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The Interstellar Patrol
THE CLAW AND THE CLOCK
Iadrubel Vire glanced over the descriptive documents thoughtfully.

"A promising world. However, considering the extent of the Earthmen's possessions, and the size of their
Space Force, one hesitates to start trouble."

Margash Grele bowed deferentially.

"Understood, Excellency. But there is a significant point that we have just discovered. We have always
supposed this planet was a part of their Federation. It is not. It is independent."”

Vire got his two hind ripping claws up onto their rest.

"Hm-m-m . . . How did we come by this information?"

"One of their merchant ships got off-course, and Admiral Arvast Nade answered the distress signal."
Grele gave a bone-popping sound, signifying wry humor. "Needless to say, the Earthmen were more
distressed after the rescue than before."

Vire sat up.

"So, contrary to my specific instructions, Nade has given the Earthmen pretext to strike at us?"

"Excellency, restraint of the kill-instinct requires high moral development when dealing with something as
helpless as these Earthmen. Nade, himself, did not take part in the orgy, of course, but he was unable to
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restrain his men. It was the Earthlings' fault, because they were not armed. If they had been in full battle
armor, with their tools of war—Well, who wants to crack his claws on a thing like that? But they
presented themselves as defenseless offerings. The temptation was too great."

"Were the Earthmen aware of the identity of the rescue craft?"

Grele looked uneasy.

"Admiral Nade feared some trap, and . . . ah . . . undertook to forestall treachery by using an Ursoid
recognition signal."

Vire could feel the scales across his back twitch. This fool, Nade, had created out of nothing the
possibility of war with both Earth and Ursa.

Vire said shortly, "Having given the Ursoid recognition signal, the Earthmen naturally would not be
prepared. Therefore Nade would naturally be unable to restrain his men. So, what—"

Grele gave his bone-grinding chuckle, and suddenly Vire saw it as amusement at the ability of Nade to
disobey Vire's orders, and get away with it.

Vire's right-hand battle-pincer came up off its rest, his manipulators popped behind his bony chest
armor, three death-dealing stings snicked into position in his left-hand battle pincer—

Grele hurtled into a corner, all claws menacingly thrust out, but screaming, "Excellency, I meant no
offense! Forgive my error! I mean only respect!"

"Then get to the point! Let's have the facts!"

Grele said in a rush, "Admiral Nade saved several Earthlings, to question them. They saw him as their
protector, and were frank. It seems the Earthmen on this planet have a method for eliminating war-like
traits from their race, and—"

"From their race on this planet alone?"

"Yes. The planet was settled by very stern religionists, who believe in total peace unless attacked. They
eliminate individuals who show irrepressible warlike traits."

Vire settled back in his seat. "They believe in 'Total peace, unless attacked.' Then what?"

"Apparently, they believe in self-defense. A little impractical, if proper precautions have not been made."
"Hm-m-m. How did the crewmen know about this?"

"They had made many delivery trips to the planet. It seems that the Earthmen call this planet, among
themselves, 'Storehouse.' The code name is given in the documents there, and it is formally named 'Faith.'
But to the Earthmen, it is 'Storechouse."

HWhy?H

"These religious Earthlings have perfected means to preserve provisions with no loss whatever. Even live
animals are in some way frozen, gassed, irradiated—or somehow treated—so they are just as good
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when they come out as when they went in. This is handy for shippers who have a surplus due to a
temporary glut on the market, or because it's a bad year for the buyers. So, within practicable shipping
distance, Storehouse does a thriving business, preserving goods from time of surplus to a time of need."

Vire absently grated his ripping claws on their rests.

"Hm-m-m . . . And the basis of this process is not generally known?"

"No, sir. They have a monopoly. Moreover, they use their monopoly to enforce codes of conduct on the
shippers. Shippers who employ practices they regard as immoral, or who deal in goods they disapprove
of, have their storage quotas cut. Shippers they approve of get reduced rates. And they are incorruptible,
since they are religious fanatics—like our Cult of the Sea, who resist the last molt, and stick to gills."

"Well, well, this does offer possibilities. But, would the Earthmen be willing to lose this valuable facility,
even if it is not a member of their Federation? On the other hand—I wonder if the fanatics have
antagonized the Earthmen as the cursed sea cult antagonizes us? That collection of righteous clams."
Grele nodded. "From what Admiral Nade learned, it certainly seems so. The crew of the distressed ship,
for instance, had just had their quota cut because they had been caught 'shooting craps,' a form of
gambling—while on their own ship waiting to unload."

"Yes, that sounds like it. Nade, I suppose, has his fleet in position?"

"Excellency, he chafes at the restraints."

"No doubt."

Vire balanced the possibilities.

"It is rumored that some who have attacked independent Earth-settled planets have not enjoyed the
experience."

"The Earthlings would be bound to spread such rumors. But what can mere religious fanatics do against
the guns of our men? The fanatics are skilled operators of a preserving plant; of what use is that in
combat?"

Vire settled back. Either the Earthmen were truly unprepared, in which case he, Vire, would receive
partial credit for a valuable acquisition; or else the Earthmen were prepared, and Nade would get such a
dent in his shell that his reputation would never recover.

"All right," said Vire cheerfully, "but we must have a pretext—these religious fanatics must have delivered
some insult that we want to avenge, and it must fit in with their known character. If possible, it must rouse
sympathy, even, for us. Let's see . . ."

Elder Hugh Phillips eyed the message dourly.

"These lobsters have their gall. Look at this."

Deacon Bentley adjusted his penance shirt to make the bristles bite in better, and took the message. He
read aloud in a dry methodical voice:
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""Headquarters, the Imperial Hatchery, Khlaftschffran'—lot of heathenish gabble there, I'll skip all that.
Let's see'. . . Pursuant to the blessings of the'. . . heh . . . 'fertility god Fflahvritschtsvri . . . Pursuant to
the blessings of the fertility god, What's-His-Name, the Royal Brood has exceeded expectations this
season, all praise to So-and-So, et cetera, et cetera, and exceeds the possibility of the Royal Hatchery to
handle. We, therefore, favor you with the condescension of becoming for the next standard year an
Auxiliary Royal Hatchery, consecrated according to the ritual of Fflahvrit . . . et cetera . . . and under due
direction of the Imperial Priesthood, and appropriate Brood Masters, you to receive in addition to the
honor your best standard payment for the service of maintaining the Royal Brood in good health, and
returning same in time for the next season, undamaged by the delay, to make up the deficiency predicted
by the Brood Masters. The fertility god, What's-His-Name, directs us through his Priesthood to
command your immediate notice of compliance, as none of the precious Brood must be endangered by
delay."

Deacon Bentley looked up.
"To make it short, we're supposed to store the royal lobsters for a year, is that it?"
"Evidently."

"There's no difficulty there." Bentley eyed the message coldly. "As for being consecrated according to
the lobster's fertility god, there we part company."

Elder Phillips nodded.

"They do offer good pay, however."

"All worldly money is counterfeit. The only reward is in Heaven."

"Amen. But from their own heathen viewpoint, the offer is fair. Obviously, we can't accept it. But we
must be fair in return, even to lobsters. We will take care of the Royal Brood, but as for their
Priesthood"—he cleared his throat—"with due humility, we must decline that provision. Now, who writes
the answer?"

"Brother Fry would be ideal for it."

"He's on a fast. How about Deacon Fenell?"

"No good. He went into a cell on Tuesday. Committed himself for a month."

"He did, eh? Able's boy, Wilder, would have been good at this. Too bad."

Phillips nodded.

"Unfortunately, not all can conquer their own nature. Some require grosser enemies.”" He sighed. "Let's
see. How do we start the thing off?"

"Let's just say, 'We will put up your brood for so-and-so much per year. We decline the consecration.'
That's the gist of the matter. Then we nail some diplomacy on both ends of it, dress it up a little, and there
we are."

"I wish Brother Fry were here. This nonsense can eat up time. However, he's not here, so let's get at it."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Iadrubel Vire read the message over again intently:

From: Central Contracting Office Penitence City Planet of Faith To: Headquarters The Imperial
Hatchery Khlaftschiffranzitschopendischkla Dear Sirs: We are in receipt of your request of the 22nd
instant that we put the excess of the Royal Brood in storage for a period approximating one standard
year. We agree to do this, in accord with our standard rate schedule "D" appended, suitable for
nonpreferred live shipments. Kindly note that these rates apply from date of delivery to the storehouse
entrance, to date of reshipment from the same point. We regret that we must refuse your other terms, to
wit: a) Accompaniment of the shipment by priests and broodmasters. b) Consecration to the fertility god,
referred to in your communication. In reference to a), no such accompaniment is necessary or allowed. In
reference to b), the said god, so-called, is, of course, nonexistent.

In view of the fact that your race is known to be heathen, these requests will not be held against you in
determining the rate schedule, beyond placing you in the nonpreferred status. We express our
appreciation for this order, and trust that our service will be found satisfactory in every respect. Truly

yours, Hugh Bentley Chief Assistant Central Contracting Office

Vire sat back, absently scratched his ripping claws on their rest, reached out with a manipulator, and
punched a call-button.

A door popped open, and Margash Grele stepped in and bowed.
"Excellency?"

"Read this."

Grele read it, and looked up.

"These people are, as I told you, sir, like our sea cult—only worse."

"They certainly take an independent line for an isolated planet dealing with an interstellar empire—and on
a sensitive subject, at that."

"Not so, Excellency. It is independent from our viewpoint. If you read between the lines, you can see
that, for them, they are bent over backwards."

Vire absently squeaked the sharp tips of his right-hand battle claw together.

"Maybe. In any case, I don't think we would be quite justified by this reply in doing anything drastic.
However, I think we can improve on this. Tell Nade to get his claws sharpened up, and we'll see what
happens with the next message."

Hugh Phillips handed the message to Deacon Bentley.

"There seems to have been something wrong with our answer to these crabs."

"What, did we lose the order? Let's see."

Bentley's eyebrows raised.
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"Hm-m-m. . . .'Due to your maligning the religious precepts of our Race, we must demand a full
retraction and immediate apology . . . "When did we do that?"

"There was something about that part where we said they were heathens."
"They are heathens."

"I know."

"Truth is Truth."

"That is so. Nevertheless—well, Brother Fry would know how to handle this."
"Unfortunately, he is not here. Well, what to do about this?"

Phillips looked at it.

"What is there to do?"

Bentley's look of perplexity cleared away.

"True. We can't have lobsters giving us religious instruction." He looked wary. "On the other hand, we
mustn't fall into the sin of pride, either."

"Here, let's have a pen." Phillips wrote rapidly, frowned, then glanced at Bentley. "How is your sister's
son coming along? Her next-to-eldest?"

Bentley shook his head.

"] fear he is not meant for righteousness. He has refused to do his penances."

Phillips shook his head, then looked at what he had written. After a moment, he glanced up. "If the truth
were told, some of us shaved by pretty close, ourselves. I suppose it's to be expected. The first settlers
were certainly descended from a rough lot." He cleared his throat. "I am not so sure my eldest is going to
make it."

Bentley caught his breath.

"Perhaps you judge too harshly."

"No. As a boy, he did not play marbles. He lined them up in ranks, and studied the formations. We
would find him with his mother's pie plate and a pencil, holding them to observe how a space fleet in disk
might destroy one in column. I have tried to . . ." Phillips cleared his throat. "Here, read this. See if you
can improve it. We must be strictly honest, and must not truckle to these heathens. It would be bad for
them as well as us."

"Amen, Elder. Let's see, now—"

[adrubel Vire straightened up in his seat, reread the message, and summoned Margash Grele.

Margash bowed deferentially.
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"Excellency?"
"This is incredible. Read this."
Grele read aloud:

"'Sirs: We acknowledge receipt of yours of the 28th instant, and are constrained, in all truth, to reply that
you are heathen; that your so-called fertility god is no god at all; that your priests are at best misled, and
at worst representatives of the devil; and that we can on no account tolerate priests of heathen religions
on this planet. As these are plain facts, there can be no retraction and no apology, as there is no insult,
but only a plain statement of truth. As a gesture of compromise, and to prove good will, we will allow
one (1) brood master to accompany the shipment, provided he is not a priest of any godless 'religion,’
so-called. We will not revise the schedule of charges on this occasion, but warn you plainly that this is our
final offer. Truly yours ... "

Grele looked up blankly.

Vire said, "There is a tone to this, my dear Grele, that does not appear consistent with pacifism. Not
with pacifism as I understand the word."

"I certainly see what you mean, sir. Nevertheless, they are pacifists. We have carefully checked our
information."

"And we are certain they are not members of the Federation?"
"Absolutely certain."

"Well, there is something here that we do not understand. This message could not be better planned if it
were a bait to draw us to the attack."

"It is certainly an insulting message, but one well suited to our purpose.”

"That, too, is suspicious. Events rarely fall into line so easily."

"Excellency, they are religious fanatics. There is the explanation."

"Nevertheless, we must draw the net tighter before we attempt to take them. Such utter fearlessness
usually implies either a formidable weapon, or a formidable protector. We must be certain the Federation
does not have some informal agreement with this planet."

"Excellency, Admiral Nade grows impatient."

Vire's right-hand claw quivered. "We will give him the chance to do the job, once we have done ours.
We must make certain we do not send our troops straight into the jaws of a trap. There is a strong Space
Force fleet so situated that it might intervene."

General Larssen, of the Space Force, looked up from copies of the messages. "The only place in this

end of space where we can store supplies with no spoilage, and they have to wind up in a fight with the
lobsters over royal lobster eggs. And we aren't allowed to do anything about it."
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"Well, sir," said Larssen's aide, "they were pretty insulting about it. And they've had every chance to join
the Federation. It's hard to see why the Federation should take on all Crustax for them now."

"All Crustax,' nuts. The lobsters would back down if we'd ram a stiff note down their throat. Do we
have any reply from the . . . er. . . 'court of last resort' on this?"

"No, sir, they haven't replied yet."

"Much as I dislike them, they don't pussyfoot around, anyway. Let's hope—"
There was a quiet rap, and Larssen looked up.

"Come in!"

The communications officer stepped in, looking serious.

"I wanted to bring you this myself, sir. The Interstellar Patrol declines to intervene, because it feels that
the locals can take care of themselves."

Larssen stared. "They're a bunch of pacifists! All they're strong at is fighting off temptation!"
"Yes, sir. We made that point. All we got back was, "Wait and see."
"Well, we tried, at least. Now we've got a ringside seat for the slaughter."

Admiral Nade was in his bunk when the top priority message came in. His aide entered the room,
approached the bunk, and hesitated. Nade was completely covered up, out of sight.

The aide looked around nervously. The chief was a trifle peevish when roused out of a sound sleep.
The aide put the message on the admiral's cloak of rank on the nightstand near the bunk,

retraced his steps to the hatch, opened it wide, then returned to the bunk. Hopefully, he waited, but
Nade didn't stir.

The aide spoke hesitantly: "Ah . . . a message, sir." Nothing happened. He tried again.
Nade didn't move.
The aide climbed over the raised lip of the catch tray, took hold of the edge of the bunk, dug several

claws into the wood in his nervousness, and cautiously scratched back a little of the fine white sand. The
admiral was in there somewhere. He scratched a little more urgently. A few smooth pebbles rattled into

the tray.

Just then, he bumped something.

Claws shot up. Sand flew in all directions.

The aide fell over the edge of the tray, scrabbled violently, and hurled himself through the doorway.

The admiral bellowed, "WHO DARES—"
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The aide rounded corners, and shot down cross-corridors as the admiral grabbed his cloak of rank, then
spotted the message.

Nade seized the message, stripped off various seals the message machine had plastered on it, growled:
"The fool probably wants more delay." Then he tore open the lightproof envelope that guaranteed no one
would see it but him, unfolded the message itself, and snarled, "' . . . received your message #4e67t3fs . .
. While [ agree—' Bah!'. . . extreme caution is advised . . . ' That clawless wonder! Let's see, what's
this? ' . . . Provided due consideration is given to these precautions, you are hereby authorized to carry
out the seizure by force of the aforesaid planet, its occupation, its annexation, and whatever ancillary
measures may appear necessary or desirable. You are, however, warned on no account to engage forces
of the Federation in battle, the operation to be strictly limited to the seizure, et cetera, of the aforesaid
planet. If possible, minimum damage is to be done to the planet's storage equipment, as possession of this
equipment should prove extremely valuable . . . ' Well, he's a hard-shell, after all! Let's see . . . 'Security
against surprise by Federation forces will be employed without however endangering success of the
operation by undue dividing of the attacking force . . . ' That doesn't hurt anything. Now, the quicker we
take them, the better."

He whipped his cloak of rank around him, tied it with a few quick jerks of his manipulators, strode into
the corridor, and headed for the bridge, composing an ultimatum as he went.

Elder Phillips examined the message, and cleared his throat. "We appear to have a war on our hands."
Deacon Bentley made a clucking noise. "Let's see."
Phillips handed him the message. Bentley sat back.

"Ha-hm-m-m. 'Due to your deliberately insulting references to our religion, to your slandering of our
gods, and to your refusal to withdraw the insult, we are compelled to extend claws in battle to defend our
honor. I hereby authorize the Fleet of Crustax to engage in lawful combat, and have notified Federation
authorities as the contiguous independent power in this region that a state of war exists. Signed, ladrubel
Vire, Chief

Commander of the Forces.' Well, it appears, Elder, that our message was not quite up to Brother Fry's
level. Hm-m-m, there's more to this. Did this all come in at once?"

"It did, Deacon. The first part apparently authorizes the second part."

"Quite a different style, this. 'l[, Arvast Nade, Commander Battle Fleet [V, hereby demand your
immediate surrender. Failure to comply within one hour, your time, following receipt of this ultimatum, as
determined by my communications center, will open your planet to pillage by my troops. Any attempt at
resistance will be crushed without mercy, and your population decimated in retaliation. Any damage, or
attempted damage, by you to goods or facilities of value on the planet will be avenged by execution of
leading citizens selected at my command. By my fiat as conqueror, your status, retroactive to the moment
of transmission of this ultimatum, is that of bond-sleg to the conquering race. Any lack of instantaneous
obedience will be dealt with accordingly. Signed, Arvast Nade, Battle Fleet Commander."

Deacon Bentley looked up.

"What do we do with this?"
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"I see no alternative to activating War Preventive Measures, as described in Chapter XXXVIII of the
Lesser Works."

"I was afraid of that. Well . . . so be it."

"We can't have a war here. As soon as we saw a few of these heathen loose on the planet, we'd all
revert to type. You know what that is."

"Well, let's waste no time. You take care of that, and I'll answer the ultimatum. Common courtesy
requires that we answer it, I suppose."

Arvast Nade got the last of his battle armor on, and tested the joints.

"There's a squeak somewhere."

"Sir?" said his aide blankly.

"There's a squeak. Listen."

It could be heard plainly:

Squeak, squeak, squeak, squeak, squeak.

The aide got the oil can. "Work your claws one at a time, sir . . . Let's see . . . Again. There it is!"

"Ah, good," said Nade, working everything soundlessly. "That's what comes of too long a peace. And
this stuff is supposed to be rustproof!"

There was a polite rap at the door. The aide leaned outside, and came back with a message. "For you,
sir. It's from the Storehousers."

"Good. Wait till I get a hand out through this . . . uh . . . the thing is stiff. There, let's have it."

Reaching out with a manipulator through a kind of opened trapdoor in the armor, and almost knocking
loose a hand-weapon clamped to the inside, Nade took hold of the message, which was without seals or
embellishments, as befitted the mouthings of slegs.

Behind the clear visor, Nade's gaze grew fixed as he read.

From: Central Contracting Office Penitence City Planet of Faith To: Arvast Nade Commander Battle
Fleet IV Crustax Dear Sir: We regret to inform you that we must decline the conditions mentioned in
your message of the 2nd instant. As you may be aware, the planetary government of the planet Faith
does not recognize war, and can permit no war to be waged on, or in the vicinity of, this planet. Our
decision on this matter is final, and is not open to discussion.

Truly yours, Hugh Bentley Chief Assistant Central Contracting Office

Nade dazedly handed the message to his aide.

"And just how," he demanded, "are they going to enforce that?"
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Elder Phillips's hand trembled slightly as he reached out to accept the proffered hand of the robed figure.

"Judge Archer Goodwin," said the dignitary politely. "Elder, I bring you tidings of your eldest son, and I
fear you will not find them happy tidings."

Phillips kept his voice level.
"I suspected as much, Judge."

"With due allowance for the fallibility of human judgment, Lance appears unsuited to a life of peace.
Study bores him. Conflict and its techniques fascinate him. He is pugnacious, independent. He sees life in
terms of conflict. He is himself authoritative, though subject to subordination to a superior authority. He is
not dull. The acquisitions of useful skills, and even a quite deep knowledge, are well within his grasp,
potentially. However, his basic bent is in another direction. On a different planet, we might expect him to
shine in some limited but strategically-placed field, using it as a springboard to power and rank. Here, to
allow him to pass into the populace would require us, out of fairness, to allow others to do the same. But
the proportions of such traits are already so high that our way of living could not endure the shock. You
see, he not only possesses these traits, plus a lust to put them in action, but he sees nothing wrong with
this. Accordingly, he will not attempt to control his natural tendencies. Others of even greater
combativeness have entered our population, but have recognized the sin of allowing such tendencies
sway, unless the provocation is indeed

serious. Then—" Judge Goodwin's face for an instant bent into a chilling smile, which he at once blinked
away. He cleared his throat. "I am sorry to have to bring you this news."

Elder Phillips bowed his head. Somehow, somewhere, he had failed in proper discipline, in stern
counsel. But, defiant, the boy always—

He put down the thoughts with an effort. Others took their place. People would talk. He would never
live this down, would never know if a word, or a tone of voice, was a sly reference.

His fists clenched. For an instant, everything vanished in rage. Sin of sins, in a blur of mental pictures, he
saw himself seek similarly afflicted parents—the planet teemed with them—rouse them to revolt, saw
himself outwit the guards, seize the armory, arm the disaffected, and put this unholy law to the test of
battle!

So real was the illusion that for an instant he felt the sword in his hand, saw the Council spring to their
feet as he stepped over the bodies of the guards; his followers, armed to the teeth, were right behind him
as he entered—

With a sob, he dropped to his knees.

The judge's hand gripped his shoulder. "Be steadfast. With the aid of the Almighty, you will conquer this.
You can do it. Or you would not be here."

Arvast Nade studied the green and blue sphere swimming in the viewscreen.
"Just as | thought. They lack even a patrol ship."

"Sir," said the aide, "another message from the Storehousers."
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Nade popped open his hatch, and reached out.

Gaze riveted to the page, he read:

From: Office of the Chief War Prevention Department Level VI Penitence City Planet of Faith To:
Arvast Nade Commander Battle Fleet IV Crustax Sir: We hereby deliver final warning to you that this
Department will not hesitate to use all measures necessary to bar the development of war on this planet
or in its contiguous regions. You are warned to signify peaceful intent by immediately altering course
away from our planet. If this is impossible, signal the reason at once.

Hiram Wingate Chief War Prevention Dept.

Nade lowered the message. He took another look at the screen. He looked back at the message, then
glanced at his aide.

"You've read this?"

"Certainly, sir. Communications from slegs have no right of privacy."

"How did it seem to you?"

The aide hesitated. "If I did not know they were disarmed pacifists, who destroy every warlike son born
to them—well, I would be worried, sir."

"There is certainly a very hard note to this message. There is even a tone of command that can be heard
in it. [ find it difficult to believe this could have been written by one unfamiliar with and unequipped for

war.

Nade hesitated, then activated his armored-suit communicator.

"Alter course ten girids solaxially outward of the planet Storehouse."

Nade's aide looked shocked.

The admiral said, "War is not unlimited heroics, my boy. We lose nothing from this maneuver but an air
of omnipotence that has a poor effect on tactics, anyway. Conceivably, there are warships on the far side
of that planet. But if these softshells are just putting up a smudge with no claws behind it, we will gobble
them up, and I will add an additional two skrads free pillage to what they have already earned. The

Storehouse regions being oftf-limits, of course."
The aide beamed, and clashed his claws in anticipation.

Admiral Nade adjusted the screen to a larger magnification.

Elder Phillips formally shook hands with his son, Lance, who was dressed in battle armor, with sword
and pistol, and a repeater slung across his back.

"Sorry, Dad," said the younger Phillips, "I couldn't take this mush-mouthed hypocrisy, that's all. It's a
trap, and the fact that you and the rest of your generation let themselves get caught in it is no reason why

I should."
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Tight-lipped, the elder said nothing.

His son's lip curled. Then he shrugged. "Wish me luck, at least, Dad."

"Good luck, son." The elder began to say more, but caught himself.

A harsh voice boomed over the gathering.

"Those who have been found unsuitable for life on this planet, do now separate from those who will
remain, and step forward to face each other in armed combat. Those who will do battle on the physical
level, assemble by the sign of the sword. Those who will give battle on the level of tactics, assemble by
the stacked arms. Those who will give battle on the plane of high strategy, assemble by the open book.
You will now be matched one with another until but one champion remains in each group. Those
champions will have earned the right to life, but must still prove themselves against an enemy of the race

or of the Holy

Word. In any case, settlement shall not be here amongst the scenes of your childhood. Let any who have
second thoughts speak out. Though a—"

A shrill voice interrupted. "Overthrow them! We have the guns!"

There was an instantaneous crack! One of the armored figures collapsed.

The harsh voice went on, a little lower-pitched:

"Anyone else who wants to defy regulations is free to try. The punishment is instantaneous death. [ was
about to say that anyone who has second thoughts should speak up, though a courage test will be
required to rejoin your family, and you must again submit to judgment later. The purpose of the Law is
not to raise a race of cowards, but a race capable of controlling its warlike instincts. Naturally, anyone
who backs out of this, and fails the courage test, will be summarily killed. Does anyone on mature

consideration regret the stand he has taken?"

There was a silence.

The armored figures, their faces through the raised visors expressing surprise, glanced at the outstretched
rebel, then at each other.

Elder Phillips's son turned, and his gaze sought out his father. He grinned and raised the naked sword in
salute. The elder, startled, raised his hand. Now, what was that about?

"Very well," said the harsh voice. "Take your positions by your respective emblems."

Elder Phillips, watching, saw his son hesitate, and then walk toward the open book. The elder was
surprised; after all, some fool might think him cowardly, not realizing the type of courage the test would
involve.

The voice said, "After a brief prayer, we will begin . . ."

Arvast Nade glanced at the ranked screens in the master control room.

"There is no hidden force off that planet. It was a bluff." He activated his armored-suit communicator,
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and spoke briskly: "Turn the Fleet by divisions, and land in the preselected zones."

Hiram Wingate, Chief, War Prevention Department, watched the maneuver on the screen, turned to a
slanting console bearing ranks of numbered levers and redly-glowing lights, and methodically pulled down
levers. The red lights winked off;, to be replaced by green. On a second console, a corresponding
number of blue lights went out, to be replaced by red.

Near the storage plant, huge camouflaged gates swung wide. An eager voice shouted over the
communicator. "Men! Squadron A strikes the first blow! Follow me!"

Arvast Nade, just tuning from the screen, jerked back to take another look.
Between his fleet and the planet, a swarm of blurs had materialized.
The things were visibly growing large on the screen, testifying to an incredible velocity.

Abruptly the blurred effect vanished, and he could see what appeared to be medium-sized scout ships,
all bearing some kind of angular symbol that apparently served

as a unit identification.

Now again they blurred.

Nade activated his suit communicator.
"Secondary batteries open fi—"

The deck jumped underfoot. A siren howled, changed pitch, then faded out. Across the control room, a
pressure-monitor needle wound down around its dial, then the plastic cover of the instrument blew off.

The whole ship jumped.

A tinny voice spoke in Nade's ear. "Admiral, we are being attacked by small ships of the Storehousers!"
"Fire back!" shouted Nade.

"They're too fast, sir! Fire control can't keep up with them! Look out! HERE COMES—"

Nade raised his battle pincers.

Before him, the whole scene burst into one white-hot incandescence.

General Larssen, watching on the long-range pickup, sat in shock as glare from the viewer lit his face.
"And they don't believe in war! Look at that!"

"Sir," said a dazed subordinate, "that isn't war."

"It isn't? What do you call it?"

"Extermination, sir. Pest control. War assumes some degree of equality between opponents."
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Lance Phillips, feeling dazed and drained, but with a small warm sense of achievement, straightened from
the battle computer.

"I didn't do too badly?"

"Best of the lot," said the examiner cheerfully. "Y our understanding of the geometrical aspects of space
strategy is outstanding."

"T had a sense of drag—as if I couldn't get the most out of my forces."

"You didn't. You aren't dealing with pure abstract force, but with human beings. You made no allowance
for that."

"But I did well enough to survive?"
"You did."
"What about the others?"

"They had their opportunity. Those who conquered will be saved. Any really outstanding fighters who
lost because of bad luck, or superb opposition, will also be saved."

"We get a chance to do battle later?"

"Correct."

"We fight for our own planet?"

"That's right."

"But—how long since the planet was attacked?"

"Yesterday, when this trial began. Prior to that, not for about a hundred years."

"Yesterday! What are we doing here? We should—"

The examiner shook his head.

"The attack never amounted to anything. Just a fleet of lobsters wiped out in fifteen minutes."

Lance Phillips looked dizzy.

"I thought we didn't believe in war!"

"Of course not," said the examiner. "War, of the usual kind, has a brutalizing effect. As likely as not, the
best are sent to slaughter each other, so at least the physical level of the race is lowered. The conquered

are plundered of the fruits of their labor, which is wrong, while the conquerors learn to expect progress
by pillage instead of work; they become a burden on everyone around them; that leads to a desire to
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exterminate them. The passions aroused do not end with the conflict, but go on to make more conflict.
We don't believe in war. Unfortunately, not everyone is equally enlightened. Should we, because we
recognize the truth, be at the mercy of every sword-rattler and egomaniac? Of course not. But how are
we to avoid it? By simultaneously understanding the evils of war, and being prepared to wage it
defensively on the greatest scale."

"But that's a contradiction! You can't distinguish between offensive and defensive weapons! And we
have too small a planet to support a large-scale war!"

The examiner looked him over coolly.

"With due respect to your logic, your understanding is puny. Now, we have something here we call
'discipline.' Think carefully before you tell me again to my face that I am a fool, or a liar. I repeat, 'How
do we avoid war? By simultaneously understanding the evils of war, and being prepared to wage it

defensively on the greatest scale."'

Lance Phillips felt the objections well up, felt the overpowering certainty, the determination to brush
aside nonsense.

Simultaneously, he felt something else.

He opened his mouth. No words came out.
Could this be fear?

Not exactly.

What was it?

Suddenly he recognized it.

Caution.

Warily, he said, "In that case . . . ah . . . how—"

Iadrubel Vire scanned the fragmentary reports, and looked at Margash Grele. Grele's normally
iridescent integument was a muddy gray.

"This is all?" said Vire.

"Yes, sir."

"No survivors?"

"Not one, so far as we know. It was a slaughter."

Vire sat back, dazed. A whole battle fleet wiped out—just like that. This would alter the balance of
force all along the frontier.

"What word from the Storehousers?"
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"Nothing, sir."
"No demands?"
"Not a word."

"After a victory like this, they could—" He paused, frowning. They were pacifists, who believed in
self-defense.

That sounded fine, in principle, but—how had they reduced it to practice? After all, they were only one
planet. Their productive capacity and manpower did not begin to approach that of Crustax and—

Vire cut off that line of thought. This loss, with enough patience and craft, could be overcome. Two or
three more like it would be the finish. There was just not enough potential gain to risk further attempts on
that one little planet. He had probed the murk with a claw, and drawn back a stub. Best to avoid trouble
while that grew back, and just keep away from the place in the future.

"Release the announcement," said Vire slowly, "that Fleet IV, in maneuvers, has been caught in a meteor
storm of unparalleled intensity. Communications have been temporarily cut off, and there is concern at
headquarters over the fate of the fleet. It will be some time before we will know with certainty what has
happened, but it is feared that a serious disaster may have occurred. As this fleet is merely a reserve fleet
on maneuvers in the region of the border with the Federation, with which we have friendly relations, this,
of course, in no way imperils our defenses, but . . . h'm-m-m . . . we are deeply concerned for the
crewmen and their loved ones."

Grele made swift notes, and looked up.
"Excellency, might it not be wise to let this information out by stages? First, the word of the meteor
shower—but our experts doubt the accuracy of the report. Next, a substantiating report has come in.

Then—"

"No, because in the event of a real meteor shower, we would make no immediate public
announcements. We have to be liars in this, but let's keep it to the minimum."

Grele bowed respectfully, and went out.

"Damned gravitor," said Squadron A's 2nd-Flight leader over the communicator, "cut out just as we
finished off the lobster fleet. I was signaling for assembly on my ship, and aimed to cut a little swath
through crab-land before going home. Instead, we've been streaking off on our own for the last week,
and provisions are slim on these little boats, I'll tell you that! What outfit did you say you are?"

The strange, roughly minnow-shaped ship, not a great deal bigger than the scout, answered promptly:

"Interstellar Patrol. We have a few openings for recruits who can qualify. Plenty of chance for adventure,
special training, top-grade weapons, good food, the pay's O.K., no bureaucrats to tangle things up. If
you can qualify, it's a good outfit."

"Interstellar Patrol, huh? Never heard of it. I was thinking of the Space Force."

"Well, you could come in that way. We get quite a few men from the Space Force. It's a fair outfit, but
they have to kowtow to Planetary Development. Their weapons aren't up to ours; but their training isn't
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so tough, either. They'd be sure to let you in, where we're a little more selective. You've got a point, all
right. It would be a lot easier—if you want things easy."

"Well, I didn't mean—"

"We could shoot you supplies to last a couple of weeks, and maybe a Space Force ship will pick you
up. If not, we could help—if we're still in the region. Of course, if not—"

The flight leader began to perspire. "Listen, tell me a little more about this Interstellar Patrol."

Lance Phillips stared at rank on rank of mirrorlike glittering forms stretching off into the distance, and
divided into sections by massive pillars that buttressed the ceiling.

"This is part of the storage plant?"

"It is. Naturally, foreigners know nothing of this, and our own people have little cause to learn the details.
You say a small planet can't afford a large striking force. It can, if the force is accumulated slowly, and
requires no maintenance whatever. Bear in mind, we make our living by storing goods, with no loss. How
can there be no loss? Obviously, if, from the viewpoint of the observer, no time passes for the stored
object."

"How could that be unless the object were moving at near the velocity of light?"
"How does an object increase its speed to near the velocity of light?"
"It accelerates."

The examiner nodded. "When you see much of this, you have a tendency to speculate. Now, we
regularly add to our stock of fighting men and ships, and our ability to control the effects of time enables
us to operate, from the observer's viewpoint, either very slowly, or very fast. How is not in my
department, and this knowledge is not handed out to satisfy curiosity. But—it's natural to speculate. The
only way we know to slow time, from the observer's viewpoint, is to accelerate, and increase velocity to
near the speed of light. A great ancient named Einstein said there is no way, without outside references,
to distinguish the force of gravity from acceleration. So, I think some wizardry with gravitors is behind
this." He looked thoughtfully at Lance Phillips. "The main thing is, you see what you have to know to be
one of our apprentice strategists. We accumulate strength slowly, take the toughest, most generally
uncivilizable of each generation, provided they have certain redeeming qualities. These are our fighting
men. We take a few standard types of ships, improve them as time goes on, and when we are attacked,
we accelerate our response, to strike with such speed that the enemy cannot react. We obliterate him.
He, mortified, blames the defeat on something else. His fleet was caught in a nova, the gravitors got in
resonating synchrony, something happened, but it didn't have anything to do with us. Nevertheless, he
leaves us alone."

"Why not use our process to put his whole fleet in stasis, and use it as a warning?"
"That would be an insult he would have to respond to, and we are opposed to war. In the second place,
we agreed to give you an opportunity to fight for the planet, and then live your life elsewhere. There has

to be some outlet somewhere. We can't just keep stacking ships and warriors in here indefinitely."

"After we get out—then what happens?
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"It depends on circumstances. However, fighting men are in demand. If, say, a properly keyed signal cut
power to the engines, and after some days of drifting, the warrior were offered the opportunity to enlist in
some outfit that meets our standards—"

"Yes, that fits." He hesitated, then thrust out his jaw. "I know I'm not supposed to even think about this,
but—"

The Examiner looked wary: "Go ahead."

"With what we have here, we could rival the whole works—Federation, Crustax Empire—the lot.
Well—why not? We could be the terror of all our opponents!"

The examiner shook his head in disgust.

"After what you've experienced, you can still ask that. Let's go at it from another direction. Consider
what you know about the warlike character of our populace, and what we have to do to restrain it. Now,
just ask yourself: What could such a stock as this be descended from?"

A great light seemed to dawn on Lance Phillips.

"You see," said the examiner, "we've already done that. We had to try something a little tougher."

RIDDLE ME THIS . ..

Roberts eyed the bristling model of the huge space station with no great happiness.

"And," said the Colonel, rotating it to bring another rank of fusion turrets into view, "three battalions of
crabs are on internal guard duty in this place."

"Hm-m-m," said Roberts, studying the big metal gate below the latest set of turrets. "We're sure two of
our men are alive in there?"

"Positive. We're still getting random signals from the deep implants. They're alive. Under torture."

Roberts turned the rim of a little wheel that rolled the model over, and rapid-fire guns and missile snouts
protecting the gate came into view.

"Naturally," said Roberts, "if we blow the place up, we kill our own men."

The Colonel nodded. "As a matter of fact, there are quite a few things we could do. We have a distinct
advantage in technology over these crabs. But if we're not careful, the prisoners will get killed."

"Yet, if we leave the place alone, they'll continue to get tortured?"

"Exactly."

"Suppose," said Roberts, "we put a stiff threat to the crabs to let them go, or else?"

"The diplomats have already done it. The crabs deny any human is in there. That's as far as the diplomats

are prepared to go for us. Earth isn't going to declare war on Crustax for two apparently ordinary
spacemen, and Crustax knows it."
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Roberts turned the model slowly around, and watched the successive ranks of gun turrets swing into
view.

The Colonel said, "Normally, an entire Crustaxan fleet is within easy reach of this strong point. But the
crabs are minus one fleet since they tried to gobble up Storehouse. They're shorthanded, and they're
shuttling fleets around to try to hide it. This place was covered last month, and it may be covered again
next month. Right now, there's nothing between us and it but a few light scout ships and an outdated
cruiser."

"What's behind that gate?"

The Colonel pushed a button, and on the model, the huge doors rolled back, to disclose a vast lighted
interior with big ships at docks, or floating free inside.

"All the guns," said Roberts slowly, "are on the outside?"

"The big guns. But don't forget, the three battalions of guards are on the inside."

"How good are they at torture?"

"They have a natural talent for it."

"Where are the captives from?"

"Paradise," said the Colonel. He added dryly, "I'm referring to the planet by that name, of course."
Roberts blinked. "Where Hammell, Morrissey, and [ were marooned?"

"The same, Roberts. As a matter of fact, these men volunteered out of loyalty to you. They were newly
trained technicians on the planet, and after studying the last exchange of messages, they came to the
conclusion that the Interstellar Patrol is actually the 'Royal Guard.' Don't ask me to explain their
reasoning. That want-generator you used on the planet had a powerful effect. At any rate, they're good
men."

Roberts swallowed, and with an effort, relaxed. When the Colonel had said, "these men volunteered out
of loyalty to you," this for some reason had made it a personal matter for Roberts. Roberts was,
therefore, going to free them—or the crabs were going to pay a steep price in blood. Roberts wasn't sure
this was the right way to think, but it was the way he did think.

The Colonel glanced seriously at Roberts.

"You see the problem. If we destroy the place, we destroy the men. If we don't destroy it, we leave the
men to be tortured. But there's more to it than that. If we go there in an unarmed ship, we can very likely
get inside; the commander of this fortress would be delighted to have some more Earth prisoners. But
even assuming that you get in, surprise them, and free the prisoners, how do you get away afterward in
an unarmed ship? There are those weapons on the outside to deal with. The likelihood of capturing all
those turrets from inside is very small. On the other hand, you can go there in a ship that can handle the
weapons—and then the crabs will never let you near the place without a fight. That would defeat our

purpose."
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"Suppose it's a heavily armed ship camouflaged to look harmless?"

"Fine—except that the Crustax Fleet goes in for camouflage in a big way. They have dreadnoughts
rigged out to look like big supply ships. Their larger supply ships often look like dreadnoughts. You can't
tell who is what without the best instruments. The natural result is that they are suspicious of other
people's ships, and if we go in there in a battleship fixed up to look exactly like a large spaceliner, they
will automatically suspect what it really is. Their detecting instruments are nothing special; but where
trickery is concerned, their naturally deceitful character gives them a running start."

Roberts considered it, frowning. "And what do they gain by all that?"

"It's ingrained in their character to start with. Until the adult molt, their whole life is spent in the sea. The
ocean on Crustax sounds at least as bad as the ocean back on Earth. Only the toughest and most wary
survive. Since a lot of the things in the sea are bigger and faster than they are, they find deception very
handy. Once they get out into space, that's just a bigger ocean from their viewpoint, and they use
deception there, too. It's automatic."

Roberts looked at the model thoughtfully.

"What kind of individual is in charge of that fortress? Assuming we know."

"A fanatic by the name of Garvast Nade. Garvast Nade is the 'son,' so-called, of Arvast Nade."
Roberts said, "Arvast Nade—"

"Was blown to bits, with his whole fleet, in the attempt to capture Storehouse."

"Hm-m-m. Therefore, Garvast Nade—"

"Garvast Nade has had his career wrecked by the obliteration of his 'father's' fleet and reputation. As
nearly as we can follow it, a 'family' on Crustax is strictly a voluntary matter of an adult selecting
promising young who have survived to the adult molt, with the young, in turn, hunting for a strong adult

sponsor."

"Therefore, Garvast Nade has reason to seek revenge on humans? Assuming that is, the crabs have
emotions."

"Oh," said the Colonel, "they have emotions, all right. If anything, they have more emotions than we
have. You're right, Roberts—Garvast Nade, a fanatic selected by a power-hungry conqueror, has plenty
of reasons to seek revenge on humans."

"How smart is he?"

"That we don't know. Supposedly he has brains, or Arvast Nade wouldn't have sponsored him."

Roberts eyed the dark-gray model with its yawning gate and ranked turrets, and suddenly had a
sensation like a cold wind on the back of his neck.

The Colonel sat back, and cleared his throat.

"Our men are very seldom captured. These two were caught while serving on the crew of a fast freighter
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belonging to a small outfit that handles some of the toughest shipping jobs in this end of the universe. Our
men were there to try to track down a very peculiar recent shipment, but we now think we had the
wrong ship. The head of this shipping company changes the names of the ships arbitrarily, and shifts the
officers around at will, which can make it exasperating to try to decipher what happened. At any rate, the
ship got off course, and Arvast Nade captured it. When he got through with the prisoners, he passed the
survivors over to Garvast."

The Colonel thought a moment. "As I say, Roberts, we don't have many of our men taken prisoner. But
if they are captured by a humane opponent—and particularly if we have no reason to believe they are
known to be our men—then we usually make no special attempt to free them. Sometimes, their friends
get them out. Usually they can manage it themselves. But this, you see, is a little different."

Roberts nodded.

The Colonel said, "We aren't going to leave them there. We will either get them out, or something
unfortunate is going to happen to this space station." The Colonel looked at Roberts. "This strikes me,
Roberts, as being suited to your special talents, and I am turning it over to you."

"Thank you, sir," said Roberts, ugly sensations alternating with the chill at the back of his neck. "And
what can I have to do this job?"

"Whatever you can lay your hands on," said the Colonel, eyeing the model with no very pleasant
expression. "Whatever isn't already nailed down tight by somebody else is yours."

Roberts smiled at the wording of that stroke of generosity. That meant that things were

so tied up already that the Colonel could think of no adequate force to give Roberts, and so he,
therefore, left it up to Roberts to scrape one together by himself. On the other hand, that particular
wording might prove to be useful. At any rate, it placed no limitation in material on him.

"Yes, sir," said Roberts. "I'll get started right away."
Roberts saluted, and went out immediately.

The first thing to do, he told himself, on the way down the corridor, was to get hold of his men. They, at
least, would not have been assigned to some other job without Roberts knowing about it.

Roberts shoved open the corridor door to the room they shared while on the dreadnought, passed the
bunks and desks to pause at a hatch-like door beyond the thick window of which the sun shone brightly
on dazzling sand stretching down to blue and white water. Roberts frowned, momentarily distracted.

The gigantic dreadnought that served as an approximation of home contained a number of features
Roberts didn't understand. The door from the corridor invariably and without delay listed who was
assigned to the room—but Roberts never saw anyone put the names on the door. The door apparently
put the names there itself. The hatchlike door here at the opposite end of the room, whose window
looked out on a sandy beach, was sometimes brightly sunlit, and sometimes looked out on terrific storms.
It was obvious to Roberts that the dreadnought didn't carry a private ocean around inside of it, and also
didn't have its own internal sun. Which of Roberts' theories explained the situation, he didn't know, but he
looked out exasperatedly, then shrugged, and changed into a swimsuit. He stepped out the door, felt the
sunlight hot on his skin, and pulled the door shut behind him. As he walked out, scanning the dazzling
beach, with its march of white-capped waves rolling in, a strongly built figure burst from the water and
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plunged ashore.

At the same moment, Roberts' feet got the message to him that he had walked out onto the equivalent of
a bed of hot coals. He sprinted across the dazzling beach, his feet sinking deep in the burning sand, and
was down the slope till suddenly he was on dark wet sand, and then he dove headlong into the water.
The icy shock slid over him, taking away his breath. He surfaced, shook his head, and saw the powerful
figure of Hammell standing on the wet sand, watching him with a smile.

Roberts swam back, and waded out onto the shore, the water curling around his feet as it ran far up the
beach. Roberts called to Hammell.

"Where are Morrissey and Bergen?"
Hammell grinned, and pointed seaward. "They're racing me to shore."

Roberts glanced out, to see the flash of an arm a hundred feet or so from shore. An instant later, he saw,
still further out, another swimmer.

Roberts shook his head wryly, and waited.
Hammell picked up a towel, dried himself briskly, and spread the towel neatly on the hot sand. He lay
down, stretched out comfortably, and assumed a drowsy air as if he had spent the last half hour

sunbathing.

Dan Bergen, chest heaving, short hair plastered to his skull, staggered ashore. An instant later, he was
followed by Morrissey.

"This time," Bergen gasped, nodding to Roberts, then glancing around, "we beat him." He paused
abruptly, looking past Roberts. Behind Bergen, Morrissey shook his head ruefully. "When he hits the
water, he turns into twins. One drowns in our wake. The other materializes at the finish line."

Bergen glanced at Roberts. "Can you beat him?"

"Not me," said Roberts. "He's got a little submarine hidden around here, somewhere. You can't win."

Morrissey waded out, grinning. "What did the Colonel have to say?"

"Plenty," said Roberts.

Hammell opened one eye.

"I hope you told him we were looking forward to a long drowsy vacation."

"Strange to say," said Roberts, "I forgot that. He was busy telling me about a couple of guys who are
prisoners of Crustax. It seems that the crabs have them locked up in a space fortress with three battalions

of guards, and enough guns and launchers on the outside to stand off a Space Force battleship."

Hammell frowned and sat up. Morrissey and Bergen stood breathing deeply, and listened closely as
Roberts described the situation. At the end, Hammell lay back, frowning.

"How do we get to them?"
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"It seems to me," said Roberts, "that the situation has to be so arranged that the crabs gladly take us in
because they want to."

Morrissey cleared his throat. "They'll want to, all right. This Garvast Nade will be happy to have us."
"Sure," said Bergen. "He could use more material."

Morrissey nodded. "The more information he can get, the better the crab high command will like it, and
him. To say nothing of the personal gratification."

Hammell frowned. "Has it occurred to you that this thing has the elements of a baited trap? These two
prisoners are the bait. This space fort is the trap. We go in the open door, the door closes behind
us—and then what?"

Roberts said, "It seems to me there are possibly four times when we could be trapped. First, on
approaching this fort, when the Crustax fleet could show up, and catch us between their ships and the
fort itself. Second, we could be trapped with our ship inside the fort's spaceport, when those gates shut
behind us. Third, we could be trapped when we leave the ship to get the prisoners. And, fourth, after we
pass out through the gates, again their fleet could turn up."

Hammell nodded. "Then, on top of that, they might get on our ship while we're in their fort, and where
does that leave us?"

Bergen said hesitantly, "Could we possibly disguise our ship to look like one of them, and slip in
unnoticed?"

"Maybe," said Roberts. "But we couldn't fool them for long, especially once we got inside."
Morrissey said, "What do we have in the line of captured recognition signals, code
books, and so on?"

"Only a few outdated ones turned over to us by the Space Force in repayment for past services. They'd
give us more, but they don't have them."

Hammell said, "The more I think about trying to camouflage our ship to look like theirs, the less I like it.
On top of everything else, how do we fool Garvast Nade when we don't know how Garvast's mind
works?"

Morrissey said, "We know he's hostile."

"And," said Roberts, "naturally good at detecting camouflage."

"Suppose," said Bergen, "we camouflage our ship as a freighter—that is, a human-style freighter?"

Morrissey shrugged. "He'll spot the fakery."

"But then," said Roberts suddenly, "suppose we camouflage the imitation freighter as a warship.
Knowing, of course, that they will detect the harmless freighter underneath."
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Bergen looked surprised, then nodded enthusiastically.
Hammell sat up. "Not bad. They'd figure we were easy to take."

"Hm-m-m," said Morrissey. "A subtle approach. But what if the outer camouflage job fools them, and
they don't let us in?"

Roberts said, "We can't take that chance. There has to be a flaw."

Morrissey shook his head. "They may not detect the flaw. Remember, they aren't as familiar with our
warship designs as we are. And then, if they do detect it, how do they explain that we put the flaw there?
The trick will be obvious."

"Not," said Roberts, "if it is a Crustax warship."
Hammell and Morrissey glanced at each other. Bergen looked impressed.

"But," said Hammell, "how do we explain our own reliance on the out-of-date recognition signals? How
do we talk with the fort? How do we convince the other side that we even thought we had a chance to
fool them in the first place? We have to reasonably think we're convincing, or they'll look for some trick
in our arrangements."

"We can talk to them by message machine only. Our ship, you see, will have been heavily damaged.
Everything but the message machine was smashed in the attack on Storehouse, and that is the only means
of communication we can use."

The other three men looked briefly intent, then Hammell cleared his throat. "In other words, they detect
that we are trying to gain entrance by disguising ourselves as Crustaxan survivors? So they rub their
hands, and say, 'Step right into my parlor."

Morrissey said, "That might work. That is to say, it might get us in there. Then what?"

"In an operation like this," said Roberts, "a certain amount of improvisation is unavoidable. It seems to
me that the main thing is to get in."

"O.K.,, let's try it for size. I'm the crab general and I see this wrecked dreadnought show up. It flashes
the outdated recognition signal. For an instant, I don't know what to think. The message comes in,
explaining that nearly all their communications are knocked out. Suddenly I spot an obvious flaw on this
battleship—"

"Dreadnought," said Roberts. "Inside, under two layers of camouflage, we want something no smaller
than a battleship. It follows that the outside has to be big."

"Dreadnought," corrected Hammell. "Suddenly I spot an obvious flaw on this dreadnought, check my
detectors carefully, and realize an Earth ship is underneath. O.K.—what kind of Earth ship?"

"Hm-m-m." said Roberts. "It should be something harmless. Preferably, something they'll be delighted to
letin."

"How about a colonization liner? One of the big ones that takes colonists from the colonization centers
out on the first leg of the trip?"
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"Yes. They'd like that. With enough cunning, they could use the ship later for deception of their own."

"So far so good," said Hammell.

"Now," said Roberts. "About this error that has to be obvious to them and not us?"
There was a silence, then Morrissey suggested.

"Could we make this ship a mirror-image of what it's supposed to be?

Roberts said, "Or suppose the scale of the ship were slightly wrong?"

Hammell nodded. "There is something they would spot that we, supposedly working from photographs,
rough readings of mass, and so on, might have wrong. However, there's still a slight hole in this plan.
What do we do after we get inside that fort?"

Bergen said, "We could pound it to pieces from inside."

Morrissey suggested, "What if we tell them we're packed solid with atomite. Release the prisoners or
we'll blow the whole place up."

"Great," said Hammell. "This fanatic, Garvast, might tell us to go ahead. Then where are we?"

"It seems to me," said Roberts, "that we've got to risk landing on this place. From past experience, |
think our battle armor will protect us in close fighting."

"What about the three battalions of guards? You know we aren't going to get any army to transport with
us. It's bound to work out that the four of us have to do the whole job."

"If," suggested Roberts, "we could first get them to board our ship—"
Hammell looked thoughtful.

Bergen beamed. "Trap them!"

Morrissey looked uncomfortable. "And suppose they capture the ship?"

Hammell's gaze was remote and calculating. "Personally, I'd hate to capture even an Interstellar Patrol
scout ship. A battleship, now—"

Bergen's eyes shone in creative effort. "We can put in false walls, and line the corridors with mines and
automatic guns. Nothing will fire till they're well inside."

Hammell cast a fishy look at Bergen, and glanced at Roberts, who said, "We'll leave that end of it to
you, then, Bergen. But we're going to have to do a little more work on this thing. A possible plan is only
the first step. Next we have to work out the alternatives in case the crabs don't cooperate with us at any
given point."

Hammell said, "Let's allow enough alternatives so we don't have to improvise too much after we get in
there. It isn't healthy to rely on having strokes of genius when you get in a tight spot."
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"Unfortunately," said Roberts, "we don't know for sure what they've got in there, so we can't help
improvising. But we'll eliminate it so far as possible."

"Just so it's a well-planned operation," said Hammell, looking uneasy again. "Otherwise it could be a
mess."

"We'll do our best," said Roberts.

From the relay center in the interior of the imitation space liner, the view from the imitation wreck's
forward pickups flashed onto Roberts' viewscreen in the battleship. A brief winking of lights was all that
visually showed the existence of the Crustax space fortress as they approached. All that is, except for the
blotting out of the stars by the looming bulk of the place.

There was a clacking noise, and Roberts watched the message as it slowly came out of the machine.
Across the room, a small language computer clicked and hummed, apparently laboring to keep up with
the incoming signals. These noises, Roberts thought, could not be a result of the computer's actual
operation: they must have been added as a guide for the user. If so, the computer wasn't having an easy
time with the message. The clicks came slowly, then in brief bursts, and the computer's hum sounded
high-pitched and strained. Then, with a final burst of clicks and a corresponding series of clacks from the
printer, the message wound up out of the printer. Roberts pulled it free, to read:

Seal Ready Stamp-Emblem Ready Number One Paper Strike: Embossing Master Emblem Number
Two ****Border Begin Message From: Commander Space Fortress Ironclaw To: Commander
Unidentified Damaged Warship Sir: Your ****-signal received and acknowledged herewith. This is the
correct signal for the **** However, we require the following information: 1) Who are you? 2) What is
the name of your ship? 3) What are the circumstances surrounding the **** of your ship? This
information must be forwarded at once, or we must refuse entry. Stand off while replying. Cordial
claw-claspings, Gratz lalwo, Commander Space Fortress Ironclaw

Fold Message and Glue Shut Stick Seal Stamp Great Claw on Front Eject

Roberts looked up blankly.

Who was Gratz lalwo?

Across the room, Morrissey straightened from the visual display, as the battery of detectors labored to
unravel the details of the fortress.

"Still clear as mud," growled Morrissey.

Roberts turned to the printer. How would the message he was about to send, which was slanted for the
fanatical Garvast Nade, affect "Gratz Ialwo"?

A hatch came open, and Hammell stepped in. "Everything's set," he said, then glanced again at Roberts.
"What's wrong?"

"Gratz lalwo."
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Hammell glanced at the printer, then at the message, but kept his mouth shut.

Roberts decided to send the original message. He snapped a little spool into the sending device. The
printer clacked. Across the room, the translator labored, to produce a translation of the message just
sent. Roberts ignored the coded instructions for the receiving printer, and read the message:

From: Arvast Nade Commander, Fleet **** To: Garvast Nade Commander Fortress **** Sir: [ ****
survived the **** suffering **** this ship severe damage, **** and **** receiving apparatus out of
order. No ****_Vital information relative Earth **** at **#* #¥¥* without delay. We ****enter

Fortress. Vital *##* #¥#* qurprise **** coming, urgent **** at once. Signed, Arvast Nade **** Fleet
skeskksk

Roberts glanced back at the screen, and saw nothing but a huge blackness, with stars showing around
the edges. He glanced around the control room, seeing Morrissey at the forward detection screen, and
Hammell now by the manual fire-control bank, the big manual-override lever shoved back in the "oft"
position. Roberts was by the pilot seat, the printer to his right, and the seat to his left, with the screen
above the curving control panel before the seat.

Roberts, looking around, had the sensations of a frontier-raised colonist, seeing a miniature power-unit
for the first time.

Roberts' Space Force training told him that this little room could not even be the control room of his own
patrol ship, much less of a full-size battleship. And yet, as he'd seen clearly enough when he first boarded
it, it was a battleship, full-size, armed to the teeth, and deadly.

Morrissey said, "That monster gate is starting to open. It's like a big metal curtain sliding up from the
center, while another half slides down below it."

"Good," said Roberts.

Hammell said, "Have they answered the message?"

"Not yet. Where's Bergen?"

"Still improving his traps."

Roberts slid into the control seat, and reached out to reset the screen. A slightly different model from
that on his own ship, this screen's differences bothered him. Yet when Roberts punched the split-screen
button that was awkwardly located just above the course display, the button refused to depress.
Irritated, Roberts pushed harder. The button yielded slightly, then shoved up against his finger, to recover
its original position.

Roberts growled to himself, stood up, leaned forward, put his thumb on the button, and shoved down
hard. The button resisted, then went click. The screen divided into two sections, the external viewscreen
to the left, the battle screen to the right.

"Good," growled Roberts, at once feeling more at home.

There was a loud clack! from the printer, and just then Morrissey called, "Look at that gate!"

There was a click as the split-screen button depressed by itself, and a snap as a stubby lever below the
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screen jumped into a new position.

Roberts, just reaching out to take the message as it came from the printer, caught the motion, and
realized that the ship had just canceled his directions. Instead of providing both battle and viewscreen, it
chose to provide a single larger battlescreen view. There was another snap, and a small auxiliary screen
to the left came on to provide a small external view, apparently to placate him.

Roberts irritatedly tore the message from the printer, noticing at the same time what Morrissey was
pointing out—an iris-of-the-eye effect that followed the separation of the two sliding gates. Behind the
big sliding gates, there remained a separate gate, like the shutter of a huge camera, and this gate had
moved only enough to show a relatively small opening at the center. This mechanism hadn't been present
in the model the Colonel had shown Roberts, which at once raised the question what else might be
different? Unlike some other organizations, the Patrol didn't hesitate to use very advanced—but
somewhat bug-ridden—techniques. This generally gave good results—but it could also give surprises.
How had they got the information on that fortress? Then Roberts shrugged and read the message:

From: Commander Space Fortress Ironclaw To: Arvast Nade, Commander

Survivor of Meteor Storm Sir: Welcome, survivors! Your ***** fleet believed lost without *****_You
may enter ***** gates at once. Sad news must ***#* #F¥k3x% the death of Garvast Nade following your
reported loss. I, Gratz Ialwo, the closest ***** of Garvast Nade, welcome you as a *****_ Reverent
lowering of antennae, Gratz lalwo, Commander Space Fortress Ironclaw

Roberts glanced from the message to the screen, where the inner gate was steadily opening wider.
Apparently, despite everything, lalwo was fooled so far. Now Roberts' detectors picked up a
transparent membrane that ballooned out as the gate opened, apparently to prevent the loss of an internal

atmosphere through the opened gates.

Roberts leaned across to the printer, tapped out the usual heading, and then the message, hitting the
"garble" button frequently:

Sir: Our ***** geverely ***** by damage and reception is ***** We wish to enter, and request
assistance *H*HF AdAkAE Qeyere *HA*H of ¥HF*X causing recurrent difficulties which urgently need
sk without delay. *###* *#3¥% Aryast Nade, Commander Fleet ***#*

Morrissey called, "The gate is almost wide open."

Roberts glanced at his screen. "It took them long enough."

"Crab technology seems to leave a little something to be desired."

Roberts aimed the ship at the center of the opening, and guided it toward the interior.

Hammell looked at the scene of the gigantic interior that was opening up on Morrissey's screen, as the
camouflaged battleship glided in. He murmured, "Quite an effort to save just two men. I hope they
appreciate it."

Morrissey said uneasily, "We haven't saved them yet."

Roberts snapped a communicator switch, and said, "Personnel Monitor—Ilocate Dan Bergen, and tell
him to come to the control room."
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Bergen's voice at once came out a small speaker to the right of the screen.
"Be right there, sir. Where are we?"

"Almost inside."

Roberts was studying the view on the battle screen in puzzlement. The screen was blinking, switching
rapidly from one view to another. The first view showed the spaceport facilities as seen by their own
lights, and by the light floating globes or lightships that

drifted in the interior. The second view, apparently taken from the same viewpoint as the first, showed
ranks of guns and odd shieldlike objects in a somewhat larger space than the first view showed.

Slowly, the wrecked imitation dreadnought entered the spaceport. Now it moved slowly ahead,
completely inside, the transparent membrane pressed tightly around it by the artificial atmosphere of the
spaceport.

Roberts alertly studied the screen.

Morrissey said sharply, "The inner gate's closed! It snapped shut!"

Roberts glanced at a small auxiliary screen which showed the view to the rear. Where the open gate had
been, there was now a solid surface with a massive grille sliding quickly down across it.

With a puft of briefly visible vapor, the membrane expanded, came free at one edge, and drifted away
from the ship.

The printer clacked.

Roberts read:

No Seal No Stamp Shoddy paper No Embossing Tide-Dregs Border Begin Message From:
Commander Space Fortress Ironclaw To: Most Honorable High Admiral Arvast Nade Commander
Battle Fleet IV Most Honored Sir: ***** abasements before your noble self as you enter, crowned with
victory. We beg you to emerge from your victorious vessel in order that we may properly welcome you.

Servile clutchings of sand before you. Gratz lalwo, Commander Space Fortress Ironclaw Fold Message
Without Glue No Seal No Stamp Eject

Roberts glanced quickly at the screen.

Several of the glowing spheres were coming closer, to illuminate the hulk. A small plain vessel of some
kind was starting out from a distant dock.

Roberts reread the message.
"We seem to have made the wrong approach to this outfit somewhere."

Hammell was studying the fort through the master-control viewscope. He growled, "It looks to me as if

this place is well armed, but the weapons are hidden behind all this loading equipment." He looked up.
"What's wrong?"
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"Take a glance at this message."

Hammell read it, grunted, and passed it to Morrissey. Morrissey and Bergen read it together. Bergen
whistled.

"Shoddy paper, and 'Most Honored Sir,"' said Morrissey. "It sounds as if they want to carve Nade up
the middle."

Hammell looked into the viewscope. "That boat must be coming out to get him. They seem heavily
armed."

Roberts glanced at his viewscreen again. Suddenly the scene readjusted. The approaching boat filled the
screen, and an abrupt shift in focus showed the still further magnified interior through a large viewport in
the front of the boat. This showed what looked like large lobsters in space-armor, carrying guns, moving
into position behind the side hatch of the vessel, while other lobsters looked grimly out the front.

Somewhere in Roberts' ship, there was a low rumble, then a voice spoke quietly but firmly:
"The four volunteers will prepare to don armor and enter the Crustaxan fortress."

Hammell looked grim. Morrissey winced, as Bergen nodded and looked pleased. Roberts glanced
around moodily as four lockers opened up. He studied irritatedly the four suits of battle armor that slid
out into view.

"It won't work," he said. "They're too clever."

The battle armor had two large upper arms, with room for big pinching claws, along with what looked
like a kind of trapdoor in the chest. The lower half looked relatively normal save for a kind of thick tail or
extension of some kind in back. A quick glance at the viewscreen showed Roberts that this much was
"normal" for the inhabitants of the fortress. But the business did not stop there.

On the chest of Roberts' armor was emblazoned a weird-looking monster like an octopus with the head
of a shark. Hammell's armor bore a kind of big intertwined snake with large teeth. Morrissey's had a
giant sea horse with a nasty look on its face, two impressively muscled scaly arms, a dagger in hand, and
large sharp teeth. Only Bergen's looked like the regulation Crustaxan armor on the screen. Bergen's
armor was considerably dented, blackened in places, and bore long scars and marks where the metal
looked almost as if it had boiled and frozen in succession, to leave rings of beaded metal around an
uneven surface.

Roberts strained his mind to try to encompass what was behind this, and failed.

"Listen," he said, "instead of this, whatever it is, what do you say you make the armor look like those
things marked on it? Then we'll be aliens, and it will throw all their plans out of gear. We need a little
room to improvise."

There was no answer.

Roberts shrugged, and headed for the armor. Each of these Interstellar Patrol ships had its own

"symbiotic computer," and he had discovered that there was no point arguing with the things, though
sometimes they would take suggestions.
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Hammell, the same look of moody resignation on his face, started for his armor.

Before either man could reach it, three of the suits of armor—excepting only Bergen's—trundled back
into the lockers. The lockers shut, and there was a rumbling noise.

The voice of the symbiotic computer said, "Not a bad idea. One moment . . . Volunteer Bergen, you
may put on your armor. There will be a brief delay for the others."

Hammell looked at Roberts.

Roberts said intently, "Make sure we can move in that armor. We don't want to get in there and be
helpless."

"Don't worry. These forms are suited to combat. You will adapt to them readily."
There was another rumble and the three lockers came open.

Roberts winced, and Hammell took a step backward. Bergen, struggling to get into his unfamiliar armor,
made an abortive grab for his gun.

The armor now matched the creatures emblazoned on the front, but, in three dimensions, they were far
more hideous than Roberts could have imagined.

Roberts' armor had various sizes and shapes of metal tentacles absently coiling and uncoiling, while
Hammell's came out of the locker followed by some fifteen feet of sinuous flexing metal snakelike body.
Morrissey's rolled into the room on caterpillar treads, the upper part of each arm as big around as the
trunk of a sizable tree.

Bergen inside his suit, extended big claws, and laughed. "I'm the only human here."

Roberts cautiously avoided the metal tentacles, walked around to the rear of his armor, and snapped
open the backplate.

"No," said Hammell, looking around irritatedly, "this is too much. How do I walk inside this thing? How
do I handle anything? There are no arms or legs on it. It won't work. Let's have something a little more
reasonable."

"The volunteer," said the symbiotic computer placidly, "will kindly refrain from criticism. The boarding
craft is approaching. The armor will be found highly satisfactory—unless you would rather go out without
it."

Roberts climbed in, to find the interior looked the same as usual. He got the back plate shut, and—
—Suddenly he was flexing giant tentacles, eager to get the enemy in his grasp and snap him in half.

Roberts blinked.

The thoughts died down, but the sensation that he possessed a variety of powerful flexible limbs
persisted. He could, in fact, seem to feel with them.
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Roberts cleared his throat, and wondered if the computer would hear him.

"No offense, friend," said Roberts, "but the illusion of control of all these tentacles is likely to be hard to
maintain. It might work for an octopus, but someone with just two pairs

of actual limbs—"

The complacent voice replied, "One dozen pairs of limbs, Volunteer."

"How do you count—"

"The fact of ten separate individually-controlled digits is not to be dismissed merely because they are
activated at the ends of another set of jointed appendages."

Roberts frowned. "O.K., maybe. Where are there any weapons?"

"An excellent point. While carrying out a truly creative masterpiece, the artist sometimes loses sight of
mere necessities."

There was a further rumble and clank, and the armor was jerked back into the locker, with Roberts
inside it. The door of the locker shut. A weird intense light flickered briefly. Then the door opened up

again.

"Weapons," said the symbiotic computer, "will be found in the usual place—attached to the weapons
belt. Now, prepare to leave with your prisoner."

"What prisoner?"
" Admiral Nade, obviously, is your prisoner."

A small voice spoke in Roberts' ear, and Roberts recognized Dan Bergen, who said exasperatedly,
"Does anyone understand what's going on?"

Hammell's voice, similarly small but clear, said, "All I know is, I'm inside armor that's shaped just about
right for a boa constrictor that's thick through the chest. Nobody has explained anything to me. The funny
thing is, I think I sense how to work the thing."

Roberts said, "If I can follow it correctly, the symbiotic computer wants us to act as if we've captured
Nade."

"Who is we?" Hammell demanded. "So far as I know, there's no intelligent creature in the known
universe that matches the shape of this armor."

Roberts said, "That ought to confuse the Crustaxans. I don't like the way that last message went. We
want to get them off-balance."

"That's nice for a start, but where do we go from there?"
"We get the prisoners loose from the Crustaxans."

"How? You've skipped a few steps. What do we do next?"
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"Don't ask me. But we've obviously got to get in that fort somehow. We'll have to see what turns up,
and move fast."

"Yes, but . . . for the love of—"

"Bergen," said Roberts, taking a glance at the outside viewscreen.

"Sir?" said Bergen unhappily.

"Lead the way to the nearest hatch onto the outside of this hulk. That boatload of armored crabs is
getting close. Let's see—They look like they're heading for the wreckage of that armored bridge in back

of the main turrets."

"O.K.," said Bergen. "We can go though in back of the false wall. But we don't dare get out in the
corridor, or we'll get blown up."

"Lead the way," said Roberts.
Bergen went out the aft hatch. Roberts stood back to wave Hammell and Morrissey

ahead, and involuntarily jumped back as they started to move. They looked like a giant armored python
followed by an armored tank with a muscular sea horse inside of it.

Roberts growled to himself, watched Hammell's armor slither up through the hatch, while Morrissey's
rose up on a kind of hydraulic jack arrangement that boosted him to where the treads could get a grip. In
the corridor, Hammell slid along close behind Bergen, while Morrissey bumped and rumbled along
behind Hammell.

Roberts shuddered at the sight, took hold of the hatchway with half-a-dozen tentacles, vaulted through,
and strolled along the corridor behind Morrissey.

The voice of the symbiotic computer spoke in Roberts' ear:

"Communications spy-pickups are now moderately well distributed throughout the spaceport itself. We
are processing large numbers of official and personal messages."

"What good does that do us? Have you found any trace of the prisoners?"

"Two references suggest that they are in the 'tank.' We have no indication yet as to where the 'tank' is
located."

"That's a real help," said Roberts dryly.

"The principal benefit, however, is an improvement of language ability. We now have many cross-checks
on previously uncertain words and phrases."

Bergen said, "Watch you don't bang anything going through here." He led the way through a narrow
passage lined with squat guns on tripod mounts, connected by cables with small boxes hung on the
bulkheads, this passage being one that paralleled one of the main corridors of the imitation dreadnought,
the guns set to sweep the corridors after the Crustaxans were well inside the ship.
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Bergen stopped. "Here we are." He undid a heavy fastener, slid a thick panel out of the way, and stood
back to let Roberts, Hammell, and Morrissey go through the opening into what looked like the
patched-up remains of a warship's bridge.

From somewhere came a clang, and Hammell said, "That's the outer hatch of the air lock. They're
coming in."

Roberts noticed that Hammell's voice sounded clear, and as loud as usual, and realized that he was now
hearing him "normally"—that is, by way of the speaker in Hammell's battle armor, which made sound
vibrations in the air, and were picked up by Roberts' armor, and reproduced loud and clear so that he
would know he was not hearing Hammell over the communicator.

Roberts turned, in order to face the inside hatch of the air lock.

Slowly, this hatch began to open.

Roberts turned his head and used his chin to fully depress a short broad lever inside the helmet of his
suit. This snapped on the armored suit's communicator, and shut off its external speaker.

"Hammell," said Roberts. "Try your communicator."

"Here," said a small voice.

"Bergen," said Roberts, "step out in front of the rest of us. We want them to see you first."

The inner air-lock door was steadily coming open. Now a set of armored claws reached

n.

Bergen's small, somewhat plaintive voice said, "Now what do I do?"

The inner air-lock door swung heavily open.

Eight or nine space-armored figures, carrying long-muzzled guns, stepped in.

Hammell's small voice spoke urgently in Roberts' ear. "Listen, what's the picture? What do we do?"
"Just follow my lead," said Roberts, "and don't worry. The general idea, for now, is that we are a
collection of aliens who have captured Arvast Nade. We're here to stick a red-hot poker into the
Crustaxans. As for the prisoners, our only interest in them is that we'd like to have them to wring some
information out of them for ourselves."

Hammell's voice said uncertainly, "O.K. Lead on."

So far, so good. But for the moment, Roberts was not sure just what do next.

The Crustaxans, looking around, now spotted "Arvast Nade."

Roberts strained his mind for the right move to make next.
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Abruptly, Roberts' voice boomed out, though his mouth was tightly shut:
"Gar trak no clagg bar ke ia tu dek holben—"
Suddenly, Roberts began to hear it differently:

"—by right of conquest. We also claim this prisoner here enslaved. You may step aboard this ship alone
at our goodwill. We are masters of this great starry sea. How is it that we know not the like of you?"

Half in and half out of the air lock, the Crustaxans stood paralyzed.

Roberts' voice went on by itself, as he listened admiringly.

"We are come to split the stars between us, to say who owns here and who there. Have you no speech?
Know you not the mighty of the realms of space? In your own tongue we conjure you to lead at once to
your chiefs!"

The collection of frozen shapes at the air lock jarred into a semblance of disorganized motion.

Several with insignia on their spacesuits contended to thrust each other forward, and a large individual
with claws like giant nutcrackers received the honor.

"Aaah," came his reply, "we ... eh...hah...we welcome you to Ironclaw Fortress with ... ah. ..
cordial feelings of fellowship. But let's not stand talking here. Let us escort you to the commander.
Admiral Ialwo is eager to see your, ah, prisoner."

Roberts attempted without success to unravel the undertones and innuendos of this speech. His job was
made no simpler by the translation process. Where the symbiotic computer was itself uncertain how to
render tone or emphasis, it gave various renderings simultaneously. The effect was like hearing a chorus

of identical people simultaneously recite the same words in different tones of voice.

Roberts, however, did not hesitate. When the armor remained silent, he spoke in a loud firm voice. Now
that things were moving, he aimed to keep them moving.

"We accept your cordial welcome," he said, "and we return it in the exact spirit in which you offer it." He
glanced at the two armored monsters beside him. "Let us go, gentlemen."

He then glanced sharply at the battered armor inside which was Bergen.
"You, slave! Move!"

Roberts' battle armor added its own bit gratuitously, tacking the words on so neatly that there was no
delay between Roberts' words and its own:

"Move, I say! Ha, ill-formed beast, dost wish another winding on the rack?"

A kick from Roberts sent the clawed figure staggering, to land with a crash against the base of the hatch
opening.

Hammell was gliding along beside Roberts, the scales of his armor against the metal underfoot making a
noise like the continuous riffling of a deck of steel cards. Hammell's voice came out in a loud guffaw.
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"It doth entertain me greatly to see the clumsy figure stagger. You recall the arrogance with which it
entered into our presence?"

Morrissey was rolling along beside Hammell, tracks clanking.
"We must remember to give it fodder ere too many more days pass. ""Tis best to keep it alive. I
misdoubt we have drained the dregs of its secret knowledge as yet. A few more turns of the

screw—Who knows?"

Roberts, alarmed, watched the shifting of guns amongst the Crustaxans. One of them swung his gun
toward Roberts as Roberts entered the lock. Roberts, without thinking, reached for his sword.

It occurred to him belatedly that if he drew the sword, the whole situation, already shaky enough, might
come unstrung.

One of the armored suit's larger limbs, however, obeyed his impulse instantly, and whipped out the
sword. There was a glittering arc in the air. The Crustaxan's gun landed on the deck in two pieces. The
suit thrust the point of the sword into the Crustaxan's armor at the midsection. Roberts' voice spoke
casually.

"A little more respect to your betters, my lad, or you have a short life in front of you. Well, do we want
to spend the whole day here? What's all this?"

Hammell had one of the Crustaxans battered off his feet, and another wound up in the coils of his armor.
The tail of the armor was twining and untwining menacingly. Hammell's voice was a low rumble:

"This churl did menace me."
Morrissey had one of Crustaxans upside down by one foot, and jerked its gun away with his free hand.
"This fellow tried to pry at my treads as I passed. Why not slaughter the lot?"

"Come, come," said Roberts' voice, "we are here to be friends. 'Tis the nature of a crawfish to be a
crawfish, and we should be philosophic about it. For now, anyway."

Morrissey promptly dropped the Crustaxan on his head, bent his gun into a pretzel, and courteously
returned it. Hammell loosened the coils of his armor, and the Crustaxan inside fell out on the deck.
Roberts observed that he himself had absently taken three or four of them around the neck by various
tentacles, and now let them loose after a final squeeze.

The biggest Crustaxan, by the air-lock door, stared around, hesitated, and then shut the air-lock door.

Roberts had a sense of something missing, and realized he didn't see Bergen anywhere. He looked all
around.

Bergen was huddled behind a couple of paralyzed Crustaxans, big-clawed arms over his face, his armor
clanking against the air lock as he shook.

Apparently what had happened so far had induced some respect in the Crustaxans, as the transfer from
the lock to the shuttle, and from the shuttle to the spaceport itself, took place without incident.
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Roberts, Hammell, and Morrissey—along with Bergen, who cringed in Morrissey's grip—found
themselves standing on a thing like a four-sided dock, which, with many others like it, was thrust out into
empty space enclosed by the spaceport. The dock apparently had an axial gravitic field, as work was
going on all its four sides, with Crustaxans striding back and forth at angles of ninety and one hundred
eighty degrees from what Roberts' instincts considered "up."

The spokesman of the party that had taken Roberts and his companions from the ship had the helmet of
his armor off, and was talking in a low voice to the leader of a platoon of guards waiting on the dock.
Roberts was too far away to hear what was said, but this didn't bother the battle armor, which selectively

amplified the Crustaxans' murmurs, until they were louder than the shouts of laborers on the dock, their
voices being moderated till they were merely sounds in the background.

"Impossible," the leader of the guards was saying. "Their Excellencies know something about that ship
which you do not know."

"T don't doubt it," said the spokesman for the shuttle party. "But what I say is true, just the same. Don't
take my word for it. Ask anyone who was out there with me."

"You seem straightforward. I'll take your word that you think it's so. Now, let's be sure I follow this.
First, you're satisfied that isn't Nade's command ship?"

"Bah! It's anything but. Not only is size-scale off, but the inside of the air lock is wrong. The pressure
was about right, but not quite. The bridge itself is like nothing you ever saw. Grant that it's a shambles,
Sti]l_"

"Be specific.”

"Well, there isn't a claw rest anywhere. And the switch-stalks are all too short. You'd have to stick your
pincers into the control board up to your elbow to get close enough to get your manipulators onto the
switches. The read-outs are too low, and the pilot's seat is solid in back. How are you going to sit in it?
At a first glance, yes, it looks plausible. But then the details hit you."

"Now, how about Nade himself?"

"T don't know about that. The armor is nonstandard design, but you can't be sure. It's got fittings in all the
right places. But if that's Nade, he's sure got his claws in the mud."

"Pretty much beat down, eh?"

"He feels it coming before they hit him."

There was a peculiar grating crunching noise that came across untranslated, and then the guard leader
said, "Well, we'll even up the score when we give this bunch the thin-slice treatment. You still think all
these fakes are real, eh?"

"I tell you, fakes couldn't act this way! They come across as fake as a force-10 meteor

storm!"

"They're just faking on a deeper level. But I'll bear that in mind."
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The guard commander left the shuttle-party spokesman, and walked over to Roberts. He clashed his
claws together.

"Honored guests, accompany me. You will be taken directly to the audience."
Hammell growled, "Y our Grace, another half dozen of those shuttles are heading for our ship."

"No bother," said Roberts. "We can use some more specimens."

The guard leader paused, then bellowed a command. The guards, bristling with weapons, formed a
double line along the edges of the dock. One of the guards, carrying a thing like an overgrown washtub,
with the flat bottom of it turned up, raised a kind of mallet, and hit the tub a mighty blow. The top of the
tub vibrated with a thythmic thump-thump-thump sound. The nearest of the guards marched off in unison

between the lines on the dock.

The guard leader said sharply to Morrissey. "Stay right with me. If you fall behind, my officers may
mistake it for disrespect, or even an attempt to escape, and use strong measures on you without

thinking."
Morrissey promptly rotated on his treads, to look across the interior at the far side of the spaceport.
"If you will pardon me, Your Grace, I think I will admire the view for a few moments."
Hammell coiled himself into a sizable heap with a tip of armored tail sticking out the bottom.
"Ho-hum. I think I shall ease the fatigue of the day with a little snooze."

The guard commander, just briskly starting off, stopped and turned as Roberts reached out, took
Bergen, who was just starting after the guard commander, and jerked him off his feet.

"My sincere and humble apologies," said Roberts dryly to the guard officer. "We could not agree to
accompany you until it is understood that your officers will accommodate themselves to our pace.
Otherwise, some momentary lapse of restraint on our part might lead us to unintentionally dismember

your officers."

"Ah!" said the guard commander silkily. "Is that so?" He bellowed a new order.

The guards whirled, guns leveled, and approached at a run.

Morrissey reached out a tree-trunk arm, and with a loud snapping noise bent up fifteen feet of thick
L-shaped angle-iron that protected the edge of the dock.

Hammell unfolded from his coil like a streak of metallic glitter, and flashed into the ranks of approaching
soldiery, hitting them below knee-level. Using these numerous legs as a snake uses twigs, rocks, and
blades of grass, this equivalent of a tool-steel boa constrictor flashed in and out amongst them, the
soldiers thrown in all direction like logs afloat in a rapids. Morrissey, like a giant spooning soup, reached
methodically into the tangled heaving mass with his length of massive angle iron, to flip members of the
guard off the dock and out into the void.

Roberts, meanwhile, casually held the guard commander with a few pairs of tentacles, switching grips on
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him from time to time to put him in the path of any angry guard that

happened momentarily to get past Hammell and Morrissey. This way, the guard commander received
the blows meant for Roberts.

Quickly wearying of this, the guard commander bawled a new order.
The tumult subsided. Hammell raised up, and looked out of the tangled heaps of soldiers.

Morrissey knocked loose a few more clinging to the edges of the dock and trying to take aim at
Hammell, then propped his angle-iron upright, leaned on it, and waited.

Roberts had let go of the guard commander, save for one long slender tentacle, like a snare made of
wire, that had him by what served for a foot.

"It would be appropriate," said Roberts judiciously, "since your armed strength is so inferior to ours, to
avoid any action which we might mistakenly interpret as a discourtesy. Should we come to feel that there
has been any serious provocation, we might find it necessary to wipe out the stain by dismantling the
whole installation."

The guard commander was apparently making efforts to speak, and finally achieved it.

"I[-—You—We will adjust the rate of march to . . . to avoid any difficulty with the officers."

"Proceed," said Roberts, cheerfully.

The commander bellowed orders.

The guards, breastplates dented, weapons bent, many of the guards nursing injured limbs, fell in in two
long lines.

With Roberts, Hammell, and Morrissey setting the pace, they headed for the audience.

The audience chamber proved to be a huge room; the near end was a blank wall, and the far end
another blank wall. Roberts had the impression he was standing on the bottom of a giant's empty
swimming pool. From a heavily glassed-in platform overhead, a creature well equipped with large claws
and pincers looked down, holding a microphone in a set of comparatively small appendages at its chest.

"Pleasant greetings," purred the creature's amplified voice. "It is certainly a rare treat to have helpless
victims present themselves as you have, both incapable of sustained resistance and yet sufficiently
arrogant to add zest to the situation. Allow me to acquaint you with my identity. I am Gratz
[alwo—formerly Garvast Nade—Commander of Fortress Ironclaw."

Roberts silently digested the face that, with one sponsor finished off, a promising Crustaxan might get
another sponsor.

"L," said Roberts, "shall return the favor, and acquaint you with my identity. I am Rasgaard Seraak,
Adjunct-Coordinate to the Empire, Galactic East."

That sounded good to Roberts. What it meant, he didn't know, but that was Ialwo's problem, not his.
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"Uh—" came lalwo's voice after a pause. "And your companions?"
"L" said Hammell, ofthandedly, "am Prince Gdazzrik of the March."

"And L," growled Morrissey, "am known as Sarkonnian the Second, Lord Auxiliary of the Realm to the
West."

There followed a further silence. Ialwo, when he did speak, sounded somewhat hesitant.
"And the other individual, who accompanies you?"

"His identity," said Roberts, trying to unravel the significance of the peculiar sound of Ialwo's voice,
"must remain for the moment undisclosed."

"There has been a suggestion that he is in reality Arvast Nade, Admiral of Crustax."

"I am," said Roberts candidly, "aware of the suggestion."

"You are also aware that you are in a hopeless position."

Roberts had been looking over the walls of the place as he talked, noting that they were apparently
metal, with a number of small openings high up, below which were long, nearly-vertical brownish stains.
The door that had shut behind them had fit into the wall in such a way as to leave no visible trace.
Knowing the strength of the battle armor, Roberts was not prepared to say they were helpless; but he
was inclined to think they would have some trouble getting out of here.

Roberts laughed, as if he had just heard an unusually funny joke. The armor eliminated some little
imperfections in the laugh, which boomed around the smooth-walled chamber as a explosion of rare
good humor.

Hammell and Morrissey chortled appreciatively.

Bergen trembled all over.

ITalwo's voice murmured, "So, this is the sound our interrogators identify as meaning 'entertainment,
skepticism, or good cheer'? We'll adjust that attitude."

Abruptly there was a hiss.

From one of the holes high up across the room, a liquid jet reached out and arced toward the floor, but
flashed into vapor before it hit.

Talwo said pleasantly, "One of the most difficult engineering feats is the disposal of excess heat. The
answer, nearly always, is to somehow conduct it to the external environment. But—when the external
environment is itself far hotter than the . . . say . . . armored suit which needs to be cooled . . . what then,
eh?"

There was another hiss, and a further spurt of sizzling vapor, this time from another hole.

Roberts considered the situation. Possibly the best solution was to take a shot at lalwo, then see if he
could cut his way out of this place. But—could he cut through fast enough?
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Roberts relaxed. The armor made his casual reply even more cool and unconcerned. "Such an attempt
would constitute a serious provocation. A person in an inferior position might well think carefully before
venturing such a provocation."

"And in what way do you punish a provocation when the provocation succeeds in creating your
demise?"

"Very easily, if serious preparations have been made beforehand."

"You will not escape this room. Whatever powers you may possess, the walls of this tank constitute an
obstacle which will require a measurable pause for you to get through. That is all that is necessary. Your
first motion at attempted escape will result in an instantaneous molten discharge that will cook you inside
your armor. Again [ ask: In what

way do you punish a provocation when the provocation succeeds in creating your demise?"

There was a tone of barely suppressed jubilation in Ialwo's voice that Roberts didn't care for. However,
he still had the possibility of creating unease in lalwo's mind, since lalwo's information came from
prisoners thoroughly convinced of the reality of one of Roberts' earlier masquerades.

"I will tell you a story," said Roberts, his voice calm and unconcerned, "and at the end of this story, you
will not only release us from this chamber unharmed—something which you will do anyway, as you have
no choice—but you will also find a suitable way to make amends. The Empire looks after its own, and
does not treat such insults lightly."

There was a lengthy pause. A lack-of-breath sound was back in Ialwo's voice when he spoke.

"What Empire do you speak of?" [alwo demanded.

"The Empire."

"Uh—" said lalwo. "This. . . ah . . . is some governmental organization allied with Earth?"

"Earth," said Roberts, "acts on a basis of relatively short-range profit and loss. The Empire arranges its
accounts somewhat differently, on a more long-range basis."

"Crustax," said lalwo cautiously, "has had no formal contact with the Empire of which you speak. We
have heard only rumors. Rumors prove nothing."

"Each and every Citizen of the Empire," said Roberts, "may rely—if his conduct be good, and his
pursuits proper—upon each and every other Citizen of the Empire for protection against outsiders. In
fact, the provision of such protection by one who is not a Citizen is often sufficient to move His Majesty
to grant Citizenship to mere allies and associates—a boon for which many crave, and which is hard to
gain."

There was a prolonged silence, during which Roberts seemed to hear lalwo thinking.

"And," Talwo said craftily, "if the rescue attempt fails?"

Roberts groped for an answer to the question, and with his mouth still shut heard his voice answer
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cheerfully:

"Why, all depends upon the manner of such a failure. There is failure, and then again failure. If failure
ends in base cowardice, what is there to say? That is disgrace. But if it ends in glorious searing of a more
powerful foe, and even if its failure doth rock him on his throne, perhaps cast him down into disorder and
ruin—why, there is vengeance, if not success. 'Tis then a glorious failure. If known, it will be sung by the
minstrels to the King himself. If unknown, yet it will be recorded on the Great Books, and seen aloft in
Heaven. What is done cannot be undone, and glory once gained, though it rust on Earth, is immutable in
the Great Records of Time. It is far best to succeed, but Honor may require—even unsure of
success—that the attempt be made."

There followed a very lengthy delay, then Ialwo murmured, "This proves nothing at all. And yet—" He
paused. "Let us hear this story you were going to tell."

"Once," said Roberts coolly, calculating how to mix the large quantities of fabrications in with the very
slender whiff of truth, "there was a leader of a mighty power allied with a still mightier Empire. All that
was needed to make the happiness of the leader complete was to possess Citizenship in the great
Empire. But this Citizenship was hard to achieve,

particularly since the leader was of a completely different race from that of the Empire. It could only be
won by proof of valor and craft in a good cause, in service of the mighty Empire. Much time passed, and
then the opportunity presented itself. Another power seized certain Citizens of the Empire, and held them
against their will.

"The mighty leader selected two hardy friends, disguised his most dread warship as a liner of Earth, and
disguised the liner of Earth as a ruined alien hulk . . ."

Talwo sucked his breath in—suggesting that Interstellar Patrol camouflage was better than Crustaxan
detectors.

"...And," Roberts went on, "journeyed to the space fortress where the Citizens were imprisoned.
Once there, he was admitted by the crafty governor, and taken on board along with his friends, and a
robot packed solid with Ultrax instantaneous fulminating-gas explosive, to a large audience chamber.
Here, the governor menaced him, and the mighty leader set the robot to explode at the first sign of hot
metal which the governor threatened to pour in. The pressure generated by the explosive would, of
course, shove the hot metal back in its passages, and probably blow the roof off the audience chamber.

"Meanwhile, the warship in the spaceport of the fortress had taken note of the defenses, and was now
prepared to raze the interior with its powerful guns. Outside, at a distance, a fleet of the leader's warships
stood by, to inflict retribution if the leader should be harmed. Attacked inside and out, with the landing
force already within its gates, the situation for the fortress commander did not suggest the likelihood of
victory.

"That," concluded Roberts, "is the story. And now I suggest that you consider it carefully."

There was a faint tremor underfoot, and the governor murmured, "That is a warship. Well, well. Now I
will tell you a story." He gave a low grinding popping noise that the suit tentatively translated as a laugh.
"Once there was a young survivor of Crustaxan seas, who entered into adulthood with high promise, was
chosen as the successor of a great leader of high position, and succeeded to command of a mighty
fortress. His future seemed to glitter before him. Then Earthmen destroyed the great leader, brought him
down in disaster. His successor was forced to abandon the name, covered with dishonor, and enter into
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a much lesser succession. Meanwhile, some captives being squeezed for information exuded a story
about an Empire that no one knew to exist, and stuck to this impossible story until three equally
impossible Earthmen disguised as monsters turned up at the space fortress, and were entrapped inside,
along with a camouflaged warship, which floated in the spaceport under the far mightier camouflaged
guns of the fortress. At this point, the impossible monsters, trapped in a heat-treatment room, repeated
the same impossible Empire story, leading the governor of the fortress to see the connection between the
two, and recognize the story as a clever posthypnotic sidetrack to mislead interrogators seeking
admissions under torture. Very clever. But now the governor could see the way to great honors by
capturing the warship of the Earthmen, regardless of the price, and the Earthmen themselves, dead or
alive, because after what happened at Storehouse, the leaders of Crustax will delight in such a victory
over Earthmen.

"How," Ialwo concluded gloatingly, "do you like that story?"

"Somewhat boring," said Roberts uneasily. The battle armor strained the uneasiness out of his voice, and
added, "A clumsy warrior thrusts too soon, revealing to his opponent his weak point, whereupon he must
pay the penalty."

"Meaning what?" said lalwo sharply.

Since Roberts didn't know, he was relieved to hear the armor answer coolly:

"Meaning that what you cannot bear is further disgrace. Personal disgrace, lalwo. Disgrace that you
must live with indefinitely, or else destroy yourself."

"The possibility of such disgrace does not exist in this situation. Combat, yes! But that is honorable.
Disgrace? No!"

Somewhere, there was an odd grating grinding noise, like a set of drills and scrapers busily at work.
Roberts still didn't see the outcome, but his voice was cheerfully insinuating:

"And suppose you are associated with a worse disaster than your former sponsor, Admiral Nade? What
then?"

There was a final scrape-grind noise, and a small dully-glinting thing popped into view, and ran ratlike
along the base of the wall to the far end. There it huddled in the corner and quivered and shook as new
grating, grinding noises accompanied the accumulation of a pile of metal shavings.

Roberts looked on blankly.

There followed a sound as of a thick wad of metallic cloth shoved through a small opening, and a second
thing just like the first popped into view, to scuttle along the base of the wall and join the first one.

[alwo murmured, "What kind of thing—"
Roberts' brain sluggishly added up the facts: He had never seen anything like that. lalwo had never seen
anything like that. But who else was involved in this collision? Only the symbiotic computer. But the hole

the thing made was too small to help. Wait, now. Suppose—

Roberts was still working it out as his voice said, "Watch it closely, lalwo. Dozens of such things are
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loose in the fortress. As they reproduce quickly, soon there will be thousands—unless you can persuade
us to take them with us when we leave."

"But what are they?"

"Just a development of a thing called a rat, which is a pest amongst the humans. This variety is a result of
much development. It utilizes iron in its metabolism, in a form which makes it exceedingly tough, hard to
kill, and capable of gnawing through almost any barrier. What it is after, of course, is your stores,
reserves, food stocks, though it can live for some time, if need be, on spaceship fuel—such as doesn't
leak out after it gnaws through the tanks. It is a very dirty creature, and—"

"Spaceship fuel," muttered lalwo. "Stores, reserves, and food stocks!"

"At this moment, the things are eating and reproducing all over the fortress. All they do is eat and
reproduce. Except, of course, to—"

"Hold your explosion!" roared lalwo. "This is not aimed at you!"

A white-hot stream poured down from a hole high up, at the far end of the chamber. It landed away
from the corner. The creatures there gnawed frantically. There was a second, much briefer dazzling spurt,
with less pressure behind it. It fell too far out, but spattered the corner.

There was a desperate squeal, and one of the ratlike creatures tore around the floor, jumping into the air,
twisting backwards, and biting at its glittering fur. The other, however, suddenly popped out of sight,
leaving a single hole behind it. The first ran, humping itself desperately, along the base of the wall toward
the place from which it had come in, then suddenly reversed itself and popped out—amidst streams of
flowing metal—through the new hole.

Behind it, others began to come in through the original hole. These ran, humping and scuttling, with
momentary unpredictable pauses, along the base of the wall and vanished out the fresh hole at the far
end.

Ialwo cursed, and urgent spurts of flowing molten metal rained down, to miss them completely.

In the silence that followed, Roberts said, "They are not easy for a nonexpert to kill. Much skill and
know-how is required."

Ialwo's voice sounded suddenly sober.

"How did these things get in here?"

"No problem in that," said Roberts' voice, matter-of-factly. "They are adept at concealing themselves.
You have sent a number of your shuttles out to the ship. That's all it takes. They, for that matter, could
easily throw themselves across the gap from ship to docks. One good shove, and they will drift the rest
of the way."

lalwo didn't say anything.

Roberts' voice was almost regretful.

"You can imagine how these things will spread, what damage thy will cause, and what honor will be
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heaped on whoever is considered responsible for letting them get started. You do understand who will
get all the credit for the trouble these things will cause, don't you, unless you can persuade us to get rid of
them for you? Bear in mind that they are reproducing while you think."

Ialwo's voice came out in a croak:

"What do you want?"

The camouflaged battle ship was well on its way back, with the rescued prisoners recuperating in deep
sleep, when Hammell said wonderingly, "Who would have believed it? He was ready enough to fight a
war—that didn't bother him—but rats were too much."

Roberts said thoughtfully, "The effect of a blow depends not only on how hard it hits, but on where it
hits, and how unexpectedly. He was a fortress commander, and all set for a fight. But the rats hit him on
the raw nerve ends, unexpectedly. He couldn't gather from questioning us that anything like that was

coming, since we didn't know it ourselves. The symbiotic computer cooked that one up all on its own."

Morrissey smiled. "There's deception for you! The Crustaxans are pretty good at it. But how do they
compete with that?"

"Two heads," agreed Roberts cheerfully, "are better than one. Even if one is a symbiotic computer."
THE UNKNOWN

Vaughan Nathan Roberts, at the patrol ship's viewscreen, studied the rotating close-up image that
looked exactly like a patched-up Stellar Scout ship. He glanced at Hammell, who was watching from the
aisle beside him.

Hammell nodded.

"If we have to fool them, that should do it. But they may not have noticed us."

Morrissey, coming up the aisle, ducked to avoid knocking himself out on the highly polished, practically
invisible mirror-like cylinder that ran along the ship's axis at head height. He leaned over to take a look at
the screen.

"Ouch, a Stellar Scout ship. Is that what we look like now?"

"Correct," said Roberts. "What's wrong with it?"

Hammell said, "It's accurate."

"Oh," said Morrissey, "I know that. But the Stellar Scouts are fanatics for new equipment. Won't it scare
off these bloodsuckers if they see that ship?"

"The idea is to confuse them—and to provide ourselves with justification for whatever we choose to use.
We want, if possible, to hit them without their knowing what happened. If they did detect us, then we
want them to think they're up against pure amateurs, but dangerous amateurs. Amateurs with teeth."

"H'm. I think I see it."
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Hammell explained. "If they see an Interstellar Patrol ship, then they'll clear out. A thief that starts into a
house at night and spots a lion waiting in there is going back out the window as fast as he can get through
it. He'll rob some other place. But if—instead of a lion—he sees a friendly wolfthound lying there banging
his tail on the floor . . . Well, the thief just might decide to stay there and clean out the place.”

Morrissey considered it, and nodded.

"The lion would be sure to eat him up. The wolthound has plenty of teeth, but maybe he can be fooled."

"Right," said Hammell.

Roberts added, "And we don't want to trail this crew around from place to place while they polish up
their technique. We want to end them now."

Up the aisle toward the bow of the camouflaged Interstellar Patrol ship, Dan Bergen, at

the spy screen, cleared his throat.

"Boy, this gang is tricky."

"What now?"

"Let me switch it to your screen."

"Go ahead."

The viewscreen at once showed, standing, a dazed-looking rough-hewn figure; and, seated behind a
small table, hands spread in glowing good nature, a pink-cheeked clean-cut individual radiating honesty
and friendly sincerity.

The big rough-hewn man was saying, "You don't know what this means to us, Dr. Fellows. This is a rich
planet, but we've run into one thing after another. First the local life-forms. Then the winters. And now
this. We've heard of the pox, of course. But we didn't think there was any cure. Your coming like this is
like—like manna from heaven!"

"Dr. Fellows" smiled modestly. "My boy, the pleasure is mine."

"You've saved our lives!"

"What better reward could I ask than that?"

"Some day we'll be able to pay you back!"

"Don't think ofit."

"We will.  mean it! This planet is rich. All we have to do is to get the ore out, and for that we only need
our health and more time to work. We're used to work here. And you've saved our health."

"I know. But I don't ask any reward. Your good fortune is my reward."

The rough-hewn figure looked away a moment, overcome with emotion.
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At the desk, "Dr. Fellows" sneaked a quick glance at his watch. A look of irritation flitted across his
face, to vanish in smiling good nature.

The big man passed a corner of his leather sleeve across his eyes, took a deep breath, and said,
"Nevertheless, we will repay you. And if there is ever anything you need, just call on us."

"My boy, doing good is all the reward I ask. I only hope that the work I've been privileged to do here
will turn out well. You see, there was so little time to diagnose, and so very little time to synthesize the

curative agent, that scientific objectivity compels me to ask you again: Are you certain that there have
been no unpleasant reactions?"

"None. No, sir. And after a day or two in bed, our people get up cured."

"Then I feel free to trust the cure, and shall stand ready in case the infection should reappear."
"You're going to stay around the planet, just in case it should break out somewhere else?"
"My boy, I consider it my duty."

The big man wrung the hand of the modestly beaming individual behind the desk, stood momentarily
speechless with emotion, then went out.

The instant the door closed, the man at the desk let out his breath, slid out a panel above the desk
drawers, and punched two of the panel's many buttons.

A few moments later, another door across the room opened up, and a small neat individual wearing a
gray laboratory coat walked in, his expression solemn and serious. Piously, he glanced around.

Behind the desk, "Dr. Fellows" sat back.

"I'm alone, Vank."

The look of pious solemnity vanished from Vank's face. A look of rapacity that seemed more at home
there settled on his features.

"Where's the dummy?"

"Just went out, swearing to repay us."
Vank laughed.

"You know, Fox, we ought to—"

The pink-cheeked individual sat up.
"Until we're out of here, I'm Dr. Fellows!"

Vank winced. "Sorry. [ was going to say, we ought to work this play on Tiamaz. They could repay us.
Quick."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"T have a little something in mind for Tiamaz—some day. This wouldn't work."

"Package it a little different—"

"No. There aren't enough dummies on Tiamaz. They'd see through the whole thing like a plate of glass.
There's something about the fresh air on these colony planets that restores the suckers' faith in human
nature. You could only hit Tiamaz. This place, you can milk."

There was a rap on the same door Vank had come through, and "Dr. Fellows" called, "Come in!"

The door opened, to let in a tall worried-looking individual with a slip of paper in his hand.

Fellows leaned back, his face expressionless.

"Let's have it."

"The massometer reading checks. But strange to say, we have nothing on the detectors."

"What's that mean?"

"Trouble."

"In what size?"

"The ship itself is small. On that basis alone, it could be anything, and the odds favor some local
spacefreight rig, a retired spacer sightseeing in one of these toothless yachts, a prospector nosing around,
or something on that level."

"Then what are we worrying about?"

"The detectors didn't pick it out."

"So?"

"Only the massometer found it."

"I'm waiting. What of it?"

"The thing was invisible."

Fellows sat up. "The detectors couldn't see it, or we couldn't see it?"

"If we could see it, the detectors could see it. Better to put that the other way around. If the detectors
couldn't see it, we sure couldn't. Unless it was a pure illusion."

"And the massometer wouldn't have picked up an illusion."
"No, it sure wouldn't."

"You're saying there was visually nothing there?"
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"Visually, optically, so far as radiation was concerned, the sky was empty. Nevertheless, a detectable
mass passed overhead at moderate speed."

"How high?"

"As an estimate, three thousand feet."

"And moved on?"

"Correct."

Fellows sat back, frowning.

"This couldn't be some kind of freak warm-air mass—what do you call it? A—an inversion?"

The tall man smiled.

"It would have to be pretty heavy hot air. This was a material object."

"All right. You're the expert. Why should we worry about it?"

"Let me make a comparison. You open the door to your room. You walk in. You glance around the
room. There's nothing to be concerned about. You toss your hat toward the table. Before the hat hits the
table, it bounces back from nothing. There's a heavy crash as something—nothing you can see—lands at
the base of the table and jars the room." He paused to look quizzically at Fellows. "What's there to be

worried about?"

"H'm," said Fellows. "I see." He sat back and swung his chair lightly from side to side. "Not so good.
Who could this be?"

"There's only one outfit I can think of. I just hope I'm wrong."
"What outfit is that?"
"The IP."

Fellows came halfway out of his chair, his hands making abortive grabs at the desk, as if reaching for
controls that weren't there. He let fly a string of livid curses.

Beside him, Vank looked confused. "What's the IP?"

As, on the screen, Fellows explained this in words of few syllables, Roberts looked up from the screen,
to glance at Morrissey.

"Now we've got to convince them we've got enough teeth so they better leave us alone, but not so many
they have to be afraid of us."

Morrissey shook his head.

"If only we'd stayed low. Their massometer probably wouldn't have picked us out, if we'd been against
some solid background."
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Hammell, who had been piloting the ship at the time, said defensively, "Damn it, the screen didn't show
an 1 g!H

A familiar, maddeningly cool voice broke into the conversation.

"Incorrect. Their ship did show on the screen, but was not highlighted to call your attention to it. You
overlooked it."

"But," said Hammell, "now we have this mess. The ship should have been highlighted!"

"Not at all. Members of the Interstellar Patrol are supposed to have some powers of observation. For a
symbiotic computer, with its vast superiority, it is admittedly much easier to detect such objects; but, for
the symbiotic computer to do all the work would lead to a further deterioration of the atrophied power of
observation that the patrolmen do possess."

Hammell bared his teeth.

Morrissey murmured irritatedly, "Maybe it didn't see it, either."

Roberts called, "Bergen!"

"S]'r?"

"You see the problem we've got?"

"Yes, sir."

"Can you fix yourself up to be a happy-go-lucky but tough prospector with a couple of pals, just drifting
around watching for whatever turns up?"

"Sure!"

"Take over."

Twenty minutes later, the patrol ship, disguised as a Stellar Scout ship, and the whole thing invisible,
drifted over a wooded hill, and descended toward a massive cruiser resting in the valley, partly hidden by
big trees.

Roberts, at the spy screen, watched with Morrissey as Bergen went out on the hull, and called. "Ho!
Hello, Space Force!" An instant later, he shouted in the hatchway, "They can't see us, Rick. Throw the

switch!"

On the spy screen, Fellows was in the control room, glancing at the outside viewscreen. Bent over it
beside him was the tall man who had warned him about the massometer. Fellows stared at the screen.

"Now we can see it. But who's the young kid on the ship? That's the IP?" He glanced around. "What
kind of ship is it, Mape?"

The tall man straightened, scowling.
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"The lines aren't right for the IP. But they're tricky . . . I don't place this rig."
"Whoever it is wants to talk to us. Does that fit the Patrol?"

"You can't tell. That's the trouble."

"Well, this isn't my line. You handle it."

Mape hit the outside speaker control. His voice boomed out.

"Hello, Spacer."

Bergen, in ragged jeans and torn shirt, looking greasy and unshaven, grinned and called out, "Hello,
Space Force!"

"We aren't Space Force—this is a surplus cruiser, private-owned. What are you?"
The ragged figure glanced over the big ship, and looked impressed.

"Private? Sorry, I thought you were living off the tax on my finder's fees."
"Prospector?"

"Right."

"What's here to interest you?"

"Oh, we're just free-lancing around. Never know when you might run into something somebody might
want."

"This planet has the pox. We're a private medical research ship. We think we've got it licked, but it's too
soon to be sure. How many more ships do you have? You could spread this without meaning to, and

come down yourself, if you're not immune."

"There's just one of us. We don't want to fool around with the pox. But we'll look around, see what our
instruments show. You know how it is. Is the place quarantined?"

"We aren't that official. You been over our way before? Recently?"

"Sure. Not long ago, at that."

"We didn't see you."

"You wouldn't," said the ragged grinning figure at the hatch of the smaller ship. "We're inconspicuous."
"Don't be too inconspicuous. You could get swatted by accident."

The grin moderated into a smile. It wasn't an unfriendly smile, but there was no sign of fear. Mape
watched closely, eyes narrowed.

Bergen said, "Don't try to swat us, friend, accidentally or otherwise. We've got teeth at one end, and a
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sting at the other. You may get us, but you'll pay the price. You're big, but size isn't everything."
"I don't read your lines. What are you?"

"Salvaged Stellar Scout ship."

Mape gave an abortive reach for the controls, much as Fellows had done earlier. He gave a low mutter
that the outside speaker duly transmitted. Then he had himself under control.

"Stellar Scout. Are you Stellar Scouts?"
"Not us. Just the ship. And you aren't Space Force, right?"
”Right,"

"Okay. I just wanted to be polite. We'll be around. I don't know how long. We don't know what there is
on this planet."

"It's settled and claimed."”

"Not every inch of it isn't."

Mape grunted, then said pleasantly. "Well, nice of you to let us know who it was went over. Set down
here beside us, and we'll give you some first-class refreshments."

Bergen grinned. "Thanks, but we've got a schedule. See you."

Mape looked disappointed. "Good luck."

On the screen, Bergen waved, and the small ship moved off. Mape snapped off the outside speaker,
and turned to Fellows.

Fellows said, "Well?"

"Well, what? There it is."

"What do you think?"

"As far as I can tell, they're all right. But that doesn't prove anything."

"Are they what they say they are?"

Mape shook his head. "Don't ask me that. Maybe so, maybe not. It sounded all right to me. Better yet,
it felt all right. But that doesn't prove a thing."

"What's this Stellar Scout outfit? Are they as bad as the IP? I don't think I ever heard of the Stellar
Scouts."

Mape watched the little ship move away on the screen.

"You've heard of PDA?"
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"Planetary Development Authority? Sure."

"The Stellar Scouts are the advance men for PDA. They do the first investigations into new parts of
space, the first mapping, make the first reports. Sometimes, of course, private outfits beat them to it. But
they're the official advance men for PDA."

Fellows looked unconvinced.

"Listen, when he said he had a Stellar Scout ship, you almost threw us into orbit. Let's have the facts."

"I'm giving you the facts. The Stellar Scouts don't bother anyone, but they're fanatics for new equipment.
They aren't fighters, but they're always equipped. A buddy of mine ran into a Scout in a bar one time,
and I don't know whether to believe half of that stuff. But I tell you this: A Stellar Scout ship is poison.
They're always loaded with experimental stuff, and no one knows what will happen when they fire it off at
you. Maybe they'll blow themselves up. Or maybe they'll do things to you that you never dreamed could
be done. We better just leave this one alone."

"Where does this leave us?"

"Don't ask me. You're the boss."

"Suppose that kid comes back and leans on us? Then what?"

"Then we fight. I'm not saying we have to fold up. I just say, leave him alone."

"But, for all we know, it could be the IP."

"Sure it could.”

Fellows hesitated, eyes narrowed. Then he shook his head.

"I don't think so. It doesn't feel right for that. Okay, we'll go ahead. But we better keep our eyes open,
and keep that massometer going."

Roberts turned from the screen to Bergen.

"Good work. You fooled them."

Bergen grinned.

"What next?"

"First we have to be sure we know the exact details of what's going on here. Morrissey?"

Morrissey, now working the spy screen, said, "We just got a view into another part of their ship. But it
faded out again."

Hammell growled. "That's the trouble with these ultraminiature spy-circuits. They drift in like dust motes,
but you have no control over where they drift. An air current, or a static charge, can completely foul up
your arrangements."
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Roberts said, "We still don't have any view into the aft section of that cruiser?"

"Nothing," said Morrissey. "Except— Here we go again. Mape is walking along the main fore-and-aft
corridor, and the view goes along with him . . . Agh. There he goes out. All I can tell you is: The ship is
heavily stocked with something; there are only the three men on board as far as I've seen so far; and they

aren't medical researchers, believe me."

"Well, we'll hope we get something in there." He turned to Hammell. "It was a good idea to drift those
circuits when you realized we were going to pass overhead."

Hammell nodded. "Thanks. But the computer's right. I should have noticed it."

Bergen said, "Still, we know enough. Just from what they say, we know that they're planning to rob the
colonists, and we know that they have the colonists fooled as to what's going on. You only need to listen
to them for a few minutes, to know what the general idea is."

"Yes," said Roberts. "But we need more than that."

Morrissey called, "We've got a view into the aft end of the ship. Take a look at this."

Roberts glanced at the screen, to see "Dr. Fellows" and Vank looking at what appeared to be a large
sleeping bird—perhaps a falcon. The peculiar part of it was that the falcon was not asleep on a perch,

but was in a transparent case, roughly the size and shape of an artillery shell.

"M'm," said Fellows, "we want to be sure this destructs properly. We could take things a little easier
except for these prospectors nosing around."

Vank said confidently, "It will destruct. Don't worry."

"How about the case?"

"When you fire it out, the seals puncture to start a timed reaction."

"The thing doesn't burst into flame?"

"Nothing like that. Right now that case is a tough but glassy substance. The timed reaction reverts it to
the crystalline state. At the slightest touch, it will crumble into fragments, then into a fine dust. There's no
evidence—nothing."

Fellows nodded. "And the bird?"

Vank gave a modest laugh.

"The bird is long dead, and seeded with encapsulated spores of a very special decay organism. Don't
worry about the bird."

"Ah .. Is this decay organism likely to . . . cause trouble later? That's important to us, you know."

"Nothing that will bother us. The rot will sporulate, and the spores will be destroyed by the radiation
from the planet's sun."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

WEp_"
"Don't worry about it. This is my specialty."

Fellows let his breath out slowly.

"And the—the special dose?"

"The powder will drift all over this part of the planet. This bird is a predator. It can glide for hours. When
the shell passes the top of its trajectory and starts down, the cover will blow off the rear of the shell, the

bird will be shoved out, and the flight-control systems will take over. With every tilt of its wings, a little
powder will drop out of the hollowed out seeding canisters."

Fellows nodded approvingly.

Vank concluded, "With a little luck, the colonists will be down with the pseudopox inside a week or
two. Enough of them should die this time to make us even more popular with the ones we save."

"The important thing," said Fellows, "is to leave no trace."

Vank grinned.
"We want to leave them enough strength to work, too."

Fellows smiled in turn. "Very true."

Roberts glanced up from the screen, punched the button to the left of the glowing lens lettered "Smb
Cmp," and asked, "What can you tell us about this harmless spore the dead bird will release on the planet

in the process of rotting?"

There was a brief pause, then the symbiotic computer said, "Not to over-burden you with scientific
details, the information given is inadequate to pinpoint the precise nature of the organism—"

"In other words, you don't know?"

"But," the symbiotic computer went on, "the most common organism which appears to fit this inadequate
description is the diabolus rot. While the spores are unusually sensitive to ultraviolet radiation, other forms
of the organism are not. In certain of its forms, diabolus resembles the slime molds, forming exceptionally
large swarms known as the diabolus horror. Save for its appearance, it is harmless, and, except for the
psychological reaction induced by its appearance, it is even believed to be edible and nutritious."

Roberts could feel his stomach turn over.

"It sounds nice. Now, what about 'pseudopox'?"

"There is less doubt regarding this. There is a bacterium capable of producing all the external
manifestations of planetary pox. It, too, is fatal, and, like the true pox inflicts a heavier proportion of

fatalities on girls and women. It is, however, comparatively simple to cure, and is a very rare disease."

"Can Dr. Fellows spread pseudopox by sprinkling powder over the planet?"
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"Yes. The disease can be spread by inhalation or ingestion of the organisms, and is highly contagious."
Roberts sat back, frowning.
"Okay. Thanks."

The symbiotic computer added, "In case you're wondering, the larger moon will pass slowly above the
ex-Space Force cruiser tonight, and will be high in the sky most of the night."

"Exactly what I was thinking about," said Roberts. "Now, I would like to know how

good you are at manufacturing mobile imitation biological objects. Objects that can stand close
examination."

The symbiotic computer's voice held a note of modest creative pride. "What did you have in mind?"
"This is going to be tricky, and difficult."

The symbiotic computer almost purred. "Let's have the details."

Roberts glanced up.

"Morrissey?"

"Sir?"

"When Hammell released the spy-circuits, some were drawn into the cruiser down there, and some went
elsewhere. How is our general coverage on this part of the planet?"

"Most went elsewhere. We have a wealth of coverage where we don't want it. We've got an inside view
of deserted parts of the forest, we're snooping in all the cabins we don't want to be in, we've even got a
close-up view of a pot-hole at the bottom of a waterfall, with rocks and gravel grinding around inside; but
we still don't have as much overlapping coverage as I'd like of that cruiser."

"How widespread is our coverage?"

"It takes in a lot of territory. The heaviest concentration of settlers is to the northeast of here, where the
mines and separation apparatus are located. We have good coverage there."

"Good enough," said Roberts. "If I'm not mistaken, that is what they'll aim to hit."

Hammell said, "Excuse my curiosity, but what does the position of the moon have to do with this?"

The moon was high in the sky as the spy screen showed the gravitic launcher slowly rising from the blunt
tower just aft of the converted cruiser's main forward turret. The launcher's snout swung slowly around to
aim toward the settlement, near the mines. The launcher lifted. There was a sudden indistinctness at its

mouth.

On Roberts' battle screen, a long wavy blur showed the track of the gravitor beam projected by the
launcher. A dot traveled rapidly up this wavy blur. The blur abruptly vanished. The dot continued onward
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and upward.

Roberts' hands reached out to the control board. A second very faint wavy blur appeared.

The dot gently shifted its course. The new beam eased steadily ahead. Instead of falling, the dot held its
speed, moved over the target still gently rising, and then gathered speed within the beam, to climb rapidly
upward. As the beam continued to slightly shift its angle, the resulting course for the dot was a long

curving gentle rise, followed by a steep climb.

Morrissey, watching the spy screen, said, "They're in the control room. Mape is watching on their
screen."

"Good," said Roberts, watching his screen. "What do they have to say?"
"T'll turn this up."

The voice of "Dr. Fellows" carried clearly: "Fine. That's taken care of. Now, the bird will be released,
the carrier case will crash and break up, and after spreading

the—er—seeding, the bird will become harmlessly dematerialized?"
Vank's voice chuckled.

"Exactly."

There was a brief silence, and then Mape's voice gave a low growl.
"Just what in hell is this?"

Fellows said, "What is it, Mape?"

"Something took off straight up, beyond the settlement."

"No trouble, surely?"

"Maybe. I don't know. But what is it?"

"The prospectors, hopefully? We'd be glad to see them leave."

"It isn't that big. This is a little thing, about the size of the bird, and it's headed straight up, for the moon.
Of course, the prospectors could be behind this."

"I don't follow, Mape. What possible connection could there be between this thing and
our—ah—affairs?"

"This disappearing Stellar Scout ship of theirs won't show up on the massometer with the moon behind
it"

"And you think—"

"They may have grabbed the bird, and be reeling it in on a gravitor beam."
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Fellows' voice took on ugly overtones.

"Then, they would be in a position to—to blackmail us. We'd have to give them a cut?" Fellows said
angrily, "I despise blackmailers. There's nothing lower. Dirty, rotten, sneaking, underhanded—"

"Incidentally, if we try to take off, they're in just the spot to knock us flat."

"After all the thought I've put into this, I won't be skimmed by a damned sneaking blackmailer! Is it too
dangerous to use the guns? This was a Space Force cruiser!"

"The spot we're in," said Mape, "I'm all for using the guns. What have we got to lose?"

"Hold it!" said Vank. "You're just guessing. You don't know it's the bird!"

"No, I don't know it. But what else is it? I didn't know what was behind that massometer reading, but
what could it have been but a ship? Things don't fly from a planet up toward its moon for no reason. If it
1sn't the bird, what is it?"

"But you said yourself it didn't start up right away. Why the lag?"

"To give them time to ease it on with gentle touches of the gravitor beam, to get it away from where we
could follow it direct, so we wouldn't know what had happened."

"Yeah, that fits . . . What's the worst if we're wrong and take a crack at them?"

"If we're completely wrong, we'll make noise and wake the people sleeping around here. If they're up
there doing something else, one or the other of us will get finished."

Vank hesitated, but Fellows said coldly, "The danger justifies the risk. Go ahead, Mape."
Mape reached for the controls.
On the spy-screen, the covers slid back in the moonlight from the cruiser's weapons.

A volcanic eruption escorted by squadrons of lightning bolts hurled itself toward the moon, and hurled
itself again and again.

Roberts eyed his battle screen alertly.

"So far, so good. It's nice we're down here with a pressor beam instead of up there with a tractor beam.
Now, did they do us the favor of finishing off the bird?"

The voice of the symbiotic computer replied, "The second salvo from the main fusion batteries destroyed
the container and contents."

"Good. Did we lose any of it on the way up?"
"It was all held in the beam—assuming, of course, that the initial launching was efficient."

"Okay. Morrissey—"
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"Right here," said Morrissey. "You want our replacement for the bird on your screen?"
HYeS "
"Here it is."

Roberts found himself looking around the interior of a darkened room on the screen, a room lit only by a
little moonlight diffusing through a window high up.

A man's voice spoke in a whisper. "Did you hear that crash?"

There was a woman's murmur.

A little girl cried, "Mommy! Mommy! Something bit me!"

The woman screamed, "Jim! The window!"

At the small window, high up, a batlike form momentarily blotted out the moonlight.

Perhaps a tenth of a second later, flame spurted from the muzzle of an upraised gun, the crash echoed
around the cabin, and there was a thin shriek and a rattling bumping noise as something fell down the
cabin wall, followed by a thud as it hit ground.

The woman screamed. "Be careful!"

The door banged shut behind him.

"Mommy! sobbed the girl. "It bit me!"

"Don't move, Janey. Stay where you are!"

From outside came an oath, then a bellow.

"Look at this! Bill! Sam! Come out here!"

The scene shifted to the outside, where, amidst a bristle of guns, several men crouched in the moonlight,
to straighten slowly and glance at one another.

"That thing isn't dead. Pierce its wing and tie a thong to the bone. Put it in a leather sack, and we'll take it
with us. I'll get Peters and his crowd, we'll all be dressed in five minutes, and then we'll be right with you.
See the women shutter those windows and keep the lamps dim. Leash the hounds on the poles, and we'll
take two sticks of them."

Roberts straightened from the screen. "So far, so good. Now let's see how the kindly medical
missionaries are making out in their private battleship."

Morrissey said, "I've got it on a split screen. It's very inspiring. Here it is."

Before Roberts, the scene changed, to show the cruiser's control room. Mape was shaking his head.
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"No, no, there was nothing there. I don't explain it. Unless—"

Vank said, "A little more of this dung, buddy, is about all we're going to take. You sure you didn't
imagine it in the first place?"

Mape looked at him. His voice became soft, courteous.
"Would you like to say I imagined it?"

Vank snarled, "I'm not in the mood to play games! Quick reflexes, with a pea for a brain! All I'd have to
do is give you one squirt from a pressure-hype at breakfast, and you'd be dead with the cultured pus
squirting out your ears by lunch. You are going to scare me, eh?"

Fellows said uneasily, "Vank, my boy—ah—we're all a little overstrained—Ilet's not . . ."

Mape turned away, and worked small controls at the side of one of the cruiser's screens. The scene on
the screen vanished, to be replaced by a black field marked with pale green outlines of the horizon as
seen from the ship. A white dot disappeared over the horizon, and Mape said, "This is the recorded

track of the bird. Watch it, and see what you think."

Vank frowned, but looked at the screen.

For a long moment, the screen showed nothing but the green outline of the horizon. Then, to the side, the
white dot reappeared, climbed with increasing swiftness, to finally lift nearly straight up as the screen
shifted its angle of view, to show the larger of the planet's moons, with a white dot climbing toward it.

Vank glanced swiftly at the controls Mape had just handled.

"Do that again."
Mape worked the controls.

Dr. Fellows came over and watched.

"Mape," he said, "excuse me, but I wonder if you'd replay that for me? And Vank, I wonder if you'd
step aft, and just check—"

Mape said politely, his voice soft, "Go right ahead, Dr. Fellows. But as for Vank and me, we have a little
something to talk over. Here, I'll set it to replay for you."

Dr. Fellows stood irresolutely at the screen as Mape and Vank went out. Perspiration rolled down
Fellows' forehead. He mopped it with his handkerchief, took one or two steps after them, then let out a
deep shuddering breath, and came to a stop. He looked around uneasily. "It's going sour," he said. "It
was perfect, but it's going sour."

Roberts looked up from the screen.

"Fellows just might have enough intuition to get out of there. Do we have coverage of Mape and Vank?"

"No," said Morrissey. "Worse luck."
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"Okay. If they decide to break for it, we're going to appreciate every hour of sleep we get tonight. It's
going to take time for this to work itself out, and there isn't a great deal we can do until it takes shape.
Let's set up watches."

Roberts was on watch as things came to a head, a little before dawn.

Inside the converted cruiser, everything was quiet. The action was taking place outside, though there
was, in fact, not very much to see except eyes.

Roberts, at the spy screen, had some difficulty spotting the unmoving faces, smeared with resin and
leaves, just back from the edge of the clearing, where the trees' many leaves, angled to catch the light,
provided cover. By careful use of the spy screen, Roberts had uncovered eighteen of the hidden figures,
some well back from the cruiser, some in the very trees that provided it with cover. They all were
watching, but as the sun gradually began to light the clearing, they did little else. It was, however, possible
to see the pupils of their eyes move, back and forth, the eyes narrowed into hard slits, as they followed
the batlike forms that came to, and departed from, the upthrust snout of the gravitic launcher. For a time,
in the earliest light of the dawn, the cruiser had the look of some kind of interplanetary hornet's nest, bats
scuttling in and out the tilted launcher, flitting around the clearing as if to get their bearings before setting
out. In the actual light of dawn, this traffic thinned out, let up entirely, and the cruiser sat there, the beaded
dew shining on it, under the hard gaze of numerous watching eyes.

Now there appeared, from the direction of a path through thick forest, a man carrying a little boy in his
arms. He approached the ship with a look of touching trust and confidence, paused at the edge of the
clearing, and glanced up at the closed hatch at the head of the ramp.

"Ho, Doc!" he called.

He started up the ramp.

"Doc! You folks awake in there? Doc! Open up!"

The cruiser's alarm system, apparently programmed to ignore small animals and signal the arrival of
humans, gave a warning buzz.

Suddenly the hatch swung open at the top of the ramp.
"Dr. Fellows" appeared, scrubbed, benevolent, but slightly bloodshot.

"Come in! Come in! Ah, here's a tragedy! Poor little fellow! What's this? Are there more? Has it broken
out again, then? I'm certainly glad I'm still here!"

As the distressed parents—strangely all male, this time, thronged up the ramp, and as Dr. Fellows and
his somewhat bandaged assistant readied the merciful hypodermic needles, a large bat flitted across the
clearing, scuttled over the forward main turret of the cruiser, hopped up into the launcher, and vanished
inside.

"Welcome, welcome, children," Dr. Fellows was saying. "We'll have this cleared up in a—ah—What—"

Half-a-dozen big hunting dogs, with teeth like cougars, shot up the ramp.

Roberts shifted views on the spy screen.
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Vank was suddenly tied up, his arms behind his back. "Dr. Fellows," the look of surprise still on his face,
was done up in leather thongs. Down in the bowels of the ship, Mape, by prearranged policy staying
away from the other two in case there should be trouble, was backing away from a batlike thing that had
apparently come in through the open launcher slide. Mape's bafflement and distaste were evident on his
face. But he had now, by staying calm, succeeded in maneuvering around it, to open the safety door that
led to the corridor.

Outside in the corridor, a big hound on a leash whimpered briefly, and two roughly dressed men stepped
forward. One rammed the muzzle of his gun in Mape's side. The other judiciously kept the gun muzzle out
of Mape's reach, while his grip eased a little tighter on the trigger. A third held the dog, and eyed the bat.

Mape said sharply, "What's this? While the Doctor heals your pox, you stick up his ship?"

The dog was staring into the room beyond. The bat scuttled across the floor. The man holding the leash
said, "Ungrateful, aren't we?"

The bat took off, flitted around in large circles, then shot out through the door, to settle very lightly on
Mape's shoulder. Once there, the hideous thing raised a wing, and began to clean itself.

Mape was saying, "It would serve you right if Doc left the lot of you to die after this!"
The dog eyed the bat, and its jaw quivered.

One of the men cautiously reached up. The bat hissed and bared its teeth, then snuggled closer on
Mape's shoulder.

Mape heard the hiss, felt the movement, looked around in surprise, and saw what was cuddling close to
him.

The colonists snorted.

"Don't act like you never saw it before! Look how it cuddles up to him. Okay, you, start up the corridor.
Move!"

Mape, the horror nestled beside him, its scratchy bristles against his neck as it made little happy
chittering noises, swallowed hard and did as he was told.

As Roberts shifted scenes, Fellows, thoroughly trussed up, appeared, his expression hurt, his tones
earnest.

"But, my dear young man, pox is not spread by the bite of an animal. And, even if it were, what have we
to do with it? Ours is a humanitarian mission!"

"How is it," said a tall hard-eyed colonist, "that you've had bats going in and out of that raised chute
overhead since before it got light out there?"

"I'm sure I don't know, if it is indeed true, and not an optical illusion. Certainly we are not responsible if
local life-forms choose to land on our ship."

"They were going in and out the chute."
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"If there were any such things, we know nothing of it. We were asleep. Rather than be disturbed by
every mouse or chipmunk that might set foot on the ship, we had adjusted the intruder alarm to register
only human or larger intruders. And these, we expected to treat as guests." His tone was injured, it rang
with sincerity.

The colonist said, "You don't know anything about these bats?"

"Nothing. If there are any such things, we have had nothing to do with them."

Mape was prodded into the room, the bat nestling on his shoulder, cleaning the underside of its wing.

"Well," said the colonist spokesman, "tell us, how do you explain that?"

Fellows stared at Mape, who shrugged helplessly.

"Euh—" said Fellows, looking at the bat. "Mape, my boy—surely you're not implicated

in this—this—"

The bat spotted Fellows, gave a little chirrup of delight, took off, and landed on Fellows' shoulder.
Fellows sat frozen.

The colonists delivered themselves of pithy expletives of disgust.

"Why," said Fellows, "[t—ah—it's friendly. Surely, no harm could come from this—this friendly little
cuddly creature?"

The thing peered over its shoulder, hissed and rattled its teeth at the colonists, spotted Vank, staring and
perspiring, and at once made a chortling noise and deserted Fellows for Vank, who let out a yell and
rolled around as the bat hopped lightly over him, making happy chirruping sounds.

"M'm," said the colonist spokesman, "it loves him, but he doesn't want it anywhere near him. Why is he
afraid of the friendly little cuddly creature? Jim—if you'd just bring that sack up here—"

A colonist holding a leather sack stepped forward, opened the sack, and a hissing ball of rat-colored fur,
clicking its teeth together, rolled out on the end of a cord, flapped across the floor, stopped, hissed all

around, then saw the perspiring "Dr. Fellows." The thing gave a pathetic bleat, scuttled over, and huddled
close, shivering.

"Fellows" began to shiver, himself.

"Oh," said a burly colonist. "He never saw the thing before."

Fellows glanced at Mape, who looked back ironically. He turned to Vank. Vank was out cold, with the
monstrosity perched on his head. For the first time, Fellows noticed the dull glint of steel around its
mouth.

"What's this," he said. "Does it have artificial teeth of some kind?"

The spokesman for the colonists put on leather gloves, grabbed the injured bat, and held it up.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Here, take a good look, Fellows. You see the little hollow needle in the left side of its jaw, and the
recurved needle in the right side? Do you think we're such dolts we can't figure this out? The left needle
feeds from the left sack in that harness, and it will inject into whatever the bat tries to bite. The right
needle feeds from the right sack, and it will flow back into the bat's mouth. The teeth are trimmed blunt
and a little short, so they only give the bat the sensation of biting. The thing flies out of here, spots some
poor fool worn out after a hard day's work, lying there asleep after telling his wife how lucky we are Doc
Fellows is here to take care of the pox, and then this bat sent out by Dr. Fellows sets down lightly beside
the poor fool, nips him in the neck with this hypodermic, which I suppose has some kind of anesthetic in
it among other things, and as the bat bites, this little plunger on the hypo is shoved back and forth, and the
little pump attached pumps air into the bag on the right side as well as the left, and warm blood or
whatever is in that bag flows into the bat's mouth. When he's satisfied, the bat lets go, takes off, and
comes back and goes to sleep for the night, or gets refilled and roosts in the trees, or however you've got
him trained. But never mind. The main thing is, now the colonist has been infected with the pox."

Fellows was speechless.

The colonist spokesman waited grimly.

Fellows said, "But—you can search the ship—" He paused, and looked worried.

"Look—what would be the advantage to us of a thing like that? Why, my dear man, we have cured you!
It would be utterly senseless to infect you merely in order to cure you. Although if we did—simply for the
sake of argument—what would be the harm? If, through some accident, you had become infected
through our agency, and we corrected the situation, could you blame us? Why, our good will is evident
on the face of it! Surely this is obvious. You are cured, and it is we who have cured you! Now, untie us.
Enough of this nonsense!"

The spokesman for the colonists glanced around.

"Any suggestions?"

A burly colonist with large hands said, "Heat up some irons. If that don't work I know a good stunt with
water. None of you boys don't want to watch this, but stick around near, where you can hear what they
say, and give me a hand, in case they go out of their heads. Kind of a mess there toward the end
sometimes . . . [ used to be a guard on one of them prison satellites. Wasn't my job, but I had to help out.
I never thought it would come in useful, but you never can tell, can you? Just get me them irons and a
blowtorch and a bucket of cold water."

Several of the colonists went out of the room.

Fellows swallowed and looked around. The only friendly thing in sight was the bat.

Mape spoke up. "You tell them, Fellows, or I'll tell them."

HHOW_H

The same burly colonist said, "Get them separate. We can check them against each other." He grunted.
"Work hard all day, and then these sons put poisoned bats on us at night."

Fellows said desperately, "We didn't."
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"Split 'em up. You got to play 'em together sometimes, and sometimes apart. We'll harmonize them."

There was a murmur amongst the colonists, and while it was impossible to say for sure what it might
mean, Fellows said urgently, "Mape!"

"Right here," said Mape grimly.

"I'm going to tell them the complete facts, with nothing held back. You understand? I want you to do the
same. If we had a chance, it would be different, but I don't want to play this hand to the end. Answer
anything and stick to the truth. That's the only way we can get our stories to match. Do you follow?"

"I follow."

"I'll tell Vank the same when he comes around. All right, don't say any more till we're separated."

The burly colonist smiled faintly, but said nothing. Mape was hustled out, then Vank was jarred awake,
listened to Fellows, and was lugged off to some other place.

Fellows, perspiring, said, "All right. Anything you want to know."

The spokesman for the colonists, his eyes hard, watched Fellows intently. "What was the purpose?"
Fellows took a deep breath.

"The cure was drugged."

"What do you mean, drugged?"

"The—the disease was pseudopox. The same symptoms and effects as real pox—but we could cure this
by a simple injection. Only, in the injection was an impurity."

"An impurity. It was there on purpose?"
"Yes. On purpose."
"What did the impurity do?"

"The name of it is ecstatin. We used a very small concentration. It's exceptional in that it stays in the
blood for about five to six weeks."

"Then what?"

"Then the last of it is excreted."

"What's the effect?"

"It makes a person more—more cheerful. Used in strong concentrations, it's lethal."

"All right. Come to the point. You used it in a light concentration. What harm did it do?"
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"In itself, none, yet. But—ah—after it's all excreted, everyone who's had it will feel depressed."

"How depressed?"

"Almost to the point of suicide. It's a severe depression."

"What's the cure?"

"More ecstatin."

The colonist considered it.

"Let's be sure I get this. First you infected us with pseudopox?"

"Right."

"Then you cured us of the pseudopox, but injected ecstatin into us."

"That's it."

"Why not hit us with ecstatin to start with."

"We needed the pox first to explain the ecstatin later."

"How—"

"After we cured you of what apparently was the pox, we would be heroes. Right?"

"Yes. Sure. You were."

"Then the results of the ecstatin would show up. We would be shocked, stunned. We would check our
instruments, find a trace of it, and checking back, we would discover that a supplier of plasma had
unwittingly supplied us with a batch contaminated with ecstatin. Such things happen. You couldn't blame
us. The supplier could hardly be blamed if the plasma came from a planet where there's been no known
trouble with ecstatin. The only thing is—now you'd have to have more ecstatin!"

The colonist smiled with his mouth only.

Fellows hurried on.

"Now, on some planets, ecstatin is legal. On others, possession is punished by death.

As it happens, in this region of space, there is no planet where it is legally supplied.”

"[ still don't get it."

Fellows gave a little laugh.

"The thing is—it's not illegal for us to supply you. You don't have any law one way or the other about it.
But now you'd have a need."
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"And you'd supply it?"

"Yes. And, of course, you'd be willing to pay well, because it would cost us so much to drop everything
and go way off to where it is legally supplied, to get a supply for you."

The colonist put his hand to his chin.

"Of course, we wouldn't blame you for this."

"How could you? After all, thanks to the pox ploy first, we'd saved your lives."

"Pox ploy. Yeah. But—wait a minute. How is it we don't notice the effects of this ecstatin?"

"First, it's in so low a concentration. Second, naturally you're relieved to get over the pox. That makes
you happy, which masks the effect of the drug. That's one reason we timed it to get here in the spring. If
it hit you in the winter, you might wonder."

"So, you'd supply us with this stuff, at great expense, and we'd pay you. Where's the gain?"

Fellows looked blank a moment, then shocked.

"There's no great expense involved. Not for us."

"You just said you'd have to make a long trip—"

Fellows snorted.

"That's only how it would be if we hadn't planned. But, naturally, we're loaded up with ecstatin. We
would go away for a time, after supplying you with enough to get by on out of our emergency chest.
Then, later, we'd bring in the load, which you'd pay very steep for. But, you see, we wouldn't have been
able to get all you needed on that one trip. Something would have gone wrong. We'd have to go back
again. That would cost more."

The colonist squinted across the room. He gave a kind of low growl, and then shook his head.

"Each of these trips would take a long time."

”Right."

"But, you wouldn't actually make the trips?"

"No. That's just what we'd tell you."

"Then will you kindly tell me—What did you intend to do, stand around and wait between trips?"
Fellows looked incredulous.

"Don't you get it? We'd hit other planets!"

The colonist stared at him.
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Fellows said, "Why stop here? It's a good game. We'd hit every colony planet at your level in the whole
region.

"What? With the same thing?"

"Why not? We figured out a regular circuit. We'd milk maybe a dozen of you, then be right in time back
at the first one to tell what a rough trip we had making it in with the last half-load, and how they raised the
price on us because they knew we were in a hurry. We'd do the same act on each planet, and it would
be just as good on one as another. Meanwhile you'd be killing yourselves working to get enough export
to pay for the ecstatin. When you got self-governing, you'd vote the ecstatin legal because you'd have to,
and we could sell the circuit at a good price to a regular dealer and he'd maybe crack the whole region
open."

The colonist, with an effort, unclenched his fists. He looked away for a moment.

"Fellows," no longer with any detectable trace of his previous lovable grandfatherly air, said, "I'm telling
you the truth."

The colonist let his breath out. "That's the only reason I haven't touched you."
"We'd have made a fortune on this."

"All right. Now explain to us about the bats. Where do you keep them? How do you feed them? How
does that work?"

Roberts turned, to call Hammell, Morrissey, and Bergen. But they were already right there behind him,
watching the screen wide-eyed.

On the screen, Fellows perspired, and gave a little laugh. "The bats—"

"The bats," said the colonist. "Come on, let's hear about that, too."

Fellows looked around and licked his lips.

Morrissey murmured, "Quite an interesting problem to explain something you can't understand yourself."

"Especially," agreed Roberts, "when there's somebody in the next room who doesn't understand it, and
he has to explain it, t00."

"So that the stories have to check afterward. Yes, that adds an extra dimension."

On the screen, Fellows was earnestly explaining, and the spokesman for the colonists irritatedly brushed
the explanation aside.

"Listen, friend," he snarled, "we're just a collection of plodders. Never in a hundred years would we
have thought of a scheme like this one. If you hadn't had a streak of bad luck, we'd never have seen any
of your bats at work, and we'd never have caught on. It would have worked just as you say. But—"

"But," screamed Fellows, "we didn't use bats!"

The colonists murmured. Their spokesman pointed to the form curled up against Fellows.
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Fellows opened his mouth, stared at the bat, and shut his mouth.

"Now," said the colonists' spokesman, "we are not going to be safe until we get rid of those things.
We've already got pox victims and ecstatin addicts among us for no fault of their own. But there's no
reason why the bats couldn't hit us with instant poison as well. We want the end of these bats. Now,
don't tell us you didn't use them. Tell us the truth!"

Hammell grinned. "Did you notice how this bird was contemptuous of the colonists a little bit ago? He
doesn't look contemptuous now."

Roberts nodded. "For someone willing to put twelve colony planets in a trap, he doesn't enjoy being in
one himself. —Although, he's lucky to be alive."

Morrissey watched the screen.

"So far."

Hammell bared his teeth, eyes focused on the screen.

Bergen looked serious, and Roberts winced.

The bat flew off, to momentarily provide a distraction.

Some minutes later, the symbiotic computer spoke cheerfully.

"The last of the quasibiological artifacts have been recovered, and our job here is now finished. The
damage to this planet has been minimized. 'Dr. Fellows,' Mape, and Vank are now serving the beginning
of their sentence as visited on them informally by the colonists, and if they ever get away from this planet,
they will think twice before hitting another colony planet. This is a creditable achievement. There are,
however, more planets in the vicinity in this same vulnerable stage of development.”

Roberts guided the Interstellar Patrol ship rapidly up from the planet.

Bergen said, "I have a question."

"Proceed," said Roberts cheerfully.

"The standard way to handle this would have been to imprison Fellows and the rest, and provide special
medical care for the colonists. Our way gave me a lot more satisfaction, but—how come we didn't do it
the standard way?"

Roberts smiled.

"I imagine Fellows could get a lawyer who knows his way around in court, don't you?"

"Probably so."

"And suppose this lawyer is smarter than the prosecutor?"

"Well, if the evidence is overwhelming—"
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Roberts shook his head.

"Fellows had already defeated, in advance, all the ordinary methods of applying justice. The Space
Police, Space Force, P.D.A.—he'd gotten around the lot, and for all you and I know, he'd have gotten
around the courts, too. At that, if it hadn't been for the bats, he would have ended up a hero to the
colonists themselves. The bats were the unfair blow that did it for him.

"Now," Roberts went on, "there's the 'rule of law' and the there's the 'rule of men,' but both tend to work
down to standard procedures, standard views, standard prejudices, and all this can generally be
manipulated by a clever crook. But exactly how does the clever crook manipulate what he can't
understand himself?"

Bergen rubbed his chin.

"I think I get it. They can't reduce the Interstellar Patrol to rule, so they can't figure a way around it."

Roberts nodded.

"The criminals we have to contend with couldn't care less for law. Men they respect a little more.

"But," he said, "what really gives them pause is the Unknown.

"That's where we make our contribution to Justice."

THE THRONE AND THE USURPER

In the moonlit fog, the gentle swell of the sea rolled past toward the beach. Straight ahead, there was a
faint pale flash, as of a white robe peeled off and tossed on the sand. Then there was the flat splash of a
swimmer hitting the water in a flying dive.

Vaughan Roberts, watching intently, was up to his chin in cold salt water. He gripped in his hands a flat
smooth rock heavy enough to overcome his buoyancy, and breathed steadily and deeply. At the sound of
the splash, still breathing deeply, he began to count, and when he reached ten, he ducked underwater,
and let the rock take him down to the soft sand at the bottom. Methodically, he kept on counting. As he
counted, mental pictures of what was taking place at the surface, where someone had just dived in for a
moonlight swim, were suggested to him by the numbers of the count:

Fourteen. Not far from the swimmer, a small buoy-like object bobbed to the surface.

Fifteen. A puff of vapor escaped from the buoy into the fog.

Seventeen. The swimmer, breathing vapor, went slack in the water.

Eighteen. Flipper-like hands slipped a mask over the swimmer's nose and mouth.

Twenty. Other hands gripped the lower part of the slack body, and slid the swimmer under the surface.

Twenty-one. The buoy-like object dipped out of sight.

Twenty-five. The fog, drifting past, carried away some remaining traces of the rapidly decomposing
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vapor.
As Roberts counted, toward the moment when he could surface, his thoughts traveled back, and in his
mind he snapped the spool from the viewer, to turn exasperatedly to the lean sector chief of operations,
Colonel Valentine Sanders.

"Can't the Space Force put a bullet through this murderer's head?"

The colonel sat back.

"If they kill Lieutenant Gafonel, what happens to the 'exotic gases' last known to be in the lieutenant's
possession?"

"Since he escaped from the courier ship to this resort planet, Idyll, it follows that the exotic gases aren't
far from IdyIL"

The colonel nodded, and clasped his hands behind his head.
"Remember, the courier ship itself has disappeared without a trace."
"Then the courier ship is somewhere on Idyll. If not, the Space Force should have located it."

"To know the rough general whereabouts of the ship doesn't solve the problem. The Space Force has
got to recover the actual vials of gases. Even in their shock-proof cases, these are small and readily
transportable. Contents unknown, each vial could be sold for a fortune. Used by someone who
understood their properties from the beginning, the trouble they could cause is impossible to predict. And
the only key to their whereabouts is Lieutenant Gafonel. The Space Force would doubtless like to put a
bullet through the lieutenant's head. Unfortunately, he is the only link to that shipment. And they can't
reach him, because he has them legally blocked. They can't even prove his story false without the courier
ship for evidence, the ship has disappeared, and deduction suggests the ship is hidden where they can't
go in and search. Where does that leave them?"

"He's still a deserter. They can get him on that."

"In the medical and legal situation the lieutenant has constructed, even that isn't any too clear." The
colonel added, "Of course, what actually happened is obvious enough. But how do they prove it?"

"All right, then. Let them kidnap him and put the screws to him."

The colonel shook his head.

"The Space Force isn't set up to carry out illegal operations. And this resort planet, Idyll, is a fortress of
legalities. It's a resort—a playground—mainly for the rich and influential. They, for their own purposes,
have come to a mutually satisfactory understanding with the native inhabitants—the descendants of the
original settlers—so that the planetary government—"

Roberts could feel the sticky spider-strands of legal logic start to descend on him, and spoke impatiently.

"Yes, sir. I know. But—"

"But," said the colonel, "this is the problem. The actual control of the planet's government has been left in
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the hands of the native inhabitants, who legally select a king to be titular head of the government. The king
isn't necessarily one of their own number. Usually, they choose a rich and influential vacation-time
resident. He, in turn, gives a lavish present to the natives. The wealthy resort-dwellers thus have a
benevolent government which routinely provides law and order, but doesn't interfere otherwise. The
natives have congenial work at good pay, plus bonuses from grateful tycoons who are tickled at the
thought of being kings. The arrangement is mutually beneficial, and legal."

Roberts massaged his chin.
The colonel, leaning back, hands clasped behind his close-cropped head, smiled faintly.

"Consider, Roberts, what will take place if the Space Force stages a raid on this planet, populated by
vacationing influential people, including the heads of various governments, of giant business organizations,
of huge universities—including retired officers and generals still on the active list. Suppose the Space
Force says 'Legality be damned,' nails Gafonel in their midst, shoves the populace into a corner, and
searches the planet for the missing ship? Where will the officers in charge of this operation ultimately end
up?"

Roberts nodded slowly, "On an outdated destroyer, cataloguing asteroids by hand—if
they're lucky."

"Exactly. And the search for the courier ship and gas capsules may be stopped before there are any
results. You see, they cannot use force."

Roberts, exasperated, considered the lieutenant's record. Born on a frontier world, Gafonel had enlisted
in the Space Force with a mental test score slightly above average. In service school he made an
impressive record and tried to apply for admission to the Space Academy. His commanding officer
arbitrarily refused. Soon, a black-market operation was traced to the commanding officer, who was
sacked, and Gafonel went on to the Space Academy, where his scholastic record was dazzling. On
graduation he married the daughter of the commandant and the commandant's estranged but wealthy
wife. Then peculiar things began to happen.

The day following the wedding, the little sports flier carrying the lieutenant's rich new mother-in-law went
up in a blinding flash, the cause of which proved hard to discover, since there wasn't much of anything left
to examine.

The mother-in-law's fortune was willed, not to her estranged husband, but to her daughter.
The daughter promptly took a fatal overdose of sedative.
The mother-in-law's fortune passed on to the daughter's new husband—the lieutenant.

The lieutenant had a nervous breakdown and went into the hospital, to come out a tragic figure, brilliant
but apparently unlucky, and incidentally rich.

In view of his brilliant scholastic record, he was put on the staff of the general in charge of chemical
warfare research and development, who sent him as assistant to the major in charge of a shipment of
exotic war gases, to be delivered to a distant base, aboard the ultrafast Space Force courier ship
Whippet. The last thing heard about the Whippet was that a meteor shower had hit the ship at enormous
velocity, and the lieutenant, inside but still wearing a tank suit in which he had been inspecting the hull, had
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been the only survivor to escape alive, in the ship's tender. The Whippet itself vanished without a trace.
Roberts shook his head.
"That s.0.b. is too tricky for subtleties. One good grenade dropped on him without warning—"
"That leaves the exotic gases unaccounted for."

"Yes, sir. But it would end him, and that might be more important in the long run. His record up to this
business is tricky enough when you think it over. But this explanation about the courier ship—"

The colonel smiled. "A little hard to swallow, isn't it? It's almost superfluous to find that he had already,
before the trip, transferred his wife's money to a bank on the resort planet.”

"Yes, and on top of that, to have set it up for himself to be proclaimed 'king—so that now he is King
Oumourou, Head of State—"

Roberts ran out of words.

The colonel added drily, "Don't forget the 'retroactive amnesia,' Roberts. There would be no point
questioning him anyway, because the dreadful experience destroyed his memory of everything connected
with the event, soon after he gave his report. We have

copies of the medical affidavits from Idyll certifying to that."

"He being the king of the place."

"Naturally."

"Sir, with a record like that, so far, what comes next? He's promoted himself from nobody on a remote
planet to riches and kingship, with a shambles of betrayal and dead bodies behind him. Where does he
go next?"

"He seems to be enjoying himself. He has his private mansion, plus the local palace, and a little
sixteen-room cottage at the beach, a bank account running to seven figures, his private harem, two

seagoing yachts—what more would he want?"

"He might feel cramped on just one planet. Meanwhile, there's no telling what he may try with these gas
capsules."

"That's the problem."
"Why not warp him into a cooperative viewpoint with the want-generator?"

"It's a densely populated planet, and most of the time he's out of sight. To keep an emotional-field
generator focused on him is impossible in this situation."

Roberts thought it over. "Then, when he goes for this habitual nightly swim of his, seeing the Space
Force is bashful, suppose we drop down there some dark night, grab him, put the screws to him, and
find out about these gas capsules."
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The colonel beamed.

"Fine, Roberts. Now, that's more sensible than blowing his head off, isn't it? But after we find out where
he's got the gas capsules, then we have the problem of doing something about it. His disappearance, of
course, will cause an alarm locally. Isn't it better, from our viewpoint, if he doesn't disappear? In order to
avoid that, our man, thoroughly disguised by our—ah—make-up department, could be right there to take
his place and so be in a position to get the capsules. Now, Roberts, there isn't much time to waste, so
we'll follow your plan at once, and since it's your suggestion—"

k %k %k

Lungs straining, the cold water swirling around him, Roberts let go the rock and came to the surface. He
sucked in a deep breath, exhaled, breathed again deeply, and swam for shore. He staggered out of the
water, his feet sinking deeply in the wet sand, and strode up onto the beach.

Just ahead was that lighter patch where the "king" had tossed his robe.

Roberts crouched, to feel carefully around the robe. If Gafonel had been wearing a swimsuit when he
was captured, it was to have been tossed here by the crew that captured him.

Finding nothing, Roberts shrugged into the robe and walked along the beach. His mental time-table told
him these evening swims and strolls usually lasted about twenty minutes. This left plenty of time for the
other members of Roberts' party to check and be sure this was Gafonel. If by some accident they had
the wrong man, the precisely repeated call of a sea bird was to warn Roberts. Hearing no call, Roberts
kept walking. He reminded himself that Gafonel's swim was usually followed by a hot, spiced drink and
possibly a midnight frolic with the companion or companions of his choice. Considering Gafonel's
position, this offered a wide selection. As Oumourou, the "native" king, there were the

native girls to choose from. As the rich Gafonel, there were the non-native daughters of wealthy families
on the resort world. As the proprietor of a cache of advanced gases of enormous price, there was still

further bargaining power.

Roberts felt again the urge to plant a bullet in Gafonel's brain. But then he felt something
else—uneasiness.

Considering the craft of his opponent, could his capture have been so easy?

Frowning, Roberts strolled back along the beach, belted the robe more tightly around him, and headed
for the faint glimmer of light that his mental diagram told him was the beach mansion's so-called cabana.
The light, mounted above the roof, offered little enough illumination outside and left the interior of the
open building unlit.

Roberts paused just outside, and as the fog drifted past silently, there was a sense of distance and a
not-quite-there sensation that vanished when he stepped forward, felt the cold flagstones under his feet,
and then stubbed his toe on a flagstone set slightly higher than the rest.

He sucked in his breath, and somewhere to his left, there was a soft feminine laugh.

"Ooh—is Oumourou so impatient? Who is Oumourou impatient for?"

Roberts instantly recognized trouble.
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In the fast preparation for this job, it had been found out that Gafonel's two favorites were a local girl
named Dianai, and the vacationing daughter of a wealthy exporter, named Janine. Each was violently
jealous of the other.

Since these were the two people most likely to spot the substitution, their appearance and known
histories were all but imprinted on Roberts' brain. But he didn't know their voices.

Somewhere, the girl giggled.

Roberts peered around in the gloom. Now—was this Dianai, Janine, or some other member of
Gafonel's harem?

She called softly, playfully, "Are you now so bashful? Tell me, who is Oumourou impatient for?"

All Roberts had to do was to give the wrong name, and there would be a volcanic eruption. In a rough
whisper, he called, "Come here, and I'll show you."

There was a giggle, followed by the soft patting of bare feet on flagstone.
Her voice spoke out close at hand, in a faintly mocking, teasing tone.
"Does Oumourou want his mintmig?"

Mintmig was the local hot, spiced drink. But they didn't serve it here. They drank it in front of the
fireplace in the beach mansion.

Roberts realized he was now up against some kind of private joke. It was almost as good as running into
a prearranged code word, since a wrong guess would give him away.

He murmured, "Come close." That, at least, seemed safe.
There was a soft brushing sound and a faint scent of perfume.
Roberts stretched out a hand, to touch cool petal-soft skin.

An explosion of sparks burst across the sky. Darkness opened up, and he fell into it headlong. The
awareness came to him dimly that he had not been out of the water half an

hour before Gafonel's defenses stopped him cold. And that meant—but then the thoughts trailed out in a
long, long thread, and then he lost track of them entirely.

Somewhere, there was a sound of voices, and now and then a snatch of conversation began to come
across:

" . ..sure? The net didn't show . . ."
" ... remarkable, I know, but . . ."

"...notatrace. .. There's no chance he was rung in earlier?"
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"No. It had to be the beach. And that fits the girl's story."

Roberts came awake with a painfully throbbing head, felt a light blanket over him, and a firm support
under him. He tried carefully to move one limb after the other and discovered a gentle but increasingly
firm restraint that drew his limbs solidly back where they had been to start with. Meanwhile, the

conversation went on;

"Hard to see how it was done." The voice was slightly the deeper of the two. "The whole beach was
wired. His approach should have showed on the board."

"Out of my field. But it suggests very sophisticated equipment."

"Well—I suppose we don't need to worry about it. As Supergaf says, 'Control the human element, and
you control all." When should we—"

"He's coming awake now. And I'd watch that 'Supergaf' routine."

"Listen, I—"

"It's not just that the walls have ears, you know."

"Every time I think of—"

"The thing to think is, we're well paid for our trouble."

"I suppose. Well—he's conscious. Let's deliver him."

Roberts heard footsteps approach, felt a sense of motion, and heard the hiss of tires. He opened his
eyes, to see a bright-yellow tiled wall slide past, and shiny metal cabinets with glass fronts. Overhead, the
ceiling was softly aglow. The air held a faint trace of antiseptic. The wheeled stretcher he was lying on
approached a wall.

From behind Roberts, the deeper voice growled, "Next, the corridor."

A pair of metal doors slid past.

Roberts caught a glimpse, through a window, of a beach outside.

"Where are you taking me?"

"To see Mr. Gafonel—himself."

There was a mocking emphasis on the "himself" that brought a warning hiss from the other attendant.

The stretcher rolled into an elevator, and the door slid shut. The elevator plunged, slowed, accelerated
horizontally, dropped again, accelerated sidewise, and finally slowed to a stop.

The stretcher rolled out on a platform.

Roberts, looking up, was treated to the sight of a ceiling pattern apparently made up of the muzzles of
selected guns packed together vertically so that snouts of various types and sizes looked down on him in
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a regular pattern until the cot rolled past an open metal door

into a small metal cubicle. Another door opened to one side, and the cot was rolled out, around corners
and along inclined ramps whose changing directions suggested the approach to an ancient castle.
Eventually, they emerged into a wide, high-ceilinged hall facing two oversize bronze doors topped by an
enormous gold G. To either side stood an armed guard dressed in black with a gold G on his tunic.

The stretcher stopped before the door, and the two attendants stood tensely silent.

Slowly, the bronze doors swung open, and the stretcher wheeled forward through a high-ceilinged
anteroom to a second set of doors that reflected in a dazzling golden glitter the brilliant light from a
chandelier overhead. These doors, in turn, swung slowly open, the stretcher rolled forward, and Roberts
found himself looking at a solitary crowned figure in silver and gold robes, seated on a purple throne atop
a dais raised six steps above the floor.

A voice boomed out, "Kneel to the Presence!"

Roberts took a hard look at the crowned figure. Obviously, this was Gafonel. But, if this was Gafonel,
then who had been picked up at the beach? Since no warning signal had been given, it followed that that
had been Gafonel.

Either Gafonel was twins, or the Gafonel picked up at the beach had been a double. That fit in with
snatches of conversation Roberts had overheard earlier. But, in that case, the double must have been

bait.

The two attendants, meanwhile, had dropped to their knees. There was a brief silence as Gafonel
looked at Roberts, and Roberts looked intently back.

Gafonel's lips moved slightly. "Unbind the prisoner!"

As the command boomed and reverberated, Roberts glanced around. There were no visible guards in
the room—only Gafonel and the two attendants. Roberts relaxed his muscles. All he asked was to be let
loose for a few minutes.

The two attendants straightened, and one said hesitantly, "Sir, this is a strong and dangerous man—"

Gafonel's lips moved slightly, and there was a crash like thunder.

"Obey or die!"

The guards made haste to obey.

The cover was pulled off Roberts, and the webwork of bonds that held him to the stretcher was
released. Roberts was swung to his feet.

"Remove the stretcher!" roared the voice. "Withdraw from the Presence!"
Roberts let go the light grip he had taken on the nearer attendant's sleeve.

The attendants turned and rolled the cart out the huge doors. The doors swung shut behind them.
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Roberts turned to face Gafonel, and suddenly the situation made no sense. After installing himself in
massive underground defenses, with a double in view for the opposition, would Gafonel risk capture
alone at close range? Somehow, this must fit in with Gafonel's plan.

Roberts glanced around for any hint of hidden devices, and saw nothing—which, of course, was exactly
what he could expect to see.

Gafonel, on the throne, watched Roberts intently.

Roberts, trying to fit bits of information together, could not find a pattern. Somewhere, there was a piece
he didn't have. Meanwhile, precious seconds ticked past.

Gafonel rose smoothly from the throne and began to descend the six steps to the marble floor.
Roberts wearied of trying to untangle it mentally.

As Gafonel descended, Roberts walked toward him, testing his muscles and estimating distances as he
walked. Somewhere, there ought to be a weak joint in Gafonel's setup. All this business with the throne,
the crown, and the amplified voice—on a planet where kingship was a legal formality for sale to the
highest bidder—it all suggested a case of galloping megalomania. That was bound to produce
weaknesses.

As Roberts thought this, Gafonel removed his jeweled crown and tossed it.
"Here—the amplifier control goes with it."

Roberts at that instant got a favorable response to his estimate of time, distance, and muscular readiness,
and sprang for Gafonel.

Gafonel snapped a short-barreled weapon from his silver-and-gold robes, and there was a faint buzz.

Roberts' left leg from the knee down went numb. As he broke the fall with his hands, his lower right leg
also went numb.

Gafonel, smiling, put away the gun.

"Excellent reflexes. Impressive muscular conditioning. You have, of course, been consistently
out-thought, but that is to be expected. What counts is that you are inherently loyal and tenaciously
obedient to orders. Very good. Now, let's see . . . you are . . . yes, Vaughan Nathan Roberts, of the
Interstellar Patrol. Rank of captain. Formerly captain of the fast transport Orion. Before that, in the
Space Force, let go in the economy drive; earlier, special training in the Tactical Combat Command
Advanced Training Center. All excellent. Now, how did you come to enter the Patrol? Let's see . . . h'm
. .. Duke of Tresimere—what the devil! Earl of Aurizont? Prince-Contestant to the—"

Just what Gafonel was doing, Roberts didn't know. But his tone of voice showed confusion, his
expression was momentarily dazed, and he was standing not far from where Roberts had hit the floor.

Roberts could ask for nothing more.

With his lower legs numb, he couldn't run. But he could so brace his feet and legs as to lay the
foundation for one attempted spring. While Gafonel had talked, Roberts had positioned himself almost
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unconsciously. And now Gafonel showed confusion.

For a brief instant, Space Force close combat clashed with Interstellar Patrol close combat.
Then Roberts had the gun. Gafonel was laid out senseless.

Roberts paralyzed Gafonel's hands and feet, then laboriously swapped clothes with him.

Now, so far as any uninitiated onlooker could tell, Roberts was the wealthy Gafonel, king of the planet,
and Gafonel was the infiltrating impersonator, Roberts.

This was more like it. But it occurred to Roberts to wonder about the other double, picked up at the
beach.

So far, counting himself, there were three Gafonel's. Could there be more? How could he be sure this
was the real Gafonel?

There was a low moan, and the figure in the pajamas opened his eyes.
Roberts aimed the gun.

Gafonel's eyes glittered.

Roberts watched alertly.

Now, anger suggested a failure of plans. Perhaps, this was Gafonel.

"Excellent weaponry," said Roberts pleasantly. "Impressive fortifications. You have, of course, been
consistently out-reflexed, but that is to be expected. Keep your voice low, or I'll give you a dose of this
in the vocal cords."

Gafonel tried to grope at one of the wide blocks that formed the floor and discovered that his hands
were numb. He looked at Roberts with a fairly sick expression.

Roberts, groping for the next move, ran into the fact he was still in an underground fortress. Before he
could act with confidence, it would be necessary to get a little more information.

Before Roberts' eyes, Gafonel's sick expression evolved into a look of assurance.

Roberts glanced around. Save for the two of them, the room was still empty. What had caused this
change of attitude? Considering that this was Gafonel's own place, paralyzing hands and feet might not be
enough. It might be a good idea to—

Awkwardly, Gafonel sat up.
"It fires a cone, not a beam. You've already paralyzed my arms halfway to the elbow."
Roberts considered this reply to an unspoken thought.

Gafonel said, "What I can't understand, Roberts, is that you, with your want-generator, could, in all
truth, have become the ruler of an empire. You were the ruler! And yet—you gave it up, stepped
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back—" He looked at Roberts intently. "Why, Roberts?"
Roberts stared at him.

Gafonel, his expression intent, hesitated a moment, then went on. "Yes, I see, you assumed the rank
merely to do a job—to save the inhabitants from a serious difficulty. But you had the means, as you well
knew, to expand the control you exercised—After all, with a device that controls desires, you could
ultimately have gained control of the whole human system. Wherever you could put the device, there you
could exercise control."

Without Roberts saying a word, Gafonel was following his thoughts.
Abruptly, Roberts had the missing piece, and everything else fit together.

In his mind's eye, Roberts could see Gafonel's record in a new light. The first ordinary mental test, the
bright record among bright students in service school, the sacked commanding officer who had made the
mistake of getting in Gafonel's way, the dazzling record among the elite at the Space Academy, the
murdered mother-in-law, the murdered wife, the slaughtered crew of the courier ship—all steps in a
staircase to power, built by an unscrupulous—

Gafonel interrupted. "You don't understand, Roberts. The jailing of that jackass commanding officer, the
explosion of the sports flyer, that overdose of sleeping pills, and the premature departure of the crew of
that courier ship—this was not murder and betrayal.

When you kill a chicken, Roberts, that is not murder. When you select a watchdog, that is not friendship.
Murder and friendship imply some equality of biological status. A man does not murder a weed, or a
mosquito. He swats the mosquito, and uproots the weed. Similarly, the spanking of a child is not assault
and battery. Again, there is no equality of biological status—only a potential equality. So you see,
Roberts, you would not be justified in pulling that trigger. Quite the contrary. You—"

With a very faint tingle, the paralysis was gone from Roberts' legs, first the left one, then a moment later
the right one.

It dawned on him that this flood of words was at least partly meant as a distraction.

"Right, Roberts," said Gafonel. A moment later, he added, "Yes, it was irrational for me to risk this
situation. I did it because you are important to a plan I have in mind. And I suppose I overrated my
special talent. But now you are underrating it. Remember, Roberts, there is not always so much
difference between the man at the top and the man at the bottom. It takes only a very slight advantage,
compounded again and again at every turn, to produce an ultimately very large difference in position. And
this present position is a mere stepping stone, Roberts. What amazes me is that you have already had the
opportunity that is now mine, and you set it aside. Why? This device your friend stumbled on—this
want-generator—with that you could ultimately have ruled the universe. Even I, with my talent, would
have become your loyal follower. Why not, Roberts?"

Roberts could feel an intense desire to end this conversation. Unfortunately, there was still the question
of the chemical gases.

"Yes, Roberts," said Gafonel. "Well, I will gladly show you those gases—"

How many minutes had passed since Roberts paralyzed Gafonel's hands?
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Roberts raised the gun.

Gafonel's hand, resting on an apparently blank block, suddenly moved.
The whole room seemed to explode in a dazzling flash.

Then, once again, Roberts was aware of the vague sound of a voice.

" ...notnecessary. Just..."

" n

L.SIr. ..

Roberts lay still. He was flat on his back, apparently this time on a mat thrown on some hard flat surface.
He opened his eyes, to see a row of vertical bars, extending from floor to ceiling.

"Right." Gafonel's now familiar voice spoke with satisfaction. "You are in a cell, Roberts. It will do you
no good to lie there with your eyes half shut. I was aware of your thought the instant you came partly
awake. It isn't necessary even for you to be fully conscious of the thought yourself. No, you cannot
deceive me indefinitely by refusing to think. I repeat, I detect not only the thoughts you are actually
thinking—consciously—but others that are somewhat below the surface. Ordinarily, I can follow certain
mental paths, frequently used, with ease. In your case, there has been a very evident attempt to deceive
me, by superimposing on your habitual thought patterns, another layer that is completely irrelevant. This is
somewhat puzzling, but nevertheless, I can penetrate it."

Roberts started to speak, but changed his mind. The voice answered his unspoken thought.

"No, you are not aware of this special treatment. Of course not. If you had been aware of it, [ would
immediately have known the answer. As it is, [ am somewhat slowed by the deception. There is no
mental link in your mind to classify this other layer of latent thoughts as fantasy. It is a remarkable effect.
But I accept the Interstellar Patrol as an opponent of merit. Think how much more effective the Patrol
will be, Roberts, when I control it."

Roberts felt a wave of negation and disgust, that was impossible to conceal.

There was a brief silence, and then Gafonel spoke in a slower and more serious voice.

"My apologies, Roberts. I realize that it is inexcusable for me to toy with you. Let me restate what [ have
just said: The Patrol may operate more effectively under the guidance of my special talent, to our mutual

advantage."

Roberts kept a careful grip on himself. It came to him that, among other things, he was now being used
for a sounding board.

"Right, Roberts," said the voice.
Roberts sat up.
Gafonel said humorously, "Not a promising view, is it, Roberts?"

From ceiling to floor, a ring of vertical bars surrounded Roberts. He was on a folded white blanket on a
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pale-brown tile floor that stretched beyond the bars to another row of bright vertical bars. This second
row reached straight across the room from one wall to the other. On the far side of the room, beyond the
straight row of bars, stood Gafonel, wearing a close-fitting dark-purple garment, with a wide black belt
and two holstered guns.

To get to the telepath, Roberts had to somehow get past two sets of bars, and when he got there, he
would be unarmed, and Gafonel would have a gun in each hand—and would know in advance every
move Roberts planned to make.

Gafonel chuckled.

Looking around at this setup and then back at the telepath, Roberts realized that everything in this place
cost money. Enormous sums of money. Just how rich had the telepath's mother-in-law been? Or was he
just one member—yperhaps the tool—of a combine of extremely rich individuals seeking to infiltrate the
Patrol for their own ends?

Gafonel said quietly, "No, not a member or a tool, Roberts. The leader. You see, you still don't
appreciate the advantage conferred on me by my—special ability. What do you suppose it means, for
instance, to be able to talk with an expert and to be able to follow, not only his words, but nearly his
complete process of thought? The ultimate result of such experiences is a mental advantage, completely
apart from telepathy as such. What does it mean to grapple with a close-combat expert and share his
sense of balance and an awareness of the sequence of his moves? The result is a swift understanding of
his purposes that would ordinarily take a long time to acquire. What does it mean to take a sum of money
to a broker and to know his actual thoughts at the same time as his recommendations? What does it
mean to go to a financier and follow his thought processes, his intuitions, his basic structure of general and
specific observations about his own experiences and those of others. What does it mean to make a
suggestion and know at once the true underlying reasons for the responses of others? Now, you see,
these and other advantages, Roberts, result from the one basic talent. But the resulting mental and
material advantages in time become so great that—even without the talent—these other advantages,

taken by themselves, would still be formidable. After you learn enough from others, you have the
knowledge yourself. No, the evidence of wealth you see around you is not derived from anyone else,
though it is true that I need the cooperation of others—and pay well for their services. I am in a position
to pay well. Consider that, Roberts."

Roberts, again wearing the cotton pajamas, came to his feet, aware of the cold tiles underfoot as he
methodically tested the bars. Each one was solid.

Gafonel said thoughtfully, "There's no way out of there, Roberts. I am surprised to see a member of the
Interstellar Patrol refuse to accept the self-evident."

Roberts didn't answer, and kept moving.

The tile floor also was solid.

Roberts swiftly climbed the bars and struck the ceiling with his fist. Flakes of paint fell off. Cracks shot
out from the place he had struck. He struck it again. A chunk of plaster fell off, uncovering a flat metal
box bearing short cylinders, one with a lens at the end. Roberts wrenched the box loose, saw a couple of

dangling wires, and touched the ends.

There was a dazzling spark. The lights in the room went out.
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Above Roberts was a square hole through which light shone dimly. Roberts shifted grips on the bars,
reached up, caught an edge, and squeezed himself up through the hole.

Gafonel's voice reached Roberts from below.

"My guards are on the way, Roberts! Don't move!"

A quick glance showed Roberts that he was in an access space, completely unfinished, that provided
room for cables, air ducts, pipes, and wires, which looped and crisscrossed around him. A heavy flanged
metal plate the size of the hole Roberts had come through leaned against a brace nearby. The dim light in
the access space came from an overhead luminous panel about five feet away. A walk, of rough boards,
extended past the hole in the direction of another luminous panel some thirty feet away. Beyond that,
other panels lit more distant spaces.

Roberts seized the heavy metal plate, pictured himself diving behind the plate toward the sound of
Gafonel's voice, and heaved the plate. The heavy plate tore loose a chunk of ceiling, and narrow lines of
light slashed up as Gafonel fired from below.

Roberts screamed, pictured himself clawing for support, and simultaneously jumped.

He plunged into darkness, and one arm brushed cloth. That was all he needed.

A few minutes later, the lights in the room came back on. The door to the corridor burst open.

Roberts glanced down at the battered figure in cotton pajamas, shook his head, and glanced around as
two guards in black burst into the room, guns in hand.

Roberts raised one arm, clothed in dark-purple velvet, and pointed to the circle of bars across the room.

"He went up those bars, smashed through the ceiling, got into the access space, and dove through the
ceiling here. Thanks to someone's carelessness, there might have been trouble."

One of the guards glanced at the heap on the floor, looked around at the hole in the ceiling, and
swallowed.

"We don't—"
"I know. Go get medical help."

The guard stepped back, saluted, whirled, and ran out down the corridor. The other guard swallowed,
stepped back, saluted, and shut the door, to stand on guard outside.

Roberts glanced around the room. He still had no idea where to find the exotic gases.

There was a sound of running feet, and the door opened again. The two—attendants?—who had taken
care of him at first stood nervously on the threshold.

Roberts adopted Gafonel's arbitrary manner and gestured to the one who had expressed criticism of
"Supergaf."
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"You, come in." He glanced at the other. "Close the door and wait outside."

The attendant came in warily. Roberts glanced at the motionless form on the floor.
"Examine him."

Frowning, the attendant knelt. After a few moments silence, he looked up.

"He's in pretty bad shape. However, he'll live. He should regain consciousness soon and be available for
further questioning."

There was a faint hint of reproach in the voice, and Roberts wondered how well he could imitate the
telepath. Coldly, he said, "Spare me your mental criticism."

The attendant stood up. He said tightly, "Is that all you want, sir?"
"No," Roberts said, "Your thoughts are not your own."
"Damn it! Keep out of my—"

Roberts stepped forward and clapped a hand over the attendant's mouth, turning him at the same
moment so that he was off balance and ready to be thrown to the floor.

"No argument! If you want mental privacy, do your job! You haven't examined this man carefully. Now,
do a thorough examination!"

The attendant, looking dazed, knelt again at the crumpled figure. He felt carefully of the limbs, caught his
breath, and felt very thoroughly of the skull. After a moment's silence, he looked wide-eyed at Roberts,
glanced around, and motioned toward a spot further from the door. He spoke in a whisper.

"How did you do it?"

"Where are the surveillance devices?"

"None in this end of the room. There was a combination bug-and-execution-box over the cell. There's
nothing here."

"How can you be sure?"

"I helped put in the system. Gafonel didn't want things that could be used to spy on him. How did you
get him?"

"Who designed that cage?"
"Not me. Why?"

"There was an opening in the ceiling to service this combination box you spoke of. The plate above that
opening was left loose. That gave a clear path into the access space and down on his head."

"Good. I tried to tell the fool you were tough."
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"What's your job here?"

"Electrical installation to start with. Now I mostly help with first aid. I took medic's training in the Space
Force but got out because I wanted to be on my own. I never thought I'd end up in an outfit where there
was no privacy even in your own head."

"Any other dissatisfied followers?"

"Those that aren't scared are dissatisfied."

HWhy?H

"There's no team sense. We're trained animals. The boss is the next stage in evolution beyond the
human. All that holds this outfit together is fear and money."

"What about his girls?"

"That I don't know. He has a unique advantage there, I guess. On the other hand—" He shook his head.
"I don't know."

"Who is his most trusted collaborator?"

"Supergaf has no trusted collaborators. You only collaborate accidentally, when he picks your
brains—or else purely for hire."

"How about his rich associates?"

"That's above my level. But I don't think they're associates. More likely customers or subordinates."
"And the guards?"

"They'll obey, if they recognize him. I guess they're as loyal as any you can buy."

Roberts considered the situation in silence and glanced at the crumpled heap at his feet.

"Will the other medic notice what you've noticed? And, if so, what will he do?"

"He's more likely to notice than I was. As for what he'll do—if there's money in it, and no danger, he'll
do whatever he's told, as far as I can see."

"Anything Gafonel tells him?"

"Or whoever else pays his wages. As for myself, I'm fed up. I won't kill him. But if you want to finish it
and take over, I'll just step outside, and keep my mouth shut. Then the outfit will be all yours."

Roberts nodded thoughtfully. The picture was clearer, but he still had no idea where to find the missing
gases. He glanced at the attendant.

"How did the girl in the cabana know there'd been a substitution?"

"She's one of his guards. He's the only one who can touch a finger to his girls—and since he's a telepath,
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there's no cheating. None of the girls know at the time, when he goes on this walk and swim of his,
whether it's Supergaf or, more likely, his double. But when he comes back, they challenge him and think
of the answer they want him to give. Supergaf, being a telepath, can give it. The double can't. You didn't
give the answer, so you weren't Supergaf. You did call the girl over and put a hand on her—which the
double would have been afraid to do, knowing the telepath would find out. She therefore knew you were
an intruder."

Roberts considered the explanation. As Gafonel had pointed out, there were more advantages to his
particular skill than appeared on the surface.

"Are you familiar with any of Gafonel's recent operations?"

"No. There's no gossip. No rumors. He'd trace any leak back to the source and eliminate it. There was
plenty of talk about this Space Force ship he was supposed to have hijacked, but that was at the
beginning. It wasn't actually so long ago, but it's decades away in attitudes. All speculation ended once he
put out the red-hot tongs and made an example. We don't even think about any of his possible
operations. Personally, I just take it for granted he wants to take over the universe, and let it go at that.
Why, is there something you need—some evidence—some stolen device from that Space Force ship?"

"Yes."

"Sorry, but I don't know anything about it. I don't think there's anyone who would know. There's
another thing. Information flows from us to him. All that flows back is orders. And pay, I'll grant him
that."

"[s there any safe room, any strong point, anything like a citadel in this fortress of his?"

"Yes, his own quarters."

"How do I get to them?"

"We aren't far away right now. Go out this door and turn left. At the end, the corridor turns right, then
left again, and goes on to an elevator that's never used. It may be a dummy. When you turn right at that
first corner, place your hand flat against the wall, anywhere just around that first corner. I'm not clear how
it works but if you're as close a double as you seem, it might open for you."

"Worth a try. All right, get your helper—"

"I'm his helper. He'll wonder why you singled me out to talk to."

Roberts gestured to the ripped ceiling.

"About improving the surveillance system. I'm boiling mad about this incident. This double here, on the
floor, has a distinct trace of telepathic talent, and to an extent, he can seize control of your faculties if
you're in physical contact with him. He's dangerous and belongs to an organization that —Gafonel—am
in a tough fight with. We need to tighten up internal security, and I'll want to see you again to go into
further detail. How does that sound?"

The attendant nodded approvingly.

"That should do it. Okay, we'll try to get this interloper tied down where he can't do any more damage."
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The wall, when Roberts placed his right hand flat against it, at once opened up, the left-hand section
rolling back to reveal a curving high-arched doorway.

Roberts looked at beveled foot-thick edges of exactly matching steel surfaces and thought of that access
space above the bars. If he had seen what he thought he had seen, that access space extended above
even this ultimate stronghold.

What was the point of a foot-thick wall, with a paper-thin ceiling above it?

Roberts, frowning, stepped into a small, luxuriously paneled foyer with Gafonel's initial, the letter G, in
gold, inset in the center of each panel. Behind him, the corridor opening whispered shut. He pushed open
the door leading into the apartment and found himself in a kind of living room paneled from waist height
to ceiling with mirrors. Below

the mirrors was a border of small interlinked G's. On the ceiling was a crowned golden G surrounded by
shining rays of gold leaf. The door to the next room bore a full-length mirror under a crowned G. There
were G's on the doorknobs, the cabinet handles, the rugs, bedspreads, sofa cushions, draperies,
bathroom tiles, shower curtains, bath mats, and around the edge of the sunken oversize tub. There were
G's in all styles, in silver and gold, in royal purple, jeweled, and bordered with pearls and diamonds. One
often-repeated favorite was made of a black, glistening stone with a surface that shimmered and glinted
so that from certain angles the G seemed to stand out from the wall and hang in space.

Where there were no G's, there were mirrors, and Roberts looked around, irritated at the multiplied
reflections.

Where, in this palace of self-worship, was there any place where the canisters of exotic gases could be
hidden?

He pulled open drawers, to find towels and blankets marked with G's. He opened closets, to find
jackets with crowned G's, and robes bearing G's in wreaths. He knelt to glance under an oversize bed
with G on the coverlet and found a pair of bedroom slippers ornamented with tiny gold G's running
around the sides, to form a pattern of bouquets of flowers with a crowned G at the toe.

Roberts searched the whole place and found nothing resembling the Space Force's missing gases.
Then there came a sudden rending sound, and Gafonel's voice warned, "Don't move!"

This time, when Roberts came awake, he was simultaneously aware of the headache and of tight bands
that gripped him despite the fact that he seemed to be spiraling over and around at the same time, as if

lashed to a turning spit on a merry-go-round.

He opened his eyes a slit, and the whirling dizziness faded to an illusion of sidewise rotation that was mild
by comparison.

The light was dim. Wherever he was, it was cold. He could see a wall of small glass doors, rotating
slowly but steadily, and then his own rotation somehow synchronized with the rotation of these glass

doors, and both were uneasily still.

Roberts came fully awake and realized that he was lashed to pipes in a gray, dimly lit, refrigerated room.
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"So, Roberts—" Gafonel's voice had a grim quality—"you are conscious again."
Roberts carefully began to test his bonds.

Instantly, there was the sound of footsteps, followed by a buzz-buzz.

Roberts' right arm and leg went numb.

"This time, Roberts," said Gafonel, with a faint tone of regret, "the trip will be final. After this, I will have
no further unbiased opinion from you. But it will all be for your own good."

Roberts continued testing his bonds with his left hand.
Gafonel stood studying him with a peculiar expression.

The paralysis time, Roberts was thinking, was about ten minutes. The glass in the little doors in that wall
would break, to make cutting edges. If these pipes the rope was fastened to were thin enough, it might be
possible to squeeze them together and get a little slack in the rope. Did the pipes run straight from ceiling
to floor? If so, they would squeeze together

more easily from a standing position. The pipe was wet with condensation. It was small diameter piping.
That water would lubricate his wrists. What type of rope? This pipe had a rough spot. Would the rope
chafe? Here was a pipe union with a projecting edge that felt sharp. What was the floor made out of?
Suppose he stood up and heaved against the ropes? Would the pipes bend? It looked as if there were
only two lights in the room. There was a switch box on the wall. Put the lights out, and then what? Was
Gafonel's telepathy directional? Doubtful. What's behind those glass doors? Would Gafonel dare use
anything but that paralysis weapon?

Aloud, Roberts was saying, "I suppose so. It looks like you've got me this time. How did you get away
from the attendants?"

Gafonel, scowling, walked around to Roberts' left side, and raised the gun. Buzz. Buzz-buzz.

"Pardon me, Roberts. If you are a fair sample of the Interstellar Patrol, I can see the futility of trying to
persuade the Patrol to cooperate with me."

Roberts looked around, to see that he was near a bend in the rear wall of the room. To his left was a
partly open door, looking into the paneled foyer he had entered on going into Gafonel's apartment. The
"foyer" must actually be—

"Correct, Roberts," said Gafonel. "It is an elevator. And you are paralyzed hand and foot, arm and leg.

Whatever plan your mind may create, you cannot carry it out in that situation. I have to admit, my

experiences with you have given me a respect for the power of determination and fast action, even with a
blind mind—"

"A what?" said Roberts.

"A blind mind, Roberts. A mind imprisoned in a cage of bone, unable to reach out and share the thought
of other minds."

"That's an inaccurate comparison. A lone mind is what you mean. And this loneness can be overcome in


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

quite a number of ways."
"Who are you to—"

"Inaccurate comparisons," said Roberts, who had ten minutes to use up, "lead to inaccurate thinking.
Inaccurate thinking leads to blundering. Blunderers aren't equipped to rule the universe simply because
they have a useful special ability, the lack of which was already fairly well compensated for even before
the rise of technology."

Gafonel said grimly, "Nevertheless, I will rule. Bear in mind that I am younger than you. I have time to
learn. You have missed your chance."

"What chance?"

"Y our chance to truly be king and emperor. King and emperor of the universe, Roberts!"
"And have chains of my own gold R's running around the mirrors in my palace?"

Gafonel stiffened.

Roberts said, "The justification for rank is superior insight and ability. For a person with rank to dwell on
the glory of his rank warps his insight and saps his ability. It undermines the justification for his possession
of the rank. For me to be a duke, on a backward planet, was justifiable. Only by assuming that rank
could I have the authority to get the planet out of the mess it was in. To seize the same authority over
equals and

superiors, when there was no need, would have been unjustifiable. It would have ended up as a case of
self-glorification, which is poison. When you tell me I missed my chance, what you say is that I had the
opportunity to get drunk on poison, and passed up the chance. Well—I can't say I miss it."

Gafonel frowned. "This may hold for you, but [—"
"We were talking about me, remember?"

"Nevertheless, I do have superiority. I see your point, Roberts. It was well for you not to claim the
kingship. My situation is different."

"When you feel the power running through your veins and start spending time thinking how impressed
other people are with you, look out. Your special ability is limited, and you can't use it properly while
meditating on your own glory. The fact that you glorify yourself demonstrates a lack of insight, regardless
of your special ability."

Gafonel turned away. After a considerable silence, he opened two doors in his wall of small glass doors
and took out two squat metal containers, each one a little smaller than a man's clenched fist. One of these
containers was dark purple. The other was diagonally striped, black and silver. Gafonel walked over
towards Roberts and set the two containers on the floor, well out of Roberts' reach.

"The Patrol, Roberts, is a shrewd and somewhat baftling opponent. I will admit, if I possessed only my
special ability, I would be at a loss how to approach the Patrol, although it offers an ideal instrument for a
ruler. But, as [ have explained, a special ability such as mine is not just a thing in itself, merely added to
other abilities, like a new pistol added to an arsenal of guns. That is not it. Such an ability compounds at
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every turn my other abilities. Mentally, socially, financially, I am far stronger than you imagine. The
contest between us has been physical, so you do not appreciate this point. The self-glorification you
sneer at induces an 'aura of power' that has a highly effective reaction on many people. When it does not
work, I need merely switch it off, because I instantly know the effect [ am creating. Now, to seize control
of the Patrol, or of any segment of it, would be nearly impossible by my special skill alone. It would even
be difficult with this skill plus my other abilities. But—this skill gives access to yet other resources. Do
you follow me?"

"I see the point. The trouble is, a king can't judge the worth of an approach solely by how it impresses
other people. As for this 'access to other resources'—you mean the 'exotic gases'?"

Gafonel glanced at the two roughly fist-sized containers on the floor.

"Among other things. The Patrol obviously has some interesting devices. But so does the rest of
civilization. You realize that the usual aim of the Space Force, for instance, is maximum effect with
minimum loss of life. This purple container, Roberts, contains a minute proportion of the gas that was in a
storage vial from the Whippet's shipment. When this container is sprayed at you, you will become totally
attentive. You will hear, and believe, whatever I say to you. It is the command chemical. From that time
forward, if I so direct, you will be my obedient subordinate. Unlike the Space Force, I will not later
release you from this obedient state, nor will I release the other members of the Patrol as I extend my
control over them."

There was a lengthy pause, in which Roberts kept a tight hold on his mental responses.
Gafonel went on.

"No, Roberts, the fact that the Patrol has a kind of partial computer control will not nullify the effect of
human loyalty to me. Not at all. Because the computer will be eliminated, subject to its realignment in
accordance with my own aims."

He raised the diagonally striped black-and-silver container.

"You see, the Space Force, too, faces the difficulty of computer-directed defense systems. A
surprisingly small concentration of this gas in the atmosphere will find its way through any crevice or
opening into no matter how effective a computer, to start a reaction—and that is all that is needed, just
the start of that reaction. This is another 'tailored chemical,' Roberts. The computer's essential internal
elements will suffer a change which will render them inoperative. The computer will break down. Then
only the human component remains to be considered. The command chemical will decide that battle."

There was a silence as Roberts considered it.
"You have the problem of getting it there."

"True. And here I have a considerable advantage. You see, Roberts, I can instantly detect the difference
between the deceptive product of advanced robotics and an actual human, while there is some delay
before the Patrol can detect the same difference. When you came ashore, my 'double,' so-called, was
captured. This 'double’ was a highly specialized robotic product which sensed the alteration in the
atmosphere, lay still, and sensed the arrival of the Patrolmen who sought to capture it.

"Y our patrol ship, I admit, skillfully neutralized my warning system, but that didn't matter. My robotic
bait, an outwardly exact replica of myself, with my own voice, appeared to regain consciousness,
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surfaced, and in the resulting violent and unexpected struggle, released the command chemical and stated
the basic requirements of obedience to me. The three members of the Interstellar Patrol became my loyal
subjects, just as you will, Roberts, before I am through. They made a slight delay, to report to me on the
beach shortly after you were captured. They returned to your patrol ship with their 'prisoner’ and their
own stocks of the obedience chemical. I was flattered to learn from them that an Interstellar Patrol
dreadnought was close at hand, especially to take care of me. This short distance made the return of the
patrol ship to the dreadnought a brief trip. So, you see, Roberts, the plan has already been put into
action."

Gafonel straightened and watched Roberts intently.

Roberts, as he had intended, had now forgotten everything but this conversation. Frowning, he tried to
estimate the chances of the plan for succeeding, and at once ran head-on into the fact that the Patrol was
very sparing with information. No one, for instance, had ever explained to Roberts the functioning of the
dreadnought's air system. No one had mentioned the location of what must be a master computer of
some kind. That there was a type of monitor system that watched activity throughout the ship, he knew,
as he had used it—but how did it work? No one had tried to prevent him from learning these details. But
no one had volunteered the information. If he wished to spend his free time delving into mountains of
facts, that was his business.

He hadn't done it.

He therefore had no way to know if Gafonel's plan would work.
Gafonel watched him, frowning.

Roberts shook his head.

Gafonel said, "The commands on the dreadnought were to be given in the guise of a joke, Roberts. One
of my men would approach one of the as-yet-unconvinced members of the Patrol, motion to him, and
say, smiling, 'Have you heard the one about the Space Force general? My man would then show a small
star made of very thin silvery paper impregnated with the command chemical and having a faint minty
fragrance. He would whisper the command in the ear of his 'recruit,' who, meanwhile, aware of the mint
aroma, would sniff curiously and absorb the chemical. My man would give the new recruit a small stock
of the impregnated stars, with instruction to pass some on to each person he tells the joke to. One of the
whispered commands, by the way, instructs the new recruit to laugh uproariously at the conclusion of the
whispered 'joke." Would your symbiotic computer interfere with a private joke, Roberts?"

"I don't know." Roberts glanced at the wall across the room. "Is that filled up with all the exotic
chemicals?"

"Yes. We are in a place where no one can reach them but myself."
Roberts said drily, "I suppose these two chemicals are just a sample?"

"That's right. The entire shipment is right here under my thumb, immune to any outside attack and a
source of fantastically varied power, or—if I choose to trade it—wealth."

Roberts was only dimly aware of numbness going out of his right arm and leg, then a few moments later,
out of his left arm and leg. His mind was still grappling with the problem as all the numbness evaporated,
and his reflexes, like an alarm clock set beforehand, suddenly triggered his body into action.
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The ropes slid as Roberts thrust himself upright, sucked in an enormous breath, braced arm and shoulder
muscles against the rope—

Gafonel jerked the gun up.

Roberts' legs swung up from the waist, his outstretched feet jarring the gun barrel upward. There was a

sudden yielding of the rope that held him, and Roberts dropped, catching himself awkwardly as his feet
fell, his back still against the pipes.

Gafonel sprang back, well out of reach.

Roberts threw the tangle of suddenly loose ropes over his head and dove for the squat purple can.
There was a buzzing sound, and Roberts' right arm went numb.

There was another buzz. And another, and another.

Roberts sucked in a deep breath as if to hurl himself across the floor by sheer strength of will.

Gafonel, shaken, grasped at the purple can, aimed it at Roberts, and pressed the plunger. He shouted,
"You will obey my orders! I am the king!

Roberts blanked his mind and lay motionless, unbreathing.
Gafonel, breathing hard, suddenly gasped.
Roberts raised his head, to see the triumph on Gafonel's face change to shock.

Roberts let out his hoarded breath:

"YOU WILL OBEY MY EVERY COMMAND! KNEEL NOW, SILENT AND MOTIONLESS,
TILL I STATE MY WILL!"

Gafonel's face went blank. He dropped to one knee and, head bowed, waited like a statue.

Roberts sucked in a breath, aware of a faint scent and a sudden blank-minded eagerness to please. All
that was necessary now was for someone, anyone, to state a command. Roberts would dutifully obey.

But no one else was there except Gafonel.

And Gafonel knelt, silent and motionless, as the air slowly cleared.
When the numbness passed, Roberts got to his feet.

A day and a half later, Roberts again faced the chief of O-Branch.

"Sir," said Roberts, "with all due respect, if | had some idea what was going on now and then, I think I
could do a better job."

The colonel leaned back behind his desk, smiling. "Well, Roberts, we trust your power to improvise.
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Any plan you might have thought of could had been nullified by the telepath.”
Roberts looked blank for a moment, then nodded.

"With his advantage, he should have had such a superiority that I'd have had no chance at all. But—there
was that impregnable retreat with foot-thick walls and a tissue-paper ceiling. And that ring of bars with
the loose plate at the top out of the way. At the end, when he tied me up, the knots didn't hold. And he
was so sure of the effect of the obedience gas that he sprayed it at me—then breathed it himself. Phew!
If that's telepathy, he can have it."

The colonel smiled. "Telepathy plus megalomania. You can't judge telepathy with that handicap. Great
success without self-control is dangerous, and Gafonel had had enormous success. At some point, it
dawned on this telepath that he had a 'seeing mind,' could look into all other minds, learn their processes
of thought, their true reasons, their honest opinions, and hence outshine them all." The colonel shook his
head. "There was a hole in his reasoning, but he never recognized it."

Roberts said, "He could look into other minds and learn their true reasons and honest opinions."

The colonel nodded. "Their opinions. He thought he was omniscient. Instead, he was omniopinient. If
one expert worked on one part of his arrangement, and another worked on another part, he thought he
need only scan their minds, to learn whether each one had done his job. But that only told him the answer
so far as they themselves knew. If he got well-meant bad advice at some point, he had no way to analyze
it on his own. This weakness didn't bother him in his investments, because on balance the advice was
usually right. But when a man tries to make himself Emperor of the Universe overnight, little flaws in his
arrangements have a tendency to magnify themselves."

Roberts nodded thoughtfully. "And yet, he certainly had a special advantage."

"Yes, and as often happens to people with a special advantage, he let it become a substitute for his own
thought. If you look back at the past experience of humanity, you'll see that this or that specialty—strictly
formal logic, religion, government, science—some one thing or viewpoint, has been expected to solve all
the problems. But reality is too varied to be handled completely by one method. As soon as the one
method is nicely codified, then the whole crushing burden comes to bear on one solitary support. It
doesn't

work, but once there's an official solution around, people tend to quit thinking."

Roberts said, "There ought to be some saying about this, for a warning."

"There is."

"What?"

"You tell me."

Roberts looked at the colonel with a familiar sense of exasperation. Then his thought processes jarred
into action.

"No special skill," he said, "no standard attitude, no technology—no matter how valuable—can safely
replace thought itself."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

The colonel smiled. "You've omitted a common substitute."

Roberts frowned, then in surprise he saw one reason why the Interstellar Patrol provided so few
ready-made answers to its members.

Roberts cleared his throat before he spoke.

"No special skill, no standard attitude, no technology, and no organization—no matter how
valuable—can safely replace thought itself."

The colonel nodded.
"Now you've got it."
THE TROJAN HOSTAGE

The blow to the head came without warning, and knocked Roberts against the white-painted
concrete-block wall of the spaceport washroom. A second blow followed so fast that he was
unconscious before his body hit the pitted, urine-smelling floor.

Roberts' arms were jerked behind his back, steel cuffs clamped on his wrists and ankles, and a heavy
padlock slid through the links to bind his hands close to his feet. He was lifted, carried through a door,
and slid along a truck bed sheathed in iron. The door clanged shut behind him. With a jolt, the vehicle
started forward. Roberts was unaware of any of it. The roar of the departing ferry rocket, that had
brought him to this world less than an hour before, passed over him unheard, just as it passed over the
sand, the rocks, and the weeds growing in the shellholes beside the road.

Roberts had been none too happy when the Chief of Operations had first suggested the plan. Seated
before Colonel Sanders' desk in the Interstellar Patrol dreadnought that served as command ship,
Roberts hadn't concealed his doubts:

"Sir, I can see it might not be right to just kill the lot of them. On the other hand, at least it would work.
’Ihis_ﬂ

The Colonel shook his head. "Amongst other things, if we kill this lot of home-grown barbarians, just
possibly we might kill our own people being used as shields. A little subtlety is called for."

"Subtlety may not work. But if we make an example of the worst of these macho bandits, the rest should
be more cooperative."

"Unfortunately, they aren't stupid. Before you hit them, you have to find them. And we want our people
back alive, if possible. In any case, we want to handle this in such a way that, afterwards, no one will be
overeager to use us for shields, or for trades in an interstellar prisoner swap." The colonel handed
Roberts a sheet of paper. "A little of this is plenty."

Roberts found himself looking over a copy of the news-sheet that had popped out of innumerable
printers at breakfast. One of the articles was circled:

IP AT BAY HARSH ULTIMATUM

The Interstellar Patrol, the shadowy quasi-military organization that for
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many people represents the ultimate human power in the universe, finds itself today at the mercy of a
band of anarchists. FIAM, the Freedom in Anarchy Movement, founded by imprisoned planetary raider
Ian Pulgor, today announced the capture of twenty-seven IP members in a raid carried out late last
month on the planet Tiamaz. In a terse ultimatum, FIAM warned: " . . . These prisoners, who have now
been fully questioned, will be killed one by one until Colonel-General Ian Pulgor is released unharmed
from the detention facility . . ." The [P members had apparently been on leave on Tiamaz, the popular
gaming and vacation planet, and were seized, the FIAM spokesman reported, without casualties to the
Shock Troops of the Movement. FIAM Shock Brigades VIII and X VI are reliably reported to have
returned with their hostages to the bleak and desolate home planet of Anarchy . . .

Roberts skimmed the rest of the article, then looked up.

"You want me to volunteer to carry out 'a check of the physical condition of the prisoners'?"

"Correct, Roberts. The proofs the Pulgorites sent included photographs evidently taken on Tiamaz,
details of build and age, fingerprints, a few sets of retinal patterns, and messages anyone could have
fabricated. The total seems convincing, but all it really shows is the someone has investigated these men.
That doesn't prove they've been captured. All these so-called hostages could actually have been killed in
the raid on Tiamaz."

Roberts nodded. "If the reports are right, a good part of the casino district was blown to bits."

"And the main part of the resort our people were staying at was vaporized. The Tiamaz authorities think
upwards of ten thousand visitors got killed in that blast alone. We could humbly do as we're told, then
find that the killers had parleyed a witless slaughter into a victory through a faked kidnap. As a matter of
fact, they may already have killed all of our men."

Roberts nodded. "They may have no hostages now. But they will have, if I go to check up on them."
The colonel nodded matter-of-factly. "That's true, Roberts. Namely, you."

"That's my point, sir."

"But you see, Roberts, we need to find out for certain whether they do have prisoners. However
unlikely, we have to check that possibility."

"Sir, I'm prepared to risk my neck. But you are asking for a volunteer. I won't volunteer to be the one
they boot around to soothe their egos, and then trade for the colonel general."

There was a little silence, during which Roberts saw no interpretable expression on Colonel Sanders'
face, but nevertheless got the impression of a backwoodsman switching baits in his trap.

"Roberts, they have guaranteed the personal safety of any representative we might care to send,
specifically the safety of Captain Vaughan N. Roberts, .P."

"I'd as soon sleep with the crocodiles as trust that guarantee."
"Trust," growled the colonel, producing a uniquely unpleasant smile, "was not exactly what I had in mind.

The odds are that they've killed no less than twenty-seven of us. We aren't handing you over to them as a
free gift. I hope you don't think that."
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"Sir, from what I've heard of this plan so far, suicide looks good by comparison. I suppose there's
something you don't want to tell me, because if I don't know it, I can't reveal it. Well, maybe someone
else will volunteer."

"Roberts, there is a very real risk for you. But if you should become their hostage, the risk to them will
be worse."

Roberts felt the curiosity this statement naturally roused. And like a predator noting tasty bait in a
deadfall, he moved on. "If I had some idea why that should be, it would be different. But why hand
myself over as a prisoner to this bunch of murderous lunatics, for no reason I can understand".

"Well, the reasons are clear enough. First, we have to know whether our men are or are not prisoners. If
they are, we aim to free them. If not, we will take care of whoever killed them. But before we do either,
we have to find out what happened, and that is the second problem. Third, what is this 'freedom in
anarchy' movement? There are possibly a hundred crackpot organizations, born of a combination of
frustration and a lack of historical perspective, to each organization that makes sense. Which is this? We
need information, and this outfit is cunning and secretive. We have drugs that would, amongst other
things, induce them to talk freely, but first we have to make contact. They won't come to us. So—"

"Where's the connection between handing me over to them, and your getting the answers?" Roberts
shook his head. "Are their so-called Shock Troops back on Anarchy?"

"That's the information they've leaked out."
"I'll volunteer for the first wave to hit the place."

The colonel shook his head. "If it were that simple, the Space Force would have wiped them out long
since. It isn't a question of force. The problem is that they are clever."

Roberts considered the peculiar expression on the colonel's face as he spoke the word "clever."
"There must be quite a few things I don't know."
The colonel looked at Roberts with exasperation, then sighed and nodded.

"These are very clever people. They are shrewd swindlers and cunning bush-whackers. But there's more
than one way to use brainpower. For years, we've been doing research on jump-points—what R-Branch
refers to as 'singularities in space.' These things are used regularly to cut travel distances and lower freight
rates—you shoot the freight through jump-point Ceres, say, and it comes out on the other side for a total
two-month trip instead of one that takes six years. In effect, two different locations in space are joined,
and the join can be used as a shortcut."

Roberts felt the disorientation of the desert traveler, prepared to endure heat, glare, and blowing grit,
who trudges over a sand dune to find blue ocean in front of him.

The colonel, outwardly unaware of the effect of this change of subject, was going on: "Now, how does
this work? What are the principles behind it? Could the principles be used differently? Could we,

perhaps, find a way to create this kind of effect ourselves?"

Roberts said warily, "As I've heard it explained, sir, there are at least two parts to the
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theory. One has to do with the curvature of space, and the other with the effects of unusually intense
gravitic fields. In short, an extremely concentrated gravitic field may make a hole from one section of
space to another. But what does this have to do with the Pulgorites?"

"Do you know of a theory that would enable you to construct a jump-point?"
Roberts looked blank.

The colonel said, "Without gigantic masses of collapsed matter, Roberts, or huge magnetic or gravitic
fields—using tiny focused gravitic generators controlled by ultraminiaturized processors, the whole works
small enough to fit in your pocket, and all perfectly safe and inoffensive when you put it there—that is, if
you leave it turned off."

He reached into the top drawer of his desk, and tossed across a thing like a small mother-of-pearl
spoon with no handle, about an inch and three-quarters long by an inch at the widest, with a smooth slick
surface that felt faintly warm to the touch.

"That, Roberts, is a demonstration unit in the larger size. Put your thumb in the center where it's dished
in, with the palm of your other hand on the opposite side, and press hard."

Roberts did as told.

Abruptly his hands were pushed aside, there was a six-inch hole in the air, and Roberts, his mind numb
and hands pressed against a hard unseeable edge around the outside of nothing, was looking through the
hole into some other room where there was a laboratory bench on which lay a hand slate and, beside the
slate, a stick of white chalk.

The colonel said, "I can't see it from here, Roberts, but you should be looking into R-Branch's molecular
physics lab. The usual connection is near a bench with something on it like a pencil, puzzle cube, or some
other small object."

Roberts stared at the colonel, then leaned forward to look at the hole from the colonel's direction—and
found he was looking through the space where the hole had been and it wasn't there any more. He sat
back, feeling foolish, and there it was again, and, inside it, the top of the lab bench.

The colonel said, "Our original model was not only invisible from the back, and unstable, but had a rim
like the edge of a razor blade. This is better, believe me. But it's still invisible from the back. It's almost as
if you had a small hatchway, with one side in one location in space, and the other side of it in a different
location."

"What happens if I try to reach through this hole?"
HTry it."

Roberts, expecting something like a closed window or porthole, cautiously put his hand in, met no
resistance, reached through, picked up the chalk, and then the view shifted, his hand and half his arm
disappeared, and the inner edge of the hole dropped free of his other hand to rest on his arm like a small,
light, unseeable hoop. It dawned on Roberts that he had been trying to hold it with one hand and must
not have gripped the edge tightly enough.
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The colonel stepped out from behind his desk. "Don't move, Roberts. It won't hurt you, but we could
have trouble finding it if it lands wrong side up. It's thin, and transparent from the back." He put his wide
open hands on opposite sides of the outer edge of the hole, fingers spread, lifted it up, and Roberts
withdrew his arm and opened his hand, the chalk resting on his palm.

Roberts felt the chalk, glanced up at the colonel patiently holding the device, then reached back through,
returned the chalk, briefly weighed the hand slate, then pulled his arm and hand back out. He gave a low,
fervent exclamation.

The colonel said, "Now, put your hands back on the outer edge, and press. Keep increasing the
pressure."

Roberts put his hands on the outer edge of the hole, pressed lightly, and nothing happened. He pressed
harder, and the circular rim resisted, then abruptly collapsed to an oval, then, by stages, to longer
narrower openings, then the lab bench was gone, and he was holding the little rounded dished-in bit that
looked like mother-of-pearl.

The colonel sat down behind his desk.

Roberts exhaled slowly. "You say this is the 'larger size'?"

"Correct. The smaller size would fit easily on the nail of your little finger."
"There are just two sizes?"

"There seem to be two limiting sizes. At best, they aren't easy to make. And when we try to use this
method for one much larger or smaller, the border wavers, and sooner or later the connection breaks
down. But we now have several sets of these space-connectors that are reliable."

"What's on the other end, in the lab?"

"A second unit, keyed to the demo unit you've got there. The second unit is ordinarily kept turned off,
and mounted in a circular holder that fits tightly around its rim. Both units have to be turned on for the
connection to function. When your unit is off, the other just looks like a short pedestal mount holding a
rim that you can look through—Ilike a mirror frame with no mirror in it. When your unit is turned on, you
can see from the proper side a six-inch hole into the place your unit is in. In this case, someone in the lab
could look—and could reach—into this room."

Roberts sat looking at the little curving piece like mother-of-pearl. "Suppose one place has a much
heavier gravity than the other?"

"If you reach through, you might feel it. If there's a higher atmospheric pressure in one of the places,
there will be a flow of gas from the higher pressure toward the lower. R-Branch says they've found no
measurable effects due to relative velocity, or to a greater potential energy on one side of the
connection."”

"Meaning?"
"If one connector was to be put, say, in a fast-moving satellite, and the other were motionless on the

ground below, you'd expect an object passed across from one side to the other to come through with
high velocity. It doesn't. Any difference in velocity, or potential energy of the places joined, seems to be
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absorbed. R-Branch tells me there are theoretical difficulties, but it's as if places joined were motionless
with respect to each other."

"Suppose something is thrown through from one side to the other?"
"It goes through as hard as you throw it."
Roberts thought it over, frowning. "How far apart can the places be that you connect?"

"We have yet to find the upper limit. Whatever it may be, the Pulgorite planet, Anarchy, is well within it."

He added with no special emphasis. "The connection is made, Roberts, by having someone go the place
with the device."

Roberts considered that for a while, then he smiled, and looked the colonel in the eye.

"Sir, I volunteer to check the physical condition of the hostages the Pulgorites claim to have taken."
Roberts became aware of voices, and of a muted throbbing somewhere in his head. He tried to move,
and found that he couldn't. He managed to partly open his eyes, and a white light was glaring down from
overhead. In the light, a short, very sharp knife glittered as a square competent hand held the knife out,

and a more slender hand took it, and passed over a clamp, then another clamp, and another.
A male voice spoke quietly: "That's it."

A rougher male voice said, "Find anything more?"

"There are no artifacts actually inside the body itself, so far as we can determine."

The rough voice grated. "I asked you if you'd found anything more."

"No, sir. We did not."

"Just a minute, Surgeon. When I ask a question. I expect an answer in a certain form. And I will either
get it, or you will find that those hands you're so proud of will break easily. Understand?"

"Yes, sir."
"All right. Now I'll ask you again: "Find anything more?"
"No, sir."

"What chance is there that something has been miniaturized, or that there is something there made to
resemble body tissue?"

"I don't know, sir."
"But you don't see anything?"
"No, sir."

"Nor any sign that anything was inserted?"
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"No, sir.
"Everything looks normal to you in the body cavities?"
"Yes, sir."

It dawned on Roberts suddenly that they were talking about him. It was him that was stretched out on
this table.

The harsh voice said, "Does it mean anything to you, Surgeon, that that slab of meat you're working on
represents victory for the Movement? If we can block every one of their dirty little tricks?"

"No, sir."

"No. You're not one of us. All right. Sew him up. And he'd better live long enough for us to wring the
juice out of him."

"Yes, sir."

The rough voice grated. "Did I just ask you a question?"
"No, sir."

"Then shut up."

There was a silence, then another male voice spoke nervously, "Request to increase the anesthetic. The
patient is regaining consciousness."

The rough voice answered. "We're short on anesthetic. To hell with him."

The surgeon said, "I can't promise the patient will survive if he becomes conscious in this situation."
"He's in the IP. They're tough."

"In this situation, no-one is tough."

There was a silence, and it penetrated to Roberts that he was lying on his back opened up on a table
while an argument took place whether he could have anesthetic.

There was the sound of someone spitting. "All right," said the rough voice. "Give him some more gas.
But you'd damned well better not waste it on him."

Roberts smelled something sweetish, and instantly passed out.
Somewhere nearby, a coldly sneering male voice was saying, " . . . don't know what's wrong with Guff
and Petzky. They were OK when they brought the jerk, here, to the blockhouse. But now they've got

chills, fever, and the shakes. I've put a ton of blankets on them in there. Guff is starting to hallucinate."

A feminine voice said, "Sounds like they've got the grakes."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"The what?"

"Grakes. In the settlement where I grew up, every spring at least half of us would come down with it."

"Never heard of it. What is it?"

"Chills, fever, and shaking. The worst is, you have vivid dreams. Well—vivid—nightmares."

"What causes it?"

"T don't know."

""How do you cure it?"

"We never found a cure. You just endure it."

"Great. Those two are worthless, then. For how long?"

"It usually took us about three or four days to get over the worst. By the end, we were worn out."

Roberts eased his eyes to narrow slits, to see the small passenger compartment of the tug that had
brought him to the surface of Anarchy. Since this tug served as a kind of shuttle between the planet and
the nearest space station, and had been about to leave the planet as Roberts had stepped into the
spaceport washroom, it followed that the tug had taken off, returned later, and Roberts had again been
put on board. Supposedly this would have had to take a good deal of time.

Up front, one of the cabin lights was shining on a metal trim-strip. Roberts head moved slightly, the strip
glittered, and Roberts suddenly remembered the surgical knife, and realized where the time had gone.
The realization was followed by urgent thought, and the memory of the colonel's voice:

"Needless to say, Roberts, there are limits to what we should tell you in advance. But you can expect to
be very thoroughly searched on arrival. Naturally, we will be prepared, so don't worry about that." It
occurred to Roberts to wonder just how thorough an examination the colonel had expected.

Beside him, now, the male voice was saying, "What are the odds on this sucker catching it?"

The feminine voice replied, "The grakes?"

"What are we talking about?"

"You tell me."

"Guff and Petzky were carrying him, and they've both down with it. Could he get it from them?

"I don't know why not. I'd think the odds were good."

"Does it kill?"

"Sometimes."

"So, after all we went through to catch the bastard, he could die on us before we've used him?"
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"People in bad shape were the ones who usually ended up dying. The rest of us only felt like it."

"Well, he's already been sliced open, so that will weaken him. And they're putting him through a full-suite
psycho battery when we get him there."

The feminine voice said judiciously, "It might kill him. The hallucinations can be really hellish."
"I don't mind putting him through hell. I just don't want him to die on us before we're through with him."
Roberts opened his eyes.

Beside him, the male voice gave a low chuckle. "Well—the sleeper awakes. Give Prince Charming a
kiss, Ginette."

The feminine voice spoke softly. "I'd love to."

There was a faint hissing sound, as of a spray can, then a feeling of cobwebs brushing Robert's face and
shoulders, then a pain that blotted out the headache, and brought Roberts wide awake. For an instant he
was on his feet, straining at a wide band that covered his chest and arms, and another band that bound
his legs together. Then a particularly agonizing pain warned him that, just a little while before, he had been
on an operating table. He felt a great weariness, and his eyes went shut. As he fell back into the seat, the
soft feminine voice spoke from his left: "Sully? Again? There's still plenty in the can."

From his right came the sarcastic masculine voice: "Oh—not just yet. Keep it handy. We'll have a few
questions, and if he acts too smart, we'll give him a squirt. After a while, you can make a hiss with your
mouth, and he'll jump."

The girl giggled. "Fun."

Roberts gave an involuntary shuddering gasp, got his eyes open, and saw that he was wearing a kind of
hospital robe partly pulled down over his bare shoulders, and that the passenger compartment was empty
forward of his seat. To his left was a pretty woman of

perhaps twenty-five, dark-haired, demure, pertly holding what looked like a can of insect repellent. To
his right was a well-dressed man of about forty, wearing a dark business suit. Both of them looked highly
respectable.

Roberts recovered from the mind-stopping pain, and his instinct for self-preservation prompted him to
try to distract this pair. The best he could think of was to get them talking. He turned to the man. "The
ship is grounded on Anarchy?"

A look of contempt lit up in the man's eyes, and then there was a very faint hiss. Roberts' muscles
tightened of their own accord. He turned around toward the girl, who favored him with a sweet smile and
suggestively raised the can. The hiss was still going on, but she wasn't causing it. It was a faint hiss that he
could just hear in his right ear. As he turned back to face the man, the hiss suddenly stopped.

His well-dressed seatmate had a look of glazed puzzlement. He hesitated, appeared to be groping
mentally, then shrugged. "We're in flight. The so-called home planet is well behind us."

Roberts alertly studied the glazed expression, then said, "I thought the prisoners were being held on
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Anarchy?"

"Why should we make a target you could hit? You know where Anarchy is. We said they were there, so
they aren't."

"There was an announcement that the Shock troops who carried out the raid had returned to Anarchy."
"We make statements to mislead. Why give free information to our enemies?"
"The Interstellar Patrol is your enemy?"

"We killed twenty-nine of your people. Sure you're our enemy. We didn't intend it, but we might as well
make the most of it."

"Twenty-nine?"

"At first we thought there were twenty-seven. But the records show a K-class IP ship was on the planet,
along with the G-class ship we'd known of. The K-class ship had a crew of two."

Roberts kept his voice casual. "What records do you mean?"

"The Tiamaz internal security records. The planet has probably the best internal security of any planet not
run by a dictator—and it beats some of them. We aimed to get the records. We did get them. That part,
at least, worked."

The girl leaned across Roberts. "Sully, he's questioning you? Shouldn't we be questioning him?"

"Why do I want to ask questions? They've got a bunch of experts lined up for that."

"Yes, but—"

His tone was offended. "But what?"

"I thought—"

"Thought what?"

Listening to this exchange, and seeing the angry, defensive and still glazed look on Sully's face, while the
girl looked incredulous and angry, Roberts remembered the faint hissing sound in his right ear. He felt a
sensation as of chills and fever. He twisted around
his seat—no small achievement considering the bonds, the aches and pains, and the girl's raising of the
spray can—and said, while looking over the back of the seat, with his right side toward the girl. "Are we
alone in here?"

She said, ignoring Roberts after one quick puzzled glance, "Sully, are you all right?"

There was no one in sight in the seats behind them. Again there was a faint distinct hiss, which went on

for some time, to end only as he turned toward the front again. As he turned, Sully was saying resentfully,
"I'm in charge here. You understand that, Ginette?"
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Roberts automatically braced for her sharp response.
The girl said meekly, "I understand, Sully. I just wondered, that's all. I'm sorry."

Roberts sensation of chills and fever produced an actual shiver as he recognized the unlikelihood of this
submissive reply. Like Sully's cooperativeness, it followed closeness to the right side of Roberts'
face—more specifically, closeness to his right ear. Moreover, there was a distinct unmistakable sense of
coldness in his right ear. Not for the first time, he damned the colonel's reluctance to give information, and
his own willingness to act without getting it. Thanks to that failing, though he now had an idea what was
going on, he didn't actually know, and might make a slip anytime. He turned to Sully, and casually asked,
"What was the point of the raid?"

Sully sighed, and settled back. "We intended to replace the internal security on Tiamaz with our own
people. It didn't work. But we did get the records."

Roberts stared at him. "You were going to take over Tiamaz?"
"Just the internal security section."
"But you couldn't stop there. The planetary government wouldn't have put up with that."

"Why not? Tiamaz is run by a syndicate of financiers, gamblers, and entertainers. Naturally, we weren't
going to tell them we were taking over the planet for Colonel-General Pulgor. We were going to tell them
we represented Intergalactic Security, a competitor of Transspace Security—the outfit they'd contracted
with—and that we had spotted a hole in the Transspace security set-up, and pushed Transspace out of
there. Then we'd offer to take on the security contract on the same terms, and do the job right. What do
they care who does the work?"

Roberts, suffering from a severe headache, a number of pains and twinges, and a general feeling of
weakness, asked himself if his own physical shape might be the reason for his difficulty in following this
explanation. He cleared his throat.

"But there is an actual Intergalactic Security. What were they going to do when they heard about this?"

"Why should they complain? Tiamaz is a big contract. What do they care if Transspace gets a bloody
nose? What Intergalactic would want is the money."

"Yes, but wouldn't they be surprised to find out they had a branch office they didn't know about?"

"Oh, sure, but we weren't going to tell them we were from Intergalactic. Hell, no. We'd tell them we
were an independent outfit called Unicorn Investigations. We'd already set Unicorn up, so, if they
checked, that was documented. We'd say we'd found holes in Transspace's set-up, penetrated it, and
Transspace had resisted, and one thing had led to

another, and we'd had to clean out the whole operation. Now we wanted to affiliate ourselves with a
real professional security outfit, and would they take us on as part of Intergalactic. Then they'd ask who
gets the payment, and we'd say they did, and they could pay us at their wage rate, and we figured they'd
jump at it. Tiamaz is a gold mine."

Roberts remembered the peculiar expression on the colonel's face as he said, "They're clever." He
grappled with this explanation, and asked himself if this could have worked. With a sense of shock, it
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dawned on him that it appeared so tailored to the greed or ignorance of everyone involved that it just
might have worked, at that.

To his left, the girl sighed, and settled back, and the girl's sigh seemed loud, while the man's voice
seemed somewhat low, as if Roberts' right ear was partly plugged. Automatically, he tried yawning and
swallowing to clear his ear, then realized that wasn't going to work, and said, "So, you'd finish off the
team from Transspace, and try to join up with Intergalactic?"

"Correct."

"How about Transspace?"

"As soon as we'd wiped out their people, we'd send Transspace a message over their planet chief's
name, saying we'd gotten a better offer from Modular Investigations, and had accepted it as a unit."

"This would be a message supposedly from Transspace's people on Tiamaz?"

"Right."

"The ones you'd just killed?"

"Sure. They couldn't deny it."

"What—"

"Transspace wouldn't know what to think. Because there is a Modular Investigations, but it's halfway
around the universe. If Modular needed people to work in some place far from home, this is just what
they might do."

"So Transspace might believe it."

"Might. They wouldn't know."

"Couldn't they check?"

"Sure." He chuckled. "They could ask Modular."

Roberts considered the chuckle. "Ah—"

"Naturally, Modular would deny it."

"The—"

"They'd deny it either way, whether they did it or not."

"But if Transspace believed they had a message from their own chief of planet, naming Modular, why
would they doubt—"

"How do they know whether he's lying? He could have joined some other outfit, and named Modular to
lay a false trail."
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Roberts considered it in silence. "All right. Suppose Transspace got in touch with you?"

"Ah, we'd have loved that. We were Unicorn Investigations, and we'd done a small job

for the Transspace outfit on Tiamaz, and their planet chief had got in touch with us, and asked how we'd
like to fill in on Tiamaz for them, and we'd asked why, and he'd said he'd had an offer from Pilgrim
Protective, but don't repeat it, and so we'd gone to Tiamaz, and the planet chief had eased us into the
job, and then left with Transspace's people, and here we were, and he'd suggested we get in touch with
Intergalactic, and we'd done it, and Intergalactic had asked no questions and just taken us on. Naturally,
we wouldn't tell them this all at once. We'd let them dig it out, a piece at a time."

Roberts sat back. "There is a Pilgrim Protective?"

"You bet."

"So Transspace would—"

Sully chuckled. "Probably they'd just drop it. They'd have a sweet time checking it out."

Roberts exhaled carefully. On top of his pains and general sense of enfeeblement, he was suffering from
a growing impression that he was mentally dull, and badly out of step with the latest progress in crime.

"Did you," he asked, "work this out yourself?"

His seat companion smiled with quiet pride. "Oh, we all had input. Where you have to be careful is
getting rid of the bodies."

"How—"

"We left that to Marty. He's careful. It's better if not too many know just what happened.”

"Yes, I guess it would be, at that."

Roberts sat back, and gathered his mental faculties together. He had the impression that he had to get
out and push to get them to work. Stubbornly, he went through the explanation again, trying to pin down
just what it was that seemed to be lacking. Let's see, he thought, the Movement kills Transspace's people
on Tiamaz. They send a false message so Transspace will think their people have quit their jobs. The
Movement tells Tiamaz that they work for Intergalactic. They tell Intergalactic they are a small outfit and
want to join Intergalactic. They agree that, in exchange, Intergalactic can have the lavish payment from
Tiamaz, while, for its part, Intergalactic will pay their wages. Roberts thought that over.

No matter how he examined it, it appeared to Roberts that, after a complicated string of lies, murder,

and trickery, the payoff was that the Movement had got into a position where now it could work for
Intergalactic.

"What," said Roberts, "would you get out of this?"
"Me, personally, or the Movement?"

"The Movement."
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Sully smiled expansively.

"Think of all the important people who come to Tiamaz, how they can be set up while they're there, and
the information you can get on them. There's a lot of angles there. Then there are the entertainers. Just for
starters, we had a show on the colonel-general's life—a sympathetic show—and someone from Anarchy
was going to take it around to the entertainers. If any one of them would it handle it right, we—internal
security—would help that entertainer. There was a lot we'd be able to do to favor one of them over
another after

we'd been around a while."
"That was a public relations gimmick? To build up your leader's reputation?"

"Sure, why not? All these influential people pass though Tiamaz. If you're on Tiamaz, you've got a handle
on them, not to mention the information you can use or sell."

It occurred to Roberts that being told all this would do nothing to improve his chances of getting home
alive to repeat it. On the other hand, he was being told, and just possibly he was not the only one hearing
it. He cleared his throat.

"What went wrong?"

"It never occurred to us there would be off-duty police or troops there. All we expected to run into was
Transspace, and maybe the local police. But there was a platoon of Space Force combat infantry in
civilian clothes taking their furlough there, and the two IP ships we didn't know about till later. Then there
was something else—we don't know what it was—and the scam turned into a shambles."

"What happened?"'

"The idea was to do away with Transspace's operatives—all of them—in about a three-hour period.
The problem was to keep it quiet. We had their schedule, and one of our own people was their
dispatcher on duty. We knew where everyone on duty was going to be, they didn't expect trouble, and
the dispatcher could pull in the people off duty when it suited us. It should have gone like silk."

Roberts, soberly considering it, could see the point. "But it didn't?"

"What we didn't know was that two of the Transspace women operatives had made friends with a
couple of Space Force sergeants. That is, we knew they had boyfriends, but it hadn't dawned on us that
the boyfriends were combat troops with buddies all over the place. When we tried to get rid of these
female operatives, all hell broke loose. To make it worse, some Space Force men had got friendly with
the IP, taking their own vacation there, and they got in it, too, and damn it, no one is supposed to be
armed on Tiamaz except the Tiamaz police and internal security—but several of these holier-than-thou IP
bastards had guns."

Roberts murmured, "Oh, unfair."

"Well, if they don't obey the law, who can you trust?"

"What happened?"

"We cleaned out most of Transspace, but the two women caught on, warned the rest, and it was like a
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nature vacation where you go to shoot the tame rock hen for dinner, and waiting there for you is a giant
constrictor. The Tiamaz police got in it along with the Space Force and the IP, and what was left of
Transspace. We loaded up the Transspace files, blew up the internal security headquarters, and on the
way off the planet a big IP ship came at us low and fast, we fired everything we could throw at it,
accidentally hit some building on the edge of the casino district, and that went up like a torch with the IP
ship right over it, and this building and the IP ship blew up. We don't know what happened. But we were
far enough away to live though it, and it did so much damage we thought it would build up our reputation
to claim the credit. After that blast, anyone who knew what was going on was probably dead, so we
could claim anything. So we called it a raid."

"The hostages—?"

"The last thing we were thinking about was hostages. We wanted out of there with a whole skin. What
we said afterward was just to look good. See, we're not scared of the Patrol. First we question them.
Then we kill them, one at a time. How is anyone going to know what happened? Of course, now we
have got a hostage. You."

Roberts noted that the glazed expression was wearing off, and Sully was now acquiring a faintly puzzled
look—possibly as if he wondered just why he was telling Roberts all this. Roberts nodded moodily.
"These—ah— Shock Troops—?"

"Same idea. Like the colonel-generals' rank. He's got followers enough in the Movement so he could
claim to be, maybe, a lieutenant or even a captain. How's that sound—Lieutenant Pulgor, Supreme
Commander? You can hear the press: 'In a dramatic development today, First-Lieutenant Pulgor
announced that his troops, based on the home planet of Anarchy, will destroy any commercial traffic in
the region.—Kind of unconvincing. You don't dare do that unless you've actually got the power. So he
reached into his imagination, and now he's a Colonel-General. We got the Shock Troops out of the same
place."

It occurred to Roberts again that this frankness did not bode well for his longevity. He waited until a
particularly vicious jolt of pain passed, and until the detestation he was beginning to feel for his seat
companion died down a little, then he cleared his throat.

"So, obviously, there is no point to my checking the condition of prisoners."
As if the words were some kind of signal, the girl at once lifted the spray can, and aimed it at his face.

The man noted Robert's wince, and laughed. "Not yet, Ginette." He glanced at Roberts. "You see, we're
pretty sure the IP isn't actually stupid. The Space Police—by and large, they're stupid. The Space
Force? Well, it depends. They're one-sided. You get in the way of their specialty, and they're anything
but stupid. But they just fight outsiders, so we don't have to worry about them. See what I mean?"

Roberts noted the complete disappearance of the glazed look, nodded, kept his mouth shut, and
listened.

"Planetary Development? It's full of smart people, but the organization is bird-brained. But except when
they take over a settled planet, that's no problem. Obviously, as the colonel-general says, we need to get
rid of the Space Police. You can't have real individual freedom—Unrestricted Individual
Freedom—Anarchy—with police around. And Planetary Development's regulations have to be changed
so they can't interfere on a planet after it's settled. That's all. But the IP?" He looked at Roberts.
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Roberts kept his mouth shut, and looked attentive. His seat companion nodded.

"We don't know. We don't truly know what it is. But now we've got a grip on a piece of it, and we aim
to find out what the IP is. Maybe we can use it. Or maybe we have to eliminate it. For all we know, it's a
secret government, the very opposite of anarchy. You may be part of anti-freedom. We have to find
out."

Roberts observed the bright glow in his seat companion's eyes, looked around and saw the spray can
aimed at him. He glanced back to the man, who was smiling. The silence began to stretch out
uncomfortably.

"How," said Roberts, "do you find out?"
"Well, like I say, we're a small organization. But we have some shrewd people. As an

organization, we're sharp. A lot sharper than the IP. You see, we trapped you because you couldn't be
sure we didn't have some of your men as prisoners. You probably didn't really believe it, but you had to
be sure. Right?"

"That's a fair statement."

"You bet it is. Now we've got you. The rest of the Patrol knows we've got you. When we send back a
finger, they'll know it's your finger. When we send back an ear, they'll know it's your ear. We can stretch
that out a long time. They won't be able to bear it. Sooner or later, they'll attack. That's when we'll get
some more hostages. Because where are they going to attack? Why, Anarchy, of course. Everything will
be datelined Anarchy. The press will have interviews there. It's established that we're there. But, of
course, we're not. What is there is a few of us and a damned big booby trap. Ordinarily, I suppose the
Patrol wouldn't make a land attack. They could just pull a warship into range and blast us from a
distance. But we've got you. They'll land."

Roberts considered the words, "When we send back a finger, they'll know it's your finger," and
reminded himself that if he got out of this in one piece, in the future to be a little more restrained when the
next chance came along to volunteer. He said, as if uncertain. "You can't be sure they'll land."

His seatmate looked exceedingly shrewd. "Well, I think they'll land. You'll be surprised how we'll play
them. And when they land, the odds are we'll get a few of them, anyway. They'll suffer heavy losses. And
then they'll realize they don't know where we are. We'll find out just what the IP is like. And we'll get the
colonel-general free in the process. It'll tear the IP to bits. And you're the start." He looked at his watch.
"OK, Ginette, give him a dose."

There was a hiss, a sense of brushing into cobwebs, and an agonizing pain. The hissing kept up, and pain
knocked the vague hopefulness Roberts had started to feel out of his mind, spread over his exposed
head, neck and shoulders to turn into one livid blinding agony—and he was unconscious.

This time when he came to, Roberts had a distinct sense of the passage of time. His first clear conscious
thought was—"Don't volunteer!" Then his eyes focused, he remembered the operating room and the
space tug, and realized he was no longer on the space tug.

The room he was in was large, the plastered walls water-stained, and the ceiling high. The closed doors
were paneled, dark, and set in massive frames. Here and there, plaster had fallen, to give the impression
of a mansion in ruins. Roberts himself was lying on his back in a double bed with several woolen blankets
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on it. Watching from across the room by a high closed window was the girl who had wielded the spray
can. She smiled and smoothed her brief playsuit.

Roberts winced and revised his estimate of the anarchists downward as she spoke:
"We don't have to be enemies," she said. "We could be a lot more friendly."

He tried to sit up, and discovered he was in a kind of straitjacket, though now his legs were free. He
glanced at the girl.

"Now where are we?"

"Home. You've been examined by our experts, given nourishment, psychologically tested, and now the
Veep is going to talk to you."

"th n

"The colonel-general's eldest son. He is in charge of the Movement in the absence of Colonel-General
Pulgor himself. You see, the colonel-general is Presiding Officer of the Movement."

She rolled the titles reverently oft her tongue as Roberts bit back sarcastic comments and noted that the
feeling of weakness seemed to be gone, while his headache had died down to a hammering throb with
occasional blinding sensations as if his head were being split open down the middle. This seemed, by
comparison with what had gone before, almost good health, just as being in a straitjacket with his legs
unbound seemed almost like freedom. Before he could congratulate himself on any of this, a massive
paneled door swung open to let in a tall, bent individual who looked to be in his mid-thirties, and who
spoke in a whining voice.

"Damn it, Marty. I never get a chance to do what I want. If the old man wants to run this damn show, let
him run it. I don't give a good—"

"Now, Mr. Vice-President, you know that His Excellency is imprisoned. That's the whole point of all
this. To get him out of prison. You know that."

"And then what? He'll yell at me! He'll tramp up and down the room and scream and holler and demand
what I'm doing with my life and why I don't care two—"

"Sir, please—"

"He'll say I'm supposed to give my life for the Cause, and how he's devoted his all to the Movement,
and, damn it, Marty, the damned Movement is supposed to make everybody free, but tell me, am I free?
Heh? Am I? All those people got blown up, and now we've got the Space Force, and the Interstellar
Patrol, and God knows what else after us—I mean, it's personal now! Don't you see what I mean?"

"Sir, permit me to introduce Lieutenant-General Vaughan Nathan Roberts of the Interstellar Patrol.
General Roberts, you are in the presence of the son of His Excellency, Colonel-General Ian Pulgor,
Presiding Officer of the Movement for the Creation of Universal Freedom In Anarchy. Gentlemen, time is
limited. Permit me to urge that we waste no effort to arrive at a mutual understanding as soon as
possible."

Roberts, gaining the impression he was among lunatics, while himself trying to loosen the straitjacket,
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now became aware of a faint hissing sound that intensified any time he turned so that the right side of his
head was toward either the vice-president or his companion. Roberts glanced around, and said absently,
"Just Captain Roberts. I'm not a general."

The tall vice-president of the Movement laughed. "It's all right. Nobody speaks the truth around here.
We're all free to lie however we choose. Even our own names aren't true. They're picked to conceal our
identity, not state it. That's just another part of anarchy. But the rest of what he said, aside from the lies, is
true. We'd better get down to cases pretty fast. You're in trouble."

Roberts said seriously, "I'm listening."

"We've delivered an ultimatum, stating that the captives are being killed, one at a time. Each day, we 'kill'
another, giving his name and a personal description. We get that from the internal security documents we
captured on Tiamaz. The Transspace operatives had files on all kinds of things. It looks to us as if they
had in mind the kind of scam we were planning ourselves."

Roberts noted the way this statement somehow slid from a threat to a delivery of information. He
glanced around, to note the various expressions.

The "Veep" looked glazed, and faintly puzzled.
His companion, Marty, looked glazed and thoroughly confused.
Ginette was watching Roberts in puzzlement, and smiled as he looked at her.

Roberts, as he turned his head, was conscious of a succession of faint hissings, and a damp cold
sensation in his right ear. He looked at the tall fretful Veep.

"What do you gain by claiming that you're killing men who have already died?"

"What do we get from it? Well, we get the direct personal enmity of the IP. I get nightmares. My
buddies on the Governing Council get a sense of power. That doesn't help me any, but what can [ do?
I've got one vote on the Council, and I get outvoted every time. But never mind that. Now, we've got
twenty-nine names to go through, and then we arrive at you. Your name is last on the list. I'm telling you,
you'd better take that fact seriously. Just about every male member of this outfit except me is a homicidal
maniac. They aren't stupid; they're vicious."

"What do you want me to do?"

"Cooperate. Tell Ginette here—that's not her real name, by the way—everything you know about the
Patrol. Everything. All our members will be delighted if you and she really get along in a personal way,
because they'll think it's a real joke to see a member of the IP on the film that will be made up from the
hidden cameras around the room. But they won't insist on that. All they want is the information.
Everything else is irrelevant, if you know what I mean. What counts is that you spit out your guts and tell
everything—everything—everything that you know about the IP. Don't hold anything back. Your life
depends on it. Believe me, there's a body blow to the prestige and image of the IP with every death
announcement, but that's nothing compared to what's coming. What they're going to do to you. If I could
stop it, I'd stop it. I'd just kill you, not do what they're going to do. But I've only got one vote. What
they're going to do to you will scare everyone else into line, believe me. We're going to leave now, but
Ginette will stay here. With you. You two will be all alone together here. You can do anything you want.
But before we go, I just want to say one more thing. OK, Marty?"
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Roberts glanced at the second man, who still looked as glazed as the vice-president, and who shook his
head, then shrugged. "Go on. After all, you're the Veep."

"OK, it's my judgment. I believe in being honest. Why not tell him?"

Marty looked as if he were trying to think, but couldn't find the controls. "I said OK."
"All right."

"Then go ahead and tell him. Whatever."

The girl, looking at the same time puzzled and anxious, spoke up: "Marty—Ilook—he's tensing and
relaxing different muscles. I've been watching him. I think he's getting ready to try something."

"I noticed it. He can't do much in that jacket."

Roberts, who had been trying to calculate the odds if he did try something, said candidly, "What I'm
trying to do is loosen the thing up a little. What were you going to say?"

The vice-president cleared his throat.

"I have to tell you, your lack of consciousness, both here and on the planet Anarchy, was not natural.
We have some very capable medical people working for us. You have undergone a most thorough
physical examination. We know the Interstellar Patrol is a scientifically formidable opponent, and we
have been taking no chances. As a result of our examination, we have removed from the soles of your
feet two closely adhering containers made of a fleshlike substance, containing picks to be used on locks.
From the roof of your mouth, we have removed a similar substance in appropriate pink color, containing
a small very thin sharp blade and a loop of fine wire. From your intestinal tract we have extracted a series
of capsules containing light weapon components that might be assembled. Even your body cavities have
been examined. Your clothing has of course been searched, and found to contain a really incredible
number of deceptive arrangements and devices. The belt buckle, the wire woven in the trouser weave,
the boots—everything has been checked, and just in case we've somehow missed something, we aren't
returning anything to you."

Roberts nodded moodily. He thought he could survive the disappointment.

The vice-president continued. "Y our equipment, clothing, and your body itself have all been thoroughly
examined. We have left nothing to chance. It is obvious that you expected to be able to produce an
arsenal at will. But there is nothing left." He looked at Roberts with a glint of satisfaction and said, "I'm
sorry." He noted Roberts' expression, glanced at Ginette, and looked back at Roberts. "Your fate really
is in the soft caring hands of that lovely girl there." He added earnestly, "I hope you can find it in you to
show the courage to recognize facts, and I sincerely hope you reach a satisfactory accommodation. The
two of you."

Roberts drew a breath to speak, and the vice-president, with an air of having just remembered
something, said, "Oh, yes, there was something else. We also examined your teeth, removed the
old-fashioned fillings in some of them, and replaced them afterward, having removed the miniaturized
circuits embedded in the fillings. It would be nice to know just what they were. You can tell Ginette." He
nodded and left. His companion studied Roberts' face, smiled like a shark, and went out, closing the
door behind him.
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Ginette looked at Roberts, and raised her eyebrows. She reached behind her, and held up the pressure
can. Her voice was soft and pleasant:

"The Lady or the Tiger?"
Roberts winced at the sight of the can, and shook his head.
"Why bother to ask me to answer? The obvious thing is to put the questions under hypnotic drugs."

"As you well know, that's been done. Every answer was silly. At one point you said you were really a
fusion bomb which would go off as soon as you reached a vulnerable spot in our arrangements. Another
time you said that you were being shadowed by an IP dreadnought in kappa space, and that this
dreadnought would materialize out of kappa space in seventeen point four seconds. Seventeen seconds
later you laughed and said you hadn't started to count yet. This happened under a combination of
hypnotic drugs that is supposed to make any lack of cooperation totally impossible." She looked at him
uneasily, and shivered. "It really shook the experts. You didn't make any friends during the questioning,
I'll tell you. You should have been a good boy."

"What did they do beside question me?"

"Oh, the doctors examined you, and said you'd had a course of immunization treatments they couldn't
truly understand. You seemed to have been immunized against all kinds of sicknesses. There were things
in your blood stream they didn't remotely begin to understand."

"Anything else?"
"Well, there were—ah—several interruptions, and it sort of threw things off schedule a little bit."
Roberts looked at her. "Interruptions?"

She said nervously, "The inspector-general of the Movement had just got back from Anarchy, and he
wasn't in a very sweet mood. He and one of the doctors had sort of a little disagreement. After they'd got
the inspector-general bandaged up, and gotten the bullet out of the doctor, they went back to work on
you, only somehow there were a lot of tiny insects in the room—so small you could hardly see
them—and every time the doctors would try to do anything, they would bite, and the doctors accused
the nurses of leaving the windows open, and the nurses said some pretty bad things to the doctors, and
the inspector-general threw such a fit that some of his stitches came out, and in the middle of this, the
patient—that is, you—said in a loud voice that if anarchy was what we were aiming at, we'd achieved it,
and how did we like it?—Don't you remember any of this?"

Roberts said regretfully, "I missed it. I suppose it was the drugs. Where did all this take place?"
"Right here in the Citadel—Well, not in this room, but in the interrogation room, upstairs."
"Are we at the headquarters of the Movement?"

"No, the colonel-general himself is the real Headquarters. But most of the rest of us are here now. This is
our safest place—our citadel. I guess it can't do any harm to tell you now."

"What happened then?"
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"The inspector-general said something like, 'Get that bastard out of here before I kill him,' and the
doctors went through their checklist and decided they had done everything to you they had to do, so they
brought you down here, put you in a straitjacket, and the Veep said, 'I told you it would be a mess to
take on the IP. We've had more trouble since we caught him than we've had in the last five years,' and
Marty said, 'But where did all these damned tiny bugs come from? Don't we have any bug killer?' and
someone by accident picked up the pain spray and used it, and got Sully and the Veep with it, and when
we'd recovered from that, Marty got me off in a corner and said, "Look, Ginette, somehow this SOB is
more trouble doped unconscious than the whole twenty-seven of them on Tiamaz. What's it going to be
like when he comes to? You've got to make the ultimate sacrifice for the Movement and at least keep
him distracted.' And the Veep overheard the last of this and he nodded and said to me that they'd used
science and it hadn't worked worth a damn, so it was all up to me now—and we all went to sleep for
what was left of the night, and you know the rest."

Roberts, who thought he finally understood what was going on, said, "If we're supposed to be friends,
what's the point of the straitjacket?"

"I can let you out of it, but first I have to sure you're not going to make trouble. So far, I'm not sure."

"Were you there on Tiamaz?"

She hesitated, then nodded. "I don't know why I should tell you, but why not?"

"After all," said Roberts, "if we're friends—"

She looked at him with no great conviction, and shrugged. "Yes, I was there. It was awful."

Roberts said, "Shouldn't there have been at least some survivors?"

"IP survivors?"

"Yes."

She shook her head. "The only man in this outfit who doesn't hammer on his chest all the time is the
Veep. He spends his time whining and complaining. The rest are all so macho it would make you sick.
Sully—he's the one on the tug—it sounded as if he was being frank, but in fact he covered up just how
awful it really was."

"He said it was a shambles. It was worse than that?"

She nodded. "The takeover from Transspace was going all right until we ran into the Space Force and
the IP—that was just as he said. But the unarmed Space Force men more than held their own when they
protected the two girl operatives, and then when the IP got in it, it was horrible. Sully made it sound as if
he took a cold look at the situation and decided to salvage what he could. In fact, we were run off the
planet, and the only thing that saved us was the explosion, and he doesn't have any idea what made that."

"You're saying—"

"I'm saying the IP ship was probably fully manned. There weren't any survivors spread around through

the casinos and fun houses. When the IP man with the Space Force saw what was happening, he called
for help. So did Sully. We had the internal security set-up, but the IP got there faster. Our men were
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armed to the teeth. When Sully and his boys let loose, it sounded like the end of the universe. I don't
know how many people got killed by accident with the shots that missed. But every time the IP shot,
somebody on our side went down. The IP ship, held at the spaceport, blasted loose and got there before
we could get away. If you ask me, the IP men got on their ship. That's where they belonged, so that's
where they were. There were no IP survivors because when the ship went up, they all got caught in the
explosion."

"And you don't have any idea what caused that?"

She shook her head. "Sully and the others think it was some kind of illegal explosives factory. But he
doesn't know."

"You don't sound to me as if you hate the Interstellar Patrol."
She smiled wistfully. "A girl likes a man who can do things."

Roberts reminded himself how enthusiastically she had wielded the can of pain spray, then said, "It's a
shame you're on the wrong side."

She shook her head. "No, you're on the wrong side. Your side will lose this one. Because, even though
Sully got beat by the IP, and he'll get beat every time he comes out in the open and fights the IP, Sully
isn't stupid. He's crafty. Every one of these macho swaggerers is an underhanded sneak, and the Patrol
will never know what hit it. Even the

Veep is crafty. And for pure slick cunning cleverness, no-one beats the colonel-general.”

"He's in prison."

"Sure he's in prison. That's where he recruits."

Roberts looked at her.

She laughed. "You see, you don't know how to beat cleverness. What's wrong with the Movement is,
it's macho. But after what the Patrol did to us on Tiamaz, it will be a long time before Sully and the boys
come out in the open and fight again. They'll boast and brag and swagger, but when it comes right down
to it, from now on, they'll stick to dirty tricks, clever ploys, lies, stabs in the back, bushwhacking—all the
things they're good at."

"If the colonel-general is in prison to recruit, why can't he get out?"

She shook her head. "Of course he can get out."

"Then why does a captive have to be traded for him?"

"That's to embarrass the IP. We know they can't get him out without making a lot of trouble and losing
their reputation. So that's why we demand it."

Roberts looked totally blank. She looked at his expression, and smiled. "You don't understand, do you?
We make the demand that will make you go against your own standards, and that will turn you and the
other authorities against each other. No matter how that turns out, we can't lose." She added, "You're
cute when you're confused."


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Roberts reminded himself that this was the same girl who had shown no hesitation to blast him with the
pain spray. She, however, apparently interpreting his silence as embarrassment, came closer, watching
his face and smiling. Roberts looked away, and jumped at a faint hissing sound before realizing it must be
within his own ear.

"There, there," she said, smiling. "I won't bite you." She stood close beside him, bent, and gave him a
kiss on the cheek.

Roberts remembered her aiming the pain spray and saying, "Another dose?" and he glanced around the
room. "Are there really cameras all over in here?"

She nodded. "There are. And even if there weren't, the doors are handy to peep through. The Veep is
good at telling you something that's true, and because you know he's a liar, you don't believe the truth he
tells you." She looked at him, still smiling. ""You're embarrassed, aren't you? Because of the cameras?"

"Well," he said, groping for a suitably embarrassed answer, "there's no privacy, no—"

"Here," she said, giggling, and suddenly undid the straps of the straitjacket that bound him, slid it free,
and said, "I knew you liked me."

A tiny voice spoke in Roberts' right ear:

"Roberts, get the seductress into bed with you, and turn your head so this ear is against her nostrils.
Don't waste any time. All hell is going to break loose shortly."

Roberts, of two minds on this idea, recognized the urgency in the voice, and did as he was told.

"Oh," she said, and abruptly lay still, the triumphant smile still on her face.

The voice spoke urgently in his ear. "Roberts, lie flat, face-down, turn your head to your left, and pull the
covers over your head." An instant later, there was a brief sense of pressure and a scraping in his external
ear canal, and something landed beside him. He

found a thin tube, the cap off one end, a little ointment coming out.

The voice was tiny but clear. "Rub it over your face, neck, and shoulder, but not your ears. Stay under
the covers. Rub it on her face, neck, and shoulders. And keep well under the covers while you do it.

Roberts busied himself with the ointment.

From the door of the room came a puzzled murmur.

The tiny voice in Roberts' ear said, "OK. Now listen closely. Arrange the covers to make a channel from
the right side of your head to the room. Lie flat on your face. Whatever happens, don't move, even if you
feel a severe pain."

Roberts did as he was told, and lay flat.

There was a rapid crawling sensation as of a half-dozen tiny clawed feet hastening through his ear,
accompanied by a bristle brush that just fit the ear canal. Something landed lightly on the sheet beside
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him. There was a second sensation just like the first. Then there was a buzz, that diminished into the
room. Then there was another of the same set of sensations, and another buzz. And another. And
another.

Across the room, the door slammed back against the wall. A baffled angry voice shouted, "All right! On
your feet!"

Roberts didn't move.

The air instantly filled with a menacing whining droning sound. The sensation of thrusting crawling dozens
of hurrying claws in Roberts' ear continued, and he lay severely still as the yells and screams echoed
around the room, then moved off into what must be a hallway outside, to dwindle into the distance and
mingle with a volley of shots and new screams from other parts of the building.

The crawling sensations in his ear stopped. The buzzing droning sounds were gone.

The tiny voice said, "Move further away from the woman, Roberts. Very slowly . . . now, open your
eyes slowly . . . Do you see any insects? Speak in a low voice and we can hear you."

"No," said Roberts.

"Good. Turn over carefully . . . Slowly . . . Any insects on the covers?"

"No."

"OK. Lie still, face up. Pull the covers over your face. Don't get impatient. Don't move."
Roberts pulled the covers over his face, and lay very still.

There was the feeling of a stiff hard wire forcing its way out his ear. It was a tight fit, and very stiff, and it
felt for an instant as if it would tear his ear off from the sheer force of its passage. Then the pain died
away.

There was a light small sound, as of a feather brushing the sheet beside him. Then the mattress was
pressed down, as if a large heavy hand pushed down on it beside him. Something cold and hard scraped
past him. There were metallic sliding clicking sounds, as of machined parts being fitted together to form a
larger assemblage.

"Roberts, whatever happens next, don't move. One way or another, it should be over very fast."

Something heavy was in the bed, under the covers on the opposite side from the woman. The thing
moved down next to his side, to his waist, and stopped. He could feel the mattress give under it as it
moved. There was a faint hiss, a smell as of burnt wool, a flare of warmth against his side, a snap, a
sizzle, a second sizzling noise, and a repetition so fast that for an instant the air seemed filled with hissing
sizzling snapping noises, as if sparks and bolts of flame momentarily filled the space of the room.

From all sides came a crash of plaster, the thud, bang, and clatter of heavy mechanisms striking the floor.
Something whistled past his head, there was a dull crash, and bits of plaster pattered on the covers.

The voice in his ear said, "OK, Roberts. Wait a minute." Whatever it was traveled further down in the
bed, to pause by his calves and ankles. There was a fresh smell as of burnt wool, and silence.
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The voice sounded pleased. "Now, the room you're in should be clear of ordinary surprises. But take a
look on your right side. Move slowly."

Roberts, wearying of this, opened his eyes slowly, and at once growled, "Could you put a weapon
through?"

The small voice said, "Stay right where you are."

Beside him was a neat precise six-inch round hole opening straight down for a clear drop of what
looked like about eighty feet, to a gray deck where he could see figures moving around lathes, drills, and
a flexible arm that swung precisely around a workpiece. Roberts' view was obstructed by a thick flexible
black cable that was bent over the edge of the hole toward whatever was lying, heavy and cold, beside
his right calf and ankle. From under the covers came a click and snap, and at nearly the same moment, a
gauntleted hand appeared briefly down in the hole and hauled the cable, a metal connection at the end,
down the hole and out of sight.

It occurred to Roberts that if he did what he was apparently expected to do, and stayed where he was,
and if he survived whatever was coming next, he would need quite a lot of ingenuity to explain what he
had done while the Patrol settled with the Pulgorites. He could hear the questions already, before he was
even out of the place:

"Say. Captain, were you actually in the Pulgorite safehouse when the attack came through?"

"Well . . . yes."

"You were a prisoner?"

"That's right."

"A hostage?"

"Yeah."

"That must have been rough."

"Well—no complaint. I volunteered for it."

"Yeah? Gee. That took courage. Just where were you when the attack came in that got you out of
there?"

"Ah—I was—well—you see—"

"Lieutenant Jones is telling everyone around that when he got there, you were in bed with one of the
anarchists. Is that right?"

He could, of course, be suffering from some form of paranoia to even think that anyone might say this,
and of course there were a number of ways this conversation might go; but there was no way it could go
that Roberts wanted to actually experience. He cautiously tensed one muscle after another, and while
there was soreness, and a cramped sensation, he found nothing that seemed touchy or severely painful.
He carefully began to ease himself out of bed. The massive object under the covers near the foot of the
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bed was incidentally in his way. He tried to get a foot over it, and the thing made a quiet ticking noise as it
moved its gun-like snout projecting through a burned hole in the covers. What the thing looked and acted
like was a standard small-size turret, which suggested he shouldn't have an attack from FIAM to worry
about from that direction, except that, for some reason, the turret's power cable had been disconnected.

"Roberts," said the tiny, very clear voice in his ear, "try to steady the rim."

Roberts carefully turned on his side, and put a hand on either side of the hole.

From somewhere down the hallway outside came a scream, then a volley of muftled yells:
"Kill the bastard!"

"Look out! There's another one!"

"Get the thing, damn it! Get it!"

"That's it! Come on!"

The small voice said, "Don't move, Roberts."

There was the sound of running feet approaching up the hallway. Roberts thought of the turret, and
stayed still.

Through the hole, Roberts could see, as he carefully lowered his head to try to get a wider angle of
vision, a railed work platform to his right, where a man in an informal pale blue-gray Interstellar Patrol
uniform raised one of a set of checkered black-and-yellow paddles, gesturing with the raised paddle
toward his own left. There was a thump, and he winced, gesturing downward with the other paddle. He
then moved both paddles urgently back toward himself.

Roberts put his head closer to the hole, and could see to his left, a little K-class patrol ship, with a kind
of slender periscope mounted vertically aft the turret belt. A second glance showed him that the
periscope was vertical only because the ship was tilted, to avoid the main upper turret interfering with the
slender metal cylinder.

Whoever was in charge of the ship apparently had the problem of getting the periscope up through the
other half of the hole Roberts was looking down through.

The shouts, screams, and shots faded from Roberts' awareness as he considered the problem. No doubt
if he could see the inside of the ship, he would have a better chance to understand what was wrong—but,
no problem, he thought—and moved his part of the hole to try to see if he could center it over the
periscope.

The scene stayed the same, moving as he moved the hole, and it dawned on him that it was the other half
of the hole he would have to move if he was going to do it that way, and the other half of the hole was
doubtless clamped solidly in place. There was another thump, and a string of curses came up through the
connection as Roberts asked himself what imbecile was responsible for this set-up. All that should have
been necessary was to leave

the ship in its rack, and just slide the other half of the pair of space-connectors over the periscope.
Exasperated as he watched the ship move backwards, forwards, and sideways without getting close
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enough, he reached down through the hole toward the periscope, and a voice instantly shouted, "Now I
see it!" The ship at once came closer, and Roberts yanked his arm back, and moved his head aside.

From somewhere close by in the hall came a scream:
"Die, damn you!"
Roberts glanced toward the door of the room.

From beside Roberts' ankle came a brief low whine, then a sizzling snap, and the room lit up in a blinding
white glare.

There was a brief humming twanging sound, followed by another blinding glare, and a crash like a
lightning bolt striking thirty feet away.

At Roberts' elbow, a male voice said casually, "Here you go."

Roberts, temporarily blinded by the glare, tried to look around, saw nothing but afterimages, listened to
the smash of falling plaster, smelled smoke, and banged his head on a steel-hard column that rose up out
of the hole to tower above him like a periscope. As his vision recovered, he could vaguely make out
grid-like geometric forms folding out of an opening in the side of the cylinder. An inverted cone swung
slowly around, made a number of fine adjustments, then locked into place.

Somewhere amongst the crashes and yells, a voice seemed to be singing a song with the refrain, "Never
ever volunteer," and Roberts didn't know if he was hearing the small voice inside his ear, someone on the
other side of the space connection, one of the Pulgorites, or if it was all strictly in his imagination.
Wherever it was, he agreed with it. He started to get up, and the clear tiny voice said sharply, "Stay
where you are, Roberts! It's almost over!"

This comment bothered Roberts more than the mounting volume of sound, or the menacing whine that
shot past his head from time to time.

From outside came a sound like thunder, that grew louder and louder, and then there was a fresh set of
yells, from inside and, now, from outside.

Roberts' hand bumped something, he felt again at his side, and his fingers closed around the muzzle of a
hand gun. At once, he remembered the words, "Here you go." The gun must have been pitched through
just ahead of the periscope. He switched grips on the gun as someone yelled from the hallway.

He jumped out of bed, to hear the words, "The son of a bitch is still alive!" Able to at least see as if
through a fog, Roberts fired at the doorway, fired again, the whole room lit up as the turret fired, and an
instant later the window where Ginette had stood earlier smashed in, and three figures in camouflaged
armor were in the room, and then more came pouring through behind them.

The colonel tossed across the latest issue of the news sheet. Roberts caught it, and read the circled item:
PUZZLE MOVEMENT DISAPPEARS
The Freedom in Anarchy Movement, headed by jailed leader Colonel-General Ian Pulgor, seems to

have vanished into thin air. Reporters seeking information at the devastated news conference site on the
planet called "Anarchy" left when no one showed after a wait lasting for five days. There have been no
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recent announcements from FIAM. The Anarchy Movement achieved notoriety recently with its raid on
the planet Tiamaz, and its capture and reported execution of many members of the Interstellar Patrol. The
Patrol has refused to comment on the abrupt disappearance of FIAM. The attempts of reporters to
connect this disappearance with terrific explosions on the planet Anarchy, with an abortive FIAM victory
announcement, and with reports of screams, armored troops, and heavy gunfire at a suspected safehouse
of the Movement, have all been inconclusive to date. In short, no one seems to know what has
happened. Colonel-General Pulgor, due to be released on parole, had stated that FIAM has merely gone
underground. But his voluntary confession yesterday to a crime carrying a five-year prison sentence, and
his lawyer's insistence that he spend the sentence in prison, cast some doubt on the colonel-general's
assertion. What has really happened to the Freedom In Anarchy Movement? No one who knows is

saying.

Roberts handed back the paper. "According to what Ginette said, the colonel-general recruits while in
prison."

"We doubt his latest recruits will show much enthusiasm, as things have turned out."
"Eventually, he'll be out again."

"Oh, not necessarily, Roberts. We've looked into his history, and there are quite a few more crimes he
can confess to, in order to not get out."

"Where's Ginette?"

"Back on her home planet. There are those who'd say that was a severe punishment, but she was happy.
She was, by the way, the only one of that crew who hadn't yet committed a capital crime."

"If pain spray would kill—"

"Yes, she had a talent there that it was just as well not to develop."

"I have a few questions."

The colonel nodded. "I'm listening."

"Why didn't I have a better idea of what was going on?"

"At the beginning, we had no way to know how capable their doctors and interrogators might be. The
less we told you, the less they could get out of you. Moreover, we knew you were resourceful, and
would catch on by yourself, provided you lived long enough. One way to keep you alive was to not
satisfy their curiosity."

"OK. Now, what happened? I was there. I saw part of it. I have theories. But, I'd like to know."

"Y ou understand the working of the space-connector?"

"I saw what it does."

"Good enough. The smaller size was almost a custom fit for the external passage of your right ear. We

pumped you full of counteractants for a variety of drugs, some of which we expected them to use, and
some of which we planned to use ourselves, put together a holder for the other half of the connector pair,
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got a volunteer to have that connection fitted in his ear every time you were examined—"
HWhy?H

"Because they very thoroughly examined you, and used a flexible explorer device to look up your
nostrils, down your throat, and into your ears, amongst other places. If we hadn't had the other half of
that connector in someone's ear, what would they have seen?"

"This explorer device would have come out in your lab?"

"It would have come out the other half of the pair of space-connectors, in our lab. It would have been as
disastrous as for a couple of Greek soldiers to have stuck their heads prematurely out of the Trojan
horse."

"I see. This way, they saw the inside of an ear, albeit a different ear."

"Exactly. Fortunately, they made the natural assumption that the inside belonged to the same person as
the outside. When they weren't examining you, we felt free to put our half of the connector pair back in
its mount, and spray hypnotic drugs or distractants, or pass through a particularly vicious type of tiny
black fly, or bad tempered bees, or spray a kind of quasi-human pheromone, or push a tube of—"

Roberts looked blank. "Quasi what?"

The colonel looked faintly embarrassed. "We thought it prudent to moderate the girl's tendency to empty
the can of pain spray into your face."

Roberts started to ask another question, then changed his mind.

The colonel went on, "Well, you know what happened. We sent a tube of special-purpose insect
repellent through this little jump-point straight into their so-called citadel. We put through spy devices so
small no one who doesn't know about them believes in the possibility of their existence. When the
opportunity was offered, we could aim a hypodermic gun through, and inject the thugs who were carrying
you with a particularly nasty variety of planetary flu."

"'Grakes'?"

"Right. Of course, it was important that no one actually see these things as they happened. If, near the
end, they had seen the oversized bees emerge in large numbers from your ear, anyone who happened to
get away would have had something to talk about. For that same reason, you had to be under some kind
of cover when we put through one of the larger size of space-connectors, squeezed into a narrow
elliptical shape. The first thing we fed through that was a device to change the opening to a more usable
circular shape, and the second thing was a kind of modular small-size mobile fusion turret that detected
and blew the spy devices in the room to bits, and guaranteed problems for anyone on the other side who
tried to get at you."

"Why disconnect the power cable? To make room for the periscope?"
"Partly. Mainly because we had a better connection, through a pair of space connectors.

We wanted to be certain that worked before disconnecting the cable. Next, we ran the specially
fabricated periscope through, after a trifling little contretemps that could have wrecked the whole
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operation if you hadn't seen what to do,"
"Getting the periscope through the hole."
"Right, Roberts."

"Why not slide the hole over the periscope?"

The colonel shook his head. "Well—I'm afraid my explanation of the nature of the device must have
taken too much for granted. I warned that it couldn't be seen from the wrong side. The officer in charge
concluded that it would be a lot safer if it were screwed down, and for some asinine reason he put the
whole ship—well, you saw it. So then the captain of the ship had a shadowy hole in a grey rim to find
against a grey background, and amongst the experimental junk on the ship, and the pipes overhead in the
workshop, he almost didn't do it. Fortunately, you saw what to do."

Roberts, who had acted out of exasperation, on the thought of taking hold of the periscope to guide it to
the opening—which overlooked the mass of the ship—kept his mouth shut, and the colonel went on,
"Once the periscope had passed through into their stronghold, it, among other things, emitted a signal we
picked up from outside, that enabled us to locate the place exactly. And that was that."

"Ginette was sure we were too dull to compete with their cunning minds. Sully was positive they were a
lot sharper than we are."

"Which was all a big help to us." The colonel added innocently, "Of course, Roberts, they were judging
our intelligence by their captive."

Roberts said ruefully, "A serious mistake on their part."

"It's hard to shine after you've been knocked over the head, put through surgery, and pumped full of two
organizations' special drugs."

"Yes, but it was their framework of calculated lies that stunned me. Not a word of truth; but if they
hadn't run into trouble, would anyone have known?"

Colonel Sanders nodded.

"They were clever, but on a basis not in line with the facts. When they spoke to you, their words came
out in our laboratory. When they took you into their 'citadel', they opened it up to our selection of small
pests, and ultimately to anything the parts of which we could get in through a six-inch hole, including a
device that could locate their position exactly. Springing dirty tricks on the suckers seems a lot more
clever than research. But research can change the conditions to such an extent that, for the time being, at
least, the clever swindlers can't even recognize the game. And quite a lot can happen before they figure
out what went wrong—if they're still around to figure."

Roberts said thoughtfully, "To those on the receiving end, that must seem like quite a clever trick from
such a bunch of gullible innocents."

The colonel smiled.

"That's true, Roberts. To someone who has a racket nicely adapted to present circumstances, research
that unexpectedly changes the circumstances is in the ultimate class of mind-stopping underhanded
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knockout blows—right along with older versions like the Trojan Horse."
WARLORD'S WORLD
I. The Appeal

Vaughan Nathan Roberts was on the fast curving upslide coming out of the Temple of Chance on
Tiamaz when he saw the girl.

Roberts, just before that moment, was free of care, his mind cheerfully alternating between curiosity as
to the slide's construction—it must be a sequence of gravitors, their fields so angled as to create a strong
upward component against the slick, many-colored glowing surface of the slide—and the thought of the
steaks awaiting him and his crew at the establishment known as "Chez Dragon."

Hammell and Morrissey, the two older members of his crew, were well ahead of him on the slide. Dan
Bergen, considerably younger, was right beside Roberts, his expression showing his shifting feelings as
they shot up toward the flight level.

"Weird effect," said Bergen.

Roberts himself felt as if he were shooting down the slide, until he glanced around at the elaborately
curved ruby and emerald pillars that rose from the game floor below to the surface above. "Why?"

"Why," said Bergen. "It feels like we're going down. But I can see we're going up." Ahead, a second
slide curved amongst the glinting pillars, to take patrons and sightseers down to the game floor. Just
ahead, the two slides passed close together.

"Be glad," said Roberts, "that we're going up. On that one ahead, that goes down, the slide speeds up,
and—" Roberts paused, the rest of the sentence forgotten. On the down slide ahead, curving toward him,
coming so close that the two slides passed within six to eight feet of one another, Roberts was suddenly
aware of one single individual amongst the crowd. It was a girl.

What took place next happened so fast that no thought seemed to be involved. At one instant Roberts
saw the face, the honey-blonde hair, the dark-blue eyes looking straight into his—he felt the impact of a
desperate silent appeal flashed between their locked glances as they stared at each other, were swept
toward each other, then curved sharply away.

In that instant, Roberts was aware of the girl as if they were one person—as if he were

in two places at once. Then she was past. The last thing that he saw was the look of desperate appeal
on her face.

Roberts was near the flickering edge of the slide, by the waist-high silver rail. The up-slide he was riding
was higher here by several feet than the down-slide the girl was on.

As the two slides began to diverge, Roberts gripped the silver rail, vaulted onto it, crouched and sprang,
the whole action so fast as to seem all one motion, and so spontaneous that he did not realize what he
was doing until the three-hundred foot drop to the floor was beneath him.

He sucked in his breath in silent prayer, the golden rail of the down-slide loomed in front of him, he
dropped from the rail to a momentary clear space in the crowd, heard the indrawn gasp behind him,
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glanced up and saw the staring faces on the up-slide as he shot back through the closest approach of the
two slides.

In that instant, he saw something else. On the up-slide, a figure in the multicolored silk clown-suit and
silver and gold domino mask of a bar boy from the game floor was aiming toward Roberts a shiny
chrome object with a round black hole in the center.

As Roberts dropped, the figure in the domino mask was twisting, and reached out to grip the silver rail
as if to try for a better shot. Then the figure was past. Somewhere behind Roberts, there was a yell that
faded almost as it began.

Ahead, the slide seemed to slope ever steeper, to almost dip into a vertical drop. The wind blew in
Roberts' face. Around him, there was a gasp from the crowd. The gold rail beside him flickered and
blurred. Ahead, the game floor enlarged visibly as they rushed toward it.

Roberts stood up. In front of him, the slide leveled out, seemed to press up under his feet, gave the
illusion for an instant of climbing steeply—and then he glided out onto the floor, looking quickly around.

The white beam of an idly revolving spotlight paused for an instant, to shine on honey-blonde hair.
Roberts thrust through the crowd, leaving behind him a trail of low curses, and his own murmured
excuses and apologies.

Ahead of him, two broad-shouldered men in dark evening clothes, their movements brisk and athletic,
stepped one to either side of the girl, who drew back, then paused defiantly.

They stepped close, to grip her by the arms, from either side. The taller of the two, to the right, slipped
his hand in his pocket. As his hand came out of the pocket, there was the brief flash of a hypodermic.

Roberts had had no time to stop and think since that first glance going up the slide, and he spent no time
in thought now. His left hand gripped the taller of the two men at the base of the neck. His right hand
clamped the wrist above the other's hand that held the hypodermic. His left hand found the nerve he
sought, and his opponent sucked in his breath. The hypodermic dropped to the floor and smashed.

"Let go of her," said Roberts, his voice low and reasonable, "or you will both be dead before seconds
pass."

"Who in—"
Roberts' brain now had time to function, and in a brief instant deliver several

unpleasant conclusions to him. For a start, it occurred to him suddenly that he was, in fact, all alone here.
Hammell and Morrissey were, at this very moment, doubtless settling pleasantly into their seats, admiring
the huge dragon of transparent red and gold glass that formed the central attraction around which the
tables of "Chez Dragon" were grouped, and from which the pretty girls, their hair tied back, cheeks
flushed from the heat, carried the steaks from the grills. Bergen, for his part, had had no warning, and
would have been carried quickly out of reach by the slide.

That meant that Roberts had odds of two-to-one to deal with for a start, with the clown-suited bar boy
doubtless approaching the top of the up-slide by now, and heading for the down-slide, which would very
shortly land him at Roberts' back.
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Then Roberts remembered the way the spotlight had lingered on the honey-blonde hair, and realized that
very possibly he had worse to contend with than that. The management of the casino itself could be
involved.

Roberts at once felt the need to fill in his lack of allies, and generate some confusion at the same time.
This was made easier for him by the less tall of the two men, whose gaze flicked casually over Roberts.
This glance had the bored quality of a technician in an automated packing plant looking over the incoming
beef. As the first of the two sank to the polished floor, this second one spoke up.

"Don't move, poko. You're covered from all sides." Roberts could, in fact, sense the likely truth of the
comment in his twinging flesh. He could feel the sights of guns centered on his back, neck, and both
sides.

"Unfortunate," Roberts said, "but we have our orders."
There was a faint flicker of interest in the bored gaze resting on him. "Orders from who?"

Roberts' racing mind sought the vague, the unverifiable and yet alarming, at the same time that his hands
sought nerve centers. He considered swiftly the patronage the casinos of Tiamaz received from various
aristocrats, titans of trade, and planetary leaders, large and small. Which ones would they least care to
antagonize?

"From the King," said Roberts, his thumb finding the spot he wanted. The girl was suddenly free, staring
at him.

The second of the pair who had held the girl had let go and stepped back, staring at Roberts. The two
men, Roberts and the girl, were now in the center of a cleared space roughly fifteen feet across. The
customers of the casino, taking in the situation, were giving it a wide berth. Bar boys in clown suits and
neatly dressed guards in evening clothes were congregated around the little scene, evidently awaiting

instructions. Roberts became aware of a peculiar sensation, as if his words had rung in the air, and now
echoed back.

"The King," murmured the less tall of the pair who had held the girl. He looked at Roberts uncertainly.
Roberts seized the opportunity.

"Did you actually think," he said, "that you could get away with this?"

"I_H

Roberts no longer felt that sensation of guns aimed at him. The little circle surrounding him suddenly had
a nervous look. Roberts gave the girl his left arm, and as she clung tightly to him he turned toward the
surliest face in the circle before him, and walked directly forward. Behind Roberts, someone sucked in
his breath.

"Not likely. Stop the—"

Dan Bergen's voice was low, but it carried. "Better not. The King wouldn't like it."

There was a heavy thump, and the surly face before Roberts changed expression and suddenly there

was room for him to pass. In front of Roberts, Hammell's powerful figure emerged from the crowd just
leaving the down-slide. Behind Hammell came Morrissey, taller and more slender, but obviously fit. They
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glanced questioningly at Roberts.

Roberts, conscious of the recording instruments that might now be focused on him, murmured,
"Bergen?"

Hammell's lips scarcely moved. "Coming now."

Roberts nodded, groped for a way to sow confusion, and kept his voice low. "None of the rest had to
break cover. We'll leave them."

"Good," said Hammell, exactly as if he knew what Roberts was talking about. Morrissey nodded, and
managed a thin smile.

"Where to?" murmured Hammell.

"Refreshments," said Roberts, acutely aware of the need to leave the planet as well as the casino, but
also aware of the embarrassing non-availability of his ship. The patrol ship was at the spaceport, and was
in the guise of a space yacht, since the arrival of Interstellar Patrol ships had a tendency to create more
stir than the arrival of a Space Force dreadnought. Small as Roberts' ship was, its lines would be
recognized on sight. And as in the case of a dainty perfume bottle filled with nitroglycerin, it wasn't the
outward appearance of the thing that brought on the nervous perspiration, but the realization of what the
thing could do.

Roberts could hardly wait to get back to his ship. But Tiamaz Quarantine, in addition to the standard
tests for disease, periodically claimed to also run an "incubation test" which took a total of seventy-two
hours. No one could leave the planet until the results of this test were in. Roberts had been on the planet
a little over two and a half days. Until another twelve hours went by, the quarantine sticker would not be
removed from Roberts' "space yacht". The guards would not admit Roberts to the spaceport where the
space yacht was kept, and the okay would not even go out to allow Roberts to enter the shuttle to travel
to the spaceport.

Very conscious of the girl clinging tightly to his arm, and of the tendency of even the best bluff to
evaporate with time, Roberts stepped off the top of the upslide. He stepped past the first of the fantastic
gravcabs waiting nearby, and selected a pumpkin-shaped coach with the name "Cinderella" in an arc of
imitation diamonds over the door.

Roberts opened the door, and helped the girl climb in. Once the five of them were all settled inside, the
"coachman" turned on his seat to look in through a little grilled opening. Roberts pulled open the small
glass window hinged beside the opening, and called loudly, "Palace of Fortune!"

The coachman nodded. "Palace it is!"

The coach began a rocking motion, to simulate the movement of a horse-drawn carriage. Outside the
window flashed the golden spires, granite towers, silver minarets, and floating many-hued banners of
Tiamaz. The glint of inlaid jewels, glitter of silver and gold, the green of the trees below, the deep violet of
the tiled conical roofs—all were a treat for the eye of the spaceman—an explosion of color and form
against a turquoise sky where a

golden sun blazed down through pure white clouds.

The coachman called in, "Palace!"
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Roberts glanced out the little grilled window. "Go to the front entrance, as if to let us out. Stop near that
crowd. Then go around in back."

The coach rocked forward, stopped, then the coachman said, as if surprised, "Oops, sorry, sir. I thought
you said the front, not the side." The rocking began again.

Beside Roberts, the girl still clung to his arm. Her head was bent against his shoulder, and she was
trembling. Roberts was aware of a fierce possessive tenderness as he looked down at the honey-gold
hair. Across from him Hammell and Morrissey, watching, glanced soberly at each other.

Roberts looked out the window, then spoke through the little grille.
"Don't stop. Keep going to 'Chez Dragon'."
"Yes, sir."

Roberts shut the little window and glanced around uneasily. The need to plan was urgent. But the
elaborately cushioned and decorated coach might have concealed a thousand pick-ups. In fact, on
Tiamaz, where was the place that didn't?

The girl looked up at him. Her deep blue eyes were like the sky at dusk. Suddenly, she followed his
glance of a moment before. Her lips parted in a sudden flashing smile. Her voice was soft, and faintly

husky.

"My brother the King," she said, her tone quiet and conversational, "is more a warrior in his boyhood
than these gamblers in their prime. They have lowered him by their clever debauchery, but—" a faint cold
note entered into her voice—"we will show them that the steel of Festhold will cut much deeper than the
gold of Tiamaz."

She tightly held Roberts' arm and said, "I know of your organization—and that the King is in touch with
you—but if we are to save the throne and Festhold itself, we must free him from the grip of Tiamaz'
advisors at home. His inherited power of decision in a crisis is still strong, but no constitution can endure
forever the debasement in which they have entrapped him."

Roberts, filled with delight by the clear sweetness of her voice, realized with a sudden shock that she had
just filled in the whole background of the situation—without revealing for an instant that there had been
anything false about Roberts' bluff. If anyone were listening, the bluff had suddenly taken on solidity.
Roberts, for his part, could now understand the look of nervous sweat on the faces of the guards in the
casino.

To seize a blonde-haired girl was one thing. To seize a princess of the Kingdom of Festhold—provided
the King was in the power of those who seized the princess—was still not too bad. A gambler might well
risk it for high stakes.

But Festhold was one of the largest of the independent human allies of the Federation, and one of the
very few that adhered to the ancient code of the warrior. Each male citizen bore arms from childhood,
and took his personal sidearms into the flame which consumed his bodily remains at death. The
population was made up of warriors, while the kings of Festhold were renowned strategists.

To seize a princess of Festhold, and to have fighting men at once appear on the King's order—there was
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a situation to chill the blood of the fondest gambler.

She said quietly, looking at Roberts with her deep blue eyes, "Call me Erena." She spoke the name as if
it were spelled "Erayna," and added, "Knowing your purpose to free the King, I wish to join your
organization. [ swear that I have always been true to the Code."

Roberts felt a second shock. Which organization did she "wish to join"?—The mythical organization
from Festhold which was pure bluff?>—Or the Interstellar Patrol to which Roberts, Hammell, Morrissey,
and Bergen belonged? Roberts, being the captain of a patrol ship, had the power to admit whoever he
wished to the Patrol—though whoever was admitted must afterward pass through a training course and a
series of tests that Roberts did not care to think of, even in retrospect. But Roberts' hesitation lasted less
than a fraction of a second.

"T admit you, Erena," he said, "and although I do not need anyone else's agreement, [ know that we are
all agreed." He glanced at Hammell and Morrissey, then at Bergen, and the smiles that answered his
glance also answered his question.

The coachman bent to the little grille. ""Chez Dragon,' gentlemen."

Roberts stepped down, and helped Erena to descend. As the cab rocked away, they turned to climb the
ramp of New Venusian teak with its rail of jade, toward the huge ivory tusks in the open jaws of the
dragon's head. Beyond these jaws they could see the double doors of walnut with their broad hammered
iron hinges. But they had not reached the nostrils from which flames billowed out above the walk when
the whole scene became suddenly hazy. The girl gripped Roberts' arm more tightly.

Hammell growled, "Gas."

Roberts suddenly changed his estimate of the opposition, and with this changed estimate he suddenly
cared nothing for the concealment he had tried to maintain. Bergen managed a yell of warning.

Out of the corner of his eye, Roberts could see Morrissey grappling with someone in white.
Simultaneously, Roberts could feel himself falling, seeking to protect with his body the unconscious girl
who had slumped to the dark wooden floor of the ramp.

Roberts' last conscious thought was an intensely focused command:

"Override! Come!"

II. IPS 6-107-]

The wind on the spaceport chilled the two men in coveralls who eyed the space yacht. Like a big gently
curved ice-cream cone set upside-down, the space yacht was all curving smoothness, a harmless piece
of ostentation and luxury which nevertheless had resisted the master signal box, and was now resisting a
six-foot tool steel bar with its end in the lip of the hatch.

"Damned thick metal for a yacht," growled one of the workmen.

"Must be some off-standard job. Has kind of stubby lines when you look it over."

"Put your weight onto that bar. The sooner we get this finished, the sooner we get out of this wind."
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"What do you think I'm doing?"

As they strained at the bar, several hundred miles away, Roberts was falling. The last thought that
passed through Roberts' mind: "Override! Come!" triggered a tiny transceiver in his body. An all but
imperceptible impulse flashed skyward, was detected by a tiny satellite, retransmitted—

The two workmen paused, exasperated. "Who owns this rig, anyway?"

"Just somebody the big boys want ended. We plant the stuff, and it finishes them after they're off-planet.
No trouble. No sweat."

"Well, let's try a—"

The faint impulse flashed along its tight beam to the ship. Beneath the disguise of the elongated
cone-shaped hull, the Interstellar Patrol ship very quietly clicked and murmured. As the signal reached it,
the ship was checking its missiles, idling its turrets around to timed signals, and running test problems
through the battle computer. A small part of its attention was devoted to the pair straining at the imitation
spacelock. A combination of minute traces of gaseous drugs and pseudotelepathic signals was prying
information from the pair, while the molecular emplacement of a directed flow of alloy steel further
frustrated the struggle at the hatch.

The arrival of the override signal put a sudden end to this cozy house-keeping routine. The ship,
unprepared for this signal, wasted a measurable fraction of a second in confusion, its attention and
resources scattered—and then made up for it in a hurry.

BAM!

The external camouflage cover exploded in blazing fragments. For a brief instant, the patrol ship, with its
two big fusion turrets, its number one snap-beam probe head looming above them, and its movable belt
of smaller turrets circling its midsection, stood there unnaturally balanced on its tail amidst the burning
fragments.

The two workmen, knocked flat on their mobile ramp by the explosion, stared in a daze at this
transformation, and one of them suddenly recognized the letters on the side:

IPS 6 107J

The workman's scream was lost in the sudden whine of the patrol ship's gravitors. The ship sprang
skyward. An instant later, the reaction drive nozzles lit. The ship hurtled toward the capital city of Tiamaz.

On the ramp outside "Chez Dragon," the white-jacketed men pulled Roberts, Hammell, and the others
to their feet. Behind them, a blue-uniformed figure displayed a badge to a crowd of patrons alighting from

an imitation street car.

"Police business," said the figure in blue. "Just stay back here. Wait until the attendants have these
escapees under restraint.—They're congenital defectives from Happy Hills

Training Institute.—Ah, here we go. Just keep back, now. The chemical restraint doesn't hurt them. It
just makes them harmless to normal people."

Roberts could see the ramp, the staring crowd, and the blue-uniformed figure. It all meant nothing to
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him. A voice spoke in his ear.
"Walk down the ramp." Roberts walked down the ramp.
"Now turn right." Roberts turned right.

Behind him, he could hear similar orders given to Hammell and Morrissey. It didn't mean a thing to
Roberts.

Over the horizon to the northwest, a glittering streak hurtled through the midday sky toward the city. A
police cruiser on routine patrol spotted it, spun, and flashed the news:

"Unidentified small spaceship leaving vicinity Parking Spaceport Eight on course Tiamaz Center extreme
boost we are following request area alert . . ."

From the police cruiser came the warning: "You are sighted! Decelerate at once to zero! Stand by and
open your hatches for boarding!"

From the patrol ship came the answer: "Interstellar Patrol Ship 6-107-J, on Official Patrol Business
under Mandate Override Command Authority Paragraph 1064b, Subheading 44p through z, relevant
Emergencies to Patrol Personnel On Active Duty, Enabling Authority Subsection J through Q . . . THIS
IS A RELEVANT EMERGENCY!! . .. Stand by to render assistance on request.”

On the police cruiser, grim purpose dissolved into chaos.

"Holy—It's an 1. P. ship!"

"Wait now! How do we know it's an 1. P.? Just because they say—"

"—What's 'Mandate Override Command'? I never heard of '"Mandate Override Command.' Did
anybody here ever hear of 'Mandate Override Command'?"

"They're outdistancing us!"

"Standard regs say we've got to stop any ship showing in the inner ring. It doesn't matter if it's the Space
Force!"

"Look, what's a 'relevant emergency'? Did anybody here ever hear of a 'relevant emergency'?"
"I'm telling you, you don't mess with the L.P.!"

"But how do we know for sure it is the [.P.?"

"Pass the message to HQ and let them figure it out!"

At Tiamaz Central Police HQ, calm efficiency dissolved into confusion: "Cruiser 89 has a spook in the
Inner Ring."

"Stop and search, or blow it out of the sky."

"Cruiser 89 reports stop and search order out."
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"Pull the spook in to Central Detention. We'll want to go over this very carefully. Could be a—"
"Hold everything! This spook is an I.P. ship!"

"Cancel the Stop and Search!"

"Hold it! Hold it! How do we know it's [.P.? Anybody could say that! Stop it just the same!"
"If it is I.P., how do we stop it?"

"This is a General Order: Capital Squadron to maximum alert!"

"Sir—this L.P. ship reports it's on Official Business acting under Mandate Override Command Authority.
It's an Emergency. They request us to stand by to render assistance!"

"Well—that's different.”

"Wait a minute, Ed. How different? How do we know—"

"What is Mandate Override Command Authority?"

"Get out the space regs."

"Damn it! Who's got the authority under Mandate Override?"

"Let's see that message . . . H'm . . . This sounds right; they got the subheadings and all . . ."
"I can't find the space regs!"

"Well—either it's the I.P. or it isn't. If it is, we aren't going to stop them. They won't stop, period . . .
But, if it isn't—"

"Send this reply: "Tiamaz Central Police HQ to IPS 6-107-J. We are alerting the Capital Squadron, and
standing by to render emergency assistance on request. We request further information regarding nature
of this emergency. You are in a Closed Zone, due to sensitive native installations throughout the Capital
Area. We are authorized to seize or destroy all ships of whatever nature in this area on sight.' Send that.
That covers everything."

"We still don't know who's got the authority under Mandate Override!"
"Where's the damned space regs?"

Roberts entered the roofed-over walk that led to the slide entrance and exit in the Temple of Chance. A
faintly amused voice said, "Head for the downslide."

Obediently, Roberts joined the crowd pressing forward at the outcurved head of the slide. The voice
beside him murmured, "Halfway down, where the two slideways come closest together, there's a sheet of

nonreflective glass that slopes off to the right. Understand?"

Roberts' mind seemed to split in half. "Nonreflective glass?"
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"Right. It's sloped to the right. It's thick armorsheet nonreflective glass, curved in a big trough, and it
leads off to the right, sloping downward. It's put there to protect anyone who would try to jump from one
slideway to the other."

"Oh," said Roberts. He could understand that. The two separated halves of his mind seemed to come
together again.

The voice went on: "This armorsheet nonreflective glass slopes off to the right, and takes you to the
casino office. When we get to the halfway point, where the two slideways come close, jump down onto
the nonreflective glass. You can't see it. Bend your knees a little to take the shock when you hit. You'll
drop five to six feet, land on the glass, and slide to the right. Stay seated on the glass
slide.—Understand?"

Roberts' mind again seemed divided, and one part was trying to tell his consciousness something, but it
could not get through to the other part.

"Okay," said the voice, faintly amused. "Here we go now, onto the slide. When we reach the halfway
point, vault over the rail and bend your knees. Understand?"

"Yes."

They stepped onto the smoothly downcurving slide, and Roberts glanced over the golden rail. Three
hundred feet below, the figures were tiny on the game floor. Somewhere behind him, there was a crash
as of heavy thunder.

The Interstellar Patrol ship had crossed the horizon like a meteor, ignoring the police cruisers forming
into a circling pattern overhead. The sensitive receptors of the patrol ship were now picking up a faint
signal which radiated from a crowd passing under a canted roof gleaming silver under gigantic golden
letters reading, "The Temple of Chance."

The patrol ship dove toward the canted roof. Small doors slid back to uncover grilles inset in the ship's
flanks. A siren wail split the air, its volume suggestive of a rocket engine being tested to destruction.
Below, the crowd stared around, looked up, saw a dazzling red and yellow flash descending, and bolted
to get out of the way.

The patrol ship braked with a whine from its gravitors, passed under the canted roof, retracted its probe
heads into their wells, and followed the faint signal to the outward slanting entrance of a slide. Here the
downward slanting roof overhead, and the protective wall at the edge of the walk, made the distance too
small for the patrol ship to pass.

On the downslide, Roberts saw the slightly higher slide that rose from the game floor approaching.
Beside him, the gold rail of the downslide flickered. As the two slides approached, Roberts braced
himself.

From somewhere behind him came the wail of a siren, rising louder and louder. The two slides came
close.

Beside Roberts, the voice said, "Jump!"

Inside of Roberts' mind, something clamored to speak to him. His mind seemed split in parts, one part
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unable to communicate with another.
"Jump!" said the voice in his ear.

Roberts gripped the golden rail, and vaulted over it. From behind him came an amused chuckle. Roberts
bent his knees to take the shock.

Below him, the little figures were moving on the game floor. He dropped four feet. He braced for the
impact. He dropped eight feet.

The tiny figures far below turned small faces upward, apparently attracted by the wail of the siren.
Roberts dropped sixteen feet. He was tilting off-balance now. Where was the glass slide?

Below, small dark ovals appeared in the upturned faces—the mouths of the watchers seeing a little figure
dropping toward them. Roberts fell thirty-two feet.

Roberts' heart pounded. His lungs sucked in air. The sudden increase in blood pressure and oxygen level
seemed to burst the barriers that had split his mind. Abruptly he realized that there was no glass slide, that
he had been tricked by casual drugged suggestion into committing suicide.

To either side of him, he could see the curving undersides of the slides, silver for the upslide, gold for the
downslide. From the floor below, pillars of synthetic amethyst, ruby, and emerald, climbed toward the
ceiling far above, and the silver and gold slides threaded

their way between these pillars.

Now, tilting forward, the little figures below running to get out of his way, Roberts realized what had
happened. But now, it was too late for him to do anything about it. Roberts fell sixty-four feet.

The patrol ship, its blunt nose over the high parapet, suddenly rotated, swinging the two main fusion
turrets in an arc. A dazzling circle of glowing red appeared on the surface of the parapet.

The patrol ship slammed forward, shot down along the edge of the downslide, eased directly over it,
moving in a blur—

Roberts, the game floor rushing up at him, his heart pounding, could feel the smash before it
happened—could feel the bones break and the flesh smash into pulp—but, trained beyond the point of
giving up, he drew his legs and arms in to speed the rotation of his body. He put out arms and legs in the
attempt to land on all fours, arms and legs bent, muscles braced to take the terrific impact, then either
roll, or land as flat as possible.

The floor rose beneath him like a swinging giant sledgehammer. Somewhere, someone screamed at the
top of his lungs. The pattern of the game floor—tokens, coins, and bills interlocked and interwoven, was
suddenly big in Roberts' face. He hit the floor. The impact was crushing. With every ounce of his
strength, he struggled to push away the sledge-hammer that was smashing up below him.

For an instant, its bone-breaking power gripped him, crushing, squeezing, ready to burst him to a
pulp—and then, somehow, everything swayed in the balance. Roberts' straining muscles held. Then the

force against him began to ease.

Incredulous, Roberts glanced up. Over the gold of the downslide, flashed a length of curving metal—the
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patrol ship.

Behind Roberts, Hammell, his face red and strained, blood vessels standing out, crouched on the
polished game floor. Behind Hammell, Morrissey balanced on one foot, and Bergen alighted gently on
the shining floor.

The scream sounded again, and now Roberts could place it.—It came from the ramp. He took a step
toward the ramp, then paused blankly.—There was something he wanted to do, but what?

His pulse, slowing now that his feet were firmly on the floor, and his breath, coming more easily now that
the strain was over, seemed to be letting doors close between separate parts of Roberts' mind. A vague
uncertainty was replacing the sense of urgency.

"Jump!" came the remembered order, spoken in his ear. But he had jumped.

Blankly, Roberts stood on the game floor, awaiting further orders, as somewhere in the locked
compartments of his mind, a memory clamored in vain for attention.

Overhead, siren screaming, red and yellow lights flashing in a blinding dazzle, IPS 6-107-J finished
stuffing the last screaming white-coated figure into its materials intake, jammed in beside the rock drills
and crusher jaws, and then the doors of the intake slid shut over them.

A voice boomed out, painfully magnified by an apparently defective speaker system:

" ... ATTENTION! ... WARA ... COMPLIANCE BLIH SSSSSSTRUCTION IMMEDIATELY
TO THE FULL EXTENT REQUIRED BY . ..

RRRTANNNACTIVATION! THIS IS AN EMERGENCY!! . ..Z7ZZ77ZBBBY IMMEDIATE
COMPLIANCE OR FACE THE FULL AND PROMPT APPLICATION OF THE EXTREME
PENALTY! ... YOUR ATTENTION! ... WARA ... COMPLIANCE ... SSSSSSSSTRUCTION
IMMEDIATELY!"

This announcement, containing within itself an additional source of confusion from an overlapping
repetition as if two speakers gave the same message at slightly different times, crossed the gap where
below the sparkling pillars and curving slides the patrons stared up from the motionless wheels and the
oblong and horseshoe-shaped tables. The announcement reached the sheer walls that bordered the game
floor like the sides of a canyon, to echo and reecho in a chaos of overlapping, totally incomprehensible
commands.

Under the cover of this deafening uproar, in a dazzle of blinding red and yellow flashes, with the siren
starting up again in the background, Roberts suddenly found himself rising in the air, halfway up from the
game floor, an emerald pillar glittering off to his right, the golden sheathing of the downslide curving
through the air before him.

His perceptions were a chaos of overlapping sensations, his senses swamped by the brilliance of the
flashes, the volume of the commands, and the nerve-jangling effect of the swelling siren:

FLASH! (RED) "ATTENTION!" "IMMEDIATELY!" FLASH! (YELLOW) "REQUIRED BY THIS
RRRTAN . .." FLASH! (RED) FLASH! (YELLOW) ... rmrrrrfRRRRAAAHHRRRRAA . ..

The curving hull of the patrol ship was just above him. The ramp seemed to move under the ship, and
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then Roberts was dropped, bathed in red and yellow light, reverberating commands, and vibrations that
rattled his teeth. From the slanted setback just aft the amidships turret belt, there was a tiny glint of
reflected light. Something struck Roberts' left forearm, and stung like a wasp. A wave of stinging fire
went through Roberts, to leave him for an instant totally blank—and then suddenly his awareness
returned.

Roberts glanced up at the tapering tail of the patrol ship, crouched, and sprang up to seize the Number
One reaction-drive nozzle. He pulled himself up onto the massive fin on which the nozzle was mounted,
stepped up atop the Number Two fin, found the entrance hatch forward of the fin solidly locked, snarled
under his breath, walked up the setback with the turret belt's Number Three fusion turret looking him in
the eye and walked by the turret with the sleek gray curve of the patrol ship like the back of a metal
whale underfoot. Now he saw that the upper snap-beam projector head had been almost fully retracted
into its well. Just behind the head was the motionless Number Three belt turret. Just before the head was
the bulge of the main upper turret, which was slowly idling around, swinging around a fusion gun big
enough for a man to put his arm in it up to the shoulder.

From somewhere aft came a grunt, and a faint clang, then another grunt and a low curse. Roberts sat
down between the main upper fusion turret and the retracted probe head, and

leaned around the turret to search the game floor below. All around him now was a weird singing sound,
as from behind him came the low growl of Hammell's voice.

"Is that the garbler?"

"If it isn't," said Roberts, "I don't know what it is. Do you see her?"
"Nowhere. They separated her from us right after they hit us."
"Where did they take her?"

"I don't know."

Roberts craned back over his shoulder, to see Morrissey and Bergen standing on the massive horizontal
fins, leaning inward against the upper fin, holding on to the upper reaction-drive nozzle.

Morrissey and Bergen looked back at him sadly, and shook their heads. Roberts damned himself,
looked urgently around, then heard, through a volley of incomprehensible orders, a faint metallic scrape.

To his left, almost halfway down the curving hull, there slid out of a turret-like bulge in the hull a
three-fingered hand on a thick flexible cable.

Roberts growled, "Hang on. Here comes the extrudible arm if you slip."
Hammell looked at the glinting metal fingers, and gripped the thick support of the detector head. The
casino seemed to whirl around them. The upslide with its gold rail flashed past below. Directly ahead of

them was a circular cut through the high parapet, at the top of the wall above the game floor.

Abruptly, the wall was behind them. The canted roof sheltering the walk and the gravcabs flashed past.
They were in the open air. Roberts looked down over the curve of the hull.

The green of the trees, the deep violet of roofs, the flashing silver and gold spires looked up at him. How
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long ago had it been that Roberts, perfectly content, had been on the upslide coming out of the Temple of
Chance?

Now, still in the same day, he felt mentally blackjacked and, far worse, had an aching sensation that
some part of himself had been cut off.

Where was the girl? Who had her? What were they doing to her?

Roberts banged his fist on the hull. "Open up. We've got to go back there!" But IPS 6-107-J didn't
answer, and didn't open the hatch. Instead, the wind whistled past ever louder, and the scene below
shifted in a rapid flow, as to either side and above the big police cruisers sought to match the pace.

I1I. "Personal Considerations Are Not Important"

As Roberts and his crew clung to the hull, the tiny satellite that earlier had relayed Roberts' call to the
patrol ship now relayed the patrol ship's report, sending it to a second tiny satellite, which flashed it on to
a little sphere drifting outside the plane of the ecliptic in

an orbit gradually drawing closer to the planet. From this little sphere, the message flashed straight to its
destination, a region of space where nothing at all was visible, but where the usual standard massometer

would have run its needle off the spaceship scale.

Somewhat off-center in this invisible mass, a spare athletic individual, with colonel's eagles and crew-cut
hair, impatiently paced in a small neat room.

"Damn it," he said, "we don't get a reading like that on the emotional probe without good and sufficient
cause. It never fails when it's that extreme."

The bulkhead which served as one wall of the room had a solid enough appearance by the cot, whose
post came within a yard or so of touching the massive desk in the corner. But adjacent to the desk, the
bulkhead seemed to have vanished, to show a strongly built man with piercing blue eyes sitting back,
frowning, behind a desk similar to the colonel's.

"[f there's something, we should find it."

"There's no 'if,"" said the colonel. "There's got to be something there."

"I have to admit, the e-probe suggests the intent, and with the amount of money that passes through that
gamblers' paradise, there's bound to be the opportunity."

The colonel shook his head.

"It's worse than that. The emotional probe is no more perfect than any other instrument, but we don't get
this reading from intent alone."

"Extreme intent—a strong lust for power—"
"No. As a matter of experience, we've found no degree of desire or determination that produces this

reading. There has to be belief in the imminent attainment of the objective. That's for the degree of the
reading. Next we have the bandwidth. That implies an organization of individuals all sharing this belief."
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"H'm . . . well—we've had three crews in there—there's no indication of secret armaments—there's
nothing to suggest that Tiamaz is any different than it ever was."

"Except," said the colonel, "a gradual steady rise in the probe reading."
"It's getting worse?"
"Correct."

Beside the colonel's desk, the lid of a pneumatic chute popped open, a shiny metallic cylinder popped
partway out, opened, and ejected a message spool. A voice said, "Communications monitor. This is a
message to Colonel Valentine Sanders, from J-Class ship 6-107. Please acknowledge receipt and read
immediately."

The colonel frowned. "I acknowledge receipt." He reached for the message.
"And," said the voice meticulously, "you are the aforesaid Colonel Valentine Sanders?"

The colonel snarled, "I am the aforesaid Colonel Valentine Sanders." He unfolded the message and read
aloud.

"IPS 6-107-J to Symcomp (copy). IPS 6-107-J to Colonel Valentine Sanders, Chief, Operations
Section (message). Current Code 060479.

"Crew of this ship attacked with intent to kill, in or near Temple of Chance, in Planetary Capital of
Tiamaz. Crew previously drugged. Code 66 suspected. Crew is now safe and three assassins are in
protective custody, following memory simulation and deep mental examination. Summarized results of this
examination are as follows:

"The three prisoners are professional killers, currently in the pay of one 'Marius Caesar,' who controls a
gambling syndicate on Tiamaz. Marius Caesar has seized Erena, sister of the hereditary ruler of Festhold,
and is apparently holding her as a means of coercing Festhold. For whatever reason, the three killers are
all convinced that Marius Caesar, as he calls himself, aims to become the ruler of Festhold, as a means to
seizing further power.

"The crew of this ship became involved in this situation as follows:

"1) Vaughan N. Roberts, Captain, saw the Festhold princess being taken under guard into the Temple of
Chance. Roberts risked death by vaulting across a three hundred foot drop from one gravitic ramp to
another, freed the girl from two thugs, found himself ringed by other thugs, and presented himself to them
as an agent of the Festhold ruler. Roberts warned them that they faced instantaneous death, and taking
the princess on his arm, walked through the ring.

"2) Dan Bergen, Crewman, seeing Roberts vault onto the opposite ramp, and seeing an assassin take
aim at Roberts, overpowered the killer, knocked him unconscious, appropriated his weapons, secreted
the unconscious assassin in a trash can, and went down the gravitic ramp into the Temple of Chance. He
arrived just as Roberts bluffed the ring of hired killers, one of whom began to call Roberts' bluft. Bergen
at once knocked this killer senseless.

"3) Crewmen Hammell and Morrissey, meanwhile, had been alerted by Crewman Bergen, and stepped
off the descending ramp just as Roberts, with the princess, approached the ascending ramp.
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"4) This whole sequence of events was viewed by the management of the Temple of Chance, which is
owned by Marius Caesar. Three groups of four hired killers each were dispatched to overtake Roberts,
his crew, and the girl, who meanwhile had left by gravcab. Roberts succeeded in leading two groups of
the killers to the wrong places, but was caught by the third group on entering "Chez Dragon," a restaurant
near the Temple of Chance. An airborne drug was administered to Roberts, his crew, and the girl. The
girl was taken into the Temple of Chance by another entrance. Roberts and his crewmen were deceived
into jumping from the gravitic ramps at a height of about three hundred feet above the floor of the gaming
room.

"5) Apparently at the moment of the attack by gas, Captain Roberts sent the override command. IPS
6-107-J arrived barely in time to save Crewmen Hammell, Morrissey, and Bergen, by use of tractor
beams. Captain Roberts was already striking the floor. A tractor beam was used, however, on the
principle that everything should be done until it is proved impossible to save the crewman. For some
reason that is not known, Roberts survived this fall, apparently without serious injury.

"6) Discussion between Roberts and Hammell following administration of antidote shows that Roberts
has one thought—to free the girl. He had given orders that IPS 6-107-J admit him and his crew, in order
to return to the planetary capital.

"7) In view of the fact that this may have been a Code 66 drug, IPS 6-107-J requests instructions
whether to readmit the crew.

"8) IPS 6-107-J requests instructions as to the disposal of the captured assassins.
"IPS 6-107-J to Colonel V. Sanders, copy to Symcomp Current Code 060479. Message
ends."

The colonel looked up. Behind the other desk, the strongly built figure with piercing blue eyes sat tilted
back in his chair, thumb and forefinger to chin, frowning thoughtfully. Abruptly, he sat up.

"Someone's out of his head."

The colonel glanced back over the message, and nodded. "It must be that the killers have a false picture
of what is actually taking place. To them, it seems that the princess—what's her name?—FErena—is being
held hostage. But that doesn't fit."

"No. That play would work some places. But not with Festhold. You might as well grab a bear's cub,
and then tell the bear to act right or you'll start chopping up the cub.—You'd never live long enough to
get the threat completely formulated."

"And this J-class ship's symbiotic computer has that information.—It knows it as well as we do."
"Come to think of it, Val, there's a peculiar tone to the whole message. It's stilted."

The colonel scowled, pulled out his chair, sat down at his desk frowning, and reread the message. He
shook his head. "There's something here I don't follow. But while we grapple with it, Roberts is
apparently stuck outside hanging onto a fin." The colonel reached out to a dial on the wall, and quickly
tapped out a call number and his own identification code. A brisk voice spoke: "Communications
Monitor."
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"Colonel Valentine Sanders to IPS 6-107-J."

"Do you wish this message to be sent as you speak, or to be held for rereading and correction?"
"Hold it for correction. Put the copy to Symcomp, current code, and so on, in the heading."
"One moment. That is done. You may proceed."

The colonel glanced at the sheet of message paper. "In reply to your message Current Code 060479,
the situation you mention highly important, but suggest some data still missing. Admit Roberts and
crew—Repeat, admit Roberts and crew—regardless Code 66 risk. I take responsibility for full
restoration of command authority. Repeat—I take responsibility for full restoration of command
authority."

The colonel glanced over the message. "Regarding disposal of the captured assassins, refer this question
to Roberts."

The colonel glanced at the ceiling. "Monitor—Let's hear that."

He sat listening thoughtfully, then said, "Insert the name 'Roberts' before the words 'command
authority.—In both places where the words 'command authority' are used."

The Communications Monitor said primly, "The possessive case of the proper noun 'Roberts'?"

The colonel opened his mouth, repressed a snarl, and repeated, "Yes, the possessive case of the proper

"

noun 'Roberts'.
"Very well. Then that is the message?"
"It is. Put the usual close on it, and send it out right away."
"Very well." There was a click. The colonel's lips drew back from his teeth.

Across the two desks, which in the illusion of closeness created by the ship's communications system
appeared to be in contact, the strongly built figure was leaning back, grinning,

"—Do you have the impression now and then that this whole symbiotic computer set-up is somehow
female?"

"Phew!" The colonel sat up. "Possessive case of the proper noun, Roberts." He glanced across the
desks, and suddenly looked startled, "'Female'?" He looked at the message from the patrol ship. Before
him, the words stood out: "Discussion between Roberts and Hammell following administration of antidote
show that Roberts has one thought—to free the girl."

The colonel bit his lip, looked back in the message, and read: "Roberts risked death by vaulting across a
three hundred foot drop . . . freed the girl from two thugs, found himself ringed by other thugs . . . and
taking the princess on one arm—" He looked up. "You're right. That must be what we're up against.
Roberts has fallen in love with this girl! Every time something like that happens, we have a weird
response from any patrol ship involved.—Y ou might almost say they get jealous!"
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"What sort is Roberts? Is he going to want a quick whirl with this princess? Festhold is the Federation's
main ally in this region, you know. And the Festholders have very stern views.—Or is he going to want to
marry her? I'm assuming the girl might be willing. But, even so, do you know what is required of someone
who wants to marry a princess of Festhold? It looks to me as if there's the possibility of quite a stew here
... Say, Val-—You took full responsibility for putting him back in charge of that J-ship, remember?"

k %k %k

Hammell, seated behind Roberts, clinging to the support of the detector head, said, "Hey, the hatch is
opening up!"

Roberts craned around, watched Bergen and Morrissey come quickly and carefully up the thick slanting
fins, and drop in through the hatch.

Roberts murmured, "After you."

Hammell twisted around, crouched, stepped down the slanting set-back just aft the turret belt, and
dropped through the hatch.

Roberts took a quick look around at blue sky, drifting white clouds, and dark green forest below, then
followed Hammell through the hatch, which immediately clanged shut behind him.

Roberts pulled the hatch lever down, spun the lockwheel clockwise, and shoved the clamp tight. He
went down several steps out of the cramped aft section of ship, passed the bunks, ducked under the
three-foot-thick shiny cylinder that ran the length of the ship, and slid into the control seat. A quick glance
at the external screen showed drifting clouds above, green forest below, all gradually shifting left, which
told him that the patrol ship was circling to the right.

On the battle screen, little symbols showed Roberts his own ship slowly circling above a wild section of
the planet, while behind him an array of police cruisers blocked him off from the capital of Tiamaz, with
its endless gambling houses and pleasure palaces.

Roberts, frowning, pressed a button to the left of the instrument panel, near a glowing lens lettered "Smb
Cmp."

"What," he said, "is the make-up of the government of Festhold?"

The symbiotic computer replied, "Festhold is at present in the control of a regent, acting for The King,
who will assume control on reaching his twenty-first birthday. The government of Festhold is a hereditary
monarchy, and descends from father to son, always in the male line, provided the heir passes two tests.

"The first test is religious, or moral. The King must be able to withdraw a particular broadsword from a
large dull crystalline rock situated near the altar in the Cathedral of Truth. It is assumed by foreigners that
some device controlled by the priesthood decides whether or not the sword can be withdrawn from the
crystal. This would enable the priesthood to pass on the fitness of the heir to the throne.

"The second test is political. The heir apparent must meet with the assembled nobility of the realm,
address them, and receive the approval of at least two-thirds of the nobility.

"If the heir apparent fails either test, he is stripped of royal rank, and becomes the lowest nobleman of
the realm. The tests are then repeated for those who stand next in line.
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"[f all the males of the ruling family should fail, the tests are repeated throughout the nobility in order of
rank. Any nobleman may take the test, or decline. Each nobleman who fails becomes a commoner. The
first man who passes both tests becomes King. The full title is 'Ruler and Warlord, King and Emperor of
Festhold.' The King is a constitutional ruler in peacetime, and has dictatorial powers in wartime. He rules
through a Council responsible to him, a Lords' Chamber responsible to the nobility, and an Assembly of
the Commons responsible to the general population.

"The rulers have all come from the same family for the past hundred and sixty years. This family, by a
series of fatal accidents, is now reduced to the heir apparent, Prince Harold William, and several
princesses. The actual control of the country is in in the hands of the Regent, Duke Marius Romeigne,
who is the highest member of the peerage.

"It is taken for granted by the population that Prince Harold William will pass both tests and become
King, and he is referred to commonly as 'The King.' He is now four months short of twenty-one years

old."

The symbiotic computer came to the end of its explanation. There was a silence. Hammell, Morrissey,
and Bergen, grouped nearby, listening, glanced at Roberts.

Roberts said, "Name the princesses of the royal family."

"Erena, Catherine, Eloise."

"What rank or power do they have?"

"None save the title, 'Princess of Festhold,' an allowance, and a small personal retinue. Their husbands
acquire no rank in marrying them, but their children, if of age, are considered members of the royal family
and eligible to be tested for the throne if all members of the direct male line are wiped out."

"H!m.l!

The symbiotic computer added drily, "To marry a Princess of Festhold, the suitor must be able to
withdraw the sword from the crystal."

Roberts looked up sharply. Morrissey winced. Hammell coughed. Bergen looked concerned.

"Suppose," said Roberts, his voice even, "that he fails?"

"He is banished without further sight of the princess. He is forbidden to return."

Roberts' fingers tightened on the arm of the control seat. He drew a deep careful breath, then with an
effort of will relaxed one group of muscles after another. His voice sounded reasonably normal when he
spoke.

"In the Temple of Chance, I met someone who called herself 'Erena.' She is a little taller than my
shoulder, has blonde hair and deep-blue eyes. She has great presence of mind, and after Bergen and |
got her out of the Temple of Chance with the help of Hammell and Morrissey, she said—" Roberts

frowned.

"Let's see, she said—" Roberts cleared his throat, and repeated slowly:
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""My brother The King is more a warrior in his boyhood than these gamblers in their prime. They have
lowered him by their cunning debaucheries, but we will show them the steel of Festhold cuts deeper than
the gold of Tiamaz."

There was a momentary silence, then the voice of the symbiotic computer spoke. Now, for some
reason, the stiffness was gone, and this voice had more of its usual characteristic ring: "This 1s the exact
wording, or a free rendering of the same?"

Roberts glanced at this crew. "I think it's close to exact—but I can't swear to it."

Morrissey said, "It sounds word-for-word to me."

Hammell shook his head. "It's close, but there's a slight difference somewhere."

Bergen said, "She put more emphasis on Festhold being stronger than Tiamaz. She said Festhold will cut
much deeper than Tiamaz."

Roberts said, "I think that's right." The symbiotic computer was momentarily silent.

Roberts said, "It sounds to me as if this Regent aims to disqualify the King, and take over himself. No
one so unprincipled is safe to have as King of a place like Festhold."

The symbiotic computer replied matter of factly, "That is correct."

"Before we do anything else," said Roberts, "we need to get Erena out of that casino."
"It is not known that she is in the casino."

"Then we have to find out."

"This is inaccurate. No necessity to do this exists."

Roberts said stubbornly, "I'm not leaving her there. I'll get her out of there or die trying."

The symbiotic computer said tonelessly, "This is not necessary. The princess should be in no immediate
danger. The true problem is on Festhold, not here."

Hammell and Morrissey glanced uneasily at each other. Bergen shook out a handkerchief and mopped
his brow.

Roberts said flatly, "There isn't any choice in the matter. We're going back."

The symbiotic computer did not sound convinced. "The need is unproven."

Roberts took hold of the drive controls. The controls resisted his pressure. The muscles of Roberts'
arms stood out. The gravitor control yielded grudgingly to the strain. The outside viewscreen showed the

increase in speed as the landscape slid back below the bow.

The gravitor control began to pull with increasing force against Roberts' grip. Roberts gripped the
control harder. The ship continued to accelerate.
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The battle screen began enlarging one after another of the police cruisers, as if to emphasize the danger.
Roberts changed hands on the gravitor control, and reached for the firing controls. Hammell murmured
fervently under his breath.

Roberts felt the resistance in the firing controls, and snarled, "Crew to battle stations! Prepare to fire by
manual control!"

Hammell, Morrissey, and Bergen were gone in a flash. Hammell and Morrissey to the main fusion
turrets, Bergen to the manual control station governing the missile bay and belt turrets. There remained a
number of smaller turrets that, for sheer lack of hands, could not be brought under manual control.

The voice of the symbiotic spoke disapprovingly. "This is an attack on a legal planetary authority without
Justification. A patrol ship cannot be used for unauthorized personal ends. Moreover, this approach is
stupid. Personal considerations are not important enough to justify illegal and stupid actions."

The gravitor control began to pull with compounding force against Roberts' grip. Grimly, he held the
control in place. But, while he held it, it was becoming clear to Roberts just how ineffective a fight he
could put up in a ship with the guns worked manually, and the flying controls fighting him every step of the
way. This was, moreover, as Roberts knew, only the first hint of what the symbiotic computer could do.
Already, there was a faint suggestion of a close stuffiness in the air. That would follow from shutdown of
the air system. To partly compensate for that, the entrance hatch would have to be propped open. And
since that hatch had an automatic open-and-shut control as well as the manual lock, merely keeping the
hatch open was going to be no small problem in itself.

Roberts, with straining muscles, held the controls in place, and glanced at the battle screen. The police
cruisers were swinging into position as if to block him. The communicator buzzed imperatively.

"Police Cruiser 187 to IPS 6-107-J. You are approaching the border of the Greater Capital City
Metropolitan Area. We warn you that intrusion on this border is forbidden except in case of a justified
emergency situation, and we order you to stop under penalty of arrest, fine, and punitive detention."

Roberts released the gravitor control, which went all the way to its centering stop with a sledgehammer
thud. He spoke politely.

"IPS 6-107-J to Police Cruiser 187. We regret to inform you that this is a serious emergency situation.
Five members of the crew of this ship were attacked, gassed, and detained in the vicinity of the Temple
of Chance inside the Capital City Metropolitan Area. Four members of the crew have been recovered,

but one remains a prisoner. We wish to recover our missing crewman."

"PC 187 to IPS 6-107-J. No ship of your designation has officially been admitted to any entry port on
the planet."

"IPS 6-107-J to PC 187. We entered under the guise of a space yacht, the Gala IV."
Around Roberts, the stuffiness of the air was increasing. From time to time, the lighting system flickered.

The voice from the police cruiser burst out, "Well, what the devil do you claim happened? Did one of
your crew give birth, or what? Four of you went in. Four of you came out. Where's the problem?"

Roberts said evenly, "While on the planet, we accepted a volunteer."
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There was a further silence, then, "Are you authorized—"

"The captain of an Interstellar Patrol ship is fully authorized to accept and enlist volunteers. I did so
accept and enlist one volunteer, who thus became a candidate member in good standing in the Interstellar
Patrol. This crewman, after enlistment, was illegally attacked, illegally seized, and is now being illegally
held captive on your planet. I want this crewman released."

"Well, I-——can you identify this volunteer—this crewman?"

"Certainly. Princess Erena of Festhold. She has blonde hair, her eyes are blue, her height is
approximately—"

"Princess Erena of Festhold! You can't enlist—"
Roberts' voice grated. "Can't [?"

There was a silence. Roberts hadn't been aware that the lights in the ship had gradually dimmed. He only
realized it when abruptly they came back to full power. The stuffiness in the air was suddenly gone.

Abruptly Hammell reported, "Full power on this turret!"
Morrissey's voice repeated from a different station, "Full power on this turret."
Bergen's voice was eager. "Missile bay and turret belt! Full power on automatic control!"

Roberts checked the control board, found it worked easily, and said by routine, "Acknowledge. Stand
by at battle stations." He spoke coldly into the communicator pick-up. "Are you deciding the enlistment
policies of the Interstellar Patrol?"

"[—" Paralysis seemed to set in after the one word. It dawned on Roberts that the police officer on the
other end of this hook-up had undoubtedly overheard Hammell, Morrissey, and Bergen, and Roberts'
own order to, ""Stand by at battle stations." Anyone on Police Cruiser 187 would find it logical to think
the Interstellar Patrol ship was preparing to attack.

Roberts' voice was courteous but definite: "Princess Erena of Festhold voluntarily requested to join our
organization. [ am fully qualified to pass on the fitness of any volunteer, and I adjudged this volunteer to
be qualified. I accepted her. She thereby became a candidate-member of the Interstellar Patrol. I have
three witnesses here to back up my word. Now, are you, or are you not, going to recover this crewman
for me?"

"But she's a subject of Festhold!—And a member of the ruling family! We can't—"

"That," said Roberts, "is a problem you will have to settle with the Warlord of Festhold. I am sure he will
feel the same way about this abduction as I do. But what Festhold does to punish the crime and avenge
the insult is entirely up to Festhold. My problem has to do with a missing crewman. Either I get this
crewman back unharmed, or I will take the matter up with Sector Headquarters, and you can deal with
them. Now, do I get my crewman back, or not?"

"[-I'll have to contact Tiamaz Central Police Headquarters—but I don't think we can—"
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From a previously unused speaker to the left of the instrument panel came a harsh voice: "Office of the
Sector Controller, C. D. Johnson speaking. Captain, | have a routine communications-monitor intercept
keyed by the words 'abduction' and

"Tiamaz."

"Tiamaz, eh? All right, Captain. I'll handle this direct through the Planetary Manager's office. Stand by to
serve as message-relay station, and to either pick up the patrolman or emplace the quarantine satellites."

Roberts, who had not the faintest idea what all this meant said promptly, "Yes, sir."

A few minutes of total silence passed, each individual second of which seemed to take its own good time
in passing, then two faces appeared before him on the divided communications screen. One face was that
of "C. D. Johnson." The other was that of a lean, imperturbable-seeming man whose finely chiseled and
aristocratic features expressed distaste.

"You understand," said Johnson, "this was a member of the Interstellar Patrol, Mr. Roman."

"This is an unproven allegation," said the aristocrat, one nostril twitching, as at an unpleasant odor. "The
matter will be investigated in due course by the appropriate authorities. I certainly shall not interfere in any
way to speed or slow the investigation. When the investigation is completed, then we will notify you of
the result. Not before."

"You realize that five members of the Interstellar Patrol were attacked, that murder was attempted
against four of them, and that one has been abducted—"

"I reject this entire fabrication of allegations out of hand. Such things don't happen here. Very likely your
crewmen were drunk or under the influence of drugs. As for this so-called 'princess,' more likely she was
some ordinary lady of light virtue your crewmen had engaged for the evening, and who left when she
found their company boring. But the allegation, however transparently false, will be investigated in due
course. I trust that is satisfactory. Now, I'm afraid I have rather a pressing engagement. Was there

anything else?"'

Johnson leaned forward. "Do you have any conception, Roman, of the people who take an interest in
Tiamaz, but who hesitate to do anything because they know that the Space Police, the Space Force, and
the Interstellar Patrol, are all backing up your local police?"

"I'm sure I couldn't care less. Good day, Policeman!" The aristocrat's half of the communications screen
went blank.

A moment later, Johnson's half of the screen went blank, and his face appeared on one

'candidate-member.' Do I understand correctly that a member of the Interstellar Patrol has actually been
abducted on a Federation planet?"

Roberts realized with a start that the patrol ship was now backing him up. He glanced at the coldly angry
face on one of the small auxiliary screens to the right of the communications screen.

"Yes, sir," said Roberts. "We were hit with a gas attack in the planet's capital district, where we
supposedly were under police protection, and were not supposed to carry arms. Only the intervention of
my patrol ship saved me and three of my crew members from being killed. Our recruit was seized, and


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

the local authorities seem very reluctant to do anything about it."
C. D. Johnson's voice was flat.

"What planet is this?"

of the small auxiliary screens to the side.

"Roberts."

Roberts, who was beginning to wonder if "C.D. Johnson" was a bluff by the patrol ship, or might be real
after all, said "Yes, sir?"

"Deploy three 1. P. Planetary Quarantine satellites, and report to your Chief of Operations."
Roberts said, "I hesitate to leave a—a good recruit in their hands, sir."

"[ fully agree with your sentiments, but we've done everything we can for the moment. Any overt attempt
to free the recruit might boomerang."

Roberts nodded.
"T'll deploy the satellites."
"Good."

The small auxiliary screen went blank. Roberts pushed the button near the glowing amber lens lettered
"Smb Cmp."

"Do we have three I.P. Planetary Quarantine Satellites on board?"
The voice of the symbiotic computer replied, "They are now being fabricated."
"What will they do?"

"These satellites warn approaching ships that the protection of the Interstellar Patrol has been withdrawn
from the planet involved."

"What is to prevent the planet involved from knocking the satellites out of orbit?"

"Over the short run, the danger that such an attempt would involve. Over the long run, the fact that
something unfortunate will have happened to the governing authorities of the quarantined planet. Satellites
are never emplaced except at a planet governed by individuals seriously involved in underhanded

manipulations."

"C. D. Johnson," said Roberts, "did not say it was necessary to report in person to the Chief of
O-Section."

"That is correct."

"It might," said Roberts, "be a good idea to send in a brief report, and then go back down to Tiamaz,
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and try to find our—our missing crewman."

"It might be," said the symbiotic computer, "except that this planet is already heavily infiltrated in the
attempt to determine the cause of an abnormally high emotional probe reading. Once the information
from your conversation with the Princess Erena was forwarded, the cause for the e-probe reading was
clear: A cabal has been formed for the purpose of seizing the government of Festhold, which is an
important Federation ally. An immediate check was carried out to determine the location of the Princess
Erena."

"And?" said Roberts.

"Immediately following her recapture, she was removed from the planet."

With an effort, Roberts forced himself to stay seated. "She was put on a ship—"

HYeS."

"Where is she?"

"We do not yet have this information. Tiamaz is located near the junction of important

trade routes. Princess Erena was removed to the nearby Space Center. We have no definite information
as yet regarding the flight she followed from this point."

Roberts exhaled slowly. "We're sure she's not on the planet?"
"This is certain."
"But she could be brought back."

"That is correct. But it appears unlikely. There is no perceptible gain for the opposition in that course of
action."

"All right," said Roberts. "Let's get the satellites in place. Then I'll report to O-Section. There must be
some way to straighten this out."

IV. The Inside Job

Roberts, his gaze intent, stood before the desk in the office of Colonel Valentine Sanders, Chief of
Operations Branch. Colonel Sanders frowned as he finished reading the last page of a thin sheaf of
papers, gave a low growl of irritation, tossed the papers on his desk, and looked up.

"Have a seat, Roberts."

Roberts pulled over a straight-backed chair from near the wall, and sat down.

The colonel said, "You know, Roberts, we have been going over Tiamaz with a fine-toothed comb,
trying to find out just what caused the emotional probe on the planet to wrap its needle around the pin.

And we had gotten nowhere. You walked in to enjoy a little diversion and some good food following a
successful job elsewhere—and in well under seventy-two hours, you had the solution."
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Roberts said, "Dumb luck, sir."
"Have you considered any alternative?"

"No, sir. There is exactly one thing in which I am interested. That is getting Erena free of that collection
of crooks."

The colonel said thoughtfully, "'Erena.' You realize you are speaking of a Princess of Festhold, sister to
the Heir Presumptive himself?"

Roberts said, "I know it, sir, but I'm thinking of the girl, not the title."
"If you end up with one hand on that sword hilt, you'll appreciate the significance of the title."

Roberts nodded. "I suppose if the local priests push a switch that turns on the electromagnets and keeps
the sword stuck inside the crystal, I will feel pretty foolish."

The colonel watched him alertly, and then smiled.

"Well, I'm glad to see that your intentions are honorable. On Festhold, they have a high regard for honor.
And don't be too sure they use electromagnets in that crystal.—We've had some peculiar reports on the
subject." The colonel frowned. "But let's get back to the

question of an alternative explanation for this incident—Has it occurred to you that the whole scene
could have been faked for our benefit?"

Roberts shook his head.

The colonel said, "Why not?"

"I don't say it couldn't have. I only say it hadn't occurred to me."
"What do you now think of the possibility?"

Roberts thought it over carefully. "It is peculiar that it worked out as it did—that I happened to be
coming out of the Temple of Chance as Erena was going in, and that what she said to me answered a
question you were working on that I didn't even know about. But as for its having been a put-up
job—No, sir. I don't believe it."

"Why not?"

"In the first place, I don't think we were known to be on the planet. In the second place, I don't see how
they could have timed it so that Erena and I would reach the spot where the upslide passes near the
down slide. Next, they couldn't know that I'd be looking in her direction. Finally, they couldn't know in
advance that I'd jump to the other slide—it was pure impulse. If they were using her to pass information
to me, they gave a convincing imitation of being prepared to stop me until I happened to say the right
words when I got Erena away from then. And they would still have stopped me, except that Bergen
showed up just in time."

"They could merely have sounded rough."
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"Yes, but now we come to the most convincing proof, at least to me. After Erena had passed her
message to us, then they recaptured her, and came within a hair's breath of disposing of the rest of us."

"According to the patrol ship, you survived that fall on your own."
"No, sir."
"The ship should know."

"The fright from that fall temporarily cleared my head, and [ was determined to survive if I could. I don't
know if it was owing to the drug, or if it just followed from the situation, but time seemed to slow down. I
did everything I could to break the force of the fall, and to distribute the impact, but I could tell that it was
all going to work out the same way in the end—and then something happened to ease the pressure. The
patrol ship had gotten there, and was using its gravitor beams. Now—it may be that if I hadn't tried, the
ship couldn't have broken the fall. But if the ship hadn't gotten there, what I was able to do wouldn't have
been enough either. [ wouldn't have survived that fall."

The colonel nodded slowly. He cleared his throat. "It was either an extremely clever method of planting
information; or else it was what it seemed to be—a stroke of pure luck for us."

Roberts nodded. "And I don't think it was cleverness."

The colonel said, "All right. I agree. Now, Roberts, we have a peculiar situation here. As you know,
Festhold is not part of the Federation. Here and there, there are individual planets, and even star systems,
which are independent. Festhold is one of the largest and most formidable of these. Strictly speaking, we
have no right to intrude in Festhold's internal affairs."

Roberts said, "Neither does Tiamaz."

"Exactly. That's the other half of the dilemma. We have no right to intrude. But whether we have a right
or not, we have to intrude. Festhold is too important to permit outsiders to intervene while we stand by
with our thumb in our mouth. If a combine from Tiamaz, for instance, should get control of Festhold, we
would have a combination of the financial power of Tiamaz with the military power of Festhold.
Now—since Festhold is not a part of the Federation, Festhold is theoretically free to make alliances
where it will. It has always, so far, been allied to the Federation of Humanity. But if it should choose to
join with some alien outfit, it would be completely within its rights. But we couldn't afford that."

"Therefore, Festhold must be influenced?"

The colonel nodded, and picked up the report he had been reading when Roberts came in. "Festhold
must be influenced. Yet, no proofs can remain that Festhold has been influenced. And Festhold is highly
developed technologically. Crude interference would risk creating a serious reaction against us. Festhold
is therefore subject only to occasional and very careful influence." The colonel looked Roberts directly in
the eye. "Nearly always, Roberts, we are forced to rely on an inside job."

Roberts noted the colonel's emphasis, but looked blank. "I'm not familiar—"

"I know it. But when this job is over with, you will be, believe me."

Roberts straightened alertly. "Sir, I'm sorry, but—"
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"Never mind that, Roberts. This—"

Roberts voice stayed polite and respectful, but took on an undertone of stubborn and unyielding
determination. "Sir, excuse me, but I have to say this."

The colonel started to speak, but Roberts spoke first: "I have to find Erena."

The colonel straightened in his chair as if drawn up by a hand at the back of his neck. He grinned
suddenly, and raised his right hand, palm out.

"Are you prepared, Roberts, to risk your life for this girl?"

"Yes."

"You realize she is part of a royal family in a place where royalty commands respect?"
"Yes."

"Will you, if necessary, resign from the Patrol?"

"If T have to, to get freedom of action."

The colonel tossed across the desk the report he had been reading. Roberts glanced from the colonel to
the report, and picked up the report, to read:

TIAMAZ REPORT—SUMMARY: 1. Routine emotional probe of this planet revealed (see sequence
list for dates) presence of a group engaged in profoundly illegal and apparently dangerous cabal. 2.
Repeated attempts to identify the individuals involved failed, although they were localized in the Tiamaz
Capital District—the main gambling district as well as the administrative center of the planet.

3. An off-duty I. P. captain and crew, in a casino on the planet purely for pleasure, accidentally
encountered the Princess Erena of Festhold, who in some still undetermined way appealed for their help.
They responded at once, and spirited her out of the grip of the casino employees. 4. Princess Erena
stated that a Tiamaz cabal had control of her brother, the heir-apparent of Festhold, and . . . Roberts
skimmed the description of what he already knew, flipped to the next page, and suddenly stopped. 7.
Princess Erena, still drugged, was rushed to the nearby Space Station. Checks at further stops,
boardings, and transelectronic surveillance, show that she was put aboard a fast liner bound for Festhold,
with only two stops on the way. This liner is being shadowed by an I-class patrol ship, 8. A preliminary
emotional probe of Festhold reveals two distinct spectra, one intense, and the other faint but detectable.
The distinct spectrum has the usual characteristics of Festhold. The faint spectrum closely matched that
found on Tiamaz. 9. The conclusion seems inescapable that the two are connected, and that a group
based partly on Tiamaz is attempting to gain control of Festhold. 10. Owing to the seclusion of the crown
prince of Festhold, it has so far proved difficult to . . .

Roberts looked up, and drew a deep breath. He handed the report to the colonel, and cleared his
throat. ""So, Erena is being taken back to Festhold?"

"Evidently." The colonel tossed the report in a wire basket at the corner of his desk.

Roberts said, "Sir, I would like to get her away from them."
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The colonel briefly had the look of a farmer whose pet bull has just knocked the rails loose from the
fence. The colonel's expression was alert, and extremely calculating. Then slowly, he sat back. His
expression became frank and open.

"I don't blame you, Roberts. But the girl is, of course, bait."

Roberts looked startled. "Why do you say that, sir?"

"The manner in which Tiamaz refused our demand for the girl was provocative in the extreme. It was an
invitation to us to take severe measures. And this princess was already on the way to Festhold by the
fastest available transportation. Why to Festhold?" The colonel leaned forward. "Any seizure of the
princess by outsiders from the Federation would raise feelings against the Federation."

Roberts winced. "And we're already on record—"

"Right. And bear in mind, if what we think is true, the cabal will want some excuse to pry Festhold loose
from its traditional automatic alliance with the Federation."

Roberts sat back. The colonel said quietly, "I don't think an outright seizure of this princess would be a
good idea."

Roberts nodded, then frowned. "But suppose this clique should fake a kidnapping, and blame us for it?"
The colonel smiled. "Exactly why we have our T-class ship on the spot."

Roberts smiled, then thought it over a second time. "People," he said, thinking of the

deep blue eyes and the honey-blonde hair, "might get hurt in the process."

The colonel said carefully, "I'm more worried, myself, about what might happen to her after she gets
there. We can shadow the ship, but we can't provide protection once she's on the planet. Everything
there is under control of the Realm of Festhold."

Roberts felt the overpowering urge to do something. The colonel sat back, frowning, and said carefully,
"It will have to be an inside job. I had intended to offer this job to you, Roberts. Among other things, it
would have put you where you could almost certainly keep an eye on Erena. But since you seem to feel
that only direct intervention would work—"

Roberts had a vivid picture of a little pea disappearing under a walnut shell, which, being rapidly
switched with another shell, and another, suddenly presented him with a blank row of shells, while the
pea itself was now elsewhere.

Roberts looked at the expressionless face of the colonel. Roberts smiled. "I'd say it was under the center
shell, sir—if, that is, you haven't palmed it."

The colonel looked blank. Roberts leaned forward, his voice quiet. "I want to see her again, and I want
to see her unhurt. If this 'inside job' will help me do it, I'm interested. You don't have to bait the hook
with fresh worms, or spin me around blindfolded half-a-dozen times to get me off-balance. What do you
have in mind?"

The colonel grinned, and sat back. "Nevertheless, Roberts, it would be one hell of a spot for you, if
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you're in love with this princess."

"I'd be where I could see her?"

"Oh, yes."

"And block any attempt to hurt her?"

"Very possibly."

Roberts frowned. "I don't see the drawback."

The colonel said drily, "You would even be free to love her—"

Roberts looked at him sharply. The colonel smiled angelically, and finished the sentence: "—as a
brother."

Roberts frowned, then felt the sudden chill as a hint came to him of just what an "inside job" might be.
He sat up straighter, and his voice came out in a growl. "Don't stop there. What is it?"
The colonel dropped all pretense, and began to explain.

V. Reborn

The high whine of the equipment, the white-swathed figures bending over him, the voice calling
methodically in the background, all began to fade as the helmet was lowered carefully over his head. On
the screen within the helmet, before his eyes, two faint dots merged into one, and the one expanded,
faded, formed a tiny dim distant scene, as of a

room seen through a pinhole, and then faded again. Then Roberts felt as if this room rushed toward him,
and he toward it, and then painfully the motion ceased, and began again, and stopped. Then, after an
indeterminate expanse of time, suddenly the scene began to come into focus, the universe seemed to flow
past and through him in a rush, there was a sensation as of a faint click suggesting something locking in
place, and Roberts, head aching, body as heavy as lead, looked dizzily around a room brightly lit by
moonlight. One thought spun through his mind:

"Thank God! It's over with!" Exhausted, he fell asleep.

Somewhere, birds were singing. In the distance, a bugle call sounded sharply, and was methodically
repeated. There was a faint murmur of voices.

There was a casual double rap on a door, a high-pitched exchange of laughter, and Roberts was jarred
awake. He saw, first, a wide window made of many small panes of glass, beyond which moved a branch
bearing many large light-purple flowers with yellow centers. Beyond the lightly moving branch was a pale
blue sky with a few high distant clouds.

The branch was bathed in sunlight, which shone into the room on a far less pleasant scene. There was a
pile of dirty clothes below the window. A stack of books leaned against the wall beside the window, and
a second stack had fallen over onto the floor. In the corner, a steel clothes locker stood open, to show
half-a-dozen uniforms on hangers. Against the side of the clothes locker leaned a businesslike sword. In a
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rack on the wall beside the locker were two well-oiled rifles and a handgun.

The room was a corner room, and the other wall had a second large window, through which bright
daylight flooded a desk littered with crumpled papers, its finish marked with innumerable rings where
glasses had been set down. Beside the desk was a large wastebasket filled to overflowing with empty
bottles.

Beside the desk stood a girl of eighteen or nineteen, heavy, wearing a tight pink skirt and a tight flowered
blouse, her light-brown hair carelessly pulled back. In her left hand she carried a silver tray bearing an
assortment of dishes, glasses, flavorings, and a white linen napkin which stood up in a tentlike peak.

"Well, good morning, Charmer," she said irritably, looking around. "Where do you want this?"

Roberts tried to sit up, and lay back with a gasp. The girl looked at him, put the tray on the edge of the
bed, set her hands on her hips, and burst out laughing.

"What a sight! Gahr, you really laid it on last night, didn't you! Well, there's the twist on the tray under
the napkin. You wanted it, so there it is. You've tried everything else, so I suppose you might as well try
that. But don't say I didn't warn you—the shape you're in, Charmie Boy, it will blow your brains right out
your ears, Duke Marius will crack your knuckles again when you come around."

She turned to leave, paused, and said, "In case you're interested, the tutor will be here in an hour."

The door shut with a thud and a click, and Roberts lay with the room swimming around him, a blinding
headache, and a sense of feverish unreality.

The colonel's words came back to Roberts, sharply emphasized by what had happened so far: "An
'inside job," the colonel had said, "is no bed of roses, Roberts. And tough as I

know you are, I'm not so sure you won't find this to be a little more than you bargained for. But
somebody has to do it, and you have a personal interest in what happens to Princess Erena. If you want
to do it, I will be very happy to have this problem taken off my hands."

Roberts had said, "I still don't know what the job is."

"The information you gave us dovetails with other information that we hadn't added up. A series of
accidents—each one perfectly understandable—eliminated all but one of the direct male line of the
present royal family of Festhold. The Duke of Romeigne was chosen as Regent, and incidentally took
over the guardianship of the heir, Prince Harold William. Our information is that the heir has acquired a
reputation amongst the higher nobility as a ne'er-do-well. The Regent isn't blamed for this. But what
you've been told suggests that the Regent may very well be responsible. It looks like a case of destroying
the heir in order for the Regent to become King. The Regent is evidently part of the cabal we're trying to
stop. If we can save the heir, we derail the whole cabal."

"I follow that," said Roberts. "But if [ understand this correctly, the heir is tested when he reaches
twenty-one."

"That's right."

"And he is now four months short of being twenty-one years old?"
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The colonel nodded. Roberts said, "How long has this Duke of Romeigne been undermining the crown
prince?"

"Since shortly after the death of King Charles William of Festhold, at the Battle of the Ring Nebula,
when the prince was nearly eighteen years old."

Roberts thought it over. "Up to that time, the prince was considered to be all right?" The colonel
nodded.

Roberts said, "In that case, I'd think conceivably it could be done—but four months is a short time to
train someone who has been systematically untrained for about three years. The worst part of it is, how
do we reach him?"

"Exactly why it has to be an inside job."

"We're back to that again."

"It's the only way we can find to handle this."

Roberts sat up exasperatedly. "What is it?"

The colonel glanced off at a distant corner of the room. "To explain the process is beyond me. But I can
tell you what happens. You will go down the hall to M-Section, having bathed thoroughly, shaved, and
received a haircut, and wearing a hospital gown, you will be wheeled on a stretcher into a totally aseptic
room where a sort of helmet will be lowered over your head. You will see a scene indistinctly, and when
this scene finally becomes clear to you—assuming it does—you will find yourself apparently transformed
into Harold William, heir to the throne of Festhold."

Roberts say up straight. "You mean, my consciousness will somehow be translated into his body?"
"That's what I've been trying to avoid saying. But that is substantially it. Your consciousness will be
operating his body—and from the information we have about the shape this prince is in, that will be no
picnic."

"M'm. The idea is, to put someone already trained on the spot, to train the prince under
the nose of the Regent?"

"Exactly. Or rather, that's half of it."

Roberts said, "And where is the prince's consciousness. Do the two egos share the same body, or—"

"The prince's consciousness will be here, Roberts. Try to think of the physical body as the old
metaphysicists spoke of it, as a 'vehicle.' You will be operating the prince's vehicle. The prince—"

Roberts said flatly, "No."
The colonel smiled. "I see you now have the picture."

Roberts drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. The colonel said, "You see why it is going to be no
easy job to find a volunteer."
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Roberts said, with feeling, "I see that."
The colonel nodded. "I suppose I will end up with the job. I can tell you, I don't relish it."

"[s there an actual transfer of—of soul or spirit—or is it a form of overriding signal by which one
individual here, controls the other's physical mechanism there, and vice versa?"

The colonel shook his head. "There are two explanations, a scientific explanation, and a metaphysical
explanation, and frankly I don't fully understand either of them. As far as I'm concerned, the process isn't
actually understood. For convenience in thinking of it, I look on it as switching pilots from one ship to
another, or drivers from one ground vehicle to another. But that's not all of it because, if one of the two
bodies involved should be fatally injured, the 'driver' in the other one dies."

Roberts looked blank. "That is, the original ego—or the other?"

"The original."

"So if T should go along with this, and the prince falls out a window, that kills me?"

The colonel frowned. "Let's be sure we have this straight. To start with, there are Roberts and Harold
William, the prince."

Roberts said drily, "I can follow it that far."

"All right, now by my simplified approach to this, we need to distinguish only two parts to each
individual. The official explanations are a lot more complicated, believe me; but as far as I'm concerned,
two parts are enough. Call them 'vehicle' and 'driver."

HAll I'ight."

"Now, suppose we abbreviate 'Roberts' as 'R', and 'Harold William as 'HW.' And abbreviate 'driver' as
'D' and 'vehicle' as 'V'. We then have four parts, RD, RV, HWD. and HWV. Now, regardless of which
driver is in control of which vehicle, if RV is fatally injured, that finishes RD. fF HWYV is fatally injured,
that finishes HWD. Don't ask me why."

"That," said Roberts, "gives me a profound desire to keep RD in charge of RV."

Colonel Valentine Sanders nodded glumly. "I have the same urge to keep VSD running VSV. But I'm
afraid it isn't going to work out."

"What happens when this spoiled prince takes over the 'vehicle' of whoever volunteers for this? Is this
ne'er-do-well free to amuse himself as he wishes?"

The colonel looked shocked. "That way, we would throw away half of our advantage.—No, he will be
put through a rigorous course of training, and watched every second."

Roberts thought it over. "I still don't like it."

"Who would?"
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"Suppose the ne'er-do-well declines to cooperate?"

The colonel smiled. "Believe me, Roberts, we can guarantee cooperation. But I don't think that difficulty
is likely. The prince comes from a long line of able warriors, and in my opinion he will respond to the right
impulses. He's just been kept carefully isolated from the right impulses."

Roberts was thinking of Erena, completely under the control of the members of the cabal, and being sent
back to a place where she had no one to protect her except a brother kept carefully incapable of
protecting anyone. Once again he saw, and felt, her look of appeal.

Roberts said, "T'll do it."

And now, with the click of the door in his ear, the headache throbbing in time with his pulse, and the
room swimming around him, Roberts' right hand—or rather Prince Harold William's right hand—reached
out, pushed aside the napkin on the tray, and picked up the twisted bit of paper.

VL. "Indisposed?"

Roberts, startled, watched the hand, faintly trembling, open the paper, and shake the contents into a tall
glass of water on the tray. The hand then picked up the glass of water, and approached the Prince's lips.

Roberts clamped his—Harold William's—jaws and lips tightly shut, and stopped the hand partway from
the tray.

"...drink ..." said a small voice clearly in his ear.
The hand began to approach with the glass. The small voice spoke again clearly in his ear.

"...Youwill drink . . . your hand will shake the powder into the glass . . ." said the small voice . . . "and
then the hand will carry the glass to your mouth, your lips will open, and you will swallow, again and
again . . . "you will drink the draught . . ." said the small voice . . ."you will drink it to the end . . ."

Roberts' lips trembled. The hand approached with the drink. Roberts glanced around. No one was in
the room with him. The voice had spoken in his ear—almost as if it were inside his head. Roberts
stopped the approaching hand.

"...Youwill drink . . ." said the small voice . . . "your lips will open and you will
drink . . . The hand will carry the glass to your mouth, your lips will open, and . . ."

Roberts concentrated on the hand, moving it further away. He tipped the glass and deliberately emptied
it onto the scratched hardwood floor. When the glass was empty, he turned it upside down, and put it on
the tray. The voice was abruptly silent. The headache was gone.

Roberts carefully swung his—that is, the prince's—feet to the floor. He got up, and became conscious of
a profound weakness. Roberts seemed to be operating an ungainly piece of apparatus, rather than merely
walking across the room.

Around the corner of the room was a door to a small bathroom. Roberts got a towel, and mopped up
the pool on the floor, being careful to get none of it on his hands. What the active ingredient of "twist"
might be, Roberts didn't know, and he wasn't certain whether it might leave a tell-tale, incriminating stain
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on his hands. He put the sodden towel in the flush toilet, held on to the dry end, and pressed the button
that worked the toilet.

The outside door of the bedroom came open, and the same female voice called in, the words faintly
sarcastic, "Tutor in half-an-hour, Charm."

Roberts, frowning, released the button, went out to the door of the room and looked it over. The door
was held by three hinges on the left, and had no lock, keyhole, chain, or other device on the right to keep
it shut, except a knob. The knob was placed unusually high. Roberts, still with the sensation that he must
force each ungainly motion, brought the chair over from the paper-cluttered desk, and set it by the door.
The chair back was eight inches below the knob. Roberts put the chair back by the desk, went into the
bathroom, finished with the towel, washed, came out and looked over the breakfast on the tray.

Methodically, tasting each bite cautiously, he ate two slices of toast, a small container of a kind of
dark-purple jam, and drank a small glass of clear pinkish juice that was sweet and faintly astringent. He
reached for the milk on the tray, in its tall dark-brown glass, and then hesitated.

He took the small clear empty glass that had held the juice, rinsed it, considered the milk for a moment,
then poured part of it slowly into the juice glass.

The milk poured out with a peculiar suggestion of foam—yet there was no foam. Roberts, frowning,
emptied the small glass carefully into the sink, caught his breath, and put a finger in the milk.

There was a faintly gritty feel, as of countless very tiny grains or capsules, that crushed between his
fingers to form a faintly sticky slime. Roberts emptied most of the milk from the glass, put the glass back
on the tray, and rinsed the sink.

There was brisk knock on the door. A voice, high-pitched, with a peculiar catch, called out, "Lessons,
Your Ex!"

Roberts stood up slowly, and looked at the door. He spoke carefully, and the prince's voice came out,
deep, with a pleasant timbre.

"Come in."

The door opened. A short, plump, red-faced, perspiring man of about thirty, his head completely
shaven, stepped in and cast a quick perceptive glance at the tray, and then at the figure of Prince Harold
William, standing silently before him.

The tutor shut the door and snickered. "How is it, Ex?"

Roberts was unconsciously adding up the maid's dress and manner, the small voice in his ear, the "twist",
the tiny capsules in the milk, and now the tutor's appearance and way of speaking. The tutor giggled
again.

"Can't move, eh? Oh, but Duke Marius will be displeased!" The tutor waggled his forefinger. His grin
widened. "Naughty, naughty, fellow! Well—what shall we learn today?" He came closer, grinning widely,
his teeth shining, his expression archly mischievous.

Roberts, groping amongst the unpromising bits and pieces of what he had experienced so far, felt a
profound desire to deal out a few blows for a change.
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"Strange," said Roberts, casting the prince's expressive voice in a slightly lower pitch.

The tutor paused, glanced at the tray, and giggled. "Yes—that's the only drawback—it's unpredictable.
But such wonderful visions, sometimes. Mystic experiences, actually. What are you seeing?"

"A throne," said Roberts carefully, "a throne, and someone is seated upon it."
The tutor's brows arched upward. His eyes blinked rapidly. "Who, Your Ex?"

"I know the face," said Roberts, keeping his voice low, and gazing across the room as if he actually saw
something there beside the closed door.

"Whose face?" demanded the tutor curiously.
"He is speaking," said Roberts slowly. "Why—it is the King!"
The tutor blinked. His eyes blazed. "What king? Duke Marius?"

Roberts spoke carefully. The trance-like tone he was trying for came out naturally, helped by what was
apparently the natural lassitude of the prince.

"Yes," said Roberts slowly, looking at the door, "but I thought—I thought it was an accident . . . then,
that is treason . . . I did not know . . ."

The tutor whirled, stared at the door. Robert went on, "Then they are murderers, and we must have
vengeance . . . [ will block the traitor's way to the throne at all cost . . ."

The tutor spoke nervously. "Here—here now, Ex—I mean, Your—Your Excellency—you've having a
bit of a bad time, that's all. This vision will go away, and you will have another—God! Who would have
thought it!'—take it easy, now—you'll be all right!"

Roberts turned, and walked carefully across the room to the locker. He picked up the sword, still
sheathed, and turned. The tutor blinked, then backed toward the door. There was a harsh rap on the
door. The tutor gasped. The door opened.

A tall dark-haired figure stepped in, wearing a jacket of black velvet with a gold chain around his neck
supporting a gold eagle emblem, and also wearing blue trousers with vertical gold stripes at the sides.
Directly behind him were two oftficers in dark green uniforms, one carrying a slender gold baton
decorated with eagles and oak leaves.

The tall man looked ironically at the prince and bowed with flawless grace. His voice was gravely
deferent.

"Your Excellency, as you mount the throne in less than four months, I deemed it urgent that you make
the acquaintance of Field Marshal du Beck, and of General Hugens, our Chief of the General Staff. [—"
He paused, and his voice became smoothly considerate. "I assume you are not—not indisposed."

The tutor began urgently, "Your Grace, he—"

Roberts was finding considerable difficulty in operating the prince's vocal organs. But, once started, the
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resonant voice silenced the tutor in mid-sentence.

"I am delighted," said Roberts, and the voice came out grave and majestic, and seemed to fill the room.
"I am delighted and honored to meet two such distinguished soldiers."

Roberts set the sheathed sword carefully against the locker, and turned toward the three in the doorway.
Duke Marius was looking blankly at the tutor. The tutor, perspiring heavily, had his mouth open, but no
words were coming out.

Field Marshal du Beck had been looking over the pile of papers on the desk, and the stack of bottles
bulging out of the waste basket, while General Hugens' gaze was fixed on the oiled guns in the rack. At
the prince's voice, the expressions of both officers cleared. They smiled, reddened slightly, and bowed.

"I appreciate your concern, Marius," the prince's voice went on, filling the room with its tones of majesty
and power, "but I could never be too indisposed to see Field Marshal du Beck and General Hugens. |
particularly wish to see them today. I want their advice on two subjects. Pray come in, gentlemen."

Field Marshal du Beck, and General Hugens, clearly pleased and flattered, stepped in,

Duke Marius took the tutor urgently by the arm. Roberts, aware that for the moment he had the
initiative, did not hesitate to wring the last ounce from it. The prince's voice took on a hint of displeasure.
"Marius."

The Duke looked up in surprise and perplexity. The faces of Field Marshal du Beck and General
Hugens expressed a quiet contentment, which suggested to Roberts that the two officers were not part of
the cabal, and were not overly fond of the regent.

The tutor sucked in his breath, and burst out, "He's drugged, Your Grace!"

The prince's voice filled the room with quiet majesty as Roberts faced the startled officers. "That is the
first point, gentlemen, on which I require your assistance. But first—" Roberts glanced at the duke,
whose composure had returned. The prince's voice now held an audible undertone of disapproval.

"Have you finished whispering with the tutor, Marius?"

The duke had plainly recovered from his surprise. His eyes glinted. His voice was pitying. "I am
concerned about your progress, Harold."

The prince's voice filled the room majestically. "That concern, Marius, is one which I share. I again ask if
you are finished with this tutor. If so, he is dismissed."

The duke put his hand on the tutor's arm. The tutor looked as if he wished he could vanish. The duke
looked gravely at the prince.

"The charge," said the duke silkily, "is most serious, Harold. Perhaps you should answer it."
"If Field Marshal du Back or General Hugens would pour that milk from its glass into the smaller glass
on that tray," said the resonant voice, "and observe if there is something unusual about it, that will help me

to determine whether I have been drugged."

Field Marshal du Beck cast an intent glance at Duke Marius and the tutor, then looked at the
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overflowing wastebasket, and hesitated. General Hugens glanced at the oiled weapons in their rack, and
looked the prince in the eye.

The prince said, "Pour it slowly, General, and observe if there is what appears to be a foam."
The general set his gloves by the tray, and poured slowly.
Duke Marius said, "Foam is not unusual on milk."

Roberts didn't answer. He was wondering if the grit or tiny capsules might by now have dissolved in the
milk. The tutor edged toward the door.

General Hugens said, in a low voice, "Look here."
Field Marshal du Beck put his gloves by the tray, and bent over. "H'm. It is like a very fine sand."

Roberts, relieved, glanced at the tutor, who was now at the door. The prince's majestic voice again filled
the room.

"You will remain here, tutor, unless—" Roberts glanced at the duke—"unless, Marius, for some reason
you now have changed your mind and wish him to leave."

Before the duke could reply, Roberts spoke to the two officers. "It was my experience that whatever is
in that milk has a mildly gritty feel to the fingers and, when crushed, has the feeling of a glue or sticky
paste."

General Hugens at once put his thumb and forefinger into the milk, rubbed thumb and forefinger
together, eyed the ceiling thoughtfully, and handed the glass to the field marshal, who repeated the
experiment. Duke Marius glanced uneasily at the generals with their fingers in the milk.

"Gentlemen, this situation is becoming ridiculous."

Roberts said at once, "It was your idea, Marius."

The duke turned angrily. His voice was like the crack of a whip. "Henceforth you will speak respectfully!
Your tutor has something to say which is very serious, Harold."

Prince Harold William's magnificent voice created a contrast in tone which made the duke sound
peevish. To Roberts' delight, the sarcasm of his own words was translated by the prince's voice into a
crushing rebuke:

""Henceforth' is a very long time, Marius. Does your authority extend beyond four months?"

Duke Marius stiffened, paled, swallowed, then smiled and relaxed. He glanced at the tutor. "Twist is
unpredictable. It's said, you know, that our ancestors called it 'courage in a pipe."'

The tutor said nervously to the duke, "May I go now?"
Roberts said to the two officers, "Gentlemen, have you any opinion to offer on that substance."

Duke Marius crossed the room before they could answer, picked up the water glass on the tray, and
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sniffed sharply. "There you are, gentlemen. The odor is faint but distinctive. Twist. Here. Smell it for
yourself."

The general and the field marshal each sniffed sharply, and looked troubled.

Roberts ignored the duke, and said, "Is it twist?" The prince's voice sounded concerned and curious, but
nothing more. The field marshal's frown vanished.

"I should say so, Your Majesty. As for this other substance, I suspect a sedative of some

kind. You see, these innumerable tiny capsules have walls of different thicknesses, which successively
dissolve away over a period of time. It is even possible, using drugs of different types in capsules of
different wall thickness, to have roughly timed drug effects. We have used this in prisoner interrogation.
The prisoner, not realizing that his body is being subjected to drugs of carefully selected types, believes
that he himself is, for example, losing his nerve—it is quite possible to cause him to tremble involuntarily,
for instance."

Roberts said, "Could this be used to create a feeling of fatigue?"
"Yes, Sir. The sensations of the prisoner subjected to this can be manipulated almost at will."

Duke Marius motioned the perspiring tutor to leave the room. As the door closed behind him, Roberts
said, "The most important duties of a ruler, if his realm is well organized, are military. Whatever else he
may know, he must understand the art of war, or he is unfit to lead."

The field marshal nodded and smiled. The general said approvingly, "That is true, Your Majesty."

Duke Marius said in irritation, "Let me point out, he is not yet king. Do not address him as "Y our
Majesty.' If he fails—"

Roberts said coldly, "But he won't."

The effect of these three simple words, in Prince Harold William's majestic voice, momentarily gave even
Roberts pause. The words seemed to ring in the air, an inviolate statement that could not even be
questioned.

Duke Marius' mouth came open. A fine perspiration appeared on his brow. He turned as if to answer,
but his voice failed to function, and his gaze fell as if his lids had grown heavy.

Roberts suppressed a sudden elation, and said gravely, "Gentlemen, I regret to have to say this, but facts
are facts. That milk is apparently drugged. Evidently there was twist in the water glass. These are by no
means the only peculiar manifestations I have noticed recently, but these things we have physically before
us. I think you will understand when I say that I want a complete change of staff here, at once, and that I
want a military guard unit I can call upon at any time. Other male members of my family have died in the
comparatively recent past. Apparently, their deaths were accidental. But if an attempt is being made to
tamper with the throne—" Roberts looked directly at Duke Marius—"I intend to unmask the traitors and
kill them."

Field Marshal du Beck, watching intently, was the first to regain his voice. "Argent Company of the
Royal Guard will be sent here at once, Your Majesty, with a mess unit to cook your meals. The Royal
Guard is of course directly under your personal command. You are the colonel of the regiment, and have
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been, by direct line of inheritance, since the death of the King, your father."

Roberts had vainly been trying to unlock certain memories that must be available to Prince Harold
William himself, but having had no practice with the technique, Roberts had had no success. He cleared
his throat, and spoke carefully. "Excellent. There is another point—"

"Yes, Your Majesty?
Duke Marius looked up, but managed only an incredulous stare at the two officers, who

paid no attention.

Roberts said, "It seems to me that by accident or design, my military education has been neglected. I
want to repair this neglect. Can you find someone capable of acting as a teacher—"

Field Marshal du Beck beamed. "I would myself accept the great honor, but the military situation at the
moment requires my full attention. Our Stath opponents are much encouraged by the recent cuts in our
fleet strength. But General Hugens has an excellent deputy, who—"

General Hugens looked indignant. Field Marshal du Beck concluded— "who can take over for the
general to permit him personally to act as your tutor. General Hugens is, in fact, an excellent teacher,
twice assigned to the War College." General Hugens beamed.

Roberts—with troops of the Royal Guard at his command, with the Chief of the General Staff to act as
his personal tutor, and incidentally as a direct link with the top command of Festhold's armed
forces—Roberts, too, beamed cheerfully. "Wonderful," he said. "I could ask for nothing better."

It seemed to Roberts that—barely at the beginning of his assignment—he had already won. But, as they
shook hands and exchanged pleasantries at the door, Roberts noted a vicious little smile on Duke Marius'

face.

The duke's gaze slid away as Roberts looked directly at him—but the little smile stayed there. It
appeared to be a smile of anticipation.

VILI. Cleaning House

As the door shut behind them, Roberts asked himself what would justify that smile. Either Marius had
already compromised the prince before Roberts had gotten here, or else Marius planned to do something
before the troops took over from the present staff.

Roberts walked over to the locker, and discovered that he could move more easily. The leaden
heaviness seemed to be very slowly passing away. Leaning against the locker was the plain businesslike
sword, and Roberts now slid it from its sheath. The sword came out easily, the blade surprisingly light,
the hilt so shaped that it seemed almost a part of his hand.

Roberts reached left-handedly for the handgun on the rack. He had scarcely closed his hand around it
when the unlockable door across the room came open. Two burly men, wearing close black garments
that fitted like a second skin, walked in, ignored the threat of the two weapons, and strode purposefully
toward the prince.

Roberts felt a sense of paralysis—an unspoken warning as to what would happen if he should defend
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himself. By an effort of will, he raised the handgun and pointed it. The burly pair didn't hesitate. Roberts
squeezed the trigger. The gun clicked. Roberts changed position, his right side forward, the swordpoint
raised. The first of the two black-clothed

figures reached up and closed his hand on the blade. The second stepped to the side, reached out to
grip the prince—

Roberts reacted automatically, jerked back the sword, thrust at the closer of the two, backed the slight
remaining distance to the wall, turned slightly, and thrust at his other assailant.

The sword moved like a weightless extension of his arm. The blade flashed. The black cloth reddened at
the right shoulder of each man. The right hand of the first assailant dripped blood.

Roberts, crowded into the narrow space between the wall and the front of the locker, waited, the sword
point raised. The two black-clothed figures stood motionless. The first glanced at his hand, red with
blood where he had gripped the sword. The second made a hesitant gesture as if to bend forward and
lunge . . . The swordpoint moved. Roberts held it directly before the eyes of his assailant.

Outdoors, approaching, came the quiet rap of a drum. There was the tramp of feet, a called
command—"Platoon Halt!"

The swordpoint with great delicacy and precision, was cutting the black fabric in a straight line across
the chest of one of his assailants as Roberts sought to cut the cloth but not the flesh. The prince's two
assailants began to edge backward.

From the door came an impatient voice. "Come on in there, hurry it up! They're out here already!"
A third black-clad figure appeared in the doorway. His eyes widened. Roberts aimed the gun.
"Don't move."

The black-clad figure dove headlong out of the room. There was a hasty scramble, then the sound of
running feet echoed in the hall. The two black-clad assailants in front of Roberts backed and whirled to
run. The sword flashed as Roberts struck carefully at the backs of their legs. They gasped, staggered,
and fell.

From the corridor came a yell, a thud, and the sound of many running feet. Roberts watched the door,
the sword at his side, but ready. The doorway filled suddenly with a huge, white-haired giant in
dark-green uniform, with sergeant's stripes and a loop of silver braid at the shoulder. "First Squad A to
me! First Squad A to me! Here's the King and two stranglers!" The building shook.

The doorway was suddenly jammed with armed men, and Roberts noted with surprise that each was
white-haired, rough, athletic; their faces were grim as they stared at the pair on the floor.

In the doorway, the sergeant came to attention, and the men followed his example.

"At ease, men," said Roberts, and the prince's majestic voice projected the cheer Roberts felt on seeing
these veterans. "If you will remove these uninvited guests, to be held for questioning. But take care. Each
of them is unarmed, hamstrung in the left leg and cut in the right shoulder. But they may bite for all I
know."
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The sergeant stared at him, then grinned and said, "Lord bless you, Sir, these are vowed assassins. They
kill with their victim's fear and their own hands, and they will never talk." After a moment he added, "But
we can try." He glanced around, gave quick orders, and

suddenly the room was empty. A powerfully built officer of perhaps sixty-five then looked into the room,
snapped to attention, and brought his hand up in salute.

Roberts, without thinking, returned the salute with the sword, and at once wondered if the Festholders
saluted with a sword, if their sword salute was the same as he had learned long ago. If not, what would
the officer across the room think? But the officer appeared to notice nothing unusual.

"Lieutenant-Colonel Stran du Morgan, Your Majesty. [ am your second-in-command, and will handle all
the routine of the Regiment, unless you wish otherwise. Argent Company is in the building, Company Or
is digging in on the hall, and Cuivre Company is settling down amongst the bushes and trees outside.
General Hugens said that you wanted real security, and be damned with appearances."

Roberts himself had not the faintest idea of the significance of the terms "Cuivre Company', "Company
Or," or "Argent Company," but he detected a faint flicker of meaning that he was unable to grasp. This
must be knowledge that Prince Harold William possessed—but again, Roberts could not acquire it.

"Fine," he said, in the prince's magnificent voice. "Colonel, there is another matter which concerns me."

"Yes, Your Majesty?"

"The Princess Erena. There have been many untoward accidents in my family in recent years, and I no
longer believe they were accidental. Have you any knowledge of the location of the Princess?"

Colonel du Morgan's eyes narrowed slightly. "It is strange, sir, that you should ask. The Princess
returned only last night, amidst rumors that her ship had been shadowed by some unknown vessel,
possibly Stath."

"She returned from where?"

"A visit to Tiamaz."

"And she is now?"

"In an apartment adjoining that of the Regent, Duke Marius. He is her guardian, and—"

"I do not trust Duke Marius."

The colonel blinked. "Does Your Majesty really think—"

"Drugged food preceded Duke Marius' visit to me, poisoned insinuations accompanied it, and two
assassins followed it. I do not trust the Duke. How is the Princess guarded?"

"The Duke's own men guard the apartment."
"How numerous are they? And how well armed?"

"There are, I should think, possibly fifty of them. Ordinarily, a dozen are sufficient. But, for some reason,
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the Duke recently brought in more men. As for weapons—" The colonel frowned—"I would say they are
about as well armed as most regular troops."

Prince Harold William's memory for the first time provided Roberts with a few bits of information. The
Royal Guard was made of men selected from the armed forces of all Festhold, and grouped by age into
three companies. The youngest went into Cuivre Company, and those in their prime into Company Or.
Argent Company was made up of picked veterans of long service. Each company was maintained
overstrength. The normal Festhold infantry company was made up of three platoons, each of which
contained three

sections of three squads each. But the Companies of the Royal Guard were made up of four platoons,
each of which contained four sections of four squads apiece. As the standard peacetime squad contained
twelve men, this meant that one platoon of the Royal Guard contained about two hundred men.

Then one more bit of information came to Roberts. There should be one more company, Company Fer,
equipped with heavy weapons. Roberts glanced at Colonel du Morgan.

"Where is Company Fer?"
Du Morgan hesitated. "The Regent requested that it be used as a demonstration unit—"
"And it is now far from here?"

"It entrained this morning for the run to Schnyvasserport, to go from there by water to the training camp
outside Haraldsburg."

"Can Company Fer be brought back?"

"Yes, sir. If you so command, I will send the orders at once."

"Good. Bring them back. And as soon as those orders are sent—"

"Yes, sir?"

"I will want to visit Princess Erena."

VIIL Just a Friendly Visit

The gate at the entrance of the Duke's apartments was of iron, tipped with imitation spear points at a
height of eight feet. Behind this hinged grille was a closed door of polished glass. Before the iron gate
stood two armed guards, one of whom returned a little handset to its small roofed box atop a vertical
black pipe to the right of the gate.

"Sorry, sir," said the guard. "No one is to see Princess Erena. Her Highness is indisposed."

Roberts looked the guard over carefully. The second guard looked on indifferently, cradling a
short-barreled large-bored fusion gun.

Roberts spoke quietly, and Prince Harold William's voice rendered what he said as a quiet but
unmistakable threat.
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"Guard."

The guard looked momentarily blank. "Sir?"
"I did not ask permission to see my sister."
"I'm afraid I don't—"

"I said, 'T am here to see my sister'.

"Sorry, sir," said the guard promptly. "No one gets in without a special clearance in advance.—Duke's
orders."

"I see," said Roberts.

The guard said, "No one's allowed in. And no one's allowed to loiter at the gate. Sorry, sir." He gave a
jerk of his head, signifying that the Prince should leave.

The Prince's right hand, moving of its own accord, flashed to the sword at his left side, and closed on the
hilt. The sword hissed from its sheath, flashed in the sunlight, and the point dropped to the guard's throat.

Roberts barely had control of the sword hand as the point drew a drop of blood from the suddenly pale
guard. The Prince's voice was clear and carrying: "When you address a fighting man of Festhold, speak
politely, Gambler."

The second guard swung up his fusion gun.

Crack!

The line of light seemed to hang in the air for an instant, leading from the center of the guard's forehead
back to one of the clumps of brush that dotted the rolling, neatly clipped grasslands that gave seclusion to
the elegant apartments. The guard dropped. The fusion gun clattered on the flagstoned walk.

Roberts said, and the Prince's voice was courteous, "Guard, I am here to see my sister."

"The Duke—"

Very slightly, the sword point quivered. The guard stood perfectly still.

"The Duke's authority," said Roberts carefully, "does not extend to controlling arbitrarily the movements
of the Royal Family—or, in fact, the movements of any private citizen whatever. Even the King," said
Roberts pointedly, "cannot do that in peacetime. If the Duke is holding my sister prisoner, it will be cause
for his dismissal from office. As the Duke, therefore, has no authority to give the order, you have no
authority to carry it out—Open the gate!"

The guard, his expression dazed, took out a set of keys, unlocked the gate using two separate keys in
the gate's two locks, and stepped back to let Roberts enter. Roberts stayed where he was. From the

road leading to the apartments, came the sound of bootheels.

Roberts said, "Open the inner door."
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The guard hesitated, looking toward the road. "Who—"

Roberts said quietly, "Open the inner door."

A magnificently uniformed captain, tall and powerfully built, wearing sword and pistol, appeared around
the tall hedge that bordered the road to the left, and started up the walk to the apartments. Following the
captain came an equally handsome and powerfully built lieutenant, and three sergeants in battle dress,
armed to the teeth. Despite their size, they all moved lightly, with an athletic spring to their step. The
guard, perspiring, opened the inner door.

Roberts said to the guard, ""You will kindly lead me to the apartment of the Princess."

"I must stay at the gate!"

"No necessity at all. My men will guard it."

Behind the three sergeants came three open columns of men in camouflage battle dress, heavily armed,
weapons at the ready.

The guard swallowed, and turned. "This way."
Roberts' sword was still in his hand. He brought it up carefully so that the flat of the

blade rested lightly against his shoulder. The Captain and the Lieutenant, observing that their Prince had
his sword in hand, each drew their own swords. The three sergeants glanced around alertly.

The Duke's guard, sweating profusely, opened the door of an elevator, and bowed slightly, for Roberts
to enter.

Roberts said, "On what floor is the Princess' apartment?"

"The sixth floor, Your—er—Your Highness."

"Are there stairs?"

"It would be much quicker—"

Beside Roberts, the Captain said shortly, "His Majesty asked you a question."

The guard stiffened. "There are two sets of stairs. One in the front of the building and one in the back."

"Where," said Roberts, "are the entrances to these stairs?" The guard pointed out two corridors leading
in opposite directions.

The Captain turned and raised his voice. "A Squad and follow-up, down that corridor to the north steps.
Three men in at a time, watch for grenades, and secure each floor both up and down to the first
cross-corridor. B Squad and follow-up, down that corridor to the south steps. Same procedure. When
all floors are secure to the first cross-corridor, report in by handset. Let's go!"

Roberts turned to the guard. "Is there also a set of service stairs?"
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The guard stared at the door, where more men were coming in. He gave his head a little shake, and
relaxed. "Duke Marius isn't going to like this."

Roberts said politely, "He should have obeyed the law. To hold a Princess of Festhold prisoner is a
serious offense."

The Captain spoke sharply. "His Majesty asked you a question! One more delay, and [ won't answer
for your life!"

For emphasis he reached out, gripped the guard by the front of his jacket, lifted him bodily off the floor,
and smashed him back against the wall.

"[s there a set of service stairs?"

"Y-Yes. You get into them from the basement."

Roberts said, "Why not this floor?"

"It's—quicker—the other way."

"Where's the guardroom?"

The guard swallowed. The Captain glanced at Roberts.

Roberts said, "Of course, we want in no way to cause any difficulty here. But in the event all the Duke's
guards should be as uncooperative as this one, we may have to protect ourselves. Have C Squad secure
those service stairs from this floor, then we'll go up."

"Sir, I don't trust this elevator."

"Neither do I." Roberts glanced at the guard. "There's no gravshaft?"

"No. The Duke likes his visitors a few at a time."

Roberts glanced at the Captain. "I'm going to use it, because seconds may count." He

nodded to the Lieutenant. "If you will accompany me—"

The lieutenant nodded obediently, and gestured to the guard. "Step in. And at the first sign of anything
wrong, you will be forever beyond the Duke's power to reward you."

The guard stepped in, and gripped the controls. The elevator lifted, rose smoothly, and slowed to a stop.
A sharp voice spoke from a grille at the center of the ceiling. "No visitors on this floor—That's Duke's

orders." The guard perspired.

"This is Prince Harold William himself." The guard's voice took on a peculiar inflection. "I thought the
Duke would want to see him." There was a little pause.

"All right. Send him in."

IX. Dear Brother
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The elevator slid open, and Roberts found himself looking at two tough uniformed armed guards and a
faintly smiling sergeant, standing in a small, thickly carpeted, elegantly appointed room with hanging
gold-colored drapes to either side of the elevator. The guard in the elevator with Roberts sucked in his
breath.

"Quick! They—"

There was a sudden brief indrawing of breath, a sound as of a loose armload of firewood dumped on
the floor, and then the lieutenant was beside Roberts, absently wiping his sword on the gold-colored
drapes.

The two guards, at the door across the room, stood momentarily paralyzed. The sergeant's eyes
widened and his face paled. Whatever scene had taken place behind Roberts had temporarily
immobilized all three of the guards, and it was entirely possible that if Roberts had seen it, he would be
immobilized himself.

The lieutenant said shortly, "The Warlord of Festhold demands admittance to the chambers of his sister.

Will you stand aside, or will you join your fellow in hell?"

Roberts spoke flatly, and Prince Harold William's voice translated the ordinary words into an iron
command which rang in the air like a sentence of doom: "Open that door."

The tip of the lieutenant's sword flicked out, and lightly pressed the sergeant's tunic. The guards stared at
the sergeant for instructions. The sergeant, brow beaded with sweat, nodded ever so slightly.

The guards flung open the door, and stood at attention. One of them, lance-corporal's insignia on his
sleeve, sucked in his breath and announced: "The Warlord of Festhold!"

Behind Roberts, there was a solid thud, and another sound as of a load dropping to the floor. The
lieutenant spoke in a low voice to the guards: "When he comes to, remind him that a bump on the head is
only temporary. If any of you intrude, you will have more permanent difficulties."

The door shut. Roberts looked around. Directly in front of him was a long white-carpeted corridor, the
woodwork painted gold and ivory, with a rich light-colored

wallpaper depicting a hunting scene done in tones of silver and gray. A door to Roberts' right was
marked with a golden ducal coronet. There was no sound from behind this door. From the distance,
down the hall, came a faint brief high-pitched sound which instantly faded.

Roberts started down the corridor. The lieutenant strode fast, and caught up as they rounded a corner to
the right. Directly in front of them, back to the door, stood a tough-looking guard, a faint grin on his face.
The lieutenant spoke.

"Open for the Warlord of Festhold!"

The guard blinked. Roberts tried the doorknob. The door was solidly locked.

From the other side, Erena screamed, a cry of defiance mingled with dread. The lieutenant said sharply,
"Guard! Can you open this?"
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"It—it's locked from inside."

Roberts, half-crouched, raised and bent his right leg, and kicked hard with the flat of his boot at about
six inches above the doorknob. The door shook in its frame. Roberts kicked again. There was a loud
crack! With the third blow, the door flew open.

Duke Marius, his face totally blank, stared at them from a shambles of a room, where the furniture was
overturned, the drapes half-torn from the windows, the mattress thrown from the bed onto the
floor—and Princess Erena, her face and bare arms bruised, stood gripping a slender leg apparently
broken from some overturned piece of furniture. Behind Roberts, there was a thud and a ripping of cloth.

Erena stared at her brother, and cried out, "Oh, thank God!"

Duke Marius made an abortive gesture, as if to draw some hidden weapon. Prince Harold William's left
hand went to his holster, withdrew the pistol, and had it aimed before the regent could complete
whatever he intended to do.

"So," said Prince Harold William's iron voice, "this is how the Regent of Festhold carries out his trust?"

The gun spoke once, twice, three times, four times—Duke Marius jerked like a marionette, and fell to
the floor.

X. A Hitch Has Developed In Our Plans

Prince Harold William was asleep, his lungs drawing in the deep calm breaths of the righteous and the
just.

Vaughan Nathan Roberts was awake, trying despite a bad case of nerves to hold his attention on a tiny,
barely audible tone that he seemed to hear, then lose, then hear again. It was a varying tone that almost
sounded, now and then, like words, occasionally the whistle of steam from a tea kettle, or the brief
scrape of branches against the wall outside the Prince's room. Roberts listened closely, clinging mentally
to this varying tone as the murmur became clearer, and then out of the murmur came the voice of Colonel
Valentine

Sanders, and Roberts' chief in the Interstellar Patrol was saying methodically:

"Roberts—do you hear me?—Come in, Roberts . . . We have your—"

"Right here," murmured Roberts, pronouncing the words mentally, but not operating the Prince's vocal
cords.

"Roberts?"

"Right here."

"Good. Can you hear me clearly?"
"Yes."

"Roberts—ah—how are things going?"
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"The Prince is asleep. I'm lying here in a cold sweat. Is that possible?"

"If you're doing it, it's possible." The colonel cleared his throat, and the sound came across with a
peculiar self-conscious emphasis. "Ah—Roberts—?"

n Sir?l 1
"How—ah—how—""

Roberts decided that he would have to speak frankly. "Sir, this situation is fairly confused. And if you
don't mind, I want to ask a few questions."

"Go ahead."

"Do you have Prince Harold William on your end."

There was a brief pause. "I mean," said Roberts, "his mind—his consciousness?"

"No," said the colonel.

"I see. All right, what do you have on your end?"

"Y our body, Roberts, is lying here in some sort of stasis. This is the first time we've ever had anything
like this. The only thing I can think of is that the Prince has been reduced to a vegetable, and there was
no—ah—no mental function—no personality to come through. Wait a minute. What I'm trying to say is
the complex electromagnetic function the technicians speak of has put in no appearance on this end; we
therefore assume that it must have been destroyed, or reduced to so low a level that we can't detect it."

"I see," said Roberts tightly.

"How are things on your end, Roberts?"

"Prince Harold William this afternoon shot the regent in both shoulders and both knees; and if I
hadn't—"

"Wait a minute, Roberts, keep the description clear. You mean, you, controlling the Prince's actions,
shot the regent—"

"No," said Roberts. "I mean what I said. This degenerate, drugged hulk of a royal playboy has reflexes
like chain lightning, and put four bullets into Duke Marius before I had time to think. The next two bullets

were for the duke's right and left eyes, but I managed to override that."

There was a silence. Roberts became vaguely aware of the Prince's calm peaceful breathing, and went
on. "Listen, when this technique is used on someone heavily sedated against his will, what happens?"

" think this is the first time we've ever run into it."
"Well, if the Prince hasn't shown up on your end, I think I know why. He's still here."

There was another little pause. "I see," said the colonel.
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"The impression I have," said Roberts, "is that most of the time, I'm running things, but every now and
then, things happen so fast I don't know what's taking place. Moreover, I am not getting much
cooperation from Harold William's memory."

"What?"

"The Prince's memory isn't open to me. Occasionally, a few items of information come across, but not
very often."

"That's not normal. The usual case is that the impressed personality becomes immersed in the memory
and details of the subject's life."

"Then this isn't the usual case."

Another silence developed, and Roberts broke it by saying, "This is quite a handicap, if you see what [
mean. | can control the Prince's actions, unless he suddenly decides to take over. But unfortunately, since
I'm not in touch with his memory, I don't know what I'm doing. And there's another question. What
about the Prince himself? His consciousness evidently is still here, on the spot. How does all this strike
him?"

"I don't know. I'll have to take this up with the experts."

"There's another point. Are these Festholders particularly bloodthirsty?"

"No—Wait a minute. You have to remember, Roberts, that they're in a very exposed position, and have
been fighting the Stath for a long time. The Stath are not nice adversaries."

"I see."

"The Festholders loathe traitors, and are merciless with them. Whoever breaks his word on Festhold
gets very short shrift."

Roberts considered the events of the day, and said, "Well, that fits. All right, I'll tell you what happened."
Carefully, he described what had taken place, in minute detail. At the end, the colonel said,
"Roberts—were you in charge most of the time, or—"
"I was. Why?"
"It seems to me things have moved pretty fast."
"The regent was closing in to finally discredit the Prince."
"H'm. Yes, that's true."
"There wasn't much choice."
"All right. Where is the regent now?"

"On a cot, done up in bandages, in a dressing station run by the Royal Guard."

"And Princess Erena?"
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"With her two sisters, Catherine and Eloise. She's in an apartment in this building, heavily guarded."
"Good. Now, about Erena—you have to be careful—"

"The Prince," said Roberts drily, "is a lot more protective of the two younger sisters. Erena was his older
sister, and when they're face-to-face, they get along like cats and dogs."

"Well, that's good. That—"

"Isn't it? said Roberts drily. "Now, sir—what are we going to do about this mess? I have the impression
that as the drug they've been using on the Prince wears off, I'm going to have more and more trouble."

"Roberts, we could break contact, and then try again. But I hesitate to suggest it, because the second try
might fail entirely. You've done all right, so far—"

"The situation is getting more complicated by the minute."

"Just do your best, and we'll move up reinforcements, just in case. Now, we don't claim to understand it,
but you're going to need sleep, or your control will suffer."

"Okay," said Roberts. "As long as you see the situation here."

"I see it," said the colonel. "It represents an unexpected hitch in the plans, but I think we can get around
it."

The colonel's voice faded, and there was only a varying tone that itself dwindled. Then there was the
scrape of branches against the wall, and Roberts knocked the pillow into a more comfortable shape, and
fell asleep.

He seemed scarcely to have rested his head against the pillow when the room was suddenly filled with
light, and an urgent voice was speaking: "Y ou Majesty—Duke Marius has escaped!"

XI. How To Kill Kings With Pictures

Roberts sat up, noting the early morning sun that lit the silvery dew on the lawn outside. For the first
time, he had a sense of bodily well being. The drugged sense of having to force each motion was gone.

"Impossible," said Roberts, "because the Regent was not a prisoner here. Ask Colonel du Morgan to
come to me as soon as is convenient for him."

Roberts got up, showered briskly, and briefly studied the Prince's physique in the bathroom mirror. The
Festhold heir presented an odd effect of well-developed muscles under a pasty complexion and a thin
layer of fat. His face presented the same peculiar effect of strong bone structure and formidable
character—coupled with the suggestion of a sallow dissolute look. If the Prince' faint look of dissipation
resulted from prolonged sabotage by Duke Marius, there obviously had been some force resisting this
dissipation.

Roberts toweled briskly, dressed, and noted with approval the new lock on the room's hall door. He
was just clasping the leather belt that held the sword when there was a knock at the door. Roberts
opened the door.
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"Ah, come in, Colonel!"

Colonel du Morgan, his face grave, his air faintly embarrassed, stepped inside. "I am afraid the Regent
left us during the night."

The Prince's voice said, "I regret that I didn't kill him."

The colonel looked surprised, but nodded. "You would have been fully justified."

Roberts, who was more surprised than the colonel to hear the Prince's comment, said carefully, "To
have killed him would have been justified, but we may better bring his whole treasonous plan, and his
accomplices, into the open with the Regent alive but crippled."”

The colonel nodded grimly. "He is, at least, crippled. Your Majesty is a deadly and extremely fast shot."

The Prince's voice replied on its own, "Long practice, Colonel. Since I was old enough to think, I have
aimed to be a fighting man and a leader of fighting men, and have trained to acquire their skills."

The Colonel again looked surprised, and an expression of wonder crossed his face. The Prince spoke
again, and Roberts listened, seeing no point in trying to intervene.

"Duke Marius," said the Prince, "has well deserved to be crippled. With deep cunning, while in the guise
of my guardian, he tried to cripple me."

The words seemed to smolder in the air after they were spoken, and the Colonel nodded and sighed. "I
am afraid, Your Majesty, that he has finally succeeded."

"What do you mean?"

Colonel du Morgan held out, face down, a small packet of photographs. The Prince reached out, took
them, and turned them over. The sense of pain was instantaneous, as severe as the sudden pain of a
sensitive tooth exposed to heat or cold.

The top picture was damming, a pose of the Prince, the tutor, and the maid who had brought the
drugged food. The room seemed to spin around Roberts, who immediately sucked in a sharp breath, and
as the grip of the Prince's hand loosened, Roberts tightened it again.

"Well, well," said Roberts, and the Prince's voice translated the words into a sound of grim satisfaction.
"So, we have forced him to reveal his hand at last!"

The colonel looked blank. "Sir?"

Roberts looked the Colonel in the eye. "Can you conceive, Colonel, of the damage these would have
done if released just before the Lords' Chamber? Would they grant the crown to anyone so debased as
this?"

The Colonel looked totally blank. "I—No. But—"

Roberts forced the fingers of the Prince to steadily and carefully leaf through the damning photographs
one-by-one. Roberts had thought the first one might be the worst, but the Colonel had apparently tried to
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spare his feelings. What followed was indescribable. Roberts looked up, with a sensation of having
wallowed in garbage.

"What you have been trying to tell me, Colonel, is that Duke Marius was freed by my own men?"
The colonel was watching him with a look of wonder. With a start, he answered. "Yes, Sir."

"Assemble the officers and non-commissioned officers in the courtyard—Those who can be spared
from guard duty. There must be no laxness at all, despite this very clever move. Where is Company
Fer?"

"At this moment, they are detraining for the march here."

"Nothing must happen to prevent their reaching here. Check on them, and have those officers and
non-coms in the courtyard as soon as possible. Let me know when they are there."

The colonel straightened. "Yes, Sir."

The ranks were stiff, and the faces expressionless as Roberts strode with slow and careful step past
them, his tread echoing from the walls that surrounded the courtyard with its fountain and its banks of
flowers. Roberts halted near the fountain, turned, looked at the hard faces briefly, and spoke. The
Prince's voice, calm and cool, said the words.

"At ease, men."

In front of him, their faces expressionless, the officers and the non-commissioned officers of the Royal
Guard relaxed, but their faces remained cold.

"A few minutes ago," said Roberts, and the Prince's magnificent voice spoke with grim satisfaction,
"Colonel du Morgan gave me the most pleasant news I have had in some years.

"Colonel du Morgan told me that the Duke Marius had been aided to escape by my own men—" There
was a low angry murmur, which Roberts ignored—"and that by some coincidence, damning
photographs, supposedly of the future Warlord of Festhold, had been circulated amongst the Royal
Guard. Pictures," said Roberts, and the Prince's voice translated his scorn, "like these which Colonel du
Morgan gave to me."

Roberts looked directly at the ranked officers and non-commissioned officers, and saw their puzzled but
stubborn look. He spoke with careful emphasis.

"Gentlemen, I will not waste our time by loudly denying what is set forth in these pictures. That they may
be clever fakes is obvious. But it was only yesterday morning that General Hugens and Field Marshal du
Beck confirmed for me that there were minute capsules—apparently of drugs—in a glass of milk brought
to me by the servants of this same Duke Marius. Who knows what depravity may be arranged for a man
under the influence of secretly administered drugs? But is the man then guilty? Or is he guilty who
administered the drugs?

"I know this: I have no memory of any such incidents as shown on these photographs. But I wonder not
only at these scenes, but at the mind and aims of the person who would record them. Is there any of us
so free of blame that he could afford to have all the incidents of his life freely revealed? But fortunately,
there is no one hiding there to record the incidents. When there is someone hiding there, why is he hiding
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there?"

Across from Roberts, the Guards officers and noncoms were frowning in thought. But, Roberts noticed,
one or two of them glanced covertly at something held in their hands, and their expressions hardened.

Roberts could talk, but the thought was clear in his mind that the same man cannot be the object of deep
contempt and be the King, both at the same time. Again, Roberts could feel the pain of the Prince. But
Roberts paid no attention.

"So," he said, "while I remember no such incidents, and while all this trash may be completely faked,
nevertheless I wonder at the aims of whoever distributed it. And it was this, gentlemen, which gave me
great pleasure.”

He had their attention now. He could see it in the alert faces, in the eyes turned toward him or staring
judiciously at the wall opposite. Roberts lowered his voice, and the words came out with great intensity.

"How many of my line have died of strange 'accidents'? Where is my father, the King? Where are my
brothers? Why am I the last of the line? And why am I, the last of the line, to be branded with this
depravity?

"He who would destroy a royal family, root and branch, and take the throne for himself, must not only
kill its members, but must turn its followers against it. How better to do that than by taking the last
surviving heir, when supposedly too young to defend himself, and either sinking him in the foulest sin, or
creating that appearance?

"What the Duke did not know was that his drugs would be found, at that worst of all times when Field
Marshal du Beck could confirm it for himself, and carry out my request to replace the Duke's guards with
my own men.

"Yet this Regent did not stop there. Very plausibly, Company Fer was detached from the Royal Guard.
Quickly, two assassins turned up here. Next, an attempt was made against Princess Erena, by this
selfsame Duke Marius."

From the group of officers, the Lieutenant of the day before spoke in a clear level voice: "I saw that.
And the King instantly drew left-handed, and shot him four times cleanly while the Duke grabbed for his
hidden gun."

There was a murmur. The murmur went on, and suddenly there was a laugh, and Roberts could feel the
change in the atmosphere. To these warriors, Duke Marius was suddenly absurd.

Roberts spoke, and the Prince's voice contained a trace of grim humor: "So, after the drugs, the
assassins, the detachment of Company Fer, and the attempt against a Princess of Festhold by this
Regent, I could not help but wonder, 'What next?' He was helpless, shot in both shoulders and knees,
but might have new and undreamed-of treacheries already in motion. It was then that Colonel du Morgan
showed me this little handful of pictures, and that much was clear.

"Marius could gain the kingdom only by stopping me first. I must, therefore, fail either to draw the sword
from the crystal, or to gain the support of the nobles. Either one would do the job. Prudence would
suggest that he try to do both. Whether he has found some way to influence the crystal—or to somehow
counterfeit the result—I cannot claim to know. But he has been forced to reveal too soon his plan to
influence the nobles.
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"This little pack of pictures, gentlemen, was not meant for you. He couldn't even know you would be
here. These pictures originally had another purpose: To so shock and antagonize the nobility that the last
male member of the royal family would become the lowest and most despised of all the nobles, while the
next choice necessarily fell to Marius."

The silence in the courtyard when Roberts stopped speaking was broken by the sudden sound of ripping
pictures. The leaders of the Royal Guard were methodically tearing the damning photographs to bits. As
Roberts watched, they passed the bits from hand to hand, and the officers at the head of the ranks made
a little pile, and struck a light to it.

In the quiet, the faint tramp of feet could heard, and for an instant Roberts thought of Company Fer. But
it was too soon for that.

"Open," said a voice, small but clearly audible, "in the name of the Regent!"
"The traitor's troops," said Roberts. "Quick! Back to your men!"

The courtyard emptied in a flash. There was a blast of whistles, the shout of commands. On the
flagstones, the flame flickered, consuming the torn photographs as Roberts ran past into the building,

XII. The Guard Does Not Surrender

Colonel du Morgan blocked the entrance, shouting to Roberts, "Back, Your Majesty! They're inside the
gate!"

The sword was in the Prince's hand before Roberts could decide what to do. The Prince was past du
Morgan, and threw open the front doors of the building. One quick glance showed the Royal Guard in
disarray, officers, and noncoms shouting at sullen men. On the walk regular Festhold infantry, glancing
uneasily around, backed up an officer in general's uniform arguing vehemently with the Lieutenant who
had accompanied Roberts the day before. Their voices were plainly to be heard.

The general shouted, "It is the Regent's order! This has the force of Royal Command!"

"The Regent," snarled the Lieutenant, "is a traitor and a murderer! With my own eyes I saw this famous
Regent attack Princess Erena! I saw this Regent turn in the presence of the King, and grab for a
concealed weapon! I saw the King draw and strike this same Regent to the earth with four blows before
this imitation warlord could get his hand on a weapon. Now you tell me that the Royal Guard will stand
aside and hand the true Warlord of Festhold over to this toothless wonder, this lying poisonous
murdering hypocritical simulacrum of a Regent built up out of moldy dung? I say you are badly mistaken,
general! I say you had better get your troops out of here before we throw them out!"

The general said shortly, "I have my orders! You will obey, Lieutenant, or face the consequences!"

"Be damned with the consequences!"

The Lieutenant whipped out his sword. The General clamped a whistle between his teeth. Prince Harold
William, obviously ready for a fight, evidently could find nothing to say in this impasse. Roberts at once

raised the Prince's voice.

"One moment, gentlemen!"
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The General shouted, "There he is! You are under arrest for attempted regicide!"
"By whose order?"

"By command of Duke Marius Romeigne, Regent of Festhold, who stands in the place of the Ruler and
Warlord, King and Emperor of Festhold! By that authority, and in that name, the Regent hereby places
you, Harold William, under arrest! Throw down your arms, and go humbly to judgment!"

Roberts spoke politely. "Are we at war?"
"WHAT?"
"Is the Kingdom of Festhold at war?"

The General for an instant looked blank. Then his face suffused with rage. "Drag that dog to me in
chains!"

The Lieutenant pivoted on his right heel. His left fist smashed the General in the face, throwing him back
into the arms of the men behind him. Blood welled from the General's nose and mouth.

Roberts spoke, and the Prince's voice was clear, calm, and carrying: "In time of peace, no one, neither
King nor Regent, can arbitrarily arrest another. The Regent has no right to order anyone to arrest me. But
I have every right to defend myself from unlawful arrest. And I will do it."

This was all Roberts had intended to say. The General dizzily staring at him, seemed to have
comprehended the point. The Lieutenant, sword in one hand and gun in the other, was a visible
demonstration that the Prince would not fight alone.

But now, from well back in the ranks before them came a loud voice, freely speaking unspeakable slurs,
damning Harold William by all the names that could be applied to anyone about whom such pictures
could be circulated as had been made of the Prince.

And suddenly the Prince's voice was answering, the pain evident in his voice, but something else evident
under the pain: "Then Marius has won, and I may never be King! But you will learn now who is the
Warlord of Festhold! Get back beyond that gate!"

The regular troops, confused, simply stared as Harold William advanced. The Royal Guard, seeing their
leader advance alone and single-handed against such numbers, abruptly comprehended what their
officers had been trying to tell them—the pictures could not sum up the Prince! And in that case, it was a
moral certainty that the Regent was a traitor.

Roberts heard the shout, but could no more influence the actions of Harold William than he could have
as a spectator. The Prince's sword flashed out, the flat of the blade striking the side of the General's
head.

"Get these men out of here before I kill them, and you with them!"

From somewhere in the rear of the Regent's troops came a shout: "Forward! In the name of the Regent.
Forward!"
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A fusillade of shots smashed windows and powdered brickwork across the face of the building. A fusion
beam lanced out and struck the building. There was a shower of white-hot glass and exploding
brickwork.

Someone yelled, "Show the Prince what blood looks like!" A grenade arched forward and blew up over
the heads of the Royal Guard. From well behind the troops of the Regent came another shout: "Death to
the Royal Coward!"

The General, staring at the Prince's expression, suddenly reached for his gun. Harold William went
berserk.

Roberts, like a passive spectator at a horror show, could only watch as the Prince waded into a chaos
of guns, flashes, spurting blood and shattered bone. Explosions deafened him, and a flaming bar of white
heat seared his left side. An eruption of flame burst in his face. Time passed in heavy shocks and boiling
smoke. The ground jumped underfoot. Pain incarnate knit through the lower left side of his chest. Then
clever staring

faces briefly appeared before him, hands were flung up, and the faces dissolved into the bloody chaos
that ringed the Prince of Festhold.

A familiar voice shouted urgently. The Prince, dragging in great breaths of reeking air, turned to see
Colonel du Morgan.

"Take cover, Sir! We've cleared them back—but they're sending tanks! The Prince turned, and Roberts
was presented with the sight of a hideous shambles of broken weapons and shattered bodies.

From the distance came a clank and roar of tanks, and the Prince turned to face the tanks, wide and
low, looming through the smoke. The Prince's thought was plain to Roberts: "I will never back nor bow
to any of these dogs."

With a violent effort, Roberts got momentary control of the Prince's limbs, and dove head-first into a
nearby crater.

Roberts hit the stony dirt in an explosion of pain from his left side. Now that the Prince was no longer
concentrating on killing enemies, Roberts became aware that his whole left side seemed to be on fire, and
his chest felt as though iron hooks were imbedded in it. A wave of weakness and weariness swept over
him. He pressed his head into the damp stony dirt.

There was a heavy blast that jarred the earth under him. Then there was a clank that sounded almost
over his head. The blast and roar died away. Roberts opened his eyes to see nothing but blackness, then
a brilliant white light that faded away. It came to Roberts that he had passed out—must, in fact, have
slept, and now it was night.

A loudspeaker roared: "Guard!"

There was an answering, more distant voice, and Roberts recognized Colonel du Morgan: "We're
listening, Traitor."

"Yield!"

"Never. God save King Harold!"
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"The Coward Prince is dead!"

Colonel du Morgan laughed. "The Warlord may be dead or alive, but if he was a coward, you are less
than rotten wood."

"Yield! Your leader, whatever you call him, is dead! And you can't withstand our armor forever!"

"The Guard may die, Traitor. But only Harold William may command us to lay down our arms!"
Roberts, lying motionless in the crater, sensed that the Prince was conscious. Roberts could detect the
Prince's wonder at Colonel du Morgan's words. It dawned on Roberts that the Prince had expected no
such support. Roberts became aware that the heir to Festhold's throne was now dominated by some

powerful emotion. Roberts could feel the quicker respiration, could sense the increased blood

pressure—but he did not know what the emotion was.

Just above, the loudspeaker roared again: "We attack in four hours! You will never outlast it! Surrender,
OI'—"

Roberts' whole left side burst into one fiery agony. His chest felt as if stitched together

with huge and rusty staples. The Prince rushed up the bank in the darkness, swung the sword like an
axe.

The loudspeaker was roaring: "—we will pound you into—"

The sword struck with a jar that traveled up his arm. Roberts was standing upright on some sort of
slanting plate that apparently covered one of the tank's tracks. The abrupt silence told him that the Prince
must have just cut the wire to the loudspeaker.

Roberts, unable to see a thing, wondered that the Prince stood motionless, waiting. Then from far away,
a sound reached his ear, a low distant whine. Through the pain of burns and untreated wounds, Roberts
could sense the Prince intently listening. Suddenly, a thought came through to Roberts: "That whine is an

antigrav transport unit, such as Fer Company uses for the automatic artillery. Could it be?"

Roberts, inescapably aware of the Prince's wounds, wondered at this continuing concentration on the
fight. Was Harold William that tough?

"Ah, the hatch."

The faint grating noise came through to Roberts a moment later, followed by a murmur: "Put that light
out! You want to be blown to hell? Now—careful—wire feels all right, so far."

"Maybe the whole damn speaker fell off. There was some kind of thud."
"I didn't feel any thud."
"Well, I did."

A third voice murmured, "Keep your voices down. Hst! What's that?"
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Across the cratered and invisible landscape came the sound of a signal whistle.
"Funny. That's practically right on top of the Guards!"

"They aren't firing."

"No."

"Listen!"

A brief alternation of silvery liquid notes on some sort of trumpet reached across the field, to be
answered instantly by another, from a slightly different direction.

"That's the royalhorn!"

"Both of them were royalhorns!"

"What the hell! It's reinforcements, then!"

"Back this thing up! We've got to get out of here."

The prince spoke, his voice silky and menacing. "One moment, gentlemen. I am the Warlord. And if you
move a finger, you are dead."

There was a tense silence, broken only by the faint but steadily approaching whine from the distance.
The Prince's voice was calm. "I do not ask that you yield. I command that you return this instant to your
true allegiance." Roberts could hear a ragged indrawn breath.

"If," said the Prince, "you wish to live and obey me, say so now!"

"Yes," came a shaking voice. Two other voices trod on the heels of the first. "Yes!" "Yes, Sir!"

"How many of you are there here? This is an XS12 with a normal crew of five. Are the others inside?"

"No, Sir. We're all there is. We're running with a bare crew."

"Why?"

"To get maximum force on the line, the Regent put in the spares at the beginning."

"I see. All right, fix that loudspeaker."

"Ah—Sir, every minute here is dangerous. They're probably—"

The Prince's voice was flat. "I said, fix that wire." There was a brief pause. His tone became humorous.
"We might as well die now, as some other time, eh?" For some reason, the men all laughed.

"Here," said one of them. "The wire's all right to here. And—wait!—Here we are. We'll have to splice."
There was a tense silence, and the blast of a whistle from the distance.

"All right," said one of the men.
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The Prince said, "Can you hand up the microphone to me?"

"Yes, Sir."

"All of you, get inside, and hand it up."

There was a scrape of boots slipping on metal, then the Prince reached out his hand, and Roberts felt the
fingers close on something round and ridged—a handle of some kind. The Prince raised it to his lips. His
voice boomed out in the quiet.

"Colonel du Morgan!"

There was a bare moment's hesitation. "Sir?" The voice expressed shock.

"I am bringing in an XS12. One only."

"Y-Yes, Sir!"

There was a click. The Prince leaned into the hatch. "We are on the lip of a crater. Back. Go left around
it, then straight ahead. Speed twelve—"

"Hadn't you better get inside, Sir?"
"] like the air out here. 'Tis cooler."

There was a second round of subdued but delighted laughter. The Prince, Roberts thought drily, seemed
to have just the right sense of humor for this planet.

Conscious of his own total lack of protection, with the XS12 tilting underfoot, with his side on fire and
each breath agony, Roberts felt more than saw the position of the landscape shift around him. The Prince
sat, legs dangling, atop the big turret in the darkness. Ahead, finally, there was a faint blue light that
flashed and disappeared.

The Prince turned and called in a low clear voice, "Speed Three." They at once slowed to a crawl.
Straight ahead, the blue light flashed again.

The Prince called, "Du Morgan?"
"Here, Sir!"
The Prince turned. "Stop! Engines off!" They stopped. A moment later, the throb died away.

The Prince turned to look into the darkness. "The three men in this tank have returned to their true
allegiance. See that they get food and a place to sleep as soon as their machine

1s under cover."

Du Morgan gave brief orders to someone nearby. The Prince slid over the side, and dropped to the
ground. The pain was breathtaking, but his voice didn't waver.
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"Company Fer is here?"

"Yes, Sir. They're just setting up."

"[s there an aid station nearby?"
"Yes—you're wounded?"

The Prince's voice was dry. "Slightly."

"M'm. Right over here, Sir. Squint your eyes when we go in . . . Careful as we go down, here . . . Now,
through two doors, and this light is bright, now . . . My God!"

Directly in front of Roberts in the dazzling light was a sort of high cot with a clean white sheet over it; a
man in a white uniform, eyes wide and jaw clenched, and a nurse in white, her hand to her mouth. An
orderly, his back turned, was just carrying out a mop and a bucket.

The Prince said quietly, "The burn is from a flame gun—I suppose a Mark X. Then I think I ran into two
or three solid shots from an explosive whip. I think they went through, but I'm not sure. The pain of the
burn is intense, and continuous. The shot is particularly bad when I breathe."

The doctor said, "Nurse, a syringe—"

The Prince interrupted, and his voice was irritable. "No anesthetic. I am telling you this simply to explain
what happened." He glanced at du Morgan. "Colonel."

Colonel du Morgan stiffened. "Yes, Sir?"

"There is to be no amputation. Not so much as a finger or a toe. If I die of this, that is unfortunate; but it
is honorable, and I will take the risk. If there should be an amputation, contrary to my will, I will have the
head of the doctor who carried it out. See that this is clearly understood. Now, while the doctor carries
out his examination, get me a position map."

"Yes, sir." The Colonel turned and went out.

The Prince looked at the doctor. "How bad does this seem? Be truthful."”

The doctor said, "I don't see how—" He paused and began again. "It is very unusual to see anyone in
such condition on his feet."

"Since I have not yet killed the traitor, I must remain on my feet. Is there anything you can do to keep
down infection?"

The doctor approached, and very cautiously examined the Prince's left side. Next, he studied the
Prince's chest, gingerly lifting away layers of clothing. "Fortunately, the slugs went clean through. But—in
all honesty—you should be in the restitution baths."

The door opened, and the Colonel came in with a captain and two sergeants, carrying a large map on a
stand. The map bore little symbols in red and green.

"Ah," said the Prince. "Good." He walked over. "How accurate is this?"
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"As of now," said the Colonel, "I believe it is substantially correct. We sent up drones at dusk, and have
heard little movement from them since then."

The Prince touched his finger to a small purple oval well back on the map. "Are we sure

the Traitor is here?"

"He was seen there yesterday afternoon. A special medical unit is attached to him."

"Curious that he is here, where he could conceivably be wounded."

"What regular leader of troops can he trust with such a task as this? He has to be here."

The Prince nodded, and leaned forward. On the map, the positions of the little symbols resembled a
circle within a larger semicircle of enemy troops, with a still larger oblong coming down the road from the
north, and the little purple oval on the far side of the semicircle from the circle that showed the position of
the Royal Guard. The road came down from the top of the map, passed through the semicircle to the
north, passed through the circle representing the Guard, and bent off toward the southeast. The Prince
straightened.

"It is true that they are not yet across the road to the southeast?"

"They were, but Company Fer passed that way."

"And this juggernaut coming down the road from the north?"

"The regent's reinforcements. Once they get here, we will be in a bad way."

The Prince glanced at the measure showing the scale of the map. He looked at the road, then back at
the purple oval on the far side of the semicircle and distinctly to the east of the reinforcements on the
road.

"To wait for the reinforcements to arrive," said the Prince, "would be mere suicide. To move
cross-country to the southwest would be to flee, with no hope of victory. We might attack the center of
this half-ring of disloyal troops, but that would warn the Traitor, and his reinforcements are nearby on the
road.—What hour is it?"

"A little before one, Sir."

The Prince considered the map. "Suppose we move out, very quietly, along the road to the southeast?
At best, they may not know we are gone. At worst, they will overhear us. But if they overhear us, what
will they think?"

"That we are in retreat."

"The troops at the end of this semicircle were roughly handled?"

The Colonel smiled. "Company Fer was not gentle with them."

"Then they should be tired, and not eager to intervene. If we are in retreat, what will they care?"
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"It is impossible to be sure," said the colonel, "but I would expect them to do nothing."

"Now, suppose that we move southeast along the road until we are well past the end of their line, and
then swing north, across country. By dawn, the Traitor, if he is still where this map shows him to be, will
have his half-ring of besieging troops to the southwest, his host of reinforcements to the west—and us to
the east."

The Prince traced the movement on the map with his forefinger, and there was a low involuntary murmur
from the captain and the two sergeants.

The Colonel said, "If we could get there by dawn—"

The Prince nodded. "Then we could attack with the sun behind us, shining in their eyes. And if the
reinforcements should be called in, they will be equally blinded."

"We will do it! But Your Majesty must remain here, to be treated—"

"No treatment will do me any good until we end this traitor. Let us waste no time. We have to be there
before this situation changes."

XIII. The Regent's Unlucky Day

Roberts, aware of a ceaseless searing agony, and a sense that to breathe was to drag massive hooks
through his chest, saw the dawn through eyes that swam with fatigue and poisons pumped through his
system from the wounds and burns. The Prince, who must be aware of the same endless pain and fatigue,
merely murmured, "There—a little to the south—"

Roberts caught the brief flash in the almost level rays of the sun, that lit brightly the flat green ground with
its occasional clumps of trees.

Colonel du Morgan said, "Yes, I believe—it is! That is the window of a headquarters trailer!" The
Colonel handed him the field glasses. A few moments of careful examination showed a small complex of
low sand-colored buildings, with a flagpole in the center.

"We may be mistaken." said the Prince. "However, turn the column by platoons, and we will see what
we catch in the net."

The Colonel passed his orders back, and the men spread out, and then the Royal Guard was a thin
scattering of men in camouflage suits who blended into the scenery. A low whine from the rear told of
Fer Company's transportation.

Ahead of them, a little speck rose jerkily above one the low brown shapes. The Prince raised the
binoculars. It was a flag, going up the pole in the center of the little cluster of temporary buildings. The
flag was of dark-blue edged in purple, with a golden circlet in the center. For an instant, the flag stood
out almost straight, and Roberts could see that the circlet was a coronet.

"Duke Marius' own flag," growled the Prince, "with a royal edging. Ah, if only he is there!"

The low buildings very gradually loomed larger. The sides of trees and shrubs toward them were lit
brightly in the rising sun. Ahead, a voice shouted warningly: "Who goes! Halt! By command of the
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Regent!"

A nearer, louder voice answered, "Isn't this General du Fenn's headquarters?"

"It is the Headquarters of the Regent himself!"

"What. The Regent? Is he there?"

"He is!"

The Prince growled, "Sound the attack."

The Colonel turned, and a moment later a silvery note sounded, rose abruptly higher, and repeated again
and again. The Prince sprang atop the captured tank as it trundled up from the rear. To either side, men
were running forward in long, well spread-out lines. Behind them, the low whine rose to a howl.

The sand-colored buildings were close now. The guards stared, saw the courtyard suddenly thick with
enemies, and threw down their weapons. The Prince dropped from the back of the tank, walked toward
the largest of the buildings, as his men appeared everywhere, and threw open the door.

A white-coated officer spoke angrily. "Out! You can't come in here!"

The Prince stepped in, sword in one hand, gun in the other. "Where is Marius?"

The officer looked blank. "I—Who—?"

The Prince's voice had its usual effect. "I am the Warlord. Where is the Regent?"

"[—he—through that door, Sir."

"Lead the way."

The terrified officer pushed open the door, and voices were heard in calm discussion. "Toward noon?"
said the Regent's voice.

"Yes, Sir. The reinforcements will be in position then. The rebels will be wiped out."

"Excellent . . . yes, Doctor?"

The trembling doctor stepped aside, and the Prince walked in, closely followed by armed men. The
Regent, heavily bandaged, was sitting up in bed. His eyes widened. The Prince's voice was quiet, but it

spread out through the room, and left no doubt that what it said was final.

"Y ou may surrender, Marius, in which case you may live, for the time. Or you may choose to not
surrender, and I will shoot you through the head."

The Regent averted his eyes, and drew a slow breath. He said bitterly, "So I am surrounded? By what?"
The Prince, watching closely, didn't answer, and Colonel du Morgan said, "By the Royal Guard."

"By an element—what, a section?—of the Royal Guards."
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Beside the Regent's bed, the officer in general's uniform who had been talking to the Regent spoke
sharply, "It could hardly be even that. More likely a squad. Nothing more could slip through the
lines.—Guard!"

Several more of the Prince's soldiers answered this invitation, and came in. More followed. The room
grew crowded. The general stared, and abruptly turned away.

The Prince said quietly, "What have you decided, Marius?"
The Regent slowly shut his eyes. "I surrender."

XIV A Job Well Done
The agony of being lowered into the tank was as nothing compared with the slow, cautious removal of
the charred cloth. But this was part of the Festhold process of treating severe burns, and there was
nothing Roberts could do to escape it.—Nothing, that is, until

the Prince, exhausted, passed out, and Roberts instantly did the same.

Roberts could feel himself spin into blackness, but much too soon he could feel himself again returning to
consciousness. He fought to prevent it, failed, and became aware that he was lying between clean sheets.

He waited for the pain, but felt only a sense of calm rested well-being. Puzzled, he opened his eyes. He
found himself looking at a white ceiling, in a dimly lit room with blank white walls.

Roberts sat up, felt his side, and then noticed something. There was a different bodily tone, a different
feel, a something different—familiar yet strange. Roberts got out of bed, jerked open a door thinking it
would lead into a corridor, and found himself in a small bathroom. A glance in a mirror showed him
himself—not Prince Harold William.

Roberts stood frowning for an instant, uncertain whether he was dreaming now, had been dreaming
before, was out of his head, or was wide-awake and in his right senses. Back in the small room he had
come from, there was the brief crackle of a wall communicator. The voice of Colonel Valentine Sanders
reached him.

"Roberts?"

Roberts made the mental adjustment from Prince to captain in the Interstellar Patrol.

"Here, sir."

"When did you get back?"

"A few minutes ago. Is this how it usually works?"

"No. How do you feel?"

"Unnatural. In a dream."

"Stay right there. Turn on all the lights, and move around. I'll be right with you."
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Roberts wandered around the two small rooms, and snapped on all the lights. This helped some, but he
still seemed to be moving in a dream. The door from the corridor opened, and Colonel Valentine
Sanders, lean and tough, his hair close-cropped, stepped in. His voice sounded relieved.

"How do you feel now?"

"Unreal."

"M'm." The colonel glanced around the bare room with its blank walls and white cot. "I feel a little
unnatural in here myself." His voice echoed faintly. "Can you walk all right?"

"I've been able to so far."

"Let's go down the hall to my office. I never did care for inside jobs, and this one is even more peculiar
than the usual."

The colonel opened the door, and led the way down the corridor. Roberts followed, still with the
impression that he was dreaming. The colonel opened a door marked, "Chief, O-Branch," and stepped
back to let Roberts precede him. The colonel shut the door, pulled out a chair for Roberts, went around
behind the desk, and sat back.

"What happened since the last time you reported in?"

Roberts, in careful detail, described everything that had happened since he had been awakened with the
words, "Your Majesty, Duke Marius has escaped." He told of the pictures, the attempt to arrest him, the
battle, and the surrender of the Regent.

The colonel, increasingly wide-eyed, listened intently. At the end, he sat up, frowned, and very carefully
sat back again.

"Where the devil does this leave us?"

Roberts shook his head. "I haven't the faintest idea."

The colonel frowned, and sat unmoving. Finally, he cleared his throat.
"What is your reaction to this prince?"

"Harold William?"'

"Yes."

"Every time he was attacked morally, he folded up and I had to take over. Then they attacked him
physically, and there was no stopping him."

The colonel sounded exasperated. "But what does that mean?"

Roberts thought it over. "It seems to me that he has been very cleverly drugged, in such a way as to
make him detest his own reactions. He has no confidence in himself—he is ashamed of
himself—morally."
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"That doesn't fit with the rest of his actions."

"When I first got there, his room was a shambles, he was almost out on his feet, his servants or
subordinates treated him with an insulting familiarity, the Regent dealt with him as if he were a
nonentity—but in the midst of this ruin, there was a rack of well-oiled weapons. Even when he is to all
intents and purposes unconscious, his reflexes are such that the weapons are like extensions of his limbs.
When he decides to do something, his motions with weapons are like lightning. It seems to me that can
only follow from hereditary aptitude and long training. In fact, he said to the officer who is
second-in-command of the Royal Guard, that since he was old enough to think he had 'aimed to be a
fighting man,' and had trained to acquire the necessary skills."

The colonel sat back, frowning. "The weapons you speak of were right there, in his room?"
"Yes."

"How fast did he seem to recover from the drugs?"

"Very fast."

"By your description of his actions, he sounds almost superhuman."

"Either that, or he had almost superhuman motivation—to nail the Regent."

"All right, now let's think this thing through. Suppose you hadn't been there. Would he have done as
well?"

Roberts considered the question. "He would have folded up any number of times. First, he would have
used this drug, "Twist—whatever that is. [ don't know just what would have taken place with the tutor.
Next, the Regent burst in unannounced with two members of Festhold's high command. The Regent's
manner was full of slurs and insinuations. When the Regent went out, two assassins came in, and the
Prince made no voluntary motion to defend himself. I doubt that he would have gotten through the
situation on his own. The next day, he wilted when the photographs were sprung on him—I could feel the
pain it caused him—and I think he would simply have turned his back on the whole situation. What
would have happened when they came to take him prisoner, I don't know. If he had

still been under the influence of the drugs, I suppose he wouldn't have resisted then, either."

"How was his judgment in battle?"

"Good. But since I could only occasionally catch his thoughts, I can only judge by results. He outfought
and outmaneuvered the Regent as if the Regent had been asleep. But the Regent had already been shot
through both arms and legs, so he couldn't have been in good shape. Still—"

"What's your overall conclusion, Roberts?"

"I think Prince Harold William is exactly what he claims to be, and what he wanted to be. He hasn't been
proclaimed King—but by his own actions, I think he has won the right to the title of "Warlord of

Festhold." And on a planet that reveres fighting ability, that should count for a lot."

"Yes, but what about this sense of guilt?" The colonel frowned in thought. "Of course, he may, having
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fought, and having been badly wounded—"

Roberts nodded. The colonel said, "This brings us back to where we started. What the deuce is the
situation there now?"

"You mean, legally?"
"Practically. Let's see now. The Prince, who is heir to the throne, but not yet of age—"
"Supposedly heir to the throne."

"Yes," said the colonel, "there's that. Well, the Prince, supposedly heir to the throne, discovers the
Regent, who stands in the place of the King, dishonorably occupied with the Prince's sister—"

"Who," said Roberts, "was the Regent's ward."
"M'm. Yes. And the Prince shoots the Regent—"

Roberts said, "In self-defense as much as anger. The Regent was reaching for his own weapon, at the
time."

"I see. Then the Prince takes the Regent prisoner—"

"Not exactly. He took him to his own aid station for treatment. He gave no orders that the Regent was
to be held prisoner."

"Roberts," said the colonel exasperatedly, "I admit, you were there, you saw it, so this is how it actually
happened. But consider how it is going to look. The Prince, backed by a small army, forces an entrance
to the Regent's apartment, catches the Regent with the Princess, shoots him, drags him out, and that night
the Regent escapes. The Regent comes back with troops, a battle erupts, the Prince beats the Regent in
battle, and the Regent,—who stands in the place of the king—surrenders to the Prince—What is that?
Has the government changed hands? Is the Prince guilty of rebellion? What is the situation?"

Roberts shook his head. "I don't know."

"Well," said the colonel drily, "all I have to say, Roberts, is that this is an extremely inconvenient time for
you to lose contact with the situation."

"Sorry, sir," said Roberts, "but as I think of the Prince in that 'restitution bath'—it strikes me that this is a
pretty good time to be here. And just incidentally, there is something we have yet to clear up."

"What's that?"
"Erena."

"Roberts," said the colonel exasperatedly, "for all you know, the girl doesn't care for you. After all, you
appeared as her rescuer, at an appropriate time—naturally, she—"

The colonel paused, frowning. He leaned forward. "Let's hear that again, Roberts.—How did you know
she needed help?"
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"She was on the downslide, sir, going into the casino. I was on the upslide."

" And?"

HS]'I.?"

"What happened?"

Roberts frowned. "I don't know. I looked at her. There was a—it was as if she made an appeal.”

"Did she say anything?"

"No, sir."

"This all passed in a look?"

"Yes, sir. It was obvious."

"And suppose I say you are to keep away from this princess, and forget the incident—?"

Roberts looked at the colonel, and smiled very slightly.

The colonel grinned. "The question was rhetorical, Roberts. No need to slice my head oft." The colonel
thought intently, then smiled. "Roberts, if the Warlord of Festhold wins his crown, and if Festhold remains
firmly allied to the Federation, then it strikes me that if your name appears before the Warlord, in a
request for permission to see the Princess, then you having influence at court, might be able to move the
Warlord to say '"Yes.—After that, you're on your own."

XV. The Baths of the Damned

Roberts put in a day of increasingly strenuous exercise, and ended up feeling almost like himself. He
slept soundly, to wake up with a helmet on his head, and on the screen within the helmet, before his eyes,
two faint dots that merged into one, and the one expanded, faded, formed a tiny distant scene, as of an
underwater view which began to expand, and grow definite, then fade again, and then again to expand.

The scene was suddenly in focus, clear, wavering before and around him, and he was conscious of one
inescapable sensation.

Cold. Around him was a fluid, tinged very faintly pink, in which tiny crystals moved. Above him, a
brilliant light shone down, its heat lost in the cold fluid that bathed him. The cold did not end at his skin,
but moved slowly through his veins—an icy chill that seemed

to reach the core of his being, to immerse him completely, inside and out, in bone-chilling cold.

To his left, something moved, and now he could see the monstrous half-men's head, shoulders, and arms
alone—appearing at his left side, their eyes intent behind the lenses that formed the eyes of their
grotesque white-plastic heads. Carefully, they examined Roberts' left side—and it slowly came to him
that this must be the 'restitution baths' the doctor had spoken of earlier.

The Prince, surely, must be unconscious. But the Prince's eyes were partly open, and Roberts was
treated to the sight of the surgeons working in this hydraulic womb to correct the damage done in battle.
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Roberts tried to disconnect himself from the Prince—and couldn't do it. Time crept past. Despite the

chill, Roberts could faintly feel the surgeons at work. The tone of the Prince's body—or rather the lack of
it—began to impress itself on him.

Gradually, he became aware of the burn—somehow muted by the chill—that covered the left side of his
body. It occurred to Roberts that he was, for practical purposes, in a form of purgatory. Why had they
had to send him back now?

Then he recognized the symptoms of gathering hysteria, knew from experience there was no relief in that
direction, and settled down grimly to endure what was inescapable. It seemed to go on for a long, long

time.

Somewhere, in the distance, birds were singing. A quiet male voice said, "He is in here, Your
Excellencies, but he regains consciousness only at long intervals."

A voice replied with a note like a mosquito, "The just reward of sin."

The first voice said, "The process of recovery is still in some doubt. Physically, most of the gross damage
has been overcome. But there is a severe psychic drain with such wounds as these."

"We want to see how the prisoner has been marked."
Light blinded him as the eyelids opened. The dazzle faded away, as the eyes nearly shut, and through the
slit Roberts could see a severely plain white room, with slightly open window looking out across the tops

of trees to a brick building several hundred feet away.

Back over his right shoulder, the mosquito-voice was disappointed: "I understood the flesh was burned
away on the left side of his face."

A second and similar voice put in: "The left side of the body is completely burned to the bone, is it not?"

Two men perhaps in their late sixties, robed in dark crimson with dark-blue cowls, stood beside the
bed, their probing gaze hungrily searching the face and the form under the thin blanket.

An embarrassed doctor said, "The wounds were severe, Your Excellencies. Of course, the tank
breakage caused trouble, but—"

The first turned to him. "Draw back the covers. This is Holy Business."
The doctor hesitated.

The Prince's voice, low but clear, suddenly dominated the room. "Take these vultures out of here,
Doctor."

The robed figures jerked back. The doctor looked startled.
The Prince drew a deep breath, and let it out slowly. Roberts could feel the two legs flex, the right arm
bend and extend, the left bend and extend. The was no sense of pain, but a faint stiffness. The first of the

robed visitors raised a hand, palm out, and began to gesture in the air, as if warding off evil spirits.

The doctor said uneasily, "Perhaps, Your Excellencies, it would be better if—"
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The wounds in the chest were scars—mere dimples to be felt with the fingertips. The Prince's voice was
suddenly jovial.

"On second thought, Doctor, let them stay. These are, I'm sure, the Regent's tame theologians?" The
robed figures drew themselves erect. Their eyes glittered.

"You blaspheme!"
Roberts, trying to quiet the Prince, found himself a mere spectator. The Prince sat up.

"To blaspheme is to claim godhood, or to be irreverent toward holy things. I claim no godhood. I am
merely the Warlord!"

"You lie!"

The second robed figure made a sweeping gesture of the outstretched hand. "In the name of the Holy
Crystal, curse your blasphemies! You are sworn condemned! In the Crystal Light, you are a sinner and
less!"

The doctor wrung his hands. "Your Excellencies, the patient—"

The eyes of the two cowled figures glinted. Their hands traced figures in the air. Their lips murmured.
Their fingers pointed to the Prince's eyes and teeth, to his arms and legs. An air of smoking witchcraft
emanated from the pair. Occasionally recognizable words could be heard.

" ... wither and shrink . . . eyes water and vision fade . . . teeth do ache and pain . . . trembling palsied
hands . . . uncertain gait . . ."

Roberts could feel the shock. The room seemed to swim before him. With an effort of will, Roberts
drew in a deep breath, exhaled forcibly. The room steadied around him.

Before him, an unholy glee lit the two faces, their teeth bared, fingers pointed successively at his eyes, his
mouth, his arms, his legs—

Roberts drew another breath. The Prince's voice was august, said: "Doctor—"

The doctor, trembling, his face pale, eyes blinking, swallowed and turned. Roberts spoke carefully,
"Close and lock that door."

The tone of the order left no possibility of disobedience. The doctor obeyed. Roberts drew another
careful breath, and stood up. The faces of the gesticulating pair before him contorted with rage. Their
gestures grew more emphatic, their murmurings more incisive. Roberts spoke carefully, and the Prince's
voice was an iron and unbreakable command: "Be still."

The two voices ceased to function. Roberts spoke carefully: "Remove your cloaks."
The words seemed to echo in the room, filled with a restrained but terrible power. Uncertainly, faces

showing evidence of struggle, they removed the cloaks, and stood holding them. Suddenly, they were
plainly gripped by fear.
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Roberts spoke carefully: "Bow once to the Warlord."
Teeth clicking together, the two figures trembled and bowed. Roberts turned slightly toward the door.
"Unlock that door, Doctor, and open it wide."

There was a click, and the faint squeal of a hinge. Roberts turned to the two figures shaking
uncontrollably before him.

"Leave this room, and thank the Almighty Power that you still live."

Shaking, they backed to the door, turned, and the sounds of running feet dwindled down the corridor.
Roberts breathed carefully.

"Close that door, Doctor." The door clicked shut.
"Come here."

The doctor, jaw clamped shut, eyes wide, obediently approached. Roberts could feel a knot of cold
terror within him slowly relax. Roberts sat on the edge of the bed, and spoke more easily.

"Now that the hirelings of the Regent are gone, we can speak less formally. The forces of the Traitor
have now been defeated in personal combat, defeated on the field of battle, and defeated by spiritual
power. What is the legal situation?"

The doctor hesitated. "[—until a few minutes ago, | had no doubts—" He swallowed. "I understand
simply that the Regent had been ambushed, that there had been a local uprising, and the—the degenerate
youngest son of the royal family had been captured, badly wounded, when the Regent put down the
uprising."

Briefly, Roberts thought back. "And have there been no rumors?"

"Oh, there have been fantastic rumors! The Prince and the Regent have fought a duel. The Prince has
declared himself Warlord. The Regent and the Prince have fought a pitched battle. It was only when the
Regent gave a personal address and released the official report that the rumors died down."

"And the troops on the field of battle?"

The doctor looked blank.

Roberts said carefully, "What you have heard, Doctor, has been a carefully made lie. In this case, the
rumors were much closer to the truth. The rumors could never have died down, or the lie been

accepted—if the troops who knew the truth first-hand could tell it."

The doctor blinked. "But—oh, I see." He turned, to look directly at Roberts. "But the troops were
off-lifted because of the Emergency!"

"And what pretext was there for an Emergency?"

"There was the rumor of a Stath invasion fleet."
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Not for the first time, Roberts was regretting that he had not let the Prince finish off the Regent when he
had the chance.

"Has this rumor proved true?"

"No, but the Regent has warned that every precaution must be taken until we can be certain of Stath
good-will."

"Ah," said Roberts. "And has any misfortune to any of the troops been reported?"
"I—not that [ know of."

"The obvious thing would be to kill the witnesses. But in this case, the witnesses are armed and no doubt
suspicious.—How long have I been under treatment?"

"Here? Or before the accident?"

Roberts looked at the doctor. "What accident are you speaking of?"

"When the restitution tank broke."

"How long ago was that?"

"Oh, that was—months ago. We had to start all over again."

"I suppose healing was almost complete, when the tank accidentally broke?"

"Well, not complete, but coming right along. You'd been several weeks in the tank."

"I see." Roberts thought it over. If he remembered correctly, the Prince was to be tested for his fitness to
rule in four months. That had been back before the battle with the Regent. Thanks to the 'accident’ with
the tank, the time had been disposed of nicely. The Regent had meanwhile established his own story of
what had happened. That was bound to be ruinous for the Prince. Roberts cleared his throat.

"Where are we?"

"This is Capital General Hospital. I am Doctor du Beck, and I've been in charge of the case since the
accident."

Roberts said carefully, "You're no relation of Field Marshal du Beck, I suppose?"

The doctor looked tense. "Yes, sir. He is my cousin. But I assure you, I am in no way implicated—After
all, that involved only the military."

Roberts said carefully, "Remember, I have been unconscious—or only occasionally conscious—for
quite a while. Field Marshal du Beck was in good repute the last I knew."

"Yes—yes, that's true. But that was before the Emergency was declared! Field Marshal du Beck and
several members of the General Staff were found to be in secret contact with the Stath."

Roberts nodded. "I see. Now, who guards this building?"
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"The Regent's own Household Guard."
"And what is that building over there?"

"The City Palace—I believe, strictly speaking, it's the Capital City Administration Building, but everyone
calls it the City Palace."

"The Regent's headquarters?"

"Yes."

"Now, is the Regent to be notified as soon as I come to?"

"Why, yes, that's correct."

"All right. Now, doctor, is your cousin's—disgrace—a burden on your mind?"
"It is a—the name—" The doctor couldn't go on.

Roberts nodded. "It was, of course, basically your cousin's word against the Regent's."

The doctor blinked.

Roberts said, "You have already seen what the Regent's spiritual advisors are like."

The doctor swallowed.

Roberts went on, "In every contest so far between Duke Marius and me, Duke Marius has been
defeated. Unfortunately, the Regent still has the power of the state at his disposal. But the time remaining
to him as Regent is now short. Field Marshal du Beck is a witness, as was General Hugens—"

"Hugens!" said the doctor. "He was the go-between!"

Roberts said patiently, "The guilt of your cousin and General Hugens consists in their being witnesses that
I was drugged while under the care of the Regent—Now, would you like to have your name freed of

this suggestion of treason?"

The doctor's eyes suddenly filled with tears. With an effort, he looked away. He stood up, and after a
moment, turned to face the Prince. "What can I do?"

XVI. Everyone Has His Reasons
The voice of the guard said, "But we have no order to let you in!"

"I repeat,” said Dr. du Beck, "the Regent told me personally that he wished to see this patient as soon as
possible after he awakened—That was the Regent's order."

"Yes, sir—"

Roberts looked around from the stretcher. From this angle, he had a view of a long, wide, high-ceilinged
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and immaculate hall with high double doors that opened off to either side. At the head and the foot of the
stretcher bored burly orderlies held the grips, and waited. "My dear sir," said Doctor du Back, "if you
wish to block the orders of the Regent—"

"Wait right here," said the guard. He turned and ran with a clink of metal and rap of heels down the
corridor to the door at the far end.

Dr. du Beck glanced at Roberts. Roberts nodded toward the far end of the hall.
Dr. du Beck growled, "Damn these military, anyway! One says one thing, then another says something
else, and—why do we have to wait here all day? The Regent outranks the guard, doesn't he?—Let's

gO!H

Both orderlies gave approving grunts, and followed the doctor down the long hall. As they approached
the far end, they could hear the guard's trembling explanation, and the angry voice of the Regent.

"No," said the Regent flatly. "Get out of here." The guard backed out the door.

Dr. du Beck knocked both doors open wide, and said loudly, "Your excellency, I have obeyed your
command precisely."

The guard sucked in his breath. The orderlies shoved their way past.
Ahead of them, beside a door at the end of a short entry hall, the Regent opened his mouth speechlessly.

The doctor, the orderlies, and the pale immobile figure on the stretcher—all were now inside the Regent's
office.

Across the room, bound tightly to a high-backed chair, sat the Princess Erena. The doctor paused,
speechless. The orderlies blinked and looked again.

The Regent said shortly, "You are intruding in a matter of high State policy! Who ordered you—"
Dr. du Beck said, "You wished to see the prisoner as soon as he regained consciousness. Here he is."
The Regent looked at the Prince, and Roberts allowed his eyelids to shut, then raised them again.

"H'm," said the Regent. "Very well, Doctor. This is inconvenient in its way, but possibly some use can be
made of it, after all. Leave the patient with me. I will have my—personal doctors—care for him."

Dr. du Beck bowed stiffly. "Set the stretcher down, orderlies, and come with me." The two orderlies
eyed the beautiful woman tied to the chair, and hesitated.

Princess Erena smiled. "Don't try to help me. He has a guard outside, two more in the hall, half-a-dozen
at the desk downstairs, and the rest of a fifty-man section of guards in quarters on the top floor. In any
case, [ am not worried now that my brother is here."

The orderlies glanced at the pale figure motionless on the stretcher. They looked at each other
embarrassedly, and glanced at the doctor, who jerked his head toward the outside. The inner door
closed behind them. A moment later, the outer doors banged shut. There was a sound of footsteps going
down the hall.
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The Regent exhaled, and sat on a corner of the desk. "So, Harold, even your vitality has its limits."
Roberts forced the eyelids open, then let them drop. The Regent sighed.

"Life is a curious thing. We act—for what reason?—and the act binds us. A motive is assumed. And if
we cannot prove a different motive, we are bound by that one. We acquire a reputation, and our actions
are interpreted in accordance with that reputation, and motives assigned to us that match the reputation.
One man runs and he is a coward. Another runs, and he is going to get reinforcements. It is unfair, and
yet it is often true. We shape the mold by our actions, and the mold we have made then shapes our
actions. And it is a strong man who can break that mold, once it is formed."

Roberts sighed, but said nothing.

The Regent said, "Why should your family have such vitality? Why should they command and others
obey? Why should I feel pain to see you lying there? Why, moreover, should I waste my effort with this
sister of yours, seeking to gain approval when approval from her is forever denied me? Fool that I am, I
would marry her if she would have me, and rear new little Harold Williams of the same breed, and then
nothing at all would be changed."

Erena said quietly, "Duke Marius believes that our family is bad for Festhold." She glanced at the
Regent. "But the kings of our line have been good rulers."

The Regent said, "I don't know why I should want to convince you. It is, of course, impossible. Certainly
the kings have been good—as kings. If they had been bad, I would not have to end the line. The trouble
is that they have been good. They have given validity to a form of government which otherwise would be
invalid. My difficulty is that [ must

prove its invalidity. Yet—after three years of the most painstaking psychological sabotage—your
brother—one of this abnormal line—at the very moment towards which all the preparation has been
aimed—at this precise moment, your brother reverts to type. He regains his strength, outwits me,
convinces the High Command itself, stands suddenly surrounded and protected by his own Guard,
destroys the effect of a plan worked out over a period of years, and all at once to put him down is a
matter that requires armed force. Then he becomes in actual fact the Warlord of Festhold, leads an
attack straight into the teeth of an overpowering force, scatters it, captures a tank single-handed, goes
back as much dead as alive, removes his troops from the trap I am preparing, and outflanks and captures
me. Such a person may not be allowed to live!"

Princess Erena said exasperatedly, "Why? That is exactly how the King of Festhold is supposed to act!"
"Because," the Regent burst out, "it is unfair! The top should be open to anyone! Why should I, the
second greatest in the realm, be barred off from the top by this—this barrier of royalty?" He whirled
suddenly, and bent by the stretcher.

"How are you, Harold?"

Roberts murmured, "Harold?"

The Regent carefully drew down the blankets. "Agh! What a burn that was! The mind connected to the
nerve-endings that felt that burn must have gone through hell! And here—" He drew aside the hospital

gown. "—Yes, three such wounds as those—plus the burn—were you conscious when the restitution
tank broke?"
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"Broke?" murmured Roberts.

Across the room, Princess Erena began to cry. The Regent pulled back the hospital gown, and drew the
covers up into place. He straightened.

Roberts, the surgical scalpel in his right hand, close to his side, lay still, but forced his eyes open. He
looked blankly at Duke Marius. The Regent nodded slowly.

"It may turn out, after all. The rumors, of course, may never die completely. But it is the official history
that counts, and I will control that." He nodded, and turned to the quietly sobbing Erena.

"Very well, my dear. He may have his public Trial, as the law requires. And afterward,—" The Regent
hesitated, then spoke generously, "you may even go to visit him. Do not complain. You have lost. But
you have not lost everything.—And it will be best for the country, too. You will see."

The Regent hesitated, then added, "Actually, that is why I am doing this."

XVIL The Trial
The roll of drums and blast of trumpets, the snap of smartly handled weapons, the
ground-shaking tramp of boot heels striking in unison—all were silenced at last as the procession halted
in the high open-sided "Cathedral of Truth." The tall doors along the sides folded back between the
massive pillars to allow a view of the proceedings to the ranked array outside, on the gently sloping rise

of ground.

In front of Roberts loomed a plain altar. To the right of the altar, overhead lights came on, to illuminate a
massive black square-edged opaque block lying tilted up at a slight angle on a strong wooden frame.

Before the altar, a dark-haired, dark-bearded man in dark crimson robe with dark-blue cowl thrown
back, spoke quietly. "Our prayers for true guidance, and for a true sign, have been made, and the time is
now come for the trial. Step forward, Harold William, and halt before the stone."

Roberts, who had expected to see a large quartzlike crystal, with the sword projecting upright, found
himself instead before a sort of flat slate block with a hemispherical recess a foot across in the end of the

block facing him. Inside this hemispherical recess, the hilt of a plain business-like sword could be seen.

The figure before the altar spoke again: "That all may know the outcome of this trial, let the Speaker step
forward, and give true and just account."

A massive figure in dark crimson robe and dark-blue cowl approached with stately tread from Roberts'
right and halted oppressively close to him.

The figure before the altar said, "Let the heir seek to draw the blade from the rock."

Roberts, puzzled at the utilitarian look of the block and the sword, leaned slightly forward, and found the
"speaker" slightly blocking him.

At the same moment, three things happened. Roberts, in leaning forward, was struck by the reflection
from the end face of the block, which showed him a narrow horizontal line reaching out from either side
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of the hemispherical hollow. The line suggested a cleavage in the block, which would enable it to be
opened up along the plane of the cavity in which the sword must lie.

As Roberts leaned slightly forward, the speaker beside him intoned, "The heir is trembling. He falls!"

At the same instant, Roberts felt a piercing sensation in his right arm—a sensation like the sting of a
wasp. The cathedral spun around him, turned end-for-end . . . The speaker's voice was the last thing he
heard.

"The rock has spoken—'1 reject him!"
Roberts felt the impact of the hard stones of the cathedral floor, and then nothing.
XVIIIL. The Lowest Nobleman of the Realm

There was a singing in his ears. At last, the singing died away to be replaced by a voice, and the voice
faded into a desolate sobbing. He opened his eyes.

Erena, head bent, hands over her eyes, cried as if the world could never be right again. He sat up dizzily,
and there was a rustle and crackle, and the faint stiffness of the cloth on his chest.

Puzzled, he felt his chest, found a piece of stiff paper, and tried vainly to remove it. Erena saw his
movement, swallowed, and said, "Lie back, William. You—You're faint, still."

He saw her, and he heard her voice, but as if coming from a distance. His fingers found the head of a
large pin, and he drew it out.

The paper—or card—fell loose, and lay face-up on the ground:

Patent of Nobility Know all men by this document that we, the Lords Spiritual of the Holy Temple of
Festhold, do hereby warrant that Harold William (formerly of the Royal Family of Festhold) is, of a right,
and by ancient usage, secured, he and his heirs and assigns forever, full title to the Baronage of Scrattel
and is to be known in future in the style of the Baron of Scrattel, which rank and privilege is and shall
rank behind, beneath, and below, the rank and privilege of each and every other Festhold title of nobility
at present existing, including but not limited to the former lowest rank of nobility, the Baronage of
Foulmarsh. Done this day, by accord with ancient usage.

From the bowl-shaped hollow surrounding the Cathedral of Truth came a quiet shout—and then a
curious sound, like a drawn-out moan. Roberts, heart beating fast, looked up dizzily from the paper. He
was aware that, as he looked up, Erena looked up too, at a crimson-robed dark blue-cowled figure
which laid a hand on her shoulder.

"The Regent commands your presence, Erena. It is not proper that one of your rank should consort with
the lower ranks of lesser nobles."

Roberts, feeling urgently at his belt, discovered that the sword he had worn to the ceremony was
there—the same sword, apparently, with which he—or rather, the Prince—had fought several months
before.

A voice was intoning from the Cathedral: "The sword moves! But now—something seems to draw it
back—now the Regent strengthens his grasp—the cloth tightens at his arm—"
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Roberts glanced at the watchful crimson-robed figure, listened to the voice, and suddenly laughed. He
bowed slightly. "By your permission, Your Worship."

He glanced at Princess Erena. "If Your Highness will for a moment condescend to the lowest of the
nobles—"

He took off robe and shirt. The crimson-robed watcher sucked in his breath. "It is forbidden for a male
to disrobe before a Royal Princess!"

Princess Erena's eyes flashed, and her lips tightened. "What is it, William?"
"I am curious about the 'wasp' which stung me when the 'speaker’ in there brushed my
arm. Is there a swelling?—In the right arm."

The crimson-robed figure stepped forward authoritatively, blocked the princess with his arm—FErena's
mouth came open. She gasped—and then crumpled to the ground.

The priest snarled, "You have shocked her! Go!" He raised his arm and pointed.

From the Cathedral of Truth, the voice of the speaker intoned: "Now—now it begins to draw out—but
no—some malign force draws it back . . . The Regent, his great muscles distended—"

Roberts decided that the sword in the stone was at least the equal of Duke Marius, even if it had been
slit open and half-a-dozen electromagnets planted in it by the temple priests. That left Roberts time for a
more pressing question. He stepped forward, hit the crimson-robed figure across the face, jerked off the
robe, and spotted the wrist strap with the round disk, a pointed needle protruding from its center.

"Now, by the Almighty Power—" said a familiar voice, and suddenly Roberts recognized the voice.

Prince Harold William, now the Baron of Scrattel, had the proof plainly before him of what must have
happened. Too late, it dawned on Roberts that the Prince would have been far more overawed, and
hence less capable of realizing what had been done to him, inside the Cathedral of Truth. But he knew
now.

As the "speaker" intoned from within, describing further struggle between Duke Marius and the
recalcitrant Sword, and as a low moan and a stamping of feet seized the assembled crowd, the Prince
drew his own sword from its sheath, and spoke flatly: "One act of disobedience and your life ends here.

Put on your cloak."

The Prince's sword reached out and lightly touched the strap on the temple priest's wrist. The strap
parted, and the device fell to the ground.

The priest hesitated, looking at the very light line of blood droplets forming where the sword had
touched him. Suddenly he began to tremble, and put on the crimson robe.

The Prince spoke coldly, and the words were an iron command: "Lift and carry the Princess."

The scarlet robed figure obeyed.
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"Walk straight to the main door of the Cathedral." The Prince, sword drawn, followed close behind.
Ahead of them, the tall doors stood open.

XIX. The Warlord's Challenge

The standing space of wide high-vaulted interior was filled, and the aisles clogged with armed noblemen
straining to see better what was taking place up front.

The "speaker" was intoning: " . .. Now . .. now! . . . Now! Now the stone yields! The sword begins to
draw forth . .. Hold! . . . Something draws it back! .. ."

The impatience of the crowd was evident in the murmurings, jostlings, and occasional
tramping of feet that started up from one or another quarter of the crowd. The temple priest halted.

"We can't get through."

The Prince drew in his breath. His voice suddenly dominated the gathering, silencing the "speaker",
stopping the disorder of the crowd, turning faces all over the cathedral. The command, loud, clear and
carrying, seemed to remain, somehow echoing in the silence, after the words had been spoken: "MAKE
WAY FOR THE WARLORD!"

As the crowd craned, the Prince spoke more quietly, but his voice still carried: "Step aside, gentlemen.
We will end this farce, now and forever!"

Preceded by the temple priest carrying the unconscious girl, the Prince paced slowly up the aisle, the
bare sword in his hand, as the curious nobles moved out of the way. At the front of the cathedral, there
was silence as the temple priests and the Regent looked on, as much at a loss as everyone else.

Suddenly one of the temple priests smiled. His voice, amused and contemptuous rang out: "Why look! It
is the Baron of Scrattel!"

Roberts could feel the sudden pain of the Prince, and realized that this insignificant blow had found the
joint in the Prince's armor. Roberts didn't wait for the Prince to recover. He spoke carefully, and the
magnificent voice rose over the crowd:

"IT IS THE WARLORD."

The statement rang in the air, flat, final, and definite.

Roberts suddenly could feel the change in the atmosphere. A murmur passed through the crowd,
followed by intense silence. Ahead of him, the aisle opened up.

At the front of the Cathedral of Truth, the temple priests stood staring. The Regent, slightly bent over,
drenched in sweat, one hand in the hemisphere of the crystal, looked on with a ludicrous expression of
disbelief.

The scarlet-robed figure carrying the Princess now reached the head of the aisle. The Prince said, "Turn
and face the assembly." His voice carried. The temple priest turned around, holding the Princess.

"My lords and gentlemen," said the Prince, facing still toward the head of the aisle, "I trust you will
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forgive my speaking with my back to you, but it is unsafe to take one's eyes from these clever hirelings
who masquerade in the cloth of our Church, though they are in reality servants of this false and regicide
regent.—The same who is still struggling here to draw the sword!"

Well above the level of the aisle, a white-haired, white-bearded figure in faded scarlet robes looked
down from a little balcony, and a grim smile crossed his face. The Regent straightened, let go of the hilt of
the sword still in the crystal, and began to speak.

The Prince abruptly stepped forward, his voice cut the Regent short. "Observe, my lords and
gentlemen!"

With two quick strokes, he slit the back and then the arm of the 'speaker's' crimson cloak, reached out
with hi