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OFBILL 1Bill, that's what they called him They called himthat because
that was his name. A sinple farmboy destined for the stars, ripped fromhis
green acres, his silver robonule, his blue Mom-- she had circulatory troubl es
--and forced by trickery into the arned forces of the Enmperor. The story
of how Bill becane a Galactic Hero has been told in a book titled Bill, the
Galactic Hero_. It is a true story and there is a tear on every page. (An
artificial tear dripped onto the pages by the printer.) Read it. It will make
you | augh, nake you cry, make you want to rush away and throw up. You will see
how hard the nmilitary |abored to destroy Bill, how he shrunk and w t hered,
then grew and matured under this treatnent. Learning, |like any good sol dier

to curse -- say bowb at least 354 tines a day -- to drink in excess, to |ust
after girls while his eyeballs bulged with sperm Any woman woul d be proud to
be his nmother. Though | can't think why. After being drugged and tricked
into enlisting in the Space Troopers, Bill was sent for his basic training at
Canp Leon Trotsky. It was there under the sadistic guidance of Deat hw sh
Drang, a drill instructor with three-inch-long tusks, that his noral e was
crushed, his will destroyed, his 1Q dimnished, 2his spirit broken as he was
turned into the perfect trooper. Only his suburb physical condition, the
product of years of boring physical activity down on the farm prevented him
from being crushed like a beetle as well. No sooner had his basic training
been finished, in fact even before it was finished, and even nore inportant
before he could get through the front door of the Lower Ranks Cathouse, he and
hi s bunkmates were bundl ed off to war aboard the space battleship, the grand
old lady of the fleet, the _Fanny Hi Il _. The war was on. Mankind was
advancing to the stars. For out there anong the stardust, suns and pl anets,
conets and space crap, there existed a race of intelligent aliens. The

Chi ngers. They were peaceful little green lizards with four arns, scales, a
tail like nmost lizards. So of course they had to be destroyed. They m ght
become a nmenace sonetinme, maybe. In any case -- what is an arny and a navy for
if not to fight war? The boredom of space service was relieved slightly
when Bill discovered that his good friend, Eager Beager, was a Chi nger spy. At
first this was hard for Bill to understand, even with his mlitarily | owered
intelligence, since everyone knew that Chingers |ooked |ike noth-eaten
alligators, with four arnms, that stood seven feet tall. Bill understood the
facts a lot better when he discovered that Beager was a special kind of spy.
Wll, not really a spy, but a robot operated by a seven-inch-high Chinger from
a control center in Beager's skull. Seven inches, seven feet, the mlitary
does exaggerate slightly in the need of good propaganda. In any case the spy
escaped and the norrmality of starvation and boredomreturned until Bil

finally went into battle as a fusetender, 3tending giant fuses. The battle

was fierce, all'of his buddies were killed, and Bill was slightly wounded when
his left armwas blown off. Despite this, and conpletely by accident, he fired
the shot heard round the fleet -- that destroyed the enemny spaceship. A hero

now, with a good, strong; black right armsewed in place of his carbonized
left arm (having two right arns he can now shake hands with hinmself which is
lots of fun), he received a nedal and a hero's award. He al so managed to
go AWDL, which stands for Away Wthout Leave, also Over the Hill, which is
basically slipping out of the clutches of the troopers for a little bit. In
the course of his adventures on the planet Helier he al so becane a spy, got

i nvol ved in garbage disposal, and other interesting things. So interesting
that he ended up in conbat and doomed to die on the planet of no return where
the troopers went in only one direction. But al cohol-rel ated research reveal ed



that while nornmal casualties were being sewn up and sent back to conbat, new
arms sewed on to replace old arns, new everythings, well, alnost everything,
sewn on as replacenments, there was a shortage of feet. A footless soldier
woul d be sent offplanet for repair, to fight another day on another world.

Unhappily for Bill he had two good feet and therefore was doonmed to die in
conbat. But, ever resourceful, he blew his right foot off, which was better
than getting everything el se bl own off. So there it is. Wth an artificial

foot, a growi ng alcoholic habit, incipient satyriasis, Deathw sh Drang's
surgically transplanted fangs willed to him and a hobnailed liver, he is

ready for whatever comes. Bill, a trooper loyal to the Enperor, as if he4had
a choice, destined for life to be an interstellar warrior, since his

enlistment is automatically extended whether he likes it or not. About the
only thing that he has going for himis the fact that with an artificial foot

he has only half as much atheletes' foot as the other troopers. Here he

is, a reluctant galactic hero, going into action yet once again. Harry
Harrison CHAPTER 1 5Bill was not happy in his work. He Really
shoul d have been since, like nost things mlitary, it required little or no

intelligence. Just well-conditioned reflexes. Wich reflexes now tickled his
brain with a rem nder that the shufe of recruit footsteps was growi ng very
dim He glanced up to see that they were al nost out of sight. In fact they
really were out of sight behind the cloud of dust kicked up by their weary
boots. And their feet were, obviously, weary as well. Bill took a deep breath
and bl asted nost of it out with a single roar of sound. "To the rear --
h'arch!™" A small bird fell to the ground, stunned by the intensity of the
command. This cheered Bill ever so slightly since it proved that his skills as
a drill-private were inproving. It cheered the recruits as well since they
were about to march into a deep, rock-filled ravine. The first rank was
already atrenble with fear, facing the terrible choice of death by falling or

death by drill-instructor. They wheel ed about, not too smartly since they were
stunbling with fatigue, and marched, coughing strenuously, back into the cloud
of dust. As they canme closer a snarl of anger twisted Bill's lips, a snarl

made even nore inpressive by the6single, long tusk that rested on his | ower
lip, its yellowtip practically touching his chin. Bill twanged it with his
fingernail and the snarl grew snarlier. Two tusks were menaci ng. One rusk made
himl ook like a bulldog who had lost a fight. Sonething had to be done about
this. The loud thud of tranping feet drew his attention and his eyes

unf ocussed to see that the marching recruits were just a step away, the
nearest one gasping with fear at the thought of running down the D

"Conpany -- HALT!" he bell owed. Aching feet thudded into silence and the
recruit alnost thudded into Bill. He stood in shivering eyeball contact with
the feared DI, his dusty eyeball touching Bill's bl oodshot one. "What are you
staring at?" Bill sussurated with all the nenace of a snake in heat.
"Not hi ng, majesty, sir, your highness. . ." "Don't lie -- you're staring
at ny face." "No, | nean yes, can't help myself since my eyeball is touching
your face." "And it's not just ny face you are staring at -- it's ny tusk
And you are thinking -- why has he only one tusk?" Bill stepped back and

grow ed loathingly at all of the swaying, frightened, fatigued, near-death

recruits. "You are all thinking that, aren't you? Say _yes !" "Yes!" They
gasped and croaked in unison, nost of themtoo hamered by fatigue to have the
slightest idea of what the hell they were doi ng anyway. "I knewit," Bill

si ghed, then twanged the solitary rusk gloomly. "Not that | blame you. A D
with two tusks would be a fearful and terrible sight. But a single tusk is, |
must say it, a pathetic sight." 7 He sniffled with self-pity and rubbed a
pendant drop fromhis nose with the back of his hand. "Not that | expect
synmpat hy from you feebl eminded msfits -- or loyalty or anything like that,
since it is always bowbyour-buddy week. No, | expect raw self-interest and
bribery. We will drill until it grows dark or you drop dead, whichever cones
first." He waited while the npan of pain sighed through the troops. "O you

m ght enmul ate yesterday's intake who, so synpathetic to ny problem freely
donat ed one buck each towards nmy fang fund. | rust admit that | was so



grateful that |I cut the drill short at that point." The troopers, all
recently and reluctantly drafted into service for the glory of the Enpire, had
al ready absorbed a few survival messages. They read this one | oud and cl eat.
There was a clink of coins as Bill passed before them and accepted their
unsolicited donations. "Di smissed,"” he nuttered as he counted the |oot.
Enough, yes, just enough. He sniled and | ooked down at his feet. The snile
instantly vani shed. The tusk was only half of his problem He was now | ooki ng
at the other half. H's |left foot appeared nornmal enough, encased in its
mrror-finished recruit-stanping boot. H s right boot was slightly
different. Mdre than slightly. For one thing it was twice the size of his left
boot. O even greater interest was the long toe that stuck out through a hole
above the heel. An inpressive yellow toe that .was tipped by a shining claw
Bill growed in frustrated anger and kicked out with his right foot and gouged
a deep groove in the hard ground. Sonething was just going to have to be done

about this as well. 8 Thunder runbl ed from behind the nmountains as Bil
started across the drill field towards the barracks. He cast a suspicious eye
at the sky as black clouds boiled quickly into sight. The wi nd rushed up just
as fast as the clouds. He coughed as the dust swirled around him-- but not
for Iong. The dust was beaten down by a torrential rain that instantly turned
the field to a sea of nud. The rain -- stopped as soon as he had been well
soaked -- and gi ant hail stones pl ocked holes into the nud and rattled off his

hel met. Before he reached the barracks the clouds were blown from sight and
the tropical sun burned billows of steamfromhis uniform This planet,
Grundgy, had an interesting climte. This was the only thing interesting
about it. Oherwise it was barren and worthl ess and had only two seasons:
frigid winter, tropical sumrer. There were no minerals worth digging, no |and
worth planting, no resources worth exploiting. In other words the perfect
planet to turn into a mlitary base. This had been done, at great and
overpriced expense, until the giant island-continent in the boiling, iceberg
filled sea, was a single great mlitary establishnent. Fort G undgy, naned
after the gal axy-fanous Conmander Merda Grundgy. He was fanous for absolutely
not hi ng other than the fact that he had expired of term nal henorrhoids from
overeating. But since he was the Enperor's granduncle his name woul d be ever

honor ed. These and ki ndred gl oony thoughts sifted through Bill's mind as
he sifted through the noneybag in his riveted steel footlocker. Enough, just
enough. Six hundred and twel ve Inperial Bucks. Now was the tine. He

unzi pped his boots and kicked them of f. The 9~###~three yell ow toes on his
right foot were curled and cramped and he stretched them happily. Then he
ripped off his uniformand dropped it into the shredder where the reinforced
paper fabric was instantly reduced to its conmponent fibers. He tore a fresh
uniformfromthe roll on the latrine wall and drew it on. He had trouble
getting his large yellow toes into his right boot and nmuttered foul curses as
he struggled with it. It was raining stair rods when he opened the
barracks door. Miuttering nastily he sl amed the door shut, counted to ten
then opened it again and stepped out into the broiling sun and hurried down
the company street to the base hospital. "The doctor is otherw se engaged and
cannot see you at this time," the zaftig corporal at reception said as she
daintily filed the edge of one blood-red fingernail. "Put your nanme here for
sick call which is three weeks fromnow at four in the norning -- eeek!"

She had eeked because he had grow ed viciously as he had kicked out with a
twi sting kick and had tom a groove down the netal of her desk with his clawed

heel . "Don't give ne no bowb, Corp, | been too long in the arny to take no
bowb. " "Apparently you have not been in it |ong enough to | earn any
grammar. CQut-before I call the MP's and have you shot for destruction of
governnment property-eeek!" Her pained cry echoed the screech of torn netal
as he raked the desk again. "Call the Doc. Tell himit's about noney, not
medi ci ne. " "Why didn't you say so to begin with," shelOsniffed as he
banged the intercom "Cash custoner to see you, Admiral." She did this with

alacrity and efficiency since the adm ral -doctor was giving her a percentage,
as well as a good stupfing, with equal alacrity and efficiency whenever he got



his mind off of his illegal experinments. The door opened behi nd her and
Admiral - Doctor Mel Praktis poked his bald head out and | eered one-eyedly at
Bill, his other eye hidden by a bl ack nonocle. The nonocl e conceal ed the fact
that the eye had been renoved in a manner too disgusting to nention. But had
since been replaced by an el ectronic tel escope-nicroscope, which is a very
handy thing to have. H s illegal medical experinments had been so | oat hsone

t hat when they had been di scovered he had been condemmed to death by

i mpal i ngor alternately becoming a nedic in the navy. It had not been an easy
deci sion. Though it had worked out well in the end since the al coholic
conmander of the base here turned a blind drunk eye on his experiments.
Praktis had blinded the eye hinself with a limtless supply of medical al coho

to nake sure he got away with his dirty work. "Are you the one for the
prefrontal | obotony?" Praktis asked. "Not bowby likely. The tusk, Doc, the
tusk, remenber? | only had enough bucks before for a single inplant-but I have
the rest now. " "No bucks no tusks. Let's see what you got." Bill shook
the bag so it jingled. "I nside, we don't have all day." Praktis shook
the coins into the sink, threw the enpty bag into the disposal chute, then
soaked the nmoney in antiseptic before counting it. 11 "Never know what
grotty infections the troops have. You're ten bucks short." "You shoul d
know you infected nost of them No bowb, Doc, that's the agreed price. Six
hundred and twelve." "That was last week. |I'mtaking inflation into
account . " "That's all that | have," Bill whinpered. "Then sign a chit
agai nst next nmonth's pay." "You have no soul,"” Bill nuttered as he

si gned. "I checked it at the church when | got in the service. Wiat's the
nane? | have to access the conputer to find where | filed your fang."

"Bill. Wth two L's." "Two L's only for officers.” He punched the
keyboard. "Here it is, under Bil where it belongs. Freezer twelve, in the
[iquid nitrogen."” He grabbed up netal tongs and rushed off, was back in an
instant with a plastic cylinder that snoked nmoistly in the warmair. He threw
it into the m crowave and pushed buttons. "Si xty seconds should do it. Any
nore and it would be cooked." "No jokes, Doc. This is a serious matter."

"Only to you, trooper. To ne it's just a few nore bucks for ny broker towards
buyi ng ny di scharge.” The m crowave pinged and he jerked his thunb towards the
operating table. "Take your trousers off and lie down." "Trousers? It goes
in my jaw, Doc-where were you thinking of putting it?" Praktis's only
answer was an evil chuckle as he wheeled the el ectronic surgeon into place.
Bil | gagged as the rubber clanps whi pped his mouth open. Praktis nuttered and
punched coml12 mands into the keyboard. Bill screaned hoarsely around the
clanps as the | aser scal pel sizzled his guns and forceps twi sted an incisor.

"Qops, sorry, | forgot." Praktis lied sadistically as he shot in a |loca
anesthetic before continuing. In a matter of seconds the tooth was out, Bill's
gum was peel ed back, the hole in his jawdrilled larger, the roots of the fang
firmy inplanted, G owFl esh punped into the interstices before suturegl ue
sealed it all into place. "Rinse and spit and get out of here," Praktis
ordered as Bill clinbed groggily on his feet. "That's better,"” Bill said,
admring hinmself in the mirror. He twanged each tusk in turn, then smled a
twisted smle. This was really a very revolting expression. "Deathw sh Drang
woul d be proud to see ne, if he was still alive." "Qut." "Not vyet,
Doc." He tore the oversized shoe fromhis right foot and stretched out his
|l ong toes. Then raked three long grooves into the plastic floor. "What about
this, huh? What about this?" "Very nice indeed, if | say so nyself. |
thi nk your claws need trimmng." "The foot needs changing! AmI| to go
through the rest of ny life with a giant chicken foot stuck onto ny ankl e?"
"Why not? It sure beats a wooden leg." "I want a real foot!" "You got
a real foot-a real giant nutated chicken foot. And let ne tell you, not that |
want to brag, but there isn't another surgeon in the known universe that could

have done that. And they conplain about ny so-called illegal experinents!
They'll 13 come crawing to me when they have foot troubleyou wait and see."
"I don't want to wait and see nothing. Except a real live human foot there.”

"You know the drill, trooper, so don't come whining to ne with your petty



probl ems. There is a war on, soldier-or haven't you heard? There are

shortages. And one thing in really short supply is spare feet." "lsn't
t here anything you can do?" "I could give you a rabbit's foot instead.
They are supposed to be very lucky." Bill howed, "I want a real foot!"

H s how went unheard because at that nonent there was a | oud expl osion that

bl ew away most of the roof of the hospital. CHAPTER 2 14 Wil e

Dr. Praktis vibrated with fear, gaping vacantly at the gaping hole and falling
debris, Bill dived under the nmetal table. Once his personal ass had been saved
he thought of the future, and his chicken foot, so out of pure selfishness

reached out and dragged the doctor to safety. A great lunp of masonry fell on
t he spot where Praktis had just been standing and he gurgled with horror. Then

bathed Bill with spaniel eyes of gratitude. "You saved ny life," he

whi mper ed. "Just don't forget that when the next shipment of frozen feet
arrive. | want first pick." "It will be yours! If you are in a hurry

have a very dainty size three foot that was all that was |left of a nurse eaten
by guard dogs." "No, thanks. 1'Il wait. The one | got now has great conbat
possibilities until M. Ri ght Foot comes al ong." "Why are you talking
about conbat ?" Praktis squeaked. "Because we are in it right now O don't

those bombs, shells, and screans of the dying nean anything to you?"
Praktis's moan of agony was drowned out by a thunderous flapping as a shadow
passed over them 15 Bill chanced a quick |ook out fromunder the table
and saw that a ponderous dragon was flying in circles above. The dragon saw
his movenent with its beady eye, opened its nouth and bel ched out a tongue of
flame. Bill jerked his head back and the snoky fireball sizzled the floor al
around them Praktis groaned and quivered. Bill just felt angry. "This is
no way to run a nilitary base. Were are the defenses? The antidragon guns?
am going to get that scaly nother before it gets ne!" As soon as the
dragon had fl apped off he scuttled fromunder the table and dived through the
openi ng where the wall had been. He wasted just one second adniring the great
amount of danmage that the dragon had done so quickly-then dived for cover
again as one of them soared overhead and ejected a stick of bonbs fromits

cl oaca. Wien the last bits of debris had clattered to the ground he rushed to
the nearest arns |ocker and tore the door open with a kick with his cl awed

heel . "Great, really great!" he chortled and grabbed up the bl ack tube
inside that was lettered SAMin white. "SAM " he said settling the rest
onto his shoulder. "Surface to Air Mssile." Hi s index finger caressed the
trigger as he squinted into the sight. A lovely sight of crosshairs on the
round belly of the nearest dragon. "Here's one fromthe troopers!" he

ej acul ated happily as he squeezed the trigger. The SAM cl attered and
clicked and a nmetal arm popped out of the barrel with a flag flapping fromthe
end. YOU M SSED was enbroi dered daintily on the flag. "This bowby thing is
not hing but a training16dumy!" Bill howed and hurled it at him But

t he dragon had caught the notion of the flapping flag and wheel ed about in a
tight turn. It dived. Snoke bl ew back fromits gaping nostrils as it opened

its mouth to exhale the tongue of |anbent flane that would cook Bill like a
chop on a spit. "This is it,"” Bill nuttered bravely. "To die so far from
hone-with a chicken foot." Cl oser the flanme cane and cl oser-and the dragon
blew up as a nissile got it right in the belly button. "At | east soneone

found a SAMthat works," Bill grunted as the thing crashed onto the the
latrine roof just before him It nmade a great clanging sound, instead of the
splatting sound that he had expected. This was expl ai ned when the dragon's
head was tom off by the inpact and crashed to the ground. Wres and rods
projected fromthe severed neck, while hydraulic fluid rather than bl ood

spurted fromthe broken pipes. "Shoul d have known," he said snugly. "A
machi ne. Fl esh and bl ood dragons are for the birds. Aerodynam cally unsound.
Wngs too small for one thing." And whil e he pondered these eterna

nmysteries he | ooked on with interest as the top of the dragon's head split and
opened like a lid. This was very fanmliar. Particularly when the

seven-i nch-hi gh, fourarnmed green creature | ooked out at him balefully.

"You are a Chinger!" Bill gasped. "Well 1'mnot a dragon's cerebellumif



that's what you are thinking," the Chinger sneered. Bill groped up a chunk
of broken concrete to crush the little green bastard but he was too |l ate. The
eneny alien kicked open a hatch in the dragon's neck 17 and dragged out a tiny

rocket harness which it slipped into. "Up the Chingers!" it squeaked as
tiny rockets flared and it shot off into the sky. Bill dropped the concrete
and | ooked into the control roomin the skull. just lire the one in Eager
Beager's head, with an operating console and tiny water cooler. There was even
a netal |abel above the commpde with a serial nunber on it. Bill |eaned over
and squinted at it. "MADE I N USA, that's what it says. | wonder what that
nmeans?" He wasn't the only one who was interested. Now that the attack was

well and truly over, Dr. Praktis cane crawling out of the ruins of the
hospital. His quivering terror faded as scientific curiosity took its place.
"What on earth is that?" he said. "Ain't nothing on earth. It is what is
left of a bomb-laying, fire-spraying, Chinger flying-dragon machine."
"\What does this nean -- MADE | N USA?" "The same question that | was
asking, Doc." Bill |ooked around, then went and dug a gurney fromthe rubble.
"Here, help ne load this head aboard and we'll take it to the CO and see what
he t hi nks." VWhi ch proved hard to do since the headquarters buildi ngs had
taken a real pasting. An admiral, with the golden foul ed anchors and sol deri ng
irons of a technical officer on his shoulders, stood staring gloonmly at the
snol dering remai ns when they approached. He | ooked up and nodded at Praktis.
"They m ssed you and nme, Mel, but got all the 18 other officers. Every one.
They were hol ding an orgy here for a Red Cross benefit." "At |east they
di ed doing their duty."” "A good way to go." The technical officer sighed
deeply-then | ooked very suspiciously at Praktis. "How | ong have you been an
admral, Dr. Mel Praktis?" "And what's that to you, Prof. Lubyanka?"
"Because whoever has got seniority is in command. And | have been an adnmra
for two years, six nmonths and three days come nine o' clock tonight." "
don't bother keeping track of petty things |ike that," Praktis sneered.
"VWi ch means you're a short-timer, you butchering nedical bastard.”

"Circuit-board wiring dingbat!" "Trooper, kill this mutineer." "Is
that an order, sir?" "It is." Bill grabbed Praktis by the neck and
began to throttle him "Finns!... Uncle!" Praktis gasped and the new CO
signal ed for his rel ease. "Bring that dragon decapitation with you. W
have got to tell Fleet HQ what happened. And find out where this attack cane
from This sector was supposed to have been pacified |l ong ago." Because of

its location, behind the sewage treatnent plant and distant fromthe HQ
buil dings, the electronic | ab was untouched. Adm ral Lubyanka's engi neers
hurried to their master's call and carried the dragon debris away. Praktis and

Bill were ignored for the moment and, with true trooper's instincts, they
scuttled out of sight. "How about you inviting me to the Officer's 19 Cl ub
for a conference, sir?" Bill insinuated sanguinely. "Why?" Praktis asked
suspi ci ously. "Drink," was the instant reply. They were well into
their second bottle of O de Paint Dissolver before the messenger found them
"Adm ral wants you both in his office instantly if not sooner.” " Bowb
offI" Dr. Praktis sneered. The messenger drew his gun. "l was ordered to
shoot you both if you gave ne a hard tine." The doubl e-time running had

sobered thema bit and they stood panting and swayi ng and hol di ng each ot her
up in front of Lubyanka's desk. He was growling and rmuttering as he shuffled

t hrough the reports before him He glanced up and shudder ed. "Sit down
before you fall down," he ordered, then waved a readout at them " SNABU, "
he grated through gritted teeth. "Situation normal-all bowbed up. CQur
satellite stations have managed to get an electronic tracer on the track of

t he spacer that dunped those dragons on us. It headed off in the direction of
Al pha Canis Major, a sector which has, up until now, been neutral. W need to
know what is going onand where this planet Usa is." "Well you are the

el ectronic genius, not ne." Praktis sniffed. "There is no work for a tired old
sawbones here." "Ch yes there is. I'mputting you in charge of the pursuit
ship." "Why me?" "Because you are about the only officer | have

| eft-and rank does have its responsibilities. And20this nerd goes with you



since we are short of conbat-experienced troopers as well. I'Il scratch up a

crew for youbut | can't prom se very much." "Oh thanks a bunch! Any ot her
bad news?" "Yes. The attack knocked out every spacer we had. Except for

t he garbage tug." "l used to work in garbage disposal," Bill said
brightly. "Then you will feel right at home. Pack your bags and be back
here by 0315 at the latest. That's when | send the assassination squad after
you. We'll have the tracking equi pment | oaded aboard by that tine." " Any
way we can drop out of this?" Praktis asked gloomly as they picked their way
t hrough the rubble-filled base. "Not a one. | did the research the first

day we got here. Easy enough to get off the base-but no place to go after
that. Local plantlife inedible. Ocean all around. No place to hide."

"\Whee. Then cone with me and carry ny bags." "You won't need ne, sir,"

Bill said, pointing behind the doctor's back. "Those three nedics should be
able to help you." Praktis turned to | ook and saw not hing. Turned back and
saw the same thing. He howed with anger but Bill was well out of sight.

Qut of sight and filled with a sense of dark despair as he shuffled towards
the barracks. Al right, the troopers were never a |augh a second, and this

pl anet was for the pits, but at least he could stay alive here. But this
garbage scow to the stars gig with the nad doctor in charge had a very bad
snell to it. He groped about in the interstices of his brain cells

but 21 could not find a feasible plan of escape. Blow off the other foot? No,
he woul d end up with two chicken feet-and tail feathers-if he knew Praktis. It
| ooked like it was tine for a trip. Covering the combination |ock on his
footl ocker with his free hand he punched in the nunber. Then pushed his thunb
agai nst the fingerprint detector plate before using his key. You could never
be too secure, not in the troopers. He stirred the contents of the tray with
his forgers and wondered what he should take with himon ship. He doubted if
he woul d need the gross of condons. The knuckl e-duster knife with poison darts
m ght conme in handy. Something to read? He gloomly flipped through the pages
of Combat Com a: expl osions sounded weakly fromits pages, the cries of tiny
voi ces. There was the very good chance, as always, that he would never see
this base again. Not that he would miss it. Better take everything then.

Bill dug his barracks bag out from under his bunk and packed carefully by
dunpi ng everything fromhis footlocker into it. There was still plenty of tine
before he had to board. He touched his sonowatch and it whispered dimy,
"Senator McCQurk, the trooper's friend, is pleased to tell you that the tinme is
now twenty-three hundred hours." It was a cheap watch, a gift fromhis

not her. A few hours to drown his sorrows before they left. But he was
conpletely broke. Bill |ooked around at the enpty barracks and wondered who
had any booze. Not the recruits, certainly. The sergeant's cell was in the
comer and he went and rapped on the door. "You in there, Sarge?" The

answer was only silence, which was fine. 22He wenched the nmetal end off the
nearest bed and broke the door in. The place was a pigsty-but this pig was a
real boozer. Bill selected two of the nmost I ethal |ooking bottles. Hid one in
hi s barracks bag and cracked the seal on the other. As soon as the steam had
stopped rising he drank deep and si ghed happily. Before he got too zonked he
set the alarmon the sonowat ch. When McGurk, the trooper's friend, told
himit was tine to wakey-wakey Bill was just finishing the bottle. He
staggered to his feet and shoul dered his barracks bag. That is he nmade a
feeble attenpt to shoulder it, but instead of himpulling it up it pulled him

down. "Wbsha," he said, watching the lights go round and round as he

| eaned on the bag for support. "You like it down there, sir?" a voice

said. After much blinking Bill made out the form of one of the recruits

standi ng over him Bul ging of eye and strong of shoulder. After a few failed

attenpts to speak Bill managed a coherent and fairly articulate sent ence.
"I do not like it down here." Muttering synmpathetically, the recruit

hel ped Bill to his swaying feet, steadied himuntil he stayed vertical

"Nane..." Bill said with sl ow precision. "Nane's Wirber, your honor. Ahh

just arrived..." "Shut up. Pick up that bag. Hold me up. Walk." I n

this manner they weaved their way to the | anding pad. Bill shuddered at the



sight of the battered tug, then permtted Wirber to support himas they
clinbed painfully aboard. The recruit's generosity was well rewarded

by 23 his being drafted to | oad supplies, drafted a second tine to fill out
the depleted crew. Thus does the mlitary render swift justice to those who
break the first commandnent: Keep the mouth shut and don't vol unteer.
HAPTER 3 24 G ve her that, the grand old |ady of the garbage
fleet, the Inelda Marcos, was a workhorse, yes she was. Maybe she was wi der
than she was long, pitted and rusty, stained black by coffee grounds, gaily
festooned with toilet paper, speckled with potato peels, maybe she was al
those things. But she could puff and toot and really do her job. The garbage
cont ai ner had never been made that she could not lift into space. No sewage
tanker existed that she could not swing into orbit. She was a worker. Her
conmander wasn't. Captain Bly had once been first in his class in the Space
Acadeny, had had all of the promi se of the best and the brightest. But he had
throwmn it all away with one small m stake, one nonent's dallying where he
shoul d not have dallied, one nmonment's surrender to lust. Unhappily, his
conmandi ng of ficer had, tragically, returned to his quarters early that sane
day. He had found young Bly in bed with his wife. And his nephew. Not to
mention a sheep, and his favorite hunting dog. The conmander had really | oved
t hat dog. Needl ess to say things did not go well for Bly after that. There
are some things that are just not done. Even in the navy. Wich says a |ot.
For a no25nent's indiscretion a career had been ruined. He lived to regret
it. If only he hadn't taken on the dog too! But it was far, far too late for
recrimnations. A gentleman woul d have done the Right Thing. But he was no

| onger a gentleman. The officers of the fleet had seen to that. He had been
shuttled fromship to ship, ever sinking | ower, ever moving on. Until he had
ended up here in conmand of the Imelda Marcos. She was a good old tug and
did her job with gruff efficiency. Even though her captain was high or stoned,
or both, nost of the tine. But now, for the first time that any of the crew,
even the ol dest conpacter's mate, could renenber, he was sober. Unshaven
stubbl e sneared the pasty gray of his jows, as shaky of hand, bright red of
eye, he stood at his post on the bridge and glared at Adnmiral Praktis.

"You just can't tranp into nmy ship without a word, weld that great ugly
machine to nmy control console, take command where you are not wanted..."
"Shut up,"” Praktis inplied. "You will do as you are ordered." Adm ra
Lubyanka snarl ed agreenent as he pulled his head out of the depths of the
machi ne in question. "And don't you ever forget that, Bly. You take orders
fromhim You can fly this junker-but Praktis is in comand. The electronic
tracker is tracking electronically, which is what this entire dam operation
is about. My technician here, Megahertz Mate 2nd O ass Cy BerPunk, will follow
t he escaping ship. He'll give you your course. Your assignnment, should you
decide to take it, and you have no choice, is to track those dammed dragons
back to28their nest-then report the |location to me here. Ready, BerPunk?"
The technician sol dered one | ast connection and nodded, his coarse black hair
swinging freely over the white pocked skin of his forehead, brushing the black
gl asses that concealed his eyes. "On line. Systemsgo." he said coarsely. "RAM

is ramm ng, electrons zinging. Al systens go-or already gone." "And about
time too, Lubyanka snarled, then stabbed Praktis in the chest with a sharp
finger. "Do this job, Praktis, and do it well-or it's your ass." "It's

already my ass so | have nothing to | ose. Heave anchor, Lubyanka, or you will
blast off with us to the big garbage dunp in the sky. Is the ship secured for

t akeof f, Captain Bly?" Bly treated himto a | ook of withering contenpt and
cracked his knuckl es. "Good," Praktis said. "I see that we are going to
get along real nice." Bill had to step aside, or rather stagger aside

since he wasn't that sober yet, when Adniral Lubyanka made his exit. Captain
Bly watched until the spacel ock indicator changed fromred to green, then

t hunbed the takeoff warning. The al arm sounded t hrough the ship like a
gargantuan eructation and the crew hurried to buckle in. Bill dropped into a
vacant seat and pulled the straps tight just as Captian Bly switched on ful
power. Gravity sat on their chests with the 11G takeoff: Except for Bill who



had a rat sitting on his chest as well as gravity, for it had been hurled from
the pipes in the ceiling by the blast. It glared at Bill with gleam ng red
eyes, its lips pulled back by the drag of takeof blast to expose its |ong,
yellow incisors. Bill glared back, eyes equally red, his yellow fangs equally
exposed. Neither could27nmove and they glared in futile hatred until the
engines cut out. Bill grabbed for the rat but it |leaped to safety and ran out
t he door. "We're in orbit," Captain Bly said "Wat's our course?"

"It's coming, man, comng..." Cy muttered, stabbing buttons and adjusting

swi tches. He sneered at the VDU which was filled with sparkling confetti, then
tapped it with a long and dirty fingernail. The inmage cleared and the trace
was cl ear. "Time needed. Working it out now. This little old 80286 CPU has
got a math coprocessor so it should rustle through the conmputations |ike
crazy..." "Shut up," Praktis snarled as he | ooked around the cabin. Wirber
was just starting down the |adder. "You, stop!" he conmanded. "Ahh gotta
go to the toilet," he whinpered. "Your business after ny business-and ny
business is a cold beer. Fetch." "Got it!"™ Cy crowed. "Course is right
ascensi on seventy-one degrees, six mnutes and seventeen seconds, declination
twel ve degrees exactly. Hack." The gyros whi ned as the garbage tug turned
to her new course. Lights flickered and changed on the consol e under the
skilled, if trenbling, fingers of her conmander. "Don't unbelt yet," he
war ned. "The FTL drive, so recently installed, is an experinental nodel. And
this flight is the first experinment." "Return to base!" Praktis screaned.
"I want out!’ "Too late!" Captian Bly chortled in reply, stabbing a
button. "Too late by far. We're all in this to28gether-and | have nothing to
| ose-since |'ve already | ost everything, everything..." Qui ck tears of

sel f-indul gence blinded him But not so rmuch that he didn't see Praktis creep
forward to grab him A blaster sprang into his hand, its gaping nmuzzle pitted
and scarred. "Sit," he commanded. "And enjoy. Up until now Faster Than Li ght
travel has been by Bloater drive. Now, for the first time ever-that | know
about-we will be trying out the Spritzer drive. It was installed by that
creepo Admiral Lubyanka. Told me that if | would try it out he would clear ny
name of all shanme. Too late! | told him | live with shame and will die with
shane if | nust. Nowhere we go!" One grinmy thunb stabbed the | arge red
button and a gasp ran through the ship as they felt thensel ves squeezed in an
i npl acable grip. "That's the . . . first part. A black hole has been opened in
space in front of the ship. Now we are... being squeezed down. . . so we can
be squirted through the hole at . . FTL speed. That's why it is nanmed the
Spritzer drive. We are being punped under |ight pressure and spritzed through
spa-a-a-ce..." It was a thoroughly disgusting and unconfortable way to
travel, Bill decided, and yearned for the old Bloater drive. But at |east they
lived through it, and that was sonething. Wen they had become unsqueezed and
space outside had returned to normal, Cy turned to his tracker and fiddled
with the controls. "Bang on, baby. The track is still there, stronger and
clearer even. And it heads towards that planet you see over there. The one
with the concentric rings, an oblate moon and a bl ack spot at the north pole.
Do you see it?" 29 "Hard to mss," Praktis sniffed, "since it is the only
pl anet around. So chart its position and let's get the hell out of here before
we are noticed." "That cones under the headi ng of fanous |ast words,"
Captain Bly bl ubbered, gaping at the viewscreen which was filled with flying
dr agons. "Hit the Spritzer drive and let's get spritzing!" Praktis
screamed. But even as the words left his lips it was too late. Well before the
soundwaves reached Captain.Bly's ears it was too |late. Lightning bolts of
raveni ng energy poured fromthe dragons' nouths and engul fed the ship. Al l
the fuses blew, all the lights went out. And they were falling. "Cetting
m ghty close to that planet," Bill observed, then drew back before the barrage
of curses. "Tenper, tenper," he said. "Does anyone know how we can get out of
this one?" "Pray," Cy said, rolling his eyes heavenward, or in any

di rection, which was the sane thing. "Pray for salvation and succor."

Captain Bly sneered at that. "You are the only sucker here if you think that
is going to help us. W've got one chance and one chance only. Qur fuel is



gone, our batteries drained..." "Then we are dead!" Praktis wailed and
tore out handfuls of hair. "Not quite yet. | said we had a chance. The
forward hold is filled with garbage and is ready for ejection. This is done by
a giant spring that has been coiled up by the conpression of the garbage when
it was packed aboard. At the very last instant before we crash | wll eject

t he garbage. By the Newtonian principle that for every action there is an
equal and 30 opposite reaction our speed will be neutralized and we will cone
to rest.” "A garbage drive," Bill nmoaned. "lIs this the end? What a way to
die. . ." But his conplaint went unheard for they were already in the

pl anet's atnmosphere and the nol ecul es of air pumel ed the spacer cruelly. They
smashed into the outer skin, heated it into incandescence while the garbage

spacer still hurtled downwards. Through thicker and thicker air, through w spy
hi gh cl ouds, towards the ground bel ow that rushed towards themat a terrible
pace. "Fire the garbage!" Praktis pleaded, but to no avail. Captain Bly
stood firm The others added their cries to his, begged and sobbed, but the
thick, grubby finger did not descend. Cl oser and ever closer they fell
until they could see individual grains of sand on the ground bel ow In the

final nanosecond of the last nicrosecond the finger stabbed down.
Ka- chunk! went the coiled spring, releasing its nascent energy in a single

m ghty spasm Ka -flopf! went the garbage, hurtling outward to crash into
the pl anet just bel ow Ker-splat! went the space tug as it settled gently
into the mound of ol d newspapers, fish cans, grapefruit rinds, broken Iight

bul bs, beheaded rats, dead tea bags and shredded fil es. "Not bad if | say
so nyself," Captain Bly chortled. "Not bad at all. This is really one for the
record books." The cabin echoed with the click of safety belts being

unl ocked, the thud of hesitant boots upon the rusty deck. 31 "Gravity
feels good," Bill opined. "Alittle light, but good..." "Shut up!" Pratkis
snapped. "l have one question and one question only for you, Cy. Did you..."
his voice broke and he restored it with a quick cough. "Did you get off the

pl anet's position?" "I tried to, Admiral. But the power cut off before I
could get out a signal."” "Then do it now There nust be some juice left in
the batteries. Try it!" Cy punched in the commands, then thunbed the

activator button. The screen gl owed-then went black and all the lights went
out. Wirber shrieked with fear at the sudden darkness, sobbed with relief when

the feeble gl ow of the emergency bl ub oozed out. "It worked!" Praktis

chortl ed. "Wrked! The signal went out!" "Sure did, Admiral. At that
strength it must have gone up about five feet at |least." "Then we are
marooned..." Bill intoned feebly. "Lost in space. On an eneny pl anet.

Surrounded by flying dragons. MI1lions of parsecs fromhonme. In a dead

spaceship sitting on a nmound of garbage." "You got it buddy-boy," Cy

nodded. "That's just about the size of it." CHAPTER 4 32 "Here
is your beer, sir. can i go potty now?" Wirber gurgled, holding out the
once-warm bottl e, now bl ood-hot from his heated grip. Pratkis snarled an

inarticulate reply as he grabbed the bottle and half-drained it in a single
glug. Captain Bly groped through the pockets of his crunpled uniformuntil he
found the butt of an Hoint which he lit. Bill sniffed his exhaust funes
appreci atively but decided agai nst asking for a drag. Instead he went to | ook
out of the viewport at this newfound planet, but all he could see was

gar bage. Pratkis grinmaced as he drained the warm beer fromthe bottle,
then whistled wetly. Wen Bill |ooked around he flipped the bottle to him
"Put this outside with the rest of the rubbish, chicken-foot. And while you
are out there sort of have a | ook-see and | et ne know what it |ooks like."
"Are you requesting me to make a reconnai ssance and report back?" "Yes, if
that's what you want to call it in your rotten Trooperese. |'ma doctor first
and an admiral by accident. So just get on with it." The di m gl ow of the
energency light did not penetrate down the |adderway. Bill clicked his heels
together to turn on his toe-torch, then clinbed 33 down the rungs in the |ight
of his glowi ng boot. Since there was no power the spacel ock woul d not open
when he thunbed the switch. He turned the sticky manual wheel and groaned wth
the effort. Wen the inner door had opened about a foot he squeezed through



the gap and into the chanmber of the lock. A bright beam of sunlight shone

t hrough the arnorglass window in the outer door. He pressed his eye to it,
curious and eager for a glinpse of this alien world. Al he saw was gar bage.
"Great," he nuttered and reached for the wheel beside. Then stopped. VWhat

was | urking beyond the outer door? What alien terrors had the future in store

for hin? What sort of atnosphere was out there-if there was any atnosphere at
all? If he opened the lock he mght be dead in an instant. Yet it had to be
done sooner or later. There was not nuch of a future doing nothing, staying

| ocked up in this crunpl ed garbage can along with its obnoxi ous captain and

the quack admiral. "Do it, Bill, doit," he nmuttered to hinself. "You only
di e once." Si ghi ng unhappily, he turned the wheel. And stopped when
t he door cracked open and began to hiss |oudly. But it was only the

pressure equalizing, he realized, heart thudding like a triphamrer in sudden
pani c. Wping the beads of sweat fromhis brow, he | eaned over and sniffed at
the draft of air that blewinto his face. It was hot and dry-and snelled nore
than a little of garbage-but he was still alive. After that, feeling very
proud of himself and forgetting his animal panic, he kept turning until the
door opened wi de. Sunlight lanced in brightly and there was a brittle
crackling sound. He | eaned out to | ook-turned and 34 went quickly back into
the bowels of the ship. Pratkis | ooked down the |adderwell at himas he ran

by. "Where are you goi ng?" "To get ny barracks bag." "Why? What's
out si de?" "Desert. just a lot of garbage and sand and nothing else in
sight. No dragons, no nothing." Pratkis blinked rapidly. "Then just why
the hell are you getting your barracks bag, Trooper?" "1"mgetting out

of here. The garbage is on fire." Pratkis's scream of pain and shouted
conmands followed Bill when, equi pped with barracks bag, he bailed out through

t he open door. He did not stop nor even bother to | ook back. The |l esson with
the greatest value that he had | earned during his years in the troopers was a
si mpl e one: cover your ass. He only stopped when he was cl ear of the tug,

t hrew down his bag and, breathing heavily, sat on a sand dune. Noddi ng

appreci atively, he watched the evacuation of the tug with great interest.

Pai ned screanms and a great deal of shouting and poundi ng cane fromthe open
lock. In a few nonments a box of supplies thudded into the sand, to be foll owed
closely by nore containers and crates. Since his own survival was at stake he
went to hel p, dragging themclear and goi ng back for nore. The flames crackl ed
and grew close. He pulled one nore crate to safety then shouted into the

shi p. "Anyone getting out better do it now or never." Then junped aside as
the rats deserted the burning ship. After them cane the crew, coughing and
scranmbling for safety away fromthe flanes. Pratkis was first, of course,

since the commander always |leads fromthe front. Particularly during a
retreat. Cy was next, staggering under the 35weight of sone electronic junk
foll owed cl osely by Wirber and Captain Bly. Followed by a stranger. Not only a

stranger, Bill realized, but a strangerette. A fenmale person with stripes on
her arns. "Who ...who...you?" Bill asked. She | ooked himup and down with
scorn. "Knock off the ow imtation, bowbhead, and say ma' am when speaki ng
to a superior officer. Report. Name, rank and condition." "Yes, sir-m' am
Trooper Bill, ma' am draftee, hungover, tired." "You look it. I'm Engine
Mate First Class Tarsil. Put my suitcase with the rest of the stuff.” " As
you command, Engine Mate First Class Tarsil." "Since we are shipmates you
can call nme by ny first nane. Meta." She reached out and squeezed his arm

"You got good biceps, Bill." Bill smled ingratiatingly as he grabbed up

her suitcase. It was always best to keep on the good side of the noncons.
Especially femal e noncons. Though, really, he didn't think she was his type.
He |iked big girls, but not those a head taller than him And her biceps, he

pouted with inferiority, were really nuch bigger than his. "Bill," a
fam liar and | oathed voice called out. "Stop fraternizing and cl aw your way up
here." Bill joined Admiral Pratkis on the sunmit of the sand dune, | ooking

out at the golden majesty of the setting sun. Which was really the only thing
wort h | ooking at since other than the sun, and the enpty sky with one small
cloud that vani shed while they watched, there wasn't anything el se. " Sand,



and an awful lot of it,"” Pratkis said with an expression of deep gl oom 36
"That's what deserts are like, sir," Bill said brightly. Pratkis turned a

wi thering glare and scornful sneer upon him "When | want that kind of
bright Pollyanna bowb | will ask for it. Do you realize the kind of hole that
we are in? There is nyself and there is you, which is not saying very nuch.
And what el se? That dimrecruit who was probably a dimcivilian yesterday, the
captain who is already stoned out of his mind, an electronic technician wth
no el ectroni cs-and that overwei ght oversexed crewrenber who is going to cause

trouble, bet on that. W got some food, sonme water-and little else. | have the
i ntensely gl oony sensation that we are for the chopping bl ock." "I have a
suggestion, sir?" "You do? Great! Speak quickly." "Since you are in
command and there is a war on-1 want a battlefield conm ssion." "You want
what ?" "A comrission as a third lieutenant. | am an experienced trooper
with plenty of service-related knowhowin addition to which | amthe only one
here with these qualifications. You will need nmy conbat-hardened skills and
prof essi onal know edge. . ." "Which | will not get unless you have sone
rank. All right bowb, not that it nakes any difference. Kneel Recruit Bill

Ri se Third Lieutenant Bill." "Ch, thank you, sir. That makes all the

difference," Bill sinpered. Pratkis curled his lip with disgust while Bill dug
the tarni shed golden pips of a third lieutenant fromhis pocket and proudly
pi nned themto his epaul ets. "It is said that every real soldier with guts
or talent, or both, nmarches with a marshal's baton in his pack. My goal is
simpler..." 37 "Shut up. Take your mnd off of your pathetic mlitary
anbitions and apply whatever intelligence you have, the existence of which
am growi ng doubtful about, to the problemat hand. \Wat do we do?" Hi s
anbition fired by his newfound rank, Bill hurled hinself in to the role with
ent husi asm "Sir! W will begin by taking inventory of our supplies, which
will be guarded at all tinmes and rationed equally anong all. Wen this has
been done we will prepare sleeping accomvpdati ons for the night, since, as you
can see, the sun is setting. Then | will draw up a guard's roster for the
ni ght, have a shortarminspection, prepare battle plans. . ." " Stop!™
Pratkis called out hoarsely, eyes bulging at the nilitary nonster that he had
created. "Let's just get our heads together and sinply figure out what we have
to do next, Lieutenant. Just that much, or it is instantly back to recruit
rank with you." Bill accepted the decision with all the bad grace he could
must er up, kicking his clawed heel into the sand and scowing darkly. Hs
mlitary career in conmand had been brief. He trailed after Pratkis as they
went back down the dune to join the others. "G ve ne your attention,"
Pratkis called out. "All of you that is except Captain Bly who has stoned
hi nsel f unconsci ous on that cheap drek he snmpokes. You, trooper, what's your
name?" "Wtcher, your highness." "Yes, Wirber, great to have you
aboard. Now go through Captain Bly's pockets and get all the dope he has and
bring it to me. When he surfaces he ';will probably have nore stashed, but at
| east we can start with this. Now listen, the rest of you, we kinda lIgot a
problem.." 38 "You ain't just blowing it out your barracks bag buster,"
Met a sai d. "Yes, well, thank you mss..." "Mss ny butt, buster. There
are | aws against that mal e chauvinist pig stuff I am Engine Mate First d ass
Meta Tarsil." "Yes, Engine Mate First Class, | fully understand your
attitude. But might | also point out that we are far fromcivilization and al
its laws. W are stranded on this unknown alien planet and we will have to
work together. So let us abandon our little egos for a bit and try and find a
way out of this mess. Are there any suggestions?” "Yes," Cy said. "W pul
a zingo and get out of here. This planet has a magnetic pole." "So what ?"
"So | got a conpass. So we can walk in a straight line and not in circles.
In the norning we | oad up whatever food and water that we can carry and split.
It's either that or stay here until the natives find us. Watever you say,
Admiral. You're in charge." The sun set at that nonent and stygian
dar kness descended. Bill turned on his toe-torch and in its feeble
illumination they settled down with their problens for the night. The stars
appear ed, unknown constellations in an unknown sky. It was a tine that cried



out for strong nerves. Or strong drink. Bill settled for the latter, craftily
opened his barracks bag and stuck his head inside and drank from his hi dden
bottle until he passed out. CHAPTER 5 39 The rising sun washed
its warmrays over Bill's sleeping, bristly face. He grunted and opened one
eye. Instantly regretted it and slammed it shut with a hideous grating sound
as the light punched a hot icepick into his drink-sodden brain. Taking nore
care this tine he rolled over away fromthe sun, opened his eyes the tiniest
slit, then peeked through his fingers. The huddled fornms of his shipnates,
wrapped like himin G blankets fromthe torched tug, still lay in silent
sleep. Al except for Admiral Praktis who, driven by duty or insomia, or a
full bl adder, stood upon the highest dune staring into the distance. Bil
smacked his lips and tried to spit out sone of the fur that covered his
tongue, did not succeed, clinbed to his feet and, ever a sucker for curiosity,

clinbed the dune hinself. "Good morning, sir," he ingratiated. " Shut
up. | can't stand conversation this early in the day. Did you see the
[ights?" "Wirgl e?" Bill said, gears not nmeshed, brain still alcohol and
sl eep sodden. "That's about what | thought you would say. Listen

nunb-nuts, if you had stayed alert rather than wallowing in an al coholic
stupor, you woul d have seen what | saw. On the horizon there, very

di stant, 40glowi ng lights. And no, before you say it, it was not the stars."
Bill pouted because that was what he was going to suggest. "Definitely
[ ights, waxing and wani ng and changing color. Get Cy up here. Now. " The

techni ci an nust have been poppi ng sonet hi ng because he | ay unconsci ous, eyes
open but rolled back so that only the whites, or rather the yell ows, showed.
Bill shook him shouted in his ear, and even tried a few good kicks in the
ribs with no results. "Really wonderful ," Praktis snarled when he got the
report. "lIs this a crew or an addicts' ward? I'lIl go give hima shot that will
bl ast himout of it. Meanwhile you stay guard here over this line in the sand
so no one wal ks on it. And don't bulge your eyes at ne like that-I haven't
gone around the twist. That line points at the lights | saw" Bill sat and
stared at the fine and wi shed he had a drink and fell asleep again-but jerked
awake when he heard the ghastly mpans. Cy was crawling up the dune on al
fours, groaning as he came. Hs skin was ghastly white and he was vibrating
like an electric dildo. Praktis clinbed up behind him his expression one of

sadi stic pl easure. "The shot brought him around but, oh boy, has it got
some really w cked side affects. That's the direction, juicehead, that |ine
scratched in the sand. Get a fix onit." Cy dug out the conpass, but his

hand was shaking too nuch to read it. In the end he had to lay it fiat on the
sand. Then he had to hold his head still with both hands to take the sight.
After a certain amount of blinking, eyepopping and tw tching he spoke in a
hol | ow voi ce. 41 "Ei ght een degrees east of the magnetic pole. Perm ssion
requested to go away and die, sir." "Perm ssion denied. The shot will wear
of f soon..." A shrill scream cut through his words, followed by the roar
and splat of blaster fire. "We're being attacked!" Praktis screeched. "I'm
unarmed! Don't fire! I ama doctor, a nonconbatant, my rank only an honorabl e
one! " Bill, his brain cells still so gunmed by sl eep and ethyl al cohol
drew his blaster and ran down the dune towards the firing instead of away from
it which, normally, he would have done. He picked up speed, could not stop
saw Meta before him standing and firing, could not turn and ran into her at
full gall op. They col |l apsed into an inferno of arnms and | egs. She
recovered first and punched himin the eye with a hard fist. "That hurt,"
he whi npered, holding his hand over it. "I'mgoing to have a shiner."

"Move your hand and I'll give you another one to match. Wiy did you knock ne
down |ike that?" "What was all the shooting about?" "Rats!" She
grabbed up her blaster and spun about. "All gone now. Except the ones |

bl asted into atonms. They were getting at our food. At |east we know what |ives
on this planet. Great big nasty gray rats." "No they don't," Praktis said,
havi ng recovered fromhis fit of cowardice and rejoined the party. He kicked a
pi ece of exploded rat with his toe. "Rattus Nowegi cus. Mankind's conpanion to
the stars. We nust have brought themw th us." "Sure did," Bill agreed.



"They bail ed out of the spacer even before you did." 42 "Interesting,"”
Praktis nused, rubbing his jaw, nodding, squinting, doing all the things that
i ndicate musing. "Wth a whole planet to nosh in-1 ask you -why do they cone
creepi ng back here to eat our food?" "They don't |ike the native chow, "
Bi || suggested. "Brilliant but incorrect. It is not that they don't I|ike
it-there is none of it. This planet is barren of |life as any fool can plainly
see." "Not conpletely, sir," any fool said. Recruit Wirber appeared from
out of the desert, his adanmi s appl e bobbing up and down |ike a yo-yo. He held
out a flower. "As soon as | heard the shooting | ran away. Over thataway found
the fl owers and..." "Let me have that. Quch!" . . . and | cut my hand
when | picked it, just like you did just then, Adnmiral, when you grabbed it."
Praktis held the flower so close that his eyes crossed as he examned it.

"Stem no |leaves, red petals, no stanen or pistil. But nade of netal. This is
made of netal, you idiot. It wasn't growing. IL was planted there in the sand
by a person or persons unknown." "Yes, Admiral. Shall | showthe adnmira
where the rest of the flowers are grow ng?" He I ed the way and the others
foll owed. Except for Captain Bly who was still zonked unconscious. Up dune and
down dune to a dark patch in the sand where a stand of flowers grew Praktis
snapped one of themw th his fingernail and it pinged. "Metal. Al of
them netal." He poked a finger into the danp sand, then sniffed it. "And this

is not water-snells like oil." No scientific explanation for the phenonmena was
forthcom ng since he was just as43baffled as the others, although he was too
ponpous to adnmit it. "The explanation of the phenonena is obvious and a
detail ed description will be forthcom ng as soon as | have conpl eted ny

i nvestigation. I'll need nore speci nens. Anyone have a w recutter?" Cy did
and he snipped off sanmples as instructed. Meta quickly had enough of this

nmetal lurgical horticulture and went back to their canp. And resuned shouting
and shooting. The others joined her and the surviving rats fled into the

desert. Praktis scow ed at the torn open boxes of supplies. "You, Third
Li eutenant, get to work. | want the food repacked and rat-proofed at once.
| ssue orders. But not you, Cy. | want your help. Over this way." Bill

seized up a torn plastic container of conpressed nutrient bars. Known
jocularly to the troops as Iron Rations. Even the rats hadn't been able to
dent them broken rat teeth were stuck in the wapper. After boiling for
twent yf our hours they could be broken with a hanmer. Bill searched for
something edible and a little nore tender. He found sonme tubes of energency
space rations | abel ed Yunee- Gunge. The others were watching himintently so he
passed the tubes around and they all squeezed and sucked and made retching

noi ses. The gunge was | oat hsone but promised to sustain life. Although the
quality of life that it sustained was open to question. After this repul sive
repast they worked together in harnony since the pitiful pile of supplies was
all that stood between them and starvation. O thirsting to death, which is
faster. They had just finished when Captain Bly groaned and roll ed over,
sat up and made drysmacking noises with his nouth. Bill passed hima tube of
Yurree- Gunge and he screamed hoarsely 44when he tasted it. He alternately
sucked and groaned, shuddering the entire tine. Praktis appeared and bul ged
his eyes at the perfornmance. "lIs that stuff really that bad?" "Wor se, "
Bill said and the others nodded sol erm agreenent. "Then 11l pass for the
nmonent. And deliver ny scientific report. Those plants with the flowers are
alive and growing in the sand. They are not organic carbon-based life as we
know it, but are solid netal." "l mpossi ble," Meta observed. "Wl |

t hank you Engine Mate First Class for the scientific information. But | think
that | prefer ny rather extensive know edge to yours. There is no reason why a
life formcannot be netal instead of carbon based. | can't for a nmonent think
why it would want to-but let us leave this interesting topic for now and
pursue the even nore interesting one of our staying alive. Report, Third

Li eutenant, food and water status." "Food, inedible even by the rats. The
wat er should | ast about a week with rationing." "Bowb that for a game of
darts," Praktis observed gloom |y, sat down heavily and stared unseeingly at

the netal flower in his hand. "Not much choice. W stay here and starve for a



week then die of thirst. O we march off in the direction of the lights I saw
[ ast night and see what's up. Let's see a show of hands. Al for staying and

dyi ng. " Not a finger twi tched and he nodded. "Nowwho is for marching out
of here?" The response was the same. Praktis sighed. "I see that the

wat ers of denocracy have caressed few fevered brows around here. So let's hear
it for the old fascist pecking order. We will nmarch!" 45 They junped to
their feet, swayed forward awaiting instructions. "You do it, Bill, this nust
be the sort of thing you were trained for. Divide what we got five ways and
fix packs or something that we can carry the stuff in." "But-there are six
of us, sir." "I issue orders, | don't take them Five. Report to ne when
this task is done." He rooted about in Bill's barracks bag as he spoke and
energed triunphant with the remains of Bill's spare bottle of booze. "And
while you are doing that | amgoing to do a little catching up with you

t eaheads, dopeheads and boozeheads. Work!" The sun was high in the sky
before the job was done. The admiral was snoring happily, the depleted bottle
clutched in his linp fingers. Bill pried it away and drained the little booze
that was |left before waking himup. "Whuzha?" "All done, sir. Ready to
mar ch. " Praktis started to speak, coughed instead, then held his head in
both hands and nmpaned. "Well... I'"mnot. Not until |'ve had a handful of

pills.”" He funbled through his wallet for a bottle, shook out a dozen tablets
and ordered water in a cracked voice. The pharmaceutical dynanmite worked its
wonders and he finally permitted Bill to help himto his feet. "Load up
Get Cy over here at once with the conpass.” The heavily | aden technician
staggered up and passed over the instrument, pointing out the heading to be
foll owed. Praktis plugged his pocket conmputer to a small speaker, mounted this
on one epaul et, then searched the digitalized nol ecul ar nmenory for, nusic.
Found a merry marching tune, then played it 46at full scratchy volunme while
he led his brave little band out into the desert. As soon as they were
gone the rats energed from hiding, searched what had been | eft behind for

edi ble remains, then turned their eager attention to the nountain of garbage
whi ch was well cooked and finally cool ed enough to be consuned. The shuffle of
feet and the sound of nusic soon died away. The ,only sound to break the
desert stillness was the crunch of rodent jaws. Into this gustatory

par adi se somet hi ng penetrated. A new sound perhaps, a new presence. Rat after
rat lifted its furry head, twitched ears and whi skers. Leapt down fromthe
nmount ai n of mashed nunchi es and sought shelter. Somet hi ng dark and

om nous, |ow and broad and netallic whirred into sight over the top of a dune.
Met al cl anked agai nst netal and there was a quick burst of sharp bl eeping.
Sonet hi ng passed besi de the nountain of steam ng garbage, past the burnt out
spacer, and slowy up the dune beyond. VWhen sil ence once nore w apped the
garbage in its. pristine mantle the rats reemerged and resunmed noshi ng.
Ignoring the trail of footprints that | ed away through the sand. A trail now
obscured by the tracks of sonething that pursued the valiant little band of
survivors. CHAPTER 6 47 Adm ral Praktis marched proudly at the
head of his brave little band, arching to the jolly drunbeat of the nusic that
was deafening his right ear. Up dune and down dune and up dune once again.
Until he | ooked over his shoulder and saw that he was alone in the desert. His
burst of panic was allayed when the first of his straggling followers stunbled
into sight. It was Meta striving manfully, wonmanfully rather, under her | oad.
The others weren't doing quite as well. Praktis sat down and tapped his
fingers on his knee and muttered to hinself until they had all managed to

st agger up. "We are going to have to do better than this." "Wat ch t hat
royal We, Praktis,"” Captain Bly sneered. "Your W is not carrying packs while
our W is." "You are being subordinate, Captain!" "You bet your sweet
ass | am sawbones. | was in this man's navy when you were still in prened. W
are in alive and die situation here. Probably die. So | don't nove until you
carry your share.” "This is mutiny!" "Sure is," Meta said aining her
bl aster between his eyes. "Ready for your pack?" Praktis saw the nmerits of
her argunment and only 48 muttered in protest when another pack appearedhad
this been planned fromthe start?-and was | oaded onto his shoul ders. After



this redivision of their burdens they proceeded if not at a smarter pace, at

| east at a continuous one. Bill wal ked in an offcenter and | urching manner
because his right foot was so much bigger than his left. And his toes hurt,
scrunched inside the boot. He wondered why the hell he was wearing it. Because
it had been issued to himand he would be out of uniformwthout it. Fury rose
at the thought and he tore off the boot, hurled it out into the desert and
stretched his toessharp claws gleaming in the sunlight. This was nore like it.

He hurried to catch up with the others, wal king confortably now VWhen t he
sun was overhead Praktis groaned an order to halt and they all fell down.
Bill, goaded perhaps by the responsibility of his new rank, dragged a water,

contai ner around and doled out a ration to each of them Those with strong
stomachs squeezed out a little Yunee-Qunge. Praktis watched themand tried

sone hinsel f. "Yekh!" he wetched. "And you are being conplinentary,"
Captain Bly said. "It is not edible.” "Sonet hi ng has got to be done,"
Praktis said hurling the tube out into the desert. "I was going to wait-but we
need food now or we can't go on." He rooted in his pack and dragged out a fl at
case. "Bill-get me a cup of water." "What the hell are you doing?" Captain
Bly conpl ai ned. "You have had your water ration." "This is not for ne-but
for all of us. Alittle product of my original research. Illegal they said!

Legality is for weaklings. Al right, there were a few48acci dents, not many
di ed, the buildings were rebuilt quickly enough. But | persevered-and won!

Here it is!" He hel d high sonething that | ooked Iike a plastic-wapped
goat turd. Cy put his finger to the side of his head and made a rotating

not i on. "I saw that!" Praktis screeched. "You laugh, just like the rest of
them But it is Mel Praktis who will have the |last |augh! Here is a seed, a
mut at ed seed containing growh accel erators never dreamed of by nyopic,
pedestri an researchers. Watch!" He kicked a hole in the sand and pl aced

the seed within it, then poured the water over it. There was a puff of steam
as the water dissolved the plastic wapping-followed by a rapid crackling.
"Step back! There is real danger.” The ground burst open and green
tendrils sprang into the air, blossonmed with leaves in an instant. At the sane
time the sand stirred and rose as powerful roots shot out in all directions.
Bill, ignoring Praktis's warning, touched one of the |eaves that had appeared
al most under his nose. He yiped and sucked his finger. "Serves you right,"
Praktis said. "Life and growth generate heat-and at this speed there is far
nore heat than can be dissipated normally. Look how the ground cracks open as
all of the water is absorbed, the sand heated by the burgeoning life within."
It was indeed spectacular. The broad | eaves absorbed sol ar energy to supply
the enzyme-driven furnaces wihin. A thick stemenerged and a gourd swelled
out, growi ng and crackling before their eyes. Wen it was alnost a neter |ong
it grew bright red, sizzled and broke open just as all the | eaves and 50 stens
turned brown, shriveled and died. The entire process had taken | ess than a
nm nut e. "Inmpressive, isn't it?" Praktis gloated as he opened his pocket
knife and plunged it into the melon. Steam hissed out and a succul ent snell
filled the air. "Like lichen, the melon has both ani mal and vegetable cells
within it. The animal cells are nutated beef so that-as you can see-the flesh
wi t hin has been cooked by the heat of growth so that the nelon-steak is ready
to eat." He sliced off a succulent pink slice and popped it into his
mout h. Then junped for safety as the others dived forward. It was an hour
at least before the | ast chaw was chawed, the final belch belched, the
penul ti mate sigh sighed. Only broken bits of rind remai ned, while stonachs

were filled to the bursting point. "You got more of those seeds, Admiral ?"
Bill asked with hunble admiration. . "You betcha. So let's dunp the iron
rati ons and the rest of the governnent-issued junk and press on. Let us see if
we can reach the lights by nightfall." There were groans but no real

conpl aints. Even the di nmest of the bunch knew that they had to get out of
this desert before their water ran out. Onward they went, and onward still,
until the sun was close to the horizon and Praktis called a halt. "That's
enough for today. | think that we are going to have steak again for dinner, so
that we may go on refreshed in the nmorning. And we will get a good sight on



those lights tonight. Tumries full, they sat in a rumnant row on the
dune's summit as darkness fell. The first nutters of worry turned to happy
shouts as the huddl e of |ights appeared on the horizon. Strange rays like
di stant 51 searchli ght beanms swept the night sky, changing col or before

flicking out of sight. "That's it!" Praktis shouted. "And cl oser too

We'll get there soon, believe nme." They di d-and they were wrong. They did
not get there the next day nor the one after that. The lights grew brighter

but appeared no closer. And the water was half gone. "W better be hal fway
there," Bill said gloom |y kicking aside the enpty container. The others
nodded unhappy agreemnent. They had eaten their steaks and sipped the small
ration of water and it was still early. "Shall | play some nusic?" Praktis
asked. He had on the other nights, but tonight no one cared. The gloomin
the air was thick enough to cut with a knife. In fact Bill had to cut a bit of
it away to enable himto see the others. "We can tell jokes," he said

brightly. "Or ask riddles. What is black, sits in a tree and is deadl y?"

"A crow with a machi ne-gun," Meta sneered. "That one was ol d when the universe
was young. | can sing... She was drowned out by cries of protest that died
to nutters and then to silence. It was going to be one of those nights. So
there was a stir of interest when Cy spoke up, for he was ever the silent one,
speaki ng only when spoken to, usually snarling an answer. "Listen. |
wasn't always. Like this. Different. Not as you see now | led a different
life. Two different lives. How it began | have never reveal ed before. How it
ended was tragedy. For | becanme. Sonething different. Not proud of it. But it
happened. | was a. . . voodoonman." His face twi sted ob52scenely as they
gasped. "Yeah. | was. | can tell you of this. If you want." "Yes, tel

us," they cried out and grew close to listen to-- CY BERPUNK'S TALE Life
for Cy had the taste of a dead cigar butt. It should. He chewed one. Spit
it out. Drained the dregs of al kpee fromthe chi pped plastic nug. Dropped it.
Crushed it under his spiked heel. Day of judgnent. Deci si on

Qut side he blinked in the nacreous |ight of the yell ow orange sun. Shards of
styrofoamfromthe injection works filled the air, turning it into a
regurgitant nmoire pattern. Time... The crapkicker lolled obscenely
agai nst the insanely cracked patterns of the show wi ndow. H s skintight

bl oodsuit sagui nely dripping scarl et shadows over frenchletters and
powderdi | dos in the wi ndow. He did not |ook up when Cy came near. But knew he

was there. The jewel encrusted squid, pendant from one nostril, quivered in
antici pation. "You got?" he grunted | aconically. "Got. You got?"
"Got. Gve." " Good. " The kreditkard, still warmfrom Cy's body,
changed hands. The crapkicker sneered | aconically. "Reads ten-thousand
bukni ks. Deal was ninethousand. Trying cheat ne?" "Keep the change.

Gve." He gave. 53 The RAMchi p, disguised as a peanut, slithered from
hand to hand disquietingly. Cy stuffed it cruelly between his lips. Ate it.

" Good. " Gone. Cy was al one. The toothputer accessed the RAMchip. Light and

sound rode the starving night. He junped aside, the vengeful robocab m ssed.
Was swal | omed by the strobeshot darkness. No pedestrian was safe in the
Spunkk. In the dark alley Cy sought safety behind the overfill ed garbage can
that compressed under the fatigue of days, discard printout and workweary
compchi ps, derelict discards of onrushing technol ogy, obscenely nelding.

Cy ran the RAMchi p agai n. This was it. Longhidden fotnula dug screamn ng
from secure RAWMbanks. His. She | ay prone on the fukfonme bed when he
entered. Locked and seal ed the door behind him Stared at her corpsewhite

fl esh. "You should get out in the sun nore." No response. Pol kadot
paint circled her eyes. Bl ackleather bra and panties, richly adoned with nylon
| ace, reveal ed nore than conceal ed her figure. Not good. Too flatchested. No

ass. "lI's this room secure?" "1 unpl ugged the phone." "Here." He
spat the RAMchip into his palm "l don't want your |ousy secondhand

peanut . " Anger flaned an unseen torch behind his eyes. "Dunmy. It's the
formul a." The conputer switched on when he kicked it. An ancient |BM PC

gutted and restuffed with macro Z-80's. Now it had nore conpergs than a Cray.
The RAMchip plugged into the specially peab54nut-shaped orifice. The screen



burst to repulsive life, indecipherable synbols hurtled across it. "That's

it." "I't's indeci pherable." "Not if you have been trained. That is a
three, that a seven.” She eyebul ged at his arcane know edge. Turned away,
rej ected. Popped a pentagon-shaped pill. A Tibetan copy of an illega
Icelandic aspirin. It hit as obscene synbols raced across the screen. The

| aser printer humred grotesquely as it regurgitated a printout. "Here."
"I can't." "You will. Get everything on the list." He | aughed insanely at
the snell of aspirin on her breath. "Drugs. Illegal. Banned." Her fingers
trenbled with vibratory despair as she read. "Al cohol, distilled water,

gl ycerin..." "Go. O you're dead." The muzzle of the .50 caliber machine
gun poked its obscene nmuzzle fromhis coatcuff. She went. Cy Ber Punk was

twenty-one when he marketed the formula. Long |lost, forgotten, noldering in
the rateaten files of the Ansterdam News. Now reborn, renarketed, ained
unerringly at the crapkicker market. The newest. The cool est. Pubi c Hair
Straightener to go with the latest allnude craze. Once seen, mnust be had. And
Cy controlled the supply. The bukni ks piled up and he watched the zeroes

mul tiply. Until one day... "Enough!" he exul ted unpl easantly. Now t hey
would et himin. Had to. Their 55 bankaccount reader checked his bal ance even
as he approached the front entrance of Power House. Many times had he beat

f eebl e knuckl es agai nst the chromesteel entrance conceal ed behind the hol ogram
of a chronesteel entrance. If they read his balance right-he was in. If not-he
ri sked breaking his nose. No danger was too great. Hi s pace never changed

He stepped through into the | obby. The receptionist wore a hol omask t hat
conceal ed her face. A pig's head stared back at him A gold ring in her nose,

lips redlipsticked. "Yes," she grunted. "Appl eCore needs ne." Her
smle was cold as liquid helium "AppleCore needs your noney. Voodoonan
training is not cheap." "I can pay." "See Chandu. Room one thousand
and nine. Last lift on left." The door closed and the floor snmashed up

against his feet. Then against his face as the acceleration flattened him A
t housand stories is a long way to go. Wen the door slid open sinuously he
craw ed out. Cinbed wearily to his feet. Sucked on a octagonul arjellybean

filled with caffeine. It tasted repulsive. But he could go on now. Crashed
open the door. Saw the encrusted gl eam of chronme machinery, the small man who
was their master. "Shut door. Draft," Chnmdu ordered as inperiously as the

| ast enmperor. His prosthetic |eft hand whined latinly. It was of Italian
manuf acture originally designed to open spaghetti pots. He used it to pick his

nose obscenely. 56 "You think you got it in you? Becone voodoonman. A
keyboard killer?" "I know. Don't think. | cut my first tooth chewi ng a
comput er nouse." "Hard do." "You can do?" "Nobody can do what
Chandu can do. | teach.” The prosthetic slurped with a sound |ike sucking
spaghetti when he pointed to the |leering console that alnmost filled the room
"80386 CPU. 2 neg RAM Math coprocessor. Pixel dedicated VDU. " " For get
the basics." He caressed the VDU obscenely. "This is mine. My VDU. | will be a
voodooman. Slap the dermatrodes to ny skull. Hook ne into the circuit."

"To skull? What you snmoke? Surging currents from VDU surge your brain to fried
mush. Need body to absorb surges. Far frombrain. This is suppositrod.”
"Suppositrod!" his senses reeled. "You are not going to fix it to ny tenples?
You are going to stick it up ny ass?" "You got it in one." Now he knew
why there was a hole in the seat of the console chair. But his physica
body was forgotten as the current surged succinctly. He was one with the VDU

a voodooman. Hi s senses hurtling through the bowels of the conputer. Al

bl ack, all white." "Can't you afford col or?" "No believe propaganda, "
t he di senbodi ed voi ce whispered into the core of his being. "Just for holo ads
i n subways. Get suckers sign up. Al black and white. Needs |less RAM " 57
Col d whiteness of ice, hot redness of red slid fromhis nmenory and crashed

into enpty oblivion. Sonmething | ooned fromthe darkness, cane closer, towering
out of sight. A skyscraper-size filing cabinet. Made of wood. Covered wth
cobwebs. "What gives?" he screamed into the bl ackshot darkness. "G ves
a filing cabinet. No better way represent conputer functions. Wat you expect?
Infinite blue space? Gid of pale blue neon? Col or-coded spheres? Bullshit.



Hol ofi I m crap for kiddies. How can chenical speed operating human mind follow
conput er one-hundred thirty mllion operations a second? Can't. So program
witten foll ow what is happening. That program generate this imge for sl ow
human brain to follow Is file cabinet. Open. Mre file cabinet inside. Open

drawer. Find program card. Go to subprogram All boring." "Al'l boring as
buffalo chips!" His errant soul roared arrogantly into the susurrating
darkness. There was no reply. Chandu had fallen asleep. Cy learned. It

t ook every bukni k he had. And nore. He wanted to be a keyboard killer. Mre
than he wanted sex, drink, pot. Wanted it so bad he could taste it. It tasted

| ousy. He still didn't mnd. But nore noney was needed. And only one pl ace
to get that. In the Spunkk. The subcity below the city. A world aside. Never
entered by authority who did not want to wade in the sewer that was the only
entrance. Cy waded. Kicked free of the last curl of encoilingly ol eagi nous
water and strode into El Mngatorio. Yellow light the color of a baby's bad
dream washed over the clientele. Which was a good idea since nobst were pretty
repul sive. Cy shoul dered 58them aside and slamred his fist on the

m croscarred plastic of the bar. "Quch!" he said. There was broken gl ass
t here. "We're all out of CQuch," the bartender sneered through the sneer
permanently painted on his lips. Wth indelibl epaint. "The usual ?" Cy

nodded. Distractedly. He had forgotten what his usual was. The obscenely fat
bl oated wal rus of a man draped across the bar to his left was drinking
somet hi ng that snoked of vile greenness. Not that. The crapki cker on his
right, every obscene spike of purple hair tipped with a tiny condom was
gaggi ng over a gl ass of snoking purpleness. Not that either. A gl ass
cracked down before him Chipping the plastic. "Yours." There was no pity on
the barman's |ips when he spoke. "G nger ale." Cy's sneer matched his as
he raised it to his mouth. Drank deep. Felt the rush of revulsion. "You gave
me di et ginger ale?" The only answer an obscene | augh |ike a dying soul
that slipped away into the darkness. In the Spunkk everything was for
sale. Cy sold it. Doing. anything for the bukni ks he needed. Sold his bl ood.
Washed wi ndows. Babysat a two-headed baby. Nothing was too repul sive, too

repugnant. He had to. He would be a voodooman. The day he graduated they
came for him He coul d not escape. The wi ndows unbreakabl e. The door did
not stop them They broke it down. "We have you," the first one said,
the streetlights through the venetian blinds shining on his face like an
obscene pol ar projection. 59 "No! " Was that his voice? Who else's
could it be? "Take it." The paper was slamred into his reluctant hand,
i ke a poi sonous papyrus rattlesnake, rustling like its rattle. There was
no escape. He was drafted. "l was drafted. | ended up here. A voodooman
with no VDU. Wasting ny life, nmy talent. Wring up circuit boards." Hi s

tears of self-pity dripped unheard onto the sands of the desert. There was
only silence as Cy's voice trickled away. The story was done. Not that his

audi ence noticed this since they were all zonked with fatigue, lulled by his
voi ce, all now sound asleep. Not that he noticed this either since he had been
popping pills steadily while he tal ked and was stoned out of his mnd. As the
last words fluttered down fromhis lips he fell over into the sand and began
snori ng. Nor was he the only one rendering arias of nocturnal harnmony.
Zizzing and sawi ng echoed in the still night air for it had been a | ong and
hard day. Yet, hark!, there was al so nore than snoring here, nore of a
runbling and nuttering. Sonething black | ooned over the top of the dune, its
bul k bl ocking out the stars. It noved forward, hesitated-then pounced. A
sudden cry of pain was quickly silenced. The bl ackness noved away, the
runmbl i ng vani shed. Somet hi ng had disturbed Bill. He opened his eyes, sat
up and | ooked around. Nothing. He |lay down and pulled the bl anket over his
head to drown out the snoring and was asleep again in an instant. CHAPT
ER 7 60" On your feet!" admiral Praktis shouted, running about and
ki cking the sleeping fornms. Goaded by boot and voice, one by one they raised
rel uctant heads and blinked at the orange gl obe of the rising sun. " Gone.
Meta is gone, mssing, kidnapped, stolen."” VWi ch was true. They gaped down
at the scooped out hollow in the sand right on the spot where she had been



sl eepi ng-t hen goggl e-eyed at the tracks that led away fromthis spot out into
the trackl ess desert. "Eaten alive by some hideous nmonster!" Bill wail ed,
nervously tearing ruts in the sand with his sharp chicken nails. Praktis

| ooked at himw th disgust. "If it was a nonster, Third Lieutenant, it had
a driving license. Because if | amnot m staken, and | am not, those are
tractor tread prints. Not feet, claws, tentacles or whatever." "Sure are,"
Wir ber agreed, adam s apple bobbing with excitenent. "Tractor treads right
enough. They're a lot like the old JCB | drove on the farm Say-do you think
there might be a farmnnear here..." 61 "Shut up, you noron, or I'IIl kil
you," Praktis hinted. "Something got Meta while she slept. W've got to go
after her." "VWhy?" Captain Bly grunbled. "She's | ong dead by now. Not our
busi ness. " "Third Lieutenant, draw your weapon. Shoot anyone who di sobeys
my conmands. We will follow the tracks. Load up." He glared at Captain Bly
whose conplaints muttered away into silence. "Good. Now if you will glance at
the conpass you will see that the tracks go roughly in the direction we are
following. So take everything and let's nove out. And quickly." They
nmoved. Sharing out the contents of Meta's pack and | oading up. Bill, his

bl aster still drawn, took point and | ed the way. The sun rose in the sky
but they did not stop. They were stunbling with fatigue before Bill called a
halt and they dropped in their tracks. "Five mnutes-no | onger." Mdans of
exhaustion were his only answer. Dimly in the distance there was the runble of
an expl osi on. "You all heard that," Bill said grimy, clinbing to his
feet. "Let's nmove on." When they had trudged their way to the top of yet
one nore sand dune they could see the columm of black snoke ahead. Bill waved
t hem down and dropped his pack onto the sand. "Keep your weapons ready-and
your eyes open. If I amnot back in five mnutes..." He opened his jaw, then
shut it again, not knowi ng what cane next. "Look," Praktis said, "just get
out there and find out what has happened. If we don't hear fromyou we'll take
it fromthere." 62 There was steely resolve in Bill's stride as he marched
into battle, down the dune and up the next one. He peered cautiously over the
top before he went on. Wen the snoke was cl ose, just beyond the next dune, he
dropped and crawmed to the top and with infinite caution peered over it.
"About tinme you got here," Meta said as soon as his head came into view "GCot

some wat er?" "Are you all right?" He kept his blaster ready as he craw ed
forward, |ooking at the burning nmetal wreck. "No thanks to your lot. Let
me be kidnaped right out from under your noses.” "What happened? VWhat is
that thing?" "How should I know? What | do know is that | was sound asl eep
and next thing |I'm awake and covered with sand and bei ng tossed about. | sat

up and nust have hit ny head because | was knocked out for a while. | cane to,
it was black, | could hear an engine and I knew we were noving. | still had ny
bl aster so | shot my way out. Now-the water?" "Wth the others." He fired
three quick blasts on his blaster. "They' |l hear that. Did you kill the driver
of the thing?" "There wasn't one-that was the first thing | |ooked for.

It's a robot or renotely controlled or sonething. Some sort of machine on
treads with that big scoop on the front. It nust have scooped ne up and
trundl ed off while you all slept so very soundly." "I"'msorry-but | didn't
hear anything. . . There was a sharp clang fromthe other side of the
burni ng hulk, followed by the sound of an engi ne. "There's nmore of

them get down!" he 63 shouted, setting an exanple by dropping and burrow ng
into the sand. "I'"ll get the nothers before they get ne!" Meta frothed
angrily, running forward, blaster ready. Bill reluctantly foll owed her
hurrying only when he heard the sound of her weapon. She stood, |egs
spread w de, blow ng snoke fromthe pitted muzzle of her blaster. "M ssed, "
she said with disgust. "It got away." Bill | ooked at the tracks that |ed
up the dune ahead and vani shed over the top. They were tiny treads, |ess than
a yard wi de, just one set of them He blinked with confusion. "It went up that
way? Then-how did it get down here?" "It was here all the tine, inside
this other one," Meta said, pointing at the hinged flap that now gaped open in
the side of the weck. "It came out of here and trundl ed away and you know, it
wasn't a robot driver or anything. It looked just like this weck, only nmuch



smal ler." "W have a nystery here," Praktis said, strolling down the dune

as he slipped his blaster back into its holster. "I heard that |ast-now tel
me what happened before." "Only after sone water," Meta said, then
coughed. "This has been dry work." When she had gl ugged a cupful and

repeated her story to everyone's satisfaction they exan ned the snol dering
wreck, kicked its netal sides and adnmired the nassive treads on its tracks.
Peeked into the scooplike contai ner where she had been inprisoned. And cane

away knowing little or nothing. "You, Cy," Praktis ordered. "You're the
technol ogi cal junky around here. Gve this thing a going over while | plant
dinner. W'll save sone for you." 64 They were finishing their neal
licking greasy fingers then rubbing themin the sand, when Cy joined them
grabbing up his portion of neat. "Grerry prenstrating," he said around a
nmout h ful. "Swal low first, talk later," Praktis ordered. "Very

i nteresting. This nmachi ne appears to have been cast in one piece. No welds or
rivets or things like that. And it's conpletely self-contained. Lots of what

| ooks like curcuitry and nmenory in that bulge up front. Inputs fromradar and
sonar and what mght be an infrared detector. No weapons or anything |like
armanents. As far as | can tell it just trundles around and | oads up the
cont ai ner where Meta got trapped. The drive, that's the interesting part.
Sol ar powered, collectors on top, | think I found big batteries. Then what

m ght be a hydraulic punmp and maybe hydraulic lines..." "What's all this
m ght - be and maybe stuff? | thought you were the technol ogy whizki d?" "
am But |I'mnot going to do nuch whizzing until | get a dianond saw. |nstead
of hydraulic pipes there seemto be tunnels in the solid metal for the fluid.
Not cost effective at all and | never saw anything like it before. And that's
not the only thing different..." "Spare me the technol ogi cal breakdown,"
Praktis grunted. "This little nystery will keep. W have to make tracks after
those other tracks of the one that got away. It is also heading in the sane
direction that we have to go, toward the lights. It may be carrying a nessage,
telling them about us-" "Tel ling who?" Bill asked. "l don't know who
or what or which or any 65thing nore than anyone el se here! Al | knowis
that the faster we nove the better chance we have of keeping moving. | would
like to find them or it or whatever, before they find us. So let's get
cracking." For once Praktis got no argunents. He checked the tracks with
t he conpass as they wal ked, but after a while he put it away. They were going
inthe right direction. It was a |long and hot day yet Praktis did not order a

halt until it was alnost dark. He scow ed at the tracks that vanished into the
darkness and Bill came up and scow ed with him "Are you thinking what |'m
t hi nki ng?" Bill asked. "Only if you are thinking that the thing we are
foll owi ng does not have to stop to rest and is scuttling on ahead." " That
was just what | was thinking." "You better post |ookouts tonight. We don't
want anyone el se getting scooped away in the dark." They took turns

standi ng guard, not that it was really needed. The sound of engi nes com ng
their way was easy enough to hear. They were well dug into the sand on top of
their dune, blasters at the ready, while the roar of engi nes becane deafeni ng.

From al | sides. "We're surrounded!" Wirber bleated, then yiked when
someone ki cked him But not hi ng nore happened. The engi nes runbl ed | ouder,
then idled dowmm to a background hum None cane close. After a while Bill's

curiosity got the better of himand he crawl ed out for a reconnoiter. There
was enough light fromthe stars for himto nake out the dark forns waiting

bel ow. "We're surrounded,” he reported upon his return. "Lots of big

machi nes. | couldn't make out de66tails. But they are on all sides, track to
track. Should we try and get by thenP" "Why?" Praktis asked with grim
reality. "They know that we are here and they have us well outnunbered. If we
try to mix it up in the dark we don't know what will happen. Let's sweat it

out until daylight." "That way we can at |east see who is w ping us out,"
Captain Bly sneered as he popped a pill. "I"mopting out. Maybe I'll wake up
dead, but at least | won't knowit." No one argued with him Those who
could sleep, slept. Bill tried hard but with conplete |ack of success. In the

end he sat on top of the dune and stared out at their invisible pursuers. Meta



joined himand put a friendly armaround his shoul ders. "You are |onely,

worried, scared and frightened. | can tell," she said. "That's not too
hard to figure out. Wat about you?" "Not me. I'mtoo tough for that kind
of thing. Gve us a kiss and forgot all the naughty nonsters out there.”
"How can you even consider sex at a time like this!" Bill whinnied, shying

away from her warm enbrace. "W nay be dead in a few hours, for all we know "
"What better reason to forget your troubles, dearie. O don't you Ilike

girls?" Her scow burned through the darkness. "I like girls, | really do.

Just not now. Look!" There was a feeling of relief in his voice as he

ejacul ated. "lIsn't the sky getting light? | better go wake the others."

"The others are all awake," a voice said from67the darkness. "And we were

really enjoying the dial ogue." "You're a pack of voyeuristic bastards!"”

Meta shouted and fired wildly into the darkness with her blaster. But they had

di ved for cover and no one was hurt. She nmuttered to herself darkly as the sky

lightened, then turned her angry attention to the waiting machines. "I'Il get
the first one that conmes close, right between the eyes. | don't know about you
mal e weakling chauv pigs, but this girl is not going to knuckle under. ']
take as many of themwith me as | can!" "Could we kindly be reasonabl e
about this," Praktis said, fromthe protection of his foxhole. "Just put the
gun down until we see what devel ops. There will be plenty of tinme for a
shoot-out later if that is the way it breaks." There was a di stant hum and
they all | ooked up as a machi ne appeared in the sky above. An ornithopter

flapping and fluttering. Wen it flapped too close Meta sprang to her feet and
shot at it. Pieces blew off its tail and it banked sharply and flitted away.
"Ch, well done," Praktis nuttered, but not so loud that the angry engi ne mate
first class could hear him "I would have liked to have kept this thing
peaceful . " An engine runbled to life on the other side of the dune. Meta
spun about and got off one shot before Praktis grabbed her. "Hel p ne!" he
shouted. "Before she gets us all killed." Thi s appeal to cowardice worked
and all of the brave nmen piled on and hel ped to disarmher. Pretending not to
hear what she was calling them 66 When they had her gun they moved away
and tried to | ook peaceful and friendly and not worried as the wheel ed vehicle
ground up the dune towards them It cane close-then turned sideways and
stopped. They stepped back as there was a grind of metalbut it was only the
doors openi ng. Wen not hing el se happened, Bill, feeling that his masculinity
had somehow been maligned by Meta's superiority, stepped forward to prove that
good old macho still wasn't dead. He stopped and | ooked inside. Turned and
reported. "There's no driver but there are seats inside. Six of them just
t he same nunber as people we got here.” "A brilliant observation," Praktis
said, standing on tiptoe to look into the vehicle. "Anyone for rideys?"
"Do we have a choice?" Bill asked. "None that | can see." He gl anced over
his shoul der at the circle of inmense vehicles that surrounded them "Co
for broke," Bill said as he threw his pack inside and clinbed after it. "In
any case the water is al nost gone." They followed himw th great
reluctance and suspi cion. \Wen they were all seated the doors slamed shut,
the engine raced and their pilotless vehicle roared down the hill. A great
tank-treaded machi ne runbl ed asi de and they shot through the opening and out
into the desert. The churning treads threw up a great cloud of dust through
whi ch, hal fseen, the other nmachines turned and followed after them CHAP

TER 8 69" This weck sure has rotten suspension,"” Meta said, bouncing
about on the metal seat as they hurtled across a rutted ravine. " But ,

golly, it sure beats walking!"™ Bill smarmed, trying to wormhis way back into
her good favor. Her only response was a lip-curled snarl. "There's

somet hing there, straight ahead," Cy announced, hol ding onto Wirber's shoul der
to steady hinself as he stood and squinted into the slipstream "Can't see

what it is-except it |looks plenty big." Froma little speck, no bigger
than a bird turd, the distant object grew as they trundled towards it. Gew
until it was big as a man's hand, grew bigger still until they could pick out

details, inexplicable details at first. That renmined just as inexplicable as
they drew cl ose. As they came over a ridge and trundl ed down into the valley



beyond they could see that the junble of towers, shapes, structures and such
junk, was surrounded by a high wall. The sand here was cut and marked by
treadmarks and ruts that crossed and tangl ed-yet all converged on the sane
spot-where the wall swelled out into an inpressive bul ge. Their vehicle
still trundled forward, but the other nachi nes sl owed and stopped and remai ned
behi nd, di sappearing fromsight in the dust clouds 70that blew around them
Their transport of delight did not slowas it hurtled towards the wall-which
split open at the last nmonent. They whi zzed t hrough the opening and into pitch
darkness as the outer wall closed behind them "I hope that this thing can
see in the dark," Praktis nmuttered to hinself Then | i ght appeared ahead
and their car slowed, zooned out into the sunshine and stopped. "So what's
the big deal ?* Meta asked. "More sand, a solid wall, and the same sky. For
this we could have stayed in the desert. " She broke off as the car
doors creaked and snapped open. I think they are trying to tell us

somet hing!" Wirber said. They got up warily, not that they had nuch of a

choi ce, and clinbed down to the ground. Except for Bill who had even | ess

choi ce. "Say, guys, | got a problem This thing has grabbed nme by the

ankl es. " He stood and pulled, but the netal bands held himfast. And even
as he did this, before anyone could turn to help him the car doors slamed
shut. Bill called out hoarsely as the vehicle started forward, knocking him
back into the seat. An opening appeared in the wall ahead and they shot into
it. The angry shouts of his conpanions were cut off as it seal ed again
"I"'mnot sure that | like this,” Bill whinpered into the darkness as they
rolled on. Through a door and into a sunlit chanber. The restraints slipped
free as soon as the car had stopped and the doors opened yet again. Looking
around dubi ously, he clinbed out. The sun filtered through transparent
panel s hi gh above, lighting up the conmpl ex machi nes and strange 77 devi ces
that covered the walls. It was all very nysterious but, before he could
examne it, a small and bul bous machi ne on squeaki ng treads runbl ed towards
hi m and stopped. A netal armw th a black knob on the end shot out towards
him would have hit himin the face if he had not ducked. He slipped his

bl aster fromits holster, ready to blowthe thing away ifit tried to bash him
again. But the knob only rotated to face himand remai ned about a foot from
his head. It vibrated a little and nmade a rasping sound, emtted a

hi gh-pi tched tone, then spoke in a deep voice.

"Bl ep- bl eep- bl eep-b-bl ep-bleep!” it said with el ectronic enthusiasm then
tilted towards himas though awaiting an answer. Bill smled and cleared his
t hr oat . "Yes, | amquite sure that you are right," he said. 110101
1000100010101110" "Cl oser, perhaps."” The thing vibrated-then spoke
agai n. "Karsnitz, ipplesnitz, frrkle." "I" mnot really catching the
drift. . ." "Su agni payola delta pronuncia figurate a stato segnal o
faccent of oni co. " "No," Bill said. "I"'mstill having a bit of difficulty."
"Vows y trouverez plus mllion nots." "Not lately." "M opinias ke
vi konprenas nenion." "Getting closer.™ "There must be some | anguage,
ugl yl syui shy one, that you can speakl understand."” "Bang on!" "Does the
expressi on "~ bang-on' convey the72 meani ng that you can conprehend ny

comuni cation?" "It sure does. Your voice is kind of gravelly but other than
that it's okay. Now | hope that you won't mind but I would like to ask you
if..." The thing did not stay around for a chat but instead rolled
backward to the wall and stopped next to a machine that | ooked like a cross
between a TV canera and a water fountain. Bill sighed, waiting for what was to
come next. Wien it cane it was nost inpressive. Bells rang in the distance
and a far-off hooter hooted. Al of this grew louder as the wall dilated to
forma door, which enitted a gol den shaft of light. A golden dais rolled

t hrough the opening and canme to a halt before Bill. It was covered with gol den
draperies and upon the draperies lay a golden figure. Roughly human in form
unl ess you counted the fact that it had four arms, and was apparently made of
nmetal . The gol den-riveted head turned to face him the golden eyelids clicked
open, and fromthe open nmouth, conplete with real gold teeth, it spoke.

"Wl conme, O stranger froma distant world." "Hey, that's great, you can



really talk nmy | anguage." "Yes. | just learned it fromthe linguistic
cybernator. But I'ma little unsure about the pluperfect and gerunds. And the

irregular plurals.” "I never use themmyself," Bill said, humnbly.

"Seens |ike a satisfactory, though nore than noronic, answer. Now what brings
you to our friendly little world of Usa?" "I's that what this planet is

cal |l ed?" "Qovi ously-dumy, or | wouldn't have said it. As a brief aside,
woul d you by any chance have 73 any advi ce on subjunctive clauses? Yes, | see,
nod your stupid head, you don't use themeither. Back to work. Your reason for
com ng here?" "Well, our base, which should have been safe if it were
attacked. . ." "That, for your information, is the subjunctive you never
use." Bill, at a loss for words, struggled a bit then went on. "But we
were attacked, by giant flying dragons..." "Excuse ny interruption but
they weren't, by any chance, giant netal flying dragons?" "Yes-they
were." "So that's what those cl anki ng bastards have been up to!" The

gol den eyelids clicked quickly and the creature emitted a deep hissing. Then
drew its attention back to Bill. "Do excuse nme, | amforgetting ny

manners. My name is Zots-Zitz-zZhits-d otz, but you may call me by the
dimnutive Zots to mark our growing and intimate friendship. And you are _

L2 "Recently Conm ssioned Third Lieutenant Bill." "Must | use the
entire name?" "My friends call ne Bill." "How nice for you, and them
too of course. And | ambeing a bad host. Is there any refreshment | can offer
you? Some refined oil perhaps. O benzene, well filtered, or a drop of

phenol . " "None of those, thanks. Though | could sure use a glass of water.
oL "You want WHAT?" Zots bellowed with [ungs of brass. "O, ha-ha,
perhaps | did not hear you right. You m ght possibly want some substance that

| have never heard of. You would not have asked for 74water, the liquid form
of the conpound H20, at this tenperature, containing two nol ecul es of hydrogen

to one of oxygen?" "That's it, that's what | want, M. Zots. Your
chem stry is sure good!" "Quards! Destroy this creature! It wants to
assassi nate ne, poison ne! Decog it! Melt it down! Loosen its nuts!" Bill

drew back, whinnying with fear, as a frightening selection of anbul atory
har dwar e crashed towards him The pincers, netal claws, withing tentacles,
spud wenches, were just about to grab and rend hi mwhen the voice rang out

one nore time. . Stop!. . They all stopped in mdattack. Except for one
machi ne with extending arns that had been extended too far. It tilted forward
and crashed to the floor. "A single question, squishy stranger Bill,
before | unl eash the hordes yet one nore tine. This water -what had you

pl anned to do with it?" "Why drink it of course. I'mreally thirsty." A
nmet al shiver passed over Zots's golden figure. Bill, for one of the fewtinmes

in his life, had an original idea. Wth apparently great effort, over an

ext ended period of time, his mlitarily decayed braincells had added up two
and two and nmanaged to get four. "I like water. Wy, ninety-five percent
of ny body," he said, getting it wong, "is made up of water." "W I
wonder s never cease!" Zots dropped back onto his drapes and cogitated so hard
you could hear the wheels turning. "Guards, retreat," he ordered, and they

did. "I suppose it is theoretically possible to have a life form based on

wat er, though it sounds disgusting." 75 "Not water, really,” Bill said,
dredgi ng around for |ong-forgotten science | essons. "But carbon, that's it.
And chl orophyl |, you know the kind of thing." "No, frankly, | don't. But I
ama quick read." "Now can | ask one?" He took Zots's |anguid nod for
assent. "I'mjust guessing. But you are made of netal. Not made, you are

metal . " "That seens rather obvious." "Then you are a living netal
machi ne! " "I take affront at the word machine used in this context.

Met al - based life formwould be nore preci se. W nust have a good chat about
this, and flying dragons, other topics of great interest. But first, here is

your poison-1 do beg your pardon-beverage." A metal platformrolled
forward, stretched out an extending arm and deposited a gl ass receptacle on
the floor before Bill. It retreated quickly. Bill picked it up and saw that a

transparent liquid was gurgling about inside. Wth some difficulty he found
the seal and the top finally snapped open. He sniffed suspiciously but could



snell nothing. Dipped the tip of one finger into it, felt nothing. Licked the
finger. "That's good old H2O, Zots good buddy, thanks a million." He
gurgl ed and gasped and drained the vessel, lowering it with a satisfied Ahhh.
"Now | have seen everything..." Zots breathed with awe in his voice. "Have |
really got sonething to tell the boys down at the nachi ne shop." He snapped
his fingers and a wheel ed and tentacl ed device rolled forward and handed him a
can of oil. He held it out in a toast. "Here's to you, O poisondrinking
alien." He drained it and tossed it aside. "Enough sociality-to work. You nust
tell me nore about the attack of the flying dragons. Do you 76 know why t hey
shoul d want to do this?" "You bet | do. The attack was directed by the
vil e and di sgusting Chingers." "This story gets better and better. What
exactly is a Chinger?" "They are the eneny." "OfF who?" " Manki nd.
That is me, | nean we, people. These Chingers are an alien and intelligent
species that wants to destroy us. So naturally we have to destroy themfirst.
Destruction on a large scale is called war." "Under st andi ng penetrates.
You and your other watery-squashy folk are at war with these Chingers. M ght |
ask-is their metabolismmetal or carbon based?° "CGee, I'mnot quite sure.
They have four arns, just |ike you, but | know they are not netal. But they
were guiding the nmetal dragons. | know because | saw one nyself. Those
dragons, ho-ho," he laughed artificially, trying to be cute, "they aren't
yours by any chance?" "By no chance. They were bred by the vile Wankkers.
I will tell you about thembut first-1 am being nost forgetful. Those
creatures we brought in with you. Are they Chingers by any chance? O business
associ at es?" "They are human like nme. My friends-or at |east some of them
are friends." "Then we nust see to their welfare for I amindeed being a
bad host. |I will get themin here-then | will tell you the |oathsone story of
t he Wankkers." CHAPTER 9 77 The rest of the expedition were
herded into the room by herdi ng machi nes. They | ooked about suspiciously and
fingered their blasters. "lIt's okay-you're anmong friends," Bill called out
qui ckly before there were any tragic accidents. "You better anplify that
statement,"” Praktis said. "Which friends are those exactly anong all this
anbul at ory har dwar e?" "The gol den guy on the couch. Nanme of Zots and he
seens to be in charge here.” "More than seens, friend Bill. | am Top Dog
as you would say in your quaint |anguage, though the definition of dog renains
obscure. Do introduce nme to your coll eagues."” After Bill had done this,
and they all had big drinks of water, Bill brought themup to date. "1t
seens that Zots here, and all the rest of his gang, are netal-based life
forms." Praktis's eyes popped w de open when he heard this and a horde of
scientific questions sprang to his lips. Bill saw them sticking there so he
quickly went on. "He will fill you in on all that scientific stuff later
Admiral. But first he was about to tell us about the flying dragons that
attacked us. They have sonething to do with sonmething called Wankkers." 78
"A slight correction,” Zots corrected. "They have been recently bred by the
Wankkers. We keep a close eye on those netallic nothers because they are not
to be trusted. Bill here has informed ne that you war with the evil Chingers.
You m ght say that our relationship with the Wankkers is very much the sane.
And, since they seemto have reared and trained the dragons for the Chingers,

t hat woul d make us bedmates-would it not?" "Allies is a better word,"
Praktis said. "Point taken, dear friend. As to the Wankkers, they are out
to destroy us so we nust destroy themfirst." "Just |ike humans and
Chingers!" Bill said brightly. "There woul d i ndeed appear to be a
conparison. Here on Usa there are many and varied |ife forns-as you can see by
| ooki ng about you. MIlions of years ago life evolved in the warm pools of oi

t hat adorn our | andscape. Bathed by the rays of a benevol ent sun, the process
of evol ution took many varied paths. Down through the ages there evol ved the
sinmpl e m neral vores who still graze the rich nmetal deposits in the hills and
on the sandy prairies. But life is red, with rust, in tooth and fang. The
machi nevores evol ved and preyed-and still preyon the mneralvores. This is
fife as we know it and, | assume, as you know it ?" "Exactly!" Praktis
agreed with great enthusiasm "Parallel evolution. W rnust discuss this



concept at great length.. ." "As we shall. But first-the Wankkers. They
evol ved much as the other life fornms did. But-how best to express itthey are
insane in both the clinical and | egal sense of the term They are nuts.
They 79 have a screw | oose. They have conbined in a hideous alliance of nmad
machi nes and have been outcast by all sensible life forms. Long, |ong ago we
sought to destroy them before they destroyed us. But just because they are
insane it does not nean that they are stupid. The survivors of the netallic
massacres fled and have built a stronghold in the nountains. Instead of |iving
i n peace they enslave others, beat and maltreat them It is quite horrible.

More horrible still to find themin | eague with these fleshly outcasts, the
Chingers. O so | aminformed by friend Bill." "True enough," Praktis
said. "They directed the flying dragon attack." "It makes sense. W have

been aware of furious activity at the Wankker stronghold of late. Geat
nunbers of the flying dragons have been observed by our spies flapping about
the hills. W feared another attack, not realizing that these raveni ng hordes
were directed against others. \Wile happy for ourselves, we are desolated to
hear of your m sfortune.” "So are we," Praktis said. "I would dearly |ove
to discuss evolution with you. But it will have to wait. Speaking from ny
mlitary rank, not scientific, how do we get together for our mutual benefit?
And the rmutual destruction of our enenies.” "That is the question, isn't
it? It will bear some thinking about. | would suggest that you now be shown to
your quarters and take some |ight refreshments. A drop or two of lubricating
oi |, perhaps some powdered nanganese? Ch, what am | saying!" "Rel ax,
Zots," Meta said. "W have our own food supplies with us. All we need is the
stuff we were carrying-and a bare plot of ground.” "Sinplicity itself and
| have just so ordered. By radio signal of course. Relax and refresh

your sel ves 80 and you will be sumoned after | have conferred with ny
advi sers. " "Seens |like a nice place,"” Wirber said as they followed their
wheel ed guide through the riveted corridors. "Gosh we were |ucky..." " Shut
up, you nicrocephalic noron," Praktis inplied. "You drivel on wthout a drop
of any intelligent thought ever troubling your clogged synapses. Don't you see

the scientific wonders all about you? No, obviously not. But | do! | wll
write papers, publish books, be gal axy famus!" "And get pronoted in the
navy too," Bill said sycophantically. "Wen you get all these nmachines
fighting against the Chingers it will nean advances in your nilitary career."”
"The only promotion | want is back to civvy street and, yes, this night just
doit." "These are-your quarters-" their guide said in a very netallic

voi ce, throwi ng open the door to a large room It was barren of decorations or
furni shings, other than the | arge hooks on the walls. Their bellboy indicated
these with one of its tentacles. "You may hang yourselves fromthese hooks at

ni ght." "Thanks a lot, Shiny," Meta sniffed. "But we have better ways to
hang about at night. Wat about the patch of ground we asked for?"

"Provided. Walk this way please." "I'f I wal ked that way | woul d need
crutches. " She foll owed the machi ne through another door and out into a
courtyard. "Looks great." She stanped on the bare soil, turned and called out.
"Bring one of those nelonsteak seeds. My stomach thinks my throat's been cut.
Awwnr K1 "Awmwwr k? What does that suppose to nmean?" 81 Praktis asked,
turning towards the door just in tine to see the sand boiling around her

| egs. "Amwr k!'" he said hinmself. Then popped his eyes as she sank into the
ground and vani shed from si ght. "Help will be here soon," the guide
machi ne said, extending an armwith an electronic eye on its tip to look into
t he hol e. It was right, too. The outer door burst open and Wirber was

knocked to the floor by a torpedoshaped machi ne that whizzed in on rows of
little wheels. It nose-dived head first into the hole and vani shed as quickly
as Meta had done. "What happened to Meta?" Bill asked, running into the
courtyard. "Beats me. The ground just opened up and she went down into it,
zi ngo. " "I amgetting reports now," Zots said as he entered the room

Still lounging on his gold |ounger, now carried by six little carrying

machi nes. "The tunnel is quite long and extends out under the outer wall. As
far as the foothills. Ahh, yes. It energes into a pleasant sunlit valley where



your conpanion is being | oaded onto a flying dragon. Qur machi ne has been

seen..." Zots's throat was rasping and he took a quick slug of oil. "And
that is it for the nmonment. The machi ne has been destroyed. | have di spatched
warrior machines but | amafraid they are already too |ate. The | ookouts

report a dragon departing at great speed.” "Don't tell me-in the direction
of the nountains," Praktis sneered. "Does your hospitality always include

ki dnapi ng?" "I amnortified, dear guests, believe ne. | am82 SO

di shonored that if | had an electric drill handy | would commt seppuku. But

perhaps ny presence alive is better than dead for | shall organize pursuit and
rescue. A conbat machine is on the way here even as | speak. Mght | suggest
t hat one of your nunber acconpany it to advise on matters fleshly in obtaining

the freedom of the captive? Do we have a vol unteer?" There was a qui ck
shuffle as they all noved back. "I'"'m a garbage tug comrander." "1 just
got drafted, right off the farm™ "El ectronics only-1 never learned to
shoot a gun." "Rank, admiral. Occupation, scientist. Wich | eaves our only
combat veteran." Al eyes were on Bill who chewed his lip worriedly and
tried to figure a way out of this one. "Congratul ations, Third

Li eutenant,"” Praktis said, stepping forward and cl appi ng hi mon the shoul der
"Qur hopes ride with you. To hel p you on your way-you w |l thank nme next

payday-| now conmi ssion you as a second lieutenant. And here is an extra
charge for your blaster, should you need it. So-do not hesitate but go forth
bravely. Because if you don't I'll shoot you between the eyes." Bill saw
the logic of this argunent and stepped forward. There was a trenendous

cl anki ng as a squat, ugly and dangerous | ooking machi ne stanped into the room
It bristled with guns, spikes, grenade |aunchers, ray guns. It even had,
horror of horrors!, a water hose sticking out where its bippy should be.

"A Mark | Fighting Devil," Zots said proudly. "It has been taught to tal k your
| anguage and is at your disposal." 83 "l am at your disposal,"” it said in
a gravelly voice. "Suggest reentry of chamber for all to avoid instant
crushing. " It herded the puzzled humans inside-the machi nes had al ready

zi pped out of the way. The sky bl ackened and there was a great flapping as a
silver ornithopter dropped into the courtyard. It hit the ground with a crash,
sank low on its shock absorbers then bounced and swayed to rest. A folding

| adder rattled down its side. Bill |ooked at it with deep suspicion. "I
don't believe it," he muttered. "Birds fly by flapping their w ngs. Mchines
can't. They are too heavy to fly by flapping." "You have just got to
bel i eve your eyes," Zots said. "It is an alumnumbased lifeform not iron. In
any case-good | uck, newfound conpanion Bill. Such a brave fleshling sallying
forth and soon to face death seeking a conrade. Defend himwell, Fighting
Devil." "To the final erg of energy, the last drop of lube oil," it

rasped. When Bill hesitated it kindly lifted himonto the | adder and

cl anbered up behind him Feeling more than slightly put-upon, Bill clinbed

into the saddle on the ornithopter's back and slipped his feet into the
stirrups. Behind him Mark | bolted hinself into place. Zots called up to him
"May the weak nuclear force and the strong nuclear force be with you."
Their netallic mount buzzed and the four wings rose slowy, then began to
beat, faster and faster. The thing vibrated like crazy and when it seened |ike
it would shake itself to pieces it finally stirred and lifted fromthe ground.
Bill held on for dear life 84 and cl amped his jaw shut so his teeth would
not be crashed together and splintered from his head. "This is terrible!"
he gritted. "If you know a better way to fly-tell nme about it," the
Fighting Devil said with total machine indifference. "Now, if you | ook ahead
you will see the peaks of the nountain range of Prtzl kzxyndl p-69 comng into
view now. I n your |anguage Prtzl kzxyndl p-69 mi ght be translated as nountai ns
where hope is lost, despair triunmphs and it snows all sumer... "
"Listen, Mark, | could do w thout the travel ogue. Have you heard anythi ng nore
about what is happeni ng?" "But of course. I amin constant radio
conmuni cation with base. Qur spies report that the dragon has | anded and your
conpani on has vani shed fromsight. A conbat squad has been sent out to destroy
their observation posts. That m ssion has now been acconplished, with great



| osses of course, but no sacrifice is too great for our new conrades in arns.
Now we will be able to |land, wi thout being seen, very close to the eneny. Hold
tight-we're going down!" It wasn't the going down that bothered Bill. In
fact it was kind of fun, a little |like one of those rides in an anusenent
park. It was when they |leveled out and flew up the valley that the hair stood
up on his neck. The machine fluttered and fl apped al ong, bouncing off the rock
wal I's, slithering down the slopes, then staggering on. Wth a |ast crunching

i npact that bent one of its wings in half, it sideslipped into a cul-de-sac
and crashed-| anded anong the rocks. It lay there steaning, one w ng bent

up 85 into the air. Wth shaking hands Bill clinmbed down to the wel cone
ground. "Thanks for a great ride," he nuttered, sarcasmdripping fromhis
lips. "Ch, thank you," the ornithopter said in a high, squeaky voice. Its
eyes creaked as it rotated in its socket to | ook down at him "I regret that |
have but one life to give to ny conrades-and new, wet friends..." Its voice
croaked into silence, the eye dulled and cl osed. "It was a far better
thing it did than it had ever done..." the combat machi ne intoned. "All
right, | know the rest of the quote. Wat next?" "W penetrate the eneny
stronghol d. " "we do, do we? just like that. Has it ever been done

bef or e?" "No. But the Mark | Fighting Devil has never seen action on this
front before." "Great. If your fighting skills are as inpressive as your
ego we can't |ose." "We can't. This plan has been devel oped by CBTATC, the
Central Brain Trust and Tactics Conmittee. It goes like this. Their
observati on posts have been wi ped out so an attack can be nade unobserved. And
here come the attackers now " It pulled Bill aside an instant before the
wheel ed, tracked, and | egged battle machi nes swept by. Bristling with weapons,
rugged and form dabl e, the ground shook as they advanced. They sang too, a
battle song, that Bill could not understand, which was probably just as well.
As soon as they had passed, Bill and Mark | hurried in their wake. The canyon
they followed tw sted and turned-and gave an occasi onal glinpse of the Wankker
citadel up 86 ahead. Then the distant singing ended in a m ghty expl osion
and cl ash of metal against netal. "Battl e has been joined," Mark said.
"The defenders have energed to beat off the attackers. We nust hurry for this
attack is fated to fail. Here we are." The battle machine ran up to the
rocky wall of the canyon, apparently no different fromthe rest of the rock
But very different it proved when Mark | poked a netal finger into a crevice
and a slab of rock swung out like a door to disclose a dark opening. Before
Bill could protest he was pushed inside and the rock swng shut again. There
was just enough roomfor themto stand. And | ook out because, by sone
application of alien science the rock, so solid | ooking fromthe outside, was
transparent from i nside. Once nmore the ground shook under the nmetallic
tread of the attacking arny. Except this time it was the retreating arny.
Thei r di mi ni shed nunbers swept by outside-pursued closely by an equally

obnoxi ous herd of enemy fighting machi nes. Shells whistled and expl oded,
lightning bolts flashed. Then the attackers hurtled out of sight, though many
of their gallant fighters lay dismenbered and snoking in their wake. The

def enders crunched over and around the casualties and di sappeared in hot
pursuit. "What now?" Bill asked. "Wait. It is alnpst tinme." The
canp foll owers began to appear and trundled by in the wake of the victorious
arnmy. Anmunition carriers, tankers and battery rechargers. And sal vage
carriers. The last of these runbled by outside, then stopped to extend a | ong
armand |lift a disnenbered warrior aboard. Dropping it with a87 cl ang on
others of its kind in the [ arge hopper at the rear. By the tine it started
forward again all of its combat conrades had carried the counterattack around

the bend and out of sight. The Fighting Devil opened the rock door a
crack, extended an insulated armand shot a lightning bolt into the vehicle
outside. It crackled with surging volts, shuddered and di ed. "I'ts central

control circuits are cooked," Mark | said with netallic pleasure. "Qtherw se
it is perfectly functional. W must quickly board and hi de under the w eckage.
Now! " They scuttled out and Mark | pushed aside some junk, then dropped it
behi nd them Enough light filtered down for Bill to see a flexible rod slip



out of its armpit and drill into the machine. A nmonent |ater the sal vage
carrier quivered, then humed to life. Spun on its treads and started back in
the direction fromwhence it had cone. Bill was not happy, not happy at
all. CHAPTER 10 88 "We nust cease conversation when we
approach the wall," Mark |I said. "This creature had a mghty small brain and
it will take all of my concentration to act extrenely stupid when the entrance
guardi ans contact me. We approach.” Tensi on very quickly gave way to
boredom since Bill hadn't the slightest idea what was happeni ng. They nopved,

sl owed, stopped, went on. The light that trickled down di nmed, then brightened
agai n. "What's goi ng on?" he whi spered. "We are safely inside the
eneny's fortress. Wuld you like to see what is happeni ng?” "That woul d be
great." A panel opened in the machine's side and a flat TV screen slid out
and lit up. On the screen a roughly finished tunnel streanmed by. Then it
opened out into a stone-walled chanber that was being enlarged by small,

pi ck- bearing nachi nes. To encourage themin their |abors a whip nachine,
bristling with barbed wire flails, runbled al ong behind them whi pping as it
went. The clash of wire on bare nmetal elicited nmetallic nmoans of pain

"Robot slaves,” Mark | intoned grinmy. "Wat agonies they suffer. How evil the

Wankkers are. 89 They must be wi ped out, destroyed down to the |ast nut
and bolt." There were nmore corridors, but nothing el se was to be seen
anywhere as interesting as the robot slaves. And Bill was begi nning to get

carsick, what with the notion, dust, spilled oil and everything. He fought
hard not to flip his cookies. Then they stopped-and the fl oor dropped out from

under himand Bill alnbst |ost the regurgitant battle. An instant |later he
forgot his sickness as the cargo shifted and began to fall in on them Only a
rapid extension of one of Mark |I's arns saved himfrom bei ng crushed. " As
you can see, we're in the elevator," the machi ne rasped. "On the way down to
the flying dragon nursery." "The what ? How do you know? You've never been
here before.” "I asked the way. No one suspects a nachine as stupid as
this one. Quiet-we arrivel" After what appeared to be an infinity of rum

bl i ngs and cl anki ngs, and nore stone corridors, they lurched to a stop. The
| oad of junk creaked and nore light filtered down. Mark | rattled to life and
spoke. "M ssion acconplished. W have penetrated the Wankker stronghold
and have descended to the lair of the flying dragons. Here is where they are
born and live. And eat. They eat junk, of course. They breathe out flame to
melt it. | amunloading in their storage chanber. Now, | lift this piece-nove
quickly to safety!” Bill clanmbered free of the shifting debris and junped
to the stone floor of the i mense chanber. Mark | was right behind himwth
the flexible cable still running to the controls of the carrier. Under his
gui dance the thing lurched forward and a projecting90 corner cut into a
power cable. Electricity sizzled and spat and it once nmore slunped into
silence. Mark | had disconnected in tine and trotted over to join Bill
"They will find its brain sizzled and will suspect nothing. Qur presence here
is unknown. We will now rescue your conrade."” "You know where she is?"
"I have strong suspicions. | have determ ned the |ocation of the Chingers who
undoubt edly arranged its abduction. If we find them we find it." "Her;
girls are called her, not it. Sounds wonderful,"” Bill said through suddenly
chattering teeth. "But let us see if we can find her without finding them"
They skul ked through dark corridors and crept past open doorways. Deeper and

ever deeper into the eneny lair. "They are all around us," Mark I

whi spered, drawing Bill into a dark alcove. "I'll send out some spy-bugs."
A door opened in its chest and tiny dark forms, |ike metal cockroaches,
scuttled down his | egs and vani shed in the dusk. "Reports comng in.
Roonful of soft green creatures, four arms, doing indescribable things."

" Chi ngers!"” "The spy-bug is nmoving on. Dragon in here... oops. That one

got stepped on. Next one reporting in. Aroomwth a barred and | ocked door

The spybug is through the bars. Lights glaring on the form of your conpanion
chained to the wall," "The fiends are torturing her!" "I wouldn't know
about that. But she is unnoving. Asleep or dead." "Let's go!" They
went. Walking in silent apprehension. 91 Which is all right as long as you



wi pe your shoes of f afterwards. "That is the door. Instead of blow ng it
down | will use a silent |ockpick to open it." "Yes, great, do it!"
There was a small netallic click and the door swng w de. They hurried through
and Mark | closed and sealed it behind them Bill gasped as he saw the silent
figure, slunped, hanging fromthe chains. "She's dead!" Bill groaned.
"No "'mnot," Meta said, opening her eyes and yawning. "But |'m dammed
unconfortable. I'mvery glad to see you, Bill darling. Can you do sonething
about these chai ns?" Even as she spoke the Fighting Devil had scuttled to
her side and with rapid snips of a cable cutter had set her free. "Met a,
this is Mark | Fighting Devil." "A pleasure to neet you, Mark. Thanks for
| eadi ng ny shipmate here. And what plans do you have for the future?" "A
di versi on has been arranged, a different escape route opened up. But, hist,
wait a nonentl sense novenent in the ceiling!” It moved over, | ooked
up-and was struck by an orange bolt of lightning that flared down from above.
The Fighting Devil glowed all over and rattled in every joint. Snoke began
oozing out of its vents. Then it slunped down, silent and notionless. The

Fi ghting Devil had fought its last fight. A tiny door opened in the far
wal | and a Chi nger stepped through. Bill grabbed out his blaster. "Don' t
try it, Bill. Gee-it would be suicide. There are a hundred guns trai ned on
you." To prove 92 his words nore tiny doors opened and gun-toting Chingers
poi nted their nmuzzles out at him And the nmuzzles of their guns as well.

"Put it down, slow and careful, and no one will get hurt." "Doit, Bill,"
Meta said. "You got no choice. I'"'msorry | got you into this ness.” He
hesitated, wanting to go down fighting. Wanting to stay alive as well. But he

who hesitates is | ost he discovered when the nearest Chinger junped into the
air and grabbed the blaster, then tossed it to one of his conpanions. And one
of his fingernails as well. He sucked at the finger and felt sorry for
hi nsel f. "Cee-" the Chinger said. "Now we can relax and sit back and talKk,
just like old times. Right, Bill." "Your voice is famliar. " He gaped.
"But how could it be. I don't know any Chingers. O maybejust one of thenbut
he's dead. Eager Beager!" "Cee-that's ne, in the green flesh, old buddy."
"You can't be! | saw you eaten by a giant snake on Veniola, the fog-shrouded
pl anet that creeps in orbit around the ghoulish green star Hernia-" " Spar e
me the details, |1've been there. If your menory had not been destroyed by
years of alcohol and mlitary service, you would have renmenbered that we
Chi ngers conme from a dense, heavy planet. | just gave the snake indigestion
opened its jaw, and even broke a tooth off it getting out." Met a was
sidling away, |ooking fromone to the other of them shock and horror on her
f eat ures. "Bill-you know a Chinged You must be a spy... " Gee-you
better relax, lady. It's a long story so |I'll shorten it. Many years ago when
our rmnutual 93 friend was a recruit | was one too. A spy. Bill discovered
this and turned me in." "You couldn't be a spy! You would be recognized."
"A keen observation. | was inside a dummy human robot which the other
dunmi es never noticed. And | have been neaning to ask, Bill, geehow did you
find out about me?" "Your canera-watch went click." Bill figured that
after all the time that had passed, telling the Chinger now wouldn't nmatter
And it might help to at | east appear to cooperate. "Cee-l thought it mght
be that. The new nodel spy-watch doesn't click, you will be cheered to know.
Now, to pick up where we left off that hot, hunmid day so long ago. In our talk
you said that your race, honp sapiens, likes war. Do you still believe that?"
"Yes. Only nore so." "And you, dear |ady, nenber of the gentler sex in
uni form Wiy do you fight this war?" "Because | was drafted.” " Agr eed.
But if you were not drafted-would you have enlisted?" "Maybe. To meke the
gal axy safe for humans. After all, you filthy Chingers started this war and
want to kill and eat us all." "The last is a physical inpossibility-our
nmet abol i snms are too different. But the truth is that we are a peaceful race
and | oathe violence. It is really you humans who make war on us." "Do you
expect me to believe that old bushwah?" she sniffed. "Believe it," Bil
said. "lIt's true. The whole war 94 is a fake to keep the military in power
and the factory wheels turning." "CGee-the same can be said of all wars



down t hrough human history. | have becone a keen student of humanity since

saw you last, Bill. So-gee -would you help me, both of you?" "Death to

Chi ngers," Meta nuttered. "Hel p you do what ?" "End the war, of course
You would |ike that, wouldn't you?" "I" msort of used to thejob now=
"Cee-Bill-you are being a dummy! | don't mean you personally. | mean your

entire society. Wuldn't it be nice to free your fell ow men, and wonen, from
t he burden of warfare once and for all? End all the death, mutilation and

destruction. How about that?" "You would put a |l ot of people out of

wor k. " "l can't believe that I'm hearing this. \Wat about you, Meta? You
|l ook like a sensible girl. Do you really believe that unending war is the only
future for manki nd?" "l never really thought about it. But we really have
to protect ourselves." "Agai nst. what-whom or which? Let me tell you
about recent history-because | was involved in it nyself. Settle down on the
nice stone floor and listen." The Chi nger | eaned back confortably on his

tail, tucked his thunbs into his marsupial pouch, and told them THE
CHI NGER S TALE My youth was spent in happy study at the university, whose

name you could not pronounce, on95 t he Chi nger home planet, which you
will never find. In those hal cyon days of yore, BH, Before Humans, l|ife was an
idyllic pleasure. | graduated head of my class and nmy fanmly was so proud.

They held a grand party and all mny siblings cane, pouchbrothers we call them
Al males of course, for ours was a male fanmly. There are female famli es,
neuter famlies and stupidaggine famlies-but | digress. This is not the tine

to tal k about sex. After the banquet of grilled snake's legs, my mouth
waters at the nenory, ny old teacher took nme aside-may his aged gray scal es be
ever bl essed!-and asked me what | intended to do with my life. | told himl

had consi dered teaching, but he cozened ne against it. "Get out into the
world, young lizard," he said. "Or better the worlds." And he was right. |
opened ny first exopology text and | knew that this was what | wanted to
devote ny life to. The study of alien life forms. | got a doctorate for ny
paper on Veni ol an swanp deni zens and went on for nmy masters in Cacabene dung
roller beetles. Life was indeed sweet. It was then we had our first contact

wi th hono sapi ens. This was to be ny specialty, |I felt it in ny bones. W
had a small settlenent on the planet Cacabene, built around a heavy-netal
mne. | knewit well fromny years of study in the surroundi ng swanps. Wen

the FTL message was received that a strange spaceshi p had been detected
l andi ng on the planet | hurried to the town hall just as fast as | could swim
| volunteered to | ead the exopol ogi cal contact teamand | was sel ected.
St oppi ng only | ong enough to pack ny Easil earner Machine Translator, often
abbreviated to EMI, | grabbed the first spacer going in the right direction.

| had a good team highly skilled and eager 96 Chi ngers. No contact had
been nade with the space travelers. The locals were awaiting our arrival, but
they were being kept under close scrutiny. W joined the observation teamin
theirjungle canp. It was then that | had ny first intimtion that these aliens
were different fromall other life forms ever contacted before. "Bgr," the
head observer said, "these aliens are sonething el se again." He called me Bgr
because that is ny nane, or why | adapted the nom du guerre Eager Beager that
you know me by. But | digress. | was warned to be very careful with ny first
contact since the aliens had, up to that nmoment, killed eighty-one thousand
creatures fromforty different species. Mdst interesting, since exopologists
only work with live speci mens and save dissection for those which die of
natural causes. This was death on a nmassive scale and | was thrilled at the
novelty of this new species to study. Havi ng been warned, | approached the
alien encanpnent with extrenme caution, sw nming underwater through the swanp
with ny EMI sealed in a plastic bag. Wen | was cl ose enough to hear voices |
planted the EMI, turned it on and split. | retrieved the recordings the
foll owi ng night and di scovered that the machine had worked perfectly. Mich
conversation had been recorded. There was a growi ng vocabulary list and a
prelimnary linguistic analysis. | nenorized everything, chuckling at
witticisns like "blow it out your barracks bag" and "your nother wears G
shoes.” Wthin a fortnight the EMI had done its job and | felt prepared to



carry on a coherent conversation with the space travelers. The next norning

eagerly awaited sunrise outside the electric barrier that ringed97 t he
encanpnent . When they energed | addressed them "Greetings, O strangers
who have crossed the trackl ess wastes of space, greetings."” | then ducked

back behind the trunk of a large tree as the expected bullets, shells and
bl aster blasts blasted all around ne. Wen the firing had died dowmn | tried

agai n. "I come in peace. | amunarnmed. | amthe representative of an
intelligent race who anticipates friendly contact with another intelligent
race." There was less firing this tine. When | repeated the ainms of ny
friendly mission in greater detail, a few nore tines, the firing finally

st opped and a voice called out to ne. "Come out with your hands in the
air-and don't try anything funny." "l cannot raise ny hands into the air,
since | have none, but | will raise ny paws instead. Al four of them since

have four arms. Hold your fire, dear friends fromspace, for here | cone."
As you can imagine it was a traumatic nonent, for me if not for them for
there coul d have been a trigger-happy m crocephalic who mght blast ne. But
science is not without risks! But opposed to nmy personal safety was this
opportunity to be part of the first contact between intelligent races.

st epped out proudly-and dropped flat as a bullet whistled by. "Take t hat
trigger-happy mcrocephalic's gun away!" a voice shouted. "Ckay, lizzy, you're
safe now. " Arnms high | stepped forward proudly and, as they say, the rest
is history. When they saw how small | was curiosity replaced fear, for give
manki nd that, yours is a curious and intelligent race. They all got their
cam98 eras out and took pictures, then the | eader wanted pictures of him
and ne shaki ng hands. Which we did, though unhappily | squeezed too hard and
broke three of his fingers. | was nost apol ogetic, explained about being from
a | OG planet and all, and he forgave nme as they bandaged hi m up. After

that it was clear sailing for quite a while. W invited themto our settlenment
and showed them our technol ogy and such. They took plenty of notes and

pi ctures, but gave us very little in return other than diagrans of electric
eggbeaters, power operated shoehorns, pencil sharpeners and such. Everything
el se was what they called a mlitary secret. Since both terms were new to us
we were very interested as you can imagi ne. Soon after this they invited us to
appoint a delegation to return with themto their hone world. W were thrilled
at this, | nore than ever when | was officially appointed as anbassador. |
selected a staff and we joined themin their spacer. By this tinme we knew that
our netabolisnms were conpletely different so, in addition to our communication
and recordi ng equi prent, we packed a considerabl e supply of dehydrated beetles
and ot her rations. What a wonderful experience! W discovered that once
the trip had begun they were nore outgoing. They answered all our questions,
even the nost technical ones, and were grateful when our physicist pointed out
ways of inproving their FTL conmunication equipnment. | was in fourteenth
heaven as | made the notes for nmy book, the first exopol ogical text to be
written about hono sapiens.. The conmander of the spacer, a Captain Queeg,

offered to help me in any way he could. | decided an interview in depth should
begin at once. Armed with a recorder, notebook and stylobiro I went to his
quarters. 99 "This is pleasure of greatest inportance, Captain Queeg," |
told him "I know scarcely how to begin,"” "Why not start by calling nme
Charl ey, which is nmy first name. And you?" "W have but one nane and ni ne
is Bgr." " Bugger, "Beager is closer. Two words you have often used
intrigue me. What is a secret?” "Sonet hing you don't tell anyone. You keep
it secret.” "If a fact is kept secret then how can comuni cation and

| earni ng be acconpli shed?" "Easily-on other matters. But secrets are kept
secret." My stylobiro flew across ny pad. "Fascinating. Now the other
word, often linked with 'secret'. Mlitary." He frowned. "Wy do you want
to know this?" "Why? Why not. Many things we asked about we were told were
mlitary secrets. Both concepts are unknown to us." "You don't keep
secrets?" "W see no reason to. Know edge is public and neant to be shared
by all." "But you got arm es and navies don't you?" Oh how my

stylobiro flew. "Negative, negative. Meaning of terns unknown." "Let ne



explain then. Armes and navies are | arge groups of people wth weapons who
defend those nearest and dearest against the vicious eneny." "But what is
eneny," | asked, getting into deeper water all the tine. "Enemi es are

ot her groups, countries, people 100 who want to take your country, |and,
freedom away. And kill you." "But who would want to do that?" "The
eneny," he said grinly. | was at a loss for words, a rare thing for a

Chi nger of education. | finally managed to control my spinning thoughts and
speak. "But we have no enemies. Al Chingers of course live in peace with

ot her Chingers, since to consider injuring another means that another could
consider injuring you and that is nonviable. And, in our voyages to other
wor |l ds, we have never net an intelligent species before. W study the species
we neet, aid themif we can, but have found no enemies so far." At that point
a sudden thought devastated ne and | could barely speak, barely choke out the

words. "You humans, you are not our enemes are you?" "Of course not," he
| aughed loudly at the idea. "W like you little green guys, really we do."
"And of course we are not your enenmies," | assured him "W could not be
since, until this nmonent, the termwas unknown to us." | decided to |et

this strange and disconfiting matter rest there and went on to other topics of
interest. Wien | returned and told nmy associates about military and secrets,
t hen about enem es they were just as baffled as | was. These alien concepts of
the aliens were really alien. It was our physician who suggested the idea that
there m ght be a disease that infected mankind, a formof mental illness that
made t hem see eneni es where none existed. This was a concept we coul d dea
with. It even cheered us because, if this concept were true, we mght help
themfind a cure for the disease. It was in this enthusiastic nood that we
| anded on the human pl anet named Spiovente. 101 This may sound incredibly
nai ve to a sophisticated audience, but it is true. W were dealing with
concepts the m nd cannot stomach, so were suffering fromnmental gastric
upsets. However our studies term nated rather unexpectedly. One of our nunber
proved to be krndl. This is a termof a sexual nature, having to with our
uni que physical structure, and too conplex to explain. But it does require
that the Chinger so affected nmust return to our world, our society, within a
l[imted period of time. When this was explained to our hosts they grew
agitated and wi t hdrew. My conpani ons were not disturbed by this. | was. |
was beginning to assenble a nmental operating pattern for honp sapi ens-and
did not like it. These were just suspicions at the tinme and | failed to
acquai nt the others of ny thoughts since they were so outrageous. In fact
there was little time to do this since at that noment we were sunmoned to the
nmeeting hall on the third story of the buil ding where our studies were taking
pl ace. Captain Queeg was the only human present and he appeared to be upset.
"What has gotta be, has gotta be," he said cryptically. "I'msorry"
"Sorry for what?" | asked. "Just sorry. | really do like you little green
fellers, | really do..." VWhen he said this | knew that nmy worst fears had
becorme reality. | called out to ny conpanions to flee at once, but they were
too shocked to understand. So | alone survived. | hurled nyself through the
wi ndow as the doors opened and the firing began. It was obvious by
hi ndsi ght that when we had agreed to acconpany the hunmans we woul d never be
allowed to return. W had been told secrets, and a 102 nunber of them of a
mlitary nature, which would have to be kept secret. And there was only one
sure way of doing that. Kill us all. | brooded over this and sorrowed for
nmy dead conpani ons. And | ooked for a way to get off this planet and warn ny
fellow Chingers. It was very difficult since all spacecraft were undergoi ng
i ntense and conpl ete inspection before being allowed to | eave. That was when |
concei ved the notion of human disguise. My first altered robot was not as
sophi sticated as the | ater Eager Beager persona, but it sufficed to get by in
a crowd on a rainy night. The crowd happened to be a group of draftees off to
the wars and they were so wapped up in their own troubles that they never
noticed ny rather unusual appearance. The war began after that. Once in
space | entered the communi cati ons room by wal ki ng through the steel wall,
coming froma | OG worl d does have its advantages, and sent an FTL nessage of



warning. It was believed, since by that time humans had been attacking our
est abl i shnments wherever they could be found. It takes two to nmake a war work.
We had to either knuckle under or fight back. The reluctant choice was
made. CHAPTER 11 103 "Are we supposed to believe that?" Meta
sneer ed. "It is but the truth." "I don't think that you little
four-arned bastards can even spell the truth!" "Tea, art, you, tea

hai ch. " "Don't get smart with me, buddy. |'m supposed to believe that

hol i er-than-thou bowb? Your bunch is honest, truthful, upright. Wiile we
humans are |ying warnongers." "That is your interpretation, not nne.
Though | find it quite descriptive and will nake a note of it. | did not say
that we Chingers are nodels of perfection. W are not. But we do not lie and
we do not start wars." "You lied to me," Bill said. "Wen you were a

SpY. » "Correction hunbly accepted. Until we met you humans we did not lie.
Now, naturally, we do. As one of the exigencies of total warfare. But we stil
do not start wars." "Alikely story," Meta sniffed. "You expect nme to
believe that if we stopped the war tonorrow that you would just go away |ike
t hat ?" "Of a certainty.” "You woul dn't maybe attack suddenly when

we 104 weren't | ooking, a preenptive strike? Get us before we got you."
"I assure you that we would not. This concept, which you accept so willingly,
is alien to us. W fight, when forced to for our own survival, in defense. W
are incapable of fighting an offensive war." "War is war," Bill said,
maki ng what he thought was an intelligent remark. "It certainly is not,"
Beager said with sone heat. "War is about power. It exists only for its own
sake. The object of power is power. You remenber our military training, Bill,
when we were draftees together? Power is tearing the human mnd to pieces and
putting the pieces together again in new shapes of your own choosing."

"Enough theory," Meta said. "What's going to happen to us?" "I want to
enlist your help, as | told you earlier. | would like you to help ne end this
war . " "Why?" Bill asked. The Chinger junped up and down in rage and
stanped holes in the stone floor. "Why? Haven't you heard a bowbi ng word that
| said?" "Don't |ose your cool, kid," Meta cozened. "Bill's a good guy,
but too many years in the mlitary have nunbed his mnd. | know what you are
sayi ng. You want to brainwash us to agree with you, so we then go back and
stop the war so you can secretly attack and kill us all. Right?" The

Chi nger stepped back, aghast, |ooked fromone to the other, wung all four of
its paws together in disbelief "And you pass yourselves off as an intelligent

species? | don't know what to do with you!" "Let us go," Bill said with

i mmrense practicality. "Not until you see sone bit of reason. If |

cannot 105 sow even the slightest seed of doubt in your resisting

m nds-what chance do we have with the rest of your race? Is this war destined
to go on for eternity?” "If the mlitary have their way, it will," Bil
said and Meta nodded agreenent. "I need a drink of water," Beager said,
"or sonething stronger.” He staggered back through the little door. As
soon as it had closed behind him Bill and Meta turned and ran towards the

tunnel out of the room Although Beager the Chinger had been upset he had not
lost all of his marbles. A steel gate fell down fromthe ceiling with an

i nmense crash and sealed the exit. "W are trapped, lost, forgotten, good
as dead," Bill suggested. Met a nodded rel uctant agreenment. "That about
sums it up.” "Do not despair,” a metallic voice said and they turned about
to see the Mark |I Fighting Devil begin to stir and tw tch. "You're alive!"
Bill said. "But you were electrocuted, fried dead." "That's what they were
supposed to think. But you don't knock out a Fighting Devil that easily. My
brain is sealed in a | ead box where ny tushie should be. The head is just for
show. | just let themthink that they had sizzled nme. Hoping they would forget
about ne, which they have. So | waited for an opportune nonent-" "Which is
now " "Right the first tinme. This way to the dragon pens-where we put the
plan into action.” "Whi ch pl an?" "The plan | worked out while
listening to that sickening pacifist drivel. If there were no war there 106
woul d be no place for Fighting Devils. What would | do if peace broke out? End
up rusting away in sone free oil kitchen with the rest of the out-ofwork



machi nes. Roll on the war! This way." It plunged into the nouth of the

nearest tunnel while Bill and Meta trotted expectantly after. There was a
metal grille here as well-which crashed open after being hit by a well-ainmed
zap of energy. "Now let's move it before the greenies catch w se." Mar k

speeded up then and the two humans had to run to keep pace, panting and
st aggeri ng. Sweat soon beaded their foreheads, ran down into their eyes and
blinded them So rmuch so that when the Fighting Devil suddenly stopped they
ran right into it. "Wait here out of sight,” Mark | comuanded. "Wile |
arrange sone transportation.” Then it poked its head into the nearest
door way. "Any dragons about? Chh, | see-hi guys. Can | have a volunteer to
light a fire for ne? You there, big boy, you look |ike hot stuff:" A wave
of greasy flame washed over the Fighting Devil who nodded happily. "That will
do fine. Whuld you cone this way. Thank you." Mark | cane back into the
corridor followed by the shining, winged |length of the dragon. The Fighting
Devil let it withe by, then closed the door. "Where's the fire?" the
dragon asked. "Sayaren't those human beans, the ones we are fighting?"
"They sure are!" "Want me to fry then?" It inhaled rapidly and stoked its
flane; its eyes glowed with pyromani acal zeal . "Not really. What | want
you do is feel the gun barrel in your left ear. Got it? just nod. Good.
So 107 now you will do as | say or | blow the whole head away. Agreed?"
"Yeah, yeah. But what's this all about?" "You just changed sides. You are
going to fly the three of us out of here and over to nmy mob where you will be
anply rewarded. OK?" "You're on. The latrine runor has is that there were
no survivors fromthe last raid the Chingers arranged. So you got a willing
convert. dinb aboard. W'Il go out the back passage-no one uses it this tine
of day." Mark | clinbed to the dragon's back first and perched on the row
of spines there. Only when it had drilled sonme holes and bolted itself into
place did it call down to the others. "Here we go. It is going to be a
rough ride so | will hold you in my unbreakabl e netal enbrace."” Soneone- or
somet hi ng-shout ed hoarsely fromback in the corridor and a projectile of sone
ki nd whi zzed over the dragon and expl oded against the wall. Bill and Meta
broke the interstellar dragonback-clinbing record by nmany seconds. The
creature lurched off even as they did. Wth m croseconds to spare Mark
clutched onto themas the dragon slid down a greasy slope and out into space.
Then fl apped off: "I'"ve radi oed ahead,"~ Mark | shouted over the rush of
wi nd, "so we get the right kind of reception. This has sure been a busy day."
It got busier. Their escape had not gone unnoticed. In fact it had been very
noti ced and the. alarmwas out. Sheets of flane sheeted after them waves of
forcefields waved undul ously. The dragon closed its wi ngs and dropped |ike a
rock. The air above them crackl ed and smoked with | anbent energies, so
cl ose 108 that their heads began to cook and Meta's hair started to smnpke.
Then they were out of range in the valley and all they had to worry about was
crashing to death on the stony floor rushing up towards them No, that wasn't
all that they had to worry about. Heatseaking, radar operated, and sonar
orientated missiles were hurtling in their direction. But the Fighting Devil
was really a fighting devil and nore than a match for this new assault. The

chill blast of a coldray diverted the heatseaki ng warheads, while a radar
cancel er canceled the radar. This left the sonar detectors which were not so
easily mslead. But Mark | was up to this challenge as well. Its thorax opened

and an anplified | oudspeaker popped out and emtted an i mense bl ast of sound
like a colossal fart. The remaining mssiles tunbled end over end and crashed
to the valley below. The dragon and the dragon riders al nost crashed as as
wel | -but the flapping furnace extended its wings at the |last nmoment and pull ed
out of the dive with an 11G turn. Its toenails scratched sparks fromthe
rocks, so close to the ground were they. Now it flew energetically down
the valley while Mark I humred a bl oodthirsty war song and its two human
riders tried to recover fromthe frying, crushing and deafening. "W got
conpany,"” the Fighting Devil said, pointing to their rear. The dragon poked
out an eye and swiveled it backwards and sniffed. "That's only a flock of
flying dragons," it sniffed contenptuously and bel ched a cl oud of snoke as it



cleared its throat. Bill coughed out a lungful of snoke and | ooked back

red-eyed at the sky filled with attacki ng dragons. "They' Il get us! Cook
us to death!" 109 The dragon bel ched again. "No way. They're all ny
nest mat es, egg-buddi es fromthe sane brood. They can't fly worth bowb. Al the
real flyers were lost in the Chinger raid." "If you're so great why
weren't you wi ped out with thenP" "I didn't go on the mssion. | was out
sick that day with heartburn.” "Can you al so outfly those ot her dragons
com ng along the valley fromup ahead?" Their noble nmetal steed took one

| ook and dived into a narrow side-valley. "No way. That's the Dawn Patro
returning froma raid. They've got afterburners. Hold on-1'I1 try and | ose
themin this maze of intersecting valleys." They hung on-and Bill closed
hi s eyes and nbaned. The dragon hurtl ed under overhangi ng | edges, screanmed in
tight turns and al nost splashed into an oil lake. It was panting |ike a steam
engi ne now as they hurtled out of the last valley and were in the open over a
vast plain. "Running out of... fuel..." it gasped and exhal ed just a trace
of coal gas. Mark | extended an el ectron tel escope and | ooked to the rear,
then swiveled it to gaze down at the ground below "W're OK " it said. "You
cut them off at the pass. Land there, three points off your starboard bow
There is an oil spring bubbling up through the coal beds." "Yumry..." the
dragon croaked. "I really need. . . a fix." It wasn't rmuch of a | anding.

The dragon canme in nose first and plowed into the ground, cartwheeling end
over end. But Mark | had nerves of steel and held on until the |ast

i nstant-then dived free carry 110 ing his human charges with him It did a
couple of nifty shoulder rolls and came up standing on its feet. "You- can
et go now=" Meta said, struggling in its steel enbrace. "Quite right,
sorry." Bill dropped to the ground rolled over and was instantly sick.
"Clean it up when you're through," Meta said with great sensitivity. "Were
are we now?" "Haven't a clue,” Mark | said, spinning its telescope in al
directions. "I lost orientation with all those turns. Not that it

matters-since we seemto have shaken off our pursuers. Let's stoke up this
droopi ng dragon and then I'll see if | can locate a radi o beacon." The
Fighting Devil, still in fine form trotted over to nearest outcropping of

coal and blasted it with an explosive round of cannon fire. Wen the dust had
settled it filled its arms with broken chunks and brought them back. The
dragon lay flat and unnmoving, its neck extended along the ground. Its eyes
were closed and only the slightest trickle of snmoke came fromits nostrils.
"Pry its jaw open and |I'll push these in," Mark | said. Bill haul ed on one
side and Meta on the other and, after great effort, the jaw creaked open. Mark
| shoved in the coal, pushing it down as far as he could, then | eaned into the
dragon's nmouth and shot a bolt of lightning down its throat. Wen the coal was
crackling nicely it pulled its head out and slanmed the jaw shut. Very shortly
t hereafter snoke began to trickle out between the dragon's teeth. |c npaned
and shuddered and breat hed deep. 111 "Just got it in time," Fighting Devi
said smugly, very proud of itself. "Wonderful ," Bill agreed. "So whenever
you are through patting yourself on the back, you might find a high spot and
tune in on those beacons you nentioned." They sat, exhausted, on a snall
orange sand dune while Mark | clinbed a spire of nearby rock. Meta recovered
first and put her armaround Bill and gave a tender squeeze. "Isn't it
romantic with the green sunrise, this orange dune..." "And this red-hot
dragon dying at our feet. Cone on, Engine Mate First Class, you know better
than to associate with an officer." "It's more of an offense to be i mMmune
to the attractions of a lovely woman. Here, | ook at these." She pul | ed
down the zipper at the neck of her uniform ever so slowy, so that pink
magni fi cence swelled into view Bill, nowglowing with lust as redly as the
dragon, |eaned forward, hands extended, just as the Fighting Devil

r eappear ed. "What an interesting mating ritual. Do continue, | find it
fascinating." “"Metallic peeping-tom" Meta sniffed as she stood up and
rezi pped. "Why aren't you out there |l ooking for radi o beacons?" "Because |
have found one. Very weak, off in that direction. W nust be in the Badl ands,
an unexpl ored area of vol canic em ssions, earthquakes, |andslides and



qui cksand. " "Charmng. So let's revive sleeping beauty here and flap

of f." The dragon stirred feebly at her words and croaked, "Ol..." 112
"Help is on the way," Mark | said as it scurried off to the nearest pool

where it extended a tube and sucked a quantity into sone interior tank. The
dragon feebly opened its jaw when it returned and the Fighting Devil punped
the ot down its throat. There was the nuffled whunp of an interior explosion
and flame jetted fromthe creature's nostrils. "That's better,” it said,
sitting up and hiccupping little bursts of snoke. "Keep the hone fires
burning, | always say. What's next?" "W fly thataway," Mark | said,

poi nting. "As soon as you are up to it." "Wn't be long. This stuff tastes
like prinme anthracite and 30-60 oil. Be right back." The dragon | unmber ed
to the outcroppi ng and noshed great nouthfuls of coal, washing them down with
deep swigs of oil. Very quickly the outcropping was cropped and the pool drunk
dry. It flapped its wings to test them and breathed out a | ong tongue of

flane. "Al'l systens go, boiler pressure up and I'mas hot as a Spanish
pistol. And just as horny. It's a good thing there aren't any dragonettes
here. Though you are kind of cute there, rusty!" Mark | rolled backwards
with alacrity, all its weapons raised. "None of that kinky interspecies sex,
you overheated flying machi nel W Fighting Devils reproduce by vegetative
propagation in any case-so knock it off." The dragon m ffedly bel ched
flame and reluctantly ordered themto board. Its skin was alnbst too hot to
touch, but cool ed down as soon as they were airborne. Filled to bursting with
over heated orgone it flapped into high gear and tore towards the horizon. 113

"What's that ahead," Bill asked, blinking into the slipstream "Beat s
me, mate," Mark | shrugged. "Never been here before. But it appears to be an
i nmrense plateau rising fromthe desert bel ow. " As they grew cl ose they saw

that the nysterious object was an i Mmense plateau rising fromthe desert
bel ow. The dragon soared on the updraft near the cliff and circled to gain
altitude. As they passed over the edge they saw that the plateau was covered

in nysterious green growth. "Doesn't | ook good,"” Mark | said. " Not
good at all!" the dragon screeched, then groaned in pain as projectiles roared
up fromthe plateau bel ow, inpacting and exploding on its hide. "I"'mhit!"
it cried as its portside wing was bl own off. "We're going dowmm!™ CHAPT
ER 12 114"1s this the end?" Bill croaked as the green ground rushed
up towards them "Fighting Devils die |aughing-with a song on their

| oudspeakers! Yo-ho Tee-tee Ho-Ho!" "Kiss me, hearty, Bill!" Wth an

i ncredi bl e crunching and snappi ng the dragon crashed into the jungle, because
that was what the green stuff was. Geat boughs broke under its weight, thick
vi nes stretched and snapped. Down and down, slower and slower it fell through
t he verdant vegetation that gave way, bit by bit, and slowed their descent.
Until, with one last snap of one last giant liana, they dropped softly into
the field of tall grass bel ow. "That was nice," Meta said, stepping gently
down fromthe dragon's back onto terra firma. The others joined her and they
all | ooked with synpathy at the dragon who was gl oonmi |y poking at the remains
of the severed wing with one cl aw. "Not easy to... gulp. .. fly with one
wing," it whinpered with self-pity and a black, oily tear formed at the corner
of one eye and rolled down to splash onto the ground. "Take it easy, old
hoss," Mark | said with sadistic synpathy, extruding a | arge-bore cannon

"The 115 end of a wild dragon is always a tragedy. Cl ose your eyes, you
won't feel a thing. Saving us was a far, far better thing you did than you
have ever done. The rest you go to nowis a far, far better rest than.
"Just put that shooter away, you unctuous netal bastard!" the dragon shouted,

rearing back. "You're too quick on the draw." It began to eat the broken w ng,
glaring down at Mark | as it did. "I can grow a new one in a couple of weeks.
Meanwhi l e 1' m grounded. " "And so are we," Meta said, |ooking around at the
verdant foliage. "At least this stuff |ooks a ot nore honey than all that
sand, coal, netal and oil..." "Eeek!" the Fighting Devil eeked as it

shivered and withdrew a test prod froma broken tree branch. "This is
terrible. All this soft, gundgy stuff contains water! This is a poison
pl ateau! W will rust, corrode, die in agony-" "Ch shut up," the dragon



suggested di sgustedly, biting off a chunk of wood and swallowing it. "This
stuff® burns great. Just keep your extrenmities well oiled and watch where you

sit down." Bill's stomach grow ed and he nodded in agreement with it. "If
we are going to be here a couple of weeks we are going to have to find food
and water." "All this repellent soft stuff contains water,"” Mark | said
ki cki ng the grass and shuddering. "If you eat that-" "When | want dietary
advice froma metal noron I'll ask for it," Meta said, turning on her heel
"Cone on, Bill, we'll go find sonething. Fruits, vegetables-" "You'll find
t he nasties who shot us down," the Fighting Devil said spitefully. "W neta
nor ons 116 will just stay here, vegetating, while you swan about through
all that filthy muck. And don't hurry back." Met a stuck her tongue out at
it, took Bill by the armand started down what | ooked |ike a path. "That
Fighting Devil is right,” he said gloonmly. "Who knows what hideous horrors
lurk behind the jungle wall." "You got your blaster-so blast them" Mta
said with great practicality. "The Chingers took it away. What about

your s?" "The sanme. Wait here, | got an idea." She went back down the
path while Bill listened to the noises of the jmgle and chewed his
fingernails. He was on his |ast pinky nail when she returned and handed him a
st range | ooki ng weapon. "I was right. That Fighting Devil is so | oaded

with artillery that it could break off a couple and not miss them That's a
lightning-bolt hurler you got there. Just aimand press the red button on
top." "Nice," he said, blowing the top off of an innocent tree. "What do
you have?" "Gravity beam It trebles the mass of anything you shoot.

| mobilizes it until the charge wears off." "That's heavy stuff. W are
going to be OK. " "Well if the truth be known, you are not," the red nan
sai d stepping out of the undergrowth, pointing a |long and ugly weapon at them
"I would be truly obliged if you' all would hand over the hardware thus
guar ant eei ng your safety. You have ny word, as a southern gentleman, that you
won't get hurt.” Meta woul d not give up without a struggle. She junped
asi de and ai ned her weapon-and found the 117 poi nt of a sword pinking her
l[ightly in the throat. "One twitch of your delicate pink triggerfnger,

Ma' am and you have bought the farm Drop it." The gun in his other hand
was still pointing steadily at Bill. They had no choice. As soon as he had

ki cked their weapons aside the red man slipped his sword back into its sling,
| onered his weapon and bowed politely. "Wel cone to Barthroom " he said in
a soft southern accent. "Strangers are not wel come here, so may ah conpli ment
you on your very good luck that you encountered nme upon yore arrival. Mh nane
is Major Jonkarta |late of the Confederate Forces, and ah claim Virginia as ny

hone. And though | may resenble a native of this world-1 amnot. | cane froma
di stant planet. | was pursued by aborigines; | sought refuge in a cave where
ah fell asleep. There was witchcraft there, ah do believe, ny spirit left ny
body, cane here..." "\What ever you have been snoking has got a real kick to

it," Meta said. "The galaxy is full of psychos with identity problens, nothers
i mpregnat ed by gods, changelings, noble infants stolen at birth. "
"\What are you-a shrink or sonething?" Jonkarta pouted-then beanmed with
pl easure. "But mah dear, if you really are a specialist in problens of

adj ustment, Doctor, | have been having these awfully strange dreans..."

"My name is Engine Mate First Class Meta Tarsil. Meta to ny friends-and you
can be one too if you knock off the nystic crap.” "Why you just consider
it done, Meta honey! Ah just |ove your strength..." 118 "Do | get to talk
too? |I'm Second Lieutenant Bill of the Space Troopers." "How very nice for
you, mlitary rank and everything. Well, welcone you all." I nt roducti ons

out of the way they had a chance to exam ne each other. Jonkarta exam ne

Met awho was far better to look at than Bill who was getting decidedly scruffy.
Meta t hought so too and found herself growing nore and nore interested in the
newconer. He was tall and broad shoul dered, with plenty of red skin show ng
because of the clothes he was not wearing. No clothes at all, but wore instead
a harness, sort of a nodified horse's harness with buckles, jewels, daggers
and things hanging fromit. The only clothes, per se, that he wore was a ki nky
riveted mni athletic supporter. Well filled she noted, eyes gl owi ng. Leather



boots, rippling nuscles, smart swagger, he was really sonething to wite hone
to not her about. Though she woul dn't do that because not her m ght want one

t 0o. "So-when all the eyeballing is done, you get to tell nme what you are
doi ng here," Jonkarta said. "W were shot down," Bill said. "Did you have
anything to do with that?" "You ain't just whistling Dixie, pardner. Ah

didit with mah own little radiumrifle. This here plateau is nore than a
little short of raw materials so anytime one of those machines flap over we
just blast it. Use the netal to nmake swords, guns, knives, bonbs, you know the
sort of thing." "W sure do," Meta said. "But don't you have any netal

| eft over for cheese-graters, colanders, tubas or baby rattles?" 119 " Ah
adm re your quickness of mind, Meta honey. You sure can't nake war with

col anders. " "You wouldn't mnd telling us, Rusty, whowhat, or which-you
are at war wth?" "Why it's ma pleasure. There are two intelligent species
that inhabit this plateau. One nore intelligent than the other, it goes

wi t hout saying. There are the red men of Barthroom and the revolting, hideous
and very snelly green nmen of Barthroom These repugnant critters can be easily
identified, even in the dark, not only by their snell but because they have
four arms. And tusks just like you, Bill. Wich makes ne slightly

suspi ci ous. " "Count the arnms!" Bill said angrily. "Anyway, four arms and
green, that's just |like the Chingers. Maybe they are related." "M ght ah

i nqui re-who are these Chingers?” "The eneny we are at war with." "\ar ?
My, my. Now don't you tell ne that you fight themw th baby rattles and

col anders?" He wi nked at Meta when he said this. She sniffed. "So we got a
war too. Doesn't mean we have to like it." "Well ah shore like mine. Ah
come froma long Iine of fighting nen..." "Listen," Bill said, raising his
voi ce to be heard over the |oud borborygnus' of his enpty stomach. "It has been
a very long time since we ate last. Could we have this chat over dinner-if you
know where we can find dinner." "No problem Food aplenty-as soon as you
enlist." "There's al ways a catch." "Not in this one. Here, |ook at
this nice cut of neat." He unclipped a | eather bag fromhis harness 120

and fromit took a snoked thoat ham "M ght ah suggest a short service

conmi ssion. Just one foray and you get an honorabl e discharge. And it's a

m ssion of mercy as well." "I just joined," Meta said as she grabbed for
the neat. "G mme." "Me too!" Jonkarta stepped back as they reached for
the ham half drawing his sword. "Just a nonment |onger, ah beg of you. The
oath first. Place your right hand over your heart-you do have hearts? Good.
And repeat after me. Ah swear by Geat Enbollizm ruler of the sun and the
stars, overseer of Barthroom protector of the red men, eneny of the green

men, sure death on the white apes, giver of gifts, protector of all, that ah
will be loyal to Jonkarta of Barthroom and all who serve under him w |l obey
all orders and shower at |east on-- week. a " They repeat ed,

choking on the saliva that filled their mouths -as they snelled the succul ent
thoat flesh, then eagerly grabbed the chunks he hacked off with his sword.
"Mghty fine vittles, is it not? Snoked it nyself And while you munch |11
tell you what we nust do. It seens that that Princess Dejah Vue, whom ah am
passionately in love with, was returning fromthe air plant, where all the air
on this planet is made, when her party was attacked by a maraudi ng war party
of cruel green nen led by the cruelest of all. Tars Tookus. Her conpani ons
were all butchered horribly, her riding thoat was killed-you just ate part of
it ah didn't want it go to waste-and she was abducted by Tars Tookus and his

repell ent horde." 121 "Were you there?" Bill asks miffedly. "No. To
mah everlastin' regret ah arrived on the scene too | ate-or none of those
fiends woul d have survived. | read all that transpired in their tracks in the
trackl ess noss for ah ama mghty hunter and tracker. No other could find a
trail in the nmoss. | alone, trained by Apache warriors. . ." "Coul d we
save the ego-trip until later?" Meta inplored. "You are correct, Ma'am ah
do apol ogi ze. \Were was | ?" "Tracking the green girl-grabbers across the
trackl ess wastes." "Yes, of course. | could not attack their encanpnent

singl ehandly, so | was returning to the city of Methane for reinforcenents
when ah heard your voices. By enlisting your aid I will save many days march



and we can take them by surprise.” Meta swal | owed the | ast norsel and

wi ped her hands on the tall grass. "Got anything to wash that down w th?"

"OfF a certainty, Ma'am" He handed her his |leathern drinking bottle and she

gl ugged deeply. "That is kvetch, made fromfernmented thoat's mlk."

"Tastes like it too," she yekked, spitting out lunmps of it. "How many of these

greeni es do we have to fight?" "One, two, more. Ah'mnot so good at mmh
nunbers. Just killing." "One or two, OK " Bill said, gagging on the
kvetch. "We can handle that. If it is going to be a big nunber, |ike nore, we
are going to need hel p. You better enlist our friend back there, Mrk

Fighting Devil." "That is rightly an ugly and dangerous critter, 122

that is why ah did not approach. Is it your netal slave?" "Hardly. But it
will obey orders. Wait here and I'Il bring it back." The dragon, which had

polished off all the broken branches and was contentedly puffing green snoke,
was now wor ki ng on the hanging vines; a length of one hung |ike spaghetti from
its nouth. It waved a languid paw at Bill and pull ed down anot her vine.
Fighting Devil was not enjoying its stay quite as well. It sat on a dry rock
with its | egs tucked up under it. "Got some work for you," Bill said, but
it never noved. "Is it dead?" Bill asked the dragon. "Not quite. GCot
its power shut down to save its batteries.™ "That's great. How do | get to
talk to it then?" "Seenms pretty obvious. Use the phone." Bill wal ked
around the rock and saw that there was a nmetal box on its back with strange
and cabalistic characters stanped on it. "Is this it? Looks |ike AT&T."
"You got it in one." Bill broke his last remaining nail prying the box
open. He took out the handset and spoke into it. "Hel | o- anyone home?" It
crackl ed and rustled in his ear. "This is a recorded nessage. The Fi ghting
Devil is powered down right now If you would like to | eave a nessage it wll
get back to you as soon as possible. " "Show sone life, will you. W
got work to do." But the response was only silence. Bill cursed and put the
phone back on the hook, slamred the 123 box shut. Then he saw that the
open lid had concealed a red button | abel ed FOR EMERGENCY USE ONLY "That's
nore like it," he said and pressed hard. The results were quite dramatic.
The Fighting Devil's |egs punched down hard and shot the creature high into
the air. As it fell sheets of raw energy crackled | anbently, shells burst in
the surrounding forest, while a siren hooted insanely. Bill dived behind
the dragon as bullets clanged off its netal hide. "I tried to warn you,"
the dragon said. "But you were so inpetuous."” "What's the energency?"

Fi ghting Devil shouted, spinning its optics in all directions. "There's no
energency," Bill said, hesitantly |eaving cover. "I wanted to talk to you.

M "That's what the phone is for. ICis a violation to press the
energency button if there is no. . ." "WIIl you please shut up and |i sten!
W've got alittle job to do." "Since when? All | have to do is sit on ny
can for a couple of weeks while the dragon regenerates its wing. Howis it
goi ng?" Fighting Devil extended a pickup towards the dragon who pointed
with a claw at a nmetal bulge on its side. "CGoing great." Bill was getting
angry. "Listen here, Fighting Devil, its tinme to live up to your name. W got
nore to do than sit around and watch the dragon's wing grow. There's a war
goi ng on out there." "You're welcome to it. Powering down now. All systemns
gone. Ten. . . nine..." "Hold it! You were ordered to take orders from
me!" 124 "No way, squishy one. | was ordered by the great Zots to rescue
t he ot her squishy and bring you both back alive. That's the limt of ny
responsibility. Night-night..." "No! Hold it right there. You' ve got to
bring us back, right? And we have to wait here for two weeks. But if Meta and
| don't eat we'll die. Now we have nade a deal for food in exchange for a
little bit of fighting. But we need your help, get that? So you have to cone
with us.” "I mpeccabl e chain of logic | wuld say," the dragon said. "I'll
be here when you get back." You coul d hear the wheels spinning as Mark
tried to think of a way out of this one. There was no escape. Lights cane on
and motors hummed as it switched back to full power. "Well," it said, with
phil osophic resignation. "It's better for a Fighting Devil to fight than to
estivate-so let's get on with the job. Were's the war?" CHAPTER



13 125 Jonkarta was very suspicious of Bill's conpanion. He stood behind
Meta, sword in one hand, his weapon in the other. "Don't come any cl oser,
hear!" he ordered. "This here rifle fires radiumbullets that will go right

t hrough your tin friend." Meta shied away fromhim "Are you crazy or
somet hi ng? Radi un? You must glow in the darkand have the |ife expectancy of a
gerbil!" "Ah admit that the new radiumbullets do glow in the dark-and
explode in the dark as well. So beware! The old ones, fired at night, did not
expl ode until the sun's rays struck them next day. But no nore. Can you trust
that creature?” "It obeys orders-and that's enough. Now put that gun down.
And stay as far away fromus as possible." "If this metal critter is to
join the cause it nmust take an oath of allegiance..." "Never!" Fighting
Devil boomed out in a brazen voice. "Loyalty cannot be subdivided and |I have
swom an oath in oil to golden Zots, ny liege lord. But I will follow and

will obey instructions in order to keep ny ward, this squishy one here, alive
-SO you are going to have to settle for that, bud." 126 "“Ah' m not sure.
N "Well | am" Bill said, tired of the entire stupid argument. "And this
thing is not human in any case, it's just a machine. " "I amnot just a
machine'!'" Fighting Devil grated. "Hold it there!"™ Meta shouted, but no
one was listening. "There's one way to settle this," she nuttered, raised her
weapon and shot all three of them The shouting ended at once. Bill and
Jonkarta instantly fell to the ground, dragged down by the three gravities
projected by the gun. Even Fighting Devil ground its gears hel plessly. Mta
sat on a fallen log and hummed to herself as she wove a circlet of wild
flowers. As the charge wore off they began to stir and noban. She patted the

flowers into place on her head, stood and stretched. "Now that the
argunment is over-can we maybe get this war over with as well?" "W march, "
Jonkarta ordered, pouting slightly at being put down by a nmere wonan. "You
will find their encanmpnent just one day's journey from here, at the edge of
the I ong-dead city of Mercaptan. W will take up our positions in darkness.
The battle will be joined at dawn." "You're the boss," Meta said. "Lead
on. And could | have another slug of that fermented thoat's mlk, just for the
road. " Jonkarta knew every path and trail in the jungle and on the npbssy

plain and went silently on little cat's feet. (He had killed the little cat

and skinned it and used its feet to nake soles for his noccasins. An old

Bart hroom an customthat brings good luck. But not to the cat.) Unknown

dangers lurked here, but as soon as they made thensel ves known they were 127
bl asted by Fighting Devil who was now enjoying itself. Very quickly fragnents

of giant python, wolverine-possum as well as bits of the hideous | atkeeater
littered the ground. Jonkarta was nore rel axed now, seeing that the newconers

really were fighting on his side. "Ah must say, you really are a fighting
devil," he said. "Eponymous, that's ne," it agreed and shots rang out as
it blew away a chargi ng nenitesk. Because their expl osive passage

expedited their journey through the forest they reached the edge of the great
nossy wastes just as the sun was setting behind the distant edge of the

pl at eau. "They are there,"” Jonkarta said, pointing grinmy, which is not
easy to do. "You can make out the dark forns of their tents, the even darker
fornms of the grazing thoats. " "Speaki ng of thoats," Meta interjected,

"I''ll have a bit nore of that ham" "You think nore of your stonmach than
you do of mah darling Dejah Vue!" "Ri ght now, yes, Red. Eat first, fight
|ater." Since Fighting Devil needed no sleep it took the first watch that
ni ght. Then the second and the third, and woke them just before dawn.

"What's your plan, Jonkarta?" Bill asked after they broken their fast with the
| ast of the ham and snuck out behind the trees to nake peepee. "There is
but one plan-fight and win!" "Brilliant." Fighting Devil was not

i npressed. "But if you want some advice on fighting froman experienced
Fi ghting Devil you ought to organize things a little bit better than that. How

many of them are there?" 128 "Count | ess hordes!" "You wouldn't like to
be a little nore precise?" "Don't bother," Bill said. "I've danced this
one before. This lad counts one, two, nore." "Ah'm a better shot than you

are pal eface,"” Jonkarta sulked. "Ali don't need to count-just fight!"



"You'll fight, you'll fight," Fighting Devil benpaned, fed up with all soft,
wet aliens. "Let's nake this sinple. What do you say | walk in there and bl ow
everyone away?" "You will kill mah darling princess!" "OK, we nodify
the plan. You sneak in now under cover of darkness and find where she is. Then
when | arrive at dawn you point to her tent and | bl ow everything el se anay."

"But how do | find her in the darkness?" "Use your nose," Meta said; fed
up with the bickering. "If she doesn't stink you can smell her out anong the
snellies.” "Stink! Were you not female you woul d be dead. My darling has

the aroma of sweet roses, delicate dafs, all the fair flowers..
"Terrific. Sniff out this bouquet of beauty and let trigger-happy know which

tent she is in. Can we now get this war on the road?" "Ali will now seek
out ny darling. Silence is the word so ah dare not take O' Betsy here, nah
trusty radiumrifle. Ali leave it in yore care, Ma'am .." "No way! Hang
it froma tree and it will be here when you get back." Jonkarta had no
choi ce. He secured the weapon high in a ginja tree, then silent as a waith
slipped out into the desert. Fighting Devil hunmed to itself as the

sky 1291 ightened in the west-the planet of Usa rotated backward-as it

rel oaded all its weapons and charged up the ray projectors. Bill stretched out

to get a quick thirty winks, it had been a long night, but Meta had better

i deas. She crept under the shrouding shrub that concealed him settled beside
himon the soft nobss and the night was filled with the rmusic of zippers being
unzi pped. And being rezi pped when they saw an infrared detector protruding
fromthe shrub. Meta grabbed for it but it slipped away. "If vegetative
reproduction is your bag," she shouted, "how come this big interest in

het er osexual i ty?" "Maybe | feel frustrated. Sun's up. The lark's on the
wi ng, the thoat on the thand. Here | go!" The canmp was al ready astir, and
it astirred even nore at the sight of Fighting Devil trundling towards them A
horde of ravenous, verm nous, carious green martians poured out of the tents
roaring evil oaths and firing at their nmetal attacker. Fighting Devil raised

its guns and ained them but held its fire. "Soft red squi shy one-where
are you?" "Here," Jonkarta said, raising his head out of a ditch-and
ducki ng agai n when radi um bull ets began to whistle by. "Kill as you will-but
spare the tent with the mark of the beast on it." "I"'mafraid that 1'm not
famliar with the term™ Jonkarta quickly traced 666 in the sand. "It

| ooks like that." "CGotcha." Fighting Devil ainmed its electronic tel escope,
ignoring the bullets clanging on its hide, and swept the line of tents. "l've
found it-and here |I go!" It was very dramatic. The grotesque green

men 130 never stood a chance before the maelstromof fire and bullets.

Storned at by shot and shell, they all exploded well. Gobbets of green flesh
flewin all directions and thudded into the sand anong the debris of broken
tents, fur rugs, silken drapes, gold bangles, contraceptives, pistols and
swords, portapotties-all the things that nade life in the harsh desert
possible. Meta and Bill, hand in hand, canme to watch the noisy denonstration
of invincible firepower. Wthin instants the proud canp was a snoking
ruin-fromwhich a single tent projected. It was unharned, although it was well
spattered with green bl ood. "Mah darlin' Dejah Vue-is she safe?" "You
bet," Fighting Devil bragged. "I never miss." It extruded a conpressed air
hose and bl ew the snoke from a snoki ng gun nuzzl e. "Ahm here, darlin',

| ongi ng for your enbrace!" Jonkarta cried | eaping forward and throw ng wi de
the tent flap. Then he screamed in agony as a gi ant green nonster | eaped
out and trod himto the ground. "You have destroyed ny entire tribe!" he
bel | omed and beat his great chest. "I thirst for vengeance and your bl ood!"
"Tars Tookus. .. you were in the tent, alonewith her! What have you done with
nmy | oved one?" "CQuess!" the jolly green giant |eered through his tusks as
it |leaped aside. "Draw and defend yoursel f" Jonkarta's sword | eaped to his
hand-whi ch is easier than drawing it-and he roared and attacked. But Tars
Tookus had drawn his sword. Swords. All four of them which is okay if you
have four arms. Undaunted, Jonkarta pressed honme his attack, so fu1l3l
riously that his sword was a whirring circle of steel that forced the green
warrior back despite his four to one advantage. Wen they were clear of the



tent Jonkarta called out for aid. "Bill-to the tent! See if any harm has

befell my |oved one!" Bill circled the battling warriors and poked his
head into the tent and stood, paral yzed. "How is... she?" Jonkarta gasped
out between crashing bl ows. "She-she | ooks really great to nme!" And

she did. Lolling back on the silken cushions, Dejah Vue was the acnme of female
beauty. Her delicate red skinand there was a lot of it showing -glowed with
health and desirability. Mere wi sps of transparent and di aphanous cloth
reveal ed rather than conceal ed her rounded charms. Breasts |ike nelons fought
for freedom "Are you... are you all right?" Bill husked. "conme here
and find out," she husked in turn. As the tentflap fell behind himthe
fierce battle was drawing to a close. Even with four swords, Tars Tookus was
no match for Jonkarta's superior swordsmanship. His upper right armtired and
hi s opponent sensed it and | unged forward, parrying the sword aside and, wth
one m ghty blow, cut the green nan's head off. Jonkarta roared with victory as
the gigantic figure collapsed into an i mobile heap, green blood spurting from
t he severed neck. "Thus die all those who dare cone between ne and ny
| oved one!" he crowed victoriously, spun about and threw wi de the tentflap
And roared in anger when he saw what was happeni ng i nside. "Thus die al
those who dare cone between ne 132 and ny | oved one!" he cried out yet
agai n and rushed in. "l was just examining her to see if she was wounded!"
Bill cried out, dodging behind the red princess before he could get pierced
t hrough and t hr ough. "Qut coward! CQut of the tent and fight like a man!"
Meta and Fighting Devil |ooked on with great interest as Bill cane shooting
out of the tent with the frothing Jonkarta a step behind him Meta put her
foot out when the red man passed and the raging warrior fell on his nush.
"Shane on you, attacking an unarmed man. |f you are going to duel, do it by
the rules. Bill's choice of weapons." "You are right of course,"” Jonkarta
said climbing to his feet and brushing off a few gobbets of green flesh. He
folded his arnms and glowered at Bill. "Choose. Radiumrifles at twenty paces.
Daggers, pistols, swords, maces-the choice is yours. But decide at once for |
cannot contain my rage for long." Dej ah Vue joined the other spectators,
drawi ng a di aphanous wi sp of cloth over her charnms that inflamed nmen's mnds.
Meta gl ared down her nose at her, sniffed and turned away. Fat, she thought.

She'll need a girdle before she hits thirty. Al'l eyes were on Bill now and
he did not Iike it. He had seen what this nuscle-bound ape had done agai nst a
giant with four arms. "I know, " he said. "Finger-westling!" "\WWeapons,
your choice 00" Jonkarta roared in anger. He kicked one of the fallen swords
towards his opponent. "And you have just run out of time. 133 Pick that up
and defend yourself-or say a quick |last prayer before |I run you through."
"Help me, faithful Fighting Devil," Bill begged. "Stop this madnman from

nmur dering ne." "Not nmy fight, buster. | was sent out to bring Meta back
alive-and that | will do. You get into trouble nessing with the I oca
girls-that's your problem"” “Meta . . . ?" "You want this pudgy

thi ng-you fight for her. 1'll watch." "Time is up,"” Jonkarta said with
grimpleasure as he ainmed his sword at Bill's belly button. "Is that where
your heart is?" "No, here," Bill said tapping his chest, then jerked his
hand away. "l mean, no, you can't do this. " Iron biceps tensed. The
sword started forward. And Dej ah Vue screamed a piercing scream and they
turned as one to see her in the |oathsonme grip of Tars Tookus. "But - but -"
Jonkarta butted, "I just cut off your head." "Ha-ha! And so you did," the

green warrior |leered and gestured towards the stunp of his neck with one of

his free hands. "But what you didn't knowis that | have two heads, the other
was tied down ny back so you couldn't see it. \Wen your attention was diverted
| tied a tourniquet around this stunp, freed ny second head-and have captured
this wench." He whistled shrilly and a great thoat gall oped up on six |egs.
"You dare not shoot for fear of hitting my captive," he cried victoriously as
he bounded into the saddle, the screanm ng princess pressed tight to his 134
noi sone body. "And now | go! | do not kill you, but |eave you instead to
visualize what her fate will be!" Hi s mani acal | aughter was drowned out by
the muted thud of thoats hooves on the nbss as they vani shed over the



horizon. CHAPTER 14 135" After mah darling' !" Jonkarta
bel | owed. "We nmust save her." "We just did," Meta told him "If you
had cut off both of Tars Tookus's heads we woul dn't be having this problem™
"How was ah to know he had two heads? Ahm no prevert-ah never |ooked at his
back! W must follow themafter ah butchers this philanderer!" H s sword
whi stled a deadly tune as it flashed in the warm Barthrooni an sunshine. Bil
rai sed his gun and pulled the trigger. Alightning bolt flashed fromthe
nmuzzl e and blew the sword fromthe red man's hand. "That ain't fair!"
Jonkarta how ed, then poured sone kvetch over his burnt palm "Yore no
gentl eman. " "Dam right-1"man enlisted man, although tenporarily an
of ficer." "Mah sword seeks to drink yore blood.. " Once nore Meta
had to resort to her gravity pistol to stop the argument. Wile both nen |ay
gaspi ng on the noss she | ooked into the tent. It was heaped with noldy furs
and stained silks and stank of green man. There was a seal ed bottle that she

first sniffed at, then drank from and smacked her 1ips. 136 She carried it
out to see that Bill was sitting up wearily. "Try some of this-it's better
than the kvetch." He gl ugged happily as Jonkarta cane around. He sniffed
the air and cried al oud. "That smell? What are you all drinking?" Meta

held out the bottle and he cried aloud, and not for the first tinme. "The
incredibly rare perfune of the shtunkox vine that bl ossons but once a century,
SO precious that. " "You want a slug or do want to |lecture?" Meta asked
wi th touching synpathy. "It's got alcohol init. That's it, incredibly rare,
knock it back. And no nore talk of polishing off Bill. I've had enough of this
macho crap. You can have your duel -then go on alone. O forget the whole thing
and you got a small army, nanely us and Fighting Devil. Wat's it going to

be?" "Mah darling's life conmes ahead of mah honor..." "That's a speedy
bit of rationalizing. So what do we do next?" she asked, taking command, fed
up with nen for the nonent. "W will use their thoats to follow them The
creatures lack saddle or bridle and are directed by tel epathy." " An
unlikely story." "If they act unruly you rust beat their skull with the
butt of your pistol." "Sounds dangerous-but |I'Il try everything once
Fighting Devil, you circle around the thoats and nove themin our direction."”

The sight of one red Barthroom an, two pinkish humans and a netallic
Fi ghting Devil rounding up a herd of twenty-foot |ong, six-Iegged,
over sexed 137 thoats is one best left undescribed. Suffice to say that too
much | ater four brain-damaged thoats, they had been beat about the head too
much, staggered across the trackless plain bearing their fatigued and
nosscovered riders. "Let us not do that again ...soon..." Meta gasped.
Then poi nted and shrieked. "W're being attacked!" A hi deous, pallid,
ten-1egged creature was hurtling towards them salivating as it charged. It
had three rows of |ong, sharp tusks, which nmeant it had to keep its nouth open
like it had adenoids. Because there was no way it could close it with all that
badfitting dentition in the way. It bounded forward, |eapt high into the
air and crashed into Jonkarta. Who scratched its head while it panted and
drool ed down his harness front. "This is mah faithful hound, Rayona. It
nmust have run day and night for two weeks to get here. These creatures are
tireless.” Rayona pronptly dropped unconsci ous and began to snore, draped
across the thoat's back. "We march," Jonkarta gasped as he pushed the dead
wei ght off his |egs which were being crushed. "That way, towards the dead city
of Mercaptan on the shores of the Dead Sea. Pray to your alien gods that we
are not too late." They gal | oped of f, and as they ran Fi ghting Devil
directed his thoat to Meta's side. It obeyed its rider's every wish-it had no
choice with a cannon in each ear. Fighting Devil was quite itself and was
posting very nicely. "An unusual experience. | will have quite a tale to
tell back in the Fighting Devil's nmess with my 138 mat es. \What was t hat
red squi shy tal king about, alien gods or sonme such? He has such a thick rebe
accent that it is hard to follow himat times." "Not... now, Fighting
Devil. If you think I amgoing to explain conparative religion to a netal life
formwhile thundering across a dead ocean bottom on a six-legged thoat's
back-you are out of your gourd." They gal | oped nost of the day, since



Jonkarta would not heed their cries for a break. He only called a halt when
the crumbl ed towers of Mercaptan appeared ahead. They all, with the exception
of Fighting Devil of course, rolled off onto the soft noss gasping with
relief. The thoats began to graze and the faithful hound, Rayona, woke up and
br oke wi nd. They forgot their fatigue and ran for safety, all except
Fi ghting Devil who had no sense of snell. "Here is ny plan," Jonkarta said
after the air had cleared and he had kicked the faithful hound' s ass around
the noss for awhile. "W nust take them by surprise since we are outnunbered.
I know a secret way in. " "Wy surprise?" Meta asked, surprised. "Wy
don't we just send Fighting Devil in like last time and blow themall away?"
"Because now they are warned. At the first gunshot they will kill ny darlin'.
That rmust not be! W will slip through the upper stories of the deserted
bui | di ngs, which nove they will never suspect." "Why not?" Bill asked
getting nore confused all the tine. "Because these upper stories are
i nhabited by the hideous white apes, giant fearsome creatures that lust to
kill." 139 "Wn't they lust to kill us?" Meta asked. "1 suppose so,"
Jonkarta pouted. "I never thought of that. | know If they attack your netal
warrior will kill them" "Smart. Expl osions and bang-bang upstairs. The
gruesone greenies will never notice that." "I can do it," Fighting Devi
said. "I have silent death-rays, coagulator rays that turn a body hard like a
hard-boi |l ed egg, poison gas, that sort of thing. Want a denonstration?"
"Denonstrate on the white apes,” Bill said. "Shall we do it before it gets too
| at e?" Jonkarta led the way. Into a ruined building and up the great
staircase, ever upward until they reached the full garbage pails of the top
floor. They made their way through one room then another-and found their

nenesis in the third roomthey entered. "There!" Jonkarta shouted

fearfully. "The hideous great white ape. Kill!" "White ape indeed!" the
creature roared back. "And that fromyou, you red comrie bastard. I'll give
you five of the best where it will do the npbst good!" "Wait," Bill said,

laying a restraining hand on Fighting Devil's gunbarrel as it surged
mal evol ently forward. "Don't fire yet. That creature appears to be able to

tal k. " "Creature indeed! And who are you to come barging into a man's
parlor with a murderous | ooking machine and this red idiot. And a fair young
colleen, | nmust admt, to make the party conplete.” "Kill!l" Jonkarta

ordered and the rmurderous formof the ten-1egged hound hurtled forward.
"Down," the white ape ordered. "Heel. N ce doggy. Here's a bone for you." The

skull of a thoat 140 dropped to the floor and was instantly seized by
Rayona and a great crunching foll owed. "My nane is Meta," she said,
stepping forward. "I hope you don't mind our barging in like this." " Not

at all, not at all! An Lar is the nane, but ny friends call ne An. O Lar. O
An Lar. The w fe and ki ddies are out shopping. W' re having roast |eg of green
Bart hr oom an toni ght and you can join us if you like." "Wy thank you.
"Il ask my friends." She spun about and glared at Fighting Devil who sulkily
retracted its weapons. "As you can plainly see these so-called white apes are

human-or close to it." "Human we are, w thout a doubt, may Sanedi strike
me down if that's not true." "Samedi ?" Bill said, dimnmenories surging up
fromhis rusty synapses. "Sonehow, familiar. A friend of mne used to talk
about Sanedi. A Trooper named Tenbo." "Naned after St. Tenbo, bedad, one
of the holy saints of The First Reformed Voodoo Church. And where is your
friend now?" "Here. Or at least part of himis. He was killed in action.
[ost an armin the same battle. This is his arm all that was left of him It
gi ves ne sonething to remenber himby." "Well sure and put it there!"
Bill's left armshot up of its own volition. "Faith and | was wonderi ng why

you had one bl ack arm and one white arm both of themright arns at that, but

| didn't think it polite to ask. Cone in, all of you, it's a rare thing to see
a friendly face these days. Sure and it was a black day when the ship crashed

on this accursed planet." " Shi p? Crashed?" Bill echoed. "Aye. A great
spacer packed with refugees froml4l the planet Earth, if you can believe
the old stories. It is said that it was on this ship that the great conversion
took place. Although those who boarded were of many religions, when they



di senbarked of religions there was but one. Due to the zeal ous m ssionary work

of St. Tenbo, hallowed be his nane." "That's what Tenmbo al ways said,"” Bill
said. "That Earth was destroyed by an atonmic war, at |east the northern
hem sphere was." "Sure and tis nice to have a little verification of the

old stories. Myths the youngsters call themand they sneer. But it's no myth
that we are stranded on this barren planet. W raise a few potatoes in the
roof gardens, eat a green Barthroom an or two when we get hungry. Begorrah and
it's a rough Iife-made even rougher by the likes of himcalling us apes!"
"I"'msorry. As a Southern gentleman ah do apol ogi ze. just repeating what |

heard. " "Shows just how wi cked runor can be. But tell me, what brings you
to our fair city?" "My fiancee, the lovely Princess Dejah Vue, has been
captured by the foul creatures that lurk below. W nust free her!" "Wel

you have cone to right place, boyo, if it's alittle freeing and green
Bart hroom an bashi ng you want. And besides, the neat |ocker is enpty. You just
wait here, give another bone to that starving hound, and I'll be back in three
shakes of a thoat's tail." "He's nice," Meta said after their host had
swung out of the w ndow. True to his word he was back al nost as quickly as
he had left, but his great white brow was puckered with worry. 142
"Begorrah and it's not going to be that easy. | think they know that you are
com ng?" "What makes you say that?" "Signs saying To the kidnaped
Princess all over the city. Tis ne firmopinion that they' |l be waiting for
you. " "That's the way | want it," Jonkarta said grimy, resolutely
clutching his sword. "If they think they can capture nme then they won't harm
her. So we attack." Met a was shocked. "You mean wal k right into the
trap?" "We have no other choice." "He's right, we have no choice,"
Bill and An Lar intoned together. "That's what you mal e macho norons say."
Meta's lips curled with well justified disgust. "But speaking fromthe fenale
point of view | say reconnoiter first. There is always plenty of tinme to die
|ater." "No," Fighting Devil boomed. "Fight first, think later. | my not
be mal e, vegetative propagation is asexual, but by Zots I like this macho
talk. Let's go!" "Al'l gonads no brains,"” Meta said disgustedly as they
mar ched out. She followed at a watchful distance and stayed in the building
above when they tranped out into the central square. "I't is enpty! They
have fl ed because they fear us!" Jonkarta cried out and the others cheered.
Then the ground opened up and they fell into the pit bel ow while countl ess
green Barthroom ans poured out of the surroundi ng buil di ngs, shouting victory
cries and | aughi ng and maki ng obscene ges 143 tures which, with four arms
wor king at once, are really pretty obscene. "Told you so," Meta sniffed.
"But no one listens to ne." Then her heart fell and she cl asped her hands
in despair. "Is it all over? Is this howlife ends? Not with a bang out
with a green Barthroom an massacre and bar becue.” She sighed tremul ously
and the only sound in the roomwas the crunch of hideous m ght fangs gnaw ng
on a thoat bone. Followed by a hideous belch of satisfaction. CHAPTER
15 144 Meanwhil e, back in the city of metal, Zots was beginning to get

wor ri ed. "They shoul d have been back by now. | fear for your associates."
He took a swi g of high-octane petrol to quiet his nerves and watched the
admral busily at work. "Rel ax, Goldy," Praktis muttered as he unscrewed a

bolt fromthe hapless machine that he had nailed to the floor. It clicked its
| oudspeaker with agony. Praktis pointed to Wirber who handed hima wench
Captain Bly was there as well, watching him watching unseeingly, his head
bobbi ng. Al though they had cl eaned out nost of his supplies they had not found
the stash of dope in the hollow heel of his boot. So he had popped an upper, a
downer, and a sider, and was really spaced out of it. "l would like to

rel ax, thank you," Zots suffered. "But | am so ashanmed of ny |ack of
hospitality. First there was one, but now two of your associates are

m ssing. " "Two, two hundred. |1've |ost nore people than that doing ill egal
research on the common cold. Aha!" The machi ne screeched as its |eg cane
off. Praktis |eaned forward and focused his m croscopic 145 eye on the
socket. Zots | ooked pained. "I w sh you could stop when | amtalking to you.

At your request | have supplied you with machi nes for dissection-I nean



exam nation. But | would appreciate it if you would wait until | |eave."

"Sorry." Praktis straightened up and tucked his black nmonocl e back into place.
"I do tend to get carried away with ny work. \Were's Cy?" "Here," he said,
carrying in a tray of steam ng steaks. "Food. |'m hungry. You?" "Wl 1,
perhaps a little." Praktis took a bite and pushed it away. "I |ike neat on the
menu as well as the next manbut this is beginning to get boring. | should have
wor ked on qui ck-grow artichokes, or maybe mangel -wirzels..." He was

interrupted by sharp screechi ng sounds as the machi ne he had been exani ni ng
pull ed out the nails that had been holding it down. It hopped frantically away
on one | eg. "Stop!" Praktis shouted. "Let it go," Zots said. "There
are plenty nore where it came from Now, if | mght return to the topic under
di scussi on. Your m ssing companions. Qur detectors have picked up a faint
transponder signal from somewhere in the badlands. |IC scens to be the correct
frequency for a Mark | Fighting Devil. Therefore I have sent for an inproved
Mark Il nodel. Which, if | amnot nmistaken, is here now " The door was
thrown open with a great crash and the Fighting Devil ran into the room
circled it twice and shot a hole in the wall, then subsided panting with

pl easure. Zots nodded agreenent. "Much i nproved, through selected
breedi ng. W took cuttings. Pushed a few genes around, you know t he kind of
thing. So now they are nmore ag 146 gressive, better arnored, nore
firepower, bigger batteries, smaller brains.” "That's nme!" the Fighting
Devil shouted happily and bl ew away half of the ceiling. Praktis | ooked on

di sgustedly and did not notice Wirber stealing the rest of his steak

"VWhat are we supposed to do with it?" he asked. "Mount a rescue m ssion of
course. If you will followne | will |lead you to the ornithopter.™ " Not
me-1'mthe adnmiral here." He | ooked around and sneered at the spaced out
Captain Bly. "W seemto be running out of troops. You there, Corporal Cy

Ber Punk, you just volunteered for the rescue mssion." "Negative, no go. |
can't take heights. Get Wirber. Afraid." "Wirber's too stupid. And you are
nore afraid of ne. Go!" Cy fingered his blaster and wondered if m ght not

be wiser to blow Praktis away rather than go on this suicide mssion. But the
admral had plenty of experience with reluctant troops, volunteers and
patients, so he made his mind up far nore quickly. "Lookee, |ookee," he
snmled, aimng his gun between the unwilling volunteer's eyes. "Just follow
Fighting Devil and return with your shipmates. Go." Rel uctantly, he went.
Fighting Devil Il led the way at a trot, extending an eye on a stalk to | ook
at his new companion. "I'mso excited-this is my first mssion." " Shut

up. " "Don't talk bad to Fighting Devil or Fighting Devil blow you

up. " 147 "Sorry. Nerves. |'m easy. Lead the way." An ornithopter was
waiting in the courtyard for them Little service machines were oiling its

Wi ng sockets and brushing its teeth. "W go now," Fighting Devil grated
and di sm ssed the attendant machi nes. "Maybe," the ornithopter said in a
deep voice. "Your bunch of nuts flew my sister out of here and she never cane
back. Where are we supposed to go?, "Go badl ands. " "Forget it! No
suicide mssions for ne." A bolt of lightning shot out of Fighting Devil's
crotch and burnt a foot of netal off the ornithopter's tail. The
ornithopter | ooked back its tail and smiled insincerely. "You know, now
that | think about it, 1've always harbored a secret wish to see the badl ands.
Hop aboard." "More willing volunteers,” Cy glooned. "lI'mgetting bad vibes
fromthis mssion." "Be cheery, sloppy wet one," Fighting Devil said,
pulling himup onto the flying creature's back. "W fly to battle! Kill,
destroy!" It blew great pits in the ground behind themas they rattled into
the air. As flights go, this one went. The Fighting Devil hunmed merry
battle tunes to itself, occasionally firing off a gun in a high-spirited
fashion, and tuning in on the distant transponder. "Getting | ouder.
Clearer. Point nose and flap towards bl ack spot on horizon," it ordered.

The ornithopter rattled into a turn and felt nore and nore depressed as their
destination grew clearer. 148 "l knew it," he npaned softly. "The Pl ateau
of Doom " “"No pl ateau of doomon nmy map. And | got good maps." "No map
dares represent its inconceivably repellent form transcribe its forbidden



name. " "Then how you know?" "It happened thusly. Visualize the happy
scene. The A d Mb, sitting around the oil well in the evenings, talking
lightly of this or that-when there is a sudden silence. Al grows still as the

ol dest hopt er speaks. W ngs drooping, rivets popping, it regales the silent
assenbly with the A d Stories, passed on fromgeneration to generation. And

al ways, in the end, warns of the Pl ateau of Doom" VWile it spoke the

orni thopter had been drifting off course. Cy noticed it but hoped that the dim
machi ne he was clutching would not. He had about as much enthusiasmas their

nmechani cal steed for the plateau ahead. "We turning!" Fighting Devi
shouted. "Go that way, no go this way." "It is sure death!" "It surer
death when nme bl ow you out of sky!" Guns bl azed and wingtips flared into
obl i vi on. "You can't do that!" the ornithopter screeched. "If you shoot ne
down you will die too!" More guns bl azed, nmore bits of metal were bl own
of f. Fighting Devil gave a nmechani cal shrug. "I know. But what can | do? After
all, this is total war. " Weeping oily tears, the ornithopter w nged over

onto the original course. Cy wondered if he could possibly push the mnetal
nor on overboard, but saw that the thing was firmy bolted into place. 149

"Why you fly so high?" it asked. "The higher we fly, the safer we are from
the terrors bel ow. " "l no see so good up here." "Use your telescopic
| enses-or did you forget?" "Ch, yes! Me forget." The | ens ground out and
Cy began to believe that intelligence reduction, while normally a fine thing
for the mlitary mnd, just wasn't working with this creature. "Go
t hataway. Towards city of ruins. Signal strong. | send nmessage. Ho, dear
veget atively propagated ki nsman. Help on way!" "Any answer?" Cy asked
"Coming in now. PRISONER INPIT STOP . . . Say, that pretty funy nessage. Wy
it inpit stop?" "It's a telegram dummy. It neans it's in a pit. Then
stop. Stop nmeans period." "Why not say period?" "lIs there any nore?"
Cy fought down his anger, fear, disgust and a | ot of other things. " Ch,
yeah. SQU SHIES IN PIT WTH ME STOP SAVE US STOP ATTACK ATTACK ATTACK SOCNEST
ATTACK ATTACK." "I think it wants you to attack. "That's what |
good at!" Guns banged wildly and Cy had to shout to be heard. " St op
firing! You'll warn them and you need the amunition." "Land there,
carrying creature. Signal come fromcentral square.” The ornithopter
zooned down behind the ruined buildings and sl anmed to the ground. "You
| and wrong spot. Square there." 150 "Me |l and right spot. Save life of ne
and squi shy. Go, mighty Fighting Devil! Attack!" "Attack? Attack what?"
The pit in the square with the captives!" Cy shouted wi th exasperati on.
"Ch, yeah-that pit!" It hurtled off and instants later the air was filled
wi th expl osives, screans, cries of pain, thunder of lightning bolts and such.
VWi ch died away pretty quickly. "Did it win?" Cy whispered. "Go | ook, "
the ornithopter whispered back. "Let's toss for it. Loser goes to |ook."
"Don't bother," Meta whispered fromthe bal cony above their heads. "I can see

fine fromup here. That Fighting Devil has fought its last fight. It did sone
damage, but it walked into the nuzzles of a thousand radiumrifles and i s now
radi oactive junk. Come on up. Through the door and up the stairs." The
ornithopter trained one eye on the door. "Sorry. Alittle small for ne. 1"l
just wait here and oil my wing sockets. Good |uck." Cy clinbed the stairs
and entered a large chanber filled with a milling crowd of pallid wonen. Meta
sat behind a table at the far end of the roomand was hamering with a gavel
for order. When her voice could be heard she spoke to them again. "W have
been goi ng over the same ground for some tinme now A frontal attack just wll
not work. You just saw what happened to the Fighting Devil when it tried

that." "Wait til dark, then we bash them green neanies with our stone
clubs.™ "Not on your nelly!" another voice called out. 151 "The
captives will be dead |long before that. W nust act now" Meta waved Cy
forward. "Here!" she called out. "Reinforcements. He will help us." "d ad
to-if you will let me know what is going on." "I't is sinple enough.

Jonkarta, a native of Virginia nowliving on this planet, was crossing the
desert with his betrothed, a red girl name of Princess Dejah Vue, when they
were attacked by green Barthroornians who ki dnaped the princess, but we



arrived soon after and pursued the greenies and ambushed them Fighting Devil
blew t hem al | away, except one that rekidnaped the princess and fled with her
here, where we of course followed and attacked, but our forces, aided by this
| ady' s husband, were defeated and captured, all except for ne since | did not
go along, and now they are all about to be tortured and executed." "1
not ask you to repeat that," Cy said, his head still ringing. "I have heard
enough to know that the cause is hopeless. Wiy don't you and | grab the
ornithopter and split?" "Thanks much, you sniveling coward," Meta sneered
whil e the other woman shook their fists and emitted how s of derision and

hat r ed. Just trying to help," he shrugged. "We can't just let them
diel" "The pallid young lady is right. Prepare to fire, chaps. Spare her
life but shoot the rest of the hideous great white apes down," a strange voice
sai d. They all turned and gasped as a horde of red warriors, arnmed to the
teeth, pushed in fromthe hallway, |ed by the speaker, also red, but al so gray
of head. They raised their guns to fire-but before they 152 could all the
worren in the room dropped their stone clubs and from places of conceal nent

whi pped out radiumrifles and ainmed them at the intruders. Cy yiped in the
deadly silence that followed, trapped between the opposing forces. |If he noved
he m ght precipitate a massacre. Yet it seenmed every gun was pointed at him

I n desperation he spoke. "Hold it! If one shot is fired we all die. And ne
first which is why | amnegotiating this neeting. If you ruddy newconers shoot
you will be killing the captives who now await death in the square bel ow

. "And one of themis the Princess Dejah Vue," Meta added since the
newconers had the right color skin and might be co-religionists or
co-countrynmen of the prisoned plunpkin. Her guess hit the mark for the | eader
cried al oud, staggered back and hit his brow with the back of his hand. Meta
smled. "I have a feeling that you know the girl." "Know her? She is ny
daughter! Order arnms!" he shouted back over his shoulder. "I am Mors Ol ess
Jeddak of Methane. She was overdue froma thoat tour and | was beginning to
get worried. Then a telegramwas intercepted fromthis city and filled ny
heart with fear. | assenbled ny arny and canme at once. Tell me, pallid one,
what has happened?" "It is sinmple enough. Jonkarta, a native of Virginia
now living on this planet, was crossing the desert with his betrothed, a red
girl nane of Princess Dejah Vue, when they were attacked by green

Bart hroom ans who ki dnaped the princess, but we arrived soon after and pursued
t he greenies and anmbushed them Fighting Devil blew themall away, except one
t hat rekidnaped the princess and fled with her here, where we of course

foll owed and attacked, 153 but our forces, aided by this |lady's husband,
were defeated and captured, all except for ne since | did not go along, and
now they are all about to be tortured and executed." "W will save them
To arns, brave Methanians, to arms!"” "Hold it!" Meta shouted as they

started to rush fromthe room "Direct assault has already defeated a Fi ghting
Devil, which is a very hard thing to do. W need a better plan than that."
"And sure and |'ve got just the darlin'est plan for yez," An Lar's w fe said,
steppi ng out before them arns akinmbo, the light of destiny in her eyes. "Here
is what we shall do. W have been having a honophagi ¢ donnybrook with the
green men for countless ages. Becuz they likes to eat us just as we like to

eat them So me, and the rest of the ladies, will go out unarmed and | ooki ng
edi bl e and throw ourselves on their nercy. O course they have no nercy, but
we' |l make believe we don't know. They will not shoot us then but wll instead
attack with gusto, howling with hunger... " "\WWher eupon,” Mors Ol ess broke
inwith a wicked grin and a shake of his gray head, "we, who will be hiding
behi nd every wi ndow around the square, will fire a withering barrage that will
W pe out every one of the green sons of bitches!” "For an old lad with the
wrong skin color you're not too stupid! Shall we do it?" Shout i ng shouts

of untrammeled joy they streanmed fromthe room red nmen to their w ndows,
white wonen to the square. The clouds of dust settled and Cy dragged wearily
over and dropped into a chair across from Met a. "Thi s happen to you very
of ten?" 154 "No. And once is enough." Femal e shouts of subm ssion
echoed t hrough the w ndow, followed by hoarse bell ows of happiness, and



appetite. Wich were soon replaced by the sound of gunfire and the screans of
the nortally wounded. Wen this died away it was replaced by the sound of wld
cheering. Wen the cheering, in turn, died away two voi ces could be heard

calling in the ensuing sil ence. "Jon!" "Dej ah!" "JON! "

"DEJAH! " "JONH M "DEJAH! I'" Louder and | ouder, acconpani ed by
runni ng footsteps, until it ended with the thud of colliding flesh. Followed

by nore cheers. "Plan nmust have worked," Cy said. Soon after this they
heard weary footsteps dragging up the stairs and a nuch battered Fighting

Devil staggered in half-supporting the equally battered body of Bill. "W\
got an ornithopter waiting," Meta said, trying not to yawm. "Wat do you say

we get the hell out of here. CHAPTER 16 155" You are drifting

of f course,"” fighting devil said, kicking the ornithopter to get its
attention. It stuck one eye out on its stalk and swiveled it to see who was

t al ki ng. "How do you know?" "Because | got a built-in direction
finder." "You're right, we are off course. But there is a powerful force
field that is drawing ne towards those mountains. | cannot fight it any
longer. It is bigger than ne..." "Al'l right-save the histrionics." A

| arge-barrel ed cannon extruded fromits chest. "Just fly towards this
nmysterious force field and it will cease being a mystery. I'Il blast it.
Everyone confy back there?" "No!" they chorused, clinging to the
handhol ds, jarred and vi brated to death. "Poor soft squishy things,"

Fi ghting Devil tsktsked with smarnmy and obvi ously fake synpathy. "How superi or
we mnetal -based creatures are . . . why are we | andi ng?" "Because the power
on the force field has been turned up and | have no choice." They were
bei ng drawn down towards a | edge of rock, apparently enmpty of all life.
Fighting Devil blasted it anyway, but the force still pulled at them 166

Even flapping at full flap the ornithopter could make no headway. In the end
it was pulled down to the rocky surface, w ngs beating furiously and getting
absol utely no pl ace. "Tom ...off the ...engine!l"” Bill gurgled and cried
aloud and finally the wings slowed and stopped. Wile Fighting Devil was

unbolting itself the human passengers slid to the ground with groans of pain

and hobbled in circles, twi sted and crunched. "Never again!" Meta noaned.
"Even if | have to spend the rest of my life on this mountain |I'm not boardi ng
that vibrating nonster." "Li kewi se," Cy sighed. "Doubl ed in brass,"
Bill blurted. “You are nobst welcone to stay." "What said that?"

Fi ghting Devil shouted, spinning about, all systenms go, guns protruding from
every orifice. "None of us." Bill pointed. "It seemed to come fromthat
tunnel there." Fighting Devil instantly let fly with a barrage of shells
that bl ew great chunks out of the cliff and sent fragments of stone flying in
all directions. "Knock it off!"™ Bill shouted, diving for cover. VWhen
the firing had stopped the voi ce spoke again. "Shane! | offer hospitality
and you respond with gunfire.” "Come on out and we can talk," Fighting
Devil| said unctuously, guns ready. "No way! | know your type. Before I
appear | must guarantee my own safety.” "How?" Bill asked. "Hel p!" the
orni thopter expostulated. "I amtrapped by a gravity field and cannot

nove." 167 "That's how. Wthout that frozen-down-flapper you are trapped

on this mountain. And | don't have the switch with me to turn himloose. That
is controlled by others who watch and listen to every word that we speak. Harm
me and you harm yoursel ves, doom yourselves to eternity in these barren
nmount ai ns. Ready to tal k?" "Yeah, yeah," Fighting Devil nuttered as its
weapons slipped out of sight. Wth a crunching runble a | arge boul der slid
aside and frombehind it energed an incredibly battered machi ne. One side was
bashed in and rusty, and it walked with a linp because it had a crudely carved
and unbending nmetal leg in the place of the one that was m ssing. A black
patch had been welded into | ace over a blank eye socket and it |eaned on a
crutch made from crooked | engths of pipe. "Wl come, visitors," it grated,
"to Happy Acres. | amyour host, Happy, and these are ny acres." Met a
popped her eyes at it. "Happy? | don't think | want to see Unhappy Acres!"”
"Yes, happy, as | will soon prove to you. W will go bel ow and nouri shment

will be provided as soon as you | ay down your weapons. Squishy creatures



first, that's it, blasters on the ground." "Moron!" Fighting Devil said

with some feeling. "How can | lay down ny weapons when they are all built
in?" "W have faced this problem before and have plenty of corks, plugs
and safety wire. You will be secured. You rmay energe now, dear conrades."

Wth a cacophony of rattles, creaks, clatters and thuds a band of even nore
beat -up creatures clanked into sight. It was a robot's nightrare-a

junkdeal er's dream Sone had treads m ssing fromtheir 168 tracks, |inbs
had been replaced by rusty prosthetics, bellybuttons by eggcups, eyeballs by
lightbul bs; it was pretty revolting in a nechanical way. "You guys don't
| ook too good," Cy observed. "Wat's your problen" "All will be

expl ai ned- but first=" Happy waved his hel pers forward and they swarnmed over
t he unhappy Fighting Devil. He had to be urged to produce his weapons which
reluctantly, he did, one by one. And as they enmerged corks were hamered into

gunbarrel s, chanbers plugged, lightning bolts grounded, fuses renoved. Then
his tentacl es and arm extensions were wired together so he could not undo what
had been done. "Bombs too," Happy ordered. The orifice dilated in Fighting
Devil's nether regions and the bonbs plopped to the ground. Happy gave a rusty
sigh of relief. "It is always tricky when dealing with Fighting Devils.
Some of them would rather die fighting than be disarnmed..." "I woul d

rather die fighting!" Fighting Devil roared loudly-but it was too |late.

Sol enoi ds clicked and buzzed while guns pointed futilely. However the broken
bri gade really knew their business and mayhem did not follow. Only a single
smal | snoke grenade popped out of its kneecap and puffed into life.

"Fol | ow me, dear guests,"” Happy said happily and led the way into the tunnel
Rusty, bent doors squeaked aside so they could pass, runbled reluctantly shut
behi nd them The final portal adnmitted themto a high chanmber that was feebly
it by dimbulbs that were festooned with netal spiders' webs. There was a
long table in the center of the room Sitting behind it were some nore equally
di | api dat ed nmachi nes. 169 "Wel come to PLDP," Happy intoned. "The acronym
for our happy brotherhood. PLDP stands for the Planetary League of Deserters
and Pacifists." "If you will make that Interplanetary I'll join!" Bill
said instantly. "That is an interesting idea that m ght be well worth our
consi deration. Wat a joyful thought! Qur noverment could spread gal axy-w de,
we coul d have a special branch for you squishier..." "Traitors! Rebels!"
Fighting Devil frothed and all its weapons popped out, withed and trenbl ed
wi th suppressed rage, but all he managed to do was produce another snoke

gr enade. "Stop that, will you!" Bill coughed, fanning at the snoke. "It
doesn't hel p anything." "Rel ease me at once!" Fighting Devil thundered. "I
wi Il not hear these vilenesses spoken. A Fighting Devil does not bel ong

here." "That is what you say now," an ancient and crushed machi ne said
frombehind the table. "But we nunber nore than one fighting devil in our
ranks. You speak brazenly now, possessed of your strength, virility and
phal I'i ¢ weapons-but you will talk out of the other side of your |oudspeaker
when your guns are spi ked, your batteries discharged, your wad shot. Think! W
were all like you oncenow | ook at our state. My conpanion here, G unpy, once

conmanded a | egion of flane throwers. Right now he couldn't sumon up enough
spark to light a joint. O dear Sleepy, the one dozing on the table, a

per manent doze | fear for he hasn't noved for a nonth. Once he was a tank
destroyer. Now he is destroyed hinself and his tank is enpty. Sic transit
gloria machinery. For many of us it is too late. W came to PLDP when we were

di s 160 carded. W were rescued fromthe junkyard by bodysnatchers,
brought here in secrecy before we could be recycled. But-1 talk too nmuch. You
will be hungry after your arduous journey. Pull up a hydraulic jack and tuck
in. Rations will be taken to your flying conpanion i mmobilized outside."

For all of his sneers Fighting Devil was not shy about plunging his snout into
a can of oil. "You don't happen to have anything we can eat -or drink?"
Bill asked. "By good fortune we do," Happy said, pointing to a faucet on
the wall. "Before we occupi ed these prem ses they were used as a torture

chanmber. That tap leads to-and | shudder to say it-a reservoir of water. Be ny
guest. As to food, our scavengers scavengi ng the desert discovered alien



obj ects adorned w th indeci pherable script. Perhaps you can interpret them™

he said passing an alien object over. Bill read the |abel and shuddered.
"YurmreeGunge rations. The ones we threw away. Thanks a lot; old buddy, but no
thanks. But | will have a slug of your torture juice." "W may eat yet,"
Cy said, digging into his pockets. "I think I got sone of the seeds in here.
pi cked the adnmiral's pockets." He produced a pink plastic capsule. "The
color is different fromthe other ones," Meta said. "So maybe the neat is
different. Let's try it out." Their hosts obliged them by pointing out a

tunnel that led to a sunlit cleft high on the side of the mountain. W ndbl own
sand had collected here and a solitary netal weed had taken root in this

i nhospi table soil. They danpened the ground with water, pushed in the seed and
st epped back. Short instants later the crack 161 ling plant had grown and
the sizzling melon split open. Snells |ike ham" Bill said. "Pig cells no
doubt,” Meta said as she carved off a slice. "Ifwe had sone nustard this would
be paradise.” Replete, Bill |eaned back agai nst the sunwarned rock and

bel ched. "This is not too bad, you know. Maybe we ought to join up with PLDP
and stay on here." "W would starve to death since there isn't any food,"
Meta said with great practicality. "And you would go through Iife with a
great big yellow chicken foot at the end of your ankle," Cy observed with

sadi stic intent. "That doesn't bother me," Bill said stretching his |eg
out in front of himand arching his toes. "lIt's not that bad once you get used
toit." "And great for scratching up worns!" "Shut up, Cy," Meta said,
"this is a serious conversation. There are sone things that we nust consider
If we desert now, our nmission will have failed and this secret Chinger

pl anetary base will never be discovered." "So what?" Bill observed with

i npeccable logic. "What difference will it nmake? No one is ever going to win
this waror lose it. It is just going to go on forever. | have nothi ng agai nst

deserting and scratching out a precarious living with nmy chicken foot. But can
we get away with it? There is plenty of food on the plateau. Maybe we can flap
over there. W could trade with them Send them junked nachi nes so they won't
have to shoot them down anynore. " "One thing that you are forgetting,"
Meta remenbered. "W will be trapped here for the rest of our lives. No bright
lights of the cities, theatre and posh restaurants afterward.. ." 162 " No
foul wind off the bay replete with snells of decay and industrial waste

bl owi ng through the filthy streets of the Spunkk!"™ Cy chimed in with nostalgic
| ongi ng. "No comunal shoot-ups, orgies, juice-joints, reefers, rasters,
supposi trods, rooster-boosters..." "You're both mad," Bill huffed. "Wen
was the last time you enjoyed any of those civilized pleasures? W are in the
mlitary and in it for life. W could make our honme here, turn our backs on

t he nundane world, build | og cabins, raise our children... " "Knock
of f the mal e chauv crap! You are going to have ne cooki ng and cl eani ng and
wearing an apron next. No way! Since | amthe only femal e person around here,
and since | see that you want to enslave ne in donesticity-1 vote out. Sex for
fun, that's nmy notto, and | got a lot to spare.” To prove her point she
threw Bill to the ground, seized himin her tight enbrace and gave him a soul
kiss that raised his body tenperature by seven degrees. "May | take
notes?" Fighting Devil said energing fromthe tunnel. "To go with all my other
not es about this bunch of comme traitors. | have carefully noted your talking
about desertion, which I will report to your CO who will have you shot, or
worse, for even considering it." "Wbul d you rat on your buddies?" Bill
asked. "Of course! I'mnot called Fighting Devil for nothing, you know.
The gods of war are ny gods! Endl ess war stretches into the endl ess future and
I marched forward into it triunphantly!"” It extruded its | oudspeaker and
began to play a hideous nmarching tune, stanped and strode around the | edge
crying out war cries as it went. 163 "We have to get rid of this fruitcake
before we tal k about deserting again,"” Bill whispered. "Bang on," Cy

whi spered back, then junped to his feet and shouted, "You are so right,
repellently warlike Fighting Devil! Your inpeccable, |ogical argunments have
convinced ne. Reenlist! Fight on! Death to Chingers!" "Death to Chingers!"
Bill and Meta echoed and they all followed Fighting Devil around and around in



a triunphant march until they dropped down exhaust ed. "Weak fteshies,"

Fighting Devil exulted. "But at |east you will fight now and there will be no
nore sniveling talk of desertion. We will march together into the future, into
the sunset of eternal war. Sieg heil!" It turned to face the sunset, arns

and ot her appendages raised in salute, sieging and hei!ling away |ike mad. Bill
noticed that its toes were projecting over the edge. He tapped his conpani ons
on the shoul der, pointed and they nodded instant agreement. They all |eaped to
their feet, arns raised in victorious salute, marched forward with mlitary
precision to join Fighting Devil. Then pushed it over the edge. CHA P
TER 17 164 After a while the splintering and crashing sounds died
away in the valley bel ow "Scratch one Fighting Devil, Bill nused.

"Who will miss hinf Meta said as she started to undress. "Tinme for a sunlit
orgy, guys." "On a full stomach?" Bill conplained. "On the hard rock
No way," Cy whi ned. She sighed and rezipped. "Not only is romance dead but
so are your libidos. | got to find nyself a live one." "I"'mthirsty," Bill
observed. "The nmessage is clear, nunbnuts," she said disgustedly. "Back we
go." When they reentered the central hall the nmeeting was just ending.
There were rusty cheers and creaking salutes at the conclusion. Happy rattled
forward and wel comed them ef fusively. "Dear soft, unnetallic conpanions,
the vote has been taken. W offer you refuge-and we will nake plans at once to
open a squi shy section of the PLDP W are filled with elation at the thought.
Qur sinmple novenent will now spread to the stars. W will carry the word to
all the pl anets-speak, convert and convince. Entire armes will desert at our
behest, great fleets will grow silent and dark as their crews 165 rally to
our nobl e cause. The bright future begins. Peace in our tine! In our netallic
hands we hold the future! The end to all war... " It broke off the

i nspiring speech as the creaking door creaked open and a squad of machi nes
with red metal crosses welded to their chests stanped in. They staggered under
the weight of a stretcher that bore the badly crunched form of a Fighting
Devil. But this devil would fight no nmore. It |ooked like it had cone through
the wars. Its right I eg had been torn off and replaced with one of its
cannons. Mst of its weaponry was broken or missing and it wore dark gl asses
over its crunched opti cs. "Anot her victimof the endless wars," Happy
observed. "How tragic. Wl cone to the PLDP, no |onger fighting Fighting Devil.
Your travails are at an end and you have found safe harbor at last. Is there

anything you would like to say in greeting?" The fractured Fighting Devil
lifted one trenmbling armand pointed a bent and broken finger at the humans
present . “J'accuse!" it grated. " | thought it looked a little

famliar," Bill rmused, then continued brightly. "Wy say, if that isn't our
old friend Fighting Devil itself. Had a little trouble? No, don't tal k about

it, we'll all feel too depressed. just let me be the first to welcone you to
the ranks of the PLDP and a | ong and happy retirenent."” "Let me be second.
Wl conme, " Meta smil ed. "Third. Welcone..." "You did it!" Fighting

Devil screeched nechanically, then dropped back onto the stretcher. "Cut down
in my youth. Pushed off the cliff by squishies. Wat an ignoble end to a
Fighting Devil in its prime. 166 To end my days here, anong all these
wrecks. A weck nyself ...It is too awful to contenplate. If | had a working
weapon left | would bl ow nmysel f away. No, not yet! justice nust be done first.
They did it! The soft-pl oppies who stand guiltily before you. They pushed ne
off the cliff and nust be nade to pay for their crime. Shoot them down! Kil
themwhile | laugh, ha-ha, at their deserved fate..." It dribbled oil
incontinently as Happy, no |onger happy, turned to face his human guests.

"Has this poor creature's brain been addled by falling a mle down the
nmountain-or is there any truth in what it says?" "Traumati c

hal | uci nations,"” Cy observed. "It tripped, started to fall. W tried to save
it, but could not. The end of a Fighting Devil is always a tragedy. W should
pity it..." "I have ...recordings sealed in arnor. | can prove what ...you
did." Cy's unctuous snile was replaced by a snarl that cut his face like a
knife slash in a corpse's belly. "Are you going to believe this battered netal
bast ard-or us?, "I't-if it has proof," Happy decided. "Put up or shut up,



recently crunched Fighting Devil." "How s about... that!" It rasped
exultantly as a projector with a cracked lens clattered out bf its right hip.
The i mage projected on the wall was junpy and out of focus. But it was clear
enough to see that the humans had pushed it off the cliff. Then the projector
vibrated violently and fell to the floor. But the damage had been done. Al
eyes-that were able to operate-were on the hunmans. Bill rushed to their
defense. "Make it tell you why we did it. W had good reason-it was goi ng 167
to turn us in, have us tried and shot for desertion. W acted nerely in
sel f-defense. The kind of preenptive strike that the mlitary is always jaw ng

about. What el se could we have done?" "Many things. But what is done is
done," Happy said. "You are guilty as charged." "Shoot them ™ Fighting
Devil grated obscenely. The humans fell back before the advancing netallic

hordes, sweeping the roomwi th the eyes of a trapped animal. (This was very
hard on the trapped animal.) But there was no escape. C oser they came and
closer, rusty claws reached out, bent mandibles clattered for justice. They
were back to the wall now, the first vengeful netal hands cl osed on them One

zi pped down Bill's fly... "Stop!" Happy shouted with |ungs of steel.
"Back, back I say. Two wrongs do not make a right. Aren't you all forgetting

t he name of our organi zati on? PLDP And what does that stand for?" The
massed voi ces of the machi nes booned out. "Pl anetary League of Deserters
and Pacifists." "And what is our anthen?" "They who fight and get
away, will not fight another day!" "Second chorus." "W will turn the
ot her cheek, fight no nore though our oil |eak!" "That's how the file
files," Happy said gloomly. "As nuch as we would like to rend you asunder
separate cog fromwheel, nut frombolt, we cannot. Qur phil osophy forbids it.
You will be turned out of this sanctuary, returned to the nilitary from whence
you fled, which should be puni shnment enough."” "Wul d you guys take a

harm ess recordi ng 168 back for ny dear commander Zots?" Fighting Devi
asked insincerely. They all gave himthe finger, knowing full well what
recordi ng he woul d send. "Go!" Happy ordered. "You are banned, purged,
rejected. Leave and take our bad w shes with you." "Coul d we take our

bl asters, too?" Cy suggested. Gears grated angrily deep within Happy's
gut. "You try nmy patience sorely. If | don't see your cans out of here in the
next ten seconds | am going to reconsider my decision.” "That was a cl ose
one," Bill said as they clinmbed back up the tunnel to freedom "Quiet!" Cy

cozened. "Not a word about this to the ornithopter. Tell himthat Fighting
Devil decided to stay here, or sonme other big lie. W are lost if he

suspects.” The ornithopter spat out a nouthful of rusty netal that it was
chewi ng on and turned an eye in their direction. "Just got a radi o nessage
fromFighting Devil. Says to turn you in when we get back for knocking him

of f." "We cannot lie about it, although we would like to," Meta said.
"Going to rat on us?" "Hell, no. | don't like this war any nmore than you
do. They got my sister and nost of ny relatives. W stick to our story. W al
say how great the others did their job, then ask for a furlough." "What
about Fighting Devil?" Bill asked. "That intrepid, loyal, Fighting Devil!"
the ornithopter said, eyes spinning passionately in their sockets. "Though the
vile Barthroom ans attacked in 169 their thousands, mllions, it stil

fought on. Fighting until the very last volt in its batteries was di scharged
to enable us to escape. Gving up its own life that we m ght be saved.”

"You don't fly very well,"” Meta said admringly, "but you are one great
fiction witer." "Why thank you. | have sold a few things, but only to the
little magazines. And | would fly a hell of a lot better if | had a
propel | er-fl appi ng wi ngs consume too nuch energy to provide lift. Having said
that-let's flap off before anything el se happens. |1've got a date with an
ornithopterette with nest-eggs in nmnd." They suffered the rattling ride
in silence. Not really wanting to go back, but seeing no alternative. The
ornithopter, refreshed by rest and repast, nmade good tine of it. Soon the

metal city hauled itself over the horizon, which is hard to do, and they
soared down anong the soaring towers. The admiral and Wirber cane out as they
were cl anbering weakly to the platform "About tinme you got back," Praktis



wel coned them graciously. "I want you to file conplete reports and have them
on ny desk before 0700. Then | need a volunteer." He snarled as they al
shuf fl ed backwards, stopping only with their backs to the wall. In nore ways
t han one. "Cowar ds! And you don't even know what it is yet., " Not hi ng
good-or you woul dn't have thought of it," Cy said, speaking for all of them
"Smartass. | need a volunteer to penetrate the eneny's stronghold, to then
find the Chinger spaceship. Then to enter it and use the FTL comuni ca- 170
for to send a nessage to the Space Navy to rescue us." "I's that all?" Meta
asked, her voice dripping with sarcasm She wiped it off her chin. "Yes,
that's all. And someone had better think of a way to do it fast. Wrber and
ate the |l ast melonsteak yesterday. So prepare to starve-or |eave. My research
is done so | have no reason to stay. In fact | look forward to returning to
the luxuries and conforts of military life." "Only for officers," Cy
grow ed. "Of course! Nowlet's have some suggestions!” The sil ence
that foll owed was broken by a voice they had not heard in a long tinme. "I know
how it can be done." It was Captain Bly. Red-eyed, trenbling-but sober and
unst oned. "Since when are you offering help," Praktis said with dark
suspi ci on. "Since | ran out of dope. | need a new supply." "Now t hat
believe. Wat's your plan?" "Sinple. W kill themall. Every netal
traitor, every Chinger. Boom Dead." That's sinple, all right," Praktis
sneered. "About as sinple and stupid an idea | have ever heard." "Go ahead
and sneer! | have been sneered at for years. Yes, and | aughed at too. Derided
and rejected, and | have even had nightpots enptied on ny head. GChh, if only I
hadn't had the dog in bed too..." "Captain, your plan, what is it?"
Meta's voice penetrated the fog of his whining and sel f-indul gent pity so that
he blinked and | ooked about. 171 "Plan? What plan? Oh, yes. Killing them
all in the nmountain stronghold. We drop a neutron bonb on them As is common
know edge this kills all fornms of |ife-but does not harm property. Then we
just walk in and grab their spacer.” "Sinplicity itself," Ptaktis said,
pointing to his lips. "And | hope you will notice that | amstill sneering. W
don't have a neutron bonb, bowbhead, do we?" "No we don't. But before
became a garbage tug captain | was a nuclear physicist. Al of that before the
dog incident, of course. And there is plenty of neutroniumin the engines of

the wrecked garbage tug." "All burnt up now," Bill said. "Just because
you | ook stupid don't act stupid too. The neutroniumis sealed in and arnor
plated. It's still there.” "I think, Cap, that you are onto sonething

good, " Prakris said, eyes gleaming with murderous intent. "W go to the ship,
extract the neutronium build a bonb, drop it and get the spacer. Wonderful!"
"No go," Zots said, waving a |languid golden arm The carriers carried him
around the landing strip a fewtinmes then gently sat his pal anquin down. "The
bombi ng deal is off." "Why?" Praktis asked, puzzled. "Why? Because it
woul d end the endl ess war for one thing." "But you want that?" "I do
not. Nor does mny brother Plotz who is in charge of the insane machi nes. \Wo
all of them PS, think that we are the insane machines.” " Speaki ng of
i nsane nmachines..." Meta did not 172 finish the sentence but jerked her
thunb in Zots's direction. "Just watch that," Zots grated, a scowl marking
hi s usual gol den expression. "The whole thing is a put-up job if you nust
know. Plotz and | lust after power-and we got it in plenty since we started
this war. It keeps the econony turning over, provides plenty of junk nmetal so
we never go hungry. Lots of good cones out of it." "Lots of destruction,
mai m ng, death cones out of it," Bill said. "That too. So what's new? You
humans are up to the same gane, aren't you, Admral ?" "More or less. So
keep your war, that's your problem Qur problemis getting off this planet
before we starve to death. What about that?" "Youjust said it-it's your
problem " "You're all heart. Do you expect us just to stay here and starve
to deat h?" "That's it. You got it right w thout any help." "You
tinkertoy traitor!" Praktis howed with fury. He rushed to the attack as did
all the others. The attack stopped instantly when ten Fighting Devils ran out
of the tunnel entrance and fornmed a protective screen. "You'll not get
away with this," Praktis frothed. "W will tell every machi ne about this fake



war. Hear that, Fighting Devils, carrybots? The whole war is a fake. You die
for nothing." "You speak for nothing," Zots yawned boredly. "I issued the
conmmand by radio to all my troops to forget your |anguage. They can no | onger
under stand you." Bill |ooked up at their faithful steed, the virilel73
ornithopter. An eye swiveled in his direction as he spoke. "I't's not true,
what he said. You understand me, don't you?" " Commrent ?" "You can't
have forgotten how to speak with us-not that quickly!" "Enfin, des tables
de nonmai es et de mesures rendront de riels services. " "You' ve forgotten
that quickly." Then he turned back and saw that Zots and his entourage
were gone, the Fighting Devils as well. A great flapping sounded and di ed away
as the otnithopter took off. They stared at each other with horrified
gazes. Al one. Trapped on this barren worl d. To starve to death.
Was this their fate? CHAPTER 18 174 "1 can't believe this is
happening to nme!" Cy npaned whi nmpily. "Well it ain't happening to the
man in the moon!" Meta snarled. "W will all feel sorry for ourselves |later

Ri ght now we have got to make a plan." "So make," Praktis glooned. "I'm
open to all suggestions, no matter how wild." Hi s answer was only sil ence.
After a long time Bill coughed. "I'mthirsty. 1'"mgoing to get a drink of
water. Can | bring any back for anybody? One thing we know, there's plenty of
water so we don't die of thirst." He retreated under the barrage of their
insults, pausing at the tunnel entrance only to catch his breath. Before he
could go on Meta called out to him "Bill, hold it. There's a dragon here
that wants to talk to you." It had nade a perfect four-point |anding and
now sat peacefully, puffing the occasional snoke ring. "H there, Bill

and all you folks. | had a good flight. As you see | cane to join you here as
soon as the wing grew back. | couldn't return to dragonhold, not after turning
traitor. So | thought you 175 m ght have a job for me in this neck of the
woods. " "We sure do!" they all exulted. "You are going to get us out of
here." "No problem But 1'Il need to refill my tank first. A barrel or two
of oil should do." "That could be a problem" Praktis said. "W have had a
di fference of opinion with the locals." "So we don't talk to them"
Captain Bly said. "There's a supply roomjust down this corridor. | suggest
that you and you volunteer to roll out the barrel." "It's always the
enlisted men who get the dirty work," Bill nuttered petulantly. "And t he
enlisted girls too," Meta said. "So instead of feeling sorry for ourselves
shall we just go and do the job?" The door to the supply room was open,
but a small inventorybot was taking inventory. Keeping track on a wax tabl et
with a metal stylo. They brushed past it and pushed over two of the ful
barrels and started to roll themfromthe room The inventorybot bl ocked the

doorway and waved its fourteen arnms furiously. "X, 1, XV, VEXE" it
sai d. "Sure, sure," Bill agreed. "But you got a whole roomfull. You're
not going to mss two little ones." XXX XXX it screamed at them

It crunched when they rolled the barrels over it. But it must have got off a
final radio call because before they could get back to the landing strip Zots
came hurrying up on his pal anquin. "Did you just run down ny

i nvent orybot ?" "It was an accident, it tripped right in front of the
barrel . " "Am | supposed to believe that old crapola?" 176 ""Tis but
the truth,"” Bill said, placing his hand over his heart and | ooking saintly.
"Thousands woul d believe you-but | don't. And what were you doing with the oi
anyway?" Bill was all lied out but Meta rose to the occasion. "You want us
to die," she sobbed. "No food. Starve to death. So we thought maybe we woul d
sipalittle oil, get used to it, it is filled with rich hydrocarbons after
all-and we are carbon based life forns. Wuld you begrudge dying aliens a | ast
sip of oil?" "All right, all right, enough already. | got nore inportant
things to do than to jaw jaw with squishies. There's a war on you know. "

The pal anqui n vani shed down the corridor and Bill let out a woosh of relief.
"You were marvel ous!" he said, spaniel eyes gleamng moistly at Meta.

"Wasn't | though. | have real acting talents. |'mnore than just another
pretty face you know O do you know? | seemto be getting very little
feedback fromyou. You are interested, aren't you? O are you kinky or bent,



Bill? Let me know now so | won't go on wasting nmy time. Wo do you find nore

attractive-me or Cy?" "You, of course! \What do you think | an®" Just
checki ng up. Now put your mouth where your nopney is!" She grabbed himin a
war m enbrace and they kissed. Her nmouth was a passionate tiger longing to
consume hi m "Quch! You bit me!" "Love play, toots-and it gets
better..." "You two. Knock off the heterosexuality on duty. Get those
barrels rolling." Praktis watched suspiciously as they rolled past, 177
then foll owed them out onto the |anding strip. "How delightful!" the
dragon flared appreciatively. "Vintage Pennzoil. Delicious." It holed a

barrel with a quick stab of one steel claw, upended and drained it in one
dragoman chugal ug. Then bel ched fl ame appreciatively and covered themall wth

a cloud of soot. "l do apol ogize for nmy table manners." Its voice died to
aliquid munble as it drank the second barrel as well. Then the air was filled
with a | oud crunching and clanking as it ate the barrels. "Can we talk
now?" Praktis said when the |ast norsel of steel had slipped from sight.
"Surely. You want transportation?" "Correct." "Where to?" " Good
question," Praktis rmused. "You m ght take us back to the plateau that you al
enjoyed visiting so nmuch. You said that the food there was edible." " But

t he autochthons are not!" Cy conpl ai ned, and the others nodded conpl ete
agreement. "A bunch of crazies. And there is no future there with everybody

just chasing around, killing each other." "A wel | -nmade point. Were el se
then? We can't surrender to the Chingers." "Wy not?" They all turned to
ook at Bill with various expressions of revul sion; Cy bent and picked up a

| arge rock. "Now wait a minute! We're just looking at possibilities. There
aren't that many choices, you know. The Chingers say that they are peaceful

and don't like to kill or make war. So nake them prove it. W go there. They
have to feed us or we croak. If they don't have food we can eat-then they have
to get us offplanet soonest." 178 "That plan is so stupid it nmight work,"
Captain Bly said hoarsely through his cottonnouth. "I say no-and |I'mthe
admral. No surrender. Except as a last resort. Is there any place el se we can
go on this desert planet?" "Well," the dragon said. Al eyes were on him
He brushed themoff. "I remenber a story this old dragon used to tell when we

sat around the fire at night roasting nuts. And bolts. He spoke of the green
pl ateau we have just visited, and of the repulsive life forns that infest it.
But he tal ked as well of another plateau, also of the sane hi deous shade of

green, that lies alnost a day's flight beyond the first one. But he warned us

not to go near it. For Great Dangers lurked there. And BEvil as well." "He
said that? G eat Dangers and Evil ?" "Yup. Just like that. And if you think
it easy to speak in capital letters just try it sone time." "No t hank
you," Praktis said. "I would like to make sure of just one detail. You did say
it was green?" "Green as a dragon's eye in heat." "An interesting
simle. Geat. W go." "What about all the Great Dangers and Evil ?" Bil
compl ai ned. "That doesn't sound good." "What does? just follow orders,
trooper. The first order is to shut up. Al right, we leave at once. It is
going to be a bumpy flight-so everyone who hasn't gone, go now. | don't want
to nmake any pit stops. Tally-ho!" just as they were clinmbing aboard, a
fam liarly repul sive voice called out. "That dragon! | want to talk to you."

The pal anquin trotters had trotted out the palanquin with Zots aboard. 179

"Yes, sir," the dragon said, |ooking back to see if the passengers were safely
aboar d. "Shake those alien squishies off at once-that is an order. | don't
like any of this." "Oh, sir, | hope that you like this better." Wth

that the dragon breathed a blast of flame that nelted the trotters and the

pal anquin instantly. Only Zots, being goldplated, survived. He shrieked warny
and ran to safety as the dragon fired up its boilers. "Up, up and away!"
it yodeled and hurled itself into the air. "We're ever so grateful for
your aid," Meta said gratefully. "Think nothing of it. Ever since | |eft
the egg | have been taught to hate Zots and his lotz. He m ght be a nice

fell ow. " "He's a netallic neathead!" "Good. One enjoys having
one's prejudices proved correct. So-lovely flying weather. Next stop the

Pl at eau of Mystery." "And give the other plateau a wide mss," Bil



cozened. "Renenber what happened last tine." "How could | forget. The new
wing still isn't broken in right." Fuel ed by the high octane oil, the
dragon flew all night. No one slept, particularly the dragon, for obvious
reasons, and it was a bl eary-eyed bunch that greeted the rising sun. They
blinked into its brightness and there-dead ahead-a pl ateau rose fromthe
desert wastes. "We've made it," Bill said hoarsely. “Not quite," the
dragon said, yawning out a little fireball. "I'"mgoing to get some altitude in
case they are trigger-happy down there as well." 180 They soared in
circles, riding the updrafts, before the dragon ventured inland. " Smoki ng
vol canoes, " Praktis said. "Stay away fromthem" "For the nmoment, if you
insist. But | do love laval Lanmbent licking flame, fum ng fumaroles. My kind
of stuff. And that |ooks like your kind of stuff down there. Is that a war
goi ng on?" Praktis lifted his eyepatch and his tel escopic eyel ens whirred
out. "Very interesting. There appears to be |large structure of some sort, a
castle it looks like. Heavily defended because it is being heavily attacked.
Details not too clear fromthis height, but it |ooks |like a standoff. Take us
down, dragon." "Not to the war," Bill wailed. "No, dummy, not to the
war. But close to it. There, mghty steed, do you see that tree-covered hill?
Set down on the other side, out of sight of the attackers. W can reconnoiter
fromthere." Wth their |linmbs paralyzed fromthe Iong flight they could
only slide to the ground and lie there kicking feebly like turned-over

beet |l es. "Hope you enjoyed the trip," the dragon said. "Great.
Wonderful . \Whee." They gasped. "That's nice. I"'mgoing to | eave you here
because warring squi shies are not ny bag. See you around." They waved
feebly as powerful wings hurled their fiery charger into the air. He roared
his farewells and a thin shower of soot descended upon their |inp forms.

Bill was the first to stir, standing and groaning with the effort. They were
in a grassy glade across which a nerry brook bubbl ed. 181 "l"'mgoing to
get a drink fromthat nmerry brook," he said and staggered off. As soon as

they were able the others joined himand they all stretched out on the bank
slurping and gul ping like crazy. Restored, they were soon sitting up and
exam ning their new home. Birds sang, bees hunmed, flowers di pped saucy

bl ossons in the breeze and the admiral barked commuands. "You, Second

Li eutenant. Take a shufty at the other side of the hill and report back
soonest. The rest of you scour the |l andscape for fruit, berries, anything to
eat. And renmenber, eating yourself is a court-martial offense. Al food to be

brought to me for evaluation."” "Some chance," Meta nuttered malignantly
and the rest of them nodded agreenent. They spread out as Bill worked his way
up the hill through the brash, until he could see what was happening on the

other side. He sheltered under a bush, which just happened to be a bl ackberry
bush, so he really enjoyed hinself, watching and rmunchi ng. When he had eaten
his fill he took one last berry, for the adnmral, and went back down the

hill. The others had returned before himand the adnmiral was bitching them
out. "One piece of fruit each you brought back! Do you take me for a dunmmy?
Don't answer that. And what about you, Lieutenant, what have you got?" "A
berry!" He handed it over and Praktis frothed angrily. "A berry! And your
face shmeared blue." He glared, but he still popped it into his nouth and
munched it. "Report. What's happeni ng over there?" "It's like this, sir."
He burped purple and the admral's glare got turned up a couple nore

not ches. 182 "That castle we spotted on the way down, it's conpletely
surrounded by the attackers fromwhat | could see. The drawbridge is up and
every once in a while they pour sone boiling oil on the arny below. There is a
| ot of shouting and rushing about, but they don't seemto be in any hurry."
"What kind of guns are they using?" "That's the funny part. They don't
have any guns. There are bi g wooden machi nes that throw rocks, other Kkinds

t hat shoot out |ong spears. The troops are arnmed with spears, as well as bows
and arrows and swords, that kind of thing. And, at first, | thought the
attackers were all women because they were wearing skirts. Then when | got
closer | saw that they had really hairy legs and were all nen. " Just
save your perverted sexual observations for your barracks mates. Did you see



any food?" "Did I'!'" Bill's eyes glowed with passion. "They had a fire
going with a carcass roasting on a spit over it. | could snell the cooking
nmeat real good." They all swall owed and spat and coughed as the saliva
rushed to their nouths. "W have to mamke contact," Praktis said. "And for
this we need a volunteer." CHAPTER 19 183 "Admiral Praktis,"
Meta said sweetly, "I think that it is time that we got one thing straight.”
She nade a fist, strolled over-and popped himin the eye. He sprawl ed out on
the greensward with the shiner already beginning to shine greenly. "You
struck me!" "You noticed?" "Troops!" he frothed, saliva buds flying in
all directions. "Mutiny! Kill this traitor at once!" There was no rush to
justice. In fact only Cy noved, yawning as he strolled over and kicked Praktis
in the ribs. "Are you getting the nessage?" Captain Bly asked grotesquely.
"Seei ng the inconprehension |urking behind your gl azed eyeballs, | had better
spell it out. W are countless light years fromour nearest base-which doesn't
even know where we are. Qur chances of leaving this planet are very slim
indeed. So it looks like, as long as we are here, that all rank is suspended

for the duration. W will address each other by our first nanes. Mne is

Archi bal d." "I like Captain better," Meta said. "Wiat's your first nane,
Prakti s?" "Adm ral," he snarled bitterly. 184 "Fine, if that's the way
you want it. But no nore orders or pulling rank or any of that mlitary bowb,
hear ?" "I will never submit to the rule of the proletariat!"” They al
began kicking himin the ribs until he cried out, "Long Live the Peopl es
Soci al i st Republic of Usal" "That's nore like it," Cy said. "So what do we
do next?" "Make a plan?" Bill said brightly. "Shut up," Praktis
inplied. "I ampernmtted to talk, aren't I, nowthat | amjust one of the
gang?" "One man, one vote. Speak." "There is a war going on here. And
there is an arny out there. During a war when the arny is around it is the
civilians who suffer. Okay so far?" "Your chains of logic are

i mpeccabl e. " "Then we don't act like civilians. W do the mlitary shtick
and join the arny. And get fed. | suggest that we organize a nmlitary unit,

el ect a conmandi ng officer. Then go vol unteer." "Any ideas who shoul d be
CO?" Bill asked. "Probably the ex-admral,"” Meta said. "What with the

bl ack monocl e, bal di ng head and obnoxi ous manners he | ooks |ike officer
material. Al so he has had experience of command in a forner life. You want the
j ob, Praktis?" "I never thought you would ask," he smarned in dul cet
tones. H s voice changed and he snarled the conmand. "Fall in!" Then sweetly,
"Pl ease. That is very cooperative of you. W've got to nake this | ook good, so
try to keep in step if you can possibly manage it. Backs arched, chins sucked
in, chests out -forward HAARCH! " 185 He put the little | oudspeaker on his
shoul der and pl ayed the inspiring march, "Runble of Rockets, Roar of Cannon
Screans of the Dying," which has a very | arge bass drum beat so even the
dumbest of dumm es knows when to come down with the left foot. Thr ough the
meadow t hey marched and around the hill towards the attacking arny. Wen they
mar ched into sight the battle slowed and ground to a stop as poppi ng eyes and
gaping jaws turned their way. The officer who appeared to be directing the
operation, dressed in brass and |l eather arnor, turned in their direction as
wel | . The sound of their singing drowned out even the drip-drip of the boiling
oil fromthe castle above. They roared the words into the echoi ng sky.

"VWhen you hear the rockets runble, And the cannons' roaring din, You can
bet that all the troopers Have sent their box-tops in!" It was a very
mlitary display, as long as you didn't know very nuch about mlitary display.
They thudded and nmarched their way over to the officer and Praktis screaned
one | ast commuand. "Conpany, HAA-LT!" They stanped to a stop before the
of ficer and Praktis snapped a far snappier salute than was his nornal

practice. "All present and accounted for, SIR Admiral Praktis and his
company reporting for duty, SIR" The officer first | ooked plused, then
nonpl used, at their sudden appearance. He turned and barked -a hoarse conmand
over his shoulder. An elderly nan 186 ina filthy robe, sporting an
equally filthy white beard, tottered up to face them "Ave at que val e?"
the elderly creature quavered. "Beats me, Pops," Praktis answered. "I



speak the odd | anguage or two but never heard of this one." The ol dster
cocked his hand behind his ear, |istened and nodded his head. Turned to the

of ficer. "A barbaric m xture of Gaelic tongues, Centurion. Alittle Anglo,
alittle Saxon, a guttural drop or two of AOd Norse-plus the odd bit of Latin.
Pretty boring and not an inflected noun in sight." "No | ectures, Stercus.
You're just a slave around here. Back to work cooking the ox and |I'Il take
over this operation.” He | ooked Praktis and his little band up and down and
scow ed cruelly. "And just what in the nane of G eat Jupiter do we have

her e?" "Vol unt eers, noble Centurion. Mercenary soldiers willing to serve
in your ranks." "Where are your weapons?" "There was a smal
difficulty. . . "What was it?" The adnmiral had no ready lies
avai |l abl e, but Meta, who was getting plenty of practice, rose to the

occasi on. "It is a matter of honor and our good comrander does not want to
speak of it. But a short tine ago we were caught in a sudden flash flood while
crossing a stream In order not to drown we had to di scard our weapons and
swimfor our lives. OF course for a soldier to |l ose his or her weapons is a
great dishonor and our commander tried to throw hinself onto his sword, but of
course his sword was gone. So he led us here to enlist and restore our | ost
honor in the battle's clash. . ." 187 "All right-enough is enough!" the
Centurion shouted, wondering if blood was com ng out of his ears. "A short,
succi nct explanation is adequate. In any case | don't believe a word of it."
He saw that Meta was starting to speak again and he shouted al oud. "Desist! |

bel i eve you, | believe you. And it just so happens | could use some nore
troops. Pay is one sesterce a day. You will be issued one sword and one shield
each and your salaries will be stopped until they are paid for. Wich wll

t ake about a year, or until you are killed, whichever comes first. Your
weapons, being the property of the state, will revert to the state should this

occur. "W agree to the terns of enlistment," Praktis shouted
drowning out the mlitary waffle. "W are in your service and when do we

eat ?" "Ox coming off the fire now" the elderly slave shouted and the
newconers al nost got tranpled in the rush. But not quite, since they had al
been on plenty of chowlines before. Quick work with the el bows and a karate
chop or two sawto it that their brave little band was head of the queue when
the food was served out. They escaped the starving stanpede and carried their
sizzling booty to a nearby grove where they noshed it down. "That," Cy
said, "was fatty, raw, overcooked, gristly and generally repul sive. But good."
They nodded agreenent and rubbed the grease fromtheir fingers onto the grass.

"VWhat do we wash it down with?" Bill pointed. "There is a barrel over
there and soldiers lining up with cups."” They joined the |ine and grabbed
cups fromthe pile. They were made of |eather and appeared to be coated with
tar. Privilege of rank, Praktis went first 188 and held out the cup for
the liquid to be ladled into it. He drank deep then sprayed out the nout hful
"Akkkh! This wi ne tastes |ike vinegar and water." "That's because it is
vi negar and water," the KP said. "Wne only for officers. Next." "But | am
an officer!" "Take it up with the union-not ny problem Next." Foul as

it was, it at |east washed down the even fouler neat. They drained the cups
and dropped to the grass for a postprandi al snooze. Praktis stirred in his
sleep as the sun left his face and a shadow fell over him He opened one eye

to see the dark figure standing before him "To arns!" he cried and groped
around for his sword. "'Tis but I, Stercus the slave," Stercus the slave
said. "You are the admiral who is in charge of this unit?" Praktis sat up
suspi ci ously. "Yeah. Who wants to know?" "Stercusthe Slave..." "We' ve
al ready had the introductions. Wat's up?, "I's an admral an officer?"

"Hi ghest in the navy." "What is a navy?" "Is there any point to all of
t hi s?" "Yes, sir." "In the navy you say aye aye, sir." "Aye aye,
sir.” "That's better. What's up?" "This is the nost boring and stupid
conversation | have heard in ny entire life," Meta said, |ying189 back
down and pulling her jacket over her head. "Wne is for officers," Stercus

said, swinging a bulging skin bottle off his back. "Since you are an officer
have brought you sone." "I am beginning to like this army," Praktis



ent hused, raising the w neskin and shooting a dark jet down his throat.
After being pounded on the back for about five mnutes he stopped coughing.
They were all awake by this tine and Bill tried a bit of wine, a small anount,
and his eyes bul ged. "I'"ve tasted worse. | think," he said hoarsely.
"But it contains alcohol,"” Praktis said, even nore hoarsely. "Pass it back."
"May a poor slave ask what brings you warriors to these parts,” Stercus asked
coyly, seeing that they were all well on the way to getting bonbed out of
their m nds. "So that's why you are here," Cy said. "Sent by your officer
to spy on us. Deny that?" "Way should I," the old man cackled. "It's true.
He wants to know where you cone from and what you are doing here." They
all | ooked at Meta who seenmed to have been appointed Liar's Mate First d ass.
"W cone froma far distant land..." "Can't be too far, this plateau
isn't that big." She smiled and shifted gears on the lie-machine. "1 did
not say that we were fromthis plateau. W are fromthe other plateau and we
fled here across the trackl ess sands of the endl ess desert, fleeing the
endl ess war there." "You are not the first to seek escape from neshugana
Bar ehr oom ans. But since you are neither 190 red nor green Barthrooni ans
you nust be hi deous great white apes.” "Has that runor spread this far?
just forget the ape crap. A lot goes on over there that you don't know
about . " "Nor do | care. I"'mjust trying to get you drunk to find out where
you hid your radiumrifles." "We didn't bring any." "You sure? Last
chance. " "W're sure. Now we have the wine, for what it is worth, Stercus.
So just push off. If we had any ot her weapons do you think that we woul d
enlist in this tw-bit arny?" The ol d sl ave stroked his beard and bobbed
his head. "Now that, admiral, has the ring of truth toit. So, with no other
weapons, you are willing to fight armed only with sword and shield or
primtive fighting apparatus.” "That's it." "And that's all | wanted
to know. Enjoy the wine." He bobbed his head in slavely humlity and they
waved condescendingly in his direction. Stercus raised the little whistle
that he had concealed in the pal mof his hand and blew a shrill blast.
Soldiers burst fromthe trees on all sides and in an instant they had nyriad
sharp spears pointed to their throats. "Bring them al ong," Stercus
ordered. "W've got six new volunteers for the circus." "Danci ng bears,
cl owns and el ephants?" Bill asked happily. "Spears, swords, nets,
tridents, lions, tigersand certain death!" the aged sl ave cackl ed
chastely. CHAPTER 20 191 At spearpoint the brave little band
was driven through the canp, to the jeers and rude cries of the rough
sol di ers. "You'l |l be sorry!" "Morituri te sal utanus!”
"Foreigners!"” "Bar bari ans!" "Poofters!” I gnoring the insults, nost
of which they could not understand anyway, they marched on to the Centurion's
tent. "Hail, Centurion Pediculus, hail!" the ancient slave hailed in a
cackling gasp. "The prisoners are here." Pedi cul us pushed asi de the
tentflap and energed. He had stripped off his arnmor and donned a | oose tunic
to better reveal his manly form He had a potbelly, knock-knees and
cross-eyes. "Parade them before me," he ordered | ooking at everyone and no one
at the same tine. Swords and spears convinced the prisoners to line up
whi | e Pedi cul us i nspected them "A handsonme big burly fangy chap,"” he
said, looking at Bill. "Oh, thank you, sir!" he smarmed. 192 "Start
off with him He should go few rounds before he's killed." “I"11 kill you
first, Tubby!" Bill growl ed and | eapt forward-but was kept fromhis prey
by the drawn swords. Pediculus sniled sadistically which made his false teeth
protrude and he pushed them back in slurpily. He eyed the admiral, Cy, Wirber
and Bly with disdain as he strolled past-until he came to Meta where his eyes
trenbled to a focus on her fulsone form "Take the others to the arena,”
he ordered. "Except for this one! Strip her and anoint her with bal sam and
myrrh and | emon scented washing up liquid. Then drape her in the finest silk
and she shall be my |ove slave." "Ch, thank you, kind conmander!" Meta
breat hed, seizing his hand and bending to kiss it. "You're kind of cute, in a
pal eoni hilistic way. And that's the nost romantic offer | have had in years.
woul d swoon at this sublime opportunity if your teeth fitted better." Even



as she spoke she seized his hand and in an expert novenent seized his el bow as
wel |, tw sted and pulled. Pediculus screanmed in agony-then in fear as she
whirled himinto the air then threw himagainst his tent. Wich collapsed and
envel oped him Soldiers hurried forward in response to his nmuffled roars of
pain. Neither Meta, nor the others, noved as sharp swordpoints quivered at

their throats. "Nice," Bill said. "You're a girl inamllion!"

"Thanks, toots, a kind word al ways appreciated. | was al so judo chanpion three
years runni ng of LAGTAA." "Lact ate?" 193 "No, cretin, LAGTAA. That is
the Lifeboat and Garbage Tug Athletic Association.” "To the arena!"

Pedi cul us screeched, being hel ped fromthe remains of the tent. He had | ost
his teeth and his wig hung over his eyes. "Death, blood, destruction-I can
hardly wait! And that muscl ebound doxi e goes first." Swept forward at
spear point, followed by the roaring nob of soldiers, they were driven to the
arena. It was a natural glade that had been terraced in a half circle to face
the | evel ed and wal |l ed patch of bl ood-stained ground bel ow. This was |ined

wi th cages and the prisoners were pushed into the nearest one. There was a
fierce howing fromthe adjoining cage and they all drew back |est they be
maul ed through the bars. Al except Meta who put her hand through the bars
before they could stop her. "Here, kitty-kitty," she said. The sinister

| ooki ng tontat nmewed happily as she scratched its head. It was a one-eyed,
scarred and tough alley fighter. "But only about two feet long," Bill

sai d. "And it's the only animal in sight," Cy added, pointing to the other
cages. "All enmpty. Wat happened to the lions, and tigers?" "It's the
wrong season for them" the slavemaster said as he stal ked up, cracking his
whip. "We only have lions and tigers when there is an X in the nmonth."

"There are no nonths with X's in them" Praktis said pedantically. "Yeah?
What about X1 and XI, wise guy. Al right, the fun begins. |I need a vol unteer
to go first." When the dust settled they were all pressed against the back
of the cage. Praktis and Captain Bly were last since they didn't have the
enlisted troops 194 instant reflex to the word volunteer. The sl ave-naster
chuckl ed sadi stically. "No volunteers? Then I'l1 pick one myself. You, big
boy, the Centurion wants you to | ead off the prelins. He's saving the tootsie
for the main event." "Good luck, Bill," they called out, pushing him
forward. "You die fighting for a noble cause." "It's been nice know ng
you, big fellow Happy journey." "May you be in heaven for an hour before
the devil knows you're dead." "CGee, thanks, guys. That's a big help."
Bill was horribly depressed by the entire affair. War and all its terrors was
one thing. But a screwball and deadly circus on this [ost plateau? He could
not believe that it was happening to him "It's happening to you al
right," the slave-naster gurgled antipathetically. "Now take this sword and
net and get out there and put on a good show O else.” "Or el se what?
What coul d be worse than this?" He hefted the weight of the sword and got a
good grip on it as his nuscles tensed. "What could be worse? You could be
drawn, quartered, flayed, boiled in oil, have your fingernails pulled out for
openers." Roaring with rage Bill hurtled forward. And stopped when he saw
t he ranked bownen, arrows pulled back, all ainmng at him "Message cl ear ?"
the sl ave-master asked. "Now go forth and renenber your orders. Bill

| ooked up at the massed, scream ng soldiers, the royal box occupied by harlots
and Pediculus's sadistic, pot-bellied form There didn't seemto be nmuch
choice. He turned and shuflied out into195 the arena swi shing the sword
and swi ngi ng the net and wondering how the hell he had ever gotten into this
nmess. He was alone in the arena-but a cage on the far side was bei ng opened
and fromthe gate stepped a tall, blond-haired nman carrying a trident. H's
fine garments were torn and his fine boots scuffed. Yet he strode forward |ike
a king, seenmingly ignorant of the roaring rabble. He stanped up and stopped

before Bill, eyeing himup and down. "Well, varlet," he spake. "What hire
ye. " "About six feet two in nmy stocking feet." "Met hi nks t hee

m t hunder st ood. What be your name and rank?" "Bill, trooper, Tenporary
Acting Second Lieutenant." "I am Art hur, King of Aval on-though these

varlets know it not. You may call me Art to preserve this secret." " OK,



Art. My friends call me Bill." Thi s exchange of conversation rather than
assassi nation had infuriated the nob who hurl ed epithets and enpty bottles

into the arena. "We must battle, friend Bill-or at |east nake the pretense
t hereof. Defend yoursel flI" The trident stabbed out, the crowd roared

sadi stically, and Bill parried it and stepped away. Art junped aside to dodge
the hurled net. "Verily, that's the stuff. W nust carry this nock bzttle
across the arena to the royal box. Take that, knave!" The sword t hrust
grazed Bill's side and his jacket tore when he yiped and pulled away fromthe
cold steel. You can bet the nmob really liked that. "Easy! You want to hurt
me?" "Verily, nay. But as is spake in rude parlance we 196 must make
it look good. Attack! Attack!" Steel rang against steel and the vul gar nob

went wild with excitenment. Howl i ng happily when the net caught the king's |eg.
Howl i ng unhappily when he escaped. C ash and clash it went until the battle
was just under the royal box. "This is... it!" Art panted. "There is an
energency exit fromthe arena just under the box. Guarded by that sentry. W
escape that way-after you kill me." Cl ash of steel, roar of crowd, whisper
of confusi on. "If I kill you-how do we escape?" "Pretend to kill ne,
addl epate! Entrap nme in your net, then thrust down twi xt armand chest. As in
all the bad plays." "CGotcha. Here goes." . Fast as a striking cobra
the net |ashed out to entrap and engulf his opponent. Only Bill wasn't very
good at net throwing and Art had to dive forward to be caught by it. Pulling
up the edge so that it enwapped him "Get on with it, knave!" he hissed
at Bill who stood there blinking. "Fall upon ne and seek the verdict of the
crowd. " Alittle rehearsal m ght have hel ped, but with this audi ence who
cared. Bill junped forward and Art fell before his onslaught, his trident
enneshed, where he had ennmeshed it hinmself, in the net. Bill seized his
opponent's linmp wist and pressed it to the ground, then knelt on his chest.
Feeling slightly ridiculous he raised his sword ready to strike-and turned to

t he crowd. They were really buying this sinplemnded act. Leaping to their
feet and calling out for death, all 197 their thunbs pointing to the
ground. Bill | ooked on all sides and all the thunbs were down. Then | ooked up
at Pedi cul us who thrust down the cruelest thumb of all. "Finish himoff,"
he shouted. "We've got plenty of acts to follow " Bill plunged the sword
down as he had been instructed. Art's body arched in the throes of death, then
was still. The crowd went wild. Bill pulled the sword free and marched to

stand before the royal box. Al eyes were upon him Wich was a good thing
since the king was really tangled in the net and having a hard tine getting
free. Bill caught this out of the coner of his eye and | eapt forward

brandi shing his weapon, crying out. A distraction was very nuch in order.
"Hail, Centurion Pediculus, all hail. Hail!" "Hail, hail, sure," Pediculus
nmuttered | ooking at his program then glancing back to Bill. "Say-how cone
there's no bl ood on your sword?" "Because | wiped it on the corpse's

cl ot hes. " "I didn't see you wipe it," he leaned forward eyes spinning. "In
fact-1 don't even see the corpse!"” "This way!" Art called 'out, pushing
asi de the guard he had struck down and ki cking open the door with the red EXIT
si gn above it. Bill did not have to be asked twice. Art dived through it
with Bill right on his heels. They ran down the |ong, curving tunnel, feebly
lit by the sunlight that trickled down through the cracks in the bl eachers
above. Broken nutshells and olive pits also trickled down on them Now there
was the runmble of feet and angry cries of frustration and rage. Behind them
there was a crash as the exit door was torn open and arned sol di ers burst

t hrough. 198 "Run, varlet-run! As if the very . . . hounds of hell were
upon your heel s!" "They are!" Bill gasped at the fierce how ing behind

t hem There was a glimer ahead and Bill saw the light at the end of the
tunnel . The wooden door there had been swung open-and an armed man barred
their way! "We are lost!" Bill wail ed. "We are saved! Yon warrior is
of nmy band!" "Hail, Arthur,"” the warrior shouted, raising his glistening
swor d. "Hi, Mrdred. Did you bring the horses?" "Forsooth, verily."
"That's the good knight. Avaunt-we jaunt!" An arnmed band of soldiers

mlled about beneath the trees. Arthur bounded athletically into the saddl e of



his horse while Bill was heaved into the saddl e of another horse by Mordred,
who | eapt up behind him They were off at full gallop over the greensward
before the first of their pursuers burst out through the doorway. But
their escape had not gone unnoticed. Al of the army was at their heels now,
shouting and cursing. And shooting off arrows, hurling spears. But two of the
men in heavy arnor rode to the rear of the posse so that the arrows and swords
bounced harm essly fromtheir metal protection. And, it nust be added, from
the horses as well since they wore steel haunch and hock protectors, as well

as chainmail |eggings and, since they were stallions, riveted stee

j ockstraps. Everything had been planned down to the |ast detail. Al ong t he
road they galloped towards the castle -and the drawbridge was com ng down! It
crashed 199 to the ground as the first horse raised its first hoof. Down

t he hoof cane on solid wood, and down cane the other hooves right behind it. A
t hunderous runbl e runbl ed as they gall oped across the drawbridge-which rose
instantly when the last tail had flicked safely by. The attackers could only
rage at the noat's edge while the defenders pissed thenselves with [aughter in

the crenell ations above. The horsenen reined up in the courtyard in a
clatter of hooves and a spray of horsesweat. Bill slid to the ground and Art
here known better as King Arthur, strode forward and clasped his hand wth
friendshi p. "Wel conme stranger, welconme to Aval on.” "That's all very
well,” Bill said. "I apprecizte the favor. But what about mny friends-we
can'tjust |eave themback there to die." Then he had a hi deous sinking

feel i ng. "Or-perhaps they are dead already!" CHAPTER

21 200" Al l ay your fears, new conrade Bill. Forsooth, knew | not that the

brouhaha at the arena, and yeah verily the escape and chase, would create a
great diversion. And draw off the troops. Therefore ny bol dest knights sallied
forth through a secret tunnel known not to the enemy. Froma place of hiding
they did perceive events-and were to fall upon the weakened soldiery and free
your friends. Avaunt! W shall ascend and determ ne ye outcone of events."
Arthur, who was in pretty good shape, took the tower steps two at a tine with
Bill right behind him They emerged at the top to find an old geezer with a
poi nted hat waiting for them "All hail, Arthur the King. Hail, hail!" he
hai | ed. "And hail to you, good Merlin. \What dost thou report?” "1 dost
report that | have gazed at yon magic mrror and have foll owed ye progress of
all that transpired bel ow. " Bill exam ned the magic mrror and nodded
approvingly. "Not a bad little reflecting tel escope. Did you grind the nmirror
your sel f ?" Merlin rai sed one shaggy white eyebrow, conbed his fingers
through his flowi ng beard and spoke. 201 "My liege, yeah verily, who is

t hi s wei senhei ner ?" "He hire Bill and is the prisoner | salved fromyon
arena. And what of the other captives?” "Verily | perceived events
with..." he glared at Bill, "my magic mirror. Your puissant knights did hurtle
to the attack, did brast their spears on the oafish defenders who didst flee
in panic, did thus free the prisoners.” "Bully! So come dear friends, we
shal |l below to partake of sweetmeats and fine wines, thus we celebrate this
day. " The fine wine sounded like a fine idea to Bill and he trod on
Merlin's robe in his haste. The hall, when they reached it, was filled with
tall blokes in metal armor, which clashed and squeaked as they stanped about
bragging at the top of their |ungs. "Did thoust see ny | ance brast upon
hi s pate?" "I mpal ed three of the buggers at one tine!" “"Not that I'm
keepi ng score, but..." "Bill!"™ a familiar friendly voice called out and
Met a pushed her way through the troops. There were shouted conplaints as she
wal ked on someone's spurs, then knocked aside a corpul ent chai nmail ed kni ght.

Warm rmuscul ar arms engul fed Bill, burning sensuous |ips crushed his and his

bl ood pressure nounted to match his rising body tenperature. "What hire
this fair maid?" Arthur's voice spake froma great distant and Bill surfaced
to nake the intros. "Meta, Arthur. Arthur, Meta. Arthur is king around
here." "Shake, Art. | like your pad. And thanks for sending the troops to
our rescue. If there is anything to do in return-just ask." 202 The king's
eyeballs grewred with lust as he clasped her hand, shouldering Bill aside.

"There be one thing," he said hoarsely. "Arthur, you must introduce ne to



t hese delightful people." The words were comonpl ace, yet dark with nenace.
The king dropped Meta's hand as if were a hot poker, turned and bowed.
"Quenevire, ny queen, what dost thou here so distant fromyour privy

chanber s?" "Keeping nmy eye on you." She kept an eye on Bill too, |ooking
hi m up and down and smli ng. "I"'mBill, this is Meta," he said to the
ravi shing redhead. "My pleasure, queen," Meta said insincerely. "Wen we

get to know each other better you nust let ne know who dyes your hair..."
"Hearken to ne, all ye here!"™ Arthur called out quickly before things got even
nore out of hand. "All assenbled here to bid welcome to our guests, salved but
recently from pagan hands. Kind guests to greet Sir Lancelot, Sir Gawain Sir

Mordred..." and a lot nore like that. Not to be oneupsnanshi pped, Bil
i ntroduced his lot, ranks, serial nunbers and all. Plenty of handshaki ng went
on after that and Bill was nore than glad to grab the glass of wine the waiter

brought to him A nunber of toasts followed, and to hold the wi ne down they
were served sweetneats. Which turned out to sugar-glazed sparrows. Which

woul dn't have been too bad if they had taken the feathers off first. Then the
kni ghts trampled out to change arnor, the | adies went off to powder their
noses. The freed prisoners dropped into chairs around a | arge, round table

t hat had been pushed up against the wall during the festivities. Arthur rapped
on the table with the handl e of hi s dagger. 203 "Ye nmeeting will conme to
order. Newfound military friends, tis not by chance we gather here today.
Merlin shall spake to you of what befell, befalls and shall be befalling.
Merlin." The spattering of handcl apping died away as Merlin clinbed to his
feet. "Now | ook you," he said, a touch of the Rhonda to his words. "Good
King Arthur has had it up to here, and above, with the pestilential Roman

Legi ons. This kingdom does fine, taxes roll in, so do a few serfs's heads when
the taxes are late-but that's what feudalismis all about isn't it? But I
digress. Wthout outside interference we could grow our corn, brast a few
skull's in the tourneys, the peasantry would tug their forel ocks and all would
be right with the world. But it is not. Every tine things seemto be going
right-here cone the | egions again. They besiege the castle, fire off their
bal i stae and arbol asts and generally play silly buggers until they get tired
and go hone. Wiich is fine for them | suppose it keeps their sinplistic
economny turning over, bread and circuses and all that crap. But what about us?
Taxes go up as we have to buy nore oil for boiling. The work on the bridges
and nunneries has to stop when we haul the stonemasons back here to repair the
wal I's. And do you know how | ong this has been going on? Since the dawn of

hi story, that's how Il ong." "And soon shall end, that | have swore."
"Right, Arthur, end, sure, where was |?" The interruption had put Merlin off
his nellifluous stride. He knocked back a beaker of mead, hummed a few bars of
"Men of Harlech" to clear his throat and managed to work up ent husi asm anew.
Hi s voice bellowed forth until the corbels rang. "But no nore! Arthur, the
ki ng, as you have just 204 heard, is fed up to here with the situation.
Spi es have been sent forth. The ones that weren't caught and crucified have
returned. Here is what they have di scovered." The sil ence deepened, every
eye on himnow, even Arthur's; he had heard the story before but was stil
entranced by Merlin's magi c words. Meta, nose well powdered, slipped in

t hrough the door and joined the ranks. Another sip of nead and Merlin was off
and runni ng. "They are pagans all, but this we have al ways known. Divining
the future in goat's guts, burning incense to Mercury and Saturn, seeking
fertility with sacrifices to Mnerva, paying homage to Jupiter and all the

ot her pant heoni ¢ puke. But, boy bach, | ask youwhich god is missing? | see
only bafflement in your eyes denoting either bad menory or a rotten classica
education. Then I will tell you. Mars is mssing!" They all clapped | oudly
at this, not knowi ng why except it seenmed to be a big point to Merlin. Then

t hey qui ckly knocked, back sone wi ne as he went on. "Mars, god of war.
Certainly of great inportance to this warlike tribe. My spies were too chicken
to penetrate deeper into the country, to follow the Centurions when they made
their secret way past the mountains. But |I followed themthere nyself, for
there are no secrets that can be hidden from Merlin! Disguised as an old man



with a white beard | tottered after then until | discovered it, past the

furthermost hill, at the cliff's edge where the plateau ends-there | found
it "The best part comes next," King Arthur said, eyes glow ng, forgers
clutching the ponmel of his sword in anticipation. 205 "Do you know what
it was? | will tell you. It was the Tenple of Mars! Carved into solid rock

with marble colums, figured lintel and an altar set before it upon which the
sacrifices and offerings were placed. And the officers thenselves carried the
of ferings, not a legionary in sight, which will give you some idea how secret
and inmportant all this is. Wen they had made the sacrifices they fell back
al most with fear-and | o! they had dammed good reason! "Ni ght fell,
although it was still day. Thunder runbled and |ightning crashed. Then a
nmysterious glow filled the air and it could be seen that the offerings were
gone. And then, in a very inpressive encore, Mars hinmsel f spoke. And that

rai sed the hairs on the neck and enptied the bladder | et me assure you. Nor
was Mars content with a couple of prophecies or a weather report. That
celestial sod ordered themto start the war again! That's where the trouble is
com ng from Those |azy |egionnaires and corpulent centurions are nore than
happy to sit around throwing slaves to the Iions and getting smashed on cheap
pl onk. But, oh no, that's not good enough for Mars. Get the war noving he
says, build ballistae, step up the draft, invade. . . Merlin was so
carried away that he began to froth and vibrate. Meta sprang to his aid and,
with Bill's help, settled himin his chair again and poured a beaker of nead
into his mouth. Arthur nodded with grimunderstanding. "There you have it
within ye nutshell. W nust do battle with the pagan gods if we are to free
ourselves fromthis endl ess war." "Not a bad idea," Praktis nodded. "And
you have just the troops to do it. Arnored cavalry, sudden attack, outflank
the armes. Bamthe job is done." 206 "Would it were but so, puissant
Admiral. But, verily, 'tis not. My strong and fearl ess knights quail before
the gods and seek shelter beneath their beds." Merlin had recovered and
nodded his head furiously. "Superstitious saps, that's what they are. Full of
nobl e words-Verily wouldst | lay down my life for mine liege lord! Verily ny
fl abby buttocks! One lightning bolt fromthe tenple and they would run a
furlong. There is no help there. Craven and shivering-despite the fact that |
of fered them conplete religious protection as well" Merlin seized up a

| eat her bag and dunped its contents out onto the round table. "Look at this!
Garlic by the ton. Mre crosses than you could find in a dozen nonasteries.
Crucifixes filled with holy water. Relics by the binful, saints' bones by the
bagful, a piece of the True Cross, bilge punp off the Ark-everything. And what
do they say when | show themthis? | think | may have a previ ous engagenent.

None of themw |l go-not even the king." "Verily, | would sally forth on
the quest were it not that the pressing business of rule doth stay ne. Heavy
hangs the head that bears the crown." "Yeah, sure," Merlin nuttered, far

from bei ng conned but careful not to sink into | ese najesty. "So where are we
now? W have a nenace to the realm identified and | ocated and ready to be
knocked out. By one old man? You nust be joking. | got powers, sure, but |
need brawn and a few battl e-axes behind ne." "Which is where we come in,"
Bill said, aware now that their rescue had not been that altruistic.

"You' ve been peeking at my cards. | saw you | and through ny tel escope-magic
mrror that is. You were brought in by flying dragon and, being Wl sh, |
greatly appreciated that. | said, King, | said, 207 those are the toughies
we need. Strangers, not afraid of the gods." He stopped and | ooked at them
piercingly. "You are not superstitious-are you?" "I'"'ma Fundanent al i st
Zoroastrian," Bill said hunbly. "Get on with it," Praktis snarled. "Let's
hear the proposition first, then we get out of it afterwards.” "There is
no more to be said. Good King Arthur freed you fromthe Legions. You will be
armed and you will follow ne to the Tenple of Mars where we will buy Mars off
with an offering or two." "Sounds sinple enough,” Cy sneered. "But what if
we don't go?" "That's easy. You go-back to the circus. And we will donate
a few hungry lions to the festivities." "Be ye of good cheer," King Arthur
advi sed, pulling rank. "And be ye advised that ye honours list is going in



soonest. Verily a knighthood or two, maybe a garter and a CBE, lurketh in ye
future.” They were |l ess than inpressed by the generosity of the offer. "W
would like to talk this over anong ourselves,"” Meta said. "Of course. Take
your time. Take a whole hour." Merlin put a sandglasg on the table and turned
it over. "The choice is yours. A jouney to the tenple-or back to the Big

Top." CHAPTER 22 208 "It's always bowb-your-buddy week," Bil
sni ffed pathetically. "It was the dog-if only |I hadn't whistled to the
dog," Captain Bly whined. "I could use sonme dope," Cy sussurated.

"I't's harvest tinme back on the farm" Wrber whinpered. Meta curl ed her
lip in disgust and Praktis nodded agreenment. "If | were still in conmand

woul d shake you m serable | ot out of your depression quickly enough. But,

bei ng just one of the boys now all | can do is suggest that we stop weeping in
our beer and find a way out of this." He | ooked out of the wi ndow and
sought succor; but it was a straight drop to the rocks below. Meta tried the
door but Arthur had | ocked it behind himwhen they |eft. "Why don't we do
just what they asked?" Bill said brightly, then cowered beneath the barrage of
angry glares. "Listen-let ne finish before you glare me to death. | was going
to say that there was no easy way out of this castle. And even if there were
the Legion is still there to cope with. So we go along with this screwbal

pl an. We get weapons and all and 209slip out of here-along with one ancient
Wl shnman. " "I read you loud and clear," Praktis chortled. "Henceforth you
will be known as First Lieutenant Bill. W get well clear of the castle and

t he Legi ons, knock the old boy on the head-then trot off arnmed and free and on
our own!" There was a thud as the last grain of sand dropped through the
sandgl ass and, at the sanme instant, the door rattled and opened. King Arthur
ent er ed. "What sayest thou?" "We sayest yay," they saidest. "I'f ye
dieit will be in the noblest of causes. Get thee hence to the arnourers!”
They were fitted with arnmor, chainmail, hel s, hal berds, driks, daggers,
crosshows, swords, shields and relief tubes. "I can't nove," Bill nuffled

i nside his hel net. "As long as your sword armis free it matterest not,"
the arnorer said, hamrering a | oose rivet into place on Praktis's hel nmet.
"I'"ve gone deaf-knock that off!" the adm ral how ed, taking one staggering
step then crashing to the floor. "I can't get up." "Unaccust oned as thee
are to arnor, perhaps less might be in order." The arnorer signaled his
assistants. "Strip themdown a bit so they can nove." After about a ton of
arnor had been cast aside they could wal k easily-though they creaked. The old
oil can put that right and they were quaffing a bit of wine for the road when
Merlin, simlarly arnored, canme in riding on a donkey. "Do we get to ride
too?" Bill asked. 210 "Shank's mare, boyo, good for the nuscle tone. W
exit through this secret tunnel that will bring us out in the hills beyond the
attacking Legion." "Sounds great," Prakds said, and they all w nked wildly
at each other and chuckl ed behind their hands when Merlin turned away. Lit
torches were handed to them a barred door swung open, and they foll owed
Merlin down the dank, waterdripping tunnel. And it was a | ong tunnel. They
seened to be staggering on forever, the air growing nusty and foul, their
torches goi ng out one by one. Wen the last torch was flickering its | ast

Praktis called out to Merlin. "This is a silly question, | know but when
this torch snuffs it, how do we find our way?" "Fear not-for Merlinis a
wi zard. The torch dies. But | have this magic crystal ball to lighten the
darkness. Abra Cadabra!" He renoved the sphere fromthe bag fixed before
himand held it high. It gl owed weakly, then brightened when he shook it. Bill
| ooked dose, then whispered to Meta. "Sone magic. He's got a crumry old
fishbow full of fireflies."” "I heard that!" Merlin shouted. "But it's
nore than you have, Snoopy, and it will get us out of here." The end of
the tunnel finally appeared and they energed into a shadowed gl ade. Filled
with King Arthur's troops. "An honor guard,” Merlin smirked. "To see that
you all do the honorable thing and don't try to go AWOL before we reach the
Termpl e of Mars." Their response was only silence and dark | ooks. He
cackled with senile hilarity and | ed the way. The 211 rel uctant volunteers

followed himand the troops foll owed them They marched all that day, through



forest, wooded canyons, dry river bottons, al ong bubbling brooks and through
glacier-worn foothills. It was a long hot nmarch and at its end they dropped
gratefully into the soft grass of a neadow as the sun slipped from sight.

"I"'mthirsty," Cy said. "Water in that stream" Merlin pointed the way.
"Five guards will go with you." "When do we eat?" Bill asked. " Now.
Sergeant, pass out the hardtack." Each piece had ABC stamped into it,

standing for the Aval on Bread Conmpany, and it nust have been stanped in before
they were baked. O annealed, or petrified, or whatever. Because the tooth had
not been grown in the jaw not yet born that could bite a piece froman
Aval oni an hardtack. It had to be pounded between two rocks, strong rocks,
because weak ones broke before the hardtack did. Any pieces of hardtack that
splintered off m ght becone edible if soaked in water. They nuttered and
pounded and glared at Merlin who was eating cold roast swan and washing it
down with nal nsey. For two days they marched in this fashion, until they
entered a dark and om nous valley. A giant rift was carved in the rock as
though by a giant's ax. The valley dripped with water from hidden springs, the
stone walls were covered with foul lichen. "Not too far now," Merlin said
cheerily. "This valley goes by the quaint |ocal nane of Descensus Avernus.
VWhi ch can be translated roughly as You go in but you don't go out."
"Conpany-halt!" the commander of their 212 guards ordered. "Where doth
this dank valley go, honored w zard?" "It leadeth to the Tenple of Mars."
"Verily! Then we shall remaineth here and guard your rear. Go with our
bl essi ngs!" "Thanks. |I'msurprised | got you this far. Wait here then for
our return. And, postus scriptus, if |I don't cone back with this lot, should
they return alone, you can use themas targets for your bowren." "Verily,
as you say!" Merlin squinted up at the sky. "A couple of hours yet before
it gets dark. Let's get this over with. Here." He handed down a heavy bag
that had been | ashed to the back of the saddle. "What's this?" Meta asked,
hefting its weight. "The religious safeguards that | showed you."
"Leave themwi th these cowardly troops,"” Praktis said, superiority dripping
fromhis fingertips. "Mght help their norale.” "If you say so. But
first..." Merlin rooted about in the bag and dug out a cross, a six-pointed
star, a crescent and a piece of garlic. "I don't hold with superstition nyself
but it doesn't hurt to hedge your bets. Onward." They followed himin
gl oony silence until a turn in the canyon took them out of sight of the
troops. "Let's hold it right here," Praktis said and they ground to a
hal t . "I did not order a stop,"” Merlin said. "But | did. If we are
going all the way with you-and | ooking at the steepness of the rock wall
| 213 woul d say we had little choice-just what is your plan of action?"
"To go to the tenple.” "And t hen?" "Call upon Mars to appear and
partake of our gifts and offerings." "What gifts and of ferings?" "Al
t hat hardtack you've been shlepping. It's not good for anything el se. Then
when he takes our gifts we get himon our side. Then he can stop issuing

orders for war. Sinple." "Sinple nminded," Bill said. "Wy should Mars do
t hat ?" "Why not? Gods are always interceding in mankind's affairs. It just
depends who gets the bribe in first." "I"'mnot intrigued by this lecture

on comparative theology," Meta said. "The danp is getting into ny chai nnai
and I'"'mgoing to rust solid if we don't nove. All this jaw jawis
acconpl i shing exactly nothing. Let us find the tenple and play it by ear after
that. Move." They noved. And when they did, fromthe chasm ahead, they
heard the beat of drunms and the distant call of bugles. "Listen!" Bil
said. "Wat's that?" "The Tenple of Mars," Merlin intoned. "Prepare to
nmeet thy destiny!" They went on, slower and slower, hands on sword
ponmrel s, fingers plucking nervously at daggers and norning-stars. But what
good woul d physi cal weapons be agai nst the power of the gods? The marti al
nmusi ¢ sounded | ouder-and there it was! One last turn of the valley reveal ed
the white marble of the tenple. The altar for the offerings 214 st ood
before it, and behind the altar steps led up to the dark opening of the
sanct um sanctorum They wal ked in silence, on tiptoe, as though afraid of

di sturbing the god within the tenmple, slowy approaching the mable altar



Whi ch was enpty of anything other than the splatters of bird droppings and an
ol d appl e core. "The offerings,” Merlin whispered as he clinbed creaking
fromthe saddle. "On the altar." VWhen the hardtack dropped onto the
stained marble the nusic instantly stopped. They did too, frozen in
apprehensi on as the darkness in the tenple entrance changed, withed wth

nmoti on-and a great black cloud boiled forth. There was a clatter of hooves as
t he donkey gal |l oped away. Then the voice! It didn't speak but thundered like a
breaking storm rolling out of the tenple. "Who goes there? What nortal s
are these who face the wath of mghty Mars?" "Merlin, world-famus w zard
of Avalon." "I know you, Merlin. You dabble in the arcane arts and think
to control the powers of darkness." "My hobby, great Mars. | also go to
church every Sunday. Now I, and my conrades, have come to do you homage and
bring you great gifts and beseech your godly aid in our endeavors..."

"Great gifts!" the mighty voice bellowed. "These inedible wafers you dare put
before Mars!" A great gust of wind burst fromthe tenple, blow ng the hardtack

away and knocking themall to the ground. And this wasn't all! The cl ouds
and darkness billowed and thundered, redshot now with the fires of hell, and
within their nurky mdst a face took 215 shape. Ugly and scowl i ng, wearing

a helmet with a spike on the top and skulls all about. Wen Mars opened his
mouth to bellow at themthey could see that all of his teeth were the size,

and shape, of tonbstones. "I reject your puny and inedible gifts. You risk
death for your tenmerity= "How about this then?" Merlin held up a gold
bar he had taken fromhis wallet and it gleanmed in the bursts of |ightning.
"That's a bit nore like it!" Mars boonmed. "On the altar with it. Any nore

where that cane fronP" "Verily. Here is a pearl and silver pin for a
gent's cl oak, a dianond garter for the woman who has everything, a snmart tie
pin set with rubies and nponstones." "Moonst ones, good. Diana will Iike
them " "I amglad that nmighty Mars is glad. Therefore | request a boon."
"Speak. What is it that you wi sh." "'Tis sinple, a small thing. Stop the
war. Order the Legion back to their barracks." "What is this, nmortal ? Ask
Mars, God of War, to stop the war? Never!" A thunderbolt shot out of the

mout h of Mars and bl asted the ground at their feet, blowi ng a snmoking hole in
the ground. They dived aside as Mars booned his wath above them "
shoul d destroy you as well with nmy heavenly thunderbolts. The war goes on
Leave -or you die. In return for your offerings I give you your lives. No
nore. Begone!" When the lightning hit Bill had dived for cover and

pl astered hinmsel f against the wall of the tenple. 216 The entrance was
close by and the roiling fog not as thick here. He crept forward and poked his
head around the marble colum. And | ooked. Then | ooked a lot nore. Only when
he felt himself |ooked out did he creep back and join the others. "G eat
Mars," Merlin inplored. "If not an end to the war-how about a cease-fire for a
few nonths until the crops are in?" "Never!" Lightning flared and expl oded
around him Begone now or you die! The countdown to destruction is resuned.

Ni ne... eight ...seven..." "W hear you, Mars, no problem " Bill shouted.
"Goi ng back down the valley now. Been nice to neet you. Bye-bye." Merlin
hesitated but the rest were happy to leave. Until Bill waved them down, put
finger to lips for silence, and crept back along the tenple walls." "He's
cracked up," Praktis said. "Shut up and | ook!" Meta punctuated her words
with a sharp elbowin his ribs. Bill was at the entrance to the tenple
now st andi ng and stepping through it! He waved themafter him In silent
wriggle they wiggled his way. While Mars boormed and bel | owed. " Four
...three... And you are gone! And don't conme back, miserable Merlin-nor any of
your henchrmen. Only death at the hands of mighty Mars awaits you here!"

Bill walked into the tenple and the others followed him "Look," he said.
"Won't you just look at that!" CHAPTER 23 217 The interior of
the tenpl e had been carved roughly fromthe rock, with the marks of the drills
and chisels still visible. Spiderwebs filled the corners and dry | eaves

littered the floor. Elegant it was not. Right beside the entrance a snoke
generator was punpi ng out snoke. This rose into the air in a dense cloud. The
i mage of Mars's face was being projected onto the cloud by a novie projector



to the rear. H s voice echoed and | aughed from mat ched \Warf dal e speakers,

complete with woofers and tweeters. "Ho- ho-ho!" the | oudspeakers

t hunder ed. "Just what the bowb is going on here?" Praktis asked, staring
in anazenent at the display. "A fake is going on here," Cy said. "The
Great God Mars is just a bag of electronic tricks. But who is pressing the

but t ons?" Bill pointed to a curtained alcove to the rear of the tenple and
they all smiled wickedly, drew their swords, and tiptoed over to it.

"Ready?" Bill whispered and they nodded viciously. "Then-here goes!" The
dark curtain was on tracks just like a shower curtain. In fact it was a shower
curtain Bill realized as he whisked it aside. They stared-and 218 their
swords slowy dropped to their sides. Because inside the curtain was an

i nstrument console with dials, a TV screen, and projecting brass |evers.
"Ho- ho-ho!" the little bal d-headed man said into the nicrophone and behi nd

t hem " Ho- ho- ho!" booned the anplified voice of Mars. "We have a little of
the old Ho-ho-ho for you as well,” Bill said. "Be with you in a monent,"
the man muttered, feverishly working the | evers. "Dammed snmoke generator won't
extinguish... Arrrrgh!" He arrrrghed! in shocked horror as he suddenly
realized he was no | onger al one. He spun about, fell back against the console,
bul ged his eyes, gasped with shock and clutched his chest. "Who..." he
gurgl ed, "are you?" "That's funny, Pops," Praktis said. "W were just

going to ask you the sane question.” "You brutes," Meta said, brushing
past them and taking the old nan by the arm "Can't you see how awful he

| ooks? Do you want to give hima heart attack? There, there, take it easy."
She pul | ed over the wooden chair that stood beside the console and eased him

intoit. "Sit dowmn. No one's going to hurt you." "That's arguable,”™ Merlin
said, striding forward, sword raised. "If he's the voice of Mars he's the sod
who has been causing all the trouble for Avalon!" Bill reached out and

pi nched Merlin's funnybone. He squawked |oudly and the sword dropped fromhis
nunbed fingers. "Let's get sone answers to sone questions first, before the
swords start swi shing," he said, then turned to the man in the chair. 219
"Expl ai n. Who are you-and what are you doi ng here?" "It had to conme sone
day, that was certain," the man muttered. "In a way-I'mglad it's over with at
last. dinbing those steps was killing me." He raised noist eyes to Meta. "On
top of the console, ny dear, if you don't mind. Brandy. Just a bit in the

gl ass. ™ As he sipped the color returned to his face. Then he had a
nmonent's reprieve before he faced his captors again because the captors were
passing the bottle fromhand to hand and gurgling it down. By the tinme it got
to Merlin there was about a single shot left; he scowed and drained it,

hurl ed the bottle aside. "Expl ain, varled" "The name is not Varlet. |
am the wi zard of Zog." "Aye, bach, and I'"'mthe w zard of Avalon. Get on
withit." "It's a long, long story." "We've got all the tine in the
wor |l d. Speak!" He spoke: THE W ZARD OF ZOG S TALE It all goes back
along, long tine. Centuries at least. | found the | og book, but the entries
were all very old. And what with no cal endar here, no change of seasons worth
mentioning, it's hard to keep track of time. But | managed to piece the story
toget her, fromwhat ny father told me and what | read in the | og book of the
spaceshi p. An immgrant ship | gather, the SS Zog, carrying settlers to a

di stant world. There was trouble aboard, the details are 220 not cl ear,
some tragedy. Perhaps there was a mutiny, or the beer ran out, or the toilets
expl oded, perhaps all of them There are dark hints of strange events. In any
case, the Zog was diverted and | anded on this planet. Was destined never to

| eave. And, as you see, the settlers remain here to this day. There was
trouble fromthe very first. The ship's captain was named G bbons and | am
descended fromhimfor | am named G bbons as well. The captain wanted to

organi ze the settlers in his own way, but the first mate, an evil chap naned
Mal lory, wouldn't go along with it. He had his own ideas how a civilized

soci ety should be organi zed. He took his followers and left, marched to the
far side of the plateau and founded Aval on. My grandfather was glad to see
themgo, for that is witten in the | og. Medieval rubbish he called their
culture, very inferior to the Gories that were Rone. His followers settled on



this end of the plateau and thrived in the salubrious climte. There is al so
something witten in the log, scarcely | egible now, about a third group that
were traveling steerage. They would have nothing to do with either group and
mar ched off to the Barthroom an pl ateau and have not been heard of since.

And that's the way it has been down through the centuries. Captain G bbons
knew t hat the trappi ngs of science and technol ogy were not needed for a sinple
agrarian society so he withdrew here to oversee his charges. The Tenpl e of
Mars was built, all of the equipnent secretly installed, and so has it been
down through the ages. The Roman Legions do their thing, Arthur and his
Aval oni ans do theirs -and a watchful Mars watches and keeps order. 221

There was silence after Zog G bbons had fini shed speaki ng, as they digested
his words-and the brandy. It was Merlin who spoke first. "l appreciate the
history | esson. But don't appreciate in the slightest your keeping the war

goi ng. \Why?, "Why? You have to ask why?" "Yes," they all chorused. Zog
started to rise fromthe chair but was pressed back. There was no escape. He

si ghed heavily, and spoke. "Survival | suppose, and the easy life. And
playing god. It is heady stuff to throw thunderbolts and order everyone

around. It beats working for a living. The sacrifices include the best w ne,
roast rack of |anb, honey-di pped mce, everything. | like that. | also like
keeping the war going. If | didn't soneone would catch wise as to what was
happeni ng. There woul d be peace and prosperity for all. .And progress. Ch how
| hate that word! Progress was what caused all of mankind' s problenms. M
ancestor, Captain G bbons was firmon that. | have read his witings and agree
with every word. Wth progress cones politicians, graduated incone tax,
advertising agencies, femlib, pollution, all the things that nmake nodern life
so hideous. Better the Golden Age of Rome. No decline and fall here!" "I''m
beginning to think that this guy is crackers," Praktis said. "Don't knock
it-it's a good scam" Cy said, then pointed to a thick cable that ran al ong
the wall. "This your electricity supply?" Zog nodded. "And mighty precious
it is too, although the voltage drops slowy all of the tine. It will take ne
a nonth to recharge the batteries after 222 shooting off those two

t hunderbolts. All your fault, meddling in other peoples' affairs.” "Before
we get too maudlin,” Merlin growed, "let us kindly renenber who is the master
nmeddl er in other peoples' affairs around here." "What interests ne nore
than other peoples' affairs,” Bill said, "are electrical affairs. Were does
the electricity cone fromand where does that power cable go?" "You took
the words right out of my mouth," Cy said. Zog struggled to his feet.

"Follow ne," he said, "and all wll be revealed." He shuffled fromthe
tenmple and Praktis shuffled right along behind him with a firmgrip on his
collar, just to make sure he didn't shuffle off to Buffalo or some such. The
cable ran up the wall to thick insulators set in the solid stone. Then it

| ooped out of the tenple and up the valley. They followed it until the valley
ended abruptly in a cliff. The cable went over the edge and vani shed from
sight. They all wal ked forward carefully and peered over. They were at the
very edge of the plateau. The stony walls fell away to the desert below, the
trackl ess wastes of sand. But there were tracks now Just beside themstairs
had been carved in the stone and | ed down to the desert. Fromthe bottom of
the stairs a path made a track across the trackless wastes. It lead directly

to the open airlock of the spaceship. "The SS Zog-it's still here!™ Bill
gasped. "OfF course it's still here,” Praktis grow ed. "Were el se would

you expect it to be..." "Whoever noves gets it between the eyes," the

voi ce behind them ordered. "Drop the swords and turn about, real slow" CH
APTER 24 223 They put their swords down and turned slowy to see
the young man standing in the rocks above them Wth a sneer on his lips and a
gun in his hand. "This is an ion pistol,"” he said, "that shoots out a

deadl y beam of ions. And until you have been ionized you don't know what rea
pain is, scream ng and withing and wi shing that you were dead." He grinned in
sadistic anticipation and licked his lips. "Who the hell are you," Praktis
sai d. "I"'mthe guy with the ion pistol!" he | aughed crudely. "This is
my son, Young Zog," O d Zog said. "The heir to the tenple, Mars in the



maki ng." He didn't sound too enthusiastic about it either. "Heir my arse!"
Young Zog shouted. "I'll be dead of waiting by the tinme you retire. And PS
Daddy-o, you will notice that the pistol is pointed at you as well. Getting
yoursel f captured-you are no longer fit to be Mars! The old Mars is dead-Iong
live the new Mars!" The spittle really flew at this one and A d Zog shook his

| ower ed head. "You aren't fit for the job, nmy boy. | can adnmit it now
That's why | stayed on long past ny retirement age. You are too headstrong,
reckless. .." 224 "You betcha!" Young Zog cried out and pulled the trigger

and ionized a chunk of rock out of the cliff's edge. "This is it, folks! Those
of you who are religious can utter a quick prayer to the god or gods of your
choi ce. Then let the ionizing begin!" "Oh, |I feel | shall faint with
horror!" Meta said, closing her eyes and fainting with horror, making a | oud
crash as she hit the ground. "My boy, don't say things like that! You
woul d not kill these innocent people.” "Just |ike that, Pops! And you too
as well. So say bye-bye and prepare to neet your ancestors!” He stepped
forward, raised and ained the gun. But before he could pull the trigger Meta,
judo chanp three years running of the LAGTAA, showed her judo stuff by

| atching onto his ankle as he passed. He yiked once as his | egs were pulled
out fromunder him the gun dropped as he was chopped on the arm he dropped

as he was chopped in the jaw "Thanks, Meta," Bill said with great
sincerity. "Sonmeone had to do sonething-you jokers were just standing
there while this maniac got on with his ionizing." "He is a poor,

m sunder st ood boy," Zog said, staggering over and kneeling at his son's side.
"The kid's a loony," Praktis declared. "Tie himup before he cones to and
tries to take over again. 1'll hold this." He scooped up the ion pistol. "Are
there any nmore screwballs | oose around here, Zog? The truth now " "My only

son, my only child, the apple of ny eye," Zog wept as he folded up his cloak
and tucked it under Young Zog's head as a pillow "My own fault, spoiled him
rotten. It went to his head, all the 225 power that would be his. That is
not to be, not to be. "Ch yes it is," the voice said. "All of you, get
back fromhim Up against the rock wall." The gray-haired wonman had
clinmbed the stone steps behind them when they weren't | ooking, and now

poi nted a nasty looking rifle at them "Is that an ion rifle, M anP" Bil
asked politely. "You bet your sweet kazoo, sonny. One touch of the trigger
and a ravening streamof ions blasts forth destroying all before it."

"That's nice," Bill said, closing the faceplate on his hel net and stepping
forward. "Wuld you mind handing it to me before someone gets hurt?"

"That's going to be you, kiddo, if you take another step!"” Bill took the
other step and the ravening ions ravened forth. Meta screaned as his body was
outlined with fire as the ions really ravened. He took another step,
clutched the ion rifle, tore it fromthe woman's grip and threw it over the
cliff. "You're alive!" Meta gasped. "He should be," Cy said, "because
he knows his physics better than you do. lons are electrically charged
particles. Wich hit his metal arnor and were grounded. Sinple." " So
sinmple I didn't see you stepping forward." "So |I'm chicken," he shrugged.
"Cluck." "My wife, Electra," Zog said. "Any nore?" Praktis asked,
peering about on all sides, pistol ready. "No nore," Zog sobbed. "W had
hoped for a larger fanmly, the pitter-patter of little feet around the
spaceship. But it was not to be. If the famly had been larger this would
never have happened. The 226 appl e of her eye, her only child, |I can see
it now, spoiled rotten by his nother..." "Blame me, you inpotent old
bastard!" Electra screeched. "Oh how | regret the day | was sacrificed to
Mars. If | had tried out for the vestal virgins I know | would have made it.
But, no, my nmother said. A better fate waits you, for you are of noble

birth. .." "Knock it off," Praktis suggested. "Carry on the famly feud
when |'mnot around. Let us get down to the spaceship because | am hungry and
thirsty and tired of all this nonsense. It has been one |ong day." " Made
even nmore tiring by this arnor," Meta said, stripping hers off and throwing it
over the cliff. They all agreed instantly and a great clanging and bangi ng
foll owed. Then, with Zog | eading the way, they left Young Zog to the tender



nmercies of his nother and descended to the desert. "I regret to say that

the only thing | have to drink at the nonment," Zog apol ogi zed, "is chilled
sacrificial wine. I get a lot." “I'"l'l make the sacrifice,” Bill said and
smacked his lips with anticipation, The galley of the spacer was neatly

fitted out with curtains on the bul khead, rocking chairs, fresh nmetal flowers
and plenty of glasses. Cy drained his glass three times and bel ched happily as
he pointed to the heavy cable that had come down the rock face and across the
sand, in through the open spacel ock and now vani shed into the nether regions

of the ship. "Where does that go?" he asked. "Into the nether regions
of the ship," Zog said. "I know not where or why, or even how it func- 227
tions. Al the equi pnent was installed by my ancestors. | just run it. There
are alarms in the valley to |l et me know when soneone is comng. | clinb the
stairs, work the levers and switches and bring back the sacrifices. Speaking
of that-nore w ne anyone?" They all did hima favor and | et him stand

anot her round. Except for Cy who was very curious about the cable. Wile they
got boozed he traced it across the roomand into the corridor beyond. He was
gone for sonme time, but was not mssed as the sacrificial wine flowed. \Wen he

returned he gave a quick sneer at his sodden shipmates. "Real ly great.
First chance you have you get blasted out of your teeny-tinys." " Sho
what ?" Shomeone shaid. "Wy not. We've had a tough tinme on this planet and a
little relaxation is very nuch in order." "Tell me about it! No don't!" he

shouted as they all started bitching at once. "That was a metaphorica
statenment to denote strong agreenment. Can any of you lushes hear ne? And

under stand what | am sayi ng? Nod your heads, good, good. | wanted to tell you
that | tracked the cable to the ships's atomic pile. It is still functioning
after, lo, these many centuries. But it is half way to its half life, | think

A real antique. Hand operated fuel rods, crank themin and out with a wheel
And the carbon bl ock noderators al so have to be shoveled in by hand. |
shovel ed and cranked a bit and got the electricity flowing real nice."

"You are a technical geniushh," Praktis said thickly and they all nodded thick
agreenent, all except Zog that is who, because of his age and his set- 228

rows, had drunk hinmsel f unconsci ous and now | ay on the fl oor. "Yes, thank
you, | thought you would approve. Now wait for it, nore to come. | found the
control roomfor this antique, it even has a steering wheel and oil |anps, and
I switched on the power there. The bulbs Iit up and it all |ooked very nice.
The radi o room had the door wel ded shut but | broke it down. There is a FTL
transmitter in there in perfect working condition." He waited patiently as

t he sound waves of his voice inpacted their sluggish ear druns, which then
ki cked the bones of the hammrer, anvil and stirrup of the inner ear to life,
sent neural nessages slowy across al cohol |aden synapses, plowed down through
their ossified tissues and finally sunk honme in what tiny bit of intelligence

still remained in their brains... "You what ?" they shouted in unison,
surging to their feet, glasses shattering around them sober in a

nm cr osecond. "Boy, if | could bottle that I would have an i nstant
soberer-upper. And yes, you heard me right. There is an FTL signaler and it
does work." "I't makes sense,” Praktis said, dropping back into his rocker,

red-eyed and vibrating. "The nutcase captain who started all this Roman
nonsense nmust have sealed it up so none of his societal victins could radio
for aid. But he didn't put it out of commi ssion just in case he personally
needed some help. And it had been there ever since.” "Shall we nake a
call?" Bill suggested and they all nodded their heads |ike fools and rushed
out of the roomon Cy's heels. 229 El ectra. Zog, |eading her errant son by
the ear, came in and sniffed | oudly. "Just what | shoul d have expected
Turn nmy back for a second and he gets drunk on the sacrificial wine. And | ook
at the mess!" CHAPTER 25 230 0Once the FTL message has been
sent they hurried back to the sacrificial wine to celebrate. But even as the
first glasses were being lifted in a toast to success they heard the sound.
"A spacer!" Wirber gasped. "They are here!" G asses crashed to the
deck as they dashed fromthe cabin. There was the runble of a mghty spaceship
passi ng overhead and they all ran to the airlock and poured out onto the



desert sand. The spaceship came down | ow over them and Meta shout ed. "A
Chi nger ship! They are going to bonb us!" They all tried to pour back into
the ship as the bonb bay opened in the ship above and sonething dropped free.
"Too |l ate," Meta sighed, pushing her way out of the scrum "You don't run
froman atom bonb. It has been nice knowing you, Bill, though | can't say the
same for some of your friends." "Li kewi se, Meta, but all is not over yet.
If I amnot mistaken that is not a bonb but is a nmessage tube hanging froma
tiny parachute.” He ran and reached the chute just as it hit the ground.
The |id popped off and the sheet of paper dropped out into his hand. 231
"It's a letter,"” he said. "Frommy old friend Eager Beager who turned out to

be a Chi nger spy naned Bgr." "I have made his acquaintance," Meta said.
"VWhat's the spy got to say that we don't want to hear?" "It's very
interesting. Listen. Dear Bill, and companions. W are splitting this planet

and it is all yours. We caught your FTL transmi ssion asking for hel p and
giving the planetary coordinates. So he who fights and runs away, etc. CQur
scouts report that a sizable fleet is already on the way, so you will be
rescued soon. Signed, yours truly, Bgr. And there's a PS. He goes on-Bill
don't you and your mates forget what | said about peace. W are out for
eternal peace and you should be too. End this eternal war, go for peace and
prosperity. You can do it! Help us, we beg. Peace, prosperity and freedom for

al 11 "Pacifist crap," Praktis said, pulling the letter fromBill's hand
and tearing it into lots of little pieces. "So you have been tal king sedition
with the enemny, have you?" "W were captured by them There was no escape,
until we escaped, but before that we had to listen." "Ch, no you didn't!

You coul d have put your hands over your ears. There have been a | ot of
battlefield commi ssions in the history of warfare, First Lieutenant. Be

pl eased by the fact that you are the first ever to get a battlefield
deconm ssi on. Trooper. Back to the ranks. No nore decent chow, officer's clubs

or licensed knocki ng-shops for you!" "I never had a chance to enjoy that
sort of thing anyway!" "Then you won't miss them" Praktis cackl ed 232
evilly. "War is hell, don't ever forget that." "For the enlisted troops it
is," Meta said, turning and going back into the SS Zog where she took another
bottle of sacrificial wine fromthe refrigerator. "I have got to think of a
way of getting a comi ssion.” Cy and Praktis, followed by a stunbling

Wirber, came in to join her and she poured them each a glassful. Captain Bly
did not have to join them since he had never left. As soon as the FTL nmessage
had been sent he had dived back into the bottle and had not been out of it
since. They rested their feet on his recunbent body and listened to the sounds

of donmestic quarrel echoing fromthe bowels of the ship. "Here's to
peace," Meta said and raised her gl ass. "No way!" Praktis disagreed. "To
war, endl ess war." "You sound a bit like that fake Mars, God of War."
"Don't kid yourself-he talked a lot of sense. | would really like to fire up
the old god nyself, it makes a nice racket. | would do it too if Merlin hadn't
slipped away when we were drunk. He'll blow the whistle and | suppose peace
wi || descend on this happy land." He frowned and tw sted his face as though he
had a bad taste in his nouth. "But just here on this plateau," Mta

rem nded him "Not too far away the Barthroom ans are | ocked in endl ess war.
just like us." "You're right! | forgot-nice of you to renmi nd nme. See, good
t hi ngs do happen.” She drai ned her glass and did not bother to

answer. 233 Qutside, staring out at the trackless sand, scratching idly
with his claws, Bill faced the future back in the ranks. Easy cone, easy go,

it had been too good to last. Anyway, at heart, he woul d al ways be an enlisted
man. At heart, deeper down, he wanted really to be a civilian but that was
pushing things. But all this thought was pretty heavy, not to mention
depressing. What he should do was seek the traditional troopers solution and
go back into the ship and get snmashed out of his teeny-tiny with all of the
others. Get smashed, sing dirty songs, fall down drunk, throw up. Sounded Iike
real fun! He turned to go when he heard the distant runble of a spaceship. Was
hel p on the way already? He had better get cracking on the booze before he was
forcefully returned to sober mlitary life. But the spacer arrived at



supersoni ¢ speed, the boom of sound cracking across his head as it shot by

cl ose overhead and vani shed. He | ooked up, blinking, to see the Chinger ship
vani shing for a second tinme. But on this pass, instead of a parachute, a tiny
spaceshi p had been dropped fromits bonb bay. It zooned about in small circle
and | anded al nmost at his feet. Then the top cracked open and a chi nger poked
hi s head out. "Hi, Bill. I saw you were alone and | thought | would have
one last word with you. Besides that, | got a present for you. W captured one
of your supply ships and it was filled with spare parts for the medics. It had
some nice frozen feet and | picked you out the best one. It is here, inside
this automated mniaturized field hospital." "For ne, Beager! How decent
of you!" Bill slobbered, stunbling forward arns extended, a tear of gratitude
in his eye. Wiich turned to a tear of pain when Beager junped up and punched
himin the 234 nose and knocked him backward into the sand. "Not so
fast, trooper. You want the foot you work for it. The days of the free |unch
are long gone. Gee, we are learning a lot fromyou bowby humans." "Wor k?
Do what ?" "Sow di ssensi on, pacifist propaganda, spy for us. Wrk hard to
end the war." "I couldn't do that-it's immoral..." Beager made a | oud
raspberry sound of contenpt. Bill had the courtesy to blush. "But not quite as
iMmoral as war itself. But, really, | couldn't be a traitor. Wat does the job
pay?" "A new foot." "That's great for starters. But what about |ater,
| nean?" "For a loyal trooped you drive a hard, not to say, traitorous
bargain. Then you are on the payroll. A thousand bucks a nmonth and a case of
booze. Is it a deal ?" "It's a.. H s words were drowned out by the roar
of an ionizer. The ions sizzled into the sand where Beager had been standi ng.
But you got to nove fast on a | OG world. He was back in the spaceship and the
lid was cl osed before the second shot ravened forth. It wapped the little
ship in corruscating flame, but the ship nust have been coated with inpervium
or some such mystery of alien science so harnmed it not. Rockets blasted and
the spaceship soared up into the sky and vani shed in the distance. "What
were you saying, Bill?" Meta asked, her voice rich with dark nmenace. The ion
pi stol pointed at himnow "I didn't catch the end of the sentence." "It's
an insult! That's what | said. An insult to235 think that a |oyal trooper
woul d betray his sadistic superiors.” "That's what | thought you were
going to say." She smled warmy and slipped the weapon into her holster. "So
now, while the others are getting sozzled, and before the fleet arrives, we
have a good chance to strip off our clothes and nake out right here on the

ni ce warm sand. " "That's for ne!" he cried with great enthusiasm then
tore great tracks in the sand with his chicken foot. He | ooked at it and
frowned. "Is it OKwith you if | change feet first? | wouldn't want to scratch
you or anything." "Well, I've waited this long," she sighed. "Alittle
nore time won't make that nuch difference. But get on with it, will you!"
"You betcha!" He turned the box over and found printed instructions on the

ot her side. Dear Bill. Press the red button to start warnming it up. Wen
the green light comes on stick your avian foot in the hole on top. Best

wi shes, your Chinger friend. "That was real nice of him" Bill said,

pressing the button. "For an eneny Chinger he's not a bad little guy. A lot
better than some officers | know. A lot better than all the officers | know "
The Iight cane on and he scratched one last scratch with his claws and shoved
his foot in. He gave the yellow foot a decent burial in the desert, then
wriggled and admired his new pink toes. Al seven of them but he wasn't
aski ng any questions; never look a gift foot in the toe. He | ooked up at the

sky where the Chinger ship had vani shed. "I really would like to help you
with the peace thing, little green feller. But it's not easy. Anyway, 236
right now!l got to find a shoe. I'Il think about peace sone other tine."

"I's that peace or a piece you are thinking about? And you can worry about the
shoe later. Cone here.” Meta murnured the words in a highly oscul atory

fashi on, while spinning himabout and kissing himso passionately that his
sperm count j unped one hundred percent. In the nane of decency-and the
urgent desire to get a PGrating-we nust reluctantly draw the curtain on this
delicate scene of heterosexual intimacy. Let us sinply observe that the sun



which, as it was wont to do, sank slowy in the east and darkness descended
across the trackless sand of the trackless desert and this world, for the
monment at |east, and only at this spot, was very positively at peace. T HE
E ND
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