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a novel by CHARLES L. HARNESS

into

YESTERDAY

From space to the Moon, from the Moon to the Sun, Alar
the Thief pursues a strange destiny in search of a self
he must find it civilization is to break its shacklesl

E HAD not the faintest idea who he
l’l was, why he was treading the cold
black water so desperately or why a

great battered shining thing was sliding into
the moonlit waves a dozen yards in front of
him. A vision of vast distances traversed at

unimaginable velocities flicked across his
numbed understanding but was instantly
gone again.

His head ached horribly and he had no
memory of anything.

Suddenly a blinding shaft of light swept



the waters ahead of him and came to rest on
the broken flank of the rapidly sinking wreck-
age. Along the top of the broken hull he
thought he could see a tiny, great-cyed ani-
mal whose fur was plastered to its shivering
sides.

Almost immediately a sleek, brass-trimmed
boat whirled to a halt beside the fast-disap-
pearing hulk, and he knew, without knowing
why he knew, that he must not linger. Mak-
ing sure that the thing he clasped in his left
hand was sale, he turned toward the distant
river shore lights and began a slow silent
breast stroke. . . .
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CHAPTER I
Noose for a Psychologist

ASKED eyes peered through the
semi-darkness of the room.

Beyond the metal door ahead lay the jewels

of the House of Shey—a scintillating pile
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Alar threw » lasso at Shey,
crouching on the other si)xa

the bed. (CHAP. |

that would buy the freedom of four hundred
men. A misstep at this point would bring
hell down about him. Yet, in the great city
outside, dawn was breaking and he must act
quickly. He must tiptoe to the door, hold the
tiny voice-box to the center ol the great
bronze rosette, pillage a fortune and vanish.

The slender black-clad figure leaned
against the gold-and-platinum-tapestried wall

1

and listened intently, first to the tempo of his
strange heart, and then to the world about
him.

From across the room, some six meters
away, rose and fell the faint, complacent
snoring of Count Shey, sometime Imperial
Psychologist but famed more for his wealth
and dilettantism. His ample stomach was
doubtless finishing off pheasant and 1950
burgundy.

Alar’s lip curled humorlessly.

Through the doorway behind him he de-
tected the rattle of a card deck and muffled
voices—a roomful of Shey’s personal guards.
Not broken-spirited slave servants, but hard-
bitten overpaid soldiers of fortune with light-
ning rapiers. His hand tightened subcon-
sciously on the hilt of his own saber and his
breathing came faster. Even a trained Thief
such as he was no match for six of the guards
that Shey’s fortune could afford. Alar had
been living on borrowed time for several
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years and he was glad this assignment was
dry-blade.

He glided with catlike silence to the bronze
door, drawing the little cube from his waist-
pouch as he did so. With sensitive fingers he
found the center of the rosette with its con-
cealed voice-lock. Pressing the cube to the
cold metallic cluster, he heard a faint click,
then the shrill recorded words, almost in-
audible, of Shey, stolen from him, one by
one, day by day, over the past weeks.

He replaced the cube in his waist-pouch
and waited.

Nothing happened.

OR A long moment Alar stood motion-
less. Perspiration began to gather in his
armpits and his throat grew dry.

Either the Sogiety had given him an out-
dated voice key, or there was an additional,
unaccounted-for variable.

And it was then that he noticed two things.
The first was an ominous quiet in hall and
guardroom. The second was that the gentle
snores from the bed had ceased. The next
moment stretched endlessly toward its break-
ing point.

His incorrect signal had evidently acti-
vated some unseen alarm, warning a dormant
hostile world. Even as his mind raced in
frantic fury he visualized briefly the hard
alert faces of half a thousand Imperial Police,
who would be wheeling patrol jets about,
then hurtling toward the area.

A faint hesitant scrape of sandals came
from the hall. He instantly understood that
the guards were puzzled, uncertain as to
whether their entry would endanger their
master.

He knew that soon one of them would
call out.

In a bound he was at the bedroom door
that opened to the guard annex, had slammed
it noisily behind electronic bolts. He listened
momentarily to the angry voices on the other
side.

“Bring a beam-cutter!”” came a hoarse cry.

The door would be down in short order.

Simultameously a heavy blow struck him
in the left shoulder, and the bedroom
sparkled with sudden light. He whirled,
crouching, and appraised coolly the man in
bed who had shot ham.

Shey’s voice was a strange mixture of
sleepiness, alarm and indignation. “A
Thief!” he cried, tossing the gun away.
“‘Lead-throwers are no good against a Thief’s

body-screen. And I have no blade here.” He
licked pudgy lips. “Remember,” he giggled
nervously, “your Thief code forbids injuring
an unarmed man. My purse is on the per-
fume table.”

Both men listened to the blend of distant
police sirens and the muffled curses and
grunts coming from beyond the bedroom
door.

“You will open the jewel room,"” said Alar
flatly.

Shey’s eyes widened.

“My jewels!” he gasped. “You shall not
have them!”

Three sirens sounded very close. As Alar
listened one of them choked off suddenly. I.
P.'s would be swarming out of a patrol jet
and setting up semi-portable Kades in the
street, capable of volatilizing him, armor or
no armor,

The bedroom door was beginning to vi-
brate in resonance with the beam-cutter.

Alar strode almost casually to the bed and
stood over Shey’s heavy face, which was
upturned in trembling pallor. In a startling
snakelike movement the Thief seized his
host’s left eyelid between thumb and fore-
finger.

HEY chuckled horridly, then raised his

head painfully and reluctantly. He
found himself sitting on the edge of his bed,
then standing beside it. And when he at-
tempted to grasp the slender throat of his
tormenter, a2 knife seemed to stab into his
eyeball.

Sweat was pouring down his face when, a
moment later, he stood before his beloved
treasure room.

All the sirens had ceased wailing. A hun-
dred or more jets must be waiting for him
outside.

And Shey knew it too.

A cunning grin stole over the psycholo-
gist’s mouth.

“Don’t hurt me any more,” he giggled.
“I'll open the jewel-room.”

He put his lips to the rosette and whis-
pered a few words. The door rolled noise-
lessly into the wall.

He staggered back and rubbed his eye
gingerly as the Thief leaped into the treas-
ure alcove.

With methodical speed Alar tore open the
teakwood drawers and scooped their glitter-
ing contents into his pouch. A less experi-
enced Thief would not have known where or
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when to stop but Alar, even in the act of
teaching for ‘a beautiful pearl choker worth
forty men, jerked back his hand and drew his
pouch-thong tight in a single motion.

He was at the portal in a bound, just in
time to see the bedroom door crash inward
beneath a dazzling mass of rapiers. Even as
his own blade whipped from its scabbard and
disarmed the foremost guard, he knew in-
tuitively that the odds were too great, that
he must be wounded and perhaps killed be-
fore he could leap from the mile-high win-
dow. This was so because, before he could
leap, he must tie his coiled shock-cord to
some immovable object. But to what? Shey’s
bed was no antique. It had no bedposts.
Suddenly he knew the answer.

By a miraculous coordination of concen-
tration and skill he had remained unscathed
during his retreat to the open window. The
guards, unaccustomed to such mass attacks
on a single opponent, were thrusting ad lib
instead of simultaneously and he was able to
parry each thrust as it came. But now, prob-
ably by accident, two guards lashed at him
from either side. He attempted an intricate
level-blade parry for both thrusts, but the
angle of approach of the two rapiers was too
wide.

However, even as his blade was losing con-
tact with that of the guard on his right, his
left hand was drawing a noose of shock cord
from the coil-case on his chest, and as the
blade seared into his side, he was throwing,
left handed, a lasso towards the wet, balding
face of Shey, who was crouching on the other
side of the bed.

And then the Thief, without waiting to see
whether the noose had seized Shey's neck,
dived backward out of the window into dark
space.

Somewhere in the first hundred feet, while
he counted off the quarter seconds, he tore
the guard’s sword from his side. Luckily, it
was just a flesh wound.

The line would gradually grow taut at the
fouirth second, assuming that the noose had
tightened about Shey’s neck and that all the
guards would be grasping at it with their bare
hands for the better part of a minute before
one of them should have the presence of mind
to sever it with his sword. And by that time
Alar would have cut it himself.

He suddenly realized that the whirling,
crashing fifth second had come and gone, and
that he was now plummeting in free fall.

The noose had not caught.

He noted almost curiously that he was be-
yond ‘panic or fear. He had often wondered
how death would come, and how he would
meet it. He would not live to tell his com-
panion Thieves that his reaction to imminent
death was simply a highly intensified ob-
servation.

That he could see individual grains of
quartz, feldspar, and mica in the granite
blocks of the wall of the great bulding as it
hurtled up and past. And that everything
that had happened to him in his second life
flashed before him in almost painful clarity.
Everything, that is, except the key to his
identity. '

For Alar did not know who he was.

As the mill of death ground away he re-
lived the moment when the two professors
had found him, a young man of about thirty,
wandering adaze along a river bank. He
relived their searching tests of those far-
off days when they were sure he was a spy
planted by the Imperial Police. He remem-
bered their astonishment at his voracity for
knowledge, recalled in detail the first and last
university class he had attended and how he
had fallen into a polite doze after the in-
structor’s fourth inaccuracy.

He remembered vividly how the profes-
sors, after they had finally become convinced
that his amnesia was unfeigned, had bought
false indicia of his educational history,
whereby overnight he had become a Doctor
of Astrophysics on sabbatical leave from the
University of Kharkov and a substitute lec-
turer at the Imperial University, where the
two professors taught.

Then came the long walks at night, his ar-
rest and beating by Imperial Police, his
growing awareness of the wretchedness about
him—and then the time he saw the foul-
smelling battered van clatter through the
streets in the early morning with its wailing
burden of aged slaves.

“Where were they being taken?” he had
asked the professors later. “When a slave is
too old to work he is sold,” was all he could
get from them. But he had finally discovered
the secret at the cost of two bullets in his
shoulder from the charnel-house guard.

F ALL nights that he could remember

that was the most revelatory. The two
professors and a third man, a stranger with a
black bag, were waiting for him when he
crept blindly into his room in the early morn-
ing. He recalled vaguely the painful prob-
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ings in his shoulder, the white bandages and
finally the momentary nausea that followed
the flow of something tingling from his scalp
to his toes—Thief armor.

By day he had lectured on astrophysics.
By night he had learned the gentle arts of
climbing a smooth wall with his fingernails
—of running a hundred yards in eight sec-
onds—of disarming three lunging Imperials.
In his five years as a member of the Society
of Thieves he had looted the wealth of
Croesus, and the Society had freed tens of
thousands of slaves with it.

Thus had Alar become a Thief, thus was
he now fulfilling an unpleasant maxim of the
Society of Thieves—No Thief dies a natural
death.

Suddenly he felt a blasting blow on his
back that tore his black vest off and he real-
ized that the shock cord, now tight as a steel
wire, had jerked him back against the build-
ing.

His lungs lifted to the bursting point in
the first breath he had drawn during the fall.

He would live.

His descent was gradually being broken.
The noose must have caught on Shey, after
all. He smiled at the struggle that must now
be going on far above him—six burly men
holding a thread-like cord with their bare
hands to keep their source of revenue alive.
But within a matter of seconds one of them
would think to cut the cord.

He looked below. He had not fallen as far
as he had thought. It was now evident that
he had counted the quarter seconds far too
rapidly. Why did time linger so in the pres-
ence of death?

Now the dim-lit street was rushing up to
meet him. Tiny lights scurried around below,
probably I.P. armored cars with short-range
semi-portable Kades as well as shell-throw-
ers. He was certain that half a dozen infra-
red beams were bathing this side of the build-
ing, and knew that it was just a question of
time before he was spotted. He doubted that
the I.P.’s could score a direct shell hit on his
body but the shock cord was highly vulner-
able. A flying metal fragment could easily
sever it.

The lights below were now forbiddingly
large. Alar lifted his hand to the cord case,
ready to engage the decelerator. About one
hundred feet above ground he jammed home
the gear lever and almost blacked out under
the abrupt deceleration. And then he was
stumbling dizzily to his feet, cutting the

cord and starting up a street barely alight
with the fast-coming dawn.

Which way to run? Would police cars
with Kades guns be waiting for him when he
turned the corner? Were all the streets
blocked ?

The next few seconds would have to be
played very accurately.

A shaft of light stabbed at him from the
left, followed by the stamp of running feet.
He whirled in alarm to see a glittering sedan
chair carried on the shoulders of eight stal-
wart slaves, whose sweating faces reflected
the growing redness in the east. A woman'’s
slurred voice floated to him and then the
chair was past.

Despite his growing peril he almost
laughed. Now that nuclear-powered jet cars
were available to all, the carousing nobility
could distinguish themselves from the car-
ousing bourgeois only by a return to the
sedan chair of the Middle Ages. The padding
feet died away.

Then, the shock of what she had said hit
him. “The corner to your left, Thief.”

HE SOCIETY must have sent her. But

he really had no choice. He swallowed
hard and ran around the corner—and
stopped.

Three Kades guns immediately swiveled
in three I.P. cars to cover him. He threw
up his hands and walked slowly towards the
car on the leit.

“Don’t shoot!"” he cried. “I surrender!”

He gulped with relief as Dr. Haven dis-
mounted from the impostor car, rapier
drawn, and pretended to advance cautiously
to meet him. A pair of handcuffs was gripped
in one hand.

“The reward goes three ways!” called an
I.P. from the middle car.

Dr. Haven did not turn but held up a hand
in acknowledgment.

“Easy, boy,” he whispered to Alar.
“Thank the gods you came this way. Lost a
bit of blood? Surgeon in the car. Can you

.make it to your lecture?”’

“I think so but in case I pass out the
jewels are in my pouch.”

“Beautiflul. That gives us four hundred
freemen.” He seized Alar by the belt rough-
ly. “Come on, you scum! You've got a lot
of questions to answer before you die!”

A few minutes later the Thief car lost its
escorts, changed its insignia and sped toward
the University.
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CHAPTER II
The Lady and The Tarsier

OU might be interested to learn
66Y that Shey offered me two billion for
you yesterday.” Haze-Gaunt seemed to be
toying idly with the emerald tassels on the
vanity lamp that illumined the woman’s face,
but she knew his every sense was strained to
catch her faintest reaction.

A few years ago she might have shud-
dered. But now ... She continued to brush
her black hair with long even strokes and
her quiet black eyes sought out his face in
the vanity mirror.

The face of the Chancellor of America
Imperial was like no other face on earth.
The skull was smooth-shaven but the incipi-
ent hairline revealed a broad high forehead
beneath which were sunk hard intelligent
eyes. The aquiline nose showed a slight ir-
regularity, as though it had once been broken
and reset.

The man’s cheeks were broad but the flesh
was tight-fitting, lean and scarless except for
one barely visible cicatrix across the jutting
chin. She knew his dueling philosophy.
Enemies should be disposed of cleanly and
without unnecessary risk by specialists in the
art. He was courageous but not naive.

The mouth, she decided, might have been
described in another man as firm but, in con-
trast to its surrounding features, it seemed
vaguely petulant. It betrayed the man who
had everything—and nothing.

But perhaps the most remarkable thing
about him was the tiny huge-eyed ape-thing
that crouched in eternal fright on the man's
shoulder and which seemed to understand
everything that was said.

Unsmiling, Haze-Gaunt asked, “You aren't
interested ?”" He lifted his hand in an uncon-
scious gesture and stroked his shrinking little
pet.
He never smiled. Only a few times had
she known him to frown. An iron discipline
defended his face from what he seemned to
regard as puerile emotional vanities. And yet
he could never hide*his feelings from her.

“Naturally, Bern, I'm interested. Have
you entered a binding agreement for my dis-
posal?”’ :

If he was rebuffed he gave no sign of it

beyond an lmgerc tible hardening of hls
jaw muscles. But she knew he would have
liked to rip the jeweled tassel from its en-
chased foundation and hurl it across the
boudoir.

She continued to brush her hair in unper-
turbed silence, her expressionless eyes look-
ing calmly at his mirrored ones.

He said, “I understand that you called to
a man on the street early this morning when
the chair slaves were bringing you in.”

“Did I? I don’t remember. Perhaps I
was drunk.”

“Some day,” he murmured, “I really shall
sell you to Shey. He loves to experiment. [
wonder what he would do to you?"’

“If you want to sell me, then sell me.”

His mouth barely curled. “Not yet. Not
yet. All things in due time.”

“Just as you say, Bern.”

She thought, “Your bitter hate of my hus-
band and envy of his achievements has led
you to destroy him and to enslave the wom-
an he loved. You think that I cannot escape,
that I remain with yvou hecause I must. How
little you know, Haze-Gaunt!”

The televizor buzzed. Haze-Gaunt bent
over, pressed the *incoming” button and was
welcomed immediately by a nervous giggle.
The screen remained blank.

It was Shey. He explained that he had
just had an unfortunate encounter with a
Thief during the night and would be delayed
while his personal physician administered to
his throat. But he wanted the chancellor to
be sure to meet him a little later in the Room
of the Microfilm Mind.

“Very well,” agreed Haze-Gaunt and
turned off the vizor.

“Thieves,” mused Keiris. “The Society
of Thieves is about the only moral force in
America Imperial. How strange! We de-
stroy our churches and feast our souls on
robbers |’

“Their victims rarely report a spiritual
awakening,” returned Haze-Gaunt dryly.
“No matter how the Society uses its loot,
remember, it is still made up of common
thieves. Simple police cases.”

“Simple police cases! Just yesterday the
Minister of Subversive Activities made a
public statement to the effect that if they
weren't obliterated within another decade
the Thieves would destroy the present ‘bene-
ficial’ balance between freeman and slave.”

“He’s perfectly right.”

“Perhaps not. But tell me this: Did my
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husband
Thieves?”

really found the Society of

HE man was silent for a long time. For

a fleeting moment his face, though com-
pletely immobile, seemed transformed into
something hideous. He said finally, “That’s
quite a story. Most of it you know as well
as L.”

“Perhaps I know less about it than you
think, I know that you and he were bitter
enemies as students at the Imperial Uni-
versity, that you thought he deliberately
tried to excel you and defeat you in campus
competitions. After graduation everyone
seemed to think his researches were a shade
more brilliant than yours. Somewhere along
there you challenged him to a duel, didnt
you? And then you disappeared for a few
months.”

“l fred first—and missed,” said Haze-
Gaunt shortly. ‘“Muir, with his characteristic
insufferable magnanimity, fired into the air.
The LP.s were watching and we were
arrested. Muir was released en probation.
I was condemned and sold to a great orchard
combine.

“An underground hydroponic orchard, my
dear Keiris, is not the country idyll of the
nineteenth century. I didn’t see the sun
for nearly a year. With thousands of tons
of apples growing around me I was fed
garbage a rat wouldn’t touch. The few of
my companion slaves who tried to steal fruit
were detected and lashed to death. I was
careful. My hatred sustained me, I could
wait.”

“Wait? For what?”

“Escape. We took turns, laid the plans
carefully and were frequently successful. But,
on the day before my turn was due, I was
bought—and freed.”

“How fortunate. By whom?”

“By ‘a party unknown’ the certificate said.
But it could only have been Muir. He had
been scheming, borrowing, and saving for
months to fling this final gesture of con-
temptuous pity in my face.”

The little ape-creature sensed the icy
savageness in the man’s voice and ran fear-
fully down his jacket sleeve to the back of his
hand. Haze-Gaunt stroked his pet with a
curled index finger.

The only sound in the room was the soft
luxurious meeting of brush and black hair
as Keiris continued her silent task. She
marveled at the insane bitterness evoked by
a simple act of humanity.

Haze-Gaunt stated, “It was not to be
borne. I then decided to devote the re-
mainder of my life to the destruction of Ken-
nicot Muir. I could have hired an assassin
but I wanted to kill him myself. In the mean-
time [ entered politics and I advanced quick-
ly. T knew how to use people. My year
underground taught me that fear gets re-
sults.

“But even in my new career | could not
escape Muir. The day I was appoimed
Secretary of War Muir landed on the moon.
A few years later, on the even of the elec-
tions that were to make me chancellor of
America Imperial, Muir returned from his
trip to the sun.

“He had found a way to beat the tremend-
ous solar gravity by the continuous syn-
thesis of solar matter into a remarkable
fission fuel via an anti-grav mechanism.
Again he was the toast of imperial society
and my greatest political triumph was ig-
nored.

“But my patience was finally rewarded.
It was almost exactly ten years ago. Muir
finally had the temerity to differ with me
on a strictly political matter and T knew
then that T must kill him quickly or be
eclipsed by him forever.”

“T didn't know Kim ever went in for
politics,” murmured Keiris. ‘““What was the
argument ?"

‘Just this: After establishing the solar
stations Muir insisted that the muirium they
produced be used to regenerate the general
world standard of living and to [ree the
slaves, whereas I, Chancellor of America Im-
perial, maintained that the material was
needed for the defense of the Imperinm. 1
ordered him to return to Earth and to report
to me at the chancellery. We were alone in
my inner office.”

“Kim was unarmed, of course?”

“Of course. And when I told him that
he was an enemy of the state and that it
was my duty to shoot him he laughed.”

“And so you shat him.”

“Through the heart. He [ell. I left the
room to order his body removed. When 1
returned with a house slave he—or his
corpse—had vanished. Had a confederate
carried him away? Had I really killed him?
Who knows? Anyway the thelts began the
next day.”

“He was the first Thief?”

“We don’t really know, of course. All we
know is that all Thieves seemed invulnerable
to police bullets. Was Muir wearing the
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same type of protective screen when I shot
him? I don’t suppose I'll ever know.”

“Just what is the screefi? Kim never
discussed it with me.”

“There again we don’t know. The few
Thieves we've taken alive don’t know, either.
Under Shey’s persuasion they indicated that
it was a velocity-response field based electri-
cally on their individual encephalographic
patterns, and was maintained by their cerebral
waves. What it really does is spread the
bullet impact over a wide area. It converts
the momentum of the bullet into the identical
momentum of a pillow.”

“But the police have actually killed screen-
protected Thieves, haven’t they?”

“True. We have semi-portable Kades
rifles that fire short-range heat beams. And
then, of course, plain artillery with atomic
explosive shells the screen remains intact
but the Thief dies rather quickly of internal
injuries. But you're fully acquainted with
the main remedy.”

“The sword.”

“Precisely. Since the screen resistance
is proportional to the velocity of the missile
it offers no protection against the compara-
tively slow-moving things, such as the rapier,
the hurled knife or even a club. And all this
talk of rapiers reminds me that I have
business with the Minister of Police before
meeting Shey. You will come with me
and we’ll watch Thurmond at rapier practice
for a few minutes.”

“I didn’t know your vaunted Minister of
Police required practise. Isn't he the best
blade in the Imperium?"

“The very best. And practice will keep
him that way.”

“Just one more question, Bern. As an ex-
slave I should think you'd favor the abolition
of slavery rather than its extension."”

He replied sardonically, “Those who
struggle mightily against enslavement can
best savor their success by enslaving others.
Read your American colonial history.”

CHAPTER III
The Mind

N OBSEQUIOUS house-slave in the
red-and-gray livery of .the Police Min-
ister led them down the arched corridor to

the fencing rooms. At the threshold of the
chamber the slave bowed again and left them.
Haze-Gaunt indicated chairs and they seated
themselves unobtrusively.

Thurmond noted their arrival from the
center of the gym, nodded briefly and im-
mediately resumed a quiet conversation with
his fencing opponent.

Keiris ran her eyes in grudging admiration
over the Police Minister’s steel-chiseled face
and gorgeously muscled torso, clad lightly
in a silken jacket and flowing trunks. A
metallic indomitable voice floated to her.

“Do you understand the terms?”’

The opponent replied thickly, “Yes, ex-
cellency.” His face was covered with
perspiration, and his eyes were wide and
glazed.

“Remember then that if you are still alive
after sixty seconds you will have your free-
dom. I paid nearly forty thousand unitas
for you and I expect a good return for my
money. Do your best.”

“I shall, excellency.”

“En gorde!”

Thrust, parry, feint, thrust, parry . . .

The tempo increased rapidly.

Thurmond’s blade had the enchanting deli-
cacy of an instrument that was part of its
wielder. The man was incredibly light on
his feet, balancing effortlessly on tiptoe—an
extraordinary stance in a fencer—while his
bronzed body rippled and flashed, itself a
rapier, in the soft light of the chamber. His
eyes were heavy-lidded, his face an expres-
sionless mask. If he was breathing Keiris
could not detect it.

She transferred her study to the slave fenc-
er and noted that the man had cast aside
his despair and was defending himself with
savage precision. So far his new owner had
not scratched him. Perhaps in free life he
really had been a dangerous duelist. Then
a tiny trickle of red appeared magically on
his left chest. And then one on his right
chest.

Keiris held her breath and tensed her fists.
Thurmond was touching each of the six
sections into which a fencer’s body is ar-
bitrarily divided—a demonstration that he
could kill the other at will.

Tihe doomed man's jaw dropped, and his
efforts passed from science to frenzy. When
the sixth cut appeared on his lower left
abdomen he screamed and sprang bodily
at his tormentor.

He was dead before his disarmed blade
clattered to the floor.
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A gong sounded, indicating that the minute
was up.

Haze-Gaunt, erstwhile pensive and silent,
now arose and clapped his hands twice.
“Bravo, Thurmond. Nice thrust. If you're
free I'd like you to accompany me.”

Thurmond handed his reddened blade to
a house-slave and bowed over the corpse.

ITHIN the transparent plastic dome

the man sat trance-like. His face
was partly obscured from Keiris’ view by a
cone-shaped metal thing that hung from the
globe’s ceiling and that was fitted at its lower
extremity with two viewing lenses. The
man was staring fixedly into the lenses.

His head was large, even for the large
body that bore it. His face was a repulsive
mass of red scar tissue, devoid of definable
features. His hairless hands were similarly
scarred and malformed.

Keiris shifted uneasily in her seat in the
semicircle of spectators. On her left was
Thurmond, silent, imperturbable. On her
right Haze-Gaunt sat immobile in his chair,
artns crossed over his chest. It was clear
that he was growing impatient. Beyond him
was Shey and beyond Shey was a man she
recognized as Gaines, Undersecretary for
Space.

Haze-Gaunt inclined his head slightly to-
ward Shey. “How long will this go on?”
His furry pet chattered nervously, ran down
his sleeve, then back to his shoulder again.

Shey, his face wreathed in perpetual
smiles, raised a pudgy hand in warning.
“Patience, Bern. We must await the end
of the present microfilm runs.”

“Why?” asked Thurmond with mixed
curiosity and indifference.

The psychologist smiled benignly. “At
present the Micrafilm Mind is in a deep
autohypnosis. To expose him to unusual
exterior stimuli would rupture some of his
subconscious neural networks and his use-
fulness to the government as an integrator
of disconnected facts would be seriously im-
paired.”’

“Extraordinary,”
tantly.

“It is extraordinary,” rejoined the rotund
psychologist with amiable eagerness. “It can-
not be seen from here, of course, but each
of the Mind’s eyes is observing a different
microfilm strip and each strip passes through
the viewer at a speed of forty frames a second.

“One-fortieth of a second is the approxi-
mate reversal rate of the visual purple of

said Thurmond dis-

the retina and this represents the upper
limit at which the Microfilm Mind can op-
erate. His actual thought processes, of
course, are much faster.”

"I begin to see,” murmured Haze-Gaunt,
“how the Mind can read an encyclopedia in
an hour but I still don’t understand why he
must work under auto-hypnosis.”

Shey beamed. “One of the main traits of
the human mind that distinguishes it from,
for example, that of your pet is its ability
to ignore trivia. When the average man sets
about solving a problem he automatically ex-
cludes all that his conscious mind considers
irrelevant.

“But is the rejected matter really irrele-
vant? Long experience tells us we can't trust
our conscious mind in its rejections. That's
why we say, ‘Let me sleep on it.” That gives
the subconscious mind an opportunity to
force something to the attention of the con-
scious mind."”

“What you're saying,” said Haze-Gaunt,
“is simply that the Microfilm Mind is effec-
tive because he functions on a subconscious
level and uses the sum total of human knowl-
edge on every problem given him.”

“Exactly!” cried the psychologist with
pleasure. “How clever you are, Bern!”

“I believe the viewer is being retracted,”
observed Thurmond.

They waited expectantly as the man with-
in the globe slowly sat erect and stared at
them, still half-unseeing.

“Do you notice his face and hands?”
burbled the psychologist. “He was burned
badly in a night-club fire. He used to be
a mere entertainer before I discovered him.
Now he’s the most useful instrument in my
whole collection of slaves. But look, Bern,
he’s going to discuss something with Gaines,
Listen and judge for yourself whether
you want to ask him some questions.”

A transparent panel rolled aside in the
dome. The Mind addressed Gaines, a tall,
cavern-cheeked man.

“Yesterday,” said the Mind, “you asked
whether the Muir drive could be adapted
for use in the T-twenty-two, I think it could.
The conventional Muir drive depends upon
the fission of muirium into americium and
curfum, with an energy output of four bil-
lion ergs per microgram of muirium per
second.

“However, when Muir synthesized muiri-
um from americium and curium in his first
trip to the sun, he failed to realize that the
clement could also be synthesized from pro-
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tons and energy quanta at a temperature of
eighty million degrees. And the reverse is
true.

“If the muirium nucleus is disrupted at
eighty million degrees, the energy developed
would be over forty quintillion ergs per mi-
crogram, which would be power enough to
accelerate the T-twenty-two very quickly to
a velocity beyond the speed of light, except
for the theoretical limiting velocity of the
speed of light.”

AINES looked dubious. “That’s too

much acceleration for a human cargo.
Ten or eleven G's is the limit, even with
a pressure-packed abdomen.”

“It's an interesting question,” admitted
the Mind. “Like slow freezing, a few G’s
could be expected to rupture and destroy
cell life. On the other hand, a few million
G’s administered ab initio with no transition
from low to high acceleration, mght be com-
parable to quick freezing in its preservation
of body cells.

“However, the analogy ends there, for
while freezing inhibits cell change, gravity
stimulates it. Observe the effect of only one
G on a plant. It causes certain of the plant
cells slowly to accumulate skywards to con-
stitute a stalk, and certain others slowly to
accumulate earthward to form the rhizome
structure.

“Several million G’s would undoubtedly
cause drastic but unpredictable micro- and
macropathologic geotropic transformations. I
can only suggest that you try various biota
as passengers in the T-twenty-two before
human beings make the trip.”

“You're probably right. I'll install a
Muir drive with the proper converting sys-
tem at eighty million degress.”

The conversation ended perfunctorily.
Gaines bowed to the group and left.

Shey turned a delighted face up to Haze-
Ga;u’n. “Remarkable chap, this Mind, isn’t
he?’

“Really? I could do as well myself by
mixing some old newspaper reports with a
little pseudoscience and mumbojumbo. What
can he do with something only 7 know
about?” He caressed the little animal on his
shoulder. “My pet here for example?”

The Mind was not addressed directly. Yet
he replied immediately in his factual mono-
tone:

“His excellency’s pet appears to be a
spectral tarsier.”

“Appears! You are already lost in spec-
ulation.”

“Yes, he appears to be a tarsius specirum.
He has the great eyes, large sensitive ears
and elongated heel bone that help the tarsius
in detecting insects at night and in jumping
to catch them on the wing. He has the small
platyrhine nose too.

“Structurally he appears, like the spectral
tarsier, higher in the evolutionary tree than
the tree shrews and lemurs, lower than the
monkeys, apes, and man. But appearances
are deceptive. Tarsius is at most an arboreal
quadruped. Your pet can brachiate, the
same as the primates. His thumbs are op-
posable and he can walk erect on his hind
legs for short distances.”

“All that would be obvious to a keen ob-
server,” said Haze-Gaunt.. “I suppose you'd
say he’s a mutated lemur evolving toward the
primates?”’

“T would not.” .

“No? But surely of terrestrial stock ?”

“Very likely.”

The chancellor relaxed and tweaked his
pet’s ears idly. ‘“Then you can learn some-
thing from me.” His voice was ominously
cold. “This creature was recovered from the
wreckage of a ship that almost certainly came
from outer space. He is the living proof of
an evolving biota remarkably parallel to our
own.” He turned languidly to Shey. “You
see? He can do nothing for me. He’s a fraud.
You ought to have him destroyed.”

"I know about the wreckage referred to,”
interjected the Mind quietly. “Despite its in-
terstellar drive, as yet unknown on earth—
with the possible exception of the mechanism
I just explained to Gaines for the T-twenty-
two—there is other evidence that points to
the terrestrial origin of the ship.”

““What evidence?” asked Haze-Gaunt.

“Your pet. Instead of being a tarsioid
reaching toward primatehood he is more
likely of human stock that has degenerated
into a tarsioid line.”

Haze-Gaunt said nothing. He stroked the
little animal’s sleek head, which peeped fear-
fully over his shoulder toward the Mind.

““What is the Mind talking about?” whis-
pered Shey.

Haze-Gaunt ignored him and looked down
at the Mind again. “You realize I cannot
permit such inference to go unchallenged.”
The edge on his voice was growing sharper.

“Consider the whale and porpoise,” said
the Mind unhurriedly. “They seem to be as
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well as or better adapted to the sea than the
shark. And yet we know they are not fishes
but mammals, because they are warm-
blooded and breath air. From such evolution-
ary residua we know that their ancestors con-
quered dry land and later returned to the
water. And it’s the same with your pet. His
ancestors were once human, perhaps even
higher, and dwelled the earth—because he
can speak English!”

Haze-Gaunt’s lips were pressed together in
a thin white line. The Mind continued re-
lentlessly. “He talks only- when the two of
you are alone. Then he begs you not to go
away. That’s all he ever says.”

Haze-Gaunt addressed Keiris
turning his head.
dropped ?”

“No,” she lied.

“Perhaps you do have some extraordinary
power of factual synthesis,” Haze-Gaunt said
to the Mind. ‘‘Suppose, then, you tell me
why the little beast keeps begging me not to
‘go away’ when I have no intention of leaving
the Imperium?”’

“He can foresee the future to that ex-
tent,” stated the Mind tonelessly.

without
“Have you eaves-

AZE-GAUNT gave no sign of either

believing or disbelieving. He rubbed
his lower lip with his thumb and regarded
the Mind thoughtfully.

“I am not ignoring the possibility that you
may be a fraud. Still, there is a question that
has been troubling me for some time. On the
answer to this question my future—even my
life—may depend. Can you tell me both the
question and its answer?”’

“Oh, come now, Bern,” interrupted Shey.
“After all—"

He was. interrupted in turn. “The Im-
perial American government,” intoned the
Mind, “would like to launch a surprise attack
on the Eastern Federation within six weeks.
The chancellor wishes to know whether
factors unknown to him will require the post-
ponement of the attack.”

Haze-Gaunt was leaning forward in his
chair, body tense. Shey was not smiling.

“That’s the question,” admitted the chan-
cellor. “What is the answer?”

“Factors that may require postponement
of the attack do in fact exist.”

“Indeed? What are they?”

“One of them I do not know. The answer
depends on data presently unavailable.”

“T’ll get the data,” said Haze-Gaunt with

growing interest. ‘“What's necessary?”’

“A competent analysis of a certain section
of star chart. Four years ago the Lunar
Station began sending me microfilm plates of
both celestial hemispheres by the square
second. One of these plates is of particular
interest, and I feel that what it shows may
have a bearing on the future of civilization.
It should be analyzed immediately.”

“What sort of bearing?” demanded Haze-
Gaunt.

“I don’t know.”

“Eh? Why not?”

““His conscious mind can’t fathom his sub-
~conscious,” explained Shey, fingering his rich
robes. “All his conscious mind can do is
bring to light the impressions of his sub-
conscious mind.”

“Very well. I'll put the lunar staff to work
on it.”

“A routine examination will prove worth-
less,” warned the Mind. ‘I could recom-
mend only two or three astrophysicists in the
system capable of the necessary analysis.”

“Name one.”

“Ames has recently been attached to the
staff of Undersecretary Gaines. Perhaps
Gaines could be persuaded to lend—"

“He'll do it,” said Haze-Gaunt succinctly.
“Now, you mentioned ‘factors’—in the
plur:,L‘l. I presume the star plate isn’t the only
one.

“There is another factor of uncertainty,”
said the Mind. “It involves the personal
safety of the chancellor as well as of the
ministers and consequently bears on the
question of postponing the attack.”

Haze-Gaunt looked sharply at the man in
the globe. The Mind returned the stare with
emerald-basilisk eyes. The chancellor
coughed. “This other factor—"'

The Mind resumed placidly, “The most
powerful creature—I hesitated to call him a
man—on earth today is neither Lord Chan-
cellor Haze-Gaunt nor the Dictator of the
Eastern Federation.”

“Don't tell us it's Kennicot Muir,” said
Haze-Gaunt sardonically.

“The creature I have in mind is a pro-
fessor at the Imperial University named Alar
—possibly so named because of his winged
mind. He is very likely a Thief but that’s of
minor consequence.”

At the word “Thief” Thurmond looked in-
terested. “Why is he dangerous? Thieves are
limited to defense by their code.”

“Alar seems to be a mutant with potential-
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ly great physical and mental powers. If he
ever discovers he has these powers, consider-
ing his present political viewpoint, no human
being on earth would be safe from him, code
or no code.”

*“Just what are his potentialities ?”’ queried
Shey. “Is he a hypnotist? A telekineticist ?”’

“I don’t know,” admitted the Mind. “I
can only offer my opinion that he is danger-
ous. , Why is another matter.”

Haze-Gaunt appeared lost in thought.
Finally, without looking up, he said, “Thur-
mond, will you and Shey be in my office in
one hour. Bring Eldridge of the War Office
with you. Keiris, you will return to your
rooms in the company of your body guard.
It will take you all evening to dress for the
Imperatrix’ ball tonight.”

A few minutes later the four left the room.
Keiris, taking a last look backward, met the
enigmatic, unblinking eyes of the Microfilm
Mind and was troubled. He had been telling
her at various intervals during the interview,
by the code they had worked out long before,
that she must be prepared to receive a Thief
in her rooms tonight and protect him from
his pursuers.

And Haze-Gaunt would be expecting her
at the masked ball simultaneously.

CHAPTER IV
The Raid

ROM his seat at the grand piano Alar
peered over the music sheets toward his
two friends, Micah Corrips, Professor of
Ethnology, and John Haven, Professor of

Biology, who were huddled in complete ab-

sorption over their vcluminous manuscript.

Alar’s aversized dark eyes glanced at the
two savants briefly, then his gaze went past
them, by the disordered stacks of books and
papers, beyond the mounted row of human
and semi-human skeletons, past the urn of
coffee gradually boiling dry near the street
window and out over the university campus,
where a large black truck was pulling up
quietly behind a hedge of Grecian junipers.
It simply stopped. Nobody got out.

His pulse was climbing slowly. He sounded
a certain chord on the piano keyboard. Two
men heard him, he knew, but did not seem
alarmed.

““Now, Micah, read what you have there,”
said Haven to the ethnologist.

Corrips, a large vigorous man with friend-
ly blue eyes and a classroom manner so
seductive that the great university auditorium
had been assigned to him as a lecture room,
picked up the preface and began to read.

“‘We may imagine, if we like, that early
one afternoon in the yedr forty thousand B.C,
the advance group of Neanderthals reached
the Rhone Valley, about where Lyon now
stands. These men and women, driven south-
west from their hunting grounds in Bohemia
by slowly encroaching glaciers, had lost near-
ly a third of their number since crossing the
frozen Rhine the previous January. There
were no longer any children or very aged
people in the group.

“*These men from eastern Europe were
not handsome. They were squat, massive,
almost neckless, with beetling brow ridges
and flattened nostrils. They walked with bent
knees, on the outer edges of their feet, as do
the higher anthropoids.” ”

“ ‘Even so, they were tremendously more
civilized than the brutish Eoanthropus (Pilt-
down man? Heidelberg man?) into whose
territory they were marching. Eoanthropus’
sole tool was a crude piece of flint, chipped
and shaped to fit his hand, which he used to
grub at roots and occasionally to strike at
reindeer from ambush.

“ ‘He passed his short dim-witted life in
the open. Neanderthal, on the contrary, made
flint spearheads, knives and saws. For these
he used large flint-flakes rather than the core
of the flint. He lived in caves and cooked
over a fire. He must have had some idea of a
spirit world and a life in the hereafter, for he
buried his dead with weapons and artifacts.
The group leader—'”

“Excuse me, gentlemen,” Alar broke in
quietly. “I register one fifty-five.” His
fingers continued to ripple through the
second movement of the Pathetique. He had
not taken his eyes from the music sheets
since he had first looked across the room and
through the window in response to the warn-
ing acceleration of his strange heart.

“ “The leader,” continued Corrips, * ‘gray,
grizzled, ruthless—paused and sniffed the air
moving up the valley. He smelled reindeer
blood a few hundred yards down the draw,
also another, unknown smell, like yet unlike
the noisome blend of grime, sweat and dung
that characterized his own band.” ”

Haven arose, tapped his pipe gently on the
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ash tray lying on the big table, stretched his
small, wiry frame with tigerish languor and
walked slowly toward the coffee urn by the
window.

Alar was now well into the final move-
ment of Pathetique. He watched Haven
carefully.

Corrips droned on resonantly without the
faintest change of inflection, but Alar knew
the ethnologist was watching his collaborator
from the corner of his eye.

“‘The old man turned to the little band
and shook his flint-tipped spear to show that
the spoor had been struck. The other men
held their spears up, signifying that they
understood and would follow silently, The
women faded into the sparse shrubbery of
the valley slope.

* “The men followed the reindeer path on
down the gully and within a few minutes
peered through a thicket at an old male
Eoanthropus, three females of assorted ages
and two children, all lying curled stuporously
under a windfall of branches and debris that
overhung the gully bank. Blood still drained
sluggishly from a half-devoured reindeer car-
cass lying under the old man’s head." ”

Alar followed Haven with narrowed eyes.
The little biologist poured a cup of coffee of
the consistency of mud, added a little cream
from the portofrij and stirred it absently, the
while looking out of the window from the
shadows of the room.

“ ‘Some sixth sense warned Eoanthropus
of danger. The old male shook his five-hun-
dred-pound body and convulsed into a snarl-
ing squat over the reindeer, searching
through nearsighted eyes for the rash inter-
lopers. He feared nothing but the giant cave
bear, Ursus spelaeus. The [emales and
children scurried behind him with mingled
fear and curiosity.

“ ‘Through the green foliage the invaders
stared thunderstruck. It was immediately
evident to them that the killers were some
sort of animal, pretending to be men. The
more intelligent of the Neanderthals, includ-
ing the old leader, exchanged glances of
wrathful indignation. Without more ado the
leader broke through the brush and raised
his spear high with an angry shout.

“‘He was seized by the conviction that
these offensive creatures were strange, hence
intolerable, that the sooner they were killed
the more comfortable he would feel. He dréw
back his heavy spear and hurled it with all
his strength. It passed through the heart of

Eoanthropus to protrude half a foot beyond
the back." ”

AVEN was frowning when he turned

away from the window. He lifted the

cup of coffee to his mouth and, just before he

drank, his lips silently formed the words,
“Audio search beam.”

Alar knew that Corrips had caught the
signal, even though the latter continued to
read as though nothing had happened.

“‘The brute-mind behind that hurtling
spear, faced with the problem of an alien
people, arrived at a solution by a simple
thalamic response, uncomplicated by censor-
ship of the frontal lobes—kill first, examine
later.

“ “This instinctive reaction, a vestige per-
haps from the minuscule mental organization
of his insectivore ancestor (Zalambdoles-
tes ?), dating probably back to the Cretaceous,
has characterized every species of Hominidae
before and since Neanderthal.

“‘The reaction is still strong, as three
World Wars bear horrible witness. If the
man with the spear could have reasoned first
and hurled second, his descendants might
have reached the stars within a very few
millennia.

“‘And now that fssionable materials are
being mined directly from the sun’s surface
in enormous quantities by America Imperial,
the Western and Eastern hemispheres will
not long delay another attempt to contest the
superiority of their respective cultures. This
time, however, neither side can hope for
victory, stalemate, or even defeat.

“ ‘The war will end, simply because there
will be no human beings left to fight—if we
expect a hundred or so animal-like creatures
huddling in the farthest corridors of the un-
derground cities, licking their radiation sores
and sharing with a (ew rats the corpses that
lie so well-preserved everywhere (there being
no putrefying bacteria remaining to decom-
pose the dead). But even the ghouls are
sterile and in another decade—'"

There was a knock at the door.

Haven and Corrips exchanged quick
glances. Then Haven put down his coffee
and walked toward the foyer. Corrips looked
quickly about the room, reaffirming the
positions of their sabers, which hung with
innocent decorativeness from straps among
the Hominidae skeletons.

They heard Haven's voice from the hall-
way. “Good evening, sir—? Why, it's
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General Thurmond. What a delightful sur-
prise, general! I recognized you at once but
of course you don’t know me. I’'m Professor
Haven.”

“Mind if I come in, Dr. Haven?” There
was something chilling and deadly in that dry
voice.

“Not at all! Why, bless my soul we're
honored. Come in! Micah! Alar! It’s
General Thurmond, Minister of Police!”

Alar knew that the man’s effusiveness
covered unusual nervousness.

Corrips timed his approach so that the
group would coalesce about the Hominidae.
Alar, following close behind, observed un-
easily that the ethnologist’s hands were
twitching. Were they so alraid of just one
man? His respect for Thurmond was in-
creasing rapidly.

Except for a piercing appraisal of Alar,
Thurmond ignored the introductions. *“Pro-
fessor Corrips,” he rasped gently, “you were
reading something very peculiar just before
I knocked. You know, of course, that we had
a search beam on the study ?”

“Did you? How odd. I was reading from
a book that Dr. Haven and I are writing—
Suicide of the Human Race. Were you inter-
ested ?”’

“Only incidentally. It's really a matter for
the Minister of Subversive Activities. I shall
report it, of course, for whatever action he
deems best. But I'm really here on another
matter.”

Alar sensed the tension mount by a full
octave. Corrips was breathing loudly—
Haven, apparently, not at all.

Thurmond's feral eyes, he knew, had not
missed the cluster of sabers dangling with the
Hominidae.

“T understand that your quarters here are
part of the 'M-Wing'—M’ for mutant?”
asked Thurmond coldly.

“That’s right,” answered Haven. “The
three of us are counselors and tutors for a
group of specially gifted but handicapped
young people who are not permitted to attend
regular university classes.” He wiped per-
spiring hands on the sides of his coat.

“May I see the register?” asked Thur-
mond.

The two professors hesitated. Then Cor-
rips stepped to the desk and returned with a
black book. He gave it to Thurmond, who
leafed through it idly, examining two or three
of the photographs with gloomy curiosity.
“This chap with no legs,” he said, “what

does he do for a living ?”

Alar’s pulse beat had climbed to one hun-
dred seventy a munute.

“He has just synthesized an edible protein
from coal, air and water,” offered Corrips.
“That formula will permit a new sigmoidal
growth curve for the Hemisphere population,
with a new asymptote thirty-six percent
higher than—"

“He can’t carry a gun, can he?”

Alar watched the six black-shirted I.P.’s
ease quietly into the room behind Thurmond.

“Of course not,” snapped Corrips. “His
contributions lie in an altogether different—"

“Then the government can't be expected
to continue his support,” interjected Thur-
mond calmly. He ripped the sheet from the
book and handed it to the officer who stood
just behind him.

“And here’s another,” he said, frowning
at the next page. ‘A female with no arms,
and with three legs. No use at all in a factory,
is she?"”

“Her mother,” said Haven tightly, “was
an ambulance driver in the Third War, This
child collahorated with Kennicot Muir in
determining the Nine Fundamental Equa-
tions that culminated in the establishment of
our solarions on the surface of the sun.”

“ Associate of a known traitor and unfit for
manual labor,” murmured Thurmond, rip-
ping the sheet out and passing it back.

Just what does the lieutenant intend do-
ing with those sheets?” asked Haven with a
rising voice. He moved his hand carelessly
to the clavicle of the Cro-Magnon skeleton, a
few inches from the sabers.

“We’re going to take all of your mutants
away, professor. They are useless to the Im-
perium,” said Thurmond.

Haven’s mouth opened and closed. He
seemed to shrink where he stood. Finally he
said hesitantly : “That doesn’t exactly answer
the question, sir.”

“Do you insist that I be precise? They will
be sold to the highest hidder—probably a
charnel house.”

Alar found himself licking pallid lips, It
could not be happening but it was happening.
Twenty-two young men and women, some of
the most brilliant minds in the Imperium,
were going to be snuffed out with casual
brutality—ewhy?

Cornips’ voice was hardly a whisper.
“What do you want?”

“Alar,” stated Thurmond icily. “Give me
Alar and keep your muties.”

>
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“Nol” cried Haven, staring white-faced at
Thurmond. He turned to Corrips and found
confirmation there.

Alar listened to his voice. It seemed that
of another man. “I must go with you, of
course,” he said to Thurmond.

Haven shot out a restraining hand. “No,
boy! You haven't the faintest idea what it's
all about. You're worth far more than any
two dozen minds on Earth. If you love
humanity do as we tell you!”

CHAPTER V

The Projection

HURMOND called a quiet ¢command
over his shoulders. “Shoot them.”

Six blasts of lead, urged by the titanic
pressures of fission-generated steam, bounced
harmlessly off the three and ricocheted about
the walls. .

The sabers were no longer hanging from
the Hominidae.

And Thurmond’s blade was lunging for
Alar’s heart.

Only the tightest breast parry saved the
Thief. The lieutenant and his men, evidently
hand picked, were forcing the two older men
back down the wall.

“Alar!” cried Haven. “Don't fight Thur-
mond! The trapdoor! We'll cover you!”

The Thief flung an anguished look toward
the professors. Haven broke free from the
wall and joined Alar, who was as yet mirac-
ulously unbloodied. They immediately
crashed into the wing of the grand piano.

The floor dropped from under them.

Alar’s last view of the study was Corrips’
body at the foot of the wall with his face cut
away.

With a shriek of grief he flung his sword
futilely at Thurmond and then the trap wings
closed over his head.

In the semi-darkness of the earthen tunnel
he accosted Haven bitterly. “Why didn’t you
let me go with Thurmond?"”

“Do you think it was easy for Micah and
me, boy?” panted the professor brokenly.
“You'll understand some day. Right now
we've got to get you to a safer place.”

“But what about Micah?” insisted Alar.

“He's dead. We can’t even bury him.
Come along, now.”

They hurried silently to the end of the
tunnel, half a mile away, where it opened into
a dead-end alley from behind a mass of
debris.

“The nearest Thief rendezvous is six
blocks up the street. You know the one?”

Alar nodded dumbly.

“T can’t run as fast as you,” continued
Haven. “You've got to make it alone. You
simply must. No questions. Off with you,
now.”

The Thief touched the older man’s bloody
sleeve silently, then turned and ran.

He ran swiftly in the center of the streets,
easily, rhythmically, breathing through
dilated nostrils. Everywhere were the thin,
weary faces of free laborers and clerks re-
turning from the day’s work. Peddlers and
beggars, dressed in drab cast-off garments
but not yet slaves, dotted the sidewalks.

A thousand [eet above him twelve or
fifteen armed helicopters followed leisurely.
He sensed that a three-dimensional net was
closing in on him. Road blocks were proba-

[Turn page]
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bly being set up ahead as well as on the side
streets.

He had two squares to go.

A trio of searchlights stabbed down at him
from the darkening skies like an audible
chord of doom. He’d have to get out of that.
To attempt to dodge the beams was futile.
Still, explosive shells would follow within
seconds and a near hit could kill him.

Subconsciously he noted that the streets
had suddenly become empty. When Thief-
hunting the I.P.’s fired their artillery with
fine disregard of careless street dwellers. He
would never make the Thief underground
station. He must hide now or never.

With flashing eyes he looked about him,
and found what he wanted, an entrance to the
slave underworld.

It was fifty yards away and toward it he
sprinted frantically.

Above him he knew some thirty narrowed
eyes were squinting into gun sights, trigger
fingers with cool, unhurried efficiency were
squeezing. . . .

He flung himself into the gutter.

The shell struck ten feet in front of him.
He was up instantly, coughing and stunned,
but invisible in the swirling dust clouds.
Pieces of brick and cobblestone were falling
all about him. Two of the spotlights were
roving nervously over the edge of the cloud
nearest the underworld entrance. The other
was playing rapidly and erratically around
the periphery of the cloud. He couldn’t even
make the slave entrance. He waited for the
spotlight to pass, then dashed for the nearest
tenement door.

The door was boarded and locked. He
pounded frantically.

For the first time he felt—hunted. And
with that cornered feeling time slowed down
and finally crept. He knew that his senses
had simply accelerated. He noted several
things. His ears caught the heavy grinding
of an armored car churning around the cor-
ner on two wheels, with headlights that
swept the entire street.

He saw that the dust had settled and that
two of the ’copter search lights were combing
the area methodically. A third beam had
settled motionless on the underground stair-
way entrance. That beam was the only real
obstacle. It was a neat problem in stimulus-
response physiology.  Stimulus—observer
sees object enter white circular field ten feet
in diameter. Response—pull trigger before
object leaves field.

IKE a frightened deer he leaped between

the two converging beams of the

armored car and sped toward the brilliantly-

lighted stairs. He was struck twice by small-

arm fire from the car but his armor absorbed

it easily. By the time the turret gun could
be trained on him—

He was in the lighted area of the stairs
now, hurtling downward toward the first
landing. He had tried desperately to clear all
the steps and he did. He crashed to the con-
crete platform and immediately stretched out
flat as a shell shattered the entrance.

He was up again instantly, tearing down
the remaining flights to the first underground
level of the slave city. It would take his
pursuers a few seconds to pick their way
through that wreck of muck and rubble. He
would need the delay.

He eased out of the stairway cautiously,
leaned against the wall and peered about him,
sucking in the foul air gratefully. On this
level lived the higher-class slaves, those who
had sold themselves into bondage for twenty
years or less.

It was time for the night shifts to be leav-
ing the slave compounds, accompanied by
bullet-browed squad masters. They would be
transported to the fields, mines, mills or
wherever the slave contractor ordered them
sent. There they would work out the name-
less fraction of their lives that they had sold.

By crossing through these grim work
parties he should be able to make his way to
the ascending stairs behind the armored car
and resume his flight to the Thief hideaway.

But not a person was moving in the silent
substreets.

The row on row of slave compounds, up
and down the narrow streets, were shut up
tightly. That could not have been done within
a few minutes. It bespoke hours of prepara-
tion by Thurmond. It must be that way on
every level, even to Hell’s Row, where dis-
eased and manacled wretches labored in
eternal gloom. He whirled in alarm. An
armored car was rolling through the dark-
ened street toward him.

He understood then that most of the small
mobile artillery available to Thurmond from
his own police forces as well as a considerable
contingent borrowed from Eldridge of the
War Department, had been placed strategi-
cally on all slave levels, hours before, just to
kill him.

They had driven him underground to
finish him.
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But why? Why was it so important to kill
him? Not because he was a Thief. The
government harbored a vengeful bitterness
against Thieves but this was a turnout of
force on a scale for suppressing revolution.

What gigantic danger did he represent to
Haze-Gaunt ?

Haven and Corrips must have known more
about him than they had ever admitted. In
the remote event he ever saw Haven again,
he would certainly have some questions to
ask him.

Down the street to the left another
armored car was rumbling up. Almost simul-
taneously searchlights shot from both cars,
blinding him. He dropped to the ground and
buried his face in the crook of his arm. The
two sheels exploded on the steel wall behind
him and the concussion threw him into the
center of the street between the oncoming
cars.

His coat was ripped to shreds and his nose
was bleeding. His head was spinning a bit,
but otherwise he was undamaged. For the
moment he decided to lie where he had fallen.

One of the spotlights was playing over the
dust cloud, waiting for it to settle and reveal
a corpse. The other was darting nearly every-
where along the street except where Alar lay,
on the bare chance the shot had not been
fatal. In a few seconds the accusing finger of
light must point at him and the grim game
would continue.

It would not be a long game.

As he lay there in the foul humid dirt he
wished fervently that he had the legendary
lives of the cat, and that one of them would
emerge from that luminous cloud of dust
and—

Who was that?

A man with a tattered coat very like his
own stumbled through the haze, looked up
the street both ways, noting the armored
cars, now very near, then began to run quick-
ly along the steel wall that paralleled the
street from the entrance stairway.

While Alar stared thunderstruck the
farthest car, now about abreast of the
stranger, fired point blank. At the same time
the other pursuing car passed within a few
inches of the Thief and sped on to the chase.

Now if the stranger emerged unscathed
from that sure hit . . . | And he did! Hug-
ging the wall, the shadowy form continued to
run up the street.

Two more explosions came, very close to-
gether.

Even before he heard them, Alar was tun-
ning down the dark street in the opposite
direction.

Within forty seconds, if he were lucky, he
would reach the stair formerly guarded by
the first car and would be “upstairs” again.
There he would have time to wonder about
the man who, perhaps unwittingly, had saved
his life.

Had some fool blundered through the
police blockade at the head of the stairs into
the blossoming shell dust? He rejected that
immediately, not only because he trusted the
I.P.’s to maintain a leakproof watch over
the entrance above but also because he had
recognized the face. He had seen it many
times before: The slightly bulging brow, the
large dark eyes, the almost girlish lips—yes,
he knew that face well.

It was his own.

CHAPTER VI
Imperial Refuge

N HOUR later Alar—poised statue-

like on the marble sill, balancing on
one knee with steel fingertips extended to the
cold stone surface—stared.

The woman was about his own age,
dressed in a white evening gown of remark-
able softness and luster. Her long blue-black
hair, interlaced with inconspicuous gold
netting, was gathered in a wide band over her
left bosom.

Her head seemed unusually large, rather
like his own, with large black eyes that
studied himy carefully. The expertly rouged
lips were in odd contrast to the pale, utterly
expressionless cheeks. She was not standing
straight, but with her left hip slightly dipping,
so that the left thigh and knee were sharply
defined beneath her gown.

The whole impression was one of alert
hauteur.

Alar was conscious of a growing, inde-
finable elation. He slipped noiselessly down
to the floor and moved to the side of the win-
dow, where he was invisible from the court-
yard, and turned to face her again—just as
something flashed by his face and buried itself
in the wall paneling at his ear.

He froze.

“I am glad you are logical,” she replied
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quietly. “It saves time. Are you the fugitive
Thief

No answer.

The girl took several quick steps toward
him, simultaneously raising a second knife.
It gleamed wickedly in the soft light.

“It will be to your advantage to answer
truthfully and quickly,” she said. “If you
are the Thief produce your mask.”

He shrugged his shoulders and pulled out
the mask.

“Why didn’t you go to your Thief rendez-
vous? Why did you come here?”

He peered at her narrowly. “I tried. All
paths were blocked for miles. The weakest
protection led here, to the chancellory. Who
are you?"”

Keiris ignored the question. “T have to put
in an appearance at the ball,” she mused.
“Yet I can’t desert you. These rooms will be
searched before the hour is out.”

“Ball?” The Thief considered the possibil-
ities rapidly. “Why can’t I come along? I'l
even escort you.”

She studied him curiously.
masked ball.”

“Like this?”’ He pulled on the Thief mask
coolly.

Her eyes widened imperceptibly. “I accept
your invitation.”

If he had not, one short hour ago, lost all
sense of probability and proportion, he might
have toyed briefly with such words as fan-
tastic, preposterous: and insane and won-
dered when the whistle of the coffee urn
would awaken him.

He bowed ironically.

“It is my pleasure.”

She continued without humer, “You in-
tend, of course, to leave the festival rooms at
the first opportunity. Let me assure you that
it would be very dangerous. You are kmown
to be in this vicinity, and the palace grounds
are swarming with police.”

"SO ?7’

“Wander through the ballroom and as-
sembly room for a while and then we’ll try
to arrange your escape.”

He had no choice and nodded his head.
“Tell me this,” he said, “what do the news-
casters say about the affair at M-Wing?”

She hesitated for the first time, but seemed
to lose none of her poise. “Dr. Haven es-
caped.”

He sucked in his breath.
tants?”’

“Sold.”

“This is a

“And the mu-

He leaned wearily against the wall, and
gradually became conscious of sweat dripping
1n irritating rivulets down his legs. His arm-
pits were soaking, his face and forearms were
stinging with an odorous melange of per-
spiration and grime.

“I'm sorry, Thief.”

He looked at her and saw that she meant
it. “It’s over, then,” he said heavily, walking
to her vanity dresser and peering into the
mirror. “I shall need a shower and de-
pilatory. And some clothes. Can you find
some for me? And don’t forget a saber.”

“I can provide everything. You'll find
the bathroom over there ”

IFTEEN minutes later she took his

right arm and they walked sedately down
the hall toward the broad stairs that coiled
in one beautiful sweep to the great reception
chamber. Alar fussed nervously with his
mask and eyed the magnificent tapestries and
paintings that lined the cold marble walls.

Everything was in exquisite taste, but he
got the impression that it was the hired taste
of a decorating firm—that the people who
passed their brilliant, insecure days in these
rooms had long ago lost their ability to ap-
preciate the subtle sunlight of Renoir or the
cataclysmic color-bursts of Van Gogh.

“Leave your mask alone,” whispered his
companion. “You look fine.”

They were descending the stairs now. He
couldn’t seize the whole picture—just isolated
scraps. This was existence on a scale he had
never expected to experience. Solid gold
stair handrail. Carpets with pile that seemed
to come up to his ankles. Intricately sculp-
tured Carrara balusters. Luminous alabaster
lighting everywhere. The vista of the re-
ception chamber rushing up to them. A
thousand unknown men and women,

It was all strange but he felt that he had
known it all forever, that he belonged here.

From time to time the brightly uniformed
reception master announced the names of
late-comers through the public address mi-
crophone. Here and there, among the sea of
heads, were eyes staring up at him and the
woman.

And suddenly they were at the foot of the
stairs, and the reception master was bowing
deeply and saying:

“Good evening, madame."”

“Good evening, Jules.”

Jules eyed Alar with apologetic curiosity.
“I'm afraid, excellency—"
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The Thief muttered coldly, “Dr. Hall-
marck.”

Jules bowed again. “Of course, sir.” He
picked up the microphone and called smooth-
ly: “Dr. Hallmarck, escorting Madame
Haze-Gauat!”

Keiris ignored the look the Thief threw at
her. “You don't have to wear your mask
all the time,” she suggested. “Just when you
see some one looking suspicious. Come along;
I'll introduce you to a group of men. Work
yourself into an argument and no one will
pay any attention to you. I'm going to leave
you with Senator Donnan. He's loud, but
harinless.”

Senator Donnan threw back his barrel
chest impressively. “I run a free press, Dr.
Hallmarck,” he said to Alar. “I say what T
want to. [ print what I want to. I think even
Haze-Gaunt would be afraid to close me
down. T get on people’s nerves. They read
me whether they want to or not.”

Alar looked at him curiously. The stories
he had heard of the Senator had not left an
impression of a Champion of the Down-
trodden. “Indeed?” he said politely.

The Senator continued. “T say, treat the
slaves as though they were once human
beings, just like ourselves. They've got
rights, you know. Treat 'em poorly, and
they’ll die on you. The slaves in my printing
shops used to complain of the noise. I gave
them relief.”

“I heard about that once, Senator. Very
humane. Removed their eardrums, didn’t
you?”’

“Right. No more complaints, now, about
anything. Hah! There's old Perkins, the
international banker. Hiya, Perk! Meet Pro-
fessor Hallmarck.”

Alar bowed, Perkins nodded sourly.

Donnan laughed. “T killed his Uniform
Slave Act in the Senate Slave Committee.
Old Perk is unrealistic.”

“Most of us thought your proposed Slave
Act rather striking, Mr. Perkins,” said Alar
suavely. ‘“The provision for the condemna-
tion and sale of debtors particularly inter-
ested me.”

“A sound clause, sir. It would clear the
streets of loafers.”

Donnan chuckled. “I'll say it would. Perk
controls eighty percent of the credit in the
Imperium. Let a poor devil get a couple of
unitas behind in his installment payment and
bang—Perk has himself a slave worth several
thousand usitas. for almost nothing.”

The financier’s mouth tightened. “Your
statement, Senator, is exaggerated. Why the
legal fees alone . . .” He moved away, mum-
bling.

Donnan seemed vastly amused. “All kinds
here tonight, professor. Ah, here comes
something interesting. The Imperatrix,
Juana-Maria, in her motorchair with Shim-
atsu the Eastern Fed Ambassador and Tal-
bot, the Toynbeean, on either side of her.

LAR joined the group in a deep bow as

the trio drew near and regarded the
titular ruler of the Western Hemisphere
curiously. The Imperatrix was an old wom-
an, small and twisted in body, but her eyes
sparkled and her face was mobile and attrac-
tive, despite its burden of wrinkles.

It was rumored that Haze-Gaunt had
caused the bomD to be planted in the Imperial
carriage that had taken the lives of the Im-
perator and his three sons, and that had left
the Imperatrix bedridden for years and con-
sequently incapable of vetoing his chancel-
lorship. By the time she had been able to get
about in a motorchair the reins of the Im-
perium had passed completely from the
House of Chatham-Perez into the hardened
palms of Bern Haze-Gaunt.

“Gentlemen, good evening,” said Juana-
Maria. “We’re in luck tonight.”

“We’re always lucky to have you around,
ma’am,” said Donnan with genuine respect.

““Oh, don’t be idiotic, Herbert. A very im-
portant and dangerous Thief, a Professor
Alar at the University—(can you imagine?)
—escaped a strong police trap and has been
traced to the palace grounds. He may be in
the palace at this very moment.

“General Thurmond is seething in his
quiet way, and he's thrown up a perfectly
tremendous guard around the grounds and is
having the whole palace searched. He is tak-
ing personal charge of our protection. Isn't
it thrilling?” Her voice seemed dry and
mocking.

“Glad to hear it,"” commented Donnan with
sincerity. ““The rascals looted my personal
safe only last week. Had to free forty men to
get the stuff back. It’s high time they caught
the ringleaders.”

Alar swallowed uncomfortably behind his
mask and looked about him covertly. There
was no sign of Thurmond yet but several
men that his trained eye identified as plain-
clothes I.P.'s were filtering slowly and at-
tentively through the assembly. One of them,
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several yards away, was studying him quiet-
ly. Finally he passed on.

“Why don't you yourself do something
about the Thieves, your majesty ?”* demanded
Donnan. “They’re ruining your Imperium.”

Juana-Maria smiled. “Are they really?
But what if they are—which I doubt! Why
should I do anything about it? I do what
pleases me. My father was a politician and a
soldier. It pleased him to fuse the two Amer-
icas into one during the Third War. If our
civilization survives a few hundred years
longer, he will undoubtedly be accorded his
place as a maker of history.

“But it pleases me merely to observe, to
understand. I am purely a student of history
—an amateur Toynbeean. I watch my ship of
empire founder. If I were my father I would
patch the sails, mend the ropes and beat out
to clearer waters. But, since I am only my-
self, I must be satisfied to watch and to pre-
dict.”

“Do you predict destruction, your
majesty ?”’ queried Shimatsu behind narrow-
ing eyes.

“Destruction of what?” queried Juana-
Mana. “The soul is indestructible, and that’s
all that’s important to an old woman. As to
whether my chancellor intends to destroy
evervthing else . . .” She shrugged her fra-
gile shoulders.

Shimatsu bowed, then murmured, “If your
new super-secret bomb is as good as our
agents say we have no defense against it.
And if we have no defense we must meet the
attack of Haze-Gaunt with our own attack
as long as we are able. And we have two ad-
vantages over you imperials.

“You are so certain that you have an over-
whelming balance of force that you have
never troubled to evaluate the weapons that
may be used against you. Also, you have
assumed that we must wait politely and let
you choose the moment. May I suggest, your
majesty, and gentlemen, that the Imperium is
run, not by the famed ‘wolf pack’ but by
credulous children?”

Donnan laughed unroariously. “There you
have us!” he cried. “Credulous children!”

Shimatsu picked up the bear cape that he
had been carrying over one arm and threw it
around his shoulders in a gesture of finality.
“You are amused, now. But when your zero
hour draws close, prepare for a shock.” He
bowed deeply and passed on.

Alar knew that the man had issued a dead-
ly warning.

“Now isn’t that an odd coincidence?”’ ob-
served Juana-Maria. “Dr. Talbot was telling
me only a few minutes ago that the Imperium
stands at this moment with the Assyrian
Empire as of Six Hundred and Fourteen
B.C. Perhaps Shimatsu knows whereof he
speaks.”

“What happened in Six Hundred and
Fourteen B.C., Dr. Talbot?” asked Alar.

“The world's leading civilization was
blasted to bits,” replied the Toynbeean,
stroking his goatee thoughtfully. “It’s quite
a story. For over two thousand years the
Assyrians ‘had fought to rule the world as
they knew it. By Six Hundred and Fourteen
B.C. the Assyrian ethos dominated an area
extending from Jerusalem to Lydia. Four
years later not one Assyrian city remained
standing. Their destruction was so complete
that when Xenophon led his Greeks by the
ruins of Nineveh and Calah two centuries
later, no one could tell him who had lived in
them.”

“That’s quite a knockout, Dr. Talbot,”
agreed Alar. “But how do you draw a paral-
lel between Assyria and America Imperial ?”

“There are certain infallible guides. In
Toynbeean parlance they're called ‘failure of
self-determination,’ ‘schism in the body social’
and ‘schism in the soul’ These phases of
course all follow the ‘time of troubles,” ‘uni-
versal state’ and the ‘universal peace.” These
latter two, paradoxically, mark every civi-
lization for death when it is apparently at its
strongest.”

Donnan grunted dubiously. *“ Amalgamated
Nuclear closed at five hundred and six this
morning. If you Toynbeeans think the Im-
perium is on the skids you're the only ones.”

Dr. Talbot smiled. “We Toynbeeans agree
with you. Yet we don’t try to force our
opinions on the public, for two reasons. In
the first place Toynbeeans only siudy history
—they don’t make it. In the second place no-
body can stop an avalanche.”

ONNAN remained unconvinced. “You
long-haired boys are always getting
lost in what happened in ancient times, This
is here and now—America Imperial, June
Sixth, Two Thousand One Hundred Seven-
ty-seven. We got the Indian sign on the
world.” ’
Dr. Talbot sighed. “I hope to God you're
right, Senator.’
uana-Maria said, ““If I may interrupt .. .”
"he group bowed.
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“The Senator may be interested in learn-
ing that for the past eight months the Toyn-
beeans have devoted themselves to but one
project—a re-examination of their main
thesis that all civilizations follow the same
inevitable sociologic pattern. Am I right,
Dr. Talbot?”

“Yes, your majesty. Like other human
beings we want to be right. But in our hearts
we hope rather desperately that we'll be
proved wrong. We grasp at any straw. We
examine the past to learn if there weren't
some instances where the universal state was
not followed by destruction.

“We search for examples of civilizations
that endured despite spiritual stratification.
We look at the history of slavery to see
whether the enslaving society ever escaped
retribution.

“We compare out time of troubles—the
Third War—with the Punic Wars that re-
duced the sturdy Roman farmer class to
slavery and we study the Civil War of our
North American ancestors over the slavery
question. We consider then how long the
Spartan Empire continued after the Pelopon-
nesian War ground its once proud soldiery
into serfdom.

“We seek comparisons in the past for our
divided allegiance between the ancestor-wor-
ship taught our boys and girls in the Im-
perial Schools and the monotheism followed
by our older people. We know what a divided
spiritualism did to the Periclean Greeks, the
Roman Empire, the budding Scandinavian
society, the Celts of Ireland and the Nestor-
ian Christians.

“We compare our present political schism
—the Thieves versus the Government—with
the bitterly opposed but unrepresented mi-
norities that finally erased the Ottoman Em-
pire, the Austro-Hungarian League and the
Later Indic society as well as various other
civilizations.

“But we have found no exceptions to the
pattern so far.”

“You mentioned Lhe institution of slavery
several times as though it were undermining
the Imperium,” objected Donnan. “How do
you arrive at that conclusion?”

“The rise of slavery in the Imperium pre-
cisely parallels its rise in Assyria, Sparta,
Rome and all the other slave-holding em-
pires,” answered Talbot carefully. “No cul-
ture can wage war for several generations
without impoverishing its peasantry. A good-
ly fraction of the population in both the con-

quering and conquered countries have no
assets but their own bodies.

“They are swallowed up by their richer
brethren under contracts of hondage. Since
their produce is not their own they have no
means to better the lot of their numerous
progeny and a perpetual slave class is born.
The present population of the Imperium is
over one and a half billion. One third of these
souls are slaves.”

“True,” agreed Donnan, “but they don't
really have such a hard lot. They have
enough to eat, and a place to sleep—some-
thing a great many freeman don't have.”

“That, of course,” observed Juana-Maria
dryly, “is a great recommendation for both
free enterprise and for the slave system. To
buy bread for his starving children, their
father can always sell them to the highest
bidder. But we’re getting off the main track.
What are your methods of evaluation, Dr.
Talbot? How do you determine what cul-
tural samples to take and what weight to give
each?”

“The historian can evaluate his own
society only as a weighted synthesis of its
microcosmic components,” admitted Talbot,
tugging again at his goatee. “He can establish
at best a probability as to the stage it has
reached in the invariant pattern for civiliza-
tions. However, when he studies group after
group, as I have, from the noblest familes
(your pardon, your majesty) right down to
the bands of escaped slaves in the waste
provinces of Texas and Arizona—"

“Ever studied the Thieves, Dr. Talbot?"”
interrupted Alar.

CHAPTER VII
The Wolf Pack

HE Toynbeean studied the masked man

curiously. “The Thieves are unap-
proachable, of course, but the Society is just
a rubber stamp of Kennicot Muir and I knew
him well some years before he was killed. He
realized all along that the Imperium was
living on borrowed time.”

“But how about our tiny settlements on
the Moon, Mercury and the Sun?” insisted
Alar. “There you ought to find enough
vaulting optimism to negate the whole of the
fatalism you've found here on Earth.”
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“For our Lunar Observatory Station I ex-
pect that’s true,” agreed Talbot, “assuming
that you consider them as an independent
society separate from the lunar fortifications.
The morale of the few hundred men there
should be high, owing to the flood of knowl-
edge that continues to flow into the two-
hundred meter reflector.

“The Mercury station is of course purely
derivative of the solar stations and stands or
falls with them. Your suggestion is interest-
ing, because it so happens the Toynbeeans
have finally received permission from Minis-
ter of War Eldridge to let one of our staff
visit a solarion on the sun for twenty days
and I have been selected to go.”

“How delightful!”’ exclaimed the Impera-
trix. “What do you expect to find?”

“The very apotheosis of our civilization,”
replied Talbot gravely, “‘with all pretense
and indirection thrown to the winds. In
Solarion Nine I expect to find the distilled
essence of Toynbee Twenty-one—thirty mad-
men hell-bent on suicide.” )

Alar heard the last few words only per-
[unctorily because his heartbeat was accel-
erating alarmingly.

Shey, Thurmond, and a man he took to
be Haze-Gaunt were passing by his elhow.
He turned his back and shrank toward the
wall.

The three paid him no attention whatever
but walked rapidly toward the orchestra pit.
From the corner of his eve Alar saw Thur-
mond say something to the conductor. The
niusic stopped.

“May I apologize for this interruption, my
lords and ladies?”” came the chancellor’s rich
baritone over the speakers. “A very dan-
gerous enemy of the Imperium is believed
to be in the ballroom at this moment. I must
ask, therefore, that all men who have not
already done so remove their masks in order
that the police may apprehend the intruder.
This need not mar nor delay our festivities!
On with the dance!” The chancellor nodded
to the conductor and the great orchestra
crashed into Taya of Tehuantepec.

An excited buzz sprang up everywhere as
the bright-plumaged males began removing
their masks and looking about them. Gradu-
ally the couples were reabsorbed on the dance
floor. As Alar slid along the wall his hand
went to his mask, then dropped slowly. His
strange heart began to beat even faster.

Several things were clamoring for his at-
tention. The dancers were now taking notice

of him even in the shadowed portion of the
tapestried wall where he leaned. From the
air, it seemed, several men in gray with 1.P.
service sabers crystallized a few feet from
him on either side.

They were just standing there quietly,
seemingly absorbed in the whirling gayety.
Two more leaned unobtrusively against a
great column some twelve feet ahead. Alar’s
brown Thief mask was about as inconspicu-
ous here as a red rag in front of a bull. He
must have been mad to wear it.

His tongue worked dryly in his mouth, He
carried an unfamiliar blade. He was ex-
hausted—living on pure nervous energy.
Even if his roving eyes could spot an exit
opening on the gardens.

“Your mask, sir?”

It was Thurmond—standing squarely be-
fore him, hand on rapier pommel.

For a long, horrid moment the Thief
thought his legs would give way and drop
him to the marble flagging. At best he could
not avoid the reflex action of licking his lips.

The police minister's feral eyes missed
nothing. His mouth curled faintly. “Your
mask, sir?” he repeated softly.

The man must have approached him from
behind the column, and made one of the
shadowy cat-leaps for which he was famous
—and feared. He was drawing his blade
slowly, seeming to take an almost sensuous
pleasure in the Thief’s rapid breathing.

“Faut-il s'éloigner le masque? Pourquoif”
asked Alar huskilv. “Qu’étes vous?”

The barest shadow of doubt crossed Thur-
mond’s face. But his blade was now out. Its
point flashed even in the subdued light of
the ball room. “The chancellor would still
like a conference with you,” continued Thur-
mond. “If I can’t arrange that I'm to kill
you. Conferences are just so much idle chat-
ter and you might get lost on the way. So
I'm going to kill you. Here. Now.”

Alar finally got a deep breath.

There were other flashes of steel around
him now. The gray men along the wall had
drawn their blades and were sidling toward
him.

Two or three couples had stopped danc-
ing and were staring in fascination at his
approaching murder.

BLUR! And Thurmond was sud-
denly one step closer. It was simply
impossible for a human being to move so
fast. It was clear now why poor Corrips—
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no mean swordsman—had lasted but seconds
before the slashing wizardry of Giles Thur-
mond. And yet the man held back. Why?
That phony diplomatic French must have
removed his one-hundred-percent certainty.
Thurmond evidently did not intend to lkall
him until the mask was off.

“Vous m'insulte, tovarich,” clipped Alar.
“Je vous demande encore, pourquoi dois-je
déplacer le masque? Qu'étes vous? Je de-
mande voire identité. Si vous désirer un
duel, mes séconds—"

Thurmond hesitated. “I! feut déplacer le
masque,” he said curtly, “parceque il y a un
énémi de Uétat au bal. C’est mon devoir, de
Vapprendre. Alors, monsieur, s'il vous plait,
le masque—"

The police minister had now taken care of
the one-in-a-million possibility that Alar was
actually a visiting dignitary who had not
understood the chancellor's announcement.
He was now ready to kill the Thief whether
or not he removed his mask.

Alar’s mind began to float in that curi-
ously detached way that ignored time. His
heart, he noted, had leveled off at 170.
Within one or two seconds he would be
impaled by Thurmond’s blade against the
thick tapestries, writhing like an insect. That
was no way for a Thief to die.

“Madame, messieurs!” he bowed in utter
gratitude.

Keiris had rounded the column with the
chancellor and Ambassador Shimatsu on
either arm. Thurmond’s blade, an inch in
front of his heart, wavered.

“Madame,” continued the Thief smoothly,
“voules-vous expliqguer d cette homme mon
identité?”

Keiris’ eyes were wide with something
nameless. This moment, one that she had
dreaded for years, had finally come. If she
saved the life of the Thief her double life
must soon be discovered. What would hap-
pen to her then? Would Haze-Gaunt sell her
to Shey?

She said quietly, “You have made a grave
mistake, General Thurmond. May I intro-
duce Dr. Hallmarck, of the University of
Kharkov ?”

Alar bowed. Thurmond sheathed his
weapon slowly. It was clear that he was
unconvinced.

Shimatsu, too, was studying Alar dubious-
ly. He started to speak, then hesitated,
finally said nothing.

Haze-Gaunt fixed hard eyes on the Thief.

“We are honored, sir. But as a matter of
courtesy, it might be well to—"

“Comament, monsiewrf” Alar shrugged his
shoulders. “Je ne parle pas l'anglais. Veuil-
lez, madame, voules-vous traduire?”

The woman laughed artificially and turned
to the chancellor. “The poor dear doesn’t
know what it's all about. He has this dance
with me. T'll get his mask from him. And
vou really ought to be more careful, General
Tharmond.”

She was talking before they were well
away. “I doubt that you can escape now,”
she said hurriedly. “But your best chance
will be to do exactly as I say. Remove your
mask immediately.”

He did so, placed it in his jacket pocket.
She had maneuvered him carefully, so that he
faced away from the chancellor's group.

His arm was around her now and they
glided in a slow whirl across the room. To
have her so close, with her body continuously
touching his, reactivated the tantalizing mem-
ory syndrome of the balcony—only now it
was doubled, redoubled.

He was not much taller than she and his
nostrils once got buried in the fine black
hair at her temple.. Even its odor was ex-
asperatingly familiar. Had he known this
woman at some time in his phantom past?
Probably not. She had given no hint of
recognition.

“Whatever you have in mind,” he urged
nervously, “do it quickly. As we left them
Shimatsu was telling Haze-Gaunt that I
spoke English. That’s all Thurmond needs.”

They were through the milling crowd
now and in the shadowed fountain gallery.

“I can't go any farther, Alar,” said the
woman rapidly. ‘“At the end of this corridor
is a refuse chute. It will drop you into one
of the incinerator pits in the bowels of the
palace. The incinerators will be fired at any
moment but you’ll have to take the chance,
You'll find friends in a great vault adjoin-
ing the incinerators. Are you afraid?”

“A little. But who are these ‘friends’?”

“Thieves. They're building a strange
space-ship.”’

“The T-twenty-two? But that's an im-
perial project. Tt’s guarded tighter than a
druin. The Undersecretary for Space, Gaines,
is in charge himself.”

“Two I.P.’s are coming up the hall,” she
countered quickly. “They’re sure about you
now. You'll have to run for it.”

“Not yet. They think I'm cornered and
they'll wait for reinforcements. In the mean-
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time, what about you? Haze-Gaunt isn't go-
ing to like this.” His hands were on her
shoulders. They looked at each other silent-
ly a moment, bonded by their unknown and
dangerous futures.

“I’'m not afraid of him. It's Shey, the
psychologist. He knows how to hurt people
so that they will tell him whatever he wants
to know. Sometimes I think he tortures just
for the sake of seeing suffering. He wants
to buy me—for that—but so far Haze-Gaunt
hasn’t let him touch me. Whatever you do,
avoid Shey.”

“All right, I'll keep away from him. But
why are you doing this for me?”

“You remind me of someone I used to
know,” replied the woman slowly. She
looked behind her. “For God’s sake, hurry!”

His fingers tightened insistently on her
shoulders. “Who is this person I remind
you of?” he cried harshly.

. 14RUn!”

He had to.

ITHIN seconds he was at the chute-

door, flashing frantic fingers over it.
There was no handle. The rush of feet sound-
ed just behind him. Of course there was no
handle—the thing was hinged inward.

He plunged into the narrow blackness
and was swirled around and around as he
shot down. If he crashed into a pile of
anything solid at this velocity, he would cer-
tainly break both legs. In the very act of
trying to slow his descent by turning out his
knees and elbows, he hurtled through the
darkness into a mass of something foul and
yielding. He was on his feet almost before
the clouds of dust began to rise.

The blackness was complete save for a
beam of light from one side of the incinera-
tor that was his prison. It was apparently
the operator’s peep hole in the charging door.
He stumbled over to the peep hole, blinked
and peered out.

The great room was deserted.

He rattled the door cautiously, and tried
the iron drop-latch.

It was locked from outside.

‘The Thief wiped his forehead with his
sleeve, drew his saber and pried tentatively
at the lock mechanism. It was too solid.

The soft grate of steel on steel echoed
mockingly within the narrow confines of the
incinerator as he replaced the weapon.

He had begun to feel his way slowly
around his prison when he heard footsteps

- on the concrete floor outside.

The furnace door opened and a mass of
flaming rubble sailed past his horrified eyes.

The door clanged shut just as he leaped to
smother the torch with his chest.

The shaft of light was gone. A slave
janitor was probably peering into the dark-
ness, and wondering.

The Thief heard a muffled curse, then the
sound of fading footsteps. He was at the
door instantly.

The slave ought to be back in a minute
or two.

And he was. This time the ignition wad
was larger. The peep hole was closed a long
time as the slave made sure the charge was
burning properly. Finally he went away and
the Thiel removed his saber point from the
lock engagement and eased the door open.
Cold air rushed into his scorched lungs and
over. his blistered face,

He was on the floor instantly, forced him-
self to take time to close and relock the door.
Precious seconds were gone but it might
delay his pursuers if they had to look in
every incinerator for him.

He vanished, wraithlike, between the bulge
of two furnaces and headed toward the west
wing and the fabulous T-twenty-twe.

Was the brilliant Gaines really a Thief?
If he were, did that mean that Haze-Gaunt’s
government was riddled with members of the
Society?

Two things were certain. The wolf pack
knew a great deal about him. To them he
was something more than q Thief. Why did
he say something? Wasn’t he human? And
the Society of Thieves had placed an in-
credible value on his life. Furthermore,
Haven knew as much or more about him
than the wolf pack. He had some pressing
questions to ask him if ever he saw his
friend again,

He opened the door to the great vault
chamber a quarter of an inch and peered
along the inner wall. Nothing moved. From
far away, toward the center of the chamber,
he heard the hiss of the nucleic welders.

Very quietly he slipped inside the door—
and sucked in his breath sharply,

Even in the dusky gloom the T-twenty-two
shimmered with a pale blue haze. Her sleek,
sheer flanks shot a hundred-fifty feet into
the air but she was less than eight feet in
diameter at her waist. A great moon freight-
er would make several hundred of her.

But the thing that troubled him, the
thing that seized his mind and blanked out
the trip-hammering of his heart, was this—
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He had seen the T-twenty-fwo before—years
before.

Even as the sandbag crashed into his head,
and even as he clawed futilely toward con-
sciousness, he could only think—T-twenty-
two-—T-twenty-two—where—when?

CHAPTER VIII

Discovery Through Torment

GGHE’S regaining consciousness,” snig-
gered the voice.

Alar sat upon one knee and peered out
from aching eyes.

He was in a large cage of metal bars, bare-
ly tall enough for him to stand. The cage
stood in the center of a large stone-walled
room. ‘All about him was a raw, musty odor.
The rawness, he realized with quivering nos-
trils, was blood. In these rooms the imperial
psychologist practised his inhuman arts.

“Good morning, Thief!” burbled Shey,
rising up and down on tiptoe.

Alar tried in vain to swallow, then strug-
gled to his feet. For the first time in his
life he was thankful that he was utterly ex-
hausted. In the long hours that would fol-
low he could faint easily and frequently.

“It has been suggested to me,” chirped
Shey, “that with proper stimulation you
might demonstrate powers not before known
in human beings—hence the iron cage that
now holds you. We would like to see a good
performance—but without danger to our-
selves or the risk of losing you.”

Alar was silent. Protests would avail him
nothing. Furthermore it would not improve
things for Shey to recognize the voice of the
Thief that had so recently robbed him.

The psychologist drew closer to the cage.
“Pain 1s a wonderful thing, you know,” he
whispered eagerly. He rolled up his right
sleeve. “‘See these scars? I held hot knives
there as long as I could. The stimulation—
ah!” He inhaled ecstatically. “But you'll
soon know, won't you? My difficulty is that
I always release the knife before I attain max-
imum stimulation. But with someone else to
help as I shall help you—"" He smiled en-
gagingly. “I hope you won’t disappoint us.”

Alar felt something cold. crawl slowly up
his spine,

“Now.” continued the psvchologist, “will

you hold out your arm and let the attendant
give you an injection or do you prefer that
we crush you between the cage walls to ad-
minister it? Just a harmless bit of adrenalin
50 you won't faint—for a long, long time.”

There was nothing to be done. And in a
way he was even more curious than Shey as
to what would happen. He thrust out his
arm in grim silence and the needle jammed
home.

The phone buzzed. “Answer that,” or-
dered Shey.

“It’s from upstairs,” called the attendant.
“They want to know if you've seen Ma-
dame Haze-Gaunt.”

“Tell them no.” The matter was apparent-
ly closed.

Additional attendants wheeled up a heavy
hinged case, opened it and began to take
things from it and to lay them on the table.
Still others rolled the cage walls together,
flattening the Thief like a bacillus between
microscope slides.

Alar listened vaguely to the sweat plash-
ing from his chin to the stone floor. praviding
an insane obbligato to the strumming of his
adrenalin-fed heart. From behind him some-
where wafted the odor of red-hot metal.

At least Keiris had got away.

* R ok ok K

It was twilight and, because there was no
longer any pain, he thought for a moment
that he was dead. Then he stood up and
looked about him in wonder. In this world
he was the only moving thing,

He was suspended in space near a silent,
winding column. Gravity was banished here.
There was no up, no down, no frame of refer-
ence for direction, so the column was neither
necessarily vertical nor horizontal. He rubbed
his eyes. The physical contact of palm to
face seemed real. This was no dream. Some
enormous soul-shaking thing had happened
to him that he could not fathom. Here there
was no movement, no sound, nothing but the
column and a vast brooding silence.

Gingerly he reached out to touch the
column. Tt had a strangely fluid, pliant qual-
ity, like a ray of light bending. And it had
a strange shape. The part that he touched
was a five-finned flange that extended from
the central portion of the column.

If he had a power saw, he thought, how
simple it would be to saw out innumerable
arms with hands and fingers. Touching the
flange lightly, he floated around the column
to the other side, where he found an iden-
tical five-finned arrangement. He frowned,



> STARTLING STORIES

perplexed. Farther around the column were
leg-like fins.

His eyes brightened as he realized that a
cross-section of this column would resemble
very closely the vertical cross-section of a
human being. Looking about, he discovered
that the column appeared to go on indefinite-
ly.
He then floated along it in the opposite
direction for some minutes, noting that it
gradually grew smaller in cross section. The
cheek outline was thinner, the bones more
prominent. The outline might be that of a
skinny youth. Even farther on, the column
was still smaller, and, by straining his eyes,
he thought he could see where it shrank to
a thread in the distance.

The Thief believed his life depended on
the solution to this mystery, but cast about
as he might the answer eluded him,

He returned slowly, pensively, and studied
the column at approximately the point where
he had found himself when he recovered
consciousness. He knotted his jaws in ex-
asperation,

ERHAPS. the interior of the column

held an explanation. He thrust an arm
into it slowly, and noted with interest that
some plastic force seemed to draw his fin-
gers into the five-finned portion of the col-
umn. He stuck in his right leg. That fitted
perfectly.

Tentatively, he eased the rest of his body
into the column.

And then something immense and elemen-
tal seized him and Aung him—

“He's regaining consciousness,” sniggered
the voice.

Alar sat up on one knee and peered out
from aching eyes.

His head was whirling. He was in the cen-
ter of the cage, not crushed between the walls.
There was no blood on him anywhere and
somehow his shirt and coat had got back on
him. Everything—the position of the men,
the table, the instruments—were in the same
places as when he first awakened in the cage
an infinity ago, before the injection and the
pain.

Had the pain really been just a nightmare,
topped off by that queer episode of the man-
shaped column? Was it just an illusionary
déja vu to expect Shey to rise up and down
on tiptoe and burble—

“Good morning, Thief!” burbled Shey, ris-
ing up and down on tiptoe.

Alar felt the blood draining from his face.

He understood one thing very clearly.
Through means utterly incomprehensible to
him he had, for a time, left the time stream
and had re-entered it at the worst possible
locus. He knew that this time his resolution
would falter—that he would talk and that his
comrades would die. And he had no weapon,
no means to prevent this catastrophe that was
finally upon him.

Except—his heart bounded in fierce joy
and he listened to his calm icy voice. “I
think that you will release me very soon.”

Shey shook his curly head in rare good
humor. “That would spoil everything. No,
I won’t release you for a long time. I might
even say—never.”

Alar’s lips compressed in a chill confidence
he was far from feeling. Speed was utterly
essential. He must get in his point before
the telephone rang. Yet he must not seem
hurried or anxious. Shey was sure to recog-
nize his voice but that couldn’t be helped.

He folded his arm across his chest and
leaned against the back bars. “I am perhaps
overvalued by the Society of Thieves,” he
said shortly. “Be that as it may. Still, cer-
tain precautions have been taken against my
capture and I must wam you that if I do not
leave the palace safely within ten minutes the
corpse of Madame Haze-Gaunt will be de-
livered to the chancellor tonight.”

Shey frowned and studied his quarry
thoughtfully. “That voice—Hmm. You're
lying, of course—just trying to gain time.
Her excellency is still on the ballroom floor.
Your shortened breathing, narrowed pupils,
dry voice—all point to a deliberate lie. I
won’t even check on it. Now, will you hold
out your arm, please, for a little shot of
adrenalin ?”

Wasn't the phone ever going to ring?

His continued calm exterior amazed him.
“Very well,” he murmured, thrusting out his
arm. “We three die together,” The needle
jabbed in and struck a nerve. Alar’s face
twitched faintly. The attendants rolled the
cage walls together, flattening the Thief
spread-eagle fashion.

The odor of heating metal was strong
behind him. His head was beginning to spin,
Something was wrong. But for the bars
crushing him he knew he would drop. Wet
circles of sweat were spreading slowly from
the armpits of his jacket.

Two burly attendants wheeled up the in-
strument chests. Alar forced himself to watch



FLIGHT INTO YESTERDAY 37

them casually as they opened it and handed
a strange-shaped pair of pliers to Shey.

A shudder of nausea crept up Alar’s throat
as he remembered his bloody nail-less hand-
things from—that other time.

“Do you know,” chuckled Shey as he fixed
& coy eye on Alar, “I believe you're the
chap that called on me a few nights ago.”

The phone buzzed.

Shey looked up absently. “Answer that,”
he ordered dreamily.

Time ground slowly to a halt for the
Thief. His chest was heaving in great gasps.

“It's from upstairs,” called the attendant
hesitantly. “They want to know if you've
seen Madame Haze-Gaunt.”

Shey waited a long time before answer-
ing. His look of introspection died away
slowly. Finally he turned around and care-
full}' replaced the nail pullers in the chest.

“Tell them no,” he said, “and get the
chancellor on the phone for me instantly.”

Alar was deposited at the busy downtown
intersection he demanded and, after an hour
of careful wandering to elude possible I. P.
tailers, he walked via alley and cellar to the
door of a Society rendezvous. Before he
slept, ate or even got a new blade he wanted
to lay before the Council the incredible oc-
currences in the slave underground and in
Shey’s torture chamber,

Something sharp jabbed into his side. He
raised his hands slowly to find himself sur-
rounded by masked Thieves with drawn
blades. The man wielding the nearest saber
stated, “You are under arrest.”

—

CHAPTER IX
Wild Talent

‘GYOU are now under a sentence of
death,” intoned the masked man on
the dais. “In accordance with the laws of the
Society the charges against you will be read,
and you will then be given ten minutes to
present your defense. At the end of that
time, if you have failed to refute the charges
against you beyond a reasonable doubt, you
will be put to death with a rapier thrust
through your heart. The clerk of this tribunal
will read the charge.”

Alar could not free his brain of a numbing
lullness. He was too tired even to feel be-

wildered. Of all the Thieves here he recog-
nized only Haven, whose stricken eyes peered
out at him through a brown mask.

The masked clerk arose from a desk near
the dais and read gravely. ‘“Alar was cap-
tured by government operatives in the im-
perial palace approximately four hours ago,
taken to the lower chambers and delivered
into the custody of Shey.

“A few minutes later he was escorted un-
scathed from the palace to the street and there
released. In view of his unbroken skin it is
presumed that the prisoner disclosed confi-
dential information concerning the Society.
The charge is treason, the sentence death.”

“Fellow Thieves!” Haven sprang to his
feet. “I object to this procedure. The bur-
den of proof of betrayal ought to be on the
Society, In the past Alar has risked his life
for the Society many times. I now urge that
we give him the benefit of the doubt. Let us
presume him innocent until we have proved
him guilty.”

Alar studied the sea of masks confronting
him. The judge listened to several men who
bent toward him and whispered. Finally the
judge straightened up. Alar’s nails dug into
the wooden rails. He knew he could prove
nothing.

“Number eighty-nine,” said the judge
slowly, “has proposed a radical innovation
in trial procedure. In the past, the Society
has found it necessary to liquidate Thieves
who have been unable to free themselves from
suspicion. Trial boards of the society unani-
mously agree that by this method we de-
stroy more innocent men than guilty.

“That price, I feel, is small, if it ensures
the continuation of the Society as a whole.
The question now is—are there any special
circumstances that indicate the ends of the
Society will best be served by a reversal of
the burden of proof.”

Alar listened to his pulse-rate mount slow-
ly. One seventy-five . . . one eighty . . .

“There are unusual, even strange, circum-
stances in this case,” continued the judge,
leafing slowly through the brochure before
him. “But all of them”—he transfixed Alar
with steely eyes and hardening voice—*all
of them indicate that we should redouble our
care in dealing with this man, rather than
lessen it.

““He is unable to account for his life prior
to one night five years ago when, as an
ostensible amnesiac, he found shelter with
two members of this Society. And we must
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keep in mind that Chancellor Haze-Gaunt
would be sufficiently ingenious to attempt to
plant an agent provocateur among us by
just such a ruse.

“When Alar emerged safely from the
clutches of Shey we were entitled to suspect
the worst. Does the defendant deny that he
stands here among us with a whole skin when
by rights he should be dead or dying?"” The
voice was faintly ironic.

“I neither deny nor affirm anything,” re-

lied Alar. “But before I begin a defense,

would like to ask a question. Since the
sentence is death and I cannot leave this
room alive perhaps the judge will be willing
to tell me why the Society protected me when
I was a helpless amnesiac and why, after
permitting me to lead the dangerous life of a
Thief, Dr. Haven and Dr. Corrips suddenly
decided my life was more important than
some twenty-odd brilliant minds in the M-
Wing at the University? Without regard
to what has—or has not—happened since,
you must admit the stand is inconsistent?”

““Not necessarily,” replied the judge coldly.
“But you may form your own opinion. Five
years ago a strange space ship crashed into
the upper Ohio River. Certain flotsam was
recovered from the wreckage that indicated
it must have come from outer space. Two
living things were recovered from it. One
was a strange ape-like animal later captured
by the River Police and given to Haze-Gaunt,
The other was—you. We immediately got a
note from Kennicot Muir concerning your
disfosition."

But he’s dead !” interjected Alar.

HE judge smiled grimly. “He is thought

to be dead by the Imperial Government
and by the world outside, As I say, we got
a note from him to the effect that you were
to be enrolled in the Society as soon as your
emotional pattern was stabilized. You were
to be given routine assignments involving
but little physical danger, and you were to
be studied.

“It was Muir’s opinion that possibly you
were a species of man of rather special prop-
erties—that your ancestral line had evolved
beyond homo sapiens into something that
could be of immense help to us in averting
the impending Operations Finis that Haze-
Gaunt may launch at any hour. Very early
we discovered that your heart accelerates
before you consciously detect danger.

“We know now that your subconscious

mind synthesizes impressions and stimuli of
which your conscious mind is unaware, and
prepares your body for the unseen peril, what-
ever it is. This was good but not good
enough for us to place you beyond homo
sapiens or to absolve you completely from
suspicion as a planted spy.

“We waited for other manifestations of
your possible ultra-humanity but nothing
more was forthcoming. And after your
probable treachery tonight your threat to
the existence of the Society outweighs its
desire to continue studying you.”

So his earlier life would soon be sealed
forever. Did no one know? He demanded,
“Is Muir present now? Does he agree to
my death?”

“Muir is not present and as a matter of
fact none of us has seen him in the flesh since
his disappearance. But you can be sure he
knows of this trial. So far he has not dis-
agreed. Do you have any more questions?
If not, the time for your defense must begin
to run. You have ten minutes.”

With pale face Alar studied his execution-
ers. Many of them must have shared perilous
adventures with him but would now kill him
willingly to save the Society. His heartbeat
was mounting steadily. Two hundred. It
had never been so high.

“Any defense”—his coolness amazed him
—*“that I might bring forward would be so
implausible and incredible from the point of
view of most of you that it would be a waste
of precious minutes to attempt any explana-
tion whatever. Tf T have ten minutes to
live—"

“Nine,” corrected the clerk firmly.

“Then I intend to use them to save my
life. John!”

“Yes, boy?"” Haven’s voice shook a little.

“John, if you believe that I am innocent,
please explain this to me—what is the chem-
ical basis of eyesight?”

The biologist looked startled but instantly
recovered his poise. Blood began to flood
back into his cheeks. “It is generally
agreed,” he declared, “that photons reflected
from the thing being viewed enter the pupil
of the eye and are focussed as they pass
through the vitreous and aqueous humors to
the retina, where an image is formed.

“There they impinge upon the visual pur-
ple, which then gives off a substance to which
the retinal rods and cones are sensitive. The
rods and cones pass the stumulus on to the
retinal nerve endings, which gather finally
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into the great optic nerve and register the
image in the crevasses of the optic lobe at
the base of the brain.”

“Would you say that it is quite impossible
for the reverse of that process to occur?”

“Reverse? You mean, where the brain
conceives an image, passes it along the optic
nerve to the retina, and the visual purple is
so stimulated that it releases photons that
are focussed by the eyes’ refractive fluids to
project an image? Do you mean to ask
whether your eyes may be capable of project-
ing an image as well as receiving one? Is
that what you mean?”

“Precisely. Is it impossible ?”

The men strained forward in puzzled at-
tention.

“You have three minutes,” reminded the
clerk sharply, looking from Alar to Haven
and back again.

Haven fixed eyes wide with surmise on his
protégé. ‘‘Visual projection has been pre-
dicted for the creature that may follow homo
sapiens in the evolutionary scale. This power
may evolve within the next fifty or a hun-
dred millennia. But now, in modern man?
Highly improbable.

“However”’—he raised a warning hand in
a gesture full of hidden meaning—"if some-
one were able to project light beams from his
eyes—if he were able to do that he ought to
be able to reverse other stimulus-response
systems. For example, he should be able to
turn the tympanum of the ear into a speech
membrane, by activation of the cochlear
nerves with the cerebral auditory tract. In
a word, he should be able to reproduce au-
rally—not orally—any sound he can im-
agine !”

Alar stole a glance at the dim fluorescent
tube in the ceiling fixture, A warm flush
crept quickly up his throat. He knew now
that he would live and not die—that he would
live to unravel the gray net that enshrouded
his past—that he would leave the Thieves
and that he would henceforth search for
himself in earnest. But there was much to
be done yet, and he was far from being out
of danger. He awakened to the voice of
the judge:.

“What did you hope to accomplish by
that senseless discussion with Dr. Haven?
Only thirty seconds of time remain for your
defense.”

Around him there was the eerie sliding
of finely wrought steel on steel. All the
Thieves except Haven had drawn their blades

and were watching him with feline intent-
ness.

Alar stared upward at the ancient fluor-
escent light. He closed one eye and con-
centrated feverishly, trying to reawaken his
wonderful power—the power that had sub-
consciously projected an image of his own
body from his eye that time in the slave un-
derground and had saved him then.

This time it might save him again, al-
though in a different way. If he could only
impinge enough photons of the proper quanta
and frequency on the fluorescent coating of
the lamp he believed he could fill in the
troughs of the emitted photonwaves and
throw the room into darkness.

The light seemed to flicker a little.

IS breath was like that of a panting dog

and sweat was streaming into his open

eye. A few feet in (ront of him a Thief raised

his blade level with Alar's heart and sighted
along it coolly.

Haven’s nervous whisper rasped behind
him. “Fluorescent light is higher on the spec-
trum. Raise your frequency a little.”

The executioner lunged at him.

The room went dark.

Alar held his left hand over the nasty cut
in his chest and slipped away a few feet.
Not far—he had to stay in the open in order
to control the lamp. Life now would de-
pend on the boldest improvisation.

No one had moved. All around him came
the accelerated expectant breathing of the
men who wanted to kill him—as soon as they
could distinguish his dark form from them-
selves.

Then—

His right ear heard sounds coming from
his left ear:

“Let no one move! Alar must still be in
the room. We'll find him as soon as we
have a light. Number twenty-fourteen, go
immediately to the outer office and obtain
emergency lighting.” It was a reasonable
facsimile of the judge’s voice. The danger
was, did the judge think so too?

The man backed off quickly two paces and
said in muffled tones, “Yes, sir.”

How soon would it take some one to re-
member that Number twenty-lourteen was
stationed down the corridor?

Again the tense silence as he edged back-
ward towards the door. It was a fantastically
difficult task to avoid cutting off his view of
the lamp. He pushed fellow Thieves apolo-~
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getically out of the way as he stumbled ever
backwards. But one man need walk in front
of his line of vision and his control of the
lamp would vanish in a blaze of light. A
dozen blades would cut him down.

He sensed the door now beside him, the
guard in front of it.

“Who is it?” The guard’s tense question
shot from the dark, a bare foot away.

“Twenty-fourteen,” Alar whispered quick-
ly. He could feel warm blood trickling down
his leg. He must find bandages soon.

A heated, sibilant argument was in prog-
ress somewhere in the room. He caught
the word “twenty-fourteen” once.

“Your honor!” called someone nasally.

He listened to the guard hesitate in the
very act of sliding back the bolts. His hoax
would be exposed in seconds. “Hurry up!”
he whispered impatiently.

“You have the floor!” called the judge
to the nasal Thief.

The guard stood motionless, listening.

“If Alar escapes because of your delay,”
hissed Alar to him, “you’ll be responsible.”

But the man stood immobile.

Again that nasal voice from the other side
of the room—*“Your honor, some of us are
of the understanding that Number twenty-
fourteen is actually stationed at the far end
of the exit corridor. If this is so your orders
that he leave the room must have been an-
swered by Alar!”

It was out.

“My orders?” came the astounded reply.
“I gave no orders. [ thought it was the
sergeant of the guard! Door guard! Let no
one whatever leave the room!”

The bolts clanged shut before him with
grim finality. With a last despairing blast
of metal effort Alar reactivated the dampened
fluorescent bulb with a shaft of dazzling blue
light.

Pandemonijum broke loose.

A split second later he had knocked down
the blinded guard, drawn the bolts and was
outside while a score of men groped inside.
But their retinal over-stimulation would wear
off quickly and he must hurry. He looked
up the corridor. Number twenty-fourteen
and his detail blocked that path. He knotted
his fists, then turned to study the dead end
of the corridor behind him—and his hand
flew futilely to his empty scabbard.

Someone was standing there in the cul-de-
sac.

“You can escape this way."”

“Keiris!"” he exclaimed softly.

“You'd best come quickly.”

He was immediately beside her.
how—?"'

“No questions now.”” She pushed open a
narrow panel in the wall, and they stepped
behind it just as the trial room burst open.
They listened to the muffled but grim voices
from beyond the panel.

“Don’t underestimate them,” whispered
the woman, pulling him up the dark passage
by the hand. “They’ll question the guard up
the corridor, then scour this end. They'll find
the panel within sixty seconds.”

Soon they were in a dim-lit alley at the
first street level.

“What now ?”" he panted.

“My coupé is over there.”

(‘So?ll

“Bul

HE stopped and looked up at him grave-

ly. “You are free for a little while, my
friend, but your reason must tell you that you
can expect to be caught within a matter of
hours. The I.P.'s are combing the city for
you, block by block, house by house, room
by room.

“All roads from the city are closed. All
non-police aircraft are grounded. And the
Thieves are looking for you too. Their
methods will be less gross but even more
efficient. If you try to escape without a
plan or without assistance the Thieves will
certainly recapture you.”

“I'm with you,” he said shortly, taking
her arm. They got into the coupé silently,

The gloomy alleyway began to race by
them as the atom-powered rotors gathered
speed.

“You'll find antibiotics and astringents in
the first-aid kit,” said the woman coolly.
“You'll have to dress your wound yourself.
Please do it quickly.”

He ripped off his coat, shirt and under-
wear with blood-slippery fingers. The anti-
biotic powder stung and the astringent
brought tears to his eyes. He slapped ad-
hesive gauze over the wound,

“You'll ind more clothes in the bundle
beside you.”

He felt too weak to bring up the question
of propriety.

He unwrapped the bundle.

“You are in the process of assuming the
identity of one Dr. Philip Ames, Astrophys-

-1cist,” Keiris informed him.

Alar zipped up his new shirt in silence and
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loosened his belt preparatory to changing
trousers.

“Actually,” continued the woman tersely,
“Ames doesn’t exist except in certain Gov-
ernment transcripts. The wallet in your in-
side coat pocket contains your new personal
papers, a ticket for the next lunar flight and
your sealed orders from the Imperial As-
trophysics Laboratory, countersigned by
Haze-Gaunt.”

There was some tremendous fact staring
at him that he couldn’t quite grasp. If only
he weren't so tired. “l assume,” he said
slowly, “that the Imperial Laboratory knows
that Haze-Gaunt is sending a man to Lunar,
but doesn’t know who is being sent. Other-
wise, I would be exposed immediately as an
impostor.

“I must assume, too, that Haze-Gaunt, if
he has thought about it at all, believes he is
sending an Imperial Astrophysicist whose
identity is known only to him. Suach double
deception must have been planned and ex-
ecuted by a third person.”

Now he had it!

And he was just as much in the dark as
ever. He turned to the woman accusingly.
“Only one intellect could have calculated the
probability of my escape from Shey and
where my trial by the Society would be held.
Only one man could have controlled Haze-
Gaunt’s course of action in selecting ‘Ames’
—The Microfilm Mind !"”

“It was he.”

Alar took a deep breath. “But why should
he try to save the life of a Thief?”

“I’'m not sure but I think it’s because he
wants you to discover something vital at
Lunar. Something in a fragment of sky
map. It’s all in your orders. Besides, the
Mind is a secret Thief sympathizer.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Nor I. We weren't supposed to.”

Alar felt completely lost, out of his depth.
A few minutes before the world consisted
neatly of Thieves and Imperials. Now he
felt vividly the impact of a brain that treated
both factions as children—an inconceivably
deep brain that labored with infinite skill
and patience toward—what?

“That’s Lunar Terminus ahead,” said his
companion. “Your luggage has already been
checked aboard. They’ll examine your visa
carefully but I don’t think there’ll be any
trouble. Ii you want to change your mind
this is your last chance.”

Haze-Gaunt and the Imperial Laboratory

would eventually get together and compare
notes. A brief vision of being cornered by
hard-bitten I.P.’s in the tiny Lunar Observa-
tory settlement flashed into Alar’s mind and
his saber hand twitched uneasily.

And yet—just what zas on the star plate?
And why had the Microfilm Mind picked him
to discover it? Could it throw any light on
his identity ?

Of course he would go!

““Goodbye, then, Keiris,” he said gently.
“Incidentally there’s something I ought to
warn you about. It's known at the chancel-
Jory that you're missing right now. Don’t
ask me how I know. I just do. It will be
very dangerous for you to return. Can’t
you come with me?”

She shook her head. “Not yet—not yet.”

CHAPTER X

The Questioning

S she hurried up the secret stairway to

her chancellory apartment, Keiris’
calm exterior belied the tumult with her—
the same tumult that had been raging the
moment Alar’s lithe form had dropped over
her window sill earlier in the evening. The
armor that she had carefully built up around
her after Kim had vanished (was he really
dead?) had fallen about her in ruins.

Why should an unknown Thief affect her
this way?

His unmasked face had provided no clue.
That was disappointing, because she never
forgot a face. And yet her first glimpse of
that rather broad soft face with the incongru-
ously hard dark eyes, instead of dismissing
the problem as nonexistent, had accentuated
it.

She knew that she had never seen that face
before. She also knew that he was utterly
familiar—as much a part of her as the clothes
she wore. Was that disloyal to Kim? It de-
pended on how she meant it.

As she stood before the panel opening into
her bathroom, she found herself blushing.

She shrugged her shoulders. No time now
for analysis of personal feelings. Haze-Gaunt
would be waiting for her in her bedroom,
wondering where she’'d been. Thank heaven
for his fantastic jealousy. He'd only half-be-
lieve her anyway but it provided a queer sort
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of security for her—a status quo consistently
defined by its very insecurity.

She sighed and started sliding the panel
back.

At least she’'d have time to take a shower
and have her women rub her down with rose
petals. That would give her more time to
invent answers for the questions that Haze-
Gaunt would certainly ask. And then she’d
squeeze into that low-necked—

‘“Have a pleasant outing?” asked Haze-
Gaunt.

She would have screamed if her tongue
hadn’t stuck to the roof of her mouth. But
she gave no exterior sign of shock. She got
a full deep breath into her lungs and it was
over.

She looked at the three intruders with out-
ward calm. Haze-Gaunt was staring at her
in gloomy uncertainty, legs spread, hands
locked behind his back. Shey was beaming
in happy anticipation. The deep lines in
General Thurmond’s face were, on the whole,
noncommittal. Possibly the parentheses en-
closing his small dash of a mouth looked a
little harder, a little crueler.

The woman’s heart beat faster. For the
first time since Haze-Gaunt had placed her in
his quarters she felt a thrill of physical fear.
Her mind simply refused to accept the impli-
cations of Haze-Gaunt accompanied by the
two most merciless monsters in the Im-
perium.

She had planned her most plausible line
of defense even as Haze-Gaunt’s question
left his lips. Smiling wryly, she closed the
panel behind her. “Yes, I had a pleasant out-
ing, Bern. I go out whenever I can. Slaves
have the vices of slaves, don’t they?”

“We'll come back to that,” rejoined the
chancellor grimly. “The main question is,
what do you know about Alar? How did you
meet? Why did you let him escort you to
the ball instead of turning him over to the
palace guards?”

“Bern,” she said, “is my bathtoom the
place for an inquisition? And it’s really
rather late. Perhaps in the morning.”

She could have bitten off her tongue. This
defense was not ringing true. She could
sense the little psychologist anticipating her
every word—knowing almost exactly what
she would say next. Perhaps the diabolical
little man had even forewarned Haze-Gaunt
of .what she could be expected to say if she
were hiding something from them.

“Oh, very well,” she said wearily, stepping

away from the wall. “I'll tell you what I
know, though I can’t see why it's so impor-
tant. Alar climbed up on my balcony this
evening. I threw a knife at him but I wasn't
a very good shot. I missed and in the next
instant he had me by the wrist.

“He said he’d kill me if T didn’t take him
into the ballroom. What could I do? My
maids were gone. It’s really your fault, Bern,
for not providing at least a minimum of pro-
tection for me.”

She knew it was no good but at least they’d
take a few moments to pick it to pieces.
Meanwhile she would De thinking. She
walked casually to the wash basin, as though
she had made her final contribution to the
discussion, and studied her face in the mir-
rors a few seconds. She was sprayng her face
with a perfumed water-palm oil emulsion
when Haze-Gaunt spoke again,

“Your friend seems to have taken a
shower in here and borrowed some of my
clothes—not to mention the Italian saber.
\;\l’er?e you bound and gagged during all
that ?"’

KEIRIS stopped rubbing her oiled face
and reached languidly for the water-
alcohol spray knob. “It has always been my
understanding that my apartment was wired
with concealed microphones. I assumed that
every word that passed between the Thief
and myself would be heard by the guards and
that Alar would be captured in. this very
room.”

“By a remarkable coincidence,” Thurmond
murmured, “your knife severed the wire.”

The water-alcohol spray stung her cheeks
sharply. She rubbed her face briskly with a
deep-napped towel, then faced the three again
with a shell of poise that was growing thin-
ner by the minute,

Shey was still smiling. Once he seemed
almost to chuckle,

“T'll give you the benefit of the doubt on
that,” said Haze-Gaunt coldly. He unlaced
his fingers from the small of his back and
folded his arms on his chest as she sauntered
toward them. “And I'll even assume, for
the time being, that the next phase of your
story is true—that you believed we knew all
along that the Thief at the ball was Alar, and
that we were biding our own good time in
taking him. We'll let that go.

“You may or may not know that after
his capture Alar was given to Shey for ex-
amination and that Alar somehow knew that
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you were missing from the palace grounds an
hour ago, just before Shey was to have be-
gun his experiments. Alar obtained his re-
lease by telling Shey that you were being
held as a hostage by the Thieves. You must
have told him that you would be missing at
that moment, and that he could use the
knowledge to effect his relcase. Do you deny
that 7”’

Keiris hesitated and looked at Shey for
the first time. The pain-dabbler was eyeing
her in rapt anticipation. She knew that her
face must be very pale. For nearly a decade
she had thought she could face death with
calm. But now that the probability was crys-
tallizing before her very eyes it became hor-
rible,

What was it about death that frightened
her? Not death itself. Only the hour of
dying—the hour that Shey knew how to pro-
long indefinitely. And she would talk. She
knew that Shey could make her talk. She
would have to tell about the Microfilm Mind
and a potent weapon would be lost for Kim’s
Thieves.

Somewhere, somehow, Kim might still be
alive. What would he think when he learned
of her betrayal? And incidentally, just how
had Alar known that she had been waiting
for him at the Thief rendezvous during his
brief imprisonment in Shey's chambers?
There were too many questions, and no an-
SWETS.

She wondered just how much pain she
could take before she became talkative.

“I deny nothing,” she said finally. “If you
want to think that T provided the Thief with
the means for his escape you may certainly
do so. Does my background lead you to
expect an overwhelming loyalty to you,
Bern?” She watched his face closely.

Haze-Gaunt was silent. Thurmond shifted
his feet restlessly and glanced at his wrist
radio.

“Haze-Gaunt,” he clipped, “do you real-
ize we're letting this woman hold up Oper-
ation Finis? Every second is vital if we
are to achieve surprise but we can do-noth-
ing until we evaluate Alar. I urge that you
turn her over to Shev immediately. Her ac-
tions show something more than a general-
ized sympathy with a subversive organiza-
tion that she identifies with her late husband.

“There was something special between her
and Alar. We must pull it out of her. And
what about these incessant leaks of high
secrets to the Thieves? You always thought
you knew every move she made, every word
she said. Where,” he concluded tersely,
“has she been for the last hour?”

“I have been with Alar.” She found it
incredible that her voice could be so calm.
But she was right in the effect of the state-
ment on Haze-Gaunt. The barest flicker of
anguish passed over his eternally immobile
mouth.

Shey giggled and spoke for the first time.
“Your answers are so clear that they com-
pletely obscure—what? You point with
sweeping gestures to a wide-open highway
but it is the camouflaged path that we seek.

“Why are you so eager to imply that you
have been activated all along by a simple
emotional attachment for a man—even if he
is a gallant swashbuckling Thief—whom you
never saw before? T ask this, not because
I expect answers here and now but so that
you will understand the necessity, from our
point of view, for what must follow.”

Keiris finally knew the shape of physical
despair. It was a leaden numbing thing that

[Turn page)
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seized one nerve after the other and made
her rotten with fear.

“What do you—they—want to know,
Bern,” she said. It was not a question but
rather an admission of defeat. Her voice
sounded oddly plaintive in her ears.

AZE-GAUNT nodded to Shey, who
stepped up and swiftly strapped a disc-
like thing to her arm—a portable verigraph.
The needles that circulated veinous blood
through the instrument stung sharply, then
the pain was gone. The thing’s eye blinked
green at each heart beat. She rubbed her arm
above the instrument.

It would soon be all over. They could get
answers out of her painlessly. In a way, she
was glad. It had been too long without Kim.

Haze-Gaunt waited a moment for the sco-
palamine to take effect. Then he asked, “Had
you ever known Alar before tonight?”

“No,” she replied with what she believed
perfect truth.

To her utter amazement and wondering
surmise, the blinking green eye of the instru-
ment turned slowly red.

“You have seen him before,” observed
Haze-Gaunt grimly. “You should know bet-
ter than to try to deceive the verigraph on
the first question. You know well enough
that it is effective over a three-minute pe-
riod.”

She sat down dizzily. The instrument had
said she had lied—had said that she really
had known Alar before. But where? When?

“Perhaps a glimpse somewhere,” she mur-
mured faintly. “I can’t account for it other-
wise.”

“Have you carried information to the
Thieves before?”

“I don't know.” The light fAashed a vivid
yellow.

“She isn’t sure,” interpreted Shey smooth-
ly, “but she thinks she has occasionally be-
trayed information in the past, evidently
through anonymous intermediaries, and she
believes it reached the Thieves. We have
only two minutes before the 'graph becomes
ineffective. Let’s hurry on.” .

“In these matters,” Thurmond asked her
harshly, “do you act independently ?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

The light immediately flashed red.

“A categorical lie,” sniggered Shey.
“’She's working for someone. Who directs
you?” he demanded.

" “No one.”

Again the red light.

“Is it a cabinet member ?”’ demanded Thur-
mond.

Even in her near-stupor she marveled at
his eternal suspicion of treachery in high
places.

“No,” she whispered.

“But someone in the palace?”

“The palace?”

“Yes, here in the chancellory palace?”

The light was blinking green steadily.
She groaned with relief. The Microfilm Mind
was quartered within the imperial palace.

“The imperial palace, then?” suggested
Shey.

She didn’t answer but knew the light was
burning crimson.

The three men exchanged glances.

“The imperatrix ?”’ asked Thurmond.

The light turned green. The police min-
ister shrugged his shoulders.

She realized dully that she must faint but
that she could not.

And it came. Haze-Gaunt displayed once
again the flash of dazzling intuition that had
brought him to the leadership of his wolf
pack. He asked:

“Do you receive orders from the Micro-
film Mind?"”

I‘No'll

It was no use. She knew without looking
at the light that it must surely have betrayed
her.

Oddly she felt only relief. They had got
it out of her without pain. She couldn’t
blame herself.

Then, ‘“‘Barbellion?” asked Thurmond
dubiously, naming the Colone! of the Im-
perial Guards.

She froze. The three minutes had passed.
The verigraph was no longer registering.
The light had not turned red on the name
“The Microfilm Mind.”

“We've run over the time a little,” in-
terposed Haze-Gaunt, frowning. “‘Her blood
is buffered again, and her reactions for the
last questions were meaningless. We'll have
to wait six or seven days for another try
at the truth.”

“We can't wait,” objected Thurmond.
"“You know we can’t wait.”

Shey stepped up and disconnected the veri-
graph. Star felt the stab of another needle
and her head was horridly clear again by the
time she realized what Haze-Gaunt had re-
plied.

“She’s yours, Shey.”
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CHAPTER XI

Return of Keiris

EAR, dear Keiris,” smiled Shey.
“D “Qur rendezvous here was as in-
evitable as death itself.”

From where she lay, strapped to the oper-
ating table, the woman sucked in her breath
and looked with wide eyes about the room.
There was nothing there but the gleaming
whiteness, the pans of strange instruments—
and Shey, swathed in a white surgical gown.

The psychologist was speaking again, his
words interspersed with giggles.

“Do you understand the nature of pain?”
he asked, leaning over her as far as his
rotundity would permit. “Did you know that
pain is the finest of the senses? So few
people do. In the gross animality of most of
mankind pain is used solely as a notice of
physical injury.

“The subtler overtones are missed entirely.
Only a few of the enlightened—such as the
Hindu fakirs, the Penitentes, the Flagel-
lants—appreciate the supreme pleasures that
may be obtained from our sadly neglected
proprioceptive system.

“Look!” He pulled back his sleeve deftly,
exposed a pulpy raw spot on his inner arm.
“I peeled off the epidermis and let flaming
drops of ethanol fall there for fifteen min-
utes, while I sat in my box at the opera,
enthralled by the Imperial Ballet’s rendi-
tion of Inferno. In the whole audience I
alone completely appreciated it.” He paused
and sighed. ‘“Well then, let us begin. You
can talk anytime you wish. 1 hope not too
soon.”

He wheeled up a dial-clustered box and
unreeled two needle-tipped wires from it.
One needle he jabbed into the palm of her
right hand, strapped it down to the palm with
adhesive tape. The other was similarly ap-
plied to her right bicep.

“We start with the elementary, and ad-
vance to the complex,” explained Shey. “You
will appreciate the stimuli more fully if you
understand their effect. Observe the oscillo-
graph.” He pointed to a circular glass panel of
dull white, split horizontally by a luminous
line.

She cried out involuntarily as a sharp pain
shot up her arm—and stayed there, throb-

bing rhythmically.

Shey giggled. “Nice appetizer, eh? See
the cathode beam? It shows that impulses
travel up that particular nerve trunk in sev-
eral speeds. There’s the sudden flashing pain
—the peak on the cathode tube, traveling
about thirty meters a second. Then several
slower impulses come up, with speeds down
to half a meter a second. They make up the
dull ache that {ollows stubbing your toe, or
burning your finger.

“These impulses are gathered into larger
and larger nerve fbers, that eventually pass
into the spinal cord and are carried to the
thalamus, which sorts out the various stimuli
of pain, cold, warmth, touch, and so on, and
routes the messages to the cerebrum for
action.

“The post central convolution lying just
behind the fissure of Rolando seems to get
all the pain impulses.” He looked up cheer-
fully and adjusted the needle in her upper
arm. “Bored with that monotonous old
stimulus? Here’s another.”

She braced herself but the pain was not
nearly so sharp.

“Not much, eh?” said the psychologist.
*“Just barely above threshold. After stimula-
tion the fiber can’t be stimulated again for
four-tenths of a millisecond. Then for fifteen
milliseconds it goes the other way—hyper-
sensitive—and then it’s subnormal again for
eighty milliseconds, then normal from then
on. It's that fifteen millisecond hypersensi-
tive period that I find so useful—"

Keiris screamed.

““Splendid 1” crowed Shey, shutting off the
switch on the black box. “And that was on
only one nerve in one arm. It's perfectly
fascinating to add one pair of electrodes after
another until the arms are covered with them,
even though the subject generally dies.” He
turned to the box again.

Somewhere in the room a radiochron was
ticking out the seconds with mocking languor.
I

Alar stared in slow wonder at the bearded
starveling in the mirror.

What hour?

What day?

A sharp glance at the chronocal told his
incredulous eyes that six weeks had passed
since he had locked himself in the study here
beneath Lunar Station in a [rantic race
against the moment when the combined might
of the Thieves and the Imperials would
search him out and kill him,
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Had he really succeeded in solving the
mystery of the star plate?

He didn’t know.

He thought he had discovered the identity
of that luminous wheel in the lower right
hand corner of the negative. He had discov-
ered some very interesting aberrations in the
nebulae in the intervening space and had
considered several explanations, none of
which were entirely satisfactory. He won-
dered if the Mind knew the answer. He
rather suspected he did.

VERYONE seemed to know all the an-

swers but himself. There was almost
a comical injustice in that he, the possessor
of the miraculous ear and eye, who had
skirted the fringe of godhood that night in
Shey’s evil chamber, knew so little of him-
self.

And now this strange and wonderful star
plate—it held something that the Mind
wanted him to know. But what?

He scratched ahsently at his beard while
his eyes toured the study. From the ceiling
lamp dangled a small three-dimensional model
of the galaxy. It seemed to apologize for
the preposterous scenery beneath, which con-
sisted of—books, gigantic, minuscule, gaudy,
modest, in all the tongues of distant earth,

They swarmed over floor, chairs and
tables, halfway up the four walls, a rugged
landscape drained here and there by valleys
made by Alar as he walked the floor during
the past weeks. The valleys were carpeted
by a forlorn detritus of discarded seribblings.

In a glaciated cirque of the book-Matter-
horn that arched over his work-desk his
microscope was enshrined, surrounded by a
gray talus of negatives.

His roving eye next caught the glint of the
tube of depilatory peeking at him from be-
tween the pages of Muir's Space Mechanics.
A moment later he was again before the mir-
ror, rubbing his beard away by degrees, fol-
lowed by curious inspection, as men invari-
ably do when they depilate after a long ab-
sence from civilization.

But when the stubble was all gone-he was
appalled at the pinched pallor of his face. He
tried to remember when he had last slept or
eaten. He couldn’t place either event pre-
cisely. He vaguely recalled devouring frozen
cubes of vegetable soup with his bare fingers.

He walked to the porthole and looked out
into the blackness toward a ridge of wild
lunar mountains, silver-tinged by the setting

sun. Crescented Terra hung in gigantic
splendor just above the ridge. He would like
to be there now, asking questions of the
Mind, of Haven—of Keiris. How long would
it be before Earth would again be safe for
him? Probably never, with both Thief and
Imperial searching. It was a miracle that his
imposture here at the observatory had not
been detected.

He shook his head gloomily. What he
needed was a brisk walk along the sparse
streets of Selena—the lunar settlement that
housed the observatory staff and their fam-
ilies. He strode toward his shower room.

Alar had been wandering through the
streets about an hour when he saw Keiris.

She was standing alone on the steps of the
Geographical Museum regarding him gravely.
A light cape was thrown about her shoulders
and she appeared to hold it together with the
fingers of her right hand, or possibly a barely
visible metal clasp.

The lamps on the museum porticoes threw
an unearthly blue light over her bloodless
face. Her translucent cheeks were drawn and
lined and her body seemed very thin. There
was now a streak of white in her hair, which
was knotted unobtrusively at the side of her
neck.,

To Alar she was completely lovely. For a
long time he could only stare, drinking in
the moody, ethereal beauty of the composition
of light and blue shadow. His torturing frus-
tration was forgotten.

“Keiris!"” he whispered. “Keirist”

He walked quickly across the street and
she descended the steps stiffly to meet him,

But when he held out both hands to her,
she merely lowered her head and seemed to
swirl her cape closer. Somehow, he had not
expected so cool a reception. They walked
silently up the street.

After a moment he asked, “Did Haze-
Gaunt give you any trouble?”

“A little. They asked some questions, I
told them nothing.” Her voice was strangely
husky.

“Your hair—have you been ill?”

“I have been in a hospital for the past six
weeks,” she replied evasively.

“I'm sorry.” After a moment he asked,
“Why are you here?”

“A friend of yours brought me. A Dr.
Haven. He's waiting in your study, now.”

Alar's heart leapt. “Has the Society re-
instated me?” he asked quickly.

“Not that I know of,”
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He sighed. “Very well, then. But how
did you meet John?”

Keiris studied the dim-lit flaggings of the
street. “He bought me in the slave market,”
she said quietly.

Alar sensed the outline of something
ominous. What could have angered Haze-
Gaunt to the point of selling her? And why
had the Society bought her? He couldn’t talk
to her about it. Perhaps Haven would know.

“There’s really nothing mysterious about
it,” she continued. “Haze-Gaunt gave me
to Shey. When Shey thought I was dead he
had me sold to what he thought was a char-
nel-house buyer, only it turned out to be a
surgeon sent by the Thieves. They kept me
in their secret hospital for six weeks and as
you can see I didn’t die. And when Dr.
Haven came T told him where you were. We
slipped through the blockade last night.”

“Blockade ?”

“Haze-Gaunt grounded every planetary
and space-jet immediately after you left. The
Imperials are still combing the hemisphere
for you.”

E STOLE a cautious look behind them.
“But how could a Thief ship enter
Lunar Station? The place is swarming with
IP’s. You've been spotted, surely. It was
insane of Haven to come. The only reason
both of you weren’t arrested when you landed
was that the I.P.’s hoped you’d lead them to
me. Well, we're being tailed right now.”

“I know but it doesn't matter.” Her voice
was quiet, with a soft huskiness. “The Mind
told me to come to you. As for Dr. Haven,
I question none of his acts. As for your-
self, you'll be safe for several hours.

“Suppose the guards at the landing locker
did identify Dr. Haven and myself and sup-
pose that I have called their attention to you
and suppose we are being followed. If we
don’t try to leave Selena they won’t do any-
thing, at least not until Thurmond arrives
and perhaps Shey. Why should they? They
think you can’t escape.”

He started to make a sarcastic retort, then
changed his mind. ‘““Does Haven really think
he can get me off from here?” he queried.

“A high government official, a secret Thief,
will plant his bribed guard at the exit port
at a certain hour and all of us can escape
then.” She compressed her lips, gave him a
strange side look, and then said without ex-
pression : “You won't die on the moon.”

“Another prediction of the Microfilm

Mind, eh? Incidentally, Keiris, who is the
Mind? Why do you think you have to do
everything he says?”

“I don’t know who he is. It’s said he was
once a common nightclub performer who
could answer any question if the answer had
ever appeared in print. Then about ten years
ago he was in a fire that left his face and
hands disfigured.

“After that he couldn't make any more
nightclub appearances, and became a library
clerk in the microfilm room of the Imperial
Science library. That's where he learned to
absorb a two-thousand page book in less than
a minute and that’s where Shev discovered
him.”

“Go on.” He felt a twinge of guilt at
pressing her for details about a life she must
long to forget. But he had to know.

“About that time Kim disappeared and
Haze-Gaunt—took me. I got a note in Kim’s
handwriting asking me to do whatever the
Mind requested. So—"

“Kim?"” Something sagged within the
Thief.

The woman said quietly : “Kennicot Muir
was my husband. You didn’t know?”

A great deal was suddenly incisively, pain-
fully clear.

“Keiris Muir,” he muttered. “Of course!
The wife of the most fabulous, most elusive
man in the system. In ten years he hasn't
appeared in person to the Society he founded
or to the woman he married.” He said ab-
ruptly, “What makes you think he’s alive?”

“Sometimes I wonder mysell,” she ad-
mitted slowly. “It's just that on fhat night,
when he left me to go to his fatal interview
with Haze-Gaunt, he told me he'd get
through and come back for me. A week later,
when Haze-Gaunt had installed me in his
personal quarters, I received a note in Kim's
handwriting asking me not to commit sui-
cide. So I didn’t.

“The next month I got another note tell-
ing me about the Microfilm Mind. About
once a year since then there have been other
notes in what look like his handwriting, tell-
ing me that he looks forward to the day we
can be together again.

“Perhaps they are forgeries. He may be
dead. Perhaps I am naive for thinking him
alive. On the other hand, none of the wolf
pack think he's dead. Haze-Gaunt is almost
certain he is in hiding, perhaps overseas.”

“But what about the Microfilm Mind?
What is his connection with the Society?”

>
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“A secret agent, I suppose. His access to
the Imperial Science library is probably of
considerable value to the Society.”

Alar smiled humorlessly. Keiris’ intimacy
with greatness had apparently blinded her to
the probability that the Society was a mere
catspaw of the Mind. He looked at the lumi-
nous dial on his wrist radio.

“It's four now. If Thurmond left imme-
diately—and we must assume he did—he’ll
be here with troops by midnight. We have
eight hours to complete the solution to the
star plate and to blast off. Our first stop is
the Galactarium, then back to my study and
John Haven.”

CHAPTER XII
Search for Identity

HE wizened curator unlocked the door,
and Alar led the woman into the great
dark chamber of the Galactarium. The door
closed quietly behind them, and their eyes
strained forward in the cold gloom, sensing
rather than seeing the vastness of the place.
“A gallery circles the interior,” whispered
Alar. “We'll take a moving platform to the
necessary point.”

He led her down the ramp and they were
soon speeding around the dark periphery of
the great room.

Within a few seconds the platform slowed
to a stop in front of a vaguely lit control-
board. Keiris smothered a gasp as Alar’s
hand flew to his saber pommel.

A tall somber figure stood by the panel sta-
tion. “Good evening, Mrs. Muir, Alar!”

The Thief felt his stomach turn over
slowly.

The tall man’s laughter welled in ghastly
echoes out into the blackness, circling and
sodden. His face was that of Gaines, Under-
secretary of Spaceways. The voice was that
of the Thief judge who had condemned him
to death, :

Alar was silent, wary, speculative,

The man seemed to read his thoughts.
“Paradoxically, Alar, your escape from us
was the only thing that could have reinstated
you in the Society. It confirmed your ultra-
humanity as no amount of words could have
done. As for me, if you're wondering, I
arrived on the sun-bound Phobos last night,

and I am here now to provide for your safe
passage home and to askif you have discov-
ered the secret of the star plate. Qur time is
growing very short.”

“Why do you want to know?"” queried
Alar.

“I don’t particularly. The important thing
is that you know.”

“That’s easily answered, then. I don't
know—or at least I don’t know the whole
story.”

Alar had a stubborn impulse to maintain
a strict silence until he learned more about
his role in this fantastic drama, Still, for ill-
defined reasons, he trusted this man who had
once wanted his life.

“Look out there,” he said simply, pointing
into the man-made space before them.

The three of them stared into the silent
vastness while Alar flicked a switch on the
panel. Even Gaines seemed subdued.

Sol with his ten planets sprang into glow-
ing three-dimensional view before them, Cer-
berus, the newly discovered trans-Plutonian
planet, was nearly a mile away, barely vis-
ible. Expertly the Thief manipulated the
dials and the system began rapidly to shrink.
The three picked up opera glasses from the
panel pockets and watched. Finally Alar
spoke.

“Our sun is now about the size of a very
small speck of luminous dust, and even with
our magnifiers we can’t see Jupiter.” He
quickly began to activate more switches.
“That’s Alpha Centauri, a visual binary, over
two hundred yards away from the sun on the
present scale. The bright one on the other
side is Sirius. And there's Procyon. They’re
accompanied by dwarfs too faint to see.

“Within this mile-diameter Galactarium
there are now about eighty of the stars near-
est the sun. On this scale the galaxy would
fit in a space about as big as the moon. So
we'll have to shrink the projections still more
to see any substantial part of the galaxy.”

He turned more dials and a great glowing
wheel with spiraling spokes began to form be-
fore them. “The galaxy—our local universe,”
he said softly. “Or at least ninety-five per-
cent of it, scaled down to a mile across and
one-tenth of a mile thick. It's just a haze of
light now—the Milky Way.

“The main identifying features are the two
Magellanic Clouds. For more accurate iden-
tification we can refer to the positions of the
spiral arms, the hundred globular clusters
and the configuration of the star cloud in the
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center of the galaxy, Now watch.”

The wheel and its Magellanic satellites
shrank quickly. ‘“The Galactarium is now on
a diametric scale of five million light years.
Far off to the right, about seven hundred and
fifty thousand scale light years away, is our
sister galaxy, M thirty-one in Andromeda,
with her own satellite clusters M thirty-two
and NGC two hundred and five. Below are
two smaller galaxies, 1C one thousand six
hundred and thirteen and M thirty-three. On
the other side is NGC six thousand eight
hundred and twenty-two. The universe-frag-
ment you now see,” he concluded simply, “is
exactly what I found on the star plate.”

“But this is old stuff,” protested Gaines
in heavy disappointment.

“No,” interjected Keiris. “Alar means
that he has seen our own galaxy from oui-
side.” )

“That’s right,” said the Thief. “For two
centuries astronomic theory has predicted
that our own galaxy would be visible as soon
as a telescope were - constructed capable
of penetrating the seven-billion-light-year
diameter of the universe. When the Lunar
Observatory was finished it was just a ques-
tion of time before my discovery was made.
So my contribution in rhat direction is largely
routine.”

. “Have you discovered something else,
then ?” asked Keiris.

“Yes. In the first place, light from the
Milky Way, passing in a closed circuit across
the universe, should return only after seven
billion years, so that what we now see on the
plate should be our galaxy as of seven bil-
lion years ago, on the very eve of its forma-
tion from cosmic dust. Instead, the plate
shows the Milky Way as of now—today—
just as you see it out there.”

“But that’s impossible !’ exclaimed Gaines.
“There ought to be a seven-billion-year lag!”

MILING, the Thief said, “It should be
impossible, shouldn’t it? But the posi-
tions of the galactic spiral arms, the periph-
eral velocity of the nebula as a whole, the
positions of the globular clusters, the spectral
age of our own sun, even the positions of the
planets, including Terra, prove otherwise.”
“Then how do you explain it?” asked
Keiris.

“Here is my hypothesis: According to
Einstein, time multiplied by the square root
of minus one is equated to Euclidean space.
That is, a light year of distance equals a year

of time multiplied by the square root of minus
one. So if space is finite, so must time be.
And, like space, time curves and bends back
on itself, so that there is no beginning and
no end.

“Now our galaxy moves simultaneoqsly
along time and space coordinates like this.”
He held up two pencils crossed at right
angles. “Let the x-axis be time, the y-axis
space, our galaxy located at the intersection.
Now I move the y-pencil 1o the right, and
simultaneously push it up. Anything at the
intersection will be moving in both cobrdi-
nates.

“QOr suppose you substituted two hoops for
the pencils, so that the hoop frames intersect
each other at right angles like the frame of
a toy gyroscope. Let one hoop be equivalent
to seven billion light years of space and the
other equivalent to seven billion years of
time, with our galaxy always at their inter-
section.

“T'll assume further that for any given
time-space intersection there can be but one
distribution of matter, with the corollary that,
when the same intersection recurs, the same
matter will be there. So, after the hoops have
made one-half revolution, the intersection
does recur, and it follows that our galaxy is
in two places at once, or to be more precise,
in the same space at the same time.

‘““But space and time have vanished and
rematerialized across the poles of the uni-
verse and, when they did, our galaxy mate-
rialized with them. The joker in my illustra-
tion is that we are tempted to view the rota-
tion of the hoops in Euclidean space, while
they’re really associated only through the
square root of minus one via the fourth di-
mension. Only their intersections—just two
geometric points—have mutual Euclidean
values.

“And, since the two intersections are dia-
metrically opposite in the space-time cycle,
one should always be seven billion years
ahead of the other, so that when light starts
from the ‘future’ intersection and travels
across the poles of time and space to the
lagging intersection, it arrives at the other
seven billion years later, to be received by
the same space-time-matter continuum from
which it originated. That’s why the ‘mirror’
galaxy was the same age as ours now is,
when its light began that long journey.”

The three were silent a moment. Finally
Gaines said, almost diffidently, “What do you
think it means, Alar?”
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“Standing by itself, it means nothing, But
viewed in the light of another peculiarity
appearing on the plate it might mean a great
deal. We can talk about it after I've seen
John Haven and asked him some questions.”

ok k k

“I'll try to answer your last question first,
my boy,” said the biologist. He studied his
protégé warmly as he lit his pipe and took a
few experimental puffs. Finally he settled
back in his chair. “Do you know what
‘ecstasy’ means?”’

Keiris and Gaines were following avidly.

“You may assume that I know the diction-
ary definition, John,” answered Alar, absorb-
ing the older man with keen eyes.

“That isn’t enough. O, it tells you it’s
from the Greek verb ‘existani,’ meaning ‘to
put out of place." But out of place from what?
Into what? What is this peculiar mental
state known as ‘ecstasy’ ? All we know is, that
it may be attained through alcohol, drugs,
savage dancing, music, and in various other
ways.

“During your encounter with Shey, in
your moment of greatest need, you prob-
ably passed into—or beyond—the state we
are discussing. In so doing you burst from
your old three-dimensional shell and found
yourself in what was apparently a new world.

“Actually, if T have followed your descrip-
tion accurately, it was simply an aspect of
your eternal four-dimensional body, which
has three linear dimensions and one ‘time’
dimension. The ordinary human being sees
only three dimensions—the fourth, time, he
senses intuitively as an extra dimension.

“But when he tries to imagine the shape
of a thing extending through the time di-
mension, he finds that he has simply lost a
space dimension. He imagines his body ex-
tending through time just as your body did
during your experience. In this new world
the three dimensions visible to you were two
linear and one of time, which combined to
give an appearance of regular three-dimen-
sional solidity.”

“You are saying.” said Alar slowly and
thoughtfully, “that I viewed my four-dimen-
sional body through three new dimensions.”

“Not three new dimensions. They were
all old. Height and breadth were the same.
The only apparently new dimension was
time, substituting for depth. The cross
section of your body simply extended with
changing time until it became an endless
pillar.

”

“And you stepped out of your pillar when
the pain became unbearable, The difference
in your ecstasy and that of the Greeks was
that you didn't have to go back into time
at the same moment—or place—that you
left.”

“John,” said Alar with gloomy, almost
exasperated surmise, “do you realize that 1
could have stepped back into time at a
period prior to my amnesia? That I could
have solved my personal mystery with utter
ease? And now—I don’t know how to get
back, except perhaps through that unutter-
able hell of pain.” His chest lifted in vast
regret. “Well, then, John? About my other
question—who am 1?”

HAV EN looked toward Gaines.

“I think I'd better try to answer
that one,” interposed the Undersecretary.
“But there isn’t any answer, really. When
you crawled up on the river bank five years
ago, you were clutching something in your
hand—this.” He gave Alar a small leather-
bound book.

The Thief studied it curiously. It was
water-stained, and the cover and pages had
shriveled and warped during drying. The
cover was stamped in gold:

T-22, Log.

He was breathing considerably faster when
he sought Gaines’ eyes. But the Under-
secretary simply said, “Look inside.”

Alar folded back the cover and read the
first entry:

“July 20,2177 ... "

His eyes narrowed. “That's next week.
There’s an error in the date.”
“Finish the entry,” urged Haven,

“*July 21, 2177. This will be my only statement,
since I know where I am going and when I shall
return. There is little now to be said and, as per-
haps the last living human being, I have no inclina-
tion to say it. Within a few minutes the T-22 will
be traveling faster than light. Under more cheerful
circumstances I should be exceedingly interested in
following the incredible evolution that has already
started in my companion.’”

That was all.

“The rest of the book is blank,” said
Haven shortly.

Alar ran nerveless fingers through his
hair., “Are you saying that I'm the man
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who wrote that? That I was on the ship?”

“You may or may not have been on the
ship. But we are certain you didn’'t make
the log entry.”

“Who did?"”

“Kennicot Muir,” said Gaines. “His hand-
writing is unmistakable,”

CHAPTER XIII

Visitor from the Stars

LAR’S eyes opened a trifle wider and

fastened hawklike on the Space Under-
secretary. “How,” he asked, ‘“‘can you be
so sure I'm not Kennicot Muir?"”

“He was a larger man. Furthermore, the
fingerprints, eye capillaries, pupil chroma,
blood type, age and dental and skeletal char-
acteristics are different. We've considered
the point very carefully, hoping to find points
of identity. There aren’t any. Whoever
you are you're not Kennicot Muir.”

During this time Keiris had not taken
her eyes from Alar’s face.

The Thief sighed. “Well, then, that's that.
But what about the date of the entry? July
twenty-first, two thousand one hundred and
seventy-seven is only a few days off. Since
the book is at least five years old Muir must
have made a blunder in the date.”

“We don't know the answer,” admitted
Gaines. “We thought you might.”

The Thief smiled humorlessly. He said:

“How ¢ould Muir return in the T-fwentéy-
two before it was even built?”

The room slowly grew quiet. Nothing was
audible except Keiris’ suppressed jerky
breathing. Alar felt a nerve throbbing rest-
lessly in the small of his back. Haven pulled
placidly at his pipe but his eyes missed
nothing.

“The non-Aristotelians at their wildest
never suggested that time could be traversed
negatively unless—"" Alar rubbed the side of
his cheek in deep thought. The others waited.

“You said the pilot panel indicated the
possibility of speeds beyond the velocity
of light?” he asked Gaines.

“So it seemed. The drive proved to be
virtually identical with that designed for
the T-twenty-trvo.”

“But by elementary Einsteinian mechanics
trans-photic velocities are impossible,” re-

monstrated Alar. “Nothing can exceed the
speed of light—theoretically, at least. The
fact that [ may have been aboard a ship
similar to the T-twenty-two means nothing
to me. In fact the very name T-twenty-two
seems meaningless. Where did our T-twen-
fy-two get its name?”

“Haze-Gaunt adopted the name on a sug-
gestion from the Toynbeean Institute,” re-
plied Gaines. “It is simply an abbreviation
of ‘Toynbeean Civilization Number Twen-
ty-two. The great historian gave each civ-
ilization an index number, The Egyptaic was
Number One, the Andean Number Two, the
Sinic Number Three, the Minoan Number
Four, and so on. Our present civilization,
the Western, is Toynbee Number Twenty-
one.

“The Toynbeeans secretly theorized that
an interstellar ship might save Toynbee
Twenty-one by launching us into a new cul-
ture—Toynbee Twenty-two—in the same
way the sail launched the Minoan thalasso-
cracy, the horse the nomadic cultures, and
the stone road the Roman Empire. So T-
Twenty-two is more than just the name of
a ship. Itamay prove the life-bridge, linking
two destinies.”

Alar nodded. “Quite plausible. There’s no
harm in hoping.” But his thoughts were
elsewhere. The Phobos, that had brought
Gaines, was sunward bound. In the solarions
would be men who had known Muir intimate-
ly. And then this question of negative time.
How could a space-ship land before it took
off?

Keiris broke into his revery. ‘Since we’ve
come to a standstill on solving your identity,”
she suggested, “suppose you tell us the rest
of your star plate discovery. In the Galac-
tarium you said there was more to come.”

“Very well, then,” agreed Alar. He
plunged abruptly into his theme. “Ever
since the completion of Lunar Station, we
have assumed that it would be just a ques-
tion of time until we penetrated the whole
of space and found our own galaxy at the
opposite pole of the universe.

“That was predictable and my discovery
simply bore out the prediction. But there
were some other developments in that sec-
tion of the sky that were not so easily pre-
dictable.

“Let us go back a bit. Five years ago,
as any student of astronomy knows, a body
of incalculable mass, apparently originating
at a point in space near our own sun cluster,
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possibly quite near our own solar system,
sped outward into space.

“It passed near the M Thirty-one galaxy,
disrupted its outer edge with assorted novae
and star collisions and then, apparently
traveling at a speed greater than light, dis-
appeared about three and one-half billion
light years out. By ‘disappeared’ I mean
that astronomers were no longer able to
detect its influence on galaxies near the line
of hypothetical flight.

“The reason they couldn’t was that they
were no longer looking in the right direc-
tion. The body had passed the midpoint of
the universe, with respect to its point of
origin and had begun to return. Naturally it
was approaching in the opposite direction,
which is of course the same direction in
which the lunar reflector must be collimated
to pick up our galaxy.

“In the six weeks that T have studied this
sky-sector I have watched the effect of the
unknown body on galaxies near its line of
return and I have computed its path and
velocity with considerable accuracy. The
velocity, incidentally, is decreasing very
rapidly from its outer space peak of two
billion light years per year.

“Six weeks ago, when I first began my
observations, it had almost completed its
circuit of the universe and was returning
to our own galaxy. Yesterday it passed so
close to the Magellanic Clouds that its at-
traction drew them toward one ancther in
what may be a collision course. In the Lesser
Cloud I have already counted twenty-eight
novae.”

E CONCLUDED tersely, “This body
will land on Earth on July twenty-
first.”

A hush fell over the group. The only
sound for several minutes was the rasping
from Haven’s empty pipe.

“The queer thing,” mused Gaines, “is its
varying mass. The disruption of the stars of
our own galaxy in Andromeda is an old
story, as Alar said. But the Andromeda star
cluster was acted upon by something travel-
ing just below the speed of light and with
a mass of some twenty million galaxies con-
centrated at one point.

“But by the time that body reached the
M Thirty-one galaxy some three weeks later,
its velocity was many times that of light
and its mass was incalculable—possibly bor-
dering on the infinite if such a thing is per-

missible. I have no doubt but that Alar
found the same conditions obtaining for its
return—a gradual diminution of velocity and
mass until, by the time it reaches Earth, it
again has very -little mass or velocity, at
least none capable of affecting this system.
Alar has supplied the final piece in the jig-
saw puzzle that has driven astronomers cr:
for five years. And now the assembled
puzzle is even more incomprehensible than
its parts.”

“You said this body will ‘land’ on the
earth,” said Haven. “You think then—"

“It will prove to be another intergalactic
ship.”

‘PBut even the biggest lunar or solar
freighters don’t exceed a mass of ten thou-
sand tons,” objected Gaines. “The ship that
crashed five years ago was really rather
small. Even the largest interstellar ship
couldn’t possibly have a detectable gravita-
tional effect on a planet, let alone on a whole
galaxy.”

“Objects traveling at trans-photic veloci-
ties—even though such velocities are theo-
retically impossible—would approach infinite
mass,” reminded Alar. “And don’t forget,
the mass of this object increased with in-
creasing velocity. Its mass at rest is prob-
ably relatively small. But it needn't be large
if its velocity is trans-photic. I suspect that a
mere gram weight hurled past the M Thirty-
one nebula at a velocity of several million
c’s would do damage comparable to our
own hypothetical intergalactic ship.”

“But no intergalactic ships were known
in the solar system five years ago,” protested
Keiris, yawning sleepily. “And you said
that it left our system five years ago and
passed by M Thirty-one at many times the
velocity of light. Do you mean there are
two intergalactic ships? One that arrived
five years ago from parts unknown and a
second one that left here five years ago and
is due to return next week?”

Alar laughed harshly. “Insane, isn't it?
Especially when there were no intergalactic
or even interstellar ships in existence in the
system five years ago.”

“Maybe the Eastern Federation furnished
it,” suggested Haven. “I have a susnicion
that Haze-Gaunt has consistently underesti-
mated them.”

“Not likely,” said Gaines. “We know
they've got a tremendous plutonium pro-
duction network but that’s just talcum
powder compared to muirium. "And they’d
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have to have muirium for an interstellar
drive and they don’t have it—yet.”

Alar began pacing the floor. Two inter-
galactic ships. One crashed five years ago
and he must have been on it. Another was
due to arrive on July 21—next week—Dbear-
ing whom? Furthermore, on earth, the 7-
Twenty-two was due to blast off in the early
morning of July 21. Again—with whom?

By the river that bore him, that made
three ships! He groaned and gnawed at
his lip. It seemed that the answer was within
his grasp, that it lay on the tip of his tongue.
“That if he solved this riddle he would know
who he was. He knew Haven and Gaines
were watching him covertly.

How strange that he, the apprentice, had
grown so in stature within the past few
weeks. And yet he had no sensation of de-
velopment. It seemed that the others were
growing dull, slow-witted. The genius, he
knew, never appears particularly intelligent
to himself.

He stopped and looked at the woman,

Keiris seemed to be asteep. Her head
had fallen forward on her right shoulder,
and her gray lock hair had dropped over
her right eye. Her [ace had assumed the
same waxen pallor that had characterized
her since her arrival at the observatory. Her
chest rose and fell rhythmically under her
enveloping cape.

As he stared at her closed and sunken
eyes, the conviction seized him that he had
seen her thus before—dead.

The Thief blinked. The hallucination was
undoubtedly the result of overwork and
sleeplessness. With his nervous system thus
deranged he could endanger the lives of all
of them.

“Gaines,” he whispered, “your guard
won't relieve the regular I.P. officer at the
landing docks for another two hours. Let's
all take a nap until then.”

“I'll stand watch,” volunteered Haven.

Alar smiled. “If they want to kill us,
finding out about it in advance won’t do us
any good. I'll wake us up in plenty of time."”

Haven patted a yawn. “All right.”

Alar got down on the cold metal tiles
just in front of Keiris’ chair, forced his mind
to become blank, and was instantly asleep.

After a quarter of an hour Keiris listened
carefully to the steady breathing of her three
compaunions, then opened her eyes and studied
the man asleep.at her feet. Her eyes soon
came to rest on his upturned face.

It was a strange, unworldly face—yet at-
tractive and gentle. A deep peace lay about
the eyes. As she watched him, the lines. in
her own cheeks softened a little.

She crouched forward slowly, her moody,
half-opened eyes fixed on the man’s closed
ones, and then got out of her chair entirely
and stooped beside him.

She stiffened, then relaxed. Across the
room Gaines mumbled fitfully and shifted
in his chair.

Again she bent over the sleeping Thief
until her eyes were but a few inches from
his face. After a brooding pause, she eased
back into the chair, slipped the sandal from
her right foot with the toe of her left and
flexed her toes luxuriously over Alar’s
chest. Her right foot reached hesitantly to-
ward his face, then quickly withdrew.

She took a deep breath and clenched her
teeth, and the next instant her long toes,
like fingers, were caressing the man’s cheek.
She could feel the faint stubble of 2 new
beard, the firm, angular cheek bone. Her
spine tingled as his uncombed black hair
passed slowly between her toes. Her face
was flushed and hot and she had a curious
feeling that time was standing still.

CHAPTER XIV

Escape from the Moon

—

OWARD the end of the second hour

Alar quickened his breathing. She thrust
her foot into the sandal just before he
opened his eyes and looked up at her.

His eyes roved somberly over her body,
which was completely hidden from throat
to knees by her cape, then returned to her
face. He said quietly, “You have no arms.”

She turned her face away.

“I should have guessed. Was it Shey?"”

“It was Shey. The Thief surgeons told
me there wasn't enough left of them—that
they had to amputate to save my life. But
it isn’t too bad. I can wash my face, thread
a needle, hold a knife—"

“You know that Thieves are not per-
mitted to kill even in self-defense, Keiris?"”

“I don’t want you to kill Shey. It doesn’t
matter any more.”

The Thief lay on the cold floor, his eyes
hard and thoughtful,
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At last the woman spoke. “Gaines’ guard
is Probably on duty by now.”

“Yes, 1 know.” He got heavily to his
feet and wakened the others.

Gaines rubbed his eyes and stretched.
“The three of you will have to stay here a
moment until I check our clearance with
my man,” he warned.

He stepped into the corridor, and the panel
wound shut quietly behind him.

Alar was grateful for the few seconds
delay. Ever since he had learned that the
Phobos had docked, en route for the sun, he
had been making calculations. Even now,
despite the trauma wrought within him by
what Shey had done to Keiris, his thoughts
were sunward.

On the sun would be station masters who
had served under Muir. If he could meet
just one who knew Muir’s whereabouts—
just one who could explain why he, Alar,
had been found with the Log of the T-Twen-
ty-two in Muir’s handwriting . . .

On the other hand, a quasi-safety awaited
him on Terra, under the protection of the
Society. There he could pursue his personal
mystery in relative peéace and quiet. And
there he could be with Keiris, who really
needed him now.

“Gaines ought to have been back before
now,” he said to Haven shortly. “Somethin
may have gone wrong with his plan. I’
better reconnoiter.”

Haven shook his head. “No, boy. I'll go.”

Apparently Haven still viewed him as non-
expendable. On the other hand he knew
from his past experience with danger that
he would be more likely to come back alive
than Haven.

“You'd better stay with the girl,” urged
the biologist persuasively.

Against his better judgment Alar let the
older man through the panel and watched
him as he walked slowly up the corridor.
At the first intersection Haven turned left
toward the passenger docks. His head jerked
once, and, Irizaning awkwardly aginst the in-
tersection corner, he tried to turn around.
Then he slumped to the Aoor.

Keiris watched Alar’s body grow rigid.
“What'’s wrong?" she whispered tensely.

The Thief turned an ashen face to her.
““He has just been killed with a poison dart.”
Stricken eyes looked into hers and beyond.
He had to breathe several times before he
could speak again. “You stay here. I'm
going out there.”

But she followed him closely as he stepped
through the panel and he knew it was futile
to insist that she remain. Together they
walked slowly up the corridor.

The Thief could not take his eyes from
the sprawling body of the man who had
walked into death—for him. He could not
think but knew he must think, and quickly.

He paused a few feet before the intersec-
tion and looked at the face of his dead friend.
It was a craggy noble face, almost beautiful
now in its final peace.

While he gazed, the misty stupor that
numbed his mind evaporated and he had a
plan. He licked his lips and cleared his
throat. His scheme required that the killers
show themselves hut to lure them out he
would have to expose himself in the inter-
section with the probability that they would
shoot first and ask questions later. It was a
risk he had to run.

“I am unarmed,” he called. “I wish to
surrender.”

The military heart, he knew, longed for
recognition. The capture of a man who had
cluded even the great Thurmond might bring
a transfer to Terra and rapid promotion
He hoped an imaginative officer was in
charge of the detail.

He stepped into the intersection.

Nothing happened.

ROUND the corner he could see

Gaines’ body sprawled out lifeless, A
wicked metal sliver protruded from his neck.
His bribed guard had evidently been dis-
covered.

“Put your hands up, Alar—slowly,” said
a tense voice behind him. “You too, sister.”

“TI will do so but madame has no arms
and cannot raise her hands,” said Alar,
concealing the rising excitement in his voice.
Arms high, he turned slowly and saw a
young LP. officer covering him with a
snub-nosed gun, apparently powered by com-
pressed air or by a mecﬁanical]y wound
spring to give a muzzle velocity of a hundred
or sa meters a second—just slow enough
to penetrate Thief armor.

“You're right,” said the officer grimly,
noting Alar’s rapid survey of the weapon.
“It’s not accurate beyond fifty yards but its
poison darts kill faster than bullets. Four-
teen of these guns are covering you from
peep holes at this instant.” He pulled a
pair of handcuffs from his pocket and ap-
proachied the two cautiously,
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The icy exterior of the Thief's face con-
cealed a frantically racing mind. Both eyes
were focused on the radioreceptor button on
the guard's right shoulder, directly below
the ear, that connected all guard personnel
with the central police room. Alar’s eyes
were growing beady and feverish but nothing
was happening.

He knew he was capable of emitting photic
beams in the infra-red with a wave length of
at least half a millimeter, The U.H.F. inter-
com band certainly shouldn’t exceed a meter.
Yet his eyes were pouring out the electro-
magnetic spectrum from a few Angstroms to
several meters, without raising a squeak in
the receptor hutton.

Something had gone wrong. He was aware
of Keiris” body shivering near his side.

In another instant the I.P. would step
around to slap the handcuffs on him from
behind and he would lose precious visual
contact with the receptor disc. .

Suddenly the button whistled. The of-
ficer stopped uncertainly.

A bead of perspiration slid down Alar’s
cheek and dangled at his stubbled chin.

“AM.” said Keiris quietly.

Of course! Amplitude modulatien, un-
heard of since the earliest days of radio,
could he used here, where there was virtually
no static.

“Instructions for Gate Eleven,” intoned
the receptor button. “It has been decided
to permit the Alar group to ‘escape’ in their
ship. No further attempt shall be made to
kill or capture members of the party. End.”

Although modified by the liaison neural
network that integrated his larynx, optic lobe
and retina, further disguised by the imper-
fections of the one-inch speaker cone on the
officer’s shoulder, it seemed to Alar that the
other could not fail to recognize the voice
of the man he was about to manacle,

“You heard Center,” said the officer
harshly. “Get going. Carry this stuff with
you; I'll have the other sent out.” His face
was knotted in a hard smile. Quite evi-
dently he expected the great lunar guns
to open up on the tiny craft immediately
after it had blasted off.

The Thief knelt without a word and gently
gathered Haven's body into his arms. The
body of the older man seemed curiously
shriveled and small. Only now did Alar
realize what stature the bare fact of being
alive contributed to flesh and bone.

Keiris led the way and opened the panels

for them. The little spacer was just ahead.
To one side of it lay a large freighter, the
Phobos. Someone was on the landing plat-
form and calling into the sunbound ship.
“No word yet. We’'ll give him three min-
utes.”

Alar's heart skipped a beat. Slowly he
climbed the ramp to the Thiel spacer, stoop-
ing as he entered.

His lifeless burden he placed on one of
the rear bunks.

A puffing guard dragged Gaines in behind
him, left the body on the cabin floor and
departed without a word.

Alar looked up pensively, and after a few
seconds realized that he was gazing into
Keiris' somber eyes.

“My hypothesis was wrong,” he said.

“You mean about the two-—or was it
three—intergalactic ships?”’

“Yes. I said that one left the earth five
years ago, crossed the universe and is due
to return in a few days—on July twenty-
first.”

She waited.

“Tt can’t be returning,” said Alar, still
seeming to stare through her, “because it
hasn't left yet.”

The cabin was utterly silent.

“To travel at a velocity greater than
light,” continued the Thief, “seems to re-
quire that the Einsteinian equation for the
equivalence of mass and energy be over-
thrown. But the conflict is only apparent.
The mass of a Newtonian body may be re-
stated in terms of an Einsteinian body
through a correction factor thus—"

He wrote the formula on a bulkhead with
a pencil:

m c =M.
Vei-v2

“Here ¢ is the velocity of light, v the
velocity of the moving body, m is Newtonian
mass and M is Einsteinian mass. As v in-
creases, of course, M must grow. As v ap-
proaches ¢, M approaches infinity. Hereto-
fore we have considered c a limiting velocity.
Yet it can’t be, because something—my hy-
pothetical intergalactic ship—has crossed the
universe in only five years—less than one-
billionth the time required by light. So v
can be greater than c.

“But when v is greater than c it would
seem that Einsteinian mass M must be mean-
ingless, involving as it does the square root
of a negative number. But such a conclusion
is inconsistent with the observed effect of the
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ship on galactic matter during the whole of
its flight.

“Now the alternative to meaningless M is
negative v, which would make v-square posi-
tive, and the equation then follows the usual
pattern for the determination of M. But v
is simply a ratio of distance to time. Dis-
tance is a positive scalar quantity but time
can be either positive or negative, depending
on whether it stretches into the future or
the past.”

E LOOKED at her in triumph. “What

I'm saying is, that it is a necessary

and sufficient condition for trans-photic

velocities that the ship move backward in
time.”

“Then,” she said wonderingly, “a ship
traveling faster than the speed of light would
land before it ever blasted off. So there never
were three or even two ships but only one.
The ship that brought you to earth five
years ago—"

“Really is the T-Tzwenty-tawo, which won’t
be launched until July twenty-first.”

The woman leaned dizzily against the curv-
ing cabin wall

Alar continued with hitter amusement. “Do
I hop into the T-twenty-two next week for
a five-year cruise backward in time? Is the
original unwitting Alar walking the earth
at this moment. planning on the same thing?
Will he take the original of that little ape
of Haze-Gaunt’s as a mascot?” He laughed
unsteadily. “Why, it’s the damnedest thing
I ever—" He broke off abruptly. “I'm not
returning to Earth with you.”

“T know. T'm sorry.”

Alar blinked. “You mean, you knew just
now, after T told you.”

“No. The Phobos is en route to the sun.
You think you'll be able to find some of my
husband’s old friends who can tell you some-
thing about yourself. The Microfilm Mind
said you'd try to go if the rtunity arose.”

“He did?” & wpe Y

“He further stated that you'd discover
your identity there.”

“Ah!” The Thief’s eyes flamed up. “Why

didn’t you tell me before "

The woman studied the floor. “Life in a
solarion is dangerous.”

His laughter was soft, brittle. *“Since when
has danger been a determining factor with
either of us? What's the real reason for hold-
ing back?”

She turned up her quiet eyes to his. “Be-
cause when you learn ahout yourself, the in-
formation will be useless. The Mind said
that in the act of dving, you would remember
everything.” She studied his face anxiously.
“If you want to die why not return to the So-
ciety and do it profitahly ? Does it really mat-
ter who vou were five years ago?”’ Color
was flooding into her face.

For the first time within his remembered
life Alar found it impossible to make a quick
decision. Recovering his past at the cost of
his future would be a poor bargain. Perhaps
it would be better to return with Keiris and
spend a longer more useful life as a Thief.

He took her by the shoulders. “Goodbye,
Keiris.”

She turned her head away. “Captain An-
drews of the Phobos is waiting for Dr. Talbot,
of the Toynbeean Institute, Remember Tal-
bot at the ball? He's a Thief and has orders
from the Mind to let you go in his place.”

Free willl

For a moment it seemed to him that every
man in the solar system was just a pawn on
the Mind’s horizonless chessboard. ‘“You
have a stage goatee for me, of course? Like
Talbot’s 7" he asked blandly.

“You’'ll find it in an envelope in my coat
pocket, along with his passport, stateroom
key, and tickets. You better fix it on now.”

The situation was here. It just had to be
accepted. He fished the envelope out quickly,
patted the beard in place, then hesitated.

“Don’t bother about me,” Keiris assured
him. “I can jet the ship back without trouble.
I'm going to bury—them—in deep space.
Then I'm going on in to Earth to check on
something at the central morgue.”

He was only half listening. “Keiris, if you
were only the wife of a man other than Ken-
nicot Muir—or if I thought he were dead—"

“Don’t miss the Phobos.”

He gave her one last remembering look,
then turned silently and vanished down the
hatchway. She heard the space lock spin
shut.

“Goodbye darling,” she whispered. She
knew that she would never see him alive
again.
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CHAPTER XV
Hotspot Madness

e VER been on the sun before, Dr.

Talbot?” Captain Andrews ap-
praised the new passenger curiously. They
were together in the observation room of the
Phobos.

Alar could not admit that everything on
the run from Luna to Mercury (which plan-
et they had left an hour previous) had
seemed tantalizingly familiar, as though he
had made the trip not once but a hundred
times. Nor could he admit that astrophysics
was his profession. A certain amount of celes-
tial ignorance would be forgiven—indeed
required—in a historian.

“No,” said the Thief. “This is my first
trip.”

‘BI thought perhaps I'd brought you out
before. Your face seems vaguely familiar.”

“Do you think so, Captain? I travel quite -

a bit on earth. At a Toynbeean lecture pos-
sibly ?”

“No. Never go to them. It would have
to be somewhere along the solar run or
nothing, Imagination, I guess.”

Alar writhed inwardly. How far could
he push his questioning without arousing
suspicion? He stroked his false goatee with
nervous impatience.

“As a newcomer,” continued Captain An-
drews, “you might be interested in hpw we
pick up a solarion.” He pointed to a circular
fluorescent plate in the control panel. “That
gives us a running picture of the solar sur-
face in terms of the H line of calcium Two—
ionized calcium, that is.

“It shows where the solar prominences
and faculae are because they carry a lot of
calcium. You can’t see any prominences on
the plate here—they're only visible when
they're on the limb of the sun, spouting up
against black space. But here are plenty of
faculae, these gassy little puffs floating above
the photosphere—they can be detected almost
to the center of the sun’s disc, Hot but harm-
less.”

He tapped the glass with his space-nav
parallels, “And the place is swarming with
granules—'solar thunderheads’ might be a
better name. They bubble up several hun-
dred miles in five minutes and then vanish.

]

If one of them ever caught the Phobos . . .

“T had a cousin, Robert Talbot, who was
lost on one of the early solar freighters,”
said Alar casually. “They always thought a
solar storm must have got the ship.”

“Very likely. We lost quite a few ships
before we learned the proper approach. Your
cousin, eh? Probably it was he I was think-
ing of, though I can't say the name is fa-
miliar.”

“It was some years ago,” said Alar, watch-
ing Andrews from the corner of his eye,
“when Kennicot Muir was still running the
stations.”

“Hmm. Don't recall him.” Captain An-
drews returned noncommittally to the plate.
“You probably know that the stations work
at the edges of a sunspot, in what we call
the penumbra. That procedure has several
advantages.

“It’s a little cooler than the rest of the
chromosphere, which is easier on the solarion
refrigerating system and the men, and the
spot also provides a landmark for incoming
freighters. It would be just about impossible
to find a station unless it were on a spot. It’s
hard enough to locate one on the temperature
contour.”

“Temperature contour ?"'

“Yes—like a thirty-fathom line on a sea-
coast. Only here it's the five-thousand line.
In a few minutes, when we’re about to land,
T'll throw the jets over on automatic specto-
graphic steering and the Phobos will nose
along the five-thousand degree Kelvin con-
tour until she finds Solarion Nine.”

“I see. If a station ever lost its lateral jets
and couldn’t stay on the five-thousand line
how would you find it ?”

“I wouldn’t,” said Captain Andrews short-
ly. “Whenever a station turns up missing,
we always send out all our search boats—
several hundred of them—and work a search
pattern around that sun spot for months. But
we know before we start that we won’t find
anything. We never have, It’s futile to look
on the surface for a station that has been
long volatilized deep at the vortex of a sun
spot.

“The stations are under automatic specto-
graphic control, of course, and the spec is
supposed to keep them on the five-thousand
line but sometimes something goes wrong
with the spec or an unusually hot Wilson
gas swirl spills out over the edge of the
spot and fools the spec into thinking the
station is standing way out from the



] STARTLING STORIES

spot, say on the hotter five-thousand four
hundred line.

“So the automatic spec control moves the
station farther in toward the spot, maybe
into the slippery Evershed zone at its very
lip. From there the station can slide on into
the umbra. I know of one ship that crawled
out of the Evershed. Its crew had to be re-
placed in toto. But no solarion ever came
out of the umbra. So you can’t rely entirely
on the spec control.

“Every station carries three solar meteor-
ologists too and the weather staff issues a
bulletin every quarter-hour on the station’s
most probable position and on any disturb-
ances moving their way. Sometimes they
have to jump fast and in the right direction.

“And even the finest sunmen can't fore-
see everything, Four years ago the Three,
Four and Eight were working a big ‘leader’
—(spots are like poles in a magnet—always
go in pairs, and we call the eastern spot the
‘leader,’ the western one the ‘follower’)—
when the Mercury observatory noticed the
leader was rapidly growing smaller.

“By the time it occurred to the observa-
tory what was happening, the spot had shrunk
to the size of Connecticut County. The patrol
ship they sent to take off the crews got there
too late. The spot had vanished. They
figured the stations would try to make it to
the ‘follower’ and settle somewhere in its
Five-thousand line.

“The Eight did—barely. Luckily, it had
been working the uppermost region of the
leader and, when the spot vanished from
beneath it, it had to drift down toward the
solar equator. But while it was drifting it
was also clawing back toward the follower
with its lateral jets and it finally caught the
{ollower’s southern tip.”

“What about the other two stations?”
asked Alar.

"“No trace.”

HE Thief shrugged mental shoulders. A

berth in a solarion wasn't exactly like
retiring on the green benches ol La Paz. He
had never had any illusions about that. Per-
haps the Mind had considered the possibili-
ties of his survival in a solar system purely
on cold statistics.

Of the twenty-seven costly solarions,
towed one by one to the sun during the past
ten years, sixteen remained. The average
life of a station was about a year. The staff
was rotated continuously, each man, after

long and arduous training, being assigned a
post for sixty days—three times the twenty-
day synodic period of rotation of the sun
with respect to the eighty-eight day sidereal
period of Mercury.

When the Mercury observatory reached
opposition with a given solar station, as it did
every twenty days, a freighter carried in re-
placements for one-third of the staff and took
away the oldest one-third along with a price-
less cargo of muirium. The Phobos, he knew,
was bringing in eleven replacements but so
far they had confined themselves closely to
their own quarter of the ship and he had
been unable to meet any of them.

Captain Andrews had apparently dismissed
the problem of Alar’s pseudo-familiarity and
the Thief could think of no immediate way
to return to the subject. For the time being
he would have to continue to be Dr. Talbot,
the historian, ignorant of things solar.

“Why,” he asked, “if the stations are in
such continual danger aren’t they equipped
with full space drives, instead of weal lateral
jets? Then if the station skidded into a spot
beyond the present recovery point she could
simply blast free.”

Andrews shook his head. “Members cf
parliament have been elected and deposed 0.1
that very issue. But it has to be the way it
is now when you consider the cost of th:
solarion, It's really just a vast synthesize:
for making muirium with a little bubble of
space in the middle for living quarters and'
a few weak lateral jets on the periphery.

A space ship is all converter, with a little
bubble here amidships for the crew. To make
a space ship out of a solarion you'd have tc
build it about two hundred times the present
solarion size, so that the already tremendous
solarion would be just a little bubble in an
unimaginably enormous space ship.

“There’s always a lot of talk about making
the stations safe but that’s the only way to
do it and it costs too much money. So
the Spaceways Ministers rise and fall but the
stations never change. Incidentally, on the
cost of these things, I understand that about
one-fourth of the annual Imperium budget
goes into making one solarion.”

The intercom buzzed. Andrews excused
himself, answered it briefly, then replaced the
instrument. ‘‘Doctor?” The officer seemed
strangely troubled.

“Yes, captain?” His heart held no warning
beat but it was impossible not to realize that
something unusual and serious was in store.
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Andrews hesitated a moment as though he
were about to speak. Then he lifted his shoul-
ders helplessly. “As you know, I'm carrying
a relief crew to Nine—vour destination. You
haven’t met any of them before because they
keep pretty much to themselves. They would
like to see you in the mess—now."”

It was clear to Alar that the man wanted
to say more, perhaps give him a word of
warning.

“Why do they want to see me?” he asked
bluntly.

Andrews was equally curt. “They’ll ex-
plain.” He cleared his throat and avoided
Alar’s arched eyebrows. “You aren’t super-
stitious, are you?"’

“I think not. Why do you ask?”

“I just wondered. It’s best not to be super-
stitious. We'll land in a few minutes, and I'm
going to be pretty busy. The catwalk on the
left will take you to the mess.”

The Thief frowned, stroked his false
goatee, then turned and walked toward the
exit panel,

“Oh, doctor,” called Andrews.

“Yes, captain?”’

“Just in case I don’t see you again I've
discovered whom you remind me of.”

“Wha?”

“This man was taller, heavier and older
than you and his hair was auburn while yours
is black. And he's dead, anyway, so really
there’s no point in mentioning—"

“Kennicot Muir?"

“Yes.” Andrews looked after him rather
meditatively.

Always Muir! If the man were alive and
could be found, what an inquisition he would
face! Alar’s footsteps clanged in hollow frus-
tration as he strode across the catwalk over
an empty decontaminated muirium hold.

Muir must certainly have been on the T-22
when it crashed at the end of its weird jour-
ney backward in time ; the log book was evi-
dence of that. But he, Alar, had crawled out
of the river carrying the book. What had
happened to Muir? Had he gone down with
the ship? Alar chewed his lower lip in exas-
peration,

There was a more immediate question—
what did the relief crew want with him? He
welcomed the chance to meet them but he
wanted to be the one to ask questions. He
felt off-balance.

What if one of the crew had kmown the
true Dr. Talbot? And, of course, any of the
eleven might be an L.P. in occupational dis-

guise, warned to be on the lookout for him.
Or perhaps they didn’t want him along on
general principles. After all, he was an unin-
vited outsider who might disturb the smooth
teamwork so necessary to their hourly sur-
vival.

Or possibly they had invited him in for
a little hazing, which he understood was
actually encouraged by the station psychia-
trist for the relief of tension in new men, so
long as it was done and over before they came
on station.

As he left the catwalk for the narrow cor-
ridor, he heard music and laughter ahead.

SMILED. A party. He remem-
bered now that the incoming shift al-
ways gave themselves a farewell party, the
main features of which were mournful, in-
terminable and nonprintable ballads, mostly
concerning why they had left Terra to take
up their present existence—new and unexpur-
gated stereographic movies of dancing girls
clothed mainly with varihued light (personal
gilt of the Minister for Space), pretzels and
beer.

Only beer, because they had to check into
the station cold sober., Two months later,
if their luck held, they'd throw another party
on the Phobos and the Phobos crew would
join in. Even the staid blunt Andrews would
upend a couple of big ones in toasting their
safe return.

But not now. The outgoing festivities were
strictly private—for sunmen only. No strang-
ers were ever invited. Even an incoming
station psychiatrist was excluded.

What then? Something was wrong,

As he stood poised to knock on the door,
he found himself counting his pulse. It
throbbed at one hundred ffty and was climb-

ing.

%—Iis knuckled hand dropped in an instinc-
tive motion toward a non-existent saber pom-
mel. Weapons were forbidden on the Phobos.
But what danger could there be in such self-
commiserating good fellowship? Still, sup-
pose they tried a little horseplay and yanked
at his false beard? While he hesitated the
music and laughter died away.

Then the ship lurched awkwardly, and he
was thrown against the door. The Phobos
had nosed into Solarion Nine and was seal-
ing herself to the entry ports. A wild cheer
from within the mess rose above his crash
against the door.

Whether they hailed the survival of the
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station or their own imminent departure he
could not be sure. There was something
mocking and sardonic about the ovation that
led him to suspect the latter. Let the old
shift do their own cheering.

“Come in!” boomed some one.

He pushed the door aside and walked in.

Ten faces looked at him expectantly. Two
of the younger men were sitting by the stereo-
graph, but the translucent cube that contained
the tri-di image was dark. It had evidently
just been turned off.

Two men were returning from a table
laden with a beer keg, several large wooden
pretzel bowls, beer mugs, napkins, ash trays
and other bric-a-brac and were headed to-
ward the dining table nearest the Thief. At
the table six men were in the act of rising.
The missing eleventh face was probably the
psychiatrist—absent by mutual understanding
and consent.

The party was over, he sensed uneasily.
This was something difTerent.

“Dr. Talbot,” said the large florid man
with the hooming voice, “I'm Miles, incom-
ing station master for the Nine.”

Alar nodded silently.

“And this is my meteorologist, Williams—
MacDougall, lateral jet pilot—Florez, spec-
troscopist—Saint Claire, production engi-
neer....”

The Thief acknowledged the introductions
gravely but noncommittally, down to young
Martinez, clerk. His eyes missed nothing.
These men were all repeaters. At some time
in the past they had all oozed cold sweat in
a solar station, probably most of them at dif-
ferent times and in different stations. But
the common experience had branded them,
welded them together and cast them beyond
the pale of their earthbound brothers.

The twenty eyes had never left his face.
What did they expect of him?

He folded his hands inconspicuously and
counted his pulse. It had leveled off at one-
sixty.

Miles resumed his rumble: “Dr. Talbot,
we understand that you are going to be with
us for twenty days.”

Alar almost smiled. Miles, as a highly
skilled and unconsciously snobbish sunman of
long experience, held in profound contempt
any unit of time less than a full and danger-
ous sixty days’ shift.

“I have requested the privilege,” returned
the Thief gravely. "I hope you haven't de-
cided that I'l]l be in the way. The Toynbeean

Institute has long been anxious to have a pro-
fessional historian prepare a monograph—"

“Oh, we don’t care why you're coming, Dr.
Talbot. And don’t worry about getting in
our way. You look as though you have sense
enough to stay clear when we’re busy and
you’ll be worth your weight in unitas if you
can keep the psych happily occupied and out
of our laps. You play chess, I hope? This
psych we have is an Eskimo.”

He couldn’t remember having heard the
term ‘‘Eskimo’’ applied to a sun man before
and he was astonished that he understood its
meaning, which seemed to spring to mind
unbidden, as though from the mental cham-
ber that contained his other life. He had
made no mistake in deciding to board the
Phobos. But for the moment he must pre-
tend ignorance.

“Chess—Eskinio ?”
puzzled politeness,

Several of the nien smiled.

“Sure, Eskimo,” boomed Miles impatient-
ly. “Never been in a solarion before, Has
the sweat he was born with. Probably fresh
out of school and loaded down with chess
sets to keep our minds occupied so we won’t
brood.” He laughed suddenly, harshly, “So
we won't brood ! Great flaming faculae! Why
do they think we keep coming back here?”

Alar realized that the hair was crawling
on his neck and that his armpits were wet.
And he knew now what common brand had
marked these lost souls and joined them into
an outré brotherhood.

As the real Talbot had surmised that night
at the ball, every one of these creatures was
stark mad |

“I’ll try to keep the psych occupied,” he
agreed with plausible dubiousness. “I rather
like a game of chess myself.”

“Chess!” murmured Florez, the spectro-
scopist, with dispassionate finality, turning
from Alar to stare wearily at the table. His
complete absence of venom did not mute his
meaning.

he murmured with

ILES laughed again and fixed Alar

with bloodshot eyes. “But we didn’t

invite you here simply to ask you to get the

psych out of our hair. The fact is, all ten of

us are Indians—old sunmen. And that’s un-

usual. -Generally we have at least one Eskimo
in the bunch.”

The big man’s hand flashed into his pocket

and two dice clattered along the table toward

the Thief. There was a sharp intake of



FLIGHT INTO YESTERDAY 61

breath somewhere down the table. Alar
thought it was Martinez, the young clerk.
Everyone pressed slowly on either side of the
table toward their guest and the white cubes
that lay before him.

“Will you please pick them up, Dr. Tal-
bot?”” demanded Miles.

Alar thought, “Why should I? On the
other hand, why not ?” He reached out slowly,
gathered them up into his right hand and
looked at Miles. “Well?”

“When we have a genuine Eskimo, Dr.
Talbot, we ask him to throw the dice. The
psych’s an Eskimo, but all psychs are poison.
That leaves you or Martinez. Martinez has
served only two shifts and he hasn’t really
crowded his luck too far to disqualify him.
But we don’t want to use him if we can help
it.

“The rest of us are no good. Florez is
next lowest with five shifts. This would be
his sixth—utterly impossible, of course. And
so on up to me, with full ten years’ service.
I'm the Jonah. I can’t roll ’em. That leaves
you. You're not really an Eskimo—you'll
be with us only twenty days—but several of
us old timers have decided it'll be legal be-
cause you resemble an old friend.”

Muir, of course. It was fantastic. The
Thief aroused himself as though from a heavy
dream. The dice [elt cold and weightless in
his numbing fist. And his heart beat was
climbing again,

He cleared his throat. “May I ask what
happens after I roll the dice?”

*“Nothing—immediately,” replied Miles.
“We just file out, grab our gear, and walk
up the ramp into the station.”

It couldn’t be that simple. Martinez’ mouth
was hanging open as though his life depend-
ed on this. Florez was hardly breathing. And
so on around the table. Even Miles seemed
more flushed than when Alar entered the
room.

He thought furiously. Was it a gamble in-
volving some tremendous sum that he was de-
ciding? The sun men were bountifully paid.
Perhaps they had pooled their earnings and
he was to decide the winner.

“Will you hurry yourself, por favor, Dr.
Talbot ?” said Martinez faintly.

This was something bigger than money.
Alar rattled the dice loosely in his hand and
let them go.

And in the act a belated warning seemed
to bubble up from his fogged preamnesic life.
He clawed futilely at the cubes but it was too

late. A three and a four.

He had just condemned a solarion crew—
and himseli—to death.

Alar exchanged glances with Martinez,
who had suddenly become very pale.

A solarion dies once a twelvemonth, so a
sunman on a two-month shift has one chance
in six of dying with it. Florez couldn’t make
the throw because this would be his sixth
shift and by the laws of chance his time was
up.
One in six—these madmen were positive
that a roll of the dice could predict a weary
return to Terra—or a vaporous grave on the
sun.

One chance in six. There had been one
chance in six of throwing a seven. His throw
would kill these incredible fanatics just as
surely as if he cut them down with a Kades.
These ten would walk into the solarion know-
ing that they would die and sooner or later
one of them would subconsciously commit
the fatal error that would sénd the station
plunging down into the sun spot vortex, or
adrift on the uncharted, unfathomable photo-
sphere. And he would be along.

It seemed that everyone, for a queer un-
earthly hiatus, had stopped breathing. Mar-
tinez was moving pallid lips but no sound
was coming out.

Indeed, no one said anything at all. There
was nothing to say.

Andrews thoughtfully thrust an enormous
black cigar into his mouth, pushed his chair
back to the table and walked slowly from the
room without a backward glance. The others
followed, one by one.

Alar waited a full five minutes after the
footsteps had died away toward the ramp,
full of wonder both at his stupidity and at the
two tantalizing flashes from his other life.

His death was certain if he followed them
into the solarion. But he couldn’t hang back
now. He recalled the Mind’s prediction. [t
had been 2 calculated risk.

His main regret was that he was now per-
sona non grata to the crew. It would be a
long time before he learned anything from
these fanatics—probably not before one of
them destroyed the station. But it couldn’t
have been helped.

He stepped into the corridot, looked to-
ward the ramp a dozen yards away and
sucked in his breath sharply. Four LP.s
favored him with stony stares, then, as one
man, drew their sabers.

Then a horrid. unforeettable zigele bit at
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his unbelievable left ear.
“Small solar system, eh, Thief?”

CHAPTER XVI

Reunion Near Sol

o6 SITORS are not allowed in this

portion of the morgue, madame.
There's nothing here but vnclaimed bodies.”
The gray-clad slave attendant barring her
way bowed unctuously but firmly.

The only sign of Keiris’ impatience was a
faint dilation of the nostrils. “There are one
thousand unitas in this envelope,” she said
quietly, indicating the packet fastened be-
neath her cape clasp. “I will need only thirty
seconds within the cubicle, Unlock the door.”

The slave eyed the envelope hungrily and
swallowed nervously. His eyes studied the
hall behind the woman.

“A thousand unitas isn’t much. If 1 got
caught, it would mean my life.”

“It’s all T have.” She noted with alarm the
man’s growing firmness.

“Then you can’t go it.” He folded his
arms before his chest.

“Do you want your freedom?” demanded
Keiris abruptly. “I can tell you how to get
it. You need only take me alive. I am
Madame Haze-Gaunt.”

The slave gaped at her.

She continued swiftly. “The chancellor
has offered a billion-unita reward for my
capture. Enough,” she added caustically, *“to
buy your freedom and set yourself up as a
great slave-holder. All you have to do is
lock me in the cubicle behind you and notify
the police.”

Was it worth this to her? A few moments
would tell.

“But don’t cry out before you let me into
the room,” she warned quietly, “If you do I
have a knife with which I will kill myself.
Then you will not get the billion unitas. In-
stead, they will kill you.”

The attendant gasped something incompre-
hensihle. At last his trembling fingers got the
keys from his pocket and, after several false
tries, he finally succeeded in unlocking the
door.

Keiris stepped inside quickly, and the door
slammed locked behind her. She didn’t give
the door a second glance but looked about her

quickly. The tiny room, like the thousands
of others on this level, contained but one
thing—a cheap transparent plastic casket
resting on a waist-high wooden platform.

A strange feeling came over Keiris. It
seemed to her that her whole life revolved
around what she would learn in the next few
seconds. Even the Mind, for all his detailing
scrutiny, had probably never thought of
checking the morgue. After all, the T-22
Log mentioned only two living things, both
of which had long been identified as Alar and
Haze-Gaunt’s ape-creature.

For the moment she avoided looking at
what was inside but instead read the printed
and framed legend resting on the upper sur-
face:

Unidentified and unclaimed. Recovered by Im-
perial River Police from the Ohio River near
Wheeling on July 21, 2172,

Would it be Kim?

Finally Keiris forced herself to look into
the casket.

It was not Kim.

It was a woman. The body was loosely
clad from toes to breasts in thin mortuary
gauze, The face was pale and thin and the
translucent skin was drawn tightly over the
rather high cheek bones. The long hair was
black except for a broad white streak stream-
ing from the forehead.

A key was turning in the lock behind her.
Let them come.

The door burst open. Someone, in the un-
grammatical terseness of the well-trained I.P.,
said, "It’s her.”

She had time for only one more look at the
corpse, but one more look at its armless shoul-
ders, but one more look at the knife buried in
its heart—a knife identical to the one she
now carried in the sheath on her left thigh,

»* * * * »*

The meaning of the four guards at the
ramp was now only too clear to the Thief.
Shey had put them there. Others were un-
doubtedly behind him.

Shey, then, must be Miles’ “Eskimo
psych”—and with animal cunning the little
man had been waiting for Alar on the Phobos
ever since its arrival on the moon.

But instead of feeling trapped the Thief
felt only elated. At least, before he died, he
would have an opportunity to punish Shey.

Shey’s present precautions would certainly
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have been enough to capture an ordinary fugi-
tive, But the same was true of the other traps
that had been laid for Alar. The wolfpack
was still proceeding on the assumption that
methods applicable to human beings, en-
larged and elaborated perhaps, were equally
applicable to him. He believed now that their
premise was wrong.

The image of Keiris’ preternatural slen-
derness flashed before him. Yes, the time had
come to punish Shey. His oath as a Thief

revented his killing the psychologist but
justice permitted other remedies, which could
best be administered aboard the solarion. In
the meantime—

He turned slowly, bracing himself mentally
for the photic blast to come.

“Do you see this finger, Shey?” He held
his right forefinger erect midway on the line
joining his eyes with the psychologist's.

By pure reflex action Shey’s pupils focused
on the finger. Then his neck jerked imper-
ceptibly as a narrow ‘x’ of blue-white light
exploded from Alar’s eyes into his.

HE next five seconds would tell whether

the Thief’s gambling attempt at hypnosis
by overstimulation of the other’s optical sen-
sorium had been successful.

“I am Dr. Talbot of the Toynbeean In-
stitute,” he whispered rapidly. “You are the
incoming psych for the Solarion Nine, As
we approach the guards on the ramp tell them
everything is all right and ask them to bring
in our gear immediately.” Shey blinked at
him.

Would it really work? Was it too prepos-
terous? Had he been insanely overconfident?

The Thief wheeled and walked briskly to-
ward the ramp and the watchful I.P.’s. Be-
hind him came the sound of running feet.

“Stop!” cried Shey, hurrying up with his
other four guards.

Alar bit his lip indecisively. He had evi-
dently lost the gamble. If Shey planned to
have him killed on the spot he should try
to break past the swordsmen on the ramp
into the solarion. A means of escape might
open up in the resulting confusion. Undoubt-
edly Miles would not submit tamely to Shey’s
forcible invasion.

“Don’t harm that man !’ called Shey. “He’s
not the one.”

He had done it.

* *® L3 * L 3

“Well, Dr. Talbot,” giggled Shey, “‘what
is the Toynbeean opinion of life in a solarion

on this July twentieth ?”

Alar pushed himself away from the table
in Shey’s private dining room and stroked
his false goatee thoughtfully. “After forty-
eight hours here, I've come to the opinion
that a sixty-day shift in a solarion ruins a
man'’s nervous system for life, He comes in
fresh and sane. He leaves insane.”

“I agree, doctor, but doesn’t this deteriora-
tion in the individual have a larger signifi-
cance to a Toynbeean ?”

“Very possibly,” admitted the Thief ju-
dicially. “But first, let us examine a society
of some thirty souls, cast away from the
mother culture and cooped up in a solarion.
Vast dangers threaten on every side. If the
Fraunhofer man should fail to catch an ap-
proaching calcium facula in time to warn the
lateral jet man—bang—the station goes.

“If the apparatus that prevents solar radi-
ation from volatilizing the station by continu-
ously converting the radiation into muirium
should jam for a split second—whoosh—no
more station. Or say the freighter fails to
show up and cart the muirium away from the
stock rooms, forcing us to turn muirium back
into the sun—another bang. ’

“Or suppose our weatherman fails to no-
tice a slight increase in magnetic activity and
our sun spot suddenly decides to enlarge it-
self in our direction with free sliding to the
sun’s core. Or suppose the muirium anti-
grav drive breaks down upstairs, and we have
nothing to hold us up against the sun's
twenty-seven G’s. Or let the refrigeration
system fail for ten minutes . . .

“You can see, Count Shey, that it is the
normal lot of people who must live this life
to be—by terrestial standards—insane. In-
sanity under such conditions is a useful and
logical defense mechanism, an invaluable and
salutary retreat from reality.

“Until the crew makes this adjustment—
‘response to challenge of invironment’ as we
Toynbeeans call it—they have little chance
of survival. The will to insanity in a sunman
is as vital as the will to irrigate in a Sumer-
ian. But perhaps I encroach on the psycholo-
gist’s fAeld.

Shey smirked. “Though I can’t agree with
you entirely, doctor, still you may have
something. Would you say, then, that the
raison d’étre of a solarion psychiatrist is to
drive the men toward madness ?”

“I can answer that question by asking
another,” replied Alar, eyeing his quarry
covertly. “Let us suppose a norm for ex-
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istence has been established in a given so-
ciety. If one or two of the group deviate
markedly from the norm we say they are
insane.

*“And yet the whole society may be consid-
ered insane by a foreign culture which may
consider the one or two recalcitrants the only
sane persons in the model society. So can't
we define sanity as conformity to—and be-
lief in—the norm of whatever culture we rep-
resent ¥

Shey pursed his lips. “Perhaps.”

“And then, if a few of the crew can’t lose
themselves in a retreat from the peril of their
daily existence—if they can’t cling to some
saving certainty, even if it is only the cer-
tainty of near death—or if they can't find
some other illusion that might make exist-
ence bearable—isn’t it your duty to make
these or other forms of madness easy lor
them? To teach them the rudiments of in-
sanity, as it were?”’

Shey sniggered uneasily. “In a moment
you'll have me believing that in an asylum,
the only lunatic is the psychologist.”

LAR regarded him placidly as he held

up his wine glass. “Do you realize, my
dear count, that you have repeated your last
sentence not once but twice? Da you think I
am hard of hearing ?”’ He sipped at his wine
casually.

Startled disbelief showed in the psycholo-
gist's face. ‘““You imagined that I repeated
myself, I distinctly remember—"

“‘Of course, of course. No doubt I misun-
derstood you.” Alar lifted his shoulders in a
delicate apology. “But,” he pressed, “suppose
you had repeated yourself and then denied it.
In a layman you'd probably analyze such fix-
ation on trivia as incipient paranoia, to be
followed in due time by delusions of perse-
cution.

“In you, of course, it’s hardly worth con-
sideration. If it happened at all it was probab-
ly just an oversight. A couple of days on one
of these stations is enough to disorganize al-
most anyone.” He put his wine glass down
on the table gently. “Nothing in your room
has been trifled with lately ?”

He had slipped into Shey's quarters the
previous day and had rotated every visible
article 180 degrees.

Shey giggled nervously. Finally he said,
“Certainly not.”

“Then there's nothing to worry about.”
Alar patted his goatee amiably, “While we're

on the subject, you might tell me something.
As a Toynbeean, I have always been inter-
ested in how one person determines whether
another is sane or insane. I understand you
psychologists actually have cut-and-dried
tests of sanity.”

Shey looked across the table at him nar-
rowly, then chuckled. ‘“Ah, sanity—no,
there’s no simple book test for that but I do
have some projection slides that evaluate
one’s motor and mental integration. Such
evaluation, of course, is not without bearing
on the question of sanity, at least sanity as /
understand it. Would you care to run
through a few of them with me?”

Alar nodded politely. Shey, he knew,
wanted to run the slides more to reassure
himself than to entertain his guest.

The psychologist was due for the rudest
shock of his life.

Shey quickly set up the stereograph and
tri-di cube screen. “We'll start with some
interesting maze slides,” he chirped, switch-
ing off the light that dangled from the ceil-
ing hook. “The ability to solve mazes quick-
ly is strongly correlated to analyses of our
daily problems. The faltering maze-solver
unravels his difficulties piecemeal and lacks
the cerebral integration that characterizes
the executive.

“It is interesting to note that the schizo-
phreniac can solve only the simplest mazes,
even after repeated trials. So here’s the first
and simplest. White rats solve it—Ilaid out
on the floor with walls, of course—after three
or four runs. A child of five, viewing it as
we shall here, gets it in about thirty seconds.
Adults instantaneously.”

“Quite obvious,” agreed Alar coolly as he
projected a false opening in the outer maze
border and covered the real one with a sec-
tion of false border.

Shey stirred uneasily but apparently con-
sidered his inability to solve the maze as a
passing mental quirk. He switched slides.

“What’s the average time on this next
one?"” asked Alar.

“Ten seconds.”

The Thief Jet the second and third ones
go by without photic alteration. Shey’s re-
Tief was plain even in the darkness.

But on the fourth slide Alar alternately
opened and blocked various passages of the
maze and he knew that Shey, standing beside
the projector, was rubbing his eyes. The
little psychologist sighed gratefully when
his guest suggested leaving the maze series
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and trying something else.

The Thief smiled.

“Our second series of slides, Dr. Talbot,
shows a circle and an ellipse side by side.
On each successive slide—there are twelve—
the ellipse becomes more and more circular.
Persons of the finest visual discrimination
can detect the differences on all twelve cards.
Dogs can detect two, apes four, six-year-
old children ten, and the average man eleven.
Keep your own score. Here’s the first one.”

A large white circle showed on a black
screen and near the circle was a narrow
ellipse. That was pretty obvious. Alar de-
cided to wait for the next one.

N THE second slide Shey frowned, re-
moved it from the projector, held it up
to the light of the cube screen, then inserted

it once again. On the third slide he began "

to chew his lips. But he kept on. When the
tenth was reached he was perspiring profuse-
ly and licking sweat from the edges of his
mouth.

The Thief continued to make noncommit-
tal acknowledgments as each slide was pre-
sented. He felt no pity whatever for Shey,
who had no means of knowing that from the
second slide on, there were no ellipses, only
pairs of identical circles. Each ellipse had
been cancelled by a projection from Alar’s
eyes, and a circle substituted.

Shey made no motion to insert the eleventh
slide in the projector. He said, “Shall we
stop here? I think you've got the general
idea . ..”

Alar nodded. “Very interesting. What
else have you?”

His host hesitated, apparently fumbling
with the projector housing. Finally he gig-
gled glassily, “I have some Rorschachs.
They're more or less conventionalized but
they serve to reveal psychosis in its formative
stages.”

“If this is tiring you—"" began Alar with
diabolical tact.

“Not at all.”

The Thief smiled grimly.

The cube screen lit up again and the ro-
tund psychologist held a slide up to its light
for a lengthy inspection. Then he slid the
slide into the projector.

He commented, “To a normal person the
first slide resembles a symmetrical silhouette
of two ballet dancers or two skipping chil-
dren or sometimes two dogs playing.
Psychotics, of course, see something they

consider fearful or macabre, such as a ta-
rantula, a demoniacal mask or a—"

Alar had smoothly transformed the image
into a grinning skull. “Rather like a couple
of dancers, isn't it?” he observed.

Shey pulled out his handkerchief and ran
it over his face. The second slide he in-
serted without comment but Alar could hear
it rattle as trembling fingers dropped it into
the projector.

“Looks rather like two trees,” observed
the Thief meditatively, “or perhaps two
feathers or possibly two rivulets flowing to-
gether in a meadow. What would a psychotic
see?”

Shey was standing mute and motionless,
apparently more dead than alive. He seemed
to be aware of nothing in the room but the
image within the screen and Alar sensed
that the man was staring at it in fascinated
horror. He would have given a great deal
to steal a look at the creature whose warped
mind he was destroying but he thought it
best to continue transforming the image.

“What would a madman see?” he re-
peated quietly.

Shey’s whisper was unrecognizable, “A
pair of white arms.”

Alar reached over, flicked off the projector
and screen and stole quietly from the dark-
ened room. His host never moved.

The Thief had not taken two steps down
the corridor when a muffled gust of giggling
welled out from the closed door—then an-
other and another—and finally so many that
they merged into one another in a long peal-
ing paroxysm.

He could still hear it when he turned the
corridor comer toward his own stateroom.
He stroked his goatee and smiled.

Master Andrews and Florez, who were
arguing heatedly over something, passed him
without acknowledging his polite bow or even
his existence. He watched them thought-
fully until they turmed the corner and van-
ished. Theirs was the ideal state of mind—
to be mad and not know it. Their staunch
faith in their inevitable destruction clothed
them in an aura of purposeful sanity.

Without that faith their mental disintegra-
tion would probably be swift and complete.
Undoubtedly they would prefer to die
rather than to leave the station alive at the
end of their shift.

He wondered whether Shey would make
an equally dramatic adjustment to his new-
won madness.
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CHAPTER XVII
Duel Ended

HE racing of his heart awoke him a few
hours later in his room.

He listened tensely as he rose from his
bunk. But there was no sound, other than
the all-pervasive rumble of the vast and
frenzied gases outside.

He dressed quickly, stepped to the door
opening into the corridor, and looked down
the hall. It was empty.

Queer—usually two or three men could
be seen hurrying on some vital task or
other. His heart beat was up to one-eighty.

All he had to do was follow his unerring
scent for danger. He stepped brusquely into
the corridor and strode toward Shey’s room.
He arrived there in a moment and stood be-
fore the door, listening. No sound. He
knocked curtly without result. He knocked
again. Why didn’t Shey answer? Was there
a stealthy movement within the room?

His heartbeat touched one-eighty five and
was still climbing. His right hand flexed un-
easily. Should he return for his saber?

He shook off an impulse to run back to
his room. If there was danger here at least
it would be informative danger. Somehow,
he doubted that a blade would influence the
issue. He looked around him. The hall was
still empty.

The preposterous thought occurred to him
that he was the only being left aboard. Then
he smiled humorlessly. His fertile imagina-
tion was becoming too much even for him-
self, He seized the panel knob, turned it
swiftly, and leaped into the room.

In the dim light, while his heartbeat soared
toward two hundred, he beheld a number of
things.

The first was Shey’s bloated, insensate
face, framed in curls, staring down at him
about a foot beneath the central ceiling lamp
hook. The abnormal protrusion of the eyes
was doubtless caused by the narrow leather
thong that stretched taut from the folds of the
neck to the hook. To one side of the little
man’s dangling feet was the overturned
projector table.

Beyond the gently swaying corpse in front
of the cube screen Thurmond sat quietly,
studying Alar with enigmatic eyes. On either

side of the police minister 2 Kades gun was
aimed at Alar’s breast.

Each man seemed Jocked in the vise of
the other’s stare. Like condenser plates,
thought Alar queerly, with a corpse for a
dielectric. For a long time the Thief had
the strange illusion that he was part of a
tri-di projection, that Thurmond would gaze
at him with unblinking eyes forever, that
he was safe because a Kades cannot really
be fired in tri-di projections.

The room swayed faintly under their
feet as an exceptionally violent and noisy
swirl of gas beat at the solarion. It aroused
them both from their paralytic reveries.

Thurmond was the first to speak.

“In the past,” came his dry, chill voice,
“our traps [or you were subject to the human
equation. This factor no longer operates in
your favor. If you move from where you
now stand, the Kades will fire automatical-
] .],

Alar laughed shortly. “In times past,
when you were positive you'd taken adequate
precautions in your attempts to seize me,
you were always proved wrong. I can see
that your comrade’s suicide has shaken you—
otherwise you would have made no attempt
to explain my prospective fate. Your verbal
review of your trap is mainly for your own
assurance. Your expectation that I will die
is a hope rather than a certainty. May I
suggest that the circumstances hold as much
danger for you as for me?”

His voice held a confidence he was far
from feeling. He was undoubtedly boxed in
tell-tale devices, perhaps capacity con-
densers or photocell relays, that activated
the Kades. If he leaped at the man he
would simply float to the floor—a mass of
sodden cinders.

Thurmond’s brows contracted imper-
ceptively. “You were bhuffing, of course,
when you suggested the situation contained
as much danger {or me as for you, since you
must die in any event, while my only sources
of personal concern are the general consider-
ations of danger ahoard a solarion and inter-
ference from the crew.

“I have minimized the latter possibility
by transferring to Mercury all but a skeleton
crew—Miles’ shift. And they're alerted to
signal the Phobos and leave with me as soon
as I return to the assembly room, which will
be in about ten minutes.” He arose almost
casually, edged around the nearest Kades and
sidled slowly along the wall toward the cor-
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ridor panel, carefully avoiding the portion
of the room covered by the guns.
Thurmond had demonstrated once again
why Haze-Gaunt had invited him into the
wolfpack. He relied on the leverage of ti-
tanic forces when he had difficulty in dispos-
ing of an obstacle and damned the cost.

T WAS utterly simple. There would be

no struggle, no personal combat. No
immediate issue would be reached. And
yet, within a satisfactorilv short time. Alar
would be dead. He couldn’t move without
triggering the two Kades. and there would
be no one left to free him. The solarion
would be evacuated within a few minutes.
The crewless station would slide over the
brim of the sun spot long before he would
collapse from fatigue.

The wolfpack was willing to exchange one
of its six most valuable munition factories
for his life.

And yet—it wasn’t enough. The Thief
was now hardly breathing. because he be-
lieved he knew now what Miles and Florez
had been discussing in the hall.

Thurmond was now at the panel, turning
the knob slowly.

“Your program,” said Alar softly, “is
sound save in one rather ohscure but im-
portant particular. Your indifference to
Toynbeean principles would naturally blind
you to the existence of such factor as ‘self-
determination in a society.’ ”

The police minister paused the barest
fraction of a second hefore stepping through
the panel.

The Thief continued, “Can you make sense
out of a Fraunhofer report? Can you operate
a lateral jet motor? If not you'd better
deactivate the Kades hecause you’re going to
need me badly, and very soon. You'll have
no time to signal the Phobos.”

The police minister hesitated just outside
the door.

“If,” said Alar, “vou think the skeleton
crew under Miles is in present control of the
station, you'd better take a look around.”

There was no answer. Thurmond evi-
dently thought that one would be superfluous.
His footsteps died away down the hall.

Alar looked up quizzically at Shey’s
gorged and popeyed face, then at the two
Kades. “He’ll be back,” he murmured, fold-
ing his arms.

And yet, when he heard the footsteps re-
turning considerably faster than they had

departed, this confirmation of his surmise
concerning Andrews’ crew threw him into a
deep gloom. However, it had been inevitable.
Nothing could have saved them after he
threw the seven.

Thurmond walked quickly into the room.
“You were right,” he said. “Where have
they hidden themselves?”

“They’re in hiding,” replied Alar with-
out expression, ‘‘but not in the way you
think. All ten of them were certain they
were going to die on this shift. They had a
fatalistic faith in their destiny. To return
salely with you would have meant giving
up that faith with consequent mental and
moral disintegration. They preferred to die.
You'll probably find their bodies in the
muirium holds.”

Thurmond’s mouth tightened.
lying.”

“Having no historical background you
would naturally assume so. But regardless
of what happened to Miles and his crew
you'll have to come to some decision about
me within the next minute or two. We've
been adrift in the Evershed zone ever since I
entered the room. You can release me in
order to let me have a try at the lateral jets
or you can leave me here—and die with me.”

He watched the inward struggle in the
police minister. Would the man’s personal
loyalty to Haze-Gaunt or perhaps a chill
adamantine sense of duty require him to
keep Alar immobilized at the cost of his own
life?

Thurmond toved thoughtfully with the
pommel of his breast dagger. “All right,”
he said finally. Passing behind the Kades,

“You're

- he snapped the switches on each. ‘“You'd

better hurry. Tt’s safe now.”

““Shey’s scabbard and blade are on the
table beside you,” said the Thief. “Give
them to me.”

Phurmond permitted himself a smile as he
handed over the saber. Alar knew the man
planned to kill him as soon as the station
was safe again and that it mattered little to
the- greatest swordsman in the Tmperium
whether the Thief were armed.

““One other question.” insisted the Thief
imperturbablv as he buckled the scahbard
to his helt. “How did you and Shey know
where to find me?”

“The Microfilm Mind.”

It was incomprehensible. The Mind al-
ternately condemned him and delivered him.
Why? Why? Would he never know?
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“All right,” he said shortly.
along.”

Together they hurried toward the control
room.

“Come

N HOUR later they emerged, perspir-
ing freely.

Alar turned and studied his arch-enemy
briefly. He said: *“Obviously, I can’t per-
mit you to signal the Phobos until my own
status has been clarified to my satisfaction.
I see no particular advantage in delaying
what has been inevitable since our first meet-
ing.” He drew his saber with cold delibera-
tion, aware that he hoped his measured cer-
tainty would create an impression ‘on Thur-
mond.

The police minister whipped out his own
blade with contemptuous litheness. “You are
quite right. You had to die in either event.
To save my life I justifiably relied on your
desire to prolong your own. Die!”

As in many occasions in the past when
death faced him, time began to creep by
the Thief, and he observed Thurmond’s cry
of doom and simultaneous lunge as part of a
leisurely acted play. Thurmond’s move was
an actor’s part to be studied, analyzed and
constructively criticized by responsive words
and gestures of his own, well organized and
harmoniously knit.

He knew, without reflecting on the quality
of mind that permitted and required him to
know, that Thurmond’s shout and lunge
were not meant to kill him. Thurmond’s
fleche was apparently, “high line right,”
which, if successful, would thrust through
Alar’s heart and right lung. Experts conven-
tionally parried such a thrust with an ordi-
nary fierce or perhaps a quinte and followed
with a riposte toward the opponent’s groin.

Yet there had been a speculative, ques-
tioning element in Thurmond’s cry. The
man had evidently expected the Thief to
perceive his deceit, to realize that he had
planned a highly intricate composite attack
based on Alar’s almost reflexive response to
the high-line thrust, and the skilled Thief
would be expected to upset a possible trap
by the simple expedient of locking blades and
starting anew.

This analysis of the attack was plausible
except for one thing: Thurmond, never one
to take unavoidable risks, instead of un-
locking blades, would very likely seize his
breast dagger and drive it into his opponent’s
throat.

Yet the Thief could not simultaneously cut
the dagger scabbard away and avoid the
lunge.

Then suddenly everything was past. Thur-
mond had sprung back, spitting malevolently,
and the dagger scabbard was spinning crazily
through the air behind him. A streak of red
was growing rapidly along the Thief’s chest
The police minister laughed lightly.

Alar’s heart was beating very fast—just
how fast he did not know—pumping its vital
substance through the deceptively simple
cut in his lung. It couldn’t have been helped.
Now, if he could maim or disarm Thurmond
fairly quickly he might still summon the
Phobos and escape under the protection of
Captain Andrews before he died of loss of
blood.

His skilled opponent would play for time,
of course, observing him closely, watching
for the first sign of genuine faltering, which
might be merely a shift of the thumb along
the foil-grip, a thrust parried a fraction of an
inch in excess, a slight tensing of the fingers
of the curved left hand.

Thurmond would know. Perhaps this was
the enlightening death which that recondite
sphinx, the Microfilm Mind, had predicted
for him. .

Thurmond waited, smiling, alert, supreme-
ly confident. He would expect Alar to burst
forward every nerve straining to make the
most of the few minutes of strong capable
fencing remaining to him before he fainted
from loss of blood.

The Thief moved in and his sword leapt
arrowlike in an incredibly complex body
feint. But his quasi-thrust was parried by a
noncommittal quasi-riposte, almost philo-
sophical in its ambiguity. Its studied indefi-
niteness of statement showed that Thurmond
realized to the uttermost his paramount posi-
tion—that a perfect defense would win with-
out risk.

Alar had not really expected his attack to
draw blood. He merely wanted to confirm
in his own mind that Thurmond realized his
advantage. Most evidently he did. Simul-
taneously with this realization the Thief, in-
stead of improvising a continuation of the
attack, as Thurmond must expect, retreated
precipitously, coughed and spat out a mouth-
ful of hot, salty fluid.

His right lung had been filling slowly. The
only question was, when should he cough
and void the blood? He had chosen. this
moment. His opponent must now take the
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initiative and he must be lured into over-
extending himself.

Thurmond laughed soundlessly and closed
“in- with a tricky leg thrust, followed im-
mediately with a cut across the face, both
of which the Thief barely parried. But it
was clear that Thurmond was not exerting
himself to the fullest. He was taking no
chances, because he need take none.

He could accomplish his goal in good time
simply by doing nothing, or quickly if he
liked, by forcing the Thief to continuous
exertions. Thurmond’s only necessity was to
stay alive, where Alar must not only do that,
but must disable his opponent as well. He
could not attempt more. His oath as a Thief
forbade his killing an officer of the Imperium
even in self defense.

ITHOUT f{eeling despair he felt the

symptoms of despair—the tightening
of the throat, the vague trembling of his
facial nerves, an overpowering weariness.

“ *To avoid capture or death in a situation
of known factors,’” mocked Thurmond,
“ ‘the Thief will introduce one or more new
variables, generally by the conversion of a
factor of relative safety into a factor of rela-
tive uncertainty.’ ”

At that moment Alar plumbed to the
depths this extraordinary character who
commanded the security forces of a hemi-
sphere. Tt was a blazing, calculating intelli-
gence that crushed opposition because it un-
derstood its opponents better than they did
themselves, could silently anticipate their
moves and be ready—to their short-lived
astonishment—with a fatal answer.

Thurmond could quote the Thicf Combat
Manual verbatim.

Alar lowered his blade slowly. “Then it
is useless to proffer my weapon in surrender,
expecting you to reach for it with your left
hand—"

“—and find myself sailing over your shoul-
der. No thanks.”

“Or ‘slip’ in my own blood—"

“—and impale me as I rush in to finish
you.”

“And yet,” returned the Thief, “the
philosophy of safety-conversion is not limited
to the obvious rather sophomoric devices
that we have just discussed as I shall shortly
demonstrate.” His mouth twisted sardoni-
cally.

But only the wildest, most preposterous de-
mand on his unearthly body would save him

now. Furthermore, the thing he had in mind
required that he be rid of his saber, yet
safe from Thurmond for at least a moment
or two.

His blade skidded across the plastic tiles
toward Thurmond, who stepped back in un-
feigned amazement, then tightened the grip
on his own weapon and moved forward.

“The sacrifice of safety is my means of
defense,” continued Alar unhurriedly. (Great
galaxy! Would the man never stop?) “I
have converted it into a variable unknown,
for you are suspicious of what I shall do
next. Your steps are slowing.

“You see no good reason why you can't
kill me now, very quickly, but you have—
shall we say, buck fever? You are curious
as to what I could accomplish without my
weapon that I could not accomplish with it.
You wonder why I am repeatedly flexing my
arms and why I do these knee bends.

“You are certain you can kill me, that
all you need to do is approach and thrust
your blade home. And yet you have stopped
to watch, consumed witﬁ, curiosity. And you
are just a little afraid.”

Stifling a cough, the Thief stood erect
and closed his fists tightly. There was a
dry crackling sound about his clothing as
he crossed the brief intervening space to-
ward Thurmond.

The police minister was breathing with
nervous rapidity but stood firm.

“Don’t you realize, Thurmond, that a
man capable of reversing the visual process
by supplying his retinal web with energy
quanta can, under stress, reverse that pro-
cess? That instead of furnishing electrical
potential differences along afferent nerves
for normal muscle activation, he can reverse
the process and cause the muscles to store
considerable wattage for discharge through
the nerves and out the fingertips?

“Did you know that certain Brazilian
eels can discharge several hundred volts—
enough to electrocute frogs and fish? At my
present potential I could easily kill you but
I intend to simply stun you. Since electro-
static charges escape easily from metal
points, you will understand why I had to
throw away my saber, even at the risk of
your running me through before I could
build up the necessary charge.”

Thurmond’s blade flew up. “Come no
closer!” he cried hoarsely.

The thief paused, his bare breast six
inches in front of the wavering point. “Metal
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is an excellent conductor,” he smiled, and
moved in.

The police minister jumped back, gripped
his saber like a lance, took split-second aim
at Alar’s heart and—

Fell screaming to the floor, his writhing
body wrapped in a pale blue glow. He man-
aged to pull his pistol from its holster and to
fire two shots that bounced harmlessly from
Alar’s Thief armor.

Then there was a brief panting pause
while he glared insanely upward at his ex-
traordinary conqueror.

The third shot went into his own brain.

Alar had bounded into the control room
before the echo of the final shot died away.
Theijr fight had lasted nearly forty minutes.
How far had the solarion drifted?

The pyrometric gauge read 4,500 K. The
temperature drop from the 5,700 degrees K
of the photosphere definitely placed the solar-
ion position in the coldest part of the sun
spot—its center.

Which meant that the station must have
been falling for several minutes, straight to-
ward the sun’s core.

CHAPTER XVIII
Death Impending

GGONE hour ago,” said the Microfilm
Mind, ‘‘their excellencies the Im-
perial ministers propounded a remarkable
interrogatory, with the unusual requirement
that I give satisfactory answers before the
night is out, or die.”

From where she sat with manacled ankles
Keiris examined the faces in the semicircle
about her. Some were grim, some nervous,
some unperturbed. With the exception of
Shey and Thurmond, the whole inner council
was here. In the center of them all Haze-
Gaunt, his tarsioid pet peeping fearfully over
his shoulder, studied with sunken eyes the
tnan in the transparent dome.

Even Juana-Maria was present, following
the proceedings with languid curiosity from
her motorchair. The Ministers of War, of
Airways, of Nuclear Energy were bunched
together at one end of the circle. They had
been arguing in heated whispers, but sat up
quickly when the Microfilm Mind began to

speak.

“These questions are as follows,"” droned
the Mind. “First, were Shey and Thur-
mond successful in killing Alar, the Thief?
If so, why have they not been heard from?
Second, can Operation Finis be initiated with
reasonable hope of success, even though the
Alar question remains unsettled? These
two questions were submitted by every mem-
ber of the Council, T believe. The third
question— ‘Is Kennicot Muir alive? —was
asked by the chancellor alone.”

An icy tingle began to crawl up Keiris’
spine. Did the Mind really know about
Kim—and Alar?

The man in the pit paused briefly, lowered
his disfigured leonine head, then looked up
again at the circle of faces above him. “I am
able to answer your questions as follows.
First—Shey and Thurmond are dead as a
result of their respective attempts to destroy
Alar,

“Second—the success or failure of Opera-
tion Finis is no longer dependent on the life
or death of Alar but upon an extraneous fac-
tor that will be revealed to us all within a
few minutes. Thus the first two questions
are answerable categorically. However, the
queries concerning the existence or non-
existence of Alar and Muir can be answered
only in terms of non-Aristotelian probabili-
ties.

“With the exception of her imperial ma-
jesty, all of you have spent your Aristotelian
lives under the impression that ‘x’ is either
‘A’ or ‘not-A.”’ Your conventional educa-
tion has limited you to bidimensional, planar
Aristotelian syllogistic classification.”

“I don'’t follow,” said Eldridge, War Min-
ister, bluntly. “What is a planar definition
and what has it to do with the existence of—
of—well, say Muir or Alar?”

“Get out your notebook and we'll draw
pictures,” It was Juana-Maria’s dry, mock-
ing voice. She rolled her motor-chair over
to him. The man pulled a leather-bound pad
from his pocket somewhat hesitantly.

“Draw a circle in the middle of the sheet,”
directed Juana-Maria.

The mystified militarist did so. The minis-
ters nearby craned their necks toward the
pad.

“Now consider the question. Is Alar alive?
As an Aristotelian you would consider only
two possibilities. He’s either alive or he's
dead. Thus you may write ‘alive’ in the
circle, and ‘dead’ in the space outside the
circle. ‘Alive’ plus ‘dead’ then totals what
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the Aristotelians call a ‘universe class.” Go
ahead—write them in.”

Eldridge, looking a little foolish, did so.

The ironic voice continued. “But the
dead’ portion of the card, you must remem-
ber, is defined only negatively. We know
what it is not, rather than what it is. If
there are other conditions of existence than
those we are accustomed to, that portion of
the card will include them. The uncertain-
ties are infinite.

“And further, the sheet of notebook paper
may be considered as a mere cross section
of a sphere encompassed by infinity. Above,
below, and at angles through it are similar
cross sections in the same sphere—an infinity
of them. That is to say, by your very at-
tempt to reduce a problem to only two al-
ternatives, you endow it with an infinity of
solutions.”

Eldridge’s face had set stubbornly. “In-
tending no disrespect, your majesty, may I
submit that such considerations are mere
academic theorizing? I maintain that these
two enemies of the Imperium are either
alive or dead. If alive they must be cap-
tured and destroyed. With your permission,
your majesty, I will restate the question
which was heretofore before the Mind only
by implication.” He addressed the man un-
der the dome coldly. “Is Alar, the Thief,
alive?”

“Tell him if you can, then, Mind,” said
Juana-Maria with a bored wave of her
wrinkled hand.

“In null-Aristotelian terms,” replied the
Mind, “Alar is alive. However, he has no
existence in a planar Aristotelian hypothesis,
as understood by Marshal Eldridge. That
is to say, there is no person in the solar
system today fitting the fingerprints and eye-
ball capillary patterns in Alar’s police file.”

“The same, I presume, is true for Kenni-
cot Muir?” asked Haze-Gaunt.

“Not precisely. Muir’s identity is more
diffuse. If viewed in Eldridge’s classic logic,
Muir would have to be considered as more
than one man. In null-Aristotelian terms,
Muir seems to have developed a certain
mobility along the time axis.”

‘“He might exist as two persons at once?”
asked Juana-Maria curiously.

“Quite possibly.”

EIRIS listened to her own strangled
voice. ‘“Is he—is either of those per-
sons—in this room—now ?”’

The Mind was silent for a long time. Final-
ly he turned great sad eyes up to her.
““Madame’s question is surprising in view
of the obvious danger to her husband if
her surmise proves correct. One embodi-
ment of Muir, whose existence has just been
deduced by her majesty the Imperatrix in
the exercise of null-Aristotelian logic, is
present, but does not at the moment choose
to be visible to us.”

He paused and glanced at the radiochron
on the wall at his lelt. Some of the others
followed his gaze.

It was four minutes after midnight. Some-
where far above them a new day was dawn-
ing—]uly 21, 2177.

‘However,” continued the Mind, ‘“Muir
is also present in another, entirely different
form, one that would be satisfactory even
to Marshal Eldridge.”

The ministers exchanged startled, sus-
picious glances.

Eldridge sprang to his feet. ‘‘Point him
out!” he cried.

“The Minister for War,” observed Haze-
Gaunt, “is strangely naive if he thinks the
Mind is going to point out Kennicot Muir
to this assembly.”

“Eh?” said Eldridge. “You mean he's
afraid to name him?”

“Perhaps; perhaps not. But let us see
what a highly direct and specific question
will bring.”” He turned toward the Mind
and asked softly, “Can you deny that you
are Kennicot Muir?”

ok ow ok

As Alar’s stunned eyes watched the py-
rometer the needle began slowly to creep
up the scale, recording the fall of the station
into the sunspot vortex—4,560, 4,580, 4,600.
The deeper, the hotter. OIf course, the sta-
tion would never reach the sun’s core. The
vortex would probably narrow to nothing
within a thousand miles or so, in a region
deep enough to have a temperature of a few
million degrees. The solarion’s insulative-
refrigeration system could stand 2 top limit
of 7,000.

The possibilities were several. The spot
vortex might extend deep into the sun’s
core, with its temperature of some twenty
million degrees. But even if the vortex
gas stayed under 7,000 degrees all the way
to the center—and he knew it could not—the
station would eventually crash into the
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enormously dense core and burst into in-
candescence.

But suppose the vortex did not extend
to that. incredibly hot center, but, more
probably, originated only a few thousand
miles down? He spit out a mouthful of
blood and calculated rapidly. If the spot
were 16,000 miles deep the temperature at
the cone apex would be a little below 7,000.

If the station could float gently to rest
there he might live for several hours before
the heavy plant sank deeply enough to
reach an intolerable temperature. But its
landing wouldn’t be gentle: The station was
now falling under an acceleration of twenty-
seven gravities, and would probably strike
the bottom of the cone at a velocity ot several
miles a second despite the viscosity of the
spot gases. Everything about him would
instantly disintegrate.

There were, indeed, several possibilities,
but their conclusions were identical—a long
wait, then an instantaneous, painless ob-
livion. He couldn’t even count on an endur-
ing excruciating pain that might release him
along the time axis, as it had done in Shey’s
torture room,

He became aware of a low, hollow hum,
and finally traced it to the pulse at his temple.
His heart was beating so fast that the in-
dividual beats were no longer detectable.
The pulse had passed into the lower audio
range, which meant a beat of at least twelve
hundred a minute.

He almost smiled. In the face of the
catastrophe that Haze-Gaunt was about to
wreak on Earth the frenzied concern of his
subconscious mind for his own preservation
seemed suddenly amusing.

It was then that he noticed that the room
was tilted slightly. That should not be, un-
less the giant central gyro were slowing down.
The gyro should keep the station upright
in the most violent faculae and tornado promi-
nences. A quick check of the control panel
showed nothing wrong with the great stabi-
lizer.

But the little compass gyro was turning
slowly, in a very odd but strangely familiar
way, which he recognized immediately. The
station axis was gradually being inclined at
an angle from the vertical and was rotating
about its old center in a cone-like path.

The solarion was precessing, which meant
that some unknown titanic force was at-
tempting to invert it and was being valiantly
fought off by the great central gyro.

But it was a losing battle,

E HAD a fleeting vision of the great
station turning turtle in slow massive
grandeur. The muirium anti-grav drive over-
head, now cancelling 26 of the 27 G's of the
sun, would soon be beneath him, and adding
to those 27 G’s. Against 53 G’s he would
weigh some four tons. His blood would ooze
from his crushed, pulpy body and spread in
a thin layer over the deck.

But what could be trying to turn the
station over?

The pyrometers showed almost identical
convection temperatures on the sides, top and
bottom, of the station—about 5,200 degrees.
And radiation heat received on the sides
and bottom of the plant showed about 6,900,
as could be expected. But the pyrometers
measuring radiation received on the upper
surface of the station, which should not
have exceeded 2,000 degrees—since the sta-
tion surface normally was radiated only by
the thin surface photosphere—showed the
incredible figure of 6,800.

The station must be completely immersed
in the sun. The unjform radiation on all
sides proved that. Yet he was still in the
sun spot vortex, as shown by the much
cooler convention currents bathing the sta-
tion. There was only one possible explana-
tion. The spot vortex must be returning
to the sun’s surface through a gigantic U-
shaped tube.

Anything going down one limb of the
tube would naturally ascend the other limb
inverted. The U-tube finally explained why
all spots occurred in pairs and were of
opposite magnetic polarity. The ionized
vortex of course rotated in opposite direc-
tions in the respective limbs of the tube.

If the central gyro won out over the tor-
rential vortex the station might be swept
up the other limb of the following spot twin
and he might break the station away to
safety over the penumbral edge—in which
improbable event he could live as long as
his punctured lung permitted or until the
storage chambers became filled with muirium
and the synthesizer began turning the dead-
ly material back into the sun to trigger a
gigantic explosion.

But-he could be sure that even if the station
were found during that interval there would
be no rescue. The discovery would be made
by Imperial search vessels and the L.P.s
would simply keep the station under observa-
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tion until the inevitable filling of the muiri-
um holds.

The brooding man sat in the central op-
erator’s chair for a long time until the
steepening floor threatened to drop him out
of his seat. He rose heavily to his feet and,
hanging tightly to the guide rails, walked
the length of the panel to a bank of huge
enabling switches.

Here he unlocked the safety mechanism
of the central gyro switch and pulled it out
amid a protest of arcking, hissing flame.
The deck immediately began to vibrate be-
neath him, and the rapidly increasing tilt of
the floor made it difficult to stand.

The room was spinning dizzily about him
as he lashed a cord to the master switch
controlling the outer hatches of the muirium
locks overhead. The free end he tied around
his waist. )

When the station turned on its back he
would fall to the other end of the room and
the cord attached to his lunging hody would
jerk open the muirium hatch switch. All the
stored muirium would begin to dissolve back
into its native energy quanta, the station
would suddenly become a flat, gigantic space
rocket and—at least theoretically—would be
hurled through the rising U-limb at an
unimaginable velocity.

If he were human he would be killed in-
stantly. If he were not human, he might
survive the fantastic initial acceleration and
accompany the station into the black depths
of space.

The deck had almost become a vertical
wall. The gyro had probably stopped and
there was no turning back. For a moment he
regretted his decision. At least he could
have lived on a little while longer.

Always a little longer. He had squeezed
out five years of life by that method. But
no more. Sweat squirted from his face as,
slipping and sliding, he clawed insanely at
the smooth steel tiles of the deck that was
now soaring over him to become the new
ceiling. Then he dropped straight to what a
few minutes before had been the ceiling and
lay there helpless under a 53-G gravity, un-
able even to breathe and swiftly losing con-
sciousness.

He knew vaguely that the rope had pulled
the switches to the muirium locks and had
then broken under his enormously increased
weight—that jagged fragments of his snap-
ping ribs had pierced his heart—that he
was dying.

In that instant the muirium caught. Four
thousand tons of the greatest energy-giving
substance ever known to man collapsed in a
millisecond into a titanic space-bending show-
er of radiation.

He had no sensation of pain, of movement,
of time, of body, of anything. But he didn’t
care. In his own way he was still very much
alive.

And he knew who he was and where
his destiny lay.

CHAPTER XIX

Armageddon

ODDARD, Nuclear Minister, was on

his feet, staring wide-eyed alternately
at the Mind and at Haze-Gaunt. “The
Mind—Kennicot Muir? Impossible!”

Phelps of Airways, was gripping the sides
of his chair with white, trembling hands
and his finger nails were cracking and
doubling back from the pressure. “How
do you know it’s impossible?'’ he shouted.
“The Mind must answer that question!”

Keiris swallowed in an ecstasy of misery.
She had precipitated something the Mind
might not have been ready for. Thinking
back, she could ind no good reason for
asking her question, other than womanly
intuition. But Haze-Gaunt sust be wrong.
Obviously the Mind could not be her hus-
band. They had about the same build but
there the resemblance ended. Why, the Mind
was—ugly. Then she stole a look at Haze-
Gaunt, and lost some of her certainty.

Of the assembly, only the chancellor ap-
peared at ease. He was reclining quietly
in his plush chair, his long legs crossed
casually. His perfect confidence said plain-
Ily—"“I am sure of the answer and I have
taken extraordinary precautions.”

For Eldridge the situation was becoming
unendurable. “Answer, damn you!” he
cried, drawing his pistol.

Haze-Gaunt waved him back irritably. “If
he is Muir, he is also an armored Thief.
Put that toy away and sit down.” He
turned to the Mind again. “The very fact
of your delay is highly revealing but what
could you hope to gain by it? A few mo-
ments more of life?” His mouth warped in
the faintest of sneers. “Or doesn’t the best-
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informed man in the system know who he
is?"”

Haze-Gaunt’s tarsioid peeped trembling
over his master’s epaulette at the Mind, who
had never changed his position. His arms
rested on the arms of his chair as they had
always rested. To Keiris he appeared almost
as calm as usual. But Haze-Gaunt, savoring
almost sensuously his victory in a genera-
tion-long struggle with the man he hated
most, apparently saw something niore.

“‘Before us, gentlemen,”” he observed grim-
ly, “for all his aura of wisdom, we have
a frightened animal.”

“Yes, I am frightened,” said the Mind,
in a strong clear voice. “While we are
here playing tag with identities, Toynbee
Twenty-one is reeling under its death blow.
If you had not forbidden all interruptions of
this conference you would know that the
Eastern Federation declared war on America
Imperial eighty seconds ago!”

What a magnificent bluff! thought Keiris
in desperate admiration.

“Gentlemen,” said Haze-Gaunt, looking
about him. “I trust that all of you appre-
ciated the finer points of the Mind’s latest
finesse. The riddle of his identity suddenly
becomes lost in the excitement of gigantic
but fictitious surmises. I think we may now
return to my question."”

“Ask Phelps about his secret ear re-
ceptor,” said the Mind coolly.

Phelps looked uncomfortable. Then he
muttered: “The Mind’s right—whoever he
is. T have a hearing aid but it's also a radio.
The Eastern Federation actually did declare
war as he said.”

The queer silence that followed was finally
broken by Haze-Gaunt.

“This obviously changes things. The
Mind will be placed under close arrest for
further examination at our convenience, In
the meantime the council is wasting time
here. All of you have standing orders for
this contingency. You will now carry them
out to the letter. We stand adjourned.”

He stood up. Keiris forced herself not
to collapse as she relaxed.

The ministers filed out hurriedly and their
footsteps and nervous whispers died away
down the peristyle. The bronze elevator
doors began to clang shut.

Then Haze-Gaunt turned abruptly and
reseated himself. His hard eyes again fastened
on the disfigured but calm face of the man
in the domed pit.

Keiris’ breathing grew faster. It was not
over—it was just beginning.

The Mind seemed lost in a reverie, totally
indifferent to the probability of imminent
death.

Haze-Gaunt drew a pistol-like thing from
his jacket pocket. “This is a poison-dart
thrower,” he said softly. “The dart can
easily penetrate your plastic shell. It need
only scratch you. I want you to talk about
yourself and to tell me a great deal. You
may begin now.”

HE MIND’S fingers drummed inde-

cisively on the arm of his chair. When
he looked up it was not at his executioner but
at Keiris. It was to her that he spoke.

“When your husband vanished ten years
ago he told you that he would contact you
through me. At that time T was an obscure
sideshow freak. Only in recent years have
I had access to the vast literature that has
brought me to my present preeminent po-
sition.”

“Might T interrupt?” murmured Haze-
Gaunt. “The original Microfilm Mind, an
obscure entertainer, had a remarkable re-
semblance to you. But it so happens that
he died ten years ago in a nightclub fire.
Oh, T admit that the burn tissue on your
face and hands is genuine. In fact, you
burned your features deliberately. With
the record corrected, pray continue.”

Keiris watched in fascinated horror as
the Mind licked dry lips.

The Mind said, “My disguise has finally
failed, then. But until now, I believe, no
one suspected my identity. The wonder of
it is that I was not exposed vears ago. But
to go on—through Keiris I relayed vital in-
formation to the Society of Thieves, which
I hoped would overthrow your rotten ad-
ministration and save our civilization. But
their gallant efforts are now cut short. The
most brilliant minority cannot reform a dis-
integrating society in a bare decade.”

“Then you admit that we have beaten
you and your vaunted Society?” demanded
Haze-Gaunt coldly.

The Mind looked at him thoughtfully.
“Half an hour ago I intimated that Alar
had attained a semi-godhood. Whether or
not you have beaten me and my ‘vaunted So-
ciety’ depends on the identity of the intel-
ligence we have been calling Alar.”

“Don’t hide behind words,” snapped Haze-
Gaunt.
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“You may be able to understand me if I
put it this way. In the Central Drome of
the Airways Laboratories lies the recently
completed T-Twenty-two, standing by to
blast off on its maiden voyage. Five years
ago, as you well know, a white-hot space
ship crashed into the Ohio River and the
River Police found some remarkable things.
The metallic parts of the ship were identical
in composition with the alloys that Gaines
and T had worked out for the T-Twenfy-two.

““Was the race of a neighboring star trying
to reach our sun? We waited for further
evidence. Tt turned up the next day when a
man was found wandering along ‘the river
bank, dazed, almost naked, carrying a
leather-bound book with him. The book bore
the gold-stamped legend—T-Twenty-two,
Log. There is one just like it in the pilot’s
room of our own T-Twentv-fwo.”

“You weave a fine story,” said Haze-
Gaunt, “but we must cut it short T fear.
I wanted real information, not a disjointed
fairy tale.” He raised the dart-pistol. The
tarsiold disappeared screaming down his
back. ]

““That man was Alar the Thief,” said the
Mind. “Shall T continue or do you wish
to try to kill me now?”

Haze-Gaunt hesitated, then lowered the
pistol. “Continue,” he said.

““We kept Alar under observation in the
lodgings of two Thieves, now dead. Always
we held before us the possibility that he was
one of your spies. The truth of his identity
grew upon me only gradually, when no other
explanation was possible.

“Let us look at the facts. A ship identical
to the T-Twenty-two landed on earth five
years ago. Yet the T-Twenty-two is not
due to blast off on its maiden voyage until
a quarter of an hour from now. Regardless
of any other facts or theory involved the
ship will start moving backward in time
as soon as it is launched, and will continue
to move until it crashes—(should I say
‘crashed’ ?)—five years ago.

“The man who shall become transformed
into Alar through a geotropic response or
otherwise, and whom we might call Mr. X,
will board the T-Twenty-fwo in a few min-
utes with an unidentified companion, and
they will all be carried away in the ship at
a velocity faster than that of light. Such
velocities require movement backward in
time, so that when Mr, X finally pilots
the T-Twenty-two back to Earth, he lands

five years earlier than when he started. He
emerges as Alar and is henceforth irrecog-
nizable as Mr. X.”

Haze-Gaunt looked at the Mind, grim-
mouthed. “Do I understand that you want
me to believe that some one will leave in
the T-Twenty-two tonight, jet backward
in time, crash into the Ohio River five years
ago and swim ashore as Alar?”

The Mind nodded.

“Fantastic—yet it has the elements of pos-
sibility,” mused the chancellor. “Assuming
for the moment that I believe you, who is
the person who will enter the T-Twenfy-two
and become Alar?”

“I'm not sure,” said the Mind coolly. “He
is undouhtedly some one in the metropolitan
area because the T-Twenty-two jets in ten
minutes. He might be—you.”

Haze-Gaunt shot him a hard, calculating
glance.

EIRIS [elt light-headed, dizzy. Haze-

Gaunt become Alar? Did that ac-
count for her pseudo-recognition of the
Thief? Intuitively she rejected the sug-
gestion.

But—

“That hypothesis really becomes intriguing
when we examine your relations thus far
with Alar,” said Haze-Gaunt. “Only a few
weeks ago you yourself, with excessive
modesty, warned us that Alar was the man
most dangerous to the Imperial Government.
After his several escapes you told us im-
mediately where to find him and several
times, through information you furnished,
we nearly succeeded in killing him,

““We might be justified in concluding that
you considered Alar a bitter personal enemy,
a category that could easily include me—
(as Alar, of course)—except for a serious
difficulty. I have no intention of entering
the T-Twenty-two. Therefore, I am not your
Mr. X, and your motive in persecuting Alar
stands unexplained. I must warn you to
be explicit.” He raised the dart-gun again.

“An old.method of teaching children to
swim was to throw them in the water,” said
the Mind.

Haze-Gaunt looked down at him sharply.
“You are suggesting that it was your in-
tention to cause Alar to develop his re-
markable gifts—whatever they are—by mak-
ing it necessary that he either discover them
or die. Rather a striking educational tech-
nique. But why did you suspect that he had
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such latent possibilities in the first place?”

“For a long time we weren't sure. Alar
seemed just an ordinary man except for one
thing—his heartbeat. Dr. Haven reported
that Alar’s heartbeat rose to the medically-
unheard of rate of one hundred and hfty a
minute and more in times of danger. I then
decided that if Alar were homo superior his
superiority was latent. He was like a child
adopted by a pack of wild animals.

“Unless he were forced to realize his
superior origin he would be doomed to
run about on his metaphoric all fours for
the rest of his life—with us other animals.
Yet, if I could get him to his feet, he might
point the way out of the devastation that is
even now overwhelming us.

“So when, some six weeks ago, you were
about to decide on the date of Operation
Finis I had to act, possibly prematurely. By
means of unusually violent persecution I
forced Alar to develop an extraordinary
photic ability, whereby he could project a
scene in much the same way as a slide
projector.

“Later, under the stimulus of ecstatic pain,
ably administered by Shey, he became ac-
quainted with the time axis of his four-
dimensional body. Unfortunately he was un-
able to travel in time without this stimulus
and I can’t say that I blame him for not
indulging in the experience voluntarily. Yet
it was an accomplishment that he had to
master as we master speech—by repetition.
I am certain that he finally used it again in
the very act of dying on the Solarion Nine.

“I next led Alar first to the moon, where
he was forced to learn something of himself
and the backward flight of the T-Twenty-
two, then to the sun station, with Shey and
Thurmond on his trail. He had to emerge
triumphant and fully enlightened as to his
superiority and mission. The alternative
was death. I gave him no choice.”

Haze-Gaunt arose and began striding up
and down the stone flagging, sending his pet
into a chattering fright from one shoulder
to the other and back again. Finally he
stopped and said, “I believe you. Small
wonder then that we couldn’t kill Alar. On
the other hand you too must admit defeat,
for your protégé seems to have abandoned
both you and your cause.”

Somewhere behind him an elevator door
opened and shut—and then the sound of
running and stumbling feet.

It was the Minister of War, Eldridge. His

uniform was disheveled and it was a darker
color at the throat and armpits. Bloodshot
eyes punctuated an ashen face.

Haze-Gaunt caught the man as he col-
lapsed. “Speak, damn you!” he cried, hold-
ing the shuddering creature under the arms
and shaking him.

But Eldridge’s eyes merely rolled crazily
and his jaw dropped a little farther. Haze-
Gaunt let him fall to the floor. The War
Minister moaned softly when Haze-Gaunt
kicked him in the stomach.

“He was trying to tell you," observed the
Mind, “that coastal radar has picked up
vast swarms of west-bound rockets. This
area will be utterly destroyed to a depth
of several miles within five minutes.”

Not a muscle in the chancellor's face
changed in the long silence that followed.
Even the tarsier on his shoulder seemed
paralyzed.

They looked like twins, thought Keiris.

CHAPTER XX
The Eternal Cycle

INALLY Haze-Gaunt said, rather pen-

sively, “It is an occupational risk of
the aggressor that the victim may grow im-
patient and strike the first blow. But this
preemption of the initiative is immaterial
and actually foolish, for in such event our
launching areas are under standing orders
to resort to total destruction patterns instead
of the one-third destruction originally
planned.”

“Might I suggest, excellency,” came the
dry grave voice of Juana-Maria, who had
just rolled in, “that Shimatsu has anticipated
the scale of your retaliation? That his own
destruction pattern for the Imperium is sim-
ilarly unrestricted ?”

Keiris’ face slowly grew white as she
watched a terrible smile-like thing transform
Haze-Gaunt’s mouth. But it couldn't be a
smile. In the ten years she had known
him he had not smiled.

He said, “That, too, was a calculated risk.
So civilization must really disappear, as
the Toynbeeans have so widely and fear-
somely proclaimed. But I shall not remain
to mourn over it. And this latest develop-
ment, I believe, forcibly solves the identity
of Mr. X, and hence of Alar.”
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He turned savagely to the Mind. “Why
do you think I permitted you and your
Thieves to build the T-Twenty-twof Re-
search? Exploration? Bah! The weak, futile
human race vanishes but I shall escape and
live! And I shall escape beyond my wildest
dreams, for I shall become that invincible
conqueror of time and space, Alar the
Thief!”

He was sneering now at the scarred but
peaceful face of the Mind. “What a simple-
ton you were! I know that you yourself
hoped to escape in the T-Twenty-twvo. That’s
why you had it built. And you even had a
passageway, super-secret, so you thought,
constructed from your dome to the T-Twen-
ty-two hangar. You may be interested to
learn, impostor, that the tunnel has been
sealed.”

“1 know it,” smiled the Mind. *“The
‘secret’ passageway was merely a decoy. I
intend to reach the T-22 by a much more
efficient route. Since you have driven your
ablest scientists underground to the Thieves
you probably have never had an adequate
explanation of Thief armor. It actually con-
sists of a field of negative acceleration and a
necessary consequence is its strong repellence
of rapidly approaching bodies, such as I.P.
bullets.

“You probably know that acceleration is
synonymous with space curvature and the
alert Haze-Gaunt intellect has now doubtless
deduced the fact that this microfilm mechan-
ism before me is actually capable of control-
ling the space surrounding anyone wearing
Thief armor. In an earlier age such a
phenomenon might have been called tele-
portation. '

“Haze-Gaunt, 1 hope that you will not
enter the T-twenty-two—that you will not
become Alar. A few hours ago Alar recov-
ered his memory and is by now completely
integrated into an intelligence beyond our
conception. If he remembered his past as
you humanity has lost its last hope. If he
remembered his past as myself I think some-
thing still may be salvaged from the mess you
have made.”

The orange light on the microfilm reader
had turned a bright yellow and grew mo-
mentarily more luminous.

“The potential stored so far is sufficient
to deposit me within the pilot room of the
T-twenty-two,” said the Mind calmly, “but
I must wait another thirty seconds, because
this time I am taking my wife with me.”

He smiled at Keiris, whose soundless lips
were forming, “Kim!” over and over again.

“There is only one thing remaining, one
thing that puzzles me,” continued the Mind.
““The matter of your tarsier, Haze-Gaunt—"

A low grinding rumble rolled through the
room. From somewhere came the crash of
falling masonry.

The yellow pilot light on the microfilm ma-
chine flickered, then died away.

Keiris stood up in a slowly rising cloud
of dust, through which she could see her
husband tinkering feverishly with the tele-
portation machine. Juana-Maria had her
handkerchief to her mouth and was blinking
her eyes wildly. Haze-Gaunt coughed, then
spat and looked about for Keiris. She gasped
and hobbled backward a step.

HEN several things happened at once.

Haze-Gaunt leaped toward her, tossed
her dizzily over his shoulder, then faced
Kennicot Muir, who had burst through the
door of the plastic dome.

The great man seemed to fill the room.

Haze-Gaunt shrank away, with Keiris on
one shoulder and the tarsier on the other.
“T’'ll shoot you if you move!” he shouted at
Muir, waving his dart-pistol. He began to
back toward the elevators.

Keiris, remembering the deaths of Gaines
and Haven, tried desperately to voice a
similar warning but her voice was paralyzed.
She managed to loosen and drop her right
sandal, and the long toes of her right foot
were closing around the long knife in her
thigh scabbard when Muir replied:

“I am immune to the poison. I developed
it myself. Therefore, I will accompany you
down your private, battery-operated ele-
vator. I don’t believe the others—"

He was interrupted by a high-pitched, ter-
rified chattering. It was the tarsier, who had
scrambled down the chancellor’s leg and was
trying vainly to halt the man by clutching at
both legs.

“Don’t go! Don’t gol” it cried in a tiny,
inhuman voice.

Keiris heard Haze-Gaunt say something
under his breath. His leg flung out. The
little animal sailed through the air and
crashed into the marbled wall. It lay motion-
less where it fell, with its body bent back-
ward queerly.

Muir was running swiltly toward them
when Haze-Gaunt cried, “Is your wife im-
mune?"”’
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Muir stopped precipitately and Haze-
Gaunt, grinning viciously, continued his
deliberate retreat toward his elevator door.

Keiris craned her neck from her awkward
and painful position and looked at her hus-
band. The anguish on his face turned her
heart to water. It was the first time in ten
years that his fire-born disguise had relaxed
its frozen toneless iinmobility.

The elevator doors opened. Haze-Gaunt
carried her inside.

“It is finished,” groaned Muir. “So he
is Alar. I let you suffer ten years for this—
my poor darling—poor humanity.” His
voice was unrecognizable,

In her awkward position Keiris could not
inflict a vital wound on Haze-Gaunt. She
knew then what she must do. The elevator
door was closing when she cried, “He is not
Alar!”—and drove the knife into her heart.

There was a blur of movement. The ele-
vator doors clanged shut, and Juana-Maria
was alone in the room.

The three of them, Kennicot Muir, Haze-
Gaunt, and Keiris, the living and the newly
dead, were joined in their own weird destiny
and had left her to hers.

For a long time the fine brown eyes were
lost in thought, Her revery was finally pene-
trated by a shrill painful piping.

The tarsioid, despite its broken back, was
still breathing limply and its eloquent saucer-
like eyes were turned up pleadingly to her.
Their piteous message was unmistakable.

Juana-Maria reached into the side pocket
of her chair and found the syringe and vial
of analgesic. Then she hesitated. To kill the
little beast would perilously deplete the vial.
There would be pain enough for herself in
the next few hours. Damn Haze-Gaunt any-
way. Always bungled his murders.

She filled the syringe quickly, rolled the
chair over to the little creature, bent over
slowly to pick it up.

The injection was done quickly.

She retracted the needle and the dying
animal lay rag-like in her lap, staring at
her face with fast-glazing eyes. And then
she knew it was dead and that she was ex-
hausted. The titular ruler of one and a half
billion souls could not even move her own
hands. The syringe dropped to the tiles and
shattered.

How easy now to slide into an unwaking
revery, forever. So Muir was to become
Alar and attain something akin to immortal-
ity. That was just. It seemed to her that

the man was simply following a patural de-
velopment to its logical conclusion. And by
the same token Haze-Gaunt would have to
change, too.

She wondered what Muir-Alar could do
that would avoid Operation Finis. Perhaps
he would go back in time and cause Haze-
Gaunt to be still-born. But then another
dictator, even more ruthless, might arise
and destroy civilization. Of course, the god-
man might prevent Muir from discovering
muirium or even the classic nuclear physi-
cists, Hahn, Meisner, Fermi, Oppenheimer
and the rest, from splitting the uranium
atom.

But she suspected the discoveries would be
made in due time by others. Perhaps the
Michelson-Morley experiment which proved
the contraction of matter in its line of motion
and started Einstein off on his theory of the
equivalence of matter and energy could be
doctored so that Michelson would actually
get the interference image he sought.

But then there would be Rutherford’s
work on the suspiciously heavy electrons
and an infinity of allied research. And
human nature being what it was, it would
again be just a question of time.

O, THE main difficulty would be in the

mind of man. He was the only mam-

mal hell-bent on exterminating his own spe-
cies.

She was glad it was not her task to
humanize humarnity or to be a god-mother
to Toynbee Twenty-two.

She peered down at the furry lump in her
lap and wondered if Muir had ever divined
its identity. Perhaps she alone understood.

The darkened chamber was slowly whirl-
ing around and around. She could no longer
move her lips. With a great effort she mar-
shaled her last clear thought:

“Poor Haze-Gaunt. Poor tiny animal
Haze-Gaunt. To think that you always
wanted to finish killing me.”

A moment later the chamber was blasted
into dust.

* ko ok X

The leader, gray, grizzled and cold-eyed,
paused and sniffed the air moving up the
valley. The old Neanderthal smelled rein-
deer blood a few hundred yards down the
draw and also another unknown smell, like,
yet unlike, the noisome blend of grime, sweat
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and dung that characterized his own band.

He turned to his little group and shook
his flint-tipped spear to show that the spoor
had been struck. The other men held their
spears up, signifying that they understood
and they would follow silently. The women
faded into the sparse shrubbery of the valley
slape.

The men followed the reindeer path on
down the gully and within a few minutes

eered through a thicket at an old male
anthropus, three females of assorted ages
and two children, all lying curled stuporously
under a windfall of branches and debris that
overhung the gully bank.

Blood still drained sluggishly from a hallf-
devoured reindeer carcass lying under the
old man’s head.

Some sixth sense warned Eoanthropus of
danger. He shook his five-hundred pound
body and convulsed into a snarling squat
over the reindeer, searching through near-
sighted eyes for the interlopers. The females
and children scurried behind him with min-
gled fear and curiosity.

“All men are brothers!” shouted the aging
Neanderthaler. ““We come in peace and we
are hungry.”

He dropped his spear and held up both
hands, palms outward.

Eoanthropus clenched his fists nervously
and squinted uncertainly toward his unwel-
come guests. He growled a command to his
little family, and like shadows they melted
up the side of the draw. And after hurling
a final imprecation at the invaders, the

old male scuttled up the hill himself.

The hunters watched the group vanish,
and then two of them ran toward the rein-
deer carcass with drawn flint knives. With
silent expert strokes they cut away the hind
quarters of the animal and then looked up
inquiringly at the old leader.

‘““Take no more,” he warned. ‘“Reindeer
may be scarce here, and they may have to
come back or go hungry.”

He could not know that the colloidal webs
in his frontal lobes had been subtly altered
by an inconceivably titanic intelligence. And
he could neither anticipate nor visualize the
encounter of his own descendants in the
distant future with their Cro-Magnard cous-
ins, the tall people who would move up from
Africa across the Sicilo-Italian land bridge.

He had no way of knowing that even as
he had spared the animal-like Eoanthropus,
so would he, Neanderthal, be spared by
Cro-Magnon. Nor had he any way of know-
ing that by offering the open palm instead of
the hurled spear he had changed the destiny
of all mankind to come. Or that he had dis-
solved, by preventing the sequence of events
that led to its formation, the very intelligence
that had wrought this marvelous change in
the dawn-mind.

For the entity sometime known as Muir-
Alar had rejoined Keiris in a final eternity
even as the Neanderthal’s harsh vocal cords
were forming the cry that would herald the
eventual spread of Toynbee Twenty-two
throughout the universe:

““All men are brothers!”



