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revolt
on

mercury

by STANLEY MULLEN

The mob stormed into the
wealthier section, leoting
where there was anythirg
to loot, burning, killing.

THE LAST thing they did
on Mercury was to dismiss ~
guards and unlock all the
prisons.

Silence clamped down hard.
Men sat around or stood up
and shuffled uneasily in the
cramped. space alloted them.
They waited for the doors to
unlock and open. They waited
for bells to ring, to summon
them to breakfast, to ‘the
workday.

But silence continued. None
of the electric doorlocks
clicked. No guards appeared
to herd them anywhere. No
bells rang. Nothing happened.
They grew restless and nerv-
ous and oddly afraid. Whis-
pers and rumors went from
cel to cell, and it was
guessed, mostly, that someone
had slipped-up in the control
room. But whispers and ru-
mors solve nothing.

In the prison, as on most of
Mercury, there was neither
night nor morning. Light
came or or went of f automati-
cally. Fime was a matter of
atomsic clocks, or ta as:--no-
mers, siaereal clocks. Time
for the convict Iaborers was a
schedule of work-period,
sleep-period, ecat-period, ~nd
so-called recreation time whan

Suddenly they were free.

These conucts

these murderers, these

ﬂnc’ues, these mer end HORLR rC jeeted by Eerth, found themselves
given one final chance to walc goiicthing of their tives. Stenley Mullen
wriles aboul their struggie to creale @ new world out of bluzing chaos.
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24 FANTASTIC UNIVERSE

there was nothing to do but
sit around and growl with
other convict laborers and de-
cide that life was not worth it.

Then suddenly, without
warning, there was this morn-
ing that was different from
the others. Night sounds
merged into waking sounds,
and those to restless sounds
while you waited for the
bells and for the slop-break-
fast and the start of the day’s
work. You woke as usual,
stirred around, and nothing
happened. Your fellow con-
victs grumbled as usual, and
some sat down to grumble. A
few returned to their bunks
and stretched out to enjoy
the luxury of their first non-
scheduled rest-period. At
first, nobody noticed the si-
Jence. And nobody thought
to try the doors.

Not until empty bellies were
growling, and relaxing be-
came boredom, and boredom
became hunger and thirst, and
these two became anger. Then
the chant started, low and
fierce, and the rhythmic
stamp of feet, like a ceremon-
ial war-dance. Then the build-
ing of excitement which pre-
cedes a riot. But how far can
a prison riot get when you
are locked in the cellblocks,
unarmed, no guards in sight
for hostages, and no one to
force to unlock the doors?

From there, the logical next
step was to try the doors.

In unison, like something
in a mechanical ballet, every
door in the prison slid open.

It was as simple as that. But
the simple things are the most
frightening. An open door on
Mercury is not as inviting as
it might be other places.
Doors opened and mouths
opened. And with their road
to freedom clear, the convicts
fell back, too dazed and habit-
bound or frightened to take
advantage of their liberty.

All but three of them—

Alby and his two cellmates
acted on pure reflex and
jumped out into the corridor
without thinking. Then each
stood and stared at the other
two and they stared back, fro-
zen. But there was a quick
thaw. None of the three was
a man to miss an obvious op-
portunity. They had nothing
but their lives to lose and all
three were lifers in a nlace
where life was not worth
much at best, They went,
heading out quickly and with
ceremony, before someone,
somewhere changed his mind,
and schedule caught up with
them again.

“Outside the prison quick!”
shouted Alby.

They bolted down the corri-
dor between the cellblocks
with their banks of yawning
doors. Their example inspired
others, and men boiled out of
the cellbanks onto the metal
decking and the stairs like
ants from a shattered anthill,

Carfax and Groaner got
through the main door of the
prison first as might be ex-
pected of an agile pair of cat-
burglars doing time as habit-
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ual criminals. But Alby
joined them almost at once,
coming through the door like
a cork shot from a champagne
bottle. There was mounting
pressure behind.

“No guards, anywhere!”
howled Groaner. “No guards
at all!”

“What’s going on?” de-
manded Carfax. “Didn’t you
birds pay your rent, or some-
thing?”

“Anyhow, who cares?”
shrieked Groaner,
“Who cares?” Carfax

yelled, grinning.

He and Groaner set a stiff
pace down the main City Tun-
nel, Behind them, the heavy
doors of the prison crashed
outward with the violence of
explosion. A tidal wave of
men swept toward them along
the resounding tunnel. Men
wildly and tearfully excited,
men hysterical, men pale and
sober and mutely dangerous.
Men caught up in the unre-
straint fury and joy of a taste
of sudden, unexpected free-
dom. Men whose business was
making trouble, all ready to
go back in business.

A few laggards and worri-
ers had tried to hold bazk,
but the sheer mass of the rest
caught them up and whirled
them along in a hurricane of
emotion and physical force.

Alby caught one of his
partners with each craggy fist
and dragged them by naked
strength into an eddy. Even
there, the three had to fight
for breathing space.

“Did you notice,” he
screamed above the hubbub,
“Only the automatic machin-
ery is running. Nothing that
has to be tended. And there
was no traffic when we hit e
main tunnel.” He stopned 1nd
let them digest this impcr-
tant fact, then went on—

“Just slow down a minute,
and let’s think this over.”

Carfax stared at Groaner's
coarse, heavy-featured face,
and from that to Alby’s thin,
sharply ascetic face, and saw
both of them reflect his own
dawning comprehension and
horror.

“I'm not sure I'm going »
like this,” Carfax muttered.

Not much later, that was to
be remembered by all three
as the understatement of the
year for Mercury....

Through main tunnels and
side tunnels and connecting
tunnels, even through sewers
surprisingly empty of matter
on its way to the waste -con-
verters, up ramps and the ele-
vators which were still work-
ing, the floods of men roce
to the high levels which
housed most of the living
quarters of the undergrourd
city. In their mass-mind 1vas
thought only of riot and re-
volt, of looting and murder,
of rape and piliage. and they
headed first to Admini<tra-
tion and the wealthier sec-
tions of the city which lay
beyond. They had te find
someone to take out their ha-
tred upon, and the bosses and
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their families
nurnbei one.

Hers, they found life and
movernent, such as it was.
They found others before
theny, already looting what lit-
tle vsas left to loot. Others
as downtrodden and bedrag-
gled and vengeful as them-
selves. Others as hate-happy
and hopeless and desperate.

The chief difference be-
tween the various parties bent
on loot and violence were that
some wore drab prison uni-
forms and others wore only
the rags and shabby uniforms
of volunteer indentured work-
ers and immigrants, all lured
by the false advertising and
the fool’s gold of wealth on
Mercury.

The Bosses and their fam-
ilies had departed. Officials
and their families were gone,
bag and baggage. Higher paid
workers, technicians, design-
ers, administrators, and their
li‘ze, all of them had vanished,
and their portable belongings
with them. Even the guards
and the police had gone, and
when the latter went, so want
law and order.

were target

The scum and sweepings of
the city, the beggared tenant
farmers in hydroponics, the
rough element which had
drifted in from heaven kn:w
where, the second generation
pioneers whose inheritance
had been snatched from under
their noses, the rank and file
of low income workers, dog-
robbers and beachcombers,
drunks and harlots, the crim-

inal elements, the marginal
men of all kinds, like mixcd-
blood Martians and Venusi-
ans, and grubby Diggers from
Callisto—all the frothing
yeast of society had felt the
lifting of police restraints.
Like hordes of wild animals,
they stormed into the wealth-
ier sections of the city loot-
ing where they found any-
thing to loot, burning where
they found nothing, killing
those few underpaid servants
left behind by departing plu-
tocrats, killing each other
when other targets for hatred
failed.

Before the convict laborers
reached the area, savagery
reigned. Tunnels were filled
with flickering red glare. At-
mosphere was foul with heat,
smoke, and the deadly gasss
released by combustion.
Weaker members already were
suffocating in the press, be-
ing trampled underfoot, dying
of sheer frustration. Hardly
anyone was in a state of mind
for clear thinking, and the
i:'ew that were, had no tiinc for
it.

When the convicts drove in
among the previous looters,
hell was really afoot. Confu-
fusion broke into knots of
struggling men. No nobody
lacked an adversary. Conta-
gion of violence spread
through the city. Busine:s
blocks wrere ransacked, stores
broken into. Everything
breakable was smashed. Any-
thing portable was loot, and
whoever had it was your
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enemy. Everybody was every-
body’s enemy. And worst
savages of all were the nar-
cotics-crazed addicts. Since
the Company had encouraged
dope-pushing because condi-
tions were so terrible on Mer-
cury, and also as an addition-
al means of keeping workine
classes in line, there were so
many addicts now—all tor-
tured with the craving, all
searching in vain for the dope,
and all growing more frantic
and vicious as they searched
in vain.

Probably half of the poorer
people in the city were on the
dope. There were so many of
them, it was no miracle that
Alby, Carfax and Groaner en-
countered one. It would have
been a miracle if they had
not—

The three had not joined
in the looting. For a while, the
crowds had carried them
along. But three stout hearts
and willing elbows, and three
pairs of fists, had won a way
out of the pack for them.
They holed up after a fashion,
scurrying from rathole to rat-
hole, avoiding the clash of
mobs, the insane violence,
fighting when necessary, run-
ning if outumbered, but on the
whole staying clear of the up-
roar.

Obviously, there was noth-
ing worth fighting and being
butchered over. The ruling
forces of Mercury had taken
everything portable along on
their exodus.

She came upon them sud-

denly, springing out from
some cranny in the tunnel
wall. She came at them,
screaming, clawing, eyes &s
colorless and formless as
swirling smoke. From her rags
of costume, she had already
had rough handling. Moest
women alone in the city were
being killed by men fighting
over them, but this one had es-
caped personal violence,
though her clothes obviously
had not. '

Crouched, ready for de-
fense, Alby whirled and
struck out at her wild!y. In
previous encounters, there had
been no time to sort out adver-
saries. Weaponless, you got
in the first blows, or you were
not there for the seco-d
round.

His fist cracked explosively
in her face, and she went out
cold.

“It’s
said.

“So what?” demanded A'hy
irritably. “You’ve seen one be-
fore, haven’t you?”

“Not too recently.”

Alby nodded glumly. He
knelt beside her and picked
up the identag with its lumi-
nous “LP.”

“I guess I haven’t been in
long enough to get interested
in one like this,” Alby ob-
served grimly.

“Sure, and a hophead at
that. Not bad looking, though,
if you like Venusians. I don’t.
What are you going to do
with her?”

Groaner whistled. “Do we

a woman!” Carfax
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have to do anything with
her?”

“We don’t have to,” Albvy
spat. “However, we can’t leave
even one like this lying here
unconscious. You know what
would happen to her when the
first mob comes by.”

Groaner shrugged. “I re-
member what a guy once said
about a hunk of expensive
stinking cheese.”

“Alby’s right,” agreed Car-
fax. “And so are you. She’s
not worth the trouble, but we
can’t leave her helpless.
They’d tear her to pieces,
partly because of her associa-
tion with the Bosses. Even
civilized communities shave
their 1'-~ds, I hear, and  “er-
cury is not too civilized just
now.”

“She’s coming round,” said
Alby, relieved. This was no
time to be saddled with a
woman, certainly not this one,

The girl’s eyes opened. A
measure of sanity had re-
turned to them. There --as
emotion in them, not smoke-
filled horror. She blinked p
at Alby and smiled.

“You look like a man, not a
beast,” she said, her voice the
dull, simpering whine of a
begging addict. “You look like
a man who will pay for what
he wants. I need a shot. I
need it...bad, mister. Just .e
shot. Even a cut one. I'll do
anything for a shot. Anyth’'ng,
mister,...”

Alby stared at her without
pity.

“If 1 had one, I wouldn’t

giv- it to you. And, sister, you

UNIVERSE

“aven’t anything I want.
You’re just lucky you haven’t.
And I have some bad news for
you. There aren’t going to be
any more shots. Not for you,
or anybody. Not here on Mer-
cury.”

She stared wildly around,
and saw no hope on any of the
three faces.

“But I've got to have it.

There must be some. I know
the Bosses have gone. But
they wr~uldn’t take it all with
them. They couldn’t do that to
us. Not after getting us or the
habit. They couldn’t....”

“They could. They have.
What makes you think they
care about any of us? You're
on your own, sister. Better
find a place to hide and wait
for this uproar to settle down.
Some place where nobody can
find you. Dig a hole and pull
the hole in after you. We hoe
things to do. We can’t waste
any more time on you.”

“I car’t,” she murmured., “I
can’t take the cure this way.
Nol ‘cold turkey, no medi-
cines, no reduced doses of
drug. I can’t stand it. Don’t
leave me alone. Take me with
you. I won’t be ‘any trouble.
I swear it. When the craving
gets too bad, just beat me un-
conscious. I'll be grateful to
you... Kill me if you have to.
It would be a favor.”

Carfax laughed, not unfeel-
ingly. “Just stick.with us d
you’ll probably get killed
quickly enough!”

“You're not like the others.
Take me with you,” she plead-
ed,
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“Sorry, sister. No dice. We'd
only get ourselves killed try-
ing to defend you. Tag along
if you want. We can’t stop
you. But don’t expect any
favors.”

“Come on, Carfax,” ordered
Alby roughly. “We're wast-
ing time.” His eyes fixed
grimly on the girl. “I’'m afraid
we can’t take you with us,
Don’t try to follow us. I’ll use
force if I have to, and I'd rath-
er not. You'd only bring
trouble on us, and we have
trouble enough, right now.
We’ll have more if we don’t
get going. Everyone will have
more.”

“Trouble!’” she moaned,
trying weakly to get to her
knees, to stand. “You don’t
know what trouble is. Wait
till the fools start wrecking
the power stations and the -'r
converters. We'll all suffo-
cate.”

Alby giared at her, his eyes
narrowed shrewdly. “How did
you know about that?”

“I...heard them talking.”

“Where? Who? How
many ?”

She did not answer. Hands
covering her face, she shook
as if with a chill.

“There’s no time to waste,”
Alby told his friends. “We’ll
have to head straight for the
power stations and the air-
conversion pumps. If we can
find weapons, we can make a
stand there....”

“Weapons,” said Groaner,
licking his dry lips.

The girl uncovered her face.

She was smiling thinly, a cal-
culating expression in her
eyes.

“I'll bargain with you,” she
said harshly. “I said I'd do
anything for a shot. I know
where you can find some
weapons. I know....”

Her voice trailed off, her
eyes blanked again. Alby
grabbed and shook her ruth-
lessly. He hammered ques-
tions at her. She shook her
head numbly.

“There aren’t any shots.
Not anywhere. There arzn’t
going to be any. Understand?”

“Why should I tell you any-
thing?” she burst out in cold
fury. “Let them smash the ma-
chines. They're crazy and
drunk and riding the whirl-
wind. But they’ll be gasping
for air soon enough. Who do
they think they’ll be hurting?
It won’t matter much anybhow.
Only a matter of time for all
of us. We've been left behind
to die, to kill each other and
die. There won’t be any more
foodships, no dope for psnple
like me, no fuel for anything.
Even the machinery will quit
sooner or later, automatic or
not. Who’s left here to die but
the scum like us. Who cares?”

“You -care,” Alby told her
sternly. “You care, or you
wouldn’t be so full of hate and
hurt.”

“I don’t care,” she replied
dully. “What have I got to
live for? Look at me, you
know who I am. What I am.
Why should I want to go on
living. Why should any of
us?”
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“You have as much and as
little as any of us,” Alby said.
“We're scum, as you say.
Maybe we are and maybe
we’'re not, That's just a point
of view. But I want to live.
I'm going to go on living if
only because I don’t want to
give those so-and-sos the sat-
isfaction of dying. They can
desert me on a planet that’s
not fit to live on, but I won’t
give them the satisfaction of
dying. We figured this might
happen someday. We talked
about it, and decided what we
would do. We think there’s a
chance we can take over and
make a world right here on
Mercury, a world where peo-
ple can live. And we can build
spaceships and go away. We
think it’'s worth a try. But we
can’t -lo anything to defend
the vital machinery against
wreckers. Not without guns
and ammunition. Won’t you
help us?”

“You wouldn’t help me,” she
charged, her mood changing.
“Will you, now. Will you do
what I said—take me with
you, and beat me unconscious
when the going gets too
rough?”’

Alby glanced at his part-
ners. Carfax and Groaner
nodded.

“It’s a deal, Cyanide Mary.
Where arc those weapons?”

She staggered, but set off
down the corridor in stum-
bling, nervous walk., The
three fol!lowed her through a
mean section of warehouses
and rat-nest hovels. They fol-

lowed her zombie-pacing to a
maze of office structures
carved from the living rock of
subsurface Mercury. She led
them through concealed pan-
els, down spiraling rathps,
into subcellars bzlow subcel-
lars. And at last she led them
to a room where racked guns
and cases of explosive ammu-
nition lined the rock walls.

Thence, loaded like walking
arsenals, they made their way
to the airlocks guarding the
entrance to the power stations
and the air pumps. Alby and
the girl stayed there on guard,
while Carfax and Gror r
made two more trips for sup-
plies.

Then the tidal wave struck.
Guns hammered and grew hot,
and were abandoned. Men died
in rows, screaming, crying
out, falling upon one anoth:r.
They fell back, reformed,
came on again. Again the
death-chatter of machine-guns
blasted away the front ran!s,
the second ranks. The corri-
dor floors gr=w slippery with
blood and blocked with rid-
dled bodies. But the three de-
termined men held the fort
and drove back the onslaught
of maddened men. They held
firm and worked the guns un-
til the violence of the rioting
and the drink and dope mad-
ness that followed wore itself
out.

At intervals, as agreed, one
or anotker of them left his
post lonys enough to quiet ‘e
screams »f the girl they had
locked n a small room,



REVOLT ON MERCURY 31

stripped of furniture so she
could not hurt herself during
her ordeal.

At intervals, one or another
went ir and beat her uncon-
scious to kill the pain and
craving and the madness.

It was a curicusly symbolic
birth in blood and tcars and
screaming madness for the
first republic.on Mercury. But
then Alby always had been an
idealist, after his fashion. A
two-fisted, tough-minded
idealist. And this was the
reason Alby had got himself
sent to Mercury....

Some whimsical demon
must have designed Mercury
as a study in extremes. Sun-
side is hotter than anything in
the system but the Sun itself.
Darkside is colder even than
Pluto, where buried transur-
anic elements radiate enough
heat tn raise temperatures a
few degrees warmer than the
Eskimo idea of Hell.

Landscape is fantastic, in a
manner uniquely Mercurian.
One is always conscious of
the Sun, visible or not. No one
can look directly at such
blindingly close magnificence.
In size, if one dared look, it
would seem to vary bstween
twice and three times as large
as the apparent size as s-=n
from Earth. Imagine it as a
half-bushel basket of pure
dazzle held at arm’s length.
Or try not to imagine it at all.
Try not to think of it.

Light and heat pour upon a
naked planet, practically an-

clothed by atmosphere. Un-
shielded sunlight seems ¢t~
have mass and density, and
sensible pressure. It hammers
upon a surface as broken,
splintery and unstabie as a
field of ice-floes. It is stu-
pendous setting for night-
mare. Sunside, everything is
unrelieved brightness or sol-
id, opaque blackness. Dark-
side, all is gray with perpetu-
al starlight. Here, savage
mountains shine with frost-
rime and sparkle with
glaciered atmosphere.

Between these prodigies ‘s
the narrow, shifting belt of
twilights, where a horizon-
bound Sun rises and falls
slowly, over long periods,
creating a conditional world
in which men can live, but un-
der grotesque terms. Domed
cities offer access to the
troubled surface; otherwise
life is lived troglodyte-fash’sn
in caverns undergound. "7 -
ing goes on, for Mercury is
rich in minerals and -olar
power 1is freer than water.
Some foods are grown in hy-
droponic farms and gigantic
yeast vats. Air is recycled,
food is recycled; life itself
seems tc follow the cyclic pat-
terns.

Wilen the first penal colony
was cstahlished on Mercury,
there was some idea held that
all criminals were insane *o
a greater or less degree. Many
sent to Mercury were uanfit
also on nphysical or moral
greunds. Besides the crimin-
ally insane, other wunsound
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types were herded into ships,
or induced by false promisss
to emigrate to Mercury. Such
a planet seemed an ideal
dumping ground for habitual
criminals, for the mentally
disturbed, the physical and
moral wreckage, for hopeless
arug-addicts, and even for
economic failures of various
kinds.

Unfortunately for the
dreams of psychiatrists of
maxing Mercury a refuge,
where care and isolation could
mend the mind maimed, and
restore the others through
kope and hard work, the plan-
ets resources proved rich. So
government backed promoters
took over, using convict lzb-
or, and gutted the surface
wealth for quick gain. And
whnen profit margins dropped,
they simply abandoned their
slaves and hirelings with the
rest of their worn-out tools,
too poor in value to warrant
the spacefreight cost.

When the riots damped-out
from sheer exhaustion, not
more than a third of the aban-
donees still lived. The weak
Lad died and the more vicious
}=d killed each other, for the
mgst part.

Alby pgathered about him-
self a force of more-intelli-
gent hardheads, chiefly con-
victs, and established order.
Government would have to be
on primitive terms for a while,
at least until essential liv’ =~
services were re-established
and functioning,

Food and water and fu-l

were needed desperately. Fuel
was almost gone. Water could
be obtained from Darkside,
though reconstructing the
badly r.eglected piping sys-
tem would be both difficult
and dangerous, Food must be
grown in the hydroponics and
yeast vats, which would take
time. For the moment, remain-
ing stocks must be doled out
on savage ration, and belts
would have to tighten. Fuel
was the most desperate scarc-
ity ; without atomic stockpills,
most of the machinery was
useless, which created a vi-
cious circle, for without atom-
ics it refine atomics.

Power, there was. Solar
power, drenching the Sunside
surface. But to use it, silicon
batteries or mercury-vapor
turbines must be set up, and
wherever possible, all machin-
ery converted to electrical
power. It was a gigantic pro-
ject, required vast resources
of men and technical know-
ledge. Not to mention the
necessity for venturing forth
on Sunside in protective ar-
mor which had been neglected
until little better than junk.

Fortunately, Alby’s people
were tough, used to hard
work, and a few of them
chiefly convicts, had techni-
cal training.

“And,” as Carfax observed,
“we are not starting complete-
ly from scratch. We have the
abandoned machinery, such as
it is. We have technical li-
braries on microfilm. We have
the know-how, and the have-
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to, both of which are import-
ant.”

“And we haven’t too much
time,” warned Alby. “Do you
think for a moment that
they’ll leave us alone, if we
seem to be making out? The
various government of Mars,
Earth and Venus will be keep-
ing wary eyes on us. They

don’t want us to make the.

thing go. An independent re-
public born of madness and
crime and despair, would be a
direct challenge to them,.
They can’t afford to let us ex-
ist. And if they think there’s
a chance of making another
quick profit, they won’t be
able to wait to get their
greedy hands back into the
gravy boat.”

Carfax agreed soberlv.
“What happens when they
come back? We can’t fight
them. One hydrogen bomb on
the dome will destroy this
City or any others like it that
have managed to survive. We
can’t fight back, not without
spaceships, and I for one
won’t surrender. I won’t go
back to prison life.”

“We're still in prison,” said
Alby. “Just a larger prison.
It’s up to us to make our pris-
on a home. We have that to do
first, and we're working on it.
When they come back, to de-
stroy us or take over the
world we've made here, we'll
fight. We have to fight. And
if we can’t lick ’em, we’ll join
them.”

“They’ll love that. How do
you propose to manage that?”

“The same way I'm manag-
ing this cageful of wild beasts.
Force them, if I can, parsuade
them when I can’t force them;
and as a last resort, appeal to
their intelligence and self-in-
terest. I want them to need us.
In the meantime, we’ll have to
raise ourselves by our shoe-
strings.” : ‘

Carfax grinned wearily.
“Even that can be done, with
a block and tackle. We have
to do it without the block and
tackle. Rough work.”

“Then let's get on with
it....”

Sunside was slightly cooler
than Hell. Slightly. The light
seemed worse than the heat.
Even filtered and stepped-
down in intensity by he'met
faceplates, it was still blind,
searing pain, Terrain was
split and tortured into deep
rift valleys, sometimes ther-
--al-eroded into larger-scale
versions of the Grand Canyon,
Towering serrated mountai=s
crisscrossed the surface in all
directions. So close to the Li-
bration Zone, with the Sun’s
rays more or less horizontal,
there was shade. Zinc and
lead melted in the sunlight
and stiffened into treacherous
sludge in the shade.

Alby and his partners led
out construction and repair
crews, repairing water lines,
building huge conveyor tubes
which would lead superheated
mercury from Sunside to
Darkside, using the fantastic
temparature differences to
produce elgctrical power. In
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the obsolete and cranky pro-
tective armecr, such work was
hardly an adventure, it was
suicidal. But it had to be done.
And, slowly and painfully, it
was done.

After nightmares of contin-
uous effort, which seemed to
go on and on and on, the city
became a functioning unit
again, In time, food was L:ing
produced in sufficient quan-
tities to increase the rations,
the air supply clarified in
‘pace with growing greenery,
there was electrical power for
the most vital services and
some factories began to oper-
ate, after a fashion. There
were setbacks, such as the
constant quake dangers, t2c-
tonic stresses which rippled
through the underground
world, doing damage not im-
mediately found. There were
blind alleys, such as mining,
which could scarcely be car-
ried on at deep levels without
atomics. Which in turn
blocked hope of obtaining
atomics from that source,.

Carfax was more disturbed
by the failures than en-
couraged by the successes,

“With even a small amount
of usable atomics, we could
start a pile working, creating
and refining. But without any,
we can’t even trigger a reac-
tion in an atomtractor. We
can’t work the mines without
atomic tools and trucks. And
we need oil, real oil, not syn-
thetics. Magnetic bearings
don’t last long enough on
heavy machinery.”

“That’'s true,” Alby said.
“That’s one of the reasons we
must be ready to make terms
with the other planets. We
must have trade, establish a
balance. We can bs almost
seli-sufficient on Mercury,
but not quite, There’s not a
drop of oil on the planet, for
one thing. None except the
small stores which were
brought in and left behind.
And to estabiish trade, we’ll
need other things to offer be-
sides old hatreds, and wea-
pons to repel invasion.

“If we had a spaceship, we
could turn pirate and raid for
supplies,” suggested Groaner
amiably.

“For a while, yes,” agreed
Carfax. “But they’d only arm
stronger and develop defenses
we couldn’t break through.”

“We do need a spaceship,”
said Alby. “We’ll have to
have one.”

“Fine. Just wave a wand.
How can we build spaceships
when we can’t build atomic
tractors? And how can you
power ships with electricity?”

Alby smiled. “There might
be a way, but I don’t know it.
Since we can’t build a space-
ship, we’ll have to steal one.
I've been thinking about it.”

“Daydreaming?”

“A good daydream is al-
ways the beginning of an idea.
I think we can implement
mine. It won’t be easy but—"

Alby broke off.
“Show me a spaceship, and
I'll steal it,” promised Groan-

er eagerly.
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“I may do just that. There's
one place on Iercury we can
be surc is not abandonz4. The
polar observaiory, for Solar
observations. They keep a
small space-cruiser there, just
for emergencies. And a supply
ship touches down about once
every month (Earth-reckon-
ing). With luck, we might
even steal two spaceships, and
some needed suppolies. If we
can make it to the South
Pole—"

“That’s a long walk, follow-
ing the twilight zone.”

“It’s shorter directly across
Sunside.”

“Shorter, and hotter. No-
body ever made it alive. And
the few fools who tried it had
to be brought back by spacars
—well-done on both sides.”

“I didn’t say it would be
easy. I don’t like the idea of
being broiled in my jacket
either. But I'm not asking
anyone to take a risk I won't
take myself. I'll go.”

Groaner groaned. “Some-
body always maneuvers me
into a false position. I don’t
want to go, but I can’t let you
call my bluff. If you can get
me there, even soft boiled, I'll
steal you your spaceship.”

Carfax stood by loyally, “If
you can use a second cat bur-
glar for the job, count me in.
I don’t like it, but since I'll
probably spend Eternity in
extreme heat, I may as well
get used to the climate grad-
ually. But maybe, instead of
volunteers, you might want to

pick the men best suited to
the work.”

Aiby snortzd. “Can you see
me picking men for this and
giving the orders? I can’t.”

There had bzen trouble con-
trolling the citizenry of the
city. Nothing overt or violent,
for the most part. In geaeral,
everyone went along with Al-
by’s assum=d leadership be-
cause he was headed in the
only direction tiey could go.
No party of open opposition
could exist, But freedom, such
as it was, had come too closely
upon brutal and tyrannical
subjection. Resentments
stayed and fixed themselves
upon even the shadow of
authority. There had been out-
breaks, though usually con-
fined, there still was mutter-
ing, malingering and general
unrest. Alby evaded every
possible test of power, since
he had nothing to gain by
force, and everything to lose
if his foot slipped.

“Ticklish business trying
to run tigers in harness,” com-
mented Carfax. “How can we
bargain with planets when we
can’t even work up a good
basketball team?”

“Spread the word around,”
urged Alby. “I think you’ll be
surprised by the percentage
who will offer to help within
the limits of sticking their
necks out on a creaky limb.”

Word went around. Like
yeast, it worked through the
mass, fermenting, Strangely
enough, several malcontents
who had given a great deal of
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trouble to the brittle adminis-
tration had a reversal of feel-
ing. They realized that, what-
ever they thought of Alby,
his planning, his knowledse
and his determination to make
a workable world of their
city, would be missed. A peti-
tion circulated requesting that
Alby withdraw from the ex-
pedition.

The first offer of positive
assistance came from an ex-
engineer and inventor named
Gresham.

“I'm shot physically and
may not last the course,” he
said. “But if you can't get
volunteers enough, I’ll make a
try at it.”

“In your shape, you
shouldn’t venture outside the
dome,” Alby told him. “You
need care and medicines. I
know there are no medicines,
but you’ll last longer here
than outside. We need good
brains more than we need ex-
pendable bodies.”

“I'll still go if you need me.
Let me know.”

“Thanks. But I have a job
for you right here. Even if
we snatch those ships, we're
still in trouble. There’s a pa-
trol cruiser orbiting Mercury,
keeping an eye on us. And
stealing the ships may bring
trouble right down on our
heads, literally. One bomb in
the dome that holds in our at-
mosphere, and we’re through.”

“If you expect me to rig
a defense against that, you're
whistling in the wind. As an
engineer—”"

“I know, There’s no defense

in the physical sense. We
need a psycholcgical defense.
A trick. We need a secret
weapon.”

“I don’t think I can man-
age that, with the means at
hand.”

“Neither do I. So we'll try
the next best thing. We'll try
to convince them that we
have a secret weapon. While
we're off on this madman’s
try at stealing spaceships, I
want you to daydream until
you come up with something.
It doesn’t have to work, But
it has to do something that
will bother them, wondering
if it might work, We’ll need
a faked demonstration. Prob-
ably something using the
ships. Destroy one, if you
have to. But make it spectacu-
lar, I want fireworks, heat
rays, everything in the comic-
tape arsenal. Can you do it?”

“As I said before, I can try.”

“Good man. Work on it.”

As preparations for the.ex-
pedition went ahead, Carfax
and Alby noticed that Groaner
was showing signs of strain
and depression. They ap-
proached him with it.

“Something on your mind,
Groaner?” asyed Alby.

Groaner shook his head.
“Nothing at all. Well, yes,
there is. I was thinking about
my will. When you haven’t
got anything, it’s harder to
spread it around.”

Alby laughed, but Carfax
probed shrewdly to the heart
of the matter, '
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“How’s your sick cat com-
ing along, Groaner?”

With a tenderness surpris-
ing in him, Groaner had un-
dertaken the care and re-
sponsibility for the girl who
provided weapons for their
barricade at the only price
they could pay.

“Nahli?” The girl was Ven-
usian, and Groaner could not
have pronounced her real
name if he had known it.
“She’s all right., Getting
along. What’s going to happen
to her if I leave her here
alone?”

“Nothing that hasn’t al-
ready, I'm sure,” Carfax said
roughly. Life and virtue were
still precarious possessions on
Mercury. They were the only
things left worth taking, or
holding, if they meant enough.

“Don’t talk like that about
her,” warned Groaner. “She
has good stuff in her. She
had a rotten deal.”

“Who hasn’t had?” demand-
ed Carfax, grinning. In love,
Groaner was quite a spectacle,
“Let’'s leave Groaner behind,
chief. A lovesick cat burglar
along will be no good to eith-
er ofus. Have you ever heard
a lovesick cat on a fence?”

Violence threatened, but
Alby intervened, laughing.

“I think I can arrange for
Nahli’s safety while we’re
gone. Know Gresham? He’ll
look after her.”

Groaner frowned. “That's
not the problem, She’s well
now. Pretty strong. But she
says she wants a job. Wants

to be needed. She wants to go
along with us. Wants a chance
to take risks and do some-
thing important. Like paying
a debt.”

“That does it!” bleated Car-
fax. “Two lovesick kitty bur-
glars. No thanks.”

“You're all wrong,” said
Groaner, glaring, “I haven’t a
chance with a girl like that,
and I know it. She has a
crush on Alby. Thinks he’s an
angel with brass wings.”

“Somewhat tarnished, I'm
afraid. I had no idea Nahli felt
like that. And maybe you’re
mistaken anyhow.”

“Imagine!” said Carfax,
still asking for trouble. “I'd
think once a girl had lost her
amateur standing, she’d give
up the sport, as such, You're
all three nuts, if you ask me.”

“Carfax is probably right,”
commented Alby sadly. “But
I can’t turn down volunteers.
The girl can be uszful. Tell
her she can come along. We
can use her as bait to lure the
staff men outside the obser-
vatory. They wouldn’t come
out for us. For a girl, they
might. You don’t like the
idea, do you, Groaner?”

“It stinks, like everything
else around here.”

“It does. But we have to be
practical. And I'm being prac-
tical when I promise you
something else. If the girl has
a crush on me, I'll find a way
to cure her of it.”

“That’s no favor,” stormed
Groaner. “It won’t help me
anyhow. And you simply don’t
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want her. You'd spit on her,
wouldn’t you?”

Alby’s eyes flashed with
anger. “I didn’t say that. I
said I wouldn’t comnete with

"

you....

It was a small caravan
which crawied painfullv
across the broken surface of
Sunside. Eight men and one
woman, At the last moment,
five other reluctant adventur-
ers had been shamed into
joining the expedition. Now,
barely protected by obsolete
andinadequate protective
suiting, the nine dared the
perilous passage.

Tectonic stresses of various
kinds made volcanic outbursts
commonplace, Quakes and
landslides threatened death
by violence every mile. Mov-
ing afoot anywhere was a
scramble over terrain which
jiggled, or roared down at
you, without warning. In di-
rect sunlight, some metals of
low-liquification point were
pools of molten brilliance.
Each footstep, even in the
shade where lead slush and
crusted zinc gave footing as
treacherous as quicksand, was
a challenge to painful death.

Merciless glare angled
across the great expanse of
wastelands. Solid sunlight
and opaque shadow-patterns
seemed to be strewn at ran-
dom. No depth of atmosphere
tempered the killing force of
sunlight, Only a shallow layer
of heavier gases clung to deep
chasms and hollows. Naked

veins of heated copper webbed
the surface, conducting heat
through even insulated sol-
ing. The landscape was night-
mare, and the pilgrims moved
across it like a column of in-
sects upon a hot stove.

At first, they had dragged
sledloads of equipment and
supplies by battery-powered
tractors. But makeshift ma-
chinery broke down repeated-
ly, and real repairs were im-
possible. For a while, they
dragged some of the lighter
sleds by hand until the skids
bogged in pools of bubbling
mercury, mired in lead or zinc
slush, or heated enough to
stick fast to copper veins like
skin freezing upon cold
metal. Such progress was tra-
gically slow, so eventually all
sleds had to be abandoned,
along with most of the equip-
ment and supplies.

They went on afoot, carry-
ing only weapons and food,
and only the most scanty and
optimistic ratios of the latter.
Never had Sunside, or any
considerable part of it, been
crossed by a party on foot.
But now it had to be done,

Second by second; minute
by minute, hour by hour, day
by day, week after week, they
pushed on. Determination be-
came despair, then combined
into desperate determination.
Long past the point of no re-
turn, they had no choice but
to push on. Out there ahead,
somewhere, lay the Polar Ob-
servatory Station. Horror had
ceased to be comparative.
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More dead than alive, they
plodded on, and on, and
on....

Polar Mercury is not much
different from the rest of
Mercury. Surroundings
seemed less jumbled, possibly
because of some variation in
tectonic strains, offering less
cover. High mountains were
still visible, but they ringed
the curiously-near horizon.
Above their rugged silhouette
appeared a segment of tlae
savage Sun, rising and falling
slowly according to season,
and making a complete circle
once each Mercurian year.

Dead-center in a high pla-
teau was the Polar Sta.ion,
most of its structure deep un-
derground, but the observa-
tory set high unon a natural
mound, to make Solar sight-
ings possible, Each building
was a citadel planned for de-
fense against the fearful en-
vironment, but equally effec-
tive against human attack.

Within sight of their first
objective, but carefully out of
sight of possible watchers, the
expedition paused., Alby
called a conference, after
casing the layout, to discuss
possible strategy and plan the
attack. Reaching the station
was only part of the project;
there was still the staff-gar-
rison to be dealt with, and (he
hoped) spaceships to be stol-
en,

Groaner was groaning, as
usual. “The inside of this ar-
mor of mine smells like a

poorly managed zoo,” he com-
plained.

Carfax laughed. “Well,
Loverboy, steal us that space-
ship you promised, and you
can take it off.”

Groaner turned to Alby.
“Show me the spaceship and
T'll steal it.”

“They wouldn’t be left
above ground,” said Alby
sourly. “Below the airlocks
are elevators. The ships will
be cradled at the foot of the
shafts. Somehow we’ll have to
get inside and hit the lower
levels. As a burglar, you
should have ideas about that.”

Groaner said nothing, glanc-
ing significantly at Na'.li.
The girl was dead on her feet,
as they all were. But inside
her face plate, the thin, deli-
cately molded face seemed
more drawn and gray and
ugly than even drugs had
made her before. Only her na-
tive courage and high deter-
mination had brought her as
far as this. And her Venusian
heritage had given her deep-
strength and heat-endurance,
though even the second planet
could not compete thermally
with Sunside Mercury.

“I can tell you one thing,”
Cariax broke in. “We can’t
get through those airlocks
unless someone opens thém.
And we’re too small a force
to take over the station, so it
will have to be a quick job, in
and out again, before they
get over the first shock of
surprise.”

Alby studied Nahli sharply.
“I guess you’re elected,” he
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told her. “If you think you
can do it, walk straight out
and let them see you. Stumble
a few times, pretend to fall,
get up, stagger on, then pre-
tend to faint.”

“It may not be pretense,”
she said weakly.

“I know. Sten up your com-
municators and keep calling
for help. They’ll know about
what happened in the prison-
cities, and may be ready for
trouble, like us. But it won’t
occur to them that a woman
could cross Sunside, and live.
They’ll be curious. And,
whether they're in a Samari-
tan mood or not, they will
have to investigate. It's a pris-
on offense in interplanetary
law not to answer a call for
help. So they’ll come out. You
know what to do then.”

The girl nodded. “I know.
But I won’t kill them. I
brought a paralysis gun, so 1
wouldn’t have to kill them.
It’s short range, and the ef-
fects won’t last long. So you’ll
have to rush the airlock fast,
before they come out of their
daze.” She touched the gun

concezled in a fold of her
bulky suit-armor. “I am
ready.”

“No time like now,” said

Alby rcvghly. “And whether
it woerks or not, thanks. That
rces for all of you.”

Nahli left concealment, tot-
tering, but moving rapidly to
ward the airlock. They could
hear her voice calling out,
weak but startling amplified.
Hearing the flattened airlock
domes, “she faltered, fell, got

up and staggered on, She fell
again and her amplified voice
pmchet’ off completely. She
lay still. The eight men
waited and wondered. Had
she finally collapsed from
strain and hardship? Or was
she playing the grim game?

They waited. Slowly, the
airlock doors slid back. A
dark opening appeared at the
head of the shaft, Three fig-
ures emerged, heavily-suited,
armed and weapons ready.
They approached the pros-
trate girl. They bent over her
limp figure, talking.

After that, the scene dis-
solved into action and. sheer
violence. There was no time
to wait and see if the ruse was
effective. Alby gave a crisp
command. His tiny force
raced toward the airlock.
There was staccato firing.
Confusion. Savagery,

At the top of the shaft was
huddled conflict. Screams am-
plified through helmet com-
municators. Hand to hand
fighting, since the press was
suddenly too great for fire-

~arms. Carfax broke free from

the melee and busied himself
setting charges to blast
through from the airlock
valve into the inner workings.
He stood away, shouting a
code word to his friends to re-
treat.

Machinery erupted in a gi-
gantic geyser, spewing wreck-
age. In the stunned silence
following explosion, Alby’s
men chzarged back in to make
good their gains.

Pressured atmosphere was
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escaping from ™-:low in high,
whistling scream. The scream
echoed and re-echoed as work-
men fled through mazed
tunnels, trying to escape suf-
focation as the atmosphere
leaked swiftly away. Down
the shaft swarmed Carfax and
Groaner, their cat-burglar
agility and skills serving them
in good stead. At the bottom
of the shaft, cradled, ready
for flight, were the two space-
ships. One small, fast cru’::r,
the other a clumsy but com-
modious supply craft.

Groaner and Carfax took
the cruiser, herding the sur-
prised, spacesuited crew out-
side with leveled guns.

“I don’t know what the Bur-
glars Union will say about my
blowing up that airlock
valve,” observed Carfax. “I
was never a soup-man or safe-
cracker.”

“We'll worry about juris-
diction later” snapped Groan-
er. “Alby said for us to pick
up Nahli, if she’s still all
right. He and the others are
making a try for the supply
ship. It’s still loaded and the
city conld use those supplies.
Let’s get this spacecan out of
here. Now.”

Carfax pressed a rem-~te-
control stud. Riding a cushion
of compressed air, the cruiser
rose swiftly and smoothly up
the shaft. At the top, Carfax
switched over to ship’s power
and the ship shot from the air
lock like a slug from an air-
gun. The craft lifted, hovered,
made a wide swing and set
down again. In space, such a

ship is graceful, smooth-
working; but for surface
working on planets, a space-
ship is as awkward and floun-
dering and abrupt in move-
ment as a grounded goose.
The landing jarred toth
men’s teeth. But almost befere
the ship touched ground,
Groaner was through the tiny
airlock and slipping money-
like to the surface. He land-
ed running, wondering where
this last reserve of strength
came from, and headed to-
ward the spot where Nahli
struggled hopelessly in the
grip of aroused and fright-
ened technicians from the - ‘a-
tion. He went among them,
scattering men like tenpins,
snatching half-conscious
Nahli from their hands. But
before he could make a run
back to the ship, his enemies
had closed in again, surround-
ing both him and the girl.

Carfax stood clear, firing
slowly, carefully, with dezdly
accuracy. Groaner broke clear,
half-carrying Nahli. He ~—ade
for the ship. Carfax kept up
a rear guard action until a
hail of missile cut him to
shreds. He fell dead, his bcdy
partly buried in a bank of
lead sludge.

With no time for tears, no
time for regrets or revenge,
Groaner thrust Nahli through
the airlock, and followed her.
He slammed the ship upward
into a black, reeling, skyvfull
of stars. At full power, the
acceleration shock nearly
blacked him out. He set the
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controls on automatic-pilot,
hezading home.

Groaner bent over Nakli,
ministering. “Are you all
right?”

“I'm alive,” she whispered
hoarseily. “How about you?
You're hurt. Is it bad?”
Groaner glowsd at the first
interest she had shown wheth-
er he lived or died.

“I'll make out,” he mut-
tered. “Carfax is dead.”

“I know, I know,” the girl
murmured, eyes stinging.

Partway back to the city,
Groaner slowed the cruiser,
waiting to see if the supply
ship would catch up. He had
no way of knowing how Al-vy
and the others had come
through the conflict. Then a
speck of light appeared astern,
growing swiftly in the fat,
serviceable supply ship.
Groaner let it close the gap
and woried the signal blinker
cams for word from his
friends.

Alby answered. They had
their cships. Thare was a price
in lives, and it had been paid.
Aty and two others had
come= out alive, and were
working tie shin, short-hand-
ed, Alby received the news
about Carfax calmly. But he
felt no elation over his vic-
tory. They had taken a des-
perate gamble and won, but
good men had died on both
sides. It was a waste. But
what had to be done had ..:en
done. He swallowed hard on
his losses. -

Nearing the dome of their
home city, the two ships al-

1:0st ran head-on into a block-
ading force of Space Patrol
ships.

Evading the warships, by
swift maneuvering before the
officers commanding the
fleet could marshal for action,
Alby got his prizes through
the blockade down the airlock
tunnel, and into the city. Not,
however, without getting his
outer hull-plates singed by a
lucky sweep of the flag-
ship’s beam-gun battery.

Home safe, thought Alby.
But how safe?...

Gresham was waiting for
Alby when he stepped down
the ramp from the cradled
supply ship. Exhausted, Alby
nearly fell into the engineer’s
arms.

“What are they doing out
there now?” asked Alby, his
voice dull from weariness.

“Same thing,” answered
Gresham. “They’re just c'r-
cling, like cats around a
mouschole. They’ve been do-
ing it since shortly after you
left on the raid. Congratula-
tions, by ‘the way! You've
really pulled their whiskers
by stealing those ships. 1
don’t know how much good
they’ll do us, but they may
havz bargaining value.”

“Maybe, and maybe not. I
wonder what they’re waiting
for out there.”

Gresham shrugged. “Want
to take us alive, I suppose.
We still have value, as con-
vict labor. Also, if t =
dropped a bomb, it would do
a lot of damage. They still
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thin't the city is their proper-
ty, not curs. I think they’re
waiting for semeone back on
Farth or IMlars to untangle
tlie red tape and decide what
to do about us. Waiting for
definite orders.”

“They may get impatient
now. Stealing the shins might
make up their minds for them.
Let me know if they show
any signs of changing their
maneuver. I'm dead for sleep.
I could sleen a week, siraight
through. Let me have an hour,
then call me. Did you rig up
some kind of fake weapon
that will put on a show?”

“Yes, but—"

“Not now. MMy brain’s too
fuzzy for details. See that it's
installed in the supply ship.
Use parer clips, if you have
to, but get it installed. Our
time’s running out fast.”

Gresham nodded grimly.
Alby was sound asleep before
the nod was completed. He
tilted forward, and Gresham
had to hold him upright until
men could carry him away,
still sleeping.

When Alby wakened, fully
dressed, he was surprised to
finda Nahli sitting beside his
bed, watching him.

“You're going to try some-
thing dangerous, aren’t you?”
the girl demanded.

“Dangerous!” Alby laughed.
“After all weve been
through?”

“Don’'t hedge with me.
You're going out, alone, try-
ing to talk them into some-
thing. You don’t have to an-

swer. I know you're going.
And it’s dangerous. Before
you go, I want to szy some-
thing. It won't take a minute.”

“Talic fast,” said Alby,
“while TI'm throwing cold
water on my face.”

“Groarer thinks I'm in love
with you. You promised not
to compete with him. You
don’t kave to, Alby. If you
want me, that’s the way it is.
But I don’t think you want
me. I don’t think you’ll ever
want me.”

“Wanting you has nothing
to do with it, Nahli. And you
don’t rcally love me, or want
me. You just think you should,
for some fantastic woman’s
reason. You sense that I'm
different.”

Her lips twisted bitterly.
“I should know all about love.
I don’t. I'm as scared and con-
fused of it as any green kid. I
do feel something about you,
more like pain and pity and
awe than like love as a girl
thinks of it. You are differ-

_ent from any man I've ever

known. Not better or worse,
just different.”

“I’'m a humanoid robot. Not
clanking machinery, but a
hash of synthetic flesh, re-
claimed organic matter and
salvaged parts. A scientific
zombie, an experiment in lab-
created humanity, which went
haywire and turned on its
creators. I escaped, and was
nearly enough human to es-
cape detection. As a human
being, I was sent here.”

“Not human. Then some-
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body sent you here. No robot
ever does anything but follow
orders. Someone, maybe a sub-
versive organization, sent you
here to take over the convicts
for their purpose. Who sent
you, Alby? What do they
want?”

Alby laughed, his face
harsh. “If you mean God may
have wanted to try a new ex-
periment with the dregs and
refuse of humanity and sent
me to organize it, you may be
right. I don’t know about that.
But if you mean I'm working
for soms human agency, like
politicians, freethinking phil-
osophers or curious scientists
—no. It was my own idea.”

Nahli looked dubious. “I
told you I was different—dif-
ferent from men and from
other robots. Back on Earth,
after I escaped, I became a
sociologist. I was full of ideas,
spoke out against corruption
and inhumanity. The only way
they could shut me up was to
frame me, and send me here.
They wanted to bury me in
the prisons of Mercury. and
suddenly I wanted to turn
corruption into a higher idea
of man, of men freethinking
and adventurous, but practi-
cal, loyal, capable of govern-
ing themseives. We can do
that, Nahli, if I can buy a lit-
tle time. And the men can do
it without me, if I have to
buy their chance with my life,
My synthetic life.”

“No,” she protested.

“Don’t worry,” said Alby.
“I'm. not dying unless there

is no other way, I like life,
and respect it. Even my own.”

Nahli followed Alby into
the elevator which was takine
him to the ship docks.

“What about you and
Groaner?” Alby aked.

“I don’t know. I like him.
Sometimes it seems more than
that. I owe him a lot, and I'm
grateful.”

“Don’t let that blind you to
more important emotions.
Groaner’s a proud man. He'll
never settle for less than love.
If you can’t give him that,
give him honesty.”

“T will. I've told him how I
feel. I hope he understands.
Later on, I might find that
T've loved him all the time.
But if he hurries me, I could
hate him. He’s afraid, even
though you agreed not to com-
pete. It makes him impatient.”

“When they made me, Nah-
li, they left out one factor,
sex, and the capacity for hav-
ing children.”

“There are other kinds of
love. We could skip that.”

“Now, perhaps,” said Alby
sadly. “But people have to
have something to live for.
Children give them that. The
people of Mercury are my
family.”

“I know,” murmured the
girl. “Can I tell Groaner about
you, so he'll stop worrying?”

“If I come back, I'll tell
him, Nahli.”

“Take care of yourself,
Alby. We need you. All of us
need you. Without you, we're
lost and frightened....”
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The ships rested in cradles,
just inside the airlock.

Men clustered around them,
busy at numerous tasks, all
working quietly, skillfully.
Watching them, Alby felt
strangely proud. His people.
Good men. Good technicians,
especially the ex-prisoners.
Criminals are usually good
technicians, since they can’t
afford not to be. Safecrackers
are experts with explosives;
pickpockets skilled with their
hands, delicate and precise of
touch. No psychologists any-
where could compete with
confidence men. The same, all
through the various profes-
sions.

Even an amateur murderer
like Gresham might have hid-
den talents beyond the or-
dinary. Might be a first class
engineer, an inventor in vari-
ous lines. His murder had
been ingenious enough, and
only unpredictable accident
had betrayed him. )

“Is the supply ship unload-
ed?” Alby asked Gresham.

“Unloaded, yes,” replied the
engineer. “We're still install-
ing the weapon., Paper clips
wouldn’t do.”

“You'll have time. And pick
a crew to operate it for me.
We're running a bluff, but it
has to look convincing.”

“It will. I'll operate it my-
self. I'm going along.”

“Can your bad heart stand
the excitement?”

“It’ll have to. I wouldn’t
miss the expression on your
face when my fireworks start

popping.”

Alby grinned in sympathy.
“It had better work.”

“It will, as far as it goes...”

“Signal a parley,” instruct-
ed Alby. “I’'m going out first,
alone, in the cruiser. And 1
don’t want them shooting at
me. Not yet, anyhow. Tell
them I'll speak only to their
commander.”

Gresham licked his lips.
“Just like that? High-handed.
You can’t talk them out of
this, Alby.”

“Talk first. Then our bluff.
If neither work, we’ll fight
them through the elevators,
through the streets and tun-
nels and evén the ratholes,
inch by inch. This is our
home.”

“We may have to earn it,”
prophesied Gresham.

The Space Patrol command-
er was a civilized man. He re-
membered Alby and grimaced
unhappily.

“I might have known you'd
have a finger in this pie,” he
said. “So you're spokesman
for that rabble of thieves and
cut-throats?”

“No longer a rabble,” Alby
warned softly. “And I've
known worse men. When the
Bosses abandoned Mercury,
they left behind one valuable
commodity—people.”

The commander winced. “I
know about that. And a great
many people back home were
incensed when word leaked
out, They thought it was a
stinking trick.”

“People here thought so,
too,” commented Alby drily.
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“We did something about it.
We've severed relations.”

“Personally, I don’t blame
you. Officially, you are still
considered subject to the
various governments of the
Allied Pianets. Nohody will
recognize your claim to auto-
nomy, and you can’t make it
stick. I've orders to look in,
make sure you're all right, and
place you back in custody
peaceably. Your people
seemed ready to dispute the
point. I have no direct orders
to start bloodshed, but I'm
expecting such orders any
time.”

“Before you start any-
thing,” said Alby, “I have
some counter terms to offer.
Just go away and leave us
alone. We're making out. We
can do better if Allied Plan-
ets will establish trade rela-
tions with us. We need oil,
some starter atomic fuels,
some trickier machinery, med-
icines—"

“I don’t think you’re in a
position to bargain. No civil-
ized planet will recognize
you as a free and independent
citizenry with a valid govern-
ment of your own.”

“What’s civilized about
abandoning us to kill each
other or die? We think your
governments forfeited juris-
diction by neglect, by en-
dangering our lives, and by
the whole planet.”

“Only the get-rich-quick
promoters. Putting them in
charge of the colonies here
was a mistake, and there’s

talk that they will be pun-
ished. None of the govern-
ments—"’

“I’m not here to argue poli-
tics. We now have our own
way of life. We like it, and
we intend to keep it, whether
anyone recognizes us or not.”

The commander smiled in-
dulgently. “You never were an
armchair sociologist, Alby.
But as a sociologist, you know
that all governments are born
in war, not ideas or dreams.
There were eight prison-cities
on Mercury. Two wiped
themselves out during the
riots, possibly through fail-
ure of the machinery. None of
the others is showing any
signs of developing into re-
sponsible city-states. We
could take them over with
feather dusters, not guns. Can
you speak for them? Can you
implement a war?”

“We can if we have to,”
crated Alby. “We’d rather
trade with you. Mercury has
mineral richness to offer. And
we can exchange valuable
ideas. Even inventions.”

The commander waved a
contemptuous hand. “I doubt
that.”

“We already have one
which might interest you. A
secret weapon. I don’t expect
you to believe me, but I'm
prepared to give a demonstra-
tion.”

The commander
“Go ahead.”

“There’s a hitch. I insist on
a bloodless demonstration.
We need a ship for a target.

laughed.
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Do you want to abandon one

of yours, or shall I use the

cruiser we took on the Polar
tation raid?”

Alby took a deep breath
while the commander debated
the problem with himself,

“Better use the cruiser. I
can’t risk a Space Patrol ship
on what might be a smooth
piece of trickery.”

Alby nodded. “Retire your
ships out of range. We'll send
out the cruiser first on robot-
pilot. A zigzag course. The
supply ship will follow. You'd
better set up space-cameras.
I’'m sure you’ll want to show
them back home, as well as
tell them.”

The commander shrugged. ..

Two hours later, the un-
manned cruiser shot from the
airlock sally-port of Dome
City V. It took off erratically
in a series of eerie zigzags and
twisting spirals.

The supply ship, weaponed
with a fantastic hodgepodge
of gadgetry, followed in slow,
clumsy pursuit. As a special
favor to an old friend, Alby
had permitted the Space Pa-
trol commander aboard, giving
hostages to the fleet as se-
curity for the person and
comfort of the commander.

At a safe distance above the
city, Alby called the com-
mander close to the weapon.

“No tricks, commander. To
prove it, Gresham offered to
let you shoot down the cruis-
er.”

The commander stared at

the complicated monstrosity
with amusement. He let Gre-
sham instruct him in its oper-
ation.

A pencil-thin beam licked
out through darkness. Like
magic, it fixed itself upon the
difficult target.

Coruscating violence of
soundless light filled the sky,
lighting up a large portion of
Mercury’s surface brighter
than sunlight had ever lighted
it. The cruiser had ceased to
exist, but the deadly accuracy
of the beam, and the utter
violence of dissolution,
stunned the mind.

Pale, the commander turned
from the holocaust.

“I don’t know, I just don’t
know,” he muttered. “I have
no authority to make deals,
or any decisions as important
as this.”

“A commander in space al-
ways has authority to avoid
a needless waste of ships and
men,” Alby reminded soberly.

“I'm impressed,” admitted
the commander stiffly. “But
the best I can offer is armis-
tice. I'll have to report, and
the governments of Allied
Planets will send out quali-
fied observers. There’s always
the possibility that you had
time-bombs planted in that
cruiser—"’

“I offered to use one of
yours for the demonstration.”

“So you did. But I remem-
ber playing poker with you—
just once, a long time ago.”

Alby grinned. “If you ca.
spare one of your ships....”
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“No, thanks. Signal my
lighter to bring in your hos-
tages and take me back to the
fleet. I'll make my report, and
ask to be transferred to the
Marssector. Your poker
games are too rough, and I
play a low limit game....”

Back in Citv V, Alby and
Gresham watched the fleet
turn and depart, heading back
for Venus report.

“We've bought a little
time, that’s all,” Alby com-
mented. “We ran our bluff
and bought a little time. The
show was brilliantly con-
ceived and brilliantly exe-
cuted, Gresham. Spectacular
enough to scare even me. I
won’t ask how you did it, be-
cause I probably wouldn’t un-
derstand.”

“I don’t myself. Not for
surge.” Gresham was grin-
ning, pale with excitement,
but strangely excited,

“I don’t know what we'll do
when they come back for a
real demonstration. Your gad-
get won't work, and then
what—"

“Who says it won’t work? I
nearly blew up the city with
it, just on a dry run, Four
hundred years ago, a cartoon-
ist named Rube Goldberg spe-
cialized in doodling the most
coranlicated and unlikely de-
vices for accomplishing sim-
nle tasks. It’s been a standing
jcke among scientists ever
since. I started doodling the
same way, in three dimen-
sions. That’s all I had in mind.
But the gadget took over.

Doa’t worry about that second
demonstration. It will work.”

“It really works? That
thing!”

Gresham grunted. “It's no
more unlikely than making
Mercury a decent place for
decent people to live. If we
can do one, we can do the
other. And Allied Planets
will have to meet our terms.
It's a stand-off.”

Gresham and Alby stared
at each other in silence. The
engineer broke it. “Take off
that mask, robot. I know you.
And you’re a better man than
Iam....”

“How long have you
known?”

“From the first. And Car-
fax knew. We'll miss him.
And we'll miss a lot of good
men before we’re through. We
have the other cities to help.
And a lot of nasty technical
jobs to lick. And maybe some
fighting we can’t bluff out.
But we'll do it, and what
then?”

“What do you mean?”

Gresham looked upward
through the transparent dome
of plastic, at the dark sky and
the wide scattering of stars
and planets.

“What are you going to do
when you've civilized Mer-
cury?”

“I hadn’t thought about
it,” admitted Alby. “But
there's always Venus and
Mars. . .and Earth.”

“If you need help with
them,” said Gresham serious-
ly, “call on me....”



