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The
Crispin
Affair

New Novel by
JACK SHARKEY

ILLUSTRATOR BERNKLAU
(First of Two Parts)

CHAPTER 1

N SEPTEMBER the 18th,
1983, 1 had never even
heard of the planet Crispin.
As far as I was concerned,
there was the sun, the moon,
Venus and Mars, and a few
other celestial bodies which
inhabited the universe, and
that was enough for me. After
all, it wasn’t my place to know
about such things; that’s what
we paid astronomers for. Any
time I really had the urge to
iearn more about the cosmic
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Yoll call, I could always go to
the lending library and get a
book on it.
' My place, I felt, was in New
York, where all the plays,
nightelubs and luxury liner
were. When you're
born into the world with six-
teen million dollars waiting in
a trust fund for your twenty-
first birthday, you don't really
worry too much about any-
thing, let alone the names of
far-off planets, The grimmest
thing you can imagine befall-
ing you is forgetting the tick-
ets for an opening night.

On this date, September the
18th, 1983, my twenty-first
birthday was seven years be-
hind me, and a lot of carefree
years ahead. I was stttmg in

the buzzer. None of my suits
‘were at the hotel cleaner’s, nor
had I ordered anything more
than the coffee 1 already had
from Room Service, My social
circle kept the same hours I
did, which meant that they,
like myself, were undoubtedly
just pulling themselves out of
the sack, so it couldn’t be any
of them, If it turned out to be
someone selling something, I
determined to take him down-
stairs by the scruff of the
neck and use him to brain the
desk clerk, who had orders
about such people violating
my privacy.

1 thought all these things in
the brief time it took me to
toss aside the paper onto the
unrnade bed, tighten the

my in the
Dlaza, with the window blmds
dra“n against the glaring
alternoon sunlight, sipping
black coffee and whiling away
the few remaining hours till
nightfall by boning up on my
favorite subject, show busi-
ness. I was thumbing idly
through Variety, noting casu-
ally which celebrities were
staying at which hotels, which
plays were opening, which
closing, and being mildly
amused that Hollywood had
once again made “the greatest
motion picture ever filmed,”
when the door buzzer sounded.
T was a little curious about
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of my robe, and
cross over to the door, leavmg
coffeecup and saucer teeter-
ing precariously on the back
of the couch as I passed by.

I twisted the bolt open, and
widened the door a crack.
Then I swung it completely
open. “Well!” I said, softly.
“Well, well.”

The girl stood just outside,
timidly, staring into my un-
shaven face with a tiny line of
puzzlement appearing like an
exclamation point between her
brows.

“Mr. Blane?”
“Morgan Blane?”

she said.

FANTASTIC



“Yes,” I said. “Somewhat
obscured by black stubble, I
admit, but it’s me, all right.”

“Oh.” The tiny line vanish-
ed. She licked her lips, uncer-
tain as to how to proceed. I
made the plunge.

“If you're not afraid of be-
ing compromised, come in,
Miss—?” I stepped back and
held the door for her.

“Merrick. Lora Merrick,”
she said, with a quick little
smile that flicked on and off
faster than subliminal adver-
tising. She hesitated, looked at
me once more, then took three
short quick steps into the
room, with the same enthusi-
asm I imagine would be evine-
ed by a first-time fire-walker
in India.

I shut the door, before she
could panic and rush right out
of my life, and gestured her to
a chair. She took it, perching
carefully on the very edge of
the cushion, ready to leap for
safety at the first provocation,

“Well, here we are,” I said,
standing facing her, my hands
in the pockets of my robe. She
nodded, but didn’t say any-
thing. I tried prodding a little.
“Do I have to play Twenty
Questions to find out why
you're here, or am I supposed
to know ?”

She looked up at me, her
dark brown eyes woeful, and
a kind of helpless look came
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over her features. For a hope~
ful moment, I thought she was
going to say something to
clarify things, but all that
came out was a miserable,
“Oh— Oh dear!” She gazed
at the carpet, trembling just a
bit, and giving the faintest of
shuddery signs.

I studied her a moment,
then said, “All right, let me
guess . . . You came here to
see me about something.
Whatever it was, it's taken
you a long time to work your-
self up to actually gaining en-
trance here, and now that you
have, you suddenly have lost
your nerve. Is that it?”

Those dark brown eyes
swept up from the carpet and
locked on mine, and then her
lips formed themselves into a
brilliant smile of almost ab-
ject gratitude. “Oh, thank
you, Mr. Blane,” she murmur-
ed. “I didn’t know how to get
it out. I've been standing in
that hall for twenty minutes,
working up courage to ring
your bell. And then, when I
did ring it, I almost ran
away.”

“I'm glad you didn’t,” I said
sincerely. “I'd have gone crazy
trying to figure out who it
was, I'd call all my friends,
curse at the desk clerk down-
stairs, badger all the bell-

boys—'
She laughed, then. A soft,
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apdlogetic ehuckle, in a warm
contralto that perfectly com-
plemented her mellow-toned
voice. Feeling I was making
progress, I settled down into
a chair opposite her perch,
and retrieved my coffee, with
a long stretch of my arm,
from the couch,

“Now, then,” I said, after a
fortifying sip. “What can I do
for you, Miss Lora Merrick?”

Her face looked into mine,
hovering small and solemn be-
fore my eyes, then she said,
swiftly, “I want two million
dollars.”

The coffeecup didn’t shatter
on the carpet, but it clat-
tered something awful in the
saucer. 1 stared at her,
thoughtfully, then said, “Who
doesn't!”

“I suppose 1 put it rather
too bluntly . . .”

“There— There was a cer-
tain lack of subtlety—" I re-
marked. “Would I be terribly
boorish if I asked why you
wanted this money ?”

:lTo buy a spaceship,” she

said,

“Uh-huh,” I nodded, as if
her statement were the most
reasonable request in the
world. “Couldn’t settle for a
Cadillac? Or a Schwinn?”

“You don’t understand,”
she said, “I—] need it.”

I eyed her warily. “You—
uh— You're not out on a sort
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of —scavenger hunt, or any-
thing ?”

“Oh, no. You see—I have
to get to Crispin, urgently.
And it’s outside the regular
space lanes. I can't even hire a
pilot to take me there, for less
than a hundred thousand dol-
lars— Which I haven’t got, by
the way—"

“Look, Miss Merrick,” 1
said, intensely curious, “the
price you quoted me, as I re-
call, was two million. Why
not simply ask for the hun-
dred thousand? Assuming,
of course, that I'm willing to
give it to you...”

“Because I'd never be able
to pay back a debt like that,”
she sighed. “I only earn ninety
dollars a week. Even if I gave
you my full salary, that'd take
me—"

“A hell of a long time,” I
nodded. “But if you can’t re-
pay the hundred thousand,
how did you expect to return
the two million?”

“Why, I'd simply let you
have the spaceship when I was
through with it,” she said
brightly, “I don’t want it for-
ever, just for the trip to Cris-
pin and back.”

Insane as her attitude was,
I found myself liking it. She
was crisp, honest and busi-
nesslike about the thing, even
if her request was a bit balmy.
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1 glanced at my watch.
“Look, Miss Merrick— Do
you have to leave at any spe-
cial hour, or have I time to
shave and get some clothes en
before blastoff?”

She sank back into the
chair, hurt. “You— You're
making fun of me,” she said,
with chagrined realization.

I stood up and glowered at
her. “Miss Merrick, I am not
the fun-making sort. If I had
opened my door just now to
anybody but a pert little bru-
nette like yourself, that other
party would now be picking
himself up at the foot of the
main staircase in the lobby,
and— Have you had lunch?”

She jumped, caught by my
sudden question. “Why—no, 1
haven’t, but—"

1 pointed to the phone,

“Easiest thing in the
world,” I said. “You just pick
up the phone, get Room Serv-
ice, and ask for anything that
cames into your head . . . And
make it for two.”

“I couldn’t impose—”" she
began, awkwardly.

“Impese!? You come in
here, a total stranger, and ask
me for two million dollars,
and when I offer you a free
lunch, you can’t impose?”

“Well,” she laughed uncer-
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tainly,
way—"

“I do,” I grunted. “And or-
der a bottle of beer on the side
for me. Excuse me.” I went
into the bedroom and shut the
door, I started to undo my
robe, then had a thought. I
pulled open the door again,
and caught her just about to

“if you put it that

lift the phone. “Hey, Mer-
rick?”
She looked up, startled.

“Yes, Mr. Blane?”

“Look, I know why you
came to me in one way: You
need money, and I've got it.
But why me in particular?
There are oodles of million-
aires in New York City. What
made you pick on me?”

She flushed a lovely scarlet.
“Your . . . picture was in the
paper, in the society column,
and—"

“And—?"

She squared her shoulders,
swallowed, and said, before
she could reconsider, “I said
te myself, ‘If you've got to
pick a millionaire, why not get
a good-looking one? . ..” She
caught her lower lip between
her teeth, embarrassed. “Do
you mind?” she said, after a
moment,

I shrugged. “Hell, no. Mat-
ter of fact,” I grinned at her,
“that’s what I just figured.”
I matched her dropping jaw
with a friendly droop of one
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‘eyelid, then went back into the
bedroom to shave and dress.

“This,” 1 said to myself in
the bathroom mirror, “looks
like the start of a very inter-
esting afternoon.”

‘We were dawdling over our
dessert, on the small roll-table
on which lunch had been
brought, when I suddenly ask-
ed her, “Any particular
color??”

“. .. Color?” she said, be-
wildered.

“You know. The spaceship.”

“Oh, Oh, yes, that.” She sat
back in her chair and frown-
ed. “You know, Mr. Blane, 1
don’t think you really believe
me.”

1 set down my spoon care-
fully, thinking. “Well, now, 1
wouldn’t say that. Lots of
girls would like to meet a mil-
lionaire, I believe that part, all
right. But as for the other—
Well, let’s just mark it down
to a successful method of in-
troduction. It had novelty, a
certain amusement, and—
Hey, where are you going?”

She’d thrown her napkin
down onto the table, and was
reaching for her handbag. She
turned to face me. “I'm sorry
1 wasted any of your valuable
afternoon, Mr. Blane—!”

“Which old movies have
you been watching on TV?” I
said, shaking my head. “Until
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now, you had a nice flare of
originality ! However, you for-
got to wear glasses.”

“. .. Glasses?” she said hes-
itating,

“You know. To take off, so I
can suddenly discover that
you're ravishingly beautiful.
Which, by the way, you are
not.”

She sank back into her
chair. “I'm—I'm not?”

1 had to smile, then, “Well,
to be utterly frank, yes, you
are. But it was the easiest way
1 knew to get you back into
that chair— Ah-ah! Stay put,
now. How about we continue
with a. few less histrionics,
hmmm?”

Mentally, I kept my fingers
crossed. Then, Lora Merrick
muttered something under her
breath, and tossed her hand-
bag back over on the couch.
“You're right, Mr. Blane. I
was being dramatic. But you
have got to believe me about
this spaceship! I do need one,
desperately.”

“I won’t ask why, since the
obvious reason is that you
can’t very well walk to what-
ever-it-is . ..”

“Crispin, It’s a planet, very
much like our own—in some
ways— It’s in Andromeda.”

“Which is where?” I asked
politely. “And if you say ‘up
thataway’, I'll crown you with
this coffeepot!”
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“Well,” said Lora, “Andro-
meda is about two million
light years from here— Do
yo"u know what a light year
is?”

I shrugged. “Sounds more
buoyant than a heavy one...”

“It’s the distance that light
can travel in a year, And light
travels a little less than two
hundred thousand miles a sec-
ond.”

I started to do some math-
ematics in my head, then gave
it up. “I repeat, you can't very
well walk there.”

“But the mew Lectralifts
can make the trip in under
two weeks,” she said.

“How long'd it take the old
ones?” I asked.

She narrowed her eyes.
“Are you amusing yourself at
my expense, Mr. Blane?”

“Honey, 1 know less than
nothing about outer space.
Any queries I voice on the
topic come from the heart, be-
lieve me. And what is a Lec-
tralift, now we're on the

“When I was much younger,
of course. But the other part
leaves me baffled as ever.”

“Oh, dear,” she said, then
plunged onward grimly in the
cause of my scientific educa-
tion. “A Venturi tube is a
tube, such as on a ramjet, that
is wider at the intake end than
at the outlet end. So a gas
rushing through there, in or-
der to get out, has to go out
faster than it came in, to ne-
gotiate the lesser diameter of
the tube. Is that clear?”

1 nodded. “Crystally. Like
tightening the nozzle on a
hose, sort of. Okay, teacher.
But what's a Lectralift?”

“A combination of the two,”
she said. “Someone found that
by winding copper wire
around a hollow tube—rather
than the soft iron solid center
of a normal electromagnet—
so that the number of wind-
ings grew greater as the tube
diameter grew less, you got a
violent magnetic reaction, that
would propel anything even
ble through

its length at a fantastic accel-
eration, which— Well, they
were able to use

subject?”
“It's a b slightly i
rocket engine,” she said, “De
you know what a Vent\m tnbe
is? Or an elect: 11
“Ah, good! A familiar word
in that jungle of technical ter-

minology. The magnet part I
recognize. I used to have one
as part of my Lionel tram
set—" I caught her look.
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plain old carbon particles as
fuel. You could go to the moon
on a teaspoon of soot . ..”
“Not much seating room,” I
remarked. Then, as she opened
her mouth, “Apology! Apolo-
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gy ! Sorry, Merrick, I was only
kidding. Okay, so these new
Lectralifts can take you to
Crispin in two weeks. How
many teaspoons of soot are go-
ing on the current market for
two million bucks?”

“Mostly,” she said, “you’re
paying for the copper wire.
The bottom two-thirds of the
ship is nothing but windings
of wire about the central
tube.”

“And the other third?” I
said, interested.

“The upper third is divid-
ed into two levels, the bottom
of which contains the fuel, po-
larized carbon particles. The
top half of the upper part is
the living quarters and control
cabin.”

“And where do I plug in my
Eveready batteries?” 1 said.
“Or is the electricity for the
magnet kept in a bottle some-
place?”

“Oh—Well, there’s an atom-
ic generator housed in the
very bottom of the ship, near
the tail fins—you know, to
keep the radiation at a safe
distance—and it has a closed
cycle of water-into-steam-into-
water, running the genera-
tors.”

“Mm-hmmm,” 1 nodded.
“Sounds neat' and compact.
And all at once, I begin to be-
lieve you are serious about this
cosmic excursion. Otherwise,
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why have all this info on
hand? . .. Unless you're a
space technician in private
life?”

She shook her head. “Just a
secretary. But I've always
been a bug on science. And
when the new propellant-
method for spaceships came
out, I read up on it.”

“Tell me,” I said, “your love
for matters scientific can’t be
your sole motivation for this
jaunt. What’s the reason be-
hind this sudden urge for an-
other planet?”

Her teeth were working on
that lower lip again. “I—I
can’t tell you that,” she said,

softly.
“Honey, look—" 1 said,
kindly, “even if I were sap

enough to drop the two million
in your lap without asking
questions, the Federal people
might take a less tolerant view
of my listing ‘I can't tell you'
on my income-tax report, un-
der ‘Reason for Expenditure’.
Am I not pardonably entitled
to some curiosity about why
the money was spent?” I'
reached out a finger and touch-
ed her chin lightly. “And stop
that; you'll fray your lip.”

“You—You won't believe
me,” she said.

“After all I've believed up
until now, honey, anything
would sound reasonable! I'd
even believe you if you said
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you were claiming Crispin as
an inheritance— Did 1 say
something wrong?”

Lora Merrick was staring
at me, wide-eyed. Then she
reached to the couch for her
handbag, opened it up, and
took out an envelope. She
handed it to me, wordlessly.

1 opened it, after a puzzled
look at her, and slipped out the
contents. It was a single sheet
of paper, with very little writ-
ing on it, I read it, slowly.
Then I read it again. I handed
it back.

“Is this thing on the level,
Merrick?”

She nodded, anxiously. “I'm
the sole owner of the planet
Crispin.”

CHAPTER 2

LET out a slow, solemn

whistle. Then I extended
my hand, to shake hers, “May
I be the first to— Or am I the
first?”

“That’s just it!” she said,
angrily. “You're not! I made
the mistake of telling—telling
someone, and he—the louse !—
started legal proceedings to
stake a claim on the planet.
The only way I can legally en-
force this deed is to be there,
in person, and—"

“Whoa!” I hollered. She
stopped. “Look, honey, have a
cup of coffee, switch your
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gears into low, and start from
the beginning, huh?”

She paused, then gave a
mute nod. I poured her a fresh
cup of coffee, then one for my-
self, then sat back to hear her

~story ...

Her grandfather, said Miss
Merrick, had taken off, ten
years before, in one of the
“slower” ships that would take
a year or so to get to Crispin,
to try and find a nice war-
and tax-free planet to set up
housekeeping on. That was the
last she’d heard of him until
the week previous to her visit
at my place, when she'd re-
ceived a letter, brought in
after various interplanetary
shuntings, from him. He had,
he wrote, discovered vast de-
posits of most valuable—since
the invention of the Lectralift
—metal of the current era,
copper, there for the taking on
Crispin. He sent her, along
with the holographic deed, a
map, indicating the location of
the copper deposits. He furth-
er stated in his letter, how-
ever, that he was worried
about his health, which seemed
to be declining, and was going
to rocket over to one of the
neighboring systems for a
medical checkup. The day
after getting the letter, Lora
said, she’d received a cosmi-
gram from a physician on that
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planet, regretfully telling her
of her grandfather’s death,
due to advanced age,

“—and so,” Lora said, blink-
ing back a few suspicious
droplets from falling down her
cheeks, “I went to see a law-
ver, Maximilian Barton— Do
you know him?”

“I've heard of him,” I ad-
mitted. “But go on.”

“There isn’t much more to
tell,” she said. “I told him my
story, showed him the deed,
and asked his advice.”

“Which was?” I asked, as
per my cye.

“To forget it.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“He told me it was undoubt-
edly the wandering mind of an
old man, that Crispin had al-
ready been explored for cupric
deposits and found unprofit-
ably barren of them, and—"

“You'd be wasting your
time,” I finished for her.

She nodded. “So I was go-
ing to give the whole thing up,
but then, he wouldn’t let me
have the map back.”

This time I raised both eye-
brows,

“Why didn’t you call a cop?”

“He— He said it had been
lost. You see, I sent it to him
through the mail, when [ first
got in touch with him. He re-
turned my letter, and the deed
—it’s made out to me, so it
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wouldn’t do him any good—
and said that the map had
been somehow lost by an error
on the part of his secretary.
So—TI got suspicious.”

“Naturally,” I said smooth-
ly. She gave me a funny look,
but I kept my face expression-
less, so, after a moment, she
went on.

“I decided to file the claim,
anyhow, That was three days
ago. Today, the government
assayer’s office sent it back. A
prior claim, with map, had al-
ready been filed.”

“By Maximilian Barton?” I
asked.

“By some woman, named
Flax Dempster,” she said.
“But it was handled through
Mr. Barton'’s office . . .”

“So, let me get this
straight,” I said, lighting a
cigarette, then remembering
to offer her one, which she de-
clined with a quick little head-
shake. “You think that Barton
has grabbed your map, which
is probably genuine, and used
some girl as a ‘front’ for the
claim?” She nodded. “Well, tell
me, how would it help you to
get to Crispin, in that case?”
1 said, slowly. “Why make the
trip?”

“Because if I can get there
before Barton or this Demp-
ster woman or somebody else
does, I can prove the truth of
my claim by finding my grand-
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father’s original diggings, or
mines, or whatever you have
when you search for copper.
But if they get there first—"

“They bury the evndence, I
said. “Uh-huh . .*. And how
would you find thls planetary
pinpoint without a map?”

“I—I don’t know. I was
ing to leave that part to luck,”
she said sorrowfully.

1 shook my head. “You've
left out just one thing.”

“What's that?”

“The mortgage,” 1 said.

“. .. The mortgage . . .” she
repeated, confused. Then she
shook her head. “What mort~
gage?”

“The one on the old home-
stead, honey,” I smiled. “Hell,
you can’t have an ancient
Western without a mortgage!
Does Barton have one of those
sinister moustaches to twirl,
by the way?”

She came violently to her
feet, her face white with fury.
“You haven't believed a
word!"” she whispered, tense
with the grip of her emotions.

“Aw, let’s face it, Merrick,
that plot’s right out of Death
Valley Days! The old prospec-
tor, the granddaughter, the
deed, the mine—Wow!” I
threw back my head and
roared with laughter which
had been building up through-
out her narrative,
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The next thing I knew, there
was a loud smacking sound,
and I was watching a myriad
of dancing white lights, and
sitting on the floor nursing a
numb-feeling left ear. In the
eerily ringing distance, I
heard a door slam. I don't
know what she carried in that
handbag, but it packed a mean
wallop. I got to my feet, still
chuckling, and picked up the
saltshaker, carried with me to
the floor in my tumble,

Then I noticed the envelope,
lying on the floor. Her bag
must have come open when she
slugged me with it. I picked it
up, and looked at it. Then I
looked again.

The postal mark on it bore
the name of some planet I'd
never heard of. But the cosmic
designation was one 1 knew.

“Andromeda . . .” I said
softly.

It didn't, of course, have to
mean anything . . . She could
have gotten the letter from
anybody—that envelope, at
any rate—and simply made up
that deed. Getting a properly
postmarked envelop isn’t im-
possible . . . But it was a hell
of a lot of trouble to go to. I
sank onto the couch and tried
to think.

Her story was corny, but—
Didn’t all girls have grand-
fathers? And weren't some
grandfathers prospectors?
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And wasn’t Maximilian Bar-
ton one of the most notorious
grafters alive, if casual gossip
meant anything?

1 nearly picked up the phone
to have her stopped, down at
the desk, then I pulled my
hand back and didn’t. What
the hell. If her story were true,
then she’d want the deed back,
so she’d have to return to my
suite, and— No, that wasn’t
right. The deed was worthless,
with Barton’s prior claim reg-
istered. So maybe she wouldn't
be back . . .

“So what ?” I said aloud. “So
you never see her again, so
what?”

So it bothered me, that’s
what.

“Sucker!” 1 growled at my-
self, but I picked the phone up,
anyhow. At that moment, the
doorbell sounded, the insistent
buzz catching me short. Grin-
ning, I replaced the receiver,
and stepped to the door. Now
maybe I could get the real
facts out of her ...

But it wasn't Lora, there
at the door. I found myself
looking into the tanned, very
handsome face of Maximilian
Barton. And he had a woman
with him.

“...Yes?” I said, but I had
a not-so-small inkling of why
he was there.

“I believe you have a young
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lady here,” he said, his bright
eyes burning with some kind
of inner amusement, “by the
name of Lora Merrick?”

1 didn’t move aside to admit
him. “Sorry, Mr. Barton. The
ship has sailed without you.”

If he was surprised I knew
him, he didn’t show it. I guess
a guy that well-known gets
used to being recognzed.

“You're saying she’s left al-
ready ?” he said.

“I'm not only saying it,” I
said curtly, not missing his in-
flection, “she has left.”

“Mind if I come in—?" he
said. He didn't add, “—and
have a look,” but I felt the
words, anyhow.

“Damned right I do,” 1
smiled.

“I can get a warrant, if
necessary,” he said, less ur-
banely. “Miss Merrick is a
dangerous woman. She is in
the process of spreading slan-
derous lies about myself and
this young lady here, Miss—"

“Flax Dempster,” I supplied
for him, still not budging from
the doorway. Barton was tall-
er than me, but I think I had
a slight edge on weight, if not

* exactly muscle,

“Then she has been telling
you things,” he snapped.

“Family stuff,” I smiled.
“Tales her grandfather told.”

“Mr. Blane,” Barton said
stiffly, “if you attempt, in any
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way, to aid this young woman
in her ridiculous scheme to
preempt property rightfully
belonging to Miss Dempster, I
shall be forced to swear out an
injunction against you for—"

Miss Dempster, apparently
more sensitive to rising tem-
peratures than her legal
friend, laid a hand on his arm,
and he stopped talking.

“Wait, Max,” she said, with
a sweet smile, “Let me talk to
him.”

She stepped forward, and I
got a good look at her. She was
tall, and slender, but by no
means flat-looking, Her eyes
were a dull cat-green, and her
hair was pulled back into a
tight chignon of red hair that
would have seemed severe on
a less beautiful woman.

“Mr. Blane,” she said. The
voice was husky, but I felt it
wasn’t a natural tonal quality.
She’d had a lot of practice
using that voice, Flax Demp-
ster had!

1didn’t respond, just waited
for the pitch,

“While we regret the annoy-
ance this afternoon’s interrup-
tions must be causing you, I
do feel you should do us the
simple justice of hexrmg our
side of the story . . .

Well, she had me, t.here‘

Grudgingly, I sbepped back
and waved the two of them in-
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to my suite. They took seats on
the couch, both of them noting
with interest the table set for
two, before they turned their
gazes back to me.

“Before you contact the lo-
cal scandal sheets, Max,” I
said, noting the satisfied glint
in his eye, “the young lady and
1 were having lunch together,
not breakfast!”

“I didn’t say a word,” said
Max Barton, very blankly.

So what's to do? You can’t
slug a guy for what you think
he’s thinking. “Okay, forget it.
What's your side of the Cris-
pin story?”

“That it was Miss Demp-
ster’s grandfather, and not
Miss Merrick’s, who found
and mapped the Crispin cop-
per lode.”

“And the proof?” I said.

“It's on file in the govern-
ment claim office. I can pro-
cure you a photostat, if you so
desire.”

“Of the map?” 1 asked,
softly.

Barton blinked. “Well, of
course not the map! Just the
statement of claim— What do
you take me for?”

“I can’t very well tell you
that in front of Miss Demp-
ster ...” I said. Then I looked
her over again. “On second
thought, maybe I can.”

They both came to their
feet. “Very well,” Maximilian
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spat. “If you're going to in-
dulge in childish repartee—"

“Childish?” I said, blocking
his path to the door. He stop-
ped, eyeing me cautiously. “If
I'm being childish, Barton,
then tell me something . . .”

“W-What?” he said, after a
brief puzzled eye-contact with
_Flax Dempster.

“If Miss Merrick’s ¢laim is
false, what do you care if she
gets to Crispin or not?. .. If
ther's no proof there for her
to find?”

He seemed to have swal-
lowed his tongue,

I nodded. “The door, kids,
is over that way.”

For the second time that
afternoon, my ears echoed
with the sound of slamming
oak. I went to the phone.

“Desk? Grab a phone book
and find me the number of
Miss Lora—that'’s l-o-r-a—
Merrick . . . Merrick . . . Yes,
that’s right . . .” While I wait-
ed, I said a silent prayer that
she’d have a listing. After a
moment, the switchboard op-
erator came back on. “Lyceum
5—" 1 said, starting to scrib-
ble it down, then, “Wait, hold
it. Better just give me the ad-
dress. If I show up in person,
she can’t hang up on me . . .
No, I was talking to myself.”

1 had a heap of apologizing
to do. And also, I realized sud-
denly, a heap of spending, too.
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It'd mean cashing in some of
my securities, and—I whistled.
1 hoped my stockbroker wasn’t
standing near an open win-
dow.

CHAPTER 3

Y NOON of September
20th, just short of forty-
eight hours after my meeting
with Lora Merrick, we were
floating high over a green-blue
orb that my mind, if not my
senses, told me was the Earth,
in a glittering metal needle
that had cost me approximate-
ly one hundred thousand dol-
lars per vertical yard. We
were about to go into over-
drive, which had been patient-
ly explained to me before
boarding by Lora, who seemed
to know more electronics than
any physics professor I ever
met at Harvard, and I still
didn’t understand it. It had
something to do with Ein-
stein’s theory—which also had
to be outlined for me, and
made things no clearer—about
faster-than-light travel, and
increase of mass to infinity
under normal space condi-
tions, and— Well, whatever
the reasons, we were about to
go into overdrive and avoid
taking slightly less than for-
ever to get to Crispin.
As per our pilot’s instruc-
tions, Lora and I were self-
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lashed to rubberized cots
which were hooked to a gy-
roscopic arrangement that
would give us a reverse-spin
as we went into sub-space
(I'm quoting most of these
terms, by the way), the pur-
pose of the spin to prevent the
ship’s initial warping of the
space-time barrier from fling-
ing any of us into it, lest we be
irretrievably lost in some odd
non-extant limbo which would
nevertheless be quite real to
us. Or is that clear?

Let's just say we put our
trust in the pilot and General
Electric and God, and lashed
ourselves in as bidden.

Rather than give you all the
details about how my stomach
reacted to space-warping, let
me tell you something about
how I happened to wind up on
the trip.

+ After an expected ten

minutes of icy hauteur from
Lora, I had managed to con-
vince her that, whatever her
personal opinion about my
manners and sex appeal, I was
still probably her only ticket
to Crispin, after which she be-
came quite docile, and accom-
panied me on probably the
most expensive one-day spend-
ing spree in history, if we
don’t count the government’s
expenditures. First, we had to
get flight clearances. This
proved unexpectedly easy,
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since Crispin was not one of
the regular spaceports, and
therefore little knowledge was
had about what sort of provi-
sions or medical preventive in~
oculations we would need.
We got off with standard army
surplus asault packs, and an
armful each of just-in-case
shots for everything from mo-
tion-sickness to elephantiasis.
The reason I was exposing my
flesh to this invasion of priv-
acy was the pilot.

See, Lora had planned on
making the trip alone, She in-
sisted she was quite capable of
flying the Lectralift—called
“Brunhilde”, after the Valhal-
la agent in an opera—all by
herself, if she could just have
an hour or so with an instruc-
tion booklet, This, I had said,
was Out! After all, I had a
two million dollar investment
to protect. So we got a pilot,
named Binky Seers, That’s the
name was on his license, too,
which shows either a certain
droll outlook of his parents,
or the extreme laxity of the
Intergalactic Aeronautics Au-
thority.

Binky was about forty
years old, had scraggy neutral-
colored hair, eyes and skin,
and bit his nails. But, even if
he wasn't quite the image of
the smiling uniformed gentle-
men who appear to captain all
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luxury flights, at least in the
ads, Binky had one qualifica-
tica that put him foremost in
our thoughts when we chose a
pilot: He was available.

It was only after hiring him
(the one hundred thousand
dollars—a drop in the bucket
after buying the ship—was
payable in advance, to be
banked for his would-be-wid-
ow in case he didn’t return)
that it occurred to me that it
was unthinkable to let a young
attractive girl ride for two
million light years with a
middle-aged male of unknown
behavior. I didn’t have much
choice. 1 couldn’t let her go
alone, nor could I go along
with her going alone with him,
so—

Well, what the hell, T was
paying for the trip! Might as
well go along for the ride. So
1 did.

Preparations for boarding
were exacting. Due to the na-
ture of the Lectralift’s drive,
we could take along no metal-
lic objects, unless we cared to
spend our voyage magnetized
to the cabin floor, Watches,
eyeglasses, belt buckles, hair-
pins, coins, and even metal
shoelace tips had to be left be
hind. They even sprayed the
fillings on our teeth with a
compound which could par-
tially nullify the enormous
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“tug” of the forty yard elec-
tromagnet we'd be riding atop
of.
“If you feel ’em loosening,”
the man with the atomizer
had said, “try grittin’ ’em.
Sometimes. it helps.”

“Only sometimes?” 1 said,
imagining myself arriving
on Crispin with teeth looking
like buckshot victims.

“But if they do start t’ loos-
en, son, spit!” he went on, ig-
noring my comment. “Other-
wise, you may end up with a
nice hole right through your
jaw.”

“I'll remember that,” I
promised easily enough,

And so, smiling apparatus
intact if not in evidence, we
blasted off for Crispin, slid
queasily into overdrive, and
settled back to enjoy the trip.

“Scared, Morgan?” asked
Lora, coming over to where
I still lay in my reverse-spin
harness. (I'd told her to call
me by my first name. Two
weeks of sharing a cabin as
Mr. Blane would have been
silly.)

“Very,” I said. “This is my
first time off Earth. It feels

»

“Don’t worry,” she said.
“If I'm not scared, why should
you be?”

“I caught myself short of
telling her that she didn’t
have the brains to be scared,
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but decided against it. After
all, I had to be living with her
for the next fourteen days.

“Come on, Morgan. Un-
strap yourself, and let’s look
at the view,” she persisted.

“I thought you told me
there was no view,” I mutter-
ed, all the while unstrapping
myself. “You said we'd be
faster than light could catch
us.”

“That’s only behind us,
silly,” she laughed. “Up ahead,
we get a regular Doppler-ef-
fect of spectrum-bands—"

“Don’t even tell me what
that means,” 1 groaned,
swinging my legs off the cot.
“My head’s already cluttered
with the jargon you've been
spouting at me the last few
days.”

“Don’t you ever want to
know anything about electron-
ics, or physics, or—"

“What for?” I said, follow-
ing her across the cabin floor
toward a metal iris on the
wall. “You don’t have to know
Newton's third law to get a
seat at the Stork Club.”

“There! You do remember
some of it,” she

plained, “An edltors chair at
Space Comics?”

“Don’t be a groueh, Mor-
gan,” Lora smiled, and spun
the dial. The metal iris, like
that lens gadget on a camera,
opened at its center into a tiny
circle, which soon widened to
almost the full diameter of
the port. I looked out into
rainbow chaos, then clutched
my stomach and turned away.

“What the hell was that?”
1 gasped, steadying myself on
the edge of a cot. “It looked
like a shower of neon signs!”

“That’s what 1 was telling
you about before, the Dop-
pler-effect producing spec-
trum-bands. See, Morgan, we
are approaching the light of
those stars faster than the
wavelengths of the light rays,
and—"

“Spare me!” 1 moaned,
holding up a hand toward her.
“Bad enough to turn inside
out without getting the scien-
tific explanation of my trou-
bles dinned at me.”

“ .. r'—=rn close the port,
if xt bothers you, said Lora,
much subd

“Only the number. The law
itself eludes me.”

“Well,” she gave a matter-
of-fact shrug, “it's a start,
anyways.” She fiddled with a
dial beside the iris.

“Toward what?”
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I com-

As usual when dealing with
a woman, although I was the
party being afflicted, I was
suddenly placed in the pesi-
tion of the heartless perpetra-
tor of her woes.

“Leave it!” I snarled.
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“WWeich your damned dapple-
dopple, or whatever it is. I'll
just remember to face the
other way for the mext two
weeks.”

There was a sharp snicking
sound, and I knew the port
had irised shut, despite my
magnanimous gesture, I turn-
ed back around. “Sonow I'ma
louse?”

She nodded, then smiled.
“But a nice louse.”

The door at the end of the
" cabin opened, and Binky
slouched in, nibbling at a nail
that had somehow attained a
length greater than a milli-
meter beyond the skin,
i “All set,” he said, amicably,
and flopped with a yawn onto
bne of the bunks.

“What's all set?” I asked.

“The course. Nothing to do
now but listen for the bell
when it’s time to come out of
overdrive.”

“You mean you merely aim
this thing, and then relax for
the next two million light
years?!” I exploded.

Binky didn’t seem. upset by
my wrath. Millionaire or not,
1 was pretty much at his
mercy as soon as we left the
spaceport behind.

“Sure,” he said. “I'm just
aboard for blastoffs and land-
ings.”

“If the landing takes the
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time the blastoff did,” 1 ob-
served, “you’ll end up doing
about twenty minutes’ work
between Earth and Crispin!”

Binky held up a cautioning
finger. “And twenty minutes’
work coming back,” he re-
minded me.

“A hundred thousand bucks
for forty minutes?” I said.

Binky reared up on one el-
bow and fixed me with a
glassy eye. “Can you land a
Lectralift?”

I withered before that cold
gaze. “Well . . . no.”

“So all right,” said Binky,
and lolled some more in the
sack. Subject closed. I turned
to Lora, disgusted.

“I'll bet he never loses at
poker, either.”

“Poker?” came a cheery
cry. Binky came bounding
over to us, flipping the lid on

a well-worn deck. “What
stakes?”
1 decided to go easy. “Dollar
ante?”
“You're kidding,” said

Binky. “Man, I don't even
shuffle for less than five!”

We left Lora to make us
some coffee from the powder-
ed stuff in the assault packs,
and settled down to a nice,
friendly game . ..

By the time we reached
Crispin’s star, I owed Binky
almost half of what I'd al-
ready paid him as salary.
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Whoever the man was who
quoted the tremendous odds
against drawing to inside
straights, I'm certain of one
thing about him: He never
met Binky Seers.

CHAPTER 4

HERE it is!” Lora ex-

claimed, clutching my arm
excitedly as we stared togeth-
er out the port. We stared
first at shimmering silver
plateaus of cosmic dust, light-
ed by the alien star of Crispin.
These clouds masked all but
the barest shape of the whirl-
ing globe toward which
Binky’s steady hand was di-
recting the nose of our ship,
and then our ferocious mass
lanced through that airless
haze, and exposed Crispin, in
its uniquely formed strange-

ness,

“Holy heaven!” I choked
out, despite myself, “It’s likea
—a basketball! Look at that
lacing!”

“Triple mountain ranges,”
Lora laughed. “North to
south. But the di

in the third century. The first
man to sight this planet
thought those three ranges,
with their tangent X-shapes,
looked like laces, Hence—"
she gestured down at the
bright blue-gold globe, “Cris-
pinl”

I leaned back from the port
and stared at her, hard. “Tell
me— Is there anything you
don’t know?”

She turned to face me, a
smile toying with the corners
of her mouth, then said sauci-
ly, “Nope! I even know the
real reason you came along,
Morgan Blane.”

I squinted, trying hard to
ignore the sparkle of those
dark brown eyes. “The rea-
son? Young lady, I have two
million reasons. All dollars.”

“You may be fooling Mor-
gan Blane, but you're not fool-
ing Lora Merrick,” she lilted,
oh-so-nonchalantly.

“Okay, I'll bite: Why did 1
come along?”

She laid her hands on my
forearm, close together, then
gazed solemnly into my eyes
and whispered, “B of

thought their shape looked
more like the lacing in a shoe.
Hence the name of the
planet.”

“Why hence?” 1 asked, be-
wildered.

“For Saint Crispin, of
course. He was a shoemaker,
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me.”

“Oh, marvelous!” 1 chuck-
led, turning away from her.
“Perfect! And typical! Pre-
cisely what I might expect
from a woman: Because of
me! Oh, honey, that's price-
less!” I spun back to face her.
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“Did it ever occur to you that
a man with my money and po-
sition can see any number of
highly delectable young ladies,
at any time he desires? Why,
I know a dozen I can name
right now who make you look
like a reject from Lane Bry-

“For a millionaire?” she
said, with scandalized incre-
dulity.

1 stiffened, then leaned over
her until she had to bend her
head back to look up into my
face, which was nearly nose-
wnose with her own. “It S0

ant! There’s Charl and

” 1 said

Patsy, and—" I'd been ticking
names off on my fingers, but I
stopped all at once, “Aren’t
you. even angry at me? Why
are you still smiling in that
maddening way?”

Lora folded her arms, and
bounced lightly on tiptoe, sur-
veying me from head to foot
with a casual flicker of her
eyes, “If—uh—Charlene and
Poopsy—"

“Patey!”

“—if these femmes fatales
mean so much to you, why
aren’t you with them right
now? Hmmm?”

“Because,” 1 growled, an-
noyed at her confident grin, “I
have a sizeable part of my in-
heritance tied up in this over-
grown sparkplug, and—"

“Oh, pooh!” she said.

“And what,” I said, arms
akimbo, “is with this ‘Oh,
pooh’?”

“If it was the money, Mor-
gan, why didn’t you just have
the Lectralift insured?”

“Because the damned pre-
miums were too high!” I
snarled.
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“that their rates go up when
they know there’s a woman on
the ship!”

As my lips came together to
form the final consonant, hers
suddenly darted the interven-
ing distance in a quick peck
that caught my own inadver-
tent pucker unawares. I jump-
ed back as if a bee had stung
me, and swiped the back of
my wrist across my mouth.
“That'll be enough of that,” I
warned. I was annoyed by the
sudden creak in my normally
well-modulated voice.

She narrowed her eyes,
raised an eyebrow into a pro-
vocative arc, and smiled like
the Mona Lisa, “Oh yeah?”
she whispered.

While I tried to think of a
comeback, she turned casually
back to the port and watched
the planet growing in size be-
neath the descending ship. 1
found myself facing her back,
my forehead hot and perspir-
ing, and my hands clenching
and unclenching of their own
accord.
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Stifling an urge to scream at
her, 1 stepped forward, and
began, in my best threatening
tone: “If you don’t behave
yourself, 1 can still order
Binky to turn the ship and—"

The rest of my threat was
forgotten as the deck suddenly
leaped beneath my feet. Lora,
flung from her stance by the
port, fell back into my arms,
and we ended in a painful
tangle on the still-heaving
floor. The door to the control
room was flung open violently,
and I caught a brief glimpse
of Binky, rocking in his seat,
fighting a sparking, smoke-
billowing control board. The
good ship Brunhilde gave a
crazy shudder, then something
went “zzzputch!”, and—we
fell.
Lora struggled in my arms
as the cabin tilted wildly back
and forth.

“It’s all right,” I declared.
“I've got you!”

“That’s the trouble, you
idiot! Let me go!” she yelled,
pulling free of my embrace. I
sat up on the rivet-studded
metal deck and watched, be-
wildered, as she made her
staggering way toward Binky,
still fighting the controls.

“What's wrong?” she yelled,
over the deep hum and crackle
that come from the board. At
that moment, Binky’s hand
tugged at something, and the
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humming and crackling faded
and died.

“The ship’s gone crazy!” he
gasped, staring numbly at the
control board. “I had to cut the
magnet out. It was ready to
fuse!”

I clambered up, and made
my way across the still-sway-
ing deck to the door of his
compartment. “Is that bad?”
1 asked, clinging to the frame
to keep from sprawling.

Lora, her knuckles pale
from the grip she had on the
head-rest of Binky's chair,
turned an even paler face up
to mine, “Couldn’t be worse,
Morgan. It means we have no
power, and we came out of
overdrive at less than orbital
velocity. We’re spiralling down
toward Crispin with no way
to block ourselves from crash-
ing.” She spun about. “Binky!
How leng do we have before
we touch atmosphere?”

He drew a shaky hand
across his brow before leaning
forward and squinting at a
dial on the panel. “Well, if the
altimeter is still worf(ing—
we came out of sub-space a
thousand miles up . . . We're
about eight hundred, now . ..
That gives us—an hour, at the
outside.” He shook his head,
dazed. “After that—" He let
the words die on his lips and
gave a weary shrug.
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“What caused it?” Lora de-
manded urgently.

“Another magnetic field.
Powerful, Boosted the current
in the windings by induction
and brought the copper above
its caloric limit.”

Binky couldn’t look as dazed
as my brain felt. I put a hand
on Lora’s shoulder, and she
turned back to face me, star-
tled, as if I'd interrupted her
in deep thought.

“Merrick, 1 don’t get it.
What—?" I stopped. I didn’t
even have an intelligent ques-
tion to ask, This space life was
a far cry from my normal ex-
istence. I was used to being
suavely in control of things at
all times; here, in outer space,
I felt like a slightly retarded
imbecile.

Lora, however was patient

She

rick, but it's worse than that.
Look over here.” He jerked a
thick thumb toward another
dial. Lora looked, and gave a
beaten sigh.

“What?” I said, the dial and
its calibrations bemz outside
my experience,

“The other field’s increas-
ing,” she said dully. “The
nearer we get to the planet,
the stronger it gets. That
means that we won't even
have those ten minutes of
power when we need them.
Otherwise we could—"

“Could what?”

She pushed a lock of hair
back from her forehead. “I
was hoping we could ride the
Brunhilde down to a point,
then use the coils for the land-
ing. It'd be rough, but possi-
ble. See, Morgan, once we hit

with my shor

smiled wanly, and said, “Binky
means that he can’t use the
magnet-power. There's a mag-
netic field around us that
boosts the power in the coils,
Morgan. Ten minutes of using
them in that state of stress,
and the last two-thirds of the
ship become a forty-yard elec-
tric heater! But if we don’t
use the magnet, then we're
without power, and we crash.
1t's simple as that.”

Binky turned his head to
face her, “Sorry, Miss Mer-
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the ati here, we're going to
be in trouble. It’s like belly-
landing a plane on a choppy
sea— We pancake the ship on
the crests of the air, then
eventually dive into the air
and use the fins to get us down
slowly.”

“We can't glide?”

“Not enough surface to the
fins, They can slow our de-
scent some, though, by keep-
ing us moving in a horizontal
direction instead of an in-
creasing curve toward the
planet. And then, our gyro-
stabilizers could turn the ship
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around in the air—I hope—
and we could slow our motion
with a blast from the firing
chamber, then swing the tail
down and try to drop safely.
But now— Well, we won't
have the power for that last,
and most important thrust.”

“You mean that after two
million light years’ of travel,
we don't have the power for
the last few feet?” I said,
slowly. “It's— It's kind of
ironic, isn’t it!”

She nodded, then reached
out a hand and, looking at the
deck, toyed with a button on
my shirt, “Morgan— When it
comes— Would you ... Would
you hold me?”

The switch from her former
self-assured romantic attitude
was refreshing. My hands
went to her shoulders. “I'll
hold you from now till then,
if you like . . .”

Binky whistled tunelessly
between his teeth, “Wonder
what my wife’ll do with that
hundred thousand? . . .” he
said out loud but to no one in
particular,

“If only,” said Lora, coming
softly into my arms and nes-
tling her head against my
chest, “there were some
way—"

1 started to say something
soothing, when she suddenly
tore herself from my arms,
her eyes wide and bright.
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“There is a -way! Binky,
where’s the toolbox ?”

Binky got out of his chair
and opened the lid on a metal
box built to the wall. The
tools lay in neat racks inside,
all of steel-strong nylon—be-
cause of the magnetic field in
the ship—excepting the short-
handled sledge hammer, which
looked like metal to me. This
last item Lora grabbed up and
handed to me, along with a
small hand-torch, used for
emergency weldings.

“Here, Morgan. Take these
and come on with me. Binky,
see if you can dig up an emer-
gency meteor-hole patch—
And close the sphincters on
the fuel-injector!”

Binky hurried off to obey,
and I followed Lora to the side
of the room, where the cir-
cular hatch leading to the
polarized carbon chamber lay.

Lora jammed her fingers
into her hair at the temples,
shut her eyes and thought,
hard. Then she pointed to the
hatch, on the side away from
the wall. “The ladder’s on that
side. Good. Morgan, 1 want
you to burn the head off one
of those rivets in the deck be-
gide the hateh, and knock it
through with that hammer—
I'll find you a metal dowel or
something to punch it out
with .. .”
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“Hey, hold on,” I said, in
some trepidation, “didn’t you
tell me that there’s nothing
but vacuum under us? What
happens to our air?”

“We'll only lose half of it,
Morgan. The fuel chamber
has the same volume as this
area, and Binky’s sealing off
the injection system to the
magnet.”

“What do we do, then?
Breathe with one lung?” I
asked.

“Will you please get mov-
ing!” she pleaded, “We have
less than an hour. Once we
hit the atmosphere, we’ll be
bouncing like pingpong balls
in here, and it'll be too late to
work, then!”

While she hurried off to find
that dowel for me, I ignited
the torch and proceeded to
obediently burn the head off
that rivet. It took nearly fif-
teen minutes, at the end of
which time Lora was practi-
cally dancing with impatience
at my side. But finally the
head was gone, leaving only
the rivet-hole and shaft show-
ing.

“Here, I'll hold the dowel,”
said Lora, placing a pencil-
thick rod about six inches
long upright on the stub of
the rivet. “Come on, Morgan!
Smash it through!”

“I— I might hit your
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hand . ..” I said. “Why don't
I hold it and—"

“You'll need both arms,
that's why! This rivet was put
in here to stick! Come on,
now, hit it!”

Her slim white fingers held
that rod rigidly vertical on the
rivet-stub, and she waited. It
was nerve-wracking, but I
held the sledge’s short handle
in two hands, tapped it lightly
on the top of the rod, then
lifted it high, shut my eyes,
and came down with a blow
that lifted me off my knees.

There was a hissing shriek
of escaping air, and I opened
my eyes to see that rivet, and
the rod itself, had vanished
down that tiny hole, now
thirstily drinking away our
air. But Lora, who had yanked
her hands swiftly away as the
blow fell, now picked herself
up from her sprawl on the
deck, and was watching an in-
dicator on the wall. I stood be-
hind her and watched a needle
drop from a fifteen mark to
just above a seven. I felt sud-
denly woozy.

“Pressure’'s equal!” Lora
sighed gratefully, Then she
whipped out a handkerchief
and started tying it across her
nose and mouth. “Morgan,”
her voice came through, muf-
fled, “undo the wheel on the
hatch, will you?”

“You're not going down
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into the fuel tank?” I said, ap-
palled.

“It's got to be done,” she
said simply. Binky came run-
ning over, with a strange ob-
ject in his hand. It looked like
an oversize thumbtack, except
that the underside of the disc
had a canvas patch covering
it. As I watched, Lora peeled
this patch away, exposing a
silver-green underside.

“What the hell is that?” I
said.

“Meteor-hole patch,” said
Lora. “If a pebble-sized rock
did bust in here through the
wall, and our air was leaking,
this’s what we’d use. The col-
ored part is auto-thermite.
You just poke the rod-part
through the hole, the escaping
air pressure slams the disc
home, and the auto-thermite
heats up and welds itself in
place . . . I'm going to use it on
that hole you just made.”

“But why make the hole,
then?” I said, although I was
already spinning the heavy
horizontal wheel that undog-
ged the circular hatch lid,

“Later, later, for pete’s
sake!” she said. Then her
hand shot out in a frantic
point behind me. “Look out,
Morgan!” ghe cried.

I turned my head and wit-
nessed the damnedest thing.
Oozing up into the cabin
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through that rivet-hole was
some stuff that looked like oil-
slick, except that it was weav-
ing in the air like a cobweb
come to life. “What—?" 1
choked, jumping away.

“Carbon, polarized,” Lora
said. “To be used in one of
these Lectralifts, they can’t
chance the particles adhering
to one another, so they polar-
ize them. They come about a
hundred particles to a pin-
head, Morgan, so they can
defy gravity and flow through
air.”

“And you're going in
there!” I said, incredulously.
“Why, in ten seconds, your
lungs’ll be clogged with soot!”

“I'll hold my breath,” she
argued patiently, “and when
that gives out, this handker-
chief will keep the particles
away for a while longer.
Meantime, all you have to do
is wait by that hole, and grab
the tip of this patch when I
poke it through. But don’t
pull it tight! I don't want the
auto-thermite sealing the hole
until we pump the oxygen
down there—"

“Huh?” was all 1 could
manage. Then Lora and Binky
had the lid flipped back, and
she started cautiously down
the built-in steel ladder under-
neath. Carefully, I leaned over
the hole and looked down, A
few feet below her shoes, a
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weird sea of sullen carbon
heaved and rolled, looking like
a pool of unrefined oil, black
and glittering. If she fell into
that, she’d drown just as sure-
ly as in a liquid. I watched her
cling to a metal rung, and lean
out underneath the deck, one
arm outstretched before her.
Then the tip of the patch came
poking up out of that rivet-
hole, and I snared it, being
careful to simply hold it, and
not pull the disc beneath the
hole into contact with the
metal of the deck.

I squatted there, much con-
fused, as Binky helped Lora
out of the hatch, then slam-
med it shut and dogged it
again, with a few grunting
twists of that big wheel. Lora,
despite her short sojourn be-
low, was a mess of black
greasy-looking spots. Her
white blouse, tan slacks and
pretty face were a symposium
of smudges. She sank down
beside me on the deck, threw
me a grateful smile as she
tugged off the handkerchief
from her face, then she took
the tip of the patch, and bent
it against the edge of the hole
with a few light taps of the
sledge.

“There, that ought to keep
it from slipping back in,” she
said, satisfied. “Binky, where
is that hoge?!”
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Binky, who had been occu-
pied behind me, now came
trotting over with a long tube
of rubberized nylon mesh,
which he handed to her, With-
out further ado, she stuffed
the mouth of this tube down
into the hole, then sat back
with a small sigh,

“Turn it on,” she said,
wearily. Behind me, Binky
made a movement, then the
hose jumped, and I heard the
hiss of a gas rushing down
into the carbon chamber be-
neath us. Lora wiped futilely
at a smudge on her nose, look-
ing at it cross-eyed to get at
it, then she gave it up, and
smiled at me. “Now, Morgan,
what do you want to know ?”

“What's that going in
there?” I asked.

“Oxygen, From our tanks.”

“Why 7

“Well, it's this way: We
can’t use magmetic power,
right?”

“Right.”

“And the reason is that the
nearer we get to Crispin, the
Iess the interval between turn-
ing on our power and melting
the copper windings into an
electrical blast furnace, see?”
1 nodded. “Okay, then. If we
can’t avoid turning the last
two-thirds of the ship into
raw heat, we turn around and
make use of it. See, I'm fixing
it so that the carbon below is
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mixed up with lots of oxygen.
When we reach that point
where we need the final thrust,
we let the carbon-oxygen mix-
ture into the firing cylinder,
flip on the power, and the coils
heat the tube almost to incan-
descence—"

“Setting off the carbon!” I
realized. “But will it work?
We can’t control it— Just one
big boom, and then we're out
of fuel and on our own . . .”

Lora licked dry lips, “It’s a
risk, all right. But it’s our
only chance . ..”

“But what'’s the patch for?”
1 said, suddenly recalling the
part that puzzled me the most.

“Two things, It keeps the
oxygen from leaking back in
here when we pull out the
hose, and it keeps the explo-
sion down below from sending
a fatal flare of exploding fuel
up here into the cabin. Soon’s
the hose is pulled, the oxygen
will start pushing to get out
the hole, and that’ll slap the
patch in place. Simple?”

“Yes, all at once. You make
physics sound like child's
play,” I said with admiration.

“Easjest subject to learn.
All  cause-and-effect stuff.
Most of it makes you wonder
why you didn’t think of it on
your own without having
someone else discover it— Oh,
here we go. Come on, Morgan,
strap in!”
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I looked up. Binky was’
twisting a valve shut on the
bank of oxygen cylinders bolt-
ed against the hull, He gave
Lora a nod, and she tugged
the hose out of the rivet-hole.

There was a short whistle
of oxygen from the tiny aper-
ture, and then the stem on the
patch leaped up as its disc
slapped and fused onto the un-
derside of the deck.

“Time!” Lora yelled to
Binky, who was scurrying
for the control compartment.
“Hurry!”

The disc humped up against
my feet without warning, and

" sent me about two inches into

the air. Even as I came down,
there was another bump, and
then another, The whole place
was shimmering before my

eyes.

“Strap in!” Lora screamed
at me, over the sudden din, I
raced to my cot as she dashed
for hers, and dived atop it,
fastening straps furiously. I
glanced toward her, but she
was already lashed efficiently
into hers, lying braced for
the oncoming impacts with
fringes of atmosphere. I wish-
ed, somehow, that there were
something I could do for her
that she couldn’t do better
than I could. My money didn’t
carry much weight where 1
was at the moment . , .
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The bumps i d in fre-

quency, in noisiness, and in
intensity, and then the ship
was bathed on all sides with
a sound that resembled a sus-
tained scream.

“Air!” Lora called over to
me in explanation. “Rushing
past the hull—"

“It sounds like a thousand
women being burned alive!” 1
hollered back. The scream
grew higher and louder. “A
thousand cowardly women!” I
added.

Suddenly, I noticed a pecul-
iar phenomenon. The wall,
usually a dull silver, was
changing. It began to look a
drab shade of white, then this
evolved slowly into a smoky
orange glow. “Merrick— The
wall, look !”

“Friction!” she called back,
a note of fear in her voice.
“We've entered the atmos-
phere too fast, We're burning
up—" My face began to
prickle with the heat and per-
spiration was evident.

“Can’t we blast?” I cried
out,

“Not yet! We only have the
one chance—"

“But, Merrick— If it gets
any hotter— The ship will set
the carbon off !”

“Yes,” she yelled back, mis-
erably. “I know!” Then she
shut her eyes, and her face
wrinkled into tense lines of

¢ Probably pray-
ng.

I shut my own eyes and
joined her. What a hell of a
fix we were in. Here I was,
Morgan Blane, millionaire
many times over, young,
happy, beloved by all my
friends—about to die. And,
most likely, about to die of
wind-burn! It wasn’t quite
glorious enough to suit me. ..

1 looked toward Binky's
compartment, but the door
was shut. I had no idea if he
were praying or steering.
Both, I hoped.

Then I had a ghastly

thought.
“Lora!” I yelled, Her eyes
came open, and she turned her
head to look at me. “Lora, if
we've only got one blast, that
means we can’t stop our hori-
zontal motion and have fuel
left to stop our succeeding
vertical motion!”

“We're splitting the differ-
ence!” she called back. “The
gyros have us coming in at an
angle to the planet. We'll land
on a slant, tail-first, and hope
the impact either straightens
the ship up as we stop, or that
our angle is low enough to
make our fall easy, see?”

“I wish I didn’t!” I groan-
ed. I closed my eyes again.

y ears were ringing with
shriek of air-abrased
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metal, and the glow in the
room was cherry-red, now.
At any moment, I expected to
be slapped in the face with a
gob of hot metal from where
the ceiling should have been—
Then my stomach and whole
world turned over, sicken-
ingly.

“The gyros—" Lora gasped,
from the cot beside mine,
“we're moving in tail-first—
We're going to hit— Brace
yourselves—"

The shriek outside grew to
a roar like a stadium full of
football fans going crazy over
a touchdown. I looked toward
the port, but only a whirling
blur of colors met my eyes. I
looked hastily away, and wait-
ed, my flesh hot from the
shimmering crimson glow of
the walls and peaked ceil-
ing...

Then the deck heaved and
tried to burst itself in the cen-
ter, and my ears were numbed
with the vicious brunt of the
blast that came from the
chamber only inches below
the fuel that was only inches
below us—

There was a screech of ago-
nized metal, and 1 suddenly
felt myself jammed against
the rubberized cot as if some
monster millwheel had sud-
denly been dropped onto my
body. The air rushed from my
lungs, and then my conscious-

THE CRISPIN AFFAIR

ness exploded into fragments
of sparkling red lights. ..

My mind cleared amidst a
giddy rocking motion, as the
ship, flung by the impetus of
striking the ground into a
nearly vertical position, tee-
tered nauseatingly back and
forth, trying to find stability.
Then the huge metal needle
caught its balance, gave a final
shudder, and came to a halt,
nicely upright.

1 decided that—ten minutes
or no ten minutes—Binky
Seers was worth every penny
of the hundred thousand
bucks,

CHAPTER 5

HIS,” I said to Lora, be-

tween automatic munches
on an army-surplus wafer
from an assault-pack tin,
which had the golden-brown
light flaky consistency of fried
plaster, “is just dandy, Mer-
rick! We're alive, which is
something, but the coils are
fused. And if they weren't,
they'd only fuse again when
we tried lifting off this night-
mare place!”

Lora, seated beside Binky
on the opposite side of the
campfire—which burned with
an eerie green blaze—looked
glumly at the ground and
murmured, “When my grand-
father told me there was lots
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of copper here, he didn’t tell
me it was the basic ore of the
whole planetary crust ...”

“But we found out quick
enough, didn’t we!” I mutter-
ed, crunching the wafer be-
tween my teeth in disgust.
“Look at the fire! Grass-
green, thanks to copper in the
wood! And the lovely deep-
blue lake beyond the ship—
Owes its color to copper sul-
fide—"

“Sulphate!” Lora supplied
automatically.

“All right, all right! Sul-
phate! A deadly poison, yet!
We have to distill every drop
we want to drink.”

“Just be glad we have the
distilling apparatus, son,” said
Binky, softly. “Imagine eating
this stuff without anything to
wash it down.”

“Imagine my eating it with
water!” I exploded. “I could
be out at Leone’s right now,
sipping  chianti, glutting
myself on eggplant parmigi-
ana—" 1 stopped, and swal-
lowed. The mental image was
too painful to bear,

“So could we,” Lora said,
gently. “You think we like the
bill of fare, Morgan?”

There was no real anger in
her tone, just patience, as with
a beloved but wilful child. I
had a sudden guilty sensation
that that was exactly what I
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was behaving like. Small won-
der Lora kept taking the
reins; I was no great shakes
as a leader, so far. ..

I thought briefly of assert-
ing my male prerogative of
assuming command, and—
And what? Lead a wild charge
into the jungle that bordered
the lake? Toward what?
Where were we at? Where
were we going? And what
could we do when we got
there? I decided the moment
was hardly propitious for tak-
ing over. Well, maybe I could
protect her against the wild-
life, if any. We had three small
small revolvers, and a box of
shells, one hundred of them.
1’d learned to handle a rifle in
service—the army gives not a
damn about a man’s bank bal-
ance or social echelon—and I
was hoping that pistol-shoot-
ing was merely a refinement
of technique already learned.

We'd seen no animals yet,
nor any birds, but I didn’t fig-
ure the local fauna had enjoy-
ed that violent carbon-oxygen
blast any more than I had.
Any wild life with good hear-
ing was probably still running
the other way.

I hadn’t answered Lora’s
question; it was rhetorical,
anyhow. But she was watch-
ing me over the dancing green
flames, her dark brown eyes
couldn’t keep off my face. She
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seemed pinched with worry,
anxious.

“Hey, Merrick,” 1 grunted,
avoiding that earnest gaze,

“...Yes, Morgan?,..”

“Next gripe I make, you
just haul off and paste me one,
okay?” I brought my gaze up
to see how she took my offer.

A little twitch at the sides
of her mouth told me she liked
what I'd said. I threw her an
apologetic grin,

“Well,” said Binky, after
observing this silent inter-
change of amity, “we may as
well pack up and get moving.”

“Get moving where?” I ask-
ed, uncertainly,

“Miss Merrick,” he said,
Jjerking a ragged thumbnail in
Lora’s direction, “says she re-
members some of that map. It
had the mine marked off as
being in the eastern angle of
one of these X-shaped ranges.
Now, I was pretty busy while
we were coming down here,
but I was able to see that we
hit nearly in the western angle
of such a range. That means
we have one chance in three of
being opposite the right spot.
I say, let's go have ourselves
a look.”

I rose to my feet, on the op-
posite side of that eerie camp-
fire, and stared at him. “You
mean we take off through this
nightmare jungle here, climb
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the mountain range beyond it,"
then clamber down the other
side because we have one
chance in three of finding a
mine that won’t do us a damn-
ed bit of good if we do locate
it?”

Lora and Binky exchanged

a look, then Binky sajd to her,
“Looks like he want3 you to
paste him one!”

“Oh, now, hold on,” I ob-
jected. “I'm not being unco-
operative, just reasonable!

t good will it do us to find
the mine, huh?”

Lora shrugged. “We— We
came two million light years
looking for it .. . It seems
foolish not to go the last few
miles, Morgan . . ."”

“And old man Merrick may.
have had a shack or some kind
of shelter there. We can’t just
stick around here. So we
might as well head on.”

“We could live in the
ship—" I said, stubbornly.

“And die in it,” said Binky,
emotionlessly, “when these
food-packs give out. Besides,
Merrick may have had a short-
wave. We could signal for
help, Our radio set burnt up
with the propulsion coils. A
fleeting smile flickered on his
homely face for an instant.
“Unless you like the idea of
staying forever on Crispin?”
He bent over and started
packing the food-cartons into
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a knapsack, Lora, after a mo-
ment, followed his example.

I watched them in silence,
then said, “What about the
distilling apparatus?”

“Too heavy to tote,” Binky
said, fastening the straps on
his bundle. “I filled the three
canteens. They hold a quart
apiece. And there’s snowcaps
on the mountain, We can refill
them up there.”

I looked at him, then turned
my head and gazed at the odd
blue-and-red foliage of the
lush jungle that sprawled be-
fore us, a few hundred yards
from the border of the lake.
The trees were basically the
same as Earth-trees, what
with being affixed to the
ground with a root structure,
and having a vertical trunk
with extended branches bear-
ing foliage, but they didn’t
look like anything I'd ever
seen on Earth, not even in a
Tarzan movie. The trunks
were shiny and smooth, and a
dull lead-gray, and a cross-
section of them would have
shown a more-or-less regular
triangle. The branches jutted
out from the trunks in a sym-
metrical circle, three to a
“face” of the trunk, and
slightly upward, like an um-
brella blown inside out and
stripped of its cloth. And the
leaves were the shape and
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color of the pips on the dia-
mond suit of playing cards,
red and rhomboid.

Lora had tried to explain to
me about some mineral forms
of copper called charcocite and
cuprite, which she’d said prob-
ably accounted for the color
scheme and shape of the trees,
but knowing the reasons for
their distorted forms didn’t
make them any easier on the
eyes, .

And Binky, with undue rel-
ish, had given me the cheery
news that the highly cupric
nature of the planetary crust
was the reason for our
crash— Crispin, its magnetic
poles abetted by its electrical-
ly-conductive crust, was a
king-sized magnet itself.

“Lucky thing,” he’d said,
“that old man Merrick came
here in one of the old com-
bustion-drive ships, or he'd
never have gotten off again;
if, indeed, he ever got down
here safe in the first place.”

“Lucky thing for who?” I'd
grumbled. “Us?”

Binky had dropped the sub-
ject in a hurry.

However, questioning Lora
later about some things that
still bugged me, such as the
cans in the assault-packs, the
metal sledge, and the guns, in
view of the highly magnetic
condition of the planet, she’d
explained that they, in order
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to be usable on a Lectralift,
had been coated with the same
stuff we’d had sprayed on our
fillings, to partially nullify the
tremendous tug of the ship’s
drive,

“So we're very fortunate we
can still pick them up off the
ground,” she’d told me hap-
pily.

“Makes that much more
junk to carry,” I'd said,
grumpily, and Lora, too, had
dropped the subject.

I wasn’t very popular with
those two, I could see, but I
wasn't in the mood for popu-
larity at the time, However,
by now, three hours after the
crash-landing, I began to real-
ize that I'd either have to get
along with them or be miser-
ably alone—even when with
them—for whatever length of
time we remained on Crispin.
So I gave in, but just a little,

“You know, Morgan,” Lora
said, as we were atnppmg on
our canteens and packs, “
may do you some good . .

1 was way ahead of he: "If
the army couldn’t do it, Cris-
pin won't,” I said, shoving my
pistol into my belt at the
waist,

“Won't what?” she asked,
puzzled by my response.

“I can follow your mind’s
peregrinations a mile off,
Merrick,” I said. “You've got
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me in a slot: Spoiled young
millionaire, about to meet na-
ture in the raw, where his
money can’t help him ! Right?”

“I.. Well—" She stared at
the ground. “Not as buntly as
you put it Morgan ...”

“But I've been through it
before. In service, my money
didn’t mean a damned thing. T
had to rely on myself, on my
physical stamina, intelligence
and courage, just like I'm go-
ing to have to do it here on
Crispin. And so, you think,
I'm going to realize that since
money can’t buy everything,
such as survival, that there
are better things in life. Well,
there aren’t!”

“But, Morgan—" she said,
then halted.

“All I learned in service,
when I was separated from
my ready cash, was that it
‘would be just that much more
enjoyable to get back to!” 1

W

“All right, Morgan,” she
said, and turned away.

Feeling I'd made my point,
I lifted up the case of shells
for the guns, slipped its web-
strap over my shoulder, and
moved over to where Binky
was dumping a panful of poi-
sonous blue lake-water on the
embers of the fire.

“All set, Mr. Blane?” he

ed.
“If you mean am I looking
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forward to this trek, the an-
swer’s no, But I'm still capa-
ble of movement, if that was
what you wanted to know.”

Binky muttered something
under his breath, then hitched
his knapsack up onto his
shoulders, and started trudg-
ing off toward the tangle of
blue-and-red jungle ahead.
Lora, with a pack just as
heavy as his—her own insist-
ence—followed after him, and
1 brought up the rear, my
thoughts as black and seeth-
ing as polarized carbon.

At the edge of the wooded
area, I turned for a final look
at the Brunhilde. “Two mil-
lion bucks, shot to hell!” 1
whispered. “And for what? So
T could go mountain-climbing
and eat C-rations!”

“What did you say, Mor-
gan?” Lora called, partway
into a blue-grassy glade of
towering trees.

“Nothing that would make
your conscience any lighter,”
I mumbled, scuffing after her
into the dappled gloom . . .

Crispin’s rotation was a lit-
tle faster than Earth’s, the
days being about twenty
hours long from dawn to
dawn, so before we got many
miles into the tangled shrub-
bery, a tar-colored blackness
blotted out all vision. Binky
figured us to be near enough
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to the planet’s equator to have
ten hours of night ahead, so
we made camp in a small
clearing, drew straws—stiff
green weedy things—for who
pulled the first watch, and I
came in second, Binky last.
Lora won.

1 was awakened in midnight
gloom by a cool hand upon my
cheek. I lifted my head from
the tussock of ground that
served me—insubordinately—
as a pillow, and sat up.

“It's your turn, Morgan,”
Lora’s voice floated to me in
the shimmering green twi-
light that my eyes slowly be-
came aware of. “I think we
need some more wood cut for
the campfire.”

1 shook my head to clear
away the cobwebs of sleep
that still clung to my con-
sciousness, and glanced over
at the pale heap of glittering
emeralds that was the dying
fire,

“Just my luck,” I muttered,
getting creakily to my feet.
The dim glow of the embers
showed me Binky, rolled in a
blanket, snoring lightly be-
yond the range of their heat.
His thumbnail, as during his
waking hours, hovered within
nibbling distance of his even
white teeth.

Lora, satisfied that I wasn't
going to doze off again, began
to move off into the semi-
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darkness. 1 reached out and
caught her arm.

“Whoa,” I  whispered.
“What's become of the girl
who was so amorous aboard
the Brunhilde?” I asked.

Her brown eyes, jet black in
the green light, seemed to
shrink a bit at the corners,
and her wrist, between my
fingers, was trembling.

“Morgan, let me go,” she
said softly.

“Why should I?” I said.
“Faithful Fido’s asleep, isn't
he? For all practical purposes,
we're alone here, Merrick.”
Still, she held back. “Change
your mind?” I asked

“N-No,” she said. “I do like
you, Morgan. That’s why I
won't— Please let me go . . .”

“What are you, one of those
look - but - don’t - touch girls?
You practically started play-
ing Delilah just before the
crash came— Now it’s Little
Eva all at once.”

“I—I was kidding, then,”
she said earnestly. Then,
catching my expression, “No,
not in that way, Morgan. I did
mean it, but I didn't, too.”

“That’s a pretty typical fe-
male statement,” I muttered.

“Morgan . . .” She yanked
free of my grip, and then with
feminine inconsistency, took a
step toward me, “I was acting
like that because I like you,
and you were being stand-off-
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ish. Maybe it was silly. Score
it as a little amorous horse-
play, if you like, Maybe when
we get back to —" She
halted.

“If we get back to Earth—"
1 said.

She didn’t say anything.

“Come here,” 1 said softly.

Lora stood facing me in
that pale viridian campfire
gleam, then took another step
forward, and put her tiny
hands upon my shoulders. I
could feel the tremor that
passed through her, as she
stood looking into my face, a
foot away from her own. My
hands went to her waist, I
was surprised to find that they
nearly encircled it, without
stretching so much as a fin-
ger...

She stood there, trembling,
waiting—

Then I let go, and took her
by the wrists, instead. Gently,
I lifted her hands from my
shoulders, and brought them
down to her sides. I leaned
forward and pressed my lips
down on hers, firm but gentle.
Then I opened my fingers and
stepped back.

“You better get some sack
time,” I grunted, flicking my
index finger toward her wait-
ing bedding beyond the camp-

“Yes, Morgan,” Lora said,
nz



obediently. She turned and
went to her blanket, and in
another minute, was curled up
like a kitten in its folds, upon
that alien sward.

My eyes stayed on her
there, for a long moment, then
1 wrenched them away.
“Sap!” 1 raged at myself, but
I went out into the trees to
gather some more of the
green-burning branches for

e fire.

The jungle, silent as a mid-
night graveyard when we'd
first entered it, was perking
with night-noises now. What-
ever creatures had been scar-
ed off by our landing were
back in the area again. Some-
where up in the branches
ahead of me, an animal gave a
peculiar ratchet-like cry, a
clattering whistle that swoop-
ed from a bass quaver to a
ridiculous soprano whoop be-
fore cutting itself off as if the
perpetrator had been neck-
wrung in mid-song. Which 1
hoped.

In lieu of an axe, which we
didn’t have among the tools
back at the Brunhilde, I car-
ried that short-handled sledge.
It couldn’t cut anything, but it
smashed firewood loose from
the trees easily enough, if you
picked the smaller twigs.

My gun—Ioaded, just in
case—was stuck in the front
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of my belt, against my stom-
ach. I didn’t know how big the
local fauna grew, or how fer-
ocious, but I was determined
to fire at anything that didn’t
run the other way when it saw
me. A few yards from the
clearing, I found a likely-look-
ing tree with thin lower
branches, and I began batter-
ing at them near the bole with
the sledge, while tugging and
wrenching at the leafy end
with my free hand, to speed
things up.

Halfway through with de-
molishing the butt of such a
twig, I became aware, with a
chilly jab of ice into my back,
that there were two shining
golden eyes staring down into
my own, from that upper foli-
age. I jumped back from the
trunk, and had the pistol out
in an instant.

The eyes blinked a little at
my sudden motion, and then
their owner clambered deftly,
if carefully, down the trunk,
face-first, to have a curious
look at the damage wrought to
that half-splintered twig.

1 couldn’t make it out, in
that aboreal gloom, but what-
ever its shape, it was tiny.
That helped my nerves a little,
but I remained cautious, Coral
snakes and gila monsters
weren’t very big, either, but
it didn’t pay to get too close to
them. Then this thing chatter-
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ed a little, and looked toward
me once more, making little
peeping noises.

Keeping the pistol ready, 1
moved back toward it, trying
to pierce the gloom and deter-
mine its shape. On closer in-
spection, it proved to be
monkey-like in appearance,
except that it had pointed
ears, like a terrier’s, and a
wicked-looking dark-snouted
muzzle, from which two sharp
canines protruded and gleam-
ed, even in that uncertain
light.

And its long tail was forked
at the end, into two parts,
each about a third of the tail's
total length. I bent, picked up
& small chunk of slatey rock,
and tossed it at the beast,
lightly, not to hurt it, just to
scare it off.

The fork-tailed thing, in-
stead of dodging, reached out
a tiny paw and caught the
stone, easily, Then, with an-
other little peep, it tossed it
back, not at all gently. I duck-
ed just in time to avoid losing
an eye, the sharp edge of the
stone catching me a glancing
‘cut on the forehead. I stood
up muttering a curse, and
then, hefting the sledge, step-
ped in to give that thing some
real trouble.

Even then it didn’t flee, just
dangled by its forked tail from
an overhead branch, and made
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that peeping sound some
more, its golden eyes glinting
brightly at me, I stopped at
arm’s length, feeling suddenly
silly attacking such a tiny
creature with a thing as dan-
gerous as that hammer,

“Go on, shoo!” 1 urged it,
poking at its belly with the top
surface of the sledge. I kept
at it

The tiny paws darted down,
and before I knew what was
happening, it had torn the
hammer from my grasp, and
was scuttling up the tree with
it.

“Hey!” I cried, making a
futile leap to grab it in its
agile flight. Then I recalled its
propensity for hurling things,
and suddenly crouched close
to the hole of the tree. If it
took it into his head to hurl
the sledge at me, from the
darkness—! I huddled there,
my eyes shut, waiting for the
blow to fall. Then the peeping
came again, but from another
treetop. I didn’t know if it was
my forktailed thing, or an-
other of its kind, but I took a
step that way, anyhow, my,
hands ready- to protect my
head from that hammer if it
came my way from the black-
ness,

“Hey, Buster!” I called soft-
ly “Drop Morgan’s hammer,
? ... Come on, dogface,
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you can't use it. . . Let it drop
back on the ground, huh?...”

Again that unearthly peep-
ing, only farther away, this
time, 1 sighed and gave up,
turning back toward my half-
attacked tree. I'd simply have
to rip the damned branches
loose, and bear the disgusted
looks of Binky and Lora in the
morning.

I got back to the tree and
searched for that partially
severed twig, moving slowly
about the trianglar bulk of the
trunk. I couldn’t find it.

Puzzled, I went around once
more. The twig had been a
little better than face height,
80 I couldn't very well miss
it— Unless I'd come back to
the wrong tree, maybe . . .
“Be the easiest thing in the
world to miss a tree in this
green-gray muck,” 1 said to
myself in the semi-darkness.

Irritated, I moved to an-
other tree. That wasn’t the
one, either. All the stupid
trees on Crispin looked alike
to me, I realized. Maybe a na-
tive could tell them apart,
but— I wished I hadn't
thought that.

Lora had assured me that
her grandfather’s letter made
no mention of intelligent life
on Crispin, but maybe he just
never met any.

They might be watching me

120

from the shrubbery, even
now, I thought, awaiting their
chance to strike . . . “Don’t be
an idiot, Morgan!” I mutter-
ed. “Come on, get the firewood
and go back to camp . ..”

Which was, I suddenly ask-
ed myself, where?

1 stood stockstill in that
alien jungle, trying to think.
If 1T were at that ragged
branch, then the camp would
lie a few yards directly at my
back . . . But where the hell
was that branch at? I thought
instantly of calling out, but
then decided to hold off for a
minute or so. I didn’t want the
double embarrassment of ad-
mitting I'd gotten lost so
quickly and of awakening
Binky and Lora from their
needed sleep to bring me back
tocamp...

I tried another tree, then
another and another. Not a
scratch on any of them. I felt
like an idiot, but I had to find
the camp before I wandered
any farther, Binky had been
guiding us through the woods
by the expedient of noting the
fall of sunlight through the
trees, then striking eastward
toward the mountains, I could,
of course, wait till daylight,
and then strike out in the
same direction— Only, they
might go back westward, look-
ing for me. ..

Well, nothing to do but call
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out. I cupped my hands about
my mouth, took in a good
lungfull of air—and then
froze, my skin prickling with
fear.

Something was coming
through the jungle, something
that gave low growls, and
crunched the shrubbery aside
noisily with the force of its
passage. And it was coming
my way ...

My immediate thought was
to start clambering up into
the branches of a tree, in the
hopes that this predator—
which I assumed it was; bet-
ter safe than sorry—couldn’t
follow after me. Then I
thought of our camp. I was on
watch, wasn'’t 1? This was the
very sort of thing I was awake
to look for. The campfire
might scare the beast off—
No, that’s right, there wasn’t
any campfire any more; that’s
why 1 was out in the jungle,
getting wood . . . I had to do
something—

But if I cried out, or chanc-
ed & gunshot, the thing might
hear it and come after me—
The low rumbling growl was
getting nearer to where I
stood, Swiftly, I pulled the
pistol from my belt and flick-
ed off the safety catch, aiming
the barrel into empty dark-
ness. Would I see the thing be-
fore it attacked me, or would
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it spring at me in a rush that
the gun wouldn’t stop?

I braced my back against a
treetrunk and stood waiting,
too chilled with fear to even
perspire. My flesh felt icy and
dry as old bones. The growling
paused, as if the thing had
scented something. Probably
me,

I squinted in the darkness,
trying to catch some sign of
movement. After a moment,
the growl came again, and was
echoed by another, close by.
And another. Whatever it
was, it wasn’t travelling
alone!

That decided me. In another
instant, I had jammed the gun
back into my belt and swung
myself up into the tree I'd
been standing against, scrab-
bling with my shoes against
the smooth face of the trunk,
and then drawing myseif
clumsily up until I could stand
on two divergent limbs, my
back once more against that
hard, glossy trunk. Then the
bushes parted a short dis-
tance away, and something
loped into the area beneath
me.

A formless gray shadow,
with a forked tail swaying
back and forth behind it, glid-
ed easily to the base of the
tree. Bright golden eyes
gleamed up at me on my pre-
carious perch, and I caught
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the glint of sharp teeth in a
long muzzle. The shadow was
joined by another, and then
more, until eight of the crea-
tures were seated on their
haunches, staring fixedly up
at me. From what I could
make out, they were some-
thing like wolves, except that
twin bony spikes jutted up
about six inches above the
thick bony ridge of forehead,
slightly curved, like a goat’s.

“Go away,” I said, my own
voice startling me, “Go on,
beat it or I'll blast you!”

The lead animal stood up
gravely on all four feet, then
rose swiftly on its hind legs,
its forepaws bracing on the
treetrunk a few inches be-
neath my feet. A low, angry
growl was quivering in its
shaggy throat. Then it tele-
scoped itself downward a few
inches, readying its powerful
hind legs for a leap that—if it
were even half as good as a
wolf—would carry it all the
way to my throat. My balance
wasn't good enough to fend
off a charge like that. And I
lacked two bullets toward the
destruction of the pack, as-
suming I made the six I had,
all fatal,

“Sorry, White Fang,” 1
said, and fired the pistol right
down into the spot between
those bright golden eyes.
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The horned wolf gave a
yelp, and went sprawling back
into the pack, which leaped
out of the way with fantastic
agility, as the woods rang me-
tallically with the sharp crack
of that shot. The double tail
twitched in a violent tremor,
then the beast lay still on the
ground. With vicious enthusi-
asm, the pack fell upon it and
began ripping its still-warm
body into shreds.

I looked away, and waited,
expecting at any moment to
hear Lora and Binky, arous-
ed by the gunshot, coming
through the jungle to find me.
I had to be ready to pick off
any of the pack that made for
them when they appeared ...

But aside from the greedy
snarls of the pack, there was
no sound in the darkness,
Neither Lora nor Binky ap-
peared.

I don’t know how long 1
stayed there in that tree. May-
be an hour, maybe more, pass-
ed before I nerved myself
enough to slip down the tree,
beside the.deserted remains of
the horned wolf, the pack hav-
ing loped away as swiftly as
they’d come, once their savage
feasting was over with,

“Lora!” 1 called. “Binky!”

There was no answer.

My emotions cracking back
and forth between fury at
their apparent deafness and
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cold fear lest they be beyond
the range of my voice—or
beyond hearing anything
anymore—] started moving
forward through that black
Jjungle, calling out loudly with
every third step or so.

I don't remember much
more of that night, except
that it was the most terrifying
I'd ever spent. The pale pink
glow of sunrise over the
mountain told me that I'd
been wandering for over six
hours. I didn’t know where 1
was, where the ship was, or
where my companions were.
And I was too bone-tired to
care.

Finding a thick spiny bush
nestled against a thick group-
ing of treetrunks, I crawled
inside there, braced my back
against the protection of the
trees, and went to sleep with
one hand on the grip of my
pistol.

I awoke, much later, to the
sound of someone weeping. I
scrambled out of the prickly
shrub, staring about me. The
sky was a dull pink again,
which meant that sunset was
not far off. I held my breath
and listened for that sound
again.

It came from my right, just
beyond a copse of those dull-
gray treetrunks, I jammed the
gun back into my belt, and
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hurried around the trees, my,
heart beating frantically.

Then I came to a halt, stop-
ping as if I'd run into a wall.
Seated on the ground before
me, in ragged slacks and
grimy blouse, her flame-color-
ed tresses falling in tangles
about her hands, which were
covering her face, was a
woman. And it wasn’t Lora. I
went to speak to her, then—

1 stopped, as she turned,
panic-stricken, to see who had
come upon her there. “Mr.
Blane!” she gasped.

1 was looking into the tear-
streaked face of Flax Demp-
ster.

CHAPTER &

ELL, well,” I said. “If it
isn’t the Copper Heir-
ess!”

She let my sarcasm go by as
if she hadn’t heard it. Instead,
she clambered to her feet and
rushed over to me, taking
tight hold of my hands. “You
have got to help me, Mr.
Blane!” she said, her green
eyes desperate.

“Help?” 1 said. “Lady, lest
we forget : It’s your fault that
I'm in this fix!” However, my
curiosity got the better of my

bitterness, and 1 added—
“What the hell are you doing
here, anyhow ?”

“We had to come; when
123



Max learned that you'd pur-
chased a starship, he—"

“Hold it— Maz is here with
you?”

“Yes— No . . ."” She shook
her héad, angry at her own
confusion. “I don’t know,” she
finished, “we came in separate
Flickers, with our pilots.”

“Flickers? From where? A
Flicker wouldn’t make the
trip from Earth ...”

“Radnor. It's a military
base on the next planet out
from Crispin’s star. There
weren’t any regular flights to
Crispin, so we had to come as
near as we could, then rent
the Flickers for the rest of the
trip.”

“But why two Flickers?”

“They only hold two passen-
gers. Max and I can’t fly them.
So we each had a pilot.”

I looked around the clear-
ing, palely visible now in the
roseate light that came from
the setting sun, “And where’s
yours?”

“I don’t know. After the
crash—"

“You crashed?! 1 thought
the Flickers had a combustion
drive.”

“These are newer models,
with the new magnetic propul-
sion units. Only the Space
Force has them yet, but—
What has the drive got to do
with the crash?”
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“Everything, honey,” I
sighed. “I'm no expert, but
I'm informed by reliable
sources that this planet’s polar
magnetism gets a booster
from the highly cupric nature
of its soil, or something. It
overloads the power units on
the new ships.”

“But— That's terrible! It
means that Max has crashed,
too, doesn’t it!”

“More than likely,” I grunt-
ed, nodding. “But why did you
two make the trip? And where
is your pilot?”

“As answer to your first
question: Money. The copper
ore on this planet is worth its
weight in gold, what with the
new drive-principle. Max says
that if the map's any indica-
tion, this mine could be sold to
the government for just under
a billion dollars.”

I whistled, softly. “No won-
der he dropped everything and
skedaddled out here! He
must've figured that even with
our headstart, he was up on
us because he had the map,
and could get to the mine
quicker to cover up. Nice
move.”

Her dark lashes curved
down over her eyes. “Or to
make certain that Miss Mer-
rick didn’t fake evidence that
her grandfather was here..."”

“Still sticking with your
story, huh?” I said. “Well, go
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ahead. Lot of good it’ll do you
here in this jungle. But wait a
minute— If you crashed
here . ..” 1did a quick mental
calculation. “The mine must
be just beyond this range!
Lora was right!”

“You still believe her lies!”
Flax said angrily,

“If they're lies, then when'd
she see the map?” I said. “She
knew at least that the mine lay
west of the intersection of one
of the three X-shaped ranges
here on Crispin!”

“A wild guess!” said Flax,
with hardly any conviction,

“Sure. And she pulled the
name of the planet out of a
hat, and the galaxy, and—"

“All right,” Flax said. “I
told Max it was a stupid
scheme!”

“I'l bet you did!” I laughed.
“Max says ‘Here’s a way to
pick up a billion dollars’ and
you said ‘Never! It's not the
honorable way!” Sure you did,
honey.”

I glanced around. The jun-
gle was turning gray in the
gathering twilight, now, I
took Flax’s arm.

“Look, we can have our
Morality Play later. Right
now, we've got to find some
kind of shelter for the night—
You never did say what hap-
pened to the pilot. Did he sur-
vive the crash?”
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“. . . He parachuted,” she
said, bitterly. “When the con-
trol board sat there whistling
and smoking, he flung open
the dome and dived out. I—"
she buried her face against
my shoulder. “I thought I was
going to die.”

“And what happened?”

“The ship glided in, and
came down in an open area, It
hit pretty hard, but my seat-
belt saved me. I left it, and
I've been wandering, ever
gince. I thought I might find
Max, but—"

“But Max may be having
troubles of hfs own, right
now,” 1 finished for her.
“Yeah . . . Did your Flicker
have any food or water
aboard?”

“I don’t know,” she said. “I
didn’t think to look.”

“That was intelligent,” I
sighed. “Look, Flaxy, I don’t
suppose you know the way
back there from here?”

She looked around the en-
closing foliage and forbidding
trees, staring first here, then
there, then facing me again.
“I'm afraid not,” she said. “As
1 said, I've simply been wan-
dering . ..”

“Okay, okay . . . Say, which
one of you two had the map on
him?”

“Max,” she said. “He never
even let me look at it.”

“In that case,” I said, “I
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hope he is down. Not dead, but
good and lost, anyways. Then
we’ll all have a fighting chance
of locating the mine, Tell you
what— It’s dangerous travel-
ing after dark around here.
Let’s follow the sunset west,
while we still have some light,
and maybe I can find our ship
again. There may be some ex-
tra canteens there, and I krow
we didn’t bring along all the
food we had. So let’s get mov-
ing, and find that ship as soon
as possible.”

“No,” said Flax. “If we find
the ship, I'm through with
looking for the mine, Let’s go

ck— Morgan— Let’s fly
back to Earth and forget this
crazy idea . . . You don’t need
money. What do you want
with a mine of—" She stop-
ped, as I burst into laughter,
despite the dseperation of our
plight.

“Flaxy, old gir], didn’t you
pause to wonder why I'm at
large in this tanglewood? We
had that magnetic drive, too.”

“Then we're all trapped
here?” she said, horrified.

“’Fraid so. Until the folks
on Radnor start wondering
when you two are bringing
back their ships. And pilots.”

“But Max paid them for
three weeks’ time!” she ex-
claimed.

“And the trip here took—?”

“About a day. That means
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that we have at least twenty
days before they start—"

“—adding  overtime to
Max’s bill,” I said, interrupt-
ing. “No, honey, they won't
come looking for you. In fact,
if I know Max, he never even
told them where you two were
going! Admittedly, a Flicker
wouldn’t take you out of this
system, but look at it this
way: They won't raise a fuss
for at least two months. When
they do, they have a whole
system of planets to investi-
gate. And if they happen to
pick Crispin, it’s a pretty
good-sized globe. Could you
find eight people lost in—say
—the South American jun-
gles, for instance? The chances
are good and slim.”

“But what’ll we do/?” she
cried.

“Right now, we'll find our-
selves food and shelter. We
have maybe half an hour be-
fore total darkness. Let's
move.”

With Flax tagging sorrow-
fully at.my heels, I started off
through the shadowy forest,
keeping the sun always at my
face. After a while, though, I
couldn’t even detect glimpses
of the disc through gaps in
the foliage, so I had to set my
course by the ruddy hue of the
western edge of the otherwise
black sky. And then, that too
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‘was gone, and the eerie green-
black gloom fell upon us.

I thought of pushing on-
ward, in hopes of coming upon
the border of that lake where
we'd landed the Brunhilde, but
then decided that shelter was
a much better idea. At least,
being myself barely awake
from a day-long sleep, I'd be
able to take the watch all
night.

1 picked a likely-looking
tree, and gestured to Flax to
climb it, “Time for bed, honey.
It'll be safer up there than on
the ground. I've seen some of
what prowls the ground at
night.”

“But—" She held back.
“What if there are animals up
there?” She pointed a shaky
white index finger into the
tree.

“They only steal sledgeham-
mers,” I said. “Come on,
climb.”

Flax, it turned out, was no
great shakes at climbing, but
a cupped-hands assist under
her sandals got her ontoa low-
er limb, I was just about to
follow when I heard the un-
mistakeable crack of a gun-
shot. I stood still, waiting.

“What was that—" Flax be-
“Ssh"' 1 hlssed “It may be
a signal .

Another shot sound. This
time I caught the direction.
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It was from the west, the way
we'd been heading. Maybe
Lora and Binky had retraced
their steps to the ship, hoping
T'd do the same, and they were
trying to attract my—

This kind of conjuecture
ceased instantly as I heard an-
other sound, one that made
the hair prickle at the back of
my neck. An infuriated growl-
ing. More than one animal do-
ing it, too,

“Wolfpack!” 1 whispered
up to Flax. “Someone’s being
atacked by wolves!”

“Well come up, for heaven’s
sake!” she said. “Hurry!”

I hesitated. Whoever it was
might need help. I had only
five rounds left in my pistol,
but— Hell, if they were as bad
as 1 was, they only had four.

“Look,” 1 said, trying to
keep the tremor out of my
voice. “You stay up there. I've
got to go and help, Don’t make
any noise, though, unless you
hear me calling you for dlrec-
tions on getting back .

“You can’t leave me alone
here—" she gasped.

“Believe me, I wish our po-
sitions were reversed!” I
snapped. “Now stay put, and
stay quiet!”

Rather than stand all night
arguing, I set off at a trot
through the underbrush, my
pistol out, safety unsnapped,
and muzzle preceding me
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through the gloom. I had no
trouble at all following those
ravening barks and howls, and
as they grew louder, I had to
will myself to take each addi-
tional step toward them. What
if the other person weren’t
alive anymore? That'd mean
I'd be facing the wrath of the
pack on the ground, alone,
with five bullets . . . It wasn’t
a pleasant line of thought, but
I couldn’t turn it off.

“Move, you yellow-bellied
coward,” I muttered. “That
might be Lora out there, in
trouble!”

I wasn't sure why this
thought kept me moving. I
made up my mind that it was
solely because she was a
woman, and therefore help-
less, discarding memories of
her damnably perfect efficien-
cy during the crisis on the
Brunhilde.

The growls were near at

hand, now; and I was careful

to be especially noiseless as I
crept forward for a peek. A
low bank of thornbushes lay
between me and an open glade.
I rose on tiptoe and looked
over their spiny tops, into the
more open area beyond,

The first thing I saw was a
white billowing thing that
hung like some gigantic tree-
caterpillar cocoon over a wide
space of branches almost
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above the center of the glade.
From it dangled a skein of
twisting cords, and heavy
cloth straps from an intersec-
tion of two groups of the
cords. The straps were part of
the parachute harness that
had held Flax's pilot. They
hung open, now, and were
stained and dripping with
some liquid. Three guesses
what.

His pistol lay on the earth
below, and the fang-worried
remains of a boot. There was
continued growling coming
from the other end of the
glade. I couldn’t see over
there, too well, but I caught
the motion of gray shadows,
and once I spotted a flicker of
bifurcated tail.

The only way I could figure
it, he’d stunned himself com-
ing down through the trees,
and had hung there uncon-
scious until awakened by the
distressing sight and feeling
of one of those horned beasts
chewing on the toe of one of
his boots. I didn’t see anything
that looked like a wolf-corpse
in the area, so I assumed he
was either very nervous at his
predicament, or a lousy shot
anyhow, or that this was the
pack I'd met last night and
they’d learned to dodge the
White Man’s Firesticks.

I'd have gone back right
then, but I figured I'd need
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that gun. I had two people to
protect, now. Assuming Flax
wasn’t being nibbled to death
by those chihuahua-headed
monkeys I'd met up with the
night before, The wolves
seemed too busy to be sniffing
the air for trouble, so I step-
ped around the bushes, took a
careful three paces into the
open area, and picked up the
gun. Itwas a .45, a good
clubtype weapon even when
empty. I stuck it into my belt,
and began to back toward the
bushes, keeping an eye on
those flitting, feeding shapes
not ten yards away,

Suddenly, one of them
broke from the group, and
loped toward me, coming into
a patch of starlight. The black
muzzle drew back from cruel
fangs as it stood there, and a
low growl] shook the fur of its
thick neck. I aimed my pistol
between those golden eyes
again, and waited.

The horned wolf surveyed
me, silently, for a second, then
apparently the sounds of its
buddies’ glutting revelry got
to it, because some of the
flame left its gaze, and it turn-
ed its head back toward the
feast, hesitating. I held still,
waiting. Then the wolf turned
and trotted back to its hard-
earned dinner.

I turned about myself, then,
and pushed my way through
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the jungle shrubbery toward
Flax’s roost. This sojourn. I'd
noted my outgoing passage,
and I was careful to move
back in exactly the same
bushy lane I'd taken on the
way to that glade. When I was
a good way from the scene of
slaughter, I called her name
softly.

“Morgan?” a voice came
floating plaintively to my ears.

1 moved toward it, and
found her still perched on that
branch. “Greetings,” I said,
stuffing the pistol in beside the
.45 as I pulled myself up to
where she sat. “I just met
your missing pilot.”

“I hope you clouted him
one!” she said. “The dirty—"

“De mortuis nil nisi bonum,
honey,” I said, “There’s a lit-
tle wolf pack down the road
that doesn’t like deserters,
either.” I paused, then, “Ex-
cept in a gustatory way.”

She said, “Oh!” in a small
voice, and shivered. “That
was him you heard shooting?”

1 nodded. “So that makes
one less person for the Jiffy
Flicker Loan Company, or
whatever, to look for. I won-
der how many people will be
here when they do decide to
nose around . .."”

“Morgan— What are our
chances?”

“Well, if we don’t starve,
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get cupric poisoning, get eaten
by wolves, succumb to thirst,
or fall out of this tree— They
are still pretty lousy.”

“If we could only send a
Imessage . . .” she sighed.

“We could,” I said, “but 1
doubt if smoke-signals would
travel to the next planet.”

“You're saking this awfully
lightly,” she observed.

1 shrugged. “A long face
‘won’t make things any cheer-
jer.”

She was silent, then. So si-
lent that I wondered if she'd
dropped off her branch, It was
impossible to see in that inter-
foliage gloom. Then a hand
pressed lightly on my leg.

“For a young red-headed
heiress, that's a man’s leg,
honey,” 1 said softly.

“I know,” she said, huskily.

“Oh, now look, lady, I admit
you're atractive and all that,
but we're balancing in a tree
at the moment ...”

“Morgan . . .” she went on,
softly, “We may never get
back to Earth alive. We may
not—"

“Survive the night,” I fin-
ished, nodding in the dark.
“You sound like an old war
movie. Don’t you know that
this sort of thing brings on
hasty marriages? ‘Let us not
think of the future, there’s
only just tonight! Bulll I'll
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bet more GIs came marching
home to girls they couldn’t
stand the sight of—"

“Oh!” came a cry, and the
next thing, both hands were
on that leg as Flax slid off her
branch and nearly plunged to
the ground. Muttering, I
grabbed her by the wrists and
heaved her up beside me.

“Satisfied, Honey ?” I growl-
ed, as she pillowed her hair
against my chest and wound
an arm around my waist.

“Mm-hmm,” she murmur-
ed, hanging on, and giving
little contented sighs every so
often.

My neck inside my collar
was getting warmer than
could be blamed on the jungle
climate, “You know—" 1 said,
then cleared an annoying frog
out of my throat. “You know,
this won’t get you any leni-
ency when the case comes up
in court...”

She stiffened, suddenly. It
was easy to feel, her being so
close and all. “ . . What
case? . . .” she said, after a
moment.

“Why, when it's proven that
Max has filed a false claim to
the mine here, with you as an
accessory, well—I have to do
something toward getting my
lost two millions bucks back.
A lawsuit might help a bit.”

“But, Morgan—" she said,
then paused. Even feminine-
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type logic couldn’t out-maneu-
ver my position. She knew I
had a strong point,

“A fraud is a fraud,” I went
on, “and redhead or not, you
could still go to jail for it. Of
course, an all-male jury might
be a little lenient, but—"

“You wouldn’t dare!” she
said. “I could say that—that
Max—uh— Yes! Max told me
it was my mine, that my
grandfather had found it and
had left it to me. I was his un-
willing dupe!”

“Really?” 1 said, unim-
pressed. “And what happens
when investigation shows
your folks are still extant in
Cheboygan or wherever? Or
have already passed away on
Earth? Or—"

Morgan, don't,”
she said, earnestly.

“Hell, relax. They haven't
even sent out the subpoenas,
yet, honey. You don’t have a
worry till we get Earthside
again. Then, of course, watch
out!”

Silence. Her arm, still about
my waist, was just there for
support, now. Her
drawn back from my chest at
the first mention of my legal
position. 1 yawned there in the
darkness, but didn't really feel
very sleepy, as I waited for
some response.

“, .. Morgan?”
“Hmmm?”
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“Are you— Are you in love
with Lora Merrick?”

I had to think it over. “I
don’t know,” I said sincerely.
“I could do a hell of a lot
worse, that’s for sure.”

“Have you ever kissed her?”
Flax went on.

“That’s none of your busi-
ness,” 1 said.

“Which means yes,” said
Flax. “If you h:dn’t, you'd
have t.l\.rown me a pious de-
nial . . "

“Now look—" I said, then
couldn’t think of anything for
her to look at.

“Has she ever kissed you . ..
like this?” said Flax,

Her arm, the one not al-
ready about my waist, came up
across my chest, and then her
fingers were sliding into my
hair, setting up a tingle-net-
work down my spine, and she
was puling my head down to-
ward hers. I went to resist, for
a second, and then— Well, it
wasn't as if Lora and 1 were
engaged or anything . . .

Her lips tasted moist, hot
and experienced. I drew back
for air. Flax’s head was back
against my chest again, and
her body was shivering slight-

ly.

“I'll bet she never kissed
like that,” said Flax.

“, .. But what do you know
about electronice?”1 said in
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Lora’s defense. “Now there's
a girl who can—"

Flax was tugging my head
down again. This time I didn’t
fight. I helped. We took an-
other breather, and 1 found

t I was shivering a little,
myself.

“Of course, at the trial,” 1
whispered, "I can always
recomend leniency .

“What trial?” sald Flax,
and started that head-tug
again.

This time I kept my neck
stiff. “Hot lips or not, I can't
very well let you go scot-free.
After all, Lora might have
something to say about that!
It's her mine, after all . . .
And—uh—she has a temper,
and...”

Flax’s hand slid down from
my head. “So you're ada-

mant,” she said fiercely.
“Nothmg will change your
mind?”

“I'm sorry,” I said.

Then her hand darted down
to my belt and whisked out the
.45, the muzzle of which was
m.smnt]y pressed tightly up
against my stomach. I alghed

“Now I'm really sorry.”

“You have another gun,”
she said. “Drop it on the
ground.”

“You've got two hands,” 1
said, uncooperatively,

“I need one to hang on. Drop
it!”
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I started to comply, then
said, “What’s to prevent my
blasting you with it?”

“You're not the sort that
shoots ladies,” she said. “And
this one I have might go off,
you know.”

“There’s a story going
around,” I answered, “that an
automatic pistol won't fire
when it's pressed against a
person like that. Shoves the
slide back, you know .

“Care to test that theory""
said Flax.

1 dropped the pistol on the
ground. “You know, there are
wolves down there, lady.”

“I'll find another tree,” she
said.

“You'd leave me weaponless
in this feral forest?” I said.
“You could leave me one of
the guns, at least . ..”

Flax was already moving.
away from me on the branch,
sidling out a ways to have
clearance for jumping down.
“I may need them both,” she
said simply. “After all, I'll be
on the ground.”

“Hope you break a leg,” 1
muttered at the sound of her
movement. There was a rustl-
ing of leaves, then a thump.
“Are you dead, I hope?” 1
called down,

I heard her scrabbling for,
then finding, the other gun. 1
thought of jumping down and
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surprising her, but she might
Jjust step back, tug a trigger,
and surprise me. I sat where I
was, despondently.

“See you at the mine, Mor-
gan,” her voice called to me.
“After 1 get there, of course.”

“Turn blue,” I growled, into
the darkness.

I heard her moving off
through the bushes, and mut-
tered a violent curse. Treed,
betrayed and disarmed by a
redhead! It wasn’t my first
such experience, but all the
others had done it in a more
metaphorical way . . .

1sat there, dangling my legs
and thinking nasty things
about Flax Dempster for
awhile, then I sniffed. And
sniffed again. Unless my nose
had gone mad, I was smelling
woodsmoke . . . Which meant
fire. Which, in turn, meant

n!

Or a very scientific chimp-
anzee, of course.

The only trouble with the
sense of smell is that it’s not
very directional, nor is it per-
sistent. You can only smell an
individual odor for a few
minutes, and then some nasal
gizmo goes pffft, and you're
out of luck unless you can get
a whiff of fresh air and start
over again. But if I could spot
the firelight . . . I started to
climb.
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After fifteen palm-shred-
ding minutes, I found myself
clasped to the uppermost—
and thinnest—part of that tri-
angular trunk, like a sailor in
a crowsnest trying to sight a
whale. Fortunately, the tree
was a tall one, and I could see
over a lot of the others. Black
sky, glittering silver stars, and
a distant arm of mountain
range met my eyes. Then 1 saw
the thin ribbon of smoke, light-
ed from beneath by the green
flames that provoked it, trac-
ing a wandering vertical
course toward the stars.

1 looked up into the heavens,
and tried to find a guide. There
was one tiny formation of
stars in that unfamiliar layout
that looked vaguely like a fish-
hook. The point was on an ap-
parent line between my locale
and the fire’'s. Well, there was
a lot of forest between me and
that fire, but I couldn't count
on its being still burning at
daylight, so—

1 started to climb down,
hoping the local carnivores
were all well-fed and asleep.
Then I wondered . . .

The trees were close-spaced,
after all, and Tarzan seemed
to have no trouble maneuver-
ing off the jungle floor . . .

What the hell. I slipped
down the trunk to a point
where its branches splayed
nicely into those of the next
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tree between me and the star-
hook, and, straddling the limb,
hand-hitched my way out
there. The changeover was a
little awkward, nearly plung-
ing me a long ways to the
ground, but I ended up hang-
ing at arm’s-length from the
other tree, which was a help.
1 found some more footing
there, and continued my arbo-
real excursion.

Two trees later, I was ready
to risk being wolfbait on the
ground again, until I hit a
patch of really neighborly
tree-trunks, their main bodies
barely ten feet apart. Them 1
could negotiate by holding
overhead limbs with my hands
and simply stepping from
branch to branch with my
feet. I began following this im-
proved method of progress for
the next seven trunks, and
then I hit a hiatus, where even
the lowest and longest tree-
branches didn’t meet those of
the tree ahead.

That killed the aerial route.
I looked forward, and tried to
spot the fire itself. Dlmly, 1 de-
tected a slight green

was and made sure I didn't
even let one little finger rustle
one tiny leaf.

There were creatures mov-
ing through the forest below
me, and they weren’t dumb
animals, either. They carried
spears, double-pronged, like
the tails of the local wildlife.
That made them intelligent,
but not necessarily friendly.
And besides, they didn’t look
too jolly, even discounting the
weapons, as they padded to-
ward that distant fire,

1 had only an overhead view,
so naturally couldn’t get the
full head-on effect, but the top-
sides were nothing to incite a
chuckle, It was hard to tell if
they were wearing hats, or
not, but bareheaded or helmet-
ed, wmethmp just above their
faces sprouted twin horns,
with a wicked forward-curve.
From shoulder to elbow, they
had bare flesh, but from elbow
to wrist, the arms were matted
with long dangling coats of
hair, shaggy as a collie’s
throat. I couldn’t be certain
that they weren’t wearing ani-
mal-hide wristlets, of course—
long wristl but the humid

probably reflected off some dis-
tant trees. Nothing to do but
get to the ground and chance
a barehanded struggle with
one of those horned packs . . .

Then I saw something down
below, and I stopped where I
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jungle temperature made any
but home-grown fur kind of
ridiculous.

But it was their muzzles
that bothered me the most.
Even from above, I could see
them, jutting forw. ard, like the

FANTASTIC



face of a boxer—the dog, not
the fighter—and the gleam of
upcurved tusks that were their
lower canines. With that sort
of facial equipment, the spears
were kind of superfluous, I
felt, but I decided not to risk
being impaled on either until
I knew a little more of their
intentions.

“Serve Flax right if she
meets up with t.hem ”

Then 1

the Year on a rose, if my sus-
picions were correct.

1 reached the ground, and
stood against the trunk, pant-
ing, for a moment, then I
started moving forward to-
ward the fire. Without the
foliage of the trees between
me and the ground, my way
was suddenly clearer than it
had been back at Flax’s tree.
1 could make out a distant

her two weapons, “Of course,
it may just serve them right
if they meet up with her ...”

I sincerely hoped, all at
once, that it was their own
campfire they were approach-
ing. Otherwise— It might be
Lora and Binky, or Max and
his pilot . . . Even Maz should-
n’t have to wake up to faces
like that in the middle of the
night.

I hung on up there, waiting
until I was reasonably sure the
last in the troupe had passed,
then I crept back from my
branch-tip to the tree trunk,
and started a careful climb
downward. If I could see them
in their camp—if it was their
camp—I might be able to tell
whether or not they were
friendly. I wasn’t sure how I'd
tell, exactly. Maybe I'd spot
the chief pinning a rose on
Mother of the Year, or some-
thing. Or pinning Mother of
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of cu-
bical huts, alive with the danc-
ing lights from the green fire.
Keeping a tree or bush always
between me and that encamp-
ment, I made my way through
the woods toward it, crossing
my fingers as if it were doing
me some good.

The returning gang of war-
riors was just putting its
spears against a kind of wood-
en rack near an oversized hut
that was either the chief’s
home or the local sheriff’s
office. I inclined to the latter
theory, seeing as there was a
spear-holding fangface stand-
ing rigidly before the closed
door of the place, and that it—
unlike the other huts—had no
windows. Probably even more
likely the local pokey . . .

And a guard outside it.
Therefore someone in it. May-
be someone from Earth? If it
were, I ought to do something
about getting him, her or them
out of there, oughtn’t I?

135



Onr the other hand, my
efforts to penetrate the place
might simply find me releasing
the town drunk from a sleep-
it-off i i A i

rear part of the pokey was not
on the fringe of the camp,
where rescuers could cut
through the wall and sneak the
out. On the con-

1 didn’t end up in the cell with
him. Or dual-gored by one of
those twin spearheads . . .

1 tool another look at the
spear that guard held. In the
leaping green firelight, it
looked uncannily puny. It was
not, I noted, a completely arti-
ficial construction. That is, the
double head had not been add-
ed to a shaft. It was apparent-
ly the trimmed branch of a
tree, cut off from the tree at
its butt end, but simply trim-
med of its rhombic red leaves
at the other, like a water-
douser’s rod.

Hell, I decided, after a
squinting scrutiny of that
double tip, you couldn’t spear
anyone with that. The worst
you could do would be to whip
him to death. Of course, that
wasn't exactly a fun-way to
perish, either . . .

The safest thing for me to
do would be to simply move
onward toward the east, and to
give up any attempt to storm
the jail. But, after all, it might
just be Lora in there. Lora
and Binky, that is, I added
mentally.

It wasn’t going to be easy.
Unlike western movies, the

136

trary, the hut occupied the
central section of the com-
pound, edged out of being the
main focus of the camp only
by the fire. But the troupe I'd
followed in had already split
up and vanished into various
dwellings, leaving the place de-
serted except for that guard.
So with luck an open sneak to
the back wall might not be
observed.

1 hated to risk it, though,
just on the offchance that Lora
was—that Lora and Binky
were there. But could I turn
and go on, without assuring
myself that they weren't?

I couldn’t, I decided, after
much soul-searching.

Even if it turned out that
the guy was simply an honor-
guard in front of the chief’s
harem or something, I had to
see who was inside that place.
As I circled away from his
visual area, to come up at the
rear, I wondered if—should it
be the harem—I could con-
vince the caliph that I simply
didn't go for hairy-forearmed
girls with horns and fangs.
Probably not. The chief would
say, “Then what were you do-

tng there?” and I'd say,
“Looking for some friends,”
FANTASTIC



and that would be a nice four-
some of famous last words!
All the huts seemed to face
the fire, so I was glad the one
I sought was the Jargest. Be-
cause, other than its size, it
was the duplicate of any other
place. I wouldn't want to bust
in on someone’s bedroom.
The rear wall, when I got to
it, was very loosely thatched
with layers of wide rhombic
leaves, all dry and very cop-
pery in their color, now. I tried
shifting one, and it crisped to
powder between my fingers
with an unnerving crackle, but
the jungle noises were still
loud enough to cover it, if I
worked slowly. At any mo-
ment, I expected the guard to
come peeking around a corner,
spear poised for tossing, or for
flagellating, whichever it was,
I was very glad, and a little
surprised, that the back wall
yielded to my fingers so easily.
A wall like that was hardly the
type that would serve as a jail.
Not unless the occupants were
bound hand and foot. After
three agonizing minutes, I had
a hole large enough to poke my
head into. After a silent pray-
er that there wasn't an axe
waiting for my neck on the far
side, I leaned in and looked.
It was blacker than a shut-
tered coalmine at midnight.
1 not only could not see the
interior, I couldn’t even see my
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eyelashes when I squinted. So
1 tried listening. I held my
breath and strained my ears.
Then 1 heard it, soft uncon-
scious breathing. And then my
heart leaped as I heard a body
shift silghtly, and a palate vi-
brate in a familiar gargling
growl. 1 hadn’t spent two
weeks on the Brunhilde with
Binky Seers for nothing. I'd
know that snore among a mil-
lion. “Pssst!” I hissed.
“Binky!”

There was a shuffling noise,
followed by a rather vague
“Mmmf,” and then silence.
Either he was gagged, or still
asleep.

“Binky!” I persisted, a little
louder.

A definite stirring this time.
And then a voice, low and
clear and very frightened.

“Morgan? Is that you?”
said Lora Merrick.

“Sssh!” I cautioned. “Yes,
it's me. Are you prisoners of
these creatures?”

“Where did you go? We
were so worried. We looked all
over the area, and Binky found
animal-tracks, and—"

“Will-you-for-pete's-sake-be-
still! 1 urged desperately.
“That guard’ll hear you,
and—"

“ .. Yes, Morgan?" she
said, as I stopped.

“I—" 1 said tonelessly, “it
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looks like I’ll be in there in a
minute, Merrick . . .”

Dully, 1 pulled my head out
of the hole, and turned to face
the guard, who had just prod-
ded me in the back with his
spear-butt. He now had the
supple-twig end pointed at me,
and his manner was extremely
menacing.

Even so, 1 would still have
tried dodging that thing and
coming at him with my fists,
but he wasn't alone. About
twelve of the villagers were

with him, each toting a similar
forked stick, all held threaten-
ingly on the horizontal.

And the horns, I noted with
added dismay, weren't just
worn viking-fashion on a cap.
They were their own.

“Morgan, what s it?”
Lora’s voice came to me,
through the hole in the hut.

“It’s part two of Life with
Lora!” I called back over my
shoulder. Then I was grabbed,
bound, and cast into the hut
with her and Binky.
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Tbe K ILLUSTRATOR BERNKLAU
CRISPIN
AFFAIR

By JACK SHARKEY
(Conclusion)
Synopsis Of Part One

SYNOPSIS

On Sept. 18, 1988, I, Morgan
Blane, young, attractive, debo-
nair, and astronomically igno-
rant young millionaire had never
heard of the planet Crispin.

A few weeks later I was on it,
fighting for my life. The reason:
Lora Merrick, and her story
about how a wicked lawyer nam-
ed Maximilian Barton was try-
ing to cheat her of a fortune.
Her grandfather had bequeathed
to her immense deposits of cop-
per on the planet Crispin. Be-
cause copper is the main
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ingredient in a new method of
spaceship propulsion, the mine
would make her fabulously
wealthy. But Barton had stolen
the map to the mine, with the
connivance of his secretary, Flax
Dempster, and was on his way to
Crispin to stake his own claim.
Lora inveigled me to buy her a
ship and go to Crispin with her
to do battle.

We struggled to a crash land-
ing despite the fact that the cop-
per deposits of Crispin almost
overpowered our drive. But that
was just the start of our trou-
bles. The ship and its radio were
useless. I moved off through the
jungle, with its trees like strip-
ped and inverted umbrellas, with
red leaves on the branches.

Naturally, I got lost. I had a
slight run-in with a pack of
golden wolves with forked tails,
heard a strange noise in the for-
est, and ran into the red-headed
Miss Dempster, as stranded and
as scared as I was. She and Maz
and their pilots had crashed on
Crispin, too. I found her pilot.
hung up in a tree by his para-
chute, and food for the golden
wolves.

When I proved adamant to

Flaz's charms—meaning she
couldn't persuade me to see her
and Max's gide of the h,

tusked—ugly, in short, and
carrying double-pronged spears.
Carefully I trailed them to their
village. Someone seemed to be in
the local pokey. It was, I discov-
ered, Lora and Binky. I was all
set to rescue them when a hairy
arm grabbed me and tossed me
into the hut with them.

“What's that?” screamed my
little girl.

“Part two of Life with Lora,”
I said.

CHAPTER 7

AVE they hurt you? Are

you all right?” I said to
Lora in the absolute darkness,
the hole being already re-
thatched.

“Aw, I'm okay,” Binky grunt-
ed. “They didn’t do nothing "cept
tie us up and throw us in here.
What we're mostly worried
about is food and water.”

“They took away our canteens
and rations,” Lora's voice ex-
plained, gloomily. “They brought
us a bowl of some kind of fruit,
but after one bite, I had to spit
it out. It’s almost completely sa-
line, in a cupric way. Undoubted-
1y deadly for Earth organisms.”

“You make me feel like some-
thing under a microscope,” I

took my guns and left me in the

tree where we had holed up for

the night. Soon after that I saw
the local natives: hairy, horned,
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d. “But what d

to your pistols?”
“I tried to use mine when they
surrounded us,” Binky said dis-
gustedly. “But they'd come in
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too close by the time I spotted
them. One of them grabbed it,
and it went off. So just like a
bunch of kids, they all had to
have a turn firing it—into the
ground, though; they’re not so
dumb they don’t recognize a
weapon when they see it—and
after all the rounds were spent,
they tossed it away, and did the
same with Lora’s. Where's
yours?”

I almost told him, then decid-
ed the hell with it. Lora might
ask how Flax happened to be
close enough to snag it. “...
it ...” I laughed weakly. “Some
hero, huh?”

“Didja notice all that stuff on
their forearms ?” Binky said con-
spiratorily. “Damnedest thing I
ever saw!”

“You mean that shaggy
growth of hair?” I said, puzzled
by his bemusement.

“That’s the stuff I mean,” said
Binky, “only, it ain’t hair, Mr.
Blane— It’s rubber!”

“You're crazy!” I said, shaken
by his pronouncement. “Why the
hell would they have rubber for
hair?”

“I think it’s Crispin, Morgan,”
Lora said, softly. “Something to
do with the planetary crust.
Maybe they have electriicty in-
stead of blood—"

“Oh, come now!” I scoffed.
“And maybe those horns are
really radar antennael”
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Lost-

“Quite possibly,” she said, and
1 gave the subject up.

We lay there on the ground in-
side the hut for awhile, and I
tried unsuccessfully to loosen
the heavy thongs that bound my
wrists and ankles into painful
immobility. Giving a final futile
tug, I turned my head toward
where Lora’s voice came from,
and said, “Lora— Tell me some-
thing— If the rivers here are
heavy with copper salts, and the
trees and ground are spiked with
the stuff, too— Who the hell
needs a mine? So far as I can
see, a minerologist could exploit
any old place on Crispin . ..”

“Probably a matter of con-
venience,” said Lora, “or else my
grandfather didn’t know just how
cupric the place was . . . See,
Morgan, if it's to be profitable,
the copper must be more or less
readily available. In the water,
it involves a distilling process to
take out the salts, and then a
tedious chemical process to re-
duce it to pure copper. Or in the
trees—well—you've got to burn
the wood and leaves, then do
more chemistry to get the metal
from the ashes. So I figure my
grandfather found it in a better
state. Copper is one ore that oc-
curs in its natural state. It's a
little heavier than iron, Morgan,
and not quite as atomically ac-
tive, so its pure state is found as
often as its oxides—"

“Okay, okay,” I interrupted.
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“I'll take your word for it,
Lora...”

“You know,” she said, after a
moment, “this is the first occa-
sion you've called me that. You
usually say Merrick, as if I were
a business associate, or a subor-
dinate rank in your army or
something.”

“Habit,” 1 said. “When you
have gone out with as many
girls as I have, you take to doing
that. Saves embarrassing mo-
ments when you happen to have
two or more with the same first
names . . .” I paused, but Lora
didn't say anything. Which was
maybe just as well. “So,” I went
on, “what do we do about getting
out of here?”

“We already tried rolling
around and nibbling at these
cords with our teeth,” Binky
said, discouraged. “They don't
give way even a little bit.”

“What do you think they plan
to do with us?” Lora asked.

“If they’re cannibals,” I said,
“let’s hope we prove to be as poi-
sonous to them as their planet is
to us.”

“Lotta good it'll do us if they
get ptomaine after we've been
run through their salami-slic-
er!” Binky growled. “If I could
only get back to the Brunhilde!”

“Back?” I said. “What for?”

“That's where we were head-
ing when a war-party of these
rubber-haired ginks picked us
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up,” Binky said. “First off, we
were going there because it was
the likely place for you to go if
we got lost, but secondly, I
thought of a way we could sig-

“How?” I said, fascinated.

“The atomic heater in the tail
section,” said Binky. “If I draw
out the dampers, I may be able
to rig it so it goes off, and the
military base on the next planet
will spot it on the detectors.”

“You mean Radnor?” I said,
then wished I hadn’t.

“Morgan—" said Lora, slowly,
“where did you learn about Rad-
nor? The last time 1 saw you,
you didn’t know the moon from
the asteroid belt. Now you know
the name of a far-flung military
outpost in another galaxy . . .
that’s rather curious.”

“Uh—" 1 said, thinking fast.
could say I'd read it someplace,
or that they’d mentioned it, or
that— But what the hell, you
can go just so far in a deception
before you're caught. I decided
to tell all. “Lora, I didn’t want to
say this before— Didn’t want to
dim your hopes,” I added quick-
ly, putting my motivations on an
altruistic level they didn't de-
serve. “But— Barton and that
Dempster woman are on Crispin.
She’s the one took my gun . . ."”

“They’re here?!” Lora groan-
ed. “That’s terrible! If they get
to the mine first, they can de-
stroy any evidence that my

FANTASTIC



grandfather ever was—how did
she get your gun?”

I blurted, “Just reached out
and snatched it.”

“Just like that?”

“Yeah. Just like that.”

“Oh.”

“Uh ... Yeah. Well, anyhow,
she’s got it, now. She and Bar-
ton came with pilots in separate
Flickers from Radnor. Only the
Flickers are the new ones, with
the magnetic drive. So Flax—
So this Dempster woman crash-
ed, and her pilot got eaten by
animals, but I have to assume
that Barton's down, too. Wheth-
er dead or alive I don’t
know ..."

“Then she was alone with
you,” Lora said tonelessly.

“So what!” I snapped. “Were-
n't you alone with Binky? And
what do you care who I'm alone
with?”

“What do you care who I'm
alone with?"

We lay there in silence awhile,
then I said, “Look, we may be
the main course at the next
sound of the dinner chimes,
Lora. It’s foolish to quarrel . . .”

“Is it?” she said coolly.

“Damned right!” Binky’s
voice exploded. “You two can
have your personal differences
out later. Let’s see about getting
out of here, first!”

“What do we do?” I said sar-
castically. “Butt our way out
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through the back wall and hop
to safety?”

“That's not bad for a last re-
sort,” Binky said. “But if we
could only get these cords off,
we could maybe grab the guard,
and scram before sunrise. Once
the village is awake, we're
sunk.”

“Well,” I said, “we don’t have
any knives, and you say that bit-
ing didn’t do any good, so . . .
There's one way left.” I shifted
my body over toward Binky.
“Here, reach in my pants pocket.
I've got some matches there.”

“You think we can burn these
things off?” Binky said. “My
hands are behind my back, Mr.
Blane .. .”

“So are mine,” I growled.
“You just light the matches, and
hold them till they singe your
fingers. I'll try putting this cord
in the flame. I'll guide it by the
pain in my wrists.”

“Don’t be silly,” Lora grunted,
as she wriggled across toward
us in the dark. “Binky can hold
the matches, you hold your
wrists out, and I'll watch what’s
happening and give directions.”

“Fair enough,” I said, and we
got to work.

It was long, painful and tedi-
ous, most of the pain from a nat-
ural confusion about left and
right when one’s hands are be-
hind the back, and another per-
son holding the flame is facing
the other direction, and the
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third party giving directions is
at even another viewpoint. How-
ever, we had no trouble with up
and down, which was a help.

All in all, it took maybe
twenty minutes before the
things grew carbonized enough
to snap. Then, my hands free, I
undid my ankles, then Binky's
wrists, then he undid Lora's
while I undid his ankles, and—
At any rate, we were all free.

“Now what?” Binky whis-
pered.

‘We hadn’t been whispering be-
fore, but now that we were no
longer bound, it seemed the
thing to do.

“We could try going through
that thatch, but they might have
another guard posted, now. But
there’s one thing we can do:
Right outside this wall, to the
right of the door, is a whole
rack of those pronged spears. If
we just open the door and move
fast enough, we may be able to
terrorize the guard into silence
with them.”

“Why don't we just elout
bhim?” Binky argued.

“Because if his head can grow
these horns, it’s probably bone-
enforced for butting or goring,
and a clout might get us nothing
but his angry attention.”

“Those spears looked mighty
puny to me,” Binky said.

“No punier than the guard’s,”
I remarked. “Come on, gang.
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Let's move. It can't be too long
till dawn, now.”

The inside of the door was
thatched, too. I pried a couple of
the suppler leaves apart just
wide enough for a peek. The
broad back of our guard met my
gaze. He was still rigidly hold-
ing his original stance.

“Okay, this is it,” I said. “The
nearest fringe of jungle is to our
right when we exit. Soon’s we
get past the guard, that’s the
way we run. Got it?”

“Right,” said Binky.

“Be careful, Morgan,” said

Lora.

Stealthily, I pressed the wood-
and-thatch door open, and slip-
ped out into the brilliant green
firelight that illuminated the
compound. The guard had not
yet moved. I took a sidestep to-
ward the speer-rack, and then I
saw the muscles tighten across
the upper part of his shoulders.
An instant later, he’d spun to
face me, that tusked boxer-face
looking, beneath the glint of
those horns, like a demon from a
nightmare.

1 took a step back, moving to-
ward that rack, hoping he'd fol-
low. He did. His double-pronged
spear lowered to the horizontal,
he took a step toward me.

And then Binky stepped out of
the hut and, claspirg his hands
together, brought them at arm’s-
length in a vicious curve that
ended directly at the base of the
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warrior's skull
crunching noise.

Binky jumped back, shaking
his hands up and down, and curs-
ing under his breath. The war-
rior hadn’t even been staggered.
Instead, he turned, put a hand on
Binky’s chest, and shoved him
backward to the ground, just at
the moment when Lora came out
the door.

with a dull

The guard, seeing all of us
loose, decided that reinforce-
ments were in order, and he
opened his mouth to yell. But by
then I'd reached the racked
spears, and had one hefted in
my hand. Just as his head went
back to sound the alarm, I flung
it at him—

The slim, wobbly withe-ends
struck him in the chest . . . and
skidded off. The spear fell to the
ground, a dud.

The moment of the impact had
startled the guard. He looked
down to see what it was that had
struck him, and, seeing it, he
glanced over and he saw me
standing futilely beside the rack
of these peeuliarly impotent
shafts.

Then the horned head went
back, and the guard burst out
with a sound that sounded very
much like an Earth-type horse-
laugh. In one of the nearby huts,
someone began to stir. The
whole village would be aroused if
we didn't do something, fast. I
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grabbed the spear up from the
ground.

“Run!” I yelled to Lora, who
had just helped Binky to his
feet. “The jungle, quick!”

1 dashed past the stillchor-
tling guard, grabbed Lora.by the
arm, and we took off for the dis-
tant tangle of trees.

Instantly, our guard roared
something, a strange barking
monosyllable that could only
mean “Halt!” 1 turned my head
to see what our alternative to
obedience was.

The guard had this double-
pronged shaft of his held at the
height of his waist, the delicate
tips pointed toward me. It struck
me, in that instant, that it was
oddly like the way a man holds
a rifle, not a spear . . .

Then the guard moved the tip,
up and down, faster and faster,
like a man wielding a long-han-
dled paintbrush against an in-
visible fence. The tips became a
blur, a shimmer of whirring
green ...

“Morgan, look out!”

Lora’s hurtling body caught
me in the side of the ribs, and
we both staggered out of the
way, just as a thin crackle of
white light wormed violently be-
tween those trembling wooden
tips, and then a glaring white
thunderbolt materialized and
flew past the spot where I'd just
been standing.

“Hell's bells!” I gasped, grab-
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bing Lora to me in a half-pro-

tective, half-protection-seeking
embrace. “A lightning-gun?!"

There was no time to specu-
late, however, on the mystery of
a primitive tribe with advanced
weaponry. The guard was al-
ready vibrating that double-tip
once more, and taking aim at
us, a bigger target in our mutual
clasp. And there were other
fangfaces pouring out of huts
now, all racing toward that rack.
We'd be in a shower of lightning
bolts in another moment.

“Well, if he can do it, so can
I!” I said, pushing Lora away,
and aiming the spear I'd snatch-
ed. Only I aimed it right at that
rockful of other weapons. I
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whipped the air into a silken
whimper with those tips, and
then suddenly something numb-
ing shot through me, from an-
kles to wrists, and even as I saw
the rack explode into a July
Fourth of green sparklers at the
brunt of my hurled bolt, I was
falling backward, every limb
knotted into muscular spasms,
and my shirt smoking and burst-
ing into flame. Then the back of
my head hit the ground, and I
was momentarily away from it
all ...

1 awoke to stinging pain, and
sat up holding my head. My body
was bare from the waist up, and
my flesh was pink, with a few
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tiny white blisters on it. Lora
was squatting beside me on the
ground, looking anxious, while
Binky stood guard, looking
about the compound.

“Where i3 everybody?” 1
moaned, moving stiff arms and
trying to flex some life back into
my fingers.

“They've run off,” Lora said.
“You scared the hell out of them.
I think they figure we're evil
spirits, or some such thing. It
seems that way.”

“Just because I blasted their
‘weapon-rack?” I asked.

“No, dopey,” she said affec-
tionately. “Because your shirt
caught fire. Made on Earth, re-
member?”

“So what?” I mumbled, stu-
pidly.

“So it burned red, that’s
what! These copper-bound peo-
ple probably have never seen
anything but green fire, Mor-

»

“I'll be damned,” I chuckled.
“I guess it’s a lucky thing that
guy’s second bolt kit me!”

“Morgan,” Lora said, with im-
patience, “that’s where his sec-
ond bolt hit—"

She pointed toward the jungle
behind me. I turned my head
and saw a one-foot hole burnt
into a triangular tree-trunk, a
few feet from the hole burnt by
his first miss.

“Yipe!” 1 whispered reverent-
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ly. “But what the hell set me on
fire, then?”

“You did,” said Lora. “Now
we know why these natives have
rubber-coated forearms. Insula-
tion. It figures that on a highly
magnetic planet there’s a lot of
natural danger from electrieity.
All the local creatures must have
some sort of protection against
electrocution. A natural ground-
ing system, or rubberized arms,
or even absorbtive antennae as
part of their metabolic cycles.”

“Huh?” I said, lost, as usual.

“I mean that they either pass
the electricity through them-
selves to the earth, or they fend
it off, or they take it in and use
it. Those are the only three pos-
sibilities. Which may explain the
double tails on the local fauna. A
sort of pickup antenna for each.”

“Boy, this is a crazy place,” 1
muttered, getting to my feet. “I
wonder how this tribe ever got
far enough ahead in science to
make electric rifles?”

“They probably don’t know
beans about science,” Lora said.
“Any more than a caveman who
could make fire with flint knew
about oxidation or combustion.
Don’t you see that these guns
are just a warlike application of
a natural phenomenon? Natural,
at any rate, to Crispin. Prob-
ably some prehistoric native
saw a windstorm whipping tree
branches about, and saw the re-
sultant play of lightning bolts,
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so he cut one of them for him-
self, and—"

“You're taking the lightning
part calmly enough,” I remark-
ed. “By me, that's the confusing
part.”

“Nothing simpler. Anytime
you cut magnetic lines of force
—which are plenty potent on
Crispin—by a conductor, which
these copper-glutted twigs are,
you get an electric current. The
things would be useless on
Earth.”

“Wow,” I shook my head.
“We're going to have to be
plenty damn careful around
here. We may destroy ourselves
by just wiggling the wrong fin-
ger!”

“That’s another thing,” said
Lora. “Binky and I have decided
not to set off that atomic explo-
sion, after all.”

“No? Why not?” I said to
Binky, still looking about.

Binky turned around. “Too
much blast-wave, Mr. Blane. The
wind from the blast would start
the whole stinking jungle vibrat-
ing. We might just die by get-
ting struck by lightning. And
the jungle’s the only place safe
enough to have set the atomic
engine off from. We couldn’t
stay on the lake shore in the
open when we did it. So—" He
shrugged.

“So,” I sighed, “let's scout
around and see if we can’t find
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our food and canteens, and then
I guess we head for the mine
again.”

It took us nearly an hour to lo-
cate them. They were hanging,
in their knapsacks, like trophies
in one of the huts, probably the
chief’s. Then we drank some
wonderful-tasting water, munch-
ed a quick plaster-cracker, and
set off toward the mountains.

It was easy, now, since I'd
spotted that fishhook-shaped star
cluster between myself and the
arm of mountain range. We just
followed the hook.

We weren't starting a new
program of night-travel, but we
didn’t much care to stick around
the village till dawn. Supersti-
tious terror can last only so long,
then it gives way to suspicious
curiosity, and finally to disdain,
and— We didn’t want to stick
around for the awakening of in-
tellect amongst the fangfaces.
That was certain.

Just in case we struck another
wolfpack, I took along some of
the spears as had survived my
attack on the rackful of them,
wrapping the shredded remnants
of my shirt—torn off by Lora
when it caught fire—about the
hafts of them as a pretty fair in-
sulation. I hoped.

Lora, I noticed as we trekked
into the underbrush, was oddly
cool in her attitude, after her re-
lief that I was alive had faded.

“Something eating you, Lora,
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huh?” I said, as we moved cau-
tiously through the dark bushes.

“You may as well call me
‘Merrick’, again,” she said. “I
wouldn’t want you making any
more embarrassing errors about
your ‘many’ girl friends!”

“What the hell are you talking
about?” I demanded.

“I'm talking about Flax Demp-
ster’s lipstick, of which I found
generous traces on your shirt!”
she snapped.

“Oh, that,” I said. “.. . Sure it
wasn’t blood ?”

“I wish it was!” she growled.
I decided to be silent till I could
think of an excuse. It was a
mighty quiet trip.

CHAPTER 8

ORGAN, my darling! I love

eyes shut tight. “The shoes, the
shoes, take them off ... off ...
off ...”

I sat up with a violent start,
and rubbed my eyes.

The green flicker of the camp-
fire reminded me instantly of
where I still was. I looked about
me. Binky was sitting on a small
hillock, staring away from me
into the darkness, the cloth-
swathed haft of a lightning-
spear in one hand. Lora lay
asleep near me, one hand lying
temptingly near my own. A
dream. A lovely, beautiful, frus-
trating dream, damn it! I snort-
ed, ruefully,

“What're you doing over
there?”

I looked toward Binky. “Over
where?”

He gestured, and looked
£, ingly intrivaed

you,” Lora b hed, as my
arms encircled her slim loveli-
ness, trembling and joyful in a
whirl of white-lace wedding
dress. The perfume of her hair
‘was an ecstasy in my nostrils as
I pressed her to me.

“Kiss me,” I murmured husk-
ily.

“Take off your shoes,” said

ra.

“No, first, a kiss—" I pleaded,
clutching her.

She pressed her hands against
my chest, and turned the side of
her face toward me as I tried
forcing my lips on hers. “No,
no!” she cried, her dark brown
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I followed his moving finger,
and saw that my bedding lay a
good five feet from where I was
sprawled. Was I a sleepcrawler?
How the hell had I gotten over
to Lora in my sleep, if not? I got
up on hands and knees and scut-
tled back to the blanket where I
belonged.

“The damnedest thing,” I said
to Binky, seating myself on my
blanket and drawing my knees
up to my chin. “I don’t know
how I got there...”

“I didn’t hear a sound,
either,” Binky marvelled, nib-
bling at the nail of his little fin-
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ger. “You have some kind of
commando training, or some-
thing?”

“Hell, no. Just plain old in-
fantry, Binky. How I got over to
Lora, I have no idea . .. What're
you looking at?”

I followed his gaze, and real-
ized for the first time that Lora,
too, was even further off her
blanket, in the same direction I'd
been from mine. “What the
hell—?” I said, then stopped,
watching my legs. “Binky!
Binky, look at my legs!” I was
shouting.

He looked as my legs slowly
moved feet-first along the blan-
ket, until I was sitting straight-
legged on the earth.

“So?” he said.

“I didn’t move them!” I said,
staring at my feet. “They went
by themselves!”

“Huh!?” Binky came over
quickly. “Do it again.”

Obediently, I hoisted my knees
to my chest, and sat waiting.
Then I felt the rough surface of
the blanket moving backward be-
neath the soles of my shoes, as
my feet once more slid to the
end of the bedding and off along
the ground.

“Looked to me like you were
moving them . . .” Binky said,
suspiciously.

“No, honestly I— Look, you
try it. Sit here, where I am.” I
scrambled up, and an uneasy
Binky sat down carefully in my

place, doubling up his legs be-
fore him as I had done.

“What—? Damnation!” he
gasped, as his legs moved out be-
fore him, faster and faster, un-
til he was straight-legged on the
blanket. “That’s the craziest
thing I ever—"

“Ten-to-one it's this idiotic
planet kicking up again!” I
grumbled. “I'd better waken
Lora; she’s the physics expert in
our group . . .” I turned my
head. “Hey! Where's she at!?”

Binky and I both jumped to
our feet, staring at the bare
patch of blue grass where Lora
had just been lying. Then, in the
jungle undergrowth before our
faces, there sounded a loud pite-
ous cry of dismay.

“Morgan!”

It was Lora’s voice.

Binky and I plunged into the
bushes, racing crazily into the
darkness to find her. I heard her
voice up ahead of me, oallmg my
name over and over.

“Coming!” I panted, dashing
along. “Hang on, honey, I'm
coming!”

Then I nearly stumbled over
her on the earth. She was follow-
ing my suggestion admirably.
She was hanging on, all right,
to the base of a sapling, her legs
stretched out on the earth in the
direction she’d been going.

“What is it?” I said, stooping
down.



Then I sprawled flat on my
face as a sensation hit my feet,
not unlike having a rug jerked
from under them. I caught tight
hold of Lora to keep from being
dragged away, just as Binky
crashed out of the bushes, tried
to pause, and was knocked flat in
the same manner.

“Hey!” he cried, and then, be-
fore my horrified eyes, he start-
ed sliding feet-first along the
ground, too far away for me to
grab him. I watched, mute with
fascination, until he arrested his
rearward progress by grabbing
at the knotted stem of a thorn-
bush beside his path of depart-
ure.

“What's happening, Lora!?” I
said.

“Shoes . . .” she gasped, hang-
ing on for the two of us. “Kick
off your shoes!”

It was startling to hear the
very words of my dream thrown
at me so sudden-like, but all at
once I understood the reason for
that subconscious dialogue I'd
undergone. My body had felt
that tugging at my feet, and had
translated it into dream-plot for
me. I began at once to pry at the
counter of one shoe with the toe
of the other, until I could kick it
off. When I did so, it leaped
away from the stockinged foot
like something dropped from a
great height, only sideways, and
then vanished into the bushes
beyond Binky,
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“Magnetism!” I cried. “We're
near a natural magnet of some
kind . . . But why the shoes? I
thought these were special non-
magnetic ones, for use on a Lec-
tralift . . "

“They are,” said Lora, who
was busy kicking off her own
footwear. “I don’t understand it
at all. The nails in the soles are
supposed to be highly resistant
to magnetism. This would . . .
have to . . . Uh! There they go!
< . . would have to be an enor-
mously powerful one,” she fin-
ished, as her shoes fled by
themselves, and she hung on un-
til I finally pried the other one of
mine free and away.

In our stocking feet, we went
over and helped Binky get rid of
his. Then we got to our feet and
brushed some of the dirt out of
our clothes. I was beginning to
feel pretty primitive, what with
no shirt and now no shoes. Then
1 had a terrible thought.

“The canteens! They're non-
magnetic, too, but—?"

As one person, the three of us
dashed back through the gloom
to our campsite and looked. The
tree-branch on which Binky had
hung our gear was empty of
everything but a few swaying
remnants of carrying-straps.
The terrific tugging had pulled
away the canteens, and the as-
sault packs, with their canned
goods.



“Great!” I groaned, sitting
down on the ground. “No food,
no water, and a few weapons
that may very well kill us when
we try to use them!”

“We’ll have to hope we find

something edible, that’s all,”
said Lora.

“That's all!?” 1 snarled.
“That’s plenty!”

“I didn't mean it in that
sense,” she said stiffly. “I meant
that’s all there's left, not that's
all there’s to it!”

“Lora,” said Binky, *I think
he’s asking you to paste him
one...”

“You would remember that!”
I muttered at him. Then I look-
ed at Lora. “Is my crabbing un-
reasonable, honey ?”

She looked into my eyes, then
sank down beside me. “No, I
guess not. Not under the circum-
stances. And I haven’t exactly
been pleasant to you since our
escape early yesterday morning,
have I!”

“Like camping out with a gor-
gon!” T said, but not very earn-
estly. Lora leaned forward on
her hands, and brushed her lips
lightly upon mine, then sat back.

“That was an apology,” she
explained.

I rubbed my hands together
and grinned at her. “Seems to
me,” I said, leaning toward her,
“I have lots of things to apolo-
gize for...”
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®. .. Morgan . . .” she said,
anxiously, but she didn’t make
a move to retreat. I took hold of
her by the shoulders and planted
a nice one, right on target.

“There!” I said, sitting back,
“in the future, I want all your
apologies to be like that one.”

“I hope you don't mind,”
Binky said, “if I settle for a
handshake ?”

“Even if you apologize to
mef” said Lora.

““Well, that'd make a differ-
ence, all right,” Binky grinned.
“Look, Mr. Blane,” he added,
more seriously, “it's almost
dawn now, and we're all up; why
don’t we take off down the way
we were just heading, long as
it's in the direction we are go-
ing. Maybe the stuff’s been stop-
ped by a tangle of trees or
something, and we can still get
something to eat and drink.”

“Good idea,” I said, getting
up. “Looks like all we have to
carry is the blankets and
spears.”

“See, there s a bright side,”
said Lora, bending over to get
her blanket. “And the spears’ll
serve as hike-staffs.”

I brought down the palm of
my hand where it'd do the most
good. “Don’t be sarcastic,” I
said, as she jumped up and
clasped both hands to the injur-
ed section.

“My hour of revenge will
come,” she said ominously. “Just
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don't dare walk in front of me,
that’s all, boy!”

We started off for the moun-
tains, with me bringing up the

‘We came upon the foothills of
the range in less than an hour,
at which point we found the re-
mains of most of our equipment.
One of the canteens was dented
but unsmashed, as it lay weirdly
on the side of a black hunk of
that magnetic rock, but try as
we might, we couldn’t even pry
it loose with the three of us tug-
ging at it. Finally, we were able
to turn it enough on its own
axis so that the neck pointed
downwards, and were thus able
to drink, using a thumb-on-the-
hole method of withholding the
precious liquid for each libation.
We finished it off amongst us,
since there was no way of bring-
ing it along. From the canned
goods we were able to get at a
few of those thick dry wafers
from those tins which were split
by the impact, but we had to
leave the others, since even the
tiny two-inch can-opener provid-
ed with the kits was immovable
against the rough black rock.

Thirst slaked, but slightly un-
derfed, we began a painful bare-
footed climb up the raw rock
face of the slope. (Lora had in-
sisted that we save the socks for
night wear; they were no good
for walking in, but they might
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keep our feet warm at what
promised to be alpine tempera-
tures.)

In an hour, we'd arisen barely
one hundred feet above the
straggling fingers of blue-and-
red jungle that partially invaded
the lower slopes of the range.
And above that spot, the moun-
tain wall was nearly vertical. We
sat down, panting, on a sharp-
edged projection of rock, and
each nibbled moodily at a single
dry cracker. Among us, we now
had five left.

“Well, little heiress,” I said,
waving an arm in a slow sweep-
ing curve from left to right,
“there is your domain. I hope
you're satisfied.”

“The first thing I shall do
after my coronation,” said Lora,
“is to have those dog-faced
sharecroppers either file down
their horns, or wear suitable
pads upon them. I can’t have my
subjects gouging one another. It
wouldn’t be practical.”

“And you might pass a decree
about the water,” I added.

“My first legal act shall be a
law stating that no copper shall
dissolve into, or otherwise pol-
lute, the flowing streams of Cris-
pin . . .” ehe said, then halted,
swallowing.

I patted her shoulder. “I
know. I'm a little blotter-throat-
ed myself. Let’s not think about
water for awhile.”

It was a bad statement, psy-
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chologieally. I immediately could
think of nothing else.

“Well,” said Binky, flicking a
erumb or two from his lips, then
dusting his palms off against one
another, “we may as well start
up again. We'll be needing a flat
space to shelter on at nightfall.”

“And if sunset catches us on a
vertical section?” I asked, help-
ing Lora regain her feet on the
stone.

“Then we pray and keep climb-

these ranges are ehaped. Of
course, even from space, they're
not perfectly true Xes, but near
enough to make you wonder.”

“On this planet, nothing would
surprise me,” said Lora. “It may
be something to do with mag-
netism, or electricity, or even
the crystalline shape of certain
copper crystals . .."”

“Or a fantastic coincidence,”
said Binky. “Like the way the
‘western i l outline of

ing,” said Binky.

“I hope that snow we saw at
the top ien’t riddled with more
cupric pollution,” I sighed, let-
ting him take the lead so that
Lora was between us.

“It shouldn’t be,” Lora said.
“In the distillative process, even
the most persistent solvents are
usually left behind as crystal-
lized—"

“Oh, climb, girl, climb,” I
muttered.

Three hours later, we were
barely twice as high as our last
stop, but there was a wide ledge
there, so we sank gratefully
down upon it, and tried to catch
our breaths.

From our new vantage point, I
could see the other arm of the
range, a dim bluer-than-sky haze
on the horizan. We were on, we
figured, the southwest part of
the “X,” so that had to be the
northwest angle. .

“Funny,” I said, “the way
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Europe and Africa almost dupli-
cates the eastern continental out-
line of the Americas. As if the
two of them were touching once,
and split away.”

“We'll probably never know,”
Lora sighed, and leaned her head
against my shoulder tiredly, the
long brown hair tangled and
matted from the harrowing na-
ture of our jungle journeying. I
started to absently pluck a tiny
piece of stiff twig out of her
tresses, then stopped, listening.

“What's that!?” I said.

Binky and Lora sat up, in-
stantly alert.

We all heard it. A dim, dis-
tant sigh of sound, like the noise
made by the perpetually moving
waves on a midnight beach.

“I think—" said Lora, then
she pointed, excitedly, down to-
ward the jungle at the far hori-
zon. “Look!”

The blue-and-red growths
were moving. We couldn’t see
the individual leaves, of course,
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but there was a color-shift as
light-and-dark masses of these
growths moved up and down,
stirred by some unseen, unfelt
force. Then, as this heaving, bil-
lowing motion spread across the
treetops toward us, the sighing
grew louder in my ears, and be-
came a roar, a roar I finally rec-
ognized . ..

“Windstorm!” I cried, clam-
bering to my feet. “Good grief!
Will you look at that!”

At the far edge of jungle, the
part caught most strongly in the
growing motion of air, tiny
sparks became visible. And what
was a spark at that distance was
something I wouldn't like to be
close to. As the wilid grew across
the treetops, the thin line of
sparkling electric discharges fol-
lowed, coming closer and closer
to where we stood.

“Do you think there’s any dan-
ger?” I said to Lora.

She clung to my arm, gazing
raptly at that beautiful growth
of fierce energy. “I— I don’t
know,” she said. “We lhould be
safe up here, unless .

“Unless—?"

“Unless the lightning is as af-
fected by the magnetic field as
our metal objects were . ..” she
quavered.

“Oh, fine!” I moaned, shaking
my head. “The day the forest
has shooting practice, we decide
to climb up on the damned tar-
get!”
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“Better here than down
there!” Binky hollered over the
growing gale. I followed his gaze
to the jungle, and saw what he
meant. Trees, struck by other
trees’ discharges, were exploding
into flaming green sparks, and
their flying branches, even in
near-death, were still vibrating
and sending out flaming white
thunderbolts of their own. With-
in a few minutes, all traces of
blue-and-red were gone, hidden
by a veritable canopy of raw
lightning, that flared with blind-
ing whiteness everywhere below
us except the final fringe of for-
est down below the fall of the
cliff. And then the wind, which
began to pelt us with body-jolt-
ing blows, got even that final
area to the vibratory point of
electrical discharge.

Then the world went mad.

Searing snakes of lightning
sprang toward the black rock be-
low us, and struck like artillery
shells. And then, the rock, split
into boulders, started to topple,
and—

Flew away across the jungle!

“The magnetic potential!”
Lora cried, in my arms. “The
lightning bolts are changing the
potential of the rock when they
hit it, and it's being repelled by
the mountain!”

We'd given up hope of stand-
ing, and now the three of us lay
flat on our bellies, watching the
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scene that was so unnervingly
like an Apocalyptic end-of-the-
world phase.

“Looks to me,” said Binky, his
voice a faint cry in the mingled
sound of lightning, wind, and
shattering rock, “like some of
it's coming back for more . . ."”

T looked out toward where the
boulders were still flying, like an
earth-bound asteroid swarm, and
saw to my horror that a similar
swarm was hurtling toward
them from the opposite direc-
tion. “They reverse again?” I
said, into Lora’s ear, half-cover-
ing her tiny form with my body.

“I don’t think so, Morgan . ..
I think those stones are coming
from the other arm of this
range. The wind must be blow-
ing over there, too— Oh!"

1 had to keep from crying out,
myself, at the sight she and I
had just seen. The flying stones
and boulders had met others in
mid-flight above the jungle, and
there was a smashing, crashing
and sundering in mid-air that
staggered my mind. It ended in
an instant, then the shreds were
falling horizontally back toward
us, while other shreds headed for
the farther arm of the X-shaped
range.

And all the while, the canopy
of lightning bloomed and hissed
like a white bag full of vipers
over the nearby jungle. All we
could do was lie, cling and
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pray . .. I had a small inkling
now of how the ranges had got-
ten their shapes, what with this
electro-magnetic interplay of
rock.

Now and then, 2 more ambi-
tious bolt came up near where
we cowered, and blasted off a
section of cliffside. I could imag-
ine us flying off into the air, rid-
ing one of those juggernauts to
aerial destruction above the jun-
gle floor— Or, avoiding that,
smashing to death on that other
range...

And then, quickly as it had
come, it ended.

The distant electric flickerings
died away, the wind became a
sigh, a whisper, silence. The last
jagged stab of lightning flared
briefly against the mountainside,
and the last few tiny pebbles
spun giddily away to their des-
tiny on the far range.

Shakily, we got to our feet.
Lora, strangely enough, was
smiling. I had a dim memory of
some rather paternal affection-
ate kissing I'd indulged in while
I held her, but it had been—
I assured myself—solely to keep
her spirits up. “You—uh—you
okay ?” T asked awkwardly.

She just nodded, and took my

hand.

I looked at Binky, eager to
change the subject. “What do
you think? Can we make the
top before sunset?”

Instead of answering, he con-
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tinued to stare down below, at
the ragged, smoking mat of jun-
gle, and the raw, gouged places,
in the cliffside. Then he turned
to Lora.

“I was just wondering—" he
said softly.

“Wondering what, Binky?”
she asked, curiously.

He grinned, and shook his
head ruefully. “Tell me, just
what did your old grandfather
have against you?”

CHAPTER ¢

HAD to spend a night on
the mountainside, but we
had a good-sized plateau for it,
%0 it wasn’t as bad as we'd fear-
ed. On the way, we caught sight
of some birds, but they kept
carefully away from our route,
so I wasn't able to detect much
detail. Except that all were
bright crimson, from tail to
beak, and the tail was split into
two trailing scarlet plumes that
didn’t seem to impede their
flight any.

And there were goatlike crea-
tures on the crags, too. Though,
since I'm no biologist, they may
not have been goatlike at all. But
the shaggy fur and horns made
them seem as goatish as I could
remember our Earth-animals to
have been. The stubby tails, of
course, were two-tipped.

Binky managed to bring one
of them down with his spear-
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blaster, or whatever it was, and
we threw cupric caution to the
winds—which were not, luckily,
blowing—and roasted the flesh
as best we could on a spit made
from another spear, over a fire
made from the third one. It was
mostly an alternate of raw meat
and charred meat, but we ate it
anyhow, and to hell with cupric
poisoning.

No reactions set in after din-
ner, so we set out again, with me
wrapping my half-naked torso in
a still-damp untanned pelt of
this creature. Wool-side in, of
course. The others, though I
can’t be certain it was due to the
pelt-odor, made wonderful time
keeping ahead of me on the
climb.

When we got to the snow, we
didn't bother trying to melt it;
we just grabbed up handfuls of
the wet, sticky stuff, and chewed
ourselves a drink. It tasted swell.

I sat on a rock, shivering, my
bare feet momentarily encased
in my socks, and held clear of
the sharp, icy surface we'd been
climbing. The goatmeat was
coldly unappetizing, and the last
military cracker had long since
been wolfed dryly down. I could-
n't help but wonder how I was to
survive a barefoot trudge uphill
through the snow that covered
the mountainside above us,
whose lower edge we had just
reached.

Lora sat on another rock,
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yogi-fashion, with her legs fold-
ed neatly so that each bare foot
rested snugly in the bend of each
knee. I'd have done it, too, only
I could never achieve that posi-
tion. Not without cracking a ten-
don. I was busy being extremely
jealous of her flexibility when
Binky, who'd gone scouting
around for maybe another goat,
came clambering back toward us
around a curve of eliffside.

“There’s a pass!” he called
excitedly. “We won’t have to go
over the top . . ."

®. .. Oh!” said Lora, with al-
‘most a disappointed sigh.

“For Pete’s sake, lady!” 1
grumbled. “We weren't trying to
plant a flag on the peak, you
know. This was an attempt to
get beyond the range, not atop
it, remember ?”

“Seems a shame, though, with
it so close and all,” she said, un-
folding her legs with a fluid
grace that kindled frustrated
rage in my own.

Gingerly, I set my feet, atill
stockinged, down on the bare
fock. “I don’t care what you say,
Lora. From here on, as long as
these things last, I go with my
socks on!”

“Maybe we all could,” said
Lora. “It may not be as hard
¢limbing down. We can sort of
sit-and-slide, possibly, bit by
bit.”

“Oh, no, we won't,” I said.
“I've lost a shirt, then my shoes,

and pretty soon my socks, but T
absolutely refuse to arrive at the
mine with the trouser seat
sheared off my—"

“Morgan!” said Lora.

“—bottom,” I finished, stub-
bornly. “What did you think I
was going to say?”

“Never mind,” she said, and
turned away, but I caught the
flicker of a smile fighting to get
onto her lips.

“What’s the difference wheth-
er I say it, or you think it?” I
asked, but she didn't answer,
merely rolled her blanket, shoul-
dered it, and made ready to
leave. By common consent, Binky
and I let her tote the sole re-
maining spear-thing, as a staff.
In theory, she was the weaker
sex, and needed it. I could have
given her an argument on that,
what with her agile limbs, and
effortless output of energy. She
was frisking at points where I
was dead on my feet.

Wearily, I rolled my own blan-
ket, slipped into my stinking
animal-skin shirt, and followed
trudgingly after her dancing
feet as she moved along after
Binky.

They’d suggested earlier that
1 might cut myself a less putrid
garment out of my blanket, but
cutting a headhole and wearing
it poncho-fashion was awkward
when climbing, with the perilous
likelihood of stepping on the
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trailing front end and jerking
your head against the cliff-face
when you tried to straighten up,
and cut it down to size I would
not, asserting my rights to have
an equal complement of bedding
when the cool night fell. Of
course, there was the alternative
of sharing one of theirs, but
Binky was too big, and Lora was
too adamantly unwilling. So I
walked in the rear and stank.

The path Binky had located
through the pass was narrow,
but at least level, so we made
good time moving through it.
Within four hours, we were on
the other side of the range, look-
ing down on a shimmering gold-
en expanse of hot, glittering,
waterless land. A dessert. From
the black foothills of the moun-
tain ranges to the distant hori-
zon, nothing moved, nothing
stirred but the heat-disturbed
air. The sky was kiln-blue tur-
quoise over a planet-face of daz-
zling brass—

Brass...?

“Holy jumping Geronimo!" I
cried, grabbing Lora into my

arms. “That’s the mine! The
whole damned desert is made of
copper!”

“But,” she said, bewildered,
“the map only showed a small
point on it, marked ‘Entrance to
Mine’. I remember it clearly,
Morgan . . .” She squinted in the
sunlight, then shaded her eyes
and peered down the slope to-
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ward the far-off foothills. “It
was somewhere just about—
There!” she cried triumphantly,
and pointed.

I narrowed my eyes against
the golden dazzle below, and
tried to ascertain the locale of
this thing she was trying to in-
dicate, a sloppy approach to pin-
pointing when one is waggling
the fingertip in ecstasy. “Hold
that thing still, will you!” I
growled, then at the same mo-
ment saw the square black
object, barely bigger than a pin-
prick in that monstrous golden
fabric of desert, almost nestled
against the hills themselves.
“You're crazy,” I said uncertain-
ly. “But let's go down and see,
anyhow.”

“Before we do,” said Lora,
pulling back from my embrace,
“I have a request to make. Some-
thing must go, immediately.”

“What?” I said.

“You have a choice,” she grin-
ned. “Me, or that goatskin.
Simple as that.”

“It was getting pretty gamy,
at that. I shrugged the stiff,
odorous hide from my shoulders,
and flexed my arms. “Okay, but
if I die of sunburn, you're a
murderess.”

We scouted around, found a
likely slope, and started a care-
ful climb downward. I noticed
that, however I tried keeping up
with Binky and Lora, they al-
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ways managed to stay ten feet
or more below me.

“I got rid of the goatskin, re-
member?” I called down, after
about half an hour of this.

“I know,” Binky grinned back,
“but the memory clings.”

“You'd better take a shower
when we get down,” suggested
Lora.

“In what, copper?” I snarled.

For answer, she pointed over
to our left. I followed that fin-
ger, and saw what I hadn’t no-
ticed before. A thin column of
silver shivered in the air along-
side a distant cliff-face, turning
to white clouds of spray at the
base. Grandfather Merrick not
only found himself a mine, but a
waterhole for the miners.

“I hope it's not poison, too,” I

shouted at the top of Lora's
head.
“It won’t matter,” she called
back. “There'll be some kind of
equipment near the mine, I
think, and we can rig up a small
water distillery if necessary.”

“What about on my skin,
though?” I yelled.

“If it'’s copper sulphate, it
won't hurt a bit. In fact, such
solutions are notoriously detri-
mental to the life of bacteria
which cause offensive odors,

"

“Climb!” 1 growled.

At about a hundred feet from
the desert floor, we all paused to
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rest in the shade of an outerop-
ping of black rock, eyeing that
distant cataract with parched
lips and sun-stung bodies. De-
spite the warmth, I had covered
my shoulders and arms with my
blanket, to keep off those skin-
blistering yellow rays. At the
moment, I felt like an any-min-
ute-now case of heat exhaustion.

“That,” I croaked, pointing to-
ward what had been Lora’s
‘mine entranee’ down almost
directly below our feet, “that
doesn’t look like no adit to me.”

“Seems to be a shack,” Binky
observed, his voice raw and
hoarse from the heat.

“Maybe,” Lora said weakly,
leaning her sun-pinkened face
near to the cool shaded rock wall
that supported our backs, “may-
be my grandfather put the en-
trance inside . . . Wouldn't blame
him . . . in this awful heat . . .”

“Maybe,” Lora said weakly,

“I still think you're nuts,” I
8aid. “That whole desert there is
copper. 1 recognize it.”

“When'd you ever see cop-
per?...” Lora asked.

“I'm a millionaire, remem-
ber?” I granted, “We sometimes
have to break a nickel for the
subway gum machines, you
know.”

“Oh, yeah, pennies. I forgot,”
she sighed, wearily. Her feet and
body were hardly twinkling with _
energy now, I observed, but I
didn't feel at all the satisfaction
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I should have. Instead, I was
getting scared.

“You— You sure you can
make it the rest of the way
down, Lora?” I said, earnestly.

“Sure,” she said, touching
lightly upon my face with her
fingertips. “As long as you're
along, Morgan.”

“You ..."” I said, trying weak-
1y to joke, “you just love me for
my money . .."”

She smiled gently, then nod-
ded her head toward the vast ex-
panse of burning orange-yellow
desert. “And what about my al-
most-a-billion that I can sell this
to the government for, assuming
Barton's estimate was correct?”

“Oh, that . .. You mean youll
be rich, too? Well, in that
case—" I turned my head, and
looked into her dark brown eyes,
inches from my own. “—In that
case, maybe I could love you for
yours, huh?”

Her face was suddenly seri-
ous, anxious. “And if the mine's
a dud, Morgan? If all that des-
ert is just sand?”

“Maybe—" I began, trying to
wet dry lips with an almost-
dryer tongue, “maybe I muld
love you anyway, Lora .

“Morgan, I do love yon,
said softly, watching me.

I slid an arm about her shoul-

she

ders, and pulled her to me, gen- -

tly. “And I love you, Lora,” I
said, and kissed her. Her lips
were cracked, and so were mine,
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but I can't remember a more
blissful encounter of same.

“And if he goes back on ya,”
Binky whispered, “I'll break
every bone in his body, Miss.”

“If 1go back on her,” I said,
“you have my permission to do
just that.”

“Well,” said Binky, “let's try
to make the rest of the way,
now. It's all downhill, anyhow,
and not too steep to take quick-
like, if we're—"

I looked at him. “What's up,
Bink? Why'd you stop?”

“Ob, no,” he said, his tone
deep and woeful. “Aw, no! Not
after all our trouble!”

I turned my head, slowly due
to numerous stiff red sunburnt
spots on my neck, and looked.

Settling gently down onto the
desert floor beside the shack was
a winged vehicle. A Flicker,
working perfectly. And as I
watched, the glassite dome flip-
ped open, and three tightly-
wedged people crawled out. Two
men and a woman. I couldn’t see
the men from where I was, not
that clearly. But one detail of
the trio was unmistakeable. The
woman had red hair.

“Pll kill ’em!” Binky rasped.
“I'll drop a rock on ’em, I'll set
the damned shack on fire—"

“Easy, Binky,” I said. “Don't
strain yourself. The thing for us
to do is get down there before
they can gum things up. If we
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destroyed the shack, we might
blot out evidence that we'd need
ourselves.”

“Besides—" Lora said, with a
ghost of her usual smile, “the
magnetic potential of this moun-
tain prevents any of the rocks
from being pried from its sur-
face ...~

“Shut up, darling,” I said.
“We're going to climb again.
Come on, I'll help you.”

A gruelling half-hour later,
we were standing on the floor of
the desert, a hundred yards from
the shack and that Flicker.
I felt weak, woozy, drained of
strength. But the shade, with the
sun already past its zenith, was
cooling and restful on the east-
ern side of the range. The crawl-
ing shadow of the range was
already past the shack, and mov-
ing out into that vast, glowing
desert.

I stooped down and picked up
a pinch of the golden grain stuff
and touched it to my tongue. I
got that bitter-salty taste that
I'd first learned of as a child.

“It’s copper, Lora, or I don’t
know the flavor of pennies when
I lick them,” I said.

“Swell,” said Binky. “Now,
look, here’s what we do. We get
into that Flicker, all of us, and
blast off for Radnor. When we
get there, we—"

“We what?” I said. “Sick the
military onto our friends? They
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haven’t committed any planetary
crime, which is all that the
Space Force would care about.
And the fraud they’re undertak-
ing we have no way of proving.”

Binky’s fertile imagination
was not stopped, however.
“Okay, so we take the Flicker
and just go to Radnor. We don’t
tell anybody anything, not even
those chumps are here, get it?”

“Binky, I'm ashamed of you,”
I grinned, “although I am per-
fectly in sympathy with your
emotions. Nope, let’s get on over
there and— Make it, Lora?”

“Mm-hmm,” she nodded. “A
good glass of water'll fix up my
trouble . . . Or maybe two.”

“Core on, then,” I said.

Together, Binky and I helped
her over the cooling copper
“sand” to the door of the shack.
Just as we reached it, it opened,
and Maximilian Barton looked
out at us.

“Thought- I recognized you
through the window,” he nodded.
“Come on in. Miss Dempster is
famous for her hospitality.”

I didn’t miss the connotations
of that statement, not for a min-
ute. “You talk as if she owns
this place . . .”

Barton stepped back, to let us
enter.

“She does, Mr. Blane,” he
smiled. “Oh, there were some
rather puzzling signs about the
place that would give one sus-
picions to the contrary, but—
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As you can see, we thought we
might need some kindling . ..”

As we got into the compara-
tive gloom of the shack, I saw
the other man—a stranger, prob-
ably Max’s pilot—just finishing
rending some bits of wood and
stuff into bits with a short-han-
dled axe. He was sweating hard,
which seemed odd for a man of
his build, even in a desert.

And then I knew what was
bugging him. The axe. He must
have carried it in. And, not too
damned far away, the black
magnetic mountain was exerting
its steady, enormous tug. I had a
funny thought, then, but Max
interrupted my thinking.

“So you see, this place belongs
solely to Flax, now.”

I looked toward Flax. There
was a soft smile on her lips, and
her eyes were half-lidded, like
those of a well-fed contented cat,
though even greener.

“Congratulations,” I mutter-
ed, as I helped Lora, almost a
dead weight, into a chair. “Might
I trouble you for some water for
the lady?”

“Fraser—" Flax said to the
big pilot, nodding.

He took a canteen from a sling
at his hip, and held the mouth of
it to Lora’s lips. He seemed to be
gripping it extra hard, which
brought back my other thought
in a hurry.

“Max, look, before we start
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discussing the pros and cons of
ownership, I should tell you—"

“You may call me Mis-ter Bar-
ton, if you don’t mind,” said
Max. “Your exalted financial po-
sition hardly gives you the right
to take pepole’s names and
shorten them—"

“Max, for Pete’s sake—" I
growled, stepping toward him.

“Hold it!” said Flax, whip-
ping up one of my stolen pistols
from a kit-bag on the floor.

“Look out!” I yelled, yanking
Lora and chair and all out of the
way.

The gun went off with a loud
“Blam!”, ear-splitting in that
small room, and Flax screamed
in terror and dropped it.

“It jumped!” she cried, then
gasped as the pistol slid swiftly
along the floor and crashed up
against the wall.

“What the devil—?” Max said,
white-faced.

“That's what I'm trying to
tell you, fathead!” 1 snapped.
“That whole mountain range
back there is magnetic, and if
you or we ever want to see Rad-
nor or Earth again, you'd better
run like hell outside and peg
down that Flicker!”

All quarrels momentarily for-
gotten, Max, Binky, Fraser the
pilot and myself all dashed out-
side to save the ship. Where it
bad been was a shallow trench
in the copper-sand. I turned my
eyes to follow this smooth-walled
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gouge, made by the dragging
belly of the Flicker, toward the
side of the mountain.

And there was the Flicker! I
looked a little to the left. And
there was the Flicker! And
there, and there, and there . . .
I turned to Max, bitterly.

“How are you at jigsaw puz-
zles?” I muttered.

CHAPTER 10

E FILED back inside the

shack, silently. Lora and
Flax were watching us, their
faces anxious.

“Our ticket to Radnor is now
umpteen billion chunks on the
cliff wall,” I said, plopping down
to a tired squat beside Lora’s
chair. “I'm open to suggestions.”

Lora laid her hand on my
shoulder, and let it linger there.
Flax caught the gesture, and
her already-green eyes glowed
greener than a Crispin campfire.

“Maybe,” she smiled sweetly
at Lora, “my hospitality will
wear thin.”

“And maybe,” 1 grunted,
reaching up and replacing Lora’s
hand, which had risen an inch
from my shoulder, “my patience
will do the same.”

“We still have the pistols,”
said Flax, sullenly.

“Oh, dry up,” I said. “You can
unhitch your corset and drop the
femme fatale impersonations.
This is serious stuff, you know.
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If someone doesn’t come by look-
ing for us, we're cooked—" I re-
membered the blistering heat
outside. “Sorry.”

“But,” Max said, licking his
lips and sinking down onto a
lightweight plasti¢ bench, “we
can’t just sit here . ..”

“We can pace,” Binky offered,
with a wan smile.

“Could— Could I have a little
of that water again?” Lora ask-
ed, in the ensuing silence. She
knew it was a touchy request.

I looked up at Fraser, Max's
pilot. “Can she?” I said.

He looked at Flax. She shrug-
ged and turned away. Fraser
came over and uncapped the can-
teen once more, holding it while
Lora drank.

“Hey—" said Max, suddenly.
“That’s not the only canteen, is
it?”

We all stared at Fraser. He
swallowed, carefully, then blink-
ed his eyes and said, “There was
one more of ‘m but it was in th’
Flicker . . .”

“Don’t worry,” I said, seeing
the anxious panic flash across
Max's face. “There’s a whole
cataract of water about a two-
mile hike down the cliff-face. Of
course, it may be poisonous, but
we can always distill it.”

“But isn't that a long and tedi-
ous process?” he demanded.

“What's our hurry?” I shrug-
ged. “We have nothing but time.
I don’t suppose one of you jok-
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ers brought a ham sandwich to
this galactic picnic?”

Everybody looked at Fraser
again. He flushed scarlet.

“There were some rations, but
they was in the—"

“Flicker,” Max nodded, miser-
ably.

‘We sat a moment longer, thenI
said, “Say, tell me, Max, how did
you three get a Flicker to work
up on Crispin, anyhow? And
how’d you meet up with Flax,
who was last seen sneaking off
into the woods with stolen prop-
erty ? And what took you so long
to get here, with transportation
like that?” )

“Anything else?” Max said,
with cold civility.

“Sure. How'd Frazer here
ever get a pilot's license ?”

“It was easy!” said Fraser,
happily. “I got a perfect mechan-
ical appetite. That means I can
figure anything long as it's
s'posed t' do something! And I
got a natural sense of good bal-
ance, and I got automatic re-
sponse to vehicle stress, and I
got perfect coordinature.”

“And you went out to join the
Space Force?” I marvelled.

He stared, then grinned. “Oh,
yeah,” he said, snapping his
fingers happily. “And I got
drafted.”

“That solves that,” I said,
then turned to Max. “So how
about you?”

Max sighed and gave in.
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“Okay, we may as well trade
stories as anything. It was sim-
ple enough. As soon as we got
near Crispin, Fraser felt the
force of the magnetic field af-
fecting the Flicker. Don’t ask
me how: He's got extrasensory
fingertips, or something. So he
turned off the drive, and glided
us in.”

“Without,” Flax said bitterly,
“radioing the information to our
ship, which dived blithely down-
ward until the engine melted!
Just like that!”

“Fraser couldn’t think of
everything, Flax,” said her law-
yer. “As far as I was concerned,
his instantaneous action was
commendable.” He turned back
to me. “But to continue— We
landed with no damage, but he
told me that he'd have to fix the
engine to function on this planet.
He couldn’t tell me what was
wrong, in scientific terms, but he
did say that— What was it you
said, Fraser?”

Fraser beamed, glad to be the
center of attention.

“I said that the stuff what
‘went round in the wires to give
the push to the stuff in the fuel
tank was getting bollixed by
some other stuff on this place
here that was pushing it the
wrong way, so I had to pull a
couple of wires and rig the
Flicker to work without no pow-
er going into the wires except
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what it got anyhow from the
planet, see?”

“That’'s what he
right,” Max smiled.

“You mean he fixed the Flick-
er to work from the magnetic
forces on Crispin instead of be-
ing burnt up by working against
them!” I said. I caught Lora’s
admiring glance and flushed.

“Why, Morgan,” she said soft-
ly, “you’re learning!”

I grinned at her. “If Fraser
can learn electronics, I'm going
to have to learn it, too, or never
hold my head up in public
again.”

“Aw, I didn’t learn it. I got a
gift,” Fraser said.

“Yeah,” said Flax. “One brain,
minus instructions.”

Fraser gave her a hurt look.

said, all

“So go on, Max,” I said. “He
fixed it. Then what? Why didn’t
you come here?”

“Because by then Fraser
thought to radio to Flax’s ship,
to see if they'd made it. When
they didn’t answer, he got wor-
ried, so we took the Flicker up
and started looking for wreck-
age. We found it, and landed,
but there was no sign of either
of them. Well, we couldn’t just
leave, after all, not without
knowing.”

“Why, Max,” I said, with real
surprise, “I never would have
thought it of you.”

“Don’t pin a medal on him,
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yet, Morgan,” said Flax, her
words like razor-edged glass.
“After all, how would it look if
a lawyer handles an inheritance
for a woman, gets her to sign
him a power of attorney over
her fortune, and then, in the
course of taking her to examine
her property, comes back with-
out her?...”

“Oh—" I said. Max studious-
ly avoided meeting Flax's eyes,
and she never let off boring with
them at the back of his perspir-
ing neck.

“S-So,” he went on, trying to
discount her statement by ignor-
ing it, “we took a look around.
We found Ansel's parachute
next. He'd been—uh—"

“If Ansel is Flax’s pilot, skip
this part. I not only found the
parachute, I was there just after
he’d been dragged out of it. Go
ahead from there, Max. We're
right with you.”

“By then, Fraser was getting
tired, so we landed, and got some
sleep. Meantime, Flax, who was
somewhere in that woods, had
seen us flying overhead. She
moved off in the direction we'd
taken past her point of view,
hoping to get to an open area
where she might signal if .we
came down again, and—"

“And I damned near broke my
shin over a wing of their Flick-
er in the dark!” said Flax. "And
do you know that those guys
didn’t want to take me?”
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“Not take you?” I said. “Then
why find you?”

“Not that trip, that's all,”
said Max, brushing a drop of
sweat from his forehead. “The
Flickers are only supposed to
seat two people, you know. It
might have been dangerous trav-
eling with three. My intention
was to have Fraser fly me here,
then go back for her, and—"

“Ha!” said Flax,

“We were going to leave her
food, and weapons, of course,”
Max smiled placatingly at her.
It didn't work.

“Sure you were,” she spat.
“And in the meantime, you'd
scoot around the shack here,
while Old Fuzzbrain was wing-
ing back for me, and you'd make
the wonderful discovery that it
was your old grandfather that
founded the Crispin Copper
Mines!” She turned a baleful
gaze from him to me. “Do you
know that this crummy—"

“Ah-gh!” I said. “Don’t for-
get: Fraser’s here.”

Her lips worked violently, but
she shifted into a more genteel
gear and went on, “This louse
didn’t even want me to leave
Earth with him! Wouldn’t let me
see my own mine!”

“Whose mine!?” Lora explod-
ed, but I grabbed her wrist just
short of a tigerish spring at
Flax.

“Easy,” I said. “Let her tell it
with her plot and motivations.
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We can always edit the final
script.”

“With parched, sunburnt fin-
gers,” Binky sighed. “Damn it,
Mr. Blane, I'm so dry inside I
could get relief licking a roll of
dental floss!”

“If you have an extra, I'll join
you,” I said. Then I got to my
feet. “Binky’s right. Before we
tell any more war stories about
Crispin, we'd better go out and
get some of that water before
our corpuscles have to turn edge-
wise and roll through our veins.”

“Well, who should go?” Max
asked, looking around.

We stared at one another. 1
wasn’t about to take off and
leave Max to destroy any evi-
dence he may have missed . . .
Max wouldn’t leave me alone to
find it. For reasons of employ-
ment, Fraser and Binky couldn’t
be left, either of them, nor, for
reasons of financial situations,
could Lora and Flax. Of course,
we could leave one person from
one team, and one from an-
other . .. But I didn't trust Flax
and Lora not to scrap, and Lora
wasn’t exactly in top shape . . .
Fraser could, in a pinch, destroy
Binky with one hand. And if
Max and I stayed, I couldn’t
guarantee peace, either. Besides
which, our staying would have
the end result of either having
the women and our pilots carry-
ing enough water for six people,
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which wasn't fair to the women,
or if Max and I kept the women
with s, then we'd have the same
fight-problem between Binky
and Fraser out at the cata-
ract ...

My head started to spin, so I
gave it up. “Maybe,” I said soft-
ly, “we had all better go.”

“Morgan,” Lora said softly,
“we may as well sit here.”

“Why ?” I asked, looking down
at her, her face bloodless be-
neath the pink splotches of sun-
burn.

“Because,” she smiled sadly,
“we don’t have anything to carry
the water back in .. ."”

“The canteen—" Max blurted,
then stopped, recalling that the
cataract fell down the side of the
damnably magnetic mountain.
It'd get to the cataract before
we did, and it wouldn’t be com-
ing back.

“Old man Merrick must've
had gomething to carry water

in!” I argued. “He couldn’t just _

sit here and dessicate!”

“He had something,” said

Flax, with a scornful smile at
her lawyer. “A nice one-gallon
earthenware jug.”
“Swell,” I said. “Where's it
at?”
She jerked a thumb at the
floor. I looked. Amongst the
splinters of the signboard
Fraser had been chopping when
we'd entered, I detected shards
of pottery.
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“Why, Max!” I groaned. “For
Pete’s sake, why ?”

“It—" he murmured, much
subdued, “it had his name paint-
ed on the side .. .”

“Then you admit this place is
Lora’s!” I yelled in triumph.

Max stepped back, startled. “I
didn’t— I mean— I didn’t mean
to imply that it was her grand-
father’s name . . .”

“Whose else’s? Flax's? Yours?
And if so, why the carnage?”

Max sat down, angry, now.
“You'll never prove it in court.
You have three witnesses, I have
three witnesses.”

“Don’t count too hard on me,
honey,” said Flax.

“You're just as involved as I
am—" he said furiously.

“Let's not forget one thing,
huh?” Binky interrupted groan-
ingly. “If we don't get some
water, we never even get to
court!”

“He’s right,” said Lora. “May-
be— Maybe the only thing for
us to do is to all go over to the
cataract and drink, as much as
we can hold.”

“Then sweat it out hiking
back,” Flax muttered. “And if
we. get thirsty in the middle of
the night, we can slip into our
bunny-fur sandals and skip two
miles to the waterfall! No, thank
you.”

“] know!” said Fraser, star-
tling all of us. “How come we
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don’t just go to the water and
stay there?”

“Out of the mouths of boobs,”
said Flax. “Why don’t we?”

After a few seconds’ thought,
and feeling very foolish, I admit-
ted I didn’t kmow any reason
why not. We all began gathering
our gear together for the trip.
Lora, however, was worried.

“Morgan,” she said, leaning
close to me and whispering, as I
made a pack out of my blanket
with some cords I'd found,
“there’'s just one thing: Why
didn’t my grandfather put this
shack nearer the cataract? It
would have been tough on him
being this far, wouldn’t it? It
doesn’t make sense.”

I paused, thinking. “Maybe
the noise bothered him? Those
cataracts don’t twtoc down cliff-
sides, you know . .

“Perhaps you 're nght," she
said, the frown leaving her face.
“Maybe he just couldn’t sleep
nights.”

She turned away just before
her worried frown reappeared,
this time on my face. Why
hadn’t old Merrick camped near-
er? However, I was too thirsty
by then to think it out. What-
ever the reason was, if Merrick
bad found it out and survived,
then we should be able to.

1t was only when we were all
halfway to the cataract that I re-
membered one tiny detail: Old
Merrick hadn't survived . ..
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CHAPTER 11

AY, what if the water's poi-

sonous?” Max asked, as we
got nearer to the thundering col-
umn of falling water. “We can't
bring distilling apparatus out
here: The mountain’ll snatch it
up!”

“If it's poisonous, we may as
well go ahead and drink it,”
Flax murmured. “It'll be quicker
than death by thirst.”

“Hey, I don't wanna drink no
poison!” Fraser complained.

“Why not?” Flax said with a
shrug. “Socrates did.”

“But he had brains,” I pointed
out.

“Ain't I got brains?” Fraser
said, looking unhappy.

“You've got something bet-
ter,” I said. “Sense!”

“Oh, I don’t know,” said Flax.
“After all, if he had any sense,
he—"

“Wouldn’t have come to Cris-
pin, yeah,” I finished for her.
“Where does that leave you?”

“Last in line at the water-
hole,” she said. “I hope.”

“Hey, lady!” Fraser said,
dodging suddenly away from
Lora, who was being helped
along by Binky and me, “watch
the points on that crutch. You
want I should break 'em off
shorter for you, maybe?” he said
helpfully.

“No, thanks,” said Lora,
quickly. “This is just fine.”
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Fraser shrugged, and joined
the trudge waterward.

The “crutch,” of course, was
the spear-gadget we'd brought
with us all the way from that
village. Binky and I had thought
it best to have some kind of
‘weapon handy, in case any more
trouble arose. Max's bunch bad
naturally left the pistols and
canteens safely behind at the
shack, away from the pull of
Mount X, as I'd come to think
of it. I wasn’t about to demon-
strate the fact that we were
armed, not to Max Barton, not
yet. But Earth-deserts, barren
by day, have an uncomfortable
way of coming to life at night.
We might meet only the Crispin
equivalent of rabbits and prairie
dogs. But then again, I didn't
relish stumbling over a Crispin
rattlesnake, horned viper, gila
monster, or tarantula . ..

The pool at the base of the
falls was finally reached, and we
all paused on the brink, eyeing
one another. Who would be the
lucky person to get the first
swig?

“Why don't we do it by the
numbers?” Binky suggested.
“You know: We all get on hands
and knees by the water, and do a
one-for-the-money, two-for-the-
show—"

“And everybody chickens out
on Four,” Flax said.

“Whatever may be in it,” Lora
said, “it can’t be as poisonous as
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all that! I'll just take a sip, and
if it's bad-tasting, I'll spit it
out.”

“And if it's cyanide?” said
Flax. “That works awfully fast,
you know.”

“Cyanide’s not a copper com-
pound—" Lora said.

“Must the poison be copper-
ish?” Flax asked, calmly.

“She’s got a point, there,
Lora,” I said. “We'd better be
careful . . .”

“Damn it to hell!” Flax
groused, sitting down on the
ground, which was black rock,
like the mountain, “I can just
see us all found here, years from
now: Six mummies frozen in a
position of violent discussion!”

“Or six skeletons, in the
throes of cupric poisoning,” I
added.

“Okay,” said Flax. “So one of
us drinks, and the other five
watch him for ill effects . . .”

“And why a ‘him’?” Max in-
quired politely. “I'd always
heard it said: Ladies first.”

“To hell with all of you,” said
Binky, and with that, he drop-
ped down to the brink, plunged
his face into the water, and be-
gan drinking. I watched the
rhythmic movements of his
‘windpipe, as the liquid was swal-
lowed gulp by gulp, and waited
to see if he suddenly went prone.
Or into convulsions.

Neither happened. After a
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minute’s guzzling, Binky lifted
his face from the water, drip-
ping wet, and rolled over on the
bank with a contented sigh.

“How is it?" I asked.

“It’s cold, and it's wet, and if
it's poison, I can't taste it,” he
said.

The next minute or so resem-
bled a Roman Orgy, except that
the liquid imbibed was hardly
the kind to get even the strictest
teetotaler upset. For a long time
afterwards, we all just lay on
our backs on the bare black rock,
and gave satisfied groans as our
systems attempted to shuttle the
liquid from our alimentary
canals to slightly withered cells
elsewhere in our bodies.

The desert before us, with its
billion facets of pure orange-
yellow metal, picked up and am-
plified the starlight from the
black sky, and turned itself into
a shimmering sea of pale golden
light. It was like watching a
marsh mist that had a slight
case of jaundice. And then, in
the distance, I saw the first mov-
ing shape. ..

“Hold it, folks,” I whispered,
sitting up. “We have company!”

The group bobbed up around
me, and looked where I was look-
ing. Great black shapes were
gliding smoothly toward us.

“Mr. Blane—" said Binky, his
voice low and nervous. “I just
thought: This is probably a
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waterhole for the animals in this
desert!”

“Stop reading my mind,” I
said. “Come on, people, let’s get
out of here, fast. I don't know
what those things are, but the
smallest ones are bigger than
Fruer, and that’s enough for

We all scrambled to our feet.
I grabbed Lora, and Binky grab-
bed up the “crutch.” I put a
hand on his arm.

“Not unless we have tol” I
cautioned him. “Hey, where's
the insulation?”

He mumbled something vague-
ly vile, and said, “The henna job
copped it for a washcloth, to take
the travel-stains off her face. I
couldn’t think of an excuse why

”

“Damn!” I said. Then, “Look,
better let me take it, then, Bink.
I've already lost my shirt.”

“Morgan,” Lora said urgently,
“you can’t! If we're on the des-
ert when you use it, the copper
under your feet will act as a con-
ductor, and boost the current!”

“In that case,” I said, noting
the departing backs of Max's
group, “let’s just follow their ex-
ample and run like hell!”

We took off swiftly, trotting
at the heels of Max, his pilot,
and his redheaded insubordi-
nate, in the direction of the
shack. I glanced back and saw
that the dark shapes were grow-
ing more numerous, lumbering
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silently across the metallic
“sand” toward the waterhole.

“Small wonder the shack’s
way to hell and gone, Lora,” I
said, keeping a good hold on her
arm as we ran. “Your grand-
father was averse to getting
stepped on in his sleep!”

“But what are those things?”
Lora asked, frightened.

“Hard to say, in this kind of
light,” I panted, as we hurried
through the darkness, “but
whatever they are, they’re big,
they're fast, and there are hun-
dreds of them. Let's not stand
around to check whether or not
they're friendly.”

“Wait a minute—" Binky
gasped, grasping my arm. “The
blankets, Mr. Blane! I don't
know what 1 was thinking of,
but we can use them!”

“Oh, damn!” I said, stopping

and jerking my rolled pack of
blanket-andcord off my shoul-
ders. “Of course! Here, wrap
this around the haft of that
thing, Bink!”
. He took the blanket, still fold-
ed, and twisted it about the end
of the spear-gadget, holding it
tightly with both hands. “Now
we should be a match for these
things,” he said.

Suddenly, up ahead of us in
the dark, Flax screamed. Then
the other trio came rushing back
to us, frantic.

“More of them, coming from
in front of us!® Max cried.
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“We're travped between two

herds .

1 looked beyond him. Sure
enough, a tide of shuffling black
forms was rolling. toward us over
the starlit desert floor, silent,
ponderous and ominous . . .

“Too many, Bink!” I said, as
he started to lower the flexible
tips of the spear-gadget to the
horizontal. “Come on, everybody,
straight in toward the mountain
wall. We can climb up out of
range.”

We turned at right angles to .
our previous path and rushed
toward the silent black bulk of
the mountain, as the shadow-
herd drew nearer and nearer.

“What if they ocan climb, too?”
Max shouted as we ran.

“Then we climb faster!” 1
yelled back. “Hurry, damn it!”

We stumbled from the metal-
lic sands onto the sharp-edged
surface of the lower mountain
slopes, and rushed blindly for-
ward into the shadows. My feet,
bereft of even my socks, now,
were lanced with shooting stabs
of pain as they sprang over that
jagged black rocky surface.
Binky and I each had one of
Lora’s arms, half-carrying her
so that her feet barely touched
the ground at all.

We were downwind of the
cataract, now, and some of the
cold wet spray was collected into
shallow puddles on the stone be-
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neath our hurrying feet, making
our haste somewhat treacherous.
I was just about to shout a word
of caution to the others when my
own feet splashed into a collec-
tion of these puddles, and I skid-
ded and fell, inadvertently
dragging Lora with me. Binky,
with Lora torn free of his grasp,
stumbled onward a few steps,
then went down heavily to the
rocks, his hands still clutching
the blanket-insulated haft of
that spear-gadget, which began
to whir at the double-tlpped end
from the shock of his fdl

Then a wiggli

ominous buzzing came through
the air, and I had my answer.
The return-flight of rocks crash-
ed deafeningly into the moun-
tain wall nearly overhead, and a
shower of electrical radiance
cascaded down at us as another
batch of boulders was knocked
loose, re-polarized, and sent fly-
ing. It was some holocaust and
we were right in the center.

‘Within minutes, utter electrie
chaos was broken loose in the
hitherto calm desert night. Slow-
er-moving bulks of rock were

pencil-thick spark leaped the gap
between those vibrating tips,
and an eye-searing white thun-
derbolt zigzagged at a wild an-
gle into the air of the black
desert might and blasted a tow-
ering shard of Mount X into
enormous boulders.

Boulders which instantly were
whirled off into the night by
their reversed polarity, toward
wherever the northeast angle of
the range lay.

“What happened? What was
that?” Flax cried out from
ahead of us. But I was watching
the north horizon, waiting for
the results of that accidental
rushing of the hori:

met by already masses
of magnetic stone in mid-air,
and shattered into sparkling
fragments of  death-dealing
speed and power. Out on the
sands, the black herds were mill-
ing about in terror, giving loud
roaring cries of confusion, and
moving at a fast gallop over the
shifting copper sands, striking
one another head-on, caroming
off broad sides, falling down
with hideous squealing noises.
And then a bunch of them, fall-
ing into a panicky formation,
started coming our way, fast,
looking, under the intermittent
flashes of energy that now lit the
sky, like escapees from a mad-
man’s e. I caught a

lanche season . . . Then I saw the
white sparks in the distance as
those boulders struck home.
‘Would the impact dislodge more
rock from over there? ... An
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glimpse of flat, dull-eyed faces,
long limp mouths swaying pon-
derously from underslung jaws,
and high, spiral horns on the
broad bony foreheads . ..
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“Binky!” 1 yelled. “Behind
us— The herd!”

He got groggily to his feet,
and turned toward the onrush-
ing menace, trying to level the
weapon again. Then I saw that
he'd let the blanket fall away,
and was going to use the thing
while standing barefoot in a pud-
dle, yet!

“No!” 1 yelled, springing to
my feet and launching myself at
him in an urgent dive that struck
the shaft from his hands before
I plunged face-first onto the hard
black rock.

The next flash I saw was mine
alone to view, as my head smack-
ed upon the side of a boulder,
and consciousness exploded into
silent blackness . ..

CHAPTER 12

IRST there was warmth, and
then the feeling of some-
thing soft beneath me, and then
my eyes snapped open and I was
staring at the interlocked plastic
ceiling of the shack. I blinked
my eyes, and felt a painful tug
somewhere on my right temple.
Carefully, I brought my fingers
to the spot and touched lightly.
“It's a lump,” said a voice.
“Egg-shaped, purple and slight-
ly softer than your thick skull.”
I raised my head with an ef-
fort and saw Flax Dempster sit-
ting on that plastic bench near
the foot of the cot where I lay.
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Hot yellow sunlight was stream-
ing remorselessly in through the
faded glassine window and tiny
chinks in the walls, where the
prefabricated parts had been
warped apart. Flax’s green eyes
were bright, but her face was
drawn with tension.

“What happened?” I said, try-
ing to sit up.

Flax came over and sat on the
edge of the cot, pushing me back
into place, gently. “You brained
yourself slightly, that’s all. But
that lightning-stick thing land-
ed butt-first in a cleft of rock
and threw a bolt that turned the
whole damned herd around
again. Most of them galloped
over the horizon and got away.”

“Most of them?” I frowned,
squinting in the brightness.

“Light bother you? Here—"
Flax tugged a loose piece of can-
vas that served as a curtain over
the glassine, and the room’s
golden glow abated somewhat.
“Some of them had fractured
their skulls from running into
one another. They were still
there this morning, so Fraser

- and Binky rigged up a spit and

roasted some of the meat. Then
Madame Curie suggested mak-
ing waterbags out of the skins,
or something, and lugging fresh
drink back here to us. Want
some?”

She lifted the metal canteen
with an effort, and I heard a
‘wonderful sloshing inside it. She
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didn’t wait for my answer, just
twisted off the cap and held it to
my lips with one hand, the other
supporting my head. I swallowed
the cold liquid gladly, then wiped
my lips with the back of my
wrist as she replaced the cap.

“Isn’t that hard to handle, in
the magnetic field?” I asked, as
she set the canteen back into a
small pocket of wall, where it
couldn’t be dragged across the
floor as the gun had been the
evening before.

“I do you a favor, maybe you'll
do me one,” she said, with a
brief wink of one eye.

“I don’t have my checkbook
with me—" I started, then bit
the words off before finishing, as
& sudden taut whiteness appear-
ed beneath her eyes. “Sorry,”
said contritely, “that was un-
called for.”

“Yes, it was,” she said, and
turned away her face, though
she remained seated on my bed-
side.

“Say,” 1 went on, hoping a
subject-change might relieve the
bad feeling that had sprung up
between us, “where are the oth-
ers?”

“Listen,” said Flax, grinning
wryly, and tilting her head to-
ward the Mount X side of the
shack. I attuned my ears in that
direction and did as bidden.

Faintly, I caught a sound of
heavy thuds, and shouts, some of
them shouts of laughter. “What
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gives?” I said, “It sounds Hke
Jones Beach in- July.”
“They're playing Blast-the-

Flicker, with that lightning-
stick,” Flax drawled, with a
weary headshake.

“What! But why?” I demand-
ed. “This is no time for childish
games—"

“Oh, it's not a game,” Flax
said, anticipating my statement.
“Fraser, with his high mechani-
cal ‘appetite’, thinks he might
be able to fix it to fly solo, by
itself, to Radnor, with a Send
Help message scratched on the
chassis, or whatever. So then
Lora Merrick said—" Flax wid-
ened her eyes in a devastatingly
accurate mimicry of Lora's
usual I've-got-it! expression,
clapped- her hands together, and
went on, “ ‘Say, folks! If we can
blast the Flicker-parts, then
they’ll reverse po-tar-lty and fly
loosge, and then—"'"

“Hold it,” I said, chuckling
despite myself. “She doesn’t real-
ly singsong like that, Flax!”

“Well, she comes close enough
to it to turn my tummy, slight-
ly,” Flax said, shaking her head.
“Anyhow, they’re out there, now,
indulging in an electronic skeet-
shoot. They electrify a Flicker-
chunk, then when it flies off the
wall toward the other range, they
blast it down in mid-air, and all
dive on it before it can skid
along the ground back to the
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wall it just left. More fun than
ducking for apples!”

Outside, I heard a crackling
boom, then a shrill squeal of
male and female laughter, an-
other boom, then the sounds of
frantic running about and gen-
eral horseplay.

“Sounds jolly,” I admitted.
“But you shouldn’t pick on Lora,
Flax. Didn't she tell you we
were engaged ?”

“No, but I suspected some-
thing of the sort” Flax said,
‘moodily. “Chalk up another con-
quest for cowlike eyes!”

“Aw, come on, don’t be like
that,” I said.

“Why not?” Flax spun to face
me. “Honestly, Morgan, I don’t
know what you see in her. All
she knows is electronics, and all
you know is the New York the-
ater. I can just see you two on
an opening night. You'll be try-
ing to watch the performnnce.
and she’ll be putting a bee in
your ear about the mcenulty of

started telling her about Lora.
How anxious I'd been when we'd
been originally separated, how
I'd risked my life investigating
that fangface prison to find her,
how worried I'd felt when she
was so weak on the down-jour-
ney toward the shack— “Didn’t
you ever feel like that, Flax?” I
said, finishing. “What else is it
but love?”

“It’s manhood, stupid,” said
Flax, bitterly, folding her arms.
“The urge to protect the help-
less. Yes, I've felt it, too, that
feeling, Morgan. I used to have a
kitten. It was constantly falling
down behind the stove, tripping
over its own whiskers, and lollo-
ing around with sick eyes when
it had a bad piece of salmon for
dinner— And I went out of my
way to take care of it, but I
hardly felt obliged to propose!”

“You're jealous, aren’t you!”
I remarked.

“Why shouldn't I be?” she
said angrily. “Damn it, Morgan,
Ilike you, too. And here you are,

the mventor of the
stage .

“Aw, lay off, will you,” I said
softly. “Why, I've never felt this
way about anyone before. This
is the real thing, Flax.”

“How do you know ?” she said,
staring into my eyes in a very
disconcerting manner. “That ses-
sion we had in the treetops
wasn’t exactly a dud.”

“Listen, then—" I said, and
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going head: heels about a
little ball of fluff with a transis-
tor for a heart!”

“Now, now,” I said, soothing-
ly. “You feel this way at the mo-
ment, because I'm young, and
available, and—"

“Don’t flatter yourself, Mor-
gan Blane,” said Flax. “At the
‘moment, you have a three-day
scraggly growth of black prickles
on your face, a sunburnt nose,
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and you smell like you've been
wallowing in sheepdip!”

I remembered my goatskin
jacket with chagrin. “I meant to
take a shower,” 1 said. Then,
“Well, if it's not my looks, it
must be my money.”

“What money ?” Flax snapped.
“What good is your damned
checkbook in this desert?”

“We might get back . . ." I
said slowly.

“Okay!” she raged, standing
up and glaring at me, her hands
balled into fists, and arms ram-
rods at her sides. “So when we
get back, then you accuse me of
mercenary motives, not before!”
Crystal tears suddenly sparkled
in those bright green eyes. “In

the meantime, shut up, you
louse!”
“Hey, Flax . . .” I said, con-

cerned. “I didn’t mean to—" My
hand reached out and took hold
of hers. She was trembling, vio-
lently, and breathing fast,
through flaring nostrils . . .
‘Then she dropped down again
upon the bed, sitting and looking
into my eyes. A queer tingling
sensation began at the back of
my neck as I looked into those
eyes—
“Flax . .
“What—1?"
Her hands, cool and firm, slip-
ped down at either side of my
throat, as if she would strangle
me. Then they slid back of my
neck, and her lips were suddenly
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» 1 said hoarsely.

pressing on mine, with a fierce
warmth that startled me. My
arms, of their own volition, came
up around her and pulled her
tightly to me.

That kiss scared me. I was
shaking when she pulled her lips
away from mine and buried her
face against the pillow behind
my head, her cheek hot against
my own, and her flaming hair
like golden silk across my face.
I held onto her, not knowing
quite what to do. It had been
such a hungry kiss, with such
inexpressible yearning in it.

Like an idiot, I kept stroking
her back with one hand, and
murmuring, “Easy, easy,” over
and over into her ear.

“Hold me, Morgan,” she sob-
bed, “hold me.”

What the hell. I held her.
After a moment, I couldn’t bear
much more propinquity. I was
hotter than the desert climate
could account for.

“Is— Is this just a way of en-
suring leniency, or something,
when we get back?” I said. I
couldn’t think straight.

Flax lifted her head and star-
ed into my eyes. “Is that what
you really think, Morgan?” Her
voice was suddenly very tired. I
couldn’t meet her gaze.

“I don’t know what to think
anymore,” 1 grunted, uneasily.

“Well,” she said, sitting up
and pushing back her hair,
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“that’s progress of sorts, any-
how.”

I took hold of her hand, and
kept hold of it, not saying any-
thing. She watched me, curious-
ly, then said, “You have the
oddest expression. What are you
thinking ?”

I grinped. “I was just realiz-
ing what I like about you,
Flax . . . You're— Youl're re-
silient.”

“Why, Mis-ter Blane!” she
said, with feigned shock, and a
very prudent straightening of
the front of her blouse collar.

“Not that way!” I laughed. “I
mean your personality. Do you
know I've never seen anyone
bounce back as nicely as you do.
I've done nothing but be nasty
to you—"

“Agreed,” said Flax without
hesitation.

“Even at our first meeting, I
implied something or other about
you...”

“You implied that I was no
stranger to harsh expletive.
Well, it's true. I don't use such
bad language, but I doubt if
there’s any word you could em-
ploy that I wouldn't be able to
recognize. No harm in that, is
there?”

“No, none,” I admitted. “But
you're kind of courageous, too.
It took nerve to run off into the
jungle like you did, when you
left me that time. Even with
those guns.”
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“Want to know a secret?” she
said, abruptly.

1 nodded, interested.

“I wasn’t running off because
of what you'd said about having
me arrested. I took off because I
didn’t trust myself alone with
you any longer. You bring out
the beast in me.”

I laughed. “You don’t exactly
blunt my fangs, either.”

“Too bad,” said Flax, staring
with a secret smile at the ceil-
ing, “that you're so mad about
Lora Merrick . . ."

1 realized with a start that I'd
quite forgotten Lora for the mo-
ment. “. .. Oh, yeah,” I whisper-
ed. “Lora.”

“Your fiancee, remember?”
Flax goaded me.

1 lay back and looked at her,
quite beautiful in the just-
bright-enough diffused sunlight
of that single room. “You're a
very intriguing person, Flax,” I
said. “Tell me, how did you get
into this setup, anyhow?”

“The way I told you. Or, rath-
er, the way you guessed. Max
Barton offered me a billion dol-
lars. I didn’t say no. Would yox
have?”

“It wasn’t honest,” I evaded.

“Answer the question,” Flax
prodded.

“Well—" I said. “I can’t say.
After dl I'm rich enough al-

ready .

"Nlce. “the way you skirt the
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issue,” said Flax. “What if you
were me, Morgan, and you got
a chance like Barton offered.
Could you simply say you
wouldn’t?”

“Maybe not,” I admitted.
“How about your real grand-
father? Still alive?”

She shook her head. “Died in
the Second World War.”

“So there’s no chance that
Max had you fooled about this
so-called inheritance?” I said.

“What are you doing,” she
said suddenly, “trying to find
excuses for me? Can't you like
me unless I'm perfect, Morgan?”

“What are you talking
about?” I said guiltily, quite
aware what she meant.

“That you, in your holier-
than-thou way, are on the brink
of taking a shine to me,” she
said wearily. “Only I have to
meet the Blane Standard, don't
1? If you can convince yourself
that I was Max’s dupe, fine. You
are just dying for me to lie and
say I've been the innocent victim
of this shyster lawyer. And the
part that kills me is that you'll
know it's not true! But some
fussy little part of your ego
wants to hear me say it, any-
way.”

I sat up on the cot. “Now,
Flax, I didn't—"

“Lie down!” she said. I did.
“Well, Morgan, I'm not going to
lie just to make things easy on
your stilted conscience! The
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truth is that Max asked me to do
something crooked, I kmew it
was crooked, and I said, ‘Swell!
When do we start?’!”

I said, “Oh,” very softly, then
lay there, silent.

“So if you ever get over this
infantile crush you have for that
fluffy feline physicist and want
‘me instead, you take me as I am,
or not at all. I'm a erook, Mor-
gan . . . Morgan, did you hear
me? I'm involved in attempted
larceny, of my own free will.”

“Are— Are you sorry?” 1
said, hopefully.

"Not in the least,” said Flax.
“I won't even give you that sat-
isfaction.”

“What satisfaction?” 1 de-
manded.

“Charity. Reclaiming the poor
misguided girl. Taking her from
her evil path toward crime
and— Nope, you take me, crook-
edness and all, and maybe I'll
repent later. But I won’t even
guarantee it.”

“You stinker,” I said, softly.

“Look who's talking,” she
laughed. “B.O. Blane!”

“Come here,” I said, and grab-
bed her, pulling her down to me
again. Her lips were still hungry
against mine, but a lot of the
desperation was gone from her
attitude. She laid her cheek
against mine once more, and
whispered gently, “I hope that
damned Flicker’s in at least a
million pieces . . ."
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Then I realized that I hadn't
been hearing that blasting noise
for some time. I looked toward
the door, which was part-way
open, and saw shadows approach-
ing over the copper-sand sur-
face.

“Whoops!” I said, sitting up.
“Take ten, Flax.”

She broke away and stared at
me, oddly. “Why the long guilty
face, Morgan? Aren’t you a free
agent?”

“I don’t want to startle her,
is all,” I said. “I'd rather ex-
plain it to her than have her just
bust in and get the wrong im-
pression—"

“The wrong impression ?” said
Flax, with an arch of one trim
eyebrow.

“All right, all right,” I mut-
tered. “The right impression,
then. Better?”

“Much.”

The foursome came in the
door, all of them carrying bits
and pieces of electronic parts,
fighting the tug of the mountain.
They looked over at us, then
stacked the junk against the
wall, where it stacked easily
enough, due to the pull from the
mountain out beyond it.

Lora, even more sunburnt, but
nowhere near as weak-looking as
the night before, stared at me,
a funny look on her face.

1 wondered for a frantic in-
stant if it were lipstick-smears
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again, then remembered that
Flax hadn’t been wearing any,
and relaxed a bit.

“How— How’s your head,
Morgan?” Lora asked.

“Purple,” I said, “but relative-
ly painless.”

“That’s good,” she said. “Do
you want some meat ? We cooked
up some of the flesh of those
buffalo, or whauver they were.
It's not

“It tastea llke an old inner-

sole boiled in butter,” said
Binky. “But it hasn't poisoned
any of us.”

The conversation seemed nor-
mal enough, but there was a
tremor of high tension in that
room. I looked at the group,
closely. Max seemed as usual, a
little nettled and nervous, but
Binky, Fraser and Lora seemed
uncomfortable.

“Lora ..." I said. “What’s the
mtur!'

She faltered a smile, which
faded instantly, then took a hesi-
tant step toward me, and said,
“Morgan, I—"

The air outside was suddenly
split by a piercing roar of sound,
a roar that grew louder and
louder, from a high-pitched
screech to a thunderous boom. I
vaulted out of the cot and stum-
bled to the doorway beside Flax,
the others already having dashed
outside to see the cause of the
disturbance. My mind was alive
with unnerving images of mag-
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netic avalanches, stampeding
herds, flying thunderbolts, or
even charging fangfaces. But it
was none of these.

Settling with ponderous grace
down into a whirling cloud of
blast-disturbed copper sand, I
beheld the stately gray needle of
a Space Force Battleship, its
wide tail vanes extending flat-
bottomed hydraulic rods to cush-
ion the shock of landing. As it
came to rest, and the dazzling
copper cloud began to settle back
to the desert floor, from the side
opposite Mount X long metal
darts sprang out, diving into the
shifting sands and pulling a net-
work of long cables taut against
the tug of the magnetic moun-
tainside.

“I'll be damned,” I said to
Flax. “They must have been here
before!”

‘We raced out to the ship, and
stood waiting with the others as
the circular airlock swung open,
and a pair of uniformed men de-
scended to the ground in a most
efficient manner.

As the men, officers, reached
us, Fraser came smartly to at-
tention and saluted. They re-
turned the salute, then the older
one, a captain, said, “At ease,”
and looked over the rest of us.
“Which of you,” he said, “is
“Maximilian Barton?”

Max, his eyes bugging with
surprise, said, “I am, Cap-
tain...”
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The officer nodded, bleakly. “I
have a warrant for your arrest.”

“What?!” Max bleated. “What
for?”

“It says for fraud,” the cap-
tain explained. “The authorities
back on Earth thought we’d find
you here. Seems you registered
a claim on a copper mine belong-
ing to someone else, Mr. Bar-
ton.”

“But they— How could they—
It's not true!” he said.

“The Government, Assayer's
office says different,” said the
captain, unsmilingly. “Just after
your claim came in and was reg-
istered, they got a pre-dated
claim to the identical spot, made
out by one Ira Merrick.”

“Grandfather!” Lora exclaim-
ed. “He sent a duplicate copy to
the claims office!”

“Well—it's—it’s a coincidence,
that’s all!” Max blustered. “Ap-
parently, two people discovered
the same strike of copper,
and—"

“And drew up exactly the
same map?” said the captain.
“Your map is a duplicate of his,
drawn on the same type of pa-
per, penned by the same hand.
Hig.”

“Then she lied!” Max said,
desperately, spinning and point-
ing a finger at Flax. “She came
to me with that map, and-.said
that it was her grandfather who
had discovered it—"
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The captain turned to Flax,
his eyes narrowed with suspi-
cion. “Is that true, Miss?” he
said.

Flax's eyes locked on mine,
helplessly.

“Of course not!” I blurted.

“Who the hell are you?” the
captain said to me, in a curt

voice:

“Tell him, Lora!” I said, pass-
ing the buck.

“He’s the man who brought
me up here to save the mine,
that's all!” she said, with a stub-
born jut of her jaw at the cap-
tain. “His name is Morgan
Blane, and he’s got millions of
dollars!”

“Well, la-de-da!” said the cap-
tain, unimpressed. “But— Are
you vouching for this woman,
Mr. Blane?”

I looked at Flax, then at Lora,
then back at the captain.
“S-Sure!” 1 said. “She— She
was working for me, all along!”

“He's crazy!” Max shouted.
“She was not!”

“How do you know?” said the
captain.

“Because she was working for
me—" Max blurted, then stop-
ped, aghast.

“I think you'd better come
along, Mr. Barton,” said the cap-
tain. He turned to Flax. “And
you, too, Miss.”

“Why?” I said. “You haven't
got a warrant for her, have
you?”
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“Well, no,” said the captain,
“but I thought—"

“You're just the arresting
officer, remember,” I cautioned
him. “It’s not your place to pass
judgment. If the courts want
her, they’ll have to send her a
subpoena.”

“He's lying!” Max shouted.
“He’s in love with her!”

“Is that true?” said the officer.

“Yes!” 1 snapped, avoiding
Lora’s eyes. “And that proves
she’s innocent! Would a guy
with a few million bucks go
around falling in love with
crooks?”

“Morgan!” came a cry from
Lora. I looked over at her, brac-
ing myself for the pain, the .
shock on her face. When my gaze
reached her face, I had to blink
and look twice. I could see noth-
ing but relief and elation.

“You're not mad?” I said.

“No!” she cried, happily.
“That’s what I was going to tell
you, back in the shack, Morgan.
I— I'm in love with someone
elge!”

“Who, for Pete's sake?” I ex-
claimed.

“With the most beautiful elec-
tronic mind I've met in the
entire universe!” she sighed,
turning and taking her new-
found love by the hand.

“Fraser?!” 1 gasped.

“Yes,” she said, “isn’t it won-
derful?”

FANTASTIC



“It's— It's perfect!” I laugh-
ed, staring stupidly from her to
Flax, who seemed as happily
stupefied as I was.

“Okay, okay,” said the cap-
tain. “Break it up. What I want
to know is: Who's coming with
me?”

“All of us!” I said. “And the
sooner, the better.”

The captain just stared.

“It was nice of Lora to drop
the charges against me,” Flax
murmured, snuggling close to
me. We were in subspace, riding
Earthward in a military vessel
that had been taking some rotat-
ing troops home from duty.

“l had to twist her arm,
slightly,” I grinned. “Not in the
physical sense, of course. I
wouldn’t dare, not with that be-
hemoth she’s affianced to stand-
ing by. I just told her I'd sue her
for the price of the Brunhilde if
she didn't lay off.”

“She has a fortune,” Flax
said, with a frown. “Why should
that stop her?”

“She intends to save every
penny of it,” I said. “That’s why
she stopped.”

“Would you tell me something,
Morgan?” said Flax, nestling
her face behind mine.

“Sure. What?”

“Well, if those military men
had been on Crispin before, how
come they didn't spot that desert
of copper?”

“Oh, that,” I chuckled. “Seems
we were wrong about the stuff.
It's copper, all right, but a Cris-
pin variation, an isotope, stable
—as Lora explained it—that
won't carry a current of elec-
tricity to save its life. I should
have figured there was some-
thing funny about it when it
never once reacted to the mag-
netic field of that mountain
range.”

Flax goggled at me. “Then
where’s her fortune coming
from?”

“Fraser,” I said. “It seems
that he’s the guy who went and
invented the Lectralift drive! He
gets half a million bucks for
each one they build.”

“Why the little gold-digger!”
Flax exclaimed.

“Look who's talking,” I said,
and kissed her. “Can the captain
of a spaceship perform a wed-
ding ceremony ?” I muttered.

“That’s what he told me when
I asked him,” she grinned.

Once again I was treed by a
redhead. Of course, there's a lot
to be said for outdoor living.. ..

THE END
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