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With the universe divided against itself and
chivvied by an invisible foe,
last-ditch leadership devolves upon a

young space admiral and a telepathic beauty!

A Novel by
WALLACE WEST

HEN I need your
advice, Lieuten-

ant Commander,” cooed
the admiral, “I shall
send you a plaseript!”
“But sir,” his husky
tow-headed aide ven-
tured to protest. “Lieu-
tenant Pancrief can



make it right in the lab. It's just a re-
finement of an ancient sniperscope. In-
fra-red radiations from the bodies of
the Siriuns—if they have bodies, of
course-—would register on micro-film.
They need never know.”

“Hah!” Admiral Mendez slammed a
hairy fist on his empty desk-top. “Can
you keep those devils from reading your
thoughts? I can’t any more!”

“They never probe the minds of non-
depositors, sir. To be extra safe,
though, Lieutenant Pancrief could build
a thought scrambler. There's a descrip-
tion of a primitive one in a book I have.”

“Books!” Mendez seemed about to
spit. “Books have ruined more good
C.S.N. men than have been killed by the
barbarians, Stick to tri-di training
films, Merek my boy.” His bristle of
moustache lifted in a smile. “Better
chance of advancement that way.”

“Yes sir,” muttered Merek.

“Let me brief you once more on our
position here.” The Admiral spoke as to
a naughty child, “We are guests of the
Siriuns. We are seeking an alliance to

combat aggression by the barbarians of
Omega Centauri against the planets of
Alpha, Beta and Proxima Centauri. If
our hosts prefer to remain invisible it is
good diplomacy to respect their wishes.”

“How can we negotiate on even terms,
sir, with beings no one has ever seen?
Oh yes, Siriun merchant ships visit our
star system. But no Centauran has ever
seen, smelled or even touched a Siriun.
We're working in the dark, both literal-
ly and figuratively, If you would
only—"

“Sorry. I have my orders from the
Merconian Council—and you have yours,
sir. Dismissed!” Then, as his aide
turned to leave the cabin, the admiral
went completely out of character. “I
can’t have any insubordination here,
Merek,” he almost pleaded as he rubbed
stubby fingers across his forehead. “I
haven’t mentioned it before, but I'm a
year overdue with my Memory Bank de-
posit.

“My mind is all cluttered up like an
ald attie. T've got to get this conference
over with before I become senile. Please

./4 /.?ow to /.?yron

‘ N 7HEN is a space opera not a space opera? The answer is not hard to come by—
when it is so thoroughly crammed with ideas, with interesting and credible
characters, with totally unexpected incident that it moves up into epic ranks.

Whether or not Mr. West’s new novel rates the epic stamp is, of course, up to
those of you that read it. But certainly it is a far cry from the old-style adventure
story that claimed a place in science fiction merely because its action took place on
Mars or perhaps Ganymede rather than in the South Seas, Africa or the cattle ranches
of the Old Southwest.

Certainly its people are credible—from Iskra, the ferociously lovely “barb” to
Marian, the human calculating machine and Mendez, the fouled-up space-admiral.
Certainly it is packed with ideas—from the insidious Memory Bank to the secret of
the barbarian conquest of hyper-space and the ultimate weapon employed by the
invisible Sirtuns to bold a galaxy in thrall. And certainly in conjunction, these char-
acters and ideas, are woven into a pattem of unexpected incident.

We have never been overstrong for space opera per se—somehow we doubt its
place in any but the lowest echelons of science fiction publishing—but when we get
one like THE DARK TOWER, we buy it quickly and rush it into print. Incidentally,
as those who attain the final paragraphs will discover for themselves, the title is culled
directly from Childe Harolde, a poem by one George Gordon, otherwise and vari-
ously known as Lord Byron. We have a hunch that Byron himself would have been
a rabid science fictioneer had he not lived and died a century or more too soon,

—THE EDITOR.
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don’t confuse me with those crazy ideas
of yours. If you wish to present yout
proposal through the proper channels—
seventeen copies and all that—T will see
that it is forwarded to the Council.”

“Where it will be pigeonholed, as you
know, sir.”

“Dismissed, I said!” roared the admir-
al, his old self again. And, after Merek
had squeezed his wide shoulders through
the doorway he muttered, “Insolent
young puppy. Can’t be a day over fifty!
Needs discipline. Yes, yes. Mustn’t for-
get that! Discipline!” He made a note
to consider the matter, then pulled him-
self together and started preéparing for
the next session with the Siriuns, which
was only two hours away.

IN his tiny cabin Merek nursed a tow-
ering grouch and a forbidden bottle
of Scopio while he considered tendering
his resignation from the Centauran
Space Navy. Unh-uh! The Old Man
wouldn’t accept it. Had to have a whip-
ping boy. He took a stiff drink and
breached another rule by slitting a light-
tight shutter and peering into the dark-
ness outside the flagship on the off-
chance that he might catch a glimpse of
a Siriun. His only reward was the sight
of fluttery fog fingers pawing the heavy
pane.

He closed the shutter with a wry
grimace and reached automatically for
one of the dog-eared centuries-old books
dealing with guerrilla warfare which
lined the shelves he had built over his
bunk. Then he shook his rough-hewn
head and snapped the tri-di switch in-
stead. If the Old Man wanted him to
watch films, watch them he would—or
watch it, rather, since there was only
one in the ship’s library he enjoyed.

A two-foot-square shadow box in the
cabin wall filled with misty light. The
light solidified, took form as a room with
walls filled to the ceiling by panels of au-
tomatic caleulators and Memory Bank
indexes. A girl, dressed in a simple
white chiton, sat on a chair of antique

1

MARIAN

After a thousand years of study,
she knew all the answers, except
how to make her Memory Bank work

design in the ecenter of that room.
Naked feet, crossed primly at slim an-
kles, aristocratic hands folded, ash-
blond hair piled in a coronet of braids
above her broad forehead—Marian, Sec-
retary of the Council which ruled the
three habitable planets of the Alpha
Centauri star system, was ready to give
another of her famous lectures.

Merek made himself comfortable on
the bunk, poured himself a drink and
doused the lights so the tri-dimensional
picture stood out in full depth and life-
like colors. The figure in the shadow box
seemed to lose its doll-like dimensions,
to give the illusion of appearing life-size
before him. Its aloof ageless beauty
took his breath away. Almost a millen-
ium old, they said—and still in the
bloom of youth.

“Marian! Marian!” he sighed. “You
would understand if I could talk to you
instead of going through Mendez’s con-
founded channels.”



As if in answer, the girl’s somewhat fled from dying Earth to find freedom on
thin but perfect lips parted, her breasts the planets of Centaurus. It is unfor-
rose proudly under the translucent silk tunate that memories of those heroic
and she began to speak in a voice that times have had to be removed from the

Merek could not save the
native from the swarming
maonsters

7 74
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was compounded of distant bells and minds of older Centaurans. Yet books

trumpets. are full of thrilling exploits of the Prime

“Friends,” she said, “let me tell you Generation and of the Second Genera-

of the days when our glorious ancestors tion to which I belong. We should all
12



read those books without fail. They will
make all of us proud that we are Cen-
taurans—proud to defend our planets
from barbarian attack and willing . ..”

There was a rap on the cabin door.
Merek stopped the film, turned up the
lights and dilated the opening.

A Jong man entered—s man so tall
and lean he seemed two-dimensional.
“Got it!” chortled the newcomer with a
great bobbing of his adam’s apple. He
held out a long lean hand on which re-
posed a C.S.N. uniform button.

“Got what?” yawned Merek, reseal-
ing the door and proffering the Scopio.

13

“Your super-sniperscope. Just fin-

ished it. Substitute it for a regulation
button, get within a hundred feet of a
Siriun and unless he, she or it is a lot
colder than a dead fish you’ll be able to
determine whether he shaved this morn-
ing when you develop the film.”

“Thanks, Pancrief,” said Merek with
ai\I w'ry grin, “but the Old Man says,
[ 0 .l ”

“You going to take it lying down ?”

“What else? He’s just waiting for a
chance to break me.”

“Um!” Pancrief tossed the button on
the bed and upended the bottle. “Well,
it’s not my funeral but I do think some-
one around here should do something
besides chin with spooks. I might add
that it would take a smart spook to de-
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tect that smniperscope.”

His roving eye fell upon the shadow
box where Marian’s image sat immobile,
washed out and vaguely accusing, her
pretty mouth open. “Didn’t know I was
interrupting a tryst.” He winked.
“Pray continue.”

“Nuts,” said his friend but he cut the
lights and started the film.

“....to fight to the death to defend
our way of life,” the Council Secretary
resumed exactly where she had left off.

“That old rabble rouser,” groaned
Pancrief. “If you must listen to the
witch why not get some of her scientific
lectures? They’re good. But this patri-
otic blather. Phooey!”

“Happens to be the only one of her
talks aboard.” Merek sat up so quickly
he banged his head on the low ceiling.
“As for your calling Marian a—"

“Excuse me. Excuse me. I meant no
disrespect to Her Intelligence. But let
me warn you in all seriousness, pal,
mooning over the Council Secretary is
a waste of time. You're not in her class
—not while you have to wipe the Old
Man’s nose every time he sneezes.” Pan-
crief made a lightning jab at the door
latch and dived through the opening in
time to escape the boot which his friend
hurled after him.

ORE out of sorts than ever, Merek

switched off the neglected tri-di,
turned up the lights and started pacing
the cabin. Three steps forward—turo—
three steps back—turn. He had been
doing that for a solid year now, ever
since the flagship Alpha had landed and
the interminable conferences had be-
gun. The whole of the Dark Planet was
oft-limits to Centaurans.

Pancrief was right, of course. Be-
sides being handicapped by his extreme
youth and kept in virtual poverty by his
lack of Memory Bank dividends Merek
was cordially detested by his Second
Generation admiral because he dared
make suggestions. He was trapped. He
would remain a lientenant commander
for another half century—unless he

were demoted or sent home to Mercon
in disgrace.

The button on the bed caught his eye.
He picked the thing up. A work of art,
he decided, like all of Pancrief's gadgets,
with an almost invisible switch on the
rim to start and stop the camera hidden
ingide. He started to drop it in the
waste chute, then hesitated. He hadn’t
much time to lose. The Old Man would
get him sooner or later. The conference
with the Siriuns was scheduled to re-
sume in 40 minutes. With fingers that
trembled slightly, he twisted a button off
his uniform jacket and substituted the
super-sniperscope.

Every light on the flagship blinked
out as conference time approached. The
main port was unsealed and opened upon
the grey nothingness outside. A guard
of honor commanded by Merek lined up
stiffly at attention along the pitch black
gangway leading to Admiral Mendez’s
quarters.

“We are here, puny human!”

The words were not spoken. They
grated like rusty needles on the cortex
of Merek’s brain. He saluted and escort-
ed the whispers into the conference
room, where, he knew, Mendez stood
sweating and uncomfortable behind his
empty desk. Then he unlimbered his
pocket steno, preparatory to taking
notes on the meeting.

“Despicable Centauran,” the silent
needle skittered at Mendez, “we have
consulted our—superiors. Your propos-
als for an alliance with us are beneath
contempt!”

“But why, Your Magnificence?” The
admiral’'s rasping voice shattered the
stillness of the room. “You have a prof-
itable trade with the Centauran planets
as the result of the treaty you and I ne-
gotiated hundreds of years ago. That
trade will be lost if the barbarians con-
quer Centaurus. Emperor Rolph and his
wild men despise all luxuries. If they
seize the resources of Mercon, Arcon
and Pizar they will have no need for
your wares.”

“True,” grated a second needle, rust-
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ier and blunter than the first, “but we
Siriuns can wait. As they become civi-
lized the barbarians will learn to value
Siriun luxuries as much as you do. But
you are decadent while they are mem-
bers of a more virile human strain.
Therefore they will breed and multiply
as you do not. Soon their requirements
for Siriun goods will exceed yours. To
put it bluntly Sirius stands to profit
greatly by your extermination.”

“But—but—" exploded the admiral,
“it was you Siriuns who originally
forced the Centauran planets to limit
their populations. That stipulation is in
our trade treaty.”

“True,” screeched the thought of the
first Siriun like a fingernail drawn across
tin, “but circumstances have altered.
Shall we conclude this ridiculous confer-
ence, worm?”

Realizing that time had suddenly be-
gun to run out, Merek brushed a hand
across the breast of his tunie.

“Wait, Your Magnificence!” By hero-
ic effort Mendez managed to ignore the
Siriun’s studied insult. “The Council au-
thorizes me to enlarge our offer. If
there is an alliance Centaurus will re-
veal to you the secret of its Memory
Bank.”

“That thought was in your mind
when you arrived here,” mocked Needle
Two. “Why have you not voiced it be-
fore?”

“Well, uh . ..” The admiral wished
once again that he had made his Bank
deposit on schedule. With his over-
crowded brain churning like the Coal
Sack he was proving no match for these
invisible Machiavellis. “Centaurans—uh
—like to bargain. I—”

“Something is amiss!
jabbed. “I sense danger!”

“What, Your Magnificence?” gasped
the admiral as Merek hurriedly adjusted
his tie.

“I do not know. Let it pass. Qur—su-
periors will want to consider your Mem-
ory Bank offer for ten sleeps. Await our
return.” The needlers departed without
further ceremony like gusts of wind.

Needle #1

As soon as he had presumably ush-
ered out their visitors, sealed the port
and turned on the ship’s lights Merek
headed for the micro-lab. As he expect-
ed he found the gangling Pancrief put-
tering there. He handed over the but-
ton without comment. Moments later
its V4-mm. film was in a pan of develop-
er. Minutes later the two conspirators
stared blankly at a uniformly fogged
thread of plastic.

“Overexposed,” snarled Merek, toss-
ing it aside.

“No!” Pancrief grabbed the film and
held it under a magnifier. “Double ex-
posed! There’s something—or some-
things—here.” He pointed to a smudge
which appeared on each frame. “Our
ghosties are smarter than I thought.
They managed to fog the film right in
the camera.”

“Or in the developing tank!” Merek
looked over his shoulder. “How do we
know they left the ship?”

“Guess we're younger than we think!”
Pancrief fumbled at a cigarette.

A squawk-box in the laboratory ceil-
ing sputtered, “Lieutenants Merek and
Pancrief. Report to admiral’s quarters
at once!”

“‘Lieutenants’,” sighed Pancrief.
“The brig yawns for us.”

It was a grey but thoroughly furious
Mendez who faced them. Having just
recevied a nasty kicking he was bent on
passing it along. “The Siriuns have
communicated with me by radio,” he
barked. “They ask your immediate de-
portation. Anything to say?”

“Only that the sniperscope film was
fogged in some way,” Merek answered.
“We got no pictures, sir.”

Mendez was not placated. “So you
made a monkey out of me for nothing,”
he raged. “Insubordination—plus inef-
ficiency. A disgrace to the service. Each
of you is reduced one grade.” He
lunged around the desk and ripped a
stripe -off their sleeves. “A Siriun shig
leaves for Pizar at twenty-one hundred.
You will be on board. When you reach
Pizar—"
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“If we reach Pizar, sir,” Merek cor-
rected.

“If you reach Pizar report to Rear
Admiral Patterson for further disci-
plining. That is all—except that punish-
ment for second offenses will be dishon-
orable discharge and withdrawal of
Memory Bank privileges. Dismissed!”

Did the culprits sense a faint squeal
of Siriun merriment as they were
marched back to their quarters under
guard?

11

M EREK and his friend remembered
nothing of the trip back to Centaurus.
They made it under suspended anima-
tion, not only to conserve precious food
and air but to keep them from spying
out any Siriun secrets. How much time
did the journey require? Well, that is
always a moot question at faster-than-
light speeds. Viewed from a fixed point
in space the Sirius-Centaurus hop prob-
ably consumed quite a number of years.
But since there were no fixed spatial
points time aboard the ship slowed
down in exact ratio to a similar slowing
down of clocks on Centaurus.

According to the Lorentz transforma-
tion there could be no possible distinc-
tion between the speed of the ship and
the speed of the home planet which
might be said with equal justice to be
rushing toward it. The end result was
that the subjective time elapsed on a
flight several light years long usually
was only a matter of weeks to all con-
cerned.

But the two disgraced officers did not
concern themselves with paradoxes
when they recovered consciousness to
find themselves lying on the chilly pave-
ment of Pizar City spaceport. Almost
blinded by the wan light of little Prox-
ima, they stood up groggily and squint-
ed about in search of the Naval Base
building. Finally they had to ask di-
rections from a group of servo mecha-
nisms which had shoved the end of a
portable conveyor into the globe of

darkness which was-the Siriun ship and
were waiting to receive the gossamer
laces, light-as-air fabrics and other ex-
quisite artifacts as they came sliding
down the belt.

“Sunshine!” sighed Pancrief as he lit
a cigarette and drew a deep, pure
breath of smoke. “God, it's good to be
home and in sunshine, even if home is
only a second rate planet. Another
month of murk would have made me as
crazy as the Old Man.”

“What kind of chap is Patterson?”
Merek asked as they started off toward
the base.

“Pizarian, of course, with that name.
Bit of a playboy. No love lost between
him and Mendez. Maybe it won't be so
bad.”

“Be seated, gentlemen,” the rear ad-
miral said civily enough when they
stumbled into his office. “I have re-
ceived a message from Admiral Mendez
regarding your breach of discipline.
Tsk! Tsk!” A frosty twinkle showed in
world-weary grey eyes. “He asks that
I discipline you further. Ahem!” He
pulled at a long nose. “The only way I
can do that is to restore you to your for-
mer ranks and work you to death.”

They goggled at him..

“You'll have a twenty-four-hour-a-
day job,” Patterson snapped. “The base
is undermanned. I have ten out-of-date
cruisers with which to protect the whole
planet. One of them, the Shark, is
grounded for overhaul. You will report
to her Captain Penn at once.

“What you tried to do out on Sirius
was commendable in my worthless opin-
ion as a Pizarian. Let us say no more
about the matter—except that if T ran
to the Council before I made every move
Pizar would have been in barbarian
hands a year ago. One thing more, gen-
tlemen. You are to be my guests at the
Planetary Ball tonight. Report here at
twenty hours. No thanks, please. You
are dismissed.”

* * * * *

“Velvet.” Pancrief sighed several
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hours later as he draped his lank body
over a bunk in the double cabin to which
they had been assigned by Captain
Penn. “I can’t understand it.”

“T can.” Merek was removing the
beard that had grown over his square
jaws during their period of unconscious-
ness. “Did you take a look ’round the
port?”

“Looks no different than when I left
here five years ago. Discipline a bit lax
but we Pizarians happen to be like that.
Comes of being the orphans of the sys-
tem.”

“The place is just begging for trouble.
It’s on peacetime footing.”

“Who’d bother with Pizar?” Pancrief
dragged himself partially erect and
reached for the tube of depilatory. “The
only real Centauran wealth is on Mercon
and Arcon.”

“How about women?”

“‘Pizarian girls are fair as pearl,’”
Pancrief sang in a clear tenor which be-
lied his ugly mug. “So what?”

“Come off it, Pan! Rolph’s barbar-
ians are hard up for wives. I don't quite
know why—perhaps some factor in the
environment out in Omega that favors
male births. Already they’ve made
three minor raids on Pizar. Meantime
most of our fleet is guarding Mercon
and Arcon. We've landed on a powder
keg.”

“Maybe we'll see some action at last.”
The lieutenant brightened.

“If you were a barbarian,” said Mer-
ek as he started getting into his fresh-
ly cleaned and pressed uniform, “and
you wanted to snatch the prettiest and
most dissatisfied women on Pizar, where
and when would you stage a big raid
for that purpose?”

Pancrief stopped towelling the whis-
kers off his face and stared. “I'd raid
the plush Planetary Ball tonight,” he
said at last.

“Quite!”

Merek buckled on his dress sword and
automatic.

“Let’s go talk to Captain Penn about
this.”

THE captain, a jovial little man with
a high opinion of his commanding
officer, was not greatly impressed.

“We have thought of the danger and
taken steps to meet it,” he chuckled.
“The ballroom will be surrounded by a
double cordon of our best men. Two
cruisers will be overhead at all times
and two others will be on the alert as
they patrol nearby.”

“What if the barbarians try to infil-
trate the ball?” asked Merek, thinking
in terms of guerrilla warfare as usual.

“Have you ever met a barbarian?”

“When I was in college I knew one
pretty well. He was—"

“They stand out like sore thumbs,”
Penn interrupted. “The few I've seen
actually smelled.” He tapped a per-
fumed handkerchief to his aristocratic
nose. “And they talk the most out-
landish jargon. Even if they put on civ-
ilized clothing you could spot them a
mile off.”

“You don’t think we should remain
on board tonight, sir?”

“No use. She won’t be spaceworthy
till tomorrow. No, you come along with
me. The admiral is waiting.” Penn
straightened his sword, adjusted his cap
to just the right angle and led the way.

Little Pizar outdid itself for its one
important social event of the year. A
poor planet whose inhabitants devoted
themselves mainly to agriculture and to
space-shipbuilding it went all out to-
night in an effort to show that it bowed
to neither Mercon nor Arcon.

As they zoomed across town in Pat-
terson’s flying limousine they could see
that the streets were festooned with
lights and that those not fortunate
enough to get invitations to the ball it-
self were holding their own dances in
less imposing buildings. The sound of
musie drifted up to them through the
frosty air. Sidewalks and squares al-
ready were filled with merrymakers.

“What a set-up,” Pancrief whispered
in his friend’s ear.

With some difficulty they found park-
Ing space on the roof of the governor’s
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mansion. They descended the stairs to
the main ballroom, making the most of
their white skintight uniforms, gold
braid and clinking swords. All about
them rose a sea of handsome faces—
but Merek had never seen so many sulky
prettily-pouting girls in one place be-
fore,

“What’s the matter with your coun-
trywomen ?” he asked Pancrief. “Most
of them look mad enough to bhite nails.”

“Envy, that cancerous growth, is
gnawing at their sweet vitals,” the oth-
er grinned. “Mercon’s Planetary Ball
last year was held on a specially con-
structed platform floating above the
capital. One of the seven ballrooms was
equipped with anti-gravs so tired
couples could float to music and rest
their dogs. Pizar can’t afford to put on
a show like that. Sort of spoils the fun
for a lot of folks.”

“It would serve them right if the bar-
barians did come,” said Merek.

“T suspect that some of the girls feel
that way too.”

Governor Price, son of the founder of
Pizar's First Family, greeted them
effusively at the bottom of the stairs.
His wife, whose eyes were too bright,
whose lips were too red and who wore
a tiny live lizard on the shoulder of her
scarlet dress, seized upon Patterson,
scolded him for being late and swept him
out on the floor. Her leggy daughter
made off with Captain Penn. Merek and
Pancrief gravitated toward the bar and
found places under the life-size smiling
tri-di photographs of President Frank-
lin and Secretary Marion of the Council.

They ordered Scopio instead of their
usual beer. Merek lifted his glass to the
lovely creature looking down on him.

“Merek, my son,” said Pancrief,
draining his free drink and signaling the
servo for another, “I wish you would
forget that dame on the wall and look
about you for a partner amongst the
beauty and—to put it politely—the
youth of Pizar.”

“They eat persimmons,” grunted the
commander.

“True. But they have their points or
should I say curves.”

“Yes, I must admit that this new fad
for ancient Greek draperies is better
than the one in vogue when I wag at
school.”

“The time when people tried to look
like robots and make robots look like
people?” Pancrief chuckled. “That was
bad.”

“Another fad seems to be aborning,”
said Merek. “Notice how many girls
have brought pets to the ball. There's a
girl with 2 parrot on her shoulder.”

“That one has a hamster—and her
companion has a white mouse. Brr! I'd
rather have my Pizarian girls neat.
They lose their inhibitions after a few
drinks incidentally.”

“Let ’em keep ’em,” said Merek, look-
ing from face to lovely face and not lik-
ing what he found there. Was it, he
pondered, that they had lived too long
—and too well—despite their wails of
poverty? Was the boon of almost ever-
lasting life a curse in disguise? Was Pi-
zar, along with the other Centauran
planets, dying of dry rot?

“How does that one strike you ?” Pan-
crief jogged his elbow.

EREK looked and drew breath

through his teeth. Not ten feet
from him stood a girl! She was tall—
all of six feet. Her blue-black hair
curled in ringlets about a head a sculp-
tor would have envied. There was a
faint bridge of freckles across a retrous-
sé nose. Her mouth was generously
large. Her chin had a dimple. Her throat
was round and deeply tanned in contrast
to the milk-white women about her. Her
shoulders were those of a swimmer, ris-
ing defiantly from a topless black silk
sheath. Her . . .

“Now, now!” warned Pancrief, whose
eyes nevertheless continued traveling
leisurely downward, noticing the incon-
gruous white rabbit under her arm, the
flat stomach, slim hips, long legs and, in-
deed, every inch of the vision down to
the gold cords that bound her dancing
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sandals to perfect ankles.

“Who is she?” breathed Merek as the
girl tossed back her head and laughed
—actually laughed—at something a bur-
ly escort had said.

“Haven’t the faintest. I'd remember
that face. Visiting celebrity, perhaps.
I'd say a Second Gen because of that
scar.” )

“Scar?” Merek looked again and no-
ticed that a thin red line crossed the
girl’s left shoulder and breast.

“Let’s introduce us,” said Pancrief,
putting down his empty glass. “Her es-
cort can’t take offense. Informality’s
the password tonight.”

Before he could move, the orchestra
struck up an old waltz—something
called “The Blue Danube.” The glorious
girl and her partner were swept away
by the strains.

“Lot of faces here I don’t recognize,”
said Pancrief two drinks later. “That
tall redhead—and that fellow with the
teeth and the grin. You don’t find many
such grins on Pizar.”

“He’s making quite a hit with the
ladies,” Merek agreed. “Notice. He's
drifting from one to another and whis-
pering to perfect strangers—oh, oh!
That one slapped him!”

“Party’s getting rough,” said Pan-
crief. “I’ve been to a lot of these balls
and I never heard such a racket. Lis-
ten.”

Merek nodded. There was something
here which was out of the ordinary—
a rising surge of devil-may-care revelry
unusual among the staid Centaurans of

this highly civilized age. Most of the
women were losing their inhibitions all
right.

“Notish anything odd about this li-
quor?” asked Pancrief.

“Tt’s twisting your tongue. We'd bet-
ter find partners and dance.”

“I dance with nobody but the tall red-
head.”

“Okay. There she is with the girl who
has the scar. They’re talking to the or-
chestra leader.”

Merek started pushing his way
through the mob. It was tough going.
He was only halfway across the floor
when the music stopped with a crash of
cymbals and roll of drums.

“I-ladies and gentlemen,” the pallid
bandmaster spoke into his invisible mi-
crophone. “Silence please. I have an
important announcement.” The din de-
creased a few degrees. “I have been
a-asked to tell you that this is a raid.
Barbarians are amongst us.”

A roar of laughter greeted what was
considered by most of the guests to be
an unorthodox effort to give them a
thrill. There were angry mutterings by
some of the men, who consideerd the
sally in poor taste, and a note of hyster-
ia in the giggles of the women. Merek,
with Pan close behind him, stood fro-
zen.

“No, no—please! This is no joke,”
pleaded the orchestra leader. “A raid-
ing party of five hundred barbarians has
infiltrated the hall. T have just been giv-
en proof.”

[Turn page]
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“Nonsense!” Patterson and the gov-
ernor had mounted part way up the
stairs. The former was bellowing at
the milling throng through his cupped
hands. “Look about you. Do you see
anyone faintly resembling a filthy bar-
barian? This is a bad joke. My men are
guarding every entrance and exit of this
building.” Catching sight of Merek and
Pancrief, who now were wedged against
the orchestra dais, he thundered, “Offi-
cers. Arrest that bandmaster. He’s a
saboteur.”

A man and woman in fautless evening
dress ran up the stairs, automatics in
hand. The governor and the admiral
made belated motions toward their
dress swords. Then they lifted their
hands, were herded from sight.

“Grab the girl with the scar,” yelped
Pancrief. “I’ll take the redhead. We've
zot to get them out of here before they
et hurt.”

HE LUNGED forward as he spoke—
and was met by a straight-arm jab
that slammed him back against the
Pandstand so hard his teeth rattled. Be-
fore he could recover, the red-head had
vanished in the crowd. '

His eraggy face hard as rock, Merek
snateched at the other girl. She eluded
aim and started wriggling through the
press in the direction of the kitchens.
With Pancrief cheering him on from
behind he gained on his quarry by
inches. As the mob thinned somewhat
he was almost upon her. Quick as a cat
she whirled, winked sardonically—and
tossed her pet rabbit into his face!

Merek dodged by reflex action,
knocking the flying creature out of his
path. He started forward again, then
stopped with a yell and began flailing at
his trousers.

“What's the matter ?” Pancrief shout-
ed as he galloped up.

Merek turned on him a face in which

shock struggled with laughter. “The
rabbit!” he gulped. “The damned rab-
bit bit me on the leg!”

They looked around for the girl with

~happen, ladies and gentlemen.

the scar. She wasn’t there. Behind
them the voice of the orchestra leader
continued its pleading.

“Nobody will be hurt if he follows di-
rections. Ladies to the south side of the
room—gentlemen to the north. That's
it. Throw all weapons into the middle
of the floor. Naughty!” There was the
sound of a shot. “Sorry that had to
That’s
better. Hold your hands high. Now . ..”

Their spines creeping in expectation
that bullets would follow them, Merek
and his friend plunged through an open
diaphragm into the Kkitchens, dodged
various servos which stood awaiting
orders that did not come, and located a
service exit. Dashing pell mell down
flights of seldom-used stairs, they finally
reached the gardens surrounding the
mansion. There they found merrymak-
ers from the town trampling the flower
beds as they tried to get a glimpse of
their betters at play.

“I'll alert the guard,” panted Pan-
crief.

“Save your breath,” Merek ordered.
“If shooting starts here there will be a
slaughter. The only thing we can try to
do is keep the barbs from getting back
to their ships. Head for the Shark.”

Using moving sidewalks where they
could, sprinting across town where they
had to, they succeeded in reaching the
port’s outskirts.

“Take it easy,” whispered Merek.
“The place may be surrounded.”

But the sentry reported no disturb-
ance. “No, Captain Penn has not re-
turned. A raid?” He stared. “Impos-
sible. Why—”

“Take us to the control tower at
once!” Merek cut off his ramblings.

The squad car screamed across the
thousand acre field. In the tower they
found a frantic C.O. tearing his hair.
“Static!” he gabbled at the newcomers.
“Static on FM! Can’t be. But there it
is. I've lost contact with all the cruis-
ers. A raid, you say. Impessible,
Why ...

They left him dithering, screeched
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across the field once more to where the
Shark lay helpless on her cradle, routed
out her skeleton crew, then did a bit
of dithering themselves.

“Is there any way to get this piece of
junk into the air?” Merek yelled at the
pajama-clad and blinking Chief En-
gineer when he and other officers as-
sembled on the bridge.

“Impossible, sir. Her main tubes are
down.”

“How about her anti-gravs ?” Pancrief
asked.

“Well—uh—they’re only for take-off
and landing. I could lift her ten miles
or so with them but it’s risky. Unless
Captain Penn ordered it, sir, I couldn’t
take the responsibility.” He squared his
shoulders.

Merek hesitated. Did he have the au-
thority ? He saw Pancrief watching him
quizzically and drew a long breath.
“Captain Penn is either dead or a pris-
oner,” he answered levelly. “I’m in com-
mand here. Take her up at once, direct-
ly over the port, as high as she'll go.”

The engineer, a Pizarian, sized up his
new commander. Then he said “Yes
sir,” saluted briskly and marched out.

“Nice going,” said Pancrief out of the
corner of his mouth.

“Lientenant Pancrief will act as my
aide,” Merek said to the Shark’s trio of
officers. “We won’t be able to move rap-
idly but we may be able to give a good
account of ourselves till help comes.
You—" he nodded to the deck lieuten-
ants—“put the fear of High Barbary
into the crew.

“You—I'm sorry I don’t know your
name yet—break out the flasher and
try to contact any cruisers nearby. Use
the interplanetary transmitter to alert
Mercon. Keep sending, whether you
get through or not. Lieutenant Pan-
crief, take over the guns and shoot any-
thing that moves. I'll man the controls,
such as they are.”

The engine room telltale blinked and
Merek signalled for elevation. A view-
ing screen above the control board
brightened, giving them a full view of

the night sky lighted faintly by the twin
suns of Alpha and Beta Centauri near
the southern horizon. The C.O. began
tapping out dots and dashes on the
blinker key. The radio receiver chat-
tered with statie.

SLOWLY, waveringly, the Shark be-
gan pushing herself away from the
surface of Pizar. Up and up she -went
until she hovered on invisible stilts ten
miles in the stratosphere. As she went
up the static diminished to a distant
howl.

“Hello the Shark,” a worried voice
spoke over this background noise. “This
is the Tiger. Commander Pleines
speaking. Can you hear me? Over.”

“The Bream here,” came a different
voice. “Commander Pritchard. Over.”

Merek outlined the situation to the
other cruisers. “Any barb ships sight-
ed?” he ended.

“Not a pip on the radar till you came
up,” Pleines reported. “Nothing but
static from the ground. They must
have sneaked in low under that. Over.”

“Check,” said Pritchard.

A faint voice spoke up, ghostly on
the darkened bridge. “Commander Pit-
kin of the Partridge reporting,” it said.
“We're coming in. I have relayed your
information to the other cruisers.
They’re all heading for Pizar City.
Meantime, if Commanders Pleines and
Pritchard approve, I suggest that since
you know most about what happened
downstairs you take command, sir.”

The Pizarians were passing the buck
again, just as they always did when a
Merconian shoulder was handy to lean
on. Merek looked at Pancrief, hunched
over the gun pointer. His friend low-
ered one eyelid.

“Very well,” he said. “Stand by for
orders.”

He studied the situation below
through the magniscope. A procession
of some kind was being moved along Pi-
zar City’s main boulevard, heading
south toward a group of wooded hills.
Scanning its apparent destination, he
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found nothing unusual there—just a
small suburb of modernistic cottages,
laid out in neat rows on a meadow
through which a brook meandered.

Walking the Shark ponderously on its
miles-high stilts, he searched an area
20 miles in diameter for evidences of an
enemy landing.

“Pancrief,” he said at last, “will you
take a look at this?”

Pan scanned the plate for long mo-
ments, then shook his touseled head.
“Same old hick town,” he grunted.
“Looks just as it did when I was last
home on furlough—except for that new
suburb. Lord, what will those crazy ar-
chitects be making people live in next ?”
He slouched back on his calculator.

Merek studied the procession. It was
a long one—long enough, he suspected,
to include not only the invading barbar-
ians but every woman who had attend-
ed the ball.

He bit his lip. It seemed impossible
that whoever was in command down
there didn't know that three Centaur-
an ships were watching them. Yet there
was no attempt at concealment and com-
plete contempt for the tens of thousands
of Pizarians who must be snarling with
fury as they lined the streets and
watched their womenfolk being marched
off.

Well, what could he or they do about
it? Neither dared attack for fear of
killing the captives.

“Say,” exclaimed Pancrief as he stole
another glance through the ’scope.
The procession had poured off the termi-
nus of the moving way and was now
marching across the meadow. “You
don’t suppose the barbs have decided to
stay on Pizar, do you?”

“Get back to your post!” yelled Mer-
ek. “Here they come!”

Pancrief jabbed commands into the
gun sighter as a great globe shot into
view out of Alpha’s glare. It was com-
ing at such sped that even in the thin
stratosphere its metal skin glowed
cherry red.

The calculator whirred and clicked.

Streaks of radiation flashed simulta-
neously from the turrets of the three
cruisers, setting the air blazing in their
wake. The first stabs were wild. With-
in seconds they steadied and crept in for
a bullseye.

But their target didn’t oblige! It
swerved madly, saw it couldn’t escape
those questing fingers—and vanished
into thin air ten miles to the northwest.

“Got him the first time!” Merek
pounded Pancrief on his bony back.

“Got him nothing! Didn’t come with-
in a mile of him. And they’ve got a fix
on us now. Move?”

Merek dropped the Shark a thousand
feet, slamming himself and the others
hard against the ceiling of the bridge.
Even as he did so another cherry red
globe whizzed over the horizon, three
rays blazing. One missed the dropping
Shark and another the zig-zagging Ti-
ger. But the Bream had not moved
quickly enough. It exploded as the in-
fra-heat struck it squarely amidships.

Pancrief had been ready for this at-
tack. Two of the Shark’s rays grazed
the hurtling globe. It vanished as be-
fore but one huge white hot melting sec-
tion of it remained in view. Turning
slowly, this fragment followed the
dead Bream.

“What in hell’s name are those
things ?” shouted the C.O.

“Barb ships,” said Merek through his
teeth. “The next one’s got our number
on it. Hold on!” He managed to cling
to his chair as he sent the cruiser zoom-
ing to the limit of its anti-gravs.

“Maybe not,” panted the C.Q. “Here
come reinforcements.” His screen was
suddenly alive with speeding pips.

Nevertheless the globes tried again.
The. Tiger went down in flaming ruin
but the enemy ecalculators evidently
could not grasp the fact that the Shark
was operating entirely on anti-gravs
and therefore failed to chart her bob-
‘bing course. Not only did they miss her
consistently but one of their globes was
caught in Pancrief’s broadside and melt-
ed to a puddle.
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The enemy called it quits. No more
of them appeared. On points, it seemed
a clean-cut victory for the lighter home
team. Score—two cruisers against one
battleship lost and one damaged.

Eventually Merek found time to look
toward the ground once more. “Pan,”
he said hoarsely. “Come here. I must
be going blind.” .

His friend peered into the plate, then
gulped convulsively. “Gone!” he mar-
veled. “That new suburb has plumb dis-
appeared.”

“Suburb!?’ Merek was kicking him-
gelf mentally. “That was no suburb.
That was another barb ship!”

“And while the others were playing
tag with us it took off with about five
thousand of the prettiest women in the
universe,” sighed Pancrief. “Too bad.
I would have liked to get acquainted
with that red-head!”

“But how?” mourned the Merconian.
“How could what looked like a. group
of summer cottages be a ship?”’

“We'll find out—if we live long
enough,” said Pan, lighting a cigarette
in defiance of regulations. “Meantime,
let’s go downstairs, have several stiff
drinks and take our punishment.” He
began whistling the first bars of the an-
cient ditty, “There’ll be a hot time in
the old town tonight.”

III

GOOD morning, Admiral Mendez.”
The teller with the blond voice smiled
across her desk at the man with five
comets on his uniform. “Time for your
deposit already? Goodness! How the
decades fly.”

“I'm past due, Mrs. Millston.”
body remained taut,

“Oh dear. That 4s unfortunate.
There’s a penalty for tardiness, you
know—a rather stiff one.” She consult-
ed her calculator and frowned prettily.
“Of course, you have accumulated quite
a dividend during the past eleven years.

Wh: might charge the penalty off against
that.”

His

He flinched at her repeated emphas-
is and began to perspire. “I have an
excuse, Miss Milestone.”

“Goodness, he ¢s in a state,” thought
the teller. If he had waited another few
months it would have been too late.

“My delay is due to The Trouble,” he
bumbled. “I hawve been on an official mis-
sion to—seeking allies in—" He gulped.
“The name of the star stystem evades
me just at the moment but I have it in
file of course. It was impossible to re-
turn earlier. Also .. .”

“Yes, Admiral?” she coaxed as his
slabsided face reddened.

“Well, dammit, if you must know—
my present wife is a bit extravagant.
She has run up bills on the strength of
those accumulated dividends. If they're
wiped out. . .”

“What a pity.” The clerk tapped her
teeth with the end of a stylus, then
brightened. “Do you have an official ex-
cuse, Admiral ?” 7

“Oh yes. I had forg—I mean, I have
it here somewhere.” He fished through
pockets, finally produced a long enve-
lope and presented it with fingers that
shook.

“Well, now I'm sure everything can
be arranged. I'll speak to the manager.”
She rose with conscious grace, “Just
make yourself comfortable, Admiral.
You’ll have time for a run-through be-
fore the booth is ready.”

“Thank you, Miss Midston.” He
crumpled into a chair and stared
straight before him. A run-through?
There wasn't much worth remember-
ing. Perhaps the time he had won his
fifth comet. That had been—Ilet’s see
—That had been in 2908 . . . or was it
2909? Some trouble with the Pizarians?
The memory eluded him. Why bother?
He shook his head, then sat in a kind of
trance until Mrs. Minton returned.

“Everything has been arranged, Ad-
miral,” she cooed, patting his shoulder,
“The Manager says there need be no
penalty this time.” She ushered him
through an inner door, sat down at her
desk and stared at the wall in her turn.
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“There, but for the grace of God, and
the Bank, go I,” she murmured with a
shrug that was half shudder. Briskly
she began punching at her calculator.

An hour later Admiral Mendez came
back through the door. He was stiff as
a new ramrod now—just as cold and col-
lected.

“My receipt, please, Mrs. Minton,” he
snapped and added as she handed him
the punched plastic card, “I'm sure
you’re too discreet to remember my

maunderings.”
“Of course, sir.” She was all busi-
ness. “Your next deposit is due ten

years from today. . . That’s June twen-
ty-eight, three thousand-twelve.” He
still refused to unbend so she added a
dig. “Don’t forget to be prompt. The
Bank cannot possibly accept a second
excuse.”

Chin up, thick shoulders well back,
Mendez marched briskly along the broad
and winding belt of turf which was Mer-
con City’s main thoroughfare. Spring
was in the air. Alpha Centauri and its
companion sun were well up in a sky
spangled with lazy clouds but so clear
that little Proxima could be seen spar-
kling near the western horizon.

Meadowlarks from far distant Earth
and a host of flying things native to
Mercon were singing in trees so densely
blossomed that they half-hid the city’s
neo-Hellenic buildings. Stately men in
brief tunics and ealm large-eyed wom-
en dressed in diaphanous vari-colored
robes walked barefoot in and out of the
theaters, stores and gracious dwellings,
pursued by their forked shadows. Once
he even saw a child with its mother—
That meant good luck. It was good to
be alive and whole again—to have his
mind unclogged and receptive once
more.

Or was it? The space-dog's steps
lagged. He was in for a bad time at the
Capitol. He would have to report that
his trip had been one long nightmare
of frustration.

If only he could have banked that par-
ticular memory!

BUT Marian would worm every detail

out of him even if it took all of this
lovely day when he had hoped to go
fishing. Then she would tonguelash him
in her aloof way until he would wish
he were back among the mocking Siri-
uns. An admiral doesn’t know how to
cringe but Mendez felt he might soon
learn.

Dawdle as he might the ninety broad
marble steps eventually loomed ahead.
He mounted each one as if it were a
scaffold. Yet there was a curious excite-
ment within him. All men felt it when
they approached Her Intelligence. A
scrap of thousand-year-old poetry drift-
ed through his mind—

“A daughter of the gods,
divinely tall,
And most divinely fair. ..

“A daughter of devils, rather,” Men-
dez snarled as he marched through the
shining portals, a resentful martyr.

He passed down a wide corridor, ex-
changing greetings with a number of
notables and entered a vast, simply dec-
orated and softly lighted room. Its
walls were lined to the ceiling with plas-
tic-and-glass panels behind which, Men-
dez thought with a touch of awe, were
the memories of Marion’'s lifetime, wait-
ing to be brought back to consclousness
at the flip of a switch. If he had his
own one hundred deposits available like
that, instead of stuck off in the stacks
of the bank somewhere, he might be
able to make good use of them too on
occagion |

The mistress of this fantastic library
was seated, primly erect in an uphol-
stered chair, near a window overlooking
the Capitol gardens. Her high-arched
perfectly-manicured feet were crossed
on a footstool. Her fine lips were com-
pressed. Yet, despite her evident anger,
she managed to be heartbreakingly
beautiful with her masses of ash-blond
hair bound high in the old Greek way,
her silken-lashed blue eyes and her fig-
ure. ..

“I trust you bring success with you,
Mendez.” She interrupted his musings
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with a voice like a cello as she held out a
slim left hand to be kissed. If his trip
had been successful, he knew, she would
have offered her right.

“You know I dom’t,” he rasped. “Those
Go . . .” He bit his tongue. “Those
Siriums won’t play!”

“Play, Mendez ?”

“You know what I mean. They tele-
pathed that Mercon was done for,
washed up and flushed down the drain.”

“0ld English slang offends me.” Some-
how, she managed to frown without
creasing her perfect forehead.

“Siriuns offend me, shoving their
slimy thoughts into my brain like—like
rusty needles. They hate everyone, in-
cluding themselves, I believe.”

“Why won’t they cooperate?”

Why, he thought, did this woman
have to be so efficiently beautiful?

“First,” he answered, “because we're
an alien race to them. Second, because
they have a life span of only twenty or
so of our years.”

“Did you tell them we would make
them almost immortal if they joined us
against the barbarians ?”

“I did. They said I lied.”

“Lied ?” She leaned forward to shoot
the word at him. He forced himself to
look away from the charms displayed by
that sudden movement and another line
of poetry drifted through his mind—
Ancient poetry along with fishing, were
the admiral’s only hobbies. This quota-
tion had something to do with “the love-
ly liquefaction of her clothes.”

“Yes,” he managed to say carefully,
“the Siriuns said we lied for two reasons.
The first was that, since theirs is a
rapidly expanding civilization, we would
never dare give them the secret of lon-
gevity. If we did we eventually would
have to fight not only the hordes of bar-
barians from Omega, as we are now do-
ing, but would have to guard our rear
against overwhelming numbers of Sir-
iuns. They say nobody, even a decadent

[Turn page]
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human, could be that stupid.”

“And the second reason?” She was
biting her lips now.

“They said we couldn’t give them im-
mortality becaase they wouldn’t accept
it.”

“I don’t understand.” Her pale heart-
shaped face lost its composure.

“Neither do I. They seem to think an
extremely long life span saps the vitality
of a race and they want none of it. In-
cidentally that’s why they contend we
cannot hold out against the barbs.”

“Nonsense.” She rose and paced the
room in a swirl of draperies.

“So I told them. I pointed out that our
defenses are impregnable—our numbers
overwhelming—our weapons immeasur-
ably superior to Rolph’s. I said The Bank
supplies us with an almost unlimited
fund of knowledge. Well, have you ever
tried to reason with a Siriun? If not,
don’t!”

“Then your trip to Sirius was a com-
plete failure, Mendez?” Her words
slashed like little knives.

“I achieved our minimum objective,
Intelligence,” he replied stiffly. “The
Siriuns agree to sell us supplies if . ..”

“, . .1if we guarantee them one hun-
dred per-cent net profit on every trans-
action, over and above any loss or
damage to their merchant ships. Is that
it?”

“How did you know?” He stared at
her, deflated.

“T know you!” She resumed her seat.
“But do you know what the barbarians
did yesterday to our impregnable de-
fenses?”

“I—uh—wasn’t at the base. What did
they do?”

ER eyes snapped fire, “Fishing again,
eh ? They raided Pizar and stole five
thousand of our women.”

“The devils!”

“] suspect the women they kidnaped
have another word gor them,” She
smiled bitterly. “Have you ever stopped
to think, Mendez, what may be the sub-
conscious yearnings of a healthy woman

who is permitted to have a child only
once a century?”

“Well, no.” He actually blushed. “Can’t
say as I have.”

“Do so some time. Then you may
understand why the Siriuns think we're
—what is it—‘flushed down the drain.’
But that’s not my point. If it hadn’t been
for the quick thinking of Captain Merek
we might have lost the entire planet.
And Pizar is too close to Mercon and
Arcon for comfort.

“Merek—Merek?” The admiral stared
at his manicured finger nails. “But he
is a lieutenant, not a captain. What did
he do?”

“His commanding officer was attend-
ing a ball at the Pizarian capital and got
himself scooped up, along with the wom-
en. Merek put our ships into the air,
caught the raiders on the ground and
forced them to retreat.”

“Excellent—excellent. Shows you how
quickly the Admiralty can issue an or-
der.”

“Captain Merek didn’t wait for an
order. He acted on his own initiative.”

“Impossible!” The admiral grabbed
for the radio at his belt. “That’s rank
insubordination. I'll have the puppy bro-
ken for it.”

“Will you, Mendez ?” The knives were
in her voice again.

“Certainly. Orders must go through
channels.”

“And if they had what would have
happened to Pizar?” She studied him
languidly, one foot tapping the inlaid
floor. “We’d have lost it.”

“Are you implying that the Admiralty
is inefficient ?”

“Not implying!” She sprang to her
feet, glorious eyes ablaze. “Admiral
Mendez, these are your orders—through
channels—the channels of the Council
of Mercon. You have two years in which
to smash the barbarians—to drive them
back to Omega. I don’t care how you do
it but do it! Otherwise you will be re-
lieved from duty and replaced by that
‘puppy’ Merek—that fiighting puppy
who has won Mercon its only real victory
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since the barbarians started infiltrat-
ing.”

If apoplexy had not been a forgotten
disease Mendez would have died from
it then and there. Eventually he got
himself under control and his color re-
turned to normal. His broad face became
canny. “And when I succeed,” he said,
“what dividend will the Bank pay me?”

“Anything you ask, I presume. What
do you want?”

“YO%.I"

“You insolent dog!” The pale roses in
her cheeks burned to crimson. “You’re
already married.”

“My marriage occurred ninety years
ago. It can be canceled when I make my
next deposit. I can wait that long, Mar-
ian.”

“Well . . .” Some of her anger faded
as she studied him coolly. “I might do
worse, I guess. The people are becoming
a bit concerned about my long celibacy.”

“And the records say you were my
first wife,” he pointed out slyly.

“Yes, I know.” She shook her head in
puzzlement. “You must have been far
different in your youth, Mendez. I can’t
say that you are my ideal now.”

“Ideal!” He snorted. “You talk like a
child instead of the second ranking lead-
er of the Centauran Confederacy. “And
as for change we've all changed for the
better as the result of living a thousand
years or so. I've delved into the printed
records of my past. Just before leaving
for Sirius I even went through the red
tape necessary to withdraw and scan my
very first Bank deposit in the hope that
it would remind me how to deal with
primitive peoples.”

“And did it?” She regarded him with
new interest.

“Of course not. I remembered leading
a bayonet charge against the panic-
stricken Merconian natives. I was just a
lieutenant then, a J. G. at that. Hand to
hand combat—buckets of blood—tat-~
tered flags flying—yells—screams of
agony—Pfui! It turned my stomach.
Now we fight only at long range with
the clean fire of radiation cannon. No

dead bodies—no blood—not even any
pain. That’s real progress, Marian!”

“Is it ?” Her face had a haunted look.
“Sometimes I think that the Siriuns are
right when they call it decadence. Some-
times I feel that we of the Second
Generation have progressed so far that
we have lost touch with reality, just as
we have lost touch with our own pasts.
Perhaps the future in this time of
change belongs to young uninhibited
people lke your Captain Merek.”

“Young!”’ Mendez beat his broad chest
till it resounded like a drum. “I'm as
good a man as I ever was, even though I
was born just after the old Centaurus
left Barth in ’ninety-nine.” As she
smiled at him, unconvinced, he changed
the painful subject. “How long since you
had a husband, Marian?”

“So long that I've forgotten.” She
passed a hand across her face as though
brushing away a cobweb. “My statement
says a hundred and thirty years.”

“No wonder the people are grumbling.
It’s time you had another child.”

“If the barbarians raid Mercon that
may be no problem.” She laughed with-
out mirth and turned to the keyboard
of her personal calculator to indicate the
interview was ended. Over a dimpled
shoulder she added, “We’ll talk about
this again, Mendez—when you return as
a conquering hero.”

v

ENERGIZED by Marian’s half-prom-
ise the admiral did his best. He broke
all his fishing poles. He went daily
to 2 gym and lost three inches around
the waistline. He barked rather than
talked at his subordinates.

Since his fleet was pretty much in
tatters as the results of battles with
barbarian raiders Mendez moved his
headquarters to Pizar, the single planet
revolving around Proxima Centauri,
where the best shipyards in the system
were located. There he hid down the
keels of forty battle wagons of latest
design.
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He equipped the ships with radiation
cannon that could trigger atomic fusion
in targets a thousand miles distant. -He
equipped each gun with the equivalent
of an old time proximity fuze so that
its beam, which could not be aimed ac-
curately at such a range, would seek out,
center on and disintegrate any moving
object larger than a meteor. He had to
put that limitation on to avoid draining
his power packs on the hunks of rock
that float endlessly through deep space.

While this work was in progress, the
admiral’s P. R. O’s used their persuasive
powers to such good effect that they
enlisted thousands of the husbands,
brothers and sons of the kidnaped wom-
en of Pizar. Women were scarce on that
drab planet and their relatives swore
they would put up a real fight to get
them back. Finally the recruits were put
through an intensive course of hypnotie
sprouts to train them for the exacting
work of manning the new fleet.

All this took time, of course, but Men-
dez was not molested. It was reported
by Intelligence that the barbarians still
were licking the wounds administered to
them by Merek.

That upstart, incidentally, made Men-
dez’s life miserable with suggestions
which were, as any admiral and Second
Gen could see, completely impractical.
To make things worse the youth had to
live within his meager captain’s pay be-
cause he had never made a deposit and
therefore received no dividends from
The Bank.

He wore ready-made uniforms that
wrinkled around his broad shoulders. He
had a shock of sandy hair no issue pom-
ade could conquer. He had big feet that
banged the furniture, He had big hands
which, Mendez did not realize, were
sensitive as a girl’s when plotting a
chart or nursing a vernier. Moreover he
actually read the ancient textbooks on
strategy and tactics and had a fixation
that guerrilla warfare was not out-
moded.

“Great spacetime, captain!” the ad-
miral would bark like an airedale when

his nerves wore thin. “Think in terms of
parsecs, not paratroops—of astrogation
instead of assassination.” He longed to
break the fool but in view of Marian’s
remarks he would have to wait for a real
slip before doing so.

“Yes sir—sorry sir,” was the captain’s
reply to every rebuke. Then he would
salute as smartly as his tight uniform
would let him, wedge himself through
the door and go back to his quarters on
the light cruiser the Old Man had grudg-
ingly assigned to him. There he would
study and re-study accounts of guerrilla
battles from those of the ancient Tatars
to that absolutely impossible barbarian
raid on Pizarport.

“I still can’t understand it,” he said
one night to Lieutenant Pancrief, as
they sat in semi-isolation, nursing their
beers in the Pizarro Cafe. It took more
money than they possessed to drink
fiery Scopio with the Depositors who
thronged the globular revolving bar.
“The barbarians sneaked their big
clumsy ships through to Pizar without
making a pip on a single radar. They
crashed the ball, which means that they
knew how to dress, act and talk exactly
as we do, although we have been led to
believe they are a bunch of stinking
morons., When we attacked they re-
treated in perfect order.”

“Um.” Pancrief resembled an ostrich
eternally trying to swallow an orange.
“They were scared to stand and fight.”

“I’'m not so sure. They wanted those
women alive.”

“They sure pulled a disappearing act,”
the lieutenant admitted. “No sooner did
I get a bead on them than—poof—they
vanished.”

“Well, how in spacetime did they do
it? That’s what I want to know.”

“I figure they went into overdrive.”
Pancrief signaled for more beer.

“Nonsense. It takes hours to warp into
hyperspace. An instantaneous warp
would have killed everyone aboard the
barb ships.”

“Maybe it did.” The lieutenant blew
away the foam which filled half his
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glass. The Pizarro discouraged the
drinking of beer. “We haven’t heard a
peep out of them since.”

“I don’t believe that either. It was
some sort of guerrilla trick like one I
read about where scouts disguised them-
selves as dead trees. Their enemies were
looking for live men so the scouts be-
came ‘invisible.” ”

“Could be. Rolph the Red is a smart
cookie, even if he is a barb. Went to
school on Mercon, didn’t he?” Pancrief
munched at a fistful of pretzels.

“Yes, that was when he was crown
prince and we were pals with his father,
Rolph the Golden. The prince took a
twenty-year college course in four years
under hypnosis.”

“Nuts. More than a year of unbroken
hypnosis will kill anybody.”

“Didn’t kill young Rolph. He went
home, shoved his dad off the throne and
started moving in on us.”

“That’s gratitude for you.” The lieu-
tenant was beginning to feel his beers.
“Kick us in the teeth after we befriend
’em. Next time, though, we’ll knock their
dirty teeth out.”

AID Merek, “Don’t quote me but I'm

not so sure of that.” He picked up

the check and rose to his feet, knocking
over his chair as usual.

The ill-matched friends left the cafe,
with its expensive drinks and burnished
officers, to plod through the frosty city.

“You know,” said the lientenant as
they stopped to light cigarettes under a
street lamp, “I can’t understand what
we've got that the barbs want. All that
out there”—he waved a long arm to-
ward the stars—"and they start crowd-
ing us.”

“There’s something beyond the fringe
of the galaxy they’re afraid of.”

“Afraid? Those babies may be dumb
but male or female they’ll spit in the eye
of a twark.”

“Yes, because they know how to fight
—and tame—a twark. But they’re just
grownup children. They’'re supersti-
tiously afraid of the—the unknowable,

Rolph once called. it.”

“You went to school with him,
Merek ?”

“Well, not exactly with him. He ex-
isted in my dorm. We used to talk a bit
when the hypnos let him up long enough
to fill him full of food. I gather things
are pretty rugged out on the star cluster.
Even in those days Rolph talked about
moving his people back into the galaxy
—back to Earth, even, until I explained
that that was impossible.”

“Why don’t the barbs ask us to join
forces with them against the Whatyou-
macallit ?”

“Rolph did, I gathered. He made quite
a play for Marian at one time—until she
told him Mercon’s fighting days were
over.”

“Heh! Heh!” Pancrief ground out his
cigarette butt in the light snow under-
foot and followed his superior up the
ramp to the deck of their shining cigar-
shaped cruiser. “Well, happy dreams to
you and your gorillas, captain. And good
hunting on Omega if the Old Man ever
gets us that far.”

He watched affectionately as Merek
wedged his way down the narrow cor-
ridor. Then he turned into his own cub-
byhole of a cabin, whistling the tune of
the only song he knew.

* * * * *

One year after his arrival on Pizar
Admiral Mendez lifted his new fleet for
its long flight out of the plane of the
galaxy toward the lonely Omega star
cluster. There had been ceremonies first,
of course—ceremonies replete with gold
braid and golden words. The pale Pizar-
ians listened politely as they stood in the
wan light of Proxima, their impassive
faces cross-hatched by the slanting
beams of distant Alpha and her twin.

They applauded Mendez’s clichés as
he told them that the best defense was
an offense, that the sanctity of the home
must be preserved. Under the eyes of
their Merconian and Arconian officers
the new Pizarian crew members tossed
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their white caps into the cold air and
cheered lackadaisically as the admiral
assured them he was fighting for Cen-
tauran supremacy.

Finally it was over. The natives went
about their mysterious affairs. Mendez
barked at his staff officers. Tritium
rockets spluttered as they warmed.
Ports secrewed shut. When the two-score
stately ships blasted out of their cradles
and arrowed toward their “rendezvous
with destiny” the spaceport was almost
deserted.

“My people are not demonstrative,”
Pancrief half-apologized as he stood
with Merek on the bridge of the cruiser
Meadowlark.

They had little to do but stand since
the autopilot had taken over and was
nursing the ship upward at a steady
1G acceleration

“Your people have never forgiven the
First Council for ordering them to colo-
nize rocky little Pizar and sending the
main body of colonists on to the lush
planets of Mercon and Arcon,” said
Merek.

“It’'s a good life on Pizar,” Pancrief
defended. “We don’t get rich. Our div-
idends can’t compare with yours.
They probably never will, Merek, but
still—” ’

“Still, Pizar’s Second Gens nurse a
grudge.” The captain was studying the
dwindling snow-capped planet through
a viewport.

“How can they nurse a grudge for a
millenium ? They’ve Banked all that.”

“T remember reading about a civil war
in the United States, Pan. The hatreds
it engendered didn't die out for five
generations. Isn’t the same thing true
on Pizar?”

“Well yes, maybe. Second Gens are
funny that way. They like to think they
remember the good old days. Sometimes
I believe they do in a way. There is re-
sentment.”

“Let’s hope it has been hypnoed out
of the crews,” said the captain. “To be
on the safe side I'll order daily drills and
rigid inspections.”

N PERFECT formation the fleet went

up and out of the gravitational grip
of the three Centauran suns. A week
after take-off they were sufficiently in
the clear to start the slow and painful
business of shifting into hyperspace.

At first the raw crews behaved quite
decently as the stars winked out, green
mist invaded the ships and the muscular
twitchings started. Each ship was on its
own now for no communication was pos-
sible among them. Each captain used
his own judgment as to the amount of
pain and fright his men could stand.
Each, because of the sheer terror of
hyperspace, tried to fight through as
fast as though demons pursued him,

Two sailors died, gibbering on the
decks, the first “day” the Meadowlark
spent in that never-never dimension. Six
had bone-breaking convulsions the next
day. The third was too much. Mutiny
broke out in the engine room and worked
forward. But the twitching green ghosts
who started it were in such agony and
bewildered fright that Merek’s officers
managed to split them up, herd them to
their quarters and lock them in with a
minimum of bloodshed.

After that the ship took care of her-
self as best she could with a few assists
from sick and overworked officers. The
crew’s quarters was a shambles of writh-
ing screaming Pizarians. The ship’s doc-
tor and his apothecary’s mates.sweated
it out around the clock. Merek and Pan-
crief toiled unceasingly over the unified
field mathematics which alone could
bring them out of hyperspace with a
ship which did not resemble a flaming
pretzel.

On the morning of the sixth day the
captain stretched-out a trembling claw
and pushed home a sort of corkscrew
which, he hoped, was the proper quad-
rant. A mewling caricature of a thing
that had to be Pancrief, although it
looked like Beelzebub, cut the warp.

Like a pip out of an orange the Mea-
dowlark snapped out of the green hell
into a black space bounded by the orange
on one side and a limitless, varicolored
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tanestry on the other.

“Made it—once more!” Pancrief
husked as he slumped in his chair and
mopped his white face.

“Some didn’t.” Merek counted the
silver ships floating in ragged disarray.
“. .. thirty-four, thirty-five, thirty-six.
One battle wagon, a cruiser and two de-
stroyers left stuck in the warp.”

“Poor devils!” His aide staggered to
his feet and leaned his forehead against
the cold glass of the viewport. “Fringes
of Omega Globular Star Cluster dead
ahead, sir,” he reported. “Alpha Cen-
tauri twenty thousand light years
astern. God pity the poor sailors on a
run like this.”

Cutting in the transmitter, Merek
made his report to the admiral.

“Ten men dead, you say?” barked a
familiar voice from the flagship Alpha.
“Unfortunate—wvery unfortunate.” Then
“We blast for Rolph’s headquarters
planet at twenty-three hundred. Here
are your orders:” The mechanical
voice of the fleet’s main calculator cut
in with a stream of gibberish that made
sense only to the smaller “brain” in the
Meadowlark’s control center.

“Wish you could have asked the Old
Man how many sailors ke lost,” growled
Pancrief as his chief joined him at the
port. “Lord, what a sight!” he breathed
after an interval. “One hundred thou-
sand suns—count ’em—one hundred
thousand. And packed thick as straw-
berries in a crate.”

He stared at the flattened orange
which was Omega Centauri. It glittered
with numberless points of light, each a
giant star.

After the magic of that sight lost its
appeal they moved to the opposite port
to look back over the endless distances
they had traversed in less than a week.
The concentric rings of stars which
made up their home galaxy stretched
away and away, like some limitless
dream tapestry. They were observing
the Milky Way from “outside” now, so
distant that the naked eye could not pick
out Alpha or any other star-mark.

Between the star cluster on one side
and the galaxy on the other there was
nothing—mnothing but an overwhelming
blackness spangled at vast intervals by
misty smears that represented immeas-
urably distant nebulae.

“Lonesome, isn’t it?” was the only
comment Pancrief could think of. His
usual bounce was missing.

There was a rap on the door. Lieu-
tenant (J. G.) Manfred entered and
saluted smartly though his uniform was
dirty and sweat-stained. “Most of the
crew have returned to normal, sir,” he
said.

“Pipe them to battle stations and give
each a double ration of Scopio, lieuten-
ant,” Merek replied. “We start moving
in at twenty-three hundred.”

Manfred saluted again and departed,
humming. The chubby little fellow had
been transferred from the flagship to
the cruiser at Merek’s request. The in-
formal atmosphere on the Meadowlark
made him feel that he had been rescued
from a long stretch in prison with 2
consequent feeling of relief.

The fleet reformed on schedule and
arrowed toward the star cluster. Omega
enlarged rapidly but, though the guns
were manned continuously, nothing
came up to meet the invaders.

“It’s not like Rolph,” said Merek as
he puffed nervously at a cigarette a
week later and studied the Cepheid vari-
able star which now winked dead ahead,
like a celestial lighthouse. “I can't be-
lieve we’ll catch him napping.”

“Maybe it’s a trap,” suggested Man-
fred, who was standing the watch with
him.

“Space is too big to do much trapping
in, I'm workried, though, that Rolph is
out raiding us while we're raiding him.”

“I doubt it, sir. Unless his espionage
is weaker than we think he knows we're
coming by now. And he can’t take a
chance on losing his base of supplies.”

“If he has a base in the accepted
sense, lieutenant. I have a hunch this
war is something your modern text-
books never got around t6 discussing.”
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BY THE time the Cepheid had waxed
end waned twice more in its endless,

thirteen-hour cycle they were within its

planetary system and coming in for a

landing on one of its two Earth-type

worlds.

Radar screens up, guns swiveling in
search of non-existent enemies, the ships
decelerated together like one mechanism.
Early the next “morning”—that is, be-
fore the Cepheid sun was halfway to
its maximum brightness—they landed
in circle formation on a snow-covered
plain rimmed by grim mountains, where
a river cataracted a thousand feet into
an ice-filled sea.

“Intelligence says this is the site of
Rolph’s capital,” the admiral’s puzzled
voice came over the communicator.
“Looks deserted but keep a sharp look-
out. I'm sending out scouts.”

As a half-dozen destroyers darted
away the crews of the grounded ships
stood tensely at their posts, half-expect-
ing that enemy guns would rise from the
snow and start blasting. But nothing
happened and only the voices of opera-
tors aboard the scouts came over the
radio. After an hour Mendez called a
staff meeting on the bluff overlooking
the heaving ocean.

“There’s been a slip-up,” the admiral
growled as he pulled his greatcoat
around his ears against the chill wind.
“This can’t be the place.”

“I’'m not so sure, sir,” Merek ventured.
“Notice that crisscross of depressions
in the snow. Streets would look that way
after a blizzard.”

“Streets!” But there are no houses in
sight.”

Merek started kicking into the fresh
drifts, which lay about two feet deep.
Almost immediately his boot hit an
obstruction. He cleared around it, dis-
closing a stake that had been driven
slantwise into the ground.

“Tent peg,” he explained. “The bar-
barians live either in caves or in tent
cities. They’ve decamped.”

“Impossible, captain,” barked the ad-
miral. “The barbs don’t have enough

ships to move an entire population.
}YVe’ve landed on the wrong planet some-
ow.”

A destroyer materialized in the leaden
sky and flamed in for a landing. Out
tumbled a captain, herding two captives
before him. One was a powerful middle-
aged man with one arm. The other was
very evidently a woman. Despite the
fact that the thermometer was still be-
low freezing their only clothing con-
sisted of boots, gloves and fur kilts that
covered them from navel to midthigh.
Both wore their hair in braids and the
man had a long reddish-grey beard.

“Are you subjects of Rolph the Red?”
Mendez bellowed when the strange pair
stood before him, erect and contemptu-
ous. He acted on the assumption that
any foreigner could understand English
if it were shouted loud enough.

“Nah!” sneered the man.

“Who are you then?”

“Rolph brudder, sister.”

“What?’ Mendez goggled, thinking
he had made a haul indeed.

“Aw barb brudder,” the fellow en-
lightened him.

“Brothers, eh ?” The admiral covered
his chagrin with a frosty smile. “Where
then are Rolph and his fighting men?”
He emphasized the word with deliberate
cruelty.

The barbarian took no offense. He
stared down at the stump of his arm for
a moment, then broke into a slow know-
ing smile.

“Mind Pizar?” he asked. “Brian,” he
tapped his hairy chest, “fight dere. Lose
arm. Fin’ mudder.” With his good arm
he gave the woman an affectionate

.whack on her naked back.

The admiral stepped back as if struck.

“You—a, Pizarian?”

“Not any more,” the woman answered
coolly. “Fact is, I have almost forgotten
Pizar. Dreadfully dull hole, isn't it, Ad-
miral Mendez?”

“You'll return home with the fleet, of
course.”

“No thank you—not unless you put
me in irons.”
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“You like it here—this miserable God-
forsaken iceberg? This lout?”

“I adore it.” She flung her arms wide
and breathed deeply. Pancrief whistled
softly, being safely out of Mendez’s
sight.

“How do you keep from freezing, run-
ning around half naked ?” Mendez de-
manded.

“How do you keep from suffocating
inside that uniform ?”

“Enough of your insolence,” yelled the
outraged admiral. “Where is Rolph?”

“Up there.” She pointed to a spot of
light in the sky which marked the Ceph-
eid's second planet. “He pulled up
stakes here when he heard you were
coming. I understand he has arranged
a hot reception for you on Midgard.
Have fun.”

“You treasonable hussy! Get out of
my sight before I do put you in irons.”

The ex-Pizarian dropped him a curt-
sey, linked her arm with that of her
mate and trudged off across the snow
without a backward glance.

“Well!” For once Mendez was almost
speechless. “We re-embark at once. At-
tack formation.”

A%

THEIR cautious flight to Midgard
took a full week. Their reward was a
parched desert instead of a frigid one.
Scouts reported sighting only a few
thousand barbarians.

“Decamped again, the fleabitten
coward,” raged Mendez at another futile
staff meeting. “Though how he does it I
cannot understand. The only thing to do
is to garrison these planets and hunt
‘him down in space.”

“Perhaps the emperor has gone to the
planetary system of some neighboring
star,” suggested Rear Admiral Pierce.
He would have ranked as a full admiral
except for the fact that he had been born
on Pizar. “I understand the barbarians
control five or six of them.”

“We'll cross that bridge when we
come to it.”

“Do you think it advisable to divide
the fleet, sir?” Merek ventured.

“Dismissed!” was the admiral’s only
reply.

The upshot was that five cruisers were
placed temporarily under Merek’s com-
mand and sent back to their first land-
ing place while another five were left
with Pierce at Midgard. A month later
the rest of the fleet was caught off-guard
in what should have been the empty
space between two stars—and all but
annihilated!

When disjointed panic-stricken re-
ports of the battle began dribbling in
Merek and Pierce raced out to give what
help they could. All they found was the
Alpha, which the barbarians had
pointedly ignored. The rest of the ships
were only shining motes of cosmic dust.

“I don’t understand—I don’t under-
stand,” Mendez babbled after the rem-
nant of the fleet had made good its
escape via hyperspace and was limping

[Turn page]
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homeward through the fringe of the
galaxy. “One minute our detectors were
quiet as the grave. The next those barb
ships were amongst us, so close we
couldn’t bring our guns to bear without
hitting each other. They cut us to rib-
bons. But the crowning insult was they
never fired a shot at the Alpha. Not a
shot, sirs—not a shot.” He buried his
stricken face in his hands.

“It was treachery,” shouted Marl-
borough, captain of the flagship. His
face looked like an old hot water bottle,
what with sleeplessness and worry. “It
was the Pizarians among us. I never
trusted the . . .”

“I resent that,” snarled Pierce. He
thrust out a stubbly jaw and seemed
about to leap at the other across the
empty table.

“There were no Pizarians on the de-
tectors,” Mendez said. “I had seen to it
that they couldn’t be in a position to—"

“l resent that even more,” yelled
Pierce. “My countrymen are loyal. And
they’re fighters—not like you effete
Merconians.”

“Gentlemen,” Merek cut in, “this is no
time for bickering. The system’s in
grave danger.”

“The boy’s right,” said Mendez and
then, to show he bore no grudge, “what
is your explanation of cur—uh—set-
back, Captain Merek ?”

“The barbs came at you >ut of hyper-
space, sir.”

“That’s impossible. Instantaneous
transit would have killed every man
aboard their ships.

“How do you know there were men
aboard ? Perhaps they've made common
cause with some alien race.”

“Those bloody Siriuns,” brooded the
admiral. “Well”—he took a grip on him-
self—“what’s left of the fleet must pro-
ceed immediately to Pizar for refitting.
I'll take the Alpha on to Mercon.”

HIS time Marian did not extend
either hand to be kissed as Mendez
fidgeted before her. “A year and a half
wasted, Mendez,” she purred. “Ten bil-

lion dollars wasted. Thirty-eight hun-
dred Merconian lives wasted. You have
six months left.”

“Six months! Your Intelligence
wouldn’t hold me to that?”

“Iwould.” Her slender gold-tipped fin-
gers played with a spool of recording
tape he had brought—tape which por-
trayed the fleet’s debacle.

“But the morale of my men is shot!”

‘More slang, Mendez, or do you mean
that literally ?”

“Destroyed,” he amended. “It will take
me months to get them in fighting trim
again and train new recruits.”

“Recruits ?” Those sapphire eyes nar-
row. “No one will join the fleet while
the memory of our defeat is green.”

“Conscript them then, confound it.”

“Conscription would have to be ap-
proved by the people. This is a democ-
racy.”

“Then have the Council try to make
some sort of compromise with Rolph.
He’s in trouble out on Omega. Perhaps,
if we—invited him to come . . .”

“Compromise—with that rabble ?” She
forgot her studied calm to leap to her
feet and grip his shoulders. “No/ The
pure Centauran blood must never be
diluted. We are a super-race. Better ex-
tinction than that!”

“There was a time when you thought
otherwise,” he said softly.

“Oh!” Her face flamed. “You are re-
ferring to that gossip about Rolph and
me. Be careful, Mendez. You may pre-
sume too far.” ,

“There might be another way,” he
floundered. “That last batch of refugees
from Earth—the ones who came here
about a century ago. They think like
barbarians in many ways. Perhaps, if
we asked their advice . ..”

“Mendez, Mendez,” she sighed. “Is this
the best you have to offer ? The refugees
are unalterably opposed to war of any
kind. Their ancestors saw it destroy
Earth. They would tell us to practise
passive resistance—against bloodthirsty
cannibals.”

“Oh, come now,” he objected. “The
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barbs stopped eating each other in Rolph
the First's time.”

“So they say.” Her mouth set in
harsh, unforgiving lines. “And I still say
you have six months more, Mendez. If
there is no victory by that time Rear
Admiral Merek will assume command of
the fleet.”

“Rear Ad—” He tore at his collar.
“There may be another line of attack,”
he managed to say at last.

“Yes?” There was a hint of feline
merriment in the word.

“Have the Council change the law re-
garding Bank deposits. Surely it has the
power to do that without a referendum.
Command all citizens of the Three
Planets to deposit recollections of the
past six months.”

“Goon!” She leaned forward with that
liquid motion which set his pulses ham-
mering;

“With memory of the Omega disaster
wiped out I can easily recruit more men.
Then, when additional ships now being
built on Pizar are completed, the fleet
will rise like—who was that giant whose
strength was renewed every time he was
thrown to the ground ?”

“Antaeus,” she answered promptly.
“But as I remember it Hercules finally
defeated the giant by strangling him in
mid-air. Nevertheless, your idea is a
good one. The people murmur. Pizar is in
almost open revolt. They will quiet down
when their minds are washed clean of
the defeat.”

“Thank God!” husked Mendez. “Then
I will be able to sleep again.”

Marian threw back her fine head and
laughed until the calculator panels
tinkled. “You/!” she mocked. “The order
which the Council issues will not apply
to you, to Council members—or to
Merek. We must have some .continuity,
you know.”

“But I could read about my defeat or
study it.on the screen,” he pleaded,
grinding ~his knuckles together. “I
wouldn’'t have to see those fine ships
puffing into nothingness every time I
close my eyes. And I wouldn't see that

*

‘I told you so’ look on Captain Merek’s
face.”

“Rear Admiral Merek,” she corrected.
“And don’t forget—six months!”

He stomped out of the room without
waiting to be dismissed.

In her library, Marian fitted the film
she had been toying with onto a spindle,
found a spot which showed Merek on
the bridge of the Meadowlark and en-
larged the three-dimensional image until
it filled one end of the room. She studied
the rugged face for long moments, lin-
gering over the shock of yellow hair,
the broad brow furrowed in concentra-
tion over some long-forgotten problem,
the firm chin, the bull neck, the full lips
with provocative quirks at their corners.
He was almost as tall and just as hand-
some in a different way as .. .

She mastered her unruly thoughts,
cut off the projector and sat with folded
hands in the semi-darkness. After an in-
terval she sighed deeply. _

“Did you call, Intelligence?” asked
her secretary through the intercom.

“What? Oh—no, I didn’t call.” She
disconnected the loudspeaker too and
continued to sit in the shadows, lost in
strange daydreams.

PLENTY of complications but no real
hitches developed when the Order in
Council was promulgated. For several
weeks the thousands of branch Banks in
communities on Mercon, Arcon and
Pizar were open around the clock as
their operatives processed some two bil-
lion Centaurans. Depositors dutifully
wrote memos to themselves about the
most important activities in which they
were engaged.

Then they sat in quiet little booths
with electrodes clamped to their temples
while all kriowledge of recent events was
transferred from the “punched mole-
cules” of their brain cells to almost
identical molecules and circulating mer-
cury columns of the fantastic cybernetic
calculator—or rather the endless series
of calculators—that constituted the
Memory Bank. They left their booths
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suffering from a species of induced am-
nesia, were presented with the memos
they had written, read them—and car-
ried on.

No attempt was made or could be
made to wipe out completely mention of
the Omega debacle in printed or photo-
graphed news records. But records are
ghostly substitutes for actual memories
since they have comparatively little
emotional impact —and few people
bother to re-read them once they are
outdated.

So the Centaurans awoke as from a
nightmare which they could no longer
recall. Again there was polite chatter
along the green avenues and laughter in
the spacious homes and vaulting
theaters. Oh yes, they realized vaguely
that there had been a battle of some
kind and that the barbarians were still
a threat. But meantime the sun shone,
the larks sang and an endless, placid
and almost effortless life was to be lived
and cherished above all other things.

Even on restless Pizar Mendez was
treated with polite respect as of yore
when he came to mend his broken fleet
and to preach the glories of a bloodless
holy war against High Barbarie.

“Makes you feel a bit sick, doesn’t it ?”
said Merek to Pancrief. The latter, a
captain now and elevated to command of
the Meadowlark, was supervising the
work of grinding hyperspace burn off
the ship’s sleek hide. “We have the tar
whaled out of us. We learn some valu-
able lessons as a result. Then—presto
chango—the Council waves a wand and
we're right back where we started. In-
stead of including seasoned veterans,
the new crews will be made up entirely
of raw recruits.”

“I wouldn’t know, sir. I've had my
amputation teco. Can’t say I enjoy the
aftereffects, either. Every once in a
while it’s like going down a stairway
with an occasional tread missing—or
like using bifocal glasses for the first
time. Ugh!”

“I'm sorry, Pan,” said Merek later,
as they sat amidst the top brass, but

still not of it, at the slowing turning bar
of the Pizarro. “I tried my best to get
you and the other officers exempted but
the Old Man wouldn’t hear of it.”

“Hates you, doesn’t he?”

“Can’t say I blame him with the Coun-
c¢il pushing me ahead this way. I wonder
why. Most officers don’t rate lieutenant
commander until they've made at least
one regular deposit.”

“Two reasons,” grinned his friend.
“In the first place you have real ability.”

“And the second reason?”

“You’ll find that one in your mirror!”
As the other looked at him blankly he
swirled the ice in his long drink and
changed the subject. “Of course, these
emergency deposits may be a good
thing, at that. Everyone seems full of
bounce. Just listen to them laughing and
talking at the top of their voices. I feel
that way too most times. And then, in
the middle of the night, I wake up and
get to thinking that things must be ter-
ribly bad to make the Council resort to
such a thing as has been done to us.”

“I've told you. ..”

“lI know you’ve told me. And T've
studied the recordings. But I'm still not
completely convinced. Maybe I just can’t
trust anybody who cuts a hunk out of
my life.”

“T see.” Merek bit his lips. “But it
isn’t a permanent loss like a regular de-
posit. You'll get your memories back
after the war ends.” i

“Maybe, ¢f the war ends soon. And
maybe, if it doesn’t, I'll be making more
deposits. Say . . .” He gulped his drink
and ordered another round. “Do you
think the Second Gens feel all the time
the way I do now—feel they’ve lost
something precious forever? Is that
why the Old Man hates us Non-Deposi-
tors? Is that why he only feels at home
with fogs?”

“Fogs?”

“Yeah. F-o-g-s. Fine Old Gentlemen
of the Second Generation like those he’s
talking to over there now.” He nodded
toward the gold braid clotted around
Mendez on the opposite side of the bar.
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“You're talking too much,” said
Merek. “Let’s be getting back to the
Yard.”

They walked home shoulder to shoul-
der as usual. But something of their old
camaraderie was missing, though they
tried their best to ignore the fact.

ADMIRAL Mendez had only twenty-
one ships at his back when he made
a second ringing farewell speech to the
Pizarians. Still, it was a formidable ar-
ray, far stronger than Intelligence
guessed the barbarians could put into
space.

There was the fifteen-hundred foot
Alpha, complete with a new set of teeth.
There were ten new battleships, their
turrets modified so they could fire point
blank at short range with no danger of
radiation backlash. Five of these, includ-
ing his own ship, the Centaur, had been
placed under Merek's command. The
other battlewagons were under Marl-
borough. The cruisers and destroyers
which had escaped from Omega also had
been hastily modified to make them
more deadly. An Arconian named An-
derson commanded the cruiser flotilla
and a Pizarian old timer, Pratt, had
been ealled in to handle the destroyers.
Fiery little Pierce was relegated to a
desk job in the Navy Yard.

So they went out.

So they negotiated hyperspace. So, as
they lay waiting for orders to reform
and advance on the star cluster, they
were swept by what seemed to be a
harmless cloud of small meteors.

And hell popped! Within five minutes

of the appearance of the meteors, ship

after ship caught fire! Their hulls blazed
with scores of points of light. Their
radio voices emitted startled squawks
of astonishment and alarm.
“Marlberough! Merek! Anderson!
Pratt!” The admiral stuck strictly to
protocol in calling the roll. “Report!”
“We have struck a barbarian mine
field, I think,” gobbled Marlborough.
“We've been boarded,” said Merek.
“Boarded—in deep space? You're

crazy !’ raged Mendez.

‘“Yes gir. Over.”

“Hull punctured in four places,” cut
in an hysterical voice, hardly recogniz-
able as that of the usually phlegmatic
Anderson. “Losing air rapidly. Getting
crew into space-suits. All other cruisers
in trouble.” ,

“Same here,” came Pratt’s muted
voice. “Hull melting dozens of places.
No time for suits. Goodbye, sir.”

A spot of crimson appeared on the
wall of the bridge not five feet from
where Merek stood. It spread like a boil.
The titanium metal began to bulge out-
ward ever so slightly. The Centaur was
being hulled.

“Mendez—give me the air,” Merek
shouted over the babel which filled the
ether. “I’'m going to try a maneuver
which may save us. No time to explain.
If it works, follow my example. Pan-
crief. Come in!”

“Yes sir!” The Meadowlark lay only
a few miles from the Centaur but its
captain’s voice was muffled and faint,
showing he had already donned a suit.

“Roll your ship. I'm going to scratch
your back. Do the same for mine if you
can.” He left the switch open as he
shouted directions at his pilot and gun-
nery officers. Slowly the Centaur began
to roll on her axis. As she did so, her
guns trained on the Meadowlark, which
also had started to roll like a flaming
pinwheel.

“Barely tap the firing keys!’ Merek
commanded his gunners. “Two bursts.
Sear both her sides. Ready, Pan? Fol-
low suit. Hold tight, everyone. Fire!”

Simultaneously lances of purple
radiation flashed from both ships.
Merek was slammed to port as by a
giant hand, missing the deadly red spot
by only a foot. Manfred, who had been
at the controls, was catapulted from his
chair to pile on top of his superior. The
big ship bucked like a broncho although
only a whiff of radiation had touched it.

The spot began to fade and reports
from other parts of the Centaur said
similar port side blisters were doing
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likewise. But as Merek and Manfred
dragged themselves back to their posts
a crimson smudge grew on the starboard
wall of the bridge. '

Merek saw that the Meadowlark also
had been slammed back on her
haunches. Half of her was scorched and
black from his fire. But the part.of her
hull presented as she continued to roll
still sparkled with a dozen pinpoints of
vicious brilliance.

“Fire!” Merek ordered as both ships
presented their burming flanks as tar-
gets. This time he gripped a control
panel and braced himself. His fingernails
splintered, his feet shot out from under
him and he smashed against the wall
alongside Manfred. This time the pilot
did not rise.

“Pan—you all right?” The teetering
hulk outside was all black now and re-
mained visible only because it occluded
a part of the galaxy. ,

“Okay—what’s left of us,” came the
rejoinder. “Centaur sure carries a wal-
lop. I have a broken shoulder, I think.
I've got the boys patching and
strengthening the hull. What hit us?”’

“Tell you later.” Merek scanned the
heavens and added, ‘“Most of the ships
got the idea and are cleansing each
other. But a lot of them, including the
Alpha, are still burning and out of con-
trol. Can you help me spray the flag-
ship.”

“Yes sir.”

MEREK staggered to the pilot’s seat
and put the ship about. As- he
passed the twinkling Alpha to port his
gunners gave her the one-two. The
Meadowlark seared her from the op-
posite quarter,

“Admiral Mendez” he called when the
maneuver was completed.

There was no answer although he
thought he heard an agonized gasp.

“Marlborough ?”’

“No air,” came the dazed reply. “Half
of crew suffocated. Patching.”

Matter-of-factly, now that the emer-
gency had passed, Anderson made a

somewhat similar report. Pratt did not
answer.

As Merek kept probing he found that
ten ships in all showed signs of life.
Eventually Captain Merryman of the
Alpha managed to erawl to the mike and
report Mendez with a fractured skull
and a third of the flagship’s erew either
suffocated or incapacitated from broken
bones and bruises received when she
had been seared.

“I propose Merek should take com-
mand,” said Anderson after the sad roll-
call ended. “None of us would be alive
except for him. What do you say, Marl-
borough ?”

“At your command, Admiral Merek,”
came the answer.

“None of the ships are badly damaged
but only thirteen have replied,” said the
new admiral. “I have a hunch the bar-
barian fleet will be here in full force
very shortly. If we try to put crews
aboard the death ships we’ll have no
time to get back into hyper. On the
other hand we can’t allow those ships to
fall into enemy hands. We've gdt to
beam them down. I'll do the dirty work.
The rest of you get shipshape. Any ob-
jections ?”

There were none.” After one last call
to the drifting ships, many of which still
burned fiercely, the Centaur’s guns
spoke again and again. At each broad-
side a splendid hulk, perhaps with in-
jured men aboard, flamed into dust.

When it was all over Merek leaned his
head against the control board and
wept.

Then came the job of shepherding his
undermanned cripples back into the
relative safety of hyperspace. Techni-
cians had to be shifted from ship to ship
to make the maneuver possible. Time
flew while Merek searched the heavens
anxiously.

The last straw came when, after all
the other vessels had melted through the
barrier, Pancrief reported the Meadow-
lark’s warper damaged beyond repair
by the jolts it had received. Then there
were more frantic orders and shuttling
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of lifeboats. At last Merek himself re-
gretfully pressed the trigger which sent
his first command to join her dead
sisters.

“Thanks for that final blast,” a new
voice boomed through the Centaur’s
loudspeaker. “Gave us a chance to get a
dead fix on you. You're bracketed. Will
you surrender ?”’

“Go to hell, whoever you are!” Merek
did not feel as brave as he sounded. The
radar screen showed points of light con-
verging on the Centaur from all points.”

“Emperor Rolph the Red of Barbary
here.”

“Admiral Merek of Centaurus here.
My comment still stands.”

“I thought you wouldn’t give up the
ship. All right then. Get your men—and
yourself—into the boats and blow her.
I'll pick you up. Fair enough ?”’

Merek hesitated. Tradition said to die
fighting. He looked.at Pancrief.

“You're a long time dead,” said that
worthy, who stood beside him on the
bridge, nursing his bandaged shoulder.
“Live to fight another day. While
there’s life there’s hope. Dead men tell
no tales.”

“QOh, shut up! Rolph, will you give us
an hour to abandon ship ?”

“Of course. But don’t try a dash for
hyper. We'll nail you.”

An hour later and a score of miles
away the Centaur’s lifeboats, with 500
men aboard, bobbed like corks as their
ship’s pile went up in a final blaze of
glory and defiance. -

VI

66] _
T LOOKS like a chunk of honey-
comb,” marveled Pancrief as the boat
in which he, Merek and half a hundred
badly battered sailors were jammed
edged toward an open pressure hatch
of the barbarian flagship. The others
already had been picked up by one or
another of twenty enemy vessels.

“Or the faceted eye of some monster
insect,” Merek agreed.

“Stuck together with spit too,”

sneered his friend as the ship loomed
above them. “How they got that crazy
hatch open without a blowtorch is be-
yond me.”

The impression of disorderly order, if
such a thing were coflceivable, was
heightened as fur-kilted grinning war-
riors of both sexes prodded the prison-
ers out of their boat and herded them
down a long corridor to an accompani-
ment of skirling bagpipes. Segments of
the floor were raggedly joined, some-
times with draughty eracks as uch as
a foot wide between the metal plates.
Seratched and dented walls were pierced
by portholes that seemed to have no
possible use. The ramshackle structure
creaked and groaned continuously like
a sailing ship at sea.

“And to think that the best Cen-
taurus had is licked to a frazzle by
near-brutes riding pieces of junk like
this,” groaned Pancrief, whose wound
was bothering him badly. “To make it
worse, half of these savages are girls!”

“Um!” Merek was trying to adjust
himself to the fact that there seemed to
be absolute equality between the bar-
barian sexes. “And I didn't see any guns
mounted on this ship.”

“Only ones I noticed were on a few
Centauran merchantmen that Rolph
probably bought while he was on Mercon
and converted afterward.”

“If only we could have had just one
crack at these egg crates,” sighed
Merek.

“Wish I had a shot of Scopio,” said
the Pizarian with a shivef. “This cor-
ridor is almost as cold as space. How do
they stand it, prancing around in fur
panties ?”

A tall girl, wearing a trim grey kilt
and a steel helmet with incongruous
floppy fur “ears” set rakishly on a tousle
of black curls, stopped the procession at
a dimly-lighted corridor intersection.
“Qo Merek ?” she demanded.

A burly captain jerked his thumb at
the Merconian. The newcomer looked
him up and down with dawning recogni-
tion in her laughing eyes. She took in
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his torn uniform, the cut over his eye,
the nasty bruise on his cheek. Then she
winked at him broadly.

“Ow, Merek. Come talk Brudder
Rolph.” She snjcked a knife out of her
jewel-studded belt and prodded him not
too ungently ahead of her.

“Ask the Emp to send us a doctor—
and some hot toddy,” Pancrief called
after them. Merek was too flabber-
gasted to answer. He had caught sight
of the long faint scar that crossed the
body of his guard from shoulder to hip.

The prisoner entered Rolph’s quarters
to find the emperor seated on a heap of
furs, reading an old-fashioned paper
book. He looked up and winked. Of
course, the Merconian remembered now,
that was the barbarian greeting to
friend or worthy foe.

“Hello, Merek,” he said, rising and
extending his hand, Centauran fashion.
“T’d like to say you are looking well but
I'm afraid I'd be lying. Sit down. Lie
down if you wish. Iskra”— He turned
to the girl—“bri’g foo’. 'Ot drink. One
of my best warriors,” he added as she
departed briskly.

“Did that slip of a girl lead the raid
on Pizar?” Merek was easing his aching
bones to the floor.

“That steel spring of a girl did,”
chuckled his host. “You’ll find out what
I mean the first time you try to cross
her. She’s going to be your warden.”

“You are looking well, Rolph.” Merek
studied the bronzed giant whose body
tapered like a triangle from incredibly
wide shoulders to hips almost as narrow
as Iskra’s. “Quite a bit older, though,”
some imp made him add.

“Yes, I'm pushing forty,” Rolph an-
swered, stroking his full red beard.
“That’s almost ancient for Omega. Well,
I have three strong sons and a daughter,
any one of whom could take my place.”

Iskra returned with a golden platter
heaped with dripping hunks of roast
meat and with three silver-inlaid horns
filled with a steaming liquid.

“You'll have to use your fingers,” said
the barbarian. “There’s not a fork on
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board. As for a napkin...” He stepped
to the wall, which was draped with
priceless—and stolen—Pizarian silks,
ripped off a square of the material and
presented it with a flourish. “I'll try teo
do better by you when we get to Asgard.
Skoal!”

“Asgard!”” Merek choked over his
drink. “Is that what you call your capi-
tal?”

“Why not?” For the first time Rolph
seemed nettled. “Good old Terrestial
name, isn’t it? I found it in a book of
Norse legends.”

“Oh yes.” Merek felt better as the
hot liquor warmed his stomach. “Will
you send some of this to my crew,
Rolph ? They need it rather badly, along
with a doctor.” As the emperor nodded
he added. “I suppose you call this stuff
mead too?”

“How did you know ?”

“I too am one of those freaks who
reads the old books. But the real mead
was a kind of beer. This must be a hun-
dred proof.”

“Oh, well—if you want to get techni-
cal bagpipes are of Celtic origin. But I
like bagpipes. They make pleasant music
to die to.”

ROLPH sat down, presented the plat-
ter to his guest, then dipped into
the meat with both hands. The girl fol-
lowed his example. As she munched she
studied Merek quizzically. He returned
the compliment. She was really some-
thing to look at with her creamy skin,
turned-up nose and hair so black it
seemed blue.

“Did you revive the old Norse mumbo-
jumbo recently ?” he asked when Iskra’s
calm scrutiny became embarrassing.

“No, my great granddaddy, Rolph the
First started it. I carried on.”

“Why, for Peter’'s sake?”

“Because I, Rolph the First, studied
philosophy,” the emperor said between
bites.

“You, Rolph the First? He has been
dead a hundred years.”

“I am his avatar, naturally.”
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“You believe in reincarnation ?”

“My people believed in it after I ex-
plained it to them. Reincarnation makes
them feel superior to you superior Cen-
taurans. You get killed in a war or an
accident and you’re dead forever. If one
of us dies today he knows he will be re-
born tomorrow. What chance have you
got against us in the long run if you
must worry about saving your precious
hides at every turn?”

“I see what you mean. But you were
saying something about philosophy.”

“Oh yes—I studied philosophy. I no-
ticed that every people has a religion
which perfectly fits their state of civili-
zation. Until a hundred years or so ago
my people out here on the fringe of no-
where had no religion—and no civiliza-
tion to speak of either. You know our
history. We were the last great wave
of pioneers to leave Earth for Alpha
Centauri along the only route that was
not blocked by alien races—and light
years.

“You Centaurans had got away while
the going was good, just before the first
Terrestial blowup. You had had five
hundred years to set up your tight little
system before we arrived. Even then
you were too good to let our ragtag and
bobtail move in with you. But you had
developed an experimental form of hy-
perspace drive. You generously con-
sented to let us make the first long dis-
tance jump with it.

“Hah!” Rolph’s white teeth flashed in
a mirthless grin. “I’'ve sung the old
folksongs. I almost remember what
happened. The first stop was Omega,
a safe twenty thousand light years
away, you Centaurans thought. Ten
per-cent of my people got through. Half
of those died before they learned how to
exist in a star cluster.

“Then, for almost four hundred years,
we stagnated and retrogressed while we
fought the cold, the twarks, the fees and
each other. We went back about as far
as man can go and still remain men.

[Turn pagel
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Cannibalism, you know—human sacri-
fices—all that.

“About a hundred years ago you folks
perfected the hyper-drive and got
through to us. A sorry lot you found us.
I don’t blame you for sending mission-
aries along with your merchant ships.
Still, you were damned fools to do so.”

“Why ?” Despite his fascination with
the story, Merek’s eyelids were droop-
ing.

“Because I—incarnated as Rolph the
First then, you understand—decided it
was time for my people to make their
comeback. JI—he—pumped your mer-
chants and missionaries for information.
He learned to read and write. He studied
comparative religions and selected Norse
mythology as the one best suited for
his people’s state of development. By
the time he was—uh—translated in bat-
tle at the age of twenty-eight he had
laid the groundwork for our present
high state of civilization.”

“High ?” Merek was blinking sleepily
at Iskra as she licked the grease of the
feast off her fingers and wiped both
hands on the fur of her kilt.

“It suits us.” Rolph grinned as he fol-
lowed the girl’s example. “And it doesn't
suit you. So it must be high. You don't
understand us, of course. We’re nomads
—mechanized nomads, if you will.
We hate conventions. We hate sham.
We hate cities. We hate conventions. We
hate sham. We’d be perfectly content
out here an Omega except for something
that seems bent on herding us back
toward Alpha—but I once told you
about that.”

“You mean what you called the un-
knowable.”

“Yes.” Rolph rose and began pacing
the cabin, picking his teeth with the
point of his sheathknife. “I tried to tell
Marian that we faced a common danger.
She couldn’t understand either. How is
Marian, by the way ?”

“Well,” Merek answered the meaning-
less ritual. Centaurans were always well.

A splendid woman. I thought of
making her my empress for a time. But

she's too bossy and set in her ways for
life out here. Someday someone may
break through Marian’s thousand-year-
old shell of reserve and awaken the real
woman in her again. Then you’'ll have
something. In the meantime”—he ruf-
fled Iskra’s curls until she purred like
a kitten—*“I’ll put my bets on barbarian
lassies like this one.”

“Then if you could have made an alli-
ance with Centaurus you wouldn't be
attacking us?”

“Of course not. We have nothing
against you and you could teach us much.
As it is we're in the same position as the
ancient barbarians who moved on lordly
but decadent Rome because the Tatars
were pushing them from the rear.”

“But how,” mumbled Merek, dimly
conscious that he was getting no infor-
mation of real value, “how do you pull
that disappearing act with your ships.
And how did you set fire to our fleet?”

Rolph put his hands on his hips and
roared with laughter. “The first is a
trade secret,” he choked when he had
recovered his breath. “As for the fires—
that ‘meteor swarm’ was made up of
barbarian commandoes wearing space
suits and carrying atomic torches. They
attached themselves to the hulls of your
ships and drilled away until you blasted
them.”

“Yes, but,” Merek’s head was nodding
despite his heroic efforts, “how did you
know where we would emerge from hy-
per-space? ’S awful big.”

“Unified field math, my boy. Knowing
how you Centaurans hate to make the
transit I figured you'd take the shortest
distance between two points in curved
space. So I deployed a few thousand
commandoes around the spot where you
should have emerged—and you obliged.
Now, as I was saying . . ."”

But Merek wasn’t listening. He had
slumped sidewise on the befurred couch
and was dead to the world.

A\ H
MEREK awoke, stiff and sore. Wrig-
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gling experimentally, he found that he
was stark naked and buried under a pile
of furs which smelled to heaven. He sat
up, blinked in a semi-darkness split by
a triangle of watery light, gasped as the
cold bit him and huddled back among
the covers.

“Hey there,” he shouted.

A figure appeared in the triangle—it
must be the open flap of a tent, he rea-
soned—advanced and bent over him.

“Hi, Merek,” said Iskra with a wink.

“Hi yourself. I'm freezing. Where
are my clothes?”

“Dere.” She indicated a pile on the
rush-covered floor, then appraised him
blandly as, after a wait which produced
no results, he scrambled into his uni-
form.

“Why was 1 stripped like that?” he
asked to cover his embarrassment.

“Sleep warm nake’.” She grinned.
“Fur like skin.”

“Um. I've read that the FEskimos
thought that, too, Brrr! I'm freezing,
even with my clothes on. How do you
barb—how do you people stand it ?”

“Barb aw face!” She slapped her bare
chest proudly.

“I'll bet.” He marveled at the unfrost-
bitten roundness of her tawny body.
“There’s more to keeping warm than
that, isn't there now, Miss Iskra ?”

“Miss? Name Iskra.” Hearing his
teeth chatter, she relented, dug into a
pocket of her kilt and produced two
dirty white pellets. “’Ere.” She popped
one into her mouth and offered him the
other. “Eat. Get warm.”"

He followed her directions. Soon a
generous warm. stole through his body.
Some refinement of benzedrene, he ra-
tionalized, amazed that the barbarians
knew something about modern drugs.
What a godsend for an army on the
march! His body heat increased until
it became almost uncomfortable. He re-
moved his coat.

“Hung’?” asked the girl.

“Well, I most certainly could con-
sume nourishment of some kind,” he
grinned.

“W’y Merek use many word?” she
puzzled, running her fingers through
her crisp curls. “W’y no jus’ say
‘Yah ?’ »”

“You must hail from Sparta,” he
chuckled as he followed her out of the
round leather-walled tent. “Wasn’t it
the Laconians who never used ten words
when one would do?”

“Iskra no know. Good idee.”

Merek dropped the argument to stare
at the barbarian encampment. Round
tents made of some mottled hairless skin
stretched in reasonably well-ordered
rows along the brow of what was evi-
dently the same bluff where Mendez’s
fleet had landed so Tong ago. Now the
place was humming with activity. Be-
fore each of the endless hundreds of
tents a group of barbarians squatted
around a small stove of some sort, either
cooking or eating breakfast.

He noticed that each block of tents
was surmounted by a tall pole from
which fluttered the furry tails of ani-
mals. Looking more closely he saw that
every pole sported the tail of a different
animal and that the kilts of the warriors
were made from pelts of the fur from
their tribal totem. On a hunch he
pointed at Iskra’s ‘scanty garment and
asked, “Rabbit?”

“Yah.” She looked pleased.
belo’g Rabbit Clan.”

“Then you can’t be much of a war-
rior,” he couldn’t resist teasing. “Rab-
bits don’t figcht where I come from.” He
suppressed a memory of that scar on
his calf.

“Omega rabbit fight—or die.”
was frowning now. “Iskra show.”

“Ouch!” Her slim fingers bit into his
arm like a vise as she started leading
him toward the nearest breakfasters,
who also wore the grey fur.

They ate with twenty laconic warriors
who, Merek surmised, made up Rolph’s
personal bodyguard. The emperor’s tent,
larger than the rest and highly “deco-
rated” with broken weapons, grinning
skulls and other grisly trophies of bat-
tle, stood nearby, its back to the lonely

“Iskra

She
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sea. Many of the guard bore their own
battle trophies on their bodies.

When they had finished wolfing their
meat and had washed it down with a
drink called ‘cof’ which had not even a
bowing acquaintance with coffee, Iskra
dropped a bombshell.

“Foo’ Merek say rabbit no fight,” she
announced. “Iskra now show.” She
picked two swords out of a nearby pile,
tossed one toward the Centauran and
made the other sing about her head.

“Now, look here,” Merek protested,
“Centaurans don’t fight women.”

“Better run fas’ den,” guffawed a one-
eyed veteran, who resembied pictures
Merek had seen of the Norse god Odin,
as he helped several others clear a space
in the snow.

“But I was only joking!” Merek got
his guard up just in time as the Amazon
made a long spring at him, evidently in
some ritual imitation of a rabbit’s leap.

“Very well!” Cold anger surged up in
him as her second cut almost parted his
hair. “T’ll teach you a lesson even if I
am stiff as a board. You're up against
one of the best fencers on Mercon,
young lady!”

NOW fencing is an exact science. If
Merek had been allowed to use his
skill at it he might soon have disarmed
his lighter and shorter-armed opponent.
The only trouble was that Iskra didn’t
fence. She came at him like the wild
woman she was, using the edge of her
sword instead of the point, slashing and
chopping like a butcher at the block.
Her guard was wide open—yet when he
thrust shrewdly she was never there.

“No let Iskra kill Merek, brudder,”
she husked at the guards through set
teeth. “Rolph say no.”

Immediately she forgot her own or-
ders and did her best to slice her oppo-
nent in two. As she fought she began
to lose not only her undoubted beauty
but her femininity and, almost, her re-
semblance to a human being. Her lips
drew back from strong white teeth.
Froth appeared at the corners of her

mouth. Her slitted eyes gleamed red.
Her curls turned wet and lank. Sweat
bathed her body until it looked oiled and
actually steamed in the cold wind. She
became the unsexed steel spring of de-
struction Rolph had hinted at.

“Great star!” thought Merek. “She’s
gone berserk.”

Despite a certain clumsiness Merek
fought well. He kept in the center of
the yelling mob which now ringed the
circle in the snow. He turned this way
and that to meet her mad lunges.

Iskra was singing now—a panting,
haunting chant which awoke a savage
ancestral echo in some part of the Cen-
tauran’s soul:

“Outta duh blackness,
Into duh starshine,
Fearless an’ daring,
Come we, Rolph brudder . . .”

The onlookers, who now included
scores from nearby tent blocks, joined
with her in roaring out the chorus:

“Forwar’ to vict’ry!
Kill aw Centauran!
Steal dere fair women!
Burn dere tall city'”

The chant continued to unwind but
Merek had no time to listen. He was
fighting for life. The heavy breakfast
was slowing him down. So were the
muscle strains of his recent battle. He
kept to the defensive but made harder
and harder going of it. Before five end-
less minutes passed he was bleeding
from a number of light cuts.

Iskra realized her advantage and
bored in. Despite his best efforts she
drove him to the edge of the circle. The
onlookers didn’'t budge and their jostling
bodies interfered with his sword arm.
The girl moved in for the kill.

“Stop!” Rubbing the sleep from his
eyes, Rolph emerged from his tent.

“Iskra! Rolph say stop!” He shoul-
dered his way through the mob, hurling
warriors right and left.

The berserker paid no heed. As Mer-
ek slipped on the treacherous footing
and went to one knee she swung her
sword with both hands for a blow which
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would split his skull.

The emperor went through the ring
like 2 mad bull. Just managing to grab
her wrists, he twisted cruelly. The
sword flew in one direction, Iskra in an-
other. She lay gasping, all the air
knocked out of her.

As the guards backed away from his
deadly anger Rolph sat down on a snow

hummock, grabbed the girl by the scruff .

of the neck and turned her over his knee.
Ripping off her jewelled belt, he applied
it with a right good will where it
would do the most good.

She tried to bite him. He tangled his
fingers in her hair and continued the
punishment. Gradually her struggles
subsided but not even a groan came
through her clenched teeth.

At last the emperor rose, letting Iskra
slide face downward into the snow. He
doubled up her belt and tossed it toward
his tent.

“Iskra through,” he snarled. “Iskra
be mudder now. Sew—’'ave babe.”

That brought a response, all right.
She scrambled to her bare knees and
wrapped her arms around her lord’s
legs. Her companions growled but made
no move,

“Oh no,” she pleaded. “Iskra goo’
warrior—fi’, ten year mo’. No make
mudder. Please, Brudder Rolph!” Her
face streaked with tears.

“Iskra no obey. Go berserk. Try kill.
Rolph no trust.”

“No. No. Jus’ game. No kill.” But
she hung her head.

“Don’t be too hard on her, Rolph,”
Merek interposed, his anger forgotten
at this display of abject terror before a
punishment he could not understand.
“It's really my fault. I made fun of her
totem. And she did tell the others not
to let her kill me.”

“T hate to lose her.” The emperor
chewed at his brick red moustache. “But
1 can’t have warriors going berserk
when not in battle, Don’t want you
killed either—not till they send your
ransom, anyway. I'll get you another
warden.”

“Oh, she’ll behave now. Besides, I
want to learn how she uses a sword like
that.”

“If you say so, old friend.” The red
giant winked, then yanked the girl to
her feet and thrust his hairy face into
hers.

“Iskra goo’?”
obey ?”

“Yah, Brudder Rolph.” Despite hero-
ic efforts she began to sniffle.

“Next’ ti’. . .” He crooked his neck,
stuck out his tongue and gave a realistic
imitation of a man on a gibbet. “Go get
belt!” As she crept away he added
sweetly to the shuffling guards: “Fee
'ave big feast if Merek hurt!”

he snarled. “Iskra

A WARY intimacy grew up between
Merek and his warden as the result
of their battle. She treated him as if he
were made of delicate glass. She allowed
him the freedom of the camp. And from
time to time she let slip bits of informa-
tion which he could never obtain during
his drinking bouts with the emperor.

At first he treated her like an over-
grown child, on the theory that her
primitive speech indicated an equally
primitive mind. That was until he made
an astounding discovery.

It came about in this ridiculous fash-
ion—water for baths was af a premium
in camp. As a result everybody itched.
It was common courtesy, when seeing
a neighbor suffering, to scratch his or
her back. When Merek did this for Iskra
or any of the other barbarians, they
would frown and wriggle until he finally
located the right spot. But, it gradually
dawned, when they scratched him—or
each other—they found the itch instant-
ly and unerringly.

From this came the eventual realiza-
tion that the barbarians employed some
crude form of telepathy to express any
but the simplest thoughts. That is, théy
used their few words to focus attention
and then went on from there. They used
words as sparkplugs which set off “ex-
plosions” of telepathic thought. And
they showed justifiable annoyance when
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Merek insisted on babbling concepts at
them which they had complete in their
minds as soon as he had spoken three
words.

Pancrief confirmed this theory when
Merek visited Asgard’s small but sur-
prisingly well-equipped tent hospital.

“Now that you speak of it,” the thin
man said thoughtfully, “the nurse al-
ways shows up just before I get ready to
call her. Psychologists have a theory
that animals communicate in some such
fashion but that men lost the art when
they developed vocal speech. Probably
telepathy had survival value in this god-
forsaken cluster and resulted in a mu-
tation.”

“But in that case why is their vocal
speech 80 horribly primitive.”

“I’'m not so sure it is,) came the sur-
prising answer. “It’'s just stripped dowm
to the running gears like ancient Chi-
nese. No grammar—no case endings—
no pronouns—no tenses—and amazing-
ly expressive. Maybe it's the language
of the future, Merek.” Pancrief sipped a
horn of milk which stood at the bedside
while he let this sink in. “Remember,
our language hasn't changed in a mil-
lenium.”

“But that would put the barbarians
on a higher mental plane than us,” Mer-
ek protested as he tried to plump up his
friend’s hard pillow.

“Never let Marian hear you say that.
Besides, if you rate the barbarians
above us just because they’re somewhat
telepathic you’ll have to put Siriuns up
there too. They really do the job right.
Even we can hear them when they
think.”

“Ugh. Those slimy creatures. What
an idea!”

“Think we’ll get out of this?” Pan-
crief wriggled into a more comfortable
position.

“If our ransom comes before Rolph
starts moving in, so he can send us home
under a flag of truce. If he takes us
with the battleships it may be different.
I still doubt that he will be able to make
a landing on Mercon.”

“Providing he lands on Mercon,”
vawned Pancrief. “Did it ever occur to
you that he may strike at Pizar, Arcon
or even Beacon?” .

“Pizar and Arcon are well protected.
As for Beacon, it’s only a chunk of bar-
ren rock. Nothing could live on it when
it makes the transit between suns.”

“Betcha these brutes could. And I'll
also bet Rolph does have some more
tricks. Have you seen his ships about or
any signs of a spaceport?”

“Come to think of it, no port big
enough for battleships. When I asked
Iskra about it she just waved a hand at
the sky.”

“There you have it. I suspect he
drugged the first meal we had after our
capture, by the way. All of us slept
three days. None of the fellows woke up
in time to see us land or to see what be-
came of Rolph’s ships.”

Merek left the hospital in a thought-
ful mood. And the evasive answers he
received when he tried to question Iskra
didn’t help his state of mind. Try as he
would he could get no inkling of Rolph’s
plan of attack.

He got farther when he worked up
courage to ask the girl about the pun-
ishment with which Rolph had threat-
ened her after their sword battle. They
fenced daily now but the Amazon kept
a tight rein on herself. About the only
thing the contests did was to make Mer-
ek lose much of his clumsiness and get
into better physical condition than ever
before.

“On Omega ever'thi’g fight,” she ex-
plained. “Twark fight. Fee fight. Man,
girl fight. Rabbit fight—or die quick.
Only mudder no fight.”

“Yes,” he fumbled, trying to put the
question in such a way as not to offend,
“but if the women fight, how do they
find time to bear all the children I see
scampering around ?”

“Woman no fight. Girl fight.”

“I don’t get you.”

“True long ti’,” she struggled, blush-
ing warmly. “Girl no ’ave babe till slow
up—no goo’ fo’ fight.”
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“You mean mutation has made you a
sort of female eunuch ?” He recoiled.

“No!” Her eyes flashed. “Girl make
love mebbe, yah. 'Ave babe, no!”

“T see.” He wished he could read her
thoughts the way she evidently read
his. “And then, when a girl’s reflexes
start slowing down around thirty or so,
she gets married and has a family.
Right?”

“Married?” He could almost feel her
probing his mind. “Family?” Suddenly
she seemed to understand. “Yah. Like
so0.” She pointed to a buxom wench who
was trudging through the tent rows, a
baby strapped to her back, papoose-
fashion, and three older children tag-
ging at her heels.

“But don’t girls miss the excitement
after they settle down?”

“No mo’ girl. Woman,” she corrected.
“'Appy make ’ome wit man. Tame
fee—watch twark—build cell. Ver’ busy.
Ver’ proud be mudder.”

“What’s a cell?”

ER black eyes, usually so direct,
shifted evasively. “Merek want 'unt
fee?”

“Sure. But first tell me what is a cell
and then what in blazes is a fee.”

“Big fee 'unt tomorrow,” she ploughed
on. “Rolph say go. Merek feel stro’g
now, no?”

“I feel strong now, yes,” he gave it up.
“When do we start?”

“Firs’ 'our.”

‘He calculated. The planet Asgard pre-
sented one face to its Cepheid sun at-all
times. During the five hours when that
sun threw its minimum light—only
about a twentieth as much as when at
apogee—temperatures dropped below
zero and became too cold for even the
barbarians to be about much, That was
when they retreated into their thick
tents to carouse or sleep . . and they
seemed to require very little sleep.

The First Hour really came three
hours later after the Cepheid had hit its
minimum brilliance and was building up
for another “day.” At that time the

temperature rose above zero and the
nightly snowstorm ceased.

From then on the camp was a beehive
of activity for the eight halfway com-
fortable hours. By the Fourth Hour the
snow was all gone, the sparse vege-
tation was growing madly and the
old-fashioned fahrenheit thermometers
stood around sixty degrees under a sun
which blazed with white scorching heat.

As the next four hours passed the
temperature dropped slowly back toward
zero. By the Ninth Hour both animals
and vegetables had retreated into caves,
tents or under the ground to withstand
the frost and the blizzards.

The dim sun was casting blood-red
glints on the snowdrifts the next morn-
ing when Merek forced himself to leave
his warm furs. Even with the help of
Iskra’s drug and a portable atomic hot-
plate, which was the tent’s only heating
facility, he could not keep his stomach
muscles from contracting painfully as
he iressed.

Outside, he found several hundred
warriors assembled, beating their bare
arms against their naked chests when
not consuming beakers of ‘cof’ and end-
less platters of stew. At some unheard
command, they marched off to an open
space just beyond the tent city. Squat-
ting haphazardly on the plain were what
looked like dozens of metal packing cases
of weird shape and varying size. Cheery
electric lights blazed from their round
windows and the doors that opened to
admit squads of warriors. After they
were loaded, each crate rose and flew
westward.

Merek blinked around his strange con-
veyance after he, Iskra and eight other
braves had wedged themselves into it.
It was a box, nothing more, which ob-
viously was used as living quarters by
the pilot, his sleepy-eyed “mudder” and
three grubby children. There was a con-
trol panel near the forward window.
In the rear was a mass of apparatus
that made no sense to the Centauran.
As nearly as he could make out, it looked
like a disconnected part of some larger
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machine. A light began to dawn in his
mind.

“Cell ?” he asked his warden.

“Yah ?1’

“And thousands of cells are joined to-
gether to make up one of Rolph’s round
space-ships ?”

“Merek smart.” She winked, then
peered out of a porthole as a sign that
no more questions would be welcome.

With the wind screaming around its
corners like a banshee the cell sped
across the ghostly countryside at a
height of several hundred feet and a
speed of something like two hundred
miles an hour.

“Las’ ’'unt?” the bearded one-eyed
warrior, who looked like Odin, asked.

“’Ope so,” Iskra replied. “Ti’ gittin’
short.”

“It come back.”

“It alway’ come back.” She spat on
the dirty floor. “More bad each ti’.”

One-eye shuddered, poured a stiff
drink of mead into himself, sat down
against a wall, spread out his long legs
and snored.

“What is It ?” Merek wanted to know.

“No can tell Merek wit’ word. Bad.”

The pilot began swearing at the top
of his lungs, interrupting their conver-
sation. Merek gathered that they had
run into a head-wind. The crate bucked,
wabbled and slowed down to a crawl.

“Get late,” groaned Iskra. “Fee
wake.”

They landed at last in wild hilly coun-
try. Other cells followed them to form
a circle several miles in diameter. The
warriors took weapons from a rack and
sallied out. The light was much strong-
er already and the temperature just
below freezing.

“Stay wit’ warrior,” the girl told her
prisoner. “Keep low. Shoot w'en Iskra
shoot.”

The ten spread out and began creep-
ing toward the center of the cirele. No
orders were given. A prickling along
his spine told Merek the barbari-
ans had established a rapport and were
working as a unit. “Odin” inched ahead

of the rest, some sort of grenade in
hand, toward a cave in the rocks.
“What—" the Centauran began.

ISKRA clapped a hand over his mouth.

“Twark nes’. Fee live dere t0o,” she
whispered in his ear. “Suck blood you’g
sick twark. Go ’way w’en sun warm.
Mus’ catch now.”

Odin hurled his bomb into the cave.
There was a muffled explosion. Bellow-
ings and stampings within shook the
ground. A triangular head, larger than
that of an elephant and cloven with a
triple row of yellowish teeth, appeared
for an instant at the opening. Merek’s
finger tightened on the trigger.

“No! Twark goo’!” Iskra grabbed
his arm. “Wait.”

A creature, so monstrous that the
very sight of it made the Centauran
quail, crawled out of the cave. It had
a head like a prehistoric saber-toothed
tiger except that a dozen backward-
turning fangs instead of two protruded
from its jaw. Behind these and hanging
below them vibrated a mass of palps
and mandibles. It had a hard bulbous
laterally-compressed yellow body, cov-
ered with sparse long hairs.

The creature gathered its six abnor-
mally long hairy legs under it and tried
to make its escape. It did manage to
bound six feet into the air but it had
been so badly gassed that when it landed
it fell on its back and lay waving those
awful legs while its mandibles champed
and slavered.

Ten guns spoke in unison. Merek ex-
pected the horror to be torn to bits by
explosive bullets. Instead it lay seem-
ingly unharmed, although all movement
ceased.

Another and another nightmare—a
baker’s dozen of them—scrambled out
of the hole to be paralyzed by barbarian
fire. When no more emerged the at-
tackers ran forward and bound the legs
of the fees with leather thongs. Merek
lost his breakfast while engaged in the
task.

In the next two hours they found and
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attacked four more caves and raised
their bag to about three dozen. By this
time the sun had grown quite bright and
the temperature was well above freez-
ing. So it was that when they ap-
proached their sixth hole in the cliffs
out popped a dozen of the creatures be-
fore a bomb could be thrown. These
made no move to escape but hurled
themselves at the humans in fantastic
twenty-foot leaps.

“We warm bloo’. Fee like,” Iskra ex-
plained cheerfully before she dived be-
hind a rock and pumped her gun empty
at the things.

The paralysis charges slowed up the
attack but could not quite stop it. If
each fee had picked a different enemy
the barbarians would have been in a
bad way indeed. Instead they converged
on “Odin,” who had been a little slow in
taking cover. They swarmed over the
screaming man, slashing with their
palps and sucking at his blood with a
sound like pigs in a trough.

That gave the other warriors a chance
to concentrate their fire. The paralysis
pellets finally accomplished their work.
The fees stopped their feeding, rolled
over, kicked their legs a few times and
were still. '

“One-eye too ol’, slow.” Iskra looked
at the bloodless husk of “Odin” after
she and Merek had finished helping the
others bind the fees.

“Aren’t you sorry he was killed?”
Merek was appalled.

“Why?” She was genuinely puzzled.
“One-eye born ’gain soon. Grow stro’g.
'Ave two eye. Be warrior, few year.”

“Don’t you folks have any sort of Val-
halla, where warriors killed in battle go
to enjoy wine, women and song for
awhile?”

“Valhall’?” She looked at him with a
trace of pity. “Valhall’ barb name fo’
Mercon.”

“You're damned sure of yourselves,
aren’'t you?” His face flushed.

She shrugged and joined her com-
pahions in piling a cairn of stones over
the dead man. The day was now too

warm to risk disturbing any more fees.
They dragged their inert captives to a
central spot and lounged in the sun un-
til cells dropped out of the sky to pick
them up.

VIII

THERE was a combined hunt supper
and wake at Asgard that night. Several
hundred fees had been captured—for
what purpose Merek could not conceive
—and six barbarians had lost their
lives. The emperor—his eldest son, a
handsome thoughtful nineteen-year-old
just returned from some mysterious
journey—Merek—Iskra and half a doz-
en tribal chiefs consumed prodigious
quantities of food served by Rolph’s twe
handsome mudders and his three young-
er children. Afterward they got down

-to the serious business of drinking long

drinks and telling tall tales.

Piecing the stories together Merek
for the first time gained an idea of life
on Asgard and the half a dozen other
planets circling around the Cepheid and
two nearby suns.

There were, he gathered, ten thou-
sand or so semi-isolated communities
such as the tent city. Each had its own
king, was independent as far as domes-
tic affairs went, but paid fealty to Rolph
when foreign policy was in question.
Only a fraction of the five million or so
barbarians lived in cities, however.,

The rest were broken into small tribes
or family clans. Some of these herded
twarks, the giant, half-tame saurians
whose meat provided the chief food sta-
ple. Others fished, hunted and did what
farming was possible on planets that
usually were either too hot or too cold
for comfort.

A comparative few were miners, met-
al workers and technicians. The latter
had an adequate knowledge of atomic
and space-warp engineering which they
had managed to pick from the brains
of visiting Centaurans. On the whole,
however, they scoffed at complicated
machinery. Like trolls or gnomes of
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old they built spaceship cells in isolated
cave workshops but flatly refused to
construct the roads, docks, libraries,
schools, homes and amusement centers
that formed the backbone of Centauran
civilization.

As for weapons they made light fu-
sion bombs, paralysis guns and rifles
and sidearms using explosive charges—
for dum-dum bullets. They had also
learned to operate Centauran ships and
radiation cannon. But for real satisfy-
ing carnage they preferred swords,
daggers and garrotes.

As one battle-scarred chief put it
after her fifth horn of mead, “Get und’
enemy guard! That barb way. Lo’g
range, Centauran use big gun. Boom!
Boom! Barb die quick. Sho't range,
Centauran, Siriun, no like col’ steel.
Turn—run—snick!” She made a too-
expressive gesture,

“What do you people know about Siri-
uns ?” Merek marvelled. “They’re half a
galaxy away from here?”

“Too much,” said Rolph, frowning at
the talkative one. “There is something
about a sword,” he continued. “Perhaps
it's a Freudian symbol of some kind.
Virile primitive peoples have won most
of their victories with cold steel. De-
cadent races have a horror of it. Athens,
Rome, Byzantium, Alexandria—they
were all put to the sword even though
it is the most inefficient of all weapons.”

“Yes,” Merek agreed, “and it was a
desperate bayonet charge that enabled
my people to capture New Chicago Air-
port from the Oligarchs long enough to
get ships and take off for Centaurus a
millenium ago.”

“How many of you Centaurans would
be willing to fight hand to hand now?”

“Uh—" Merek changed the painful
subject by saying, “As I understand it,
Rolph, your method of governing Bar-
bary is something like that used by the
Iroquois Indian Federation of seven-
teenth century North America.”

“Something like that, you antiquari-
an. Wasn’t it George Washington who
called the Iroquois ‘the Romans of the

New World? ” Rolph was showing off.
“Well, we barbarians are the Iroquois
of the Star Cluster. We conduct our
lives as we please until there's fighting
to be done. Then we accept iron disci-
pline.”

“And you maintain that discipline by
telepathic orders?”

“After a fashion.” The Emperor
poured another horn of mead all 'round.
Iskra, who had been unusually quiet all
evening, seized hers and drank it at a
gulp.

“That means that barbarians are dan-
gerous enemies,” said Merek, speaking
to Rolph but watching the girl curious-
ly. She seemed to be drinking heavily.
without getting a lift. “But what if,
just once, we manage to hit you?”

“If we can manage to hang on here
we'll attack again when you weaken.”

“Why are you so sure we Centaurans
will erumble?”

“Any civilization that doesn’t expand
—that which concentrates on maintain-
ing the status quo, as yours does—is
bound to fall sooner or later. If it
weren’t for this Thing out here 1
wouldn’t risk the life of a single one of
my brothers in an attack. I'd just wait
a few generations for you to fall into
my lap.

“I’'ve seen no spectacular menace.”

“You will any time now. It seems
bent on herding us back toward Alpha.
Whenever we stay quiet a while it gives
us a jolt.”

“Why don't you fight it?”

“Because my people are still mental
children in many ways. They went a
long way down the scale. It did things
to them in addition to making them
telepathic. When they can see an enemy
they joyfully fight him to the death.
But the Thing can’t be seen—only felt
and heard. And it preys on the mind.”
He shook himself like a mastiff. “Let’s
talk of something pleasant. Have an-
other drink and I'll get Iskra to tell you
about the time she made a one-girl raid
on an Arconian pleasure palace and—"

“Iskra no wanna,” said the girl cross-
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ly. “Iskracol’.” She shivered violently,
a thing which Merek had seen no bar-
barian do before.

ROLPH glanced sharply at his favor-
ite, then at the hot plate. Its usual
white hot filament had turned to a dull
red. The emperor leaped to his feet,

seized a fur rug from the floor, wrapped:

it about the girl’s quaking shoulders.

“Go!” he yelled at his guests. “Thing
come! Get brudder in tent. Quick!” As
they scrambled upright, he added, “Is-
kra—Merek. Stay ’ere!”

“No!” 1Iskra jerked loose from his
detaining hand and stumbled toward the
tent flap. “Iskra ’elp.”

“I'll go with her,” said Merek. “She
looks sick.”

“She is sick. She’s unusually sensi-
tive to a psychological attack. If she
keels over get her inside quick.” Rolph
pushed them through the flap, paused
to zip it closed on his petrified mudders
and children, then raced down the dim
street with the others. They fanned out
through the maze of tents, shouting
warnings which were snatched away by
a wind of hurricane proportions.

Iskra attempted to follow the example
set by her comrades but her movements
were slow and clumsy. Hardly had she
run a dozen steps when she stumbled
and fell headlong. The fur whipped
from her bare shoulders and disap-
peared into the wrack.

Merek picked her up like a child—a
steel spring can be quite light, he dis-
covered—then looked around for his
tent. Sighting its dim outline when a
shift in the wind deflected the almost
solid sheet of snow for a moment, he
fought doggedly toward it, in danger
of losing his way at every step.

Before he reached shelter the cold
had deepened to a degree he had never
experienced before. Twenty-five below
and dropping several degrees a minute,
he estimated, as he fought the zippered
flap with stiffening fingers. It opened
at last. He thrust the unconscious girl
ingide, followed her in a rush of blind

terror and managed to seal the door be-
hind him.

The cold within the padded walls was
almost as overpowering as that in the
open. He fumbled about until he found
the hotplate switch. Nothing happened.
Pressing his numbed fingers against the
filament he could feel only a trace of
warmth. He located a flashlight but it
too refused to work. In the search he
came across something even more use-
ful—a canteen full of mead.

Stripping the girl of her ice-caked
boots, kilt, mittens and helmet, he mas-
saged her with the fiery stuff until she
moaned and protested feebly., Then he
buried her under all the furs he could
locate.

The exercise had served to keep him
halfway warm but when he relaxed the
cold bit into him with the ferocity of a
fee. He felt in his pocket for warmth
tablets and swallowed three at a gulp.
They helped but only a little and the
pounding of his heart warned him not
to increase the dose. At the same time
he began to choke as though breathing
frozen coal dust. He would be dead or
hopelessly frostbitten before the night
was out. There was nothing for it—he
dived under the furs with Iskra.

She revived after he had forced s
tablet between her teeth, clung to him
in a frenzy, and wailed like an infant.

“Iskra. Iskra, honey,” he pleaded,
stroking her curls. “There’s nothing to
be afraid of. Just a bad blizzard.”

“No blizzard!” she chattered. “All
thi'g stop. Heat, light, ’lectricity . . .
“Merek ’ear win’?” He uncovered his
head for a moment and listened. The
night had become silent as the grave,
the cold grew more intense momentarily
and the blackness was like a pall. He
ducked under in a panic.

Iskra’s lips moved against his ear.

“Talk louder,” he told her. “I can’t
hear you.”

“Iskra shout!” The words sounded
faint and far. “Brudder die outside. No
can 'ear Rolph thought. Go craz’. Lis-
sen!”
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“Listen to what?” he shouted, feeling
that somehow he must keep her talking.

“Thing speak. Say ‘Ooo—o00. Iskra
die, nevuh live 'gain.’ Say: ‘Ooo—ooo0o0.
Fee get loose. Suck bloo’ aw brudder.’
Merek no hear? Say ‘Ha—ha—ha. Stay
Omega, aw barb die quick.’ Say, ...”

“Shut up, you little fool!” He grabbed
her by the shoulders and shook her until
her teeth must have rattled. “You're
imagining it all. I don’t hear a thing.
And I won't let it get you, anyway. Try
to relax, child.”

She snuggled her wet face against his
chest and sobbed uncontrollably. He
comforted her in every way he knew
how. Finally she slept, cuddled up for
protection against a cold which stabbed
at them like knives.

T WAS the Third Hour before the cold
and dark lifted sufficiently to let
them leave their shelter. They found a
camp which looked partially sacked.
Many of the tents, including Rolph’s,
had been flattened or blown away.
Corpses of hundreds of barbarians, who
had been caught in or forced into the
open, sprawled in the gutters, stiff and
white as statues.
Veteran warriors stumbled about in

a daze. Others, eyes staring and lips -

frothing, were being dragged to the
hospital by luckier comrades. From the
quarter which housed the mudders, chil-
dren and artisans came an endless wail-
ing.

They found Rolph standing before his
wrecked tent, legs wide apart, red beard
sunk on his chest. “So you survived,”
he said morosely. “Better men didn’t.”

“Bad?”’ Iskra patted his arm.

“Five hundred dead on Asgard alone,
including both of my mudders and my
two youngest,” he answered with a bit-
ter shrug. “Hundreds more gone raving
mad. This can’t continue.” He beat his
knuckles together until they dripped
blood but his eyes remained dry. “We
leave here within the week,” he added.

“Before our ransom arrives?” Mer-
ek’s heart sank.

“Yes. We can’t wait. Last night’s at-
tack was general, the worst we’ve had.
My people can’t face another. They'll
scatter to their caves. That will be the
end of us. Merek, you and your men
will remain here. I can’t risk your re-
vealing what you know to the Cen-
taurans just now.”

“I didn’t think last night was so over-
powering.” The admiral was sparring
for time. “Bad enough yes, but nothing
to start a stampede over. I didn’t hear
any voices.” '

“You didn't?” Rolph gripped his arm,
the dawn of a strange hope in his hag-
gard eyes. Then he shrugged. “That
was because you aren’t sensitive,
Telepathy can be a handicap at times.”

He waved them away and resumed
his meditative stance before the ruined
tent.

THAT night Merek made a desperate
£ gamble.

“Iskra,” he said, “I saved your life
last night.”

“Yah.” Her slim hand found his in
the darkness.

“What does barbarian law say about
that?” he ventured, playing a hunch
based on his sketchy knowledge of
mythology.

“Iskra boun’ save Merek life.” There
was a whimper in her voice.

“Will I live long if Rolph leaves me
here and the Thing comes back?”

“No—oh no!” Her words had a dou-
ble meaning. “Thing kill aw nex ti’
sure.”

“You must help me escape—tonight.”

“But Iskra promise Brudder Rolph.
Rolph kill Iskra—slow.”

“What does the law say?”

“Law say”—there was a sob in the
darkness—“save Brudder Merek.”

“Exactly. We're blood brothers now.
You must save my life but to do that
you’ll have to save my men too. 1 can’t
escape alone. And you must show us
where one of Rolph’s old Centauran
ships is berthed.” He felt ashamed of
himself, taking advantage of her super-
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stitions in this way, but Centaurus came
first. “You will go with us,” he added
gently. “Rolph will never find you.”

“Rolph find.” She sighed.

They crept through the grey snow-
storm like shadows. Having made her
decision Iskra seemed to have no com-
punctions. She tried to use Rolph’s
name to get past the sentries at the
hospital. When they hesitated and she
sensed them trying to get in telepathic
touch with the emperor she knifed one
while Merek took care of the other.

They slipped through the quiet wards,
arousing the Centaurans. Fifty, they
found, were still too weak to be moved.
An equal number, most of them Pizari-
ans, flatly refused to leave their warm
beds when the project was explained.
So there were fewer than four hundred
who bundied themselves in all the furs
they could find and followed their ad-
miral out into the howling night.

“How far is this ship?” Pancrief
asked after they had been breasting the
gale for half an hour. With his arm
still in a sling he was finding the going
hard.

“Oh, t'ree, fo’ mi’,” Iskra answered
cheerfully as she brushed the driving
snow out of her eyes. “Jus li’l walk.”

“Some of us won’t make it,” said the
thin man. “Must be close to zero.”

“Get back to the end of the line and
prevent any straggling,” Merek ordered.
“Manfred and I will police the flanks.”

As the slow minutes passed the route
began to resemble Napoleon’s retreat
from Moscow. Men allowed their furs
to be stripped from them by the fingers
of the wind. They swore, they moaned,
they wept—and salt tears froze to their
cheeks. Many turned and, despite pleas,
threats and blows, trudged back over a
patch which was soon obliterated by
drifts. Others fell and did not move.

“There’s no fight in them,” Manfred
shouted across the wavering line.

“Put fight in them then!” Merek was
belaboring a reluctant shadow with the
flat of his sword. “We can’t leave them
here to die.”

Leave them they did, nevertheless,
before that nightmare journey ended.
To have done otherwise would have
meant the death of all. As it was hardly
a hundred men were left when, after
sliding down the walls of a box canyon,
they came upon the hidden ship.

Iskra beat on the entry port with the
pommel of her sword.

“Oo dere?” a voice came through the
vessel’s loudspeaker.

“Attack start!” the girl screamed
back like a valkyrie. “Let Iskra in. 'Ave
order from Brudder Rolph.”

“Thor’s 'ammer!” gasped the voice.
“No crew ’ere. Las’ ni’ go Asgard 'ave
fun.”

“Crew come now. 'Ave mo’ fun soon.
Open port quick. Centauran fleet near.”

The port swung wide at that and the
guard appeared to peer upward appre-
hensively.

Iskra had her garrote ready and
snared him expertly.

Merek and the half-dead Centaurans
flung themselves across the threshold.
Gaining strength as the warmth of the
interior penetrated their bones they
scoured the ship. Three watch officers
were overpowered on the bridge. A
standby engineer was captured in his
cabin. Within fifteen minutes the ship
was won,

S SOON after takeoff as the gravita-

tional pull of Asgard relaxed Merek
lined up his men for inspection in the
littered and filthy main corridor of the
old S. S. Terra. He got an agreeable
surprise. There were plenty of frosted
noses, ears, toes and fingers in the
crowd but he had an impression that the
survivors were a superior lot. Well,
they should be, he thought.

“Only three Second Gens in the bunch,
admiral,” said Pancrief softly. He had
donned a barbarian kilt, the only cloth-
ing to be found on board, and looked
more like an ostritch than ever.

Merek nodded. Could it be, he won-
dered, that longevity had no survival
value?
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“Men,” he said quietly, “we’re half a
million miles out of Asgard. Rolph has
put two barb ships on our tail but we
should be able to shift into hyper before
they come within range. And once in
hyper we can dodge them.

“l realize you’ve just taken a bad
beating. I hate to give you another. I'd
like to ease through hyper. But Rolph’s
main fleet is taking off in a day or so+
We must keep ahead of it if we can and
give the alarm. Those who think they
can take a rough crossing, step for-
ward.”

As one man the line moved up.

“1 thought you’d say that. Very well.
Strap down for hyper at three hundred.
If anything happens to me Captain Pan-
crief will take over. Captain Manfred
will be next in line of command. Thank
you.”

“Three cheers for Admiral Merek,”
shouted a lanky youngster in the line,

A lump in his throat, Merek waited
until the traditional uproar died. “I
wish Centaurus had ten thousand more
like you,” he choked at last. “Dis-
missed.”

Rolph’s ships were still only the faint-
est of pips on the radar when the Terra
wrenched herself from tritium drive in-
to space-warp.

This time the green hell didn’t seem
quite as bad as on previous occasions.
There was plenty of nausea. Many of
the crew suffered the usual muscle-tear-
ing spasms. But none died and none
cracked up.

“I have a notion all of us matured
out on Omega,” said Manfred as he,
Merek and Pancrief labored over the
old fashioned and strangely reluctant
warp controls. “I feel older—and I feel
good.”

“How old are you?” asked Merek.

“Too damned old. Ninety-six, sir.”

“Don’t look forward to making your
first deposit, eh ?”

“No sir.,” K was impossible while in
the warp to read the expression on a
man’s face, but the voice was eloquent.
“Sounds awfully sentimental, I know,”

the captain went on, “but you see, sir,
my mother was killed in a plane crash
when 1 was nine. I remember her so
well. She used to sing folksongs to me—
things like ‘Barbara Allen’ and ‘The
Galactic Pioneers.” And she’d tell me
stories that almost everybody has for-
gotten . . . stories of pioneer days. Guess
that’s. why 1 joined the navy, sir.

“But”—his voice shook ever so slight-
ly—“when I deposit the memories of my
first ten years I’ll forget her and I’ll for-
get those stories too. You might say I'll
forget an important part of me. 1 sup-
pose it's silly but sometimes I think I'd
rather grow old and die and be done
with it.”

“T know.” Manfred’s words brought
thoughts of Merek’s own youth flooding
back to him—the swimming pool un-
der the fern trees, his father’s booming
voice, the perfumes from the flower gar-
den which his artist-mother tended with
such loving care, the peaches which his
ancestors had imported from Earth and
planted side by side with yar from Ve-
nus and native Merconian fruits, the
sleepy reservation across the valley
where the last wave of refugees had
been interned. He was blessed with vis-
ual, aural and tactile memory and the
scenes which flanked through his mind
were almost as real as life.

“l don’t mind forgetting my child-
hood,” Pancrief put in. “My parents are
divorced. I lived with my grandparents
on a rundown farm. Ugh! It’s that
emergency deposit which burned me
up'"

“But I've told you about everything
you forgot,” Merek began.

“Everything, huh? What about the
visiphone number of the girl whose pic-
ture I have in my wallet. I must have
met her the day I landed on Pizar. Pret-
ty little trick. You know her?”

Their rambling conversation was in-
terrupted as Iskra burst onto the
bridge, whistling merrily. She was not
bothered either by hyperspace or
thoughts of the Bank. Even the all-per-
vading green murk failed to disturb her.
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“Hung’?” she asked. “Iskra bri’g
Iunch.” She put down a tray and held
it firmly to protect it from the ship’s
lurches. “Iskra cook goo’.”

“Take it away,” groaned Pancrief,
who was fighting a mild attack of warp
sickness. “Cooked goo has no appeal.”
The others agreed with him.

“W'y ship go slow?” She hopped on-
to Merek’s desk and sat swinging her
legs, little girl fashion. Now that she
had had a bath—Merek had given it to
her, despite kicks and screams—she
looked and smelled pretty enough to
kiss.

“Ship go fast,” the admiral mimicked
her. “Any faster and every soul on
board would be turned inside out.”

“Huh!” she jeered. “Rolph fix ship.
Go plenty mo’ fast. Iskra show.”

SHE made a grab for a lever which
protruded from a crudely-chopped
hole in the main control panel. Merek
caught her arm just in time, his heart in
his mouth. “Easy, woman!” he yelled.

“No woman—girl!”

“Sorry. Have it your way. But stay
away from those controls.”

“Aw ri’.” She was sulking now. “Mer-
ek be sorry.”: She snatched up the re-
jected tray and stalked out, miraculous-
ly keeping her balance on the wobbly
deck.

“What a wench,” Pancrief admired.
“But what are you going to do with the
little helleat when we get home?”

“If we get home.” Merek resumed his
balancing of the nicked and grimy con-
trols.

“If I may say so, sir,” Manfred said
after a time, “you—we may have made
a mistake in not letting her explain
what that lever is for.”

“T was a fool.” Merek rose groggily.
“I'll go talk to her.”

But when he found her, playing craps
with the barbarian prisoners, Iskra re-
fused to talk. “Too late now.” She
shrugged crossly.

The Terra popped out of hyper just
five days after she had plunged in, to

break the record for the Omega run.
The white fires of Alpha lay dead ahead.
Arcon, outermost of the main planets,
was almost too close for comfort. Mer-
con sparkled green in the middle dis-
tance. Beacon, red as a stoplight, could
just be seen as it prepared to start its
yearly plunge between Alpha I and II.
Pizar was occluded by faraway Proxima.

Merek took the minds of his crew
members off their aches and pains by
setting them to cleaning ship. Then,
feeling like a schoolboy going home for
vacation, he started warming up the
tritium drive and the communicator.
Contacting the interplanetary transmit-
ter on Mercon, he asked to be put
through to the Council.

“Ether’s jammed with high priority
stuff,” the operator frowned. “Who're
you?”

“Rear Admiral Merek, escaped from
Omega.”

There was a wait of many seconds
while his words winged their way
across millions of miles of space.

“Sorry, sir.” The operator saluted
briskly. “Welcome home. I'll put Her
Intelligence on at once.” His nonde-
script face faded from the screen to be
replaced by a view of Marian’s library.
The secretary was seated there, her
lovely body tense as she leaned forward,
waiting for the call.

“Merek reporting,” he said, pulses
pounding at his first face-to-face meet-
ing with the wisest and most beautiful
woman in the universe. “I escaped from
Asgard on the remodeled merchantman
S.S. Terra with one hundred of my men
and six prisoners. Rolph’s fleet is close
behind. Prepare for an attack in force.”

Until his words crossed the void her
face remained unchanged. He had a
chance to look into those fathomless
eyes under brows which slanted upward
questioningly—the high cheek bones
and the dimple which played at the left
corner of those lovely lips.

“Rolph and his fleet landed on Bea-
con two days ago,” she said at last.
“They must have some way of getting
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through the warp almost instantaneous-
ly. Our fleet is on its way. Make con-
tact with Admiral Mendez and take over
command from him at once. Under-
stood ?”

“But, Your Intelligence,” he ventured
to protest. “I have no idea what has
been going on in recent weeks. Admiral
Mendez. . .V

“Mendez is not yet fully recovered
from his fractured skull. He is in no
condition to command.” Her voice was
bitter.

“Well, there must be many more ex-
perienced officers than 1.” He was per-
spiring freely under that steady ap-
praising gaze.

“That's the trouble, Merek. They
have experience but lack imagination.
You are the only man we have who can
possibly match wits with Rolph.”

“Very well, Your Intelligence.”

“One thing more—land your erew at
Arcon with orders that they deposit
their experiences on Omega before re-
porting to the fleet for reassignment.”

Merek licked lips which had suddenly
gone stiff. This was it! “I am sorry,
Intelligence,” he managed at last. “I
cannot obey that order.”

Utter astonishment spread over her
face. Probably, he had time to think,
this was the first time she had ever been
crossed. “Did I hear you correctly?”
she gasped.

“You did.”

“It is the law promulgated by the
Council for the safety of all Centau-
rans.”

“T know. But I need the experience
my men accumulated at Omega. I re-
fuse to have that background pried out
of their minds by a Bank teller!”

“Background of defeat!”

“Perhaps!” His eyes clashed with
hers. “Nevertheless, they will receive
no deposit orders from me. If you wish
my resignation. . .”

Suddenly she laughed, a ringing peal
that set off harmonics in the mike.

“I like you, brash Merek,” she said.
“You're the first man who has dared

say no to me in a century. I could have
you shot for refusing to obey orders.
Perhaps T will later. In the meantime,
good luck, admiral. And good hunting
on Beacon.”

IX

lT was a broken Mendez who piped
his successor aboard the Alpha. His left
cheek twitched. His bark was muted.
The other officers who gathered at the
conference table also showed various
signs of strain. They figeted or fum-
bled with papers and other articles. The
atmosphere was oppressive,
“W-welcome to your new command.
Admiral Merek,” stuttered the former
great man. “Your g-quarters have been
prepared. We await y’your orders.”
Merek looked around the table from
the twittery Mendez to the pompous
Marlborough, the phlegmatic Anderson,
the sulky Pierce—restored to com-
mand out of grim necessity—and half a
dozen captains, all of them Second Gens,
naturally. '
“Each of you will keep his present
post,” he said at last. “I will remain
aboard the Terra with Captains Pan-
crief and Manfred as my aides.”
“That heap of scrap?’ Mendez ex-

-ploded. “It isn’t fit for the junkheap.”

“T have good reasons for operating in
this manner. The first is that the Ter-
ra has been tampered with in a way
which I must investigate. In the second
place I have about decided that we can-
not continue to fight Rolph at long
range. He is a guerrilla with a number
of great advantages on his side, includ-
ing telepathic control of his crews, the
apparent ability to dodge in and out of
hyper at will and some method of mak-
ing his ships invisible which I do not
fully comprehend.

“On the other hand, when he operates
in this system he is forced to do some-
thing which he does not want to do—
that is, set up a base where he can es-
tablish fuel and ammunition dumps,
hospitals and food depots. Our only
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hope, as T see it, is to destroy that base
before he can consolidate and fortify it.
If we can do this I think we can contain
him. But if he continues to hold Bea-
con nothing can keep him from moving
against Arcon, Mercon and Pizar.”

“A landing on Beacon?” spluttered
Marlborough. “Impossible!”

“Why ?” Merek stared the florid man
down.

“In a few weeks no Centauran can
live on that planet. Why, man, Beacon’s
mean temperature stands above one
hundred fifty degrees Fahrenheit dur-
ing the three months when it passes
between Alpha I and II. We’d be roast-
ed.”

“The barbarians evidently don’t in-
tend to roast. Scientists have lived on
Beacon during opposition. I think we
can survive if we have the guts.”

“What is your plan?” Anderson spoke
for the first time.

“Our only chance is to make the
quicket possible run to Beacon, ray the
base—crash-land if necessary before
Rolph’s clumsy ships can rally—dis-
mount our heaviest cannon—deploy
them under cover and use them to keep
him from following us in. That will
give us a breathing spell during which
the Pizarian shipyards can complete our
third fleet. With the new ships and the
knowledge 1 have gained regarding
Rolph’s methods of infighting we can
lick him.”

“Nonsense,” muttered Mendez.
can’t win.”

“I’m for giving Merek’s plan a try,”
said Pierce.

For once the others voted with the Pi-
zarian.

“Very well, then.” Merek spoke with
far more confidence than he felt as he
studied their slack faces. “Now let’s get
down to details.”

The twenty-million mile run to blis-
tered little Beacon was made at top con-
stant acceleration despite the intense
discomfort occasioned by life under a
steady pressure of 5G’s. Iskra rated it
especially because of the way it made

“We

her facial muscles sag into a caricature
of old age and her dancing feet drag like
leaden weights.

“Why Merek no push lever?” she de-
manded on the endless third day out as
she pointed toward the jerry-built con-
traption on the control panel. “Reach
Beacon no ti’. Zip!”’

“Go into hyper-space here?” Merek
was aghast. “Even if that gadget does
what you say it will, we’d smash into
something or be a light year off-course
before 1 could return the lever to neu-
tral. In addition the ship would expand
to infinite size, if unified field math
means anything at all, and the whole
system would go nova.”

“No,” she said firmly. “’Urt 1i’l bit.
Dat aw.”

“My dear wo—my dear girl,” he pat-
ronized, “are you aware of the tremen-
dous power needed to warp space? Let
me put it this way—Einstein and his
successors say that space is curved be-
cause of the matter it contains. In fact
the universe is a closed curve, like a vast
balloon, with the galaxies, stars and
planets scattered over its surface.

“Suppose you want to pinch the two
sides of that balloon together so that,
say, Alpha Centauri and Omega Centau-
ri come close together. instead of being
twenty thousand light years apart. Have
you any conception of the energy re-
quired, the infinite care needed, to per-
form that maneuver?”

“’Ave gum?” yawned Iskra, taking a
stick out of her pocket and frugally
breaking it in half. She had developed
a passion for the ancient delicacy. It
was unknown on Omega. When Merek
accepted she clambered laboriously onto
a desk and sat regarding him like a pre-
maturely aged imp. “Merek nut,” she
continued after she had chewed for a
while. “Space no like dat.”

“What?” he yelled.

HE went on calmly. “Space close’
curve, su’, w'at inside?”

“Why, uh,” he blinked,. “there’s noth-

ing inside of the space-time continuum,
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I suppose. What's that got to do with
it?”

“If nuttin’ inside dis room—just nut-
tin’—den walls go like dis, no?” She
pressed the palms of her hands togeth-
er.

“Why yes, I guess you’re right. If
there were absolutely nothing, not even
space, between the walls, they would
have to coincide.” He regarded her with
new respect. Was he on the verge of
discovering Rolph’s greatest secret?

“Space like dat,” she insisted. “Go
through, all star, planet, galaxy, 'mos
touch, like dis.” She clenched her fist.
“Centauran fool. Try to warp space
w’en nuttin’ to warp. Waste power, go
slow, get sick. Barb jus’ open door.”
She threw her bare arms wide. “Step
through. Zip! Merek try.” She was
wheedling now. “Jus’ push 1i'l lever.”

“How does a kid like you know all
this?” He stared at her in awe.

“Aw barb know aw t'ing any barb
know,” she answered, masticating en-
thusiastically. “Know aw Centauran
know too,” she added, jolting him to his
toes. “Centaurans no know much. Roiph
study lo’ ti’. Mighty smart. Fix Cen-
tauran hyper-drive goo’.”

“Tll say. But, if T push that lever
and it works this ship will leave the
rest of my fleet 'way behind.” He stud-
ied her with a dawning suspicion.
“Then, when we got to Beacon, Rolph
would be waiting to gobble us up.
Right?”

“No!” Her face flaming with anger
she jumped from her perch, then gasped
as her feet hit the deck with a bang.
“Rolph no know Merek come.” She
rubbed her ankles to take the sting out.

“Why not?” He gripped her shoul-
ders. “You're a barb, aren’t you? And
you're telepathic.”

“Iskra no tell Rolph,” she whimpered.
“Merek save Iskra life. Blood brudder.
Iskra no hurt. Is law.”

“All right.” He relented. “But be
careful you don’t broadcast by acci-
dent.”

“Rolph ask Iskra . kill Merek,” she

went on demurely. “Two day since.
’Fore Rolph ’ave go back Omega.”

Here was news indeed! Interplane-
tary telepathy! And Rolph not at Bea-
con!

“What did you answer?’ What an
eternal ass he had been to give this wild
girl the run of the ship!

“Iskra no answer. No foo'.
get fix, Come grab Merek.”

The conversation gave Merek plenty
of food for thought as the painful days
dragged along. Now he knew that the
secret of Rolph’s hyperspace maneuver-
ability had been built into the Terra.
The barbarian’s telepathy worked at in-
terplanetary distances but not through
the warp. It was directional. It could
be blocked at will. The emperor was not
expecting an immediate counter attack
or he would not have returned to Ome-
ga

Rolph

His heart sang. There was a chance
of victory—just a chance—providing
Iskra did not become annoyed at him
for some reason and forget that they
were “brudders.”

The Centauran ships shrieked down
on Beacon with all guns blazing at max-
imum diffusion. For once they caught
the barbarians flatfooted, their atten-
tion fixed on constructing the sheet met-
al warehouses, machine shops and oth-
er buildings of the base. There was no
answering. fire and when they landed
only masses of charred bodies greeted
them.

“Too easy, Merek,” was Pancrief’s lu-
gubrious comment. “Much too easy.”

The five thousand or so Centaurans
sweated out the next week getting the
big guns and their atomic generators
out of the ships and mounted in con-
cealed positions around the circumfer-
ence of the arid planet. The cloudless
skies were like brass at all hours, for
no sooner did Alpha set than Beta rose
to take its place.

Daily the heat increased as Beacon
prepared for her fiery dive between the
two stars. The orbit of Beacon was a
complicated figure eight that encom-
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passed each star in turn. Arcon and
Mercon, lying out much farther, cir-
cled both suns and therefore were nev-
er subjected to a similar test.

ONLY the fact that Beacon's gravita-
tional pull was negligible kept‘the
grumbling sailors at their tasks. Few
except the veterans on the Terra showed
sincere devotion to the Centauran cause.
The latter vividly remembered the
beating they had taken at Omega and
were out to revenge it even if they were
dehydrated in the process.

And Iskra accomplished wonders in
keeping up their morale. They loved her
wink and the tilt of her little grey kilt.
They adopted her as their mascot, not
only because she was always ready to
haul on a line or help put up camouflage
nets, but also because she entertained
them during the rest periods when it
was too hot to rest, by doing naughty
highland flings or singing bloodthirsty
sagas. .

She even taught them swordplay of
a sort and the use of more modern hand
weapons salvaged from the virtually un-
damaged warehouses. She also showed
the pharmacist’s mates how to mix a
concoction which took some of the devil-
ish bite out of the heat.

Crews of the other ships sometimes
gathered 'round to watch Merek's crew-
men, cutting, slashing, tossing grenades
and experimenting with the archaic

rifles and automatics while Iskra
sweated, shouted instructions and
praised outstanding performers. But,

when the admiral proposed that they
too join in the sport, they drifted away
to raid the plentiful supplies of mead
stored in the warehouses.

As one somewhat effete Arconian en-
gineer put it, “It’s bad enough to have
to fight those barbarian scum but I draw
the line on imitating them!”

The other officers were slow to recog-
nize the value of such exercises but they
finally joined their pleas to Merek’s—to
small avail. Finally orders were issued.
The men obeyed by waving swords

around and tinkering a bit with the oth-
er weapons but they put no enthusiasm
into it. They still placed their faith in
longrange bloodless combat. Instead of
perfecting themselves in the enemy’s
fighting techniques they quarrelled,
gambled, drank heavily and went rapid-
ly to pieces in this corner of hell’s kitch-
en.

When no reinforcements had arrived
at the end of a fortnight Merek took
the chance of calling Marian on a
scrambled circuit.

“T must have ten thousand fresh
troops at once, Your Intelligence,” he
told her firmly. “I can’t be responsible
for holding this position unless I get
help.)l

“I'm sorry, Merek,” she answered
wistfully. “You seem to have been too
successful. The people love you. They
are erecting statues in your honor here.
But few of them volunteer to die for
you.”

“Draft them then,” he snarled.

“The Council has proposed a univer-
sal draft law but the people must vote
on it. Don't forget that Centauran dem-
ocratic tradition goes back a thousand
years.”

“The law requiring emergency de-
posits wasn’t voted on.”

“I wish it had been.” He couldn’t see
her through the scramble, of course, but
he thought there were tears in her voice.
“Tt was a mistake. I see that now. For-
getfulness has made the people over-
confident. Past defeats mean little to
them now that we have scored one vic-
tory. And since you seem to be doing
all right out there they see little reason
why they should blister their soft skins
rushing to your assistance.”

“How many men can you send me at
once?”

“I don’t dare weaken the defenses of
Mercon and Arcon. That means there’s
only the police force available—about
five thousand men in all.”

“Get them here!”

“Are you giving me orders, Merek?”
There were knives in her voice again.
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“I'm giving you good advice, wom-
an—advice which may save our system!”

“I don’t have ships to send such a
force.”

“Commandeer the passenger liners on
the interplanetary runs.”

“That would take weeks.”

“It should have been done months
ago! Is the Council asleep.”

“You insolent young puppy. I—”

“Take it or leave it,” he interrupted.
“I'1] send my ships to you under Mendez
for use as transports. There’ll be dan-
ger of a mutiny here soon if the men
have any way of getting home. Load
them quickly if you value your soft skin.
Send cops—robots—even Councilmen—
anything you can scrape up. But send
’em!” He cut the circuit.

“Scrambler didn’t work so good, did
it?” said Pancrief the next “day” as
they stood at the sun-drenched base,
watching the disarmed ships marshal-
ling for the flight home. As he spoke
a dozen burnished copper colored globes
materialized in the sky! Rolph had re-
turned from Omega.

“The Emp seems to have shipped
some new heavy stuff,” was Pancrief’s
acid comment as beams of blue radiance
lashed out from several of the ships.

Before the Centauran vessels could be
got under way by their skeleton crews,
most of them were slanting down to-
ward Beacon, hulled in dozens of
places and out of control. As had hap-
pened previously only the Alpha was
allowed to limp away.

“What’s the matter with our guns?”
Merek yelled.

IS answer came instantly., From
emplacements scattered along the
rocky hills, radiation snatched at the
barbarian ships. Three of them blazed
into incandescence. The fragile, titan-
ium hull of even the most powerful war-
ship could withstand a direct hit for
seconds only.
Before the beams could center on oth-
er craft the latter exploded of their own
volition. Swarms of fragments glittered

in the sunlight for a moment, then van-
ished. With nothing sizeable left to
shoot at the Centauran beams wavered
and cut off. ’

“Arm yourselves with hand weap-
ons,” Merek bellowed as he raged
among the huddled warehouses and the
huddling terrified Centaurans. “Pan-
crief, see that swords, rifles and ma-
chine guns are distributed. Anderson!”
He shook the Arconian out of a semi-
stupor. “Throw a cordon around the
base. Here you!” He grabbed a petri-
fied lieutenant. “Find Marlborough.
Tell him I said to get his men digging
trenches—throwing up barricades. On
the double !”

Gradually, some sort of order was re-
stored. As the self-propelled cells out
of which the barbarian spaceships had
been assembled drifted to the ground,
a ragged battle line was formed. Marl-
borough, puffing and blowing, deployed
his crews among the sand dunes to the
south of the warehouse cluster. Ander-
son took the cliffs to the west. Pierce
scattered a detachment of would-be ma-
chine gunners through some secrub in
the eastern valley.

Merek, Pancrief, Manfred and their
handful of veterans took shelter along
the flanks of the S.S. Terra. This ship,
which had been too small to be worth
using as a transport, still lay on the
sand north of base. It partially blocked
a continuation of the eastern valley
which was free of brush and seemed to
invite attack. )

Hardly had the lines been set up
when the barbs emerged from the pro-
tection of their cells, formed loose com-
panies around their tribal standards
and waited, shouting insults, for the or-
der to attack.

“There’s Rolph,” said Pancrief, who
was lying in a hastily-dug foxhole be-
side his chief. He pointed to where the
emperor’s red head towered above those
of his men. “Shame the Terra doesn’t
mount any cannon.”

3y

“Rolph feel goo’,” grunted Iskra from
Merek’s other side. “Got Merek now.”



THE DARK TOWER 61

“Merek!” The emperor bellowed
through cupped hands. “Do you sur-
render, or do I have to come and get
you?”

“Come and get me.”
and shouted back.

The barbarians roared. They liked
the big Centauran and they also liked a
fight. Rolph lifted his two-handed
sword. His warriors emptied their
rifles at the fox holes in front of the
grounded ship. Then they threw them
away, snatched up automatics and bags
of hand grenades and lunged forward
in a roaring apparently undisciplined
mob.

“Rolph make mistake,” Iskra shouted
over the outlandish racket. “More good
strike at Marlborough. Sof’ line dere.”

“Shihh! Don’t even think that! He
may hear you!” Merek too had béen
fretting about the rear. He hugged a
rifle awkwardly and fired burst after
burst of the barbarians’ own dum-dums
at the sprinting emperor. Dodging,
seeking cover where there was any;
crawling over the tops of dunes to avoid
being silhouetted against the sky, the
giant came on though men fell scream-
ing on all sides of him.

The veterans of the Omega expedi-
tion, small in number though they were,
put up a good show. They fired siowly,
getting a man with each murderous
bullet. Long before they came within
grenade range the furclad warriors
wavered. As casualties became unbear-
able they turned and fled.

Merek stood up

X

A sailor, posted on top of the ship,
began to blare the good news to the
camp through a loudspeaker. Cheers
rang out behind the embattled com-
pany.

“Rolph mad now,” Iskra reported,
eyes shining. “Big fight come.”

“Pancrief, get back and warn them,”
snapped Merek. Then to the girl,
“Doesn’t Rolph have any heavier guns?”

“Comin’ up! Take ti’ get ready.”

Almost at once the characteristic
burp of bazookas made itself heard. The
Centaurans began to suffer their first
casualties as shells burst among them.

Working around the circle of
trenches, doing his best to encourage the
other officers and their quaking men,
Merek found time to marvel at the
primitive nature of the fighting. In
their enthusiasm over radiation beams
his people had always scorned the use
of messy small arms. On the other hand
barbarian weapons were only refine-
ments of twentieth-century stuff which
they had found described in books sal-
vaged from Earth.

Soon after he returned to his sun-
baked post near the Terra, the entire
barb line began to move. This time the
warriors were cautious. They crawled
forward like Indians under cover of a
bazooka barrage.

Somewhat to Merek’s surprise the
Centaurans stood fast and did a fair
amount of execution with rifles they
quickly learned how to use.

The attack dribbled away. The de-
fenders cheered briefly, then grew si-
lent as a new flock of cells made its ap-
pearance overhead. They expected to
be bombed from the air but the cells
passed over and landed in a circle
around the emperor’s twark-tail stand-
ard.

“Rolph no want spoil supply at base,”
Iskra answered Merek’s unspoken ques-
tion. Then she drew in her breath
sharply. “Fee come in cell. Bad!”

“What do they use the fees for?”
asked Pancrief, who had just returned
from his rounds to report all quiet.

Before she could answer, the brush
parted to reveal the most outlandish
sight the Pizarian had ever witnessed.
Half a hundred barbarians, mounted on
the pale yellow insects Merek had hunt-
ed on Asgard, came charging up the
valley toward them.

Because of Beacon’s low gravity the
creatures seemed little handicapped by
their riders, who clung to some sort of
harness on the bulbous hairy bodies.



62 STARTLING STORIES

They approached with the speed of
dreams in twenty foot leaps. Merek’s
little band cursed but did not waver.
Each fired until the gun scorched his
hands or jammed. At closer range gren-
ades created green-spattered havoc.
And, when the survivors still came on
the Centaurans leaped out of their fox-
holes and met the nightmare steeds with
cold steel.

Iskra showed them how to do it.
Ducking in and out of the ruck she
dodged the dripping palms and man-
dibles and the blows aimed at her by the
riders while she slashed at the tips of
those awful legs with her sword. Cheer-
ing her to the .echo the men followed
their mascot’s example. Apparently
this was the one attack the fee cavalry
could not cope with. In a twinkling the
twenty or so barbarians remaining
were dismounted and fighting back to
back for their lives.

The defenders’ experience at sword-
play served them in good stead now.
Wild with fury at what they considered
a sneak attack, they leaped over, dived
under or went through the living wall.
And the warriors died to a man.

Merek was dripping blood from sev-
eral light wounds before it was over
and he could shout to the ship’s lookout
for information on the rest of the bat-
tle.

“Not so good, sir,” the sailor called
down. “The line’s rolled back to the
warehouse—what’s left of it. They
didn’t know what to make of those yel-
low varmints. Don’t think they can
hold much longer. We're cut off.”

“Men,” said Merek to his sweating,
panting crew, “if we lose Beacon we're
done for. The other planets can't be
held long if Rolph gets a foothold here.
I don’t ask the impossible. There are
eight of you left on your feet. If you
say so we’ll take the Terra up and go
for help. But if you’ll follow me we
can take the barbs in the rear and give
'em what for. How about it?”

“Let’s go!” yelled a sailor, covered
from head to foot with the green ichor

of a slaughtered fee. “I said it before
and I say it again. Three cheers for Ad-
miral Merek.”

They grabbed up their guns and as
much ammunition as they could carry.
They started for the group of .ware-
houses at a ragged double.

Pandemonium reigned inside the
compound. The hollow crash of gren-
ades exploding within sheet metal walls
mingled with the shrieks of the wound-
ed and dying and the hoarse yells of the
victory-glutted barbarians.

HE sailors followed Iskra, Pancrief

and Merek down the single street.
Where was Manfred? The admiral
found a split second in which to wonder.
They laid a wall of hot lead before them.
Rolph’s men, engaged in closing a solid
ring of steel around their crumbling
foes, howled like wolves as they tried
to turn and meet this unexpected as-
sault. )

Iskra went berserk again. Her eyes
stared. When her grenades were ex-
hausted she drew her bloody sword and
swung it like a maniac. Froth formed
at the corners of her mouth and
whipped away in the hot, smoke-filled
wind as she sang:

“Tempered and sharpened
On far Omega

Come now w't Merek

To take goo’ revenge.
Make way fo’ de lightnin’.
Run far from de thunder.
No barb dare face Merek.
Rolph day now be done!”

Her companions took up the chant un-
til it swelled high above the other bat-
tle noises. They formed a wedge and
bored in—in—in—until it seemed that
the Amazon’s prophecy might come
true. The barbarians, who had spent
their first fury, could not stand before
them. They gave back grudgingly.

The other crews tSok heart and ral-
lied. Merek saw Anderson swinging a
crowbar as though it were a tooth pick.
Pierce and a few of his men gained the
roof of the largest warehouse and be-
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gan hurling grenades into the ruck.

The Centaurans’ ammunition was ex-
hausted now and the press was too tight
for anything but infighting. With Mer-
ek flanking Iskra on the right and Pan-
crief on the left the dwindling flying
wedge bucked ahead. No one stood long
before their dripping blades—until
Rolph fought his way around a corner
and barred their way.

“No furder!” He spoke as though lec-
turing children.

Iskra, like a feminine David, struck
at the barbarian Goliath with all the
force of her berserk insanity. He par-
ried, reversed in mid-swing and slashed
at her throat. She just managed a ri-
poste and continued on with a catlike
molinet aimed at the emperor’s eyes.
He sprang back with an agility almost
incredible for one of his size—escaped
with a cut that laid his cheek open to
the bone.

“Iskra surrender, no die,” he said
once.

She spat in his face and launched a
blow at his hip which sent him leaping
backward again.

That attack proved her undoing. Her
foot slipped in a pool of blood as she
tried to follow her advantage. Roiph
struck as coldly as a surgeon wielding
a scalpel.

As the broadsword whistled down,
Merek shot out his own blade to deflect
it. The force of the blow drove him to
his knees but he managed to get in front
of the sagging girl.

“Coward!” he raged. “Your life or
mine, Rolph.”

“Sorry!” Rolph showed his white
teeth in what was meant for a grin. “I
forgot she was your girl. We don’t—"
he caught a stinging blow on his hilt—
“have time—" he lashed out like a de-
mon—*“have time for chivalry—" he too
slipped but recovered—*“out among the
star clusters.”

Thrust and parry—slash and dodge—
there was no finesse to the combat. Yet
it raged so fiercely that, all about, bar-
barians and Centaurans stopped to

watch, even to cheer. Merek thanked
his stars for the training with edged
weapons Iskra had given him. A fen-
cer would have been dead long ere this.

He realized that he was no mateh for
the red-bearded giant. So far he had
managed to escape injury but he had
inflicted no wounds and momentarily he
felt strength leaking away through his
fingertips.

“For Iskra!” he panted, putting every
ounce of the strength which remained in
one last despairing blow at that horned
helmet which swam before him.

Rolph had no time to parry or per-
haps disdained to do so. He, too,
brought his sword down with all the
force of his mighty arms.

EREK regained consciousness to

find a battered and bandaged Pan-
crief trying to feed him mead with a
spoon. .

“Thank God you're awake.” The Pi-
zarian’s larynx bobbed like a cork,

‘What happened?” He tried to sit
up in the narrow bunk but thought bet-
ter of it.

‘Your crash helmet proved to be
made of harder stuff than the fancy
thing Rolph was wearing.”

“Hels_?”

“Quite dead.”

“And the others?—Manfred—?”

“He'll never worry again about for-
getting his mother.”

“Marlborough, Anderson, Pierce?”

“Anderson’s alive, but will not fight
again. The rest are dead, sir.”

“How did we escape?”’

“Rolph’s son took command when his
father fell. He gave us safe conduct to
the Terra—the hundred and fifty odd
who were left—more than half of them
our own boys, you’ll be proud to know,
sir.” Pancrief’s long face was working
strangely. “The barbs lined up, their
swords at salute, and cheered us as we
collected our wounded, entered the ship
and took off.”

“And they hold Beacon?”

“They hold Beacon.”
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“Where are we now?”

“Coming in for a landing at Mercon
City. I pushed Iskra’s lever like she
showed me once when you weren’t look-
ing.” The captain began to blubber.
“It worked just fine.”

“And Iskra?” The dread question
could not be put off any longer.

“Dying, sir. She’s conscious but in
no pain.”

“Take me to her.” He sat up, con-
quered his dizziness and allowed Pan-
crief to help him to his feet.

“Hi, brudder Merek.” The girl
winked gravely as he entered her cabin.
Chest swatched in bandages through
which bright blood was seeping, she was
half sitting, propped up by many pil-
lows, in her bunk. They had washed
her pale face. She looked utterly fem-
inine and lovely as she stretched out
one hand. “Come say goo’by Iskra.”

“Oh, now,” he began. “You'renot...”
He was stopped by the look in her eyes.

“Dark come soon, mebbe so like in
tent,” she said after she had held his
hand for a long while. “Kiss Iskra
’gain, like dat ti’.”

He pressed trembling lips to her firm
cold ones.

“No cry, brudder,” she whispeerd.
“No ’urt to die.”

“Don’t,” he begged. And then he lied
because he thought it would please her.
“T love you, Iskra.”

“No,” she smiled. “Merek no love Isk-
ra. Different from girl on Mercon. Too
much like boy—Ilike brudder, Dat goo’
too.”

“No,” he choked. “I—”

“Iskra die now,” she interrupted. “Be
born ’gain soon. Be great warrior, meb-
be s0.” She turned her face to the cab-
in wall and added faintly. “No fun.
Merek—no—dere.”

“Iskra,” he raged.
like this!”

“Iskra no quit.” She stirred restless-
ly. “Jus’ tire’. Res’ 1i’l bit.”

“Quitter!” he taunted, fighting back
his sobs. “Here we are, coming in for
a landing on Mercon. The best doctors

“You can’t quit

in the universe will be waiting to come
aboard and help you. “An’,” he shifted
into the patois in his desperate effort
to reach her fading spirit, “Iskra curl
up like sick twark—jus’ w’en brudder
Merek need mos’!”

“Merek need Iskra?” She turned her
head to look at him in astonishment,

“Sure,” he improvised. “Mebbe so,
Thing come Mercon soon. Merek need
Iskra ’elp ’im fight.”

“Oh.” She took a long, shuddering
breath. “Den ’old Iskra ’and.”

When the doctors were dragged into
the cabin by Pancrief an hour later,
they found the two lying unconscious
together, hands locked in a grip which
they had difficulty in breaking.

XI

A WEEK later Merek had sufficient-
Iy recovered from his head wound to
face one of the rare gatherings of the
full Centauran Council. Still weak and
subject to dizzy spells he was allowed
the privilege of sitting in the presence
of those august personages who guided
the destinies of three billion people.

The many-pillared room, filled with
sunlight and flowers, gave no hint of
the doom that was creeping upon the
three planets. The councilors, dressed
in the simple white robes of their office,
sat like Roman senators on folding cur-
ial chairs, their backs to an animated
tri-dimensional mural of the Centauran
solar system.

Those present included Anthony of
Arcon, the physicist—Merton, the ar-
cheologist—Poymnetz, the Pizarian phil-
osopher—Martin, the economist—half
a dozen other Arconian and Merconian
geniuses whose names Merek’s tired
mind refused to recall—white-haired
but otherwise hale and hearty Arthur
Franklin, Council President and last
man alive of the first generation of Cen-
tauran pioneers—and finally Marian,
historian and secretary of the gather-
ing.

Merek had eyes only for her. She was
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far more serenely beautiful than he had
imagined for no visi-screen could do her
justice. She was the epitome of his
dreams of fair wemen. An ancient quo-
tation drifted through his bemused
mind—*“She could actually hear the
great stars in heaven, speaking from
their motion and brightness, saying
things perfectly to the cosmos.” Well,
it was too late now. He was pledged to
a wild woman from Omega.

He managed to take a firm grip on
his thoughts and finally concluded his
report: “We captured Beacon but could
not hold it,” he said. “If I still have
your confidence I will lead another ex-
pedition there as soon as more warships
are completed. If not I hereby tender
my resignation.”

“Merek did a magnificent job with
the forces available.” Marian’s smile
warmed his aching heart.

“True.” Franklin spoke as though
the weight of his endless years bore
heavily upon him. “So let us not speak
of resignations—nor of expeditions.”

“My men stand ready to fight to the
death,” Merek cried.

“Your. young men do, perhaps,”
Franklin corrected. “But the Second
Gens, even those persons who have
made only a few memory deposits,
failed you and will continue to fail you.
Is it not so?”

The admiral stood mute.

“Moreover,” the old old man went on
gently, “recent emergency deposits have
disoriented even the youngest elements.
Totally unprepared for defeat they have
now developed serious neuroses which
no further deposits can cure. For all of
these reasons the majority of the Coun-
cil has agreed that the Bank is a fail-
ure.”

“The Bank has given us the highest
type of civilization known to exist,”
Poynetz stayed true to Pizarian rebel

form by commenting acidly. “And it
has given us immortality.”
“Not true immortality.” Franklin's

voice rang with a sort of anger. “It has
no survival value. We are being over-

whelmed by a lower culture. Our epi-
taph will be that we dreamed of immor-
tality but were unable to achieve it.”

“Perhaps,” ventured a Pizarian soci-
ologist, “barbarian civilization has risen
higher than ours. They have developed
telepathy, Admiral Merek says, and an
amazing ability to adapt themselves to
hyper-space and other hostile environ-
ments. I...” He stopped in confusion,
conscious of the horrified stares of oth-
er Councilors. Here was a conception
their proud minds automatically reject-
ed.

“Nonsense,” said Franklin. “Never-
theless we are not now and probably
never will be in a position to defend our-
selves from the Omegan horde. Egypt,
Greece, Carthage, Rome, Spain, Britain
and other terrestial civilizations fell
fighting and were ground to powder be-
cause they refused to admit their deca-
dence. We shall be wiser than they. We
shall bow before the barbarians and
ask their mercy. In that way some
part, at least, of our culture may sur-
vive.”

“Is there no other way, Your Intelli-
gence?” cried Merek, whose wound had
begun to pound again. “I have been on
Omega. I have seen its filth and berserk
brutality. The barbarians will show us
no mercy. I would gladly die to prevent
them ravening across my homeland.”

“Would enough others die with you?”
the President demanded. “The people
are begging for peace at any price. I am
embarrassed when they kneel before me
in the streets, embrace my knees, kiss
my hands and ask me to let the barbar-
ians come, if necessary, to prevent their
death.”

“There must be a way. There has to
be one.” Merek struggled to his feet
and gripped the platinum railing before
the dais until his knuckles showed
white.

T WAS Marian who leaned forward

and spoke. “Do you know what it
is?”

“It may still not be too late to make
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some sort of alliance with the barbs
against the thing they fear on Omega.
There must be thousands of habitable
planets in that star cluster, with room
enough for all.”

“Wishful thinking, my boy,” said
Franklin. “It is too late.”

“Let me try to find some other solu-
tion then.”

There was a whispered consultation
among the Councilors.

“We grant you three months,” Frank-
lin said at ldast. “Yesterday the Council
signed a truce of that length with Rolph-
son. As a result the new emperor has
withdrawn from Beacon to Asgard to
await our formal surrender.”

“Perhaps Beacon became too hot even
for barbarians,” Merek gritted.

“Perhaps—at least we have a three
month breathing spell.”

“Will you help me find a way of es-
cape—and give me authority to follow
it if there is a chance of success?”

Something akin to hope was reborn
on the dais. “We shall all help you,”
Marian answered, placing her hand
over his clenched fist.

“Very well then.” He snapped the
droop out of his shoulders. “I would
like to return to my home to think and
to recover from this wound. I want to
take my crew, my prisoners and the
ship I captured on Omega. I think I can
induce the barbarians”—he meant Isk-
ra but could not quite bring himself to
say so—“to explain the ways in which
they have altered the S.S. Terra. There
are hospitals and rest homes near my
village where my men can recover their
health and spirits. Finally, I must feel
free to consult any member of the Coun-
cil at any time. If I find what I am look-
ing for we shall have to act instantly.”

“Agreed,” said Franklin. “You are
our only hope now, son.”

The enormity of what he had done
struck Merek full in the face as he

walked down the marble stairs. He, a .

youngster not yet in the prime of life,
had been given carte blanche by the
greatest minds of the age on his half-

promise to save civilization—and he
hadn’t an idea of how to proceed.

Well! He breathed deeply. It was
spring again. The dreaming city was
one mass of bloom. Smiling, tall, deca-
dent men and women strolled barefoot
along the grass-covered streets as
though a world were not ending. He
loved the placid city. A shame if the
barbarians put it to the torch but noth-
ing that hadn’t happened thousands of
times when contented people forgot that
eternal vigilance is the price of liber-
ty! .
Contented people? Remembering the
woman he had seen during his first
landing on Asgard, he pondered wheth-
er many Centaurans might not welcome
a little carnage to vary the tenor of their
uneventful, endless lives. Maybe Cen-
taurus was slowly boring itself to death.
He must investigate that angle the next
time he talked to Marian. Humming an
old tune he strode toward the nearest
visi-booth to make arrangements for
his homecoming.

Merekton, which his family had col-
onized and named with typical pioneer
lack of imagination, was balm to Mer-
ek’s wounded hody and spirit for the
first week or so after his arrival. It
was good to hear his father’s booming
voice as they tramped the hills or sat
under drooping fern trees beside the
lake and discussed an encyclopedia of
zoology on which the older man was
working.

It was good to have his artist mother
fuss over him. It was good to see the
wide-eyed hero worship with which his
sister Matilda, a serious-minded adoles-
cent, regarded him. It was even good
to meet again his grandparents, great
grandparents, great-great grandpar-
ents and a host of other smiling soft-
voiced relatives of varying degrees of
“greatness” who still lived on the ances-
tral homestead. Most of them he had
almost forgotten but still it was good to
have them welcome him back from the
stars.

Yet, as the lazy days passed, Merek
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began to feel a vague discontent. He
fretted about Iskra, though frequent re-
ports from the spaceport hospital as-
sured him she would recover. Then he
could not ignore the fact that his par-
ents had lost all recollection of his child-
hood days. He had been born when they
were in their nineties.

Now, when he himself had reached
fifty, they had made four Bank deposits
at the regular ten year intervals and
therefore could remember him only as
they had known him when he had grown
to manhood. It was disheartening to
make some reference to an incident in
his early youth and be met by polite un-
comprehending stares. Only with Ma-
tilda did he have any real continuity.

“I feel rootless,” he told Pancrief one
evening as they sat watching the sun-
sets from the veranda of the rest home
bar. By mutual consent they had
formed the habit of meeting there to
compare notes on their so-far fruitless
efforts tc solve the secret of the Ter-
ra’s hyper-space drive.

“I know,” answered the captain. “I
never go home any more if I can dodge
it.” He nodded to a pair of crew mem-
bers as they climbed the veranda steps.
“Of course my grandparents try to
make me feel comfortable. They even
read up on diaries they kept during my
boyhood. But it’s no good.” He downed
his drink, then grinned. “I think that
big lug behind the bar is putting water
in the Scopio. Wish they had a servo
back there instead of a human! Wish I
had a horn of mead. Boy, that stuff had
a real kick, didn’t it.”

“It sure did,” sighed one of the new-
comers. “You know, those barbs may
be full of fleas but they sure know how
to make liquor.” .

“Isn’t there anything to do around
this dump, admiral?” asked his pug-
nosed companion. “I’ve rested, swum
and stuffed myself until I'm about to
go bats.”

“Aren’t the girls treating you right,
Allison?” Pancrief grinned.

" “Girls!” exploded the one who had

spoken first. “The girls around here
remind me of beautiful dolls. They go
sweeping around all covered up in those
fluttery robes. They’re polite but they
only want to talk about things like ad-
vawnced art and the latest visidram-
ah!” Words failed him.

“Give me one of those barb Amazons
any day—or night,” Allison agreed, his
eyes brightening. “If you don’t object,
sir . . .” He looked at Merek. “I'd like
to tell you about one I met. She stood
six feet tall in her boots but—"

“Not now, lieutenant,” said Merek as
he noted a disapproving frown on the
face of the hovering bartender. “Yes,”
he said to that worthy, “another drink
all around.” To the others he added, “if
you’re bored, why don’t you pay a visit
to the reservation? It’s not far from
here.”

“The reservation?” asked pug-nose—
“What was his name?” thought Merek.
#Oh yes, it was Pound”—“You mean
where they keep the last batch of ref-
ugees from Earth? Didn’t know they
let anybody in.”

“The refugees aren't ‘kept’ there,
Pound. They stay of their own accord.
And they’ll be glad to see you. I used to
know their captain pretty well. He’s
an old man by now but he might remem-
ber me. How about getting some of the
boys together? We'll make a day of it
tomorrow. Learn how our ancestors
lived.” .

“Gee—swell!” cried Allison. “Any-
thing to get out of this dump.”

“Suits me,” said Pound. “When do we
start?”

MEREK briefed the party of two doz-
en or so who appeared the next
morning. The greater part of his crew
was still laid up. “Now men, we're go-
ing to pay a visit to the descendants of
the last persons to escape from Earth
before it went nova. You’ll find them a
rather queer lot. But don’t act surprised
or laugh at their odd customs. They’re
very proud. Also they’re an independ-
ent nation with full diplomatic relations
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and all that.

“They drifted in here on a battered
old hulk about a half eentury ago. Since
then they’ve flatly refused to become
assimilated by making Bank deposits,
using our servo-mechanisms or attend-
ing our schools. Out of respect for the
past of the human race the Council gave
them a few thousand acres of land and
has since left them strictly to their own
devices.”

“How many of them are there,” some-
one wanted to know.

“About a thousand men, women
and children. And that’s another thing
I want to warn you about. You'll
see great numbers of children and of
more or less senile old pecple. This will
be a new experience for you but don’t
act surprised or shocked or we'll be
shown the door. Understood? All right,
let’s start.”

They completed their ten-mile hike
well before noon. Wheeled or winged
vehicles were barred from the neighbor-
hood of the reservation. They found
themselves. looking down from the brow
of a woeded hill on a pleasant village of
log houses. In its center was a square
which served as final resting place for
the wreckage of a spaceship. There too
the flag of the United Nations fluttered
bravely from a tall pole.

Around the village lay a number of
well-tended fields where men, women
and older children were laboring with
hand tools. Farther away flocks of
sheep, cows and horses were grazing.

“Don’t they even use tracters?’ Alli-
son marveled.

“No,” said Merek. “They will have
nothing to do with power tools of any
kind. The draft animals they brought
with them are used for the heaviest
work but-everything else is done by
manual labor. They contend that all
machines, especially all weapons, are
enemies of the human race.”

“But that kind of toil is fit only for
robots,” a sailor exploded.

“And when do they find time to think
and study?”’ mused Pancrief. “Why,

they’re worse than the barbs. They’ve
reverted to savagery.”

“Don’t be too sure,” said Merek.
“They’re mighty nice folks.”

A messenger had preceded the visi-
tors, so they were met at the edge of
the village by a round-eyed mob of over-
alled children. These showed no signs
of timidity or of rudeness. They were
neither hostile nor friendly.

The Centaurans formed ranks and
marched smartly into the square. They
were greeted at the flagpole by a bald
and wrinkled ancient, dressed in the
frayed uniform of a U. N. Planetary
Patrol Captain. He leaned on the arm
of a slight sweetly-rounded girl with
freckles and red-gold hair. She wore
no stockings and her knee-length dress
was made of hormespun. _

“Welcome to our fair city, Admiral
Merek,” quavered the old man, “and
another welcome to your crew. We have
heard great things about your exploits.”

“Thank you, Captain McCarthy,” the
Centauran replied with a salute. “Per-
haps you remember me. I used to come
here from Merekton when I was a boy.”

“Can’t say I do—can’t say I don't.
There are so many Mereks. They all
look, think and dress alike.” He
chuckled, then became serious again.
“This is my granddaughter, Sharon.
She will show you about. You will, of
course, be my guests for supper.”

“Thank you, captain. But we don’t
want to impose on your hospitality.”

The greybeard straightened his back
and frowned. “I insist, sir! As a duly
appointed representative of the United
Nations, I . ..” He shook his head as
though to clear it. “No, that’s not right
any more.”

“As ambassador . . .” Sharon prompt-
ed, looking embarrassed at her toes.

“Ah yes. As a duly appointed ambas-
sador to the Centauran Council . .. Oh,
what nonsense am I talking? Our fare
is rough—not fit for your palates.”

“You have wonderful food,” Merek
hastened to assure him as he seemed
on the verge of senile tears. “Fried
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chicken—baked beans—pie—all the old
dishes. My men and I will enjoy them
immensely. We accept your invitation
with pleasure.”

“Heh, heh. I believe I do remember
you, boy. You're the little shaver who
was always after me to tell you the old
tales about John Paul Jones and gueril-
la fighting and how the Ark escaped
from the Oligarchs. No wonder you
gave the Sirjuns such a licking out on—
Arcon, wasn’t it? How you could eat!”

“Grandpa!” Sharon spoke as to a
child.

“And now, if you will excuse me,” Mc-
Carthy said obediently, “I will leave you
in Sharon’s hands. I am an old man and
mustn’t stay too long under these alien
suns.” He tottered away with the girl’s
tender assistance and entered the larg-
est of the cabins. The Centaurans
shifted their feet and began to wish
they had not come.

“Boy, I'm glad I don't have to get old,
ever,” Pound breathed.

“0Oh, I don’t know,” Allison disagreed.
“He seems to be having a pretty good
time and he has a granddaughter te
take care of him. Why, I’ll bet my
granddaddy has forgotten I'm alive.”

X1

TO THEIR growing surprise, the
men all had a good time that day. They
inspected the wreck of the Ark and
marveled that such a rattletrap could
have left Earth’s atmosphere, let alone
make a trip more than four light years.
They gradually made friends with the
children. They went out into the weed-
less flelds and found the people direct
and sincere, even though they did have
calloused hands and smelled of honest
sweat and manure.

They couldn’t keep their eyes off the
laughing bright-eyed girls they met.
And, amazingly enough, they were com-
pletely taken by the old people who sat,
gnarled hands folded, in their doorways
or under the trees in the square and
told them long, rambling tales of

Earth’s proud history and its last tragic
flame-whipped years.

Pancrief particularly seemed hypno-
tized by Sharon. He followed her about
like a dog, laughed at her simple jokes
and looked at her until she blushed and
stammered but did not take offense.
She was so utterly naive and so differ-
ent from any girl he had ever met that
the cynical Pizarian fell head over heels
in love at first sight. Once Merek saw
him take out of his wallet the photo-
graph of the Pizarian girl whose name
he had forgotten and tear it into small
bits.

“Are all those things true that the
old folks have been telling us, sir?”
Pound asked Merek that evening when
they were seated at long trestle tables
in the square, attacking the strange and
delicious foods with which the women of
the colony kept heaping their plates.
“About Christopher Columbus erossing
the Atlantic Ocean in a rowboat, I mean,
and how that fellow Drake sank the
French Armada? 1 don’t remember
learning stuff like that in school.”

“They have mixed things up a trifle
but you’ll find even more exciting true
tales like those in the old printed books
if you take the trouble to read them.”

“Makes you sort of proud to be hu-
man, doesn’t it?” said the lieutenant as
he investigated a piece of pie. “Guess
that’s what makes these poor folks keep
their chins up.”

Merek was doing some deep thinking.
He felt that the answer to the barbarian
onslaught was almost within his grasp.
As the men marched home through the
starlight, singing the quaint folksongs
they had learned after supper, he kept
turning the problem over in his mind.

Somehow, he must make all Cen-
taurans proud that they were men—
proud enough to fight for their heritage.
But how? Send the ancient minstrels
of the reservation throughout the plan-
ets? In three months? Ridiculous! Be-
sides, Mercon, Arcon and Pizar had
proud histories of their own, though
they were almost unknown except to
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savants. His head began to ache again.

As the weary days rolled by the
grounded admiral began making fre-
quent trips to Mercon City. He told
himself he went to see Iskra, who was
still in a hospital bed, weak and helpless
as a kitten. He told himself he went to
seek solutions to his insoluble problems
in the endless stacks of the Council li-
brary. He told himelf he went to escape
his well-meaning but boring relatives.
He would not admit that his long talks
with Marian in her quiet office had any-
thing to do with the matter.

Yet, like everyone else who had met
her, he had fallen completely under the
secretary’s spell. Her remote beauty,
which seemed the product of some alien
star, held him breathless. The clean fra-
grance of her body made his senses reel.
Her mind, erammed with the knowledge
of ages, made him want to grovel at her
naked feet.

With a motherly interest which he
sometimes vaguely resented she taught
him to use the film-and-dot library in-
dexes which made the recorded history
of the three planets almost instantly
available.

In the dust-covered metal foil books
and the later tri-di films he learned the
full details of how his forebears fought
out from Earth toward the rim of the
galaxy along the only route not barred
to them by the lordly Siriuns. He saw
them besieged at their first base on
Pizar by the semi-intelligent primates
dominant there—saw the mad suicide
charge led by young Mendez that broke
the strangling ring about the camp.

HE WATCHED them expand to Mer-
con and Arcon as the old guard of
First Generationers died one by one
to conquer the strange diseases and
stranger beasts of the system. He
learned how Franklin and a few surviv-
ing comrades created the Memory Bank
50 their sons and daughters could live
longer than their allotted “four score
and ten” and thereby acquire the ma-
turity needed to lift the race above the

Cain-and-Abel thinking which had al-
ways shackled it.

Then, abruptly, the epic story ended.
It was succeeded by recordings of a
placid almost-changeless flow of life on’
fully-developed, rich and peaceful plan-
ets. He turned from the screen, baffled
and saddened.

“The sap went out of our people cen-
turies ago,” he muttered.

“I know.” Marian pressed his hand.
“The Memory Bank was a magnificent
try but it failed. It prolonged life but
it stopped progress.”

“Why ?” he cried. “Granted that in
order to continue living indefinitely wise
men must deposit parts of their wisdom
in the Bank as the decades pass, we
were always told that that wisdom had
merely been transferred to imperish-
able electronic records and was avail-
able for study and synthesis. Surely the
accumulated knowledge of a millenium
can produce some philosophy or some
weapon with which to defeat the bar-
barians.”

“Have you ever listened to a Bank
deposit?” she asked sorrowfully.

“Never, They are restricted to sa-
vants, I was always told.”

“No longer from you. We have the
deposits of all Councilors available here
at the Capitol. You may listen to one of
Franklin’s if you wish.”

She led him to a chair in the corner
of the room. Lifting a complicated, hel-
met-like affair out of a niche in the wall,
she adjusted it on his temples and
flipped a switch . ..

An alarm was shrilling. He stretched
out a cramped arm and shut it off. Why,
he thought, can’t I ever remember to
get one of those ionization gadgets
which would wake me gently at just the
right moment? . . . This dark brown
taste . . . Shouldn’t smoke cigarettes
after dinner at my age! Franklin’s still
a child when it comes to appeasing his
appetites . . . How old am I anyway?
Let’s see . . . This is May first, Two
Thousand Nine Hundred and Eighty-
one, AD. ...
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Now whatever does “A.D.” mean?. ..
Oh yes, “Anno Domini . . . Christians to
the lions . . . Cold in this room! Or is
my circulation acting up again? .
Where are those slippers ... Confound
that lazy robot . . . Getting old along
with me, perhaps . Where is the
damned tooth polisher? Maybe it
would help to get my eyes open and
look for it . . . Ah! Refreshing. No
wonder they advertise it so heavily, al-
though the sight of a man cleaning his
teeth is not particularly edifying.

Now let's see. What'’s up today? ...
Conference with that fool, Poynetz . . .
He hasn’t had a new thought since the
pigs ate grandpa . . . Has style though
... People’s choice . . . Young squirt! He
can’t be over three hundred . .. Wonder
what pigs were and why they went for
grandpa ... Bacon!... Oh yes, bacon
and eggs . . . Traditional American
breakfast food . . . Pigs all died here. ..
Grandpas all lived . . . Still have eggs,
anyway, though they don’t seem to taste
as good as they used to... Now where
did that confounded idiotic robot put my
new robe? ... Servo-mechanism! Hah/

There was a distant click. Merek
found himself staring dazedly at Mari-
an.
“Had enough ?” she asked.

“You mean ...” He leaped to his feet.
“That’s the kind of junk the Bank
vaults are stuffed with ?”

“Franklin’s is high order material.
Remember, he is a genius. Some of the
deposits are—horrible.” Her eyes were
bitter.

“How long was I—listening?”

“About a minute.”

“During which time a genius crawled
out of bed, put on his slippers and
washed his teeth. Ten minutes, let’s say.
It's complete recall, isn’t it?” As she
nodded, he rushed on. “Then, to listen
to a full ten-year deposit, one would
have to withstand about a year of that
drivel in the hope of locating a worth-
while thought or two?”

“That’s right. In the brain recollec-
tions like those on which you eaves-

dropped are only brought to conscious-
ness rarely if ever. You must under-
stand that the brain has an index infi-
nitely superior to the film-and-dot sys-
tem used by our libraries. That index
can sort a needed memory out of a mil-
lion unwanted ones and bring it to con-
sciousness almost instantly.”

“And the Bank has no index?” he
gasped.

“All it has is the name of each de-
positor and a chronology.”

“Impossible!”

“Merek, it has been my life task to
develop a workable index. For almost
a thousand years I have spent most of
my waking hours trying to solve the
riddle. I have failed!” She bowed her
splendid head.

“But why? It seems simple.”

“To a layman perhaps. Come, let us
sit down. The Bank,” she continued in
her best lecturing style when they had
made themselves comfortable, “is mere-
ly Franklin’s further development of
work started back in Nineteen Hundred
and Fifty by a Doctor Goldman of Syra-
cuse University. Goldman discovered
that radar could be used to pick up and
put on a moving map the tiny electrical
impulses and accompanying activities
of the brain. It was but a short step to
the analysis of such impulses by means
of the cybernetic calculators then com-
ing into use.

“Franklin and his associated surgeons
took the next step when they determined
that senility is caused by the fact that
the brain’s own index has its limita-
tions. That is, the number of brain
molecules upon which memories can be
impressed seems almost infinite but the
synaptic ‘connectors’ are much fewer.”

EREK floundered. “You mean that
the brain’s ‘switchboard’ finally
becomes so overloaded that calls for
needed memories get lost in the shuffle?”
“Something like that,” Marian con-
descended. “Franklin reasoned that if
he could wipe the memory impressions
off a part of the brain molecules which
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serve as nature’s own memory bank, not
only would he relieve congestion in the
synaptic ‘switchboard’ but the cleaned
molecules could be re-used to store more
up-to-date knowledge.”

“I see.” The admiral clutched at an-
other analogy. “Too much alcohol will
produce amnesia by wiping impressions
off the cortex—although the molecules
seldom are good for much afterward.”

“True. Franklin’s technique did not
damage the brain. It merely removed
a decade of impressions, beginning with
those of infancy and early youth and
continuing so that the brain of the de-
positor never retained more than ninety
vears of its knowledge. Then he made
the final step by transferring those im-
pressions to an electronic brain. Theo-
retically they remained available for
reference at any time.”

“But practically,” said Merek, “he
only recorded the thoughts of deposi-
tors, both inconsequential and impeor-
tant, in chronological order. To find any
information of value one would have to
wade through the entire hodgepodge.
I'd go crazy!”

“Most investigators would—and did
until the deposits became so extensive
that we practically gave up attempting
to scan them.”

“You mean they’re not used any
more?” He thought with horror of the
millions of deposit panels in the Bank
vaults of three planets, each bearing on
its face the name and reference number
of a depositor and a date.

“Very seldom unless we’re after some
specific piece of information which is
hinted at, pretty definitely pinpointed
as to date, but not fully explained in the
printed and tri-di library records. Then
we dig into them. Of course we could
bring the original depositor back to
the Bank, temporarily yank out a later
hunk of his memory, substitute the old
ane we wanted to scan and let him use
nis own index, which he still retains
unimpaired. That’s quick and certain
but it causes psychological and physi-
ological shock. Repeated too often it

leads to the madness or death of the de-
positor.”
“There’s no other way?” He felt sick.
“Oh,” she shrugged, “it is possible to
set the deposit record just at the level

- of consciousness of the investigator and

let him listen while doing other work.
That technique suppresses the inconse-
quential stream-of-consciousness stuff
but allows the peaks—when the brain is
doing constructive thinking—to attract
the attention of the scanner. I’ve used
that method in an emergency but I've
had to take a long rest afterward to
avoid a nervous breakdown.”

“Then the interest paid on depos-
its ... 7

“Just a fiction to insure prompt de-
posits and keep depositors happy.”

“So the Bank is completely useless.”

“It has kept people from dying,” she
said quietly. “Also I think, though 1
can’t prove it, that it has gradually en-
larged Centaurans brain capacity. Our
memories go back only a century but
our retentiveness may extend over a
millenium. Even though I, for exam-
ple, do not actually remember nine-
tenths of the experiences 1 have had, the
skills and other things I have forgotten
may continue to mould my thinking and
my unconscious acts.

“And, of course, there’s always the
faint possibility that 1 may be able to
invent an index for the Bank. That
would throw open all the knowledge of
a thousand years to us. Surely then we
could find a way of stopping those aw-
ful troglodytes from Omega.

“Can you find an index in three
months, Marian?” For once he pitied
her as she bowed her head and tears
dropped on her folded hands.

“I have an idea,” he said at last. “Let
me try. I have a fresh viewpoint. Oh
no, not the index—that is beyond my
powers. But perhaps I might hit on a
method for building some sort of radi-
ation screen. Once we had that we could
hold off the barbs indefinitely. We could
throw it around our ships or our cit-
ies...”
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“A radiation screen?”’ Her eyes
brightened at this challenge. “That is
a contradiction in terms, Merek. It’s
like speaking of a black white.

“Perhaps a black white would be a
grey,” he argued. “It’s worth trying.”

“It has been tried.” She shrugged.
“For hundreds of years by our best
minds.”

“I have another idea.” He grinned.

“Yes?” She leaned toward him, con-
consciously tempting.

“Let’s order a bottle of Scopio, some
soda and ice, and have several stiff
drinks.”

“Scopio?” she frowned. “Oh no—al-
cohol dulls my thinking. Although”—
she touched a button—*“there’s no rea-
son why you shouldn’t have a drink.”

XIII

WEEKS of heartbreaking work fol-
lowed but Merek’s screen and Marian’s
index remained as unattainable as ever.
Both admiral and secretary grew thin
and wan but they refused to give up al-
though the odds against them were mil-
lions to one.

Then, when Merek was at the break-
ing point, he received a call from the
hospital. Iskra was well enough to be
taken to his home to convalesce. She
was only a shell of her former self,
drawn, pale, antiseptically clean, bitter
because the doctors had told her that
her right arm probably would remain
stiff for the rest of her life.

Iskra showed interest when he took
her sightseeing in Mercon City. She
viewed it from the same vantage point
as a butcher examining the carcass of a
fat steer! But Merekton left her cold.

“Merek folk like ghost,” she com-
plained after a day or two of it. “Iskra
’ear mind go ‘blzh, blah, blah,’ roun’ an’
roun’. Walk roun’ dead.”

“Me too?”

“Oh no.” She patted his hand. “Mer-
ek mind go zit, zit, zit like sword dat
miss.” And then she reminded him of
her telepathic powers by adding, “Lis’en

too much to ol’ book. Talk too much,
mebbe so, to Marian.”

“Oh.” He turned red under her steady
gaze.

“Dat aw ri’.” She looked away quick-
ly. “Marian plenty smart, like Merek.
Iskra no goo’ now. Arm stiff. No fight
any mo’.”

“Nonsense,” he tried to laugh. “Come
on over to the rest home. The boys are
dying to see you.”

She cheered up at the rousing recep-
tion she received from the sailors, all
of whom were on their feet now and
chafing at their enforced inaction. Aft-
er that she spent most of her waking
hours with them, avoiding Merek except
at mealtime. As she became strong she
also made many visits to the reservation

- with the sailors. Like them, she seemed

far more at home with the refugees than
she did with any member of the Merek
clan except young Matilda. -

“Whatever do you see in that crea-
ture?”’ said Merek’s mother one day.
“She scandalizes the family by running
around in that awful kilt. And yester-
day I caught her out in the kitchen, eat-
ing with her fingers!”

“Oh, mother,” said Matilda crossly.
“She’s really awfully nice. And she can
read your mind so you’d better not even
think things like that.”

“Iskra’s a splendid young animal, of
course,” said Merek, Sr.—who had an
eye for the ladies, “but not your type,
son. Not your type at all.”

Whereupon Merek found it necessary
to make another hurried trip to the
Capital. On his final visit Marian for-
got her principles and had one drink
with him.

“Nothing can be done,” she said as
she traced geometric designs with a slim
gold fingertip in the dew on her glass.

“Nothing,” he answered glumly. “To-
day I wandered through the city, talk-
ing to passers-by. There’s no heart in
them. They won’t fight with our pres-
ent set-up. And even if we did find the
screen or the index now there’s no time
to use them. The truce has only a month
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more to run.”

“TI had a dream last night,” she said.
“Death came into this room in a black
robe, asking a ransom for Mercon. You
seized him by the throat. He flapped
about like a big bird, snapping his teeth
at you. Finally you let him go. You
couldn’'t choke him. Death doesn’t
breathe.” She shuddered, finished her
drink and added, “Franklin wants you
to stand by with the Alpha to take him
to Omega to sign our formal surren-
der.”

“Let Mendez do it. I will not go.”

“Why ?” The word was a whisper.

“He always has been an ambassador
to other systems, hasn’t he?”

“Yes.” Marian made circles on the
table top with the wet bottom of her
glass. “Mendez made our very first
treaty with the Siriuns. Later he re-
established contact with the barbarians
and opened up Omega for trade—worse
luck.”

“What's the real truth behind that
Siriun treaty?” Merek poured another
drink. “History says it was a great
thing for us.”

“It was a face-saving compromise.”
Her voice was bitter. “The Siriuns
caused us a great deal of trouble in the
first half-millenium, you know. Their
ships tried to turn us back when we
were halfway out from Earth.”

“Y never could understand how we
held out against those invisible devils.”

“The old Tellus, which we captured
from the oligarchs, was an interplan-
etary liner which our technicians con-
verted for deep-space travel. She was
armed only with mines and short-range
cannon. The Siriun ships that inter-
cepted her seemed no better armed but
they confused our pilots by some sort
of telepathic broadcasting.

“Franklin dreamed up a counter-
weapon, put it in a lifeboat and went
out on a suicide mission. The boat was
shot to pieces. Franklin was the only
crew member rescued but he was badly
wounded. When he recovered he could
not remember how the weapon had been

made. I have gone over his first deposit
many times. When it reaches that point
the recording blanks out. Strange...”

“Yet the weapon must have been po-
tent,” said Merek. “The Siriuns kept
their distance after that.”

HE apreed. “Yes, for a time. The
Tellus reached Pizar. Later we col-
onized all the Centauran planets. But
whenever we tried to expand beyond
this system the Siriuns managed to
block us.

“When the barbarians finally broke
through from dying Earth the situation
became tense again. The Siriuns had
learned to tolerate us but they seemed
to be in deadly fear of the barbs. Want-
ed them exterminated.”

“Perhaps,” said Merek thoughtfully,
“it was because the atomic radiations
of the endless Terran wars had mutated
the barbs until they were on the verge
of learning how to use telepathy as a
weapon like the Siriuns.”

“Perhaps.” She held out her glass
absentmindedly, “although how those
creatures .. .”

“That reminds me,” he interrupted.
“Why aren’t the refugees telepathic?
They stayed on Earth until only a few
months before the final blowup.”

“The refugees kill all mutations at
birth.”

“Those gentle people?” Merek thought
of Captain McCarthy and his sweet
daughter.

“It’s part of their religion, philosophy
or whatever you call it. They consider
it no sin to do away with changelings—
to preserve the old ways.”

“Hmmm, But we were talking of the
first Siriun treaty.”

“Oh yes. Well, in the early days Cen-
tauran ships made repeated attempts
to investigate the Dark Planet. They
never returned. No, one did manage to
get back with half its crew turned gib-
bering idiots. The pilot told a wild yarn
about losing his way when the tritium
tubes cut out.

“Anyway, when we welcomed the bar-
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barians the Siriuns sent orders for one
of our ships to come to their hideout and
negotiate a treaty. Mendez volunteered
for the mission. He came back with the
treaty, such as it was. But when we
tried to find out what had happened out
there his mind—and his deposit too—
were jittery blanks, just like Franklin’s.
Even after this last trip out—the one
you were on—he came back on the verge
of a complete breakdown, the Bank re-
ports.”

“T know.” Merek was trying desper-
ately to think his way through this maze
of contradictions. “But that treaty—
what were its provisions?”

“We were to limit the populations of
the three planets, stop trying to colonize

other systems and expel the barbarians.

In return, the Siriuns would leave us
in peace and trade with us. Come to
think of it”—Marian looked at him odd-
ly—*“the Centauran doldrums might be
said to date from that treaty.”

“You can’t have progress and main-
tain the status quo at the same time.”
Merek shrugged. “Well, it’s only fair
to let Mendez finish what he started, by
taking Franklin to Omega.” He hesi-
tated and then rushed on. “With your
permission, Intelligence, I want to leave
this system before the barbs come.
There’s really nothing more I can do
here. And my men fought too well and
are too loyal to become slaves. We may
be able to found a colony on some dis-
tant planet.”

“That doesn’t sound like you.” She
finished her drink and made a face over
it.

“I know,” he said miserably.
can you suggest an alternative?”

Marian stared at her toes for a while,
then shook her bright head.

“Why don't you come with us?”

“Oh no!” She kept her eyes lowered.
“My duty is here.”

“What duty? This civilization is dy-
ing. Your duty is to help build another.”

She rose and paced the room, study-
ing the hundred panels of her calcula-
tors as though seeking an answer

“But

among their inscrutable tubes. “What
about that barbarian wench?” she
astounded him by saying at last.

“I-Iskra?” He hated himself for stam-
mering. “What has shetodo... ? Why,
we're just blood brothers—I mean, we
saved each other’s lives. That’s all.”

“All, Merek?” )

“Confound it!” He jumped up and
gripped her smooth shoulders to stop
that eternal pacing. “Iskra is not quite
human. Mutation, you know. Let me—”

“Human enough!” Marian’s firm chin
went up. “You just want to use my
brain in starting your colony.” Tears
formed and she dashed them away. “Oh,
why did I drink that awful Scopio? I'm
all confused. But I think”—she threw
back her head—*“that you should bring
this Asta—is that her name—here to
see me before we discuss this matter
further. You may go now!”

Merek approached the meeting be-
tween the two women with fear such as
he had never felt when facing barbarian
guns. He scrubbed Iskra until her
bronzed hide turned pink. He brushed
the tangles out of her curls while she
fidgeted and swore. He even enticed her
to use some of the perfume that was
fashionable that year. But when he
brought one of Mathilda's loveliest
gowns she flatly refused to put it on,
although she fingered the shining fabric
wistfully.

“Iskra warrior. Wear kilt!” she said
flatly.

“At least let me have the damned
thing cleaned.”

“Aw ri!” She hurled the motheaten
excuse for a garment at him. He
thought he heard her giggle as the door
irised shut behind him.

HE EXPECTED an explosion when
his “blood brudder” strutted into
Marian's office without touching fingers
to forehead as was the Centauran cus-
tom. The secretary turned white but
said nothing. Clumsily—her arm hung
stifly—t h e battlescarred veteran
hitched herself to the top of Marian’s
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desk, swung her heels and fished in her
pockets.

“Marian 'ave gun?” She proffered a
battered stick.

Merek held his breath.

“Thank you, my good girl.” The-Sec-
retary accepted the peace offering but
did not unwrap it. “I suppose Admiral
Merek has told you he intends to emi-
grate.”

‘lYah.”
foo'.”

“And has he told you he wants me to
go with him?” If Marian had been a cat
she would have licked her chops at this
point.

“Yah. Dat aw ri’.” She blinked her
eyes in an unwarriorlike manner. “Is-
kra no goo’. Sword-arm stiff.” She
demonstrated.

“I didn’t mean it that way.” Marian’s
face turned scarlet.

“Mind mean it.”

“Why am 1 a fool for wanting to
leave?” Merek interposed.

“Jus' talk,” she answered with a slow
wink. “Merek no quit.”

“But we can’t win.”

“No lick Rolphson,” she agreed with
pride. “Lick Siriun, mebbe so0.”

“How?” Marian leaned forward
tensely. Although she abominated all
barbarians and outwardly scorned them,
she would not have remained Secretary
had she really been so small as to ignore
their telepathic and other gifts. “How,
Asta?”

“Name Iskra. Sub-chief Rabbit Clan!”
The girl’s composure was ruffled.

“Excuse me, Chief Iskra.” In her
eagerness Marian was almost humble.
“You mean, I suppose, that the inhabi-
tants of Sirius’ Dark Planet are the real
enemies of both our peoples. But their
civilization is so superior to ours that—"

“Hah!” Iskra spat on the shining
floor.

“Well, isn’t it ?”

“Siriun know ’ow throw big scare.
Dat aw. Franklin mos’ lick Siriun once.
Centauran ’elp. Barb ’elp. Refugee elp.
Lick goo’ dis ti.”

Iskra nodded. “Merek big

“How did you know about Franklin’s
weapon?” Marian was really shaken
now.

“Read in mind.”

“Do you know how the weapon was
made?”

“No—but Bank know.”

“It doesn’t,” Marian sighed. “I've
searched the deposits. They go blank
when I reach that period. The bank
actually jitters. Acts as if it had had a
nervous breakdown.” She was treating
the barbarian as an equal.

“No matter.” Iskra shrugged her
good shoulder. “Bank show Centauran
’ow to be brave—fight goo’!”

“How on Mercon could the Bank show
people how to be brave, child?”

“No child! Big girl!”

“All right, all right,” Merek cut in.
“If you have any ideas explain them.”

“’Ard say in silly word,” she frowned.
“Wait—Iskra try talk big, like Cen-
tauran. Den mebbe so Marian, Merek
understan’.” Her eyes slitted in con-
centration.

Eventually she resumed in halting but
almost perfect English, “OI’ book—the
old books that Rolph read talked a great
deal about the ‘dead hand of the past.’
They said too much reliance on tradition
makes people rigid and conservative so
they do not change and grow.

“On the other hand, there are people
like you Centaurans who despise tradi-
tion and have no real interest in their
past. They become decadent and weak.

‘But, the books said, there is also a ‘liv-

ing hand of the past, the great mem-
ories ' which make men proud to be men
—willing to fight to the death rather
than become slaves. The barbarians—
and the refugees—pass along those
great memories from generation to gen-
eration in stories and folksongs. But
the Centaurans .. .”

“Just stuff them in the Bank and for-
get them,” Marian agreed. “But what
is the alternative? No human brain can
encompass a thousand years of mem-
ories.”

“No need to.” Iskra was growing im-
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patient. “Just keep the high spots.
Leave all the rest in the Bank but give
back to their owners the proud thoughts
—the ones that make men fight for
liberty.”

“Impossible!” Marian pressed a hand
to her lips. “And yet . ..” She began
pacing like her old dynamic self. “We'll
use an electronic relay to screen out or
suppress the drivel. We'll return what
is left to the Depositors. Mendez will
forget he bought a new uniform three
months ago. But he’ll remember how
and why he led that suicide charge
against the aborignes nine hundred
years ago. Oh, wonderful! We’ll be like
gods. “Here!” She snatched a plascript
pad and wrote equations like mad. “This
should do it. How stupid we have been!”

“Still stupid,” said Iskra, looking
over the secretary’s shoulder and drop-
ping back into patois to express her
disgust. “No work dat way.”.

“Of course it will!” Imperious once
more, now that she had a lead, Marian
brushed the objection aside. “You and
Merek run along like good children and
let me work this out.”

Merek ventured a protest. He might
have been speaking to a deaf woman.

“Why do you think her approach
won’t work?” he asked after they had
tiptoed out.

“Doctor no can cure self!” She shook
her curls angrily.

“Why are you trying to help us!” he
puzzled. “If Marian’s plan does work
your people have no chance of invading
the Centauran planets. Nothing will
stand against us.”

“Better barb no come ’ere,” she an-
swered slowly. “No ready live long ti’
yet. Mus’ stay Omega. Be ’appy dere
if Dark no come ’gain.”

“Umm. And if it doesn’t work?”

“Dark come Mercon, mebbe so.” She
shivered as she paced down the marble
steps. “Iskra, Merek go 'ome now. Sit in
sun.”

“You don’t think too much of Marian,
do you?” he prodded.

“Sweet girl,” she yawned. Then, with

renewed eagerness as she pointed to a
shining emporium across the grassy
street, “Take Iskra to store. Buy pret-
ty thing.”

HEY returned to Merekton laden

with purchases, mostly junk jewelry
and other gewgaws with which Iskra
delighted in decking her naked person to
the scandal of all Mereks. Then for
several days they loafed in the sun as
she had suggested, swam under the
trailing willows and paid a number of
visits to the reservation.

Iskra had taken a tremendous liking
to Sharon McCarthy and was doing ev-
erything in her power to forward Pan-
crief’s romance. One of the ways in
which she accomplished this was to en-
gage in lengthy and sometimes bitter
arguments with Captain McCarthy over
the merits and demerits of non-resis-
tance, thereby giving Sharon and the
lean Pizarian a chance to wander off,
hand-in-hand.

“Must resist evil,” was the nub of her
argument which the old man could not
quite dodge. “Must fight evil to death.”

“But people are not evil,” he would
plead as they foregathered with Merek
under the trees on the square while
scores of old folk and children gathered
around to listen and sometimes to in-
ject arguments of their own.

“Neither are machines,” she would
counter. She mnever used -verbal short-
hand when talking to the completely
non-telepathic refugees. “So why fight
machines. They are only tools made by
people whom you say are good.

“Evil thoughts destroyed Earth,” Isk-
ra would insist. “Good Earth people
fought other good Earth people. They
never bothered to stamp out the
thoughts that made good people hate
each other—or to wonder where those
thoughts came from.”

“You barbarians just like to fight for
the fun of it,” the captain might snarl
at this point.

Or he might fly into a senile rage if
Sharon happened to be nearby and
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said. “There’s something to Iskra’s ar-
gument, father. Non-resistance didn't
save Earth.”

“Only a few thousand of us refugees-
to-be tried it,” he would thunder.

“And where are we now? Living on
a reservation as the Indians used to.
That is not life.”

Whereupon the captain would stomp
off to his cabin in a pet and his daugh-
ter would take his place. “There are
evil people, I think,” she ventured once
while the onlookers shook their heads
in silent reproof. “Evil people are those
who think all other people are evil.”

“That doesn't make sense, Sharon,”
Pancrief objected. “You are defining
evil in terms of itself.

“I'm just a girl,” she answered, “but
I have talked a great deal with father,
who is foolish only when he gets to
feeling old. Once he told me there are
just two classes of people—those who
hold that men, with a few shining ex-
ceptions, are all evil—and those who
believe that men, with a few shameful
exceptions, are pretty decent.

“I’ll go a step farther. I'll agree with
Iskra to this extent—the few evil men
should be fought, conquered and put
somewhere where they cannot corrupt
good men.” She sprang to her feet. “I
must see that father gets undressed and
to bed.” Extending a hand to Iskra she
added, “Come again, please. I like you
barbarians better than the Merconians.
I can understand you.”

“What about Pizarians?”
asked.

“Oh, you are barbarous enough so I
can understand about half of what you
say.”

“Which half?”

“The half in which you make love to
me,” she whispered in his ear before
she ran after her grandfather.

“Sharon smart,” Iskra said as they
walked back to Merekton under the
stars. “Refugee no stay on reservation
if Sharon chief.”

“You said once the refugees might
be able to help us against Sirius,” Mer-

Pancrief

ek recalled. “How could they do that?”

“Barbarian telepath,” she answered
slowly. “Siriun better telepath. Twist
barb mind in knot. Killum, even. Cen-
tauran telepath li’l bit. Siriun no kill
Centauran. Jus’ mix up thought. Make-
um weak-—like back on Earth, mebbe
so.”

“You mean,” shouted Merek, “that it
may have been Siriun tinkering with
eur minds which caused the final wars
back home?”

“W’y not?” She shrugged. “Mebbe
dat w’y refugee keep mind shut. Kill
mutation. Stay sane dat way. Siriun
no can touch.”

“So, if the refugees could get over
their phobia against machinery they
could pilot a ship right to the Dark
Planet instead of going to pieces the
way any of us would if we tried to go
there without permission?” This from
Pancrief.

“Yah. Refugee come Mercon in ship.”

“Fact is,” said Merek, “they almost
worship that old wreck on the common
despite their hatred of other machines.
Look into this, Pan. Iskra has some-
thing.”

The admiral forgot all about that
conversation when he reached home.
Waiting for him was a message from
Marian which read, Demonstrating sup-
pressor to Council tomorrow at 800. At-
tend with Iskra.

X1V

AFTER some trouble about passes
they entered the heavily guarded
Council Chamber. On hospital beds in
front of the platinum rail lay four still
figures, they heads encircled by enceph-
alographic helmets of a new and com-
plicated design. Cables ran from each
helmet to an outlet connecting it with
the proper Memory Bank channel. A
doctor and two armed guards watched
over the sleepers.

Merek saw with a sort of horor that
Marian occupied the first bed. She
looked small and somehow unfinished
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because the helmet hid her hair and
part of her face. His amazement grew
when he realized that the second cot
was filled by Mendez’ hulking form.
Cots three and four held a man and a
woman he did not know.

Seated under the ever-changing mur-
al the Council members leaned forward
tensely, listening to President Franklin.
He evidently had been speaking in cam-
era for some time.

“To sum up,” the young-old man was
saying, “Her Intelligence perfected a
suppressor relay that responds to every
thought of a Bank depositor—with-
drawer would be a more accurate word
in this case. Any—ah—client must
have his brain wiped clean of all mem-
ories. He is then ready to receive im-
pressions, either new or old.

“The new helmet is placed on his
head. His own deposits, beginning with
the earliest years of his life and ending
with the latest, are played into the
blank section of his brain from the pan-
els where they previously had been
placed for safekeeping. Thus he re-
views his past experiences, beginning
with his first memories as an infant or
even those in the months between con-
ception and birth.

“But since, under Marian’s new sys-
tem, the withdrawer is fully conscious
and in control of the suppressor relay,
he need no longer overload his cortex
by reliving every moment of his past
life. He lets the ‘clutch’ of the record-
ing slip, as Her Intelligence explained
it to me, until it brings to light some
event which profoundly affected his de-
velopment. He reimpresses this inci-
dent on his mind, lets the record race
until another peak is reached, records
again and so continues until he has re-
gained all the key recollections of his
lifetime.”

“How long does the process require ?”
asked Poynetz, the sour-faced philos-
opher, “and why was the full Council
not consulted before its Secretary was
allowed to participate in this——dubious
experiment ?”

“The entire re-recording requires
twelve hours or less, depending upon the
age of the client and therefore the mass
of material to be scanned,” Franklin an-
swered. “The experiment, as you call
it, was begun yesterday. In view of the
emergency which has arisen there was
no chance to assemble the Council.

“You mean the new ultimatum from-
Rolphson ?” Councillor Anthony of Ar-
con inquired.

“Exactly. The emperor suspects
there is something in the wind. He
warns us his fleet will attack unless we
surrerder within the week. It was un-
der those circumstances that Admiral
Mendez volunteered to undergo treat-
ment. He hopes it will enable him to
remember long-forgotten campaigns
and strategies. Our fleet is ready to de-
part at once if the-—experiment—is
successful.”

“And Marian?” someone asked.

“I know.” Franklin bowed his head.
“If anything goes wrong we may be in
serious trouble without her great wis-
dom. I tried to argue her out of being
first to test the suppresor, She insisted.
I had no power to forbid her.”

“And the other two—victims?” That
was Poynetz again.

“They are an average citizen and his
wife who is volunteering to act as con-
trols.”

“Your Intelligences!” cried the doc-
tor. “Admiral Mendéz is rousing.”

Mendez yawned, stretched, waited
calmly for the helmet to be removed,
sat up and scratched his barrel chest.
“Wonderful! Wonderful!” He saluted
the Council. “A revelation. Remember
every worthwhile incident in my entire
naval career. Now let the barbs try
anything!” His hooded eyes, clear as
those of a young hawk, stared through
Merek for a long moment. Without re-
turning the other’s salute Mendez bent
over Marian, who was beginning to stir.

THE Secretary rose briskly as soon as
the helmet was off. “I know how to
build my Bank index now,” she said.
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“Hdve the main calculator cleared! I
begin work at once. The index must be
built on Beacon or one of Arcon’s moons
because of its tremendous size.” She
faced the Council imperiously.

“Drop all other work. This matter
will require your individual attention
for the next five years.” Suddenly she
wavered and grasped the rail for sup-
port. “Need all the calculators,” she
mumbled. “Five thousand technicians.
I...” She passed a hand over her face
in the old uncertain gesture.

“Marian!” Merek shook her gently.
“Wake un.”

“Who are you, sir?’ The words
flicked like a lash as she récovered her-
self.

“Merek,” he stammered as those
great eyes studied him without recog-
nition. “Admiral Merek.”

“Nonsense. Admiral Mendez com-
mands the Centauran fleet. What have
you done with my husband?”

“Here I am, dear.” Mendez slipped
his arm around her rigid shoulders. To
the astounded Council he added. “Don’t
worry. She’ll be all right in a few
hours. Quite a shock, you know. Let
me handle her.” He started leading her
from the room.

“Merek stop Mendez!” Iskra gasped.
“Mendez aw bad now! Quick!”

Merek pushed forward. An over-of-
ficious guard barred his way. Before he
could be placated the admiral was at
the door. Merek started to follow but
Franklin, not understanding what was
going on, hammered with his gavel.

“Admiral Merek,” he thundered.
“The Council has not dismissed you.”

Merek gave it up. Placing his wrist
communicator to his lips he called Pan-
criecf on their private channel. “Get
the crew to battle stations,” he com-
manded when the other came in. “Take
the Terra up a mile or so and stand by
for others—my orders. Trouble’'s brew-
ing here, I think. Over.”

“Roger. Have fun,” came the an-
swer.

The last two sleepers were sitting up

now. The woman spoke first. “Married
to a nincompoop!” she snarled as she
stared across the beds at her weak-
chinned blinking husband. “I, who was
once the toast of Mercon—I, who
thrilled millions with my dancing in
the early days—I, who have had a
planetary governor as a lover and a
Councilior as a husband! To have sunk
so low! Oh, shame. Shame!” Sobbing
wildly, she ran out of the room.

“What a fool I have been, Your In-
telligences,” the man said when she had
gone. “For almost a thousand years I
have heen running frantically about,
secking new sensations, experiences, ad-
ventures, women, wealth, beauty and
excitement. I have neglected every
worthwhile pursuit to do these senseless
things because never until now have I
known enough to realize that all the
time—what I really sought was—this!”

Swift as a snake, he snatched an au-
tomatic from the holster of a nearby
guard, plazed the muzzle to his temple
and pressed the trigger.

“Now,” sneered Poynetz when the
dead man had been carried out and the
hubbub subsided, “perhaps our Honor-
able President can explain this debacle.”

“Theoretically. . .” Franklin ran his
fingers through snowy hair. “Theoreti-
cally the suppressor relay should have
worked. I checked all of Marian’s equa-
tions and plans. I have no idea what
went wrong. Can anyone hazard a
guess ?”

“Iskra can.” She strode forward non-
chalantly, hands deep in the pockets of
her kilt. She perched herself on the
platinum rail, hooked bare toes around
its graceful supports and rummaged for
gum.

“Is this the barbarian you captured,
Admiral Merek?” Franklin demanded.

“More or less. It would be wise to
listen to her, Your Intelligence.”

“Suppressor work fine,” Iskra
grinned at them. “Centauran mind no
work.”

“What'’s this all about?” shouted a
Councillor,



THE DARK TOWER 81

“Iskra blood brudder to Merek,” she
began explaining as though to a group
of children. “Try be friend aw Cen-
tauran. Tell Marian if Centauran get
pride back an’ 'member ’ow fight can
make alliance wit’ Rolphson. Lick Sir-
iun.”

“So she practically told Marian how
to make the suppressor,” Merek
snapped. He had begun to suspect that
Iskra was a fifth columnist, deliberate-
ly bent on Centauran defeat. “And look
what happened.”

“Marian no let Iskra say one thing.”
She looked at him sadly as she read his
thoughts. “No goo’ ’ave relay on sup-
pressor worked by withdrawer from
Bank. If withdrawer well-rounded per-
son, come back, mebbe so, wit' big well-
rounded memory. But if one-track mind
like Marian, ’oo spend thousand year
hunt Bank index, come back, think only
of index. If vain woman, ’'member only
vain thing. If ’ave suicide complex, un-
derstand. Shoot self quick.”

“And if the withdrawer should be
Mendez—" Merek choked on the devel-
oping thought—‘“with an overwhelm-
ing ambition, a thousand years of mil-
{tary experience and a passionate crav-
ing for Marian. . .”

“Yah!” Iskra chewed her gum
thoughtfully, eyes on some faraway
scene, “Den Mendez think Centauran
done for. Kidnap Marian. Go space-
port. Take up fleet. Go join Rolphson!”

ANDEMONIUM broke loose in the

chamber. Communicator screens
flared to confirm the fact that the fleet
already was taking the air. Orders were
shouted to be immediately counterman-
ded. Attendants and guards ran hither
and yon like rabbits before they van-
ished. A number of august councillors
caught the infection and fled, white
robes flapping. A world was ending!

Eventually only Franklin and Poy-
netz sat huddled on the dais amidst a
shambles of overturned and broken
ehairs, facing Iskra and Merek outside
the railing.

“I suppose,” the philosopher gritted
as he switched off the useless commun-
icator, “that this woman should be ar-
rested as a saboteur.”

“Iskra try tell Franklin w’en Men-
dez leave wit’ Marian.”

“Yes, yes—that’s true,” the Presi-
dent admitted and added pathetically,
“Perhaps you will intervene for us with
Rolphson when he lands.”

“No goo’,” she answered calmly., “If
Rolphson land Sirium send Dark. Make
barb, Centauran go mad. Kill. Kill till
none left. Den Dark Planet rule gal-
axy.”

“Then there is no hope,” said Poy-
netz.

“One—two—t’ree ’ope.” She held up
as many lean fingers. “Mebbe so fo'.
Throw dice ri’, still can win.”

“How? How?” they clamored at her.

“One,” she said, turning down a fin-
ger, “Merek ’ave ship wit’ superdrive in
air. Two,”—she repeated the gesture—
“ship can get to Beacon 'fore Mendez.
Make alliance wit’ Rolphson. T’ree;
’ave refugee. Siriun no can ’urt ’em.
Mebbe so guide barb flieet to Dark Plan-
et. Fo’, still can make Bank give back
proud memory—tell ’ow Franklin al-
mos’ lick Siriun once.”

“No time to try that again,” said the
President.

“Plenty ti’,” she said firmly. “Iskra
show.” She hopped from her perch,
picked up one of the headsets, stood a
long moment as though listening, then,
despite her stiff arm, began readjust-
ing the wiring and relays with hands as
deft as those of a technician.

“Dere!” she sald, presenting the hel-
met to Franklin. “Put on. Scan Bank
deposit.”

“Are you crazy, man?” Poynetz cried
as the President made a motion as if
to obey. “What do we know about this
wretched girl? She is probably a spy.
Don’t touch that thing. It's a proven
failure!l”

“Poynetz!” Iskra commanded. “Look
at me.” Reluctantly he did so. “Look
{n Iskra mind!” The philosopher's wi«
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zened face twisted into a knot as he
fought to disobey. Then he sighed and
relaxed.

Although Iskra’s thoughts were di-
rected at the philosopher both Merek
and Franklin sensed their general im-
port. They were not brutal nor speci-
fie. They did not scratch the brain like
rusty needles but soothed it like heal-
ing fingers.

“What are you? A superwoman?”
Poynetz breathed at last.

“Girl!” She frowned. Then to Frank-
lin, “Put on. No 'urt. No take long.”

The President did her bidding and
switched into his Bank channel.

Then something happened which
Merek was never afterward able to
describe properly. It was as though a
clock or a tri-di film were being run
backward. It was as though a butter-
fly were emerging from a cocoon. It
was like Ponce de Leon sighting the
fountain of youth. It was like all of
those things and like none of them!

Outside the Capitol the sounds of mob
hysteria began as the news of Mendez’
defection leaked out. It mounted as the
minutes and hours passed but inside
the hushed chamber Iskra, Merek and
Poynetz sat enthralled, watching the
weariness of a thousand years pass
from Franklin’s face,

He did not become physically young-
er. His hair remained white and the
wrinkles did not disappear. But as time
passed his chin went up and his shoul-
ders straightened. He breathed deeper.
Color came into cheeks which had been
like parchment. Instead of being an
old old man in a younger man’s body he
became a young man in a body grown
prematurely old.

Iskra watched the controls closely,
with occasional glances at the big clock
above the mural. At last she discon-
nected the helmet and put it aside.
“'Ow Franklin feel?” she asked.

“Fine!” He stood up and stretched
antil his muscles cracked. Then he
frowned. “Who are you? What’s go-
ing on here? And what room is this? I

didn’t know we had built anything so
pretentious.” He started as he caught
sight of his fellow Councillor. “Ab,
Poynetz! I thought you were out chas-
ing aborigines.”

“Uh—I—" Poynetz shot a look full
of venom at Iskra.

“President Franklin,” said the gir],
looking steadily at the patriarch, “there
is much to explain and little time to ex-
plain it. You understand the principle
of the Memory Bank?”

“I had a hand in inventing it, young
woman.”

“When were the first units in-
stalled ?”
“Any schoolgirl knows that—in

twenty seventy-five, the seventy-third
year after our landing on Pizar.”

“What year is this?”

“Why, twenty eighty-one, of course.”

“This is three thousand, two, almost
a thousand years after that landing.”

“Nonsense!” He was growing angry.
“Who are you, anyway, wearing those
outrageous clothes—or lack of them?”

She merely looked at him. His angry
frown changed to one of puzzlement,
finally to stunned acceptance.

“I believe you are telling the truth,”
he said at last. “But I am not sufficient-
ly telepathic to read your thoughts
clearly. Put them in words.”

XVI

§ HE outlined the situation. The col-
lapse of Centauran morale and defense

. the failure of Marian’s suppressor
... Mendez’s defection . . . their desper-
ate dream of striking at the Siriuns to
cut the Gordian knot which was strang-
ling humanity.

“To me, this is still the year twenty
eighty-one,” Franklin groaned when she
finished. “I am approaching my one
hundredth birthday and preparing to
make my first Bank deposit. The aborig-
ines on Arcon are in revolt. We think
Sirius is supplying them with arms.
Poynetz—" He turned to his friendly
enemy with outstretched hands—*“Isn’t
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—wasn't that the way things were?”

“l don’t remember,” stammered the
philosopher. “My early memories are
buried in score upon score of Bank pan-
els.”

“And my memories of later days?”.

Franklin asked.

“They too are deposited in the Bank,”
said Iskra. “You may study them la-
ter. Perhaps that is the proper use for
Marian’s suppressor. But now we want
you to tell us what sort of weapon was
employed against the Siriuns when you
made that foray in the lifeboat.”

“Oh—that!” The President's eyes
closed in concentration. For perhaps
five minutes he sat rigid. Then he
sighed and shook his head. “I can't re-
member,” he admitted bleakly. “It was
—it was something that struck at some

weakness we surmised the Siriuns had.

There was no time to complete it on
board the Tellus. She was beginning to
slide off the route to Centaurus despite
everything we could do. We loaded the
pieces on the lifeboat and assembled
them as we headed for the enemy fleet.”

“Why didn’t your boat slide off course
too?” Merek asked.

“I don’t know. Perhaps because the
foray was organized on the spur of the
moment and the Siriuns were caught by
surprise. Anyway, while I was bending
over our weapon a rapidly rotating part
of it broke. I was struck on the temple
—here!—” He showed them the ancient
scar just above his hairline. “When I
regained consciousness I was in the
hospital aboard the Tellus.

“They told me—but you know all that
—that my companions must have got
the weapon working after I was
knocked out—that it must have thrown
a scare into the Siriuns because they
kept such a distance from us after that
that their telepathing broadcasting was
ineffective—that the lifeboat ran into a
floating mine and was totally destroyed
—that I must have been put in a space-
suit and cast adrift, possibly when the
others saw that a collision was inevit-
able.

“Ever since,” he concluded lamely, “I
have tried to recall what that weapon
was—and always I have failed. It is
as though a dark curtain had fallen.”

“Siriun devil trick.” Iskra dropped
back into the vernacular in her excite-
ment. “Set up circular neuronic path
in brain. Memory no los’. Jus’ bury.”

Poynetz was on his feet, shaking like
a leaf. “Hypnotism!” he shouted. “Why
did T never think of it? We must try
to reach Franklin’s unconscious!” He
scrabbied in a satchel a fleeing psy-
chiatrist-councillor had left behind,
came up with a gadget of bright lights
and revolving mirrors.

“Wait,” said Merek. “President
Franklin has just been through a very
trying experience. “Do you think this
is wise?”

“Now!” said Iskra.
Mendez join Rolphson.”

“Shoot, Poynetz,” said Franklin.
“This is the first original idea you have
had since the pigs ate grandpa.” He
relaxed and stared into the spinning
hypnotizer.

“Arthur Franklin,” said the philoso-
pher when the patriarch was asleep.
“Can you hear me?”

“T' hear you,” came the toneless re-
ply.

“Think back to the hour when your
lifeboat left the Tellus to make contact
with the Siriun navy. Tell me exactly
what happened.”

“Hank, Tom, Will and I are putting
equipment aboard the boat,” Franklin
began in a muffled voice. “We have to
act at once. The Siriuns have given the
Tellus five hours to start decelerating or
undergo what they call a mental bom-
bardment of the first order. Hank
thinks we can complete the weapon as
we go out.

“We’re aboard the boat now. It is ex-
pelled from its cradle. Tom is warming
up the drive. We’re moving toward the
enemy fleet at the speed of the Tellus
plus our own. Should make contact in
twelve hours. Meantime we have much
work to do.” He lapsed into silence.

“Too late w'en
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“Think forward to the time when
you and the others are working over the
weapon,” Poynetz commanded. “Here’s
a plascript and stylus. Sketch the parts
and circuits of your weapon.”

Franklin’s eyes remained closed but
he took the stylus and began sketch-
ing. “Can’t show the completed ma-
chine yet,” he said dreamily. “Hank de-
signed the tuner. He's attaching it now.
Looks like this.” The stylus raced. “It
revolves at tremendous speed. . . Hank
is making the last connections on the
printed circuit—here—and here.” His
hands were shaking. ‘“This means life
or death to all of us. Hank’s lighting a
cigarette before he flips the switch.”

“Ask him the purpose of the weap-
on,” Merek whispered.

“Why, it’s so simple I can’t under-
stand why we didn’t think of it be-
fore,” Franklin answered when the
question had been relayed. “It’s just an
ultra-microwave transmitter which—
wait!” His voice broke with excitement.
“Hank has his nerves under control
now. He’s going to turn on the—
ohhh!”’

THE president’s voice rose to a scream
of agony. He clapped both hands to
his head, then toppled from his chair,
unconscious. When Iskra and the oth-
ers rushed to his aid they found blood
oozing from that old wound on his left
temple.

“My fault,” mourned Poynetz. “I
should have asked that question first.”

“Can we revive him and try again?”
Merek asked as he worked over the fall-
en man.

“I’'m afraid not.” Poynetz gnawed his
lips. “There’s a complete block. It
would take weeks or months of treat-
ment to break it down without killing
him.” He turned to Iskra. “Can you
make out the purpose of the weapon he
sketched ?”

The girl shook her head. “Could
make machine,” she said as she helped
the others make Franklin as comfort-
able as possible on one of the cots.

“Try out. See w’at "appen. Like ’aving
weapon to kill fee but no know fee live.”

“We know a little more than that,”
said Poynetz. “We know that if it is
tuned correctly it does something rough
to Siriuns.”

“I suggest you get several technicians
to work on this, Your Intelligence,”
Merek proposed.

“If the techs haven’t all run away.”
Poymnetz pushed a button. Eventually a
frightened little man scurried into the

. room, looked over the sketches, listened

to their explanations, nodded his head
doubtfully and scurried out with the
plasscript.

“I'm convinced the answer is just
within our grasp,” Merek raged as Poy-
netz pushed other buttons that brought
a doctor and a nurse to attend Frank-
lin. “All of these deposits available—"
he swept an arm toward the shining
panels ranged along one wall of the
chamber—*“and nothing comes out of
them. Poynetz, you are the Council
now. What do you suggest?”

“I think”—the philosopher placed his
finger tips carefully together—*“that
the Bank—it was in quite a primitive
state at that time, remember—must
have received some sort of shock which
blanked all its records for the period
we are searching. Electronic brains,
just like those of humans, are subject
to nervous breakdowns when presented
with insoluble problems or contradic-
tory orders.”

“Who could have given contradictory
orders which would have sent the Bank
into a tail spin?” Merek demanded.

“In those early days—in fact, up un-
til the last few hundred years when the
system became so complicated that au-
thority had to be delegated to a Bank
Authority, the entire project was con-
trolled by the Council,” Poynetz an-
swered.

“No one else?”

“Well, I seem to have read that during
the perlod when the first treaty with
Sirius was being negotiated and rati-
fied, Admiral Mendez was made an ex-
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officio Council member.”

“Mendez!”’ Merek grinned like a wolf.
“Are his deposits available?”

Poynetz nodded to a series of gently
glowing panels to the left of the dais.

Merek slapped a standard research
helmet on his head, adjusted the sup-
pressor circuit, plugged it en a hunch
into Mendez’s panel bearing the nu-
merals 2520-2530. . . and merged com-
pletely and at once with the mentality
of his former superior officer. Merged
but was not submerged—he was still
Merek listening to another’s thoughts.

To his utter astenishment he found
that Mendez had a likeable mentality—
vigorous, patriotic and with a healthy
sense of humor—not in the least like
the martinet he knew and despised.

At breakneck speed he skimmed
through the events leading up to Men-
dez’s departure for Sirius. They were
all there, as crystal clear as though he
were remembering events in his own
life.

In the admiral’s stead he paced the
bridge of the big ship during take-off
from Mercon's spaceport.

He skipped the endless months as
the ship, which had no hyperdrive, of
course, drew nearer and nearer to the
Dark Planet. He obeyed the sardonic
telepathic instructions of his hosts to
the letter as he lowered to a landing
through 20 miles of dense fog. With
Merek’s lips, it seemed, Mendez gave or-
ders for the opening of the main port. ..

And, after that order was issued, he
remembered nothing more.

Oh, yes, the relays on Mendez’s pan-
el—he had seen them dimly as a sort of
diaphanous background for the events
he had been reliving—began flipping
open and shut like mad. The mercury
tubes of the circular memory channels
danced with wavering lights. Eerie
squeals, dregs of thoughts and super-
sonic whines filled his brain. But of
what occurred after that port un-
screwed he got not an inkling.

The next lucid—or semi-lucid—mem-
ory he could catch showed him, still as

Mendez, issuing orders to lift the ship
for its return journey.

UT the Mendez into whose brain he
now peered was subtly different
from the devil-may-care fighter who had
landed on the Dark Planet. There was
a mordant cynicismn in that mind. There
was overwhelming ambition. There was
the pride of a Lucifer.

“From now ou. The concept
formed in his mind like smoke seeping
through damp leaves heaped on a roar-
ing boniire. “From now on I, Mendez,
am the arbiter of . . .” The thought
was cut off as theugh by a mental knife.

Merck made a motion as though to
rip off the helmet. He was farther from
a solulion than before. Then he hesitat-
ed. What had Poynetz said? “ . . . the
Bank must have received some sort of
shock. Electronic brains, just like those
of humans, are subject to nervous
breakdowns.”

And what do psychiatrists use to
cure nervous breakdowns? Why they
use shock—shock by electricity, drugs—

”

“even a hard slap in the face!

Waving away the questions Poynetz
and Iskra were shouting at him, Merek
reset the dials, returned Mendez to the
moment when he had landed in Siriun
territory. Then, as memory started to
block out, he seized a chair and began
smashing at the glowing panel. When
the chair broke apart he beat the thing
with his fists and kicked it again and
again. Shock indeed! He would give
the damned machine a shock it would
never forget!

Inside his head—Mendez’s head—
something exploded. Merek fell to his
knees. A rusty needle was scratching at
his brain. Agony coursed like acid
through his psyche.

“No!” Mendez was screaming. “No!”
In the pitch darkness he scrabbled vain-
ly for the control button which would
have sealed the ship and sent his men
to battle stations.

“Too late,” the needle incised his win-
cing cortex. “We are inside now. Our
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superiors will not let you escape.”
Other needles took up the attack. Hell
opened.

“No!” panted Mendez. But this time
he meant, “Yes.”

“That is better.” The needle points
withdrew ever so slightly. “Tell us.
What was the weapon your people built
on their little boat?”

“I don’t know,” the quivering husk
of Mendez groaned. “Don’t hurt me
again.”

“We won't hurt you. But we must
alter you somewhat bafore we send you
home with the treaty we have prepared.
We must see that a small part of us
remains always in your brain.

“No!” Mendez strained at the mental
bonds which held him. “Not that. Not
that!”

“You won’t be hurt, miserable worm,”
cooed the needles. “There! That didn’t
hurt a bit, did it! Now open wider. . .
There ... And there! Perfect! A beau-
tiful piece of surgery, isn’t it, cousins?

“Forget now, Mendez. Stand up. Re-
turn to the bridge. Give the command
for take off. Wrap your pink tentacles
around this box. It contains the treaty.
Ah, we're going to be good friends,
aren’t we all? We're going to establish
the same control over Centaurus and
Omega we exercised over Earth, aren’t
we? And we're going to tear the Mem-
ory Bank apart to find the secret of
Franklin’s weapon or, failing that, to be
sure no human rediscovers it, aren’t
we Mendez?”

The needles gave a final emphatic dig
and withdrew.

Shaking as with the palsy Merek tore
the helmet from his head and hurled
it into a far corner of the chamber.

“Jackpot!” he yelled crazily. “I hit
the jackpot. Mendez has an incubus!”

He fainted.
XVI
MEREK revived to find Iskra hold-

ing his head in her lap while Poynetz
chafed his wrists. Franklin, a bandage

around his head, was bending over
them. In the background hovered the
little tech.

“Took hours to bring you around,”
said the philosopher. “What hap-
pened?” ,

He explained as best he could. “So
now we know for sure,” he summarized
as he sat up groggily, “that it was Sir-
iun plotting which set Earth’s peoples
at each other’s throats. We also know,
I think, that the Siriuns live in deadly
fear of Franklin’s gun.” He groaned
and held his splitting head in his hands.
“Now our only hope is to build that gun
and fiddle around with the tuning until
something happens.”

“I have built the weapon,” interrupt-
ed the tech. “It is a very simple adapta-
tion of a radar transmitter. Unfortun-
ately it has a limited range—not over a
thousand miles at the outside, I should
Say."

Merek began pacing the chamber as
he had so often paced his cabin out on
Sirius. Three steps forward—turn—
three steps back.

“Iskra,” he said at last, “where is
Mendez now?”

“Fleet circle 'bout five hundred miles
up. Leave fo’ Beacon soon.”

“Can you see Mendez?”

“No seeum—smellum!” She wrinkled
her freckled nose.

“Can you, uh, smell Marian?”

“Marian aw ri’. Cry now. Feel like
big foo’.”

“Could you get a message to Marian?”

“Try,” she shrugged. “Like try tickle
stone wit’ feather.”

“Do your best to reach her. Warn her
about Mendez.”

Standing with feet widespread Iskra
gripped the platinum rail with both
hands until her knuckles shone white.
Sweat formed on her forehead, trickied
down her cheeks and dripped off her
outthrust chin.

“Mebbe so,” she said at last as she re.
laxed with a sigh.

“Pancrief!” Merek called into his
wrist communicator.
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“Standing by, sir.”

“Big job for you. Land on the reserva-
tion. Convince the refugees—some of
them anyway—that Earth’s destruction
was caused, not by the misuse of
machines but by Siriun sabotage. We
have evidence here which indicates they
feared our race after it developed atomie
power and space travel—wanted to stop
our expansion.”

“Ye-es sir. It may be difficult under
the circumstances. Captain McCarthy
died last night—in his sleep.”

“Oh! Well, you'll have to try anyway.
We're beginning to crack this nightmare
but I have a hunch we won’t get far un-
less the refugees help us.”

“I'll do my best. Maybe Sharon will
back me up.” Pancrief cut off.

“Now,” said Merek to Iskra, *“tune
in Mendez or whatever you do.” To the
tech he added, “Start Franklin’s weapon
and tune it slowly along whatever wave-
band it uses. If it’s directional aim it at
the fleet overhead.”

Switches flipped. Tubes glowed. A
low humming filled Merek’s ears as
though a swarm of bees had entered
the room. He shook his head, covered
his ears. The humming originated in-
side his skull.

“Turn off,” Iskra wailed, her face
white. “Sound like w'en Dark start
come. No can smell Mendez.”

“Then we're stymied again.” Merek
sat wearily on the nearest chair.

“Here's a suggestion,” said Franklin.
“Try using the weapon in bursts. Let
Iskra check Mendez’s reactions between
those bursts.”

Hours passed as they tinkered. Many
of the stampeded councillors returned
shamefacedly to report that the city’s
hysteria was dying down for lack of new
material on which to feed. Someone
brought sandwiches and black coffee.
Alpha sank below the western horizon
and Beta's warm rays began slanting
through the chamber's eastern windows.
Still Iskra merely shrugged her lovely
shoulders after each burst of the Frank-
lin gun.

They worked across the entire spec-
trum of radiation. At one point Iskra
collapsed when they struck the band on
which her extrasensory perception func-
tioned. At another all Centaurans in the
room became violently ill. But it was
not until the vibrations were almost as
short as those of light that the girl
reported anything extraordinary taking
place aboard the flagship.

“Mendez nervous,” she whispered
after one such blast. “Breath come
quick. Stop talk to Rolphson on tight
beam. Lick lips. Start cigarette. Throw
’Way.”

HEY tinkered some more.

“Mendez sweat,” said Iskra. “Walk
floor. Twist hand. Swear. Send Marian
to cabin. Lock in.”

The tech whistled through his buck
teeth and moved the selector a hair.

“Mendez gone!” cried the girl.

“What do you mean, gone?”’ they
yelled at her.

“Somethin’ else on bridge,” she reit-
erated. “Smell like Mendez. Think
like—Siriun!”’

“What is it doing?” Poynetz begged.

“Give order. Fleet reform. Head fo'
Sirius.”

“We're nudging the infra-red,” said
the tech as he twiddled the vernier ever
so slightly. “Can’t go much higher.”
He turned on the power, held it, cut it.

“Siriun lie across desk,” Iskra re-
ported. “Twitch! Officer run. Get doc-
tor.”

“What is Marian doing?”

“’Ammer on door. Scream. Try get

out. Nobody ’ear. Ship go fas’ now,”
she added wearily. “Eight G. Marian
flat on floor. On bridge Siriun in Men-
dez body wiggle 1i’l bit. Open eye. Sit
up.7’
“That does it!” Merek beat his fore-
head with a clenched fist. ‘“The fleet is
drawing out of range. When it gets to
Sirius we're really done for.”

A Dbell tone from his communicator
interrupted. “Made it, sir,” came Pan-
crief’s voice. “I put it to them straight
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and Sharon backed me to the hilt. I
think they had an inkling of the real
truth before. Anyway, when Sharon
told ’em that if the Siriuns planned to
enslave humanity it was better for the
refugees to die on their feet than live
on their knees you should have heard
’em cheer. She tore passive resistance
to shreds and threw it away. Then she
ran up the old United Nations banner
on the wreck and asked for volunteers.
Practically everyone young enough to
walk joined up. What next?”

“Get refugee 'board ship quick,” eried
Iskra, who had been eavesdropping.
“Pan bring ship ’ere. Pick up Iskra,
Merek, Franklin, new gun. Go Beacon.”
“Are you crazy ? Rolphson will crucify
“Mus’ take chance.” She danced up
and down like a little girl. ‘Please,
brudder.”

“If we could get Rolphson to help and
the refugees could handle the controls
we still might use the barb drive to beat
Mendez to the Dark Planet,” Merek
mused. “Okay, Pancrief. Take the
Terra up fast and bring her here. Hover
over the Capitol out of reach of the
mob. Drop ladders and a baggage sling.
Bring all volunteers along, of course.”

“Roger,” chortled Pancrief.

Briefly the admiral outlined Iskra’s
wild plan to Franklin, Poynetz and three
or four other Councillors. “It’s our last
chance,” he concluded.

“At least it may give us a breathing
spell,” said Franklin. “Poynetz, you will
take over here while I'm gone., First
thing you have to do is to order all
older Centaurans to go to the Bank and
have their confounded memory clocks
turned back. Give them their youth
again. Make men and women of them
again instead of death-fearing immor-
tals. Then, in case we fail out there,
start building defenses for a last ditch
fight here.”

“People will be completely lost and
helpless without their most recent mem-
ories.” Poynetz was back in form. “How
will they know how to run modern ma-

us

chines and things?”

“They’re lost and helpless now.”
Franklin led the Pizarian to a window
and pointed to the milling terrified
throngs which surrounded the chamber,
waiting for the Council to perform some
miracle. “Turn them back, starting with
yourself. You had a lot more backbone
when I knew you—and were a pretty
good soldier as well as a bum philoso-
pher. They’ll learn the new techniques
quickly if they have to.” '

“Poynetz goo’ man,” said Iskra cheer-
fully as she and Franklin helped the
wistful tech carry his jerry-built trans-
mitter to the Capitol’s flat roof. “Put
backbene in Council, Centauran. Make-
um fight.” She hitched up her kilt as
though getting ready for battle, then
grimaced as she was reminded of her
bad arm.

The Terra drifted across the secream-
ing city half an hour later to drop a
boarding ladder and freight net on the
roof. They sent the precious gun up
first.

“You'd better go with us,” said Merek
as the tech turned reluctantly away.
“You know how to tune the thing. What
is your name, by the way?”’

‘“Paulson, sir.” The little fellow’s face
shone., “Ex-Navy C.0. too. I'm ab-
solutely non-telepathic, sir. Thank you
sir.” He went up the ladder like a
monkey. )

“Your turn next.” Merek turned to
Iskra to find tears of vexation in her
eyes.

“No can climb,” she raged. “Iskra
no goo’ wit’ one arm. Leave behind be
mudder.”

‘“Ahoy, Terra,” he called. “Drop that
net again.”

Down it came. Giggling, Iskra curled
up in it like a kitten.

Inside the ship they were surrounded
by cheering crew members and young
refugees of both sexes.

“Friends,” said Merek when he had
caught his breath from the climb up the
ladder, “we’re heading toward Beacon
to try to make an alliance with the barbs
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against the Siriuns. Emperor Rolphson
may feed us to the fees. The Siriuns
have the Centauran fleet. Frankly we
haven’t one chance in a thousand for
survival. I think that one chance de-
pends on the help you veterans and you
refugees give us. But don’t let that
sway you. If anyone wants to be landed
let him speak.”

No one spoke. Instead, another cheer
went up as Merek led the way to the
bridge. ‘“Take over, Iskra,” he said
when they got there. “I don’t want to
try maneuvering this ship with the barb
driver at such close quarters.”

HE WAITED until the anti-gravs had
pushed them to a safe distance above
the disturbed ant hill which was Mercon
City. She squinted, beat time with her
foot, studied the starry heavens, pushed
the makeshift lever a notch, jerked it
back as the ship threatened to turn in-
side out.

Gasping from the wicked agony the
others looked through the view port.
Parched Beacon lay under them like a
skull. All about floated the barb globes.

“Time Iskra come ’ome,” a sardonic
voice boomed through the communica-
tor. “Bring Merek, udders 'board flag-
ship. ’Ave talk. Rolphson speak.”

A gig was waiting when Merek, Iskra,
Pancrief Franklin and Sharon reached
the pressure hatch. A little later
they were being marched through the
draughty corridors of the emperor’s
ship to the savage skirling of bagpipes.
This time the warriors who formed
their escort did not jeer.

Rolphson received them in the same
silk-draped fur-piled room where Merek
had renewed acquaintance with his
father. The youth had grown to virile
manhood in the months which had in-
tervened. He was wide of shoulder and
firm of jaw. He winked at them gravely
and studied Iskra until Merek felt a
pang of jealousy. Then the ruler noted
her stiff arm and shrugged as though
writing her off.

After introducing the group of chiefs

and chieftainesses who attended him,
Rolphson clapped his hands. The inevit-
able horns of mead and platters of stew
were brought in.

“Iskra jus’ tell Rolphson ’about new
weapon,” the emperor said as the feast
got under way. “Centauran want make
alliance. Use gun on Siriun?”’

The admiral nodded.

“Barb no need Centauran.
weapon. Use.”

“T think not,” Merek answered be-
tween bites. “Your people fear The
Dark. Our gun has only a short range.
Barbarians would never be able to get
near enough to Sirius to use it. Your
pilots would go mad—get lost in the
Coal Sack.”

The emperor wiped gravy out of his
budding moustache and looked long and
hard at Sharon while Pancrief ground
his- teeth.

“Rolphson pay refugee much gold to
join barb. Guide ship. Aim Franklin
g.un.n

Sharon covered a yawn.

“Give refugee whole planet for ’ome.”
He drank in her petite auburn beauty,
something new in his experience.
“Rolphson make Sharon Firs’ Mudder.”

Sharon laughed.

“Torture?” he suggested.

“Rolphson no talk like Rolph son.”
Iskra held out her horn for a refill.

“W’at Centauran want?” The em-
peror flushed and stopped his ragging.

“Simply that your people go back to
Omega and leave us in peace if we de-
feat the Siriuns.”

“Wen we start?”
when he was licked.

“At once,” Franklin spoke up. “We
must beat Mendez to the Dark Planet.”

“Refugee no know 'ow run ship,” one
of the barb chieftains objected.

“l know how,” said Sharon proudly.
“Many of us understand a bit about
space travel. We always feared we
might be driven from Mercon as you
barbarians were. Our ship is battered
but not quite the wreck we led the Cent-
aurans to believe. My—my father took

Take

Rolphson knew
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a lot of us kids on short flights at night
and taught us the rudiments of astroga-
tion.”

Merek whistled. And he had thought
the refugees were children.

“We thought if we refused to use
machines and claimed to be non-resist-
ors we might be left in peace,” the
girl went on. “But not by the Siriuns!
None of us are safe in the same universe
with them. That’s why we consented to
help you.” )

“Sharon think ’round corner like
barb.” Rolphson patted her shoulder.
“Make goo’ warrior.” To Merek and
Franklin he added, “Alliance aw ri’.
Wanna sign treaty wit’ blood?”

“Let’s drink to victory instead,” an-
swered the admiral, who knew the barbs
took a dim view of written documents.

Once more the horns were emptied
while the fur-kilted Clansmen whooped.

“Start now, reach Dark Planet week
fore Mendez,” said Rolphson.

“No goo’,” Iskra grunted as she mas-
saged her sword arm. “Siriun send
Dark. Centauran no think ri’. Barb go
crazy. Run berserk. Kill one nudder.”

“If there's danger of a mental crack-
up,” said Sharon, “all small arms must
be locked up. Then it will take at least
a day or two for us refugees to famili-
arize ourselves with the controls of your
ships. Finally, all of you barbs must con-
sent to be confined to quarters until we
get within Franklin-gun range of the
Dark Planet.”

Rolphson looked bleak. The chiefs,
who always slept with weapons under
their hard pillows, cried out in protest.
But they remembered all too vividly the
chaos which resulted when the Dark
invaded their brains. After a stormy
argument, during which they almost
came to blows, they sullenly agreed to
Sharon’s ultimatum.

“Also,” said Franklin, “we can’t start
until each ship is equipped with one of
my weapons. “If that is done we may
be able to deploy our forces on landing
and attack several—uh——cities simul-
taneously.”

“Citigs!” jeered Pancrief, who had
kept glumly silent all through the con-
ference. “How do we know the Siriuns
live in cities? How do we know they
live at all in the accepted sense? Maybe
they're just ghosts pawing at our
minds.”

“Why Pan!” Sharon’s eyes widened.
“You're not suggesting we don’t at-
tack?”

“Oh, I'm for an attack all right,” he
grumbled, “but I do like to see what
I'm attacking. Searchlights won’t be
any good beyond a few yards in that
muck . . . Say, Merek!” He chewed a
bony knuckle. “How about a bunch of
direct-view sniperscopes? The Siriuns
couldn’t fog them. Nuh-huh—the barbs
could never make enough of them in
such a short time, especially if they have
to turn out Franklin-guns too.”

“Pancrief show how. Barb do!”
Rolphson bristled.

“Okay,” Pan dropped an eyelid at
Merek. “Take me to your lab, if you
have one, and we'll get busy.”

XVII

ROLPHSON made good his boast,
his artificers sweating over their hand
forges like demons for 48 straight hours
to do the job. When his fleet lifted from
sun-scorched Beacon three days after
that first conference, each ship was
equipped with unbeautiful but workable
and portable radiators while a goodly
supply of ’scopes was stored, along with
racked swords and hand weapons, in
locked and refugee-guarded armories.

With refugees at their helms the bat-
tlewagons smashed their way through
the continuum along an impossible tra-
jectory plotted by barbarian astro-
gators. Before their crews had time to
draw three choking breaths they had
hurdled the light years and materialized
in normal space, 500 miles or less from
the Dark Planet.

The Centaurans were standing with
Iskra on the Terra’s bridge when Shar-
on jerked them out of hyper-space like
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a veteran. As they fought the nausea
resulting from that fantastic hop they
stared at their target. It shone like a
great pearl in the erude light of mam-
moth Sirius and its white-dwarf twin.

“What fools we are,” said Merek bit-
terly. “Sirius has been the evil genius
of the human race for countless mil-
lenia. Now here we are, at our rope’s
end, attacking it with a—a fly swatter!”

“Isn’t it about time?” Sharon asked
matter-of-factly as she watched other
barb ships popping into view like balls
in some sleight-of-hand trick. As a
tribute to her father she was wearing
his threadbare old United Nations uni-
form today. With her red hair and
freckled eager face she looked cute
enough to frame.

“The Sumerians feared the Dog Star
as a bringer of storms, heat and swarms
of locusts,” Franklin recalled to hide
the depression which was clamping
down on him. “The Greeks said Sirius
was the vicious dog of that hunter of
the skies, Orion.” ‘

“Father always said Orion was the
only Irishman in the heavens,” Sharon
quipped.

“Rome called Sirius the Evil Star.”
This from Merek as he leaned dis-
spiritedly against the thick plexiglass
of the blister. “The Romans sacrificed
red dogs to avert pestilence during the
Dies Caniculares or Dog Days.”

“Wish we had a few red dogs to sac-
rifice right now,” muttered Pancrief. “I
have a hunch we’ll have our ears beaten
off when we go downstairs.”

“Pgn{” Sharon’s voice was sharp.
“What’s got into you?”

“Nothing,” he frowned. Then his
own voice sharpened. “Watch out, Shar-
on! You'll collide with that ship to our
left!”

“What ship?”

“That one right there!” Pancrief
lunged toward the controls.

“Stay away!” Sharon snatched an
automatic from the control desk and
pointed it unwaveringly. “That ship is
at least ten miles distant.”

Pancrief’s adam’s apple bobbed.
“Guess you're right,” he mumbled. “I
‘thought—my head . . .”

“Get off the bridge, both of you,”
Merek yelled in unreasoning anger.
“Who’s in command here, anyway? I'll
take over now, Sharon. It’s going to be
ticklish getting through those clouds.”

“Sorry.” Sharon’s voice was tight as
her grip on the gun. “Stay where you
are!”

A spitting ball of insensate fury
launched itself across the room. It was
Iskra gone berserk—driven by scream-
ing blood lust toward the first object in
her path.

Caught off-balance by the unprovoked
attack Sharon fired wildly, then went
down under the barbarian’s rush, fight-
ing to protect her eyes from wildly jab-
bing fingers. Jerked out of their funk
by the hellish scene the others sprang
to her rescue.
~ Although she had only one good arm,
the thing that had been Iskra fought
like a demon, biting, punching, digging
at exposed nerve endings with fingertips
of steel. Almost she succeded in crippl-
ing all of them.

‘Hating himself for what he had to
do, Merek managed to catch the ber-
serker’s stiff arm and twist it with all
his might. Something gave. Iskra col-
lapsed with a wild scream.

Working like men in a bad dream
while battered little Sharon dragged
herself back to the controls the others
bound Iskra, then set about reviving
her. ’

“Dark,” she moaned like a child as
consciousness returned. “Dark say . ..
’000000h! . . . Kill Sharon. Bring ship
down. Surrender. 00Ooooch!”

She struggled to a sitting position and
opened eyes into which the light of sani-
ty was slowly returning. “Iskra ’‘urt
bad,” she whimpered and buried her
bruised dirt-streaked face in her hands.

“Iskra—Iskra, honey,” Merek pleaded
as he knelt beside her. “Forgive me.”
Then, as he realized what had happened,
he whooped, “Iskra! Look! You're us-
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ing your right arm! The lesions were
broken loose in that fight!”

HE raised her head, stared at her
fingers, flexed them experimentally.

A great joy was born on her face. “Use
both arm,” she husked. “Iskra goo’
'nuff for Merek ’gain!” To prove it, she
threw both arms around her blood brud-
der and kissed him until his lips ached.

“Look outside!” Pancrief’s cry broke
the idyll. “Something awful’s happen-
ing.” ,

Merek lifted Iskra to the blister just
in time to see the nearest ship explode
in a flash of atomic fire. Farther away
a second vessel was falling apart like
a badly-constructed tinker-toy.. As they
stared two others winked back into
hyper.

“Barb go crazy.” Iskra had that far-
away look in her eyes. “Kill refugee
wit’ bare ’ands on four ship. Seize
bridge.”

“What about Rolphson’s flagship?”
came Sharon’s frantic cry. In her ex-
citement she had jammed the communi-
cator switches and was getting nothing
but a roar of static. “Merek, call Paul-
son and get him to start the radio work-
ing.”

“Flagship aw ri’,” Iskra reported.
“Refugee ’'old bridge. Same on udder
ship.”

Paulson scurried in, tinkered and
shook his mousey head. “Whatever the
Siriuns are sending up has jinxed the
radio, sir.”

“Use the blinker then,” Merek ord-
ered. “Tell all the ships to turn on their
Franklin-guns and get down within
range quick!”

“I’'ve been thinking,” Franklin said
to nobody in particular as he ran nerv-
ous fingers through his white hair.
“Merek said once that when the Dark
came to Omega it short-circuited many
types of radiation. Lights dimmed.
Heating units cooled. Well, since my
radiator is powered by electricity . . .”

“No think! No think!” Iskra
shrieked. “Siriun ’ear.”

By reflex action Sharon slammed
home the switch of the Tera’s Franklin-
gun.  Even as she did so the gibbering
Dark hit them with vastly augmented
force.

“Done for this time—and all my
fault,” sobbed Franklin as the ship’s
lights dimmed and the gun panel am-
meter, which had started to climb, sag-
ged back. Merek and Pancrief were
weeping like school boys. Iskra was
frothing at the mouth and tearing at her
bonds. Only Sharon and the non-tele-
pathic Paulson remained calm as they
nursed the staggering ship.

Gradually the lights brightened, the
ammeter needle snapped back across its
dial and the buzzing whine of the Frank-
lin-gun steadied.

“Thank God we made it before the
Siriuns caught on,” whispered Sharon.
The others bowed their heads.

“Two more ships going down out of
control,” Paulson reported. “The others
got guns going in time to save them-
selves. We're not licked yet.”

“They’ll pay for this,” Panerief raged
as he dried his tears. “No slimy Siriun
is going to get away with making me

‘blubber.”

“How do you feel now, Iskra?” Merek
inquired as he mopped his own stream-
ing face.

“Fine!” She took a long shuddering
breath. “Gun push Dark back. Dark
go 'ere—go dere. Like scare’.” She
yawned prodigiously. “Iskra sleep now.
Tire’.” Her eyelids fluttered shut. She
was asleep before he finished untying
her.

XVIII

AS his mind cleared Merek felt a new
spirit of exhiliration surge through him.
The prospect of battle warmed his blood.
His mind dismissed the hazards, the un-
knowables that lay ahead.

“How many ships still with us?” he
asked Paulson.

“Eighteen, sir, including this one.”
The C.O. looked up briefly from the now
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perfectly-operating radio. “All of them
in fighting shape except the Montrak.
Her refugee pilot—Fortune’s his name,
sir—says the Montrak’s Franklin-gun
is partially jammed. Her barbs are still
in a bad way.”

“Tell Fortune to drop back out of
range. Tell him to cover our rear and
try to warn us in case Mendez and his
fleet arrive before we have finished
downstairs. All others follow the Terra
to rendezvous at one thousand five hun-
dred.”

He looked at Iskra. The thought of
his incubus-ridden enemy spoiled some
of his new confidence. Perhaps she
could make contact. He shook his head
as he studied her wan sleeping face. He
couldn’t disturb her yet. She might be
able to help more later on if she had a
chance to rest now. Maybe, he ventured
to hope, Mendez had got himself lost in
hyper-space.

“You had better take the controls
now,” said Sharon. “I'm afraid I'm not
up to making a landing. Meantime I
have a request to make.”

“You name it,” he said absent-
mindedly as he stepped to the board, his
mind busy with calculations of firepow-
er, moves that might be anticipated
from the Siriuns, principles of tactics
and strategy remembered from his read-
ing about old battles and his own experi-
ence,

“Food,” Sharon replied. “We refugees
cling to that old-fashioned habit of eat-
ing three times a day. And the Me-
Carthys are among the best clingers in
the clan. After what the barbs have
been through I suspect they’re hungry
too.”

Merek had a flash of resentment. Food
indeed! Why couldn’t the refugees em-
ploy the C.S.N. technique of swallowing
delayed-action concentrates before go-
ing into battle—the technique which
made it unnecessary to carry bulky food
and cooking equipment on short cam-
paigns and freed all hands for uninter-
rupted action. Instead he was stuck with
hundreds of refugees and thousands of

barbs who wouldn’t be worth much as
fighters until they had square meals un-
der their belts. Oh well, this was far
from being one of the galaxy’s ten best-
organized expeditions.

“Go ahead.” He grinned belatedly at
Sharon. “It will take us at least three
hours to surface. T’ll pass the word
along to the fleet. The rest of you go
along to the mess hall. I can handle
things here for a while. Eat hearty.”
He clamped his teeth on an impulse to
add that it might be the last meal for
all of them.

Alone with the heavily-sleeping Iskra
Merek swallowed three D.A.C. capsules,
paced the bridge and tried to think. A
sense of the foolhardiness of the venture
reassailed him. There were sketchy re-
ports in War College archives about
Siriun conquest of several neighboring
solar systems but none defined their
weapons or strategies. It was even ru-
mored they never employed fighting
ships.

“Never employed fighting ships!” The
phrase lingered in his mind, inviting
analysis as he plotted a new orbit for
the Terra, swung her into it with a short
burst of rudder tubes and called the
coordinates to the rest of the fleet. Did
the Siriuns depend mainly on engender-
ing fear and blind terror by their tele-
pathic broadecasting? And what con-
ceivable means couid they use to broad-
cast thoughts? “I’ve got to think this
thing through,” he muttered. “Got to!”

He was still pacing when the others
returned. There was no need for orders.
Sharon took her place beside the con-
trols. Pancrief methodically checked
the infra-red gun pointers. Paulson
called one after the other of the com-
manding barb officers and their refugee
pilots and logged their reports. Franklin
stood at the blister, watching the fea-
tureless planet come to meet them.

The admiral paused long enough to
switch on the battle perception record-
er that would give them—if they ever
got back—a detailed summary of action
during the forthceming battle. What
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kind of battle and what form of action,
he wondered. Action without Siriun
fighting ships? Was that haunting
phrase a clue to understanding of condi-
tions he would have to face within the
next—he glanced at the chronometer—
the next 59 minutes.

The Siriuns had vast powers, he
thought, still trying to pin down that
elusive concept. They could engender
fear—fear which could kill barbarians
or drive them mad, fear strong enough
to cause radio static or short-circuit an
electric light, fear which could bring
proud Centaurans crawling to the Dark
Planet as envoys of appeasement.

BUT how did they generate that pow-
er? How did they engender that
fear without fighting ships? By project-
ing their thoughts? Yes—but a thought
is a feeble thing, much like a radio wave.
You could build a receiver with a relay
which would put out a light if actuated
by a feeble radio wave. But here was
a thought transmitter that actuated not
only a receiver—the brain—but acted
directly on insensate matter!

No, he corrected himself, not matter
—just other types of radiation such as
light or electricity. Then you had to
have a powerful, an ultra-powerful
transmitter that would warp not only
thought but the whole ficld of radiation
across thousands of miles of empty
space. And such a transmitter . . .

“Pifty-three minutes before we level
at ten miles,” Sharon called. Her voice
seemed calm but Merek sensed under-
tones of panic.

“Fifty-three. . . fifty-two . . . fifty-one
. .. fifty.” The unspoken words ticked
louder and louder in his brain. “I need
more time than that,” he eried inwardly.
“T must have more time! I can’t think
this thing through in forty-nine minutes.
I can’t. But I don’t dare give the Siriuns
time to think either.”

“What’s our plan of attack, sir?” This
time it was Pancrief who spoke. “The
other ships are asking for instructions.
I've told them you're waiting till the last

possible minute but they’re getting un-
easy.” The Pizarian hesitated. Then
came the words Merek dreaded, yet
knew would come—the words no officer
but Pancrief would have dared utter—
“You have a plan, don’t you, sir?”

Merek felt the perspiration break out
on his forehead, his neck, the backs of
his hands. He was the leader of this tat-
tered charge against the enemies of
civilization. The peoples of Centaurus
and Omega had put their last trust and
hope in him. So had Iskra, Sharon,
Franklin, Pancrief and his handful of
veterans and refugee volunteers.

And he had no plan!

He fought back the impulse to tell
Pancrief the truth—that he was lost

.in a labyrinth of thought leading no-

where—that they were all lost with him
in the cruel seductive fog that already
was beginning to brush its wet fingers
along the Terra’s ports.

“We shall' rendezvous according to
normal operational practice in forty-
eight minutes,” he said in a matter-of-
fact voice. “Tell the other ships that.
We shall follow a very simple plan
which they can all understand as soon
as the Terra initiates it. For purposes of
deception, that is all that can be said
about our attack plan now.”

“My great twinkling stars!” he said
to himself as Pancrief began relaying
the message. “I sounded as bombastic
as old Mendez himself.”

To warriors like himself, speculated
the cornered admiral as he resumed his
pacing, armies and navies were the only
sources of military power. In the last
analysis, armed might was employed to
inspire fear in their enemies—fear that
would make them quit fighting and sur-
render. But, so far as could be proven,
the Siriuns did not have armies and
navies. Yet they inspired fear. How?
By means of thought power multiplied
almost to infinity by some sort of tele-
pathic transmitter. Destroy that trans-
mitter . . . BUT FIRST, FIND THAT
TRANSMITTER.

How could such a thing be located on



THE DARK TOWER 95

a planet containing space knew how
many milion square miles of surface
and wrapped in a twenty-mile-thick
cloud blanket? If there were such a
thing as telepathic radar—or was there
such a thing? Maybe so. Mebbe so, as
Iskra would say—Iskra!

“Thirty-seven minutes!”
panic was no longer hidden.

“Iskra, honey!” He kneeled beside the
sleeping girl and shook her gently.

“Iskra tire’,” she murmured, stirring
fretfully. “Go 'way.”

“Iskra! 1 need your help again.”
There was no response.

“Thirty-six minutes!”

“Iskra 'fraid,” he jabbed at her in
the patois, striving to reach her sub-
conscious mind. “Merek say rabbit no
fight. Subchief Rabbit Clan ’fraid to
fight too!”

She awoke, fighting mad, just as he
had hoped.

“Listen, honey.” He caught her fist
as she swung it at his head. “Remem-
ber I told the Council there was one
chance in a thousand that we could slow
up the Siriuns? Now I think there’s a
chance in a hundred that we can stop
them for good. That's worth a fight,
isn’t it?” ,

“Yah!” Her anger evaporated.

“You may get hurt again. You may
be killed.”

“Dat aw ri’.
want Iskra do?”

Sharon’s

W’at Brudder Merek

MEREK motioned to Pancrief to join
them, then continued. “I’'m going
to gamble everything on one big guess.
I'm guessing that somewhere on the
Dark Planet is a super-transmitter, a
tremendously powerful mechanical de-
vice that can magnify and send out tele-
pathic waves on a tight beam.

“So we’ve got to locate that transmit-
ter and move in fast,” Merek continued,
one eye on the clock. “Iskra is the only
one who can do it for us, at least on this
ship. And I don't want to toss any
guesses at Rolphson just yet. Or,” he
added thoughtfully, “to Siriun eaves-

droppers, if I can help it.”

“How do vou know there’s only one
transmitter?” asked the practical Piz-
arian.

“I don’t. But in view of its long range
I'm betting the equipment required is
so tremendous that there won’t be more
than two of them at the most. Since the
possible second one would broadcast in
the opposite direction from its twin it
must be on the other side of the planet
where it can’t harm us. We can attend
to it later.”

“And you think Iskra can get you a
fix on the thing?”

“Iskra get fix,” the girl said confident-
ly. “Fix Siriun too!” v

“It won’t be nice.” Merek knew she
understood what he had in mind.

“Dat aw ri’. On Omega rabbit chase
fox.” She was impish and gay. Lying
with long straight legs together and
hands held rigidly at her sides she
added, “Tie Iskra now. Might make mis-
take w'en Dark come. Chase Merek!”

“We'll hold the other ships back
slightly,” Merek explained as he and
Pancrief did her bidding. “Then we'll
warp the Terra into a series of what
used to be called ‘lazy eights’. We'll
move back and forth, descending slowly,
over the part of the planet facing us.
Iskra will give us a series of directional
readings on the waves as she picks them
up."

“But Iskra can only hear the Siriuns
if we turn off the Franklin-gun.”

“So we'll turn it off for short periods,
like when we were putting the bee on
Mendez’s incubus.”

“No,” said Franklin, who could not
fail to hear the conversation, “it won't
work. If you shut off the gun even for
a second that transmitter down below
is so close to us by now that it will short-
circuit every piece of apparatus on
board. You won’t be able to get the gun
started again and the Terra will crash.
Why—why . . .”—he pressed his hand to
the old wound on his scalp—*“I remem-
ber now. That's why the lifeboat hit
that mine. We were drifting—out of
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control. I heard Hank shouting—"
“Thirty-three minutes,” Sharon ex-
claimed. “We've got to do something
right now. Would this do—cut down the
power on the gun but don’t stop it?
Iskra should be able to—"
“That’s it. That’s i¢/” Merek leaped

to the mike and issued the “hold back” °

order to the other ships. Paulson knelt
beside Iskra, electronic computer at his
elbow. Pancrief gripped the power knob
of the Franklin-gun and started turning
it counter-clockwise.

“Hear anything, Iskra?” he asked.
When she shook her head he reduced
the wattage still more. The buzzing of
the gun dwindled. The bridge lights
dimmed slightly. The ship staggered as
omre of its drive tubes sputtered, went
into a shallow dive.

“*Ear now.” Iskra bit her lips. “Not
strong. Say, ‘Oocooh. Aw Centauran
stupid. Be trap down below. Made think
like Siriun.” Say ‘O00oo000h. Barb make
goo’ fee food.” Say . ..” She writhed
in her cocoon of plastic cord.

“What’s our speed, Sharon?” snapped
Merek, steadying himself by gripping a
handhold as the ship lurched.

“Thousand mph. Altitude twenty-one
miles,” she sang out calmly. “Losing
both altitude and speed fast.”

“Thought get stronger.” Iskra cried
in a voice which made the little group
shiver. “Stronger... darker... strong-
er!” She began to babble a series of
revolting insane Siriun threats in a wild
effusion of anguish. Veins stood out
on her forehead. The cords of her neck
flexed aend glistened with sweat. She
fought her bonds like a madwoman,
ground her teeth until a red trickle ran
from her mouth.

Transfixed by the sight of the torture
he had ordered, Merek waited helpless-
ly for the peak of it to pass. He had
witnessed the agonies of death on battle-
fields of four planets but never had he
seen or himself endured a thing like
this. Every moment he expected the girl
to break—to burn herself out like a
faulty tritium tube.

INSTEAD she clung to consciousness

of a sort, vibrating with a spark that
seemed to invite the full play of the
mighty currents that wracked her. At
last she partially relaxed and opened
eyes which were still sane. She tried
to speak but could only croak.

“Did you chart that?” Merek gritted
at the tech.

“Yes sir.” The little fellow was sniff-
ling shamelessly. “But it will take at
least three more runs to get a real fix.”

“Speed six hundred thirty,” sobbed
Sharon. “Altitude ten miles and a bit.”

“Full power on the gun, Pan,” he
ordered. “Bring her up to speed and
altitude again, Sharon. We'll come in
at right angles to our first run this
time.” s

The Terra hit her stride again. Soon
the fog, which had been pressing
against the blister like a pall, dissipated
as they climbed back into the harsh
light of Sirius.

Twice more the Terra stumbled
around its lazy eight above the plant.
Twice more Iskra went bravely through
that awful cycle.

“Got it, sir!” Paulson whimpered at
last as the caleculator whirred and chat-
tered its answer to their riddle. “There
seem to be three beams, one aimed at
Centaurus, one at Omega, the other at
the fleet. They all come from a spot that
can’t be more than two miles square.
Here are the coordinates.” He scribbled
on a sheet of plascript and handed it to
Merek. “Wait—TI'll put the time on
that.”

“Great Galaxy!” his commander
gasped. “Twelve minutes left. Pan-
crief! Tell the others we level off and
rendezvous at this spot. Altitude ten
miles. Attack formation.”

“Do we surround the transmitting
area and work toward the center?” The
Pizarian already was at the mike.

“No. I'm afraid of what the Frank-
lin-guns might do to our minds if any
ship got caught in a crossfire. I'll take
the Terra off toward the center. Have
the others follow in single file. They
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know the order. There's bound fo be
some tremendous contraption down
there which will show up in the sniver-
scopes. We'll go into a tight circle. Fire
at will in—ten minutes, thirty seconds.
Don’t ask for acknowledgments. We
haven't time.”

“And if,” said Pancrief when he had
broadcast the message, ‘“‘the infra-red
cannon don’t do the job, what then?”

“We'll erashland and go after them
with hand weapons.”

“Dat goo’,” sighed Iskra weakly.
“Iskra wanna use sword arm ’gain.”

She sat up groggily as Merek untied
her and began chafing her swollen
wrists and ankles.

“No,” he said. “You’ve done far more
than your share. You’ll stay right here
and rest this time, my lady.”

“Dat w’at Merek think?”
swered cheerfully.

“What kind of a crazy war is this?”
groaned Pancrief. Nevertheless he was
grinning broadly as he and Paulson
continued to flash coded instructions
which got the other ships lined up be-
hind the Terra, their crews lashed down
in shock harnesg for the possible crash-
landings.

In the few minutes remaining Merek
checked with his own deck officers—
forgotten men in this type of pushbut-
ton warfare—and found time to promise
all on board that they would get their
whack at the hated Siriuns soon. Then
he took over the contrels from Sharon
and, eyes glued to the sniperscope, sent
the Terra screaming down through the
thickening fog toward her unseen tar-
get.

“This is it, rabbit.” He smiled tight-
ly at Iskra, as a faint beep and a twinkle
of purple light on the indicator panel
showed that the assembled fleet was
following him down.

she an-

XIX

TROUBLE!” said Pancrief at the
communicator as he clapped both hands
over his earphones to hear Dbetier.

“Double trouble!”

“What ?” Merek did not dare take his
eyes from the illuminated chart on
which the Terra was a white dot racing
toward a rendezvous with a spot
marked X.

“Frankiin’s damned guns are het-
erdyning in this tight formation—can-
celling each other out. At least that's
the way it sounds.”

“Well?”

“Pilot Horton—he's on the ship right
behind us——says his barbs have cut loose
again. They’re battering down the dia-
phragm to the bridge. Crazy as loons.
Oh, oh! Ship Number Three is out of
formation. Ships Seven and Eight have
collided! Lord, what a mess!” He
snatched off the phones as though they
were burning him and hurled them
across the cabin. “What a foul misbe-
gotten mess, just when we had ’em in
our pocket.”

Merek risked a glance at Iskra, ex-
pecting her to be creeping toward him
like a tigress. Instead she was stand-
ing wide eyed with horror at this unex-
pected development.

“Why aren’t we getting the effect?”
he yelled at Franklin.

“I—I can't imagine,” the President
quavered.

“I think it’s because we're in the
lead,” cried Paulson. “The others are
in that crossfire you were worried
about.”

“Then it’s up to us,” said Merek.
“We’ll lead from weakness instead of
from strength. Get our infra-reds
warmed up. We're going in. Tell the
others to follow us if they can. If they
can’t they should break formation and
get out of range.”

“On target in ten seconds,” warned
Sharon, who had not lifted her eyes
from the chart.

“Hold on, everybody,” said Pancrief,
shifting quickly to the gun pointer.
“Something’s showing on the ’scope.
But what it is the devil himself couldn’t
guess. Damn this rarefied pitch out-
side.” .

]
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Five seconds . . . four seconds—even
though their Franklin gun still func-
tioned properly, the Siriun broadcast
was getting through at this short range.
The ship’s lights turned blood red and
her controls were erratic. Iskra was
screaming thinly. Even Merek’s brain
was whirling so that he could barely
see the chart. He turned away from it
in synthetic despair and did not even
notice that Sharon had leaped to take
his place.

Three seconds . . . two seconds—Pan-
crief collapsed at the gun pointer and
sprawled across Franklin’s senseless
body. Paulson snatched the triggers and
held them steady as rocks.

One second!

The Terra bucked like a fee as her
three old infra-reds let loose. Sucking
power like sponges from the ship’s gen-
erators and packs they sprayed toward
the invisible target a roaring boiling
shortrange burst of radiation beside
which the fires of hell paled to moon-
beams. Against the tremendous arma-
ment of the Centauran flagship the Ter-
ra would have been able to last for sec-
onds only. Now her guns belched on
and on. And, Merek saw as he leaned
his throbbing head against the blister,
eight of the remaining barbarian ships
followed suit.

In the center of this maelstrom a
giant's finger pointed accusingly at the
attackers—a finger of steel which, as
the endless moments passed, turned
cherry red, then white, then burst into
a flame that outshone that of the guns
above as the giant slowly folded his fin-
ger back against his palm. Andthen...

S-i-l-e-n-c-e!

Cool beautiful crystal clear silence—
silence so vibrant it could be heard—
silence that took one’s breath away. The
lovely much-sought cone of silence that,
since man first let radio waves guide
him, had meant safety to generations
of navigators and astrogators. It was
even more than that. It was a peace
beyond human understanding, at least
since the Siriuns had started their hell-

ish broadcasting across the galaxy.

“We'll go down to two hundred feet,”
said Merek, fighting to keep his voice
even. “Paulson, criscross an area ten
miles square just to be sure. Pancrief,”
he added as the shamefaced Pizarian
staggered erect, “tell the ships that fol-
lowed us in to land when we do and get
ready for a sally. Try to get the remain-
ing ships here too. Tell Fortune to keep
a sharp lookout for Mendez. We’re not
out of the woods yet. And,” he added
as his friend started to open his mouth,
“don’t apologize for fainting. The Siri-
uns knocked me right out of the ring
too.”

They did not need the ’scope now to
show them a job well done. Beneath
them, glowing through the gloom, lay
the metallic skeleton of what undoubted-
ly had been the tallest tower in the en-
tire galaxy. More than a mile high, it
must have been. Spotted irregularly
near the fallen giant were other glow-
ing objects—difficult to identify but re-
sembling flattened globes and cylinders.
Probably the sources of power for the
obscene carrier wave which had been
modulated by the evem more fiendish
thoughts of the Siriuns.

UST two hours later they finished

their second scorching of the area.
Merek was about to give the landing
order to the Terra and the sixteen barb
ships that had finally assembled when
the alarm on the radar clanged.

“Patrols!” cried Pancrief. “We
caught them napping but I knew they’'d
finally catch up with us. Here we go
again.”

“A barrel of Scopio says they’re not
Siriun patrols,” Merek frowned “Look
at that screen!”

“It’s the fleet,” Pancrief whispered,
licking his well-chewed lips. “Dozens
of pips. Clap hands, here comes Men-
dez. And here goes what’s left of us.”

Catching a twinkle in Iskra’s eye
Merek played a hunch.

“Tune in the communicator,” he ord-
ered briskly, “and I'll invite Rear Ad-
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miral Mendez down for tea.”

It was not Mendez but a greatly puz-
zled Marian whose face appeared on
the screen. “Admiral Mendez had a
nervous breakdown of some kind about
two hours ago,” she began without pre-
amble. “He’s conscious now but seems
to have amnesia of some sort. He can’t
remember a thing that happened after
he made that first treaty with Sirius.”

“That’s too bad. Can he explain why
he brought the fleet here this time?”

“Hasn't the faintest idea. He even
denies he locked me in my cabin. When
he collapsed one of the officers let me
out and of course I took over immedi-
ately.”

“Of course.” What on Mercon, thought
Merek, had he ever seen in this dry-as-
dust creature? But then, that had been
before she went through the Memory
Bank wringer she had devised in spite
of Iskra's warning. Studying her wan
unutterably-remote face Merek knew
that he was looking not at a warm and
troubled woman but at a human think-
ing machine.

“Come on down, Your Intelligence,”
he said gently. “We have just conquered
the Dark Planet. I'll explain about Men-
dez and everything. The Montrak is
near you. She will guide you to our
landing place.”

It was a happy but uneasy collection
of humans and near-humans who set
foot on the Siriun planet for the first
time ten hours later. Scout ships had
returned to the fleet in the meantime

without finding the slightest sign of
organized opposition or even of life on
the entire fogbound sphere. Clocks said
it was morning but there was only the
faintest lightening of the mist blanket.

First came an armored halftrack
bearing Marian and leaders of the joint
expedition. Rolphson at first had in-
sisted on riding a fee but the usually
fearless insect had crouched trembling
in its cage and refused to be enticed
from it even by the smell of blood. Then,
in order of precedence, came the ref-
ugees who alone had made success pos-
sible—the swaggering veteran crew of
the Terra—the battered edgy barbari-
ans and, in the rear, the popeyed land-
ing crews carried by ships of the Cent-
auran fleet.

Looking like monsters with the up-
per halves of their faces covered by pro-
truding snoutlike sniperscopes, they left
the well-guarded ships behind. Weapons
in hand, they passed the still-smoking
wreck of the telepathic projector and
advanced warily toward what the scouts
had described as a population center of
some sort nearby.

First they crossed a marshy plain
scattered with black boulders—at least
they looked black through the ’scopes—
and broken here and there by the eroded
fangs of ancient hills. After slipping
and sliding for half an hour in the suck-
ing mud they entered the ruins of what
must have been in some other age a
magnificent city.

[Turn page]
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“Ruins!” puzzled Merek as he stop-
ped the car and peered through the
gloom. “Our infra-reds didn’t touch this
territory. Why ruins on what was, until
yesterday, the richest and most power-
ful planet in the galaxy?”

“Looks like a civilization in the last
stages of decay,” whispered Franklin
as though afraid the very fog could hear
him., “These buildings must have
crumbled ages and ages ago.”

FIGHTIN G a desire to huddle together
they drove on through the swirling
mist. They must have gone a mile or
more over the broken rust-rutted streets
without finding a single sign of life or
a building fit for habitation.

At last, however, one structure in
some taste of repair loomed across their
path like a squat toad. It was unutter-
ably loathsome in its ugliness, yet it
exuded a sort of forlorn grandeur.
Somewhere far, far inside, a bell was
tolling.

Something stirred in Merek’s memory
—a snatch of ancient terrestial poetry
he had stumbled across in a dog-eared
book. He murmured the lines.

‘What in the midst lay but the Tower itself’?

The round squat turret, blind as the fool’s
heart,

Built of brown stone, without a counterpart

In the whole world . . .

Franklin picked up the measure:

Not see? because of night perhaps?—Why,
day

Came back again for that!

The hills, like giant at a hunting, lay—

Chin upon hand, to see the game at bay—

Now stab and end the creature—to the heft!

He hesitated and Merek went on,

Not hear? when noise was everywhere? It
tolled

Increasing like a bell. Names in my ears,

Of all the lost adventurers my peers—

How such a one was strong, and such was bold,

And such was fortunate, yet each of old

Lost, lost! one moment knelled the woe of
years.

STARTLING STORIES

“How does it end?” Sharon begged
as silence fell again, except for the end-
less tolling of the unseen bell. She was
clinging to Pancrief’s arm, in near-
panic for the first time since she had
joined them. Merek went on slowly:

‘I saw them and I knew them all. And yet

Dauntless the slug-horn to my lips I set

And ble’w, “Childe Harolde to the Dark Tower
came.”’

“Slug-horn,” grunted Pancrief as he
patted his sweatheart’s hand. “Our in-
fra-reds sure must have slugged them
all right. Here we humans are, at the
Dark Tower after countless millenia of
struggle, agony and failure—and the
Tower is dead.”

“No,” said Iskra. “Siriun not aw dead.
Iskra ’ear voice far, far ’way, say,
‘O00000!! Please no kill Siriun, hu-
man.’ Say, ‘OOOoooh! Long time ’go
Dark Planet use up aw iron, coal, oil ud-
der resource. Fear young strong race on
rich planet. Fear death.’Ave only mind.
Wit’ las’ steel build telepath transmit-
ter., Make big fear aw over galaxy.
Divide an’ rule. Make udder planet pay
tribute, build ship, grow trade stuff fo’
Siriun.””

“That’s enough,” snarled Merek. “Tell
them they can come in and surrender
unconditionally or stay out there and
starve.”

Iskra resumed her singsong. “Say,
‘O00000h! 'Uman goo’ after aw. No
kill Siriun. Now Siriun no ’fraid be goo’
too.”

Merek doubled up with bitter laugh-
ter—laughter that left him weak, shak-
en and a wiser man. “So throughout
all the ages,” he gasped at last, “the
only thing either men or Siriuns have
had to fear was fear itself.”

“Mebbe so,” answered Iskra wistfully,
“but w’at Iskra do with goo’ sword
arm now?”

Ignoring the others in the halftrack,
Merek showed her.




