PLAN

YOL. 6, No. 3 . A FICTION HOUSE MAGAIINE . NOVEMBER, 1553

p Four Star-Flung Novelets

HIGHWAYJ . . . . . . . . « « ¢« « « Charles Eric Maine 4
He was Ingram of 1953, inventor of J-reiction . . . and along with his
lightweight bicycle, directly responsible for the most gigantic nuisance of
the 25th century.

THEPRISONOFTHESTARS . . . . . . . . . Stanley Mullen 30
To head out beyond Pluto a venturer needs rcre than a super-spaceship
. . . he needs men as super-desperate crd freedom-mad as himself . . .
people strange and daring. Wilding, the trespasser, found them on Alcatroz,
the rogue asteroid . . . the prison of the stors,

PURPLEFOREVER . . . . . « ¢ 4« « « o « o o Jack Lewis 62
Three men on Venus . . . lolling about in their chir? sleeves and breathing an
otmosphere of chlorine and ammonia thet wes certain to kill @ man in thirty
seconds. The pictures lied . . . they must Jie. Trick photography? . .. Or the
greatest hoax ever staged?

BEYOND THE X ECLIPTIC . . . . . . . . . . FoxB. Holden 85
Earthman was dying slowly of boredorm. Hepe hed become folly; work o
means to avoid insaonily; and death wes the great reward . . . until Cragin,
step-son of darkest space, dared the Barsier; dared to soar beyond the
dread X Ecliptic where The Owners grimly coverned oil the fading galaxies.

p Four Exciting Short Storics
THE GOLDEN APPLES OF THESUN . . . . . . . Ray Bradbury 21

Toward lhe sun . . . south toward the vostest ¢f all burning hearths sped the
refrigerated, ice-sheathed rocket . . . run by prcud and vain men hoping to
sting the lion and escape the maw.

SLAY-RIDE . . . . . . . + .+« . « + « o Winston K. Marks 25
It was a great cosmic joke when the whoke:cle Iriggerman, the pirate of the
spaceways, became the victim of a simple, webked nylon garment known as
spaceman’s underwear.

PASSWORD . . . . . . ¢ ¢« o ¢« ¢ o« o o o J. W, Groves 55
Professor Medcalfe had it. And he meent to keep . For all men were fools
. . . and only the Lanyich deserved the Eariken jackpot.

THEFATALTHIRD . . . . . . + ¢« + « « o Theo.L Thomas 78
Huge, violent Webster was moulded for wer—but he lived in an age of
peace. So he huffed, and he puffed, and he blew cown Uranus . . . and
smiled at his victory.

THEVIZIGRAPH . . . . . &« ¢+ ¢« ¢ ¢ ¢ o« o 2 o o « 2&170

Of mice and men and affectionate fen.

T, T. SCOTT, President JACK O'SULLIVAN, Editor MALCOLM REISS, Mgr. Editor

PLANE':T STORIES ¢ Publisked bi-monthly by Love Roma necs Publishing Co,, Ine., 1658 Summer St., Stamfo: .
The entire contents of this magazine are copyrishted, 1953, by Jl.ove Romances l'uhlis}'ling Go., Inc. Reenteraed as ol
class matter September 30, 1952, at the Post Oflice at Stamiovrd. Conn. Additional entry at New York, N, Y, und. v b2
Act of March 3, 1879. AN rights reserved, Price 25¢ per copy. One-year subscription: $1.50; additional posicye for
Canada, 15¢; forelgn countrics, 30¢. l'or advertising rales addeese: Advertising Director. Fietion House, Ire, 1478
Summer Strcet, Stamford, Conn. u\)?’\) 17 FRINTED 'N G, S. A







THE PRISON OF THE STARS

By STANLEY MULLEN

To head out beyond Pluto a venturer needs more than a super-
spaceship; he needs people as super-desperate and freedom-
hungry as himself; people strange and daring. Wilding, the
trespasser, found them on Alcatraz—the rogue asteroid
. . . the prison of the stars.

change color as the supply ship put
on power and drew relentlessly away
from him. He saw the ship accelerate
swiftly and its mirror-polished torpedo

HE WATCHED rocket jets flame and

shape diminish in distance until even its
flares faded like dying stars.

Abandoned, utterly alone, a2 man in a
spacesuit is on painfully real and intimate
terms with infinity. Alone in space, a man
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is more or less than a man. He could imagine
himself the king of black space, but a king
without lands, subjects or responsibilities 1s
a poor monarch, He could pass the evil time
ahead by reflecting upon his past life, al-
though his present circumstances gave him
little hope of profit from the knowledge of
past mistakes and lost opportunities.

His name was Wilding, and legends
about him on Venus and Mars indicate that
the name suited him peculiarly, There is
reason to believe that he was always more
or less than a man. But when the supply
ship had vanished completely, he was more
alone than ever before in a lonely and anti-
social life.

Around him whirled black, boundless
vastness pinpointed with unfriendly stacs.
Lven familiar constellations scemed alien
and remote, luminous symbols detached
from human values and emotions. Venus
and Earth were invisible on the far side of
the Sun, and Mars but the faintest of red
lanterns hung upon the void. Great Saturn
and Jupiter with their trains of inhabited
moons must exist somewhere, but he took
them on faith, not evidence.

Be patient, they had warned him con-
temptuously, dumping him from the supply
ship like rubbish consigned to the human
junk heap. Yes, be patient, and eventually
someone might come out for him—but they
had not told him how hard it would be to
wait and watch the awful void of space and
fite-flake star-patterns whirl about him.
Paticnce, like his former life in the hive
cities of the Solar system, had long agoe
ceased to exist. His senses reeled and he
could only stare hypnotized at his iminediate
surroundings.

Wilding was as rich as Tantalus, and as
tortured by the unattainable. Within sight,
neatly packaged wealth circled with him
about the giant radilume bcacon. Many ob-
jects wrapped in reflector foil floated ia and
out of his ken as they found tiny orbits and
worked out brief cycles of revolution about
the giant atom flare which was the parent
sun to the swarm of drifting particles. All
the packages were rotating as rapidly as he,
and light reflected from their metallic an-
gularity made them resemble variable as-
tetoids. '

Loot like the splendors of a luxury space-

liner was in those packages. More food than
had haunted the hunger-dreams of his youth
on Venus, Other necessities like water,
oxygen, clothing, Luxuries such as wines
and liquors, entertainment tapes of canned
music and visual diversions. Even supplics
of drugs and medicines that could be pet-
verted to forbidden joys. It was all his, for
the moment, by right of existing in the mid-
dle of it, by the fact that no other claimant
was on the spot. It dangled before his eycs
—but beyond reach of anything but his
imagination.

Wilding was circumscribed only by in-
finity. His sole problem was staying alive
and sane,

Be. patient, they had warned, with cal-
loused indifference to his fate. But patience,
if it still existed, was like the flickering
witchlights of the supply packages, out of
reach. Eventually, if it occurred to them,
some convicts might come out from the
prison asteroid and pick him up. They
might come, if he lasted long enough and
they had nothing better to do for entertain-
inent.

For the first time in an otherwise grimly
independent life, Wilding was completely
dependent upon the whims of other people.
He was helpless, unable to minister to his
most clementary needs. His air might fail
first, or he could starve to death in the midst
of more food and drink than 2 man could
debauch in a lifetime. His only hope was
that the rich bait around him would attract
other spoilers as desperate as himself.

He waited to be rescued.

BEYOND a limited air supply, he could
not breathe. He had no food, no water.
To sustain him, besides the spacesuit and the
remaining energy of his body, there was
only his anger and his plan, He was an un-
usual man, brave and tough, even resource-
ful, but this time his fate was out of his
hands. Even his plan was worthless unless
he could live long enough to implement it.

Wilding swore grimly and silently, and
waited. Even as men in ordinary circum-
stances measure such things, it was a long
time. The initial velocity of his spin had
begun to slow from occasional collision with
one item or another of his useless wealth.
One by one, the stars around b’m seemed
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to flicker and go out. For even the eternal
stars exist only in the mind of man.

He waited so long that the darkness of
deep space seemed to seep into his space-
suit. With that darkness, part of it, came
fear, which is in itself the lesser death, He
was weightless and nauseated, almost too
weak to fight the fear. Hunger and thirst
had weakened him. He wanted to scream,
but brain and muscles did not respond in
the oxygen thin atmosphere of the suit.
Limply, he retched, lungs churning for air.

He swore again, faintly, dubiously. If
this were the end, there seemed no point
to anything that had gone before. His mind
veered back to Mars, to the strange girl,
Eishar, and what he had done for her. He
wondered again why he had interfered. She
was nothing to him, could never be anything.
Love was not the emotion she roused in
him.

Not love, not even desire. Not any-
thing he could name unless it was fear. He
pushed the thought of her from his mind.

He had felt fear before. He should know
that sensation. He was feeling it now. But
he had always dealt with fear by using it
to put an edge on his soul. One could not
deal with this situation so easily. A man
should not die like this. A poor man in
sight of wealth, a starving man in sight of
food, a suffocating man in the midst of
sealed tanks of oxygen. Anger roared in
him. He called out to the dark gods of space
to have done with their torture. . . .

Following numerous orbits between
Jupiter and Mars are the uncounted aster-
oids. Some of these fragments of a long-
vanished planet are named, and even most
of the lesser fry are catalogued by numbers.
One of them, since the earliest days of
sEace travel and interplanetary survey, has
three official numbers, two names, and at
least a dozen colorful nitknames.

It is on the IPS spacemaps, named and
numbered, but by interplanetary treaty it is
marked in red letters: Restricted! Warning,
Do Not Land!

This asteroid, commonly known as the
Pelican, is the Alcatraz Island of space, It
is a prison for the most hardened and hope-
less «f convicts. Outside of official circles,
3—Pl.uet—November

few people have ever heard of it and fewer
still dwell there. No spaceships ever set
down, and none blast off from its scarred

and pitted surface. The few inhabitants form

a highly exclusive social group, their num-
bers limited by highly specialized require-
ments for membership.

The original Alcatraz was a small island
in San Francisco Bay; on Earth, used as
prison for only grade-A malefactors. In
Spanish, the word means Pelican, and those
curious birds formerly made the tiny bare
rock their roosting ground. More curious
birds roosted there since; but by now, with
the very existence of the city of San Fran-
cisco a myth, the island has been returned
to the pelicans and other fauna of the sea,
sky and ground. Only some spiders and
lowly insects inhabit the ruins of prison
buildings, and birds and seals have the pin-
point of barren rock to themselves.

One knows by historical conjecture what
happened to the prison and the nearby city.

. But even toward the close of the Twenty-

First Century, the most optimistic would
not claim that humankind has advanced
beyond the need for prisons, and something
drastic must still be done with the aristo-
crats of crime.

Expansion across space, with more
worlds to conquer and loot, more races to
exploit, and new frontiers of fabulous
treasure to plunder, did nothing to improve
the moral tone of humanity. A new and
savage breed of criminals sprang into ex-
istence to meet these exciting conditions, It
was raw, blind butchery at first, then rack-
eteers of genius brought general leoting into
an organized and systematic bleeding of
the body economic and generalized corrup-
tion of the body politic. After much blood-
shed, the end result was the new Alcatraz,
a prison preserve on Penguin Planetoid, fa-
miliarly known as The Rock.

The Rock is literally that. Bare rock, not
even spherical, but large for an astecoid. It
is a rogue asteroid, which means that its
orbit is highly cccentric and comes nowhere
near that of the other asteroids- and rarely
comes near that of any planet. It is a world
to itself. It is not pushing liccnsed itony
too far to state that its inhabitants are
rogues whose orbits, from the standpoint
of society, are also eccentric. Alcatraz Aster-



3 PLANET STORIES

oid is a prison for the most incorrigible of
lifers.

Only the rarest criminals qualify for such
a sentence, but once sentenced, the trap
closes on him for good. There is no reprieve,
no parole, no.pardon, and no escape. Few
men ever enter the maze of caverns that
honeycomb Alcatraz’ forbidding interior,
but those few stay. They live and die out of
sight and out of touch with the worlds of
seality. The Rock is the end of the line.

OUTRAGED authority forgets a man sent
to Alcatraz, His record, and everything
concerning him is destroyed. Both offense
and existence ate blotted out, which makes
an unintentionally sporting ofter, for if a
convict should ever escape there is no pre-
vious count against him, Such a man could
consider himself returned from the dead, or
reborn. No escape from the Rock had been
legally anticipated, and none had actually
occurred, Such escape is a practical impos-
sibility, even with no warden and no guards
—for none are needed.

Newcomers arrive in the supply ship,
which never lands. Like the packaged sup-
plies, condemned prisoners are dumped
overboard through a freight airlock and
left twirling in space about a giant radilume
flare moving in an orbit closely paralleling
that of the prison asteroid. Man and sup-
plies may twirl indefinitely, and the man
may even die unless his fellow exiles are
in a good mood, or are curious enough to
put out in the space-lighter provided with a
severely limited store of fuel and seine in
the take to the prison caverns of Alcatraz.

Men have died like that, sometimes be-
cause the old hands were too disinterested
to investigate in time, or again because the
old inhabitants were too involved at the
moment with minor feuding and treacheries
to care,

Wilding was tough, and took a long time
dying. There was time enough to die in-
numerable deaths, and even to reconstruct
the patterns of a lifetime in his asphyxiating
brain, . . .

He was born on Venus, in the most slip-
pery part of Skid Road in Old Castarona.
His father was a renegade Earthman who
married a2 mutant swamp-girl from the edge
of the Tihar Forest, Childhood in such

surroundings is a tonic to the adventurous
spirit, and Wilding must have had spirit
to survive at all. Of necessity, his mother
taught him to steal. His father taught him
to kill, by killing his mother in a drunken
frenzy. From neighbors and rivals, he
learned most of the anti-social trades, and
he was an apt pupil.

His mind was uncluttered, free of the
commonly accepted ideas of morality, with-
out normal inhibitions, He killed and stole,
but casually according to his needs and am-
bitions. Crime, except for profit, would have
seemed immoral to him. Periodically he
was caught and sentenced, which was ac-
cording to the rules of the game; but no
?rison could ever hold him long. Even for

rontier Venus, he acquired a potent reputa-
tion, both for crime-without violence, and as
an escape artist. When he moved on to
other planets and began piratical raids along
the spaceways, he gave the security patrols
some evil moments.

It was not inevitable that he be trapped
and stopped dead by being sent to Alcatraz
Asteroid. With luck, he might even have
made his pot and retired to wealth and re-
spectability, But his feet must have been
slippery from Skid Road, for he slipped,
stepped out of character and killed just once
from a motive of, from his point of view,
sheer stupidity. Protecting Elshar, a crip-
gled slave-girl, from a cruel beating at the

ands of a Martian slaver, he struck out in
& passion against injustice. For this final
murder, he was sentenced as an incorrigible.
A man should hold to his pattern. . ..

WILDING waited, unconscious, slowly
dying, and time passed. A lot of time.
For the dwellers in The Rock did not share
bis impatience. It was off-season for the
supply ship, and a far more interesting
caper was in progress than the foutine pick-
uF of a dying man in a spacesuit. A series
of interesting brawls and murders was draw-
ing to a suspenseful conclusion. Nobody
wanted to miss anything or anybody, until
the situation died out literally in a sprawl
of charred and mutilated bodies.

So Wilding knew nothing about it when
the lighter eventually came out. His body
was blue, puffed and more dead than alive,
the spark-blue eyes glazed and sightless. He
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¢e.21J not see the small craft circle and draw
in the supplies with magnetic nets. He was
unaware of the skyhooks that reached out
to haul him through the airlock into the
lighter, and was too far gone to care. For
a man attempting death and rebirth, he had
a good start on the first half of his project.

angs of returning sensation brought him
sharply conscious and reminded him of his
plan. If he were to be the first man ever to
escape from Alcatraz Asteroid, he must
start at once by establishing his place in a
dangerous and hard-bitten society. He began
his task by opening his eyes, Blistered and
stiffened lids responded slowly.

The cubicle was dim and murky, air stale
but cool. Grunting, he tried to sit up. Some-
one bent over him.

A woman's face blocked further view.
The face was old and wise and ugly; the
woman huge and muscular, a graying Ama-
zon who might be a good foot taller than
Wilding when she straightened up, Sound
boomed from her as if from a cracked bell,
and most of the cracks showed on her
weathered skin, She was mildly drunk, her
breath poisonous with mushroom beer.

“What's new in Venusport?” she asked.

“"Who in Hell cares?” demanded Wild-
ing.
gHer laugh boomed again. “He knows
where he is,” she jeered. "So I win my bet.”

“What bet?"”

The big woman drew back and let Wild-
ing have a look at her companions, Behind
the womaan stood a man and a girl. A spidery
Mercurian straddled Wilding's legs and
massaged numbed flesh with rough effi-
ciency.

"My bet with Grouth,” explained the
Amazon, indicating the Mercurian. “Not
decorative, is he? Mercurian twilight men
never are, But he’s what passes for my hus-
band here.”

Wilding stared at her, and past her at
the others. “"Now I know for sure where I
am,” he said. "I read in a book once that
there’s no marriage or giving in marriage in
Heaven. Since I'm obviously dead, that
leaves only—"

The Amazon slapped her ample thigh
and vented some more loud rumbles of
laughter.

“Proves my point,”

she bellowed.

“Grouth figured your first words would be
‘Where am I?* or something else trite. You
loked to me like a man who always knows
where he is and how he got there, so I bet
on it. Alcatraz or Hell—it's all one. Do [
win?”

“Near enough,” Grouth snorted unhap-
pily. “T'll concede—"

"What stakes?” Wilding asked.

For his plan, he must have the respect
and co-opcration of the veteran convicts.
Such an attitude must be earned, so he care-
fully disciplined himself to register ncither
shock nor surprise whatever he encountered.
Even so, his hair nearly stood on end as the
noisy Amazon explained.

“Our own version of Russian roulette.
We load the blaster clip with altcrnating
charges and blanks, then stick the muzzle
in each other’s mouth and pull the trigger
to find out which load is first. Now Grouth
owes me one. Not that I'll collect just yet.
I like to be sure I'm through with a man
before I blow his head off.”

Wilding shrugged. "It should simplify
divorce.” With some effort, Wilding sat up
and shoved the Mercurian violently from
his C?erch. “Get off my legs. ...”

routh glared and gave an unpleasant
whickering sound. "I was only trying to
work enough life back into you so you
could give us some news, Mortality is high
among newcomers. You won't last long.”

“I may surprise you,” Wilding said
casually. Deliberately, his eyes fixed upon
each of the four, impressing their features
into his memory, evaluating personalities to
determine potential usefulness to his plan,
Savages, as he had expected. Debased and
degenerate, all of them, but intelligent.
Dangerous tools, but he had sometimes
worked miracles with worse.

THE other man was a bald giant, of curi-
ous complexion, obviously not of Earth
stock, very tall but so heavily built that he
looked squat. Grinning, apelike, he thrust
out something between a hand and a paw,
Wilding took it and did not wince under the
pressure.

“I'm Concot,” said the bullet-head. *Mar-
tian, though origin is not important here,
Welcome to our pesthole.”

Wilding nodded, turning his attention to
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the fourth of the odd group. She was a girl,
young, sullen and striking, Lips writhed in
scorn as she returned his frank stare, and
the play of expression on her features was
light flickering from a moving swordblade.
She was not beautiful, nor even pretty in
any ordinary sense, Everything about her
suggested metal—her skin was snow on
copper, her hair curling shreds of brass,
her body posture suggested the temper and
resilience of steel, even the eyes quivered
like heated mercury and did something as
poisonous to a man’s bones.

Half-caste Callistan, he thought, and not
quite human.

Her voice was coldly sibilant as a needle
sliding in metallic groove. “Better enjoy us
while you can, Halfling. If we seem so dis-
tasteful to you, brace yourself. We're the
nice Nfeoplc here.”

"My niece, Amyth,” said the Amazon,
touching the girl’s shoulder fondly. "I
should warn you about her. She’s killed
three men in a year for less than you're
thinking.”

‘Wilding gave a grim chuckle. “I'll re-
member that. If I ever start thinking about
her, I'll break both her arms first.”

“We're not too formal about such things
here. You take whatever you're strong and
clever enough to hold. The man who wants
Amyth is likely to have his hands full. Even
for me, there were some other suitors, but
Grouth was man enough to hold me against
all comers. So don’t sell him short, for all
his runt-size and odd complexion.”

Wilding nodded, understanding. Women
would be scarce, and men exiles would fight
over them like male rats over scarce females.
He had expected strange and difficult social
organization in Alcatraz, even chaos, and
the presence of women would be an addi-
tional cause of dissension. It might be used
to his advantage.

“Who's the bull of this scrub herd?” he
asked. “None of you?”

Amyth’s laugh was a jangling of steel-
shards. Taming her could be an interesting
project, but held jagged possibilities.

“Most of us take orders from Tichron,”
the girl replied. "A few fellow Credus, an
Earthman. If you have ideas about me, you'll
have to fight Tichron for the privilege.”

Wilding grunted. “Small privilege. But

I'd fight him anyhow, While I'm here, 1
rule, I lead, not follow,”

"Big talk for a newcomer,” she said.
“When you're here a while—"

“I'm not staying. I'm Wilding. No prison
can hold me.”

“Alcatraz can,” Concor said wearily. “We
all feel like that at first. Nobody escapes.
But if you want to try, count me in.”

The Amazon belched beer fumes vol-
canically. “Me, too. And Grouth. It will
be something to do. I'm Tiny. If I had
another name it's down the drain years
880,

_ Amyth’s wicked glance slashed at Wild-
ing.

"T'll decide . . . after you've fought
Tichron. If you have a plan, tell us. Maybe
we can use it after Tichron wrings the blood
from your body and throws the husk to the
Pit Men for fodder. He'll be happy to learn
there’s a new challenger. His blood lust is
growing—"

“There are those who fan his other lusts,”
Grouth broke in angrily. “It's unfair to
taunt a newcomer into unequal combat. Give
Wilding time to find his way around—"

Warm, unfamiliar emotion writhed in
Wilding. It had been so long since the oc-
casion for it that he could scarcely recognize
gratitude. He could not remember anyone’s
championing his rights and interests. Also,
he realized, if the sullen and monstrous
Mercurian stood up for him, it was a sign
he was accepted. Such as they were, he had
allies,

“The girl is right, Grouth,” he said

.quietly, "Now is the time. I must fight

Tichron.” His eyes lashed the girl. "I have
a plan—but it is not for the ears of Tich-
ron’s sluts, When I have use for your ob-
vious talents, I'll give orders.”

Amyth’s eyes blazed, her face whitened
teyond its odd pallor.

From the doorway came a brazen bellow
of delight, drowning what she might have
said.

A burly shape glided into the room. A
giant Venusian, broad face as savage as that
cf a swamp-slug, oily body glistening like
the image of a squat godling. He looked
like a professional wrestler.

“I heard that,” he said. “I'm Tichron.”
The game had started.
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II

LCATRAZ ASTEROID was a separate
world, an island of rock, wedge-shaped,
eighteen miles long, and roughly the same
in the circumference of its larger end. The
interior was not hollow, but was honey-
combed with habitable caverns like large
bubbles, connected by a maze of passages.
Outer levels had all been converted into a
Etison without guards and without bars.
ife was easy, the social structure simple,
idyllic or primitive dependimg upon the
point of view.

Though not completely self-sufficient—
since enlightened penology provided lavish
supplies—the convict community would
have gone on much the same if the rest of
the Solar System had suddenly ceased to
exist.

Elementary machinery for the basic
trades had been provided; its use or neglect
was left up to the prisoners. By artificial
illumination, food could be grown in sub-
surface hydroponic gardens, and limited an-
imal husbandry was encouraged. But lack
of usable fuels and raw materials limited
manufacturing to safely low levels, which
prevented even gifted technicians from get-
ting ideas. Potentially fissionable ores were
present in the deep interior, and under pres-
sure someone might have found ingenuity
to process it. Air and water were hermeti-
cally sealed-in, automatically purified and
reclaimed at need.

Convicts were self-governed, which
meant a rule of claw and fang since weapons
were crude and hand-made. Dwelling in
caves, the prisoners returned to an archaic
way of life and became cave men, Life was
brutal, direct, and usually brief. Cowards
rarely got there, and the weak and unfit were
quickly weeded out by living conditions in-
toierable to endure. Survivors were a tough,
rangy breed who would survive anywhere.
The few women were rank weeds, not deli-
cate flowers; if they did not thrive, they
ﬁfrmted. Some children were born, and

ose who lived grew up as sinewy, strong
end poisonous as desert snakes,

Al the time the asteroid had been con-
verted to a prison, it was assumed that it
was uninhabited. But laired deep within the
poisonously radioactive caverns was a small

colony of the legendary lost race of Pit
Men.

Underworld legends told in whispers that
these eery creatures sometimes came from
their lairs and mingled with the human con-
victs of Alcatraz. Actually, prisoners rarely
eacountered them, for the Pit Men were
shy, nervous beings, harmless unless pro-
voked, and did not issue from their caverns
except by stealth for provisions. The abo-
riginal dwellers were neither man nor bird,
though they resembled both superficially.
They were non-human, non-animal, being
plants, mobile and intelligent, a variety of
animated fungus so alien that contact on
any but the simplest levels was impossible.
Even so, they were the one fly in the oint-
ment—

Outside of rumors, Wilding knew little
of the Pit Men. But he had given them much
thought, and wondered if he might find a
use even for them in his escape plans. For
the moment, though, he must confine him-
self to building up an organization. Break-
ing out of Alcatraz was no simple matter,
and the escape he had in mind was deftnitely
not a solo effort. He would need good tech-
nicians and a host of willing workers, For
now—

There was Tichron and the challenge.

Word had gone out, and the convicts
were assembling to enjoy the sport. A new-
comer had challenged Tichron.

Wilding let his new-found friends lead
him through an involved series of caverns.
Accustomed as he was to varied atmospheres
and gravities on many worlds, Wilding had
difficulty in adjusting here. Air pressure
was kept high, and artificial gtavity sct low,
which made breathing and balance precar-
ious. With a little additional effort, he felt
that he could shove himself free of the rock
floor and swim in the dense air, He must
remember that in his encounter with Tich-
ron, who would be accustomed to conditions
in Alcatraz,

So interested was Wilding in his sur-
roundings that the arena was reached almost
before he realized it.

Dimensions of an immense hollow sphere
lost themselves in murky light. Tiers of
stone seats climbed the concave, curving
walls, and a noisy crowd swarmed into the
spectators’ sections, Wilding's companions
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led him down an arched ramp to the low-
walled pit at the bottom center. Tichron
had not yet arrived, and in the interval of
waiting, Concor the Martian and Grouth
the spidery Mercurian worked over Wild-
ing feverishly to massage the stiffness from
his limbs. Amyth retreated into sullen si-
lence, but Tiny leaned close to Wilding's
ear and whispered.

“I like your guts, young man. But why
so soon? You should've waited to get back
your strength, and choose a time when you
have studied Tichron's style, "

Wilding wished profanely that the
woman would stop calling him “young
man.” She was old enough, though life on
Alcatraz might have aged her prematurely,
but no older, surely, than a Martian Pzintar
idol, which by atomic timetable is something
less than two million years. At times, Wild-
ing felt older, less human, more foulced by
life.

ILDING braced himself for Homeric
struggle and turned to smile cooly at
his strange cohorts.

“Waiting would be fatal,” he told them
grimly. “I need quick authority, and the
unquestioned compliance of workers. In
about two Earth-weeks the supply ship will
be back. By that time I want the lighter
ready for space. I want it supplied and
powered for a longer run than picking up
a miserable cargo of supplies.”

Grouth sneered. “Without fuel?”

Wilding answered coldly. “Leave that
problem to me.”

Concor shrugged. “Since you are new
here I should explain that there ate no rules
in the fight, If Tichron wins he can break
your back with impunity. Probably he will.
He has ctuel whims. That is also your prob-
lem, and I leave it to you, willingly. How-
aver, just as advice, stay clear and do not
grapple with him, Keep away and strike
ut hard with your fists. Some blows may
ret through all the blubber and muscles. If
vou give him a good enough fight, he may
-ven respect you enough to let you live.
Crippled, of course. . . ."

A ragged crowd-shout ordered the start
of the fight. The hyenas were impatient for
‘he carnivores,

Tichron was advancing, slowly and con-

fidently. Wilding stood up and moved
slowly into the circle of combat. The cleared
space was small, the ground surface uneven.

Wilding feigned nervous indecision. He
appeared to hesitate, as if contemplating
flight, :

Laughter and jeers flicked him like whips.

Lowering his head, he moved wih light-
ning swiftness, His move was totally unex-
Fected. Rushing across the arena, he flung
rimself at Tichron like a living battering
ram. His head connected solidly with Tich-
ron’s midriff, Breath gushed from the giant
like air forced from a trodden balloon.
Doubling up, Tichron reeled backward, His
fists flying, k)(/ilding hammered the exposed
face. Tichron straightened long enough to
receive a knee in the place most painful to
him. The shock almost lost him the fight
at once, but he recovered and hurled Wild-
ing across the arena.

Wilding caught up a stone bench and
flung it, but the light gravity betrayed his
effort. It went wild. Nearly weightless, it
still had mass, and part of the entranced
onlookers avoided being brained only by
undignified scramblings.

Now Wilding and Tichron circled each
other warily. Tichron stopped circling and
slid forward in liquid rhythm of move-
ment, He caught Wilding flat-footed, jerked
the lighter man off his feet and raised him
high overhead. Wilding crashed to the floor
with stunning force. Tichron leaped to come
down on his prone opponent with both feet.
But Wilding was already rolling. He caught
one of Tichron’s feet, twisted and jerked.
The giant sat down violently,

As Tichron rose, Wilding launched him-
self in a suicidal dive at the giant's stomach.
Again he connected like a battering ram.,
The sound of expelled breath was explosive.
This time, as Tichron bent double, Wild-
ing brought up his knee against the exposed
jaw. There was 2 loud crack. Pawing fran-
tically, Tichron went down in a heap, Wild-
ing jumped, brought both feet down on the
quivering hulk, It was like leaping on a
rock, But Tichron was through fighting. He
lay peacefully unconscious.

The fight was over before it had well
started.

Jeers changed suddenly to cheers. As win-
ner and new champion, Wilding was king
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of Alcatraz, But not undisputed king—

A tall, cadaverous man stepped from the
crowd,

“My name is Credus. I challenge you
now?”

\Wilding turned to Concor. “Is that in the
rulas—to fight one after another like this?”

“There are no rules,” said the wily Mar-
tian.

“In that case—"

Wilding snatched a blaster pistol from
the spring clip on Tiny's belt. He jameaed
the muzzle hard into Credus’ side, but not
before Credus had drawn his own gun and
theast it at Wilding.

Neither could miss, but it was deadlock.

"I'll bargain with you, Credus,” suggested
Wilding., "Unless you want to chance pull-
ing that trigger.”

“\{hat bargain?” asked Credus sourly.

“Meet me here again in two Earth-weeks,
I will fight you then without a gun, or turn
the asteroid over to you.”

Credus shrugged. “I am not a fool, half-
ling. But be here, or I will find you and kill

"ou.
) Credus stalked darkly from the arena,
followed in silence by a full third of the
asscmbled prisoners, With his departure,
the cheers for Wilding were less enthusias-
tic, as if the throng disapproved of Wild-
ing’s trickery.

Tiny, the Amazon, was kneeling beside
Tichron, who was conscious now, but breath-
ing heavily.

“She was a nurse on Earth,” explained
Concor. "Before she got the habit of strang-
ling her fretful patients.”

The woman looked up and smiled
brightly. “That gun of mine is loaded with
alternating blanks,” she observed. “I kept
wondering if Credus would call your bluff.”

Wilding met her glance. “So did L,” he
admitted. “And I remembered about those
blanks. Can you do anything for Tichron?”

“Better kill him,” advised Grouth im-
patienily. “It is your right.”

“Let him live,” said Wilding, frowning.
“I may have some use for him.”

The girl Amyth sneered unpleasantly.
“The man has a mania for utility. Have you
some use for me, halfling?”

“Halfling, yourself!” reglied Wilding,
with anger rising in him. “Perhaps, I have

—when I have less important things to man-
lage. But I'll let you know. Don't rush your
uck.”

A slow flush crept into her cheek, but she
swallowed a corrosive retort, After all,
Wilding was boss, and her arms were brittle,

Wilding turned to Grouth. “Who are the
technicians? I'll want all kinds to get that
lighter in shape for space.”

Grouth laughed bitterly, “Time enough.
Concor can help you select the technicians.
He's one of them, and a spaceship wrecker
has to know many technical trades. But
you'll need more than men, you'll need
miracles.”

Concor broke in. “He’s right, Wilding,
We have skilled labor to work with, but no
materials. Metal is scarce here, but we can
junk some machine tools for part of what
we'll need. The real lack is fuel. You can't
process metal without heat, and you can’t
power a space-lighter with non-existent
chemicals. They leave only enough chemical
fuel each time to TOWH the lighter for the
next pickup. I will back your play, but I'm
no good at working miracles. I've even
forgotten how to pray, and I doubt if any
known or unknown gods would hced a
prayer from me.”

“I don’t pray for miracles., 1 arrange
them. Can't the lighter be converted to use
atomic power?”

Concor waved empty hands. “Not casily.
It could be, probably, but what is the use?
Where would we get activated fuels?”

“No fuel,” repeated Grout, his voice like
a dirge.

“There are radioactive elements in this
asteroid,” argued Wilding. “Can’t they be
used?”

Concor shook his head grimly. “They are
here, true, But they are useless to power
an atomic converter for the lighter. For two
good reasons, We can’t lay hands on them,
literally. Without any shielding, we would
be burned like moths in a flame, and the
danger of the Pit Men is too great even if
we dared invade their caverns, The Pit Men
used to be harmless and friendly, but they
aren’t now. Some of the convicts found out
they were good eating, organized hunts and
stuffed themselves on Pit Men. Nowadays,
we rarely see a Pit Man, They slink about
in the caverns like shadows. And they wage
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8 reletitless guerilla warfare. Any convict
they caich alone is a dead convict. They rush
him and overwhelm him. Probably they eat
him or use him to fertilize their nursery
beds.”

“I could talk to them and make a deal,”
said Wilding.

VERY convict in hearing laughed
harshly.

“Try it,” suggested Amyth acidly. “Their
arms are less brittie than mine.”

“And while you're at it,” went on Con-
cor, “ask them to mine and process it for
us. They’re immune to radiation burtns. In
fact, they seem to thrive on rays that are
deadly to us. We've ncver dared invade the
lower caverns because of the radiation,
which makes their homes an impregnable
fortress for the Pit Men.”

Wilding nodded quickly, understanding.

“Could I go there and talk with them?”
he demanded.

Concor shrugged in futility. "You could
if you were foolish enough. There would
be some exposure, but not necessarily a
fatal dose if you made your stay short, The
Pit Men will kill you before the radiation
does.”

Tichron was stirring, He blinked pain-
fully and sat up, nursing some cracked ribs.
He stared at Wilding with frank admira-
tion.

“It was a mistake to let me live,” he said.
“Someday I'll challenge you for another try.
But not right away. You fought me fairly
and defeated me. §ou give orders and I'll
see that they’re carried out. Also, a word of
warning. Credus is next in line, he thinks.
Watch him, A stealthy knife in the dark
or a sudden shot from behind is his style.
Sooncr or later, if that doesn’t work out for
him, he’ll challenge you. But never if you
have a chance.”

Wilding laughed sharply, “He already
challenged, but we've postponed the occa-
sion, I'm goix;% to try to make a deal with
the Pit Men, Have you any advice?”

Tichron's face worked curiously. He
heaved his bulk erect and grimaced with

ain.

“Yes, some advice, Don’t go. Certainly,
not alone. If you insist, I'll go along and
show you the way.”

“Thanks,” said Wilding. “But you're in
no shape for it. Rest up, and I'll ind work
for you. Who else will go along and show
me the way to the Pits?”

He glanced round the citcle of faces.
Several of them paled and disappeared with
suspicious haste,

“T'll go,” offered Tiny. "But I won't
want to come back alone, Will you come
along, Amyth? The Pit Men have never
offered to harm a woman. Probably not from
chivalry, but none of us have ever had the
stomach to try eating the filthy things.”

“I'll come,"” agreed the girl quickly. “Per-
haps we can watch while the Pit Men work
over our hero. I wouldn't want to miss
that.”

Wilding smiled savagely. “"Perhaps I will
ict one of them break your arms as part of
the deal.”

Before leaving with the women, Wilding
gave orders to Grouth and Concor, All the
machine tools were to be put in running
crder. All technicians assembled and ready
to work on the space-lighter. Tichron was
ordered to bed to rest and recover from his
beating.

Authority seemed to come naturally to
Wilding.

He enjoyed the curious sensation of
tesponsibility and power. His previous
life had given him no taste of organizing
mass-cffort. At first, he had been a lonely,
hunted fugitive, then later a solitary beast
of prey. :

For a brief term, he bad lived among
the space plunderers, and he had headed
e firatical crew. But the role then had
been that of wolf-leader, one of the
pack, with little authority and no great re-
sponsibility to his fellows,

Here, partly by accident, he had achieved
petilous command. The people, such as they
were, ‘looked to him for decisions. They
looked at him with respect. Grudgingly,
they yielded leadership, but only to him as
a better man. He felt a strange, new emo-
thicn.

He was contented, and oddly stim-
ulated,

With Tiny and Amyth leading, he headed
toward the deep caverns and his dangerous
business with the Pit Men who dwelt
there, . . .
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III

HERE was darkness and furtive move-

ment ahead. There was the nervous
oppression one feels in deep caverns. There
was silence and shadowy impressions of
movements as soundless and nerve-wracking
as the silence.

Tiny pressed a hand radilume into Wild-
ing's fingers.

“From here on, nobody knows the way,
she said, an odd gentleness in her voice. 1
wish I dared go all the way with you. Shall
I wait here?”

“No,” Wilding answered uneasily, “Take
the girl back safely. I will find my way, ot
perhaps the Pit Men will show me . ,."

Tiny’s laugh was gruesome, It echoed
among the silent rocks and came back mag-
nified, While the sound still clattered back
and forth from the confining rock walls,
Wilding left the women and went on.

He went through darkness and more si-
lence. Flickering ghosts of movement paced
his progress. He knew the Pit Men wete
all around him, watching, curious, waiting
to spring and overwhelm him. His hand-
light made a narrow rent in the solid curtain
of blackness. He could see the path and the
vague outlines of the passage for a few
paces ahead. He went on for a long time.

Finally, he stood still and waited. Move-
ment ceased around him. He shut off the
radilume and shifted his position slightly.
Again he waited. He stood still, scarcely
breathing. Movement began again, and
oddly, it seemed to move away from him.
But one fragment of the movement drew
closer, It edged toward him and stopged.
It came on, slowly, softly, warily, Wilding
could see nothing, scarcely hear the cautious
breathing. But his instincts sensed the crea-
ture and placed it exactly. It was curious.

Suddenly Wilding leaped. There was
quick, huddled violence in the darkness. The
thing seemed all body. Wilding could find
no arms or legs for leverage. But its strength
was no match for his. Wilding overpowered
the creature, felt it fall under him. In a
flash, he was down on top of it, holding it
against the rock floor, straddling a furry
bulk, pinioning its struggles. The thing
writheg feebly, then subsided and lay still.
Wilding hoped he had not killed or serious-

ly injured the Pit Man. He eased the pres-
sure, and felt the soft body stir slightly.
Relieved, he eased the strain a little more,
but held his advantage.

His fingers clicked the radilume switch.
Light was momentarily blinding after the
darkness. Wilding ventured a quick glance
at the captured Pit Man and turned away
in revulsion. How could people eat such
things!

Wilding sat on the prostrate Pit Man and
felt very unhappy about the capture. The
Pit Man goggled out of excited eyes and
geysered an insane gibberish of sound.
There were no recognizable words, and not
even an indication that the sounds were
words. It was like the notes of a curious,
chittering birdsong, chromatic, waveringly
melodic and set to vague rhythms, but it re-
sembled no speech Wilding had ever heard.

Easy enough to carry out his plan to speak
to the Pit Men, but what language did one
use? Wilding tried slum \;enusian, two
Earth languages, a smattering of canal Mar-
tian dialects. He got nowhere. The Pit Man
stayed put and bird-sounds sprayed from
him. Wilding straddled the creature and
spoke words in every language he knew.
That was all.

A similar difficulty had baffled trained
semantics men. Even the cipher experts,
though admitting that the birdsong sounds
seemed to have a musical or mathematical
basis, could go no further. No dictionaries
or word-booﬁs exist, and the language, if
it were even a language, seemed not pho-
netic. No actual words had ever been distin-
guished, let alone their meanings.

Nor was the language the only mystery
about the Pit Men. No anthropologist ever
studied the race, catalogued its social pat-
terns, recorded its history, The Pit Men
were non-human, their origins lost in dark-
ness beyond the dawn of time. In the chron-
icles of the early (Martian) spacemen, there
is mention of a fungus-people inhabiting
some of the larger asteroids, particularly
the rogue asteroids and those with a high
content of radioactive ores. First explora-
tions by solar survey ships from Earth found
the fungus life-forms existing much as they
still do, inhabiting deep caves in the honey-
combed interiors of some asteroids.

Practically nothing dcfinite was ever
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learned about them. These mobile, intelli-
gent fungus-growths clung to their impreg-
nable isolation and lived among deposits of
low grade radioactive ores, worthless to mine
and difhicult to transport. In murky, dim-lit
caverns, they lived out their strange lives,
eating if they eat, sleeping if they sleep,
aad worshipping gods as ancient and strange
as tiemsclves. At first contacts Pit Mea
proved ftriendly and harmless, if not
molested—but deadly dangerous if aroused
or mistreated.

But communication always stopped dead
beyond a few meager words the more intel-
ligeat Pit Men deigned to learn and use.

Wilding got up, releasing the Pit Man.
With a shudder, he helped the creature to
the horny pads which passed for its feet.
The ching retreated to the edge of the light
conc and stood, half in shadows, trembling.
Wilding took a long look at the goggling
alien, then wished he had not.

IT W'AS a stubby, waddling horror of
gray-green and fishbelly white, oddly
manlike, even birdlike as legend specified,
but with no resemblance to any particular
bird life of the known worlds. The head
was huge in proportion, round and smooth
as a polished plastic ball. A long slender
trunk or tentacle extended from the almost
featureless face. Limbs were not arms, but
something between wings and flippers.
Folded membranes, like the gliding surfaces
of flying squirrels connected the flipper-
wings to the plump, obscene body. In tex-
ture, the skin was not slick, furry or feath-
ered, but dusty, like the wings of a moth-
millec.

The Pit Man trembled and waited, while
Wilding's nerves shrank from remembrance
of its foul contact.

Iinpatiently, with a recognition of futility,
Wilding gestured for it to go. Without
language, communication was impossible,
and there was no hoge of making a deal
with the Pit Men. Birdmen or animals,
plants or parasites, the things were too
alien.

He would have to manage his plan
somchow without their help. )

By signs, Wilding tried helplessly to con-
vey a minimum of apology for the outrage
of cavture and attempted kidnapping. He

might as well have waved his hand against
the wind.

The fungus-thing goggled and trembled
and waited, making no move to leave, none
toward Wilding. Treble sounds spilled from
the orifice of its waving trunk, almost made
words, hinted at resemblances, at possible
meanings. Wilding thought he made out a
corrupt ‘and garbled enunciation of a red
Martian word.

“Tza-tchagalok,” which means either

riest or temple, depending upon the tone
in which it is spoken.

The Pit Man slid away, Hc came back.
He retreated to the dark areas, returned
again. His flippers gyrated excitedly. He
reminded Wilding of a dog dumbly trying
to lead a man to a discovery. The parallel
was obvious. He wanted Wilding to follow.

Wilding shrugged and went along. There
was nothing to lose. If it were a trap, he was
already in it.

The darkness grew lighter, but oddly
misty, as if some radiant vapor swirled and
flowed in the caves. He could now see sur-
roundings but as if through a veil of
dancing dust motes. Light increased as they
moved forward, ever deeper into the rock
heart of the asteroid. Wilding feit his skin
tingling as if he bathed in a thick liquid
full of sparks. Fatalistically, he wondered
how much exposure to this a man’s body
could stand.

The cavern opened out, became an im-
mense chamber. Walls fell back and the
floor sloped into an abyss swimming with
blinding mist. The ceiling lifted and lost
itself in vaulted brightness overhead. Pit
Men swarmed in the great cavern like bees
crowding a giaat hive. They paid no atten-
tion to ilﬁing or his companion.

There was music, or at least unholy
sound. It swelled and flowed in monstrous
organ notes, lingering on chords, measured
by an alien off-beat rhgvthm. The Pit Men
wavered like shoals of fish caught in power-
ful undertows. Their bodies swayed and
bobbed in response to the movements of
sound. Even the light flared and faded like
a visual echo of the music.

Wilding's late captive, now his guide,
paused indecisively and made abortive mo-
tions with his flippers. Again the bird-
sounds chimed and whickered, Again, Wil-
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ding snatched at the Martian word for priest
or temple.

“Tza-tchagalok, . . , Tza-tchagalok . . ."

The Pit Man pointed a flipper upward.
Suspended in mid-air, without visible sup-
port except for the streaming pillars of
light, was an elaborate structure. Wilding
studied it. There were bars studded with
prisms which shattered the streaming light
to rainbow effects. It was like an immense
jewelled cage.

Wilding sensed movement within the
cage. He was curious how the creatures
reached the staging, since there was no Jad-
der, no ramp, no stairs.

He lcarned quickly. The Pit Man took
flight, lurching clumsily into the air and
floundering about on his flippers and the
stretched membrane. It was a combinaion
of swimming and gliding. The thing poised,
as if waiting for the man to follow. Wilding
did actually make the attempt. With the
light gravity and the heavily pressured air,
such swimming flight seemed almost pos-
sible. Wilding's attempt ended in ludicrous
failure. He sprawled in flailing trajectory
and fell awkwardly into web-like nets of
glitterivx:f metal.

Pit Men gathered about and helped ex-
tricate him, Their birdlike vocals chittered
in ear-splitting showers.

His guide and two others whisked him
off his %eet and soared upward through the
mists. Once aloft, his low-gravity weight
seemed no burden to them. In flight, their
awkwardness vanished quickly, and they
swam about with ease and grace. The ap-

roach to their temple may have been ritual;
it was certainly not direct.

Wilding’s senses spun, He felt nauseated
and alarmed.

The Pit Man trio swooped down and
deposited Wilding solidly on a platform
built into the cage.

On the platform, paddling about myster-
jous ceremonies, was a very old, very gray,
and very dusty Pit Man. He looked more
like an owl than anything else. He goggled
and waddled ponderously. He made a bob-
bing obeisance to a gigantic image, and to
Wilding the ritual posturing was both
solemn and impressive,

So was the idol. It was towering, of some
burnished red metal, and represented a

being completely non-anthropomorphic, like
those strange and morbid Pzintar images
Wilding had secen on Mars. Ancient Mars
had worshipped beings neither birds nor
serpents, but blending qualities and appear-
ances of buth. This idol was like those,
though not an exact duplication. It repre-
sented something utterly alien to man, in-
finitely wise, infinitely benevolent, infinitely
sad. There was no suggestion of good or
evil; there was only calm acceptance and
understanding of things as they are, and a
serene certainty in things as they should
be. ...

Wilding stared upward at the gigantic
symbol, and felt a stir of religious awe.

The owl-like priest spoke then. He spoke
in good, cultureg Martian, though his vocal
apparatus massacred word sounds.

“Even the gods die,” he said in whistling
accents. “Or they grow bored and tired and
£o away. The gods are beyond understand-
ing, and sometimes we are beyond their
understanding as well.”

Wilding shivered as if a blast from icy
etesnities blew over him.,

"My time is short,” he said quickly. "I
came to ask help from you, but a man's
benes and flesh can stancr only brief expo-
sure to this radiation, If I stay here too Jong,
I will die.”

“Perhaps you will be reborn as a Pit
Man,” saggested the old priest philosophi-
cally,

The possibility was no consolation to
Wilding.

He talked quickly, outlining his project,
stating his needs, and the possible gain to
the P1it Men in co-operating with him.

“I plan to escape with the bulk of the
pnscners,” he said. “If you will help, you
can have your asteroid to yourselves again.”

"How could we help you?”

“The Pit Folk are immune to radiation
that is deadly to us. We have no shielding,
so we cannot handle or process the radio-
active ores, We can provide equipment, if
you will supply the labor. All we want is
encugh to power heavy machines for two
weeks, and sufficient purified atomic fuel
to power the space-lighter on a short vovage.
It wili not require much knowledge or labct
for that.”

The gray priest was thoughtful. "If ycu
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escape in that small lighter, not many of
the prisoners can go with you.”

“Not many,” agreed Wilding. “Not in
the lighter. I intend to seize the supply ship
and take along all who wish to go.”

“There will still not be space enough for
all,” said the priest gravely. “What ot those
who will remain behind?”

WILDING grunted. “That is not my
problem. Perhaps the guards will send
out aad pick them up. Certainly there will
be an investigation and no more prisoners
will be sent here. I will leave you the means
to dispose of the remaining prisoners. If
they try to harm you, I leave the decision
in your bhands. You can destroy all of
them.”

“You are 2 more tuthless people than my
rice,” commented the old Pit Man.

“Circumstances sometimes require me to
be ruthless,” Wilding replied, without
apology. “It is like surgery, needed to re-
move cancerous tissue, Will you help?”

“I do not know,” said the priest. He
moved to the edge of the platform, and
suddenly was surrounded by swarming
hordes of the Pit Men. There was no audible
consultation, no words, no waving of the
flipper limbs. Music died away into silence.

Finally the gathering broke up and the
Pit Men swooped away in all directions.

“What was that—a council talk?” asked
Wilding. ,

The gray old priest goggled at him. “Not
in words. Not talk in the sense you mean.
My people are a symbiotic group, all parts
of one personality. Each colony is group-
brain, a group nervous system, the individ-
uals are its limbs and organs. We have no
speech, and commuanicate with each other by
what you would cali telepathy—though it
is not that. We are not individuals at all,
but parts of a great organism. Vocal sound
with us is not communication, but an ex-
pression of mood-music.”

Wilding looked upward at the gigantic
image. “If you are still undecided, why not
ask your gods?” he inquired cynically.

The priest whistled words in an eery tone.
“One does not disturb the gods with ques-
tions unless he wants disturbing answers.
We have already reached our decision. We
will help you escape.”

Wilding gave swift instructions and the
priest agreed upon terms and methods of
carrying them out.

Without visible or audible summons,
Wilding's Pit Man guide reappeared sud-
denly, swooping down from the brilliance
hear the roof of the cavern. He settled with
a flutter of membranes and a flursy of flip-
pers.

“This one will return you to your own
kind,” said the priest. “You will not come
here again, for this cavern is sacred to us.
And there must be no more seizing and
eating of Pit Men.”

“There will be none,” Wilding promised
savagely. “Not after I warn the convicts
that if any incidents occur, I will turn the
human offenders over to you for punish-
ment.”

The priest shook his head. “No, we don’t
want that.” -

“I don’t understand,” protested Wilding.

“You must take responsibility for your
own kind. That is our law. In your dea.l};ngs
with us, it must be yours.”

Wilding shrugged, then agreed soberly.
It scemed that his authority carried accu-
mulating responsibility with it.

Return to the prison colonies of the outer
caverns was without incident. Though sur-
prised to see him alive, his fellow convicts
received his news boisterously, Wilding cut
short their enthusiasm and rapidly assigned
tasks.

Time was short, and there was much to
be done. For reasons concerned with the
relative proximity to a new-type spaceship
that he had previously cached in the asteroid
belt, everything must be accomplished be-
fore the next scheduled arrival of the supply
ship, or even sooner if an unscheduled pris-
oner delivery should occur, With atomic
power, anything was possible. Prisoners
turned to with a will as soon as radioactive
ores, already processed, began to pour into
the caverns, proving the Pit Men as good
as their word. Grouth and Wilding oversaw
the tooling of weapons and stockpiling of
vital supplies. Concor supervised technical
jobs.

Work went on. In any subsurface
world, time is arbitrary, an artificial thisrelg
of clockwork and labor expended. It pas
rapidly
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v

A FULL day before the two weeks were
up, Wilding was rushing conversion
of the lighter to completion. Everything
else was in readiness. Food, weapons and a
store of ammunition were stacked on the
landing stages for loading. Some would go
into the lighter, the rest would be at hand
awaiting the capture of the supply ship.

Aboard the lighter, technicians made final
adjustments and tests. Among them, mak-
ing herself both useful and ornamental, was
Amyth. '

Tiny had parked herself at Wilding's
elbow. She reeked of poisonous mushroom
beer. She was drunk and talking.

“Your eyes follow her,” Tiny observed
shrewdly.

“They do,” Wilding admitted. "I'm curi-
ous about her. What could she have done
to be sent here?”

“Amyth was born here. She's never had
a chance to do anything, Can you imagine
what such a life means to a girl like that?”

Wilding shuddered. “I don't have to
imagine.”

“She’s tough,” went on Tiny. “Only the
tough ones survive. The authorities don't
recognize their existence. They send men
and women here, with all the fences down,
then close their eyes. Maybe nobody told
them about the birds and bees. Amyth is
my sister’s child. She grew up here, knows
nothing but this prison life.”

“She grew up all over,” commented Wil-
ding.

Tiny’s eyes bubbled, like sunlight dancing
in a glass of beer. “She’s vicious as 2 blaster
discharge, but as clean. Don't get any wrong
ideas. I taught her to take care of herself.
But she’s still woman enough to think and
feel. She likes you, made that dress specially
for you to see her in it.”

Wilding grunted unhappily. Even in Hell
—complications.

"I can still see most of her in it. What's
she trying to sell? I don’t need a seamstress
or dress designer, or a wife.”

"You need something,” rumbled Tiny.
“Give her a break, man. Amyth’s a flower
growing in a trash heap. She deserves some-
thing better than this, Maybe you don't
want her, and maybe you never will. But if

you break out of here, take her along.”

Wilding nodded. “If she wants to go
along, I'll take her. I can’t promise any more
than that. Can I trust you, Tiny?”

The Amazon smiled grimly. “You can—
now. Some of us can’t go, I know that. Even
if your plans work out, there won't be room
for all. For me it doesn’t matter too much.
Sure, I'd like to get drunk once more on
good stuff. I'd like to walk crowded streets
and push peoptle off the sidewalks. But that
doesn’t count, really.”

Wilding smiled, then sobered. “None of
us are going back to that kind of life, Tiny.
Sure, we could mix for a while and get
away with it. Some might disappear for
good. But we haven't changed. We're the
same people, and under the same conditions,
we'd just go wrong again and end in the
same pot. 1 want something else. I want
conditions so different that we can't go on
being the same warped and misfit people.
We're heading out, away from the solar
system, I want a brand new, uninhabited
planet to colonize, A world so new and
different that we'll all have to change to
survive. My plan is to give all of us a fresh
start.”

“You have more faith in people than I
do. They won’t change.”

“They'll have to . . . or die.”

Tiny whistled and swallowed hard. "It
sounds wonderful and a little crazy, too.
Where do you expect to find such a planet?”

Wilding answered slowly. “I don’t know.
It's a calculated risk. I was a successful
criminal, Tiny. I made a lot of money in
plunder, and most of it I used to buy and
equip a spaceship, It's the biggest and best
ever made, and it has a new kind of drive
not released yet. That ship can reach the
nearer stars in weeks, rather than years. The
ship is hidden among the asteroids. That's
the reason I'm in such a nightmare hurry.
Right now, the asteroids are within cruising
range; later on, the supply ship would never
reach that orbit.”

“Do you know that the nearer stars have
sulc?h planets? Even if they have planets at
all?”

“Nobody knows. But I'm gambling on it.
I needed a tough crew, and women used to
hardships for colonists. There's a big gamble
to start, then the rest is savage battle for
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survival-—even if we're lucky. I knew I'd be
caught and senf here eventually, so I gam-
bled on that, too. Now I'll have my crew,
and—"

“Counting me, there are twenty-nine
women. All but Amyth and five others like
her who were born here are pretty hard
cases, I'm too old for childbearing, Wilding,
s0 you can say twenty-eight. If you're re-
stricting your colonists to useful citizens . . ."

“There’ll be other needs, Tiny. You're
a nurse. If you'il go, there’ll be place for
you.

“I'll go,” growled Tiny. “"And so will
any of us. But you'd better not tell anyone
else where we’ll be headed. Not till you're
on your way. They might get other
ideas , . ."

“Would that be fair?”

“Fair or not—don't tell them. You took
over the authority here. Don't start trying
to squirm out of the responsibility now.
Voting and fancy principles are fine for soft
peoFle in a safe and comfortably idyllic
civilization, You're dealing with scared and
desperate rats, They need help and stzong
leadecship. You can give it to them, but if
you show the least weakness ot indecision,
tuey il tear you to pieces.”

“You may be right, Tiny. But I still den't
agree with you, This is too big a decision
for one man. And I don’t want any along
who come unwillingly. I'll think a.{nout it,
but I'm sare I'll give them a choice when
the time comes.”

“What kind of choice?”

“Come with me to the stars, or stay in
some prison and rot. Hobson's choice.”

“Think and be damned, then,” said Tiny.
The Amazon started to maneuver a drink to
her mouth, then thoughtfully and deliber-
ately broke the last flask of her mushroom
beer on a rock.

The lighter was ready.

W[LDING led his picked crew of twenty
cut-throats aboard. He was not espe-
cially surprised to find the control cabin
occupied.

Tichron sat easily in the pilot’s chair, his
biaster gun aimed steadily at Amyth who
curled up like a sullen cat in the navigator's
scat.

“1 go, or the girl doesn’t,” said Tichron.

Wilding laughed at him. “You're a little
previous. This is just a dry run, We're
seizing the supply ship and coming back for
the rest.”

“So I've heard. Well, I'm going with you
to make sure that you do come back.”

“Amyth is not going this trip. None of
the women. So you might hold your gun on
me and let the girl get outside. We're
wasting time, and I want to be sure of inter-
cepting the supply ship long before it sights
the beacon.”

Tichron obliged by shifting his aim to
Wilding. Amyth slipped silently through
the airlock and dropped to the ground.

“Shall I take him now?” Grouth asked,
edging toward Tichron who seemed unem-
barrassed by two possible targets instead of
one. '

“Don’t move,” ordered Wilding. To
Tichron he said, “You can put the gun
down now, or go on holding it. But your
arm will be pretty numb by the time we
hit the supply ship.”

“Do I go with you?” demanded Tichron.

“You're wasting melodrama, big boy. I
wouldn't think of leaving you behind. Ask
Concor, we were wondering what had hap-
pened to you.”

“Concor could lie, and so could you,”
growled Tichron, But he carefully reclipped
the gun to his belt. “Perhaps you'll be
killed trying to take the supply ship.”

“Perhaps you will. .. ."”

Wilding barked orders. The lighter was
closed up and sealed. Atom-converters
purred with steady vibrations. With a grunt
and heave, the lighter moved into the air-
lock shaft. Lights dimmed and the jarring
increased in tempo. Movement steadied into
a smooth glide. Automatic door-flaps
opened ahead and closed behind. Blast-off
ritual began.

Suddenly the tiny ship shot from the
surface like a cork from a bottle. Accelera-
tion pangs became nagging nausea.

Wilding licked his lips. “Perhaps we'll
all be killed. It will save a lot of trouble ., .”

From the shadow-cone of the planetoid,
the lighter moved out to anticipate the orbit
of the expected supply ship. . . .

In space, frontal attack is impossible.
Ships approach and pass each other at ter-
rific relative velocities. Limited humaa
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senses cannot function rapidly enough, and
even the automatic mechanisms which con-
trol a ship in spaceflight can react only
according to the impulses built into them.

Surprise is almost equally impossible,
since combat requires that both ships be
moving at approximately equal speeds on
courses nearly parallel.

Though Wilding had planned carefully,
he knew that there is a vast difference be-
tween plans and execution. Anything, of
any number of things, could go wrong. For
one thing, if it came to an actual running
fight, his craft was practically unarmed.
Aboard the supply ship would be robot
brains for mass detection, target-course
computation, and the automatic aiming and
firing of atomic warhead torpedoes. There
had been neither time nor material to build
such complicated machines. Even the con-
trol of the lighter was accomplished manu-
ally.

Moving out from the asteroid, the lighter
described a wide curve, It came upon the
supply Shié) from behind, striking a speed
only slightly greater than that of its quarry.
Rapidly overhauling the larger spacecraft,
it sent no recognition signal and was pre-
pared to answer none.

Already the supply ship had begun
tedious deceleration preparatory to sighting
the flare beacon and dumping the stotes
for the prisoners on Asteroid 297, It was a
dull, routine maneuver. In the control
cabin, pilot-captain and astrogator crouched
over chart-screens and fed order tapes into
the electronic devices which ran the ship.
Men may be careless and overconfident.
Machines are not—

LARMS whined and clamored. Red

lights blinked on the control panels,
reporting intrusion. Instruments went into
automatic action to determine the sector and
nature of possible menace, Data tapes
spewed from the battery of electronic brains.
Electric typewriters clattered like machine-
gl.lﬂS.

The strange object was man-made, too
regular in form to be of meteoric origin.
Metallic, but not a meteor, Its mirror-
polished skin was analyzed spectroscopically
and classified as an industrial alloy, Details
of structure were noted and filed. By its

:Eeed and the phantom glow in its wake,
e stranger was obviously powered by some
secondary use of atomics.

But the officers of the supply ship had
scant time to digest this array of facts. With
a burst of speed, the strange craft angled
suddenly toward them, Distance closed
rapidly, and collision seemed imminent.

Alarms screamed in mechanical panic.
Robot piloting devices operated instantane-
ously, attempted ticklish maneuvering to
avoid contact. It was too late.

The. pilot-cathain's brain was working
elmost as rapidly as the relays of his cyber-
netic helpers. But not as surely. For a des-
perate moment, he considered the r“gossibility
of piracy, but he rejected the thought at
once. All known desperadoes had been
hunted from the spaceways. And if com-
munications were to be trusted, no othet
spaceship could be within many days run
of his present position. Mentally, the officer
reviewed Procedure Regulations, and won-
dered what space novelty he was encountes-
ing this time.

He had little time to wonder, and less for
indecision, If he had acted at once, the
Eonderoua meteor repellor tubes could have

een shifted from the nose of the skip.

Even the token armament of robot-aimed
torpedo tubes could have been ordered into
action,

In the confusion of the moment, he te.ck
no action at all.

There was shock. Although the strange
ship had barely nudged the hull plates,
brains writhed and circulatory systems
labored to readjust to an abrupt change in
direction of movement. Then the stranger
was firmly alongside, secured by magnetic

rapples, and the airlock doors were open-
ing automatically as pressure on both sides
equaiized.

Men poured through the airlock. They
were a desperate, savage crew from the
Erison lighter. Their weapons were crude

ut effective, The battle was brief, a mo-

mentary huddled violence, then officers and
crew of the supply ship were overwhelmed.
Oddly enough, casualties were few on
either side.

It is easier to unleash wolves than to
testrain them once they have tasted blood.
Wilding hated senseless slaughter, and le
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held back the vindictive impulses of his
egly horde with the hand of a master.

“Did any message get through?” he
askzed Concor,

The Martian shook his head unhappily.
“Parc of one. We tried to blanket their
tcansmitter, but—"

“That shortens our time. Don't harm out
prisoners. We may need them for hostages.”

Coavicts went through the ship and
rouzed out everyone in hiding. The captives
were lined up and Wilding went down the
line inspecting his catch, The crewmen were
both angry and frightened, The ofhcers
bluscered.

One of the last captives, turned out of
liding in the crew’s quarters, was a gicl.
She limped into the straggled line-up and
faved the new masters of the ship.

Wilding stared at her in astonishment.
“Elshar!” he gasped. “What are you doiag
here?”

The girl did not answer at once, She
shrugged, smiling curiously. Racial strange-
nes> +1s in the angles of her face-structure.
Large, luminous eyes, of decp blue, rode
high oa tilted cheekbones. She looked very
young, with her face still pale from shock.
In her dark hair and fair skin were the
curious blendings of mixed blood, which
often produces rare beauty. But for the
twisted leg, she was perfect as one of those
incredibly delicate and minute figurines
carved of Martian ivory, but more human.
All too human.

“I brought my freedom with the money
you left for me,” she explained slowly.
“There was enough left to bribe the guards
of the supply ship.”

Caught between confusion and anger,
Wilding stormed at her.

“You must have lost your mind. What
could you want—"

The girl stopped him with a gesture.
“Perhaps. And perhaps more than my mind.
I convinced them that all I wanted was to
see the place you had been taken. I did not
tey to convince myself. All the time I hoped
something would happen. Some miracle. I
ask cothing from you. Just let me stay near
01—

! Ticiiron's laugh was a kaife-thrust in the
kuavy stillness of the ship.

“Iricnd,” he said enviously, “You have

one woman too many.”

“One is sometimes too many,” Wilding
said irritably. He told Elshar, “T'll decide
later what to do with you. Now I'm too
busy.”

THE girl studied him gravely. “Don’t
think about me. I'll be no trouble to
you.

Wilding nodded and turned his attention
to Concor, who already bent over the cal-
culators. '

“With a little trimming, this present
orbit will take us fairly close to the aster-
oid,” was the Martian's verdict.

“That's your department. Get us there,
and don’t waste any time you can help. The
patrols will be converging if any message
at all went through. Our margin is small
enough at best.”

Tichron's broad face showed astonish-
ment. “You mean you're actually going
back for the others?” )

“I never had any other intention. I'll
need all who want to go with me . ., where
I'm going.” )

Tichron’s eyes narrowed. “Where ar¢ you
going?”

“You'll ind out when I tell the others.
In time to make up your mind about going.”

Alcatraz | Astcroid  showed  suddenly
against the dark backdrop of space, reflected
sunlight waxing as the planes of its surface
turned toward the Sun.

Airlock valves set into the savage exterior
ogened to let the lighter and captive supply
ship into a tube léading downward to the
inhabited caverns. Barely had the ship
settled into cradles when Wilding went
through the double doors and stared about
the vaulted dockroom.

Something was wrong. By now, the con-
victs would know that the venture was well
started, that the conquerors had returned
with a prize, Curious and excited crowds
should be milling about, swarming around
the captured ship, greeting the venturers.

But no one was in sight.

Signalling the others to remain aboard,
Wilding moved away from the ship to
begin exploration. Cautiousiy, gun in hand,
he ioke through the main cavern with its
stockpiled supplies, then on, investigating
the nearer passages. Already out of sight of
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his cohorts aboard the supply ship, he halted
suddenly at a hint of furtive movement
among the jagged rocks.

Three men sprang up and faced him. All
three were armed and ready. It was not
difficult to recognize Credus and his two
chief supporters,

“I'm taking over,” said Credus.

“Not so easily,” Wilding warned. “It’s
still a deadlock. I have a gun on you.”

Credus shook his head slowly. “You're
too good a gambler to play against such
odds. You wouldn’t dare shoot.”

Wilding was aware of a faint sound be-
hind bim, For a moment he hoped that
Grouth or Concor had disobeyed his orders
and followed him. He even risked a quick
glance over his shoulder to see.

Two yards behind him stood Tichron,
imed blaster in hand. On Tichron's face
was an expression of unholy glee, his lips
curled up to expose wolfish fangs. Tichron
held the balance, and knew it.

“Start bargaining,” he suggested.

“I'll deal with you,” said Credus quickly.
"fl ha\’f the girl, Amyth. She’s yours , . .
1) QU

Tichron licked dry lips. His cold eyes
yuestioned Wilding.

Wilding groaned. “I've nothing to offer
hut a fair deal—"

Tichron's trigger finger tightened. A thin
beam flicked from the blaster. Sound and
light jarred the caverns, . , .

\Y%

ECHOES of the blast died away in dis-
tance. For a fragment of time, -the
curious tableau held, then thought and per-
ception bcgan again, Wilding, his face
bleak, was amazed that he still lived.

At such range, a miss was impossible.
But where Credus had stood was an untidy
heap of smoldering cloth and calcined rags
of flesh.

Dazed by concussion, the survivors of
Credus’ party stared at the grinning Tich-
ron.
“I'm playing along with Wilding,” he
told them. "The one thing nobody ever
thought to offer me is a fair deal. I guess
I'm just curious.”
4—PFlanet—November

Still ever aimed guns, the two groups
faced each other as the strain mounted be-
tween them.

“Go on, shoot,” urged Wilding. “The
odds are even now. You can kill both of us,
but we will take you with us. You have
one second to drop your guns or stast shoot-
ing.”

Indecision tortured the pair briefly, but
their nerve failed. Weapons clattered on the
floor.

“What are you going to do with us?”
one asked unhappily.

“Nothing, if you do as you're told.
Where is everyone?”

The men talked willingly enough. As
soon ‘as the lighter had left, Credus tock
over. Weapons were confiscated, all the
women were seized and taken to the lower
caverns as hostages. Of the others, some
had followed Credus willingly, the rest had
been threatened into obedience. Except for
his trusted cohortts, all convicts were ordered
out of the way pending the rcturn of the
lighter. If Wilding's project succeeded,
Credus wanted no one to interfere with his
idea of snatching it away for his own use.

Wilding snapped commands. The women
wete to be brought to the main caverns at
once. All others who wished to leave Alca-
traz were to assemble there without delay.
Alarm had gone out during the taking of
the supply ship. Probably the patrol cruisers
were already converging upon the asteroid,
so time was short.

Half an hour later, Wilding stepped be-
fore the thronged convicts to address them.
A hush fell as he looked grimly into the
sea of faces, pale from their sunless quarters
and from excitement.

"1 can’'t promise you freedom,” le
warned, “What I have in mind may not be
freedom at all to your way of thinking. Ail
I offer is a hard, dangerous life, and pos-
s:bly a short one, I'll need strong men .nd
women for what I have in mind if we
feach our destination. And competent tech-
nicians, first, to see that we get there. If we
make it, you'll have a fighting chance at a
new way of life. Life totally different from
any you may have known before.”

“How many can go?” Tiny asked soberly.

Wilding shrugged. “All who will want
to, probably . . . when they've heard my



50 PLANET STORIES

plan, It may be crowded, but for a short
distance the lighter and supply ship can
carry all of you. And at the moment, the
trip to the asteroid belt is only a ferry run.
Shorter than it will be for a long time
again.”

He told them, then, of his plan. He told
them of the fabulous treasure he had stum-
bled upon in a derelict spaceship, and how
he had invested his treasure trove in a new
type spaceship bought and assembled secret-
ly, and hidden among the asteroids.

Like many others, Wilding had drcamed
of leaving the Solar System and plunging
beyond the space barrier to find 2 ncw home
among the stars, Unlike some, he had tried
to implement his dream, turning the loot
of his crime career to that purpose. But to
head out beyond Pluto, a venturer nceds
more than a spaceship. He needs other
people as desperate and as venturcsome as
himself to join his attempt. He needs a
hardy crew to get to the nearer stars, and
once there, a people strong and daring
enough to seize a strange new world and
colonize it.

Originally, Wilding had planned a raid
on Alcatraz to pick up a likely complement
of tough souls, but the authorities had
short-circuited his scheme by sending him
there. An opportunist and a realist, he had
adjusted his plan to the circumstances.

“Just breaking out of here to go back to
the familiar worlds would be useless. We
need not freedom to go back to our old
lives, but a new kind of freedom. None of
us can ever fit into the neatly standardized
social structures in the planets and moons
we call our homes. We need new settings
where the adventurous man is not an anach-
ronism. We must start fresh and make a
world over to our specifications. It will not
be a safe world, but it will never be as dull
as those into which we cannot fit.

“Who will go with me?” .

Dead silence fell as Wilding finished.
Even the most hardened convicts exchanged
dubious glances as if Wilding’s words had
given them new perspectives on themselves
and each other. Discussion started as a mut-
murous trickle, increasing quickly to a flood
of confused sound.

“What about those who don't go?”
someone asked.

“I don’tknow,” admitted Wilding. “Prob-
ably the authorities will abandon the aster-
oid as a prison. They may remove all who
stay behind to some safer preserve. The
stay-behinds are no concern of mine. Make
up your minds. As soon as the stores are
aboard, we are leaving. Any delay will be
fatal, since the lighter and supply ship must
get away before the patrol ships can mine

“the likely orbits and establish a spaceblock.

There are no formalities, nothing to sign.
Just be aboard if you are going along . .."”

TO THE casual eye, the asteroid belt
seemed as empty as the rest of space.
True, some suspiciously feeble stars altered
thé familiar patterns of constellations, and
scveral larger asteroids were clearly visibie
by their own reflection of sunlight. But for
the most part the debris of a long-ago shat-
tered planet was so widely distributed in
its orbital ring around the sun that only a
trained astrogator could realize the near
approach to it.

Nearing the end of their long decelera-
tion, the two ships seemed to hang, un-
moving, in blank space. Mass-detectors and
proximity alarms warned frequently of
meteoric fragments, but the pair of fugitive
ships had so far encountercd nothing of
formidable or even intercsting size. Matter
in the asteroid belt is so scattered, and most
units so small, that the odds are heavily
against even accidental collision, Finding
one particle in a shower of dust motes is a
matter of instruments and mathematical cal-
culators, not luck.

Pursuit was inevitable, but still invisible,
Patrol ships were certainly converging to
hunt down the fugitives, but they were still
beyond range of the instruments. Wilding
was satisfied by the progress of his venture,
though still under strain. There had been
trouble getting away from Alcatraz. Many
convicts, though willing enough to attempt
escape, objected to joining his further plans.
A determined few had rioted and tried to
seize the escape vessels for a mad dash back
to the familiar moons and plancts of men.
The riots had been brief and bloody, though
abortive.

Wilding avoided contact with his fellow
fugitives. Grouth and Concor had taken
over technical management of the ships.
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Tiny and Tichron wefe organizing the per-
sonnel. Amyth and Elshar, discovering a mu-
tual curiosity, were inseparable, and Wild-
ing bad seen neither of them during the
voyage, He felt, uneasily, that their long
discussions might be concerned with settling
something in regard to him. And now ‘that
the machinery of his great dream was actu-
ally in operation, he found himself oddly
depressed. When there is no immediate
occupation for hands or brain, the way of
a leader is hard and lonely.

Brooding in his synthetic solitude, he
wrestled with his greatest opponent—him-
self, Black doubts crept into his soul. He
longed for crisis and the need for action.

It would come soon enough, he realized.
Reaching the hidden spaceship with his
cargoes of human raw material was only the
first step in an endless obstacle course. Be-
fore personnel and materials could be trans-
ferred to the starship and the ship itself
made ready for deep space, time would
pass. Already the facts of the break-out
from Alcatraz must be known. A network
of fast patrol cruisers was slowly but surely
closing in upon him. A getaway in the face
of such opposition would be touch and go
at best. At worst, it would mean a quick,
inglorious end to his venture.

roubled, he sought out Concor in the
control room.

The ‘Martian grinned at him, gestured
toward the view-screen showing space ahead.
“Any moment now. The charts of this part
of the Belt are not too reliable, We're
shaping our orbit now, and if the figures are
right, we’ll overhaul your asteroid—"

Mass-detector alarms set up a demoniac
clangor.

Grouth came into the control room.
“Right on the nose,” he said.

A point of light swam into visibility on
the view-screen, It grew swiftly; steadily,
first in intensity, then in size, until 1t
bulked large, filling up the field of the
screen.

Weak with relief, Wilding ordered the
ship set down.

Hours later, in a spacesuit, he was over-
sceing removal of the camouflaging which
had turned the hidden ship into an irregu-
lar rock protuberance. Gangs of workmen
swarmed over the savage surface of the

astesoid, clearing away staging, loading
supplies, and putting the ship in readiness
for take-off.

Doubts forgotten, Wilding threw himself
into the work. He was in his glory. Every-
thing was working smoothly. Too smoothly.
The work of trans-shipping was approach-
ing completion when disaster struck.

Tiny came out to him with word that
Grouth and Concor wanted him in the con-
trol room of the giant spacer christened
Starsbip 1. Her face was very grave.

“It was a good try,” she whispered as
they entered the control room.

Wilding did not need to ask the trouble.
Grouth’s and Concor’s faces told him every-
thing,

“The patrol cruisers?”

Grouth nodded. "I've made contact with
them.”

Wilding whistled. “As close as that!”

“Closer. Evidently, they've been there
some time, Waiting for more ships to
tighten up their blockade. They've mined
all major orbits and are just completing
the network of ships. You couldn’t sneak
a mouse through.”

“Any chance to run the blockade?”

Grouth shook his head glumly. “Too late
for that.”

“Shall we tell the others?” asked Tiny.
"No use of their wasting their labor
now—"

“Not just yet,” said Wilding. “Finish the
loading. We may be able to bluff our way
out.”

“They'll be coming in after us soon,”
warned Concor, “Then it'll be a choice of
surrender or being blasted out with atomic
torpedoes.”

Wilding sighed unhappily. We'll surren-
der . .. if it comes to that. But they won't
try anything like that until they've tried to
bargain with us for the hostages. Stall them
aleng. When the ship is loaded, seal it vp
and tuke off. We'll meet them in space
and try to run a bluff with the hostages . . .”

"It won’t work,” prophesied Grouth
gloemily, “You can’t make a deal with the
Security Patrol.”

Privately Wilding agreed. But he said,
“We can try.”

The final processes of loading and stow-
ing seemed to drag endlessly, At last it was
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accomplished and word given to close up
the ship.

IT WAS a grim and silent company in the
-control awaiting the blast-off. Grouth,
Concor and Tiny were morose, already dis-
heartecned by the knowledge of defeat.
Amyth and Elshar stood close to Wilding,
both smiling enigmatically, He found their
presence irritating, but said nothing. Only
Tichron seemed untouched by the atmo-

sphere of failure. He studied Wilding curi-

ously, and even attempted to joke.

“Not that it matters now,” he said. “"But
I've wondered why you were willing to
include me on your expedition. Don’t you
know that I'm a chronic trouble-maker?”

Wilding smiled thinly. “Of course I knew
that. But I wanted someone like you in my
new world. Every healthy society needs
some kind of trouble-maker. It stimulates
growth.”

Atomic motors roared into life, and the
ship rose steadily up and out from the
asteroid. As it moved toward the patrol
ctuisers, Wilding ordered the speed held
to low levels, lest its seeming flight provoke
action from trigger-nervous gunners aboard
the patrol ships.

Tension grew as the range shortened.

A spreading, soundless flash of light
flowered against the vaulted darkness of
space. An atomic shell fired by the nearest
cruiser. Just a warning, this time.

“Make contact,” Wilding commanded.
“"We'll have to talk to them now.”

The view-screen swirled with color as
Grouth worked at the keyboard. Squirming
colors cleared and a three dimensional
image appeared. A man in the silver gray
uniform of Security Police. It was like
speaking with him face to face.

“The first shot was a warning,” he said
gravely, “Just hold your present course and
do not attempt to change your speed.”

“Warning of what?” Wilding demanded
wryly. “Aren’t you out of bounds? What
right have you to interfere with our course
or speed?”

The oflicer went white. "My orders are
to stop you at all costs,” he said. “If you
surrender, and the hostages are unharmed,
you will all be returned to prison without
further punishment.”

Wilding stared at the policemen insolent-
ly. “Not so fast,” he protested. “Since when
are people sent off to prison without even a
trial> And for 2 trial, you must prefer somc
kir)xq of charge, What is the charge against
us?

The officer’s face went from white to red.
“Jailbreak will do for the first charge,” he
stormed angrily, “After that, we'll see.
You're all known criminals, or you'd never
have been in Alcatraz.”

Wilding laughed suddenly. "You're not
making sense, You can charge us with jail-
break, even arrest us. But you can’t make
your charge stick in court, If we were in
Alcatraz, you know there are no records in
existence of criminal charges against us, so
you have no right to say that we're known
criminals. We can sue you for saying so
publicly. As for the jailbreak charge, you
may have a few witnesses among the con-
victs still on Alcatraz. But you know how
unreliable such witnesses are in court, Any
good lawyer can break down an eyewitness
identification—"

The patrol officer licked his lips, his eyes
took on a hard, metallic sheen, “We'll let
the lawyers argue about it. Over your corpses
if you try to evade arrest. I have my orgers
to stop you and take you back, alive if
possible, dead if necessary. You have taken
hostages, so a kidnapping charge will hold.
If they are killed, the charge will be murder.
Suit yourself about details.”

One after another, armed patrol cruisers
moved in to take up positions in the forma-
tion ringed about the doomed Starship I.
On every side, batteries of atomic cannon
covered every possible route of escape.

“What are you going to do?” asked
Tiny, her voice hopeless.

An expression of sour triumph crossed
the face of the man on the screen.

“You have five minutes to decide,” he
told them. “By then, if you haven't surren-
dered and let a prize crew come aboard, we
have orders to blow you out of space.” He
stopped talking and his image vanished
back into the writhing colors.

“Show them the hostages,” suggested
Tichron viciously. “Then tell them to keep
their distance or you'll blow up our atomic
fuel. They're bluffing.”

“I don't think so,” Grouth contented.
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“We could find out by threatening to kill
the hostages, one by one.”

Wilding glanced round the circle of faces.
All were pale, set into lines of strain and
bitterness.

“No,” said Wilding. “The decision is
mine, and I've made it. We won’t have
unnecessary killing. You can’t found a new
world on other people’s corpses. If it were
to cost even one innocent life, I wouldn’t
want that responsibility, We'll have to sut-
render and start planning all over again .. .”

“Shall I set the surrender signal?”’ Grouth
asked.

Wilding nodded. For some reason, his
eyes sought Elshar’s face, She was smiling.
It startled Wilding that her approval meant
so much to him. He was not in love with
her, and never had been. The sight of
Amyth close beside Elshar was enough to
prove that to him. Any world, new or old,
without Amyth would have been dust and
ashes to him. His feeling about Elshar was
completely different, almost as if she were
a child for whom and to whom he was re-
sponsible. But her face now was that of a
judge, benign and sad and incredibly world-
wise. And her smile was almost a benedic-
tion.

The girl moved forward suddenly. Her
voice was clear and oddly confident.

“Don't signal anything,” she ordered.
“There is another way out. Wilding has
won the right to it for all of you.”

Elshar turned fondly to Wilding and put
her hand on his arm.

“You don’t understand, of course. Be-
cause of me you lost your freedom. You
thought all along that you were my guardian
angel. In your own way, you tried to ke
kind and good and understanding. The
truth is that I am your guardian angcl, onc
of them.”

PUZZLEMENT in his face scemed o
amuse her. She went on very quickly.
“1 know you have wondered about me,
about my race. You always sensed some
strangeness in me, but not even you dreamed
how much there was of strangeness. I come
of an alien race, not even of your Solar
System. There are many such races inhabit-
ing planets of various stars in your galaxy.
Most of them have developed far beyond

your people in science, in culture, in social
organization.
“For centuries these peoples have watched

‘you and wondered. Many factors in your

culture disturbed us, but these matters were
unimportant as long as you were restricted
to your own system. We dreaded the time
when you would conquer the atom and at-
tempt space travel. By the time that hap-
pened, we were prepared. A cordon of
ships established a barrier just beyond your
outermost planet, and it was deemed advis-
able to isolate you until your culture was
found fit to expand to other stars.
“Certain ones among us were chosen to
venture into your worlds as judges and ob-
servers. 1 was one of these, and mine was
a special mission, As bait, I was to select
one man to be a test case. That man must
be one who typified all of the qualities most
disturbing to us. I chose Wilding, er per-
haps by interfering in my behalf, he chose
me. Our problem was to see how one of the
wotst human products of your culture would
respond to increasing responsibility. In the
final analysis, Civilization is merely the re-
sponse to expanding responsibilities.
“Wilding was a good choice. Environ-
ment and heredity made him a criminal, but
be had a good mind and the primal virtue
of courage. He was ambitious, a practical
dreamer, Like your whole civilization, he
attempted to reach worthy ends by evil
means, From desperate need and because
of a mystical anger, he is in revolt against
his own kind, and against their culture.
There was almost fatal weakness in his dis-
regard of the ptecious gift of life, even of
his own. He became an ideal test case,
"By bhis decision to give up his hopes
2nd plans, and surrender rather than en-
danger a single life he has proved him-
welf, He has won, for himself and for his
sac¢. another chance.
“There 1s a place where you can go. An
Easib-tvpe planet on which you can still
play cut your drecam of building a world
to vour own neceds and desites. It is in &
parallel space-time continuum, not your
amiliar universe, and the way there is
strange and terrible. There, you will be no
menace to my people and the others, and by
the time you have learned your way back,
you will be civilized . . . or will have de
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sttoyed yourself in the process.”

Wilding fixed his eyes on Elshar as the
girl finished speaking. Doubt had died out
in him slowly, for her manner carricd an
eery conviction,

“Is all this true?” he had to ask as his
mind grappled with the strangeness of her.
“Can you really get us away from the
cruisers, and show us how to reach this . , .
private world?”

“Quite true,” she said softly. “I can’t go
with you, but I can make some . . . adjust-
ments . . . in your course calculators. I can
give your navigator instructions by post-
hypnotic suggestion, which he will forget
as soon as you reach your destination, Do
you still wish to go?”

ILDING nodded quickly. He glanced

upward at the view-screen where riot-

ing colors had begun to flare and swirl. The

timelimit of the patrol’s ultimatum was up.

“Do whatever she tells you,” he ordered

Concor, Then to Grouth, “Make the con-
nection. I'll talk to him.”

Colors steadied and faded on the screen,
built up an image. It was the same officer.

“You've made no surrender signals,” the
policeman stated.

“Hold your fire,” Wilding told him
savagely. “We're putting out spacecrafts
with the hostages. They're alive and well.
After that, I'll discuss terms,”

* Indecision struggled on the officer’s face.
But he shrugged and smiled coldly. If Wild-
ing was willing to yield his only bargain-
ing point, it was worth a brief concession
of time. And there was nothing to lose by
waiting, since the trap had already closed.

Grouth broke the connection rudely.

They waited while hostages were re-
leased, hustled into spacearmor, and put
aboard the spacecrafts. Air hissed in the
escape tubes.

Wilding shot an anxious glance at Elshar,
She was smiling again, sadly, fondly.

“Time enough. Don’t worry about the
patrol ships. Everything is ready. I almost
wish I could go with you. Your experiment

should be . . . interesting.”

Concor sat at the control console. He
pressed buttons, and a view of space flashed
on the screen. Electronic tapes fed swiftly
into the calculators, and from them to the
robot controls that actually operated the
ship. Light faded in the cabin. In the dim-
ness, Wilding’s hand found Amyth’s and
drew strength from her nearness.

He heard Elshar’s voice, clear and steady.
“Try not to be afraid, It is terrible, but
does not last long.”

Something strange was happening on the
view-screen, Space and the familiar stars
shifted, changing relative positions, like
images flowing around flaws in a mirror.
There was a moment of kaleidoscopic hot-
ror as if all the senses slipped, then adjusted
to new patterns.

“This is good-bye.” The sound of
Elshar’s voice drew his eyes to her. The
girl's form wavered in his vision. She was
changing. For a fragment of perception, he
glimpsed something that suggested the old
priest of the Pit Men. Then, something as
delicate, fearful and unhumanly wise as a
Martian pzintar idol. But as his mind
grasped at the reality, she faded and van-
ished like drifting smoke.

Long afterward, it secemed that the ship

descended through dense, luminous vapor.

Through rifts below could be seen a patch-
work of brown and green, misted with blue.
It was like an unrolling map in three dimen-
sions. Richly verdant continents, studded
with tumbled mountains. A broad ocean
crimsoned by the setting of a double sun.
Alien stars winked on one by one in the
thickening twilight, and unknown constel-
lations made fiery symbols against the dark
vaults of another space. .

Wilding stared down at the planet which
was their new home.

Every man has his obstacle coursz, never
to be completed. This was his next ob-
stacle, and overcoming it was the joy of
living. He was glad that it seemed a big one.

“Ready for landing,” he said. He was
smiling. , . .




