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1

“Dave Hanson! By the power of the true name be sum-
moned cells and humors, ka and id, selfand . . .”

Dave Hanson! The name came swimming through utter
blackness, sucking at him, pulling him together out of noth-
ingness. Then abruptly, he was aware of being alive, and sur-
prised. He sucked in on the air around him, and the breath
burned in his lungs. He was one of the dead—there should
be no quickening of breath within him!

He caught a grip on himself, fighting the fantasies of his
mind, and took another breath of air. This time it burned
less, and he could force an awareness of the smells around
him. But there was none of the pungent odor of the hospital
he had expected. Instead, his nostrils were scorched with a
noxious odor of sulfur, burned hair and cloying incense.

He gagged on it. His diaphragm tautened with the sharp
pain of long-unused muscles, and he sneezed.

“A good sign,” a man’s voice said. “The followers have ac-
cepted and are leaving. Only a true being can sneeze. But
unless the salamander works, his chances are only slight.”

There was a mutter of agreement from others, before an
older voice broke in. “It takes a deeper fire than most sala-
manders can stir, Ser Perth. We might aid it with high-fre-

5



quency radiation, but I distrust the effects on the prepsyche.
If we tried a tamed succubus . . .”

“The things are untrustworthy,” the first voice answered.
*“And with the sky falling, we dare not trust one.”

The words blurred off in a fog of semi-consciousness and
half thoughts. The sky was falling? Who killed Foxy Loxy?
I, said the spider, who sat down insider, I went boomp in the
night and the bull jumped over the moon . .

“Bull,” he croaked. “The bull sleeper!”

“Delirious,” the first voice muttered.

“I mean—bull pusher!” That was wrong, too, and he tried
again, forcing his reluctant tongue around the syllables. “Bull
dosser!”

Damn it, couldn’t he even pronounce simple Engaliss?

The language wasn’t English, however. Nor was it Cana-
dian French, the only other speech he could make any sense
of. Yet he understood it—had even spoken it, he realized.
There was nothing wrong with his command of whatever lan-
guage it was, but there seemed to be no word for bulldozer.
He struggled to get his eyes open.

The room seemed normal enough, in spite of the odd
smells. He lay on a high bed, surrounded by prim white walls,
and there was even a chart of some kind at the bottom of the
bedframe. He focused his eyes slowly on what must be the
doctors and nurses there, and their faces looked back with
the proper professional worry. But the vari-colored gowns they
wore in place of proper clothing were covered with odd de-
signs, stars, crescents and things that might have been symbols
for astronomy or chemistry.

He tried to reach for his glasses to adjust them. There were
no glasses! That hit him harder than any other discovery. He
must be delirious and imagining the room. Dave Hanson was
so near-sighted that he couldn’t have seen the men, much less
the clothing, without corrective lenses.

The middle-aged man with the small mustache bent over
the chart near his feet. “Hmm,” the man said in the voice of
the first speaker. “Mars trines Neptune. And with Scorpio so
altered . . . hmm. Better add two cc. of cortisone to the
transfusion.”

Hanson tried to sit up, but his arms refused to bear his
weight. He opened his mouth. A slim hand came to his lips,
and he looked up into soothing blue eyes. The nurse’s face
was framed in copper-red hair. She had the transparent skin
and classic features that occur once in a million times but
which still keep the legend of redheaded enchantresses alive.
*“Shh,” she said.
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He began to struggle against her hand, but she shook her
head gently. Her other hand began a series of complicated
motions that had a ritualistic look about them.

“Shh,” she repeated. “Rest. Relax and sleep, Dave Han-
son, and remember when you were alive.”

There was a sharp sound from the doctor, but it began to
blur out before Hanson could understand it. He fought to re-
member what he’d heard the nurse say—something about
when he was alive—as if he’d been dead a long time . . .
He couldn’t hold the thought. At a final rapid motion of the
girl’s hand, his eyes closed, the smell faded from his nose and
all sounds vanished. Once there was a stinging sensation, as
if he were receiving the transfusion. Then he was alone in his
mind with his memories—mostly of the last day when he’d
still been alive. He seemed to be reliving the events, rethink-
ing the thoughts he’d had then.

It began with the sight of his uncle’s face leering at him.
Uncle David Arnold Hanson looked like every man’s dream
of himself and every woman’s dreams of manliness. But at
the moment, to Dave, he looked more like a personal demon.
His head was tilted back and nasty laughter was booming
through the air of the little office.

“So your girl writes that your little farewell activity didn’t
fare so well, eh?” he chortled. “And you come crawling here
to tell me you want to do the honorable thing, is that it? All
right, my beloved nephew, you’ll do the honorable thing!
You'll stick to your contract with me.”

“But—" Dave began.

“But if you don’t, you'd better read it again. You don’t
get one cent except on completion of your year with me.
That’s what it says, and that’s what happens.” He paused,
letting the fact that he meant it sink in. He was enjoying the
whole business, and in no hurry to end it. “And I happen to
know, Dave, that you don’t even have fare to Saskatchewan
left. You quit and I'll see you never get another job. I prom-
ised my sister I'd make a man of you and, by jumping Jupi-
ter, I intend to do just that. And in my book, that doesn’t
mean you run back with your tail between your legs just be-
cause some silly young girl pulls that old chestnut on you.
Why, when I was your age, I already had . . .”

Dave wasn’t listening any longer. In futile anger, he’d
swung out of the office and gone stumbling back toward the
computer building. Then, in a further burst of anger, he
swung off the trail. To hell with his work and blast his uncle!
He’d go on into town, and he’d—he’d do whatever he pleased.

The worst part of it was that Uncle David could make good
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on his threat of seeing that Dave got no more work anywhere.
David Arnold Hanson was a power to reckon with. No other
man on Earth could have persuaded anyone to let him try his
scheme of building a great deflection wall across northern
Canada to change the weather patterns. And no other man
could have accomplished the impossible task, even after
twelve countries pooled their resources to give him the job.
But he was doing it, and it was already beginning to work.
Dave had noticed that the last winter in Chicago had defi-
nitely shown that Uncle David’s predictions were coming true.

Like most of the world, Dave had regarded the big man
who was his uncle with something close to worship. He’d
jumped at the chance to work under Uncle David. And he’d
been a fool. He’d been doing all right in Chicago. Repairing
computers didn’t pay a fortune, but it was a good living, and
he was good at it. And there was Bertha—maybe not a movie
doll, but a sort of pretty girl who was also a darned good
cook. For a man of thirty who’d always been a scrawny, shy
runt like the one in the “before” pictures, he’d been doing all
right.

Then came the letter from his uncle, offering him triple
salary as a maintenance man on the computers used for the
construction job. There was nothing said about romance and
beauteous Indian maids, but Dave filled that in himself. He
would need the money when he and Bertha got married, too,
and all that healthy outdoor living was just what the doctor
would have ordered.

The Indian maids, of course, turned out to be a few fat old
squaws who knew all about white men. The outdoor living
developed into five months of rain, hail, sleet, blizzard, fog
and constant freezing in tractors while breathing the healthy
fumes of diesels. Uncle David turned out to be a construction
genius, all right, but his interest in Dave seemed to lie in the
fact that he was tired of being Simon Legree to strangers and
wanted to take it out on one of his own family. And the easy
job turned into hell when the regular computerman couldn’t
take any more and quit, leaving Dave to do everything, in-
cluding making the field tests to gain the needed data.

Now Bertha was writing frantic letters, telling him how
much he’d better come back and marry her immediately. And
Uncle David thought it was a joke!

Dave paid no attention to where his feet were leading him,
only vaguely aware that he was heading down a gully below
the current construction job. He heard the tractors and bull-
dozers moving along the narrow cliff above him, but he was
used to the sound. He heard frantic yelling from above, too,
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but paid no attention to it; in any Hanson construction pro-
gram, somebody was always yelling about something that had
to be done day before yesterday. It wasn’t until he finally be-
came aware of his own name being shouted that he looked
up. Then he froze in horror.

The bulldozer was teetering at the edge of the cliff as he
saw it, right above him. And the cliff was crumbling from un-
der it, while the tread spun idiotically out of control. As
Dave’s eyes took in the whole situation, the cliff crumbled
completely, and the dozer came lunging over the edge, plung-
ing straight for him. His shout was drowned in the roar of the
motor. He tried to force his legs to jump, but they were frozen
in terror. The heavy mass came straight for him, its treads
churning like great teeth reaching for him.

Then it hit, squarely on top of him. Something ripped and
splattered and blacked out in an unbearable welter of agony.

Dave Hanson came awake trying to scream and thrusting
at the bed with arms too weak to raise him. The dream of the
past was already fading. The horror he had thought was
death lay somewhere in the past.

Now he was here—wherever here was.

The obvious answer was that he was in a normal hospital,
somehow still alive, being patched up. The things he seemed
to remember from his other waking must be a mixture of fact
and delirium. Besides, how was he to judge what was normal
in extreme cases of surgery?

He managed to struggle up to a sitting position in the bed,
trying to make out more of his surroundings. But the room
was dark now. As his eyes adjusted, he made out a small
brazier there, with a cadaverous old man in a dark robe spot-
ted with looped crosses. On his head was something like a
mitre, carrying a coiled brass snake in front of it. The old
man’s white goatee bobbed as he mouthed something silently
and made passes over the flame, which shot up prismatically.
Clouds of white fire belched up.

Dave reached to adjust his glasses, and found again that he
wasn’t wearing them. But he’d never seen so clearly before.

At that moment, a chanting voice broke into his puzzled
thoughts. It sounded like Ser Perth. Dave turned his head
weakly. The motion set sick waves of nausea running through
him, but he could see the doctor kneeling on the floor in some
sort of pantomime. The words of the chant were meaningless.

A hand closed over Dave’s eyes, and the voice of the nurse
whispered in his ear. “Shh, Dave Hanson. It’s the Sather
Karf, so don’t interrupt. There may be a conjunction.”

He fell back, panting, his heart fluttering. Whatever was
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on, he was in no shape to interrupt anything. But he
g?v% that this was no delirlum. He diant ha\?; that kind of
imagination.

The chant changed, after a long moment of silence. Dave’s
heart had picked up speed, but now it missed again, and he
felt cold. He shivered. Hell or heaven weren’t like this, either.
It was like something out of some picture—something about
Cagliostro, the ancient mystic. But he was sure the language
he somehow spoke wasn’t an ancient one. It had words for
electron, penicillin and calculus, for he found them in his
own mind.

The chant picked up again, and now the brazier flamed a
dull red, showing the Sather Karf’s face changing from some
kind of disappointment to a businesslike steadiness. The red
glow grew white in the center, and a fat, worm-like shape of
flame came into being. The old man picked it up in his hand,
petted it and carried it toward Dave. It flowed toward his
chest.

He pulled himself back, but Ser Perth and the nurse leaped
forward to hold him. The thing started to grow brighter. It
shone now like a tiny bit of white-hot metal; but the older
man touched it, and it snuggled down into Dave’s chest, dim-
ming its glow and somehow purring. Warmth seemed to flow
from it into Dave. The two men watched for a moment, then
picked up their apparatus and turned to go. The Sather Karf
lifted the fire from the brazier in his bare hand, moved it into
the air and said a soft word. It vanished, and the two men
were also gone.

“Magic!” Dave said. He’d seen such illusions created on
the stage, but there was something different here. And there
was no fakery about the warmth from the thing over his chest.
Abruptly he remembered that he’d come across something
like it, called a salamander, in fiction once; the thing was sup-
posed to be a spirit of fire, and dangerously destructive.

The girl nodded in the soft glow coming from Dave’s chest.
“Naturally,” she told him. “How else does one produce and
control a salamander, except by magic? Without magic, how
can we thaw a frozen soul? Or didn’t your world have any
sciences, Dave Hanson?”

Either the five months under his uncle had toughened him,
or the sight of the bulldozer falling had knocked him beyond
any strong reaction. The girl had practically told him he was-
n’t in his own world. He waited for some emotion, felt none,
and shrugged. The action sent pain running through him, but
he stood it somehow. The salamander ceased its purring, then
resumed.
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“Where in hell am I?” he asked. “Or when?”

She shook her head. “Hell? No, I don’t think so. Some say
it’s Earth and some call it Terah, but nobody calls it Hell.
It’'s—well, it’s a long—time, I guess—from when you were.
I don’t know. In such matters, only the Satheri know. The
Dual is closed even to the Seri. Anyhow, it’s not your space-
time, though some say it’s your world.”

“You mean dimensional travel?” Dave asked. He’d seen
something about that on a science-fiction television program.
It made even time-travel seem simple. At any event, how-
ever, this wasn’t a hospital in any sane and normal section of
Canada during his time on Earth.

“Something like that,” she agreed doubtfully. “But go to
sleep now. Shh.” Her hands came up in complicated gestures.
“Sleep and grow well.”

“None of that hypnotism again!” he protested.

She went on making passes, but smiled on him kindly.
“Don’t be superstitious—hypnotism is silly. Now go to sleep.
For me, Dave Hanson. I want you well and true when you
awake.” )

Against his will, his eyes closed, and his lips refused to obey
his desire to protest. Fatigue dulled his thoughts. But for a
moment, he went on pondering. Somebody from the future—
this could never be the past—had somehow pulled him out
just ahead of the accident, apparently; or else he’d been deep
frozen somehow to wait for medical knowledge beyond that
of his own time. He’d heard it might be possible to do that.

It was a cockeyed future, if this were the future. Still, if
scientists had to set up some sort of a religious mumbo-
jumbo. . . .

Sickness thickened in him, until he could feel his face wet
with perspiration. But with it had come a paralysis that left
him unable to move or groan. He screamed inside himself.

“Poor mandrake-man,” the girl said softly. “Go back to
Lethe. But don’t cross over. We need you sorely.”

Then he passed out again.

2

Whatever they had done to patch him up hadn’t been very
successful, apparently. He spent most of the time in a delirium;
sometimes he was dead, and there was an ultimate coldness
like the universe long after the entropy death. At other times,
he was wandering into fantasies that were all horrible. And
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at all times, even in unconsciousness, he seemed to be fight-
ing desperately to keep from falling apart painfully within
himself.

When he was awake, the girl was always beside him. He
learned that her name was Nema. Usually there was also the
stout figure of Ser Perth. Sometimes he saw Sather Karf or
some other older man working with strange equipment, or
with things that looked like familiar hypodermics and medical
equipment. Once they had an iron lung around him and there
was a thin wisp over his face.

He started to brush it aside, but Nema’s hand restrained
him. “Don’t disturb the sylph,” she ordered.

Another semi-rational period occured during some excite-
ment or danger that centered around him. He was still half
delirious, but he could see men working frantically to build a
net of something around his bed, while a wet, thick thing
flopped and drooled beyond the door, apparently immune to
the attacks of the hospital staff. There were shouting orders
involving the undine. The salamander in Dave’s chest crept
deeper and seemed to bleat at each cry of the monstrous thing
beyond the door.

Sather Karf sat hunched over what seemed to be a bowl of
water, paying no attention to the struggle. Something that he
seemed to see there held his attention. Then he screamed
suddenly.

“The Sons of the Egg. It’s their sending!”

He reached for a brazier beside him, caught up the fire
and plunged it deep into the bowl of water, screaming some-
thing. There was the sound of an explosion from far away as
he drew his hands out, unwet by the water. Abruptly the
undine began a slow retreat. In Dave’s chest, the salamander
began purring again, and he drifted back into his coma.

He tried to ask Nema about it later when she was feeding
him, but she brushed it aside.

“An orderly let out the news that you are here,” she said.
“But don’t worry. We’ve sent out a doppelganger to fool the
Sons, and the orderly has been sentenced to slavery under
the pyramid-builder for twenty lifetimes. I hate my brother!
How dare he fight us with the sky falling?”

Later, the delirium seemed to pass completely, but Dave
took no comfort from that. In its place came a feeling of
gloom and apathy. He slept most of the time, as if not daring
to use his little strength even to think.

Ser Perth stayed near him most of the time now. The man
was obviously worried, but tried not to show it. “We’ve man-
aged to get some testosterone from a blond homunculus,” he
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reported. “That should put you on your feet in no time. Don’t
worry, young man, we’ll keep you vivified somehow until the
Sign changes.” But he didn’t sound convincing.

“Everyone is chanting for you,” Nema told him. “All over
the world, the chants go up.”

It meant nothing to him, but it sounded friendly. A whole
world hoping for him to get well! He cheered up a bit at that
until he found out that the chants were compulsory, and had
nothing to do with well wishes.

The iron lung was back the next time he came to, and he
was being tugged toward it. He noticed this time that there
was no sylph, and his breathing seemed to be no worse than
usual. But the sight of the two orderlies and the man in medi-
cal uniform beside the lung reassured him. Whatever their
methods, he was convinced that they were doing their best for
him here.

He tried to help them get him into the lung, and one of the
men nodded encouragingly. But Dave was too weak to give
much assistance. He glanced about for Nema, but she was
out on one of her infrequent other duties. He sighed, wishing
desperately that she were with him. She was a lot more pro-
ficient than the orderlies.

The man in medical robe turned toward him sharply. “Stop
that!” he ordered.

Before Dave could ask what he was to stop, Nema came
rushing into the room. Her face paled as she saw the three
men, and she gasped, throwing up her hand in a protective
gesture.

The two orderlies jumped for her, one grabbing her and
the other closing his hands over her mouth. She struggled
violently, but the men were too strong for her.

The man in doctor’s robes shoved the iron lung aside vio-
lently and reached into his clothing. From it, he drew a
strange, double-bladed knife. He swung toward Dave, raising
the knife into striking position and aiming it at Dave’s heart.

“The Egg breaks,” he intoned hollowly. It was a cultured
voice, and there was a refinement to his face that registered
on Dave’s mind even over the horror of the weapon. “The
fools cannot hold the shell. But neither shall they delay its
breaking. Dead you were, mandrake son, and dead you shall
be again. But since the fault is only theirs, may no ill dreams
follow you beyond Lethe!”

The knife started down, just as Nema managed to break
free. She shrieked out a phrase of keening command. The
salamander suddenly broke from Dave’s chest, glowing
brighter as it rose toward the face of the attacker. It was like
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a bit from the center of a star. The man jumped back, begin-
ning a frantic ritual. He was too late. The salamander hit
him, sank into him and shone through him. Then he slumped,
steamed . . . and was nothing but dust falling toward the
carpet. The salamander turned, heading toward the others.
But it was to Nema it went, rather than the two men. She was
trying something desperately, but fear was thick on her face,
and her hands were unsure. )

Abruptly, Sather Karf was in the doorway. His hand lifted,
his fingers dancing. Words hissed from his lips in a stream of
sibilants too quick for Dave to catch. The salamander pausqd
and began to shrink doubtfully. Sather Karf turned, and again
his hands writhed in the air. One darted back and forward,
as if he were throwing something. Again he made the gesture.
With each throw, one of the false orderlies dropped to the
floor, clutching at a neck where the skin showed marks of
constriction as if a steel cord were tightening. They died
slowly, their eyes bulging and faces turning blue. Now the
salamander moved toward them, directed apparently by slight
motions from Sather Karf. In a few moments, there was no
sign of them.

The old man sighed, his face slumping into lines of fatigue
and age. He caught his breath. He held out a hand to the sala-
mander, petted it to a gentle glow and put it back over Dave’s
chest.

“Good work, Nema,” he said wearily. “You’re too weak to
control the salamander, but this was done well in the emer-
gency. I saw them in the pool, but I was almost too late. The
damned fanatics. Superstition in this day and age!”

He swung to face Dave, whose vocal cords were still taut
with the shock of the sight of the knife. “Don’t worry, Dave
Hanson. From now on, every Ser and Sather will protect you
with the lower and the upper magic. The House changes to-
morrow, if the sky permits, and we shall shield you until
then. We didn’t bring you back from the dead, piecing your
scattered atoms together with your scattered revenant particle
by particle to have you killed again. Somehow, we’ll incarnate
you fully! You have my word for that.”

“Dead?” Dave had grown numbed to his past during the
long illness, but that brought it back afresh. “Then I was
killed? I wasn’t just frozen and brought here by some time
machine?”

Sather Karf stared at him blankly. “Time machine? Im-
possible. Of course not. After the tractor killed you, and you
were buried, what good would such fantasics be, even if they
existed? No, we simply reincarnated you by polling our magic.
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Though it was a hazardous and parlous thing, with the sky
falling . . .”

Heg sighed and went out, while Dave went back to his
delirium.

3

There was no delirium when he awoke in the morning. In-
stead, there was only a feeling of buoyant health. In fact,
Dave Hanson had never felt that good in his life—or his former
life. He reconsidered his belief that there was no delirium,
wondering if the feeling were not itself a form of hallucina-
tion. But it was too genuine. He knew without question that
he was well.

It shouldn’t have been true. During the night, he’d par-
tially awakened in agony, to find Nema chanting and gestur-
ing desperately beside him, and he’d been sure he was on the
verge of his second death. He could remember one moment,
just before midnight, when she had stopped and seemed to
give up hope. Then she’d braced herself and begun some
ritual as if she were afraid to try it. Beyond that, he had no
memory of pain.

Nema came into the room now, touching his shoulder gen-
tly. She smiled and nodded at him. “Good morning, Sagit-
tarian. Get out of bed.”

Expecting the worst, he swung his feet over the side and
sat up. After so much time in bed, even a well man should be
rendered weak and shaky. But there was no dizziness, no sign
of weakness. He had made a most remarkable recovery, and
Nema didn’t even seem surprised. He tentatively touched foot
to floor and half stood, propping himself against the high bed.

“Come on,” Nema said impatiently. “You’re all right now.
We entered your sign during the night.” She turned her back
on him and took something from a chest beside the bed. “Ser
Perth will be here in a moment. He'll want to find you on your
feet and dressed.”

Hanson was beginning to feel annoyance at the suddenly
cocksure and unsympathetic girl, but he stood fully erect and
flexed his muscles. There wasn’t even a trace of bed-soreness,
though he had been flat on his back long enough to grow
callouses. And as he examined himself, he could find no scars
or signs of injuries from the impact of the bulldozer—if there
had ever really been a bulldozer.

He grimaced at his own doubts. “Where am I, anyhow,
Nema?”

The girl dumped an armload of clothing on his bed and
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looked at him with controlled exasperation. “Dave Hanson,”
she told him, “don’t you know any other words? That’s the
millionth time you've asked me that, at least. And for the
hundredth time, I'll tell you that you’re here. Look around
you; see for yourself. I'm tired of playing nursemaid to you.”
She picked up a shirt of heavy-duty khaki from the pile on
the bed and handed it to him. “Get into this,” she ordered.
“Dress first, talk later.”

She stalked out of the room.

Dave did as she had ordered, busy with his own thoughts
as he discovered what he was to wear. He was still wearing
something with a vague resemblance to a short hospital gown,
with green pentacles and some plant symbol woven into it, and
with a clasp to hold it together shaped into a silver crux an-
sata. He took it off and hurled it into a corner disgustedly.

He picked up the khaki shirt and put it on; then, with
growing curiosity, the rect of the garments, until he came to
the shoes. Khaki shirt, khaki breeches, a wide, webbed belt,
a flat-brimmed hat. And the shoes—they weren’t shoes, but
knee-length leather boots, like a dressy version of lumber-
man’s boots or a rougher version of riding boots. He hadn’t
seen even pictures of such things since the few silent movies
run in some of the little art theaters. He struggled to get them
on. They were an excellent fit, and comfortable enough, but
he felt as if his legs were encased in hardened concrete when
he was through. He looked down at himself in disgust. He
was in all respects costumed as the epitome of the Hollywood
dream of a heroic engineer-builder, ready to drive a canal
through an isthmus or throw a dam across a raging river—
the kind who’d build the dam while the river raged, instead
of waiting until it was quiet, a few days later. He was about
as far from the appearance of the actual blue-denim, leather-
jacket engineers he had worked with as a Maori in ancient
battle array.

He shook his head and went looking for the bathroom,
where there might be a mirror. He found a door, but it led
into a closet, filled with alembics and other equipment. There
was a mirror hung on the back of it, however, with a big sign
over it that said “Keep Out.” He threw the door wide and
stared at himself. At first, in spite of the costume, he was
pleased. Then the truth began to hit him, and he felt abruptly
sure he was still raging with fever and delirium.

He was still staring when Nema came back into the room.
She pursed her lips and shut the door quickly. But he’d al-
ready seen enough.
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“Never mind where I am,” he said. “Tell me, who am 1?”

She stared at him. “You’re Dave Hanson.”

“The hell I am,” he told her. “Oh, that’s what I remember
my father having me christened as. He hated long names.
But take a good look at me. I've been shaving my face for
years now, and I should know it. That face in the mirror
wasn’t it! There’s a resemblance. But a darned faint one.
Change the chin, lengthen my nose, make the eyes brown in-
stead of blue, and it might be me. But Dave Hanson’s at least
five inches shorter and fifty pounds lighter, too. Maybe the
face is plastic surgery after the accident—but this isn’t even
my body.”

The girl’s expression softened. “I’m sorry, Dave Hanson,”
she said gently. “We should have thought to warn you. You
were a difficult conjuration—and even the easier ones often
go wrong these days. We did our best, though it may be that
the auspices were too strong on the soma. I'm sorry if you
don’t like the way you look. But there’s nothing we can do
about it now.”

Hanson opened the door again, in spite of Nema’s quick
frown, and looked at himself. “Well,” he admitted, “I guess
it could be worse. In fact, I guess it was worse—once I get
used to looking like this, I think I'll get to like it. But seeing
it was a heck of a thing to take for a sick man.”

Nema said sharply, “Are you sick?”

“Well—I guess not.”

“Then why say you are? You shouldn’t be; I told you we’ve
entered the House of Sagittarius now. You can’t be sick in
your own sign. Don’t you understand even that much ele-
mentary science?”

Hanson didn’t get a chance to answer. Ser Perth was sud-
denly in the doorway, dressed in a different type of robe.
This was short and somehow conservative—it had a sincere,
executive look about it. The man seemed changed in other
ways, too. But Dave wasn’t concerned about that. He was
growing tired of the way people suddenly appeared out of
nowhere. Maybe they all wore rubber-soled shoes or prac-
ticed sneaking about; it was a silly way for grown people to
act.

“Come with me, Dave Hanson,” Ser Perth ordered, with-
out wasting words. He spoke in a clipped manner now.

Dave followed, grumbling in his mind. It was even sillier
than their sneaking about for them to expect him to start
running around before they bothered to check the condition
of a man fresh out of his death bed. In any of the hospitals he
had known, there would have been hours or days of X-rays
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and blood tests and temperature taking before he would be
released. These people simply decided a man was well and
ordered him out.

To do them justice, however, he had to admit that they
seemed to be right. He had never felt better. The twaddle
about Sagittarius would have to be cleared up sometime, but
meanwhile he was in pretty good shape. Sagittarius, as he re-
membered it, was supposed to be onc of the signs of the
Zodiac. Bertha had been something of a sucker for astrology
and had found he was born under that sign before she agreed
to their little good-by party. He snorted to himself. It had done
her a heck of a lot of good, which was to be expected of such
nonsense.

They passed down a dim corridor and Ser Perth turned in
at a door. Inside there was a single-chair barbershop, with a
barber who might also have come from some movie casting
office. He had the proper wavy black hair and rat-tailed comb
stuck into a slightly dirty off-white jacket. He also had the
half-obsequious, half-insulting manner Dave had found most
people expected from their barbers. While he shaved and
trimmed Dave, he made insultingly solicitous comments about
Dave’s skin needing a massage, suggested a tonic for thinning
hair and practically insisted on a singe. Ser Perth watched
with a mixture of intentness and amusement. The barber
trimmed the tufts from over Dave’s ear and clipped the hair
in his nose, while a tray was pushed up and a slatternly blonde
began giving him a manicure.

He began noticing that she carefully dumped his fingernail
parings into a small jar. A few moments later, he found the
barber also using a jar to collect the hair and shaving stubble.
Ser Perth was also interested in that, it seemed, since his eyes
followed that part of the operation. Dave frowned, and then
relaxed. After all, this was a hospital barbershop, and they
probably had some rigid rules about sanitation, though he
hadn’t seen much other evidence of such care.

The barber finally removed the cloth with a snap and
bowed. “Come again, sir,” he said.

Ser Perth stood up and motioned for Dave to follow. He
turned to look in a mirror, and caught sight of the barber
handing the bottles and jars of waste hair and nail clippings
to a girl. He saw only her back, but it looked like Nema.

Somehing stirred in his mind then. He’d read something
somewhere about hair clippings and nail parings being used
for some strange purpose. And there’d been something about
spittle. But they hadn’t collected that. Or had they? He’d been
unconscious long enough for them to have gathered any
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amount they wanted. It all had something to do with some
kind of mumbo-jumbo, and . . .

Ser Perth had led him through the same door by which
they’d entered—but not into the same hallway. Dave’s mind
dropped the other thoughts as he tried to cope with the real-
ization that this was another corridor. It was brightly lit, and
there was a scarlet carpet on the floor. Also, it was a short
hall, requiring only a few steps before they came to a bigger
door, elaborately enscrolled. Ser Perth bent before it, and the
door opened silently while he and Dave entered.

The room was large and sparsely furnished. Sitting cross-
legged on a cushion near the door was Nema, juggling some-
thing in her hands. It looked like a cluster of colored threads,
partly woven into a rather garish pattern. On a raised bench
between two windows sat the old figure of Sather Karf, rest-
ing his chin on hands that held a staff and staring at Dave
intently.

Dave stopped as the door closed behind him. Sather Karf
nodded, as if satisfied, and Nema tied a complex knot in the
threads, then paused silently.

Sather Karf looked far less well than when Dave had last
seen him. He seemed older and more shriveled, and there
was a querulous, pinched expression in place of the firmness
and almost nobility Dave had come to expect. His old eyes
bored into the younger man, and he nodded. His voice had a
faint quaver now. “All right. You’re not much to look at, but
you're the best we could find in the Ways we can reach. Come
here, Dave Hanson.”

The command was still there, however petty the man
seemed now. Dave started to phrase some protest, when he
found his legs taking him forward to stop in front of Sather
Karf, like some clockwork man whose lever has been pushed.
He stood in front of the raised bench, noticing that the spot
had been chosen to highlight him in the sunset light from the
windows. He listened while the old man talked.

Sather Karf began without preamble, stating things in a
dry voice as if reading off a list of obvious facts.

“You were dead, Dave Hanson. Dead, buried, and scat-
tered by time and chance until even the place where you lay
was forgotten. In your own world, you were nothing. Now
you are alive, through the effort of men here whose work you
could not even dream of. We have created you, Dave Han-
son. Remember that, and forget the ties to any other world,
since that world no longer held you.”

Dave nodded slowly. It was hard to swallow, but there were
too many things here that couldn’t be in any world he had
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known. And his memory of dying was the clearest memory
he had. “All right,” he admitted. “You saved my life—or
something. And I'll try to remember it. But if this isn’t my
world, what world is it?”

“The only world, perhaps. It doesn’t matter.” The old man
sighed, and for a moment the eyes were shrouded in specula-
tion, as if he were following some strange byways of his own
thoughts. Then he shrugged. “It’s a world and culture linked
to the one you knew only by theories that disagree with each
other. And by vision—the vision of those who are adept
enough to see through the Ways to the branches of Duality.
Before me, there was nothing. But I've learned to open a path
—a difficult path for one in this world—and to draw from it,
as you have been drawn. Don’t try to understand what is a
mystery even to the Satheri, Dave Hanson.”

“A reasonably intelligent man should be able—" Dave
began.

Ser Perth cut his words off with a sharp laugh. “Maybe a
man. But who said you were a man, Dave Hanson? Can’t you
even understand that? You’re only half human. The other
half is mandrake—a plant that is related through shapes and
signs to humanity by magic. We make simulacra out of man-
drakes—Ilike the manicurist in the barber shop. And some-
times we use a mandrake root to capture the essence of a real
man, in which case he’s a mandrake-man, like you. Human?
No. But a very good imitation, I must admit.”

Dave turned from Ser Perth toward Nema, but her head
was bent over the cords she was weaving, and she avoided
his eyes. He remembered now that she’d called him a man-
drake-man before, in a tone of pity. He looked down at his
body, sick in his mind. Vague bits of fairy tales came back to
him, suggesting horrible things about mandrake creatures—
zombie-like things, only outwardly human.

Sather Karf seemed amused as he looked at Ser Perth.
Then the old man dropped his eyes toward Dave, and there
was a brief look of pity in them. “No matter, Dave Hanson,”
he said. “You were human, and by the power of your true
name, you are still the same Dave Hanson. We have given
you life as precious as your other life. Pay us for that with
your service, and that new life will be truly precious. We need
your services.”

“What do you want?” Dave asked. He couldn’t fully be-
lieve what he’d heard, but there had been too many strange
things to let him disbelieve, either. If they had made him a
mandrake-man, then by what little he could remember and
guess, they could make him obev them.
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“Look out the window—at the sky,” Sather Karf ordered.

Dave looked. The sunset colors were still vivid. He stepped
forward and peered through the crystalline glass. Before him
was a city, bathed in orange and red, towering like the sky-
line of a dozen cities he had seen—and yet, not like any. The
buildings were huge and many-windowed. But some were
straight and tall, some were squat and fairy-colored and oth-
ers blossomed from thin stalks into impossibly bulbous, mina-
reted domes, like long-stemmed tulips reproduced in stone.
Haroun-al-Rashid might have accepted the city, but Mayor
Wagner could never have believed in it.

“Look at the sky,” the old man suggested again, and there
was no mockery in his voice now.

Dave looked up obediently.

The sunset colors were not sunset. The sun was bright and
blinding overhead, surrounded by reddish clouds, glaring
down on the fairy city. The sky was—blotchy. It was day-
light, but through the clouds bright stars were shining. A
corner of the horizon was winter blue; a whole sweep of it was
dead, featureless black. It was a nightmare sky, an impossi-
ble sky. Dave’s eyes bulged as he looked at it.

He turned back to Sather Karf. “What—what’s the matter
with it?”

“What indeed?” There was bitterness and fear in the old
man’s voice. In the corner of the room, Nema looked up for a
moment, and there was fear and worry in her eyes before
she looked back to her weaving of endless knots. Sather Karf
sighed in weariness. “If I knew what was happening to the
sky, would I be dredging the muck of Duality for the likes of
you, Dave Hanson!”

He stood up, wearily but with a certain ease and grace that
belied his age, looking down at Dave. There was stern com-
mand in his words, but a hint of pleading in his expression.

“The sky’s falling, Dave Hanson. Your task is to put it to-
gether again. See that you do not fail us!”

He waved dismissal and Ser Perth led Dave and Nema out.

4

The corridor down which they moved this time was one
that might have been familiar even in Dave’s Chicago. There
was the sound of typewriters from behind the doors, and the
floor was covered with composition, instead of the too-lush
carpets. He began to relax a little until he came to two at-
tendants busily waxing the floor. One held the other by the
ankles and pushed the creature’s hairy face back and forth,
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while its hands spread the wax ahead of it. The results were
excellent, but Dave found it hard to appreciate.

Ser Perth shrugged slightly. “They’re only mandrakes,” he
explained. He threw open the door of one of the offices and
led them through an outer room toward an inner chamber,
equipped with comfortable chairs and a desk. “Sit down, Dave
Hanson. I'll fiil you in on anything you need to know before
you’re assigned. Now—the Sather Karf told you what you
were to do, of course, but—" )

“Wait a minute,” Dave suggested. “I don’t remember being
told any such thing.” .

Ser Perth looked at Nema, who nodded. “He distinctly said
you were to repair the sky. I've got it down in my notes if
you want to see them.” She extended the woven cords.

“Never mind,” Ser Perth said. He twiddled with his mus-
tache. “I'll recap a little. Dave Hanson, as you have seen, the
sky is falling and must be repaired. You are our best hope.
We know that from a prophecy, and it is confirmed by the
fact that the fanatics of the egg have tried several times to
kill you. They failed, though one effort was close enough, but
their attempts would not have been made at all if they had
not been convinced through their arts that you can succeed
with the sky.”

Dave shook his head. “It’s nice to know you trust me!”

“Knowing that you can succeed,” the other went on smooth-
ly, “we know that you will. It is my unpleasant duty to point
out to you the things that will happen if you fail. I say nothing
of the fact that you owe us your life; that may be a small
enough gift, and one quickly withdrawn. I say only that you
have no escape from us. We have your name, and the true
symbol is the thing, as you should know. We also have cut-
tings from your hair and your beard; we have the parings of
your nails, five cubic centimeters of your spinal fluid and a
scraping from your liver. We have your body through those,
nor can you take it out of our reach. Your name gives us
your soul.” He looked at Hanson piercingly. “Shall I tell you
what it would be like for your soul to live in the muck of a
swamp in a mandrake root?”

Dave shook his head. “I guess not. I—look, Ser Perth. I
don’t know what you’re talking about. How can I go along
with you when I'm in the dark? Start at the beginning, will
you? I was killed; all right, if you say I was, I was. You
brought me to life again with a mandrake root and spells; you
can do anything you want with me. I admit it; right now, I'll
admit anything you want me to, because you know what’s
going on and I don’t. But what’s all this business of the sky
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falling? If it is and can be falling, what’s the difference? If
there is a difference, why should I be able to do anything
about it?”

“Ignorance!” Ser Perth murmured to himself. He sighed
heavily. “Always ignorance. Well, then, listen.” He sat down
on the corner of the desk and took out a cigarette. At least it
looked like a cigarette. He snapped his fingers and lighted it
from a little flame that sprang up, blowing clouds of bright
green smoke from his mouth. The smoke hung lazily, drifting
into vague patterns and then began to coalesce into a green
houri without costume. He swatted at it negligently.

“Dratted sylphs. There’s no controlling the elementals
properly any more.” He didn’t seem too displeased, however,
as he watched the thing dance off. Then he sobered.

“In your world, Dave Hanson, you were versed in the engi-
neering arts—you more than most. That you should be so
ignorant, though you were considered brilliant, is a sad com-
mentary on your world. But no matter. Perhaps you can at
least learn quickly still. Even you must have had some idea
of the composition of the sky?”

Dave frowned as he tried to answer. “Well, I suppose the
atmosphere is oxygen and nitrogen, mostly; then there’s the
ionosphere and the ozone layer. As I remember, the color of
the sky is due to the scattering of light—light rays being dif-
fracted in the air.”

“Beyond the air,” Ser Perth said impatiently. “The sky
itself!”

“Oh—space. We were just getting out there with manned
ships. Mostly vacuum, of course. Of course, we’re still in the
solar atmosphere, even there, with the Van Allen belts and
such things. Then there are the stars, like our sun, but much
more distant. The planets and the moon—"

“Ignorance was bad enough,” Ser Perth interrupted in
amazement. He stared at Dave, shaking his head in disgust.
“You obviously come from a culture of even more supersti-
tion than ignorance. Dave Hanson, the sky is no such thing.
Put aside the myths you heard as a child. The sky is a solid
sphere that surrounds Earth. The stars are no more like the
sun than the glow of my cigarette is like a forest fire. They
are lights on the inside of the sphere, moving in patterns of
the Star Art, nearer to us than the hot lands to the south.”

“Fort,” Dave said. “Charles Fort said that in a book.”

Ser Perth shrugged. “Then why make me say it again? This
Fort was right. At least one intelligent man lived in your
world, I'm pleased to know. The sky is a dome holding the
sun, the stars and the wandering planets. The problem is that
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the dome is cracking like a great, smashed eggshell.”

“What'’s beyond the dome?”

Ser Perth shuddered slightly. “My greatest wish is that I
die before I learn. In your world, had you discovered that
there were such things as elements? That is, basic substances
which in combination produce—"

“Of course,” Dave interrupted.

“Good. Then of the four elements—” Dave gulped, but
kept silent. “—of the four elements the universe is built.
Some things are composed of a single element; some of two,
some of three. The proportions vary and the humors and
spirits change but all things are composed of the elements
And only the sky is composed of all four elements—of earth,
of water, of fire and of air—in equal proportions. One part
each, lending each its own essential quality to the mixture, so
that the sky is solid as earth, radiant as fire, formless as wa-
ter, insubstantial as air. And the sky is cracking and falling,
as you have seen for yourself. The effects are already being
felt. Gamma radiation is flooding through the gaps; the quick-
breeding viruses are mutating through half the world, faster
than the Medical Art can control them, so that millions of us
are sneezing and choking—and dying, too, for lack of anti-
biotics and proper care. Air travel is a perilous thing; just to-
day, a stratosphere roc crashed head-on into a fragment of
the sky and was killed with all its passengers. Worst of all,
the Science of Magic suffers. Because the stars are fixed on
the dome of the sky. With the crumbling of that dome, the
course of the stars has been corrupted. It’s pitiful magic that
can be worked without regard to the conjunctions of the plan-
ets; but it is all the magic that is left to us. When Mars trines
Neptune, the Medical Art is weak; even while we were con-
juring you, the trine occurred. It almost cost your life. And it
should not have occurred for another seven days.”

There was silence, while Ser Perth let Dave consider it.
But it was too much to accept at once, and Dave’s mind was
a treadmill. He’d agreed to admit anything, but some of this
was such complete nonsense that his mind rejected it auto-
matically. Yet he was sure Ser Perth was serious, there was
no humor on the face of the prissy thin-mustached man be-
fore him. Nor had the Sather Karf considered it a joke, he
was sure. He had a sudden vision of the latter strangling two
men from a distance of thirty feet without touching them.
That couldn’t happen in a sane world. either,

Dave asked weakly, “Could I have a drink?”

“With a sylph around?” Ser Perth grimaced. “You wouldn’t
have a chance. Now, is all clear to you, Dave Hanson?”
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“Sure. Except for one thing. What am I supposed to do?”

“Repair our sky. It should not be too difficult for a man of
your reputation. You built a wall across a continent high and
strong enough to change the air currents and affect all your
weather—and that in the coldest, meanest country in your
world. You come down to us as one of the greatest engineers
of history, Dave Hanson, so great that your fame has pene-
trated even to our world, through the viewing pools of our
wisest historians. There is a shrine and monument in your
world. ‘Dave Hanson, to whom nothing was impossible.” Well,
we have a nearly impossible task; a task of engineering and
building. If our Science of Magic could be relied upon—but
it cannot; it never can be, until the sky is fixed. We have the
word of history: no task is impossible to Dave Hanson.”

Dave looked at the smug face and a slow grin crept over his
own, in spite of himself. “Ser Perth, I'm afraid you’ve made a
slight mistake.”

“We don’t make mistakes in such matters. You're Dave
Hanson,” Ser Perth said flatly. “Of all the powers of the Sci-
ence, the greatest lies in the true name. We evoked you by
the name of Dave Hanson. You are Dave Hanson, there-
fore.”

“Don’t try to deceive us,” Nema suggested. Her voice was
troubled. “Pray rather that we never have reason to doubt
you. Otherwise the wisest of the Satheri would spend their
remaining time in planning something unthinkable for you.”

Ser Perth nodded vigorous assent. Then he motioned to the
office. “Nema will show you to your quarters later. Use this
until you leave. [ have to report back.”

Dave stared after him until he was gone, and then around
at the office. He went to the window and stared upwards at
the crazy patchwork of the sky. For all he knew, in such a
sky there might be cracks. In fact, as he looked, he could
make out a rift, and beyond that a . . . hole . . . a small
patch where there was no color, and yet the sky there was not
black. There were no stars there, though points if light were
clustered around the edges, apparently retreating.

L All he had to do was to repair the sky. Shades of Chicken
ittle!

Maybe to David Arnold Hanson, the famed engineer, no
task was impossible. But quite a few things were impossible
to that engineer’s obscure and unimportant nephew, the com-
puter technician and generally undistinguished man who had
been christened Dave. They'd gotten the right man for the
name, all right. But the wrong man for the job.

Dave Hanson could repair anything that contained elec-
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trical circuits or ran on tiny jeweled bearings, but he could
handle almost nothing else. It wasn’t stupidity or incapacity
to learn, but simply that he had never been subjected to the
discipline of construction engineering. Even on the project,
while working with his uncle, he had seen little of what went
on, and hadn’t really understood that, except when it pro-
duced data that he could feed into his computer. He couldn’t
drive a nail in the wall to hang a picture or patch a hole in
the plaster. .

But it seemed that he’d better put on a good show of trying
if he wanted to continue enjoying good health.

“I suppose you’ve got a sample of the sky that’s fallen?” he
asked Nema. “And what the heck are you doing here, any-
how? I thought you were a nurse.”

She frowned at him, but went to a corner where a small
ball of some clear crystalline substance stood. She muttered
into it, while a surly face stared out. Then she turned back to
him, nodding. “They are sending some of the sky to you. As
to my being a nurse, of course I am. All student magicians
take up the Medical Art for a time. Surely one so skilled can
also be a secretary, even to the great Dave Hanson? As to
why I’'m here . . .” She dropped her eyes, frowning, while a
touch of added color reached her cheeks. “In the sleep spell
I used, I invoked that you should be well and true. But I'm
only a bachelor in magic, not even a master, and I slipped.
I phrased it that I wanted you well and true. Hence, well and
truly do I want you.”

“Hul},?” He stared at her, watching the blush deepen. “You
mean—7?"

“Take care! First you should know that I am proscribed as
a duly registered virgin. And in this time of need, the magic
of my blood must not be profaned.” She twisted sidewise, and
then turned toward the door, avoiding him. Before she
reached it, the door opened to show a dull clod, entirely
naked, holding up a heavy weight of nothing.

“Your sample of sky,” she said as the clod labored over to
the desk and dropped nothing with a dull clank. The desk
top dented slightly.

Dave could clearly see that nothing was on the desk. But
if nothing was a vacuum, this was an extremely hard and
heavy one. It seemed to be about twelve inches on a side, in
its rough shape, and must have weighed two hundred pounds.
He tapped it, and it rang. Inside it, a tiny point of light danced
frantically back and forth.

“A star,” she said sadly.

“I’'m going to need some place to experiment with this,”
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he suggested. He expected to be sent to the deepest, dankest
cave of all the world as a laboratory, and to find it equipped
with pedigreed bats, dried unicorn horns and whole rows of
alembics that he couldn’t use.

Nema smiled brightly. “Of course. We’ve already prepared
a construction camp for you. You’ll find most of the tools you
used in your world waiting there and all the engineers we
could get or make for you.”

He’d been considering stalling while he demanded exactly
such things. He was reasonably sure by now that they had no
transistors, signal generators, frequency meters or whatever
else he could demand. He could make quite an issue out of
the need to determine the characteristic impedance of their
sky. That might even be interesting, at that; would it be any-
where near 300 ohms here? But it seemed that stalling wasn’t
going to work. They’d given him what they expected him to
need, and he’d have to be careful to need only what they ex-
pected, or they might just decide he wasn’t Dave Hanson.

“I can’t work on this stuff here,” he said.

“Then why didn’t you say so?” she asked sharply. She let
out a cry and a raven came flying in. She whispered some-
thing to it, frowned, and then ordered it off. “There’s no sur-
face transportation available, and all the local rocs are in use.
Well, we’ll have to make do with what we have.”

She darted for the outer office, rummaged in a cabinet, and
came back with a medium-sized rug of worn but gaudy de-
sign. Bad imitation Sarouk, Dave guessed. She tossed it onto
the largest cleared space, gobbled some outlandish noises,
and dropped onto it, squatting near one end. Behind her, the
dull clod picked up the sample of sky and fell to his face on
the rug. At her vehement signal, Dave squatted down beside
her, not daring to believe what he was beginning to guess.

The carpet lifted uncertainly. It seemed to protest at the
unbalanced weight of the sky piece. She made the sounds
again, and it rose reluctantly, curling up at the front, like a
crazy toboggan. It moved slowly, but with increasing speed,
sailed out of the office through the window and began gaining
altitude. They went soaring over the city at about thirty miles
an hour, heading toward what seemed to be barren land be-
yond. “Sometimes they fail now,” she told him. “But so far,
only if the words are improperly pronounced.”

He gulped and looked gingerly over at the city below. As
he did, she gasped. He heard a great tearing sound of thunder.
In the sky, a small hole appeared. There was a scream of dis-
placed air, and something went zipping downwards in front
of them, setting up a wind that bounced the carpet about
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crazily. Dave glanced over the edge again to see one of the
tall buildings crumple under the impact. The three top stories
were ripped to shreds. Then the whole building began to
change. It slowly blossomed into a huge cloud of pink gas
that drifted away, to show people and objects dropping like
stones to the ground below. Nema sighed and turned her eyes
away. )

“But—it’s ridiculous!” Dave protested. “We heard the rip
and less than five seconds later, that piece fell. If your sky 1s
even twenty miles above us, it would take longer than that to
fall.”

“It’s a thousand miles up,” she told him. “And sky has no
inertia until it is contaminated by contact with the ground.
It took longer than usual for that piece to fall.” She sighed.
“It gets worse. Look at the signs. That break has disturbed
the planets. We’re moving retrograde, back to our previous
position, out of Sagittarius! Now we’ll go back to the charac-
ter we had before—and just when I was getting used to the
change.”

He jerked his eyes off the raw patch of emptiness in the
sky, where a few stars seemed to be vanishing. “Your charac-
ter? Isn’t anything stable here?”

“Of course not. Naturally, in each House we have a differ-
ing of character, as does the world itself. Why else should
astrology be the greatest of the sciences?”

It was a nice world, he decided. And yet the new factor
explained some things. He’d been vaguely worried about the
apparent change in Ser Perth, who’d turned from a serious
and helpful doctor into a supercilious, high-handed fop. But
—what about his recovery, if that was supposed to be deter-
mined by the signs of the zodiac?

He had no time to ask. The carpet bucked, and the girl
began speaking to it urgently. It wavered, then righted itself,
to begin sliding downwards.

“There is a ring of protection around your camp,” Nema
explained. “It is set to make entry impossible to one who does
not have the words or who is unfriendly. The carpet could not
go through that, anyway. The ring negates all other magic
trying to pass it. And of course we have basilisks mounted on
posts around the grounds. They’re trained to hood their eyes,
except when they sense anyone trying to enter who should
not. You can’t be turned to stone looking at one, you know—
only by having one look at you.”

“You’re cheering me up no end,” he assured her.

She smiled pleasantly and began setting the carpct down.
Below, he could see a camp that looked much like the camps
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he had seen in the same movies from which all his clothes
had been copied. There were well laid-out rows of sheds,
beautiful lines of construction equipment and everything in
order, as it could never be in a real camp. As he began walk-
ing with the girl toward a huge tent that should have belonged
to a circus, he could see other discrepancies. The tractors
were designed for work in mud flats and the haulers had the
narrow wheels used on rocky ground. Nothing seemed quite
as it should be. He spotted a big generator working busily—
and then saw a gang of about fifty men, or mandrakes, turn-
ing a big capstan that kept it going. Here and there were neat
racks of miscellaneous tools. Some were museum pieces.
There was even a gandy cart, though no rails for it to run on.

They were almost at the main tent when a crow flew down
and yelled something in Nema’s ear. She scowled, and nod-
ded. “I’m needed back,” she said. “Most of the men here—"
She pointed to the gangs that moved about busily doing noth-
ing, all in costumes similar to his, except for the boots and
hat. “They’re mandrakes, conjured into existence, but with-
out souls. The engineers we have are snatched from Duality
just after dying and revived here while their brains still re-
tain their knowledge. They have no true souls either, of
course, but they don’t know it. Ah. The short man there—
he’s Garm. Sersa Garm, an apprentice to Ser Perth. He's to be
your foreman, and he’s real.”

She headed back to the outskirts, then turned to shout
back. “Sather Karf says you may have ten days to fix the
sky,” she called. Her hand waved toward him in friendly
goodbye. “Don’t worry, Dave Hanson. | have faith in you.”

Then she was running toward her reluctant carpet.

Dave stared up at the mottled dome above him and at the
dull clod—certainly a mandrake—who was still carrying the
sample. With all this preparation and a time limit, he couldn’t
even afford to stall. He’d never fully understood why some
plastics melted and others turned hard when heated, but he
had to find what was wrong with the dome above and how
to fix it. And maybe the time limit could be stretched a little,
once he came up with the answer. Maybe. He’d worry about
that after he worried about the first steps.

Sersa Garm proved to be a glum, fat young man, overly
aware of his importance in training for serhood. He led Dave
through the big tent, taking pride in the large drafting section
—under the obvious belief that it was used for designing
spells. Maybe it could have been useful for that if there had
been a single man who knew anything about draftsmanship.
There were four engineers, supposedly. One, who had died

29



falling off a bridge while drunk, was curing himself of the
shock by remaining dead drunk. One had been a chemical
engineer specializing in making yeast and dried soya meal
into breakfast cereals. Another knew all about dredging ca-
nals and the last one was an electronics engineer—a field in
which Dave was far more competent.

He dismissed them. Whatever had been done to them—or
perhaps the absence of a true soul, whatever that was—Ieft
them rigidly bound to their past ideas and totally incapable
of doing more than following orders by routine now. Even
Sersa Garm was more useful.

That young man could offer little information, however.
The sky, he explained pompously, was a great mystery that
only an adept might communicate to another. He meant that
he didn’t know about it, Dave gathered. Everything, it turned
out, was either a mystery or a rumor. He also had a habit of
sucking his thumb when pressed too hard for details.

“But you must have heard some guesses about what started
the cracks in the sky?” Dave suggested.

“Oh, indeed, that is common knowledge,” Sersa Garm ad-
mitted. He changed thumbs while he considered. ‘“’Twas an
experiment most noble, but through mischance going sadly
awry. A great Sather made the sun remain in one place too
long, and the heat became too great. It was like the classic
experiment—"

“How hot is your sun?”

There was a long pause. Then Sather Garm shrugged.
““Tis a great mystery. Suffice to say it has no true heat, but
does send forth an activating principle against the phlogiston
layer, which being excited grows vengeful against the air . .
But you have not the training to understand.”

“Okay, so they didn’t tell you, if they knew.” Dave stared
up at the sun, trying to guess. The light looked about like
what he was used to, where the sky was still whole. North
light still was like what a color photographer would consider
5500° Kelvin, so the sun must be pretty hot. Hot enough to
melt anything he knew about. “What’s the melting point of
this sky material?”

He never did manage to make Sather Garm understand
what a melting point was. But he found that one of the solu-
tions tried had been the bleeding of eleven certified virgins
for seven days. When the blood was mixed with dragon-
feathers and frogsdown and melded with a genuine philoso-
pher’s stone, they had used it to ink in the right path of the
planets of a diagram. It had failed. The sky had cracked and
a piece had fallen into the vessel of blood, killing a Sather
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who was less than two thousand years old.

“Two thousand?” Dave asked. “How old is Sather Karf?”

“None remembers truly. He has always been the Sather
Karf—at least ten thousand years or more. To attain the art
of a Sather is the work of a score of centuries, usually.”

That Sather had been in sad shape, it seemed. No one had
been able to revive him, though bringing the dead back to
life when the body was reasonably intact was routine magic
that even a sersa could perform. It was after that they’d be-
gun conjuring back to Dave’s world for all the other experts.

“All whose true names they could find, that is,” Garm
amended. “The Egyptian pyramid builder, the man who dis-
covered your greatest science, dianetics, the great Cagliostro
—and what a time we had finding his true name! I was as-
signed to the helping of one who had discovered the secrets
of gravity and some strange magic which he termed relativity
—though indeed it had little to do with kinship, but was a
private mystery. But when he was persuaded by divers means
to help us, he gave up after one week, declaring it beyond
his powers. They were even planning what might best be
done to chastise him when he discovered in some manner a
book of elementary conjuration and did then devise some
strange new formula from the elements with which magic he
disappeared.”

It was nice to know that Einstein had given up on the
problem, Dave thought bitterly. As nice as the discovery that
there was no fuel for the equipment here. He spent an hour
rigging up a portable saw to use in attempting to cut off a
smaller piece of the sky, and then saw the motor burn out
when he switched it on. It turned out that all electricity here
was d.c., conjured up by commanding the electrons in a wire
to move in one direction, and completely useless with a.c.
motors. It might have been useful for welding, but there was
no electric torch.

‘“Tis obviously not a thing of reason,” Garm told him se-
verely. “If the current in such a form moves first in one direc-
tion and then in the other, then it cancels out and is useless.
No, you must be wrong.”

As Dave remembered it, Tesla had been plagued by similar
doubts from such men as Edison. He gave up and settled
finally for one of the native welding torches, filled with a
dozen angry salamanders. The flame or whatever it was had
enough heat, but it was hard to control. By the time he
learned to use it, night had fallen, and he was too tired to try
anything more. He ate a solitary supper and went to sleep.

During the next three days he learned a few things the hard
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way, however. In spite of Garm’s assurance that nothing
could melt the sky, he found that his sample would melt
slowly under the heat of the torch. In the liquid state, it was
jet black, though it cooled back to complete transparency. It
was also without weight when in liquid form—a fact he dis-
covered when it began rising through the air and spattering
over everything, including his bare skin. The burns were
nasty, but somehow seemed to heal with remarkable speed.
Sersa Garm was impressed by the discoveries, and went off to
suck his thumbs and brood over the new knowledge, much to
Dave’s relief.

More work established the fact that welding bits of the sky
together was not particularly difficult. The liquid sky was per-
fectly willing to bond onto anything, including other bits of
itself.

Now, if he could get a gang up the thousand miles to the
sky with enough torches to melt the cracks, it might recongeal
as a perfect sphere. The stuff was strong, but somewhat brit-
tle. He still had no idea of -how to get the stars and planets
back in the right places.

“The mathematician thought of such an idea,” Sersa Garm
said sourly. “But ’twould never work. Even with much heat,
it could not be done. For see you, the upper air is filled with
phlogiston, which no man can breathe. Also, the phlogiston
has negative weight, as every school child must know. Your
liquid sky would sink through it, since negative weight must
in truth be lighter than no weight, while nothing else would
rise through the layer. And phlogiston will quench the flame
of a rocket, as your expert von Braun discovered.”

The man was a gold mine of information, all bad. The only
remaining solution, apparently, was to raise a scaffolding over
the whole planet to the sky, and send up mandrakes to weld
back the broken pieces. They wouldn’t need to breathe, any-
how. With material of infinite strength—and an infinite sup-
ply of it—and with infinite time and patience, it might have
been worth considering.

Nema came out the next day with more cheering informa-
tion. Her multi-times great grandfather, Sather Karf, re-
gretted it, but he must have good news to release at once; the
populace was starving because the food multipliers couldn’t
produce reliable supplies. Otherwise, Dave would find venom
being transported into his blood in increasing amounts until
the pain drove him mad. And, just incidentally, the Sons of
the Egg who’d attacked him in the hospital had tried to reach
the camp twice already, once by interpenetrating into a ship-
ment of mandrakes, which indicated to what measures they
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would resort. They meant to kill him somehow, and the de-
fense of him was growing too costly unless there were positive
results.

Dave hinted at having nearly reached the solution, giving
her only a bit of his wild idea of welding the sky. She took off
with that, but he was sure it wouldn’t satisfy the Sather. In
that, he was right. By nightfall, when she came back from
the city, he was groaning in pain. The venom had arrived
ahead of her, and his blood seemed to be on fire.

She laid a cool hand on his forehead. “Poor Dave,” she
said. “If I were not registered and certified, sometimes I feel
that I might . . . But no more of that. Ser Perth sends you
this unguent which will hold back the venom for a time, cau-
tioning you not to reveal his softness.” Ser Perth, it seemed,
had reverted to his pre-Sagittarian character as expected.
“And Sather Karf wants the full plans at once. He is losing pa-
tience.”

He began rubbing on the ointment, which helped slightly.
She peeled back his shirt and began helping, apparently de-
lighted with the hair which he’d sprouted on his chest since
his reincarnation. The unguent helped, but it wasn’t enough.

“He never had any patience to lose. What the hell does he
expect me to do?” Dave asked hotly. “Snap my fingers thus,
yell abracadabra and give him egg in his beer?”

He stopped to stare at his hand, where a can of beer had
suddenly materialized!

Nema squealed in delight. “What a novel way to conjure,
Dave. Let me try it.” She began snapping her fingers and say-
ing the word eagerly, but nothing happened. Finally she
turned back to him. “Show me again.”

He was sure it wouldn’t work twice, and he hesitated, not
too willing to have his stock go down with her. Then he gave
in,

“Abracadabra!” he said, and snapped his fingers.

There were results at once. This time an egg appeared in
his hand, to the delighted cry of Nema. He bent to look at it
uncertainly. It was a strange looking egg—more like one of
the china eggs used to make hens think they were nesting
when their eggs were still being taken from them.

Abruptly Nema sprang back, beginning a pass. But she
was too late. The egg was growing. It swelled to the size of a
football, then was man-sized, and growing to the size of a
huge tank that filled most of the tent. Suddenly it split open
along one side and a group of men in dull robes and masks
came spilling out of it.

“Die!” the one in front yelled. He lifted a double-bladed
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knife, charged for Dave, and brought the knife down.
The blades went through clothing, skin, flesh and bones,
straight for Dave’s heart.

5

The knife had pierced Dave’s chest until the hilt pressed
against his rib cage. He stared down at it, seeing it rise with
the heaving of his lungs. Yet he was still alive!

Then the numbness of shock wore off and the pain nerves
carried their messages to his brain. He still lived, but there
was unholy agony where the blade lay. Coughing and choking
on what must be his own blood, he scrabbled at the knife
and ripped it out. Blood jetted from the gaping rent in his
clothing. It gushed forth—and slowed; it frothed—trickled—
and stopped entirely.

As he ripped his shirt back to look, the wound was closed
already. But there was no easing of the pain that threatened
to make him black out at any second.

He heard shouting, quarreling voices, but nothing made
sense through the haze of his agony. He felt someone grab at
him—more than one person—and they were dragging him
willy-nilly across the ground. Something was clutched around
his throat, almost choking him. He opened his eyes just as
something clicked behind him.

The huge, translucent walls of the monstrous egg were all
around him and the opened side was closing.

The pain began to abate. The bleeding had already stopped
entirely and his lungs seemed to have cleared themselves of
the blood and froth in them. Now with the ache of the wound
ceasing, Dave could still feel the venom burning in his blood,
and the constriction around his throat was still there, making
it hard to breathe. He sat up, trying to free himself. The con-
striction came from an arm around his neck, but he couldn’t
see to whom it belonged, and there was no place to move
aside in the corner of the egg.

From inside, the walls of the egg were transparent enough
for him to see cloudy outlines of what lay beyond. He could
see the ground sweeping away beneath them from all points.
A man had run up and was standing beside the egg, beating
at it. The man suddenly shot up like a fountain, growing
huge; he towered over them, until he seemed miles high and
the giant structures Dave could see were only the turned-up
toes of the man’s shoes. One of those shoes was lifting, as if
the man meant to step on theegg.

They must be growing smaller again.
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A voice said tightly: “We’re small enough, Bork. Can you
raise the wind for us now?”

“Hold on.” Bork’s voice seemed sure of itself.

The egg tilted and soared. Dave was thrown sidewise and
had to fight for balance. He stared unbelievingly through the
crystal shell. They rose like a Banshee jet. There was a
shaggy, monstrous colossus in the distance, taller than the
Himalayas—the man who had been beside them. Bork grunt-
ed. “Got it! We’re all right now.” He chanted something in a
rapid undertone “All right, relax. That will teach them not
to work resonance-magic inside a protective ring; the egg
knows how we could have got through otherwise. Lucky we
were trying at the right time, though. The Satheri must be
going crazy. Wait a minute, this tires the fingers.”

The man called Bork halted the series of rapid passes he
had been making, flexing his fingers with a grimace. The spin-
ning egg began to drop at once, but he let out a long, keen-
ing cry, adding a slight flip of his other arm. Outside, some-
thing like a mist drew near and swirled around them. It
looked huge to Dave, but must have been a small thing in
fact. Now they began speeding along smoothly again. The
thing was probably another sylph, strong enough to move
them in their present reduced size.

Bork pointed his finger. “There’s the roc!” He leaned closer
to the wall of the tiny egg and shouted. The sylph changed
direction, and began to bob about.

It drifted gently, while Bork pulled a few sticks with runes
written on them toward him and made a hasty assembly of
them. At once, there was a feeling of growing, and the sylph
began to shrink away from them. Now they were falling
swiftly, growing as they dropped. Dave felt his stomach twist,
until he saw they were heading toward a huge bird that
was cruising along under them, drawing closer. It looked like
a cross between a condor and a hawk, but its wing span must
have been over three hundred feet. It slipped under the egg,
catching the falling object deftly on a cushion-like attachment
between its wings, and then struck off briskly toward the east.

Bork snapped the side of the egg open and stepped out
while the others followed. Dave tried to crawl out, but some-
thing held him back. It wasn’t until Bork’s big hand reached
in to help him that he made it. When all were out, Bork
tapped the egg-shaped object and caught it as it shrank.
When it was small enough, he pocketed it.

Dave sat up again, examining himself, now that he had
more room. His clothing was a mess, spattered with drying
blood, but he seemed unharmed now. Even the burning of
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the venom was gone. He reached for the arm around his neck
and began breaking it free from its stranglehold.

From behind an incredulous cry broke out. Nema sprawled
across him, staring at his face and burying her head against
his shoulder. “Dave! You’re not dead! You’re alive!”

Dave was still amazed at that himself. But Bork snorted.
“Of course he is. Why’d we take him along with you hanging
on in a faint if he were dead? When the snetha-knife kills, it
kills completely. They stay dead, or they don’t die. Sagit-
tarian?”

She nodded, and the big man seemed to be doing some
calculations in his head.

“Yeah,” he decided. “It would be. There was one second
there around midnight when all the signs were at their abso-
lute maximum favorableness. Someone must have said some
pretty dangerous health spells over him then.” He turned to
Dave, as if aware that the other was comparatively ignorant
of such matters. “Happened once before, without this mess-up
of the signs. They revived a corpse and found he was un-
killable from then on. He lasted eight thousand years, or
something like that, before he got burned trying to control a
giant salamander. They cut off his head once, but it healed
before the axe was all the way through. Woops!”

The bird had dipped downward, rushing toward the ground.
It landed at a hundred miles an hour and managed to stop
against a small entrance to a cave in the hillside. Except for
the one patch where the bird had lighted, they were in the
middle of a dense forest.

Dave and Nema were hustled into the cave, while the oth-
ers melted into the woods, studying the skies. She clung to
Dave, crying something about how the Sons of the Egg would
torture them.

“All right,” he said finally. “Who are these sons of eggs?
And what have they got against me?”

“They’re monsters,” she told him. “They used to be the
antimagic individualists. They wanted magic used only when
other means wouldn’t work. They fought against the Satheri.
While magic produced their food and made a better world
for them, they hated it because they couldn’t do it for them-
selves. And a few renegade priests like my brother joined
them.”

“Your brother?” . )
“She means mc,” Bork said. He came in to drop on his

haunches and grin at Dave. There was no sign of personal
hatred in his look. “I used to be a stooge for Sather Karf, be-
fore I got sick of it. How do you feel, Dave Hanson?”
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Dave considered it, still in wonder at the truth. “I feel good.
Even the venom they were putting in my blood doesn’t seem
to hurt any more.”

“Fine. Means the Sather Karf must believe we killed you
—he must have the report by now. If he thinks you’re dead,
there’s no point in his giving chase; he knows I wouldn’t let
them kill Nema, even if she is a little fool. Anyhow, he’s not
really such a bad old guy, Dave—not like some of those
Satheri . . . Well, you figure how you’d like it if you were
just a simple man and some priest magicked her away from
you—and then sent her back with enough magic of her own
to be a witch and make life hell for you because she’d been
kicked out by the priest, but he hadn’t pulled the wanting
spell off her. Or anything else you wanted and couldn’t keep
against magic. Sure, they fed us. They had to, after they took
away our fields and the kine, and got everyone into the habit
of taking their dole instead of earning our living in the old
way. They made slaves of us. Any man who lets another be
responsible for him is a slave. It’s a fine world for the Satheri,
if they can keep the egg from breaking.”

“What'’s all this egg nonsense?”’

Bork shrugged. “Plain good sense. Why should there be a
sky shell around the planet? Look, there’s a legend here. You
should know it, since for all I know it has some meaning for
you. Long age—or away, or whatever—there was a world
called Tharé and another called Erath. Two worlds, separate
and distinct, on their own branching time paths. They must
have been that way since the moment of creation. One was a
world of rule and law. One plus one might not always equal
two, but it had to equal something. There seems to be some
similarity to your world in that, doesn’t there? The other was
—uwell, you’d call it chaos, though it had some laws, if they
could be predicted. One plus one there depended—or may-
be there was no such thing as unity. Mass-energy wasn’t con-
served. It was deserved. It was a world of anarchy, from your
point of view. It must have been a terrible place to live, I
guess.”

He hesitated somberly. “As terrible as this one is getting
to be,” he said at last. “Anyway, there were people who lived
there. There were the two inhabited worlds in their own time-
lines, or probability orbits, or whatever. You know, I suppose,
how worlds of probability would separate and diverge as time
goes on? Of course. Well, these two worlds coalesced.”

. He looked searchingly at Dave. “Do you see it? The two
time lines came together. Two opposites fused into one. Don’t
ask me to explain it; it was long ago, and all I know for sure
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is that it happened. The two worlds met and fused, and out
of the two came this world, in what the books call the Dawn-
struggle. When it was over, our world was as it has been for
thousands of centuries. In fact, one result was that in theory,
neither original world could have a real past, and the fusion
was something that had been—no period of change. It’s pretty
complicated.” .

“It sounds worse than that,” Dave grumbled. “But while
that might explain the mystery of magic working here, it does-
n’t explain your sky.” .

Bork scratched his head. “No, not too well,” he admitted.
“I’'ve always had some doubts about whether or not all the
worlds have a shell around them. I don’t know. But our world
does, and the shell is cracking. The Satheri don’t like it; they
want to stop it. We want it to happen. For the two lines that
met and fused into one have an analogue. Doesn’t the story
of that fusion suggest something to you, Dave Hanson? Don’t
you see it, the male principle of rule and the female principle
of whim; they join, and the egg is fertile! Two universes join,
and the result is a nucleus world surrounded by a shell, like
an egg. We're a universe egg. And when an egg hatches, you
don’t try to put it back together!”

He didn’t look like a fanatic, Dave told himself. Crazy or
not, he took this business of the hatching egg seriously. But
you could never be sure about anyone who joined a cult.
“What is your egg going to hatch into?”” he asked.

The big man shrugged. “Does an egg know it is going to
become a hen—or maybe a fish? We can’t possibly tell, of
course.”

Dave considered it. “Don’t you even have a guess?”

Bork answered shortly, “No.” He looked worried, Dave
thought, and guessed that even the fanatics were not quite
sure they wanted to be hatched. Bork shrugged again.

“An egg has got to hatch,” he said. “That’s all there is to
it. We prophesied this, oh, two hundred years ago. The Sa-
theri laughed. Now they’ve stopped laughing, but they want
to stop it. What happens to a chick when it is stopped from
hatching? Does it go on being a chick, or does it die? It dies,
of course. And we don’t want to die. No, Dave Hanson, we
don’t know what happens next—but we do know that we
must go through with it. I have nothing against you person-
ally—but I can’t let you stop us. That’s why we tried to kill
you. If T could, I'd kill you now, with the snetha-knife so they
couldn’t revive you.”

Dave said reasonably, “You can’t expect me to like it, you
know. The Satheri, at least, saved my life—" He stopped in

38



confusion. Bork was staring at him in hilarious incredulousness
that broke into roars of laughter.

“You mean . . . Dave Hanson, do you believe everything
they tell you? Don’t you know that the Satheri arranged to
kill you first? They needed a favorable death conjunction to
bring you back to life; they got it—by arranging an accident!”

Nema cried out in protest. “That’s a lie!”

“Of course,” Bork said mildly. “You always were on their
side, little sister. You were also usually a darned nuisance,
fond as I was of you. Come here.”

He caught her and yanked a single hair out of her head.
She screamed and tried to claw him, then fought for the hair.
Bork was immovable. He held her off easily with one hand
while the fingers of the other danced in the air. He spoke what
seemed to be a name, though it bore no resemblance to Nema.
She quieted, trembling.

“You’ll find a broom near the entrance, little sister. Take
it and go back, to forget that Dave Hanson lives. You saw him
die and were dragged off with us and his body. You escaped
before we reached our hideaway. By the knot I tie in your
true hair and by your secret name, this I command.”

She blinked slowly and looked around as Bork burned the
knotted hair. Her eyes swept past Bork and Dave without
seeing them and centered on the broom one man held out to
her, without appearing to see him, either. She seized the
broom. A sob came to her throat. “The devil! The renegade
devil! He didn’t have to kill Dave! He didn’t . . .”

Her voice died away as she ran toward the clearing. Dave
made no protest. He suspected Bork was putting the geas on
her for her own good, and he agreed that she was better out
of all this.

“Now where were we?” Bork asked. “Oh, yes, I was try-
ing to convert you and knowing I'd failed already. Of course,
I don’t know that they killed you first—but those are their
methods. Take it from me, I know. I was the youngest Ser
ever to be accepted for training as a Sather. They wanted
you, so they got you.”

Dave considered it. It seemed as likely as anything else.
“Why me?” he asked. .

“Because you can put back the sky. At least, the Satheri
think so, and I must admit that in some ways they are
smarter than we.”

Dave started to protest, but Bork cut him off. .

“I know all about your big secret. You’re not the engineer,
whose true name was longer. We know all that. Our pools
are closer to perfection than theirs, not being contaminated
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by city air, and we see more. But there is a cycle of confir-
mation; if prophecy indicates a thing will happen, it will
happen—though not always as expected. The prophecy ful-
fills itself, rather than being fulfilled. Then there are the
words on the monument—a monument meant for your
uncle, but carrying your true name, because his friends felt
the short form sounded better. It was something of a coinci-
dence that they had the wrong true name. But prophecy is
always strongest when based on coincidence—that is a prime
rule. And those words coupled with our revelations prophesy
that you—not your uncle—can do the impossible. So what
are we going to do with you?”

Bork’s attitude was reassuring, somehow. It was nearer
his own than any Dave had heard on this world. And the
kidnapping was beginning to look like a relief. The Sons of
the Egg had gotten him off the hook with Sather Karf. He
grinned and stretched back. “If I'm unkillable, Bork, what
can you do?”

The big man grinned back. “Flow rock around you up to
your nose and toss you into a lake. You’d live there—but
you’d always be drowning and you’d find it slightly unpleas-
ant for the next few thousand years! It’s not as bad as being
turned into a mangrove with your soul intact, but it would
last longer. And don’t think the Satheri can’t pull a lot worse
than that. They have your name—everyone has your secret
name here—and parts of you.”

The conversation was suddenly less pleasant. Dave
thought it over. “I could stay here and join your group. I
might as well, since I can’t really help the Satheri anyhow.”

“They’d spot your aura eventually. They’ll be checking
around here for us for a while. Of course, we might do some-
thing about it, if you really converted. But I don’t think you
would, if you knew more.” Bork got up and headed for the
entrance. “I wasn’t going to let you see the risings, but now
maybe I will. If you still want to join, it might be worked.
Otherwise, I'll think of something else.”

Dave followed the man out into the clearing. A few men
were just planning to leave, and they looked at Dave sus-
piciously, but made no protest. One, whom Dave recognized
as the leader with the snetha-knife, scowled.

“The risings are almost due, Bork,” he said.

Bork nodded. “I know, Malok. I've decided to let Dave
Hanson watch. Dave, this is our leader here, Res Malok.”

Dave felt no strong love for his would-be murderer, and
it seemed to be mutual. But no protest was lodged. Appar-
ently Bork was their top conjurer, and privileged. They
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crossed the clearing and went through the woods toward
another, smaller one. Here a group of some fifty men were
watching the sky, obviously waiting. Others stood around,
watching them and avoiding looking up. Almost directly
overhead, there was a rent place where the strange absence
of color or feature indicated a hole in the dome over them.
As it drew nearer true vertical, a chanting began among the
men with upturned faces. Their hands went upwards, fingers
spread and curled into an unnatural position. Then they
stood waiting.

“I don’t like it,” Bork whispered to Dave. “This is one of
the reasons we're growing too weak to fight the Satheri.”

“What’s wrong with a ceremony of worship, if you must
worship your eggshell?”” Dave asked.

“You’ll see. That was all it was once—just worship. But
now for weeks, things are changing. They think it’s a sign
of favor, but I don’t know. There, watch!”

The hole in the sky was directly overhead now, and the
moaning had risen in pitch. Across the little clearing, Malok
began backing quietly away, carefully not looking upwards.
Nobody but Dave seemed to notice his absence. There was
alouder moan.

One of the men in the clearing began to rise upwards
slowly. His body was rigid as it lifted a foot, ten feet, then a
hundred above the ground. Now it picked up speed, and
rushed upwards. Another began to rise, and another. In sec-
onds, more than half of those who had waited were scream-
ing upwards toward the hole in the sky. They disappeared
in the distance.

Those who had merely stood by and those who had wor-
shipped waited a few seconds more, but no more rose. The
men sighed and began moving out of the clearing. Dave
arose to follow, but Bork gestured for him to wait.

“Sometimes . . .” he said.

They were alone now. Still Bork waited, staring up-
wards. Then Dave saw something in the sky. A speck ap-
peared and came hurtling down. In seconds, it was the body
of one of the men who had risen. Dave felt his stomach
tighten and braced himself. There was no slowing as the
body fell. It landed in the center of the clearing, without
losing speed, but with less noise than he had expected.

When they reached the shattered body, there could be no
question of its being dead. .

Bork’s face was solemn. “If you’re thinking of joining,
youw’d better know the worst. You're too easily shockgq to
make a good convert unless you're prepared. The risings
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have been going on for some time. Malok swears it proves
we are right. But I've seen five other bodies come down like
this. What does it mean? Are they stillborn? We don’t know.
Shall I revive him for you?”

Dave felt sick as he stared at the ghastly terror on the
face of the corpse. The last thing he wanted to see was its
revival, but his curiosity about the secret in the sky could
not be denied. He nodded.

Bork drew a set of phials and implements in miniature
size from under his robe. “This is routine,” he said. He
snapped his fingers and produced a small flame over the
heart of the corpse. Into that he began dusting powders,
mixing them with something that looked like blood. Finally
he called a name and a command. There was a sharp explo-
sion, a hissing, and Bork’s voice calling,

The dead man flowed together and was whole. He stood
up woodenly, with his face frozen. “Who calls?” he asked
in an uninflected, hollow voice. “Why am I called? I have
no soul.”

“We call,” Bork answered. “Tell us what you saw at the
hole in the sky.”

A scream tore from the throat of the thing, and its hands
came up to its eyes, tearing at them. Its mouth worked sound-
lessly, and breath sucked in. Then a single word came out.

“Faces!”

It fell onto the grass, distorted in death again. Bork shud-
dered. .

“The others were the same,” he said. “And he can’t be
revived again. Even the strongest spell can’t bring back his
soul. That is gone, somehow.”

Dave shivered. “And knowing that, you’d still fight against
repairing the sky?”

“Hatching is probably always horrible from inside the
shell,” Bork answered. “Do you still want to join us? No, I
thought not. Well, then, let’s go back. We might as well try
to eat something while I think about what to do with you.”

Malok and most of the others were gone when they
reached the cave again. Bork fell to work with some scraps
of food, cursing the configurations of the planets as his spell
refused to work. Then suddenly the scraps became a mass
of sour-smelling stuff. Bork made a face as he tasted it, but
he ate it in silence. Dave couldn’t force himself to put it in
his mouth, though he was hungry by then.

He considered, and then snapped his fingers. “Abraca-
dabra,” he cried. He swore as something wet and slimy that
looked like seaweed plopped into his hand. The next time
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he got a limp fish that had been dead far too long. But the
third try worked better. This time, a whole bunch of bananas
appeared. They were a little riper than he liked, but some
o? them were edible enough. He handed some to the other
man, who quickly abandoned his own creation.

Bork was thoughtful as he ate. Finally he grimaced. “New
magic!” he said. “Maybe that’s the secret of the prophecy.
I thought you knew no magic.”

“I didn’t,” Dave admitted. He was still tingling inside him-
self at this confirmation of his earlier discovery. It was un-
predictable magic, but apparently bore some vague rela-
tionship to what he was wishing for.

“So the lake’s out,” Bork decided. “With unknown powers
at your command, you might escape in time. Well, that set-
tles it. There’s one place where nobody will look for you or
listen to you. You’ll be nothing but another among millions,
and that’s probably the best hiding place for you. With the
overseers they have, you couldn’t even turn yourself back to
the Satheri, though I'll admit I'm hoping you don’t want
them to find you.”

“And I was beginning to think you liked me,” Dave com-
mented bitterly.

Bork grinned. “I do, Dave Hanson. That’s why I'm pick-
ing the easiest place to hide you I can think of. It will be
hell, but anything else would be worse. Better strip and put
this cloth on.”

The thing he held out was little more than a rag, appar-
ently torn from one of the robes. “Come on, strip, or I'll burn
off your clothes with a salamander. There, that’s better. Now
wrap the cloth around your waist and let it hang down in
front. It'll be easier on you if you don’t attract much atten-
tion. The sky seems to indicate the planets favor teleporta-
tion now. Be quick before I change my mind and think of
something worse!”

Dave didn’t see what he did this time, but there was a
puff of flame in front of his eyes.

The next second, he stood manacled in a long line of men
loaded with heavy stones. Over their backs fell the cutting
lashes of a whip. Far ahead was a partially-finished pyramid.
Dave was obviously one of the building slaves.

6

Sunrise glared harshly over the desert. It was already
hot enough to send heat waves dancing over the sand as
Hanson wakened under the bite of a lash. The overseers
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were shouting and kicking the slaves awake. Overhead the
marred sky shone in crazy-quilt patterns. .

Hanson stood up, taking the final bite of the whip without
flinching. He glanced down at his body, noticing that it had
somehow developed a healthy deep tan during the few hours
of murderous labor the day before. He wasn’t particularly
surprised. Something in his mind seemed also to have devel-
oped a “tan” that let him face the bite of chance without
flinching. He’d stopped wondering and now accepted; he
meant to get away from here at the first chance and he was
somehow sure he could.

It was made easier by the boundless strength of his new
body. He showed no signs of buckling under physical work
that would have killed him on his own world.

Not all the slaves got up. Two beside him didn’t move at
all. Sleeping through that brutal awakening seemed impos-
sible. When Hanson looked closer, he saw that they weren’t
asleep; they were dead.

The overseer raged back along the line and saw them. He
must be one of those conjured into existence here from the
real Egypt of the past. He might have no soul, but a lifetime
of being an overseer had given him habits that replaced the
need for what had been a pretty slim soul to begin with.

“Quitters!” he yelled. “Lazy, worthless, work-dodging
goldbrick artists!” He knelt in fury, thumbing back the eye-
lids of the corpses. There was little need for the test. They
were too limp, too waxen to be pretending.

The overseer cut them out of the chain and kicked at
Hanson. “Move along!” he bellowed. “Menes himself is here,
and he’s not as gentle as Iam.”

Hanson joined the long line, wondering what they were
going to do about breakfast. How the devil did they expect
the slaves to put in sixteen hours of work without some kind
of food? There had been nothing the night before but a skin
of water. There was not even that much this morning. No
wonder the two beside him had died from overwork, beat-
ings and plain starvation . .

Menes was there, all right. Hanson saw him from the dis-
tance, a skinny giant of a man in breechclout, cape and
golden headdress. He bore a whip like everyone else who
seemed to have any authority at all, but he wasn’t using it.
He was standing hawklike on a slight rise in the sandy earth,
motionless and silent. Beside him was a shorter figure; a
pudgy man with a thin mustache, on whom the Egyptian
headdress looked strangely out of place. It could only be
Ser Perth!
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Hanson’s staring came to an end as the lash cut down
across his shoulders, biting through to the shoulder bone.
He stumbled forward, heedless of the overseers’ shouting
voices. Someday, if he had the chance, he’d flay his own
overseer, but that could wait. Even the agony of the cut
couldn’t take his mind from Ser Perth’s presence. Had Bork
slipped up—did the Satheri know that Hanson was still
alive, and had they sent Ser Perth here to locate him? It
seemed unlikely, however. The man was paying no atten-
tion to the lines of slaves. It would be hard to spot one among
three million, anyhow. More likely, Hanson decided, Ser
Perth was supervising the supervisors, making an inspec-
tion tour of all this.

Of all what? Apparently then this must be another of their
frenzied efforts to find a way to put back the sky. He’d heard
that they had called up the pyramid builder, but hadn’t fully
realized it would lead to this type of activity.

He looked around him appraisingly. The long lines of
slaves that had been carrying rock and rubble the day before
now were being formed into hauling teams. Long ropes were
looped around enormous slabs of quarried rock. Rollers
underneath them and slaves tugging and pushing at them
were the only means of moving them. The huge stones slid
remorselessly forward onto the prepared beds of rubble.
Casting back in his memory, Hanson could not recall seeing
the rock slabs the night before. They had appeared as if by
magic—

Obviously, they had really been conjured up by magic.
But if the rocks could be conjured, what was the need of all
the slaves and the sadistic overseers? Why not simply magic
the entire construction, whatever it was to be?

The whip hit him again, and the raging voice of the over-
seer ranted in his ears. “Get on, you blundering slacker.
Menes himself is looking at you. Ho there—what the devil?”

The overseer’s hand spun Hanson around. The man’s eyes,
large and opaque, stared at Hanson. He frowned cruelly.
“Yeah, you're the same one! Didn’t I take the hide off your
back twice already? And now you stand there without a scar
or a drop of blood!”

Hanson grunted feebly. He didn’t want attention called to
himself while Ser Perth was around. “I—I heal quickly.” It
was no more than the truth. Either the body they’d given
him or the conjuring during the right split second had en-
abled him to heal almost before a blow was struck.

“Magic!” The overseer scowled and gave Hanson a shove
that sent him sprawling. “Blithering magic again! Magic
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stones that melt when you get them in place—magic slaves
that the whip won’t touch! And they expect us to do a job
of work such as not even Thoth could dream up! They won't
take honest work. No, they have to come snooping and con-
juring and interfering. Wheels on rollers! Tools of steel ar}d
the gods know what instead of honest stone. Magic to lift
things instead of honest ropes that shrink and wood that
swells. Magic that fails, and rush, rush, rush until I'm half
ready to be tortured for falling behind, and—You! You
would, would you!” His voice trailed off into a fresh roar
of rage as he caught sight of other slaves taking advantage
of his attention to Hanson to relax. He raced off, brandish-
ing the whip.

Hanson tried to make himself inconspicuous after that.
The wounds would heal, and the beatings could never kill
him; but there had been no provision in his new body for
the suppression of pain. He hungered, thirsted and suffered
like anyone else. Maybe he was learning to take it, here, but
not to like it.

At the expense of a hundred slaves and considerable de-
terioration of the whips, one block of stone was in place
before the sun was high overhead in the coppery, mottled
sky. Then there was the blessing of a moment’s pause. Men
were coming down the long lines, handing something to the
slaves. Food, Hanson anticipated.

He was wrong. When the slave with the wicker basket
came closer he could see that the contents were not food but
some powdery stuff that was dipped out with carved spoons
into the eager hands of the slaves. Hanson smelled his por-
tion dubiously. It was cloying, sickly sweet.

Hashish! Or opium, heroin, hemp—Hanson was no ex-
pert. But it was certainly some kind of drug. Judging by the
avid way the other slaves were gulping it down, each one of
them had been exposed to it before. Hanson cautiously made
the pretense of swallowing his before he allowed it to slip
through his fingers to mingle with the sand. Drug addic-
tion was obviously a convenient way to make the slaves
forget their aches and fears, to keep them everlasting anx-
ious to please and do whatever was necessary to make sure
the precious, deadly ration never stopped.

There was still no sign of food. The pause in the labor was
only for the length of time it took the drug-bearing slaves to
complete their task. Ten minutes, or fifteen at the outside;
then the overseers were back with the orders and the lashes,

The slaves regrouped on new jobs, and Hanson found
himself in a bunch of a dozen or so. They were lashing the
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hauling ropes around a twelve-foot block of stone; the rollers
were already in place, with the crudely plaited ropes dangling
loosely. Hanson found himself being lifted by a couple of the
other slaves to the shoulders of a third. His clawing hands
caught the top of the block and the slaves below heaved him
upward. He scrambled to the top and caught the ropes that
were flung up to him.

From his vantage point he saw what he had not seen be-
fore—the amazing size of the construction project. This was
no piffling little Gizeh pyramid, no simple tomb for a king.
Its base was measured in kilometers instead of yards, and its
top was going to be proportionally high, apparently. It hardly
seemed that there could be enough stone in the whole world
to finish the job. As far as Hanson could see, over the level
sand, the ground was black with the suffering millions of
slaves in their labor gangs.

The idiots must be trying to reach the sky with their pyra-
mid. There could be no other answer to the immense bulk
planned for this structure. Like the pride-maddened men of
Babel, they were building a sky-high thing of stone. It was
obviously impossible, and even Menes must be aware of
that. Yet perhaps it was no more impossible than all the
rest of the things in this impossible world.

When the warlocks of this world had discovered that they
could not solve the problem of the sky, they must have gone
into a state of pure hysteria, like a chicken dashing back and
forth in front of a car. They had sought through other worlds
and ages for anyone with a reputation as a builder, engineer
or construction genius, without screening the probability of
finding an answer. The size of the ancient pyramid must
have been enough to sway them. They had used Hanson,
Menes, Einstein, Cagliostro—for some reason of their own,
since he’d never been a builder—and probably a thousand
more. And then they had half supplied all of them, rather
than picking the most likely few and giving full cooperation.
Magic must have made solutions to most things so easy that
they no longer had the guts to try the impossible themselves.
A pyramid seemed like a ridiculous solution, but for an in-
credible task, an impossible solution had to be tried.

And maybe, he thought, they’d overlooked the obvious in
their own system. The solution to a problem in magic should
logically be found in magic, not in the methods of other
worlds. His mind groped for something that almost came into
his consciousness—some inkling of what should have been
done, or how they had failed. It was probably only an idle
fancy, but—
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“Hey!” One of the slaves below was waving at him. While
Hanson looked down, the slave called to another, got a
shoulder to lean on, and walked his way up the side of the
block, pushed from below and helped by Hanson’s hands
above. He was panting when he reached the top, but he
could still talk. “Look, it’s your skin, but you’re going to be
in trouble if you don’t get busy. Look out for that overseer
up there. Don’t just stand around when he’s in sight.” He
picked up a loop of rope and passed it to Hanson, making a
great show of hard work.

Hanson stared up at the overseer who was staring back
at him. “Why is he any worse than the rest of this crowd?”

The slave shuddered as the dour, slow-moving overseer
began walking stiffly toward them. “Don’t let the fact that
he’s an overseer fool you. He’s smarter than most of his kind,
but just as ugly. He’s a mandrake, and you can’t afford to
mess with him.”

Hanson looked at the ancient, wrinkled face of the man-
drake and shuddered. There was the complete incarnation
of inhumanity in the thing’s expression. He passed ropes
around the corners until the mandrake turned and rigidly
marched away, the blows of his whip falling metronome-like
on the slaves he passed. “Thanks,” Hanson said “I won-
der what it’s like, being a true mandrake.”

“Depends,” the slave said easily. He was obviously more
intelligent than most, and better at conserving himself. “Some
mandrakemen are real. I mean, the magicians want somebody
whom they can’t just call back—direct translation of the body
usually messes up the brain patterns enough to make the
thinkers hard to use, especially with the sky falling. So they
get his name and some hold on his soul and then rebuild his
body around a mandrake root. They bind his soul into that,
and in some ways he’s almost human. Sometimes they even
improve on what he was. But the true mandrake—like that
one—never was human. Just an ugly, filthy simulacrum. It’s
bad business. I never liked it, even though I was in training
for sersa rating.”

“You’re from this world?” Hanson asked in surprise. He’d
been assuming that the man was one of the things called
back.

“A lot of us are. They conscripted a lot of the people they
didn’t need for these jobs. But I was a little special. All right,
maybe you don’t believe me—you think they wouldn’t send
a student sersa here now. Look, T can prove it. I managed
to sneak one of the books I was studying back with me.
See?”
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He drew a thin volume from his breechclout cautiously,
then slipped it back again. “You don’t get such books unless
you’re at least of student rating.” He sighed, then shrugged.
“My trouble is that I could never keep my mouth shut. I was
attendant at one of the revivatoria, and I got drunk enough
to let out some information about one of the important re-
vival cases. So here I am.”

“Umm.” Hanson worked silently for a minute, wondering
how far coincidence could go. It could go a long ways here,
he decided. “You wouldn’t have been sentenced to twenty
lifetimes here by the Sather Karf, would you?”

The slave stared at him in surprise. “You guessed it. I've
died only fourteen times so far, so I’ve got six more lives to
go. But—hey, you can’t be! They were counting on you to
be the one who really fixed things. Don’t tell me my talking
out of turn did this to you.”

Hanson reassured him on that. He recognized the man
now for another reason. “Aren’t you the one I saw dead on
his back right next to me this morning?”

“Probably. Name’s Barg.” He stood up to take a careful
look at the net of cording around the stone. “Looks sound
enough. Yeah, I died this morning, which is why I'm fairly
fresh now. Those overseers won’t feed us because it takes
time and wastes food; they let us die and then have us
dagged back for more work. It’s a lot easier on the ones they
dragged back already dead; dying doesn’t matter so much
without a soul.”

“Some of them seem to be Indians,” Hanson noted. He
hadn’t paid too much attention, but the slaves seemed to be
from every possible background.

Barg nodded. “Aztecs from a place called Tenochtitlan.
Twenty thousand of them got sacrificed in a bunch for some
reason or other. Poor devils. They think this is some kind of
heaven. They tell me this is easy work compared to the type
they had to undergo. The Satheri like to get big bunches
through in one conjuration, like the haul they made from the
victims of somebody named Tamerlane.” He tested a rope,
then dropped to a sitting position on the edge of the block.
“I’ll let you stay up to call signals from here. Only watch it.
That overseer has his eyes on you. Make sure the ropes stay
tight while we see if the thing can be moved.”

He started to slip over the side, hanging by his fingertips.
Something caught, and he swore. With one hand, he man-
aged to free his breechclout and drag out the thin volume
that was lodged between his groin and the block. “Here,
hold this for me until we meet tonight. You’ve got more room
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to hide it in your cloth than I have.” He tossed it over
{lmckly, then dropped from sight to land on the ground be-
ow.

Hanson shoved the book out of sight and tried to act busy
again. The mandrake overseer had started ponderously to-
ward him. But in a moment the thing’s attention was directed
to some other object of torture. )

Hanson braced himself as the lines of slaves beneath him
settled themselves to the ropes. There was a loud cracking of
whips and a chorus of groans. A small drum took up a
beat, and the slaves strained and tugged in unison. Ever so
slowly, the enormous block of stone began to move, while
the ropes drew tighter.

Hanson checked the rigging with half his mind, while the
other half raced in a crazy circle of speculation. Mandrakes
and mandrakemen, zombie-men from the past and multiple
revivals! A sky that fell in great chunks. What came next in
this ridiculous world in which he seemed to be trapped?

As if in answer to his queston, there was a sudden, corus-
cating flare from above.

Hanson’s body reacted instinctively. His arm came up
over his eyes, cutting off the glare. But he managed to squint
across it, upwards toward what was happening in the cracked
dome. For a split second, he thought that the sun had gone
nova.

He was wrong, but not by too much. Something had hap-
pened to the sun, Now it was flickering and flaming, shooting
enormous jets of fire from its rim. It hovered at the edge of
a great new hole and seemed to be wobbling, careening and
losing its balance.

There was a massive shriek of fear and panic from the
horde of slaves. They began bellowing like the collective
death-agony of a world. Most of them dropped their ropes
and ran in blind panic, trampling over each other in their
random flight for safety. The human overseers were part of
the same panic-stricken riot. Only the mandrakes stood
stolidly in place, flicking each running man who passed them.

Hanson flung himself face down on the stone. There was
a roar of tortured air from overhead and a thundering sound
that was unlike anything except the tearing of an infinity of
cloth combined with a sustained explosion of atomic bombs.
Then it seemed as if the thunderbolt of Thor himself had
blasted in Hanson's cars.

The sky had ripped again, and this time the entire dome
shook with the shock. But that wasn’t the worst of it.

The sun had broken through the hole and was falling!
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The fall of the sun was seemingly endless. It teetered out
of the hole and seemed to hover, spitting great gouts of flame
as it encountered the phlogiston layer. Slowly, agonizingly, it
picked up speed and began its downward rush. Unlike the
sky, it seemed to obey the normal laws of inertia Hanson
had known. It swelled bit by bit, raging as it drew nearer.
And it seemed to be heading straight for the pyramid.

The heat was already rising. It began to sear the skin long
before the sun struck the normal atmosphere. Hanson could
feel that he was being baked alive. The blood in his arteries
seemed to bubble and boil, though that must have been an
illusion. But he could see his skin rise in giant blisters and
heal almost at once to blister again. He screamed in agony,
and heard a million screams around him. Then the other
screams began to decrease in numbers and weaken in vol-
ume, and he knew that the slaves were dying.

Through a slit between two fingers, he watched the pon-
derous descent. The light was enough to sear his retinas, but
even they healed faster than the damage. He estimated the
course of the sun, amazed to find that there was no panic in
him, and doubly amazed that he could think at all over the
torture that wracked his body.

Finally, convinced that the sun would strike miles to the
south, he rolled across the scorching surface of the stone
block and dropped to the north side of it. The shock of land-
ing must have broken bones, but a moment later he could
begin to breathe again. The heat was still intense, even be-
hind the stone block, but it was bearable—at least for him.

Pieces were breaking off the sun as it fell, and already
striking the ground. One fell near, and its heat seared at
him, giving him no place of shelter. Then the sun struck,
sending up earth tremors that knocked him from his feet. He
groped up and stared around the block.

The sun had struck near the horizon, throwing up huge
masses of material. Its hissing against the ground was a tu-
;n;:lt in his ears, and superheated ash and debris began to
all.

So far as he could see, there were no other survivors in the
camp. Three million slaves had died. Those who had found
some shelter behind the stonework had lived longer than
the others, but that had only increased their suffering. And
even his body must have been close to its limits, if it could
be killed at all.

He was still in danger. If a salamander could destroy even
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such a body as his, then the fragments of sun that were
still roiling across the landscape would be fatal. The only
hope he had was to get as far away from the place where
the sun had struck as he could.

He braced himself to leave even the partial shelter. There
was a pile of water skins near the base of the block, held in
the charred remains of an attendant’s body. The water was
boiling, but there was still some left. He poured several skins
together and drank the stuff, forcing himself to endure the
agony of its passage down his throat. Without it, he’d be
dehydrated before he could get a safe distance away.

Then he ran. The desert was like molten iron under his
bare feet, and the savage radiation on his back was worse
than any overseer’s whip. His mind threatened to blank out
with each step, but he forced himself on. And slowly, as the
distance increased, the sun’s pyre sank further and further
over the horizon. The heat should still have been enough to
kill any normal body in fifteen minutes, but he could endure
it. He stumbled on in a trot, guiding himself by the stars
that shone in the broken sky toward a section of this world
where there had been life and some measure of civilization
before. After a few hours, the tongues of flame no longer
flared above the horizon, though the brilliant radiance con-
tinued. And Hanson found that his strong and nearly in-
destructible body still had limits. It could not go on without
rest forever. He was sobbing with fatigue at every step.

He managed to dig a small hollow in the sand before
dropping off to sleep. It was a sleep of total exhaustion,
lacking even a sense of time. It might have been minutes or
hours that he slept, and he had no way of knowing which.
With the sun gone and the stars rocking into dizzy new
configurations, there was no night or day, nor any way to
guess the passage of time.

He woke to a roaring wind that sent cutting blasts of sand
driving against him. He staggered up and forced himself
against it, away from the place where the sun had fallen.
Even through the lashing sandstorm, he could see the glow
near the horizon. Now a pillar of something that looked like
steam but was probably vapor from molten and evaporated
rocks was rising upwards, like the mushroom clouds of his
own days. It was spreading, apparently just under the phlo-
giston layer, reflecting back the glare. And the wind was
caused by the great rising column of superheated gases over
the sun.

He staggered on, while the sand gave way slowly to
patches of green. With the sun gone and the sky falling into
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complete shreds, this world was certainly doomed. He’d as-
sumed that the sun of this world must be above the sky, but
he’d been wrong; like the other heavenly bodies, it had been
embedded inside the shell. He had discovered that the sky
material resisted any sudden stroke, but that other matter
could be interpenetrated into it, as the stars were. He had
even been able to pass his hand and arm completely through
the sample. Apparently the sun had passed through the sky
in a similar manner.

Then why hadn’t the shell melted? He had no real answer.
The sun must have been moving fast enough so that no
single spot became too hot, or else the phlogiston layer
somehow dissipated the heat.

The cloud of glowing stuff from the rising air column was
spreading out now, reflecting the light and heat back to the
earth. There was a chance that most of one hemisphere
might retain some measure of warmth, then. At least there
was still light enough for him to travel safely.

By the time he was too tired to go on again, he had come
to the beginnings of fertile land. He passed a village, but it
had been looted, and he skirted around it rather than stare
at the ghastly ghoul-work of the looters. The world was
ending, but civilization seemed to have ended already. Be-
yond it, he came to a rude house, now abandoned. He
staggered in gratefully.

For a change, he had one piece of good luck. His first at-
tempt at magic produced food. At the sound of the snapping
fingers and his hoarse-voiced ‘“‘abracadabra”, a dirty pot of
hot and greasy stew came into existence. He had no cutlery.
but his hands served well enough. When it was gone, he felt
better. He wiped his hands on the breechclout. Whatever
the material in the cloth, it had stood the sun’s heat almost
as well as he had.

Then he paused as his hand found a lump under the cloth.
He drew out the apprentice magician’s book. The poor devil
had never achieved his twenty lifetimes, and this was prob-
ably all that was left of him. Hanson stared at it, reading
the title in some surprise.

Applied Semantics.

He propped himself up and began to scan it, wondering
what it had to do with magic. He’d had a course of semantics
in college and could see no relationship. But he soon found
that there were differences.

This book began with the axiomatic statement that the
symbol is the thing. From that it developed in great detail
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the fact that any part of a whole bearing similarity to the
whole was also the whole; that each seven was the class of
all sevens; and other details of the science of magical simi-
larity followed quite logically from the single axiom. Han-
son was surprised to find that there was a highly developed
logic to it. Once he accepted the axiom—and he was no
longer prepared to doubt it here—he could follow the book
far better than he’d been able to follow his own course 1n
semantics. Apparently this was supposed to be a difficult
subject, from the constant efforts of the writer to make h}S
point clear. But after learning to deal with electron holes in
transistors, this was elementary study for Hanson.

The second half of the book dealt with the use of the
true name. Thta, of course, was the perfect symbol, and
hence the true whole. There was the simple ritual of giving
a secret name. Apparently any man who discovered a prin-
ciple or device could use a name for it, just as parents could
give one to their children. And there were the laws for using
the name. Unfortunately, just when Hanson was beginning
to make some sense of it, the book ended. Obviously, there
was a lot more to be covered in later courses.

He tossed the book aside, shivering as he realized that his
secret name was common knowledge. The wonder was that
he could exist at all. And while there was supposed to be a
ritual for relinquishing one name and taking another, that
was one of the higher mysteries not given.

In the morning, he stopped to magic up some more food
and the clothing he would need if he ever found the trace
of civilized people again. The food was edible, though he’d
never particularly liked cereal. He seemed to be getting the
hang of abracadabraing up what was in his mind. But the
clothing was a problem. Everything he got turned out to be
the right size, but he couldn’t see himself in hauberk and
greaves, nor in a filmy nightgown. Finally, he managed some-
thing that was adequate, if the brilliant floral sportshirt could
be said to go with levi pants and a morning frock. But he felt
somewhat better in it. He finally left the frock behind, how-
ever. It was still too hot for that.

He walked on briskly, watching for signs of life and specu-
lating on the principles of applied semantics, name magic
and similarity. He could begin to understand how an Ein-
stein might read through one of the advanced books here
and make leaps in theory beyond what the Satheri had de-
veloped. They’d had it too easy. Magic that worked tended
to overcome the drive for the discipline needed to get the
most out of it. Any good theoretician from Hanson’s world
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could probably make fools of these people. Maybe that
was why the Satheri had gone scrounging back through
other worlds to find men who had the necessary drive to
get things done when the going was tough.

Twice he passed abandoned villages, but there was noth-
ing there for him. He was coming toward forested ground
now, something like the country in which the Sons of the
Egg had found refuge. The thought of that made him go
slower. But for a long time, there was no further sign of life.
The woods thinned out to grasslands, and he went on for
hours more before he spotted a cluster of lights ahead.

As he drew nearer, he saw that the lights seemed to be
fluorescents. They were coming from corrugated iron sheds
that looked like aircraft hangars strung together. There was
a woven-wire fence around the structures, and a sign that said
simply: Project Eighty-Five. In the half-light from the sky,
he could see a well-kept lawn, and there were a few groups
of men standing about idly. Most wore white coveralls,
though two were dressed in simple business suits.

Hanson moved forward purposefully, acting as if he had
urgent business. If he stopped, there would be questions, he
suspected; he wanted to find answers, not to answer idlc
questions.

There was no one at the desk in the little reception alcove,
but he heard the sound of voices through a side door leading
out. He went through it, to find a larger yard with more men
idling. There should be someone here who knew more of
what was going on in this world than he did now.

His choice, in the long run, seemed to lie between Bork
and the Satheri, unless he could find some way of hiding
himself from both sides. At the moment, he was relatively
free for the first time since they had brought him here, and
he wanted to make sure that he could make the most use of
the fact.

Nobody asked anything. He slowed, drifting along the
perimeter of the group of men, and still nobody paid him
any attention. Finally, he dropped onto the ground near a
group of half a dozen men who looked more alert than the
rest. They seemed to be reminiscing over old times.

“—two thirty-eight an hour with overtime—and double
time for the swing shift. We really had it made then! And
every Saturday, never fail, the general would come out from
Muroc and tell us we were the heros of the home front—
with overtime pay while we listened to him!”

“Yeah, but what if you wanted to quit? Suppose you
didn’t like your shift boss or somebody? You go down and
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get your time, and they hand you your draft notice. Me,
Iliked it better in °46. Not so much pay, but—”

Hanson pricked up his ears. The conversation told him
more than he needed to know. He stood up and peered
through the windows of the shed. There, unattended under
banks of lights, stood half-finished aircraft shapes.

He wouldn’t get much information here, it seemed. These
were obviously reanimates, men who’d been pulled from his
own world and set to work. They could do their duties and
their memories were complete, but they were lacking some
essential thing that had gone out of them before they were
brought here. Unless he could find one among them who was
either a mandrake-man housing a soul or one of the few
reanimates who seemed almost fully human, he’d get little
information. But he was curious as to what the Satheri had
expected to do with aircraft. The rocs had better range and
altitude than any planes of equal hauling power.

He located one man who seemed a little brighter than the
others. The fellow was lying on the ground, staring at the
sky with his hands clasped behind his head. From time to
time, he frowned, as if the sight of the sky was making him
wonder. The man nodded as Hanson dropped down beside
him. “Hi. Just get here, Mac?”

“Yeah,” Hanson assented. “What'’s the score?”

The man sat up and made a disgusted noise. “Who
knows?”” he answered. There was more emotion in his voice
than might be expected from a reanimate; in real life on his
own world, he must have had an amazing potential for even
that much to carry over. “We're dead. We’re dead, and
we’re here, and they tell us to make helicopters. So we make
them, working like dogs to make a deadline. Then, just as
the first one comes off the line, the power fails. No more
juice. The head engineer took off in the one we finished. He
was going to find out what gives, but he never came back.
So we sit.” He spat on the ground. “I wish they’d left me
dead after the plant blew up. I'm not myself since then.”

“What in hell would they need with helicopters?”” Hanson
asked.

The man shrugged. “Beats me. But I'm beginning to
figure some things out. They’ve got some kind of trouble with
the sky. I figure they got confused in bringing us here. This
shop is one that made those big cargo copters thcy call ‘Sky
Hooks’ and maybe they thought the things were just what
they’re called. All I know is they kept us working five solid
weeks for nothing. I knew the power was going to fail; they
had the craziest damn generating plant you ever saw, and
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it couldn’t last. The boilers kept sizzling and popping their
safety valves with no fire in the box! Just some little old man
sitting in a corner, practicing the Masonic grip or somethng
over a smudgepot.”

Hanson gestured back to the sheds. “If there’s no power,
what are those lights?”

“Witch lights, they told us,” the man explained. “Saved a
lot of wiring, or something. They—hey, what’s that?”

He was looking up, and Hanson followed his gaze. There
was something whizzing overhead at jet-plane speed. “A
piece of the sky falling?”” he said.

The man snorted. “Falling sidewise? Not likely, even here.
I tell you, pal, I don’t like this place. Nothing works right.
There was no fuel for the ’copter we finished—the one we
called Betsy Ann. But the little geezer who worked the
smudge-pot just walked up to it and wiggled his finger. ‘Start
your motor going, Betsy Ann,” he ordered with some other
mumbo-jumbo. Then the motor roared and he and the engi-
neer took off at double the speed she could make on high
test gas. Hey, there it is again! Doesn’t look like the Betsy
Ann coming back, either.” ,

The something whizzed by again, in the other direction,
but lower and slower. It made a gigantic but erratic circle
beyond the sheds and swooped back. It looked nothing like
a helicopter. It looked like a Hallowe’en decoration of a
woman on a broomstick. As it came nearer, Hanson saw
that it was a woman on a broomstick, flying erratically. She
straightened out in a flat glide.

She came in for a one-point landing a couple of yards
away. The tip of the broom handle hit the ground, and she
went sailing over it, to land on her hands and knees. She got
up, facing the shed.

The woman was Nema. Her face was masklike, her eyes
tortured. She was staring searchingly around her, looking at
every man.

“Nema!” Hanson cried.

She spun to face him, and gasped. Her skin seemed to
turn gray, and her eyes opened to double their normal size.
She took one tottering step toward him and halted.

“Illusion!” she whispered hoarsely, and slumped to the
ground in a faint.

She was reviving before he could raise her from the
(glrmcxlx':d. She swayed a moment, staring at him. “You’re not

ead!”

“What’s so wonderful about that around here?” he asked,
but not with much interest. With the world going to pot and
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only a few days left, the girl’s face and the slim young body
under it were about all the reality left worth thinking
about. He grabbed for her, pulling her to him. Bertha had
never made him feel like that.

She managed to avoid his lips and slid away from him.
“But they used the snetha-knife! Dave Hanson, you never
died! It was only induced illusion by that—that Bork! And
to think that I nearly died of grief while you were enjoying
yourself here! You . . . you mandrake man!”

He grunted. He’d almost managed to forget what he was,
and he didn’t enjoy having the aircraft worker find out. He
turned to see what the reaction was, and then stared open-
mouthed at his surroundings.

There were no lights from the plane factory. In fact, there
was no plane factory. In the half light of the sky, he saw
that the plant was gone. No men were left. There was only
barren earth, with a tiny, limp sapling in the middle of
empty acres.

“What happened?”

Nema glanced around briefly and sighed. “It’s happening
all over. They created the plane plant by the law of identi-
ties from that little plane tree sapling, I suppose; it is a plane
plant, after all. But with the conjunctions and signs failing,
all such creations are returning to their original form, unless
a spell is used continually over them. Even then, sometimes,
we fail. Most of the projects vanished after the sun fell.”

Hanson remembered the man with whom he’d been talk-
ing before Nema appeared. He’d have liked to know such a
man before death and revivification had ruined him. It
wasn’t fair that anyone with character enough to be that
human even as a zombie should be wiped out without even
a moment’s consideration. Then he remembered the man’s
own estimate of his current situation. Maybe he was better
off returned to the death that had claimed him.

Reluctantly, he returned to his own problems. “All right,
then, if you thought I was dead, what are you doing here,
Nema?”

“I felt the compulsion begin even before I returned to the
city. I thought I was going mad. I tried to forget you, but
the compulsion grew until I could fight it no longer.” She
shuddered. “It was a terrible flight. The carpets will not
work at all now. and I could hardly control the broom.
Sometimes it wouldn’t lift. Twice it sailed so high I could
hardly breathe. And I had no hope of finding you, yet I
went on. I’ve been flying when I could for three days now.”

Bork, of course, hadn’t known of her spell with which
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she’d forced herself to want him “well and truly”. Appar-
ently it had gone on operating even when she thought he
was dead, and with a built-in sense of his direction. Well,
she was here—and he wasn’t sorry.

Hanson took another look across the plains toward the
glowing hell of the horizon. He reached for her and pulled
her to him. She was firm and sweet against him, and she
was trembling in response to his urging.

At the last moment she pulled back. “You forget yourself,
Dave Hanson! I'm a registered and certified virgin. My blood
is needed for—"

“For spells that won’t work anyhow,” he told her harshly.
“The sky isn’t falling now, kid. It's down—or most of it.”

“But . . .” She hesitated and then let herself come a trifle
closer. Her voice was doubtful. “It’s true that our spells are
failing. Not even the surest magic is reliable. The world has
gone mad, and even magic is no longer trustworthy. But—"

He was just pulling her close enough again and feeling
her arms lift to his neck when the ground shook behind them
and there was a sound of great, jarring, thudding steps.

Hanson jerked around to see a great roc making its land-
ing run, heading straight for them. The huge bird braked
savagely, barely stopping before they were under its feet.

From its back, a ladder of some flexible material snaked
down and men began descending. The first few were man-
drakes in the uniform of the Satheri, all carrying weapons
with evil looking blades or sharp stickers.

The last man off was Bork. He came toward Hanson and
Nerma with a broad grin on his face. “Greetings, Dave Han-
son. You do manage to survive, don’t you? And my little
virgin sister, without whose flight I might not have found
you. Well, come along. The roc’s growing impatient!”

8

The great roc’s hard-drumming wings set up a constant
sound of rushing air and the distance flowed behind them.
There was the rush of wind all around them, but on the
bird’s back they were in an area where everything seemed
calm. Only when Hanson looked over toward the ground
was he fully conscious of the speed they were making. From
the height, he could see where the sun had landed. It was
sinking slowly into the earth, lying in a great fused hole.
For miles around, smaller drops of the three-mile-diameter
sun had spattered and were etching deeper holes in the
pitted landscape.
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Then they began passing over desolate country, scoured
by winds, gloomy with the half-light from the angry, glaring
clouds above. Once, two bodies went hurtling upwards to-
ward the great gaps in the sky.

“Those risings were from men who were no worshippers
of the egg’s hatching,” Bork commented. “It’s spreading.
Something is drawing them up from all over the planet.”

Later, half a square mile of the shell cracked off. The roc
squawked harshly, but it had learned and had been watch-
ing above. By a frantic effort of the great wings, it missed
the hurtling chunk. They dropped a few thousand feet in
the winds that followed the piece of sky, but their altitude
was still safe.

Then they passed over a town, flying low. The sights below
were out of a ghoul’s bacchanalia. As the roc swept over, the
people stopped their frenzied pursuit of sensation and ran
for weapons. A cloud of arrows hissed upwards, all fortu-
nately too late.

“They blame all their troubles on the magicians,” Bork ex-
plained. “They’ve been shooting at everything that flies. Not
a happy time to associate with the Satheri, is it?”

Nema drew further back from him. “We’re not all cowards
like you! Only rats desert a sinking ship.”

“Nobody thought it was sinking when I deserted,” Bork
reminded her. “Anyhow, if you’d been using your eyes and
seen the way we are travelling, you’d know I've rejoined the
crew. I've made up with the Sather Karf—and at a time like
this, our great grandfather was glad to have me back!”

Nema rushed toward him in delight, but Hanson wasn’t
convinced. “Why?” he asked.

Bork sobered. “One of the corpses that fell back from the
risings added a word to what the others had said. No, I'll
bear the weight of it myself, and not burden you with it. But
I’'m convinced now that this egg should not hatch. I had
doubts before, unlike our friend Malok, who also heard the
words but is doubly the fanatic now. Perhaps the hatching
cannot be stopped—but I've decided that I am a man and
must fight like one against the fates. So, though I still oppose
much that the Satheri have done, I’'ve gone back to them.
We’'ll be at the camp of the Sather Karf shortly.”

That sewed everything up neatly, Hanson thought. Be-
fore, he had been torn between two alternates. Now there
was only one and he had no choice; he could never trust the
Sons of the Egg with Bork turned against them. He stared up
at the sky, realizing that more than half of it had already
fallen. The rest seemed too weak to last much longer. It prob-
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ably didn’t make much difference what he did now or who
had him; time was running out for this world.

The light was dimmer by the time they reached the great
capital city—or what was left of it. They had left the sun
pyre far to the south. The air was growing cold already.

The roc flew low over the city. The few people on the
streets looked up and made threatening gestures, but there
was no flight of arrows from the ground. Probably the men
below had lost even the strength to hate. It was hard to see,
since there was no electric lighting system now. But it seemed
to Hanson that only the oldest and ugliest buildings were still
standing. Honest stone and metal could survive, but the work
of magic was no longer safe.

One of the remaining buildings seemed to be a hospital,
and the empty space in front of it was crammed with people.
Most of them seemed to be dead or unconscious. Squat man-
drakes were carrying off bodies toward a great fire that was
burning in another square. Plague and pestilence had appar-
ently gotten out of hand.

They flew on, beyond the city toward the construction
camp that had been Hanson’s headquarters. The roc was be-
ginning to drop into a long landing glide, and details below
were easier to see. Along the beach beyond the city, a crowd
had collected. They had a fire going and were preparing to
cook one of the mermaids. A fight was already going on
over the prey. Food must have been exhausted days before.

The camp was a mess when they reached it. One section
had been ripped down by the lash of wind from a huge piece
of the sky, which now lay among the ruins with a few stars
glowing inside it. There was a brighter glow beyond. Appar-
ently one blob of material from the sun had been tossed all
the way here and had landed against a huge rock to spatter
into fragments. The heat from those fragments cut through
the chill in the air, and the glow furnished light for most of
the camp.

The tents had been burned, but there was a new building
where the main tent had been. This was obviously a hasty
construction job, thrown together of rocks and tree trunks,
without the use of magic. It was more of an enormous lean-to
than a true building, but it was the best protection now avail-
able. Hanson could see Sather Karf and Sersa Garm waiting
outside, together with less than a hundred other warlocks.

The mandrakes prodded Hanson down from the roc and
toward the new building, then left at a wave of the Sather
Karf’s hand. The old man stared at Hanson intently, but his
expression was unreadable. He seemed to have aged a thou-
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sand years. Finally he lifted his hand in faint greeting, sighed
and dropped slowly to a seat. His face seemed to collapse,
with the iron running out of it. He looked like a beaten, sick
old man. His voice was toneless. “Fix the sky, Dave Hanson!”

There were angry murmurs from other warlocks in the
background, but Sather Karf shook his head slowly, still fac-
ing Hanson. “No—what good to threaten dire punishments
or to torture you when another day or week will see the end
of everything? What good to demand your reasons for deser-
tion when time is so short? Fix the sky and claim what re-
ward you will afterwards. We have few powers now that the
basis of astrology is ruined. But repair our sky and we can
reward you beyond your dreams. We can find ways to return
you to your own world intact. You have near immortality
now. We can fill that entire lifetime with pleasures. We’ll give
you jewels to buy an empire. Or if it is vengeance against
whatever you feel we are, you shall know my secret name
and the name of everyone here. Do with us then what you
like. But fix the sky!”

It shook Hanson. He had been prepared to face fury, or to
try lying his way out if there was a chance with some story
of having needed to study Menes’s methods. Or of being lost.
But he had no defense prepared against such an appeal.

It was utterly mad. He could do nothing, and their de-
mands were impossible. But before the picture of the world
dying and the decay of the old Sather’s pride, even Hanson’s
own probable death with the dying world seemed unimpor-
tant. He might at least give them something to hope for while
the end came.

“Maybe,” he said slowly. “Maybe, if all of the men you
brought here to work on the problem were to pool their knowl-
edge, we might still find the answer. How long will it take to
get them here for a council?”

Ser Perth appeared from the group. Hanson had thought
the man dead in the ruins of the pyramid, but somehow he
had survived. The fat was going from his face, and his mus-
tache was untrimmed, but he was uninjured. He shook his
head sadly. “Most have disappeared with their projects. Two
escaped us. Menes is dead. Cagliostro tricked us successfully.
You are all we have left. And we can’t even supply labor
beyond those you see here. The people no longer obey us,
since we have no food to give them.”

“You’re the only hope,” Bork agreed. “They’ve saved
what they could of the tools from the camp and what magi-
cal instruments are still useful. They’ve held on only for your
return.”
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Hanson stared at them and around at the collection of bric-
a-brac and machinery they had assembled for him. He
opened his mouth, and his laughter was a mockery of their
hopes and of himself.

“Dave Hanson, world saver! You got the right name but
the wrong man, Sather Karf,” he said bitterly. He’d been a
pretender long enough, and what punitive action they took
now didn’t seem to matter. “You wanted my uncle, David
Arnold Hanson. But because his friends called him Dave
and cut that name on his monument, and because I was
christened by the name you called, you got me instead. He’d
have been helpless here, probably, but with me you have no
chance. I couldn’t even build a dog-house. I wasn’t even a
construction engineer. Just a computer operator and repair-
man.”

He regretted ruining their hopes, almost as he said it. But
he could see no change on the old Sather’s face. It seemed to
stiffen slightly and become more thoughtful, but there was no
disappointment.

“My grandson Bork told me all that,” he said. “Yet your
name was on the monument, and we drew you back by its
use. Our ancient prophecy declared that we should find om-
nipotence carved on stone in a pool of water, as we found
your name. Therefore, by the laws of rational magic, it is
you to whom nothing is impossible. We may have mistaken
the direction of your talent, but nonetheless it is you who
must fix the sky. What form of wonder is a computer?”’

Dave shook his head at the old man’s monomania. “Just a
tool. It’s a little hard to explain, and it couldn’t help.”

“Humor my curiosity, then. What is a computer, Dave
Hanson?”

Nema’s hand rested on Hanson’s arm pleadingly, and he
shrugged. He groped about for some answer that could be
phrased in their language, letting his mind flicker from the
dmode:m electronic gadgets back to the old-time tide-pre-

icter.

“An analogue computer is a machine that . . . that sets up
conditions mathematically similar to the conditions in some
problem and then lets all the operations proceed while it
draws a graph—a prediction—of how the real conditions
would turn out. If the tides change with the position of some
heavenly body, then we can build cams that have shapes like
the effect of the moon’s obit, and gear them together in the
right order. If there are many factors, we have a cam for
each factor, shaped like the periodic rise and fall of that fac-
tor. They’re all geared to let the various factors operate at
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the proper relative rate. With such a machine, we can run
off a graph of the tides for years ahead. Oh, hell—it’s a lot
more complicated than that, but it takes the basic facts and
draws a picture of the results. We use electronic ones now,
but the results are the same.”

“T understand,” Sather Karf said. Dave doubted it, but he
was happy to be saved from struggling with a more detailed
explanation. And maybe the old man did understand some
of it. He was no fool in his own subject, certainly. Sather
Karf pondered for a moment, and then nodded with appar-
ent satisfaction. “Your world was more advanced in under-
standing then I had thought. This computer is a fine scien-
tific instrument, obeying natural law well. We have applied
the same methods, though less elaborately. But the basic
magical principle of similarity is the foundation of true
science.”

Dave started to protest, and then stopped, frowning. In a
way, what the other had said was true. Maybe there was
some relation between science and magic, after all; there
might even be a meeting ground between the laws of the two
worlds he knew. Computers set up similar conditions, with
the idea that the results would apply to the original. Magic
used some symbolic part of a thing in manipulations that
were to be effective for the real thing. The essential differ-
ence was that science was predictive and magic was effective
—though the end results were often the same. On Dave’s
world, the cardinal rule of logic was that the symbol was not
the thing—and work done on symbols had to be translated
by hard work into reality. Maybe things were really more
logical here where the symbol was the thing, and all the steps
in between thought and result were saved.

“So we are all at fault,” Sather Karf said finally. “We
should have studied you more deeply and you should have
been more honest with us. Then we could have obtained a
computer for you and you could have simulated our sky as
it should be within your computer and forced it to be re-
paired long ago. But there’s no time for regrets now. We can-
not help you, so you must help yourself. Build a computer,
Dave Hanson!”

“It’s impossible.”

Sudden rage burned on the old man’s face, and he came
to his feet. His arm jerked back and snapped forward. Noth-
ing happened. He grimaced at the ruined sky. “Dave Han-
son,” he cried sharply, “by the unfailing power of your name
which is all of you, I held you in my mind and your throat
is in my hand . . .
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The old hands squeezed suddenly, and Hanson felt a vise
clamp down around his throat. He tried to break free, but
there was no escape. The old man mumbled, and the vise
was gone, but something clawed at Hanson’s liver. Something
else rasped across his sciatic nerve. His kidneys seemed to
be wrenched out of him.

“You will build a computer,” Sather Karf ordered. “And
you will save our world!”

Hanson staggered from the shock of the pain, but he was
no longer unused to agony. He had spent too many hours
under the baking of the sun, the agony of the snetha-knife
and the lash of an overseer’s whip. The agony could not be
stopped, but he’d learned it could be endured. His fantastic
body could heal itself against whatever they did to him, and
his mind refused to accept the torture supinely. He took a
step toward Sather Karf, and another. His hands came up
as he moved forward.

Bork laughed suddenly. “Let up, Sather Karf, or you’ll re-
gret it. By the laws, you’re dealing with a man this time. Let
up, or I'll free him to meet you fairly.”

The old man’s eyes blazed hotly. Then he sighed and re-
laxed. The clutching hands and the pain were gone from
Hanson as the Sather Karf slumped back wearily to his seat.

“Fix our sky,” the old man said woodenly.

Hanson staggered back, panting from his efforts. But he
nodded. “All right,” he agreed. “Like Bork, I think a man
has to fight against his fate, no matter how little chance he
has. I'll do what I can. I'll build the damned computer. But
when I'm finished, I’ll wait for your true name!”

Suddenly Sather Karf laughed. “Well said, Dave Hanson.
You’ll have my name when the time comes. And whatever
else you desire. Also what poor help we can give you now.
Ser Perth, bring food for Dave Hanson!”

Ser Perth shook his head sadly. “There is none. None at
all. We hoped that the remaining planets would find a fa-
vorable conjunction, but—"

Dave Hanson studied his helpers with more bitterness.
“Oh, hell!” he said at last. He snapped his fingers. “Abra-
cadabra!”

His skill must be improving, since he got exactly what he
had wished for. A full side of beef materialized against his
palm, almost breaking his arm before he could snap it out
of the way. The others swarmed hungrily toward it. At their
expressions of wonder, Hanson felt more confidence return-
ing to him. He concentrated and went through the little ritual
again. This time loaves of bread rained down—fresh bread,
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and even of the brand he had wished for. Maybe he was
becoming a magician himself, with a new magic that might
still accomplish something.

Sather Karf smiled approvingly. “The theory of resonance,
I see. Unreliable generally. More of an art than a science.
But you show promise of remarkable natural ability to apply
it.”

“You know about it?” Dave had assumed that it was com-
pletely outside their experience and procedures.

“We knew it. But when more advanced techniques took
over, most of us forgot it. The syllables resonate in a sound
pattern with your world, to which you also still resonate. It
won’t work for you with anything from this world, nor will
anything work thus for us from yours. We had different syl-
lables, of course, for use here.” Sather Karf considered it.
“But if you can control it and bring in one of your computers
or the parts for one—"

Sixteen tries later, Dave was cursing as he stared at a pile
of useless items. He’d gotten transistors at first. Then he lost
control with too much tension or fatigue and began getting
a bunch of assorted junk, such as old 201-A tubes, a transit,
a crystal vase and resistors. But the chief trouble was that he
couldn’t secure working batteries. He had managed a few,
but all were dead.

“Like the soul, electrical charges will not transfer,” Sather
Karf agreed sadly. “I should have told you that.”

There was no electricity here with which to power any-
thing, and their spells could not be made to work now. Even
if he could build a computer out of what was obtainable,
there would be no way to power it.

Overhead, the sky shattered with a roar, and another piece
fell, tearing downwards toward the city. Sersa Garm stared
upwards in horror. '

“Mars!” he croaked. “Mars has fallen. Now can there be
no conjunction ever!”

He tautened and his body rose slowly from the ground. A
scream ripped from his lips and faded away as he began
rushing upwards with increasing speed. He passed out of
their sight, straight toward the new hole in the sky.

9

In the hours that followed, Dave’s vague plans changed a
dozen times as he found each idea unworkable. His emo-
tional balance was also erratic—though that was natural,
since the stars were completely berserk in what was left of
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the sky. He seemed to fluctuate between bitter sureness of
doom and a stupidly optimistic belief that something could
be done to avert that doom. But whatever his mood, he
went on working and scheming furiously. Maybe it was the
desperate need to keep himself occupied that drove him, or
perhaps it was the pleading he saw in the eyes around him.
In the end, determination conquered his pessimism.

Somewhere in the combination of the science he had
learned in his own world and the technique of magic that
applied here there had to be an answer—or a means to hold
back the end of the world until an answer could be found.

The biggest problem was the number of factors with
which he had to deal. There were seven planets and the sun,
and three thousand fixed stars. All had to be ordered in their
courses, and the sky had to be complete in his calculations.

He had learned his trade where the answer was always to
add one more circuit in increasing complexity. Now he had
to think of the simplest possible similarity-computer. Elec-
tronics was out, obviously. He tried to design a set of cams,
like the tide machine, to make multiple tracings on paper
similar to a continuous horoscope, but finally gave it up. They
couldn’t build the parts, even if there had been time.

He had to depend on what was available, since magic
couldn’t produce any needed device and since the people
here had depended on magic too long to develop the other
necessary skills. When only the broadest powers of magic re-
mained, they were hopeless. Names were still potent, reso-
nance worked within its limits, and the general principles of
similarity still applied; but those were not enough for them.
They depended too heavily on the second great principle of
contagion, and that seemed to be wrapped up with some kind
of association through the signs and houses and the courses
of the planets.

He found himself thinking in circles of worry and pulled
himself back to his problem. Normally, a computer was de-
signed for flexibility and to handle varying conditions. This
one could be designed to handle only one set of factors. It
had to duplicate the courses of the objects in their sky and
simulate the general behavior of the dome. It was not nec-
essary to allow for all theoretical courses, but only for the
normal orbits.

And finally he realized that he was thinking of a model—
the one thing which is functionally the perfect analogue.

It brought him back to magic again. Make a doll like a
man and stick pins in it—and the man dies. Make a model
of the universe within the sky, and any changes in that should
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change reality. The symbol was the thing, and a model was
obviously a symbol.

He began trying to plan a model with three thousand stars
in their orbits, trying to find some simple way of moving them.
The others watched in fascination. They apparently felt that
the diagrams he was drawing were some kind of scientific
spell. Ser Perth was closer than the others, studying the marks
he made. The man suddenly pointed to his computations.

“Over and over I find the figure seven and the figure three
thousand. I assume that the seven represents the planets. But
what is the other figure.?”

“The stars,” Hanson told him impatiently.

Ser Perth shook his head. “That is wrong. There were only
two thousand seven hundred and eighty one before the be-
ginnings of our trouble.”

“And I suppose you’ve got the exact orbits of every one?”
Hanson asked. He couldn’t see that the difference was going
to help much.

“Naturally. They are fixed stars, which means they move
with the sky. Otherwise, why call them fixed stars? Only the
sun and the planets move through the sky. The stars move
with the sky over the world as a unity.”

Dave grunted at his own stupidity. That really simplified
things, since it meant only one control for all of them and
the sky itself. But designing a machine to handle the planets
and the sun, while a lot simpler, was still a complex problem.
With time, it would have been easy enough, but there was
no time for trial and error.

He ripped up his plans and began a new set. He’d need a
glass sphere with dots on it for the stars, and some kind of
levers to move the planets and sun. It would be something
like the orreries he’d seen used for demonstrations of plane-
tary movement.

Ser Perth came over again, staring down at the sketch. He
drowned in doubt. “Why waste time drawing such engines?
If you want a model to determine how the orbits should be,
we have the finest orrery ever built here in the camp. We
brought it with us when we moved, since it would be needed
to determine how the sky should be repaired and to bring
the time and the positions into congruence. Wait!”

He dashed off, calling two of the mandrakes after him. In
a few minutes, they staggered back under a bulky affair in a
protective plastic case. Ser Perth stripped off the case to re-
veal the orrery to Hanson.

It was a beautiful piece of workmanship. There was an
enormous sphere of thin crystal to represent the sky. Precious
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gems showed the stars, affixed to the dome. The whole was
nearly eight feet in diameter. Inside the crystal, Hanson
could see a model of the world on jeweled-bearing supports.
The planets and the sun were set on tracks around the out-
side, with a clockwork drive mechanism that moved them
by means of stranded spiderweb cords. Power came from
weights, like those used on an old-fashioned clock. It was ob-
viously all hand work, which must make it a thing of tre-
mendous value here.

“Sather Fareth spent his life designing this,” Ser Perth said
proudly. “It is so well designed that it can show the position
of all things for a thousand centuries in the past or future by
turning these cranks on the control, or it will hold the proper
present positions for years from its own engine.”

“It’s beautiful workmanship,” Hanson told him. “As good
as the best done on my world.”

Ser Perth went away, temporarily pleased with himself,
and Hanson stood staring at the model. It was as good as
he’d said it was—and completely damning to all of his the-
ories and hopes. No model he could make would equal it.
But in spite of it and all its precise analogy to the universe
around him, the sky was still falling in shattered bits!

Sather Karf and Bork had come over to join Hanson. They
waited expectantly, but Hanson could think of nothing to do.
It had already been done—and had failed. The old man
dropped a hand on his shoulder. There was the weight of all
his centuries on the Sather, yet a curious toughness showed
th]r(oggh his weariness. “What is wrong with the orrery?” he
asked.

“Nothing—nothing at all, damn it!” Hanson told him.
“You wanted a computer—and you’ve got it. You can feed
in data as to the hour, day, month and year, turn the cranks,
and the planets there will turn to their proper position ex-
actly as the real planets should run. You don’t need to read
the results off graph paper. What more could any analogue
computer do? But it doesn’t influence the sky.”

“It was never meant to,” the old man said, surprise in his
voice. “Such power . . .”

Then he stopped, staring at Hanson while something al-
most like awe spread over his face. “Yet . . . The prophecy
and the monument were right! You have unlocked the im-
possible! Yet you seem to know nothing of the laws of sim-
ilarity or of magic, Dave Hanson. Is that crystal similar to the
sky, by association, by contagion, or by true symbolism? A
part may be a symbol for the whole—or so may any desig-
nated symbol, which may influence the thing it is. If I have
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a hair from your head, I can model you with power over you.
But not with the hair of a pig! That is no true symboli”

“Suppose we substituted bits of the real thing for these
representations?” Hanson asked.

Bork nodded. “It might work. I've heard yon found the
sky material could be melted, and we’ve got enough of that
where it struck the camp. Any one of us who has studied
elementary alchemy could blow a globe of it to the right
size for the sky dome. And there are a few stars from which
we can chip pieces enough. We can polish them and put
them into the sphere where they belong. And it will be risky,
but we may even be able to shape a bit of the sun stuff to
represent the great orb in the sky.”

“What about the planets?” Hanson was beginning to feel
the depression lift. ““You might get a little of Mars, since it
fell near here, but that still leaves the other six.”

“That long associated with a thing achieves the nature of
the thing,” Sather Karf intoned, as if giving a lesson to a
kindergarten student. “With the right colors, metals and bits
of jewels—as well as more secret symbols—we can simulate
the planets . . . Yet they cannot be suspended above the
dome, as in this orrery—they must be within the sky, as in
nature.”

“How about putting some iron in each and using a magnet
on the control tracks to move the planets?” Hanson sug-
gested. “Or does cold iron ruin your conjuring here?”

Sather Karf snorted in obvious disgust, but Bork only
grinned. “Why should it? You must have heard peasant super-
stitions. Still, you’d have a problem if two tracks met, as they
do. The magnets would then affect both planets alike. Better
make two identical planets for each—and two suns—and put
one on your track controls. Then one must follow the other,
though the one remain within the sky.”

Hanson nodded. He’d have to shield the cord from the sun
stuff, but that could be done. He wondered idly whether the
real universe was going to wind up with tracks beyond the
sky on which little duplicate planets ran—just how much
similarity would there be between model and reality when
this was done, if it worked at all? It probably didn’t matter,
and it could hardly be worse than whatever the risers had
run into beyond the hole in the present sky. Metaphysics
was a subject with which he wasa’t yct fully prepared to cope.

The model of the world inside the orrery must have been
made from earthly materials already, and it was colored to
depict 1and and sea areas. It could probably be used. At their
agreement, he nodded with some satisfaction. That should
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save some time, at least. He stared doubtfully at the rods
and bearings that supported the model world in the center
of the orrery.

“What about those things? How do we hold the globe in the
center of everything?”

Bork shrugged. “It seems simple enough. We’ll fashion
supports of more of the sky material.”

“And have real rods sticking up from the poles in the real
universe?”’ Hanson asked sarcastically.

“Why not?” Bork seemed surprised at Hanson’s tone.
“There have always been such columns connecting the world
and the sky. What else would keep us from falling?”

Hanson swore. He might have guessed it! The only wonder
was that simple rods were used instead of elephants and tur-
tles. And the doubly-damned fools had let Menes drive mil-
lions of slaves to death to build a pyramid to the sky when
there were already natural columns that could have been
used!

“There remains only one step,” Sather Karf decided after
a moment more. “To make symbol and thing congruent, all
must be invoked with the true and secret name of the uni-
verse.”

Hanson suddenly remembered legends of the tetragram-
maton and the tales of magic he’d read in which there was
always one element lacking. “And I suppose nobody knows
that or dares to use it?”

There was hurt pride of the aged face and the ring of
vast authority in his voice. “Then you suppose wrong, Dave
Hanson! Since this world first came out of Duality, a Sather
Karf has known that mystery! Make your device and I shall
not fail in the invocation!”

For the first time, Hanson discovered that the warlocks
could work when they had to, however much they disliked it.
And at their own specialties, they were superb technicians.
Under the orders of Sather Karf, the camp sprang into
frenzied but orderly activity.

They lost a few mandrakes in prying loose some of the
sun material, and more in getting a small sphere of it shaped.
But the remainder gave them the heat to melt the sky stuff.
When it came to glass blowing, Hanson had to admit they
were experts; it should have come as no surprise, after the
elaborate alchemical apparatus he’d seen. Once the crystal
shell was cracked out of the orrery, a fat-faced Ser came in
with a long tube and began working the molten sky mate-
rial, getting the feel of it. He did things Hanson knew were
nearly impossible, and he did them with the calm assurance
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of an expert. Even when another rift in the sky appeared with
a crackling of thunder, there was no faltering on his part.
The sky shell and world supports were blown into shape
around the world model inside the outer tracks in one con-
tinuous operation. The Ser then clipped the stuff from his
tube and sealed the tiny opening smoothly with a bit of sun
material on the end of a long metal wand.

“Interesting material,” he commented, as if only the tech-
nical nature of the stuff had offered any problem to him.

Tiny, carefully polished chips from the stars were ready,
and men began placing them delicately on the shell. They
sank into it at once and began twinkling. The planets had
also been prepared, and they also went into the shell, while
a mate to each was attached to the tracking mechanism. The
tiny sun came last. Hanson fretted as he saw it sink into the
shell, sure it would begin to melt the sky material. It seemed
to have no effect, however; apparently the sun was not sup-
posed to melt the sky when it was in place—so the little
sun didn’t melt the shell. Once he was sure of that, he used
a scrap of the sky to insulate the second little sun that would
control the first sympathetically from the track. He moved
the control delicately by hand, and the little sun followed
dutifully.

The weights on the control mechanism were in place,
Hanson noted. Someone would probably have to keep them
wound from now on, unless they could devise a foolproof
motor. But that was for the future. He bent to the hand
cranks. Sather Karf was being called to give the exact set-
tings for this moment, but Hanson had a rough idea of where
the planets should be. He began turning the crank, just as
the Sather came up.

There was a slight movement. Then the crank stuck, and
there was a whirring of slipping gears! The fools who had
moved the orrery must have been so careless that they’d
sprung the mechanism. He bent down to study the tiny little
jeweled gears. A whole gear train was out of place!

Sather Karf was also inspecting it, and the words he cried
didn’t sound like an invocation, though they were strange
enough. He straightened, still cursing. “Fix it!”

“I’ll try,” Hanson agreed doubtfully. “But you’d better get
the man who made this. He'll know better than I—”

“He was killed in the first cracking of the sky when a piece
hit him. Fix it, Dave Hanson. You claimed to be a repair-
man for such devices.”

Hanson bent to study it again, using a diamond lens one of
the warlocks handed him. It was a useful device, having
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about a hundred times magnification without the need for
exact focusing. He stared at the jumble of fine gears, then
glanced out through the open front of the building toward
the sky. There was even less of it showing than he had re-
membered. Most of the great dome was empty. And now
there were suggestions of . . . shadows . . . in the empty
spots. He looked away hastily, shaken.

“I'll need some fine tools,” he said.

“They were lost in moving this,” Ser Perth told him. “This
is the best we can do.”

The jumble of tools had obviously been salvaged from the
kits on the tractors in the camp. There was one fairly small
pair of pliers, a small pick and assorted useless junk. He
shook his head hopelessly.

“Fix it!” Sather Karf ordered again. The old man’s eyes
were also on the sky. “You have ten minutes, perhaps—no
more.”

Hanson’s fingers steadied as he found bits of wire and be-
gan improvising tools to manipulate the tiny gears. The
mechanism was a piece of superb craftsmanship that should
have lasted for a million years, but it had never been meant
to withstand the heavy shock of being dropped, as it must
have been. And there was very little space inside. It should
have been disassembled and put back piece by piece, but
there was no time for that.

Another thunder of falling sky sounded, and the ground
heaved. “Earthquakes!” Sather Karf whispered. “The end is
near!”

Then a shout went up, and Hanson jerked his eyes from
the gears to focus on a group of rocs that were landing at
the far end of the camp. Men were springing from their backs
before they stopped running—men in dull robes with elabo-
rate masks over their faces. At the front was Malok, leader
of the Sons of the Egg, brandishing his knife.

His voice carried clearly. “The egg hatches! To the orrery
and smash it! That was the shadow in the pool. Destroy it
before Dave Hanson can complete his magic!”

The men behind him yelled. Around Hanson, the magi-
cians cried out in shocked fear. Then old Sather Karf was
dashing out from under the cover of the building, brandish-
ing a pole on which a drop of the sun-stuff was glowing. His
voice rose into a command that rang out over the cries of
the others.

Dave reached for a heavy hammer, meaning to follow.
The old Sather seemed to sense it without looking back. “Fix
the engine, Dave Hanson,” he called.
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It made sense. The others could do the fighting, but only
he had training with such mechanisms. He tumed back to
his work, just as the warlocks began rallying behind Sather
Karf, grabbing up what weapons they could find. There was
no magic in this fight. Sticks, stones, hammers and knives
were all that remained workable.

Dave Hanson bent over the gears, cursing. Now there was
another rumble of thunder from the falling sky. The half-
light from the reflected sunlight dimmed, and the ground
shook violently. Another set of gears broke from the hous-
ing. Hanson caught up a bit of sun-stuff on the sharp point
of the awl and brought it closer, until it burned his hands.
But he had seen enough. The mechanism was ruined beyond
his chance to repair it in time.

He slapped the cover shut and stuck the sun-tipped awl
where it would light as much of the orrery as possible. As
always, the skills of his own world had failed. To the blazes
with it, then—when in magic land, magic had to do.

He thought of calling Ser Perth or Sather Karf, but there
was no time for that, and they could hardly have heard him
over the sounds of the desperate fight going on.

He bent to the floor, searching until he found a ball of the
sky material that had been pinched off when the little open-
ing was sealed. Further hunting gave him a few bits of dust
from the star bits and some of the junk that had gone into
shaping the planets. He brushed in some dirt from the ground
that had been touched by the sun stuff and was still glowing
faintly. He wasn’t at all sure of how much he could extra-
polate from what he’d read in the book on Applied Seman-
tics, but he knew he needed a control—a symbol of the sym-
bol, in this case. It was crude, but it might serve to repre-
sent the orrery.

He clutched it in his hand and touched it against the or-
rery, trying to remember the formula for the giving of a true
name. He had to improvise, but he got through a rough ver-
sion of it, until he came to the end: “I who created you name
you—" What the deuce did he name it? “I name you Rum-
pelstilsken and order you to obey me when I call you by
your name.”

He clutched the blob of material tighter in his hand, men-
tally trying to shape an order that wouldn’t backfire, as such
orders seemed to in the childhood stories of magic he had
learned. Finally his lips whispered the simplest order he
could find. “Rumpelstilsken, repair yourself!”

There was a whirring and scraping inside the mechanism,
and Hanson let out a yell. He got only a hasty glimpse of
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gears that seemed to be back on their tracks before Sather
Karf was beside him, driving the cranks with desperate speed.

“We have less than a minute!” the old voice gasped.

The Sather’s fingers spun on the controls. Then he straight-
ened, moving his hands toward the orrery in passes too rapid
to be seen. There was a string of obvious ritual commands
in their sacred language. Then a single word rang out, a string
of sounds that should have come from no human vocal
chords.

There was a wrench and twist through every atom of Han-
son’s body. The universe seemed to cry out. Over the hori-
zon, a great burning disc rose and leaped toward the heavens
as the sun went back to its place in the sky. The big bits of
sky-stuff around also jerked upwards, revealing themselves
by the wind they whipped up and by the holes_they ripped
through the roof of the building. Hanson clutched at the
scrap he had pocketed, but it showed no sign of leaving, and
the tiny blob of sun-stuff remained fixed to the awl.

Through the diamond lens, Hanson could see the model
of the world in the orrery changing. There were clouds ap-
parently painted on it where no clouds had been. And there
was an indication of movement in the green of the forests
and the blue of the oceans, as if trees were whipping in the
wind and waves lapping the shores.

When he jerked his eyes upward, all seemed serene in the
sky. Sunlight shone normally on the world, and from under
the roof he could see the gaudy blue of sky, complete, with
the cracks in it smoothing out as he watched.

The battle outside had stopped with the rising of the sun.
Half the warlocks were lying motionless, and the other half
had clustered together, close to the building where Hanson
and Sather Karf stood. The Sons of the Egg seemed to have
suffered less, since they greatly outnumbered the others, but
they were obwiously more shocked by the rising of the sun
and the healing of the sky.

Then Malok’s voice rang out sharply. “It isn’t stable yet!
Destroy the machine! The egg must hatch!”

He leaped forward, brandishing his knife, while the Sons
of the Egg fell in behind him. The warlocks began to close
ranks, falling back to make a stand under the jutting edge of
the roof, where they could protect the orrery. Bork and Ser
Perth were among them, bloody but hopelessly determined.

One look at Sather Karf’s expression was enough to con-
vince Hanson that Malok had cried the truth and that their
work could still be undone. And it was obvious that the war-
locks could never stand the charge of the Sons. Too many of
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them had already been killed, and there was no time for
reviving them.

Sather Karf was starting forward into the battle, but Han-
son made no move to follow. He snapped the diamond lens
to his eye and his fingers caught at the drop of sun-stuff on
the awl. He had to hold it near the glowing bit for steadi-
ness, and it began searing his fingers. He forced control on
his mucles and plunged his hand slowly through the sky
sphere, easing the glowing blob downward toward the spot
on the globe he had already located with the lens. His thumb
and finger moved downward delicately, with all the skill of
practice at working with nearly invisibly fine wires on deli-
cate instruments.

Then he jerked his eyes away from the model and looked
out. Something glaring and hot was suspended in the air five
miles away. He moved his hand carefully, steading it on one
of the planet tracks. The glowing fire in the air outside moved
another mile closer—then another. And now, around it, he
could see a monstrous fingertip and something that might
have been miles of thumbnail.

The warlocks leaped back under the roof. The Sons of the
Egg screamed and panicked. Jerking horribly, the monstrous
thing moved again. For part of a second, it hovered over the
empty camp. Then it was gone.

Hanson began pulling his hand out through the shell of the
model, whimpering as his other hand clenched against the blob
in his pocket. He had suddenly realized what horrors were
possible to anyone who could use the orrery now. ‘“‘Rumpel-
stilsken, I command you to let no hand other than mine enter
and to respond to no other controls.” He hoped it would offer
enough protection.

His hand came free and he threw the sun-bit away with a
flick of his wrist. His hand ached with the impossible task of
steadiness he had set it, and his finger and thumb burned and
smoked. But the wound was already healing.

In the exposed section of the camp, the Sons of the Egg
were charred corpses. There was a fire starting on the roof of
the building, but others had already run out to quench that.
It sounded like the snuffling progress of an undine across the
roofl Maybe magic was working again.

Bork turned back from the sight of his former companions.
His face was sick, but he managed to grin at Hanson. “Dave
Hanson, to whom nothing is impossible,” he said.

Hanson had located Nema finally as she apppoached. He
caught her hand and grabbed Bork’s arm. Like his own, it
was trembling with fatigue and reaction.
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“Come on,” he said. “Let’s find some place where we can
see whether it’s impossible now for you to magic up a decent
meal. And a drink strong enough to scare away the sylphs.”

The sylph that found them wasn’t scared by the Scotch, but
there was enough for all of them.

10

Three days can work magic—in a world where magic
works. The planets swung along their paths again and the sun
was in the most favorable house for conjuration. The universe
was stable again.

There was food for all, and houses had been conjured
hastily to shelter the people. The plagues were gone. Now
the strange commerce and industry of this world were hum-
ming again. Those who had survived and those who could be
revived were busily rebuilding. Some were missing, of course.
Those who had risen and—hatched—were beyond recall, but
no one spoke of them. If any Sons of the Egg survived, they
were quiet in their defeat.

Hanson had been busy during most of the time. It had been
taken for granted that he would tend to the orrery, setting it
for the most favorable conditions when some special major
work of magic required it, and he had taken the orders and
moved the controls as they wanted them. The orrery was
housed temporarily in the reconstituted hall of the Satheri in
the capital city. They were building a new hall for it, to be
constructed only of natural materials and hand labor, but that
was a project that would take long months still.

Now the immediate pressure was gone, and Hanson was
relaxing with Bork and Nema.

“Another week,” Bork was saying. “Maybe less. And then
gangs of the warlocks can spread out to fix up all the rest of
the world—and to take over control of their slaves again. Are
you happy with your victory, Dave Hanson?”

Hanson shrugged. He wasn’t entirely sure, now. There was
something in the looks of the Sather who gave him orders for
new settings that bothered him. And some of the developments
he watched were hardly what he would have preferred. The
warlocks had good memories, it seemed, and there had been
manifold offenses against them while the world was falling
apart.

He tried to put it out of his mind as he drew Nema to him.
She snuggled against him, admiring him with her eyes. But
old habits were hard to break. “Don’t, Dave. I'm a regis-
tered and certified . . .”
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She stopped then, blushing, and Bork chuckled.

Ser Perth appeared at the doorway with two of the man-
drakes. He motioned to Hanson. “The council of Satheri want
you,” he said. His eyes avoided the other, and he seemed un-
comfortable.

“Why?” Bork asked.

“It’s time for Dave Hanson’s reward,” Ser Perth said. The
words were smooth enough, but the eyes turned away again.

Hanson got up and moved forward. He had been wonder-
ing when they would get around to this. Beside him, Bork
and Nema also rose. “Never trust a Sather,” Bork said softly.

Nema started to protest, then changed her mind. She
frowned, torn between old and new loyalties.

“The summons was only for Dave Hanson,” Ser Perth said
sternly as the three drew up to him. But as Hanson took the
arms of the other two, the Ser shrugged and fell in behind.
Very softly, too low for the hearing of the mandrakes, his
words sounded in Hanson’s ear. “Guard yourself, Dave Han-
son!”

So there was to be treachery, Hanson thought. He wasn’t
surprised. He was probably lucky to have even three friends.
The Satheri would hardly feel very grateful to a mandrake-
man who had accomplished something beyond their power,
now that the crisis was over. They had always been a high-
handed bunch, apparently, and he had served his purpose.
But he covered his thoughts in a neutral expression and went
forward quietly toward the huge council room.

The seventy leading Satheri were all present, with Sather
Karf presiding, when Hanson was ushered into their presence.
He moved down the aisle, not glancing at the seated Satheri,
until he was facing the old man, drawing Nema and Bork
with him. There were murmurs of protest, but nobody stopped
him. Above him, the eyes of Sather Karf were uncertain. For
a moment, there seemed to be a touch of friendliness and re-
spect in them, but there was something else that Hanson liked
far less. Any warmth that was there vanished at his first
words.

“It’s about time,” Hanson said flatly. “When you wanted
your world saved, you were free enough with offers of re-
ward. But three days have passed without mention of it.
Sather Karf, I demand your secret name!”

He heard Nema gasp, but felt Bork’'s fingers press against
his arm reassuringly. There was a rising mutter of shock and
anger from the others, but he lifted his voice over it. “And
the secret names of all those present. That was also part of
the promised reward.”

78



“And do you think you could use the names, Dave Han-
son?” Sather Karf asked. “Against the weight of all our knowl-
edge, do you think you could become our master that easily?”

Hanson had his own doubts. There were countermagical
methods against nearly all magic, and the book he had read
had been only an elementary one. But he nodded. “I think
with your name I could get my hands on your hearts, even if
you did your worst. It doesn’t matter. I claim my rewar_d.”

“And you shall have it. The word of Sather Karf is good,”
the old man told him, “But there was no mention of when
you would be given those names. You said that when the
computer was finished you would wait for my true name, and
I promised that you should have it when the time came, but
not what the time would be. So you will wait, or the agree-
ment shall be broken by you, not by me. When you are dying
or otherwise beyond power over us, you shall have the names,
Dave Hanson. No, hear me!”

He lifted his hand in a brief gesture and Hanson felt a
thickness over his lips that made speech impossible.

“We have discussed your reward, and you shall indeed
have it,” Sather Karf went on. “Exactly as 1 promised it to
you. I agreed to find ways to return you to your own world
intact, and you shall be returned.”

For a moment, the thickness seemed to relax, and Hanson
choked a few words out through it. “What’s the world of a
mandrakeman, Sather Karf? A mandrake swamp?”

“For a mandrake-man, yes. But not for you.” There was
something like amusement in the old man’s voice. “I never
said you were a mandrake-man. That was told you by Ser
Perth who knew no better. No, Dave Hanson, you were too
important to us for that. Mandrake-men are always less than
true men, and we needed your best. You were conjured atom
by atom, id and ka and soul, from your world. Even the soul
may be brought over when enough masters of magic work
together and you were our greatest conjuration. Even then,
we almost failed. But you’re no mandrake-man.”

A load of sickness seemed to leave Hanson’s mind. He had
never fully realized how much the shame of what he thought
himself to be had weighed on him. Then his mind adjusted teo
the new facts, dismissing his past worries.

“I promised you that we would fill your entire lifetime with
pleasures,” Sather Karf went on. “And you were assured of
jewels to buy an empire. All this the council is prepared to
give you. Are you ready for your reward?”’

“No!” Bork’s cry broke out before Hanson could answer.
The big man was writhing before he could finish the word,
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but his own fingers were working in conjurations that seemed
to hold back enough of the spells against him to let him speak.
“Dave Hanson, your world was a world of rigid laws. You
died there. And there would be no magic to avoid the fact
that there you must always be dead.”

Hanson’s eyes riveted on the face of Sather Karf. The old
man looked back and finally nodded his head. “That is true,”
he admitted. “It would have been kinder for you not to know,
but it is the truth.”

“And jewels enough to buy an empire on a corpse,” Hanson
accused. “A lifetime of pleasures—simple enough when that
lifetime would be over before it began. What were the pleas-
ures, Sather Karf? Having you reveal your name just before
I was sent back and feeling I'd won?”” He grimaced. “I reject
the empty rewards of your empty promises! ”

“I also rejected the interpretation, but I was outvoted,”
Sather Karf said, and there was a curious reluctance as he
raised his hand. “But it is too late. Dave Hanson, prepare to
receive your reward. By the power of your name—"

Hanson’s hand went to his pocket and squeezed down on
the blob of sky material there. He opened his mouth, and
found that the thickness was back. For a split second, his
mind screamed in panic as he realized he could not even pro-
nounce the needed words.

Then coldness settled over his thoughts as he drove them
to shape the unvoiced words in his mind. Nobody had told
him that magic incantations had to be pronounced aloud. It
seemed to be the general law, but for all he knew, ignorance
of the law here might change the law. At least he meant to
die trying, if he failed.

“Rumpelstilsken, I command the sun to set!”

He seemed to sense a hesitation in his mind, and then the
impression of jeweled gears turning. Outside the window, the
light reddened, dimmed, and was gone, leaving the big room
illuminated by only a few witch lights.

The words Sather Karf had been intoning came to a sudden
stop, even before they could be drowned in the shouts of
shock and panic from the others. His eyes centered question-
ingly on Hanson and the flicker of a smile crossed his face.
“To the orrery!” he ordered. “Use the manual controls.”

Hanson waited until he estimated the men who left would
be at the controls. Then he clutched the sky-blob again. The
thoughts in his mind were clearer this time.

“Rumpelstilsken, let the sun rise from the west and set in
the east!”

Some of the Satheri were at the windows to watch what

80



happened this time. Their shouts were more frightened than
before. A minute later, the others were back, screaming out
the news that the manual controls could not be moved—
could not even be touched.

The orrery named Rumpelstilsken was obeying its orders
fully, and the universe was obeying its symbol.

Somehow, old Sather Karf brought order out of the fright-
ened mob that had been the greatest Satheri in the world.
“All right, Dave Hanson,” he said calmly. “Return the sun to
its course. We agree to your conditions.”

“You haven’t heard them yet!”

“Nevertheless,” Sather Karf answered firmly, “we agree.
What else can we do? If you decided to wreck the sky again,
even you might not be able to repair it a second time.” He
tapped his hands lightly together and the sound of a huge
gong reverberated in the room. “Let the hall be cleared. 1
will accept the conditions in private.”

There were no objections. A minute later Hanson, Bork and
Nema were alone with the old man. Sunlight streamed in
through the window, and there were fleecy clouds showing in
the blue sky.

“Well?” Sather Karf asked. There was a trace of a smile
on his face and a glow of what seemed to be amusement in
his eyes as he listened, though Hanson could see nothing
amusing in the suggestions he was making.

First, of course, he meant to stay here. There was no other
place for him, but he would have chosen to stay in any event.
Here he had developed into what he had never even thought
of being, and there were still things to be learned. He’d gone
a long way on what he’d found in one elementary book. Now,
with a chance to study all their magical lore and apply it with
the methods he had learned in his own world, there were
amazing possibilities opening up to him. For the world, a few
changes would be needed. Magic should be limited to what
magic did best; the people needed to grow their own food and
care for themselves. And they needed protection from the
magicians. There would have to be a code of ethics to be
worked out later.

“You've got all the time you need to work things out,
Sathator Hanson,” Sather Karf told him. “It’s your world, lit-
erally, so take your time. What do you want first?” .

Hanson considered it, while Nema’s hand crept into his.
Then he grinned. “I guess I want to get your great grand-
daughter turned into a registered and certified wife and take
her on a long honeymoon,” he decided. “After what you’ve
put me through, I need a rest.”
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He took her arm and started down the aisle of the council
room. Behind him, he heard Bork’s chuckle and the soft
laughter of Sather Karf. But their faces were sobering by the
time he reached the doorway and looked back.

“I like him, too, grandfather,” Bork was saying. “Well, it
seems your group was right, after all. Your prophecy is ful-
filled. He may have a little trouble with so many knowing his
name, but he’s Dave Hanson, to whom nothing is impossible.
You should have considered all the implications of omnipo-
tence.”

Sather Karf nodded. “Perhaps. And perhaps your group
was also right, Bork. It seems that the world-egg has hatched.”
His eyes lifted and centered on the doorway.

Hanson puzzled over their words briefly as he closed the
door and went out with Nema. He’d probably have to do
something about his name, but the rest of the conversation
was a mystery to him. Then he dismissed it. He could always
remember it when he had more time to think about it.

It was many millenia and several universes later when
Dave Hanson finally remembered. By then it was no mys-
tery, of course. And there was no one who dared pronounce

his true name.
THE END
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1
Pariah

The air of the city’s cheapest flophouse was thick with the
smells of harsh antiseptic and unwashed bodies. The early
Christmas snowstorm had driven in every bum who could
steal or beg the price of admission, and the long rows of cots
were filled with fully clothed figures. Those who could afford
the extra dime were huddled under thin, grimy blankets.

The pariah who had been Dr. Daniel Feldman enjoyed no
such luxury. He tossed fitfully on a bare cot, bringing his face
into the dim light. It had been a handsome face, but now the
black stubble of beard lay over gaunt features and sunken
cheeks. He looked ten years older than his scant thirty-two,
and there was the beginnings of a snarl at the corners of his
mouth. Clothes that had once been expensive were wrinkled
and covered with grime that no amount of cleaning could re-
move. His tall, thin body was awkwardly curled up in a vain
effort to conserve heat and one of his hands instinctively
clutched at the tiny bag of his possessions.

He stirred again, and suddenly jerked upright with a pro-
test already forming on his lips. The ugly surroundings regis-
tered on his eyes, and he stared suspiciously at the other cots.
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But there was no sign that anyone had been trying to rob him
of his bindle or the precious bag of cheap tobacco.

He started to relax back onto the couch when a sound
caught his attention, even over the snoring of the others. It
was a low wail, the sound of a man who can no longer control
himself.

Feldman swung to the cot on his left as the moan hacked
off. The man there was well fed and clean-shaven, but his
face was gray with sickness. He was writhing and clutching
his stomach, arching his back against the misery inside him.

“Space stomach?” Feldman diagnosed.

He had no need of the weak answering nod. He’d treated
such cases several times in the past. The disease was usually
caused by the absence of gravity out in space, but it could be
brought on later from abuse of the weakened internal organs.
such as the intake of too much bad liquor. The man must
have been frequenting the wrong space-front bars.

Now he was obviously dying. Violent peristaltic contrac-
tions seemed to be tearing the intestines out of him, and the
paroxysms were coming faster. His eyes darted to Feldman’s
tobacco sack and there was animal appeal in them.

Feldman hesitated, then reluctantly rolled a smoke. He
held the cigarette while the spaceman took a long, gasping
drag on it. He smoked the remainder himself, letting the
harsh tobacco burn against his lungs and sicken his empty
stomach. Then he shrugged and threaded his way through
the narrow aisles toward the attendant.

“Better get a doctor,” he said bitterly, when the young punk
10012(6d up at him. “You’ve got a man dying of space-stomach
on214.”

The snecr on the kid’s face deepened. “Yeah? We don’t
pay for doctors every time some wino wants to throw up. For-
get it and get back where you belong, bo.”

“You’ll have a corpse on your hands in an hour,” Feldman
insisted. “I know space-stomach, damn it.”

The kid turned back to his lottery sheet. “Go treat your-
self if you wanta play doctor. Go on, scram—before I toss
you out in the snow!”

One of Feldman’s white-knuckled hands reached for the
attendant. Then he caught himself. He started to turn back,
hesitated, and finally faced the kid again. “I'm not fooling.
And I was a doctor,” he stated. “My name is Daniel Feld-
man.”

The attendant nodded absently, until the words finally
penetrated. He looked up, studied Feldman with surprised
curiosity and growing contempt, and reached for the phone.
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“Gimme Medical Directory,” he muttered.

Feldman felt the kid’s eyes on his back as he stumbled
through the aisles to his cot again. He slumped down, rolling
another cigarette in hands that shook. The sick man was ap-
proaching delirium now, and the moans were mixed with
weak whining sounds of fear. Other men had wakened and
were watching, but nobody made a move to help.

The retching and writhing of the sick man had begun to
weaken, but it was still not too late to save him. Hot water
and skillful massage could interrupt the paroxysms. In fif-
teen minutes, Feldman could have stopped the attack com-
pletely.

He found his feet on the floor and his hands already reach-
ing out. Savagely he pulled himself back. Sure, he could save
the man—and wind up in the gas chamber! There’d be no
mercy for his second offense against Lobby laws. If the space-
man lived, Feldman might get off with a flogging—that was
standard punishment for a pariah who stepped out of line.
But with his luck, there would be a heart arrest and another
juicy story for the papers.

Idealism! The Medical Lobby made a lot out of the word.
But it wasn’t for him. A pariah had no business thinking of
others.

As Feldman sat there staring, the spaceman grew quieter.
Sometimes, even at this stage, massage could help. It was
harder without liberal supplies of hot water, but the massage
was the really important treatment. It was the trembling of
Feldman’s hands that stopped him. He no longer had the
strength or the certainty to make the massage effective.

He was glaring at his hands in self-disgust when the legal
doctor arrived. The man was old and tired. Probably he had
been another idealist who had wound up defeated, content
to leave things up to the established procedures of the Medi-
cal Lobby. He looked it as he bent over the dying man.

The doctor turned back at last to the attendant. “Too late.
The best I can do is ease his pain. The call should have been
made half an hour earlier.”

He had obviously never handled space-stomach before. He
administered a hypo that probably held narconal. Feldman
watched, his guts tightening sympathetically for the shock that
would be to the sick man. But at least it would shorten his
sufferings. The final seizure lasted only a minute or so.

“Hopeless,” the doctor said. His eyes were clouded for a
moment, and then he shrugged. “Well, I'll make out a death
certificate. Anyone here know his name?”

His eyes swung about the cots until they came to rest on
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Feldman. He frowned, and a twisted smile curved his lips.

“Feldman, isn’t it? You still look something like your pic-
tures. Do you know the deceased?”

Feldman shook his head bitterly. “No. I don’t know his
name. I don’t even know why he wasn’t cyanotic at the end,
if it was space-stomach. Do you, doctor?”

The old man threw a startled glance at the corpse. Then he
shrugged and nodded to the attendant. “Well, go through his
things. If he still has a space ticket, I can get his name from
that.”

The kid began pawing through the bag that had fallen
from the cot. He dragged out a pair of shoes, half a bottle of
cheap rum, a wallet and a bronze space ticket. He wasn’t
quick enough with the wallet, and the doctor took it from him.

“Medical Lobby authorization. If he has any money, it
covers my fee and the rest goes to his own Lobby.” There
were several bills, all of large denominations. He turned the
ticket over and began filling in the death certificate. “Arthur
Billings. Space Lobby. Crewman. Cause of death, ideopathic
gastro-entiritis and delirium tremens.”

There had been no evidence of delirium tremens, but ap-
parently the doctor felt he had scored a point. He tossed the
space ticket toward the shoes, closed his bag, and prepared to
leave.

“Hey, docl” The attendant’s voice was indignant. “Hey,
what about my reporting fee?”

The doctor stopped. He glanced at the kid, then toward
Feldman, his face a mixture of speculation and dislike. He
took a dollar bill from the wallet. “That’s right,” he admitted.
“The fee for reporting a solvent case. Medical Lobby rules
apply—even to a man who breaks them.”

The kid’s hand was out, but the doctor dropped the dollar
onto Feldman’s cot. “There’s your fee, pariah.” He left, forc-
ing the protesting attendant to precede him.

Feldman reached for the bill. It was blood money for let-
ting a man die—but it meant cigarettes and food—or shelter
for another night, if he could get a mission meal. He no longer
could afford pride. Grimly, he pocketed the bill, staring at the
face of the dead man. It looked back sightlessly, now show-
ing a faint speckling of tiny dots. They caught Feldman’s
eyes, and he bent closer. There should be no black dots on
the skin of a man who died of space-stomach. And there
should have been cyanosis . . .

He swore and bent down to find the wrecks of his shoes. He
couldn’t worry about anything now but getting away from
here before the attendant made trouble. His eyes rested on
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the shoes of the dead man—sturdy boots that would last for
another year. They could do the corpse no good; someone
else would steal them if he didn’t. But he hesitated, cursing
himself.

The right boot fitted better than he could have expected,
but something got in the way as he tried to put the left one on.
His fingers found the bronze ticket. He turned it over, con-
sidering it. He wasn’t ready to fraud his identity for what he’d
heard of life on the spaceships, yet. But he shoved it into his
pocket and finished lacing the boots.

Outside, the snow was still falling, but it had turned to
slush, and the sidewalk was soggy underfoot. There was going
to be no work shovelling snow, he realized. This would melt
before the day was over. Feldman hunched the suit-coat up,
shivering as the cold bit into him. The boots felt good, though;
iff he’d had socks, they would have been completely com-

ortable.

He passed a cheap restaurant, and the smell of the synthetics
set his stomach churning. It had been two days since his last
real meal, and the dollar burned in his pocket. But he had to
wait. There was a fair chance this early that he could scavenge
something edible.

He shuffled on. After a while, the cold bothered him less,
and he passed through the hunger spell. He rolled another
smoke and sucked at it, hardly thinking. It was better that
way.

Iyt was much later when the big caduceus set into the side-
walk snapped him back to awareness of where he’d travelled.
His undirected feet had led him much too far uptown, follow-
ing old habits. This was the Medical Lobby building, where
he’d spent more than enough time, including three weeks in
custody before they stripped him of all rank and status.

His eyes wandered to the ornate entrance where he’d first
emerged as a pariah. He’d meant to walk down those steps as
if he were still a man. But each step had drained his desolu-
tion, until he’d finally covered his face and slunk off, know-
ing himself for what the world had branded him.

He stood there now, staring at the smug young medical
politicians and the tired old general practicioners filing in and
out. One of the latter halted, fumbled in his pocket and drew
out a quarter.

“Merry Christmas!” he said dully.

Feldman fingered the coin. Then he saw a gray Medical
policeman watching him, and he knew it was time to move
on. Sooner or later, someone would recognize him here.

He clutched the quarter and turned to look for a coffee
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shop that sold the synthetics to which his metabolism had
been switched. No shop would serve him here, but he could
buy coffee and a piece of cake to take out.

A flurry of motion registered from the corner of his eye,
and he glanced back.

“Taxi! Taxi!”

The girl rushing down the steps had a clear soprano voice,
cultured and commanding. The gray Medical uniform seemed
moulded to her shapely figure and her red hair glistened in
the lights of the street. Her snub nose and determined mouth
weren’t the current fashion, but nobody stopped to think of
fashions when they saw her. She didn’t have to be the daugh-
ter of the president of Medical Lobby to rule.

It was Chris—Chris Feldman once, and now Chris Ryan
again.

Feldman swung toward a cab. For a moment, his attitude
was automatic and assured, and the cab stopped before the
driver noticed his clothes. He picked up the bag Chris dropped
and swung it onto the front seat. She was fumbling in her
change purse as he turned back to shut the door.

“Thank you, my good man,” she said. She could be gra-
cious, even to a pariah, when his homage suited her. She
dropped two quarters into his hand, raising her eyes.

Recognition flowed into them, followed by icy shock. She
yanked the cab door shut and shouted something -to the
driver. The cab took off with a rush that left Feldman in a
backwash of slush and mud.

He glanced down at the coins in his hand. It was his lucky
day, he thought bitterly.

He moved across the street and away, not bothering aboug
the squeal of brakes and the honking horns. He looked back
only once, toward the glowing sign that topped the building.
Your health is our business! Then the great symbol of the
health business faded behind him, and he stumbled on, suck-
ing incessantly at the cigarettes he rolled. One hand clutched
the bronze badge belonging to the dead man and his stolen
boots drove onward through the melting snow.

Itth was Christmas in the year 2100 on the protectorate of
Earth.
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I
Lobby

Feldman had set his legs the problem of heading for the
great spaceport and escape from Earth, and he let them take
him without further guidance. His mind was wrapped up in
a whirl of the past—his past and that of the whole planet.
Both pasts had in common the growth and sudden ruin of
idealism.

Idealism! Throughout history, some men had sought the
ideal, and most had called it freedom. Only fools expected
absolute freedom, but wise men dreamed up many systems
of relative freedom, including democracy. They had tried that
in America, as the last fling of the dream. It had been a good
attempt, too.

The men who drew the Constitution had been pretty prac-
tical dreamers. They came to their task after a bitter war and
a worse period of wild chaos, and they had learned where
idealism stopped and idiocy began. They set up a republic
with all the elements of democracy that they considered safe.
It had worked well enough to make America the number one
power of the world. But the men who followed the framers of
the new plan were a different sort, without the knowledge of
practical limits.

The privileges their ancestors had earned in blood and care
became automatic rights. Practical men tried to explain that
there were no such rights—that each generation had to pay
for its rights with responsibility. That kind of talk didn’t get
far. People wanted to hear about rights, not about duties.

They took the phrase that all men were created equal and
left out the implied kicker that equality was in the sight of
God and before the law. They wanted an equality with the
greatest men without giving up their drive toward mediocrity,
and they meant to have it. In a way, they got it.

They got the vote extended to everyone. The man on sub-
sidy or public dole could vote to demand more. The man who
read of nothing beyond sex crimes could vote on the great
political issues of the world. No ability was needed for his
vote. In fact, he was assured that voting alone was enough to
make him a fine and noble citizen. He loved that, if he both-
ered to vote at all that year. He became a great man by list-
ing his unthought, hungry desire for someone to take care
of him without responsibility. So he went out and voted for
the man who promised him most, or who looked most like
what his limited dreams felt to be a father-image or son-image
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or hero-image. He never bothered later to see how the men
he’d elected had handled the jobs he had given them.

Someone had to look, of course, and someone did. Or-
ganized special interests stepped in where the mob had failed.
Lobbies grew up. There had always been pressure groups,
but now they developed into a third arm of the government.

The old Farm Lobby was unbeatable. The big farmers
shaped the laws they wanted. They convinced the little farm-
ers it was for the good of all, and they made the story stick
well enough to swing the farm vote. They made the laws when
it came to food and crops.

The last of the great lobbies was Space, probably. It was an
accident that grew up so fast it never even knew it wasn’t a
real part of the government. It developed during a period of
chaos when another country called Russia got the first hunk
of metal above the atmosphere and when the representatives
who had been picked for everything but their grasp of science
and government went into panic over a myth of national
prestige.

The space effort was turned over to the aircraft industry,
which had never been able to manage itself successfully ex-
cept under the stimulus of war or a threat of war. The failing
airplane industry became the space combine overnight, and
nobody kept track of how big it was, except a few sharp
operators.

They worked out a system of sub-contracts that spread the
profits so wide that hardly a company of any size in the coun-
try wasn’t getting a share. Thus a lot of patriotic, noble voters
got their pay from companies in the lobby block and could be
panicked by the lobby at the first mention of recession.

So Space Lobby took over completely in its own field. It
developed enough pressure to get whatever appropriations it
wanted, even over Presidential veto. It created the only space
experts, which meant that the men placed in government
agencies to regulate it came from its own ranks.

The other lobbies learned a lot from Space.

There had been a medical lobby long before, but it had
been a conservative group, mostly concerned with protecting
medical autonomy and ethics. It also tried to prevent govern-
ment control of treatment and payment, feeling that it could-
n’t trust the people to know where to stop. But its history was
a long series of retreats. .

It fought what it called socialized medicine. But the people
wanted their troubles handled free—which meant by govern-
ment spending, since that could be at_ided to the national
debt, and thus didn’t seem to cost anything. It lost, and even-
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ually the government paid most medical costs, with doctors
working on a fixed fee. Then quantity of treatment paid,
rather than quality. Competence no longer mattered so much.
The Lobby lost, but didn’t know it—because the lowered
standards of competence in the profession lowered the caliber
of men running the political aspects of that profession as ex-
emplified by the Lobby.

It took a world-wide plague to turn the tide. The plague
began in old China; anything could start there, with more
than a billion people huddled in one area and a few madmen
planning to conquer the world. It might have been a labora-
tory mutation, but nobody could ever prove it.

It wiped out two billion people, depopulated Africa and
most of Asia, and wrecked Europe, leaving only America
comparatively safe to take over. An obscure scientist in onc
of the laboratories run by the Medical Lobby found a cure
before the first waves of the epidemic hit America. Ruther-
ford Ryan, then head of the Lobby, made sure that Medical
Lobby got all the credit.

By the time the world recovered, America ran it and the
Medical Lobby was untouchable. Ryan made a deal with
Space Lobby, and the two effectively ran the world. None of
the smaller lobbics could buck them, and neither could the
government.

There was still a president and a congress, as there had
been a Senate under the Roman Caesars. But the two Lob-
bies ran themselves as they chose. The real government had
become a kind of oligarchy, as it always did after too much
false democracy ruined the ideals of real and practical self-
rule. A man belonged to his Lobby, just as a serf had be-
longed to his feudal landlord. »

It was a safe world now. Maybe progress had been halted
at about the level of 1980, but so long as the citizens didn’t
break the rules of their lobbies, they had very little to worry
about. For that, for security and the right not to think, most
people were willing to leave well enough alone.

Some rules seemed harsh, of course, such as the law that
all operations had to be performed in Lobby hospitals. But
that could be justified; it was the only safe kind of surgery
and the only way to make sure there was no unsupervised
experimentation, such as that which supposedly caused the
plague. The rule was now an absolute ethic of medicine. It
also made for better fees.

Feldman’s father had stuck by the rule but had questioned
it. Feldman learned not to question in medical school. He
scored second in Medical Ethics only to Christina Ryan.
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He had never figured why she singled him out for her at-
tentions, but he gloried in both those attentions and the re-
sults. He became automatically a rising young man, the favor-
ite of the daughter of the Lobby president. He went through
interneship without a sign of trouble. Chris humored him in
his desire to spend three years of practice in a poor section
loaded with disease, and her father approved; such selfless
dedication was the perfect image projection for a future son-
in-law. In return, he agreed to follow that period by becom-
ing an administrator. A doctor’s doctor, as they put it.

They were married in April and his office was ready in
May, complete with a staff of eighty. The publicity releases
had gone out, and the Public Relations Lobby that handled
news and education was paid to begin the greatest build-up
any young genius ever had.

They celebrated that, with a little party of some four hun-
dred people and reporters at Ryan’s lodge in Canada. It was
to be a gala weekend.

It was then that Baxter shot himself.

Baxter had been Feldman’s closest friend in the Lobby.
He’d come along to handle press relations and had gotten
romantic about the countryside, never having been out of a
city before. He hired a guide and went hunting, eighty miles
beyond the last outpost of civilization. Somehow, he got his
hand on a gun, though only guides were supposed to touch
them, managed to overcome its safety devices, and then pulled
the trigger with the gun pointed the wrong way.

Chris, Feldman and Harnett from Public Relations had ac-
companied him on the trip. They were sitting in a nearby car
while Feldman enjoyed the scenery, Chris made further plans,
and Harnett gathered material. There was also a photogra-
pher and writer, but they hadn’t been introduced by name.

Feldman reached Baxter first. The man was moaning and
scared, and he was bleeding profusely. Only a miracle had
saved him from instant death. The bullet had struck a rib,
been deflected and robbed of some of its energy, and had
barely reached the heart. But it had pierced the pericardium,
as best Feldman could guess, and it could be fatal at any
moment.

He’d reached for a probe without thinking. Chris knocked
his hand aside.

She was right, of course. He couldn’t operate outside a hos-
pital. But they had no phone in the lodge where the guide
lived and no way to summon an ambulance. They’d have to
drive Baxter back in the car, which would amost certainly
result in his death.

93



When Feldman seemed uncertain, Harnett had given his
warning in a low but vehement voice. “You touch him, Dan,
and I'll spread it in every one of our media. I'll have to. It’s
the only way to retain public confidence. There’d be a leak,
with all the guides and others here, and we can’t afford that.
I like you—you have color. But touch that wound and I'll
crucify you.” )

Chris added her own threats. She’d spent years making
him the outlet for all her ambitions, denied because. women
were still only second-rate members of Medical Lobby. She
couldn’t let it go now. And she was probably genuinely
shocked.

Baxter groaned again and started to bleed more profusely.

There wasn’t much equipment. Feldman operated with a
pocket-knife sterilized in a bottle of expensive Scotch and only
anodyne tablets in place of anesthesia. He got the bullet out
and sewed up the wound with a bit of surgical thread he’d
been using to tie up a torn good-luck emblem. The photog-
rapher and writer recorded the whole thing. Chris swore
harshly and beat her fists against the bole of a tree. But Bax-
ter lived. He recovered completely, and was shocked at the
heinous thing that had been done to him.

They crucified Feldman.

III
Spaceman

Most crewmen lived rough, ugly lives—and usually, short
ones. Passengers and officers on the big tubs were given the
equivalent of gravity in spinning compartments, but the crews
rode “free”. The lucky crewmen lived through their acci-
dents, got space-stomach now and then, and recovered. No-
body cared about the others.

Feldman’s ticket was work-stamped for the Navaho, and
nobody questioned his identity. He suffered through the
agony of acceleration on the shuttle up to the orbital station,
then was sick as acceleration stopped. But he was able to
control himself enough to follow other crewmen down a hall
of the station toward the Navaho. The big ships never touched
a planet, always docking at the stations.

A checker met the crew and reached for their badges. He
barely glanced at them, punched a mark for each on his
checkoff sheet, and handed them back. “Deckmen forward,
tubemen to the rear,” he ordered. “Navaho blasts in fifteen
minutes. Hey, you! You’re tubes.”
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Feldman grunted. He should have expected it. Tubemen
had the lowest lot of all the crew. Between the killing work,
the heat of the tubes, and occasional doses of radiation, their
lives weren’t worth the metal value of their tickets.

He began pulling himself clumsily along a shaft, dodging
freight the loaders were tossing from hand to hand. A bag hit
his head, drawing blood, and another caught him in the groin.

“Watch it, bo,” a loader yelled at him. “You dent that bag
and they’ll brig you. Cantcha see it’s got a special courtesy
stripe?”

I[t’ had a brilliant green stripe, he saw. It also had a name,
printed in block letters that shouted their identity before he
could read the words. Dr. Christina Ryan, Southport, Mars.

And he’d had to choose this time to leave Earth!

Suddenly he was glad he was assigned to the tubes. It was
the one place on the ship where he’d be least likely to run into
her. As a doctor and a courtesy passenger, she’d have com-
plete run of the ship, but she’d hardly bother with the danger-
ous and unpleasant tube section.

He dragged his way back, beginning to sweat with the ef-
fort. The Navaho was an old ship. A lot of the hand-holds
were missing, and he had to throw himself along by erratic
leaps. He was gaining proficiency, but not enough to handle
himself if the ship blasted off. Time was growing short when
he reached the aft bunkroom where the other tubemen were
waiting.

“Ben,” one husky introduced himself. “Tube chief. Know
how to work this?”

Feldman could see that they were assembling a small still.
He’d heard of the phenomenal quantities of beer spacemen
drank, and now he realized what really happened to it. Hard
liquor was supposed to be forbidden, but they made their
own. “I can work it,” he decided. “I’'m—uh—Dan.”

“Okay, Dan.” Ben glanced at the clock. “Hit the sacks,
boys.”

By the time Feldman could settle into the sacklike ham-
mock, the Navaho began to shake faintly, and weight piled
up. It was mild compared to that on the shuttle, since the big
ships couldn’t take high acceleration. Space had been con-
quered for more than a century, but the ships were still flimsy
tubs that took months to reach Mars, using immense amounts
of fuel. Only the valuable plant hormones from Mars made
commerce possible at the ridiculously high freight rate.

_Three hours later he began to find out why spacemen
didn’t seem to fear dying or turning pariah. The tube-quar-
ters had grown insufferably hot during the long blast, but the

95



main tube-room was blistering as Ben led the men into it.
The chief handed out spacesuits and motioned for Dan.

“Greenhorn, aincha? Okay, I'll take you with me. We go
out in the tubes and pull the lining. I pry up the stuff, you
carry it back here and stack it.”

They sealed off the tube-room, pumped out the air, and
went into the steaming, mildly radioactive tubes, just big
enough for a man on hands and knees. Beyond the tube
mouth was empty space, waiting for the man who slipped.
Ben began ripping out the eroded blocks with a special tool.
Feldman carried them back and stacked them along with
others. A plasma furnace melted them down into new blocks.
The work grew progressively worse as the distance to the
tube-room increased. The tube mouth yawned closer and
closer. There were no handholds there—only the friction of a
man’s body in the tube.

Life settled into a dull routine of labor, sleep, and the brief
relief of the crude white mule from the still.

They were six weeks out and almost finished with the tube
cleaning when Number Two tube blew. Bits of the remaining
radioactive fuel must have collected slowly until they reached
blow-point. Feldman in Number One would have gone sailing
out into space, but Ben reacted at once. As the ship leaped
slightly, Feldman brought up sharply against the chief’s
braced body. For a second their fate hung in the balance.
Then it was over, and Ben shoved him back, grinning faintly.

He jerked his thumb and touched helmets briefly. “There
they go, Dan.”

The two men who had been working in Number Two were
charred lumps, drifting out into space.

No further comment was made on it, except that they’d
have to work harder from now on, since they were short-
handed.

That rest period Feldman came down with a mild attack
of space-stomach—which meant no more drinking for him—
and was off work for a day. Then the pace picked up. The
tubes were cleared and they began laying the new lining for
the landing blasts. There was no time for thought after that.
Mars’ orbital station lay close when the work was finished.

Ben slapped Feldman on the back. “Ya ain’t bad for a
greenie, Dan. We all get six-day passes on Mars. Hit the sack
now so you won’t waste time sleeping then. We’ll hear it when
the ship berths.”

Feldman didn’t hear it, but the others did. He felt Ben
shaking his shoulder, trying to drag him out of the sack.
“Grab your junk, Dan.”
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Ben picked up Feldman’s nearly empty bag and tossed it
toward him, before his eyes were fully open. He grabbed for it
and missed. He grabbed again, with Ben’s laughter in his ears.
The bag hit the wall and fell open, spilling its contents.

Feldman began gathering it up, but the chief was no longer
laughing. A big hand grabbed up the space ticket suddenly,
and there was no friendliness now on Ben’s face.

“Art Billing’s card!” Ben told the other tubemen. “Five
trips I made with Art. He was saving his money, going to buy
a farm on Mars. Five trips and one more to go before he had
enough. Now you show up with his ticket!”

The tubemen moved forward toward Feldman. There was
no indecision. To them, apparently, trial had been held and
sentence passed.

“Wait a minute,” Feldman began. “Billings died of—"

A fist snaked past his raised hand and connected with his
jaw. He bounced off a wall. A wrench sailed toward him,
glanced off his arm, and ripped at his muscles. Another heavy
fist struck.

Abruptly, Ben’s voice cut through their yells. “Hold it!” He
shoved through the group, tossing men backwards. “Stow
it! We can take care of him later. Right now, this is Captain’s
business. You fools want to lose your leave?” He indicated
two of the others. “You two bring him along—and keep him
quiet!”

The two grabbed Feldman’s arms and dragged him along
as the chief began pulling his way forward through the tubes
up towards the control section of the ship. Feldman took a
quick glance at their faces and made no effort to resist; they
obviously would have enjoyed any chance to subdue him.

They were stopped twice by minor officers, then sent on.
They finally found the Captain near the exit lock, apparently
assisting the passengers to leave. Most of them went on into
the shuttle, but Chris Ryan remained behind as the Captain
listened to Ben’s report and inspected the false ticket.

Finally the Captain turned to Feldman. “You. What’s your
name?”

Chris’ eyes were squarely on Feldman, cold and furious.
“He dwas Doctor Daniel Feldman, Captain Marker,” she
stated.

Feldman stood paralyzed. He'd been unwilling to face
Chris. He wanted to avoid all the past. But the idea that she
would denounce him had never entered his head. There was
no Medical rule involved. She knew that as a pariah he was
forbidden to board a passenger ship, of course. But she’d been
his wife once!
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Marker bowed slightly to her. “Thank you, Dr. Ryan. 1
should take this criminal back to Earth in chains, I suppose.
But he’s hardly worth the freightage. You men. Want to take
him down to Mars and ground him there?” )

Ben grinned and touched his forelock. “Thank you, sir.
We’d enjoy that.”

“Good. His pay reverts to the ship’s fund. That’s all, men.”

Feldman started to protest, but a fist lashed savagely
against his mouth.

He made no other protests as they dragged him into the
crew shuttle that took off for Southport. He avoided their
eyes and sat hunched over. It was Ben who finally broke the
silence.

“What happened to Art’s money? He had a pile on him.”

“Go to hell!”

“Give, I said!” Ben twisted his arm back toward his shoul-
der, applying increasing pressure.

“A doctor took it for his fee when Billings died of space-
stomach. Damn you, I couldn’t help him!”

Ben looked at the others. “Med Lobby fee, eh? All the
market will take. Umm. It could be, maybe.” He shrugged.
“Okay, reasonable doubt. We won’t kill you, bo. Not quite,
we won't.”

The shuttle landed and Ben handed out the little helmets
and aspirators that made life possible in Mars’ thin air. Out-
side, the tubemen took turns holding Feldman and beating
him while the passengers disembarked from their shuttle. As
he slumped into unconsciousness, he had a picture of Chris
Ryan’s frozen face as she moved steadily toward the port
station.

v
Martian

It was night when Feldman came to, and the temperature
was dropping rapidly. He struggled to sit up through a fog of
pain. Somewhere in his bag, he should have an anodyne
tablet that would kill any ache. He finally found the pill and
swallowed it, fumbling with the aspirator lip opening.

The aspirator meant life to him now, he suddenly realized.
He twisted to stare at the tiny charge-indicator for the bat-
tery. It showed half charge. Then he saw that someone had
attached another battery beside it. He puzzled briefly over it,
but his immediate concern was for shelter.

Apparently he was still where he had been knocked out.
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There was a light coming from the little station, and he head-
ed toward that, fumbling for the few quarters that repre-
sented his entire fortune.

Maybe it would have been better if the tube-men had killed
him. Batteries were an absolute necessity here, food and shel-
ter would be expensive, and he had no skills to earn his way.
At most, he had only a day or so left. But meantime, he had
to find warmth before the cold killed him.

The tiny restaurant in the station was still open, and the
air was warm inside. He pulled off the aspirator, shutting off the
battery.

The counterman didn’t even glance up as he entered. Feld-
man gazed at the printed menu and flinched.

“Soup,” he ordered. It was the cheapest item he could find.

The counterman stared at him, obviously spotting his Earth
origin. “You adjusted to synthetics?” ’

Feldman nodded. Earth operated on a mixed diet, with
synthetics for all who couldn’t afford the natural foods there.
But Mars was all synthetic. Many of the chemicals in food
could exist in either of two forms, or isomers; they were chem-
ically alike, but differently crystallized. Sometimes either form
was digestible, but frequently the body could use only the
isomer to which it was adjusted.

Martian plants produced different isomers from those on
Earth. Since the synthetic foods turned out to be Mars-nor-
mal, that was probably the more natural form. Research de-
signed to let the early colonists live off native food here had
turned up an enzyme that enabled the body to handle either
isomer. In a few weeks of eating Martian or synthetic food,
the body adapted; without more enzyme, it lost its power to
handle Earth-normal food.

The cheapness of synthetics and the discovery that many
diseases common to Earth would not attack Mars-normal
bodies led to the wide use of synthetics on Earth, No pariah
could have been expected to afford Earth-normal.

Feldman finished the soup, and foeund a cigarette that was
smokable. “Any objections if I sit in the waiting room?”

He’d expected a rejection, but the counterman only
shrugged. The waiting room was almost dark and the air was
chilly, but there was normal pressure. He found a bench and
slumped onto it, lighting his cigarette. He’d miss the smokes—
but probably not for long. He finished the cigarette reluctantly
and sat huddled on the bench, waiting for morning.

The airlock opened later, and feet sounded on the boards
of the waiting room floor, but he didn’t look up until a thin
beam of light hit him. Then he sighed and nodded. The shoes,
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made of some odd fiber, didn’t look like those of a cop, but
this was Mars. He could see only a hulking shadow behind
the light.

“You the man who was a medical doctor?” The voice was
dry and old.

“Yeah,” Feldman answered. “Once.”

“Good. Thought that space crewman was just lying drunk
at first. Come along, Doc.”

“Why?” It didn’t matter, but if they wanted him to move
on, they’d have to push a little harder.

The light swung up to show the other. He was the shade of
old leather with a bleached patch of sandy hair and the deep-
est gray eyes Feldman had ever seen. It was a face that could
have belonged to a country storekeeper in New England, with
the same hint of dry humor. The man was dressed in padded
levis and a leather jacket of unguessable age. His aspirator
seemed worn and patched, and one big hand fumbled with it.

“Because we’re friends, Doc,” the voice drawled at him.
“Because you might as well come with us as sit here. Maybe
we have a job for you.”

Feldman shrugged and stood up. If the man was a Lobby
policeman, he was different from the usual kind. Nothing
could be worse than the present prospects.

They went out through the doors of the waiting room to-
ward a rattletrap vehicle. It looked something like a cross
between a schoolboy’s jaloppy and a scaled-down army tank
of former times. The treads were caterpillar style, and the
stubby body was completely enclosed. A tiny airlock stuck
out from the rear.

Two men were inside, both bearded. The old man grinned
at them. “Mark, Lou, meet Doc Feldman. Sit, Doc. I'm Jake
Mullens, and you might say we were farmers.”

The motor started with a wheeze. The tractor swung about
and began heading away from Southport toward the desert
dunes. It shook and rattled, but it seemed to make good time.

“I don’t know anything about farming,” Feldman pro-
tested.

Jake shrugged. “No, of course not. Couple of our friends
heard about you where a spaceman was getting drunk and
tipped us off. We know who you are. Here, try a bracky?”

Feldman took what seemed to be a cigarette and studied it
doubtfully. It was coarse and fibrous inside, with a thin, hard
shell that seemed to be a natural growth, as if it had been
chopped from some vine. He lighted it, not knowing what to
expect. Then he coughed as the bitter, rancid smoke burned
at his throat. He started to throw it down, and hesitated. Jake
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was smoking one, and it had killed the craving for tobacco
almost instantly. '

“Some like ’em, most don’t,” Jake said. “They won’t hurt
you. Look—see that? Old Martian ruins. Built by some race
a million years ago. Only half a dozen on Mars.”

It was only a clump of weathered stone buildings in the
light from the tractor, and Feldman had seen better in the
stereo shots. It was interesting only because it connected with
the legendary Martian race, like the canals that showed from
space but could not be seen on the surface of the planet.

Feldman waited for the other to go on, but Jake was silent.
Finally, he ground out the butt of the weed. “Okay, Jake.
What do you want with me?”

“Consultation, maybe. Ever hear of herb doctors? I'm one
of them.”

Feldman knew that the Lobby permitted some leniency
here, due to the scarcity of real medical help. There was only
one decent hospital at Northport, on the opposite side of the
planet.

Jake sighed and reached for another bracky weed. “Yeah,
I'm pretty good with herbs. But I got a sick village on my
hands and I can’t handle it. We can’t all mortgage our work
to pay for a trip to Northport. Southport’s all messed up while
the new she-doctor gets her metabolism changed. Maybe the
old guy there would have helped, but he died a couple months
ago. So it looks like you’re our only hope.”

“Then you have no hope,” Feldman told him sickly. “I'm
a pariah, Jake. I can’t do a thing for you.”

“We heard about your argument with the Lobby. News
reaches Mars. But these are mighty sick people, Doc.”

Feldman shook his head. “Better take me back. I'm not
allowed to practice medicine. The charge would be first-de-
gree murder if anything happened.”

Lou leaned forward. “Shall I talk to him, Jake?”

The old man grimaced. “Time enough. Let him see what
we got first.”

Sand howled against the windshield and the tractor bumped
and surged along. Feldman took another of the weeds and
tried to estimate their course. But he had no idea where they
were when the tractor finally stopped. There was a village of
small huts that seemed to be merely entrances to living quar-
ters dug under the surface. They led him into one and through
a tunnel into a large room filled with simple cots and the un-
happy sounds of sick people.

Two women were disconsolately trying to attend to the
half dozen sick—four children and two adults, Their faces
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brightencd as they saw Jake, then fell. “Eb and Tilda died,”
they reported.

Feldman looked at the two figures under the sheets and
whistled. The same black specks he had seen on the face of
Billings covered the skins of the two old people who had died.

“Funny,” Jake said slowly. “They didn’t quite act like the
others and they sure died mighty fast. Darn it, I had it figured
for that stuff in the book. Infantile paralysis. How about it,
Doc? Sort of like a cold, stiff sore neck . . .”

It was clearly polio—one of the diseases that could attack
Mars-normal flesh. Feldman nodded at the symptoms, star-
ing at the sick kids. He shrugged, finally. “There’s a cure for
it, but I don’t have the serum. Neither do you, or you wouldn’t
have brought me here. I couldn’t help if I wanted to.”

“That old book didn’t list a cure,” Jake told him. “But it
said the kids didn’t have to be crippled. There was something
about a Kenny treatment. Doc, does the stuff really cripple
for life?”

Feldman saw one of the boys flinch. He dropped his eyes,
remembering the Lobby’s efficient spy service on Earth and
wondering what it was like here. But he knew the outcome.

“Damn you, Jake!”

Jake chuckled. “Thought you would. We sure appreciate
it. Just tell us what to do, Doc.”

Feldman began writing down his requirements, trying to
remember the details of the treatment. Exercise, hot com-
presses, massage. It was coming back to him. He’d have to do
it himself, of course, to get the feel of it. He couldn’t explain
it well enough. But he couldn’t turn his back on the kids,
either.

“Maybe I can help,” he said doubtfully as he moved to-
ward a cot.

“No, Doc.” Jake’s voice wasn’t amused any longer, and he
held the younger man back. “You’re doing us a favor, and
I'll be darned if I'll let you stick your neck out too far. You
can’t treat ’em yourself. Mars is tougher than Earth. You
should live under Space Lobby and Medical Lobby here a
while. Oh, maybe they don’t mind a few fools like me being
herb doctors, but they’d sure hate to have a man who can do
real medicine outside their hands. You let me do it, or get
in the tractor and I'll have Lou drive you back. Once you start
in here, there’ll be no stopping. Believe me.”

Feldman looked at him, seeing the colonials around him
for the first time as people. It had been a long time since he’d
been treated as a fellow human by anyone.

Jake was right, he knew. Once he put his hand to the band-
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age, eventually there’d be no turning back from the scalpel.
These people needed medical help too desperately. Eventual-
ly, the news would spread, and the Lobby police would come
for him. Chris couldn’t afford to shield him. In fact, he was
sure now that she’d hunt him night and day.

“Don’t be a fool, Jake,” he ordered brusquely. He handed
his list to one of the women. “You’ll have to learn to do what
I do,” he told the people there. “You’ll have to work like
fools for weeks. But there won’t be many crippled children.
I can promise that much!”

He blinked sharply at the sudden hope in their eyes. But
his mind went on wondering how long it would be before the
inevitable would catch up with him. With luck, maybe a few
months. But he hadn’t been blessed with any superabundance
of luck. It would probably be less time than he thought.

\%
Surgery

Doc Feldman's luck was better than he had expected. For
an Earth year, he was a doctor again, moving about from
village to village as he was needed and doing what he could.

The village had been isolated during the early colonization
when Mars made a feeble attempt to break free of Space
Lobby. Their supplies had been cut off and they had been
forced to do for themselves. Now they were largely self-suffi-
cient. They grew native plants and extracted hormones in
crude little chemical plants. The hormones were traded to the
big chemical plants for a pittance to buy what had to come
from Earth. Other jury-rigged affairs synthesized much of
their food. But mostly they learned to get along on what Mars
provided.

Doc Feldman learned from them. Money was no longer
part of his life. He ate with whatever family needed him and
slipped into the life around him.

He was learning Martian medicine and finding that his
Earth courses were mostly useless. No wonder the villagers
distrusted Lobby doctors. Doc had his own little laboratory
where he had managed to start making Mars-normal penicil-
lin—a primitive antibiotic, but better than nothing.

Jake had come to remind him that it was his first anniver-
sary, and now they were smoking bracky together.

“Sheer luck, Jake,” Doc repeated. “You Martians are
tough. But some day someone is going to die under my care,
with the little equipment I have. Then . . .”
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Jake nodded slowly. “Maybe, Doc. And maybe some day
{\gars will break free of the Lobbies. You’d better pray for

at.”

“I've been—" Doc stopped, realizing what he’d started to
say. The old man chuckled.

“You’ve been talking rebellion for months, Doc. I hear
rumors. Whenever you get mad, you want us to secede. But
you don’t really mean it yet. You can’t picture any govern-
ment but the one you’re used to.”

Doc grinned. Jake had a point, but it was not as strong as
it would have been a few months before. The towns under
the Lobby were cheap imitations of Earth, but here, divorced
to a large extent from the Lobbies, the villages were mak-
ing Mars their own. Their ways might be strange, but they
worked.

Jake shifted his body in the weak sunlight. “Newton vil-
lage forgot to report a death on time. I hear Ryan is sweating
them out, trying to prove it was your fault.”

There was no evidence against him yet, Doc was sure. But
Chris was out to prove something, and to get a reputation as
a top-flight administrator. It must have hurt when they
shipped her here as head of the lesser hemisphere of Mars.
She’d expected to use Feldman as a front while she became
the actual ruler of the whole Lobby. Now she wanted to
strike back.

“She’s using blackmail,” he said, and some of his old bitter-
ness was in his voice. “Any one taking treatment from an herb
doctor in this section is cut off from Medical Lobby service.
Damn it, Jake, that could mean letting people die!”

“Yeah.” Jake sighed softly. “It could mean letting people
begin to think about getting rid of the Lobby, too. Well, I gotta
help harvest the bracky. Take it easy on operating for a
while, will you, Doc?”’

“All right, Jake. But stop keeping the serious cases a secret.
Two men died last month because you wouldn’t call me for
surgery. I've broken all my oaths already. It doesn’t matter
any more.”

“It matters, boy. We’ve been lucky, but some day one case
will go to the hospital and they’ll find your former work.
Then they’ll really be after you. The less you do the better.”

Doc watched Jake slump off, then turned down into the
little root cellar and back toward the room concealed behind
it, where his crude laboratory lay. For the moment, he was
free to work on the mystery of the black spots.

He kept running into them—always on the body of some-
one who died of something that seemed like 2 normal disease.
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Without a microscope, he was almost helpless, but he had
taken specimens and tried to culture them. Some of his cul-
tures had grown, though they might be nothing but unknown
Martian fungi or bacteria. Mars was dry and almost devoid
of air, but plants and a few smaller insects had survived and
adapted. It wasn’t by any means lifeless.

Without a microscope, he could do little but depend on his
files of cases. But today there was new evidence. A villager
had filched an Earth Medical Journal from the tractor driven
by Chris Ryan and forwarded it to him. He found the black
specks mentioned in a single paragraph, under skin diseases.
Investigation of the diet was being made, since all cases were
among people eating synthetics.

There was another article on aberrant cases—a few strange
little misbehaviors in classical syndromes. He studied that,
wondering. It had to be the same thing. Diet didn’t account
for the fact that the specks appeared only when the patient
was near death.

Nor did it account for the hard lump at the base of the
neck which he found in every case he could check. That might
be coincidence, but he doubted it.

Whatever it was, it aggravated any other disease the pa-
tient had and made seemingly simple diseases turn out to be
completely and rapidly fatal. Once syphilis had been called
“The Great Imitator”. This gave promise of being worse.

He shook his head, cursing his lack of equipment. Each
month more people were dying with these specks—and he was
helpless.

The concealed door broke open suddenly and a boy thrust
his head in. “Doc, there’s-a man here from Einstein. Says his
wife’s dying.”

The man was already coming into the room.

“She’s powerful sick, Doc. Had a bellyache, fever, began
throwing up. Pains under her belly, like she’s had before. But
this time it’s awful.”

Doc shot a few questions at him, frowning at what he
heard. Then he began packing the few things that might help.
There should be no appendicitis on Mars. The bugs responsi-
ble for that shouldn’t have adapted to Mars-normal. But more
and more infections found ways to cross the border. Gan-
grene had been able to get by without change, it scemed. So
far, none of the contagious infections except polio and the
common cold had made the jump.

This sounded like an advanced case, perhaps already in-
volving peritonitis.

So far, he’d been lucky with penicillin, but each time he
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used it with grave doubts of its action on the Mars-adapted
patients. If the appendix had burst, however, it was the only
possible treatment.

He riffled through his stores. There was ether enough, fpr-
tunately. The villagers had made that for him out of Martian
plants, using their complicated fermentation processes. He
yelled for Jake, and the boy brought the old man back a mo-
ment later.

“Jake, I’ll need more of that narcotic stuff. I don’t want the
woman writhing and tearing her stitches after the ether wears
off.”

“Can’t get it, Doc.” Jake’s eyes seemed to cloud as he said
it. “Distilling plant broke down. Doc, I don’t like this case.
That woman’s been to the hospital three times. I hear she
just got out recently. This might be a plant, or they figure they
can’t help her.”

“They’re afraid to try anything on Mars-normal flesh. They
can’t be proved wrong if they do nothing.” Doc finished pack-
ing his bag and got ready to go out. “Jake, either I'm a doctor
or I'm not. I can’t worry when a woman may be dying.”

For a second, Jake’s expression was stubborn. Then the
little crow’s feet around his eyes deepened and the dry
chuckle was back in his voice. “Right, Dr. Feldman.” He
flipped up his thumb and went off at a shuffling run toward
the tractor. Lou and the man from Einstein followed Doc into
the machine. '

It was a silent ride, except for Doc’s questions about the
sick woman. Her husband, George Lynn, was evasive and
probably ignorant. He admitted that Harriet had been to the
dispensary and small infirmary that Southport called a hospi-
tal.

It was the only place in the entire Southern hemisphere
where an operation could be performed legally. Most cases
had to go to Northport, but Chris had been trying to expand.
Apparently, she was determined to make Southport into an-
other major center before she was called back to Earth.

Doc wondered why the villagers went there. They had no
medical insurance with the Lobby; they couldn’t afford it.
Most villagers didn’t have the cash, either. They were forced
to mortgage their future work and that of their families to the
drug plants that were run by the Lobby.

“And they just turned your wife away?” Doc asked. He
couldn’t quite believe that of Chris.

“Well, I dunno. She wouldn’t talk much. Twice she went
and they gave her something. Cost every cent I could borrow.
Then this last time, they kept her a couple days before they
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let me come and get her. But now she’s a lot worse.”

Jake spun about, suddenly tense. “How’d you pay them
last time, George?”

“Why, they didn’t ask. I told her she could put up six
months from me and the kids, but nobody said nothing about
it. Just gave her back to me.” He frowned slowly, his dull
voice uncertain. “They told me they’d done all they could,
not to bring her back. That’s why she was so strong on getting
Doc.”

“I don’t like it,” Jake said flatly. “It stinks. They always
gharge. George, did they suggest she get in touch with Doc

ere?”

“Maybe they did, maybe not. Harriet did all the talking
gith them. I just do what she tells me, and she said to get

OC.”

Jake swore. “I smells like a trap. Are you sure she’s sick,
George?”’

“I felt her head and she sure had a fever.” George Lynn
was torn between his loyalties. “You know me, Doc. You
fixed me up that time I had the red pip. I wouldn’t pull noth-
ing on you.”

Doc had a feeling that Jake was probably right, but he
vetoed the suggestion that they stop to look for spies. He had
no time for that. If the woman was really sick, he had to get
to her at once, and even that might be too late.

He remembered the woman, sickly from other treatment.
He’d been forced to remove her inflamed tonsils a few months
before. She’d whined and complained because he couldn’t
spend all his time attending her. She was a nag, a shrew, and
a totally selfish woman. But that was her husband’s worry,
not his.

He dashed into the little house when they reached Ein-
stein, and his first glance confirmed what George Lynn had
said. The woman was sick, all right. She was running a high
fever. Much too high.

She began whining and protesting at his having taken so
long, but the pain soon forced her to stop.

“There may still be a chance,” Doc told her husband
brusquely. He threw the cleanest sheet onto a table and
shoved it under the single light. “Keep out of the way—in the
other room, if you can all pile in there. This isn’t exactly
ﬁseptic, anyhow. You can boil a lot a water, if you want to

elp.”

It would give them something to do and he could use the
water to clean up. There was no time to wait for it, however.
He had to sterilize with alcohol and carbolic acid, and hope.
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He bent over the woman, ripping her thin gown across to
make room for the operation.

Then he swore.

Across her abdomen was the unhealed wound of a pre-
vious operation. They’d worked on her at Southpost. They
must have removed the appendix and then been shocked by
the signs of infection. They weren’t supposed to release a sick
patient, but there was an easy out for them; they could re-
move her from the danger of spreading an unknown infec-
tion. Some doctor must have doped her up on sedatives and
pain killers and sent her home, knowing that she would call
him. For that matter, they might have noticed her unrecorded
tonsillectomy and considered her fair bait.

He grabbed the ether and slapped a cone over her nose.
She tried to protest; she never cooperated in anything. But
the fumes of the ether he dipped onto the packing of the
cone soon overcame that.

It was peritonitis, of course. The only thing to do was to
go in and scrape and clean as best he could. It was a rotten
job to have to do, and he should have had help. But he gritted
his teeth and began. He couldn’t trust anyone else to hold the
instruments, even.

He cleaned the infection as best he could, knowing there
was almost no chance. He used all the penicillin he dared.
Then he began sewing up the incision. It was all he could do,
except for dressing the wound with a sterile bandage. He
reached for one, and stopped.

While he’d been working, the woman had died, far more
quietly than she had ever lived.

It was probably the only gracious act of her life. But it was
damning to Doc. They couldn’t hide her death, and any in-
vestigation would show that someone had worked on her. To
the Lobby, he would be the one who had murdered her.

Jake was waiting in the tractor. He took one look at Doc’s
face and made no inquiries.

They were more than a mile away when Jake pointed back.
Small in the distance, but distinct against the sands, a gray
Medical Corps tractor was coming. Either they’d had a spy
in the village or they’d guessed the rate of her infection very
closely. They must have hoped to catch Doc in the act, and
they’d barely missed.

It wouldn’t matter. Their pictures and what testimony they
could force from the village should be enough to hang Doc.
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VI
Research

There had been a council the night following the death of
Harriet Lynn. Somehow the word had spread through the
villages and the chiefs had assembled in Jake’s village. But
they had brought no solution, and in the long run had been
forced to accept Doc’s decision.

“I’m not going to retire and hide,” he’d told them, surprised
at his own decision, but grimly determined. “You need me
and I need you. I'll move every day in hopes the Lobby po-
lice won’t find me, but I won’t quit.”

Now he was packing the things he most needed and getting
ready to move. The small bottles in which he was trying to
grow his cultures would need warmth. He shoved them into
an inner pocket, and began surveying what must be left.

He was heading for his tractor when another battered ma-
chine drove up. It had a girl of about fourteen, with tears
streaming down her face. She held out a pleading hand, and
her voice was scared. “It’s—it’s mama!”

“Where?”

“Leibnitz.”

Leibnitz was near enough. Doc started his tractor, motion-
ing for the girl to lead the way. The little dwelling she led him
to was at the edge of the village, looking more poverty-
stricken than most.

Chris Ryan and three of the Medical Lobby police were in-
side, waiting. The girl’s mother was tied to the bed, with a
collection of medical instruments laid out, but apparently the
threat had been enough. No actual injury had been inflicted.
Probably none had been intended seriously.

“I knew you’d answer that kind of call,” Chris said coldly.

He grinned sickly. They’d wasted no time. “I hear it’s more
than youwll do, Chris. Congratulations! My patient died.
You’re lucky.”

“She was certainly dead when my men took her picture.
The print shows the death grimace clearly.”

“Pretty. Frame it and keep it to comfort you when you feel
lonely,” he snapped.

She struck him across the mouth with the handle of her
gun. Then she twisted out through the door quickly, heading
for the tractor that had been camouflaged to look like those
used by the villagers. The three police led him behind her.

A shout went up, and people began to rush onto the village
street. But they were too late. By the time they reached South-
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port, Doc could see a trail of battered tractors behind, but
there was nothing more the people could do. Chris had her
evidence and her prisoner.

Judge Ben Wilson might have been Jake’s brother. He was
older and grayer, but the same expression lay on his face.
He must have been the family black sheep, since his father
had been president of Space Lobby. Instead of inheriting the
position, Wilson had remained on Mars, safely out of the
family’s way.

He dropped the paper he was reading to frown at Chris.
“This the fellow?”

She began formal charges, but he cut them off. “Your
lawyer already had all that drawn up. I've been expecting
you, Doctor. Doctor! Hnnf! You’d do a lot better home some-
where raising a flock of babies. Well, young fellow—so you’re
Feldman. Okay, your trial comes up day after tomorrow. Be
a shame to lock you in Southport jail, a man of your impor-
tance. We’ll just keep you here in the pending-trial room.
It’s a lot more comfortable.”

Chris had been boiling slowly, and now she seemed to blow
her safety valve. “Judge Wilson, your methods are your own
business in local affairs. But this involves Earth Medical Lob-
by.Idemand . . .”

“Tch, tch!” The judge stared at her reprovingly. “Young
woman, you don’t demand anything. This is Mars. If Space
Lobby can stand me, I guess our friends over at Medical will
have to. Or should I hold trial right now and find Feldman
innocent for lack of evidence?”

“You wouldn’t!” Chris cried. Then her face sobered sud-
denly. “I apologize. Medical is pleased to leave things in your
hands, of course.”

Wilson smiled. “Court’s closed for today. Doc, I'll show
you your cell. It’s right next to my study, so I’'m heading there
anyhow.”

He began shucking off his robe while Chris went out with
the police, her voice sharp and continual.

The cell was both reasonably escape-proof and comforta-
ble, Doc saw, and he tried to thank the judge.

But the old man waved it aside. “Forget it. I just like to see
that little termagant taken down. But don’t count on my be-
ing soft. My methods may be a bit unusual—I always did like
the courtroom scenes in the old books by that fellow Smith—
but Space Lobby never had any reason to reverse my deci-
sions. Anything you need?”

“Sure,” Doc told him, grinning in spite of his bitterness. “A
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good biology lab and an electron microscope.”

“Umm. How about a good optical mike and some stains?
Just got them in on the last shipment. Figure they were meant
for you anyhow, since Jake Mullens asked me to order them.”

He went out and came back with the box almost at once.
He snorted at Doc’s incredulous thanks and moved off, his
bedroom slippers slapping against the hard floor.

Doc stared after him. If he were a friend of Jake, willing
to invent some excuse to get a microscope here . . . But it
didn’t matter. Friend or foe, his death sentence would be
equally fatal. And there were other things to be thought of
now. The little microscope was an excellent one, though only
a monocular.

Doc’s hands trembled as he drew his cultures out and be-
gan making up a slide. The sun offered the best source of
light near the window, and he adjusted the instrument. Some-
thing began to come into view, but too faintly to be really
visible.

He remembered the stains, trying to recall his biology
courses. More by luck than skill, his fourth try gave him re-
sults.

Under two thousand powers, he could just see details.
There were dozens of cells in his impure culture, but only
one seemed unfamiliar. It was a long, worm-like thing, sharp-
ened at both ends, with the three separate nuclei that were
typical of Martian life-forms. Nearby were a host of little
rod-like squiggles just too small to see clearly.

Martian life! No Martian bug had ever proved harmful to
men. Yet this was no mutated cell or virus from Earth; it was
a new disease, completely different from all others. It was
one where all Earth’s centuries of experience with bacteria
would be valueless—the first Martian disease. Unless this was
simply some accidental contamination of his culture, not com-
mon to the other samples. He worked on until the light was
too faint before putting the microscope aside.

By the time the trial commenced, however, he was sure of
the cause of the disease. It was Martian. Crude as his cul-
tures were, they had proved that.

The little courtroom was filled, mostly from the villages.
Lou was there, along with others he had come to know. Then
the sight of Jake caught Doc’s eyes. The darned fool had no
business there; he could get too closely mixed into the whole
mess.

“Court’s in session,” Wilson announced. “Doc, you repre-
sented by counsel?”

Jake’s voice answered. “Your Honor, I represent the de-
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fendant. I think you’ll find my credentials in order.”

Chris started to protest, but Wilson grinned. “Never lost
your standing in spite of that little fracas thirty years ago, so
far as I know. But the police thought you were a witness
when you came walking in. Figured you were giving up.”

“Inever said so,” Jake answered.

Chris was squirming angrily, but the florid man acting as
counsel for Medical Lobby shook his head, bending over to
whisper in her ear. He straightened. “No objection to counsel
for the defense. We recognize his credentials.”

“You're a fool, Matthews,” the judge told him. “Jake was
smarter than half the rest of Legal Lobby before he went
native. Still can tie your tail in a can. Okay, let’s start things.
I’'m too old to dawdle.”

Doc lost track of most of what happened. This was totally
unlike anything on Earth, though it might have been in keep-
ing with the general casualness of the villages. Maybe the
ritualistic routine of the Lobbies was driving those who could
resist to the opposite extreme.

Chris was the final witness. Matthews drew comments of
Feldman’s former crime from her, and Jake made no protest,
though Wilson seemed to expect one. Then she began sewing
his shroud. There wasn’t a fact that managed to emerge with-
out slanting, though technically correct. Jake sat quietly, smil-
ing faintly, and making no protests. ’

He got up lazily to crossexamine Chris. “Dr. Ryan, when
Daniel Feldman was examined by the Captain of the Navaho
after arriving at Mars station, did you identify him then as
having been Dr. Daniel Feldman?”

She glanced at Matthews, who seemed puzzled but uncon-
cerned. “That’s correct,” she admitted. “But . . .”

“And you later saw him delivered to the surface of Mars.
Is that also correct?” When she assented, Jake hesitated. Then
he frowned. “What did you do then? Did you report him or
send anyone to look after him or anything like that?”

“Certainly not,” she answered. “He was no—"

“You did absolutely nothing about him after you identified
him and saw him delivered here? You’re quite sure of that?”

“I did nothing.”

Jake stood quietly for a moment, then shrugged. “No more
questions.” '

Matthews finished things in a plea for the salvation of all
humanity from the danger of such men as Daniel Feldman.
He was looking smug, as was Chris.

Wilson turned to Jake. “Has the defense anything to say?”

“A few things, Your Honor.” Jake stood up, suddenly look-
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ing certain and pleased. “We are happy to admit everything
factual the Lobby had testified. Daniel Feldman performed a
surgical operation on Harriet Lynn in the village of Einstein.
But when has it been illegal for a member of the Medical pro-
fession to perform an operation, even with small chance of
success, within an accepted area for such operation? There
has been no evidence adduced that any crime or act of even
unethical conduct was committed.”

That brought Chris and Matthews to their feet. Wilson was
relaxed again, looking as if he’d swallowed a whole cage of
canaries. He banged his gavel down.

Jake picked up two ragged and dog-eared volumes from
his table. “Case of Harding vs. Southport, 2043, establishes
that a Lobby is responsible for any member on Mars. It is
also responsible for informing the authorities of any criminal
conduct on the part of its members or any former member
known to it. Failure to report shall be considered an admis-
sion that the Lobby recognizes the member as one in good
standing and accepts responsibility for that member’s conduct.

“At the time Daniel Feldman arrived, Dr. Christina Ryan
was the highest appointed representative of Medical Lobby in
Southport, with full authority. She identified Feldman as hav-
ing been a doctor, without stipulating any change in status.
She made no further report to any authority concerning Daniel
Feldman’s presence here. It seems obvious that Medical Lob-
by at Southport thereby accepted Daniel Feldman as a doctor
in good standing for whose conduct the Lobby accepted full
responsibility.”

Wilson studied the book Jake held out, and nodded. “Seems
pretty clearcut to me,” he agreed, passing the book on to
Matthews. “There’s still the charge that Dr. Feldman oper-
ated outside a hospital.”

“No reason he shouldn’t,” Jake said. He handed over the
other volume. “This is the charter for Medical Lobby on
Mars. Medical Lobby agrees to perform all necessary surgical
and medical services for the planet, though at the signing of
this charter there was no hospital on Mars. Necessarily, Med-
ical Lobby agreed to perform surgery outside of any hospital,
then. But to make it plainer, there’s a later paragraph—page
181—that defines each hospital zone as extending not less
than three nor more than one hundred miles. Einstein is
about one hundred and ten miles from the nearest hospital
at Southport, so Einstein comes under the original charter
provisions. Dr. Feldman was forced by charter provisions to
protect the good name of his Lobby by undertaking any neces-
sary surgery in Einstein.”
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He waited until Matthews had scanned that book, then
took it back and began packing a big bag. Doc saw that his
possessions and the microscope were already in the bag. The
old man paid no attention to the arguments of Matthews
before the bench.

Abruptly Wilson pounded his gavel. “This court finds that
Dr. Daniel Feldman is qualified to practice all the arts and
skills of the medical profession on Mars and that he acted
ethically in the performance of his duties in the case of the
deceased Harriet Lynn,” he ruled. “The costs of the case
shall be billed to Medical Lobby of Southport.”

He took off his robe and moved rapidly toward his private
quarters. Court was closed.

Doc got up shakily, not daring to believe fully what he
had heard. He started toward Jake, trying to avoid bumping
into Chris. But she would not be avoided. She stood in front
of him, screaming accusations and threats that reminded him
of the only fight they’d ever had during their brief marriage.

When she ran down, he finally met her eyes. “You’re a
helluva doctor,” he told her harshly. “You spend all your
time fighting me when there’s a plague out there that may be
worse than any disease we’ve ever known. Take a look at
what lies under the black specks on your corpses. You’'ll find
the first Martian disease. And maybe if you begin working
on that now, you can learn to be a real doctor in time to do
something about it. But I doubt it.”

She fell back from him then. “Research! You’ve been do-
ing unauthorized research!”

“Prove it,” he suggested. “But you’d be a lot smarter to
try some yourself, and to hell with your precious rules.”

He followed Jake out to the tractor.

Surprisingly, the old man was sweating now. He shook his
head at Doc’s look, and his grin was uncertain.

“Matthews is an incompetent,” he said. “They could have
had you, Doc. That charter is so sloppy a man can prove
anything by it, and building a hospital here did bring in Earth
rules. Wilson went out on a limb in letting you go. But I
guess we got away with it. Let’s get out of here.”

Doc climbed into the tractor more soberly. They had es-
caped this time. But there would be another time, and he
was pretty sure that would be Chris’ round. He had no in-
tention of giving up his research.
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vl
Plague

Dr. Feldman leaned back from his microscope and lighted
another bracky weed. He glanced about the room and sighed
wearily. Maybe he’d been better off when he had no friends
and couldn’t risk the safety of others in an effort to do re-
search that was the highest crime on two worlds.

The evidence of his work was hidden thirty feet beyond
his former laboratory in Jake’s village, with a tunnel that led
from another root-cellar. The theory was the old one that the
best place to avoid discovery was where you had already
been discovered. If their spies had identified his former hang-
out, they’d never expect to have him set up research nearby.
It was a nice theory, but he wasn’t sure of it.

Jake looked up from a cot where he’d been watching the
improvised culture incubator. “Stop tearing yourself to bits,
Doc. We know the danger and we’re still darned glad to have
you here working on this.”

“I'm trying to put myself together into a whole man,” Doc
told him. “But I seem to come out wholly a fool.”

“Yeah, sure. Sometimes it takes a fool to get things done;
wise men wait too long for the right time. How’s the bug
hunt?”

Doc grunted in disgust and swung back to the microscope.
Then he gave up as his tired eyes refused to focus. “Why
don’t you people revolt?”

“They tried it twice. But they were just a bunch of pariahs
shipped here to live in peonage. They couldn’t do much.
The first time Earth cut off shipments and starved them.
Next time the villages had the answer to that but the cities
had to fight for Earth or starve, so they whipped us. And
there’s always the threat that Earth could send over un-
manned war rockets loaded with fissionables.”

“Soit’s hopeless?”

“So nothing! The Lobbies are poisoning themselves, like
cutting off Medical service until they cut themselves out of a
job. It’s just a matter of time. Go back to the bugs, Doc.”

Doc sighed and reached for his notes. “I wish I knew more
Martian history. I've been wondering whether this bug may
not have been what killed off the old Martians. Something had
to do it, the way they disappeared. I wish I knew enough to
make an investigation of those ruins out there.”

“Durwood!” Jake had propped himself on an elbow, star-
ing at Doc in surprise.
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Doc scowled. “Clive Durwood, you mean? The archeolo-
gist who dug up what little we know about the ruins?”

“Yeah, before he went back to Earth and started living off
his lectures. He came here again three years ago and dropped
dead in Edison on the way to some other ruins. Heart failure,
they called it, though it was more like the two old farmers
who ran themselves to death last month. I saw him when they
buried him. His face looked funny, and I think he had those
little specks, though I may remember wrong.” He grimaced.
“Mars is tough, Doc; it has to be. Some of the plant seeds
Durwood found in the ruins grew! Maybe your bugs can wait
a million years till we come along.”

“What about the farmers? Did they meet Durwood?”

Jake nodded. “Must have. He lived in their village most
of the time.”

Doc went through his notes. He’d asked for reports on all
deaths, and he finally found the account. The two old men
had been nervous and fidgety for weeks. They were twins,
living by themselves, and nobody paid much attention. Then
one morning both were seen running wildly in circles. The
village managed to tie them up, but they died of exhaustion
shortly after.

It wasn’t a pretty picture. The disease might have an incu-
bation period of nearly fifteen years, judging by the length of
time it had taken to hit Durwood. It must spread from person
to person during an early contagious stage, leaving widening
circles behind Durwood and those first infected. When ma-
tured, any other sickness would set it off, with few symptoms
of its own. But without help, it still killed its victims, appar-
ently driving them madly toward frenzied physical effort.

He studied the culture on a slide again. He’d tried Koch’s
method to get a pure strain, splattering the bugs onto a native
starchy root and plucking off individual colonies. About
twenty specimens had been treated with every chemical he
could find. So far he’d found a few things that seemed to stop
their growth, but nothing that killed them, except stuff far too
harsh to use in living tissue.

He had nearly forty cases of deaths that showed symptoms
now, and he went back over them, looking for anything in
common that went back ten to twenty years before death.
There were no rashes or blisters. A few had had apparent
colds, but such were too common to mean anything.

Only one thing appeared, about fourtcen years before their
deaths. The people intervicwed about the victims might be
vague about most things, but they remembered the time when
“Jim had the jumping headache.”
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“Jake,” Doc called, “what’s jumping headache? Most peo-
ple seem to have it some time or other, but I haven’t run
across a case of it.”

“Sure you have, Doc. Mamie Brander’s little girl a few
weeks ago. Feels like your pulse is geing to rip your skull off,
right here. Can’t eat because chewing drives you crazy. Back
of your head, neck and shoulders swell up for about a week.
Then it goes away.”

Then it goes away—for fourteen years, until it comes back
to kill!

Doc stared at his charts in sudden horror. It was a new
disease—thought to be some virus, but not considered dan-
gerous. Selznik’s migraine, according to medical usage; you
treated it with hot pads and anodyne, and it went away easily
enough.

He’d seen hundreds of such cases on Earth. There must be
millions who had been hit by it. The patent-medicine branch
of the Lobby had even brought out something called No-
graine to use for self-treatment.

“Something important?” Jake wanted to know.

Feldman nodded. “How much weight do you swing in other
villages, Jake?”

“People sort of do me favors when I ask,” Jake admitted.
“Like swiping those medical journals from Northport for you,
or like Molly Badger getting that job as maid to spy on Chris
Ryan. Name it and I'll do my best.”

Doc had a vague idea of village politics, but he had more
important things to think of. Most of his foul mood had dis-
appeared with the clue he’d stumbled on, and his chief
worry now was to clinch the facts.

Feldman considered the problem. “I want a report on ev-
ery case of jumping headache in every village—who had it,
when, and how old they were. This place first, but every vil-
lage you can reach. And I'll want someone to take a letter to
Chris Ryan.”

Jake frowned at that, but went eut to issue instructions,
and Doc sat down at a battered old typewriter. Writing Chris
might do no good, but some warning had to be gotten through
to Earth, where the vast resources of Medical Lobby could
be thrown into the task of finding the cause and cure of the
disease. The connection with Selznik’s migraine had to be re-
ported. If something could blast the Lobby into action, it
wouldn’t matter quite so much what they did to him. He
wasn’t foolish enough to expect gratitude from them, but he
was getting used to the idea that his days were numbered.
The plague was more important than what happened to him.
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The letter had been dispatched by the time Jake returned.
“Here’s the dope for this village. Everybody accounted for ex-
cept you.”

“Never had it, Jake.” Feldman went down the list. “Most
of it fourteen years ago. That fits. About the only exceptions
are the kids who seem to get it between the ages of two and
three. Eighty-seven out of ninety-one!” ,

He stared at the figures sickly. Most of the village not only
had the plague but must be near the end of the incubation
period. It looked as if most of the village would be dead be-
fore another year passed.

“Bad?” Jake asked.

“The first symptom of Martian fever.”

The old man whistled, the lines around his eyes tighten-
ing. “Must be me,” he decided. “I’'m the guy who must have
brought it here, then. I used to spend a lot of time with Dur-
wood at his diggings!”

There was a constant commotion all that day and the next
as runners went out to the villages and came back with re-
ports. The variation from village to village was only slight.
%vlost of Mars seemed to have advanced cases of Martian
ever.

Without animals for investigation and study, real research
was difficult. Doc also needed an electron microscope. He
was reasonably sure that the disease must travel through the
nerves, but he had found no proof beyond the hard lump
at the base of the neck. There it was a fair-sized organism.
Elsewhere he could find nothing, until the black specks de-
veloped. .

His eyes ached from trying to see more than was visible in
the microscope. The tantalizing suggestions of filaments
around the nuclei might be the form of plague that was con-
tagious. They might even be the true form of the bug, with
the bigger cell only a transition stage. There were a number
of diseases that involved complicated changes in the organ-
isms that caused them. But he couldn’t be sure.

He finally buried his head in his hands, trying to do by
pure thought what he couldn’t do in any other way. And
even there, he lacked training. He was a doctor, not a xeno-
biologist. Research training had been taboo in school, except
for a favored few.

The reports continued to come in, confirming the danger.
They seemed to have the worst plague on their hands in all
human history; and nobody who could do anything about it
even knew of it.

“Molly reports that your letter got some results,” Jake re-
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ported. “Chris Ryan brought home one of the electron mi-
croscopes and a bunch of equipment from the hospital pa-
thology room. Think she’ll get anywhere?”

Doc doubted it. Damn it, he hadn’t meant for her to try it,
though she might have authority for routine experiments. But
it was like her to refuse to pass on the word without trying to
prove her own suspicion of him first.

He tried to comfort himself with the fact that some men
were immune, or seemed so; about three out of a hundred
showed no signs. If that immunity was hereditary, it might
save the race. If not . . .

Jake came in at twilight with a grim face. “More news
from Molly. The Lobby is starting out to comb every village
with a fault-finder, starting here. And this hole will show up
like a sore thumb. Better start packing. We gotta be out of
here in less than an hour!”

VIII
Fool

Three days later, Doc saw his first runner.

The tractor was churning through the sand just before sun-
down, heading toward another one-night stand at a new vil-
lage. Lou was driving, while Doc and Jake brooded silently
in the back, paying no attention to the colors that were bla-
zoned over the dunes. The cat-and-mouse game was getting
Doc. There was no real assurance that the village they were
approaching might not be the target the Lobby had chosen
for the next investigation.

Lou braked the tractor to a sudden halt, and pointed.

A figure was running frantically over one of the low dunes
with the little red sun behind him. He seemed headed toward
them, but as he drew nearer they could see that he had no
definite direction. He simply ran, pumping his legs frantically
as if all the devils of hell were after him. His body swayed
from side to side in exhaustion, but his arms and legs pumped
on.
“Stop him!” Jake ordered, and Leu swung the tractor. It
halted squarely in the runner’s path, and the figure struck
against it and toppled.

The legs went on pumping, digging into the dirt and gravel,
but the man was too far gone to rise. Jake and Lou shoved
him through the doors into the tractor and Doc yanked off
his aspirator.

The man was giving vent to a kind of ululating cry, weak-
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ened now almost to a whine that rose and fell with the motion
of his legs. Sweat had once streaked his haggard face, but 1t
was dry and blanched to a pasty gray.

Doc injected enough narcotic to quiet a maddened bull.
It had no effect, except to upset the rhythm of the arms and
legs. It took five more minutes for the man to die. )

The specks were larger this time—the size of periods In
twelve-point type. The lump at the base of the skull was as
big as a small hen’s egg.

“From Edison, like the others so far. Jack Kooley,” Jake
answered Doc’s question. “Durwood spent a lot of time here
on his first expedition, so it’s getting the worst of it.”

Doc pulled the aspirator mask back over the man’s face
and they carried him out and laid him on a low dune. They
couldn’t risk returning the corpse to its people.

This was only the primary circle of infection, direct from
Durwood. The second circle could be ten times as large, as
the infection spread from one to a few to many. So far it was
localized. But it wouldn’t stay that way.

Doc climbed slowly out of the tractor, lugging his small
supplies of equipment, while Jake made arrangements for
them to spend the night in a deserted house. But the figure of
the runner and his own failures to find more about the disease
kept haunting Doc. He began setting up his equipment grimly.

“Better get some sleep,” Jake suggested. “You’re a mite
more tired than you think. Anyhow, I thought you told me
you couldn’t do any more with what you’ve got.”

Feldman looked at the supplies he had spread out, and
shook his head wearily. He’d been over every chemical and
combination a dozen times, without results that showed in
the limited magnification of the optical mike.

He snapped the case shut and hit the rude table with the
heel of his hand. “There are other supplies. Jake, do you
have any signal to get in touch with Molly at the Ryan
house?”

“Three raps on the rear left window. I'll get Lou.”

“No!” Doc came to his feet, reaching for his jacket,
“They’re looking for three men now. It’s safer if I go alone—
and I’'m the only one who knows what supplies are needed.
With luck, I may even get the electron mike. Got a gun I can
borrow?”

Jake found one somewhere, an old revolver with a few
loads. He began protesting, but Doc overruled him sharply.
Three men could no more fight off the police than one, if
they were spotted. He swung toward the tractor.

“You’d better start spreading the word on everything we
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know. If people realize they’re already safe or doomed it’ll
be better than having them going crazy to avoid contagion.”

“Most of the villages know already,” Jake told him. “And
damn it, get back here, Doc. If you can’t make it, turn tail
quick, and we’ll think of something else.”

Southport seemed normal enough as Doc drove through
its streets. The stereo house was open, and the little shops
were brightly lighted. He stopped once to pull a copy of
Southport’s little newspaper from a dispenser. All was quiet
on its front page, too.

As usual, though, the facts were buried inside. The edi-
torial was pouring too much oil on the waters in its lauding
of the role of Medical Lobby on Mars for no apparent reason.
The death notices no longer listed the cause of death. Medical
knew something was up, at least, and was worried.

He parked the tractor behind Chris’ house and slipped to
the proper window. Everything was seemingly quiet there.
At his knock, the shade was drawn back, and he caught a
brief glimpse of Molly looking out. A moment later she
opened the rear lock to let him into the kitchen.

“Shh. She’s still up, I think. What can I do, Doc?”

He tried to smile at her. “Hide me until it’s safe to get into
her laboratory. I've got to—"

The inner kitchen was kicked open and Chris stood beyond
it, holding a cocked gun in her hand.

“It took longer than I expected, Dan,” she & ‘id quietly.
“But after your letter, I knew you’d swallow the bait. You
bloody fool! Did you really believe I'd start doing research
here just because of your imaginings?”

He slumped slowly back against the sink. “So this is a
fool’s errand, then? There never was any equipment here?”

“The equipment’s here—in my office. I guessed your spies
would report it, so it had to be here. But it won’t help you
now, pariah Feldman!”

He came from his braced position against the sink like a
spring uncoiling. He expected her to shoot, but hoped the sur-
prise would ruin her aim. Then it was too late, and his boot
hit the gun savagely, knocking it from her hand. Life in the
villages had hardened him surprisingly. She was compara-
tively helpless in his hands. A few minutes later, he had her
bound securely with surgical tape Molly brought him. She
raged furiously in the chair where he’d dumped her, then
gave up.

“They’ll get you, Daniel Feldman!” Surprisingly, there was
no rage in her voice now. “You won’t get away from us. The
planet isn’t big enough.”
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“I got away from your trial,” he reminded her. “And 1 got
away and lived when you left me without a chance on the
ground of the spaceport.”

She laughed harshly. “You got away then? You fool, who
do you think gave you the extra battery so you could live
long enough to be helped at the spaceport? Who hired a fool
like Matthews so you wouldn’t get the death sentence you
deserved? Who let you get away as an herb doctor for months
before you set yourself up as God and a traitor to mankind
again?”

It shook him, as it was probably intended to do. How had
she known about the extra battery? He’d always assumed
that Ben had returned to give it to him. But in that case, Chris
couldn’t know of it. Then he hardened himself again. In the
old days, she’d always had one trump card he couldn’t beat
and hadn’t expected. But too much was involved for games
now.

“Any police around, Molly?” he asked.

Molly came back a minute later to report that everything
looked clear and to show him where the equipment had been
set up in Chris’ office. It was all there, including the electron
mike—a beautiful little portable model. There was even a
small incubator with its own heat source into which he imme-
diately transferred the little bottles he’d been keeping warm
against his skin. Most of the equipment had never been un-
packed, which made loading it onto his tractor ridiculously
easy.

“Better come with me now, Molly,” he suggested at last.
Then he turned to Chris, who was watching him with almost
no expression. “You can wriggle your chair to the phone in
half an hour, I guess. Knock the phone off and yell for help.
It’s better than you deserve, unless you really did leave me
that battery.”

“You won’t get away with it,” she told him again, calmly
this time.

“No,” he admitted. “Probably not. But maybe the human
race will, if T have time to find an answer to the plague you
won’t see under your nose. But you won’t get away with it,
either. In the long run, your kind never do.”.

Molly was sniffling as they drove away. It had probably
been the best life she’d known, Doc supposed. Chris could
be kind to menials. But now Molly’s work was done, and she’d
have to disappear into the villages. He let her off at the first
village and drove on alone. He was itching to get to the micro-
scope now, hardly able to wait through the long journey back
to Jake. His impatience grew with each mile.
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Finally he gave up. He swung the tractor into a small gul-
ley between sand dunes, left the motor idling and pulled
down the shades the villagers used for blackout travelling.
There was power enough for the mike here, and the cab was
big enough for what he had to do.

He mounted the mike on the tractor seat and began laying
out the collection of smears and cultures he had brought. It
had been years since he’d made a film for the electron mike,
but he found it all came back to him as he worked.

His hands were sweating with tension as he inserted the
first film into the chamber. He had the magnetic “lenses” set
for twenty thousand power, but a quick glance showed it was
too weak. He raised the power to fifty thousand.

The filaments were there, clear and distinct.

He turned on the little tape recorder that had been part of
Chris’ equipment and set the microphone where he could
dictate into it without stopping to make clumsy notes. He re-
adjusted the focus carefully, carrying on a running commen-
tary.

Then he gasped. Each of the little filaments carried three
tiny darker sections; each was a cell, complete in itself, with
the typical Martian triple nucleus.

He put a film with a tiny section of the nerve tissue from
a corpse into the chamber next, and again a quick glance at
the screen was enough. The filaments were there, thickly
crowded among nerve cells. They did travel along the nerves
to reach the base of the brain before the larger lump could
form.

A specimen from one of the black specks was even more
interesting. The filaments were there, but some were changed
or changing into tiny, round cells, also with the triple dark
spots of nuclei. Those must be the final form that was released
to infect others. Probably at first these multiplied directly in
epithelial tissue, so that there was a rapid contagion of infec-
tion. Eventually, they must form the filaments that invaded
the nerves and caused the brief bodily reaction that was
Selznik’s migraine. Then the body adapted to them and they
began to incubate slowly, developing into the large cells he
had first seen. When “ripe”, the big cells broke apart into
millions of the tiny round ones that went back to the nerve
endings, causing the black spots and killing the host.

He knew his enemy now, at least.

He reached for the controls, increasing the magnification.
He would lose resolution, but he might find something more
at the extreme limits of the mike.

Something wet and cold gushed into his face. He jerked
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back, trying to wipe it off, but it was already evaporating,
and there was a thick, acrid odor in the cab. He grabbed for
his aspirator, then tried to reach the airlock. But paralysis
was already spreading through him, and he toppled to the
floor before he could escape.

When he came to, it was morning outside, and Chris was
waiting inside the cab with two big Lobby policemen. A hypo
in her hand must have been what revived him. .

She touched the electron microscope with something like
affection. “The Lobby technicians did a good job on this,
don’t you think, Dan? I warned you, but you wouldn’t listen.
And now we've even got your own taped words to prove
you were doing forbidden research. Fool!”

She shook her head pityingly as the tractor began moving
with two others toward Southport.

“You and your phoney diseases. A little skin disorder,
Selznik’s migraine, and a few cases of psychosis to make a
new disease. Do you think Medical Lobby can’t check on
such simple things? Or didn’t you expect us to hear of your
open talk of revolt and realize you were planning to create
some new germ to wipe out the Earth forces. Maybe those
runners of yours were real, mass murderer!”

She drew out another hypo and shoved the needle into
his arm. Necrosynth—enough to keep him unconscious for
twenty-four hours. He started to curse her, but the drug acted
before he could complete the thought.

IX
Judgment

Doc woke to see sunlight shining through a heavily barred
window that must be in the official Southport jail. He waited
a few minutes for his head to clear and then sat up; necro-
synth left no hangover, at least.

The sound of steps outside was followed by the squeak
of.g key in the lock. “Fifteen minutes, Judge Wilson,” a voice
said.

“Thank you, officer.” Wlson came into the cell, carrying a
tray of breakfast and a copy of the Northport Gazette. He
began unloading bracky weeds from his pocket while Doc
attacked the breakfast.

“They tossed the book at you, Doc,” he said. “You haven’t
got a chance, and there’s nothing the villages can do. Trial’s
set for tomorrow at Northport, and it’s in closed session. We
can’t get you off this time.”
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Doc nodded. “Thanks for coming, even if there’s nothing
you can do. I've been living on borrowed time for a year,
anyhow, so I have no right to kick. But who’s ‘we’?”

“The villages. I've been part of their organization for
years.” The old man sighed heavily. “You might say a revo-
lution has been going on since I can remember, though most
villagers don’t know it. We've just been waiting our time.
Now we’ve stopped waiting and the rifles will be coming out
—rifles made in village shops. The villages are going to re-
bel, even if we're all dead of plague in a month.”

Doc Feldman nodded and reached for the bracky. He
knew that this was their way of trying to make him fee] his
work hadn’t been for nothing, and he was grateful for Wil-
son’s visit. “It was a good year for me. Damned good. But
time’s running short. I'd better brief you on the latest on the
plague.”

Wilson began making notes until Doc was finished. Finally
he got up as steps sounded from the hall. “Anything else?”

“Just a guess. A lot of Earth germs can’t live in Mars-
normal flesh; maybe this can’t live in Earth-normal. Tell
them so long for me.”

“So long, Doc.” He shook hands briefly and was waiting
at the door when the guard opened it.

An hour later, the Lobby police took Feldman to the North-
port shuttle rocket. They had some trouble on the way; a
runner cut down the street, with the crowds frantically rush-
ing out of his way. Terror was reaching the cities already.

Doc flashed a look at Chris. “Mob hysteria. Like flying
saucers and wriggly tops, I suppose?” he asked, before the
guard could stop him.

They locked his legs, but left his hands free in the rocket.
He unfolded the paper Wilson had brought and buried his
face in it. Then he swore. They were explaining the runners
as a case of mob hysteria!

Northport was calmer. Apparently they had to get
first-hand experience with the plague. But now nothing
seemed quite real to Doc, even when they locked him into
the big Northport jail. The whole ritual of the Lobbies seemed
like a fantasy after the villages.

It snapped back into focus, however, when they led him
into the trial room of the Medical Lobby building. It was a
smaller version of his trial on Earth. Fear washed in by asso-
ciation. The complete lack of humanity in the procedure was
something from a half-remembered and horrible past.

The presiding officer asked the routine question: “Is the
prisoner represented by counsel?”
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Blane, the dapper little prosecutor, arose quickly. “The
prisoner is a pariah, Sir Magistrate.” .

“Very well. The court will accept the protective function
for the prisoner. You may proceed.”

I'll be judge, I'll be jury. And prosecution and defense. It
made for a lot less trouble. Of course, if Space Lobby had
asserted interest, it would have gone to a supposedly neutral
court. But as usual, Space was happy to leave it in the hands
of Medical.

The tape was played as evidence. Doc frowned. The
words were his, but there had been a lot of editing that subtly
changed the import of his notes.

“I protest,” he challenged. “It’s not an accurate version.”

The Lobby magistrate turned a wooden face to him. “Does
the prisoner have a different version to introduce?”

“No, but—"

“The evidence is accepted. One of the prisoner’s six pro-
tests will be charged against him.”

Blane smiled smoothly and held up a small package. “We
wish to introduce this drug as evidence that the prisoner is a
confirmed addict, morally irresponsible under addiction. This
is a package of so-called bracky weed, a vile and noxious
substance found in his possession.”

“It has alkaloids no more harmful than nicotine,” Feldman
stated sharply.

“Do you contend that you find the taste pleasing?” Blane
asked.

“It’s bitter, but I've gotten used to it.”

“I’ve tasted it,” the magistrate said. “Evidence accepted.
Two deductions, one for irregularity of presentation.”

Doc shrugged and sat back. He’d tested his rights and found
what he expected. It was hard to see now how he had ever
accepted such procedure. Jake must be right; they’d been in
power too long, and were making the mistake of taking the
velvet glove off the iron fist and flailing about for the sheer
pleasure of power.

It dragged on, while he became a greater and greater mon-
ster on the record. But finally it was over, and the magistrate
turned to Feldman. “You may present your defense.”

“I ask complete freedom of expression,” Doc said formally.

The magistrate nodded. “This is a closed court. Permission
granted. The recording will be scrambled.”

The last bit ruined most of the purpose Doc had in mind.
But it was too late to change. He could only hope that some
one of the Medical men present would remember something
of what he said.
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“I have nothing to say for myself,” he began. “It would be
useless. But I had to do what I did. There’s a plague outside.
I've studied that plague, and I have knowledge which must
be used against it . . .”

He sat down in three minutes. It had been useless.

Blane arose, with a smile still plastered on his face. “We,
of course, recognize the existence of a new contagion, but I
believe we have established that this is one disseminated by
the prisoner himself, and probably not directly contagious.
There have been many cases of fanatics ready to destroy hu-
manity to eliminate those they hate. Now, surely, the prisoner
has himself left no question of his attitude. He asserts he has
knowledge and skill greater than the entire Medical Research
staff. He has attempted to intimidate us by threats. He is
clearly psychopathic, and dangerously so. The prosecution
rests.”

The guards took Doc into the anteroom, where he was
supposed to hear nothing that went on. But their curiosity was
stronger than their discretion, and the door remained a trifle
ajar. .

The magistrate began the discussion. “The case seems firm
enough. It’s fortunate Dr. Ryan acted so quickly, with some
of the people getting nervous. Perhaps it might be wise to
publicize our verdict.”

“My thought exactly,” Blane agreed. “If we show Feldman
is responsible and that Medical is eliminating the source of
the infection, it may have a stabilizing effect.”

“Let’s hope so. The sentence will have to be death, of
course. We can’t let such a rebellious psychopath live. But
this needs something more, it seems. You’ve prepared a rec-
ommendation, I suppose.”

“There was the case of Albrecht Delier,” Blane suggested.
“Something like that should have good publicity impact.”

It struck Doc that they sounded as if they believed them-
selves—as the witch-burners had believed in witches. He was
sweating when the guards led him before the bench.

The magistrate rolled a pen slowly across his fingers as his
eyes raked Feldman. “Pariah Daniel Feldman, you have been
found guilty on all counts. Furthermore, your guilt must be
shared by that entire section of Mars known as the Villages.
Therefore the entire section shall be banned and forbidden
any and all services of the Medical Lobby for a period of one
year.”

“Sir Magistrate!”” One of the members of Southport Hospital
staff was on his feet. “Sir Magistrate, we can’t cut them off
completely.”
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“We must, Dr. Harkness. I appreciate the fine humanitarian
tradition of our Lobby which lies behind your protest, but at
such a time as this the good of the body politic requires dras-
tic measures. Why not see me after court, and we can discuss
it then?”

He turned back to Feldman, and his face was severe.

“The same education which has produced such fine young
men as Dr. Harkness was wasted on you and perverted to
endanger the whole race. No punishment can equal your
crimes, but there is one previously invoked for a particularly
horrible case, and it seems fitting that you should be the fourth
so sentenced.

“Daniel Feldman, you are sentenced to be taken in to
space beyond planetary limits, together with all material used
by you in the furtherance of your criminal acts. There you
shall be placed into a spacesuit containing sufficient oxygen
for one hour of life, and no more. You and your contaminated
possessions shall then be released into space, to drift there
through all eternity as a warning to other men.

“This sentence shall be executed at the earliest possible
moment, and Dr. Christina Ryan is hereby commissioned to
observe such execution. And may God have mercy on your
soul!” '

X
Execution

The hours of waiting were blurred for Doc. There were
periods when fear clogged his throat and left him gasping
with the need to scream and beat his cell walls. There were
also times when it didn’t seem to matter, and when his only
thoughts were for the villages and the plague.

They brought him the papers, where he was painted as a
monster beside whom Jack the Ripper and Albrecht Delier
were gentle amateurs. They were trying to focus all fear and
resentment on him. Maybe it was working. There were
screaming crowds outside the jail, and the noise of their ha-
tred was strong enough to carry through even the atmosphere
of Mars. But there were also signs that the Lobby was wor-
ried, as if afraid that some attempt might still be made to res-
cue him.

He’d looked forward to the trip to the airport as a way of
judging public reaction. But apparently the Lobby had no
desire to test that. The guards led him up to the roof of the
jail, where a rocket was waiting. The landing space was too
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small for one of the station shuttles, but a little Northport-
Southport shuttle was parked there after what must have
been a difficult set-down. The guards tested Doc’s manacles
and forced him into the shuttle.

Inside, Chris was waiting, carrying an official automatic.
There was also a young pilot, looking nervous and unhappy.
He was muttering under his breath as the guards locked
Doc’s legs to a seat and left.

“All right,” Chris ordered. “Up ship!”

“I tell you we’re overweight with you. I wasn’t counting
on three for the trip,” the pilot protested. “The only thing
that will get this into orbit with the station is faith. I'm loaded
with every drop of fuel she’ll hold and it still isn’t enough.”

“That’s your problem,” Chris told him firmly. “You’ve got
your orders, and so have I. Up ship!”

If she had her own worries about the shuttle, she didn’t
show it. Chris had never been afraid to do what she felt she
should. The pilot stared at her doubtfully and finally turned
back to his controls, still muttering.

The shuttle lifted sluggishly, but there was no great diffi-
culty. Doc could see that there was even some fuel remain-
ing when they slipped into the tube at the orbital station.
Chris went out, and other guards came into free him.

“So long, Dr. Feldman,” the pilot called softly as they led
him out. Then the guards showed him through the airlock
into the station. Fifteen minutes later he was locked into one
of the cabins of the Iroquois, with all his possessions stacked
beside him.

He grinned wryly. As an honest worker on the Navaho
he’d been treated like an animal. Now, as a human fiend,
he was installed in a luxury cabin of the finest ship of the
fleet, with constant spin to give a feeling of weight and more
room than the entire tube crew had known.

He roamed the cabin until he found a little collapsible
table. He set the electron microscope up on that and plugged
it in. It seemed a shame that good equipment should be wasted
along with his life. He wondered if tﬁey would really throw
it out into space with him. Probably they would.

He pushed a button on the call board over the table and
asked for the steward. There was a long wait, as if the pro-
cedure were being checked with some authority, but finally he
receiw;ed a surly acknowledgement. “Steward. Whatcha
want?”

“How’s the chance of getting some food?”

“You’re on first-class.”

They could afford it, Doc decided. He wouldn’t cost them
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much, considering the distance he was going. “Bring me two
complete dinners—one Earth-normal and one Mars-normal.”

“Okay, Feldman. But if you think you can suicide that
way, you’re wrong. You may be sick, but you'll be alive
when they dump you.”

A sharp click interrupted him. “That’s enough, Steward.
Captain Everts speaking. Dr. Feldman, you have my apolo-
gies. Until you reach your destination, you are my passenger
and entitled to every consideration of any other passenger
except freedom of movement through the ship. I am always
available for legitimate complaints.”

Feldman shook his head. He’d heard of such men. But
he’d thought the species extinct.

The steward brought his food in a thoroughly chastened
manner. He managed to find space for it and came to atten-
tion. “Is that all—sir?”

For a moment, as the smell of real steak reached him,
Doc regretted the fact that his metabolism had been switched.
Then he shrugged. A little wouldn’t hurt him, though there
was no proper nourishment in it. He squeezed some of the
gravy and bits of meat into one of his bottles, sticking to his
purpose; then he fell to on the rest. But after a few bites, it
was queerly unsatisfactory. The seemingly unappealing Mars-
normal ragout suited his current tastes better, after all.

Once the steward had cleared away the dishes, Doc went
to work. It was better than wasting his time in dread. He might
even be able to leave some notes behind.

A gong sounded, and a red light warned him that accelera-
tion was due. He finished with his bottles, put them into the
incubator, and piled into his bunk, swallowing one of the tab-
lets of morphetal the ship furnished.

Acceleration had ended, and a simple breakfast was wait-
ing when he awoke. There was also a red flashing light over
the call board. He flipped the switch while reaching for the
coffee.

“Captain Everts,” the speaker said. “May I join you in
your cabin?”

“Come ahead,” Feldman invited. He cut off the switch
and glanced at the clock on the wall. There were less than
eleven hours left to him.

Everts was a trim man of forty, erect but not rigid. There
was neither friendliness nor hostility in his glance. His words
were courteous as Doc motioned toward the tray of break-
fast. “I’'ve already eaten, thank you.”

He accepted a chair. His voice was apologetic when he be-
gan. “This is a personal matter which I perhaps have no
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right to bring up. But my wife is greatly worried about this
plague. I violate no confidence in telling you there is consid-
erable unease, even on Earth, according to messages I have
received. The ship physician believes Mrs. Everts may have
the plague, but isn’t sure of the symptoms. I understand you
are quite expert.”

Doc wondered about the physician. Apparently there was
another man who placed his patients above anything else,
though he was probably meticulous about obeying all actual
rules. There was no law against listening to a pariah, at least.

“When did she have Selznik’s migraine?” he asked.

“About thirteen years ago. We went through it together,
shortly after having our metabolism switched during the food
shortage of ’88.”

Doc felt carefully at the base of the Captain’s skull; the
swelling was there. He asked a few questions, but there could
be no doubt.

“Both of you must have it, Captain, though it won’t mature
for another year. I'm sorry.”

“There’s no hope, then?”

Doc studied the man. But Everts wasn’t the sort to dicker
even for his life. “Nothing that I’'ve found, Captain. I have a
clue, but I’'m still working on it. Perhaps if I could leave a few
notes for your physician . . .”

It was Everts’ turn to shake his head. “I'm sorry, Dr. Feld-
man. I have orders to burn out your cabin when you leave.
But thank you.” He got to his feet and left as quietly and
erectly as he had entered.

Doc tore up his notes bitterly. He paced his cabin slowly,
reading out the hours while his eyes lingered on the little
bottle of cultures. At times the fear grew in him, but he mas-
tered it. There was half an hour left when he began opening
the little bottles and making his films.

He was still not finished when steps echoed down the hall,
but he was reasonably sure of his results. The bug could not
grow in Earth-normal tissue.

Three men entered the room. One of them, dressed in a
spacesuit, held out another suit to him. The other two began
gathering up everything in the cabin and stowing it neatly
into a sack designed to protect freight for a limited time in a
vacuum.

Doc forced his hands to steadiness with foolish pride and
began climbing into the suit. He reached for the helmet, but
the man shook his head, pointing to the oxygen gauge. There
would be exactly one hour’s supply of oxygen when he was
thrown out and it still lacked five minutes of the deadline.
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They marched him down the hallway, to meet Everts com-
ing toward them. There were still three minutes left when they
reached the airlock, with its inner door already open. The
spacesuited man climbed into it and began strapping down so
that the rush of air would not sweep him outward when the
other seal was released.

Doc had saved one bracky weed. Now he raised it to his
lips, fumbling for a light.

Everts stepped forward and flipped a lighter. Doc inhaled
deeply. Fear was thick in every muscle, and he needed the
smoke desperately. Then he caught himself.

“Better change your metabolism back to Earth-normal,
Captain Everts,” he said, and his voice was so normal that he
hardly recognized it.

Everts’ eyes widened briefly. The man bowed faintly.
“Thank you, Dr. Feldman.”

It was ridiculous, impossible, and yet there was a curious
relief at the formality of it. It was like something from a play,
too unreal to affect his life.

Everts nodded to the man holding the helmet. Doc dropped
his bracky weed and felt the helmet snap down. A hiss of
oxygen reached him and the suit ballooned out. There was no
gravity; the two men handed him up easily to the one in the
airlock while the inner seal began to close.

There was still ten seconds to go, according to the big
chronometer that had been installed in the lock. The space-
man used it in tying the sack of possessions fimly to Doc’s
suit.

A red light went on. The man caught Doc and held
him against the outer seal. The red light blinked. Four sec-
onds . . . three . . . two . . .

There was a sudden heavy thudding sound, and the Iro-
quois seemed to jerk sideways slightly. The spaceman’s face
swung around in surprise.

Then the red light blinked and stayed on. Zero!

The outer seal snapped open and the spaceman heaved.
Air exploded outwards, and Doc went with it. He was alone
in space, gliding away from the ship, with oxygen hissing
softly through the valve and ticking away his life.

XI
Convert
Feldman fought for control of himself, forced himself to

think, to hold onto his sanity. It was sheer stupidity, since
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nothing could have been more merciful than to lose this real-
ity. But the will to be himself was stronger than logic. And
bit by bit, he forced the fear and horror away from him
until he could examine his situation.

He was spinning slowly, so that stars ahead of him seemed
to crawl across his view. The ship was retreating from him
already hundreds of yards away. Mars was a shrunken pill
far away.

Then something blinked to one side. He turned his head to
stare.

A little ship was less than three hundred yards away. He
recognized it as a life-raft. Now his spin brought him around
to face it, and he saw it was parallelling his course. The ejec-
tion of the life-raft must have caused the thump he’d heard
before he was cast adrift.

It meant someone was trying to save him. It meant life/

He flailed his arms and beat his legs together, senselessly
trying to force himself closer, while trying to guess who could
have taken the chance. No one he could think of could have
booked passage on the Iroquois. There wasn’t that much free
money in the villages.

Something flashed a hot blue, and the little ship leaped for-
ward. Whoever was handling it knew nothing about piloting.
It picked up too much speed at too great an angle.

Again blue spurts came, but this time matters were even
worse. Then there was a long wait before a third try was
made. He estimated the course. It would miss him by a good
hundred feet, but it was probably the best the amateur pilot
could do. The ship drifted closer, but to one side. It would
soon pass him completely.

A spacesuited figure suddenly appeared in the tiny air-
lock, holding a coil of rope. The rope shot out, well thrown.
But it was too short. It would pass within ten feet—and
might as well have been ten miles for all the good it would
do him.

Every film he had seen on space seemed to form a mad
jumble in his mind, but he seized on the first idea he could
remember. He inhaled deeply and yanked the oxygen tank
free. An automatic seal on the suit cut off the connection. He
aimed the hissing bottle, fumbling for the manual valve.

It almost worked. It kicked him toward the rope slightly,
but most of the energy was wasted in setting him into a wilder
spin. He blinked, trying to spot the rope. It was within five
feet now.

Again he waited, until he seemed to be in position. This
time he threw the bottle away from it. It added spin to his
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vertical axis, but the rope came into view within arm’s reach.

He grasped it, just as his lungs seemed about to burst. He
couldn’t hold on long enough to tie the rope . . . .

His lungs gave up suddenly, collapsing and then sucking in
greedily. Clean air rushed in, letting his head clear. He’d
forgotten that the inflated suit held enough oxygen for several
minutes.

His body struck the edge of the airlock and a hand jerked
him inside. The outer seal was slammed shut and locked,
and there was a hiss of air entering.

ﬁHe threw back his helmet just as Chris Ryan jerked hers
off.

Her voice shook almost hysterically. “Thank God. Dan, I
almost gave up!”

“I liked the air out there better,” he told her bitterly. “If
you'll open the lock again, I'll leave. Or am I supposed to
believe this is rescue and that you came along just to save
me?”

“I came along to see you killed, as you know very well.
Saving you wasn’t in my orders.”

He grunted and reached for the handle that would release
the outer lock. “Better get back inside if you don’t want to
blow out with me.”

“It’s up to you, Dan,” she told him, and there was all the
sincerity in the world in her blue eyes. “I'm on your side
now.”

He began counting on his fingers. “Let’s see. The. spare
battery, the delay in arresting me, the choice of Matthews—"

“It was all true.” Anger began to grow in her eyes. “Dan
Feldman, you get inside this raft! If you don’t care about me,
you might consider the people dying of the plague who need

ou!”
Y She’d played her trump, and it took the round. He fol-
lowed her.

“All right,” he said grudgingly. “Spill your story.”

She held out a copy of a space radiogram, addressed to
Mrs. D. E. Everts, and signed by one of the best doctors on
the Lobby Board of Directors.

Regret confirm diagnosis. Topsecret. Repeat topsecret.
Martian fever incubates fourteen years, believed highly fatal.
No cure, research beginning immediately. Penalty violation
topsecret, death all concerned.

“Mrs. Everts rates a topsecret break?” Doc commented
dryly. “Come off it, Chris!”
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“She’s the daughter of Elmers of Space Lobby!” Chris an-
swered. She pointed to the message, underlining words with
her finger. “Fourteen years. You couldn’t have caused it.
Highly fatal. And people are being told it’s only a skin dis-
ease. Research beginning. But you've already done most of
the research. I can see that now. I can see a lot of things.”

“You’ve got me beat then,” he said. “I can’t see how such
a reformed young noblewoman calmly walked over and stole
a life raft. I can’t see how your brilliant mind concocted this
whole scheme in almost no time. And to be honest, I can’t
even see why Medical Lobby decided to save me at the last
minute and sent you to do the job. You didn’t have to spy
out knowledge from me. P've been trying all along to get it to
your Research division.”

She sighed and dropped onto a little seat.

“I can’t prove my motives. You’ll just have to believe me.
But it wasn’t hard to do what I've done. That shuttle pilot
was found in a routine check, stowed away on the life-raft. I
was with Captain Everts when he was found, so I discovered
how to get into the raft. And I heard his whole confession.
He wasn’t the real pilot. He’d come from the villages to save
you. The whole scheme was his. I just used it, hoping I could
reach you.”

As always her story had a convincing element she should-
n’t have known. The pilot’s farewell, addressing him as Dr.
Feldman, had been too low for her to hear, but it was some-
thing that fitted her story. It was probably a deliberate clue
to give him hope, to assure him the villages were still trying.
It shook his confidence.

“And your motive—your real motive?”” he insisted.

She swore at him, then began ripping off the spacesuit.
She turned her back, pulling a thin blouse down from her
neck. He stared, then reached out to touch the lump there.

“So you’ve had Selznik’s migraine and know you’re carry-
ing plague. And you've decided your precious Lobby won’t
save you?”

She dropped her eyes, then raised them to meet his defi-
antly. “I’'m not just scared and selfish. Dad caught it, too, and
it must be close to the time for him. He switched to Mars-
normal when he was a liaison agent and never changed back.
Dan, are we all going to have to die? Can’t you save him?”’

Feldman was out of his suit and at the control panel. There
was a manual lever, which Chris must have used before. It
might work out here where there was room to maneuver and
nothing to hit. But trying to make a landing was going to be
different.
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“Dan?” she repeated.

He shrugged. “I don’t know. They’ve started research too
late and they’ll be under so much pressure that the real
brains won’t have a chance. The topsecret stuff looks bad for
research. Maybe there’s a cure. It works in culture bottles, but
it may fail in person. When I'm convinced I'm safe with you,
I may tell you about it.”

“Oh.” Her voice was low. Then she sighed. “I suppose I
can understand why you hate me, Dan.”

“I don’t hate you. I'm too mixed up. Tomorrow maybe,
but not now. Shut up and let me see if I can figure out how
to land this thing.”

He found that the fuel tanks were nearly full, but that still
didn’t leave much margin. Mars must have been notified by
Everts and be ready to pick the raft up. He had to reach
the wastelands away from any of the shuttle ports. They had
no aspirators, however, and they couldn’t cover much terri-
tory in the spacesuits they would have to use. It meant he’d
have to land close to a village where he was known.

He jockeyed the ship around by trial and error, studying
the manual that was lying prominently on the control panel.
According to the booklet, the ship was simple to operate.
It was self-leveling in an atmosphere, and automatic flare
computers were supposed to make it possible for an amateur
to judge the rate of descent near the surface. It looked reas-
suring—and was probably written with that in mind.

Finally he reached for the control, hoping he’d figured his
landing orbit reasonably well by simple logic. He smoothed it
out in the following hours as he watched the markings on
Mars. When they were near turnover point, he began crank-
ing the little gyroscope to swing the ship. It saved fuel to turn
without power, and he wasn’t sure he could have turned ac-
curately by blasting.

He was gaining some proficiency, however, he felt. But
now he had to waste fuel and ruin his orbit again. There was
no way to practice maneuvering without actually doing so.

In the end, he compromised, leaving a small margin for a
bad landing that would require a second attempt, but with
less practice than he wanted.

He had located Jake’s village through the little telescope
when he finally reached for the main blast control. The thin
haze of Mars’ atmosphere came rushing up, while the blast
lashed out. Then they were in the outer fringes of the sky and
the blast was beginning to show a corona that ruined visi-
bility.

HS:’. turned to the flare-computer and back to what he
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could see through the quartz viewport. He was going to land
about half a mile from the village, as nearly as he could judge.

The computer seemed to work as it should. The speed was
within acceptable limits. He gave up trying to see the ground
and was forced to trust the machinery designed for amateur
pilots. The flare bloomed, and he yanked down on the little
lever.

It could have been worse. They hit the ground, bounced
twice, and turned over. The ship was a mess when Feldman
freed himself from the elastic straps of the seat. Chris had
shrieked as they hit, but she was unbuckling herself now.

He threw her her spacesuit and one of the emergency bot-
tles of oxygen from the rack. “Hurry up with that. We’ve
sprung a leak and the pressure’s dropping.”

They were halfway to the village when a dozen tractors
came racing up and Jake piled out of the lead one to drag
the two in with him.

“Heard about it from the broadcasts and figured you might
land around here. Good to see you, Doc.” He started the
tractor off at full speed, back to the wastelands, while Doc
stared at the armed men who were riding the tractors.

Jake caught his look and nodded. “You’re in enemy terri-
tory, Doc. There’s a war going on!”

XII
War

Sometimes it seemed to Doc that war was nothing but an
endurance race to see how many times they could run before
they were bombed. He was just beginning to drop off to sleep
after a long trip for the sixth consecutive day when the little
alarm shrilled. He sighed and shook Chris awake.

“Again?” she protested. But she got up and began helping
him pack.

Jake came in, his eyes weary, pulling on the old jacket
with the big star on its sleeve. Doc hadn’t been too surprised
to learn that Jake was the actual leader of the rebels. “Shut-
tles spotted taking off this way. And I still can’t find where
the leak is. They haven’t missed our location once this week.
Here, give me that.”

He took the electron mike that had been among Doc’s
possessions, but Chris recaptured it. “I can manage,” she told
him, and headed out for the tractor where Lou was waiting.

Doc scowled after her. He and Jake had been watching her.
She was too useful to Doc’s research to be turned away, but
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they didn’t trust her yet. So far, however, they had found
nothing wrong with her conduct. Still . . ,

He swung suddenly into Jake’s tractor. “Just remembered
something. How’d they find me that time I stopped in the
tractor to use the mike? I was pretty well hidden, and no
tracks last in the sand long enough for them to have followed.
But they were there when I came to. Somehow, they must
have put a radio tracer on me.”

Jake waited while they lighted up, his eyes suddenly bright.
“You mean something you got from her house was bugged?
It figures.”

“And I've still got all the stuff. Now they find wherever we
set up headquarters, though they’ve always managed to miss
my laboratory, even when they’ve hit the troops around us.
Jake, I think it’s the microscope.” Doc managed to push
enough junk off one of the seats to make a cramped bed, and
stretched out. “Sure, we figured they sent her because they
want to keep tabs on what I discover. They’ve finally gotten
scared of the plague, and she’s the perfect Judas goat. But
they have to have some way to get in touch with her. I’ll bet
there’s a tracer in the mike and a switch so she can modulate
it or key it to send out Morse.”

“Yeah.” Jake nodded. “Well, she does her own dirty work.
I might get to like her if she was on our side. Okay, Doc. If
they’ve put things into the mike, I’ve got a boy who’ll find and
fix it so she won’t guess it’s been touched.”

Doc relaxed. For the moment, there would be no power in
the instrument, nor any excuse for her to use it. But she must
have handled some secret arrangement during the work pe-
riods. She used the mike more than he did. The switch could
be camouflaged easily enough. If anyone detected the signal,
they’d probably only think it was some leak in the electrical
circuit.

Far away, the shuttle rockets had appeared as tiny dots
in the sky. They were standing on their tails a second later,
just off the ground, letting the full force of their blasts bake
the area where headquarters had been.

Jake watched grimly, driving by something close to instinct.
Then he looked back. “Know anything about a Dr. Hark-
ness?”

“Not much, except that he protested sealing off the vil-
lages. Why?”

“He and five other doctors were picked up, trying to get
through to us. Claimed they wanted to give us medical help.
We can use them, God knows. I guess I'll have to chance it.”

They stopped at a halfway village and hid the tractors be-
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fore looking for a place to rest. Doc found Chris curled up
asleep against the microscope. He had a hard time getting her
to leave it in the tractor, but she was too genuinely tired to
put up any real argument.

Jake reported in the morning before they set out again.
“You were right, Doc. It was a nice job of work. Must have
taken the best guys in Southport to hide the circuit so well.
But it’s safe now. It just makes a kind of meaningless static
nobody can trace. Maybe we can get you a permanent lab
now.”

Doc debated again having Chris left behind and decided
against it. The Lobby was determined to let him find a cure
for them if he could. That meant Chris would work herself to
exhaustion trying to help. Let her think she was doing it for
the Lobby! It was time she was on the receiving end of a
doublecross.

“It’s a stinking way to run a war,” he decided.

Jake chuckled without much humor. “It’s the war you
wanted, remember? They forced our hand, but it had to come
sometime. Right now the Lobby’s fighting to get their hands
on your work before we can use it; they’re just using holding
tactics, which helps our side. And we’re hoping you get the
cure so we can win. With that, maybe we’ll whip them.”

It was a crazy war, with each side killing more of its own
men than of the enemy. The runners were increasing, and
Jake’s army was learning to shoot the poor devils mercifully
and go on. They knew, at least, that there was no current
danger of infection. In the Lobby towns, more were dying of
panic in their efforts to escape the runners.

Desert towns had joined the villages, reluctantly but inevi-
tably, to give the rebels nearly three-quarters of the total pop-
ulation. But the Lobby forces and the few cities held most
of the real fighting equipment and they were ready to wait
until Earth could send out unmanned rockets, loaded with
atomics, which could cut through space at ten times normal
speed.

There were vague lines of battle, but time was the vital
factor. The Lobbies waited to steal a cure for the plague and
the villages waited until they could announce it and demand
surrender as its price.

It looked as if both sides were doomed to disappointment,
however. He and Chris had put in every spare minute be-
tween moving and the minimum of sleep in searching for
something that would check the disease. It couldn’t grow in
an Earth-normal body, but it didn’t die, either. And there
wasn’t enough normal food available to permit the switch-
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over for more than a handful of people. Even Earth was out
of luck, since eighty per cent of her population ate synthet-
ics. There were ways to synthesize Earth-normal food, but
they were still hopelessly inefficient.

Jake had ordered one of the villages to rebuild their plant
for such a purpose, while another was producing the enzyme
that would permit switching. But it looked hopeless for more
than a few of the most valuable men.

“No progress?” Jake asked for the hundredth time.

Doc grinned wryly. “A lot, but no help. We’ve found a
fine accelerator for the bug. We can speed up its incubation
or even make someone already infected catch it all over
again. But we can’t slow it down or stop it.”

The new laboratory was still being fitted when they ar-
rived. It had been dug into one of the few real cliffs in this
section of Mars. The power plant had been installed, com-
plete with a steam plant that would operate off sunlight in
the daytime through a series of heat valves that took in a lot of
warm air and produced smaller amounts hot enough to boil
water.

“I'll see you whenever I can,” Jake said. “But mostly,
you’re going to be somewhat isolated so they won’t trace you.
Let them think they goofed with the shuttles and hit you and
Chris. Anything you need?”

“Guinea pigs,” Doc told him sarcastically. It was meant as
a joke, though a highly bitter one. Jake nodded and left them.

Doc opened the cots as Chris came in, not bothering to
unpack the equipment. “Hit the sack, Chris,” he told her.

She looked at him doubtfully. “You almost said that the
way you’d address a human being, Dan. You're slipping. One
of these days you’ll like me again.”

“Maybe.” He was too tired to argue. “I doubt it, though.
Forget it and get some sleep.”

She watched him silently until he got up to turn out the
light. Then she sighed heavily. “Dan?”

“Yeah?”

“I never got a divorce. The publicity would have been bad.
But anyway, we’re still married.”

“That’s nice.” He swung to face her briefly. “And they
found the radio in the microscope. Better get to sleep, Chris.”

“Oh.” It was a quiet exclamation, barely audible. There
was a sound that might have been a sniffle if it had come from
anyone else. Then she rolled over, “All right, Dan. I still want
to help you.”

He cursed himself for a stupid fool for telling her. Fatigue
was ruining what judgment he had. From now on, he’d have
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to watch her every minute. Or had she really seen the value
of the research by now? She wasn’t a fool. It should have
registered on even her stubborn mind. But he was too sleepy
to think about it.

She had breakfast ready in the morning. She made no
comment on what had been said during the night. Instead, she
began discussing a way to keep one of the organic antibiotics
from splitting into simpler compounds when they tried to
switch it over to Mars-normal. They were both hopelessly bad
chemists and biologists, but there was no one else to do the
work.

Chris worked harder than ever during the day.

Just after sundown, Jake came in with a heavy box. He
dropped it onto the floor. “Mice!”

Doc ripped off the cover, exposing fine screening. There
were at least six dozen mice inside!

“Harkness found them,” Jake explained. “A hormone
extraction plant used them for testing some of the products.
Had them sent by regular shipments from Earth. Getting
them cost a couple of men, but Harkness claims it’s worth it.
He’s a good man on a raid. Here!”

He’d gone to the doorway again and came back with an-
other box, this one crammed with bottles and boxes. “They
had quite a laboratory, and Harkness picked out whatever he
thought you could use.”

Chris and Doc were going through it. The labels were engi-
neering ones, but the chemical formulae were identification
enough. There were dozens of chemicals they hadn’t hoped to
get.

“Anything else?” Doc finally asked as they began arrang-
ing the supplies.

“More runners. A lot more. We're still holding things down,
but it’s reaching a limit. Panic will start in the camps if this
keeps on. But that’s my worry. You stick to yours.”

Several of the new chemicals showed promise in the tubes.
But two of them proved fatal to the mice and the others were
completely innocuous in the little animal’s bodies, both to
mouse and to germ. The plague was much hardier in contact
with living cells than in the artificial environment of the cul-
ture jars.

They lost seven mice in two days, but that seemed unim-
portant; the females were already living up to their reputa-
tions, nearly all pregnant. Doc didn’t know the gestation pe-
riod, but he remembered that it was short.

“Funny they all started at the same time,” he commented.
“Must have been shipped out separately or else been kept
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apart while they were switched over to Mars-normal. Some-
thing interrupted their habits, anyhow.”

A few nights later they learned what it was. There was a
horrible squealing that woke him out of the depths of his
sleep. Chris was already at the light switch. As light came on,
they turned to the mouse box.

All the animals were charging about in their limited space,
their little legs driving madly and their mouths open. What
they lacked in size they made up in numbers, and the din
was terrific.

But it didn’t last. One by one, the mice began dropping to
the floor of the cage. In fifteen minutes, they were all dead!

It was obviously the plague, contracted after having their
metabolism switched. Women were sterile for some time after
Selznik’s migraine struck, and the same must have been true
of the mice. They must have contracted the plague at about
the same time and reached fertility together. Somehow, the
plague incubation period had been shortened to fit their life
span; the disease was nothing if not adaptive.

Chris prepared a slide in dull silence. The familiar cell was
there when Doc looked through the microscope. He picked
up one of the little creatures and cut it open, removing one of
the foetuses.

“Make a film of that,” he suggested.

She worked rapidly, scraping out the almost microscopic
brain, dissolving out the fatty substance, and transferring the
result to a film. This time, even at full magnification, there was
no sign of the filaments that were always present in diseased
flesh. The results were the same for the other samples they
made.

“Something about the very young animal or a secretion
from the mother’s organs keeps the bug from working.” Doc
reached for a bracky weed and accepted a light from Chris
without thinking of it. “Every kid I’ve heard about contracted
the plague between the second and third year. None are born
with it, none get it earlier. I've suspected this, but now here’s
confirmation.”

Chris began preparing specimens, while Doc got busy with
tubes of the culture. They’d have to test various fluids from
the tiny bodies, but there were enough cultures prepared.
Then, if the substance only inhibited growth, there would be
a long, slow test; if it killed the bugs, they might know more
quickly.

Jake came in before the final tests, but waited on them.
Doc was studying a film in the microscope. He suddenly mo-
tioned excitedly for Chris.
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“See the filaments? They’re completely disintegrated. And
there’s one of the big cells broken open. We’ve got it! It’s in
the blood of the foetus. And it must be in the blood of new-
born children, too!”

Jake looked at the slide, but his face was doubtful.

“Maybe you’ve got something, Doc. I hope so. And I hope
you can use it.” He shook his head wearily. “We need good
news right now. A couple of big rockets just reached the sta-
tion and they’ve been sending shuttles back and forth a mile
a minute. Nobody can figure how they got here so fast or
what they’re for. But it doesn’t look good for us!”

XIII
Susceptibility

Doc could feel the tension in the village where GHQ was
temporarily located long before they were close enough for
details to register. The people were gathered in clusters, star-
ing at the sky where the station must be. A few were pacing
up and down, gesticulating with tight sweeps of their arms.

One woman suddenly went into even more violent action.
She leaped into the air and then took off at a rapid trot, then a
run. Her hands were tearing at her clothes and her mouth
seemed to be working violently. She was halfway to the top
of the nearest dune before a rifle cracked. She dropped, to
twitch once and lie still.

Almost with her death, another figure leaped from one of
the houses, his face bare of the necessary aspirator. He took
off at a violent run, but he was falling from lack of air before
the bullet ended his struggles.

The people suddenly began to move apart, as if trying to
get away from each other. For weeks they had faced the
horror with courage; now it was finally too much for them.

Tension mounted as no news came from the cities. Doc
noticed that it seemed to aggravate or speed up the disease.
He saw three men shot in the next half hour.

He was trying to calm them with word of a possible cure
for the plague, but their reactions were as curiously dull as
those of Jake had been. As he spoke, they faced him with set
expressions. At his mention of the need for the blood of young
children, they turned from him, sullenly silent.

Jake came over, nodding unhappily. “It’s what I was afraid
might happen, Doc. George Lynn! Tell Doc what’s wrong.”

Lynn was reluctant, but he finally stumbled out his explana-
tion. “It ain’t like you, Doc. Comes from that Lobby woman
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you got. It’s her dirty idea. We’ve seen the Lobby doctors
cutting open our kids, poisoning their blood, and bleeding
tl_lexr: dry. That ain’t gonna happen again, Doc. You tell her it
aln’t.”

Doc swore as he realized their ignorance. An unexplained
vaccination looked like poisoning of the blood. But he could-
n’t understand the bleeding part until Jake filled him in.

“Northport infant’s wing. Each department has its own
blood bank and donation is compulsory. Southport started it
a couple months ago, t0o.”

The long arm of the Lobby had reached out again. Now if
he ever got them to try the treatment, it would be only after
long sessions of preparing them with the facts, and there was
hardly enough time for the crucial work!

By afternoon, Judge Ben Wilson reached them. His voice
shook with fatigue as he climbed up to address the crowd
through a power megaphone. “Southport’s going crazy.” He
had to pause for breath between each sentence. “Earth’s pull-
ing back all the important people. They’re packing them into
the ships. They’re leaving only colonials with no Earth rights.
Those ships left when they decided the plague was coming
from here. They won’t let anybody back until the plague is
licked. There won’t be an Earth technician on Mars tomor-
row.”

“No bombs?”’ someone called.

“No bombs. The ships must have started before you re-
belled, maybe meant honestly to save their own kind. But
now it’s a military action, and don’t think it won’t mean trou-
ble. The poor devils in the city bet on the wrong horse. Now
they can’t run their food factories or anything else for long.
Not without technicians. They’ve got to whip you now. Up to
this time, they’ve been fighting for the Lobbies. Now they’ll
fight you for their own bellies to get your supplies. And
they’ve still got shuttle rockets and fuel for them. Now beat it.
I gotta confer with Jake.”

Doc started after the judge, but Dr. Harkness caught his
arm and drew him aside. Chris followed.

“I’ve found another epidemic,” Harkness told them. “Over
at Marconi. It’s kept me on the run all night, and now half
the village is down with it. Starts like a common cold, runs
a fair fever, and the skin breaks out all over with bright red
dots . . .”

He went on describing it. Chris began asking him about
what medical supplies he had brought with him, pilfered
from Northport hospital. She seemed to know what it was,
but refused to say until she saw the cases. Doc also preferred
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to wait. Sometimes things weren’t as bad as they seemed,
though usually they were worse.

Marconi was dead to all outward appearances, with no-
body on the streets. It had been a village of great hopes a
week before, since this was where they had decided to experi-
ment with switching the people back to Earth-normal. They’d
had the best chance of survival of anyone on Mars until this
came up.

Three people lay on the beds in the first house Harkness
led them to. The room was darkened, and a man was stum-
bling around, trying to tend the others, though the little spots
showed on his skin. He grinned weakly. “Hi, Doc. I guess
we’re making a lot of trouble, ain’t we?”

Chris gave Doc no chance to answer. “Just as I thought.
Measles! Plain old-fashioned measles.”

“Figured so,” the sick man said. “Like my brother back on
Earth.”

The others looked doubtful, but Doc reassured them. Chris
should know; she’d worked in a swanky hospital where the
patients were mostly Earth-normal. Measles was one of the
diseases which was fuiled by the metabolism switch. Well, at
least they wouldn’t have to be quarantined here.

Cris finished treating the family with impersonal efficiency,
discussing the symptoms loudly with Harkness. “It’s a good
thing it isn’t serious!”

“No,” Harkness answered bitterly. “Not serious. It’s only
killed five children and three adults so far!”

“It would, here,” Doc agreed unhappily. He led Chris out
of the room on the pretext of washing his hands. “It’s serious
enough to force us to abandon the whole idea of going back
to Earth-normal. Measles today, smallpox, tuberculosis, scar-
let fever and everything else tomorrow. These people have
lived Mars-normal so long their natural immunity has been
destroyed. On Earth where the disease was everywhere, kids
used to pick up some immunity with constant exposure, even
without what might be called a case of the disease. Here,
the blood has no reason to build antibodies. They can be
killed by things people used to laugh at. How the disease got
here, I don’t know. But it’s here. So we’ll have to give up the
idea of switching back to Earth-normal.”

He gathered up one of the kits and started toward the other
houses. “And Lord knows how long it will take to get the
blood for the other treatment, even if it works.”

They worked as a team for a while, with Harkness frown-
ing as he watched Chris. Finally the young doctor stopped
Chris outside the fifth house. “These are my patients, Dr.
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Ryan. I left the Lobby because I didn’t believe colonials
were mere livestock. I still feel the same. 1 appreciate your
help in diagnosis and methods of treatment. But I can’t let you
handle my patients this way.”

“Dan!” She swung around with eyes glazing. “Dan, are you
going to stand for that?”

“I'think you’d better wait in the tractor, Chris.”

He was lucky enough to catch the kit she threw at him
before its precious contents spilled. But it wasn’t luck that
guided his hand to the back of her skirt hard enough to leave it
stinging.

Her face froze and she stormed out. A moment later they
heard the tractor start off.

But Doc had no time to think of her. He and Harkness
split up and began covering the streets, house by house, while
he passed on the word to abandon the metabolism-switch and
go back to Mars-normal.

Jake sent two other doctors to relieve them late in the eve-
ning. Things were somewhat quieter at GHQ as Doc reported
the events at Marconi.

“Where’s Dr. Ryan?” Jake asked at last.

Doc exchanged glances with Harkness. “She isn’t in the
lab?” .

“Wasn’t there an hour ago.”

Doc cursed himself for letting her go. With the knowledge
that the radio in the mike was disabled, she’d obviously
grabbed the first chance to report back. And with her had
gone news of the only cure they had found.

Jake took it as philosophically as he could, though it was a
heavy blow to his hopes. They spent half the night looking
for her tractor, on the chance that she might have gotten lost
or broken down, but there was no sign of it.

She was waiting in the laboratory when he returned at
Jawn. Her face was dirty and her uniform was a mess. But
she was smiling. She got up to greet him, holding out two
large bottles.

“Infant plasma—straight from Southport. And if you think
I had it easy lying my way in and out of the hospital, you’re
a fool, Dan Feldman. If the man who took my place there
hadn’t been a native idiot, I never would have gotten away
with it.”

The things he had suspected could still be right, he realized.
She could have reported everything to the Lobby. It was a
better explanation than her vague account of bullying her
way in and out. But she’d had a rough drive, and he wanted
the plasma. Curiously, he was glad to have her back with
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him. He reached out a hand for the bottles.

She put the bottle on the table and grabbed up a short-
bladed knife. “Not so fast,” she cried. Her eyes were blazing
now. “Dan Feldman, if you touch those bottles until you’ve
crawled across the floor on your face and apologized for the
way you treated me the last few days, I'll cut your damned
heart out.”

He shook his head, chuckling at the picture she made.
E’here were times when he could almost see why he’d married

er.

“All right, Chris,” he gave in. “I'll be darned if I'll crawl,
but you've earned an apology. Okay?”

She sighed uncertainly, Then she nodded and began
changing for work.

X1V
Immunity

They worked through the day in what seemed to be armed
truce. There was no coffee waiting for him when he awoke
next, as he’d come to expect, but he didn’t comment. He went
to where she was already working, checking on the results of
the plasma on the cultures.

The response had been slower than with the mouse blood,
but now the bugs seemed to be dead. The filaments were de-
stroyed, and there were no signs of the big cells. It seemed
to be a cure, at least in the culture bottles.

“We’ll need volunteers,” he decided. “There should be ani-
mals, but we don’t have any. At least this stuff isn’t toxic. We
need a natural immune and someone infected. Two of each,
so one can be treated and the other used for a control. Makes
four. Not enough to be sure, but it will have to do.”

“Two,” Chris corrected. “You’re not infected, I am.”

“Two others,” he agreed. “I'll get them from Jake.”

Most of GHQ was out on the street, but Doc found Jake
inside the big schoolroom where he enjoyed his early morning
bracky and coffee. The chief listened and agreed at once,
turning to the others in the room.

“Who’s had the jumping headache? Okay, Swanee. Who
never had it?” He blinked in surprise as three men nodded
out of the eight present. “I guess you go, Tom.”

The two men stood up, tamping out their weeds, and went
out with Doc.

Chris had everything set up. They matched coins to decide
who would be treated. Doc noticed that Chris would get no
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plasma, while he was scheduled for everything. He watched
her prepare the culture and add the accelerator that would
speed development and make certain he and Tom were in-
fected, then let her inject it.

That was all, except for the waiting. To keep conditions
more closely alike, they were to stay there until the tests were
finished, not even eating for fear of upsetting the conditions.
Swanee dug out a pack of worn cards and began to deal
while Doc dug out some large pills to use as chips.

It was an hour later when the pain began. Doc had just
won the pot of fifty pills and opened his mouth for the ex-
pected gloating. He yelled as an explosion seemed to go off
inside his head. Even closing his mouth was agony.

A moment later, Tom began to sweat. It got worse, spread-
ing to the whole area of the back of the head and neck. Doc
lay on the cot, envying Chris and Swanee who had already
been infected naturally. He longed desperately for bracky,
and had to keep reminding himself that no drugs must upset
the tests. It was the longest day he had ever spent, and he be-
gan to doubt that he could get through it. He watched the
little clock move from one minute to nine over to half a min-
ute and hung breathless until it hit the nine. There was no
question about whether the infection had taken. Now they
could dull the agony.

Chris had the anodyne tablets already dissolved in water,
and Swanee was passing out three lighted bracky weeds. It
took a few minutes for the relief of the anodyne, and even
that couldn’t kill all the pain. But it didn’t matter by compari-
son. He sucked the weed, mashed it out and began dealing
the cards again.

They had a plentiful supply of the anodyne and used it
liberally during the night. The test was a speeded-up simula-
tion of the natural course of the disease, where painkiller
would take time to get for most people here, but would then
be used generously.

Precisely at nine in the morning, Chris began to inject
Swanee and Doc with plasma.

Now there was no thought of cards. They waited, trying to
talk, but with most of their attention on the clock. Doc had es-
timated that an hour should be enough to show results, but it
was hard to remember that an hour was the guess as to the
minimum time.

He winced as Chris took a tiny bit of flesh from his neck.
She went to the other men, and then submitted to his work on
herself. Then she began preparing the slides.

“Feldman,” she read the name of the slide as she inserted
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it into the microscope. Then her breath caught sharply. “On-
ly dead cells!”

It was the same for Swanee and Tom. Each had to look at
his own slide and have it explained before the results could
be believed. But at last Chris bent over her own slide. A
minute later she glanced up, nodding. “What it should be. It
checks.”

Tom whooped and went out the door to notify Jake. There
was only plasma for some two hundred injections, but that
should yield sufficient proof. Once salvation was offered, there
should be no trouble convincing the people that blood dona-
tions from their children were worthwhile.

Later, when the last of the plasma had been used, they
could finally relax. Chris slipped off her smock and dropped
onto the cot. A tired smile came onto her lips. “You're for-
given, Dan,” she said. A moment later she was obviously
asleep. Doc meant to join her, but it was too much effort.
He leaned his head forward onto his arms, vaguely wonder-
ing why she was calling off the feud.

It was night outside when he awoke, and he was lying on
the cot, though he still felt cramped and strained. He stirred,
groaning, and finally realized that a hand was on his shoul-
der shaking him. He looked up to see Jake above him, Chris
was busy with the coffee maker.

Jake slumped onto the cot beside Doc. “We took South-
port,” he announced.

That knocked the sleep out of Doc’s system. “You what?”

“We took it, lock, stock and barrel. I figured the news of
your cure would put guts into the men, and it did. But we’d
probably have taken it anyhow. There wasn’t anything to
fight for there after Earth pulled out and the plague really
hit. Wilson mistook last-minute panic for fighting spirit. The
poor devils didn’t have anything to fight about, once the Lob-
by stopped goading them.”

Doc tried to assimilate the news. But once the surprise was
gone, he found it meant very little. Maybe his revolutionary
zeal had cooled, once the Lobby men had pulled out. “We'll
need a lot more plasma than there is in Southport,” he said.

“Not so much, maybe,” Jake denied. “Doc, three of the
men you injected were shot down as runners. Your plasma’s
no good.”

“It takes time to work, Jake. I told you there might be a
case or two that would be too close to the edge. Three is
more than I expected, but it’s not impossible.”

“There was plenty of time. They blew after we got back
from Southport.” Jack dropped his hand on Doc’s shoulder,
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and his face softened. “Harkness tested every man you in-
jected. He finished half an hour ago. Five showed dead bugs.
The rest of them weren’t helped at all.”

Doc fumbled for a weed, trying to think. But his thoughts
refused to focus. “Five!”

“Five out of two hundred. That’s about average. And what
about Tom? He was jumping around after the test last night,
telling how you’d cured him, how he’d seen the dead bugs;
but he never had the jumping headache, and you never gave
g:xm the plasma! He’s got dead bugs, though. Harkness tested

im.”

Doc let his realization of his own idiocy sink in until he
could believe it. Jake was right. Tom had never been treated,
yet Chris had reported dead bugs. They’d all been so ready
to believe in miracles that no one had been able to think
straight after the long wait.

“There was a bump on his neck—a small one,” he said
slowly. “Jake, he must have caught it, even if he seemed im-
mune. If he was taking anodyne anyway for something—or
unconscious . . .”

“He was up in Northport six years ago for a kidney opera-
tion,” Jake admitted doubtfully. “We had to chip in to pay
for it. But you still didn’t treat him, and he’s cured. Face it.
Doc, that plasma is no good inside the body.”

His hand tightened on Doc’s shoulder again. “We’re not
blaming you. We don’t judge a man here except by what he
is. Maybe the stuff helps a little. We’ll go on using it when
we get it; tell everybody you were a mite optimistic, so they’ll
figure it’s a gamble, but have a little hope left. And you keep
trying. Something cured it in Tom. Now you find out what.”

Doc watched him go out numbly, and turned to Chris.

“It can’t be right,” she said shakily. “You and Swanee
were cured. Maybe it was the accelerator. It had to be some-
thing.”

“You didn’t have the accelerator,” he accused.

“No, and I've still got live bugs. I was never supposed to
be cured, so I expected to see just what I saw. How I missed
the fact that Tom should have been like me, I don’t know.
Damn it, oh, damn it!”

He’s never seen her cry before, except in fury. But she
mastered it almost at once, shaking tears out of her eyes.
“All right. Plasma works in a bottle but not in an adult body.
Maybe something works in the body but not in a bottle.”

“Maybe. And maybe some people are just naturally im-
mune after it reaches a certain stage. Maybe we ran into
coincidence.”
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But he didn’t believe that, any more than she did. The an-
swer had to be in the room. He’d taken a massive dose of
the disease and been cured in a few hours.

Outside the room, the war went on, drawing toward a close.
The supposed partial cure was good propaganda, if nothing
else, and Jake was widening his territory steadily. There was
only token resistance against him. He had the Southport shut-
tles now to cover huge areas in a hurry. But inside the room,
the battle was less successful. It wasn’t the accelerator. It
wasn’t the tablets of anodyne. They even tried sweeping the
floor and using the dust without results.

Then another test in the room, made with four volunteers
Jake selected, yielded complete cures after injections with
plain salt water in place of plasma.

The plague speeded up again. About four people out of a
hundred now seemed to have caught the disease and cured
themselves. They accounted for what faith was left in Doc’s
plasma and gave some unfounded hope to the others.

Northport fell a week later, putting the whole planet in
rebel hands.

Jake returned, wearier than ever. He’d proved to be one
of the natural immunes, but the weight of the campaign that
could only end in a defeat by the plague left him no room
to rejoice in his personal fortune.

This time he looked completely defeated. And a moment
later, Doc saw why as Jake flipped a flimsy sheet onto the
table. It bore the seals of Space and Medical Lobbies.

Jake pointed upwards. “The war rockets are there, all
right. We knew they’d come. Now all they want for calling
them off is our surrender and your cure. If they don’t get
both, they’ll blow the planet to bits. We have two days.”

The rockets could be seen clearly with binoculars. There
were more than enough to destroy all life on the planet. May-
be they’d be used eventually, anyhow, since the Lobbies
wanted no more rebellion. But with a cure for the plague, he
might have bought them off.

Chris stood beside him, looking as if it were a bitter pill for
her, too. She’d risked herself in the hands of the enemy, had
cooperated with him in everything she’d been taught to op-
pose, and had worked like a dog. Now the Lobbies seemed
to forget her as a useless tool. They were falling back on a
raw power play and forgetting any earlier schemes.

“Maybe they’d hold off for a while if I agreed to go to
them and share all my ideas, specimens and notes,” he said
at last. “Do you think your Lobby would settle for that,
Chris?”
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“I don’t know, Dan. I've stopped thinking their way.” She
seemed almost apologetic for the admission.

He dropped an arm over her shoulder and turned with her
back to the laboratory. “Okay, then we’ve got to find a mira-
cle. We've got two days ahead of us. At least we can try.”

But he knew he was lying to himself. There wasn’t any-
thing he could think of to try.

XV
Decision

Two days was never enough time for a miracle, Doc de-
cided as he packed his notes into a small bag and put it be-
side his bundle of personal belongings. He glanced around
the room for the last time, and managed a grin at Jake’s
gloomy expression.

“Maybe I can bluff them, or maybe they’ll string along for
a while,” he said. “Anyhow, now that they’ve agreed to take
me and my notes in place of the cure we’re fresh out of, I've
got to be on that shuttle when it goes back to their men at
orbital station.”

Jake nodded. “I don’t like selling friends down the river,
Doc. But it wouldn’t do you any more good to blow up with
the planet, I reckon. They won’t call off the war rockets when
they do get you, of course. But maybe they won’t use them,
except as a threat to put the Lobbies back in, stronger than
ever.”

He stuck out one of his awkwardly shaped hands, clapped
the aspirator over his face and hurried out. Doc picked up
his bags and went toward the little tractor where Lou was
waiting to drive him and Chris back toward Southport and
the shuttle rocket that would be landing for them. They hadn’t
mentioned Chris in their demands, but her father must ex-
pect her to return.

After they had him, he’d be on his own. His best course
was probably to insist on talking only to Ryan at Medical
Lobby, and then being completely honest. The room here
would be kept sealed, in case the Lobby wanted to investi-
gate where he had failed. And his notes were honest, which
was something that could usually be determined. Chris could
testify to that, anyhow, since she’d kept a lot of them for him.

At best, there would be a chance for some compromise and
perhaps some clue for them that might eventually end thc
plague. They had enough men to work on it, and billions in
equipment. At worst, he should gain a little time.
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“Cheer up, Chris,” he told her as he climbed through the
little airlock. “Maybe Harkness will turn up the cure before
our negotiations break down. He has the whole of Northport
Hospital to play with. They haven’t tried to chase him out
of there yet. After all, we almost found something with no
equipment except wild imaginations.”

She shook her head as the tractor began moving. “Shut
up! I've got enough trouble without your coming down with
logorrhea. Don’t be a fool.”

“Why change now?” he asked her. “Everything I've done
has been because I am a fool. I guess my luck lasted longer
than I could expect. And I'm still fool enough to think that
the solution has to turn up eventually. We know it has to be
in that room. Damn it, we must know it—if we could only
think straight now.”

She reached over and touched his hand, but made no com-
ment. They had been over that statement of desperation too
many times already. But it kept nagging at him—something
in the room, something in the room! Something so common
that nobody noticed it!

They passed a crowd chasing down a runner. Something
in that room could have saved the unlucky man. It could
have saved Mars, perhaps.

He growled for the hundredth time, cursing his fatigue-
numbed mind. Too little sleep, too much coffee and bracky . . .

He reached for the package of weed, realizing that he
would miss it on Earth, if he ever got there. Like everything
here on the planet, he’d begun by detesting it and wound up
finding it the thing he wanted to keep forever. He lighted
the bracky and sat smoking, watching Lou drive. When the
first was finished, he lighted another from the butt.

She put out a hand and took it away. ‘“Please, Dan. I can
stand the stuff, but I'll never like it, and the tractor’s stuffy
enough already. I've taken enough of it. And it keeps re-
minding me of our test—the three of you stinking up the
place, puffing and blowing that out, while I couldn’t even get
a breath of air . . .”

She was getting logorrhea herself now and—

The answer finally hit him! He jerked around, making a
grab for Lou’s shoulder, motioning for the man to head back.

“Bracky—it has to be! Chris, that’s it. Jake picked out the
second group of men from his friends—and they are all cro-
nies because they hang around so much in their so-called
smoking room. The first time, it killed the bugs for all of us
who smoked—and it didn’t work for you because you never
learned the habit.”
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Lou had the tractor turned and the rheostat all the way
to the floor.

She was sitting up now, but she wasn’t fully satisfied. “The
percentage of immunes seems about right. But why do some
of the smokers get the disease while some don’t?” .

“Why not? It depends on whether they pick up the habit
before or after the disease gets started. Tom must have got
his while he was in Northport. They wouldn’t let him smoke
there—if he had the habit before, for that matter.”

She found no fault with that. He twisted it back and forth
in his mind, trying to find a fault. There seemed to be none.
The only trouble was that they couldn’t send a message that
bracky was the cure and hope that Earth would prove it true.
No polite note of apology would do after that. They had to
be sure. Too many other ideas had proved wrong already.

Jake saw them coming and came running toward the labo-
ratory, but Lou stopped the tractor before it reached the
building and let the older man in.

“Get me a dozen men who have the plague. I want the
worst cases you have, and ones that Harkness tested him-
self,” Doc ordered. “And then start praying that the cure
we’ve got works fast.”

Chris was at the electron mike at once, but one of her
hands reached out for the weed. She began puffing valiantly,
making sick faces. Now other men began coming in, their
faces struggling to find hope, but not daring to believe yet.
Jake followed them.

“We’ll test at ten-minute intervals. That will be about two
hours for the last from the group,” Doc decided. One of the
doctors Harkness had brought to the villages was busy cut-
ting tiny sections from the lumps on the men’s necks, while
Chris ran them through the microscope to make sure the
bugs were still alive. The regular optical mike was strong
enough for that.

Doc handed each man a bracky weed, with instructions to
keep smoking, no matter how sick it made him.

There were no results at the end of ten minutes when the
first test was made. The second, at the end of twenty min-
utes, was still infected with live bugs. At the half hour, Chris
frowned.

“I can’t be sure—take a look, Dan.”

He bent over, moving the slide to examine another spot.
“I think so. The next one should tell.”

There was no doubt about the fourth test. The bugs were
dead, without a single exception that they could find.

One by one, the men were tested and went storming out,
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shouting the news. For a minute, the gathering crowd was
skeptical, remembering the other failures. Then, abruptly,
men were screaming, crying and fighting for the precious
bracky, like the legions of the damned grabbing for lottery
tickets when the prize was a passport to paradise.

Jake swore as he moved toward the door. “We’re low on
bracky here. Have to get a supply from Edison, I guess, and
cart it to the shuttle. Enough for a sample, and to make them
want more. It’s be tough, but we’ll get it there in time—by
the time the shuttle should be picking you up. Doc, you’ve
won our war! From now on, if Earth wants to keep her popu-
lation up, we’ll be a free planet!”

Chris turned slowly from the microscope, holding a slide
in her hands. “My bugs,” she said unbelievingly. “Dan,
they’re dead!”

Jake patted her shoulder. “That makes it perfect, girl. Now
come on. We've got to start celebrating a victory!”

It was the general feeling of most of the heads of the vil-
lages when they met the next day in Southport, using the
courtroom that had been presided over so long by Judge Ben
Wilson. It was victory, and to the victor belonged the spoils.
The bracky had gone out to Earth on a converted war rocket
that could make the trip in less than two weeks, and one
packet had been specially labeled for Captain Everts. But
Earth had already confirmed the cure. The small amounts
of the herb found in the botanical collections had been
enough to satisfy all doubts.

Harkness, Chris and Doc had been fighting against the de-
sire to rob Earth blind that filled most of the men here for
hours now. Now they had the backing of Jake and Ben Wil-
son. And now finally they leaned back, sensing that the ar-
gument had been won.

Bargaining was all right in its place, but it had no place in
affairs of life and death such as this. They had to see that
Earth received all the bracky she needed. It was only right
to charge a fair price for it, but they couldn’t restrict it by
withholding or overchanging. And they could still gain their
ends without blackmail.

Martian alkaloids were tricky things, and bracky smoke
contained a number of them. It would take Earth at least
ten years to discover and synthesize the right one—and it
would still probably cost more than it would to import the
weed from Mars. As long as the source of that weed was
here, and in the hands of the colonials, there would be no
danger of Earth’s bombing the planet.
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Harkness got up to underscore a point Wilson had made.
“The plague lived a million years, and it won’t disappear
now. The jumping headache, or Selnick’s migraine, is un-
pleasant enOUgﬁ to make us reasonably sure that there will
be a steady consumption of the weed. Our problem will be
to keep the children from using too much of it, probably.”
He pulled a weed out and lighted it, puckering his face as
the smoke bit his tongue. “I'm told that this gets to be an
enjoyable habit. If I can believe that, surely you can believe
me when I say we don’t have to bargain with lives.”

The village men were human, and most of them could re-
member the strain they had been under when they expected
those they loved to die at any hour. It had made them crave
vengeance, but now as they had a chance to reexamine it,
they began to find it harder to impose the horror of any such
threat on others. The final vote was almost unanimous.

Doc listened as they wrangled over the wording of the mes-
sage to Earth, feeling disconnected from it. He passed Chris
a bracky and lighted it for her. She took it automatically,
smiling as the smoke hit her lungs. It was one thing they had
in common now, at least.

Ben Wilson finally read the message.

“To the people of Earth, greetings!

“On behalf of the free people of Mars, I have the honor to
announce that this planet hereby declares itself a sovereign
and independent world. We shall continue to regard Earth
as our mother, and to consider the health and welfare of
her people in no way second to our own in matters which
affect both planets. We trust that Earth will share this feeling
of mutual friendship. We trust that all strains of hostility will
be ended. The advantages to each from peaceful commerce
make any course other than the most cordial of relations un-
thinkable.

“We shall consider proof of such friendship an order by
Earth to all rockets circling this planet that they shall deliver
themselves safely into our hands, in order that we may begin
converting them to peaceful purposes for the trade that is to
come. In turn, we pledge that all efforts will be made to en-
sure a prompt delivery of those products most in demand,
including the curative bracky plant.”

He turned to Doc then. “You want to sign it, Dr. Feld-
man? Make it as acting president or something, until we can
get around to voting you into permanent office.”

“You and Jake fight over the job,” Doc told him. “No,
Ben, 1 mean it.”

He got up and moved out into the outer room, where he
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could avoid the stares of amazement that were turned to him.
He’d never asked for the honor, and he didn’t want it.

Chris came with him. Her face was shocked and some-
thing was slowly draining out of it as he looked at her.

“Forget it, Chris,” he said. “You’re going back to Earth.
There is nothing for you here.”

She hadn’t quite given up. “There could be, Dan. You
know that.”

“No. No, Chris, I don’t think there ever can be. You can’t
find a man strong enough to rule who’ll be weak enough to
let you rule in his place. It didn’t work on Earth, and it won’t
work here. Forget the dreams you had of what could be done
with a new planet. Those are the dreams that made a mess
of the old one.”

“T’ll be back,” she told him. “Some day I'll be back.”

He shook his head again. “No. You wouldn’t like what
you find here. Freedom is heady stuff, but you have to have
a taste for it. You can’t acquire a fondness for it second hand.
And for a while, there’s going to be freedom here. Besides,
once you get back to Earth, youll forget what happened
here.”

She sighed at last. For the first time since he had known
her, she seemed to give in completely. And for that brief
moment, he loved what she could have been, but never
would be.

“All right, Dan,” she said quietly. “I can’t fight you. I nev-
er could, I see now. I'll take the rocket back. What are you
going to do?”

He hadn’t bothered to think, but he knew the answer. “Re-
search. What else?”

There would be a lot of research done here. It had been
suppressed too long, and had piled up a backpressure that
would have to be relieved. And from that research, he sus-
pected, would come the end of the stable oligarchy of Earth.
It could never stand against the changes that would be pour-
ing out of Mars.

She put her hands on his shoulders and moved forward to
kiss him. He bent down to meet her, and found her eyes
were wet. Maybe his were, too. Then she broke free.

“You're a fool, Dan Feldman,” she whispered, and began
moving down the hallway and out of the council hall of Mars.

Doc Feldman nodded slowly as he let her go. He was a
fool. He had always been a fool, and always would be. And
that was why he could never take over leadership here.
Fools and idealists should never govern a world. It took prac-
tical men such as Jake to do that.
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But the practical men needed the foolish idealists, too.
And maybe for a time here on Mars their kind of men and
his kind of fools could make one more stab at the ancient
puzzle of freedom.

Outside the war rockets of Earth began landing quietly on
the free soil of Mars.

THE END
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