
















































































































































































































































































dom conscious of that hate.
Still less did he ever stop to
analyze its real cause. Here
in this lonely world of sea
and sky, of steaming man-
grove swamps and dazzling
coral strands, there was noth-
ing to recall the past. Yet he
could never escape it. And
sometimes the demons in his
mind would awake, lashing
him into a fury of rage or vi-
cious, wanton destructiveness.
So far he had been lucky; he
had not killed anyone. But
some day. ..

An anxious jerk from Blan-
co interrupted his reveries of
vengeance.

He gave a reassuring signal
to his tender, and started a
closer examination of the cap-
sule. What did it weigh?
Could it be hoisted easily?
There were many things he
had to discover, before he
could settle on any definite
plans.

He braced himself against
the corrugated metal wall and
pushed cautiously. There was
a definite movement as the
capsule rocked on the sea-bed.
Maybe it could be lifted, even
with the few pieces of tackle
that the Arafura could mus-
ter. It was probably lighter
than it looked.

Tibor pressed his helmet
against a flat section of the
hull, and listened intently.

He had half expected to
hear some mechanical noise,
such as the whirring of elec-
tric motors. Instead, there was

utter silence. With the hilt
of his knife, he rapped sharp-
ly on the metal, trying to
gauge its thickness and to lo-
cate any weak spots. On the
third try, he got results: but
they were not what he had
anticipated.

In a furious, desperate tat-
too, the capsule rapped back
at him,

Until this moment, Tibor
had never dreamed that there
might be someone inside. The
capsule had seemed far too
small,

Then he realized that he
had been thinking in terms of
conventional aircraft. There
was plenty of room here for
a little pressure cabin in
which a dedicated astronaut
could spend a few cramped
hours.

As a kaleidoscope can
change its pattern completely
in a single moment, so the
half-formed plans in Tibor’s
mind dissolved and then crys-
tallized into a new shape. Be-
hind the thick glass of his
helmet, he ran his tongue
lightly across his lips. If Nick
could have seen him now, he
would have wondered—as he
had sometimes done before—
whether his Number Two
diver was wholly sane. Gone
were all thoughts of a remote
and impersonal vengeance
against something as abstract
as a nation or a machine.

Now it would be man to
man,
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¢CPOO0OK your time, didn’t
you?” said Nick, “What
did you find?”

“It’s Russian,” said .Tibor.
“Some kind of sputnik. If we
can get a rope around it, I
think we can lift it off the
bottom. But it’s tco heavy to
get aboard.”

Nick chewed thoughtfully
on his eternal cigar.

The pearling master was
worried about a point that had
not occurred to Tibor, If
there were any salvage oper-
ations round here, everyone
would know where the Ara-
fura had been drifting. When
the news got back to Thurs-
day Island, his private patch
of shell would be cleaned out
in no time.

They’d have to keep quiet
about the whole affair, or else
haul the damn thing up them-
selves and not say where
they’d found it. Whatever
happened, it looked like being
more of a nuisance than it
was worth. Nick, who shared
most Australians’ profound
suspicion of authority, had al-
ready decided that all he’d get
for his:trouble would be a nice
letter of thanks.

“The boys won’t go down,”
he said. “They think it's a
bomb. Want to leave it alone.”

“Tell ’em not to worry,” re-
plied Tibor, “I’ll handle it.”

He tried to keep his voice
normal and unemotional, but
this was too good to be true.
AT THE END OF THE ORBIT

If the other divers heard the
tapping from the capsule, his
plans would have been fruse
trated.

He gestured to the island,
green and lovely on the sky-
line.

“Only one thing we can do.
If we can heave it a couple of
feet off the bottom, we can
run for the shore. Once we're
in shallow water, it won’t be
too hard to haul it up on the
beach. We can use the boats,
and maybe get a block and
tackle on one of those trees.”

Nick considered the idea
without much enthusiasm. He
doubted if they could get the
sputnik through the reef,
even on the leeward side of
the island. But he was all in
favor of lugging it away from
this patch of shell. They
could always dump it some-
where else, buoy the place and
still get whatever credit was
going.

“Okay,” he said. “Down you
go. That two-inch rope’s the
strongest we’'ve got—better
take that. Don’t be all bloody
day; we’ve lost enough time
already.”

Tibor had no intention of
being all day. Six hours would
be quite long enough. That
was one of the first things he
had learned, from the signals
through the wall.

It was a pity that he could
not hear the Russian’s voice;
but the Russian could hear
him, and that was what really
mattered. When he pressed
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his helmet against the metal
and shouted, most of his
words got through. So far, it
had been a friendly conversa-
tion; Tibor had no intention
of showing his hand until the
right psychological moment.

HE first move had been
to establish a code—one

knock for “Yes,” two for
“No.” After that, it was
merely a matter of framing
suitable questions. Given

time, there was no fact or idea
that could not be communi-
cated by means of these two
signals.

It would have been a much
tougher job if Tibor had been
forced to use his indifferent
Russian. He 'had been pleased,
but not surprised, to find that
the trapped pilot understood
English perfectly.

There was air in the cap-
sule for another five hours;
the occupant was uninjured;
yes, the Russians knew where
it had come down.

That last reply gave Tibor
pause. Perhaps the pilot was
lying, but it might very well
be true. Although something
had obviously gone wrong
with the planned return to
Earth, the tracking ships out
in the Pacific must have lo-
cated the impact point—with
what accuracy, he could not
guess. Still, did that matter?
It might take them days to
get here, even if they came
racing straight into Australi-
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an territorial waters without
bothering to get permission
from Canberra. He was mas-
ter of the situation. The en-
tire might of the U.S.S.R.
could do nothing to interfere
with his plans—until it was
much too late.

The heavy rope fell in coils
on the sea-bed, stirring up a
cloud of silt that drifted like
smoke down the slow current.
Now that the sun was higher
in the sky, the underwater
world was no longer wrapped
in a gray, twilight gloom. The
sea-bed was colorless but
bright, and the boundary of
vision was now almost fif-

. teen feet away.

For the first time, Tibor
could see the space-capsule in
its entirety. It was such a
peculiar-looking object, being
designed for conditions be-
yond all normal experience,
that there was an eye-teasing
wrongness about it. One
searched in vain for a front
or a rear. There was no way
of telling in what direction
it pointed as it sped along its
orbit.

Tibor pressed his helmet
against the metal and shout-
ed.

“I’'m back,” he called.” “Can
you hear me?”

Tap.

“I've got a rope, and I'm
going to tie it on to the para-
chute cables. We're ' about
three kilometers from an, is-
land. As soon as we've made
you fast we’ll head towards
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it. We can’t lift you out of
the water with the gear on the
lugger, so we’ll try to get you
up on the beach. You under-
stand?”

Tap. '

IT took only a few moments
to secure the rope; now he

had better get clear before

the Arafura started to lift.

But there was something he
had to do first,

“Hello!” he shouted. “I've
fixed the rope. We’ll lift in
a minute. D’you hear me?”

Tap.

“Then you can hear this too.
You’ll never get there alive.
I've fixed that as well.”

Tap, tap.

“You've got five hours to
die. My brother took longer
than that, when he ran into
your mine field. You under-
stand? I'm from Budapest! I
hate you and your country
and everything it stands for.
You’ve taken my home, my
family, made my people
slaves. I wish I could see your
face now! I wish I could
watch you die, as I had to
watch Theo. When you're
halfway to the island, this
rope is going to break where
I cut it. I'll go down and fix
another—and that’ll break,
too. You can sit in there and
wait for the bumps.”

Tibor stopped abruptly,
shaken and exhausted by the
: violef§e of his emotion.

There was no room for logic
or reason in this orgasm of
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hate. He did not pause to
think, for he dared not. Yet
somewhere far down inside
his mind the real truth was
burning its way up towards
the light of consciousness.

It was not the Russians he
hated, for all that they had
done. It was himself, for he
had done more.

The blood of Theo, and of
ten thousand countrymen, was
upon his own hands. No one
could have been a better com-
munist than he was, or have.
more supinely believed the
propaganda from Moscow. At
school and college, he had
been the first to hunt out and
denounce “traitors” (how
many had he sent to the labor
camps or the AVO torture
chambers?) When he had
seen the truth, it was far, far
too late. And even then he
had not fought. He had run.

He had run across the
world, trying to escape his
guilt; and the two drugs of

danger and dissipation had
helped him to forget the past.
The -only pleasure life gave
him now were the loveless em-
braces he sought so feverishly
when he was on the mainland,
and his present mode of ex-
istence was proof that these
were not enough.

If he now had the power
to deal out death, it was only
because he had come here m
search of it himself.

There was no sourfii§from
the capsule. Its silence seemed
contemptuous, mocking., An-



grily, Tibor banged against it
with the hilt of his knife.

“Did you hear me?” he
shouted. “Did you hear me?”

No answer.

“Damn you! I know you’re
listening! If you don’t an-
swer, I'll hole you and let the
water in!”

He was sure that he could,
with the sharp point of his
knife. But that was the last
thing he wanted to do; that
would be too quick, too easy
an ending.

There was still no sound;
maybe the Russian had faint-
ed. Tibor hoped not, but there
was no point in waiting any
longer. He gave a vicious
parting bang on the capsule,
and signaled to his tender.

ICK had news for him
when he broke the sur-
face.

“T.I. radio’s been squawk-
ing,” he said. “The Ruskis are
asking everyone to look out
for one of their rockets. They
say it should be floating some-
where off the Queengland
coast. Sounds as if they want
it badly.”

“Did they say anything else
about it?” Tibor asked anx-
iously.

“Oh, yes. It’s been round
the Moon a couple of times.”

“That all?”

“Nothing else that I remem-
ber. There was a lot .of sci-
ence stuff I didn’t get.”

That figured; it was just
like the Russians to keep as

quiet as they could about an
experiment that had gone
wrong.

“You tell T.I
found it?”

“Are you crazy? Anyway,
the radio’s crook; couldn’t if
we wanted to. Fixed that rope
properly?” ,

“Yes—see if you can haul
her off the bottom.”

The end of the rope had
been wound round the main-
mast, and in a few seconds it
had been drawn taut. Al-
though the sea was calm,
there was a slight swell and
the lugger was rolling ten or
fifteen degrees. With each
roll, the gunwales would
rise a couple of feet, then
drop again. There was a lift
here of several tons, but one
had to be careful in using it.

The rope twanged, the
woodwork groaned and
creaked, .and for a moment
Tibor was afraid that the
weakened line would part too
soon. But it held, and the load
lifted.

They got a further hoist on
the second roll—and on the
third. Then the capsule was
clear of the sea-bed, and the
Arafura was listing slightly
to port.

“Let’s go,” said Nick, tak-
ing the wheel. “Should ke able
to get her half a mile before
she bumps again.”

The lugger began to move
slowly towards the island,
carrying its hidden burden
beneath it.
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As he leaned on the rails,
letting the sun steam the
moisture from his sodden
clothing, Tibor felt at peace
for the first time in—how
many months? Even his hate
had ceased to burn like fire
in his brain. Perhaps, like
love, it was a passion that
could never be satisfied. But
for the moment, at least, it
was satiated.

There was no weakening of
his resolve. He was implaca-
bly set upon the vengeance
that had been so strangely—
so miraculously—placed with-
in his power. Blood called for
blood, and now the ghosts
that haunted him might rest
at last. : -

v

HE began to worry when
they were two-thirds of
the way to the island, and
the rope had not parted.

There were still four hours
to go. That was much too
long. For the first time it oc-
curred to him that his entire
plan might miscarry, and
might even recoil on his head.
Suppose that, despite every-
thing, Nick managed to get
the capsule up on the beach
before the deadline?

With a deep twang that set
the whole ship vibrating, the
rope came snaking out of the
water, scattering spray in all
directions.

“Might have guessed,” mut-
tered Nick. “She was just
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starting to bump. You like to
go down again, or shall I send
one of the boys?”

“I'll take it,” Tibor hastily
answered. “I can do it quicker
than they can.”

That was perfectly true, but
it took him twenty minutes
to locate the capsule. The
Arafura had drifted well away
from it before Nick could stop
the engine, and there was a
time when Tibor wondered if
he would ever find it again.

He quartered the sea-bed in
great arcs, and it was not un-
til he had accidentally tan-
gled in the training parachute
that his search was ended.
The shrouds lay pulsating
slowly in the current like
some weird and hideous ma-
rine monster—but there was
nothing that Tibor feared now
except frustration, and his
pulse barely quickened as he
saw the whitely looming mass
ahead. ‘

The capsule was scratched
and stained with mud, but ap-
peared undamaged. It was ly-
ing on its side now, looking
rather like a giant milk-churn
that had been tipped over.
The passenger must have
been bumped around. But if
he’d fallen all the way back
from the Moon he muist have
been well padded and was
probably still in good shape.
Tibor hoped so. It would be
a pity if the remaining three
hours were wasted.

Once again he rested the
verdigrised copper of his hel-
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met against the no-longer-
q u it e-so-brightly-gleaming
metal of the capsule.

“Hello!” he shouted. “Can
you hear me?”

Perhaps the Russian would
try to balk him by remaining
silent—but that surely, was
asking too much of any man’s
self-control. Tibor was right.
Almost at once there was the
sharp knock of the reply.

“So glad you’re there,” he
called back. “Things are work-
ing out just the way I said,
though I guess I'll have to
cut the rope a little deeper.”

THE capsule did not an-
swer it. It never answered
again, though Tibor banged
and banged on the next dive—
and on the next.

But he hardly expected it
to then, for they’d had to stop
for a couple of hours to ride
out a squall, and the time-
limit had expired long before
he made his final descent.

He was a little annoyed
about that, for he had planned
a farewell message. He shout-
ed it just the same, though he

knew he was wasting his
breath.
By early afternoon, the

Arafura had come in as close
as she dared. There were only
a few feet of water beneath
her, and the tide was falling.
The capsule broke surface at
the bottom of each wave
trough, and was now firmly
stranded on a sandbank.
There was no hope of moving
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it any further. It was stuck
until a high sea dislodged it.

Nick regarded the situation
with an expert eye.

“There’s a six-foot tide to-
night,” he said. “The way
she’s lying now, she’ll be in
only a couple of feet of water
at low. We'll be able to get
at her with the boats.”

They waited off the sand-
bank while the sun and the
tide went down and the radio
broadcast intermittent reports
of a search that was coming
closer but was still far away.
Late in the afternoon the cap-
sule was almost clear of the,
water. The crew rowed the
small boat towards it with a
reluctance which Tibor found
himself sharing, to his annoy-
ance.

“It’s got a dvor in the side,”
said Nick suddenly. “Jeeze—
think there’s anyone in it?”

“Could be,” answered Ti-
bor, his voice not as steady
as he thought.

Nick glanced at him curi-
ously. His diver had been act-
ing strangely all day, but he
knew better than to ask him
what was wrong. In this part
of the world, you soon learned
to mind your own business.

The boat, rocking slightly
in the choppy sea, had now
come alongside the capsule.
Nick reached out and grabbed
one of the twisted antenna
stubs. Then, with -catlike
agility, he clambered up the
curved metal surface. Tibor
made no attempt to follow
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him, but watched silently
from the boat as he examined
the entrance hatch.

“Unless it’s jammed,” Nick
muttered, “there must be
some way of opening it from
outside. Just our luck if it
needs special tools.”

His fears were groundless.
The word “Open” had been
stencilled in ten languages
round the recessed door-
catch, and it took only sec-
onds to deduce its mode of op-
eration. As the air hissed out
Nick said “Phew!” and turned
suddenly pale. He looked at
Tibor as if seeking support,
but Tibor avoided his eye.

Then, reluctantly, Nick
lowered himself into the cap-
sule,

He was gone for a long
time. At first, they could hear
muffled bangings and bump-
ings from the inside, followed
by a string of bi-lingual pro-
fanity.

And then there was a si-
lence that went on and on
and on.

When at last Nick’s head
appeared above the hatchway,
his leathery, wind-tanned face
was gray and streaked with
tears. As Tibor saw this in-
credible sight, he felt a sud-
den ghastly premonition.
Something had gone horribly
wrong, but his mind was too
numb to anticipate the truth.
It came soon enough, when
Nick handed down his burden,
3onlarger than an oversized

oll.
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LANCO took it, as Tibor
shrank to the stern of the
boat.

As he looked at the calm,
waxen face, fingers of ice
seemed to close not only upon
his heart, but round his loins.
In the same moment, both
hate and desire died forever
within him, as he knew the
price of his revenge.

The dead astronaut was per-
haps more beautiful in death
than she had been in life. Tiny
though she was, she must have
been tough as well as highly-
trained to qualify for this
mission. As she lay at Tibor’s
feet she was neither a Rus-
sian, nor the first female hu-
man being to have seen the far
side of the Moon. She was
merely the girl that he had
killed.

Nick was talking from a
long way off.

“She was carrying this,” he
said, in an unsteady voice.
“Had it tight in her hand.
Took me a long time to get it
out.”

Tibor scarcely heard him,
and never even glanced at the
tiny spool of tape lying in
Nick’s palm. He could not
guess, in this moment beyond
all feeling, that the Furies
had yet to close in upon his
soul—and that soon the whole
world would be listening to
an accusing voice from be-
yond the grave, branding him
more irrevocably than any
man since Cain. END



He had betrayed mankind,
but he was not afraid of
the consequences — ever!

THE

MIGHTIEST

MAN

‘

By PATRICK FAHY

THEY caught up with him
in Belgrade.

The aliens had gone by
then, only a few shining metal
huts in the Siberian tundra
giving mute evidence that
they had been anything other
than a nightmare.

It had seemed exactly like
that. A nightmare in which
all of Earth stood helpless,
unable to resist or flee, while
the obscene shapes slithered
and flopped over all her green
fields and fair cities. And the
awakening had not brought
the reassurance that it had all
been a bad dream. That if it
had happened in reality, the
people of Earth would have




been capable of dealing with
the terrible menace. It had
been real. And they had been
no more capable of resisting
the giant intelligences than a
child of killing the ogre in
his favorite fairy story.

It was an ironic parallel,
because that was what finally
saved Earth for its own peo-
ple. A fairy story.

The old fable of the lion
and the mouse. When the lion
had exhausted his atomic ar-
mor and proud science against
the invincible and immortal
invaders of Earth—for they
could not be killed by any
means—the mouse attacked
and vanquished them.

The mouse, the lowest form
of life: the fungoids, the air
of Earth swarming with mil-
lions of their spores, attacked
the monstrous bodies, grew
and entwined within the gray
convolutions that were their
brain centers. And as the tiny
thread-roots probed and tight-
ened, the aliens screamed
soundlessly. The intelligences
toppled and fell, and at last
that few among them who re-
tained sanity gathered their
lunatic brethren and fled as
they had come.

If he had known the effect
the fungoids would have on
them, he would have told them
that too. He had told them
everything clse, when he had
been snatched from a busy
city street, a random speci-
men of humanity to be
probed and investigated.
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They had chosen well. For
the payment they offered him
he was willing to barter the
whole human race. As far as
it lay in his power he did just
that.

He. was not an educated
man, though he was intelli-
gent. It was child’s play to
them to strip his mind bare;
but they had to know the in-
tarigibles too, the determined
will of humanity to survive,
the probabilities of the pattern
of human behavior in a situa-
tion which humanity had nev-
er before faced. He told them
all he could, gladly and will-
ingly. He would have descend-
ed to any treachery for the
vast glittering reward they
tempted him with.

It wasn’t easy for the Yu-
goslavs to guard him and,
anyway, their hearts weren’t
in the task. His treachery, the
ultimate treason, the betrayal
of the whole human race, was
commonly known.

Inevitably the mob got him
and killed three policemen in
the process. When they had
sated their anger a little and
the traitor had lost most of
his clothes and the thumb of
his right hand, they dragged
him to the junction where the
Danube meets the Sava and
held him under the gray wa-
ters with long poles, as if he
was some poisonous reptile.

He lay supinely on the bed
of the river and smiled evilly
while a hundred thousand peo-
ple writhed in neural agony.
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WENTY-FOUR hours

later the neural plague had
spread to Zagreb and into
Albania as far as Tirana.
When it crossed to Leghorn in
Italy the Balkans held twenty
million lunatics and the Dan-
ube was an artificial lake a
hundred miles wide.

They had used a “clean”
bomb. So they were able to
bring a loudspeaker van to' its
edge and boom at him to come
out. He allowed them to do
that for some inscrutable rea-
son; perhaps to demonstrate
that his powers were selec-
tive. Then it seemed he got
tired of the farce, and cruel
fingers twined themselves
into the nerve centers of the
President of Italy and the
Prime Minister of the govern-
ment of United Europe. He
made them dance a horribly
twisted pas de deux on the
banks of the Danube for his
perverted amusement.

Then he released them, and
released the millions of gib-
bering, twitching idiots that
inhabited Southern Europe,
and he came out of the river
bed in which he had lain for
forty-eight hours.

He walked alone through
the deserted streets of Bel-
grade until he came to the
United Nations building.
There he told a very brave
lieutenant that he was willing
to stand trial any place in the
world they wished.

For three days nobody came
to arrest him. He sat alone
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with the lieutenant in the
peopleless city of Belgrade
and waited for his captors.
They came then, timidly re-
assured by his non-violence.
While he talked to them
pleasantly the citizens of
London and Paris suddenly
began to dance jerky and gro-
tesque jigs on the pavements
of their cities. In the same
moment the Chief Justice of
the Court of the Nations, at
a cocktail party in Washing-
ton, writhed in the exquisite
pain of total muscle cramp,
his august features twisted
into a mask of abject fear.
The trial itself was a legal
farce. The prisoner promptly
pleaded guilty to the charge
of betraying mankind to an
alien race, but he didn’t allow
them to question him. When
one lawyer persisted in face
of his pleasant refusals, he
died suddenly in a cramped
ball of screaming agony.
The gray-faced Chief Jus-
tice inquired whether he
wished to be sentenced and
he answered yes, but not to
death. They couldn’t kill him,
he explained. That was part
of the reward the aliens had
given him. The other part was
that he could kill or immo-
bilize anybody in the world—
or everybody—from any dis-
tance. He sat back and smiled
at the stricken -courtroom.
Then he lost his composure
and his mouth twitched. He
lTaughed uproariously and
slapped his knees in ecstasy.

PATRICK FAHY



It was plain that he was
fond of a joke.

_An anonymous lawyer stood
up and waited patiently for
his merriment to subside.

If this was true, he asked,
why had not the aliens used
this power? Why had they
not simply killed off the in-
habitants and taken over the
vacant planet? The traitor
gazed kindly at him; and a
court stenographer who had
cautiously picked up a pencil
returned agonizingly to her
foetal position and, that way,
died.

The traitor looked at his
fingers and shrugged. The

thumb that had been snapped -

off in the mob’s frenzy was
more than half grown again.

“They needed slaves,” he
said simply.

“And at the end, while some
of them were still sane?”

The traitor raised his eye-
brows, giving him his full
courteous attention. The law-
yer sat down abruptly, his
question unfinished. The
creature who had betrayed his
own race smiled at him and
permitted him to live.

He even completed his ques-
tion for him, and answered it.
“Why did they not kill then?
They had something else on
their minds—fungoids!” He
laughed uproariously at his
macabre joke. “And in their
minds too!”

The lawyer’s blue eyes
gazed at him steadily and he
stopped laughing. In the
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bated hush of the courtroom
he said softly, “What a pity
I'm not an alien too. You
could have the fungoids de-
stroy me!”

He laughed again helpless-
ly, the tears running down his
cheeks.

HE Chief Justice ad-

journed the Court then and
the prisoner sauntered to his
comfortable quarters in front
of his frightened guards.

That night, in his own liv-
ing room, the Chief Justice
danced an agonized fandango
in front of his horror-stricken
wife and the anonymous law-
yer sat in his apartment, star-
ing at the blahk wall. He was
glad the aliens had not made
the traitor telepathic too.

He had found the chink in
his armor. -

The neural paralysis, the
murders by remote control,
were acts of a conscious will.
He had himself admitted that
if his mind was destroyed his
powers would be destroyed
with it. The aliens had not
sought revenge because their
minds were totally occupied
with saving themselves. The
stricken ones had simply lost
the power.

The knowledge was useless
to him. There was no way
they could attack his mind
without his knowing it.

Possibly they could steal
away his consciousness by
drugging or bludgeoning, but
it would be racial suicide to
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attempt it. In the split mo-

ment of realization he would .

kill every human being on
Earth. There would be nobody
left to operate on his brain,
to make him a mindless, pow-
erless idiot for the rest of
time. For any period of time,
he corrected himself. His
brain would heal again.

It was wuseless to think
about it. There was nothing
they could use against his in-
vincibility. The only hope was
to attack him unawares. ..and
if that hope was a fraction
less than a certainty it could
only mean final and absolute
catastrophe.

The lawyer looked at his
watch. It was' four in the
morning.

He went into the kitchen-
ette and then shrugged him-
self into his coat’ He walked
through the silent streets,
past the city hospital where
the Chief Justice lay in agony
while the motor impulses
from his nerve centers
wrenched and twisted his
body. He entered the foyer of
the luxury hotel where the
race betrayer was held pris-
oner and took the elevator to
the sixth floor.

Two sleepy. guards jerked
erect outside the unlocked
door. He put his finger to his
lips, enjoining them to si-
lence. Then he entered the
room and stood for a moment
over the man who was invin-
cible and immortal—and hu~
man. Human, and subject to
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the involuntary unconscious-
ness which nature demands
from all men. He slept.

The eyelids fluttered. The
lawyer took the steel meat
skewer from his pocket. He
thrust it through a half-
opened eye and rotated it,
methodically reducing the
soft brain to formless mush.

After that the trial proceed-
ed normally.

The prisoner stared vacant-
ly in front of him and all his
movements had to be direct-
ed. But he was alive and his
thumb was full grown again.

It was the lawyer that no-
ticed this and pointed out the
implications. The thumb had
grown to full size in less than
six weeks. They must regard
that as their maximum period
of immunity.

They ruminated over it for
another four days. The ques-
tion was a tricky one, for ma-
lignant immortality was be-
yond human solution. It was
not just a matter of dealing
out punishment. The problem
now was the protection of the
race from sudden .annihila-
tion. An insolvable problem,
but one that must be solved.
They could only do their
best.

. He was sentenced to life
imprisonment, with a special
feature.

It was decided he should be
guillotined once a month as
long as he lived.

END

PATRICK FAHY



PENNY WISE AND
FASHION FOOLISH

By THEODORE STURGEON

OU’RE getting robbed.

Let’s not go looking for
the robber just now; he isn’t
easy to catch, partly because
he’s got too many accomplices,
and partly because he’s too
doggone big. But he can be
locked out.

What you're getting robbed
of is books—or to put it more
personally, you're missing
what these books have stored
up for you, and it’s a real in-
justice.

One reason is that you are,
as you've been taught to be,
penny-wise. I can’t complete-
ly knock that. Waiting for a
cheap edition sometimes
makes sense, providing you
don’t forget, while waiting,
what it was you were waiting
for. But there are times when
there isn’'t a paperback re-
print and there won’t be. You
may well be thrifting your-
self out of some real riches.

Another reason is that you
(this time, it’s a collective,
averaged “you”) are fashion-
foolish, and for this you
ought to go have your silly
bead candled. There has been
for many years a never-ex-

amined, taken-for-granted
conviction that books are per-
ishables, and must be bought
and consumed while crisp,
like iceberg lettuce. This con-
viction is of course fostered
by bookclubs, who ‘go right
along with the idea that it
Just Isn’t Done to be seen
reading a book Everybody
Was Reading last year, or
even last spring.

It may seem simple-minded
to say this in so many words,
but it must be said: Honest
to goodness, friend; any book
is a new book if it’s new to
you. And further: Any price
is a cheap price if it substan-
tially increases your under-
standing.

There’s a whole wide cate-
gory of wonderful books
which you never see because
some reviewers back off from
their high price-tags, or be-
cause some reviewers never
get to see them (they’re pub-
lished by small firms who can
circulate only just so many
review copies) or because,
even when you hear about
them, you’re unwilling to part
with the dough or because,
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mec : criminal of all, you won’t
look at something with a last-
year’s copyright on it.

ERE are two cases in

point: The Human Ani-
mal, by Weston La Barre,
Chicago University Press,
1954. 372 pp. with index. $6.00.
And: A Handbook of Space
Flight, by Wayne A Proell
and Norman J. Bowman, Per-
astadion Press (10630 S. Saint
Louis Ave., Chicago) 1958.
458 pp with index. $7.00.

The La Barre is a hand-
some volume and an absolute
delight to read. There are
times when the author is a
very funny man indeed. None
of which keeps it from being
a thorough, scholarly, some-
times profound examination
of the human animal, as seen
from the points of view of the
biologist, the physical anthro-
pologist, the ~cultural ditto,
and the psychologist, all of
which Mr. La Barre seems to
be. When he is through with
you, you will understand as
you never did before why we
walk and talk and marry and
govern ourselves the way we
do—really why, starting from
the engineering of the body
itself, and all that went into
that, clear back to the amoeba.

Mr. La Barre, in the inter-
ests of accuracy, will be using
his share of anthropological
(and other) technicalities; but
never once does he throw you
a term without making sure
you understand it, '
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The Handbook is surely one
of the most extraordinary
collections of scientific, tech-
nological and speculative data
ever put between covers. Ex-
cellently cross-indexed, clear-

ly and sensibly written, it

hands you an example of how
to calculate the exhaust veloc-
ity and thrust of a rocket by
the Hirshfelder static equili-
brium method; what to do if
someone spills rocket-fuel on
your ring-finger; formulae
for solid propellants; pages
and pages of conversion fac-
tors (to convert horsepower
into kilogram calories per
minute, multiply by 10. 694).
There are diagrams of practi-
cal space-ships, including a
real beauty by Arthur C.
Clarke, and a long list of
speculative space drives
culled from s-f magazines.
There’s a truly marvellous 3-
dimensional projection of sur-
rounding space, with all its
stars up to 15 light-years
away precisely located;
there’s a list of major UFO
sightings up to publication
date; there are lucid descrip-
tions of 7 different types of
nuclear reaction, a list of pos-
sible careers in the space
game and where to apply for
jobs. . .it is impossible to de-
scribe, or even to list, the
scope of this remarkable book
and the number of its sub-
jects.

Don’t let yourself be cheat-
ed out of a chance to read
it! END

by Theodore Sturgeon
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I

RETIEF paused before a
tall mirror to check the
overlap of the four sets of
lapels that ornamented the
vermilion cutaway of a First
Secretary and Consul.

“Come along, Retief,” Mag-
nan said. “The Ambassador
has a word to say to the staff
before we go in.”

“I hope he isn’t going to
change the spontaneous
speech he plans to make when
the Potentate impulsively
suggests a trade agreement
along the lines they’ve been
discussing for the last two
months.”

“Your derisive attitude is
uncalled for, Retief,” Mag-
nan said sharply, “I think you

Hlustrated by GAUGHAN

realize it’s delayed your pro-
motion in the Corps.”

Retief took a last glance in
the mirror. “I'm not sure I
want a promotion,” he said.
“It would mean more lapels.”

Ambassador Crodfoller
pursed his lips, waiting until
Retief and Magnan took
places in the ring of Terres-
trial diplomats around him.

“A word of caution only,
gentlemen,” he said. “Keep
always foremost in your
minds the necessity for our
identification with the Nenni
Caste. Even a hint of famili-
arity with lower echelons
could mean the failure of the
mission. Let us remember
that the Nenni represent au-
thority here on Petreac. Their
traditions must be observed,
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whatever our personal prefer-
ances. Let’s go along now.
The Potentate will be making
his entrance any moment.”

Magnan came to Retief’s
side as they moved toward the
salon.

“The Ambassador’s remarks
were addressed chiefly to
you, Retief,” he said. “Your
laxness in these matters is
notorious. Naturally, I believe
firmly in democratic princi-
ples myself—"

“Have you ever had a feel-
ing, Mr. Magnan, that there’s
a lot going on here that we
don’t know about?”

Magnan nodded. “Quite
so. Ambassador Crodfoller’s
point exactly. Matters which
are not of concern to the
Nenm are of no concern to
us.

“Another feeling I get is
that the Nenni aren’t very
bright. Now suppose—"

“I'm not given to supposi-
tions, Retief. We're here to
n-nplement the policies of the
Chief of Mission. And I
should dislike to be in the
shoes of a member of the staff
whose conduct jeopardized
the agreement that will be
concluded here tonight.”

bearer with a tray of
drinks rounded a fluted
column, shied as he confront-
ed the diplomats, fumbled the
tray, grabbed and sent a glass
crashing to the floor.
Magnan leaped back, slap-
ping at the purple cloth of his
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pants leg. Retief’'s hand shot
out to steady the tray. The
servant rolled terrified eyes.

“I’ll take one of these, now
that you're here,” Retief said.
He took a glass from the tray,
winking at the servant.

“No harm done,” he said.
“Mr. Magnan’s just warming
up for the big dance.”

A Nenni major-domo bus-
tled up, rubbing his hands
politely. .

“Some trouble here?” he
said. “What happened, Hon-
orables, what, what...”

“The blundering idiot,”
Magnan spluttered. “How
dare—”"

“You're quite an actor, Mr.
Magnan,” Retief said. “If I

didn’t know about your demo-
cratic principles, I'd think
you were really mad.”

The servant ducked his
head and scuttled away.

“Has this fellow...” The
major-domo eyed the retreat—
ing bearer.

“I dropped my glass,” Re-
tief said. “Mr. Magnan’s up-
set because he hates to see
liquor wasted.”

Retief turned to find him-
self face-to-face with Ambas-
sador Crodfoller.

“T witnessed that,” The
Ambassador hissed. “By the
goodness of Providence, the
Potentate and his retinue
haven’t appeared yet. But I
can assure you the servants
saw it. A more un-Nenni-like
display I would find it diffi-
cult to imagine!”
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Retief arranged his fea-
tures in an expression of deep
interest.

“More un-Nenni-like, sir?”
he said. “I'm not sure I—"

“Bah!” The Ambassador
glared at Retief. “Your rep-
utation has preceeded you,
sir. Your name is associated
with a number of the most
bizarre incidents in Corps
history. I'm warning you; I'll
tolerate nothing.” He turned
and stalked away.

“Ambassador-baiting is a
dangerous sport, Retief,”
Magnan said.

Retief took a swallow of his
drink. “Still,” he said, “it’s
better than no sport at all.”

“Your time would be better
spent observing the Nenni
mannerisms. Frankly, Retief,
you’re not fitting into the
group at all well.”

“I’'ll be candid with you,
Mr. Magnan. The group gives
me the willies.”

“Oh, the Nenni are a trifle
frivolous, I'll concede,” Mag-
nan said. “But it’'s with them
that we must deal. And you’d
be making a contribution to
the overall mission if you
merely abandoned that rather
arrogant manner of yours.”
Magnan looked at Retief crit-
ically. “You can’t help your
height, of course. But
couldn’t you curve your back
just a bit—and possibly as-
sume a more placating ex-
pression? Just act a little
more...”

“Girlish?”
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“Exactly.” Magnan nodded,
then Iooked sharply at Retief.

Retief drained his glass
and put it on a passing tray.

“I’'m better at acting girlish
when I'm well juiced,” he
said. “But I can’t face anoth-
er sorghum-and-soda. I sup-
pose it would be un-Nenni-
like to slip the bearer a credit
and ask for a Scotch and wa-
ter.” ‘

“Decidedly.” Magnan
glanced toward a sound across
the room.

“Ah, here’s the Potentate
now!” He hurried off.

Retief watched the bearers
coming and going, bringing
trays laden with drinks, car-
rying off empties. There was
a lull in the drinking now, as
the diplomats gathered
around the periwigged Chief
of State and his courtiers.
Bearers loitered near the
service door, eyeing the nota-
bles. Retief strolled over to
the service door, pushed
through it into a narrow
white-tiled hall filled with
the odors of the kitchen. Si-
lent servants gaped as he
passed, watching as he moved
along to the kitchen door and
stepped inside.

II

dozen or more low-caste
Petreacans, gathered
around a long table in the
center of the room looked up,
startled. A heap of long-blad-
ed bread knives, French
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knives, carving knives and
cleavers lay in the center of
the table. Other knives were
thrust into belts or held in
the hands of the men. A fat
man in the yellow sarong of
a cook stood frozen in the act
of handing a knife to a tall
one-eyed sweeper.

Retief took one glance,
then let his eyes wander to a
far corner of the room. Hum-
ming a careless little tune, he
sauntered across to the open
liquor shelves, selected a gar-
ish green bottle and turned
unhurriedly back toward the
door. The group of servants
watched him, transfixed.

As Retief reached the door,

ig swung inward. Magnan,
lips pursed, stood in the
doorway.

“I had a premonition,” he
said.

“I'll bet it was a dandy,”
Retief said. “You must tell
me all about it—in the salon.”

“We’ll have this out right
here,” Magnan snapped. “I’'ve
warned you!” Magnan’s voice
trailed off as he took in the
scene around the table.

“After you,” Retief said,
nudging Magnan toward the
door.

“What’s going on here?”
Magnan barked. He stared at
the men, started around Re-
tief. A hand stopped him.

“Let’s be going,” Retief
said, propelling Magnan to-
ward the hall.

“Those knives!” Magnan
yelped. “Take your hands off
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me, Retief! What are you
men—?" .

Retief glanced back. The
fat cook gestured suddenly,
and the men faded back. The
cook stood, arm cocked, a
knife across his palm.

“Close the door and make
no sound,” he said softly.

Magnan pressed back
against  Retief. “Let’s...
r-run...” he faltered.

Retief turned slowly, put
his hands up.

“I don’t run very well with
a knife in my back,” he said.
“Stand very still, Magnan,
and do just what he tells you.”

“Take them out through the
back,” the cook said.

“What does he mean?”
Magnan spluttered. “Here,
you—"

“Silence,” the cook said, al-
most casually. Magnan gaped
at him, closed his mouth.

Two of the men with
knives came to Retief’s side
and gestured, grinning broad-
ly.

“Let’s go, peacocks,” one
said.

Retief and Magnan silently
crossed the kitchen, went out
the back door, stopped on
command and stood waiting.
The sky was brilliant with
stars. A gentle breeze stirred
the tree-tops beyond the gar-
den. Behind them the serv-
ants talked in low voices.

“You go too, Illy,” the cook
was saying.

“Do it here,” another said.
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“And carry their damn dead
bodies down?”

“Pitch ’em behind the
hedge.”

“I said the river. Three of
you is plenty for a couple of
Nenni. We don’t know if we
want to—"

“They’re foreigners,
Nenni. We don’t know—"

“So they’re foreign Nenni.
Makes no difference. I've
seen them. I need every man
here; now get going.”

“What about the big guy?
He looks tough.”

“Him? He waltzed into the
room and didn’t notice a
thing. But watch the other
one.”

At a prod from a knife
point, Retief moved off down
the walk, two of the escort
behind him and Magnan, an-
other going ahead to scout
the way. _

Magnan moved closer to
Retief.

“Say,” he said in a whisper.
“That fellow in the lead; isn’t
he the one who spilled the
drink? The one you took the
blame for?”

“That’s him, all right. He
doesn’t seem nervous any
more, I notice.”

“You saved him from seri-
ous punishment,” Magnan
said. “He’ll be grateful; he'll
let us go...”

“Better check with the fel-
lows with the knives before
you act on that.”

“Say something to him,”
Magnan hissed. “Remind
him.”
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not

HE lead man fell back in

line with Retief and Mag-
nan. :
“These two are scared of
you,” he said, grinning and
jerking a thumb toward the
knife-handlers. “They haven’t
worked around the Nenni like
me; they don’t know you.”

“Don’t you recognize this
gentleman?” Magnan said.

“He did me a favor,” the
man said. “I remember.”

“What’s it all about?” Re-
tief asked.

“The revolution. We’re
taking over now.”

‘lwho)s lwe’?”

“The People’s Anti-Fascist
Freedom League.”

“What are all the knives
for?”

“For the Nenni; and for all
you foreigners.” ’
“What do
Magnan gasped.

“We’ll slit all the throats
at one time. Saves a lot of
running around.”

“What time will that be?”

“Just at down; and dawn
comes early, this time of year.
By full daylight the PAFFL
will be in charge.”

“You’ll never succeed,”
Magnan said. “A few servants
with knives! You’ll all be
caught and killed.”

“By who, the Nenni?” the
man laughed. “You Nenni are
a caution.”

“But we’re not Nenni—”

“We've watched you;
you're the same. You're part
of the same blood-sucking
class.”

you mean?”

111



“There are better ways to,
uh, adjust differences,” Mag-
nan said. “This killing won’t
help you. I'll personally see
to it that your grievances are
heard in the Corps Courts. I
can assure you that the plight
of the downtrodden workers
will be alleviated. Equal
rights for all—"

“These threats
work,” the man said.
don’t scare me.”

“Threats? I'm promising
relief to the exploited classes
of Petreac!”

"~ “You must be nuts,” the
man said. “You trying to up-
set the system or something?”

“Isn’t that the purpose of
your revolution?”

“Look, Nenni, we’re tired
of you Nenni getting all the
graftt We want our turn.
What good would it do us to
run Petreac if there’s no
loot?”

“You mean you intend to
oppress the people?. But
they’re your own group.”

“Group, schmoop. We're
taking all the chances; we're
doing the work. We deserve
the payoff. You think we're
throwing up good jobs for the
fun of it?”

“You’re basing a revolt on
these cynical premises?”

“Wise up, Nenni. There's
never been a revolution for
any other reason.”

“Who’s in charge of this?”
Retief said.

“Shoke, the head chef.”

“I mean the big boss. Who
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won’t
“You

tells Shoke what all to do?”

“Oh, that’s Zorn. Look out,
here’s where we start down
the slope. It’s slippery.”

“Look,” Magnan
“You.?,

“My name’s Illy.”

“Mr. Illy, this man showed
you mercy when he could
have had you beaten.”

“Keep moving. Yeah, I said
I was grateful.”

“Yes,” Magnan said, swal-
lowing hard. “A noble emo-
tion, gratitude. You won’t re-
gret it.”

“lI always try to pay back
a good turn,” Illy said.
“Watch your step now on this
sea-wall.”

“You’ll never
Magnan said.

“This is far enough.” Illy
motioned to one of the knife
men. “Give me your knife,
Vug.”

The man passed his knife
to Illy. There was an odor of
sea-mud and kelp. Small
waves slapped against the
stones of the sea-wall. The
wind was stronger here.

“I know a neat stroke,”
Illy said. “Practically pain-
less. Who's first?”

. “What do you mean?” Mag-
nan quavered.

“I said 1 was grateful. T'll
do it myself, give you a nice
clean job. You know these
amateurs; botch it up and
have a guy floppin’ around,
yellin’ and spatterin’ every-
body up.”

“I'm first,” Retief said. He
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pushed past Magnan, stopped
suddenly, drove a straight
punch at Illy’s mouth.

THE long blade flicked
harmlessly over. Retief’s
shoulder as Illy fell. Retief
whirled, leaped past Magnan,
took the unarmed servant by
the throat and belt, lifted him
and slammed him against the
third man. Both scrambled,
yelped and fell from the sea-
wall into the water.

Retief turned back to Illy.
He pulled off the man’s belt
and strapped his hands to-
gether.

Magnan found his voice.

“You...we...they...”

“I know,” Retief said.

“We've got to get back,”
Magnan said. “Warn them!”

“We’d never get through
the rebel cordon around the
palace. And if we did, trying
to give an alarm would only
set the assassinations off
early.” :

“We can’t just...”

“We've got to go to the
source; this fellow Zorn. Get
him to call it off.”

“We’d be killed! At least
we’re safe here.”

Illy groaned and opened his
eyes. He sat up.

“On your feet, Illy,” Re-
tief said.

illy 1looked around.” “I'm
sick,” he said.

“The damp air is bad for
you. Let’s be going.” Retief
pulled the man to his feet.
“Where does Zorn stay when
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he’s in town?” he damanded.

“What happened? Where’s
Vug and...”

“They had an accident.
Fell in the pond.”

Illy gazed down at the rest-
less black water.

“I guess I had you Nenni
figured wrong.”

“Us Nenni have hidden
qualities. Let’s get moving
before Vug and Slug make it
to shore and start it all over
again.”

“No hurry,” Illy said.
“They can’t swim.” He spat
into the water. “So long, Vug.
So long, Toscin. Take a pull,
at the Hell Horn for me.” He
started off along the sea wall
toward the sound of the surf.

“You want to see Zorn, I'll
take you to see Zorn,” he
said. “I can’t swim either.”

III

44 take it,” Retief said,
“that the casino is a front

for his political activities.”
“He makes plenty off it.
This PAFFL is a new kick.
I never heard about it until
maybe a couple months ago.”
Retief motioned toward a
dark shed with an open door.
“We’ll stop here,” he said,
“long enough to strip the
gadgets off these uniforms.”
Illy, hands strapped behind
his back, stood by and
watched as Retief and Mag-
nan removed medals, ribbons,
orders and insignia from the
formal diplomatic garments.
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“This may help some,” Re-
tief said, “if the word is out
that two diplomats are
loose.”

“It's a breeze,” Illy said.
“We see cats in purple and
orange tailcoats all the time.”

“I hope you're right,” Re-
tief said. “But if we’re called,
you’ll be the first to go, Illy.”

“You’re a funny kind of
Nenni,” Illy said, eyeing Re-
tief. “Toscin and Vug must
be wonderin’ what happened
to 'em.”

“If you think I'm good at
drowning people, you ought
to see me with a knife. Let’s
get going.”

“It’s only a little way now,”
Illy said. “But you better un-
tie me. Somebody’s liable to
stick their nose in and get me
killed.”

“I’ll take the chance. How
do we get to the casino?”
“We follow this street. It

twists around and goes under’

a couple tunnels. When we
get to the Drunkard’s Stairs
we go up and it’s right in
front of us. A pink front with
a sign like a big Luck
Wheel.”

“Give me your belt, Mag-
nan,” Retief said.

Magnan handed it over.

“Lie down, Illy,” Retief
said.

The servant looked at Re-
tief.

“Vug and Toscin will be
glad to see me,” he said. “But
they’ll never believe me.” He
lay down. Retief strapped his
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feet together and stuffed a
handkerchief in his mouth.

“Why are you doing that?”
Magnan asked. “We need
him.”

“We know the way. And we
don’t need anyone to an-
nounce our arrival. It’s only
on three-dee that you can
march a man through a gang
of his pals with a finger in
his back.”

Magnan looked at the man.
“Maybe you’d better, uh, cut
his throat,” he said.

Illy rolled his eyes.

“That’'s a very un-Nenni-
like suggestion, Mr. Magnan,”
Retief said. “If we have any
trouble finding the casino, I'll
give it serious thought.”

There were few people in
the narrow street. Shops were
shuttered, windows dark.

“Maybe they heard about
the coup,” Magnan said.
“They’re lying low.”

“More likely, they’re at the
palace picking wup their
knives.”

They rounded a corner,
stepped over a man curled in
the gutter snoring heavily
and found themselves at the
foot of a long flight of lit-
tered stone steps.

“The Drunkard’s Stair’s are
plainly marked,” Magnan
sniffed.

“I hear sounds up there,”
Retief said. “Sounds of mer-
rymaking.”
we’d Dbetter go

“Merrymaking doesn’t scare
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me,” Retief said. “Come to
think of it, I don’t know what
the word means.” He started
up, Magnan behind him.

AT the top of the long stair
a dense throng milled in
the alley-like street.

A giant illuminated roulette
wheel revolved slowly above
them. A loudspeaker blared
the chant of the croupiers
from the tables inside. Mag-
nan and Retief moved through
the crowd toward the wide-
open doors.

Magnan plucked at Retief’s
sleeve. ‘“Are you sure we
ought to push right in like
this? Maybe we ought to wait
a bit, look around...”

“When you're where you
have no business being,” Re-
tief said, “always stride along
purposefully. If you loiter,
people begin to get curious.”

Inside, a mob packed the
wide, low-ceilinged room,
clustered around gambling de-
vices in the form of towers,
tables and basins. )

“What do we do now?”
Magnan asked.

“We gamble. How much
money do you have in your
pockets?”

“Why...a few credits.”
Magnan handed the money to
Retief. “But what about the
man Zorn?”

“A purple .cutaway is con-
spicuous enough, without ig-
noring the tables,” Retief
said. “We've got a hundred
credits between us. We’ll get
to Zorn in due course, I
GAMBLER'S WORLD

hope.”

“Your pleasure, gents” a
bullet-headed man said, eye-
ing the colorful evening
clothes of the diplomats.
“You’ll be wantin’ to try your
luck at the Zoop tower, I'd
guess. A game for real sport-
ing gents.”

“Why...ah...”
said.

“What’s a zoop tower?” Re-
tief asked.

“Out-of-towners, hey?” The
bullet-headed man shifted his
dope-stick to the other corner
of his mouth. “Zoop is a great
little game. Two teams of
players buy into the pot. Each
player takes a lever; the ob-
ject is to make the ball drop
from the top of the tower into
your net. Okay?”

“What’s the ante?”

“I got a hundred-credit pot
workin’ now, gents.”

Retief nodded. “We'll try

Magnan

it.

The shill led the way to an
eight-foot tower mounted on
gymbals. Two perspiring men
in trade-class pullovers
gripped two of the levers that
controlled the tilt of the tow-
er. A white ball lay in a hol-
low in the thick glass plat-
form at the top. From the cen-
ter, an intricate pattern of
grooves led out to the edge of
the glass. Retief and Magnan
took chairs before the two
free levers.

“When the light goes on,
gents, work the lever to jack

the tower. You got three
115



gears. Takes. a good arm to
work top gear. That’s this
button here. The little knob
controls what way you're
goin’. May the best team win.
I'll take the hundred credits
now.”

ETIEF handed over the

money. A red light flashed
on, and Retief tried the lever.

It moved easily, with a
ratcheting sound. The tower
trembled, slowly tilted to-
ward the two perspiring
workmen pumping frantically
at their levers. Magnan start-
ed slowly, accelerated as he
saw the direction the tower
was taking.

“Faster, Retief,”
“They’re winning.”

“This is against the clock,
gents,” the bullet-headed man
said. “If nobody wins when
the light goes off, the house
takes all.”

“Crank it over to the left,”
Retief said.

“I'm getting tired.”

“Shift to a lower gear.”

The tower leaned. The ball
stirred, rolled into a concen-
tric channel. Retief shifted to
middle gear, worked the lev-
er. The tower creaked to a
stop, started back upright.

“There isn’t any lower
gear,” Magnan gasped. One
of the two on the other side
of the tower shifted to mid-
dle gear; the other followed
suit. They worked harder
now, heaving against the stiff
levers. The tower quivered,
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he said.

moved slowly toward their
side.

“I'm exhausted,” Magnan
gasped. He dropped the lever,
lolled back in the chair, gulp-
ing air. Retief shifted posi-
tion, took Magnan’s lever
with his left hand.

“Shift it to middle gear,”
Retief said. Magnan gulped,
punched the button and
slumped back, panting.

“My arm,” he said. “I've in-
jured myself.”

The two men in pullovers
conferred hurriedly as they
cranked their levers; then one
punched a button and the oth-
er reached across, using his
left arm to help.

“They’ve shifted to high,”
Magnan said. “Give up, it’s
hopeless.” A

“Shift me to high,” Retief
said. “Both buttons!”

Magnan complied. Retief’s
shoulders bulged. He brought
one lever down, then the
other, alternately, slowly at
first, then faster. The tower
jerked, tilted toward him,
farther... The ball rolled in
the channel, found an outlet—

Abruptly, both Retief’s lev-
ers froze.

The tower trembled, wav-
ered and moved back. Retief
heaved. One lever folded at
the base, bent down and
snapped off short. Retief
braced his feet, took the oth-
er lever with both hands and
pulled.

There was a rasp of metal
friction, and a loud twang.

KEITH LAUNMER



The lever came free, a length
of broken cable flopping into
view. The tower fell over as
the two on the other side
scrambled aside.

“Hey!” Bullet-head yelled.
“You wrecked my equip-
ment!”

Retief got up and faced .

him.

“Deoes Zorn know you've
got your tower rigged for
suckers?” .

“You tryin’ to call me a
cheat or something?”

The crowd had fallen back,
ringing the two men. Bullet-
head glanced around. With a
lightning motion, he plucked
a knife from somewhere.

“That’ll be five hundred
credits for the equipment,”
he said. “Nobody calls Kippy
a cheat.”

RETIEF picked up the
broken lever.

“Don’t make me hit you
with this, you cheap chisel-
er.” -

Kippy looked at the bar.

“Comin’ in here,” he said
indignantly, looking to the
crowd for support. “Bustin’
up my rig, callin’ names...”

“I want a hundred credits,”
Retief said. “Now.”

“Highway robbery!” Kippy
yelled.

“Better pay up,” somebody
called.

“Hit him, mister,” someone
clse said.

A broad-shouldered man
with graying hair pushed
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through the crowd and looked
around. “You heard ’em, Kip-
py. Give,” he said. ’

The shill growled but
tucked his knife away. Re-
luctantly he peeled a bill
from a fat roll and handed it
over.

The newcomer looked frem
Retief to Magnan.

“Pick another game, strang-
ers,” he said. “Kippy made
a little mistake.”

“This is small-time stuff,”
Retief said. “I'm interested
in something big.”

The broad shouldered man
lit a perfumed dope stick.
“What would you call big?”
he said softly.

“What’s the biggest you've
got?”

The man narrowed his eyes,
smiling. “Maybe you'd like to
try Slam.”

“Tell me about it.”

“Over here.” The crowd
opened up, made a path. Re-
tief and Magnan followed
across the room to a brightly-
lit glass-walled box.

There was an arm-sized
opening at waist height. In-
side was a hand grip. A two-
foot plastic globe a quarter
full of chips hung in the cen-
ter. Apparatus was mounted
at the top of the box.

“Slam pays good odds,” the
man said. “You can go as
high as you like. Chips cost
you a hundred credits. You
start it up by dropping a
chip in here.” He indicated a

slot,
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“You take the hand grip.
When you squeeze, it un-
locks. The globe starts to
turn. You can see, it’s full of
chips. There’s a hole at the
top. As long as you hold the
grip, the bowl turns. The
harder you squeeze, the fast-
er it turns. Eventually it’ll
turn over to where the hole
is down, and chips fall out.

“On the other hand, there’s
contact plates spotted around
the bowl. When one of ’em
lines up with a live contact,
you get quite a little jolt—
guaranteed nonlethal. All
you've got to do is hold on
long enough, and you'll get
the payoff.”

“How often does this ran-
dom pattern put the hole
down?”

“Anywhere from three min-
utes to fifteen, with the aver-
age run of players. Oh, by the
way, one more thing. That
lead block up there—" The
man motioned with his head
toward a one-foot cube sus-
pended by a thick cable.
“It’s rigged to drop every
now and again. Averages five
minutes. A warning light
flashes first. You can take a
chance; sometimes the light’s
a bluff. You can set the
clock back on it by dropping
another chip—or you can let
go the grip.”

Retief looked at the massive
block of metal.

“That would mess up a
man’s dealing hand, wouldn’t
it?” '

18

“The last two jokers who
were too cheap to feed the
machine had to have ’em off.
Their arms, I mean. That
lead’s heavy stuff.”

“I don’t suppose your ma-
chine has a habit of getting
stuck, like Kippy’'s?”

The broad-shouldered man
frowned.

“You’re a strangeg,” he
said. “You don’t know any
better.”

“It’s a fair game, Mister,”
someone called.

“Where do I buy the
chips?”
The man smiled. “I'll fix

you up. How many?”

“One.”

“A big spender, eh?” The
man snickered, but handed
over a large plastic chip.

v

RETIEF stepped to the
machine, dropped the
coin.

“If you want to change
your mind,” the man said,
“you can back out now. All
it’ll cost you is the chip you
dropped.”

Retief reached through the
hole, took the grip. It was
leather padded hand-filling.
He squeezed it. There was a
click and bright lights sprang
up. The crowd ah!-ed. The
globe began to twirl lazily.
The four-inch hole at its top
was plainly visible.

“If ever the hole gets in
position it will empty very
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quickly,” Magnan said, hope-
fully.

Suddenly, a brilliant white

light flooded the glass cage.
A sound went up from the
spectators.

“Quick, drop a chip,” some-
one called.

“You’ve only got ten sec-
onds...”

“Let go!” Magnan yelped.

Retief sat silent, holding
the grip, frowning up at the
weight. The globe twirled
faster now. Then the bright
white light winked off.

“A bluff!” Magnan gasped.

“That’s risky, stranger,” the
gray-templed man -said.

The globe was turning rap-
idly now, oscillating from
side to side. The hole seemed
to travel in a wavering loop,
dipping lower, swinging up
high, then down again.

“It has to move to the bot-
tom soon,” Magnan said.
“Slow it down.”

“The slower it goes, the
longer it takes to get to the
bottom,” someone said.

There was a crackle and
Retief stiffened. Magnan
heard a sharp intake of
breath. The globe slowed, and
Retief shook his head, blink-
ing.
The broad-shouldered man
glanced at a meter

“You took pretty near a full
jolt, that time,” he said.

The hole in the globe was
tracing an oblique course now,
swinging to the center, then
below.
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“A little longer,”
said. .

“That’s the best speed I
ever seen on the Slam ball,”
someone said. “How much
longer can he hold it?”

Magnan looked at Retief’s
knuckles. They showed white
against the grip. The globe
tilted farther, swung around,
then down; two chips fell out,
clattered down a chute and
into a box.

“We’re ahead,”
said. “Let’s quit.”

Retief shook his head. The
globe rotated, dipped again;
three chips fell.

“She’s ready,” someone
called.

“It’s bound to hit soon,” an-
other voice added excitedly.
“Come on, Mister!”

“Slow down,” Magnan said.
“So it won’t move past too
quickly.”

“Speed it up, before that
lead block gets you,” some-
one called.

The hole swung high, over
the top, then down the side.
Chips rained out of the hole,
six, eight. ..

“Next pass,” a voice called.

The white light flooded the
cage. The globe whirled; the
hole slid over the top, down,
down... A chip fell, two
more. ..

Retief half rose, clamped
his jaw and crushed the grip.
Sparks flew. The globe
slowed, chips spewing. It
stopped, swung back, weight-
ed by the mass of chips at the
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bottom, and stopped again
with the hole centered.

Chips cascaded down the
chute, filled the box before
Retief, spilled on the floor.
The crowd yelled.

Retief released the grip and
withdrew his arm at the same
instant that the lead block
slammed down.

“Good lord,” Magnan said.
“I felt that through the
floor.”

Retief turned to the broad-
shouldered man.

“This game’s all right for
beginners,” he said. “But I'd
like to talk a really big gam-
ble. Why don’t we go to your
office, Mr. Zorn?”

“YOUR proposition inter-
ests me,” Zorn said,
grinding out the stump of his
dope stick in a brass ashtray.
“But there’s some angles to
this I haven’t mentioned yet.”

“You’re a gambler, Zorn,
not a suicide,” Retief said.
“Take what I've offered. The
other idea was fancier, I
agree, but it won’t work.”

“How do I know you birds
aren’t lying?” Zorn snarled.
He stood up, strode up and
down the room. “You walk
in here and tell me I'll have
a task force on my neck, that
the Corps won’t recognize my
regime. Maybe you're right.
But I've got other contacts.
They say different.” He
whirled, stared at Retief.

“I have pretty good assur-
ance that once I put it over,
the Corps will have to recog-
GAMIBLER'S WORLD

nize me as the legal govern-
ment of Petreac. They won’t
meddle in internal affairs.”

“Nonsense,” Magnan spoke
up. “The Corps will never
deal with a pack of criminals
calling themselves—"

“Watch your language,
you!” Zorn rasped.

“I’'ll admit Mr. Magnan’s
point is a little weak,” Retief
said. “But you're overlooking
something. You plan te mur-
der a dozen or so officers of
the Corps Diplomatique Ter-
restrienne along with the lo-
cal wheels. The corps won’t
overlook that. It can’t.”

“Their tough luck they’re
in the middle,” Zorn mut-
tered.

“Our offer is extremely
generous, Mr. Zorn,” Magnan
said. “The post you’ll get will
pay you very well indeed. As
against the certain failure of
your planned coup, the choice
should be simple.”

Zorn eyed Magnan. “Offer-
ing me a job—it sounds phony
as hell. I thought you birds
were goody-goody diplomats.”

“It’s time you knew,” Re-
tief said. “There’s no phonier
business in the Galaxy than
diplomacy.”

“You'd better take it, Mr.
Zorn,” Magnan said.

“Don’t push me, Junior!”
Zorn said. “You two walk
into my headquarters empty-
handed and big-mouthed. I
don’t know what I'm talking
to you for. The answer is no.
N-I-X, no!”
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“Who are you afraid of?”
Retief said softly.
' Zorn glared at him.
“Where do you get that
‘afraid’ routine? I'm top man
here!”
"~ “Don’t kid around, Zorn.

Somebody’s got you under

their thumb. I can see you
squirming from here.”

(13 HAT if I let your boys
alone?” Zorn said sud-
denly. “The Corps won’t have
anything to say then, huh?”
“The Corps has plans for
Petreac, Zorn. You aren’t part
of them/ A revolution right
now isn’t part of them. Hav-
ing the Potentate and the
whole Nenni caste slaught-
ered isn’t part of them. Do I
make myself clear?”
.“Listen,” Zorn said urgent-
ly, pulling a chair around.
“I'll tell you guys a few
things. You ever heard of a
world they call Rotune?”
“Certainly,” Magnan said.
“It’s a near neighbor of yours.

Another backward—that is,
emergent—"
“Okay,” Zorn said. “You

guys think I'm a piker, do
you? Well, let me wise you
up. The Federal Junta on
Rotune is backing my play.
I'll be recognized by Rotune,
and the Rotune fleet will
stand by in case I need any
help. I'll present the C.D.T.
with what you call a fait ac-
compli.”

“What does Rotune get out
of this? I thought they were
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~ZORN ground out his dope-

your traditional enemies.”

“Don’t get me wrong. I've
got no use for Rotune; but
our interests happen to coin-
cide. right now.”

“Do they?” Retief smiled
grimly. “You can spot a suck-
er as soon as he comes
through that door out there—
but you go for a deal like
this!”

“What do you mean?” Zorn
looked angrily at Retief. “It’s
fool-proof.”

“After you get in power,
you’ll be fast friends with
Rotune, is that it?”

“Friends, hell! Just give me
time to get set, and I'll square

a few things with that—"

“Exactly. And what do you
suppose they have in mind
for you?”

“What are you getting at?”

“Why is Rotune interested
in your take-over?”

Zorn studied Retief’s face.
“I'll tell you why,” he said.
“It’s you birds. You and your
trade agreement. You're here
to tie Petreac into some kind
of trade combine. That cuts
Rotune out. Well, we’re do-
ing all right out here. We
don’t need any commitments
to a lot of fancy-pants on the
other side of the Galaxy.”

“That’s what Rotune has
sold you, eh?” Retief said,
smiling.

“Sold, nothing!”

stick, lit another. He

snorted angrily.
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“Okay; what’s your idea?”
he asked after a moment.

“You know what Petreac is
getting in the way of imports
as a result of the agreement?”

“Sure. A lot of junk.”

“To be specific,” Retief
said, “there’ll be 50,000 Ta-
tone B-3 dry washers; 100,000
Glo-float motile lamps;
100,000 Earthworm Minor
garden cultivators; 25,000
Veco space heaters; and
75,000 replacement elements
for Ford Monomeg drives.”

“Like I said. A lot of junk.”

Retief leaned back, looking
sardonically at Zorn. “Here’s
the gimmick, Zorn,” he said.
“The Corps is getting a little
tired of Petreac and Rotune
carrying on their two-penny
war out here. Your privateers
have a nasty habit of picking
on innocent bystanders. After
studying both sides, the
Corps has decided Petreac
would be a little easier to do
business with. So this trade
agreement was worked out.
The Corps can’t openly spon-
sor an arms shipment to a
belligerent. But personal ap-
pliances are another story.”

“So what do we do-—plow
’em under with back-yard cul-
tivators?” Zorn looked at Re-
tief, puzzled. “What's the
point?”

“You take the sealed mon-
itor unit from the washer, the
repeller field generator from
the lamp, the converter con-
trol from the cultivator, et
cetera, et cetera. You fit these
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together according to some
very simple instructions.
Presto! You have one hun-
dred thousand Standard-class
Y hand blasters. Just the
thing to turn the tide in a®
stalemated war fought with
obsolete arms.”

“Good lord!” Magnan said.
“Retief, are you—"

“I have to tell him,” Retief
said. “He has to know what
he’s putting his neck into.”

“Weapons, hey?’ Zorn
said. “And Rotune knows
about it?”

“Sure they know about it.
It’s not too hard to figure
out. And there’s more. They
want the CDT delegation in-
cluded in the massacre for a
reason. It will put Petreac
out of the picture; the trade
agreement will go to Rotune;
and you and your new regime
will find yourselves looking
down the muzzles of your
own blasters.”

Zorn threw his dope-stick
to the floor with a snarl.

“I should have smelled
something when that Rotune
smoothie made his pitch.”
Zorn looked at his watch.

“I've got two hundred
armed men in the palace.
We've got about forty min-
utes to get over there before
the rocket goes up.”

v

€Y/ OU’D better stay here
on this terrace out of
the way until I've spread the
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word,” Zorn said. “Just in
case.”

“Let me caution you
against any...ah...slip-ups,
Mr. Zorn,” Magnan said.
“The Nenni are not to be
molested—"

Zorn looked at Retief.

“Your friend talks too
much,” he said. “I’ll keep my
end of it. He’d better keep
his.”

“Nothmgs happened yet,
you’re sure?" Magnan said.

“I’m sure,” Zorn said. “Ten
minutes to go. Plenty of
time.”

“I’ll just step into the salon
to assure myself that all is
well,” Magnan said.

“Suit yourself,” Zorn said.

“Just stay clear of the kitch-
en, or you'll get your throat
cut.” He sniffed at his dope-
stick. “What's keeping
Shoke?” he muttered.

Magnan stepped to a tall
glass door, eased it open and
poked his head through the
heavy draperies. As he moved
to draw back, a voice was
faintly audible. Magnan
paused, head still through the
drapes.

“What’s going on there?”
Zorn rasped. He and Retief
stepped up behind Magnan.

“—breath of air, ha-ha,”
Magnan was saying.

“Well, come along, Mag-
nan!” Ambassador Crodfol-
ler’s voice snapped.

Magnan shifted from one
foot to the other then pushed
through the drapes.
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“Where’ve you been, Mr.
Magnan?” The Ambassador’s
voice was sharp.

“Oh...ah...a slight acci-
dent, Mr. Ambassador.”

“What's happened to your
shoes? Where are your insig-
nia and decorations?”

“I—ah—spilled a drink on
them. Sir. Ah—Ilisten...”

The sound of an orchestra
came up suddenly, blaring a
fanfare.

Zorn shifted restlessly, ear
against the glass.

“What’s your friend pull-
ing?” he rasped. “I don’t like
this.”

“Keep cool, Zorn,” Retief
said. “Mr. Magnan is doing a
little emergency salvage on
his career.”

The music died away with
a clatter.

“— My God,” Ambassador
Crodfoller’s voice was faint.
“Magnan, you’ll be knighted
for this. Thank. God you
reached me. Thank God it’s
not too late. I'll find some ex-
cuse. I'll get a gram off at
once.”

“But you_n
“It’s all right, Magnan.
You were in time. Another

ten minutes and the agree-
ment would have been signed
and transmitted. The wheels
would have been put in mo-
tion. My career ruined...”

Retief felt a prod at his
back. He turned.

“Doublecrossed,” Zorn said
softly. “So much for the word
of a diplomat.”
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ETIEF looked at the

short-barreled needler Cin

Zorn’s hand.

“I see you hedge your bets,
Zorn,” he said.

“We’ll wait here,” Zorn
said, “until the excitement’s
over inside. I would want to
attract any attention right
now.”

“Your polities are still
lousy, Zorn. The picture
hasn’t changed. Your coup
hasn’t got a chance.”

“Skip it. I'll take up one
problem at a time.”

“Magnan’s mouth has a
habit of falling open at the
wrong time—"

“That’s my good luck that
I heard it. So there’ll be no
agreement, no guns, no fat
job for Tammany Zorn, hey?
Well, I can still play it the
other way. What have I got
to lose?”

With a movement too quick
to follow, Retief’s hand
chopped down across Zorn’s
wrist. The needler clattered
as Zorn reeled, and then Re-
tief's hand clamped Zorn’s
arm and whirled him around.

“In answer to your last

question,” Retief said, “your

neck.”
“You haven’t got a chance,
doublecrosser,” Zorn gasped.
“Shoke will be here in a

minute,” Retief said. “Tell
him it’s all off.”
“Twist harder, Mister,”

Zorn said. “Break it off at
the shoulder. I'm telling him
nothing!”
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“The kidding’s over, Zorn,”
Retief said. “Call it off or I'll
kill you.”

“I believe you,” Zorn said.
“But you won’t have long to
remember it.”

“All the killing will be for
nothing,” Retief said. “You’ll
be dead and the Rotunes. will
step into the power vacuum.”

“So what? When I die, the
world ends.”

“Suppose I make you an-
other offer, Zorn?”

“Why would it be any bet-
ter than the last one, chisel-
er?”

Retief released Zorn’s arm,
pushed him away, stooped
and picked up the needler.

“I could kill you, Zorn.
You know that.”

“Go ahead!”

Retief reversed.the needler,
held it out.

“I’'m a gambler too, Zorn.
I'm gambling you’ll listen to
what I have to say.”

Zorn snatched the gun,
stepped back. He looked at
Retief.

“That wasn’t the smartest
bet you ever made, Mister;
but go ahead. You've got
maybe ten seconds.”

“Nobody doublecrossed
you, Zorn. Magnan put his
foot in it. Too bad. Is that a
reason to kill yourself and a
lot of other people who’ve bet
their lives on you?”

“They gambled and lost.
Tough.”

“Maybe you haven’t lost yet
—if you don’t quit.”
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_“Get to the point!”

. Retief spoke earnestly for
a minute and a half. Zorn
stood, gun aimed, listening.
Then both men turned as
footsteps approached along
the terrace. A fat man in a
yellow sarong padded up to
Zorn.

Zorn tucked the needler in
his waistband.

“Hold everything, Shoke,”
he said. “Tell the boys to put
the knives away. Spread the
word fast. It’s all off.”

“I want to commend you,
ARetief,” Ambassador
Crodfoller said expansively.
“You mixed very well at last
night’s affair. Actually, I was
hardly aware of your pres-
ence.”

“I've been studying Mr.
Magnan’s work,” Retief said.

“A good man, Magnan. In
a crowd, he’s virtually invisi-
ble.”

“He knows when to disap-
pear all, right.”

“This has been in many
ways a model operation, Re-
tief.” The Ambassador patted
his paunch contentedly. “By
observing local social customs
and blending harmoniously
with the court, I've succeeded
in establishing a fine, friend-
ly, working relationship with
the Potentate.”

*“I understand the agree-
ment has been postponed.”

The Ambassador chuckled.
“The Potentate’s a crafty one.
Through...ah...a special

study I have been conducting,
I learned last night that he
had hoped to, shall I say, ‘put
one over’ on the Corps.”

“Great  heavens,” Retief
said.

“Naturally, this placed me
in a difficult position. It was
my task to quash this gam-
bit, without giving any indi-
cation that I was aware of its
existence.”

“A hairy position indeed,”
Retief said.

“Quite casually, I informed
the Potentate that certain
items which had been includ-
ed in the terms of the agree-
ment had been deleted and
others substituted. I admired
him at that moment, Retief.
He took it coolly—appearing
completely indifferent—per-
fectly dissembling his very
serious disappointment.

“I noticed him dancing
with three girls wearing a
bunch of grapes apiece. He’s
very agile for a man of his
bulk.”

“You mustn’t discount the
Potentate! Remember, be-
neath that mask of frivolity,
he had absorbed a bitter
blow.” .

“He had me fooled,” Retief
said.

“Don’t feel badly; I con-
fess at first I failed to sense
his shrewdness.” The Ambas-
sador nodded and moved off
along the corridor.

Retief turned and went
into an office. Magnan looked
up from his desk.
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“4Ah,” he said. “Retief. I've
been meaning to ask you.
About the...ah,,.blasters.
Are you—?” '

Retief leaned on Magnan’s
desk, looked at him.

“I thought that was to be
our little secret.”

“Well, naturally I—" Mag-
nan closed his mouth, swal-
lowed. “How is it, Retief,” he
said sharply, “that you were
aware of this blaster busi-
ness, when the Ambassador
himself wasn’t?”

“Easy,” Retief
made it up.”

“You what!” Magnan
looked wild. “But the agree-
ment—it’s been revised! Am-
bassador Crodfoller has gone
on record...”

“Too bad. Glad I didn’t tell
him about it.”

said. “I

AGNAN leaned back and
closed his eyes.

“It was big of you to take
all the...blame,” Retief said,
“when the Ambassador was
talking about knighting peo-
ple.”

Magnan opened his eyes.
~“What about that gambler,
Zorn? Won’t he be upset?”

“It’s all right,” Retief said.
“I made another arrangement.
The business about making
blasters out of common com-
ponents wasn’t completely
imaginary. You can actually
do it, using parts from an old-
fashioned disposal unit.”

“What good will that do
him?” Magnan whispered,
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looking nervous. “We're not
shipping in any old-fashioned
disposal units.”

“We don’t need to,” Retief
said. “They’re already in-
stalled in the palace kitchen
—and in a few thousand oth~
er places, Zorn tells me.”

“If this ever leaks.,.”
Magnan put a hand to his
forehead.

“I have his word on it that
the Nenni slaughter is out.
This place is ripe for a
change. Maybe Zorn is what

.it needs.”

“But how can we know?”
Magnan yelped. “How can we
be sure?”

“We can’t,” Retief said.
“But it’s not up to the Corps
to meddle in Petreacs’ inter-
nal affairs.” He leaned over,
picked up Magnan’s desk
lighter and lit a cigar. He
blew a cloud of smoke toward
the ceiling. “Right?”

Magnan looked at him, nod-
ded weakly. “Right.” ~

“I’d better be getting along
to my desk,” Retief said.
“Now that the Ambassador
feels that I'm settling down
at last—"

“Retief,” Magnan said, “to-
night, I implore you. Stay
out of the kitchen—no matter
what.”

Retief raised his eyebrows.

“I know,” Magnan said. “If
you hadn’t interfered, we’d all
have had our throats cut. But
at least,” he added, “we” have
died in accordance with reg-
ulations|”. END
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Groverzb knew what he wanted—
peace and quiet. He was willing

to scream

his head off for it!

QUIET,

PLEASE

By KEVIN SCOTT

THE big man eased the
piano off his back and
stood looking at Groverzb.

“You ain’t gonna like it
here.” He mopped his face.
“Boy, will I ever be glad to
get off this cockeyed planet.”

Groverzb pushed at his
spectacles, sniffed, and said,
“Quite.”

The big man said, “Ain’t no
native here over three feet
tall. And they got some crazy
kind of communication. They
don’t talk.”

Groverzb said, “Quiet.”

‘(Uh?’, -

“Precisely why I am here.
I,” said Groverzb, sniffing
again, “loathe conversation.”

“Oh. Well.” He left.

Alone, Groverzb surveyed
his realm. The house was the

shell of what had formerly
been a Little People apart-
ment building. Ceilings, floors
and walls had been removed
to form one large room. The
tiny doors and windows had
been sealed, and a single win-
dow and door had been cut
into the shell for Groverzb’s
use. Crude, but serviceable.
Groverzb walked to the
window and looked down the
slope. Little People buildings
dotted the landscape, and the
people themselves scurried si-
lently about. Yes, thought
Groverzb, it would do nice-
ly. He had brought an ade-
quate food-tablet supply. He
would finish, without the dis-
traction of voices, his beauti-
ful concerto. He would return
to Earth famous and happy.



Armed with paper and pen-
cils, he went to the piano,
having decided to enlarge
upon the theme in the second
movement. His mind knew ex-
actly how the passage should
run, and he swiftly covered
the paper with sharp, angu-
lar notes. Then he triumph-
antly lifted his hands and be-
gan to play what he had writ-
ten.

He jerked back from the
keyboard, his hair on end, his
teeth, on edge, his ears
screaming with the mass of
sounds he had produced. He
looked at his hands, peered
at the score, adjusted his
spectacles and tried again.

;’{n tired, he thought, re-
coiling in horror from the
racket. A food tablet and a
nap will remedy the situation.

HEN he awoke,

verzb walked to the win-
dow, refreshed. A violet glow
had replaced the harsh yellow
light of day. At the foot of
the slope, the Little People
dashed to and fro, but no
voice hroke the peaceful quiet
of _thé evening.

With a sigh of satisfaction,
Groverzb went to the piano.
Gently, he struck the keys.
Blatant, jumbled noise filled
the room.

Breathing hard, Groverzb
rose and gingerly lifted the
spinet’s lid. No, nothing amiss
there. Good felts, free ham-

mers, solid sounding board—’

must be out of tune.
Groverzb closed the lid, sat
QUIET, PLEASE

Gro- -

down and struck a single note.
A clear tone sang out. He
moved chromatically up and
down the scale. Definitely not
out of tune.

He shifted the score,
glanced uneasily at the keys
and began to play. lecord
immediately pierced his ear-
drums.

He clapped his hands over
his ears and leaped wildly
from the piano bench. The
trip, he decided frantically.
It must have affected my
hearing.

He flung himself from the
house and down the slope.
The Little People scattered,
staring. He charged into the
administration building and
clutched the lapels of a uni-
formed official.

“A  doctor!” he
“Now! This minute!”

The official raised his eye-
brows and removed Groverzb’s
hands with distaste.

“It's a little late in the
day,” he drawled, “but may-
be the doc up on the top
floor—"

Groverzb flew up the stairs
and into the doctor’s office.
The doctor’s face lit up.

“A patient!” he exclaimed.
“Capital! What seems to be
the trouble? Food poisoning?
Shouldn’t eat the food here.
Garbage. Appendix? Heart at-
tack?”

“Stop talking, you
it's my ears!”

Obviously disappointed, the
doctor nevertheless poked and
peered at Groverzb’s ears.
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gasped.

idiot,



“No,” he said finally. “A
trifle big, yes. But nothing
wrong with them.”

“You’re sure?”

“Absolutely. A pity. I'm
getting a bit rusty.”

With a groan, Groverzb
staggered out of the building,
back through town, and up
the slope to his house. Seat-
ing himself firmly on the
bench he began to play.

He shuddered. The noise
was abominable.

Suddenly his door burst
open and a crowd of Little
People rushed in. They pulled
him off the bench and
slapped angrily at his hands.
Then, with cutters, they at-
tacked the piano.

“Here, stop that!” Gro-
verzb. screeched. “What do
you think you’re doing?”

The Little People pushed
and dragged him out of the
house, down the slope,
through the town and into the
launching bowl at the space-
strip. The launching agent
took one look and yelled, “Get
the interpreter! On the dou-
ble!”

The interpreter ran up and
whipped something from his
pocket. It looked like a min-
iature piano skeleton. He
tripped a hammer. There was
a faint tinkle. Instantly one
of the Little People produced
a single miniature hammer
and tapped it rapidly against
his skull. The interpreter
tripped another hammer. A
second little one responded.
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UDDENLY one of the Lit-

tle People ran over and
tripped all the interpreter’s
hammers simultaneously. The
Little People winced.

“Oh,” said the interpreter.
“Well, it’s their planet.” He
hustled Groverzb out to a
freight ship that was warming
up for takeoff.

“Is everyone insane?” Gro-
verzb croaked. “I demand to
know what this is all about!”

The interpreter shoved Gro-
verzb into the ship.

“They say you talk too
much!” he yelled, as he
slammed the door. END
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with your name printed on it!
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