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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      




  


Planet of the Black Dust



About the middle of the dog watch Captain Creed came up on the bridge of the space-freighter Perseus. He walked to the forward port and stood gazing at the blood-red star which lay ahead and slightly to the left.


It was a nameless little sun in the tail of the Serpens group, isolated from the usual space routes. The Earth–Rasalague route ran far to one side, the Delta Aquila ran far to the other and the Delta Aquila–Sabik inter-sector service was yet a half light-year further out.


Captain Creed stood watching the small red star, deep in thought—a large man, with a paunch, a bland white face, a careful coal-black beard. His heavy black eyes, underhung with dark circles, were without expression or life. He wore a neat black suit, his boots shone with a high polish, his hands were white and immaculately kept.


Captain Creed was more than mere master of the Perseus. In partnership with his brother he owned the European-Arcturus Line—a syndicate impressive to the ear.


The home office, however, was one dingy room in the old Co-Martian Tower in Tran, and the firm’s sole assets consisted, first, of the Perseus itself, and second, of the profit anticipated from a cargo of aromatic oils which Captain Creed had taken on consignment from McVann’s Star in Ophiuchus.


The Perseus could not be considered the more valuable of the two items. It was an old ship, slow, pitted by meteorites, of little more than 600 tons capacity.


The cargo was another matter—flask upon flask of rare aromatics, essence of syrang blooms, oil of star-poppies, attar of green orchids, musk of crushed mian flies, distillation of McVann’s blue bush—exotic liquids brought in by the bulb-men of McVann’s Star a half ounce at a time. And Captain Creed was highly annoyed when the insurance evaluator permitted but an eighty-million-dollar policy and had argued vehemently to have the figure moved closer to the cargo’s true value.


Now, as he stood on the bridge smoking his cigar, he was joined by the first mate, Blaine, who was tall and thin and, except for a scrub of black hair, egg-bald. Blaine had a long knife-nose, a mouth twisted to a perpetual snarl. He had a quick reckless way of talking that sometimes disconcerted careful Captain Creed.


“They’re all fixed,” he announced. “They’ll go in about ten minutes—” Captain Creed quelled him with a frown and a quick motion of the head, and Blaine saw that they were not alone. Holderlin, second mate and quartermaster, a young man of hard face and cruel blue eyes, stood forward at the helm.


He wore only loose tattered trousers, and the scarlet glare from the star ahead gave a devilish red glow to his body, put a lurid cast on his face. Like two hawks they watched him, and his expression did not entirely reassure them. After a moment Captain Creed spoke smoothly.


“I doubt if you are right, Mr. Blaine. The period of that type of variable star is slower and more even, as I think you’ll find if you check your observations.”


Blaine shot another quick look at Holderlin, then, mumbling indistinguishably, left for the engine room.


Creed presently stepped across the bridge.


“Take her five degrees closer to the star, Mr. Holderlin. We’re somewhat off course, and the gravity will swing us back around.”


Holderlin gave him one look of surprise, then silently obeyed. What nonsense was this? Already the ship was gripped hard by gravity. Did they still hope to beguile him with such slim pretexts? If so they must think him stupid indeed.


Even a child would by now have been warned by the happenings aboard the Perseus. First at Porphyry, the space-port on McVann’s Star, Captain Creed had discharged the radioman and the two ship’s mechanics for reasons unexplained.


Not an unusual circumstance, but Captain Creed had neglected to hire replacements. Thus, the only other man aboard beside Captain Creed, Blaine and Holderlin, was Farjoram, the half-mad Callistonian cook.


On several occasions, after Porphyry had been cleared, Holderlin had surprised Blaine and Creed intent at the radio. Later, when he inspected the automatic frequency record, he found no trace of calls.


And four or five days ago, while off watch below and supposedly asleep, he had noticed while leaving his tiny compartment that the entrance port to the starboard lifeboat was ajar. He had said nothing, but later, when Blaine and Captain Creed were both asleep, he inspected the lifeboats, port and starboard, to find that the fuel in the starboard lifeboat had been drained except for the slightest trickle and that the radio transmitter had been tampered with.


The port boat was well fueled and provisioned. So Holderlin quietly refueled the starboard boat and thoughtfully stowed away spare fuel.


Now came Blaine’s unwary statement to Captain Creed, and Creed’s peculiar orders to steer toward the star. Holderlin’s tough brown face was unexpressive as he watched Creed’s great bulk by the port, blotting out the sun ahead. But his brain searched through all angles of the situation. For fourteen years of his thirty-three he had roved space and of necessity had learned how to care for Robert Holderlin.


A slight shock shook the hull. Captain Creed turned his head negligently, then once again looked out on space. Holderlin said nothing, but his eyes were very alert.


A few minutes passed, and Blaine came back to the bridge. Holderlin sensed, but did not see the look which passed between Creed and the gaunt mate.


“Ah,” said Captain Creed. “We seem to be close enough. Starboard ten degrees and set her on the gyroscope.”


Holderlin turned the wheel. He could feel the surge of power into the jets, but the ship did not respond.


“She doesn’t answer, sir,” he said.


“What’s this!” cried Captain Creed. “Mr. Blaine! Check the steering jets! The ship does not answer the wheel!”


Creed must dislike too blunt action, thought Holderlin, to insist on such elaborate circumstances—or perhaps they suspected the gun in his pocket. Blaine ran off, and returned in a very short time, a wolfish grin lifting his already contorted lip.


“Steering jets fused, Captain. That cheap lining they put in at Aureolis has given out.”


Captain Creed looked from the furious little sun ahead to Blaine and Holderlin. With his entire fortune at stake, he seemed strangely unperturbed by the prospect of disaster. But then Captain Creed’s white face was always controlled. He gave the order that Holderlin had been expecting.


“Abandon ship!” he said. “Mr. Blaine, despatch the distress signal! Mr. Holderlin, find Farjoram and stand by the starboard lifeboat!”


Holderlin left to find the cook. But he noted as he passed that Blaine, at the transmitter, had not yet flipped down the big red ‘Emergency’ relay.


Presently Captain Creed and Blaine joined Holderlin and the cook on the boat walk.


“Shall I accompany your boat, Captain, or Mr. Blaine’s?” asked Holderlin, as if he had not understood Captain Creed’s previous order, or was challenging it. Blaine looked in sudden alarm at the captain.


“You will take charge of the starboard boat, Mr. Holderlin,” replied the Captain silkily. “I wish Mr. Blaine to accompany me.” He turned to enter the port boat. But Holderlin stepped forward and produced a sheet of paper he had been carrying for several days.


“A moment, if you please, sir. If I am to be in charge of the boat, for the protection of myself and the cook—in the event your boat is lost—will you sign this certification of shipwreck?”


“Neither of us will be lost, Mr. Holderlin,” replied Captain Creed, smoothing his black beard. “Mr. Blaine contacted a patrol cruiser only a hundred million miles away.”


“Nevertheless, sir, I believe the Astronautic Code requires such a document.”


Blaine nudged the captain slyly.


“Well certainly, Mr. Holderlin, we must observe the law,” said Captain Creed, and so signed the certification. Without more ado, he and Blaine entered their lifeboat.


“Take off, Mr. Holderlin!” Captain Creed ordered through the port. “We will wait till you clear.”


Holderlin turned. The cook had disappeared.


“Farjoram!” he cried. “Farjoram!”


Holderlin ran to find him and at last discovered the fuzzy-skinned little Callistonian huddled in his cabin, red eyes bulging in great terror. There was foam at his mouth.


“Come,” said Holderlin gruffly.


The Callistonian babbled in frenzy.


“No, no—I not go in lifeboat. Get away, you go! I stay!”


Then Holderlin remembered a tale which had gone the rounds of how this Farjoram and eight others had drifted in a lifeboat for four months through the Phenesian Blackness. When at last they had been picked up, there was only Farjoram among the picked bones of his fellows. So now even Holderlin shuddered.


“Hurry!” came Captain Creed’s call. “We are almost into the sun!”


“Come!” said Holderlin roughly. “They’ll kill you if you don’t.”


For answer the Callistonian whipped out a long knife and spasmodically stabbed himself in the throat. He fell at Holderlin’s feet. Holderlin returned alone.


“Where’s Farjoram?” queried Creed sharply.


“He killed himself, sir. With a knife.”


“Humph,” murmured Creed. “Well, take off alone then. The rendezvous is at a hundred million miles on the line between this star and Delta Aquila.”


“Right, sir,” said Holderlin. Without further words he sealed himself in the boat and took off.


The sun was close, but not too close. It would have pulled an unfueled lifeboat to doom, but it was not so near as to prevent another ship from approaching the Perseus, shackling into the fore and aft chocks and towing it off to safety.


Holderlin used his blasts for a few seconds, then cut them, as if his fuel were exhausted. Presently, as he drifted away from the Perseus, apparently helpless in the red star’s gravity, he saw the port boat break clear and speed, not out toward Delta Aquila, but back along the blast-track.


Holderlin drifted quietly a few minutes, in the event that Captain Creed or Blaine were watching him through glasses. But there was little time to waste. The ship lying astern would presently draw alongside and, after transferring the precious cargo, would let the Perseus hurtle into the scarlet sun.


Holderlin had different plans. He assured himself that the certificate signed by Captain Creed was safe—then, judging the interval to be adequate, started his blasts and whisked himself back to the Perseus.


He brought the bow of the lifeboat against the Perseus’ forward tow ring, then slipped into his air-suit, clambered out into space and shackled the two together. Then, back in the lifeboat, he eased open the throttle and nudged the bow of the Perseus to a safe position of space.


He pushed himself across the emptiness, this time to the Perseus’ entrance port and, shedding his space-suit, ran up to the bridge. He sent out a detector wave, and the almost instant contact bell told him the other ship stood close—too close for flight to the only refuge he could think of—the lone planet of the red star.


He picked up this ship in the teleview. It was a long black vessel with high-straked bow, great thick-ribbed tubes and a bridge built smooth into the hull. Holderlin instantly recognized the type—a class of fast heavily-armed ships designed for the Scorpio–Sagittarius frontier run, built by the Belisarius Corporation of Earth.


Two years before he had shipped aboard one of the same class, and he recollected an incident of that voyage. Out past Fomalhaut, they were engaged in a running battle with a war-sphere of the Clantlalan system, and there had been a lucky shot into the main generator which had put them out of action.


Only the arrival of three Earth cruisers had staved off capture and slavery. Holderlin recollected the exact details of that lucky shot. The bolt had struck amidships, just forward of the lower drive-jet. It had broken into the hull through a small drain, the Achilles’ heel of the heavy armor.


So Holderlin watched and waited as the sleek black vessel cruised close. The shuttle dangling against the Perseus’ bow was turned partly away in the shadow, and was, he hoped, not too conspicuous.


But the ship came easing up with an insolent leisure, and there seemed to be no suspicion aboard. Holderlin’s hard face creased in a grin as he sighted along the Perseus’ ancient needle beam.


The encounter was of dream-like simplicity. Like a tremendous black shark, the ship drifted over him, her little black drain drawing the sights of his needle-beam like a magnet.


He pulled the trigger and laughed aloud as a great hole opened where the drain had once been. As before, the lights died, the driving beams cut off, all evidence of life vanished, and the black ship rolled sluggishly in recoil from the blast, a great helpless hulk.


Holderlin ran to the bank of jet controls. He could consider himself safe now, for at least a few hours, when, with luck, he would be so well concealed that the black ship could seek in vain. And if those aboard were not able to rig up an auxiliary generator quickly, they themselves might be forced to take to their lifeboats—for the red star glowed close ahead.


He threw on acceleration and, with the lifeboat dragging crazily from the bow, blasted away toward the lone planet of the scarlet sun.


An hour later the planet loomed large, and he entered the green-tinted atmosphere. In order to escape the teleview plates of the raider, he circled to the far side, nudging the Perseus’ bow around with the lifeboat.


Through his own teleview, the planet showed as a world of about half Earth’s size, scarred with gorges and precipitous crags, interspersed with plains. These plains brimmed with a black froth, which the teleview presently revealed to be thick fronded vegetation.


The atmosphere, of a marked green tint, supported great fleecy clouds, glowing in the lurid sunlight in all shades of orange, gold, red and yellow.


Holderlin let the Perseus fall toward the base of a great black peak where dense forest indicated good concealment. Single-handed he landed the ship with its steering jets fused, an epic in itself.


For two tense hours he crouched in the lifeboat, jockeying the nose of the Perseus back and forth as it settled on its landing blasts through a green murk past the hot-colored clouds.


He had led two cords into the lifeboat with him—one made fast to the throttle that he might blast the ship to safety if the terrain were too soft or too rough, the other to kill the tubes when the ship finally settled solidly.


The Perseus teetered low through the green air and crashed down through the black forests onto solid soil. Holderlin yanked his cut-off cord, and the roaring blasts died. He fell limply back in his bucket seat.


He stirred himself. The green of the atmosphere hinted unhealthiness—and once more climbing into his air-suit he returned to the Perseus.


He twisted the dial at the radio. There was only silence. Through the skyport, he saw that the soft black fronds had closed over the ship. The Perseus was well concealed. Holderlin slept.


When he awoke all was as before, the radio still silent. He tested the atmosphere with the Bramley Airolyzer, and as he suspected the dials showed poison. But apparently there were no tissue-irritant gasses, and there was a sufficiency of oxygen.


So he charged a respirator with appropriate filters and jumped out on the planet to inspect the steering jets. He sank to his ankles in an impalpable black dust like soot, which every passing puff of air blew into whirls of black smoke.


As he walked, he stirred up clouds of this dust, which settled in his clothes and into his boots. Holderlin cursed. He could see that a grimy period lay before him. He plodded around to the steering jets.


They were both better and worse than he had expected. The linings were split and broken, and fragments had wedged across the throat of the tube. The electron filaments were destroyed but the backplates of telex crystal were still whole.


The tubes themselves were sound, neither belled, warped nor cracked, and apparently the field coils were not burnt out. Holderlin surmised that a small charge of vanzitrol had been exploded in each.


He could not recall seeing any spare linings aboard, but to make sure he ransacked the ship—to no avail. However, the Naval Regulation Lining Oven and a supply of flux was in its place as provided by Article 80 of the Astronautic Code, a law from the early days of space-flight, when durable linings were unknown.


Then every ship carried dozens of spares—yet often as not these would burn out or split in the heat and pressure, and the ship would be forced to land on a convenient planet and mold another supply. Now Holderlin’s concern was to find a bed of clean clay.


The ground at his feet was covered by the black dust. Perhaps, if he dug, he might find clay.


As he stood by the jets, Holderlin heard a heavy shuffling tread through the forest. He ran back to the entrance port, knowing that on strange planets prudence and agility are better safeguards than a needle-beam and steel armor.


The creature of the footsteps passed close beside the ship, a thin shambling being fifteen feet high, vaguely manlike, with a spider’s gaunt construction. The arms and legs were skin and bone, the skin was greenish-black, the face peculiarly long and vacant.


It had a fierce shock of reddish hair at the back of its head, the eyes were bulging milky orbs, the ears were wide and extended. It passed the Perseus with hardly a glance and showed neither awe nor interest.


“Hey!” cried Holderlin, jumping to the ground. “Come here!”


The thing paused a moment to regard him dully through the red light, then slowly shambled off in its original direction, stirring up black clouds of dust. It disappeared through the feathery black jungle.


Holderlin returned to the problem of repairing the tubes. He must find clay enough to mold four new linings—three or four hundred pounds. He brought a spade from the ship and dug into the surface.


He worked half an hour and turned up nothing but hot black humus. And the deeper he dug, the thicker and tougher grew the roots of the fungus trees. He gave up in disgust.


As he climbed, sweating and dusty, from his hole, a little breeze raced along the top of the jungle stirring the fronds, and in the black fog which floated down, Holderlin discovered the origin of the black powder at his feet—spawn.


He must find clay, clean yellow clay, the nearer the better. He did not fancy carrying this clay on his shoulder any great distance. He looked to where the lifeboat dangled by its nose from the bow of the Perseus.


He saw that the shackle, with the entire weight of the lifeboat hanging on it, was locked. Holderlin scratched his head. He would have to balance the boat on the gravity units, releasing the shackle from all strain, to remove it.


But when he finally poised the boat in mid-air and climbed out on the nose, he discovered that his shift of position had weighted the bow and that if he unscrewed the shackle, the boat very likely would nose down and throw him to the ground.


Cursing both shackle and lifeboat, Holderlin let the boat hang against the hull as before and made his way to the ground. He entered the ship and outfitted himself with a sack, a light spade, a canteen of water and spare charges for his respirator.


“Aboard the Perseus! Aboard the Perseus! Respond, Perseus!”


Holderlin chuckled grimly and sat down beside the speaker.


“Aboard the Perseus!” came the call again. “This is Captain Creed speaking. If you are alive and listening, respond immediately. You have bested us fair and square, and we hold no grudge. But no matter how you reached this planet you cannot go farther.


“A detector screen surrounds you, and we will heterodyne any distress call you broadcast.”


Evidently Captain Creed had not yet surmised who had run off with his ship, or how it had been accomplished. Another voice broke in, harder and sharper.


“Respond immediately,” said the new voice, “giving your position, and you will receive a share in the venture. If you do not, we shall know how to act when we find you, and we will find you if it means searching the planet foot by foot!”


All during this pronouncement, the strength of the radio carrier wave had increased rapidly, and now Holderlin heard a low mutter, rapidly waxing to a roar. Running to the port, he spied the black pirate ship sweeping toward him across the green sky, just under the canopy of many-colored clouds.


Almost overhead the brake blasts spewed forward, and the ship slowed in its majestic course. Trapped—thought Holderlin. With racing pulse he leapt for the lifeboat. The shackle he’d blast away with his needle-beam!


But the black ship passed across the mountain, where it slowly sank from sight, sunlight glinting from its sides. Holderlin breathed easily again. This world was small, and the mountain made a prominent landmark. Probably the same reasons that had brought him here to hide, led them here to seek him.


At least he knew where his enemies were stationed, a matter of some advantage. How to escape them, he as yet had no notion. They seemed invulnerable with a fast well-armed ship against his wrecked hulk, and certainly no less than thirty or forty in the crew.


Holderlin shrugged. First he must repair the tubes. Then he would try his luck at winning clear. And if he could bring that scented cargo only as far as Laroknik on Gavnad, the sixth of Delta Aquila, the universe lay open to him.


He’d buy a space-yacht, a villa on Fan, the Pleasure Planet. He’d buy an asteroid and create a world to his whim, as did the Empire’s millionaires. Holderlin put aside his dreaming. He took his sack and plodded off through the black dust in the direction of the mountain, seeking clay. A half mile from the ship, the feathery black canopy overhead thinned, and he entered a clearing.


Within the clearing moved a score of the tall manlike creatures. But their hair was not reddish like that of the creature that had passed him in the wood. It was a greenish-black. They stood busy with an enormous beast, evidently domesticated.


This had a great round body, as big as a house, supported on a circle of wide arching legs. With two long tentacles it stuffed the black tree-fronds into a maw on top of its hulk. Below hung a number of teats at which the black things worked, squirting a thin green liquid into pots.


Holderlin passed through the clearing, full in the red sunglow, but beyond a few dull glances, they took no heed of him. Continuing a mile or so, he came to the edge of the forest and the steep rises of the mountains.


Almost at his feet he found what he sought. In the diminished gravity he loaded into his sack a great deal more than he might have carried on Earth—perhaps a half of his needs—and set out in return.


But as he waded through the black dust the sack grew heavy, and by the time he reached the clearing where the natives tended their beast, his arms and his back ached.


He stood resting, watching the placid natives at their work. It occurred that possibly one of them might be induced to serve him.


“Hey—you!” he called to the nearest, as best he could through the respirator. “Come here!”


This one looked at Holderlin without interest.


“Come here!” he called again, although plainly the creature could not understand him. “I need some help. I’ll give you—” he fumbled in his pockets and pulled out a small signal mirror “—this.”


He displayed it, and presently the native shambled across the glade to him. It stooped to take the mirror, and a hint of interest came over the long doleful face.


“Now take this,” said Holderlin, giving over the sack of clay, “and follow me.”


At last the creature understood what was required of him, and with no show of either zeal or reluctance, took the bag in its rickety arms and shuffled along behind Holderlin to the ship. When they arrived, Holderlin went within and brought out a length of shiny chain, and showed it to his helper.


“One more trip, understand? One more trip. Let’s go.” The creature obediently followed him.


Holderlin dug the clay, loaded the bag into the native’s arms.


Above them came the sound of voices, footsteps, scuffling and grating on the rock. Holderlin crept for cover. The native stood stupidly, holding the sack of clay.


Three figures came into sight, two of them panting through respirators—Blaine and a tall man whose pointed ears and high-arched eyebrows proclaimed Trankli blood. The third was a native with a red mop of hair.


“What’s this?” cried the Trankli half-breed, spying Holderlin’s helper. “That sack is—”


They were the last words he spoke. A needle-beam chattered and cut him down. Blaine whirled about, grabbing for his own weapon. A voice brought him up short.


“Drop it, Blaine! You’re as good as dead!”


Blaine slowly dropped his hands to his sides, glaring madly in the direction of the voice, his malformed lip twitching. Holderlin stepped from the shadow into the scarlet sunlight, and his face was as ruthless as death itself.


“Looking for me?”


He walked over and took Blaine’s needle-beam. He noted the native’s reddish mop of hair. This was the one that had passed him in the woods, who was evidently in league with his enemies.


The needle-beam spoke once more, and the tall black body crumpled like broken jack-straws. Holderlin’s worker watched impassively.


“Can’t have any tale-bearers,” said Holderlin, turning his ice-blue eyes on Blaine.


“Why don’t you give it up, Holderlin?” snarled Blaine. “You can’t get away alive.”


“Do you think you’ll outlive me?” mocked Holderlin. “What’s that you’ve got? A radio, hey? I’ll take that.” He did so. “The native was taking you to the Perseus, and you were going to flash back the position. Right?”


“That’s right,” admitted Blaine sourly, wondering at what moment he was to be killed.


Holderlin mused.


“What ship are you in?”


“The Maetho—Killer Donahue’s. You can’t get away, Holderlin. Not with Donahue after you.”


“We’ll see,” said Holderlin shortly.


So it was Killer Donahue’s Maetho! Holderlin had heard tales of Donahue—a slight man of forty years, with dark hair and a pair of black eyes which saw around corners and into men’s minds. He had a droll clown’s face, but past deeds of blood and loot did not echo the humor of his countenance.


Holderlin thought a moment, staring at the flaccid Blaine. The surviving native stood disinterestedly holding the clay.


“Well, you wanted to see the Perseus,” Holderlin said at last. “Start moving.” He gestured with the needle-beam.


Blaine went slowly, sullenly.


“Do you want to die now,” inquired Holderlin, “or are you going to do as I say?”


“You got the gun,” growled Blaine. “I got no say at all.”


“Good,” said Holderlin. “Then move faster. And tonight we’ll cook linings for the steering jets.” He motioned to the waiting native. With Blaine ahead, they plodded off toward the ship.


“What’s over the mountain? Donahue’s hideout?” Holderlin asked.


Blaine nodded dourly, then decided he had nothing to lose by truckling to Holderlin.


“He gets thame-dust here, sells it on Fan.”


Thame was an aphrodisiac powder.


“The natives collect it, bring it in little pots. He gives them salt for it. They love salt.”


Holderlin was silent, saving his energy for plowing the black dust.


“Suppose you did get away,” Blaine presently put forward, “you never could sell those oils anywhere. One whiff of syrang and you’d have the Tellurian Corps of Investigation on your neck.”


“I’m not selling them,” said Holderlin. “Think I’m a fool? What do you think I got that certification of shipwreck for? I’m going to claim salvage. That’s ninety percent of the value of ship and cargo, by law.”


Blaine was silent.


When at last they arrived, weary and begrimed with black dust, the native dropped the sack and held out a gangling arm.


“Fawp, fawp,” it said.


Holderlin looked at him in puzzlement.


“It wants salt,” said Blaine, still intent on ingratiating Holderlin. “They do anything for salt.”


“Is that so?” said Holderlin. “Well, we’ll go in the galley and find some salt.”


So Holderlin gave the native the bit of chain and a handful of salt and dismissed it. He turned back to Blaine and gave him the radio.


“Call up Creed or Donahue and tell them that the native says you won’t reach the ship till tomorrow night—it’s that far off.”


Blaine hesitated only an instant, long enough for Holderlin to lay a significant hand on his needle-beam. He did as he was told. He called Creed, and Creed seemed satisfied with the information.


“Tell him you won’t call again till tomorrow night,” said Holderlin. “Say that’s because Holderlin might catch an echo of the beam from the mountain.”


Blaine did so.


“Good,” said Holderlin. “Blaine, we’re going to get along very well. Maybe I won’t even kill you when I’m done with you.”


Blaine swallowed nervously. He disliked this kind of talk. Holderlin stretched his arms.


“Now we’ll make tube linings. And because you ruined the last set, you’ll do most of the work.”


All night they baked linings in the atomic furnaces, Blaine, as Holderlin had promised, working the hardest. His bald head glistened in the glow from the furnace.


As soon as the linings were finished—no longer clay, but heavy metallic tubes—Holderlin clamped them in place. And when the angry little sun came over the horizon, the Perseus was once more in condition to navigate.


With Blaine’s help, Holderlin unshackled the lifeboat from the hull and brought it to the ground beside the Perseus. Then Holderlin locked Blaine in a storage locker.


“You’re lucky,” he observed. “You can sleep. I have to work.” Holderlin had seen a ten-pound can of vanzitrol in the Perseus armory—a compound stable chemically, but uncertain atomically. Holderlin ladled about a pound into a paper sack, enough to blast the Perseus clear through the planet.


He found a detonator, and entering the lifeboat took off. Feeling safe from observation after Blaine’s information, he skimmed low over the black jungle until, about thirty miles from the Perseus, he found a clearing which suited him, not too large, not too small.


He landed and buried the vanzitrol and the detonator in the center. Then he returned to the Perseus and slept for four or five hours.


When he awoke, he aroused Blaine. They got in the lifeboat, flew to the mined clearing. Holderlin set the lifeboat down two hundred yards out in the jungle.


“Now Blaine,” he said, “you’re to call Creed and tell him you’ve found the Perseus. Tell him to take a bearing on the radio beam and come at once. Tell him there’s a clearing handy for him to land in.”


“Then what?” asked Blaine doubtfully.


“Then you’ll wait in the clearing until the Maetho is about to land. After that I’ll give you a choice. If you want to return aboard the Maetho, you can stay where you are. If you want to stay with me, you’ll run like mad for the lifeboat. Suit yourself.”


Blaine did not answer, but a suspicious look crept into his eyes, and his lips curled craftily.


“Send the message,” said Holderlin.


Blaine did so, and Holderlin was satisfied. They had cornered Holderlin in the Perseus, said Blaine, and Mordang, the Trankli half-breed, was holding him while Blaine radioed.


“Very good, Blaine!” came back Creed’s voice. Then Donahue asked a few sharp questions. Had the Perseus crashed? No, replied Blaine, she was sound. Could the Perseus bring her needle-beam to bear on the clearing? No, the clearing was quite safe, a half mile astern of the Perseus. Donahue ordered Blaine to wait in the clearing for the ship.


Twenty minutes later Holderlin, hidden in the jungle, and Blaine standing nervously in the clearing, saw the hulk of the Maetho come drifting overhead.


It hovered about five hundred yards above. Blaine, nakedly caught in the red sunlight, waved an arm to the ship at Holderlin’s brittle command.


There was a pause. The cautious Donahue apparently was inspecting the situation.


Presently Holderlin, waiting tensely at the edge of the forest, saw a small scout boat leave the Maetho, drift down toward the clearing. His mouth tightened. He cursed once, bitterly.


This meant Creed or Donahue had smelled a rat. His plan could not succeed—he’d have to move fast to escape with his skin! Blaine also knew the jig was up, was uncertain which way to jump.


He decided that under the circumstances Holderlin offered the least immediate danger, and casually began to leave the clearing. At once Donahue’s voice crackled from a loud speaker.


“Blaine! Stay where you are!”


Blaine broke into a frightened run, but the black dust hampered him. From the Maetho a needle-beam spoke, and amid a great puff of black dust, Blaine exploded to his component atoms.


Holderlin was already to the lifeboat. A slim chance remained that the scout boat on landing would miss the mine, and the Maetho would land and be blown to scrap. But this he doubted, as the detonator was sensitive, the clearing small.


An air-rending blast as he entered his boat assured him he was right. The ground swayed like jelly, and a hail of earth, rocks, bits of trees spattered far over the jungle. The Maetho was tossed upward like a toy balloon. A tremendous choking pall of black dust thickened the sky.


Holderlin jerked his lifeboat into the air and dashed away, low to the ground, through the trees. He flew for his life, threading the trees as best he might, crashing through those he could not dodge.


Nor was he too early, for the Maetho’s armament had opened a savage fire on the jungle, blasting at each square yard. Twice million-watt bolts missed him by feet.


After rocking minutes he gained clear of the area, and slowing his mad flight, wove a more careful course through the trees.


When the Maetho was finally finished, the jungle lay torn into craters and tangled rubbish for miles around. Holderlin, gingerly raising the boat so he could peer through the tree tops, saw the great sullen shape of the war-ship winging back across the mountain to its base. Over the clearing towered a black sky-filling cloud.


He returned to the Perseus, and sat brooding in his quarters. His bolt seemed to be shot, and it would only be a matter of hours before Creed and Donahue found another native to guide them to his ship.


He sprawled on his bunk, hands behind his head. A nucleus of information Blaine had given him suddenly blossomed to a plan of action. He got up, spooned some more vanzitrol from the can, gathered up a few sacks of salt from the galley, took off in the lifeboat.


Three or four hours later, with night fast falling across the black forest he returned, and there was a spring in his walk, a triumphant set to his jaw.


Holderlin went to the teleview and boldly sent forth a call. “Aboard the Maetho! Creed or Donahue, come in! Maetho, come in!” The screen flickered to life at once. There was Donahue, and behind him the black-bearded face of Captain Creed.


“Well,” said Donahue crisply. “What do you want?”


Holderlin grinned. “Nothing. In about two minutes I’m blasting your ship to bits. If you enjoy life, you’ll get clear.”


“What’s this?” Donahue’s voice snapped like breaking wood. “Are you trying to bluff me?”


“You’ll know in two minutes,” responded Holderlin. “Three of the pots of thame-dust you took aboard today are loaded with vanzitrol. I’ve got a gamma-ray detonator you can’t jam. Now! You’ve got two minutes to get clear.”


Donahue whirled, cut in the ship’s loud speaker. “Abandon ship! All hands!” he shouted. “Get clear!”


Then like a cat he whirled about. Holderlin watched in interest. Captain Creed was striding for the door. He met Donahue’s eyes, and saw murder. He stopped in his tracks and slowly turned to face Donahue.


Donahue began talking, and Holderlin saw he was not sane. Obscenities poured from his lips.


“You white-faced dog, you’ve ruined me!” screamed Donahue in a high-pitched crazy voice, and his thin body was as tense as an epileptic’s.


“Let’s leave this ship and argue later,” Creed suggested coolly.


“You’ll stay here, you fat filth!” cried Donahue, and whipped out his needle-beam.


Creed fired his sleeve gun, and Donahue fell to the ground, screaming, his shoulder mangled.


He picked up the needle-beam with his left hand and began throwing wild shots at Creed. Creed crouched behind the radio locker, unable to gain the door. A bolt smashed the teleview feeder lines. The screen went dark.


Holderlin sat looking at his watch. He held one hand poised over a little black key.


Twenty seconds, ten seconds, eight seconds, seven, six, five, four, three, two—“I’ll give them five seconds more,” he told himself. One—two—three—four—five! He snapped closed the key, and sat like a statue, waiting for the shock from across the mountain.


Whoom!


Holderlin stood up, a grin on his face. He sealed all the ports and sat himself at the controls. Ahead of him lay a busy week, wherein he must do the work of four men. He cracked back the throttle, and took off for Laroknik on Gavnad.


 




  


Dead Ahead



Chiram came into the room, walked with short, firm steps to the desk, sat down. Only then did he appear to notice the two dozen men and women seated on neat rows of folding chairs.


“I can give you about twenty minutes,” said Chiram. “Exactly what do you want?”


“How about a short statement?” suggested Ed Jeff, of All-Planet News-Fax. “Then perhaps you’d answer a few questions.”


Chiram leaned back, a stocky middle-aged man with an air of decision. He had a leonine ruff of hair the color and texture of steel wool, eyes sharp and monitory, a heavy well-shaped mouth. His clothes were gray and dark blue—conservative but informal, as if Chiram dressed by habit, uninfluenced by either vanity or ostentation.


“My associates and I,” he said, “financed by Jay Banners, have embarked on a program of research which will ultimately lead to an attempted circumnavigation of the universe.” He stopped; the reporters waited. Chiram said drily, “That is the statement.”


Voices collided and tumbled getting to Chiram’s ears. He held up his hand. “One at a time…You, sir—what was your question?”


“You said circumnavigation of the universe? Not merely the galaxy?”


Chiram nodded. “The universe.”


“How do you know it’s round?”


“We don’t,” said Chiram, smiling grimly. “There is no first-hand evidence, very little mathematical indication, one way or another. It’s an assumption on which we’re staking our lives.”


The reporters made respectful sounds. Chiram relaxed a trifle. “Estimates of the circumference run in the neighborhood of ten to a hundred billion light years. We plan to set out from Earth, assume a course—almost any course. After a sufficient period of flying, at a sufficiently high speed, we hope to return from the opposite direction.”


“What’re the chances of hitting Earth on the way back?”


Chiram compressed his lips; the question had been put in what he considered a light tone.


“In theory,” he replied stiffly, “if we steer a sufficiently exact course we will return automatically. Our research program is concentrating on the mechanics of straight flight. A hundredth of a second error at a hundred billion light years means three hundred thousand light years. If we missed the home galaxy by that margin we’d be lost forever. Our first problem is to guarantee ourselves a mathematically straight course.”


“Can’t you line up on stars ahead or behind?”


Chiram shook his head. “The light from behind can’t catch up with us; in fact, we’ll overtake it and add the images of the stars behind to those of the stars ahead.” He clasped his blunt hands on the desk. “That is our second problem: seeing. Our speed will approximate instantaneity. Assuming ninety per cent efficiency in our destriation field, an average speed of six or seven thousand light years a second will take us a hundred billion light years in six months. The impact of radiation on an unshielded object at this speed would be cataclysmic. The weakest infra-red light would be compacted by a kind of Döppler effect to cosmic rays; ordinary visible light would become a thousand times harder, more energetic, and cosmic rays would strike at a frequency of ten to the thirty-first or thirty-second power. I can’t imagine the effect of radiation like that, but I know it would hurt. We are trying to develop a system of vision that can function under this tremendous impact. Longitudinal sight will be normal, of course, with light striking the side of our ship at normal frequencies.”


“How long will it take to lick these problems?”


Chiram said in a measured voice, “We are making satisfactory progress.”


“How will you know for sure when you’ve returned? One galaxy must look a lot like another…”


Chiram drummed his fingers on the table. “That’s a good question. I’m sorry to say I have no precise answer. We will trust to alertness, and careful examination of any galaxy in our path which shows the proper size and configuration. The fact that our galaxy is roughly double the average size will help us. We shall have to trust a good deal to luck.”


“Suppose the universe isn’t spherical, but infinite?”


Chiram fixed the man with a contemptuous stare. “You’re talking foolishness. How can I answer that question?”


The reporter hurriedly corrected himself. “What I meant, will you set a limit to the time before you turn around and come back?”


“We believe the universe is spherical,” said Chiram coolly. “In a fourth-dimensional sense, of course. We will remain under constant acceleration and our speed will increase constantly. If the universe is spherical, we will return; if it is infinite, we will fly on forever.”


Two ships landed, a slender cylinder and a peculiar impractical-looking hull the shape of a doughnut. Chiram stepped out of the cylinder, marched up the concrete ramp to the glass-walled office.


Jay Banners, who was putting up the money, and a lank young man were waiting for him. Banners resembled Chiram in outward proportion, but his hair was sparse, the lines of his face were softer. He looked easy, amiable; there was nothing of the spartan or the ascetic in Jay Banners.


Chiram was associated with the discovery of striatics, the gravitron and the subsequent inertia-negative destriation fields; he had been a member of the original Centauri expedition. Banners had never been into space, but he held majority stock in Star Island Development, and he was director of half a dozen other corporations.


He waved a pudgy hand at Chiram. “Herb, meet my son, Jay Junior. And now I’ll give you a surprise. Hold your hat. Jay wants to go along on the trip. So I told him we’d see what we could do.” He glanced at Chiram expectantly.


Chiram pulled up the corners of his mouth, squinted as if he were eating an unexpectedly sour pickle. “Well, now, Banners…I don’t know if it’s advisable…Inexperienced member,” he muttered. “Got a crew pretty well lined out…”


“Oh come now,” said Banners bluffly. “It isn’t as if Jay was a rank amateur. He’s just out of engineering school; he knows space inside out; studied astrogation and all that stuff, hey, Jay?”


“That’s right,” said Jay languidly.


Chiram turned chilly eyes up and down Jay Banners Jr.—a loose-limbed young man with oily black hair worn over-long for Chiram’s taste. He said, “It’s a pretty tough grind, young fellow. Strict discipline. We’re cooped up in a little cabin with no amusements, a very serious proposition. And about one chance in ten of getting back…An old man like me can afford to throw his life away. A lad like you has that all before him.”


Jay carelessly shrugged, and the older Banners said, “I’ve told him all this, Herb, and he insists that he wants to go. And then I figured that maybe it would be a good thing to have a Banners aboard. Make it the Chiram–Banners Expedition for a fact, eh, Herb?”


Chiram drummed his fingers savagely on the desk, at a loss for words.


Jay said, “We’ve learned a lot of new methods at school. Might help you out once in a while if you get stumped.”


Chiram became red in the face, turned away.


“Now, Jay,” said Banners, “take it easy on an old man. I know you’re up to snuff on all the latest ideas, but don’t forget that men like Herb Chiram pioneered the whole business.”


Jay shrugged, moodily puffed a cigarette.


“It’s settled, then,” said Banners jovially. “And look here, Herb, don’t hold back on him on my account. Treat him like a hired hand. He’s tough—just like his old man. He can stand it. If he gets out of line, give it to him good.”


Chiram walked to a window, stood looking out.


Banners said, “We saw you bringing down the ships. How did the test turn out?”


“Very well,” said Chiram. “From Earth to Pluto we deviated nineteen inches off the true line. That’s on the order of ten to the minus eighth or ninth part of a second. Maybe closer. I haven’t figured it out yet. It’s close enough.”


Jay flicked ashes to the floor with his little finger. “Probably be best to install gyro-compasses just to be on the safe side.”


Chiram said in a keen, cold voice, “Gyro-compasses are grossly inaccurate compared to the sleeve and piston principle.”


“Explain to Jay how it works,” said Banners. “I never could quite get the hang of it. I know that Nip and Tuck alternate the lead—”


Chiram spoke in a heavy impatient voice. “An object in free flight moves in a true course, when it’s insulated from gravity—as inside a destriation shell. Our problem was to combine free-flight accuracy with acceleration. We decided to use two ships, alternately accelerating and flying free—the ship in free flight correcting the course of the ship under acceleration.


“Assume one component flying free—say Nip, the cylinder. Tuck, the tube, is ten thousand miles astern. Tuck accelerates; the application of power may or may not cause a slight deviation. As soon as the destriation shells meet, radar beams make contact and any slight deviation in course is corrected. Tuck slides over Nip, the power is shut off, it flies free on ahead. When it has taken a ten-thousand-mile lead, Nip accelerates, plunges through the hole in Tuck. The process is automatic, very rapid, very accurate.”


Banners said seriously, “Doesn’t that constant start and stop jar you, Herb?”


Jay looped a leg over the desk. “Nope. Don’t forget, pop, we’ve integrated inertia completely with the ship since your day. Don’t feel a thing any more, except the normal built-in gravity.”


Banners laughed indulgently, clapped Chiram’s stiff shoulder. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you, Herb. This lad here is pretty far ahead of us old-timers…That’s how it goes—out with the old, in with the new.”


Jay blew a complacent gust of smoke across the room. Chiram stared at him for several seconds, took two short paces up the room, two back.


“Banners,” he said crisply, “everything considered, I don’t think it wise for your son to make the trip.”


Jay raised his eyebrows; his mouth sagged. Banners stared; then his face relaxed. “Now Herb, I know it’s dangerous, I know you don’t like the responsibility. But Jay’s got his mind made up. Some girl’s been after him, I expect. And I’d like to see the lad make the trip. In fact, I’ve been thinking I might even go myself…”


Chiram said hastily, “Very well, very well…I warn you, young fellow, it’s a tough grind. It’s snap to orders and no back-talk. If that’s understood—I guess I have nothing further to say.”


“You’ll get along, you’ll get along,” exclaimed Banners. “With your experience, Herb, and your training, Jay—I can’t see how the trip won’t be a great success. Think of it, Herb! The Chiram-Banners Expedition—Commander, Herb Chiram; Navigator, Jay Banners Junior! Doesn’t that sound good, now?”


“It makes my head swim,” said Chiram.


Jay dropped his cigarette butt to the floor, said thoughtfully, “You know, that Nip and Tuck idea may be sound—but I’d trust more to a good gyroscope…At least we ought to ship a couple for the corroboratic index.”


Chiram frowned. “‘Corroboratic index’? What’s that?” he asked contemptuously.


Jay said, “A rather new concept. One of these days I’ll explain it to you. In rough terms, it’s the average area of the integral under a series of probability curves, each given the proper weighting.”


Banners nodded heavily. “Young fellow’s got a sound head on him, Herb. Maybe we’d better install a couple gyroscopes. No harm playing safe.”


Chiram bowed slightly to Jay. “The gyroscopes are in your charge. See that they do not exceed two cubic feet in volume.”


Jay nodded. “Fine. I can cut it smaller than that. Machinery has become more precise since your time, Mr. Chiram.” He rubbed his upper lip. “In fact—if you like—I’ll take the navigation clean off your hands. I’m pretty good at it—made an A in navigation all during school.”


Chiram snorted. “You’ll do no such thing, young fellow. And you’ll understand right now, before the day’s a minute older, you’ll do what you’re told, you’ll obey orders, and you’ll keep your school-book ideas to yourself unless they’re asked for!”


Jay stared in astonishment; he turned and looked at his father, who wagged his head solemnly. “That’s the way it goes, Jay. Old Herb here is a tough one. You’ve picked a tartar when you try to put it over Herb. What he says, goes; remember it.”


Chiram, Jay Banners Jr., a taciturn technician named Bob Galt, and Julius Johnson, the cook, a taffy-colored smiling man with a flat face and flat head, made up the crew of Nip the cylinder. Two old-time spacemen, Art Henry and Joe Lavindar, were stationed aboard Tuck the tube.


The takeoff was recorded by cameras, television, and witnessed by a crowd of four million. The two ships rose separately and left for a rendezvous a million miles past the Moon. Here they would join, orient themselves, and set out toward Deneb in Cygnus, slightly up from the prime plane of the Milky Way.


Chiram called his crew together in the small saloon below the bridge deck, which would serve as mess hall and recreation room. Bob Galt sat at one end of the bench, a stooped, small-boned man, completely self-possessed and self-sufficient, with a face like an angry parrot’s. Beside him sat Julius, the cook, his wide mouth curved in a perpetual grin. Jay slouched back at the end of the bench with legs crossed, eyes half-closed.


Chiram faced them, stocky, erect, his ruff of iron-gray hair freshly trimmed.


“Now, men, as you know, we have a stiff grind ahead of us. If we return, we’re heroes. The chances are we’ll never get back. If space is infinite we’ll fly forever. If our course deviates from a straight line, we’re just as bad off. Then of course you’ve all read the fantastic speculations on the possibility of attack by alien space-vessels or creatures inhabiting space. I do not need to label this as nonsense.


“Our greatest danger is ourselves. Boredom, petty irritations—these are our worst enemies. We’re crowded together, tangled in each other’s arms and legs. I can think of no situation so calculated to bring out the best or worst in a man. Now you, Bob, and you, Julius, I’ve shipped with you many a time; I know you well. You, Jay, you represent your father, and I’m sure that, like the rest of us, you’re determined to make the trip as easy on all our nerves as possible.


“There’s not much work to do. I wish there were more. Julius, of course, is in charge of cooking and the galley.” His voice took on a sardonic edge. “Jay has his gyroscopes to attend to, and I understand he’s keeping a detailed record…Well, every man to his own poison.


“I’ll take the first watch, Jay the second, Bob the third. Our main duties will be to lubricate the machinery, to chart what we can see in the vision panels, and keep the destriation field at normal percentage. Each of us will be responsible for the cleanliness of himself, his clothes, his bunk. Everyone must be neat. Nothing is as demoralizing as slovenliness. Shaving and clean clothes are mandatory…That’s all for now.”


He turned, swung himself up on the bridge deck.


The moon was a tremendous silver melon spattered with black frost; it hulked below and off to the left. Directly ahead floated Tuck, the tube, with a cluster of stars shining through the hole.


Chiram nosed the cylinder into the opening, thrust home a switch; the cylinder shivered, jerked as the guide beams excited relays, pulled the ships into rigid alignment.


Dead ahead was Deneb—the line of their way around the universe.


Chiram called by radio to Tuck. “Everything all right in there?”


“Ready to go,” came back Henry’s voice.


Chiram said, “Throw in your field.” He yanked another switch; the gravity unit buzzed, rattled, settled into a drone; the crew was tied to the ship, and, like the ship, free of inertia.


Chiram spun a polished wheel, and the voyage had begun.


An instant passed. Then a flicker at the side port was Tuck, racing ahead. Another flicker was Nip threading Tuck. The flickers became swifter, became a continuous quiver, vanished.


Stars began to move, slide past each other, like shining motes in a drift of sunlit air. They streamed past—now bunched, now sparse, clusters, swarms, flaring clouds of gas, and as they passed aft of amidships they vanished, their light lagging behind the thistledown rush of Nip and Tuck.


Flame, dazzle, flicker—stars in pairs, trios, quartets, stars in hurrying multitudinous companies. Stars in rivers and stars like isolated beacons. Stars approached from far ahead, passing over, around, under, like wind-blown sparks. And presently the stars vanished in front and to the side, and Nip and Tuck were in intergalactic space.


Speed added to speed, built up in constant increments. Ship threaded ship like a needle in a shuttle, each guiding the other down a geometrically straight line. So straight that in a thousand light years the error might be a hundred miles—an error which might or might not average out over longer distances.


Jay checked the course on his gyro-compass. He looked a minute, tapped the case with his finger. “Right on,” he announced. “We’re right on course.”


“Glad to hear it,” said Chiram sardonically. “Watch it close now.”


The great nebula in Andromeda passed under them, a whirling pancake of cold fire. It passed behind, out of sight.


Speed, speed, speed. Acceleration as fast as the relays could shuttle ship back and forth through ship. Speed building up toward instantaneity.


Watches passed, days passed. The galaxies flitted by like luminous bats—straggling watch-springs, hot puddles of gas. At the start and close of every watch Jay checked his gyroscope, then spent two or three hours writing in his journal—minutiae of the voyage, vignettes of personal philosophy, observations on the personalities of his shipmates.


Julius and Bob played cards and chess; occasionally Chiram joined them. Jay played a few games of chess—long enough to find that Julius could beat him as often as he set his mind to it—then gave up. Julius grinned his grin, spoke little; Bob wore his angry parrot’s face, spoke not at all. Chiram kept himself aloof, watched every detail of the voyage with a careful humorless eye, gave what orders were necessary in a carefully modulated voice. And Jay, after a few futile attempts to argue navigational techniques with Chiram, became as taciturn as the others.


The galaxies slid backward. After every watch Jay peered intently at his gyroscope. One day he called Chiram over.


“We’re off course. Look—there’s no doubt about it. A whole degree. I’ve been watching it for several days.”


Chiram looked down a moment, shook his head, half-turned away. “You’ve got a precession somewhere.”


Jay sniffed. “More likely that those spacer beams between the hulls are out of focus.”


Chiram glanced down his nose at the gyroscopes, said stonily, “Hardly possible. They’re automatically compensated, double-checked. Two separate sets of spacers are involved, don’t forget—one correcting on a basis of wave interference, the other by correlation of angle and beam strength. They’re perfectly synchronized; if they weren’t the alarm would go off…Your gyro is out somewhere.”


Grumbling, Jay turned to look at the dial. “One degree,” he mumbled. “That’s a million light years—a hundred million light years—” But Chiram had walked away.


Jay seated himself beside the gyro, watched the face like a cat at a tank of goldfish. If it told the truth they were irretrievably lost. He dropped to his hands and knees, checked every part of the gyro as well as he could; it seemed in perfect order.


Jay slouched to the table, where Bob and Julius played chess, stood looking down with hands clasped behind his back. They took no heed of his presence.


“Well,” said Jay, looking across the room toward the gyro, “we’re goners. We’re done for.”


“Yeah? How’s that?” asked Julius, moving a pawn.


“The gyro doesn’t lie,” said Jay. “We’re a degree off course, according to the gyro.”


Bob Galt darted an unemotional glance up at Jay, returned to the board.


“I told the old man,” Jay said bitterly. “I told him before we took off that his rig was too damn complicated to work.”


“We all got to die sometime, kid,” said Julius. “It might as well be out here…I’m not worryin’. We’re eatin’ good; I got old Galt here on the run…” The grin widened.


Bob sneered. “The hell you say.” He moved a knight to threaten the pawn. “Try that on.”


Julius bent his heavy head over the board. “Relax, kid, watch the scenery…”


Jay hesitated, then turned away, crossed the room, flung himself on his bunk, moving his lips in silent curses. He lay quiet twenty minutes, staring up at the hull. A degree off course…


He rose on his elbow, watched the galaxies flitting past in the vision panels. Stars—millions, billions of stars, curdled into luminous whorls. These out here were nameless, unknown to the astronomers on that far atom, Earth…He considered Earth, so far distant as to be unknowable. How could they ever again locate that precious fleck? Presumably if they returned to the home galaxy Earth could be found. But now—a degree off course! And no one aboard cared a fig either way…Well, by God, thought Jay furiously, these dull animals might not care a nickel for their lives, but he was Jay Banners Junior and he had his whole life to live!…Now then, if he returned the ship to its course, there would still be a chance of hitting the galaxy on the way back. They would thank him for it, Chiram and Bob Galt and Julius, when he finally told them; there would be jocular comment, chaffing—and, of course, that bull-headed Chiram would walk around with his neck stiff. Nevertheless he’d have Jay to thank for bringing them home; he’d have to back down, admit himself wrong…And if the story happened to leak out—Jay’s vision soared. Newspapers, television, cheers from crowded streets…


Jay rose to his feet. Chiram lay in his bunk asleep, his feet in white socks neatly placed one on the other.


Jay glanced across the cabin. It was nominally Galt’s watch; he sat absorbed in his game, with one hand crooked over his queen. Julius, his brow furrowed, was wiping at his mouth with a big yellow hand.


Jay sauntered across the room, climbed the three steps to the bridge deck, nonchalantly leaned across the chart table, watching the view on the forward screen. Black space, the galaxies like luminous jellyfish in a midnight ocean. They floated in from far ahead, drifted effortlessly past, the near ones sliding over the far ones in an implausible shift of perspective.


The sight was soothing, hypnotic, dreamlike in its silent majesty…Behind him Julius laughed. Jay blinked, straightened, came back to himself. He looked cautiously toward the controls, in a railed box to his right. Only Chiram was supposed to enter the box. He peered out the side vision panel. Tuck, the partner ship, was naturally invisible, flitting back and forth across Nip in the constant acceleration. Jay glanced at the computer dial for their speed: already 6,200 l.y.p.s. and steadily mounting. He turned his attention back to the controls. There it was—a bright knurled knob. A mere touch, and the spacer beams would weaken infinitesimally on one side, to twist the axis on which the two ships rode.


He took a casual step toward the control box, darted out his arm, touched the knob…A great blow fell on his shoulder. He reeled back, sank to the deck. He became aware of three pairs of legs, heard a harsh unsympathetic voice: “I’ve been waiting for a trick like this ever since he showed me that fool machine of his.”


“He’s just an addled kid,” came Julius’ voice, light, careless.


Bob Galt’s feet moved abruptly, turned half away.


Chiram said in the same harsh voice, “Pick him up, take him to his bunk, chain his ankle to the stanchion…Julius, you throw a plaster on the bullet-hole. Can’t trust a lunatic like that at large.”


Jay had nothing to complain of. Julius was careful with his wound; his big, taffy-colored hands moved quickly, gently; his grin never vanished.


He was fed from a tray, and released to use the latrine. These were the only attentions he received. What sluggish life there was in the ship flowed on and past him. His presence was ignored, no one spoke, he spoke to no one.


From his bunk he could see the length of the ship and all that happened aboard: Julius and Bob Galt at their interminable chess; Julius facing him, rubbing his big flat face with a hand when puzzled or preoccupied, Galt sitting crouched over the board with only the hard angles of his profile showing. Chiram played no more cards or chess; his sole diversion was a slow pacing up and down the cabin with half an hour’s work at an exerciser morning and night.


The picture became utterly familiar to Jay. It was changeless, uniform. The same colors, the same pattern of shadows, the same pragmatic thud to Chiram’s tread, the same grin on Julius’ face, the same slope to Galt’s shoulders.


The ship had plunged into darkness. There were no more galaxies, no more nebulae. “We’ve evidently passed the outer fringe of the exploding universe,” Jay heard Chiram say ruefully. Jay asked himself, what will it be now? Infinity? He had understood that the exploding universe was like a balloon being inflated, time and space and all—not just the blast of a trillion stars into nothingness…


Was space infinite? Were they flitting like dreams into blackness? To go on and on and on—and then on some more.


The ports showed dead black outside, without spark or flash. They were still accelerating. What was it now? 8,000, 10,000 l.y.p.s.?


Jay turned his back to the cabin, wrote in his journal. He wrote copiously—pages of introspection, fragments of quick-scribbled poetry, which he often returned to, copied, revised. He kept statistical charts: the detailed study of Chiram’s pacing, his average number of steps per square foot of deck, the pattern behind Julius’ menus. He carefully noted his dreams and spent hours trying to trace their genesis from his past. He wrote careful and elaborate excoriations of Chiram—“for the record” he told himself—and equally cogent self-justifications. He made interminable lists—places he had visited, girl-friends, books, colors, songs. He sketched Chiram, Julius, Bob Galt time and time again.


Hours, days, weeks. Conversation dwindled, died. Julius and Bob played chess, and when Bob was at his watch duties Julius played solitaire—unhurriedly, carefully, glancing at each card as if it might be a surprise.


Chess—pacing—food—sleep—the trips to the latrine, with Julius marching placidly at his back. And occasionally Jay considered an attempt to overpower Julius, kill all on the ship. But Julius was stocky and tough. And what good would result in any event?


Darkness outside the port…Were they actually moving? Or was motion a peculiarity of the home space, where there were objects to measure it? Was infinity merely a soft dark trap where no effort could produce meaningful progress? Eternal darkness outside the port. Suppose one were on foot, walking out there…


Jay put down his journal, stared. His eyes bulged. A sound scraped up his throat. Chiram paused in his pacing, turned his head. Jay pointed a long trembling arm toward the port.


“It was a face! I saw it looking in the port!”


Chiram turned startled eyes to the vision panel. Galt, asleep, grumbled, grunted. Julius, playing solitaire, shuffled the cards with imperturbable movements of smooth yellow arms. Chiram looked skeptically back at Jay.


Jay cried, “I saw it plain as day, I tell you! I’m not crazy! It was a whitish figure, and it came flitting up and then the face looked in through the port…”


Julius stopped shuffling, Galt was leaning out of his bunk. Chiram strode across the floor, peered out briefly. He turned back to Jay, said in a brusque voice, “You’ve had a bad dream.”


Jay laid his head on his arm, blinked at tears. So far, far from home…Ghosts peering in from space…Was this where souls came when they died? Out here to wander the void, so completely forlorn and lonesome…


“I saw it,” he said. “I saw it, I tell you. I saw it.”


“Relax, kid, relax,” said Julius. “You’ll give us all the willies.”


Jay lay on his side, staring at the port. He gave a great gasp. “I saw it again! It’s a face, I tell you!” He rose up from his bunk, his lank black hair, very long now, dangling past his forehead. His mouth wobbled, glistened wetly.


Chiram went to the medicine chest, loaded a hypospray. He motioned; Galt and Julius held Jay’s arms and legs; Chiram pressed the trigger, and the opiate seeped through Jay’s pale skin, into his blood, into his brain…


When he awoke, Galt and Julius were playing chess, and Chiram was asleep. He looked fearfully to the port. Darkness. Blackness. Lightlessness.


He sighed, moaned. Julius flashed him a glance, returned to the chess-board. Jay sighed, reached for his journal.


Weeks, months. Fantastic speed toward—what? One day Jay called Chiram from his pacing.


“Well?” asked Chiram crisply.


“If you’ll let me loose,” muttered Jay, “I’d like to take up my duties again.”


Chiram said in a carefully passionless voice, “I’m sorry that you’ve had to be confined. It was necessary, not for punishment, but for the safety of the expedition. Because you are irresponsible. Because I can’t trust you.”


Jay said, “I promise you that I’ll act—well—responsibly. I’ve learned my lesson…Suppose we go on forever like this? Into nothing? Do you intend to keep me chained the rest of my life?”


Chiram stared at him thoughtfully, trying to fathom the ultimate justice of the situation.


Galt called down from the bridge deck, “Hey, Cap! There’s a glow ahead! Light!”


Three bounds took Chiram to the port. Jay rose on his elbow, craned his neck.


Far ahead hung a ball of glowing fog.


Chiram said in a hushed voice, “That’s what a universe of billions of galaxies would look like—from a great distance.”


“Have we made it around, Cap?” Galt asked, his voice sharp.


Chiram said slowly, “I don’t know, Bob…We’ve come so far—so much farther than anyone had predicted…It might be our universe, or it might be another. I’m as much in the dark as you are.”


“If it is our universe, Cap, what are the chances of hitting home?”


There was a pause. Chiram said, “Darned if I know, Bob. I’m hoping.”


“Think we better slow down? We’re hitting an awful clip.”


“Twenty-two thousand light years a second. We can slow down a lot faster than we pick up, just by slacking off the field.”


There was silence. Then Galt said, “She’s expanding mighty fast…”


Chiram said in an even voice, “It’s no universe. It’s a cloud of gas. I’m going to get a spectral reading on it.”


The glowing fog grew large, flooded under the ship, was gone. Ahead was blackness. Chiram came down from the bridge-deck, took up his pacing, head bent.


He looked up and his eyes met Jay’s. Jay was still propped up on his arms, still looking out ahead into the void.


Chiram said, “Very well. I’ll take a chance on you.”


Jay slowly sank back on the bunk, lay lax and loose. Chiram said, “These are your orders. You are forbidden to set foot on the bridge deck. Next time I’ll shoot to kill.”


Jay nodded wordlessly. His eyes glistened under the long lank hair. Chiram pulled a key from his pocket, unlocked the shackles, and without a word resumed his pacing.


For five minutes Jay lay unmoving on his bunk. Julius said from the galley, “Come and get it.”


Jay saw he had set four places at the table.


Jay washed, shaved. Freedom was a luxury. This was living again—if it were nothing but eat, sleep, look out into darkness. This was life: it would be like this the rest of his life…Curious existence. It seemed natural, sensible. Earth was a trifling recollection, a scene remembered from childhood.


The gyroscopes…Yes, what would they tell him now? They had been far from his mind; perhaps he had banned them from his consciousness as being a symbol of his disgrace…Still, what did they say?


He went to the corner of the workbench where they lay, raised the dust-lid. He stared for a minute.


“Well, kid, how’s it look?” Julius asked him lightly. “Are we on course?”


Jay slowly replaced the lid. He said, “The last time I looked we were one degree off to the right. Now we’re seventy-five degrees off—to the left!”


Julius shook his head in genial perplexity, grinning. “Looks mighty bad from here.”


Jay chewed at his lip. “Something damn strange is working around the ship…”


Galt yelled loudly. “Hey, Cap! There’s more light ahead—and this time it’s stars for sure!”


They came on the universe like a ship raising an island from the sea—first a blur without detail, then larger, clearer, and finally the great masses dwarfed the ship. Galaxies pelted at them, flats of wild light rushing past.


Chiram stood like a man of marble on the bridge deck, one hand on the control of the destriation field. Galt stood beside him, head hunched down into his shoulders.


They passed flat over a great whirlpool galaxy, and the individual stars glinted and glanced and told of wonderful bright planets.


Galt said, “That sort of looks like her, Cap.”


Chiram shook his head. “Not large enough. Don’t forget we’ve got a markedly large galaxy—several times average size. That’s what I’m watching for. Of course,” and his voice blurred, “this may not even be our home universe. It might be a different set of galaxies entirely. There’s no way of knowing…If we run directly into an exceptionally large galaxy, with approximately the right configuration—we’ll turn off the power.”


“Look,” said Bob, “there’s a big one out there, see it? That looks about like ours, too.” His voice rose. “That’s it, Cap!”


Chiram said irresolutely, “Well, Bob, I don’t know. She’s a long way to the side…Of course, we’ve come a long way, but if we once turn off our course, and we’ve made a mistake—then we’re goners for sure.”


“We’re goners if we drive past,” said Galt.


Chiram wavered in a hell of indecision. Jay saw his mouth twitch. He reached, took a firm grip on the field control.


Jay said suddenly, “That’s not it: this isn’t even the right universe.”


Galt turned an angry red face down. “Shut up!”


Chiram paid no heed. His hand tightened on the field cut-off.


Jay said, “Captain, I can prove it. Listen!”


Chiram turned his head. “How can you prove it?”


“By the gyroscope.” He spoke hurriedly, over Galt’s contemptuous snort, trying to wash down Chiram’s wall of hostility with words.


“The gyroscope holds a steady axis. It points in a constant direction. When we were a few weeks out I saw a degree of deflection. I misinterpreted the reading. I thought it indicated an error in course. I was wrong; it was showing how far around we had traveled. One three hundred and sixtieth. I just looked at it again. It read seventy-five degrees to the other side—or two eighty-five degrees around. In other words, we’ve come more than three-quarters of the way. And when the gyro is back at zero again we’ll know we’re home.”


Chiram narrowed his eyes, surveyed Jay—looked at him, through him, beyond. Galt’s angry mouth pushed out doubtfully, his color faded. He glanced to the big galaxy, now passing close by amidships.


Chiram asked, “What does the gyro read now?”


Jay ran, raised the dust lid. “Two eighty-six.”


Chiram said, “We’ll go on. Dead ahead.”


“Dead ahead,” said Galt.


Chiram smiled grimly. “I hope not.”


They passed the universe, and off into a new ocean of blackness. It was the old routine—except now there was a restless watchfulness aboard. Chiram watched the gyro as carefully as Jay; steadily the lubber-line ticked around, day after day after day. 290—300—310—320.


Galt spent his time on the bridge deck, watching ahead, hardly coming down to eat. No more chess—Julius played solitaire, slowly, with careful attention to each card.


330, and Chiram joined Galt’s restless watch.


340. “We should be getting close,” said Galt, staring into the bottomless blackness.


Chiram said, “We’ll be there when we get there.”


350. Galt bent forward, hands pressed to the chart table, head on a level with his elbows.


“It’s light! Light!”


Chiram came to stare at the pale glow dead ahead.


“There it is.” He cut off the acceleration; they plunged free at constant speed. For the first time since the start of the voyage the partner-ship Tuck appeared; they had almost forgotten its existence.


At 355 galaxies swept past like the first suburbs of a city.


At 357 they felt as if they were riding down familiar streets.


358. They looked here and there expectantly. There was quick movement of feet on the deck, the restless movement of heads. Chiram kept saying, “Too soon, too soon…There’s a long way to go yet…”


359. Chiram had tacitly relaxed his orders to Jay, and all four stood on the bridge deck together pointing, looking, muttering.


360. “There! The big one! Golly, it looks almost like the face of someone you know!”


Dead ahead lay the great wheeling galaxy. It grew huge, its arms of glowing stars spread open to embrace the ship. Chiram relaxed the field. The striations of space gripped at their atoms, the ship slowed like a bullet shot into water.


They coasted into the outer lanes of stars, across the far-flung tendrils, past the globular clusters, across the central knot.


Ahead, like magic, the sky suddenly showed full of familiar patterns.


“Dead ahead!” cried Chiram. “See—that’s the constellation Cygnus; that’s where we started for…And there—dead ahead—that yellow star…”


 




  


Hard Luck Diggings





In solving a problem, I form and consider every conceivable premise. If each of these results in an impossible set of implications, except one, whose consequence is merely improbable: then that lone hypothesis, no matter how unprecedented, is necessarily the correct solution of the problem.


—Magnus Ridolph





Superintendent James Rogge’s office occupied the top of a low knoll at Diggings A, and his office, through a semi-circular window, overlooked both diggings, A and B, all the way down to the beach and the strange-colored ocean beyond.


Rogge sat within, chair turned to the window, drumming his fingers in quick irregular tempo. Suddenly he jumped to his feet and strode across the room. He was tall and thin, and his black eyes sparkled in a face parched and bony, while his chin dished out below his mouth like a shovel-blade.


He punched a button at the telescreen, waited, leaning slightly forward, his finger still holding down the button. There was no response. The screen hummed quietly, but remained ash-gray, dead.


Rogge clenched his fists. “What a demoralized outfit! Won’t even answer the screen.”


As he turned his back, the screen came alive. Rogge swung around, clasped his hands behind his back. “Well?”


“Sorry, Mr. Rogge, but they’ve just found another,” panted the cadet engineer.


Rogge stiffened. “Where, this time?”


“In the shower room. He’d just been cleaning up.”


Rogge flung his arms out from his sides. “How many times have I told them not to shower alone? By Deneb, I can’t be everywhere! Haven’t they brains enough—” A knock at the door interrupted him. A time-keeper pushed his head in.


“The mail ship’s in sight, Mr. Rogge.”


Rogge took a step toward the door, looked back over his shoulder.


“You attend to that, Kelly. I’m holding you responsible!”


The cadet blinked. “I can’t help it if—” he began querulously, but he was speaking to the retreating back of his superior, and then the empty office. He muttered, dialed off.


Rogge strode out on the beach. He was early, for the ship was still a black spot in the purple-blue sky. When it finally settled, fuming and hissing, on the glinting gray sand, Rogge hardly waited for the steam to billow away before stepping forward to the port.


There was a few minutes’ delay while the crew released themselves from their shock-belts. Rogge shuffled his feet, fidgeting like a nervous race-horse. Metallic sounds came from within. The dogs twisted, the port opened with a sigh, and Rogge moved irritably back from the smell of hot oil, men, carbolic acid, paint.


A round, red face looked out the port.


“Hello, doc,” called Rogge. “All cleared for landing?”


“Germ-free,” said the red face. “Safe as Sunday school.”


“Well, open ’er up!”


The flushed medico eyed Rogge with a detached bird-like curiosity. “You in a hurry?”


Rogge tilted his head, stared at the doctor, eye to eye. The red face disappeared, the port opened wider, a short plump man in blue shorts swung out on the stage, descended the ladder. He flipped a hand to Rogge.


“Hello, Julic,” said Rogge, peering up past him to the open port. “Any passengers?”


“Thirteen replacements for you. Cat-skinners, a couple plumbers—space-sick all the way.”


Rogge snorted, jerked his head. “Thirteen? Do you know I’ve lost thirty-three men this last month? Didn’t you pick up a T.C.I. man in Starport?”


The captain looked at him sidewise. “Yes, he’s aboard. Looks like you’re anxious.”


“Anxious!” Rogge grinned wickedly, humorlessly. “You’d be anxious yourself with two, three men strangled every day.”


Captain Julic narrowed his eyes. “It’s true, is it?” He looked up to the two tall cliffs that marked Diggings A and B, the raw clutter of barracks and machine-shops below. “We heard rumors in Starport, but I didn’t—” His voice dwindled away. Then: “Any idea at all who’s doing it?”


“Not one in the world. It’s a homicidal maniac, no doubt as to that, but every time I think I’ve got him spotted, there’s another killing. The whole camp’s demoralized. I can’t get an honest day’s work out of any man on the place. I’m a month behind schedule. I radioed the T.C.I. two weeks ago.”


Captain Julic nodded toward the port. “There he is.”


Rogge took a half-step forward, halted, blinked. The man descending the ladder was of medium height, medium weight, and something past middle-age. He had white hair, a small white beard, a fine straight nose.


Rogge darted a glance at Captain Julic who returned him a humorous shrug. Rogge turned back to the old man, now gazing leisurely up and down the glistening gray beach, out over the lambent white ocean.


Rogge pulled his head between his bony shoulders, stepped forward. “Ah—I’m James Rogge, Superintendent,” he rasped. The old man turned, and Rogge found himself looking into wide, blue eyes, clear and guileless.


“My name is Magnus Ridolph,” said the old man. “I understand that you’re having difficulty?”


“Yes,” said Rogge. He stood back, looking Magnus Ridolph up and down. “I was expecting a man from the Intelligence Corps.”


Magnus Ridolph nodded. “I happened to be passing through Starport and the Commander asked me to visit you. At the moment I’m not officially connected with the Corps, but I’ll do all I can to help you.”


Rogge clamped his teeth, glared out to sea. At last he turned back to Ridolph. “Here’s the situation. Men are being murdered, I don’t know by whom. The whole camp is demoralized. I’ve ordered the entire personnel to go everywhere in couples—and still they’re killed!”


Magnus Ridolph looked across the beach to the hills, low rounded masses covered with glistening vegetation in all shades of black, gray and white.


“Suppose you show me around the camp.”


Rogge hesitated. “Are you ready—right now? Sure you don’t want to rest first?”


“I’m ready.”


Rogge turned to the captain. “See you at dinner, Julic—unless you want to come around with us?”


Captain Julic hesitated. “Just a minute, till I tell the mate I’m ashore.” He clambered up the ladder.


Magnus Ridolph was gazing out at the slow-heaving, milk-white ocean that glowed as if illuminated from beneath.


“Plankton?”


Rogge nodded. “Intensely luminescent. At night the ocean shines like molten metal.”


Magnus Ridolph nodded. “This is a very beautiful planet. So Earthlike and yet so strangely different in its coloring.”


“That’s right,” said Rogge. “Whenever I look up on the hill I think of an extremely complicated steel engraving…the different tones of gray in the leaves.”


“What, if any, is the fauna of the planet?”


“So far we’ve found creatures that resemble panthers, quite a few four-armed apes, and any number of rodents,” Rogge said.


“No intelligent aborigines?”


Rogge shook his head. “So far as we know—no. And we’ve surveyed a good deal of the planet.”


“How many men in the camp?”


“Eleven hundred, thereabouts,” said Rogge. “Eight hundred at Diggings A, three hundred at B. It’s at B where the murders occur. I’m thinking of closing down the diggings for a while.”


Magnus Ridolph tugged at his beard. “Murders only at Diggings B? Have you shifted the personnel?”


Rogge nodded, glared at the massive column of ore that was Diggings B. “I’ve changed every man-jack in the camp. And still the killings go on—in locked rooms, in the showers, the toilets, anywhere a man happens to be alone for a minute or two.”


“It sounds almost as if you’ve disturbed an invisible genius loci,” said Magnus Ridolph.


Rogge snorted. “If that means ‘ghost’, I’ll agree with you. ‘Ghost’ is about the only explanation I got left. Four times, now, a man has been killed in a locked room with no opening larger than a barred four-inch ventilator. We’ve slipped into the room with nets, screened every cubic foot. Nothing.”


Captain Julic came down the ladder, joined Rogge and Magnus Ridolph. They turned up the hard-packed gray beach toward Diggings A, a jut of rock breaking sharply out of the gently rolling hills.


“The ore,” Rogge explained, “lies in a layer at about ground level. We’re bull-dozing the top-surface off onto the beach. When we’re all done, that big crag will be leveled flat to the ground, and the little bay will be entirely filled.”


“And Diggings B is the same proposition?” asked Magnus Ridolph. “It looks about the same formation from here.”


“Yes, it’s about the same. They’re old volcanic necks, both of them. At B, we’re pushing the fill into a low canyon in back. When we’re done at B—if we ever get done—the canyon will be level full a mile back, and we’ll use it for a town-site.”


They climbed up from the beach on a sloping shoulder of rock. Rogge guided them toward the edge of the forest, fifty feet distant.


“I’ll show you something,” Rogge said. “Fruit like you’ve never seen before in your life.” He stopped at a shiny black trunk, plucked one of the red globes that hung within easy reach. “Try one of these.” And Rogge bit into one of the soft skins himself.


Magnus Ridolph and the captain gravely followed suit.


“They are indeed very good,” said the old man.


“They don’t grow at B,” said Rogge bitterly. “Just along this stretch here. Diggings B is the hard-luck spot of the entire project. The leopards and apes killed men at B until we put up a charged steel fence. Here at A there’s some underbrush that keeps them out. Full of thorns.”


A sound in the foliage attracted his attention. He craned his neck. “Look! There’s one right now—an ape!” And Magnus Ridolph and the captain, looking where he pointed, glimpsed a monstrous black barrel, a hideous face with red eyes and a fanged mouth. The brute observed them, hissed softly, took a challenging step forward. Magnus Ridolph and the captain jerked back. Rogge laughed.


“You’re safe. Watch him.”


The ape lunged nearer, then suddenly halted, with a roar. He struck out a great arm at the air, roared again. He charged forward, stopped short, howling, retreated.


Rogge threw the core of the fruit at him. “If this were at B, he’d have killed the three of us.” He peered through the foliage. “Gah! Get away from here, you ugly devil!” And Rogge ducked in alarm as a length of stick hurtled past his head.


“The creature apparently has a comparatively high order of intelligence,” suggested Magnus Ridolph.


“Mmph,” snapped Rogge. “Well—perhaps so. We killed one at Diggings B, and two others dug a grave for him under a tree, buried him while we were watching.”


Magnus Ridolph looked soberly into the forest. “I can tell you how to stop these murders.”


Rogge jerked his head around. “How?”


“Survey off an area of land, in such a way that both diggings, A and B, are a mile inside the perimeter. Around the boundary erect a charged steel fence, and clear the land inside of all vegetation.”


Rogge stared. “But how—” His belt radio buzzed. He flipped the switch.


“Superintendent Rogge!” came a voice.


“Yes!” barked Rogge.


“Foundry-foreman Jelson’s got it!”


Rogge turned to Captain Julic and Magnus Ridolph. “Come along. I’ll show you.”


Ten minutes later they stood staring down at the naked body of Foreman Jelson. He had been taking a shower and his body still glistened with the wet. A red and blue bruise ringed his neck, his eyes popped, and his tongue lolled from the side of his mouth.


“We was right here, sittin’ in the dressin’ room,” babbled a red-headed mechanic. “We didn’t see a thing. Jelson went in to shower. The next thing, we heard him flop—and there he was!”


Rogge turned to Magnus Ridolph. “You see? That’s what’s been going on. Do you still think that building a fence will stop the murders?”


Ridolph mused, a hand at his white beard. “Tonight, if I am not mistaken, there will be a murder attempted at Diggings A.”


Rogge’s mouth opened slackly, then snapped shut. From behind came the sobbing breath of the red-headed mechanic.


“Diggings A? How? Why do you say that?”


“No one will be killed, I hope,” said Magnus Ridolph. “Indeed, if I’m wrong my theory has been founded on a non-comprehensive survey of the possibilities, and there may be no attempt upon my life.” He stared thoughtfully at the corpse. “Perhaps I overestimate the understanding and ability of the murderer.”


Rogge turned away. “Call the medics,” he snapped to the mechanic.


They rode back to Diggings A in a jeep, and Rogge took Captain Julic and Magnus Ridolph to his apartment for the evening meal.


“I could easily clear the land,” he told Ridolph, “but I can’t understand what you have in mind.”


Magnus Ridolph smiled slowly. “I have an alternate proposal.”


“And what’s that?”


“Armor the necks of your personnel in steel bands.”


Rogge snorted. “Then the murderer would go to smashing skulls or poisoning.”


“Bashing heads, no—poisoning, possibly,” said Magnus Ridolph. He reached for an enormous purple grape. “For instance, it would be an easy matter to poison the fruit.”


“But why—why!” cried Rogge. “I’ve pounded my brain night after night, and all I can get is ‘homicidal maniac’.”


Magnus Ridolph shook his head, smiled. “I think not. I believe that these killings have a clear, very simple purpose behind them. So simple perhaps that you overlook it.”


Rogge grunted, glared at the benign countenance. “Suppose you are murdered tonight—then what?”


“Then you’ll know that my recommendation was founded on a correct analysis of the problem, and you’ll do as I suggested.”


Rogge grunted again, and for a moment there was silence.


“How long a job do you have here, Superintendent?” Magnus Ridolph asked mildly.


Rogge stared sourly out the window past the gray, black, white foliage, out to where a knife-edge horizon divided the bright white sea from the dark-blue sky. “About five years if I can keep men working. Another week of these killings, they’ll break their contract.”


Captain Julic chuckled. Rogge turned snapping black eyes on him.


“Already,” said Captain Julic, “I’ve refused twenty men passage back to Starport.”


“Contract-jumpers, eh?” snorted Rogge. “Just point them out to me, and I’ll make them toe the mark!”


Captain Julic laughed, shook his head.


At last Magnus Ridolph rose to his feet. “If you’ll show me to my quarters, I think I’ll take a little rest.”


Rogge pushed a button to summon the steward, quizzically eying the white-bearded sage. “You still think your life is in danger?”


“Not if I’m careful,” said Magnus Ridolph coolly.


“So far there’s been no killings at Diggings A.”


“For an excellent reason—if my hypothesis is correct. A very manifest reason, if I may say so.”


Rogge leaned back in his chair, curled his lip. “So far it has not been manifest to me, and I have been intimately concerned with the matter since we broke ground at Diggings B.”


“Perhaps,” said Magnus Ridolph, “you are too close to the problem. You must remember that this is not Planet Earth, and conditions—the psychological, the biological, and,” he turned a vastly impassive stare at Rogge, “the essentially logical circumstances—are different from what you have been accustomed to.”


He left the room. Rogge arose, paced up and down, kneading the palm of one hand with the fist of the other.


“What a pompous old goat!” he said between clenched teeth. He darted a burning glance at Captain Julic who sat quietly smiling across a glass of liqueur. “Have you ever seen anything like it? Here I’ve been on the job seven months now, fighting this problem night and day—and he arrives, and in one hour delivers his opinion. Have you ever heard the like? Why, I believe I’ll beam Starport this very minute! I asked for an Intelligence operative, not a tourist!” He started for the door.


Captain Julic arose from his seat. “I advise you, Superintendent—” But Rogge was gone. Captain Julic followed the tall wide-pacing figure to the Communications room. He knocked at the door, and as his signal was disregarded, quietly entered.


He found Rogge barking at the screen, where the space-blurred image of the chief of the Terrestrial Intelligence Corps showed.


“—and he’s gone off to bed now,” Rogge was bellowing. “And all he tells me is to build a fence!”


There was a short pause, while the message raced at near-instantaneous speed to Starport and back. Rogge stood like a great snapping-turtle temporarily without its shell, frozen, glaring at the image. The loudspeaker buzzed, crackled.
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