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    The aliens wooed Earth with gifts, love, patience and  peace. Who could resist them? After all, no one shoots Santa  Claus!
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      The rifle lay comfortably in his hands, a gleaming precision  instrument that exuded a faint odor of gun oil and powder solvent. It was a perfect specimen of the gunsmith's art, a  semi-automatic rifle with a telescopic sight--a precisely  engineered tool that could hurl death with pinpoint accuracy  for better than half a mile.




      Daniel Matson eyed the weapon with bleak gray eyes, the eyes of a  hunter framed in the passionless face of an executioner. His blunt  hands were steady as they lifted the gun and tried a dry shot at an  imaginary target. He nodded to himself. He was ready. Carefully he  laid the rifle down on the mattress which covered the floor of his  firing point, and looked out through the hole in the brickwork to the  narrow canyon of the street below.




      The crowd had thickened. It had been gathering since early morning,  and the growing press of spectators had now become solid walls of  people lining the street, packed tightly together on the sidewalks.  Yet despite the fact that there were virtually no police, the crowd  did not overflow into the streets, nor was there any of the pushing  crowding impatience that once attended an assemblage of this sort.  Instead there was a placid tolerance, a spirit of friendly good will,  an ingenuous complaisance that grated on Matson's nerves like the  screeching rasp of a file drawn across the edge of thin metal. He  shivered uncontrollably. It was hard to be a free man in a world of  slaves.




      It was a measure of the Aztlan's triumph that only a bare half-dozen  police 'copters patrolled the empty skies above the parade route. The  aliens had done this--had conquered the world without firing a shot or  speaking a word in anger. They had wooed Earth with understanding  patience and superlative guile--and Earth had fallen into their hands  like a lovesick virgin! There never had been any real opposition, and  what there was had been completely ineffective. Most of those who had  opposed the aliens were out of circulation, imprisoned in correctional  institutions, undergoing rehabilitation. Rehabilitation! a six bit  word for dehumanizing. When those poor devils finished their treatment  with Aztlan brain-washing techniques, they would be just like these  sheep below, with the difference that they would never be able to be  anything else. But these other stupid fools crowding the sidewalks,  waiting to hail their destruction--these were the ones who must be  saved. They--not the martyrs of the underground, were the important  part of humanity.




      A police 'copter windmilled slowly down the avenue toward his hiding  place, the rotating vanes and insect body of the craft starkly  outlined against the jagged backdrop of the city's skyline. He laughed  soundlessly as the susurrating flutter of the rotor blades beat  overhead and died whispering in the distance down the long canyon of  the street. His position had been chosen with care, and was invisible  from air and ground alike. He had selected it months ago, and had  taken considerable pains to conceal its true purpose. But after today  concealment wouldn't matter. If things went as he hoped, the place  might someday become a shrine. The idea amused him.




      Strange, he mused, how events conspire to change a man's career. Seven  years ago he had been a respected and important member of that far  different sort of crowd which had welcomed the visitors from space.  That was a human crowd--half afraid, wholly curious, jostling, noisy,  pushing--a teeming swarm that clustered in a thick disorderly ring  around the silver disc that lay in the center of the International  Airport overlooking Puget Sound. Then--he could have predicted his  career. And none of the predictions would have been true--for none  included a man with a rifle waiting in a blind for the game to  approach within range....




      The Aztlan ship had landed early that July morning, dropping silently  through the overcast covering International Airport. It settled gently  to rest precisely in the center of the junction of the three main  runways of the field, effectively tying up the transcontinental and  transoceanic traffic. Fully five hundred feet in diameter, the giant  ship squatted massively on the runway junction, cracking and buckling  the thick concrete runways under its enormous weight.




      By noon, after the first skepticism had died, and the unbelievable TV  pictures had been flashed to their waiting audience, the crowd began  to gather. All through that hot July morning they came, increasing by  the minute as farther outlying districts poured their curious into the  Airport. By early afternoon, literally hundreds of millions of eyes  were watching the great ship over a world-wide network of television  stations which cancelled their regular programs to give their viewers  an uninterrupted view of the enigmatic craft.




      By mid-morning the sun had burned off the overcast and was shining  with brassy brilliance upon the squads of sweating soldiers from Fort  Lewis, and more sweating squads of blue-clad police from the  metropolitan area of Seattle-Tacoma. The police and soldiery quickly  formed a ring around the ship and cleared a narrow lane around the  periphery, and this they maintained despite the increasing pressure of  the crowd.




      The hours passed and nothing happened. The faint creaking and snapping  sounds as the seamless hull of the vessel warmed its space-chilled  metal in the warmth of the summer sun were lost in the growing  impatience of the crowd. They wanted something to happen. Shouts and  catcalls filled the air as more nervous individuals clamored to  relieve the tension. Off to one side a small group began to clap their  hands rhythmically. The little claque gained recruits, and within  moments the air was riven by the thunder of thousands of palms meeting  in unison. Frightened the crowd might be, but greater than fear was  the desire to see what sort of creatures were inside.




      Matson stood in the cleared area surrounding the ship, a position of  privilege he shared with a few city and state officials and the high  brass from McChord Field, Fort Lewis, and Bremerton Navy Yard. He was  one of the bright young men who had chosen Government Service as a  career, and who, in these days of science-consciousness had risen  rapidly through ability and merit promotions to become the Director of  the Office of Scientific Research while still in his early thirties. A  dedicated man, trained in the bitter school of ideological survival,  he understood what the alien science could mean to this world. Their  knowledge would secure peace in whatever terms the possessors cared to  name, and Matson intended to make sure that his nation was the one  which possessed that knowledge.




      He stood beside a tall scholarly looking man named Roger Thornton, who  was his friend and incidentally the Commissioner of Police for the  Twin City metropolitan area. To a casual eye, their positions should  be reversed, for the lean ascetic Thornton looked far more like the  accepted idea of a scientist than burly, thick shouldered, square  faced Matson, whose every movement shouted Cop.




      Matson glanced quizzically at the taller man. "Well, Roger, I wonder  how long those birds inside are going to keep us waiting before we get  a look at them?"




      "You'd be surprised if they really were birds, wouldn't you?" Thornton  asked with a faint smile. "But seriously, I hope it isn't too much  longer. This mob is giving the boys a bad time." He looked anxiously  at the strained line of police and soldiery. "I guess I should have  ordered out the night shift and reserves instead of just the riot  squad. From the looks of things they'll be needed if this crowd gets  any more unruly."




      Matson chuckled. "You're an alarmist," he said mildly. "As far as I  can see they're doing all right. I'm not worried about them--or the  crowd, for that matter. The thing that's bothering me is my feet. I've  been standing on 'em for six hours and they're killing me!"




      "Mine too," Thornton sighed. "Tell you what I'll do. When this is all  over I'll split a bucket of hot water and a pint of arnica with you."




      "It's a deal," Matson said.




      As he spoke a deep musical hum came from inside the ship, and a  section of the rim beside him separated along invisible lines of  juncture, swinging downward to form a broad ramp leading upward to a  square orifice in the rim of the ship. A bright shadowless light that  seemed to come from the metal walls of the opening framed the shape of  the star traveler who stood there, rigidly erect, looking over the  heads of the section of the crowd before him.




      A concerted gasp of awe and admiration rose from the crowd--a gasp  that was echoed throughout the entire ring that surrounded the ship.  There must be other openings like this one, Matson thought dully as he  stared at the being from space. Behind him an Army tank rumbled  noisily on its treads as it drove through the crowd toward the ship,  the long gun in its turret lifting like an alert finger to point at  the figure of the alien.




      The stranger didn't move from his unnaturally stiff position. His  oddly luminous eyes never wavered from their fixed stare at a point  far beyond the outermost fringes of the crowd. Seven feet tall,  obviously masculine, he differed from mankind only in minor details.  His long slender hands lacked the little finger, and his waist was  abnormally small. Other than that, he was human in external  appearance. A wide sleeved tunic of metallic fabric covered his upper  body, gathered in at his narrow waist by a broad metal belt studded  with tiny bosses. The tunic ended halfway between hip and knee,  revealing powerfully muscled legs encased in silvery hose. Bright  yellow hair hung to his shoulders, clipped short in a square bang  across his forehead. His face was long, clean featured and  extraordinarily calm--almost godlike in its repose. Matson stared,  fascinated. He had the curious impression that the visitor had  stepped bodily out of the Middle Ages. His dress and haircut were  almost identical with that of a medieval courtier.




      The starman raised his hand--his strangely luminous steel gray eyes  scanned the crowd--and into Matson's mind came a wave of peaceful  calm, a warm feeling of goodwill and brotherhood, an indescribable  feeling of soothing relaxation. With an odd sense of shock Matson  realized that he was not the only one to experience this. As far back  as the farthest hangers-on near the airport gates the tenseness of the  waiting crowd relaxed. The effect was amazing! Troops lowered their  weapons with shamefaced smiles on their faces. Police relaxed their  sweating vigilance. The crowd stirred, moving backward to give its  members room. The emotion-charged atmosphere vanished as though it had  never been. And a cold chill played icy fingers up the spine of Daniel  Matson. He had felt the full impact of the alien's projection, and he  was more frightened than he had ever been in his life!
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