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one of his own kind.

A possibility at the other pole: if
Earl’'s self-respect were so utterly
blasted and reduced, if he could be made
to feel so despicable and impotent that
he would be ashamed to show his face
outside his room, he might marry her as
the best bet in sight ... And still another
possibility: revenge. If Earl realized
that the fat girls who flattered him were
actually ridiculing him behind his back,
he might marry her from sheer spite.

One last possibility. Duress. Mar-
riage or death. She considered poisons
and antidotes, diseases and cures, a
straight-forward gun in the ribs . . .

Jean angrily tossed the empty cocoa
bulb into the waste hopper. Trickery,
sex lure, flattery, browbeating, revenge,
fear—which was the most far-fetched?
All were ridiculous.

She decided she needed more time,
more information. Perhaps Earl had a
weak spot she could work on. If they
had a community of interests, she’d be
much farther advanced. Examination of
his study might give her a few hints.

A bell chimed, a number dropped on
a call-board and a voice said, “Plea-
saunce.”

Mrs. Blaiskell appeared. “That’s you,
miss. Now go in, nice as you please,
and ask Mrs. Clara what it is that’s
wanted, and then you can go off duty
till three.”

VI

MRS. CLLARA ABERCROMBIE,
however, was not present. The Plea-
saunce was occupied by twenty or
thirty young folk, talking and arguing
with rather giddy enthusiasm. The girls
wore pastel satins, velvets, gauzes, tight
around their rotund pink bodies, with
frothing little ruffles and anklets, while
the young men affected elegant dark
grays and blues and tawny beiges, with
military trim of white and scarlet.
Ranged along a wall were a dozen
stage settings in miniature. Above, a
ribbon of paper bore the words “Pan-

dora in Elis. Libretto bv A. Percy Ste-
vanic, music by Colleen O’Casey.”

Jean looked around the room to see
who had summoned her. Earl raised his
finger peremptorily. Jean walked on her
magnetic shoes to where he floated near
one of the miniature stage sets. He
turned to a mess of cocoa and whipped
cream, clinging like a tumor to the side
of the set—evidently a broken bulb.

“Clean up that spill,” said Earl in
a flinty voice.

Jean thought, he half-wants to rub it
in, half-wants to act as if he doesn’t
recognize me. She nodded dutifully. “I'll
get a container and a sponge.”

When she returned, Earl was across
the room, talking earnestly to a girl
whose globular body was encased in a
gown of brilliant rose velvet. She wore
rose-buds over each ear and played with
a ridiculous little white dog while she
listened to Earl with a half-hearted af-
fectation of interest.

Jean worked as slowly as possible,
watching from the corners of her eyes.
Snatches of conversation reached her:
“Lapwill’s done simply a marvelous job
on the editing, but I don’t see that he’s
given Myras the same scope—" “—if the
pageant grosses ten thousand dollars,
Mrs. Clara says she’ll put another ten
thousand toward the construction fund.
Think of it!—A Little Theater all our
own!” Excited and conspiratorial whis-
pers ran through the Pleasaunce, “—
and for the water scene why not have
the chorus float across the sky as
moons?”

Jean watched Earl. He hung on the
fat girl’s words, and spoke with a pa-
thetic attempt at intimate comradeship
and jocularity. The girl nodded politely,
twisted her features into a smile. Jean
noticed her eyes followed a hearty youth
whose physique bulged out his plum-
colored breeches like wind bellying a
spinnaker. Earl perceived the girl’s in-
attention. Jean saw him falter momen-
tarily, then work even harder at his
badinage. The fat girl licked her lips,
swung her ridiculous little dog en its
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found what he was seeking, and sent
another bundle after the rest. )

He pushed himself back to the door,
where he stood suddenly tense, nose di-
lated, eyes keen, sharp. He sniffed the
air. His eves swung to the stuffed mon-
ster. He approached it slowly, arms
hanging lonse from his shoulders.

He looked behind. expelled his breath
in a long drawn hiss, ¢runted. From
within the annex Jean thought. “He can
either smell me or it’s telepathv!” She
had darted into the room while Earl
was fumbling among the crates, and
ducked under a wide divan. Flat on her
stomach she watched Earl’s inspection
of the stuffed animal, and her skin
tingled. “He smells me, he feels me, he
senses me.”

Earl stood in the doorway, looking up
and down the study. Then he carefully,
slowly, closed the door, threw a bolt
home, turred to face into the inner
room,

For five minutes he busied himself
with his crates. unbundling, arranging
the contents, which seemed to be bottles
of white powder, on shelves.

Jean pushed herself clear of the floor,
up against the under side of the divan,
and moved to a position where she could
see without being seen. Now she under-
stood why Fotheringay had spoken of
Earl as an “eminent zoologist.”

There was another word which would
fit him better, an unfamiliar word which
Jean could not immediately dredge out
of her memory. Her vocabulary was no
more extensive than any girl of her own
age, hut the word had made an impres-
sion.

Teratology. That was the word. Earl
was a teratologist.

Like the objects in his other collec-
tions, the monsters were only such crea-
tures as lent themselves to ready, almost
haphazard, collecting. They were dis-
played in glass cabinets. Panels at the
back screcened off the sunlight, and at
absolute zero, the things would remain
preserved indefinitely, without ta%i-
dermy or embalming.

They were a motley, though mon-
strous groun. There were true human
monsters, macro- and micro-cephalics,
hermaphrodites, creatures with multiple
limhs and with none, creatures sprout-
ing tissues like buds on a veast cell,
twisted honnp-men, faceless things,
things green. blue and gray.

And then there were other specimens
equally hideous. but possibly normal in
their own environment: the miscella-
neity of a hundred life-bearing planets.

To Jean’s eyes, the ultimate travesty
was a fat man. displaved in a place of
prominence! Possibly he had gained the
conspicuous position on his own merits.
He was corpulent to a degree Jean had
not considered possible. Beside him
Webbard might show active and athletic.
Take this creature to Earth, he would
slup like a jelly-fish. Out here on Aber-
crombie he floated free, bloated and
puffed like the throat of a singing frog!
Jean looked at his face—looked again!
Tight blond curls on his head. . . .

Earl vawned, stretched. He proceeded
to remove his clothes. Stark naked he
stood in the middle of the room. He
looked slowly, sleepily along the ranks
of his collection.

He.made a decision, moved languidly
to one of the cubicles. He pulled a
switeh.

Jean heard a faint musical hum, a
hissing, smelled heady ozone. A moment
passed. She heard a sigh of air. The
inner door of a glass cubicle opened. The
creature within, moving feebly, drifted
out into the room. . . .

Jean pressed her lips tight together;
after a moment looked away.

Marry Earl? She winced. No, Mr.
Fotheringay. You marry him yourself,
you're as able as I am . . . Two million
dollars? She shuddered. Five million
sounded better. For five million she
might marry him. But that’s as far as
it would go. She’d put on her own ring,
there’d be no kissing of the bride. She
was Jean Parlier, no plaster saint. But
enough was enough, and this was too
much.
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fumble with the adjusters.

The spheres hurled themselves to-
ward us.

Somebody screamed in terror. It
might have been me, for all I know.

And then suddenly I heard a high,
loud, singing tone—a flat tone that all
but split mv eardrums. T whirled in the
direction of it. Bennv was standing with
his feet spread. facing the anproaching
spheres and holding both hands steadily
over the top of the theramin. Just be-
yond him the spheres came to a sudden
"stop. I stared at them. Thev seemed to
tremble—rock swiftly back and forth as
if oscillating.

Then suddenlyv, in swift succession,
each sphere shattered into thousands
of pieces. like glass ornaments dropped
from a Christmas tree.

There was nothing left but a dead and
motionless spongy core from each
sphere.

Jenny shut his theramin off abruptly,
and the silence was startling. -

The voice of the man with the Holt
indicator broke it suddenly. “Hey!
Captain! She’s registering like crazy!
It’s that spongy stuff!”

It was the spongv stuff, all right.
When we analvzed it we found it to be
highly concentrated starfungus, and in
those three masses enough, as Rawlings
said, to cure evervbody in the solar sys-
tem of every infectious disease ever dis-
covered. It took us little more than an
hour to load it. and get away from there
before anyv of the other spheres hap-
pened to come around.

Rawlings analvzed the little conical
hills while that was going on and found
concentrations of the growth among the
rocks there, so it was probable that the
spheres lived on starfungus and ab-
sorbed it in some manner as they had
absorbed Hassler. We never found a
trace of the chief. In some mysterious
manner he had been completely digested.

We held services for him as soon as
we were in space drive and on the way
back.

Afterward Rawlings invited Vronsky

and myself and the other two ship’s
officers to have dinner in his quarters.
He also invited Benny and made him
sit 4t the head of the table. He even
broke out a bottle of vintage brandy,
and joked all through the meal. We
stared at each other in amazement! The
captain had become positively human.

And then, when we had finished eat-
ing and were attacking the last of the
brandy, he leaned forward and said to
Benny, “Look, old man. I think we all
understand how vou cracked those met-
allic things with sympathetic vibration
—I've seen it done with a siren and a
wine glass. Damn fast thinking, too.
But what I don’t understand is how—
with about one second to figure things
out—you knew the exact vibration!”

Benny laughed. “Ever hear of perfect
pitch, Captain? About one person in ten
thousand is born with it, and they al-
most alwavs become musicians. [ can
hear a whole orchestra blast out and tell
you exactly what note every instrument
is plaving. When that fellow threw a
rock at the sphere and it went ping!
it was a perfect E-flat above high C!”

“Well,” said Rawlings, leaning back.
“Well, well. Music does have its charms
—or its uses, anyway: doesn’t it? And
to think,” he added, “that T was about
to do something pretty terrible to you
before we left Titan.”

I tried to catch the captain’'s eve and
caution him to say nothing. After all,
it wouldn't help matters to let Benny
know he would have marooned him.

“I was going to do my best,” said
Rawlings, “to swipe that theramin of
yours and leave it back on Titan!”

I gaped, then leaned back, so that was
all the captain had hinted at so darkly.

He laughed suddenly and said, “Let’s
break out another bottle of brandy, and
just to make it official, Benny, you get
that theramin of yours and start us off
on ‘Sweet Adeline’!”

It wasn’t very successful. Rawlings
spoiled it. He not only didn’t have per-
fect pitch, but he couldn’t carry a tune
in a basket.
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“That would be tough, all right. I
don’t know how I'm going to do without
my diet of Venus colony babes when I
get back. But seriously, Armand, I had
no idea. This is a world emergency.
Couldn’t they set up reserve stations to
operate the power system on—well,
electricity. or chemical fuels, or some-
thing?” Shannon’s brow was furrowed
with concentration.

“You mean the wav thev did four or
five centuries ago? 1 daresay some
preparation has been made in that di-
rection. It isn’t going to do much good,
though : the old methods of power gen-
eration are too ineflicient to keep the
main power system running, And you
know damn well vourself that vou can’t
make a chemical-fuel rocket with oomph
enough to carry a crew even as far as
the moon station and make a safe land-
ing to say nothing of Mars or Venus.
It’s neptunium or nothing, and that
means it’'s us or nobodv.”

“Mavbe some of the other search
teams—"" ventured Shannon.

“Theyv're all farther out than we are,
except Yamaguchi. and he’s on the way
home. lle’s the reason why all this
hasn’t heen made pubiic, by the way.
Remember what hapnened when it was
announced he had a strike? The catlch
is the psycho-index. Can vou imagine
what will happen when four billion peo-
ple find out theyv aren’t gning to have
power for anyvthing any more?”

“1 guess I can,” said Shannon sober-
lv, and looked up at the visi-plate, where
the image of 70 Ophiuchi, planet 1V,
swung above them, a cigar-brown bhall.
“I wonder what it's going to be like on
that place.”

“Atmosphere envelope, like Venus, all
right,” said Delandis. “I don’t think we
should let her have more than another
fifteen minutes before beginning to
check off. The impact might be serious
with a cloud-belt of that density.”

Bevond the growing disc of the
planet cut the flaming ball of 70 Ophiu-
chi to a series of dazzling red coronal
flashes. As the steady clicking of the

Geiger-Rovere furnished the only noise
in the control room, hoth men busied
themselves with the controls of the jets,
turning each on and off for a few min-
utes to check their speed and bring the
spherical craft, so easy to handle in
space, so clumsy in an atmosphere, into
position behind the planet.

“No certaintv of rotation,” remarked
Belandis. casuallv, and Shannon said,
“There she comes! l.et’s hope its nep-
tunium. not one of the high radioactives
that would cook us, or one of the low
ones that won’t keep. ITeyv, look there!”

The ship was suddenly in a darkness
of brown cloud. weirdly illuminated by
the flame-streaks of the forward jets as
they braked the craft in for a landing.
Jut there was something decidedly
strange in the behavior of those jets.
As they slanted across the field shown
on the visinlates. the brown cloud
seemed to suck them in and absorb
them a few inches Levond the jet ori-
fices.

“What is it?” cried Shannon. “Not
getting power!” answered Belandis,
wrenching desperately at the con-
trols., and in an instant they were
through the cloudy hlanket into a scene
that made them both gasp. The whole
sub-atmosphere of 70 Ophiuchi, planet

IV, was filled with pinpoints of bril-

liance like a phosphorescent sea. Vivid
rainbows of color jagged across a bril-
liant landscape, and through the sky
floated a swarm of transparent angle-
sided vessels, blobs of color flashing
from their walls as they shot in all di-
rections to avoid the streaking path of
Search Vessel 472.

HE SHIP bounced and lurched like

a racing car on a bad road. Shannon,
half-thrown from his seat, grabbed at a
hand rail. “The instruments!” cried
Belandis. “Put her on manual; the auto-
matic landing computers are being over-
loaded with conflicting data from all
these lights and crystals.”

Shannon hurled himself at the con-
trol for the braking jets. At that mo-
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ment another heave of the wildly buck-
ing car sent him sprawling to the floor,
there was a violent crash, then another,
and another, and the two members of
the search team were on the floor of
their control cabin in a mass of arms
and legs, very completely out.

Shannon was the first to regain con-
sciousness, feeling very much like the
morning after a night in a Venusian
gin-mill followed by a session with a
gang of kleego-men. It was pitch-dark
in the wrecked ship, and Relandis was
lying half-way across him; with the
help of his pocket torch he managed to
get one of the emergency lights going
and examined the captain. Belandis
was breathing, but rather heavily and
there was a thin trickle of blood from
his nose. Shannon diagnosed concussion
or a skull-fracture, but as there was
nothing that could be done about either
but keep the man quiet, he addressed
himself to the problem of escaping.

It proved unexpectedly easy. The
main control room door yielded at the
first touch, and Shannon found himself
looking out into a world whose unshield-
ed brilliance made him blink. 472 lay
at the foot of a long earth-slide leading
down from the crest of the cliff whose
contact had produced the wreck. Half
a dozen jet-tubes poked forlornly from
a mass of earth at the beginning of
the downward journey ; the whole slope
was littered with torn plates and
twisted girders, and only the powerful
internal suspension of the control car
had saved it.

Shannon shook his head and looked
around. The whole surface of the valley
where 472 lay was like a trough littered
with thoroughly shattered panes of
glass. From the middle of the mass rose
a transparent pyramidal tower in the
center of which lights flashed on and off
with the intense brilliance of an are-
weld; and as the man from earth
watched, one of the crystalline vessels
landed a couple of hundred yards away,
and three of the inhabitants of 70
Ophiuchi, planet 1V, came slithering

out to greet him. .

They were as grotesque as Martian
lobsters, but as Shannon instantly rec-
ognized, not illogical in a world that
seemed largely crystalline in structure.
Nearly completely translucent, the
bodies had different-hued internal parts
that changed color as the creatures
moved; the heads were tetrahexa-
hedrons, like the shape of the ship they
had come in; there didn’'t seem to be
anything like arms.

As the three approached, Shannon
held up one empty hand in the gesture
of harmlessness and friendship prac-
tically universal among the worlds.
The three stopped and something in
the center of one of the hexagonal
heads pulsed rhythmically, though
without sound. Shannon reached into
his pocket for a piece of paper and a pen
and traced out the standard diagram
of the Pythagorean theorem that the
square of the hypotcnuse equals the
square of the two sides, which is al-
ways used in establishing communica-
tion with alien races. One of the Ophi-
uchians came closer, appeared to ex-
amine it, then produced more pulsa-
tions.

Clearly this was not going to get
very far, and Belandis back in the con-
trol cabin was in need of help. Shan-
non started toward it, making a beck-
oning gesture; the three seemed to un-
derstand that readily enough, for they
followed him, and when he indicated
the injured captain, two of them bent
over him, then turned toward each
other and pulsed rapidly. One of them
backed out the door and started toward
their own ship at a rapid pace: the other
two bent over Belandis again, and now
Shannon saw they did have arms of a
sort, three of them, with multiple joints,
in which they easily cradled the in-
jured man.

“Hey!” said Shannon.
ought not to be moved.”

“That guy

ISREGARDING Shannon’s frantic
gestures, the Ophiuchians paid no
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the wall and pulsated rapidly.

“ . and it is my pleasure to con-
fer . . . ” the radio squawked as Shan-
non gazed beyond Belandis’ friend to-
ward two others who came clashing
and slithering across the ground-crys-
tals, carrving the captain with them.

“ ... appreciation of the entire...”
said the radio. “Armand!” cried Shan-
non, as the Ophiuchians deposited Bel-
andis at the door and he heaved himself
gropingly inside. “Just a minute, Dr.
Blake. I'm afraid something has gone
wrong. lere’s Captain Delandis.”

“Are you in communication?” asked
the captain. “Give me the mike. Hello,
Dr. Blake. This is Belandis. Something
has gone wrong. As soon as I got past
the atmosphere of this planet, the un-
shielded rays of its sun struck me with
full force, and there was no protection
in that transparent vessel against either
the direct ligcht or the reflections from
the hundreds of crystalline prisms with-
in. Sir, men of our tvpe can never use
these Ophiuchian craft in space, and—
1 am blind.”

HERE was a moment of silence,

punctuated by the buzz of static.
Then Blake’s voice said; “Shannon is not
affected, is he ?”

“No.”

“Then tell him that it is absolutely

essential for him to achieve communica-
tion with the Ophiuchians and persuade
some of them to come to earth in their
own vessels.”

Shannon took the mike. “This is
Shannon, sir. I'm afraid it’s impossi-
ble.”

“Nonsense,” said Blake, hardly. “This
is an order. You were chosen for the
service because the psych tests showed
you to be resourceful and hardy.”

“But they only communicate by
color.”

“I realize that the difficulties are im-
mense, but the entire resources of the
world are behind you. You have only to
record some of these color sequences
and repeat them to us, and 1 will direct
all the semanticists and philologists on
earth to work on it. It won’t be half
as difficult as hieroglvphic or Hittite or
the language of the Martian ruins, and
those were solved easily.”

“But, sir, you don’t understand. I'm
a limited service man.”

“What'’s that got to do with it? We'll
promote you.”

Shannon looked through the door of
the control car, out across the blazing
fields, which, Belandis said, were a riot
of color.

“Sir,” he said, “the reason I was
placed on limited service is because I
am totally color-blind.”
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From neighbor’s house to
neighbor’s house.

It hadn’t been quite that easy, but
the villages were growing fast now, and
the rocket ships were coming in three,
four times a month.

It was good to be one of the younger
settlers, to look forward rather than
back, to swing along at a merry pace
under the bright Martian sky.

The town started quite far out in the
desert. It was just a little sleepy town at
first, with a house here, a house there.
separated by a road that wasn’t even
paved. But it got larger and more bus-
tling with every step he took.

The Harveys didn’t live very close to
the bustling part. They had a fine large
house right on the outskirts, where the
road was paved, but not really fit to
travel on.

The Harvey children were playing in
the back vard. Susan was baking mud
pies and Bobby was impaled on the
horns of a dilemma. He was trying to
hold open the cellar door with his shoul-
der while he reached down inside for a
basket of ripe tomatoes.

His mother was standing on the lawn
scolding him. Bobby was actually trying
to hold the door open and lift out the
basket at one and the same time. It was
a feat for a voung Samson and Bobby
wasn’t quite that.

“Wait a minute, Bobby!” Jim shouted
from the roadway. “I'll give you a
hand!”

“Gee, thanks, Mr. Jim!” Bobby said,
trving to squirm about and get a good
look at one of the tallest men on Mars.
Susan turned too, wondering how a man
could be so strong.

Bobby missed his footing. His shoul-
der slipped, and the cellar door closed
with a crash.

“Oh, be careful!” Mrs. Harvey cried,
ten seconds too late.

Bobby was now impaled between the
cellar door and a mash of spilled toma-
toes.

“You were brought up on Mars, son,”
Jim said. “You ought to be accustomed

to the light gravity by now.”

Chuckling, he bent and raised the cel-
lar door.

“Never trv to do two things at once,
son,” he advised. “Otherwise you kind
of miscalculate your strength. Either
vour arm overshoots the mark, or your
knee flies up and hits your funnybone—
a real hard smack!”

Bobby scrambled to his feet.

Susan stared at her brother, her eyes
glinting. “Fud. fud, Bobby’s all blood!”
she improvised.

“Go wash your face, Bobby!” Mrs.
Harvey said.

She gripped her son by the shoulder,
turned him about and started him
toward the house.

“Jim Westrum!” she said, over her
shoulder. “Where have you been keep-
ing vourself? What a way to treat old
friends!”

“Hello, Mrs. Harvey!”

“Jim, vou go straight inside and sit
vourself down.”

“Well, I could do with a cup of coffee,
Lucy,” Jim said. “One of your fine waf-
fles, too, if it won't be putting you to too
much bother.”

A girl came into the yard. She was the
kind of girl men dream about on Earth,
and sometimes find on Mars. Not often,
though. She had red-gold hair, which
fell to her shoulders, and her eves were
the color of the Martian skies. Shifting,
changing, shot through with flame tints.

She laughed and put a slender arm
around Jim. She kissed him on the
cheek.

“Handsomest man on Mars,” she said.
“Mmmm.”

“You spoil me, Miss Harvey,” Jim
said.

“Miss Harvey! Did you hear that,
Mom? We'rve practically strangers to the
men!”

“Doesn’t seem quite right to call you
‘Ellen,” ” Jim said. “You’re so terribly
pretty. Kathy might not like it.”

“Kathy again!” Mrs, Harvey said.
“Come on into the kitchen Jim. We
can talk better over some coffee.”






























78 THRILLING WONDER STORIES

eration ten years ago. We sold our first
insurance policy to the Emperor that
same week. We continued to sell a few
policies there, but made very little head-
way until three yvears ago. Then, with-
in the space of one year, we sold policies
to almost three-fourths of the popula-
tion.”

“Dzanku  and Warren?”
asked with a grin.

Manning

[ERE J. Barnaby winced, his face

taking on a persecuted expression.
“Yes,” he said. “Rigelian Dzanku
Dzanku and Terran Sam Warren—the
two best salesmen in the galaxy, as well
as the crookedest, the dirtiest, double-
crossing—"

“l gather that they did something
which is going to cost you money?”
Manning said.

“They’re doing it now!” J. Barnaby
struck the top of his desk with a
clenched fist. “But this time we’re go-
ing to throw them in jail!”

“We?” Manning asked gently.

“We,” J. Barnaby declared, glaring
at his chief investigator. “You’ll get the
goods on them and I'll see to it that the
IFederation judge gives them the limit.”

“That’s what T call a division of la-
bor,” Manning murmured. “Okay, what
are they doing?”

“As you probably know,” J. Barnaby
said, “the IFederation Charter permits
us to establish a monopoly only when the
government of a planet agrees to it. Al-
though we have been the only insurance
company operating on Alphard VI, the
Emperor has always refused to grant
us a monopoly. Now, a new insurance
company has been established on Al-
phard VL.”

“Dzanku and Warren ?”

J. Barnaby nodded. “If it were legiti-
mate competition, I wouldn’t mind,” he
said piously. “Here, look at this.” He
tossed a large handbill to Manning.

It was printed in Alphardian and in
English. Although he knew some Al-
phardian, Manning turned to the Eng-
lish version and read:

YOU CAN MAKE MONEY BY DYING

We are pleased to announce that the Galaxy
Insurance and Benefit Association is now estab-
lishing its main offices on the glorious planet
of Alphard VI and will issue special life in-
surance policies to all legal citizens of this
planet at one-half the cost of any life insurance
policy issued by any other company now oper-
ating in Galaxy I. In addition to this great
saving, all of our policies carry an automatic
double indemnity clause which becomes a part
of the policy when a policy-holder has been in-
sured by us for a period of fifty years or
longer. Think of the fun you can have with the
money saved from premiums-—think of the joy
which will come to your family when you drop
dead!

But that is not all! In addition to this super-
colussal offer, the Galactic Insurance and Ben-
efit Association will give you a generous trade-
in allowance on your old insurance policy if you
are now insured by another company. All you
have to do is bring in vour present policy, sign
it over to us, and receive a certificate entitling
you to an extra onec thousand credits of insur-
ance with us. Be insured by the Galactic Insur-
ance and Benefit Association and be the envy
of your neighbors! If you carry one of our
policies, you can’t atlord to live!

Dzanku Dzanku, Pres.
Sam Warren, Sec. & Treas.

Manning Draco tossed the leaflet back
on the desk and grinned. “The Galaxy
Insurance and Benefit Association.” he
said. “So far as Dzanku and Warren are
concerned, there’ll be more benefit than
insurance in that association.”

“Exactly,” J. Barnaby said angrily.
“It’s easy to see what they’re going to
do. Not only will they sell a lot of poli-
cies which they never intend to honor,
but did vou catch that business about
trading in old policies? Theyv’re going
to get a lot of dumb natives to sign over
policies they bought from us, then
they’ll arrange a convenient accident for
the natives and collect from us. And
this time we’re going to stop them be-
fore they do their dirty work.”

“How ?” Manning asked innocently.

“That’s your job—and you'll do it or
else.” Abruptly. J. Barnaby softened.
“You can do it, Manning, my boy. There
isn’t a smarter operator in the galaxy
than you. Aren’t you the only person
on Terra who has developed a secondary
mind shield? Didn’t you once get the
best of Dzanku and Warren—even to
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DESPITE. his surprise, as the two in-
ter-galactic confidence men ap-
proached, Manning tried a swift mental
probe at Sam Warren. He suspected it
would be useless and it was. Sam War-
ren’s mind was filled with glee over the
arrival of Manning Draco, but there was
nothing in his mind which would indi-
cate what he and Dzanku were planning.
That synapse had, as usual, been erased.

“Okay,” Manning said, turning back
to Dzanku. “What's the gag?”

“Gag?” asked Dzanku, his voice filled
with mock surprise. “My dear Manning,
you are entirely too suspicious. It is
true that 1 was once somewhat annoyed
with you when you tricked me so that
vou could read my mind, but that was a
mere childish outburst of the moment.
Today I am merely full of the holiday
spirit.”

“Sure,” Manning said, believing none
of it. “Then what's the idea of sticking
me with this Greater Little business?”

“Sheer accident, my boy—although a
fortunate one. 1 am the king of Alphard
for one week, thanks to having bested
Emperor Romixon in the small matter
of a game of chess. This automatically
brings on the Festival of the Greater
Little and custom decrees that the first
alien to arrive during the Festival be-
comes the Greater Little. You were for-
tunate enough to be that first alien. Since
I know you are familiar with Terran his-
tory, I might point out that the honor is
roughly equivalent to being given the
kev to a city.” .

“I’m more interested in the key you've
given yourself by being king,” Manning
said. “How much looting are you going
to be able to get away with?”

“A crude way of putting it,” Dzanku
said delicately. “My powers are limited
—but adequate. For example, it is one
of my duties to determine the sort of
ritual required of the alien who becomes
the Greater Little.”

“So that's it,” grunted Manning.
“Well you can decide all you like, but I'll
have nothing to do with any ritual you
sel up.”

“In that case,” said Dzanku, “it will
be my sad duty to devise a suitable pun-
ishment for you—since a refusal to par-
ticipate in local traditions is contrary to
Federation law? As the temporary sov-
ereign ruler of Alphard, I may punish
you as I see fit. [ might add that even
if the emperor should feel more kindly
disposed toward you, under the law he
can do nothing about correcting my acts
until six months from now.”

A Rigelian has never been known to
grin, but for a minute Manning thought
Dzanku was going to perform that im-
possible feat. The two of them stared at
each other and slowly Manning brought
his anger under control.

“Okay,” he finally said. “This one is
yvour round, Dzanku. What’s the ritual ?”

“That will come this evening,” Dzan-
ku said. “I believe there are a number
of parades and such things involving
you during the remainder of the day.
But I shall see you at the palace this
evening. Your guard—of honor, of
course—will bring you there.”

He waved his tentacles amiably and
turned away. As he walked through the
crowd, he spoke to Sam Warren, in tones
which easily reached Manning. “Sam,”
he said, “don’t let me forget to contact
the war cruiser overhead and tell them
that it’s all right now to permit the other .
alien visitors to land. We've kept them
waiting long enough.”

As Dzanku had promised, there were
a number of things which kept Manning
busy throughout the day. With Nar Osy-
narn tagging along, he was paraded
through practically every street of the
capital city of Ix. He was pelted with
flowers, had innumerable leis strung
around his neck, and was soundly bussed
by dozens of young Alphardian females.
He made speeches, laid cornerstones,
dedicated schools, and was even a judge,
complete with tape measure, of a beauty
contest.

In general, there was such an air of
good fellowship and the holiday spirit
that Manning might have even enjoyed
himself if it hadn’t been for worrying
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about what Dzanku Dzanku and Sam
Warren were up to. But every time he
found himself getting into the spirit of
things, he’d remember the bland counte-
nance of the Rigelian atd his pleasure
would evaporate.

It was growing dark when, escorted
by a lauge band. of Alphardians, Man-
ning Draco went to the palace. He wus
taken directly to the roof where he found
Dzanku and a retinue, which included
Sam Warren, waiting.

“Good evening, Manning.” Dzanku
said gravely. “I trust yvou have been en-
joying the hospitality of my loval sub-
jects?”

“T could do without the sound of your
unctuous voice dribbling into my ears,”
snapped Manning. “Just get on with the
dirty work.”

“Tcht, tcht,” Dzanku said. “You must
get into the spirit of things. Besides I've
been told that my voice is most pleasant
—well, I suppose that is a matter of per-
sonal taste. In the meantime, shall we
get on with this pleasant little custom?”

Manning nodded grimly.

“Then, if you will relax over
there. . . .” Dzanku indicated a couch
arrangement on the roof. To a Terran
like Manning Draco, it seemed more ar-
rangement than couch, since it had ob-
viously been built to accommodate the
bodies of Alphardian natives. Still it
was fairly comfortable, he discovered,
since the upper part was built for a
humanoid body and his legs could f{it into
the hollow built to support centipede
bodies.

As he lay down, Manning found him-
self staring up at the Alphardian satel-
lites, the six bright moons chasing each
other madly about the seventh one. It
was, he thought, one of the high spots
among the confusing aspects of the gal-
axy.

“Now,” Dzanku was saying, “all
you have to do is relax on that more than
comfortable couch throughout the night
—and count the number of revolutions
made by the moons above you.”

Manning glared up at him and the

Rigelian’s tentacles waved with pleasure.
“Where the hell did you dig up an
idea like that?” Manning asked.
“Inspired, isn't it?” Dzanku observed.
“But I assure you-that it is quite in keep-
ing with the festival. Throughout the
history of all planets. rituals of initia-
tion have been to some extent tests of
strength or endurance. It is true that I
have also been influenced in fixing vour
ritual by a knowledge of the early his-
tory of your own Terra. Perhaps you
are familiar with the sort of thing which
was popular with Terran university or-
ganizations some two thousand vears
ago. Hazing, I believe it was called.”
Manning could only glare his anger.
“By the way,” Dzanku continued ami-
ably, “There will be various court at-
tendants around all night to see that you
don’t go to sleep on the job. And, of
course, the usual festival crowd to cheer
vou on in your efforts. 1 might also add
that a photo-tabulator will be turned on
so that we can compare vour final count
with it to detect any inclination toward
non-participation. The penalty for such
is apt to be severe—and is determined by
myself, naturally. I may occasionally
drop back here myself to see how yoti
are getting along. Now, if vou'd care to
begin. . . ."”

I\/IANNING permitted himself the lux-

ury of one more glare, then turned
to gaze upward at the whirling moons.
He cxerted the rigid discipline of his
mind, banished his anger, and began
counting the revolutions to himself.

“It’s really not bad at all,” Nar Osy-
narn whispered from somewhere near
his head. “I could tell by the emanations
from the Rigelian that he was not well
disposed toward you and I feared that he
might give you a tough assignment. But
this is relatively easy.”

Manning grunted to indicate he heard
the Kholemite, wryvly making a mental
note to discover some time what Nar
Osynarn considered relatively difficult.

The long slow hours of the night
dragged by as Manning Draco counted
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“I admit the business outlook has im-
proved,” Dzanku said mildly while Sam
Warren grinned. “I presume yvou know
that the emperors of Alphard have al-
ways been great lovers of chess, thereby
accounting for the tradition which per-
mits anyone who beats the emperor to
be king for one week. I enjov the.game
myself in a modest way and it was bv a
fortunate chance that I defeated Em-
peror Romixon.”

“T’ll bet,” murmured Manning.

“Since becoming king,” Dzanku con-
tinued, “I have introduced a certain
amount of sociallv-minded legislation—
yau know I've always been interested in
economics. First, in the interest of na-
tional welfare, I have passed a law which
permits only Alphardian companies to
sell insurance. The matter of the secu-
rity of the relatives of a bereaved one
should not be subject to the whims of
inter-planetary specuiation.” He paused.

“Which means cutting out Greater
Solarian and all other companies of the
Federation,” said Manning, “and leav-
ing your little company with a veritable
insurance monopoly on Alphard VI?”

“You might put it that way,” Dzanku
said, “although the monopoly is good for
only two years. In addition to this, I
have also passed a law which makes it
necessary for every Alphardian citizen
to carry not less than five thousand cred-
its worth of life insurance. As a result,
the Galaxy Insurance and Benefit Asso-
ciation has, during the past four days,
sold two hundred and twenty million in-
surance policies with more orders com-
ing in. It has, I must admit, been a most
satisfactory week, so far.”

“And 1 suppose,” Manning said bit-
terly, “that you and Sam will put the ad-
vance premiums in your pockets and
blast off a few hours before vour reign
is over—since the Emperor can certainly
do something about those two laws once
he’s back on the throne.”

“On the contrary,” Dzanku said, “we
are thinking of staying around. There
will be three more days in which I can
pass laws and there are untold possi-

bilities on this little planet. I assure you
that the Emperor will not rescind my
laws.”

“Why not?”

“He can’t. No Emperor, or even tem-
porary Festival king, can pass a law
which is harmful to either the people of
Alphard or to the Crown. My first law,
limiting the selling of insurance to only
local companies, is obviously to the bene-
fit of Alphardians and to change it would
be harmful to the people. In my second
law, I was thoughtful enough to include
a clause which puts a special ten percent
tax on all insurance benefits. This goes
directly into the coffers of the Emperor.
Therefore, he cannot repeal that law
either.”

“Of all the barefaced robbery,” began
Manning.

“But legal,” interrupted Dzanku. “I'm
afraid, my dear Manning, that Greater
Solarian is through here on Alphard and
there is nothing you or J. Barnaby can
do about It. You might as well close up
the branch office while you're here.”

MANNING DRACO had a suspicion
that this was true. It looked very
much like he and J. Barnaby had both
been bested for the first time in their
lives. But he wasn’t admitting it vet.

“Maybe,” he said. “But tell me some-
thing, Dzanku. Why did you go to all the
trouble of holding other alien ships up
above the planet until I arrived? Why
did you want me to be elected the Great-
er Little?”

“I’'m a generous person,” said Dzan-
ku grandly. “I knew that there was no
way that Sam and I could lose and that

’

'you were making a long trip for nothing.

So, in a sentimental moment, 1 thought
it would be nice to let you share in the
Festival honors.”

“It also gave you a chance to make me
count those damn moons until my eyes
were popping out,” Manning growled.
“And that sounds more like you.”

“You wound me deeply,” Dzanku said.
“Now, if you will excuse us—there is the
small matter of some special tax exemp-
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tions I'd like to work out. You know. de-
spite one of the oldest proverbs of which
you Terrans boast, I've discovered that
there is a royal road to happiness.” He
waved his tentacles in dismissal.

Manning Draco left the palace, but
think as he could he was unable to detect
even the slightest fAaw in Dzanku’s
work. An hour with a leading Alphar-
dian lawver proved his worst fears to
be justified. After leaving the attorney’s
office, he entered a public visibooth and
put through a call to J. Barnaby Cruik-
shank on Terra. It was a good thing
that the call was scrambled for when
the news was broken to J. Barnaby, the
head of Greater Solarian ran through
a string of profanity which would have
made a space pirate, or a Fomalhautian
pleasure queen, turn green with envy.
When he finished, J. Barnbay's face was
a choleric shade and he was out of
hreath—but he still had enough breath
for a final order.

‘“You stay there and fix it,”” he said,
or don't ever show your face here
again. I don’t care how you do it, or
what it costs, but get these two!” With
that he broke the connection.

It was getting dark as Manning Dra-
co walked along the 1ain street of the
City of Ix on Alphard VI. Tl re was
a festival air to the whole city—one
which Manning did not share. The
streets were filled with gay Alphar-
dians. Many of them recognized him
and two or three groups tried to carry
him off to private parties. He shook
them off as kindly as possible. For once
in his life, Manning even failed to enjoy
the fact that every few feet he was on
the receiving end of feminine caresses
and kisses. He submitted but his heart
wasn’t in it.

When a man is in the mood Manning
was, there are only two things he can
do—and this has not changed between
the days when man drove a yoke of
oxen and when he flashed from sun to
sun in slim space cruisers. Since it was
impossible to smash J. Barnaby in the
face and there could be little satisfac-

a“

tion in using a visiscreen to tell him
where to stuff his job, Manning Draco
turned into the first bar he came to.

It was a combination bar and night
c'ub and there was a voung Alphardian
female on the stage singing. It was a
currently popular Alphardian song and
measured by Alphardian morals it was
a pretty risqué number*. The Alphar-
dian males were whistling and stamp-
ing their feet to show their apprecia-
tion as Manning made his way up to the
bar.

The bartender caught sight of Man-
ning at the bar and hurried over.
“We are honored,” he said.
what can we give you pleasure?”

“What’s your strongest drink ?”” Man-
ning wanted to know.

“A Sabikian Prohna,” the bartender
said, ‘“distilled from the wild Proh
which grow only on Sabik II. But it is
very strong and—"'

“Good,” interrupted Manning.
have one.”

A few minutes later, the bartender
set a tall glass in front of him. It was
filled with a green liquor which seemed
to be shot through with amber streaks.
Pale smoke curled up from the top of
the glass. Manning lifted it and tossed
half of the contents down his throat.
Then he hurriedly set the glass down
and gripped the bar with both hands.
He could feel the flames in his throat
and there was a reeling sensation in his
head which made the whole room spin.
That passed quickly but it was another
two minutes before he could make his
throat muscles work.

“You’'re right about it being strong,”
he said hoarsely. “How much do I owe
you?”

“But nothing,” said the bartender.
“During the Festival, no Alphardian
business man will knowingly accept
money from the Greater Little. And, by
Ix, I've never seen one before who could
toss off half a glass of Prohina.”

“With

“I’]l

¢In English, the title of the sony was ‘“Unbutton your
ghoea uand ['ll be over.” Later, the song became popu-
lar all over the Galaxy, but was considered a comedy
song on most other planets.

~
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As always, it was the tale of a man and
a maid and when he reached the nart
concerning their first kiss, Jadyl leaned
over and kissed him. He recited no
more poetry that night.

The two days which fo'owed were
dreamlike in their ecstasy. The visicreen
crackled calls and he ienored it. There
were rappings at the door and once the
anxious voice of Nar Oysnoarn outside.
but he paid no attention. Then, on the
morning of the third day, as he sat tell-
ine Jadyl of older dreams, while she
nndded with understanding and some-
times asreement, the door opened. Into
the room stepned Nar Oysnarn, a pass-
kev dangling from his hand. His purnle
body was so pale it was almost white,
but there was a determined look on his
trianguar face.

Nar Oysnarn advanced into the room.
He ignored the Terran girl and at first
Manning Draco was annoyed, but then
he decided that it was only the tactfui
politeness of one from another culture.

“You will forgive me,”» Nar Oysnarn
said politely but firmly, “but you asked
me for my help and I am here to render
it.”

“Your help?”’ Manning asked and
then only vaguely remembered that he’'d
had some thought of using Nar’s pe-
culiar powers against Dzanku.

“Yes,” Nar said firmly. “And while
I realize that you have probably de-
cided not to tackle your case until the
Rigelian is no longer king, it is my be-
lief that this is a mistake. He is most
vulnerable who has the most power.
And since this is the last day of the
Festival, 1 respectfully suggest that you
must act today.”

While it was true that forty-eight
hours earlier, Manning Draco would
have happily permitted the Greater So-
larian Insurance Company to go smash,
and it was equally true that he hated
to leave Jadyl for even one minute, he
was now doubly aware of his responsi-
bility to others.

. “You're right,”” he told Nar. He
turned to Jadyl and ran his fingers play-

fully through her hair. “You stay here,

_honey,” he said, “while I go take care

of some business. It won’t take long
and then vou and I will head for earth.”
Nar watched him stonily.

He went jauntily through the door,
followed hy Nar Oysnain, and out of
the hotel. '

“What is vour n»n'an?’ Nar
when they were on the street.

It was there, with the sharp Alphar-
dian wind blowing some of the tendrils
of perfume from his mind, that Man-
ning Draco forced himself to put all
of his mind to the business of Greater
Solarian. He looked at the little Khole-
mite in consternation. “I’ll be damned
i1 T know,” he contess2d. “Originally,
I did have an idea whereby with your
help [ could tie Dzanku up in knots.
jut Dzanku being even the temporary
king of this screwy planet makes the
original plan dangercus. If only Dzan-
ku hadn't challenged the Emperor to
chess—"" He broke o!f and stared into
space.

For the first time since he’d landed
on Alphard, Manning Draco’s brain had
begun to work. The first day had been
taken up with anger and frustration
and the strain of counting the revolu-
tions of the moons. The next two days
had been lost in romance. Now, all at
once, he thought he saw the solution.
With a sensation of guilt, he felt that it
was a solution he shouid have seen at
once.

“I think I've got it,” he said to Nar.
“Come on.”

asked

HEY went f{irst to the Royal Al-

phardian Library where Manning
pored over the Constitution of Alphard
VI. After that, he spent a few minutes
in the general readinz room of the
Inter-Planetary Annex. Only a few
minutes were needed, for Manning pos-
sessed an eidetic mind and when he left,
the pages he’d read were firmly im-
pressed in his memory. With Nar Oys-
narn puffing to keep up, they headed for
the palace.
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“Let me get one thing straight,”
Manning said. “If 1 pass a law which
benefits both you. as the Emperor, and
the citizens of Alphard, that law cannot
be repealed in any wav—can it?”

“Absolutelv not.” declared the Al-
phardian. “And in addition, I give you
my word of honor.

“Okay, we’ll do it this way. We'll na-
tienalize insurance, which makes vou
the insurance company of Alphard. But
because an Emperor cannot become an
insurance broker without the loss of a
certain amount of dignity, the govern-
ment will then sub-contract the Greater
Solarian Insurance Company to furnish
all policies, put up the necessary assets,
and pay all benefits. As the original
contractor, the government—which is
you—will receive a regular sales com-
mission on every policy. How’s that ?”

“Splendid,” Romixon exclaimed, leap-
ing to his fect. “My boy, vou have saved
the throne of Alphard. I will never for-
get you for this.” But there was a gleam

*deep within his eyes which reminded
Manning Draco that the last sentence
could have more than one meaning. Men-
tally, he resolved to leave Alphard VI
slightly in advance of the time his reign
would be over.

“Then I'd better get to work,” he said.

The remainder of the morning was a
busy one. Manning Draco carefully
checked the wording of each law with
the best lawyer on the planet, then
passed them. He had the police round
up Dzanku and Warren. To be sure that
nothing went wrong, Manning sat be-
hind the national judge while both of
them were sentenced to prison. Then he
saw to the confiscation of the property,
had all of the policies transferred, and
made sure that the contract between the
government of Alphard and Greater So-
larian was without loopholes and that
one copy went off to be filed in the Feder-
ation archives.

Then he called the home office on
Terra. The news that Dzanku and War-
ren were in jail and that Greater Solari-
an now carried policies on every single

Alphardian instead of only a few million
brought an expression of sublime bliss
to the face of J. Barnaby Cruikshank.
In fact, he was so carried away that he
rashly offered a large bonus to his chief
investigator. Manning made him put it
into writing and hold the signed sheet up
in front of the visiscreen. Then he broke
the connection.

It was lunch time. A triumphant
Manning Draco, feeling better than he
had since landing, went back to the ho-
tel to have lunch with Jadyl Genten.

She wasn’t in the room. No one in the
hotel recalled having seen her leave.
Manning, still king, ordered out the en-
tire Alphardian police force. Inch by
inch, they searched the city, and then
later the entire planet. but there was no
sign of the Terran girl. The oflicials of
the spaceport swore that not a single
ship had left.

Manning was frantic, but the fact was
not changed. Jadyl Genten was nowhere
to be found. At first, he suspected the
Emperor but he finally became con-
vinced that the old Alphardian was tell-
ing the truth when he said that he’d
never heard of the girl. Inasmuch as
during the questioning, Manning had
been a little rough with the emperor. it
became even more important to leave
before the time came for Romixon to
regain his throne.

The only other thing which seemed
plausible was that Dzanku had found
some way to spirit her away in revenge.
Sending Nar Oysnarn on to the ship at
the spaceport, Manning Draco went to
Ix Prison.

For reasons not too difficult to under-
stand, Dzanku Dzanku was still not in
the best humor and the sigh of Manning
Draco did nothing to improve it. He
gripped the bars of his cell with all six
tentacles and glared until his eyestalks
quivered.

“I'm going to ask you something,”
Manning said grimly, “and you'd better
give me the right answers.”

“I wouldn’t give you the fumes of an
old broken-down rocket,” Dzanku said
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three essentials: air to breathe—well,
luckily we shan’t have to worry about
that. The regeneration plant and stock
of spare cylinders, and cylinders in car-
go will look after that for a long time.
Water will be rationed. Two pints each
every twenty-four hours, for cverything.
Luckily we shall be able to draw water
from the fuel tanks, or it would be a
great deal less than that. The thing that
is going to be our most serious worry is
food.”

He explained his proposals further,
with patient clarity. At the end he add-
ed: “And now 1 expect vou have some
questions?”

A small, wiry man with a weather-
beaten lace asked:

“Is there no hope at all of getting the
lateral tubes to work again?”

Captain Winters shock his head.

“Negligible. The impellent section of
a ship is not constructed to be accessible
in space. We shall keep on trying, of
course, but even if the others could be
made to fire, we should still be unable to
repair the port laterals.”

He did his best to answer the few
more questions that followed in ways
that held a balance between easy con-
fidence and despondency. The prospect
was by no means good. Before help could
possibly reach them they were all going
to need all the nerve and resolution they
had—and out of sixteen persons some
must be weaker than others.

His gaze rested again on Alice Morgan
and her husband beside her. Her pres-
ence was certainly a possible source of
trouble. When it came to the pinch the
man would have more strain on account
of her—and, most likely, fewer scruples.

Since the woman was here, she must
share the consequences equally with the
rest. There could be no privilege. In a
sharp emergency one could afford a he-
roic gesture, but preferential treatment
of any one person in the long ordeal
which they must face would create an
impossible situation. Make any allow-
ances for her, and you would be called
on to make allowances for others on
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health or other grounds—with heaven
knew what complications to follow.

A fair chance with the rest was the
best he could do for her--not, he felt,
looking at her as she c¢Intched her hus-
band’s hand and looked at him from
wide cves in a pale face, not a very good
best.

He hoped she would not be the first
to go under. It would be better for mo-
rale if she were not the very first. . ..

HE WAS NOT the first to go. IFor
nearly three months nohody went.

The Faleon, by means of skilfully
timed bursts on the main tubes, had suc-
ceeded in nudging herself into an orbital
relationship with Mars. After that,
there was little that the crew could do
for her. At the distance of equilibrium
she had become a very minor satellite,
rolling and tumbling on her circular
course, destined, so far as anyone could
see, to continue this untidy progress un-
til help reached them or perhaps for-
ever. ...

Inboard, the complexity of her twist-
ing somersaults was not perceptible un-
less one deliberately uncovered a port. If
one did, the crazy cavortings of the uni-
verse outside produced such a sense of
bewilderment that one gladly shut the
cover again to preserve the illusion of
stability within. Even Captain Winters
and the Navigating Officer took their ob-
servations as swiftly as possible and
were relieved when they had shut the
whizzing constellations off the screen,
and could take refuge in relativity.

For all her occupants the Falcon had
become a small, independent world, very
sharply finite in space, and scarcely less
so in time.

It was, moveover, a world with a very
low standard of living; a community
with short tempers, weakening distem-
pers, aching bellies, and ragged nerves.
It was a group in which each man
watched on a trigger of suspicion for a
hairsbreadth difference in the next
man’s ration, and where the little he ate
so avidly was not enough to quiet the
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interested in my baby—which is likely
to be the first baby ever born in a space-
ship. . .

“Now do vou begin to see? You have
a fine tale ready. Bowman, my husband,
Captain Winters and the rest were hero-
ically struggling to repair the port later-
als. There was an explosion. It blew
them all away out into space.

“You may get away with that. But if
there is no trace of me and my baby—or
of our bodies—then what are you going
to say? How will you explain that?”

She looked round the faces again,

“Well, what are you going to sav?
That I, too, was outside repairing the
port laterals? That I committed suicide
by shooting myselt out into space with a
rocket?

“Just think it over. The whole world’s
press is wanting to know about me—
with all the details. It’ll have to be a
mighty good story to stand up to that.
And if it doesn’t stand up—well, the res-
cue won’t have done you much good.

“You’ll not have a chance in hell
You’ll hang, or you’ll fry, every one of
you—unless it happens they lynch you
first. . ..”

There was silence in the room as she
finished speaking. Most of the faces
showed the astonishment of men fero-
ciously attacked by a pekinese, and at a
loss for suitable comment.

The big man sat sunk in reflection for
a minute or more. Then he looked up,
rubbing the stubble on his sharp-boned
chin thoughtfully. He glanced round
the others and then let his eves rest on
Alice. For a moment there was a twitch
at the corner of his mouth.

“Madam,” he drawled, “vou are prob-
ably a great loss to the legal! profes-
sion.” He turned away. “We shall have
to reconsider this matter before our next
meeting. But, for the present, Ray, eight
pieces of paper as the lady said. ...”

V1

lT’S HER!” said the Second, over the
Skipper’s shoulder.

THRILLING WONDER STORIES

The Skipper moved irritably. “Of
course it’s her. What else’d you expect
to find whirling through space like
a sozzled owl?” He studied the screen
for a moment. “Not a sign. Every port
covered.”

“Do you think there’s a chance, Skip-
per?”

“What, after all this time! No, Tom-
my, not a ghost of it. We're—just the
morticians, 1 guess.”

“How’ll we get aboard her, Skip?”

The Skipper watched the gyrations of
the Falcon with a calculating eye.

“Well, there aren’t any rules, but I
reckon if we can get a cable on her we
might be able to play her gently, like a
big fish. It'll be tricky, though.”

Tricky it was. Five times the magnet
projected from the rescue ship failed
to make contact. The sixth attempt was
better judged. When the magnet drifted
close to the Falcon the current was
switched on for a moment. It changed
course, and floated nearer to the ship.
When it was almost in contact the
switch went over again. [t darted for-
ward, and glued itself limpet-like to the
hull.

Then followed the long game of play-
ing the Falcon,; of keeping tension on
the cable between the two ships, but not
too much tension, and of holding the res-
cue ship from being herself thrown into
a vroll by the pull. Three times the cable
parted, but at last, after weary hours
of adroit maneuver by the rescue ship
the derelict’s motion had been reduced
to a slow twist. There was still no trace
of life aboard. The vescue ship closed
a little.

The Captain, the Third Officer and the
doctor fastened on their spacesuits and
went outboard. They made their way
forward to the winch. The Captain
looped a short length of line over the
cable, and fastened both ends of it to his
belt. He laid hold of the cable with both
hands, and with a heave sent himself
skimming into space. The others fol-
lowed him along the guiding cable. -

They gathered beside the Falcon’s en-


































































not in the case of Fletcher Pratt. His ASYLUM
SATELLITE in the October issue was just as
good as the rest of his yarns in recent issues of
SS and TWS. Also his ONSLAUGHT FROM
RIGEL (WONDIER STORY ANNUAL 1950)
ranks among the best I have read.

The rest of the issue rates on down in the order
they appeared with the cexception of Matheson's
RETURN.

At the risk of having this filed in the waste-
basket, [ would like to make a few choice com-
ments on Mr. Merwin's past editorship. Since the
days of the late unlamcnted Sarge, he has - 1
stantly improved both TWS and SS. He has ric.
the storm of the public’s demands without fi.a
tically beating a hasty rctrcat as so many less
hardy souls would have done. Under his auspices,
several new writers had the thrill of being discov-
ercd. Through the banter and insults he has shown
he possesses both tact and a sense of humor. The
latter, incidentally, is a quality which a lot of people
connected with stf lack.

So, in a nutshell, TWS and S$ have progressed
quite a way duc to Merwin's very capable self
and if Mines does take over, he will be expected to
do as much, if not more.

The letter column, for reasons known only to
Merwin, seems to be rather on the dull side this
time. In fact, I don't remember when I've seen
such a waste of paper. Maybe this will help the
people who complain about the regularity of Vick,
Silverberg, McCain, JFfarnham and Bradley letters,
to realize that it is these letters by a comparative
few, that makc the department alive and worth
while.

A parting shot at the cover. I'm wondering if
Schomburg isn't a Rergey of another color!—
26601 So. Western, Lomita, Calif.

I am reminded of & comment which comes, I
think, from Mark Twain, in which people
picked on a public character unmercifully, call-
ing him worthless and worse. And then when
he finally retired and his son took over, they
grumbled that the hoy wasn’t the man his father
had been! Merwin, are vou listening?

FAN ALONE
by Mrs. Philip Gerding

Dear Sam: 1 want to express my sincere appre-
ciation, not only for printing my letter in your
readers’ column, but for printing it in one of the
hest issues of TWS that 've ever had the pleasure
of recading.

I'm very happy about it—and ['m sure my letter

too—to actually be included between the covers
nf your mag 1Iun" with Raymond hmc:, ana Arthur
Clarke (both are very special to me) a fine group
of shorts, some cxcellent features. an editorial
that proved of special interest to me, and- bless
Bergey for that cover. In other words, my quarter
for the August issuc hit the jackpot.

I hate to throw cold water in vour face, now, but
I sure didn’t get the results I expected to. Perhaps
I expected too much. [ did acquire several won-
derful new pen friends—but I drew an absolute-
blank concerning the preservation of mags and the
unveiling of local fans.

I wondered, in my previous letter, if I was the
only sf reader and fan here. Now I know darn
well T am. 1 checked at the only store in town
where sf and f mags can be hought—and I'm the
only one that buys them!

Guess I'll have to resign myself to being a lone
wolf. I'm no longer entirely new to sf ranks and
have learned a little about how to get around via
the mail routes. So, guess I'll have to be content
with that.

I took carc of my magazine problem very nice-
ly. I stopped collecting them. I think what I'm
doing with them now is serving a much better
purpose. Whenever [ run across anyone in need of
such material—such as Canadian fans or overseas
fans who can’t obtain them, or mag collectors, or
newcomers to the sf field, or someone who is ill,
ctc.—I[ try to take care of their nceds. I suppose
vou could call it a sort of frec magazine service.
Some people would call me nuts, I guess (I still buy
all of them). But I know the plcasure I derive
from reading sf and f and, if I can bring that
pleasure to a number of other people, all to the
good. Lots better than having them rot in a dank,
hot, musty old attic.

[ did not mean to go on at such length—bad
habit of mine. Thanks again for your cfforts in
my behalf and for taking the time to listen to me.

[ honestly tried to find something in the August
issue to complain about. All I can say is—no luck.
And good luck to you and your haby—TWS.—Box
484, Rosewille, 111,

Two markets for your surplus magazines are

indicated in this very column, Nancy. And
bless you for that generous impulse.

LITERARY COMPETITION
by David A. Bates

Decar Sir: I am sorry to see that Sam Merwin
is leaving TWS, The magazine was vastly im-
proved while he edited it.

The October issue is the best this year. All the
stories were good and so were the articles. James

Blish was by far the best.

ASYLUM SATELLITE was good but the end-
ing scemed to have been cut. Otherwise it was
first class.

MERAKIAN MIRACLE was the best. Mainly
because ol the gal's alienness. I'd like to see more
stories with the people completely different from
[Carthmen,

RETURN would have been better in a fantasy

mag. I like Matheson's style of weaving a bit of
horror into the plot. Let us have longer stories
by him.

All the other stories were goad, but the three
above were the ones most worthy of mention.

Are you planning a WONDER STORY AN-
NUAL this year? [ would like to see THE FORT-
RESS OF UTOPIA by Jack Williamson again.

One thing more. I am planning a fanzine and
[ nced material. I need fiction, poetry, book re-
views, ete. Material does not need to be typed. It
will be a ten to twenty page give out bi-monthly !—
810 Asvlum Avenue, Hartford., Conn.

WONDER STORY ANNUAL should hit
the stands shortly after this issue of TWS.
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LEARN — 1rades that Pay More -

WATCHMAKING or ENGRAVING
Trades You Enjoy ——-by HOME STUD'Y_

High-paying Jobs. Or build a business right

in your own home . . . repairing clocks,
watches; or engraving silver, jewelry and
trophies.

Full information also on outstanding resident
training.

KANSAS CITY SCHOOL OF WATCHMAKING

Dept. H - 1230 Admiral Blvd. - Kansas City 6, Mo.
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