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PROLOGUE

THE RAIDERS could hear the mauki’ s chant from the moment they boarded the ship from Earth.

It came from somewhere deep in the heart of the craft, and they paused as soon as the outer hatchway
had been forced, ligtening in spite of themsavesin the darkness of the corridor. It came to them softly at
first: aclear, sweet woman’ svoice, sharp ascrystd in their ears. Then it rose higher, mournful and
shattering, and the words became distinct in the ancient, heart-rending lament that the raiders had heard
S0 many times before. Urgent astheir misson was, they could not help but listen for amoment, feding the
wave of sadness and longing surging up in their throats.

Beyond them the ship’s corridor was empty; there was no sound here other than the chant. Not even
the throbbing of the ship’ s generators was audible in the blackness. The raiders stood transfixed for a
moment. Then Petro, the leader, took a deep breath and flicked on the battle lantern at his belt.

“She' shere, dl right,” he said. * She must have the whole crew listening. Let’ sgo.”

The three men moved down the corridor, flashing their lights cautioudy. Petro pointed to an overhead
conduit. “ Jack, that must be the main power cable. Follow it down to the generators, and wait for the
word. Tiny, you come with me. And be careful. We can’t assumethat everybody’' s ligening tothe
woman.”

Silently they moved aong to a corridor crossing, then ducked down aladder into a storage hold. It had
been ridic-uloudy smpleto bresk into this huge, clumsy ship from Earth. From the first fleeting contact a
week before, the raiders had been stalking it, watching with contempt as it moved ponderoudy oniits
way through the Agteroid Bdlt, un-aware that it had even been spotted. Finally it moved into the shadow
of ahuge chunk of asteroid debris and waited, ob-vioudy depending on its radar screensto pick up any
ap-proaching vessdl. With the clumsiness so typical of Earthborn men in space, the crew of the Earth ship
had overlooked the fact that the asteroid they were using for concedlment was blinding them completely
ononesde.

It was then that the Spacer ship had moved in onits prey. Now the raiders were aboard, and the
mauki was doing her part. Petro and Tiny worked their way through the pitch-black holdsinto the galley
and down toward the brig area. They were big, powerful men but they moved like jungle catsin the
darkness. Not once did they encounter one of the Earth crewmen. When they findly approached the
brightly lighted messhadl just above the brig ares, they saw the reason why.



The crew were listening to the mauki. The mess hall was crowded with men; il otherswerejamming
the approach corridors and ladders down to the woman's cell. Some smoked, some munched dowly on
the remnants of dinner, shifting to new positionsfor comfort, but al of them werelistening in-tently to the
haunting measures of the chant, like men in adream from which they could not escape.

In her tiny cell in the brig, the mauki stood gripping the bars, atal, straight, proud woman, filling her
lungs and throwing her head back as she sang.

Entranced, her captors had become captives, straining to hear her, drawn from al quarters of the ship,
leaving their work to come closer as the chant struck home. Petro winked at his companion, and ducked
down aside corridor leading to the brig area. “ She’ sgot them hooked, al right,” he said. “The child must
bein there with her. Got the cutting torch ready?’

“Yes. But | don't seethekid.”

Petro clicked on ahandset. “ Ready, Jack?’

“All st

“Thenletit blow.”

Abruptly, the power went off, plunging the mess hdl into darkness. The same ingtant, the mauki
stopped her singing, and the crewmen’ s dream turned into a nightmare. Petro and Tiny dashed across
into the brig, remembering landmarks, and dodged down the corridor into the cell block. A flick of
Petro’ slight showed adozen barred cubicles. On the deck above shouts were rising. Men tripped over
each other in darm, and someone was yelping for battle lanterns. Petro searched the cdllsin thedim
lantern light. “Mauki?’

“Yes, yes!” thewoman said in the darkness. “Hurry.”

A cutting torch flared, and sparks flew up asthe barsyielded to intense heat. Tiny held atangle-gunin
his hand, firing steadily as crewmen began tumbling down the ladder into the brig.

Petro felt the woman’shand in his. “Quickly,” she said. “ There' s another way out to the main corridor.
Y our torch can cut thelock.”

“Where sthe child?’ Petro asked.

“The child isdead. They jettisoned him without asuit.”

A growl rosein Petro’ sthroat. He whistled for Tiny and followed the woman back aong the row of
cells. As crewmen stumbled and cursed in the darkness, the raiders burst through into the main corridor
and through the holds and storage binstoward the exit hatch, with Tiny holding the rear as Petro and the
woman plunged ahead. Panic reigned in the quarters be-low; crewmen were fighting each other asthe
ship'sofficersroared helplessly for order. Petro found Jack waiting for them at the exit. The raiders were
scrambling acrossinto their own fleet space craft while the Earth crew was il flounder-ing. Ashe
dammed the airlock shut, Petro saw that the woman was il clutching in her arms the empty hood and
pressure suit of afive-year-old child.

Moments later, the raider craft shot away from the hull of the Earth ship, diding back into the
blackness behind the asteroid. “ All right,” Petro said grimly. “Battle stations.” Thetiny ship turned its six
missile tubesto face the Earth ship. “ Ready with one and two.”

The mauki had been huddled in the corner of the cabin, sobbing. Now she looked up, tears il
streaking her face. “What are you going to do?’

“What do you think I’m going to do?’ Petro said harshly. “ They’ re butchers. Kidnapping you isone
thing. Murdering afive-year-old child is something ese. Wdll, they haven’t even got their battle lightson
yet. Well gut them.”

The woman was on her feet. “No, please! Let them go back home.”

“So they can murder more of our children?’

“Y ou don't understand. They were afraid of him.”

“Of afive-year-old?”

“Y es, they were afraid—until they heard mesing.”

Petro stared at her, hesitating, while Jack and Tiny waited for the order. “Please,” the woman said, “let
them go home.”

Petro shrugged and turned away, striking hisfist vicioudy in hispam. “It' sidiocy. We havethem



hepless”

“And if wekilled them, we would be no better than they,” the woman said quietly. “Isthat what you
want? If there is ever to be an end to thiswar, someone has to rise above it sometime.”

Petro and his men stared at one another. Then Petro sighed. “All right,” he said. “ Close the tubes.
Head back to Centrd, while| try to think of something to tell the Council. And makeit fast.”

Tiny and Jack st the course. Sowly the ship eased back and away, then lost itsdlf in the blackness of
space, moving out toward the heart of the Asteroid Belt. Hours later, with generators repaired and
power restored, the hulking Earth ship sneaked out of its hiding place, scanning the area for ambush, and
began itslong, ponderous orbit back toward Earth.

The Earth ship knew, of course, what the raiders could have done. Every man in the crew knew that,
from the cap-tain down, and no one could understand why they had been alowed to escape. Yet in their
minds the haunting chant of the captive woman till echoed; they could till hear her song of longing and
londiness. Back on Earth they would remem-ber those words, and talk about that song for yearsto
come.

And that was what the mauki wanted.

1 THERUMOR

IT WAS not redly any great desire to display his kill as a pilot that led Ben Trefon to pancake his little
four-seater down for a crazy pinwhed landing on the Martian desert thet late after-noon in the spring. He
catanly hadn’'t planned it that way, and the fact that he nearly dumped the little space craft into the Great
Rift before he findly got it landed on the red desert sand didn't meen that he was paticularly reckless
mog times. Of course, he didn’'t know that hdf the Centra Council was watching his landing from his
father’ s front terrace, and it was farly common knowledge that a Spacer didn't stay dive very long if he
wasn't a little reckless once in a while. As far as Ben Trefon was concerned, the near-disaster was
modly his father's fault for recdling him home to Mars so suddenly, without warning or explanation,
when he knew that other more exciting things were afoot.

Asamatter of fact, at the age of eighteen Ben Trefon was ahighly expert space pilot. From hisfifth
birthday on he had been familiar with the fed of space ship controls. He had handled the whole range of
Spacer ships, from the tiniest one-man scooters to the great cargo ships orbiting home from the raids on
Earth. He had learned the principles of inertiaof motion and inertia of rest dmost before he learned his
ABC's, and the laws of gravity and null-gravity seemed more natural than addition and subtraction.

When he had |ater come up againgt the theory of interplanetary navigation, astrophysics, landing
maneuvers and raiding techniques at the Spacer Acad-emy on Asteroid Central, he had brought with him
adozen years of experiencein practical, seat-of-the-pants space flying.

But things seemed to conspire against Ben Trefon ever since hisfather’ s message came through to him
on Agteroid Centra forty-eight hours before. The forthcoming raid was Ben' sfirst asafull-fledged
participant, and the briefings and instructions had gone on dl through the night. For days the excitement
had been mounting until the whole raiding crew was running on raw nerve and tenson... and then Dad's
message, like adash of ice-cold water in hisfacee RETURN TO MARS AT ONCE. URGENT THAT |
SEE YOU BE-FORE THE RAID. REPEAT, URGENT.

That initself was unnerving. Dad didn’t go in for heavy drama. He knew aswell as any Spacer the
tenson that built up before amgjor raid on Earth. He would never have sent asummons like that unless
something were drastically wrong. That knowledge alone worried Ben all the way home and affected his
judgment when he decided to make a powered landing on the Martian desert without the aid of hisship’s
null-gravity units.

He knew that he had trapped himsdf the moment he swung the little ship into itsfirst graceful braking
arc through the tenuous outer layers of the Martian atmosphere. He could have backed out and used the
null-grav unitsin the next pass but with typica Trefon stubbornness, he decided to bull it through, and
that was his real mistake. As he watched the sur-face of the red planet skimming by below him, he
realized that he needed one more hand and one more foot than he had to keep his ship under control. He



spotted hislanding target, the great camouflaged patchwork of the House of Trefon resting on alow
plateau near the equator on the edge of the Great Rift, and thingslooked al right until histhird braking
arc when the massive north-moving jet stream caught the little ship and carried it fifteen degrees of f
course. Hewas till farther off course as the ship swept around over the dark side of Mars; on the next
pass the atmosphere was thicker and Ben' s attempt to compensate with more and more torque from the
ship’ssde jets made control dl the harder.

By the time he cameinto hisfina arc for landing, he was riding the little craft like a bucking bronco,
trying to prevent aside-dip, with his gpproach speed twice too fast and the long, deep canyon of the Rift
yawning larger and larger ahead of him. The ship rolled crazily as Ben fought the con-trols, then, in
desperation, he dammed on the forward brak-ing jet and said aquick prayer. Hisbody strained at the
safety belt asforce dammed againgt force and the tiny ship jerked asif it had struck astonewall. Thenits
nose dropped suddenly and the ground rushed up at him. One landing skid struck the edge of the Rift; in
graceful dow motion the ship did an end-over-end pirouette in the air and bounced on its belly three
times before coming to astop in acloud of red desert sand.

Ben sat for amoment or two, gathering hiswits and catching his breath as the dust settled. He could
see the shiny plastic bubble of hisfather’s house on the dunes above him. Already acrash Sren was
wailing. An emergency sand-cat rolled down the hill toward him from the house, with a sec-ond following
initstracks. By the time Ben climbed out of the cockpit, feding very foolish, the sand-cats reached him.

He waved to the ground crew and jumped down onto the sand. The plastic lid of thefirst sand-cat
flew up, and EImo Peterson, hisfather’ s chief mechanic, glared down at Ben from the controls. “ Crazy
kid!” he bellowed. “What were you trying to do, land that thing on its back?’

“The et stream caught me,” Ben said defensively, climbing into the sand-cat.

“Wadll, what did you expect?’ Peterson was abig man, with ashock of snow-white hair like most
Spacer men. “Y ou never heard of null-gravity, | suppose? Y our dad nearly swallowed histongue.”

“Count on him to be watching,” Ben said sourly. “What does he want mefor, anyway?’

Peterson ignored the question for amoment as he mustered the ground crew to haul Ben' s ship—onits
bent landing skids—up to the hangar. Then he turned the sand-cat around on its caterpillar tracks and
headed toward the house again. “Right now he may just want to take abelt to you,” he answered Ben
findly. “Hewas't the only one watching that little perform-ance.”

A moment later Ben saw what the big man meant. The House of Trefon, like all Spacer homes built on
Mars or the mgjor asteroids, was artfully concealed from detection from above. But as the sand-cat
ground up the hill toward the bubble-enclosed buildings, Ben could see that the hangar areawasfilled
with private space craft. A dozen small shipswere here, old and new, with the ground crew working
franticaly to service them. Some of them Ben recognized a once: there was old Mitsuki Mikuta stiny
private ship up againg the hangar wall; Dan O’ Brien’ s flambuoyant yellow craft was be-ing polished
down by three of the ground crew, and across the hangar he could see Roger Petro’s new
black-and-white family cruiser.

Ben stared at Peterson. “Isthe whole Council here?’

“Pretty near it,” Peterson said. “ And the rest will be here before long.”

“But why? What' sgoing on?’

Peterson shrugged. “ Ask your dad. They don’'t ask my permisson for a Council meeting.”

Ben fought down hisrisng alarm, but it wouldn't work. “Y ou must have heard something,” he pleaded.
“ThisisTt going to sl theraid, isit?1 mean, they aren't going to call it off for some reason?’

Peterson hauled the sand-cat in through the airlock of the plastic bubble, and snapped the motor off.
“Look,” he said patiently. “Just ask your dad, huh? 1’ ve got a hunch he’ slooking for you.”

“| suppose,” Ben said gloomily, climbing down to the hang-ar floor. “Waéll, thanksfor thelift.”

“Anytime,” Peterson said. “And Ben, if you need some liniment for your backside later on, | think | can
find somein the shop.”

Ben grinned and started up the ramp that led into the house. Strong and silent, that was Elmo Peterson.
But thistime, somehow, EImo’ s slence had an ominousring toit. It was no accident that the Spacer
Council was convening on the eve of amgjor Earth raid. Ben Trefon was certain of that. And if he had



suspected trouble when his father’ s sum-mons came, he was sure of it now.

The House of Trefon on Marswas not large, as Spacer houses go. Y ou could find adozen larger
houses scattered here and there across the surface of Mars, or on Juno or Ceres, on Ganymede and
Europa of Jupiter, or even on Titan and Japetus of Saturn, if you knew whereto look for them. Probably
no more than adozen Spacer familieswere ever living in the House of Trefon at any onetime... and yet
thishousg, like dl large Spacer houses, was a buzzing com-munity in itsdf, with its own warehouses and
storerooms, its own schools, its own |aboratories and its own fabricating plants. And like other Spacer
dwellings, Ben Trefon thought, it had an uncanny air of impermanence about it, asthough it had been
thrown together willy-nilly, apiece a atime, and might suddenly vanish again overnight injust as
haphazard afashion asit was built.

Partly, of course, the architecture of the place led to thisfedling: thetdl, spidery arches, the vast
expanses of the dome-ceilinged rooms, the shimmering movement of the plastic sheet wals. Spacers had
enough of tight quarters and enclosed spacesin their ships; in their houses they wanted space, and
freedom and long vistas. But even more important, the houses reflected the people who lived in them. No
Spacer, once he was out of his childhood classrooms, ever seemed to stay in one place very long at a
time. Spacerslaughed with open scorn at the crowded, hive-like cities of the Earthbound people, and
redly fdt completey a home only in the cabins of their roving ships, moving at will through the length and
breadth of the solar system, through the familiar blackness and the sweeping distances of interplanetary
space.

Y et Ben Trefon now felt a surge of pleasure and content-ment as he walked up the ramp and into the
great receiving hdl of hisfather’' s house. He sniffed at the familiar tinge of ozonein the artificia
atmosphere and listened to the soft, solid thump of hisfeet on the red sandstone flagstones as he crossed
through to the private wings of the house. Hewas asmall, wiry youth with aspring in his step and the first
hint of premature gray in his hair. With the rich oxygen ratio in the house his cheeks were pinker than
usud, and he felt the usud exhilaration in spite of the worry that was nagging at hismind.

He crossed the concourse leading to the community center and common rooms. Onceinsde his
family’ s private quarters, he checked the call board and saw that only half a dozen families were checked
in. Heredlized then what it was he had missed as he came in through the entry hal. There had been no
sgn of the crowd of smal boyswho were usualy running and shouting, chasing each other to befirst to
greet him on other occasions when he had returned to the House of Tre-fon.

Ben scratched his head, flipped on the daylight screens, and dropped his space pack on acanvas
armchair aslate after-noon light filled the room. Thiswas a combination study and living room, with
books and tapes piled in disorderly array against the plastic walls, farther back were the sun deck and
the deeping quarters, the only part of the private quarters that Dad ever managed to keep as neat and
sparkling aswhen Mom was alive. Ben drifted from room to room, eager to see hisfather, wondering, as
he had wondered so often before, if thingswould have been different for them al if hismother had lived
long enough for him to know her. Not that he didn’t get along with Dad; they were friends, and they
respected each other. But always there were Spacer affairs to be taken care of, reportsto prepare for
the Council, plansto be made, and never somehow quite enough time for father and son to get to know
each other well.

Ben Trefon felt hisfather’ s presence in the room before he heard him. Ivan Trefon might have been a
carbon copy of his son, except for the added years that showed in the lines of hisface and the whiteness
of hishair. Hetook off his glasses and stared at his son for along moment, then touched hisforehead ina
mock sdute. “ So the astronaut returns,” he said wryly. “Welcome home. For aminute there | thought old
Dusty Red had you for sure.”

Ben flushed at the old Spacer nickname for Mars, and at the gentle warning his father wasimplying. He
knew aswell as any Spacer theterribletoll of lives old Dusty Red had taken before ships had been
equipped with null-gravity units. “I migudged it,” Ben said. “1 should never havetried landing without
null-grav.”

Ivan Trefon chuckled. *Y ou don't look very penitent, some-how. Just be glad alicense ingpector



wasn't watching you land. Y ou’ d have gone back to the practice shipsfor the next five years.” The older
man regarded his son quizzicdly. “Though | haveto give you credit. Once you' d trapped yourself, you
pulled it off pretty wdl. I’d have goneinto the Rift for sure.”

“They teach usto fly shipsthese days, not just pull levers,” Ben replied. “And that was one of the new
S-80's, too. Have you ever flown one? They make the old four-seaters |ook like cargo ships, handle so
smoothly you hardly know you' re out there.” He hesitated, trying to read hisfather’ sface. “I should have
been checking in a the rendezvous with that ship right now, dad. Asitis, I'll missthefind briefing. Why
did you want me here?’

Ivan Trefon looked suddenly older, and very tired. “Maybe just an old man’swhim. Wanted alook at
my boy before he left on hisfirst raid.”

“And the Council meeting? Ben said. “Isthat an old man’swhim? Y ou aren’t that old, dad. What's
gonewrong? Some-thing surely has. And it’s got something to do with theraid. What isit?’

The older man turned away and shrugged his shoulders. “It' svery smple,” he said quietly. “1 want to
gop thisraid. I’ ve been trying ever since it was planned. I’ ve spent the last three daystrying to get the
Council to put the brakes on it, and so far | haven’t won. It' s beginning to look asif I’'m not going to,
either.” He looked across at Ben. “ So there you haveit.”

Ben'seyesreflected his astonishment. “ Stop the raid? But | don’'t understand. Why?’

“Becauseit hasto be stopped.”

“That' sno answer, and you know it.”

Ivan Trefon smiled ruefully. “ So the Council has been tell-ing me. If | had a better answer, maybe
they’d ligen.” He stopped smiling and looked at Ben. “Thisisyour firg rad, isn't it?’

“Thefirst rea one. I’ ve been down twice with a scouting party, and once on amock raid, but never
thered thing before.”

“What do you know about this raid? What' s your objective? What are you striking for?’

“Food,” Ben Trefon said. “Wheat, beef, staples... sup-plies are getting low, and we can’t live on
Martian barley.”

“Where sthe dtrike point?’

“North American mid-continent. There' sa central food warehouse there with over a thousand whesat
storage bins. Our contact men aready have them rigged with null-grav units. All we need isan orbit ship
to scoop them in, and a crew to go down and activate the units.”

“And fight off the guard units stationed in thewarehouse,” Ivan Trefon said.

“Even that’s been taken care of,” Ben said eagerly. “ The word has been leaked out that our strike
point will be a South American food dump. And they’ ve garrisoned that one to the teeth and pulled most
of the guard strength away from thered objective.”

“And what about women?’ the older man said.

“Wadll, there sthat on any raid, naturally,” Ben said. “But the last raid filled the quota pretty well, so
only thefirg-timers are expected to bring back girlsthistime.” He shrugged disgustedly. “ Matter of fact,
that’s all my persona orderswill et medo onthisraid... find agood mauki pros-pect and haul her back
here. But you aready know al this. The Council has the whole plan from the Raid Commander. Why are
you asking me?’

“To seeif you know what you' rewaking into,” Ivan Tre-fon said.

“Wéll, there' snothing very exciting about kidnapping agirl,” Ben admitted. “But on the next raid they’ |l
let me do more.”

Hisfather nodded dowly. “If thereisanext raid.”

Suddenly Ben could fed thetension in the air, the strain and tirednessin hisfather’ svoice. “ Dad, what
are you talking about? What' swrong? Why did you cal me down here?’

“Because | don’t want you to go on thisraid.”

“Y ou mean you want meto scratch?’

“That sright. | want you to scratch.”

Ben was dlent for amoment, staring at hisfather. Then he Sghed. “Dad, look. | know that the raids
are dangerous. But I’ ve been training for weeks. | can take care of mysdlf.”



The older man shook his head impatiently. “It’snot that. If | let myself worry about you taking care of
yoursdlf, I’d have cracked up years ago.”

“Thenwhat isit? What' swrong?’

Ivan Trefon walked across the room to the light screen, and stared out at the darkening Martian
desert. The sun was a-mogt at the horizon now, bathing the rolling sand hillsin deep purple light. Already
the sky above was black, and the stars were showing by the hundreds. The old man turned and looked
at hisson sguardly. “I don’t know what’ swrong, not for sure,” hesaid. “1f | did, | swear that I'd tell you.
All'I know for sureisthat something iswrong. Something is go-ing on, down on Earth, that our best
intelligence men there can’t crack. The Earthmen have it under security wraps so tight that we can’t even
get atoeinthedoor. All we can get isrumors, but the rumors sound bad.”

“Rumors about what?’

“About ablow-out,” Ivan Trefon said. “Not just another of their Silly reprisals. Not just avigilante ship
coming out to kidnap and torture amauki or two. | mean ared blow-out.”

“But what else could they do?’ Ben asked increduloudy. “ They can’'t mount afleet againgt us...
anybody knowsthat.”

“I"'m not so sure,” hisfather said dowly. “How much do you know about what’ s been going on?’

“Y ou mean between Earthmen and Spacers?’

“That’ sright.”

Ben scratched hisjaw. “Well... | know what everybody else knows.”

“Likewhét, for ingtance?’

“That Earth istheirs and space isours. That they dammed the door on us centuries ago, and that
we' ve never been ableto break it open again. And that sometime we' Il grow strong enough to force the
door open so that wewon't have to raid them any more for food and women and other things we need.
Then we can come and go as we please on Earth and they can come and go as they please in space.”

Ivan Trefon shook hishead grimly. “It’sapretty dream, | know,” he said. “Even | used to believeit, a
long timeago.”

“Y ou mean you think that we' Il never have peace?’ Ben said.

“I'm afraid that’ swhat | mean.”

“But why not?’

“Becausethey hate us,” Ivan Trefon said. “ They hate us and they fear us. They fear the dightest
contact with us, asif we had some kind of horrible disease. | never redly redized how much they hated
us until we had the mesting last year with their emissaries.”

Ben stared. Y ou—you had a meeting with them?’

The older man nodded. “ The Council never released the news. It was a pretty ugly meeting, and we
learned later that they executed their own emissariesin space on their way home after their reports were
taped. They were afraid even to let them set foot back on Earth. But we learned alot from that meeting.”

“Likewhat?’

“A few smplefactsthat we d known for along time, but never redly believed,” Ivan Trefon said
wearily. “Welearned that Earth will never settle for peace with us. They won't even settlefor endaving
us. They want us dead. Every man, every woman, every child of us—dead. Those were their termsfor
peace. And now our contact men down there are worried. Money has been going somewhere, and they
can't find out where. In the past five years more and more of Earth’ stotal Iabor force has been working
on something that hasn’t gppeared on the public market. The standard of living has dropped over fifty per
cent, faams arelying idle, factories have closed down. Everything has been changing in thelast five years,
and now it’ sbeginning to look asif something isready to bresk loose.”

Ben Trefon was sllent for along moment. Then he shook his heed. “ And you think that whatever
they’ re doing is somehow tied into thisraid?’

“I think something isready to bresk. | think thisraid could be the trigger to set it off.”

“But don’t you seethat thisisall the more reason why | can't back out?” Ben said. “Dad, we can't
survive without the raids. Sooner or later somebody is going to have to go down there. And I’ ve been
tapped for thisraiding party. | can’'t say home just because you' re afraid something terribleisgoing to



happen.”

Hisfather looked up a him. “Y ou’ re determined to go, then.”

“Of course I'm determined to go. But I'm worried about you, now. Y ou sound—" Ben groped for
words.

“Likel’'mlosng my grip?’ Ivan Trefon laughed. “Like afrightened old man, trying to scare you away
with spooks?’

“Wel, maybe not,” Ben said soberly. “But you' re frightened, whether you know it or not. And there's
nothing to be frightened of. We ve been raiding Earth for centuries. Noth-ing different is going to happen
thistime than any other time.” Ben shrugged. “ So maybe they have some fancy plan for beating us off.
What do we care? The only thing they could possibly do to hurt us would be to mount afleet againgt us,
agpacefleet. And everybody knowsthey can't do that. They don’t know how, and they're afraid to
try.”

“I suppose,” Ivan Trefon said sadly. “Well, if you' re de-termined, nothing | can say isgoing to stop
you. But you can't say | didn’t try. Good luck, boy. And good hunting.”

Ben clagped hisfather’ shand. “I’ [l need both, if I’ m going to bring back amauki. Y ou might buzz EImo
in the shop and tell him | won't need that liniment, after al.” He turned and started for the door, hismind
gtill filled with uneasiness. What was it that was bothering Dad? What was it he was trying to say, and il
had left unsaid? At the door he turned back, searching hisfather’ stired face. “Was there anything el s,
before | go?’

Ivan Trefon shook his head dowly. “No, not really. Not now. But Ben—" He hesitated. “Y ou know
wherethe vaults are?’

“Y ou mean down below?’

The old man nodded. “ The lock was keyed to your hand-print the day you were born. There are
certain things which require attention there, after I’ m gone. When the time comes, | must count on you to
open the vault. Y ou will be responsi-ble for what you find there.”

“When the time comes?’

“If anything should happento me.”

“Of course. Y ou can count on it.”

Hisfather took adeep breath. “ Good,” he said. “Now you'’ d better move, before the night winds give
you arough takeoff.”

Moments later Ben Trefon was waking back through the deserted entry hall toward the ramp to the
hangar. Lights were coming on now, but there was still an eerie silence about the place, asthough some
portion of the life had somehow gone out of the House of Trefon. Ben frowned as he started down the
ramp, ill puzzling over hisfather’ slast words. Down in the hangar hislittle S-80 waswaiting, fully
fudled, the bent landing skid straightened and welded. His mind turned back to the excitement of the
forthcoming raid. He checked out for launching, climbed into the cabin and waited as the winches drew
thelittle ship out through the airlock and placed it on the long launching track.

And then, with aroar of power and the whine of antigravity enginesreverberating in hisears, Ben
Trefon lifted the little ship swiftly into the dark sky and watched the House of Trefon dwindle to a speck
on the Martian desert below him. Maybe when he came back, he thought, his father would ex-plain what
it wasthat he il had left unsaid. But somehow Ben knew, even now, that he was leaving behind in this
house something he would never regain. He shifted the con-trols gently, and watched as the ship moved
out from behind the disc of Mars and headed like atiny arrow in toward the orbit of Earth.

2 THERAID

SOMEWHERE FAR below the dark side of the planet Earth glowed dimly up in the ashen light from the
moon. Hardly breathing, Ben Trefon watched the greet gray disc loom steadily larger in the view screen
of his scout ship. For the hundredth time he checked the approach pattern of lights on the control panel
before him; each tiny fleck of light repre-sented one of his companion ships. He adjusted the contrals, felt
thelittle ship veer dightly as he brought it back into proper dignment with the others. Therewasno sign



of the other shipsin hisview screen. Thefla-black paint on their hullsreflected no light, and the ships
were darkened, moving toward their target like shadows out of the blackness of space.

From the perimeter of the dark planet below atiny fleck of light appeared, turning in adow curve, then
blinking out again asit moved into Earth’s shadow. It was an early warn-ing satellite, moving in alow,
watchful orbit around Earth. Ben smiled grimly to himsdlf. That would mean that Earth now knew the
raiders were coming. Long since, the great radar screens on the planet’ s surface must have picked out
the pattern of the raiding ships. over three hundred reflecting fragments of metal, moving in close
formation straight down toward the planet’ s surface from their rendezvous with the orbit ship hiding
behind the moon. The Earthmen knew the raid was coming, dl right, and Ben could imagine the furious
preparations going on below to greet the raiders at the ex-pected target Site.

But now the time for patience and planning was over. From this point on speed, striking power,
certainty of pur-pose and skill weretheraiders weapons asthey converged like a swarm of beeson a
target too late discovered to be properly protected. Each of the raiding ships, each of the men now
piloting a ship through Earth’ s atmosphere and gravitationd field had hisown individua assgnment. The
raid had been rehearsed; the advance planning had been per-fected, reviewed, revised and re-perfected.
It wasthis planning that had always, invariably, made the raids on Earth so successful. The Spacers had
no equalswhen it cameto navigationd skill. They had learned through the centuries to strike hard and
fagt, to get their work done and to get out, ways leaving behind them awave of confusion and terror.

Such raids were dangerous, of course, but Ben Trefon had had no time to consider the possible
dangers. He never gave thought to the fact that he might not leave the surface of thisplanet dive. As
aways, thegod of theraid was ample and explicit: five million tons of wheet stored in the granaries south
of the metropolis called Chicago in the center of the northern hemisphere continent; fifteen thousand tons
of dressed beef stored in the vast cold storage lockers of the packing plants alittle farther north in the
grest city; and last but not leadt, thirty women, not younger than fifteen years, not older than twenty-five,
to fulfill the quotarequired by the Spacer Council at thetime of itslast census.

Already the groundwork for the raid was finished. Spies on the planet’ s surface, their hair dyed to
conced thetell-tale whiteness, had worked for many nights excavating the grain storage units a target
ste and placing the antigravity rods beneath them, so that the raiders had only to connect the rods to their
ships generatorsto raise the bins up through Earth’ s atmosphere to a place where each orbit ship could
scoop them into itshold. A quick landing of afew dozen shipsin the right placeswasdl it would take;
fifteen minutes of swift work by the ships crews, while a covering crew fought rear-guard action with any
defending troopsthat ar-rived in time, afew swift moves, and the Spacers would have replenished their
dwindling supplies of staple foods once again.

The maukiswere adifferent matter. There it was amatter of swift movement, resourcefulness and
imagination on the part of the raiders assigned to kidnap them. Each of the thirty ships assigned was
responsible for one woman, and each pilot was responsible for his own escape with his booty. Even
though it was seldom discussed, every man in theraid-ing party knew ingtinctively that these women were
redlly the most critica prize of dl, asfar as ultimate surviva of the Spacer culture was concerned.

Like al the others, thisraid wasto follow arigid pattern. Preparations had been made monthsin
advance: first the drawingsto select the crew of the raiding ships; then the as-signment of jobs and the
selection of squad leaders; then the weeks of drilling and planning, with each anticipated move carefully
co-ordinated with dl the rest; the checking and dou-ble checking with the Spacer contact men stationed
on Earth to prepare the ground. There were the mock raids on any one of adozen specidly prepared
aderoidsin the vicinity of Asteroid Centra, and the intensive training of al the men who would pilot
ships, to be sure they were fresh in their knowl-edge of Earth meteorology, atmospheric conditions,
geography and the latest figures on defense entrenchments.

It was not unusud for araid to be Six or eight monthsin preparation. This particular raid had taken five
months of intensive hard work before the Raild Commander was satis-fied. At last the orbit ship, one of
the great spherica inter-planetary cargo ships of the Spacer fleet, was commissioned for theraid and
thrown into orbit toward the sun. And once again, asin so many raids before, the orbit ship and dl the
rest of theraiding flet, from thetiny S-80' sto the twenty-man cruisersthat handled the big null-gravity



generators, be-gan to take their placesin awide orbit around Earth, using the hidden side of Earth’s
moon for arendezvous point be-fore the raid began.

Inthefinal gathering at rendezvous the ships maintained gtrict radio and radar slence, converging on
the orbit ship for their last briefing. Up to that point the raid could be cancelled at any moment, either on
order from the Spacer Council or on advice of the contact men on Earth. But once zero hour had arrived
and the ships had begun their fina drive down to the surface of the planet, there was no stopping. The
raiders knew that from that point on they were on their own, that the success or failure of theraid wasin
their hands.

Ben Trefon had seen many pictures of the verdant planet that lay in his view screen now. He had seen
picture tapes of the ralling farm lands, carefully operated to provide the biggest possible food yieds for
the teeming millions of peo-ple living there. He had seen films of the huge stedl caves, the grest tiered
citiesthat spread over the largest part of the planet’ s surface, the hive-like homes of the Earthmen. He
had seen pictures of the rolling roads that criss-crossed the planet to carry food and supplies from
continent to continent, and of the underseafarmsthat grew algae and seafood, the staples of the
Earthmen’ sdiet. From time to time he knew that Spacer raids had struck at the huge floating harvest
rafts, many square miles across, which floated on the mgjor oceans of the planet and tended the undersea
crops.

But try as hewould, as he watched the planet gpproaching, Ben Trefon could not imaginewhat life on
aplanet such as Earth could be like. Earthmen were planet-bound; not only were their skillsin space
crude and feeble, they were bound by afear of space asred asit wasincredible to the Spacers. More
than once Ben had tried to imagine what it would be like to have been born in one of the stedl citieson
Earth, to grow up in the underground nurseries and recreation halls, rarely seeing the brightness of the sun
at the surface, or breathing the unprocessed air outside, living from birth until desth bound to the surface
of asingle planet without a bresth of hope of ever leaving it. More than once he had tried to imagine how
Earthmen must fed, living in congtant terror of invasion from the skies, with every movement of their lives
dictated by arigid martia law that bardly left them freedom to bregthe.

But try as he would, he could not imagineit. Of course, he had never actually set foot on Earth before.
He had never actualy seen an Earthman, and he certainly had never talked to one. But he knew about
them, he thought. He knew a good deal indeed. He had heard of their cruelty and viciousness, he knew
of their world of cold steel and humming machines, of the claiter of fireerms and the test-firing of their
great anti-aircraft batteries. He knew of the Earthmen’ sfear of space, even though he had never been
ableto understand it, and he had heard of the crud retdiatory raids and disciplinary par-ties Earth had
sent out into space from time to time in an effort to beat back the harassment of the Spacers. He had
heard that the greatest bravery, the ultimate courage that an Earthman could exhibit was to shoot down a
Spacer during araid. He had heard other stories, too, stories that were hard to believe of civilized
people, yet storieswhich fitted into the rest of the picture of Earthmen in hismind: stories of Spacers
captured dive during raids, imprisoned in stedl cages and hauled through the corridors and passageway's
of Earth’scitieslike animas before they were findly burned in public executions.

There had dways been such stories, and the war between Earthmen and the men of space had
dragged on aslong as he could remember, with endless series of blows and counter-blows, endless
successons of casudty listsfollowing the raids, and the mournful singing of the maukisin memory of the
men who never came back. Every Spacer knew that attempts had been made repeatedly to make peace
with the men of Earth, to do away with the raids and to permit peaceful commerce and
intercommuni cation between those who lived beyond the atmosphere of the mother planet and those who
lived on the surface. Y et every attempt had failed, and the war continued.

Static burst from theradio at his elbow, and Ben awoke from histhoughts. The planet nearly filled his
view screen now, growing larger by the minute, and the raider shipswere faling into an orbital pattern as
the Raid Commander in the flagship broke radio sllence. “All right, men,” his voice came through sharply.
“They’re aware of us now. All hands stand by your tracer rockets. They’ll throw up abarrage as soon as
they have ustracked. Now stand by for afina checkout.”

Ben corrected his controlsfor drift in the squadron forma-tion and turned his ear to the loudspeaker as



the commander began running down the list of squadsfor the final make-ready check.

“Cruiser squadrons, stand ready. Number one sound off.”

“First squad ready, Sir.”

“Duties?”

“Antigravity generators are fully functiona, Sr. We are warming up the gyros.”

“Then check those couplings again. Y ou won't have time to fiddle with them when we reach the strike
point. Next?’

“Second squad ready, Sir.”

Ben listened asthe fleet of ships sounded off in turn. They were entering abraking pattern now, nosing
down into the thicker layers of the planet’ s atmosphere. One by one the squad leaders answered mugter,
making no attempt at secrecy now. Ben heard his own squad leader, commanding about thirty ships,
sound off in response to the musgter.

“ Seventh squad ready, Sr.”

“Do your men havether target in mind?’

“Yes, dr. Top leve recregtion hall near the south city mar-gin. Fivered flaresto guide usin.”

“Then good hunting,” the commander said. “And remem-ber: no more violence than necessary. Use
your tangle-guns. Those girlsaren’'t maukis yet. Don't make it tough on the in-doctrination crews.”

Suddenly, down below, four flares of light appeared againgt the black disk of the planet, and awarning
signal began to buzz on Ben's control pand. The commander’ s checkout was interrupted by aburst of
static as another voice broke in sharply. “Now hear this, dl ships! Stand by for missile bar-rage. Ready
your homing shells. Those are big ones, and they’ Il have warheads.”

The flares on the surface of the planet seemed to grow larger, moving in acurving trgectory up toward
the orbit of the Spacer ships. Then, one by one, the main boosters of the ground-to-air missiles burned
out and the smaller guidance jetswere flaring on and off asthe missiles’ sengtive“noses’ began searching
out their targetsin the onrushing fleet. Ben gripped his crash bar tightly, watching for some sign of Spacer
counterfire. The missle flareswerelogt from view be-hind him now, but he knew they were till coming,
moving up swiftly toward the carefully pre-calculated interception point, each carrying acargo of death
for any invading ship it contacted. There was another salvo of the great missilesfrom below, and then
another, and gtill Ben watched and waited for the Spacer cruisers answering fire.

And then it came: adozen sparks of light appearing in the blackness around him asthe dark Spacer
ships|let go their defensive barrage. A swarm of interceptor missiles carrying tracers zoomed downina
great arc toward the oncoming war-heads. In hisrear view screen Ben watched the silent pano-rama of
red lights moving againgt the blackness. The Spacer barrage waslate; aready the warheads were within
pickup distance of the lead ships. And if awarhead missile got close enough to enter theinvading fleet's
approach pattern...

Somewhere below there was aviolent flare of yelow light, and then another. Two grest firebals
appeared like appari-tionsin the blackness as Spacer rockets at last reached the attacking missiles and
detonated their hydrogen warheads harmlessly in space. Moments later came athird burst below them,
too close for comfort, and afew seconds before inter-ception point the fourth exploded. Against the
enormous orange flash Ben could see the Spacer ships silhouetted as they moved relentlesdy down into
ther landing orbit.

Safefrom thefirgt four! But thiswas only the beginning. Missle flares were visble acrossthewhole
surface of the planet now, and on a sharp command five of the Spacer cruisers dropped out of formation,
moving down to arear-guard position twenty miles below and fifty miles behind the rest of the fleet.
Every Spacer ship carried avariety of de-fensive and offensive missiles, both air-to-air and
air-to-ground, but the cruisers were the defensive work horses of the Spacer fleet, prepared to stand off
the mogt vicious ground-to-air attacks. Now Ben could see salvo after salvo of air-to-air missiles bursting
from the bellies of the cruisers and zooming down to intercept the clumsy Earth wespons. Flegtingly, Ben
thought of hisfather’ swarning about some new defense plan the Earthmen had, and he smiled to
him-sdlf. There was nothing new about this. The same dow, awkward missiles, the same [aborious
attempts at interception that the Earthmen always tried, with equipment so far outclassed by the swift,



sengitive Spacer defensve wegponsthat it was dmost laughable. Not quite laughable, because afew
aways got through, and afew Spacer ships dways exploded in blaz-ing flares of orangelight, before the
fleet got down below the tactical range of the great missiles. Even o, the defensive at-tempt was feeble
and essentidly fruitless, and that was fine, Ben thought. If they want to throw away their hardware this
way, that’ s up to them.

Throughout the barrage, orders came for tactical maneuver-ing as the Raid Commander led hisfleet
deftly downward. Below acertain level they would be safe from the hydrogen warheads. As Ben moved
his own controls to conform to the changing attack pattern, he saw amighty flare up ahead—one of the
lead Spacer shipswas struck. The Earth missile hurled itstons of explosive violenceinto the very
spearhead of the Spacer approach pattern, closely followed by a second. “All right, men,” the
commander’ svoice said. “ They’ ve spotted our pattern. Now take battle formation. Drop down and
rgjoin over the strike point.”

Ben threw his control leversforward, veering his ship out of the vortex of destruction up ahead, and
nosing it down deeper into the thickening atmaospheric blanket of the planet. Thelittle ship’sskin
temperature began to rise, and he navi-gated on his own, trying to gauge his speed by the approach to
critical skin temp. Speed and agility were essentia now, but unwary ships had literally burned themselves
to cinders by trying to move down too swiftly. Thiswas the danger area, the missile belt where every
Spacer ship had to rely on its own protective devices. In order to make as poor targets as possible, it
was routine for raiding fleetsto spread themselves over millions of square miles, each pilot taking a
course with but one goal in mind: to drop down to the surface, decelerate as swiftly as atmospheric
friction would dlow, and somehow stay divein the process.

For al the great distancesto be covered, the Spacer shipswere coming in fast. The dark planet’s
surface gave way to atwilight zone, and then full daylight as they moved around into the sun. Ben could
see the fleecy white cloud layers cling-ing to the planet’ s skin like agreat fur coat. There was arift inthe
clouds, and the shattering glare of water reflecting the sun struck his eyes. He was over ocean now.
Momentslater he was skimming into thicker atmosphere, one hand on radio control as he sent out feeers
to locate the other shipsin his squad.

One responded; then another. Presently he could see the other ships, moving in with him to gather for
their landing pattern, and the squad leader was calling signals. Now they were back acrosstwilight to the
dark side of Earth; the clouds opened up and they could see below them the pattern of sur-face lights
outlining first the coagtd cities of the western hemisphere northern continent, and then the vast blanket of
light from the interior metropolis they were seeking, extend-ing north and south for three hundred miles
and east and west for two hundred: the city of Chicago with its seventy million people and the food
storage warehouses designed to keep them fed.

Ben smiled in satisfaction. They had moved in so fast that blackout had not even yet been
accomplished. A dower op-eration and they would have had to search their way with flares and follow
directiond signdsfrom their contact men below. Now Ben was following the sgnas of his squad leader
amogt automatically, obeying landing ingtructions asthe anti-aircraft flack burst on al sides of him. One
of his com-panion shipswas struck and burst gpart in air, but Ben did not fater at the controls. He
worked his null-gravity controls now, leading the ship down in adescending spiral. Some-where below
bright red ground flares gppeared in apattern of afive-pointed star; moments later, with his null-grav
en-gineswhining Ben st hislittle ship dowly down in the center of the area marked by the flares, felt the
ship jar asit gently settled to astop.

He was on target zero.

Whatever Ben Trefon had expected to see when he landed his S-80 at the strike point designated for
him, he was un-prepared for the nightmarish scene that greeted him as he checked the tangle-gun at his
belt and threw open the lock to step down on the surface of the planet Earth for the first time.

Their approach had been so swift, and the landing flares set off so shortly before their ships touched
down that blackout in the target area had been incomplete and, on the concourse outside, the raiding
ships were faced by a panic-stricken and hysterical mob. Ben' s ship had settled down on abroad stedl



thoroughfare lined with shops and gardens, with agreet brightly lighted hal just acrossthe strip from his
ship. A dozen other S-80' s had landed in the vicinity, dl but encircling the hall, and as Ben stepped down
on the meta surface of the concourse, the frantic scurrying of people, obvioudy interrupted without
warning in the midst of their evening business on the concourse, reminded him of apack of space mice
scurrying for cover in acargo ship’s hold when the lights suddenly went on. Sirenswere screaming in his
ears as he jumped down, sgndling his companions from the other ships, and somewhere in the distance
he heard arattle of gun-fire and a series of explosions that seemed to shake the metal roadway .

They had landed on a promenade, located at the surface level of the great stedl Earth city, ametd strip
that seemed to extend for milesin either direction, with open air shops, res-taurants, recreation halsand
solariums. Ben knew something of the ways of city life on this crowded planet; he knew that these
surface promenadesin the open air were largdly the do-main of the wealthy and influential on Earth, for
there smply was not enough surface room on the planet to allow al mem-bers of society to have free
accessto the top levels of the city areas. Even so, the promenades were usualy crowded with pleasure
seekersin the evenings, and it was only the arrival of unexpected company that had created the
pandemonium that greeted his eyes now.

People were fighting and screaming to gain entrance to the buildings, to get under cover somehow from
the attackers. Lights aong the promenade were going out in rapid succes-sion, and surface carswere
scurrying up and down the thor-oughfare and ducking off into secondary dleyslike frightened beetles
scurrying under rocks. Inside the recreation hall near-est to Ben' s ship there were shrieks and shouts as
someone bellowed at the top of hislungsfor order. Crowds of young people, who had been enjoying the
freedom of the open air just afew moments before, were now rushing for the escala-tors and elevators
leading down into the heart of the city, and people were trampling and fighting their way toward light
switchesin an effort to black out the hal and surrounding area.

Ben snapped on the powerful searchlights on his S-80, flooding the entrance to the recreation hal with
light. Two other raider craft had landed close to him: now searchlight beams appeared on the far side of
the hal, and Ben knew that Spacer ships had encircled the placein landing. The pilot of the nearest ship
waved a Ben, tangle-gun in hand, and ran across to meet him, panting.

“Let’sget in there and stop those eevators,” he cried. “ They’ re going down the escalators like rats
down achute!”

“Where arethe others?” Ben said.

“Coming in from the other sde. But we d better move. The place will be empty in afew minutes.”

Ben nodded, and they moved toward the recrestion hall entrance as two other raiders joined them.
Ben held histangle-gun at ready, fingering the grenades a his belt with the other hand. Two young men
with terror-filled faces were blocking the entrance, unarmed, and Ben and his cohorts bore down on
them. Ben caught the first man afull body block, shoving him aside with sheer momentum; the Spacers
behind him fol-lowed close as he crashed through the entranceway. Once in-side the raiders scattered to
take up pre-planned stations about the room.

The escaators were their first concern. Already they were carrying loads of people down, atangle of
struggling arms and legs, but moving down inexorably. Asthey saw the Spacers crowd through the
entranceway, some dove headfirst down the escalator chutes. Ben threatened the crowd at the escalator
entrance with his tangle-gun, motioning them back until the moving staircase had carried itsload down
and stood empty. Then he tossed a grenade down the chute, and the escalator gears ground to a halt.
There was another ex-plosion as a grenade smashed the elevator doors and another as the cables were
wrecked. In less than two minutes the hall was sedled up, with no exit unguarded. Two large men rushed
Ben with angry shouts, he waited coolly until they were close enough, then triggered the tangle-gun,
aming at their feet. The egg-shaped gray pellet smashed on the floor beneath them, sending up twisting
black tendrils of tangle web that stopped them as though they had been poleaxed. Both tumbled to the
floor, struggling againgt the powerful ad-hesive of the tangle web, bound tighter and tighter asits
molecular structure tightened the more they fought to extri-cate themselves. Nobody ever died from an
encounter with atangle web, but anybody caught in one would be held for hoursin itstenacious tendrils,
able to breath but not much more, until the molecular activation gradualy seeped away and alowed the



victim to release himsdlf.

For thefirst time, Ben had amoment to look around. Hewasin ahdl such as he had never seen
before. One of the walls was lined with crowded bookshelves; there were chairs and tables scattered
around for lounging, and againgt the far wall was abig stone box set into the wall with aroaring fire of
wood—precious wood!—burning insde. In another large room off to the right were handball courts and
abasketbd| floor, and off to the left—Ben stopped and peered in amaze-ment, hardly believing hiseyes.
He was looking into another room, with ahuge tank of water sunk into the floor. Even now peoplein
skin-tight clothes were struggling to get out of the water and up onto the dry floor. At first Ben thought
that the tank was occupied only by men. Suddenly, he realized that some were wearing tight rubber caps
and decidedly were not men.

He shouted to his companions:

“Herewe go, boys! Over here!”

A dozen Spacerswere now in the hal, guarding the exits with tangle-guns. Half adozen joined him at
the entrance to the pool, and began roaring with laughter at the wet, dripping Earth people crowding
againg thewall. “All right,” Ben said sharply. “Y ou men ped off to theright here. No funny busi-ness and
nobody will be hurt.”

The men stood frozen, looking first at the girls huddled at the side of the poal, then at the advancing
Spacers. “Come on, move!” Ben said. Reluctantly the men began to move.

Ben and two others crossed the room while the rest of the Spacers covered them from the doorway.
The girls crowded back against the wall. Some were sobbing; othersjust looked angry or indignant.

“Volunteersfirs,” Ben said.

Nobody budged. In the main hall arenewed clamor was arising, and Ben heard aréttle of gunfire from
somewhere out-side. “Come on, we can't wait dl night.” He motioned the first girl with histangle-gun.
“Y ou, now. Get moving.”

“Moving where?’ the girl sngpped angrily.

“Out of here,” Bensaid. “You'regoing for aride.”

“You can't dothis” thegirl returned. “ Y ou can't just walk in and kidngp—"

“Ma am, you' d be surprised,” Ben said. “Y ou can argue later. Right now you can either walk out or
be carried out. Whichiisit to be?’

Furious, the girl stalked past him. Another followed as he motioned to her, and another. At the same
moment three of the Earthmen rushed one of the guards. All three were stopped by tangle webs, and
one, struggling heplessy, tum-bled headfirst into the pool.

“Haul him out,” Ben shouted to the guard. “Theidiot will drown. But the next one that interferes gets
tossed in.”

By now amost adozen girls had been taken into custody by waiting Spacers, and they started across
the main hdl toward the door. Now the Earthmen, goaded toill judgment, tried to movein in abody;
tangle-guns popped, and the men shouted and strained at the sticky webs. Ben's gun recoiled in hishand
as he placed ashell under the feet of an onrushing man; the attacker twisted to get free of the entangling
strands and tumbled to the floor, roaring with anger and shaking hisfist at Benin helplessrage.

But Ben was busy hel ping his companions single out the girls who gave some outward appearance of
spirit and fight. There was no way to guess from acasua glance what kind of mauki agirl might become,
but experience had proven that the cringing ones would be more burden than blessing in the long days of
re-education and indoctrination that lay ahead of them. In afew momentsthefull quotaof girlswasfilled
except for one; Ben' seye caught asmall, attractive girl who had been edging through the group toward
thefar sde of the room.

Ben pointed afinger a her. “You,” hesaid. “Comedong.”

The girl’ s bathing cap had come off, revedling acrop of sandy-colored hair. There were large freckles
across her nose and cheeks, and a dangerous light in her blue eyes as she stopped and turned toward
Ben.

“Youdon't want me” shesaid. “I’m pretty ugly.” Asif to demonstrate her undesirability, she looked
cross-eyed and stuck her tongue out at him in ahorrible grimace.



Bengrinned. “You'll do,” he said. “Come on, hop!”

“But | likeit here.” Thegirl waswaving her handsfranti-cdlly, asif trying to sgnal. Ben thought for a
moment he glimpsed alight-haired youth flip hishand in an answering sgndl.

The hubbub outside wasincreasing. One of the guards at the door shouted at Ben. “Let’sgo, boy.
WEe ve got agoon squad coming up on usoutside.”

“All right,” Ben said to the sandy-haired girl. “Moveon, or I'll carry you.”

The girl gave him along, angry look and, then started past him toward the door. As she came near she
jumped at him, quick asacat, brushing histangle-gun aside with one hand and hitting him full in the chest
with her knees. Ben crashed to thefloor, the girl till on his chest, kicking with onefoot at the hand that
held the tangle-gun. Fighting off nails and teeth, Ben twisted hisbody out from under the girl, jerking her
ankle and toppling her over on her back. She kicked him in the shin, and jumped to her feet again with a
cry, once more rushing him. But thistime he was ready. He stepped aside swiftly, shooting out hisleg to
trip her. Seconds later atangle-gun charge popped on the floor, and the girl was busy trying to fight off
the twisting adhesive strands that wrapped around her arms and legs. Without ceremony Ben took one
arm and the opposite leg, hoisted her to his shoulders like asack of meal, and headed for the door at a
dead run.

In the main hall there was a confusion of noise and moving figures, and out on the promenade there
was gunfire. Some of the searchlights had aready gone out on the waiting ships, and Ben found himsdlf
tripping over peoplein the dim light. Then agiant flare burst outside the recreation hall, and adozen
Earthmen, gathering their wits, started converging on him and hiswriggling burden. He il gripped his
tangle-gun, and cleared a path, but people were grabbing at hisarms and legs as he twisted acrossthe
room. Two men blocked hisway at the door; he headed straight for them, saw one of them dive for his
legs, deftly side-stepped and shoved the man’ s hulk into the path of the other as he burst out onto the
promenade.

Once outside, he paused to make sense out of the con-fusion. A squad of Earth police had arrived and
weretrying to deploy themsalvesto prevent the Spacers from regaining their ships, but with the girlsas
hostages the raiders were safe from gunfire. A shout went up from the onlookers as Ben came out the
door, and three uniformed men headed in his direction. Somebody shouted, “ There he goes! Get him!”
Andthen, “Hold it—he'sgot agirl!”

Acrossthe way there was amighty explosion, and the Spacer ship next to Ben' s blossomed into aball
of yellow flame. Some of his companions were making dashesfor their shipswith girlson their shoulders,
two had aready been re-lieved of their booty and were struggling in the arms of police. Ben heard the
whine of bullets asthey ricocheted off the meta promenade.

For amoment it looked hopeless. Then Ben heard the whir of antigravity generators, and one of the
raiding shipslifted suddenly from the ground, followed by another and another. At least some of them are
getting away, he thought grimly. He measured the distance to his own ship, then rolled the girl off his
shoulder and held her like ashield againgt his chest as he faced the spotlights of aconverging circle of
guards. He ducked around the folding chairs and tables strewn in his path as an attempt was made to
barricade him. Then he concentrated on careful use of histangle-gun chargesto hamper his lants. Six
or seven more ships lifted as he made hisway across the promenade, and then the open hatch of hisown
ship loomed nearby. With the last of his strength he hoisted the girl up into the hatchway and fell into the
ship behind her, damming the hatch shut with aclang.

It was only then that he saw the blond-haired youth inside the ship, aming an automatic pistol a his
chest from acrossthe cabin.

Ben Trefon was never certain exactly what happened next, nor exactly how it happened. There had
been times before when he had moved dmost by ingtinct, assessng aSituation and acting upon it inthe
same split second; sometimes Spacers' lives depended upon that kind of ingtinctive ac-tion. He knew
that with the girl on the floor he had nothing to shield him, and he knew the youth's pistol could kill him.
In amatter of minutes, the police outside would have the hatch pried open. The answer was clear inthe
same split second. His only possible safety wasin space.

Without hestation Ben dammed his hand down on the con-trol bar, fully activating the null-grav units.



In the same move-ment he dove across the cabin at the intruder. He heard the gun go off, amillion miles
away, and fdt searing pain in his shoulder. Then he and the youth were rolling on the cabin floor, fighting
for control of the hand that held the gun. Ben grabbed the young man’ swrist, dammed the gun hand on
the deck, and heard the weapon clatter across the room. The youth caught Ben in the chest with hisfedt,
hurling him across the cabin and diving for thelost gun. Throughiit dl the girl puffed and struggled in the
tangle web, shouting encourage-ment to her would-be rescuer and hurling imprecations at Ben.

Suddenly, it was over. Ben'shand closed on the pistol, and he twisted to his feet, holding off his
attacker with awarning gesture. The Earthman looked at him, and started for the hatchway. Ben shook
his head. “ Better take alook outsidefirst,” he panted.

The Earthman followed Ben' s eyesto the view screen, and stared in horror. Throughout the fight the
ship had been rising on its null-gravs, now Earth was ahuge disc in the sky, dwindling visbly asthe
atomic enginestook hold and hurled the ship away from the planet. The intruder shook his head
helplesdy as he watched his home planet receding before his eyes. “We re—in space,” he said weakly.
“You got away.”

Ben frowned at him and, alittle confused, peered at the girl. Therewasasimilar nasa twang in their
voices, and now Ben could see asmilarity in their facestoo. Both of his captives had the same stubby
noses, the same sandy hair and the same crop of freckles. Both were watching him with angry blue eyes.
For amoment Ben didn’t comprehend. Then he burst into helpless laughter.

His part of the raid had gone according to plan—amost. His orders had been to kidnap a girl, and by
the moons of Jupiter he had kidnapped one.

The trouble was, he had also kidnapped her brother. And that, unfortunately, was not part of the plan.

3 TOOMANY PRISONERS

BEN TREFON'’ S first overwhelming impulse wasto get rid of the intruder, somehow: land again and
throw him off the ship, release him in alifeboat, do anything, but get him off the ship a any cost. He
smply could not be dlowed to stay. The Spacer Council would never tolerate it, and neither would
common human decency. Kidnapping awoman was one thing. Kidnapping aman was something else
entirdly, for it violated one of the most basic laws of Spacer relations with Earthmen.

Ben gripped the pistal, glaring at his unwelcome captive and rubbing his aching shoulder. It fdt as
though a mule had kicked him there; actualy, the discharged bullet had barely scratched the skin, but to
Ben it seemed thefina insult. Why did it have to happen to him? Everything going exactly as planned, the
kidnapping squad working as a perfectly organ-ized team, the Earthmen behaving exactly as
predicted—and now thefly in the ointment.

Of course it was easy to see what had happened. The youth must have redlized the futility of trying to
stop Ben on the ground after seeing the tangle-guns doing their harmless but effective work. So he had
donewhat must have seemed logica: waiting outsde the hal until he saw where Ben wastaking the girl,
and taking advantage of the delaying action on the promenade to sneak aboard the ship before Ben got
there. Not counting on the Spacer’ s resourcefulness, and not understanding how null-gravity engines
worked, the youth must have thought he could prevent Ben from getting off the ground if he could only
get into the ship’scabin.

Probably thought | had to crank up the motor like an air compressor, Ben thought sourly. Obvioudy
the Earthman hadn’t even known they were spaceborne until Ben had pointed to the view screen. And
now, as Earth rushed away from the little ship, Ben was beginning to wish fervently that he hadn’t moved
quite so fast. Earth’ swomen were acritica and necessary link in the Spacer’ s pattern of surviva, and as
long as kidnapping was the only way to recruit them, kidnapping was part of the game. If an Earth man
came into space voluntarily, that was his own lookout, but to force aman out into the area of heavy
cosmic radiation was something € se atogether.

Because nobody knew for sure how many hours in space an Earthman could tolerate before he
becamefinally and ir-revocably a Spacer.

Staring at his unwelcome passenger, Ben searched hismind for a solution. Take him back again?



Impossible now. Anti-aircraft shellswere burdting al around the ship, blossoming into yellow flares of
violence. Every few secondsin the view screen he could see alarge flare as one of the deadly
ground-to-air missiles caught up with afleeing Spacer ship, exploding on contact and blowing the ship
into fragments. Twice Ben had felt hisown ship jar dightly asit automaticdly fired itsown
gpace-to-space rockets to fight off attacking Earth mis-silesthat had picked up his ship in their homing
gghts

But something else was going on down on the planet’ s sur-face, something that didn’t fit the pattern of
Earth defenses against Spacer raids that Ben had learned so carefully. In half adozen areas on the dark
sde of the receding planet Ben could see wave after wave of yellow sparksthat flickered for afew
moments and then blinked out. They looked for al the world like the rocket flares of ships bang
launched, and Ben fdlt the hair on the back of his neck prickle for amoment even though he knew the
ideawasridiculous.

Whatever the flickering lights were, one thing was certain. He was not going to land hisship again just
to unload a stowaway, not through this kind of barrage. And alifeboat would never makeit down.
Maybe when they reached the Spacer orbit ship the commander would send the Earthman back after the
send-off barrage had dackened and hope that he hadn’t absorbed enough radiation to matter.

For the moment, though, they were stuck with each other. Ben shook hishead in disgust. “ Y ou redly
take the stupid prize,” he said to the youth. “Y ou made your big mistake when you climbed aboard this
crae”

Theintruder was dtill saring at the view screen asthough it werelying. “1 don’'t see how it’s possible,”
hesad. “ Therewas't any recoil.”

“Null-grav enginesdon't recoil.”

“And there sno way off thisthing?’

“You'resoright,” Ben said.

Onthefloor of the cabin the girl had given up struggling in the tangle web, findly redizing that if shelay
perfectly till the adhesive bands stopped tightening around her arms and legs. The youth looked down at
her and shook his head. “ Sorry, kid,” he said softly. “It looks like we' re out of luck. He' s pulled avay
cleen”

Tearswereforming inthegirl’seyes. “You shouldn't havetried it. Y ou should have just let me go.”

“Wadll, it' sal over now. Maybe it won't be too bad for you. And if he has any decency maybe he'll
makeit quick for me.” He gripped the girl’ s shoulder for amoment, and turned to face Ben. “All right,”
hesad. “I’'mready any time.”

Ben blinked. “ Ready for what?’

“Don’'t makeit tough,” the youth said desperately. “Y ou’ ve got the gun in your hand.”

“You bet | have,” Ben said. “I"'m keeping it, too. Now if you'll kindly step way back, I’ break that
web loose so the girl can breathe.”

The Earthman didn’t budge. “Look,” he burst out. “Y ou’ ve got your prize, you' ve got what you came
for. What more do you want?’

Ben gared a him. “Y ou think I’m going to shoot you?’

“Wdl, what else?| don’t want to be aguinea pig for any of your inferna Spacer experiments.”

Ben snorted. “ Friend, I’ ve got trouble enough just having you aboard thisship dive. I'd have ared
mess on my handsif | brought you in dead, with your sister here to testify. Now get back against that
wall and shut up before | put you in atangle web.”

The Earthman moved back, obvioudy confused. Ben was angry; the intruder’ swords didn’t make
senseto him, and he didn’t fedl like pondering mysteries right then. Watching his captive out of the corner
of hiseye, he checked the control pandl, adjusted the drive afraction of a degree, and sarted the
automatic probe signa that would establish contact with his sister ships. Then he kndlt by the girl and
dtarted to cut the adherent strands of the tangle web with asmall hand unit.

The web was gentle but firm, adhering to itsdf but not to its victim as the inactivated strandsfell to the
floor like strips of gauze bandage. But the girl started struggling violently the moment he came near and
the webs tightened perceptibly.



“Jugt hold gtill,” Ben said. “ The more you fight the more they tighten up and the harder it isto get them
free”

Thegirl only struggled harder. Ben cut amass of strands that were holding her right arm behind her
neck; then he cut the left arm loose. Half-released, the girl twisted around sud-denly and bit hisarm as
hard as she could.

Ben jerked away. “ Say, stop that!”

“Then get away fromme,” the girl said vicioudy.

“I'monly trying to rlease you.”

“Don’'t you ever touch me!” thegirl said. “1f you so much as come near me you' re going to get bitten.”

Ben sat back and glared at her. The radio was chattering with incoming sgnas now, and the ship was
jarring violently as ground-to-air missiles exploded too close for comfort. In anger Ben snatched a
cleaning towel from the rack and un-ceremonioudy stuffed it into the girl’ s mouth, tying the cor-ners
behind her ears. “Now go ahead and bite,” he said. “I’'m going to get this web off before you choke
yoursdf init.”

She continued to struggle, making indignant noises through the towel, as Ben cut the rest of the tangle
web free. He dodged flailing arms and legs as she hit him in the jaw with her knee, and then in the pit of
the ssomach with a bare hed. Once she was untangled, he pulled away the gag. Her teeth were chattering
and she could hardly talk. “ Just keep away from me,” she cried, backing away from him and acrossthe
cabin toward her brother. “ Just don’t come near me.”

There was no doubting it: the girl wasterrified, amost in-coherent with fear. “I’m not going to touch
you,” Ben sad. “I’m not even going to lay afinger onyou.”

“Go ahead and lie,” the girl shot back at him. “Y ou can’'t fool me.”

Ben spread hishands helplesdy. “What' s she afraid of 7’ he asked her brother.

“What do you think she'safraid of ? What are we supposed to think you kidnapped her for?’

“To beamauki, of course” Ben sad.

“What' samauki?’

“Why, amauki’sa... amauki,” Ben said, staring at the youth. The Earthman sounded asthough he
had never heard the word before, and Ben' s confusion deegpened. What could he say to explain, if these
people were really ignorant of amauki’ s place in the Spacer world? That amauki wasthe wife of a
Spacer? His companion in the dreadful loneliness of a Spacer’ slife? The mother of hisboys? The proud
and loyd head of the Spacer family? A mauki wasdl of these things, of course, and far more that was
not so easy to ex-press—at least not now, to two hostile Earth people.

At the control panel the radio chatter was becoming more insstent by the moment, and Ben's
confusion gave way to suspicion. Earthmen couldn’t be this ignorant; it had to be atrick to draw his
attention away from the ship, and obvioudy escape had to comefirst. The girl was huddling againgt the
wall, her bathing suit till damp, her lips and fingers blue. Angrily Ben threw open the hatchway to the
rear compart-ment of the ship and pulled out abundle of clothes. “Here,” he said, tossing them to the girl.
“Get out of those indecent things and get some clothes on. And let’ s get something straight. I'’m going to
move this ship out to the rendezvous point one way or another. Y ou two can tay out of my hair while
I’'m doing it. If you don't, so help me I'll wrap you both in tangle webs and |et you choke until we get
there. Now take your choice.”

Thegirl clutched at the clothes and disgppeared into the rear compartment, damming the hatchway
behind her. Her brother relaxed and dumped down on astoal. “ Anything you say,” he said.

“What' s your name?’ Ben asked.

“Barron. Tom Barron. Her name is Joyce, and if you leave her donel won't interfere with you.”

The ship lurched again, violently. Ben caught a shock bar and sat down at the control pandl. If
anything, the barrage in space around them was becoming more intense, and the radio was chattering
incoherently. Ben twirled the did, search-ing for the command frequency that would connect him with his
squad leader, so that he could signal that he was away free and clear. He found the frequency, but there
was nothing but static, and a confused babble of voices. The ship was fol-lowing a pre-set escape orbit
for the moment; but without contact there would be no way to locate the orbit ship for rendezvous.



Five minutes later Ben was still searching for contact, with-out success. He could catch only fragments
of chatter from the radio. Somebody trapped on the surface was broadcasting frantically for arescue
craft; somebody else with acargo of wheat in tow between Earth and the moon had lost his null-gravs
and wastrying to reach a squad |leader before a ground missile found him asitting duck. From timeto
time ablanket of gatic blotted out everything. In growing aarm, Ben sent out his contact sgnd, but il
there was no answer.

Something was wrong. By now every ship that had cleared into space should have made contact and
be homing in on the orbit ship under direct radio control. Thisabove dl was crit-ical to an effective
escape; it had been rehearsed until every crewman knew the procedure to follow under every predictable
circumstance from heavy barrage to merely token re-gstance.

Once more the ship lurched, nearly throwing Ben out of his seat. He snapped on the rear view screen
intimeto see one of hisown air-to-air rockets flash out to intercept a pur-suing Earth missile. It
exploded, uncomfortably close, and the concussion wave jarred the ship again.

Suddenly, he saw something else. Asthe ship turned dight-ly in its outward course, the pae disk of
Earth’ smoon filled the view screen. Somewhere beyond, Ben knew, the orbit ship was waiting. But now,
as he started to look away, a dozen long black shadows moved out in silhouette across the moon's
yelow disk like phantomsin the blackness. They were mov-ing, and moving fast, moving outward,
aready far beyond his own ship.

They were not missiles. They weretoo large and swift for that, and they were moving into deep space
beyond Earth’ s orbit. A moment later they had passed acrossthe disk of the moon and were gone again
into blackness, far out of range of the escaping raiders.

Only one thing was possible. They were space craft. But they looked like no ships that Spacers had
ever launched.

Ben heard a swift intake of bresth and saw Tom Barron staring at the view screen over his shoulder.
“Did you seethat?’ Ben asked.

“I saw it,” Tom Barron said.

“What were they?’

The Earthman’ s eyes were bright. “ Ships,” he said. “Hun-dreds of ships, maybe thousands. That was
just one squadron.”

“Y ou mean Earth ships?’ Ben asked increduloudly.

But Tom Barron was shouting for his sigter, throwing the rear compartment open in excitement.
“They’velaunched thefleet,” he cried. “ Joyce, they’ ve doneit, just the way they promised! Thisraid
must have been thetrigger.”

Ben Trefon stared at them. The girl was dressed in baggy Spacer fatigues, three sizestoo large for her,
with the cuffs and deevesrolled up. She hugged her brother, squedling with excitement. “Did you
actudly see them?’

“No doubt about it. And if they’ ve thrown up one squad-ron, that must mean the wholefleet isgoing
out!”

“Going out where?’ Ben brokein.

Tom Barron laughed. “Y ou'll find out, soon enough. Don't worry, there won't be aone of you that
doesn't find out! Y ou think you can raid usand raid us, stedl our food, stedl our women—uwel, you'll
see. You've made your last raid.”

Numbly, Ben turned back to the control panel. It wasin-credible. Of course, Earth had aways been
heavily fortified for defensve action againg the raiders, even though their ig-norance of space techniques
had made their effortsfeeble. And it wastrue that Earth had even launched a punitive ex-pedition from
timeto timein futile attempts to strike back at the Spacers. Oncein awhile an Earth ship had hijacked a
Spacer patrol ship or asmal cargo ship moving through the Asteroid Belt, shooting down the crew and
guitting the ship. But these had been minor harassments to the Spacers, clumsy and foolish gestures and
nothing more. There had never been anything even approaching amagjor assault by Earthmen againgt the
Spacer strongholds. The very ideawasridiculous. Even if ships had somehow been buiilt, it took crewsto
man them. And that was the flaw. Crud and treach-erous as they were, everyone knew that Earthmen



were basically cowards when it came to spaceflight.

And deep space was no place for cowards.

Ben turned his attention back to hisradio. The whole idea of an Earth fleet attacking Spacers was
laughable. The shad-ows he had seen must have been missiles of some sort, some new defense
maneuver. Maybe that was what his father had been thinking of when he warned about trouble on its
way.

But one thing was certain: if he couldn’t establish contact with his squad leader and do it soon, he
would bein plenty of trouble trying to locate the orbit ship. He flipped off the auto-matic signa and began
transmitting by hand sgnd, carefully probing in dl quadrants of space around hisship.

Suddenly there was aresponse as awave of atic blotted out the blanket of overlying radio chatter.
“Squad 13 here,” avoice camethrough. “Who's contacting?’

Ben breathed asigh of reief. “Unit 4, Squad 7,” he said. “ Can you hear me?’

“Just bardly, but you' re coming through, Unit 4. Why are you contacting?’

“No response from Squad 7 leader,” Ben returned. “1’'m re-porting in for atrack on Orbit 3.”

There was aburst of static, and his contact became blotchy. He waited, then again caught the
message. “ Sorry, Unit 4. Squad 7 leader never got off, and the orbit ship has been hit. We're crippled
oursalves”

“Do you need hep?’ Ben fdt his hands trembling on the microphone. With the orbit ship knocked
out—

“You'd never find us,” Squad 13 came back. “ And we' re out of contact with the command ship—not
even sureit’ sfunctional—so it wouldn’t be any help. Follow disaster orders and get yoursdlf out of there,
boy. Any way you can. They'reredlly coming after us”

Static broke in again, and Ben snapped off the transmitter after avain attempt to re-contact. He took a
deep bresath, try-ing to think. Something had happened to the escape plan, something catastrophic
enough to disrupt communications a-most completely and throw the retreating raidersinto adis-aster
pattern. Of course, raid plans often had to be changed somewhat to get ships and their cargoes back to
the orbit ship safely, but disaster pattern meant disorganized retreat—essentialy every man for himsdlf
and don't ook for support.

And that could only mean that somehow thisraid had redlly exploded a powder keg.

Therewas only one thing to do—to move and move fast, forgetting organized plans and heading out
for the origina rendezvous point by any means he could get there. If theraid till had acommand ship, it
would be waiting there to collect the stragglers and direct their orbits home.

Ben turned to his captives and pointed to the acceleration cots at the rear of the cabin. “ Strap down,”
he said.

“What are you planning to do?’ Tom Barron asked.

“I’'mgoing to travel,” Ben retorted. “And if you two don’t want to be squashed against the bulkhead,
you' d better strap down tight.”

“Y ou'rewasting your time,” Tom Barron said. “ There’ sno place for you to go. Y ou people are going
to be wiped out of the sky.”

“Maybe s0,” Ben Trefon said. “But if you think I'm going to sit around and wait for them to come and
get me, you've got asurprisein store.”

They strapped down.

For Ben Trefon the next few hours were anightmare that taxed hisingenuity and navigationa skill to
the utmost. All of hislife he had been taught navigation; it was part of a Spacer’ s heritage to pilot ships.
He had grown from child-hood with intimate contact and knowledge of the great wil-derness of space
that lay beyond planetary boundaries in the solar system. But he had never before been forced to put dl
of hisknowledge to the test so abruptly or under such pres-sure.

He knew that until he had contacted his command ship and joined with the other raidersinto some sort
of organized re-treat he was a Sitting duck for any kind of assault weapon the Earth forces choseto
throw at him. A squadron of ships could provide ablanket of protective coverage for themselves, asingle



ship could depend only on its own small store of counter weapons. Now, as he accelerated to the limit of
his tolerance, he was even more vulnerable because he would have <o little time between detection of an
assault wegpon and the moment of explosion. Threetimesin rapid succession he “hooked” Earth
missiles, each time barely getting them detonated before they struck his ship. In the blackness around him
therewas no sign of other ships, but the periodic flash of acontact explosion on dl sidesof himtold him
that out in the blackness other raiding ships were following the same course he was.

At onepoint in hiswild flight his scanning radar picked up an unidentified object dmost directly in his
course. He dodged it, and hisfloodlights picked out the battered hull of another Spacer S-80 tumbling
end-over-end on awitless course, with agaping hole torn in her sde—a derdlict that would ulti-mately
take up itsown orbit around the Earth like a dis-carded first-stage shell.

Later he picked up the tentative probing of an Earth spy satdllite, one of the cruddly instrumented
gpace vehicles that Earthmen had thrown up in an attempt to identify approach-ing Spacer craft and
provide target information to assault weapons on the surface. Those vehicles had never donetheir job
very effectively, but thisonewasared threat now, point-ing a sure eectronic finger a Ben's ship and
proving stub-bornly tenacious when Ben tried to baffle its detection gpparatus with maneuvering. The
little S-80 lurched and bucked; Tom and Joyce Barron clutched the rails of their cots as Ben used his
ship’ssdejets and null-grav unitsin combination to try to shake off histormentor. Findly, in
des-peration, hefired three of hisfew remaning homing shels, hoping that in the confusion of objectsto
detect the satellite’ s detecting mechanism would break down. Luck waswith him; one of the shellstook
the spy satdllite out of the sky with aflash of bluelight, and Ben shifted course adozen timesin the next
ten minutesin hopes of 1osing the followup missiles that were bound to come.

Hisinstruments had cal culated the gpproximate rendezvous point. As the hours passed, Ben knew he
must be closing in on it, yet when he broke radio silence he could hear no response except disorganized
chatter. Presently even the chat-ter grew more sparse. He began to fedl strangely aone, asthough he
were the only ship left in the sky.

Then, abruptly, there was asigna from close at hand and another Spacer ship hailed him. It wasa
twenty-man cruiser, one of thelargest in theraiding fleet, and it was moving in a atangent to Ben's
S-80.

“Sound off and identify,” thesgna came.

“Unit 4, Squad 7,” Ben returned. “ Are you the command ship?’

“ThisisUnit 17, Squad 1,” the voice came back. “WE re taking command.”

“What' s happened?’ Ben said.

“WEe' ve been booby-trapped, that’ s what’ s happened.”

“But what about the orbit ship?’

“It took three shells. We had to abandon it, cargo and all. The Raid Commander is aboard here now.
Better stland by for briefing.”

There was a pause and some static. Then the commander’ s voice came across. “Unit 4? Isthat Ben
Trefon?

“Yes, sr. My squad leader didn’t makeit, I'm told. What happened?’

“No datayet,” the commander said. “All we know isthat we ve been hit hard. They’ ve actually
destroyed haf the raid-ing fleet, either on the ground or spaceborne. We velost our orbit ship and its
cargo aswell.”

It was worse than Ben had dreamed. No raid in centuries had lost more than five per cent of its ships.
“They must have known the strikepoint,” he said.

“There smoreto it than that,” the commander returned. “I’m afraid this has been aminor skirmish, so
far.”

“I don't understand, Sir.”

“I meanwe'reat war,” the answer came back. “ Somehow they’ ve raised an armada into space, and
it' s bypassed our raiding fleet altogether. Right now it's headed out for the Rings. That meansthey’re
actudly going to try to fight usin space. And from the count we have of their ships, we ve got awar on
our hands, not just adog fight.”



For along moment Ben was silent. It was true, then. The shadows had been ships—Earth ships. He
felt acold knot in the pit of hisstomach. “What are my orders, Sr?’

“Until we know what they intend to do, each ship in thisraid squadron should go back to its home
post, as quickly as possible. The Council and your father should be briefed with-out delay; that will be
your job. Do you have any prisoners?’

“Too many prisoners,” Ben said sourly, and reported what had happened.

“Widl, I’'m afraid you' re hung with them until you get back to Mars,” the commander said. “Thisshipis
dready full of casudties”

“That’'sdl right,” Ben said. “I can handlethem.”

“Then get moving, and good luck,” the fleet commander said. “ Stand by for further orders when you
get there. And my greetingsto your father, Ben. I’'m afraid he wasright about thisraid.”

The sgnd snapped off, leaving unsaid the thing that loomed largest at Ben Trefon’ smind. With the
limitations of short-wave tranamission, there was no means of swift communica-tion between planets.
That meant that if an armada of Earth ships was moving out toward the orbits of Mars and the as-teroids,
there would be no warning of their approach until the first fragments of the raiding fleet limped home.

But if thiswereredly an al-out war, one of thefirst tar-gets of an Earth armadawould be the Spacer
outposts on Mars. Swiftly Ben Trefon began plotting his course for the fastest powered flight to Mars
that hisfud supply would d-low. It was up to him to get word to hisfather and the other Mars
outposts—and he knew that with al the speed he was capable of, he might il arrivetoo late.

4 THEBLACK BELT

SWIFT ASIT wasin elapsed hours, the journey to Mars was the longest journey across space that Ben
Trefon had ever experienced.

With the little scout ship’ s nuclear engine providing fuel for ahigh-energy orbit outward, and with the
null-gravity unitsworking to make high accelerationstolerable to those insgde the ship’ s cabin, hardly
more than eighteen hours passed before the great rusty red planet with its gleaming polar caps was
looming largein the ship’s view screens. But to Ben every hour seemed like ten, and athousand
phantoms rose in his mind as he thought of the house he had | eft be-hind on the Martian desert,
defensdess unlesswarning cameintime.

Worg of all wasthe smplefact that Ben Trefon could not comprehend theidea of afull-scalewar
between Earthmen and Spacers, no matter how hard he tried. Hismind balked at the thought; there was
nothing in his experience, nor in his knowledge of Spacer history, that could account for such athing
being possible. Asaresult, he had the continuing fed-ing that it wasn't redly true a dl, that it was merely
abad dream from which he would awaken at any moment. And the more he considered the idearthe
more incredible it became.

Of course he knew of the long centuries of animosity that had existed between the people who lived on
the surface of the mother planet and the wandering band of outcasts who made their homesin space, on
the outer planets or in the Asteroid Belt. He also knew that this animosity had flared into violence from
timeto time, ever since the beginning of the Spacers long exile from Earth. The periodic raidson the
mother planet, so critica to the Spacers survivd, never failed to whip the Earthmen into heights of
frustrated rage, al the more intense because their effortsto fight off the raiders proved so fegble. This
rage was reflected in the viciousness and cruelty Earthmen displayed on the rare occasi ons when they
attempted to send out retaliatory missions againgt their tormentors. Space ships had been destroyed, men
killed and maukis taken back to Earth in chains during those skirmishes, but to the Spacersthe
occasiond Earth pirates had been noth-ing more than one of the unpleasant facts of their lifein space, just
another adverse condition that the Spacer clan had had to put up with in order to survive in their nomadic
life

But the Spacers long familiarity with space, their skill in navigation and their knowledge of
interplanetary spacewayswere aso facts of life—facts that had given them unques-tioned superiority



beyond the limits of Earth’ sgravitationa field. Another fact of life was the horror with which Earthmen
had dways viewed contact with space, the dread of space trave that had dwaysfilled their minds. Space
had a-ways been the Spacers province; if they could not return to Earth, they had alwaysfelt
themsalves impregnable beyond her surface, and that impregnability had been demonstrated time and
again when Earth ships had ventured out. It had been argued that nothing short of massinsanity would
ever drive Earthmen to try to didodge them from Space by force.

And now, with thefact of such awar garing them in the face, they were caught without warning. Of
coursg, if it were true, there could be no question about the outcome of such awar, Ben Trefon thought.
No shipsfrom Earth, manned by Earthmen, could really hope to press an invasion of the Spacers
domain successfully. But crud and treacherous as Earthmen were, they might certainly wresk havoc
before they were driven back to quarters.

Ben turned over these thoughts as he continued plotting the finer details of the ship’s course toward
Mars. In away, it was comforting to believe that Spacers were impregnable, but something in theidea
caught in hismind and left him vaguely unessy. If Earthmen had gone mad in their hatred of Spacers,
therewasno sign of it in histwo Earth captives. Nor did they seem particularly formidable, or even evil,
now that they were convinced he meant them no immediate harm. If anything, he reflected, these two
seemed more stunned than treacherous, more terrified than crudl.

Y et asfar as he could tell, there was nothing about Tom and Joyce Barron that made them different
from other Earthmen. As brother and sister who could hardly be more than ayear apart in age, they
seemed very closg; try ashe would, Ben could not even imagine what it might be like to have asigter, but
it seemed to be avery comfortable relationship. Until they had contacted the command ship they had
been talking together quietly just as brothers might talk, and haf the time they each seemed to know what
the other was thinking.

On questioning them, Ben learned that their father was a colond in the Earth civil defense garrison,
commander of the guard units protecting the southern part of the metropolis of Chicago. Even Tom and
Joyce did not know what part he might have in the launching of the Earth armada, dthough they seemed
sure that he had known about it. Although they made no attempt to conceal their anger and frustration at
be-ing caught aboard a Spacer ship, neither could they conced their curiosity when Ben pulled avay
from the command ship, set the ship moving, and began plotting orbit with the aid of the ship’s computer.

“What are you planning to do?’ Tom Barron wanted to know. “What’ s going to happen to us?’

“Y ou heard what the man said,” Ben said bluntly. “We re a war. Y our ships are moving out to attack
our space out-posts. So that makes you enemy diens aboard this ship, and I’ m responsible for you until |
can get you interned some-where.”

“Y ou mean we just have to stay aboard this ship forever?’ Joyce Barron asked.

“Believeme, | don't likeit any better than you do,” Ben said. “ But for the time being we' re stuck with
it whether welikeit or not.”

“Weéll, are you going to lock us up somewhere?’

Ben looked at the girl. “That' sup to you,” he said. “We have to count on this ship to keep usdive and
get uswherewe want to go. But | can't operate the ship if | have to be watching you two for tricks all
thetime”

Tom Barron shrugged. “It seemsto me that we don’t have much choice about it,” he said. *Y ou won't
be operating this ship very long anyway, with our fleet in the sky. So wewon'’t interfere with you.”

Ben studied Tom Barron'sface. 1’ ve heard that an Earthman’ sword isn’t worth much,” he said.

“It'll stand up to a Spacer’ sword any time,” Joyce said hotly.

“Well, it doesn't redly matter. Y ou wouldn't get far trying to operate this ship, and even if you could
you' d be blown out of space before you could land it on Earth, There' s no place out here for you to go
without knowing where and how, so | guess| can trust you for the moment.”

Joyce Barron' sface flushed. “Maybe you want awritten treaty,” she said.

“No, but | want some things understood,” Ben said. “ Call them rules of the ship, if you wish.” He
ticked them off on hisfingers. “First, you keep your hands off the controls. Y ou could kill usal in about
ten secondsflat if you happened to pull the wrong switch. Second, you keep away from theradio. Thisis



a Spacer ship, and from what I’ ve heard any of your Earth shipswe run into are likely to shoot first and
ask ques-tions|later. So we won't break radio silence unlesswe have to. Third, you do what you' retold
to do and don’t argue. I’ ve got to know where you are and what you' re doing al thetime, in case
anything were to go wrong with the ship. Okay?’

The Barrons looked at each other, and then nodded. “Okay,” Tom said. “But you might tell usa
couple of things. We don’t even know your name.”

“You can cadl me Ben Trefon,” Ben said.

“And you were—born in space?’

“Of course” Ben said, puzzled.

“There, | told you,” Tom said to hissigter.

“Yes, but you gtill can’t be sure,” she said. Then she shook her head and whispered something in her
brother’ s ear.

“Wadll, there soneway to find out,” Tom said.

“No, no, not now—"

“Yes, now,” Tomtold her. “We might aswell know now aslater.”

“Whatever are you talking about?’ Ben asked.

“Let mefed your hand,” Tom chalenged.

“My hand?”

“Hold it out—if you're not afraid to.”

Ben held out his hand. To his amazement, the Earthman closed his eyestight, reached out and touched
the outstretched hand, fdlt the fingers and wrist, and patted his arm from wrist to elbow. Then with eyes
still closed he reached up and touched Ben' sface. Findly he opened hiseyeswith asigh of relief. “It's
just asl told you,” he said to Joyce. “It'sdl right.”

Thegirl looked crestfallen. “ And you' rethe only one here?’ she asked Ben. “I mean, you don’t have
any other—crew—aboard?’

“Well, what do you expect? A hold full of monsters?’ Ben turned away in disgust. “1 don’t know what
you're looking for, but | for one am getting hungry, and | have course cor-rections to make. Why don't
you break out some food?’

Following hisdirections, Joyce found the cupboard panel that opened out into atiny galley. After
experimenting with the heat-pump stove that worked from the ship’ s heating sys-tem, she got to work
heating up some canned stew and some biscuits as Tom followed Ben back to the control pandl. A few
moments later their mutua unessiness was momentarily forgotten as they munched hungrily, and Ben
began the com-plex task of plotting the final course adjustments for the runto Mars.

Tom watched him curioudy as he took the plotting cards out of the computer dot, made his
calculations on the backs of them, taped the new data back into the computer and waited for the revised
cardsto bereturned. Findly curiosity won. “What are you doing with that machine?’ Tom asked.

“Correcting our course,” Ben said. “The basic orbit was easy, just a matter of matching fud against
time and pointing the ship in theright direction. But we have to have the fine adjustments before we go
into high gear. Once we re on nu-clear drive and redlly accelerating, even aminor course change might
burn out the null-gravs and then we' d redlly bein the soup.”

“| see” said Tom, who didn’t see at dl. “But don’t you have to have starting co-ordinates before you
can plot an orbit?’

“Of course. Y ou can't hope to make connection with any point in space unless you know where
you're sarting from.”

Tom glanced up at the view screen. They were far beyond the range of the Earth ground-to-air
barrage now, and al that was visible was avast expanse of blackness peppered with stars. “ So how can
you ever tel whereyou are?’

The question seemed alittle foolish to Ben. “We rein the cabin of aship, naturaly.”

“But where€ sthe ship?’

“Relativeto what?’ Ben said. “Relative to Earth? If that’swhat you mean, | don’'t know and couldn’t
careless. The com-puter could tell me, of course, if | had to find out. The impor-tant thing iswherethe



shipis, relative to where we' re going right now. | had to establish that before | could even Start this orbit.
| also had to decide whether | wanted along, low-energy orbit or afast, high-energy course. Now |I’ve
got timeto pin down the details and see just how fast we can afford to travel to intersect Mars sorbit in
the shortest possible elgpsed time.”

“Y ou mean you can pick your travel time?’ Tom asked increduloudly.

“Within the ship’senergy limits, yes. We have so much en-ergy potentia in the reactors. If we picked
the highest-energy orbit to Marsthat our fud supply would alow, we could probably be landing within
forty minutesincluding accelera-tion and decel eration—except that the acceleration we' d haveto
undertake would burn out the null-grav unitsin ten seconds and we' d be smashed into a pul p ten seconds
later.”

Tom Barron frowned. “But | thought your antigravity generators were only good for landing and taking
off from planetary surfaces.”

“Why?Why should they be limited to that? Y ou measure acceration in gravities, don't you? And a
human being with-out protection in aspace ship can only tolerate afew gravitiesfor afew minutes.
Without null-G thistrip would take us months, and even then we' d have to tolerate weighing four
hundred pounds apiece for about half the time. Null-G takes the weight off usand putsit onthe ship’'s
generators, which cut into the total fuel supply but still give us speed. So we balance fud available against
the maximum accel eration grav-ities the null-G units can handle, and that gives usthe highest-energy orbit
the ship is cgpable of and tellsus our travel time. Seewhat | mean?’

“I guesss0,” Tom said dubioudy. “But | till don’t see how you can ever locate yoursdlf definitely
relative to anything when you move around the way you do.”

“Wall, obvioudy | have to have a basdine somewhere. We use our centra dispatching station at
Aderoid Centra as abasdine. Otherwise we just plain couldn’t navigate in space. The computer at
Central kegps running tabs on every known chunk of orbiting land massin the solar system, relative to
itsdlf initsown orbit around the sun. So a any given instant the main computer can tell where each of the
planetsisinitsorbit, how fast it ismoving at the time, how rapidly it'sac-celerating or decderating inits
orbit a the moment, and where Asteroid Centra isin relation to it. That way any ship thet leaves
Ageroid Centra can blank its own computer and file in its baseline co-ordinates at that particular point in
time and space. It just liftsthat chunk of information from the main computer. And then, to get afix later
the pilot just hasto calculate back. Of course, every movement the ship makes after leaving Centrd is
automaticdly filed into its own com-puter.”

Tom peered at the shiny bank of dials on the control pand. “That must be quite some little computer,”
he said.

“It hasto be. Its capacity is pretty amazing, but the pilot still hasto do some of the work. On Agteroid
Central the main computer doesit al.” Ben scribbled once more on acard, punched the feeder tape
running down into the computer, waited afew moments until the return card dropped down in the dat,
and finally began setting the ship’ s controls. Then he rechecked the figures, and shook hishead. “It's
going to bedow,” he said. “We re dready fifteen degrees out of opposi-tion with Mars, and losing
ground al thetime. We can do it in another seventeen hours if we accelerate for fourteen of them, and if
the null-gravs don't burn out when we try to dow down in three. But that’ sthe best we can do.” He
made somefina adjustmentsin the dids. “ That should do it. Now herewe go.”

He threw the drive switches, and sank back in the control chair with asigh. There was alow-pitched
rumble from some-wherein the rear of the ship, and adight vibration benegth their feet; otherwise,
nothing seemed to have happened. For amoment or two the star pattern in the view screen shifted
dowly, then fixed again. The ship seemed to be standing till in the blackness.

Joyce joined them at the control pandl as Ben was setting the dials. Now she said, “What' swrong?’

“Not athing,” Ben Trefon said.

“But nothing’ s hgppening, we' re just standing ill.”

Ben grinned. “Y ou think so, eh?” He braced hisfeet, hooked his arm around a shock bar on the
control panel, and then turned the null-gravity did afraction of adegree. Abruptly hefdt the acceleration
tugging at hisarm; Tom and Joyce Barron began staggering back acrossthe cabin asthough drawn by a



giant vacuum cleaner. Ben snapped the did back sharply, and his prisonersjerked forward again, fighting
to keep their balance.

“We removing, al right,” Ben assured them. “If the null-G' sweren't working now, our acceleration
would be quietly squeezing you through the rear bulkhead into the engine room, so you' d better just pray
that nothing goes wrong with our generators.”

Visbly impressed, Joyce Barron stared out the view screen. “So we' re going to Mars.” She hesitated.
“Arethere any laboratories there?’

“Just some observation labs, and the Botanical Experiment Station. But we' re not going there. We're
going to my home.”

Joyce looked gartled. “Y ou mean you live on Mars?’

“Sometimes”

“But | thought you people lived in space shipd”

“We do—sometimes. But you can't grow food on aspace ship. Y ou can't raise children there, either,
or forge tools, or manufacture ships. Spacers have homes al over the solar sys-tem. It so happensthat
the House of Trefon has dways been on Mars.”

“Trefon,” the girl said thoughtfully. “1 never heard aname like that before.”

Ben laughed. “Maybe that’ s because thereisn't any. | mean, officidly. That’sjust my short name. On
therecords I’ m Ben-jamin lvanovitch Trefonovsky, but that’ stoo clumsy to use. Ben Trefon works
much better.”

The girl waslooking at him with distaste. “ Then you must be descended from the Russan traitors” she
sad contemptu-oudly.

“From the Russian space garrison, yes. From traitors, no. The Trefons have never been traitors.”

“They betrayed their government during the Great War, didn’t they?” Joyce Barron said indignantly.
“Everybody knowsthat. They conspired with the American and British traitors and sold out their
countries when they were needed the most.”

“They refused to burn their home planet to acinder, that’ strue,” Ben said dowly. “Maybe that’ s your
idea of treachery. But if it hadn't been for the peace in space, there' d be nothing left on Earth at all,
nothing. Y ou wouldn’t be dive and neither would anybody else. But | don't suppose you' d believe that,
with dl the liesyour government tellsyou.”

“You can't deny higtoricd fact,” the girl exclaimed.

“I can, if it swritten by liars,” Ben retorted angrily. “I’ ve heard about the lies they teach you on Earth.
Wéll, that’ s your concern. Y ou can go ahead and bdlieve them if you want, but don’t try to tell them to
me”

Heturned away with a strange fedling of weariness and dis-gudt. It wasthe old, old argument he had
heard so many times before, and it was just asfalse and evil now asit ever was. Lies, officially presented
as higtory and drummed into their heads from childhood on until they accepted them blindly and wouldn’t
even congder that they might not be the truth. It must be true, Ben thought, what he had heard about the
vi-cious propagandathat al Earthmen had thrown at them con-gtantly; here were two in hisown ship
spouting it back at him. It was no wonder that there was no end to the bitterness be-tween Earthmen and
Spacers.

But he knew that there was no sense arguing the question now. He didn't redly careif his prisoners
thought he was descended from traitors—why should he care what they thought? They were prisoners
of war now, and nothing more, and he had other things more important to worry abot.

He checked the controls, rechecked the pre-calculated orbit to be sure the ship was following
precisdly, and then fought down ayawn. “Look,” hesaid to Tom, “I haven't dept for two days. The ship
ison automatic so it won't require check-ing for awhile. I’ m going to try to rest, and you two would be
smart to get some deep too. We may not have much chance when we get where we' re going.”

He threw himsalf down on an acceleration cot, feding the vibration of the ship’s engines throbbing
through his body as the ship moved out in the great arc that would take him to Mars and home. His body
ached, and he desperately wanted to deep, but rest was not easy. He could let his body sag and relax,
but he could not throw off the vast weight of gpprehen-sion that lay on hismind, plaguing him ashe



thought of hisfather’ s last wordsto him, and of the House of Trefon on the desert plateau above the
Great Rift on Mars.

He had to get warning there in time. Anything € se was un-thinkable. He thought of the long history of
the House of Trefon, of the pride and honor of his grandfather and hisfather in that house and of the
unsdlfish leadership they had provided the Spacer clan. If the House of Trefon wereto fal to an invading
fleet from Earth, far more would be lost than afew lives and ahouse on the Martian desert. ..

Heforced the thought out of his mind angrily, and thought instead of the happy days he had spent in his
father’ s house, the long exploratory trips they used to take down into the Rift, or north to the dessicated
ruins of the Martian cities, the sllent monuments of the race that had once lived on that planet beforeits
water had gone, so very different from human beings and yet so strangdly smilar, from the evidence they
had |eft behind them. As arace the Martians had perished, unable to escape a dying planet and unable to
survive upon it. And eonslater, another race of creatures on the blue-green planet closer to the sun had
been threatened by extinction by their own hands and had survived only because afew of them had
discovered alarger chdlenge than their own ambitions.

Ben thought of Joyce Barron’s scornful words, and again anger rosein his mind. He knew the true
story of the Spacers exile, of course. Every Spacer did. It was recorded in the log books of the earliest
space garrisons that existed before the Great War. Parts of it had been pieced together from officia
documents, much had been handed down from father to son. Ben had heard the story time and againiin
the songs and ballads of the maukis, and that more than anything had driven it into the very fiber of his
mind, for the mournful chants of the maukis were one of the most powerful forcesthat bound al Spacers
together intheir londliness.

So Ben Trefon knew that there had been atime when Earth had been divided againgt itself in abitter
war. For more than a century the two greatest nations on Earth had pitted them-selves against each
other, building horrible wegpons and mounting massive artillery againgt the day when nuclear war would
come. Outposts in space had become an important part of that race for armament, as the great powers
competed to mount manned satellitesin orbit around the Earth, armed with wegpons powerful enough to
smash the planet into fragments. Earth’s moon was explored and turned into afortress, Mars and Venus
were probed and even the asteroids were explored and exploited for the radioactive richesthey
contained.

A nuclear war, sooner or later, had seemed inevitable. In the council hals and government strongholds
on Earth the jousting had become more and more desperate, until the final blow seemed only amatter of
time. By then both sdes knew that the final blow would come from the space garrisons, and both sides
on Earth had built their hopes and their defenses in the powerful forces beyond the planet’ s surface.

But in space an incredible thing happened. For those early pioneersin space, violent danger and
sudden desth were con-stant companions. Survival alone was anever ending, unremit-ting battle against
fearful odds. To those men food, shelter, oxygen and water were the vitd issues, and the ideas that
divided the nations on Earth in their remoteness seemed petty and quibbling to these men who fought
their hearts out merely to survive. It was not so strange that an esprit de corps grew up among them, a
sense of closenessin the face of death, acommon loyaty that seemed to override the importance of the
nations of their birth and the palitics of their govern-ments. Nor was it strange that this common loyaty to
them-selves as men brought with it anew kind of sanity and opened their eyesto vauestheir
governments on Earth had long for-gotten.

They redlized that they held in their hands weapons that could wipe their home planet barren of life. At
first asindi-viduals and then in frank conspiracy they redlized that these weapons must never be used. So,
when the moment of truth arrived in the councils on Earth, and the Earth forces deliv-ered their blows at
each other, expecting the massive backing of their garrisonsin space, the men in those garrisons drew
together shoulder to shoulder and withheld the devastating at-tack they were expected to deliver.

There had surely been a conspiracy, Ben Trefon thought, but a congpiracy to draw the teeth of the
warring factions on Earth. The Earth councils had raged and threatened and pleaded, and finally had gone
on to fight their war as best they could, but its force was blunted as the space garrisons re-fused to
deliver the suicidal blow. After the dust of the war had settled, those brave men in space regped the



reward of their deed as the councils on Earth turned against them in frustration and hatred. It was abitter
reward, and time did not changeit. Branded astraitors, they were exiled from the planet of their birth,
driven back when they attempted to come home, forced to take up alonely, wandering life in the great
emptiness of space beyond the boundaries of Earth.

Thiswasthe history of the Spacers that every Spacer knew: the history of agroup of people cast out
and reviled, with crue injustice, by ahomeland that became more hitter as the years passed. And now,
Ben thought deepily, injustice was hegped upon injustice, for the outcasts could not even beleft doneto
livein space! There was no doubt in hismind that this was the true account of Space history... yet a
nagging question remained that he could not quite answer. If thiswas the whole truth, then his prisoners
had to be wrong. And yet he had the strange fedling that Tom and Joyce Barron, born and raised on
Earth, redlly believed that he and hisfather’ s house were beneath contempt, the offspring of pirates and
traitors who deserved nothing more than total exter-mination.

And he wondered, as he drifted to deep, if any of them, Earthmen or Spacers, redlly knew the whole
truth.

He awoke with astart, the darm bell clanging in his ears. He had had aterrible dream; a huge black
gpace ship had been attacking, firing wave after wave of missilesthat were weaving their way inexorably
toward him as his own defensive shdlls jammed in their tubes and refused to fire. Now he legped from the
cot and crossed the cabin in three steps, his hands on the missile controls before his eyeswere
completely open.

But there was no ship in the view screen. Instead, he saw agreat ruddy disc growing larger by the
minute, its polar caps glistening. Ben glanced at the chronometer; he had dept a-most twelve hours, and
now the darm was signaing that dece eration was finished and the ship was ready to move into braking
orbitsaround Mars.

Ben sghed with relief and snapped off the larm. Between planets the ship required little attention,
correcting its position automatically againgt the designated orbit and decelerating at precisdy therate
necessary to bring ship’ s orbit and planet’ s orbit together to permit landing. But landing maneuvers
re-quired human skill and judgment. Only in the most extreme emergency would a pilot attempt to plot a
landing for his ship without his own hands on the controls, for afew feet of misca culation could make the
difference between a safe land-ing and a heap of burning rubble on the desert sand.

Now the Barrons were up, crowding behind Ben as he set the controls for hisfirst braking orbit. He
felt the drag of the outer reaches of the planet’ s atmosphere against the ship, and peered at the disk in the
view screen, searching for the land-marks he knew so well.

Suddenly, Ben Trefon fet achill settlein hischest. In some indefinable way, the surface of the planet
looked odd, changed somehow since the last time he saw it. He searched for the shiny dome of the
Botanica Experiment Station as he braked in closer to the surface. It wasthe first landmark he dways
spotted on aMarslanding, but now he could not find it. Asthe ship moved across the dark side of the
planet, it seemed that there were adozen glowing red patches visible in the blackness, an eerie
succession of ghostly lights he had never seen before.

As he approached the twilight zone, he dipped the ship down sharply. Now details began to appear,
and Ben forgot his passengers as he gripped the controls, amost crying out at the ruin he saw spread out
before his eyes across the planet surface.

There was agreat gaping scar, still smoking, where the experiment station had once stood. Ahead he
saw another scar, and another. He searched for the Great Rift and found it, but the straight, clean line he
had always seen now looked ragged and broken. He was still searching for the plateau that lay aboveit
when the ship crossed again to the dark side and moved down into itsfina landing arc.

Stunned, Ben Trefon watched for the bright side again. Once more he found the Rift, saw the
blackened crater where another Spacer house had stood. Then he saw the familiar landmarks, the low
plateau rising between the Rift and the mountains, and his eyes confirmed what he had seen flegtingly on
the last sweep.

He snapped on the null-gravity units, tapped the forward jets, and eased the ship down on ahillock



overlooking the plateau. Dust rose around the ship asit settled, but Ben did not seeit. He was climbing
into a pressure suit before the generators stopped whining, and moments later he stepped down from the
exit lock and felt the sand crunch beneath hisfeet as he walked to the brow of the hill.

Below him, the House of Trefon was asmoking ruin. Frag-ments of plastic dome stood shattered like
broken glassin the sunlight. One of the great stone arches still stood among the fragments of the others.
The hangar areawas a glowing crater; in the back of the house the Council chamber was split openina
heap of rubble. The cold wind sweeping down from the north flapped a colored curtain back and forth
againg aruined window frame. Except for this there was no movement, no breeth of life, nothing but
dlence and desolation.

Numbly, Ben turned back to the ship. The radiation counter was clicking in his ear: that meant there
was gill activity in the craters, but the level waslow. All the same, he would need a shielded suit before
approaching closer.

Ingde the ship he pulled off the helmet, and then stopped dead. Tom and Joyce Barron were staring at
the view screen. They looked up at him, and their eyes reflected horror and disbdlief. “Where are we?’
Tom sad. “Why are we stopping here? What isthat out there?’

The numbness seemed to reach to Ben' sfingertips. “ That’ sour destination,” he said through the
tightnessin histhroat. “ Still hot. Still smoking. Take agood look.”

“But you said we were going to your home—" Joyce svoicetrailed off.

Rage exploded in Ben Trefon’ s mind. With asweep of hisarm he tore open alocker, hauled out heavy
shielded suits, dumped them at the feet of his prisoners. “Go ahead, put them on,” he said. “Don’'t worry,
you won't have to get your feet dirty. And you won't get too close to the hot places, I'll seeto that.
Well, what are you waiting for? Y ou wouldn't want to missthis. Put on the suits. I’ll takeyou on a
private tour of the greatest house on Mars.”

It was agrim party that made its way down the dope to the edge of the ruins. Ben took the lead, his
rage subsiding to acold white flame. The Barrons followed close behind him. He skirted the obvioudy
hot cratersin the hangar area.and moved on into the rubble-strewn entry hal. Fragments of the wall were
gl stlanding. Great chunks of thetile floor had been thrown up at angles, but Ben picked a careful path
through the ruin. Some parts of the house were till recog-nizable, but hisfamily’ sliving quarters had
taken ashell directly. Not even afragment remained.

Ben stopped. There was no point to going on. There was not even agtir of life, no sign of human
activity. Nothing could have survived such an ondaught. The house had literdly been pounded into the
ground. Ben knew without looking that he would find no survivors.

In his earphones he heard a choked sob, and the girl said, “I’ m going back to the ship.” Somethingin
her voice brought awave of shameto Ben'smind. Irrationaly he had been blaming the Barrons
personally for hisloss, rubbing their nosesinit. “Yes, go back,” he said. “There' snothing herefor you to
see” Hetook her arm, guided her across the rubble and out of the danger area. “ Go on up and wait in
the ship,” hetold her gently. “Wewon't belong.”

Tom gtarted to follow her, but Ben caught hisarm. “I’ m going to need some help. Y ou'd better stay.”

The Earthman’ s eyes were bright with suspicion. “What do you think you' re going to do here?’

“My father wasin thishouse,” Ben said. “We have to be sure there are no survivors. And there's
something | haveto look for.”

Reluctantly Tom followed him. For dmaost an hour they searched the rubble in vain. Maybe some of
the people in the house had been evacuated, somehow, but Ben found the ruined shell of hisfather's
cruiser lying at the edge of the hangar crater. He looked no further. He knew that hisfather would never
have |eft the house, no matter what the emer-gency, aslong as anyone else remained to be evacuated.

Later he knew that he would try to piece together the details of hisfather’ s death, try to imagine what
had happened here from the first moment of warning until the last blow was struck. But for the time being
Ben smply accepted it, numbly, as he accepted the ruin of the house. Just one thing burned in hismind
now, one thing that had to be done.

He began searching for the sairsthat led down to the vault. Hisfather’ swords were fresh in hismind;



there was something there, something that was now his responsibility.

With Tom’shelp he found away down the sandstone pas-sage that led to the armored vaullt. It took
half an hour of work to clear the passage of rubble, but they managed it. One side of the vault had been
caved in under the force of adirect hit, and part of the lead shielding in the ceiling sagged, but the main
archiveswere intact, the repository of Spacer records, deeds, documents and other officia papers. If
only they had come down here, Ben thought, some of them might have sur-vived. But he knew that no
Spacers under attack would ever think of hiding in the ground. For them space would seem the only safe
place.

Finally they reached the family vault. The mechanism of the door had been damaged by the
bombardment, but it responded to Ben' s handprint and the door opened with agroan. Insde, on asted
table, they found a sedled pouch, and a hand-scribbled note on a piece of gray paper.

Ben picked up the note, recognized his father’ s hasty scrawl. “These areyours,” the note said, “to
guard with your life and pass on to your children. The belt isyour authority and iden-tification, to be worn
until its contents are demanded. The tapeis aso to be passed on, dthough its words mean nothing now.
One day you may understand it. These things are yours; guard them well, and good luck, my son.”

Inside the pouch were a belt and a spool of tape. The belt was black, a strip of elastic mesh with a
capsule enclosed in the fabric. The capsule was the Size of an egg, smooth and silvery as Ben removed it
from its pocket in the belt. It felt metallic in his hand, and yet it was strangdly warm to the touch. He
replaced it in the belt and ran the belt around hiswaist. The eastic seemed to clasp him asthough it
welcomed acarrier.

“What isit?’ Tom Barron said.

“I don’'t know,” Ben replied. “My father woreit aslong as| can remember. | dwaysthought it wasa
gift from my mother, but now that | think of it I’m sure Dad told me once that it was handed down by my
grandfather.” Ben paused, try-ing to draw forth amemory that had been buried completely for years.
“Once when | was very small Dad showed me these things—the belt, and the tape too. He told me that
the men of the House of Trefon were some kind of guardians, ‘ Keepers of the keys was the way he put
it, but he never told me what we were guarding.”

Tom pointed to the spool on thetable. “What about the tape?’

“That’ s part of it, too.” Ben crossed the room and did atape player out from thewall. The tape was
an ancient one, wrinkled and frayed as though played many times. It was an old style tape spool with
open edges, but it fit into the player. Ben threaded it, turned the switch, and waited as the tape dowly
began to unwind.

At fird therewasjust acrackle of static. Then, suddenly, they heard avoice, awoman’ svoice, Snging.

It wasamauki chant. It wasthe first time Tom Barron had ever heard a mauki sing; for amoment he
dismissed it asfool-ishness at atimelikethis, just atape recording of sSomebody singing asong. But then
he stopped, and turned, and listened, suddenly shivering in the haf-lighted room.

For Ben Trefon the voice brought back aflood of child-hood memories, and awave of loneliness that
was almost unbearable. For aslong as he could remember Spacer women had aways sung; it was one
of the things that made them maukis. Of course there were many kinds of mauki songs, but most familiar
were the laments, the haunting songs of grief and loss, haf balad and half chant, that never redlly told a
story yet dways conveyed with overwhel ming force their message of Spacer hopes and Spacer longings.

And thistape was a mauki chant, so familiar and so com-pelling that it brought tearsto Ben' s eyes.

Y et, in somewaysit was different from any mauki chant he had ever heard before.

He had listened for several minutes before he redized that he was not understanding the words.

There was no question that words were being sung. They were clear and distinct in every syllable, and
they seemed to match perfectly the eerie minors and halftones of the lament. For amoment Ben thought
his ears were playing tricks on him, because the words were amogt familiar, dmost
under-standable—but not quite. He had the fedling that if only he could listen more intently he might be
able to distinguish them, but even as he listened he redlized that this was not so. Nor was he the only
one—he saw thelook of wonder and con-fusion on Tom' s face and knew the Earthman could not
distinguish thewords ether.



A long whilelater the Singing faded into silence, and the two stood staring at each other. Without a
word Ben rewound the tape and played it again. Still the words remained obscure.

“I don’t understand it,” Tom Barron said findly, bresking the silence.

“Neither do|,” Ben said.

“But what languageisit?’

“I never heard it beforein my life. But thisis one of the keys my father spoke of.”

“But what good isit? What does it mean, and why isit so important for you to guard it?’

“I don't know,” Ben said thoughtfully. “At least, not now.” He took the tape out of the player,
wrapped it carefully in the pouch and dipped it into his pocket. “If the tape and the belt are keys my
father was keeping, what doesthat suggest to you?’

“That there’ salock somewhere that they will open,” Tom Barron said.

“Yes” Ben Trefon said softly. He stood silent for amo-ment, still hearing the mauki chant ringing in his
ears. Then he shook his head and started for the door. “Yes,” he said again. “For once think you are
one hundred per cent right.”

5 THEPHANTOM SHIP

IT WASALMOST dark when Ben Trefon and Tom Barron re-turned to the little scout ship. Asthe sun
sank below theridge of hills on the horizon the sky had turned a glorious purple; now it was fading to
velvet black, pierced by amyriad of stars. Already the cold night wind was boring down from the north
asthe temperature of the thin Martian atmaosphere plummeted, and aready thefirst sprinkling of red dust
and sand whirled in eddies around the ruins of the once great house as the desert moved into reclamiits
own.

Joyce had food prepared for them, and Ben Trefon and histwo prisoners ate in gloomy silence. None
of them had any appetite. Ben sat apart from the Barrons, staring through the view screen at the
darkening landscape.

When it wastoo dark to see any more, he turned away. “ So that’ sthe end of it,” he said with an edge
of bitternessin hisvoice. “For three hundred years that house has stood there. It was built the hard way,
with muscle and sweet. None of your great building machinesto help. The foundations were chis-eled
and blasted out of bedrock, and the stone for the wals was carried up from therim of the Rift and laid in
thewalls piece by piece. Three hundred years, and now a heap of rubble.”

The Barronsjoined him in front of the view screen. Since the visit to the vault Tom had been strangely
subdued, hardly talking even to hissister, and the girl’ sface was pae.

“So that was your home,” shesaid finally.

Ben nodded.

“I didn’t believe you, at firdt. It just didn’'t seem possible that Spacers would have homes. | dways
thought of them as wandering from place to place like the Arabs on our own deserts.”

“Thereisn't so much difference,” Ben Trefon said. “ After dl, the space between the planetsis adesert,
alot more barren than any desert you' ve ever seen on Earth. And even your Arabs have oases, don't
they? Places they return to, places to stop and rest, places with water and shade and comfort.” He
pointed toward the ruins of the house below. “1 can remem-ber the great gatherings we had in those
halls” he sad. “ Spacersfrom all over the solar system would stop here, and they would ways be
welcome. The women were always sing-ing here, and the children had plenty of roomto run.” Ben
gmiled. “I can remember when | was very small, maybe five or six, | found one of the old Martian
tunnels, down therein the Rift. It must have run for miles back into these hills. | searched and searched,
because I’ d heard stories of under-ground chambers filled with diamonds and guarded by drag-ons. Of
course, those were only stories—the chambers were used as water reservoirsto provide moisture for the
crops when the runoff was over, back when the Martians were here. They must have been abrave
people, but bravery wasn't enough. They findly died. And now we re gone, too.”

“I'm sorry,” Joyce Barron said softly.



“Why?

“Because you' ve lost your home. I—I’m not sure our pilots knew what they were destroying.”

“But why should you be sorry?” Ben said. *Y ou should be proud. Thismust have been their first
objective, and your shipsdid afinejob onit. It looksto melike they made a clean sweep, blotted out
everything they could see”

“It just doesn’'t seemright,” Joyce said.

“Why not? Thisisyour war. Why be sorry when you win thefirgt battle hands down?’

“But your people forced the war,” the girl said.

“How?’ Ben Trefon said bitterly. “How did weforceit? Wetried and tried to make peace with you,
but you wouldn't listen. Can you blame usfor trying to stay dive? Did you ever see uskilling and
maiming and pounding citiesto rubble on any of our raids? We could have, easily enough, but we never
did”

“You hadn’t donethat yet,” Tom Barron brokein. “But we knew it was coming sooner or later. That
was obviousto everybody. We knew it was just amatter of time, until you had your war machines
finished and your army of mongterstrained and ready to invade us. What €l se could we do but fight
back, when we knew that was coming?’

“What are you talking about?’ Ben said.

“The Spacer invasion, of course. You didn't redly think that we would stand by and wait for you to
unleash your mon-ster hordes againgt us, to daughter us or turn usinto daves? Do you really blame usfor
turning and fighting?’

Ben Trefon stared at the sandy-haired youth. There was no mistaking the utter sincerity in hisvoice,
but the words made no sense. “Monster hordes? Invasion? What are you saying?’

Tom Barron shook his head angrily. “Look, can’t we stop pretending now? We know what you
people have been doing all these years. We know what you' ve been planning, we ve known it for
decades. So why try to pretend it isn't true now? We re your prisoners, we can't do anything, but at
least we can be honest.”

“But I'm not pretending,” Ben exploded. “I don't even un-derstand what you' re saying.”

“Areyou going to pretend that you haven’t been raiding usfor centuries?’

“Well, of course we ve been raiding you.”

“And stedling our women?’

“That’ strue, too,” Ben said.

“You bet it’ strue. Spacers have kidnapped women on every raid they’ ve ever made. Thousands and
thousands of girls, and not one of them ever came back.”

Ben Trefon scratched hisjaw. “What' s that got to do with monsters?’

Tom snorted in disgust. “We may not know much about space navigation, but we aren't stupid. We' ve
had enough radi-ation accidents and nuclear wars to know about the mutants that result, and we know
about the radiation in space. Y ou' ve got to be using Earth women for something, and we can put two
and two together.”

Ben stared a him, wondering if he had heard right. Hisfirst impulse wasto laugh, but the desperate
sncerity in Ton' svoice sopped him. Heisn't making this up as he goes aong, Ben thought. He actually
believeswhat he' s saying. Suddenly a dozen puzzling little things began to make sense: Tom Bar-ren’s
desperate moveto try to prevent hissster’ s kidnapping, his obvious suspicion of Ben, his questions
about laboratories on Mars and his assumption that Ben would kill him when hewasfirst
captured—suddenly it began to make a horrible kind of sense.

“Wait aminute,” Ben Trefon said. “Wait aminute now. Tell meagain so I'm sure |’ ve got this Straight.
What do you think we are?’

“Y ou mean you yourself?’

Ben shook his head. “1 mean Spacersin generd.”

“We know what you are,” Tom Barron said.

“Do you think we re human?’

Tom hesitated. “Human, yes. But changed. Without any atmosphere to protect you, you get hard



doses of cosmic radi-ation, and that makes changes. Some of the Earthmen who went into space and
came home again were changed, and had monstersfor children.”

“What kind of monsters?’ Ben brokein.

“Creatures with two heads, creatures that could hypnotize just by looking at you, creatures that could
read minds, | don't know what else. The government never did publish details”

“And you thought | wasamongter in disguise,” Ben said. “ That was why you wanted to fee my hands
and face”

“I thought it was possible,” Tom said giffly. “Hypnoss can blind people and make them see things that
aen't redly there”

Ben nodded grimly. It fit, every bit of it. A smpletruth, but completely misinterpreted, twisted and
distorted by thetelling and retelling until it was turned into utter falsehood. “ And these |aboratories,” Ben
went on. “Tell me about them. Where are they supposed to be, and what’ s supposed to be happening in
them?’

Tom Barron shook his head. “Nobody on Earth has ever found out where they are, but we know
what they are. Y ou' d have to have breeding places for your mongters, places to experiment until you
could breed the kind of invasion army you wanted.” The Earthman’ svoice was bitter. “1 don’t know why
I’m wasgting my timetalking. Y ou aready know dl this. But at least you seem to be hafway
human—can’t you see how wefed?’ Helooked up a Ben. “Think about it for aminute. Think how
you'd fed, living down there, if you knew that any minute, any hour, any day or year, raiders might be
coming down to carry off your own sigter to breed monsters with. Think how you' d fedl!”

There was along pause as Ben looked from Tom Barron to his sister and back again. He could see
the truth now, so smplethat it wasridiculous, yet twisted into a horrible night-marein his prisoners
minds. He shook hishead dowly. “I’m sorry,” he said, “but | can't.”

“Can't what?’

“I can't imagine how I'd fedl, no matter how hard | try. Y ou see, I’ ve never had asister, and neither
has any other man born in space. Not one of us. Never.”

Outside the ship the wind was howling now, and they could hear the rattle of sand beating againgt the
metd hull. There was a scraping sound as some desert creature scurried under the ship for shelter against
the wind. Tom Barron’ sface darkened angrily. “1’'m not joking,” he said. “I’m dead serious. If you're
going to st and laugh we can stop talking right now.”

“If you think I’'m laughing, you' rewrong,” Ben said. “All I'm saying isthe truth—the only truth thereis
in thiswhole fantastic mongter story of yours.”

“Then what do you mean that you have no ssters?” Tom said.

“I mean just exactly that.”

“But why not?’

“Because dl the children born to Spacersare mae,” Ben Trefon said. “Indl our history, no Spacer
has ever fathered afemde child. Boys, yes. Girls, never.”

The Barrons stared at each other. “But that doesn’t make sense!” Joyce protested. “No people could
ever survive with-out—" She broke off in mid-sentence, her eyeswidening.

“You'resoright,” Ben said. “Without women, we would grow old, and die, and that would be the end
of us. And that is the reason why we kidnap women on every raid. There sno other way for usto
survivein space.”

There was along silence. Then Joyce shook her head in confusion. “I just don’t understand,” she said.
“How could you possibly have boys but not girls?’

“Because of the gene changesin Spacer men,” Ben said. “ That part istrue, you see. There are
changes caused by cos-mic radiation. The first men in space were damaged, but there were no mutants.
The damage wasinvisble and slent: atiny changein the cdllsthat reproducelife, actudly injust one
chromosome pair in those cells, but it was a consstent change that happened every time to every man
who came into space. Oh, there were afew other changes. I’'m only eighteen, and I’ m already graying
fast; I'll be white-haired before I’ m twenty. And we seemto live alittle longer than the average



Earthman—our scientists say that our body cells don't age quite as fast, which helps make up for the high
death rate from accidentsin space. But these are minor things. The change in the sex-de-termining
chromosomesis something e se altogether.”

“Y ou mean the X-Y pair?’

Ben Trefon nodded. “1n Earthmen, women carry acom-plete pair of chromosomesto determine the
sex of the child, while men carry an incomplete pair. One of their X chromo-somesis aready
incomplete—the Y chromosome. When a child is conceived, acombination of an X with an X becomes
afemaechild, whilean X anda resultsinamae child.”

“Wadl, anybody knowsthat,” Joyce Barron exclaimed. “That's smple high-school genetics”

“But it' saso Earth genetics” Ben said. “In space the Single X chromosomethat men carry is
damaged. Our scientists till don't know how, exactly; some of the genesin the X chromo-some are just
put out of commission, so that the X behaveslikeaY. And aslong as Spacer men can provide only Y
chromaosomes, they can never father girls, only boys.”

“Then you mean that al of the women who have been kidnapped from Earth have become Spacer
wives?’ Tomsad.

“Not al of them. No girl has ever been forced to become amauki, and there are always afew who
refuse to marry, but not very many. For most of them our life has becometheir life, and they are asloya
to usasany Spacer man.”

“But where do the mutants come from?’

“From your own imagination, nowhere e'se. There aren’t any mutants. Not one. Nowhere. No army of
mongstersin space getting ready to invade Earth.”

Tom Barron was quiet for along time. Then he said, “But our scientists.. . they actudly saw mutant
children of men who had been in space.”

Ben shook hishead. “I don't think they did, not redlly. In the days after the Great War everyone on
Earth was bitter, and thousands of liesweretold, even by scientists. There must have been some
Earthmen who believed that what the Spacers had done was good, and wanted to et them come home.
They had to be convinced that exile was the only fate the conspirators deserved. And if peoplelistentoa
lielong enough, they cometo believeit. Even inteligent, well-trained scientists can have blind spots, as
far asthetruth is concerned.”

Joyce Barron stood up and made some coffeein the galley. Thethree sat drinking it in Slence.
Presently the girl said, “If what you are saying istrue, you had to kidnap women from Earth. It wasn't a
matter of choice, but sheer necessity.”

“That'sright,” Ben Trefon said. “We have aways held to arigid quota—only enough women to marry
Spacer men asthey reached maturity.”

“And there never has been an invasion of Earth planned? There’ s nothing for Earth people to be afraid
of?’

“There never has been. Thereisn't.”

“But that would mean that thiswar, right now, is pointless,” Joyce said.

“Pointless and foolish. Based on fase premises, on nothing more than ignorance and superdtition,” Ben
sad.

“I wish we could believeyou,” Tom said. “If thisistrue, it would mean that Joyce has nothing worse to
fear than becoming a Spacer’ swife.”

“That’ sright,” Ben replied. “But it means something else, something that you haven't thought of. Y ou
couldn’t have thought of it when you boarded the ship, and by now the damageis done.”

Tom looked startled. “Damage?’

“If you want to cdll it that. At least, you' ve crossed aline since you came aboard. We ve beenin
gpace alittle too long for you to turn back. Whether you like it or not, you' re a Spacer now, just like
me”

It was not yet dawn when Ben Trefon lifted the little S-80 up into the Martian sky and turned its nose
southeast into the sunrise. Below them the desert surface soon became distinct, and Ben began moving



the ship close to the surface in awide zig-zagging path, searching mile upon mile of the surface asit
becamevishble

“If we move Eagt, we can take advantage of the most sun-light,” he said to Tom, who was watching
the view screen with him while Joyce prepared the morning medl. “By the time we reach the nightline
again, we will have covered dl the in-habited part of the planet. There are no housesin the polar regions,
and | know the locations of most of the spacer houses and plantationsin the temperate and equatoria
zones. Thisway we can find out very quickly what, if anything, isleft.”

There had been little deep for any of them that night. For hours through the Martian night they had
talked, without embarrassment, without holding back anything. Ben had told them of the Spacers life, of
the great Spacer stronghold at Asteroid Centra where the mgor schools, drydocks, |abora-tories and
factories were to be found, of the nomadic life the Spacers led, of their homes scattered across the solar
system, and of the things that they had hoped and dreamed of. And Joyce and Tom had told Ben of their
life on Earth’ s crowded surface, as citizens born and raised on the mother planet.

There had been much to talk about, and it had been a strange conversation, sometimes hot with anger,
sometimes confusing, sometimes dazzlingly reveding as they searched for some sort of common ground
for understanding. First they needed to find things that they could agree upon. Then they searched out
their differing beliefs about each other, the false-hoods and superdtitions that had made up the greatest
bulk of the things that they “knew” about each other.

It was afrightening and eye-opening conversation for all concerned. Many of the things that were
“common knowl-edge” on Earth about Spacers and their life made Ben's skin crawl, yet he found that
there were many things that Spacers“knew” about Earthmen that seemed to fill the Barrons with horror
and amazement aswell. Ben discovered that hisown menta picture of Earth asavast military
garrison-gate, with its powerful government police, itsinjustice, its crudty and its dictatorid tyranny
smply did not jibe with the picture Tom and Joyce drew of their world: agathering of free nations united
interror and desperation againgt afrightful threat from the skies, yet aworld in which the rights of
individuas were jealoudy guarded, aworld in which the everyday life of most of the people was happy,
with the same breadth of human emotions and the same concern for human dignity that had dways
marked the Spacer culture.

Asthey talked there were many thingsthey flatly did not believe of each other, or would not agree
upon. But more and more Ben Trefon had the sirange fegling that Tom and Joyce were not lying to him,
but actualy telling him what they be-lieved. At the sametime, he sensed that his own forthright statement
of the truth as he knew it was making a deep im-pression on the two Earth people. It was obvioudy hard
for them to set aside, even momentarily, the beliefsthey had held al their lives. Y et Ben was certain that
they were puzzled by what he was saying, groping to believe him, trying somehow to fit hisviewpoint into
their own thoughts and make sense of it.

Aboveadl, the long night’ stalking revedled asubtle change of attitude on the part of al of them. Much
of ther earlier hogtility was gone, and they no longer listened to each other with flat distrust or disbelief.

Joycefdt free now to ask a question that had been in her mind ever since shefirst heard the word.
“You never redly told us,” she said to Ben. “What isamauki? We asked you before, but you didn’t

Sy

It'sso hard to explain,” Ben said. “Mauki isn’t just aword, and amauki isn't only awifeand a
mother. My father once told me that he wasn't sure but he thought the word itself was a corruption of an
old Klickitat Indian word meaning ‘warrior who sings.” Thereis something extra specia about a
mauki—it hasto do with her singing and morae-building. I’'m sorry, but thisisthe best | can do to
answer your question, except that | might say without maukis our life would be empty indeed.”

“Then,” Tom said, “I takeit that while al maukis are women, not al women are maukis.”

Ben amiled. “Yes, that’ sright.”

Ben would have been furious had anyone afew weeks be-fore suggested that he might actualy fed
something akin to friendship with any Earthmen, but now he found himself liking this sandy-haired young
couple whether he believed what they were saying or not, and could sense their own grow-ing warmth
toward him.



As he piloted thelittle ship on its grim reconnai ssance of the ruined planet, he felt apang of guilt. His
companions, technicaly, were enemy diens, and their own military forces were responsiblefor the
dreadful wreckage spreading out be-low them. Y et after their long discussion the night before, Ben
realized that he could not properly blame Tom and Joyce Barron for the work of the Earth raiders; he
could only stare in heartsick horror at the ruin that ignorance and fear had dready spread in itswake.

The Earth ships had done their work well. Hardly a square mile of the inhabited surface of Mars had
escaped the furious bombardment. Most of the Spacer houses had been torn to rubble; the few that had
been missed had been emptied of their inhabitants, their landing strips and hangars empty. Ob-vioudly,
some had managed to escape into space before the destruction came. Y et in one place, far out in the
desert along the rim of one of the southern rifts the tangled wreckage of afamily cruiser, torn to fragments
and scattered over afifty-mile radius, gave mute evidence that even those trying to evacuate had not all
escaped.

The dreary search took most of the day. Only once did they discover any sign of life. One of the oldest
Spacer houses on Mars had escaped; built deep in the Martian catacombsin thewall of the Great Rift,
the House of Wing still stood un-touched, and on a second pass over the house Ben saw asmdll scout
ship ill snuggled under the protection of overhanging rock. As he dropped down for alanding, he saw a
human figure moving out to waveto him.

Helanded the ship on null-gravity. The figure was awoman. In one arm she carried an infant; in the
other hand was arifle, held at ready in the crook of her elbow. When Tom started pulling on his pressure
suit, Ben shook hishead. “ Better not,” he said. “If she' slost her family, she might lose control. There's
nothing you can do out there anyway.”

Suited up, Ben dropped down to the rocky landing strip and greeted the mauki by himself. The lines of
grief were heavy on her face, but she recognized Ben and remembered traditional Spacer courtesy. Over
coffee and crude Martian barley bread she told Ben the story of theraid.

There had been little warning, as Ben had suspected. A fleet of forty Earth ships, of cruiser size, had
been detected by Communications at the Experimenta Station, but quite nat-urally had been mistaken for
returning Spacer raiders. Be-fore the error was discovered, the ships were aready sweep-ing the planet
in pass after pass, unloading air-to-ground missiles in waves. There was no hope of defense; Spacer men
had first tried to evacuate their maukis and children, seeking only to break free to the blackness of space,
away from the holocaust. A few Spacer ships had mobilized enough to counterattack the bomberson
their third pass. There had been aminor skirmish, with a couple of Earth ships shot out of the sky; then
the rest of the fleet had drawn back and begun a scattered retrest into space with the few remaining
Spacer shipsin hot pursuit.

“What kind of shipswerethey?’ Ben had wanted to know.

“Earth ships” the mauki said scornfully. “ Slow and crude, clumsily handled. There were just too many,
and they came too suddenly. They must have had an orbit ship waiting for them out there somewhere;
with ion drive, those ships could never have come straight from Earth by themsalves.”

“Any word back from our own ships?’

The mauki shook her head sadly. “Nothing. The Earthmen hit and ran, moved out when their dirty
work was done. Then after it was al over, the survivors here went on, in whatever shipswere till
spaceworthy.”

“What about you?’ Ben asked gently.

“ Someone had to stay, to pass the word to our own raiders coming back. There was no reason for me
to go. My man waskilled trying to reach the family ship, aong with the two older boys. Why should | go
now?’

“Then what are the orders?”’

The woman shook her head, “No orders, just avague plan. The men wanted to get to Asteroid
Central as soon asthey could; there’ s bound to be murder out in therings. They figured that some of our
spies on Earth must have been broken somehow, or else we had traitorsin our midst. How else could
they have hit every house here, every farm? But in space, they can’t fight us. If enough ships can get to
Central soon enough, they may be able to stop an attack there.”



Ben thought it over, frowning. “Maybe,” he said. “Buit if dl our ships start converging on Ageroid
Centrd, wouldn't that be painting it red for the enemy?’

“The men thought of that. They won't be going directly to Central. Each one picked one of the outpost
agteroids. They were hoping to draw the Earth fleet into a booby trap, think-ing it was Asteroid Centrd,
and then hit both flanks. Nobody seemed to think the Earth fleet could hold up for an hour in ared space

“I'm not so sure,” Ben said, thinking of the driving fear that the Barrons had spoken of. “ They might try
to fight their way through to Central no matter what their losses. How long ago did the last ship leave?’

“Twenty-four hours ago. The plan was for any of the raidersreturning to head for Asteroid Central,
and join forces with any mgor Spacer ship they could contact.”

“Then!’ll haveto move,” Ben said. “ Do you have food and water, enough for you and the baby?’

“We have plenty,” thewoman said. “And we have fuel stores. Y ou' d better load al you can carry.”

For the next haf-hour Ben |oaded the lead-shielded fud blocksinto the ship’s hold, discarding the
exhausted stores. Normally these would be picked up by a“ scavenger” ship, carried to aroving tanker
plying its route out to the asteroid rings, and ultimately reach the great nuclear fuel repositoriesin the
breeder pileson Agteroid Central, for refilling. But now, he reflected, there was no telling when the
emptieswould berefilled.

Once again aboard the ship, after afew words of encour-agement to the desolated mauki, Ben
activated the null-gravs and moved up into the thin Martian atmosphere. As briefly as he could, and
without going into detail, he told the Bar-rens their destination: aswift trip out from the orbit of Marsinto
the barren “ desert” of the asteroid rings, with Sights set on arendezvous and regrouping with Spacer
forces somewherein the vicinity of Asteroid Centrd. “ There’ s no choice but to take you adong,” hetold
them. “Y ou'd not be safe on Mars, not with her.”

“How many people escaped?’ Joyce Barron asked.

“Only ahandful. Probably ninety per cent of the people were destroyed in their houses.”

“It'sterrible)” Joyce said, “without any warning, and no quarter given to women and children. If that
many were killed spread out al over aplanet, think what could happen to your centra city inthe
Rings...”

Ben Trefon gave her along look. “It’ sterrible to think about, dl right,” he said. “But | think you' ve got
it back-wards.”

“Backwards?’

“Marswas one thing. Asteroid Centrd is something else dtogether. On Marsit was your kind of war
on the surface of aplanet with athick blanket of atmosphere. This round has gone to you, but when you
stir up anest of hornets, you' d better be able to run. In battle in open space your shipswon't stand a
chance of beeting us. You'll bewiped out of the sky.”

Tom Barron looked skepticd. “Maybe,” he said.

“You don't believe me?’

“I think I would, except for one thing that you aren’'t con-sidering,” Tom said. “Remember that your
own shipsarefighting to stay dive. Oursaren't. Asfar asthey know, the men in our fleet believe they are
aready contaminated be-yond help by radiation. They have no hope of ever coming home again. And
that meansthat your men are going to befighting asuicide fleet.” Tom looked up a Ben Trefon. “ They
may not be so easy to wipe out of the sky asyou think.”

With the rusty disk of Marsfar behind them and the sun asmal gleaming beacon in the blackness, the
two Earth pris-oners and their Spacer captor set their ship’s course for the long pull outward toward the
Rings

If the ruined houses and plantations on Mars were Spacer outposts in the solar system, the asteroid
belt was their heart-land, the vast and mysterious spaces where only Spacers were equipped to survive.
With the nose of the ship pointed away from the sun, Ben Trefon began plotting their course, his heart
growing lighter by the minute.

It wastrue, of course, that the first battle of thiswar had gone to the Earthmen. It might also be true



that the pilots of the Earth fleet would be desperate men, ready to fight to the bitter end in their quest to
stamp out every vestige of Spacer culturein the solar system. But every Spacer knew that nature had no
feelings or emotions, no respect for human valiance, or courage, or even desperation. Any shipsin space,
no matter how determined their crews, would face the cold equations of celestia physics; the prize would
go to the experienced and skillful, not to the brave or the desperate. And this meant that no fleet of Earth
ships could hopeto excel the long training and familiarity with space, the enormous skill in navigation and
space maneuver that the Spacers possessed.

The Spacers major problem would be mobilization of their forcesinto an effective force to oppose the
Earth fleet, and then to drive it into battle in the depths of space. Thiswould take organization and
planning. In the meantime, Ben thought coldly, the more confident the Earthmen became, the harder their
fal when the awakening came. The annihilation on Marswas dreadful, but it was aso futile, for it would
be repaid athousand times over in the great empty spaces of the asteroids. For Ben, the problem now
wasto reach thevicinity of Asteroid Centra without encounter with any of the Earth fleet, and then
establish contact with the Spacer command trying to organize defending forces. He knew that the grest
Spacer stronghold wasin opposition to Mars at thistime of year, so that the course was outward from
Mars sorbit to that of the asteroid. A few moments work with the computer set the basic course. As
the Barrons watched the panorama of stars through the view screen Ben settled down to the job of
caculating afast, precise route of approach.

His prisoners seemed fascinated by the panoply of stars, far more numerous than those visible through
Earth’ s atmos-phere blanket, and by the sun which appeared much smaller here than on Earth. But
something else seemed to be puzzling them asthe ship’ s course was set and acceleration began. They
seemed to be searching the blackness, looking for something.

“What' sthe matter?’ Ben said. “What are you looking for?’

“The Rings, of course,” Tom Barron said.

“WEe ve been in the Ringsfor three hours,” Ben said. “Ever since we left Mars. We re gpproaching the
first concentration ring of asteroids in another hour or s0.”

“Then where arethe asteroids?” Tom wanted to know.

Ben grinned and scratched hisjaw. “Well, let’ stake alook.” Hewhirled the dial of the radar scanner
through al quad-rants, watching for the characteristic light spot that would signal one of the flecks of
interplanetary debris. From time to timein the view screen the Barrons could see brief flickers of light,
amogt like lightning, around the ship. “ Of course, those are asteroidstoo,” Ben said, “dust-particle size,
or sand-grain size. The ship has aforce screen to atomize them aswe go; if it didn’t they’ d just punch
holes through one side of the ship and out the other aswell as through anybody that hap-pened to bein
theway. But let’ sfind you abig one.”

After ten minutes of scanning, acharacteristic blip ap-peared on the radar screen in the segment of
space they were approaching. On the tracking screen ared line appeared, showing the gentle arc the
contacted object was following in relation to the ship’ s course since the moment of contact. Ben
uncapped the eyepieces of the co-ordinated telescope, picked up the object itself outlined in the eerie
shadow of the distant sun. Asit came closer, it resolved into a solid-appearing mass, and Ben moved
aside so that the Barrons could peer through the * scope.

The asteroid was aragged, irregular chunk of rock, perhaps forty feet in diameter, rolling crazily
end-over-end asit moved initsorbit. Smal asit was, it carried with it afuzzy hao of reflected light
around it, the collection of satellite asteroid particlesthat accompanied it in its course around the sun. As
the Barrons watched, Ben adjusted the course a fraction of adegreeto stay clear of the rock, until it had
passed and van-ished from the range of the telescope.

Ben laughed at Tom's crestfallen expression as he recapped the eyepieces. “Not very impressive, en?’

“Not only that,” Tom said. “Y ou had to hunt so long for it. | thought the Asteroid Belt was full of
them.”

“Itis, compared to therest of interplanetary space” Ben said. “ There are millions and millions of those
little rocks floating around the sun with their orbitsin thisgenerd area. But there’ salso awhade of alot of
gpace between the orbits of Mars and Jupiter for the asteroidsto fill. There' s so much space that aship



moving through the Rings rarely encounters anything much larger than asand grain, unless he goes
look-ing for it. You'll only find onerock of sgnificant Szein every four hundred square milesin the plane
we' re moving in, and you' d have to search about thirty-five thousand square milesto find arock big
enough to make alanding on.”

Tom had been watching the radar screen asthey talked. Now he scratched his head. “Maybe s0,” he
said. “But then you' re beating the satistics aready. Look at that.”

Another blip had appeared on the radar screen. The con-tact lay off the starboard bow of the ship, at
the outer limits of the radar’ srange. Asthey watched abright red line began to appear again on the
tracking screen.

Ben crossed the hairlines on the tracking screen, punched a stopwatch, recrossed them ten seconds
later, and frowned. “ Sure looks like another rock,” he said. “And abig one, too. Pretty closeto collison
coursewith us.” He punched figuresinto the computer, adjusted the ship’s course ahair. “Thisone
should be easy to pick up with the ‘ scope.”

He swung the * scope into co-ordination with the radar beam and peered through the eyepiece. For a
moment he just sat looking, moving the ‘ scope controlsfrom timeto time. “Hm,” he said findly.
“Something’ s out of whack here.”

“What' sthe matter?” Tom Barron wanted to know.

“I’'mnot sure. | can't pick it up inthe ‘ scope. But look at the tracing screen.”

The red line had begun to curve. A moment before it had been gpproaching Ben'sship in astraight
45-degree trgjectory; now it was curving upward on the screen until it was amogt pardld to the white
lineof thelittle S-80.

Tom Barron looked up at Ben. “ Since when can an asteroid change course?’

“It can’t,” Ben said. “ That'sno agteroid. That's aship under power. And it’s close enough for usto
seeit.” Heturned back to the telescope, searching the area of space where the intruding ship had to be.
He went back and searched again, more carefully, with growing alarm. The ship, or whatever it was, was
unquestionably close enough for reflected light to reved it as Ben crisscrossed the areaathird time. But
there was no image of any kind in the telescope. Tom Barron started to say something, but Ben waved
him to slence. There was something wrong here, something Ben smply couldn’t understand. Friend or
foe, there was aship out there, probably no more than fifty linear milesfrom his own ship, movingona
pardld course with his ship. The track-ing screen showed it to be moving at precisaly the same speed.
Theradar said plainly that it wasthere. .. but the telescope reveded no sign of it.

And that, of course, wasflatly impossble. Any ship or any other object in space that would show up
on ashort-range radar scanner should be equally visible in the telescope. With the new intensifiersto
quadruple the light-gathering power of the telescope’ slenses, even aship deliberately painted flat black
to reduceitsreflectivity should stand out like abeacon in the sky. But this area of space appeared utterly
empty.

Thoroughly darmed now, Ben turned back to the ship’s controls. He had encountered his share of
curious happeningsin space, but this was something new. “Tom, you' d better strap down here and keep
an eye on the tracing screen for me. Joyce, you get secured on a cot. WE re going to do some jumping
around.”

Very dightly, Ben dropped the ship’ s acceleration, and shifted its course away from the mysterious
intruder. Without amoment’ s hesitation, the red line on the screen also dowed and veered. Ben veered
more sharply, thistimein toward theintruder in along flat arc. The red line veered ingtantly to maich the
move again. Whatever it was, it had attached itsdlf to the little S-80 and was following its maneuvers
move by move with rather amazing agility. Once more Ben tried to telescope, with no more success than
before.

“Look, what's going on?” Tom Barron demanded.

“I don't know,” Ben said. “But whatever it is, | don't likeit. There' s something out there that behaves
likeaship, but | can't pick it up on the *scope.”

“Maybe it has somekind of masking device,” Tom said.

Ben looked up at him sharply. “We ve been trying to de-velop amasking device for shipsfor decades,



and we haven't gotten to first base. Unless your people have ssumbled onto one that we' ve never heard
of.”

Tom looked dubious. “If we had, seemsto me we would have been using it for ground protection
during raids.”

“Exactly,” Ben said. Once again he veered the S-80 in to-ward the intruder, watched the red line veer
away in tandem. “ They don’t want to closein on us, they're just staying on our tail.” He peered through
the view screen at the empty ex-panse of space, saw theflat brilliance of the sun’sdisk and the thin red
fingernail of Mars now visible at the extreme edge of the screen. “And they don't want to be seen... well,
maybe we can chisdl alook dl the same. Hold on.”

With afew swift moves Ben activated the ship’ s side jets, and began a sharp banking maneuver,
turning the ship as hard as he could. In the engine room the null-grav generators whined in protest &t the
overload; Ben eased up momentarily, then banked again, turning the ship through a180-degreearcina
series of sharp maneuvers. With each shift the red line on the tracer screen followed suit, shifting and
graightening. Ben'slittle ship bucked and shuddered under the impact of force vectorsit was never
expected to withstand, and his pas-sengers gripped their shock barsfor dear life.

But in the space of afew moments he had turned the ship in afull half-circle, so that the sun’sbright
disk lay full in the view screen with the intruder moving somewhere between him and the sun.

A few more carefully caculated moves did it. The tracer screen was three-dimensiond, with
co-ordinates zeroed in the plane of the sun’s orbit. Now Ben calculated his ship’sanglein relation to the
sun’s plane, and figured the intruder’ sangle as well. Abruptly, Ben dipped the little ship’ s nose down so
that the intruder lay in astraight line between the S-80 and the sun.

Aningtant later the phantom ship seemed to recognize Ben' strap; the red line veered downward
sharply. But it was already too late. For the space of afew seconds the sun’s disk was blotted out,
eclipsed by the phantom. Prepared and wait-ing, Ben punched a stopwatch. Moments later the shadow
was gone, and Ben stopped the timer. “ Got him,” he said. “ Tom, read that interval dia.”

Tom read the figures on the tracing screen indi cating the phantom ship’ s distance from their own ship at
the ingtant its hulk had crossed in front of the sun. Swiftly Ben taped the figuresinto the computer, adding
the ship’sve ocity and the length of the eclipse. It was crude cal culation, ignoring a couple of minor
variables, but it would be close enough to tell Ben what he wanted to know. The computer buzzed for a
mo-ment, and gected acard.

Ben looked at it, and sucked his bresth in between histeeth.

There was something out there, dl right. Almost beyond doubt, it was aship... aphantom ship that
could somehow mask itsdf from observation by reflected light. But it was made of solid matter that could
not avoid masking the sun’ sdisk asit passed between the sun and the observer.

And it was no ordinary space ship. The answer on the card was hardly believable; the ship was huge,
larger than any Spacer cruiser, larger than the largest orbit ship the Spacers had ever built. It wasa ship
s0 largethat it defied belief, and yet it wasthere,

What was more, the phantom ship must have realized what Ben Trefon had done, for amoment later it
suddenly veered away from the pardle courseit had been following and moved swiftly out into the
darkness of the asteroid Rings. Within afew secondsit disappeared from the radar scanner, as though
once detected it no longer dared to stay.

Assuddenly asit had gppeared, it was gone. But much as hetried to conced hisalarm from his
prisoners, Ben Trefon could not conced it from himsdlf. The Barrons might assumethat it had merely
been another Spacer ship making arecon-nai ssance run without stopping for contact, but Ben could not
brush theincident aside so eadly.

He was reasonably certain that the phantom was not a Spacer ship. But that was not what worried
him. Thered trouble wasthat he was equaly certain that it was no ship that had ever been built on Earth
ather.

6 THEFACE OF THEENEMY



IN THE HIRST few minutes after the mysteriousintruder van-ished, Ben had plenty of routine
navigationa work to do to keep his mind off the strange encounter. The course of thelittle S-80 had to
be rectified and anew course plotted, since the maneuverings had involved both movement through
gpace and loss of time on the previous plotting. But the work was largely automatic once the
computations were complete; Ben's hands went through the motions as his mind worked feverishly to
make some sense out of the phantom ship and the thingsitsvisit implied.

The truth was that the encounter had shaken him up badly. Tom and Joyce Barron appeared to have
shrugged the inci-dent off without much concern and began busying themsalves among the ship’smusic
tapes. It seemed obvious that the real significance of the encounter smply had not dawned on them.

Which wasjust aswell for the moment, Ben thought wryly. It kept them from asking him alot of
unanswerable questions, and gave him time to search out some answersfor himself... answersthat had
to be found and found quickly. With the ship’s course returned to its origind direction, Ben sat back at
the controls, trying to push confusion and bafflement out of his mind and make sense out of nonsense.

Certain things, he knew, were beyond argument. The ship had been there. Nothing but a manned craft
could have be-haved the way the phantom had behaved. Crude as his compu-tations had been, he was
certain that they had given him at least arough estimate of its Sze. And there was no question but that it
had been concedled most effectively from observation. These were things he would testify to. But put
them to-gether and they spelled nothing but nonsense.

There smply could not be any such ship. He knew, of course, that the Spacer military council did not
make public al the weaponsin the arsenal on Asteroid Central, but Spacers were too small and
close-knit agroup for secretsto keep long. The discovery of null-gravity had been common knowledge
among Spacers before the first prototype engine had been completed. Whenever new defensive missiles
had been devel oped, the whole Spacer clan knew about them in amatter of weeks. And even if the
phantom had been a Spacer ship developed in secrecy, it surely would have recognized the S-80 asa
Spacer ship and at least exchanged recognition signals.

But the other dternative—that it was an Earth ship—was even moreridiculous. Suppose Earth science
could have de-veloped such a craft, what could explain its strange behavior after contact? It too would
have been able to recognize a Spacer scout. Then why had Ben' s ship not been attacked? Even if acrew
of Earthmen aboard had known of Ben's prisoners, they certainly would have made an effort to grapple
his ship and unload his hostages. And for that matter, where could Earthmen have learned such kill in
maneuvering, espe-cidly in maneuvering such ahuge ship?

Either way it made no sense, and it was this very senseless-nessthat sent acold chill up Ben Trefon’s
back and brought sweat out on the palms of his hands. The phantom ship had not behaved like an
aggressor, or like afriend ether. Its be-havior had seemed more curious than warlike, asthough it had
been trying to observe him without being observed, and then had zoomed off again as soon asit knew it
was detected.

But zoomed off to where? That, of course, was the big ques-tion. If the intruder had been curious,
perhaps he was il curious enough to follow Ben' s ship from some point beyond effective radar range.
That initsdlf was a disquieting thought. If Ben wereto pursue hisorigind plansto reach one of the
outpost asteroids near Asteroid Centra he did not care to bring unexpected company with him.

Carefully, heturned other possibilities over in hismind. He could, of course, change course and make
hisway directly to Agteroid Centrd. And if his encounter had been with an ortho-dox ship, he might well
have done that. He knew the kind of ingenious fortification that surrounded Asteroid Central; prior to his
encounter with the phantom ship he had been supremely confident that no enemy ship could follow him
through the Maze to the surface of Central and survive, no matter how hard they tried. But this ship
might be adifferent kind of pur-suer atogether, a pursuer with totally unexpected capabilitiesin space.

Ben scratched his jaw and glanced back at the Barrons who were now entranced by some tapes of
mauki songs. Whatever dseit did, the encounter changed his mind about trying to go it doneto Agteroid
Centrd. For amoment he seemed to hear hisfather’ svoicein hisear: “Never indst on doing it aloneiif
you can’'t handleit. Admit your limitations and don’t be ashamed to get help. Remember, awhole army
of men have died in space just because they were too stiff-necked to ask for help, or too stupid to tell



when they needed it in thefirst place.”

Ben was certain now that he needed help, needed it badly enough to take chancesto get it. Other
Spacer shipswould be converging on Outpost 5, hisimmediate target destination, a medium-sized
agteroid moving in its orbit some two hundred thousand milesin from Agteroid Central. Outpost 5wasa
Spacer utility station: afuel and ammunition dump, orbit-ship drydock, laying-over station for Spacersin
trangt and repair sation for the Spacer fleet. Ben had originally intended to move into contact with
Outpost 5 as silently as possible. Now it was imperative that he establish contact with other Spacer ships
before the outpost was reached.

This meant bresking radio silencein order to flag the atten-tion of other shipswhich might bein the
same segment of space. A risky business, for Earth ships aso would be travel-ing in this sector, but at
least Earth ships could be understood and dedlt with.

And Ben Trefon was not at al too certain about the phan-tom ship he had encountered.

He made contact with another Spacer some six hours later, asthe little S-80 moved closer and closer
to contact orbit with the Outpost 5 asteroid.

With every passing hour Ben' s tension had been growing. He had not dared to throw open hisradio
with astandard dis-tresssignd. Instead, he had beamed out five-minute periods of signaing, trying to
cover dl quadrants briefly with asignd that would be identifiable to any Spacer craft without con-tinuing
long enough for an enemy ship to fix his position and acceleration in space. After each sgnd period he
had waited, straining to catch even the weakest response signdl. It had been along and weary vigil. Over
eighteen hours had passed since the deep period on Mars, and the Barrons had finadly grown bored and
retired; Ben's body ached with fatigue, and he longed for afew moments' rest, but knew that those few
moments could lose him his chance for contact.

So he stuck it out in the silence of thelittle ship’s cabin. The view screen showed an unchanging
panoramaof pinpoint stars on avelvet black canopy; Ben felt utterly alone and aban-doned as his
repeated effortsto rase afriendly sgnd failed.

Then, unexpectedly, therewas atiny blip on the radar scanner. As he drew closer the blip resolved
into two, and then into a dozen. With the telescope he scanned the area of the contact, and decel erated
the ship asrapidly asthe null-gravs would permit. Moments later he saw the objects his radar had picked
up, and drew in his bresth sharply.

It was no wonder there had been no radio response from Outpost 5.

He had wandered into a cosmic battlefield. Far and wide over afour-hundred-mile radius the debris of
shattered space shipswas spread. A great Spacer cruiser was reding end-over-end, its side split open
like a pea-pod with bits and pieces strewn around it like ahao. Looking more closely, he spotted an
Earth ship, dso of cruiser Sze, literdly torn into shreds. Fragments of other ships, fuel tanks, oxygen
bottles and bom-barded lifeboats came into view as he approached. At least half a dozen ships had been
involved in the battle. Now there was no sign of life anywherein thevicinity .

But ademand sgnd from Ben' stranamitter brought afeeble response. Scanning the areaagain, Ben
saw another Spacer ship well beyond the debris-scattered area. It was a small, three-man ship, one of
the SD-7' sthat Spacers so often used as family craft, and it was under power in spite of the gaping hole
torn in the engine-room hull and the drunken roll that signified that its stabilizing gyros were no longer
functioning properly. As Ben moved closer, he recognized the brilliant black-and-white decoration and
inggniaof aship that he had seen many timesin the hangar of the House of Trefon. It was the ship owned
by Roger Petro, one of the men in the Spacer Council and one of Ivan Trefon's closest friends.

Now the response to Ben's signd was stronger as he moved into orbit alongside the Spacer ship. He
could see movement on the hull; two or three men were working there with welding torches, obvioudy
trying to repair the hole in the ship’ s skin. Locking his ship’s controlsin pardld with the SD-7, Ben
checked to be certain the Barrons were still deeping. Then he donned a pressure suit, climbed aboard
the little scooter that served asthe S-80' s lifeboat, and piloted himsalf across the intervening space to
Petro’s ship.

The men on the hull greeted him with waves. Moments|ater he was aboard to find Petro himsdf ina



bunk in the ship’s cabin, one arm in ading, and one leg splinted and wrapped with ared-stained
bandage. Petro |ooked pae and haggard, but his eyeslit up when he saw hisvigtor.

“Comein, boy!” he bellowed. “Thisold crate hasn’t much to offer right now, but I guess lvan Trefon's
boy won't mind greeting an old soldier on the battlefield, eh?’

“What happened?’ Ben wanted to know.

“Get yoursdlf some coffee, boy, and sit down; let me look at you.”

Ben poured a cup of vile-looking black stuff. It was as strong as it looked. “What happened?’ he
repeated.

“| caught one broadside, that’ s what happened,” Petro said. “Too many of them and too few of us, at
first. Weran into anest of them heading out toward Outpost 5, and they buried mein fire power. Too
many shdllsto stop too quickly. Seven of them blasting away at the sametime.”

“Seven! How many got avay?’

Petro chuckled. “Y ou should have counted the nose cones on theway in,” he said. “Any time old
Petro can't handle seven Earth ships a atime and bring them to hed, it’'Il be time he turns his ship over to
a better man.”

“Any survivors?’

“That’ swhy we' re standing by, to make surethere aren’t any,” Petro said. “ Treacherous dogs! One of
them actualy rode ashell right into this ship. Used ahand gun to detonate our defense shells. He hit us
right in the guts, and blooey!” The Spacer shook his head. “ Of course he didn’'t know whereto aim, so
al he did wasto get our stabilizing gyros. Except for that we' d have gotten to Outpost 5 aready. But
enough of this—how arethingson Mars?’

Ben told him how things were on Mars. Petro sat silent, clenching hisfist as he heard about the raid,
the ruin of the House of Trefon and the loss of hisold friend. “I knew | should have headed therefirst
after theraid,” he muttered finally. “And | was afraid there was trouble when there was no word from
Mars on any of the ships |’ ve contacted out here.”

“Y ou mean none got completely away?’ Ben said.

“I mean | haven’t been in touch with any.” The old man crashed hisfist down on the bunk bitterly.
“Thetreacherous dogs! They know where Agteroid Centrd is, dl right, and this part of the Ringsisfull of
them, regular nests of them. But they won't hit us openly, out in space where we can fight them! They
hide until they find one of usaone—" He broke off with asigh. “At least a couple were stupid enough to
try to run the Maze into Asteroid Central itsalf, but now I’ ve heard they’ ve pulled back and started
iping.”

“But where are our own ships?’

“Mostly back at Central. Then, asfar as|’ve heard, dl the outpost ations are manned; four were
attacked and held off the enemy without half trying. | was on my way to check in a Outpost 5 and try to
organize adriveto break the siege at Asteroid Centrd.”

Ben nodded. “We were headed for 5t00.” He hesitated. “Have you seen anything funny out here,
except standard Earth ships?’

Petro looked up at him sharply. Hisleg was obvioudy pain-ing him; for amoment he set histeeth until
the spasm eased up. “What do you mean, anything funny?’

“Wadll... anything that didn’'t seemright to you,” Ben said.

Petro shrugged. “Nothing much. We had afa se contact aday or so back, but nothing we could pin
down.”

“Y ou mean aship you couldn't identify?’

“Thought it was aship, but it couldn’t have been. The radar picked up something for a couple of
minutes, but we couldn’'t seeit in the * scope, and then it was gone.”

“But it was close enough o that your ‘ scope should have picked it up,” Ben said.

Petro chewed hislip for amoment. “What are you getting &t, boy?’

Ben hesitated. Faced with the keen eyes and the long ex-perience of the old Spacer, he realized how
foolish the sory of agiant invisible ship would sound. But it had been there, whether Petro choseto
believe him or not. Ben told the coun-cilman about his own encounter, and the maneuver that d-lowed



him to see the ship and take a gross measurement. He expected a guffaw from the old soldier, but Petro
didn’'t even amile. “It’ s happened before,” he said. “Usudly been chaked up to too much red-eye and a
bored pilot, but there’' s never been areport of anyone actudly seeing it.”

“It wasthere” Bensaid. “I saw it.”

“But these reports were long before this blow-up started,” Petro said.

“Maybe they’ ve had a spy ship out here that we haven't known about. They knew the location of
every house on Mars; they didn’t waste any shells.”

They talked it over for afew more moments, but neither of them came up with any answer. Finally Ben
sad, “What are you planning now?’

“I’mgoing to limp on out to Outpost 5, if the boys ever get the gyros fixed. Most of the Earth shipsare
clustered around Asteroid Central, maybe five hundred of them, trying to figure out away to get shipsor
shellsthrough the Maze. And that’ s fine for now, but Central can’t stand a prolonged siege. Sooner or
later they’ |l get ashell through by sheer chance; we' ve got to bresk them apart before they doit. And
they’ re out to annihilate every Spacer dive, man, woman and child.”

“Why travel with thisship?’ Ben said. “Y ou and your crew could come aboard with me.”

Petro shook hishead. “No, | don't think so. Aslong asthis ship still has power, I'll stay aboard her.”

“ Suppose you run across another crowd of Earth ships?’

The old Spacer shrugged. “We re going to run across alot of Earth shipsbeforethiswar isover,” he
sad dowly. “Your father didn’t have achanceto fight. I’ ve got fighting to do for both of us, and I'm
goingtodoitin my own ship.”

“Then at least team up with me,” Ben Trefon said. “1 can hold my ownin afight.”

For amoment Petro looked him over. Then he chuckled. “Yes, | think you probably can. But you said
you had acouple of captives. What about them?’

“There’ snothing they can do. Infact, thisjaunt has been an eye-opener for them. They aren’t so sure
that this war even makes sense any more.”

Petro grunted. “That'sall very well, but don’t trust them. Don't trust them for aminute. Earthmen are
Earthmen, and you can’t change that overnight.”

Quickly then they made plans. Petro would follow Ben's course on toward Outpost 5; in the event of
an encounter, they would work as a combat team. Because of Ben's grester maneuverability until Petro
got his ship to drydock, it was de-cided that Ben should assume command. With the details agreed upon,
Ben donned his pressure suit again. The firm pressure of the black web belt around hiswaist reminded
him of afina question. “Do you happen to remember ablack belt that Dad used to wear?’ he asked
Petro.

“A web belt with acapsuleinit?’ Petro nodded. “ Some kind of akeepsake, wasn't it?”’

“I guesss0,” Ben said. “Did Dad ever say anything about it to you?’

“Not that | can remember.” Petro frowned. “Though it ssemsto me he once said he wanted you to
have it when he died. Didn’t you find it on Mars?’

“Oh, | found it, al right,” Ben replied. “But it'san odd kind of belt.”

Petro shrugged. “ Y our father seemed to likeit. Said it might bring him good luck, and you too. Maybe
itwill. I'veahunch you' re going to need it.”

And on that, at least, Ben Trefon was ready to agree.

The next few hours were tense as the two ships began ac-celerating together toward the rendezvous
point with Outpost 5 asteroid, Ben Trefon' slittle S-80 in the lead, followed closdly by the crippled
cruiser manned by Petro’s crew. The ships kept close contact by means of tight-beam transmitter in
order to minimize the chances of ships beyond them picking up the signas. Working together, they set the
course that would intersect the orbit of the outpost at the precise point in space and time necessary for
contact.

And then they sat back and waited.

They knew, of course, that the course would not be ahun-dred per cent accurate, no matter how
carefully it was plotted. Precise astheir caculations were, they could not take into account every one of



the minor variablesin an asteroid’ s orbit. Theoreticdly it was possible to cal culate such an orbit down to
inchesfor any given ingant in time; but on board aship it just wasn't practica. Asteroids followed
dliptica orbitsaround the sun, just like al other planetary bodies, and their speed in orbit varied from
moment to moment, gradualy in-creasing as they moved in toward perihelion and dowing down bit by bit
as they moved out toward aphelion. In addition, the asteroids affected each other’ s orbital velocities
dightly, ex-erting weak but sgnificant gravitationa attraction for one another asthey passed. Findly there
was mighty Jupiter to take into account; in the Asteroid Bdlt, Jupiter was king, its powerful gravitationd
field pulling and tugging & the asteroidsin itstitanic effort to bring them under contral.

Agtronomers had their pet theories. Some insisted that at sometime in the distant future mighty Jupiter
would win the struggle and ultimately capture many of the asteroidd frag-ments. Others would destroy
themsdvesin collisonswith each other and il otherswould be kept from wandering by gravitationd
forces until each asteroid had acompletely pre-dictable orbit. But other scientistsinsisted that the
turbulence of movement in the Asteroid Belt would never cease; that any effort to pinpoint exactly where
agiven asteroid was going to be at agiven time would be doomed to failure to the end of time.

These things did not disturb Ben Trefon. Space navigators had long since discovered that their targets
were never pre-cisaly where they were supposed to be, no matter how fine the course was calcul ated.
Ben knew that he would haveto rely upon visud sighting, radar contact and radio guideposts when he
reached the near vicinity of the outpost. But outpost asteroids were well equipped with powerful
transmittersto guide in any gpproaching Spacer ship.

After Ben returned from Petro’ s ship, he found the Bar-rens burning with curiosity. Ben set the course
and started accel eration; then he reviewed for them what he and Petro had discussed. Hetold them
about Petro’ s encounter with the Earth ships, and the outline of the plan they were following.

Tom Barron’ s forehead creased with worry. “1 don’t under-stand,” he said. “If our ships have actually
located your Asteroid Centrdl, then you must be under attack there right now. Why aren’t you going
there?’

“Because we need organization first,” Ben said. “ Anyway, there sno way Earth ships can be attacking,
evenif they’reon al sdesof Centrd. That'swhat the Mazeistherefor.”

“What maze?” Tom Barron said.

“The maze of asteroids surrounding Asteroid Central,” Ben said. “When Earth started sending out
pirates against us a century or so ago, our Council realized that a couple of well-placed nuclear bombs
could blow Centrd to pieces, so they built amaze of small rocks around Central to detonate any shells
that might strike home. Quite afeat of planetary engineering, hauling in mile-wide rocks and launching
them in orbit around Centra with Centra asthe primary. But now Centrd is surrounded by aregular
swarm of satellites, moving in al directions and angles, a a dozen or more rates of speed. Any ship that
triesto approach Central now without know-ing the safe navigation key doesn't stand achancein three
billion of actudly reaching target. It would have fifteen or twenty collisonswith smaller asteroidsfirgt, and
when a space ship collides with an asteroid, believe me, the asteroid wins.”

Tom thought that over. “How many asteroids are there in the Maze?’

“ About three thousand, spread out in ahundred-mile radius.”

“But how do you get through it?’

“Wadl, we know the safe navigation key, for one thing. It' staped into our ships computers. Even so
it' satricky navi-gationa problem, since the key is never one hundred per cent right. We have to know
how to handle our ships. In fact, ap-proach to Asteroid Centrd is required navigation training for any
Spacer who wants to operate a ship, sort of a graduation exercise. Asfor a ship that doesn’t know the
key, or one with a poor navigator, the Maze is doubly treacherous. It's a one--way road; once aship
gartsin, it's certain death to try to back out again, and just asdeadly to try to Sit still. Once you Sart in,
you keep going or you get smashed. It doesn’t pay to get cold feet hafway through.”

Tomwas till puzzled. * And you mean to say you went to al that trouble just because of the patrol
shipswe sent up?’

“What el se could we do if one ship could carry one bomb that would split Centrd into fragmentsif it
were launched without warning?’



Joyce, who had been following the conversation slently, joined in now. “I just can't believe that an
Earth captain would fire on acity without warning,” she sad.

“Marsdidn’t get much warning,” Ben said.

“But that wasinwar.”

“Do you think we were at peace before?’ Ben asked. “Did you ever hear the things your pirate ships
did when they came out here looking for us?’

Joyce shook her head. “ Just that they’ d recovered food stores that had been stolen. Of course, before
we had radia-tion shielding on our ships, those crews had to be interned for months, and sometimes
reports were dow.”

Ben nodded grimly. “And incomplete, I'll bet. Y ou never heard about the time Outpost 7 was bombed
to rubble afew years ago, women, children, and all? They never told you about the maukis that were
kidnapped? About the two-year-old baby they took back to Earth and kept in a completely black room
for fourteen years without contact with another human being? Or about the children they jettisoned into
space through the rocket tubes without space suits?’

Tom and Joyce Barron just stared at him. “ There never were any such stories.”

“I don't imagine therewere,” Ben said bitterly. “Don’'t you see that you’ ve only been told what your
government wanted you to know? But the truth isthe truth. Y our expeditionary shipswould murder
every Spacer child they came across; there was no limit to the torment they spread before they could be
driven back. We knew we couldn’t barricade all space, but maybe you can understand why we
barricaded Asteroid Centrd with the Maze.”

Under their feet they could fed the throbbing hum of the null-gravity generators; on the control panel
the computer clucked occasiondly like aworried hen, and the radio beam to Petro’ s ship chattered its
contact signa at periodic intervas. The Barrons were silent for amoment, and Ben redlized that once
again they were at loggerheads; they could not believe him, yet neither could they believe that he was
lying to them. Finally Joyce Barron sighed. *'Y ou make us sound beestly,” she said. “But you just ignore
our Sde of the picture. Y ou don't pay any attention to how we felt, never knowing when another raid
would come. Y ou don’t understand how our people dreaded those raids, knowing they were coming and
knowing that sisters or daughters would be stolen away and disappear forever. And you don’t say
anything about the mur-der and mayhem your own raiders were responsible for on Earth.”

Ben nodded. “I know people werekilled in theraids,” he said. “But it was never murder for the sake
of murder. And that was why we developed the tangle-guns, so we could de-fend ourselves on Earth
raids without hurting people. Asfor the kidnappings, if Earth had let us come down in peaceto find our
wives, there wouldn’t have been any kidnappings, and no kidnapped girl was every forced into marriage
againg her will. None of the girlsliked theideaat first, but when they heard the songs and storiesand
saw the way we lived—" He spread his hands. “Y ou would have to ook far and wide to-day to find a
didoyd mauki.”

The conversation lagged as Ben corrected course and then broke radio silence to check with Petro.
The periodic recogni-tion sgnal beamed ahead toward Outpost 5 il failed to raise aresponse, even
though the two ships were now approaching rendezvous point very rapidly.

“Any sign of life?’ Petro asked in the earphones.

“Not apeep. | wonder what’ s wrong?’

“They’re probably afraid to break silence until we' re close enough for atight beam to hit us without
hitting adozen Earth shipstoo.”

“But we' re dready close enough for that,” Ben protested.

“Well, keep trying. And don’t get nervous. The boys on 5 know what’ s up there better than we do. If
they think asigna will draw awolf pack, they may make ushomein without asgnd.”

Ben kept trying, but he couldn’t hide his growing appre-hension. With the ship now decderating again,
he watched the dids turn as the distance to contact point diminished. Tom and Joyce watched the radar
screen over hisshoulder. A half hour passed, and then another, with no answer to Ben'ssignd.

Then the radar screen picked up aresponse, the faintest suggestion of ablip where Outpost 5 should
be located. Excitedly, Ben activated the tracking screen, superimposed the cal culated orbit of Outpost 5



on the same screen, and saw that they coincided exactly. He tapped the signd button to Petro’s ship.
“We'rethere” hesad. “1 should have agghting inaminute.”

“Wadl, hang ontoit,” Petro said. “| just had another gen-erator go. | haven't even got radar.”

“Then gtick close. I'll guideyou in.”

After the hours of tenson, the contact was an dmost un-bdievable reief. Jubilantly Ben tightened
down hissignd arc and beamed his recognition signal toward the outpost. After the long hours of going it
alone, here was a safe haven, aport in this storm of space invaders, a place to rest and contact other
Spacers and make plansto fight back the foe that was threatening their very existence. Until now Ben
had not re-alized how much aone and helpless he had felt since hisfirst look at the ruined House of
Trefon. Now at least he would have an effective way to fight back.

Suddenly the outpost asteroid appeared in the telescope, growing from aflicker of light to adistinct
disk asthey ap-proached. But once again Ben saw the ship’ s guard screensflaring as bits of rubble and
debrisfloating in space were con-tacted. The rubble thickened, and some of the larger frag-ments
became visble asthey drew nearer the asteroid.

Outpost 5 had not escaped attack, after al. There had been a battle here, probably only afew hours
before, judging from the dengity of the debris. Ben strained for an answering sgna from the outpost but
gtill there was no response. Something stirred in hismind as he Stared at the asteroid. He could make out
some of the surface detail now. The outpost had an empty, abandoned ook about it. There were no
surrounding Spacer ships, no sgnsof life. He beamed hissignd again, waiting uneasily for an answer. By
now there should have been aresponse; the powerful transmitters on the outpost could not have been
destroyed completely, and his ship was close enough for clear recognition.

After amoment’ s hesitation Ben rapped out the Spacer’ s distress signd, an imperative demand for
response. For along moment there was silence. Then, feebly, aresponse came back on atight beam.
But it was not an identification Sgnd. It was an SOS, repeated over and over asthough being transmitted
by tape in afeeble stream from the outpost radios.

Ben sgnded Petro. “Are you getting that?’ he asked.

“Yes” Petrosad. “They'rein trouble.”

“I can’t get an ID from them.”

“That' s an automatic response,” Petro replied. “And look at that rock! They must have taken a
pounding.”

It wastrue. Asthey moved closer Ben could see the pock-marks and cratersin the surface of the
rock, telltale evidence of aterrific bombardment. Now Ben could see that the aster-oid was listing and
wobbling dightly asit moved inits orbit. The entrance locks to the gresat interior drydocks were gaping
open and one of the locks was half blocked off with heaps of rubble.

Ben sgnded Petro again. “1 don't likethis” he said. “ Do you see any ships?’

“Not aone. But they may beinsde.”

“But there ought to be dozens here by now.”

Petro grunted. “Let’ smovein closer,” hesad.

The Barrons were at the control panel now, staring a the image of destruction in the view screen.
Cautioudy Ben inched thelittle S-80 closer, searching the surface of the rock for sgnsof life. The SOS
continued coming in, weakly but steadily.

“What are you waiting for?’” Tom Barron asked. “ Aren’t you going to land?’

It was exactly the question Ben had been debating. It seemed the obvious thing to do, but a sharp edge
of gppre-hension was holding him back. He looked up at Tom sud-denly. “1 don’t know,” he said.
“Would you?’

“I’d certainly answer an SOS.”

Ben grunted, studying the view screen again. It would be easy enough. A few deft maneuverswould
bring the S-80 in-to alignment with the main entry lock. Then the stlandard grappling maneuverswould
draw the little ship down with practicaly no impact onto the conveyor belt leading into the heart of the
hollowed-out asteroid. A crew of Spacers ought to be on the dert to help grapple the ship and draw it in,
closing down the pressure locks behind it. A smple matter, landing a ship on an outpost asteroid.



But Ben didn’'t sart the maneuvers. Instead, he ran down the signd lights on the control pand,
checking out his missile tubes and launching apparatus to see that they were operating.

“What' sthe matter?” Tom Barron asked.

“I don't likethis” Ben said. “It’sjust too quiet down there.”

“But it’ sobvioudy been attacked,” Tom protested “ There could be men dying down there.”

“I know.” For amoment Ben thought of the phantom ship that could not be seen, moving in with subtle
menace to study his ship and course and then moving away again like awraith. “Why are you so eager?’
he asked Tom Barron suddenly. “What makes you so sure there’ sanybody in there at al? Why the rush
to go down there?’

Tom look chagrined. “1 just thought you might be able to help, if—if somebody’ s been hurt.”

Suspicion crystalized in Ben'’smind. “Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe you dready know what's
happened down there. Spies have been known to carry homing devices, hidden on their bodies. Maybe
you' ve been in contact somehow with that ship we couldn't see.”

“I never heard of that ship before,” Tom cried angrily. “Use your head! Would | becdlinginaship
that might blow usal to flinders? Including my sister and me?’

“Maybe you're just looking for arescue,” Ben countered. “ Or maybe you figure it would be worth
getting blown up just to put a Spacer ship out of commission. Maybe your own military would figure that
was aworthwhile sacrifice, if they could wipe out a Spacer ship.”

“You're crazy. Our pilots aren’t bloodthirsty monsters.” Tom looked at the view screen. “Asfar as|
know, nobody at home even knew for sure that | was aboard your ship when you pulled away from the
raid. And | haven't had any con-tact with anyone but you since.”

Ben looked at the sandy-haired Earthman, and cameto adecision. “Maybe not,” he said. “But there's
oneway to be sure.” He signaled Petro’ s ship. “I’m going down,” hetold the older Spacer. “Pull your
ship back, well back, and cover me.”

He waited while Petro’s crippled ship drifted back away from him, then took the controls of the S-80
and nosed down toward the gaping hole of the outpost entry lock. The asteroid loomed larger in the view
screen as Ben edged his ship closer; the SOS signa came through stronger by the moment.

And then, with his ship less than a thousand yards from the lock, the SOS stopped as abruptly asit
had begun. A moment later Ben heard a cry from Petro as three cruiser-size Earth ships did out from
behind the asteroid, one on either side of him and one below.

He had walked straight into an ambush.

In the next few seconds Bern Trefon followed his reflexes with a swiftness he could never have copied
by reason. He recognized the trap instantly; he wasin a crossfire between the ships, with one avenue of
escape cut off by the bulk of the asteroid. Landing, he knew, would be suicide. With a snarl he wrenched
at the controls, twigting the little ship out of its smooth landing arc. Rockets flared from the belly of one of
the Earth ships, and another turned a barrage of homing mis-siles out toward Petro’s crippled cruiser.

“Runfor it, Petro!” Ben shouted. “I1t'satrgp!” In the same breath he turned to bring the nearest Earth
ship into his hairline sghts and fired three of hisair-to-air missiles. Then without hesitation hefired hisrear
jets, nosing the S-80 down to follow the shells straight for the Earth ship’s hull. Some-where near the
ship he saw two bright flares as his defensive missiles detonated the Earth ship’ sfirst barrage; moments
later he was at close range with the hulking craft, firing off a swarm of wasps, the close-combat wegpon
that moved so swiftly and in such numbersthat big defensive missiles could not stop them reedily.

Two of thewasps struck the hull of the Earth ship, leaving agreat gaping hole. Then two more struck,
and then three more as Ben' s ship jerked with the recoil. Suddenly something in the Earth ship exploded.
Grest billows of flame poured out of the ship asit began rolling end-over-end away from him.

“Onedown,” Ben grated. “ That leavestwo to go.”

He was swinging his ship around when another flare of light caught his eye, off in the disance where
Petro’ s ship had been waiting. Frantically Ben signaded. There was no answer. Two more fireballs
exploded from the crippled cruiser, mgor missile strikes, and the Spacer ship opened at the seamsin
dreadful dow moation. Fragments of hull flew out in al direc-tions, only to be sucked back into the vortex



of thefirebdl.

Numbly, Ben knew that Petro was gone, and the two re-maining Earth ships were turning to converge
their fire on him. “Strgp down!” he shouted to the Barrons as he braced himsdlf and seized the controls.
Joyce went reeling back to the cots as Ben turned the ship in toward the flank of the closest Earth ship.
But Tom Barron grabbed a shock bar and leaped into the weapon-control seat beside Ben.

“Get away from those guns,” Ben snarled.

“Shut up and move thistub,” Tom shot back at him. “Get it out of the crossfire. I'll handle these
things”

Ben hesitated only an ingtant. Then he turned hisfull aten-tion to the controls. The Earth shipswere
moving apart, try-ing to keep him in crossfire, and just as stubbornly he was moving out on the flank of
the nearest one. If he could get one of the ships between him and the other, he would have only one ship
to fight; homing missiles had no minds, and could not digtinguish afriendly ship from afoe. Thebig Earth
ship hewas flanking seemed to recognize hisintent. It started alumbering turn, moving in toward its Sster
ship and holding itsfire asit maneuvered. But the S-80 was lighter and faster. Asthe second ship
emptied its missle tubesin abroads de barrage, Ben changed his plan. Swiftly, amost reck-lesdy, he
reversed direction, hurling himself and Tom up againgt the control panel asthe null-grav units screamedin
protest, and then dropped the S-80' s nose sharply down be-tween the two Earth ships.

Tom had been waiting for an opening. Now, with his hair-line sghts centered on the most distant Earth
ship, he began triggering the forward shells. Ben edged the ship in toward the other, staying in adirect
line between the two. A moment later a dozen wasps moved out from their tubes at the rear, wavered at
the confusion of target Sgnds, and turned sharply on the nearer Earth ship. A shell full of scrap metd
burst from the Earth ship’ stubes, scattering awall of debris be-tween them, and the S-80' s wasps began
detonating like fire-crackers, out of contact range.

Tom reached for the switch to launch another barrage of wasps, but Ben stopped him.

“Hold onto those,” he said. “ Concentrate your fire on the farthest one.”

“But you' re getting too closeto thisone.”

“I know what I’'m doing. Get st to et the other one have abarrage.”

The S-80 was close to the first Earth ship now, and closing in fast. But it was gpproaching on aside
away from the mis-sle tubes. Twice the great cruiser fired homing missiles, but the Spacer ship wastoo
close, and the shells moved harmlesdy out into space, finally homing on fragments of debris. Tom Barron
was staring at the view screen now asthe cruiser loomed up darmingly. “Ben! Y ou're going to ram him!”

“Not quite.” Poised for the right instant, Ben dammed down the null-grav switches when the ship was
just afew feet from the cruiser. Grappling plates shot out on cables from the S-80’ s hull and clanged
down on the hull of the Earth ship. “Get that other one, now! He can’t fire on us without blowing hispa
hereto pieces.”

Tom worked the weapon controlsin akind of frenzy, firing wasps one a atime to break through the
cruiser’ sdefenses. The Earth ship saw its predicament: it couldn’t fire back, and soon the wasps would
exhaudt its defensive missiles. For amoment the cruiser lay immobile and vulnerable; then as Tom fired
three waves of heavy warhead missilesit seemed to gather itswits and tried to scurry clumsily out of the
way of the oncoming shells. But it wastoo late. With defensive shells exhausted, two of the S-80's
missilestook the ship broadside. There was amighty orange flare in the center of the ship; it seemed to
split down the middle, the fragments breaking into still smaler fragments asthe cruiser disnte-grated.

“Good boy,” Ben said. “That evensthe odds alittle. Now let’ s see what we can do with our friends
here”

He released the grappling plates. With aburst of side jets the Spacer craft jumped away from the
cruiser’ shull. The Earth ship was waiting; with the S-80 so close she was help-less to attack, but the
ingtant the Spacer ship cast off the cruiser moved around with amazing agility.

“They're centeringon us,” Tom cried out. “Y ou' d better move thisthing.”

“Hold on.” Ben hit the forward power, trying to dip in behind the asteroid for cover. But the Earth ship
was dready moving to block the maneuver. Missles broke free from half a dozen forward tubes and
sped toward the Spacer craft, keep-ing Tom busy launching counter missiles. Once again Ben tried to



move so that the asteroid lay between him and the enemy, but the Earth ship wastoo nimble.

Ben glanced a Tom nervoudy. “How are our shellshold-ing up?’

“They're going fast. W€ ll bein trouble pretty soon,” Tom said, checking the storage dids.

“Then use the wasps as much as you can. And the forward tubes have a couple of loads of scrap.”

As hetaked, Ben was watching the movement of the Earth ship. This craft was not maneuvering
clumdgly like the other two. The pilot seemed to know his ship’s capabilities. More important, histhinking
was uncomfortably in line with Ben's, for he was anticipating every move Ben made. The two shipswere
circling the outpost asteroid now, with Ben trying desperately to get the great rock between him and the
cruiser, while the Earth ship was equaly determined not to let the Spacer craft out of itssights.

Ben worked the controls frantically as move was matched by counter-move. At every opportunity the
cruiser wasfiring; sooner or later, Ben knew, ashdll would get past the wasps, or the S-80' s supply of
defensive weapons would be exhausted. He ducked the ship down close to the asteroid surface,
watched as awarhead from the cruiser was caught by the magnetic bulk of the rock, deflected out of its
homing course to detonate harmlesdy on the surface.

It gave Ben anidea. For dl of its pilot’ s skill, the Earth ship was bigger, its reaction time dower than
thelittle S-80. Ben fired hisforward jets, moving his ship out in agreat arc away from the asteroid. Ashe
anticipated, the Earth ship moved out on histail, following him doggedly asif waiting for the kill that was
certain to come. Away from the rock, the Earth ship acceerated, moving in swiftly. Then, with Sde jets
roaring, Ben cut his arc short and dropped the S-80' s nose back down to skim the surface of the
agteroid.

Thismove took the cruiser by surprise. The Earth ship had been following him move for move; once
again it followed suit. Intent on its prey, the pilot had momentarily forgotten the asteroid itsdlf and cut his
ship’sarc too short as he curved in to follow the Spacer. The cruiser’ s pilot saw hiserror too late.
Without the deft maneuverability of the Spacer craft, the Earth ship crashed broadside into the jagged
rock surface of the asteroid, turned a great end-over-end flip and crashed down again, crumbling itsmain
power jets. Ponderoudy the ship began to ricochet; grappling plates shot out toward the surface of the
rock and the wounded vessel crunched down once again, raising ashower of dust and rock fragmentsin
ahaoaoundit.

Ben crowed in triumph, moving hislittle ship back for a better view. As he balanced the ship’s power
at adistance of eight hundred yards, the Barrons crowded around him at the view screen.

“Got histubes,” Ben said. “That’ swhy he grappled. He knew he' d be ahelpless cripple off the
surface”

“Y ou don’t think he can move?’ Joyce asked.

“I think hewould if he could. He knowswe ve il got fire power. If he could be running for it, he
would be.” Ben stared in sllence at the wreck below. “That was quite atrap,” he said finaly. “They must
have knocked out the outpost early in the game, and then just sucked in every Spacer ship that came
adong”

“Wadll, it wasatrap that didn't work,” Tom said shakily. “He s not going to chase you, and the other
two ships are done for. Y ou might aswell get out of here before he callsfor help.”

Ben scratched his jaw and continued to stare at the view screen. * Somebody must have survived the
crash in order to throw out the grapplers.”

“Okay, why not et them aone?’” Tom said. “They’ re not going to hurt another Spacer ship. Y ou could
smash them to pieces with one shell, but what' sthe use? That ship isn't go-ing to ambush anybody

agan.

Ben shook hishead. “I wasn't thinking of firing onthem,” hesaid. 1 just don't like leaving them.
Seemsto me you Earthmen once had alaw of the woods, back when you had forestsfull of game. The
law said that when you wound an animal, you go in after him.” He sat down at the controls, and began
easng the ship down toward the wreckage of the Earth ship.

Tom and Joyce exchanged glances. “ Y ou’ ve got room enough for afew survivors on thisship,” Joyce
sad. “They won't give you any trouble.”

“I hope not.” Ben dtered his course alittle, peering at the view screen. He beamed arecognition



signd, but there was no answer from the wrecked ship. He dropped lower, to within two hundred yards,
and then began settling the S-80 gently down toward the battered hull.

He was within fifty yards of the surface when Tom let out acry, and Ben saw the blunt muzzles of two
missile tubes near the front of the wounded ship swivel upward. Ben’s hand shot out to the braking
controls, reversaing direction as the missile tubes coughed flame and two shells snaked up toward the
Spacer ship like deadly arrows. The reverse dammed them againgt the control pand; frantically Ben
triggered de-fensive shellsfrom the rear tubes, but he knew as he did so thet it wastoo late. Even if they
stopped the cruiser’ s shells before contact, they would take the full force of the concus-sion wave.

“Down!” he shouted. “Fast!” Legping to hisfeet he caught Joyce Barron by the shoulders and hurled
her to the deck be-nesth the acceleration cots. Tom dove for the deck on the other side of the cabin,
arms covering his head. Ben hesitated just long enough to throw off the ship’s main power switch and
then himself turned to hit the deck.

But hislast move had taken a split second too long. Even as he turned he heard the deafening crash of
the detonation. The rear bulkhead of the cabin bulged inward like ameta bubble and burst dong its
seams, something struck him ablow on the head as he fell forward to the deck. In that last second he
saw an orange inferno behind the split bulkheed, felt himself picked up and hurled backward by the
concussion wave and dumped in a hegp againgt the control pandl. There was pain and searing heat and
blinding light as helost con-sciousness.

But the greatest pain of al in that instant was the bitter redlization that he had alowed himsdif to be

trapped again.
7 DERELICT

SOMEWHERE far in the distance ahammer was pounding on sted, a steady, nerve-shattering din that
seemed to have been going on for hours. Sowly, fighting every inch of theway, Ben Trefon dragged
himsdlf up into consciousness, wish-ing desperately that the pounding would cease. Presently he blinked
his eyes open, staring around him at the sheet-draped cubicle and fighting down an amost overwheming
wave of helplessness and confusion. It was then that he redlized that the pounding was not in the distance
at dl. It was going on right insde his own head.

Shakily he gripped the edge of the cot and tried to Sit up. The pounding in his head picked up speed,
and a searing pain shot through his chest and right shoulder. Now he became aware of bulky gauze
bandages half covering him. He sank back with agroan, trying to orient himself.

Vagudy he remembered being awvake afew times before, for afew moments. Little fragments of
clouded memory flooded his mind. Once he had awakened in darkness to hear the muffled throbbing of
engines somewhere below him, athrobbing edged with ahigh-pitched, uneasy whine. Another time there
had been light and movement, with the sound of hushed voices, and the fedling of cool moist packs
bathing his forehead. Again, amemory of the sharp bite of aneedlein hisarm, the glitter of an
intravenous bottle on a stand above his head, and a soft feminine voice that had sounded incred-ibly
sweet initsreassurance. And through it all, like ared haze, there was the continuing impression of pain
and aching in his shoulder and chest and the inability—or unwillingness—to move.

Now darm flared in hismind. How long had he been un-conscious? Where was he, and what was
happening? There was avivid memory of the crippled Earth ship firing upon him as he tried to moveto its
assstance, waiting until he was in point-blank range. There wasthe fearful redization thet the little S-80
was hit, and the bitter knowledge that he had been trapped once again by acruel and ruthless enemy, or
by an enemy so blinded by fear that it fought back with any vicious wegpon at its disposal. And now the
sheets draping his cot were hanging from familiar overhead wires, and the wall beside his cot was
certainly thewall of the S-80's bunk room.

Suddenly light flooded the cubicle and Joyce Barron was looking in at him, her sandy hair touded, a
tray inone hand. “Well,” she sad. “ So you finally decided to wake up and take nourishment.”

Onceagain Bentried to St up. “Takeit easy,” the girl said. “Tom will be herein aminute to help you.”



“But we ve got to get away from them.”

“Don’'t worry, we' re safe now. But you' Il go flat on your faceif you try to wak. Y ou did that once
dready. And try not to move your shoulder. | don't think anything’'s broken, but there’ s <till alot of
drainage”

“Drainage!” Ben looked down at the bulky dressing. “What happened to me? Shrapnel? How long
have | been out likethis?”

“About four days.”

“Four days!!”

“Wdl, we're not sure. The silly chronometer hasn't been working right al thetime. But that’ s pretty
close”

By gripping the shock bar at the edge of the cot, Ben man-aged to stagger to hisfeet. He paused for a
wave of dizzinessto pass, then tottered out into the cabin against Joyce' s pro-tests, feding like an old,
old man.

He could hardly believe what he saw.

The ship was under power, no doubt about it. The radar scanner was making its monotonous sweep,
emitting acheer-ful beep at the end of each circuit. Therear bulkhead, torn open from top to bottom,
was sedl ed tight with a sheet of plastic. While hewas still staring the rear hatchway banged open and
Tom Barron came through from the storeroom, his arms stacked high with provisions and boxes of
electrical equipment.

“Wadl,” the Earthman said, dumping hisload on the floor. “ So the Seeping Beauty findly woke up. It
took that kissalong timeto work.”

“Never mind the humor,” Joyce said. “ Just get him sitting down before he passes out again. Then
maybe he can show you how those silly circuits are supposed to work.”

Leaning on Tom'sarm, Ben staggered across the cabin and into the seat behind the control pandl. The
ship was operationd, beyond question, even though he knew the blast had come directly through the
engine rooms. Tom checked some-thing on asheaf of papers, and adjusted the controlswith the air of a
bride making her first cake. The ship jerked roughly asit shifted course.

“You'vegot it running!” Ben said in amazement.

“Oh, it'srunning, dl right,” Tom said. “But that' sabout dl. | couldn’t make head nor tail of those
null-gravity circuits, and we spent about three hours turning end-over-end until 1 got us stabilized with the
sdejets, but we' re on a steady course now even if we can't develop any power.”

“What kind of acourse?’

“I"'m not sure,” Tom said dubioudly. “Roughly away from the sun, and more or lessin the direction of
your Asteroid Central. At least | think that’s where we' re headed.” He waved a hand wearily at the
ship’s compuiter. “Y our gadget there and | have been going round and round. But once | figured out how
to tape information into the miserable thing, | began to get somewhere plotting a course. Troubleis, we
keep veering off it dl thetime. Either | can’t add or the computer can't.”

Ben peered at Tom' s pages of caculations, and began to check the ship’sdias. Tom'stechnique was
awkward, but his answers were amazingly accurate. Ben looked up a him. “How long did we wander
under power before you got your figures sraight?”

“Quite some time, maybe seventeen or eighteen hours,” Tom said. “| was pretty dow.”

“Well, that might account for the drift. The computer as-sumesthe ship isin the plane of the ecliptic
unlessyou tape in correction data. We must have drifted about eighty degrees off the ecliptic while you
were caculating. But that shouldn’t cause alot of deviation from course.”

“Then something eseiscausngit,” Tom said. “I haveto correct every ten minutes. It seems asif
something is pushing us off course steadily in the same direction.”

“Wdl, whatever it is, we ll fix it. You' ve donedl right for acity dicker.” It was an understatement, and
Ben knew it. What Tom had done was little short of miraculous for one without training or experience.
“But what happened to the Earth ship?’

Tom Barron’smouth set in ahard line. “We had a couple of shellsleft. | used them. If | hadn’t been so
mad | would have used wasps instead, but | just emptied the tubes at them. So don’t worry, they won't



shoot down anybody el se that triesto help them.”

“But your own people!”

“I'm sorry, but | can't claim them. They knew you were trying to help them. If you' d planned to hurt
them you' d never have started to land. They ddliberately waited until you couldn’t veer off, and then let
you haveit.” The Earthman shook his head. “ Okay, they made their choice, and | made mine. Asit was,
they amost succeeded. The shrapnd tore through a corner of the engine room and split open thisrear
bulkhead. Y ou got hit in the neck and shoulder, and you took a piece in the chest aswell. I’'m no doctor,
but | got two big pieces out of your shoulder, and sedled off the holein your chest, and spent afew hours
picking cinders out of your scap. Then Joyce took over the nuraing care—shewasin training back home
before this started. And if you try to tell mewe did wrong, Il gladly blow some shrapnel back into you
mysdf.”

“Okay, okay,” Ben said. “Relax. You' d better show me the damage to the ship.”

Inch by inch he went over the ship with Tom. “I’ve been working on it asfast as| could,” Tom sad. “I
got the holesin the hull patched up, or welded, or both. The jet engines were damaged, but the main jets
worked pretty well oncel got acrack in the combustion chamber welded shut. The only trouble is that
the engine temp starts going up every time try to throw on any power.”

Ben shuddered. Jet combustion chambers were built to critica tolerances, sometimesin testing them
thetiniest flaw could blow an engineto fragments. “I’'m glad | was uncon-sciousduring dl this” hesaid.
“Y ou must have aguardian angd.”

They went on with the ingpection. The more Ben saw, the more difficult it wasto believe. It wasa
miracle that they were divein thefirgt place, and as much of amiracle that there was anything left at al of
the ship’ s engine room. But most miraculous of dl, it seemed to Ben, was the thing that Tom Barron had
left unspoken. With Ben wounded and un-conscious on the cabin floor, there was nothing to prevent
Tom Barron and his sster from moving the ship out of range of the wounded Earth ship’smissilesand
then establishing radio contact with them, identifying themselves as Earthmen and demanding to be taken
aboard. Ben struggled with the thought, still searching for hidden motives, but he could find none.

Therewas only one possible answer. The Barrons had made their decision. Eveniif they did not say so
in so many words, they had unmistakably thrown in their lot with Ben and the Spacers.

And that meant that now they too were outlaws, and for the same reason that the earliest Spacers had
become outlaws. because they had been unwilling to take part in anidiotic war, awar that they saw to be
pointless and foolish. Some-how the Barrons had realized that the source of their fears had been
superstition and ignorance. And once they had realized that the Spacerslived the way they did just to
sur-vive, that there were no monster regiments and mutated hor-rors ready to invade their home plangt,
they had begun to recogni ze thiswar between Earthmen and Spacersfor what it really was—a pointless
and hysterical reaction to the shadowy fearsthat had been festering in the minds of Earthmen for
centuries.

Back in the control room, Ben and Tom held a council of war. “Y ou’ ve done splendidly,” Ben said,
“but we'reliterdly sitting on apowder keg. Those engineswon't hold up without athorough overhaul.
We can fix them so we can limp along to drydock somewhere, but we don’'t even dare limp very far
without somework on them. We ve just got to kill our power and improvise something before the
engines go out atogether.”

Tom hesitated. “1sn't there some place we can take cover while we' re doing that? Some place we
can't be spotted so0 easily asjust Sitting out here in the middle of nothing with-out any power?’

Something in his voice made Ben look up. “ Are you worry-ing about Earth ships spotting us?’

“Well, theré sthet...”

“But there' s something e se, too, isn't there?’

Tom nodded. “1 might have been mistaken, but there was atime afew hours ago when | was sure
we' d picked up our invisblefriendsagain.”

“Y ou mean the phantom ship?’

“At least, something | couldn’t pick up on the * scope. Theradar picked it up for just aminute or two,
and then lost it again. Of course, the explosion might have jarred some wires loose in the radar and given



me afadsesgnd for awhile. But it wasjust about that time that the ship began this business of drifting off
course.”

Ben looked skepticd. “ That's hard to swallow,” he said. “ Thereisn't any known way for aship a a
distanceto alter the course of another ship without having aremote control governor on the responding
ship’sengines. And | know thereisn’t any governor aboard thisship... I’d have seen it while we were
ingpecting just now.”

“There couldn’t be some kind of unit you overlooked?’” Tom asked.

“I"ve been working with rocket enginessince | wasfive,” Ben said. “I’ d have noticed anything that
didn’t belong therein aminute.” He laughed at Tom'’ s sober expression. “ So you're just chasing ared
herring. The drive engines are merdly out of dignment.”

“Maybe,” Tom said, obvioudy ill unconvinced. He stared angrily at the tracer map, gtill showing a
steady deviation of the ship from the charted course. With Ben watching he again adjusted back to the
course. Within minutes the little ship had again veered off. “But | still wonder just where this ship would
go if we quit adjusting back to our course.”

“Probably nowhere,” Ben said. “Eventudly, of course, we' d come within contact range of some
agteroid or other, but thereisn't achance in amillion that we' d actualy be heading for oneright now.”

Tom sat slent for amoment. Then he said, “ Just on along shot, why don’t you check and see?’

“Sure, if you'reredly worried.” Ben began taking co-ordi-nate readings from the control pandl at one
minute intervalsfor about ten minutes and taped them into the computer. The ship’ s deviation from
course wasn't great, but it was con-sistent. Next Ben hauled out a tape marked “ Co-ordinates of the
Adteroids’ for the current year. A few moments later he had taped the deviating course of the ship into
the computer for comparison with the orbits of known asteroidsin their present segment of space.

The computer clicked busily for afew moments, and dropped a card down into the dot. Ben picked it
up, and stared. Then he handed it over to Tom, frowning. “Okay, there you are. If we stop correcting
and let the ship follow the courseit’ staking, we' |l bein contact course with amagjor-sized asteroid in
about three hours.”

Tom whistled. “Then something is pushing us off coursal”

“Either that, or it’ samillion-to-one coincidence,” Ben said gloomily. “ Of course, there are lots of
asteroids, and it could be just happenstance.”

“But you doubt it,” Tom said.

“In space you don't believe in coincidences. In any event, we'll soon know. We need alandfall to
alow usto repair the engines. If somebody wants usto land in a certain place, maybe we' d better let
oursalves be shoved around for awhile. Because if there’ saship out there that’ strying to make us go
somewhere, the sooner we cdll its bluff the better.”

The caculation of travel timeto the asteroid was sur-prisingly accurate. In just afew minuteslessthan
three hoursthe S-80’ s radar picked up the huge rock fragment in its scan-ning sweep, one of the ragged
chunks of cosmic debristhat were to be found scattered far and wide throughout the As-teroid Belt.
Their target had no name, and according to the most recent almanacsin the ship’ stapelibrary, it had
never been landed upon nor explored. It had merely been observed from a distant scout ship at some
timein the pagt, its orbit caculated and its position relative to Asteroid Central at that moment in time
recorded. Theregfter, its position had been checked by the astronomers on Asteroid Centra once every
twenty years, and the minute orbital changes entered on the record of asteroid co-ordinates.

Asagteroidswent, it was neither large nor smal, utterly undistinguished asit made its sllent, endless
passage around the sun. But now Ben Trefon scanned its surface closaly, au-tomaticaly checking in his
mind the physical qudities neces-sary for auseful landfal: the generd size and shape of therock, its
gability onitsaxis, the nature of its surface. Asthe asteroid dowly rotated before them on the view
screen, the entire surface was exposed to the sun’slight. 1t was forty milesin diameter, almost spherical
except for one flattened side, and covered with small surface rubble.

Findly Ben nodded. “It’ll do, asfar asalandfall is con-cerned. Asfor areception committee—if
they’ re there, they’re staying well hidden.” He scanned the surface through another compl ete rotation.



Then he nosed the little S-80 downward. “It looks deserted. But keep your hands on the wasp controls
just thesame”

Tom manned the weapons controls as Ben pulled his blouse tighter around his chest and tried to adjust
his sore shoulder to ease the steady aching. Suddenly he was aware of the black belt around hiswaist. It
seemed tighter than before, and for amoment he thought he felt an amost imperceptible vibra-tion from
the capsule lodged within it. Then he shrugged in disgugt. It was only hisown muscle tenson ashe
gripped the controls. “Hold on,” he said. “We re going down.”

Sowly thelittle ship drifted down toward the surface of therock. All three of them were tense now,
hardly breathing as Ben brought the ship in for a smooth and graceful landing at precisdy the same orbital
velocity asthe asteroid. There was hardly ajar as they touched down; Ben sent out the grap-pling plates,
watched them asthey dithered adong the sur-face to lodge tightly into crevicesin the iron-bearing rock.
Ben touched the ship’ s power momentarily to strain at the cables, making certain that the ship wasfirmly
secured to the surface with no possibility of settling or shift. Then he killed power and sat back, afineline
of perspiration on hisfore-head.

Nothing happened. The view screen showed aragged, bar-ren surface, the horizon unexpectedly
close. Beyond the rim of rock amillion stars blazed, tiny pinpoints of light, and the sun inched dowly
down in the black sky to be hidden behind the rock asit rotated on its axis.

But there was no Sign of life, no ship suddenly appearing inthe ky ...

No reception committee.

For afull hour they waited, hardly moving from their seets, as though expecting atime bomb to go off.
And then, suddenly, the tenson broke and the three of them were roar-ing with laughter, practicaly
hugging each other in relief. “ Tak about abunch of frightened old ladies!” Tom Barron said. “ Joyce, I'm
starved. Get us something to eat while | break out the pressure suits. The sun ought to be around again in
another haf hour. And if something jumps out of the shadows at you, be sure to scream.”

They ate hungrily. Ben' s gppetite had been voracious ever since he had regained consciousness, and
even the dull fare of shipboard rations seemed exceedingly tasty. But both he and Tom were eager to get
to work. During trangit they had made alist of the mgjor repairs necessary in order of their impor-tance;
now they spent an hour or so hauling tools from the repair locker, sharpening drills, checking the
tolerances of the machining tools and getting ready for thefirst job.

The engines, of course, took precedence. Opened seams had to be power-clamped, braised and
welded, and then reground. The null-grav units had cracked open just enough to leak gyroscope lubricant
all over the engineroom. It took severa hours of greasy work to get each unit resealed, and then tested
out under full power. Tom handled the cable controls to hold the units down as each of the six gyroswas
tested individualy; another hour of work was required to get all Six into perfect timing so thet the
null-gravity was imperceptible to the human occupantsin the ship, and so that resonance between the
units did not devel op with its stedl-shattering vibra-tion.

Tom and Ben worked, ate and dept in regular rotation, trying to plan work periodsto take advantage
of the asteroid’ s brightside hours. Joyce undertook some wiring repair, but for the most part she just got
meals and grew bored. After afew hours of clanging hammers, roaring drills and the brassy rat-tle of
riveting gunsgoing on al sides of her, shetold the boys she was going to explore abit between medls.

At Ben' singstence the first reconnai ssance was made by the three of them together, so that he could
check the integrity of their pressure suits and see that Joyce got the hang of travel with magnetic boots on
avirtualy gravity-less surface. For Tom and Joyce it was a strange experience indeed to fed their boots
grab theragged terrain, to talk by pressing their helmets together when they got tired of using radio
communication, and to walk the surface of aplanetoid with the horizon just a ston€ sthrow away. The
agteroid was aplace of darkness and shadow even in full sunlight; its solitude and silence were unnerving
at first. Ben watched his Earthling friends out of the corner of hiseyefor any evidence of the panic
reaction that the most hardened Spacers sometimes experienced on asteroid landings, but the Barrons
seemed to adjust to the strange landfall without difficulty.

After that Joyce was free to explore while Ben and Tom worked. But she found other thingsto do as
well. She found the tape library an endless source of pleasure, with the micro-filmed books from the



Spacer archives on Asteroid Central, and the hundreds of music tapes Ben had stored over the years.
More than once he found her listening entranced to the recorded songs of the maukis... the chants and
laments, the battle songs and lullabies that Ben had known since birth. Nothing seemed to relieve the
loneliness and tension so quick-ly as music, but to the Barrons the mauki songs were subtly different from
the songs and symphonies they had known a home on Earth.

“It'ssuch mournful singing,” Joyce said on one occas on when Ben found her listening. “ Eventhe
marches and victory songsgive you afunny feding.”

“Funny inwhat way?’

“Funny-peculiar. Asif something were missing. | can’t put my finger on the right word.”

“Maybe you mean homesickness,” Ben said. “Y ou don't find it on the surface, but it’ sthere, buried in
every song. Eveninthe victory songs. | guessthe onething all Spacers have always wanted to do wasto
go home”

Joyce nodded. “Maybethat’sit,” she said. “After dl, there hasn't ever redlly been a Spacer victory,
has there? But the singing is beautiful. Even in the laments there' s no hint of begging or sdlf-pity.” She
looked up at Ben. “Y our people must be very proud.”

“Anyonewho livesin spaceisproud,” Ben Trefon said. “We have aright to be. But we aso have
hope of someday going home again. That’ swhat the maukis are singing about, redlly. An exile can be
proud and till hopeto seethe end of hisexile”

“But with the horrible things Earthmen believe about Spacers, it' s hard to see the end, even if thiswar
wereover,” Joyce sad. “If there were only some way to tell people thetruth... al of them, all at once.”

“Wall, thereisn't any way, and that’ sthat. The truth hasto be believed, to do any good. And the war
isn't over, and if our encounter at Outpost 5 isany guide, it won't be over for awhile. And wewon’t be
any help unlesswe get this tub back together again.” Ben paused. “Find anything interesting on your
jaunts outsde?’

“Not much, but I'll keep poking around. It’ safascinating place to explore, especidly since we know
goblinsaren’t go-ing to get us.”

Ben chuckled and went back to hiswork. Bit by bit the three of them had been forgetting their caution.
Since landfal there had been no sign of anything wrong about this planet-oid. .. no ambush, no hidden
ships, nothing. Ben'sinitid uneasiness at having Joyce exploring the surface done had given way to a
certain satisfaction that she took to the dis-comforts of pressure suit confinement so well and seemed to
enjoy her explorations. At least, hereflected, it gave her something to do while the tedious repair work
went on. After each jaunt she had anew account of the nooks and crannies of the ragged surface she had
investigated. Now even her brother was remarking haf jokingly that she was taking to space like aborn
Spacer.

For Ben and Tom the work was exhausting and absorbing, as the damage to the ship was repaired bit
by bit. With Joyce happy at other things, they both occasondly forgot medls. But the day that the fina
tests and timing adjustments on the main jets were done both boys worked halfway around the clock
before they redlized that Joyce had not been back for severa hours.

“Probably down in one of her fool gullies,” Tom said sourly. “One of these times she' sgoing to get a
foot caught and we'll have to go haul her out.”

Ben nodded. “I suppose we Il haveto lay down thelaw,” he said. “We only have a couple of more
daysof work here. It'd be apity to have her losing her bearings and getting lost, or breaking aleg or
something.” He glanced at the chronom-eter. “ Anyway, I'm hungry. Let’ sfind something to eat.”

They fixed amed and finished it in slence. Still Joyce didn’t appear. “Maybe we should sgnd her,”
Tom said. “ She wouldn’t have gone out of straight beam range.”

Ben tapped out asignd that Joyce should pick up, but there was no response. They waited awhile
longer, growing more uneasy by the minute. Finally Ben said, “Wdll, | suppose we d better go out and
seewhat' s happened.”

“Y ou don’'t suppose she s gotten hurt?’

“I don’t know how. But she must be gone for six hours now.” Together, they climbed into pressure
suits, and dropped down to the ragged surface bel ow the entry hatch. The sun was directly overhead



now, so that the surface was visible from horizon to horizon. There was no sign of Joyce. But off to the
right there was a promontory of rock affording a better view.

They had just started across toward the rock when the glint of a pressure suit helmet appeared over a
rock ledgeto the left of them, and Joyce cameinto view, scrambling through the rubble. But she was not
returning at anormal, casua pace. She was running, or trying to run, fighting to disengage her magnetic
boots and tripping over them in her haste. For amoment she stopped to look back over her shoulder,
and then came stumbling and faling down the path toward them, catch-ing hersaf on rocks and picking
hersdlf up again to hurry on. Ben's earphones picked up the sound of gasping bresthing mixed with
frightened sobs; then she saw them, and was screaming for Tom in avoice filled with terror.

Tom gave Ben aswift glance and rushed across the rocks to meet hissster. Shefdl into hisarms, her
words coming o fast that Ben couldn’t catch them as he moved dowly toward the pair. When Joyce
saw him she clutched her brother even closer, her eyeswide with horror. “Don’t et him come near,” she
sobbed. “Keep him away, Tom, don't et him come near. Thistime we' re the onesthat are trapped, just
because we lis-tened to this—thistraitor!”

Ben stared a Tom, hisjaw sagging. Tom shook hissister. “Wheat are you taking about?’ he said. “Get
hold of your-sdlf! What do you mean?’

“I mean | saw them, that’ swhat | mean!” The girl’svoice rose hystericaly. “He sbeen lying to usal
thetime! They're here, | saw them, back there in the rocks. They were standing there staring at me...
and he said there weren’t any such things!”

“Any such whats?”

“Mongters,” Joyce Barron gasped. “Horrible mutant mon-gters.” Sheturned to glare at Ben Trefon.
“Y ou can stop lying to us now, because it won't do any good any more. Y ou peo-ple have an army of
mongers, al right. I’ ve seen them with my own eyes. And this horrible rock isdive with them!”

8 THECLEFT IN THE ROCK

FOR THE FIRST moment Ben Trefon could hardly credit his ears. He stood staring at the girl as her
words tumbled out. She couldn’t really mean what she was saying, he thought, but there was no
mistaking the words. Even though she was not making sense, he had heard her with perfect clarity. And
from the scornful ook on her face, she was not joking in the least.

Ben shook hishead in confusion. “Wait aminute,” he said. “ Just dow down and wait aminute. What
areyou talking about?’

Joyce clung to her brother’ sarm. “I’ m talking about mon-sters,” she said. 1 saw them back
there—three, four, maybe adozen. Horrible little things three feet high with gray skin and wrinklesand
eyeslikefire.” Her voice was unsteady as shetried to keep from sobbing.

“Takeit easy, now,” Tom said gently. “Pull yoursdlf to-gether. Y ou mean that you actudly saw
something?’

“Of course | saw something!” Joyce Barron wailed. “What do you think I'm saying? They’reall
around back there. For al | know we could be surrounded right now.”

For amoment the thought of space fever crossed Ben's mind. Every Spacer knew that this kind of
irrationa break-down could occur as aresult of isolation for long periodsin the loneliness of space.
Sometimes the pressures of just stay-ing divein the face of ahostile environment could become
overwhelming and bresk forth in hallucinations and hysteria. Ben had spent two weeks on ashipwith a
man who had broken down in such afashion during histraining school days, but there had been cluesto
what was coming for days before the break occurred. It wasimpaossible to believe that such athing could
strike out of the blue without the dightest warning, unless Joyce Barron were afar better actress than Ben
thought shewas.

Therewas only one dternative: that Joyce actudly had seen something that nearly frightened her out of
her wits. A rock formation, some movement of shadows on the asteroid surface, perhaps a shifting of the
surface rubble under the in-fluence of the asteroid’ s bardly measurable gravity—whatever it was, there
was only oneway to ded with it. “If you redlly think you saw something,” Ben said, “then tell uswhat.



Not what you think you saw, | mean what you really saw.”

“Asif you don't know perfectly well,” the girl said bitterly. “And to think we believed dl your talk
about the poor, mis-treated Spacers and their good intentions!”

“All right, let’ s get that sraight first,” Ben said. “Maybe you did see something, but if you did it was
nothing | know anything about. There aren’t any Spacer mutants. We don’t have any monsters bottled up
in caves anywhere.” Helooked at Tom. “Maybe | can’t make you believe that, but it just hap-pensto be
truedl the same.”

“Then what did she se¢?” Tom said.

“I don't have the vaguest idea,” Ben replied. “But believe me, if it was three feet tal with gray skin and
wrinkles| want to seeit too. I’ ve been on ahundred of these rocks, and I’ ve never seen anything dive
ononeyet. If there is something living here, we' d better find out about it fast.”

Something in hisvoice must havetold, for alittle of theterror and bitternessin the girl’ s face softened.
“There was something there, al right,” shesaid. “I wasfollowing thetrail | made around that spur of rock
over there, looking for some more of the crystals | found over there yesterday. | was work-ing to shake
loose a piece that was wedged into the rock when something made me look up and | saw thisface
staring down at me. It just sat there and looked at me, and then dl of a sudden it was gone.”

“Couldn’t it have been arock formation?’ Ben asked. “ Sometimes these rocks move without anybody
touching them.”

“Have you ever seen arock with blue eyes?” Joyce said. “ That blinked? It was no rock, it was an
ugly, horrible thing with long spindly arms and little crooked legs. And then as soon as| moved | saw two
or three more scurrying back into the rocks.”

Ben looked up a Tom and shook his head. “1 think we' d just better have alook,” he said.

“Wadll, you're not going to get me back there,” Joyce said firmly.

“I'm afraid we are. Y ou’ ve got to show us where you saw these—these creatures, and which way
they went.” Ben found alocker key in his pocket, tossed it to Tom. “Go open my foot locker,” he said.
“You'll find your revolver there, and a couple of tangle-guns.”

Tom disappeared into the ship and emerged a moment later with the wegpons. He caught Ben'seye
and drew him aside. “ Do you redly think we re going to find anything?’

Ben shook hishead. “I don’t see how. There’ s no atmos-phere on these rocks, and nothing even
remotely resembling food. | hateto say it, but | think your Sster’ simagination got out of control.
Somehow she fooled hersdlf into thinking she saw something that shedidn’t seeat al.”

But hedidn’t quite fedl the conviction of hiswords. There was another thought in his mind which Ben
just couldn’t shake off. Of course there was non-human lifein many parts of the solar syssem. Mars had
an abundance of desert life: little gopher-like creaturesthat lived in burrowsin the sand, tiny sand-snails
that could dissolve sandstone for the dgae living in its crevices, even the Jumping Jacks that could bound
twenty feet inthe air and travel at enormous speed across the dunes like a cross between the kangaroo
and the jack rabbit. He had seen the Venusian mud-puppiesthat thrived in the steaming bogs of the
second planet, and the strange pterodactyl-like birds with leethery wings that skimmed through the thin
methane atmosphere of Saturn’s Titan, settling down like Satanic demonsin rows on the rocks to watch
Spacer exploring parties.

An abundance of life, but never before had any life of any kind been found on the asteroids,
particularly three-foot crea-tures with gray skins and horrible eyes. Ben could not even think of any living
cregture he had ever encountered that might fit that description. What Joyce had said she had seen was
impossible, unless there was some form of life here that had never been detected.

Or that had just recently come...

Again Ben'smind snagged on the thought he had been try-ing to avoid, athought that nagged at him
now as the three of them started down thetrail Joyce pointed out. An invisible phantom ship, Ben
thought, that made contact, and watched us, and then dipped away out of reach as soon asit was seen.
A ship that returned again, perhaps, while he was unconscious following the explosion, and then began
mysterioudy nudging them into a course that led to thisrock. He shook his head impatiently. It wasa
disturbing thought, but it made no sense, no senseat al.



No more sense than Joyce' slittle gray men.

Tom led the way, with Joyce at hishedl's, and Ben bringing up the rear. They reached the great
promontory of rock just asthe sun did into view from behind the rock, throwing long black shadows
acrossthe valley below them. Here the surface was strewn with giant boulders; Tom picked hisway with
care as Joyce pointed the way, and Ben' s grip tightened on the tangle-gun at ready in his hand. Asthey
darted down Ben fdt histension increase a hundredfold; it seemed asif hiswhole body were vibrating,
and his skin prickled as he peered down at the valey floor for signs of life.

Soon they were clambering down into aravine, and Joyce stopped, staring up at arock with acrack
running down its surface. In the crack alarge quartz crystal wastightly wedged. “ Thisisthe place,” the
girl sad. “And over thereiswhere | saw thefirst one.”

They followed her finger, peering around them asiif they expected the rocks themsdlvesto legp into the
air. There was no movement, no suggestion of life. Joyce scrambled around the rock. “Yes, thisisthe
place! That crevice over there was where the others disappeared, or wasit thisone?’ She stopped in
confusion. “Well, it was somewhere over there,” she said angrily. “| wastoo scared to see straight. It
doesn't matter, anyway. They were here, that’ sdl that matters.”

The sun had siwung high in the sky and was descending rapidly again toward the far horizon. Tom
Barron gave an embarrassed cough. “Look, Ben, | think we' d better get back to the ship beforeit’ s dark
again, don't you?’

“But | tell you | saw them!” Joyce burst out. “Y ou both think I'm crazy, but I’'m not.”

“I think we ve looked far enough,” Tom said.

But Ben Trefon shook hishead. “Let’ s see where that crevice goes before we go back,” he said.
Something was gtill bothering him; the closer he had cometo this place, the gresater his tension had been
growing. Now it seemed as though his body were trembling uncontrollably. His feet were actualy
unsteady as he started to scramble across the floor of the ravine toward the cleft in the rock, and his
heart seemed to be pounding a thousand timesa minute.

And then, quite suddenly, he realized that it was not his heart pounding, and not his body that was
vibrating. He stopped suddenly and pressed his glove over the capsulein his belt.

There was no doubt about it. The capsule was emitting a vibration so powerful it was shaking his body
with an in-sistent pul sating beet. The beat was S0 intense that the capsule dmost fdt dive at hisside.

Tom Barron stopped behind him. “Ben, we' d better go back.”

“Not yet.” Ben was scrambling forward now, staring at the cleft that loomed up ahead. Step by step
the vibration in the capsule intengfied as he sumbled in the rocky path.

Then, without warning, atiny gray creature was standing in his path. Ben stopped short. Joyce had not
been imagining things; the creature was bardly three feet tdl, with awrinkled slvery-gray skin that made it
look like alittle old man. Its head wastilted to one Sde asif it were listening intently, and it stood
perfectly motionless as Ben stared.

Tom caught up with him, and Ben heard a swift intake of bresth. A stonerattled under Ben'sfoot.
Abruptly the crea-ture turned sharply toward him, and Ben saw hiseyes, lumin-ous eyes of apae
iridescent blue.

For amoment Ben thought the creature was blind, for the eyes had no pupils nor whites. Then he saw
little flecks of gold shimmering in the pae blue, and he knew that the cresture could see him. But the
horror and ugliness Joyce had described had been the product of her own mind, for thistiny creature was
far from ugly. Rather, there was an other-worldly beauty about him as he solemnly regarded his
discoverers. He reminded Ben of something, something he had read of, or heard of, years before. But it
was Tom who found the right word.

“Why, he lookslike an f!” he breathed.

Ben nodded. “ Joyce wasright, but there' s nothing horrible about him.” The same ingtant the creature
moved closer. To Ben'samazement, it spoke to him. There were no audible words, no sound at al, yet
somehow Ben heard a soft, musica voice speaking directly into hisear.

“Thebdt,” the voice said. “Who hasit?’

“I do,” Ben blurted ouit.



The creature fixed its great eyes on him. “ Then step for-ward, please.”

Cautioudy, Ben took a step ahead. The creature moved close, extended a hand to Ben'swaist. Ben
felt the gentlest touch, and the creature stepped back again. “Y es, you wear the belt of power. We have
been waiting for you, and your companionsaswell. Y ou are caled Benjamin in the mighty House of
Trefon, isthat not 0?7’

Ben nodded. “But how did you know?’

“Weknew your father well,” the strange voice said. “We knew him long ago when he wore the belt.
And now that it isin your hands, the time has come for you to useit, if it isnot too late. We have waited
alongtimefor you.”

“But why?Who are you?’

“Who can say?’ the voice replied softly in Ben's ear, and somehow the creature seemed to be smiling.
“I am one who has been, and gone, and come again. Y ou saw my ship once, when it was not intended.
But come, we must not talk here. Y our friends dso may come, if they comein peace.”

The creature turned asif to go, but Ben didn’t move. “1 want to know who you are,” hesaid. “And |
want to know what you want with us, before we go anywhere.”

Thetiny creature looked at him. “Wewant peace,” thevoice said in Ben'sear. “Would your father
have given you the belt of power if he had not wanted usto find you? We have followed you across
space for days. Could we not have destroyed you at any timeif we had wanted to? With a crippled ship,
were you not at our mercy hereif we had evil plans? Will you men of Earth never learn to cast doubt and
suspicion asde?’

“I’'m not aman of Earth,” Ben said doggedly. “I'm a Spacer, and it is hard to cast doubt and suspicion
adde”

A pedl of musical laughter sounded in Ben' s ears. “Not aman of Earth? Indeed! And canyou livein
gpace without the protection of your suit? Without oxygen to bresthe? Without heet, without moisture?’

“No,” Bensaid.

The laughter came again. “I thought not. Y ou must carry Earth with you wherever you go, yet you
clam to be aman of spacel Come with me now and you will learn the difference between men of Earth
like yoursdf and men of space.”

The creature turned and started down the rubble-strewn path. Ben looked at Tom and Joycefor a
moment, then sarted after the cresture. The Barronsfollowed singlefile. It was difficult going; the
creature was nimble and his pace was swift. But presently they encircled another great spur of rock and
saw acrude stairway hewn down the rock wall into acavern. Above them a huge black cliff ssemed to
rise smooth and gleaming. It was only then that Ben redlized that the cavern wasametd hatichway, and
that the gleaming cliff wasthe hull of a ship 0 hugeit seemed to extend from horizon to horizon.

It was the phantom ship they had encountered before. Now it was visible and at rest, yet even now the
outlineswere dightly indistinct. Their efin guide was making hisway down to the hatchway, and moments
later Ben and his companions were insde the ship.

Sowly the hatch clanged shut behind them.

For amoment Ben stopped, trying to adjust his eyesto the dim light inside the ship. They were
gtanding in ahuge hall-way lighted with luminous poles, with shops and drydocks extending asfar asthey
could see on either side of them. On al sides there were small blue-gray creatures hard at work,
hundreds upon hundreds of them. In the drydocks Ben could see adozen smaller ships swarming with
elfin workmen, and across the room showers of sparks flew up from adozen weld-ing torches. The air
wasfilled with the din of metal on metd; there was hammering and banging, and the whine of winches
and the rumbling of overhead cranes carrying crews up and down the hulls of the ships.

The workmen paused as they moved down the center cor-ridor, regarding them curioudy with their
strange empty blue eyes. Ahead, their guide hurried along as the corridor became a catwak overlooking
huge banks of computers and com-munications equipment. They passed another areawhere workmen
were posting signals on avast space map, moving swiftly as powerful radar transmitters swept
information into their hands.

For dl the hugeness of the ship, Ben Trefon had the curi-ous sensation that he wasin adream world, a



giant among elves, towering head and shoul ders above the creatures that crowded around them asthey
passed. Y et from the way these creatures stood and from the expressions on their wizened faces, Ben
wondered who the giants were, after al. There was nothing he could pinpoint, but could fed the
enormous power of these people, a power that could obliterate him ingtantly if it were ever to be
activated, yet a power which was dormant rather than active. There was no sign of hogtility here; indeed,
these crestures were regarding him with eagerness and ex-pectation. All about him, whispering
wordlesdly in hisear, Ben could fed the wave of excitement growing as though amighty bowstring were
being pulled back until it was ready to snap.

It was an uncanny fedling, and aglance at Tom and Joyce' s puzzled facestold Ben that they could fed
it too. But there was no time to stop and try to catch distinct impressions. Their escort turned suddenly
down aside corridor and ush-ered them into asmall room that looked surprisingly likethelibrary of a
Spacer home on Mars. One wall of the room was covered with abank of instruments; another side held
ahuge store of microfilm spools and magnetic tapes. Asthey entered the room their eyes were drawn to
the diminutive gray figure at adesk at thefar side.

He was a creature like the others, but somehow he looked older, and his shoulders were bent as
though he were carrying an enormous weight. He rose as the door closed behind them, and the cresture
who had escorted them hurried forward to greet him.

And once again Ben heard the musicdl voicein hisear say-ing, “ Greetings, brother. They have cometo
usat last, even asyou predicted.”

Acrossthe room the creature stirred dightly, turning smoky blue eyes upon them for so long that Ben
felt himsalf getting dizzy staring at them. Then the cresture made another move, and a deeper voice
echoed in Ben'sears. “ Y ou have come along way, both intime and in space,” the Elder was saying.

“Y ou must betired and hungry, perhaps confused.”

“WEe re confused, dl right,” Ben said sharply. “Who are you people? Where do you come from, and
what are you do-ing here?’

“Weare dwdlersof the Rings, just asyou are,” the voice came back gently. “ And we have known
your peoplewell, in times past. The belt of power has been our avenue of contact. Now you must let me
examine the one you wear.” The voice hesitated. “ This chamber is pressurized and supplied with your
oxygen needs. Y ou may safely remove your suits.”

Stepping out of the heavy pressure suit, Ben loosened the black web belt from hiswaist. The capsule
was dill vibrating like athing dive. When the creature reached ouit for it, their fingers touched for an
ingtant, and Ben felt atingle much like adight eectric shock. But the cresture was dipping the cap-sule
from thewebbing, Saring at it minutely.

He examined it for along timein slence. Then helooked up a Ben. “So Ivan Trefonisredly dead in
this sensdesswar of yours,” the voice said sadly. “I had hoped to the last that our information might be
wrong, that such aman had not really been wasted so tragically. But you are now wearing the belt that he
wore.”

“I'm hisson,” Ben said. “But my father never spoke of you.”

“I' know. Y our father was aman of honor and integrity. He kept the pledge of silence he made, for he
knew that the time had not come to speak of us. In al the centuries that we have counsdled with men of
Earth it has never been time. But now perhaps it must become time, whether thetimeisright or not.” The
creature looked straight at Ben Trefon. “Y our war with the Earth-dwelling men must end beforeit istoo
late. Already it has gonetoo far for smple means, but this time we cannot intervene openly. We
intervened once before, againgt our judgment, and the results were tragic. Thistime only you can
intervenefor yoursaves.”

Ben saw the puzzled frowns on the Barrons' faces. “We don’t understand,” he told the creature. “Y ou
seem to know so much about us, and we know nothing about you.”

“How we know is not important now,” the creature replied. “ What we know is urgently important.
We know that you dwellersin space ill do not redlize the determination of your Earth brothersto
destroy you. We know that many Spacers have withdrawn to their last battlement, their Central asteroid,



and that the remaining forces have gathered to prepare a dis-astrous counterattack on Earth itself. Should
Agteroid Centrd fall, the trigger would be pulled and a planetary holocaust would result.” The creature
hesitated. “We cannot read the future. We can only predict on the basis of long and bitter experience.
Should your war be pursued to its end, the odds are four to onethat al human lifein the solar system will
be obliterated, that the spark will be extinguished once and for al. And that cannot be permitted to
happen.”

“But that’ s not possible!” Tom Barron cried. “ Y ou talk asif we were children.”

“Thisisawar of children,” the creature returned sharply. “ Only children would daughter each other out
of ignorance and fear. Only children would fail again and again to learn the lessons of their foolishness,
and stubbornly, blindly persst in their childishness. Don’t spegk to me about children, | know what
children you are. But | dso know the greatness you could achieve if you would only put away childish
things”

They stood silent under the rebuke. Behind the creature’ swords Ben could sense a powerful wave of
exagperation and anger mixed with concern, the exasperation and concern of an adult for awillful and
recacitrant child, mixed with appre-hension and sorrow. For the first time Ben began to see some
connection between these strange creatures and the events that had been happening. Pieces of the puzzle
suddenly began to fit. He looked up at the little gray figure across the room. “Y ou people are not from
Earth,” he said. *Y ou don’t come from any place in the solar system, do you?’

“Of coursenot,” the creature replied.

“Then who are you? Why do you care what happensto usin our wars?’

“Because that isour purpose here: to care. We have watched your planet for millennia, sncethefirst
spark of intel-ligence flared up in your people, and we have watched that spark grow into the raging fire
itistoday. Our job isto keep that fire dive until you cease being children and learn how to control it
yoursalves, until you learn how to use it. Then our work herewill be done, if you have not destroyed
yourselvesin your childishness before you can mature. But one of your own people can tell you about us
better than | can. | believe that your father left you something €lse aswell asthe belt of power, did he
not7"

“Thetape,” Tom Barron said.

“Yes, therewasatape,” Ben said. “A mauki chant, but we couldn’t understand it.”

“Let me seethetape’ the creature said.

Ben drew the spool from an inner pocket and handed it over. The creature went to aplayer at the side
of the room, placed the tapein the dot and adjusted the controls.

“It won't be any good,” Ben said. “It’sin alanguage none of us understands.”

Thetiny gray creature smiled. “Who knows?’ he said. “ Perhaps you will understand it now. Perhaps
that in itsdlf will help you understand why we are here”

For amoment there was no sound in the room but the swish-swish of the tape in the player, then,
suddenly, the room was flooded with music. It was the same music that Ben and Tom had heard from the
player in the vault below the House of Trefon, the same measured rhythms, the same wom-an’ s haunting
voice, the samerefrain they had heard before. Even the words were the same, words which had seemed
familiar but not quite understandable before, asif they were words of asubtly different tongue.

But now, incredibly, the meaning of the words became clear. Ben stared at the frayed tape going
through the player, heard the same scratchy defects from repeated replaying as he had heard before, but
now the mauki’ s chant was understand-able, unmistakable in its meaning.

Like so many of the mauki chants Ben had heard, thiswas a story set to music. Like those other
chants, it dedlt with times and places and great events, but this story was utterly strange to Ben Trefon.
He listened, and the Barrons listened too, their faces reflecting the increasing wonder in their minds asthe
story unfolded.

It wasthe story of apeople, but not of human people. They were smilar to men in many ways, with
the loves and hates and fears of men, but a people far older and greater and more powerful than men had
ever dreamed of being. These people had been living for untold ages a the time when Earth and her sun



were no more than motes of dust in the emptiness of space between the galaxies. Already then these
people had been engaged for eonsin an endless, patient search through the vast reaches of the universe.
Where they had come from and why and how they had first begun to roam the galaxies even they
themselves did not know ... but they did know that they had a purpose to fulfill, a purpose that spanned
all space and extended through all time. And that purpose was to search out, wherever it might be, with
infinite patience and perseverance, acertain tiny flame that they knew flickered up from timeto timein
new gaaxies and old across the firmament.

They were called the Searchers, and their dedication to their goal exceeded understanding. There was
no timetoo long to wait, no distance too far to trave, if there was hope that their search might finally lead
once again to another source of precious flame they sought. They did not know what that flame was, nor
how it came about, nor why it oc-curred when it did, but they knew full well theincredible, un-thinkable
power for good or for evil that it Sgnified. And they knew that there was nothing more rare and
wonderful indl the universe than thistiny flame whenever it gppeared anew: the flame of intdligence
flaring up in arace of crea-tures evolving here or there across the galaxies, with the reason and
compassion and strength that always accompanied it.

Time and again the Searchers discovered the flame of in-telligence burning brightly on remote planets
of remote stars, each new discovery was atimefor rgjoicing, for then once again the real work of the
Searchers could begin. Most intdl-ligent races were planet-born and star-bound. Without aid they would
arise, and flourish, and die within the boundaries of their own solar systems, perhaps sensing that other
intelli-gences existed € sewhere in the universe, but unable to reach across the immensities of interstellar
gpace to contact them. Some, more advanced than others, even sensed that their in-telligence, initself,
wasincomplete, that itsredl potentials could never possibly be realized without joining with other
intelligences across the tarways. And for them the tragedy was even greater if they could not find away
to reach from galaxy to gaaxy.

But the Searchers were not planet-born, and their lives were not bounded by the time limits of racia
history. Geologicd agesfor them were the same as minutes on their time scale; they aone could take the
timeto search out intelligence wherever it might arise, and nurseit to maturity, and draw it into contact
with the great community of intelligent races that grew and flourished in the universe of life. For the
Searchersit was asacred trust that they could not and would not relinquish.

There had been atime when agroup of Searchers, traveling with incredible power through the depths
of space, had sensed thetiny flame of inteligence flaring up in arace of creaturesliving on the third planet
of amedium-sized main-sequence star Situated far out on one of the arms of animmense spiral galaxy.
How the Searchers had sensed its presence no one could say; it was enough that they knew it wasthere,
and with excitement and joy plans were made for contact. But contact was approached with caution as
the Searcherslanded upon the planet where the flame was burning. Long experience had taught them to
observe and assess anew intdligencefirgt in secrecy and silence, for raw intelligence without the temper
of maturity could do immeasurable harm if contacted too soon. Almogt a once the Searchers knew that a
flaw was present here, aflaw they had encountered countlesstimes before,

There was intelligence among these creatures who called themsalves men. There was reason among
them, there was an enormous vigor and curiogity, but their intelligence was raw and uncontrolled. The
Searchers had seen the flaw in other races before; these men themsalves had words to describe the flaw
that crippled them. Like children who had never grown up, their intelligence lacked maturity and
compassion. They were only beginning to grasp the difference between themselves and the unintelligent
cregturesthat lived and died around them. Their potentia was enormous, the things that they might one
day accomplish in acommunity of intelligent races were staggering, but they were not yet ready for even
asuspicion that they might have such potentia, for they still thought and acted and behaved as children.

It was agniger flaw, agrave impediment. The Searchers knew that some intelligent races had never
learned to over-comeit. Some had lived out their racia history in ignorance of what they might become
smply because they had never grown up enough to betold. And it was aflaw which had to be overcome
before contact with other races could be per-mitted.

For achildish intelligence could never cope with the pow-ers that contact would provide them. A race



of intelligent children would never contribute. It would only exploit. With-out maturity, thisintelligent race
of men wasincredibly dan-gerous, far too dangerous to entrust with knowledge it would be unableto
control.

It wastragic, but smple. A child could not be handed aloaded gun.

So the Searcherswaited. They had first come to Earth in atime of empire, and they watched in silent
horror as greet cities arose from the labor of peasants, tyrants bludgeoned their way to power, soldiers
marched and davery flourished. They waited patiently as men struggled and fought among themsdlves, as
children do, watching hopefully for the first Ssgns of maturity to appear. Over the centuries, bit by bit, they
began to hope that their patience might ultimately be rewarded.

Inthe dimly lighted room the song of the mauki paused, and the music changed subtly. Ben shook his
head, only half comprehending what he was hearing. The Barrons seemed equally wonder-struck. It was
asif something was drawing out their minds and painting a picture for them through other eyes, apicture
of their own people that they had never seen before. A thousand questions burst into Ben's mind, but
there was no chance to ask them, for the mauki’ s song continued, an incredible song, yet a song so
compeling thet it defied dis-belief.

Trueto their purpose, the Searchers had waited, watching the painful progress of thisrace of intelligent
creatures called men. They listened to the clank of metal armor and smelled the swesty legther of the
Roman armies as they marched north into Gaul. They heard the thundering hoofbests of the invading
hordes from the East, and watched the crumbling of the mighty empire that had been Rome. Throughout
the dark centuriesthat followed they watched and waited, occa-siondly reaching out for momentary
contact with one man or another. Bit by bit their presence became known in the phys-ical form they had
chosen to use on Earth, and legends grew up among men, folk stories of elves and trolls and other
creartures of the middie world, living on Earth with men but hidden from men’ s senses unless they chose
to be revealed. With quickening excitement the Searchers witnessed the blos-soming of intelligence asthe
Middle Ages drew to a close and men discovered science and began systematically to ex-plore their own
minds and the physical world that lay about them. The signs of maturity began to gather; the capability
was there. Soon, the Searchers were saying to each other, soon the time for contact would arrive.

Then, before their eyes, the variable appeared that the Searchers had been dreading. Just asachild
growsrapidly in oneway and remainsachild in others, these men began mov-ing swiftly with their
new-found knowledge of science, and lagging in other areas. In rapid succession two terrible wars broke
out, driving Earth technology before them even as hu-manity was forgotten. The day came when the
Searchers saw an enormous bomb explode over an Earth city and form the dreadful mushroom cloud of
atomic holocaust, and they knew that the turning point had been reached. They knew men now held the
key to utter self-destruction. These children had fashioned their own gun and turned it upon themsdlves as
the struggle between the perpetud childhood of davery and the matureided of freeindividudsin afree
society went on.

No one could choose for them as men continued striving to resolve that struggle. Leaping forward,
they learned to leave their planet and explore their solar system, landing outposts of men on Earth's
moon, on Mars, on Venus. Slowly the struggle between davery and freedom intensified, building upto a
frightful war of nuclear wegpons fought on Earth and in space dike, and dowly that war became
probable, and then inevitable, and the Searchers at last were faced with aterrible choice: either to
intervene or to alow these creatures to de-stroy themsealves before their childhood ended.

Right or wrong, the Searchers chose to intervene.

It was an unthinkable choice for these observers from the stars, for bitter experience had told them that
intervention in itself could precipitate disaster. But the aternative was equally unthinkable. Nuclear wars
in other places and in other times had wiped life from the faces of planets. Intelligent races, flaring with
such promise as these men, had been ut-terly destroyed. Intervention was considered the lesser of the
evils, and cautious contacts were made with certain key humans, certain mature men, among the brave
crews manning the opposing garrisonsin space. By using the belts of power to contact certain men, the
Searchers had revedled themselves, and on the very eve of the Great War, had drawn from these men



their agreement to protect their race from itself by withholding fire when the war began.

Asareault, it wasasmal war instead of alarge one. The planet Earth wasinjured, but the race was
not destroyed. Y et the intervention of the Searchers had proven atwo-edged sword which even they
could not control, and out of the Great War anew division had grown up to split men into warring
factions. Hatred and spite and ignorance still out-weighed maturity in the minds of men. Theforcesin
space were driven into exile there by their planet-bound brothers. Instead of healing the breach, time
opened it wider asthe necessities of surviva threw fue on the fire that raged be-tween Earthmen and
Spacers.

Until now, once again, awar of obliteration had begun, and the Searchers knew that somehow, once
again, they were forced to intervene.

At firg it seemed like afairy story, afantastic tale without any rea connection with the lives of Spacers
and Earthmen and no relation to the war that was now being fought. But now, asthe mauki’ s voice faded
into silence and Ben looked across at Tom Barron' s sober face, he knew that they had been hearing no
fantasy. They had been hearing plain his-tory, a history none of them had ever heard before, but history
nonetheless.

And now bits and pieces of the story began to fit together with other things Ben had known but had
never understood. After that firgt intervention, with itstragic aftermath of Spacer exile, the Searchers had
withdrawn, redlizing that no solution had been found after al. But they maintained contact from time to
time with certain representatives of the Spacer clan. Great care was taken to select men with more than
usua maturity for contact, in hopes that through their leadership some way to repair the rift with Earthmen
might be found.

Ivan Trefon had been one of their contacts. His father be-fore him had been entrusted with one of the
belts of power, to enable him to contact the Searchers should contact be nec-essary, and to alow the
Searchersto contact him. And now Ben began to understand the real work his father had been doing, as
aleader of the Spacers and as a member of the Council. Guided and directed by the Searchers, Ivan
Trefon had spent hislife working to bring peace between Earthmen and Spacers. Somehow he too had
captured the vison the Searchers had brought with them: avision of the enormous power for good that
lay dormant in human intelligence if only the maturity could be found to contral it. Ivan Trefon's
dedication had been fierce and unceasing, yet before his eyes he had seen the clouds of obliterative war
gather, goaded on by hate and fear and ignorance.

It was no wonder, Ben thought, that hisfather had ap-peared so defeated and weary at the time of
Ben'slast vigt to the house on Mars.

But thistime the Searchersthemsaves were helpless, for dl their power. The Great War had gppeared
adisastrous acci-dent, permitted to occur only through ignorance on the part of men, and the Searchers
had decided against their better judgment to intervene to stop it. But now the same pattern seemed about
to be repeated; nothing had been learned the first time, and these men of Earth had come no closer to the
end of childishnessthan before. The Searchers now faced the bitter fact that these children could not be
forced into matur-ity. If they wereto overcome their flaw, it must be done under their own power. Again
and again the Searchers had met to consider new intervention, and again and again the same answer had
been reached. Men could leave childishness behind; the Spacer leaders had proven that in refusing to
a-low the Great War to obliterate the race. And if men could grow to maturity and would not, further
intervention would be usdless. If Earthmen and Spacers now were bent upon destruction, it waswithin
their power; thistime men them-selves must make the choice.

Ben Trefon' s eyes caught the misty blue eyes of hishogt. *Y ou mean that you refuse to intervenethis
time” hesad.

“We have done all that we can,” the Searcher’ svoice said in Ben'sear.

“But how could thiswar threaten the entire race?’ Ben said. “ Spacers might be wiped out, yes, but
Earthitsdf would remain.”

“If that were true, we would never have drawn you into contact,” the Searcher said. “But your own
Spacer fleet com-mand has not been idle. Asteroid Centra is under siege, but Spacer ships unableto



return there have been massing around Outpost 3 for days, resisting every Earth attempt to disband them.
That Spacer fleet has warheads sufficient to reduce Earth to a cinder, should they be launched effectively
at closerange. And certain of the fleet leaders have prepared a counterattack.” Thelittle creature eyed
Ben Trefon sadly. “Y our people have never before been vindictive,” he said. “But after the desolation of
Mars by Earth ships, thereisaspirit of revenge abroad among Spacers. If so much asasingle shell from
an Earth ship should penetrate the Maze and strike Asteroid Central, afleet of Spacer shipswill depart
instantly from Outpost 3, to strike a devastating counter-blow at Earth hersalf. Spurred by vengeance,
therewill be no stop-ping that fleet if it leaves. And our cdculationsindicate that no living thing will be left
on Earth should your warheads be rel eased.”

Therewas along slence. Then Joyce Barron turned to the tiny creature acrossthe room. “Thisistrue,
what you say?’

“We have vison-proof ships observing every sector in the Rings. | am speaking the truth.”

“But not thewholetruth,” Joyce said. “Y ou clam that you will not intervene, and yet right now in this
room you are in-tervening by drawing usinto contact. Isthat not true?’

Their host hesitated a fraction of asecond. “Y our reason-ing is sound, of course. We have aready
intervened, to this extent. But adifferent kind of intervention than before.”

“Then why did you bring us here?’ the girl cried. *'Y ou must have had areason. Why us? Why not
other Earthmen and other Spacers?’

“Because we are till hoping that this disaster may be stopped,” the Searcher said, “and aready
you—the three of you—have taken thefirgt critical step to stopit.”

They sared a the tiny efin creature, and then at each other as the Searcher continued.

“Y ou may be the only three humans dive who can suc-ceed where we havefailed.”

Hourslater, after they had been escorted out of the Search-ers' ship, back through the cleft in the rock
and into Ben Trefon'slittle S-80, the three friends fill were not certain that they had fully understood the
respongbility that had suddenly falen on their shoulders. Their memory of the encounter with the
Searchers already had taken on adreamlike quality, and as they sat and talked through the long hours,
neither Ben nor the Barrons could be entirely certain that the en-counter had not been astrange kind of
delusion that they had shared together.

The Searcherswere gone. Their escort had turned away from them at the entrance hatch to the S-80,
and then van-ished as though alight had been switched out. The tools Ben and Tom had | eft out were il
where they had dropped them when they first became alarmed about Joyce' s disappearance, and
everything since seemed dightly blurry intheir memories.

And yet they al remembered quite clearly the haunting strains of the mauki chant and the strange story
it had told, preserved for them on the ancient tape.

“I just don’t understand,” Joyce said when they were back in the ship with the hatch closed behind
them. “Y ou and Tom had listened to that tape before, and couldn’t understand it. How did we
understand it in there?”

“It was being trandated for us,” Ben said. “ There' sno other explanation. We were hearing it through
the Searchers ears. And yet we weren't reading their minds. I'm sure that the tape was necessary for us
to understand at all.”

Tom stuck hishandsin his pockets. “ Remember what he said before he started playing it—that hearing
it would dem-onstrate something to us. Maybe he was trying to show uswhat two intelligent racesin
co-operation could do that neither could do alone.”

Ben nodded. “1 thought of that. There never has been any red successin our scientists' attemptsto
study extrasensory perception. It has aways seemed asif men have had haf atalent, and were missing
the other half, somehow. And if another race of creatures somewhere had the other half—" He paused,
shaking his head. “I1t could mean almost anything. Our bodies are limited by the temperatures and
environments we can survive, but our minds aren't. Even the speed-of-light barrier to star travel might fall
away, if another intelligent race could help us away from our bodily limitations. Maybe our intelligence,
herein our solar system, isjugt atiny piecein ahuge puzzle”



“But what did the Searcher mean about stopping the war?’ Joyce said. “He made it seem that we
were the only ones who could hope to do anything.”

“Don’t you see?” Tom said excitedly. “Where e se have Earthmen and Spacers joined hands and
learned the truth about each other? Nowhere else. Y et you and | and Ben know that thiswar is pointless
folly. Thereisn't asingle vaid reason for it, if each Sde knew the truth about the other. And that was
what the Searchers weretrying to tell us, that somehow we have to tell both sidesthe truth and make
them bdlieveit just aswedo.”

“It sounds good,” Ben said, “but how?1 don't have any power among my people, evenif | could get
to Agteroid Cen-tral, and that would mean running the Maze right under the nose of five hundred Earth
ships. And asfor you convincing your people—oh, it's hopel ess. Who would believe us? How could we
tell them astory like thisand get anybody evento listen?”

“Y ou aready know the answer to that,” Joyce Barron said quietly. “We can get peopleto listen just
the way the Search-ersgot usto listen.”

Ben frowned. “I don't follow you.”

“There was aship that came back from areprisa raid, yearsago,” Joyce said. “ An Earth ship, one of
the‘pirates you spoke of. They kidnapped amauki and her five-year-old boy, and then destroyed the
boy and tried to get the mauki back home. It didn’t work; they fell into atrap, and a Spacer ship
boarded them and recaptured the mauki. But the reason they were trapped was because the mauki was
snging.”

Ben looked skepticd. “How could that have been atrap?’

“You're used to mauki chants. Y ou’ ve heard them dl your life, and still you stop and listen, don't
you?”

“Wadll, | suppose| do.”

“Y es. And when that woman in that ship began to sing, every crewman stopped what he was doing to
ligen.”

They stared a her in sllence. Then Ben said, “ She'sgot it, Tom. She' sgot the answer. If wecanfind a
way to put it to work in time.”

O THEMAZE

BIT BY BIT, then, aplan evolved from their council of war. It was adender thread to hang upon, but at
least it was a begin-ning. Time after time Ben shook his head hopelesdy and they nearly discarded the
wholeideg; it was dmost suiciddly risky, and even should the first steps succeed, there was no real hope
that it would work when the chips were redlly down. It would be a desperation move, and there would
be no turning back once they had started.

But time after time they came back to face the plain facts: feeble asit might be, it wasthe only
conceivable plan that could work. Already things had moved too far and too fast. There would be no
timefor negotiating, no timetotry alittle a atimeto get acrossto people on Earth and in space the awful
implications of thiswar. It had to be done swiftly and surdly, in terms that nobody could possibly
misunderstand.

“WE Il only have one chance,” Tom said gloomily, looking up a Ben and hissgter. “We ve got to be
certainit' sworththerisk.”

Ben nodded. “It' sworth it. My father never stopped to worry about the risk. That waswhy hehad a
belt to wesar.”

“Then let’sget moving. Thereisn't timeto waste.”

The firgt impediment was staring them in the face dready. The ship was il disabled. With renewed
energy Tom and Ben tackled the repair work again, and now Joyce worked with them, driven by the
same sense of urgency the othersfelt. During rest periodsthey talked, filling in details of the plan as best
they could. It seemed incredible to them now that they had once mistrusted each other; now they were
haunted by only onefear: that disaster might strike before they could get moving, that they might put their



plan into action only to discover that they weretoo late.

But on thethird day after their encounter with the Search-ers, news came from an unexpected
direction. The ship’sradar picked up asignd, revealed asmall ship moving at atangent in toward the
agteroid, and Ben' stentative recogni-tion signa brought ajubilant response. A few moments later
another Spacer S-80 was landing, piloted by atdl, white-haired man who greeted Ben with ahearty
embrace as soon as he saw who he was.

It was EImo Peterson, chief mechanic of the House of Trefon before the raid on the Earth ships.

The reunion was a happy one, EImo had been one of the men who had broken free from the planet,
carrying acruiser-full of refugees with him, when the raid had begun. Once they had been safely interned
on one of the outposts he had picked up an S-80, and now was cruising the Rings for stragglers,
directing them on to Outpost 3 to join the fleet that was gath-ering there.

“But what about Asteroid Central?” Ben wanted to know.

“It'stouch-and-go,” the white-haired Spacer said. “ The snakes can't bresk through the Maze, but
they have shipsin there so thick afronta assault against them wouldn’t stand a chance. Nobody would
have believed they could have manned such aflegt, but they have. We velost three squadrons that have
hit them trying to bresk the sSege. Another attempt would just be suicide. So we' re working out an
dternaive”

“Y ou mean an assault on Earth itsdlf,” Ben said.

The big man gave Ben asharp look. “ Asamatter of fact, that' s the plan. Get them at the roots. They
have everything they own tied up in this armada out here, with only the shaki-est defenses back home. If
they can’t bresk the Maze, they can gtill starve us out of Central sooner or later. So whilethey’re sitting
there waiting for something to happen, we plan to movein on their home ground.”

Ben nodded. “ And what do you plan to do when you get there?’

“Pay thegame by their rules” Peterson said. *Y ou saw what they did to Mars. Well, Marsisgoing to
look like para-dise when we get through with the planet Earth. Every factory, every city, every storage
dump, every road junction—they don't redize how many shipswe will have outside Central when dl the
dragglersarein. We're till rounding up ships heading in from Ganymede and Europaand Titan. When
we move those shipsin againg Earth, our friends out here aren’t going to have any place to go hometo.”
The big Spacer eyed the Barrons with distaste, then looked back a Ben. “We'll want you and your ship
with us, naturdly. But we don't have any usefor thispair.”

Ben hesitated. It was an unexpected complication, and atough oneto get around. “What doesthe
command on Central have to say about this?’ he asked cautioudly.

Elmo Peterson spread his hands. “They don’t know about it. The snakes have cut off communication
completely; we haven't gotten amessage through for days.”

“And who's commanding your flegt?

“Tommy Whisk.”

“Y ou mean he' sgoing aong with this plan?’ Ben asked, astonished.

“Not because helikesit, you can bet on that,” EImo said. “Y ou know Tommy Whisk. But now even
he thinksit hasto be done. W€ ve got to break this siege somehow.”

Ben nodded, thinking furioudy. He had known Tommy Whisk from years before, when he had been
one of Ivan Trefon's closest friends on the Spacer Council. It wasincredible that the elderly Navgjo
would be a party to amass attack on Earth unless he truly believed it was alast desperate hope to break
the siege. On the Spacer birth rolls Thomas Many-whisker waslisted as one of along line of wise
Spacer |leaders, and he was known to retain much of the ancient stolidity, pa-tience, and perseverance
that had always been so characteristic of his people.

And if Tommy Whisk were in command of the outlying Spacer fleet, he would welcome any approach
to apeace-ful end of the war. Ben struck his pam with hisfigt. “Look,” he said to ElImo. “The Council on
Ageroid Central would want to know before any raiding fleet goes off half-cocked.”

“Yes, if they could betold. But how? Tommy hastried every way imaginable to get word through.
Therejust isn't timel€eft to try any more.”

“But suppose there was away,” Ben sad.



“Tommy would surely want to know it.”

“All right,” Ben said. “Help me get this crate spaceworthy again, and I’ [l get word to Asteroid
Centrd.”

Elmo blinked at him. “By magic, maybe?’

“Not quite. I'll run the blockade.”

“That’sno good. It'sbeentried.”

“I’ve got away to make it work. And | won't bring any Earth ship through with me, either. Give me
twenty-four hoursand I'll have word back to you from the Council.”

The big Spacer shook his head. “Ben, you' re talking about a suicide run. Y ou wouldn’'t stand a
chance. And, anyway, Tommy’s orders were specific. I'm supposed to bring back any Spacer | runinto
to help build up the fleet.”

“I think thisismoreimportant,” Ben said. “1 think Tommy would agree.” He hesitated aminute, then
took the plunge. “Go back and give him amessage from me. Tdl him | have my father’ sbdlt. | think he'll
understand. Tell him to give me twenty-four hours. If he hasn't had word direct from Asteroid Centra by
then, tell him to go ahead. Becauseiif | can’t do it in twenty-four hours, he'll know it can’t be done.”

Deep inthe hold of thelittle S-80 the engines were throb-bing once again, sending abarely pal pable
vibration through the whole ship. At the controls Ben Trefon made an occa-siond adjustment in course,
with an uneasy eye on the radar screen, trying to fight down the panic that kept struggling for control,
ever since he had moved away from the comparative safety of the asteroid.

Elmo Peterson had been hard to convince, but Ben had convinced him findly. Only after Ben had
assured him and reassured him that he would be able to run the blockade successfully had the big Spacer
reluctantly agreed to go dong with Ben's plan. Ultimately it was the fact that Ben was Ivan Trefon’sson
that convinced him; Elmo Peterson had seen Ben' sfather accomplish many thingsin the past that were
supposed to beimpossible until he proved by doing them that they weren’t. Even then EImo had wanted
to take the Barrons back to the Spacer fleet with him, fearing for Ben' s safety with them aboard. But at
last Ben had convinced him that their threat was outweighed by their possible usefulness as hostagesin
running the blockade, and EImo departed with his message for Tommy Whisk.

But now Ben was beginning to wish he had not been car-ried away. Convincing Elmo was easy.
Convincing himsdlf was another story, because he knew too well that he had no magic to help him move
through the blockade and in to Asteroid Central safe from attack.

All he had to help him was ablack web belt around hiswaist. When they had first devel oped their
plan, it had de-pended on the belt. The Searcherswould surely be watching what they did, and the
capsule in the belt was obvioudy ameans of communication and control. If the Searchers would respond
with the help Ben needed when he needed it, as they had promised they would, he knew he could run the
blockade successfully. If the Searchers would not respond, everything would be lost.

But when they had tried to find the Searchersto tell them the plan, after EImo Peterson had departed,
they were no-where to be found. The cleft in the rock was gone, and there was no sign of the great
phantom ship. Except for one thing, Ben might have been convinced the Searchers were only afig-ment
of hisimagination, so completely had they disgppeared. That one thing was the belt, with the capsule that
gill wasvibrating ever so faintly against Ben'sside.

Now that they were committed, and had embarked on the plan, dl the questions they had raised
before returned to plague them. And with the disappearance of the Searchers, Ben' s doubts redoubled.
For unlessthe belt could produce help, they were indeed on asuicide run. Ben was certain, from EImo’s
reports and his own knowledge of space logistics, that no ordinary space ship could hopeto run the
blockade and sneak into the Maze to the stronghold in the center with-out taking an enemy shell
broadside. Only by becoming a phantom ship, like the ship of the Searchers themselves, could he hope
to run the gauntlet successtully.

Out of the corner of hiseye Ben saw afaint blip appear and fade on the radar screen. On the next
cyclethe 9gnd was stronger, and the capsule at his belt began vibrating alittle more strongly. Ben
motioned Tom to the * scope, and amo-ment later Tom nodded and bresthed asigh of relief. “They're



there,” he said. “Just alittle behind us, but there. They have their vision screen down; | can seethe ship.”

“Then they must redlize what we' re going to try to do,” Ben said. He grinned at his companion, some
of thetension eas-ing. “Who knows but we might makeit yet?’

All three of them were at the control panel now asthe little ship carried them through the blackness
toward the areawhere Asteroid Central would soon be passing in its orbit, surrounded by the great
armadathat held it in Sege. Ben turned controls over to Tom while he ate afew bites of the meal Joyce
had prepared, then lay down for an hour’ s rest before resuming hisvigil. Sleep wasimpossible, but he
forced histense musclesto relax. Presently he did doze, only to be awakened by Tom shaking hisinjured
shoulder.

“Better take over,” Tom said. “1 think we' ve just spotted the outside ring of the blockade.”

Back at control, Ben stared through the ‘ scope, scanning the segment of space ahead for signs of the
gathering of Earth ships. Somewhere up there wasthe great Central aster-oid, but neither Ben nor Tom
could seeit yet in the * scope, nor could they see the multitude of tiny rocks and debriswhirling about it to
form the dense protective screen of the Maze. But the * scope did pick up the faint shadow of aship up
ahead, and then another and another... thefirgt circle of blockading Earth shipsthat held Asteroid
Central trapped and helpless.

Carefully, Ben blacked out the ship’ s lights and dtered the course dightly, bringing the S-80 into the
precise direction and orbital speed necessary to move parale to the Centra asteroid. Then, ever so
dowly, he began edging the ship in toward thefirst circle of besieging ships he knew lay waiting.

In the darkness of the cabin, the tension became almost unbearable. More and more signal's appeared
on the radar screen—a dozen ships, two dozen. Still Ben edged in closer to them. Once the blockade
was run, the Maze would be no problem, with the key recorded in specid memory circuitsinthe ship’s
computer. Then there would only be the danger of some Earth ship following him through. But with the
inter-vening shipsin atightly drawn circle around the asteroid, the Maze seemed amillion miles away.

A moment later Tom said, “There! | can seethe asteroid now. And it looks like aswarm of bees are
around it.”

“That'sright,” Ben said. “If only | can sneak in close enough to make arun for it, we'll be plenty happy
to have that swarm of beesfor protection.”

“But it looks like we' re moving right through the block-ade,” Tom said, looking at the radar screen.

“Don’'t fool yoursdlf. Watch the pattern there for amo-ment.”

The shift in the pattern was subtle, but it wasthere. Thelittle S-80 had moved into the first ring of ships
without opposition. But now the ships behind them were beginning to close together, until Earth ships
were on al sides of them. Tom watched increduloudly. “ Do you suppose they haven't spotted us?’ he
asked.

“Oh, they’ ve spotted us dl right.”

“Then why don’t they chdlenge us?’

“There sthe reason,” Ben said, pointing to the screen. “Those two big fellows moving in on us.
They’re not sure we' re Spacer yet. They want uswell covered before they flush us, just in case we are.
Meanwhile they’ re trying to make up their mindswhat’ s going on.”

Suddenly therewas a burst of static from the radio speaker, and then asharp chalenge. “Y ou, there,
moving in the pat-tern. Strike your engines and identify yoursdlf.”

“Sorry, I'mdrifting,” Ben sngpped back into the micro-phone. “I' m trying to correct for my drift.” He
let the little ship ease deegper into the pattern of blockade ships.

Therewas amoment of hestation. Then the challenger’ s voice came through again. “1dentify yourself
and tell me what’ swrong.”

“ Something’ swrong with one of my gyros,” Ben replied.

“What ship are you? And who' sin command?’ The voice wasimperative now. “Migter, you're
warned. If you don't kill your engines and identify yoursdlf you' re going to be hit.”

The two approaching ships were quite close now on the screen. Suddenly there was aflash from the
forward tubes of the closest ship and amissile streaked toward them. “I guessthat’ sthe end of their
patience,” Ben said to Tom. “They' refiring now. Hold tight.” In the same breath he dammed down the



four main drive switches. Thetiny ship suddenly leaped forward like afrightened deer, heading straight
for the center of the blockade.

The effect on the approaching ships was dectrifying. Be-fore, there had been caution and suspicion;
now there was certainty. They knew an enemy wasin their midst. Their radar told them it wasasingle
ship moving in from outside, and its action left no doubt of itsintent. Thiswas no force atacking the
blockading ships. Thiswas a blockade runner, astraggler from the Spacer fleet making a desperate run
for the Maze that surrounded Asteroid Central.

Now theradio was blaring araucous darm, and search-light beams pierced the blacknessfrom a
dozen surrounding ships, probing with fingers of light to pick up theintruder. On the tracking screen Ben
could see that the ships ahead were closing ranks sharply, and other ships were moving above and below
him aswell. Tom Barron watched the move-ment on the screen for amoment and turned to Benin
darm. “You d better move,” he said. “ They’ re closing up the hole behind you.”

“Let them,” Ben said tersdly.

“But they can’'t missyou if they openfirel”

“What are they going to firewith?’ Ben said. “Not con-tact-detonating shells, that’ s sure, with al the
hardware they have out there. The best they can do isguide their shellsuntil they' re surethey’re on us,
and then detonate manudly. And they’ ve got to be able to see usto do that.”

Ben broke off, suddenly aware of apowerful vibration at hiswaist. In the same moment athought
popped into hismind, and he reached a hand forward for the emergency generator switchesfar to the
right on the control pandl.

He was dready throwing the switcheswhen he redlized with ajolt that the thought had not been his
ownatal.

There was a high-pitched whine from the engine room, and the lights on the control pand flickered.
Behind them, incred-ibly, something was happening to the two grest Earth cruisers which had been
bearing down on the little Spacer ship so swiftly. One swerved suddenly and drew back; the other
fdt-ered in its course, moving back and forth asif in confusion. At the same time an angry wave of
chatter burgt forth from the radio.

“Where did he go? Where did he go?’

“Darned thing vanished!”

“What do you mean, vanished? Y ou moved between usto block my view.”

“Y ou'rethe one that’ s blocking the view, you idiot.”

Now the whole defensive movement of the blockading ships was dissolving in confusion. Searchlights
beat the dark-nessin wilder and wilder arcs, and the converging ships be-gan scattering and circling asiif
their pilots had suddenly gone mad.

“What' s hgppening?’ Tom said. “ The crazy foolsare fum-bling al over the place!”

Ben Trefon chuckled, and hit the drive switch, moving swiftly on in toward the Maze. “It' shard to
homein on ashadow,” he said. “Remember how hard it was to see the Searchers ship, even when we
knew exactly whereit was?’

“But we don’t have any screening devices!”

“I think we do. Something' s hooked into the emergency power circuits, and we didn’t touch those
circuits when we were repairing. But we were away from the ship for several hours while we were
aboard the Searchers ship.”

“Y ou think they ingtalled something?”

“Our friends out there can’t see us,” Ben replied. “What do you think? There' s going to be sometdl
explaining in block-ade headquarterstonight, I’ll bet you on that.”

Now the blockade was thinning out on the tracking screen, and ahead the great disk of Asteroid
Centra was clearly vis-ble, with its company of satdllite rockswhizzing about it in dizzying confusion. As
they approached, awarning signa buzzed on the control pand. “ Overloading the generators,” Ben said.
“Whatever their gadget is, it sucks up power. We' d better try to do without it now.” Snapping the
emergency switches off again, Ben nosed thelittle ship into the Maze. “Hold on, now. Y ou’ re going to
havearough trip.”



Deftly he moved the ship into atangentid arc, diding into the edge of the Maze just asalarge asteroid
fragment came whirling by, rolling end-over-end. There were half a dozen possible keysto the Maze;
Ben chose the avenue he knew best from experience, using the computersto outline his direc-tiona
changes and maneuvers, but making the fine adjust-ments by the seet of his pants. Suddenly the ship was
sur-rounded by rapidly whirling rock fragments going in al directions, some coming uncomfortably close,
but none quite approaching in collison course. Thiswas no job for ama-chine, when split-second errors
intiming might throw ahuge chunk of granite directly in aship’s path. On each orbit, each fragment inthe
Maze shifted its position infinitesmally; only an aert human brain behind the controls of the ship aided by
sharp eyes and reflexes could make the fine corrections necessary, using the computer’ skey asaguide.

Behind them now the blockading ships had again picked up their podition. Three fast pursuit ships
broke from forma-tion and headed in after them. There was no time for Ben to keep an eye on them; he
needed full concentration to weave hisway between the hurtling rocks as he guided the ship deeper into
the Maze. With one arm hooked around a shock bar for support he held on for dear life ashefired sde
jets and breaking jets. In response, thelittle ship dodged and darted, dropped and skidded like athing
dive

“Ben, they’retrying to follow you in!” Tom said suddenly.

Ben jerked the ship sdewaysto avoid a huge rock that had loomed up ahead. Beyond the Maze the
Great Centra aster-oid was looming larger now; it was an enormous temptation to break from the key
and try to make arun for it when an opening appeared, but Ben held tight to the plotted course. “ They're
crazy,” hesaid.

“Maybe 0, but they must have tracked you. They’ re fol-lowing your course.”

“Okay.” Once again Ben snagpped down the emergency gen-erator switches, heard the whine of the
screening devicesrise again in hisears. “What now?’ he asked after amoment.

“They don't go for this on-again-off-again stuff one bit,” Tom said. “Onée strying to follow, but the
other two are turning back.”

For afew seconds Ben turned his eyesto the view screen. The pursuit ship that had chosen to follow
wasin trouble. Once off the track, there were too many moving fragments to watch at once. Inthe
process of dodging one of the Maze agteroids, the pilot moved his ship directly into the path of another.
The ship ricocheted into athird, which tore the whole front out of it, and then bounced from one rock to
another, gradually beaten to pieces before their eyes.

It looked for amoment asif the two retreating ships would make it back, but one made the mistake of
running for free-dom when it had reached the edge. A huge rock caught it broadside, smashingitinto a
thousand pieces which were hurled in every direction. The rock continued rolling aong, not even budged
from its course by theimpact.

A moment later Ben Trefon let out ashout of glee. Theinnermost of the Maze asteroids passed by just
ahead of the S-80, and suddenly they were in the clear, with the great landing ports of Asteroid Central
stretching out below them. Ben switched off the screening devices once again, and circled in toward the
main receiving port. Asthe little ship hovered on null-gravity for landing, the greet hatchways swung open
to recelveit; after abrief exchange of identification, Ben dropped the ship down into the waiting berth.

Moments later acrowd of jubilant Spacers were greeting him on the landing ramp, pounding his back
and hoigting him up on their shouldersto carry him into the stronghold, with the Barrons following under
somewhat suspicious guard behind him.

Thefirg step of their mission was accomplished.

10 THEMAUKI CHANT

THERE HAD BEEN atime, in the ages before men came into space, when Agteroid Centra was no
more than another mod-erate sized chunk of asteroidal rock, one of thousands like it making their way
relentlesdy in their orbits around the sun near the center of the Agteroid Belt. It was not alarge aster-oid,
origindly. Perhaps a hundred milesin diameter, it had been one of the hundreds of asteroid discoveries
that had har-ried Earth astronomersin the 1800's, so far down thelist that it was not even given aname.



It had been utterly undistin-guished in gppearance and size, but it had chanced to lie far enough away
from mighty Jupiter, the herdsman of the Rings, to have ardatively stable and reliable orbit, and it was
this chance of celestial geography that had first led the Spacersto itsragged surfacein the early days of
their exile

They had needed away-gtation, far enough away from Earth to be difficult to find, yet close enough for
use as a supply dump and storage warehouse. As the years passed it became increasingly important asa
communications center, and then as a headquarters, roughly central in location, for the blossoming
busi ness and economic life that Spacers were building for themsalves with the doors of Earth closed to
them.

Sowly, bit by bit, Asteroid Centra had been molded to their needs. Controlled murexide bombs
stolen from Earth warehouses during raids were used to cut tunnels into the sur-face of the asteroid to
provide pressurized storage and supply areas, and drydocks for the repair of Spacer ships. As methods
of mining and smelting iron under space conditions were de-veloped, shipyards were built on Asteroid
Centra’ s surface, and the ore from other asteroids provided girders and I-beams to build up more
useable areas on the surface. Once the body of the asteroid had been tunneled and honeycombed,
struc-turd sted formed the basis for the growth of agrest city of steel on the surface, and an industria
center for the Spacers began to grow.

Furnishings were built or stolen from Earth. Laboratory space was built for the Spacer scientidts,
fabrication shops and other manufacturing facilities were painstakingly built up over the centuries, with
each decade bringing new growth to the asteroid-city.

Asthe years passed, it became more and more clear that the Spacers exile was not destined to come
to an end, that they were doomed to become outcasts in the solar system, with no choice but to provide
for their needs as best they could, or die. Throughout dl history necessity had spurred men onto
incredible accomplishments; it was atribute to man’ s greatness, perhaps, that the Spacer culture did not
shrivel and die asthe vengeful Earthmen who had forced their exile had intended it to do. Instead it had
grown and flourished, and in flourishing had become steadily more hate-ful to the people on Earth as guilt
gnawed away & their minds.

And Agteroid Central became asymbol of that growth. Over the centuries the city had developed into
the great nerve center of the culture, the main communications center, the mgjor city and the centra
fortress of the Spacer clan. To Ben Trefon the asteroid city, with itswinding commercia con-courses, its
residential wings, its shops and factories and lab-oratories, its schools and hospitals, was as familiar as
the back of hishand. To Tom and Joyce it seemed like an incredible replica of the great stedl citieson
Earth that they knew so well, aworld they had never dreamed that Spacers could even be acquainted
with.

Now they were waiting with Ben outside the great Council chambers somewhere deep in the heart of
the asteroid. Al-ready word had spread through the city that the son of Ivan Trefon had run the blockade
to bring a message from outside, and was demanding an audience with the commander-in-chief of the
Spacer Council himsdlf. But the city’ sjubilation at Ben' sreturn was quickly tempered first with shock
and then with suspicion, for he had not returned to the Spacer stronghold alone.

Instead, he had brought with him two of the enemy the city had been learning to hate so deeply, and he
brought them not as prisoners but as friends and envoys, ingsting that diplomatic courtesy be shown
them.

But the Spacersin Asteroid Central werein no temper for diplomacy. Already the strain of the
blockade was showing on their faces. The enormous size and power of theinvading fleet from Earth had
caught Central unprepared. Even the Spacer Council had been staggered, and now the people of the city
were beaten to quarters, beleaguered in their last stronghold. Faces were haggard and eyesworried;
voices were guarded, and throughout the city the unspoken questions hovered in everyone s mind: How
long can we hold out? How can we bring an end to the siege, and what will happen if we fail to
break it?

Asthey waited for the commander-in-chief to appear, Ben fought down awave of hopel essness. At
the worst he had hoped that his own people would accept hisfriends at face value, at least be willing to



listen. Somewhere a beginning had to be made. Asteroid Central could not survive an endless period of
sege. Evenif there were food and water enough for years, and some way of fighting down the tension of
per-petudly waiting without any way of fighting back, every new day brought the threat that one of the
blockading ships would find away through the Maze with a cargo of hydrogen war-headsin its hold.

And even if the Spacer fleet outside were to attack Earth itself and thus draw away the blockading
ships, the Spacers would ultimately lose. Spurred on by anger and vengefulness, there would be no way
for the Spacersto control their attack. It would be easy—too easy—to inadvertently smash al life on the
planet surface, with radioactive fallout ultimately whit-tling away the last remains when the attacking ships
had gone. With the genetic flaw the Spacers carried, and without maukisto raise their children, evena
victorious Spacer clan would presently die, their victory fadling into ashes. At the very best, they could
hope only for afew survivors, ahuman race driven back to savagery and forced to begin again the long
climb upward.

These were the prospects, if the Searchers message could not be broadcast in time. Thiswasthe
price of ignorance and fear. A great dedl was clear to Ben Trefon now that he had never suspected when
he joined hisraiding party just afew short days before. He knew now that the Earthmen’ sfear of
Spacers was based on supertition and myth. He also knew now that his own peopl€’ s beliefs about
Earthmen were dis-torted by falsehood, distrust and fear. Y et his own contact during the past few days
with Tom and Joyce Barron had demonstrated beyond doubt that Earthmen and Spacers were creatures
of the same race, human beings with intelligence and resourcefulness and the potentia for maturity that
the Searchers had been seeking for so long.

If Earthmen and Spacers could reach out for maturity and leave their childish war behind, there would
be nothing to stop human beings from expanding outward to join civiliza-tions beyond the stars. Ben
Trefon and the Barrons had proven that it could be done.

But their knowledge was usdless unless men on both sides could be made to understand and believe
them. And it seemed that even Ben's own people were not willing to listen.

Across the room adoor burst open and the commander-in-chief stalked in from the Council chambers.
Hewas atdl, white-haired man. His hands were caloused, and his brown fatigue shirt was open at the
neck. Hisworn dungarees were smeared with grease, but his crude appearance could not dis-guise the
air of dignity and command he carried about him. Ben Trefon could sense the same suppressed power
and strength in this man that he had so often sensed in hisfather, and the blunt honesty in the
commander’ s pale blue eyes was reassuring.

Ignoring the Barrons, the commander clasped Ben's hand warmly. “Welcome home,” hesaid. “We'd
amost lost hope of seeing you again.” He noticed Ben wince as he moved hisinjured shoulder. “Assoon
aswe' ve got things straightened out here, we' Il get you up for X-raysand find out why that shoulder is
dtill bothering you.”

“The shoulder’ sfine,” Ben lied. “ Therewon't betimefor X-rays. There are more important thingsto
do.”

The commander regarded him keenly. “Y ou’ ve done quite a bit aready, in case you don't know it.

Y ou accomplished the next thing to amiracle when you ran that blockade.”

Ben looked at him. “I had some extraordinary help,” he said.

For thefirgt time the commander glanced a Tom and Joyce. “ Y ou aso have an extraordinary cargo.

Y our prisoners present an unpleasant problem. It' s unfortunate you brought them in. Our food supplies
aredready low and dwindling fast. We smply can't afford to feed prisoners of war.”

“These are not prisoners,” Ben said. “ They'refriends.”

“I understood that they were impounded on Earth during theraid.”

“They were. But since then they have become friends, and should be treated as such. If necessary I'll
demand it asmy right of booty.”

Thereweretired lines on the commander’ sface, and an ex-pression of infinite weariness. “My son, we
arein adesperate war, and we cannot honor individua demands.” He stabbed afinger at the Barrons.
“The forces these people represent are doing their utmost to choke us to death, and unlesswe are more
fortunate than we appear to be at the moment, they have good odds of succeeding.” He shook his head



and turned away. “I’ m sorry, but your demand is refused. Y ou do your people a dishonor consorting
with enemy diensintimeslikethese”

“AsaSpacer,” Ben said doggedly, “I have aright to a hear-ing before judgment is passed.”

Anger flared in the commander’ seyes. “ Right? What right? Who are you to be demanding rights at
thistime? What do you know about this pair? How do you know they aren't spies, ddiberately sent to
penetrate thisfortress? Friendship, indeed! | will not permit my forces here to be contaminated by
contact with apair of Earth-born snakes, nor with you either, if you’ ve been contaminated.”

Therewasalong slencein thelittle room. Then Ben said, “My father died on Mars. | saw our house
after the Earth ships had gone. | saw the houses of my friends there. Do you redlly think that I’ ve been
contaminated?”

The commander glared a him for along moment. Then he sghed and sank down in achair behind the
desk, covering his eyeswith his handsin agesture of weariness. “I’'m sorry,” he said at length. “The strain
has been great, and anger comestoo easily. No, | do not redlly doubt you. | honored your father above
al otherswhen hewasadive. | grieve for him and honor him in degth, and | honor his son aswell. But |
smply can’'t understand you. A third of your people are scattered to the four winds, unable to contact us
even by radio. And here your people are reaching the breaking point. If | spesk in anger, it issmply
because | cannot comprehend the presence of these prisoners under your protection.”

“Then let metdl you,” Ben said. “Inthefirst place, you are wrong about those outside. Y ou have a
fleet armed and ready to launch an attack on Earth itself in hopes of breaking this siege. In the absence of
countermanding orders from you, they will movein toward Earth in amatter of hours.”

The commander legped up and gripped Ben'sarm. “Isthistrue?’ he cried. “ They have enough ships,
enough arms? They have leadership?’

Ben nodded. “They are wdl organized, and Tommy Whisk isin command.”

“Ah, Tommy! Good, good! But what are they waiting for?”

“They’ ve given metimeto reach you and bring word out to them,” Ben said. “And if you adlow them to
launch that attack, wewill havelost everything worth fighting for. They must not be alowed to go.”

The commander stared a him. “But why not?’

“Because thereisaway to peace,” Ben said. “ That iswhat we have cometo tell you, if only you will
ligen.”

“Y ou mean another way to beat them and break the sege?”’

“I mean an end to the war for Earthman and Spacer aike. Whether it can come about or not depends
upon you and upon the commander of the blockading fleet. But most of dl, it depends upon amauki.”

The woman wastal and straight, with flowing dark hair and eyes that ssemed able to see things that
the average hu-man eyesfailed to see. At Ben Trefon’ sing stence she had been summoned from her post
at aradar station on the sur-face of the asteroid city; now she greeted Ben with a ques-tioning smile, and
gravely acknowledged the two Earthlings without aword.

“They say they have something to tell us,” the commander said angrily, pacing the room for control.
“They say it can end the war, and that somehow it involves you. Perhaps you can convince them that
wordswill not break this blockade, nor suddenly change the hearts of the ones who attack us.”

The mauki said nothing. She merely looked from Ben to the Barrons and back, and waited. She was
not young, Ben thought, but her face was very beautiful; now it held no ex-pression, asif she had
suddenly drawn avell to conced her thoughts. It was a strange face, not exactly hostile, yet not
sympathetic either. For some reason he could not fathom, it made Ben Trefon uneasy to look at her, and
he turned away to avoid meeting her eyes.

He had never met the woman before, but he knew her his-tory, and he knew the regard with which she
was held among all Spacers. She had long been aleader here, with a place of honor on the Council, and
her wisdom had served the Spacerswell, even if it sometimes seemed remote from the problems at hand.

Perhapsit wasthat very remoteness that had always made Spacers stop and listen when she sang.

Her story was well known. Y ears before she had joined the ranks of the Spacers and borne her
husband a son. When the child wasfive, the father waskilled in amining accident in the Rings, and the



woman and her son had gone out aone to the place the accident had happened. On the way their ship
was hdted by an Earth pirate, and the child had been killed. Y et when a Spacer ship made contact with
the pirate and rescued her, the mauki would not permit the Earth ship to be destroyed.

Exactly why shetook such astand no one ever really knew. Some said that she had lost her reason
when the child was destroyed. Othersingsted that the ship’ s drive had been dam-aged beyond repair
during the rescue, and the mauki wanted the Earth crew to suffer alingering desth adrift in spacein aship
without power. But most often it was said that she had enchanted the entire crew with her singing, forced
them to listen in spite of themselves, and then sent them home with a burden of guilt so overwheming that
they could speak of nothing else aslong asthey lived.

Whatever the truth, Ben Trefon knew one thing: that this woman could sing. There was not a Spacer
alivewho had not heard her at one time or another, and her singing carried a power that was beyond
words to describe. That was the reason he wanted her here.

And now, with the help of Joyce and Tom Barron, hetold her the entire story of the things that had
happened since he had |eft hisfather on Mars on the eve of theraid. No detail wastoo small to include,
for he knew that somehow the woman had to be made to understand. He told her of the aftermath of the
raid, of the heartbreaking landing on Mars, of the ruin of hisfather’ s house and the legacy he found
wait-ing for himin the vault. He told her of the black web belt and the ancient tape recording, and then of
the strange suc-cession of eventsthat had led to contact with the small gray people with the smoky-blue
eyes.

The mauki listened without comment, and the commander, dmost in spite of himself, listened too. Ben
described the vigit to the Searchers' ship, and the seemingly miraculous tranda-tion of the tape with the
help of the Searchersthemsdlves. Findly, hetold them of the message on the tape, and con-cluded with
the Searchers final warning, and their pleathat Earthmen and Spacers somehow find away to cease
their hos-tilities before the point of no return had been reached, and work together to reach out toward
the sars.

When hefinished, there was utter silence in the room. Then the commander let out asigh and turned to
Ben. “Do you redly mean meto bdievethat thisfantastic story istrue?’

“It’ strue, you can be sure of that.”

“And you expect meto believe that these Earth snakes would ever dream of putting aside their hatred
and dlowing usto return from exile asfree men?’

Ben looked at Tom and Joyce. “ It would have to be that way.”

The commander was groping angrily for words when the mauki spoke for thefirst time. “Thereisa
more important question to ask,” she said softly. Shelooked up at Ben. “Where do you stand? Y ou are
the son Ivan Trefon. Y ou carry the name of one of the greatest houses in Spacer his-tory. Y ou know we
are at war with the people of Earth; where do you stand now? With us?’ Her eyes swept acrossto Tom
Barron and hissigter. “ Or with them?’

“With them,” Ben Trefon said without hesitation.

“And where do you stand?’ she asked the Barrons. *With your people on Earth? Or with Ben?’

“With Ben,” Tom and Joyce Barron said firmly.

“Then what do the three of you want of me?’ the mauki asked.

“Y ou’ ve heard why the war must be stopped,” Ben said. “Wewant you to tell the Sory, to Earthmen
and Spacers dike. We know you can make them believe, if you will.”

“I see” Thewoman fell slent, searching each of their facesin turn. Finaly her eyesrested on Joyce.
“And you were to be amauki,” shesaid, haf smiling. “Would you now?’

Joyce nodded. “If Spacers and Earthmen could both be free.”

“And this story you havetold meistrue?’

“It'strue,” Joyce Barron said.

“Y ou redlize that falsehood and treachery now could de-stroy your people aswell as mine?’

“I know that,” Joyce said. “ But there is no falsehood and no treachery in thisroom.”

For along time the mauki stared at her. Then she smiled and turned to the commander. “ They’retdling
thetruth,” she said. “Thereisno question of that. The eventsthey speak of happened, and their decison



to cometo usthisway was sound.”

“Even s0,” the commander said, “what can we do?’

“| sang once before because | had amessage for the men of Earth,” the mauki said. “1f enough had
heard me then, thiswar might never have happened. Now they must hear me for sure, before everything
islogt.” Shesmiled sadly. “Itis pain-ful for children to put away their toys and take up the tools of men.
But how much more painful when achild grows up! We no longer dare remain children.”

“Then you want to spread this story?” the commander said.

“| do, and the sooner the better. If these young people can find away to make the otherslisten.”

Perhapsit was the smple fact that none of the Earthmen in the blockading fleet had ever heard amauki
chant before that finally made them agree, from sheer curiosty, to listen.

Of courseit was possible that the Earth commander redlly believed the story that Tom and Joycetold
him, although that seemed doubtful when the story wasretold in later days. Perhaps he had seen some
partisan advantageto it, or perhaps he had aready heard of the Spacer fleet poised and ready to movein
toward Earth when Ben Trefon piloted hislittle S-80 back out through the Maze under aflag of truceto
bring the Barrons to the command ship.

Whatever his reasonsfor alowing the truce ship through, the Earth commander was surely suspicious
aswell as curious. Earthmen through the centuries had heard enough about the strange singing of Spacer
women to be cautious of its remark-able power. Rumors and stories had grown over the years, many
Earthmen believed that these women the Spacers called maukis had some supernatura gift, some magical
power to bend men’ swillswith the sorcery of their snging. Few Earthmen ever stopped to think that
every human civilization since the dawn of history had made music in some form apart of itslife, and that
intimes past other exiled people on Earth itsalf had developed their own peculiar laments to express
themsdves

This had been the way with Spacers. Life in space had never been easy; only through songs and stories
could they keep dive the memory of their lives on Earth, and the hopes that they held for returning one
day. Therewasno magic inamauki chant. It had no mystical power. But always the Sing-ing of Spacer
women had come from the heart, driven into words by loneliness and longing.

So the Earth commander’ s fears were empty, but they near-ly prevailed nonetheless. When Ben
Trefon landed his ship with his Earthling friendsin the berth of the grest Earth command ship, it wasonly
through the Barrons' insistence that he was alowed to join them in facing the Earth com-mander at al.
And asthey recounted the things they had told the commander on Asteroid Centrd, the Earth
com-mander’ s face grew heavy with suspicion.

Y et somehow he seemed to sense the urgency in what they were saying. When they finished he
regarded them thoughtfully. “ So it isto end hodtilities that you wish usto hear thismauki Sng,” he said at
lagt. “Very wel, wewill agree. Let your commander surrender hisfortressto us and order his outlying
fleet to disarm. We will grant amnesty to dl but your leaders, and make every humane effort to permit
you to return to your homesin space. Then we will alow your mauki to Sing her message to people on
Earth and in space dike, and seeif the end of your exile can be negotiated.”

Ben'sface turned red as he listened; now he shook his head vehemently. “ There will be no surrender,
conditiona or other-wise.”

The Earth commander turned to Tom Barron. “Y ou want the woman to sing. Convince your friend to
accept my terms.”

“Never,” Tom Barron said. “ The Spacers are not about to surrender. Let the mauki sing first.”

“How do we know thisisnot atrap?’ the Earth com-mander said. “We would have to stop blocking
their radiosin order to broadcast her message. How can we be sure that a message will not go out
ordering the outlying fleet to attack Earth at once? How do we know that the woman won'’t hypnotize us
al with her words?’

“You can't know,” Ben Trefon said. “ Y ou smply have to take the risk that our word will be good.”

The commander looked at him. “Then you must dso bewilling to take arisk.”

“Likewhat?’



“Like bringing the mauki out to thisshipto sing.”

“Of course. Shewill gladly come.”

“And you will pilot one of our warships through the Maze to fetch her,” the Earth commander said.

Ben'sjaw sagged, and he redlized with asinking fegling that he was trapped. One warship, carrying
one hydrogen war-head, and Asteroid Central could be destroyed. One blow, dedlt in treachery, could
be thefina blow of the war, trigger-ing mass retdiation from the Spacers outlying fleet.

“Wedl?’ the Earth commander demanded. “What do you say?’

Ben turned to Tom and drew him aside. “What shdl | do?’ hesaid. “What can | tell him?’

“Tel himyou accept,” Tom said. “Not ashel will befired if he giveshisword. I’'m certain of it.”

“But you could bewrong.”

“If I'mwrong, then everythingislogt.”

Ben Trefon took a deep breath and turned back to the Earth commander. If there was treachery, the
blame would rest on his shoulders, but it could not be helped. Somewhere, sometime, there had to be a
garting place for mutud trust and understanding. “All right,” he said. “I’ [l take your warship through.”

Anyone born and raised in space was accustomed to danger, and Ben Trefon had made many perilous
journeys before. But never before had he felt the peril so overwhelmingly as he did now as he nosed the
great battle cruiser from the Earth fleet into the passage through the Maze heading for Agteroid Cen-tra
and the mauki who was waiting there.

It had been agreed that Ben would pilot the ship, after he had convinced the Earth commander that
experience and navigational skill were as critical to a safe passage as knowl-edge of the proper route to
follow. He had chosen the pas-sage that required the least speed and maneuverahility, for the Earth ship
was dow and clumsy initsreactions and his own unfamiliarity with the controls was an impediment. Tom
Barron was a hisside at the control panel, while Joyce waited back on the command ship, but the Earth
commander had elected to accompany them, and the cruiser carried afull battle crew of twenty men.

Cautioudy Ben eased the ship forward, waiting for therift in the whirling asteroids to appear that
would signal a safe entry into the Maze. He knew that radio silence had been broken long enough to
beam amessage straight at Asteroid Central’ smain receivers: HOLD YOUR FIRE! A CON-TACT
SHIPISCOMING THROUGH! HOLD YOUR FIRE! Earlier he had persondly taked for fifteen
minutes to the commander on Agteroid Centrd, his voice carried on atight beam to prevent Centra from
broadcasting beyond the blockade. But try as he would, he could not persuade the commander to
promise no attack on the great Earth ship. Findly he had broken contact ddliberately, hoping that timeto
recond der might change his commander’ s mind.

He could understand the commander’ s viewpoint, of course. It would be suicide to dlow an enemy
battleship to penetrate the Maze without some kind of guarantee that Asteroid Central would not be fired
upon. All of the Earth commander’ s assurances that no shell would be fired without provocation would
mean very little indeed if one shell were then launched in treachery. And now, try as he would to put them
from hismind, he was remembering dl the stories he had ever heard of the native inborn treachery and
faithlessness of Earthmen when Spacers had been foolish enough to trust them.

However, now thetime for trust had findly arrived. Prom-ises would not mend the centuries of distrust
between his people and the Earthmen. Sometimes someone had to make himsdlf vulnerable, someone
had to be willing to take the risk if there wasto be any hope of bringing the Searchers messageto
Earthmen and Spacer dike. Ben noticed the tension on the faces of the cruiser’smen, and herelaxed a
little. Therewas no sign of eation here, no sSign of excitement of an impending victory. The Earth
commander was pacing the cabin nervous-ly, watching Ben' s every move as though his only concern was
that the great missile tubes on Asteroid Centrd redly hold their fire after dl.

There was no doubt about it. The commander and crew were as nervous as he was. He edged the
ship forward as the rift appeared, and abruptly the grest ship was moving deep into the Maze.

It was adow passage, requiring three complete orbits of Asteroid Central. Ben watched closely asthe
gapsin the pat-tern gppeared, alowing him to nose the ship in closer and then closer again. He
concentrated on the ship’ s contrals, trying to clear hismind of other things. Even troublein the Maze



could be disagtrous; if anything should happen to the Earth ship during the passage, the Earth commander
would be convinced that Ben had personally sabotaged it. But dow-ly the great asteroid drew closer,
until the surface was clearly visble on the view screen.

Confused activity was everywhere. Two of the main land-ing ports had opened and the great scanning
tel escopes were peering up at the gpproaching ship. Tiny figures of men could be seen manning the fixed
missile tubesthat flanked the portslike bristling whiskers. Ben could identify the stepwise makeready for
attack going on even following the move-ments a this distance.

Behind him the Earth commander walked to the intercom. “ All right, men,” he said. “Baittle Sations.
Man every gun and make ready.”

The men moved swiftly; one by one the battle stations re-ported themsal ves manned and ready. Ben
hit the controls sharply, veering the ship out of collision course with avagrant asteroid fragment and then
ducking down into alarger gap that was opening up. Only afew moreto go, he thought, and it' sup to
them.

“Load tubes one and two,” the Earth commander said. Ben felt the hair prickle on the back of his
neck, but he kept his attention glued to the controls. Of coursethey’ re afraid, he kept telling himsdlf.
They’ ve got to be ready, in case the slly fools down there open up on them. He moved the ship into the
last gap in the Maze before it could break free for aland-ing pattern. Suddenly, it was hard for him to
breathe. Sweat stood out on hisforehead, and beside him he saw Tom Barron gripping the shock bar
until his knuckles were white. An-other shift, and the ship wasfree of the Maze.

“Takeit down,” the Earth commander said. Below them the great asteroid loomed large, the main
land-ing port gaping open like thejaws of afantastic mongter. There was utter silencein the ship’scabin
now; no one was breathing as Ben threw switches and dropped the nose of the cruiser down for the
landing port.

At last, miraculoudy, the ship was down. There was awhir of grappling cables. Ben killed the power
and sat back. Noth-ing happened.

He heard atense breath expelled behind him, and the Earth commander said, “Now take mein.”

Flanked by Ben Trefon and Tom Barron, the Earthman marched up the ramp into the Spacer
stronghold. The ramp was lined with Spacers standing with hand weapons ready, their faces tense, their
eyesdert for any fase move. Passing between them, Ben led the way down the corridor and into the
mesting room where he and the Barrons had made their fina plans with the mauki.

The Spacer commander and the mauki were waiting, and there was something of wonder on the
commander’ s face as he saw his Earth-born counterpart stop short, salute him, and turn to the woman
with agtiff formal bow.

“Itisour undergtanding,” the Earth commander said, “that this woman has amessage of importance for
usdl to hear. We have agreed to suspend hostilities until that message has been heard, providing you
aso cease your fire and control your flegt.”

The Spacer commander nodded dowly, staring a Ben asif he could not believe hisears. “Y ou have
our pledge.”

“Then we request that the woman return with us,” the Earthman said. “In return for that concession, we
will break our scrambler screen so that your people aswell as ours can hear the message.”

Once again the Spacer commander nodded. “It is so agreed.”

Without another word, the Earth commander turned to the mauki. He took her arm in an oddly
gentlemanly gesture, nodded to Ben and Tom, and turned back toward the Earth ship.

An hour later they returned through the Maze to the Earth command ship. Ten minutes after that the
harsh static of the radio scramblers suddenly ceased, and a message went out from Asteroid Central to
the outlying fleet ordering Tommy Whisk to stand by without action until further orders.

The message had hardly been acknowledged when silence fdl in every Spacer shop and concourse, on
every Earth ship, and in al therelay stations that were aerted to pick up the message and carry it back
acrossthe millions of miles of space to the powerful receivers on Earth herself.

And then, at last, the mauki began to Sing.



EPILOGUE

OF ALL THE doriesin Earth’ slong history probably none was so strange, and none destined to be
retold so often and in so many versions as the story of the woman’ s voice that had ended the
Earth-Spacer war and brought to a close the cen-turies of bitterness between men of the planet and men
who dwelt in the outer reaches of the solar system.

Some said the woman sang in English, and others said in Russian. Some said she sang in the native
didect of the Indians of Mexico, or of the Greenland Eskimos; othersinsisted that her chant had beenin
the language of the Orient or of the great African nations. But whatever the language, there was
agreement on one thing: that of al who heard her sing (and perhaps no message had ever been heard by
S0 many peoplein so many places at the same time) not one had failed to understand the message she
was conveying.

Later, of course, the words were written down in sundry languages for everyone to read and ponder
and—ultimately—to understand. It was a story that touched everyone who heard it, for it was astory of
the planet Earth, and of the exasperating race of intelligent people who had grown up on her surface, a
race of curious and powerful creatures, pulling themselves up by their bootstraps, groping through the
cen-turiesto learn how to use the intelligence they possessed. It was a story of enormous
accomplishment and of enormousfallure.

The mauki’ s song told the story of the history of those men, sometimes weak, sometimes powerful,
sometimes ambitious, sometimes lazy, sometimes subjecting themselvesto tyrannica rulersand evil
causes, but dways ultimately throwing off the yoke in afierce and relentlessindependence, dways
reaching upward and upward with the intelligence of their birthright. She sang of the march of kingsand
Caesars, of revolutions againgt tyranny and of the free societies that rose from the ashes of those
revolutions. Through her song ran ardentlesstheme: the driving struggle between good and evil that men
had aways been engaged in, the struggle between freedom and davery.

Her song recounted events of history that had long been forgotten as she led her listeners step by step
through the Dark Ages and the Renai ssance, through the great wars of the twentieth century and the
rising tide of scientific ad-vancesthat took men into space. Findly she sang of the morta struggle that had
arisen out of the Spacer conspiracy and now had reached its climax in this present war between
Earthmen and Spacers.

And then the mauki sang of the future. In measured strains that could not be mistaken she sang of the
crooked road that men had followed since the exile of the Spacers had begun and the direction in which
itinevitably led: to cer-tain destruction, to the crippling of the race and the wasting of itsintelligence,
perhapsto obliteration of life on the planet altogether. But she sang of another future that could be, in
which men had ceased fighting each other and turned their energies toward the enormous achievements
of which they were capable. No one who heard her could mistake the message of the Searcherswhich
she passed on—the grim warning on the one hand, the promise of greatness on the other. Asthelast
words of the mauki’ s chant faded into silence, there was no one who heard her who could question the
dternative to be chosen.

Of course the changes would not come about overnight. No one pretended to expect that. Old hatreds
dill flared. Old fears till pardyzed the thinking of many men. The end of suspicionsthat had festered for
centuries would not be brought about by magic, and the wise ones both on Earth and in space
acknowledged that decades and maybe cen-turies would be required to hed the woundslaid raw by
human childishness.

But now, at least, there was areason to try.

In thefirst days after the blockade was broken Ben Trefon returned to Earth with the two friends who
had stood by his side when the mauki chant began. Before, he came as araider. Now he came in peace,
as an envoy from the Spacer Council, to help in the vast job of education and change that had to be
done. Soon after their return Joyce Barron went back to her training in nursing in a Chicago hospitd, but
Ben and Tom continued their tour of the cities and nations of Earth, work-ing as ateam to build and



reinforce the strength of the Searchers message.

But Ben Trefon wasfirgt and last a Spacer. Presently the oppressive atmosphere, the differencein
gravity and the press-ing crowds of people at every hand became more than he could bear, and he made
ready to return to Asteroid Central.

He was not surprised to learn that Tom Barron was return-ing with him, one of the first Earthmen to be
accepted for training in the school of space navigation on Asteroid Cen-tral.

“I hope you redize what you' re buying into,” Ben warned hisfriend on the night of their departure.
“Life out there won't be easy just because we have peace and free access to Earth. Space will dways be
ahard master, and men in space will till carry the flaw they have dways carried. There are dtill no girls
bornin space.”

Tom Barron nodded. “I know. At least not now; some of our geneticists think that a solution can be
found, and that soon there won't even be that distinction between Earthmen and Spacers. And I’ m not
looking for an easy life, exactly.”

“But you had work to do down here.”

“There are plenty hereto do it,” Tom replied. “ Plenty and more than plenty. For me, | know aswell as
you do where theimportant work iswaiting to be done.”

They stood on the wide upper concourse above the vast residentia city wherethe Barrons' quarters
were |ocated. Over their heads the sky was dark, and anight wind filtered across the city. Tom walked
to the guard railing, staring at the sky. “It looks different here,” he said. “With the sky-glow and the thick
atmosphere, you' d never dream the num-ber of starsthat are out there.”

“They'rethere, dl right,” Ben agreed.

“And some day fleets of shipswill be going out. That will bewhere the redl work begins, when the
Searchers come back.”

“Maybe,” Ben Trefon said, but he knew Tom Barron was right. Some day the time would come. But
for now, strangely enough, the Searchers had disappeared. Since the night the mauki had sung her song,
Spacer and Earth ships together had combed the solar system in search of the small gray men with the
misty-blue eyes, but no sign of them had been found. Whether they had redlly |ft the solar system
atogether, or were smply hiding and watching as they had watched before, nobody knew. Some even
questioned that they had ever been there at all, but Ben Trefon still wore the black web belt around his
waist, with the shiny capsule lodged in its pocket. Now he touched the metdllic surface lightly and felt the
barely perceptible vibration that was there.

“They’ll beback,” he said confidently. “ Some day, when thetimeisright, we [l meet them again.”

Tom grinned at his Spacer friend. “Let’ s be honest. They' |l be back when we re ready for them, and
not aminute be-fore. But who knows? That may be sooner than we think.”

Side by side they crossed the glittering concourse and started down the ramp toward the space port.
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