Cube From Space

CHAPTER ONE
Coffin Ship

He'd been falling toward Jupiter for a long tine. He knew that, because he
could feel the thickness of his red beard against the curve of his helnet. It
was hard to renmenber why, hard to think of anything except the sharp

exqui site agony of breathing.

He raised his head with a blind, instinctive defiance. The slight novenent set
hi m spinning slowy. He watched the noving stars with savage bl ue eyes, and
cursed them

He was an infinitely tiny thing against all that enpty, star-shot vastness—a
red-haired man, dying in a vac suit.

Al most as sheer reflex action, he opened the oxygen jet. There was no
response. "Enmpty," he munbled. "Enpty." He cursed it. H's head throbbed, and
t he t hrobbi ng went down and burned in his throat and | ungs.

He tried to renmenber why he was here, to take his mind off the strangling.

Shi ps, spaceguard ships—very dimy that menory cane back. The dirty sons had
finally trapped him He'd fought them but there were too many, and he'd gone
into the deadly Belt to | ose them

"Wwul dn't follow " he whispered, and | aughed. "No guts. Planet-bred, and soft.
They couldn't follow Red!"

But it hadn't mattered. Ships weren't built to buck the Belt. H's automatic
defl ectors burned out fromthe overload. He got |lost. And then there was a
crash.

He'd bailed out. There was no way of telling where he was until, miracul ously,
hi s hand rockets kicked himfree of the asteroids. Then he saw Jupiter, and
knew that he was in that vast gulf that no ship had yet penetrated.

He knew then that he was finished. There would be no one to pick himup. He
couldn't get back. He'd live just as long as his air held out.

Now t here was no nore air.

Red hated dying. He hated neeting sonmething he couldn't beat, either by
cl everness or sheer strength. But he grinned, his strong teeth gl eanm ng white
in the tangle of his red beard.

"I lasted— he whispered, "longer than any planet-bred nman." He | aughed out at
space, the black fire-shot inmmensity of it. "You couldn't drive nme crazy,
anyway. Not ne, Red!"

The stars were getting blurred. There were great druns beating in his head.
His face was twisted; the cords of his throat were |ike bundled wires. He
clenched his fists, gathering the last shreds of his strength.

Deat h was going to have to fight for him

It was then that the black cube drifted past, between him and the gol den bl aze
of Jupiter.



Its gravitational field pulled him broke his slow aimess arc toward Jupiter
The notion jarred his dull brain alittle. It was hard to see, harder still to
think. But the sharp perfection of that black mass spurred him

It was man-nade. He could see the rivets on it, the studded outline of an
airl ock on the nearest face.

H s lungs strained against the thick, foul air. Sweat ran fromhis hair roots,
into his eyes and mouth. It was agony to nove.

But he forced his hands to find the rocket |anyards at his belt, to funble the
little things to a grip and fire them

There wasn't much charge left in them He'd used it all getting away fromthe
Belt. But there was enough—ust enough

He clawed for the outer handle of the | ock door. He could hardly see it, and
his hand didn't belong to himanynore. But the handle nmoved snoothly on its
del i cat e bal ances.

He clawed his way inside, grinning with the exquisite torture of it. The door
cl osed automatically behind him A dull reddish |light came on overhead. Dinly
he heard the hiss of air.

He pawed the latch of his helmet open. Air rushed into his lungs. It had a
gqueer taste to it, but it was air, and breathable.

Red lay there a long tinme. Part of it he was unconscious. But his |ungs
stopped hurting and the drunms stopped battering his head. After a while he sat
up, viciously thirsty, shaky, but alive.

It was then that the first chill of fear craw ed over him
* % %

He | ooked at the walls of rusty black netal, the way the rivet heads were cut,
the nmechani smof the |ock door. It wasn't Martian work, nor Venusian, nor
Terran.

Besides, all the Triangle ships were round or cigar-shaped, never cubed. And
this was the Jovian Gul f, where no Triangle ship had ever cone.

He got up very quietly, and shucked the clunsy vac suit. He flexed his great
t hi ck-nuscl ed body, testing it, and was fairly satisfied. There was a heavy
bl aster on the suit belt. He took it in a huge, scarred fist with hairs
standing on it like red-gold wires against the burn of space.

Very carefully he opened the inner door of the lock, his blue eyes narrowed
and ugly under red brows.

A light came on, like the one in the |ock, showi ng a narrow passage. Red
padded down it on his soft Martian sandals. It was so still he could hear the
rustle of his tunic, blue-green Venusian spider-silk, runpled and open over
his hairy chest.

The passage cane to a square well, cross-braced with girders, wi th bal conies
of black netal above and bel ow, connected by | adders. They were dark, but far
down bel ow there was light, a dimrusty-red gl ow.

There was a sound in the well too, a queer, soft, steady sound, alnost I|ike



breathing, as a giant nmight breathe in his sleep

Red started down. Suddenly, clear and sharp in his brain, a voice said,
"Stop!"

Tel epathy was nothing newto Red. He'd worked with Martian Low Canalers in the
glory holes. He sprang away fromthe | adder head and got his back against the
wal |, [ ooking around, his blaster up

There was light in his eyes then, a stabbing blue-white dagger of it. He made
a sharp animal cry of pain and covered his eyes with his free hand. But the
light speared through the flesh, and his optic nerves contracted in agony.

He snarled and fired blindly out into the well. He heard, with his ears, a
hard little laugh. The light burned into his closed eyes, stabbed his brain
wi th searing bl ades.

He fired again, uselessly. The pain got himin the stomach. He was al ready
weak fromwhat he'd been through. He tried to hold his ground, but his head
turned, and then his shoul ders and his whol e body, trying to escape the light.

It followed, ruthlessly. He retched, and his knees gave. H s bl aster nade a
di stant ringing clang on the bal cony fl oor.

The voice said, "Drop the weapon over the edge."

Red gripped it, stubbornly, and the light was intensified. Nothing shut it
out. His whole brain was seared with it.

"In one nore mnute,"” said the voice, "you will be blind."

Red pushed the bl aster over the edge. It struck a girder, and then, distantly,
somet hing that rang. A great bellow ng roar echoed up the well, a sound that
made Red's heart skip a beat.

The Iight was gone then. He crouched, trenbling, breathing hard, with the
sweat salty in his nouth, letting the bl essed darkness flow t hrough him There
was no sound. The cords of Red's jaw knotted in anger, but he was afraid.

He was no fool. And he knew he couldn't fight that Iight.
When he coul d begin to see again he squinted out into the dimwell.

Sonet hi ng noved between the rusty girders, and the voice said in his nind

"Here, in front of you."
* * %

At first Red sawonly a faint, fuzzy glow It focused slowy into a small
nmetal disc, perhaps three feet across, hovering in the well. Above it,
apparently growing out of its center, was the upper body of a man. It was not
really a man—nanlike, but not human. Red felt that in the nerves of his skin,
the prickling of his hair roots. He stared with hard, wary bl ue eyes.

There were shoul ders, narrow but powerful, and long wiry arms ending in
strong, slender hands with seven fingers. There was a head, magnificently
doned, and a face that was rather too small, though the features were
beautiful and cut with unconprom sing strength.

Crowni ng that splendid skull was a crest of sonething soft and feathery that
shimered iridescently. The whole creature glowed with a faint, pulsing



phosphor escence.

The eyes that watched Red were | ong and opal escent, slightly tilted. They
burned with little flickering points of fire. Red shivered suddenly.

There was an eagerness about those eyes, a hunger and a towering, driving
hope, al nost as though Red were a synbol.

He said sullenly, "What are you?"

The creature laughed. Its teeth were pointed like a cat's and its tongue was
bl ue.

"So there is life in this solar system-human life!" The feathery crest rose
and began to pulse with rippling light, as though the hairs were holl ow and
filled with fire.

There was a stirring down bel ow. Red | ooked down. Little shining discs began
to pour up through the well, rushing with a strange, excited eagerness between
t he girders.

There were ten of them presently, hovering in front of the red-haired man.
Sone were older than the first; one was younger. But all had the sane
opal escent eyes and the sane terrible, fierce hope.

Red caught the thought of one. "Is it possible, after all this tinme .
Korah! Is it possible?"

The first one smled. "We'll make it possible. You, human! There's no life in
this gulf. How did you get into our airlock?"

Red told him briefly. H s body was strung tight and his nerves ached. He was
in atrap, and he couldn't see a way out.

Korah's opal eyes narrowed. "The | awren of your people chased you, eh? That
nmeans you're an outcast. Wiat's your nanme?"

"Red. | never had another."
"W have just entered your solar system Tell nme about the inner planets."

Scow i ng, Red told him Then he denanded, "Wat are you? Were did you cone
fron? What are you doi ng here?"

Korah's face was a hard white nask. "W were a great people once. W canme from
the world of another star. For more tine than your little brain could conceive
we have drifted across interstellar space, fighting, in this iron coffin, to
keep alive."

H s sinewy hands gripped the rimof his floating disc and there was a | ook in
his eyes that nmade Red's heart jerk.

"All this tine," whispered Korah. "All this darkness and | oneliness and
suffering, these nmai ned bodi es, because of a man. A human, Red, a hunman |ike
you. "

He caught something swiftly and raised it, a queer thick tube aimed at Red. "I
ought to blind you," he said softly. "I ought to burn the brain in your stupid
skul 1"



One of the older creatures caught his arm "Wait. This man was sent to us.
Let's try to use him™"

He floated closer. Hs fine-cut face had deep, grimlines init, and his eyes
were infinitely tired—but not soft.

He said, "Red, is there any place on these three worlds you speak of where we
could land, colonize, and live unnoticed until—ntil we have regai ned our
strengt h?"

"No. You'd be spotted the nonent you got into the space | anes beyond the Belt.
They' d either take you in or blow you apart. Besides, all the usable land is
al ready being used."

"And there's no other place?"
"Listen," said Red. "What is all this? And what is in it for nme?"

"Your life," said Korah evenly. "If you're of no use to us, we'll use you as a
sl ave—as long as you last."

Red's dark, scarred face was ugly. "I don't make a good sl ave."

"That depends on the master," said Korah gently. "Wel|?"
"How can | tell you where to go?" Red's body was clammy with sweat, prickling
with the cold, dry hate he felt in them

The old one said slowy, "Perhaps you don't understand. |'m Saran. My body is
ol der than Korah's, less inpetuous. I'Il try to explain.

"We are near death. If we don't find a suitable place very soon, our race wll
become extinct. If you can help us to such a place, you will be rewarded. If
not "

He shrugged his narrow shoul ders. "W have no reason to | ove your breed."

Red | ooked at the rust on the walls, the dimlight, listened to the whispering
silence of the great enpty cube. He saw Korah's eyes, burning with deep
terrible fires, and the others with their beautiful crested heads straining

f or war d.

He shivered. The white scar stood livid against the burn of his face, where
old Wck had broken his nose with a spanner. Earth, Venus, Mars; swanp and
desert and teeming cities; spaceguard shi ps—where could he tell themto go?

"If I do tell you," he said, "how do | know you won't welsh?"

"W keep our word," whispered Saran, "even to hunmans."

Sonehow Red believed him But the younger ones, Korah—He l|licked dry lips and
tried to think. They waited, pale and glowing in the dimwell, hardly

br eat hi ng.

And suddenly, in the tight silence, there was a voice, a man's voice, faint
and di stant, down below in the rusty dimess, cursing. Cursing with such a

low, blistering intensity that the whisper of it carried |like a spear

Red's nmuscles tightened. "What's that? Sonme ot her fool who did you a favor?"



Kor ah | aughed very softly, the point of his blue tongue flicking across his
poi nted teeth.

"Yes, Red, a very great favor. But that doesn't concern you now. Three pl anets
beyond the Belt. Qur instrunments showed us four."

"Mercury!" cried Red. He'd forgotten it. Nobody thought about little firebal
much. Then he shut his jaw and his mnd tight.

Saran said wearily, "Don't bother, Red. We can drug you and pick your mind at
leisure. You'll have to trust us."

Korah's thought smashed across the older man's. "Then there is a place!"

"I don't know," said Red slowy. "Maybe." Their gl ow ng shapes blurred. He
took hold of the balcony rail and closed his eyes. Quite suddenly the |ast of
his tough strength was used up.

The last thing he heard was the man's voice, cursing down in the rusty well.
* * %

Red realized two things when he came to. The first was that the ship was

nmovi ng. He was as sensitive to every quiver of a spaceship as a good rider is
to his mount. He knew that the great cube was linping slowy along a definite
cour se.

The second thing was that he'd been out a long tine. He was conpletely rested.
He was neither thirsty nor hungry. And there was the mark of a hypodernic
needle on his wist.

He scowed at it, remenbering Saran's words. They'd nmoved hi moff the bal cony.
He lay on a mattress of some spongy stuff in a little iron cubicle.

He got up and tried the door. It opened. Alittle surprised, he went out onto
a bal cony, like the first one but nuch | ower down.

And suddenly a mind invaded his, gripped it, shook it, tranped about in it
i ke a black w nd.

Red started instinctively to fight it off, but it cried, "You, human! Cone
down! Cone down!"

Red | ooked over the rail. There was no sign of the shining creatures. The
floor of the well was just below him partly obscured by the pattern of the
girders, murky in the dimlight.

He went down, slowy, the mind force pulling at himwith terrible intensity.
It wasn't a mind |ike Korah's. It was wild and savage and powerful, but it was
human.

H s sandal ed foot touched bottom He turned. Heavy riveted doors pricked the
bl ack walls on four sides. In the center of the space were three great bl ocks
of iron, kept free of rust.

The two outer blocks bore clustered vats and coils and apparatus in glassite
cases. The rhythm c breathing sound which Red had heard before cane fromthem

The middl e bl ock was higher and larger. There was sonething on it, connected
by transparent tubes to the others, so that the whole thing formed a cross.
The red light was dim He padded forward. Then he stopped, the pul ses



hamrering in his throat and wists.
Spr eadeagl ed on the center block was a man in arnor.

He nust have neasured nearly seven feet. His black arnmor was dulled and
crusted with age, dented with the marks of great bl ows.

His mailed feet were shackled to the block with iron bands. The wistlets had
been stripped fromhis wi de-spread arns and there too were shackl es, grown
deep into the flesh. Below themthe transparent tubes ran into the veins,
punping a fluid that glinted darkly in the dull I|ight.

Bl ack hair grew fromthe man's head, flowed down the block and out over the
metal floor in a pool of shadow. H s black beard spread out over his battered
breastplate, falling down to mngle with the darkness of his hair.

Sonet hi ng dangl ed fromthe girders overhead. It was a chain, and a sword hung
fromthe end of it by its grip. A great two-handed sword, its queer bl unt
poi nt just above the face of the giant.

Red stopped. The pit of his belly was cold. The man's head turned suddenly, so
that his hair nade a dark, whispering sound on the rusty plates, and eyes were
wat chi ng hi m from under shaggy bl ack brow-eyes half mad, but human.

The m nd-voice said to Red, "You' ve given themrefuge. You've given themlife.

You' ve betrayed your Kkind!"
* * %

Red | ooked at the mark on his wist and snmled without mirth. "The dirty sons!
So we're headed for Mercury."

"They got everything—erbits, spaceguard patrol boundaries, everything you know
about the planet. Korah told ne. He was pleased to tell ne."

The bl ack eyes went to the sword overhead, swinging slowy in a vagrant
current of air. They followed the notion in a way that nade Red shiver.
Suddenly the prisoned body noved convul sively, fighting the shackles, and the
rusty arnor groaned and rang.

"The devils! They've won out after all. Al this—+the darkness, the suffering,
the ti me—for nothing!"

H s gaze swung back to Red, only half seeing him "I drove them out of one
solar system | sacrificed nyself to do it. And |'ve stood the punishnment, the
drifting and the tinme because | thought they'd never find a home again. And
now you—+tittle red man that | could break in ny two hands—you make it all for
not hi ng! "

Remenberi ng Korah's opal eyes, Red wondered if it was all for nothing for him
too. Hi s hand strayed uneasily to where his blaster should have been, and his
narrow bl ue eyes searched the darkness.

He said, "I don't get this. Wio are you? What are they? Were did you cone
from and why? And-—how | ong ago?"

He | ooked at the dull, rusted arnor and the shackles grown into the flesh of
the man's wists, and the black hair heavy on the deck

"How long, little man? How long is eternity?" Those suffering, elenental eyes
went again to the swinging sword. "I am Crom | was king once, in a land



called Yf. And they are the Rakshi. The tine cane when we had to fight them
we humans, because we couldn't take any nore.

"They were different then. They were beautiful and numerous and very strong.
They knew a ot we didn't know, the shining devils! But they didn't know
us—nAot the heart, the guts of us."

Cromi s hands clenched into great scarred fists and the gl ass tubes swayed into
his wists. He sniled, his teeth white in the black tangle of his great beard.
"That was a fight," he whispered. "They al nost beat us. But they were fighting
fromthis ship, all the best brains of them and I thought of something. | got
in through a space-vent while they were busy deciding howto finish us off in
a hurry, too busy to hear ny mnd. | killed two of themin the engine room
and poured every |ast ounce of power they had into their drive.

"The terrific acceleration tore us clean away fromour solar system as |
hoped it would. It also burned out the notors. Even if they could have fixed
the motors they couldn't have got the ship back because they use sun-power and
there wasn't any sun."

Crom | aughed, the harsh roar of it echoing in the rusty bal conies. "Can you
concei ve how they felt? They had me, but that was all. Me, and interstellar
space! Haie! That menory is al nobst conpensation for the rest. Al this | oad of
m ghty brains, rushing at constant speed through nothing to nowhere, and
hel pl ess, because of ne!

"I thought they'd kill ne, but they had better ideas. Trust theml They kept ne
alive—alive to neditate on ny sins, with ny sword nocki ng ne overhead. But |
could mock themtoo. | could say, 'My people are safe fromyou,' and | augh at
them all through those bl ack enpty ages of drifting.

"But now we' ve been drawn into the field of another sun. And you . . . " His
head turned, and the voice of his mnd shuddered |ike distant thunder in Red's

brain. "And you have let themwn."
* * %

It took all Red had to neet Cronis eyes. He said, half angrily, "That's too
bad. But how could I help it?"

Crom whi spered, "You could have thrown yourself fromthe bal cony."

Red stared at him and then | aughed. "Hey, wait a minute! This isn't ny fight.
Al 1 want is ny neck safe and a getaway."

"Not your fight!" said Crom "The gods blast you! There's a colony on Mercury,
isn't there?"

"Yeah. How did you know?"

"Korah told ne. He took particular pleasure in telling ne. They picked your
brain clean, Red, and it gave themideas. You know why you're here talking to
me, don't you?"

"No." He was liking things | ess by the mnute.

"You're here to make me squirm" said Cromw th savage quiet. "They're

throwi ng ny | aughter back in my teeth, through you. Do you know what they'l
do to that colony on Mercury?"



"No." The red shadows were still enpty. Red's hide prickled uneasily. He knew
he was being watched, and he didn't like it.

"They'l| take themfor slaves, Red, use themlike beasts, for work they won't
do and for experinents. You don't know the Rakshi, how they live on and on in
di fferent bodies. You don't know the agony they can cause. They worship power,
Red, as nen worship their gods—power, pure and naked, for its own sake. They
don't want world conquest or dom nation by force, nothing as stupid and
mental | y uni magi native as that.

"They like to sit in their beautiful fortress and play with nen |ike pieces on
a chess board, for the sheer nental pleasure of the game. They get power in
many ways—gi ving scientific secrets to unscrupul ous nmen, powerful new weapons
to | awbreakers, the gift of prolonged life to nen whose minds they test and
approve. Mnds," he added softly, "like yours, Red."

Red's bl ue eyes were suddenly hot and bright. "Wat are you getting at?"

"I mean they can use you. They'll give you power under them the status
of el |, anbassador to the human forces they wish to contact. Power, Red, and
virtual inmmortality.”

A thick, hot pulse began to beat in Red's tenples. His lips were dry. He
licked them and whispered, "Yeah?"

There were thoughts tranping around in his head—huge, thundering dreans.
Circe, the Pleasure Wrld, with the wealth of three planets there for the
pl undering. The Treasure City of Mars and the | ost, water-buried secrets of
Venus.

He spread out his big, scarred hands and | ooked at them Age was |ike death to
him a sneaking thief to steal his strength and his cunning. To defeat age, to
jeer at death .

It was while he was of f guard, thinking these things, that Crom attacked him

The shackl ed Titan | ooked up at the swinging swrd with eyes as deep and
el emental as primal space. And the strength of his brain shocked agai nst
Red's, huge and savage and terrible.

"Free me!" roared the voice of his mnd. "Gve ne ny sword. Free ne! Free ne!"

It was very still in the dark well. Red's eyes closed. H s body stiffened,
bent |ike a straining bow Sweat needled his face, oiled the red-gold hair of
hi s chest.

It was agony, the beating of that mnd against his, greater than the bl ow of
W ck's spanner across his face, a great thundering pain, the pain of iron
under the hanmmer. He snarled, and the veins of his brow and throat stood out
i ke knotted cords.

And suddenly it was gone. Cromlay linp on the block, his teeth white in the
bl ack tangle of his beard and the breath harsh between them

"They were right,”
to hell!"

he whi spered. "The gods curse you, Red. The gods bl ast you

A cold, black fury swept across Red's heart. "Wat do you want nme to do?"

"Look at that door. That's the Tenple. The Tenple of the Flanme, the light that



makes them shine the way they do, and stinulates their tissues so that they
live on and on. Do you know how many there are sealed up in there, waiting for
bodi es? Three hundred of them the best brains of their stinking race!

"My sword was forged in Yf. It has a power beyond steel, a flame of its own
that will destroy their Flame. Gve ne ny sword. Free ne, let ne blast the
Fl ane. You're human, Red. Renenber your duty!"

Red | aughed, a harsh, ugly bark. He stripped off the runpled silken tunic and
stood with the red light spilling over his bull neck and great thick-mnuscled
body.

"Look, " he said.
Cromi s black eyes went fromthe white scar of the spanner across Red's broken

nose, down the tangled pattern of old weals across his back and breast, to the
puckered gashes of a spiked Martian knuckl e-duster across his flat belly.

"Most of that," Red said dispassionately, "I got before | was fifteen. | was
born on a tranp freighter. | never knew who ny parents were, never cared much.
Had all | could worry about just staying alive.

"They sold me fromone tranp to another, to sweat in the galleys and the glory
holes. | never set foot on any ground until | was sixteen. Then | ran away
fromthe ship | was in. It was a dirty little tranp port. | got shanghai ed
aboard Wck's rotten hulk. | stood himfor two voyages, and then he hit ne
once too often. I woke up. | took the spanner away fromhim and | never heard
whet her he died or not. I got away in a life-skiff. Nobody touched ne. They
knew | wasn't a kid any nore, and they were scared.

"Since then |I've made ny way al one, getting what | could and not doing badly.
Bl ack Cargo runni ng, hijacking, straight piracy."

He pulled the tunic on again, running his pal mover the soft, rich silk.

"I haven't said |I'd take their offer, if they make it. | don't |ike taking
orders. But if | do decide to . "

He shrugged and gave a slow, hard grin. "I have no world," he said softly,
"and | never nmet a man | didn't hate."

Crom | ooked at him He didn't speak nor nove, but a cold, iron sonething slid
t hrough Red and held him

He snarled and jerked his head away, and saw Korah coming toward him a swft
silver gleamin the red dusk

The Rakshi's tilted eyes burned like living opals, a shifting fire that warned
his beautiful white face. He set the great sword swi nging over Ctom s head and
| aughed silently, the points of his teeth |like ivory needl es.

"Come into the control room Red," he said. "We're |landing on Mercury."
CHAPTER TWD

Port of Death

Red stood in the control room |looking into a visilens of unfaniliar shape.

The bitter blaze of Mercury stabbed in at him The Rakshi had nmade a | ong
curve in their ship, clear outside the orbital range of planets or spaceguard



patrols.

They were conming in now toward the Sunside. As they drew nearer, Red could see
the black line of the Darkside slicing thin across the farther heni sphere, and
t he naked mountains of the Twilight Belt raking at the sky like Titan
spear - poi nt s.

He was used to the sleek fast ships of the System and the great cube seened
cl umsy and unnmaneuver abl e.

He said uneasily, "Do you think she'll do it?"

Kor ah hovered beside him He answered in Red's own nongrel tongue, |earned
fromhis drugged brain along with the informati on on hinself and Mercury.

"I'f we had full power, there'd be no doubt. But we had only proper netal
enough to repair one nmotor. And since we had none of these problenms in our own
sphere of activity, we're not prepared for them™

He | ooked at the visilens. The opal escent fire of his eyes was suddenly
m st ed.

"No nore darkness," he whispered. "No nore hunger. No nore ages of little
death in the Tenple. W can have bodi es again, strong fine bodies, and breathe
clean air and feel sunlight."

The nuscl es stood out on his pale, shining jaw. "W've got to make it." Saran
spoke froma conplicated panel of indicators and delicate reaction gauges.

"There's unlimted power fromthe Sunside, and raw materials of every kind in
the rock and soil. Notice the topography, Korah—a junble of tremendous peaks
with deep valleys isolated between them A fortress cut in any one of those
peaks woul d be conpl etely hidden and i npregnable.™

The youngest one of the ten Rakshi grunted. He was watching still another set
of instrunents.

"The human is right, though, Mercury is highly netallic. It cuts the sun's
magnetic field in an eccentric orbit, and dangerously close to the source.
Wth full power in all our anti-gravity plates—which we haven't—t would stil
be hard to land."

Korah said grimy, "The ship is strong. The Tenple is doubly protected. Even
if we crash, sonme of us will live."

Red | ooked at himadmringly. Human or not, these Rakshi had the tough kind of
i nsi des he |iked.

Korah must have caught his thought. He turned suddenly on the nman, his tilted
eyes and feathery crest alive with savage fire.

"Cuts!" he said. "You don't know. Your brain couldn't conceive. Over three
hundred of us trapped in this iron coffin, wthout adequate supplies of any

ki nd, and a hundred human sl aves. W had to | earn, human—earn how to handl e
brains as separate entities, keeping themalive and safe after the body was
worn out. Learn how to create new bodies fromthe living tissue of the slaves,
grown and kept in a plasnma culture.

"We are a long-lived race. But the time we've drifted, the bitter, enpty tine!
There were not bodi es enough, even for the few permitted them W had to



design these hideous |egless things and these magnetic cars, so that we could
save flesh and energy. W worked a mracle. W stripped the inside of the cube
of metal to keep our air punps and heating units going. We designed bodies

t hat needed al nost no food. We lived, in spite of Crom in spite of hunmanity.

"Now there is no nore flesh for new bodies. W'll get it down there. W' re not

going to be beaten now, even if the ship is snashed to bits!"
* * %

Red scratched his bearded jaw. The idea of growi ng bodies fromliving tissue
was unpl easant to him But so were pain and hunger and hate, and he'd |ived
with those all his life. He said, "That offer Ctomtold me about—s that on
the | evel ?"

Saran | ooked up fromhis dials. "Yes. Do you accept?"
Red shrugged. "I don't know yet."
Korah's pointed teeth flashed. "There's no hurry, Red."

For sone subtle reason Red disliked the way he said it. "Now, what's this
Templ e, and the Flanme? Crom sai d—

"Red." Korah's silky voice slid across his like cold steel. "Those are
guestions not to be asked. Renenber that."

Red's nmouth set. And then the young Rakshi cried out, "Look! In the visilens.
Isn't that the Earthman's beacon?"

Red | ooked into the screen. The night shadow was cutting in across the peaks
of the Twilight Belt, drawn by the rocking of the planet on its axis.

On one gigantic, airless pinnacle was a shaft of metal topped by a gl ow ng
bal | —-a per petual beacon powered by Mercury's own electric potential —set there
to guide the infrequent ships that dared the planet to bring supplies and
fresh colonists. Wthout it there was no way of identifying the colonist's
val l ey. No conpass or radio of any kind could work near little fireball.

Korah touched a stud on a bank beside him A single beamof light |icked out
and touched the beacon. It flared once, then there was only a nolten puddl e on
the rock.

"An enl arged version of the weapon you experienced, Red. Using sun-power, it
can reproduce light of any frequency and any concentration. By nodul ation, we
can i nduce burning, blindness, or spontaneous conbustion. Sinple, and very
effective.”

"Very," said Red grimy. They dropped | ower over the valley. It was dark now,
and there was a stormragi ng down in the atnosphere. He could see the
[ ightning fl ashes.

Thi s was Mar kham Chandl er's haven for waifs and strays—ene little man tackling
a job too tough even for the m ning conpanies. The |ast man Red had tal ked to,
inacrinp port while fueling, had said there were about eight hundred dopes
sweating their hearts out in the valley.

The naked peaks came cl oser. The cube |urched with sharp suddenness.
Seven-fingered hands began to fly over key-banks. There was dead silence in
the control room except for the spitting hum of power.



Red got hold of a stanchion and braced his feet. He disliked the feeling of
hel pl essness. But the controls of the cube were a nystery to him Besides,
they had forgotten his existence.

Pal e, glowi ng faces bent over instruments. The young Rakshi had the tip of his
bl ue tongue hard between his teeth, thin strong fingers racing. There was a
singing tension in the air.

The cube lurched again, heavily. Now that they were close, Saran had slid the
nmetal shutters fromthe huge square ports. Walls of naked rock reared up
beyond t hem

Red wasn't quite clear about what happened next. The magnetic pull of the
cliffs made the cube rattle like a die in a box. The snarl of overl oaded
transforner banks rose, stuttered, and choked out.

Sonebody yell ed, sharp and high. There was a shattering, grating crash of
nmetal on stone. The cube tilted over and began to drop

Red hung fiercely to his stanchion, his |egs dangling.

The gl owi ng shapes of the Rakshi noved erratically in the dull red light. He
heard Crom | aughing far down the well, a great taunting roar. The cube dropped
with a screamof tortured netal

There was an inpact. Red got only a confused chaos of sound. He lost his grip
and fell a long way through grinding, wenching darkness.

Hot, wet air struck him and | ashing rain. The noise of crashing netal bl ended
into the stunning roar of thunder. There was earth under him soft and wet and
war m

He got blindly to his knees, gasping. Blood was running into his nmouth and
eyes with the savage rain.

And suddenly there were hard human hands on his body, and a hard hunman voice

yelling in his ear, "Get up! For CGod's sake, hurry! Back into the caves!"
* * %

He ran, but w thout sight or know edge. There were flashes of fierce |light,
and then another light that was fiercer and didn't go away. The man with him
cursed in a sobbing voice.

There were feet tranpling the wet ground, a |lot of them Voices crying out.
Red tried to break free fromthe hands that held him but there were nore of
them hel ping, urging. Hs head spun and sang.

H s eyes began to hurt—the famliar, blinding pain of Korah's tube. The
runni ng feet began to falter. A man's voice cried out, wild and strong and,
even in that dazed monent, infinitely thrilling.

"The caves! Run, all of you! Never mind the pain. Conme on!"

Up a steep, rocky slope, Red stunbled, drenched, his head a burning agony. The
man had stopped cursing. And then darkness cane sudden and sharp, |ike a bl ow.

The rain was gone; the thunder muted. Voices, footsteps ran back queerly.

The vi brant voice said, "Back to the third chanmber—quickly."



They stunbled on in utter dark, in uneasy silence. A child was whinpering and
someone nmoaned softly, but that was all. Then the sounds of their going
flicked away, as though the walls and roof had opened out.

It did that twice nore, and by that tine Red was getting his grip back. In the
third cavern they all stopped. Soneone lighted torches. Red blinked and shook
hi nsel f away.

The man who had picked himup started to speak, stared, and then yelled, "Hey!
Al of you! This man—=

The babbl e that had started hushed abruptly. In the utter silence, every wet,
stricken face turned to Red, standing huge in the torchlight, blood and water
dripping fromhis beard, his blue-green tunic nolded tight across his bunched,
taut nuscl es.

The man said with grimaquiet, "I picked himup in Tenney's field, right under
the thing. He nust have cone fromit."

In the silence Red could hear the beat and rush of his own blood. The air was
furnace-hot, but his skin was cold. They were a hardy | ot of people, big and
t ough and wor k- hardened. Just now they were furious in a grim dangerous way.

He said, "I did. Got thrown free when the ship crashed.” Hi s voi ce was steady
"They had ne prisoner in her."

A man pushed forward. He was little, broad and thick and ugly. Thinning
gray-brown hair was plastered wetly to a clunsy skull, and his face was al npst
funny, even now. But his brown eyes had sonmething in themthat nade Red's
heart junp a little, just as Crom s voi ce had.

The little man said, "I'm Markham Chandl er. What are the creatures in
t hat —shi p, you said? We couldn't see it clearly."

There was no point in lying. Red told themas well as he could. The nan who
had hel ped hi mwatched himw th hard green eyes. He was a Martian with

Dryl ander blood in him as big as Red, with a stern, dark face and thick, dark
hai r.

"Drifted in fromouter space, eh?" he said. "How d they get you then?"

"Suspi cious, aren't you?" grow ed Red, and expl ained, including the
spaceguard, because there was no other credi ble reason for his being beyond
the Belt.

"Spaceguard, eh?" said Chandler. "Well, we hold nothing against you for that.
Many of us have been in trouble at one tine or another."

That sounded strange to Red. But Chandler's eyes were neither soft nor
f ool i sh.

The Earthman went on: "Wat do they—the Rakshi —want of us?"

Red told themthat too. He watched faces go whiter and harder, eyes widen in
stunned disbelief. Suddenly the big Martian caught Red's tunic at the throat.
"You're lying,"
sl avers."

he said, his green eyes ugly "You're either pirates or

Red's hand went up toward the Martian's face, and was caught suddenly by



anot her—a cool, strong, brown hand, a woman's hand.

"Let himalone, Jat. He's hurt—and he's not lying. | saw the thing crash and
somet hi ng shiny was thrown out of a broken port. It wasn't human, and the ship
isn'"t a Triangle ship."

Red | ooked into a woman's face, not far below his own. Tangled, curling hair
the col or of wheat-straw franed its brownness, softened the clear sharp lines
of brow and jaw

She smled at him Her hazel eyes were hard and grim but not afraid. She
said, "Cone over here and I'll fix your head."

Chandl er nodded. He | ooked very tired. "Yes. I'll count noses, and then we'll
see what to do next. Jat, you get sone of the nen and guard the passage. W

may be attacked at any tine."
* * %

Jat went away reluctantly. Mrkham turned back into the crowd, and there began
to be a stir of voices and purposeful novement. Red studied the girl with
flat, hard eyes.

"What's the game, sister?"
She stared at him "Ganme? | just want to patch up that cut."”

Remenbering the wonmen in the crinp ports, Red put his eyebrows up. Then he
shrugged and fell in beside her. She noved easily, with a springy |itheness.
Her body, in a plain short tunic of rough homespun, was built of long, clean
curves.

It canme to Red that she was sonething he'd never seen before. He scow ed
uncertainly and asked, "Wat's your nane?"

She | aughed. "Hil degarde Snmith. They call ne Hildy. What's yours?"
"Red. What do you do here?"

"Wirk on ny father's farm" Her face sharpened as though with a sudden pain,
and she gl anced at the cave entrance and away agai n.

"He didn't make it," said Red.

She nodded. "It all happened so suddenly. | was visiting in the upper part of
the settlement. W all made for the caves when we heard the crashi ng—soneti mes
the cliffs crack and there are slides during a heavy storm Qur place is

farther down the valley. | started back, but | knew it was no use. |—= She
broke of f and bent over a chest narked First Aid.

Red scratched his matted beard. The girl had sand. He wanted suddenly to get
away, back to the Rakshi. But there was no way w thout tipping his hand, and
that nmeant death.

"Sit down," she said. Red obeyed reluctantly. If the girl had been one of the
ki nd he understood, it wouldn't have mattered. But she wasn't. He had no
precedent, nothing to judge her by. It made hi m uneasy.

Looki ng out over the cave, he realized with a sharp, cold shock that he had no
precedent for any of those people. They were as alien to himas the Rakshi



And he was trapped with them

H1dy's fingers were cool and deft on his skin. They made him feel strange,
uneasy. He watched her tensely while she bandaged the cut, sponged his face
and beard cl ean.

She gave hi mwater, caught the | ook and smiled. "What's the matter? Did | hurt
you?"

"No. Only nobody ever did that for me before.”

She | ooked at the scar of Wck's spanner across his face, her eyes both angry
and conpassi onat e.

She said quietly, "You' ve suffered, haven't you?"
He shrugged and took his eyes away. "l guess so."

"Then you can understand." The people in the cave were breaking up into
orderly groups, supplying thenselves with food, water, and bl ankets from big
chests. Hldy watched them the torchlight maki ng deep, harsh shadows on her
face.

"We've worked so hard, Red. God knows what we'd have done without this place,
and Mar kham Chandl er. And now, to have it stolen fromus, to be threatened and
tortured . "

She noved her cl enched hands savagely. Chandl er cane up, rolling heavily on
his short |egs.

"Four hundred and twenty-seven," he said, and put his hands wearily over his
face. "The cube crashed alnost in the center of the valley. The others were
cut off, or caught by the light."

Red had a mental picture of how the Rakshi were doing it. The high-power I|ight
mechani sm woul d make t he people blind and hel pl ess | ong enough to be di sarned

and divided up, herded into the few remai ning rooms of the ship that still had
doors.

Chandl er went on, "I'm sending the wonmen and children back into the caves in
smal | scattered groups, with a few men. The rest of the men will go up into

the galleries to try and get a line on howto fight these devils."

H s brown eves nmet Red's blue ones suddenly, very clear and direct. "Red, you
know about these Rakshi. You'll help us."

H 1dy took his hand. "Of course he will."
warm and deep with friendliness.

She smiled at him her hazel eyes

Al the neaning, the inplication of trust and conradeshi p and under st andi ng
behind Hildy's eyes took Red with a sudden viol ence. He took his hand away
roughly and opened his nmouth, but no words cane.

He saw Hildy's eyes go cold and bright as spear points, saw the furrows deepen
and tighten in Chandler's ugly, tired face. Then, through the bitter silence,
there came the roar of blasters out in the passage.

They broke off raggedly. There was a noise of running feet. Jat stunbled into
t he cavern, his hands over his eyes, followed by the men who had gone with
hi m



A voi ce spoke out in Red's brain. He knew the others heard it too fromthe way
they stiffened and gasped.

It said, "Submit and you will not be harned. Resistance will only nmean pain."

* k%

Korah cane floating through the entrance, a shining blur against the dark of
t he passage, four other Rakshi behind him His crest was erect, a living,
pul sing flame, and his eyes were godlike.

H1dy's face was a nask cut fromgray bone. Only the eyes were alive init,
alive and hating. In a single blurred notion she caught up a heavy tin box
fromthe first aid chest and threw it straight at Korah's head.

The Rakshi jerked aside in his floating car. The box went past him crashing
harm essly into the rock wall. He showed his sharp teeth and the tip of his
blue tongue in a smle, and raised his light tube.

Hldy cried out and turned away, shielding her eyes. Jat couldn't see her, but
he knew her voice. He raised his blaster blindly. Korah's tube flicked a beam
across his hand. He screaned and dropped the blaster. Red saw the snoke from
the burn.

There was chaos after that for a brief tine. They fought with everything they
had, tools, weapons, fragnments of rock. And the five Rakshi flitted batlike

t hrough the snoky torchlight, burning, blinding, |aughing with their blue
tongues and pointed teeth.

Red stayed out of it, against the wall. He dragged H | dy back of the chest and
grow ed, "You'll be able to see again soon."

She didn't answer. He stood watching the fight. The Rakshi were nere pallid
blurs, noving too fast for the eye to see. Their reactions were nuch quicker
than the humans', because they didn't miss a shot.

They weren't out to kill. Men and wonen, blinded by the light, blundered into
each other, so that those who could still see had to stop fighting |l est they
kill their own people.

Mar kham Chandl er's ringing voice made itself heard finally, over the din,
telling themto stop. They did, reluctantly. Hldy got up w thout | ooking at
Red and went uncertainly toward Jat, crouched and snarling over his seared
hand.

Korah said aloud, silkily, "That's better. You'll learn to obey. Formranks,
pl ease. W're going back to the ship."

Chandl er came forward. H's brown eyes were bl oodshot, tortured slits, but his
voi ce was cl ear and steady.

"What right have you to do this?"
Korah's eyes burned on him "The right of survival."

"W haven't harned you. This is ours. Qur lives aren't yours to take or
control. You can't do this!"

Korah's soft voice carried across the whole cavern, and it nmade Red shiver.



"W can do it because we must, or perish. Your race is not at stake. You're
only a handful, a pinch of dust. But we are all. Do you say, when you kill a
beast to feed your children, 'W have no right'?"

"A pinch of dust!"™ It was Hildy s voice, ringing out like the nmusic of a stee
bl ade.

She stood erect, with her hand on Jat's broad shoulder. Her face in the
torchlight had the primal beauty of a tigress. Red licked dry lips, watching
it. The palms of his hands were wet.

"Who are you to judge us as nothing? You, a nonster from another world! Wat
right have you here, stealing and mainming? This is not your earth, nor your
air, nor your sun!"

Korah turned to her slowy. It was a long tinme before he spoke.

"No," he said very quietly "It's not our earth, nor air, nor sun. Al those we
had once, and a human stole them fromus."

He noved his free hand down his body to the metal car. The nuscles tightened
in his glowing face, ridged and bitter

He whi spered, "Monster!" and raised his tube.

He didn't go for her eyes this tinme. The hot beam flicked |ike a whiplash. She
bared her teeth and her eyes closed, but she didn't nove. Red saw the red
weal s of the burns cone out across her face and throat.

Jat roared and started to his feet, but Red was quicker
He took the stabbing beam on his own back and snarled, "Stop it, damm you!"

Korah | et the beam stay just |ong enough to set the silk of his tunic
snol dering. Then he flicked it off and said, "Well, Red. W thought we'd | ost
you. "

"The port split when we struck," said Red sullenly. "I fell through and got
caught in the stanpede." Hildy hadn't noved, but her fingers bit deep into the
nmuscl es of Jat's shoulder. The Martian's green eyes were the eyes of a
tortured fiend.

Red said, "Did you have to do that?"
"Why?" Korah's eyes were nocking. "l thought you hated humans.™"

"She was kind to ne," said Red sulkily. It sounded a weak, silly thing to say.
H s heart was pounding and the veins in his neck hurt. He was confused and
vi ciously angry, and he didn't know why.

* * %

Red felt Korah's mnd probing into his. He tried to shut his mind, but the
anger and confusion slowed his refl exes. Korah's thought w thdrew, and Korah's
eyes danced with w cked fires.

"About that offer, Red. WII you take it?"

"Il tell you later.'
col oni st s.

He was safe enough, with five |ight tubes holding the



But the hate, the loathing in them prickled across his hide.

"Now, Red," said Korah softly.

Red felt Korah's thought, and knew it was now. He tried to think of Crce and
the Martian Treasure City, and strength beyond the span of other nen's

strengt h.

But all he could think of was Hildy's gentle fingers on his head and the burns
red and ugly across her face.

He | ooked at Korah, and there was a new, wary understanding in him

"I won't bargain with you. Were's Saran?"

"Dead, in the crash. Don't you trust ne?"

"No." He knew nothing of the process of |ongevity. Korah could play any sort
of a trick on himat any time. And he didn't like reins on him If he took
orders fromthe Rakshi, he'd never be free.

H1dy's face, stony white and barred with livid burns; Jat, dark and tortured,;
Mar kham Chandl er's ugly, gentle face with eyes that Red coul dn't neet—al

t hose people, alien, new, beyond his understandi ng—and Hi | dy, saying, "You've
suffered. You can understand."”

"There nust be a ship in the colony. Gve ne that and let ne go."

Korah | aughed. His crest shimrered in the torchlight. "No."

Fear began to tighten along Red's nerves. "You promised ne life."

"Have | said you were not to live? Think of this, Red. If you go to the
culture vats, you'll live a very long tinme indeed!"

Red said very softly, "You dirty son!"

Kor ah | aughed again. "Your crazy, inconsistent little mnds! You humans run

with every nood that blows across you. No matter how well | think I know a
human brain, sonmething latent may develop in a few short mnutes and upset al
my plans. | wouldn't have trusted you, Red, if you had accepted. You don't

know it yourself yet, but you' ve changed. You're like Crom too tough to be
broken. You'd betray us before we were ready.

"I think, ny friend, that the culture vats will be much the safest place for

you, if—= he let his tilted eyes nove across the tense white faces, waiting
under the threat of the Rakshi beans—you live to reach them"

Red didn't say anything. There was nothing to say. He stood still while the
Rakshi saw to the disarm ng of the crowd.

When it was done, Korah said, "We're short of food for the humans. Wy the
| arge stock here?"

Mar kham Chandl er answered, in a voice utterly drained of enotion, "The storns
at perihelion often drive us out of the valley."

Korah nodded. "Fetch it along. You'll need it while we're classifying you."



The youngest Rakshi had been preoccupied for some tine, his crest glittering.
Now he drifted close to Korah and spoke in his own tongue. Korah threw back
his head in fierce exultation. H s crest too rose and pul sated, and the three
others joined in.

Red knew that the Rakshi back in the ship were conmunicating. He'd picked up
the rudiments of telepathy fromthe Martian stokers in the tranp ships. Now he
tried to use them

He wasn't good at it. All he could catch were vagrant thoughts concerning

"pl asma shortage—hurry." But he could fill in. They were making plasma for the
culture vats; they were short-handed, and they wanted help in a hurry. He
wondered if the brains in the Tenple were getting inpatient for bodies.

It was just by sheer chance that Red caught the brief flame of inspiration in
Jat's green eyes. The Rakshi were too busy to catch the thought back of it.

But Red watched the Martian go very obediently to the store chests against the
wal | and haul out a side of bacon

Wat ching that, Red saw Mar kham Chandl er's quick start, the urgent touch of his
hand on Jat's shoul der, and the swi ft interchange of whi spers between them
Chandl er too got a side of bacon

They came back together to Hildy, very patient and droopi ng. The ranks forned
in sullen quiet and trailed out into the passage, with the Rakshi floating
over head, tubes raised and alert.

At | ow power the tubes lighted the way plainly. Red made his mind as nearly
bl ank as possible and stayed close to Jat, Chandler, Hldy, and the fat sides
of bacon.

They went through the second chanber, where the Rakshi's |ight was swal | owed
up in vaulting darkness, then back through the corridor beyond that, and into
the first of the three caverns.

Again the light was swall owed up, the sound of their slow, sullen departure
di spersed. And Red found out why Jat had insisted on bacon

CHAPTER THREE
Sword of Light

The cave roof was high and very bl ack. Nothing happened for a mnute or two,
until the bacon was well out across the floor. Then Red heard them cutting
swift and shrill across the hot, still air—wings, huge, w de w ngs arrow ng
down.

Sonebody yell ed, and a woman screaned. The ranks fell apart. Red saw Korah's
opal eyes dart upward, and his |light tube brightened.

There were gleanms up there in the dark, nmetallic purple and green, hard and
bright. Red saw wings with small |ight bodies between themand little fanged
heads, rushing down toward them

They were going so fast that the light didn't stop them Jat threw his bacon
hi gh up besi de Korah. A cloud of the shiny things swooped at it like gulls.
Red saw that their thin wi ngs were scal ed.

The Rakshi turned up their power. Even at burning concentration the bat
creatures didn't pay much attention. Chandler threw his | oad at the nearest



Rakshi . Then he turned and ran, his armaround Hil dy.

Red foll owed them The Rakshi were recovering fromtheir surprise now W nged
bodi es were beginning to clatter down. One of the yarns he'd heard in a
fueling port came back to Red: The Mercurian hunting bats, sheathed in

gl ass-like, silicate scales to defy the Iightning.

It was probably the salt they were after in the bacon. There wasn't much of it
on Mercury.

Jat was leading the way toward a small side passage. There was no tine to
collect others fromthe confused mob. They could only run, hoping that the
brief margin of tinme would be I ong enough

The Rakshi, battling desperately against the hard-sheathed bats, didn't see
themgo. The little dark hole swall owed them up, Jat, Hildy, Chandler, and
Red, follow ng unnoticed.

They went a long way, quite slowy but as though Jat knew the way. The echoes
didn't betray the extra pair of footsteps. They cane out presently into a
gallery that seemed to run just inside the cliff, because there was blinding
daylight pouring in farther along it.

Red let the others get ahead of him They stopped by the cleft in the rock.
He caught Chandler's |low hard voice: "Qur valley. Qur valley, dam them"
Jat said, "The ship's still there. If | only had bonbs!"

"But we haven't," Hildy put her hands on their shoulders. "There nust be sone
way! We can't lose it all now"

Jat said, very low, "That swine Red might know a way." Hi s big body fl exed.
"I'd like to tear it out of him"

Chandl er sighed. "Poor devil. He's caught in his own trap."

Red, padding toward themon his soft sandals, stopped, scowing. Hildy shook
her light curly hair away from her burned face.

"Red's not bad," she said. "He saved ne, you know. He's suffered a Iot, and
he's bitter. | don't think he ever saw a decent human being before. He just
doesn't understand. "

Jat made a wordl ess snarling noise. Chandl er |ooked at himwi th the ghost of a
smle on his tired face.

"You haven't forgotten, Jat, how you felt when you canme out of the Jekkara
guarries?"

The line of Jat's shoul ders sagged. "All right. But that doesn't help us now.
Look down there. They got rid of the bats. And there go the | ast of our people
into their cursed ship."

Red ran his hand through his beard, and then up across the mark of Wck's
spanner. His fingers touched the bandage on his forehead. He | ooked at Hildy's
face, clear and strong in the sunlight.

He went forward then, and said, "Hildy."



They turned, the three of them startled. Chandler put a hand on Jat's arm and
said, "wait."

Red said, "Hldy, |I've got to ask you sonething. There's a ship down there
Are you three going to escape in it?"

She frowned. "I suppose Jat will try and get back to Venus for help. Wy?"
"You' re not goi ng?"

"Not without ny father."

"And you, Chandl er?"

"Those people are ny friends. There may be sonme way | can help. A lot of them
will die before help can possibly get here."

Red measured Jat's strength. "I can take that ship fromyou."

H 1dy's face was suddenly brighter than the sunlight. She put her hands on his
arms and sniled and said, "But you won't. You're beginning to see, Red, aren't
you? You're realizing that the people you' ve known are only a small part of
humanity. Haven't you ever felt lonely, Red? Qut there in space, with no one
to speak to, nothing to trust, nothing to work for?"

He | ooked away from her, out to the insulated hangar that nmeant freedom the
old life. Her hands were warm and strong on him and they never quivered.

"Lonel y?" he whispered. "I never knew till now "

He broke away sharply. "Jat, take that ship and clear out. Get help here as
fast as you can. Chandler—

Chandl er said, "Hold on. There's Rakshi."

They | ooked out. Far below, a little floating dot pressed over the hangar

done, trailing a pencil of pale flame. Then it flashed away, back to the great
bl ack cube tilted drunkenly in the neat green fields, with one corner crunpled
and the square ports split.

"Fused t he hangar opening," said Jat bitterly. "So that's that."
Chandl er turned his brown eyes to Red. "Do you know of any way?"

"Perhaps."” He was thinking of a man in black arnor, and a vengeance that had
waited too long. "Anyway, I'Il try."

He sat down with themto wait until dark. And he | aughed suddenly. "It doesn't
make sense, any of it. You know that."

Mar kham Chandl er smiled. "The best things," he said softly, "seldomdo."

* k%

Pl ans were conpleted by dark. Red and the Martian went cautiously back to the
caves for arns. There was no sign of a search

"Too busy," growl ed Red. "That's what |'mganbling on. They're in a fever for
new bodi es, and there are only nine of "emto work."



Com ng back, Red had an idea. He stripped the heavy gl assy-scal ed wi ngs from
several of the fallen bats. "Arnor," he said briefly.

When it was tine, they went out into the stifling, noonless dark, going down
the valley toward the broken cube. Steamfromthe hot springs choked them and
the rich earth was warm underfoot.

There was a Rakshi on guard. Red grinned. "Al'l right,"
me. And if | don't see you again . "

he whi spered. "Cover

H |1 dy said, "Good luck, Red. God go with you." She kissed him firmy on the
lips. Jat and Mar kham Chandl er shook hands with him Red let his head drop

"I still don't know why |I'mdoing this. Maybe if | come back . . ." He
shrugged and went away, going softly through thick undergrowth. The gl assy bat
wi ngs hangi ng agai nst his body nmade a tiny clicking.

The Rakshi stopped suddenly in his drifting patrol. He didn't |ook at Red, but
beyond, and Red smiled. The three he had just left were thinking hard at the
Rakshi, thinking threats and plans, trying to cover Red's mnd. He crept on
hi s m nd guarded.

The Rakshi made a single dart toward the noisy mnds. Red got behind him Hs
bl aster nmade a brief bright flare in the bl ackness.

"Eight," he said grimy, and clinbed in through the riven port.

There was no one in the control room or the dark well beyond. He coul d hear
muf f1 ed sounds fromthe prisoners. He didn't try to rel ease them Their
suddenl y-al tered thought pattern would warn the Rakshi no matter what they
were doing. But two brains, wary and guarded, night be bl anketed, m ght go
unnoti ced | ong enough .

One mnd, if Ctomhad died in the weck. But Ctomis sword would still be
t here.

The floor of the well tilted crazily, but the walls, here in the heart of the
cube, were not nuch buckled. The Titan in black mail lay still on his block
his eyes open, fixed on the sword.

Red padded softly across the floor. The heavy iron doors were all shut. He
cane up beside the bl ock and whi spered, "Crom ™"

He thought for a I ong nonent that the nman was dead. The bl ack, fixed eyes
never wavered. Then, froma vast, cold distance, "Go away. The stink of you
makes me sick."

Red said, "I discovered sonmething, CGom | ama human—and proud of it."

The eyes noved then. They cane slowy to Red's face, and a fire began to burn
in them deep and terrible.

"You lie. The gods bl ast you!"
Red sai d doggedly, "How do | get you | oose?"

The mad bl ack eyes seared into his, but this tinme he could nmeet them He felt
Cromis brain beating at his, and he didn't stop it.



"CGods, gods, gods!" whispered Crom "Don't give ne hope again!"
Red said, "How, Cronf? Before it's too late."

This time he couldn't nmeet Crom s eyes.

"Take out the tubes and bind ny wists. 1'll live |long enough.™

He did it, binding the round holes tight with strips fromhis tunic. "Now,
Crom The shackles.™”

"Take down ny sword. Hold it by the grip only."

Red clinmbed on the bl ock. The sword was heavy in his hands. He got it free and
cli mbed down agai n.

"Lay the bl ade across the iron bands."

Wld violet Iight sheeted out. Mdlten netal sparked and ran. Red stood back
pul ses hammering thick and hot in his throat and head.

Slowy, slowy, Cromrose fromhis block and stood

Red put the sword in his hands. A cold shudder shook him It wasn't Cronis
body doing this inpossible thing. It was sonethi ng beyond, sonething prinal
and burning strong as the sun

There was a grating clang of metal behind him He spun around. Korah fl oated
in the red dusk, smling, his light tube raised.

"Well, Red," he said softly, "I thought you m ght cone back." Then he saw t he
gi ant standing, his hair spread |like a sable cloak over the block and the
rusty iron floor.

H s face turned to a pale, glow ng nask, and his opal eyes had death in them
He didn't speak. But the |light tube steadied.

The blinding beam struck Ctomfairly across the eyes.
* * %

Red fired. The flame of his blaster shot w de as Korah made his car dip aside.
Cromcried out, a great thundering roar. Red cursed silently and went in
cl oser.

He fired again, and mi ssed again. The Rakshi was diabolically quick. Cromwas
abruptly quiet. Korah |laughed, the tip of his blue tongue sharp between his
pointed teeth. His beamflicked to Red.

Red smiled without mirth. Wth his free hand he held one of the bat wings to
shield his face, firing fromthe shelter of it.

The bl aster flame just grazed Korah's gl eam ng shoul der. Red heard, behind
him the ring and groan of Cromis arnmor and the heavy, draggi ng whisper of his
hair. Korah's face tightened.

H s beam shifted strength, shot down bel ow Red's guard to | eave a seared weal
across his mdriff. Then it went to Crom again.

Red shut his teeth together and went in between them The hot beam struck
agai nst his shield of hard-scal ed w ngs.



Then, al nost contenptuously, it darted down, found his unprotected | egs and
struck them fromunder him H's hands came out to stop the fall, and the beam
snoked across them Red screanmed and lay still.

The beam touched the fallen blaster and brightened. The weapon vani shed in a
nol ten bl ob
"Little men,"
us now "

whi spered Korah. "Foolish little humans, to think you could stop

Crom nmoved across the floor in slow, ragged jerks. Korah danced out of the way
of his sword, |aughing w thout sound.

"Go on, Crom every step of the way. Is there a bitter, deathly taste in your
mout h, the taste of defeat, Cronf The bitter bread you fed us. Suck it, Crom
Chew it, and strangle on it!"

He I et his burning beamplay with exquisite skill across Crom s face. The
weal s stood scarl et against the deathly white skin, and the eyes were bl ack
seared shadows under the heavy brows. But he didn't stop, moving step by step
toward the door of the Tenple.

Down on the floor, Red twitched and drew his nuscles tight. H s mnd stood at
a great distance, |ooking down at his body and telling it what to do. Korah
floated below, lost in the ecstasy of his triunph over Crom

There was no tinme to Red, nothing but his mnd detached in a clear white |ight
directing the form ess agony that was his body. He got up, very slowy, and
went up behi nd Kor ah.

H s great seared hands went up. They pulled the floating netal disc off
bal ance and down, and jerked up to the Rakshi's gl owi ng neck

Korah cried out. He tried to turn, but Red's hands held him He stepped up the
power of his beamand turned it backward agai nst Red's body. The hard bat
wi ngs began to nelt, but not soon enough

Korah's crest, for the first time, rose in an effort to warn the Rakshi in the
temple. But it dropped again with the snapping of his neck in Red's fingers.

Crom made a harsh animal sound in his throat and staggered forward agai nst the
prop of his sword. Red saw his face through a dark veil, the face of a dead
man, driven only by the fire that burned in him

Red said, "Gve ne the sword, Ctom"

"Open the door," whispered Crom

"You're dying. Gve ne the sword."

"The gods bl ast you! Open the door!"

Red pushed the handle down with his el bow The nmetal door swung back. Light
fl ooded out, warm opal escent |ight that pricked his skin with tiny needles.
Red | ooked into the Tenple of the Flane.

Seven Rakshi hovered over huge vats, turning startled faces to the door. The

square roomwas very large. Stacked against the walls in transparent
contai ners were naked brains in clear fluid, bathed in the light.



The light canme froma pedestal in the center of the space. The heart of it was
too bright to look at. But Red knew dimy that in sone way it was life.

Red whi spered, "You can't make it. Gve ne the sword. You can't even see it."

"I can feel it," said Ctomsoftly, and smled. The sweep of one great arm
struck Red back out of the way. He went on into the Tenple, his head erect,
carrying the weight of his rusted arnor and the black hair that dragged behind
hi m as t hough t hey were not hi ng.

The Rakshi made a strange wailing cry and their tubes canme out. Crom s arnor
gl owed and his hair became a bursting aureole of flane. He |aughed out of it,
a great ringing shout beyond pain, beyond anything hunman.

He crashed forward, and the blade of his sword snmote fairly across the heart

of the Flane.
* % %

There was nothing after that but light. Lying on the floor of the well, seeing
very dimy, Red watched it swell out and out in a pulsing fury of strength.
The Rakshi vanished in it, and the vats, and the brains in their stacked
cont ai ners.

Presently the inner surface of the heavy walls vanished too, in a flood of
molten netal. Then the fire died away and there was darkness, and utter

si |l ence.

Red smled. It was a boy's peaceful, tired snmle. H s body ached. He | ooked
down and said, "Hildy'Il fix it."

He fainted, quite happily, on the rusty iron floor beside the enpty bl ock



