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   PREFACE


  The Golden Age of SF is universally dated from the July 1939, issue of Astounding because that's when "Black Destroyer," A. E. van Vogt's first SF story, appeared. Isaac Asimov's first story also appeared in the same month but nobodyas Asimov himself admitsnoticed it.


  People noticed "Black Destroyer," though, and they continued to notice the many other stories that van Vogt wrote over the following decade. With the encouragement and occasionally the direction of John W. Campbell, Heinlein, deCamp, Hubbard, Asimov, and van Vogt together created the Golden Age of SF.


  Each of those great writers was unique. What as much as anything set van Vogt off from other SF writers (of his day and later) was the ability to suggest vastness beyond comprehension. He worked with not only in space and time, but with the mind.


  Van Vogt knew that to describe the indescribable would have been to make it ludicrous, and that at best description turns the inconceivable into the pedestrian. More than any other SF writer, van Vogt succeeded in creating a sense of wonder in his readers by hinting at the shadowed immensities beyond the walls of human perception. What we've tried to do in our selections for Transgalactic is show some of van Vogt's skill and range; but we too can only hint at the wonders of the unglimpsed whole.


  Eric Flint and Dave Drake 2005


  


  


   The Storm


  Over the miles and the years, the gases drifted. Waste matter from ten thousand suns, a diffuse miasma of spent explosions, of dead hell fires and the furies of a hundred million raging sunspots formless, purposeless.


  But it was the beginning.


  Into the great dark the gases crept. Calcium was in them, and sodium, and hydrogen; and the speed of the drift varied up to twenty miles a second.


  There was a timeless period while gravitation performed its function. The inchoate mass became masses. Great blobs of gas took a semblance of shape in widely separate areas, and moved on and on and on.


  They came finally to where a thousand flaring seetee suns had long before doggedly "crossed the street" of the main stream of terrene suns. Had crossed, and left their excrement of gases.


  The first clash quickened the vast worlds of gas. The electron haze of terrene plunged like spurred horses and sped deeper into the equally violently reacting positron haze of contraterrene. Instantly, the lighter orbital positrons and electrons went up in a blaze of hard radiation.


  The storm was on.


  The stripped seetee nuclei carried now terrific and unbalanced negative charges and repelled electrons, but tended to attract terrene atom nuclei. In their turn the stripped terrene nuclei attracted contraterrene.


  Violent beyond all conception were the resulting cancellations of charges.


  The two opposing masses heaved and spun in a cataclysm of partial adjustment. They had been heading in different directions. More and more they became one tangled, seething whirlpool.


  The new course, uncertain at first, steadied and became a line drive through the midnight heavens. On a front of nine light years, at a solid fraction of the velocity of light, the storm roared toward its destiny.


  Suns were engulfed for half a hundred yearsand left behind with only a hammering of cosmic rays to show that they had been the centers of otherwise invisible, impalpable atomic devastation.


  In its four hundred and ninetieth Sidereal year, the storm intersected the orbit of a Nova at the flash moment.


  It began to move!


  
    * * *
  


  On the three-dimensional map at weather headquarters on the planet Kaider III, the storm was colored orange. Which meant it was the biggest of the four hundred odd storms raging in the Fifty Suns region of the Lesser Magellanic Cloud.


  It showed as an uneven splotch fronting at Latitude 473, Longitude 228, Center 190 parsecs, but that was a special Fifty Suns degree system which had no relation to the magnetic center of the Magellanic Cloud as a whole.


  The report about the Nova had not yet been registered on the map. When that happened the storm color would be changed to an angry red.


  They had stopped looking at the map. Maltby stood with the councilors at the great window staring up at the Earth ship.


  The machine was scarcely more than a dark sliver in the distant sky. But the sight of it seemed to hold a deadly fascination for the older men.


  Maltby felt cool, determined, but also sardonic. It was funny, thesethese people of the Fifty Suns in this hour of their danger calling upon him.


  He unfocused his eyes from the ship, fixed his steely, laconic gaze on the plump, perspiring chairman of the Kaider III government and, tensing his mind, forced the man to look at him. The councilor, unaware of the compulsion, conscious only that he had turned, said: "You understand your instructions, Captain Maltby?"


  Maltby nodded. "I do."


  The curt words must have evoked a vivid picture. The fat face rippled like palsied jelly and broke out in a new trickle of sweat.


  "The worst part of it all," the man groaned, "is that the people of the ship found us by the wildest accident. They had run into one of our meteorite stations and captured its attendant. The attendant sent a general warning and then forced them to kill him before they could discover which of the fifty million suns of the Lesser Magellanic Cloud was us.


  "Unfortunately, they did discover that he and the rest of us were all descendants of the robots who had escaped the massacre of the robots in the main galaxy fifteen thousand years ago.


  "But they were baffled, and without a clue. They started home, stopping off at planets on the way on a chance basis. The seventh stop was us. Captain Maltby"


  The man looked almost beside himself. He shook. His face was as colorless as a white shroud. He went on hoarsely:


  "Captain Maltby, you must not fail. They have asked for a meteorologist to guide them to Cassidor VII, where the central government is located. They mustn't reach there. You must drive them into the great storm at 473.


  "We have commissioned you to do this for us because you have the two minds of the Mixed Men. We regret that we have not always fully appreciated your services in the past. But you must admit that, after the wars of the Mixed Men, it was natural that we should be careful about"


  Maltby cut off the lame apology. "Forget it," he said. "The Mixed Men are robots, too, and therefore as deeply involved, as I see it, as the Dellians and non-Dellians. Just what the Hidden Ones of my kind think, I don't know, nor do I care. I assure you I shall do my best to destroy this ship."


  "Be careful!" the chairman urged anxiously. "This ship could destroy us, our planet, our sun in a single minute. We never dreamed that Earth could have gotten so far ahead of us and produced such a devastatingly powerful machine. After all, the non-Dellian robots and, of course, the Mixed Men among us are capable of research work; the former have been laboring feverishly for thousands of years.


  "But, finally, remember that you are not being asked to commit suicide. The battleship is absolutely invincible. Just how it will survive a real storm we were not told when we were shown around. But it will. What happens, however, is that everyone aboard becomes unconscious.


  "As a Mixed Man you will be the first to revive. Our combined fleets will be waiting to board the ship the moment you open the doors. Is that clear?"


  It had been clear the first time it was explained, but these non-Dellians had a habit of repeating themselves, as if thoughts kept growing vague in their minds. As Maltby closed the door of the great room behind him, one of the councilors said to his neighbor:


  "Has he been told that the storm has gone Nova?"


  The fat man overheard. He shook his head. His eyes gleamed as he said quietly: "No. After all, he is one of the Mixed Men. We can't trust him too far no matter what his record."


  
    * * *
  


  All morning the reports had come in. Some showed progress, some didn't. But her basic good humor was untouched by the failures.


  The great reality was that her luck had held. She had found a planet of the robots. Only one planet so far, but


  Grand Captain Laurr smiled grimly. It wouldn't be long now. Being a supreme commander was a terrible business. But she had not shrunk from making the deadly threat: provide all required information, or the entire planet of Kaider III would be destroyed.


  The information was coming in: Population of Kaider III two billion, one hundred million, two-fifths Dellian, three-fifths non-Dellian robots.


  Dellians physically and mentally the higher type, but completely lacking in creative ability. Non-Dellians dominated in the research laboratories.


  The forty-nine other suns whose planets were inhabited were called, in alphabetical order: Assora, Atmion, Bresp, Buraco, Cassidor, Corrab They were located at (1) Assora: Latitude 931, Longitude 27, Center 201 parsecs; (2) Atmion


  It went on and on. Just before noon she noted with steely amusement that there was still nothing coming through from the meteorology room, nothing at all about storms.


  She made the proper connection and flung her words: "What's the matter, Lieutenant Cannons? Your assistants have been making prints and duplicates of various Kaider maps. Aren't you getting anything?"


  The old meteorologist shook his head. "You will recall, noble lady, that when we captured that robot in space, he had time to send out a warning. Immediately on every Fifty Suns planet, all maps were despoiled, civilian meteorologists were placed aboard spaceships, that were stripped of receiving radios, with orders to go to a planet on a chance basis, and stay there for ten years.


  "To my mind, all this was done before it was clearly grasped that their navy hadn't a chance against us. Now they are going to provide us with a naval meteorologist, but we shall have to depend on our lie detectors as to whether or not he is telling us the truth."


  "I see." The woman smiled. "Have no fear. They don't dare oppose us openly. No doubt there is a plan being built up against us, but it cannot prevail now that we can take action to enforce our unalterable will. Whoever they send must tell us the truth. Let me know when he comes."


  Lunch came, but she ate at her desk, watching the flashing pictures on the astro, listening to the murmur of voices, storing the facts, the general picture, into her brain.


  "There's no doubt, Captain Turgess," she commented once, savagely, "that we're being lied to on a vast scale. But let it be so. We can use psychological tests to verify all the vital details.


  "For the time being it is important that you relieve the fears of everyone you find it necessary to question. We must convince these people that Earth will accept them on an equal basis without bias or prejudice of any kind because of their robot orig"


  She bit her lip. "That's an ugly word, the worst kind of propaganda. We must eliminate it from our thoughts."


  "I'm afraid," the officer shrugged, "not from our thoughts."


  She stared at him, narrow-eyed, then cut him off angrily. A moment later she was talking into the general transmitter: "The word robot must not be usedby any of our personnelunder pain of fine"


  Switching off, she put a busy signal on her spare receiver, and called Psychology House. Lieutenant Neslor's face appeared on the plate.


  "I heard your order just now, noble lady," the woman psychologist said. "I'm afraid, however, that we're dealing with the deepest instincts of the human animalhatred or fear of the stranger, the alien.


  "Excellency, we come from a long line of ancestors who, in their time, have felt superior to others because of some slight variation in the pigmentation of the skin. It is even recorded that the color of the eyes has influenced the egoistic in historical decisions. We have sailed into very deep waters, and it will be the crowning achievement of our life if we sail out in a satisfactory fashion."


  There was an eager lilt in the psychologist's voice; and the grand captain experienced a responsive thrill of joy. If there was one thing she appreciated, it was the positive outlook, the kind of people who faced all obstacles short of the recognizably impossible with a youthful zest, a will to win. She was still smiling as she broke the connection.


  The high thrill sagged. She sat cold with her problem. It was a problem. Hers. All aristocratic officers had carte blanche powers, and were expected to solve difficulties involving anything up to whole groups of planetary systems.


  After a minute she dialed the meteorology room again.


  "Lieutenant Cannons, when the meteorology officer of the Fifty Suns navy arrives, please employ the following tactics"


  Maltby waved dismissal to the driver of his car. The machine pulled away from the curb and Maltby stood frowning at the flaming energy barrier that barred farther progress along the street. Finally, he took another look at the Earth ship.


  It was directly above him now that he had come so many miles across the city toward it. It was tremendously high up, a long, black torpedo shape almost lost in the mist of distance.


  But high as it was it was still visibly bigger than anything ever seen by the Fifty Suns, an incredible creature of metal from a world so far away that, almost, it had sunk to the status of myth.


  Here was the reality. There would be tests, he thought, penetrating tests before they'd accept any orbit he planned. It wasn't that he doubted the ability of his double mind to overcome anything like that, but


  Well to remember that the frightful gap of years which separated the science of Earth from that of the Fifty Suns had already shown unpleasant surprises. Maltby shook himself grimly and gave his full attention to the street ahead.


  A fan-shaped pink fire spread skyward from two machines that stood in the center of the street. The flame was a very pale pink and completely transparent. It looked electronic, deadly.


  Beyond it were men in glittering uniforms. A steady trickle of them moved in and out of buildings. About three blocks down the avenue a second curtain of pink fire flared up.


  There seemed to be no attempt to guard the sides. The men he could see looked at ease, confident. There was murmured conversation, low laughter andthey weren't all men.


  As Maltby walked forward, two fine-looking young women in uniform came down the steps of the nearest of the requisitioned buildings. One of the guards of the flame said something to them. There was a twin tinkle of silvery laughter. Still laughing, they strode off down the street.


  It was suddenly exciting. There was an air about these people of far places, of tremendous and wonderful lands beyond the farthest horizons of the staid Fifty Suns.


  He felt cold, then hot, then he glanced up at the fantastically big ship; and the chill came back. One ship, he thought, but so big, so mighty that thirty billion people didn't dare send their own fleets against it. They


  He grew aware that one of the brilliantly arrayed guards was staring at him. The man spoke into a wrist radio, and after a moment a second man broke off his conversation with a third soldier and came over. He stared through the flame barrier at Maltby.


  "Is there anything you desire? Or are you just looking?"


  He spoke English, curiously accentedbut English! His manner was mild, almost gentle, cultured. The whole effect had a naturalness, an unalienness that was pleasing. After all, Maltby thought, he had never had the fear of these people that the others had. His very plan to defeat the ship was based upon his own fundamental belief that the robots were indestructible in the sense that no one could ever wipe them out completely.


  Quietly, Maltby explained his presence.


  "Oh, yes," the man nodded, "we've been expecting you. I'm to take you at once to the meteorological room of the ship. Just a moment"


  The flame barrier went down and Maltby was led into one of the buildings. There was a long corridor, and the transmitter that projected him into the ship must have been focused somewhere along it.


  Because abruptly he was in a very large room. Maps floated in half a dozen antigravity pits. The walls shed light from millions of tiny point sources. And everywhere were tables with curved lines of very dim but sharply etched light on their surfaces.


  Maltby's guide was nowhere to be seen. Coming toward him, however, was a tall, fine-looking old man. The oldster offered his hand.


  "My name is Lieutenant Cannons, senior ship meteorologist. If you will sit down here we can plan an orbit and the ship can start moving within the hour. The grand captain is very anxious that we get started."


  Maltby nodded casually. But he was stiff, alert. He stood quite still, feeling around with that acute second mind of his, his Dellian mind, for energy pressures that would show secret attempts to watch or control his mind.


  But there was nothing like that.


  He smiled finally, grimly. It was going to be as simple as this, was it? Like hell it was.


  
    * * *
  


  As he sat down, Maltby felt suddenly cozy and alive. The pure exhilaration of existence burned through him like a flame. He recognized the singing excitement for the battle thrill it was and felt a grim joy that for the first time in fifteen years he could do something about it.


  During his long service in the Fifty Suns navy, he had faced hostility and suspicion because he was a Mixed Man. And always he had felt helpless, unable to do anything about it. Now, here was a far more basic hostility, however veiled, and a suspicion that must be like a burning fire.


  And this time he could fight. He could look this skillfully voluble, friendly old man squarely in the eye and


  Friendly?


  "It makes me smile sometimes," the old man was saying, "when I think of the unscientific aspects of the orbit we have to plan now. For instance, what is the time lag on storm reports out here?"


  Maltby could not suppress a smile. So Lieutenant Cannons wanted to know things, did he? To give the man credit, it wasn't really a lame opening. The truth was, the only way to ask a question was wellto ask it. Maltby said:


  "Oh, three, four months. Nothing unusual. Each space meteorologist takes about that length of time to check the bounds of the particular storm in his area, and then he reports, and we adjust our maps.


  "Fortunately"he pushed his second mind to the fore as he coolly spoke the great basic lie"there are no major storms between the Kaider and Cassidor suns."


  He went on, sliding over the untruth like an eel breasting wet rock:


  "However, several suns prevent a straight line movement. So if you would show me some of your orbits for twenty-five hundred light years, I'll make a selection of the best ones."


  He wasn't, he realized instantly, going to slip over his main point as easily as that.


  "No intervening storms?" the old man said. He pursed his lips. The fine lines in his long face seemed to deepen. He looked genuinely nonplused; and there was no doubt at all that he hadn't expected such a straightforward statement. "Hm-m-m, no storms. That does make it simple, doesn't it?"


  He broke off. "You know, the important thing about two"he hesitated over the word, then went on"two people, who have been brought up in different cultures, under different scientific standards, is that they make sure they are discussing a subject from a common viewpoint.


  "Space is so big. Even this comparatively small system of stars, the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, is so vast that it defies our reason. We on the battleship Star Cluster have spent ten years surveying it, and now we are able to say glibly that it comprises two hundred sixty billion cubic light years, and contains fifty millions of suns.


  "We located the magnetic center of the Cloud, fixed our zero line from center to the great brightest star, S Doradus; and now, I suppose, there are people who would be fools enough to think we've got the system stowed away in our brainpans."


  
    * * *
  


  Maltby was silent because he himself was just such a fool. This was warning. He was being told in no uncertain terms that they were in a position to check any orbit he gave them with respect to all intervening suns.


  It meant much more. It showed that Earth was on the verge of extending her tremendous sway to the Lesser Magellanic Cloud. Destroying this ship now would provide the Fifty Suns with precious years during which they would have to decide what they intended to do.


  But that would be all. Other ships would come; the inexorable pressure of the stupendous populations of the main galaxy would burst out even farther into space. Always under careful control, shepherded by mighty hosts of invincible battleships, the great transports would sweep into the Cloud, and every planet everywhere, robot or non-robot, would acknowledge Earth suzerainty.


  Imperial Earth recognized no separate nations of any description anywhere. The robots, Dellian, non-Dellian and Mixed, would need every extra day, every hour; and it was lucky for them all that he was not basing his hope of destroying this ship on an orbit that would end inside a sun.


  Their survey had magnetically placed all the suns for them. But they couldn't know about the storms. Not in ten years or in a hundred was it possible for one ship to locate possible storms in an area that involved twenty-five hundred light years of length.


  Unless their psychologists could uncover the special qualities of his double brain, he had them. He grew aware that Lieutenant Cannons was manipulating the controls of the orbit table.


  The lines of light on the surface flickered and shifted. Then settled like the balls in a game of chance. Maltby selected six that ran deep into the great storm. Ten minutes after that he felt the faint jar as the ship began to move. He stood up, frowning. Odd that they should act without some verification of his


  "This way," said the old man.


  Maltby thought sharply: This couldn't be all. Any minute now they'd start on him and


  His thought ended.


  He was in space. Far, far below was the receding planet of Kaider III. To one side gleamed the vast dark hull of the battleship; and on every other side, and up, and down, were stars and the distances of dark space.


  In spite of all his will, the shock was inexpressibly violent.


  
    * * *
  


  His active mind jerked. He staggered physically; and he would have fallen like a blindfolded creature except that, in the movement of trying to keep on his feet, he recognized that he was still on his feet.


  His whole being steadied. Instinctively, hetiltedhis second mind awake, and pushed it forward. Put its more mechanical and precise qualities, its Dellian strength, between his other self and whatever the human beings might be doing against him.


  Somewhere in the mist of darkness and blazing stars, a woman's clear and resonant voice said:


  "Well, Lieutenant Neslor, did the surprise yield any psychological fruits?"


  The reply came from a second, an older-sounding woman's voice:


  "After three seconds, noble lady, his resistance leaped to I. Q.


  900. Which means they've sent us a Dellian. Your excellency, I thought you specifically asked that their representative be not a Dellian."


  Maltby said swiftly into the night around him: "You're quite mistaken. I am not a Dellian. And I assure you that I will lower my resistance to zero if you desire. I reacted instinctively to surprise, naturally enough."


  There was a click. The illusion of space and stars snapped out of existence. Maltby saw what he had begun to suspect, that he was, had been all the time, in the meteorology room.


  Nearby stood the old man, a thin smile on his lined face. On a raised dais, partly hidden behind a long instrument board, sat a handsome young woman. It was the old man who spoke. He said in a stately voice:


  "You are in the presence of Grand Captain, the Right Honorable Gloria Cecily, the Lady Laurr of Noble Laurr. Conduct yourself accordingly."


  Maltby bowed but he said nothing. The grand captain frowned at him, impressed by his appearance. Tall, magnificent-looking body strong, supremely intelligent face. In a single flash she noted all the characteristics common to the first-class human being and robot.


  These people might be more dangerous than she had thought. She said with unnatural sharpness for her:


  "As you know, we have to question you. We would prefer that you do not take offense. You have told us that Cassidor VII, the chief planet of the Fifty Suns, is twenty-five hundred light years from here. Normally, we would spend more than sixty years feeling our way across such an immense gap of uncharted, star-filled space. But you have given us a choice of orbits.


  "We must make sure those orbits are honest, offered without guile or harmful purpose. To that end we have to ask you to open your mind and answer our questions under the strictest psychological surveillance."


  "I have orders," said Maltby, "to cooperate with you in every way."


  He had wondered how he would feel now that the hour of decision was upon him. But there was nothing unnormal. His body was a little stiffer, but his minds


  He withdrew his self into the background and left his Dellian mind to confront all the questions that came. His Dellian mind that he had deliberately kept apart from his thoughts. That curious mind, which had no will of its own, but which, by remote control, reacted with the full power of an I. Q. of 191.


  Sometimes, he marveled himself at that second mind of his. It had no creative ability, but its memory was machinelike, and its resistance to outside pressure was, as the woman psychologist had so swiftly analyzed, over nine hundred. To be exact, the equivalent of I. Q. 917.


  
    * * *
  


  "What is your name?"


  That was the way it began: His name, distinction He answered everything quietly, positively, without hesitation. When he had finished, when he had sworn to the truth of every word about the storms, there was a long moment of dead silence. And then a middle-aged woman stepped out of the nearby wall.


  She came over and motioned him into a chair. When he was seated she tilted his head and began to examine it. She did it gently; her fingers were caressing as a lover's. But when she looked up she said sharply:


  "You're not a Dellian or a non-Dellian. And the molecular structure of your brain and body is the most curious I've ever seen. All the molecules are twins. I saw a similar arrangement once in an artificial electronic structure where an attempt was being made to balance an unstable electronic structure. The parallel isn't exact, butmm-m-m, I must try to remember what the end result was of that experiment."


  She broke off: "What is your explanation? What are you?"


  Maltby sighed. He had determined to tell only the one main lie. Not that it mattered so far as his double brain was concerned. But untruths effected slight variations in blood pressure, created neural spasms and disturbed muscular integration. He couldn't take the risk of even one more than was absolutely necessary.


  "I'm a Mixed Man," he explained. He described briefly how the cross between the Dellian and non-Dellian, so long impossible, had finally been brought about a hundred years before. The use of cold and pressure


  "Just a moment," said the psychologist.


  She disappeared. When she stepped again out of the wall transmitter, she was thoughtful.


  "He seems to be telling the truth," she confessed, almost reluctantly.


  "What is this?" snapped the grand captain. "Ever since we ran into that first citizen of the Fifty Suns, the psychology department has qualified every statement it issues. I thought psychology was the only perfect science. Either he is telling the truth or he isn't."


  The older woman looked unhappy. She stared very hard at Maltby, seemed baffled by his cool gaze, and finally faced her superior, said:


  "It's that double molecule structure of his brain. Except for that, I see no reason why you shouldn't order full acceleration."


  The grand captain smiled. "I shall have Captain Maltby to dinner tonight. I'm sure he will cooperate then with any further studies you may be prepared to make at that time. Meanwhile I think"


  She spoke into a communicator: "Central engines, step up to half light year a minute on the following orbit"


  Maltby listened, estimating with his Dellian mind. Half a light year a minute; it would take a while to attain that speed, butin eight hours they'd strike the storm.


  In eight hours he'd be having dinner with the grand captain.


  Eight hours!


  
    * * *
  


  The full flood of a contraterrene Nova impinging upon terrene gases already infuriated by seetee gone insanethat was the new, greater storm.


  The exploding, giant sun added weight to the diffuse, maddened thing. And it added something far more deadly.


  Speed! From peak to peak of velocity the tumult of ultrafire leaped. The swifter crags of the storm danced and burned with an absolutely hellish fury.


  The sequence of action was rapid almost beyond the bearance of matter. First raced the light of the Nova, blazing its warning at more than a hundred and eighty-six thousand miles a second to all who knew that it flashed from the edge of an interstellar storm.


  But the advance glare of warning was nullified by the colossal speed of the storm. For weeks and months it drove through the vast night at a velocity that was only a bare measure short of that of light itself.


  
    * * *
  


  The dinner dishes had been cleared away. Maltby was thinking: In half an hourhalf an hour!


  He was wondering shakily just what did happen to a battleship suddenly confronted by thousands of gravities of deceleration. Aloud he was saying:


  "My day? I spent it in the library. Mainly, I was interested in the recent history of Earth's interstellar colonization. I'm curious as to what is done with groups like the Mixed Men. I mentioned to you that, after the war in which they were defeated largely because there was so few of them, the Mixed Men hid themselves from the Fifty Suns. I was one of the captured children who"


  There was an interruption, a cry from the wall communicator:


  "Noble lady, I've solved it!"


  A moment fled before Maltby recognized the strained voice of the woman psychologist. He had almost forgotten that she was supposed to be studying him. Her next words chilled him:


  "Two minds! I thought of it a little while ago and rigged up a twin watching device. Ask him, ask him the question about the storms. Meanwhile stop the ship. At once!"


  Maltby's dark gaze clashed hard with the steely, narrowed eyes of the grand captain. Without hesitation he concentrated his two minds on her, forced her to say:


  "Don't be silly, lieutenant. One person can't have two brains. Explain yourself further."


  His hope was delay. They had ten minutes in which they could save themselves. He must waste every second of that time, resist all their efforts, try to control the situation. If only his special three-dimensional hypnotism worked through communicators


  It didn't. Lines of light leaped at him from the wall and crisscrossed his body, held him in his chair like so many unbreakable cables. Even as he was bound hand and foot by palpable energy, a second complex of forces built up before his face, barred his thought pressure from the grand captain, and finally coned over his head like a dunce cap.


  He was caught as neatly as if a dozen men had swarmed with their strength and weight over his body. Maltby relaxed and laughed.


  "Too late," he taunted. "It'll take at least an hour for this ship to reduce to a safe speed; and at this velocity you can't turn aside in time to avoid the greatest storm in this part of the Universe."


  That wasn't strictly true. There was still time and room to sheer off before the advancing storm in any of the fronting directions. The impossibility was to turn toward the storm's tail or its great, bulging sides.


  His thought was interrupted by the first cry from the young woman; a piercing cry: "Central engines! Reduce speed! Emergency!"


  There was a jar that shook the walls and a pressure that tore at his muscles. Maltby adjusted and then stared across the table at the grand captain. She was smiling, a frozen mask of a smile; and she said from between clenched teeth:


  "Lieutenant Neslor, use any means physical or otherwise, but make him talk. There must be something."


  "His second mind is the key," the psychologist's voice came. "It's not Dellian. It has only normal resistance. I shall subject it to the greatest concentration of conditioning ever focused on a human brain, using the two basics: sex and logic. I shall have to use you, noble lady, as the object of his affections."


  "Hurry!" said the young woman. Her voice was like a metal bar.


  
    * * *
  


  Maltby sat in a mist, mental and physical. Deep in his mind was awareness that he was an entity, and that irresistible machines were striving to mold his thought.


  He resisted. The resistance was as strong as his life, as intense as all the billions and quadrillions of impulses that had shaped his being, could make it.


  But the outside thought, the pressure, grew stronger. How silly of him to resist Earthwhen this lovely woman of Earth loved him, loved him, loved him. Glorious was that civilization of Earth and the main galaxy. Three hundred million billion people. The very first contact would rejuvenate the Fifty Suns. How lovely she is; I must save her. She means everything to me.


  As from a great distance, he began to hear his own voice, explaining what must be done, just how the ship must be turned, in what direction, how much time there was. He tried to stop himself, but inexorably his voice went on, mouthing the words that spelled defeat for the Fifty Suns.


  The mist began to fade. The terrible pressure eased from his straining mind. The damning stream of words ceased to pour from his lips. He sat up shakily, conscious that the energy cords and the energy cap had been withdrawn from his body. He heard the grand captain say into a communicator:


  "By making a point 0100 turn we shall miss the storm by seven light weeks. I admit it is an appallingly sharp curve, but I feel that we should have at least that much leeway."


  She turned and stared at Maltby: "Prepare yourself. At half a light year a minute even a hundredth of a degree turn makes some people black out."


  "Not me," said Maltby, and tensed his Dellian muscles.


  She fainted three times during the next four minutes as he sat there watching her. But each time she came to within seconds.


  "We human beings," she said wanly, finally, "are a poor lot. But at least we know how to endure."


  The terrible minutes dragged. And dragged. Maltby began to feel the strain of that infinitesimal turn. He thought at last: Space! How could these people ever hope to survive a direct hit on a storm?


  Abruptly, it was over; a man's voice said quietly: "We have followed the prescribed course, noble lady, and are now out of dang"


  He broke off with a shout: "Captain, the light of a Nova sun has just flashed from the direction of the storm. We"


  
    * * *
  


  In those minutes before disaster struck, the battleship Star Cluster glowed like an immense and brilliant jewel. The warning glare from the Nova set off an incredible roar of emergency clamor through all of her hundred and twenty decks.


  From end to end her lights flicked on. They burned row by row straight across her four thousand feet of length with the hard tinkle of cut gems. In the reflection of that light, the black mountain that was her hull looked like the fabulous planet of Cassidor, her destination, as seen at night from a far darkness, sown with diamond shining cities.


  Silent as a ghost, grand and wonderful beyond all imagination, glorious in her power, the great ship slid through the blackness along the special river of time and space which was her plotted course.


  Even as she rode into the storm there was nothing visible. The space ahead looked as clear as any vacuum. So tenuous were the gases that made up the storm that the ship would not even have been aware of them if it had been traveling at atomic speeds.


  Violent the disintegration of matter in that storm might be, and the sole source of cosmic rays the hardest energy in the known universe. But the immense, the cataclysmic danger to the Star Cluster was a direct result of her own terrible velocity.


  If she had had time to slow, the storm would have meant nothing.


  Striking that mass of gas at half a light year a minute was like running into an unending solid wall. The great ship shuddered in every plate as the deceleration tore at her gigantic strength.


  In seconds she had run the gamut of all the recoil systems her designers had planned for her as a unit.


  She began to break up.


  And still everything was according to the original purpose of the superb engineering firm that had built her. The limit of unit strain reached, she dissolved into her nine thousand separate sections. Streamlined needles of metal were those sections, four hundred feet long, forty feet wide; sliverlike shapes that sinuated cunningly through the gases, letting the pressure of them slide off their smooth hides.


  But it wasn't enough. Metal groaned from the torture of deceleration. In the deceleration chambers, men and women lay at the bare edge of consciousness, enduring agony that seemed on the verge of being beyond endurance.


  Hundreds of the sections careened into each other in spite of automatic screens, and instantaneously fused into white-hot coffins.


  And still, in spite of the hideously maintained velocity, that mass of gases was not bridged; light years of thickness had still to be covered.


  For those sections that remained, once more all the limits of human strength were reached. The final action is chemical, directly on the human bodies that remained of the original thirty thousand. Those bodies for whose sole benefit all the marvelous safety devices had been conceived and constructed, the poor, fragile, human beings who through all the ages had persisted in dying under normal conditions from a pressure of something less than fifteen gravities.


  The prompt reaction of the automatics in rolling back every floor, and plunging every person into the deceleration chambers of each sectionthat saving reaction was abruptly augmented as the deceleration chamber was flooded by a special type of gas.


  Wet was that gas, and clinging. It settled thickly on the clothes of the humans, soaked through to the skin and through the skin, into every part of the body.


  Sleep came gently, and with it a wonderful relaxation. The blood grew immune to shock; muscles that, in a minute before, had been drawn with anguishloosened; the brain impregnated with life-giving chemicals that relieved it of all shortages remained untroubled even by dreams.


  Everybody grew enormously flexible to gravitation pressuresa hundreda hundred and fifty gravities of deceleration; and still the life force clung.


  The great heart of the Universe beat on. The storm roared along its inescapable artery, creating the radiance of life, purging the dark of its poisonsand at last the tiny ships in their separate courses burst its great bounds.


  They began to come together, to seek each other, as if among them there was an irresistible passion that demanded intimacy of union.


  Automatically, they slid into their old positions; the battleship Star Cluster began again to take formbut there were gaps. Segments destroyed, and segments lost.


  On the third day Acting Grand Captain Rutgers called the surviving captains to the forward bridge, where he was temporarily making his headquarters. After the conference a communiqué was issued to the crew:


  
    * * *
  


  At 0800 hours this morning a message was received from Grand Captain, the Right Honorable Gloria Cecily, the Lady Laurr of Noble Laurr, I. C., C. M., G. K. R. She has been forced down on the planet of a yellow-white sun. Her ship crashed on landing, and is unrepairable.

  

  As all communication with her has been by nondirectional sub-space radio, and as it will be utterly impossible to locate such an ordinary type sun among so many millions of other suns, the Captains in Session regret to report that our noble lady's name must now be added to that longest of all lists of naval casualties: the list of those who have been lost forever on active duty.

  

  The admiralty lights will burn blue until further notice.


  
    * * *
  


  Her back was to him as he approached. Maltby hesitated, then tensed his mind, and held her there beside the section of ship that had been the main bridge of the Star Cluster.


  The long metal shape lay half buried in the marshy ground of the great valley, its lower end jutting down into the shimmering deep yellowish black waters of a sluggish river.


  Maltby paused a few feet from the tall, slim woman, and, still holding her unaware of him, examined once again the environment that was to be their life.


  The fine spray of dark rain that had dogged his exploration walk was retreating over the yellow rim of valley to the "west."


  As he watched, a small yellow sun burst out from behind a curtain of dark ocherous clouds and glared at him brilliantly. Below it an expanse of jungle glinted strangely brown and yellow.


  Everywhere was that dark-brown and intense, almost liquid yellow.


  Maltby sighedand turned his attention to the woman, willed her not to see him as he walked around in front of her.


  He had given a great deal of thought to the Right Honorable Gloria Cecily during his walk. Basically, of course, the problem of a man and a woman who were destined to live the rest of their lives together, alone, on a remote planet, was very simple. Particularly in view of the fact that one of the two had been conditioned to be in love with the other.


  Maltby smiled grimly. He could appreciate the artificial origin of that love. But that didn't dispose of the profound fact of it.


  The conditioning machine had struck to his very core. Unfortunately, it had not touched her at all; and two days of being alone with her had brought out one reality:


  The Lady Laurr of Noble Laurr was not even remotely thinking of yielding herself to the normal requirements of the situation.


  It was time that she was made aware, not because an early solution was necessary or even desirable, but because she had to realize that the problem existed.


  He stepped forward and took her in his arms.


  She was a tall, graceful woman; she fitted into his embrace as if she belonged there; and, because his control of her made her return the kiss, its warmth had an effect beyond his intention.


  He had intended to free her mind in the middle of the kiss.


  He didn't.


  When he finally released her, it was only a physical release. Her mind was still completely under his domination.


  There was a metal chair that had been set just outside one of the doors. Maltby walked over, sank into it and stared up at the grand captain.


  He felt shaken. The flame of desire that had leaped through him was a telling tribute to the conditioning he had undergone. But it was entirely beyond his previous analysis of the intensity of his own feelings.


  He had thought he was in full control of himself, and he wasn't. Somehow, the sardonicism, the half detachment, the objectivity, which he had fancied was the keynote of his own reaction to this situation, didn't apply at all.


  The conditioning machine had been thorough.


  He loved this woman with such a violence that the mere touch of her was enough to disconnect his will from operations immediately following.


  His heart grew quieter; he studied her with a semblance of detachment.


  She was lovely in a handsome fashion; though almost all robot women of the Dellian race were better-looking. Her lips, while medium full, were somehow a trifle cruel; and there was a quality in her eyes that accentuated that cruelty.


  There were built-up emotions in this woman that would not surrender easily to the idea of being marooned for life on an unknown planet.


  It was something he would have to think over. Until then


  Maltby sighed. And released her from the three-dimensional hypnotic spell that his two minds had imposed on her.


  
    * * *
  


  He had taken the precaution of turning her away from him. He watched her curiously as she stood, back to him, for a moment, very still. Then she walked over to a little knob of trees above the springy, soggy marsh land.


  She climbed up it and gazed in the direction from which he had come a few minutes before. Evidently looking for him.


  She turned finally, shaded her face against the yellow brightness of the sinking sun, came down from the hillock and saw him.


  She stopped; her eyes narrowed. She walked over slowly. She said with an odd edge in her voice:


  "You came very quietly. You must have circled and walked in from the west."


  "No," said Maltby deliberately, "I stayed in the east."


  She seemed to consider that. She was silent, her lean face creased into a frown. She pressed her lips together, finally; there was a bruise there that must have hurt, for she winced, then she said:


  "What did you discover? Did you find any"


  She stopped. Consciousness of the bruise on her lip must have penetrated at that moment. Her hand jerked up, her fingers touched the tender spot. Her eyes came alive with the violence of her comprehension. Before she could speak, Maltby said:


  "Yes, you're quite right."


  She stood looking at him. Her stormy gaze quietened. She said finally, in a stony voice:


  "If you try that again I shall feel justified in shooting you."


  Maltby shook his head. He said, unsmiling:


  "And spend the rest of your life here alone? You'd go mad."


  He saw instantly that her basic anger was too great for that kind of logic. He went on swiftly:


  "Besides, you'd have to shoot me in the back. I have no doubt you could do that in the line of duty. But not for personal reasons."


  Her compressed lipsseparated. To his amazement there were suddenly tears in her eyes. Angry tears, obviously. But tears!


  She stepped forward with a quick movement and slapped his face.


  "You robot!" she sobbed.


  Maltby stared at her ruefully; then he laughed. Finally he said, a trace of mockery in his tone:


  "If I remember rightly, the lady who just spoke is the same one who delivered a ringing radio address to all the planets of the Fifty Suns swearing that in fifteen thousand years Earth people had forgotten all their prejudices against robots.


  "Is it possible," he finished, "that the problem on closer investigation is proving more difficult?"


  There was no answer. The Honorable Gloria Cecily brushed past him and disappeared into the interior of the ship.


  
    * * *
  


  She came out again a few minutes later.


  Her expression was more serene; Maltby noted that she had removed all trace of the tears. She looked at him steadily, said:


  "What did you discover when you were out? I've been delaying my call to the ship till you returned."


  Maltby said: "I thought they asked you to call at 010 hours."


  The woman shrugged; and there was an arrogant note in her voice as she replied:


  "They'll take my calls when I make them. Did you find any sign of intelligent life?"


  Maltby allowed himself brief pity for a human being who had as many shocks still to absorb as had Grand Captain Laurr.


  One of the books he had read while aboard the battleship about colonists of remote planets had dealt very specifically with castaways.


  He shook himself and began his description. "Mostly marsh land in the valley and there's jungle, very old. Even some of the trees are immense, though sections show no growth ringssome interesting beasts and a four-legged, two-armed thing that watched me from a distance. It carried a spear but it was too far away for me to use my hypnotism on it. There must be a village somewhere, perhaps on the valley rim. My idea is that during the next months I'll cut the ship into small sections and transport it to drier ground.


  "I would say that we have the following information to offer the ship's scientists: We're on a planet of a G-type sun. The sun must be larger than the average yellow-white type and have a larger surface temperature.


  "It must be larger and hotter because, though it's far away, it is hot enough to keep the northern hemisphere of this planet in a semitropical condition.


  "The sun was quite a bit north at midday, but now it's swinging back to the south. I'd say offhand the planet must be tilted at about forty degrees, which means there's a cold winter coming up, though that doesn't fit with the age and type of the vegetation."


  The Lady Laurr was frowning. "It doesn't seem very helpful," she said. "But, of course, I'm only an executive."


  "And I'm only a meteorologist."


  "Exactly. Come in. Perhaps my astrophysicist can make something of it."


  "Your astrophysicist!" said Maltby. But he didn't say it aloud.


  He followed her into the segment of ship and closed the door.


  
    * * *
  


  Maltby examined the interior of the main bridge with a wry smile as the young woman seated herself before the astroplate.


  The very imposing glitter of the instrument board that occupied one entire wall was ironical now. All the machines it had controlled were far away in space. Once it had dominated the entire Lesser Magellanic Cloud; now his own hand gun was a more potent instrument.


  He grew aware that Lady Laurr was looking up at him.


  "I don't understand it," she said. "They don't answer."


  "Perhaps"Maltby could not keep the faint sardonicism out of his tone"perhaps they may really have had a good reason for wanting you to call at 010 hours."


  The woman made a faint, exasperated movement with her facial muscles but she did not answer. Maltby went on coolly:


  "After all, it doesn't matter. They're only going through routine motions, the idea being to leave no loophole of rescue unlooked through. I can't even imagine the kind of miracle it would take for anybody to find us."


  The woman seemed not to have heard. She said, frowning:


  "How is it that we've never heard a single Fifty Suns broadcast? I intended to ask about that before. Not once during our ten years in the Lesser Cloud did we catch so much as a whisper of radio energy."


  Maltby shrugged. "All radios operate on an extremely complicated variable wave lengthchanges every twentieth of a second. Your instruments would register a tick once every ten minutes, and"


  He was cut off by a voice from the astroplate. A man's face was thereActing Grand Captain Rutgers.


  "Oh, there you are, captain," the woman said. "What kept you?"


  "We're in the process of landing our forces on Cassidor VII," was the reply. "As you know, regulations require that the grand captain"


  "Oh, yes. Are you free now?"


  "No. I've taken a moment to see that everything is right with you, and then I'll switch you over to Captain Planston."


  "How is the landing proceeding?"


  "Perfectly. We have made contact with the government. They seem resigned. But now I must leave. Goodby, my lady."


  His face flickered and was gone. The plate went blank. It was about as curt a greeting as anybody had ever received. But Maltby, sunk in his own gloom, scarcely noticed.


  So it was all over. The desperate scheming of the Fifty Suns leaders, his own attempt to destroy the great battleship, proved futile against an invincible foe.


  For a moment he felt very close to the defeat, with all its implications. Consciousness came finally that the fight no longer mattered in his life. But the knowledge failed to shake his dark mood.


  He saw that the Right Honorable Gloria Cecily had an expression of mixed elation and annoyance on her fine, strong face; and there was no doubt that she didn't feeldisconnectedfrom the mighty events out there in space. Nor had she missed the implications of the abruptness of the interview.


  The astroplate grew bright and a face appeared on itone that Maltby hadn't seen before. It was of a heavy-jowled, oldish man with a ponderous voice that said:


  "Privilege your ladyshiphope we can find something that will enable us to make a rescue. Never give up hope, I say, until the last nail's driven in your coffin."


  He chuckled; and the woman said: "Captain Maltby will give you all the information he has, then no doubt you can give him some advice, Captain Planston. Neither he nor I, unfortunately, are astrophysicists."


  "Can't be experts on every subject," Captain Planston puffed. "Er, Captain Maltby, what do you know?"


  Maltby gave his information briefly, then waited while the other gave instructions. There wasn't much:


  "Find out length of seasons. Interested in that yellow effect of the sunlight and the deep brown. Take the following photographs, using ortho-sensitive filmuse three dyes, a red sensitive, a blue and a yellow. Take a spectrum readingwhat I want to check on is that maybe you've got a strong blue sun there, with the ultraviolet barred by a heavy atmosphere, and all the heat and light coming in on the yellow band.


  "I'm not offering much hope, mind youthe Lesser Cloud is packed with blue sunsfive hundred thousand of them brighter than Sirius.


  "Finally, get that season information from the natives. Make a point of it. Good-by!"


  
    * * *
  


  The native was wary. He persisted in retreating elusively into the jungle; and his four legs gave him a speed advantage of which he seemed to be aware. For he kept coming back, tantalizingly.


  The woman watched with amusement, then exasperation.


  "Perhaps," she suggested, "if we separated, and I drove him toward you?"


  She saw the frown on the man's face as Maltby nodded reluctantly. His voice was strong, tense.


  "He's leading us into an ambush. Turn on the sensitives in your helmet and carry your gun. Don't be too hasty about firing, but don't hesitate in a crisis. A spear can make an ugly wound; and we haven't got the best facilities for handling anything like that."


  His orders brought a momentary irritation. He seemed not to be aware that she was as conscious as he of the requirements of the situation.


  The Right Honorable Gloria sighed. If they had to stay on this planet there would have to be some major psychologist adjustments, and notshe thought grimlyonly by herself.


  "Now!" said Maltby beside her, swiftly. "Notice the way the ravine splits in two. I came this far yesterday and they join about two hundred yards farther on. He's gone up the left fork. I'll take the right. You stop here, let him come back to see what's happened, then drive him on."


  He was gone, like a shadow, along a dark path that wound under thick foliage.


  Silence settled.


  She waited. After a minute she felt herself alone in a yellow and black world that had been lifeless since time began.


  She thought: This was what Maltby had meant yesterday when he had said she wouldn't dare shoot himand remain alone. It had-n't penetrated then.


  It did now. Alone, on a nameless planet of a mediocre sun, one woman waking up every morning on a moldering ship that rested its unliving metal shape on a dark, muggy, yellow marsh land.


  She stood somber. There was no doubt that the problem of robot and human being would have to be solved here as well as out there.


  A sound pulled her out of her gloom. As she watched, abruptly more alert, a catlike head peered cautiously from a line of bushes a hundred yards away across the clearing.


  It was an interesting head; its ferocity not the least of its fascinating qualities. The yellowish body was invisible now in the underbrush, but she had caught enough glimpses of it earlier to recognize that it was the CC type, of the almost universal Centaur family. Its body was evenly balanced between its hind and forelegs.


  It watched her, and its great glistening black eyes were round with puzzlement. Its head twisted from side to side, obviously searching for Maltby.


  She waved her gun and walked forward. Instantly the creature disappeared. She could hear it with her sensitives, running into distance. Abruptly, it slowed; then there was no sound at all.


  "He's got it," she thought.


  She felt impressed. These two-brained Mixed Men, she thought, were bold and capable. It would really be too bad if antirobot prejudice prevented them from being absorbed into the galactic civilization of Imperial Earth.


  She watched him a few minutes later, using the block system of communication with the creature. Maltby looked up, saw her. He shook his head as if puzzled.


  "He says it's always been warm like this, and that he's been alive for thirteen hundred moons. And that a moon is forty sunsforty days. He wants us to come up a little farther along this valley, but that's too transparent for comfort. Our move is to make a cautious, friendly gesture, and"


  He stopped short. Before she could even realize anything was wrong, her mind was caught, her muscles galvanized. She was thrown sideways and downward so fast that the blow of striking the ground was pure agony.


  She lay there stunned, and out of the corner of her eye she saw the spear plunge through the air where she had been.


  She twisted, rolled overher own free will nowand jerked her gun in the direction from which the spear had come. There was a second centaur there, racing away along a bare slope. Her finger pressed on the control; and then


  "Don't!" It was Maltby, his voice low. "It was a scout the others sent ahead to see what was happening. He's done his work. It's all over."


  She lowered her gun and saw with annoyance that her hand was shaking, her whole body trembling. She parted her lips to say: "Thanks for saving my life!" Then she closed them again. Because the words would have quavered. And because


  Saved her life! Her mind poised on the edge of blankness with the shock of the thought. Incrediblyshe had never before been in personal danger from an individual creature.


  There had been the time when her battleship had run into the outer fringes of a sun; and there was the cataclysm of the storm, just past.


  But those had been impersonal menaces to be met with technical virtuosities and the hard training of the service.


  This was different.


  All the way back to the segment of ship she tried to fathom what the difference meant.


  It seemed to her finally that she had it.


  
    * * *
  


  "Spectrum featureless." Maltby gave his findings over the astro. "No dark lines at all; two of the yellow bands so immensely intense that they hurt my eyes. As you suggested, apparently what we have here is a blue sun whose strong violet radiation is cut off by the atmosphere.


  "However," he finished, "the uniqueness of that effect is confined to our planet here, a derivation of the thick atmosphere. Any questions?"


  "No-o!" The astrophysicist looked thoughtful. "And I can give you no further instructions. I'll have to examine this material. Will you ask Lady Laurr to come in? Like to speak to her privately, if you please."


  "Of course."


  When she had come, Maltby went outside and watched the moon come up. Darknesshe had noticed it the previous night brought a vague, overall violet haze. Explained now!


  An eighty-degree temperature on a planet that, the angular diameter of the sun being what it was, would have been minus one hundred eighty degrees, if the sun's apparent color had been real.


  A blue sun, one of five hundred thousand Interesting, but Maltby smiled savagelyCaptain Planston's "No further instructions!" had a finality about it that


  He shivered involuntarily. And after a moment tried to picture himself sitting, like this, a year hence, staring up at an unchanged moon. Ten years, twenty


  He grew aware that the woman had come to the doorway and was gazing at him where he sat on the chair.


  Maltby looked up. The stream of white light from inside the ship caught the queer expression on her face, gave her a strange, bleached look after the yellowness that had seemed a part of her complexion all day.


  "We shall receive no more astro-radio calls," she said and, turning, went inside.


  Maltby nodded to himself, almost idly. It was hard and brutal, this abrupt cutting off of communication. But the regulations governing such situations were precise.


  The marooned ones must realize with utter clarity, without false hopes and without the curious illusions produced by radio communication, that they were cut off forever. Forever on their own.


  Well, so be it. A fact was a fact, to be faced with resolution. There had been a chapter on castaways in one of the books he had read on the battleship. It had stated that nine hundred million human beings had, during recorded history, been marooned on then undiscovered planets. Most of these planets had eventually been found; and on no less than ten thousand of them great populations had sprung from the original nucleus of castaways.


  The law prescribed that a castaway could not withhold himself or herself from participating in such population increasesregardless of previous rank. Castaways must forget considerations of sensitivity and individualism, and think of themselves as instruments of race expansion.


  There were penalties; naturally inapplicable if no rescue was effected, but ruthlessly applied whenever recalcitrants were found.


  Conceivably the courts might determine that a human being and a robot constituted a special case.


  Half an hour must have passed while he sat there. He stood up finally, conscious of hunger. He had forgotten all about supper.


  He felt a qualm of self-annoyance. Damn it, this was not the night to appear to be putting pressure on her. Sooner or later she would have to be convinced that she ought to do her share of the cooking.


  But not tonight.


  He hurried inside, toward the compact kitchen that was part of every segment of ship. In the corridor, he paused.


  A blaze of light streamed from the kitchen door. Somebody was whistling softly and tunelessly but cheerfully; and there was an odor of cooking vegetables, and hot lak meat.


  They almost bumped in the doorway. "I was just going to call you," she said.


  The supper was a meal of silences, quickly over. They put the dishes into the automatic and went and sat in the great lounge; Maltby saw finally that the woman was studying him with amused eyes.


  "Is there any possibility," she said abruptly, "that a Mixed Man and a human woman can have children?"


  "Frankly," Maltby confessed, "I doubt it."


  He launched into a detailed description of the cold and pressure process that had molded the protoplasm to make the original Mixed Men. When he finished he saw that her eyes were still regarding him with a faint amusement. She said in an odd tone:


  "A very curious thing happened to me today, after that native threw his spear. I realized"she seemed for a moment to have difficulty in speaking"I realized that I had, so far as I personally was concerned, solved the robot problem.


  "Naturally," she finished quietly, "I would not have withheld myself in any event. But it is pleasant to know that I like you without"she smiled"qualifications."


  
    * * *
  


  Blue sun that looked yellow. Maltby sat in the chair the following morning puzzling over it. He half expected a visit from the natives, and so he was determined to stay near the ship that day.


  He kept his eyes aware of the clearing edges, the valley rims, the jungle trails, but


  There was a law, he remembered, that governed the shifting of light to other wave bands, to yellow for instance. Rather complicated, but in view of the fact that all the instruments of the main bridge were controls of instruments, not the machines themselves, he'd have to depend on mathematics if he ever hoped to visualize the kind of sun that was out there.


  Most of the heat probably came through the ultraviolet range. But that was uncheckable. So leave it alone and stick to the yellow.


  He went into the ship. Gloria was nowhere in sight, but her bedroom door was closed. Maltby found a notebook, returned to his chair and began to figure.


  An hour later he stared at the answer: One million three hundred thousand million miles. About a fifth of a light year.


  He laughed curtly. That was that. He'd have to get better data than he had or


  Or would he?


  His mind poised. In a single flash of understanding, the stupendous truth burst upon him.


  With a cry he leaped to his feet, whirled to race through the door as a long, black shadow slid across him.


  The shadow was so vast, instantly darkening the whole valley, that, involuntarily, Maltby halted and looked up.


  The battleship Star Cluster hung low over the yellow-brown jungle planet, already disgorging a lifeboat that glinted a yellowish silver as it circled out into the sunlight, and started down.


  Maltby had only a moment with the woman before the lifeboat landed. "To think," he said, "that I just now figured out the truth."


  She was, he saw, not looking at him. Her gaze seemed far away. He went on:


  "As for the rest, the best method, I imagine, is to put me in the conditioning chamber, and"


  Still without looking at him, she cut him off:


  "Don't be ridiculous. You must not imagine that I feel embarrassed because you have kissed me. I shall receive you later in my chambers."


  A bath, new clothesat last Maltby stepped through the transmitter into the astrophysics department. His own first realization of the tremendous truth, while generally accurate, had lacked detailed facts.


  "Ah, Maltby!" The chief of the department came forward, shook hands. "Some sun you picked therewe suspected from your first description of the yellowness and the black. But naturally we couldn't rouse your hopesForbidden, you know.


  "The axial tilt, the apparent length of a summer in which jungle trees of great size showed no growth ringsvery suggestive. The featureless spectrum with its complete lack of dark linesalmost conclusive. Final proof was that the orthosensitive film was overexposed, while the blue and red sensitives were badly underexposed.


  "This star-type is so immensely hot that practically all of its energy radiation is far in the ultravisible. A secondary radiationa sort of fluorescence in the star's own atmosphereproduces the visible yellow when a minute fraction of the appalling ultraviolet radiation is transformed into longer wave lengths by helium atoms. A fluorescent lamp, in a fashionbut on a scale that is more than ordinarily cosmic in its violence. The total radiation reaching the planet was naturally tremendous; the surface radiation, after passing through miles of absorbing ozone, water vapor, carbon dioxide and other gases, was very different.


  "No wonder the native said it had always been hot. The summer lasts four thousand years. The normal radiation of that special appalling star typethe æon-in-æon-out radiation rateis about equal to a full-fledged Nova at its catastrophic maximum of violence. It has a period of a few hours, and is equivalent to approximately a hundred million ordinary suns. Nova O, we call that brightest of all stars; and there's only one in the Lesser Magellanic Cloud, the great and glorious S-Doradus.


  "When I asked you to call Grand Captain Laurr, and I told her that out of thirty million suns she had picked"


  It was at that point that Maltby cut him off. "Just a minute," he said, "did you say you told Lady Laurr last night?"


  "Was it night down there?" Captain Planston said, interested. "Well, wellBy the way, I almost forgotthis marrying and giving in marriage is not so important to me now that I am an old man. But congratulations."


  The conversation was too swift for Maltby. His minds were still examining the first statement. That she had known all the time. He came up, groping, before the new words.


  "Congratulations?" he echoed.


  "Definitely time she had a husband," boomed the captain. "She's been a career woman, you know. Besides, it'll have a revivifying effect on the other robots . . . pardon me. Assure you, the name means nothing to me.


  "Anyway, Lady Laurr herself made the announcement a few minutes ago, so come down and see me again."


  He turned away with a wave of a thick hand.


  Maltby headed for the nearest transmitter. She would probably be expecting him by now.


  She would not be disappointed.


  


  



  



  



  



  THE END


  



  



  



  



  


OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg
A.E. van VOGT





OEBPS/Fonts/ITCGaramondStd-Bd.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ITCGaramondStd-Lt.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ITCGaramondStd-BdIta.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/ITCGaramondStd-LtIta.otf


