CHAPTER |
The Incurables of Ceres

ATIMER stumbled heavily and fell from the ramp to the frozen rocks. His hand went automaticaly to
his belt. But the spacesuit he was wearing had no belt, neither had it the holster and the pistol that for so
long had seemed part of himself. Weaponless, Latimer lay where he had fdlen, snarled wordlesdy at the
guard whose farewell shove had caused him to lose hisbaance, at the vast hulk of Charon like some
dark tower blotting out the stars.

For long minutes he lay there. He was aware that the airlock door in Charon's side had shut, that the
telescopic ramp had retracted to its recessin the shell plating, and knew that it would not be long before
the main drive of the prison ship seared the rocks that were his comfortless couch with al-consuming fire.
But he did not care. To aman such as he the merciful pend laws of histime held little of mercy. Better,
he told himsdlf, aquick, clean death than along lifetime lived out among the Incurables of Ceres. He
looked at the stars and waited for what, at worst, would be only a microsecond of agony.

Somebody's clumsy, gloved hands were tugging at the deeve of his suit. Somebody wastrying to pull
him to hisfeet. He did not shift his gaze from the glittering stars, but he spoke, his voice strange and tinny
in hisown helmet phones.

"Get away from here," he said. Then, more urgently: "Get away from here, you fool! Don't you know
that the ship will be blagting off at any moment?"

The other made no reply, but the ingstent tugging continued. Actuated by rage rather than by any
urge towards self preservation Latimer started to scramble to hisfeet. Even to himsdf his motives were
not clear—but hishandsin their thick glovestingled with anticipation of the stinging blows that would
send this meddler scurrying hack to the safety of the airlock under the brow of the low cliff.

Then the stranger spoke. It was alow voice, softly husky, well modulated—and even the inevitable
digtortions of the helmet phones could not disguise itsmagical qualities. Neither could they conced the
undertones compounded of despair, and misery, and resignation.

"Perhgpsyou areright,” Latimer heard. "' Perhaps you are wise. Perhaps your action—our
action—will encourage othersto follow suit when Charon comes again. And then thislittle world will be
the poorer by so many little, persona Hells. And that will be good.”

It wasalow voice, and a softly husky voice, and it held within itsaf ahoneyed sweetnessthat had
long been lacking from the world of Alan Latimer. Not that hisworld had been in any way drab or
dreary. It had been agood world—harsh, perhaps, but not lacking the bright color of new faces, fresh
scenes, the explosive flares of excitement and danger.

Is, hisworld asit had been it is possible that such avoice, unconscioudy intimate, full of unspoken
promises, would have failed to stir him. But within the narrow compass of this new world, thisworld that
he had made for himself, or that the peculiar, inimitable combination of genesthat came from his parents,
and from their parents, had made for him, the voice promised alight, a color, that must be sadly lacking
from the daysto come. Or it could have been that it brought back memories of atill older world, aplane
of existence in which there were other redlities than the harsh, turbulent life of the frontiers, the flare of
rocket drive againg the stars, and the stars themsdlves, sharp, crystaline, with no kindly atmospheric vell
between their hard brilliance and his eyes.

"No!" he heard himsdlf shouting. "We're dive—and we stay that way! Comeon!”

Hewas on hisfeet now. He roughly disengaged himsdf from the clumsy paw that was till clutching
the right deeve of hisarmor, put out his own gloved hands to grasp the shoulders of the girl. He did not
stop to examine the face that he could dimly see within the transparent bubble of the helmet. He swung
her so that she was facing away from him and then, clumsy in his haste, rushed her towards the safety of
thelow cliff and the airlock. He hoped desperatdly that the officers of Charon would be looking down
from Control, that they would see that the field was not yet clear for blasting off.



THEY were il ascore of yards from the shelter when Charon's pilot depressed hisfiring key. Had
Ceres possessed an externd atmosphere the roar of the blast might well have deafened them for life. As
it wastheir sensesregistered ablinding, intolerable light that seemed to strike clear through their skullsto
the retina. The ground beneath them shook, and the wave of incandescent gases that was volatilized rock
lifted them and cast them from it. In spite of the insulation of their suitsthey felt the scorching fury of the
blast. Had it not been for the insulation they would have been burned to a crisp. And the force with which
they were flung to the ground stunned them.

Alan Latimer wasfirgt to recover. He staggered to his feet, putting one hand out to the cliff face for
support. Blood tasted sdlt in his mouth and there was awarm trickle from his nostrils. He disregarded
it—attired as he was there was nothing el se that he could do—and blinked to clear his befogged eyes.
Helooked up, saw Charon, a fast waning star among the stars, another spot of light among the countless
millions.

For awhile he watched her, his heart going out with her, revisiting in memory dl the portsand cities
that he would never again see. It was not until the girl stirred, striking feebly with her arm againgt his
booted foot, that he bethought himself of her and her safety. He stooped, then, awkward in the stiff
articulations of hisarmor, and picked her up. He strode the few short pacesto the airlock, dull silver
againg the rugged black of the cliff. With little of evident tenderness he lowered her to the rocks, fumbled
for the controlsto theright of the entrance. When the outer door opened he dragged the girl into the little
compartment. Already he was beginning to resent the fact that, wittingly or unwittingly, she had balked his
plansfor aswift, clean suicide.

Pressures equalized, the inner door opened, and he passed through into the ante-chamber beyond.
Dimly, he heard therattle of armor as he let the girl fal from a semi-sitting posture to one that was
lifdlessy supine. He snapped open the visor of hishelmet, took hisfirst bresth of the air of the notorious
prison world of Ceres.

"YOU madeit after dl," remarked the little man behind the big desk, disinterestedly. "Y ou wouldn't
‘a been thefirgt. There's many apoor sap gone out that way —an' thought that he was bein' hellish
Clever.”

"So you knew?' demanded Latimer.

Big, menacing, he regarded the grey, clerkish keeper of the gate. He was ready to resent the fact that
these people had known of his attempted suicide, had made no effort to prevent it. Then he remembered
that it had been an inhabitant of Ceres who had pulled him back into the world of the living—and that she
had received scant thanks for so doing. The dangerousflare died in his pae eyes, the hard lines of his
deeply tanned face softened. With clumsy haste he dropped to hisknees, flung open the visor of his
rescuer's helmet.

"And she knew, too," chuckled thelittle clerk. "If | hadn't et her see the advance copy of Charon's
passenger list she'd never 'a gone outside. But as soon as al the passengers were tdlied in but one—an’
that one Lieutenant Alan Latimer—nothin' nor nobody could stop her. .. ."

All this Latimer half heard as he stripped the clumsy armor from the body of the girl. The clerk rattled
on, then dmost fell over backwardsin panic as Latimer roseto hisfeet, reached out with one big hand.
But it was only the gaudy slk handkerchief protruding from the little man's pocket that he was wanting.
And when he had it he returned a once to the unconscious girl, began wiping away the trickle of blood
that was till 0ozing from the corner of her mouth, that had gushed in astream from her nostrils. Then—

"Fetch some cold water!" he barked.

The other hastened to obey. His grumbling monotone as he did so wasfaintly audible, irritating.

"Don't know why she bothered. Don't know why he's bothering. We're free on Ceres. If folks want
todie, welet'em...."

"You! What'syour name?"

"Marcus." Then, rductantly, "sr."

"And what are you herefor?"



Thelittle clerk's voice was sullen. "Forgery. Embezzlement.”

"And you know what I'm herefor. So, keep quiet unless you're spoken to."

And in the slence that followed Latimer completed his superficial examination of the girl. Heworked
deftly, mechanicaly, assured himsdlf that no bones were broken, and dl the time the conscious part of his
mind was bitterly regretting that he had not held her there with him to diein the blast of Charon's jets.
Thevoice had stirred faint chordsin his memory, but he had assured himsalf that it wasimagination. Now
that he could see the woman hersdlf, shocked disbelief had rapidly given place to shocked credulity. The
figure, true, wasfuller, with more than ahint of blowsiness. But the cruelest change had been that in the
face. Nobody could deny that Lauranne Towerswas till beautiful. But the mouth that had always been a
little too large, too full-lipped, was now frankly sensud. The fresh charm that he had known so long ago
in Port Gregory was now the dangerous dlure of the unashamed wanton.

Latimer dipped the handkerchief afresh into the cold water that Marcus had brought. Again he
bathed the pdllid face of the woman. She moaned and stirred. Slowly the heavy-lidded eyes opened,
stared darkly at the anxious face of the ex-lieutenant.

"Alan. | couldn't believeit when | saw your name on the passenger list. | couldn't believeit, until |
saw you sprawled on the rocks, waiting for Charon to blast off. . . ."

"I'm afraidit'strue, Laurie. . . ."

"My dear. | don't know whether to be glad or sorry. It would have been nice to have died with you
out there. It can still mean something to usif welivetogether. . . ."

"We can go outside and open the visors of our hemets,” whispered Latimer bitterly. "It would be
best that way, Otherwise, for you, amurderer. For me. . . ."

"Alan! Dont!"

"We can go outside. Where we have been, you and I, since those daysin Port Gregory the devil
alone knows. But we can share thejourney'send. , .."

"I'm not stopping you!" cackled Marcus. "Y oure free, Lieutenant. Y ou're on Ceres. The only laws
arethelawsyou make yoursdf!”

"And here's onethat I'm making now. And that is, get out of our Sight at once!”

"Youcant...."

"I'vekilled two men, one with my bare hands. Better men than you. So. . . ."

WHEN Marcus had gone Lauranne rose ungteadily to her feet. She sat in the chair behind the desk
that the little forger had vacated. From a pocket in her dress she produced amirror and a compact, and
with ahand that hardly trembled began to repair the ravages wrought upon her complexion by the events
of the past haf hour. When she had finished she opened the top drawer of the desk, brought out a bottle,
two glasses, abox of cigarettes.

Latimer was grateful for the smoke, for the stiff dug of good whiskey. But, sitting on the desk, he did
not like what he saw as he looked down at Lauranne. He did not like the way in which she tossed down
her drink, refilled her glassimmediately. He looked down, and the look on his harsh face could not be
mistaken for anything else but disgpprova.

"Cheer up, Alan darling. Were here, both of us. For life. So—Dbetter make the best of it."

"Yes. And well gart likethis.”

He reached down, snatched the glass from the girl's hand, hurled it and its contents againgt the further
wall. It did not break but fell down the meta surface with dmost ludicrous downess. Thetrickle of
whiskey reached the floor only a second after what had been its container. And the sombre, chastened
mood that had been driven away from the girl by the warmth of the spirits returned. She got up dowly
from the chair, the utmost dgection in every drooping line of her figure. With dow, dragging steps she
walked toward the airlock door.

"Where are you going?'



"What doesit matter? Outsde.” Latimer waited until her hand went out to the controls of the inner
door, then jumped down from his seet. Two long strides—amost legpsin the feeble gravitationa field of
Ceres—carried him to Lauranne. As before his hands went out to grasp her shoulders, but thistime it
wasto turn her to him. And the pale, blond head of the man went down to that of the woman, was
enveloped in the black mist of her hair. For long seconds they stood thus and then, gently, Latimer led
Lauranne back to the desk, seeted her in the chair behind the massive piece of furniture. He himsalf
remained sanding.

"You wereright thefirst time," he admitted at last. "We must live, | don't know why, but in each other
we have something. . . ."

"Something," whispered the girl, raising her tear-stained face. " Something. A pae shadow of our
former lives. Don't lieto me Alan—for you, | can never replace the surge of an accelerating ship, theflare
of rocket drive againgt the gtars, the ordered routine of your little world of grey paint and burnished
metal. For you, more than for me, thisisthe end of thetrip. Thisisthat last haven of which Swinburne

sang:

"There go the loves that wither,
The old loves with wearier wings;
And all dead years draw thither,
And all disastrous things;

Dead dreams of days forsaken,
Blind buds that snows have shaken,
Wild leaves that winds have taken.
Red strays of ruined springs.

Latimer pulled thoughtfully at his cigarette. Thoughtfully he watched the smoke, watched it as though
its spirals and convolutions held the secret of the Universe. The girl looked up at him, her face yearning,
hurt that she should beignored. At last Latimer looked down, hislips beginning to move. If he had been
given the time to speak, hiswords must inevitably have been drowned by the trampling of heavy-booted
feet dong the corridor outsde. His hand was arapid blur asit flashed towards the holster that no longer
hung at hisside. Then, moving fast, he bundled Lauranne off the chair behind the desk, picked it up so
that it could, if need be, be used as aweapon.

The door crashed open.

CHAPTER |1
Boss of the Exile World

“Y OU make your own laws," said Kimball. He leaned well back in the chair that wasamost a
throne, picked histeeth thoughtfully with awooden toothpick from thelittle vase on the table by hisright
hand. Latimer, watching him intently, was repelled by the man's grossness, his untidy, dovenly dttire, but
was impressed by the aura of very red power that surrounded the Boss of Ceres.

Kimball spat the little chewed fragments of wood falling in afine spray around the cuspidor & his
feet.

"So our little friend Marcustold you that we were dl anarchists,”" he sneered.

"l never said s0." Latimer's voice was firm, uncompromising.

"I know you didn't. But | know Marcus. They adlow meto have afew little machinesto play with,
Latimer. I've got alie detector. But | never trouble to useit on peoplelike you. | know your type, you
won't talk until you fed likeit. And then you'l tell the truth. Maybe not the whole truth, but, neverthel ess,
nothing but the truth. And | can use men like you. | can trust men like you."

"Thank you. And the dternative?"

"Nothing too bad. Y ou become an ordinary citizen of Ceres. Which meansthat you havea



aufficiency of fresh air and food and artificid sunlight. Which meansthat you will be dlowed to potter
around with any of the footling arts and crafts that are encouraged here. Which meansthat you'reliable to
be beaten up at any time that my police seefit."

The room, with its luxurious appointments, blurred before Latimer's eyes. Fists clenched, he Sarted
forward. On ether sde of him aguard clutched his arm, another struck him across the mouth with ahard
hand. Faint and far away he heard the voice of Lauranne. "Don'," she was saying. "Don't be afoal,
Alan™

And thewords served only to stir him to fury. Hisright arm lifted, lifting with it the man who was
clinging toiit. It swung across hisbody in aswift arc and the guard at hisleft hand wasfelled by the club
that the other's body had become. The guard who had struck him went down, the lower haf of hisface
bloody and curioudly blurred. It was not until later that Latimer felt the pain in his broken knuckles.

But there were too many of the guards. They fell upon him from dl corners of the room, they bore
him down with the weight of their bodies. And there was the sharp clicking of sted on stedl, and the kiss
of cold metdlic bands on Latimer'sfeet and ankles, and when they pulled him to hisfeet he tottered
there, unable to move.

There followed seconds of useless straining at the handcuffs, the leg-irons. Then the bloody haze
before Latimer's eyes dowly faded, and through the thinning mists he saw the flabby, paradoxically strong
face of the Boss. Kimball had one fat hand upraised in ademand for silence.

"Hear me out," hewas saying dmost plaintively. "You, of al persons, must know the need for
discipline. If what | hear of you istrue your crimes were no more than strict enforcement of discipline.
And yet you seek to hamper my poor effortsto bring law and order to thislawlesslittle world.

"Think well, Latimer. What would Ceres be wereit not for some organized body to enforce certain
standards of law and decency? Perhaps my ruleis not democratic—but, | ask you, have we the raw
materials of democracy here? | will be frank with you. Back on Earth | wanted too much power, and |
wasn't overly particular in the methods | used to get it. | was apprehended once, psychoed and warned.
But they couldn't change me. | was apprehended a second time—one of my underlings was both jealous
and ambitious. And thistime | was classified asan Incurable,

"And here, on Ceres, | ill want power. And till I'm not particular about the methods | useto get
it

"Sol e

"Now you are being foolish. What would have happened to you if you had been brought before one
of your Admirals and attempted to assault him? And they rule only squadrons of ships. | ruleaworld.”

L atimer forebore to make unkind comparisons between the size and the striking power of those same
sguadrons and that of Kimball's domain. He only said shortly:

"All right, I'll play ball. What'sinit for meif | comeinwith you?'

"Membership in my police force—with prospects of promotion. This carriestheright to first choice
of the comforts and luxuries brought by Charon. Theright to marry whom you plesse.”

"Marry?"

When Latimer heard Lauranne's little gasp—more of hurt than indignation—he was sorry that he had
not been able to keep the amused incredulity out of hisvoice. But Kimbal, histone unchanged,
continued: "Y es, marry. We are avery mora people, Latimer. There are those, of course, who are not
moral, but unless they offend against public decency no action istaken againgt them. But as one of the
governing class you will be expected to respect the laws that you, yourself, will enforce.”

"Law and order,” said Latimer musingly. "Here, on Ceres. Take off these damned irons, Kimbal, and
I'll Sign your articles or whatever you call them.”

Kimball motioned to the guards, one of whom produced akey. "And, in future, call me'Boss™ he
warned. "And you, Constable Merrick, rustle up acopy of the contract so that Constable Latimer can
sgn. Whileyou're about it bring dong a marriage license. Well tiethisfellow up in more ways than one!™

THERE was something wrong with the park. It was not the grass, neither wasiit the gorgeous
flowers, their equal would have been hard to find anywhere on any of the inhabited worlds. It was not the



cavern roof that arched far overhead—that was|ost in adim blue haze from which streamed the
hedth-giving rays of the big sun lamps. It could dmost have been the ky of Earth in misty mood.

Congtable Alan Latimer stared about him, barely conscious of the light pressure on hisarm that was
Lauranne Latimer's hand. But she, ever conscious of him, read his thoughts.

"No children,” shesaid. "That iswhat iswrong."

And the man looked about him at the wide expanse of green lawn, at the sedately strolling couples,
young, middle-aged, old, and saw that shewasright. It was al too orderly, unnaturally quiet. He redized
with a sudden pang that, in dl probability, the only happy man was the bent, grey gardener who was
working with dow and loving patience in abright flower bed near by.

Gently he disengaged hisarm from hiswifeslight grasp, raised it so that it fitted about her was.
They srolled on, enjoying the fedl of the smooth, velvety grass under their bare feet, listening to the songs
of the birds that were such a poor substitute for the joyous clamor of children at play.

"That has dways seemed to meto be crudest of dl," he mused. "The Serilization law.”

"But it'skind, my dear. Y ou couldn't bring up children in a pend colony. Whether or not their
heredity was unsound they, themsalves, would grow up to be crimind types. And if they were taken from
usa an early age and sent to Earth for their upbringing, that would be crueler till. For us."

"Perhapsyou areright. But | know Ceres better now. And it wouldn't be abad world in which to
rear children. No worse than many another.”

"Asitisnow. But we arefortunate in our Boss. Broderick, before him, caled himsdf King. And he
was mad and bad. Then there was along period of anarchy, which was worse than ever the rule of King
Broderick had been. Kimball wants power and is quite ruthless, but he uses his power well. The man
who follows him—who can tell? He may be strong and bad; he may be wesk and good—which will be
worse."

Thetwo walked onin slence. "Y ou know," admitted Latimer, "thisis not bad. Thisworld, | mean. |
have you. | wasafool, my dear, ever to lose touch with you after | sailed from Port Gregory. But | was
young then—and the Service was wife and parents and children. But | am glad that | have found you
again. If only it could have been some other way. . . ."

"What did happen? I've respected the privacy of your past, Alan, just as you've respected mine. But
... A womanisawayscurious, | guess."

"It will do no harmtotdll you. Thefirst time waswhen | was second in command of Pathfinder. We

were on asurvey job, measuring, charting, along with aspot of geology, in the Bdlt. It was the other Sde
of the Sun from Ceres. Wdll, the charts we had weren't too accurate—and one day we found ourselves
inone of thosejamsthat it would be amost impossible for the finest mathematician in the System to
duplicate on paper. We were on a collison orbit with no less than haf adozen hunks of assorted cosmic
debris, and there was no way out. The automatic controlsjust blew al their fuses and died.

"Somedidn't get into their suitsin time, we never had achance to get amessage away, and in the
finish there were five survivorsin our number two boat, with mysdf in charge.

"Theway thingswere, the best policy wasto put oursaves on the Earth-Jupiter lane and wait until
Thunderqueen came along. It was along wait, and long before she was due, long before we could raise
her on our lifeboat transmitter, tempers were wearing very thin. And we were hungry al the time—have
you ever tried to make ameal of food concentrates? The nourishment isthere, the protein and the
caories and the vitamins. But thereé's no bulk. Y ou're dways hungry. And the boat was cramped, and we
were dl in each other'sway, and we hated each other.

"And then, during my deep period, one of the technicd ratings, afellow named Burton, tried to raid
thefood locker. | woke up, and we fought. | fought alittle harder than was necessary, but once | got my
fingersround histhroat | couldn't let go.”

"But that was only thefirg."

"Yes, that was only thefirgt. | was warned, and psychoed, and discharged asfit for duty. And so |
was until abarroom brawl in Port Lasdlle. Y ou know how | always used to boast about my skill with
sde-arms, about being quick on the draw. There wasthisfelow in the bar, town marsnd, | think he was.
| don't know what he was like sober, but he was most unpleasant drunk. Perhaps | was, too. Anyhow,



he pulled agun on me. And beforeit cleared his holster 1'd drilled him between the eyes.
"And that wasthefinish for me."

LAURAININE said nothing. Latimer did not look at her face, but he felt the warm waves of
sympathy that radiated from her. Only one who, like himsalf, had come to this sink-hole of the Solar
System, could possibly sympathize.

They cameto the grass verge. Automaticaly they stooped, put on the sandals that they had been
carrying. They walked on over the smooth-surfaced floor of the tunnel. It did not matter to them that the
artificid sunlight of the park had been replaced by lamps that made no pretense of being other than
utilitarian lighting fixtures. There was awarmth between them, and adim but steady radiance that needed
no ass stance from outside power supplies.

Y et, as he walked, Latimer took amaost unconscious note of his surroundings. He wasin apart of
Ceres grange to him. The tunnel wallswere devoid of the usua doorways and windows of residentia
gpartments. The floor was coated with afine dust. There were the tracks of one of thelittle scootersto
show that somebody had come thisway, and recently, but that was the only sign of traffic there was.

Stll they walked on, haf in a dream, welded to each other by the sedl of confession. The voice of the
sentry, harsh, commanding, came as a sudden shock.

"Hat! Who goesthere?' "Friend,” replied Latimer automaticaly.

He looked up to see one of Kimball's police, smart in hisuniform of blue and silver. The metal-shod
stave was held threateningly, at the ready.

"Advance, friend," began the congtable, "and ..."

Hiseyesdropped to the little Slver badge on the |eft breast of Latimer'scivilian shirt, lifted to study
hisface. And there was alight of recognition, of the memory of past intimacies, in his eyes as he shifted
hisregard to the girl.

"All right," he said. ™Y ou're the new man, aren't you? Latham or Latimer or something. | suppose that
Lauranneis showing you thedghts."

The cold, hard flame legpt into vicious life behind Latimer's pale eyes. He was often to wonder later
what he would have done, what would have been the consequences of his actions, had not hiswife taken
charge. Hefdt her grip on hisarm, painfully tight, and he heard her say: "Alan, thisis Philip Lane, anold
friend of mine. Philip, thisis Alan Latimer, my husband.”

His hand went out, but only to grip that of the other. Lane wastaking quickly, nervoudy, fully
conscious that the air was charged with hodtility.

"Haven't they shown you round here yet? Y ou'll be getting your spell of guard duty soon enough...”

HE LED them down the tunnel, around a bend. And the tunnel was sealed with a bulkheed of
gleaming sted. In thiswas set adoor, like that of some huge safe or treasure vault. The levers and whedls
and dias on its shining face would not have looked out of place on the control panel of aJovian Mall
Liner.

"And what's behind dl that?' demanded Latimer, hisanger giving placeto curiogty.

"That'swhat we'd dl like to know. But we never see behind that door. Nobody does, not even the
Boss. But every year Charon brings aflock of technicians from Earth, and they're escorted here by a
regiment of armed guards from the ship, and they potter around with the machinery and we know that
weredl right for another year.

"Thereslight in there, Latimer, and heet, and the power that drives the pumps. There's Power in
there, and every Boss that we've ever had in Cereswould have sold his soul to lay his grubby pawsonit.
We have men here, cracksmen, who could have this door, and the other doors, openin lesstimethan it'd
take you or meto open acan of sardines...."

"Then why don't they?"

"Because there'sadways at least one of us hereto stop 'em. Becauseif they did we'd al find out if it's
true what the technicianstell us. Becauseif they did folks back on Earth and Marswould see afirg-class
novaright in their gardens.”



"Youmean...?'

"I mean that if anybody triesto get through those doors, or triesto get through to the vault in any
other way, up goesthe atomic power station that's tucked away in there.”

"Oh," replied Latimer inadequately. "Thanks, Lane." Helooked at hiswatch. "Time we were getting
back now. I have to be on duty at 2000."

"A policeman'slot is not ahappy one,” riposted the other. "Buit it could be unhappier. Eh,
Lauranne?!

"I wouldn't know," shereplied frigidly. "Come, Alan."

Shefdt that the muscles of hisarm, benegth the thin shirt, were tensed. But now shefdt that shewas
barely ableto control the monster that had been called from the dark abyss of her husband's ancestry in
Pathfinder's lifeboat; that, once called into being, had destroyed his career.

"Come, Alan," she said again. And when they were around the bend of the tunnel he turned to her
and asked: "What is heto you?'

"Heisnothing. And he was nothing. Will you be content with thet?*

"Yes," hereplied a last, dowly, grudgingly. "'l suppose s0."

CHAPTER 11
The Ship from Outside

INSPECTOR Alan Latimer cursed asthe telephone, shrill, insstent, interrupted hisleisurely
breakfadt. It was Lauranne who answered it. She was gone along time. When she returned Latimer
looked at her with more than afaint distaste, reflecting that women such as she should never dop around
in dressing gowns..

"It'sfor you," shesad.

"Oh. Whoisit?'

"TheBoss."

"You werealong timetaking to him."

"Was? Anyhow, it'simportant.” Latimer gulped amouthful of egg, washed it down with coffee, rose
dowly to hisfedt.

"Infuture," he growled, "when calls come for me—or calsthat you say are for me—don't hang
around in the booth al morning answering them.”

"Aren't you going? It was important, | sad."

"To you and who else?' Nevertheless. Latimer went through to the telephone booth, sat down on the
little seat before the instrument. From the screen Kimball's flabby, pasty face glowered at him. "So you're
hereat last, Latimer. | thought you were never coming.”

"The message took long enough to reach me."

"I don't carefor your tone of voice, Latimer, but let that pass. Come round to my office a once."

"Why?"

"I don't 'have to answer questions. Button up your jacket and wipe the egg off your face, and hurry.
That'sdl."

The instrument went dead. Latimer considered calling the Boss back, thought better of it. But the
tagte of the morning was bitter in his mouth as he went back into the breskfast room to finish his coffee,
He drained the cup, put it back into the saucer with an unnecessary clatter. He went into thelittle ball of
the gpartment. He took his cap from its peg, clapped it anyhow on to his head without troubling to look
into the mirror. He did not kiss Lauranne good-bye.

In Kimball's office he found the Boss nervoudly pacing up and down. Seated were two men,
srangers. They werein uniform. Latimer stared. Charon was not due for two months yet. He looked
more closdly. Thevigtorsworetheinsgniaof the jovian Mail Service: afive-pointed star transfixed by a
jagged, conventiond lightning bolt.

"Laimer," said Kimball abruptly, pausing in hisrestless pacing, the inevitable toothpick working with



a speed that betrayed the depth of his agitation, "these gentlemen are Captain Pemberthy and
Commander Wood of Thunderqueen.”

"Thunder queen, Boss?But... ."

"Thunderqueen | said and Thunderqueen | mean. Captain, thisis Ingpector Latimer of my police
force, Ex-Lieutenant Latimer of the regular navy. . . ."

Latimer put out his hand. It wasignored by Pemberthy. The inspector flushed deeply and darkly
under histan, and the cold light flared briefly in his pale eyes. Helooked fixedly a the short, stout captain
whose hatless head gleamed in the lamplight, at thetall, angular commander. And then anger was
replaced by puzzlement. Long and steadily helooked at Commander Wood and did not find that for
which he was seeking.

"We had to make aforced landing on your world," began Pemberthy without preamble. "Our tube
linings are burnt out, and we don't carry spares. Our hull is strained and leaking badly. We shdl haveto
gtay here until help comes... ."

"Sowhat?'

"We're being followed. Chased, rather. By abig, black ship that seemed to come from the direction
of Polaris—athough that means nothing. And she was no Earthly ship. We approached her close when
our radar picked her up; thought at first that she was some hitherto undiscovered planetoid with an orbit
at right anglesto the plane of the ecliptic. We were dmost on top of her before we saw what shewas.
And aswe were turning avay shelet fly with some ray that burned away most of our starboard fin and
the venturis of the starboard auxiliaries. Weran, of course. She didn't take any more hogtile action that
we could see, although, for al we know, she may have used her ray again and missed. Onething shedid
do—blanketed our radio so that we could neither transmit nor receive...."

"Kimbal!" brokein Latimer, "I suggest that you let these officers use our station.”

"A blinding glimpse of the obvious!" snarled the Boss. "That was thefirst thing they asked of me.
Carter went dong with them. And this blanketing effect of theirs obvioudy coversus.”

"So. Now, Captain, how do you know that you're being followed?

"l don't know." Pemberthy's voice was peculiarly flat, dmost lifeless. "I don't know. But it seems
reasonable to suppose that any race sufficiently advanced for interstellar travel will be at least asfar
advanced asyou in thefield of eectronics. They'll have had their scanners on us ever sncethefirst
contact. The merefact that theradio is dead indicates that."

"And I'm il to be convinced that this marvelous big, black ship isfrom Outsdel" stormed the Boss.
"It could be pirates. And if it is, and if they come here, I'm making adeal. Ceres owes no loydty to the
Federation.

"How did you know it was an dien ship, anyhow?"

THE little, fat captain hesitated before making hisreply. It wasimpossible to read his expression,
there was no expression to read. Hisface was that of acarven Buddha And histall, thin executive officer
sat woodenly inhischair. Like a cigar store Indian, Latimer wasthinking.

"It was her shape," said Pemberthy at last. " And her hull wasn't smooth, but covered with al kinds of
projections. Weapons they might have been, or part of her interstellar drive. And she had her namein big
white characters on her bow. And they belonged to no Earthly aphabet. . . ."

"Could have been Arabic or Chinese. Anyhow, aship capable of coming here from Alpha Centauri
or Sirius, or wherever she's supposed to have come from, could have made rings round your decrepit old
wagon."

"No. Shewould not be using her interstellar drive in the vicinity of aplanetary sysem. Anditis
reasonable to suppose that, even using her reaction motors, she would approach such asystem with
caution. .. ."

"And s0 you brought her here...."

"It was the nearest port of refuge,” replied Pemberthy smply.

"And do | organize the defense of Ceres?' demanded Latimer sharply.

"Yes. Of course.” The Boss seemed mildly surprised that the question had been asked.



"Whet with?"

Kimball glared at him. He began to say something, then thought better of it. Histone, when a last he
did speak, was placatory.

"Y ou'rethe professond fighting man in this outfit," he said. "I leave that entirely in your hands. And |
am sure that these gentlemen will do al that they canto help you.”

"Fird," sated Latimer, "1 shal want accessto your engine room, Captain Pemberthy. | think that with
your tools, your workshops, and with your converter to manufacture explosives, | shal be ableto turn
out some Hamilton torpedoes. Don't know how much use they'll be against arace that plays around with
death rays, but unlessthey know enough to degausstheir shipsthey should befairly effective. And | shdl
want any arms that you, your passengers, or crew havein your possession.”

"Any armswe have, we keep," said Pemberthy flatly. "And | regret to have to say that you will not
be alowed to set foot aboard my ship.” "Great Galaxy!" exploded the inspector. "Thisisno timeto be
petty. Don't you redlize that the fate of thisworld, of the System, of Man himsalf, may depend upon your
co-operation?”

The captain was sllent. But the tall commander stirred and spoke. "Regulations,” he said smply, and
that was al. But it was the cue that Pemberthy needed.

"Y es. Regulations. Y ou know what happened when your people got control of Thunderbird. Thet
must not happen again.”

It was Kimball who found away out of the impasse.

"Why," he asked, "shouldn't you give these gentlemen details of whatever it isyou want made? Then
al that will concern you will bethefinished article.”

And that was how it was finally arranged. And the Hamilton torpedoes were to remain aboard
Thunderqueen until such time asthe black ship of the diens chose to gppear. And with that Latimer had
to be content.

Hefound it especialy humiliating thet, with their own little world well-guarded, inviolate, the
passengers and crew of the Jovian liner were made free of dl Ceres.

But even that had its compensations.

FOR long years, ever sncethefirg primitive story-teller soared on the wings of hisimagination to the
dars, theinvasion from Outside had been an ever recurrent theme of mankind'sfiction. At first thetide of
conguest was to come sweeping in from the Moon or the sister planets, but the instruments of the
adironomers had shown the improbabilities inherent in such a plot even before the spaceship dipped, with
disconcerting ease, from the realm of fancy into that of fact. Thereafter the invaders were to come from
the stars. From which particular star nobody was ever quite sure—but surely among al the glittering
hosts of heaven there was one with planetsto spawn araceto rival or surpass the technologica progress
of Man.

But the very idea had been apurdy fictiona concept for so long that the Ceresians, eveniif they did
accept it intellectudly, could never do so with their emotions. Perhaps the only man in thelittle world to
whom thisraid from interstellar space was probable, possible, was Alan Latimer. But he had taken part
inthe Navy'swar games, those fleet maneuversin which half Earth'sforces fought, in theory, to the last
man and the last gun, in which the other haf played the part of Centaurians or Rigellians or whatever the
fancy of the Commander-in-Chief might dictate.

Asfor therest, the Boss had said that Thunderqueen had been attacked by pirates of humble Terran
origin. And the Boss, asdways, wasright. It was true that the captain and officers of the liner stuck to
their story of an dien ship, but it was obvious that they were lying asamatter of policy. Aslong asthey
could convince the Ceresians that they were about to fight acommon enemy an aliance was possible.
But that enemy had to be dien. Captain Pemberthy knew full well that his hostswould far prefer to throw
intheir ot with theraiders, if they were human, than with himsdif. It was al so obvious.



Meanwhile, if Ingpector Alan Latimer chose to believe the cock-and-bull story of hisfelow
spacemen, there was more good than harm done. The plans made for the defense of the little world, the
organizing, the drilling, were admitted to be necessary. When the pirates camein their black ship any kind
of organized resistance would be amost useful bargaining counter. So would the weapons that were
being made aboard Thunderqueen to Latimer's specifications.

And the strangers who roamed without |et or hindrance through the caves and tunnels made a very
welcome break in the monotony of lifein the prison asteroid. They were not molested; there would be
time enough for that when the pirates came. Besides, in spite of Pemberthy's refusdl to surrender hisarms
to Latimer, it was quite obvious that he had enough and to spare of wegpons for his own people. They
did not wear them ogtentatioudly, but neither did they go to any great painsto conced them. And one of
the parks had been set aside for their use as a shooting range. Both men and women showed a
proficiency that was an effective deterrent to any of the Incurables who might get idess.

An ex-officer himsdlf, Latimer could not blame the captain. If he had been master of apassenger liner
he would not have alowed his charges to wander unprotected about a pena colony. But he would not
have dlowed shore leave. But perhapsthe hull was leaking badly (if so, why not make some attempt to
patch it?) and, quite probably, thefirst that would be known of the approach of the dien would bethe
sudden destruction of Thunder queen.

THE policeforce had al been warned to be on the dert for thefirst Sgns of internd trouble. But
Ceres could well have been some fashionable pleasure resort. Well-dressed men and women strolled the
parkways, mingled without snobbery or embarrassment with the colonists. The thegtres played awaysto
full houses. Even dlowing for the excellence of the talent thiswas mildly surprising, until one remembered
that, with the mysterious blanket till thick over dl radio transmission and reception, no Terran
entertainment was available.

And asthe purdly arbitrary days rolled on without the merest hint of Thunderqueen's black ship
there were those who wished heartily that the raiders or pirates would come or, even better, that the
Jovian liner and al her people would go. The officers and passengers of the big ship were becoming
atogether too ubiquitous. Thereislittle enough privacy, at the best of times, in aworld such as Ceres.
And the four hundred odd people who were Thunderqueen's personnd seemed, to a certain growing
minority, to have the nuisance vaue of ten timestheir number.

Alan Latimer was not of this minority. To him the days were packed with interest, and with the sense
of urgency, of working againgt time. And Lauranne saw little of himin the brief periods he alowed himsdlf
for relaxation. She heard stories, storiesthat at first met with incredulity, thet at last forced a grudging
belief upon her. Always these stories featured the name of Ailsa. Rae. Lauranne remembered having seen
thegirl, Slight she was, and redheaded, with high cheekbones and eyes that were green. And she moved
with alithe grace that Lauranne hersdf could never hope to recapture. And while she knew in her heart
that Alan was hers, yet she knew, with adreadful certainty, that the coming battle with the aiens meant
for her husband the dim chance of pardon, of anew life that she was not intended to share.

These thoughts had crossed Latimer's mind. In his more optimistic moments he had alowed himsdlf
to dream dreams. And he had hated himsdlf that his wife was not part of these same dreams, but the
dreams remained unchanged. But in these latter days the thought whose urgency crowded al elsefrom
his mind was that he was not ready. An antic fate had made him Earth's champion in the first battle
between men and diens, and both armor and armament were sadly lacking. He decided that he would
force a showdown between himsalf and Pemberthy, would demand to be alowed to inspect the progress
made in the manufacture of the torpedoes, the arming of Thunder queen.

He said as much to Ailsa Rae, with whom he was walking in one of the parks.

"Butitisdl right, Alan," sheingsted. "I've been down to the engine. room and the workshops. |
know nothing about these things, but | saw row upon row of plastic cylinders, each with itsfinsand jets
at thetail. And they're setting up launching cradlesin al the airlocks. It will bedl right, | tell you."

"Perhaps, my dear. But | want to seefor mysdlf. And | want to have at least one round for each of
my own projectors. If this black ship of Pemberthy's drops on us without warning and blasts



Thunderqueen, | have no wegponsto fight back.”

"But.... Oh, | can seeit'sno use arguing with you. Y ou'll seethe Old Man, and you'll havea
first-classrow. same asyou did before, and you'll get nowhere. And.. . ."

"Shut up!" ordered Latimer. He enforced his order by pressing his mouth on hers. And as she went
limpin hisarms hefdt hisresolveto have it out with Captain Pemberthy weaken. He was doing enough.
He was doing more than his share. Let the Boss dicker with Thunderqueen's Master—he wasthe
politician.

CHAPTER IV
Cold-Blooded Murder

HOW long this mood would have lasted had it not been for the intervention of chanceit isimpossible
to say. But it was the hard pressure of Ailsa's shoulder holster againgt his chest that aroused resentment,
pulled him up from the pit into which hewasfagt faling. Thisgirl, thiswoman that was hisfor the taking,
was armed and he was not. It was an affront to his pride as afighting man. It was unthinkable that a
foolish merchant skipper should have the effrontery to provide his female passengers with wegpons, and
deny those same wegpons to those to whom was entrusted the defense of aworld, and morethan a
world.

Helet hisarmsfdl to hissdes. Thegirl, taken unawares, stlaggered. And in her green eyeswhen she
looked up at him was puzzlement and hurt, and a strange light that was neither.

"Wheredo | find the Captain?' demanded Latimer harshly.

"Y ou should know," she replied sullenly. "He and Commander Wood are usudly with your Boss at
thistime"

"Then I'm going there now. And Kimball had better back meup. Or . . ."

"Or what?' The voice was mocking. "Never you mind," he laughed, matching her mood of light
ralllery. He clasped her to him and kissed her heartily. And thought that if this had been Laurannethelittle
scene would have been followed by an atmosphere of dull resentment that would have lasted for hours.

Somehow, as he strode across the velvety grass, his spirits were light. He looked with appreciation at
atal, blonde girl, one of the liner's passengers. And he was not too surprised when he saw, afew
minuteslater, the same girl again. It couldn't possibly be the same girl, he told himsdlf. She must betwins.
.. And thought nothing more of it.

He returned the salute of the sentry at the entrance to Kimball's gpartments with a snap that surprised
even himself. As he strode aong the corridor he found that he was rehearsing what he would say to
Pemberthy. He repeated the most telling phrases, turning them over and over in hismind with relish.

It was not until he had dmost reached the office that the sound of angry voices aroused him from his
pleasant daydream. Angry voices? He listened intently. There was only one angry voice, and that was
Kimbadl's. Pemberthy was speaking in his usua expressionless tones. And Wood appeared not to be
Speeking at all.

Latimer started to hurry. As he reached the door he heard Kimball shout: "I know! | know what .. ."
And there was a peculiarly soft explosion, and ascream, and, when Latimer flung open the door, the
sckening stench of burned flesh.

Onthefloor, infront of hisdesk, lay Kimball. Where his protuberant belly had been was a charred,
gaping hole. The coils of the intestines, laid bare, seemed to have alife of their own, seemed to be
writhing dowly and dimily. Latimer gulped. He turned away quickly. But not before he had seenthe
smoking gun in Wood's hand, the ugly weapon that Pemberthy was pointing straight at him.

When he looked back both Wood and Pemberthy were covering him with their weapons. They
were, he saw, standard .5 service automatics. fitted with sillencers, firing an explosive dug. And the hands
that held them wavered not one fraction.

L atimer was not unarmed. He had his stout, metal-tipped stave, and the short dirk at hisbelt. Against
two nervousinexperienced gunmen he would have stood a fighting chance. But these gunmen were not



nervous. Such sangfroid might have been expected from two officers of hisown late service, but hardly
from those whose whole training emphasized the safe delivery of passengers and cargo, the safety of their
ships. He, Latimer, had killed hismen in hot blood. The only hot blood in evidence in thiskilling had been
Kimball's. The two merchant officers were no more than cold-blooded murderers.

DEMBERTHY was speaking. "l am | sorry that this had to happen,” he said.

"Y ou will be when you're sent out here to become a permanent guest,” cracked Latimer.

"Let mefinish. Your Boss, Kimball, was planning to seize our ship, to hand her over to the invaders
that he will —would—insist on regarding as Terran pirates. We quarreled. He drew aknife. Commander
Wood was obliged to firein self-defense.”

"What did Kimbal know?" demanded the Inspector.

Therewasalittle silence. Then Wood permitted himself the luxury of amirthlessamile.

"He thought that he knew that the ship that attacked us was manned by Terran pirates. . ."

"Another thing, you've said that you could not spare us arms. But even your women are packing
guns”

"We should, perhaps, have been more frank. Put yoursalf in our place, Latimer. Asfar aswe are
concerned this place may be more dangerous than the jungles of Venus. Are we to deprive ourseves and
our charges of dl protection?”

"No," admitted Latimer dowly. "But the aliance between us—if you can cdl it such—has been far
too one- sided. Y ou and your people have been given the freedom of our world. And what have we got
in return? Nothing but vague promises.

"Worse, you are supposed to be the law abiding citizens, wethecriminas. Yet . . ." He pointed
mutely to Kimball's body.

Pemberthy was silent. It was not, strangely enough, an embarrassed or aguilty slence. Thisthe
Inspector found strange indeed. He was willing to believe that the master of a passenger liner might well
find alack of frankness, a certain disingenuousness, very essentid in the execution of his professond
duties, might even, in time, become an accomplished prevaricator. But it isnot so much the act of lying,
of equivocation, that brings mora discomfort initswake. It isbeing found out. But thiswas as nothing to
thefact that Kimbd|l'skillers, men of peace, could view the body of the man they had butchered without
the dightest trace of emotion.

"Let him seethe ship,”" suggested Wood, his voice expressionless asdways. "L et him seethe ship,
and convince himsdlf that we are making hisweapons. Buit firg, g, it will be aswell to dispose of the
"Commander Wood isright,” agreed the Captain. "Nobody need know that Kimball isdead. At a
time of crisissuch asthisit will beaswell if nobody ever does know that Kimball isdead. Y ou, of
course, will carry on asyou have been doing; ever since our arriva you have been the red Boss. Kimball
has been only afigurehead.”

L atimer wanted to argue. He wanted to press the stud under the desk that would bring the guards
pouring into the room. And, above dl, he wanted to do violence to the two who stood there and to
whom the body on the floor was just so much refuse to be unceremonioudy dumped.

But ... They held the guns.

Had it not been for the fact that there was nobody el se on Ceres to whom the military command
could be entrusted, that he, Alan Latimer, was, even though Earth did not know, might never know
entrusted with the defense of the Solar System, he would never have let himsdlf be overawed by the
threat of the heavy pistols, would have dlowed the tides of fury to sweep aside dl prudence, dll
considered action.

But Ceres had wrought its changes. So, too, had the heavy responsibility with which he had been
saddled. And he held himsdlf on atight rein, and the red haze never quite obscured hisvision, and the
drumming of the blood in his earswas never loud enough to drown what the others were saying. "Well?'
demanded Pemberthy.

" il think that you're murderers. | till have to be convinced of the truth of your story. But .. ."



IIYS?I
"You giveme no choice"

WOOD had found the cunningly concealed button in the paneling. He pressed it, and acircular
section of thefloor did to one side. Latimer wondered how the strangers knew of the existence of the
chute that ran down to the big fertilizer tanks. Probably Kimball had told them in amoment of drunken
confidence. He had aways been proud of this unconventiond officefitting. But during hisreign it had
never, until now, been used for bodies. Bitterly Latimer reflected on how much better the Boss had been
than his bad and mad predecessors, experienced a sense of very red loss; of hatred for his murderers.

Wood dragged the gross body to the edge of the round hole, gave it alast shove with hisfoot. It
teetered for asecond or so, then vanished. From very far awvay came the sound of a splash. Kimball had
always been proud of Ceres parks and gardens.

And in death he would serve them no lessfaithfully than he had done during hislife.

Pemberthy waited until his executive officer had removed, with apiece of rag, al traces of blood
from the polished floor, sent the hideoudy stained cloth to follow the body. Then, with hisgun, he
gestured towards the door.

"And tdll the guards,” he said, "that the Bossisworking hard, must not be disturbed. Y ou can arrange
to havefood sent in at intervals.”

You fools, thought Latimer. Whoever brings the food will see at once that there is something
amiss ... Rut we're playing the game your way. All | have to do isto keep my jets clear. Thetwo
officersreturned their gunsto their side pockets. The Inspector could sense rather than see that he was
gl covered, thet the dightest hostile move on his part would be the last move that he would make. They
closed in on either side of him as they walked aong the corridor to the outside passages. So close were
they that he found it difficult to return the salutes of the guards.

At the last door there was another constable talking to the one on duty. When he saw Latimer he
dtiffened to attention, brought his hand to the brim of hishelmet. The most meticuloudy Prussian military
officer would have found it hard to lay hisfinger on anything wrong with the slute, but in it there was
something of what, in al servicesand dl ages, has been cdled "dumb insolence.”

ThemanwasLane.

"Mrs. Latimer's compliments, sir," he said tiffly, "and will you come round to your apartment at
once?' Alan Latimer did not want to go. The memory of the girl Ailsawastoo fresh in hismind, dreams
of afuturein which she played a prominent part were not lacking.

"That can wait," said Pemberthy.

"Oh, | don't know ..."

"Of courseit canwait."

And who the hell are you to give me orders affecting my private life? Come to think of it—you
and your long, lanky sidekick are ruddy anxious to get me aboard your damned ship. There'sa
catch in it somewhere. But | don't want to be bumped off the same as Kimball. All the same, I'd
better play ball, my way. Up to a point. Can't afford to split brass-rags when the alien ship may be
on top of us at any moment . . .

But hesaid: "I think I'd better go, Captain.” He managed amirthless grin. ™Y ou know what women
ae"

"l think you'd better come with us," Wood stated flatly. No trace of emotion was evident in hisvoice,
inhiseyes, but Latimer knew that the index finger of the Commander's right hand had tightened about the
trigger of hisgun.

Latimer glanced about him. There were too many witnesses for amurder. In addition to Lane and the
constable on duty there were three more policemen just coming out of the administration offices. And
there were ahdf dozen of Thunderqueen's passengers, men and women, coming along the wide
corridor.

It should have been reassuring, yet he had the feding that Wood would as soon shoot him down in
front of al Ceresasin private.



"No," hesaid. "My wifewants me, and I'd better go. But that matter we talked over in Kimball's
office, you have my word that I'min favor ..."

The dull, expressionless eyes stared into his. Then, "We have your word?"

"Havent | just told you?'

"Good. And asfor your vidit to the ship, some other time, perhaps.” That's what you think, thought
Latimer. He gave the two merchant officers a perfunctory salute, strode down the corridor with steps that
he tried to make not too hurried. And the uneasy feding in the small of hisback persisted until he had put
abend of the passage between himself and Pemberthy and Wood.

HE HAD every intention of going straight to his gpartment. He was curious asto the reason for
Lauranne's summons, and he was grateful to her for having extricated him from what he felt to have been
an awkward situation. Awkward? It was more than that. He became aware that his underclothing was
clammy with perspiration, knew that he had experienced a fear atogether beyond even the most
unpleasant and terrifying events of hispast life. Hetold himself that this was because thiswasthefirst time
that he had forced himself to stand up to areal emergency in cold blood. During his service career a
recklessness, an unthinking bravery, had stood him in good stead—until the black day that this same
recklessness spelled the ruin of his career and al hishopes. That'swhat it was, he told himsdlf. But the
explanation wasn't convincing.

He was deep in thought as he turned the corner into the corridor on which his apartment was
Stuated. Unseeing, blind and deaf to al else but the problem in hisbrain, helet hisfeet carry him around
the familiar curve. And when he cannoned into something firm, yet soft, something that said: "Wdll!
Redly!" hewas taken by surprise and off balance, stlaggered and amost fell. If Ailsa Rae had not caught
hisarm hewould havefalen.

"Wrapped in thought and clothed in haste," she said mockingly. "And hurrying homelike agood
husband ..."

"Why, yes. But not too good, I'm afrad .. . ."

Thegirl fell in step beside him. Latimer was walking more dowly now, matching hispaceto hers. lle
wastdling her histroubles, hisworries, asking her to use her influence with Pemberthy, if she had any
influenceto try to get him the arms that he so sorely needed.

"Itshopeless” hesaid. "I can't fight lethal rayswith quarterstaves and cutlasses and crossbows—"
He gassed his door and did not notice, would not have cared if he had noticed— "and thet fat little
beggar isgtting on top of enough materid to turn thisworld into afortress...."

"I'll seewhat | can do, my dear, | won't promise anything, but the next time that he has me up to his
room for cocktals I'll put your case as strongly as| can. Thetroubleis, he might be jealous.”

"What of ?*

"Nothing." She amiled up a him, her eyes greenly luminous under the rusty hair. "Nothing a dl, Alan,
but whose fault isthat?

"Perhagpsmine."

"Yes. Perhapsyours.”

"But aman has certain loyalties. . ."

"Why worry about loydties when timeis so short? Tomorrow, or the day after, the black ship of the
diensmay attack. She may, even now, be attacking . . . And whether we win or whether welosg, it will
have been something to have had each other. And you talk of loyaties. What cause has Lauranne given
youto beloyd?' "l wasn't thinking of Lauranne,” lied Latimer. "1 wasthinking of my duty to thisworld, to
therace. | wasthinking—" Helapsed into silence and thought:

Bloody liar. Of course you were thinking of Lauranne. And yet Ailsa is so different. And it's no
use kidding yourself that you're going to win this forthcoming scrap and get a free pardon and
marry the girl. Because you're not. Even with Thunder-queen's armory and wor kshops thrown
open to you, you wouldn't stand a snowball's chance in hell. All you can do isfight to the last man
and the last gun if Fatty Pemberthy lets you have the guns in time—and see to it that that mousy
little mutant Fenwick does his stuff before you blow the last round away. So why not? But



Lauranne—

And there came to him the memory of those lines of poetry that his wife had quoted when he was
new on. Ceres. Only ashort time ago it was, as men measure time, but it seemed that L auranne's voice
was coming to him over unguessable gulfs.

There go the loves that wither,
The old loves with wearier wings;
And all dead years draw thither.
And all disastrous things...

The dead years, hethought, and the old love that has withered, and a disastrous thing drawing
closer and ever closer fromthe stars. . . . | wilt do my best, | will fight to the last man and the last
gun, but | reserve the right to snatch some few moments of personal happiness from the wreck...

THEY had come, now, to one of the big park spaces. At this hour it was dmost deserted, and the
sun lampsin the blue haze of the high roof were dimmed. And across from the wide expanse of lawn and
beds of flowering plants there were trees, and the azure mist seemed to curl through their branches. In
thisworld of caves and tunnels where there was neither night nor day there was yet the dim mystery of
evening. And the knowledge that the twilight had been turned on by some grubby little technician did
nothing to detract from itsmagic.

For the magic was within themsdves.

Sowly, arms around each other's waists, they walked across the grassto the trees. And in the
privacy afforded by the overhanging branches they found a couch of soft moss. And the girl'sface as she
lay relaxed, was a pale glimmer in the dusk, and her eyeswere like two of the starsthat were al that was
lacking from the man-made dusk.

Latimer stood looking down at her. There was power in those eyes and a depth in which he could
eadly drown. Now that the moment had come, the opportunity, he was strangely reluctant to press home
the attack. It would be nice to be able to say that it was the thought of Lauranne that acted as a deterrent
but it would not be true. What held him back was the redization that he was not the attacker but the
defender, and the dim knowledge that far more was at stake than his unimportant virtue.

Ailsasaid: "Why don't you st down? Themossis soft . . "

And Lauranne, dthough far from histhoughts, was not far away in the flesh. The bushes briefly
protested at the rapid passage of abody through their interlacing branches, there was the dull gleam of an
uplifted blade in the twilight, and there was a sputtering shower of blue sparks as the blade struck home,

CHAPTER YV
The Monstersin Their Midst

ALAN LATIMER wasfast. Therewas only one thing that saved hiswife'slife—and that wasthe
strange thing that had happened when she buried her knifein the body of her riva. It didn't make sense.
And so Latimer, who by hisgrip on Lauranneswrists had prevented a second blow did not turn the knife
as he could easily have done, did not end Lauranne'slife as she had ended AilsaRae's.

But hesad hitterly, with grim intengity: "You bitch!"

"I'm not sorry. Y ou can't make me say I'm sorry. Y ou can break my wrist and use my knife on me,
but 'mglad | didit!"

"How did you know we were here?"

"What doesit matter. | wanted to see you—oh, no, nothing persona merely something that you, as
Big White Chief of Ceres should have known about. And when you didn't come | went, firgt, to the
Bosssoffice. And there were two officers from the ship just going in with abig case, but the guards
wouldnt let mein. And while | was dtill arguing Kimbal came out with the two men from Thunder queen,



and told me that you had been there with Pemberthy and Wood about an hour ago . . ."

"Y ou saw Kimball?"

"And why not?Istherealaw agang it?"'

"No. But it may interest you, my dear, to know that the last time | saw the Boss, Wood was sending
him on atrip down to the fertilizer tanks. And he had hisbdlly blownout . . ."

"But | saw him. | tdll you | sawv—"

Latimer relaxed hisgrip of hiswifeswrigts. He wanted time to think things out. It seemed thet there
was some phony time element involved, but Lauranne had said that she had seen the Boss after she had
sent Lane with hismessage. And the problem was of such importance that it dwarfed into inggnificance
thefact thet at their feet the girl Ailsawas sorawled ungracefully supine, abroken doll. Heforgot Ailsa,
but Lauranne did not.

Before Alan Latimer could stop her she had fallen upon the body, was ripping and thrusting with her
knife. And a low moaning sound came from the dead woman'slips, and her right arm went up feebly,
jerkily, to ward off the attack, and the right knee flexed and then suddenly straightened. And again there
were the sputtering sparks, the smell of ozone. And something smdl and hairy scuttled on long, spidery
legs from under the body, screaming shrilly and wordlessly asit ran.

Lauranne threw her knife, bit missed. And Latimer jerked himsdlf out of his mood of shocked
stupefaction and jumped. He landed squarely on the little monstrogity. And as he stamped itslife out with
his heavy boots he found himsdlf fedling grateful that he wasin uniform and not shod with thin civilian
sandds.

Heturned to look at hiswife, and she stood and looked at him, and the twilight seemed alive with
seathy menace.

Hesaid: "So that'sthe way of it. That's why Wood never knew me, athough he was executive officer
of Thunderqueen when she picked up Pathfinder's boat. And that's why there have always seemed to
be too damn' many of these people from the ship.”

HE STOOPED over the body. It was now aslifeless and as unconvincing as a dressmaker's dummy.
It was not even very cleverly made, just aroughly human robot of metal and plagtic. Latimer found the
knife, himsdf began to rip and tear. But his use of the wegpon was actuated by curiosity rather than by
viciousness. And he found that the robot had a human brain, part of ahuman brain, just adiced and
mutilated mass of grey tissue floating in atrangparent container, with wiring running fromit to thelittle
compartment in the lower part of the body that had housed the dlien, the controls of the robot.

"Just aTrojan Horse," murmured Latimer softly. "But how. . . . Oh, that's the way it must have been.
They're master psychologidts, these. . . things. And, given the rough framework as abasis, they could
cregte theilluson of aliving, bresthing actudity. And they'd have the victim's memory cellsto work with.

He held the container in hishands. "lt—she—must till be dive..." And hefdt an overwhelming regret
that he had never known thered Ailsa Rae—and when hismind dipped into imaginings of what must
have been doneto her, and to all of Thunderqueen's crew, he was glad when Lauranne jerked him back
to the present with a voice that was unnaturaly harsh.

"So you fel inlove with athing like an overgrown spider! Aren't you grateful to mefor saving you
from afate worse than death?' she sneered.

"l suppose s0,” hereplied listlesdy, ungratefully. "But what wasit you wanted me for?"

"Y ou can take an intelligent interest now, can't you? Well, | went out through the northwest gate, it's
hardly ever used, asyou know. And | found a ship's boat. There was aman beside it, he must have died
amost as soon as he sat foot outside the airlock. The boat itsalf was damaged; some kind of projectile
had smacked clean through the cabin. And the pilot must have been wounded by it, got into his suit, and
lasted just long enough to get down to Ceres. . ."

"A boat! Lauranne, thisisgreat! It meansthat we can get newsthrough to Earth!” Then hisface
darkened. For al that he or anybody on Ceres knew, Earth had falen aready to the invaders, was
overrun with little horrorsthat scuttled on long, spidery legs, that screamed wordlessly asthey ran. He



could not hope to fathom the alien mentality, but it seemed to him that those who had comein the
captured liner would hardly have bothered themselves with Ceres, unlessthe pena planetoid was merely
the [aboratory out of which would come the formulafor the conquest of the Solar System.

"We will seethe boat,” he said. "What about this?' Lauranne spurned with her foot the wreckage that
had been AilsaRae. "And that?" She pointed with her toe to the pulpy mass out of which protruded one
long, many-jointed leg.

"Yes. Youreright. If they find this messthe baloon will go up a once. And we shdl have no chance
ether to warn Earth or to put the other plan into effect...."

Hetook the knife, and with its aid scraped a shallow grave. With scant courtesy he pushed the
robot's body into it, and then gingerly lifted the crushed remains of the dien and dropped them beside the
body. He stood with the brain case, the pitiful remnant of what had been the girl Ailsabobbing gently up
and down ingdeit, in his hands. He made as though to put into the grave, hesitated, looked at the knife
that he had left lying on the ground.

Lauranne snatched the case from his hands. She threw it down, snatched up the knife and put al her
strength into one, chopping blow. Thelittle plastic sphere split, the fluid and what had been floating in the
fluid oozed over the moss.

"And that'sdl," spat the woman vicioudy. "Bury it with the rest of the rubbish and come and look at
the boat."

THE sun was harshly bright over the northwest face of Cereswhen they stepped out of the rarely
used airlock. The lifeboat was not immediately visible. At first Latimer wasinclined to doubt the truth of
Lauranne's story, to believe that she had lured him out here for some dark purpose of her own.

It S0 happened that the killing of her rival was not murder, was just the first minor victory of
humankind over the diens. But he knew that thisfact was merely incidenta. And hefdlt for hiswifeanew
respect that was more than the old respect revived. That had never held atinge of fear. He was glad that
shewasleading the way, that he did not have to bear ever in mind his unprotected back.

"Herewe are," said Lauranne suddenly, her voicetinny in the speaker of the helmet set. Shewas
standing on the brink of one of the many cratersthat pitted the face of Ceres. This one was amost
circular, was about fifty feet in depth. The walls were rugged, but it was the rugged. Hess of molten
matter that, in solidifying, has made a permanent record of al the eddies, the liquid turbulence, of itsflow.
At first the boat was dmost invisible. Only the very extremity of her bows reflected the shaft of sunlight
that danted down into the pit. And then, as the sun rapidly climbed into the black heavens, shewas
revealed as by the pulling back of adark curtain.

Carefully, choosing each foothold and handhold with caution, Lauranne clambered down into the
crater. Latimer followed. And it was not long before he was standing on the fused rocks, looking up at
the hull of the boat that was of greater importance to him, and the race, than to the crew of the ship for
which it had been supplied.

He shifted hisregard to the open airlock, the flimsy, telescopic gangway, and the body thet |ay at the
foot of the spidery contraption. It was that of aman, and though his armor was undamaged he himself
had suffered grievous hurt. It was easy to see through the transparent globe of the helmet that one side of
the face was dark with clotted blood, that, had the pilot lived, he would never have seen again out of that
eye.
Latimer looked up to the cabin of the boat. He saw the ragged hole that had been made by the
passage of aprojectile, decided that the damage had been done by one of the four-inch guns carried by
merchantmen as a concession to those who demanded that the liners of space go armed about their
lawful occasions. He smiled grimly. If those antiquated weapons couldn't even put a ship's boat
completely out of commission, what use would they be againgt a pirate or araider from Outside? But all
thiswasirrdevant. He climbed the catwalk into the cabin.

Onceinside the little compartment he ignored the bloodstains, the damage that was more spectacular
than serious. What held his attention was the log book on the desk by the control pandl. He read the
words: Log of the Spaceship Thunderqueen, Voyage 45. Commenced April 14, 2357; Finished. . ..



And where the date should have been filled in, would have been filled in had Thunderqueen
completed her voyage, was adark splash. It could have been ink, but Latimer preferred to think that it
was blood. It was more symbalic.

With clumsy, gloved hands he tried to open the tiff board covers. At hisfirgt attempt he found
himself reading the details of the liner'sloading at Port Curtis, at the second attempt he struck aday's
routine record of orbitsand positions, al thetriviaof awel run ship. And histhird attempt revealed only
blank pages.

LAURANNE had followed him into the boat.

"Shut the doors," he ordered. "Both of them." The woman obeyed. And then Latimer went to the
locker in which were kept spares and tools of al kinds, took a sheet of thick, transparent plastic and
hurriedly and roughly cut it to shape with the big shears. He took the ectric welder out of the box,
hoped that there would be enough power in the batteriesto operateit. There was. And when the joints
had been made to his satisfaction he opened the vave of the emergency air tank, snapped down the
switch of the cabin heater. "Why didn't he . . .?" began Lauranne.

"Maybe he couldn't. It's easy enough when you have two hands to work with, and it's my guess that
the poor devil had only one. . . ." Latimer was stripping the thick, metal-plated gloves off hisbands ashe
spoke. He flung open the visor of his helmet. And he snatched the log book from the desk and started to
read aoud.

SEPTEMBER 7, 2357

0056 G.M.T.: Screensreported object, relative bearing 047°-342°, on collison orbit. Automatic
pilot took avoiding action.

0101 G.M.T.: Orbit and speed to Master's orders. Object apparently uncharted asteroid,
approached for observation and investigation.

0207 G.M.T.: Vessd in closed orbit around object.

0215 G.M.T.: Number Six Lifeboat, Commander E. E. Wood, Cadets J. Perkinsand T.
Rasmussen, launched.

0303 G.M.T.: Lifeboat observed to make landing. Report received by R. T. from Commander to
effect that he and Cadet Rasmussen have | eft boat to obtain geologica specimens, investigate apparent
atifact.

0317 G.M.T.: Commander Wood to Captain Pemberthy: "There's adoor here, Captain, set inthe
cliff face. | think | can get it open. We're going in!" Captain Pemberthy to Commander Wood: "Don't.
Leaveit. Why doesn't he answer?' Communication with the Commander ceased, possibly because of
high metallic content of walls of tunnel he had entered. Captain Pemberthy to Cadet Perkins: "Let us
know at once as soon as the Commander and Rasmussen come out. Let us know at onceif you see
anything wrong." Cadet Perkinsto Captain Pemberthy: "Aye, aye, Sir."

0415 G.M.T.: Cadet Perkinsto Captain Pemberthy: "They're coming out now, gr." Captain
Pemberthy to Commander Wood: "Wéll, what did you find?' Commander Wood to Captain Pemberthy:
"Nothing."

0445 G.M.T.: Captain Pemberthy to Commander Wood. "What are you waiting for, Wood? Why
don't you blast off? Return to the ship at once." Commander Wood to Captain Pemberthy: "Slight
Converter trouble, Sir."

0507 G.M,T.: Lifeboat blasted off from asteroid.

0527 G.M.T.: Number Six Lifeboat in cradle.

"And then something happened,” muttered Latimer. "There's nothing else or thispage. . . "
he turned over rapidly . . "nor this. .. Ali, hereweare, . . Butit'shardtoread. . .. " Helooked at
Lauranne, hisface grim. "But it was harder to write!" He resumed hisreading, sowly and
hesitantly as he struggled with the cramped, distorted calligraphy.

September 9—not that it matterswhat the dateis, Aslong as| haveit right for my navigation. . . .
Not that | can do much in spacesuit with only one good hand. Thank God for the instruments. .. And



guess I'd better pray that we do hit Ceres.

Thisagteroid. . . Didn't bring my work book, couldn't find it, But can remember figuresroughly.
Elongated dliptica orhit, 63° to Plane Ecliptic. Perehelion November 17, Solar Distance thirty-nine
million, Dec.—from Earth-3° 45  north, R A. 11 17 00. Can't remember odd seconds. And it'sfor
Perindion.

And get it. Get it. Don't land, blast at long range. Whoever readsthistell them thet. Tell themto
destroy on sight. Don't land.

Thisiswhat happened.

It was my watch when we picked it up. As Navigator had gone in boat had to try compute e ements
of orbit Good job | did. Figures here rough, but should be sufficient. And get it. Get. . . .

Boat came back. Wood got out, and two cadets. Walking little stiffly, but all seemed quite naturdl.
Came dong to Control lugging dirty big case or chest they'd found and brought with them. When Captain
asked Wood where held been dl thistime, the three pulled guns they'd taken with them, held us up,
Byrne, Second Pilot, jumped for them, shot in belly. Then shot Cadet West, Seemed asthough did it to
keep rest of us quiet, maybe, testing weapons.

Tied usdl up then. Opened chest. And hundreds—thousands--things like spiders came ouit.
Intelligent—could see that way examined everything. And us, Rasmussen stayed as guard. Rest went
down to passenger quarters. Moat of them deeping—turned out to see asteroid, got bored, turned in
again. Could not have been much fight, but heard one or two shots. Waited what seemed like hours, then
Wood and Perkins came back. One by one took us down to Main Lounge. Placefitted up like operating
theaetre—was operating theatre. They had their robots ready—just flimsy things of wire and plastic with
motor, compartment in body for one of spider-things. And in head....

They opened up peopl€e's brain cases. Sliced away most of brain—kept only what they
wanted—memory and such. Put thisin transparent balls with amess of wiring, put them in robots heads.
And then robots came alive—weren't any longer ramshackle dummies.

But the blood—and the screaming.... No anesthetics, of course. And bodies sprawling around with
no topsto their heads—and damned spider-things dipping beaks into what was left of brains. .

One that tied me didn't make good job. Knots loose. Hoped to get free in timeto save Ailsa, but too
late. . . All | thought of then was getting away from ship in lifeboat, warning world.

Didn't see me going until amost at after door. . . . Made number 3 boat—and whole mob streaming
after me. Aliensand people.... But weren't people, just robots. . . . But Ailsathere with rest of them,
waving knife. ...

Got into boat, blasted off. And damned things cleared avay gun—Iet fly at close range. Shell right
through control room—transmitter smashed—face cut—hand broken. Got into spacesuit somehow:
Second and third rounds burst right a ongs de—guess they thought they'd got me. Didn't start drive again
till shipwell dear...

Now, Ceres. Hope, they believe me. Must believe me. Use their transmitter warn world. Fifth
Column. Trojan Horse. Wonder how fast those things breed?

Can't write any more. Weak. Hand tiff. Glove stiff. Pencil worn down, can't adjust. . . .

Perehdlion November 17—Solar Distance thirty-nine million—Dec. three forty-five north—R. A.
€leven seventeen zero zero. .. . And don't land. Don't land. Destroy on ...

"And that's all," said Latimer.

CHAPTER VI
Tothe Last Man

WOMANLIKE, following hisrecita of the dead man'slog, Lauranne had been inspecting the fittings
of thelittle cabin. A switch went down under her inquisitive fingers. And, suddenly, there was music,
strains that abruptly faded and were replaced by aman'svoice.

"Onthelast noteit will be precisdy eighteen hundred, G.M.T.," it said. The measured notes camein



strong and clear. Then: "Hereisthenews. . . ." Therefollowed arecitd of the past day's events on Earth
and in the colonies. There was nothing to merit a headline. There was no word of Thundergueen, not a
whisper of dieninvason.

Latimer sighed gudtily. "I was dways afraid that we were the last, and not thefirst,” he admitted. "But
thisisasfar asthey'vegot." Then: "Hdl! Theradio! It works!"

"Of course it works. Pemberthy and Wood—or the things masguerading as Pemberthy and
Wood—went adong to our station with Carter. And in charge of the box of tricks right now will be athing
masquerading as Carter....

"Herestheway | seeit. When they indulgein their fancy brain surgery they help themselvesto al the
memories of thevictim. They know afar amount about Earth, and they found out about Ceres. This
world has been just a laboratory guineapig. They're working out techniques, finding out how much they
can get away with. And when they're ready they'll take over, leave agarrison, and push off in
Thunder-gueen for Earth.

"And if they handlethingsredlly wdll, nobody will ever know that ther€'s been an invasion. At
least, not until they can afford to come out into the open and daughter the few real humanswho survive..

"And what do we do about it?'

"Now we have the boat we can warn Earth. What sort of shapeisshein?’

"Not bad. . . . But how that poor devil managed to land her—weak as he was and with only one
good hand —ismorethan | can say. The Jovian System ishandiest now. . . . If we can take the boat
there we can use their wirdess...."

"But suppose.. . ."

"Haveto take that risk I've checked the fuel. Even to Ganymede it means free fdl most of the way."
"And the other plan, the origina?' "Don't know. But it would be safer. Troubleisthat we can't trust
Fen-wick to go ahead with his part of it unless he has mora support, or apistol at hisback. ..."

"Yes, it would be best. That and the boat. And I'll seewhat | can do with Fenwick. . . ."

They clambered out of the lifeboat, down into the pit into which she had been set. Asthey passed the
dead man Latimer thought briefly of giving him decent burid, decided regretfully that there where so
many other things of far more pressing importance. And the unknown watch-officer of the Jovian liner
would not thank them for wasting time on a ceremony that would, shortly, be entiredly meaningless.

The sun had set and the cold struck through their insulated suits. Latimer looked up at the frosty
gars, wondered whence had come the little world with its alien invaders. He wondered how many other
races had falen victimsto its vampire inhabitants, then dismissed such queriesfrom hismind asbeing
usdless. If things went well nobody would ever know anything about the aliens except such scraps of
information that survived about their appearance, their methods of waging war. Thelog of
Thunderqueen would be the tomb of arace. If Fenwick's doubtful courage would stand the te<t.

They cameto the airlock. Together they entered the prison world of Ceres, with its parksand its
gardens. its cargo of broken lives, itsfreight of menace from beyond the stars. Together they walked
along the softly lit corridors, closer to each other than they had been for many amonth. And together
they entered the park in which the false Ailsa had been killed.

It s;emed—nhere in thisworld without seasons—that there was the smdll of autumn inthear. Every
breath they took brought with it the sense of the trangitory nature of al things. But the spell was abruptly
broken when they came to the grave in which they had buried the shattered remains of Alien and robot.

An open, empty trench yawned before their eyes.

IT WAS Fenwick who wasfirst to meet them.

Asthey hurried over the wide expanse of park they saw alittle, agitated figure sumbling towards
them. And the grotesque haste of the little man, flitting through the twilight like some agitated bat, served
to emphasize the distant mutter of Sidearms, the roaring murmur of many voices, of which they had
become increasingly conscious.

"Latimer!" gasped Fenwick. "Itisyou, in'tit, Say itisyou! They've taken the controls of the moving



ways, they hold dll theairlocks. . . . And our people are holding out in the Marlowe Memorid...."

"How arethey doing?’

"They can't hold much longer. The others have more guns—the only onesthat we have are those
we've taken from dead bodies. And they aren't bodies, Latimer. They aren't bodies. | tell you that
they're only flimsy affairs of wire and plagtic. What are these things? And they've brought heavy guns
from the ship, mounted on carriages, and they're firing them down the corridors and tunnels... ."

"Isthe tunnd cler?’

"I don't know. It was. | came past that way, and | didn't see anybody . . . or anything. . . . But
yourenot . . . Say that you're not!"

"I am, Fenwick. We are. Comeon!" Latimer pulled out the gun that he had taken from the body of
the thing clothed as Ailsa Rae. With hisleft hand he gripped the arm of thelittle thief. Lauranne, onthe
other side, did likewise. They hurried him over the short grass, towards the mouth of the tunndl that
would afford the shortest approach to the big, burglarproof door. Proof—that is—against the common
run of cracks-men. But this Fenwick was not of the commondity. Star-begotten, hisfather a spaceman,
the faulty insulation of some long ago broken-up ship had produced in him a mutation, agift, that could
have led to digtinction, fame, in theworld of science. That would have led to such distinction had it not
been for the fatal taint that had brought him to rot on Ceres.

It was an awareness of more dimensions than three. It was the ability with smpletools, or no tools at
al, to force the most complicated lock of Man'sdevising to hiswill. It was agift that could have been
used to unlock the ultimate secrets of matter. And it was a gift that had been used to unlock safes and the
vaults of banks.

It was agift that, in the end, would procure for its owner aworld for afunera pyre.

Asthey |eft the park the thunder of gunfire became louder, more ominous. The crackle of the smaller
weapons was amost continuous, and now and again would come the deep, reverberating boom of the
artillery. Latimer thought of hismen hemmed inin the Marlowe Memorid, wished vainly that he waswith
them. And he wished that he had some way of |etting them know that the rearguard action they were
fighting was not in vain, that every minute gained contributed to the ultimate downfal of theinvaders.

There had been fighting dong this tunndl. There were the bodies of men and women. Some few had
been shot in the head; those corpses had not been violated. The mgjority had been killed by body
wounds. Every battlefield in Man'slong, bloody history has known the plunder of the dain, but never
such gruesome pillage asthis.

At the mouth of the tunnel leading to the door to the power plant there were four guards. They wore
robot bodies, their own flimsy anatomies could never have hoped to handle the heavy gunsthat they
carried. But these were no robots clothed in theillusion of flesh and blood. They had arough, scarecrow
gmilarity to humankind and that wasall.

Unaccountably they hesitated. It may have been that they took the three running towards them for
their own kind. Although that, in view of their undeniable telepathic powers, is doubtful. But they
hesitated. It was only for a split second, but it was enough. The circuits and relays actuating their
mechanical muscles could never hope to equd the speed with which Latimer aimed and fired. The sound
of gunfire was thunderousin the tunnel, and before the last echoes had even considered dying al four of
the dien guards were down, each with an explosive dug in the compartment in which lived the controlling
intelligence.

And Fenwick was down.

HE WAS not dead; one of the bullets fired by the guards had struck the tunnel wall against which he
was crouched. The explosion had driven fragments of stone deep into his side. He was not deed, yet.
Lauranne kndlt beside him, doing what little she could, whilst Latimer collected the wegpons of their falen
enemies.

The wounded man writhed and groaned.

"Stay with me," he pleaded. "Don't let them open my head. . . . Don't. . ." He clung to Lauranne's
hand, looked up at her with the pleading eyes of ahurt spaniel



"I'll stay," she promised.

With pistols stowed all around his person, Alan Latimer came to his wife and Fenwick.

"How ishe?' he demanded, little of gentlenessin histone.

"Hell lagt," replied the woman. "L ong enough....”

They picked up the wounded man, carried him to the huge, gleaming door that blocked the tunndl.
They set him down on the stone floor. They looked in baffled wonderment &t the array of whedlsand
diasand symbols set on the metal surface. It seemed to them that even if one should have the right
combination the opening of the way to the power station would be atask only to be undertaken after
prayer and fasting.

Fenwick looked up at the door too. It was not the first time he had seen it. When he arrived on
Ceres he had been taken by Kimball, who had heard of his gifts, to make an inspection. The Boss had
asked him then if he could open the door without unleashing the doom that lay behind it. Truthfully, he
had replied no. If he had been able to answer yes he would have been, after the Boss, the most powerful
man in Ceres.

Now he was the most powerful man in Ceres.

And theirony of it wasthat, if he were asked the same question as before, the answer would be an
unqudified affirmative,

In the past the power that lay within hismind had been awild talent, uncontrolled and uncontrollable.
It had been impossible to concentrate, to hold the flickering picture steady. Not that it was ever a
picture—the word is used merdly for convenience. But the sense of perception came and went, faded
and waxed strong, faded again not to return for hours, or days, or months. Now, with the changes
wrought in his brain and neurd structure by pain, by the dight decomposition that precedes the desth of a
living organism, the picture was bright and steady. And hismind, asit were, went out and handled the
beautiful intricacies of lever and tumbler, dectronic flow and magnetic field.

And understood.

"Areyou sureyou can tackleit?' Latimer demanded.

"Of courseI'msure. 1 .. ."

Hetried to riseto hisfeet, reached for the nearest whed, fell heavily. And agrowing, glistening pool
on the floor where he had fallen was mute testimony to the inadequacy of Lauranne's rough bandaging.
He looked up at them, hiswizened, grey little face contorted with pain.

"I candoit," hewhispered. "I can see the levers and tumblers. But one of you will haveto turn the
dids...." Then, "But | don't want to die. | don't want to die!”

LAURANNE reached out. She snatched one of the pistols from her husband's belt. She cocked it,
making sure that this smple operation was performed as noisily as possible. She pressed the cold muzzle
againgt Fenwick's neck.

"Now will youdoit?'

"Yes. Yes That did there, the top right hand one. Turn it to D-O-O-M-S-D-A-Y...."

"Doomsday?" She struck Fenwick across the face with the barrel of the weapon. She struck him
again. He started to scream, but she struck himyet athird time. . . .

"Stop it!" shouted Latimer. "Y ou are smashing the poor devil'sfacel™ "I know it. Now, Fenwick, this
'‘Doomsday’ of yours. That word has an ominousring.... Could it be...." her voice was|ow, dmost
caressng . . "that thedia you want meto turn is one of the controls of whatever safety device this door
must have?' Sheraised the pigtal threateningly. "Answer mel”

"Yes..." whimpered thelittle crook. "Y es. Don't touch the dials. Just the whedls. And don't. . .
Don't!"

Shesad: "If yourelying again They won't find any head on you worth cutting open”

"That lower right hand whed! ..." babbled Fenwick almost ddlirious. "Takeit. Turn it to oh three,
seven, then left-handed to three four six. Right-handed to oh threefive. . ."

"Wait." Sheturned away from the wounded man, left him dabbing ineffectua hands at the blood
streaming from his battered face. She ran back along the tunnel to where Alan Latimer was standing,



gunsready, poised to fight off alien interruption. She caught hisarm, pushed her face closeto his,
whigpered: "Haven't you forgotten something?”

"What?'

"The boat, you fool. Aren't you supposed to be galloping off to warn the System?”

"Not now. We can't |leave Fenwick by himself to open the door. We must stay.”

"Only one of usneed stay. . ."

"Of course. Y ou'll find the boat fairly easy to handle. And remember, free fall as much of theway as
posshble”

"I can't handle aboat. Given unlimited fue for experiments | might make Ganymede, provided that
theair and food and water hung out. Y ou must go."

"But we can't leave Fenwick." "I shan't leave him."

Then Latimer turned to face hiswife. He said: "Y ou're right. Of course you're right. But can't you see
that | can't go?"

Lauranne said bitterly: "If AilsaRaewere Stting in that space scow waiting for you, you'd be off like
ashot! Go, damn you! Do you think that | want to die with you after what has happened?"

Latimer turned white under histan. His lipsworked, but he said nothing. Then, at last, the bitter
words came. "Takethese," he said, pulling two of the pistolsfrom his belt. ™Y ou might want to shoot me
in the back."

He turned abruptly, strode down the tunnel. Lauranne stood and watched him go, half raised her
arms, let them fall hopelesdy to her sde. Y oufool," shewhispered. ™Y ou fool. Of course | don't want to
diewith you. | want to livewith you!" Sowly, listlesdy, she made her way back to where Fenwick, an
untidy bundle of rags, was sprawled on the tunnel floor. Shelooked down at the dying man, then at her
wrigt watch. "Thirty minutes at least,” she muttered. "Have to give him thirty minutesto get to the boat,
fifteen to get clear a maximum accderation.” And down the tunnel drifted the sound of gunfire, fainter but
gill continuing, showing that some few defendersyet were gaining for her the time she needed.

"And that's that," said the Admiral. He was pleased with himself, had good reason to be so.
The forces under his command had made a landing, had taken prisoners without loss to
themselves, had blasted a little world into a thin, faintly luminous haze. And when the Admiral let
his mind stray to those same prisoners—obscene, spidery things that scuttled about their cages on
many-jointed, flimsy legs—he felt no compunction over the act of destruction that he had
performed.

"Where's that fellow Latham . Latimer?" he demanded of an aide. "Think I'll have him up for
adrink ....

But Latimer did not come. Instead came a messenger who told of how the ex-lieutenant had
burst into the prison compartment, had opened fire with two pistols, slaughtered the helpless
Aliens. The guards had tried to stop him. One had been killed outright, the other was not expected
to live.

"And he was saying something,” concluded the messenger. "I couldn't make it out, sir, but it
sounded like poetry. Something about old loves, and dead years, and disastrous things, it sounded
like.

"But that was just before he shot himself."



