THE SOLUTION
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When young Fiﬁk}r Lare returned te Castor, he was

censidered fair game by everyene ot the Cosine.
Pinky, however, hoad learned his [ssson the first
fime and now had a few plans of his own
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T was siill dark when Pinky
Lane reached the hotel. Castor
bad lvroed its back on the sum,

aod the 1ippling of the tem-
Blots taid Pelloxy was oot doe to
tise for an howr. The rain flew in zol-

id hor'zontal sheets as the wet plan-

et's simosphere roshed-fn its regular
tidal movement loward its satellire

twin,

Wuniration by Bill Terry

Finky scarcely gavo the botel a
alance,  The weied, mushroom-cap
architeclure of Castor, se function-
ally adapted to its unique coodi-
tiops, kad lost its fascication for
him. As wn all the Duich colonies,
ihe Haoltand House bad a big hook
for vegistering suests to sizn. Pinky
filled in the first empty line with a
guick scrawl:
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"Pinldand Lane, age 27, aingls
birthplace  Centawrus III, occupa-
ton cogincer.” He could not heip
but  read the gprevious enlry:
“Tossph Bayuk, age 55, widomer,
birthplace 5ol 1L, octupation lango
dancer.” He grunied briefly at the
joke of it, and slung his dvipping
slicker o the ®iront how."

Tutning te plek up his baps and
go to his room, he saw Bart coming
purposefuily toward bim across the
lobby. A particularly sharp earth
shock made the botel owner lurch
aod catch himself, grinming weyly
at the red-headed enginecr. The
bulging silica-pel walls heaved and
wriggled, and the floor rippled
queasily as the soft quicksand on
which the hotel foated yiclded with
the guake.

“Pellux'll be up in a little while,”
Bart told Lane huskily. “Well, kid,
I never thoupht i'd see vou back
here, not after the rocking you got.”

Lang reached down o shake the
gambler’s outstrerched hand. "Hel-
lo, Mr. Bartalucia,” he said, blush-
ing to the tips of his ears. “And
you can bet T never wanted to come
back, either. I've had enough of the
Twin Planeis to last a lifetime”

Bart’s husky croupfer’s wvoice
[aughed with soft understanding.
“Tough break for a young pup,”
he agreed. “Come on, I'll buy you
a dreink”

Pinky followed Bart’s lithe walk
across the fluttery ripples of the
tloor into the Castoo. Tlay was
Aow, Irecddiy  was dealing black
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jack tp a new stickman, recogniz-
able ag a crap dealer by his short
black apron. They gave him the
codt,  [ndiffersnt eye that every
rlarer sooner or later pets to lmow.

There was a new bartender, too,
Tane mnticed, Things pever stood
st]l or Castor, in more ways than
ore, The sbharpest shock of the om-
coming lamd tide swayed the whole
balloomine storctire to  emphasize
hiz thought. Auwtomatically both
Bart and Pinky steariied themselves
with a hand against the bar,

t was a roval fize for Bart. Tt
always was. Pinky joined him in
the drink.

“All right, Pinky,” Bart said, as
he sel hiz glass on the har, “How
come you'Te back?® Pioky's fair
voung features colored again in an
embarrassed bHlush,

"1 came back to get my pay, Mr.
Barlalucis,” he said . difidently.
“My father nearly took my bead
off when he heard about it, He said
nté gang of crooked promoters
hacked by 2 tin-hern gambler could
do thut to a son of his”

Barts sharp eves were veilad by
half-drawnn lids. *Your [ather saya
sgome  pretty  rough  things,” he
breathed softly.

“Ves, Mr. DBartalueia,” DHnky
replied. I hope you don't take it
personally, of course, He's like that.
You knopw I don't Feel that way
myself. Jt's just that my father
taised 20 much hell 1 Aed to come
back. No matter whof you people
de to me” He swallowed nerv-



THE S0LUTION

guely,

“I dom't know whai you're falk-
mp about, of course,” Bart told him
quictly, “Youw're z mice clean kid,
Pinky, and you shouldn't hang
aroung a hole Kke this.  So far
you've heen locky, but you zbould-
n't streteh

“Locky?” Pinky said nervously.

“Yeah, Lucky 1 don't gmef sore
at you for hewng so dammed honest
in repeating the things your old man
saye. It would be a shame if the
boyy bod to give you g mod bhath.”

Finky had a quick umhappy
realization of what it would be like
to flounder deeper und desper into
the bottomless quicksand. He could
not mistake the icy threat.

EFORE Dinky could
there was a Hetle
activity at fhe tables.
A short, pot-bellied man dressed
in cool, well-tailored mylon, had
ibreeged into the Casino. He waved
his cizar cheerly to Barf amd
walked to where Freddy was stll
dealing (o the new slickman, His
baid scalp gilstened in the overhead
lights, Fat juwls creased in the
happiest of grins. He threw a hill
on the tzble and called for chaps.
. "The tanps dancer,” Bart smorted
huskily. |

“New beref” Pinky asked, plad
to change the nhject.

“Veah. Just blew in, Has the
room tightl acovss jtom you. Fetiwed
banker or somethibp,  Seeing the
world, Says he gets & kick out of

reply,
ripple  of

TII

rubbing elbows with the seamy side
of lile. He's too bomest, oo,
Pinky.”

Laughter broke out at the black
jack tahle as Bawvuk, the tango
dancer, =at down., The idle stick-
man s slowly fo lng deet, took
off h% black spron and folded it
careful'y over the back of the stool
next to Bayuk., He drifted away
like smoke,

“Thanks fer the dmnk, Mr.
Bartalueia” Pinky toid the gambs
ler. He got wp and started from
ihe bat.

“Pinky!™ Barr called after him.
The Centauvrian stopped,

“?E’E?"

“Oh, all right. Go abead. It's all
right "

Pinky shrupged mentally and
watked to his room.

A guick suecession  of  guekes
threw Him  apainst the vielding
sithca-gel wall of the coridor, The
hotel »ode with the blow, itz mush-
room-cap shape sageipg and  re-
colling slugeishly. The “give” of
the building aprang several doors
cpen o boe cofmidor. Pinky was
ledl standing with an unneeded key
in his bamd. A& sound behind him
tnade hitn whitl. He was embatras-
zod to see the mew stickman ztand-
iz inside the tanpo damwer's room,
a tiny flushlight in  hia  hand,
obviously surprised in the act of
rifling the newcomet’s Iugpape,

"Hello,” Pipky said solemnly. B
was 2 rather hard place to make
conversalion.  The olher nodded



with ore quick jerk of his head.
Fhe light m his hand went out. The
hotel sagped and swayed apain, and
the door of Bayuk's roon smume
thit, cutting off Pioky's vies of
the gther. He didn't hke it. But
reaybe Bart ijelt he had to Tnow
wio his guesis really were,

WITH the sketchy contents of

his bars stowed in the dres-
set, Laoe rveturned to the Casino.
Bayuk was still ar the black jack
teble, apparendly winning. Another
player bad come in, a thin, rat-faced
Little man, wiose spiled and wrink-
ked ssersucker heng limp and -
Bttfng on lis skimpy body.

Finky hitched his big frame on-
to the steaddle-legged stool next Lo
e tangp damcer and bought fifty
ahips. They played silently for &
while, giving Freddy a pretty pood
min for his money, Bayuk was het-
gng with yellow ten-guilder chips.
The wnkempd, necvous stranger in
seqravicker played singles, 23 did
Fhnky,

Freddy shuffled deftly, But beot
a card. He turned cooly behind him
b gt a fresh deck, Lape seized
E: opportunity to lign close to the

nga dancer,
“Mr. Bayuk?" he whispered
safity.

The jowly Terrestrial turned his
weaming face towaed him, remowving
the cigar from his fat lips. “Yes?"
be axid, :

“T'm not trving to be nosev,” te
seif, biushing. "But have you any
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idea why the other dealer i3 search.
ing your roomre”

Bayuk’s face never lost its prin.
“T den't,” he replied cheerfully.
“I'd like to know what he makes aof
five pounds of dirty linen, though,
That, some clean shirta, a couple
swits and three pair of shoes are gl
he'll hind" His eyes were owlizh
and inscrotable behind the hore-
rins,

The third man on the player's
side of the table appeared (o pay
no notice to the conversation, He
was swealing heavily, mopping the
trickling beads from his porked
and pitted face with e back of his
hand.

“Tust thought you might care”
Pinky said, somehow hurt that the
pther took the matter so bhghtly, He
tormed back to the dealer as Freddy
broke open the new.pack. The game
geemed to pick up, A kind of elec-
tric tepsinn was meve and more
noticeable 1 the air. Pinky swel-
lwwerd and heard his ears pop, That
was il, be knew. Rising Pollux was
drageing a preat bubble of Castor's
atmosphere with him, fthe wild ar-
tide of the rainy planet. Atmos-
pheric pressure was increasing pal-
pably. They wer e all getting a little
oxygen drunk, He remembgred to
temper hia bels. Inm am holt or so
Castor's Lwin would pass the zenith
and the pressure waygld start to fali
again. In a few days He would be
ted to it again,

Thiﬁ dded pressure made it het-

ket £ rap mare and more
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heavily from the rat-faced player's
face. With 2 muffled curse he pull-
ed a wadded, disreputably hithy
haredkerchie! {rom his pocket and
mopped Lis pocked {eatures. From
the corner of his eve Pinky saw a
slip of paper drop to the undulating
floor. His natoral politencss was
about to make him call the other's
aitention to it, bul 2 sharp dig in
his ribs from Bayuk's elbow quieted
nim for an instant. Riszing and
losing his last chip. the skinny man
wiiggled off his sinol and walked
jerkily across the swaying flopr to
the bar. PBayuk slipped one fat
haunch off the padded seaf and
picked up what had been dropped.
1t dizappeared within the side
pocket of his coat without creat-
ing o ripple of mterest from its
Inser or from the dealer.

"Enocugh of this,'” the bald Ter-
restrial  sald  happily, after a
cople more hands. e pressed the
fire feom his cigay butt, "“Come
along, young fellow. Il buy you
& drink.”

ITwas a gin fzz this Hme All
the Dutch ever drank was gin,
Finky decided.

“First today,” said Bayulk raiz
itg hia glass.

"Mud in vour eye,” Pinky teld
bim, a little il af easc with =z
stranger. “Flenty of it, here on
{Castor,™

“Quite & place,” the Terrestrial
nocded  wvigorously,  “And  what
paoplel” His fat lips split In a
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delifhted pnn,

T don’t find them s3 wvery fun-
oy,” Lane confessed,

“Come, come,” Bavuk teld him.
“They're more fun ihan youll have
In 2 century back home. Have wou
ever feen on Eargh?®

“Oh, yes, gir. 1 did my graduate
wark at Colotado School of Mines,"

‘“Well, vou know what it is back
there,”” Bayuk =ald, “All my Jife [
sat aroand an offlce, all duded up,
so polite, s0 nice, so  pemisel, F
never saw a crogk that I can me-
member until 1 retired.”

“Fowre rotired#™

“PI say I am,” the other said
Jorlully, bouncing up and duwn as
fae planet writhed and heaved
beneath them, I'm seeing the Gol-
axy. And not fust the tourist spots.
I zet tae kick of my life rubbing
eltows with people like these,” The
flash of diamoods on hiz hand ook
them &l in, but somehow seemed
10 exclude Finky.

“You don't coumt me as one of
them, eh®” he obeerved,

“Dien't be silly,” Bavuk protest-
ed, rapping bix #lawe oo the har for
g refill. “These shoddy ooteasts all
have that look abuut them, What af
that scedy looking shill who just
leit? Duln't he Iock the part?”

“The one who dropped the
paper?’’ the big redhead reminded
him, hiz blond fealures toroing
bright pink,

“Yes. That ene, That was the
house’s money he was plaving with.
Or else they put it on the tah. A
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regular, you can tell it." He stop-
ped, but  Pinky's embarrassad,

guestioning fromn forced him an.

“Oh, ves,” he said. "“The paper.
Perhaps you think I should hawve
returned it? Well, had ypos dropped
it, I would have done sa. But that
character, an.” He reached into his
toat and removed the soiled and
wrinkled sheet irom his pocker. It
was limp with sweat, crumpled and
sqiled. A huge diamond flashed on
hiz [at fingers 23 he carefully
spread it an the bar

“Copy of a radiogram,” Lane
told him.

“Yes"" Bavuk apreed. “But read
]':LII

Lane frowned at the message,
The address had been forn off,
COnly the first word of the text
made any sense, Tt read; "“TELE-
GRAPH TS00A MOGES HEYED
UITEX MECLN LRTIA RHONA
LYSCT ODCDC AENGL ASOAN
SGATH ELONTI AEULY NDUCK
ACITP CURST CESNT EQOWLD
CCFEW UEOQSE NNTPIL ITNLG
TCNHE GLURU UNFLA LDI-
FE.,"

“The jack-pot,” Bayuk gloated.
"We bought ourselves sonething
What's your pame, sqo?”

“Lane, Mr. Bayuk,” the engineer
said, swallowing. “Pinkland Lane.
They call me Pinky.”

“I don't wonder,” .Bayuk
laughad, shawing large, tabacco-
stained teeth. “With that hair, and
the way you blush every time wou
open your mouth,” He was instant-
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ly contrite, “'I'm sorey,” be said,
on seeing Pinky's face fame red,
and sounding az if he meant it.
“Nal a very good joke, eh, Pinky?"

The redoead frowned at the en-
ciphered massage. “I wonder” he
said. “Could it be that simple?”

“You mean you understand itr”
Bayuk whispered excitedly.

“Ko, but pechaps T can decipber
it." PFipky declared. He sketched a
simple diagram oo the back of an
opened Jetter he found in a pocket.

“Let me see it,"” Bayuk nsisted,
e ]m:-l-:rd over Tipky's work:

TELEGRAPH

g 2 6 34 681 735

Fa EEs ms = LEm s —aa im s

GUARANTEE
LICHENSOL
UTIONTOWD
REINGPOLL
U X PALI-AD ]
TMCLATMOA
L 1S i g B B bt
FORESONGET
LLS&8CALETEPL
ANTINCGS WI
LLCOSTHTUN
DREDGCRED
ITSCANYOTU
FINDTHESZC
FRATCH©OEK

Pinky copied the message in lin-
eat Style!

“TELEGRAM  GUARANTEE
LICHEN SO0LUTION TO WORE-
ING POLLUX  PALLADIUM
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CLAIM CAN BUY STOCK FOR
SONG FULL SCALE PLANT-
INGS WILL COST HUNDRED
G CEEDITS CAN YCOU FIND
THE SCRATCH HOEE.™

“Now, that makes some sense”
Bayuk gloated, straightening. “'How
did you ever [igure it outd”

“Simple columnar transposition,”
Pinky said, smbarrassed at his quick
saccess. “That first word em claw
would be a tip-off to anyhedy who
had ever played with ciphers.”

“Tt doesn®t look =simple to me,”
Bayuk admired. “Damned clever,
Finky!™

"Not really,' he  disapreed.
“Shucks, wou'd almost think they
wanted somebody (o dope it ouf,
using that siraple a cipher, Any-
way, thev're in for a hig surprise
about the stock.”

Bayuk digested the implication of
Finky's statement [or & moment.
"Dio you know what this is abouti®
he demanded. )

"Funny, isn't it?” Pinky agreed.
"But T da."

"“Well?” Bayuk insisled. The
Casino  heaved and irs  walls
writhed [naubstantially, They bath
steadied themselves against the bar.

INKY looked at the Terrestrial

speculatively, After all, mayhe
this waz the break he needed to
tecoup the salary he had never
besn paid, A quick gale of his atock
Cdwr ten  thousand  credits  would
Mare that account. And e
cetainly could use a friend oo 2

IT§

hell-hole like Castor, where evety
autcast was at the threat of every
ather, He and Bayuk were probably
lhe omly two men om the planet
who weren't [ugitives from some
form of justice. Take a chance, he
decided, his stomach fluttering
neryausly.

“Remember that ratty lictle goy,
the ome you called a shill>”

“Ves,"  Bayuk recalled, nodding
vigorously.,

“YWell, that’s Hoek, the guy whe
ment this radiogtam. He's a chae-
acter around here. A smeaky crook,
if there ever waz oue, Sort of a con-
fidence man. A crooked promoter,”

Bayuk chuckled, *You aren't
telling me a thing" he said em-
phatically. “One ook was enough.
It looks as though he's trying to
promote somebody right now,” the
bald Terrestrial decided, fingering
the message. )

“That's what’s funny about it”
Lane protested. “He sent that mes-
mage to somebody ke knows, The
cipher proves it. And that Jast
phtase. He wouldn't ask if the
other gav could 'find some scratch’
if he was promoting somebody’s
confidence, It sounds more like one

‘rrock talking to snother. He's atill

selling the same old thing, though,”
Pinky concluded, puzzled,

“What's that>"'

“It's in the message. The lichen,
He pay: he guarantees jt's the solu-
tion to working the palladium de-
posits on Castor., That outfit he
meptions, FPallux-Palladiom, went
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bost a couple months ago trying to
do it. The climate licked rhem.”

“The clima‘er”

“Uh hub. Pollux s completely
arid. And hot as hell, You have to
Eve Tn a respirator. Men just won't
stay, éxcept at wages that bankrupt
BNy Company.’’

Bayuk read the Jdeciphered mes-
sage carefully again. "Dut Hoek
says he's got that licked, T wonder
what he's pot?” he mused,

“I told you. His lichen,”

“T don't get il

“Hoek's famous, or should T say
infamous, around here, He has
same trick lichen he cither found
or developed that he swears will
grow on Pellux, You see, if vege-
tation could thrive there, i would
pit water in the air, and make the
place fit to live in. Would shield
the sun, {os, and lower the tem-
perature. He claime this  weird
plani of his aclually pulls  the
water of crystallization eut of the
rocis. There's watce in them, afl
right. The only water therc iz on
Pollux. It's a nice idea”

“Why don’t they try it?" Bayuk
denranded,

“Oh, they have, DbMr. Bayuk.
Three or four times. That's hew
that little crook males hiz lwing.
He finds some suckers whu never
heard of him, peddles his- idea, and
gets them 1o outiit an expedition,
Of course 4is lichens die. Thewv
may make a litle water, but mot
enough, and they dry out in the
arid atmosphere on Follux, You
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can’t imagine what it's like unless
you've been thers. One bresth of
that stuff just about takes  the
lungs right out of you. You sweat
and 1v ieels like you're getting an
alcohol rub, and all the Hme the
sm {5 burning the skin off veu”

“Bul, Pinky,” Bayek gasped,
petting the pictore. “Don't you see
what this radiogram means? Hoek
has made his process, whatever it
15, watk after alll He's apparently
paing £o try it oo his ownl Do voo
suppose ke really covld have dooe
it

'"That's what ke says,” Pieky
said,  "Well, well find ouwt =oon
enough, if he’s really (rying to Cor-
ner the stack. T own a hig slice my-
aelf, Thai’s all 1 ever oot for wark-
img for them.”

“You worked bor them?™

"Wes, That's why I'm here,
really, When they went broke they
stuck me for my pay, 50 L got a
judgriert  against  the  unissued.
treasury stock of the company. I'm
trying to get some cach for if now.”

Bavuk spread hiz hands, “Why,
it's tailor-made” he cried. ‘You're
g cincht”

*“Not that easy,” the blg Centaturs
ian orotested, “Hoek hasa't any
dowph, His  radiograsm  aske [or
meney. Trving 1o make a deal with
him would be borrowing {rouble,
Td sure like to know where Bart
fils in this.”

“Bart]™ Bayuk exclaimad. “You
mean qur bost?"

“Sure, I hate fo cail him a maater
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mind, becawse it's not that sort of
thing but nobody has a griit
around here unless Bart gets his
cnt.”

“Good  grief!™ Bayuk gasped.
“Yeu've certainly 'besn  around,
voung wman:” Pinky blushed mod-
satly, unable to help a little glow
of pleasure at the words,

“Well” Bayuk went on. “Play
it mmart. Wait for them to come to
you,''
*I'T was 4 short wait. Pinky had

his breakiast brought into the bar
the next morning and ace it perched
em e of the temblorproot stools,
The low baromeier of low fide gave
him z dead feeling. In the coolness
of the reduced pressiure he shivered,
ponsciolis of the clammy wetness
of Castor. He suddenly realized
fimt Bart had silently sented him-
self beside him,

"Good morning, Mr, Bartalecia,”
Finky preeted him, fluzhing at the
other's ielly detached survey.

“You ought to go home,” Bart
sgid huskily.

*T want to," Pinky said. “Really
I de. Bot not #ill T've got some
dough in my jeans. ¥ou ought to
meet my father, He's ., "

“He's a punk,” Bart speered.
“You should see the characters who

-are steoging around here with their

tongues hanging out for  vou
They'll gobble you up in one hite,”
"“Who?" Pinky asked.
Bart’s head mada the slighrest
mmtier, towand fhe lobby, “A littie
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~rat. A huet rat. A vicious one,
Pinky. Go bome, I tell you, kid.
They'll take your pants."

"Who#"

YA little Dutch sneek  from
Three,” Bart sa.d in  his oddly
carrving whisper, *A sly litfle fravd
named Hoek, He's poison, ‘Pinky,
and he's asking for you. Beat i,
kid!™

Finky finished the lmip-ygled
eggs. 1M see him.™ he said,

“All right. 50 I told yom,” Bazt
£aid, apparenily washing i hands
of the matter. His light touch
rescrained Pinky as the Centaurian
made tao feave. "One thing” he £aid,
as if it were an afterthouglt.

“Yes, Mr, Bartalucial”

“T kear wou met my pew atick-
man sort of af fresco last night.”

“Ch, Him. Yes, Mr, Bartalyca,
we met.”

“That wouldn’t explain how you
and the wngo dancer got se friend-
kr 20 quick, would it?"

Finky felt hiz cheeks reddem and
burt. He would never make a Ifar.
But he tried. It was peetty weak,
be guessed. "Ob, no, He's a Ter-
teatrial. 1 went to schosl m Earth,
Mr, Bartalucia, We just got talk-
ng.”'

“Dio you mind%forgeiting -about
meeting him?™ he asked with that
pithy hint of 3 rond bath in hie
Yaice,

Pinky tried to ape the gamblar’s
casual shrug. YWhy aot?" he te-
plied. “He's your pigeon.”

"That's lbetter;™ Bart breathef,
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Somte wnsegn sigmal of his  head
brought Hoek into the Casinp. He
wilked with a jitlery twitch across
the almoat motionless foor, twice
as unappetizing in the cold clami-
ness of low tide. His secrsucher
gaid he had slept in it. His striogy
tie was pulled amay from his collar,
and the top button of his shirt was
unfastened, showing a sallow, dirly
expanse of neck. Bart deifted,

Pinky started it. "I hear you're
lockiog for me, Mr. Hoek,” he fold
him.

“Y am, Meinheer" Hoek said
quickly, in a high-picched, strained
volce.  “Noihing importapt.  Just
heard you were appund.”

“¥ou heard right,” Pinky said,
trving o’ keep cool,

“Sorry to Dear about it,” Haek
said- lamely. “'About your not get-
ting paid, I mean.” °

“T'l bet,” Fioky said, flushing,

“T am. I really am," Hoek insisi-
ed excitedly, "See here, Meluleer,
maybke you can get a livile owt of
it at that."

“I'd ke to,”

“Some [riends of mine, people I
know, that is, are thinkimg of taks
ing another try at Peolloz-Tallad-
jum" he conhded, his lipe close
to Pinky’z tingling car. Hiz hreath
was dead and fetid with the mem-
oties of gin.

"Suckers,"  Plaly  commented,
drawing away from the nther's reek.

“They might be intercsted in
picking up your stock." Hoek told
him, drawing close again,
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“Let’s make it easy,”" Pioky sug-
gested. "I read the radio you sent
veaterday.”

Hoek  was  plainly  startled,
“That Bart!™ he pasped. Pinky let
that ooz ride,

“All right." :he engineer insisted,
“So you think wour screwy Jichen
will make waler on Pollux after
all. And you nant my stock."”

:."&.'EEIH

“What
went Liost.”

“No miming, DMeinheer,¥ Hoek
insisted, “But lsten'! Pollux-Fallad-
ium has rights which really tie the
whole planet upl They had a ter-
rific concession, T hear they bribed
. .. 7 e stopped,

“Now, Mr. Hoek" Pinky pro-
tested, "You koow you can't bribe
the Dutch. Fox pever gould.

“1 know. I know,” he whispered
intensely. “I woold have sworn 0t
could not be donc. But did you
ever read that concession? There
were millions in the Corporation. Tt
went somewhere, you know that”

"“Somewhere else, that's a cinch,”
Pinky admiteed. “But what of it?"

“Let me get my hands op that
stock” Hoek promised, “Just so I
control the planet. We'll plant my
lichen—it will grow like wildfire,
As soon 4s thev see it is making
water, the stock will be worth
billions|

“Mice point,” said Pinky. “All
tight, Hoek, I'll zell you mine”

“Good]™ the other exclaimed. "1
ran't pay you much, weu wnder-

for? . Pollun-Falladium
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stand , , .7

"Gh bmt youll have to Pioky -

mnzisted,  “You s2d it would be
worth billions."

"Oh, no, Meinheg:, that’s only
i it 81l works out,” Hoek protested.

“It might be belter il 1 just kept
the stock,” Pinkwv srzgested, hunch-
ing his broad shoulders owver the
bar.

“Ok, but my pariners, 1 don't
think ther'd like an outsider. You
might naot approve our policies”

“Listen, 11 the thing’ll pan out,
Ill approve them,” Pinky insizted.
"Let me take a look at your lichen,”
Hoek shrupged. Wita a hint some-
thing less that subtle rhat he bad
to get in touch with his principals

oy radiogram hefore going any far--

ther, Hoek arranged fo pick Pinky
up following the noon meal,

£ sooner had he sidled away
from ihe bar wilk his jittery,
twitchy step, than Bayyk appeared
from toe lobby.
“It didn't take long,” he said to
the big redhead,
“How'd yvour room look?” Pinky
asked.

“An eapert job® Bayuk told him. ~

“I'd never have guessed.” He
reached out tentatively with his Icft
hand as the floor gave a slow heave,
Ike a giant, ponderous hicemp. “1s
it starilng again?" he asked,

Pinky raised an indiffereat eve.
“Not for 2 while,” he zaid. “Trans-
mitted shocks, that's all we'll get for
the mert couple houes' He swung

11g

his eyes around the bar, Neither the
bartender nor any of the dealera
was paying them any attention.
“Br. Bayuk,” Plaky said softly,
“Hoek fell all over his fest trying
to buy my stock. T go! him o tell
e what it's all about. Blaybe this
12 the McCoy™

“How can you find out?™ Dayuk
asked.

“I'm poing to his laboratary after
Iunch. He'll show me.”

Bayuk's fare lighted with a
{iorce, restrained grin, "Take me
with youl® he insisted.

S0b, I ecam't,” Pinky protested,
reddening. “He's all googly over
the idea of letting even ane out-
sider in”

“Nobody with money is an ocut-
gider, Bavuk said flatly. "And
I've pot it. Don’t be a foal, Pinky,
You'll need dough!®

THE tide was backing and Elling -

when Hoek came for Pinky.
Eough Dblustery gosts rushed aim-
Icasly east and west as the atmos-
phere first yielded to the contipu-
ing awirl of zir {ollowing Pollux on
around Caslor and then eddied
back, drawn by the more poweriul
aftraction to the east, where the
dry planet world soon rise. Ram
na longer fell, but gust-horne drop-
letz still smacked wetly apainst the
face, The towering, incredible cum-
ulnrs were replaced by a low-flying
seud that was running in all dir-
ections at once with the turn of the
‘ide. Tatches of blue blazed daz-
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glirgly through the hroken dloud
cover, revealing first the ardent
disc of Berius, and then, betimes,
the hard, tiny discs of the other
Butch Clyster suns near enough to
be visible in daylight,

The greumt outside the pool of
quicksand on which the Holland
House §loated was firmer, Even the
blurred, indistinct earlh shocks of
the land-tide’s peap hit one in the
kneea,

Hoek pulled hi= slicker tighter
about his limp and wrinkled seer-
gucker, “What’s thiz?™ he said ex-
citedly, glaring at Bayuk,

“My principals,” Pinky explained.
It didn’t take.

“"The money, chum," Barok
grinned, rolling his cigar ‘o the
other eorner pf his fat lips, That
did it.

Hoek's place wa: easy walking
distunce, The boratory was at
least as dank, Joul and unkempt as
tht botanist himself, It stank
mightily, a wet, mouldy reek, mias-
mic and unclean. He recopnized it
himzel,

“The algae,” he sald. “They
smell a litthe.”

“Algae'" Bayuk asked. “I thanght
it was -lichen.”

“Lichen is symbiotic,” [inky ex-
plained absently, “A fungus and a2
preen algae living tosether,”

The demopsiration lay in the cen-
ter of the floor. Hoek had brooght
in 2 flat slab of sandstene and laid

it on the gel. It was sfreaked with
rivulets of risty water, In its center
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a [lack, foul, spomgy mass of rot-
ten stuff quuked and rippled ia
sympathy with the shocks of the
incoming tide.

“Is that it?" Pinky zaid, unable
in rvestrain his listaste.

“The wonder plant,”  Hoek
breathed in awe.

"IL smells to high Heaven,”
Bayvuk gasped.

Hoek grinned. “Tt's worth it,” he
said, "'See that water?”

“Sure,” Pinky said. YT see it.
What of it? How de vou Enow if
doesn't come from  the atmos-
phere

Huoek's ferile teeth flashed brown-
ly wich his acid grin. "“Wait, Mein-
heer!” he cried. Pinky could not
testrain a sickened writhing in his
slomach as the dicty litte Dutch-
man plunged bis hands into the
nauseous mass, He pushed it to ane
side, and exposed the. sandstone an
which it had rested. Hising, he
seized 2 pail of water 2nd lushed
awezy the msty streak of slime that
covered the portion of the slab he
had just exposed. There was a
noticeahle pit or depression in the
stone,

“It has dope that jm an hour,”
he cried shrilly, "The rock has heen
broken down inte an  impalpable
poweder by the acid. The wacer of
crystaliizaiion is gone—the crystals
have collapsed,”

Jumping up nervously, and
steadying himseli against a solid,
Reaving temblor that swayed the
walls of his laboratory, he picked
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up & hammer and chisel, Quickly
he knocked a doren chips out of
the ercded portion of the slab.
With no sign of distaste, he scooped
the spongy blackness of the lichen
back istn the depression,

“Just a few minutes,” he prom-
ised, “Those chips will be eaten
clean away.” The performance was
an good as he promised.

“How come you can put yuvur
hand in that stuff?” Finky demand-
ed as Hoek scooped the plant aside
again. “If it's so water hungry, why
doesn't it dehydzate youor handr”

Hoelt winked, “Thut’s the mir-
acle of hchens,” he said. “'They
grow oo stope, nof And on oany
kind of stome, yes? But for each
dilferent mineral the fungus sze-
eretes a different acid, tailored to
fit that one wineral. It may etch
others, of cowrse, but not very dis-
similar ones, My flesh iz not even
towched by this orange stuff.
tmarble, the ecid is more red. On
bauxite, zlmost yellow,”

INKY Lpelt and laid his hand
against the wet, etched slab.
He presed his palm Lighter and
bheld i there, “You damned cheat,”
be breathed scftly. Hoek shrapk
beck azainst a table, taking a new
bend-hold against the regalar rip-
pling of the mud,
“Wol® he exclaimed.
work, vou fooll™
“Then why are you heating the
sah#" Pinky demanded angrily.
“You have heating ceils huried un-

Tt dees

On,

Jar

der 1"

He heard the swiit intake of
Bayuk’s breath. The bald finan-
cier's face had suddenly hardened.

“Certainly," Hoek c¢ried shrlly,
“Isn't Pollux hor2"

“Um," Pinky satd thoughtfully,
reaching out for & hold as he
straightened slowly,  “That’s true.
But of course, you'd have to heal
i*" He looked in long thoughtfvl
ness at the slab.

“Dioes it make
enopgh?” he aszked,

“Fast enough for what?”

“To resist evaporation oo Fol-
lux?"

water fast

“Ves, I have caleulated - these
things. You would like io see my
figures?''

T puess not,” Pinky said. “The
ather figures come first.”

“The other [gures?"

“The money,” Bayuk chimed in
soitly,

“let's got out of the smell” Hoek
seid. He gave them gin and no
chaser, "Spmething is goung oR,”
he said, opce they were seated.

“Like whatr” Bayok ashed.

“Somebody else i buving stock,
Meinhieer," Huek sald. "My backers
won't touch it unless we comtrol X
alL”

“Soell 3t ont' Pmky supgested.
“Who has how much?*

Hock shropped. “Thers wers sewr-
en hundred thowsand shares” he
sqid. “You've pot a couple undred
thoueend, and I've get a little more
than that. Not enowgh for control,
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though,"”

“Fuactly hew wouch have you
gott" Bawuk demanded.

Hoek gloved at him angrly.
“Why should T tell yau?™ he asked.
Then, "All zight, - Two hundred
forty thousand shaces.”

"Then we bave it all” Bayuk
said, beaming pebind his' glaszes,

Finky twisted his big frame to
Iook at him. “Yoo've Dbeen buys
ing?'" he demanded.

"Why not?  Cheap  emcugh,”
Bayuk satd. “Bart got it for me.
Two hondred sizty  thowsand
shares. That accourts for all of i

Hoek was on his feet, striding
(witchily back and forth. "This
queers the deal,” he protested. “hiy
backers won't touch it with you
in it."

“No problem,” Bayuk told him.
"Dreal thew out. How much were
they plunging for?!

Hoek eved him Mhe 2a  ferrek
“¥ou'd take their place, Meinheer#”
he ashed.

“T'm  auggesting  it," Bayuk
prinned {lacly. “Pinky told wou I
waz the money end.”

“Why not?” Hoek shrugged. "Tt's
their tough luck., They =aid they'd
eome in for two hundred thousand
credits.”

Bavult shook his bead,

“What do you mean?" Hoek de-
manded.

“Ohte bundred thousand” Bayok
said pointedly.

“No!" Hoek protested. “They ,

n
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“Oh, stow " Pinky gald irrit-
ably, “He's seen the radiogram,
t':"u-”

The little Dutchwaen shrogged
fatalisticaily. It is true” be said.
T need a hundred theuspnd” He
gauged Bawek with his red-rim-
med eyes. “You'll come in for that,
Memnbeer ™

“T might ke to,” Bayuk grin-
ned. “But T can®. T haven’t got it.”

“How comer” Tfinky asked, and
instantly Dblushed his embarrass-
ment. “I thought vou were loadedr"

“On Earth, cerdainiy. Or give me
six maonths to convert some assets
and arrange the transter, yes, I'd
he good for a million. I've pot my
roll with me. That's the aut” He
carefully vnbuttoned his shirt and
disclesed a maoney belt strapped
around his fal middle. He took the
new, mint fresh bils from ity oot-
Jew '

TGbitders,” Hoek said.

“0OFf coerse. T bad them changed:
on Berius III" Bayuk iold bim.
“A little Letter than a hundreed
thousand,” be =aid, withous count-
ing the money.

"Not erough,” Hoek frowned.
“It will take a hundred toousand
credits. That's nearly two bhundred
fifty thousand guilders.”

“But what about you*" Bayuk
demanded. "What do you put inp”

"T can zlmost match vou,”' Hoek
said  despondently.  “5till not:
enough.'” Their eves jointly sougnt.
Pinky.

“Mer" the Centaurian gasped.
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“Gogh, dam’t look at me, Mr.

Bayuk,” he said awkwardly. *I'm
here [q gef some money, Temember?
T've only #at 5 couple thowsand
guilders.”

“Jometimes it takes money to
get money,” Bayk ohserved. "And
1 thought I was smart not to car-
ry toe much with me!™ He cursed
his  shoctsighiedness, “1  pewver
thowght I'd see anything I'd want
to get in on,” he coniessed.

“How about Bart?” Pinky sug-
pested  desperately.

“Nol mel" Bavuk snapped in
comcert  with Hoek's  anguished,
“Nol”

Pinky reddensd at their vehem-
ence. This was the plunge. “All
right," he decided. “I'll fire an eldo-
gram top Dad. Maybe hel]l come
across. Thoe wery thought of asz-
ing his father for forty thowsand
credits made bis stomach crawl,

ART hrooght s copy of the
cutgeing eldogram fo the bar
before dinner,

“Where did vou get that? Do
vou see everything?” the big red-
read asked, feeling his ears bura
with anger,

Bett shrugsed, “Ewverything ime
portant, Fsnecially anything going
outside the Cluster. You sucke:
be zaid bitterly. He read the mes-
sage i hiz husky woice. "WON-
DERFUL CHANCE T0O RE-
COUP MY LOSS AND GET IN
ON GROUND FLOOR. NEED
FORTY THOUSAND CREDITS
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AT ONCE, FPLEASE TRUST MY
JUDGMENT AND CONFIRM
BY ELDOGEAM THAT CRED-
ITS FORTHCOMING” He looked
at the young engineer pityingly.
“Don't you Enow how these things
work?” he demanded. "Nobody
will pay on an eldogram trickling
in fram out in space somewhere.
You'll have to wait for the docu-
ments, It'll (ake weeks,”

Pigky swallowed. “Mr. Bayuk
had an idea,” he offered diffidently.

"I'll bet,”" Bart said souarly.

“He thoupht maybe won'd ad-
vance me the money,"” Pinky said,
blushing furicusly. “¥ou koow me,
M:. Barlalucia.”

“Jure [ do, kid,” Bart grinned.
T know you for a natural-bomn
sucker. Why should I let you take
e

“I poess T haven't gof any an:-
wer for that,” he replied,

“What the devil,” Bart went on,
“It wouldn't be a0 bad if I didn't
khow ‘hat sneak Hoek was taking
vou for it. Youll lose your shirt
and (hen Jigure the only way to
keep wvour old man from finding
out abeout it is to welch on me. And
thatll make me think I've got to
give vou 2 mud bath.”

“T don't do thesze things,"” Finky
protested mizeratily, his bead bang-
ing om his chest.

Maybe you don’t,” said Bart.
“Yayhe W you et taken good and
proper, your old man will drag you
home, Okay, kid. I'[l ride on his
eldogram. You ger the dough.”
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“But we'll have ko wail to see
what he says,” FPinky reminded
hitm,

“Oh, I forgot to tell you," Bart
said with elaborate casualness, pull-
ing an envelope (rom his pocket.
“He alrendy said okay. Heres his
Elﬂﬁg‘l.'ﬂlll,“

Finky opened #. It didn't make
him feel amy better. He read il:
“TRANSIEERING FORTY
THOUSAND {CREDIT3 YOUR
ACCOUNT PLANETARY BANE
OF BERIUS III. CAN'T YEEL
MUCH WORSE THINKING
YOU SUCEER FOR  FIFTY
THOUSAND THAN TEN
THOUSAND CEEDITS. 'LEASE
WRITE. DAD"

Pinky raized hiz flaming face.
“Tp me a fawar, M. Bartalucia,”
he gzsked,

“Whatr”

"Don't let on aboot this, T mean,
ahowt your advancing me rhe mon-
ey, I'Tt teli them you wouldn'c help,

or maybe Tl say we have to wait -

for the docurnents.”

Bart looked at him curiously.
“Now, that’s the first sensible thing
I've gvar heard you say,”" he de-
clared. "¥ou reatize that meang
yol'll have to move in with Hoek?

Finky feowned. “What makes wou
think that?? he asked,

Bart shook his head pityingly.
“For a minute there I thaught wou
knew what wou were doing,” he
said sadly.

“Gosh, T hope 1 do,”" Pinky te-
plied parmestly. I admit I doa't
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teust Mr, Hoek very far.”
"“Exen that's too much.” Bart told
him dryly,

THE biz redhead promptly told
Bayuk about ibe message
fromt his father. The Terrestrial
grinned fatly, "Okay,” he said. “Ti
you plunge, so do L. Just one thing.”

“What's that?"

“I'm handing my roll to Hoek,
keeping just enough to live on and
get back home i this thing goes
boat. He'll have to handle the de-
tail. He's done it before. Bur while
we walt for your roney [0 Come
from Centaurus, I want yod 10
nang on to that Thetchman like a
feech, Move in with him. You know
we can’t trust im. You told me his
history  yourself,”

Pinky agreed with a brief nod.
He was too surprised &l the accur-
acy ¢i Bart’s prediction Lo trust
his rever too reliable voice,

Movipeg in with Hoek was no
fun. They were tog busy preparing
their equipiment for Pinky to mind
the Dutchman’s filéh.

Hoek had arranged for a fresghter
to haul them the few bundred thous-
antt miles meross space to the arid
twin. “It took nearly everihing
we have,” he protested.  “They
wanled 2 hundred fifty thousand
puilders for the two trips, In ad-
vance.”

Pinky covld scarcely believa the
price. “Whare do they pget that
sffr” he demanded, “Let's radia
Three for a ship. We don't have
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0 w3 local myp-oukiic”

"No good, Meinheer,” Hoel suid,
vanking hig strinpy {ie Farther from
hle grimy neck. “Nothing fies hers
withont Bart's okay. The price is
high 5o he can get a cut. It would
make no difference who hauled ws.”

Ploky was sufficiently disturbed
about what Heek had told him (o
leave the unkempt Dutchman for
the first {ime since Bayok had
surrendered his bankroll. He col-
lared Bart in his uwsual spot zt the
bar. A lew players were at the
tables, The click of chips sounded
gaft acopnpaniment to the chanting
of the erap dealet.

"See here, Mr, Eartalucia,” Pioky
burtt out the rooment he saw him.

“Slow dewn,'" Bart snapped, his
sallow face darkening. “Back up
and start agein.

Pinky pguelped. “T'm somy,” he
said in 2 low woice, He tock a deep
breath. The floor rocked, rattling
pazware behind the bar.

“About that adyance, Mr, Barta-
lucia,” Pinky said at lust. '"Mayvbe
i don't want to take it down aier
all.’

“Things going queee?™ Bart sug-

gesled.
“Yes, Mr, Bartaluda., Very
eueet. They fell me you'we cuf

yoursel! in for a big slice of our
tranaportation cost. Iz that true?”
Bart's swarthy features paled,
His thin brown lps faded zs he
Enmprcssed themn apainst hiz even
tecth. “Pinky,” he bEreathed. “The
ﬂ:mgs you sav, I've zhet men for
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“I'm  still sorry,” Pinky said
earnestly. “I'm oot very good abeut

these things. It's just that I've pot
to be sure"

The pgambler regarded  him
through narvrowed eyes. “Sonny, the
things people say I do! Don't be-
lieve them."

Hiz somehow equivacal reply left
Pinky gquiet and thoughtful. “T'd
he =atizlied wich that,'" he said at
last. “If you icld me how you koew

I would move In with Hock.™

"You haven't figured thut owt
yet?™ Barl demanded, chyiously
surprised.

HH‘}.H

“Then go bome, kid. You're too
licht for thiz work.”

Pipky shook his head. *I can
hayndle Hoeek," be peplied. ¥ Just
ao I don't hive to waich wou, 1od
All right, TH take the putlders.”

HE three of them stood in their
respirators on Pollux’s buen-

ing bei surface. All -about ihem on
the glistening gypsum that had fed
the wenture with water leomed the
abandomed equipment of Pollux-
I"alladium, Ltd. The whire hubblez
that were the silica pel barcacks
still huddied fopeiher, and the long,
skeletal arm of 2 fetisoned dragline
whipped springily with the recurrent
land zhocks, Pinky could see stars
twinkling feebly through its open
slencture, stars that shome all day
in Pollur's materless, violet shy,
They wete pale and weak beside the
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tiny, merciless brilliance of the
Cluster auns.

It was day, and Beriug’ ton-large
dizk zeared them from a scant fifty
million miles, The very air vibraled
with the (nlensity of the sun's rad-
iation, with all its unfiltered ultra-
violet. Pinky turned te look at the
deeply tinted helmets on {he respira-
tors of the nlhey tan,

They were an oddly assorted paiz,
Bayuk, his paunch all the more evi-
dent in the atl-enwvelopimg thinness
of his sun-proof jumper, seemed the
more grotesquely out af place, His
bandy-leggedness  was  iwice  as
noticeahle,

A sharp earth shock sent their
pile of gear clattering down, He
heard Bayuk cry out,  Thiz was
something clse again. Pollux was no
gacey, flexthle mudball, like water-
soaked Castor. The rock was solid,
atid the temblors gave yau 4 ringing,
nasty shock. Only ihe mushroom-
cap barracks, floating on pewols of
mercury, were livable when the land
tide came in.

“Come om," Pinky said bittery,
“We mighi have known ther wounid
welch. We'll stow it curselves.”

Their gear had been dumped wo-
ceremoniously on the haed gypsem
in spite nf a contract Lhat calted
for the freightet's crew *o stow the
frozen food in the lockers, and lug
their laboratory egquipment to the
site Hopek selected,

Pinky uncomsciously put himseli
in command, “Ge{ the fond first,”
ke otdered, “It won’t stay frozen
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forever in this swnlight, and he
carefn] with the radio. We'll need
i

“No," Hoek protested. *The lich-
en first,”

Finky gave bim a scathing glance.
“If it can't stand a couple bours
here,” he swapped. "We wasted gur
Hme.™

“And money," Bayuk reminded
him. He picked up 2 carton of
frozen food. "“Which way?” he ask-
iR -
Pinky polnted out one of the
white, ballooning siructures, “That
one,” he said, picking up Ewice the
load the others could handle, "It
waa the lazt one they blew, and I
don't suppose it's as Olthy as the
atbérs, When the men knew they
were leaving, they stopped  all
housekeeping. The place {5 a pig-
pen,”

The wind waz freshening, but its
wibrant heat made it no more com-
fortable. The temblors quickened in
teropo. Cgator wuuld suon come up
over the horizon. Then it wosdd get
hot, Pinky temembered, as Fhe air
tide built up, compressing the at-
masphere at pround tevel.

Bayuk slipped and sprawled un-
der his loud a: the gypsum leaped
resoundingly beneath his feet. You
could hegr the shocks, The whale
planet cracked and groaned i pro-
test at the vicious wrench its twin's
gravity gave it. The Tercestrial
was back on Tis feet, The coarse
mineral had ripped and tomm ope
Iep af hiz jumper at rhe Enee.
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'Get ingide]” Pinky cried.

“I'm not hurt,” Bayuk protested.

“Y¥ou will be,” Finky promised.
“Berivs will fry your skin through
that rip, Patch it.”

They had their hands full for the
first couple weeks. The aolar gen-
grator, as yet undamaged hy the
quakes, spon had power at the hus
bar. Charging the zctumulators of
one of the three scout freighters still
in running order, Pinky fermed
grpsum blasted from the pit to the
south. Baked in their calcming ket-
tles, it gave them water to humidify
thejr bareack, amd an adjoining
bubble of silica gel which they had
cleaned euf to make 2 greenhouse.
The lichen thrived oo native sand-
stope, ferried im from some miles
fo the east.

They made their first planting io
the same region, ringing a dopres-
sion In the rock with iiny pelters of
the lichen wadded with moss.

“The aeid has adapted #o that
sandstone,” Hoek explained, *“The
growth will take better on an identi-
cal substratum. As it spreads to the
other rock, the lichen will alter the
arid enough to etch the new no-
tricnt.

HE lilnle Dutchman. who some-

how mapaged to foul and be-
spatter Aais fun jumper a5 quickly
a3 he pot it en, chose pightfall for
the first plantings. The air cooled
noticeably at night, for Pollux
water-free atmosphere produced hut
little hot-house effect.

Yay

“They won't dry out so fast at
night,” Heoek promised. “By dawm-
they will have grown and pushed
aside their cover glagses, and will
bz able to sustain themselves. By
the next night, we can go hack to
see how they are doing. No sense
working in the sun if you can help
it.”

Berrins’ disc rose briefly jor a
second suncet as Pinky climbed the
scout frelghter toward the planting,
The tubby Ittle craft, a spaceship
but for its lack of suificient power,
responded pleasingly 40 his fingera,

“T don't see amy water,” Hayuk,
complained, peering through the un-
tinted helmet they wore at night.

“OF course not,” Heek scoifed.
“Did you think that depression
would fill in a day? This is nat a
mitacle we are working, But wait a
week: ™

They prounded on a faitly level
spot fifty yards from the nearest
planting, Toek scrambled danger-
pusly nver the cracked and ruptured
rock toward the line of cover glass.
es. He threw bimself oo lns kites,
heedless of damage to his thin jutnp.
er. Pinky heard his curse, and had
not wet reached the thin row of
plantings before Hoek had hurled
himself across the rock to where the
next glazs wafer glinted. They fol-
lowed his agomized progress [rom
secding to seeding. There was no
need [or commene. Without except-
wt, they had dried to 2 rosty black
and died. AN were crisp and flakey
to the touch, Hoek was whimpering
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with rage. His jumpet was a wreck,
Bloed frickled from his abraded
knees.

“They died!™ he shrieked, leap-
ing -up. He stumbled blindly back
toward the scout,

“What happered?” Bayuk bel-
lowed, rmning aftzr him. A rip-
pling irangmitted shock theew him
heavily to the arid rock. He
sereamed and cursed, holding  his
scraped elbow, but ran faily after
the Bitle Dutchman,

Piky sank down heside one of
the plantings that Hoek had mot
touched. The cover glasy was un-
dlstorbed. Carefully, tenderly, he
ited the dead lichen from where
it bad been plamred. He ran his
fingers owver the spot where it had
giriven and died, The rough and
crusty surface of the samdstone was
smeoth and slick to the touch, A
tiny depreasion, Jess than an inch
in diamerer, had bepun to fmm
beneath the Ychen in its brief span
of life. A few millimeters of the
reck had surrendered itz water of
crystallization, to the accompany-
Ing etching of the surface roughness,
But the plasz had nat been tight-
it esuld mot be, without some sort
of gasket to make it conform to
the rough mineral on which Ehe
plaating bed been made. The dry
wimd hzd knifed in aroued the oo-
protected edgez of the plant and
greedity sucked away what water
there had been in the seeding, and
whatevar other it made fom the

sandutane,

WURLIYS

Esca of the plaatings showed the
sgme thing. Slowly, thoughtfully,
Finky made his way back to the
stop. Hoek was sobbing, his face
streaming inside his respirator with
tears he could pot touck. Wordless-
Iy Tiniy sealed the scomt, and
climbed away from the depression.

HERE was no sound in the
little ship except Hoek’s bit-
ter, wracking subs. By umspoken
agreement, they exchanged not a
word until they were once again
within the swaying wals of silica
gel. Pinky clozed the air-lock foe
the night, and turned up the bumid-
ity, as be alwars did after they had
been in the open.

“Well?'* he demanded of Heek at
last,

The wrinkled Dutchman's pitted
fare waz dry. His narrow choulders
moved in the briefest shrug. “This
damned planet has beaten me once
again,” he conceded bitterly, His
eves gliitered wildly for a moment.
“But I shall never give upl® he
swore softly. “Never]”

"How aboug you, Bayuk?'"' Pioky
asked,

Bayuk heaved a deep sigh. "I
puesz that's life,” he decided. his fat
tace brezking intn a rueful grin,
“An hour ago I was worth billians!
At least I get a lof of action for my
money.”

“You're quitting?”

“I know when I've had eocugh,”
Bayuk said, contentedly enough.

“Awen't yous* Hosk cried, his
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rat-like face drawn and tesse,

“Don't vou tee how to make it
work?"” the big redhead parried.

UHem do I know?” Hoek almost
sobbed. "Cur food will last 2 few
months, yes. But T would need more
lghoretory apparatps. Perbaps one
of the pther strains , , ** be muged,
his wested face rapt in concenira-
tlon, “But that would all take man-

- ¢y, he went on briskly, He turned
ferkily on the Cenfaorian. *“You
.cen et it#

“Mayhe T could,” Pinky admit-
ted. "But I don™t think we need it,
I koow why wour lichens died,
Hoek. I'11 have ancther batch grow-
ing within a week.”

“Now walt a minute,” Bayuk
procested. “T told wou Twe had
engugh!™ The gregarious feiendli-
ness had been swept frum bis fat
ieatures.

Looking gt him thought{ully,
Pinky nodded Brieily and walked
across the rocking gel to their Jink
with Castor, the interplavet radi.
“Tust to make sure vou don® call

b ship while I'm aslecp,” ke said
smiahly, wrenchivg the driver tobe
{rom its sockel. He dropped it in his
jumper. "1 tea'ly do know how o
make this stuif grow. Il show you
in the twormiog,  We'll koow by
nnnn‘”

His sadden, unerpected action
had ripped away cvery sheed of
peetense, He could see plainky chis-
died in DBayul's face the thoughi
that they were at Bis mercy a3 long
-8 the radic’s tube vemained in his

12g

pockef. The welling resentment of
the other two seemed to poison the
air wilh Liticroess, yes, and hate.
“This hul better be sood ™ Bayuk
prowled. 1loek, sirangely, was equal-
Iv alammed at Finiy's obvious io-
tention not to guit.
“Out wich 1" he spat shrilly,
"What cen opan do :
Pinky tricd to calm bim with a
prin. “Just resnember a lillle basic
phy=ics,” ke said soothingly. First,
we'll make the planting bizper. The
planting will have proportiohately
less surface area, and lose less by
gyaporation, But most important,
we'll plant at dawn, not ae dusk]™
“Idiot! ™ Hoek s¢reamed, his frail
body quivering with wrath, “The
sun will wither it in a [ew minutes|™

Pinky shook hig head sorrowiully.
“And you pretend to be a scientist,”
he marveled, "Can’t w¥ou see that
yanking the water of crystallization
aut of rocks is an exothermic pro-
cess? You can't do it withoot the
addition of heat, Toak at the gvp-
sum we pes oer deinking water (rom.
We have ta beat the hell qut of it to
drive out ihe moistere.  How can
you possibly expect the Jichen acids
to pull the water out of rock with-
out getiing that heat scmewhered
It does get a itlle warer, of course.
Each of wour plantings at least
ctched the surface. Bu: as zoon as
they cooled the rock somie, the re-
action bad to quit, or it slowed
down so miuch that the plant dried
nutiﬂ

"What will wouw dop” Hoek
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sneered. “Purt 2 little heater coil un-
der each lichen, as I did with the
glab in my laboratoryd You might
as well smply calcine the water
from the rocks with salar helix

power [
“That’s why we plant at dawm®
Pinky pgrinned. *The lichen is

black. Tt will drink heat from Beriusg
hike crazv,"” '

IT was & long night for them all.

In the close confinement, {be fen-
sion redonbled, Bayuks srin was
sone. His narrowed, calculating
eyes were anly hali-shrouded by the
Hue wreathz of smoke from a2 sue-
cession of cigars.

With dawn they took the scout
ta the edge of the gypsum and threw
a single planting on the harren rock,
bereit of any protection. The splashes
of moisture impelled by its fall had
scarcely  evaporated hefore  fresh
oozing: and trickles begzn to stem
rem the plant’: baze, They awelled
as the sun climbed the wiclat k.
Pinky stripped off his sun glove and
felt the black, quivering mass. It
was steamingly hot! Recalling that
some algae coudd survive the heat of
hoiling geysers, he cheered himeelf
that the fvll sun would not Eill the
weird growth. It battened gruesome-
Iy before their eyes, Afier an hour,
thers could be no doubt that it was
thriving with  an  all-etvelopieg
awiitness.

“Well?”  demanded Pinky the
moment they had stripped off thelr
helmets in the harrack,

CTTIER WORLDS

“It grows! Saints, how it grows!®
Hoek replied in a spasm of emotion.

Pinky locked his question at
Bayuk. The paunchy Terrestrial's
{at features were am enigma, “Well,
Bayuk?™ be asked at length.

“What about it, Hoskr® Bayuk
replied.

“Good Lord, you saw it too,”
Pinky protested.

“He quict,” Payuk told the Cent-
aurian. “Well, Hoek, iz ha right?"

“How can I think otherwise?” the
tat-faped Dutchman demanded, Tt
grew in the heat of the sun, and
watér sireamed from it Yes, it
works.”

“This changes things,” Payuk
said thoughtfully, his wvoice oddly
colored.

“Doesn't it?” Hoek mused.

“What the hell,” Pinky protested.

“Don’t act so shocked, This is what
we came here for, et iEP”

“I thought I told wou to be
guiet,” Bayuk prowled, his glance
unezpectedly level and direct.

“You told me, and I wasn't,”
Pinkv szaid In a strained woice
“We've got to fin the other two
scouts, and all start plaoting as
fast as we can. Qur food won't Jast
Forever,” _

“Well, Hoekr"” Bavuk demanded
apain.

“I think he's right,” the botanist
sad, his packed face creasing with
his, grimace.

“All right. I stay,” Bayuk said,
addressing Pinky again. The Cen-
taurian walked to the radio, the
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drprer tube in his band, He stood

by it, bracing himsell against the

sharpening shocks of the incoming
tide, his face a study of calculating
ernotions.

* He tumed back to the others,
- fogsing the metal ¢anister thaoght-
Mlly up and down in his hand. The
Eleange change in Bayuk's manner
troubled him. HMiz odd way of ad-
dressing Hoek was disquieting. I
think T'l keep this a little longer,”
hie said to them, shpping the tube
beck in his pocket.

- Mearly five months had gonz by
before their instruments detected
sipgnifleant quantities of water va-
per. Pinky's continued posaession of
the radio's vital part underlined the
disappearance of any outward show
of friendship. Bui they had all
worked lke Trojans. In  long
thumb lines from their base, they
bad flown the three little freighters
out across the arid waste of the
Manst, tossing out bandsfull of the
" black, foul atufi. What little time
(hey took from planting to inspect
its progréss showed the lichen o be
uniformly viable,

E first night afrer they had
.decided to comsider their plant-
g completed, Pinky stepped out-
side the gel to rid himself of the
silant, hitterly resentful company of
the others, Berias had set some
houes before. High tide had come
and gone, The air eddied fitfully.
Seven suns of the Dutch Cluster
were prouped near ihe horizon, beil-

I3l

liant and haleful in the deep blue
sky. Pinky regarded them for many
thoughtful minutes. He called Hosk
to come outside.

The sweat-wrinkled Dutchman
was out in a moment, still adjusting
hiz night helmet of clear silicone to
hig respirator.

“Look at the
directed him.

Hoek studied the stars woodenly.
“Well ™ he said. “Is this all? I've
lived in the Cluster all my life. It's
nothing ta me.”

"You don't notice anything?”
Pinky insisted.

"Wothing special,’ Hoek admits
bed.

"The sky is blue,” Pioky persist-
ed.

Hotk shrupped. “Skies are like
that,” he said acidly.

“Not this one, damn it," Pinky
tnsisted. *Thiz ene 1 viofel, remem-
ber. Mat blug, No water vaporl"

The monent Hoek had the ides
he leaped to its implications with
the speed of thought. “You're mad,"”
he gasped. “No, it coukdn®t bel That
would take wears!™

“I thought 50, too,” Pioky a-
greed. “And I hate to think how
many uncounted trillions of toms of
water."

“We'd better tell Bayuk,” Hoek
said tensely, scuttling for the leck.

“Sp the sky iz blue” Bayuk said
with his irritating umcomcern for
anything Pinky said. “I like blue.
I don’t care, Blue, violet. What of
it

Cluster,” Pinky-
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“Tell him,” Hoek shrilled excited-

ly, =seizipg his slide rule From the
desk.

“It takes water vapor to make
the sky blue,” Finky explained.
“And a hell of a lot more than e
can believe the lichens have made,”
Silence pgreeted his apnowncement,
while theyr watched ek move the
glide and jot figures on a pad. He
looked. up,

“In theory there has been emough
salar eperzy absprbed,” he said
pensively, “But , ., " The shde
moved apgain. "l thowght se. There
was 1ok that much warer of crystal-
Hzation in the rock thaf has been
eroded so far.

“Where did it come [From, then®"
Bayuk demanded irritably,

Hoeh was jerking bis helmef ovet
bis head. '“There is still some stock
in the preenhouse’ he told them
nervously.,  “This thing frightens
me!"

Pinky and the Tereestrial ex-
changed disquietingly veile glanoes
as the wnkempt botamist twitched
his way through the air-lock.

His pocked and pitted features
were drawn and pale whea he came
back. He stacked his respirator with
Ips atill tightly drawn. Steadying
himself agafnst the drying rack, be
swung to face them.

“Well?” Bayuk growled [ram his
chair,

*“The solution tears the sandstone
completely to pieces” he said
teasely.

“What solutionr”

{THER WORLDS

“The water frem the lichens”
Hock' told him, his wvmice choked
and bitter. “Billions! 1 would have
made hiltions!” He cursed in vicioas
space Dhtch,

“I drained off some of the solu-
tion,” he told Dinky, apperently
realizing that the ensineer would
understand him better. "1 put some
sandstone «hips in it and heated
it.  The cock broke down—
completelyt "

“What do vou mean, complete-
ly?™ Pinky demanded, hali-fearfal
he knew the answer.

“The sludge in the beaker,” Hoek
sasd, almost sobbing. The solution
pulled out the water of crystalliza-
tion, yos, but ihat was nol enough!l
Tt is 5o water-hungry that it yanked
onygen and hydrogen from the
compoumd and made still more
water!

“I don't wunderstand that,”
Bayuk protested.

“It will dg the same to anything,"
Hoek expanded. “Put bauzite in it,
ang it would strip ofi the hydroxyl
to make more waler! Anoything! Any
mineral with hydrogen and oxygen
in its compound will break dewnl™

“So whatr” Hayok growled, gei-
ting the point, “H some watsr’s
good, more 1= better.”

“Nat this much more,” Pinky
declared grimly. "It will make uge
seas of it. Castor will drag them
around, in mile-high tides, sweeping
gverything before them. The hills
and pressure ridges will be broken
down by the soluticn, This will be
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i waztery planet, one huge, wildly
$ldal zeal”

The wislon of it struck Bayuk
deeply, “How soon will this hap-
pent”’ he gasped, “We et call for
& ship at opeel®

”ﬂh, “:m not h'ﬂ{-'Pﬁli:” PII:I.L}
paid, disgusted with the other's
kear, "It will take a year or a0

Bavuk’s pallild owls slowly re-

galned their color. *& year?' he
whispered, “A yeart”™ He bright-
ened suddenly. A frivmphant grin
aplic his fat face.
- "You morons!” he crowed, Lurl-
g bis cigar from hm. “This won't
wake a bit of dilfercrcel Hoek!
Wake wp, you foo)l We can pull
our yet!" He turmed quickly to
Py, “Give me that tube" be
dmapded, lorching to his feet.

“Why?™

“We've got to pot news ta Castor
that the lichen is growing! Have
you ever heard of a pold rush?
Ships will swarm here like ilies,
everybody trsing to buy a claim
from uat"

HGE‘E was instantly resuscitated.
"Batnts!™ he shrieked. “Yes.
Buick, Pinkyl The tuber™

“Dan't be silly,”" Pinky zaid stub-
bazoly. “MNo one woald have time to
evelop a claim hefore there was
too murch water, and you could
never kil off the lichen—it's too
widespread [

"Den't be a4 foolt™  Bayuk
-ormed. “Yom've gol a chance (o
isake a billign-ceedit kilfing in 2
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couple days, Lightning never slrkes
lwicel Give me that twbe!” He
sprang toward the redhead.

His paunchiness was hetraying,
Pinky found in the [irst instant of
physical encounter. Mooths of
pruelling labor on Fellox had hard-
enetl Bayuk, They were strugeling
onn the pel in an instant. He felt
ryther thag saw Hoek join the fray.
It was & wild scramble jor 2 lew
brief instants, with oo weapons
mire lethal thon fists and koees,
Pinky tore himseli frae momentarily.
Before cither of the others could
stop him, he bad wrenched the driv-
er tube from his jumper. Still half
oo his back, with one arm in Hork's
chancery, be lhurled Lhe tiny lump
of metal and guariz at the sink wath
all his force. It rang shatieringly,
the sound of s sundered filaments
plain, Pinky relnxed in their grip.

“Go on,” he taunted them, flat
on his back. "New let me see you
rall Castorl™

The pointlessness of the sirupgle
stopped it. Pinky sat up. “And no
spare! ™ he told them,

Eayuk was squatting on  his
haunches, hiz knees on the gel. He
coulidl ool seem fo fear his eve: from
the hattcred wreck of the tube.
“You've marooned ust” he pasped.

“No,” Pioky said, getling io his
feet. “1 can get yon home, but oo
my ferms.”

Tock sgualled Iike ap  injured
animal. “He wants it &l for him-
seli'"' he screamed.

Bayuk's broad features dackened
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with hate. “Sol™ be hizsed. “"Vou
pious blackmailer] And imagine, I
fedt a little bad zhout taking your
money| It takes an old fopl to be
fool enoughl” he concluded bitterly.

Pinky felt his semses swim. “You
take sty money?” he gasped.

"Oh, don't overplay it," Hoek
snarled, “I warmed wvou, Bayuk,”
he told the other shrilly, “We
should never have trusted bim! I
told wyou to slup aim back on
Castor! We never should have eome
here!®

YPartners, ehd” Pinky szaid bit-
terly, “No wonder. you're =0 willing
to gell claims to the suckers!™ He
retreated within himself,

“Now, wait,'" Bayuk said, sud-
denly all smiles apain. *We can’t pet
anywhere thiz way. You can't Ieave
here yourself without letiing uc get
away, too. I saw, Pinky, ihere's
plenty for ali of us. We can make
a deal. Theres na oaint o wour
being a plg about thes”

Finky langhed hbitwerly. "I sup-
pose vou crocks couldn’t 1magine
any other motive," he told them.
“I don’t wunt any part of i, It
fraud. I won't touch 11.”

Bayuk was stunmed. “You'd tuen
vour back on a fortune?” he gasped.

“Yes, if I had to get il chat way,”
IMinky declared.

“Well, what about 1s?" Heek de-
manded. “We're not such fools|™

Bayuk had still not gotten over
the shock of it, “You mean you
really Lhought this waz on the
level?” he demanded.

OTHER WORLDS

"EFH.”

The bald Terrestrial roared with
laughter. “¥You are a sucker!™ he
gasped. “How you fell for that
radiogram]® The engineer cursed
bimself bitterly. Now he could see
it, Now be could recall that be had
never seen Hosk's mopey, And i
was Beywk who bad declared what
Jir tofl had been worlh. OFf course,
it had ail been 8 scheme tn pet hos
furty thoucand ctedits. The sxpedi-
tion hadn't cost a ienth of thetl

“¥ou guys certainly fixed me”
Pinky said sadly. "“Wait til] my cld
man hears about Y He looked at
‘hem, his pink face woung amd
gutleless. "After all, the Company
did owe me my pavl” "

“That's right!” Bayok said
earnestly,. scenting a chance to sal-
vige something for himaell.

“T'N tell vou what,'" said DPioky,
“Pay mr pow fur what 1 put inta
vour little frapd and the ten thows-
and the Company owes me, and you
can have my stock. I don't give a
damn what vou do with it.”

Bayuk frowned, “You mean so
—literally—today ?'"

“That’s what I mean.”

“Well, we can’t. Tt isn’t here, We
don’t bave any resd money with
ud.”

“It's stashed in my place,” Hoek
told him.

“And we'll have to sell some
siock,” Bayuk pointed out. "But
the minute we're back on Cestor

-

“TH bet,” Pioky interrupted
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bitterly. “All T ever got from you
goys on Castor was a rooking, No
{hanks. Tay me now. In cash.”

Bavuk  shrupped  hopelessly,
“Then #t's no deal,” he protested.

“Tve god to pel sometding out of
this," Pipky said angrily. “All
right, Ehen,” he caclaimed with
more gusto. “Sell me the .chen
precess! Let me take that back!
Some other planet. under coatral

1

"Don't be a fonl. Meinheet "
Hoek told him stfdy. "How macy
maces are there in the Galaxy where
it's important to have water? Only
the onusual copcidence of z dry
planet that had water in itz rocks,
right in the middle of a Int of otner
nlanets poor in minerals makes this
place of any value™

"I sl want itY  Pinky said.
“I ran’t take anything else with-
oer helng an  aceessory to sour
fraud. Sell it (o me for my stock!™

Bayuk looked at Hoek. “Why
woet® he asked.

He drafted the papers, und Piaky
edited (hem carefully before they
wrole duplicate fmal copies,

“And now, Mr.o Lane" Bayuk
said heavily. "How will you get us
home* How will you signal the
spaceship to come and get us?”

"Won't have Lo,” Iinky grinned.
“They'll He here m droves anv
day."

“They?”

“Sure. Anything that fis, Can’t
you imagine bow Pallux looks from
Castor right now? With more than
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a fiith of the surface covered with
that black pgrowthe  Somebody'll
catch on pratly quick, They'll he
thick as hes"

N little moze than a week Pinky

sat across the *ahle from Freddy
in the Hollsnd House Casino, kill-
ing the last hours until his ship left
for Berius 1Y. He had wound up
hiz aflaits in the Dutch Chaster,
Bart had been paid for his 2dvanoce
trom the junds thal finally acrived
on Three, Finky hed registered s
purchase of the lichen process and
had walid tille o it, Nathing more
remained thin to hreak *he news
to his fuiher.

The screaming switl of water-
fillcd air to the east, as the tide ran
swiltly loward its flond, bulged and
sagged the silicy gel walls, The floor
rippladd and fluttered in unbroken
tremors heralding the approaching
crest of the Jand de.

Freddy heat him with twenty, the
sound of the card on the baize soft
in the quiel Casino. Pinky bet an-
ather poilder. He heard the scund
and turned to sce that Bart had
taken Lhe ool next to him.

“Deal me jn, Freddy,” the gam-
bler satd softly, lifting a stack of
rhips from the rack.

“Hello, Mr. Bartalucia Pinky
said unenthusiastically,

“Going home, kid?™ Darc asked,
rapping a knockle on the haise [or
a hit,

“Nothing to hang around  here
[or,"" Finky conlessed.
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“They took you, did theye' Bart
asked acidly, toroing uwp fwenty-
oos. Freddy went bust éryving o
match #. He pai] them both,

“You could call it thal,” Pioky
5aid, barely audibly, "They got my
stock, if that’s what you moean,

“That’s what your old man will
all it,” Bart remioded him,

“Probably,”

“Zn it cost you fifty thousznd {0
find oot that they bad cooned you
for fajre”

“Uh hah.”

“¥Fou muesi be an awful =ap,
Pinky, that's the treth” Dart
growled huskily. T hear {hose twa
eronks fell intn something good up
there, and are cleaning up.”

"800 they say,' Dinky adinitted,
thipking earnestly shout how Bart
kiew Bayuk had hecn the brains of
the swindle.

And with all faat douph float-
ing around, you couldn't find 2 way
to make a little stick to your™ Dart
msisted.

Freddy dealt again. Pinky had
fourteen. “Hit e he =aid tone-
lesaly, Freddy's eyes flickered to
Bart’s Eor an instant. Somehow
I'inky felt that 2 signal had passed
between them, Freddy gave him a2
SeVEn,

“Fwenty-one,” Pinky said. *I
couldn’t find any way to get rich
dealing with those birds” he ad-
mitted, in answer to Bart’s question.
T just can't see getiing in a league
with pecple you know are crocked,
Mr. Bartalucia,”

OTHLEE WORLDS

'“What the bell,” the gambler
protested, as Freddy dealt agaim.
“You were partoera with them bwo
weels apo.”

“Mr. Bayuk. gort of took me
since then,” Pinky poioted out. He
turned up the ace and queen of
spades, “Black Jark," he =aid.
Freddy paid him one and a half
for one.

You're lucky tomight” Bart
fold hirm. “Tion'l pinch down, Let
it ride.” I'inky restrained his finger.

"Olay,” he said. He caught an-
olher black jack. Bart lost.

After his seventh straight win,
Pinky felt his face redden Freddy
was dealing from the botiom, only
with 2 differconce, He made Pinky
win every time. When the dealer
took his stack of one-guilder chips
and gave lim hubdred: instead,
FPinky knew he had a pile.

“Very Jucky tonmight,” Bart said
with the soft insopciance of the
professional gambler, “Sometimes a
guy can't Inse.” _

"Like vou, eh, Bart?” DPinky
asked,

“You're taking vy shict,”” Bart
told him without emotion, as Pinky
wion anather hand, He lot the stack
trede. He knew there were  sinty
thovzand guilders m it. One more
win aod he'd have recouped all
that be had losst on Casior and
FPollux. '

Freddy dealt again. “No,” Pinky
paid. “That's not what I meant. I
mean shout things on Castor, And
Pollm, T guess you figure to skim.
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8 little off the top of what Hoek
and Bayuk are making, eh?”
Bart smiled slightly. “Some”
he admitied. 'Although jyou are
draining away what T mipht call a
Inlr shere of it right now
Pky lecked at bis cards. He had
the are and queen of elubs. Black
jack meain. Te raised his blue eves
bo Freddy. “Hit me,” be said,
The dealer started in zpite of his
: professional composure. Pinky turned
0 look at Bart, smifing slightly,
: Witheat leoking at the card Fred-
" dy dealt him he sald, “That hreaks
me,” and Curmeidl them all face
down.  Freddy slowly drew the
chips to bimself,
Bart frowmed. "I've seen every-
thing," he said.
“I don't want a piece of that
putfit, no matter how T get it"
Pinky said. "Anyway, Mr. Barta-
lutia, you don't have to worny about
~me. I'l make oot all right. I'm
“relly only worried about  you,
. Something tefls me this is one time

v don' cut o on somebody's

. priit.”
Bart’s lauph rustled in  ‘his
throat, “Forget it, kid, T oadwaws
make out."”

Pinky shock hiz head doubriudly.

“Bayuk's Taundry matks were
Dutch,” Bart said. “Barpey turned
that up.  Terrestriall  Why fhat
ghilty griftar has a recoed In the
(Cluster as long as your arm!™

“Tm glad you said it for me, Mr,
Bartalucia,” Binky griened. “No,
1 guess poulll make out.” He picked
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bis sticker off an unoccupied siocl.
“Time for myr ship,” he said. “If's
Leen A real experience.”

Bart eyed bim thoughtfully. *I
hope I'm not underestimating you,
kid,” he said. “When I see a puy
hit twenty-one, it makes me think.
Maybe you ghould stick around a
while, too.”

“You mestr lixe Heoek and
Bayuk?"” Finky asked.

“They're not going anywhers
until T get mine,” Part confessed.

Puky lapghed, “If you Bgure
you can buy any diinks with ten
pescent of what T got,” he told the

gambler, "Il be a long dry
-uTmmer.”
“Okay, Tioky,” Bart pgrinned.

“Better luck another time."

NEY did not begin to relax

until the Intersiellar ship
blasted ewny fromm Bepus IV to-
ward Centaurus. He had net been
eure how fur Bart's srm veached in
tlee Cluster. Bayuk and Hoek were
trapped. he koew, Bart would not
let them oui of hiz sight until the
lichen had proven itself. That would
he long enough Jor the swindlers'
intended wvictims to discover Pol-
lug’s eventusl fate and get rheir
money back,

He decided that ke was the only
winner it the game of double-
eross. Fondly he remroved the wifie-
ial registty doturpent Jrom  his
pocket. The lichem process was
absolately, Ancomtestably his)

“Fifty thousand credity™ b
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mused, “What 3 price!™ He grinned
gt Lhe recollection of what Hoek
hag =ald about the solution of
lichen acid.

“Put bauxite b, znd it would
strip off the hydroxyl to make more
waiert"

He couid see it now. A hig steel
tank, Loaqd it with cruched satxdte.
Cover it with :he solution, Heat.
" Dirain off the Hguor when the reac-
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tion had ended. Save what was
left. )

What was left? Oh, wes. Metal-
lic aluminum. Freed from its hw-
drocyl radical by the formation of
wilee, the witgin metal would be
produced at a {bird the nost of the
gectrolvtic process, He bad the
unmiziakable feeling one of the
great fortumes of the Gaaxy was
about t0 Le founded.
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