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It would be grudling enough to be the only woman on board a spaceship fending off forty-five horny
gpacemen -- but how much worse would it be if you couldn't pass a panty check?

LIEUTENANT Johnny Norsen, hislanky body sprawled uncomfortably in an acceleration chair,
was playing Spartan rules with the darts, and paused only momentarily before each shot. Spartan rules
were pretty Spartan, but in spite of the handicaps he hit the bull's eye six times out of six and grunted-in
disgust.

He complained, to no onein particular, "Thiswas aswel game when wefirst brought it aboard.
Now everybody isasgood as- it's possible to get. We might aswell flush it overboard.”

No onein particular happened to be Dick Roland, ship's navigator. He looked up from the onion
skin, paper bound history hewas reading. "Ummm," he said vagudly. "Maybe we could toughen up the
rules."

"How?' Norsen grumbled. "They're astough aready asit's possible to get them. Wed haveto close
both eyes, or something." He shifted in his chair, yawned and recrossed hislegs. "What in the kert are
you reading?'

"Declineand Fdl of the United States. Ancient history. What do you think of it?' The navigator was
young, rather handsome in an easy-going sort of way, but dmost colorlessin hislack of aggressiveness.

Johnny Norsen yawned again. "I don't like history, so I've only read the book four or fivetimes." He
looked up at the earth time chrono on the wall. "Let's crack today's video-news.”

Dick Roland followed hiseyes. "Weve il got five minutesto go,". he protested mildly.

The other wasirritated. "Five minutes, ten minutes, what's the difference? Today istoday. It's not as
though we were cracking next week's news. Besides, | think Doc Thondon's crazier than amakron.
What difference doesit make when we show anewswire?'

He knew the answer to his own question aswell as anyone elsein the New Taos, but it was
something to talk about.

Dick Roland said, "1 think it'sagood idea. Kegps usinterested in things. Every day we can look
forward to getting the news. Sure, it'safull year old, but that doesn't make any differenceto us. We
haven't heard it yet. Doc Thorndon saysit's oneway of keeping space cafard from hitting the crew --
something new every day, something to look forward to."

Norsen screwed up hisangular face. "Whered Doc get the idea, anyway? We never did it before.”

Dick closed his history and tossed it to the wardroom table. Held read it half a dozen times aready,
himsdalf. He said, "Y ou know Doc. Always reading those old books. From what he says, back in ancient
timesthey used to pull the same idea - weather station men who were stuck up in the Arctic and snowed
infor maybe six months at a crack. They'd have afile of newspapers on hand, and each day they'd take



one off the top. The news was exactly oneyear old, but it didn't make any difference to them. They
hadn't read it before and so it was as fresh as though it'd just happened. When their suppliescamein, in
the Spring, they'd get another batch of papers.”

Lieutenant Norsen looked up at the chrono again. "Well, it'stime now. Let's crack today's. | want to
seeif theres anything on Jackie Black. It's about time for him to pull one of hisjobsagain. Thét little
makron issure giving the SS.B.1. arunfor their credits.”

Dick Roland was on hisfeet and getting the video-news wire fromits built-in file. "Ummm," he said.
"Most effective crimind for the past century. If lie kegps on making haul after haul, he ought to be set for
life pretty soon."

Ensgn Mart Baki, his chubby face questioning, and his mouth still working on sometidbit or other,
hurried through the wardroom door. "Haven't started the video-wire yet have -" He saw they were about
to runit and interrupted himself. "Good," he said, and dumped into achair.

"Beready in asecond,” Dick Roland told him.

"Good. By theway, you fellows hear the news?!

They weren't particularly interested. There wasn't any news that could develop on a gpace cruiser on
ayear long trip.

He sad, nonchaantly, "Commander Gurloff thinks helll turn around and head back home.”
They spun onhim. " What!"

He grinned at their excitement. "April Fool!"

They stared a him, then their eyes went to each other, quetioningly.

Doctor Thorndon entered the tiny officer's mess and wardroom just in timeto pick up the end of the
conversation. He said soothingly, "Never mind, boys, he's not down with cafard. It'sajoke.”

"A joke?" Johnny Norsen grumbled. "Why thefat little makron had Dick and me believing him for a
minute. What's this about April something or other?"

Doc Thorndon settled into achair. He was acheerful, rolypoly man, his cheeks till pink but hishair
thinning and graying. He was about forty-five - old for the space service.

"April Foal," hesaid. "It'satime-honored jest. By the ancient calendar therewasaday in the Terran
year during which persons played practical jokes on. each other. When the victim became indignant, the
perpetrator merely caled out April Fool! and the other was forced to admit himself duped.”

They ill didn't quite get it. Doc Thorndon added, patiently, "'If we were still following the old
calendar, thiswould be-April I, All Fool's Day, asthey caled it.”

Dick Roland said, "Well, anyway, here'sthe video-newsfor last April Fool'sDay." He dimmed the
room's lights and flashed the video wire on the wall so that everyone could read.

Over an hour later, he said, "Should we run it again now, or should we wait another couple of hours.”



"Threetimesisenough,” Johnny Norsen said, "WEell get tired of it otherwise. Remember, it's another
twenty-four hours until we get another one. Let's Sit around and discussit for awhile.”

"Yeah," Mart Bakr said. The chubby third officer shook his head in reluctant admiration. "Did you
see that item about Jackie Black? They amost got him there on Calypso, but he'stoo dick for them.”

Johnny Norsen grunted contemptuoudy. "I don't think that washim at dl. Too big, for onething. |
wouldn't be surprised if Black was ill on Earth. They've been reporting him on every planet and satellite
inthe system, but I'll bet he never left Neuvo Los Angeles, where he pulled hislagt--"

"Caper,” Doc Thorndon said.

The other threelooked at him. "Hiswhat?' Mart Bakr asked.

"His caper,” the doctor repeated, pleased with himsdlf. "It'sanew word | ran into today. Criminas
used to cdl acrime acaper.”

Dick Roland shook his head and grinned. "What a hobby. Prehistoric dang.”

There was agentle knock at the wardroom door and the four of them looked up at the messman
who stood there, somewhat nervous at being in officer's country.

"Yes, Spillane?' Johnny Norsen said.

The messman cleared histhroat. "Could you tel me where the skipper is, Sr?"

"| think hes deeping, Spillane. What isit?!

"Wdll, sr. Wdll . . . theré'sastowaway on board.” He cleared histhroat again and said, "We found
her in the number eight compartment.” His eyes went from one to the other of them. He added,
decisvely, "Yes gr."

Doc Thorndon wasthe firs to explode. "Her!" he blurted.

Mart Bakr started suddenly to laugh. His chuckle swelled into aroar and the othersturned to stare at
him in histurn. He wasfindly ableto get out, "April Fool! Wedl bit again. April Fool!"

Spillane looked blank.

The faces of the others relaxed. Even the angular features of Johnny Norsen twisted themselvesina
wry grin. Hesad, "Y ou certainly caught us, Spillane.”

The messman looked anxioudy from one of the ship's officersto the other. "Yes, gr," he said.
"What?'

Johnny Norsen scowled and said, "Run aong now, Spillane. It was agood joke. Congratulations.”
"Joke, Sr? What joke?'

Doc Thorndon had settled back into his chair now. "Oh, come dong, Spillane. We-"



A new voice, pitched low, and somewhat timid, said from the doorway, "Could | comein, now?"

Johnny Norsen was facing the other way. He didn't turn to look at her for afull minute. Instead, he
closed hiseyes and muttered in pain, "Oh, no. Forty-five men and one woman in aship that'sto bein
gpace for twelve months!™

SHE wasn't beauttiful, nor even pretty as current tastes went but she had something, very definitely.
She was about five foot five and probably in her middie twenties. Her attractivenesslay in acertain
eagerness, abrightness, an interest in what was going on about her, no matter what it might be. Yes, she
had something, very definitely. it was hard to put your finger onit.

Right now, she was attired in asmple sports dress, wrinkled and somewhat soiled from her period in
hiding among the suppliesin compartment eight. Her eyeswent nervoudy from oneto the other of them
and she sdlf-conscioudy brushed her clothes, avoiding her breasts and hips, as though not wishing to
bring her sex to their attention.

Johnny Norsen blurted, "Holy jumping Wodo, Missl Do you know where you are?"

She looked down at the steel deck, toeing in like alittle girl who'd been caught a something naughty.
Her voicewas very low. "Yes, gr," she whispered.

"Oh, you do, eh?' Norsen rasped.

Mart Bakr spoke for thefirst time since the apparition had appeared. "Don't pick on her, Norsen,”
he said truculently. "Can't you see the poor kid's scared?’

Thefirst officer spun on him. "Scared?' he said bitterly. "We're the ones that ought to be scared.” He
turned back to the girl. "Come on, Miss. Let's go see the captain.”

Mart Bakr and Dick Roland, the latter's eyes till popping, started to follow into the corridor. Johnny
Norsen grunted, "Y ou two had better stay here. This many of us can't crowd into the skipper's quarters.”
He added, sarcadticdly, "Besides, it's probably going to be atrifle hot in there.”

He made no protest when Doctor Thorndon followed and the three of them, ship'sfirst officer,
stowaway, and ship's doctor made a procession down the corridor past a score of open mouthed crew
members.

"Oh, brother, adame on board,” ajetman muttered happily.

"Knock it off, Johnson," the first officer sngpped in irritation over his shoulder.

They rapped at the Captain's cubbyhole which doubled as his living quarters and the space cruiser's
office. A voice from within growled, "Whét the kert isit?"

Norsen fingered the door release and entered, followed by the two oilers.

There was aflat silence which Johnny Norsen broke by saying dryly, "A stowaway, Sr. The crew
found her in the number eight compartment.”

Commander Mike Gurloff had been relaxed on hisbunk, staring unseeingly at the overhead. Now he



spun around and came to an ebow, blinking.
"Holy jumping Wodo!" he blurted.

"Yes, ar," Norsen said. "That'swhat | said. Probably the first femae ssowaway on amilitary craft
since the beginning of inter-gdactica warfare." He added, as though anyone needed reminding, "A year
long cruise - forty-five men and one woman."

Doc Thorndon closed the door behind them. He said, softly, "We're only three days out, Mike." He
was the only man aboard who habitudly caled the burly commander by hisfirst name. "We could turn
back."

The skipper brought hisfeet around to the floor and sat up. He stared at the girl, amost vacantly,
then lowered his shaven head into his hands. He was abig man and toughened by the long yearsin the
gpace service which had seen him rise to the position of the outstanding ship's officer of his generation.
He st therelike that for afull five minutes.

Findly hetook a deep breath and brought his eyes up to her. "What is your name, Miss?' Then he
cleared histhroat and said, more gently, "Don't be afraid. What's your name?”

"It'sKathleen. .. gr." She added, after swallowing, "They cdl meKathy."
He continued to look at her, and she said, nervoudy, "Kathleen Westley."

"All right, Miss Westley. Now tdll usabout it." Heindicated the swivel chair at the desk, the only
char inthetiny room. "Y ou might aswell St down.”

She sat in the chair, knees together and her handsin her lap, and looked less frightened now.
Gurloff sad, "Tel usabout it."

She swallowed once more and said, "I don't see why women aren't allowed in the Space Service.”
There was an edge of defiancein her voice.

Doc Thorndon said softly, "There are various reasons, Miss. Some of them medical, especidly in
inter-gaactica trave."

"Wadll, | don't see-"
Commander Gurloff said, "It doesn't make much difference right at the moment, doesit? What are

you doing aboard my ship, Miss Westley?' Hisface was expressionless, dmost as though. he wastoo
tired to care.

Shetossed her head infinitesmally, and her lower lip protruded. "1 . . . I've dways wanted to be a
space man.”

Inadvertently, Gurloff's eyestook in her full breast, her rounded hips. He said, wryly, "I'm afraid
something went wrong with your ambitions twenty-five or so yearsago.”

Thegirl flushed, but her face remained defiant.



Doctor Thorndon said, "To makeit short, Miss Westley, do we understand that you stowed away on
thisvessdl to prove that women are quite as suitable for space travel asare men?”

Her mouth tightened stubbornly and she nodded.

Commander Gurloff asked, "And did you know that this vessel wasto be in space for aperiod of
over ayear, Miss? A year israther along time.”

Her eyeswidened & that. "A ...ayear?

Gurloff grunted, suddenly weary of theinterview. He said, "Mr. Norsen, take our . . . our passenger
back to the officer's mess. | suppose she's hungry.” He thought it over briefly. " She can have the second
and third officer's stateroom. One of them can bunk with you, the other in the ship's hospita." His mouth
tightened. " See that thelock on the door isin good repair and that she has akey.

The skipper's eyes went back to the girl. He said, "L ater - we're going to have lots of time, Miss

Westley--later, you can give us any further details about your decison to becomea. . . aspaceman.” He
motioned with his head and Johnny Norsen took her by the arm to lead her out.

Gurloff said, "Do you mind staying awhile, Doctor?*

After thefirg officer and the girl had |eft, Doc Thorndon sank into the chair she had vacated. He
waited for the other to speak.

Commander Mike Gurloff sank prone on the bed again and his eyesfocused on arivet in the
overhead. He said, "Possbly she'sthe straw.”

"The one that broke the camd's back, eh?"

Gurloff said, "Doc, have you wondered why we've been sent out on a cruise less than two weeks
after thelast one? Out on acruise that'll take over ayear? A year! And half of my men on the verge of
gpace cafard after finishing thelast trip.”

Doctor Thorndon nodded and rubbed the end of his nose with aforefinger. He said, "No, | haven't
wondered. | know the reason, Mike. By the way, did you know that they sent us off in such ahurry that
our supplies of books, games, music wires, video-wires - dl of our means of entertainment, in short -
were 'accidentaly' not replenished? Nothing, that is, except last year's newswires.”

Mike Gurloff's eyes came around to him and his lipsthinned back over histeeth.

Doc Thorndon nodded again. " The men are reading books that they've already read a dozen times
over; playing gamesthey're sick and tired of ; seeing video-shows they've dready memorized. They'll
never get through the full year, Mike. Cafard will have usin lessthan six months"

The skipper's face went blank again and he stared vacantly at the overhead.

Doc Thorndon said, "They've got you thistime, I'm afraid, Mike."

Gurloff bit out stubbornly. "The crew iswith me. We're the proudest ship in the fleet. Weve got a
record that's the envy of the solar system. Well -"



The doctor shook his head. "I'm afraid you're going to have to turn back, Mike. | can't guarantee this
crew's menta hedlth for a period of ayear."

Gurloff held ahand up, clenched thefigt. "Weve got to make it!"

He cameto hiselbow again, faced the other. "I've got them thistime, Doc, if we can just makethis
trip. Don't you see? The filthy makrons can't stand outspoken criticism. They hate the popularity 1've
been accumulating with the public. I've become the spokesman for the opposition, and they'vetried to
keep me quiet by a series of cruisesthat seemed impossible to succeed. They've sent the New Taosto
spotsthat required afull fleet, and we came back with the information they wanted. They sent uson
assgnmentsimpossible to achieve, and we achieved them. And each time we won out, we gained that
much more of the public's gpprova.”

Doc Thorndon alowed ahalf smile to touch his mouth. " Sure, Mike. And each time we returned
from acruise, you. made awithering speech against the powersthat be, againgt the present
adminigtration. And, each time, they've pulled the same trick; they've sent you out on another long cruise
to get you away from Solar System palitics. Each time they figured to berid of you and thistime, Mike,
I'm afraid.”

llYall
The skipper glared at him.

Doc Thorndon held his pams up in ahopeless gesture. "If you try to complete the trip, your whole
crew will be down with cafard in months. If you return, before completing your assgnment they'll havea
legitimate excuse for courtmartialing you." His voice went gentler now. "Persondly, Mike, I'd stick it out
with you. I'm behind what you stand for. | think every man onthe shipisaso. But -"

Gurloff sad, in sudden enthusiasm, "I'll give them atalk over the inter-communication system. I'll
explain the whole thing. Let them know why weve been discriminated againg like this, Why we've been
sent out repeatedly, without sufficient rest periods between."”

Thorndon rubbed the end of his nose again and scowled. ™Y ou'll do nothing of the sort, Mike. At
firgt, they'd dl be with you. But, as the months went by and asthe grief piled up, they'd begin,
subconscioudly, &t fird, to seethat it was you aone who was bringing such strain upon them. Theréd be
too much of that grain, findly, Mike. They'd turn on you."

Gurloff dumped back into his bunk and thought about it.

"They'll know sooner or later anyway," he growled. "Y ou said that we've got afull year's supply of
newswires on board. It won't be long before somebody runs off that one telling about my last speech,
just before we left. Then they'll know why the New Taos was sent out again so soon. That is, if they
don't know aready. Maybe somebody heard the talk, or read about it, while they were ashore.”

Doc Thorndon grinned. "'l doubt if anybody heard it except me. They were dl too busy wine,
women, and songing, to listen to speeches. And | took care of the wires. I've made arrangements so that
the Video-news wires are run off one aday. The cruise will amost be over before they cometo that
gpeech of yours." Hisface soured again. "But the point is, Mike, that we're not going to last that long.
Evenif thisgirl .. ."

He broke off and stared at the other. Findly he said, dowly, "Y ou know, Mike, maybe were wrong.



Maybe she's not the straw that broke the camel's back. Maybe she's a second backbone for the poor

Gurloff scowled over a him. "I don't get you, Doc.”

"Youwill, Mike. Y ouwill. Maybe well be able to take this next twelve months, after dl.” The Doctor
licked hisupper lip, thoughtfully. "I think I'll just go and see Miss. . . see Kathy, now. I've got some
things | want to talk over with her.

HE conversation between Doc Thorndon and Kathy had been alengthy one, and the officersand
crew of the space cruiser New Taos would have been surprised at the ship's doctor they thought they
knew so well for hisgentle kindliness. In fact, it could hardly be described asaconversation at al, sinceit
started as an argument and wound up as a series of commands none too softly spoken.

Doc Thorndon shook hisfinger at her, not disguising hisirritation.

"Y ou just think you can't Sing. Let metell you, you can sing. Can and will! just remember, you've the
only feminine voice on board. To aman, awoman's voice sounds better than any masculine one
particularly after afew weeksin space, not to spesk of months on end. Any woman svoice.”

Kathy had her eyes on the floor and her lower lip was out in what was amost apout. "l don't see

why --"

Thorndon grunted, "Y ou don't have to see why. I'll do the seeing why, and the thinking, Kathy. I've
let it go out over the ship that we areto havea. . . ashow in about a month. The men are already
gpending dmogt full timein preparation. They're making costumes, arranging scenery, composing songs.
It's keeping them busy. Busy, understand?’ He paused momentarily, redlizing that she didn't know just
how important that was.

He finished with, "We've made an agreement, Kathy. Now let'sstick to it.”
She said, stubbornly, "1 ill say | can't Sing, and, what's more, 1've never done any acting.”
"You've got amonth to learn,” Doc said sharply.

Kathy twisted in her chair, shrugged her shoulders. "Seemsto me," she pouted, “the doctor on this
ship ismore important than the captain.

His mouth remained expressionless and she didn't know him well enough to see the amusement in his
eyes. He sad, "Bedieve me, Kathy, on a ship faced with space cafard, heis.”

KATHY sat at the small tablein the officer's wardroom and eyed the three of them severely. She
said, "Johnny, Dick, Martie - | won't have any more of thisbickering. Either you'll be nice, or I'm not
goingto...toput upwithit. Il goin and talk with ‘Commander Gurloff for the next two hours, and then
the officer's share of the day will be through.”

Mart Bakr flashed an irritated glance at the lanky Johnny Norsen. "It's hisfault,” he grumbled. "He
wantsyou to himsdlf dl thetime. | thought it'd be agood ideaif we went into the galley and whipped tip
sometaffy or -"

Johnny Norsen was on hisfeet. "Why you chunky little chowhound, I'll -



Mart Bakr jumped up to face him, hisfacelivid, "Don't you cal me names, you long legged makron!™
"Please!" Kathy breathed, putting her hands over her ears.
The usualy easy going Dick Roland reddened angrily, "Watch your language, Bakr," he snapped.

ASHEMING, Space Rifleman, 2nd Class, hurried down the corridor and into the crew's mess,
bearing hisinvauable burden importantly. He looked about the compartment in surprise.

"Wherethe kert iseverybody?' he said. Only three others were present.

Taylor was nearest the door. He stuck his head out, looked up and down the passageway outside.
"Any braid around?" he asked.

Heming shook hishead. "The officersare dl up forward. just gave me the video-news wire for today.
Holy Wodo, | expected everybody off watch to be waiting herefor it."

Taylor said, "We got two shows today, Jak. And everybody but usfour iswatching the second one.”

Heming didn't get it. Scowling questioningly at them, he went to the projector and began to insert the
wire.

Woodford, 1st Signalman, explained. "Rosen and Johnson are having it out with stun gunsdown in
the tract-torpedo room."

The spacerifleman sared. "A fight! Y ou mean that they're having afight?'
Taylor said, "That'sright." He seemed pleased about it. "A fight it is. The screwy makrons got into an
argument about Kathy and they decided to haveit out. The Doc is refereeing the thing. He made 'em turn

the stun guns down so they can't hurt each other too much.”

"Doc Thorndon?" That was as surprising asthe fact that afight wastaking place a al. "That doesn't
sound like the Doc; he'sthe onethat usualy cools everything off."

"Let'sseethewire,” Woodford complained. "Now that | think about it, I'm sorry | didn't go down
and seethefight. It'sjust that | can't wait to see whether or not they got this Jackie Black yet." He shook
his head in reluctant admiration. "Now, therésaguy for you. Slick asthey come, and tough asthey
come, too."

Taylor added, "They'll get him. just wait and see. The Solar System Bureau of Investigation gets them
all, sooner or later. They'll -"

Heming snapped, "Like kert they will! Y ou just never hear about the guysthey don't catch, they don't
give them no publicity. Ten credits saysthey haven't caught Black by the time we end thisheretrip.”

Taylor said sourly, ™Y ou know gambling isn't allowed in space.”
"Put up, or shut up. | say they won't catch Jackie Black by the time we get back.”

Taylor flushed angrily. "All right, al right. I'll just teke thet.”



"Let's seethe wire and knock off al thisargument,” somebody ese put in.
The news video began to flash and they lapsed into silence.

IN THE brief darkness of the shadow of a spacerifle, Mart Bakr whispered hurriedly, urgently, "I
could cometo your room later, while Dick is on watch and while Johnny Norsen is deeping. We --"

"Why, Martie," she said scoldingly, but keeping her voicelow. "I . | think you'reinsulting me.”

He protested, vehemently as possible in hiswhisper.

ON WATCH in the control room, Petersen said to Ward, "Y ou know, when she first came aboard,
that is, when wefirst caught her, Kathy didn't look so good to me. Nice girl, you know, but not what I'd
cal pretty. But these last sx monthswith her being the only ga on board -"

Ward said coldly, "Just what 0 you mean, Petersen?’

The other shrugged. ™Y ou now, like that old', old gag they sed to tell about the soldiersin New
Guineain the second - or wasit the third or fourth World War. The one soldier'd say to the other one,

'Y ou know, helonger I'm here the less black hey look to me." "

Ward spun him around and rasped his coverdl front. He bit ut between histeeth, "Listen, you
makron, you're talking about Kathy, understand! Watch your damned mouth!”

KATHY, Doc Thorndon, Mart Bakr, Johnny Norsen and Dick Roland sat in the officer's wardroom,
preparatory to showing that day's newswire. In spite of theimportance of thisone ,,,break in the day's
monotony, the eyes of dl three of the younger men were on the girl.

Used, by thistime, to the attention, Kathy was @b eto ignoreit. She said, "Just who isthis Jackie
Black that you're dways talking about?!

"Thelast of the Robin Hoods," Doc Thorndon said softly.

"Robin Hoods?" shefrowned.

"Bet you five creditsit's something he dug up out of one of hisold books," Johnny Norsen snorted.

"You'dwin then," Doc said. Heturned hisfaceto Kathy to explain. "The origind Robin Hood was an
outlaw who robbed from therich but gave to the poor -avery long time ago. Since then, every timea
bandit makes a practice of being kind to the poor, they've caled him a Robin Hood." He added, dry of
voice, :"Very seldom do they deserve the name.

She wasinterested. "Oh? Well, what was hisname, again . . . ."

"Jackie Black," Mart Bakr offered. Asusua, he was sitting on the edge of hischair, eyesriveted on
the girl to the point that should have caused acute embarrassment.

She went on, "Y es, this Jackie Black - that'sasilly name, isn't it? Does he deserve the name, Robin
Hood?'



Doc Thorndon shrugged, wrinkling up his cheerful face. "1 suppose you'd say he does. Probably the
principa reason he's duded the authorities for so long. He has had considerable support from the rank
andfilectizens™

Johnny Norsen sad, "Wdll, what isit that he got thistime? They've got haf the police of three planets
on histrail and asfar as| can understand, all he stole were some papers.”

Dick Roland said, "I heard some rumors, just before we |eft Terra, that the papers were inside dope
on abunch of the bureaucrats - redlly incriminating. The story isthat Jackie Black figures on blackmailing
them.”

Doc Thorndon grunted. "Doesn't sound like the sort of thing held do. Blackmail is a pretty nasty

Mart Bakr said, "Wdll, let's get on with this news wire. Maybe they've caught him by now."

SHE was on her way to the crew's mess, but Dick Roland found time to dip anote into her hand,
flushing furioudy as he did. Shewinked, infinitesmally, but hurried her way past him.

His heart thumped over twice, then curled up inits corner and glowed heat. Did that wink mean . . . ?
Kathy entered the crew's mess and smiled at the assembled men who were off duty.

"All right," she said chearfully, "it'syour day - or night, whatever it is-who can tell on aspace ship?
What shdl we do thistime, boys? Do you want to draw |ots to see who plays cards with me?”

One of the spacemen growled, "I don't see why the officers get your company the same amount of
timewedo. Theresfive of them and forty of us. It ain't fair.”

Shelooked at him in mock reproach. "Why don't you get up a petition?”
Woodford muttered, "On a gpace cruiser, on amission? They'd string us up by the thumbs."

Kathy tossed her head and laughed a him. "Y ou see. Y ou don't redly care. My company isn't nearly
asimportant to you as you'd make believe."

Jak Heming scrambled to hisfeet and faced the rest. " She'sright! Why don't we? Why should forty
of us haveto share her time equdly with only five? It's not as though this was an ordinary situation. How
often do you have women aboard a space ship? | say, let'sal sgn apetition. We should have Kathy's
company six days out of the week, they, only once."

"Boys, boys," shelaughed.

But they continued to mutter among themsalves and the sounds of their voices went higher.

KATHY sat at the smdl table in the officer's wardroom and eyed the three of them severely. She
sad, "Johnny, Dick, Martie - | won't have any more of this bickering. Either you'll be nice, or I'm not
goingto. . . to put up withit. I'll go in and talk with 'Commander Gurloff for the next two hours, and then
the officer's share of the day will be through.”

Mart Bakr flashed an irritated glance at the lanky Johnny Norsen. "It's hisfault,” he grumbled. "He



wantsyou to himsdf dl thetime. | thought it'd be agood ideaif we went into the galley and whipped tip
sometaffy or -"

Johnny Norsen was on hisfeet. "Why you chunky little chowhound, I'll -"

Mart Bakr jumped up to face him, hisfacelivid, "Don't you call me names, you long legged makron!”
"Please!" Kathy breathed, putting her hands over her ears.

The usudly easy going Dick Roland reddened angrily, "Watch your language, Bakr," he snapped.

ASHEMING, Space Rifleman, 2nd Class, hurried down the corridor and into the crew's mess,
bearing hisinvauable burden importantly. He looked about the compartment in surprise.

"Wherethe kert iseverybody?' he said. Only three others were present.

Taylor was nearest the door. He stuck his head out, looked up and down the passageway outside.
"Any braid around?' he asked.

Heming shook hishead. "The officersare dl up forward. just gave me the video-news wire for today.
Holy Wodo, | expected everybody off watch to be waiting herefor it."

Taylor said, "We got two shows today, Jak. And everybody but usfour iswatching the second one.”

Heming didn't get it. Scowling questioningly at them, he went to the projector and began to insert the
wire.

Woodford, 1st Signalman, explained. "Rosen and Johnson are having it out with stun gunsdown in
the tract-torpedo room."

The spacerifleman gared. "A fight! Y ou mean that they're having afight?"

Taylor said, "That'sright." He seemed pleased about it. "A fight it is. The screwy makrons got into an
argument about Kathy and they decided to haveit out. The Doc is refereeing the thing. He made 'em turn
the stun guns down so they can't hurt each other too much.”

"Doc Thorndon?' That was as surprising asthe fact that afight wastaking place at dl. "That doesn't
sound like the Doc; he'sthe one that usualy cools everything off."

"Let'sseethewire,” Woodford complained. "Now that | think about it, I'm sorry | didn't go down
and seethefight. It'sjust that | can't wait to see whether or not they got this Jackie Black yet." He shook
his head in rductant admiration. "Now, therésaguy for you. Slick asthey come, and tough asthey
come, too."

Taylor added, "They'll get him. just wait and see. The Solar System Bureau of Investigation getsthem
al, sooner or later. They'll -"

Heming snapped, "Like kert they will! Y ou just never hear about the guysthey don't catch, they don't
givethem no publicity. Ten credits saysthey haven't caught Black by the time we end this heretrip.”

Taylor said sourly, ™Y ou know gambling isn't alowed in space.”



"Put up, or shut up. | say they won't catch Jackie Black by the time we get back."
Taylor flushed angrily. "All right, dl right. I'll just takethat."

"Let's see the wire and knock off dl thisargument,” somebody else put in.

The news video began to flash and they lapsed into silence.

IN THE brief darkness of the shadow of aspacerifle, Mart Bakr whispered hurriedly, urgently, "1
could cometo your room later, while Dick is on watch and while Johnny Norsen isdeeping. We--"

"Why, Martie," she said scoldingly, but keeping her voicelow. "I . | think you'reinsulting me."

He protested, vehemently as possible in hiswhisper.

ON WATCH in the control room, Petersen said to Ward, "Y ou know, when shefirst came aboard,
that is, when we first caught her, Kathy didn't look so good to me. Nice girl, you know, but not what I'd
cal pretty. But theselast sx monthswith her being the only ga on board -"

Ward said coldly, "Just what 0 you mean, Petersen?"

The other shrugged. "Y ou now, like that old', old gag they sed to tell about the soldiersin New
Guineain the second - or wasit the third or fourth World War. The one soldier'd say to the other one,

"Y ou know, helonger I'm here the less black hey look to me." "

Ward spun him around and rasped his coverdl front. He bit ut between histeeth, "Listen, you
makron, you're talking about Kathy, understand! Watch your damned mouth!”

KATHY, Doc Thorndon, Mart Bakr, Johnny Norsen and Dick Roland sat in the officer's wardroom,
preparatory to showing that day's newswire. In spite of the importance of thisone ,,,break in the day's
monotony, the eyes of dl three of the younger men wereon the girl.

Used, by thistime, to the attention, Kathy was ab eto ignoreit. She said, "Just who isthis Jackie
Black that you're dways talking about?'

"Thelast of the Robin Hoods," Doc Thorndon said softly.

"Robin Hoods?" shefrowned.

"Bet you five creditsit's something he dug up out of one of hisold books," Johnny Norsen snorted.

"You'd win then,” Doc said. He turned hisface to Kathy to explain. "The origina Robin Hood was an
outlaw who robbed from the rich but gave to the poor -avery long time ago. Sincethen, every timea
bandit makes a practice of being kind to the poor, they've called him a Robin Hood." He added, dry of
voice, :"Very seldom do they deserve the name.”

Shewasinterested. "Oh? Well, what was hisname, again. . . ."

"Jackie Black," Mart Bakr offered. Asusua, he was Sitting on the edge of hischair, eyesriveted on
the girl to the point that should have caused acute embarrassment.



Shewent on, "Yes, this Jackie Black - that'sa dilly name, isn't it? Does he deserve the name, Robin
Hood?'

Doc Thorndon shrugged, wrinkling up his cheerful face. "'l suppose you'd say he does. Probably the
principal reason he's euded the authorities for so long. He has had considerable support from the rank
andfilecitizens”

Johnny Norsen said, "Wdll, what isit that he got thistime? They've got hdf the police of three planets
on histrail and asfar as| can understand, al he stole were some papers.”

Dick Roland said, "I heard some rumors, just before we |eft Terra, that the papers were insde dope
on abunch of the bureaucrats - redlly incriminating. The story isthat Jackie Black figures on blackmailing
them.”

Doc Thorndon grunted. "Doesn't sound like the sort of thing held do. Blackmail isa pretty nasty

Mart Bakr said, "Well, |et's get on with this news wire. Maybe they've caught him by now."

SHE was on her way to the crew's mess, but Dick Roland found time to dip anote into her hand,
flushing furioudy as he did. Shewinked, infinitesmally, but hurried her way past him.

His heart thumped over twice, then curled up inits corner and glowed hest. Did that wink mean . . . ?
Kathy entered the crew's mess and smiled at the assembled men who were off duty.

"All right," she said chearfully, "it'syour day - or night, whatever it is-who can tell on aspace ship?
What shdl we do thistime, boys? Do you want to draw lots to see who plays cards with me?"

One of the spacemen growled, "I don't see why the officers get your company the same amount of
timewe do. Theresfive of them and forty of us. It ain't fair."

Shelooked at him in mock reproach. "Why don't you get up a petition?”
Woodford muttered, "On a space cruiser, on amisson? They'd string us up by the thumbs.”

Kathy tossed her head and laughed at him. ™Y ou see. Y ou don't redlly care. My company isn't nearly
asimportant to you as you'd make believe."

Jak Heming scrambled to hisfeet and faced the rest. " She'sright! Why don't we? Why should forty
of us haveto share her time equally with only five?It's not as though thiswas an ordinary situation. How
often do you have women aboard a space ship? | say, let'sal sgn apetition. We should have Kathy's
company six days out of the week, they, only once.”

"Boys, boys," shelaughed.
But they continued to mutter among themsalves and the sounds of their voices went higher.

THERE was an dmost inaudible knock at the door.



"Who'sthere?' Kathy called.

"ltsme"

There was silence for amoment, then, "Just amoment - me."

By the time she opened the door, he was glancing fearfully up and down the corridor. He dipped in.
"Why, Johnny."

"Darling!" He reached for her but she avoided him as adroitly as possiblein thetiny quarters.

"Why, Johnny Norsen. Y ou know you're not alowed in here. What would Commander Gurloff say?
Besides, | thought you were the one who was so sorry to see me on board.”

He was hurried, but emphatic. "L ook, darling, Kathy. | didn't know then.
Her eyes were mocking.

Hehdd out ahand. "Thisring. It wasmy mother's. .. | ... | want youto wear it." Hisangular face
was very intent and very sincere.

Her eyes widened now. "Why, Johnny -"

"Ligten, sweetheart. | know, these aren't the circumstances. That nothing could . . . well, develop
here in the ship. But when we return, when we're back on Terraagain, I'm going to give up the space
service and we can -"

Sheinterrupted him with afinger on hislips. Her eyeswere on the floor now so that he 'Couldn't see
the glint of amusement, but she said softly, "I'll keep the ring, Johnny. We can talk about it when. ..
‘when we're back again. No, you'd better go." She avoided hisarms . "Everybody would be angry they
knew you'd beenin here."

After held gone, she put thering in asmal drawer - with adozen others.

THE SICK CALL wasamost daily growing in magnitude and Doc Thorndon didn't likeit. Not a bit.
The cruise ill had haf way to go. He was amazed that they'd hung on thisfar, actudly, but Sx months
was still too long a period to stretch before them.

He applied various teststo the last of his callers and then flicked astylus againgt histeeth inirritation
as he consdered the findings.

Rosen said, worriedly, "What isit Doc? Not . . . not cafard, isit, Doc?"

Thorndon looked down at him and laughed gently. "Ever had even atouch of cafard, Rosen?

"Well, no sr. But | saw aman with it once.” Rosen's eyes went nervoudy about the ship's hospitd.
The room was about the size of abedroom of a Pullman of the 20th Century. It had two bunks, one
above the other, atiny folding table, amedicine chest built into the titanium aloy wall, alavatory.

Doc Thorndon chuckled. "Don't worry. Y ou'll know it when you get space cafard.”



Rosen shuddered. "Yes, gr, | know. Thefear of black space. Theterror of freefall. Complete,
berserk hysteria” Thelittle crewman's eyeswent empty.

Doc patted him on the shoulder. "Forget about it, Rosen. Haven't you heard? There hasn't been a
case of cafard on this ship since I've been ship'sdoctor.” His face tightened subtly. "By theway, what's
this| hear about some of you crew members tapping the tract-torpedoes for acohol and brewing up
somejunglejuice?’

The crewman was surprised. He hadn't heard about it. But he came to hisfeet and began shrugging
back into his coverdls. He said, warily, "Whered you hear this, Doc?'

Thorndon laughed chearfully. "Never mind, and don't worry about it, Rosen. Infact, it wouldn't hurt
youtotry alittle of it. Get your mind off your worries.”

Rosen looked at him, shocked. Nothing was more taboo in space than drinking.
"Get on with you," Doc laughed and shooed him from the room.

After the other was gone, the doctor sank down to the side of the bunk and emptied hislungsina
sgh which touched on despair. Six more monthsto go.

Kathy put her head in the door and said, "Doctor Thorndon?”

Helooked up. "Come on in, Kathy. I'm through for the day and | have some suggestions for youl.

She entered and closed the door behind her. Sheleaned back against it and looked at him
thoughtfully, and once again he reminded himsdlf that she wasn't atractive-redly. It was her aggressve
persondlity, that and her obvious femininity. Y ou seldom saw mammary glandslike. . . Hepulled his
mind away from that trend of thought. Doc was masculine too, and not that old.

"Wdl, Kathy?' he said weerily.

Shesad, "l think I'vefindly figured out just what you're doing.”

"Y ou have? Wdll, I'm not surprised. Y ou're not avery stupid person, Kathy." He didn't look ashe
talked. "How many of m. have proposed to you thisweek?"

"Four. Lieutenant Roland, and three more of the crew members.”

He snorted, amusedly. "I'll wager you'll have hooked two thirds of them before the cruiseisover.”
The amusement left him. "If it'sever over."

"If it'sever over."
She sad, very softly, "It's even more than usudly important that the ship get back, isn't it?!
He looked up at her, without speaking.

She said, "I've been picking up odds and ends, here and there. | don't know too much about poalitics,
but from what the crew says, and the officerstoo, for that matter, Commander Mike Gurloff is pretty big



potatoesin reform politics back on Terra.™

Doc rubbed the end of his nose with athoughtful forefinger and wondered just how much to tell her.

Shesaid, "It's pretty important that he get back, isn't it?"

Doc Thorndon said dowly, "More than just get back, Kathy. He's got to return with his reputation as
strong as ever. He's got to be able to throw into their faces just what tricks the present administration has
been pulling on him.”

She sank into the one chair the room boasted. "Are we going to makeit?'

Doc pursed hislips. Findly hesaid, "The odds are againgt it, Kathy."

They sat dlently for awhile,

Doc took a deep bregth. "By the way, Kathy, | just had Rosen in here, you know, the signalman.
Hesin thefirst stages of cafard. He doesn't know it yet, but heis."

Air hissed through her teeth.

He nodded, serioudy. "We've got to snap him out of it, but quick. One bad case, and it'd spread
through this ship like wildfire. Now thisiswhat you'l havetodo. . ."

She listened very carefully and nodded. The two of them looked like apair of conspirators, leaning
toward each other, their faces very serious.

COMMANDER GURLOFF looked up C and down the corridor, spotted no one and dipped into
the ship's hospital. He closed the door and turned to Doc Thorndon who was lying on the bottom bunk
reading.

Doc looked up from hisbook and said, "Hello, Mike. Have a....seat."
Mike Gurloff scowled at him, but lowered himsdf into the indicated chair.

Hesaid, , Doc, what the kert are you trying to do with my ship and crew? The whole command is
fdling goart.”

Doc Thorndon put afinger in hisplace. "Oh?" he said.

"Y egh, oh. Don't act so innocent.” Gurloff hesitated, then went into the matter that bothered himin
somedetall. "Doc," hesaid, "Y ou've dways had alot of leeway on the New Taos. Of coursg, it's not just
the New Taos, any ship's doctor on any space craft on along cruise haslots of leeway - asmuch ashe
needsto fight off the threat of space cafard. Maybe you've had a bit more than mogt, but maybe that's
because you've accomplished more than most.”

The doctor reminded him softly, "We haven't had a serious case of cafard since I've been aboard,
Mike"

In an earlier age, Commander Gurloff would have knocked on wood. Now he shuddered. "All right,"
hesad, "I'll take that. But thistime, Doc, I'm afraid you're going too far. What's this about stun gun fights



between crew members down in the torpedo room? What's this about gambling going on, more or less

openly, and the crew being on the verge of mutiny because of Kathy? What's this about Mart Bakr and

Dick Roland starting afist fight in the wardroom the other day? And Rosen going on duty soused to the

eyebd|s?' Hisvoice became moreincisve. "Discipline aboard this ship isfaling apart, Doc. And, to my

aurprise, | seem to find your fine meddlesome finger in every case | note that's adding to this collapse.”
The doctor nodded, "That'sright," he said agreeably.

That'sright?" Gurloff blurted. ,"What do you mean?| come in here expecting you to have some
explanation of your actions and you merely say it'strue, that thing I've accused you of istrue."

"Itis" the Doctor said mildly.
"That you're inciting the crew to mutiny, that you're encouraging fighting and drink, that --"
"Yes," the Doctor said.

Gurloff blinked at him. Stared amoment. Then cameto hiset. He stood, looking down at the other,
the back of hishands on hiships. He wasincredul ous.

He snapped, "Doctor, you realize a crew without discipline incapable of running aship?’
"Let ussay that it'sincapable of running aship indefinitely.”
"And you say that you're ddliberately encouraging acollapse of haf therulesin the service?"

Doc sat up, putting hisfeet on the deck. He said, very serioudy, "Mike, how long have we been out
thusfar?'

The other scowled. "Somewhat over sx months.”
"How many cases of space cafard, so far?'
The answer was agrowled "None."

"Without books, without games, without any entertainment, for al practical purposes, were through
half of this cruise without ,one case of mental collapse, and that in spite of the fact that the crew had less
than two weeks rest fter the last trip.”

Mike Gurloff leaned back against the bulkhead and scowled at him. ™Y ou mean you're preventing
cafard by -"

Doc Thorndon leveled afinger at his skipper. "I'm preventing the compl ete collapse of this crew by
every method | can devise. | cantdl you right now, if we ever get back to Terra, this crew asaunit, will
probably never befit to take a ship out again. It was you, Mike, who said we had to make the cruise;
you said that if you could make it you'd be in aposition to upset the corrupt bunch of bureaucratsthat are
running the space service now.

"All right, Mike Gurloff, | believein you. I'm trying to get this ship back beforeit turnsinto an asylum
of howling, raving maniacs. It'staking every dirty ded, every littletrick, every bit of double deding | can
think of to keep monotony and boredom, the breeding ground of cafard, from setting in.”



"Including using that girl, Kathy, to keep the men in acontinud dither?"
"Definitdy! She'smy best wegpon.”

Mike Gurloff thrust his handsinto histunic pockets and stared, unseeingly, at the medicine chest. He
muttered, " There's one other thing, Doc, that | hadn't thought of before.”

IIYS?I
"It'strue that the New Taos has become the most popular craft in the fleet. Why?!

Doc Thorndon said indignantly, "For good reason! In the past two or three yearsit's made at least
four cruises with outstanding success against the Kradens. Every time the New Taosreturnsfrom a
cruise, it hasavictory to report. Why -"

"Every time but thistime, Doc," Gurloff said weearily. "And how long does ahero remain in the public
eye when he dacks off on hisheroism?”

Thorndon frowned.

Gurloff said, "Daoc, thistime they've sent us off on ayear's cruiseinto empty space. Therésnothingin
thisdirection. No enemy, no galaxy that well reach. No nothing. When we return after afull year of being
out of the news - well have nothing to report.” He thought it over for aminute. "1 wouldn't be surprised if
the powersthat be so timeit that just about when the New Taos berths, some other ship, with a skipper
and crew more amenable to the present administration, hits the headlines with some outstanding deed.
just you, watch."

Heturned on hished, mumbled afarewdl, and Ieft. Mike Gurloff was beginning to show both his,
age and the accumulated bitterness of years of having his career thwarted.

Doc Thorndon gazed after him, and rubbed the end of his nose with athoughtful forefinger. "I hadn't
thought of that angle," he said out loud.

IT WASthetraditiond toast of the officers of a gpace ship after asuccessful cruise, held inthe ship's
wardroom only moments after landing and immediately before opening the hatches.

Commander Mike Gurloff had brought the bottle of stone age brandy from his quarters and was
filling the glasses. He said, spiritlesdy, "Where's Doc Thorndon? If anybody isto be given credit for
bringing usthrough thistime, it'shim.”

"Saw him just afew minutes before landing. He was talking with Kathy," Johnny Norsen said.

"Well, let's get about it, gentlemen,” Gurloff growled. He took up his glass and eyed them, one by
one. "My lagt cruise, gentlemen,” he said, hismouth agtraight line.

They stood there, holding their glasses, their eyes widening.

He said tightly, " Surprised, gentlemen? What could you expect? It's either that or they'd havethis
craft out into space in another week or so. - And thistime, we wouldn't come back."



They said nothing. There was nothing to say. Each took down the drink, stiff wristed. Then they set
their glasses down on thesmadll table.

Dick Roland flushed noticeably and said, "Asamatter of fact, Sr, the same goesfor me."
All eyeswent to the second officer.

"Don't beridiculous," Mike Gurloff rapped. "Y our career hasjust started.”

Dick Roland squared his shoulders and said, "Kathy and | are going to be married and -"
"What!" Johnny Norsen blurted, angrily. "Are you trying to make afool of -"

"Marry you?' Mart Bakr ydlled. "Kathy and | are engaged. I'm the one that's quitting the space
serviceand -"

Johnny Norsen spun on him, then back to Roland. "Isthis supposed to be some stupid joke?" he bit
out. "Kathy and | are-"

Gurloff was looking from oneto the other of them in utter astonishment.

"Boys, boys," avoice from behind them said softly. They turned, each gtill sputtering hisindignation.
It was Doc Thorndon.

"Inthefirg place" he said mildly, "polyandry istill illega on Terraand the latest Satistics show that
Jackie - that is, Kathy -is engaged to forty-three of this ship's complement of forty-five officers and men.”

There were four different gaculations, but he went on. "And, in the second place, in spite of his
capable disguise over the past year, Jackie Black is avery masculine character, and | doubt if he'd be
interested in marriage - not to anybody of the male sex.”

They were dumb. It was just too much to assimilate.

Doc Thorndon handed an envel ope to Commander Gurloff. " Jackie Black thinks you'll be ableto use
these documentsin your next speech, Mike, Y ou didn't bring home your usud victory, perhaps, but you'l
draw your usud attention!" He rubbed the end of his nose with aforefinger and grinned, cheerfully.
"When he saw what ahornet's nest held awakened when he swiped them, he could figure only one way
of avoiding the regiments of police on histrail - he stowed away on a craft scheduled to be off in space
for ayear'stime. Hisdisguise asawoman went il further in preventing hisidentity from being guessed.”

Gurloff was thumbing through a sheaf of papersin the envelope.

"Y ou mean, that al along h3 planned to hand these over to someone who would expose -"

Doc shrugged. "I don't know Mike. Maybe not. But | think that little story about Robin Hood rather
appedled to him, Besides, was rather persuasive, just before he left the ship.”

The Doctor turned to go.

"Just aminute," Gurloff snapped, hisface dark. "How long have you known the identity of this- this
criminal, Jackie Black? Just because these papers are now in our possession doesn't mean we can brush



away his existence on my ship for ayear. We have aduty to perform. Whereis he?'

Thedoctor alowed himsdf only thefaintest of grins. "Asto how long I'veknown .. . . well, I've
suspected for sometime, redly, that. our Kathy wasn't quite as feminine as shedd like to have usdl think.
|

Dick Roland, still in asemistate of shock, blurted, "But . . . but . . . Kathy . . . | thought she was so
womanly. So. . ." hereddened again.

The Doctor cleared histhroat. "As amatter of fact, my first clue was based on that very factor. In
one of my old books| ran into the dang word, falsesand -"

"Thekert with dl that,” Gurloff blurted, "Whereisthiscrimind? Our duty issill to gpprehend him."

The Doc sad, "I'm afraid that 'Kathy' was the first man off the ship, Mike. Must have been ten
minutes ago. Seemsto me | saw him leave. by way of the torpedo hatch.”

Gurloff was weakening, but he grumbled, " Just because he turned these papers over to you doesn't
give him the right to escape the punishment that -"

Doc sad patiently, "Good grief, Mike, how sadigtic are you? After what that poor man's been
through the last twelve months with this ship full of Romeos, you want to punish him further.”

For an ingtant there was silence; then Mart Bakr grinned ruefully. "I guess you got a point there,
Doc."

[end]



