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Certain death faced Mason if he ventured into the untracked Outer Marches of the galaxy; yet if
he didn't go the galaxy itself would die! 

[original magazine blurb for Space Travel (formerly Imaginative Tales) Sept 1958]

AUTHOR'S CHRONOLOGY OF THE STAR KINGDOMS 

THE TWO THOUSAND CENTURIES

The Era of Interplanetary Exploration and Colonization—1971-2011. 

The Era of Interplanetary Frontiers—2011-2247. 

The Era of Interplanetary Secession—2247-2621. 

The Era of Interstellar Exploration—2300-2621. 

The Era of Interstellar Colonization—2621-62,339. 

The Era of the Federation and United Worlds—62,339-129,999. 

The Era of the Star Kings—130,000-202,115. 

The history of two hundred thousand years showed how the entire structure of galactic civilization was
based upon the epochal discovery of sub-spectrum rays.

The era of space-travel had really dawned in 1945 and ‘46, with the first release of atomic energy and
the discovery that radar could function efficiently in space. By the end of the 20th Century,
atomic-powered rockets guided by radar had reached the Moon, Mars and Venus.

Interplanetary exploration and exploitation had increased rapidly. But the vast distances to other stars
remained unconquerable until late in the 22nd Century, when three great inventions made interstellar
travel possible.



The most important of the three was the discovery of sub-spectrum rays. These were hitherto
unsuspected octaves of electromagnetic radiation far below even the gamma and cosmic rays in
wavelength, and which had velocities vastly greater than the speed of light.

Of these sub-spectrum rays the most useful were the so-called pressure rays in the Minus-30th octave of
the spectrum, which could react against the tenuous cosmic dust of space with a powerful pressure.
These pressure rays formed the driving power of star-ships. They were produced in generators powered
by atomic turbines, and were jetted from the stern of a ship to drive it thousands of times faster than light.

The second vital invention was that of the mass-control. Einstein's equations had shown that if a ship
travelled as fast as light, its mass would expand to infinity. This difficulty was overcome by the
mass-control, which “bled” off mass as energy to maintain a constant mass unaltered by velocity. The
energy thus obtained was stored in accumulators and fed back automatically whenever speed was
reduced.

The final invention concerned the human element, Men's bodies would have been unable ordinarily to
withstand those vast accelerations, but this obstacle was conquered by the cradlestasis. This was a stasis
of force which gripped every atom in a ship. The energy-drive jets gave their thrust, not to the ship
directly, but to its stasis. Thus everyone and everything in the ship remained unaffected by acceleration.
Magnetic apparatus furnished artificial gravity on shipboard, similar to that of the tiny
gravitation-equalizers worn by all star-travellers.

The fastest of the sub-spectrum rays, those of the Minus-42nd Octave, were so speedy that they made
light seem to crawl. These super-speed rays were used in telestereo communication and also in the vital
function of radar for the starships.

Using these inventions to build star-ships, mankind took at once to interstellar space. Alpha Centauri,
Sirius and Altair were quickly visited.

Colonies were soon established on suitable star-worlds. For some 10,000 years, Sol and Earth remained
the center of government of a growing region of colonized stars.

Until then, there had been no serious conflicts. Aboriginal alien races of intelligence had been found at
some star-systems and were helped and educated, but there was found no scientific civilization on any
star-world. That had been expected, for if such a race existed it would have visited us long before we
ourselves had conquered space.

But in the year 12,455, a group of star-systems near Polaris complained that Earth was too remote to
appreciate their problems, and they set up an independent kingdom. By 39,000, the kingdoms of Lyra,
Cygnus, and the Baronies of the great Hercules Cluster had declared independence.

Criminals and fugitives from the law seeking refuge in the Cloud eventually founded the League of Dark
Worlds. By 120,000, the star-kingdoms were many. But the biggest was still the Mid-Galactic Empire,
and hosts of star-worlds remained loyal to it. For convenience its government had been shifted in 62,339
from Earth to a world of the great sun Canopus.

The Empire took the lead of the star-kingdoms in the year 129,411 when the galaxy was suddenly
invaded by alien and powerful creatures from the Magellanic Clusters outside. And after that invasion
was repelled the Empire had steadily grown by exploring and colonizing the wild, unmapped star-systems
in the frontier regions called the Marches of Outer Space.

-Edmond Hamilton, 1949



CHAPTER I 

THE WRATH of the King of Orion flamed across the void.

Out from the Hyades sped his hunters, and from Mintaka, and Saiph and Aldebaran, grim ships of war
sped headlong between the stars in vengeful search for the small and secret ship that had dared violate
their domain.

The coded messages of anger and alarm flashed far away. And across the galaxy the star-empires heard,
and alertly watched their own frontiers. The Kingdom of Cassiopeia, the federated Barons of Hercules
who held a thousand suns and worlds, the Kings of Leo and Hydra and Draco, all these and a score of
smaller realms clear away to the Marches of Outer Space sent forth their fleets to watch, jealous of the
great empire of Orion, and more jealous still of the equally great and far older Terran Empire whose ship
it was that the hunters hunted.

The fleeing ship was a Class Five Scout of the Terran Navy, a tiny toy craft compared to the great
cruisers and heavies that pursued it. Its guns were popguns, it had hardly any armor, but it could go fast.
It was going very fast now, a mote of metal flying toward the Terran frontier. But, Hugh Mason knew
with fatal knowledge, it was not fast enough.

"We haven't got a prayer,” said Stack. Red-eyed and unshaven, he did not look like the captain of a
Scout as he stood with Mason behind the pilot in the little control room. He looked like a tramp.

"Those cruisers behind can't catch us,” said Mason.

"No, they can't,” said Stack. “But what about the ones ahead?

They'll be fanning out from Aldebaran right now."

Mason made no answer but his mouth tightened as he looked out the broad control-room window, the
window that was really a complicated scanner translating scrambled-up rays into ordinary light.

The light of a million stars beat upon him from the titanic panorama of stellar glare and cosmic gloom.
Amid the abyssal lamps of sapphire blue and diamond white and smoky orange there glowed like a
friendly beacon the whitish-green magnificence of Sirius, and beyond it the far yellow spark of Sol, old
capital of the Terran Empire and the fountainhead from which man had spread through the galaxy. But
closer and almost dead ahead was the blood-colored flare of Aldebaran, whose system was near the
limits of the Orionid Empire.

Mason had often wondered how this stupefying vista had looked to the first men who had gone out from
Sol to colonize the galaxy, thousands of years ago. Their frail star-ships had been borne out into the great
deeps by their courage and faith, their dream of a peopled galaxy living in peace under universal law. But
the dream had crumbled. One center of government could not hold the whole galaxy. The independent
kingdoms had sprung up, rejecting the authority of the Terran Empire, yet taking old Terran titles of
royalty for their chosen sovereigns. Oldest, biggest, was the Terran Empire that still would have no
sovereign except its elected Council. But others were almost as strong, and their kings yearned for
greater glory, like Janissar of Orion.

Thinking of that, Mason's hands clenched upon a stanchion. Between his teeth, he said,

"We've got to get Oliphant back to Terra before he dies. He's the key to everything."

Stack shrugged hopelessly. “Aldebaran is one of Orion's main fleet bases. They'll know we're coming.



Communic beams are faster than ships."

Mason said harshly, “I know all that. In case you've forgotten, I was a flight officer before I went into
Intelligence."

Stack flushed, “No offense."

Mason turned then. He was thirty-two and he felt like a hundred-and-two, a dark man with stubble on
his face and a desperation in his eyes. He said, “We're both beat to pieces. Forget my crack. If we start
slandering each other, we're licked. We've got to think fast."

Stack gestured toward the great star ahead that like a bloody eye watched them come.

"Their cruisers will fan out east, west, zenith and nadir from Aldebaran. We have to go around
Aldebaran's planetary system, yet if we swing wide around their cruiser screens we'll run into ships
coming up from Aleph and Charmar."

Mason looked at the star-blazing firmament and said, “Once past Aldebaran, the Terran frontier isn't far.
But you're right, we can't swing wide around their cruiser screens."

"So we have to hit their net and try to crash through it,” said Stack.

"They'd blow us out of space,” said Mason. His jaw tightened. “There's only one hole, one way through
them."

"There won't be any hole,” said Stack. “From Aldebaran system out every direction, they'll be so tight a
fly couldn't get through—

Of a sudden, looking at Mason's drawn face, he was silent. Then, in an altered voice he said, “Now I get
it. One hole. Right through Aldebaran's planetary system itself."

"That's it,” nodded Mason.

Stack mapped his brow, and the pilot turned and flashed a startled glance at them. Stack said, “You
know what our chances will be, at these speeds?"

"I know we haven't any chance at all, any other way,” said Mason. “Set it up on the computers. I'm going
back to see Oliphant."

He left the crowded control room and went back along the narrow companionway that was the axis of
the SC-1419. A Scout-class starship had barely room for its machinery and its eight men. Its whole
metal fabric seemed to vibrate in every atom from the thrust of its massive drive-units, as it bolted at
milli-light-speeds toward the frontier.

Mason squeezed between towering ion-drive assemblies that smelled of hot metal, and into the tiny
cubby where Oliphant lay strapped in a bunk. One of the crew, young Finetti, was sitting beside him and
looked up at Mason.

"He's worse,” said Finetti. “Pulse, respiration, everything."

"He hasn't come to?"

"Not for a minute, ever since we picked him up,” said Finetti. He added, “I wish I could do more for him.
I'm not a medic, just a spacer with six-months first-aid training."



"You're doing fine,” said Mason. He bent down over the bunk.

"Oliphant,” he said.

The man in the bunk did not answer. His thin face was gray and immobile, the eyes shut. There was only
a faint rise and fall of the mass of bandages that swathed his whole torso.

He was a small man. But to Mason, he loomed gigantic. For Oliphant, his friend and superior, had done
a thing no man in all the history of Terran Intelligence had done before. He had gone right into the
throne-world of the Orionid Empire, deep in the Pleiades, in search of a secret, and he had come away
again.

He hadn't had to do it. He was high enough in the service to give the job to Mason or anyone else. But
the peace of the galaxy was an uneasy one, with only the weight and power of the Terran Empire keeping
the jealous star-kings from each other's threats. And when the rumor had come from Orion, Oliphant
himself had gone in to learn the truth.

A rumor, a whisper, filtering by devious channels across the void. The whisper had said that Janissar,
King-Sovereign of Orion, was a happy man. That he was reaching toward a power, a weapon, a
something, that would make Orion supreme. If he got it, if he used it to enlarge his empire; the peace of
the galaxy would be torn to shreds. It might be only a baseless rumor. Oliphant had gone in to find out.

It was the SC-1419 that had taken him to a dead, airless globe in the Pleiades, sneaking secretly into
Orion space. In his little flitter, Oliphant had gone away from there, heading for the throne-world of the
king of Orion. They had waited, and finally the flitter had come back. But it had come back on auto-pilot,
with Oliphant inside it mortally wounded and unconscious. And he had remained unconscious ever since,
and whatever he had learned was still locked in his brain.

"Oliphant!” said Mason again, close to his ear. “It's Mason. Mason."

The waxen face did not stir. Oliphant was far away in realms of sleep where friends and stars and
empires meant nothing.

"I don't think he can last all the way home, sir,” said Finetti. And added anxiously, on a questioning note,
“If we get home."

Mason slowly straightened up. “Do all you can for him. We'll get home. We—"

The annunciator in the wall said, in Stack's voice, “Mason!"

Mason went back to the control-room on the double. The hysterical whirring of the computer was just
ceasing, as he entered.

Stack said stolidly, “Their cruisers ahead have radar-ranged us. We're running right onto them now."

Mason glanced through the scanner-window. Aldebaran was now a great red blaze amid the stars, a little
to the right. Its smaller companion-sun was almost hidden in its glare.

"To fool them on our intentions, we shouldn't turn toward it till the last moment,” said Stack. “That
means, when they start shelling us."

Mason nodded. “It's your ship."

"Is it?” said Stack sourly. “It was until I came under Intelligence orders. Now I don't know."



Mason did not answer that. He watched, and waited. Out there in the star-gleaming void ahead of them,
the cruisers of Orion were closing toward them, their target-trackers were at work, and—

A beautiful red-gold flare blossomed to their left, blotting out the whole universe in its blinding radiance.
An instant later, another flare burst on their right, this one so close that the scout was tossed around like a
photon on the crest of a solar prominence. Guns inconceivably far away were loosing missiles whose
self-powered ion drive hurled them at milli-lightspeeds faster than any starship.

Stack said to the pilot, “That's close enough. The pattern's set up. Turn off and go on auto."

The pilot moved switches and then sat back, his hands hanging idly, his shoulders quivering.

The scout swung sharply and plunged toward the red blaze of Aldebaran, like a moth bent on suicide in
the mighty star.

"I hope," said Stack, “that nobody gets in our way."

The skin between Mason's shoulders crawled, as he watched the great red star and its small companion
leap toward them. Already, at this speed, the thronging specks of its eighteen planets were coming into
sight.

To run through a planetary system at milli-light-speeds was flatly forbidden by every law in the galaxy. It
was also sheer madness. A computer could allow for the position of every planet and moon and minor
body in the system. A computer could not allow for the interplanetary shipping that thronged between
those worlds. They were taking a calculated risk, and if they hit anything they would never know it at all.

No human pilot could make the abrupt compensations and changes of course necessary to avoid all
those circling worlds and moons. The auto-pilot clicked smugly to itself as it rushed them on.

Mason glimpsed a fleck of light that came up with heart-stopping speed, growing like a blown-up balloon
into a vast, ice-clad planet with a host of little moons, reeling past them and dropping behind.

He clung to a stanchion as the auto-pilot cracked and the SC-1419 heeled over sharply. They went
rushing along the rim of an asteroidal zone that, was like a mighty river of stone in the sky, then heeled
again and now Aldebaran and its little companion were glaring again in their faces, bigger than ever. The
two suns marched away abruptly to the left as the auto shifted their course, and a huge planet of saffron
and black swung past.

Stack made a sound that was not quite a laugh. “I'll bet there are some surprised men back in those
cruisers.” And then he said, “The hell with them. I'm scared."

He had reason to be, Mason thought, for he too was scared, right down to his backbone. They were
rushing in among the inner planets where shipping was heaviest and if they hit or even grazed a ship, if—

He wanted to close his eyes, not to look at the red and orange and dun-colored planets and moons
racing past them. He thought that the auto-pilot had gone crazy, he thought that they'd never make it, and
then the immense, overwhelming limb of Aldebaran was ahead and the SC-1419 was running down on
the gap between it and the smaller companion sun.

They shot through that pass between the glaring suns, and on across the planetary orbits. They had made
it halfway, and Mason was sweating, and the pilot sat hunched in his chair and closed his eyes.

The auto-pilot had gone crazy indeed, it wanted to kill them, it was hurling them headlong toward a great
orange planet that widened out with frightful rapidity. Then the metal mind cracked, and they heeled over,



past a far-swinging moon like a copper shield, and heeled again and rushed on.

And something like an eternity later a voice was saying, “We're through. By Heaven, we made it."

The SC-1419 was in deep space again, bolting for the far lights of Sirius and Sol and the Terran frontier,
and Aldebaran and its worlds were falling behind.

Stack, his face red and glistening, shouted, “It'll take those cruisers awhile to swing back around outside
their system—they'll never catch us now."

Mason, dazedly, became aware that someone was tugging at his arm. It was Finetti, his face gray with
fear and excitement.

"Mr. Mason, he's going. He can't last many minutes!"

Mason crashed back from his pinnacle of new hope. They had dared the citadel of Orion and run the
gauntlet of its star-ships, and escaped, and all for nothing if Oliphant died.

He plunged back along the companionway, with Finetti at his heels. One glance at Oliphant was enough.
His eyes were still closed, his face still unmoving, but his color had become ghastly and his respiration
was imperceptible. He was, obviously, dying.

Mason looked at him. He knew what he must do, what Oliphant himself would want done, so that his life
was not sacrificed in vain. But it took him moments before he could speak the words.

"Give him electroshock stimulant,” he told Finetti.

Finetti stared, startled. “But in his condition, it'll kill him almost instantly."

"Almost,” said Mason. “He may be able to talk. He's going to die anyway in a few minutes, nothing can
save him. Give it!"

His voice lashed Finetti into action. Finetti, his hands trembling affixed the electrodes. The whine of the
apparatus filled the cubby.

Oliphant twitched. His body shuddered, writhed. Of a sudden, his eyes opened, staring blankly upward.

Mason bent over him. “John, it's me—Hugh Mason. What did you find out?"

Oliphant whispered, a dribble of words. “I made it out. I didn't think—they shot me as I was getting into
the flitter—"

"What did you find out? What's the new thing that Orion's got?"

Oliphant's eyes focused on his face. He spoke painfully, slurredly.

"What it is exactly, I couldn't find out. It's something that was discovered by Ryll Emrys, one of their
greatest scientists. Something of cosmic power. But Ryll Emrys has fled from Orion, taking his secret
with him—"

Mason bent closer, for now Oliphant's voice was failing fast.

"Ryll Emrys fled to the Marches of Outer Space. Orion has sent one of their top agents, V'rann, after
him. They'll risk anything to get him back, they—"



The voice stopped suddenly, and an incredulous look came into Oliphant's eyes. “Why, I'm dying, I—”
Then understanding came into his eyes, he whispered, “Thanks, Hugh."

Finetti bent over him, and after a moment he straightened up. “He's gone."

Mason was silent, looking down at the still face. Then he said.

"He did his job. And now there's a bigger job for someone else to do. In the Marches of Outer Space."

CHAPTER II 

THE TWO EARTHMEN were like giants walking through the galaxy. They strode between, the shining
constellations, and the great streams of stars washed against their breasts, and their shoulders and heads
towered up colossal above the million tiny suns.

This was not the real galaxy but an infinitely smaller simulacrum of it, a planetarium on a grand scale that
filled this whole hundred-foot circular room deep beneath Terran Intelligence Building, on Sirius Four.
Complexes of lenses projected accurate images of every important star in the galaxy. It was all here—the
star-clusters and lone suns and dark rogues, the magnificence of the great constellations, the whole
sweep of the galaxy.

One of the two men was Hugh Mason. The other was Valdez, chief of Terran Intelligence, a deeply
worried man. His thin face twitched slightly, and his deep eyes roved alertly as they walked through the
great swarm of light-flecks. He pointed to the soft lines of green light that delineated the snaking frontiers
of the Terran Empire, and Orion Empire, and all the kingdoms beyond.

Valdez stopped, and his hand stretched out like the hand of a god as he pointed over the tiny stars to a
region at the galaxy edge that had no lines of delineation.

"The Marches of Outer Space,” he said. “No kingdom out there owns them. None of the star-kings there
will let a rival conquer them. So they remain a jungle of independent worlds."

Mason nodded, a trifle bitterly. “And because Cassiopeia and Draco and Lyra have kings jealous of
each other, the Marches remain a haven for every outlaw, criminal and ambitious adventurer in the
galaxy."

Valdez went farther, and stood with the shining stars of Ursa Major floating around his chest, looking at
that nameless region of stars out on the Rim.

"Yes,” he said. “Quroon—that's the big green star beyond the Dumbbell Nebula—is the center of all the
activity in the Marches. Someone will try setting up as king someday, at Quroon."

Mason stared at the far-flung fringe of stars, and he heard again the dying voice of Oliphant saying. "Ryll
Emrys fled to the Marches of Outer Space. Orion will risk anything to get him back-"

"That fugitive scientist is the key to everything,” Valdez was saying. “Why did he run away to the
Marches? What was it he'd discovered—what power or weapon? It must be something plenty big if
he's’ so important to Orion."

"It's big,” muttered Mason. “Oliphant said they were sending a top agent after him. One of their aces,
named V'rann."

V'rann. A name that rang like an ominous bell. Whoever V'rann was, he must be good, to be sent on



such a mission.

"It figures,” Valdez said tensely. “Orion wouldn't send a fleet into the Marches after the man, except as a
last resort. The star kings near the Marches would be up in arms if they did. But if their secret agent can
get Ryll Emrys out of there and fetch him back—"

Mason nodded grimly. “Just so. And we can't let Orion get hold of this man and his secret again, no
matter what. It's up to us to get hold of Ryll Emrys first."

Valdez looked at him. “You know how risky it'll be, Mason. Do you still want the job?"

Mason said flatly, “Oliphant was my friend. I'm going to pick up where he left off. Yes, I want it."

They went on out of the little simulated galaxy, out of the big hall and to Valdez’ office.

"You know,” said Valdez, “that any Intelligence man or lawman who goes into the Marches is liable to
get short shrift."

"I know,” Mason said. “I plan to go in as a no-world man, an outlaw seeking refuge."

"No good,” said his chief. “It's been tried, and never works. A new man, a man they don't know, is
watched so closely he can't do anything."

He drew a small photo from his desk and tossed it across to Mason. “Look at this man."

The man in the photo was about his own age and size, Mason thought. But his close-cropped hair was
bleached colorless, his rawboned, powerful face was deeply reddened, and his blue eyes were cold and
insolent. It was a strong face, tough and reckless.

"His name is Brond Holl,” said Valdez. “He was an officer in the service of one of the Hercules Barons.
He killed the Baron's brother in a quarrel, and had to flee to the Marches. He was one of the toughest of
their outlaw captains out there."

"Was—"

Valdez nodded. “A year ago, the Cassiopeia Navy got a tip that Brond Holl was on his way to plunder
one of their small new starworld colonies. They tried to grab him but got away—but, they had forced him
into Terran space and our own cruisers scooped him up. He's doing a sentence out in Sirius Sixteen
prison right now."

Instantly, Mason understood what was in his chief's mind. He looked at the photo with a sharper interest.
He said, “Hair and eye color wouldn't be a problem, these days. But his face isn't much like mine."

Valdez Shrugged. “It'd take a few days, even with modern ultrafast healing techniques. But a few
muscle-grafts, some plastic pads inserted into your facial tissues—and we'd make you Brond Holl's
double."

Mason looked up from the photograph, frowning. “For me to break for the Marches as Brond Holl, the
real Holl would have to ‘escape'. How many people would be in on it?"

"Three—four—including us,” said Valdez. “It's too risky to let more know. We'd get Holl out and while
we're taking him secretly to a new hidden cell, you can be stealing a fast flitter and taking off."

"With the Terran Navy after me?” Mason said.



Valdez shook his head. “We can get around that, by timing it properly. If you high-jump it to the
Marches, you'll be all right."

"It has to be a high-jump,” Mason said decisively. “I wouldn't have a chance of getting through three
kingdoms. I can use the time—I'll need a lot of tape-studying to be Brond Holl as well as look like him."

Four nights later, Mason crouched shivering in the shadow of tumbled rocks on Sirius Sixteen, peering
down at the small official spaceport of Naval Prison. There was only one of the two moons in the sky,
enough to shed an eerie glow over the dark, stony world.

The prison itself bulked massive in the background, gleaming with many lights. Down here on the small
spaceport were two big supply-freighters, a few small interplanetary flitters, and one flitter that was
considerably bigger than the little planet-hoppers.

"I'm timing it for a visit of the Deputy Inspector from Sol,” Valdez had said. “His long-range flitter can
take you where you want to go. It's a four-man job, but you can handle it alone on auto."

Mason, watching and waiting, thought grimly that there would be considerable confusion if some roving
guard stumbled on him here. He wore a regulation prison coverall. He also wore the face of Brond Holl.
Chemicals had quickly bleached his hair and altered his eyes from brown to blue, and the super-surgery
and ultra-fast healing skills of modern medicine had given him a replica of the Herculean's face.

Mason glanced at his chrono, then picked up the square, metal case beside him by its strap. He started
stealing down through the rocks toward the spaceport.

The case was heavy. It was going to be an awkward nuisance, but he had to have it for it contained the
tapes that would teach him to be Brond Holl.

The spaceport was not guarded strongly. The guards were concentrated in the prison itself, on the sound,
old principle of locking up the thief instead of locking against him. And Sirius Sixteen prison contained
some of the most noted thieves in all the galaxy.

"The devil!” said Mason to himself in a furious whisper, as he crept closer to the Iona-range flitter.

Someone was in the flitter. Its airlock door was open and sounds came from inside.

Probably, Mason thought, a crewman had stayed to check over something. He damned such
conscientiousness. This could mean a delay, and even a few minutes delay could be fatal. Presently the
prison guards would discover that Brond Holl had got out of his cell-not knowing, of course, that Valdez
and his men had taken him out secretly. Then the alarm would sound, and he'd have to move fast if he,
impersonating Brond Hall, were to escape.

Mason grasped at an idea. There was no time to weigh its chances. Time was running out on him. He
crept to the shadow of the flitter, and crouched down by its metal flank, close to the open airlock. He
waited, a fine sweat coming onto his forehead despite the chill of the night. The pale moon peered down
at him in silence.

Like the bursting of a bomb, the screeching alarms cut loose at the prison. Mason tensed. He heard the
crewman inside the flitter running toward the airlock. The man jumped out, peering excitedly.

"What in the—” he was saying under his breath.

Mason rose up from the shadows behind the crewman and hit him, not hard but quite scientifically. The
man went down without a sound.



The diabolical raving of the alarms kept going, and lights sprang on to sweep the whole area outside the
prison. The guard batteries would be springing to attention, Mason knew.

Moving with frantic speed, he hauled the unconscious crewman to a safe distance. He snatched the man's
side-arm off him, then bounded back, tossed his metal case inside the flitter, jumped in after it and spun
the airlock-door shut.

He got a slight break, now. The minipile, the power-source of the flitter, was running; the technician he
had slugged must have been making a routine test. One glance at its indicators, and Mason ran forward
to the cockpit, strapped into the pilot-chair, and then punched buttons fast.

The flitter went up out of there like a freed genie, standing on its tail for a moment with the searchlight
beams swinging to catch it. Then the ion-drive hurled it away from Sirius Sixteen in a dizzying rush.

Even as Mason's fingers reached frantically toward other buttons, the missiles began exploding nearby.

He punched the switch marked EVASIVE PATTERN. The auto-pilot took over and the flitter began a
series of crazy gyrations, changing direction every two seconds in an unpredictable pattern. But despite
the random divergencies, it held its main course.

Mason gripped his hands tightly together and waited.

Flares like the lightning of a cosmic thunderstorm exploded all across the sky. The flitter was out in clear
space, weaving and reeling this way and that, the guard batteries unable to get a clean fix on it. It was up
out of the shadow of the planet now, and bursting into the overpowering white glare of Sirius itself.

"Now!” thought Mason, and snapped off the EVASIVE switch.

The flitter, on full ion-drive, went away on a straight line, building light-speeds.

The flares continued to dance behind him for a moment, and then abruptly stopped. At this speed, he
was out of the batteries’ range.

Mason mopped his brow. “That ought to be realistic enough to deceive anybody!"

At this moment, word would be flashing out that Brond Holl had somehow got out of the prison, had
stolen an inspector's long-range flitter, and was breaking for deep space.

So far, so good. That was the word that he wanted to go out, to pave the way for his coming to the
Marches. But the cruisers of the Terran Navy would be getting the word, too.

Valdez had timed this fake “escape” for a time when there would be no formations of Terran warships
close to Sirius. Otherwise, the whole “escape” would be impossible.

"Let's just hope,” Mason told himself grimly, “that Naval Intelligence hasn't overlooked any cruisers."

The flitter was running at mounting speeds, and the enormous glare of Sirius was well behind him. But
long-range radar would still be probing for him.

He and Valdez had planned carefully. He sent the flitter angling toward the Dog-star Shoals, a great
sweep of interstellar debris with a few small and uninhabited stars and worlds in it.

As soon as he had the Dog-star Shoals between him and Sirius, he was masked from radar and free to
take his true direction. It was roughly zenith by zenith-west-a course that would slant him up out of the
main swarm of the galaxy, heading westward.



After a time, Mason put the flitter on auto-pilot again and slept. When he had slept and awakened
several times, he woke finally to find that the flitter, now at full-milli-light-speed velocity, was above the
main lens-shaped swarm of the galaxy.

This was the “high jump"—crossing above the galaxy instead of through it. There were only a few faint
scattered stars up here. And the laws and navies of the star-kingdoms did not run here.

Mason looked down through the scanner-windows at the vast, burning cloud, each spark of which was a
sun. The flitter, moving many thousands of times faster than light, seemed barely to be crawling.

"And now the tapes,” he told himself. “I've got to be Brond Holl to the life before I hit the Marches."

Yet Mason delayed breaking out the tape-machine and tapes. He had never made the high jump before.
Now, caught in a strange fascination, he looked down at the mighty continent of suns above which he
was moving.

His mission, his hopes, the plans and fate and future of the Terran Empire itself, all shrank to
insignificance in his mind. What were the yearnings and fears of men, compared to the titanic majesty of
this slow-wheeling island-universe that moved through the greater deeps on the path of its own cosmic
fate, forever separated from the other giant swarms of stars whose lonely light flickered from far away.
The immensity of the spectacle mocked the pettiness of men.

And yet, Mason thought, the hardy sons of Adam had with insolent courage ignored that rebuke.

They had pressed out from Earth in their first star-ships, so long ago now that the memory was only
legend, to star after star, world after world. Those planets that bore intelligent life, whether humanoid or
alien, they either had let alone or had landed upon by agreement. They had kept on and on, until finally
the vast and growing star realm broke down of its own weight into all the independent stellar empires and
kingdoms that marched back beneath him now.

Back there behind him already stretched the far-flung suns of the Terran Empire, still the biggest of all,
stretching from Arcturus to far Centaurus, with its historical center at little Sol but with its real capital at
Sirius. And south and west from it loomed the fierce bright suns of the Empire of Orion, and beyond that
the faraway kingdom of Argo whose rulers boasted great Canopus itself as the sun of their throne-world.
And east from it, far away too, shone the blazing magnificence of Hercules Cluster, that awesome hive of
suns held in fee by the federated Barons who ranked themselves equal to any of the kings of stars.

Mason's gaze swept ahead, over the shining stellar nations he was crossing in this high jump. Cepheus
and Cassiopeia, the two allied kingdoms of the north, and the huddle of smaller star-kingdoms that had
banded themselves together in the League of the Polar Suns, and beyond that the Kingdom of Lyra from
which Vega watched like a fierce blue eye, and farther still the no-man's-land of fringe stars that was the
Marches of Outer Space.

Mason came out of his dream, then. The Marches were his destination, and unless he played his part well
there, he would not live long.

He got out the tapes. It was time that he quit being Hugh Mason, Terran agent, and became Brond Holl,
outlaw from Hercules.

"I wonder,” he thought, as he adjusted the encephalograph, “if V'rann, the Orion agent, will use the same
trick. Probably.

No use to worry about that yet. He relaxed, and switched on the little machine, and let the recordings



pour into his mind.

All the memories of Brond Holl had been caught on these tapes by the electro-encephalographic
recordings Valdez had made of the outlaw in Sirius Prison. The whole past life of the man unrolled in
Mason's mind, as he lay in the rushing flitter, day after day.

With the recorded memories of Brond Holl's earlier life, Mason was not so deeply concerned. But the
Herculean outlaw's life at Quroon concerned him much indeed, and he ran those tapes again and again.
He learned all that the man remembered about Quroon City, and about the outlaw captains of the
Marches. Garr Atten, the big Hydran who was unofficial leader of the captains, and Fayaman of Draco
who was no friend to Brond Holl at all, and Hoxie, the old Terran, and others like Shaa of Rigel and
Kikuri of Polaris who were humanoid, not human.

But then Mason learned an upsetting thing. Brond Hall's mind had held a fierce conviction that it was
someone at Quroon who had secretly sent out the tip that had got him captured.

"The devil!” thought Mason. “If that's so, I've got Brond Holl's enemies, as well as that agent from Orion,
to guard against while I look for Ryll Emrys."

He dismissed the disturbing possibility from mind for the present, and began the task of learning how to
impersonate Brond Holl.

Mason put on the visi-audio tapes that had been made of the outlaw. He watched them over and over,
studying every mannerism, tone of voice and gesture of Brond Holl. He practiced being the Herculean,
striding back and forth in the flitter, swearing at the confinement, frowning blackly.

When he thought he had finally absorbed all that he could from the tapes, he carefully destroyed them all.

The flitter sped on and on. Even at its milli-light-speeds, the voyage seemed endless. But finally, its
auto-pilot changed course. The flitter was coming down from the high jump, angling down over the
frontier between the Kingdom of Lyra and the Marches of Outer Space.

Mason did not relax his tension when he was down over the frontier. Lyra cruisers prowled into the
Marches at times, and would have heard the flash about Brond Holl's escape in a Terran flitter.

He breathed a little more easily when he saw looming up ahead a gigantic, glowing cloud. It was the
Dumbbell Nebula—a vast cloud of cosmic dust illumined by the light of the stars deep inside it. The dust
made radar unreliable, and he would be safer to cut through the nebula. He sent the flitter plunging into
the cloud.

His radar screen now became murky and uncertain but he watched it constantly. The fogged stars in here
that shone out like eerie witchfires were easy to avoid, but there might be dark bodies and he would have
little enough warning of them.

The flitter was two-thirds of the way through the cloud, when Mason uttered a sudden exclamation.

The radar screen, clearing for a second, showed a symmetrical formation of several dozens of blips, not
moving but poised immobile here in the nebula not far from him.

"Ships—cruisers—a full squadron!” Mason muttered. “Hiding here in the nebula—"

The radar screen distorted and fogged again. The hidden ships might not have seen him on their radar in
that brief moment of clearing, but if they had seen him. He sent the flitter rushing ahead at highest speed,
expecting every moment a burst of missiles. Nothing happened. Then he had not been spotted?



"But whose ships are they? Lyran cruisers watching for outlaw ships? No, they couldn't watch with their
radar fogged—"

An alarming possibility burst upon him.

"By Heaven, that could be it!"

The flitter burst out of the nebula into open space again. Before him stretched a vast region of scattered
stars and clotted star-clusters, thinning in number as they approached the fringe of the galaxy. Here was
the no-man's-land of the galaxy, the Marches of Outer Space.

Somewhere in this nameless frontier region was Ryll Emrys, the fugitive scientist whom Orion wanted
back so badly.

"And Brond Holl's own enemies,” thought Mason grimly. “Well, I asked for it."

He sent the flitter on a straight course toward Quroon.

CHAPTER III 

DEEP INSIDE a dense cluster of stars there burned a brilliant, emerald-colored sun with a single world.
That big green sun and its planet were guarded on every side by the thickly-swarming hosts of stars
whose interacting gravitational fields created a navigation danger made worse by the presence of great
drift-streams.

To the lush warm world of the green sun, inhabited only by small and primitive humanoids, had come
some of the first explorers who had reached this fringe of the galaxy. That had been long ago in the days
when the human race was bursting out from Sol in explosive fashion. But in those great days, when
star-kingdoms were rising and grabbing for worlds in the constellational wilderness, this cluster was too
dangerous to be tempting. The colonizers, the kingdom-makers, had ignored this fringe region and had
gone toward richer parts of the galaxy.

Later, fugitives from the laws of the star-kings had come to the world of this green star Quroon. More
and more of them had come, human and humanoid, Terrans and Orionids and Cassiopeians, until there
had grown up that strange outlaw civilization ruled by the captains whose armed star-cruisers were the
only law out here on the Rim. Often, the kings of Cassiopeia and Lyra and Draco had talked of banding
together to crush the outlaws of the Marches, but always their rival claims to the territory had prevented
such action.

Mason, navigating the flitter at reduced speed through the bewildering blaze of the cluster suns, thought
that eventually one of the star-kingdoms would try to grab the Marches.

"And a nice job they'll have, when they try it,” he thought.

The powerful magnetic and gravitational fields of the thronging stars had his instruments cockeyed. He
more than once almost took routes between star-systems that would have led into blind alleys of drift.

But he had Brond Holl's memories to guide him, and he tacked through the cluster by familiar star-marks,
always drawing nearer that emerald sun.

He knew that there were automatic radar-warning stations located on planets and dead stars that he
passed, flashing word of the coming of his small ship to Quroon. If more than one ship, the captains of
the Marches would have been on the way to challenge him, but he met no challenge until he was through



the last star-pass and running down on the green sun.

A thin, nasal voice spoke suddenly out of his communic. “Cut your speed,” it said. “Say who you are and
say it fast. You're in missile range."

Mason knew that voice well. Rather, Brond Holl had known it well. He spoke back flatly into the
communic.

"Terran flitter, coming in. And a devil of a watch you're keeping to let me get this close, Hoxie."

A crow of surprise and pleasure came from the communic. “Brond Holl, by all that's holy! We got the
flash that you'd broken out at Sirius, but we didn't think you'd ever make it here."

"I'm sure that broke a lot of hearts,” said Mason sourly.

Speak like Brond Holl, think like him, be him—or you won't last an hour here at Quroon! 

He swept in toward the single world of the green sun, cutting speed steadily until he was racing down
past two greenish moons toward the night side of the planet.

The lights of Quroon City, stretching away in a small and formless swarm, came into view on the dark
surface. Mason cut downward short of them, dropping toward the starport beacons.

On the starport, a score or more of ships flashed back the green light of the two racing moons. Mason's
mouth tightened. It looked as though all the captains were in, and that should make things interesting.

The flitter came to rest not far from the radar and missile-gun towers. Mason looked to the hand-gun he
had taken off the crewman back at Sirius Sixteen, then cracked the airlock and stepped out.

He was used to strange starworlds, and anyway the iridescent radiance of the two moons and the heavy,
sweet and rotten smell that came from the jungle all around the spaceport were not new to him. They
were in Brond Holl's memories, and he remembered very well the strange, polypous jungles of Quroon
whose towering growths were halfway between plant and animal, like the sea-anemones of old Earth.

He remembered, too, the man who was coming toward him through the moonlight from the radar tower.
An old Terran, with white hair and a face seamed by a strenuous and unvirtuous lifetime, his rheumy eyes
now lighting up with welcome.

"So you made it after all,” he crowed delightedly. “Well, well, things'll be a bit more lively at Quroon with
Brond Holl back.” Mason gave him the scowl that he felt sure the real Brond Holl would have done. He
said, “What's the matter, Hoxie? Hasn't there been enough bloodshed lately to amuse you?"

"Ho, you're a rare young hellion, Brond,” said old Hoxie, not at all offended. “I was just like you years
ago—I'd take nothing from anybody. Those were the days when Quroon was fun."

"Listen,” growled Mason, “don't you go arranging any fights for me just so you can enjoy watching."

"You've got me wrong, Brond,” said Hoxie, in an injured tone. He took Mason's arm, starting back
toward the tower, talking volubly. “I'm just glad to see you back, that's all. All the boys will be glad to
see you back. Except maybe Fayaman."

He darted a sidelong glance at Mason as he spoke the name, a sly, quick look.

Beneath the radar tower was a ground-car and Hoxie led Mason solicitously toward it.



"I'm taking you into the City myself, Brond. My second will keep the radar watch. I want to see their
faces when you show up."

"You didn't call Garr, then?” asked Mason.

Hoxie uttered a nasal laugh. "No, sir, I didn't. I wanted it to be a real surprise."

As the car started forward, Mason urgently reviewed the knowledge that had come to him out of the
tapes of Brond Holl's memories.

Old Hoxie was an ancient sinner who had always rather admired the tough, reckless Brond Holl.

Fayaman, a Draconid who had been drummed out of Draco's navy years ago, was Brond Holl's enemy
to the hilt. There had been a quarrel between them once over loot and Fayaman was not the type to
forgive.

Garr Atten was a much more formidable proposition. Garr, who had been by tacit consent the leader of
the captains of the Marches for years, had never had much love for Brond Holl either.

Mason turned his attention back to Hoxie. The old Terran was talking loquaciously as he drove down the
road through the jungle. On either side of the passing car loomed up the strange polypoid growths,
decked with cup-like leaves and flowers, swaying and writhing slowly in the moonlight. From their
shadows came the multifarious sounds of small forms of life that he knew were as strange as the polypous
plants.

"Garr's going in for trade, and even work, now,” old Hoxie was complaining. “A hell of a thing for
Quroon to come to. Time was, there was fun and plunder here but now Garr raises the devil if anyone
goes raiding—as you will maybe find out."

And again he gave Mason the sly, sidelong glance. But Mason refused to be prodded, his mind was too
busy with his own problems. He had to find out if Ryll Emrys, was here, but he couldn't ask right out.

"What's been going on since I left?” he asked Hoxie.

"That's what we'd all like to know, Brond,” Hoxie answered.

"What do you mean?"

The old Terran looked at him shrewdly. “Garr's up to something, and won't say what. He's excited, and
talks big about making the Marches a real independent kingdom. He says we're to hold off from any
more raiding, and wait,” Hoxie grunted. “The men are tired of waiting."

That meant little to Mason, and gave him no clue to what he wanted most to know. He tried again.

"Has anybody new come in since I left?"

Hoxie shrugged. “The usual people that get in trouble at home and have to run for the Marches—but
nobody special. Except a fellow who got run out of Lyra for something, name of Chan Fairlie. He
brought his woman along-and she's a looker. The boys all have their eye on her, especially Fayaman."

Mason didn't think this could be the fugitive Orion scientist.

"How long ago did Fairlie show up here?” he asked.

"Only a few weeks ago,” Hoxie mumbled.



That didn't fit at all, Mason thought, so it could not be Ryll Emrys. It could be the secret agent from
Orion, their ace V'rann whom they had sent after Ryll Emrys, but such an agent wouldn't encumber
himself with a woman. Still he'd better take a sharp look at Fairlie.

The lights of Quroon City rose up ahead of them, and the car entered the unpaved streets of the town.

Mason had been in many a strange city on far star-worlds, but never in such a one as this. Physically, it
was unimpressive—a collection of one-story structures of black stone, built every which way along
casually rambling streets, with the smaller dwellings extending away amid tall polyp trees from the
bright-lighted street that was the main axis. Here there were drinking-places, shops and dives to serve the
most motley population that Mason had ever seen.

Human and humanoid, men and near-men from hundreds of starworlds far across the galaxy, and women
and near-women too. Hair and scale and feather, beaked faces and noseless faces and wicked but quite
human faces. Primitive little humanoid aborigines of Quroon itself, big and furry white humanoids from
cold planets who panted in the humid night, proud-crested men from the old races of Rigel who walked
like tigers, lithe and serpentine men from beyond the Polar Suns who had never been sons of Adam, and
all of them with two things in common—all walked erect on two legs and all had got into trouble
somewhere else in the galaxy.

Speculative eyes of human woman, cat-eyes and pupilless round black eyes and blank, pale eyes that did
not seem to see, stared at Mason as he and Hoxie got out of the car. He was known, and he heard the
name of “Brond Holl” passing to and fro.

"Come on,” said Hoxie, enjoying himself. “You came just the right time. The captains are meeting
tonight."

"Why?” demanded Mason sharply.

"I told you they're tired of waiting for Garr to tell his plans, didn't I? That's why."

They pushed through the motley crowd, and Mason let Hoxie lead the way to what appeared to be the
biggest drinking-place in Quroon. But from the interior came no music or laughter—only the sound of an
angry, bellowing voice. He went in, behind Hoxie.

The room was big and stone-paved and stone-walled, a black room whose shadows not all the
suspended krypton-lights could dispel. There were tables grouped in a rough ring, and men and not-men
at the tables, and others standing in a crowd around the walls, and all of them listening to the man who
was speaking angrily to them.

It was Garr Atten who was speaking, and it seemed a little touching to Mason that Garr Atten should be
trying to found a star kingdom when his throne-room was a tavern drinking-room on an outlaw world.

"I'm damned if I don't give up and let you all go to the devil in your own way, if that's what you want!”
Garr Atten was roaring.

He was a giant Hydran well past youth, red-haired and with a battered, bronzed face and tawny eye that
were flaming with leonine rage. He stood, great fists clenched, glaring, around the crowd.

"I've told you that I've go plans, and you can trust me or not just as you wish,” he bellowed.

A handsome, pale man with sleepy black eyes spoke up for the sullen crowd. “We trust you, Garr. But
we'd like to know a little about it."



Mason's eyes flew to that speaker. He knew him very well indeed, from Brond Holl's memories. He was
Fayaman of Draco, and he was a man to watch.

"Yes, there's your old friend,” said Hoxie in a chuckling whisper. He added, “That's the new man, Chan
Fairlie, beside him. Ain't that woman of his something? Her name's Lua."

Mason saw a man with the faintly bluish skin and blue-black hair of a Lyran, a tough-looking man with a
square face. Behind him stood a Lyran girl, beautiful as only the blue-tinted women of Lyra were, her soft
face anxious and half-fearful in expression as she listened to the rising clamor of voices.

A big Betelgeusan humanoid, a striking figure with his body-fur of bright yellow, was speaking. His
enormous eyes were fixed on Garr Atten, but the words he spoke were mild.

"Now, Garr, when you said you could make the Marches a free kingdom, we all said we'd follow you.
And we will."

A tall humanoid captain from Rigel, his feathered crest ruffed erect, spoke up. “It's just that we're all tired
of not doing anything."

Garr Atten was not placated.

"What do you want to do—go raiding into Lyra and Cassiopeia again?” he roared. “Bring a half-dozen
star-kings down in full force to smash us? I tell you, times have changed. You try that, and you'll end up
like—"

Mason stepped out from behind the men in front of him, at that moment. The movement caught Garr's
eye. The big Hydran stared at him, his mouth opened in surprise.

"Like Brond Holl?” said Mason pleasantly. “Is that what you were going to say? Your moral example has
gone sour, Garr. The bad penny has turned up again."

He heard the buzz of voices, the startled exclamations, but paid no heed to them. He had to play Brond
Holl to the hilt if his true identity was not to be suspected, and before these tough star-captains of the
Marches there was only one way to play it.

Fayaman, his white face suddenly a shade whiter, was glaring at Mason. With a smothered oath, he
jumped to his feet. His hand snaked toward the missile-pistol hidden inside his shirt.

Mason had expected something like that, and already had his hand on the hilt of his own missile-pistol.

He said evenly, “Try it, Fayaman. I want you to. I'm pretty sure you tipped off Cassiopeia to capture me,
and this will give me all the excuse I need."

There was a petrified silence, and then Garr Atten strode furiously out with his own weapon in his hand.

"Either one of you starts a fight, I'll kill the survivor,” he bellowed. He looked bleakly at Mason and said,
“Have you any proof that Fayaman did that?"

"No one else here hated me enough to do it,” Mason snapped.

"That's not proof,” said the giant Hydran. “So you've come back, Brond. I won't say I'm glad, you
always were a hell-raiser, but the Marches are free to any fugitive as they always have been. But you
bring any trouble here now when we're going to pull off the biggest thing in the galaxy, and it'll be the end
of you!"



CHAPTER IV 

MASON STOOD SULLENLY, as though debating in his mind whether to challenge Garr Atten or not.
Actually, he was relieved that the Hydran captain had prevented a fight. The last thing he wanted was to
get side-tracked into a row with Brond Holl's personal enemies, but he had had to act as the real Brond
Holl would have done.

He took his hand off his weapon, and said sulkily, “I'm not bringing any trouble, but I've still got my ideas
about who made me rot a year in Sirius Prison."

Garr Atten addressed him with grim emphasis. “Brond, you get it into your head right now that things
have changed. You go off on another looting expedition, and I'll send a warning to all the star kingdoms
myself."

"What are we to do, then—take to farming?” growled Mason.

"There's plenty of trade with the humanoids out here in the Marches—use your ships for that, not for
plundering,” said Garr.

Old Hoxie raised his nasal voice. “Seems like I've lived past my time, when the captains of the Marches
ain't allowed to take a little loot where they find it."

A murmur of agreement went up from many in the big room. And a flaming spark came into Garr Atten's
tawny eyes.

"You fools! We've got a chance to make ourselves a real star kingdom, not a runaway's hideout. The
biggest chance anyone ever had. And you'd throw it away for a little loot. I say, No."

"You still haven't told us how you're going to accomplish all this,” grumbled one man.

"You'll know when there's no danger of any of you spilling it,” Garr answered roughly. “Till then, you
wait."

They were not happy, Mason saw, these hard-bitten outlaw captains. But also none of them felt like
challenging the redoubtable Hydran leader right now. He was forcing them to take his plans on trust.

What was Garr Atten planning? How could he expect to establish a kingdom that the galactic
governments would recognize? Mason's brain began to turn over fast. It might—it just might be, that he
had here a clue to the object of his mission.

The captains were turning away, the gathering breaking up. Mason strode across the room, ignoring the
hostile stare of Fayaman, and went up to Garr Atten.

"I've got some news I think you ought to know,” he said.

The Hydran scowled at him. “What?"

"I can blab it all over Quroon at the top of my voice if that's what you want,” Mason said. “Is it?"

Garr Atten turned dull red in the face. “Brond, you've been asking for me to break your neck ever since
you got here. Keep on, and I'll oblige. All right, come on and tell me your precious news in private."

He headed for the door. Mason followed him, noting that Fayaman was still watching, with an expression
that seemed strangely familiar to Mason. He tried to remember where he had seen it before, and out of



his personal memory banks there popped the image of a huge gray cat fixing that exact hungry and
intense stare upon a young rabbit in the grass. He had a moment of hot irritation. Sooner or later this cat
was going to spring and he would be forced to do something about it, no matter what vastly more
important things he was concerned with. He wished Fayaman at the figurative bottom of the Coalsack.

He did not see Fairlie and the girl Lua until he was outside, and then he saw them going away down the
street arm in arm, the girl looking at Fairlie as though hanging on his every word, her hips moving with
provocative grace under bright silk, her long hair swinging down her back. Mason envied Fairlie briefly,
and then forgot them both for the moment.

Garr Atten led the way through the swarming street. It was a way Brond Holl remembered well, past the
glaring lights with the stream of human-inhuman-unhuman faces moving under them like the many colored
masks of a strange chorus in a play, past darker places where the windows of the houses were shuttered
and the lights discreetly dim, past a belt of the tall and grotesque polyp trees that in their strange
semi-animal way writhed away from each passerby, their great sweet-stinking pennants of bloom
nodding and shaking.

* * * *

The place they went to was a sprawling place of black stone set by itself at the edge of town in a polyp
grove. The jungle seemed to claw at it with thick fingers. Millions of tiny night voices of minute creatures
clamored at it from every creeper and grass blade. Mist rose from the ground and tried to hide it in a
silver veil. But it was there, looking as stubborn and immovable as the man who had built it.

The servants who let them in were familiar to Brond Holl, too, but Mason could not repress a personal
quiver of distaste. These native humanoids of Quroon were more -oid than human, little scampering
creatures with prominent teeth and unpleasantly naked skin. Garr Atten sent them off and led Mason into
a big bare room, quite austerely furnished in comparison with the luxury the other captains indulged in.

"All right, Brond,” he said. “We're alone here. What is it?"

The screek and shrill of the little insect voices drifted in from the night outside, riding the currents of warm
air through the windows. Mason sweated. He wiped his sleeve across his forehead and said, “I thought
you might be interested to know that there's a full squadron of somebody's cruisers hanging in Dumbbell
Nebula. I almost rammed them in the cloud, coming through."

He startled Garr Atten and before the man's usual tight control took over, he said fiercely, “By God, if
Orion—"

He stopped there suddenly.

"Why,” asked Mason innocently, “would Orionid cruisers be sitting in the nebula out there with their eyes
full of dust? What are they waiting for—a signal to attack?"

"Maybe,” said Garr Atten curtly, thinking many thoughts very rapidly as he walked up and down.
“Maybe."

The hot damp air was heavy in Mason's lungs. His nerves pricked him with sudden needles. The
monotonous voices of the insect night-singers outside rasped his ears. Too much, too little—one word, a
false look, a mere breath could lose him both his answer and his life.

He made his voice harsh, challenging—Brond Holl's voice.

"Why did you say Orion? You didn't even have to stop to think. What do you know, Garr, that the rest



of us don't know?"

Garr Atten looked at him heavily, preoccupied. “Nothing I can tell you now. You'll have to wait—"

Mason walked up to him. “Wait,” he said. “That's fine. Me and the rest of them, we wait with a squadron
of cruisers hanging over our heads until you get ready to tell us what they're there for. I don't think the
others would buy it, Garr. I think they'd want to know how far their necks are stuck out, and what for."

Something quick and quiet happened to Garr Atten's face. It made Mason's back feel cold in all that
sticky heat.

"Don't try to blackmail me, Brond,” he said. “I don't like it. I want you to keep this information from the
others, yes. But you're not going to use it to force me to tell you anything."

How far do I push it? Mason thought. How far would Brond Holl go if I were Brond Holl and thinking
only of my own neck and not of what I'm really thinking about?

Damn the heat add the crickets, or whatever the nasty-little brutes are on this stinking world—

"I'm not going to trust my safety to you without a word of explanation, either,” he said to Garr Atten.
“Those cruisers—"

He stopped in mid-flight, listening.

Listening to something—

Listening to nothing.

The night-singer insects had all stopped singing. Beyond the open window the jungle-garden was silent,
as though it held its breath.

"Those cruisers,” Mason continued smoothly, “are a long way off.” He moved to a writing-table in the
corner. “I can make you a rough chart of their position—"

He saw a puzzlement, and then a sudden understanding, in Garr Atten's eyes. “Yes, I wish you'd do
that,” Garr Atten said, and leaned over his shoulder and watched with absorbed interest as Mason
wrote, Someone's in the garden—

Garr Atten reached out and touched the lamp. The room turned black. In the same instant Mason heard
Garr Atten whisper, “Move!"

But he was already moving. He flung himself halfway across the room and before he hit the floor a tiny
star, intense and blinding as a nova, flared briefly by the writing table and vanished, taking with it most of
the table and a part of the neighboring stone wall—all without so much as a whisper of sound.

Energy-missile, lethal and silent.

Mason scuttled the rest of the way across the room, drawing his own weapon. There was the light 
spung! of an ejector mechanism and then a second star burst and died beyond the window. Garr Atten,
firing back. He was unhurt, then. Good. The assassin had missed—

Good. Yes, indeed. Good for Hugh Mason, too, because they two had stood together at the table and
the energy pill might have been aimed at either one of them. So who had fired it?

Fayaman, wanting to get Brond Holl?



One of the captains, wanting to get Garr Atten out of the way, with his insistence on a new regime of law
and order?

Or someone by the name of V'rann, wanting to get a masquerading spy of Earth by the name of Hugh
Mason?

Mason scrambled out into the hall, with Garr Atten so close on his heels they almost tripped each other.
Behind them in the room there was sudden light, and as they ran along the hall the door they had just
passed through vanished in a noiseless flare.'

"The other side of the house,” said Mason. “Get out and circle around—"

Garr Atten gave him an odd look, but he said nothing. They ran through a longish hall where half a dozen
of the humanoid servants had made themselves into a tight ball in the corner, their alarmed little faces
peering. They went out onto a terrace of black stone slippery with dew, and then circled back around the
corner of the house. The little singers of the night were still crouched silent among their leaves and
grass-blades, waiting for the giants to stop shaking their world. The air was rank with that smell of
mingled life and death common to jungle no matter where you find it. And there was death lurking
somewhere in the shadows under the tall polyp trees, where the greenish moonlight lay mixed with mist
like sweet poison in a cup.

Garr Atten gestured silently and they separated, each one now his own citadel of defense, creeping in
shadow while the cold dew soaked into his garments, listening, halting, starting at the writhing quiver of a
polyp tree be passed, darting swift as deer across the moonlit places with every nerve taut, and
screaming in the expectation of sudden light and the impact of destruction.

They stalked someone, and the someone stalked them.

The wall of the house, with the window by which the assassin had stood, showed black and bare in the
moonlight. Mason stood in the shadow between two towering polyp trees, not close to either one of
them, and listened. As he listened, he wiped his hands on his coverall to get the greasy sweat off them,
shifting his weapon from hand to hand. His hands were cold, and so was the rest of him despite the
humid warmth.

There was a deep silence, and it was as though this whole world had been dead for a million years.

Then of a sudden Mason heard the stir and murmur of a polyp tree a score of yards from him, making a
vague sound on the air as it writhed and twisted. Instantly, knowing that the sound meant that someone
had slipped close to the grotesque tree, Mason dived away from where he was and hit the wet grass a
dozen feet away.

There was a burst of silent light where he had been.

He rolled over and triggered a silent shot with his own missile-pistol, at the place where the polyp tree
had stirred.

His missile hit the tree, exploding in another soundless star. But there was a man close to the tree, a man
whose weapon was raised for another shot at Mason, and the star touched his side.

Darkness again, and a sound like a grunt, and then the noisy crash of the severed polyp-tree falling.

Mason scrambled to his feet and ran forward. With his free hand he snatched out his pocket-light and
flashed it.



Chan Fairlie's body lay there, face up, his eyes wide and sightless, one hand still clutching his gun. The
other hand, and arm, and part of his body, had been touched by the star and weren't there.

Mason's thoughts raced as he looked down at the stony blue face of the dead Lyran. Had Fairlie been
the agent from Orion? Had he been—V'rann?

"If he was,” Mason thought, “he'd suspect that Brond Holl's timely escape might be a trick to get a
disguised Terran agent here. But he brought that woman here with him, and that doesn't fit—"

His mind leaped to another thought. That Lyran girl who had come to the Marches with Fairlie—she was
still alive. He could find out from her—

He spun suddenly around as he heard a step. His light caught the towering figure of Garr Atten, coming
between the writhing trees.

"I thought he'd got you,” said Garr. “Who the devil—” Then he was silent a moment as Mason swung the
light onto the dead face. Finally he said, “Chan Fairlie. But he's been here only a few weeks, why should
he try to—"

He broke off and asked Mason keenly, “You never knew him before you came here, Brond?"

"No,” answered Mason truthfully.

Garr Atten nodded. “He showed no sign of recognizing you tonight. So he couldn't have had any grudge
against you. It was me he was trying to kill."

"If he's only been here a little while, why should he?"

Garr said somberly, “He could have been put up to it by one of the captains. By someone who wants
what I've got."

"What have you got, Garr?” Mason asked boldly.

The Hydran looked at him somberly. “You kept me from getting killed in there, Brond. I owe you
something. I'll tell you."

His big frame seemed to loom gigantic in the green misty moonlight, and his voice throbbed harshly.

"I've got a man. Brond. A man who came here while you were in prison—and who holds the secret of a
power such as the galaxy has never seen."

Mason kept his face unmoved, but his brain shouted, Ryll Emrys!

"And with that power,” Garr Atten said, “I can make the Marches a free kingdom. I tell you, I can smash
all the star-kings like eggshells if they try to stop me!"

A cold feeling came back over Mason, as he looked at the craggy face dark with passion and purpose.
He remembered Oliphant's dying warning of a weapon of cosmic power, and it was as though for a
moment he saw the galaxy and all its empires and star-kingdoms on the brink of an abyss.

"But there's little time,” Garr Atten said tightly. “Too little! With Orion's cruisers watching out there, and
my own captains against me, I've got to strike now or never."

CHAPTER V 



THE PLANET was rolling toward dawn. Already a dimming had crept over the blazing splendor of the
cluster-sky, the hosts of stars paling as a sickly green light welled up from the horizon. Then there was an
upflinging of spears of green radiance, and the emerald sun rose and glared a hot light over the polypoid
jungles around Quroon City.

Garr Atten's humanoid servants had taken the dead man away for burial, chattering among themselves
like apes. Garr himself paced to and fro in the big bare room that had nearly seen his death, and Mason
watched him.

"They've been demanding and demanding to know what I plan,” muttered Garr. “All right, I'll tell them.
You can pass the word that the captains are all to meet here this evening."

Mason was eager to go, for he had’ his own plans and he needed to be fast. He started toward the door.

"Remember, you're to say nothing yet about those Orion cruisers,” rumbled the Hydran.

Mason nodded. “I won't."

Garr Atten stared at him. Suddenly he came and stood in front of Mason and looked searchingly into his
face. He said, “In some ways, Brond, you're no damned good. But I don't remember you as a liar. Will
you tell me something?"

"What?"

"This!” said Garr. “One true word. Are you for me or against me?"

Mason felt a queer emotion. He was on a mission for the Terran Empire, for the peace of the galaxy, and
he would break men like matches to accomplish it. This Hydran was an outlaw, and a dreamer, but he
was also a man.

"I'll give you a true word, Garr,” he said. “I think you're fit to be a star-king, and I'm not against you
unless I have to be."

Garr bristled. “A man who asks for truth of a fool. I was almost ready to trust you completely. Well, pass
the word to the captains."

Mason went through the dazzling green sunrise back to the main street. There was still noise and activity
in the drinking-places, and he looked into them until he found Hoxie.

The old Terran outlaw's eyes lit up when Mason delivered Garr's message.

"I'll sure tell all the boys,” he said. “So Garr's finally going to tell us something, eh? About time."

"Where does Chan Fairlie live?” Mason asked.

Hoxie grinned. “So you're after that woman of his too? Well, that ought to make Fayaman love you even
more—like I told you, he's always hanging around her."

He told him, and Mason went away from there. He went to one of the streets of black stone houses and
huts that rambled casually toward the jungle, and he found Lua, the Lyran girl, sitting in front of one of
them carefully combing her long black hair.

The grotesque green polypoid trees swayed and writhed away from him as he came, and she looked up
at him swiftly and startledly. Her dark eyes were wide in her clear, faintly blue face, and the striped silk
pants and jacket she wore were tight on her, and Mason thought that old Hoxie was right and that this



was a woman there was bound to be trouble about. He meant to find out if she was anything more than
that.

"Chan Fairlie's dead,” he told her, hitting her between the eyes with it because he didn't know any other
way,

She leaped to her feet and stood, her face shocked and unbelieving. She looked at him, for a long
moment, and then said, “Who killed him? You—"

"Yes,” Mason said. “He came to assassinate Garr Atten, and would have killed me into the bargain, and
I had to—"

He got as far as that, and then he was too busy to say more, for she was at him like a wildcat, her fingers
raking his face, while her other hand grabbed for the weapon at his belt.

He stopped that, and pinioned her arms between his hands, and shook her. He said roughly, “Murderers
are liable to get killed. You ought to have thought of that before you came here with him."

Lua suddenly stopped struggling, and burst into tears. “What will become of me here now?"

Mason said acidly, “I'm glad your grief isn't so permanent that you can't think of yourself."

He let go of her, and stepped back a pace. And the Lyran girl was now neither a sexy piece nor an angry
wildcat, but just a scared girl, her cheeks smeared with tears and her mouth quivering.

"Who was Fairlie?” demanded Mason. “Who was he really?"

She stared at him. “I don't know what you mean. He came to Linnabar, where I was dancing in a
starport pleasure-palace. He wanted me to go with him, he told me he was a star-trader and owned a
small ship. I went. Then later he admitted that he was an outlaw, that he'd stolen the little ship, and that he
was on his way to the Marches where the law couldn't reach him."

It could all be true, Mason thought, but if Fairlie had been just an outlaw fleeing to the Marches, why had
he tried to kill Garr?

On the other hand, if Fairlie had been V'rann, the agent of Orion, he could have posed as a Lyran outlaw
and picked up the girl as a piece of protective camouflage. And V'rann would have had good reason to
suspect that “Brond Holl” was a Terran agent, and want to kill him.

"What will become of me now?” Lua asked dolefully, again.

Mason grunted. “I don't think you'll find it too hard to find another—protector, here."

"Fayaman of Draco has been nice to me,” said Lua, a thoughtful look in her eyes.

Mason told himself disgustedly that she was a cheap little tramp, but he stuck to his main problem of
establishing Fairlie's identity. Of course, if Fairlie had been V'rann, his blue Lyran look had been all
disguise, but modern make-up tricks were so good it took laboratory techniques to detect them. He
hadn't had a laboratory, and he hadn't even had the time, since Garr had had his servants bury Fairlie at
once.

Mason stepped toward the open door of the small black stone house.

"What are you going to do?” asked Lua uneasily.



He didn't answer her, but went on in and left her looking after him half-fearfully.

* * * *

Only three of the shadowy, dank rooms of the stone house had been lived in. The kitchen was a mess,
and he decided that cooking and housekeeping were not among Lua's talents. But in the sleeping room,
her tawdry silks and bangles were laid out neatly with loving care.

He rummaged swiftly through Chan Fairlie's effects. They were just the sort of stuff an outlaw on the run
would take with him-spare weapons, charts, bottles, and some tri-dimension photo of girls that should
have made her jealous if she had seen them. There was not a thing here to show that Fairlie had been
V'rann of Orion. On the other hand, if Fairlie had been V'rann, an ace secret agent like that would be too
clever to carry anything around that would give him away.

As Mason stood frowning, he suddenly heard the sharp voice of Fayaman from outside.

"Lua, I've just heard that Garr Atten is finally going to tell us his plans today, and—"

Lua's voice, rising to shrillness, interrupted. “Chan's dead! Brond Holl killed him, he said. And he's in
there now!"

Mason strode out into the dazzling green sunlight. With an oath, Fayaman turned from the girl, his hand
darting toward the front of his shirt.

Mason said, “I'd just like to know, Fayaman, how surprised you really are by that news. If you put
Fairlie up to trying to kill Garr, you can't be surprised at all."

"What the devil are you talking about?” demanded Fayaman, his marble-white face tight and dangerous.

"He said Chan tried to kill Garr,” wailed Lua. “He said that's why he killed Chan.” Tears started again in
her eyes as she added, “And he shook me."

Fayaman hesitated, not grabbing for the weapon inside his shirt. There was a shade of indecision in his
face now.

"It's true,” Mason nodded. “Garr doesn't figure that Fairlie, a newcomer, would think up the assassination
himself. Garr is very keen to know who put Fairlie up to it."

Fayaman's hesitation deepened, and slowly he took his hand away from his shirt. After a moment, he
said, “I see. You make a big play of saving Garr, to get in close with him. You're clever, Brond. The
trouble is, you're never quite clever enough."

"I wasn't, when I went off raiding and left you behind to send out the tip that got me captured,” Mason
said harshly. “I won't give you a chance like that again. I'll make sure of you before I go."

Fayaman smiled thinly. “Any time, Brond. Any time at all."

Mason went past them, and noticed that already Lua was snuggling against Fayaman like a puppy trying
to pick up a new master.

He didn't think he had got very far. He would have liked to believe that Chan Fairlie had been V'rann,
because that would mean V'rann was dead, but he had no proof of it at all. And if it wasn't true, if V'rann
was someone else here, he was walking on a live mine. An agent of Orion here, and a squadron of
Orionid cruisers waiting out in the nebula, could add up to hell breaking loose when the missing Ryll
Emrys was located.



He thought about it, and went back to find Hoxie again. The old Terran had had news by now, and he
hailed Mason with a crow of welcome.

"So you killed Chan Fairlie! Well, well, things are livening up at Quroon again. I guess you and Fayaman
will be having it out for that wench now."

He clapped Mason on the back admiringly. “Come on home with me, Brond. You've been gone so long
your house is a wreck by now. I've got a few good bottles."

* * * *

Mason went, and sat in Hoxie's house drinking with him until his head buzzed. He forced himself to think
clearly, for he had to pump Hoxie without arousing suspicion. He wanted badly to know what other
newcomer to the Marches might possibly be V'rann.

"No, we don't get the bold and lusty boys we used to get here,” Hoxie said regretfully, wiping his mouth.
“Garr's too finicky, he don't want murderers and such. As if a few honest murders mattered."

"You mentioned a chap named Zin Diri who came and then left,” Mason reminded.

"He wasn't any good outlaw material,” said Hoxie. “A thin, twitchy fellow who said he was from Argo
though he didn't look it to me. But that was months ago—Garr gave him a lift to somewhere else."

That didn't sound as though it could be V'rann, thought Mason. But he suddenly realized that it could
have been Ryll Emrys.

But V'rann? Mason realized that he was obsessed with an uneasy conviction that the Orion agent was still
alive. And with Garr Atten about to reveal his secret within a few hours—

A thought came abruptly to Mason. If V'rann was here, hiding in some guise, there was one way he 
could be spotted, after the meeting of the captains with Garr this night. V'rann would surely have a way
planned to learn what Garr said, and V'rann would act swiftly and that was his, Mason's, chance.

Mason decided it was the only idea he had, and he might as well follow it. To avoid further drinking with
the hard-headed old Terran, he pretended to go to sleep.

"Prison must have weakened you down, to pass out so soon, Brond,” he heard Hoxie saying, and then
his pretended sleep became real.

Hoxie, looking no whit the worse, woke him hours later. “Time for Garr's meeting. You sure don't want
to miss that."

* * * *

The green sun had set and the hosts of stars were leaping out again in the darkening sky when he and
Hoxie came to Garr Atten's house. Armed men were posted here and there outside it, but let them
through.

"Guess Garr don't want anybody but us to hear his big secret yet,” mumbled the old Terran.

Mason thought he was right, and he also thought that if V'rann was living he'd not be stopped by a few
guards from hearing.

In the big, bare room, Garr Atten stood and faced his captains grimly. They were all there, human and
humanoid, and they were silent but their faces were keen with excitement. And the eyes of Fayaman
were bright as those of a questing hound.



Garr's voice was bitter. “You wouldn't trust me, and so I've got to take the chance of losing everything
by a leak of information. All right, it's what you want."

He looked them over somberly before he spoke again. “For years, we've had the dream of making the
Marches a free and independent kingdom. It's never been possible because if we proclaimed a free
kingdom, all the star-kings on this side of the galaxy would pounce in to stop us. And we wouldn't have
the strength to repel them. But if we had a weapon strong enough to hold them all off, we could make the
Marches a nation."

He paused again, and then said, “A few months ago a refugee named Zin Diri came here. He seemed a
decent man and I gave him refuge. He was grateful. He was so grateful that after a while he began to
worry, and finally he told me something. He said his real name was Ryll Emrys, and that he'd been a
scientist in the Empire of Orion. He said he'd made a far-reaching scientific discovery, but that he'd been
horrified when the Orionids got wind of it and wanted him to adapt it as a weapon of conquest for the
King of Orion. He was so horrified, Ryll Emrys said, that he fled secretly and finally made it to the
Marches.

"But now he was worried. He felt that sooner or, later, Orion would find out where he was. And when
they did, they'd come in force to get him, and would smash all of us to flinders when we tried to oppose,
them. He was grateful for the sanctuary we had given him, and was agonized that his presence here might
mean doom for us."

Garr Atten's tawny eyes flashed.

"I saw our big chance, then. I told Ryll Emrys, ‘Give us this new weapon of yours. If it's as powerful as
you say, we can use it to hold off Orion or anyone else. But he recoiled from that idea at first. He said
he'd run away so the thing never would be used for war, he couldn't do it. I pointed out to him that while
Orion would use the thing for galactic conquest, we only wanted it to defend ourselves and establish the
Marches as a kingdom that could be a refuge for other people like him.

"That finally decided Ryll Emrys. He agreed to build the thing for me. It had to be on an uninhabited
world, though. So I took him deeper into the cluster, to that region where the drift is so bad that Devil's
Channel is the only way through it. There's a dying star-system in there beyond the Channel, with no life
on any of its planets, though to judge from the ruins on the innermost world, it had humanoid life once.
Ryll Emrys set up his work there. I've gone in to him many times, taking him the materials he needed.
He's got one weapon ready—but we'll need more, many more, before we can face the border
star-kings, not to mention Orion. That's why I need all the time I can get."

Mason, like the others, had listened in tense silence. But now he heard Hoxie ask the question that was in
the minds of all the captains.

"But what is this weapon, Garr? What was it that Ryll Emrys discovered?"

Garr answered slowly. “He discovered something scientists have been looking for since the old Earth
days. He found a way to neutralize external gravitational pull, in any or all directions."

They looked blank, and Garr Atten added a pregnant sentence.

"He can do that on a planetary scale."

Mason went cold. The nightmare possibilities of such a thing rushed upon his trained mind, while the
outlaw captains were still staring puzzledly at Garr Atten.



"But what does it do?” demanded Hoxie.

Garr Atten's voice rumbled like distant thunder. “Can't you understand? Neutralization on a scale like that
can eliminate all pulls on a planet except in one direction. You can move a planet in any course you
want—it'll fall in that direction, faster, and faster."

His face was flaming. “Do you get it now? Ryll's apparatus makes that dead planet a missile. If we build
the same apparatus on other dead worlds, we'll have as many planetary missiles as we want. And will the
border star-kings or the King of Orion himself come to crush us, when we have fists that can smash
star-systems?"

Mason felt aghast. He had utterly underestimated the potential of Ryll Emrys mysterious discovery.

He had never expected a thing of incredible possibilities for destruction such as this. No wonder that
Janissar of Orion had sent a squadron across the galaxy, to wait and spring and snatch a thing of such
awful power.

But the outlaw captains were flaring with the same excitement that blazed on Garr Atten's face. Shouting
voices filled the room. Only a few faces had a tinge of awe, of dread.

"By all the gods of Rigel, with a thing like that we could take over the galaxy!” cried Shaa.

"No,” said Garr Atten. “You can forget that idea. Most of us are here because the damned grasping
star-kings’ ambitions drove us out one way or another, and we're not going to become like them. I swore
to Ryll Emrys that I'd only use it for defense, and that goes."

His eyes swept them fiercely. “Now listen to me. I'll go at once to consult Ryll about the men and
materials we'll need to build the thing on more dead worlds. We'll need all the time we can get to do that.
If one of you blabs this thing in the meantime, I'll kill him. Understand?"

They left the house an hour later, a taut, excited group. Mason was among the first out, and instantly he
slipped away in the humid darkness and turned down a side way and started running.

He felt as though he was running a footrace with cosmic disaster. The stars of the cluster blazed over his
head. And when he thought of what was on a dead world amid those stars, the threat to galactic peace
that was hidden there, he ran faster through the dark back streets to Hoxie's dark house.

He had noted when they left that the old Terran's battered jet car was outside the house, and he prayed
that it might still be there.

It was, and Mason jumped in and sent the car hurtling out of Quroon City, running without lights by back
streets until he reached the jungle road that led to the spaceport.

He kept looking back, but there was no one behind him yet. There would be someone soon, he thought,
if V'rann was still living. The secret had been told, and the first thing V'rann would do would be to send a
message to the Orionid Cruisers out there in Dumbbell Nebula. And he had found out from Hoxie that
there was no long-range communic equipment in the town itself, so V'rann would have to come out here
to use the communic of a ship or of the radar tower.

Mason pulled off the road and stopped the car amid the dark polypoid trees, when he reached the
starport. He got out, and drew his missile-pistol, and crouched down in the shadows just beside the
starport edge.

He waited.



The big ships out on the tarmac glittered brightly as two jade-green moons came chasing each other up
over the horizon. The lights up in the radar tower shone steadily. There was no sound except the
night-singing insects of the jungle, coming from everywhere but not from close by him.

Then there was another sound, and Mason tensed. It was the purr of a motor, coming down the road
from Quroon City.

Its lights flaring, the car roared past him and raced out onto the starport.

CHAPTER VI 

MASON DARED not shoot for he could not see who was in the car, and it might be Garr Atten. Garr
had said that he was going at once to see Ryll Emrys. He dared not take the chance.

Instead, Mason ran out onto the tarmac after the car. It was racing down a long line of the outlaw
starships, and turned out of sight between two of them. Mason's feet pounded the tarmac hard, as he
sprinted along beneath the looming flanges of the ships, their grim missile-launchers protruding from them
to catch the moonlight.

He ran between two of the great craft, and then he saw the car. It was parked, with lights out now,
beside a ship. Mason knew that ship at once, from the rocketblast insignia picked out upon its bows. He
knew it from the memories of Brond Holl, who had had every reason to remember that particular craft.

Fayaman's ship.

Was Fayaman really V'rann? It couldn't be.

It could very well be. More than one empire's intelligence knew the tricks of disguise and impersonation.
If he, Mason, could be Brond Holl, the ace of Orion might just as likely be Fayaman.

He ran up to the ship. The airlock door was closed and locked, and he tugged at the handle in vain.

Mason, desperate as the moments ran away, leaped back a little. He triggered fast, and three quick silent
stars of white light burned, and when they went out the airlock was gone and part of the metal wall
around it.

He plunged forward, through the gaping opening.

The lighted main lateral companionway, was right in front of Mason, and, as he leaped in through the
jagged opening, he saw Fayaman come running down the steps. His white face was very deadly, and his
weapon was in his hand and they both shot at the same time.

In their haste, both missed. Fayaman's missile-pellet went right past Mason's head and on out into the
darkness through the opening.

But Mason's missile, grazing past Fayaman, struck the wall beside him.

The silent white star blazed exultantly and wrapped Fayaman in a halo of radiance, and he fell.

There was not too much left of him when Mason went forward and looked down at him. Suddenly he
looked upward. He had heard something.

The murmur of a voice, up in the communic room.



In agonized haste, Mason dashed up the steps. He heard the voice more clearly, and he knew it now,
and it was speaking very rapidly of a dead world and the way to reach it.

He burst into the communic room and it was Lua, the Lyran girl, who was talking fast into the mike of the
long-range communic.

Mason grabbed her, and reached with one hand and shut off all switches, and then swung Lua around to
face him.

She laughed in his face. “You're a bit too late. I got through to the squadron."

She was not any longer the half-scared girl he had talked to that morning. The soft, timid look was all
gone from her, and her face was as keen and ruthless as a beautiful sword-blade, and her eyes had
nothing but mockery and contempt for him.

Mason knew now, and he whispered her name.

"V'rann.

She laughed again. “Yes, Terran. I don't know your name, but when Brond Holl broke prison so
providentially I suspected a Terran agent would show up here wearing his face. And you confirmed my
suspicions this morning."

The mockery in her eyes deepened. She was a secret agent and she had crowned her career with its
greatest exploit, and in the blaze of her triumph neither the deaths of two men nor her own possible fate
mattered one little bit to her.

"You never thought that Orion's ace agent could be a woman, did you?” she taunted. “You suspected
Fairlie, but not me. Why, man, Fairlie was only an underling obeying my orders. And bungling them,
too—as he did when I sent him to kill you and Garr."

Mason said slowly, “And Fayaman knew who you were, and was in on it with you."

"Fayaman,” she said scornfully, was a fool. It was easy to win him over by promising that Orion would
give him a kingdom here if we got Ryll Emrys. He actually believed it!"

"You're happy, aren't you,” said Mason. “You know what you've maybe turned loose on the galaxy, and
you're happy about it."

"I know that it will make Orion supreme and nothing else matters!” she flashed.

There came into the ship from outside a throb of racing motors, growing rapidly louder.

"That'll be Garr and the rest,” Mason said. “You should have known the radar tower would hear your
message, and call him."

She shrugged. “I did know it. I never expected to get away. But of course I had to tell Fayaman I'd use a
secret wave that wouldn't be heard. He believed that too."

Mason's hands tightened on her arms, and she looked at him with cold amusement. He said grimly,
“Don't be too happy, V'rann. That squadron of Orionid cruisers has quite a way to come. We may do
something before they reach Ryll Emrys."

The mockery left her face at that, and a sudden alarm and ruthless purpose shone from it.



"Oh, no,” she said. “Whatever clever idea you have won't work, once I tell Garr and the others that
Brond Holl is a Terran agent."

The roar of motors was now loud outside, as the cars pulled up beside Fayaman's ship. There was a rush
of feet below.

"I was thinking of that,” said Mason.

He drew back his fist and suddenly hit her on the chin, hard.

V'rann's eyes glazed and she sagged against him and he lowered her to the floor. There was an angry,
excited shouting and then Garr Atten, weapon in hand, came into the communic room with Hoxie and
Shaa and a crowd of others behind him.

Garr's face was terrible. He looked at the unconscious girl and then at Mason, and he said, “Radar tower
called me about that message she got off. Then she's an Orionid spy?"

Mason nodded. “Yes. And she pulled it off. Right now, the Orionid squadron that's been hiding in
Dumbbell Nebula is on its way to that dead planet and Ryll Emrys. Fayaman told her at once."

Garr's mighty shoulders sagged, and a dull look came over his face. He stood, the weapon in his hand
hanging, limply. The outlaw captains looked from one to another with stricken eyes, and nobody spoke
at all until old Hoxie's nasal voice broke the silence.

"Then that's goodbye to our super-weapon and our star-kingdom."

Mason went up to Garr Atten.

He spoke to him and his voice had the lash of a whip.

"It's maybe just as well,” said Mason. “The devil of a star-king you'd have made, when you give up this
easily."

Garr raised his massive head and a leaping flame of rage was in his tawny eyes. He half-raised his
weapon, and then his expression changed and he looked at Mason with narrowed eyes.

"We're nearer that dead planet than the Orionid cruisers are, by a long way,” said Mason. “We've almost
as many armed ships here as they have. We could give them enough fight to hold them up while we take
off Ryll Emrys and destroy his apparatus so they can't get it."

Mason felt that it was a desperate gamble, but if it succeeded he might be able still to get Ryll Emrys
away from the Marches and suppress a secret that could rip the galaxy asunder.

But Garr Atten was no puppet to be manipulated by any man. His moment of shock and dismay had
passed.

"We can do better than that,” he said. “Devil's Channel is the only way through the drift to that planet.
We can hold them in there long enough for Ryll Emrys to use his apparatus and move the whole planet
out of there, hide it deeper in the cluster where they'll never find it."

His voice suddenly blared loud. “You've all been spoiling for action. Here's your chance for a belly full of
it. If we hit that squadron hard, we save the thing that'll someday make the Marches a free kingdom.
How about it?"

There was no doubt about it at all, among the human and humanoid captains of the Marches. Their



voices rang fierce and instant affirmation.

"All right, get your crews together on the double,” said Garr. “I want every ship off here in an hour. Get
going!"

They got going, with a rush of trampling feet and a yelping like wolves let loose to run.

Hoxie looked down at the unconscious V'rann and said, “How about this devil's wench? She's mighty
pretty, but so's a snake."

"Time enough to deal with her when we get back—if we do,” said Garr. “This ship can't go anywhere
with its airlock blasted. Lock her up in a cabin and put a guard outside it."

* * * *

Mason felt a relief when he saw V'rann, still out cold, tossed into a bunk in—a windowless cabin, and the
metal door locked upon her. She might come to later and yell her head off about Brond Holl being a
Terran agent, but by that time they'd be gone and the decision would be coming up.

Very quickly the whole starport swarmed with cars and trucks and running men and humanoids, and
motley women screeching with excitement and fear. Lights flared, and voices bawled orders through
talkers, and then finally the takeoff sirens let go in frantic warning and Garr Atten's ship led the way up off
the planet.

Mason was in the control room with Garr. So was old Hoxie, his face gleaming with vulturine happiness
at the prospect of a fight. But there was no happiness in Mason. The chances of beating back a naval
squadron did not seem good to him, and even if they did it the power of Ryll Emrys would swiftly
become known and would be a prize that half the star-kings in the galaxy would grab for.

Twenty-three ships rose up into the green glare of Quroon and swung sharply away. Mason knew there
were more ships than that in the Orionid squadron and they were faster and better armed. But he could
see no apprehension at all in the grim, battered face of Garr Atten, as he stared through the
scanner-window.

They were going deeper into the cluster, and a wild glare beat upon them from the close-packed hive of
suns. Across the peacock glory of the swarming stars there trailed mighty nebulosities, cosmic folds as
vast as the mantle of God, and the constant patchy blurring and streaking of the radar screen showed
heavy drift in many places. But the hardy captains of the Marches kept building speed, flying headlong
now toward the star-mark of a triplet of glaring white suns.

They raced past that triple glory and then turned sharply toward a region of drift so dense that it made
ordinary shoals look like clear space. Mason could visually catch the constant sparkling of scintillations all
across the firmament, and he knew he saw a wilderness of great and small chunks of debris catching and
winking back the starblaze as they danced and rolled and tumbled in the void.

"It's a little bit fast for Devil's Channel,” said Hoxie, and Garr spoke back to him without turning.

"Don't worry. My pilot knows the Channel. I've been in here a good many times."

Mason hoped the pilot knew. All around them the space between the close-clustered suns was webbed
thick with the winking points of light and the radar screen showed only one passage, a narrow, winding
gut, through the blur of the drift.

The ship rushed on, and on the screen showed the blips that were the other ships of their little fleet,
running equally fast behind them.



"We've beat the Orionids here,” said Garr. “Now to set it up."

He had given his orders before they left Quroon, and the ships behind now acted upon them. They
decelerated, and started moving toward the drift around them. They were to stop and hover by the drift,
where Orionid radar could not spot them, and ambush the squadron when it came through.

But Garr Atten's ship did not decelerate. It raced on down the channel at full speed, until it came out of
the drift and into open space. Close ahead glowed the dying red fires of an ancient star, and around it
swung eleven dim planets. Their pilot cut speed now, and swung in toward the dun-colored world that
was innermost.

Peering down as they swept in for landing, Mason saw an arid, lifeless landscape. There was nothing but
sand and eroded rock and an atmosphere whose winds lifted the dust in little whirls and eddies. Then he
saw scattered piles of red stone too symmetrical to be natural.

"There hasn't been any life on any of this system's worlds for a long time,” muttered Garr Atten. “But
there was life on this one long ago. Humanoid, to judge from the ruins."

The ship raced down to a landing. A bitterly cold breath rushed in upon them when the airlock was
cracked open.

"Not you, we have to move too fast,” said Garr when Hoxie made to follow them.

Mason followed the Hydran out onto brown sandy ground, and looked across a vista of infinite
desolation. The dying sun peered down upon them and the little winds whimpered and fretted, and the
piles of crumbled stone lay in the sad red light like forgotten tombstones.

"This way,” said Garr.

He led the way, and as they tramped around the ship Mason saw a quarter-mile away in the ruins the
loom of a massive truncated cone of red stone. It was massive as a pyramid of old Earth, and carved
steps led up to the flat top. On that top rose an incongruously modern square structure of bright metal
and glass, and upward and outward from all around it glistening limbs of metal reached in every direction
skyward like arms raised in prayer.

"Is that it?” said Mason, unable even yet to believe wholly.

"That's it,” said Garr. “And hurry!"

There was more than one reason to hurry, Mason found out swiftly. The cold, thin air was so poor in
oxygen that his nose and throat and lungs began to sear and burn.

"It's why we had to build that airproof lab up there for Ryll and the men I gave him to work with him,”
said Garr, coughing.

They climbed the steps, up the side of the mighty cone of stone, and reached the airlock door of the
metal-and-glass cube. They had been noted, and the airlock was open, and quickly they went through it.

There was a great, quiet room that was the interior of the whole cube. Around it towered glittering
machines that to Mason's eyes looked unfamiliar, and also very puny and small. There was no reactor for
power, though he guessed that was in the cone beneath them somewhere. But even though he knew that
this thing operated by the simple projection of some radiation that neutralized the force called gravitation,
it did not seem to him that these little machines could ever move a world.



There were a half-dozen men here waiting for them, and they were of many races, but the foremost of
them had the pinkness of an Orionid. And Ryll Emrys did not look like a man who could move a world.
He was thin and small and middle-aged, a man who looked as though he had borne a weight too big for
him for too long a time and had been crushed by it. There were fear and an old pain in his deep eyes.

"What is it, Garr?” he cried, his voice shrill. “You weren't to come back so soon—has something gone
wrong? Tell me!"

Garr told him. And it seemed to Mason that he saw the foreshadowing of cosmic catastrophe in the
agony that came into Ryll Emrys’ eyes.

"I knew it would be so,” he whispered, when Garr had finished. “I knew they would hunt until they found
me, and that some day the thing I foolishly made would be let loose in war."

"They haven't got you yet, and they haven't got this," said Garr forcefully, striking his fist against one of
the shining machines. “You can move this planet, Ryll. Move it! Take it away from here, deeper into the
cluster, while we stop that squadron."

Ryll Emrys looked at him with haunted eyes. “It'll do no good. The kings of the galaxy will never rest until
they have this secret."

"We can stop them from getting it,” Garr said. “That's in the future. Right now you must move the planet
away from here, in case some of the Orionids get by us. You're space-proof in here, and leaving the sun
won't bother you."

Ryll Emrys turned away from them, and walked past his staring, silent assistants, and then came back.
His face was tragic but he spoke calmly.

"I brought those ships into the Marches to destroy you, Garr. Whatever you want, I'll do. I'll take the
planet away."

"Take it fast!” said Garr. “We'll be back later—if we're alive."

He turned and Mason followed him out into the bitter, rasping air again. They ran down the side of the
great cone, and toward the ship.

Within minutes, the ship swung sharply up and away. And looking back, Mason saw that now the great
arms of metal that reached skyward from the cone were alive with a throbbing radiance that wove a net
of almost invisible light far out across the dead planet.

"I don't see it moving any,” muttered Hoxie.

"It will,” said Garr. “It's already falling toward the one direction in which gravitation isn't neutralized.
Slowly, at first, like any falling thing. But building speed every second—"

The ship raced toward the wide, winking haze of the drift, and into the narrow Channel. Now Garr
spoke an order, and their speed lessened rapidly until they were hardly moving.

Cautiously, the pilot edged the ship toward the drift. And presently the craft was right beside the mighty
field of tiny to massive chunks of debris that wheeled forever here. To the radar of oncoming ships, their
craft could not be distinguished from the drift.

They waited, as the ships of the captains of the Marches were waiting all along the sides of the Channel.



It seemed to Mason that they waited for several eternities, before the pilot silently pointed to the big
radar screen.

Garr Atten, his face as expressionless as bronze, nodded. He picked up the mike that would take his
voice to the communic room and from it to all his other ships. He said, “Hit them."

CHAPTER VII 

THEY HIT THEM. From all the outlaw ships clinging along the edges of the drift, the faster-than-light
missiles sped up the Channel toward the oncoming Orionid squadron.

Mason, staring tensely that way with Garr and old Hoxie, glimpsed a far crackling of sudden little points
of white light that shone out briefly against the winking haze of the drift, and then were gone.

"By Heaven, we got a quarter of ‘em!” yelled Hoxie, his voice cracking.

In the radar screen, a half dozen of the oncoming blips that were the cruisers of Orion had suddenly
vanished. The other blips were slowing down in the channel, starting to turn and swing into as dispersed
formation as was possible.

Mason thought that the Orionid commander had been coming too slowly. At high speed he might have
run the squadron through the gauntlet of outlaw ships, and taken his losses, but his cautious slowness in
navigating the Channel had worked against him.

"Keep firing, and work toward them along the edge of the drift!” Garr shouted into his mike. “Press up
the Channel!"

The Orionids were at a bad disadvantage. They were out in the open space of the Channel where radar
could easily spot them, while the outlaw ships were hard to separate by radar from the blurred jumble of
the drift.

Two more of the Orionid ships vanished in distant flares. Then suddenly, on the radar, the blips ceased
forming up in the Channel, and instead moved fast toward the jumbled blur that was the drift.

"They're going to try to break past us through the drift!” Mason warned.

Garr nodded grimly. “They'll wish they hadn't. So will some of us. But we know more about flying the
drift than they do."

He spoke sharply into his mike. Streaking down and across Devil's Channel came the ships of the
Marches, and with Garr's ship leading a loose formation they left the-Channel and plunged into the drift.

By ordinary star-ship standards both outlaws and Orionids were now moving at a mere crawl, the tiniest
fraction of light-speed. No higher speed was possible in the drift. Yet even so, the sight that met Mason's
eyes as he peered through the windows was appalling.

Jagged hunks of metal and stone and nameless cosmic debris as big as houses rushed past them, and
swarms of smaller particles that ranged down from pebbles to sandgrains. The pilot played his controls
like a frenetic musician, dancing the ship this way and that through the whirling maze. The radar was a
useless blur and alarm signals kept screaming of imminent danger like hysterical old women. And still
Garr's ship pressed forward, with the other captains of the Marches following, to intercept the Orionid
cruisers that were trying to shortcut through this maze.



A long metal bulk loomed up ahead, running toward them through the rivers of stone, and Garr yelled
coordinates into the intercom and the missiles leaped from the launchers below. But the Orionid cruiser
had seen them, it veered simultaneously in evasive action.

It veered regardless of the drift that was more deadly than any missile, and a rolling, tumbling swarm of
jagged stone slashed through it and sent it reeling away, a twisted wreck.

"Grab onto them and pound them!” Garr bellowed into the mike, and the long ships of the Marches
leaped through the deadly labyrinth like hounds through a jungle.

Mason had seen star-ships in action before, and had served in one of them, but he had never seen
anything like this. In here, where radar and target-trackers were useless, ships fought each other by visual
contact in close combat, dodging through the swirling debris and attacking each other, and dodging and
hitting again.

The men of the Marches of Outer Space had had to dodge and hide in the drift more than once in their
lives. They knew this kind of crazy flying better than any conventional navy could, and it was their one big
advantage over the faster and more heavily armed Orionid ships. Out in open space the squadron of
Orion would blow them to atoms before they could close the range, but here in the drift it was different.

All around them deadly flares burst and died. Most missiles launched by either side missed and exploded
against some chunk of debris, but here and there a ship vanished in a radiant halo. Mason saw two of the
outlaw ships go like that, but five Orionids had gone and still the men of the Marches fought and dodged
and fought again.

Old Hoxie was yelling and swearing in a high, shrill voice, and he began to crow in triumph.

"We're giving them a belly full! They wanted to fight in the drift and they're damned well getting more than
they wanted—"

Mason saw that it was true enough for now the Orionid cruisers were falling back, trying to withdraw
from the drift but getting hit harder and harder. Then he heard the communic suddenly squawking.

Garr Atten, who had been bellowing his orders into the intercom, turned and roared at Hoxie.

"Shut up! I can't hear the communic and someone's calling—"

Hoxie shut up and they heard the slurred, heavy voice of Shaa of Rigel shouting from his ship somewhere
in the maze.

"Garr, I've been trying to reach you! One of the Orion cruisers broke out of the fight and slipped away
west through the drift. I've been fighting two others and couldn't turn to follow."

Garr's dripping face flashed with alarm. He yelled into the mike, “Keep hammering them, you've got them
on the run! But one has got through and I'm going after him!"

He swung around to the pilot. The man had overheard and was already bringing the ship around fast. He
zigzagged it through the drift until they broke into Devil's Channel again.

Mason's eyes and Garr's clung to the radar screen. The channel was empty of blips.

"That cruiser's on its way to Ryll Emrys’ planet!” Garr cried, “We've got to catch it."

The ship streaked down the Channel westward, building up to milli-light-speeds on the highest scale of



acceleration. But Mason knew that an Orionid navel cruiser was far faster, and it had a start, and had
Janissar of Orion and V'rann won after all?

They burst out of the Channel, and rushed through open space toward the dying red sun. The radar
showed no ship anywhere and the agony on Garr's face deepened. And then as they raced closer, old
Hoxie pointed a trembling hand and quavered,

"Good God, look at that! Look—"

They were all looking, and a cold awe and dread fell upon Mason as he saw a thing no man had ever
seen before.

The dun-colored planet that had been the innermost world had moved out of its orbit during all this time.
It was riding majestically outward in a tangent, and would soon cut across the orbit of the second planet
a little ahead of that second dead world.

A secret of nature had been found by a questing mind, and a power had been unloosed, and now a man
was charioteering a planet. And in front of Mason loomed the terrible foreshadowing of the things to
come when that power should be loosed by the star-kings in galactic war.

"They've already landed!” Garr was shouting. ‘Their ship will be near the tower—all batteries ready but
for God's sake don't hit the tower!"

They swooped past the icy second world toward the dun planet that had gone rogue. With a scream the
atmosphere went past them as they decelerated, and then beneath them were the desert and the
crumbling stones and the looming cone with its uplifted metal arms spraying forth the eerie radiance that
controlled the movement of this world.

An Orionid ship was trying to get off the ground a mile from the tower, trying to avoid getting caught
flatfooted. It started to roll as it rose upward, to bring its missile-launching batteries into play in quick
rotation. But it was too late, Garr's ship had already loosed its missiles and the Orionid cruiser was
smothered in bursting flares. The flares died, and only bits of wreckage fell to the ground.

They dropped fast to a landing near the tower, and Mason followed Garr as the big Hydran ran down to
the airlock. He was shouting,

"They'll have men in the tower—all hands out!"

They burst out into the cold, searing air, and ran toward the tower. Up there on the flat top of the cone,
in front of the glass-and-metal cube that was Ryll Emrys’ laboratory, uniformed men ran out and fired
down at them.

The small missiles burst amid them like brilliant, dancing will-of-the-wisps, and men went down in
scorched heaps. Mason had his own gun out and shot upward and so did others. And Orionids fell, up
there.

"No shooting!” yelled Garr Atten, in an agony of apprehension. “If Ryll and his machines are destroyed,
we've lost everything!"

They went on up in a run. The airlock door of the cube-shaped laboratory had already been forced open
by the men of Orion and now they could not close it. Garr and Mason and their followers went in with a
rush.

* * * *



The great room was strewn with bodies. The men who had worked for Ryll Emrys here lay dead about
it, and they had not been killed by missiles but by the knives and metal bars that were held by the
uniformed Orionids in the room.

"No shooting!” Garr shouted again as they closed in.

Mason had seen that in a far corner of the room an Orionid officer was stooping over Ryll Emrys, who
sat in a corner and did not move.

Trying to reach him, Mason slugged with the barrel of his gun, and felt the blade of a knife graze like hot
iron along his shoulder.

The room, the very focus and shrine of the most super-modern science of the galaxy, was being fought in
with the most primitive of weapons because neither outlaws nor Orionids dared take the chance of
destroying the things around them.

Mason glimpsed Garr going down as a metal bar cracked across the side of his head. The officer had left
Ryll Emrys and was running into the melee, shouting to his men, and without a leader the outlaws were
wavering.

Mason levelled his weapon. He was the one man of them who was not afraid of destroying the machines
around them, who wanted those machines destroyed before they tore the galaxy in twain. He shot, and
shot.

His tiny missiles sent dancing death-stars amid the Orionids, and the uniformed men, unable to stand
before the weapon and forbidden to reply to it in kind, broke and ran for the door.

Mason started out after them and then he saw the Orionids had their hands raised in surrender.

"Take them to the ship and tie them up,” Mason told Garr's men. “There comes Hoxie—he'll take
charge."

He ran back into the laboratory. He bent first over Garr Atten. The Hydran's skull was tough or he
would have been a dead man. He would be unconscious for a while, but Mason thought he would come
out of it.

He ran on to Ryll Emrys. Ryll was conscious, and looked up at him with a fixed, shadowed gaze. He had
a deep knife-wound in his breast, and it had been this wound that the Orionid officer had been trying to
bandage when the fight started.

"When they came in and killed my men,” Ryll whispered to Mason, “I ran into the fight. They didn't want
to kill me. But you have."

Mason knew they had, for with that wound Ryll Emrys could not live. He thought that the scientist had
deliberately sought death as a way out of his problem.

"Is Garr dead?” whispered the scientist.

"No,” said Mason. “He got a bad blow, but he'll be all right."

"He was my friend,” said Ryll Emrys. “I brought him only trouble. And now he will take and use this thing
I built, and in the end it will bring him and all the galaxy destruction and disaster."

Mason bent lower. “Listen, Ryll. You don't have to worry about that. I'm going to do my best to destroy



this whole installation. I'm a Terran agent, and the Terran Empire doesn't want this thing loose either."

Hope flared up in Ryll Emrys’ darkening gaze, like a dying flame. “If you do that, you'll prevent me
leaving a terrible legacy to men! For the secret will die with me, if the apparatus is totally d—"

He broke off, and then said, “No, you could not destroy it utterly. Even from fragments, men might piece
it together again. But I can annihilate it completely. Take me to the control panel."

Mason lifted and supported the man, and felt him dying in his grasp as he helped him to the great panel of
incomprehensible controls and meters. Yet a fierce purpose nerved Ryll Emrys, and one by one he
named the controls and told Mason how to change their settings.

He was silent then, sagging in Mason's grasp but still watching the great banks of indicators. Finally he
whispered, ‘It's done. This world will not now cross in front of the second planet. It is on a collision
course. Take Garr and leave quickly."

Mason carried him to a chair. But Ryll Emrys was already dead.

He went over to Garr and got the massive figure of the unconscious Hydran on his shoulder. Staggering
from the weight, and with the air rasping his lungs more and more, he went out of the room of death into
the sad red daylight.

Hoxie and two of Garr's men were coming up the side of the cone toward him. The two men took Garr,
and Hoxie asked, “Ryll Emrys?"

"Dead,” said Mason. “And we'll all be if we don't get off soon. Ryll set the controls to put this planet on
collision course."

Appalled, Hoxie looked skyward.

And up there in the sky the second planet gleamed like a brightening moon.

The old Terran yelled with terror in his voice. “Hurry, then!"

* * * *

A half hour later their ship rose up fast and raced away from a planet that was moving doom ward.

Mason and Hoxie and others of the crew looked down at the dun-brown planet that now was moving on
a changed tangential path, toward the second planet.

Shaa's voice came from the cornmunic. “Garr, we sent the last of the Orionids flying! Only six of them
left—but we lost five."

Mason answered. “Garr's out of action, but he'll come round soon. Brond Holl speaking. Join us, but
don't go near that planet."

The ships drew together, and poised in space, and the men in them looked down in an awed silence as
the dun-colored world and the brighter one slowly converged.

The two planets met.

Burst asunder, riven and shattered, they reeled in a fiery, unstable mass. And then the mass slowly broke
into crumbling fragments, and soon a great new swarm of cosmic debris moved in a new orbit around the
dying sun, and two lifeless worlds had perished.



And Ryll Emrys and his secret had perished, and Mason hoped it was forever. But the strongest trait of
the sons of Adam was the insatiable curiosity that had taken them from old Earth to the stars. Would that
curiosity unlock again someday the door just closed?

Old Hoxie sighed. “Well, that's that. And we might as well all go home."

As the outlaw ships flew back through the Channel, and out of the drift toward Quroon, Mason locked
himself into the communic room. He sent coded messages far away, and presently the answers came.

By the time he came out of there, they were running down on Quroon. Hoxie told him, “Garr's come out
of it."

Mason went and found Garr Atten sitting in his cabin, a bandage around his head and a stony look on his
face. He looked up at Mason and said, “So Ryll and his work are gone. And our chance for a free
kingdom with him. Well, we did our best."

Mason told him, “I said before that you give up too easily, Garr. There's still a chance—just a chance,
mind you—that we'll see the Kingdom of the Marches set up after all."

Garr Atten said sourly, “It's nice of you to try to cheer me up, Brond, but don't be a damn fool."

"Listen, Garr,” said Mason.

"Orion may not be at all convinced that Ryll's secret has really perished. They're extremely likely to move
in and try to take the whole Marches by forced annexation, to find out. If they do, the border starlings
will declare war at once, to stop them."

Garr nodded. “It's liable to happen so. And precious little comfort for us there'll be in that."

"I've been talking with some Terran Empire officials,” Mason said. “They agree with me that a crisis like
that can be averted, if an independent kingdom is set up in the Marches. Terra would recognize such a
kingdom and guarantee its frontiers—and neither Janissar of Orion or the lesser star-kings would dare
bother the Marches then."

Garr Atten had listened with growing amazement, and now he got to his feet.

"They're going to decide fast back at Sol, and they'll let me know as soon as the Council has met,”
concluded Mason.

"They'll let you know! You've been talking to the Terran Empire officials!” burst out Garr. “Why,
you're—"

"I'm not Brond Holl, Garr,” said Mason. “I'm a Terran agent."

* * * *

Only three days later the word came to Quroon. It came to Mason, waiting in the communic room of
Garr's ship. He went out of the ship at once and drove through the green blazing sunlight to Quroon City,
and walked into the big drinking-place where Garr and his remaining captains waited.

Garr would not ask the question, but Hoxie said eagerly, “Well, what's the word?"

Mason smiled. “Two hours ago, by formal Council vote, the Terran Empire recognized the new Kingdom
of the Marches of Outer Space. As soon as the usual plebiscite here indicates that the people here want
it so, Garr Atten will be recognized as lawful sovereign."



He got no farther than that, for the roar that went up from the outlaw captains drowned his voice.

Mason thought of the first time he had seen Garr Atten, dreaming of kingship in this tavern
drinking-room, and of how a man's dreams could come true in strange ways.

Later, Mason said to Garr, “I'll be leaving soon—I want my own face back. But what about V'rann?"

Garr raised his voice for them all to hear and said sternly, “We'll have laws here now, and people will
obey them. She instigated attempted murder and she'll do a sentence for it in prison here before she goes
back to Orion."

Hoxie groaned. “That's it—that's the last straw. A prison here at Quroon!

THE END


