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The Prisoner

HE two rooms were not luxurious, but MacMaine hadn't expected that they would be. The walls were a
fla metdlic gray, unadorned and windowless. The celings and floors were smply continuations of the
wals, except for the glow-plates overhead. One room held a smdl cabinet for his persona possessions,
awide, reasonably soft bed, a smdl but adequate desk, and, in one corner, a cubicle that contained the

necessary sanitary plumbing facilities.

The other room held a couch, two big easy-chairs, alow table, some bookshelves, a squat refrigerator
containing food and drink for his occasona snacks—his regular meds were brought in hot from the main
kitchen—and a closet that contained his clothing—the inggnidess uniforms of a Kerothi officer.

No, thought Sebastian MacMaine, it was not luxurious, but neither did it look like the prison cdll it was.

There was comfort here, and even the illuson of privacy, dthough there were TV pickups in the walls,
placed so0 that no movement in ether room would go unnoticed. The switch which cut off the soft white
light from the glow plates did not cut off the infrared radiation which enabled his hosts to watch him while
he dept. Every sound was heard and recorded.

But none of that bothered MacMaine. On the contrary, he was glad of it. He wanted the Kerothi to
know that he had no intention of escaping or hatching any plot againgt them.

He had long since decided that, if things continued as they had, Earth would lose the war with Keroth,
and Sebagtian MacMaine had no desire whatever to be on the loang Sde of the greatest war ever fought.
The problem now was to convince the Kerothi that he fully intended to fight with them, to give them the
full benefit of his dbility as a military strategist, to do his best to win every bettle for Keroth.

And that was going to be the most difficult task of dl.

A tdltde glow of red blinked rgpidly over the door, and a soft chime pinged in time with it.



MacMaine smiled inwardly, dthough not a trace of it showed on his broad-jawed, blocky face. To give
him the illuson that he was a guest rather than a prisoner, the Kerothi had ingdled an announcer at the
door and invariably used it. Not once had any one of them ever smply walked in on him.

"Comein," MacMaine sad.

He was seated in one of the easy-chairs in his "living room,” smoking a cigarette and reading a book on
the higory of Keroth, but he put the book down on the low table as atal Kerothi came in through the
doorway.

MacMaine dlowed himsdf a amile of honest pleasure. To most Earthmen, "dl the Carrot-skins look
dike" and, MacMaine admitted honestly to himsdf, he hadn't yet trained himsdf completely to look
beyond the strangenesses that made the Kerothi different from Earthmen and see the detalls that made
them different from each other. But this was one Kerothi that MacMaine would never misiake for any
other.

"Tdlid" He stood up and extended both hands in the Kerothi fashion. The other did the same, and they
clasped hands for a moment. "How are your guts?' he added in Kerothic.

"They function smoathly, my sibling-by-choice," answered Space General Polan Tdlis "And your own?'

"Smoothly, indeed. It's been far too long atime since we have touched.”

The Kerothi stepped back a pace and looked the Eathman up and down. "You look hedthy
enough—for a prisoner. Y ou're treated well, then?"

"Wl enough. Sit down, my sibling-by-choice. MacMaine waved toward the couch nearby. The generd
sat down and looked around the apartment.

"Wdl, well. You're getting preferentia treatment, dl right. This is as good as you could expect as a
battleship commander. Maybe you're being trained for the job."

MacMaine laughed, dlowing the touch of sardonicism that he fdt to be heard in the laughter. "I might
have hoped so once, Tdlis. But I'm afraid | have Smply come out even. | have traded nothing for
nothing.”

Generd Tdlis reached into the pocket of his uniform jacket and took out the thin duminum case that held
the Kerothi equivaent of cigarettes. He took one out, put it between his lips, and lit it with the hotpoint
that was built into the case.

MacMaine took an Earth cigarette out of the package on the table and dlowed Tdlis to light it for him.



The pause and the slence, MacMaine knew, were for a purpose. He waited. Tdlis had something to say,
but he was dlowing the Eathman to "adjust to surprise” It was one of the fine points of Kerothi
eliquette.

A sudden dlence on the part of one participant in a conversation, under these particular circumstances,
meant that something unusua was coming up, and the other person was supposed to take the opportunity
to brace himsdf for shock.

It could mean anything. In the Kerothi Space Forces, a superior informed a junior officer of the junior's
forthcoming promotion by just such tactics. But the same tactics were used when informing a person of
the desth of aloved one.

In fact, MacMaine was wel aware that such a period of slence was de rigueur in a Kerothi court, just
before sentence was pronounced, as wel as a prdiminary to a proposa of marriage by a Kerothi mde to
the light of hislove.

MacMaine could do nothing but wait. It would be inddlicate to speak until Tdlisfdt that he was ready for
the surprise.

It was not, however, inddicate to watch Tdlis face closdy; it was expected. Theoreticaly, one was
supposed to be able to discern, a least, whether the news was good or bad.

With Tdlis, it was impossble to tdl, and MacMaine knew it would be usdess to read the man's
expression. But he watched, nonetheless.

In one way, Tdlis face was typicdly Kerothi. The orange-pigmented skin and the bright, grass-green
eyes were common to al Kerothi. The planet Keroth, like Earth, had evolved severd different "races’ of
humanoid, but, unlike Earth, the diginction was not one of color.

MacMaine took a drag off his cigarette and forced himsdf to keep hismind off whatever it was that Tdlis
might be about to say. He was dready prepared for a desth sentence—even a death sentence by torture.
Now, he fdt, he could not be shocked. And, rather than build up the tenson within himsdf to an
unbearable degree, he thought about Talis rather than about himsdf.

Tdlis like the rest of the Kerothi, was unbdievably humanoid. There were internd differences in the
placement of organs, and differencesin the functions of those organs. For ingtance, it took two separate
organs to peform the same function that the liver performed in Earthmen, and the kidneys were
completey absent, that function being performed by specid tissues in the lower colon, which meant that
the Kerothi were more effident with water-saving than Earthmen, since the waste products were



excreted as rdaivdy dry solids through an al-purpose cloaca.

But, externdly, a Kerothi would need only a touch of plagtic surgery and some makeup to pass as an
Earthman in a stage play. Close up, of course, the job would be much more difficult—as difficult as a
Negro trying to disguise himsdf as a Swede or vice versa.

But Tdlis was—

"I would have a word," Tdlis said, shettering MacMaine's carefully neutrd train of thought. It was a
standard opening for breaking the pause of adjustment, but it presaged good news rather than bad.

"I await your word," MacMaine said. Even after dl this time, he dill fdt vagudy proud of his ability to
handle the subtle idioms of Kerothic.

"I think," Tdlissad carefully, "that you may be offered a commisson in the Kerothi Space Forces.”

Sebagtian MacMaine let out his breath dowly, and only then redized that he had been halding it. "I am
grateful, my sibling-by-choice" he said.

Generd Tdlis tapped his cigarette ash into a large blue ceramic ashtray. MacMaine could smdl the acrid
smoke from the dien plant matter that burned in the Kerothi cigarette—a chopped-up inner bark from a
Kerathi tree. MacMaine could no more smoke a Kerothi cigarette than Tdlis could smoke tobacco, but
the two were remarkably amilar in ther effects.

The "surprise’ had been ddivered. Now, as was proper, Tdlis would move adroitly dl around the
subject until he was ready to return to it again.

"You have been with us ... how long, Sepastian?’ he asked.

"Two and athird Kronet."

Tdlis nodded. "Nearly a year of your time"

MacMaine smiled. Taliswas as proud of his knowledge of Earth terminology as MacMaine was proud
of his mastery of Kerothic.



"Lacking three weeks," MacMaine said.

"What? Three ... oh, yes. Wdll. A long time" sad Tdlis

Damn itt MacMaine thought, in a sudden surge of impatience, get to the point! His face showed only
cam.

"The Board of Strategy asked me to tdl you,"” Tdlis continued. "After dl, my recommendation was
patidly responsble for the decison." He paused for a moment, but it was merdy a conversationd
hestation, not aformd hiatus.

"It was a hard decison, Sepastian—you mud redlize that. We have been a war with your race for ten
years now. We have taken thousands of Eathmen as prisoners, and many of them have agreed to
co-operate with us. But, with one sngle exception, these prisoners have been the mora dregs of your
avilization. They have been men who had no pride of race, no pride of society, no pride of sdf. They
have been weak, sdlf-centered, smal-minded, cowards who had no thought for Earth and Earthmen, but
only for themselves.

"Not," he sad hurriedly, "thet dl of them are that way—or even the mgority. Most of them have the
minds of warriors, dthough, I mugt say, not strong warriors.”

That last, MacMaine knew, was a polite concesson. The Kerothi had no respect for Earthmen. And
MacMaine could hardly blame them. For three long centuries, the people of Earth had had nothing to do
but indulge themselves in the pleasures of maerid wedth. It was a wonder that any of them had any
mord fiber left.

"But none of those who had any strength agreed to work with us™ Talis went on. "With one exception.
You."

"Am | weak, then?' MacMaine asked.

Generd Tdlis shook his head in a peculiarly humanlike gesture. "No. No, you are not. And that is what
has made us pause for three years"" His grass-green eyes looked candidly into MacMaine's own. "You
aren't the type of person who betrays his own kind. It looks like a trap. After a whole year, the Board of
Strategy il isn't sure that there isno trap."

Tdlis stopped, leaned forward, and ground out the stub of his cigarette in the blue ashtray. Then his eyes
agan sought MacMaine's.

"I it were not for what |, persondly, know about you, the Board of Strategy would not even consider
your proposition.”



"I take it, then, that they have considered it?' MacMaine asked with a grin.

"As | sad, Sepadtian,” Tdlis said, "you have won your case. After dmost a year of your time, your
decigon has been judtified.”

MacMaine log his grin. "I am grateful, Tdlis" he sad gravdy. "I think you mugt redize that it was a
difficult decision to make."

His thoughts went back, across long months of time and longer light-years of space, to the day when that
decison had been made.

The Decison

Colond Sebagtian MacMaine didn't fed, that morning, as though this day were different from any other.
The sun, fantly veled by a few wigps of cloud, shone as it dways had; the guards a the doors of the
Space Force Adminidration Building sdluted him as usud; his brother officers nodded politely, as they
adways did; his aide greeted him with the usud "Good morning, Sr."

The duty lig lay on his desk, as it had every morning for years. Sebastian MacMaine fdt tense and a little
irritated with himsdlf, but he fdt nothing that could be called a premonition.

When he read the fird item on the duty ligt, hisirritation became alittle stronger.

"Interrogate Kerothi general."

The interrogation duty had swvung round to him again. He didn't want to talk to Generd Talis There was
something about the dien that bothered him, and he couldn't place exactly what it was.

Earth had been lucky to capture the dien officer. In a space war, there's usudly very little left to capture
after a battle—especidly if your Sde logt the battle.

On the other hand, the Kerothi generd wasn't so lucky. The food that had been captured with him would
run out in less than 9x months, and it was doubtful that he would survive on Earth food. It was equdly
doubtful that any more Kerothi food would be captured.

For two years, Earth had been fighting the Kerothi, and for two years Earth had been winning a few
minor skirmishes and losing the mgor battles. The Kerothi hadn't hit any of the mgor colonies yet, but
they had swdlowed up outpost after outpost, and Earth's space flest was loang ships faster than her
factories could turn them out. The hel of it was that nobody on Earth seemed to be very much concerned



about it at dl.

MacMaine wondered why he let it concern him. If no one else was worried, why did he let it bother him?
He pushed the thought from his mind and picked up the questionnaire form that had been made out for
that morning's sesson with the Kerothi generd. Might as well get it over with.

He glanced down the ligt of further duties for the day. It looked as though the routine interrogetion of the
Kerathi generd was likdy to provide most of the interest in the day's work at that.

He took the dropchute down to the basement of the building, to the smdl prison section where the dien
officer was being held. The guards sauted nonchdantly as he went in. The routine questioning sessons
were nothing new to them.

MacMaine turned the lock on the prisoner's cdl door and went in. Then he came to attention and saluted
the Kerothi generdl. He was probably the only officer in the place who did that, he knew; the others
treated the dien generd as though he were a crimind. Worse, they treated him as though he were a petty
thief or a common pickpocket—crimind, yes, but of a definitdy inferior type.

Generd Tdlis as dways, stood and returned the sdute. "Cut mawnik, Cunnd MacMaine" he said. The
Kerathi language lacked many of the voiced consonants of English and Russian, and, as a result, Talis
ueo B D,G,J,V,and Z madethencomeout as P, T, K, CH, F, and S The Engish R as it is
pronounced in run or rat, duded him entirdy, and he pronounced it only when he could give it the
gutturd pronunciation of the German R The teemind NG dways came out as NK. Thenasd M and N
were alittle more drawn out than in English, but they were easly understandable.

"Good morning, Generd Tdlis" MacMaine said. "Sit down. How do you fed this moring?’

The generd sat again on the hard bunk that, aside from the Sngle chair, was the only furniture in the amadl
cel. "Asswedl ass coot pe expectet. | ket fary little exercisse. | ... how issit set? ... | pecome soft? Soft?
Iss correct?’

"Correct. You've learned our language very well for so short atime”

The generd shrugged off the compliment. "Wen it iss a maiteh of learrn in orrter to surfife, one learrnss.™

"You think, then, that your surviva has depended on your learning our language?’



The generd'’s orange face contrived a wry amile. "Opfioudy. Your people fill not learn Kerothic. If |
cannot answerr questionss, | am uff no use. Asslonk ass | am uff use, | will liff. Not?'

MacMaine decided he might as wel spring his bomb on the Kerothi officer now as later. "I am not so
certain but that you might have stretched out your time longer if you had forced us to learn Kerothic,
generd,” he sad in Kerothic. He knew his Kerothic was bad, snce it had been learned from the Kerothi
gpaceman who had been captured with the generd, and the man had been badly wounded and hed
survived only two weeks. But thet little bit of basic indruction, plus the work he had done on the books
and tapes from the ruined Kerothi ship, had helped him.

"Ah?' The generd blinked in surprise. Then he amiled. "Your accent,” he said in Kerothic, "is atrocious,
but certainly no worse than mine when | speak your Inklitch. | suppose you intend to question me in
Kerothic now, eh? In the hope that | may revea more in my own tongue?"

"Possibly you may,” MacMaine said with agrin, "but | learned it for my own information.”

"For your own what? Oh. | see. Interesting. | know no others of your race who would do such a thing.
Anything which is difficult is benesth them.”

"Not so, generd. I'm not unique. There are many of us who don't think thet way."

The generd shrugged. "I do not deny it. | merdy say that | have met none. Certainly they do not tend to
go into military service. Possibly that is because you are not a race of fighters. It takes a fighter to tackle
the difficult just because it is difficult.”

MacMaine gave him a short, hard laugh. "Don't you think getting information out of you is difficult? And
yet, we tackle that.”

"Not the same thing at dl. Routine. You have used no pressure. No threats, no promises, no torture, no
sress.”

MacMaine wasn't quite sure of his trandation of the last two negative phrases. "'Y ou mean the gpplication
of physcd pain? That's barbaric.”

"I won't pursue the subject,” the generd said with sudden irony.

"I can understand that. But you can rest assured that we would never do such a thing. It isnt avilized.
Our avil police do use certain drugs to obtain information, but we have so little knowledge of Kerothi
body chemidry that we hesitate to use drugs on you.”

"The gpplication of stress, you say, is not dvilized. Not, perhaps, according to your definition of"'—he



used the English word—"cifiliced. No. Not cifiliced—but it works." Agan he amiled. "I said that | have
become soft Snce | have been here, but | fear that your dvilization is even softer.”

"A man can lie, evenif hisarms are pulled off or hisfeet crushed,” MacMaine sad diffly.

The Kerothi looked gtartled. When he spoke again, it was in English. "I will say no morr. If you haff
questionss to ask, ko ahet. | will not take up time with furtherr talkink."

A little angry with himsdf and with the generd, MacMaine spent the rest of the hour asking routine
questions and getting nowhere, filling up the tape in his minicorder with the same old answers that others
hed gotten.

He left, giving the generd a brisk sdlute and turning before the generd had time to return it.

Back in his office, he filed the tape dutifully and started on Item Two of the duty lig: Srategy Analysis
of Battle Reports.

Strategy andysis dways irritated and upset him. He knew that if held just go about it in the approved
way, there would be no irritation—only boredom. But he was congtitutiondly incgpable of working that
way. In spite of himsdf, he dways played a litle game with himsdf and with the Generd Strategy
Computer.

The only beattle of ggnificance in the past week had been the defense of an Eath outpost cdled
Bennington V. Theoreticaly, MacMaine was supposed to check over the entire report, find out where
the loang sde had erred, and feed correctiona information into the Computer. But he couldnt resst
sopping after he had read the firgt section: Information Known to Earth Commander at Moment of
Initial Contact.

Then he would stop and consider how he, personaly, would have handled the Stuation if he had been the
Earth commander. So many ships in such-and-such places. Enemy flegt gpproaching a such-and-such
veodities. Battle array of enemy thus-and-so.

Now what?

MacMaine thought over the information on the defense of Bennington IV and devised a battle plan.
There was a weak point in the enemy's attack, but it was rather obvious. MacMaine searched until he
found another wesk point, much less obvious than the first. He knew it would be there. It was.

Then he proceeded to ignore both weak points and concentrate on wha he would do if he were the
enamy commander. The weak points were traps,; the computer could see them and avoid them. Which
was just exactly what was wrong with the computer's logic. In avoiding the traps, it dso avoided the best



way to hit the enemy. A weak point is weak, no matter how wel it may be booby-trapped. In bating a
rat trap, you have to use red cheese because an imitation won't work.

Of course, MacMaine thought to himsdf, you can always poison the cheese, but let's not carry the
analogy too far.

All right, then. How to hit the traps?

It took him hdf an hour to devise a completely wacky and unorthodox way of hitting the holes in the
enemy advance. He checked the time carefully, because there's no point in devising a strategy if the battle
istoo far gone to useit by the time you've figured it out.

Then he went ahead and read the rest of the report. Earth had lost the outpost. And, worse, MacMaine's
drategy would have won the battle if it had been used. He fed it through his amdl office computer to
make sure. The odds were good.

And that was the thing that made MacMaine hate Strategy Andlysis. Too often, he won; too often, Earth
log. A computer was fine for working out the logica outcome of a bettle if it was given the proper
drategy, but it couldn't devise anything new.

Colond MacMaine had tried to get himsdf transferred to space duty, but without success. The
Commeanding Staff didn't want him out there.

The trouble was that they didn't beieve MacMaine actudly devised his srategy before he read the
complete report. How could anyone out-think a computer?

Hed offered to prove it. "Give me a problem,” held told his immediaie superior, Generd Matsukuo.
"Give me the Initid Contact informetion of a battle | haven't seen before, and I'll show you.”

And Matsukuo had said, tegtily: "Colond, | will not permit a member of my gaff to make afoal of himsdf
in front of the Commanding Staff. Setting yoursdf up as someone superior to the Strategy Board is the
mog antisocid type of egocentrism imaginable. You were given the same education a the Academy as
every other officer; what makes you think you are better than they? As time goes on, your autométic
promations will put you in a podtion to vote on such matters—provided you don't prejudice the
Promotion Board againgt you by antisocid behavior. | hold you in the highest regard, colond, and | will
say nothing to the Promotion Board about this, but if you persst | will have to do my duty. Now, | don't
want to hear any more about it. Is that clear?'



It was.

All MacMaine had to do was wait, and held automaticaly be promoted to the Commeanding Staff, where
he would have an equd vote with the others of his rank. One unit vote to begin with and an additiond unit
for every year theresfter.

It'sa great system for running a peacetime social club, maybe, MacMaine thought, but it's no way
to run a fighting force.

Maybe the Kerothi generd was right. Maybe homo sapiens just wasn't a race of fighters.

They had been once. Mankind had fought its way to domination of Earth by baitling every other form of
life on the planet, from the samdlest virus to the biggest carnivore. The fight againgt disease was 4ill going
on, as amatter of fact, and Man was il fighting the e ementd fury of Earth's dimate.

But Man no longer fought with Man. Was that a bad thing? The discovery of aomic energy, two
centuries before, had literdly made war impossible, if the race was to survive. Smdl struggles bred bigger
sruggles—or so the reasoning went. Therefore, the society had unconscioudy sought to dimingte the
reasons for sruggle.

Wheat bred the hatreds and jed ousies among men? What caused one group to fight another?

Society had decided that intolerance and hatred were caused by inequdity. The jedousy of the inferior
toward his superior; the scorn of the superior toward hisinferior. The Have-not envies the Have, and the
Have looks down upon the Have-not.

Then et us diminate the Have-not. Let us make sure that everyone is a Have.

Raise the standard of living. Make sure that every human being has the necessities of life—food, dothing,
shelter, proper medicd care, and proper education. More, give them the luxuries, too—let no man be
without anything that is poorer in qudity or less in quantity than the possessions of any other. There was
no longer any middle class Imply because there were no other classes for it to be in the middle of.

"The poor you will have dways with you," Jesus of Nazareth had said. But, in a materid sense, that was
no longer true. The poor were gone—and s0 were therich.

But the poor in mind and the poor in spirit were dill there—in ever-increasing numbers.

Materid wedth could be evenly digtributed, but it could not remain that way unless Society made sure
that the man who was more clever than the rest could not increase his wedth at the expense of his less



fortunate brethren.

Make it a socid digma to show more dhility than the average. Be kind to your fdlow man; don't show
him up as a supid clod, no matter how cloddish he may be.

All men are created equal, and let's make sure they stay that way!

There could be no such thing as a clasdess society, of course. That was eesly seen. No human beng
could do everything, learn everything, be everything. There had to be doctors and lawyers and policemen
and bartenders and soldiers and machinists and laborers and actors and writers and criminas and bums.

But let's make sure that the differentiation between classesis harizonta, not verticd. As long as a person
does his job the best he can, he's as good as anybody else. A doctor is as good as a lawyer, isnt he?
Then a garbage collector is just as good as a nudear physicig, and an astronomer is no better than a
Street sweeper.

And what of the loafer, the bum, the man who's too lazy or weak-willed to put out any more effort than is
absolutely necessary to stay dive? Wdl, my goodness, the poor chap cant hdp it, can he? It it his
fault, isit? He has to be helped. There is dways something heis both capable of doing and willing to do.
Does he like to St around dl day and do nothing but watch televison? Then give him a sheet of paper
with dl the programs on it and two little boxes marked Yes and No, and he can put an X in one or the
other to indicate whether he likes the program or not. Useful? Certainly. All these sheets can be tdlied up
in order to find out what sort of program the public likes to see. After dl, his vote is just as good as
anyone dse's, isnt it?

And a Program Andys is just as good, just as important, and just aswel cared-for as anyone ese.

And what about the crimind? Well, what is a crimind? A person who thinks he's superior to others. A
thief stedls because he thinks he has more right to something then its red owner. A man kills because he
has an idea that he has a better right to live than someone ese. In short, a man breaks the law because he
feds superior, because he thinks he can outsmart Society and The Law. Or, amply, because he thinks he
can outsmart the policeman on the best.

Ohbvioudy, that sort of antisocid behavior can't be adlowed. The poor felow who thinks he's better than
anyone ese has to be segregated from normd society and treated for his aberrations. But not punished!
Heavens no! His errdic behavior iant his fault, isit?

It was axiomatic that there had to be some sort of vertical structure to society, naturaly. A child can't do
the work of an adult, and a beginner can't be as good as an old hand. Asde from the fact thet it was



actudly impossible to force everyone into a common mold, it was recognized that there had to be some
incentive for saying with a job. What to do?

The labor unions had solved that problem two hundred years before. Promotion by seniority. Stick with a
job long enough, and youll automaticaly rise to the top. That way, everyone had as good a chance as
everyone ese.

Promotion tables for individud jobs were worked out on the basis of longevity tables, so that by the time
aman reached the autométic retirement age he was automdicaly a the highest postion he could hold.
No fuss, no bother, no trouble. Just keep your nose clean and live aslong as possible.

It diminated druggle. It diminated the petty jockeying for postion that undermined efficiency in an
organization. Everybody deserves an equd chancein life, so make sure everybody getsiit.

Colond Sebastian MacMaine had been born and reared in that society. He could see many of its faullts,
but he didn't have the orientetion to see dl of them. As hedd grown older, hed seen that, regardless of the
position a man held according to seniority, a smart man could exercise more power than those above im
if he did it carefully.

A manisadaveif heis hdd rigidy in a pattern and not permitted to step out of that pattern. In ancient
times, adave was born at the bottom of the socid ladder, and he remained there dl his life. Only rarely
did adave of exceptiona merit manage to rise above his assigned position.

But aman who is forced to remain on the bottom step of a Sationary dairway is no more a dave than a
men who is forced to remain on a given step of an escalator, and no less so.

Savery, however, has two advantages—one for the individud, and one which, in the long run, can be
good for the race. For the individud, it offers security, and that is the god which by far the greater
mgority of mankind seeks.

The second advantage is more difficult to see. It operates only in favor of the exceptiona individud.
There are dways individuals who aspire to greater heights than the one they occupy at any given moment,
but in a dave society, they are dapped back into placeif they act hedily. Just as the one-eyed man in the
kingdom of the blind can be king if he taps the ground with a cane, so the gifted individud can gan his
endsin a dave society—provided he thinks out the consequences of any act in advance.

The Law of Gravity isa universd edict which endaves, in a sense, every particle of matter in the cosmos.
The man who attempts to defy the "injustice’ of that law by ignoring the consequences of its enforcement
will find himsdf punished rather severdly. It may be unjust that a bird can fly under its own muscle power,
but a man who tries to correct that injustice by legping out of a skyscraper window and flgoping his ams
vigoroudy will find that overt defiance of the Law of Gravity brings very serious pendties indeed. The
wise man seeks the loopholesin the law, and loopholes are caused by other laws which counteract—not
defyl —the given law. A bdloon ful of hydrogen "fdls up" in obedience to the Law of Gravity. A



contradiction? A paradox? No. It is the Law of Gravity which causes the dendty and pressure of a
planet's atmosphere to decrease with dtitude, and that decrease in pressure forces the baloon upwards
until the balance point between aimospheric dengty and the interna density of the balloon is reached.

The illudration may seem obvious and dementary to the modern man, but it seems so only because he
understands, at least to some extent, the laws involved. It was not obvious to even the most learned man
of, say, the Thirteenth Century.

Savery, too, has its laws, and it is as dangerous to defy the laws of a society as it is to defy those of
nature, and the only way to escape the punishment resulting from those laws is to find the loopholes. One
of the most basic laws of any society is so basic that it is never, ever written down.

And that law, like dl basic laws, is so Smple in expresson and so obvious in goplicaion that any man
above the moron leve has an intuitive grasp of it. It isthe first law one learns as a child.

Thou shall not suffer thyself to be caught.

The unthinking man believes that this basic law can be applied by bresking the laws of his society in
secret. What he fals to seeisthat such lawbreaking requires such a fantastic network of lies, subterfuges,
evasons, and chicanery that the structure itsdf eventualy breaks down and his guilt is obvious to dl. The
vay steps he has taken to keep from getting caught eventudly become signpodts that point unerringly at
the lawbresker himsdf.

Like the loopholesin the law of gravity, the loopholes in the laws of society can not entall a defiance of
the law. Only compliance with those lawswill be ultimately successful.

The wise man works within the framework of the law—not only the written, but the unwritten lav—aof his
society. In adave society, any dave who openly rebelswill find that he gets squashed pretty quickly. But
may a dave-owner has danced willingly to the tune of a dave who was wiser and cleverer than he,
without ever knowing that the tune played was not his own.

And that is the second advantage of davery. It teaches the exceptiond individud to think.

When awise, intdligent individud openly and vidlently breaks the laws of his society, there are two things
which are dmogt certain: One: he knows thet there is no other way to do the thing he feds must be done,
and—

Two: he knows that he will pay the pendty for his crimein one way or another.



Sebastian MacMaine knew the operations of those lawvs. As a member of a sef-endaved society, he
knew tha to betray any d9gn of intdligence was dangerous. A dight dip could bring the scorn of the
daves around him; a mgor offense could mean degth. The war with Keroth had thrown him dightly off
balance, but after his one experience with Genera Matsukuo, he had quickly regained his equilibrium.

At the end of his work day, MacMaine closed his desk and left his office precisdy on time, as usud.
Working overtime, except in the gravest emergencies, was looked upon as antisocidism. The offender
was suspected of having Ambition—obvioudy a Bad Thing.

It was during his med at the Officers Mess that Colond Sebastian MacMaine heard the statement that
triggered the decision in his mind.

There were three other officers seated with MacMaine around one of the four-place tables in the big
room. MacMaine only paid enough aitention to the table conversation to be able to make the appropriate
noises a the proper times. He had long since learned to do histhinking under cover of generd bandities.

Colond VanDeusen was aman who would never have made Private Firgt Classin an army that operated
on a drict merit system. His thinking was muddy, and his conversation betrayed it. All he felt comfortable
intalking about was just exactly what he had been taught. Sogans, bandities, and bromides. He knew his
catechiam, and he knew it was safe.

"What | mean is, we got nothing to worry about. We dl stick together, and we can do anything. As long
as we don't rock the boat, well come through O.K."

"Sure" sad Magor Brock, looking up from his plate in blank-faced surprise. "I mean, who says
different?'

"Guy on my research team,” said VanDeusen, plying his fork industrioudy. "A wise-guy second looie.
One of them."

"Oh," said the mgor knowingly. "One of them." He went back to his med.

"What'd he say?' MacMaine asked, just to keep his oar in.

"Ahhh, nothing serious, | guess” said VanDeusen, around a mouthful of steak. "Said we were dl clogged
up with paper work, makin' reports on tests, things like that. Said, why don't we figure out something to
pop those Carrot-skins outa the sky. So | said to him, 'Look, Lootenant,’ | said, 'you got your job to do,
| got mine If the paper work's pilin' up, | said, 'it's because somebody isnt pulling his share. And it



better not be you,' | said." He chuckled and speared another cube of steak with his fork. "That settled
him down. He's dl right, though. Y oung yet, you know. Soon's he gets the hang of how the Space Force
operates, hell be O.K."

Since VanDeusen was the senior officer a the table, the others listened respectfully as he taked, only
insarting aword now and then to show that they were ligening.

MacMaine was thinking deeply about something else entirdly, but VVanDeusen's influence intruded a little
MacMaine was wondering whet it was that bothered him about Generd Tadlis, the Kerothi prisoner.

The dien was pleasant enough, in spite of his position. He seemed to accept his imprisonment as one of
the fortunes of war. He didn't thresten or bluster, dthough he tended to maintain an air of superiority that
would have been unbearable in an Earthman.

Was that the reason for his uneasinessin the genera’s presence? No. MacMaine could accept the reason
for that attitude; the genera's background was different from that of an Earthman, and therefore he could
not be judged by Terrestrid standards. Besides, MacMaine could acknowledge to himsdf that Tdlis was
superior to the norm—not only the norm of Keroth, but that of Earth. MacMaine wasn't sure he could
have acknowledged superiority in another Earthman, in spite of the fact that he knew that there must be
men who were his superiorsin one way or another.

Because of hissocid background, he knew that he would probably form an intense and ingtant didike for
any Earthman who talked the way Tdlis did, but he found that he actudly liked the dien officer.

It came as a dight shock when the redization hit MacMaine that hisliking for the generdl was exactly why
he was uncomfortable around him. Dammit, aman isn't supposed to like his enemy—and most especidly
when that enemy does and says things that one would despise in a friend.

Come to think of it, though, did he, MacMaine, actudly have any friends? He looked around him,
suddenly dearly conscious of the other men in the room. He searched through his memory, thinking of dl
his acquaintances and relatives.

It was an even greater shock to redize that he would not be more then faintly touched emationdly if any
or dl of them were to die a that ingant. Even his parents, both of whom were now dead, were only dim
figuresin his memory. He had mourned them when an arcraft accident had taken both of them when he
was only eleven, but he found himsdf wondering if it had been the loss of loved ones that had caused his
emotiond upset or amply the abrupt vanishing of akind of security he had taken for granted.

And yet, he fdt that the death of Genera Polan Tdlis would leave an empty place in hislife

Colond VanDeusen was 4ill holding forth.



"... S0l told him. | said, 'Look, Lootenant,’ | said, ‘don't rock the boat. You're a kid yet, you know,’" |
sad. 'You got equd rights with everybody ese’ | sad, 'but if you rock the boat, you aren't gonna get
adong so well.’

"You just behave yoursdf,' | said, ‘and pull your share of the load and do your job right and keep your
nose clean, and youll come out dl right.

"Time| get to be on the Generd Staff,’ | told him, ‘why, youll be takin' over my job, maybe. That's the
way it works,' | said.

"He's agood kid. | mean, he's a fresh young punk, that's dl. Hell learn, O.K. Hell dimb right up, once
he's got the right attitude. Why, when | was——"

But MacMaine was no longer ligening. It was astonishing to redize that what VanDeusen had sad was
perfectly true. A blockhead like VanDeusen would smply be lifted to a podtion of higher authority, only
to be replaced by another blockhead. There would be no essentiad change in the status quo.

The Kerothi were winning steadily, and the people of Earth and her colonies were making no changes
whatever in their way of living. The mgority of people were too blind to be able to see what was
happening, and the rest were afraid to admit the danger, even to themsdves. It required no great
undergtanding of strategy to see what the inevitable outcome mugt be.

At some point in the last few centuries, human avilization had taken the wrong path—a path that led only
to oblivion.

It was at that moment that Colond Sebastian MacMaine made his decison.

The Escape

"Areyou sure you understand, Talis?' MacMaine asked in Kerothic.

The dien generd nodded emphaticaly. "Perfectly. Your Kerothic is not so bad that | could
misunderstand your ingructions. | dill don't understand why you are doing this. Oh | know the reasons
youve given me, but | don't completely beieve them. However, Il go dong with you. The worst that
could happen would be for me to be killed, and | would sooner face degth in trying to escape then in
waiting for your executioners. If thisis some sort of trap, some sort of weird way your race's twisted idea
of kindness has evolved to dispose of me, then I'll accept your sentence. It's better than starving to death
or facing afiring squed.”

"Not afiring squad,” MacMaine said. "That wouldn't be kind. An odorless, but quite deadly gas would



be pumped into this cdl while you dept.”

"That's worse. When death comes, | want to face it and fight it off as long as possible, not have it
snesking up on meinmy deep. | think I'd rather sarve.”

"Youwould,"” said MacMaine. "The food that was captured with you has nearly run out, and we haven't
been able to capture any more. But rather than let you suffer, they would have killed you painlesdy." He
glanced at the watch on hisingrument cuff. "Almog time”

MacMaine looked the dien over once more. Tdlis was dressed in the uniform of Earth's Space Force,
and the indgnia of a full generd gleamed on his collar. His face and hands had been sprayed with an
opague, pink-tan film, and his hairless head was covered with a black wig. He wouldnt pass a close
ingpection, but MacMaine fervently hoped that he wouldn't need to.

Think it out, be sure you're right, then go ahead. Sebastian MacMaine had done judt that. For three
months, he had worked over the details of his plan, meking sure that they were as perfect as he was
capable of making them. Even s0, there was a great ded of risk involved, and there were too many
details that required luck for MacMaine to be perfectly happy about the plan.

But time was running out. As the generd's food supply dwindled, his execution date neared, and now it
was only two days away. There was no point in waiting until the last minute; it was now or never.

There were no oying TV cameras in the generd's cdl, no hidden microphones to report and record
what went on. No one had ever escaped from the Space Force's prison, therefore, no one ever would.

MacMaine glanced again at his watch. It was time. He reached ingde his blouse and took out a fully
loaded handgun.

For an ingtant, the dien officer's eyes widened, and he stiffened asif he were ready to diein an attempt to
disarm the Earthman. Then he saw that MacMaine wasn't holding it by the butt; his hand was clasped
around the middle of the weapon.

"Thisis a chance | have to take" MacMaine said evenly. "With this gun, you can shoot me down right
here and try to escape done. I've told you every detail of our course of action, and, with luck, you might
make it done" He hdd out his hand, with the wegpon resting on his open pam.

Generd Tdlis eyed the Earthman for along second. Then, without haste, he took the gun and inspected it
with a professond eye.

"Do you know how to operate it?" MacMaine asked, forcing camness into his voice.



"Yes Weve captured plenty of them.” Tdlis thumbed the stud that alowed the magazine to dide out of
the butt and into his hand. Then he checked the mechanian and the power cartridges. Fndly, he
replaced the magazine and put the weapon into the empty deeve holster that MacMaine had given him.

MacMaine let his breath out dowly. "All right,” he said. "Let's go."

He opened the door of the cdl, and both men stepped out into the corridor. At the far end of the
corridor, some thirty yards away, stood the two armed guards who kept watch over the prisoner. At that
distance, it was impossible to tdl that Tdlis was not what he appeared to be.

The guard had been changed while MacMaine was in the prisoner's cell, and he was rdying on the lax
discipline of the soldiers to get hm and Tdlis out of the cdl block. With luck, the guards would have
faled to ligen too dosdly to what they had been told by the men they replaced; with even greater luck,
the previous guardsmen would have falled to be too explicit about who was in the prisoner's cdl. With no
luck at dl, MacMaine would be forced to shoot to kill.

MacMaine waked casudly up to the two men, who came to an easy atention.

"I want you two men to come with me. Something odd has happened, and Generd Quinby and | want
two witnesses as to what went on.”

"What happened, 9r?' one of them asked.

"Dont know for sure”” MacMaine said in a puzzled voice. "The generd and | were taking to the
prisoner, when dl of a sudden he fdl over. | think he's dead. | couldn't find a heartbeat. 1 want you to
take alook at him so that you can testify that we didn't shoot him or anything.”

Obediently, the two guards headed for the cdll, and MacMaine fdl in behind them. "You couldn't of shot
him, Sr," said the second guard confidently. "We would of heard the shot.”

"Beddes" sad the other, "it don't matter much. He was going to be gassed day after tomorrow.”

As the trio approached the cdll, Tdlis pulled the door open a little wider and, in doing so, contrived to
put himsdf behind it so that his face couldn't be seen. The young guards weren't too awed by a full
generd; after dl, they'd be generds themsdves someday. They were much more interested in seeing the
dead dien.



As the guards reached the cdl door, MacMaine unholstered his pistal from his deeve and brought it
down hard on the head of the nearest youth. At the same time, Tdlis stepped from behind the door and
clouted the other.

Quickly, MacMaine disarmed the fdlen men and dragged them into the open cell. He came out again and
locked the door securdly. Thar guns were tossed into an empty cel nearby.

"They won't be missed until the next change of watch, in four hours™ MacMaine said. "By then, it won't
meatter, one way or another.”

Getting out of the huge building that housed the adminidrative offices of the Space Force was rdaivey
eagy. A lift chute brought the par to the man floor, and, this late in the evening, there weren't many
people on that floor. The officers and men who had night duty were working on the upper floors. Severd
times, Tdlis had to take a handkerchief from his pocket and pretend to blow hisnose in order to concedl
his dien features from someone who came too close, but no one appeared to notice anything out of the
ordinary.

As they waked out boldly through the main door, fifteen minutes later, the guards merdy came to
atention and relaxed as atdl colond and a somewhat shorter genera strode out. The generd appeared
to be having afit of sneezing, and the colond was heard to say: "That's quite a cold you've picked up, Sr.
Better get over to the dispensary and take an anti-coryza shot."

"Mmm," sad the generd. "Ha-CHOO! "

Getting to the spaceport was no problem a dl. MacMaine had an officdd car wating, and the two
sergeants in the front seet didn't pay any attention to the generd getting in the back seat because Colond
MacMaine was taking to them. "We're ready to rall, sergeant,” he said to the driver. "Generd Quinby
wants to go sraight to the Manila, so let's get there as fast as possible. Take-off is scheduled in ten
minutes" Then he got into the back seat himsdf. The one-way glass partition that separated the back seat
from the front prevented ether of the two men from looking back at their passengers.

Seven minutes later, the saff car was ralling unquestioned through the main gate of Waikiki Spaceport.

It was dl so incredibly easy, MacMaine thought. Nobody questioned an offidd car. Nobody checked
anything too closely. Nobody wanted to risk hislifdong security by doing or saying something that might
be consdered antisocid by a busy generd. Besdes, it never entered anyone's mind that there could be
anything wrong. If there was a war on, gpparently no one had been told about it yet.

MacMaine thought, Was | ever that stubbornly blind? Not quite, | guess, or I'd never have seen
what is happening. But he knew he hadn't been too much more perceptive than those around him. Even
to an intdligent man, the mask of dupidity can become a barier to the outsde world as wdl as a
concedlment from it.



The Interstdlar Ship Manila was a amdl, fast, ten-man blaster-boat, designed to get in to the thick of a
battle quickly, strike hard, and get away. Unlike the bigger, more powerful bettle cruisers, she could be
landed directly on any planet with less than a two-gee pull a the surface. The redly big babies had to be
parked in an orbit and loaded by shuttle; they'd break up of their own weight if they tried to set down on
anything bigger than a good-sized planetoid. As long as their antiaccderation fidds were on, they could
take unimaginable thrusts dong their axes, but the A-A fidds were the cause of those thrusts as wdl as
the protection againg them. The ships couldn't stand ill while they were operating, so they were no
protection a dl agang a planet's gravity. But a blaster-boat was amdl enough and compact enough to
take the grain.

It had taken careful preparation to get the Manila ready to go just exactly when MacMaine needed it.
Papers had to be forged and put into the chain of command communicetion a precisely the right times,
others had had to be taken out and replaced with harmless near-duplicates so that the Commanding Staff
wouldn't discover the deception. He had had to build up the fictiond identity of a "Generd Lucdius
Quinby" in such away that it would take a thorough check to discover that the officer who had been put
in command of the Manila was nonexistent.

It was two minutes until take-off time when the gaff car pulled up a the foot of the ramp that led up to
the main ar lock of the ISS Manila. A young-looking captain was ganding nervoudy at the foot of it,
obvioudy afraid that his new commander might be late for the take-off and wondering what sort of
decison he would have to make if the generd wasn't there a take-off time. MacMaine could imagine his

fedings

"Generd Quinby" devel oped another sneezing fit as he stepped out of the car. This was the touchiest part
of MacMaine's plan, the weskest link in the whole chain of action. For a space of perhaps a minute, the
disguised Kerothi generd would have to stand so close to the young captain that the crudity of his
makeup job would be detectable. He had to keep that handkerchief over hisface, and yet do it in such a
way that it would seem naturdl.

As Tdlis dimbed out of the car, chuffing windily into the kerchief, MacMaine snapped an order to the
sergeant behind the whed. "That's dl. We're taking off dmost immediatdly, so get that car out of here”

Then he walked ragpidly over to the captain, who had snapped to attention. There was a definite look of
reief on hisface, now that he knew his commander was on time.

"All ready for teke-off, captain? Everything checked out? Ammunition? Energy packs dl filled to
capacity? All the crew aboard? Full rations and stores stowed away?'

The captain kept his eyes on MacMaine's face as he answered "Yes, dr; yes, gr; yes, gr," to the rgpid
fire of questions. He had no time to dhift his gaze to the face of his new C.O., who was suiffling his way



toward the foot of the landing ramp. MacMaine kept firing questions until Talis was hdfway up the ramp.

Then he said: "Oh, by the way, captain—was the large package containing Generd Quinby's persona
gear brought aboard?’

"The big package? Y es, Sr. About fifteen minutes ago.”

"Good," said MacMaine. He looked up the ramp. "Are there any specid orders a this time, Sr?" he
asked.

"No," said Tdlis, without turning. "Carry on, colond.” He went on up to the air lock. It had taken Tdlis
hours of practice to say that phrase properly, but the training had been worth it.

After Tdliswaswdl indgde the air lock, MacMaine whispered to the young captain, "As you can see, the
generd has got arather bad cold. Hell want to reman in his cabin until he's over it. See that anti-coryza
shots are sent up from the dispensary as soon as we are out of the Solar System. Now, let's go; we have
less than a minute il take-off."

MacMaine went up the ramp with the captain scrambling up behind him.

Tdlis was just stepping into the commander's cabin as the two men entered the ar lock. MacMaine
didn't see him again until the ship was twelve minutes on her way—nearly five billion miles from Earth and
dill accelerating.

He identified himsdf at the door and Tadlis opened it cautioudy.

"I brought your anti-coryza shot, gr," he said. In a amdl ship like the Manila, the cgptain and the seven
crew members could hear any conversation in the companionways. He stepped insde and closed the
door. Then he practicaly collapsed on the nearest chair and had a good case of the shakes.

"So-so f-f-far, s-s0 good,” he said.

Generd Tdlis grasped his shoulder with a firm hand. "Brace up, Sepadtian,” he said gently in Kerothic.
"Y ouve done a beatiful job. | dill can't bdieveit, but I'll have to admit that if this is an act it's a beautiful
one"" He gestured toward the amdl desk in one corner of the room and the big package that was Stting
onit. "The food isdl there. I'll have to eat sparingly, but | can make it. Now, what's the rest of the plan?'



MacMaine took a deep breath, hdd it, and let it out dowly. His shakes subsded to a fant, dmost
imperceptible quiver. "The captain doesn't know our destination. He was told that he would receive
secret ingructions from you." His voice, he noticed thankfully, was amog norma. He reached into his
uniform jacket and took out an officid-looking sealed envelope. "These are the orders. We are going out
to arrange a specid truce with the Kerothi.”

"What?"

"That's what it says here. Youll have to get on the subradio and do some plain and fancy taking.
Fortunatdly, not a man jack aboard this ship knows a word of your language, so theyll think you're
aranging truce terms.

"Theyll be stting ducks when your warship pulls up aongsde and sendsin a boarding party. By the time
they redize what has happened, it will be too late.”

"You're giving us the ship, too?' Tdlis looked a him wonderingly. "And eight prisoners?’

"Ning" said MacMaine. "I'll hand over my sdearm to you just before your men come through the air
lock."

Gened Tdlis sat down in the other smdl chair, his eyes ill on the Earthman. "I can't help but fed that
thisis some sort of trick, but if it is, | can't see through it. Why are you doing this, Sepastian?”

"You may not understand this, Tdlis" MacMaine sad evenly, "but | am fighting for freedom. The
freedom to think."

The Traitor

Convinang the Kerothi that he was in earnest was more difficult than MacMaine had at firs supposed.
He had done his best, and now, after nearly a year of captivity, Tdlis had come to tdl him that his offer
hed been accepted.

Generd Tdlis sat across from Colond MacMaine, smoking his cigarette absently.

"Just why are they accepting my proposition?' MacMaine asked bluntly.



"Because they can afford to," Tdlis said with a amile. "You will be watched, my shbling-by-choice.
Watched every moment, for any sgn of treason. Y our flagship will be asmdl ten-man blaster-boat—one
of our own. You gave us one; well give you one. At the worst, wewill come out even. At the best, your
admittedly brilliant grasp of tactics and strategy will enable us to save thousands of Kerothi lives, to say
nothing of the immense savingsin time and money.”

"All | ask is a chance to prove my gbility and my loyaty."

"Youve dready proven your ahility. All of the strategy problems that you have been given over the past
year were actua battles that had aready been fought. In eighty-seven per cent of the cases, your strategy
proved to be superior to our own. In most of the others, it was just as good. In only three cases was the
esimate of your losses higher than the actud losses. Actudly, we'd be foadls to turn you down. We have
everything to gain and nothing to lose”

"I fdt the same way a year ago,” said MacMaine. "Even beng watched dl the time will dlow me more
freedom than | had on Earth—if the Board of Strategy iswilling to meet my terms.”

Tdlis chuckled. "They are. Youll be the best-paid officer in the entire fleet; none of the rest of us gets a
tenth of wha youll be getting, as far as persona vaue is concerned. And yet, it costs us practicaly
nothing. Y ou drive an dttractive bargain, Sepastian.”

"Isthat the kind of pay you'd like to get, Tdlis?' MacMaine asked with agmile

"Why not? Youll get your terms. full pay as a Kerothi generd, with retirement on full pay after the war is
over. The pick of the most beautiful—by your standards—of the Earthwomen we capture. A home on
Keroth, built to your specifications, and full citizenship, induding the freedom to enter into any business
relaionships you wish. If you keep your promises, we can keep ours and dill come out ahead.”

"Good. When do we gart?'

"Now," said Tdlis rigng from his chair. "Put on your dress uniform, and well go down to see the High
Commander. Weve got to give you a set of generd'singgnia, my sbling-by-choice.”

Tdlis waited while MacMaine donned the blue trousers and gold-trimmed red uniform of a Kerothi
officer. When he was through, MacMaine looked a himsdf in the mirror. "Therés one more thing,
Tdlis" he said thoughtfully.

"What's thet?'

"Thishair. | think you'd better arrange to have it permanently removed, according to your custom. | can't
do anything about the color of my skin, but there's no point in my looking like one of your wild hillmen.”



"You're very gracious,” Tdlis said. "And very wise. Our officers will certainly come closer to feding that
you are one of us"

"I am one of you from thismoment,” MacMaine said. "'l never intend to see Earth again, except, perhaps,
from space—when we fight the find battle of the war.”

"That may be a hard battle” Tdlissad.

"Maybe" MacMaine said thoughtfully. "On the other hand, if my overal drategy comes out the way |
think it will, that battle may never be fought at dl. | think that complete and total surrender will end the
war before we ever get that close to Earth.”

"I hope you're right,” Tdlis sad firmly. "This war is coding far more than we had anticipated, in spite of
the weakness of your—that is, of Earth."

"Wdl," MacMaine said with adight grin, "a least you've been able to capture enough Earth food to keep
me egting well dl thistime"

Tdlis grin was broad. "Youre right. Werre not doing too badly a that. Now, let's go; the High
Commander iswaiting."

MacMaine didnt redize until he walked into the big room that what he was facing was not jus a
discusson with a high officer, but what amounted to a Court of Inquiry.

The High Commander, a dome-headed, wrinkled, yellow-skinned, hard-eyed old Kerothi, was seated in
the center of a long, high desk, flanked on ether sde by two lower-ranking generas who had the same
deadly, hard look. Off to one side, dmost like ajury in a jury box, sat twenty or so lesser officers, none
of them ranking below the Kerothi equivaent of lieutenant-colond.

As fa as MacMaine could tdl, none of the officers wore the indgnia of flegt officers the
spaceship-and-comet that showed that the wearer was a fighting man. These were the men of the
Permanent Headquarters Staff—the military group that controlled, not only the armed forces of Keroth,
but the avil government as well.

"What's this?" MacMaine hissed in a whispered aside, in English.

"Pearr up, my prrotherr,” Tdlis answered softly, in the same tongue, "dl iswdl.”



MacMaine had known, long before he had ever heard of Generd Polan Tdlis, that the Hegemony of
Keroth was governed by a militay junta, and that dl Kerothi were regarded as members of the armed
forces. Technicaly, there were no avilians they were legdly members of the "unorganized reserve,” and
were under military law. He had known that Kerothi society was, in its own way, as much a dave society
asthat of Earth, but it had the advantage over Earth in that the system did dlow for advance by merit. If a
men had the determindtion to get ahead, and the ability to cut the throat—either literdly or
figurativdly—of the man above himin rank, he could take his place.

On a more drictly legd basis, it was possible for a common trooper to become an officer by going
through the schools set up for that purpose, but, in practice, it took both pull and pressure to get into
those schools.

In theory, any ditizen of the Hegemony could become an officer, and any officer could become a member
of the Permanent Headquarters Staff. Actudly, a much greater preference was given to the children of
officers. Examinations were given periodicdly for the purpose of recruiting new members for the dite
officers corps, and any ditizen could take the examination—once.

But the tests were heavily weighted in favor of those who were dready well-versed in matters military,
induding what might be cdled the "indde jokes' of the officers corps. A common trooper had some
chance of passing the examindtion; a dvilian had a very minute chance. A noncommissioned officer had
the best chance of passng the examination, but there were age limits which usudly kept NCO's from
getting a commission. By the time a man became a noncommissoned officer, he was too old to be
admitted to the officers training schools. There were dlowances made for "extraordinary merit," which
alowed common troopers or upper-grade NCO's to be commissioned in spite of the generd rules, and
an astute man could take advantage of those alowances.

Abhility could get aman up the ladder, but it had to be a particular kind of ghility.

During his sojourn as a"guest” of the Kerothi, MacMaine had made a point of exploring the higtory of the
race. He knew perfectly wel that the higtories he had read were doctored, twisted, and, in generd,
totaly unrdiable in so far as presenting anything that would be cdled a higory by an unbiased
investigator.

But, knowing this, MacMaine had been able to learn a great dedl about the present society. Even if the
"higory" was worthless as such, it did tdl something about the attitudes of a society that would make up
such a higory. And, too, he fdt that, in generd, the man events which had been cataogued actudly
occurred; the details had been blurred, and the atitudes of the people had been misrepresented, but the
skeleton was essentidly factud.

MacMaine felt that he knew what kind of philosophy had produced the mentd attitudes of the Court he



now faced, and he fdt he knew how to handle himsdf before them.

Hdf a dozen pacesin front of the great desk, the color of the floor tiling was different from that of the rest
of the floor. Instead of a solid blue, it was a dead black. Talis who was dightly ahead of MacMaine,
came to a hdt as his toes touched the edge of the black area.

Uh-oh! a balk line, MacMaine thought. He stopped sharply at the same point. Both of them just stood
there for afull minute while they were carefully inspected by the members of the Court.

Then the High Commander gestured with one hand, and the officer to his left leaned forward and sad:
"Why is this one brought before usin the uniform of an officer, bare of any inagnia of rank?'

It could only be aritua question, MacMaine decided; they must know why he was there.

"I bring im as a candidate for admisson to our Ingroup,” Tdlis replied formdly, "and ask the indulgence
of Your Superiorities therefor.”

"And who are you who ask our indulgence?'

Tdlis identified hmsdf at length—name, rank, serid number, military record, et cetera, et cetera, et
cetera

By the time he had finished, MacMaine was beginning to think that the recitation would go on forever.
The High Commander had closed his eyes, and he looked asif he had gone to deep.

There was more formdity. Through it dl, MacMaine stood at rigid attention, flexing his caf musces
occasondly to keep the blood flowing in hislegs. He had no desire to disgrace himsdf by passing out in
front of the Court.

Fndly the Kerothi officer stopped asking Tdlis questions and looked a the High Commander.
MacMaine got the feding that there was about to be a departure from the usud procedure.

Without opening his eyes, the High Commander said, in a brittle, rather harsh voice, "These
circumstances are unprecedented.” Then he opened his eyes and looked directly at MacMaine. "Never
hes an animd been proposed for such an honor. In times past, such a proposa would have been
mockery of this Court and this Ingroup, and a cime of such mongtrous proportions as to merit
Excommunication.”

MacMaine knew what that meant. The word was used literdly; the condemned one was cut off from al
communicaion by having his sensory nerves surgicdly severed. Madness followed quickly;
psychosomatic death followed eventudly, as the brain, cut off from any outsde simuli except those



which could not be diminated without death falowing ingantly, findly became incgpable of keeping the
body dive. Without feedback, control was impossble, and the organism-as-awhole dowly deteriorated
until death was inevitable.

At fird, the vicim screamed and thrashed his limbs as the brain sent out message after message to the
rest of the body, but since the brain had no way of knowing whether the messages had been received or
acted upon, the victim soon went into a state comparable to that of catatonia and findly died.

If it was not the ultimate in punishment, it was a damned close approach, MacMaine thought. And he fdlt
thet the word "damned" could be used in that sense without fear of exaggeration.

"However," the High Commander went on, gazing at the calling, "circumstances change. It would once
have been thought vile that a machine should be dlowed to do the work of a skilled man, and the thought
that a machine might do the work with more precison and greater rgpidity would have been amogt
blasphemous.

"This case mudt be viewed in the same light. As we are replacing certain of our workers on our outer
planets with Earth animals Smply because they are capable of doing the work more chesply, so we mugt
recognize that the same interests of economy govern in this case.

"A computing animd, in that sense, is in the same cdlass as a computing machine. It would be fdly to
wadte ther abilities Imply because they are not human.

"There ds0 arises the question of command. It has been represented to this court, by certain officers who
have been active in invedigating the candidate animd, that it would be as degrading to ask a human
officer to take orders from an animd as it would be to ask him to take orders from a commoner of the
Unorganized Reserve, if not more so. And, | must admit, there is, on the surface of it, some basis for this
reasoning.

"But, again, we mugt not let oursaves be mided. Does not a spaceship pilat, in a sense, take orders from
the computer that gives him his orbits and courses? In fact, do not al computers give orders, in one way
or another, to those who use them?

"Why, then, should we refuse to take orders from a computing animd?"

He paused and appeared to ligen to the slence in the room before going on.

"Stand at ease until the High Commander looks at you again,” Tdlissad in alow aside.



Thiswas definitely the pause for adjudting to surprise.

It seemed interminable, though it couldn't have been longer than a minute later that the High Commander
dropped his gaze from the celling to MacMaine. When MacMaine snapped to atention again, the others
inthe room became suddenly slent.

"Wefed," the hard-faced old Kerothi continued, asif there had been no break, "that, in this case, we are
judtified in employing the animd in question.

"However, we must make certain exceptions to our norma procedure. The candidate is not a machine,
and therefore cannot be treated as a machine. Neither is it human, and therefore cannot be treated as
humen.

"Therefore, thisis the judgment of the Court of the Ingroup:

"The animd, having shown itdf to be capable of behaving, in some degree, as befits an
office—induding, as we have been informed, voluntarily conforming to our custom as regards
superfluous hair—it shdl henceforth be considered as having the same datus as an untaught child or a
barbarian, insofar as socid conventions are concerned, and shdl be entitled to the use of the human
pronoun, he.

"Further, he Shdl be entitled to wear the uniform he now wears, and theindgniaof a Generd of the Flest.
He shdl be entitled, as far as persond contact goes, to the privileges of that rank, and shdl be addressed
as such.

"Hewill be accorded the right of punishment of an officer of that rank, insofar as disdplining his inferiors
is concerned, except that he mug firg secure the concurrence of his Guardian Officer, as hereinafter
provided.

"He shdl dso be subject to punishment in the same way and for the same offenses as humans of his rank,
taking into account physiologica differences, except as hereinafter provided.

"Hisreward for proper service'—The High Commander listed the demands MacMaine had made—"are
deemed fitting, and shdll be paid, provided his dutiesin service are carried out as proposed.

"Obvioudy, however, certan redrictions must be made. Generd MacMaine, as he is entitled to be
cdled, is employed soldy as a Strategy Computer. His ability as such and his knowledge of the
psychology of the Earth animds are, as far as we are concerned a this moment, his only useful attributes.
Therefore, his command is redtricted to that function. He is empowered to act only through the other
officers of the Fleet as this Court may appoint; he is not to command directly.



"Further, it is ordered that he shdl have a Guardian Officer, who shdl accompany him at dl times and
ghdl be directly responsible for his actions.

"Thet officer shdl be punished for any ddliberate crime committed by the aforesaid Generd MacMaine as
if he had himsdf committed the crime.

"Until such time as this Court may appoint another officer for the purpose, Generd Polan Tdlis
previoudy identified in these proceedings, is gppointed as Guardian Officer.”

The High Commander paused for a moment, then he said: " Proceed with the invesment of the inggnia™

The Strategy

Generd Sebagtian MacMaine, sometime Colond of Earth's Space Force, and presently a Generd of the
Kerothi Fleet, looked at the array of stars that appeared to drift by the man viewplate of his flagship, the
blaster-boat Shudos.

Behind him, Generd Tadlis was saying, "You've done wdl, Sepadtian. Better than anyone could have
redly expected. Three battles so far, and every one of them won by amargin far greater than anticipated.
Any idess that anyone may have had tha you were not whally working for the Kerothi cause has
certainly been dispdlled.”

"Thanks, Tdlis" MacMaine turned to look at the Kerothi officer. "I only hope that | can keep it up. Now
that we're ready for the big push, | can't hdp but wonder what would happen if | were to lose a battle.”

"Frankly," Tdlis sad, "tha would depend on severd things, the main one beng whether or not it
appeared that you had deliberady thrown the advantage to the enemy. But nobody expects you, or
anyone ese, to win every time. Even the mogt brilliant commander can make an honest mistake, and if it
can be shown that it was an honest mistake, and one, furthermore, that he could not have been expected
to avoid, he wouldn't be punished for it. In your case, Il admit that the investigation would be a grest
dedl more thorough than normal, and that you wouldn't get as much of the benfit of the doubt as another
officer might, but unless there is a deliberate error | doubt that anything serious would happen.”

"Do you redly believe thet, Tdlis, or isit just wishful thinking on your part, knowing as you do that your
punishment will be the same as mineif | fal?' MacMaine asked flatly.

Tdlisdidn't hestate. "If | didn't believeit, | would ask to be relieved as your Guardian. And the moment |
did that, you would be removed from command. The moment | fed that you are not acting for the best
interests of Keroth, | will act—not only to protect mysdf, but to protect my people.”



"That'sfar enough,” MacMaine said. "But how about the others?'

"I cannot speak for my fdlow officers—only for mysdf." Then Tdlis voice became cold. "Just keep your
hands clean, Sepastian, and dl will be well. You will not be punished for mistiakes—only for crimes. If
you are planning no crimes, thisworry of yoursis needless.”

"I ceased to worry about mysdf long ago,” MacMaine sad coally. "I do not fear persond death, not
even by Excommunication. My sole worry is about the ultimate outcome of the war if | should fal. Thet,
and nothing more.”

"I believe you," Tdlis said. "Let us say no more about it. Your actions are difficult for us to understand, in
some ways, that's dl. No Kerothi would ever change his dlegiance as you have. Nor has any Earth
officer that we have captured shown any desire to do so. Oh, some of them have agreed to do dmost
anything we wanted them to, but these were not the intdligent ones, and even they were only doing it to
save their own miserable hides.

"Still, you are an exceptiona man, Sepastian, unlike any other of your race, as far as we know. Perhapsiit
issmply that you are the only one with enough wisdom to seek your intelectua equas rather than remain
loyd to a mass of supid animas who are fit only to be daves."

"It was because | foresaw thar eventud endavement that | acted as | did," MacMaine admitted. "As |
saw it, | had only two choices—to remain as | was and become a dave to the Kerothi or to put mysdf in
your hands willingly and hope for the best. As you——"

He was interrupted by a harsh voice from a nearby spesker.

"Battle stations! Battle stations! Enemy fleet in detector range! Contact in twelve minutes!”

Tdlis and MacMaine headed for the Command Room at a fagt trot. The three other Kerothi who made
up the Strategy Staff camein at dmogt the same time. There was aflurry of activity as the computers and
viewers were readied for action, then the Kerothi looked expectantly at the Earthman.

MacMaine looked at the detector screens. The deployment of the approaching Earth fleet was dmogst as
he had expected it would be. There were dight differences, but they would require only minor changesin
the strategy he had mapped out from the information brought in by the Kerothi scout ships.

Undoubtedly, the Kerothi podtion had been relayed to the Earth commander by their own advance
scouts buzzing about in tiny, one-man shdlsjust amdl enough to be undetectable a normd range.



Watching the positions on the screens carefully, MacMaine cdled out a series of numbers in an unhurried
voice and watched as the orders, rdayed by the Kerothi gaff, changed the podtion of parts of the
Kerathi fleet. Then, as the computer-led Earth fleet jockeyed to compensate for the change in the
Kerothi deployment, MacMaine cdled out more orders.

The High Commander of Keroth had called MacMaine a "computing animd,” but the term was far from
accurate. MacMaine couldn't possibly have computed dl the variables in that battle, and he didn't try. It
was a matter of human intuition againg mechanicd logic. The advantage lay with MacMaine, for, while
the computer could not logicaly fathom the intuitive processes of its human opponent, MacMaine could
and did have an intuitive grasp of the machines logic. MacMaine didn't need to know every varigble in
the pattern; he only needed to know the pattern as awhole.

The Shudos was well in the rear of the man body of the Kerothi fleet. There was every necessity for
keeping MacMaine's flagship out of as much of the fighting as possible.

When the firg contact was made, MacMaine was certain of the outcome. His voice became a steady
drone as he cdled out ingructions to the gaff officers, his mind was so fully occupied with the moving
pattern before him that he noticed nothing €se in the room around him.

Spaceship againgt spaceship, the two fleats locked in battle. The warheads of ultrdight torpedoes flared
their eye-searing explosions soundlesdy into the void; ships exploded like overcharged beer bottles as
blaster energy caught them and smashed through their screens, men and machines flamed and died,
scattering the stripped nude of their component atoms through the screaming silence of space.

And through it dl, Sebastian MacMaine watched dispassonatdly, cdling out his orders as ten Earthmen
died for every Kerothi desth.

Thiswas a crucid battle. The big push toward the center of Earth's cluster of worlds had begun. Until
now, the Kerothi had been fighting the outposts, the planets on the fringes of Earth's sphere of influence
which were only lightly colonized, and therefore relaively essy to take. Earth's strongest flests were out
there, to protect planets that could not protect themsdves.

Ingde that periphery were the more densdly populated planets, the sdf-aufficient colonies which were
more or less able to defend themsdaves without too much rdiance on space fleets as such. But now that
the backbone of the Earth's Space Force had been dl but broken, it would be a rdatively easy matter to
mop up planet after planet, Snce each one could be surrounded separately, pounded into surrender, and
secured before going on to the next. That, a least, had been the origind Kerothi intention. But
MacMaine had told them that there was another way—a way which, if it succeeded, would save time,
lives and money for the Kerothi. And, if it falled, MacMaine said, they would be no worse off, they
would smply have to resume the origind plan.



Now, thefirg of the big colony planets was to be taken. When the protecting Earth fleet was reduced to
tatters, the Kerothi would go on to Houston's World as the firg step in the big push toward Earth itsdif.

But MacMaine wasn't thinking of that phase of the war. That was dill in the future, while the hellish space
battle was dill at hand.

He logt track of time as he watched the Kerothi flegt take advantage of thelr superior tactica postion and
tear the Earth fleat to bits. Not until he saw the remains of the Earth flest turn tal and run did he redize
that the battle had been won.

The Kerothi fleet consolidated itsdlf. There was no point in pursuing the flegting Earth ships; that would
only break up the solidity of the Kerothi deployment. The losers could afford to scatter; the winners
could not. Ealy in the war, the Kerothi had used that trick againg Earth; the Kerothi had broken and
fled, and the Earth fleet had split up to chase them down. The scattered Earth ships had suddenly found
that they had been led into traps composed of hidden clusters of Kerothi ships. Naturdly, the trick had
never worked agan for either side.

"All right,” MacMaine said when it was dl over, "let's get on to Houston's World."

The daff men, induding Talis were dready on ther fegt, congratulaing MacMaine and sheking his
hands. Even Generad Hokotan, the Headquarters Staff man, who had been transferred temporarily to the
Fleet Force to keep an eye on both MacMaine and Tdlis was enthusadticaly pounding MacMaine's
shoulder.

No one aboard was supposed to know that Hokotan was a Headquarters officer, but MacMaine had
spotted the spy rather eadly. There was a difference between the fighters of the Fleet and the politicoes
of Headquarters. The politicoes were no harder, perhaps, nor more ruthless, than the fighters, but they
were of a different breed. Thers was the ruthlessness of the bully who steps on those who are weaker
rather than the ruthlessness of the man who kills only to win a battle. MacMaine had the feding that the
Headquarters Staff preferred to spend ther time browbeating their underlings rather than risk their necks
with someone who could fight back, however weakly.

Generd Hokotan seemed to have more of the fighting qudity than most HQ men, but he wasn't a Flegt
Officer a heart. He couldn't be compared to Tdlis without looking smal and mean.

As a matter of cold fact, very few of the officers were in anyway comparable to Tdlis—not even the
Fleet men. The more MacMaine learned of the Kerothi, the more he redlized just how lucky he had been
thet it had been Tdlis, and not some other Kerothi generd, who had been captured by the Earth forces.
He was not at dl sure that his plan would have worked at dl with any of the other officers he had met.

Tdlis like MacMaine, was an unusud specimen of hisrace.



MacMaine took the congratulations of the Kerothi officers with alook of pleasure on his face, and when
they had subsided somewhat, he grinned and said:

"Let's get alitle work done around here, shdl we? We have a planet to reduce yet."

They laughed. Reducing a planet didn't require strategy—only fire-power. The planet-based defenses
couldnt maneuver, but the energy reserve of a planet is greater then that of any flegt, no matter how
large. Each defense point would have to be cut down individudly by the massed power of the flegt, cut
down one by one urtil the planet was helpless. The planet as a whole might have more energy reserve
than the fleet, but no individud defense point did. The problem was to avoid being hit by the rest of the
defense points while one sngle point was bearing the brunt of the fleet's attack. It wasn't without danger,
but it could be done.

And for ajob like that, MacMaine's specid ahilities weren't needed. He could only watch and wait until it
was over.

So he watched and waited. Unlike the short-time fury of a space battle, the reduction of a planet took
days of steady pounding. When it was over, the blaster-boats of the Kerothi fleet and the shuttles from
the great battle cruisers landed on Houston's World and took possession of the planet.

MacMaine was wating in his cabin when Generd Hokotan brought the news that the planet was
Secured.

"They are ours,” the HQ spy said with a superior smile. "The snivding animds didn't even seem to want
to defend themsdves. They don't even know how to fight a hand-to-hand battle. How could such things
have ever evolved inteligence enough to conquer space?' Hokotan enjoyed meking such remarks to
MacMaine's face, knowing that snce MacMaine was technicaly a Kerothi he couldn't show any emotion
when the enemy was insulted.

MacMaine showed none. "Got them dl, en?' he said.

"All but a few who scattered into the hills and forests. But not many of them had the guts to leave the
security of ther cities, even though we were occupying them.”

"How many are left dive?"



"An estimated hundred and fifty million, more or less™

"Good. Tha should be enough to set an example. | picked Houston's World because we can withdraw
from it without weskening our position; its podtion in space is such that it would congtitute no menece to
us even if we never reduced it. That way, we can be sure that our little message is received on Earth.”

Hokotan's grin was walfish. "And the whole weak-hearted race will shake with fear, en?'

"Exactly. Tdlis can speak English well enough to be understood. Have him make the announcement to
them. He can word it however he likes, but the essence is to be this Houston's World resisted the
occupdtion by Kerothi troops, an example must be made of them to show them wha happens to
Earthmen who res."

"Thet'sdl?'

"That's enough. Oh, by the way, make sure that there are plenty of ther cargo spaceships in good
working order; | doubt that weve ruined them dl, but if we have, repair some of them.

"And, too, you'd better make sure that you dlow some of the merchant spacemen to 'escape,’ jud in
case there are no space pilots among those who took to the hills We want to make sure that someone
can use those ships to take the news back to Earth.”

"And the rest?" Hokotan asked, with an expectant look. He knew what was to be done, but he wanted
to hear MacMaine say it again.

MacMaine obliged.

"Hang them. Every man, every woman, every child. | want them to be decorating every lamppost and
roof-beam on the planet, dangling like overripe fruit when the Earth forces return.”

The Results

"I don't understand it," said Generd Polan Tdlisworriedly. "Where are they coming from? How are they
doing it? What's happened?’

MacMaine and the four Kerothi officers were dtting in the smdl dining room that doubled as a recreation
room between medls. The nervous drain of the past few months was beginning to tdl on al of them.



"Sx months ago,” Tdlis continued jerkily, "we had them beaten. One planet after another was reduced in
turn. Then, out of nowhere, comes aflegt of ships we didn't even know existed, and they've smashed us
a every tumn.”

"If they are ships," said Loopat, the youngest officer of the Shudos gaff. "Who ever heard of a battleship
that was undetectable at a distance of less than hdf amillion miles? It's impossblel™

"Then we're being torn to pieces by the impossiblel™ Hokotan snapped. "Before we even know they are
anywhere around, they are blaging us with everything they've got! Not even the drategic genius of
Generd MacMaine can help usif we have no time to plot strategy!"”

The Kerothi had been avoiding MacMaine's eyes, but now, at the mention of his name, they dl looked at
him asif thair collective gaze had been drawn to him by some unknown attractive force.

"It'slikefighting ghodts,” MacMaine said in a hushed voice. For thefirg time, he fdt a feding of awe that
was dmog &kin to fear. What had he done?

In another sense, that same question wasin the mind of the Kerothi.

"Have you any notion &t dl what they are doing or how they are doing it?" asked Tdlis gently.

"None" MacMaine answered truthfully. "None at dl, | swear to you."

"They don't even behave like Earthmen,” said the fourth Kerothi, a thick-necked officer named Ossif.
"They not only outfight us, they outthink us at every turn. Is it possble, Generd MacMaine, tha the
Earthmen have dlies of another race, a race of intdligent beings that we don't know of?' He left unsad
the added implication: "And that you have neglected to tell us about?"

"Agan," said MacMaine, "l swear to you that | know nothing of any third intdligent race in the gdaxy."

"If there were such dlies” Tdlis said, "isnt it odd that they should wait so long to ad ther friends?!

"No odder then that the Earthmen should suddenly develop superweapons that we cannot understand,
much lessfight againg," Hokotan said, with a touch of anger.

"Not 'superweapons,” MacMaine corrected dmogt absently. "All they have is a method of making their
biggest ships indetectable until they're so close that it doesn't matter. When they do register on our
detectors, it's too late. But the weapons they drike with are the same type as they've dways used, |
bdieve"



"All right, then,” Hokotan said, his voice showing more anger. "One weapon or whatever you want to cdl
it. Practica invighility. But that's enough. An invisble man with a knife is more deadly than a dozen
ordinary men with modern armament. Are you sure you know nothing of this, Genera MacMaine?'

Before MacMaine could answer, Tdlis said, "Don't be ridiculous, Hokotan! If he had known that such a
wegpon existed, would he have been fodl enough to leave his people? With that secret, they stand a
good chance of beating usin less than hdf the time it took us to wipe out ther flest—or, rather, to wipe
out as much of it aswe did."

"They got a new flest somewhere," said young Loopat, dmost to himsdf.

Tdlis ignored him. "If MacMaine deserted his former dlegiance, knowing that they had a method of
rendering the action of a space drive indetectable, then he was and is a blithering idiot. And we know he
isnt.”

"All right, dl right! | concede that,” snapped Hokotan. "He knows nathing. | don't say that | fully trust
him, even now, but Il admit that | cannot see how he is to blame for the reversds of the past few
months

"If the Earthmen had somehow been informed of our activities, or if we had invented a superweapon and
they found out about it, | would be indined to put the blame squardy on MacMaine. But——"

"How would he get such information out?' Tdlis cut in sharply. "He has been watched every minute of
every day. We know he couldn't send any information to Earth. How could he?"

"Tdepathy, for dl | know!" Hokotan retorted. "But that's beside the point! | don't trust him any farther
then | can see him, and not completely, even then. But | concede that there is no possible connection
between this new menace and anything MacMaine might have done.

"Thisis no time to worry about that sort of thing; we've got to find some way of getting our hands on one
of those ghost shipd™

"I do suggest,” put in the thick-necked Ossif, "that we keep a closer watch on Generd MacMaine. Now
that the Earth animas are making a comeback, he might decide to turn his coat now, even if he has been
innocent of any acts againg Keroth so far."

Hokotan's laugh was a short, hard bark. "Oh, well watch him, dl right, Ossf. But, as Tdlis has pointed
out, MacMaine is not a fool, and he would certainly be afodl to return to Earth if his leaving it was a



genuine act of desertion. The last planet we captured, before thisinvighility thing came up to stop us, was
plastered dl over with notices that the Earth flest was concentrating on the capture of the arch-traitor
MacMaine.

"The price on his head, as a corpse, is enough to dlow an Eathman to retire in luxury for life. The man
who brings him back dive gets ten times that amount.

"Of coursg, it's possible that the whole thing is a put-up job—a smoke screen for our benefit. That's why
we mugt and will keep a closer watch. But only a few of the Earth's higher-up would know that it was a
smoke screen; the rest believe it, whether it is true or not. MacMaine would have to be very careful not
to let the wrong people get their hands on himif he returned.”

"It's no smoke screen,” MacMaine said in a matter-of-fact tone. "'l assure you that | have no intention of
returning to Earth. If Keroth loses this war, then | will die—either fighting for the Kerothi or by execution
a the hands of Earthmen if | am captured. Or," he added musngly, "perhaps even a the hands of the
Kerothi, if someone decides that a scapegoat is needed to atone for the loss of the war."

"If you are guilty of treason," Hokotan barked, "you will die as a traitor! If you are not, there is no need
for your death. The Kerothi do not need scapegoats!”

"Tdk, tak, tak!" Tdlis said with a sudden bellow. "We have agreed that MacMaine has done nathing
that could even remotely be regarded as suspicious! He has fought hard and loydly; he has been more
ruthless than any of usin destroying the enemy. Very well, we will guard him more closdly. We can put
hminironsif that's necessary.

"But let's quit ygpping and start thinking! We've been acting like frightened children, not knowing what it
iswe fear, and venting our fear-caused anger on the most handy target!

"Let's act like men—not like children!™

After amoment, Hokotan said: "l agree." His voice was firm, but cam. "Our job will be to get our hands
on one of those new Earth ships. Anyone have any suggestions?”

They had dl kinds of suggestions, one after another. The detectors, however, worked because they
detected the digtortion of space which was as necessary for the drive of a ship as the distortion of ar was
necessary for the movement of a propeler-driven arcraft. None of them could see how a ship could
avoid meking that distortion, and none of them could figure out how to go about capturing a ship that no
one could even detect until it was too late to set a trap.

The discussion went on for days. And it was continued the next day and the next. And the days dragged
out into weeks.



Communications with Keroth broke down. The Fleet-to-Headquarters courier ships, smdl in Sze,
without armament, and practicaly solidy packed with drive mechaniam, could presumably outrun
anything but another unarmed courier. An armed ship of the same Sze would have to use some of the
space for her weapons, which meant that the drive would have to be smdler; if the drive remained the
same Sze, then the armament would make the ship larger. In ether case, the speed would be cut down.
A gmdler ship might outrun a standard courier, but if they got much smaler, there wouldn't be room
ingde for the pilot.

Nonethdess, courier after courier never arrived at its destination.

And the Kerothi Fleet was being decimated by the hit-and-run tactics of the Earth's ghost ships. And
Earth never logt a ship; by the time the Kerothi ships knew their enemy was in the vidinity, the enemy had
hit and vanished again. The Kerothi never had a chance to ready their weapons.

In the long run, they never had achance a dl.

MacMaine waited with dmogt fatdigtic complacence for the inevitable to happen. When it did happen,
he was ready for it.

The Shudos, tiny flagship of what had once been amighty armada and was now only a tattered remnant,
was floaing in orbit, dong with the other remaining ships of the flegt, around a bloated red-giant sun.
With their drives off, there was no way of detecting them a any distance, and the chance of their being
found by accident was microscopicaly smdl. But they could not wat forever. Water could be
recirculated, and energy could be tapped from the nearby sun, but food was gone once it was eaten.

Hokotan's decison was inevitable, and, under the circumstances, the only possible one. He smple told
them what they had dready known—that he was a Headquarters Steff officer.

"We haven't heard from Headquarters in weeks," he sad at last. "The Earth fleet may dready be wdl
ingde our periphery. Well have to go home™" He produced a document which he had obvioudy been
holding in reserve for another purpose and handed it to Tdlis "Headquarters Staff Orders, Tdlis. It
empowers me to take command of the Fleet in the event of an emergency, and the decison as to wha
condtitutes an emergency was left up to my discretion. | must admit that this is not the emergency any of
us at Headquarters anticipated.”

Tdlis read through the document. "I see thet it isnt," he said dryly. "According to this, MacMaine and |
are to be placed under immediate arrest as soon as you find it necessary to act.”

"Yes" sad Hokotan bitterly. "So you can both consider yoursdves under arrest. Don't bother to lock



yoursaves up—there's no point init. Generd MacMaine, | see no reason to inform the rest of the FHeet
of this, so wewill go on as usud. The orders | have to give are ample The Fleet will head for home by
the mogt direct possible geodesic. Since we cannot fight, we will Smply ignore attacks and keep going as
long as we lagt. We can do nothing dse He paused thoughtfully.

"And, Generd MacMaine, in case we do not live through this, | would like to extend my gpologies. | do
not likeyou; | don't think | could ever learn to like an anim ... to like a non-Kerothi. But | know when to
admit an error in judgment. You have fought bravely and well—better, | know, than | could have done
mysdf. You have shown yoursdf to be loya to your adopted planet; you are a Kerothi in every sense of
the word except the physica. My apologies for having wronged you."

He extended his hands and MacMaine took them. A choking sensation congtricted the Earthman's throat
for amoment, then he got the words out—the words he had to say. "Bdieve me, Generd Hokotan, there
isno need for an gpology. No need whatever."

"Thank you," said Hokotan. Then he turned and |eft the room.

"All right, Tdlis" MacMaine said hurriedly, "let's get moving.”

The orders were given to the remnants of the Fleet, and they cut in ther drives to head homeward. And
the instant they did, there was chaos. Earth's fleat of "ghost ships' had been patralling the area for weeks,
knowing that the Kerothi fleet had last been detected somewhere in the vidnity. As soon as the spdid
digtortions of the Kerothi drives flashed on the Earth ships detectors, the Earth flegt, widdy scattered
over the whole crcumambient volume of space, coalesced toward the center of the spatid disturbance
like a cloud of bees dl heading for the same flower.

Where there had been only the dull red light of the giant star, there suddenly appeared the blinding,
blue-white brilliance of disntegrating matter, blossoming like crud, deadly, beautiful flowers in the midst
of the Kerothi ships, then fading dowly as each expanding cloud of plasma cooled.

Sebagtian MacMaine might have died with the others except that the Shudos, as the flagship, was to trall
behind the fleet, so her drive had not yet been activated. The Shudos was ill in orbit, moving a only a
few miles per second when the Earth flegt struck.

Her drive never did go on. A bomb, only a short distance away as the distance from atomic disntegration
ismeasured, sent the Shudos sainning away, end over end, like a discarded cigar buit flipped toward a
gutter, one Side caved in near the rear, asif it had been kicked in by a giant foot.

There was dill ar in the ship, MacMaine redlized groggily as he awoke from the unconsciousness that



had been thrus upon him. He tried to stand up, but he found himsdf Saggering toward one
crazily-danted wall. The stagger was partly due to his grogginess, and partly due to the Coriadlis forces
acting within the spinning ship. The atifidd gravity was gone, which meant that the interstdlar drive
engines had been smashed. He wondered if the emergency rocket drive was dill working—not that it
would take him anywhere worth going to in less than a few centuries. But, then, Sebastian MacMaine
hed nowhere to go, anyhow.

Tdlislay againg one wall, looking very limp. MacMaine hdf staggered over to him and knelt down. Tdlis
was dill dive.

The centrifugd force caused by the goinning ship gave an effective pull of less than one Earth gravity, but
the weird twigts caused by the Coriolis forces made motion and orientation difficult. Besides, the ship
was spinning dightly on her long axis as well as turning end-for-end.

MacMaine stood there for a moment, trying to think. He had expected to die. Degth was something he
had known was inevitable from the moment he made his decision to leave Earth. He had not known how
or when it would come, but he had known that it would come soon. He had known that he would never
liveto collect the reward he had demanded of the Kerothi for "fathful service" Traitor he might be, but
he was 4ill honest enough with himsdlf to know that he would never take payment for services he had not
rendered.

Now death was very near, and Sebastian MacMaine amost welcomed it. He had no degire to fight it.
Tdlismight want to stand and fight death to the end, but Tallis was not carrying the monstrous weight of
quilt that would stay with Sebastian MacMaine until his death, no matter how much he tried to judtify his
actions.

On the other hand, if he had to go, he might aswel do a good job of it. Since he dill had a short time l€ft,
he might as wdl wrap the whole thing up in a neat package. How?

Agan, hisintuitive ability to see pattern gave him the answer long before he could have reasoned it out.

They will know, he thought, but they will never be sure they know. | will be immortal. And my
name will live forever, although no Earthman will ever again use the surname MacMaine or the
given name Sebastian.

He shook his head to clear it. No use thinking like that now. There were things to be done.

Tdlisfirs. MacMaine made hisway over to one of the emergency medica kits that he knew were kept



in every compartment of every ship. One of the doors of a wdl locker hung open, and the blue-green
medica symbol used by the Kerothi showed darkly in the dim light that came from the three unshattered
dow plates in the cealing. He opened the kit, hoping that it contained something equivdent to adhesve
tape. He had never ingpected a Kerothi medicd kit before. Fortunately, he could read Kerothi. If a
military government was good for nothing else, at least it was capable of enforcing a smplified phonetic
orthography so that words were pronounced as they were spelled. And—

He forced his wandering mind back to hiswork. The blow on the head, plus the crazy effect the goinning
was having on hisinner ears, plus the cockeyed gravitationd orientation that made his eyes fed as though
they were seeing things a two different angles, dl combined to make for more than a litle mentd
confusion.

There was adhesive tape, dl right. Wound on its little spoal, it looked amost homey. He spent severd
minutes winding the sticky plagtic ribbon around Tdlis wrists and ankles.

Then he took the gun from the Kerothi generd's deeve holser—he had never been dlowed one of his
own—and, holding it firmly in hisright hand, he went on a tour of the ship.

It was hard to move around. The centrifugd force varied from point to point throughout the ship, and the
corridors were cluttered with debris that seemed to move with a life of its own as each piece shifted
dowly under the effects of the various forces working on it. And, as the various masses moved about, the
rate of spin of the ship changed as the law of conservation of angular momentum operated. The ship was
ful of diding, dattering, jangling noises as the quff tried to find a find resting place and bring the ship to
equilibrium.

He found the door to Ossif's cabin open and the room empty. He found Ossif in Loopat's cabin, trying to
et the younger officer to his fedt.

Ossf saw MacMaine a the door and said: "You're divel Good! Hlp me——" Then he saw the gunin
MacMaine's hand and stopped. It was the last thing he saw before MacMaine shot him negtly between
the eyes.

Loopat, only haf conscious, never even knew he was in danger, and the blast that drilled through his
brain prevented him from ever knowing anything again in thislife

Like amen in a dream, MacMaine went on to Hokotan's cabin, his weapon & the ready. He was rather
pleased to find that the HQ generd was dready quite dead, his neck broken as deanly as if it had been
done by a hangman. Hardly an hour before, MacMaine would cheafully have shot Hokotan where it
would hurt the most and watch him die dowly. But the memory of Hokotan's honest gpology made the
Earthman very glad that he did not have to shoot the generd at dl.

There remained only the fiveman crew, the NCO technician and his gang, who actudly ran the ship.
They would be a the tall of the ship, in the engine compartment. To get there, he had to cross the center



of spin of the ship, and the change of gravity from one direction to another, decreasing toward zero,
passng the null point, and riang again on the other sde, made him nauseous. He fdt better after his
somach had emptied itsdlf.

Cautioudy, he opened the door to the drive compartment and then dammed it hard in sudden fear when
he saw what had happened. The shidding had been torn away from one of the energy converters and
exposed the room to high-energy radiation. The crewmen were quite dead.

The fear went away as quickly as it had come. So maybe hed dosed himsdf with a few hundred
Roentgens—so what? A little radiation never hurt a dead man.

But he knew now that there was no possihility of escape. The drive was wrecked, and the only other
means of escape, the one-man courier boat that every blaster-boat carried, had been sent out weeks ago
and had never returned.

If only the courier boat were dill inits cradle—

MacMaine shook his head. No. It was better this way. Much better.

He turned and went back to the dining cabin where Tallis was trussed up. This time, passing the null-gee
point didn't bother im much at dl.

Tdlis was moaning alittle and his eydids were fluttering by the time MacMaine got back. The Earthman
opened the medicd kit again and looked for some kind of simulant. He had no knowledge of medicd or
chemicd terms in Kerothic, but there was a box of glass ampoules bearing ingructions to "crush and
dlow patient to inhale fumes™ That sounded right.

The quff smdled like a mixture of spirits of anmonia and butyl mercaptan, but it did the job. Tdlis
coughed convulsvey, turned his head away, coughed again, and opened his eyes. MacMaine tossed the
ginking ampoule out into the corridor as Tdlistried to focus his eyes.

"How do you fed?* MacMaine asked. His voice sounded oddly thick in his own ears.

"All right. I'm dl right. What happened?’ He looked wonderingly around. "Near miss? Must be. Anyone
hurt?'

"They'redl dead but you and me" MacMaine said.



"Dead? Then we'd bette——" He tried to move and then redlized that he was bound hand and foot. The
sudden redlization of his pogition seemed to clear hisbran completely. " Sepastian, what's going on here?
Why am | tied up?'

"I had to tie you,” MacMaine explained carefully, as though to a child. "There are some things | have to
do yet, and | wouldnt want you to stop me. Maybe | should have just shot you while you were
unconscious. That would have been kinder to both of us, | think. But ... but, Tdlis | had to tdl
somebody. Someone ese has to know. Someone dse has to judge. Or maybe | just want to unload it on
someone e se, someone who will carry the burden with me for just alittle while | don't know."

"Sepadtian, what are you talking about?' The Kerothi's face shone dully orange in the dim light, his bright
green eyes looked eadily at the Earthman, and his voice was oddly gentle.

"I'm talking about treason,” saild MacMaine. "Do you want to ligen?'

"I don't have much choice, do I?* Tdlis said. "Tdl me one thing firs: Are we going to die?"

"You are, Tdlis But | won't. I'm going to be immorta.”

Tdlislooked at him for along moment. Then, "All right, Sepastian. I'm no psych man, but | know you're
not wel. I'll lisgen to whatever you have to say. But firdt, untie my hands and fest.”

"I can't do that, Talis Sorry. But if our positions were reversed, | know what | would do to you when |
heard the story. And | can't let you kill me, because there's something more that has to be done.”

Tdlis knew a that moment that he was looking at the face of Death. And he dso knew that there was
nothing whatever he could do about it. Except talk. And ligten.

"Veay wdl, Sepadtian,” he said levely. "Go ahead. Treason, you say? How? Againg whom?'

"I'm not quite sure,”" said Sebagtian MacMaine. "'l thought maybe you could tel me”"

The Reason

"Let me ask you one thing, Tdlis" MacMaine said. "Would you do anything in your power to save
Keroth from destruction? Anything, no matter how dragtic, if you knew that it would save Keroth in the

long run?'



"A foalish question. Of course | would. | would give my life"

"Your life? A mere nathing. A pittance. Any man could give hislife. Would you consent to live forever for
Keroth?"

Tdlis shook his head as though he were puzzled. "Live forever? That's twice or three times youve sad
something about that. | don't understand you."

"Would you consent to live forever as afilthy curse on the lips of every Kerothi old enough to speak?
Would you consent to be a vile, inhuman monster whose undead spirit would hang over your homdand
like an evil miasmafor centuries to come, whose very name would touch aflame of hatred in the minds of
dl who heard it?"

"That's a very melodramatic way of putting it," the Kerothi said, "but | beieve | understand what you
mean. Yes, | would consent to that if it would be the only salvation of Keroth.”

"Would you daughter helpless millions of your own people so that other hillions might survive? Would
you ruthlesdy smash your system of government and your whole way of life if it were the only way to
save the people themsdves?!

"I'm beginning to see what you're driving a," Tdlis said dowly. "And if it is what | think it is | think |
would like to kill you—very dowly."

"I know, | know. But you havent answered my question. Would you do those things to save your
people?”

"I would," sad Tdlis coldly. "Don't misunderstand me. | do not loathe you for what you have done to
your own people; | hate you for what you have done to mine”

"Tha's as it should be" said MacMaine. His head was dearing up more now. He redized that he had
been taking alitiewildly at first. Or was he redly insane? Had he been insane from the beginning? No.
He knew with absolute darity that every step he had made had been cold, caculating, and ruthless, but
utterly and absolutdy sane.

He suddenly wished that he had shot Tdlis without wakening him. If his mind hadn't been in such a Sate
of shock, he would have. There was no need to torture the man like this.

"Goon," sad Tdlis in avoice that had suddenly become devoid of dl emotion. "Tdl it dl.”

"Eath was sagnding,” MacMaine said, surprised at the sound of his own voice. He hadn't intended to
go on. But he couldnt stop now. "You saw how it was. Every standard had become meaningless



because no standard was held to be better than any other standard. There was no beauty because beauty
was superior to ugliness and we couldn't dlow superiority or inferiority. There was no love because in
order to love someone or something you mudt fed thet it is in some way superior to that which is not
loved. I'm not even sure | know what those terms mean, because I'm not sure | ever thought anything
was beatiful, I'm not sure | ever loved anything. | only read about such thingsin books. But | know | felt
the emptiness indde me where those things should have been.

"There was no mordity, ether. People did not refran from steding because it was wrong, but Smply
because it was pointless to sted what would be given to you if you asked for it. There was no right or
wrong.

"We had aform of socid contract that we cdled 'marriage,’ but it wasn't the same thing as marriage was
in the old days. There was no love. There used to be a crime caled "adultery,’ but even the word had
gone out of use on the Earth | knew. Instead, it was considered antisocid for a woman to refuse to give
hersdf to other men; to do so might indicate that she thought hersdlf superior or thought her husband to
be superior to other men. The same thing gpplied to men in ther reationships with women other than
their wives. Marriage was a socid contract that could be made or broken at thewhim of the individud. It
served no purpose because it meant nothing, naither party gained anything by the contract that they
couldn't have had without it. But a wedding was an excuse for a gda party a which the couple were the
center of attention. So the contract was entered into lightly for the sake of a gay time for a while, then
broken again so that the game could be played with someone e se—the game of Musica Bedrooms.™

He stopped and looked down & the helpless Kerothi. "That doesn't mean much to you, does it? In your
society, women are chattel, to be owned, bought, and sold. If you see a woman you want, you offer a
price to her father or brother or husband—whoever the owner might be. Then she's yours until you <
her to another. Adultery is a very serious crime on Kerothi, but only because it's an infringement of
property rights. There's not much love logt there, dther, is there?

"I wonder if @ther of us knows what loveis, Tdlis?'

"I love my people,” Tdlissad grimly.

MacMaine was startled for a moment. He'd never thought about it that way. "Y ou're right, Tdlis" he sad
a lagt. "Youreright. We do know. And because | loved the human race, in pite of its sagnation and its
Soirit of total mediocrity, | did what | had to do."

"You will pardon me" Tdlis said, with only the faintest bit of acid in his voice, "if 1 do not understand
exactly what it is that you did." Then his voice grew softer. "Wait. Perhaps | do understand. Yes, of
course.”

"You think you understand?' MacMaine looked a him narrowly.

"Yes. | said that | am not a psychomedic, and my getting angry with you proves it. Y ou fought hard and



wedl for Keroth, Sepagtian, and, in doing so, you had to kill many of your own race. It is not easy for a
men to do, no matter how much your reason tdls you it must be done. And now, in the face of desath,
remorse has come. | do not completely understand the workings of the Earthman's mind, but I——"

"That'sjud it; you don't,” MacMaine interrupted. "Thanks for trying to find an excuse for me, Tdlis, but
I'm afraid it isn't so. Ligen.

"I had to find out what Earth was up againg. | had a pretty good idea dready tha the Kerothi would
win—would wipe us out or endave usto the las man. And, after | had seen Keroth, | was certain of it.
So | sent a message back to Earth, tdling them what they were up againg, because, up il then they
hadn't known. As soon as they knew, they reacted as they have dways done when they are certain that
they face danger. They fought. They unleashed the chained-down inteligence of the few extraordinary
Earthmen, and they released the fighting pirit of even the ordinary Earthmen. And they won!"

Tdlis shook his head. "You sent no message, Sepastian. Y ou were watched. You know that. You could
not have sent a message.”

"You saw me send it,"” MacMaine said. "So did everyone e<e in the fleet. Hokotan helped me send
it—mede dl the arrangements a my orders. But because you do not understand the workings of the
Earthman's mind, you didn't even recognize it as a message.

"Tdlis what would your people have done if an invading force, which had aready proven that it could
whip Keroth eadly, did to one of your planets what we did on Houston's World?"

"If the enemy showed us that they could easily beat us and then hanged the whole population of a planet
for ressing? Why, we would be fools to resst. Unless, of course, we had a secret wegpon in a hidden
pocket, the way Earth had.”

"No, Tdlis no. That's where you're meking your mistake. Earth didn't have that weapon until after the
massacre on Houston's World. Let me ask you another thing: Would any Kerothi have ordered thet
massacre?’

"I doubt it," Tdlis said dowly. "Killing that many potentid daves would be wasteful and expensve. We
are fighters, not butchers. We kill only when it is necessary to win; the remainder of the enemy is taken
care of as therightful property of the conqueror.”

"Exactly. Prisoners were part of the loot, and it's foolish to destroy loot. | noticed that in your higtory
books. | noticed, too, that in such cases, the captives recognized the right of the conqueror to endave
them, and made no trouble. So, after Earth's forces get to Keroth, | don't think well have any trouble



with you."

"Not if they set us an example like Houston's World," Tdlis said, "and can prove that resstance is futile.
But | don't understand the message. What was the message and how did you send it?'

"The massacre on Houston's World was the message, Tdlis | even told the Staff, when | suggested it. |
sad that such an act would gtrike terror into the minds of Earthmen.

"And it did, Tdlis it did. But that terror was just the goad they needed to make them fight. They had to
gt up and take notice. If the Kerothi had gone on the way they were going, teking one planet after
another, as they planned, the Kerothi would have won. The people of each planet would think, ‘It can't
happen here." And, since they fdt that nothing could be superior to anything else, they were complacently
certain that they couldn't be beat. Of course, maybe Earth couldn't beat you, ether, but that was dl right;
it just proved that there was no such thing as superiority.

"But Houston's World jarred them—nbadly. It had to. 'Hell does more than Heaven can to wake the fear
of God in man.' They didn't recognize beauty, but | shoved ugliness down thear throats; they didn't know
love and friendship, so | gave them hatred and fear.

"The committing of atrocities has been the migtake of aggressors throughout Earth's history. The battle
cries of countless wars have cdled upon the people to remember an atrocity. Nothing ese hits an
Earthmen as hard as avicious, brutal, unnecessary murder.

"So | gave them the incentive to fight, Tdlis. That was my message.”

Tdliswas garing a him wide eyed. "You are insane”

"No. It worked. In sx months, they found something that would enable them to blagt the devil Kerothi
from the skies. | don't know what the society of Earth is like now—and | never will. But a least | know
that men are alowed to think again. And | know they'll survive™

He suddenly redized how much time had passed. Had it been too long? No. There would 4ill be Earth
ships prowling the vianity, waiting for any Sgn of a Kerothi ship that had hidden in the vastness of space
by not usng its engines.

"I have some things | must do, Tdlis" he said, sanding up dowly. "Is there anything se you want to
know?'

Tdlis frowned a little, as though he were trying to think of something, but then he closed his eyes and
relaxed. "No, Sepastian. Nothing. Do whatever it is you have to do."



"Tdlis" MacMaine said. Tdlis didn't open his eyes, and MacMaine was very glad of that. "Talis | want
you to know that, indl my life, you were the only friend | ever had."

The bright green eyes remained closed. "That may be s0. Yes, Sepadtian, | honestly think you bedieve
thet."

"I do," sad MacMaine, and shot him carefully through the head.

The End

—and Epilogue.

"Hald it!" The voice bellowed thunderingly from the loud-speakers of the 9x Earth ships that had boxed
in the derdict. "Hold it! Don't bomb that ship! I'll persondly have the head of any man who damages
thet ship!"

In five of the ships, the commanders smply held off the bombardment that would have vaporized the
derdlict. In the sixth, Mgjor Thornton, the Group Commander, snapped off the microphone. His voice
was shaky as he sad: "Tha was close! Another second, and we'd have logt that ship forever.”

Captain Verenski's Orientd features had a half-dartled, haf-puzzied look. "I don't get it. You grabbed
that mike control as if you'd been bitten. | know that she's only a derdlict. After that burst of fifty-gee
accderdion for fifteen minutes, there couldn't be anyone left dive on her. But there must have been a
reason for uang atomic rockets ingtead of their antiacceleration fields. What makes you think she's not
dangerous?'

"I didn't say she wasn't dangerous,” the mgor snapped. "She may be. Probably is. But we're going to
capture her if we can. Look!" He pointed at the image of the ship in the screen.

She wasn't pinning now, or looping end-over-end. After fifteen minutes of high acceleration, her aomic
rockets had cut out, and now she moved serenely at constant velocity, looking as dead as a battered tin
can.

"I don't see anything,” Captain Verenski said.

"The Kerothic symbols on the Sde. Pdata unvoiced shilant, rounded——"



"I don't read Kerothic, mgor," said the captain. "l——" Then he blinked and said, " Shudos! "

"That'sit. The Shudos of Keroth. The flagship of the Kerothi Fleet."

The look in the mgjor's eyes was the same look of hatred that had come into the captain's.

"Bven if its aamament is ill functioning, we have to take the chance Magor Thornton said. "Even if
they're dl dead, we have to try to get The Butcher's body." He picked up the microphone again.

"Attention, Group. Ligen carefully and don't get itchy trigger fingers. That ship is the Shudos. The
Butcher's ship. It's a ten-man ship, and the most she could have aboard would be thirty, even if they
jammed her full to the hull. I don't know of any way that anyone could be dive on her after fifteen minutes
a fifty gees of atomic drive, but remember that they don't have any idea of how our counteraction
generators damp out spatid digtortion elther. Remember what Dr. Pendric said: 'No man is superior to
any other in all ways. Every man is superior to every other in some way." We may have the
counteraction generator, but they may have something ese that we don't know about. So Say dert.

"I am going to take a landing-party aboard. Ther€'s a reward out for The Butcher, and that reward will
be split proportionately among us. It's big enough for us dl to enjoy it, and well probably get citations if
we bring imin.

"I want ten men from each ship. I'm not asking for volunteers; | want each ship commander to pick the
ten men he thinks will be least likdly to lose ther heads in an emergency. | don't want anyone to panic
and shoot when he should be thinking. I don't want anyone who had any relatives on Houston's World.
Sorry, but | can't dlow vengeance yet.

"Weé're a thousand miles from the Shudos now; close in dowly until were within a hundred yards. The
boarding parties will don armor and prepare to board while we're dosgng in. At a hundred yards, we
stop and the boarding parties will land on the hull. I'll give further orders then.

"One more thing. | don't think her A-A generators could possibly be functioning, judging from that dent in
her hull, but we can't be sure. If she tries to go into A-A drive, she is to be bombed—no matter who is
aboard. It is better that Sxty men die than that The Butcher escape.

"All right, let's go. Movein."

Hdf an hour later, Mgor Thornton stood on the hull of the Shudos, surrounded by the sxty men of the
boarding party. "Anybody see anything through those windows?' he asked.



Severd of the men had peered through the direct-vison ports, playing spatlight beams through them.

"Nothing dive" said a sergeant, a remark which was followed by a chorus of agreement.

"Pretty much of a messin there" said another sergeant. "That fifty gees mashed everything to the floor.
Why'd anyone want to use acceleration like that?'

"Let'sgoinand find out," said Mgor Thornton.

The outer door to the air lock was closed, but not locked. 1t swung open eesly to disclose the room
between the outer and inner doors. Ten men went in with the mgor, the others stayed outside with
orders to cut through the hull if anything went wrong.

"If he's dill dive" the mgor said, "we don't want to kill him by blowing the air. Sergeant, start the airlock
cyde"

There was barely room for ten menin the air lock. It had been built big enough for the full crew to use it
a onetime, but it was only just big enough.

When the inner door opened, they went in cautioudy. They spread out and searched cautioudy. The
caution was unnecessary, as it turned out. There wasn't aliving thing aboard.

"Three officers shot through the head, gr," said the sergeant. "One of 'em looks like he died of a broken
neck, but it's hard to tdl after that fifty gees mashed 'em. Crewmen in the engine room—five of ‘em.
Mashed up, but I'd say they died of radiaion, since the shidding on one of the generators was ruptured
by the blast that made that dent in the hull."

"Nine bodies," the mgor said musngly. "All Kerothi. And dl of them probably dead before the fifty-gee
acceleration. Keep looking, sergeant. Weve got to find the tenth man.”

Another twenty-minute search gave them dl the informetion they were ever to get.

"No Earth food aboard,” said the mgjor. "'One spacesuit missng. Handweagpons missng. Two emergency
aurvivd kits and two medica kits missng. And—most important of dl—the courier boat is missng.” He
bit at hislower lip for a moment, then went on. "Outer ar lock door left unlocked. Three Kerothi shot—
after the explosion that ruined the A-A drive, and before the fifty-gee accderation.” He looked at the
sergeant. "What do you think happened?



"He got away," the tough-looking noncom said grimly. "Took the courier boat and scooted away from
here"

"Why did he st the timer on the drive, then? What was the purpose of thet fifty-gee blast?'

"To digtract us, I'd say, sr. While we were chasng this thing, he hightailed it out.”

"He might have, at that,” the mgjor said musngly. "A one-man courier could have gotten away. Our new
detection equipment isn't perfect yet. But——"

At that moment, one of the troopers pushed himsdf down the corridor toward them. "Look, sr! | found
thisin the pocket of the Carrot-skin who was taped up in there!" He was holding a piece of paper.

The mgor took it, read it, then read it doud. "Greetings, fdlow Earthmen: When you read this, 1 will be
sdfe from any power you may think you have to arrest or punish me. But don't think you are safe from
me. There are other intdligent races in the gdlaxy, and I'll be around for along time to come. Y ou havent
heard the lagt of me. With love—Sebagtian MacMaine.”

The dlence that followed was dmost deadly.

"He did get away!" snarled the sergeant at last.

"Maybe" sad the mgor. "But it doesn't make sense" He sounded agitated. "Look. In the firg place,
how do we know the courier boat was even aboard? They've been trying franticaly to get word back to
Keroth; does it make sense that they'd save this boat? And why dl the fanfare? Suppose he did have a
boat? Why would he attract our attention with that fifty-gee flare? Just so he could leave us a note?!

"What do you think happened, Sr?' the sergeant asked.

"I don't think he had a boat. If he did, held want us to think he was dead, not the other way around. |
think he set the drive timer on this ship, went outsde with his supplies, crawled up a drive tube and
waited urtil that atomic rocket blast blew him into plasma. He was probably badly wounded and didntt
want us to know that we'd won. That way, we'd never find him."

There was no bdief on the faces of the men around him.

"Why'd he want to do that, Sr?" asked the sergeant.

"Because as long as we don't know, hell haunt us. Hell be like Hitler or Jack the Ripper. Hell be an
immortal menace ingtead of a dead villain who could be forgotten.”



"Maybe 0, dr," sad the sergeant, but there was an utter lack of conviction in his voice. "But we'd dill
better comb this area and keep our detectors hot. Well know what he was up to when we catch him."

"But if we don't find him," the mgor said softly, "well never know. That's the beauty of it, sergeant. If
we don't find him, then he's won. In his own fiendish, twisted way, he's won."

"If we don't find him," said the sergeant galidly, "I think we better keep a sharp eye out for the next
intdligent race we meet. He might find 'em fire."

"Maybe" sad the mgor very softly, "that's just what he wanted. | wish | knew why."
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