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Chapter 1

When the office door opened suddenly | knew the gane was up. It had been a noney-naker - but
it was all over. As the cop walked in | sat back in the chair and put on a happy grin. He had the
same sonber expression and heavy foot that they all have - and the sanme |ack of hunor. | al nost
knew to the word what he was going to say before he uttered a syllable.

"Janes Bolivar diGiz | arrest you on the charge - "

| was waiting for the word charge, | thought it made a nice touch that way. As he said it |
pressed the button that set off the charge of black powder in the ceiling, the crossbeam buckl ed
and the three ton safe dropped through right on the top of the cop's head. He squashed very
nicely, thank you. The cloud of plaster dust settled and all | could see of himwas one hand,
slightly crunpled. It twitched a bit and the index finger pointed at ne[?] accusingly. H s voice
was a little nuffled by the safe and sounded a bit annoyed. In fact he repeated hinself a bit.

" On the charge of illegal entry, theft, forgery - "

He ran on like that for a while, it was an inpressive list but |I had heard it all before.
didn't let it interfere with ny stuffing all the noney fromthe desk drawers into ny suitcase. The
list ended with a new charge and I would swear on a stack of thousand credit notes that high that
there was a hurt tone in his voice.

"I'n addition the charge of assaulting a police robot will be added to your record. This was
foolish since ny brain and larynx are arnored and in ny mnidsection - "

"That | know well, George, but your little two-way radio is in the top of your pointed head
and | don't want you reporting to your friends just yet."

One good kick knocked the escape panel out of the wall and gave access to the steps to the
basement. As | skirted the rubble on the floor the robot's fingers snapped out at ny |leg, but I
had been waiting for that and they cl osed about two inches short. | have been foll owed by enough
police robots to know by now how i ndestructi ble they are. You can bl ow them up or knock t hem down
and they keep comi ng after you; dragging thenmsel ves by one good finger and spouting saccharine
morality all the while. That's what this one was doing. Gve up ny life of crinme and pay ny debt

to society and such. | could still hear his voice echoing down the stairwell as | reached the
basenent .
Every second was tined now | had about three minutes before they would be on ny tail, and it

woul d take ne exactly one minute and eight seconds to get clear of the building. That wasn't much
of a lead and | would need all of it. Another kick panel opened out into the |abel-renoving room
None of the robots | ooked up as | moved down the aisle - | would have been surprised if they had
They were all |ow grade Mtypes, short on brains and good only for sinple, repetitive work. That
was why | hired them They had no curiosity as to why they were taking the labels off the filled
cans of azote fruits, or what was at the other end of the noving belt that brought the cans
through the wall. They didn't even | ook up when | unlocked the Door That Was Never Unl ocked that

led through the wall. | left it open behind me as | had no nore secrets now
Keepi ng next to the runbling belt, | stepped through the jagged hole |I had chopped in the wall
of the government warehouse. | had installed the belt too, this and the hole were the illegal acts

that | had to do nyself. Another |ocked door opened into the warehouse. The automatic forklift
truck was busily piling cans onto the belt and digging fresh ones out of the ceiling-high piles.
This forklift had hardly enough brains to be called a robot, it just followed taped directions to
| oad the cans. | stepped around it and dogtrotted down the aisle. Behind ne the sounds of ny
illegal activity died away. It gave me a warmfeeling to still hear it going full blast |ike that.
It had been one of the nicest little rackets | had ever managed. For a small capital outlay |
had rented the warehouse that backed on the government warehouse. A sinmple hole in the wall and
had access to the entire stock of stored goods, long-termsupplies that | knew woul d be untouched
for nonths or years in a warehouse this size. Untouched, that is, until | cane al ong.
After the hole had been nade and the belt installed it was just a matter of business. | hired
the robots to renove the old | abels and substitute the colorful ones | had printed. Then
mar keted my goods in a strictly legal fashion. My stock was the best and due to ny inmginative
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operation ny costs were very low | could afford to undersell ny conpetitors and still nake a
handsome profit. The |ocal whol esal ers had been quick to sense a bargain and | had orders for
mont hs ahead. It had been a good operation - and could have gone on for quite a while.

| stifled that train of thought before it started. One | esson that has to be renenbered in ny
line of business is that when an operation is over it is O/ER The tenptation to stay just one
more day or to cash just one nore check can be al nbst overwhel mi ng, ah, how well | know | also
know that it is also the best way to get better acquainted with the police.

Turn your back and wal k away -
And live to graft another day.

That's my notto and it's a good one. | got where | am because | stuck to it.
And daydreans aren't part of getting away fromthe police

| pushed all thoughts frommy mnd as | reached the end of the aisle. The entire area outside
must have been swarm ng with cops by this time and I had to nove fast and make no m stakes. A fast
| ook right and left. Nobody in sight. Two steps ahead and press the elevator button. | had put a
meter on this back elevator and it showed that the thing was used once a nonth on the average.

It arrived in about three seconds, enpty, and | junped in, thunbing the roof button at the
sane tine. The ride seenmed to go on forever, but that was just subjective. By the record it was
exactly fourteen seconds. This was the nost dangerous part of the trip. | tightened up as the
el evator slowed. My 75 caliber recoilless was in ny hand, that would take care of one cop, but no
nore.

The door shuffled open and | relaxed. Nothing. They nmust have the entire area covered on the
ground so they hadn't bothered to put cops on the roof.

In the open air now | could hear the sirens for the first time - a wonderful sound. They mnust have
had half of the entire police force out fromthe amount of noise they were making. | accepted it
as any artist accepts tribute.

The board was behind the el evator shaft where | had left it. Alittle weather-stained but
still strong. A few seconds to carry it to the edge of the parapet and reach it across to the next
bui | di ng.

Gently, this was the one dangerous spot where speed didn't count. Carefully into the end of
the board, the suitcase held against nmy chest to keep my center of gravity over the board. One
step at a tinme. A thousand-foot drop to the ground. |If you don't | ook down you can't fal

Over. Tinme for speed. The board behind the parapet, if they didn't see it at first ny trai

woul d be covered for a while at |east. Ten fast steps and there was the door to the stairwell. It
opened easily - and it better have - | had put enough oil on the hinges. Once inside | threwthe
bolt and took a long, deep breath. |I wasn't out of it yet, but the worst part where | ran the nost

risk was past. Two uninterrupted mnutes here and they woul d never find Janmes Bolivar, alias
"Slippery Jint, diGiz.

The stairwell at the roof was a musty, badly lit cubicle that was never visited. | had checked
it carefully a week before for phono and optic bugs and it had been clear. The dust | ooked
undi st urbed, except for ny own footprints. | had to take a chance that it hadn't been bugged since

then. The calculated risk nust be accepted in this business.

Good- bye Janes di Giz, weight ninety-eight kilos, age about forty-five, thick in the mddle
and heavy in the jows, a typical business man whose picture graces the police files of a thousand
pl anets - also his fingerprints. They went first. Wen you wear themthey feel |ike a second skin,
a touch of solvent though and they peel off like a pair of transparent gloves.

Al my clothes next - and then the girdle in reverse - that |ovely paunch that straps around
my belly and holds twenty kilos of lead mxed with thermte. A quick wipe fromthe bottle of
bl each and nmy hair was its natural shade of brown, the eyebrows, too. The nose plugs and cheek
pads hurt coming out, but that only lasts a second. Then the bl ue-eyed contact |enses. This
process | eaves nme nother-naked and | always feel as if | have been born again. In a sense it is
true, | had becone a new man, twenty kilos lighter, ten years younger and with a conpletely
different description. The | arge suitcase held a conplete change of clothes and a pair of dark-
ri med gl asses that replaced the contact |enses. Al the |oose noney fitted neatly into a brief
case.

Wien | straightened up | really felt as if ten years had been stripped fromne. | was so used
to wearing that weight that | never noticed it - until it was gone. Put a real spring in ny step
The thermite would take care of all the evidence. |I kicked it all into a heap and tri ggered
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the fuse. It caught with a roar and bottles, clothes, bag, shoes, weights, et al, burned with a
cheerful glare. The police would find a charred spot on the cenent and mi croanal ysis ni ght get
thema few nol ecules off the walls, but that was all they would get. The gl are of the burning
thermte threw junping shadows around ne as | wal ked down three flights to the one hundred twelfth
floor.

Luck was still with me, there was no one on the floor when | opened the door. One minute |ater
the express elevator let nme and a handful of other business types out into the |obby.

Only one door was open to the street and a portable TV canera was trained on it. No attenpt
was being nmade to stop people fromgoing in and out of the building, nost of themdidn't even
notice the canera and the little group of cops around it. | wal ked towards it at an even pace.
Strong nerves count for a lot in this business.

For one instant | was square in the field of that cold, glass eye, then | was past. Nothing
happened so | knew | was clear. That canmera must have fed directly to the main conmputer at police
headquarters, if my description had been cl ose enough to the one they had on file those robots
woul d have been notified and I woul d have been pinned before | had taken a step. You can't outnove
a conput er-robot conbination, not when they nove and react in mcro-seconds - but you can outthink
them | had done it again.

A cab took ne about ten blocks away. | waited until it was out of sight then took another one.
It wasn't until | was in the third cab that | felt safe enough to go to the space term nal. The
sounds of sirens were growing fainter and fainter behind nme and only an occasional police car tore
by in the opposite direction.

They were sure making a big fuss over a little larceny, but that's the way it goes on these
overcivilized worlds. Crine is such a rarity nowthat the police really get carried away when they
run across sone. In a way | can't blanme them giving out traffic tickets nust be an awful dul

job. 1 really believe they ought to thank nme for putting a little excitenment in their otherw se
dull lives.
Chapter 2

It was a nice ride to the spaceport, being |ocated, of course, far out of town. | had time to
| ean back and watch the scenery and gather ny thoughts. Even time to be a little phil osophical
For one thing | could enjoy a good cigar again, | snoked only cigarettes in nmy other personality
and never violated that personality, even in strictest privacy. The cigars were still fresh in the
pocket hum dor where | had put them six nonths ago. | sucked a | ong nout hful and bl ew the snoke
out at the flashing scenery. It was good to be off the job, just about as good as being on it. |
could never nmake nmy mind up which period | enjoyed nore - | guess they are both right at the tine.

My life is so different fromthat of the overwhelmng nmajority of people in our society that I
doubt if I could even explain it to them They exist in a fat, rich union of worlds that have
al nost forgotten the, meaning of the word crine. There are few nal contents and even fewer that are
socially mal adj usted. The few of these that are born, in spite of centuries of genetic control
are caught early and the aberration quickly adjusted. Sone don't show their weakness until they
are adults, they are the ones who try their hand at petty crime - burglary, shoplifting or such
They get away with it for a week or two or a nonth or two, depending on the degree of their native
intelligence. But sure as atom c decay - and just as predestined - the police reach out and pul
themin.

That is alnost the full extent of crime in our organi zed, dandified society. N nety-nine per
cent of it, let's say. It is that last and vital one per cent that keeps the police departnents in
busi ness. That one per cent is me, and a handful of nen scattered around the gal axy. Theoretically
we can't exist, and if we do exist we can't operate - but we do. W are the rats in the
wai nscoting of society - we operate outside of their barriers and outside of their rules. Society
had more rats when the rules were | ooser; just as the ol d wooden buil dings had nore rats than the
concrete buildings that cane later. But they still had rats. Now that society is all ferroconcrete
and stainless steel there are fewer gaps between the joints, and it takes a smart rat to find
them A stainless steel rat is right at hone in this environnent.

It is a proud and lonely thing to be a stainless steel rat - and it is the greatest experience
in the galaxy if you can get away with it. The sociol ogi cal experts can't seemto agree why we
exi st, sone even doubt that we do. The nost w dely accepted theory says that we are victinms of
del ayed psychol ogi cal disturbance that shows no evidence in childhood when it can be detected and
corrected and only appears later in life. | have naturally given a |ot of thought to the topic and
| don't hold with that idea at all
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A few years back | wote a small book on the subject - under a nomde plunme of course - that
was rather well received. My theory is that the aberration is a philosophical one, not a
psychol ogi cal one. At a certain stage the realization strikes through that one nust either l|ive
out side of society's bonds or die of absolute boredom There is no future or freedomin the
circunscribed life and the only other life is conplete rejection of the rules. There is no |onger
roomfor the soldier of fortune or the gentleman adventurer who can live both w thin and outside
of society. Today it is all or nothing. To save ny own sanity | chose the nothing.

The cab just reached the spaceport as | hit on this negative line of thought and | was glad to
abandon it. Loneliness is the thing to fear in this business, that and self-pity can destroy you
if they get the upper hand. Action has always hel ped nme, the elation of danger and escape al ways
clears ny nind. When | paid the cab | short-changed the driver right under his nose, palmnng one
of the credit notes in the act of handing it to him He was blind as a riveted bul khead, his
gullibility had me humming with delight. The tip | gave himnore than made up the | oss since
only do this sort of petty business to break the nonotony.

There was a robot clerk behind the ticket window, he had that extra third eye in the center of
his forehead that neant a canera. It clicked slightly as | purchased a ticket, recording ny face

and destination. A normal precaution on the part of the police, | would have been surprised if it
hadn't happened. My destination was intersystemso | doubted if the picture would appear any pl ace
except in the files. | wasn't making an interstellar hop this tinme, as | usually did after a big

job, it wasn't necessary. After a job a single world or a small systemis too small for nore work,
but Beta Cygnus has a system of al nost twenty planets all with terrafied weather. This pl anet,
I1l, was too hot now, but the rest of the systemwas w de open. There was a | ot of conmmerci al

rivalry within the systemand | knew their police departments didn't co-operate too well. They
woul d pay the price for that. My ticket was for Mriy, number XVIII, a large and nostly
agricultural planet.

There were a nunber of little stores at the spaceport. | shopped themcarefully and outfitted

a new suitcase with a conplete wardrobe and traveling essentials. The tailor was saved for |ast.
He ran up a couple of traveling suits and a fornmal kilt for me and | took theminto the fitting
booth. Strictly by accident | nmanaged to hang one of the suits over the optic bug on the wall and
made undressing sounds with nmy feet while | doctored the ticket | had just bought. The ot her end
of my cigar cutter was a punch; with it | altered the keyed holes that indicated nmy destination. |
was now going to planet X, not XVIIl, and | had | ost alnmpbst two hundred credits with the
alteration. That's the secret of ticket and order changing. Don't raise the face value - there is
too good a chance that this will be noticed. If you |lower the value and | ose noney on the deal
even if it is caught, people will be sure it is a mstake on the machine's part. There is never

t he shadow of a doubt, since why should anyone change a ticket to | ose noney?

Before the police could be suspicious | had the suit off the bug and tried it on, taking ny
tinme. Al npost everything was ready now, | had about an hour to kill before the ship left. | spent
the tine wisely by going to an autonatic cleaner and having all ny new cl ot hes cl eaned and
pressed. Nothing interests a custons man nore than a suitcase full of unworn clothes.

Custons was a snap and when the ship was about half full | boarded her and took a seat near
the hostess. | flirted with her until she wal ked away, having classified me in the category of
MALE, BRASH, ANNOYI NG An old girl who had the seat next to mne also had ne filed in the sane
drawer and was | ooki ng out of the wi ndow with obvious ice on her shoulder. | dozed off happily
since there is one thing better than not being noticed and that is being noticed and filed into a
category. Your description gets nmixed up with every other guy in the file and that is the end of
it.

When | woke up we were alnost to planet X, | half dozed in the chair until we touched down,
then snoked a cigar while ny bag cleared custons. My | ocked brief case of nobney raised no
suspicions since | had foresightedly forged papers six nonths ago with my occupation listed as
bank nessenger. Interplanet credit was al nbst nonexistent in this system so the custons nen were
used to seeing a |l ot of cash go back and forth.

Al nost by habit | confused the trail a little nmore and ended up in the | arge manufacturing
city of Brouggh over one thousand kilometers fromthe point where | had | anded. Using an entirely
new set of identification papers | registered at a quiet hotel in the suburbs.

Usually after a big job like this | rest up for a nmonth or two; this was one tine though I

didn't feel like a rest. Wiile | was naking small|l purchases around town to rebuild the personality
of James diGriz, | was al so keeping ny eyes open for new busi ness opportunities. The very first
day | was out | saw what |ooked Iike a natural - and each day it |ooked better and better

One of the main reasons | have stayed out of the arns of the law for as long as | have, is
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that | have never repeated nyself. | have dreamed up some of the sweetest little rackets, run them
of f once, then stayed away fromthem forever after. About the only thing they had in conmon was
the fact that they all made nobney. About the only thing I hadn't hit to date was out and out arned
robbery. It was tine for a change and it |ooked like that was it.

While | was rebuilding the paunchy personality of Slippery Jiml was making plans for the
operation. Just about the time the fingerprint gloves were ready the entire business was pl anned
It was sinple like all good operations should be, the less details there are, the |ess things
there are that can go w ong.

I was going to hold up Mraio's, the largest retail store in the city. Every evening at
exactly the sanme tine, an arnored car took the day's receipts to the bank. It was a tenpting prize
- agigantic sumin untraceable snmall bills. The only real problemas far as | was concerned was
how one man coul d handl e the sheer bul k and weight of all that noney. Wien | had an answer to that
the entire operation was ready.

Al the preparations were, of course, made only in my mind until the personality of Janes
diGiz was again ready. The day | slipped that weighted belly back on, | felt | was back in
uniform | it nmy first cigarette alnost with satisfaction, then went to work. A day or two for
sone purchases and a few sinple thefts and | was ready. | scheduled the follow ng afternoon for
t he j ob.

A large tractor-truck that | had bought was the key to the operation - along with some
necessary alterations | bad made to the interior. | parked the truck in an "L" shaped alley about
a half mle fromMraio' s. The truck al nost conpletely bl ocked the alley but that wasn't inportant
since it was used only in the early norning. It was a leisurely stroll back to the departnent
store, | reached it at al nost the sane nonent that the arnmored truck pulled up. | |eaned against
the wall of the gigantic building while the guards carried out the nbney. My noney.

To sonmeone of little imagination | suppose it would have been an awe-inspiring sight. At |east
five armed guards standing around the entrance, two nore inside the truck as well as the driver
and his assistant. As an added precaution there were three nonocycles purring next to the curb.
They would go with the truck as protection on the road. Ch, very inpressive. | had to stifle a
grin behind ny cigarette when | thought about what was going to happen to those el aborate
precauti ons.
| had been counting the hand-trucks of noney as they rolled out of the door. There were al ways
fifteen, no nore, no less; this practice made it easy for ne to know the exact tine to begin. Just
as fourteen was being |loaded into the arnored truck, |oad nunber fifteen appeared in the store
entrance. The truck driver had been counting the way | had, he stepped down fromthe cab and noved
to the door in the rear in order to lock it when | oading was finished.

We synchroni zed perfectly as we strolled by each other. At the noment he reached the rear door
| reached the cab. Quietly and snoothly I clinmbed up into it and slanmred the door behind nme. The
assi stant had just enough tinme to open his nouth and pop his eyes when | placed an anesthetic bonb
on his lap; he slunped in an instant. | was, of course, wearing the correct filter plugs in ny
nostrils. As | started the nmotor with ny left hand, | threw a |arger bonb through the connecting
wi ndow to the rear with nmy right. There were sone reassuring thunps as the guards there droned
over the bags of change.

This entire process hadn't taken six seconds. The guards on the steps were just waking up to
the fact that sonething was wong. | gave thema cheerful wave through the wi ndow and gunned the
arnored truck away fromthe curb. One of themtried to run and throw hinself through the open rear
door but he was a little too late. It all had happened so fast that not one of them had thought to
shoot, | had been sure there would be a few bullets. The sedentary life on these planets does sl ow
the refl exes.

The nonocycle drivers caught on a lot faster, they were after nme before the truck had gone a
hundred feet. | slowed down until they had caught up, then stanped on the accel erator, keeping
just enough speed so they couldn't pass ne.

Their sirens were screaning of course and they had their guns working; it was just as | had
pl anned. W tore down the street like jet racers and the traffic nelted away before us. They
didn't have time to think and realize, that they were nmaking sure the road was clear for ny
escape. The situation was very hunorous and |I'mafraid | chuckled out loud as |I tooled the truck
around the tight corners.

O course the alarm had been turned in and the roadbl ocks nust have been form ng up ahead -
but that half mle went by fast at the speed we were doing. It was a matter of seconds before
saw the alley nouth ahead. | turned the truck into it, at the sane time pressing the button on ny
pocket short wave.

file:///F|/rah/New%20Folder/New%?20Folder%20(10)/HarryHarrison_StainlessSteelRat.txt (5 of 57) [1/15/03 12:14:38 AM]



file:///F)/rah/New%20Fol der/New%20Fol der%20(10)/HarryHarrison_StainlessSteel Rat.txt

Along the entire length of the alley nmy snmoke bonbs ignited. They were, of course, honme nade,
as was all ny equi pment, neverthel ess they produced an adequately dense cloud in that narrow

alley. | pulled the truck a bit to the right until the fenders scraped the wall and only slightly
reduced ny speed, this way | could steer by touch. The nonocycle drivers of course couldn't do
this and had the choice of stopping or rushing headlong into the darkness. | hope they nmade the

ri ght decision and none of themwere hurt.

The sane radio inmpulse that triggered the bonmbs was supposed to have opened the rear door of
the trailer truck up ahead and dropped the ranp. It had worked fine when | had tested it, | could
only hope now that it did the same in practice. | tried to estinate the distance | had gone in the
alley by timng nmy speed, but | was a little off. The front wheels of the truck hit the ranp with
a destructive crash and the arnored truck bounced rather than rolled into the interior of the
larger van. | was jarred around a bit and had just enough sense left to jamon the brakes before
pl owed right through into the cab.

Snoke fromthe bonbs nade a bl ack m dni ght of everything, that and ny shaken-up brains al nost

ruined the entire operation. Valuable seconds went by while | |eaned against the truck wall trying
to get oriented. | don't know how long it took, when | finally did stunble back to the rear door |
could hear the guards voices calling back and forth through the snoke. They heard the bent ranp
creak as | lifted it so | threwtw gas bonbs out to quiet them down.

The snoke was starting to thin as | clinbed up to the cab of the tractor and gunned it into
life. A few feet down the alley and | broke through into sunlight. The alley nouth opened out into
a main street a few feet ahead and | saw two police cars tear by. Wen the truck reached[?] the
street | stopped and took careful note of all wi tnesses. None of them showed any interest in the
truck or the alley. Apparently all the comotion was still at the other end of the alley. | poured
power into the engine and rolled out into the street, away fromthe store | had just robbed.

O course | only went a few blocks in that direction then turned down a side street. At the
next corner | turned again and headed back towards Mraio's, the scene of ny recent crime. The
cool air coming in the wi ndow soon had nme feeling better. | actually whistled a bit as | threaded
the big truck through the service roads.

It would have been fine to go up the highway in front of Mraio's, and see all the excitenent, but
that woul d have been only asking for trouble. Time was still inportant. | had carefully laid out a
route that avoided all congested traffic and this was what | followed. It was only a matter of

m nutes before | was pulling into the loading area in the back of the big store. There was a
certain anpunt of excitement here but it was lost in the normal bustle of commerce. Here and there
a knot of truck drivers or shipping foremen were exchangi ng views on the robbery, since robots
don't gossip the normal work was going on. The nmen were, of course, so excited that no attention
was paid to ny truck when | pulled into the parking line next to the other vans. | killed the
engi ne and settled back with a satisfied sigh.

The first part was conplete. The second part of the operation was just as inportant though.
dug into ny paunch for the kit that | always take on the job - for such an energency as this.
Norrmal Iy, | don't believe in stinmulants, but | was still groggy fromthe banging around. Two cc's
of Linoten in nmy ante cubital[?] cleared that up quickly enough. The spring was back in nmy step
when | went into the back of the van

The driver's assistant and the guards were still out and would stay that way for at |east ten
hours. | arranged themin a neat rowin the front of the truck where they wouldn't be in ny way,
and went to work.

The arnored car alnost filled the body of the trailer as | knewit would; therefore | had
fastened the boxes to the walls. They were fine, strong shipping boxes with Moraio's printed al
over them It had been a nminor theft fromtheir warehouse that should go unnoticed. | pulled the
boxes down and fol ded them for packing, | was soon sweating and had to take ny shirt off as |
packed the noney bundl es into the boxes.

It took alnost two hours to stuff and seal the boxes with tape. Every ten minutes or so
woul d check through the peephole in the door; only the normal activities were going on. The police
undoubtedly had the entire town sealed and were tearing it apart building by building | ooking for
the truck. | was fairly sure that the last place they woul d think of |ooking was the rear of the
robbed store.

The war ehouse that had provi ded the boxes had al so provided a supply of shipping forns. |
fixed one of these on each box, addressed to different pick-up addresses and narked paid of
course, and was ready to finish the operation

It was al nost dark by this tinme, however | knew that the shipping departnent woul d be busy
nost of the night. The engi ne caught on the first revolution and I pulled out of the parking rank
and backed slowy up to the platform There was a relatively quiet area where the shipping dock
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met the receiving dock, | stopped the trailer as close to the dividing line as | could. | didn't

open the rear door until all the worknen were faced in a different direction. Even the stupidest

of them woul d have been interested in why a truck was unloading the firms own boxes. As | piled

themup on the platforml|l threw a tarp over them it only took a few mnutes. Only when the truck
gates were closed and locked did | pull off the tarp and sit down on the boxes for a snoke.

It wasn't a long wait. Before the cigarette was finished a robot fromthe shipping departnent
passed cl ose enough for ne to call him

"Over there. The M 19 that was | oading these burned out a brake-band, you better see that
they're taken care of."

H s eyes glowed with the Iight of duty. Some of these higher Mtypes take their job very
seriously. | had to step back quickly as the forklifts and Mtrucks appeared out of the doors
behi nd ne. There was a scurry of |oading and sorting and ny haul vani shed down the platform |
i ghted another cigarette and watched for a while as the boxes were coded and stanped and | oaded
on the outgoing trucks and | ocal belts.

Al that was left for ne now was the disposing of the truck on sonme side street and changi ng
personalities.

As | was getting into the truck | realized for the first tine that sonmething was wong. |, of
course, had been keeping an eye on the gate - but not watching it closely enough. Trucks had been
going in and out. Now the realization hit ne |like a hamer bl ow over the solar plexus. They were
the sane trucks going both ways. A large, red cross-country job was just pulling out. | heard the
echo of its exhaust roar down the street - then die away to an idling grunble. Wen it roared up
again it didn't go away, instead the truck cane in through the second gate. There were police cars
wai ting outside that wall. Waiting for ne.

Chapter 3

For the first tinme in ny career | felt the sharp fear of the hunted nan. This was the first
time | had ever had the police on ny trail when | wasn't expecting them The noney was |ost, that
much was certain, but I was no | onger concerned with that. It was ne they were after now.

Think first, then act. | was safe enough for the nonment. They were, of course, nmoving in on
me, going slowy as they had no idea of where | was in the giant |oading yard. How had they found
me? That was the inportant point. The local police are used to an alnost crineless world, they
couldn't have found ny trail this quickly. In fact, | hadn't left a trail. Woever had set the
trap here had done it with logic and reason

Unbi dden the words junped into nmy nind.

The Special Corps.

Not hi ng was ever printed about it, only a thousand whi spered words heard on a thousand worl ds
around t he gal axy. The Special Corps, the branch of the League that took care of the troubles that
i ndi vi dual planets couldn't solve. The Corps was supposed to have finished off the remants of
Haskel | 's Raiders after the peace, of putting the illegal T & Z Traders out of business, of
finally catching Inskipp. And now they were after ne.

They were out there waiting for me to nmake a break. They were thinking of all the ways out
just as | was - and they were blocking them | had to think fast and I had to think right.

Only two ways out. Through the gates or through the store. The gates were too well covered to
meke a break; in the store there would be other exits. It had to be that way. Even as | made the
conclusion | knew that other m nds had nade it too, that nen were noving in to cover those doors.

That thought brought fear - and nmade ne angry as well. The very idea that someone coul d outthink
me was odi ous. They could try all right - but | would give thema run for their noney. | still had
a fewtricks left.

First, alittle misdirection. | started the truck, left it in low gear and ained it at the
gate. When it was going straight | |ocked the steering wheel with the friction clanmp and dropped

out the far side of the cab and strolled back to the warehouse. Once inside | noved faster. Behind
me | heard sone shots, a heavy crunp, and a | ot of shouting. That was nore like it.

The night | ocks were connected on the doors that led to the store proper. An ol d-fashioned
alarmthat | could disconnect in a few nmonments. My pickl ocks opened the door and | gave it a quick
kick with nmy foot and turned away. There were no alarmbells, but | knew that sonmewhere in the
buil ding an indi cator showed that the door was opened. As fast as | could run | went to the |ast
door on the opposite side of the building. This tinme |I nade sure the alarmwas di sconnected before
I went through the door. | |ocked it behind ne.

It is the hardest job in the world to run and be quiet at the same tine. My lungs were burning
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before |I reached the enpl oyees' entrance. A fewtimes | saw flashlights ahead and had to double
down different aisles, it was nmostly luck that | made it w thout being spotted. There were two nen
inuniformstanding in front of the door I wanted to go out of. Keeping as close to the wall as
could, | made it to within twenty feet of thembefore | threw the gas grenade. For one second

was sure that they had gas nmasks on and | had reached the end of the road - then they slunped
down. One of themwas bl ocking the door; | rolled himaside and slid it open a few inches.

The searchlight couldn't have been nore than thirty feet fromthe door; when it flashed on the
light was nore pain than glare. | dropped the instant it came on and the slugs fromthe machi ne
pistol ate a line of glaring holes across the door. My ears were nunb fromthe roar of the
expl oding slugs and | could just nmake out the thud of running footsteps. My own .75 was in nmy hand
and | put an entire clip of slugs through the door, ainmng high so | wouldn't hurt anyone. It
woul d not stop them but it should sl ow them down.

They returned the fire, nust have been a whol e squad out there. Pieces of plastic flew out of
the back wall and slugs screamed down the corridor. It was good cover, | knew there was nobody
com ng up behind me. Keeping as flat as | could | crawed in the opposite direction, out of the
line of fire. | turned two corners before | was far enough fromthe guns to risk standing up. My
knees were shaky and great bl obs of color kept fogging ny vision. The searchlight had done a good
job, 1 could barely see at all in the dimlight.

I kept nmoving slowy, trying to get as far away fromthe gunfire as possible. The squad
outside had fired as soon as | had opened the door; that meant standing orders to shoot at anyone
who tried to | eave the building. A nice trap. The cops inside would keep | ooking until they found
me. If I tried to leave | would be blasted. | was beginning to feel very much like a trapped rat.

Every light in the store came on and | stopped, frozen. | was near the wall of a large farm
goods show oom Across the roomfromne were three soldiers. W spotted each other at the sane
time, | dived for the door with bullets slapping all around ne. The mlitary was in it too; they
sure nmust have wanted nme bad. A bank of elevators was on the other side of the door - and stairs
|l eading up. | hit the elevator in one bounce and punched the sub-basenent button, and just got out
ahead of the closing doors. The stairs were back towards the approaching soldiers, | felt Iike
was running right into their guns. | nust have nmade the turn into the stairs a split second ahead
of their arrival. Up the stairs and around the first |anding before they were even with the
bottom Luck was still on ny side. They hadn't seen nme and were sure | had gone down. | sagged
against the wall, listening to the shouts and whistle blowing as they turned the hunt towards the
basenent .

There was one snmart one in the bunch. Wiile the others were all follow ng the phony trail |
heard himstart slowy up the stairs. | didn't have any gas grenades left; all | could do was
climb up ahead of him trying to do it without making a sound.

He came on slowy and steadily and | stayed ahead of him W went up four flights that way, ne
in nmy stocking feet with nmy shoes around ny neck, his heavy boots behind nme nmaking a dull rasping
on the netal stairs.

As | started up the fifth flight | stopped, nmy foot halfway up a step

Soneone el se was comi ng down, soneone wearing the same kind of military boots. | found the
door to the hall, opened it behind nme and slipped through. There was a long hall in front of ne
lined with offices of sonme kind. | began to run the length of it, trying to reach a turning before

the door behind nme could open and those exploding slugs tear ne in half. The hall seened endl ess
and | suddenly realized I would never reach the end in tine.

| was a rat | ooking for a hole - and there was none. The doors were |ocked, all of them |
tried each as | came to it, knowing | would never nake it. That stairwell door was openi ng behind
me and the gun was coming up. | didn't dare turn and | ook but | could feel it. \Wen the door
opened under ny hand | fell through before | realized what had happened. | |ocked it behind me and
| eaned against it in the darkness, panting like a spent animal. Then the light cane on and | saw
the man sitting behind the desk, sniling at ne.

There is a limt to the ambunt of shock the human body can absorb. I'd had mne. | didn't care
if he shot ne or offered a cigarette - | had reached the end of ny line. He did neither. He
offered nme a cigar instead.

"Have one of these, diGiz, | believe they're your brand."

The body is a slave of habit. Even with death a few inches away it will respond to established
custom My fingers noved of their own volition and took the cigar, ny lips clenched it and ny
lungs sucked it into life. And all the tine ny eyes watched the man behind the desk waiting for
death to reach out.
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It nust have shown. He waved towards a chair and carefully kept both hands in sight on top of
the desk. | still had ny gun, it was trained on him

"Sit down diGiz and put that cannon away. If | wanted to kill you, | could have done it a | ot
easier than herding you into this room" H's eyebrows noved up in surprise when he saw the
expression on ny face. "Don't tell me you thought it was an accident that you ended up here?"

| had, up until that noment, and the lack of intelligent reasoning on ny part brought on a
wave of shane that snapped ne back to reality. | had been outwi tted and outfought, the |east |
could do was surrender graciously. | threw the gun on the desk and dropped into the offered chair.
He swept the pistol neatly into a drawer and rel axed a bit hinself.

"Had me worried there for a mnute, the way you stood there rolling your eyes and waving this
piece of field artillery around."

"Who are you?"

He smiled at the abruptness of ny tone. "Well, it doesn't matter who | am What does matter is
the organization that | represent.”
"The Corps?"

"Exactly. The Special Corps. You didn't think | was the local police, did you? They have
orders to shoot you on sight. It was only after | told themhow to find you that they let the

Corps cone along on the job. I have sone of nmy nen in the building, they're the ones who herded
you up here. The rest are all locals with itchy trigger fingers."
It wasn't very flattering but it was true. | had been pushed around like a class Mrobot, with

every nmove charted in advance. The ol d boy behind the desk - for the first tine | realized he was
about sixty-five - really had nmy nunber. The game was over.

"All right M. Detective, you have ne so there is no sense in gloating. Wiat's next on the
progran®? Psychol ogi cal reorientation, |obotomy - or just plain firing squad?"

"None of those. I"'mafraid. | amhere to offer you a job in[?] the Corps."

The whol e thing was so ludicrous that | alnost fell out of the chair |aughing. Me. Janes
diGiz, the interplanet thief working as a policeman. It was just too funny. He sat patiently,
waiting until | was through

"I will adnmit it has its ludicrous side - but only at first glance. If you stop to think, you
will have to admit that who is better qualified to catch a thief than another thief?"

There was nore than a little truth in that, but I wasn't buying ny freedom by turning stoo
pi geon.

"An interesting offer, but I'mnot getting out of this by playing the rat. There is even a
code anong thieves, you know. "

That made hi mangry. He was bi gger than he | ooked sitting down and the fist he shook in ny
face was as large as a shoe

"What kind of stupidity do you call that? It sounds like a line out of a TV thriller. You' ve
never net another crook in your whole Iife and you know it! And if you did you would cheerfully
turn himin if you could nmake a profit on the deal. The entire essence of your life is
i ndi vidualism- that and the excitenent of doing what others can't do. Wl Il that's over now, and
you better start admitting it to yourself. You can no | onger be the interplanet playboy you used

to be - but you can do a job that will require every bit of your special talents and abilities.
Have you ever killed a man?"

H s change of pace caught ne off guard, | stunbled out an answer.

"No . . . not that | know of."

"Well you haven't, if that will nake you sleep any better at night. You' re not a honicidal, |
checked that on your record before | came out after you. That is why | know you will join the
Corps and get a great deal of pleasure out of going after the other kind of crimnal who is sick
not just socially protesting. The man who can kill and enjoy it."

He was too convincing, he had all the answers. | had only one nore argunent and | threwit in

with the air of a last ditch defense.

"What about the Corps, if they ever find out you are hiring half-reforned crimnals to do your
dirty work we will both be shot at dawn."

This time it was his turn to laugh. | could see nothing funny so | ignored himuntil he was
fini shed.

"In the first place ny boy, | amthe Corps - at least the man at the top - and what do you
think ny nane is? Harold Peters |Inskipp, that's what it is!"

"Not the Inskipp that - "

"The sane. |nskipp the Uncatchable. The man who | ooted the Pharsydion Il in mid-flight and
pulled all those other deals |I'm sure you read about in your msspent youth. | was recruited just
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the way you were." He had ne on the ropes and knew it. He noved in for the kill

"And who do you think the rest of our agents are? | don't nmean the bright-eyed grads of our
techni cal schools, like the ones on ny squad downstairs. | mean the full agents. The men who pl an
the operations, do the prelimnary fieldwork and see that everything cones off smoothly. They're
crooks. All crooks. The better they were on their own, the better a job they do for the Corps.
It's a great, big, brawling universe and you woul d be surprised at sone of the problens that cone
up. The only nen we can recruit to do the job are the ones who have al ready succeeded at it.

"Are you on?"

It had happened too fast and | hadn't had tine to think. | would probably go on arguing for an
hour. But way down in the back of my mind the decision had been nade. | was going to do it, |
couldn't say no

I was | osing sonething, and | hoped | wouldn't niss it. No matter what freedom | had working
with an organi zation, | would still be working with other people. The old carefree, sole
responsibility days were over. | was joining the ranks of society again

There was the beginning of a warmfeeling at the thought. It would at |east be the end of
| onel i ness. Friendship would make up for what | had | ost.

Chapter 4

| have never been nore w ong.

The people | nmet were dull to the point of extinction. They treated ne |like just another cog
going around with the rest of the wheels. | was coggy all right, and kept wondering how | had ever
gotten into this mess. Not really wondering, since the nenory was still quite vivid. | was carried
along with the rest of the gears, their teeth sunk into mne

We ended up on a planetoid, that much was obvious. But | hadn't the di nmest idea of what planets
we were near or even what solar systemwe were in. Everything was highly secret and hush-hush, as
this place was obviously the super-secret headquarters and mai n base of the Corps School too.

This part | liked. It was the only thing that kept me fromcracking out. Dull as the cubes were
who taught the courses, the material was sonmething | could really sink ny teeth into and shake.
began to see how crude ny operations had been. Wth the gadgetry and techni ques | soaked up
could be ten tines the crook I had been before. Pushing the thought firmly away hel ped for a
while, but it had a way of sneaki ng back and whi spering nastily in ny ear during periods of
depressi on and gl oom

Things went fromdull to dead. Half ny time was spent working at the files, |earning about the

nunberl ess successes and few failures of the Corps. | contenplated cracking out, yet at the sane
time couldn't help but wonder if this wasn't part of a testing period - to see if | had enough
sticktoitiveness to last. |I swallowed nmy tenper, muffled ny yawns, and took a careful | ook around.
If I couldn't crack out - | could crack in. There had to be something | could do to terminate this
term of penal servitude.

It wasn't easy - but | found it. By the tine | tracked everything dowmn it was well into sleep

period. But that was all right. In sonme ways it even nade it nore interesting.

When it comes to picking | ocks and cracking safes | admt to no naster. The door to Inskipp's
private quarters had an ol d-fashi oned tunbler drumthat was easier to pick than ny teeth. | nust
have gone through that door w thout breaking step. Quiet as | was though, Inskipp still heard ne.
The light came on and there he was sitting up in bed pointing a .75 caliber recoilless at ny
sternum

"You shoul d have nmore brains than that, diGiz," he snarled. "Creeping into ny roomat night!
You coul d have been shot."

"No | couldn't,” | told him as he stowed the cannon back under his pillow "A man with a
curiosity bunp as big as yours will always talk first and shoot later. And besides - none of this
pussyfooting around in the dark woul d be necessary if your screen was open and | could have got a
call through.”

I nski pp yawned and poured hinself a glass of water fromthe dispenser unit above the bed. "Just
because | head the Special Corps, doesn't nean that | amthe Special Corps," he said noistly while

he drained the glass. | have to sleep sonetinme. My screen is open only for energency calls, not
for every agent who needs his hand held."
"Meaning | amin the hand-hol ding category?" | asked with as nmuch sweetness as | coul d.

"Put yourself in any category you damm well please,” he grunbled as he slunped down in the bed
"And al so put yourself out into the hall and see nme tonorrow during working hours.™"
He was at ny nmercy, really. He wanted sleep so nuch. And he was going to be w de-awake so very
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soon.

"Do you know what this is?" | asked him poking a large glossy pie under his |ong broken nose.
One eye opened slowy.

"Bi g warship of sone kind, |ooks like Enmpire lines. Now for the last tinme - go away!" he said.

"A very good guess for this late at night," | told himcheerily. "It is a late Enpire battleship
of the Warlord class. Undoubtedly one of the nost truly efficient engines of destruction ever
manuf actured. Over a half nile of defensive screens and armanent that could probably turn any
fleet existent today into fine radioactive ash - "

"Except for the fact that the |ast one was broken up for scrap over a thousand years ago," he
nmunbl ed.

| leaned over and put ny lips close to his ear. So there would be no chance of mi sunderstandi ng.
Speaki ng softly but clearly.

"True, true," | said. "But wouldn't you be just a little bit interested if | was to tell you
that one is being built today?"

Ch, it was beautiful to watch. The covers went one way and | nskipp went the other. In a single
unfol ding, concerted notion he left the horizontal and recunbent and stood tensely vertica
against the wall. Exanmining the pic of the battleship under the light. He apparently did not
believe in pajama bottons and it hurt ne to see the goose bunps rising on those thin shanks. But
if the legs were thin, the voice was nore than full enough to nmake up for the difference.

"Tal k, blast you diGiz - talk!" he roared. "What is this nonsense about a battleship? Wo's
building it?"

I had ny nail file and was touching up a cuticle, holding it out for inspection before | said
anything. Fromthe corner of ny eye | could see himgetting purple about the face - but he kept

quiet. | savored ny small nonent of power.
"Put diGiz in charge of the record roomfor a while, you said, that way he can | earn the ropes.
Burrowi ng around in century-old, dusty files will be just the thing for a free spirit Iike

Slippery Jimdi Giz. Teach himdiscipline. Show himwhat the Corps stands for. At the sane tine it
will get the records in shape. They have been needing reorgani zation for quite a while."

I nski pp opened his nouth, nmade a choking noise, then closed it. He undoubtedly realized that any
interruption would only | engthen ny explanation, not shorten it. | smiled and nodded at his
deci si on, then continued.

"So you thought you had ne safely out of the way. Breaking ny spirit under the guise of 'giving
me a little background in the Corps' activities.' In this sense your plan failed. Sonething el se
happened instead. | nosed through the files and found them nost interesting. Particularly the C &
M setup - the Categorizer and Menory. That building full of machinery that takes in and digests
news and reports fromall the planets in the gal axy, indexes it to every category it can possibly
relate, then files it. Great machine to work with. | had it digging out spaceship info for ne,
sonething | have always been interested in - "

"You should be," Inskipp interrupted rudely. "You've stolen enough of themin your tine."

I gave hima hurt | ook and went on - slowy. "I won't bore you with all the details, since you
seeminpatient, but eventually | turned up this plan." He had it out of ny fingers before it
cleared nmy wallet.

"What are you getting at?" he munbled as he ran his eyes over the blueprints. "This is an
ordi nary heavy-cargo and passenger job. It's no nore a Warlord battleship than I am"

It is hard to curl your lips with contenpt and talk at the sane tine, but | succeeded. "O
course. You don't expect themto file warship plans with the League Registry, do you? But, as |
said, | know nore than a little bit about ships. It seemed to ne this thing was just too big for
the use intended. Enough ol d ships are fuel-wasters, you don't have to build new ones to do that.
This started nme thinking and I punched for a conplete |list of ships that size that had been
constructed in the past. You can inmagine ny surprise when, after three mnutes of groaning, the C
& Monly produced six. One was built for a[?] self-sustaining colony attenpt in[?] the second

gal axy. For all we know she is still on the way. The other five were all D-class col onizers, built
during the Expansion when | arge popul ati ons were noved. Too big to be practical now
"I was still teased, as | had no idea what a ship this large could be used for. So | renoved the

time interlock on the C & Mand let it pick around through the entire history of space to see if
it could find a conmparison. It sure did. Right at the CGol den Age of Enpire expansion, the giant
War |l ord battleship. The nmachine even found a blueprint for nme."

| nski pp grabbed agai n and began conparing the two prints. | |eaned over his shoul der and pointed
out the interesting parts.
"Notice - if the engine roomspecs are changed slightly to include this cargo hold, there is
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plenty of roomfor the brutes needed. This superstructure - obviously just tacked onto the plans -
gets thrown away, and turrets take its place. The hulls are identical. A change here, a shift
there, and the stodgy freighter becones the fast battl ewagon. These changes coul d be nmade during
construction, then plans filed. By the tine any one in the League found out what was being built
the ship would be finished and | aunched. O course, this could all be coincidence - the plans of a
newly built ship agreeing to six places with those of a ship built a thousand years ago. But if
you think so, | will give you hundred-to-one odds you are wong, any size bet you nane."

I wasn't wi nning any sucker bets that night. Inskipp had led just as crooked a youth as | had,
and needed no help in snelling a fishy deal. Wiile he pulled on his clothes he shot questions at
ne.

"And the nane of the peace-loving planet that is building this bad menory fromthe past?"

"Cittanuvo. Second planet of a B star in Corona Borealis. No other colonized planets in the
system"

"Never heard of it," Inskipp said as we took the private drop chute to his office. "Which nmay be
a good or a bad sign. Wuldn't be the first time trouble cane from sone out-of-the-way spot |
never even knew existed."

Wth the automatic disregard for others of the truly dedicated, he pressed the scranble button
on his desk. Very quickly sleepy-eyed clerks and assistants were bringing files and records. W
went through them together

Modesty prevented nme from speaking first, but | had a very short wait before Inskipp reached the
same conclusion | had. He buried a folder the length of the roomand scow ed out at the harsh dawn
I'ight.

"The nmore | look at this thing," he said, "the fishier it gets. This planet seens to have no
possi ble notive or use for a battleship. But they are building one - that | will swear on a stack
of one thousand credit notes as high as this building. Yet what will they do with it when they
have it built? They have an expanding culture, no unenploynent, a surplus of heavy netals and
ready markets for all they produce. No hereditary enemes, feuds or the like. If it wasn't for

this battleship thing, I would call them an ideal League planet. | have to know nore about them"”
"I'"ve already called the spaceport - in your nane of course,” | told him "Ordered a fast

courier ship. I'll |leave within the hour."

"Aren't you getting a little ahead of yourself, diGiz," he said. Voice chill as the icecap. "I

still give the orders and I'll tell you when you're ready for an independent command."

I was sweetness and |ight because a | ot depended on his decision. "Just trying to help, chief,
get things ready in case you wanted nore info. And this isn't really an operation, just a

reconnai ssance. | can do that as well as any of the experienced operators. And it nay give nme the
experience | need, so that sone day, |, too, will be qualified to join the ranks . "

"Al right," he said. "Stop shoveling it on while I can still breathe. Get out there. Find out
what is happening. Then get back. Nothing else - and that's an order."

By the way he said it, | knew he thought there was little chance of its happening that way. And

he was right.

Chapter 5

A quick stop at supply and record sections gave ne everything | needed. The sun was barely clear
of the horizon when the silver barb of nmy ship lifted in the gray field, then blasted into space

The trip took only a few days, nore than enough tine to nenorize everything | needed to know
about Cittanuvo. And the nore | knew the less | could understand their need for a battleship. It
didn't fit. Cttanuvo was a secondary settlenment out of the Cellini system and | had run into
these settlements before. They were all united in a |oose alliance and bickered a | ot anong
t hensel ves, but never canme to blows. If anything, they shared a universal abhorrence of war.

Yet they were secretly building a battleship

Since | was only chasing ny tail with this |ine of thought, I put it out of nmy m nd and worked
on sone tri-di chess problens. This filled the tinme until Cittanuvo blinked into the bow screen

One of ny nost effective nottoes has al ways been, "Secrecy can be an obviousity[?]." What the
magi ci ans call misdirection. Let people notice what is hidden. This was why | l[anded at mnidday, on
the largest field on the planet, after a very showy approach. | was already dressed for ny role,
and out of the ship before the |anding braces stopped vibrating. Buckling the fur cape around ny
shoul ders with the platinumclasp, | stanped down the ranp. The sturdy little M3 robot runbled
after me with ny bags. Heading directly towards the nain gate, | ignored the scurry of activity
around the custons building. Only when a unifornmed under-official of some kind ran over to ne, did
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| give the field any attention
Before he could talk | did, foot in the door and stay on top
"Beautiful planet you have here. Delightful clinmate! Ideal spot for a country home. Friendly

people, always willing to help strangers and all that | inagine. That's what | |ike. Makes ne fee
grateful. Very pleased to neet you. | amthe G and Duke Sant' Angelo. "I shook his hand
enthusiastically at this point and let a one hundred credit note slip into his palm

"Now, " | added, "I wonder if you would ask the custons agents to | ook at my bags here. Don't want

to waste tinme, do we? The ship is open, they can check that whenever they pl ease,"

My manner, clothes, jewelry, the easy way | passed noney around and the | uxurious sheen of ny
bags, could nean only one thing. There was little that was worth smuggling into or out of
Cittanuvo. Certainly nothing a rich man would be interested in. The official nurmured sonething
with a smle, spoke a few words into his phone, and the job was done.

A smal |l wave of customs nmen hung stickers on ny |uggage, peeked into one or two for conformty's
sake, and waved me through. | shook hands all around - a rustling handcl asp of course - then was
on ny way. A cab was summopbned, a hotel suggested. | nodded agreenent and settled back while the
robot | oaded the bags about ne.

The ship was conpletely clean. Everything | might need for the job was in ny |uggage. Some of it
quite lethal and expl osive, and very enbarrassing if it were discovered in ny bags. In the safety
of nmy hotel suite | made a change of clothes and personality. After the robot had checked the
roons for bugs.

And very nice gadgets too, these Corps robots. It |ooked and acted |like a noron M3 all the
time. It was anything but. The brain was as good as any other robot brain | have known, plus the
fact that the chunky body was cramed with devices and machi nes of varying use. It chugged slowy
around the room nmoving nmy bags and laying out nmy kit. And all the time followi ng a careful route
that covered every inch of the suite. Wien it had finished it stopped and called the all clear

"Al'l roons checked. Results negative except for one optic bug in that wall."

"Shoul d you be pointing like that?" | asked the robot. "M ght make peopl e suspici ous, you know. "

"I nmpossible," the robot said with nechanical surety. "I brushed against it and it is now
unservi ceabl e. "

Wth this assurance | pulled off my flashy clothes and slipped into the m dni ght black dress
uniformof an admiral in the League Grand Fleet. It came conplete with decorations, gold bullion
and all the necessary docunents. | thought it a little show nyself, but it was just the thing to
make the right inpression on G ttanuvo. Like many other planets, this one was uniformconscious.
Delivery boys, street cleaners, clerks - all had to have characteristic uniforns. Mich prestige
attached to them and ny black dress outfit should rate as high as any uniformin the gal axy.

A long cloak woul d conceal the uniformwhile | left the hotel, but the gol d-encrusted hel net and
a brief case of papers were a problem | had never explored all the possibilities of the pseudo M
3 robot, perhaps it could be of help

"You there, short and chunky," | called. "Do you have any conceal ed conpartnments or drawers
built into your steel hide? If so, let's see."

For a second | thought the robot had expl oded. The thing had nore drawers in it than a battery
of cash registers. Big, small, flat, thin, they shot out on all sides. One held a gun and two nore
were stuffed with grenades; the rest were enpty. | put the hat in one, the brief case in another
and snapped ny fingers. The drawers slid shut and its netal hide was as snoboth as ever

| pulled on a fancy sports cap, buckled the cape up tight, and was ready to go. The |uggage was
al | booby-trapped and could defend itself. GQuns, gas, poison needles, the usual sort of thing. In

the last resort it would blowitself up. The M3 went down by a freight elevator. | used a back
stairs and we nmet in the street.
Since it was still daylight | didn't take a heli, but rented a ground-car instead. W had a

| eisurely drive out into the country and reached President Ferraro's house after dark

As befitted the top official of a rich planet, the place was a nmansion. But the security
precautions were ludicrous to say the least. | took nyself and a three hundred fifty-kilo robot
t hrough the guards and al arns w thout causing the slightest stir. President Ferraro, a bachel or
was eating his dinner. This gave nme enough undisturbed time to search his study.

There was absol utely nothing. Nothing to do with wars or battleships that is. If | had been

interested in blackmail | had enough evidence in ny hand to support nme for life. I was |ooking for
sonet hi ng bigger than political corruption, however.

Wien Ferraro rolled into his study after dinner the roomwas dark. | heard himnurnmur sonething
about the servants and funble for the switch. Before he found it, the robot closed the door and
turned on the lights. | sat behind his desk, all his personal papers before nme - wei ghted down
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with a pistol - and as fierce a scom as | could raise sneared across ny face. Before he got over
the shock | snapped an order at him

"Cone over here and sit down, quick!"

The robot hustled himacross the roomat the sane tine, so he had no choice except to obey. Wen
he saw the papers on the desk his eyes bulged and he just gurgled a |little. Before he could
recover | threw a thick folder in front of him

"I am Admiral Thar, League Grand Fleet. These are ny credentials. You had better check them"
Since they were as good as any real admiral's | didn't worry in the slightest. Ferraro went
through themas carefully as he could in his rattled state, even checking the seals under UV. It
gave himtine to regain a bit of control and he used it to bluster

"What do you nean by entering my private quarters and burglaring -

"You're in very bad trouble," | said in as gloony a voice as | could nuster.

Ferraro's tanned face went a dirty gray at nmy words. | pressed the advantage.

"I amarresting you for conspiracy, extortion, theft, and whatever other charges develop after a
careful review of these docunments. Seize him" This |ast order was directed at the robot who was
well briefed inits role. It runbled forward and | ocked its hand around Ferraro's wist, handcuff
style. He barely noticed.

"I can explain," he said desperately. "Everything can be explained. There is no need to nake

such charges. | don't know what papers you have there, so | wouldn't attenpt to say they are al
forgeries. | have many enenies you know. |If the League knew the difficulties faced on a backward
planet like this . . ."

"That will be entirely enough,” | snapped, cutting himoff with a wave of ny hand. "All those

questions will be answered by a court at the proper tine. There is only one question | want an
answer to now. Wy are you building that battl eship?"

The man was a great actor. H s eyes opened w de, his jaw dropped, he sank back into the chair as
if he had been tapped lightly with a hammer. When he nmanaged to speak the words were conpletely
unnecessary; he had already regi stered every evidence of injured i nnocence.

"What battl eshi p?" he gasped.

"The Warlord class battleship that is being built at the Cenerentola Spaceyards. Di sguised

behi nd these blueprints.” | threw them across the desk to him and pointed to the one corner
"Those are your initials there, authorizing construction."

Ferraro still had the baffled act going as he funbled with the papers, examined the initials and
such. | gave himplenty of tine. He finally put them down, shaking his head.

"1 know not hi ng about any battl eship. These are the plans for a new cargo liner. Those are ny
initials, | recall putting themthere."

| phrased ny question carefully, as | had himright where | wanted hi m now. "You deny any
knowl edge of the Warlord battleship that is being built fromthese nodified plans.”

"These are the plans for an ordi nary passenger-freighter, that is all | know "

H s words had the sinple innocence of a young child's. Was he ever caught. | sat back with a
rel axed sigh and it a cigar

"Wuul dn't you be interested in knowi ng somet hi ng about that robot who is holding you," | said.

He | ooked down, as if aware for the first tine that the robot had been hol ding himby the wi st
during the interview. "That is no ordinary robot. It has a nunber of interesting devices built
into its fingertips. Thernocouples, galvanoneters, things like that. Wiile you talked it

regi stered your skin tenperature, blood pressure, ampbunt of perspiration and such. In other words
it is an efficient and fast working lie detector. W will now hear all about your lies."

Ferraro pulled away fromthe robot's hand as if it had been a poisonous snake. | blew a rel axed
snoke ring. "Report,"” | said to the robot. "Has this man told any |ies?"

"Many. " the robot said. "Exactly seventy-four per cent of all statements he nade were false."

"Very good," | nodded, throwing the last |ock on ny trap. "That neans he knows all about this
battl eship."

"The subj ect has no know edge of the battleship," the robot said coldly. "All of his statenents
concerning the construction of this ship were true.”

Now it was ny turn for the gaping and eye-popping act while Ferraro pulled hinself together. He
had no idea | wasn't interested in his other hanky-panky, but could tell | had had a | ow bl ow. It
took an effort, but I managed to get my m nd back into gear and consi der the evidence.

If President Ferraro didn't know about the battleship, he nust have been taken in by the cover-
up job. But if he wasn't responsible - who was? Sone nilitaristic clique that neant to overthrow
himand take power? | didn't know enough about the planet, so | enlisted Ferraro on ny side.

This was easy - even without the threat of exposure of the docunments | had found in his files.
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Using their disclosure as a prod | could have made him junp through hoops. It wasn't necessary. As
soon as | showed himthe different blueprints and explained the possibilities he understood. If
anyt hing, he was nore eager than | was to find out who was using his admnistration as a cat's-
paw. By silent agreement the docunments were forgotten

We agreed that the next |ogical step would be the Cenerentola Spaceyards. He had sone idea of
sniffing around quietly first, trying to get aline to his political opponents. | gave himto
understand that the League, and the League Navy in particular, wanted to stop the construction of
the battleship. After that he could play his politics. Wth this point understood he called his
car and squadron of guards and we made a parade to the shipyards. It was a four-hour drive and we
made pl ans on the way down.

The spaceyard nmanager was naned Rocca, and he was happily asleep when we arrived. But not for
I ong. The parade of uniforms and guns in the mddle of the night had himfrightened into a state
where he could hardly walk. | imagine he was as full of petty larceny as Ferraro. No i nnocent nan
could have | ooked so terror stricken. Taki ng advantage of the situation, | latched ny notorized
lie detector onto himand began snappi ng the questions.

Even before | had all the answers | began to get the drift of things. They were a little
frightening, too. The manager of the spaceyard that was building the ship had no idea of its true
nat ur e.

Anyone with | ess self-esteemthan nyself - or who had | ed a nore honest early life - m ght have
doubted his own reasoning at that nonent. | didn't. The ship on the ways still resenbled a warship
to six places. And knowi ng human nature the way | do, that was too nuch of a coincidence to
expect. CQccaml's razor always points the way. If there are two choices to take, take the sinpler
In this case | chose the natural acquisitive instinct of man as opposed to blind chance and
accident. Nevertheless | put the theory to the test.

Looki ng over the original blueprints again, the big superstructure hit nmy eye. In order to turn
the ship into a warship that woul d have to be one of the first things to go.

"Rocca!" | barked, in what | hoped was authentic old space-dog nmanner. "Look at these plans, at
this space-going front porch here. Is it still being built onto the ship?"

He shook his head at once and said, "No, the plans were changed. W had to fit in some kind of
new et eor-repelling gear for operating in the planetary debris belt."

I flipped through ny case and drew out a plan. "Does your new gear |ook anything like this?"
asked, throwing it across the table to him

He rubbed his jaw while he | ooked at it. "Well," he said hesitatingly, "I don't want to say for
certain. After all, these details aren't in nmy department. |I'mjust responsible for fina
assenbly, not unit work. But this surely |ooks like the thing they installed. Big thing. Lots of
power |eads - "

It was a battleship all right, no doubt of that now, | was nentally reaching around to pat
nmysel f on the back when the neaning of his words sank in.

"Installed!" | shouted. "Did you say installed?"

Rocca col | apsed away fromny roar and gnawed his nails. "Yes -
remenber there was sone trouble ..."

"And what else?" | interrupted him Cold npisture was beginning to collect along ny spine now.
"The drives, controls - are they in, too?"

"Wiy, yes," he said. "How did you know? The nornal scheduling was changed around, causing a
great deal of unnecessary trouble."

The cold sweat was now a running river of fear. | was beginning to have the feeling that | had
been missing the boat all along the line. The original estimted date of conpletion was nearly a
year away. But there was no real reason why that couldn't be changed, too

"Cars! @uns!" | bellowed. "To the spaceyard. If that ship is anywhere near conpletion, we are in
big, big trouble!"

he said, "not too |ong ago. |

Al'l the bored guards had a great tinme with the sirens, lights, accelerators on the floor and
that sort of thing. W blasted a screaning hole through the night right to the spaceyard and
through the gate.

It didn't nmake any difference, we were still too late. A uniforned watchnan frantically waved to
us and the whol e convoy jerked to a stop

The ship was gone.

Rocca couldn't believe it, neither could the president. They wandered up and down the enpty ways
where it had been built. | just crunched down in the back of the car, chewing ny cigar to pieces
and cursing nyself for being a fool
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| had missed the obvious fact, being carried away by the thought of a planetary government
buil di ng a warship. The governnent was involved for sure - but only as a pawmn. No little planet-
bound political mnd could have dreamed up as big a schenme as this. | snelled a rat - a stainless
steel one. Soneone who operated the way | had done before nmy conversion

Now that the rodent was well out of the bag | knew just where to | ook, and had a pretty good
i dea of what | would find. Rocca, the spaceyard nmanager, had staggered back and was pulling at his
hair, cursing and crying at the sanme tinme. President Ferraro had his gun out and was staring at it
grimy. It was hard to tell if he was thinking of nmurder or suicide. | didn't care which. Al he
had to worry about was the next el ection, when the voters and the political conpetition would
carve himup for losing the ship. My troubles were a little bigger

| had to find the battleship before it blasted its way across the gal axy.

"Rocca!" | shouted. "Get into the car. | want to see your records - all of your records - and
want to see themright now "

He clinbed wearily in and had directed the driver before he fully realized what was happeni ng.
Blinking at the sickly light of dawn brought himslowy back to reality.

"But admiral . . . the hour! Everyone will be asleep . "

| just grow ed, but it was enough. Rocca caught the idea fromny expression and grabbed the car
phone. The office doors were open when we got there.

Normal Iy | curse the paper tangles of bureaucracy, but this was one tine when |I bl essed them
all. These people had it down to a fine science. Not a rivet fell, but that its fall was noted -
in quintuplicate. And later followed up with a meno, rivet, wastage, query. The facts | needed
were all neatly tucked away in their paper cataconbs. Al | had to do was sniff themout. | didn't
try to look for first causes, this would have taken too long. Instead | concentrated ny attention
on the recent nodifications, like the gun turret, that would quickly give me a trail to the guilty
parties.

Once the clerks understood what | had in mnd they buried thenselves into their work, urged on
by the fires of patriotismand the burning voices of their superiors. Al | had to do was suggest
a line of search and the rel evant docunents woul d begi n appearing at once.

Bit by bit a pattern started to energe. A delicate web-work of forgery, bribery, chicanery and
fal sehood. It could only have been conceived by a mind as brilliantly crooked as nmy own. | chewed
nmy lip with jealousy. Like all great ideas, this one was basically sinple.

A party or parties unknown had neatly warped the ship construction programto their own ends.
Undoubt edly they had started the programfor the giant transport, that would have to be checked
later. And once the programwas underway, it had been guided with a skill that bordered on geni us.
Orders were originated in nany places, passed on, changed and shuffled. | painfully traced each
one to its source. Many tines the source was a forgery. Some changes seened to be unexpl ai nabl e,
until | noticed the officers in question had a tenporary secretary while their nornmal assistants
were ill. Al the girls had had food poisoning, a regular epidenic it seenmed. Each of themin turn
had been replaced by the sane girl. She stayed just |ong enough in each position to see that the
battl eship plan noved forward one nore notch

This girl was obviously the assistant to the Mastern nd who originated the schenme. He sat in the
center of the plot, like a spider on its web pulling the strings that set things into notion. My
first thought that a gang was involved proved wong. Al nmy secondary suspects turned out to be
sinmple forgeries, not individuals. In the few cases where forgery wasn't adequate, mnmy nysterious X
had apparently hired hinself to do the job. X hinmself had the pernmanent job of Assistant
Engi neering Designer. One by one the untangled threads ran to this office. He also had a secretary
whose "illnesses" coincided with her enploynment in other offices.

Wien | straightened up fromny desk the ache in nmy back stabbed like a hot wire. | swallowed a
pai nkill er and | ooked around at ny droopi ng, sack-eyed assistants who had shared the sl eepless
seventy-two hour task. They sat or slunped against the furniture, waiting for ny conclusions. Even
President Ferraro was there, his hair |ooking scraggly where he had pull ed out handfuls.

"You' ve found them the crimnal ring?" he asked, his fingers groping over his scalp for a fresh
hol d.

"I have found them vyes," | said hoarsely. "But not a crinmnal ring. An inspired naster crimna
- who apparently has nmore executive ability in one ear |obe than all your bribe-bl oated
bureaucrats - and his female assistant. They pulled the entire job by thenselves. H s name, or
undoubt edl y pseudonym is Pepe Nero. The girl is called Angelina . "

"Arrest themat once! Guards . . . guards - " Ferraro's voice died away as he ran out of the
room | talked to his vani shing back

"That is just what we intend to do, but it's a little difficult at the nonent since they are the
ones who not only built the battleship, but undoubtedly stole it as well. It was fully automated
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SO No crew i s necessary."

"What do you plan to do?" one of the clerks asked.

"l shall do nothing," | told him with the snapped precision of an old space veteran. "The
League fleet is already closing in on the renegades and you will be infornmed of the capture. Thank
you for your assistance."

Chapter 6

I threw them as snappy a salute as | could nuster and they filed out. Staring gloonily at
their backs | envied for one nonent their sinple faith in the League Navy. Wen in reality the
vengeful fleet was just as inmaginary as nmy admiral's rating. This was still a job for the Corps.

I nski pp woul d have to be given the latest infornation at once. | had sent him a psigramabout the
theft, but there was no answer as yet. Maybe the identity of the thieves would stir some response
out of him

My message was in code, but it could be quickly broken if soneone wanted to try hard enough. |
took it to the nmessage center nyself. The psinman was in his transparent cubicle and | | ocked
myself in with him H's eyes were unfocused as he spoke softly into a mike, pulling in a nmessage
from somewhere across the galaxy. Qutside the rushing transcribers copied, coded and fil ed
messages, but no sound penetrated the insulated wall. | waited until his attention clicked back
into the room and handed hi mthe sheets of paper.

"League Central 14 - rush,” | told him

He rai sed his eyebrows, but didn't ask any questions. Establishing contact only took a few
seconds, as they had an entire battery of psinen for their comunications. He read the code words
carefully, shaping themw th his nouth but not speaking al oud, the power of his thoughts carrying
across the light-years of distance. As soon as he was finished I took back the sheet, tore it up
and pocketed the pieces.

I had ny answer back quickly enough, |nskipp nust have been hovering around waiting for ny
message. The mike was turned off to the transcribers outside, and | took the code groups down in
short hand nysel f.

". . . xybb dfil fdno, and if you don't - don't cone back!"

The nessage broke into clear at the end and the psiman sniled as he spoke the words. | broke
the point off ny stylus and growl ed at himnot to repeat any of this nmessage, as it was
classified, and I would personally see himshot if he did. That got rid of the smle, but didn't
make ne feel any better

The decoded nessage turned out not to be as bad as | had imagined. Until further notice | was

in charge of tracking and capturing the stolen battleship. |I could call on the League for any aid
I needed. | would keep my identity as an admiral for the rest of the job. | was to keep him

i nformed of progress. Only those ominous |ast words in clear kept my happi ness from being

compl ete

| had been handed ny | ong-awaited assignment. But translated into sinple terns nmy orders were
to get the battleship, or it would be nmy neck. Never a word about ny efforts in uncovering the
plot in the first place. This is a heartless world we live in.

This moment of self-pity relaxed me and | imrediately went to bed. Since ny main job now was
waiting, | could wait just as well asleep
And waiting was all | could do. O course there were secondary tasks, such as ordering a Nava

cruiser for nmy own use, and digging for nmore information on the thieves, but these really were
secondary to my main purpose. Wiich was waiting for bad news. There was no place | could go that
woul d be better situated for the chase than Cittanuvo. The nissing ship could have gone in any
direction. Wth each passing mnute the sphere of probable |ocations grew |arger by the power of
the squared cube. | kept the on-watch crew of the cruiser at duty stations and confined the rest
within a one hundred-yard radi us of the ship.

There was little nore information on Pepe and Angelina, they had covered their tracks well.
Thei r backgrounds were unknown, though the fact they both talked with a slight accent suggested an
of f-world origin. There was one di m picture of Pepe, chubby but |ooking too grimto be a happy fat
boy. There was no picture of the girl. | shuffled the neager findings, controlled nmy inpatience,
and kept the ship's psiman busy pulling in all the reports of any kind of trouble in space. The
navi gator and | plotted their locations in his tank, conmparing the positions in relation to the
growi ng sphere that enclosed all the possible Iocations of the stolen ship. Sonme of the disasters
and apparent accidents hit inside this area, but further investigation proved themall to have
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nat ural causes.

| had left standing orders that all reports falling inside the danger area were to be brought
to me at any tinme. The nmessenger woke ne from a deep sleep, turning on the |light and handi ng ne
the slip of paper. | blinked nyself awake, read the first two Iines, and pressed the action
station alarmover my bunk. |I'Il say this, the Navy boys know their business. Wen the sirens
screaned, the crew secured ship and bl asted off before | had finished reading the report. As soon
as nmy eyebal |l s un-squashed back into focus | read it through, then once nore carefully fromthe
begi nni ng.

It looked |ike the one we had been waiting for. There were no witnesses to the tragedy, but a
nunber of nonitor stations had picked up the discharge static of a |arge energy weapon being
fired. Triangulation had led investigators to the spot where they found a freighter, QOgget's
Dream with a hole punched through it as big as a railroad tunnel. The freighter's cargo of
pl ut oni um was gone.

| read Pepe in every line of the nessage. Since he was flying an undermanned battl eshi p, he
had used it in the nost efficient way possible. If he attenpted to negotiate or threaten another
ship, the elenment of chance woul d be introduced. So he had sinply roared up to the unsuspecting
freighter and blasted her with the nonster guns his battleship packed. Al eighteen nmen aboard had
been killed instantly. The thieves were also nmurderers.

| was under pressure now to act. And under a greater pressure not to nake any m stakes. Roly-
poly Pepe had shown hinself to be a ruthless killer. He knew what he wanted - then reached out and
took it. Destroying anyone who stood in his way. Mdre people would die before this was over; it
was up to ne to keep that nunber as small as possible.

Ideally I should have rushed out the fleet with guns blazing and dragged himto justice. Very
nice, and I wished it could be done that way. Except where was he? A battleship may be gigantic on
sonme terms of reference, but in the inmensity of the galaxy it is mcroscopically infinitesimal
As long as it stayed out of the regular |anes of commerce, and clear of detector stations and
pl anets, it would never be found.

Then how could | find it - and having found it, catch it? Wen the infernal thing was nore
than a match for any ship it mght nmeet. That was ny problem It had kept me awake nights and
talking to nyself days, since there was no easy answer.

I had to construct a solution, slowy and carefully. Since | couldn't be sure where Pepe was
going to be next, | had to nmake himgo where I wanted himto.

There were sone things in ny favor. The npbst inportant was the fact | had forced himto make
his play before he was absolutely ready. It wasn't chance that he had left the same day | arrived
on Cittanuvo. Any plan as el aborate as his certainly included warni ng of approachi ng danger. The
drive on the battleship, as well as controls and primary arnmanment had been installed weeks before
I showed up. Miuch of the subsidiary work remained to be done when the ship had left. One witness
of the theft had graphically described the power |ines and cables dangling fromthe ship's |ocks
when she |ifted.

My arrival had forced Pepe off balance. Now | had to keep pushing until he fell. This neant
had to think as he did, fall into his plan, think ahead - then trap him Set a thief to catch a
thief. A great theory, only I felt unconfortably on the spot when | tried to put it into practice.

A drink helped, as did a cigar. Puffing on it, staring at the snooth bul khead, rel axed ne a
bit. After all - there aren't that many things you can do with a battleship. You can't run a big
con, blow safes or nake burnmedex with it. It is hell-on-jets for space piracy, but that's about
all.

"Great, great - but why a battl eship?"

| was talking to nyself, normally a bad sign, but right now!l didn't care. The nood of space
piracy had seized nme and | had been going along fine. Until this glaring inconsistency junped out
and hit nme square in the eye.

Wiy a battl eship? Wiy all the trouble and years of work to get a ship that two people could
just barely manage? Wth a tenth of the effort Pepe could have had a cruiser that would have
suited his purposes just as well.

Just as good for space piracy, that is - but not for his purposes. He had wanted a battl eship
and he had gotten hinself a battleship. Wich meant he had nore in mnd than sinple piracy. \Wat?
It was obvious that Pepe was a nonomani ac, an egomani ac, and as psychotic as a shorted conputer
Sone day the nystery of how he had slipped through the screen of official testing would have to be
i nvestigated. That wasn't nmy concern now. He still had to be caught.

A plan was beginning to take shape in ny head, but | didn't rush it. First I had to be sure
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that | knew himwell. Any man that can con an entire world into building a battleship for him -
then steal it fromthem- is not going to stop there. The ship would need a crew, a base for
refueling and a m ssion

Fuel had been taken care of first, the gutted hull of Ogget's Dreamwas silent witness to
that. There were countl ess planets that could be used as a base. Getting a crew would be nore
difficult in these peaceful times, although | could think of a few answers to that one, too. Raid
the nmental hospitals and jails. Do that often enough and you woul d have a crew that woul d nmake any
pirate chief proud. Though piracy was, of course, too nean an anbition to ascribe to this boy. Did
he want to rule a whol e planet - or maybe an entire systen? O nore? | shuddered a bit as the
thought hit nme. Was there really anything that could stop a plan like this once it got rolling?
During the Kingly Wars any nunber of types with a couple of ships and | ess brains than Pepe had
set up just this kind of enpire. They were all pulled down in the end, since their success
depended on one-man rule. But the price that had to be paid first!

This was the plan and | felt in my bones that | was right. |I mght be wong on sone of the
m nor details, they weren't inportant. | knew the general outline of the idea, just as when |
bunped into a mark | knew how nuch he could be taken for, and just howto do it. There are natura
laws in crime as in every other field of hunan endeavor. | knew this was it.

"CGet the Communications Oficer in here at once," | shouted at the intercom "Also a couple of
clerks with transcribers. And fast - this is a matter of life or death!" This last had a holl ow
ring, and |I realized ny enthusiasmhad carried me out of character. | buttoned ny collar,

strai ghtened ny ribbons and squared ny shoulders. By the tine they knocked on the door | was al
adm ral agai n.

Acting on ny orders the ship dropped out of warpdrive so our psinman could get through to the
other operators. Captain Steng grunbled as we floated there with the engines silent, wasting
precious days, while half his crew was involved in getting out what appeared to be insane
instructions. My plan was beyond his understandi ng. Wich is, of course, why he is a captain and
I"'man admral, even a tenporary one.

Fol l owi ng ny orders, the navigator again constructed a sphere of speculation in his tank. The
surface of the sphere contacted all the star systens a day's flight ahead of the maxi mum flight of
the stolen battleship. There weren't too many of these at first and the psinman coul d handl e t hem
all, calling each in turn and sending news releases to the Naval Public Relations officers there
As the sphere kept growing he started to drop behind, steadily losing ground. By this time | had a
general release prepared, along with directions for use and foll ow up, which he sent to Centra
14. The battery of psinen there contacted the individual planets and all we had to do was keep
adding to the list of planets.

The rel ease and followups all harped on one thene. | expanded on it, waxed enthusiastic,
condemmed it, and worked it into an interview. | wote as many variations as | could, so it could
be slipped into as many different formats as possible. In one formor another | wanted the basic
information in every magazi ne, newspaper and journal inside that expandi ng sphere.

"What in the devil does this nonsense nean"" Captain Steng asked peevishly. He had | ong since
given up the entire operation as a futile one, and spent nost of the tinme in his cabin worrying
about the effect of it on his service record. Boredomor curiosity had driven himout, and he was
readi ng one of ny releases with horror.

"Billionaire to found own world . . . space yacht filled with luxuries to |last a hundred
years," the captain's face grew red as he flipped through the stack of notes - "What connection
does this tripe have with catching those nurderers?”

When we were al one he was anything but courteous to me, having assured hinself by not-too-

subtl e questioning that | was a spurious adniral. There was no doubt | was still in charge, but
our relationship was anything but fornal.
"This tripe and nonsense,” | told him "is the bait that will snag our fish. Atrap for Pepe and
his partner in crine."

"Who is this nmysterious billionaire?"

"Me," | said. "I've always wanted to be rich."

"But this ship, the space yacht, where is it?"

"Being built now in the naval shipyard at Udrydde. W're alnost ready to go there now, soon as
this batch of instructions goes out.” Captain Steng dropped the rel eases onto the table, then
carefully wi ped his hands off to renbve any possible infection. He was trying to be fair and
consi derate of ny views, and not succeeding in the slightest.

"I't doesn't nmake sense," he grow ed. "How can you be sure this killer will ever read one of
these things. And if he does - why should he be interested? It looks to nme as if you are wasting
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time while he slips through your fingers. The alarm should be out and every ship notified. The
Navy alerted and patrols set on all lanes - "

"Whi ch he could easily avoid by going around, or better yet not even bother about, since he
can lick any ship we have. That's not the answer,” | told him "This Pepe is smart and as tricky
as a fixed ganbling machine. That's his strength - and his weakness as well. Characters |like that
never think it possible for soneone else to outthink them Which is what |'mgoing to do."

"Modest, aren't you," Steng said.

"I try not to be," | told him "False nodesty is the refuge of the inconpetent. I'mgoing to
catch this thug and I'Il tell you how!l'll do it. He's going to hit again soon, and wherever he
hits there will be sone kind of a periodical with my plant in it. Watever else he is after, he is
going to take all of the nmgazi nes and papers he can find. Partly to satisfy his own ego, but
nmostly to keep track of the things he is interested in. Such as ship sailings."

"You're just guessing - you don't know all this."

H s automatic assunption of ny inconpetence was beginning to get nme annoyed. | bridled ny
tenper and tried one last tine.
"Yes, |'mguessing - an infornmed guess - but | do know sone facts as well. QOgget's Dream was

cl eaned out of all reading matter, that was one of the first things | checked. W can't stop the
battl eship from attacki ng again, but we can see to it that the tine after that she sails into a
trap.”

"I don't know," the captain said, "it sounds to ne |ike

| never heard what it sounded like, which is all right since he was getting under ny skin and
I mght have been tenpted to pull ny pseudo-rank. The alarmsirens cut his sentence off and we
footraced to the conmunications room

Captain Steng won by a nose, it was his ship and he knew all the shortcuts. The psinman was
hol di ng out a transcription, but he sunmed it up in one sentence. He | ooked at ne while he tal ked
and his face was hard and col d.

"They hit again, knocked out a Navy supply satellite, thirty-four men dead."

"If your plan doesn't work, admral,"” the captain whispered hoarsely in ny ear, "I'IlI
personal ly see that you're flayed alive!"

"I'f ny plan doesn't work, captain - there won't be enough of nmy skin left to pick up with a
tweezer. Now if you please. I'd like to get to Udrydde and board my ship as soon as possible."

The easy-goi ng hatred and contenpt of all ny associ ates had annoyed nme, thrown me off bal ance.
I was thinking with anger now, not with logic. Forcing a bit of control, | ordered ny thoughts,
checking off a nental |ist.

"Belay that |ast command,"” | shouted, getting back into ny old space-dog nood. "Get a cal
through first and find out if any of our plants were picked up during the raid."

Whi | e the psiman unfocused his eyes and nmunbl ed under his breath | riffled some papers,
rel axed and cool. The ratings and officers waited tensely, and made some slight attenpt to concea
their hatred of nme. It took about ten minutes to get an answer.
"Affirmative," the psiman said. "A store ship docked there twenty hours before the attack. Anbng
other things, it left newspapers containing the article."

"Very good," | said calmMy. "Send a general order to suspend all future activity with the
pl anted rel eases. Send it by psinen only, no nmention on any other Naval signaling equipnent,
there's a good chance now it mnight be overheard. "

| strolled out slowy, in conmand of the situation. Keeping ny face turned away so they
couldn't see the cold sweat.

It was a fast run to Udrydde where ny billionaire's yacht, the El dorado, was waiting. The
dockyard commander showed ne the ship, and nade a noble effort to control his curiosity. | took a
sadi stic revenge on the Navy by not telling hima word about nmy m ssion. After checking out the
controls and special apparatus with the technicians, | cleared the ship. There was a tape in the
automatic navigator that would put me on the course nentioned in all the articles, just a press of
a button and | would be on nmy way. | pressed the button.

It was a beautiful ship, and the dockyard had been lavish with their attention to detail. From

bow to rear tubes she was plated in pure gold. There are other netals with a higher al bedo, but
none that give a richer effect. Al the fittings, inside and out, were either machi ne-turned or
plated. Al this work could not have been done in the time allotted, the Navy nust have adapted a
| uxury yacht to ny needs.

Everything was ready. Either Pepe would nake his nove - or | would sail on to ny billionaire's
paradi se planet. |If that happened, it would be best if | stayed there.

Now that | was in space, past the point of no return, all the doubts that | had di sm ssed
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fought for attention. The plan that had seemed so clear and | ogical now began to |l ook like a
pat ched and crazy makeshift.

"Hold on there, sailor,” | said to nyself. Using ny best adnmiral's voice. "Nothing has
changed. It's still the best and only plan possible under the circunstances."

Was it? Could | be sure that Pepe, flying his nmountain of a ship and eating Navy rations,
woul d be interested in some of the conforts and luxuries of life? O if the luxuries didn't catch
his eye, would he be interested in the planetary honesteading gear? | had | oaded the cards with
all the things he nmight want, and planted the information where he could get it. He had the bait
now - but would he grab the hook?

| couldn't tell. And | could work nyself into a neurotic state if | kept running through the
worry cycle. It took an effort to concentrate on anything else, but it had to be nade. The next
four days passed very slowy.

Chapter 7

When the alarmblew off, all | felt was an intense sensation of relief. |I mght be dead and
blasted to dust in the next few mnutes, but that didn't seemto nake much difference

Pepe had swall owed the bait. There was only one ship in the galaxy that could knock back a
blip that big at such a distance. It was closing fast, using the raw energy of the battleship
engi nes for a headl ong approach. My ship bucked a bit as the tug-beans | ocked on at naxi mum
di stance. The radio bleeped at ne for attention at the sanme, tine. | waited as long as | dared,
then flipped it on. The voice booned out.

" That you are under the guns of a warship! Don't attenpt to run, signal, take evasive
action, or in any other way . . ."

"Who are you - and what the devil do you want?" | spluttered into the mke. |I had ny scanner
on, so they could see nme, but my own screen stayed dark. They weren't sending any picture. In a
way it made ny act easier, | just played to an unseen audi ence. They could see the rich cut of ny

clothes, the luxurious cabin behind ne. O course they couldn't see ny hands.

"It doesn't matter who we are,"” the radi o booned again. "Just obey orders if you care to live.
Stay away fromthe controls until we have tied on, then do exactly as | say."

There were two distant clangs as magnetic grapples hit the hull. Alittle later the ship
| urched, drawn home against the battleship. | let my eyes roll in fear, |ooking around for a way
to escape - and taking a peek at the outside scanners. The yacht was flush agai nst the space-
filling bulk of the other ship. | pressed the button that sent the torch-w el ding robot on his
way.

"Now et me tell you sonething,”" | snapped into the m ke, w ping away the worried billionaire
expression. "First 1'll repeat your own warning - obey orders if you want to live. 1'Il show you
why - "

When | threw the big switch a carefully worked out sequence took place. First, of course, the
hul | was magnetized and the bonbs fused. A light blinked as the scanner in the cabin turned off,
and the one in the generator room canme on. | checked the nonitor screen to make sure, then started
into the spacesuit. It had to be done fast, at the sane time it was necessary to talk naturally.
They must still think of me as sitting in the control room

"That's the ship's generators you're looking at," | said. "N nety-eight per cent of their
output is now feeding into coils that make an el ectromagnet of this ship's hull. You will find it
very hard to separate us. And | would advise you not to try."

The suit was on, and | kept the running chatter up through the nmke in the helmet, relaying to
the ship's transmitter. The scene in the nonitor receiver changed.

"You are now | ooking at a hydrogen bonb that is prined and aware of the magnetic field hol ding

our ships together. It will, of course, go off if you try to pull away." | grabbed up the nonitor
receiver and ran toward the air |ock

"This is a different bonb now," | said, keeping one eye on the screen and the other on the
slowly opening outer door. "This one has receptors on the hull. If you attenpt to destroy any part
of this ship, or even gain entry to it, this one will detonate."

I was in space now, |eaping across to the gigantic wall of the other ship.

"What do you want?" These were the first words Pepe had spoken since his first threats.

"I want to talk to you, arrange a deal. Sonething that would be profitable for both of us. But
let me first show you the rest of the bonbs, so you won't get any strange ideas about co-
operating."
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O course | had to show himthe rest of the bonbs, there was no getting out of it. The
scanners in the ship were followi ng a planned program | made |ight talk about all ny massive
armanment that would carry us both to perdition, while | clinbed through the hole in the
battleship's hull. There was no arnmor or warning devices at this spot, it had been chosen
carefully fromthe blueprints.

"Yeah, yeah . . . | take your word for it, you're a flying bomb. So stop with this roving
reporter bit and tell me what you have in mind."

This time | didn't answer him because | was running and panting |like a dog, and had the m ke
turned of f. Just ahead, if the blueprints were right, was the door to the control room Pepe
shoul d be there.

| stepped through, gun out, and pointed it at the back of his head. Angelina stood next to
him | ooking at the screen

"The gane's over," | said. "Stand up slowy and keep your hands in sight."

"What do you nean," he said angrily, looking at the screen in front of him The girl caught
wi se first. She spun around and point ed.

"He's here!"

They both stared, gaped at ne, caught off guard and conpl etely unprepared.

"You're under arrest, crine-king," | told him "And your girl friend."

Angelina rolled her eyes up and slid slowy to the floor. Real or faked, | didn't care. | kept

the gun on Pepe's pudgy form while he picked her up and carried her to an accel erati on couch
agai nst the wall.

"What . . . what will happen now?" He quavered the question. H s pouchy jaws shook and | swear
there were tears in his eyes. | was not inpressed by his acting since | could clearly renenber the
dead men floating in space. He stumbled over to a chair, half-dropping into it.

"WIl they do anything to me?" Angelina asked. Her eyes were open now.

"I have no idea of what will happen to you," | told her truthfully. "That is up to the courts
to decide."

"But he made ne do all those things,"” she wailed. She was young, dark and beautiful, the tears
did nothing to spoil this.

Pepe dropped his face into his hands and his shoul ders shook. | flicked the gun his way and
shapped at him

"Sit up, Pepe. |I find it very hard to believe that you are crying. There are sone Naval ships
on the way now, the automatic alarmwas triggered about a mnute ago. I'msure they'll be glad to

see the man who

"Don't let themtake ne, please!" Angelina was on her feet now, her back pressed to the wall.
"They'll put me in prison, do things to ny mnd!" She shrunk away as she spoke, stunbling al ong
the wall. | |odged[?] back at Pepe, not wanting to have ny eyes off himfor an instant.

"There's nothing | can do," | told her. | glanced her way and a small door was swi ngi ng open
and she was gone.

"Don't try to run," | shouted after her, "it can't do any good!"

Pepe made a strangling noise and |I | ooked back to himquickly. He was sitting up now and his
face was dry of tears. In fact he was |aughing, not crying.

"So she caught you too, M. Wse-cop, poor little Angelina with the soft eyes." He broke down
agai n, shaking with l[aughter.

"What do you nean," | grow ed.

"Don't you catch yet? The story she told you was true - except she twisted it around a bit.
The whol e plan, building the battleship, then stealing it, was hers. She pulled ne into it, played
me |ike an accordion. | fell in love with her, hating nyself and happy at the same tinme. Well -
I"'mglad nowit's over. At least | gave her a chance to get away, | owe her that nmuch. Though I
t hought | woul d expl ode when she went into that innocence act!"”

The cold feeling was now a ball of ice that threatened to paralyze ne. "You're lying," | said
hoarsely, and even | didn't believe it.

"Sorry. That's the way it is. Your brain-boys will pick ny skull to pieces and find out the
truth anyway. There's no point in |ying now"

"We'll search the ship, she can't hide for long."

"She won't have to," Pepe said. "There's a fast scout we picked up, stowed in one of the
hol ds. That rnust be it leaving now." W could feel the vibration, distantly through the fl oor

"The Navy will get her,"” | told him wth far nore conviction than | felt.
"Maybe, " he said, suddenly slunped and tired, no |onger |aughing. "Maybe they will. But | gave
her her chance. It is all over for ne now, but she knows that | loved her to the end." He bared

his teeth in sudden pain. "Not that she will care in the slightest."
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| kept the gun on him and neither of us noved while the Navy ships pulled up and their boots
stanped outside. | had captured ny battleship and the raids were over. And | couldn't be blaned if
the girl had slipped away. |If she evaded the Navy ships, that was their fault, not mne

I had ny victory all right.

Bit | wasn't too happy about it. | had a prenonition that | wasn't finished with Angelina yet.

Chapter 8

Li fe woul d have been nmuch sweeter if ny uneasy hunch hadn't proven to be true. You can't blane
the Navy for being taken in by Angelina - they were neither the first nor the last to
underestinmate the mnd that |ay behind those nelting eyes. And | try not to blane nyself either
After ny first nmistake in letting Angelina slip out | tried not to nmake a second. | wasn't
conpl etely convinced yet that Pepe was telling the truth about her. The entire story might be a
complicated lie to confuse and throw ne off guard. | have a very suspicious nind. Playing it safe,
I kept the nmuzzle of nmy gun ai ned exactly between his eyes with ny fingers resting lightly on the
trigger. | kept it there until a squad of space nmarines thundered in and took over. As soon as
they put the grab on Pepe | sent out an all-ships alarm about Angelina, with a special take-all-
precautions priority. Even before all the ships had acknow edged recei pt her scout rocket was
sighted on the detector screen

| sighed with a great deal of relief. If she did turn out to be the brains of the operation
didn't want her slipping away. She, Pepe and the battleship made a nice package to turn over to
I nski pp. There was no chance of her escaping now, with ships closing in on her fromevery
direction. They were experienced at this sort of thing and it was only a matter of tine before
they had her. Turning over the battleship to the navy, | went back to the luxury yacht and tapped
the stores for a large glass of Scotch whisky (that had never been within twenty |ight-years of
Earth) and a long cigar. Sitting confortably in front of the screen | monitored the chase.

Angel ina wiggled painfully on the hook, meking high-Gturns to avoid capture. She'd be bl ack
and blue fromhead to foot after some of those 15-G accelerations. It was all for nothing because
in the end they still caught her in a tractor web and closed in. Al the thrashing around had just
gained her a little tinme. None of us realized howinportant this tinme really was until the
boardi ng party cracked into the ship.

It was enpty of course.

Fully ten days went by before we pieced together what had really happened. It was ruthless and
ugly, and even if the psych docs hadn't assured ne that Pepe had told the truth, | would have
recogni zed the manner in which the escape was carried out. Angelina was one step ahead of us al
the way. When she had escaped fromthe battleship in the scout rocket she had made no attenpt to
flee. Instead she must have gone at full blast to the nearest navy ship, a twelve-man pocket
crui ser. They of course had no idea what had really happened aboard the battleship, as | hadn't
put out the general alarmyet. | should have done that as soon as she had escaped. If | had,
twel ve good nen might still be alive. W'll never know what story she told them but it was
obvi ous they weren't on their guard. Probably sonething about being a prisoner and escapi ng during
the fighting. In any case she took the ship. Five of the nen were dead of gas poi soning, the
ot hers shot. We discovered this when the cruiser was later found drifting and inert, parsecs away.
After capturing the cruiser she had set the controls on the scout ship for evasion tactics and
| aunched it. Wiile we were all nerrily chasing it she sinply let her ship drop behind the chase
and vani shed fromthe fleet. Her trail blurs there, though it is obvious she nust have captured
anot her ship. Wiat this ship was, and where she went in it, was a conplete nystery.

Back in Corps headquarters | found nyself trying to explain this all to Inskipp. He had a cold
eye and hardened manner and | found nyself trying to justify my actions.

"You can't win themall," |I said. "I brought home your battleship and Pepe - may his
personality rest in peace nowthat it has been erased. Angelina tricked me and got away, |'I
admt that. But she did a nuch better job of fooling the boys in the navy!"

"Way so much venon?" |nskipp asked in an arid voice. "No one's accusing you of dereliction of
duty. You sound like a man with a guilty conscience. You did a good job. Afine job. A great job .

for a first assignnent "

"You're doing it again!" | how ed. "Prodding nmy conscience to see how soft it is. Like keeping
himaround." | pointed to Pepe Nero who was sitting near us in the restaurant eating slowy,
munbling to hinself with vacant-eyed dullness. H's old personality had been stripped fromhis mnd
and a new one inplanted. Only the body renmi ned of the old Pepe who had | oved Angelina and stolen
a battl eship.
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"The psychs are working on a new theory of body-personality,” Inskipp said blandly, "so why
not keep himaround here under observation? If any of his criminal tendencies should develop in
the new personality we'll be in a wonderful spot to recruit himfor the Corps. Does he bother
you?"

"Not him" | snorted. "After the nmassacres he pulled for his psychotic girlfriend you could
grind himinto hanmburger for all | care. But he does renmind me that she is still out there
somewhere. Free and planning new mschief. | want to go after her."

"Well you're not," Inskipp said. "You ve asked nme before and | have refused before. The topic
is now cl osed. "

"But | could . . ."

"You coul d what?" He gave ne a nasty chuckle. "Every law officer in the galaxy has a pic[?] of
her and there is a continual search going on. How could you possibly do nore than they are already
doi ng?"

"I couldn't, | guess," | grunbled. "So the hell with it, as you say." | pushed ny plate away
and stood and stretched as naturally as | could. "I"'mgoing to get a large jug of liquid
refreshnment and go to ny quarters and nurse nmy sorrows."”

"You do that. And forget Angelina. Cone to ny office at 0900 hours tonorrow and you better be
sober."

"Slave driver," | npaned, going out the door and turning down the hall towards the residence
wing. As soon as | was out of sight | took a side ranp that led to the spaceport.

That's one |l esson | had already | earned from Angelina. Wen you have a plan put it into action
instantly. Don't let it lie around and get stale and have ot her people start thinking about it
thensel ves. | was putting nyself up against the shrewdest man in the business right now, and the
t hought al one was enough to nake nme sweat. | was goi ng agai nst |nskipp's direct orders, walking
out on himand the Corps. Not really wal king out, since | only wanted to finish the job | had
started for them But | was obviously the only one who would |l ook at it that way.

There were tools, gadgets and a good deal of noney in nmy quarters that would come in very
handy on this job. | would just have to do without them Wen Inskipp started to think about ny
sudden conversion to his point of viewl wanted to be well away in space.

A nechanic with a drag-robot was pulling an agent's ship into place on the |aunching ranp. |
stanmped over and used ny official voice.

"I's that my ship?"

"No, sir - it's for Full Agent N elsen, there he is conming up now. "

"Check with control central, will you? It's going to be rush no matter how we handle it."

"New j ob, Jimy?" Ove asked as he cane up. | nodded and watched the nechanic until he vani shed
around the corner.

"Same ol d business,"” | said. "And how s your tennis gane comi ng?" | asked, lifting nmy hand

with an inmagi nary racket.

"Cetting better all the tine," he said, turning his head to | ook at his shinp.

"I"l'l teach you a new stroke,"” | said, bringing nmy hand down sharply and catching himon the
side of the neck with the strai ghtened edge. He folded without a sound and | |lowered himgently to
the deck and dragged hi mout of sight behind a row of lubrication drums. | gently pried the box
with the course tapes fromhis linp fingers.

Bef ore the nechanic could return | was in the ship and had the lock sealed. | fed the course
tape into the controls and punched the tower conbination for clearance. There was a subjective
century of waiting, during which eternal period of tinme | produced a fine heading of sweat al
over ny head. Then the green |ight cane on.

Step one and still in the clear. As soon as the | aunching accel eration stopped |I was out of
the chair and attacking the control panel with the screwdriver ready in ny hand. There was al ways
a remote control unit here so that any Corps ship could be flown froma distance. | had di scovered
it onmy first flight in one of these ships since | have always maintained that there is a
positive value to being nosey. | disconnected the input and output |eads, then dived for the
engi ne room

Perhaps | amtoo suspicious or have too | ow an opi ni on of mankind. O of |nskipp, who had his
own rul es on nost subjects. Sonmeone nore trusting than | woul d have ignored the radio controlled
suicide bonmb built into the engine. This could be used to scuttle the ship in case of capture.
didn't think they would use it on ne except as a last resort. Nevertheless | still wanted it
di sconnect ed.

The bonb was an integral part of the engine nmounting, a solid block of bernedex built into the
casing. The lid dropped off easily enough and inside there was a naze of circuits all leading to a
fuse screwed into the thick netal. It had a big hex-head on it and | scraped ny knuckles trying to
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get a wench around it and turn it in the close quarters. Wth a last grate of bruised flesh and
knuckl ebones | twisted it free. It hung down fromits wire |leads, a nerve drawn froma deadly
t oot h.

Then it exploded with a | oud bang and a cloud of black snoke.

Wth nost unnatural calm| |ooked fromthe cloud of dispersing snoke back to the black hole in
t he bernmedex charge. This woul d have turned the ship and its contents into a fine dust.

"Inskipp," | said, but ny throat was dry and ny voice cracked and | had to start again.
"Inski pp, | get your nessage. You thought you were giving me ny discharge. Accept instead ny
resignation fromthe Special Corps."”

Chapter 9
My nost overwhel ning feeling was one of relief. | was on ny own again and responsible to no
man. | actually humed a bit as | dropped the ship out of warpdrive |ong enough to slip in a

course tape chosen at randomfromthe file. There would be no chance of an intercept this way and
I could cut a tape for a new course once | was well clear of the headquarters station

A course to where? | wasn't sure yet. That would require a bit of research, though there was
no doubt about what | would be doing. Looking for Angelina. At first thought it seenmed a little
stupid to be taking on a job the Corps had refused ne. It was still their job. On second thought I
realized that it had nothing to do with the Corps now. Angy had pulled a fast one on ne, pinned on
the prize-chunp nedal. That is something that you just don't do to Slippery JimdiGiz. Call it
ego if you like. But ego is the only thing that keeps a man in nmy profession operating. Renobve
that and you have renoved everything. | had no real idea of what | would do with her when | found
her. Probably turn her over to the police, since people |like her gave the business a bad nane.
Better to worry about cooking the fish after | had caught it.

A plan was necessary, so | prepared all the plan producing ingredients. For one terrible
monment | thought there were no cigars in the ship. Then the service unit groaned and produced a
box from some dark corner of the deep freeze. Not the recommended way to store cigars, but mnuch

better than having none at all. N elsen always favored a rare brand of potent akvavit[?] and | had
no objections to drinking it. Feet up, throat |ubricated and cigar snoking, | put the think box to
wor k on the project.

To begin with, | had to put nyself in Angelina's place at the tine of her escape. | would like

to have gone back physically to the scene, but I'mnot that thick. There was guaranteed to be a
trigger-happy navy ship or two sitting there. However this is the kind of problemthey build
conputers to solve, so | fed in the coordinates of the space action where it all had happened.
There was no need for notes on this - those figures were scratched inside ny forehead in letters
of fire. The conputer had a large nenory store and a high speed scan. It humed happily when |
asked for the stars nearest to the given position. In under thirteen seconds it flipped through
its catal ogs, counted on its fingers and rang its little conputation finished bell for nme. |

copi ed off the nunmbers of the first dozen stars, then pressed the cancel when | saw the di stances
were getting too great to be rel evant anynore.

Now | nust think |ike Angelina. | had to be hunted, hurried, a murderess with twelve fresh
corpses of nmy own nanufacture piled around ne. In every direction rode the eneny. She woul d have
the sane list, ground out by the conputer on the stolen cruiser. Now - where to? Tension and
speed. Get goi ng somewhere. Somewhere away from here. A glance at the list and the answer seened
obvi ous. The two nearest stars were in the sane quadrant of the sky, within fifteen degrees of
each other. They were roughly equidistant. What was nore inportant was the fact that star nunber
three was in a different sector of the sky and twice as far away.

That was the way to go, toward the first two stars. It was the sort of decision that can be
made in a hurry and still be sound. Head toward suns and worlds and the | anes where other ships
could be found. The cruiser would have to be gotten rid of before any planets were approached -
the faster the better since every ship in the galaxy would be looking for it. Them nmeet anot her
ship - ship X - and capture it. Abandon the cruiser and . . . do what?

My tenuous line of logic was ready to snap at this point so | strengthened it with sone
akvavit and a fresh cigar. Wth ny eyes half-closed in reverie | tried to rebuild the flight.
Capture the ship and head for a planet. As long as she was alone in space Angelina was in constant
danger. A planet-fall and a change of personality were called for. Wien | | ooked up those two
target stars in the catalog the planetary choi ce was obvious. A barbaric soundi ng place naned
Frei bur.

There were a half dozen other settled planets around the two suns, but all elinmnated
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thenmsel ves easily. Either too lightly settled, so that a stranger would be easily spotted, or
organi zed and integrated so well that it would be inpossible to be around | ong w thout sone notice
bei ng taken. Freibur shared none of these difficulties. It had been in the | eague for |ess than
two hundred years, and would be in a happily chaotic state. A mxture of the old and new, pre-
contact culture and post-contact civilization. The perfect place for her to slip into quietly, and
| ose herself until she could appear with a fresh identity.

Reaching this conclusion produced a double glow of satisfaction. This was nore than a nental
exercise in survival since | was now roughly in the sane place Angelina had been. The incident
with the scuttling charge was a strong indication of the value the Corps put on their ships - and
the | ow value they placed on deserters. Freibur was a place that would suit nme perfectly.
retired happily with a slight buzz on and a scorched nouth fromthe dehydrated cigars.

When | dragged nyself back to consciousness it was tine to drop out of warpspace and plot a
new course. Except there was one thing | had to do first. Alot of the little facts | knew had not
been picked up in the Corps. One fact - normally of interest only to warpdrive technicians -
concerns the curious propagation of radiation in warpspace. Radi o waves in particular. They just
don't go anyplace. |If you broadcast on one frequency you get a strong return signal on al
frequencies, as if the radi o waves had been squeezed out thin and bounced right back. Nornally of
no interest, this exotic phenonenon is just the thing to find out if your ship is bugged. | put
not hi ng beyond the Special Corps, and bugging their own ships seemed a | ogical precaution. A
conceal ed radio, transmitting on a narrow band, would lead themright to ne wherever | went. This
I had to find out before getting near any planets.

There was a squeal and a growl fromthe speaker and | cursed ny former enployers. But before
wasted nmy tinme |ooking for a transmtter | ought to be sure one was there. \Watever was producing
the signal seened too weak to be picked up at any distance. Some quick work with a few sheets of
shi el di ng showed that ny nysterious signal was nothing nore than | eaking radiation fromthe

receiver itself. After it was shielded the ether was quiet. | enjoyed a sigh of justified
satisfaction and dropped out of warp.
Once | had a course plotted the trip wasn't a long one. | took the opportunity to scrounge

t hrough the ship's equi pnent and put together a kit for future use. The el aborate nake-up and
appear ance-al teration nmachi nery begged to be used, and of course |I did. Rebuilding the working-
personality of Slippery Jimwas a positive pleasure. As the nose plugs and cheek pads slipped into
pl ace and the dye seeped into ny hair | sighed and rel axed with happi ness, an old warhorse getting
back on the job.

Then | scowl ed, growed at myself in the mrror and began to renove the disguise as carefully
as | had assuned it. It has always been axiomatic with ne that there is no relaxation in this line
of business, and anything done by rote usually |eads to disaster. |nskipp knew nmy ol d worKking
personality only too well and they would surely be |ooking for ne under that description as wel
as ny normal one. The second tinme around | took a little nore care with the disguise and built up
an entirely different appearance. A sinmple one - with facial and hair changes - that woul d be
easily nmmintained. The nore el aborate a job of make-up is the nore tinme it takes to keep it
accurate. Freibur was a big question mark so far and | didn't want to be |oaded with any extra
responsibilities like this. | wanted to go in relaxed, sniff around and see if | could pick up
Angelina's trail

There were still two subjective days left in warpdrive and | put these to good use naki ng sone
simpl e gadgetry that nmight cone in handy. Pinhead grenades, tie-clasp pistols, ring-drills - the
usual thing. | only brushed away the scraps and cl eaned the shop up when the ship signaled the end
of the trip.

The only city on Freibur with a ground-controlled spaceport was at Frei burbad, which was
situated on the shore of an inmense |ake, the only sizeable body of fresh water on the planet.
Looking at the sunlight glinting fromit | had the sudden desire for a swm This urge nust have
been the genesis of ny idea to drown the stolen ship. Leave it at the bottomof a deep spot in the
|l ake and it woul d al ways be handy if needed.

I made planetfall over a jagged nountain range and picked up not as nmuch as a beep on the
radar. Coming in over the |lake after dark | detected navigation radar fromthe spaceport, but ny
ship woul dn't get too far inshore. Arainstorm- cut through with hail - shortened visibility and
removed ny earlier bathing desire. There was a deep underwater channel not too far from shore and
| touched down above it while I put ny kit together. It would be foolish to carry too nuch, but
some of the Corps gear was too valuable to | eave behind. Sealing it in a waterproof cover |
strapped it to ny spacesuit and opened the air |ock. Rain and darkness washed over nme as | struck
out for the unseen shore. | inagined rather than heard the gurgle behind ne as the ship sank
gently to the bottom
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Swinming in a spacesuit is about as easy to nmanage as naking love in free fall. | churned ny
way to shore in a state of near exhaustion. After crawling out of the suit | had a great deal of
pl easure watching it burn to a cinder under the heat of three thermte bonbs, | particularly

enj oyed kicking the resultant hissing slag into the |Iake. The rain hamered down and washed al
traces of the burning away. Apparently even the fierce light of the thermite had gone unobserved
in the downpour. Huddling under a waterproof sheet | waited danply and mi serably for dawn.

Sonetime during the night | dozed off wi thout neaning to because it was already |ight when
woke up. Sonething was very wong, and before | could renenber what had woken ne the voice called
agai n.

"Going to Freiburbad? O course, where else is there to go? I'mgoing there nyself. Got a
boat. O d boat but a good boat. Beats wal king..."

The voice went on and on, but | wasn't listening. | was cursing nyself for being caught
unaware by this joker with the | ong-playing voice. He was riding in a small boat just off shore;
the thing was low in the water with bal es and bundl es, and the man's head stuck above the top of
everything. While his jaw kept noving | had a chance to |l ook at himand draw ny sl eep-sodden wits
together. He had a wild and bristly beard that stuck out in all directions, and tiny dark eyes
hi dden under the nost decrepit hat | had ever seen. Sone of ny startled panic ebbed away. If this
oddbal | wasn't a plant, the accidental neeting might be turned to nmy benefit.

When mattress-face stopped to drag in a | ong overdue breath | accepted his offer and reached

for the gunwal e of the boat and drew it closer. | picked up ny bundle - getting ny hand on ny
gunbutt as | did it - and junped in. There didn't seemto be any need for caution. Zug - that was
his name, | plucked it out of the flowi ng stream of his nonol ogue - bent over an outboard notor

clanmped to the stemand coaxed it to life. It was a tired | ooking atom c heat exchanger, sinple
but efficient. No noving parts, it sinply sucked in cold | ake water, heated it to a boil and shot
it out through an underwater jet. Made al nost no sound while running, which was how the rig had
slid up without wakening ne.

Everyt hi ng about Zug seenmed normal - | still wasn't conpletely convinced and kept the gun
close to ny hand - but if it was normal | had hit a piece of luck. H's cataract of words washed
over me and | began to understand why. Apparently he was a hunter, bringing his pelts to narket
after nmonths of solitude and silence. The sight of a human face had i nduced a sort of verbal
di arrhea, which | nade no attenpt to stop. He was answering a | ot of questions for ne.

One thing that had been a worry were ny clothes. | had finally decided to wear a one-piece
ship suit, done in neutral gray. You see this kind of outfit, with mnor variations, on planets
right across the galaxy. It had passed unnoticed by Zug, which wasn't really saying much since he
was anything but a clothes fancier. He nust have nade his jacket hinself out of the local fur. It
was purplish-black and nust have been very fine before the grease and tw gs had been rubbed in
Hi s pants were made of machi ne-woven cloth and his boots were the sanme as nine, of eternene
plastic. If he was allowed to wal k around | oose in this outfit, mne would surely never be
noti ced.

What | could see of Zug's equi pnment bore out the inpression gained fromhis clothes. The old
and new m xed together. A world Iike Freibur, not too long in the League, would be expected to be
like that. The electrostatic rifle | eaning against a bundle of steel bolts for the crossbow made a
typical picture. Undoubtedly the Voice of The WI derness here could use both weapons with equa
facility. | settled down on the soft bundl es and enjoyed the voyage and the visual pleasures of
the m sty dawn, bathed continually in a flow of words

We reached Frei burbad before noon. Zug had nore of an ambition to talk than to be tal ked to,
and a few vague renarks of mne about going to the city satisfied him He greatly enjoyed the food
concentrates fromny pack and reciprocated by producing a flask of some noxi ous honme brew he had
distilled in his mountain retreat. The taste was indescribably awful and | eft the nouth feeling as
if it had been rasped by steel wool soaked in sul phuric acid. But the first few drinks nunbed and
after that we enjoyed the trip - until we tied up at a fish-snelling dock outside the city. W
al nost swanped the boat getting out of it, which we thought hysterically funny, and which wll
gi ve you sone indication of our nental state at the tine. | walked into the city proper and sat in
a park until ny head cl eared.

The old and the new pressed shoul ders here, plastic fronted buil dings wedged in between brick
and plaster. Steel, glass, wood and stone all nixed with conplete indifference. The people were

the sane, dressed in a strange m xture of types and styles. | took nore notice of themthan they
did of ne. A news robot was the only thing that singled me out for attention. It blatted its dul
offerings in ny ear and waved a board with the printed headlines until | bought a paper to get rid

of it. League currency was in circulation here, as well as |ocal nobney, and the robot made no
protest when | slipped a credit in its chest slot, though it did give me change in Freibur gilden -
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undoubtedly at a ruinous rate of exchange. At least that's the way | would have done it if | were
programm ng the thing.

Al'l of the news was uninportant and trivial - the advertisenents were of much nore interest.
Looki ng through the big hotels | conpared their offered pleasures and prices.

It was this that set nme to trenbling and sweating with terror. How quickly we | ose the
i ngrai ned habits of a lifetime. After a nmonth on the side of |aw and order | was acting |like an
honest nan!

"You're a crinmnal," | nuttered through clenched teeth, and spat on a NO SPI TTTNG sign. "You
hate the law and |live happily without it. You are a |l aw unto yourself, and the nbst honest man in
the gal axy. You can't break any rules since you nmake them up yourself and change t hem whenever you
see fit."

Al'l of this was true, and | hated nyself for forgetting it. That little period of honesty in
the Corps was working like a blight to destroy all of my best anti-social tendencies.

"Think dirty!™ | cried aloud, startling a girl who was wal king by on the path. | leered to
prove that she had heard correctly and she hurried quickly away. That was better. | left nyself at
the sane tine, in the opposite direction, looking for an opportunity to do bad. I had to
reestablish ny identity before | could even consider finding Angelina.

Qoportunity was easy to find. Wthin ten mnutes | had spotted my target. | had all the
equi prent | mght need in ny sack. What | would use for the job | stowed in ny pockets and wai st
wal | et, then checked my bag in a public | ocker

Everyt hi ng about the First Bank of Freibur begged to be cracked. It had three entrances, four
guards and was busily crowded. Four human guards! No bank in existence would pay all those
salaries if they had electronic protection. It was an effort not to humw th happiness as | stood
inline for one of the human clerks. Fully automated banks aren't hard to rob, they just require
di fferent techniques. This mxture of man and nachi ne was the easiest of all.

"Change a League ten-star for gilden," | said, slapping the shiny coin on the counter before
hi m

"Yessir," the cashier said, only glancing at the coin and feeding it into the accounting
machi ne next to him H's fingers had already set up the anpbunt for me in gilden, even before the
currency valid signal blinked on. My noney rattled down into the cup before ne and | counted it
slow y. This was done nechanically, because nmy mind was really on the ten-credit coin nowrolling
and clinking down inside the nachine's innards. Wien | was sure it had finished its trip and
landed in the vault | pressed the button on nmy wist transmtter

It was beautiful, that was the only word for it. The kind of thing that | eaves a warm gl ow
| odged in the nmenory, that produces a tw nge of happiness for years after whenever it is nudged.
That little ten-credit coin had taken hours to construct and every minute was worth it. | had
sliced it in half, hollowed it out, loaded it with lead back to its original weight, built in a
tiny radio receiver, a fuse and a charge of burnmedex, which now went off with an incredibly
satisfactory explosion. A grinding thunp deep in the bank's entrails was foll owed by a trenendous
anount of clanking and banging. The rear wall - containing the vault - split open and disgorged a
torrent of noney and snoke. Sonme |ast effort of the expiring accounting nmachi ne gave ne an
unexpect ed di vi dend. The noney di spensers at every cashier's station burst into frantic life. A
torrent of large and small coins poured out on the startled customers who quickly nmastered their
surprise and began grabbing. Their nmonent of pleasure was brief because the same radi o cue had set
of f the snoke and gas bonmbs | had thoughtfully dropped in all the wastebaskets. Unnoticed in the
excitement, | threw a few nore gas bonbs in with the cashiers. This gas is an effective m xture of
my own concoction, a sinister brew of regurgitants and | achrymatories. Its effect was
i nstant aneous and powerful. (There were of course no children in the bank, since | don't believe
in being cruel to those too young to protect thenselves.) Wthin seconds the clients and enpl oyees
found thensel ves unable to see, and too preoccupied to take any notice of ne.

As the gas rolled towards me | lowered ny head and slipped the goggles over nmy eyes. Wen
| ooked up I was the only person in the bank that was able to see. | was of course careful to
breathe through the filter plugs in nmy nose, so | could enjoy the continued digestion of ny |ast
meal . My teller had vanished fromsight and I did a neat dive through the opening, sliding across
the counter on my stonach.

After this it was just a matter of pick and choose, there was certainly no shortage of noney
rolling around |l oose. | ignored the small stuff and went to the source, the riven vault out of
whi ch poured a golden torrent. Wthin two mnutes | had filled the bag I had brought and was ready
to | eave. The snoke near the doors was thinning a bit, but a few nore grenades took care of that.

Everyt hi ng was working perfectly and under control, except for one fool of a guard who was
maki ng a nui sance of hinself. His tiny brain realized dimy that something wong was goi ng on, so
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he was staggering in circles firing his gun. It was a wonder he hadn't hit anyone yet. | took the
gun away and hit himon the head with it.

The snmoke was densest near the doors, making it inpossible to see out. It was just as
i mpossi bl e of course to see in, so no one in the street had any real idea of what had happened.
They of course knew sonething was wrong; two policenen had rushed in with guns drawn . . . but
were now as hel pless as the rest. | organized the relief of the sufferers then, and began pulling
and guiding themto the door. When | had enough of a crowd collected | joined themand we all
crawm ed out into the street together. | put the goggles in ny pocket and kept ny eyes closed unti
I had groped clear of the gas. Some worthy citizens hel ped me and | thanked them tears stream ng
down ny face fromthe fringes of the gas, and went ny way.

That's how easy it is. That's how easy it always is if you plan ahead and don't take foolish
risks. My norale was high and the blood sang in ny veins. Life was deliciously crooked and worth
living again. Finding Angelina' s trail now would be sinplicity itself. There was nothing
coul dn't do.

Staying on the crest of this enptional wave, | rented a roomin a spacenen's hotel near the
port, cleaned up and strode forth to enjoy the pleasures of |ife. There were nany rough-and-ready
joints in the area and | nade the rounds. | had a steak in one and a drink apiece in each of the
others. |If Angelina had cone to Frei bur she would surely have passed - at least briefly - through
this area. The trail would be here, |I felt that in nmy bones. Crooked bones once again, and
synmpathetic to her own | aw essness.

"Howsabout buying a girl a drink,"” the tart said spiritlessly, and | shook nmy head no with the
same | ack of interest. The hostesses, pallid creatures of the night, were com ng out as the
eveni ng progressed. | was getting a good share of propositions since | had taken care to | ook like
a spacenan on | eave, always a good source of revenue for these wonen. This one was the |atest of a
number who had approached nme. Alittle better |ooking than nost, at |east better constructed. |
wat ched her wal king away with interest that bordered on admration. Her skirt was short, tight and
sl ashed high up on the sides. High heels lent a rotating motion to this producing a nost effective
result. She reached the bar and turned to survey the room and | couldn't help but appreciate the
rest of her. Her blouse was nade of thin strips of shimrering fabric, joined together only at the
tops and bottons. They separated to reveal enticing slices of creany skin whenever she noved, and
I"msure had the desired effect on masculine |ibidos.

My eyes finally reached her face - a long trip since | had started the survey at her ankles -
and she was quite attractive. Alnpst famliar. .

Exactly at this instant ny heart gave a grinding thud in ny chest; and | grewrigid in ny
chair. It seenmed inpossible - yet it had to be true

She was Angel i na.

Chapter 10

Her hair had been bl eached and there were sone sinple and obvious changes in her features.
They had been altered just enough so it would be inpossible to identify her froma photograph or a
description. She could never be recognized.

Except by nme, that is. | had seen her in the stolen battleship and | had tal ked to her. And
the nice part was | could identify her and she would have no idea of who |I was. She had seen ne
only briefly -- in a spacesuit with a tinted faceplate -- and |I'msure had plenty of other things
to think about at the tine.

This was the clinmax of the nost successful day of ny life. The fetid air of the dive was |ike
wine in nmy nostrils. | relaxed and savored every last drop of irony in the situation. You had to
give the girl credit, though. She had adopted a perfect cover. | nyself had never inmagi ned she
woul d stay here, and | thought | had weighted all of the possibilities. Because she had taken a
good bit of the stolen cash with her, | had never considered she would be living like a penniless
tranmp. The girl had guts, you had to give her credit. She had adopted an al nost perfect disguise
and bl ended neatly into the background. If only she wasn't so damed kill-happy -- what a team we
woul d nake!

My heart gave the second grinding thunp of the evening when | realized the dead-end trail down
whi ch ny enotions were | eading nme. Angelina was disaster to anyone she canme near. |nside that
| ovely head squatted a highly intelligent but strangely warped brain. For ny own sake | would be
better off thinking about the corpses she had piled up, not about her figure. There was only one
thing to be done. Get her away fromhere and turn her over to the Corps. | didn't even consider
how | felt about the Corps -- or howthey felt about ne. This was an entirely different affair
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that had to be done neatly and with dispatch before I changed ny mnd

| joined her at the bar and ordered two doubl e shots of the local battery acid. Being careful
| deepened ny voice and changed ny accent and manner of speaking. Angelina had heard enough of ny
voice to identify it easily -- that was the one thing | had to be aware of.

"Drink up, doll," | said raising my drink and leering at her. "Then we go up to your place.
You got a place don't you?"

"I gotta place you gotta League ten-spot in hard change?"

"OfF course," | grunbled, feigning insult. "You think |I'm buying this bilge-juice on the arn®"

"I ain't no cafeteria pay-on-your-way-out," she said with a bored |lack of interest that was
magni fi cent. "Pay now and then we go."

When | flipped the ten credits her way she speared it neatly out of the air, weighed it, bit
it, and vanished it inside her belt. | |ooked on with frank adniration, which she would nistake
for carnal interest, but was in reality appreciation of the faultless manner w th which she pl ayed
her role. Only when she turned away did | make mysel f remenber that this was business not
pl easure, and | had a stern[?] duty to perform M resolution was wavering and | screwed it tight
again with a nmenory of corpses floating in space. Draining ny glass | followed her narvel ous
rotation out of the bar and down a noi sone alley.

The dark decrepitude of the narrow passage jarred ny refl exes awake. Angelina played her part
well, but | doubted if she bedded down with all the space tranps who hit this port. There was a
good chance that she had a confederate around who had a strong right armw th a heavy object
clutched tightly in his hand. O perhaps |I'mnaturally suspicious. My hand was on the gun in mny
pocket but | didn't need to use it. W treaded across another street and turned into a hallway.
She went first and we didn't tal k. No one came near us or even bothered to notice us. \Wen she
unl ocked her room | relaxed a bit. It was snall and tawdry, but offered no possible hiding place
for an acconplice. Angelina went straight to the bed and | checked the door to see if it really
was | ocked. It was.

When | turned around she was pointing a .75 caliber recoilless automatic at me, so big and
ugly that she had to hold it in both tiny hands.

"What the hell is the racket?" | nustered[?], fighting back the sick sensation that |I had
m ssed an inportant clue soneplace along the line. My hand was still on the gun in my pocket but
trying to draw it would be instant suicide.

"I"'mgoing to kill you wi thout ever even know ng your nane," she said sweetly, with a cute

smle that showed even white teeth. "But you have this comng for ruining my battleship
operation.”

Still she didn't fire, but her grin wi dened until it was alnost a | augh. She was enjoying the
uncontrol | ed expressions on ny face as | recognized the fact that | had been out-thought all the
way along the line. That the trapper was the trappee. That she had ne exactly precisely where she
wanted me and there wasn't a single bloody damm thing | could do about it.

Angelina finally had to | augh out |oud, a |augh clear and charning as a silver bell, as she
wat ched ne reach these sickening concl usions one after another. She was an artist to her
fingertips and waited just |ong enough for nme to understand everything. Then, at the exact and
ultimte moment of nmy maxi numrealization and despair she pulled the trigger

Not once, but over and over again.

Four tearing, thundering bullets of pain directly into ny heart. And a final slug directly
bet ween ny eyes.

Chapter 11

It wasn't really consciousness, but a sort of ruddy, pain-filled blur. A gut-gripping nausea
fought with the pain, but the pain won easily. Part of the trouble was that nmy eyes were cl osed,
yet opening themwas incredibly difficult. | finally nanaged it and could make out a face sw nmm ng
in a blur above ne.

"What happened?" the blur asked.

"I was going to ask you the same thing . . ." | said, and stopped, surprised at how weak and
bubbly ny voice was. Sonething brushed across ny lips and | saw a red-stained pad as it went away.

After | blinked sone sight back into nmy eyes, blur-face turned out to be a youngi sh man
dressed in white. A doctor | suppose, and | was aware of npbtion; we nust be driving in an
anbul ance.

"Who shot you?" the doctor asked. "Soneone reported the shots and you'll be pleased to know we
got there just in the old nick of tinme. You' ve lost a ot of blood -- sone of which I've replaced -
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- have multiple fractures of the radius and ul na, an extensive bullet wound in your forearm a
further wound in your right tenple, possible fracture of the skull, extremely probable fractures
in your ribs and the possibility of internal injuries. Soneone got a grudge agai nst you? \Wo?"

Who? My darling Angelina, that's who. Tenptress, sorceress, nmurderess, that's who tried to
kill ne. | renenbered now. The w de black nuzzle of the gun | ooking big enough to park a spaceship
in. The fire blasting out of it, the slugs hamering into me, and the pain as ny expensive,
guar ant eed, bull et proof underwear soaked up the inpact of the bullets, spreading it across the
entire front of my body. | renenbered the hope that this would satisfy her and the despair of hope
as the nuzzle of that reeking gun lifted to ny face.

I remenbered the last instant of regret as | put ny arns before ny face and threw nyself
sideways in a vain attenpt at escape.

The funny thing is that escape attenpt had worked. The bullet that had smashed ny forearm nust
have been defl ected enough by the bone to caromoff ny skull, instead of catching it point blank
and drilling on through. Al this had produced satisfactory quantities of blood and an i mmobile
body on the floor. That had caused Angelina's mstake, her only one. The boom of the gun in that
tiny room ny apparent corpse, the blood, it nust have all rattled the female side of her, at
| east a bit. She had to | eave fast before the shots were investigated and she had not taken that
extra bit of tine to make sure.

"Lie down," the doctor said. "I'Il give you an injection that will knock you out for a week if
you don't lie down!" Only when he said this did | realize | was half sitting up in the stretcher
and chuckling a particularly dirty laugh. | let nyself be pushed down easily, since ny chest was

drenched in pain whenever | noved.

Ri ght at that norment ny mind began ticking over plans for naking the nost of the situation
Ignoring the pain as well as | could | |ooked around the ambul ance, |ooking for a way to
capitalize on the bit of luck that had kept nme still alive while she thought | was dead.

W pulled up at the hospital then, and there was nothing much | could do in the anbul ance
except steal the stylus and official forns fromthe rack above my head. My right armwas stil
good, though it hurt like fire whenever | noved. A robot snapped the wheels down on ny stretcher
| atched onto it and wheeled it inside. As it went by the doctor he slipped sone papers into a
hol der near ny head and waved good-by to ne. | gave himback a gallant snile as | trundled into
t he but cher shop.

As soon as he was out of sight | pulled out the papers and scanned them quickly. Here lay ny
opportunity if | had enough time to grab it. There was the doctor's report -- in quadruplicate.
Until these forms were fed into the machinery I didn't exist. | was in a statistical |inbo out of
which | would be born into the hospital. Stillborn if | had nmy way. | pushed ny pillow off onto
the corridor floor and the robot stopped. He paid no attention to my witing and didn't seemto
m nd stopping two nore tinmes to rescue the pillow, giving ne tine to finish ny forgery.

This Doctor Mvbklz -- at least that's what his signature reads like -- had a lot to learn
about signing papers. He had left acres of clear space between the last line of the report and his
signature. | filled this with a very passable imtation of his handwiting. Massive interna
henorrhage, shock . . . | wote, died en route. This sounded official enough. | quickly added All
attenpts resuscitation failed. | had a nonent of doubt about spelling this jaw breaker, but since
Dr. Mvbkl z thought there were two P's in multiple he could be expected to nmuff this one too. This
last |ine nade sure there woul dn't be any hanky-panky with needles and el ectric prods to jazz sone
life back into the corpse. W turned out of the corridor just as | slipped the forns back into
their slot and lay back trying to | ook dead.

"Here's a D.O A, Svend," soneone called out, rustling the papers behind ny head. | heard the
robot rolling away, untroubled by the fact that his witing, pillow shedding patient was suddenly
dead. This lack of curiosity is what | |ike about robots. | tried to think dead thoughts and hoped

the right expression was showi ng on ny face. Sonething jerked at nmy left foot and ny boot and sock
were pulled off. A hand grabbed my foot.

"How tragic," this synpathetic soul said, "he's still warm Maybe we should put himon the
tabl e and get the revival teamdown." Wat a nosey, neal y-nmouthed, interfering sod he was.
"Nah, " the voice of a wiser and cool er head said fromacross the room "They tried the works

in the anbul ance. Slide himin the box,"

A terrifying pain lanced through ny foot and | al nost gave the whol e show away. Only the
fiercest control enabled ne to lie unnoving while this clown grimy tightened the wire around ny
big toe. There was a tag hanging fromthe wire and | heartily w shed the sane tag was hung from
his ear secured by the same throttling wire. Pain fromthe toe washed up and joined the ache in ny
chest, head and arm and | fought for corpselike rigidity as the stretcher trundl ed al ong.

Sonewher e behind nme a heavy door opened and a wave of frigid air struck my skin. | all owed
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mysel f a quick 1 ook through my lashes. If the corpses in this chop shop were stashed into

i ndi vidual freezers | was about to be suddenly restored to life. |I could think of a lot nore
pl easant ways of dying than in an icebox with the door handl e on the outside. Lady Luck was stil
gal l opi ng al ong at nmy shoul der because ny toe-anputator was dragging ne, stretcher and all, into a

good-si zed room There were slabs on all sides and a nunber of dearly departed had already arrived
bef ore ne.

Wth no attenpt at gentleness | was slid onto a freezing surface. Footsteps went away from ne
across the room the door closed heavily and the Iights went out.

My norale hit bottomat this nmonment. | had been through a |ot for one day, and was thoroughly
battered, bruised, contused and concussed. Being locked in a black roomfull of corpses had an
unusual | y depressing effect on ne. In spite of the pain in nmy chest and the tag trailing fromny

toe, | managed to slide off the slab and hobble to the door. Panic grew as | lost nmy direction
easing off only when | wal ked square into the wall. My fingers found a switch and the Iights came
back on. And of course ny noral fiber stiffened at the sane nonent.

The door was perfectly designed, | couldn't have done better nyself, with no w ndow and a

handl e on the inside. There was even a bolt so that it could be locked fromthis side, though for
what hi deous reason | couldn't possibly imagine. It gave ne sone needed privacy though, so
slipped it into place.

Al t hough the roomwas full, no one was paying any attention to nme. The first thing | did was
unwi nd the wire and nmassage sone life back into nmy nunb toe. On the yellow tag were the | arge
black letters DO A and a handwitten nunber, the sanme one that had been on the form| had
altered. This was too good an opportunity to mss. | took the tag off the toe of the nobst badly
battered mal e corpse and substituted mine. Hs tag | pocketed, then spent a nerry few ninutes
changi ng around all the other tags. During this process | took a right shoe fromthe corpse with
the biggest feet and jammed ny frozen left foot intoit. Al the tags were hung fromthe left big
toe and | loudly cursed such needl ess precision. My chest was bare where ny shipsuit and
bul | et proof cover had been cut away. One of ny silent friends had a warmshirt he didn't need, so
| borrowed that too.

Don't think for a second that all this was easy. | was staggering and nunbling to nyself while
I didit. Wien it was finished | slapped off the light and cracked the door of the freezer. The
air fromthe hall felt like a furnace. There wasn't a soul in sight so | closed the vault and
staggered over to the nearest door. It was to a storeroomand the only thing there that | could
use was a chair. | sat inthis as long as | dared, then went |ooking again. The next door was
| ocked but the third one opened to a dark roomwhere |I could hear someone breathing evenly in his
sl eep. This was nore like it.

Wioever this sacktine artist was, he surely knew his sleeping trade. | rifled the room and
funbled with the clothes I found and put themon clunmsily -- yet he never heard a sound. \Wich was
probably the best thing for himbecause | was in a skull-fracturing hunmor. The novelty of this
little affair had worn off and all | could think about was the pain. There was a hat too, so | put
this on and checked out. | saw people at a distance, but no one was watchi ng when | pushed open an
energency exit and found nyself back on the rain-drenched streets of Freiburbad.

Chapter 12

That night and the next few days are hazy in the nmenory for obvious reasons. It was a risk to
go back to ny room but a calcul ated one. The chances were good that Angelina didn't know of its
exi stence or, even if she had found out, that she wouldn't have done anything about it. | was dead
and she had no further interest in nme. This appeared to be true, because | wasn't bothered after |
was in the room | had the nmanagenment send up sone food and at |least two bottles of |iquor a day
so it would look like | was on an extended and solitary bender. The rotgut went down the drain and
| picked a bit at the food while ny body slowy recovered. | kept ny aching flesh drenched in
antibiotics and |l oaded with painkillers, and counted nyself | ucky.

On the third norning | felt weak but al nost hunman. My armin the cast throbbed when I noved
it, the black and blue marks on ny chest were turni ng gorgeous shades of violet and gold, but ny
headache was al nost gone. It was time to plan for the future. | sipped sone of the liquor | had
been using to flush out the plunbing and called down for the newspapers of the past three days.
The ancient delivery tube wheezed and di sgorged themonto the table. Going through them carefully,
I was pleased to discover that nmy plan had worked nuch better than should have been expected.

The day after ny nurder there had been itens in every paper about it, grubbed fromthe
hospital records by the slothful newshounds who hadn't even bothered to glance at the corpse. That
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was all. Nothing later about Big Hospital Scandal in Mssing Corpse or Suit Brought Because That's
Not Uncle Frimln The Coffin. If ny jiggery-pokery in the frozen neat | ocker had been uncovered,
it was being kept a hospital famly secret and heads were rolling in private.

Angel i na, ny sharpshooting sweetheart, nust then think of ne as securely dead, a victimof her
own nurderous trigger finger. Nothing could be better. As soon as | was able to | would be getting
back on her trail again, the job of tracking her nade i mensely sinpler by her believing ne to be
a whisp of greasy snoke in the local crematorium There was plenty of tine nowto plan this thing
and plan it right. No nore funny busi ness about who was hunting whom | was going to get as nuch
pl easure out of arresting Angelina as she had derived fromblasting away at me with her portable
artillery.

It was a humiliating but true fact that she had out maneuvered ne all the way down the |ine.
She had stolen the battleship fromunder ny nose, torn a wide swath through gal actic shi ppi ng,
then escaped neatly right under my gun. What nade the situation nost enbarrassing was that she had
set a trap for ne -- when | thought | was hunting her. Hi ndsight is a great reveal er of
obviousities and this one was painfully clear now Wile escaping fromthe captured battleship she
had not been hysterical in the slightest. That role had been feigned. She had been studying ne,
every bit of my face that could be seen, every intonation of ny voice. Hatred had seared ny
picture in her nmenory, and while escapi ng she nust have considered constantly how | would be
thi nking when | followed her. At the safest and | east obvious spot in her flight she had stopped --
and waited. Knowing | would come and knowi ng that she would be nore prepared for the encounter
than | was. This was all past history. Now it was ny turn to deal the cards

Al'l kinds of schemes and plans trotted through nmy head to be wei ghed and sanmpl ed. Top priority
-- before anything el se was attenpted -- would be a conpl ete physical change for ne. This would be
necessary if | wanted to catch up with Angelina. It was also required if | were to stay out of the
I ong reach of the Corps. The fact had not been mentioned during nmy training, but | was fairly sure
the only way one left the Special Corps was feet first. Though | was physically down and out there
was nothing wong with the old think box and | put it to use. Facts were needed, and | gave a
snmall endownent to the city library in the formof rental fees. Fortunately there were fil ncopies

of all the local newspapers avail abl e, going back for years. | nmde the acquai ntance of an
extrenmely yell owi sh journal endearingly called "HOT NEWSI!" Hot News!! ained at a popul ar
readership -- with a vocabulary | estinated at approximtely three hundred words -- who relished

violence in its multiformaspects. Mst of the tinme these were just copter accidents and such
with full color photos of course. But very often there were juicy muggings, sluggings and such
whi ch proved the quieting hand of galactic civilization still hadn't throttled Frei bur conpletely.
In anong these exaggerated tales of violence lay the nurky crinme | was searching for.

Manki nd has al ways been capricious in its |awraking, inventing such intriguingly different
terns as nmanslaughter, justified honicide and such, as if dead wasn't dead. Though fashions in
both crine and sentencing come and go, there is one crine that will always bring universa

detestation. That is the crime of being a bungling doctor. | have heard tell that certain savage
tribes used to slaughter the physician if his patient died, a systemthat is not without nerit.
This single-ninded | oathing of the butchering quack is understandable. Wen ill, we deliver

oursel ves conpletely into the doctor's hands. W give a conplete stranger the opportunity to toy
with that which we value nost. If this trust is violated there is naturally a hotness of tenper
anong the w tnesses or survivors.

O dinary-citizen Vulff Siftemitz had fornerly been the H ghly Esteemed Doctor Siftenmitz. Hot
News! explained in overly lavish detail how he had m xed the life of Playboy and Surgeon unti
finally the knife in his twitching fingers had cut that instead of this and the life of a
promi nent politician had been shortened by a nunber of no doubt profitable years. W nust give
Vul ff credit for the fact that he had nade an attenpt to sober up before going to work, so that it
was D.T.'s not drunkenness that caused the fatal twitch. Hi s |license was renoved and he nust have
been fined nmost of his savings since there were later references to his having been involved in
nmore sordid nmedical affairs. Life had treated Vulff hard and dirty; he was just the man | was
| ooking for. On ny first rubber-legged trip out of ny room| took the liberty of paying hima
prof essi onal call.

To a person of ny abilities tracking down a pseudo-legal stranger in a foreign city on a far
pl anet presents no problens. Just a matter of technique and I amrich in techni que. Wen
hanmered on the stai ned wooden door in the | east-whol esone section of towmn | was ready to take the
first step in ny new pl an.

"I have sone business for you, Vulff,” | told the bleary-eyed stew e who opened the door

"Get the hell lost," he said and tried to close the door in ny face. My carefully placed shoe
prevented this and it took alnpst no effort at all to push in past him
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"I don't do any medi cal work," he nunbl ed, |ooking at ny bandaged arm "Not for police

stoolies | don't, so get the hell lost."

"Your conversation is both dull and repetitious,” | told him because it was. "I amhere to
offer you a strictly legitimate business deal with value given for noney received. The nere fact
that it happens to be illegal should bother neither of us. Least of all you." | ignored his

munbl ed protests and | ooked into the next room

"According to information of great reliability you live here in unmarried bliss with a girl
naned Zina. What | have to say is not for her undoubtedly shell-like ears. Were is she?"

"Qut!" he shouted. "And you too, out!" He clutched a tall bottle by the neck and raised it
threateningly.

"Whuld you like that?" | asked and dropped a thick wad of fresh bank notes on the table. "And

that -- and that -- " | followed with two nore bundles. The bottle slipped fromhis |oose fingers
and fell to the floor while his eyes bulged out further and further as if they were on pistons.
added a few nore bundles to the pile until | had his undivided attention.

It really didn't take nuch discussion. Once he had assured hinmself that | really nmeant to go
through with the proposition it was just a matter of settling the details. The nobney had an
instantly sobering effect on him and though he had a tendency to twitch and vibrate there was
not hi ng wong with his reasoning powers.

"Just one last problem" | said as | started to | eave. "What about the worthy Zina -- are you
going to tell her about this?"

"You crazy?" Vul ff asked w th undi sgui sed surprise.

"l suppose that nmeans you won't tell her. Since only you and | are going to know about this
operation, how are you going to explain your absence or where the noney has cone fron?"

This was even nore shocking to him "Explain? To her? She isn't going to see either ne or the

money once | | eave here. Wiich will be no nore than ten minutes fromnow "
"I see," | said, and | did. | also thought it was rather uncharitable of himsince the unlucky
Zi na had been supporting himby practicing a trade that nmost wonmen shun. | nmade a nental note to

see what could be done to even the score a little. In the future though. Right now | had to see to
the dissolution of James Bolivar diGi z.

Sparing no expense | ordered all the surgical and operating room equi pnent that Wulff could
suggest. Whenever possible | bought robot-controlled devices since he woul d be working al one.
Everything was | oaded in a heavy carrier rented for the occasion and we drove out to the house in
the country together. Neither of us would trust the other out of his sight, which was of course
under st andabl e. Fi nanci al paynents were the hardest to arrange since the purehearted Dr. Vulff was
sure | would bash in his skull and take back all of my noney once the job was finished -- never
realizing of course that as long as there were banks | woul d never be broke. The safeguards were
finally arranged to his satisfaction and we began our solitary and inportant business.

The house was | onely and sel f-contained, perched on the cliff above a far reach of the |ake.

What fresh food we needed was delivered once a week, along with the mail, which consisted of drugs
and ot her nedical supplies. The operations began.

Modern surgical techni ques being what they are there was of course no pain or shock. | was
confined to bed and at times was |oaded with so nuch sedation that days passed in a dreany fog.
Bet ween two periods of radical surgery | took the precaution of seeing that a sleeping pill was

included in Vulff's evening drink. This drink was of course non-al coholic since his traveling this
entire course nounted on the water wagon was one of the conditions of our agreenent. Wenever he
found it difficult | restored his resolution with alittle nore noney. Al this continence had his
nerves on edge and | thought he would appreciate a good night's sleep. | also wanted to do a
little investigating. When | was sure he was deeply under | picked the | ock of his door and
searched his room

| suppose the gun was there as a matter of insurance, but you can never tell with these
nervous types. My days of being a target were over if | had anything to say about it. The gun was
a pocket nodel of a recoilless .50, neat and deadly. The nechani smworked fine and the cartridges
still held all their deadly power, but there would be sone difficulty mshooting the thing after |
filed off the end of the firing pin.

Fi ndi ng the canera was no shock since | have very little faith left in the basic whol esoneness
of mankind. That | was his benefactor and financer wasn't enough for Wulff. He was lining up sone
bl ackmail just in case. There was plenty of exposed film no doubt filled with studies of ny
unconsci ous face Before and After. | put all the film including the unexposed rolls, under the x-
ray machine for a nice long treatnment and that settled that.

Vul ff did a good job in the tinmes when he wasn't noani ng about the absence of spirituous
beverages or nubile femal es. Bending and shortening ny fenurs altered ny hei ght and wal k. Hands,
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face, skull, ears -- all of these were changed permanently to build a new individual. Skillful use
of the correct hornones caused a change in the pignment cells, darkening the natural color of mny
skin and hair, even altering the hair pattern itself. The last thing done, when Vulff's skill was

at its peak, was a delicate touch on ny vocal cords that deepened and roughened my speech.

When it was all finished Slippery JimdiGiz was dead and Hans Schmi dt was born. Not a very
inspired name | admt, but it was just designed to cover the period before | shed Vul ff and began
ny inportant enterprise

"Very good, very good indeed," | said, looking into the mirror and watching ny fingers press a
stranger's face.

"God, | could use a drink," WVulff gasped behind ne, sitting on his already-packed bags. He had
been hitting the nedical alcohol the last few days, until | had spiked it with ny favorite
regurgitant, and he was nervously anxious to get back to some heavy drinking. "G ve nme the bal ance
of the noney that's due and let's get out of here!"

"Patience, doctor," | murrmured and slipped himthe packet of bills. He broke the bank w apper
and began to count themw th quick, caressing touches of his fingers. "Waste of tine doing that,"
I told him but he kept right on. "I've taken the liberty of witing ' STOLEN on each bill, wth
ink that will fluoresce when the bank puts it under the ultraviolet."

This stopped the counting all right, and drained himwhite at the same instant. | ought to

warn him about the old ticker, that's the way he would pop off if he didn't watch out.

"What do you nean, stolen?" he choked after a bit.

"Well they were, you know. All of the nobney | paid you with was stolen." H's face went even
whiter and I was sure he woul d never reach fifty, not with circulation like that. "You shoul dn't

let it worry you. The other stuff was all in old bills. |I've passed a |lot of it wthout any
trouble."

"But . . . why"" he finally squeezed out.

"Sensi bl e question, doctor. |'ve sent the same anount -- in un-tanpered bills, of course -- to
your old friend Zina. | felt you owed her that nmuch at least, after all she has done for you. Fair

is fair you know. "

He glared at me while | tossed all the nachines, surgical supplies and such off the cliff. |
was careful not to have ny back to himwhen he was too close; other than this all the precautions
had al ready been taken. Wen | gl anced up by chance and saw that a covert snile had replaced the
earlier expression, | knewit was tinme to reveal the rest of ny arrangenents.

"An air cab will be here in a few mnutes; we'll leave together. | regret to informyou that
there won't be enough tine after we arrive in Freiburbad for you to seek out Zina and thrash her
as planned, and get the noney back." His guilty start proved that he was really an amateur at this

sort of thing. | continued, hoping he would be grateful for this conplete revelation of howto do
things in an efficient crimnal manner. "I've timed everything rather carefully fromhere on in.
Today is a bit unusual in that there are two starships |leaving the port within nmnutes of each
other. 1've booked a ticket on one for nyself -- here is your ticket on the other. I've paid in
advance for it, though | don't expect you to thank nme." He took the ticket with all the spirited
interest of an old nmaid picking up a dead snake. "The need for speed -- if you will pardon the
rhyme -- is urgent. A few minutes after your ship | eaves an envel ope will be delivered to the

police describing your part in this operation.”

Dear Doctor WVulff digested all this as we waited for the copter to arrive, and fromhis
si ckeni ng expression | saw he could find no flaws in the arrangenents. During the entire flight he
huddl ed away fromnme in his chair and never said a word. Wthout a bon voyage or even a curse he

made for his ship upon our arrival and | watched himboard it. | of course nerely went in the
direction of mne and turned off before entering it. | had as nuch intention of |eaving Freibur as
I had of informing the police that an illegal operation had taken place. The last thing |I wanted

was attention. Both little lies had nerely been devices to nmake sure that the al coholic doctor
went away and stayed away before he began his solitary journey to cirrhosis. There was no reason
for ne to leave, in fact every reason for ne to stay.

Angelina was still on this planet, and | wanted no interference while | tracked her down.

Perhaps it was presunptuous of me to be so positive, yet | felt | knew Angelina very well by
this time. Qur crooked little mnds rotated in many of the sane cycles of dishonesty. Up to a
certain point | felt | could predict her reactions with firmlogic. Firstly -- she would be very
happy about mny bl oody destruction. She got the sane big bang out of corpses that nost girls get
from new cl ot hes. Thinking nme dead woul d make foll owi ng her that nmuch easier. |I knew she woul d
take normal precautions against the police and other agents of the Corps. But they wouldn't know
she was on Freibur -- there was nothing to connect ny death with her presence. Therefore she
didn't have to run again, but could stay on this planet under a new cover and changed personality.
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That she would want to stay here | had very little doubt. Freibur was a planet that seened
designed for illegal operation. In nmy years of knocking around the known universe | had never
before cone up against a piece of fruit so ripe for plucking. A heady m xture of the old and the
new. In the old, caste-ridden, feudalistic Freibur a stranger woul d have been instantly recogni zed
and watched. On the nodern League pl anets conputers, nechanization, robots and an ever-vigil ant
police force left very little roomfor illegal operations. It was only when these two different
cultures are nmixed and nmerged that imaginative operations becanme really possible.

Thi s pl anet was peaceful enough; you had to give the League societies experts credit for that

much. Before they brought in the first antibiotic pill or punch-card conputer, they sawto it that
| aw and order were firmy instituted. Neverthel ess the opportunities were still there if you knew
where to | ook. Angelina knew where to | ook and so did |

Except -- after weeks of futile investigation -- | finally faced the brutal fact that we were
both | ooking for different things. | can't deny the tinme was spent pleasantly since | uncovered

countl ess opportunities for fine jobs and lucrative capers. If it hadn't been for the pressure of
finding Angelina | do believe I could have had the tinme of my life in this crook's paradise. This
pl easure was denied ne because the pressure to catch up with Angelina nagged at me constantly |ike
an achi ng tooth.

Finding intuition wanting |I tried mechanical means. Hiring the best conputer available, | fed
entire libraries into its nenmory circuits and set it countless problenms. In the course of this
kil owatt consum ng business | becanme an expert on the econony of Freibur, but in the end was no
closer to finding Angelina than | had been when | started. She had a driving urge for power and
control, but I had no idea in what way it would find its outlet. There were many econom C
solutions | turned up for grabbing the reins of Freibur society, but investigation showed that she

was involved in none of these. The King -- VillelmIX -- seened the obvious pressure point for
actual physical control of the planet. A conplete investigation of Vill, his fanily and cl ose
royal relatives, turned up some juicy scandal but no Angelina. | was stopped dead.

VWhile drowning ny sorrows in a bottle of distilled spirits the solution to this dil enmm
finally struck me. Admittedly I was sodden with drink at the tinme, yet the paralysis of ny neura
axons was undoubtedly the source of the idea. Any nman that says he thinks better drunk than sober
is a fool. But this was a different case altogether. | was feeling, not thinking, and nmy anger at
her escape cracked the lid off my nore civilized inpulses. | choked a pillowto death imagining it
was her neck and finally shouted, "Crazy, crazy, that's her trouble, all the way around the bend
and dotty as pol ka-dots!™ When | fell onto the bed everythi ng swooped around and around in
sickening circles and | runbled, "Just plain crazy. | would have to be crazy nyself to figure out
whi ch way she will junp next." Wth this my eyes closed and | fell asleep. Wile the words swam
down through the al cohol -saturated |ayers until they reached a deeper |evel where a spark of
rationality still dwell ed.

Wien they hit bottom | was wi de-awake and sitting up in bed, struck dumb by the ghastly truth.
I would require all the conviction | had -- and a little nore -- to do it.

I would have to follow her down the path of insanity if | wanted to find her

Chapter 13

In the cold light of norning the idea didn't | ook any nore attractive -- or any |ess true.
could do it, or not do it, as |I chose. There could be no doubting the wild tinge of insanity that
colored Angelina's |ife. Every one of our contacts had been marked by a ruthless indifference to
human life. She killed with coldness or with pleasure -- as when she had shot nme -- but al ways
with total disregard for people. | doubt if even she had any idea of how many nurders she had
comrmitted in her lifetine. By her standards | was a rank amateur. | hadn't killed nore than --
that kind of violence was rarely necessary in my type of operation -- surely no nore than
none?

Well, well -- old chicken-hearted reveal ed at |ast. Rough and tough diGiz the Killer who
never killed! It was nothing to be ashaned of, quite the opposite in fact. | placed a val ue on
human 1ife, the one unchanging value in existence. Angelina valued herself and her desires, and
not hing else. To follow her down the twi sted path of her own making | would have to place nyself
in the same nmental state that she lived in.

This is not as difficult as it sounds -- at least in theory. | have had sone experience with
the psychotom netic drugs and was well aware of their potency. Centuries of research have produced
drugs that can simulate any nmental condition in the user. Like to be paranoid for a day? Take a
pill. You too can go around the bend, friend. It is a matter of record that people have actually
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tried these concoctions for kicks, but that bored with life | don't want to be. There woul d have
to be a lot stronger reason before | would subject my delicate gray cells to this kind of jarring
around. Like finding Angelina, for instance.

About the only good thing about these pixilation producers is the accepted fact that the
effects are only tenporary. When the drug wears off so do the hallucinations. | hoped. Nowhere in
the texts | studied did they mention a devil's brew such as the one | was concocting. It was a
| aborious task hunting down all of Angelina's fascinating synptons in the textbooks and trying to
fit themto an inclusive psychotic pattern. | even called in sonme professional help to aid in
anal yzi ng her case, not nentioning, of course, to what use | intended to put the information. In
the end | had a bottle of slightly snoky liquid and a taped recordi ng of auto-hypnotic suggestions
to play into ny ears while the shot was taking effect. Al that remai ned was screw ng ny courage

to the sticking-place as they say in the classics. Not really all that remained -- | wanted to
take some precautions first. | rented a roomin a cheap hotel and |l eft orders not to be disturbed
at any tinme. This was the first tinme | had ever tried this particular type of nonsense and since
had no idea of how foggy ny nmenory would be | left a few notes around to remind nme of the job.
After a half day of this kind of preparation | realized | was naki ng excuses.

"Well it's not easy to deliberately go insane," | told nmy rather pale reflection in the
mrror. The reflection agreed but that didn't stop either of us fromrolling up our sleeves and
filling large hypodernic needles with nurky nadness.

"Here's | ooking at you," | said, and slipped the needle gently in the vein and slowy pushed

t he pl unger hone.
The results were anticlimactic to say the least. Qutside of a ringing in nmy ears and a tw nge

of headache that quickly passed | felt nothing. | knew better than to go out though, so | read the
newspaper for a while, until | felt tired. The whole thing seemed a little foolish and pretty much
of a letdown. | went to sleep with the tape player whispering softly in ny ears such ego-building

epi grams as, "You are better than everyone else and you know it, and people who don't know it had
better watch out,"” and "They are all fools and if you were in charge things would be different,
and why aren't you in charge, it's easy enough.™

Waki ng up was unconfortabl e because of the pain in ny ears where the earphones were stil
pl ugged in, ny own stupid voice droning away at me. Not hing had changed and the whole futile
experiment was a waste and waste nmakes me angry. The earphones broke in ny hands and | felt
better, felt nuch better still when | had stanped the tape player into a tangle of rubble.

My face rasped when | ran nmy hand over it; | had been days w thout a shave. Rubbing in the dip
cream | | ooked into the mrror over the sink and an odd fact struck me for the first time. This
new face fitted[?] ne a |ot better than the old one. A fault of birth or the ugliness of ny
parents -- whom | hated deeply, the only right thing they ever did was to produce ne -- had given
me a face that didn't fit nmy personality. The new one was better, handsomer for one thing and a
lot stronger. | should have thanked that funble-finger quack Vul ff for producing a masterpiece.
shoul d have thanked himw th a bullet. That woul d guarantee that no one would ever be able to
trace ne through him It nmust have been a warmday and | was suffering a fever when | | et him get
safely away |ike that.

On the table was a piece of paper with a single word witten on it, ny own handwiting though
| can't inmagine why the hell | left it there. Angelina it said. Angelina, how | would | ove to get
that tender white throat between ny hands and squeeze until your eyeballs popped. Hah! | had to
| augh at the thought, made a funny picture indeed. Yet | shouldn't be so flippant about it.
Angel i na was inportant. | was going to find her and nothing was going to stop ne. She had nade a
fool of me and had tried to kill me. If anyone deserved to die it was her. It was an awful waste
in some ways yet it had to be done. | shredded the note into fine pieces.

Al'l at once the roomwas very oppressing and | wanted out. Wat nade ne doubly angry was the
fact the key was missing. | renmenber taking it out, but had no idea where | had put it. The slob
at the desk was slow at answering and | was tenpted to tell himjust Wat | thought of the
service, but | refrained. There is only one pernmanent cure for these types. A spare key rattled

into the basket of the pneunp and | let nyself out. | needed sone food and | needed sone drink and
nost of all | needed a quiet place for sone thought.
A nearby spot provided all three -- after | had chased the hookers away. They were all dogs,

and Angelina just playing a role had been better than this entire crowm | unped together. Angelina.
She was on nmy mind tonight with a vengeance. The drinks warmed ny gut and Angelina warmnmed ny

menory. To think that | had actually once considered turning her in or possibly killing her. Wat
a waste! The only intelligent woman | had ever run across. And all woman -- 1'l|l never forget the
way she wal ked in that dress. Once she had been taned a bit -- what a teamwe could nake! This

t hought was so nentally aphrodi siac that my skin burned and | drained ny glass at a single
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swal | ow.

Sonet hing had to be done; | had to find her. She woul d never have left a ripe plumof a planet
like this one. Agirl with her anmbition could go right to the top here, nothing could stop her
And that's of course where she would be -- eventually if not now She nmust spend her life feeling

dammed because she was a woman, knowi ng she was better than the rest of the cruds around, then
proving it to herself and them over and over again. My arrival would be the biggest favor Angelina
could have. | didn't have to prove nyself better than the hicks on this rubeified planet -- just
one |l ook did that. Wen Angelina hooked up with ne she could stop fighting, relax and take orders.
The contest would be over for all tine.

Wiile | sat there sonmething was nagging at ne, sonme vital fact | had to renenber -- yet
couldn't. For a second | funmbled with the nmenory before | realized what it was. The injection
woul d be wearing off soon! | had to get back to the room quickly. There had been some fear about

the danger of this business, but | realized now that was just my earlier cowardi ce. This stuff was
no nore dangerous than aspirin. And at the sanme tinme it was the gal axy's greatest pick-up. New
worl ds of possibilities were opening up to nme, my mnd was clearer and mnmy thoughts nore |ogical. |
wasn't going back to the old nmuddl ed-head stuff. At the bar | paid the bartender, ny fingers
tapping inpatiently while he slothfully nmade change for ne.

"A wi seguy?" | asked, |oud enough for everyone in the joint to hear. "A custoner is in a hurry
so that's your chance to shortchange him This is two gilden short." | held the noney out in ny
pal m and when he bent to count it | cane up quick with the hand and | et hi m have the whol e thing
right in the face, bills, coins, thumb and fingers. At the same time | told him-- in a | ow voice
so no one else could hear -- just what | thought of him Freibur slang is rich in insult and
used the best on him | could have done nore but | was in a hurry to get back to the hotel room
and teaching hima |l esson would take tinme. When | turned to go | kept an eye behind ne in a mrror
across the roomand it's a good thing | did. He pulled a length of pipe out fromunder the bar and
raised it over ny head. O course | stood still to give hima nice target and not throw off his
aim-- only stepping aside as the arm cane down, just noving enough to | et the pipe skin by ne.

It was no trick at all to grab the arm keep it going down, and break the bone across the edge
of the bar. The screans were heartwarmng to say the least, and | only wish | had the tine to stay
and really give himsonmething to scream about. There was just no tine left.

"You saw himviciously attack me," | told the stunned custoners as | headed for the door
Rough- and-t ough had sl unmped down and was noani ng out of sight sonewhere behind the bar. "I'm going
to call the police now -- see that he doesn't leave." O course he had as rmuch intention of
leaving as | had of calling the law. | was out the door |ong before any of them had nmade their
m nds up as to just what was goi ng on.

O course | couldn't run and draw any attention to nyself. Getting back to the hotel at a fast
wal kK was the best | could do, but | was sweating all over fromthe tension. Inside the roomthe
first thing | saw was the container on the table, with the needle wapped in cloth beside it. My
hands didn't shake, but they would have if |I had let them This was a very close thing.

Col l apsed in a chair afterwards | held up the jar and saw that there was | ess than a
mllineter of juice left. The very next thing on the agenda was the necessity of laying in a
supply of the stuff. | could renmenber the fornula clearly and woul d have no trouble rebuilding it.
Of course there would be no drug suppliers open at this tinme of night, but that nmade things a | ot
easier. There is a law of history that says weapons were invented before noney. In ny suitcase was
arecoilless .75 that could get ne nore of the gal axy's goods than all of the noney in existence.

That was nmy m stake. Some naggi ng worry gnawed nme then but | ignored it. The tension and then
the relief after getting the shot had ne all |oosened up. On top of that was the need to hurry,
the limted tine | had to find what | needed and get it back to the hotel room M thoughts were
on the job and how best to do it as | unlocked the suitcase and reached for ny gun lying right
there on top of the clothes. At this point the thin voice in ny nmenory was screanming inaudibly to
me, but this only made nme reach faster for the gun. Sonething was badly wong and this was the
thing that would fix it. As | grabbed the butt the nmenory broke through . . . just a little bit
too sl ow.

Dropping the gun | dived for the door, too late by far. Behind ne | heard a pop as the sl eep-
gas grenade | had put under the gun let go. Even as | fell forward into darkness | wondered how
coul d ever have possibly done such a stupid thing as that

Chapter 14

Comi ng out of the gas, ny first feeling was one of regret. It is a truismthat the workings of
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the mind are a source of constant astonishnent. The effects of ny devil's brew had worn off. There
was nothing wong with ny nenory, now that the posthypnotic blocks |I had put on it had been
renoved. Al too vividly | could recall the details of ny interlude of madness. Though | sickened

at the things | had thought and done, | simultaneously felt a twinge of regret that could not be
abol i shed. There had been terrible freedomin standing so alone that even the lives of other nen
meant | ess than nothing. Undoubtedly a warped sensation, but still a tremendously attractive one

Li ke taking drugs. Even while detesting the thought |I felt the desire for nore of the sane.

In spite of my twelve hours of forced sleep | was exhausted. It took all of nmy energy to drag
over to the bed and collapse on it. Foresight had provided a bottle of stinulating spirits and
poured a glassful. Sipping at this | tried to put nmy nental house in order, not a very easy task
| have read nany tines about the cesspool of dark desires that lies in our subconscious ninds, but
this was the first time | had ever had mne stirred up. It was quite revealing to exam ne sone of
the things that had floated to the surface.

My attitude towards Angelina needed a good | ooking at. The nost inmportant fact | had to face
was the strong attraction | felt for her. Love? Put any nane to it you want -- | suppose love wll
do as well as any, though this was no throbbing adol escent passion. | wasn't blind to her faults,
in fact | rather detested them now that | knew her nurderously anoral existence had an echo in ny
own mnd. But logic and convictions have very little to do with enptions. Hating this side of her
didn't renove the attraction of a personality so sinmilar to my own. | echoed nmy psychotic self's
attitude -- what a team we ni ght have made! This was of course inpossible, but that didn't stop me
fromwanting it. Love and hate are reputed to be very close and in ny case they were certainly
rubbi ng shoul ders. And the whol e confused busi ness wasn't helped in the slightest by the fact that
Angel ina was so dammably attractive. | took a long drag at mny drink

Fi ndi ng her shoul d be easy now. The carelessness with which | took this for granted was a
little shocking. | had gained no new information while nentally aberrant. Just a great chunk of
insight into the tortured grooves that my Angelina's mind trundled al ong. There coul d be no doubt
that raw power was what she desired. This couldn't be obtained through influencing the king, | saw
this now. Violence was the way, a power putsch, perhaps assassination, certainly revolution and
turnoil of sone kind. This had been the pattern in the bad old days on Frei bur when sovereignty
had been the prize of battle. Any of the nobility could be crowned, and whenever the old king's
grip weakened it was a cue for a power struggle that woul d produce the new nonarch. O course that
sort of thing had stopped as soon as the societies specialists fromthe League worked their little
tricks.

The ol d days were on the way back -- that was clear. Angelina was going to see this world
bat hed in bl ood and death to satisfy her own anbition. She was out there now -- sonewhere --
groom ng the man for the job. One of the counts, still very inportant in the seni-feudal econony,

was having his ego inflated and guided by a new power behind the throne. This is the pattern
Angel i na had used before, and woul d be sure to use again. There could be no doubt.

Only one small factor was m ssing. Who was the man?

My dive into the depths of self-analysis had left a definitely unwhol esone taste in ny nouth
that no anpbunt of |iquor could wash away. What | needed was a little touch of action to tone up ny
droopi ng nerve ends[?] and accel erate my sluggi sh bl ood. Tracking down Angelina' s front nman woul d
be just the charge ny battery needed. Merely thinking about it helped, and it was with eagerness
that | searched the newspaper for the Court News colum. There was a Grand Ball just two days
di stant, the perfect cover for this operation

For these two days | was kept busy on the nmany snall tasks that put the polish of perfection
on a job like this. Any boob can crash a party, in fact usually does, since that is all one seens
to neet at this kind of affair. It takes a unique talent like nmne to construct a cover
personality that is unshakeable. Research supplied me with a honel and, a distant province poor in
everything except a thick dialect that provided the base for nost Freibur jokes. Because of these
i nherent handi caps the popul ace of M steldross was noted for its pugnacity and genera
bul | headedness. There were mnor nobility there who no one took rmuch notice of, or kept any
records about, enabling ne to adopt the cover of Grav Bent Diebstall. The famly nanme neant either
bandit or tax-gatherer in the local dialect, which gives you an idea of the kind of econony they
had had, as well as the source of the famly title. Amlitary tailor cut me a dress uniform and
while | was being fitted | nmenorized great chunks of the family history to bore people with. | saw
where | could be the life of any party.

Another thing | did was to send off a thick wad of noney to the mai med bartender, who was now
working with the handi cap of having his armin a cast. He really had short-changed nme, but his
suffering was entirely out of proportion to this mnor crinme. My anonynous gift was strictly
consci ence noney and | felt nuch better after having done it.
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A moonlight visit to the royal printers supplied an invitation to the party. My uniformfitted
i ke a sausage skin, ny boots gleanmed enthusiastically and | was one of the first guests to arrive

since the royal table had a trenendous reputation and work had increased ny appetite. | crashed
and clattered wonderfully when | bowed to the King -- spurs and sword, they go all the way with
the archai c nonsense on Freibur -- and | ooked at himclosely while he nmunbl ed sonethi ng i naudi bl e.

Hi s eyes were glassy and unfocused and | realized there was some truth in the runmor that he always
got stoned on his private bottle before conming to one of these affairs. Apparently he hated crowds
and parties and much preferred to putter with his bugs -- he was an amat eur entonol ogi st of no
snmall talents. | passed on to the queen who was rmuch nore receptive. She was twenty years his
junior and attractive in a handsonely inflated, bovine way. Runor also had it that she was bored
by his beetles and nuch preferred hono sapiens to | epidoptera. | tested this calumy by giving her
hand an extra squeeze when | held it and queeny squeezed back with an expression of great

interest. | noved on to the buffet.

While | ate, the guests continued to arrive. Watching themas they entered didn't interfere
with my denolishing the food or sanpling all of the wines. | had finished stoking up by the tine
the rest were just starting, so | could circulate anong them All of the wonen were subjected to
my very close scrutiny, and nost of themenjoyed it because, if | say so nyself, with ny new face
and the fit of the uniforml| cut a nmean swath through the |ocal types. | really wasn't expecting
to run across Angelina's trail this easily, but there was always the chance. Only a few of the
worren even renotely resenbled her, but it took only a few words each tinme to settle the fact that
they were true-blue blue-blood and not ny little interstellar killer. This task was made sinpler
by the fact that the Frei bur beauties ran heavily towards the flesh, and Angelina was a neat and

petite package. | wait back to the bar

"You have been given a Royal Command," an adenoi dal voice said in nmy ear while fingers plucked
at nmy sleeve. | turned and gave ny best scowl to the character who still clutched the fabric.

"Let go the suit or | push your buck-toothed face the punch bow in," |I growed in nmy thickest
M st el drossian accent. He let go as if he had grabbed something hot and got all red and excited-
| ooking. "That's better,” | added, cutting off his next words. "Now -- who wants to see ne -- the
Ki ng?"

"Her mmj esty, the Queen," he nanaged to squeeze out between thin |ips.

"That's good. | want to see her too. Show the way." | forged a way through the crowd while ny
new friend clattered behind, trying to pass ne. | stopped before |I reached the group around Queen

Hei da and let himget ahead all out of breath and sweating.

"Your majesty, this is the Baron -- "

"Grav not Baron," | cut in with ny hideously rich accent. "Grav Bent Diebstall froma poor
provincial famly, cheated centuries ago of our rightful title by thieving and jeal ous counts."
scow ed straight at ny guide as if he had been in the plot and he turned the flush on again.

"l don't recognize all of your honors, Gav Bent," the Queen said in her |ow voice that
rem nded me of pastures on a mi sty norn. She pointed to nmy manly chest, to the row of decorations
I had purchased froma curio dealer just that norning.

"Gl actic nedals, your mmjesty. A younger son of the provincial nobility, his famly
i mpoveri shed by the greedy and corrupt, can find little opportunity to advance hinmself here on
Frei bur. That is why | took service offplanet and served for the best years of ny youth in the
Stellar Guard. These are for comonpl ace happeni ngs such as battles, invasions and space

boardings. But this is the one | can really take pride in -- " | fingered through the jingling
hardware until | cane to an unsightly thing, all conets, novas and sparkling lights. "This is the
Stellar Star, the nost prized award in the Guards.” | took it in ny hand and gave it a |ong | ook

In fact | think it was a Guard decoration, given out for re-enlisting or five years of K P. or
sone such.

"It's beautiful," the Queen said. Her taste in nmedals was no better than her taste in clothes,
but what can you expect on these backward pl anets.

"It is that," | agreed. "I don't enjoy describing the nmedal's history, but if it is a roya
command . . . ?" It was, and given very coyly indeed. | lied about ny exploits for awhile and kept
themall interested. There would be plenty of talk about nme in the norning and | hoped sone of it

woul d trickle down to Angelina's ears, wherever she was hiding. Thinking of her took the edge off
my fun, and | managed to excuse nyself and go back to the bar
| spent the rest of the evening tal king up the wonders of ny imaginary history to everyone

could nail. Mst of them seenmed to enjoy it, since the court was normally short on | aughs. The
only one who didn't seemto be getting a charge out of it was nyself. Though the plan had seened
good at first, the nore | becane involved with it the slower it appeared. | night flutter around

the fringe of these fantastically dull court circles for nonths without finding a lead to
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Angel i na. The process had to be accelerated. There was one idea drifting in and out of ny head,

but it bordered on madness. If it misfired | would be either dead or barred fromthese noble
circles forever. This last was a fate | could easily stand -- but it wouldn't help nme find ny

| ovely quarry. However -- if the plan did work it would shortcut all the other nonsense. | flipped
a coin to decide, and of course won since | had palned the coin before the toss. It was going to
be action.

Before conming | had pocketed a few itenms that night come in handy during the course of the
evening. One of themwas a surefire introduction to the King in case | felt that getting nearer to
hi m m ght be of some inportance. | slipped this into an outer pocket, filled the |largest glass |
could find with sweet wine, and trundl ed through the cavernous roons in search of ny prey.

If King Villel mhad been crocked when he arrived, he was now al nost paral yzed. He nust have
had a steel bar sewn into the back of his white uniformjacket because | swear his own spine
shoul dn't have held hi mup. But he was still drinking and swayi ng back and forth, his head bobbi ng
as though it were loosely attached. He had a crowd of old boys around himand they rmust have been
swappi ng off-color stories because they gave ne varying degrees of get-lost |ooks when | trundled
up and snapped to attention. | was bigger than nost of them and nust have nade a nice bl ob of
col or because | caught Villy's eye and the head slowly slewed around in ny direction. One of his
octogenarian cronies had net ne earlier in the evening and was forced to nake the introduction

"A very great pleasure to neet your majesty," | droned with a bit of a drunken blur to ny
voi ce. Not that the King noticed, but some of the others did and scow ed. "I am by way of being a
bit of an entonol ogist nyself, if you will pardon the expression, hoping to follow in your roya
footsteps. | amkeen on this and feel that greater attention should be paid on Freibur, nore
respect given | should say, and nore opportunity taken to utilize the advantageous aspects of the
form nifera[?], |lepidoptera and all the others. Heraldry, for instance, the flags mght utilize
the nore visual aspects of insects . "

| babbled on like this for a while, the crowmd getting inpatient with the unwanted
interruption. The King -- who wasn't getting in nore than one word in ten -- got tired of nodding
after a while and his attention began to wander. My voice thickened and blurred and | could see
t hem wondering how to get rid of the drunk. When the first tentative hand reached out for my el bow
| played nmy trunp card.

"Because of your mmjesty's interest," | said, funbling in nmy pocket, "I carefully kept this
speci men, carrying it across the countless light years to reach its logical resting place, your
hi ghness's collection.”™ Pulling out the flat plastic case, | held it under his nose. Wth an

effort he blinked his watery eyes back into focus and let out a little gasp. The others crowded
around and | gave thema few seconds to enjoy the thing.

Vell it was a beautiful bug, | can't deny that. However it had not travel ed across countl ess
Iight years because | had just nmade it nyself that norning. Most of the parts were assenbled from
other insects, with a few pieces of plastic throwm in where nature had let me down. Its body was
as long as ny hand, and it had three sets of wi ngs, each set in a different color. There were a
|l ot of |egs underneath, pretty msmatched I'mafraid since they canme froma dozen other insects
and a |l ot of them got mashed or m splaced during construction. Sone other nice touches like a
massi ve stinger, three eyes, a corkscrew tail and such-like were not lost on ny rapt audi ence. |
had had the foresight to make the case of tinted plastic which blurred the contents nicely and
hinted at rather than reveal ed them

"But you nmust see it nore closely, your highness," | said, snapping open the case while both
of us swayed back and forth. This was a difficult juggling act as | had to hold the case in the
same hand as ny w neglass, |leaving ny other hand free to grasp the nonstrosity. | plucked it out
bet ween thumb and forefinger and the King | eaned close, the drink in his own glass sl opping back
and forth in his eagerness. | squeezed just a bit with ny thunb and the bug popped forward in
lively fashion and dived into the King' s glass.

"Save it! Save it!" | cried, "A valuable specinen!" | plunged ny fingers in after it and

chased it around and around. Sone of the drink slopped out staining Villelms gilt-edged cuff. A
gasp went up and angry voi ces sounded. Soneone pulled hard at ny shoul der

"Leave off you title-stealing clots!" | shouted, and pulled away roughly fromthe grasp. The
drowned insect flew out of my fingers and | anded on the King's chest, fromwhere it fell slowy to
the floor, shedding wings, |egs and other parts on the way. | nust have used a very inferior glue.

When | | eaped to grab the dropping corpse the forgotten drink in my other hand splashed red and
sticky onto the King's jacket. A how of anger went up fromthe crowd.

"Il say this nuch for the King, he took it well. Stood there swaying like a tree in the
storm but offering no protest outside of nmunbling, "I say . . . | say . . ." a fewtines. Not
even when | rubbed the wine in with ny handkerchief, treading on his toes by accident as the crowd
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behi nd pushed too close. One of thempulled hard at ny arm then I et go when | shrugged. My arm
struck against VillelmIX s noble chest and his royal upper plate popped out on the floor to add
to the fun.

Fun it was too, once the old boys got cleared away. The younger nobility leaped to their
maj esty's defense and | showed thema thing or two about mx-it-up fighting that | had | earned on
a nunber of planets. They nade up in energy what they lacked in technique and we had a really good
go-around. Wonen screaned, strong nen cursed and the King was half carried out of the fracas.
After that things got dirty and | did too. | couldn't blame them but that didn't stop me from
giving just as good as | received.

My last nenory is of a nunber of them holding ne while another one hit ne. | got himin the
face with the shoe on ny free leg, but they grabbed that too and his replacenent turned off al
the Iimts.

Chapter 15

Uncivilized as nmy behavior had been, the jailers persisted in treating ne in a nost civilized
fashion. | grunbled about this and nade their job as hard as possible. | hadn't voluntarily
entered prison in order to win a popularity contest. Pulling all those gags on the poor old King
had been a risk. Lese-majeste is the sort of crime that is usually punishable by death. Happily
the civilizing influences of the League had penetrated darkest Freibur, and the |locals now fel
over backwards to show ne how | aw abi ding they were. | would have none of it. When they brought ne
a neal | ate it, then destroyed the dishes to show ny contenpt for this unlawful detention

This was the bait. The bruises | had suffered would be a small enough price to pay if ny
attenpt at publicity paid off in the right quarters. Wthout a doubt | was being di scussed. A
figure of shanme, a traitor to nmy class. A violent nan in a peaceful world, and a pugnaci ous,
conbati ve unconpronising one at that. In short | was all the things a good Freiburian detested,
and the sort of a man Angelina should have a great deal of interest in.

In spite of its recent bloody past, Freibur was woefully short of roughneck manpower. Not at
the very lowest |evels of course; the portside drinkeries were stuffed with nuscl e-bound apes with
pi nhead brains. Angelina would be able to recruit allot those she needed. But strongarm squads
al one wouldn't win her a victory. She needed allies and aid fromthe nobility, and fromwhat | had
seen this sort of talent was greatly lacking. In nmy indirect manner | had displayed all the traits
she would be interested in, doing it in such a way that she wouldn't know the show had been
arranged only for her. The trap was open, all she had to do was step into it.

Met al boomed as the turnkey rapped on the door. "You have visitors, Grav Diebstall," he said
opening the inner grill.

"Tell themto go to hell!" | shouted. "There's no one on this poxey[?] planet | want to see.”

Paying no attention to my request, he bowed in the governor of the prison and a pair of
anci ent types wearing black clothes and severe looks. | did the best | could to ignore them They
waited grimy until the guard had gone, then the skinniest opened a folder he was carrying and
slowy drew out a sheet of paper with his fingertips.

"I will not sign a suicide note so you can butcher ne in ny sleep," | snarled at him This
rattled hima bit, but he tried to ignore it.

"That is an unfair suggestion,” he intoned solermmly. "I amthe Royal Attorney and woul d never
condone such an action.” Al three of them nodded together as though they were pulled by one
string, and the effect was so conpul sive that | al nost nodded nysel f.

"I will not commt suicide voluntarily," | said harshly to break the spell of agreenment. "That
is the last word that will be said on the subject.”

The Royal Attorney had been around the courts |ong enough not to be thrown off his mark by
this kind of obliquity. He coughed, rattled the paper, and got back to basics.

"There are a nunber of crines you could be charged with young nman,"” he droned, with an
i ntensely gl oony expression draped on his face. | yawned, uninpressed. "I hope this will not have
to be done,"” he went on, "since it would only cause harmto all concerned. The King hinself does
not wish to see this happen, and in fact has pressed upon ne his earnest desire to have this
affair ended quietly now H's desire for peace has prevailed upon us all, and | am here now to put
his wish into action. If[?] you will sign this apology, you will be placed aboard a starship
| eaving tonight. The matter will be ended.”

"Trying to get rid of me to cover up your drunken brawl s at the pal ace, hey?" | sneered. The
Attorney's face purpled but he controlled his tenper with a magnificent effort. If they threw ne
of f the planet now everything was wast ed.
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"You are being insulting, sir!"™ he snorted. "You are not without blane in this matter,
renenmber. | heartily recomrend that you accept the King's leniency in this tragic affair and sign
that apol ogy." He handed the paper to ne and | tore it to pieces.

"Apol ogi ze? Never!" | shouted at them "I was nerely defending nmy honor agai nst your drunken
| outs and | arcenous nobility, all descended fromthieves who stole the titles rightly belonging to
ny fam|ly!"

They left then, and the prison governor was the only one young and sturdy enough for nme to
hel p on the way with the toe of ny shoe in the appropriate spot. Everything was as it should be.
The door cl anged shut behind them-- on a rebellious, cantankerous, belligerent son of the Freibur
soil. | had arranged things perfectly to bring ne to the attention of Angelina. But unless she
becane interested in ne soon | stood a good chance of spending the rest of ny days behind these
grimwalls.

Wiiting has always been bad for ny nerves. | ama thinker during nmonents of peace, but a nman
of action nost of the time. It is one thing to prepare a plan and leap boldly intoit. It is
anot her thing altogether to sit around a grubby prison cell wondering if the plan has worked or if
there is a weak link in the chain of |ogic.

Should | crack out of this pokey? That shouldn't be hard to do, but it had better be saved for
a last resort. Once out | would have to stay undercover and there would be no chance of her
contacting ne. That was why | was gnawi ng ny way through all ny fingernails. The next nove was up
to Angelina; all | could do was wait. | only hoped that she woul d gather the right conclusions
fromall the violent evidence | had supplied.

After a week | was stir-crazy. The Royal Attorney never cane back and there was no talk of a
trial or sentencing. | had presented themw th an annoying problem and they nust have been
scratching their heads feebly over it and hoping | would go away. | alnost did. Getting out of
t hi s backwoods jail would have been sinplicity itself. But | was waiting for a nessage from ny
deadly love. | toyed with the possibilities of the things she m ght do. Perhaps arrange pressure
through the court to have nme freed? O smuggle in a file and a note to see if | could break out on
my own? This second possibility appealed to me nost and | shredded ny bread every time it arrived
to see if anything had been baked into it. There was not hi ng.

On the eighth day Angelina nmade her play, in the nost forthright manner of her own. It was
ni ght, but sonethi ng unaccustoned woke nme up. Listening produced no answers, so | slipped over to
the barred opening in the door and saw a nost attractive sight at the end of the hall. The night
guard was sprawl ed on the floor and a burly masked figure dressed conpletely in black stood over
himwi th a cosh in one neaty hand. Another stranger, dressed |like the first, cane up and they
dragged the guard further along the hall towards me. One of themrummaged in his waist wallet and
produced a scrap of red cloth that he put between the guard's linp fingers. Then they turned
towards ny cell and | noved back out of sight, clinbing noiselessly into bed.

A key grated in the lock and the lights came on. | sat up blinking, giving a fine imtation of
a man waki ng up.

"Who's there? What do you want?" | asked.

"Up quickly, and get dressed, Diebstall. You're getting out of here." This was the first thug
I had seen, the blackjack still hanging fromhis hand. | sagged ny jaw a bit, then | eaped out of
bed with nmy back to the wall.

"Assassins!" | hissed. "So that's vile King Villy's bright idea, is it? Going to put a rope
around ny neck and swear | hung nyself? Well come on -- but don't think it will be easy!"

"Don't be an idiot!" the nan whispered. "And shut the big nouth. W're here to get you out.
W're friends." Two nore nen, dressed the same way, pushed in behind him and | had a glinpse of a
fourth one in the hall

"Friends!" | shouted. "Murderers is nore like it! You'll pay dearly for this crine."

The fourth man, still in the hall, whispered sonething and they charged ne. | wanted a better
glinmpse of the boss. He was a small man -- if he was a man. Hi s clothes were | oose and bul ky, and
there was a stocking mask over his entire head. Angelina would be just about that tall. But before
I could get a better look the thugs were on ne. | kicked one in the stomach and ducked away. This
was fighting barroomstyle and they had all the advantages. Wthout shoes or a weapon | didn't
stand a chance, and they weren't afraid to use their coshes. | tried hard not to smle with

victory as they worked ne over
Only reluctantly did | allow nyself to be dragged to the place where | wanted to go.

Chapter 16
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Because the poundi ng on the head had only nade ne groggy, one of them broke a sleep capsule
under my nose and that was that for a while. So of course | had no idea of how far we had travel ed
or where on Freibur | was. They nmust have given nme the antidote because the next thing |I saw was a
scrawny type with a hypodermc injector in his hand. He was peeling back ny eyelid to | ook and
sl apped hi s hand away.

"CGoing to torture nme before you kill ne, swine!" | said, renenbering the role | had to play.

"Don't worry about that," a deep voice said behind ne, "you are anong friends. People who can
understand your irritation with the present regine."

This voice wasn't nmuch Iike Angelina's. Neither was the burly, sour-faced owner. The nedic
slid out and left us alone, and | wondered if the plan had slipped up sonmewhere. Iron-jaw with the
beady eyes had a famliar look -- | recognized himas one of the Freiburian nobility. | had
menorized the ot and | ooking at his ugly face | dredged up a menonic. A nidget painted bright
red.

"Rdenrundt -- The Count of Rdenrundt,"” | said, trying to renenber what else | had read about
him "I mght believe you were telling ne the truth if you weren't his H ghness's first cousin.
find it hard to consider that you would steal a man fromthe royal jail for your own purposes..."

"I't's not inportant what you believe," he snapped angrily. He had a short fuse and it took him
a nonent to get his tenper back under control. "Villelmmy be my cousin -- that doesn't mean |
think he is the perfect ruler for our planet. You talked a | ot about your clainms to higher rank
and the fact that you had been cheated. Did you nean that? O are you just another parlor w ndbag?
Thi nk wel|l before you answer -- you may be conmitting yourself. There nay be other people who fee
as you do, that there is change in the wind."

| mpul sive, enthusiastic, that was nme. Loyal friend and deadly eneny and just solid guts when
it cane to a fight. Junping forward | grabbed his hand and punped it.

"I'f you are telling me the truth, then you have a man at your side who will go the whole
course. If you are lying to me and this is sone trick of the King's -- well then. Count, be ready
to fight!"

"No need to fight," he said, extracting his hand with sonme difficulty fromny clutch. "Not
between us at least. W have a difficult course ahead of us, and we nust learn to rely upon each
other." He cracked his knuckles and | ooked glumy out the window "I sincerely hope that |I wll be
able to rely on you. Freibur is a far different world fromthe one our ancestors ruled. The League
has sapped the fight from our people. There are none | can really rely on."

"There's nothing wong with the bunch who took nme out of ny cell. They seemed to do the job
wel | enough.”

"Muscl e!" he spat, and pressed a button on the armof his chair. "Thugs with heads of solid
stone. | can hire all of those | need. What | need are nen who can lead -- help ne to | ead Freibur
into its rightful future."”

| didn't nention the man who | ed the nuscle the previous night, the one who had stayed in the
corridor. If[?] Rdenrundt wasn't going to talk about Angelina, | certainly couldn't bring up the
topic. Since be wanted brain not brawn, | decided to give hima little.

"Did you dreamup the torn piece of uniformleft in the guard's hand in the prison? That was a
good touch."

Hi s eyes narrowed a bit when he turned to |l ook at me. "You're quite observant. Bent," he said.

"A matter of training," |I told him trying to be both unassunming and positive at the same
time. "There was this piece of red cloth with a button in the guard's hand, |ike sonething he had
grabbed in a struggle. Yet all of the nmen | saw were dressed only in black. Perhaps a bit of
m sdirection . "

"Wth each passing nonent |'mgetting happier that you have joined nme," he said, and showed ne
all of his ragged teeth in an expression he nust have thought was a grin. "The O d Duke's nen wear
red livery, as you undoubtedly know . "

"And the A d Duke is the strongest supporter of VillelmIX " | finished for him "It wouldn't
hurt in the slightest if he had a falling out with the King."
"Not the slightest,” Rdenrundt echoed, and showed ne all of his teeth again. | was begi nning

to dislike himintensely. If this was the front man Angelina had picked for her operation, then he
was undoubtedly the best one for the job on the planet. But he was such a puffed-up crunb, with
barely enough i magi nation to appreciate the i deas Angelina was feeding him Yet | imagi ne he had
the nmoney and the title -- and the anbition -- which conbination she had to have. Once nore
wonder ed where she was.

Sonet hing cane in through the door and | recoiled, thinking the war was on. It was only a
robot, but it nmade such a hideous anpbunt of hissing and clanking that | wondered what was w ong
with it. The Count ordered the ghastly thing to wheel over the bar, as it turned away | saw what
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coul d have been a chimmey projecting behind one shoul der. There was the distinct odor of coa
snoke in the air.

"Does that robot burn coal -- "" | gurgled.

"It does," the Count said, pouring us out a pair of drinks. "It is a perfect exanple of what
is wong with the Freiburian econony under the gracious rule of Villelmthe Inconpetent. You don't
see any robots like this in the capital!"

"l should hope not," | gasped, staring bug-eyed at the trickle of steam escaping fromthe
thing, and the stains of rust and coal dust on its plates. "Of course |'ve been away a long tine .

t hi ngs change . "

"They don't change fast enough! And don't act galactic-wise with ne, Diebstall. |'ve been to
M st el dross and seen how the rubes live. You have no robots at all -- much less a contraption |ike
this. " He kicked at the thing in sullen anger and it staggered back a bit, valves clicking open
as steam punped into the leg pistons to straighten it up. "Two hundred years cone next
G undl ovsday we will have been in the League, mlked dry and pacified by them-- and for what? To
provide luxuries for the King in Freiburbad. Wile out here we get a niserable consignnment of a
few robot brains and sone control circuitry. We have to build the rest of the inefficient nonsters
ourselves. And out in the real sticks where you come fromthey think robot is a misspelling of a
boat that goes with oars!”

He drained his glass and | made no attenpt to explain to himthe econonics of galactic
comrerce, planetary prestige, or the nultifold |l evels of intercomunication. This |ost planet had
been cut off fromthe mai nstream of galactic culture for maybe a thousand years, until contact had
been reestablished after the Breakdown. They were bei ng eased back into the culture gradually,
wi t hout any viol ent repercussions that m ght upset the process. Sure, a billion robots could be
dunped here tonorrow. What good woul d that do the econony? It was certainly nuch better to bring
in the control units and let the locals build the things for thenselves. If they didn't Iike the
final product they could inprove the design instead of conpl ai ni ng.

The Count of course didn't see it this way. Angelina had done a nice job at playing upon his
prejudi ces and desires. He was still glaring at the robot when he | eaned forward and suddenly
tapped a dial on the thing' s side.

"Look at that!" he shouted. "Down to eighty pounds pressure! Next thing you know the thing
will be falling on its face and burning the place down. Stoke, you idiot -- stoke!!"

A couple of relays closed inside the contraption and the robot clanked and put the tray of
gl asses down. | took a very long drag on ny drink and enjoyed the scene. Trundling over to the
fireplace -- at a slower pace now I'll admt -- it opened a door in its stomach and flanme bel ched
out. Using the coal scoop in the pail it shoveled in a good portion of anthracite and banged the
firedoor shut again. Rich black snmoke boiled fromits chimey. At least it was housebroken and
didn't shake out its grate here.

"Qutside, dammit, outside!" the Count shouted, coughing at the sane tine. The snpke was a
little thick. | poured another drink and decided right then that | was going to |ike Rdenrundt.

I would have liked it a ot better if |I could have found Angelina. This whole affair bore
every sign of her light touch, yet she was nowhere in sight. | was shown to a roomand net sone of
the officers on the Count's staff. One of them Kurt, a youth of noble |ineage but no noney,
showed ne around the grounds. The place was a cross between a feudal keep and a small town, with a
high wall cutting it off fromthe city proper. There appeared to be no obvious signs of the
Count's plans, outside of the nunber of armed retainers who | ounged about and practiced
uninterestedly in the shooting ranges. It all |ooked too peaceful to be true -- yet | had been
brought here. That was no accident. | tried a little delicate questioning and Kurt was frank with
his answers. Like a lot of the far-country gentry be bore a grudge against the centra
authorities, although he would of course never have gotten around to doi ng anything about it on
his own. Somehow he had been recruited and was ready to go along with the plans, all of which were
very vague to him | doubt if he had ever seen a corpse. That he was telling nme the truth about
everyt hi ng was obvious when | caught himin his first lie.

We had passed sone wonen and bent a knee, and Kurt had volunteered the advice that they were
the wives of two of the other officers.

"And you're married too?" | asked.

"No. Never had the tine, | guess. Now | suppose it's too late, at least for awhile. When this
whol e business is over and life is a little nore peaceful there'll be plenty of time to settle
down. "

"How right," | agreed. "Wat about the Count? Is he married? |'ve been away so many years that

it's hard to keep track of that kind of thing. Wves, children and such."” Wthout being obvious
was wat chi ng himwhen | asked this, and he gave a little start.
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"Well . . . yes, you nmight say. | nmean the Count was married, but there was an accident, he's
not married now . " H s voice tapered away and he drew ny attention to sonething el se, happy to
| eave the topic.

Now i f there is one thing that always marks Angelina's trail it is a corpse or two. It took no
great anount of inspiration to connect her with the "accidental" death of the Count's wife. If the
deat h had been natural Kurt would not have been afraid to talk about it. He didn't nmention the
topic again and | made no attenpt to punp him | had ny |ead. Angelina may not have been in sight -
- but her spoor was around nme on all sides. It was just a matter of tine now As soon as | was
able to, | would shake Kurt and hunt up the bullyboys who had spirited ne out of the jail. Buy
thema few drinks to assure themthat there were no hard feelings about the beating they had given
me. Then punp them adroitly about the nan who had | ed t hem

Angel i na made her nove first. One of the coal-burning robots cane hissing and cl anki ng around
with a message. The Count would like to see ne. | slicked ny hair, tucked in ny shirt and reported
for duty.

I was pleased to see that the Count was a steady and solitary daytime drinker. In addition
there was very little tobacco in his cigarette; the sweet snoke filled the room Al this neant he
was due for early dissolution, and | would not be nunmbered anong his nourners. None of this showed
in my expression or attitude of course. | was all flashing eye and hell-cracking attention

"I's it action, sir? |Is that why you sent for nme?" | asked.

"Sit down, sit down," he rmunbl ed, waving me towards a chair. "Relax. Want a cigarette?" He
pushed the box towards me and | eyed the thin brown cylinders with distaste.

"Not today, sir. I'"'mlaying off snoking for awhile. Sharpening up the old eye. Keeping the old
trigger finger |linber and ready for action.”

The Count's nind was occupi ed el sewhere and | doubt if he heard a word | said. He chewed
abstractedly at the inside of his cheek while he | ooked me up and down. A decision finally
struggl ed up through his half-clotted brain.

"What do you know about the Radebrechen famly?" he asked, which is about as exotic a question
as | have ever had thrown at ne.

Absol utely nothing," | answered truthfully. "Should |?"

"No . . . no. . ." he answered vaguely, and went back to chewing his cheek. | was getting
high just frombreathing the air in the roomand | wondered how be was feeling.

"Come with nme," he said, pushing over his chair and alnost falling on top of it. W pl odded
through a nunber of halls deeper into the building, until we came to a door, no different fromthe
ones we had passed, except this one had a guard in front of it -- a rough |ooking brawy type with
his arns casually crossed. Just casual enough to let his fingers hang over his pistol grip. He
didn't budge when we cane up.

"It's all right," the Duke of Rdenrundt said, with what | swear was a peevish tone. "He's with

ne.
"CGotta search himanyway," the guard said. "Orders.” Mre and nore interesting. Wo issued
orders the Count couldn't change -- in his own castle? As if | didn't know. And | recognized the
guard's voice, he was one of the nen who had taken ne fromny prison cell. He searched ne quickly
and efficiently, then stepped aside. The Count opened the door and | followed himin, trying not
to tread on his heels.

One thing about reality -- it is always so much superior to theory. | had every reason to
bel i eve that Angelina would be here, yet it was still a healthy shock to see her sitting at the
table. A kind of electric charge in ny spine tingled right up to the roots of ny hair. This was a
monent | had waited for for a very long tine. It took a positive effort to relax and appear
indifferent. At least as indifferent as any healthy young male is in front of an attractive
package of femninity.

O course this girl didn't resenble Angelina very much. Yet | still had no doubt. The face was
changed as was the color of the hair. And though the face was a new one it still held the sane
sweet, angelic quality as the old. Her figure was nuch the way | renenbered it, with perhaps a few
slight inprovenents. Hers was a surface transformation, with no attenpt at being as conplete as
the one | had had done to ne.

"This is s Grav Bent Diebstall," the count said, fixing his hot and snoky little eyes on her.
"The man you wanted to see, Engela." So she was still an angel, though under a different namne.
That was a bad habit she should watch, only | wasn't going to tell her. A lot of people have been
caught by taking an alias too simlar to their old one.

"Way thank you, Cassitor," she said. Cassitor indeed! |I'd | ook unhappy too if | had to go
through life with a handle like Cassitor Rdenrundt. "It was very nice of you to bring G av Bent
here, " she added in the sane |ight and enpty voi ce.
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Cassi must have been expecting a warnmer wel come because he stood first on one foot and then
anot her and nunbl ed sonet hi ng which neither of us heard. But Angelina-Engela' s wel cone stayed at
the sane tenperature, or perhaps dropped a degree or two as she shuffled sonme papers on the table
in front of her. Even through his fog the Count caught on and went out nunbling sonething el se
under his breath that | was pretty sure was one of the shorter and nore unwhol esomre words in the
| ocal dialect. W were al one.

"Way did you tell all those lies about being in the Stellar Guard," she asked in a quiet

voi ce, apparently still busy at the papers. This was ny cue to snmile sardonically, and flick sone
i magi nary dust frommny sl eeve

"Well | certainly couldn't tell all those nice people what |'ve really been doing all these
years | have been away, could |?" | responded with wi de-eyed sinplicity.

"What were you doi ng. Bent?" she asked and there wasn't a trace of any enotion in her voice.

"That's really ny business, isn't it," | told her, matching toneless tone for tone. "And while
we' re asking questions, | would like to know who you are, and bow conme you seemto throw nore
wei ght around than the great Count Cassitor?" |I'mgood at playing this kind of guessing gane. But
Angy was just as good and dragged the conversation back to her own grounds.

"Since | amin the stronger position here, | think you'll find it wise to answer nmy questions.
Don't be afraid of shocking nme. You would be surprised at the things | know about."

No, Angelica love, | wouldn't be surprised at all. But | couldn't just tell all without a
little resistance. "You' re the one behind this revolution idea, aren't you," | said as a

statement, not a question

"Yes," she said, laying her cards on the table so she[?] could see nine

"Well if you nust know then," | said, "I was snuggling. It is a very interesting occupation if
you happen to know what to take where. For a nunber of years | found it was a nost |ucrative
busi ness. Finally though, a nunber of governments felt | was giving themunfair conpetition, since
they were the only ones allowed to cheat the public. Wth the pressure on | returned to ny
sl uggi sh native land for a period of rest.”

Angel - m ne was buyi ng no seal ed packages and gave ne an exhaustive cross-exam nation into ny
snmuggl i ng career that showed she had nore than a passing know edge of the field herself. | had of
course no trouble answering her questions, since in nmy day | have turned, many a negacredit in
this illegal fashion. The only thing | was afraid of was making it too good, so | described a
career of a successful but still young and not too professional operator. Al the tine | was
talking | tried to live the role and believe everything | said. This was a crucial tinme when |
must let drop no hints or mannerisns that mght bring Slippery JimdiGiz to her mind. | had to be
the I ocal punk who had nade good and was still on ny way up in the universe.

Mnd you -- our talk was of course all nobst casual, and carried on in an atnosphere of passing
drinks and lighting cigarettes all designed to relax me enough to make a few slips. | did of
course, slipping in alie or two about my successes that she would catch and credit to boyish
ent husi asm When the chitchat slowed | tried a question of ny own.

"Wuld you nind telling nme what a local famly naned Radebrechen has to do with you?"

"What makes you ask?" she said so calmand coolly.

"Your smiling friend Cassitor Rdenrundt asked ne about them before we cane here. | told himl
knew not hi ng. What's their connection with you?"

"They want to kill me," she said.

"That would be a shame -- and a waste,"” | told her with my best come-hither grin. She ignored
it. "What can | do about it?" | asked, going back to business, since she didn't seeminterested in

my mascul ine attractions.
"I want you to be ny bodyguard," she said, and when | snmiled and opened ny nmouth to speak she

went on, "and pl ease spare nme any remarks about how it is a body you would like to guard. | get
enough of that from Cassitor."

"All 1 wanted to say was that | accepted the position," which was a big |lie because |I had had
some such phrase in mnd. It was hard to stay ahead of Angelina and | nustn't relax for an instant
I rem nded nyself again. "Just tell ne about the people who are out to kill you."

"It seens that Count Rdenrundt was narried," Angelicious said, toying with her glass in a
sinple, girlish way. "H's wife conmtted suicide in a very stupid and conproni sing manner. Her
famly -- who are of course the Radebrechen -- think I killed her, and want to revenge her
supposed nurder by killing me in turn. Apparently in this lost corner of Freibur the vendetta
still has meaning, and this famly of rich norons still subscribe to it."

Al'l at once the picture was getting clearer. Count Rdenrundt -- a born opportunist -- aided
his noble fortunes by marrying the daughter of this famly. This nmust have worked well enough
until Angelina canme along. Then the extra wife was in the way, and ignorant of this charning | oca
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custom of revenge-killing, Angelina had renoved a stunbling stone. Something had gone wong --
probably the Count had bungled, fromthe [ ook of the man -- and now the vendetta was on. And ny
Angel wanted nme to interpose nmy frail flesh between her and the killers. Apparently she was
finding this retarded planet nore than she had bargained for. Now was the tine for ne to be bol d.
"Was it suicide?" | asked. "Or did you kill her?"
"Yes, | killed her," she said. The sparring was over and all our cards were on the table. The
deci sion was up to ne.

Chapter 17

Wl |l what el se was there to do? | hadn't come this far, getting nyself shot, hashed on the
head and well stonped, just to arrest her. | nmean | was going to arrest her, of course, but it was
next to inmpossible in the center of the Count's stronghold. Besides that, | wanted to find out a
bit nmore about the Count's proposed uprising, since this would certainly come within the
jurisdiction of the Special Corps. |If I was going to reenlist | had better bring along a few
prizes to show ny good intentions.

Anyway -- | wasn't so sure | wanted to reenlist. It was a little hard to forget that scuttling

charge they had tried to bl ow up under nme. The whole thing wasn't so sinple. There were a | ot of
things mixed up in this. One fact being that | enjoyed Angelina and nost of the time | was with
her | forgot about those bodies floating in space. They returned at night all right and chopped at
my conscience, but | was always tired and went to sleep quickly before they could get through and
bot her ne.

Life was a bed of roses, and | might as well enjoy it before the bl ossons w thered. Watching
Angel ady at work was a distinct pleasure, and if you stood ny back to the wall and nade nme swear
I would be forced to admit that | |earned a thing or two from her. Single-handedly she was
organi zing a revol ution on a peaceful planet -- and it stood every chance of succeeding. In ny
snmall way | helped. The few times she nentioned a problemto ne | had a ready answer and in al
the cases she went along with my suggestions. O course | had never toppled governnents before,
but there are basic laws in crine as in everything else, and it is just a nmatter of application
This didn't happen often. Most of the time during those first few weeks | was a plain bodyguard,
keeping a wary eye out for assassins. This position had a certain ironical angle that appealed to
me greatly.

However there was a serpent in our little Eden of Insurrection, and his nane was Rdenrundt.
never heard nmuch, but froma word caught here and there | began to see that the Count wasn't
really cut out to be a revolutionary. The closer we cane to the day the nore pallid he becane. H's
little physical vices began to add up, and one day the whole thing cane to a head.

Angel egant and the Count were in a business session and | sat in the anteroom outside. |
shanel essly eavesdropped whenever | could, and this tine | had managed to | eave the door open a
crack after |I had checked her into the room Careful manipulation with my toe opened it a bit nore
until | could hear a murmur of their voices. An argunent was progressing nicely -- there were a
ot of themat this time -- and | could catch a word here and there. The Count was shouting and it
was obvious that he wouldn't give in on some sinple and necessary piece of blackmail to advance
the cause. Then his tone changed and his voice dropped so | couldn't hear his words, strain as |
m ght. There was a saccharine wheedl e and whine in his voice, and Angelina's answer was clear
enough. A loud and positive no. H's bellow brought ne to ny feet.

"Why not? It's always no now and |'ve had enough of it!"

There was the sound of tearing cloth and sonmething fell to the floor and broke. | was through
the door in a single bound. For a brief instant | had a glinpse of a struggling tableau as he
pulled at her. Angelina's clothing was torn from one shoul der and his fingers were sunk into her
arnms |ike claws. Clubbing ny pistol | ran forward. Angelina was a bit faster. She pulled a bottle
fromthe table and banged it into the side of his head with neat efficiency. The Count dropped as
if he had been shot. She was pulling up her torn blouse when | cane roaring to a halt.

"Put the gun away. Bent -- it's all over," she said in a calmvoice. | did, but only after
maki ng sure the Count was really out, hoping an extra sl am m ght be needed. But she had done a
good job. Wen | stood up Angelina was al ready hal fway out of the roomand | had to run to catch
up with her. The only other thing she said was "Wait here," when she steaned into her room

It took no great power of divination to see that there was trouble comng -- if it hadn't already
arrived. Wen the Count cane to with a busted head he woul d undoubtedly have sone second thoughts
about Angelina and revolutions. | thought cmthese and rel ated subjects while | matched coins with

the guards. A few minutes later Angelina called nme in.
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A long robe covered her arns so the bruises he had made weren't visible. Though outwardly
conposed there was a telltale glint in her eyes that meant she was doing a slow burn[?]. | spoke
what was undoubtedly the uppernost thought in her nind

"Want nme to fix it so the Count joins his noble ancestors in the famly crypt?"

She shook her head no. "He still has his uses. | nmanaged to control ny tenper -- so you had
better hold yours."
"Mne's in great shape. But what nakes you think you can still get work or cooperation out of

hin? He's going to have an awful sore head when he cones to."
M nor factors like this didn't bother her; she disnissed the thought with a wave of her hand

"I can still handl e himand nake himdo whatever | want -- within limts. The limtations are his
own natural abilities, which | didn't realize were so slight when | picked himto head this
revolt. I'mafraid his cowardice is slowy destroying any | arge hopes | might have had for him He
will still have value as a figurehead and we nust use himfor that. But the power and deci sions
must be ours."

I wasn't being slow, just wary. | chewed around her statenents fromall sides before
answered. "Just what is this we and ours business? Were do | fit in?"

Angelilith |l eaned back in her chair and tossed a | ock of her |lovely golden hair to one side.

Her smile had about a two thousand-volt charge and was ai nmed at ne.
"I want you to come in with me on this thing," she said with a voice rich as warm honey. "A

partnership. We'll keep the Count of Rdenrundt out in front until the plan succeeds. Then
elimnate himand go the rest of the way ourselves. Do you agree?"

"Well," | said. Then with brilliant inspiration, "Well . . ." again. For the first tinme in a
lifetinme of verbal pyrotechnics |I found the flow shut off. | paced the roomand pulled ny
scattered wits together

"I hate to look a gift rocket in the tubes," |I told her, "nevertheless -- why ne? A sinple but
hard wor ki ng bodyguard, who will guard your person, |abor for the cause and | ook forward to the

restoration of his stolen lands and title. How cone the big junp fromoffice boy to board
chai r man?"
"You know better than to ask that," she said and smiled, and the tenperature of the roomrose ten

degrees. "l think you can handle this job as well as | can, and enjoy doing it. Wrking together
you and | will nmake this the cleanest revolt that ever took over a planet. Wat do you say?"

| was pacing behind her as she tal ked. She stood up and took ne by the arm stilling ny
restless walking. I could feel the warnth of her fingers burning through ny thin shirt. Her face
was in front of ne, smling, and her voice pitched so lowthat | barely heard it.

"I't would be sonething, wouldn't it. You and I . . . together."

Wul dn't it! There are occasions when words can't say it all and your body speaks for you
This was a tinme like that. Wthout physical deliberation my arns were around her, pulling her to
me, nmy nmouth pushi ng down on hers.

For the briefest of instants she was the sanme, her arns tight on ny shoulders, her lips alive.
Just for a sliver of tinme so brief that afterwards | couldn't be sure that | hadn't imagined it.
Then the warnth was suddenly drai ned away and everythi ng was w ong.

She didn't fight me or attenpt to push back. But her lips were lifeless under mne and her

eyes open, looking at nme with a sterile enptiness. She did nothing until | had dropped ny arns and
stepped away, then she seated herself stiffly in the chair again.

"What's wrong?" | asked not trusting nyself to say nore.
"A pretty face -- is that all you think of?" she asked, and the words seened pulled fromher in
sobs. Expressing real enotions didn't cone easily with her. "Are you nen all alike -- all the same-
o

"Nonsense!" | shouted, angered in spite of nyself. "You wanted ne to kiss you -- don't deny

it! What changed your nind?"

"Wul d you want to kiss her?" Angelina screamed, torn by enotions | couldn't understand. She
pulled at a thin chain around her neck. It snapped and she half threw it at nme. There was a tiny
| ocket on the chain, still warmfromher body. It had an inmage enlarger in it, and when held at
the right angle the picture inside could be seen clearly. | had the chance for only a single
glinmpse at the girl in the photograph, then Angelina changed her nind and pulled it away, pushing
me towards the door at the sane tine. It slamed behind ne and | heard the heavy safety bolts thud
hone.

Ignoring the guard's rai sed eyebrows | stanped down the hall to ny own room M enotions had
triunphed nicely over ny powers of reason, and apparently Angelina's had too -- for just an
instant. Yet | couldn't understand her cold withdrawal or the significance of the picture. Wy did
she wear it?
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I had only had a single glinpse of the contents but that was enough. It was the photo of a
young girl, a sister perhaps? A tragic thing, one of those horrible proofs of the |Iaw of chance
that an alnost infinite nunber of conbinations are possible. This girl was cursed w th ugliness,
that is the only way to describe it. It was no single factor of a bent back, adenoidal jaw or
protrudi ng nose. Instead it was the dammi ng conbination of traits that conbined to forma single,
repel lent whole. | didn't like it. But what did it matter....

| sat down suddenly with the clear realization that | was being incredibly stupid. Angelina
had given ne a sinple brief glinpse into the dark notivations that had nade her, shaped her life.

O course. The girl in the picture was Angelina herself.

Wth this realization so nany other things becane clear. Many times when | ooking at her | had
wonder ed why that deadly mind should be housed in such an attractive package. The answer was
clearly that | wasn't |ooking at the original package that had shaped the nmind. To be a man and to
be ugly is bad enough. What nust it feel [ike to a woman? How do you live when mirrors are your
enem es and people turn away rather than | ook at you? How do you bear life when at the sanme tine
you are blessed -- or cursed -- with a keen and intelligent mnd that sees and is aware of
everyt hing, nmakes the inescapabl e conclusions and m sses not the slightest hint of repulsion

Sone girls nmight commit suicide, but not Angelina. | could guess what she had done. Hating
hersel f, loathing and detesting her world and the people on it, she would have had no conpunction
about committing a crime to gain the noney she wanted. Money for an operation to correct one of
those imperfections. Then nore noney for nore operations. Then soneone who dared to stop her in
this task, and the ease and perhaps pleasure with which she killed him The slow upward clinb

through crime and nurder -- to beauty. And during the clinmb the wonderful brain that had been
housed in the ill-forned flesh had been warped and changed.

Poor Angelina. | could be sorry for her without forgetting the ones she had killed. Poor
tragic, a lone girl who in winning half the battle had |ost the other half. Purchased skill had
shaped the body into a lovely -- truthfully an angelic -- form Yet in succeeding, the strength of
the m nd that had acconplished all this had been deformed until it had been made as ugly as the
body had been in the beginning.

Yet if you could change a body -- couldn't you change a m nd? Coul d sonething be done for her?

The very pressure and magni tude of my thoughts drove ne out of the small roomand into the
air. It was nearing mdnight and the guards woul d be stationed bel ow and all the doors | ocked.

Rat her than face the explanations and sinple mechanical difficulties, | clinbed upwards instead.
There woul d be no one in the roof gardens and wal kways this time of night; | could be al one.

Frei bur has no nmoon, but it was a clear night and the stars cast enough light to see by. The
roof guard saluted when | went by, and | could see the red spark of a cigarette in his hand.
shoul d have said sonet hing about it, but my mind was too occupied. Passing on | turned a corner
and stood | eaning on the parapet, |ooking out unseeingly at the black bul k of the nountains.
Sonet hi ng kept gnawi ng for attention and after a few minutes | recogni zed what it was. The guard
He was there for a purpose and snoking on duty wasn't considered the best behavior for a sentry.
Perhaps | was being finicky, but it is a failing of nmne. Take care of all the small factors and
the big ones take care of thenselves. |In any case, sinply thinking about it was bothering nme, so
m ght as well go around and say a word to him

He wasn't at his usual post, which was optinmistic; at |east he was maki ng the rounds and
keepi ng an eye on things. | started to wal k back when |I noticed the broken flowers hanging from
the edge of the garden. This was nost unusual because the roof gardens were the Count's specia
pl easure and were practically manicured daily. Then | saw the dark patch in anong the flowers and
had the first intimtion that sonething was very, very w ong.

It was the guard, and he was either dead or deeply unconscious. | didn't bother to find out
whi ch. There was only one reason | could think of for sonmeone to be here at night like this.
Angelina. Her loomwas on the top floor, alnost belowthis spot. Silently |I ran to the decorative
railing and | ooked over. Five neters bel ow was the white patch of the bal cony outside her w ndow.
Sonet hi ng bl ack and form ess was crouched there

My gun was in ny room For one of the fewtines in ny life | had been so disturbed that ny
normal precautions were forgotten. My concern over Angelina was going to cost her her life.

Al'l of this | realized in a fraction of a second as ny fingers ran along the bal ustrade. A
shiny blob was fixed there, anchoring a strand so thin that it was invisible, yet |I knew was as
strong as a cable. The assassin had |l owered hinself with web spinner, a tiny device that spun a
thin strand like a spider. Only the strand's substance was forned of a single |ong-chain nolecule
that could support a man's weight. It would slice ny hands |ike the sharpest blade if | tried to
slide down it.

There was only one way | could reach that balcony, a tiny square above the two-kiloneter drop
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into the valley below. | made the decision even as | was |eaping up onto the rail. It had a wide
flat top and | sat for an instant to catch my bal ance. Bel ow ne the w ndow swung open noi sel essly
and | dropped, ny heels extended, aimng for the nan bel ow

| turned in the air and instead of hitting himsquarely | caroned off his shoul der and we both
sprawl ed onto the balcony. It shivered under the inpact, but the ancient stone held. The fall had
hal f-stunned ne, and with pain-blurred reasoning | hoped that his shoulder felt as bad as ny |eg
For a few nmonments | could do nothing but gasp for breath and try to scranble towards him A |ong,
thin bl aded knife had been knocked fromhis hand by the inpact and | could see it glittering where
he reached for it. H's fingers clutched it just as | attacked. He grunted and nmade a vicious stab
at me that brushed ny sleeve. Before he could draw back I had his knife wist in ny hand and
cl anped on.

It was a silent, nightmare battle. Both of us were half-dazed fromny drop, yet we knew it was
life we were battling for. | couldn't stand because of mny bruised | eg and he was instantly on top
of me, heavier and stronger. He couldn't use the arm| had | anded on, but it took all the strength
of both nmy arns to hold away the nenaci ng bl ade. There was no sound ot her than our hoarse panting.

This assassin was going to win as wei ght and renorsel ess strength brought the knife down.

Sweat al nost blinded ne, but | could still see well enough to notice the twisted way his other arm
hung. | had broken a bone when | hit -- yet he had never made a sound.
There is no such thing as fair fighting when you are struggling for your life. | squirned mnmy

I eg out from under himand nanaged to bend it enough to dig the knee into his broken arm Hi s
whol e body shuddered. | did it again. Harder. He twisted, trying to pull away fromthe pain.
heaved si deways, throwi ng himoff balance. H's el bow bent as be tried to save hinmself fromfalling
and | put all my strength in both hands turning that sinewy wist and driving the hand backwards.

It al nost worked, but he was still stronger than | was and the point of the blade nerely scratched
his chest. Even as | was fighting to turn the hand agai n he shuddered and di ed.
A ruse would not have tricked ne -- but this was no ruse. | felt every nmuscle in his body

tighten rock-bard in a spasmas he fell sideways. My grip on his wist didn't [essen until the
light came on in the roombehind ne. Only then did | see the ugly yellow stain halfway up the
bl ade of the knife. A quick-acting nerve poison, silent and deadly. There, on the sleeve of ny

shirt, was a thin yell ow mark where the bl ade had brushed ne. | knew these poisons didn't need a
puncture, they could work just as well on the naked skin.
Wth infinite caution, struggling against the fatigue that wanted nmy hands to shake, | peel ed

my shirt slowy off. Only when it had been buried on top of the corpse did | let nyself drop
backwar ds, gasping for air.

My leg could work now, though it hurt hideously. It nmust have been bruised but not broken
since it supported my weight. Turning, | stunbled to the high wi ndow and threw it open. Light
streanmed out on the body behind ne. Angelina was sitting up in bed, her face snmoboth and her hands
folded on the covers in front of her. Only her eyes showi ng any awareness of what had happened.

"Dead," | said with a dry throat, and spat to clear it. "Killed by his own poison." | slunped
into the room testing ny |eg.

"I was sleeping, | didn't hear himopen the wi ndow," she said. "Thank you."

Actress, liar, cheat, nmurderess. She had played a hundred roles in countless voices. Yet when
she said those final words there was a ring of unforged feeling to them This nurder attenpt had
conme too soon after the earlier traumatic scene. Her defenses were still down, her real enotions
showi ng.

Her hair hung to her shoul ders, brushing the single ribbons of her nightgown, which was nade
of sonme thin and soft fabric; intimate. This sight, on top of the events of the evening, renoved
any reserve | mght have had. | was kneeling by the bed, holding her shoul ders and staring deep
into her eyes, trying to reach what |ay behind them The |ocket with the broken chain lay on the
bedside table. | grabbed it in my fist.

"Don't you realize this girl doesn't exist except in your nmenory," | said, and Angelina didn't
move. "It's past |like everything el se. You were a baby -- now you're a wonan. You were a little
girl -- now you're a wonan. You nay have been this girl -- but you are not any nore!"

Wth a convul sive novenent | turned and hurled the thing out of the windowinto the darkness.

"You' re none of those things of the past, Angelinal" | said with an intensity |ouder than a
shout. "You are yourself . . . just yourself!"

| kissed her then and there was no trace of the pushing away or rejection there had been
before. As | needed her, she needed ne.

Chapter 18
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Dawn was just touching the sky when |I brought the assassin's body in to the Count. | was
deprived of the pleasure of waking himsince the sergeant of the guard had al ready done this when
the roof sentry had been di scovered. The guard was dead too, froma tiny puncture of the sane
poi son-ti pped bl ade. The guardsmen and the Count were all gathered around the body on the floor of
the Count's sitting roomand chattering away about this nystery, the inexplicable death of the
sentry. They didn't see nme until | dropped ny corpse down by the other one, and they all junped
back.

"Here's the killer," | told them not without a certain anpbunt of pride. Count Cassitor mnust
have recogni zed the thug because he gave a shuddering start and popped his eyes. No doubt an ex-
relative, brother-in-law or sonething. | imagined he hadn't believed that the Radebrechen famly
woul d really go through with their threats of revenge

A certain uneasi ness about the guard sergeant gave me ny first cue that | was inmagi ni ng w ong.
The sergeant gl anced back and forth fromthe corpse to the Count and I wondered what thoughts were
goi ng through his shaven and thick-skulled nilitary head. There were wheels w thin wheels here and
I would |ike to have known what was going on. | nmade a nental note to have a buddy-to-buddy talk
with sarge at the first opportunity. The Count chewed his cheek and cracked his knuckl es over the
bodi es, and finally ordered them dragged out.

"Stay here. Bent," he said as | started to |leave with the others. | dropped into a chair while
he | ocked the rest out. Then he made a rush for the bar and choked down about a waterglass full of
the local spirits. Only when he was working on his second glass did he renmenber to offer ne sone
of this potable aqua regia. | wasn't saying no, and while | sipped at it | wondered what he was so
upset about.

First the Count checked the [ocks on all the doors and sealed the single window H's ring key
unl ocked the bottom drawer of his desk and he took out a small electronic device with controls and
an extendi bl e aerial on top.

"Well look at that!" | said when he pulled out the aerial. He didn't answer ne, just shot a
Il ong ook at ne fromunder his eyebrows, and went back to adjusting the thing. Only when it was
turned on and the green light glowed on the top did he relax a bit.

"You know what this is?" he asked, pointing at the gadget.

"OfF course," | said. "But not fromseeing themon Freibur. They aren't that comon."

"They aren't conmon at all," he nunbled, staring at the green light which glowed steadily. "As
far as | knowthis is the only one on the planet -- so | wi sh you wouldn't nention it to anybody.
Anybody, " he repeated with enphasis.

"Not my business," | told himwith disarm ng lack of interest. "I think a man's entitled to
his privacy."

| liked privacy nyself and had used snooper-detectors like this one plenty of tines. They
could sense electronic or radiation snoopers and gave instant warning. There were ways of fooling
them but it wasn't easy to do. As |long as no one knew about the thing the Count could be sure he
wasn't bei ng eavesdropped on. But who would want to do that? He was in the niddle of his own
buil ding -- and even he nust know that snooper devices couldn't be worked froma distance. There
was distinct snell of rat in the air, and | was beginning to get an idea of what was going on. The
Count didn't |eave ne any doubt as to who the rat was.

"You're not a stupid nman, Grav Diebstall,"” he said, which nmeans he thought | was a | ot
stupider than he was. "You've been offplanet and seen other worlds. You know how backward and
suppressed we are here, or you wouldn't have joined with us[?] to help throw off the yoke around
our planet's neck. No sacrifice is too great if it will bring closer this day of |iberation." For
sone reason he was sweating now and had resunmed his unpl easant habit of cracking the knuckles. The

side of his head -- where Angela had | anded the bottle -- was covered with plasti-skin and dry of
sweat. | hoped it hurt.
"This foreign woman you have been guarding -- " the Count said, turning sideways but stil

wat ching ne fromthe corners of his eyes. "She had been of sone help in organizing things, but is
now putting us in an enbarrassing position. There has been one attenpt on her life and there will

probably be others. The Radebrechen are an old and loyal family -- her presence is a continued
insult to them" Then he pulled at his drink and delivered the punch I|ine.

"I think that you can do the job she is doing. Just as well, and perhaps better. How would you
i ke that?"

Wthout a doubt | was just brimmng over with talent -- or there was a shortage of
revol utionaries on this planet. This was the second time within twelve hours that | had been
offered a partnership in the new order. One thing | was sure of though -- Angelovely's offer had
been sincere. Cassi Duke of Rdenrundt's proposition had a distinctly bad odor to it. | played
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along to see what he was | eading up to.

"I am honored, noble Count," | oozed. "But what will happen to the foreign woman? | don't
i mgi ne she will think much of the idea."

"What she thinks is not inportant,” he snarled and touched his fingers lightly to the side of
his head. He swall owed and got his tenper back under control. "W cannot be cruel to her," he said
with one of the nost insincere smles | have ever seen on a human being's face. "W'IlIl just hold
her in custody. She has some guards who | imagine will be loyal, but ny men will take care of
them You will be with her and arrest her at the proper tine. Just turn her over to the jailers
who will keep her safe. Safe for herself, and out of sight where she can cause no nore trouble for
us."

"It's a good plan," | agreed with winning insincerity. "I don't enjoy the thought of putting
this poor woman in jail, but if it is necessary to the cause it nust be done. The ends justify the
neans. "

"You're right. I only wish | was able to state it so clearly. You have a remarkable ability to
turn a phrase. Bent. I'mgoing to wite that dowmn so | can renenber it. The ends justify . . ."

He scratched away industriously on a note plate. What a know edge of history he had -- jus
the man to plan a revolution! | searched nmy nenory for a few nore old saws to supply himwith,
until my brain was flooded with a sudden anger. | junped to ny feet.

"If we are going to do this we should not waste any tine, Count Rdenrundt," | said. "l suggest
1800 hours tonight for the action. That will give you enough tine to arrange for the capture of
her guards. | will be in her roons and will arrest her as soon as | have a nessage from you t hat

the first nmove has succeeded. "

"You're correct. A man of action as always. Bent. It will be as you say." W shook hands then
and it took all the will power | possessed to stop fromcrushing to a pulp his Iinp, npist,
serpentine paw. | went straight to Angeli na.

"Can we be overheard here?" | asked her

"No, the roomis conmpletely shielded."

"Your forner boy-friend. Count Cassi, has a snooper-detector. He nay have ot her equi pnent for
listening to what goes on here."

This thought didn't bother Angelic in the slightest. She sat by the mrror, brushing her hair.
The scene was |ovely but distracting. There were strong w nds bl owi ng through the revolution that
threatened to knock everythi ng down.

"I know about the detector," she said calmy, brushing. "I arranged for himto get it --
wi thout his know edge of course -- and nade sure it was usel ess on the best frequencies. | keep a
close watch on his affairs that way."

"Were you listening in a few m nutes ago when he was maki ng arrangenents with me to kill your
guards and throw you into the dungeons downstairs?"

"No, | wasn't listening," she said with that anazing sel f-possession and cal mthat marked al
her actions. She smiled in the mrror at nme. "I was busy just renmenbering last night."

Wnen! They insist on mxing everything up together. Perhaps they operate-better that way, but
it is very hard on those of us who find that keeping enoption and | ogi c separate produces sounder

thinking. | had to nake her understand the seriousness of this situation.
"Well, if that little bit of news doesn't interest you," | said as calmy as | could, "perhaps
this does. The rough Radebrechens didn't send that killer last night -- the Count did."

Success at last. Angelina actually stopped conmbing her hair and her eyes widened a bit at the
inport of what | said. She didn't ask any stupid questions, but waited for ne to finish

"I think you have underesti mated the desperation of that rat upstairs. Wen you droned him
with that bottle yesterday, you pushed himjust as far as he could be pushed. He nust have had his
pl ans al ready made and you nade his mnd up for him The sergeant of the guard recognized the
assassin and connected himwi th the Count. That al so explains how the killer got access to the
roof and knew just where to find you. It's also the best explanation | can inmagine for the
suddenness of this attack. There's too nmuch coinci dence here with the thing happening right after
your battle with Cassitor the Cantankerous."

Angel i na had gone back to conbing her hair while | talked, fluffing up the curls. She nade no
response. Her apparent |lack of interest was beginning to try my nerves.

"Well -- what are you going to do about it?" | asked, with nore than a little note of
peevi shness in ny voi ce.

"Don't you think it's nore inmportant to ask what you are going to do about it?" She delivered
this line very lightly, but there was a ot behind it. | saw she was watching ne in the mnor, so
| turned and went over to the wi ndow, |ooking out over the fatal bal cony at the snow summitted[?]
nmount ai n peaks beyond. What was | going to do about it? OF course that was the question here --
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much bi gger than she realized

What was | going to do about the whole thing? Everyone was offering me half-interests in a
revolution | hadn't the slimest interest in. O did I? Wat was | doing here? Had | cone to
arrest Angelina for the Special Corps? That assignment seened to have been forgotten a while back

A decision had to be reached soon. My body di sgui se was good -- but not that good. It wasn't
intended to stand up to long inspection. Only the fact that Angelina was undoubtedly sure that she
had killed me had prevented her fromrecognizing nmy real identity so far. | had certainly

recogni zed her easily enough, facial changes and all

Just at this point the bottom dropped out of everything. There is a little process called
sel ective forgetting whereby we suppress and distort nmenories we find distasteful. My disguise
hadn't been nmeant to stand inspection this long. Oiginally | had been sure she would have
penetrated it by now Wth this realization cane the nmenory of what | had said the night before. A
wi ckedly revealing statenment that | had pushed back and forgotten until now.

You' re none of these things out of the past, | had shouted. None of these things
Angelina. | had bellowed this and there had been no protest from her

Except that she no | onger used the name Angelina, she used the alias Engela here

When | tuned to face her ny guilty thoughts nmust have been scrawl ed all over ny face, but she
only gave ne that enignmatic snmile and said nothing. At |east she had stopped conbing her hair.

"You know |'mnot Grav Bent Diebstall," | said with an effort. "How | ong have you known?"

"For quite a while; since soon after you cane here, in fact."

"Do you know who | am-- ?"

"I have no idea what your real nane is, if that's what you nean. But | do renmenber how angry
was when you tricked nme out of the battleship, after all my work. And | recall the intense
satisfaction with which |I shot you in Freiburbad. Can you tell ne your name now?"

"Jim" | said through the haze | was rooted in. "Janmes di Giz, known as Slippery Jimto the
trade."

"How nice. My nanme is really Angela. | think it was done as a horrid joke by nmy father, which
is one of the reasons | enjoyed seeing himdie."

"Way haven't you killed nme?" | asked, having a fairly good idea of how father had passed on

"Why should I, darling?" she asked, and her light, enpty tone was gone. "W've both nade
m stakes in the past and it has taken us a dreadfully long time to find out that we are just
alike. 1 mght as well ask you why you haven't arrested me -- that's what you started out to do
isn't it?"

"It was -- but . . ."

"But, what? You must have conme here with that idea in nmnd, but you were fighting an awfu
battle with yourself. That's why |I hid the fact that | knew who you really were. You were grow ng
up, getting over whatever idiotic notions ever involved you with the police in the first place. |
had no idea how the whol e thing woul d conme out, though I did hope. You see | didn't want to kil
you, not unless | had to. | knew you | oved me, that was obvious fromthe beginning. It was
different fromthe feeble aninmal passion of all those male brutes who have told nme that they | ove
me. They loved a numlleable case of flesh. You |love ne for everything that | am because we are
both the sane."

"We are not the sanme," | insisted, but there was no conviction in nmy voice. She only sniled.
"You kill -- and enjoy killing -- that's our basic difference. Don't you see that?"

"Nonsense!" She dismssed the idea with an airy wave. "You killed | ast night -- rather a good
job too -- and I didn't notice any reluctance on your part. In fact, wasn't there a certain anount

of ent husi asn®?"
| don't know why, but | felt as if a noose was tightening around nmy neck. Everything she said

was wong -- but | couldn't see where it was wong. Wiere was the way out, the solution that woul d
sol ve everything?

"Let's leave Freibur,"” | said at last. "Get away fromthis nonstrous and unnecessary
rebellion. There will be deaths and killing and no need for them"

"W'll go -- if we go soneplace where we can do just as well," Angela said, and there was a

hardness back in her voice. "That's not the major point though. There's sonething you are going to
have to settle in your own nind before you will be happy. This stupid inportance you attach to
death. Don't you realize how conpletely trivial it is? Two hundred years fromnow you, | and every
person now living in the galaxy will be dead. Wat does it matter if a few of them are hel ped
al ong and reach their destination a bit quicker? They'd do the sane to you if they had the
chance. "

"You're wong," | insisted, knowing that there is nore to living and dying than just this
pessi m stic phil osophy, but unable in this noment of stress to clarify and speak ny ideas. Angela
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was a powerful drug and ny tiny remaining shard of conpassionate reserve didn't stand a chance,
washed under by the flood of stronger enotions. | pulled her to ne, kissing her, knowing that this
sol ved nost of the problens although it made the final solution that nuch nore difficult.

Athin and irritating buzz scratched at nmy ears, and Angela heard it too. Separating was
difficult for both of us. | sat and watched unseeingly while she went to the vidi phone. She
bl anked the video circuits and snapped a query into it. | couldn't hear the answer because she had
the speaker off and |istened through the earpiece. Once or twi ce she said yes, and | ooked up
suddenly at ne. There was no indication of whomshe was talking to, and | hadn't the slightest
interest. There were probl ens enough around.

After hanging up she just stood quietly for a nonent and | waited for her to speak. Instead
she wal ked to her dressing table and opened the drawer. There were a |ot of things that could have
been conceal ed there, but she took out the one thing | was |east suspecting.

A gun. Big barreled and deadly, pointing at rne.

"Way did you do it, JinP" she asked, tears in the corners of her eyes. "Wiy did you want to do
it?"

She didn't even hear ny baffled answer. Her thoughts were on herself -- though the recoilless
never wavered froma point ainmed mdway in ny skull. Wth alarm ng suddenness she strai ghtened up
and angrily brushed at her eyes.

"You didn't do anything," she said with the old hard chill on her words. "I did it mnyself
because | let myself believe that one nan could be any different fromthe others. You have taught
me a val uabl e | esson, and out of gratitude I will kill you quickly, instead of in the way |I would
much prefer.”

"What the bell are you talking about," | roared, conpletely baffled.

"Don't play the innocent to the very end," she said, as she reached carefully behind her and drew
a smal|l heavy bag fromunder the bed. "That was the radar post. | installed the equi pnent nyself
and have the operators bribed to give nme first notice. Aring of ships -- as you well know -- has
dropped from space and surrounded this area. Your job was to keep nme occupied so | wouldn't notice
this. The plan canme perilously close to succeeding.” She put a coat over her arm and backed across
the room

"I'f I told you I was innocent -- gave you ny nost sincere word of honor -- would you believe
me?" | asked. "I have nothing to do with this and know nothi ng about it."

"Hooray for the Boy Space Scout," Angela said with bitter nockery. "Wy don't you adnmit the
truth, since you will be dead in twenty seconds no matter what you say."

"I"ve told you the truth.” I wondered if | could reach her before she fired, but knew it was
i mpossi bl e.
"Good-by, Janes diGiz. It was nice knowing you -- for a while. Let ne | eave you with a | ast

pl easant thought. Al this was in vain. There is a door and an exit behind me that no one knows
about. Before your police get here | shall be safely gone. And if the thought tortures you a bit,
| intend to go on killing and killing and killing and you will never be able to stop ne."

My Angel a raised the gun for a surer aimas she touched a switch in the nolding. A pane
roll ed back revealing a square of blackness in the wall.

"Spare ne the histrionics, Jim" she said disgustedly, her eyes |ooking into mne over the

sight of the gun. Her finger tightened. " | wouldn't expect that kind of juvenile trick fromyou,
staring over mny shoul der and wi deni ng your eyes as if there were soneone behind nme. |I'mnot going
to turn and look. You're not getting out of this one alive."

"Fanous |last words,” | said as | junped sideways. The gun booned but the bullet plowed into

the ceiling. Inskipp stood behind her, twisting the gun into the air, pulling it out of her hand
Angel a just stared at ne in horror and nade no nove to resist. There were handcuffs | ocked on her

tiny wists and she still didn't struggle or cry out. | junped forward, shouting her nane.
There were two burly types in Patrol unifornms behind Inskipp, and they took her. Before
could reach the door he stepped through and closed it behind him | stunmbled to a halt before it,

as unable to fight as Angela had been a m nute ago.

Chapter 19

"Have a drink," Inskipp said, dropping into Angela's chair and pulling out a hip flask. "Ersatz
Terran brandy, not this local brand of plastic solvent.” He offered me a cupful

"Drop dead, you . . ." | followed with sone of the choicer selections fromny interstellar
vocabul ary, and tried to knock the cup out of his hand. He fooled nme by raising it and drinking it
hinself, not in the | east annoyed.
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"I's that any kind of |anguage to use on your superior officer in the Special Corps?" he asked

and refilled the cup. "It's a good thing we're a rel axed organi zati on wi thout too many rul es.
Still -- there are limts."” He held out the cup again and this tine | grabbed it and drained it.
"Way did you do it?" | asked, still wacked by conflicting enotions.

"Because you didn't, that's why. The operation is over, you are a success. Before you were
merely on probation, but now you are a full agent."”

He grubbed in one pocket and pulled out a little gold star nade of paper. After licking it
carefully and solemmly he reached out and stuck it to the front of my shirt.

"l hereby appoint you a Full Agent of the Special Corps,"” he intoned, "by authority of the power

vested in ne." Cursing, | reached to pick the damm thing off -- and |l aughed instead. It was
absurd. It was also a fine conmentary on the honors that went with the job.

"I thought | was no |onger a nenber of the crew," | told him

"I never received your resignation," Inskipp said. "Not that it would have nmeant anything. You
can't resign fromthe Corps."
"Yeah -- but | got your nmessage when you gave nme a discharge. O did you forget that | stole a

ship and you set off the scuttling charge by renote to blow nme up? As you see | managed to pul
the fuse just before it let go."

"Not hi ng of the sort, ny boy," he said, settling back to sip his second drink. "You were so
i nsi stent about l[ooking for the fair Angelina that | thought you m ght want to borrow a ship
before we had a chance to assign you one. The one you took had the fuse rigged as it always is on

these occasions. The fuse -- not the charge -- is set to explode five seconds after it is renoved.
I find this gives a certain independence of mnd to prospective agents who regret their manner of
departure. "

"You nmean -- the whole thing was a frame-up?' | gurgled.

"You might say that. | prefer the term'graduating-exercise'. This is the tine when we find out
i f our crooked novices really will devote the rest of their lives to the pursuit of |aw and order.

When they find out, too. W don't want there to be any regrets in |later years. You found out,
didn't you JinP"

"I found out sonething . . . I'"'mnot quite sure what yet," | said, still not able to tal k about
the one thing closest to ne.

"It was a fine operation. |I must say you showed a lot of inmagination in the way you carried it
out." Then he frowned. "But that business with the bank, | can't say | approve of it. The Corps
has all the funds you will need . "

"Sane noney," | snapped. "Where does the Corps get it? From planetary governments. And where do

they get it fron? Taxes of course. So | take it directly fromthe bank. The insurance conpany pays
the bank for the loss, then declares a smaller income that year, pays |less taxes to the governnent
-- and the result is exactly the same as your way!"

I nski pp was well acquainted with this brand of logic so didn't even bother to answer. | stil
didn't want to tal k about Angel a.

"How did you find me?" | asked. "There was no bug on the ship."

"Sinple child of nature that you are," Inskipp said, raising his hands in feigned horror. "Do
you really think that any of our ships aren't bugged? And the job done so well it cannot be

detected if you don't know where to | ook. For your information the apparently solid outer door of
t he spacel ock contains quite a conplex transmitter, strong enough for us to detect at quite a
di stance. "

"Then why didn't | hear it?"

"For the sinple reason that it wasn't broadcasting. | should add that the door also contains a
receiver. The device only transmits when it receives the proper signal. W gave you tine to reach
your destination and then foll owed you. We I ost you for a while in Freiburbad, but picked up your
trail again in the hospital, right after you played nusical chairs with the corpses. W lent you a
hand there, the hospital was justifiably annoyed but we managed to keep themquiet. After that it
was just a matter of keeping an eye on doctors and surgical equi pnent since your next nove was
obvious. | hope you'll be pleased to know that you are carrying a very conpact little transmtter
in your sternum"

| 1 ooked at my chest but of course saw not hing.

"I't was too good an opportunity to niss," Inskipp went on. There was no stopping the man. "One
ni ght when you were under sedation the good doctor found the al cohol we had seen fit to include in
one of your supply packages. He of course took advantage of this shipping error and a Corps
surgeon nade a little operation of his own."

"Then you have been followi ng nme and watchi ng ever since?"

"That's right. But this was your case, just as nmuch as it would have been if you knew we were

file:/l/F|/rah/New%20Folder/New%?20Folder%20(10)/HarryHarrison_StainlessSteelRat.txt (56 of 57) [1/15/03 12:14:38 AM]



file:///F)/rah/New%20Fol der/New%20Fol der%20(10)/HarryHarrison_StainlessSteel Rat.txt

there."

"Then why did you nove in for the kill like this?" |I snapped. "I didn't blow the whistle for the
mari nes. "

This was the big question of the hour and the only one that nattered to ne. Inskipp took his
ti me about answering.

"It's like this," he drawled, and took a sip of his drink. "I like a new man to have enough
rope. But not so nmuch that he will hang hinmself. You were here for what might be called a goodly
long tine, and | wasn't receiving any reports about revolutions or arrests you had nade."

What could | say?

H s voice was quieter, nore synpathetic. "Wuld you have arrested her if we hadn't noved in?"
That was the question

"I don't know," was all | could say.

"Well | damm well knew what | was going to do," he said with the old venom "So | did it. The
plot is well nipped before it could bud and our multiple nurderess is off planet by now "

"Let her go!" | shouted as | grabbed himby the front of the jacket and swung himfree of the
ground and shook him "Let her go I tell you!"

"Woul d you turn her |oose again -- the way she is?" was all he answered.

Wuld 1? | suppose | wouldn't. | dropped himwhile | was thinking about it and he strai ghtened

out the winkles in the front of his suit.

"Thi s has been a rough assignnent for you," he said as he started to put the flask away. "At
tinmes there can be a very thin line between right and wong. If you are enotionally invol ved the
line is alnobst inpossible to see.”

"What will happen to her?" | asked.

He hesitated before he answered. "The truth -- for a change,” | told him

"Al'l right, the truth. No prom ses -- but the psych boys night be able to do sonething with her
If they can find the cause of the basic aberration. But that can be inpossible to find at tinmes."

"Not in this case -- | can tell them"

He | ooked surprised at that, giving ne sonme small satisfaction

"I'n that case there might be a chance. |I'I| give positive orders that everything is to be tried
before they even consider anything |ike personality removal. If that is done she is just another
body, of which there are plenty in the galaxy. Sentenced to death she's just another corpse -- of
whi ch there is an equal multitude."

| grabbed the flask away from himbefore it reached his pocket, and opened it. "I know you
I nskipp,” | said as | poured. "You're a born recruiting sergeant. Wen you lick them-- nmake them
join."

"What el se," he said. "She'd nake a great agent."

"We'd make a great team" | told himand we raised our cups.
"Here's to crine."”

END
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