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HATHA YOGA
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It is absolutely true that you can make yourself completely over. You are what
you are because you have flelt that nothing could be done about it. But this is
not so. Almost miraculously you can achieve a teansformation of yourself with
only a few minutes a day of Yoga. Many people think that Yoga is a very com-
plicated, difhcult, and mysterious guide to a transformation of the individual
suitable only for Oriental gurus. At one ume this was actually so, but it is not
now! A new course of instruction has just been published by one of the world's
leading authorities on Yoga that makes it possible for anyone who can read 1o
immediately begin practicing Yoga, and to achieve a complete change for the
better in one’s physical and mental condition. This new book of Yoga is available

for a [ull 10-day examination o anyone sending in the coupon.

RETAIN AND PROLONG
YOUTHFULNESS WITH YOGA

As you begin your practice of Yoga, you
also begin a regimen that will soon help you
restore and prolong youthfulness. You will
teel vourself shedding vears. People will
begin remarking on your youthful appear-
ance. Soon you will actually feel the way
you appear 10 others. Yoga calls this trans
formauon: physical and mental rejuvena.
ton. Yoga ains not at just achieving a
strong person but a toally fit individual —
1 body as well as mind. Why not try for
voursclf. There 18 no risk — just mail the
tseccxammation coupon below.

YOGA EXERCISES

ARE DIFFERENT
Yoga cxerciscs are not ordinary exercises.
Ordinary exercises develop muscle-bound
individuals, but Yoga exercises develop
poisc, balance, and good looks. There is no
exertion with Yoga. You actually feel morc
vital and relaxed. Yoga exercises develop
fitness, supplencss, smoothness, and fluidity
of movement without a muscle-bound feel:
ing. No part of the bady is overlooked by

Yoga. There are exercises for the stomach,
hips, thighs, legs, back, arms, face and neck.
Every exercise is illustrated with clear sharp
photographs and described in detail. mak
ng 11 easy (or anvone to (ollow them

YOGA AND DIET

Yoga introduces an enurely new concept of
dict. It 15 not concerned wath calonies as it
15 with certain cating habuts and the Yoga
system of hnang. There 13 no doubt that
Yops makes people shm and keeps them
that way There are no fat followers of
Yoga  hung proof thar the sesiem pre
«ribed by Yoga does work. The Yoga sys-
tem of dict. exerase, and meduavon will
make and keep you physically fit and
youthful.

PURIFY YOUR TEM

Yoga teaches that 10 achieve a complete
transformation of body and mind 1he entire
systern must be cleansed and purificd. Yoga
mamtains that 2 purificd body won't be
host 10 an unwell condition, and that with
punification will come good healith in body
as well as mind.

EXPAND YOUR MIND

Long before the 20th Century discosered
psychedelics, Hindu gurus were already
achieving incredible feats of mind expan.
sion. They expericnced inner realization
and frecdom, thercby attaining a profound
understanding of themselses and oneness
with therr fellow man. They achieved this
awarencss by a umque method of concen
traton, meditaton, and contemplation, a
form of transcendental meditation first
coming into use liere in the Weatern world,
You, tou, can experience this amazing hie
force.

REVITALIZE YOUR
PERSONALITY

Yogs makes you into 2 new person—
changes you completely vver. You attain 2
new nsight 1no vourselt. Suddenly you
will begin to know yourself, and nuracu
lowsly vou will discover your wlentity. You
will know who and what you arc. What
a change this wisdom will make i your
way of hic' What an afieration in your per
U The tmud, shy, difdent. tense,
anvety ridden you suddenly will e teans
tormed o a fully abve, confident and
runctioning indisidual.

ACHIEVE YOUR TRUE GOALS

Getting ahcad may or may not scem as the
mestimportant thing in the world, but i i
1s what you want, the goal will be a1 your
grasp. You won't wastc time on the super-
RAcial, the meaningless, becaute you will be
able ta identily those clements in your hic
that can help you achieve the things vou
really want. not the goals your family or
your neighbors think viu <hould pursue.
Try 10 days FREE, mail the coupon now.
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not see what Yoga can do for you?

A BRAND NEW COURSE BY A
WORLD FAMOUS YOGA TEACHER
An amazing new book, Yoga For Physical
and Menial Fitness by Sachindra Kumar
Majumdar, has just been published, The
author, one of the leading authori
Yoga and director of the Yoga Institute
of New York, has extracted the essence
of Yoga from the ancient writings and
has put them all in this new book. The
ute and the courses

methods are the same as he uses in the Ir

sider the price a bargain. But you can try the course FREE. Why
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THE MAGAZINES; THE WAY IT IS
Editorial by A. L. Caramine

The world of fiction is undergoing a
strange and fascinating change. The
publishing industry is growing by
leaps and bounds, each year seeing
new records established and broken,
both in the number of books pub-
lished, and the fantastic prices paid.
Publishing is healthy, and book
publishing is healthiest of all. With
one exception: fiction. While the
number of books published is in-
creasing, the number of new novels
pPublished each year is actually de-
clining.

This is a trend that began several
years ago, and is continuing, with-
out exception, although the rate of
decline varies a bit from year to year.
It seems certain that the day of the
popular novel is drawing towards a
rapid, and not too distant end.

But even here there is an excep-
tion: science fiction. Long the orphan
of the publishing industry, shunned
by most major houses, relegated to
the dusty corners inhabited by the
small budget specialty houses,
science fiction is finally coming into
its own.

Why this sudden resurgence of a
field that ten years ago was consid-
ered at best moribund, and at
worst, already dead? The magazines,
frorn a high of nearly forty titles in
the mid-fifties, in the space of three
or four years shrank to a small hand-
ful, all of which were losing cir-

culation, and worrying about their
own future.
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At the same time, however, science
ficion in the form of paperback
novels was beginning a slow and
steady growth, which continued,
building strength, until now there
isn’'t a paperback publisher in the
business who doesn’trely on a strong
science fiction list as a most impor-
tant part of his offerings.

Magazine science fiction hit bot-
tom, stayed there awhile, and slow-
ly started growing again. Never be-
fore have the magazines offered so
much inducement in the form of
good story rates, trying to attract
the best authors. There is still a cer-
tain amount of fluctuation, shifting
of publishing schedules, the dropping
of a weaker title to concentrate on
a stronger one, but the overall ef-
fect has been one of increasing
strength, until the magazines still
publishing are no longer afraid that
next month might see them, too,
disappearing in the wake of so many
others. |

And the magazines that disap-
peared were not all bad, although of
course there are always weak mem-
bers of any group. A Ppublishing
dynasty came to an end with the
death of Startling Stories in 19595,
after sixteen years of growth from
an unpretentious adventure book
aimed at the reader just graduating
from comnic books into adult fiction.
The story of Startling Stories is, in
a very realy way, the story of science
fiction's growing up. From an aus-

(Continued on page 144)
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owers to overcome sickaess! Means

to escape poverty! Knowledge to
bring happiness and peace of mind!
Skill and genius to create a civiliza-
tion which we still copy todsy! These
are only some of the accomplishments
of the ancient Egyptians.

Above and beyond these physical
achievements was the secret wisdom
possessed by the Egyptian mystery
schools. In these centers of learning
men and women were taught the laws
of life and how to master them. With
this mastery they were able to shape
their destinies as they wished them to
be. It takes no greater mental effort
to achieve results when you know how.
Successful living is the oldest art in
the world. It consists of developing
nitiative, foresight and the ability to
combine experiences into new and
workable ideas.

These laws operate as unfailingly
as the laws which govern the sun,
moon and planets. They were dis-
covered centuries ago by certain wise
men of Egypt, and preserved down
through the ages by the Rosicrucians.

The ROSICRUCIANS

(AMORCQC)
SAN JOSE, CALIFORNIA 95114, U.S.A.

Time has since crumbled Egypt’s
walls, but it couldn’t destroy this for-
muls for the cootrol of life. In your
hands, this knowledge could alter the
entire course of your affairs.

The Rosicrucians offer to you—if
you have the courage to break away
from limited forms of thinking —these
same simply expressed truths of life
which have led thousands to 2 joyous
method of benter living.

Let This FREE Book Help You

Learn how you may share the pri-
vate instructions of The Rosicrucians,
a non-profit fraternity of men and
women whose influence extends into
every land. Let this be the turning
point in yowr life! For your copy of
**The Mastery of Life”’ use the coupon
below or write to Scribe O.H.P.

1
', Scribe O.H.P. '
. The Rosicrucians (AMORC) '
1 San Jose, Califomia 95114, U.S.A. :
! Please send me, without obligation, my .
, copy of "‘The Mastery of Uﬂ,” which !
1 explains how I may receive and use your '
i intelligent and afe-old method for attain- |
: ing mastership of life. i
1 1
1
1
1
]
]

Please Include Your Zip Code 1




THE BROKEN STARS

EDMOND HAMILTON

lllustrated by DAN ADKINS

Edmond Hamilton needs mo introduction from the likes of

me .

. . or, for that matter, from the likes of any of us. He is the

author of some of the best space opera ever written (the majority
of the CAPTAIN FUTURE series in the old THRILLING WON-
DER) and some of the most sensitive, provocative modern science-
fiction (WHAT'S IT LIKE OUT THERE?) He is writing better
now than he ever did and THE BROKEN STARS is Hamilton
combining the two sides of his writing at the top of his form. This
is a story which will not be forgotten.

1

The small alien ship flew at in-
credible speed through the Marches
of Quter Space. Everywhere about it
were suns, flaming suns and ashen,
dying stars and dark cindery hulks,
with their planets and moons and
dangerous trailing shoals of drift. A
cosmic jungle, far beyond the
demesne of the great star-kingdoms;
a jungle not to be invaded without
due caution.

Yet the men inside the ship were
not worried by their demented pro-
gress.

John Gordon, at the rmnoment, was
too shaken to be worried about any-
thing. He stared out through the
after view-screen, at the wilderness
in which the orange sun of Aar had
already vanished, still not believing
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their escape. He was only faintly
aware of the fact that the chair he
sat in was too small for his
muscular, stocky frame, or that the
ceiling curve of the control-room was
much too close over his head. Or that
the metal surfaces around him were
of a sickly and unpleasant blue, like
the skin of a drowned man.

After a while he turned from the
view-screen to look at Shorr Kan,
whorm he did not quite believe either.
But there he was, managing to look
as graceful as a cat even with his
long length doubled into a quite in-
adequate seat. He looked back at
Gordon, the dark well-remembered
face with the lean bones and
sardonic eyebrows, and he grinned.

‘“Yes we did,” he said. “We made
it. Thanks to me.”

Gordon let out a long breath and
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passed his hand over his own face,
rubbing the strong square angles of
it like a sleeper waking. “Yes,” he
said, “I guess we did. Hull?”

Hull Burrel was at the main con-
trols, looking perfectly placid and
content even though he was perched
ridiculously on a small chair, with
his knees under his chin and his big
shoulders bowed. It was only then
that Gordon began to get the
perspective. The control-room was
like the inside of polished egg, made
to hold much smaller birds than
these.

“Well,” said Shorr Kan, “the
Hharn are a small race. No reason
for them to build for our comfort.”

Hull, who towered even over
Shorr Kan, lifted his head, bumped
it on some overhanging equipment,
and retracted it again, swearing. His
big hands poked tentatively at the
banks of switches and levers and
dials, all marked with unintelligible
symbols. Even to Gordon’s untutored
eye, the control system looked com-
pletely alien, beyond understanding.

Shorr Kan was watching the
forward view-screen now, the sub-
electronic mirror that converted
mass-impulses from the normal
space they were tearing through,
literally, at FTL+ into images the
eye could see. He appeared
fascinated by what was pictured

there.
“At a guess,” he said, “what would

you estimate our speed to be?”
Gordon now looked at the screen.
The stars, dead and living, and the
banks of drift, all the tumbled splen-
dor of the Marches, seemed to him to
be almost stationary.
“We don’t seem to be moving at

BROKEN STARS
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all.” he said. “Or at least, not much.”

But Hull was staring at the screen
as well, his copper-colored face rapt.
“We’re moving all right,” he said.
“No ship in our galaxy can move as
fast as this.” He answered Shorr
Kan’s question. “No, 1 couldn’t
guess. I’d have to have another point
of referenceand . . .

Shorr Kan said, “Is it safe, in this
smother?”

The Antarian turned around, his
eyes just a trifle vague. “Safe? Why,
I suppose . . .”

Gordon felt suddenly very
nervous. If Shorr Kan, that tough
and seasoned veteran, was worried
about their velocity, it was some-
thing to worry about.

“Hull,” he said, “why don’t you
slow down?” And that, he thought,
must be an all-timme first; back-seat
driving in a starship.

“Mm,” said Hull, and scowled
down at the child-sized controls. “I
can’t read these blasted things.” His
voice went up a notch. “How am I
going to set a course out of the

galaxy and all the way to the
Magellanic Clouds,” he demanded,
"when I can't read the in-
struments?”

“Set a course where?” said
Gordon, astonished. “What are you
talking about?”

Hull shook his head. “The
Magellanic Clouds. Where the

damned Hharn come from. Weren't
we going there to reconnoiter
them?”

“This little ship reconnoiter a sub-
galaxy?” exclaimed Gordon. He rose
and went to Hull, looking at him
anxiously. “Hull, are you dream-
ing?”
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Shorr Kan joined them, stooping
slightly. “That,” he said, “is the most
idiotic suggestion I ever heard.”

Hull turned on him furiously, his
eyes quite normal now. “Idiotic, is
it? You were the one who proposed
it! You said we’d go out to the Clouds’’
and learn what the Hharn are plan-
ning against the Empire!”

Shorr Kan's body suddenly stif-
fened, as though with shock. “That’s
ridiculous. But . . . but I did say
that.”

There were times when his dark
face could get as hard and cold and
keen as a swordblade. This was one
of the times.

“Tell me, Hull,” he said swiftly.
“Why did you choose this Hharn
ship for our escape?”

Gordon said, “You chose it, Shorr
Kan. You said it was faster.”

“Ah,” said Shorr Kan. “I did,
didn’t I? But how have you been able
to fly the thing, Hull?”

Hull looked puzzled. ‘Why, I just
guessed at the controls . . .

“Guessed?” mocked Shorr Kan.
“You took off like an expert, in a ship
whose design is completely alien to
you.”

His black eves flashed from Hull
to Gordon. He dropped his voice.

“There’s only one answer to the
things we've been doing. We've been
under alien influence. H’harn in-
fluence.”

A feeling of terrible cold swept
through John Gordon. “But you said
the H'harn couldn’t use their mental
power at any great distance!l”

“And that's true,” said Shorr Kan.
He turned, his gaze going to a closed
bulkhead door that was the way to
the after part of the ship. “We

FANTASTIC



haven't been back there yet, have
we?”’

The implicaton hit Gordon
squarely in the center of his being.
There are different sorts of fear, and
many degrees of fearing, but what he
felt for the H'harn was the ultimate
in sheer sickening terror. He found
difficulty in pronouncing his words.

“You think there was a Hharn in
this ship all the time? That there is
one in it now?”

He stared at the door, seeing the
creature in his mind’s eye . . . the
small, oddly distorted, oddly
boneless thing with its limber, bob-
bing gait, a faceless, softly-hissing
enigma robed and veiled in gray,
hiding a dreadful power . . .

“l think so,” muttered Shorr Kan.
“Lord knows how many of the little
monsters there are on Cyn Cryver's
world, but I thought there was only
one on Aar . . . the one we killed.
But now I remember, Cyn Cryver did
speak of the H'harn on Aar as they.

Hull Burrell and Gordon looked at
each other. It was still] fresh in them,
the horror they had felt on Aar when
the H'harn named Susurr had come
toward them. Gordon said flady,
“Good God.”

Then he turned to Shorr Kan to
ask what they should do. And he was
almost too late. |

“If there’s a H'harn on this ship,”
Shorr Kan said, “there’s only one
thing to do. Find it and kill it.”

With a decisive gesture, he drew
the stunner from his belt.

Gordon lunged.

He brought Shorr Kan to the floor

in a crashing tackle and grabbed the
“You keep it . . . I'll keep the
charge<chamber, and that way

BROKEN STARS

neither one of us can use it if the
H’harn takes conttolof . . .”

He never finished the sentence. A
bolt as of black lightning, the cold
paralyzing force that he had felt
before at Teyn, exploded with ter-
rifying silence in his brain. There
was no shield against it, no possibili-
ty of struggle. It was like death. And
simply, he died.

Just as simply and suddenly, he
hand that held the stunner. He
clung to it while Shorr Kan fought
him like a tiger, and all the time
Shorr Kan’s face was blank as
something carved from wood and his
eyes were fixed and glazed and
unseeing.

Gordon yelled, “Hull, help me!”

Hull was already leaping forward.
“Then he is a traitor? I always knew
we couldn’t trust him . ”

“Not that,” said Gordon, panting
for breath. “Look at his face. I've
seen that before . . . he's under
Hharn control. Get that stunner out
of his hand!”

Hull carefully peeled back Shorr
Kan’s fingers until he let go of the
weapon, and as soon as it passed in-
to the Antarian’s hands Shorr Kan
sagged and went limp. Like someone
coming out of a faint he looked up at
them and mumbled, “What hap-
pened? I felt . . .”

But Gordon had forgotten about
him. He wrenched the stunner away
from the startled Hull and disarmed
it feverishly by withdrawing its
charge<chamber. Then, just as
quickly, he tossed the useless stun-

ner back to Hull.
lived again. He was on the deck and

his hands were around Shorr Kan's
neck, throttling him, and Hull Bur-
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rell was pulling him away with such
force that he could hear the sinews
cracking in the Antarian’s back and
shoulders.

“Let go,” Hull was snarling. “Let
go or I'll have to knock you out . . .

He let go. Shorr Kan rolled over
and slid away, his mouth wide and
his chest heaving. “All . . . all
right, now,” Gordon stammered.
Feeling sick and shaken, he started
to get up. But instead of releasing
him, Hull’s grip abruptly tightened.
His knee slammed into Gordon’s
back and Gordon fell forward hard
and his skull rang on the steel deck.

The Hharn had shifted its at-
tention once more. Glassy-eyed and
blank as a statue, the Antarian left
Gordon and flung himself on Shorr
Kan and tried earnestly to kill him.
Shorr Kan managed to fight him off
until Gordon could collect his wits
and help. Together they got Hull
down and held him, and then
between breaths he went flaccid and
lay looking at them, his eyes wild but
quite sane.

“Me, too?” he said, and Gordon
nodded. Hull sat up and put his head
in his hands. “Why doesn’t it just
kill us and get it over with?”

“It can’t kill us,” said Shorr Kan.
“Not with mental force. It could
destroy our minds, one by one, but I
don’t think it wants to be flying
through the Marches with three
mindless maniacs.”

He glared at the closed door aft.
“If we try to get back at it we'll never
make it . . .”

Gordon glanced up at the view-
screen, where the thronging stars
and shoals of drift crept with such
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deceptive slowness. This was one of
the most crowded regions of the
Marches, and Shorr Kan had wor-
ried about their velocity.
Perhaps . . .

With desperate inspiration, so
desperate that he did not pause a
second to think about it, Gordon
sprang to the control-board. He
began to hit the enigmatic controls
at random, punching, twisting, turn-
ing them this way and that.

The little ship went crazy. It flash-
ed toward a great belt of drift, then
veered wildly off toward a blue sun
and its planets, then zoomed zenith-
ward toward a double-double whose
four suns vyawned before them like
great portals of flame. Hull Burrel
and Shorr Kan were tumbled against
the bulkheads, crying out their
surprise.

The H'harn hidden aft must have
been startled, too startled for the mo-
ment to stop him.

Hull scrambled toward him.
“You'll wreck us!” he cried. “Are you
daft? Get your hands off those con-
trols, for God’s sake!”

Gordon shoved him aside. “It’s our
only chance to deal with that
creature. Get it scared . . . Both of
you, keep hitting all the controls at
random. If we all three do that, it
can’t control us all.”

Hull stared at the viewscreen and
the dizzving whirl of suns and
worlds and deadly drift. “But we’ll
crash. It’s suicide!”

Shorr Kan had seen Gordon's
point. “He’s right, Hull. It’s risking a
crash, but it’s the only way.” He
pushed Hull toward the control-
board. “Do it!”
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Dazed and only half un-
derstanding Hull obeyed. The three
of them pushed and pulled at things
like madmen. The ship corkscrewed,
stood on its tail. The protective grav-
stasis operating inside the ship
shielded them from the worst ac-
celerative effects, but the sheer in-
sanity of flying in this mad fashion
" was dizzying.

“All right back there!” Gordon
velled. “You can read my mind, you
know what I'm saying! If we crash
and die, you die with us! Try to take
control of any of us again and we
will crash!”

He waited for the icy mental bolt
to hit him, but it did not. And after a
minute there carme into his mind a
telepathic feeler that was cold, alien,
and . . fearful.

“Stop!” thought the hidden
Hharn. “We cannot survive if you
continue this. Stop it!”

2

Sweat stood out on Gordon's fore-
head. He looked at the viewscreen
and saw that the ship was now
heading with all its tremendous
speed toward the irregular sprawl of
a filamentary nebula. That nebula
would be rotten with drift.

He took his hands off the controls.
“Let be,” he told the others. “But be
ready to hit them again any mo-
ment.”

An anxious thought came from
the H'harn. It could see quite clearly,
Gordon knew, what was ahead of
them, using his eyes as viewer. “You
must change course or we will
perish.”

BROKEN STARS

“Change course to where?” said
Gordon harshly. “To the Magellanic
sub-galaxy? That's where you were
taking us with your hypnotic sug-
gestions.”

“It is necessary for me to return
there,” came the sullen thought.
“But we can make a bargain.”

“What kind of a bargain?”

“This,” thought the hidden
Hharn. “Set a course toward an
uninhabited world that is not too far,
and land there. You may then leave
the ship.

Gordon looked at the others,
Hull’s coppery face sweating and
haggard, Ahorr Kan’s mask of grim
doubt.

“I got the thought,” Shorr Kan
nodded. “You too, Hull? Anyway, I
don’t think much of it for a bargain.
The thing will try to trick us some-
how.

“Nol” came the sharp thought.

Gordon paused, undecided. He
could see no other arrangement that
might even possibly work. The situa-
tion was fantastic . . . the three of
them in the racing ship, each of
them vulnerable to the colossal men-
tal power of the creature back there,
but only one at a time.

A thought crossed his mind but he
instantly suppressed it. It was
nothing he wanted to think about
even for one moment. He looked at
the other two and said,

“I think we’ve got to risk it.”

“Very well,” came the quick, eager
thought of the H'harn. A little too
quick, a little too eager. “I will direct
your companion how to fly the ship
to that world.”

“As vyou did before?” jeered

11



Gordon. “Oh, no. Youre not putting
Hull under control again and then
using him in some underhanded
fashion.”

“But how then . . .?”

Gordon said, “You will explain to
Hull the controls of the ship, by
direct telepathic statements. He will
repeat aloud to us, each of your ex-
planations. If at any moment Hull
shows the slightest sign of being
under your mental dominance, we'll
hit the controls and keep on hitting
them until we crash.”

There was a long pause before any
answer came. Hull was looking
agonizedly at the screen, and
Gordon saw in it that the filamen-
tary was terribly close, winding
across space like a gigantic ragged
serpent. The serpent was diamonded
with points of light that came and
went, bigger fragments of drift that
caught the light of distant suns and
then lost it.

He thought grimly that if the
Hharn did not make up its mind
soon, there was not going to be any
escape for any of them.

That thought pressured the
Hharn into hasty decision, as
Gordon had hoped it would.

“Very well, it is agreed. But your
companion must take over at once.”

Hull Burrel seated himself at the
controls. Gordon and Shorr Kan
leaned on either side of him, wat-
ching his face for any sign of change,
watching the controls, and watching
each other.

He says this is the main lateral-
thrust lever,” said Hull, putting his
hand on a little burnished lever.
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-nuttered Hull,

“Fifty degrees east . . . seven of

these little vernier-marks to the left.”
The gigantic snake of the nebula

slid out of their view in the screen.

“Zenith and nadir thrust control,”
touching still
another of the small levers.

The star-fields changed in the
screen. The ship, still running at a
velocity far higher than that of any
craft ever known in the galaxy, mov-
ed again with apparent sanity
through the jungle of suns on a
course parallel with the rim of the
galaxy, arrowing slightly zenith-
ward in the starry swarm.

Gordon felt a tension that was
now unbearable. He knew that the
Hharn did not mean to let them
escape, that the thing had some-
thing up its sleeve, some trap that
would close directly they lan-
ded . . .

Don’t think of that, he told him-
self. Keep your mind on Hull and
what he’s saying about the controls.

After what seemed an endless
time, a yellow sun very like Sol lay
dead ahead, and its disc grew as the
ship flew on. Presently they could
see the planet that swung around it.

“Is this the world?” Gordon
demanded.
“YES, Came the H’harn's

answering thought.
The creature then gave Hull
further telepathic instructions, and

Hull said, ‘“Deceleration con-
trol . . . two notches,” and touched

another lever.

Gordon waiched Hull closely. If
the H'harn meant suddenly to seize
their pilot, it was likely to be fairly
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soon. So far, Hull’s face remained
normal. But he knew how swiftly the
change could come, to that
unhuman stiffness. And if that hap-
pened . . .

Don’t think about it. Don’t think!

The planet rushed toward them, a
green-and-gray globe, its surface
hidden here and there by belts of
cloud. Gordon caught the glint of a
sea, far around its curve.

“Deceleration . . . two more notch-
es, to reach stationary orbit,” re-
peated Hull, voicing the instruc-
tions of the H'harn.

And after a few minutes, “Needle
centers on third dial . . . orbit sta-
Honary. Trim lever, four not-
ches . . .V

He touched the im lever and the
ship rotated, then began descending
tail-first toward the surface of the
planet. Hull Burrell said,
“Descension control . . . three not-
ches.” They went down through
streaming clouds, and a little muted
bell rang somewhere.

“Friction alarm.,” said Hull.
“Reduce descension by two not-
ches.” He moved the lever under his
hand.

They looked downward, through
the aft viewscreen, and saw the
planet rising toward them. There
was a green landscape, with forests
and plains, and the silver ribbon of a
looped river. Gordon heard the quick
breathing of Shorr Kan and thought,
He's as keyed up as I am . think
about Shorr Kan . . think
whether you can trust him . . .

“One-half notch less,” said Hull,
and moved the lever again.
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They were a thousand feet above
the forest when Gordon struck. He
did it with the abrupt ferocity of a
man who will not have a second
chance and knows it. Hull Burrell’s
hand still held the lever. Gordon hit
it and smashed it downward. The
lever went wide open and there was
a shrieking roar of air.

Hull shouted something and the
next moment the tail of the ship hit
the ground. Gordon went flying,
with the sound of the ship’s col-
lapsing fabric loud in his ears. He hit
the control panel and the breath
went out of him. There was a long
falling cadence of grindings and
crackings and metallic screamings.
Gradually they ceased. By the time
Gordon got his head cleared and his
breath back, the ship was quite still,
canted drunkenly over on one side.

Shorr Kan was picking himself
up, streaming blood from a cut on
the forechead. Hull Burrell lay on the
deck, limp and motionless. In a
panic, Gordon pawed at him, rolled
him over and felt for the pulse in his
throat.

“Dead?” asked Shorr Kan. He had
opened his tunic and was tearing a
strip of «cloth from his un-
dergarment.

Still gasping for breath, Gordon
poked up one of Hull's eyelids and
shook his head. “Unconscious. 1
don’t think he’s badly hurt.”

Shorr Kan pressed the bit of cloth
over the gash in his head. It rapidly
became crimson. ‘“Lucky,” he said.
“We could all be dead.” He glared at
Gordon. “Why in the name of hell
did youcrashus . . .”
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He suddenly fell silent. Shorr Kan
had one of the quickest minds that
Gordon had ever met. He was now
looking at the after part of the alien
ship.

The bulkheads back there were
crumpled like tin. The tail of the
descending ship had taken the full
force of the impact. Shorr Kan turn-
ed egain to Gordon, with an arctic
light in his black eyes.

He whispered, “Do you get any-
thing now?”

Gordon too had been listening,
straining not only with his ears but
with his mind.

“Nothing,” he said. “Not the
faintest flicker. I think the Hharn
must have died in the crash.”

“It would pretty well have to be
dead, the way the ship is wrecked
back there,” said Shorr Kan. “Of
course. That’s what you were trying

to do, kill the H'harn in the landing.”

Gordon nodded. He felt horribly
shaky, a reaction from the ordeal of
mental battle.

“It was never going to let us walk
away free,” he said. “That was sure.
I took a chance on getting it first.”

Shorr Kan refolded the sopping
cloth and nodded. The gesture made
him wince. “I heard a little from Cyn
Cryver about the Hharm and I
observed the one on Aar. I can tell
you that the creature would have
destroyed our minds, at the least,
before it let us go free.”

Hull Burrell remained un-
conscious so long that Gordon was
beginning to worry. Finally he came
around, grumbling that every bone
in his body was broken, then adding
that it was worth it to be rid of the
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H'harn. He looked at Gordon with
narrowed, appraising eyes.

“I'm not sure I'd have had the
nerve to risk it,” he said.

“Youre a spaceman,” Gordon
said. “You know too well what might
have happened.” He nodded to the
crumpled hull plates. ‘“Drag your
fractures over here and give us a
hand.”

Hull laughed and shook his head.
and came. It took them a long time
to lever the crumpled plates of the
hull wide enough open so that they
could edge through. The climbed out
into warm vyellow sunshine and
dropped to the green-turfed ground.

Gordon looked around won-
deringly. This world, at least this
portion of it, had a starding similari-
ty to Earth. The men stood at the
edge of a green forest, and not far
from them the forest thinned and
they had glimpses of a rolling plain.
The sky was blue, the sunshine
golden, the air sweet and full of the
dry fragrance of grasses and leaves.
It was true that the individual
shrubs, trees, and plants he saw
were quite unlike terrestrial ones in
detail, but the overall resemblance
to a scene in the temperate zone of
Earth was very great.

Hull Burrell had other thoughts.
He was frowning gloomily at the
half-crumpled ship that had brought
them so far across the void of inter-
galactic space.

“That one will never fly again,” he
said.

“Even if it was undamaged, you
couldn’t handle it,” said Gordon. “It
was only through the H'harn’s men-
tal control that you managed.”
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Hull nodded. “So here we are,
without a ship, on an unhabited
world.” .

Gordon knew what he meant.
Stranded.

“But is it uninhabited?” said
Shorr Kan. The cut had now ceased
to bleed. “I know the Hharn said it
was, but those creatures are the
fathers of lies. Just before we crash-
ed I thought I saw a distant some-
thing that might be a town.”

“Mm,” said Gordon uneasily. “If
this world is inhabited, and the
Hharn was making for it, it's ex-
tremely likely to be one of the non-
human worlds in this part of the
Marches that follow Narath
Teyn . . . and the Counts.”

Shorr Kan said, “I've considered
that. 1 think we had better recon-
noiter, and I think we had better be
blasted careful about how we show
ourselves.” He pointed. “The town
was off there somewhere.”

They started along the edge of the
forest, keeping a little way back
within the trees for cover. The green
plain out beyond them remained
empty, rolling away to the horizon.
There were a few odd birds and
small animals in the forest, making
small sounds, and the wind rustled
the trees in a familiar way. But there
was a quietness here that Gordon did
not like. He handed the charge-
chamber to Hull.

“Put it back in the stunner,” he
said. “It isn’t much, but it’s some-
thing.”

‘“What I don’t understand,” Hull
said, while he did that, “is the why of
it. Why did the H'harn direct us into
his ship by mental influence and
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then try to take us back with it to the
Magellanic Clouds? What use would
we be to it?”

“You and I would be no use at all,”
said Shorr Kan. “The thing wanted
Gordon.”

Gordon nodded. “That’s the only
explanation, I think. Its attention
was aroused when we killed the
other H'harn and started to escape.
It would undoubtedly have probed
our minds then, even though we
were not conscious of it.”

“So . . . it probed your mind,”
said Hull. “What is there about you
that would make it want you so
badly?”

Shorr Kan smiled ironically. “Tell
him, Gordon.”

“Look, Hull,” Gordon said. “You
learned about me so recently, at
Throon, that you haven’t yet realized
the implications of what you learn-
ed. The emperor himself told you
how I . . that is to say, my
mind . . . was in possession of the
body of Prince Zarth Arn at the time
of the star king’s great war against
the League.”

Hull said irritably, “I’'m not likely
to forget that. How it was really you
who led the Empire fleet, and used
the . . .V

He stopped abruptly. His mouth
was still open and he forgot to close
it.

“Exactly,” said Gordon. “It was 1,
and not Zarth Arn, who used the
Empire’s secret weapon, the Disrup-
tor.”

“The Disruptor,” said Shorr Kan,
sharpening the point, “which was
used by the Empire thousands of
years ago, to repel the H'harn when
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they first invade this

galaxy.”

Hull closed his mouth and opened
his eyes wider, looking at Gordon.
“Well, of course. If the Hharn could
get their hands . . . or whatever
they use in place of themm . . . on
anyone who knows the secret of the
Disruptor, which only the Empire’s
royal family are supposed to know,
they'd be awfully happy. Yes, I see.
But . . .

“I suggest,” said Shorr Kan, “that
you defer further discussion and
take a look out there.”

The edge of his voice cut them
silent. They peered out of the trees at
the great plain.

Miles out from the forest, and far
away to their left, a group of specks
moved ecross the surface of the
plain. At first Gordon thought they
were running game animals. But
there was something wrong about
their gait and pace and the way that
they rose and fell a little above the
ground.

The group swept along, not com-
ing any nearer to the forest but
heading in a straight line in the
direction that Gordon thought of as
north. As they passed by, he could
see them more clearly . . . and he
did not like what he saw.

The creatures were neither run-
ning nor flying, but doing a little of
both. They were stubby-winged
avian bipeds, much bigger than
Korkhann’s people, and lacking the
civilized amenity of feathers. They
had remained closer to the reptile;
the equivalent, say, of the pterodac-
tyl. Wings and body were leathery
smooth, a gray or tan in color, and
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tried to

their heads were hideously quasi-
human, with bulging skulls above
long cruel beaks that seemed to have
teeth in them. As with Korkhan's
folk, the wings served as arms also,
with powerful claw-like hands..
Gordon got the impression that
those hands were carrying weapons.

3

The yellow sunshine poured down,
and a little breeze ruffied the green
foliage of the trees around them, and
it was all so much like a June day on
Earth that Gordon could hardly
believe he stood upon the planet of a
distant star.

That was what made the winged
bipeds out there so frightening. It
was like encountering the grotesque
creatures in Ohio or Iowa.

“They're Qhallas,” said Shorr
Kan. “When Narath of Teyn came to
Aar to confer with Cyn Cryver, he
brought a motley lot of his non-
humans along . . . and there were
two of these creatures among them.”

The men crouched down, and
watched. The nightmarish group
swept by, looking neither to right
nor left, heading straight north.
They became distant dots and
vanished.

Shorr Kan shaded his eyes, peer-
ing across the plain. “There . . in
the distance,” he said.

They could just see another group
of flying, racing specks, far away.
They were heading north also.

The same direction as the men.
Not, Gordon thought, a comforting
idea.

“At any rate,” Shorr Kan said, “it
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confirms my belief that ] saw a town
of some kind. Probably a landing
field there as well.” He frowned, his
eyes abstracted but very keen. “I
think there’ll be some of the Counts’
ships arriving here soon, and the
Qhallas are going to meet them I
think that this is the gathering of
Narath’s unhuman clans.”
Something tightened painfully in

Gordon’s belly. “Gathering . . . for
what?”
“For the long-planned attack,”

said Shorr Kan quietly, ‘“by the
Counts of the Marshes and Narath's
hordes, on Fomalhaut.”

Gordon sprang to his feet. He set
his hands around Shorr Kan’s neck.
He was shaking, and his eyes were
as hot as blown coals.

“Attack on Fomalhaut? You knew
this and you didn’t tell me?”

Shorr Kan'’s face remained calm.
So did his voice, though it was
difficult enough to get it out from
between Gordon’s throttling hands.

“Has there been one minute since
I helped you escape from Aar when
we didn't have all the trouble we
could handle without borrowing
more?”’

His gaze met Gordon’s steadily,
and Gordon let go. But he remained
tense, gripped by a terrible fear. And
with the fear came an overpowering
sense of guilt. He should never have
left Fomalhaut, and the Princess
Lianna.

He had known, from the time
when Narath trapped them on Teyn,
that this attack was inevitable. He
should have stayed by her, to do
what he could. She had reproached
him once that he loved adventure
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more than he did her, and he had
been angry with her. Yet he had left.
her. Perhaps she had told the truth.

“How soon will the attack take
place?” he asked. His voice was
unsteady, so that he scarcely
recognized it. He was dimly aware
that Hull was talking also, and that
his face was agitated, but he could
not spare attention for anything but
Shorr Kan’s answer.

And Shorr Kan shrugged. “As
soon as the combined forces are
ready . . . whenever that may be.
Cyn Cryver didn’t tell me all his
plans. But the ships of the Counts
will go as a fighting escort for
transports carrying the hordes of
Narath Teyn.”

“I see,” said Gordon, and clenched
his hands hard and forced himself to
think. Panic now was not going to
help either Lianna or himself. He
asked, “What part are the Hharn
going to play in this? You said there
were only a scattering of Hharn
agents in the Marches.”

Shorr Kan shook his head. “T can’t
answer that. Cyn Cryver was very
secretive about his relations with the
Hharn. And of course 1 don't know
anything beyond what he told

me . . . and what he told me was
probably two-thirds pure lie.” He
paused, and then said soberly, “My

own feeling is that the H'harn are
using Cyn Cryver and all the others
as catspaws, in some fashion.”

He smiled at them with a certain
ruefulness. “These suspicions of the
Hharn were what forced me to
escape from Aar with you, just now.
Those devils can probe your mind
without your even knowing it, and
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there’s no possible shield. At any
moment they might have exposed
the fact that I had my own plans
which didn’t exactly coincide with
Cyn Cryver’s.”

“Have you ever played straight
with anyone in your whole life?”
demanded Hull Burrell.

Shorr Kan nodded. “Oh, yes.
Often. In fact, I never use deceit
unless there’s something to be gain-
ed by it.”

Hull made a sound of disgust.
Gordon hardly heard them. He was
walking back and forth, his fists
clenched, his eyes staring out unsee-
ingly over the sunlit plain.

“We've got to get back to
Fomalhaut,” he said, his voice harsh
and rapid. “We've got to get there
fast.”

“That,” said Shorr Kan, “will not
be easy. The people of this world do
not have space travel. You saw them.
They're a pretty squalid lot.”

Gordon’s face set and tightened.
“You said that some of the Counts’
ships would likely land here soon, to
take off these Qhallas for the cam-
paign?”’

“Ah,” said Shorr Kan. “I think I
see what’s in your mind. We'll steal
one of those ships when they come,
and take off to warn Fomalhaut.
Good God, man. Be sensible!”

Hull said, “He’s a blackhearted
rascal, but he’s right, John Gordon.
Those winged devils will be swarm-
ing where the ships land.”

“All right,” said Gordon. “All
right. The fact still remains. We
need a ship. Tell me how we get it.”

Hull's big coppery face reflected
nothing but baffled anger and
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distress. But Shorr Kan said, after a
minute.

“There is one way it just might be
done.”

Both Gordon and Hull kept quiet,
afraid to break the tenuous thread of
hope. Shorr Kan stood biting his lip
and thinking. They waited. Sud-

denly Shorr Kan said to Gordon,

“Suppose we swing it. Suppose we
get to Fomalhaut. If 1 know the
Princess Lianna, shell want to hang
me the moment she sees me.”

Gordon answered, “I'll see to it
that she doesn’t.”

That was a large promise. Shorr
Kan smiled, with a certain
unpleasant humor.

“Can you guarantee that?” he
demanded. “Can you guarantee that
if she doesn’t, someone else . . .
say the Empire . . . won't do it
for her?”

It was no good lying and Gordon
knew it, much as he wanted to. “No,
I can’t guarantee it. But I'm almost
sure that, if you've earned it, I have
enough influence to save your neck.”

“Almost is cold comfort,” said
Shorr Kan. “However . . .” He
studied Gordon for a moment, and
Gordon knew that he was going over
swiftly in his mind all the
altermatives, checking them once
more before he committed himself.
Finally he shrugged and said, “Itll
have to do. Will you give me your
word of honor that vyoull do
everything in your power to save me
from execution or punishment?”

“Yes,” said Gordon. “If you get us
to Fomathaut, I'll do that.”

Shorr Kan considered. “I'll accept
that. If I hadn’t known from the past
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that you're a bit stupid about always
keeping your word, I wouldn’t trust
you. As it is, I do.”

Hull Burrell gave a grunt. Gordon
ignored him and asked quickly,
“Now . . . how do we get away
from here?”

Shorr Kan's black eyes sparkled6.
“There’s only one possible way and
that’s the ships of the Counts that
will be coming to pick up the Qhalla
warriors.”

“But you said yourself we could
never capture a ship . . .”

Shorr Kan grinned. “That’s right.
But I have a certain talent for these
things, and I've thought of a way.”

He talked rapidly. *“Listen. I
helped you escape from Aar, and
together we killed the Hharn Sussur
there. But nobody on Aar, none of
the Counts, really knows what hap-
pened. All they know is that the
Hharm was found dead, the two
prisoners . . . you and Hull Bur-
rell . . . were missing, and that |
also was missing.”

“What are you getting at?”
demanded Hull.

“This,” said Shorr Kan. “Suppose |
reappear here on the Qhalla world.
Suppose I tell the Counts, when they
come, that it was you two who killed
the Hharn, and that when you
escaped you took me along as a cap-
tive?”

“Would they believe that?” asked
Gordon. “Wouldn't they want to
know where we were and how you
got away from us?”

“Ah, but that’s the beauty of my
idea,” said Shorr Kan. “I'd have you
two right with me, you
see your wrists bound, me
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covering you with the stunner. I'd
tell them that when you wrecked the
ship on this world, 1 turned the
tables on you and overpowered you,
and how could they doubt it with the
proof right before their eyes? Isn’t it
ingenious?”

Hull Burrel let out a sound that
was like a roar. He jumped for Shorr
Kan, got him between his hands,
and started trying to break him in
half.

“Hull, stop it!” Gordon cried.

The Antarian turned a flaming,
raging face toward him. “Stop it?
You heard the bastard, didn’t you?
He’s the same Shorr Kan as always,
the man who intrigued his way to
the top of the League of Cold Worlds,
who nearly shattered the Empire
with his scheming!”

Shorr Kan was a strong man but
the big Antarian shook him like a
terrier shaking a rat. “He's got a
beautiful idea, surely. He'll march us
in as prisoners, and since his escape
didn’t work he’ll claim he never tried
to escape, and throw wus to the
wolves!”

“Wait a minute!” said Gordon,
pulling at Burrell's arm. “Let him go.
Too much depends on this, Hull!
Let’s talk about it.” But the seeds of
suspicion were flourishing in
Gordon’s own mind, and he looked
very coldly at Shorr Kan, as the lat-
ter stepped quickly back and away
from Hull's reluctantly-opened
hands.

“It does,” said Gordon, “sound ex-
actly like the kind of clever double-
cross you ve always been good at.”

“Doesn’t it, though?” said Shorr
Kan, and smiled. “And I'll have to
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admit that I considered doing it just
that way.”

Gordon watched him narrowly.
“But you changed your mind?”

“Yes, Gordon, I did.” There was
an odd note of patience in his voice
now, as though he were explaining
something to a very small child.
“I've told you this before and I
repeat it again. I could stay with the
Counts and deceive them all down
the line . . . theyre like infants
when it comes to intrigue. But I can’t
deceive the Hharn, and one stray
thought would be the end of me. So I
prefer to take my chances at
Fomalhaut. It's simple arithmetic.”

“With you, my friend,” seid
Gordon sourly, “nothing is simple.
That’'s why 1 find this difficult to
believe . . . because it is simmple.”

“Then let's find something else to
pitch it on,” said Shorr Kan brightly.
“Friendship, for example. I've
always rather liked you, Gordon. I've
said so in the past. Doesn’t that
count for anything?”

“Oh, my God,” said Hull Burrel
softly. “Here’s the biggest scoundrel
in the galaxy, the man who tore it
across with interstellar war, and he
asks you to believe in him because
he likes you. Let me kill him, John
Gordon.”

“I'm tempted,’ Gordon said. “But
wait a bit.” He paced up and down,
trying to force himself to think clear-
ly against the doubts and the agoniz-
ed apprehension that filled his mind.
Finally he said,

“It comes down to one thing. The
only starships that will be coming to
this world are the Counts’ ships. And
this is the only possible way we
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could hope to get on one of those
ships. We have to gamble, Hull. Give
him the stunner.”

Hull Burrell
crédulously.

- (Gordon said, “If you can thirik of
another way, tell me.”

Hull stood a moment with his
head down like an angry buffalo.
Then he swore and handed the
weapon to Shorr Kan.

Instantly Shorr Kan levelled the
stunner at them.

“Now vou are my captives, he

eyed him in-

said, smiling. “Hull was absolutely

right, I am going to turn you over as
prisoners to the Counts.”

Hull's fury went quite beyond
-reasdn. He rushed forward bellow-
ing, in the face of the stunner, his
hands raised for a killing blow.

Shorr Kan stepped agilely aside
and let him blunder past. Then he
laughed, a laugh of pure and wicked
delight.

“Look at him,” he said. “Isn't he
lovely?” Hull had turned around and
was standing uncertainly, his big
hands swinging, staring in dumb
amazement as Shorr Kan laughed
again. “Sorry, Hull, I had to do it.
You were so sure. 1 didn’t have the
heart to disappoint you.” He tossed
the stunner in the air, caught it
again expertly, and shoved it into his
belt. “Come along now. Before we
encounter anyone, human or Qhalla,
I'll have to bind your hands, but no
need for that yet.”

He gave Hull a friendly clap on
the back. Hull turned dusky purple,
but Gordon could not help grinning
a little.

They started out across the rolling
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plain, heading northward in the
direction in which the grotesque
Qhalla bands had been hurrying.
The sun sank down across the sky,
and then as'a rosy sunset darkened

into twilight, there was a distant

flashing and a rolling crack of
thunder, thrice repeated in the clear
evening, and they saw three shining
starships come down.

Two hours later, they stood in the
darkness of night and looked on a
scene that might have been bor-
rowed out of hell.

4

Red-flaring torches illuminated
the crowded streets of what was less
a town than a planless huddle of
huts and shanties and ramshackle
warehouses dumped at haphazard
beside a ford of the river. The
Qhallas were not civilized enough to
need anything more than a meeting-
place and market-place, and it was
not a very big one. But it was throng-
ing now with thousand of the wing-
ed bipeds, shuffling in the dusty
lanes with such a press of bodies
that the hut walls creaked at their
shoulders. The shaking red light
picked out their leathery wings and
glistening reptilian eyes. Their
hoarse voices made an incessant
squawking din. They made Gordon
think of a horde of demons, and
they stank beyond belief.

The focus of all this big crowd was
the three starships that rested on the
plain outside the wretched town.
Two of them were big cargo ships
whose gleaming sides loomed up far
beyond the torchlight, into the
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darkness. The third ship was much
smaller, a fast little cruiser. The
Qhalla horde milled between the
town and the two bigger ships.

“Transports,” said Shorr Kan, “to
take Qhalla fighters for the attack on
Fomalhaut. The small cruiser will be
one of the Counts directing his end
of the operation.”

Hull Burrel said contemptuously,
“That mob couldn’t do much against
a modern star-world.”

“Ah, but this is only part of them,
a very small part,” said Shorr Kan.
“Al through the Marches, on wild
worlds like this, the same sort of
gathering will be going on. All the
alien peoples will answer the call of
Narath Teyn.”

Gordon remembered how on
Narath Teyn’s own world, the Gerrn
had idolized Lianna’s half-mad
cousin, and he could well believe
that.

“The Counts’ fighting ships will
take on the Formalhaut Navy,” ad-
ded Shorr Kan. “And while they
engage it, the massed transports will
go through and land Narath Teyn’s
hordes for a direct assault on the
capital.”

The words conjured up a night-
mare vision in Gordon’s mind, and
he felt again an agony of guilt that
he had left Lianna.

“The Empire is the ally of Gomal-
haut,” said Hull Burrel. “They’l
have something to say about it.”

“But this will be a surprise. By the
time an Empire fleet can get there,
Narath Teyn may sit on the throne
of Fomalhaut. It won’t be easy then
to unseat him.”

Shorr Kan did not go on to voice
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the inevitable corollary, though it
was in all their minds . . . that
Lianna might not then be alive to
regain her throne, leaving Narath
Teyn as the sole and rightful heir.

Gordon demanded harshly, “Are
we just going to stand here and talk
about it?”

Shorr Kan looked thoughtfully
down at the outlandish scene.

“If I take you two in as prisoners, ]
think 1 can convince whatever
official of the Counts is in charge
that I'm still Cyn Cryver’s ally. But
there’s another problem.” He in-
dicated the milling, squawking,
stinking mob of Qhallas. “The way
they look, and from what I've heard
of themn, they'd tear us to pieces
before we ever reached the ships.”

“On that I believe you,” said Hull.
“They're a wild lot, and they’re ex-
cited now to the point of madness.”

Shorr Kan shrugged. “No use ask-
ing for a sticky end like that. We'll
just have to wait until we have a bet-
ter chance of getting through. But
I'd better bind your hands
now . . . when the chance does
come, we’'ll have to move fast.”

Gordon submitted to having his
hands bound behind his back,
though the prospect of being
helpless among the Qhallas was not
one he relished. He consoled himself
with the realization that his hands
wouldn’t do him any good anyway.
But Hull Burrell flatly refused.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” blazed
Gordon. “What do you want to do, sit
here and die?”

“I think we’'ll do that anyway,”
muttered Hull, looking at the
Qhallas. But he put his hands
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behind hirmm and let Shorr Kan tie
them.

Then they sat in the grass, looking
down toward the torchlit scene and
hoping for some way to open for
them, to the ships.

The blazing stars of the Marches
looked down from the sky. The wind
brought the sound of harsh shouting
from where the torches flichered.
Gordon smelled the pungent smell of
the warm grasses on which they sat,
and it was so familiar that it startled
him.

Then he remembered. Long ago,
when he was still John Gordon of
New York, he had visited a friend
who lived in the Ohio countryside.
They had sat at night in a summer-
warm meadow, and there had been
fireflies, and the smell of the sun-
scorched grasses had been just the
same.

Gordon felt a sudden shuddering
pang of disorientation. Who was he,
and what was he doing here, far out
of his own space and tiem? The
sweet grass smell tortured him with
longing to be home, on his own
familiar world, where the beasts of
the field did not speak with the
voices of nightmare, nor form them-
selves into uncouth armies; where
there were no Hharn and the stars
were a long way off, and life held
neither splendor nor gut-wrenching,
soul-destroying fear.

But then a memory came to him.
A memory of Lianna, and of the look
in her eyes when he had parted from
her. It was she that he had dreamed
of. It was for bher that he had dared
the physical transition to this future
universe of the star kings. And he
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knew that she was worth all risk and
danger, and that nothing in that old
life on his on Earth was worth any-
thing compared to her. His momen-
tary hysteria passed. There was only
one thing that mattered now, and
that was that he should live long
enough to get to Fomalhaut with
the warning.

Shorr Kan suddenly stood up,
looking keenly toward the Qhalla
town. “There!” he said.

Gordon and Hull stood up also.
Two men ... two human
men .. . had emerged from the
milling, noisy crowd of the Qhallas.
They stood a little apart from the
throng, as though they wanted air.

“One of them wears the insigne of
the Mace,” said Shorr Kan. “An ally
or a vassal of Cyn Cryver. We'll have
to take this chance. Get going!”

He gave Gordon and Hull a hard
shove, and they started down the
grassy slope, with Shorr Kan coming
behind them with the stunner levell-
ed at their backs.

“Hurry, damn it,” snarled Shorr
Kan. “Before they go back to the
ship.”

They staggered and almost fell,
going in a half-run down the slope.
Now Gordon saw that the two men,
one of whom wore the errogant sym-
bol of the Mace on his breast, were
turning around as though to go back
through the swarming Qhallas to the
ships.

Shorr Kan shouted, a loud call.
The two men turned. And the uproar
of the Qhallas quieted suddenly es
the winged bipeds also turned to see.

“Run!” said Shorr Kan.

They ran, toward the two men
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ahead. But the Qhallas had started
to run also, toward the strangers,
their wings half-spread, coming with
that queer half-hopping, half-flying
gait, uttering charking noises of
anger.

Shorr Kan triggered his stunner.
The foremost Qhallas fell and rolled
The others sucked back for a mo-
ment.

The two men were staring in
amazement. Now, by the distant
torchlight, Gordon could make out
their faces. One of them, who wore
the emblem of a captain, was a com-
pact, stocky man with a dark, tight
face. The other man was younger,
taller, gawkily astonished.

Gordon and Hull rushed toward
them, their feet pounding, their
bodies made awkward by their
bound hands. Shorr Kan ran easily,
one nervous eye on the Qhallas. And
he shouted at the two men.

“Hold off your pets! I'm an ally of
Cyn Cryver, bringing in prisoners.”

Rather doubtfully, the older man
turned and barked something at the
Qhallas in their own hoarse tongue,
and they began to gabble between
themselves, confused now and a lit-
tle disconcerted by the stunner. The
three went past them and pulled up,

Gordon and Hull panting, in front of

Cyn Cryver's men.

Proud and haughty, the man in
command, Shorr XKan demanded,
“What is your name?”

“I am the Count Obd Doll)”
answered the stocky man, and
stared at Shorr Kan as though he
could not believe what he saw.
“You . . . you are Shorr Kan. You
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disappeared from Aar with the two
Empire captives .

>

“These same two,” said Shorr
Kan, “and not from choice, I assure
you. They took me as a hostage.
Fortunately, they crashed their ship
not far from here and in the con-
fusion I was able to turn the tables
on them.”

“Why didn’t you kill them?”” asked
Obd Doll. “Why bring them here?”

“Because Cyn Cryver wants them
alive. Especially alive and able to
talk. Where is he?”

Hesitantly, Obd Doll answered,
“On Teyn.”

Shorr Kan nodded. “Of course.
The gathering place of the hordes.
Take us there at once.”

“But,” said Obd Doll, “1 am on
orders here.” He went on with other
objections, and Gordon sweated in
an agony of impatience. The Count
appeared to be not too bright, and
consequently unable to evaluate or
adjust to a set of unexpected
circumstances.

“Besides,” he said, sticking his
jaw out farther in a show of strength,
“how am Itoknow . . .”

Shorr Kan's face darkened and his
voice sank to a kind of tigerish pur-
ring.

“Little man,” he said, “these two
captives may hold the key to the
whole campaign. Cyn Cryver is
waiting for them. Just how long do
you think it wise to keep him
waiting?”

Obd Doll looked shaken. “Well,”
he said. “Well, in that case, yes, of
course. May I suggest, sir . . . call
the Count Cyn Cryver from our
cruiser ., . .”
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So far, so good, thought
Gordon . . . but it was just a little
late. The Qhallas had got over their
first shock and settled their con-
fusion. They wanted the prisoners,
and they were closing in.

Shorr Kan had made a good try.
But it was not much of an epitaph for
them.

Only it seemed that Obd Doll had
also made up his mind. He turned
and roared at the Qhallas, obviously
ordering them to stop. Apparently
they had at least some sense of
discipline, for they fell back a little,
and Obd Doll said hurriedly,

“We had better go to the cruiser at
once. These Qhallas . . . half
savage . . . unreliable . . "

It came to Gordon that the man
was worried about his own skin. He
didn’t blame him. This savage wing-
ed horde, armed with crude guns
and wicked-looking spears, looked as
though they wanted to kill every-
thing human in sight. Narath Teyn
might have calmed them, but not
these two men of the marches. In
fact, the younger one practically in-
vited attack, staring with un-
concealed loathing at the bird-
things, and he reeked so of fear that
even Gordon could smell it.

They began to move toward the
cruiser. The Qhallas pressed after
them, hopping, shuffling, flapping,
edging a little closer with every step.
They squawked among themselves,
their unlovely voices edged with
mounting anger, and their eyes were
bright with brainless fury, watching
their prey move closer to sanctuary.
They had a simple desire to tear
these man-creatures into small
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pieces and peck at them like robins
at chunks of suet. Gordon thought
that their shaky discipline was not
going to last out another ten paces.
And now the reek of his own fear
was acrid in his nostrils.

The younger of the two men had
frankly given way to panic. He drew
a small gray egg out of his pocket
and said in a high skay voice, ‘T'd
better use the numb-gas.”

“No!” said Obd Doll. “Put that
thing away, you idiot. We could
numb a few but the others would be
on us in a minute. Just move on,
we're almost there.”

The men staggered, buffeted by
stubby wings, grabbed at by clawed
hands. Obd Doll kept up a barrage of
orders, and Gordon guessed that he
was reminding them of their
allegiance to Narath Teyn and their
duty to obey, disperse, and load
themselves into the transports.
Whatever he said, it stopped them
making up their minds to take the
prisoners anyway until the men had
reached the cruiser. The airlock door
slammed shut on the horde outside,
and Obd Doll mopped his brow with
his hand, which was visibly shaking.

“A difficult lot to handle,” he said.
“If Narath were here there’d be
nothing to it, but without him it’s not
a job I care for.”

“You did well,” said Shorr Kan.
“Now call Teyn at once, and inform
the Count Cyn Cryver that I have
recovered the captives and will bring
them to him there at once.”

The ring of authority in his voice
was such that Obd Doll all but
saluted. “At once.” Then he looked at
Gordon and Hull Burrell, oppressed
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by a fresh doubt. “Whatll we do with
them? We have no brig . . . this is
a dispatch and command
cruiser . . .”

“Put them in one of the air-locks,”

said Shorr Kan. “Take all the space-

suits out of the lock first. Then if

they want to break out into space,
they're welcome.”

He laughed. Obd Doll taughed.
The younger man laughed. Gordon
did not laugh, and neither did Hull
Burrell. They looked at Shorr Kan,
but Shorr Kan’s back was turned and
he was already on his way, a man
with important matters to attend to,
a man in a hurry with no time to
spare for two dupes he had deceived
for his own purposes. Maybe.

Hull started a curse, but
smothered it. They were shoved
along by Obd Doll’s men, toward an
airlock on the other side of the
cruiser. They were kept waiting un-
til the helmets and suits were taken
out of the lock, and then were thrust
into the small coffin-like chamber.
The inner door closed hermetically
upon them, with a soft hissing sound
that was very like mocking laughter.

Hull Burrell looked heavily at that
iImmovable door. “Neat,” he said.
“They’ve got us nicely cooped up,
and any time they decide to execute
us, all they have to do is use the
remote control to open the outer door
of this lock.” There was a manual
control as well, elmost suicidally
handy. They carefully avoided lean-
ing on it.

Gordon shook his head. “They
won't do that. You heard Shorr Kan

tell them that Cyn Cryver wants us
alive.”
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“Yes, I heard him,” said Hull. “I
also know that we’re the only living
beings that can tell the truth about
how he got away from Aar. Of course
if he’s really on our side, that’s not
important. But if he isnt . . . I
don’t think he’d want Cyn Cryver to
hear it. I think he’d just blow us out
into space and say we did it our-
selves, two loyal Empire men choos-
ing death before dishonor.” Hull's
face was set and very hard. “Do you
honestly believe Shorr Kan is on our
side, John Gordon?”

“Yes. Not out of nobility, but
because we're his own best chance.”

Hull remained standing for a
time, frowning at Gordon. Then he
sat down on the floor and leaned
wearily against the bulkhead. “I
wish,” he said, “I had your simple
faith.”

Gordon would not have admitted
it, but so did he.

S

The cruiser throbbed and hum-
med, flying through the Marches at
highest speed. To Gordon, prisoned
with the Antarian in the lock, it
seemed to have been flying thus for
an interminable period. Several
times the inner door had opened and
a scant ration of food and water had
been thrust in to them by armed and
careful men. But nothing else had
happened, and they had not seen
Shorr Kan again.

Gordon began increasingly to
share Hull Burrell’'s skepticism
about the reliability of Shorr Kan as
an ally. So much so, that each time
he heard the sound of a lock door
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opening he looked quickly at the
outer one to see if this was not the
moment that Hull had predicted,
when they two would be catapulted
on a blast of decompressed air into
space and eternal silence. So far, it
had always been the inner door that
opened.

So far.

Agonized worry about Lianna and
a deepening sense of his own guilt in
leaving her added to Gordon’s
personal torment.

“Gordon, I understand but will
vou please shut up?” flared Hull
Burrell finally. “There’s not a damn
thing we can do about it now, and
youre getting on my nerves.”

Gordon’s own temper Hared, but
he refrained from uttering the words
that came to his tongue. Instead he
shut his jaw hard and went and sat
down with his back against the wall
of the lock chamber . a posture
that had now become practically
permanent . . . and thought what
the hell and all of a man of action he
had turned out to be.

A thin, almost undetectable odor
roused him from his brooding. It was
pungent, unfamiliar, and it had to be
coming into the lock from the air-
vent connected with the main life-
support system of the ship.

Gordon jumped up and ap-
proached the vent and sniffed. And
that was the last thing he
remembered before he fell on his
face on the hard deck and never
even felt the impact.

He awoke vaguely to a thin hiss-
ing noise and the sensation of being
shaken. Somebody was. calling his
name.
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“Gordon! Gordon, wake up!”

The somebody sounded urgent.
There was a tickling in Gordon’s
nostrils. He shook his head and
coughed, trying to get away from it,
and the effort caused him to open his
eyes.

Shorr Kan was bending over him,
holding a small tube that hissed and
tickled as it released gas into
Gordon’s nose and mouth.

“Oxygen,” said Shorr Kan. “It
should clear the cobwebs. You’ve got

to come out of it, Gordon . . . I
need you.”
Gordon still felt remarkably

stupid, but his mind was beginning
to function again.

“Gas . . . from the air-duct,” he
mumbled. “Knocked meout . . .”

Shorr Kan nodded. “Yes. Numb-
gas. ] managed to slip some bombs of
it out of the ship’s armory and drop
them into the main air-channel of
the life-support system.”

Gordon stumbled up to his feet,
hanging on to Shorr Kan for support.
“The officers . . . thecrew . . ?”

“Out like lights,” said Shorr Kan,
grinning. “Of course, I thoughtfully
put on a space-suit beforehand, and
then exhausted the air supply and
replaced it before I took it off. Feel-
ing better?”

Gordon struck away the oxygen
tube. “I'm all right.”

“Good. The officers and crew are
sleeping like babies, but they won't
sleep much longer. I need your help
to secure them, and I need Hull to
pilot the ship while we're doing it.
I've got the cruiser on automatic
pilot now, but the Marches are a
risky place for that.”
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He went over to Hull, who was
still sprawled unconscious on the
deck, and held the oxygen tube
under his nose. Then he looked up at
Gordon and showed his teeth in a
smile.

“Didn’t I tell you I'd get you free?”

“You did.” Gordon shook his head,
which ached blindingly. “And you
have. I congratulate you. The only

trouble is, my head is going to fall off

from being saved.”

When Hull Burrell opened his
eyes and saw Shorr Kan bending
over him, his reaction was almost
comically instinctive. He blinked on-
ce, and then put up his big hands
and closed them around Shorr Kan's
throat. But he was still weak as a kit-
ten, and Shorr Kan slapped his
bhands away and stood up.

“A grateful pair you two are,” he
said.

Gordon helped the big Antarian to
his feet, speaking urgently as he did
so, explaining. He wasn’t sure how
much Hull understood, until he said,
“The ship’s on auto-pilot, and you're
needed in the bridge.”

First and last a spaceman, Hull
pulled himself together by main
force, forgetting everything else.

“On auto-pilot? Here 1in the
Marches?” He thrust Gordon aside
and went with violent, if unsteady,
haste out of the lock and down the
companionway to the bridge.

Shorr Kan took a roll of tough wire
from stores, and then he and Gordon
set to work to tie securely the wrists
and ankles of the unconscious
officers and men.

Obd Doll, who lay in his own
small cabin, was the last of them,
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and when they had him bound Shorr
Kan looked thoughtfully down at
him.

“l think I'll bring him round now
with oxygen,” he said. “He'd know
the schedule that Cyn Cryver and
Narath Teyn have set up for the at-
tack on Fomalhaut, and that's some-
thing we’ve got to know.”

“What,” said Gordon, “If he won’t
talk?”

Shorr Kan smiled. “I think I can
persuade him. You go on up to the
bridge . . . you're the high-minded
type and you'd only get in my way.”

Gordon hesitated. It sounded like
torture to him. But he thought of
Lianna and what could be going to
happen to her, and hardened . his
mind. He turned and went out of the
cabin.

When he entered the bridge, Hull
spoke without turning from the con-
trols.

“I've laid as direct a course to
Fomalhaut as possible. It'll take us
too close to Teyn for comfort.”

Gordon peered at the viewplate.
The little cruiser was edging along
the coast of a gigantic cloud of glow-
ing dust, whose minute particles
were so excited by the radiation of
the stars drowned in it that it looked
like a great mass of flame.

To Gordon, it seemed that the ship
was merely crawling. He tried to
contain his impatience. He also tried
not to think of what Shorr Kan was
doing.

After a while Shorr Kan came into
the bridge. He took one look at
Gordon’s face and said seriously,

“Could you hear the cries all the
way up here?”
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Gordon started for the door.
“What did you do to him?”

Shorr Kan caught his arm. “I
wouldn’t go down there, Gordon. Not
unless you . . .”

“Not unless I what?”

Shorr Kan’s brows went up and
his eyes laughed at Gordon. “Unless
you want to be frightfully disap-
pointed. Obd Doll has nothing worse

the matter with him than a severe
case of fright.”

“You mean,” said Gordon skep-
tically, “that he talked just because
you threatened him?”

Shorr Kan nodded. “He did. You
see the value of a reputation for
ruthlessness. He knew I'd do exactly
what I said I would, and so he told
me all he knew without my having to
do it. We'd soon find out if he lied, so
I believe he told the truth.”

“When does the fleet leave Teyn?”
Gordon asked.

“Obd Doll couldn’t narrow that
down to definitely. He said it would
depend on when the last contingents
of non-humans came in . . . and
they've been coming in, from all over
the Marches, in answer to Narath
Teyn’s summons.”

The words evoked in Gordon's
mind a swift, ominous
vision . . . of those alien hordes
from worlds that had no human
tradition at all, the scaled ones, the
winged ones, the hairy ones, stream-
ing through the Marches to fore-
gather for assault on a great star-
kingdom. Yes, they would come at
the call of Narath Teyn. Narath was
mad, Gordon was sure, but there was
some quality in him that had made
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him a leader of not-men such as the
galaxy had never seen before.

“But from what Obd Doll told me
of the forces that have already
gathered,” Shorr Kan was saying,
“I'd hazard a guess that they’ll leave
Teyn very soon, probably in the next
few days, on their way to Fomal-
haut.”

“What about the H'harn?” asked
Hull Burrell. “Where do they come
into this?”

Shorr Kan shook his head. “Obd
Doll swears he doesn’t know. The
Hharn have no fleet in this galax-
y . . . they just sent some agents.
He swore that only Cyn Cryver and
one or two others know what part, if
any, the Hharn are going to play.”

Gordon, desperate and tense, tried
to clear his mind of emotion and
think.

“Hull, will the communication
equipment of this ship reach as far
as Fomalhaut?” he asked.

Burrell went into the little com-
munications room behind the
bridge. After a few minutes he came
out egain.

“Itll reach, but its power is so
limited it would have to be audio on-
ly, and not telestereo.”

Shorr Kan said sharply, “You'’re
planning to warn Fomalhaut of the
attack by communicator?”

“Of course,” said Gordon. “You
must see it yourself . . . the time
element, and the very strong
possibility that we won’t make it to
Fomalhaut ourselves, either in time
oratall . . .”

“Before you leap to the trans-
mitter think of this, Teyn and the
fleet are between us and Fomalhaut.
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They will be bound to pick up our
transmission. Theyll have fast
cruisers after us atonce . . .”
Gordon made a brusque gesture.
“We'll just have to take our chances.
Fomalhaut has got to be warned.”
“You didn’t let me finish,” said
Shorr Kan. “The Counts are liable to
hit Fomalhaut right away, before
any strong defenses can be organiz-
ed. In their position, that is what I
would do.”
Gordon had not thought of that
possibility. He was racked by doubt.
Hull said incisively, ‘T'm with
Gordon. Warn them, and gamble

...the Counts, praise be, have
neither your guts nor your
ga-'ll ) ; .I'!'

“I am touched,” said Shorr Kan
softly. “But what about us?”

“Take our chances, as Gordon
said.”

“What chances? They’ll have us
cut off within minutes after they
pick up our transmission.”

“I have an idea about that,” said
Hull.

He touched a control. On the big
chartplate a sectional chart of a
whole region of the Marches slid into
view.,

“All right,” said Shorr Kan. “Look
here.”

Even Gordon, unused to reading
the charts, could see when Shorr
Kan pointed out their relative posi-
tions that they could hardly hope to
get past the Teyn fleet once it was
alerted. Not even by a miracle.

But Hull put his finger on a
massive swarm of red points . . . a
great reef, as it were, marked in the

color of danger. The reef lay equally
between them and Fomalhaut, one
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curving wing of it reaching out
almost to Teyn.

“We could take a shortcut,” Hull
said, “through here.”

Shorr Kan stared at him,
astonished. “Through the Broken
Stars?” Then he uttered a short
laugh. “I revise my opinion of you,
Hull.”

“What,” asked Gordon, “are the
Broken Stars?”

Hull said, “Did you ever stop to
think why the Marches of Outer
Space are such a mess of debris?”

“l haven’t,” said Gordon, “had
very much time to think of cosmic
origins.”

“The scientists tell us,” said the
Antarian, “that long ago two fairly
large star-clusters were on collision
course. One of the clusters slammed
right into the other. Of course the
looser parts of the swarms simply
went through each other with only a
few collisions, like two swarms of in-
sects flying through each other.
Even those collisions were enough to
strew debris all along the Marches.

“But there was a much tighter,
denser core of stars in each cluster,
and those high-density knots of stars
hit each other. The result was ter-
rific. Stars tore each other up in such
a high Incidence of collisions that
they formed a spinning mess of half-
stars, bits of stars, shattered planets,
whole planets . . . you name it.
Scarcely anyone ever risks going in-
to that jungle, but at least two scien-
tific-survey ships have in the past
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crossed through it. If they had a
chance so do we.” As a sort of af-

terthought he added, “I don’t have to
tell you how thin it is.”
Gordon said, “Take it.”
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“Do I have a vote?” asked Shorr
Kan.

With one voice, Hull and Gordon
answered, “No.”

Shorr Kan shrugged.

Gordon said to the Antarian,
“When you send your message, tell
Fomalhaut what we know about the
Counts and the impending attack.
Don’t mention Shorr
Kan . . . they'd never believe the
story, and might put the whole
warning down as a fake.”

Hull nodded. “As you’re persona
grata at the court of Fomalhaut, I'll
sign your name to it. Have you any
recognition signal, so they can be
sure it’s you?”

Gordon thought. “Tell them it's
from the man who once called Kork-
hann, their Minister of Non-Human
Affairs, an overgrown mynah bird.
Korkhann will know.”

The little dispatch cruiser crawled
on the chart until it was close to that
ominous reef of red dots. Only then
did Hull Burrell flash the message.

That done, they plunged headlong
into the Broken Stars.

6

The place was like a star-captain’s
nightmare.

To the eye, the Broken Stars
would have seemed only a region
where the points of starry light were
somewhat denser, through which
the little ship seemed to crawl.

But the radar and sensor in-
sttuments saw it differently. They
saw a region where debris of shat-
tered suns, long cool and dark,
whirled in small ovaloids, in spin-
ning little maelstroms, in cones and
disks and nests of wreckage. Shat-
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tered stones and dust that had once
been planets lay in drifts. And the
many surviving suns of wrecked
star-cluster flared out fiercely as
background.

The computers that took the radar
impulses and directed the cruiser’s
flight along the chosen course were
clacking like the chattering teeth of
hysterical women. Hull Burrel,

hunched over the board’ listened to
that uproar and watched the fast-
changing symbols, and only occasion-
ally reached his hand to vive the
computers a new course. But when
he did so, it was done with all the
swiftness of which he was capable.

Gordon and Shorr Kan, standing
behind him, looked at the viewplate
which showed only the swarming
points of light through which they
barely seemed to move. They looked
then at the flashing radar screen,
and were awed.

“I was in Orion Nebula once but
that was Child’s play compared to
this,” said Gordon. “Have we got a
chance at all?”

“We have,” said Hull, “if we don’t
run into a bit of it too complicated
for the radar to sense in time. But I'll
tell you how you can improve our
chances about a hundred percent.”

“How?”

“By getting off my neck!” Hull
roared, without turning. “Go and sit
down. I can fly this damned suicide
mission better without jawbone
help.”

“He’s right,” said Shorr Kan, and
nodded to Gordon. They drew back.
“There’'s nothing you and I can do
now . . . but wait! Yes, there is one
thing we can do. Back in a minute.”

He went aft. Gordon sat down
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wearily in one of the chairs at he
rear of the bridge that were intended
for top-brass to sit in and harass
worried pilots.

Hull had told them that radar
showed no sign of pursuit at all. He
had explained that when the Counts
saw them dive into the Broken Stars,
they would write them off as finish-
ed. And, he had added, they were
probably right.

Shorr Kan came back holding a
couple of plastic press-squeeze flasks
filled with a pale, slightly milky-
looking liquor. He grinned sar-
donically at Gordon.

“l was pretty sure that Obd Deoll
would have something stored away.
The Counts of the Marches are a
hard-drinking lot. Here, have one.”

Gordon took the flask, but he
stared up at Shorr Kan amazed. “A
drink? Now? In this?” And he jerk-
ed his head toward the radar screen.
“Any minute, one stray chunk of

Shorr Kan sat down. “Quite right.
And can vou think of a better time
for drinking?”

Gordon shrugged. Maybe Shorr
Kan made sense at that. All Hull
wanted them to do was to keep quiet
and let him make his long-chance
gamble for life. Very well, then. He
would keep quiet. He took the flask
and drank.

The liquor might look a little like
milk and it was bland going down,
but it was hellfire when it hit his in-
sides.

“Better than anything we had in
the Dark Worlds,” said Shorr Kan.

“I remember.” said Gordon. “When
Lianna and I were your prisoners on
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Thallarna . . . how long ago that
seems! . . . and you said you'd of-
fer us a drink but you didn’t dare
keep the stuff around because it
would spoil your pose as the austere,
patriotic leader.”

Shorr Kan smiled wryly. “And
much good it did me in the end.” He
looked at Gordon with a kind of ad-
miration. “I had the whole galaxy in
my grasp, and then you came along.
By God, I have to hand it to you. You
really were a spoiler.”

Gordon turned and looked, star-
tled, toward the viewplate. Nothing
there seemed to have changed but
there was a new sound, a screeching
and screeking along the hull.

“Relax, Gordon,” said Shorr Kan.
“Just tiny particles, probably no big-
ger than atoms. Nothing to get jum-
py about.” He added, “When 1 think
about it, in spite of the remarkable
things you've done, you've nearly
always had the jumps.”

Gordon said between his teeth, “It
seems a natural reaction when my
life is in danger.”

“Look at me,” said Shorr Kan. “I'm
in as much danger as you. More, for
if we get out of this mess there’s
more trouble waiting for me. I'm
flying for my life . . . the second
time . . . me that was lord of the
Dark Worlds. But do I get upset?
Not a bit. If Shorr Kan has to go,
he’ll go with his head high.”

He raised the flask with a
theatrical gesture, but the smile on
his dark face was mocking.

Gordon shook his head. There
were times when Shorr Kan just

reduced him to silence.
“So drink up and be of good
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heart,” said Shorr Kan. “We'll get
through, all will go well for you, and
youll save my neck when we get
there . . . I hopel!l”

The computers were stuttering
even more wildly, and when Gordon
glanced forward he saw that the
symbols were flashing in a swift
stream across the radar screen. It
seemed to him that Hull Burrel,
hunched over the board, had his
head bent in resignation, bowing to
the inevitable end. Again Gordon
turned his head quickly away.

He thought of Lianna. It was
strange how, when everything was
getting unreal to him in the slow
freezing terror of approaching
dissolution, she remained quite real.
Even if he survived, and he didn’t
think the chances of that were too
good, he felt that she was lost to him.
But he thought of her, and was glad.

“You know, I've had an idea for a
long time,” Shorr Kan was saying,
“that you're sort of a grain of sand in
the machine, Gordon. I mean, you
take someone out of his own con-
text, his own time-frame, and hurl
him into the future where he’s got no
business to be, and you put every-
thing out of kilter. See how your
coming, from the very first, had up-
set things all across the galaxy.”

Gordon said dryly, “What you
mean is that I upset the private
plans of one Shorr Kan, that’s all.”

“Possibly,” said Shorr Kan, with a
courtly wave of his hand. “But tell
me, what the devil was it like, that
past time you came from? I asked
you that before, but then you were
lying to me and I couldn’t believe a
word of it.

BROKEN STARS

“To tell you the truth,” said
Gordon, “it’s getting just a little
vague in mmy own mind.” He drank
and considered. “There was a man
named Keogh who told me that this
future 1 thought I had been in before
was all a dream . . . 1 just hated
the Earth as it was, he said, and
wanted to get away from it, so I
made up fantasies about star-king-
doms and great wars bevond the
suns. Of course, nobody had left
Earth then even to visit another
planet, so it must have all seemed
pretty wild to him.”

“We have a name for people like
that,” said Shorr Kan. “Planet-hug-
gers. Hang tight to your mother-
world's apron strings, because if you
get away from them you might find
something awfully nasty and up-
setting.”

Gordon glanced forward again.
“I'm not so sure,” he said, “right at
this moment that people who take
that view are so awfully wrong.”

Seen past the dark, hunched
silhouette of Hull Burrel, the scene
in the viewplate had slowly chang-
ed.

The points of fire that were suns
seemed to be closer together. It was
as though the ship was moving
toward a rampart of blazing stars,
and surely they were not going to try
to go that way. Hull would surely
change course soon.

But time went on and on, and they
drank again, and the mighty ram-
part of suns seemed a little closer,
and still Hull did not alter course.
Gordon felt a growing impulse to go

and pound on Hull’'s arm, to make
him veer off, but he fought down
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that impulse, he didn’t know a
bloody thing about piloting a star-
ship, and they had put the ship and
themselves into Hull's hands and
there was nothing to do but wait.

Shorr Kan seemed to understand
how he felt. He said, “Less drift
between the suns . . . their at-
traction tends to gather up a good bit
of the debris. That's why he’s going
that way.”

“Thank you for reassuring the
nervous novice,’ said Gordon. “It’s
good of you.”

Shorr Kan smiled. “I'm an awfully
sympathetic person. Have another.”

They sat, and drank, and Gordon
tried not to look at the viewplate
again or listen to the computers
clacking. Time seemed to run on for-
ever and it was almost a painful
shock of change when the viewplate
showed that they were out of the
star-swarm and into the dark, clear
deeps of open space.

Hull Burrel’s great paw slammed
down on the automatic pilot control.
The big Antarian turned to them and
for the first time in that flight they
saw his face.

It was wild, exalted, and his voice
came to themn as a kind of hoarse tri-
umphant shout.

“By God, I did it! I ran the Broken
Stars!”

And then, as he looked at them,
sitting with the nearly-emptied
flasks in their hands, the wildness
and excitement left him. He came
back and stood over them, towering.

“I'll be everlastingly damned,” he
said. “While I did it, you two have
been sitting here and drinking your
heads off!”
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Shorr Kan answered calmly, “You
asked us not to bother you. Well,
have we?”

Hull’s craggy face turned scarlet.
His chest heaved, and then he
roared with laughter.

“Now,” he said, “now I've seen
everything. Get me one of those
flasks. I think I want to get a little
drunk myself.”

They were out of the Marches, and
the pure white eye of Fomalhaut
gleamed like a beacon ahead.

It was many hours before Hull
Burrel came back to the bridge,
stretching and yawning. He started
laughing again as he looked at
Gordon and Shorr Kan.

“Through the Broken Stars with
two topers,” he said, and shook his
head. “Nobody will ever believe it!”

A call came, hours later, from
Hathyr, the throne-world of Fomal-
haut. Hull took it.

“The whole fleet of Fomalhaut is
on alert,” he told them. “We'’re to
land at the royal port on Hathyr.”

“Any message for me?” asked
Gordon.

The Antarian shook his head.

50 that, Gordon thought, was that.
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