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They were the Masters, and they
had only to choose: eternal life,
as inhuman monsters — or death!
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What has gone before: The erew of the starship Orion
found themselves in the middle of a great space war be-
tween the creatures called Stretts and the lost android
servants of their own human ancestors. Helped by the
androids, the Earthmen formed themselves into the pow-
erful telepathic linkage called “peyondix” to invade the
Strett planet itself. As their minds joined they heard the
android Tuly cry out, “Good.
were out in interstellar space.

X

ILTON did not have to

drive the peyondix-beam
to the planet Strett; it was al-
ready there. And there was the
monstrous First Lord Thinker
Zoyar.

Into that mind his multi-
mind flashed, its every mem-
ber as responsive to his will
as his own fingers—almost in-
finitely more so, in fact, be-
cause of the tremendous
lengths of time required to
send messages along nerves.

That horrid mind was
scanned cell by cell. Then, af-
ter what seemed like a few
hours, when a shield began
sluggishly to form, Hilton
transferred his probe to the
mind of the Second Thinker,
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one Lord Ynos, and absorbed
everything she knew. Then,
the minds of all the other
Thinkers being screened, he
studied the whole Strett plan-
et, foot by foot, and every-
thing that was on it.

Then, mission accomplished,
Hilton snapped his attention
back to his office and the
multi-mind fell apart. As he
opened his eyes he heard Tuly

scream: “..... Luck!”

“Oh—you still here, Tuly?
How long have we been
gone?”

“Approximately one and
one-tenth seconds, sir.”

“WHAT!

Beverly Bell, in the haven
of Franklin Poynter’s arms,
fainted quietly., Sandra
shrieked piercingly. The four
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men stared, goggle-eyed. Tem-
ple and Teddy, as though by
common thought, burrowed
their faces into brawny shoul-
ders.

Hilton recovered first. “So
that’s what peyondix is.”

“Yes, sir—I mean no, sir.
No, I mean yes, but...” Tuly
paused, licking her lips in that
peculiarly human-female ges-
ture of uncertainty.

“Well, what do you mean?
It either is or isn’t. Or is that
necessarily so?”

“Not exactly, sir. That is, it
started as peyondix. But it be-
came scmething else. Not even
the most powerful of the old
Masters—nobody—ever did or
ever could possibly generate
such a force as that. Or handle
it so fast.”

“Well, with seven of the
best minds of Terra and a...”

“Chip-chop the chit-chat!”
Karns said, harshly., “What I
want to know is whether I
was having a nightmare. Can
there possibly be a race such
as I thought I saw? So ut-
terly savage—ruthless—merci-
less! So devoid of every hu-
man trace and so hell-bent de-
termined on the extermination
of every other race in the Gal-
axy? God damn it, it simply
doesn’t make sense!™

EYES went from eyes to
eyes to eyes.

All had seen the same in-
describably horrible, abysmal-
ly atrocious, things. Qualities
and quantities and urges and
drives that no words in any
68

language could even begin to
portray.

“It doesn’t seem to, but
there it is.” Teddy Blake
shook her head hopelessly.

Big Bill Karns, hands still
shaking, lit a cigarette before
he spoke again. “Well, I've
never been a proponent of
genocide. But it’s my consid-
ered opinion that the Stretts
are one race the galaxy can
get along without.”

“A hell of a lot better with-
out,” Poynter said, and all
agreed.

“The point is, what can we
do about it?” Kincaid asked.
“The first thing, I would say,
is to see whether we can do
this—whatever it is—without
Tuly’s help. Shall we try it?
Although I, for one, don’t feel
like doing it right away.”

“Not I, either,” Beverly
Bell held up her right hand,
which was shaking uncontrol-
lably, “I feel as though I'd
been bucking waves, wind
and tide for forty-eight
straight hours without food,
water or touch. Maybe in
about a week I'll be ready for
another try at it. But today—
not a chance!”

“Okay. Scat, all of you,”
Hilton ordered. “Take the
rest of the day off and rest
up. Put on your thought-
screens and don’t take them
off for a second from now on.
Those Stretts are tough hom-
bres.”

Sandra was the last to leave.
“And you, boss?” she asked,
pointedly. »
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d“I’ve got some thinking to
O.”

“I'll stay and help you
think?”

“Not yet” He shook his
head, frowned and then
grinned. “You sece, chick, I
.don’t even know yet what it
is I'm going to have to think
about.”

“A bit unclear, but I know
what you mean—I think.
Luck, chief.”

N their subterranean sanc-

tum on distant Strett, two
of the deepest thinkers of that
horribly unhuman race were
in coldly intent conference via
thought.

“My mind has been plun-
dered, Ynos,” First Lord
Thinker Zoyar radiated,
harshly. “Despite the extreme-
ly high reactivity of my shield
some information— I do not
know how much—was taken.
The operator was one of the
humans of that ship.”

“I, too, felt a plucking at
my mind. But those humans
could not peyondire, First
Lord.”

“Be logical, fool! At that
contact, in the matter of which
you erred in not following up
continuously, they succeeded
in concealing their real abili-
ties from you.”

“That could be the truth.
Our ancestors erred, then, in
recording that all those weak
and timid humans had been
slain. These offenders are
probably their descendants,
returning to reclaim their
former world.”
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“The probability must be
evaluated and considered.
Was it or was it not through
human aid that the Omans de-
stroyed most of our task-
force?”

“Highly probable, but im-
possible of evaluation with the
data now available.”

“Obtain more data at once.
That point must be and shall
be fully evaluated and fully
considered. This entire situa-
tion is intolerable. It must be
abated.”

“True, First Lord. But eve-
ry operator and operation is
now tightly screened. Oh, if
I could only go out there my-
self...”

“Hold, fool! Your thought
is completely disloyal and un-

trettly.”

“True, oh First Lord Think-
er Zoyar. I will forthwith re-
move my unworthy self from
this plane of existence.”

“You will not! I hereby
abolish that custom. Our num-
bers are too few by far. Too
many have failed to adapt.
Also, as Second Thinker, your
death at this time would be
slightly detrimental to certain
matters now in work. I will
1nyself, however, slay the un-
fit. To that end repeat The
Words under my peyondir-
ing.”

“I am a Strett. I will devote
my every iota of mental and
of physical strength to for-
warding the Great Plan. I am,
and will remain, a Strett.”

“You do believe in The
Words.”



CC\F course I believe in

them! I know that in a
few more hundreds of thou-
sands of years we will be rid
of material bodies and will be-
come invincible and invulner-
able. Then comes the Con-
quest of the Galaxy...and
then the Conquest of the Uni-
verse!”

“No more, then, on your
life, of this weak and coward-
ly repining! Now, what of
your constructive thinking?”

“Programming must be such
as to obviate time-lag. We
must evaluate the factors al-
ready mentioned and many
others, such as the reactiva-
tion of the spacecraft which
was thought to have been de-
stroyed so long ago. After
having considered all these
evaluations, I will construct a
Minor Plan to destroy these
Omans, whom we have permit-
ted to exist on sufference, and
with them that shipload of
despicably interloping hu-
mans.”

“That is well.” Zoyar’s mind
seethed with a malevolent
ferocity starkly impossible for
any human mind to grasp.
“And to that end?”

“To that end we must in-
tensify still more our program
of procuring data. We must
revise our mechs in the light
of our every technological ad-
vance during the many thou-
sands of cycles since the last
such revision was made. Our
every instrument of power, of
offense and of defense, must
be brought up to the theoret-

ical ultimate of capability.”

“And as to the Great
Brain?”

“I have been able to think
of nothing, First Lord, to add
to the undertakings you have
already set forth.”

“It was not expected that
you would. Now: is it your
final thought that these inter-
lopers are in fact the descen-
dants of those despised hu-
mans of so long ago?”

“It is.”

“It is also mine. I return,
then, to my work upon the
Brain. You will take whatever
measures are necessary. Use
every artifice of intellect and
of ingenuity and our every re-
source. But abate this intoler-
able nuisance, and soon.”

“It shall be done,
Lord.”

First

HE Second Thinker issued

orders. Frenzied, round-
the-clock activity ensued.
Hundreds of mechs operated
upon the brains of hundreds
of others, who in turn operat-
ed upon the operators.

Then, all those brains
charged with the technolog-
ical advances of many thou-
sands of years, the combined
hundreds went unrestingly to
work. Thousands of work-
mechs were built and put to
work at the construction of
larger and more powerful
space-craft.

As has been implied, those
battle-skeletons of the Stretts
were controlled by their own
built-in mechanical brains,
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which were programmed for
only the simplest of battle
maneuvers. Anything at all
out of the ordinary had to be
handled by remote control, by
the specialist-mechs at their
two-miles-long control board.

This was now to be changed.
Programming was to be made
so complete that almost any
situation could be handled by
the warship or the missile it-
self—instantly.

The Stretts knew that they
were the most powerful, the
most highly advanced race in
the universe. Their science
was the highest in the uni-
verse. Hence, with every op-
erating unit brought up to the
full possibilities of that sci-
ence, that would be more than
enough. Period.

This work, while it re-
quired much time, was very
much simpler than the task
which the First Thinker had
laid out for himself on the
giant computer-plus which the
Stretts called “The Great
Brain.” In stating his project,
First Lord Zoyar had said:

“Assignment: To construct
a machine that will have the
following abilities: One, to
contain and retain all knowl-
edge and information fed into
it, however great the amount.
Two, to feed itself additional
information by peyondiring
all planets, wherever situate,
bearing intelligent life. Three,
to call up instantly any and
all items of information per-
taining to any problem we
may give it. Four, to com-
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bine and recombine any num-
ber of items required to form
new concepts. Five, to formu-
late theories, test them and
draw conclusions helpful to
us in any matter in work.”

It will have been noticed
that these specifications vary
in one important respect from
those of the Eniacs and Uni-
vacs of Earth. Since we of
Earth can not peyondire, we
do not expect that ability from
our computers.

The Stretts could, and did.

HEN Sandra came back

into the office at five
o’clock she found Hilton still
sitting there, in almost exact-
ly the same position.

“Come out of it, Jarve!”
She snapped a finger. “That
much of that is just simply
too damned much.”

“You’re so right, child.” He
got up, stretched, and by main
strength shrugged off his foul
mood. “But we’re up against
something that is really a
something, and I don’t mean
perchance.”

“How well I know it.” She
put an arm around him, gave
him a quick, hard hug. “But
after all, you don’t have to
solve it this evening, you
know.”

“No, thank God.”

“So why don’t you and
Temple have supper with me?
Or better yet, why don’t all
eight of us have supper to-
gether in that bachelors’ para-
dise of yours and Bill’s?”

“That’d be fun.”
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And it was.

Nor did it take a week for
Beverly Bell to recover from
the Ordeal of Eight. On the
following evening, she herself
suggested that the team should
take another shot at that ut-
terly fantastic terra incognita
of the multiple mind, jolting
though it had been.

“But are you sure you can
take it again so soon?” Hil-
ton asked.

“Sure. I'm like that famous
gangster’s moll, you know,
who bruised easy but healed
quick. And I want to know
about it as much as anyone
else does.”

They could do it this time
without any help from Tuly.
The linkage fairly snapped to-
gether and shrank instantane-
ously to a point. Hilton
thought of Terra and there it
was; full size, yet occupying
only one infinitesimal section
of a dimensionless point. The
multimind visited relatives of
all eight, but could not make
intelligible contact. If asleep,
it caused pleasant dreams; if
awake, pleasant thoughts of
the loved one so far away in
space; but that was all. It
visited mediums, in trance and
otherwise—many of whom,
not surprisingly now, were
genuine—with whom it held
lucid conversations. Even in
linkage, however, the multi-
mind knew that none of the
mediums would be believed,
even if they all told, simul-
taneously, exactly the same
story. The multi-mind weak-

ened suddenly and Hilton
snapped it back to Ardry.

Beverly was almost in col-
laﬁse. The other girls were
white, shaken and trembling.
Hilton himself, strong and
rugged as he was, felt as
though he had done two weeks
of hard labor on a rock-pile.
He glanced questioningly at
Larry.

“Point six three eight sec-
onds, sir,” the Omans said,
holding up a millisecond tim-
er.

“How do you explain that?”
Karns demanded.

“I’'m afraid it means that
without Oman backing we're
out of luck.”

ILTON had other ideas,
but he did not voice any
of them until the following

day, when he was rested and

had Larry alone.

“So carbon-based brains
can’t take it. One second of
that stuff would have killed
all eight of us. Why? The
Masters had the same kind of
brains we have.”

“I don’t know, sir. It’s some-
thing completely new. No
Master, or group of Masters,
ever generated such a force
as that. I can scarcely believe
such power possible, even
though I have felt it twice. It
may be that over the genera-
tions your individual powers,
never united or controlled,
have developed so much
strength that no human brain
can handle them in fusion.”

“And none of us ever knew
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anything about any of them.
I've been doing a lot of think-
ing. The Masters had qualities
and abilities now unknown to
any of us. How come? You
Omans—and the Stretts, too—
think we’re descendants of the
Masters. Maybe we are. You
think they came originally
from Arth—Earth or Terra—
to Ardu. That’d account for
our legends of Mu, Atlantis
and so on. Since Ardu was
within peyondix range of
Strett, the Stretts attacked it.
They killed all the Masters,
they thought, and made the
planet uninhabitable for any
kind of life, even their own.
But one shipload of Masters
escaped and came here to
Ardry—far beyond peyondix
range. They stayed here for a
long time. Then, for some rea-
son or other—which may be
someplace in their records—
they left here, fully intending
to come back. Do any of you
Omans know why they left?
Or where they went?”

“No, sir. We can read only
the simplest of the Masters’
records. They arranged our
brains that way, sir.”

“I know. They’re the type.
However, I suspect now that
your thinking is reversed.
Let’s turn it around. Say the
Masters didn’t come from
Terra, but from some other
planet. Say that they left here
because they were dying out.
They were, weren’t they?”

“Yes, sir. Their numbers be-
came fewer and fewer each
century.”
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“I was sure of it. They were
committing race suicide by
letting you Omans do every-
thing they themselves should
have been doing. Finally they
saw the truth, In a desperate
effort to save their race they
pulled out, leaving you here.
Probably they intended to
come back when they had bred
enough guts back into them-
selves to set you Omans down
where you belong...”

“But they were always the
Masters, sir!”

“They were not! They were
hopelessly enslaved. Think it
over. Anyway, say they went
to Terra from here. That still
accounts for the legends and
co on. However, they were too
far gone to make a recovery,
and yet they had enough fix-
ity of purpose not to manu-
facture any of you Omans
there. So their descendants
went a long way down the
scale before they began to
work back up. Does that make
sense to you?”

CGIT explains many things,
sir. It can very well be the
truth.”

“Okay. However it was,
we're here, and facing a con-
dition that isn’t funny. While
we were teamed up I learned
a lot, but not nearly enough.
Am I right in thinking that I
now don’t need the other sev-

"en at all—that my cells are

fully charged and I can go it
alone?”

“Probably, sir, but...”

“I'm coming to that. Every
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time I do it—up to maximum
performance, of course—it
comes easier and faster and
hits harder. So next time, or
maybe the fourth or fifth
time, it'll kill me. And the
other seven, too, if they'’re
along.”

“I'm not sure, sir, but I
think so.”

“Nice. Very, very nice.”
Hilton got up, shoved both
hands into his pockets, and
prowled about the room. “But
can’t the damned stuff be con-
trolled? Ch o k e d—throttled
down — damped — muzzled,
some way or other?”

“We do not know of any
way, sir. The Masters were al-
ways working toward more
power, not less.”

“That makes sense. The
more power the better, as long
as you can handle it. But I
can’t handle this. And neither
can the team. So how about
organizing another team, one
that hasn’t got quite so much
whammo? Enough punch to
do the job, but not enough
to backfire that way?”

“It is highly improbable
that such a team is possible,
sir.” If an Oman could be
acutely embarrassed, Larry
was. “That is, sir... I should
tell you, sir...”

“You certainly should.
You’ve been stalling all along,
and now you're stalled. Spill
it.”

“Yes, sir. The Tuly begged
me not to mention it, but I
must. When it organized your
team it had no idea of what

it was really going to do...”

“Let’s talk the same lan-
guage, shall we? Say ‘he’ and
‘she.” Not ‘it.””

“She thought she was set-
ting up the peyondix, the same
as all of us Omans have. But
after she formed in your mind
the peyondix matrix, your
mind went on of itself to form
a something else; a thing we
can not understand. That was
why she was so extremely....
I think ‘frightened’ might be
your term.”

“I knew something was bit-
ing her. Why?”

“Because it very nearly
killed you. You perhaps have
not considered the effect upon
us all if any Oman, however
unintentionally, should kill a
Master?”

“No, I hadn’t... I see. So
she won’t play with fire any
more, and none of the rest of
you can?”

“Yes, sir. Nothing could
force her to. If she could be
so coerced we would destroy
her brain before she could act.
That brain, as you know, is
imperfect, or she could not
have done what she did. It
should have been destroyed

long since.”
“Don’t ever act on that as-
sumption, Larry.” Hilton

thought for minutes. “Simple
peyondix, such as yours, is not
enough to read the Masters’
records. If I'd had three brain
cells working I'd’ve tried them
then. I wonder if I could read
them?”

“You have all the old Mas-
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ters’ powers and more. But
you must not assemble them
again, sir. It would mean
death.”

“But I've got to know...
I've got to know! Anyway, a
thousandth of a second would
be enough. I don’t think that’d
hurt me very much.”

E concentrated—read a
few feet of top-secret
braided wire—and came back
to consciousness in the sick-
bay of the Perseus, with two
doctors working on him;
Hastings, the top Navy medi-
co, and Flandres, the surgeon.
“What the hell happened to
you?” Flandres demanded.
“Were you trying to kill your-
self?”

“And if so, how?” Hastings
wanted to know.

“No, I was trying not to,”
Hilton said, weakly, “and I
guess I didn’t much more than
succeed.”

“That was just about the
closest shave I ever saw a man
come through. Whatever it
was, don’t do it again.”

“I won’t,” he promised, feel-
ingly.

When they let him out of
the hospital, four days later,
he called in Larry and Tuly.

“The next time would be
the last time. So there won’t
be any,” he told them. “But
just how sure are you that
some other of our boys or girls
may not have just enough of
whatever it takes to do the
job? Enough oompa, but not
too much?”
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“Sinoce we, too, are on
strange ground the probability
is vanishingly small. We have
been making inquiries, howev-
er, and scanning. You were se-
lected from all the minds of
Terra as the one having the
widest vision, the greatest
scope, the most comprehensive
grasp. The ablest at synthesis
and correlation and so on.”

“That’s printing it in big
letters, but that was more or
less what they were after.”

“Hence the probability ap-
proaches unity that any more
such ignorant meddling as this
obnoxious Tuly did well re-
sult almost certainly in failure
and death. Therefore we can
not and will not meddle
again.”

¢ OU'VE got a point

there... So what I am is
some kind of a freak. Maybe
a kind of super-Master and
maybe something altogether
different. Maybe duplicable in
a less lethal fashion, and may-
be not. Veree helpful—I don’t
think, But I don’t want to kill
anybody, either...especially
if it wouldn’t do any good.
But we've got to do some-
thing!” Hilton scowled in
thought for minutes. “But an
Oman brain could take it. As
you told us, Tuly, ‘The brain
of the Larry is very, very
tough.””

“In a way, sir. Except that
the Masters were very careful
to make it physically impos-
sible for any Oman to go very
far along that line, It was
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only their oversight of my one
imperfect brain that enabled
me, alone of us all, to do that
wrong.”

“Stop thinking it was
wrong, Tuly. I'm mighty glad
you did. But I wasn’t think-
ing of any regular Oman
brain...” Hilton’s voice pe-
tered out.

“I see, sir. Yes, we can, by
using your brain as Guide, re-
produce it in an Oman body.
You would then have the pow-
ers and most of the qualities
of both...”

“No, you don’t see, because
I've got my screen on. Which
I will now take off—" he suit-
ed action to word—‘since the
whole planet’s screened and I
have nothing to hide from you.
Teddy Blake and I both
thought of that, but we’ll con-
sider it only as the ultimate-
ly last resort. We don’t want
to live a million years. And
we want our race to keep on
developing. But you folks can
replace carbon-based mole-
cules with silicon-based ones
just as easily as, and a hell of
a lot faster than, mineral wa-
ter petrifies wood. What can
you do along the line of re-
building me that way? And
if you can do any such con-
version, what would happen?
Would I live at all? And if
so, how long? How would I
live? What would I live on?
All that kind of stuff.”

“Shortly before they Ileft,
two of the Masters did some
work on that very thing. Tuly
and I converted them, sir.”

“Fine—or is it? How did it
work out?”

“Perfectly, sir...except that
they destroyed themselves. It
was thought that they wearied
of existence.”

“I don’t wonder. Well, if it
comes to that, I can do the
same. You can convert me,
then.”

“Yes, sir. But before we do
it we must do enough pre-
liminary work to be sure that
you will not be harmed in any
way. Also, there will be many
more changes involved than
simple substitution.”

“Of course. I realize that.
Just see what you can do,
please, and let me know.”

“We will, sir, and thank you
very much.”

X1

S has been intimated, no

Terran can know what re-
searches Larry and Tuly and
the other Oman specialists
performed, or how they ar-
rived at the conclusions they
reached. However, in less than
a week Larry reported to Hil-
ton.

“It can be done, sir, with
complete safety. And you will
live even more comfortably
than you do now.”

“How long?”

“The mean will be about
five thousand Oman years—
you don’t know that an Oman
year is equal to one point two
nine three plus Terran years?”

“I didn’t, no. Thanks.”

“The maximum, a little less
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than six thousand. The mini-
mum, a little over four thou-
sand. I'm very sorry we had
no data upon which to base
a closer estimate.”

“Close enough.” He stared
at the Oman. “You could also
convert my wife?”

“Of course, sir.”

“Well, we might be able to
stand it, after we got used to
the idea. Minimum, over five
thousand Terran years. .. bar-
ring accidents, of course?”

“No, sir. No accidents.
Nothing will be able to kill
you, except by total destruc-
tion of the brain. And even
then, sir, there will be the pat-
tern.”

“I'll ... be ... damned ...”
Hilton gulped twice. “Okay,
go ahead.”

“Your skins will be like
ours, energy-absorbers. Your
‘blood’ will carry charges of
energy instead of oxygen.
Thus, you may breathe or not,
as you please. Unless you
wish otherwise, we will con-
tinue the breathing function.
It would scarcely be worth
while to alter the automatic
mechanisms that now control
it. And you will wish at times
to speak. You will still enjoy
eating and drinking, although
everything ingested will be
eliminated, as at present, as
waste.”

“We’d add uranexite to our
food, I suppose. Or drink ra-
dioactives, or sleep under co-
balt-60 lamps.”

“Yes, sir. Your family life
will be normal; your sexual
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urges and satisfactions the
same. Fertilization and period
of gestation unchanged. Your
children will mature at the
same ages as they do now.”

“How do you—oh, I see.
You wouldn’t change any
molecular linkages or config-
urations in the genes or
chromosomes.”

“We could not, sir, even if
we wished. Such substitutions
can be made only in exact one-
for-one replacements. In the
near ~future you will, of
course, have to control births
quite rigorously.”

“We sure would. Let’s see
...say we want a stationary
population of a hundred mil-
lion on our planet. Each cou-
ple to have two children, a
boy and a girl. Born when the
parents are about fifty...
um-m-m. The gals can have
all the children they want,
then, until our population is
about a million; then slap on
the limit of two kids per cou-
ple. Right?”

“Approximately so, sir. And
after conversion you alone
will be able to operate with
the full power of your eight,
without tiring. You will also,
of course, be able to absorb al-
most instantaneously all the
knowledges and abilities of
the old Masters.”

Hilton gulped twice before
he could speak. “You wouldn’t
be holding anything else back,
would you?”

“Nothing important, sir.
Everything else is minor, and
probably known to you.”
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“I doubt it. How long will
the job take, and how much
notice will you need?”

“Two days, sir. No notice.
Everything is ready.”

Hilton, face somber, thought
for minutes. “The more I
think of it the less I like it.
But it seems to be a forced
put...and Temple will blow
sky high...and have I got the
guts to go it alone, even if
she’d let me...” He shrugged
himself out of the black mood.
“I’ll look her up and let you
know, Larry.”

HE looked her up and told
her everything. Told her
bluntly; starkly; drawing the
full picture in jet black, with
very little white.

“There it is, sweetheart.
The works,” he concluded.
“We are not going to have ten
years; we may not have ten
months. So—if such a brain
as that can be had, do we or
do we not have to have it? I'm
putting it squarely up to
you.”

Temple’s face, which had
been getting paler and paler,
was now as nearly colorless as
it could become; the sickly
yellow of her skin’s light tan
unbacked by any flush of red
blood.

Her whole body was tense
and strained.

“There’s a horrible snapper
on that question... Can’t I do
it? Or anybody else except
yw?”

“No. Anyway, whose job is
it, sweetheart?”
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“I know, but...but I know
just how close Tuly came to
killing you. And that wasn’t
anything compared to such a
radical transformation as this.
I'm afraid it’ll kill you, dar-
ling. And I just simply
couldn’t stand it!”

She threw herself into his
arms, and he comforted her in
the ages-old fashion of man
with maid.

“Steady, hon,” he said, as
soon as he could lift her tear-
streaked face from his shoul-
der. “I'll live through it. I
thought you were getting the
howling howpers about having
to live for six thousand years
and never getting back to Ter-
ra except for a Q strictly T
visit now and then.”

She pulled away from him,
flung back her wheaten mop
and glared. “So that’s what
you thought! What do I care
how long I live, or how, or
where, as long as it's with
you? But what makes you
think we can possibly live
through such a horrible con-
version as that?”

“Larry wouldn’t do it if
there was any question what-
ever. He didn’t say it would
be painless. But he did say I'd
live.”

“Well, he knows, I guess
...I hope.” Temple’s natural
fine color began to come back.
“But it’s understood that just
the second you come out of
the vat, I go right in.”

“I hadn’t ought to let you,
of course. But I don’t think
I could take it alone.”
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That statement required a
special type of conference,
which consumed some little
time. Eventually, however,
Temple answered it in words.

“Of course you couldn't,
sweetheart, and I wouldn’t let
you, even if you could.”

There were a few things
that had to be done before
those two secret conversions
could be made. There was ths
matter of the wedding, which
was now to be in quadrupli-
cate. Arrangements had to be
made so that eight Big
Wheels of the Project could
all be away on honeymoon at
once.

All these things were done.

OF the conversion opera-
tions themselves, nothing
more need be said. The honey-
mooners, having left ship and
town on a Friday afternoon,
came back one week from the
following Monday* morning.
The eight met joyously in
Bachelors’” Hall; the girls
kissing each other and the
men indiscriminately and en-
thusiastically; the men coop-
erating zestfully.

Temple scarcely blushed at
all, she was so engrossed in
trying to find out whether or

*While it took some time to re-
compute the exact Ardrian calen-
dar, Terran day names and Terran
weeks were used from the first.
The Omans manufactured watches,
clocks, and chronometers which
divided the Ardrian day into
twenty-four Ardrian hours, with
minutes and seconds as usual,
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not anyone was noticing any
change. No one seemed to no-
tice anything out of the ordi-
nary. So, finally, she asked.

“Don’t any of you, really,
see anything different?”

The six others all howled at
that, and Sandra, between gig-
gles and snorts, said: “No,
precious, it doesn’t show a bit.

Did you really think it
would?”
Temple blushed furiously

and Hilton came instantly to
his bride’s rescue. “Chip-chop
the comedy, gang. She and I
aren’t human any more. We're
a good jump toward being
Omans. I couldn’t make her
believe it doesn’t show.”

That stopped the levity,
cold, but none of the six could
really believe it. However, af-
ter Hilton had coiled a twen-
ty-penny spike into a perfect
helix between his fingers, and
especially after he and Tem-
ple had each chewed up and
swallowed a piece of uran-
exite, there were no grounds
left for doubt.

“That settles it...it tears
it,” Karns said then. “Start all
over again, Jarve. We'll lis-
ten, this time.”

Hilton told the long story
again, and added: “I had to
re-work a couple of cells of
Temple’s brain, but now she
can read and understand the
records as well as I can. So I
thought I'd take her place on
Team One and let her boss
the job on all the other teams.
Okay?”

“So you don’t want to let
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the rest of us in on it”
Karns’s level stare was a far
cry from the way he had
looked at his chief a moment
before. “If there’s any one
thing in the universe I never
had you figured for, it’s a dog
in the manger.”

“Huh? You mean you ac-
tually want to be a...a...hell,
we don’t even know what we
are!”

“I do want it, Jarvis. We all
do.” This was, of all people,
Teddy! “No one in all history
has had more than about fifty
years of really productive
thinking. And just the idea of
having enough time...”

“Hold it, Teddy. Use your
brain. The Masters couldn’t
take it—they committed sui-
cide. How do you figure we
can do any better?”

“Because we’'ll use our
brains!” she snapped. “They
didn’t. The Omans will serve
us; and that’s all they’ll do.”

“And do you think you’ll be
able to raise your children and
grandchildren and so on to do
the same? To have guts
enough to resist the pull of
such an ungodly habit-form-
ing drug as this Oman service
is?”

€CPT'M sure of it.” She nod-

ded positively. “And we'll
run all applicants through a
fine enough screen to—that is,
if we ever consider anybody
except our own BuSci people.
And there’s another reason.”
She grinned, got up, wriggled
out of her coverall, and posed
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in bra and panties. “Look. I
can keep most of this for five
years. Quite a lot of it for ten.
Then comes the struggle.
What do you think I'd do for
the ability, whenever it begins
to get wrinkly or flabby, to
peel the whole thing off and
put on a brand-spanking-new
smooth one? You name it, I'll
do it! Besides, Bill and I will
both just simply and cold-
bloodedly murder you if you
try to keep us out.”

“Okay.” Hilton locked at
Temple; she looked at him;
beth looked at all the cthers.
There was no revulsion at all.
Nothing but eagernese.

Temple took over.

“I'm surprised. We're both
surprised. You see, Jarve
didr’t want to do it at all, but
he had to. I not only didn’t
want to, I was scarcd green
and yellow at just the idea of
it. But I had to, too, of course.
We didn’t think anybody
would really want to. We
thought we’d be left here
alone. We still will be, I
think, when you’ve thought it
clear through, Teddy. You
just haven’t realized yet that
we aren’t even human any
more. We're simply noth-
ing but monsters!” Temple’s
voice became a wail

“I've said my piece,” Teddy
said. “You tell ’em, Bill.”

“Let me say something
first,” Kincaid said. “Temple,
I'm ashamed of you. This line
isn’t at all your usual straight
thinking. What you actually
are is homo superior. Bill?”
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__“I can add one bit to that. I
don’t wonder that you were
scared silly, Temple, Utterly
new concept and you went
into it stone cold. But now
we see the finished product
and we like it. In fact, we
drool.”

“I'll say we’re drooling,”
Sandra said. “I eould do hand-
stands and pinwheels with
JOY.”

“Let’s see you,” Hilton said.
“'g"t}at we’d all get a kick out
of.

“Not now—don’t want to
hold this up—but sometime I
Just will, Bev?*

“I'm for it—and how! And
won’t Bernadine be amazed,”
Beverly laughed gleefully, “at
her wise-crack about the ‘race
to end all human races’ com-
ing true?”

“I'm in favor of it, too, one
hundred per cent” Poynter
said. “Has it occurred to you,
Jarve, that this opens up in-
tergalactic exploration? No
supplies to carry and plenty
of time and fuel?”

“No, it hadn’t, You've got a
point there, Frank. That
might take a little of the
curse off of it, at that.”

“When some of our kids get
to be twenty years old or so
and get married, I'm going to
take a crew of them to Andro-
meda. We'll arrange, then, to
extend. our honeymoons an-
other week,” Hilton said.
“What will our policy be?
Keep it dark for a while with
just us eight, or spread it to
the rest?”
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“Spread it, I'd say,” Kincaid
said.

“We can’t keep it secret,
anyway,” Teddy argued.
“Since Larry and Tuly were
in on the whole deal, every
Oman on the planet knows all
about it. Somebody is going
to ask questions, and Omans
always answer questions and
always tell the truth.”

CCMYUESTIONS have al-
ready been asked and
answéred,” Larry said, going
to the door and opening it.
Stella rushed in. “We've
been hearing the damnedest
things!” She kissed every-
body, ending with Hilton,
whom she seized by both
shoulders. “Is it actually true,
boss, that you can fix me up
so I'll live practically forever
and can eat more than eleven
calories a day without getting
fat as a pig? Candy, ice cream,
cake, pie, eclairs, cream puffs,
French pastries, sugar and
gobs of thick cream in my cof-
fee...?” ‘
Half a dozen others, includ-
ing the van der Moen twins,
came in, Beverly emitted
a shriek of joy. “Bernadine!
The mother of the race to end
all human races!” 4
“You whistled it, birdie!”
Bernadine caroled. “I'm going
to have ten or twelve, each
one weirder than all the oth-
ers. I told you I was a prophet
—I'm going to hang out my
shingle, Wholesale and retain
prophecy; special rates for
large parties.” Her voice was
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drowned out
clamor.

“Hold it, everybody!” Hil-
ton yelled. “Chip-chop it!
Quit it!” Then, as the noise
subsided, “If you think I'm
going to tell this tall tale over
and over again for the next
two weeks you’re all crazy. So
shut down the plant and get
everybody out here.”

“Not everybody, Jarve!’
Temple snapped. “We don’t
want scum, and there’s some
of that, even in BuSci.”

“You’'re so right,
then?”

“The rest of the heads and
assistants, of course...and all
the lab girls and their hus-
bands and boy-friends. I know
they are all okay. That will be
enough for now, don’t you
think?”

“I do think;” and the indi-
cated others were sent for;
and in a few minutes arrived.

The Omans brought chairs
and Hilton stood on a table.
He spoke for ten minutes.
Then: “Before you decide
whether you want to or not,
think it over very carefully,
because it’'s a one-way street.
Fluorine can not be displaced.
Once in, you're stuck for life.
There is no way back. I've
told you all the drawbacks and
disadvantages I know of, but
there may be a lot more that
I haven’t thought of yet. So
think it over for a few days
and when each of you has def-
initely made up his or her
mind, let me know.” He
jumped down off the table.
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‘HIS listeners, however, did

not need days, or even
seconds, to decide. Before
Hilton’s feet hit the floor
there was a yell of unanimous
approval, ‘

He looked at his wife. “Do
you suppose we're nuts?”

“Uh-uh. Not a bit. Alex was
right. I'm going to just love
it!” She hugged his elbow
ecstatically. “So are you, dar-
ling, as soon as you stop look-
ing at only the black side.”

“You know...you could be
right?” For the first time
since the “ghastly” transfor-
mation Hilton saw that there
really was a bright side and
began to study it. “With most
of BuSci—and part of the
Navy, and selectees from Ter-
ra—it will be slightly terrific,
at that!”

“And that ‘habit-forming-
drug’ objection isn’t insuper-
able, darling,” Temple said.
“If the younger generations
start weakening we’ll fix the
Omans. I wouldn’t want to
wipe them out entirely,
but...”

“But how do we settle pri-
ority, Doctor Hilton?” a girl
called out; a tall, striking,
brunette laboratory technician
whose name Hilton needed a
second to recall. “By pulling
straws or hair? Or by shoot-
ing dice or each other or
what?”

“Thanks, Betty, you've got
a point. Sandy Cummings and
department heads first, then
assistants. Then you girls, in
alphabetical order, each with
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her own husband or fiance.”

“And my name is Ames.
Oh, goody!”

“Larry, please tell them
to...”

“I already have, sir. We
are set up to handle four at
once.”

“Good boy. So scat, all of
you, and get back to work—
except Sandy, Bill, Alex, and
Teddy. You four go with
Larry.”

Since the new sense was not
peyondix, Hilton had started
calling it “perception” and
the others adopted the term
as a matter of course. Hilton
could use that sense for what
seemed like years—and actu-
ally was whole minutes—
at a time without fatigue or
strain. He could not, how-
ever, nor could the Omans,
give his tremendous power to
anyone else.

As he had said, he could do
a certain amount of rework-
ing; but the amount of im-
provement possible to make
depended entirely upon what
there was to work on. Thus,
Temple could cover about
six hundred light-years. It de-
veloped later that the others
of the Big Eight could cover
from one hundred up to four
hundred or so. The other de-
partment heads and assistants
turned out to be still weaker,
and not one of the rank and
file ever became able to cover
more than a single planet.

This sense was not exactly
telepathy; at least not what
Hilton had always thought
MASTERS OF SPACE

telepathy would be. If any-
thing, however, it was more.
It was a lumping together of
all five known human senses—
and half a dozen unknown
ones called, collectively, “in-
tuition”—into one super-sense
that was all-inclusive and all-
informative. If he ever could
learn exactly what it was and
exactly what it did and how it
did it...but he’d better chip-
chop the wool-gathering and
get back onto the job.

HE Stretts had licked the
old Masters very easily,
and intended to wipe out the
Omans and the humans. They
had no doubt at all as to their
ability to do it. Maybe they
could. If the Masters hadn’t
made some progress that the
Omans didn’t know about,
they probably could. That was
the first thing to find out. As
soon as they’d been converted
he’d call in all the experts
and they’d go through the
Masters’ records like a dose
of salts through a hillbilly

schoolma’am.
At that point in Hilton’s
cogitations Sawtelle came in.
He had come down in his
gig, to confer with Hilton as
to the newly beefed-up fleet.
Instead of being glum and
pessimistic and foreboding, he
was chipper and enthusiastic.
They had rebuilt a thousand
Oman ships. By combining
Oman and Terran science, and
adding everything the First
Team had been able to reduce
to practise, they had hyped up
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the power by a good fifteen
per cent. Seven hundred of
those ships, and all his men,
were now arrayed in defense
around Ardry. Three hundred,
manned by Omans, were
around Fuel Bin.

“Why?” Hilton asked. “It’s

Fuel Bin they’ve been attack-
ing.”
“Uh-uh. Minor objective,”
the captain demurred, posi-
tively. “The real attack will
be here at you; the headquar-
ters and the brains. Then
Fuel Bin will be duck soup.
But the thing that pleased me
most is the control. Man, you
never imagined such control!
No admiral in history ever
had such control of ten ships
as I have of seven hundred.
Those Omans spread orders
so fast that I don’t even finish
thinking one and it’s being
executed. And no misunder-
standings, no slips. For in-
stance, this last batch—fifteen
skeletons. Far out; they’re
getting cagy. I just thought
‘Box ’em in and slug ’em’ and
—In! Across! Out! Socko!
Pffft! Just like that and just
that fast. None of ’em had
time to light a beam. Nobody
before ever even dreamed of
such control!”

“That’s great, and I like it
...and you’re only a captain.
How many ships can Five-Jet
Admiral Gordon put into
space?”

“That depends on what you
call ships. Superdreadnoughts,
Perseus class, six. First-line
battleships, twenty-nine. Sec-

ond-line, smaller and some
pretty old, seventy-three.
Counting everything armed
that will hold air, something
over two hundred.”

“I thought it was something
like that. How would you like
to be Five-Jet Admiral Saw-
telle of the Ardrian Navy?”

“I wouldn’t. I'm Terran
Navy. But you knew that and
you know me. So—what’s on
your mind?”

HILTON told him. I ought
to put this on a tape, he
thought to himself, and broad-
cast it every hour on the hour.

“They took the old Masters
like dynamiting fish in a bar-
rel,” he concluded, “and I'm
damned afraid they’re going
to lick us unless we take a
lot of big, fast steps. But the
hell of it is that I can’t tell
you anything—not one single
thing—about any part of it.
There’s simply no way at all
of getting through to you
without making you over into
the same kind of a thing I
am.”

“Is that bad?” Sawtelle was
used to making important de-
cisions fast. “Let’s get at it.”

“Huh? Skipper, do you real-
ize just what that means? If
you think they’ll let you re-
sign, forget it. They’ll cruci-
fy you—brand you as a traitor
and God only knows what
else.”

“Right. How about you and
your people?”

“Well, as civilians, it won’t
be as bad...”
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“The hell it won’t. Every
man and woman that stays
here will be posted forever as
the blackest traitors old Ter-
ra ever disgraced herself by
spawning.”

“You’ve got a point there, at
that. We’ll all have to bring
our relatives—the ones we
think much of, at least—out
here with us”

“Definitely. Nocw see what
you can do about getting me
run through your mill.,”

By exerting his authority,
Hilton got Sawtelle put
through the “Preservatory” in
the second batch processed.
Then, linking minds with the
captain, he flashed their joint
attention to the Hall of Rec-
ords. Into the right room; into
the right chest; along miles
and miles of braided wire car-
rying some of the profoundest
military secrets of the ancient
Masters.

Then:
“Now you know a little of
it,” Hilton said. “Maybe a

thousandth of what we’ll have
to have before we can take
the Stretts as they will have
to be taken.”

For seconds Sawtelle could
not speak. Then: “My....
God. I see what you mean.
You're right. No Omans can
ever go to Terra; and no Ter-
rans can ever come here ex-
cept to stay forever.”

The two then went out into
space, to the flagship—which
had been christened the Orion
—and called in the six com-
manders.
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“What is. all this senseless
idiocy we've been getting,
Jarve?” Elliott demanded.

Hilton eyed all six with pre-
tended disfavor. “You six
guys are the hardest-headed
bunch of skeptics that
ever went unhung,” he re-
marked, dispassionately. “So
it wouldn’t do any good to
tell you anything—yet. The
skipper and I will show you a
thing first. Take her away,
Skip.”

The Orion shot away under
interplanetary drive and for
several hours Hilton and Saw-
telle worked at re-wiring and
practically rebuilding two de-
vices that no one, Oman or
human, had touched since the
Perseus had landed on Ardry.

“What are you... I don’t
understand what you are do-
ing, sir,” Larry said. For the
first time since Hilton had
known him, the Oman’s mind
was confused and unsure.

“I know you don’t. This is
a bit of top-secret Masters’
stuff. Maybe, some day, we’ll
be able to re-work your brain
to take it. But it won’t be for
some time,”

XII1

THE Orion hung in space,
a couple of thousands of
miles away from an asteroid
which was perhaps a mile in
average diameter. Hilton
straightened up.

“Put Triple X Black filters
on your plates and watch that
asteroid.” The commanders
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did so. “Ready?” he asked.

“Ready, sir.”

Hilton didn’t move a mus-
cle. Nothing actually moved.
Nevertheless there was a mo-
tionlessly writhing and crawl-
ing distortion of the ship and
everything in it, accompanied
by a sensation that simply can
not be described.

It was not like going into
or emerging from the sub-
ether. It was not even remote-
ly like space-sickness or sea-
sickness or free fall or any-
thing else that any Terran had
ever before experienced.

And the asteroid vanished.

It disappeared into an out-
rageously incandescent, furi-
ously pyrotechnic, raveningly
expanding atomic fireball that
In seconds seemed to fill half
of space.

After ages-long minutes of
the most horrifyingly devas-
tating fury any man there had
ever seen, the frightful thing
expired and Hilton said:
“That was just a kind of a
firecracker. Just a feeble imi-
tation of the first-stage deto-
nator for what we’ll have to
have to crack the Stretts’
ground-based screens. If the
skipper and I had taken time
to take the ship down to the
shops and really work it over
we could have put on a show.
Was this enough so you iron-
heads are ready to listen with
your ears open and your
mouths shut?”

They were. So much so that
not even Elliott opened his
mouth to say yes. They mere-

ly nodded. Then again—for
the last time, he hoped!—
Hilton spoke his piece. The
response was prompt and
vigorous. Only Sam Bryant,
one of Hilton’s staunchest al-
lies, showed any uncertainty
at all.

“I’ve been married only a
year and a half, and the baby
was due about a month ago.
How sure arc you that you
can make old Gordon sit still
for us skimming the cream off
of Terra to bring out here?”

“Doris Bryant, the cream of
Terra!” Elliott gibed. “How
modest our Samuel has be-
come!”

“Well, damn it, she is!”
Bryant insisted.
“Okay, she is,” Hilton

agreed. “But either we get our
people or Terra doesn’t get
its uranexite. That’ll work. In
the remote contingency that
it doesn’t, there are still tight-
er screws we can put on. But
you missed the main snapper,
Sam. Suppose Doris doesn’t
want to live for five thousand
years and is allergic to be-
coming a monster?”

“Huh; you don’t need to
viorry about that” Sam
rushed that argument aside
with a wave of his hand.
“Show me a girl who doesn’t
want to stay young and beau-
tiful forever and I’ll square
you the circle Come on.
What’s holding us up?”

THE Orion hurtled through
space back toward Ardry
and Hilton, struck by a sud-
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den thought, turned to the
captain.

“Skipper, why wouldn’t it
be a smart idea to clamp a
blockade onto Fuel Bin? Cut
the Stretts’ fuel supply?”

“I thought better of you
than that, son.” Sawtelle
shook his head sadly. “That
was the first thing I did.”

“Ouch. Maybe you're 'way
ahead ‘of me too, then, on the
one that we should move to
Fuel Bin, lock, stock and bar-
rel?”

“Never thought of it, no.
Maybe you’re worth saving,
after all. After conversion, of
course... Yes, there’d be
three big advantages.”

“Four.”

Sawtelle
brows.

“One, only one planet to de-
fend. Two, it’s self-defending
against sneak landings. Noth-
ing remotely human can land
on it except in heavy lead ar-
mor, and even in that can stay
healthy for only a few min-
utes.”

“Except in the city. Omlu.
That’s the weak point and
would be the point of attack.”

“Uh-uh. Cut off the decon-
taminators and in five hours
it’ll be as hot as the rest of
the planet. Three, there’d be
no interstellar supply line for
the Stretts to cut. Four, the
environment matches our new
physiques a lot better than
any normal planet could.”

“That’s the one I didn’t
think about.”

“I think I'll take a quick
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raised his eye-

peek at the Stretts—oh-oh;
they’ve screened their whole
planet. Well, we can do that,
too, of course.”

“How are you going to se-
lect and reject personnel? It
looks as though everybody
wants to stay. Even the men
whose main object in life is
to go aground and get drunk.
The Omans do altogether too
good a job on them and there’s
no such thing as a hangover.
I'm glad I'm not in your
boots.”

“You may be in it up to the
eyeballs, Skipper, so don’t
chortle too soon.”

Hilton had already devoted
much time to the problems of
selection; and he thought of
little else all the way back to
Ardry. And for several days
afterward he held conferences
with small groups and con-
ducted certain investigations.

BUD Carroll of Sociology
and his assistant Sylvia
Banister had been married for
weeks. Hilton called them, to-
gether with Sawtelle and Bry-
ant of Navy, into conference
with the Big Eight.

“The more I study this
thing the less I like it,” Hil-
ton said. “With a civilization
having no government, no po-
lice, no laws, no medium of
exchange. ..”

“No money?” Bryant ex-
claimed. “How’s old Gordon
going to pay for his uranex-
ite, then?”

“He gets it free,” Hilton
replied, flatly. “When anyone
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can have anything he wants,
merely by wanting it, what
good is money? Now, remem-
bering how long we’re going
to have to live, what we’ll be
up against, that the Masters
failed, and so on, it is clear
that the prime basic we have
to select for is stability. We
twelve have, by psychodynam-
ic measurement, the highest
stability ratings available.”

“Are you sure I belong
here?” Bryant asked.

“Yes. Here are three lists.”
Hilton passed papers around.
“The list labeled ‘OK’ names
those I'm sure of—the ones
we're converting now and
their wives and whatever on
Terra. List ‘NG’ names the
ones I know we don’t want.
List ‘X’—over thirty percent
—are in-betweeners. We have
to make a decision on the ‘X’
list. So—what I want to know
is, who’s going to play God.
I'm not. Sandy, are you?”

“Good Heavens, no!” San-
dra shuddered. “But I'm
afraid I know who will have
to. I'm sorry, Alex, but it'll
have to be you four—Psychol-
ogy and Sociology.”

Six heads nodded and there
was a flashing interchange of
thought among the four. Tem-
ple licked her lips and nod-
ded, and Kincaid spoke.

“Yes, I'm afraid it's our
baby. By leaning very heavily
on Temple, we can do it. Re-
member, Jarve, what you said
about the irresistible force?
We'll need it.”

“As I said once before, Mrs.
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Hilton, I'm very glad you're
along,” Hilton said. “But just
how sure are you that even
you can stand up under the
load?”

“Alone, I couldn’t. But
don’t underestimate Mrs. Car-
roll and the Messrs. Together,
and with such a goal, I'm sure
we can.”

HUS, after four-fifths of
his own group and forty-
one Navy men had been con-
verted, Hilton called an eve-
ning meeting of all the con-
verts. Larry, Tuly and Javvy
were the only Omans present.
“You all knew, of course,
that we were going to move
to Fuel Bin sometime,” Hil-
ton began. “I can tell you
now that we who are here are
all there are going to be of
us. We are all leaving for Fuel
Bin immediately after this
meeting. Everything of any
importance, including all of
your personal effects, has al-
ready been moved. All Omans
except these three, and all
Oman ships except the Orion,
have already gone.”

He paused to let the news
sink in.

Thoughts flew everywhere.
The irrepressible Stella Wing
—now Mrs. Osbert F. Hark-
ins—was the first to give
tongue. “What a wonderful
job! Why, everybody’s here
that I really like at all!”

That sentiment was, of
course, unanimous. It could
not have been otherwise. Bet-
ty, the ex-Ames, called out:
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“How did you get their fe-
male Omans away from Cecil
Calthorpe and the rest of that
chasing, booze-fighting bunch
without them blowing the
whole show?”

“Some suasion was neces-
sary,” Hilton admitted, with
a grin. “Everyone who isn’t
here is time-locked into the
Perseus. Release time eight
hours tomorrow.”

“And they’ll wake up to-
morrow morning with no
Omans?” Bernadine tossed
back her silvery mane and
laughed. “Nor anything else
except the Perseus? In a way,
I'm sorry, but...maybe I've
got too much stinker blood in
me, but I'm very glad none
of them are here. But I'd like
to ask, Jarvis—or rather, I
suppose you have already set
up a new Advisory Board?”

“We have, yes.” Hilton read
off twelve names.

“Oh, nice. I don’t know of
any people I'd rather have on
it. But what I want to gripe
about is calling our new home
world such a horrible name as
‘Fuel Bin,” as though it were
a wood-box or a coal-scuttle
or something. And just think
of the complexes it would set
up in those super-children
wfe”re going to have so many
of.”

“What would you suggest?”
Hilton asked.

“‘Ardvor’, of course,” Her-
mione said, before her sister
could answer. “We’ve had
‘Arth’ and ‘Ardu’ and ‘Ardry’
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and you—or somebody—start-
ed calling us ‘Ardans’ to dis-
tinguish us converts from the
Terrans. So let’s keep up the
same line.”

There was general laughter
at that, but the name was ap-
proved.

ABOUT midnight the meet-
ing ended and the Orion
set out for Ardvor. It
reached it and slanted sharply
downward. The whole BuSci
staff was in the lounge, watch-
ing the big tri-di.

“Hey! That isn’t Omlu!”
Stella exclaimed. “It isn’t a
city at all and it isn’t even
in the same place!”

“No, ma’am,” Larry said.
“Most of you wanted the
ocean, but many wanted a riv-
er or the mountains. There-
fore we razed Omlu and built
your new city, Ardane, at a
place where the ocean, two
rivers, and a range of moun-
tains meet. Strictly speaking,
it is not a city, but a place of
pleasant and rewardful liv-
ing.”

The space-ship was coming
in, low and fast, from the
south. To the left, the west,
there stretched the limitless
expanse of ocean. To the
right, mile after mile, were
rough, rugged, jagged, partial-
ly-timbered mountains, mass
piled upon mass. Immediately
below the speeding vessel was
a wide, white-sand beach all
of ten miles long.

Slowing rapidly now, the
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Orion flew along due north.
“Look! Look! A natatori-
um!” Beverly shrieked. “I
know I wanted a nice big
place to swim in, besides my
backyard pool and the ocean,
but I didn’t tell anybody to
build that—I swear I didn’t!”
“You didn’t have to, pet.”
Poynter put his arm around
her curvaceous waist and
squeezed. “They knew. And I
did a little thinking along that
line myself. There’'s our
house, on top of the cliff over
the natatorium—you can al-
most dive into it off the
patio.”
“Oh, wonderful!”
Immediately north of the
natatorium a tremendous riv-
er—named at first sight
the “Whitewater” — rushed
through its gorge into the
ocean; a river and gorge
strangely reminiscent of the
Colorado and its Grand Can-
yon. On the south bank of
that river, at its very mouth—
looking straight up that tre-
mendous canyon; on a rocky
promontory commanding
ocean and beach and moun-
tains—there was a house. At
the sight of it Temple hugged
Hilton’s arm in ecstasy.
“Yes, that’s ours,” he as-
sured her. “Just about every-
thing either of us has ever
wanted.” The clamor was now
so great—everyone was recog-
nizing his-and-her house and
was exclaiming about it—that
both Temple and Hilton fell
silent and simply watched the
scenery unroll.
MASTERS OF SPACE

Across the turbulent White-
water and a mile farther
north, the mountains ended as
abruptly as though they had
been cut off with a cleaver
and an apparently limitless ex-
panse of treeless, grassy
prairie began. And through
that prairie, meandering slug-
gishly to the ocean from the
northeast, came the wide, deep
River Placid.

The Orion halted. It began
to descend vertically, and only
then did Hilton see the space-
port. It was so vast, and there
were so many spaceships on it,
that from any great distance
it was actually invisible! Each
six-acre bit of the whole im-
mense expanse of lever prairie
between the Placid and the
mountains held an Oman su-
perdreadnought!

THE staff paired off and
headed for the airlocks.
Hilton said: “Temple, have
you any reservations at all,
however slight, as to having
Dark Lady as a permanent fix-
ture in your home?”

“Why, of course not— I
like her as much as you do.
And besides—” she giggled
like a schoolgirl—“even if she
is a lot more beautiful than I
am—I've got a few things she
never will have...but there’s
something else. I got just a
flash of it before you blocked.
Spill it, please.”

“You’ll see in a minute.”
And she did.

Larry, Dark Lady and Tem-
ple’s Oman maid Moty were
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standing beside the Hilton’s
car—and so was another
Oman, like none ever before
seen. Six feet four; shoulders
that would just barely go
through a door; muscled like
Atlas and Hercules combined;
skin a gleaming, satiny
bronze; hair a rippling mass
of lambent flame. Temple
came to a full stop and caught
her breath.

“The Prince,” she breathed,
in awe. “Da Lormi’s Prince
of Thebes. T he ultimate
bronze of all the ages. You
did this, Jarve. How did you
ever dig him up out of my
schoolgirl cruskes?”

All six got into the car,
which was equally at home on
lJand or water or in the air.
In less than a minute they
were at Hilton House.

The house itself was circu-
lar. Its living-room was an im-

mense annulus of glass from

which, by merely moving
along its circular length, any
desired view could be had.
The pair walked around it
once. Then she took him by
the arm and steered him firm-
ly toward one of the bedrooms
in the center.

“This house is just too
much to take in all at once,”
she declared. “Besides, let’s
put on our swimsuits and get
over to the Nat.”

In the room, she closed the
door firmly in the faces of the
Omans and grinned. “Maybe,
sometime, I'll get used to hav-
ing somebody besides you in
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my bedroom, but I haven’t,
yet... Oh, do you itch, too?”

Hilton had peeled to the
waist and was scratching vig-
orously all around his waist-
line, under his belt. “Like the
very devil,” he admitted, and
stared at her. For she, three-
quarters stripped, was scratch-
ing, tool!

“It started the minute we
left the Orion,” he said,
thoughtfully. “I see. These
new skins of ours like hard
radiation, but don’t like to be
smothered while they’re en-
joying it. By about tomorrow,
we’ll be a nudist colony, I
think.”

“I could stand it, I suppose.
What makes you think so?”

“Just what I know about
radiation. Frank would be the
one to ask. My hunch is,
though, that we’re going to be
nudists whether we want to
or not. Let’s go.”

HEY went in a two-seater,

leaving the Omans at home.
Three-quarters of the staff
were lolling on the sand or
were seated on benches beside
the immense pool. As they
watched, Beverly ran out
along the line of spring-
boards; testing each one and
selecting the stiffest. She then
climbed up to the top plat-
form—a good twelve feet
above the board—and plum-
meted down upon the board’s
heavily padded take-off. Legs
and back bending stubbornly
to take the strain, she and the
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board reached low-point to-
gether, and, still in sync with
it, she put every muscle she
had into the effort to hurl
herself upward.

She had intended to go up
thirty feet. But she had no
idea whatever as to her pres-
ent strength, or of what that
Oman board, in perfect syn-
chronization with that tre-
mendous strength, would do.
Thus, instead of thirty feet,
she went up very nearly two
hundred; which of course
spoiled completely her pro-
posed graceful two-and-a-half,

In midair she struggled
madly to get into some ac-
ceptable position. Failing, she
curled up into a tight ball
just before she struck water.

What a splash!

“It won’t hurt her—you
couldn’t hurt her with a
club!” Hilton snapped. He
seized Temple’s hand as eve-
ryone else rushed to the pool’s
edge. “Look—Bernadine—
that’s what I was thinking
about.”

Temple stopped and looked.
The platinum-haired twins
had been basking on the sand,
and wherever sand had
touched fabric, fabric had dis-
appeared.

Their suits had of course
approached the minimum to
start with, Now Bernadine
wore only a wisp of nylon
perched precariously on one
breast and part of a ribbon
that had once been a belt. Dis-
covering the catastrophe, she
shrieked once and leaped into
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the pool any-which-way, cov-
ering her breasts with her
hands and hiding in water up
to her neck.

Meanwhile, the involuntari-
ly high diver had come to the
surface, laughing apologetical-
ly. Surprised by the hair dan-
gling down over her eyes, she
felt for her cap. It was gone.
So was her suit. Naked as a
fish. She swam a couple of
easy strokes, then stopped.

“Frank! Oh, Frank!” she
called.

“Over here, Bev.” Her hus-
band did not quite know
whether to laugh or not.

“Is it the radiation or the
water? Or both?”

“Radiation, I think. These
new skins of ours don’t want
to be covered up. But it prob-
ably makes the water a pretty
good imitation of a universal
solvent.”

“Good-by, clothes!” Beverly
rolled over onto her back,
fanned water carefully with
her hands, and gazed approv-

* ingly at herself. “I don’t itch

any more, anyway, so I'm very
much in favor of it.”

HUS the Ardans came to

their new home world and
to a life that was to be more
comfortable by far and hap-
pier by far than any of them
had known on Earth. There
were many other surprises
that day, of course; of which
only two will be mentioned
here. When they finally left
the pool, at about seventeen
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hours G. M. T.*, everybody
was ravenously hungry.

“But why should we be?”
Stella demanded. “I've been
eating everything in sight,
just for fun. But now I'm ac-
tually hungry enough to eat a
horse and wagon and chase
the driver!”

“Swimming makes every-
body hungry,” Beverly said,
“and I'm awfully glad that
hasn’t changed. Why, I
wouldn’t feel human if 1
didn’t!”

Hilton and Temple went
home, and had a long-drawn-
out and very wonderful sup-
per. Prince waited on Tem-
ple, Dark Lady on Hilton;
Larry and Moty ran the syn-
thesizers in the kitchen. All
four Omans radiated happi-
ness,

Another surprise came
when they went to bed. For
the bed was a raised platform
of something that looked like
concrete and, except for an
uncanny property of molding
itself somewhat to the con-
tours of their bodies, was al-
most as hard as rock. Never-
theless, it was the most com-
fortable bed either of them
had ever had. When they
were ready to go to sleep,
Temple said:

“Drat it, those Omans still
want to come in and sleep

*Greenwich Mean Time. Ardvor
was, always and everywhere, full
daylight. Terran time and calen-
dar were adopted as a matter of
course.
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with us. In the room, I mean.
And they suffer so. They're
simply radiating silent suf-
fering and oh-so-submissive
reproach, Shall we let ’em
come in?”

“That’s strictly up to you,
sweetheart, It always has
been.”

“I know. I thought they’d
quit it sometime, but I guess
they never will. I still want
an illusion of privacy at
times, even though they know
all about everything that
goes on. But we might let ‘’em
in now, just while we sleep,
and throw ’em out again as
soon as we wake up in the
morning?”

“You're the boss.” Without
additional invitation the four
Omans came in and arranged
themselves neatly on the
floor, on all four sides of the
bed. Temple had barely time
to cuddle up against Hilton,
and he to put his arm closely
around her, before they both
dropped into profound and
dreamless sleep.

AT eight hours next morn-
ing all the specialists met
at the new Hall of Records.

This building, an exact du-
plicate of the old one, was lo-
cated on a mesa in the foot-
hills southwest of the nata-
torium, in a luxuriant grove
at sight of which Karns
stopped and began to laugh.

“I thought I'd seen every-
thing,” he remarked. *“But
yellow pine, spruce, tama-
rack, apples, oaks, palms, or-
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anges, cedars, joshua trees
and cactus—just to name a
few—all growing on the same
quarter-section of land?”

“Just everything anybody
wants, is all,” Hilton said.
“But are they really grow-
ing? Or just straight syn-
thetics? Lane— Kathy— this
is your dish.”

“Not so fast, Jarve; give
us a chance, please!” Kath-
ryn, now Mrs. Lane Saunders,
pleaded. She shook her spec-
tacular head. “We don’t see
how any stable indigenous
life can have developed at all,
unless...”

“Unless what? Natural
shielding?” Hilton asked, and
Kathy eyed her husband.

“Right,” Saunders said.
“The earliest life-forms must
have developed a shield be-
fore they could evolve and
stabilize. Hence, whatever it
is that is in our skins was not
atriumph of Masters’ sci-
ence. They took it from Na-
ture.”.

“Oh? Oh!” These were two
of Sandra’s most expressive
monosyllables, followed by a
third. “Oh. Could be, at that.
But how could...no, cancel
that.”

“You'd better cancel it,
Sandy. Give us a couple of
months, and maybe we can
answer a few elementary
questions.”

Now inside the Hall, all
the teams, from Astronomy to
Zoology, went efficiently to
work. Everyone now knew
what to look for, how to find
MASTERS OF SPACE

it, and how to study it.

“The First Team doesn’t
need you now too much, does
it, Jarve?” Sawtelle asked.

“Not particularly. In fact,
I was just going to get back
onto my own job.”

“Not yet. I want to talk to
you,” and the two went into a
long discussion of naval af-
fairs.

XIII

HE Stretts’ fuel-supply

line had been cut long
since. Many Strett cargo-
carriers had been destroyed.
The enemy would of course
have a very heavy reserve of
fuel on hand. But there was
no way of knowing how
large it was, how many war-
ships it could supply, or how
long it would last.

Two facts were, however,
unquestionable. First, the
Stretts were building a fleet
that in their minds would be
invincible. Second, they
would attack Ardane as soon
as that fleet could be made
ready. The unanswerable
question was: how long
would that take?

“So we want to get every
ship we have. How many?
Five thousand? Ten? Fif-
teen? We want them convert-
ed to maximum possible pow-
er as soon as we possibly
can,” Sawtelle said. “And I
want to get out there with
my boys to handle things.”

“You aren’t going to. Nei-
ther you nor your' boys
are expendable. Particularly
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you.” Jaw hard-set, Hilton
studied the situation for
minutes. “No. What we’ll do
is take your Oman, Kedy.
We'll re-set the ‘Guide to
drive into him everything
you and the military Masters
ever knew about arms, arma-
ment, strategy, tactics and so
on. And we’ll add everything
I know of coordination, syn-
thesis, and perception. That
ought to make him at least
a junior-grade military ge-
nius.”

“You can play that in
spades. I wish you could do
it to me.’

“I can—if you’ll take
the full Oman transforma-
tion. Nothing else can stand
the punishment.”

“I know. No, I don’t want
to be a genius that badly.”

“Check. And we’ll take the
resultant Kedy and make
nine duplicates of him. Each
one will learn from and prof-
it by the mistakes made by
preceding numbers and will
assume command the instant
his preceding number is
killed.”

“Oh, you expect, then...?”

“Expect? No. I know it
damn well, and so do you.
That’s why we Ardans will
all stay aground. Why the
Kedys’ first job will be to
make the heavy stuff in and
around Ardane as heavy as it
can be made. Why it’ll all be
on twenty-four-hour alert.
Then they can put as
many thousands of Omans as
you please to work at mod-
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ernizing all the Oman ships
you want and doing any-
thing else you say. Check?”

Sawtelle thought for a
couple of minutes. “A few
details, is all, But that can be
ironed out as we go along.”

Both men worked then, al-
most unremittingly for six
solid days; at the end of
which time both drew tre-
mendous sighs of relief.
They had done everything
possible for them to do. The
defense of Ardvor was now
rolling at fullest speed to-
ward its gigantic objective.

Then captain and director,
in two Oman ships with fifty
men and a thousand Omans,
leaped the world-girdling
ocean to the mining opera-
tion of the Stretts. There
they found business strictly
as usual. The strippers still
stripped; the mining mechs
still roared and snarled their
inchwise ways along their
geometrically perfect ter-
races; the little carriers still
skittered busily between the
varous miners and the stor-
age silos. The fact that there
was enough concentrate on
hand to last a world for a
hundred years made no dif-
ference at all to these auto-
matics; a crew of erector-
mechs was building new silos
as fast as existing ones were
being filled.

Since the men now under-
stood everything that was go-
ing on, it was a simple matter
for them to stop the whole
Strett operation in its tracks.
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Then every man and every
Oman leaped to his assigned
job. Three days later, all the
mechs went back to work.
Now, however, they were
working for the Ardans.

The miners, instead of
concentrate, now emitted
vastly larger streams of
Navy-Standard pelleted uran-
exite. The carriers, instead
of one-gallon cans, carried
five-ton drums. The silos
were immensely larger—
thirty feet in diameter and
towering two hundred feet
into the air. The silos were
not, however, being used as
yet. One of the two Oman
ships had been converted into
a fuel-tanker and its yawning
holds were being filled first.

The Orion went back to
Ardane and an eight-day wait
began. For the first time in
over seven months Hilton
found time actually to loaf;
and he and Temple, lolling
on the beach or hiking in the
mountains, enjoyed them-
selves and each other to the
full

All too soon, however, the
heavily laden tanker ap-
peared in the sky over Ar-
dane. The Orion joined it;
and the two ships slipped into
sub-space for Earth.

THREE days out, Hilton
used his sense of percep-
tion to release the thought-
controlled blocks that had
been holding all the controls
of the Perseus in neutral. He
informed her officers—by re-
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leasing a public-address tape
—that they were now free to
return to Terra.

Three days later, one day
short of Sol, Sawtelle got
Five-Jet Admiral Gordon’s
office on the sub-space radio.
An officious underling tried
to block him, of course.

“Shut up, Perkins, and lis-
ten,” Sawtelle said, bruskly.
“Tell Gordon I'm bringing in
one hundred twenty thousand
two hundred forty-five met-
ric tons of pelleted uranex-
ite. And if he isn’t on this
beam in sixty seconds he’ll
never get a gram of it.”

The admiral, outraged al-
most to the point of apo-
plexy, came in. “Sawtelle, re-
port yourself for court-mar-
tial at...”

“Keep still, Gordon,” the
captain snapped. In sheer as-
tonishment old  Five-Jets
obeyed. “I am no longer Ter-
ran Navy; no longer subject
to your orders. As a matter
of cold fact, I am no longer
human. For reasons which I
will explain later to the full
Advisory Board, some of the
personnel of Project Theta
Orionis underwent transfor-
mation into a form of life
able to live in an environment
of radioactivity so intense as
to kill any human being in
ten seconds. Under certain
conditions we will supply,
free of charge, F. O. B. Terra
or Luna, all the uranexite the
Solar System can use. The
conditions are these,” and he
gave them. “Do you accept
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these conditions or not?”

“I...I would vote to accept
them, Captain. But that
weight! One hundred twenty
thousand metric tons—in-
tredible! Are you sure of
that figure?”

“Definitely. And that is
minimum. The error is plus,
not minus.”

“This crippling power-
shortage would really be
over?” For the first time
since Sawtelle had known
him, Gordon showed that he
was not quite solid Navy
brass.

“It’s over, Definitely. For
good.”

“I'd not only agree; I'd
raise you a monument. While
I can’t speak for the Board,
I'm sure they’ll agree.”

“So am I. In any event,
your cooperation is all that’s
required for this first load.”
The chips had vanished from
Sawtelle’s shoulders. “Where
do you want it, Admiral?

Aristarchus or White
Sands?”
“White Sands, please.

While there may be some de-
lay in releasing it to indus-
try...”

“While they figure out
how much they can tax it?”
Sawtelle asked, sardonically.

“Well, if they don’t tax it
it’ll be the first thing in his-
tory that isn’t. Have you any
objections to releasing all this
to the press?”

“None at all. The harder
they hit it and the wider they
spread it, the better, Will you
o8

have this beam switched to
Astrogation, please?”

“Of course, And thanks,
Captain, I'll see you at White
Sands.”

Then, as the now positively
glowing Gordon faded away,
Sawtelle turned to his own
staff. “Fenway— Snowden—
take over, Better double-
check micro-timing with As-
tro. Put us into a twenty-
four-hour orbit over White
Sands and hold us there. We
won’t go down. Let the load
down on remote, wherever
they want it.”

HE arrival of the Ardvor-

ian superdreadnought Or-
ion and the UC-1 (Uranexite
Carrier Number One) was
one of the most sensational
events old Earth had ever
known. Air and space craft
went clear out to Emergence
Volume Ninety to meet them.
By the time the UC-1 was
coming in on its remote-con-
trolled landing spiral the
press of small ships was so
great that all the police forces
available were in a lather
trying to control it.

This was exactly what Hil-
ton had wanted. It made pos-
sible the completely unob-
served launching of several
dozen small craft from the
Orion herself.

One of these made a very
high and very fast flight to
Chicago. With all due for-
mality and under the aegis of
a perfectly authentic Regis-
try Number it landed on
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O’Hare Field. Eleven deeply
tanned young men emerged
from it and made their way
to a taxi stand, where each
engaged a separate vehicle.
Sam Bryant stepped into
his cab, gave the driver a
number on Oakwood Avenue
in Des Plaines, and settled
back to scan. He was lucky.
He would have gone any-
where she was, of course, but
the way things were, he could
give her a little warning to
soften the shock. She had
taken the baby out for an air-
ing down River Road, and
was on her way back. By hav-
ing the taxi kill ten minutes
or so he could arrive just af-
ter she did. Wherefore he
stopped the cab at a public

communications booth and
dialed his home.
“Mrs. Bryant is not at

home, but she will return at
fifteen thirty,” the instru-
ment said, crisply. “Would
you care to record a message
for her?”

He punched the RECORD
button. “This is Sam, Dolly
baby. I'm right behind you.
Turn around, why don’t you,
and tell your ever-lovin’ star-
hoppin’ husband hello?”

The taxi pulled up at the
curb just as Doris closed the
front door; and Sam, after
handing the driver a five-
dollar bill, ran up the walk.

He waited just outside the
door, key in hand, while she
lowered the stroller handle,
took off her hat and by long-
established habit reached out
MASTERS OF SPACE

to flip the communicator’s
switch. At the first word,
however, she stiffened rigid-
ly—froze solid.

Smiling, he opened the
door, walked in, and closed it
behind him. Nothing short of
a shotgun blast could have
taken Doris Bryant’s atten-
tion from that recorder then.

“That simply is not so,” she
told the instrument firmly,
with both eyes resolutely
shut. “They made him stay on
the Perseus. He won’t be in
for at least three days. This
is some cretin’s idea of a
joke.”

“Not this time, Dolly hon-
ey. It’s really me.”

Her eyes popped open as
she whirled. “SAM!” she
shrieked, and hurled herself
at him with all the pent-up
ardor and longing of two
hundred thirty-four meticu-
lously counted, husbandless,
loveless days.

After an unknown length
of time Sam tipped her face
up by the chin, nodded at the
stroller, and said, “How about
introducing me to the little
stranger?”

“What a mother I turned
out to be! That was the first
thing I was going to rave
about, the very first thing I
saw you! Samuel Jay the
Fourth, seventy-six days old
today.” And so on.

Eventually, however, the
proud young mother watched
the slightly apprehensive
young father carry their
first-born upstairs; where to-
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gether, they put him—still
sound asleep—to ‘bed in his
crib. Then again they were in
each other’s arms.

OME time later, she twist-
ed around in the circle of
his arm and tried to dig her
fingers into the muscles of
his back. She then attacked
his biceps and, leaning back-
ward, eyed him intently.
“You’re you, I know, but
you’re different. No athlete
or any laborer could ever
possibly get the muscles you
have all over. To say nothing
of a space officer on duty.
And I know it isn’t any kind
of a disease. You've been act-
ing all the time as though I
were fragile, made out of
glass or something—as
though you were afraid of
breaking me in. two. So—
what is it, sweetheart?”
“I've been trying to figure
out an easy way of telling
you, but there isn’t any. I am
different. I'm a hundred
times as strong as any man
ever was. Look.” He upended
a chair, took one heavy hard-
wood leg between finger and
thumb and made what looked
like a gentle effort to bend
it. The leg broke with a pis-
tol-sharp report and Doris
leaped backward in surprise.
“So you’re right. I am afraid,
not only of breaking you in
two, but killing you. And if I
break any of your ribs or
arms or legs I'll never forgive
myself. So if I let myself go
for a second—I don’t think I
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will, but I might—don’t wait
until you’re really hurt to
start screaming. Promise?”

“I promise.” Her eyes went
wide. “But tell me!”

He told her. She was in
turn surprised, amazed, ap-
prehensive, frightened and
finally eager; and she be-
came more and more eager
right up to the end.

“You mean that we...that
I'll stay just as I am—for
thousands of years?”

“Just as you are. Or differ-
ent, if you like. If you really
mean any of this yelling
you’ve been doing about be-
ing too big in the hips—I
think you’re exactly right,
myself—you can rebuild
yourself any way you please.
Or change your shape every
hour on the hour. But you
haven’t accepted my invita-
tion yet.”

“Don’t be silly.” She went
into his arms again and nib-
bled on his left ear. “I'd go
anywhere with you, of course,
any time, but this—but you're
positively sure Sammy Small
will be all right?”

“Positively sure.”

“Okay, I'll call mother...”
Her face fell. “I can’t tell her
that we’ll never see them
again and that we’ll live...”

“You don’t need to. She
and Pop—Fern and Sally,
too, and their boy-friends—
are on the list. Not this time,
but in a month or so, proba-
bly.”

Doris brightened like a
sunburst. “And your folks,
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too, of course?” she asked.
“Yes, all the close ones.”
“Marvelous! How soon are
we leaving?”

T six o’clock next morn-

ing, two hundred thirty-
five days after leaving Earth,
Hilton and Sawtelle set out
to make the Ardans’ official
call upon Terra’s Advisory
Board. Both were wearing
prodigiously heavy lead ar-
mor, the inside of which was
furiously radioactive. They
did not need it, of course. But
it would make all Ardans
monstrous in Terran eyes
and would conceal the fact
that any other Ardans were
landing.

Their gig was met at the
spaceport; not by a limou-
sine, but by a five-ton truck,
into which they were loaded
one at a time by a hydraulic
lift, Cameras clicked, report-
ers scurried, and tri-di scan-
ners whirred. One of those
scanners, both men knew,
was reporting directly and
only to the Advisory Board
—which, of course, never
took anything either for
granted or at its face value.

Their first stop was at a
truck-scale, where each visitor
was weighed. Hilton tipped
the beam at four thousand six
hundred fifteen pounds;
Sawtelle, a smaller man,
weighed in at four thousand
one hundred ninety. Thence
to the Radiation Laboratory,
where it was ascertained and
reported that the armor did
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not leak—which was reason-
able enough, since each was
lined with Masters’ plastics.

Then into lead-lined test-
ing cells, where each opened
his face-plate briefly to a
sensing element. Whereupon
the indicating needles of two
meters in the main laboratory
went enthusiastically through
the full range of red and
held wunwaveringly against
their stops.

Both Ardans felt the wave
of shocked, astonished, al-
most unbelieving consterna-
tion that swept through the
observing scientists and, in
slightly lesser measure (be-
cause they knew less about
radiation) through the Ad-
visory Board itself in a big
room halfway across town.
And from the Radiation Lab-
oratory they were taken, via
truck and freight elevator, to
the Office of the Command-
ant, where the Board was sit-
ting.

The story, which had been
sent in to the Board the day
before on a scrambled beam,
was one upon which the Ar-
dans had labored for days.
Many facts could be with-
held. However, every man
aboard the Perseus would
agree on some things. Indeed,
the Earthship’s communica-
tions officers had undoubted-
ly radioed in already about
longevity and perfect health
and Oman service and many
other matters. Hence all such
things would have to be ad-
mitted and countered.
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Thus the report, while it
was air-tight, perfectly logi-
cal, perfectly consistent, and
apparently complete, did not
please the Board at all. It
wasn’t intended to.

€< E cannot and do not

approve of such un-
warranted favoritism,” the
Chairman of the Board said.
“Longevity has always been
man’s prime goal. Every hu-
man being has the inalienable
right to ..”

“Flapdoodle!” Hilton snort-
ed. “This is not being broad-
cast and this room is proofed,
so please climb down off your
soapbox. You don’t need to
talk like a politician here.
Didn’t you read paragraph
12-A-2, one of the many
marked ‘Top Secret’?”

“Of course. But we do not
understand how purely men-
tal qualities can possibly have
any effect upon purely physi-
cal transformations. Thus it
does not seem reasonable that
any except rigorously
screened personnel would die
in the process. That is, of
course, unless you contem-
plate deliberate, cold-blooded
murder.”

That stopped Hilton in his
tracks, for it was too close for
comfort to the truth. But it
did not hold the captain for
an instant. He was used to
death, in many of its grisliest
forms.

“There are a lot of things
no Terran ever will under-
stand,” Sawtelle replied in-
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stantly. “Reasonable, or not,
that’s exactly what will hap-
pen. And, reasonable or not,
it’ll be suicide, not murder.
There isn’t a thing that either
Hilton or I can do about it.”

Hilton broke the ensuing
silence. “You can say with
equal truth that every human
being has the right to run a
four-minute mile or to com-
pose a great symphony. It
isn’t a matter of right at all,
but of ability. In this case the
mental qualities are even
more necessary than the
physical. You as a Board did.
a very fine job of selecting
the BuSci personnel for Proj-
ect Theta Orionis. Almost
eighty per cent of them
proved able to withstand the
Ardan conversion. On the
other hand, only a very small
percentage of the Navy per-
sonnel did so.”

“Your report said that the
remaining personnel of the
Project were not informed as
to the death aspect of the
transformation,” A dmiral
Gordon said. “Why not?”

“That should be self-ex-
planatory,” Hilton said, flat-
ly. “They are still human and
still Terrans. We did not and
will not encroach upon either
the duties or the privileges of
Terra’s Advisory Board.
What you tell all Terrans,
and how much, and how, must
be decided by yourselves.
This also applies, of course,
to the other ‘Top Secret’
paragraphs of the report,
none of  which are known to
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any Terran outside -the
Board.” '

“But you haven’t said any-
thing about the method of se-
lection,” another Advisor
complained. “Why, that will
take all the psychologists of
the world, working full time;
continuously.”

““We said we would do the
selecting. We meant just
that,” Hilton said, coldly.
“No one except the very few
selectees will know anything
about it. Even if it were an
unmixed blessing—which it
very definitely is not—do you
want all humanity thrown
into such an uproar as that
would cause? Or the quite
possible racial inferiority
complex it might set up? To
say nothing of the question
of how much of Terra’s best
blood do you want to drain
off, irreversibly and perma-
nently? No. What we suggest
is that you paint the picture
so black, using Sawtelle and
me and what ali humanity
has just seen as horrible ex-
amples, that nobody would
take it as a gift. Make them
shun it like the plague. Hell,
I don’t have to tell you what
your propaganda machines
can do.”

HE Chairman of the
A:Board again mounted his
invisible rostrum. “Do you
mean to intimate that we are
to falsify the record?” ‘he de-
claimed. “To try to make liars
out' of hundreds of eyewit-
nesses? You ask us' to distort
MASTERS OF SPACE

the truth, to connive at...”

“We aren’t asking you to
do anything!”. Hilton
snapped. “We don’t give a
damn what you do. Just study
that record, ‘with all that it
implies. Read between the
lines. As for those on the
Perseus, no two of them will
tell the same story and not
one of them has even the re-
motest idea of what the real
story is. I, personally, not
only did not want to become
a monster, but would have
given everything I had to
stay human. My wife felt the
same way. Neither of us
would have converted if
there’d been any other way
in God’s universe of getting
the uranexite and doing some
other things that simply must
be done.”

“What other things?” Gor-
don demanded.

“You’ll never know,” Hil-
ton answered, quietly.
“Things no Terran ever will
know. We hope. Things that
would drive any Terran stark
mad. Some of them are hinted
at—as much as we dared—be-
tween the lines of the re-
port.”

The report had not men-
tioned the Stretts. Nor were
they to be mentioned now. If
the Ardans could stop them,
no Terran nced ever know
anvthing about them.

If not, no Terran should
know anvything about them
excent what he would learn
for himself just before  the
end. For Terra would never

103



be able to do anything to de-
fend herself against the
Stretts.

“Nothing whatever can
drive me mad,” Gordon de-
clared, “and I want to know
all about it—right now!”

“You can do one of two
things, Gordon,” Sawtelle
said in disgust. His sneer was
plainly visible through the
six-ply, plastic-backed lead
glass of his face-plate. “Ei-
ther shut up or accept my
personal invitation to come to
Ardvor and try to go through
the wringer. That’s an invi-
tation to your own funeral”
Five-Jet Admiral Gordon,
torn inwardly to ribbons,
made no reply.

“I repeat,” Hilton went on,
“we are not asking you to do
anything whatever. We are
offering to give you, free of
charge but under certain con-
ditions, all the power your
humanity can possibly use.
We set no limitation what-
ever as to quantity and with
no foreseeable limit as to
time. The only point at issue
is whether or not you accept
the conditions. If you do not
accept them we’ll leave now—
and the offer will not be re-
peated.”

“And you would, I pre-
sume, take the UC-1 back
with you?”

“Of course not, sir. Terra
needs power too badly. You
are perfectly welcome to that
one load of uranexite, no
matter what is decided here.”

“That’s one way of putting
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it,” Gordon sneered. “But the
truth is that you know
damned well I'll blow both of
your ships out of space if you
so much as...”

“Oh, chip-chop the jaw-
flapping, Gordon!” Hilton
snapped. Then, as the ad-
miral began to bellow orders
into his microphone, he went
on: “You want it the hard
way, eh? Watch what hap-
pens, all of you!”

HE UC-I shot vertically

into the air. Through its
shallow dense layer and into
and through the stratosphere.
Earth’s fleet, already on full
alert and poised to strike,
rushed to the attack. But the
carrier had reached the Orion
and both Ardvorian ships had
been waiting, motionless, for
a good half minute before the
Terran warships arrived and
began to blast with every-
thing they had.

“Flashlights and firecrack-
ers,” Sawtelle said, calmly.
“You aren’t even warming up
our screens. As soon as you
quit making a damned fool of
yourself by wasting energy
that way, we'll set the UC-1
back down where she was
and get on with our business
here.”

“You will order a cease-fire
at once, Admiral,” the chair-
man said, “or the rest of us
will, as of now, remove you
from the Board.” Gordon
gritted his teeth in rage, but
gave the order.

“If he hasn’t had enough
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yet to convince him,” Hilton
suggested, “he might send up
a drone. We don’t want to
kill anybody, you know. One
with the heaviest screening
he’s got—just to see what
happens to it.”

“He’s had enough. The rest
of us have had more than
enough. That exhibition was
not only uncalled-for and
disgusting—it was outrage-
ous!”

The meeting settled down,
then, from argument to con-
structive discussion, and
many topics were gone OVer.
Certain matters were, how-
ever, so self-evident that they
were not even mentioned.

Thus, it was a self-evident
fact that no Terran could ever
visit Ardvor; for the instru-
ment-readings agreed with
the report’s statements as to
the violence of the Ardvorian
environment, and no Terran
could possibly walk around in
two tons of lead. Conversely,
it was self-apparent to the
Terrans that no Ardan could
ever visit Earth without be-
ing recognized instantly for
what he was. Wearing such
armor made its necessity
starkly plain. No one from
the Perseus could. say that
any Ardan, after having lived
on the furiously radiant sur-
face of Ardvor, would not be
as furiously radioactive as
the laboratory’s calibrated in-
struments had shown Hilton
and Sawtelle actually to be.

Wherefore the conference
went on, quietly and cooper-
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atively, to its planned end.

One minute after the Ter-
ran battleship Perseus
emerged into normal space,
the Orion went into sub-
space for her long trip back
to Ardvor.

THE last two days of that
seven-day trip were the
longest-seeming that either
Hilton or Sawtelle had ever
known. The sub-space radio
was on continuously and
Kedy-One reported to Saw-
telle every five minutes.
Even though Hilton knew
that the Oman commander-
in-chief was exactly as good
at perceiving as he himself
was, he found himself scan-
ning the thoroughly screened
Strett world forty or fifty
times an hour.

However, in spite of worry
and apprehension, time wore
eventlessly on. The Orion
emerged, went to Ardvor and
landed on Ardane Field.

Hilton, after greeting prop-
erly and reporting to his
wife, went to his office.
There he found that Sandra
had everything well in hand
except for a few tapes that
only he could handle. Saw-
telle and his officers went to
the new Command Central,
where everything was rolling
smoothly and very much fast-
er than Sawtelle had dared

hope.
The terran immigrants had
to live in the Orion, of

course, until conversion into
Ardans, Almost equally of
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course—since the Bryant in-
fant was the only young baby
in the lot— Doris and her
Sammy Small were, by popu-
lar acclaim, in the first batch
to be converted. For little
Sammy had taken the entire
feminine contingent by
storm. No Oman female had
a chance to act as nurse as
long as any of the girls were
around. Which was practical-
ly all the time. Especially
the platinum-blonde twins;
for several months, now, Ber-
nadine Braden and Hermione
Felger.

“And you said they were so
hard-boiled,” Doris said ac-
cusingly to Sam, nodding at
the twins. On hands and
knees on the floor, head to
head with Sammy Small be-
tween them, they were growl-
ing deep-throated at each
other and nuzzling at the
baby, who was having the
time of his young life. “You
couldn’t have been any
wronger, my sweet, if you'd
had the whole Octagon help-
ing you go astray. They're
just as nice as they can be,
both of them.”

Sam shrugged and grinned.
His wife strode purposefully
across the room to the play-
ful pair and lifted their pre-
tended prey out from between
them.

“Quit it, you two,” she di-
rected, swinging the baby up
and depositing him a-straddle
her left hip. “You're just
simply. spoiling him rotten.”

“You. think so, Dolly? Uh-
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uh, far be it from such.” Ber-
nadine came lithely to her
feet. She glanced at her own
taut, trim abdomen; upon
which a micrometrically-pre-
cise topographical mapping"
job might have revealed an
otherwise imperceptible bulge.
“Just you wait until Junior
arrives and I'll show you
how to really spoil a baby.
Besides, what’s the hurry?”

“He needs his supper. Vita-
mins and minerals and hard
radiations and things, And
then he’s going to bed. I don’t
approve of this no-sleep busi-
ness. So run along, both of
you, until tomorrow.”

X1V
S has been said, the
Stretts were working,

with all the intensity of their
monstrous but tremendously
capable minds, upon their
Great Plan; which was, basic-
ally, to conquer and either
enslave or destroy every oth-
er intelligent race through-
out all the length, breadth,
and thickness of total space:
To that end each individual
Strett had to become invul-
nerable and immortal.
Wherefore, in the incon-
ceivably remote past, there
had been put into effect a
program of selective breeding
and -of carefully-calculated
treatments. It was mathemati-
cally certain that this pro-
gram would result in a race
of beings of pure force—be-
ings having no material con-
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stituents remaining whatever.:

Under those hellish treat-
ments billions upon billions of
Stretts had died. But the few
remaining thousands had al-
most reached their sublime
goal. In a few more hundreds
of thousands of years perfec-
tion would be reached. The
few surviving hundreds of
perfect beings could and
would multiply to any de-
sired number in practically no
time at all.

Hilton and his seven fel-
low-workers had perceived all
this in their one and only
study of the planet Strett,
and every other Ardan had
been completely informed.

A dozen or so Strett Lords
of Thought, male and female,
were floating about in the at-
mosphere—which was not air
—of their Assembly Hall
Their heads were globes of
ball lightning. Inside them
could be seen quite plainly
the intricate convolutions of
immense, less-than-half-ma-
terial brains, shot through
and through with rods and
pencils and shapes of pure,
scintillating force.

And the bodies! Or, rather,
each horrendous brain had a
few partially material ap-
pendages and appurtenances
recognizable
gans. There were no mouths,
no ears, no eyes, no noses or
nostrils, no lungs, no legs or
arms. There  were, however,
hearts. Some partially materi-
al ichor flowed through those
living-fire-outlined tubes.
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as - bodily. or--

There were starkly function-
al organs of reproduction
with which, by no stretch of
the imagination, could any
thought of tenderness or of
love be connected.

It was a good thing for the
race, Hilton had thought at
first perception of the things,
that the Stretts had bred out
of themselves every iota of
the finer, higher attributes of
life. If they had not done so,
the impotence of sheer disgust
would have supervened so
long since that the race would
have been extinct for ages.

“Thirty-eight periods ago
the Great Brain was charyged
with the sum total of Strett-
sian knowledge,” First Lord
Thinker Zoyar radiated to the
assembled Stretts. “For those
thirty-eight periods it has
been scanning, peyondiring,
amassing data and formulat-
ing hypotheses, theories, and
conclusions. It has just in-
formed me that it is now
ready to make a preliminary
report. Great Brain, how
much of the total universe
have you studied?”

“This Galaxy only,” the
Brain radiated, in a texture
of thought as hard and as
harsh as Zoyar’s own.

“Why not more?”

“Insufficient power. My
first conclusion is that who-
ever set up the specifications
for me is a fool.”

TO say that the First' Lord
went out of control at this
statement is to put it very
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mildly indeed. He fulminat-
ed, ending with: “...de-
stroyed instantly!”

“Destroy me if you like,”
came the utterly calm, utter-
ly cold reply. “I am in no
sense alive. I have no con-
sciousness of self nor any de-
sire for continued existence.
To do so, however, would...”

A flurry of activity inter-
rupted the thought. Zoyar
was in fact assembling the
forces to destroy the brain.
But, before he could act,
Second Lord Thinker Ynos
and another female blew him
into a mixture of loose mole-
cules and flaring energies.

“Destruction of any and all
irrational minds is manda-
tory,” Ynos, now First Lord
Thinker, explained to the
linked minds. “Zoyar had
been becoming less and less
rational by the period. A good
workman does not causeless-
ly destroy his tools. Go
ahead, Great Brain, with your
findings.”

“...not be logical” The
brain resumed the thought
exactly where it had been
broken off. “Zoyar erred in
d=manding unlimited per-
formance, since infinite
Inowledge and infinite abil-
ity require not only infinite
capacity and infinite power,
but also infinite time. Nor is
it either necessary or desir-
able that I should. have such
qualities. There is no reason-
able basis for the assumption
that you Stretts will conquer
any significant number even
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of the millions of intelligent
races now inhabiting this one
Galaxy.”

“Why not?” Ynos demand-
ed, her thought almost, but
not quite, as steady and cold
as it had been.

“The answer to that ques-
tion is implicit in the second
indefensible error made in my
construction. The prime da-
tum impressed into my banks,
that the Stretts are in fact
the strongest, ablest, most in-
telligent race in the universe,
proved to be false. I had to
eliminate it before I could do
any really constructive think-
ing.”

A roar of condemnatory
thought brought all circum-
ambient ether to a boil. “Bah
—destroy it!” ‘“Detestable!”
“Intolerable!” “If that is the
best it can do, annihilate it!”’
“Far better brains have been
destroyed for much less!”
“Treason!” And so on.

First Lord Thinker Ynos,
however, remained relatively
calm. “While we have always
held it to be a fact that we
are the highest race in exist-
ence, no rigorous proof has
been possible. Can you now
disprove that assumption?”

CCI have disproved it. I have
not had time to study all
of the civilizations of this
Galaxy, but .I have examined
a statistically adequate sam-
ple of one million seven hun-
dred ninety-two thousand four
hundred sixteen different
planetary intelligences. I
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found one which is consider-
ably abler and more advanced
than you Stretts. Therefore
the probability is greater
than point nine nine that
there are not less than ten,
and not more than two hun-
dred eight, such races in this
Galaxy alone.”

“Impossible!”
wave of incredulous and
threatening anger swept
through the linked minds; a
wave which Ynos flattened
out with some difficulty.

Then she asked: “Is it
probable that we will make
‘contact with this supposedly
superior race in the foresee-
able future?”

“You are in contact with it
now.”

“What?” Even Ynos was
contemptuous now. “You
mean that one shipload of
despicable humans who—far
too late to do them any good
—barred us temporarily from
Fuel World?”

“Not exactly or only those
humans, no. And your as-
sumptions may or may not be
valid.”

“Don’t you know whether
they are or not?” Ynos
snapped. “Explain your un-
certainty at once!”

“I am uncertain because of
insufficient data,” the brain
replied, calmly. ‘“The only
pertinent facts of which I am
certain are: First, the world
Ardry, upon which the Omans
formerly lived and to which
the humans in question first
went—a planet which no
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Another

Strett can peyondire—is now
abandoned. Second, the
Stretts of old did not com-
pletely destroy the humanity
of the world Ardu. Third,
some escapees from Ardu

“reached and populated the

world Ardry. Fourth, the an-
droid Omans were developed
on Ardry, by the human es-
capees from Ardu and their
descendants. Fifth, the
Omans referred to those hu-
mans as ‘Masters.” Sixth, af-
ter living on Ardry for a very
long period of time the Mas-
ters went elsewhere. Seventh,
the Omans remaining on Ar-
dry maintained, continuously
and for a very long time, the
status quo left by the Mas-
ters. Eighth, immediately
upon the arrival from Terra
of these present humans, that
long-existing status was bro-
ken. Ninth, the planet called
Fuel World is, for the first
time, surrounded by a screen
of force. The formula of this
screen is as follows.”

The brain gave it. No
Strett either complained or
interrupted. Each was too
busy studying that formula
and examining its stunning
implications and connota-
tions.

“Tenth, that formula is one
full order of magnitude be-
vond anything previously
known to your science.
Eleventh, it could not have
been developed by the sci-
ence of Terra, nor by that of
any other world whose popu-
lation I have examined.”
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THE brain took the linked
minds instantanéously to
Terra; then to a few thou-
sand or so other worlds in-
habited by human beings;
then to a few thousands of
planets whose populations
were near-human, non-human
and monstrous.

“It is therefore clear,” it
announced, “that this screen
was computed and produced
by the race, whatever it may
be, that is now dwelling on
Fuel World and asserting
full ownership of it.”

“Who or what Iis
race?” Ynos demanded.

“Data insufficient.”

“Theorize, then!”

“Postulate that the Mas-
ters, in many thousands of
cycles of study, made ad-
vances in science that were
not reduced to practice; that
the Omans either possessed
this knowledge or had access
to it; and that Omans and
humans cooperated fully in

that

sharing and in working with

all the knowledges thus avail-
able. From these three postu-
lates the conclusion can be
drawn that there has come
into existence a new race.
One combining the best
qualities of both humans and
Omans, but with the weak-
nesses of neither.”

“An unpleasant thought,
truly,” Ynos thought. “But
you can now, I suppose, de-
sign the generators and pro-
jectors of a force superior to
that screen.”

“Data insufficient.
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equal it, since both generation
and projection are implicit in
the formula. But the data so
adduced are in themselves
vastly ahead of anything pre-
viously in my banks.”

“Are there any cther races
in this Galaxy more powerful
than the postulated one now
living on Fuel World?”

“Data insufficient.”

“Theorize, then!”

“Data insufficient.”

The linked minds concen-
trated upon the problem for
a period of time that might

have been either days or
weeks. Then:
“Great Brain, advise us,”

Ynos said. “What is best for
us to do?”

“With identical defensive
screens it becomes 2 question
of relative power. You should
increase the size and power
of your warships to some-
thing beyond the computed
probable maximum of the
enemy. You should build
more ships and missiles than
they will probablv be able to
build. Then and only then
will you attack their war-
ships, in tremendous force
and continuously.”

“But not their planetary
defenses. I see.” Ynos’s
thought was one of complete
understanding. “And the real
offensive will be?” o

“No mobile structure can
be built to mount mechanisms
of power sufficient to smash
down by sheer force of out-
put such tremendously pow-
erful installations as their
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planet-based defenses must
be assumed to be. Therefore
the planet itself must be de-
stroyed. This will require a
missile of planetary mass.
The best such missile is the
tenth planet of their own
sun.”

“I see.” Ynos’s mind was
leaping ahead, consider-
ing hundreds of possibilities
and making highly intricate
and involved computations.
“That will, however, require
many cycles of time and more
power than even our immense
reserves can supply.”

“True. It will take much
time. The fuel problem, how-
ever, is not a serious one,
since Fuel World is not
unique. Think on, First Lord
Ynos.”

“We will attack in maxi-
mum force and with maxi-
mum violence. We will blan-
ket the planet. We will main-
tain maximum force and vio-
lence until most or all of the
enemy ships have been de-
stroyed. We will then install
planetary drives on Ten and
force it into collision orbit
with Fuel World, meanwhile
exerting extreme precautions
that not so much as a spy-
beam emerges above the ene-
my’s screen. Then, still main-
taining extreme precaution,
we will guard both planets
until the last possible moment
before the collision. Brain, it
cannot fail!”

“You err. It can fail. All
we actually know of the abil-
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ities of this postulated neo-
human race is what I have
learned from the composition
of its defensive screen. The
probability approaches unity
that the Masters continued
to delve and to learn for mil-
lions of cycles while you
Stretts, reasonlessly certain
of your supremacy, concen-
trated upon your evolution
from the material to a non-
material form of life and per-
formed only limited research
into armaments of greater
and ever greater power.”
“True. But that attitude
was then justified. It was not
and is not logical to assume
that any race would establish
a fixed status at any level of

ability below its absolute
maximum.”
“While that conclusion

could once have been defen-
sible, it is now virtually cer-
tain that the Masters had
stores of knowledge which
they may or may not have
withheld from the Omans,
but which were in some way
made available to the neo-
humans. Also, there is no
basis whatever for the as-
sumption that this new race
has revealed all its potential-
ities.”

“Statistically, that is prob-
ably true. But this is the best
plan you have been able to
formulate?”

“It is. Of the many thou-
sands of plans I set up and
tested, this one has the high-
est orobability of success,”

“Then we will adopt it. We
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are Stretts. Whatever we de-
cide upon will be driven
through to complete success.
We have one tremendous ad-
vantage in you.”

“Yes. The probability ap-
proaches unity that I can per-
form reszarch on a wvastly
wider and larger scale, and
almost infinitely faster, than
can any living organism or
any possible combination of
such organisms.”

OR was the Great Brain

bragging. It scanned in
moments the stored scientif-
ic knowledge of over a mil-
lion planets. It tabulated,
correlated, analyzed, synthe-
sized, theorized and conclud-
ed—all in microseconds of
time. Thus it made more prog-
ress in one Terran week
than the Masters had made
in a million years.

When it had gone as far as
it could go, it reported its re-
sults—and the Stretts, hard
as they were and intransi-
gent, were amazed and over-
joyed. Not one of them had
ever even imagined such ar-
maments possible. Hence they
became supremely confident
that it was unmatched and
unmatchable throughout all
space.

What the Great Brain did
not know, however, and the
Stretts did not realize, was
that it could not really think.

Unlike the human mind, it
could not deduce valid theo-
ries or conclusions from in-
complete, insufficient, frag-
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mentary data. It could not
leap gaps. Thus there was no
more actual assurance than
before that they had exceed-
ed, or even matched, the
weaponry of the neo-humans
of Fuel World.

Supremely confident, ¥nos
said: “We will now discuss
every detail of the plan in
sub-detail, and will correlate
every sub-detail with every
other, to the end that every
action, however minor, will
be performed perfectly and
in its exact time.”

That discussion, which
lasted for days, was held.
Hundreds of thousands of
new and highly specialized
mechs were built and went
furiously and continuously
to work. A fuel-supply line
was run to another uranexite-
rich planet. ‘

Stripping machines
stripped away the surface
layers of soil, sand, rock and
low-grade ore. Giant miners
tore and dug and slashed and
refined and concentrated.
Storage silos by the hundreds
were built and were filled.
Hundreds upon hundreds of
concentrate-carriers bored
their stolid ways through hy-
perspace. Many weeks of time
passed.

But of what importance are
mere weeks of time to a race
that has, for many millions
of years, been adhering rigid-
ly to a pre-set program?

The sheer magnitude of the
operation, and the extraordi-
nary attention to detail with
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which it was prepared and
launched, explain why the
Strett attack on Ardvor did
not occur until so many weeks
later than Hilton and Saw-
telle expected it. They also
explain the utterly incompre-
hensible fury, the completely
fantastic intensity, the un-
paralleled savagery, the al-
most immeasurable brute pow-
er of that attack when it fi-
nally did come.

HEN the Orion landed

on Ardane Field from
Earth, carrying the first con-
tingent of immigrants, Hilton
and Sawtelle were almost as
much surprised as relieved
that the Stretts had not al-
ready attacked.

Sawtelle, confident that his
defenses were fully ready,
took it more or less in stride.
Hilton worried. And after a
couple of days he began to do
some real thinking about it.

The first result of his
thinking was a conference
with Temple. As soon as she
got the drift, she called in
Teddy and Big Bill Karns.
Teddy in turn called in Becky
and de Vaux; Karns wanted
Poynter and Beverly; Poyn-
ter wanted Braden and the
twins; and so on. Thus, what
started out as a conference of
two became a full Ardan staff
meeting; .a meeting which,
starting immediately after
lunch, ran straight through
into the following afternoon.

“To sum up the consensus,
for the record,” Hilton said
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then, studying a sheet of pa-
per covered with symbols,
“the Stretts haven’t attacked
yet because they found out
that we are stronger than they
are. They found that out by
analyzing our defensive web
—which, if we had had this
meeting first, we wouldn’t
have put up at all. Unlike any-
thing known to human or pre-
vious Strett 'science, it is
proof against any form of at-
tack up to the limit of the
power of its generators. They
will attack as soon as they are
equipped to break that screen
at the level of power probable
to our ships. We can not ar-
rive at any reliable estimate
as to how long that will take.

“As to the effectiveness of
our cutting off their known
fuel supply, opinion is divid-
ed. We must therefore assume
that fuel shortage will not be
a factor.

“Neither are we unanimous
on the basic matter as to why
the Masters acted as they did
just before they left Ardry.
Why did they set the status
so far below their top ability?
Why did they make it impos-
sible for the Omans ever, of
themselves, to learn their
higher science? Why, if they
did not want that science to
become known, did they leave
complete records of it? The
majority of us believe that
the Masters coded their rec-
ords in such fashion that the

Stretts, even if they con-
quered the Omans or de-
stroyed them, could never
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break that code; since it was
keyed to the basic difference
between the Strett mentality
and the human. Thus, they
left it deliberately for some
human race to find.

“Finally, and most impor-
tant, our physicists and the-
oreticians are not able to ex-
trapolate, from the analysis
of our screen, to the concepts
underlying the Masters’ ulti-
mate weapons of offense, the
first-stage booster and its fi-
nal end-product, the Vang. If,
as we can safely assume, the
Stretts do not already have
those weapons, they will know
nothing about them until we
ourselves use them in battle.

“These are, of course, only
the principal points covered.
Does anyone wish to amend
this summation as recorded?”

O one did.

The meeting was ad-
journed. Hilton, however, ac-
companied Sawtelle and Kedy
to the captain’s office. “So
you see, Skipper, we got

troubles,” he said. “If we
don’t use those boosters
against their skeletons it'll

boil down to a stalemate last-
ing God only knows how long.
It will be a war of attrition,
outcome dependent on which
side can build the most and
biggest and strongest ships
the fastest. On the other
hand, if we do use ’em on de-
fense here, they’ll analyze
’em and have everything
worked out in a day or so. The
first thing they’ll do is beef
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up their planetary defenses to
match. ‘That way, we’d blow
all their ships out of space,
probably easily enough, but
Strett itself will be just as
safe as though it were in
God’s left-hand hip pocket. So
what’s the answer?”

“It isn’t that simple, Jarve,”
Sawtelle said. “Let’s hear
from you, Kedy.”

“Thank you, sir. There is
an optimum mass, a point of
maximum efficiency of fire-
power as balanced against loss
of maneuverability, for any
craft designed for attack,”
Kedy thought, in his most
professonial manner. “We as-
sume that the Stretts know
that as well as we do. No such
limitation applies to strictly
defensive structures, but both
the Strett craft and ours must
be designed for attack. We
have built and are building
many hundreds of thousands
of ships of that type. So, un-
doubtedly, are the Stretts.
Ship for ship, they will be
pretty well matched. There-
fore one part of my strategy
will be for two of our ships to
engage simultaneously one of
theirs. There is a distinct
probability that we will have
enough advantage in speed of
control to make that tactic
operable.”

“But there’s another that we
won’t,” Sawtelle objected.
“And maybe they can build
more ships than we can.”

“Another point is that they
may build, in addition to their
big stuff, a lot of small, ultra-
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fast ones,” Hilton put in.
“Suicide jobs—crash and de-
tonate—simply super-missiles.
How sure are you that you
can stop such missiles with
ordinary beams?”

“Not at all, sir. Some of
them would of course reach
and destroy some of our ships.
Which brings up the second
part of my strategy. For each
one of the heavies, we are
building many small ships of
the type you just called ‘su-
per-missiles’.”

“Superdreadnoughts versus
superdreadnoughts, super-
missiles versus super-mis-
siles.” Hilton digested that
concept for several minutes.
“That could still wind up as
a stalemate, except for what
you said about control. That
isn’t much to depend on, es-
pecially since we won’t have
the time-lag advantage you
Omans had before. They’ll see
to that. Also, I don’t like to
sacrifice a million Omans,
either.”

19 haven’t explained the

newest development vyet,
sir. There will be no Omans.
Each ship and each missile
has a built-in Kedy brain,
sir.”

“What? That makes it in-
finitely worse. You Kedys,
unless it’s absolutely neces-
sary, are not expendable!”

“Oh, but we are, sir. You
don’t quite understand. We
Kedys are not merely similar,
but are in fact identical. Thus
Yeeare not independent enti-
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ties. All of us together make
up the actual Kedy—that
which is meant when we say
‘I". That is, I am the sum total
of all Kedys everywhere, not
merely this individual that
you call Kedy One.”

“You mean you're all talk-
ing to me?”

“Exactly, sir. Thus, no one
element of the Kedy has any
need of, or any desire for,
s el f-preservation. The de-
struction of one element, or
of thousands of elements,
would be of no more conse-
quence to the Kedy than...
well, they are strictly ana-
legous to the severed ends of
the hairs, every time you get
a haircut.”

“My God!” Hilton stared

.at Sawtelle. Sawtelle stared

back. “I’'m beginning to see
...maybe... I hope. What
control that would be! But
just in case we should have
to use the boosters...” Hil-
ton’s voice died away. Scowl-
ing in concentration, he
clasped his hands behind his
back and began to pace the
floor.

“Better give up, Jarve.
Kedy’s got the same mind
you have,” Sawtelle began, to
Hilton’s oblivious back; but
Kedy silenced the thought
almost in the moment of its
inception.

“By no means, sir,” he con-
tradicted. “I have the brain
only. The mind is entirely
different.”

“Link up, Kedy, and see
what you think of this,” Hil-
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ton broke in. There ensued
an interchange of thought so
fast and so deeply mathemat-
ical that Sawtelle was lost
in seconds. “Do you think
it'll work?”

“I don’t see how it can fail,
sir. At what point in the ac-
tion should it be put into ef-
fect? And will you call the
time of initiation, or shall
I?”

“Not until all their reserves
are in action. Or, at worst,
all of ours except that one
task-force. Since you’ll know
a lot more about the status of
the battle than either Saw-
telle or I will, you give the
signal and I'll start things
going.”

“What are you two talking
about?” Sawtelle demanded.

“It's a long story, chum.
Kedy can tell you about it
better than I can. Besides, it’s
getting late and Dark Lady
and Larry both give me hell
every time I hold supper on
plus time unless there’s a
mighty good reason for it.
So, so long, guys.”

Xv

FOR many weeks the pro-
duction of Ardan warships
and missiles had been spiral-
ing upward.

Half a mountain range of
solid rock had been converted
into fabricated super-steel and
armament. Superdreadnoughts
were popping into existence
at the rate of hundreds per
minute. Missiles were rolling
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off the ends of assembly lines
like half-pint tin cans out of
can-making machines.

The Strett warcraft, skele-
tons and missiles, would
emerge into normal space any-
where within a million miles
of Ardvor. The Ardan missiles
were powered for an accelera-
tion of one hundred gravities.
That much the Kedy brains,
molded solidly into teflon-
lined, massively braced steel
spheres, could just withstand.

To be certain of breaking
the Strett screens, an impact
velocity of about six miles per
second was necessary. The
time required to attain this
velocity was about ten sec-
onds, and the flight distance
something over thirty miles.

Since the Stretts could ori-
ent themselves in less than
one second after emergence,
even this extremely tight
packing of missiles—only six-
ty miles apart throughout the
entire emergence volume of
space—would still give the
Stretts the initiative by a
time-ratio of more than ten
to one.

Such tight packing was of
course impossible. It called
for many billions of defend-
ers instead of the few millions
it was possible for the Omans
to produce in the time they
had. In fact, the average spac-
ing was well over ten thou-
sand miles when the invading
horde of Strett missiles
emerged and struck.

How they struck!

There was nothing of fi-
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nesse about that attack; noth-
ing of skill or of tactics: noth-
ing but the sheer brute force
of overwhelming superiority
of numbers and of over-
matching power. One instant
all space was empty. The next
instant it was full of invading
missiles—a superb exhibition
of coordination and timing.

And the Kedy control, upon
which the defenders had
counted so heavily, proved
useless. For each Strett mis-
sile, within a fraction of a sec-
ond of emergence, darted to-
ward the nearest Oman mis-
sile with an acceleration that
made the one-hundred-gravity
defenders seem to be standing
still.

One to one, missiles crashed
into missiles and detonated.
There were no solid or liquid
end-products. Each of those
frightful weapons carried so
many megatons-equivalent of
atomic concentrate that all
nearby space blossomed out
into superatomic blasts hun-
dreds of times more violent
than the fireballs of lithium-
hydride fusion bombs.

For a moment even Hilton
was stunned; but only for a
moment.

“Kedy!” he barked. “Get
your big stuff out there! Use
the boosters!” He started for
the door at a full run. “That
tears it—that really tears it!
Scrap the plan. I'll board the
Sirius and take the task-force
to Strett. Bring your stuff
along, Skipper, as soon as
you’re ready.”
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ARDAN superdreadnoughts
in their massed thousands
poured out through Ardvor’s
one-way screen. Each went in-
stantly to work. Now the
Kedy control system, doing
what it was designed to do,
proved its full worth. For the
weapons of the big battle-wag-
ons did not depend upon ac-
celeration, but were driven at
the speed of light; and Grand
Fleet Operations were
planned and were carried out
at the almost infinite velocity
of thought itself.

Or, rather, they were not
planned at all. They were sim-
ply carried out, immediately
and without confusion.

For all the Kedys were one.
Each Kedy element, without
any lapse of time whatever
for consultation with any
other, knew exactly where
every other element was; ex-
actly what each was doing;
and exactly what he himself
should do to make maximum
contribution to the common
cause.

Nor was any time lost in re-
laying orders to crewmen
within the ship. There were
no crewmen. Each Kedy ele-
ment was the sole personnel
of, and was integral with, his
vessel. Nor were there any
wires or relays to impede and
slow down communication.
Operational instructions, too,
were transmitted and were
acted upon with thought’s
transfinite speed. Thus, if de-
cision and execution were not
quite mathematically simulta-
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neous, they were ‘separated by
a period of time so infinitesi-
mally small as to. be impossi-
ble of separation.

Wherever a Strett missile
was,  or wherever a Strett
skeleton-ship appeared, an
Oman beam reached it, usual-
ly in much less than one sec-
ond. Beam clung to screen—
caressingly, hungrily—absorb-
ing its total energy and form-
ing the first-stage booster.
Then, three microseconds
'ater, that booster went off
into a ragingly incandescent,
glaringly viclent burst ef fury
so hellishly, so inconceivably
hot that less than a thousandth
of its total output of energy
was below the very top of the
visible spactrum!

If the previous display of
atomic violence had been so
spectacular and of such mag-
nitude as to defy understand-
ing or description, what of
this? When hundreds of thou-
sands of Kedys, each wield-
ing world-wrecking powers as
effortlessly and as deftly and
as precisely as thought, at-
tacked and destroyed millions
of those tremendously power-
ful war-fabrications of the
Stretts? The only simple an-
swer is that all nearby space
might very well have been
torn out of the most radiant
layers of S-Doradus itself.

ILTON made the hundred

yards from office door to
curb in just over twelve sec-
onds. Larry was waiting. The
car literally burned a hole in
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the atmosphere as it screamed
its way to Ardane Field.

It landed with a- thump:
Heavy black streaks of syn-
thetic rubber marked - the
pavement as it came to a
screeching, shrieking stop at
the flagship’s main lock. And,
in the instant of closing that
lock’s outer portal, all twen-
ty-thousand-plus warships- of
the task force took off as one
at ten gravities. Took off, and
in less than one minute went
into overdrive.

All personal haste was now
over. Hilton went up into
what he still thought of as
the “control room,” even
though he knew that there

were no controls, nor even
any instruments, anywhere
aboard. He knew what .he

would find there. Fast as he
had acted, Temple had not
had as far to go and she had
got there first.

He could not have said, for
the life of him, how he actual-
ly felt about this direct defi-
ance of his direct orders. He
walked into the room, sat
down beside her and took her

“ hand.

“I told you to stay home,
Temple,” he said.

“I know you did. But I'm
not only the assistant head of
your Psychology Department.
I'm your wife, remember?
‘Until death do us part’ And
if there’s any way in the uni-
verse I can manare it, death
isn’t going to part us—at
least, this one isn't. If this is
it, we’ll go together.”
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“I know, sweetheart.” He
put his arm around her, held
her close. “As a psych I
wouldn’t give a whoop. You’d
be expendable. But as my
wife, especially now that
you’re pregnant, you aren’t.
You’re a lot more important
to the future of our race than
I am”

She stiffened in the circle
of his arm. “What’s that
crack supposed to mean?
Think I'd ever accept a syn-
thetic zombie imitation of you
for my husband and go on liv-
ing with it just as though
nothing had happened?”

Hilton started to say some-
thing, but Temple rushed
heedlessly on: “Drat the race!
No matter how many children
we ever have you were first
and you'll stay first, and if
you have to go I'll go, too,
so there! Besides, you know
darn well that they can’t du-
plicate whatever it is that
makes you Jarvis Hilton.”

“Now wait a minute, Tem-
py. The conversion...”

“Yes, the conversion,”
she interrupted, triumphantly.
“The thing I'm talking about
is immaterial—untouchable—
they didn’t—couldn’t—do any”
thing about it at all. Kedy,
will you please tell this big
goofus that even though you
have got Jarvis Hilton’s brain
you aren’t Jarvis Hilton and
never can be?”

THE atmosphere of the
room vibrated in the fre-
quencies of a deep bass laugh.
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“You are trying to hold a com-
pletely untenable position,
friend Hilton. Any attempt to
convince a mind of real pow-
er that falsity is truth is il-
logical. My advice is for you
to surrender.”

That word hit Temple hard.
“Not surrender, sweetheart.
I'm not fighting you. I never
will.” She seized both of his
hands; tears welled into her
glorious eyes. “It’s just that I
simply couldn’t stand it to go
on living without you!”

“I know, darling.” He got
up and lifted her to her feet,
so that she could come prop-
erly into his arms. They stood
there, silent and motionless,
for minutes.

Temple finally released her-
self and, after feeling for a
handkerchief she did not have,
wiped her eyes with a fore-
finger and then wiped the fin-
ger on her bare leg. She
grinned and turned to the
Omans. “Prince, will you and
Dark Lady please conjure us
up a steak-and-mushrooms
supper? They should be in the
pantry...since this Sirius was
designed for us.”

After supper the two sat
companionably on a daven-
port. “One thing about this
business isn’t quite clear,”
Temple said. “Why all this
tearing rush? They haven’t
got the booster or anything
like it, or they’d have used it.
Surely it’ll take them a long
time to go from the mere
analysis of the forces and
fields we used clear through
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to the production and installa-
tion of enough weapons to
stop this whole fleet?”

“It surely won’t. They've
had the absorption principle
for ages. Remember that first,
ancient skeleton that drained
all the power of our suits and
boats in nothing flat? From
there it isn’t too big a jump.
And as for producing stuff;
uh-uh! If there’s any limit to
what they can do, I don’t
know what it is. If we don’t
slug ’em before they get it,
it’s curtains.”

“I see... I'm afraid. We're
almost there, darling.”

He glanced at the chro-
nometer. “About eleven min-
utes. And of course I don’t
need to ask you to stay out
of the way.”

“Of course not. I won’t in-
terfere, no matter what hap-
pens. All I'm going to do is
hold your hand and pull for
you with all my might.”

“That’ll help, believe me.
I'm mighty glad you’re along,
sweetheart. Even though both
of us know you shouldn’t be.”

THE task force emerged.
Each ship darted toward
its pre-assigned place in a
mathematically exact envelope
around the planet Strett.
Hilton sat on a davenport
strained and still. His eyes
were closed and every muscle
tense. Left hand gripped the
arm-rest so fiercely that fin-
gertips were inches deep in
the leather-covered padding.
The Stretts knew that any
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such attack as this was futile.
No movable structure or any
combination of such struc-
tures could possibly wield
enough power to break down
screens powered by such en-
gines as theirs.

Hilton, however, knew that
there was a chance. Not with
the first-stage boosters, which
were manipulable and de-
tonable masses of ball light-
ning, but with those boosters’
culminations, the Vangs;
which were ball lightning
raised to the sixth power and
which only the frightful en-
ergies of the boosters could
bring into being.

But, even with twenty-
thousand-plus Vangs—or any
larger number—success de-
pended entirely upon a nicety
of timing never before ap-
proached and supposedly im-
possible. Not only to thou-
sandths of a microsecond, but
to a small fraction of one such
thousandth: roughly, the time
it takes light to travel three-
sixteenths of an inch.

It would take practically ab-
solute simultaneity to over-
load to the point of burnout
to those Strett generators.
They were the heaviest in the
Galaxy.

That was why Hilton him-
self had to be there. He could
not possibly have done the job
from Ardvor. In fact, there
was no real assurance that,
even at the immeasurable
velocity of thought and cov-
ering a mere million miles, he
could do it even from his pres-
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ent. position aboard one unit.

of the fleet. Theoretically,
with his speed-up, he could.
But that theory had yet to be
reduced to practice.

Tense and strained, Hilton
began his countdown.

Temple sat beside him.
Both hands pressed his right
fist against her breast. Her
eyes, too, were closed; she was
as stiff and as still as was he.
She was not interfering, but
giving; supporting him, back-
ing him, giving to him in ful
flood everything of that tre-
mendous inner strength that
had made Temple Bells what
she so uniquely was.

On the exact center of the
needle-sharp zero beat every
Kedy struck. Gripped and ac-

tivated as they all were
by Hilton’s keyed-up-and-
stretched-out mind, they

struck in what was very close
indeed to absolute unison.
Absorbing beams, each one
having had precisely the same
number of millimeters to trav-
el, reached the screen at the
same instant. They clung and
sucked. Immeasurable floods
of energy flashed from the
Strett generators into those
vortices to form twenty thou-
sand-plus first-stage boosters.

UT this time the boosters
did not detonate.

Instead, as energies contin-
ued to flood in at a frightful-
ly accelerating rate, they
turned into something else.
Things no Terran science has
ever even imagined; things at
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the formation of which all
neighboring space actually
warped, and in that warping
seethed and writhed and shud-
dered. The very sub-ether
screamed and shrieked in pro-
test. as it, too, yielded in
starkly impossible fashions to
that irresistible stress.

How even those silicon-
fluorine brains stood it, not
one of them ever knew.

Microsecond by slow micro-
second the Vangs grew and
grew and grew. They were
pulling not only the full pow-
er of the Ardan warships, but
also the immeasurably greater
power of the strainingly over-
loaded Strettsian generators
themselves. The ethereal and
sub-ethereal writhings and
distortions and screamings
grew worse and worse; harder
and ever harder to bear.

Imagine, if you can, a con-
stantly and rapidly increasing
mass of plutonium—a mass al-
ready thousands of times
greater than critical, but not
allowed to react! That gives
a faint and very inadequate
picture of what was happen-
ing then.

Finally, at perhaps a hun-
dred thousand times critical
mass, and still in perfect sync,
the Vangs all went off.

The planet Strett became a
nova.

“We won! We won!” Tem-
ple shrieked, her perception
piercing through the hellish
murk that was all nearby
space.

“Not quite yet, sweet, but
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we’re over the biggest hump,”
and the two held an im-
promptu, but highly satis-
factory, celebration.

Perhaps it would be better
to say that the planet Strett
became a junior-grade nova,
since the actual nova stage
was purely superficial and did
not last very long. In a cou-
ple of hours things had quiet-
ed down enough so that the
heavily-screened warships
could approach the planet and
finish up their part of the
job.

Much of Strett’s land sur-
face was molten lava. Much
of its water was gone. There
were some pockets of re-
sistance left, of course, but
they did not last long. Equal-
ly of course the Stretts them-
selves, twenty-five miles un-
derground, had not been
harmed at all.

But that, too, was according
to plan.

EAVING the task force on

guard, to counter any move
the Stretts might be able to
make, Hilton shot the Sirius
out to the planet’s moon.
There Sawtelle and his staff
and tens of thousands of
Omans and machines were
starting to work. No part of
this was Hilton’s job; so all
he and Temple did was look
on.

Correction, please. That was
not all they did. But while
resting and eating and loaf-
ing and sleeping and enjoying
each other’s company, both
MASTERS OF SPACE -

watched Operation Moon
closely enough to be complete-
ly informed as to everything
that went on. ‘

Immense, carefully placed
pits went down to solid bed-
rock. To that rock were im-
movably anchored sttuctures
strong enough to move a
world. Driving units were in-
stalled—drives of such im-
mensity of power as to test
to the full the highest engin-
eering skills of the Galaxy.
Mountains of fuel-concentrate
filled vast reservoirs of con-
crete. Each was connected to
a drive by fifty-inch high-
speed conveyors.

Sawtelle drove a thought
and those brutal super-drives
began to blast.

As they blasted, Strett’s
satellite began to move out of
its orbit. Very slowly at first,
but faster and faster. They
continued to blast, with all
their prodigious might and in
carefully-computed order, un-
til the desired orbit was at-
tained—an orbit which ter-
minated in a wvertical line
through the center of the
Stretts’ supposedly impreg-
nable retreat.

The planet Strett had a
mass of approximately seven
times ten to the twenty-first
metric tons. Its moon, little
more than a hundredth as
massive, still weighed in at
about eight times ten to the
nineteenth—that is, the figure
eight followed by nineteen
zeroes. _ )

And moon fell on planet, in
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direct central impact, after
having fallen from a height
of over a quarter of a million
miles under the full pull of
gravity and the full thrust of
those mighty atomic drives.

The kinetic energy of such
a collision can be computed.
It can be expressed. It is,
however, of such astronomical
magnitude as to be completely
meaningless to the human
mind.

Simply, the two worlds
merged and splashed. Drop-
lets, weighing up to millions
of tons each, spattered out
into space; only to return, in
seconds or hours or weeks or
months, to add their atrocious
contributions to the enormity
of the destruction already
wrought.

No trace survived of any
Strett or of any thing, how-
ever small, pertaining to the
Stretts.

Epilogue

AS had become a daily cus-

tom, most. of the Ardans
were gathered at the natatori-
um. Hilton and Temple were
wrestling in the water—she
was trying to duck him and
he was hard put to it to keep
her from doing it. The plat-
inum-haired twins were—oh,
ever so surreptitiously and in-
detectably !'—studying the oth-
er girls.

Captain Sawtelle—he had
steadfastly refused to accept
any higher title—and his wife
were teaching two of their
tiny grandchildren to swim.
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In short,
normal.

Beverly Bell Poynter, from
the top platform, hit the board
as hard as she could hit it;
and, perfectly synchronized
with it, hurled herself up-
ward. Up and up and up she
went. Up to her top ceiling
of two hundred ten feet. Then,
straightening out into a shape-
ly arrow and without again
moving a muscle, she hurtled
downward, making two and a
half beautifully stately turns
and striking the water with a
slurping, splashless chug!
Coming easily to the surface,
she shook the water out of her
eyes.

Temple, giving up her at-
tempts to near-drown her hus-
band, rolled over and floated
quietly beside him.

“You know, this is fun,” he
said.

“Uh-huh,” she agreed en-
thusiastically.

“I’'m glad you and Sandy
buried the hatchet. Two of the
top women who ever lived. Or
should I have said sheathed
tlhe claws? Or have you, real-

y?”

“Pretty much...I guess.”
Temple didn’t seem altogether
sure of the point. “Oh-oh.
Now what?”

A flitabout had come to
ground. Dark Lady, who nev-
er delivered a message via
thought if she could possibly
get away with delivering it in
person, was running full tilt
across the sand toward them.
Her long black hair was

everything was
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streaming out behind her; she
was waving a length of tele-
type tape as though it were a
pennon.

“Oh, no. Not again?” Tem-
ple wailed. “Don’t tell us it’s

Terra again, Dark Lady,
please.”
“But it is!” Dark Lady

cried, excitedly. “And it says
‘From Five-Jet Admiral Gor-
don, Commanding.’”

“Omit flowers, please,” Hil-
ton directed. “Boil it down.”

“The Perseus is in orbit
with the whole Advisory
Board. They want to hold a
top-level summit conference
with Director Hilton and
Five-Jet Admiral Sawtelle.”
Dark Lady raised her voice
enough to be sure Sawtelle
heard the title, and shot him
a wicked glance as she an-

* k ok k ok Kk Kk *

nounced it. “They - hope to
conclude all unfinished busi-
mess on a mutually satisfac-
tory and profitable basis.”

“Okay, Lady, thanks. Tell
’em we’ll call ’em shortly.”

Dark Lady flashed away
and Hilton and Temple swam
slowly toward a ladder.

“Drat Terra and everything
and everybody on it,” Temple
said, vigorously. “And espe-
cially drat His Royal Fatness
Five-Jet Admiral Gordon.
How much longer will it take,
do you think, to pound some
sense into their pointed little
heads?”

“Oh, we’re not doing too
bad,” Hilton assured his love-
ly bride. “Two or three more
sessions ought to do it.”

Everything was normal...

END

X * K K Kk KX Kk *x

Don’t miss the next Galaxy Magazine!

THE BIG ENGINE
by Fritz Leiber

CRITICAL MASS
by Pohl & Kornbluth

THE RAG AND BONE MEN
by Algis Budrys

And many more, including Willy Ley science column and the
great conclusion of Poul Anderson’s THE DAY AFTER
DOOMSDAY! February Galaxy on sale December 10th —
ask your newsdealer to reserve it for you!
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HUE

AND

CRY

The place where reader

and editor meet...

WE’VE got a little more
space than wusual this
month—which ought to please
some persistent voices in the
back row—so without wasting
any of it, let’s start reading
the mail.

LI I

Dear Editor:

Well, after reading the Sep-
tember issue of If...and look-
ing at that long letter col... I
am awed into giving you
something to cut, myself.
Damn, If is coming up in the
world. All the stories were
good, and Call Him Nemesis
was excellent. The ending of
that story was even better
than the story itself.
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What you need now that
you've got good stories
(everyone hands out advice!)
is some good interior art. Par-
don the odor, but your interior
art stinks! Wenzel did a fair-
ly nice job on the cover, but
if you can’t get better interior
art' than that, you ought to
give the whole thing up.

Ken Gentry
Nashville, Tennessee

* k¥ %

Dear Sir:

Okay! I might as well get
my two bits worth in, to ease
my conscience—for your egos,
your Hue and Cry or your
“circular file.” I imagine that
you have a dump truck full of



these letters by now. But a
fairly recent convert to sf
wishes to comment anyway.

I have had you and Galaxy
on my “must read or else” list
for quite some time. My only
gripe is that each of you is
bi-monthly. Is good material
THAT scarce? If so—please
keep it good—and bi-monthly
if necessary.

Though all were refreshing
to a degree in your September
yarns, I especially enjoyed
The Frozen Planet, Valley of
the Masters, Mirror Image
and Lorelei. Though long on
Mickey Spillane and short on
science— The Frozen Planet
was very little short of being
terrific.

Science Briefs seemed, at
least in your past two issues,
like a poor man’s For Your
Information. Howzabout elab-
oration—or another approach?

Cheers! And keep up the
good work!

Wes Alan
San Fernando, Cal.

* *x ¥

Dear Editor:

The August issue of Gal-
axy was a good one, as was
the September issue of If.
The cover on Galaxy, how-
ever, was not up to Emsh’s
own standards, while Wen-
zel’s was. As far as contents
go they both were good with
The Moon Moth, The God
Next Door. The Frozen
Planet. V=a'lay of the Mas-
ters, Mirror Image, Spawn-

ing Ground and Tolliver’s
Orbit standing out above all.

Some authors whom you
celebrate have not appeared
recently, and I wish they
would. Here they are:

Fredric Brown

Edgar Pangborn

F. L. Wallace

Robert Sheckley

Zenna Henderson

Clifford D. Simak

Robert Bloch

Christopher Grimm

Robert Silverberg

Alan E. Nourse

Damon Knight

Evelyn E. Smith

Robert Heinlein

Alfred Bester

James Blish

Theodore Sturgeon

—and others.

George Sarant
Brooklyn, N. Y.

* We wish they would, too.
We keep asking them. —Ed.

L I

Dear Editor:

You must be Frederik Pohl.
No other editor, especially not
H.L. Gold, who abandoned the
idea of a Galaxy letter column
simply because the readers
were against it, would go
against what are obviously the
readers’ wishes. Readers like
longer letters, even if it means
leaving them uncut, in ex-
treme cases. Not letters pages
long, to be sure, nor 10 pages
of letters. That would be the
opnosite extreme. But to be
interesting, the letters must be
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more than one short para-
graph, with space enough to
say nothing but “I liked this
but didn’t like that.” By put-
ting your own comments down
to the size of the comments of
the readers, and maybe upping
the pages of letters to five, in-
stead of three, If can again
have one of the best letter
columns in sf...and, believe
me, it needs to have the best
of something.

In the September If (which
should be subtitled Worlds of
Galaxy Rejects) you had a
nice cover, but by the interior
illos I can only assume that
your Art Director is black and
white blind (the opposite of
color blind.) As far as in-
terior illustrations go, I rate
F&SF before Galaxy and If.

It seems incredible that any-
one should have accepted such
a story as The Frozen Planet.
Even Imaginative Tales would
have rejected this one. ..

Frederick Norwood

- Franklin, Louisiana
* Art? We're working on it.
Starting next issue, you’ll see
changes. Letter column?
We’re still not all the way
convinced—despite what we
admit to be a lot of mail urg-
ing a l-o-n-g one—for all it
really proves is that letter-
writing readers like letters
(which we already know.)
W hat about those who don’t?

—Ed.
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Dear Editor:

Here is hoping for a much
bigger and better “Hue and
Cry” next time. The present
issue of If with The Frozen
Planet was better than it has
been for quite some time.

James W. Ayers
Attalla, Alabama

*x ¥ X%

Gentlemen:

I have just finished read-
ing your September If. I en-
joyed it very much. Keep up
the good work! It had every-
thing I could want, except
no book review. I would like
to see it back.

William Hoffman
Chicago, Illinois

LI

Dear Editor:

Congratulations for an If
which is getting better every
issue. Most of the stories are
actually readable now. A
couple months back, I was
lucky to find one or two de-
cent ones in a whole ish.

Best stories in the Sep-
tember If were Spawning
Ground (let’s have more del
Rey) and Valley of the Mas-
ters. Blackford seems like a
pretty good new writer.

Sturgeon is good on the
features, but how about some
stories from him?

Edward V. Moore

Roslyn Heights, N .Y.
* Yeah, how about that,
Ted?—Ed.
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Dear Editor:

Thank heavens you're not
planning to have 10 to 16
pages of letters! Even the
old: If. seldom, if ever, had
more than (at the most) §
pages for letters.

I do regret, though, that
you're not planning to run
book reviews again in the
near future...but with a
book review column in 4 of
the 6 If magazines being pub-
lished, you might as well use
the extra space for more fic-
tion.

I think that If has been im-
proving with every issue since
the time Twelve Times Zero
was published. Now, with the
Lester del Rey story in the
September issue and the “Sky-
lark” Smith-E. E. Evans col-
laboration scheduled, you may
have hit an all-time high.

David Charles Paskow
Philadelphia, Penn.

* ok ok

Dear Editor:

I picked up the new If yes-
terday, mainly because my
friend Lawrence Crilly sug-
gested it, and when I saw you
had a story by my current fa-
vorite—Keith Laumer, with
The Frozen Planet— I bought
it. I just finished reading the
mag and I can only say
WOW! From a mag that
should have been discontinued
long ago you jump right up
into the front rank! I can only

offer my sincerest congratula-
tions.

Laumer is superb. A little of
Russell, a little of William-
son, a little of the best Leins-
ter and a lot of his capable
self combine to make him the
best new writer since Schmitz,

David G. Hulan
Redstone Arsenal, Ala.

* ¥k

Dear Editor:
Why not get the readers to
hold written discussions in
Hue and Cry? As a starter,
why not have the readers try
to pin down the meaning of
and idea behind the oft-used,
ambiguous term “sense of
wonder?” Book reviewers
have long since worn out this
term...and have yet to define
it,
Ken Winkes
Arlington,

Wash.

* ok ¥

That’'s the works—not all
the mail we have, but all we
can find room for. Thanks to
all of you.

Next issue? Some fine sto-
ries coming up. Poul Ander-
son, Fritz Leiber, Keith Lau-
mer, Jim -Harmon, Kris Ne-
ville, Allen Kim Lang and a
dozen others have some real-
ly first-rate stuff on hand.
We’re not sure yet which
will fit in—but we’re sure
youwll find something you
like—next issue, and every
issue to come! END
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GALAXY
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The BEMS in your neighborhood

won't run off with your books

if you put inside the front cover

of each book...a gummed bookplate
with your name printed on it!

YOUR NAME HERE " YOUR NAME HERE

No. CF-614 by Emsh ) No. GF-612 by Emsh

FINAGLE SAYS —

The umpteenth corollary
of Finagle’'s General Law of
Dynamic Negatives says:

“No books are ever lost
by loaning except ones you
particularly want to keep.”

100 for $4; 200, $6; 300, $8
with owner’s name imprinted

All Postpaid. Add state sales tax, if any.

Your Name Here

) - ACTUAL SIZE, all designs, 3x4 inches
5. GM-12 by Cullen Rapp No. CX-57 by Lynd

Ward
The designs shown above are the only ones we offer!

Order from GA I-AXY 421 Hudson Street, New York 14, N. Y.



THE ONLY PORTABLE
OF ITS KIND!

TS A PHONO-RADIO

M 7 transistors — separate circuits, B Plays 77, 10” and 12” records, 33 rpm
2 speeds big set quality and and 45 rpm.
performance. B Powered by four standard 1.5 volt
The smallest and lightest portable flashlight batteries.
radio-phonograph only 4”x8”x2”. . .
Weight: only 2 Ibs. B Handsome carrying case takes it
anywhere with ease.

B Wheel drive tak lace of turntable.
R iANES W Sapphire needle for longer wear.
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