Men were tortured . . . men were killed . . . and the Earth

Scientists chotted pleasantly with the Tareeg. Were

they traitors or were they waiting for The Ice Men?

LEFT HAND,

ERRY NEWLAND was sit-

ting up on the side of his
bunk, frowning at the floor,
when Troy Gordon came quietly
into the room and stopped at the
entrance to watch him. Not too
good, Troy thought after a mo-
ment, studying Newland’s loose
mouth, the slow blinking of the
eyes and the slumped immobility
of position. Not too bad either—
not for a man who, in most prac-
tical respects, had been dead for
the better part of three years
and come awake again only the
day before.

But the question was whether

Newland was going to recover
quickly enough now to be of any
use as an ally.

Troy moved forward a few
steps into the room, stopped
again as Newland raised his
head in a sluggish motion to
stare at him. For a few seconds,
the man’s face remained blank.
Then he grinned. A strained, un-
pleasant-looking grin, but a grin.

Troy waited. Newland cleared
his throat, said, “I . . . I recog-
ized you almost immediately
this time! And ... I remem-
bered that this same thing had
happened before.”
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Troy grinned, too, guardedly.
“My coming into the room this
way 7’

Newland nodded.

“It happened yestexday,” Troy
said. “What’s my name?”

“Troy Gordon.”

“And yours?”’

“Jerry Franklin Newland.”

“What do you do%”

“Do? ... Oh!” Newland drew
a deep breath. “I’'m courier pilot
Tor' the gyt Tori fhe -+ & L HB
stopped, looking first surprised,
then dismayed. Then his face
wrinkled up slowly, like that of a
child about to cry.

“That part’s gone again, eh?”
Troy asked, watching him.
“Yes. There’s some . . . there’s

””
. .

“You are—or you were—cour-
ier pilot for the Cassa Expedi-
tion,” Troy said. He thumped his
heel on the floor. “That’s Cassa
One, underneath us. We’ve been
away from Earth for three years
and eight months.” He paused.
“Does that help?”

Newland reflected, frowned.
“Not much, I . . . it seems to be
true when you say it.” He hesi-
tated. “We’re prisoners, aren’t
we?”’
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“Uh-huh.” he answered, flatly.

“T had that feeling. And you're
hiding me here?”

“That’s right,” Troy agreed.

nwhy il

“Because nobody else knows
you're still alive. It's better if
they don’t, right now.”

Newland shook his head, indi-
cated a sign fastened to the ceil-
ing above the bunk in such a
way that a man lying in the
bunk on his back would catch
sight of it as soon as he opened
his eyes. “That,” he said, “made
sense as soon as I saw it just
now! I remembered having read
it before and what it meant. But
otherwise everything's still bad-
ly blurred.”

ROY glanced up at the sign.
It read:

RELAX AND TAKE IT EASY, JER-
RY! YOU WERE IN A BAD SMASH-
UP, AND YOU'VE JUST FINISHED A
LONG STRETCH IN THE EMER-
GENCY TANK OF YOUR SHIP. EV-
ERYTHING'S BOUND TO SEEM A
LITTLE FOGGY, BUT YOU'RE GOING
TO BE OKAY. DON’T TRY TO LEAVE
THE ROOM. IT HAS TO BE KEPT
LOCKED, BUT SOMEONE WILL BE
ALONG TO SEE YOU IN TWO OR
THREE HOURS AT THE MOST.

Troy said, “Your memory will
start coming back fast enough.
You’'ve made a good start.” He
sat down, took his cigarette case
from his pocket. “I'll go over
some of the things that have
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happened with you, That tend§
to bring them ... and othex,'
things . . . back to mind, Care
to smoke?”

“Yes, I’d like to smoke.”

Troy tossed the cigarette case
over to the bunk, watched the
pilot reach for and miss it, then
bend forward awkwardly to fum-
ble for it on the floor. Reflexes
still very bad, he thought. But
when Newland had the case in
his hand, he flicked it open with-
out hesitation, took out a ciga-
rette and closed the case, then
turned it over and pressed the
button which snapped on the
concealed light. The day before,
he had stared at the case help-
lessly until Troy showed him
what to do. So his body had be-
gun to recall more of its learned
motion patterns.

Troy said, “I told you the main
parts twice yesterday. Don’t let
that worry you . . . you've re-
tained more than most would be
likely to do after a quarter of the
time you spent in the tank. You
weren’t in very good shape after-
the smash-up, Jerry!”

Newland said wryly, “I can
imagine that,” He drew on the
cigarette, coughed, then tossed
the case back to Troy who caught
it and put it in his pocket.

‘“Have you got back any recol-
lection at all of what the aliens
that caught us are like?” Troy
agked.

Newland shook his head.
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“Well,” Troy said, ‘“they’re
downright cute, in a way. More
like big penguins than anything
else. Short little legs. The heads
aren’t so cute . .. a hammer-
head shark would be the closest
thing there, which is why we call
them Hammerheads — though
not when we think some of them
might be listening.

“They don’t belong here any
more than we do. They came
from another system which is a
lot closer than Sol but still a
long way off. Now, we aren’t the
first Earth people to get to Cas-
sa. There was an Earth survey
ship poking around the system
about twenty years ago, and it
seems that the Hammerheads
also had an expedition here at
the time. They spotted our sur-
vey ship but weren't spotted
themselves, and the survey ship
eventually went back to Earth
short two of its men. Those two
were supposed to have got lost in
the deserts on Cassa. Actually,
the Hammerheads picked them
up . . . Jerry?”

The pilot’s head was begin-
ning to nod. He straightened now
and took a puff on the cigarette,
grinning embarrassedly. “S’all
right, Troy!” he muttered.
“Seemed to get . . . sort of ab-
gent-minded there for a mo-
ment.”

Which was, Troy knew, one of
the symptoms of the re-awaken-
ing period. Newland’s mind had

LEFT HAND, RIGHT HAND

been shut away from reality for a
long time, wrapped in soothing,
vaguely pleasant dreams while
the emergency tank went about
the business of repairing his
broken body. The habit. of un-
conscious retreat from his sur-
roundings could not be immedi-
ately discarded, and particularly
not when the surroundings were
as undesirable as those in which
Newland now found himself. It
would be better, Troy thought,
to skip some of the uglier details
. and yet he had to tell the
man enough to make him willing
to cooperate in what would be,
at the very least, a desperately
dangerous undertaking.

E said, “You're still only
three-quarters awake, Jerry.
We have to expect that, But the
closer you listen and the more
information you can absorb, the
faster you’ll shake off the eob-
webs. And that’'s important,
These Hammerheads are a tough
breed, and we're in a bad spot.”
Newland nodded. “I under-
stand that much. Go ahead.”
“Well,” Troy said, ‘“whatever
that first Earth survey ship had
to report about the Cassa system
looked good enough so that the
administration put Cassa down
for a major expedition some day.
Twenty years later, we got here
again—the interstellar e)xplorar
tion carrier Atlas with eight
hundred men on board. I'm one
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of her engineers. And we found
the Tareegs—that’'s what the
Hammerheads call themselves—
waiting for us. Not another
bunch of scientists and assist-
ants but a war-party. They’d
learned enough from the two
survey ship men they’d caught
to figure out we'd be coming back
and how to handle us when we
got here,

“Now get straight on a few
things about the Hammerheads,
Jerry. Their systems
are as good or better than ours.

weapons

LEFT HAND, RIGHT HAND

In other ways, they’re behind
us. They’ve got a fair interstellar
drive but can’t make the same
use of it we do, because they’'ve
still a lot to learn about inertial
shielding. They have a couple of
robot-directed interstellar drones
standing in a hangar a few hun-
dred yards from here which can
hit half the speed of your cour-
ier, but no Hammerhead or hu-
man being could ride 'em up and
live. The two big carriers that
brought them to Cassa One are
dead-slow boats compared to the
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Atlas. And that’s about the best
they have at present.

“Just the same, they’re out to
get us. War is the best part of
living as far as they’re con-
cerned, and they're plenty good
at it. So far they've only been
fighting among themselves but
they’re itching for a chance at
another race, and now we're it.
Capturing an Earth expedition
in the Cassa System was only
part of the plan to take Earth by
surprise.”

Newland blinked, said slowly,
“How’s that? You’d think that
might tip their hand. We'll be
missed, won’t we?”

“Sure we’ll be missed,” Troy
said. “But when? We were to
stay here eight years . . . don’t
remember that either, eh? The
Hammerheads will have all the
time they need to be set for who
ever comes looking for us event-
ually.”

“But would they know that?”

Troy said bitterly, “They know
everything about Earth that our
top brass scientists of the Cassa
Expedition were able to tell
them. Pearson and Andrews—
those names mean anything?
They were the Expedition Chiefs
when we were captured. One of
the first things the Hammer-
heads did was to have the science
staff and other department heads
look on while they tortured those
two men to death. As a result,
they’ve had all the ccoperation
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they could ask for—more than
any decent human being would
think of giving them—from our
present leadership, the senior
scientists Dr. Chris Dexter and
Dr. Victor Clingman, They're a
couple of lousy traitors, Jerry,
and I'm not sure they’re evén
capable of realizing it. Cling-
man’s in charge here at the
ground base, and he acts as if
he doesn’t see anything wrong in
helping the Hammerheads.”

“Helping the . ..” Vacancy
showed for a moment in the pi-
lot’s expression; he frowned un-
certainly.

RY to stay awake, Jerry!

There’'re just a few other
things you should try to get
nailed down in your memory this
time. The Hammerheads are wa-
ter animals. They can waddle
around on land as long as they
keep themselves moist, but they
don't like it. They've got a reli-
gion based on a universal strug-
gle between water and land. Cas-
sa One’s nothing but hot desert
and rock and big salt beds, so
it's no good to them. And the
other two planets in the system
have no oxygen to speak of.

“Now here’s the thing that’s
hard to swallow. There’s a huge
lumped-up asteroid swarm in the
system. The Atlas stopped for a
few days on the way in to look
around in it. Dexter and Cling-
man, after we’d been captured,
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volunteered the information to
the Hammerheads that a lot of
that stuff was solid H.O and that
if they wanted Cassa One fixed up
the way they’d like it—wet—the
Atlas could ferry enough aster-
oid ice over here in billion-ton
loads to turn most of the surface
of the planet into a sea.

“You understand it wasn’t
the Hammerheads who had the
idea. They don’t have anything
resembling the ship power and
equipment to handle such a job;
it hadn’t even occurred to them
that it could be possible. But you
can bet they bought it when it
was handed to them. It will give
them a base a third of the way
between their own system and
Sol. That’s what’s been going on
gince we landed and were
grabbed off . . . almost three
years ago now.

“And these last weeks there've
been, for the first time since we
got here, a few clouds in the sky.
It means the boys on the Atlas
have as many of those mountains
of ice riding on orbit as are need-
ed, and they've started shoving
them down into the atmosphere
to break up and melt. So we . . .
Jerry, wake up!”

Troy Gordon paused, watching
Newland, then shrugged, stood
up and went over to take the butt
of the cigarette from the pilot’s
slack fingers. Newland had slid
back into catatonic immobility;
he offered no resistance as Troy
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swung his legs up on the bunk
and straightened him out on his
back.

How much would he remember
the next time he awoke? Troy
didn’t know; he had no medical
experience and was working on
the basis of remembered scraps
of information about the treat-
ment given men recovering from
an experience such as Newland’s.
There were people on the ground
station who could have told him
what to do, but he hadn’t dared
ask questions.

It was chiefly a matter of time
now. Or of lack of time. What
would happen when the giant
hauling operation was conclud-
ed, when the water which had
been carried in from space came
creeping across the vast desert
plateaus about the station, was
something he didn’t know. But
it was almost certain that if his
own plans hadn’'t been carried
out by that time, they never
would be.

ERRY,” he addressed the sleep-
ing pilot softly, “if you've
wondered why I'm risking my
neck to bring you back to life and
keep you hidden away from the
Hammerheads and Clingman, it’s
because you're the one man I
still can trust in this lousy expe-
ditionary group. It’s because you
tried to do something about the
situation on your own. You don’t
remember it yet, but when the
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Hammerheads took over the At-
las you made a break for it in the
courier boat. You tried to get
away and warn Earth. They shot
you down before you could clear
atmosphere; but then they could-
n’t find the wreck. They thought
it was down in one of the salt
beds and gave up looking for it.

“But I found it in the desert
a couple of months later. You'd
dropped through into the emer-
gency tank and you were still
more or less alive. I smuggled
the tank into the station here as
soon as I'd rigged up a place
where I could keep it. I can use
some help, and you’ll be the best
possible man for the job. . . .”

He stopped, surprised to see
that Newland’s mouth had begun
to work awkwardly as if he were
trying to speak. Then a few
words came, slow and slurred,
but indicating that the pilot’s
mind had not sunk nearly as far
from full wakefulness as during
his previous relapses.

“Wha ... want me . . . do?”

Troy didn’t answer. Not yet,
he thought. Not until Newland
was no longer helpless. Because,
in spite of all precautions, he
might be discovered here at any
hour; and if that should happen,
Troy’s secret must still be his
own. He could act without New-
land’s help if necessary.

He waited a few seconds long-
er, while the pilot’s face slowly
smoothed out again into coma-

16

tose blankness. Then Troy
turned around quietly and left
the room.

* * *

Troy Gordon’s personal living
quarters were on the lowest of
the station’s three underground
levels, behind the central power
plant and utilities section. Con-
siderable privacy was their only
attraction; and since the ar-
rangement kept Troy, during his
off-duty hours, close to his re-
sponsibilities as the station’s
maintenance engineer, neither
Dr. Clingman nor the Hammer-
heads had objected to it. He was a
useful man; and to the useful,
minor privileges could be extend-
ed.

Troy had been able to take ad-
vantage of that circumstance.
The room in which Newland was
hidden lay behind his own quar-
ters, forming an extension to
them. The entrance to it was con-
cealed, and while a careful search
should have disclosed it, Troy—
so far as he knew—had as yet
given no one a reason to initiate
such a seareh. The back room
was not part of the station’s
original design; he had cut it
secretly eut of the rock. With the
equipment at his disposal, it had
been a relatively miner job.

But it involved a very ugly
risk. Discovery would . have
meant death, and no easy one.
With the exception of the cooper-
ating chief scientists, the Ham-
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merheads’ attitude towards their
captives was largely one of
watchful indifference, so long as
no one got out of line. But they
had taken one measure which in-
sured that, after a short time,
there was very little inclination
left among the prisoners to get
out of line knowingly. At inter-
vals of about a month, whether
or not an overt offense had been
committed, one more member of
Earth’s Cassa Expedition was
methodically tortured to death by
the aliens; and a group of his
fellows, selected apparently at
random, was obliged to witness
the matter while fastened to a
device which allowed them to ex-
perience the victim’s sensations
in modified form.

Troy had been included twice
in the observing group. He had-
n't known whether it implied a
personal warning or not. In the
Hammerheads’ eyes, he was a
useful servant; it might be that
he was also a suspected one. Nev-
ertheless, it had been necessary
to construct the back room. One
day, he was returning through
the desert from one of the outly-
ing automatic stations under his
care when he caught the momen-
tary whisper of a distress signal
in his groundcar’s receiver. The
slight sound had put his hair on
end. It was an Earth signal, on an
Earth band; and with the Atlas
off-planet it could have only one
possible source. In seconds, it
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wavered out and was lost, but
Troy already had established the
direction.

WEEK passed before he had
the opportunity to obtain a
second fix; then, hours later, he
was standing beside the wreck
of the courier ship. It had
plunged into a deep cleft in the
rocks and was now half covered
by sand; it began to seem less of
a miracle that the Hammerhead
fliers had not found it. Troy shut
off the quavering signal projec-
tor, discovered next that the
emergency tank had a living oc-
cupant, but left Newland where
he was while he hurriedly exam-
ined the rest of the ship. The
courier was hopelessly damaged,
but before Troy concluded the
examination, his plan against
the Hammerheads had been born,
at least as a possibility. It took
more than two and a half years
then to convert the possibility in-
to an operation which seemed at
last te have something better
than a fighting chance to suec-
ceed. For, of course, Troy had
told no one of the discovery. A
few words might have gained
him eager helpers, but might also
have reached a man paralyzed
by the fear of torturé to the ex-
tent that he would reveal évery-
thing to safeguard himself.
Troy left his rooms, locking
the outer door behind him. Mov-
ing thirty feet' down the narrow
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steel-floored passage behind the
power plant, he entered one of
the tool rooms, again closing and
locking the door as he went
through. It had been a much
more difficult and lengthy under-
taking to drill a tunnel from
the station’s lowest level up to
the force-screened Hammerhead
hangar outside than to carve an
additional room out ef the rock,
but it had been completed
months before. The tunnel’s hid-
den station entrance was beneath
the tool room floor, the other
opening out of the polished rock
base of the hangar twenty feet
from one of the interstellar
drones. The most careful human
scrutiny would hardly have read
any significance there into the
hairline crack which formed an
irregular oval on the rock; and
since Troy hadn’t been found
out, he could assume that the
Hammerheads’ powers of obser-
vation were no more acute.

It had been night in the sur-
rounding desert for some hours
by now, but the hangar was
brightly lit—a very unusual oc-
currence at such a time. Troy
paused, momentarily disconcert-
ed, studying the scene in the
hangar through the vision screen
installed in the tunnel just below
the exit. If the Hammerheads—
there were only Hammerheads—
present—were initiating some
major. new activity in the next
day or two, his plans might be,
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if not ruined, at least very dan-
gerously delayed. He counted
over a hundred of the creatures,
mostly assembled near the far
end of the hangar in three order-
ly groups. A few officers stood
together, somewhat closer to him.
Troy chewed his lip anxiously,
the moisture-conserving suits
they wore for outside duty on
Cassa One, which concealed the
twe sets of swim flippers along
their sides and left the top pair
of upper limbs . . . short, stur-
dy brown arms with hands larger
than human hands, quite as ca-
pable and rather unpleasantly
human in appearanee . . . free
for use. The transparent, invert-
ed-triangle helmets were clamped
down. As he looked on, one of
their big atmospheric personnel
carriers came gliding into sight
behind the immobile ranks.
There were commands, and the
Tareegs turned and filed into
the vehicle, moving with the rap-
id, awkward little waddle which
was their method of progress on
land. A minute or two later, the
loaded carrier moved out of the
hangar, and the lights in the vast
structure slowly faded away.

HERE were they going?

They were carrying the usu-
al weapons, but this was not
some dryland drill. Troy could
not remember seeing so large a
group leave the station before.
The uneasy conviction returned
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that the move must be connected
with the fact that clouds had
begun to show in Cassa Ome’s
skies, that the mile-thick beul-
ders of ice which had been
brought across space already
were falling through the atmos-
phere of the dessicated world.

One or two more undisturbed
days, Troy thought. In that time
it would become clear whether
Newland was going to recover
sufficiently to be able to play a
part in his plans. Only two sec-
tions of the shattered courier
ship, the inertial shielding and
the autonav, had been needed to
transform the Hammerheads’ in-
terstellar drone twenty feet from
the tunnel exit into a spaceship
which men could ride and direct.
Both those sections had been re-
pairable, and everything else
Troy had been able to steal or
build in the station. Month after
month passed as he brought it
all together in the tunmnel, famil-
iarized himself with every neces-
sary detail of the drones mech-
anisms and fitted in the new
installations . . . first in theory,
then in actual fact. A part of al-
most every night was spent in
the darkened hangar, assem-
bling, checking and testing one
section or another, then disas-
sembling everything and taking
it back down into the tunnel be-
fore the moment eame when the
Tareeg watch-beams would sweep
again through the hangar.
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The beam-search was repeated
each three hours and twenty-
geven minutes throughout the
night. Within that period of
time, Troy would have to carry
out a final complete assembly,
let the drone roar into life and
send it flashing up through the
force-screen and inte space.

By now, he knew he could do
it. And if he had calculated the
drone’s capacity correctly, he
would then be less than six
months from Earth. The Ham-
merheads had nothing they could
send after him.

But once in space, he needed
Newland’s experience. Every-
thing else would be on board to
get them to Earth, but without a
trained pilot the probability of
arriving only on autonav was
something Troy couldn’t calcu-
late. With a great deal of luck, he
thought, it still should be possi-
ble. Newland’s skills, on the other
hand, would give them some-
thing considerably better than
an even chance.

But Newland would have to be
recovered first. He was still un-
der the ministrations of the
emergency tank, embedded now
in the wall of the back room be-
yond the bunk. The tank had to
stay there; no amount of plan-
ning had shown a way it could
be fitted into the drone besides
everything else; there simply
was no room left for it. And what
Troy had learned made it clear
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that if he lifted into space with
Newland before the pilot’s be-
havior was very nearly normal,
he would have a half-dead zombie
on his hands before the trip was
well begun.

That had been his reason for
waiting. But the question was
now whether he mightn’t already
have waited a little too long. . . .

ROY checked his watch, Take

a chance and begin the final
installation at once? It would be
an hour before the search-beams
came baek. The interior of the
ships was inspected at irregular
periods; he hadn’'t been able to
establish any pattern for that.
But to leave his equipment in
place in the drone for one day, or
two at the most, might not be
stretching his luck too far. Then,
if Newland shaped up, there
would be that much less delay in
leaving, that much less time to
spend in the Tareeg hangar fin-
ishing the job at the end. And
no one could tell what new de-
velopments the next few days
might bring, or how much time
they would find that they had
Jeft: . ..

He twisted the direction dials
on the vision screen, swinging it
slowly once more about the dark-
ened hangar. Then he unlocked
and shifted the exit switch, and
the irregularly carved section of
rock above him moved on its lift-
ing rods out of the hangar floor.
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Troy swung up and out behind
it, got to his feet and started over
to the drone.

There was a thin, burring
noise close to his ear.

Troy stopped in mid-stride, his
face tight and wary. The noise
meant that his room communi-
cator was being called. Probably
some minor technical emergency
on the station, but ... He
counted off twenty seconds, then
turned on the relay mike under
his coat collar. Trying to make
his voice thick with drowsiness,
he said, “Gordon speaking. Whe’s
i7"

“Reese,” a carefully uninflect-
ed voice told him from the speak-
er. “Dr. Clingman wants you to
come up to his office immediately,
Gordon.”

Troy felt a sudden sharp prick-
ling of fear.

“At this time of night?” he
demanded petulantly. “It’s the
middle of - my sleep period!
What’s gone wrong now?”

“I wouldn’t know,” Reese said.
“Our senior scientist”—he made
the two words sound like a worn,
habitual curse—‘“didn’t go into
details.”

* * *

Dr. Victor Clingman was a
large, untidy man inclined to
plumpness, with stringy blond
hair and protuberant pale eyes.
His office adjoined that of the
Tareeg station commandant—a
Low Dsala, in Hammerhead
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terms—and it was permeated
from there with a slightly salty,
vaguely perfumed moistness.
Rank had its privileges; only the
Low Dsala enjoyed the luxury of
keeping his station work quar-
ters damp enough to make the
wearing of a suit unnecessary.
The other Hammerheads waddled
about the cold, dry halls com-
pletely covered, breathing
through humidifiers, and were
only occasionally permitted, and
then after much ceremony, to en-
ter an area in their section called
the Water Room and linger there
for several hours.

Troy came into Clingman’s of-
fice with his tool kit through the
double doors designed to prevent
moisture from escaping, shiver-
ing slightly as the sudden elam-
miness touehed his skin. Cling-
man, engaged as usual in peck-
ing out something on a writer,
shirt sleeves rolled up on his
plump arms, ranked piles of
notes on the table beside him,
turned a pale, unhealthy-looking
face towards the door.

“Mister Gordon,” he said mild-
ly, dragging the “mister” out a
little as was his habit. He nodded
at the wall to Troy’s left. “Our
recording mechanisms became
inoperative again . . . and just
as I was in the process of noting
down some very interesting fresh
clues as to the probable origin of
the Tareeg coup system. Will you
try to adtend to it?”
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“Right away,” Troy said, his
vague fears dispelled. Cling-
man'’s recorders were a standard
problem; the repair parts for
such items were on the Atlas
which had not come down into
atmosphere for almost a year.
There probably had been no rea-
son to feel apprehensive about a
night call to the office. It had
happened on such occasions be-
fore.

E went to work, glancing over

from time to time at the sen-
ior scientist who was frowning
down pensively at the writer.
Before the Hammerheads execut-
ed his predecessors, Dr. Victor
Clingman had been head of the
Biology Department on the Cass
Expedition, and his interest in
the subject had not changed,
though it was now centered ex-
clusively on the life habits of
their captors. The Tareegs did
not seem to object to his preoc-
cupation with them. Possibly it
amused them; though €lingman
had told Troy once, rather com-
placently, that his research al-
ready had proved to be of some
usefulness to the Tareegs in an-
swering certain questions they
had had about themselves. That
might also be true. On several
occasions, at any rate, Troy had
found either the Low Dsala or
another Hammerhead officer in
Clingman’s office, answering the
scientist’s questions in high-
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pitched, reedy voices which al-
ways had the suggestion of a
whistle in them. All of them ap-
parently had been taught human
speech, though they rarely chose
to use it.

Clingman cleared his throat,
asked without turning his head,
“Did I tell you, Gordon, that the
Tareegs’ known history goes
back to considerably less than a
thousand years, by human time
reckoning ?”

“Yes, you did, doctor,” Troy
said. It had become almost im-
possible for him to do work for
Clingman—and Clingman invar-
iably called on him personally
when he had some mechanical
chore on hand—without listen-
ing to a lengthy, rambling dis-
course on the scientist’s latest
discoveries about the Tareegs. It
was an indication, he thought,
that Clingman had grown in-
creasingly hungry for hnman
companionship of any kind. He
could hardly fail to know that the
majority of the station’s human
component was aware he had
originated the suggestion made
by the leading scientifie group to
the Hammerheads concerning the
possibility of turning Cassa One
into a Tareeg water world, and
that he was generally despised
for it. Troy’s noncommittal atti-
tude might have led him to be-
lieve that Troy either had not
been informed of the fact or hap-
pened to be a man who saw noth-
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ing very objectionable in such an
act.

Troy was, as it happened, less
certain than some of the others
that Clingman and the men like
Dr. Chris Dexter, who had been
directing the ice-hauling opera-
tions of the Atlas, had come to a
deliberate, cold-blooded agree-
ment among themselves to save
their own skins by offering to
help the Hammerheads against
mankind. It was perhaps more
likely that they had acted in un-
thinking panic, following the
gruesome executions the Ham-
merheads had forced them to wit-
ness. That would be more forgiv-
able, if only slightly so. It was
difficult to be sure about Cling-
man in any way. He might be
unpardonably guilty in his own
mind and still no less frightened
than before—for who knew, aft-
er all, what the Tareegs ultimate-
ly intended with their prisoners?
On the other hand, he might ac-
tually have buried all such con-
siderations beneath the ab-
sorbed, objective interest he ap-
peared to take in them.

ROY had paid no more atten-

tion than he could help at first
to Clingman’s scholarly mono-
logues on his favorite theme. His
own thoughts avoided the Ham-
merheads as far as possible. But
as his personal plans began to
develop and the chance that he
might reach Earth grew into
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something more than a wildly
improbable hope, he realized that
the more he learned about the
new enemy, the more valuable an
eventual report would be. There-
after he listened carefully, mem-
orizing all of Clingman’s specu-
lations, and gradually developed
some degree of detached interest
of his own in the creatures. They
had a curious history, shert
though it was, a history of merci-
less strife on twin water worlds
of the same system in whieh any
records of a common background
had been long lost or destroyed.
Then had come the shock of mu-
tual discovery and renewed bat-
tling, now on an interplanetary
scale, which ended in a truce of
carefully guarded equality be-
tween the rival worlds.

“That situation, it seems pos-
gible,” Clingman had said once,
“may have led to the legend of
the lost home-world of the Ta-
reegs.” It was a cautious refer-
ence to the obvious fact that
neither Tareeg planet would have
been willing to admit that it
might be no more than an an-
cient colony of its twin. A remote
and glorious ancestral world
which had brought both celonies
forth as equals was a much more
acceptable theory. “And yet,”
Clingman went on, “the legend
might well be based in fact. And
it may be that we, with our skills,
will enable the Tareegs to redis-
cover that world. . ..”
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It sounded, Troy had thought,
with something like amused dis-
gust, as if the scientific brass
had prudently worked out a new
scheme to preserve itself after
the Cassa One operation closed
out.

“There also, of course,” Cling-
man continued, blinking his pale
eyes reflectively at Troy, “we
have the origin of the parallel
legend of the Terrible Enemy.
What except the conquest of the
home-world by a monstrous foe
could have caused it to forget its
colonies? In that light, it be-
comes a little easier to under-
stand the . . . ah, well . . . the

cautious distrust the Ta-
reegs have shewn towards the
first intelligent species they en-
countered in interstellar space.”

And that sounded like an at-
tempted apology—not so much
for the Tareegs and their manner
of expressing cautious distrust
as for Dr. Victor Clingman’s col-
laboration with them. But Troy
said nothing. By then he was
very eager to hear more.

He did. Almost week by week,
semething new was added to the
Hammerhead data filed away in
his mind. Much of it might be
unimportant detail, but Earth’s
strategists could decide that for
themselves. The Tareeg coup sys-
tem Clingman was mulling over
again tonight had been of sig-
nificance at least to the prison-
ers; for it probably was the rea-
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son the majority of them were
still alive. The two High Dsalas
who, each representing one of
the twin worlds, were in joint
command of the Tareeg forces
here would have gained great
honor merely by returning to
their system at once with the
captured Earth expedition. But
to have stayed instead, silently to
have assumed personal responsi-
bility for the creation of a new
world fit for Tareeg use—that as-
sured them honor and power be-
yond belief when the giant task
was over and the announcement
wentout. ...

HE awareness that Clingman

was speaking again broke into
Troy’s thoughts.

“Almost everything they do,”
the scientist observed musingly,
“is filled with profound ceremo-
nial meaning. It was a long while
before we really understood that.
You’ve heard, I suppose, that
cloud formations have appeared
on this side of the planet?”

Troy was about to answer,
then checked himself, frowning
down at the cleanly severed end
of the lead he had been tracing.
Severed? What. . . .

“Gordon?”

“Uh . . . why, yes, I've seen
them myself, doctor.” Troy’s
mind began to race. The lead had
been deliberately cut, no question
of that. But why ? He might have
spent another hour checking
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over the recording equipment be-
fore discovering it— :

“It means, of course,” he
heard Clingman saying, “that
the dry sea basins of Cassa One
gradually are filling with water.
Now, we know the vital impor-
tance to the Tareegs of being
able to immerse themselves in the
—to them—sacred fluid, and how
severely they have been rationed
in that respect here. One might
have thought that, from the
High Dsalas down, all of them
would have plunged eagerly into
the first bodies of water to ap-
pear on the planet. But, no . . .
so great a thing must not be ap-
proached in that manner! A day
was set, months in advance,
when it could be calculated that
the water level would reach a
certain point. At that hour, ev-
ery Tareeg who can be spared
from essential duty will be stand-
ing at the shore of the new sea.
And together . . .” .

Abruptly, the meaning of
Clingman’s words faded out of
Troy’s mind.

The sudden nighttime sum-
mons to Clingman’s office—had
it been no accident after all?
Had he done something in the
past few hours to arouse suspi-
cion, and was he being detained
here now while his rooms were
searched? Troy felt sweat start
out on his face. Should he say
anything? He hesitated, then
reached quietly into the tool kit.
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“ ..and only then”—Cling-
man’s voice returned suddenly to
his consciousness—“will the
word be prepared to go back, and
the messenger ships filled with
the sacred water so that it can
be blended at the same moment
with the twin worlds’ oceans, to
show that Cassa One has become
jointly a part of each . . .”

Messenger ships—she inter-
steMar drones, of course. And the
big troop of Hammerheads
which had been taken from the
gtation in the personnel carrier
less than an hour ago . . . His
hands trembling a little, Troy

quickly closed the recorder,
picked up the tool kit.
Clingman checked himself.

“Oh ... you've finished, Gor-
don?” He sounded startled.

Troy managed to work a grin
on his face. “Yes, doctor. Just a
broken lead. And now, if you’ll
excuse me. . . .” He started to
turn away.

“Ah, one moment!” Clingman
said sharply. “There was , . . I

. now where. . . ” He gazed
about the table, pushing fretful-
ly at the piles of notes. “Oh, yes!
Dr. Rojas ... Room 72 You-
were on your way up here when
he attempted to reach you. Some-
thing that needed .. . well, I
forget now what he said. Would
you mind going over there im-
mediately ?”

“Not at all.” Troy’s heart was

peunding. If there had been any

LEFT HAND, RIGHT HAND

doubt he was being deliberately
delayed, it would have vanished
now. Dr. Rojas, of course, would
have something waiting that
“needed” Troy’s attention before
he got to Room 72. A call from
Clingman would arrange for it.

But if they were suspicious of
him, why hadn’t he been placed
under arrest? They don’t want
to scare me off, Troy thought.
They’re not sure, and if I'm up
to something they don’t want to
scare me off before they know
just what it is. . . .

E’D swung around to the

hall, mind reaching ahead
through the next few minutes,
outlining quickly the immediate
steps he would have to take—
and so he was almost past the
Hammerhead before he saw it.
The door to the Low Dsala’s of-
fices had opened quietly, and the
Low Dsala stood there five feet
away, the horizontally stalked
eyes fixed on Troy.

Troy started involuntarily. Me
might be very close to death now.
To approach a Hammerhead . . .
let alone the station’s ranking
officer . . . unbidden within a
dozen steps was a dangerous
thing for a prisoner to do. The
Dsala’s left hand hung beside
the ornament-encrusted bolt-gun
all the officers carried—and those
broad torturers’ hands eould
move with flashing speed. But
the creature remained immobile,
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Troy averted his eyes from it,
keeping his face expressionless,
walked on with carefully unhur-
ried steps, conscious of the Dsa-
la’s stare following him.

It was one of the comparative-
ly few times he had seen a Ham-
merhead without its suit. If one
knew nothing about them, they
would have looked almost comi-
cal—there was a decided resem-
blance to the penguins, the
elown-birds of Earth, in the ro-
tund, muscular bodies and the
double set of swimming flippers.
The odd head with its thick pro-
truding eyelobes and the small,
constantly moving crimson tri-
angle of the mouth were less fun-
ny, as were the dark, human-
shaped hands. Troy felt a chill
on his back when he heard the
Dsala break into sudden speech
behind him: a high, quick gabble
in its own language. Was it ex-
pressing anger? Drawing the
door quietly shut, he heard
Clingman begin to reply in the
same tongue.

* * *
EESE looked briefly up from
the intercom desk as Troy
stopped before it. “Finished with
Clingman?” he asked.

“Uh-hub,” Troy said. “Any
other little jobs waiting before 1
can get back to sleep?”

“Not so far,” Reese told him
sourly. “Pleasant dreams.” He
returned his attention to the pan-
els before him.
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So Dr. Rojas, as.had- seemed

almost certain, had put in no eall
for him. But if he didn’t show up
at Room 72, how long before
they began to wonder where he
was? Perhaps four or five min-

ntes. s,

Troy stepped out of the eleva- 3

tor on the maintenance level for-

ty seconds after leaving Reese,

went quickly on into the engine

room. One Hammerhead guard

stood watching him from the
far end. As a rule, three of them

were stationed here. They were
accustomed to Troy’s appear-
ances, and he had been careful to
establish as irregular a pattern
as was practicable in attending
to routine chores, so that in an °
emergency his motions would
draw a minimum of attention.
Ignoring the guard now, he ecar-
ried out a desultory inspection of

a set of wall controls, paused

four times to remove four minor
sections of machinery and drop
them into his tool kit, and was

leaving the big room again a
minute and a half later.

Out
opened the kit, quickly snapped

three of the small steel parts to-
gether. The carrying of firearms
naturally was not a privilege the
Tareegs extended to human be-

ings; but the newly assembled

device was a quite functional

gun. Troy thumbed three dozen

hand-made shells out of the
fourth piece removed from the
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control equipment, loaded the
gun and shoved it into his pocket.

The door to his quarters was
locked, and there were no imme-
diate signs inside that an inspee-
tion might have been carried out
during his absence. Troy moved
over to the rarely used intercom
view-screen, changed some set-
tings behind it, and switched it
on. The hidden back room ap-
peared in the screen, and—in
spite of his near-certainty about
Clingman’s purpose in detaining
him—Troy felt his face whiten
slowly with shock. i

Jerry Newland was no longer
lying on his bunk, was nowhere
in the room. A gaping opening in
the wall behind the bunk showed
where the emergency tank Troy
had brought in from the crashed
courier ship had been installed.
So they not only had the pilot in
their hands—they already were
aware of his identity and of the
condition he was in.

Troy felt a surge of physical
sickness. Left to himself, New-
land would have died in the des-
ert without regaining conscious-
ness as the tank’s independent
power source began to fail. Troy
had saved him from that; but
very probably it was the Tareeg
death the pilot faced now. Troy
switched off the sereen, started
back to the door, fighting down
his nausea. Self-blame was a
luxury for which he had no time,
He couldn’t help Newland, and
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there was not an instant to lose.
Within a few hours, he could still
be in space and take his chances
alone at getting the warning to
Earth.

But first the search for him
must be directed away from the
Tareeg hangar. And that, very
fortunately, was an action for
which he had long been thorough-
ly prepared. . .,

HE Hammerhead guard at

the station’s ground-level exit
also had been reduced to one sol-
dier. And here the appearance of
the maintenance engineer’s
groundcar on its way to one of
the automatic installations out
in the desert was as familiar an
occurrence as Troy’s irregular
inspection visits in the engine
room. The guard watched him
roll past without moving and
without indication of interest.
Troy glanced at his watch as the
exit closed behind him. Not quite
six minutes since he’d left Cling-
man’s office . . . they should al-
ready have begun to check on
his whereabouts, and the fact
that he alone of all the humans
at the station had access to a
groundcar would then be one of
the first things to come to their
minds,

He slowed the car near a tiny
inspection door in the outer wall
of the station, cut its lights,
jumped out and watched it roll
on, picking up speed as it
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swerved away to the east and
rushed down into the dark des-
ert. Months before he had in-
stalled the automatic guidance
devices which would keep the car
hurrying steadily eastwards
now, changing direction only te
avoid impassable obstacles. It
might be that, at a time of such
importance to the Tareegs, they
would not attempt to follow the
car. If a flier did discover it from
the air, the vehicle would be de-
stroyed . . . and it was rigged
to disintegrate with sufficient vi-
olence them to conceal the fact
that it had laeked a driver.

ROY opened the inspection

door, then stopped for a mo-
ment, staring back at the Tareeg
hangar beyond the station. Light
had been glowing through its
screens again when he came out;
now the hazy translucence of the
screens was drawing sideways
and up from the great entrance
rectangle. Another of the big
personnel carriers nosed slowly
out, moved up into the air and
vanished against the night sky.
If it was loaded as close to capac-
ity as the one he had watched
from inside the tunnel, almost
two thirds of the Hammerhead
force at the station had gone by
now to attend the rites at Cassa
One’s new sea.

He waited while the force
screen restored itself over the en-
trance, - Immediately afterwards,
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‘did appear—well, he would get

the lights in the hangar turne ~

tion door, locked it and started
back down to the maintenance
level.
With a little luck, he thought,
he might even be able to work |
undisturbed now inside the in-
terstellar drone he had selected
for his escape. He would have to
be back in the tunnel when the
search-beams came through
again . . . he suspected they
might be quite sensitive enough
to detect the presence of a living
being inside one of the ships. But
the Hammerheads themselves
might not show up again umtil
he was prepared to leave. And
then it wouldn’t matter. If they

some warning from the faet that
the hangar lights would begin to
come on first. Not very much
warning, but it might be enough.

The passage leading past his
quarters was empty and quiet.
Troy remained behind a corner
for a minute or two listening. If
Dr. Rojas had reported his fail-
ure to arrive at Room 72, the
Tareegs must also have learned
by now that he had left the sta-
tion, and the last place they
would think of hunting for him
was here. But somebody—Ham-
merhead or human stooge—
might be in his rooms, making
a second and more thorough in-
vestigation there.
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VERYTHING remained still.

Troy came quietly out into
the passage, went down it to the
tool room next to his quarters,
opened the door, taking the gun
from his pocket, and slipped in-
side. With the door locked, he
stood still a moment, then turned
on the lights.

A glance around showed that
nobody was lurking for him here.
He darkened the -room again,
crossed it, removed the floor sec-
tion over the tunnel entrance
and slipped down into the tun-
nel. Working by touch, he pulled
the floor section back across the
opening, snapped it into place
and started up the familiar nar-
row passage he had cut through
the desert rock.

He couldn’t have said exactly
what warned him. It might have
been the tiny click of a black-
light beam going on. But he
knew suddenly that something
alive and breathing stood farther
up the passage waiting for him,
and the gun came quickly from
his pocket again.

His forehead was struck with
almost paralyzing force. Stun-
gun . . . they wanted him alive.
Troy found himself on his knees,
dizzy and sick, while a voice
velled at him. Human, he
thought, with a blaze of hatred
beyond anything he’d ever felt
for the Tareegs, Traitor human!
The gun, still somehow in his
hand, snarled its answer,
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Then the stungun found him
again, in three quick, hammering
blows, and consciousness was
gone,

¥ % %

There came presently an ex-
tended period of foggy, groping
thoughts interspersed with sleep
and vivid nightmares. After a
time, Troy was aware that he
was in a section of the sick bay
on the Atlas, and that the great
carrier was in interstellar flight.
So the operation on Cassa One
was over.

He wondered how long he
had been knocked out. Days per-
haps. It was the shrill, rapid-fire
voice of a Tareeg which had first
jolted him back into partial
awareness. For confused sec-
onds, Troy thought the creature
was addressing him; then came
the click of a speaker and the
sounds ended, and he realized he
had heard the Tareeg’s voice
over the ship’s intercom system.
A little later, it occurred to him
that it had been using its own
language and therefore could not
have been speaking to him.

During that first muddled pe-
riod, Troy knew now and then
that he was still almost complete-
ly paralyzed. Gradually, very
gradually, his mind began to
clear and the intervals of sleep
which always ended with terrify-
ing nightmares grew shorter.
Simultaneously he found he was
acquiring a limited ability to



move. And that, too, increased.

It might have been three or
four hours after his first awak-
ening before he began to plan
what he might do. He had made
a number of observations. There
were three other men in this sec-
tion with him. All seemed to be
unconscious. He thought the one
lying in the bed next to his own
was Newland, but the room was
dim and he had been careful to
avoid motions which might have
been observed, so he wasn’t cer-
tain. There was a single human
attendant in the small room be-
yond the open doorspace oppo-
site his bed. Troy didn’t recall
the man’s face. He was in the
uniform of a medical corpsman;
but whatever else the fellow
might be, he was here primarily
in the role of a guard because he
had a gun fastened to hiz belt.
It classed him as a human being
whose subservience to the Ham-
merheads was not in question.
Twice, when the man in the bed
at the far end of the room had
begun to groan and move about,
the guard came in and did some-
thing that left the restless one
quiet again. Troy couldn’t see
what he used, but the probability
was that it had been a drug ad-
ministered with a hypodermic
spray.

Getting his hands on the gun,
Troy decided, shouldn’t be too
difficult if he made no mistakes.
His life was forfeit, and to lie
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and wait until the Tareeg inquis=
itors were ready for him wasn’t
to his taste. Neither .. o
though somewhat preferable . . .
was personal suicide. A sh1p,
even as great a ship as the Atlas,
had certain vulnerabilities in in-
terstellar flight—and who knew
them better than ene of the
ship’s own engineers? The prime
nerve centers were the bridge |
and the sections immediately -
surrounding it. It might be, Troy
thought, it just might be that
the Hammerheads never would
bring their prize in to the twin
worlds to have its treasures of
technological information pried
out of it. And that in itself would
be a major gain for Earth.

E turned various possibilities
over in his mind with the
detachment of a man who has
acknowledged the inevitable fact
of his own death. And he felt his
strength flowing back into him.
The guard in the other room
presently heard renewed groans
and the slurred muttering of a
half-conscious man. As he came
in through the doorspace with
the drug spray he walked into
Troy’s fist. It didn’t quite put
him to sleep, but the spray did
thirty seconds later, and shortly
he was resting, carefully bound
and gagged since Troy didn’t
know how long the drug would
retain its effect, in the back of a 3
large clothes locker. -
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The man in the next bed was
Newland. He seemed uninjured
but was unconscious, presumab-
ly drugged like the other two.
Troy left the section in the corps-
man’s uniform, the gun con-
cealed in his pocket. It was im-
probable that the guard’s au-
thority to carry it extended be-
yond the sick bay area. In anoth-
er pocket—it might come in
handy—was the refilled drug
spray.

He was twd decks closer to the
bridge section when it struck
him how deserted the Atlas

seemed. Of course, he had avoid-

ed areas where he would be likely
to run into sizable groups of
either men or Tareegs. But he
had seen only six humans so far,
only two of the Hammerheads.
These last had come out of a
cross-passage ahead of him and
vanished into another, two men
following quietly behind, the
high-pitched alien voices contin-
uing to make a thin, complaining
clamor in the otherwise empty
hall seconds after they had dis-
appeared. And the thought came
to Troy: suppose most of the
ship’s complement was down in
the sleepers?

It wasn’t impossible. The At-
las must still be provisioned for
years to come, but an excellent
way to avoid human mutiny on
the approach to the Hammerhead
worlds would be to put any cap-
tives not needed for essential
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duty to sleep. And the Atlas had-
n’t been built for the convenience
of water-creatures. To control a
human skeleton crew would re-
quire a correspondingly small
number of Tareegs. Most of their
force, he thought, very well might
be making the return in their
own vessels.

HE reflection literally stopped
Troy in his tracks. Because
that could change everything he’d
had in mind, opened up possibili-
ties he hadn’t thought existed
. including the one, still re-
mote though it might be, of re-
turning the Atles to Earth. Per-
haps the men now in charge of
the ship would be almost as un-
willing to allow that to happen
as the Hammerheads; they had
too much to answer for. But if
the situation he had imagined
did exist, his thoughts raced on
. why then. . . .

Troy’s mind swam briefly
with a wild premonition of tri-
umph. There were ways in which
it might be done! But because of
that, there was also now the sud-
den need for much more caution
than he had intended to use.
What he needed first was some-
body who could tell him exactly
how things stood on board—
preferably somebody in & posi-
tion of authority who could be
persuaded or forced to fall in
then with Troy’s subsequent
moves.
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HE bridge deck was as quiet

as the others. On the old At-
las, most of this area had been
officers’ country, reserved for the
expedition heads and top ship
personnel; and presumably that
arrangement had been changed
only by the addition of Tareeg
commanders and guards. Troy
kept to the maintenance pas-
sages, encountered no one but
presently found unused crew
quarters and exchanged the
corpsman uniform there for less
conspicuous shipboard clothes.
This would make a satisfactory
temporary base of operations.
And noew to get the information
he wanted. . .

The voice was coming out of
the only door open on the dim
hall. There were six staterooms
on either side, and Troy remem-
bered that the room beyond the
open door had been occupied by
Dr. Clingman on the trip out
from Earth. The voice—preoccu-
pied, mild, a little tired—was un-
mistakably Dr. Vietor Cling-
man’s.

Was he alone? Troy thought
80. He couldn’t make out the
words, but it was a monologue,
not a conversation. He had the
impression of Clingman dictat-
ing another rambling disserta-
tion on Tareeg ways into a re-
corder; and the conviction came
to him, not for the first time, that
the man was in some essential
manner no longer sane, that he
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had come to believe that his ob-
servations on these deadly ene-
mies some day really could be
compiled into an orderly and val-
uable addition to human knowl
edge. -

Sane or not, he was a frxgh
ened man, the perfect quarry for
Troy’s present purpose. With a
gun on him, he would talk. And
once having assisted Troy to any
degree, he would be too terrified
of Tareeg reprisals to do any-
thing but switch sides again and
go along with Troy, hoping tha 2
thereby the worst—once more—
could be avoided. The worst for
Victor Clingman. It would be im-
possible, Troy thought, to trust
Clingman, but he could make
very good use of him in spite ¢
that.

He came quletly along the pas
sage, his attention as much on
the closed doors about him as ,:,
the one which was open. The
guard’s gun unfortunately was-

n’t a noigeless type, but he had
wrapped a small cushion around
its muzzle and acress it, whic
should muffle reports satisfac-
torily if it came to that. Words :
became distinguishable. :

“It is not a parasite in the or-
dinary sense,” Clingman’s tired
voice said. “It is a weapon. It
kills and moves on. A blologlcal
weapon limited to attack one
species: the enemy. It is insidi-
ous. There is no warning and no
defense. Unconsciousness and
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death occur painlessly within an
hour after contact, and the vic-
tim has not realized he is being
destroyed. The radius of infec-
tion moves out indetectably and
with incredible swiftness. And
yet there was a method of con-
taining this agent. That knowl-
edge, however, is now lost.

“As an achievement of the
Tareeg genius for warfare, the
weapon seems matched—in some
respects surpassed—only by the
one used to counteract it. And
in that, obviously, there were se-
rious faults. They . . .”

The man, Troy decided, was
quite close, perhaps twelve feet
to the right side of the door. He
glanced back along the silent
hall, slipped the cover from the
gun—with Clingman, he would
only need to show it—then came
into the room in two quick
strides, turning to the right and
drawing the door shut behind
him.

HERE was no one in sight.

The voice continued:

“ . . desperate, with no time
to complete essential testing. A
terrible gamble, but one which
inevitably . . .” The meaning
faded from Troy’s mind as he
discovered the wall-speaker from
which the words were coming.
His eyes darted across the room
to a comfortable chair drawn up
beside a table, to a familiar pic-
ture of untidily arrayed piles of
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notes on the table, a thread of
smoke still rising from a ciga-
rette in the tray among them.
Clingman had been in the room
within minutes, listening to one
of his previous recordings as he
worked. Troy’s glance shifted to
a closed door on his right. Bed-
room and bath of the suite lay
behind it. Clingman might be
there. He might also . . . Troy
reached back, quietly opened the
door to the hall again, moved on
and slipped out of sight behind
an ornamental screen on the oth-
er side of the speaker.

Clingman could have left his
quarters for some reason. In any
event, it was obvious that he had
intended to return to the room
very shortly. If he brought some-
one with him, the situation
might be more difficult. But
hardly too difficult to be handled.

Troy worked the improvised
silencer back over the gun muz-
zle, senses straining to catch
either the opening of the door on
his right or the sound of an ap-
proach down the hall.

“So it was possible,” he heard
the wall-speaker say, ‘“to recon-
struct, in almost every essential
detail, what the concluding situ-
ation must have been on the
world where the Tareeg species
had its origin. The attacking sec-
tion was safely screened, pre-
sumably by a form of energy
barrier, against the deadly agent
it had released. The section un-
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der attack had no defense
against an agent so nearly inde-
structible that it subsequently
survived for over a thousand
yvears in its inert, frozen condi-
tion without losing effectiveness
in the least—"

Troy thought:
WHAT HAD IT SAID?

He stepped out from behind
the screen as the door on his
right opened. Dr. Clingman
stood in the door, mouth open,
eyes bulging in surprise and
alarm at the gun in Troy’s hand.
Then his gaze shifted to Troy’s
face, and his expression slowly
changed.

“Mister Gordon,” he mur-
mured, smiling very cautiously,
“you are really the most difficult
man to keep stopped!”

Troy pointed a shaking finger
at the speaker. “That!” he cried.
“That . . . it said « thousand
years in the icel”

Clingman nodded. “Yes.” His
eyes returned, still rather warily,
to the gun. “And I’'m rather glad,
you know, you happened to catch
that particular part before I ap-
peared.”

Troy was staring at him.
“That was their lost home world
—the one you've kept talking
about. That great asteroid cloud
here. . . .”

“No, not here.” Clingman
came forward more confidently
into the room, and Troy saw now
that the left side of the scien-
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tist’s face and head was cov
ered with medical plastic. “Thy
Cassa system is a long way be:
hind us, Gordon,” Clingman said
“We've been on our way back t¢
Earth for more than two days.”

“To Earth,” Troy muttered
SAnd Lok :

LINGMAN jabbed a stubby

finger down on a control
switch at the table, and the wall-
speaker went silent. “It will be
easier to tell you directly,” he
said. “You've already grasped
the essential fact—our Tareeg
captors, for the most part, are
dead. They were killed, with some
careful assistance from the men
in charge of this expedition, by
a weapon developed approxi-
mately twelve centuries ago on
their ancestral world. A world
which still circles today, though
in a rather badly disintegrated
condition, about the Cassa sun

“But let’s be seated, if you
will. You gave me a very un-
pleasant fright just now.” Dr.
Clingman touched the side of his
face. “I had an ear shot off re-
cently by a man who didn’t wait
to have the situation explained
to him. His aim, fortunately,
was imperfect. And there is still
a minor war in progress on the
Atlas. Oh, nothing to worry
about now—it’s almost over. I .
heard less than twenty minutes
ago that the last of the Tareeg
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guards on board had surren-
dered. About fifty of them have
become our prisoners. Then
there is a rather large group of
armed men in spacesuits in one
section of the ship with whom
we have been unable to commu-
nicate. They regard us as trai-
tors to the race, Dr. Dexter and
myself in particular. But we have
worked out a system of light sig-
nals which should tell them
enough to make them willing to
parley. . . M

He settled himself carefully
into the big chair, turning a
white, fatigued face back to
Troy. “That,” he said, waving
his pudgy hand at the wall-
speaker, “is a talk I made up to
explain what actually has hap-
pened to the main body of the
mutineers. They comprised a
large majority of the crew and
of the expedition members, of
course, but fortunately we were
able to gas most of them into
unconsciousness almost at once,
so that no further lives have
been lost. We have begun to
arouse them again in small
groups who are told immediate-
ly that the space ice we were
bringing in to Cassa One car-
ried a component which has re-
sulted in the destruction of the
Tareeg force, and who are then
given as much additional infor-
mation as is needed to answer
their general questions and con-
vince them that we are still
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qualified to command the Cassa-
Expedition. I believe that in a
few more days normal conditions
on the ship will have been re-
stored. . . .”

Clingman glanced over at the
smoldering cigarette in the tray,
stubbed it out and lit another.
“We had been aware for some
time of your plan to escape back
to Earth in one of the Tareeg
drones,” he said. “It was an au-
dacious and ingenious scheme
which might very well have sue-
ceeded. We decided to let you go
ahead with it, since it was by no
means certain until the very last
day that our own plans would
be an unqualified success. On the
other hand, we couldn’t let you
leave too early because the Ta-
reegs certainly would have taken
the Atlas to the twin worlds
then without completing the Cas-
sa One operation. And we didn’t
care to let you in on our secret,
for reasons I'm sure you under-
stand.”

Troy nodded. “If they’d got on
to me, I might have spilled that,
too.”

“Exactly,” Clingman said.
“There was no question of your
loyalty or determination but the
Tareegs’ methods of persuasion
might cause the most stubborn
man to tell more than he should.
So no one who was not essential
to the work was given any in-
formation whatever. Dr. Rojas
applied certain medical measures
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which prevented Mr. Newland
from recovering prematurely ..
prematurely from our point of
view, that is. It did not keep you
from completing your other
preparations but ensured that
you would not actually leave un-
less we believed the move had
become necessary, as a last re-
sort.”

ROY shook his head. He'd

been working against some
thing there had been no way of
knowing about. “Was that Rojas
waiting for me in the tunnel?”

“Yes. At that point, we knew
we would win, and it had become
safe enough to tell you. Unfor-
tunately, you believed it was a
trap.”

Troy chewed his lip. “On that
home world of the Tareegs when
the two factions were fighting—
the losing side did something
which blasted the whole planet
apart?”’

“Not exactly,” Clingman said.
“The appearance of it is rather
that the home world came apart
in an almost gentle manner, sec-
tion separating from section.
How that could be done is some-
thing no one on Earth had
worked out at the time we left.
The original survey group
brought back samples of the as-
teroid swarm for analysis. A
good deal was learned from
them.”

He paused, frowning at his
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cigarette, said slowly, “The twin
worlds have developed a new sci-
entific Tareeg caste which was
considered—or considered itself
—too valuable to be risked on the
interstellar expedition to the
Cassa system. I think that was a
very fortunate circumstance fox
us. Even before we left Earth,
even when it was believed they
were all dead, what had been de-
duced of the Tareeg genius for
destruction was more than a lit-
tle disturbing. The apparent pur-
pose of that last defensive action
on the home world was to strip
the surface oceans from the hos-
tile sections of the planet. O.\
viously, the process got out of
hand; the entire planet was
broken up instead. But one can’t
really doubt that—given more
time—they would have learned
to master the weapon. A i

“The killing agent developed :
by the opposing side evidently
had been very thoroughly mas-
tered. And again we can’t say
how they did it. It can be de-
scribed as a large protein mole-
cule, but its properties can be
imagined only as arising out of
a very complex organization,
theoretically impossible at that’
level of life. It is confined to wa-
ter, but its method of dispersion
within that medium is not un-
derstood at all. At one instant, it
is here; at the next, it apparent-
ly will have moved to a point per-
haps several hundred miles away.
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It is life which has no existence,
and cannot exist, except as a
weapon, Unlike a parasite, its
purpose is simply to kill, quickly
and efficiently, and go on at once
to another victim. Having ex-
hausted the store of victims—a
short process, obviously, even in
an area of planetary dimensions
—it dies of something like star-
vation within days.

“That, of course, was as prac-
tical a limitation to those em-
ploying it ‘as the one that it at-
tacks only Tareegs. They did not
want to be barred indefinitely
from an area which had been
cleansed of their enemies, and
neither did they want food ani-
mals in that area to be de-
stroyed. They . . .”

His voice trailed off, and Troy
stirred restlessly. Dr. Clingman
was slumped farther down in his
chair now, and the pale, protrud-
ing eyes had begun to blink
drowsily. He seemed about to go
to sleep. Troy said, “If the thing
killed the Tareegs on Cassa One
inside an hour after they’d gone
into the sea, then they couldn’t
have had the time to start the in-
terstellar drones back towards
the twin worlds.”

Clingman’s head turned to
him again. “No,” Clingman said.
“Of course not.”

“And even,” Troy went on, “if
they had been able to ship a
couple of loads of infected water
back, it would have been harm-
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less long before it reached their
worlds.”

LINGMAN nodded. “Quite

harmless. As harmless as the
new ocean on Cassa One would be
by this time to Tareegs who en-
tered it.” He paused. ‘“We'd
thought, Gordon ... as you
might be thinking now . ... of
sending the drones back instead
with a load of asteroid ice con-
taining the inert agent. That, of
course, would not have reduced

its effectiveness. Nevertheless,
the scheme wouldn’'t have
worked.”

“Why not?” Troy asked.

“Because the drones, in the
Tareeg view, were sacred mes-
sengers. They could be used only
to announce in a certain pre-
scribed manner that the Tareeg
interstellar expeditionary force
had discovered a water planet
and taken possession of it, again
with the required ceremony, for
the twin worlds. The transmis-
sion of lumps of interplanetary
ice would never have fitted that
picture, would, in fact, have been
an immediate warning that
something very much out of or-
der had occurred.

“That Tareeg insistence on ex-
act ritualistic procedure—essen-
tially a defensive measure in
their dealings with one another
—also happened to delay our own
plans here very badly. Except
for it, we would have been ready
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at least a year ago to flood Cassa
One and entrap our captors.”
Troy repeated, stunned, “You
would have been ready .. .”
“Yes, but consider what might
have resulted from that over-
hasty action. The Cassa system
is much more readily accessible
from the twin worlds than it is
from Earth, and if we made
some mistake with the drones, or
if the Tareegs began to suspect
for any other reason that their
expeditionary force had met with
disaster, they would be certain
to establish themselves at once
in a very strong manner here,
leaving Earth confronted with a
dangerously talented and im-
placable new enemy. No, we had
to retain the appearance of help-
lessness until we had acquired
an exact understanding of the
manner in which the water-mes-
sage must be prepared, and had
discovered some substitute for
the freezing effect on the lethal
agent. That took an extra year.
Troy said carefully, “And dur-
ing that year, as you knew would
happen, another dozen or so men
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died very slow and painful deaths
on the Tareeg execution benches.
Any one of those men might have
been you or I .. .” 3
“That is quite true,” Cling-
man said. “But it was something
that could not be avoided. In *
that time, we did learn the nec-
essary ritual and we did find a
numbing catalyst which will hold
the protein agent inert until it
loses its effect by being suffi-
ciently diluted again. So now the
drones have been dispatched.
Long before this ship reaches
Earth again, the agent will have
been introduced to the twin *
worlds, and except for the speci-
mens we carry on board, the Ta-
reeg species will be extinet. It
may not be a pleasant thing to =
have a pair of ghost worlds for-
ever a little on our conscience—
but one does not have to fight
uncertain wars with ghosts.”
Troy studied him in silence for
some seconds. :
“And I thought you were
soft,” he said at last. “I thought
you were weak and soft. . . .” =

THE END
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