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CHAPTER 1
It was no place for aman to be.

Men were tissue, blood, bone, nerve. This place was not made for them. It was made for fire and force
and radiation. Go home, men.

But | can't, thought Jay Birrel. Not yet. My feet ache. | didn't deep well. | want to see my wife, but |
can't go home. | haveto go on into this place where a human being looks as pathetic asaninsectina
furnace.

Such thoughts made Birrel uneasy. He didiked imaginative thinking and imaginative people, he regarded
himsdf asatough, practica man. They had ajob to do and that was al there wasto it, and he might as
well quit mooning about it. He straightened up alittle more. Hewas aways doing thet, tryingtogaina
little height, so that when he gave an order to aman he would not have to look up to him. It seemed a
littlefoolish to do it, but he could not quite get over the nagging consciousness that his height was only
average.

Hesad, “Radar?



Joe Garstang, beside him, answered without turning. “ Nothing has been monitored yet. Not yet.”

Garstang was a younger man than Birrel, but he was so big and broad and 9 ow-speaking that he made
you think of arock. Therock could worry, though. Birrd sensed the worry now and thought, He doesn't
likethisjob ... And he doesn't like having me aboard. No captain likes to be outranked on his own
ship, especially on a mission like this one. Well, that istoo bad, | do not like it either, but we are
going ahead into that mess anyway.

He concedled his own profound distaste at the prospect they were watching. It was comparatively quiet
herein the bridge, with only amuted chattering from the calc-room just aft. The place wasdmost like a
meta-and-plastic shrine, with the broad control-banks as its mechanicd dtar, Venner and the two
technicianstheir slent ministrants, and he and Garstang watching the screens like anxious supplicants.

The screenswere not redly windows. They were thefind senstive parts of achain of incredibly
complicated mechanismsthat took hold of some of the faster-than-light radar information flowing into the
ship, and trandated it into visua images. But they looked like windows—windows through which
smashed the light of athousand thousand suns.

This place was cluster N-356-44, in the Standard Atlas. It was a so hellfire made manifest before them.

It was a hive of swarming suns, pae-green and violet, white and yellow-gold and smoky red, blazing so
fiercely that the eye was robbed of perspective, and these stars seemed to crowd and rub and jostle each
other. Up againgt the black backdrop of the firmament, they burned, pouring forth the torrents of their
life-energy to whirl in cosmic belts and maelstroms of radiation. Merchant shipswould recoil aghast from
the navigationd perils here. Unfortunately, thiswas not a merchant ship.

Therewas arift in the cluster, anarrow cleft between cliffs of stars, which was roofed by the flame-shot
glow of avagt, sprawling nebula. It wasthe only possible way into the heart of the cluster, this channel.
Had others gone in thisway? Werethey il in here? That wasfor them to find out.

Helooked at the looming, overtopping cliffs of starsthat went up to the glowing nebula above and down
to afiery shod of sunsbeow. Hethought of Lyllin, waiting for himin the quiet house back a Vega He
thought that he had no business having awife.

"Radar?’ he asked again.

Garstang looked at the tell-tales and said, “ Still nothing.” He turned, his heavy brows drawn together into
afrown, and said doggedly, “It ill seemsto methat if they'rein here, we should have comein with the
whole squadron.”

Birrel shook his head. He had his own doubts riding him, but, once you started showing doubt, you were
through. He had made his decision, he had committed them, and now he had to look confident about it
no matter how londly and exposed he felt.

"That could be exactly what Solleremos wants. With theright kind of ambush, awhole squadron could
be clobbered in this mess. Then Lyrawould be wide open. No. One ship isenough to risk."

"Yes, gr,” said Garstang.
"The hell with you, Joe,” said Birrdl. “ Say what you're thinking."
"l am thinking that it was not my lucky day when you picked the Starsong for your flagship. That'sal.”

The ship moved onward through the fiery channdl, toward the pair of red binary starsthat marked its
end. The binaries hardly seemed to change size, the swarm of stars on either side of them seemed to



creep back with infinite downess, even though the ship moved at very many times the speed of light.
Once, thought Birrel, such velocities had been thought flatly impossible. Then the light-speed barrier had
been cracked by the ultradrive which altered the basic mass-speed ratio by bleeding off mass as energy
and storing it, then automatically reconverting it into mass when aship decelerated. At such velocities,
Birrd fdt that it wasridiculous for him to be chafing a their downess. He dwaysfdt that, and he dways
chafed.

Looking at the upper screen that showed the flaring, billowing belly of the nebula above them, like the
underside of aburning ocean, Birrel said to Garstang, “Doesit seem to you that the paceis speeding up?
| mean, this jockeying for power between the Sectors has gone on along time, ever since Earth lost real
authority. But it seems different lately, somehow. Moreincidents, more feding of something driving ahead
toward a definite goal, aplan and a pattern you can't quite see. Y ou know what | mean?'

Garstang nodded. “1 know."

The computer banks back in the calc-room clicked and chattered. Relays kicked, compensating course,
compensating tides of gravitic force quite capable of breaking a ship apart like a piece of flawed glass.
Thetwo red binaries gave them afina glare of malice and were gone. They were out of the channel.

A star the color of a peacock’s breast lay dead ahead.

Venner, the anxious and aert young officer who stood not far from Garstang, said, “ That's the nearest
gar with E-typeworlds, sir. Weve plotted five others farther in.”

Garstang looked at Birrel.
Birrel shrugged. “If they're based in here, it'd be on an E-type. Take them one by one."

Garstang gave hisorders. Birrel watched the blaze of peacock-blue grow swiftly. No ambush inthe
channel, so now what? Ambush on the world of the blue star? Or nothing? Time and money wasted and
maybeit wasdl just afeint on Solleremos’ part, trying to draw the Fifth here while amove was made
somewhere else.

Suddenly Birrd felt old and tired. He had been in the squadron for admost twenty years, ever since he
was seventeen, and in al these yearsthe great game of stars, the strain, the worry, had never let up.

It must have been nicein away, Birrd thought, in the old days a couple of centuries ago when the United
Worlds still governed in fact from Earth, and dl the star-squadrons were part of one galactic fleet whose
struggles were only with the natura perils of the galaxy itsaf. But that had not lasted long.

The trouble wasthat it had got too big, too fagt. It should have taken millenniato expand so widely. But
the fact that on scores of E-type starworlds they had found peoples completely human in every respect,
hed upset dl calculations. The anthropologists were still arguing whether that was because origina
germinal spores of life, seeding worlds of smilar type, had produced identical chains of evolution, or
whether there had been along-ago spread of some human stock through al these worlds. Opinion
inclined to the latter theory, but it didn't really matter. What mattered was that finding al these
star-peoples, some of them semi-barbaric but others amost up to the technicd leve of Earth, had
accelerated the expected dow expansion into ahuman explosion across the vast areas of the galaxy.

Too big, too fast. The United Worlds that had been set up back on Earth had handled it for awhile, but it
could not govern that vast sprawl of starsat anything like aloca level. That was when the Sectors had
been sat up, the subdivisons of the UW. And that, thought Birrdl, was when things had taken a different

path.



Therewere five great Sectors, and there were five governors, who headed the Sector Councils.
Solleremos of Orion, Vorn of Cepheus, Gianeaof Leo, Strowe of Perseus, Ferdias of Lyra-and all of
them jedlous of each other. Five great pro-consuls, paying only alip-service alegiance to the shadowy
UW far away on Earth, dl of them hungry for space, hungry for power. Y es, even Ferdias, thought
Birrdl. Ferdias was the man he served, respected, and even loved in acraggy sort of way. But Ferdias,
like the others, played amassive game of chess with men and suns, moving his squadrons here and his
undercover operatives there, laboring ceaselesdy to hold on to what he had and perhaps enlarge his
Sector just alittle, asmall sar-system here and aminor cluster there...

And the game went on, and this mission was part of it. Ferdias wanted to know if Orion shipswere
secretly basing in here where they had no businessto be. This cluster was no-man s-land, part of the
buffer zones that were supposed to reduce friction between the Sectors. Actudly, stellar wildernesses
like this one were the scenes of frequent, namelesslittle struggles that were never reported & al. Birrel
hoped, not too strongly, that he was not about to start another such.

"Were getting close,” said Garstang.

Birrd shook himsdf and got down to business. There followed afew minutes of activity on split-second
timing, and then the Starsong was shuddering to the vibration of her mass-reconverters as she plunged
toward a bright world amost dangeroudly closeto her. There was still no sign of any enemy, and the
communicators remained slent.

An hour later by ship's chrono they had located the one port of entry listed for the planet and they had set
the Starsong down in the middle of alarge piece of natural desert that served well enough for what little
spacetraffic ever came here.

It was night on this Side of the planet. There was no moon, but, on acluster world, amoon isauseless
luxury. The sky blazeswith amillion stars, so that day is replaced not by darkness, but by light of another
sort, soft and many-colored, full of strange glimmers and flitting shadows. By this eerie star-glow, through
the now unshuttered ports, atown of sorts was visible about amile away.

Otherwise there was nothing. No ships, no base, no legions from Orion Sector.

"The ships could be hidden somewhere,” Garstang said pessmigtically. “Maybe hafway around the
planet, but waiting to jump us as soon asthey get word."

Birrd admitted that that was possible. He had put on his best dress coverdl of blue-and-silver, and now
he stuffed a portable communicator into one pocket. Garstang watched him dourly.

"How many men will youwant?’ he asked.
"None. I'm better done on thisone.”
Gargang's eyes widened atrifle. “1 won't come right out and say you're crazy.

"Look, | know what I'm doing,” Birrel said impatiently. “1 was here once before, years ago, when old
Volland commanded the Fifth, and | know these people. They're what you might call poor, but proud.
They have alot of traditions about long-ago splendor, how their kings once ruled the whole cluster and
so on. They detest strangers, and won't let morethan onein at atime.”

"Fine” said Garstang. “But what if you runinto troublein there?'

"That'sthe reason I'm taking the porto.” Birrel frowned, trying to plan ahead. “ Exactly thirty minutes after
| enter thetown I'll contact you, and I'll continueto cdl at thirty-minute intervals. If I'm somuch asa



minute late, take off and buzz hell out of the place. It give me abargaining point, anyway."

They went down to the airlock, which was open now and filled with adry, stinging wind. Birrel paused,
looking toward the distant town that was alondly blot of darkness between the star-blazing sky and the
gleaming sand. Here and therein it lights burned, but they were few and somehow not welcoming.

Gargtang said, “ A lot can happen in thirty minutes. Suppose you're not able to bargain?!
"Then you're on your own. But don't get yourself trapped—if it looks hopeless, you take her avay."
Gargtang snorted. “1'd get afine reception from Ferdiasif | went back and told him | lft you here.”

"Dont fool yoursef,” Birrel said roughly. “Ferdias would rather [ose acommander than a ship, anytime.
Just remember that."

He went down the ladder to the sand and began to walk.

Helooked up at theincredible sky as he walked, and he thought of how wonderful that had seemed to
him when he had first come here. But that had been along time ago. He had been young and eager then
and bursting with pride that he belonged to the Fifth, feeling somehow that space and starswere dl his

persona property.

What's changed me? Birrel wondered. I'm older, I'm thirty-seven, I'm alittle tired, but it's more than that.
| look at things differently now. Maybeit's the weight of command, or maybe being married, or it might
be that thisis something that happensto every man as he goes dong, that the excitement goes out of
things and, you have seen so much happen, that you glimpse the shape of possible disaster long before it
ever reachesyou. The devil with it, he thought, thisisno timefor brooding, | had better be on my toes.

The town took shape as he approached it. The stonebuilt houses, mostly round or octagond, were
scattered about with no particular plan. Under the red and gold and diamond-colored stars that burned
above them as bright as moons, they looked curioudy remote and evil, like old wizardsin peaked hats,
peering with winking eyes. The dry wind blew, laden with dien scents, and, gpart from the wind, there
wasno sound at all.

CHAPTER 2

The quiet was only what Birrel had expected. Not asoul in this place could have remained unaware of
the coming of the ship, but, with cold hogtility, they were ignoring it. Nobody came out to meet him, no
one moved againgt the scattered lights ahead. Birrdl tramped on, wondering how many eyes watched him
come.

Three men met him at the edge of the town. They wore pae cloaks and carried long staffs or wands of
office that weretipped with horn. They were dl of seven feet tall. They wore their hair high on their beads
to accentuate this height, and they were dender and graceful as reeds, moving with alight, dancing step
as though the wind blew them. But their facesin the starglow were smooth and secret, their eyes as
expressonless as bits of shiny glass.

"What does the man from outside desire?” asked one of them, speaking in Basic.
Birrel said, “He desiresto speak with your lord about the others who have come here from outside.”

But they were not going to make it that easy for him. Their faces remained impassive, and the one who
had spoken said coolly, “ Others?’



Birrel retained his patience. The Sector held agreat many worlds, and their different peoplesvaried
widdy in psychology, and anyone who got impatient would not get far with them. That was all the more
true herein the no-man's-land of the cluster.

"Yes. Theothers” he said, and then just stood stolidly, waiting.

Finaly thetall man shrugged ddlicately and said, “ Our lord has wisdom in al matters. Perhaps he will
understand your words."

They fdl in around Birrd and moved with him into the wide, sandy space that went between the
wandering houses. The nervestightened up in hisbelly, and his back felt cold. Helooked at hiswrist
chrono, carefully. Garstang would be watching with the ‘ scope, but once he was in among the houses he
could no longer be seen.

That was amogt at once. The tall men waked on with their light, swaying stride, so that he had to move
at an undignified trot to keegp up with them. The stone houses with their high roofs closed in behind him,
and there were only shadowy walls and sandy ways and afew dusty, |eafless shrubs. Birrd had heard of
the strange, underground cultivation these people maintained in great caverns, but had never seen that.

He thought that this dark, poor, town ill accorded with old tales of cluster-kings. Y et many of the human
peoples at far-separated stars had such legends—the persistence of the legend, indeed, was one reason
for the theory that al these various human stocksin the galaxy, so completely human that they could and
did interbreed, had been seeded through the star-worlds by a space-conquering people in the remote
and forgotten past.

Tal figures back in the shadows watched Birrdl pass.

They said nothing, but their slence wasin itself hostile. Soon, when they were closeto the center of the
town, his guide stopped beside a round, stone structure from whose open door came light.

"Will the man from outside enter the dwelling of our lord?

Birrel breathed alittle more easily as he went through the door. Apparently he had guessed wrong, and
he stopped.

He had not guessed wrong at dll.

The odd, square, crystal lampsin the big, bare stone room did not redlly light it as much as did the soft
gtarglow pouring in through the high windows. There was quite enough light to show him the four men
here. They were not thetall natives of thisworld. They were men dressed much like himsdlf and all but
one of them had sonic shockers at their belts and wore upon their shouldersthe insignia of Orion Sector.

The one exception, who wore only aplain coveral, stood directly in front of Birrel, alean, dark
iron-faced man with very aert eyes, and the easy, dangerous manner of one who enjoys hiswork
because heis so admirably well fitted for it, asacat enjoys hunting. He smiled at Birrel and said, “My
nameis Tauncer.

Birrd had never seen the man before, but the name was enough to tell him the full depth of this disaster.
On more than one world he had heard this name and had seen the work of this man, the most famous of
Solleremos’ agents.

Hesaid, “1 should fed flattered, shouldn't 1?7

Tauncer shrugged. “Wedl do what we can, Commander. Each in hisown way. Please st down.”



Birrel sat down in one of the carven stone chairs. Hisfeet barely touched the floor, making him fedl
ridiculoudy like achild in an adult's chair. He looked toward the door, but none of thetall natives had
comein after leading him nestly right into this.

He wanted to glance at his chrono, but he did not dare. Tauncer was watching him, and he did not think
that those insolent, amused, black eyes missed much. The other men lounged, not watching him, not
doing anything, but Birrel was sure their wegpons would come out in aburry if he grabbed for his porto.
Hewould haveto stall aslong as he could.

"Just asameatter of curiosity,” he said, “how did you set it up with these people? They're famoudy hostile
to strangers.”

Tauncer nodded. “ That's right. Only I'm not exactly astranger. Wedl, in these days, have mixed
ancestry from many worlds—you haveit, | haveit, everyone. Well, | happen to have atrace of this
people's blood. Not much, but enough.”

He added casudly, “By the way, Commander, you might aswell ook at your chrono, if you want to. |
can see that you want to very much.”

Hiswhite teeth showed, and Birrdl felt arisng anger. Tauncer was enjoying himsdf. Hewas good at this,
very good, and he was going to have fun with the honest clod he had trapped. Well, perhapsthat fun
could be spoiled.

Hedid look &t his chrono, saying, “Of course, you know that | wouldn't walk in here with my eyes shuit.
My men havether ingructions.”

Tauncer's tone was amogt soothing. “I'm sure they have. And don't fed too badly about this,
Commander. Thiswasal set up on aminute study of your psychology and past record. It would have
been dmost impossible for you to act other than you have. All we had to do waswait."

It confirmed, for Birrel, what he had aready guessed. The rumor about Orion shipsbasing in this cluster
had been purposely leaked so that he would walk right into Tauncer's hands. He cursed himsdlf for his
bad judgment. Garstang had been right, he should have brought the squadron in.

"l suppose,” he said, “that dl of thisisfor some good reason.

"Naturdly,” said Tauncer. | just want the answer to one smple question.”

Hewalked closer and stood in front of Birrel and looked a him keenly. He asked his question.
"What is Ferdias planning to do about Earth?"

There was along moment of complete silence, during which Birrel smply stared a Tauncer, and Tauncer
probed him with agaze like ascalpd.

OnBirrd's part, it was asilence of sheer astonishment. No question could have taken him so
unexpectedly. He had been prepared to be grilled about squadron dispositions, forcesin being, bases, all
the things that the men of Orion would like to know about Lyra. But this—

It didn't make sense. Earth was not part of the present-day star struggle. That old planet, so far back in
the galaxy that Birrd had never been within parsecs of it—it was history, nothing more. It had had its
day, its sonslong ago had spread out to the stars and their blood ran in the veins of men on many worlds,
in Birrel himsdlf. But its great day had long been done, and the Sector governors, who played the cosmic
chess-gamefor suns, paid it no heed a dl. No, Birrel decided swiftly, the question was merdly afake, a



cover-up for something else, some other line of attack.
"I'll repeat,” said Tauncer. “What's Ferdias planning to do about Earth?”"
"I havent,” said Birrdl, “the faintest ideawhat you're talking about.”

"Possibly,” said Tauncer. “But I've been given the job of making the inquiry, and I'll need more than your
word and an expression of innocence. Where's Karsh?'

He shot out the last question so suddenly that it dmost caught Birrel off guard, but he maintained his
blank look.

"Karsh?'
Tauncer Sghed. “Well, theseformditiesare just delaying us. Dow!"

One of the other men came forward. Tauncer spoke to himin alow voice and he nodded and went into
another room. Birrel's pulse began to pound heavily. No more than fifteen minutes had el apsed since he
entered the town. There was plenty of time left for mischief. Y et he said flatly to Tauncer, “Y ou must
know that you don't have much time.”

"All thetimein the world, Commander. Y our men aren't coming in after you."
"You're pretty sure.”
"Yes, I'm sure. Can't you hurry that up, Dow?"

"All ready.” Dow came back carrying alight tripod with a projector mounted on top of it. And now
Birrd had aleaden fedling. He had seen that particular type of projector before. It was called a
vera-probe and it beamed eectric wave-impulsesin acarefully controlled range that absolutely stunned
and demoraized a man's name, and a haf-forgotten one at that. Why should Earth occupy his mind?
Why, Tauncer?

How long isthirty minutes? How long does it take three cruisersto come from Point X to Target Zero?
How long doesit take for aman to redlize he'sthrough at last?

Tauncer seemed to know histhoughts. “ Time amost run out, Commander? I'm afraid that's not going to
help you. Ready, Dow?"'

Dow said again, “All ready.
Tauncer nodded. Dow touched a stud on the projector.

Asthough that touch had doneit, adull and mighty roaring echoed from out in the desert—the
full-throated cry of aheavy cruiser taking off.

The men looked, startled, toward the open doorway. Desperately, Birrel tugged free of their hold, out of
the unseen force that was adready battering at the edges of hismind.

"You out there!” he shouted at the doorway. “The men from outside will destroy you unless | go free!
Cdl your lord—"

Then Tauncer's men caught up to him and one of them hit him hard on the Sde of the jaw. Birrd shut up,
hanging with blind determination to his consciousness. Forethought had provided this one chance. He
would not get another.



The cruiser came low over the town. Dust sfted out of the cracks of the sonewadlls. The men fdl to their
knees, covering their heads with their hands. The floor rocked under them, beaten by the rolling hammers
of concussion, as the shock wave hit them.

CHAPTER 3

The ripped sky closed upon itself with astunning, thundering crash. After aminute or two the noise and
the shock wave ebbed away.

Slence.
The men began to get up again. But Birrd did not move.

The cruiser came back. Thistime it was even lower. Garstang must have tickled her belly on the peaked
roofs. Good God, thought Birrdl, he's overdoing it. Thistime the stones were shaking loose, the whole
town rocking from that tremendous shock-wave.

When it was over, along, thin shape came in through the doorway. it was the leader of thetal, native
men who had brought Birrel here. He was not smug and secret now. His face was amask of fear and
rage as he spoke to Tauncer.

"You said that if we helped you, you would keep dl other outsiders away!"
"Wewill,” said Tauncer. “Ligen—"

"Yes, ligen,” mocked Birrel. “Listen to it coming back. It'll keep coming back, unless| walk out of here,
until—"

Dow hit him across the mouth to slence him. Thetal man stood hesitating. Then the Starsong roared
back over, and thistime it did seem as though the roof was going. When it had passed, the man's
hesitation was gone. With akind of desperate haste, he grabbed Birrd's arm and shoved him toward the

open doorway.

"Oh, no,” said Tauncer, starting forward. “Y ou can't do that.”

Thetal man turned on him aface livid with frusirated anger, and he took that anger out on Tauncer.
"Shall the children of kings be destroyed to serve mongrels such asyou? Shdl | cal my peoplein?’

Birrel, heading toward the door, saw outside it the crowd of tall, pae-cloaked men who had gathered.
Tauncer saw them too and he stopped, hisface dark and wary.

Still full of resentment at being so easily trapped, Birrel could not forego the gesture of flicking dust off his
deeves before he went through the door. Tauncer's dark eyes showed a gleam of amusement at this bit
of bravado, but it stirred the man Dow to rage.

He cried vidlently, “ Arewe just going to sand here and let him go?"

Tauncer shrugged. “Why, yes, there are times when you just stand and do nothing and thisis one of
them.”

Birrel went out through the door and through the scared, angry crowd outside it. They glared their hatred
at him, but no one stopped him, no one followed him. He snatched the porto out of his pocket and talked
fast to Garstang. Then, without trying to make adignified exit, he stretched hislegs and ran like the devil



toward the desert.

The cruiser dropped down ahead of him, asblack and big against the stars as afaling world. The lock
yawned open, and Garstang was ingde it to meet him. He started to ask what had happened, but Birrel
pushed him bodily away down the corridor, heading for the bridge.

"Get in there and do your stuff, Joe. We've got three Orionid cruisers coming thisway up the planet's
radarshadow, and | don't know how closethey are."

Garstang's square face got dismal, but his step quickened and his voice crackled orders as they went
past the radar and calc-roomsto the bridge. The intercom went suddenly crazy and men jumped at the
controlbanks. Thelast thing Birrel heard before the howling roar of take-off drowned everything was
Garstang observing complainingly that this sort of thing was hard on aship.

They went up and away from the planet. Garstang's orders had been designed to shove them out on a
course exactly opposite from the course the Orionids must be using to come up, just as those others
were using the planet's radar-shadow to sneak in undetected, so the Starsong was using the opposite
radar-shadow to sneak out. But the cone of shadow would pinch out very soon.

"Lessthan ahdf-hour,” said Garstang, looking through afilter-port at the blazing peacock sun that was
diding back asthey pulled out. “It's pretty close quarters yet, but wed better hit it and get al the start we
can before they spot us-we can't jam three of them."

Birrd nodded, grimly agreeing. Ultrarlight-speed missiles, with their deadly warheads, each had their own
independent radar to home on their targets. A cruiser's defense againgt them was not armor, but
incredibly powerful shafts of eectromagnetic force that jammed the radar of oncoming missles and sent
them wandering astray. Y ou could jam againgt the fire of one ship, maybe even two if you were lucky.

Y ou could not jam againgt three. They would inevitably saturate and smother your defense.

Garstang gave the order for full acceleration schedule, the Srenswailed warning. Despite the unseen
autostasisthat cradled frail human bodies against impossible pressures by swaddling them in amatrix of
force, they felt awrenching deep in their brains and guts as the Starsong plunged ahead.

At fantagtically mounting speeds the ship raced toward the two red binaries that guarded the entrance to
the channd. The scanners and ultra-radar had comeinto play, replacing normal vision, making their
cunning illusion of sght. Birrel watched the two red double stars hungrily. Then on the intercom
radar-room said dismaly, “ They've come on the * scope, Sir. Three N-16s, overhauling us at afiveto
three-point-six ratio.”

Birrel glanced at Garstang. “It figures. Tauncer would have messaged them to keep right after us. They
didn't have to land and then take off again.”

Garstang nodded silently. Now the Starsong was beginning to pass between the two huge red binaries
into that thicker sprawl of stars through which the channd led. He glanced at the tell-tales, then ordered
their acceleration schedule cut back. There was, Birrel knew, nothing €' se he could do. The channdl
ahead was not straight and you could not take it too fast—in that swarm of sunsthe fabric of aship could
be torn gpart in some deadly resultant-point of gravity drags, or vaporized in collison. The only thing was
that the Orionids were till coming up on them.

But Birrel said nothing. Thiswas Garstang's job and helet him do it. The enormous pairs of red suns
flashed past them on ether side and were gone, and they werein the channel. Under hisfeet he could fedl
the Starsong quiver, wincing and flinching like alive thing now and again as some new combination of
gravitic forceswrenched at her. On either sde of them now the overhanging cliffs of stars seemed to



topple toward them. He looked upward at the nebula, like aglowing thundercloud roofing the channd,
and then down at the shoaling suns below.

Gardang said flatly, “We didn't get away quite fast enough. They'll be barrdling in here after usand they!ll
have usin range before we ever get through the channd.”

"Asfar as| can see” sad Birrd, “weve got only one way out of it."

Helooked up at the screens again, at the vast glow of the nebula overhead.

Garstang was dlent for amoment. Then he said, “1 was hoping you wouldn't think of that.”
Birrel shrugged. “Have you got any better idea? Anyway, it'snot an order. Thisisyour ship.”

"Isit?” Garstang said sourly. “If it was, we wouldn't be here now. All right.” He turned back and spoke
into the communicator. “New course, north and zenith thirty-eight degrees. Full autopilot.”

Y oung Vermeer, over at the control-banks, flashed a startled glance before he could compose hisface. |
know how you fed, thought Birrel. Were al scared, you're not done.

The Starsong shot upward, plunging high into an area so choked with stellar radiance that it made the
channel seem like sunless space. The manual control banks went dark and dead. Now, from the
cac-room back of the bridge, anew sound came, different from the normal, occasiona bursts of
chattering. Thiswas a steady sound, asound of authority, the voice of the Starsong speaking. She was
flying herself now. The men aboard, commander and captain and crew, were her charges, dependent on
her cold, mechanica wisdom and her vision and her strength. They had set up on the cal culators what
they wanted her to do and now there was nothing for them but to wait.

The Starsong spirdled higher, her radar system guiding her on atwisting evasive path between the clotted
gars. Then Birrel saw agrest, glowing edge dide across the forescreen and grow into a vastness of dust
and cosmic drift, illuminated by the reflected glow of the half-smothered stars it webbed.

Radar reported that the three Orionid cruisers had comeinto the channd. But the Starsong was aready
skimming through glowing arms that reached like misty tentacles searching for more starsto entrgp. Once
in the cloud, she would be screened from the cruisers longrange radar by the most effectivejamming
device in space—the billions of billions of scattered atoms of the nebulaitsalf.

Effective. Y es. But potentialy as dangerous as Orionid warheads. For in a place where radar would
work only at frighteningly short ranges, you could be onto a chunk of cosmic drift before the beams had
timeto tell the computers about it. All you had in the nebulawas a chance, and not even aparticularly
good one. But againg three cruisersyou did not even have that.

Birrel went to the back of the bridge and strapped himself into arecoil-chair, beside Garstang and the
others. Nothing moved now within the ship. Thefrail, breakable organisms of breath and heart and bone
had abdicated their control. Thiswas the hour of the ship, the hour of stedl and flame and the racing
electron, faster than human thought.

The Starsong spoke to hersdlf in the calc-room, and plunged headlong into the cloud.

The universe was swallowed up in soft light, in racing, streaming tides of dust made luminous by
reflection. Like an undersea ship of old, the Starsong raced with the gleaming currents and burst through
denser, darker deeps, where the stars were faint and far away, to leap once moreinto aglory of wild
light, where the dust-drowned suns burned like torchesin amist. And the metallic voicesin the calc-room
rose to an unhuman crying as the computers strained to take in the overwhel ming surge of datafrom the



short-range radar, anayze it, and send imperative commands to the control-relays.

They had dmost a sound of insane music to them, those voices, and the Starsong seemed to dance to the
music, whirling and swaying between the fragments of drift that threatened her with ingtant destruction if
shefatered for the fraction of asecond. Threetimes before, in his service, Birrel had been through this
orded, yet that did not keep him from fedling half-dazed, clinging to the chair and laboring for breath as
he fdt and listened. The sameillusion gripped him now that had mastered him before when forced to run
anebula—the feding that the suns and star-worldswere dl gone, that he was enwrapped in the primal
firemigs of creation. Mighty tides seemed to bear the ship forward, everything was awhirl and boil of
light, millrace currents seemed to rush them endlessy through infinity, with al space and time cancelled
out. He wondered briefly, once, whether the Orionids had followed them in and then he forgot them. The
agony, the intoxication and the terror were far too great to admit any petty worries about anything human.

But at last, with dmost shocking abruptness, they broke into clear space and the cloud was behind them
and they were out in the fringe-edge of the cluster. Like men enchanted waking from adream, Birrel and
Garstang stood erect again, and the voice of the Starsong was tilled and human voices spoke once
more.

Birrel went into the com-room and made contact with his squadron far ahead. He gave orders, and then
regjoined Garstang on the bridge.

"Brescnik'son hisway,” he said. “Can you keep clear?!

"I can,” said Garstang, and ordered full power. They were passing out of the last fringe-stars of the
cluster and he had nothing between him and the Pleiades now but light-years of ebow-room. He took full
advantage of it.

After what seemed along interva, radar reported that the three Orionids had come out of the cluster by
the channel, and then had turned around and gone back into the cluster.

Garstang looked &t Birrel. “They didn't risk the nebula, and now they've seen the squadron coming.”
Birrdl thought of Tauncer, and smiled.

The squadron neared them, moving with majestic consciousness of its own power and authority. In the
screens, when they joined it, there was nothing to be seen but afew far-separated flecks of meta
gleaming in the light of the distant Pleiades. But Birrd saw it asit was, forty-four ships avesomein their
massiveness, thousands of men, dl that made up the mighty Fifth. And hefdlt, as he dwaysdid, both the
throb of pride that he had been given its leadership and the nagging doubt that he or any man was good
enough to lead it.

The hard, excited voice of Brescnik, the Vice-Commander, came rapidly asthey joined.
"So thereisan Orionid base in there! By God, well soon—"

"No,” Birre cutin. “Therewas no base in there. There was atrap, for me, but | till don't know just why
they set it. Stand by."

He sat down at the coding machine and set up a message. Top secret, in the code that only the governor
and the commanders of the five squadrons knew, to Ferdias at Vega, briefly detailing his encounter with
Tauncer.

"—am unable to explain interest in Earth, and your alleged plans concerning it. Suggest attempt to distract
from some other objective. Awalit ingructions. Birre."



In aremarkably short time the answer came back. “ Report Vegaat once with full squadron.” And it
added, “ Unfortunately, no distraction. Ferdias."

Birrd sat looking at the cryptic tape for along time after they had got under way in obedienceto it. He
did not understand it, could find no possible explanation for it. But dl the same it made him fed, more
strongly than ever, that premonition, that the pace, the tempo, of the great game for sunswasindeed
about to step up il fagter, and that that was not good, not good at all.

CHAPTER 4

It aways surprised Birrel, the warmth and eagerness he felt when he returned to Vega Four. It was not
theworld itsdlf, though it was a nice planet and he liked its people. But there were lots of nice planets and
Birrel had never felt that he belonged to any particular one of them. He had never stayed a one long
enough to form any atachment, for hisfather also had served the Lyran fleet and, from childhood, his
memorieswere only of asuccession of bases on many worlds.

But now, watching the purplish bulk of the fourth planet spin toward them through the blue-white glare of
Vega, even his nagging worry about what trouble Ferdias had in store for them only alittle tempered his
anticipation. It still seemed alittle strange to him that he should fed this glad to be getting back to a
woman.

Birrel had married only three years before, and the fact that he had done so in itsdf il rather amazed
him. For he had dways had a deep bias againgt wives and families. Hisfather had died in atotaly
unnecessary and meaningless space disaster, and the memory of his mother's sad londliness had given him
that bias. Women were fine, but not awoman. His thinking had become fixed on that point and he was
pretty sure he would never have asked Lyllin to marry him, despite the way he felt about her. But Lyllin
was Vegan and her people had their own customs. It was she who had quietly suggested they marry and
he had falen dl over himsdf agreeing. Hewas il glad of it, and till surprised.

He watched as the purplish globe expanded into a great, misty blue mountain-and-desert world, the
capita of a Sector which was, in everything but name, an empire of stars. And when the Fifth, al traffic
cleared away beforeit, broke atmosphere and came growling and thundering down across the black
mountain-chainstoward Vega City, he thought that Lyllin would have heard and would be down there
now in the hillside villa, looking up at the giants asthey camein.

They swept over the city toward the Fifth's home base, over againgt the foothills of the opposite black
range. In smoothly scheduled detachments the ships made their landings, and the Starsong wasiin the first
detachment.

When Birrdl, alittlelater, waked down into the hot, stinging blue glare, Brescnik had aready come over
from his own ship. The Vice-Commander was ablocky, brusque and highly competent man. He was
a'so hot-tempered and his comb of colorless hair seemed aways to bristle up when hewas angry.

"What the devil isdl this about, Jay? Pulling the whole Fifth in as though it were a scout-detachment!
What's Ferdias up to?

| haven't any idea,” Birrd said. “But | hopeto find out."
"Politics” said Brescnik disgustedly. “ That'swhat it dwaysis. You'll see”

A flitter, with an orderly for pilot, took Birrdl away from the base toward the big city in the distance, and
on theway Birrd thought of what Brescnik had said. Brescnik's attitude was typical of most officers and



men of the squadrons, including himself. It was also typical of agreat many other people, and that was
why the legidature was wary of opposing apopular governor like Ferdias. It had been called “the
dar-ship psychology,” thisgenera, underlying feding that one-man leadership was best in big affairs. The
theory wasthat in the two hundred-year spread-out from Earth, the feding of a ship commander, who
was responsible for the safety of al on board, had carried over into the matter of government. And that
feeling had been reinforced by the historical example of the United Worlds, whose headless council had
soon lost control over the wider sphere.

Birrel looked down at the city. Thiswas Old Town, aplace of graceful, white roofs and cupolas and
golden yelow trees and grass, and rambling, quaint (and dirty, he had to admit it) narrow streets. The
native Vegans, Lyllin's people, had built it and it showed how far they had come from their fierce
tribaistic-war state of centuries before. They might have got further on their own astime went on, but
then the universe had crashed in upon them, the great wave that had started long ago from Earth and that
was gill rolling, not Earthmen only now, but dl sorts of people from many worlds and of many
blood-gtrains, dl part of the space explosion. It was these newcomers who had built New Town, whose
gleaming miles of metaloy and glass dwarfed the older quarter.

They had aso built the enormous, massive structure he was going toward, the governmenta buildings that
flashed and glittered in the blue-white sunshine. A new building was being added to the nexus, Birrdl
noted. The place was aways getting bigger, just as the Sector was always growing out into new
gar-fields, wherever it could do so. That thought brought the worry back into his mind, the uneasy
apprehension that the rivalry between Sectors was getting dangerous, and his face lengthened.

He was landed on the roof of one of the buildings, and alift took him down to amiddle floor. He went
through the corridors until, findly, efficient secretaries shunted him smoothly and quickly into aroom few
people ever entered.

It lways seemed to Birrd avery tiny room to be the center of government of so many stars. For this, not
the halls of the legidators, wasthe redl center and everyone knew it.

"Stop sauting, Jay,” said Ferdias. “Y ou know you're at ease when you step in here."

Ferdias came around the desk. He limped, from the crash of a Class Ninetrainer long ago. That crash
had had fateful results. It had washed Ferdias out of the service, shattering his ambitions. He had had to
turn dl histerrific energy and driveinto other channels, and he had chosen palitical ones. Everything other
men thought necessary, awife, ahome, friends and fun, Ferdias had ignored, driving toward hisgod.
Birrel thought that he himself had done pretty well, to be leading a squadron at thirty-seven, but Ferdias
wasonly six years older than that.

Hewas asmal man. But, somehow, you never remembered that fact, nor hislimp. Y ou saw only hisface
and the searching, light-colored eyes, and, when you saw them, you began to understand why, at the age
of forty-three, he was one of thefive great Governors.

Heheld out hishand, smiling. Birrdl sometimesfdt that he was one of thefew red friends Ferdias had,
though why he should be he did not know. Anyway, he was not sure of it, you were never absolutely
sure of anything with Ferdias.

"Now let'shaveit, Jay,” hesad.
Birrel let him haveit, the full story of thetrap in the cluster. And Ferdias face got just atrifletighter.

Hesad, finaly, “Y ou took foolhardy chances going in there done. But sSince you got out dl right, I'm glad
you did it. For I'm sure now of what | only suspected before. In his eagernessto find out how much |



know, Solleremos hastold mewhat | wanted to know."

Birrd, frankly puzzled, said, “1 just don't get it. What is Ferdias planning to do about Earth? What in the
world would you plan about it? Don't answer, if I'm out of line asking.”

Ferdias did not answer, not at once. He limped back to his chair and sat down, and then looked up
keenly as he spoke.

"Jay, you're more than half Earth-blood, aren't you?”'

Birrel nodded. “ Three-quarters, to be exact. My father was straight Earth. My mother's parents were
Earth and Capdlan.”

And again, as so many times, he felt a passing sadness when he mentioned her. Hisfather had died in that
pile-up so long ago that he could hardly remember him, but he wished that his mother could have lived to
see him commanding the Fifth. Somehow, even when you got what you most wanted, it never came out
quite the way you expected.

Ferdias voice cut into histhoughts. “Tell me, how do you fed about Earth?”
Birrd stared. “What do you mean, fed about it?"
"Judt that."

Birrd shrugged. “Why, I've never been there. Y ou know that—I was born in atrangport off Arcturus
and I've never been farther back in than Procyon.”

Ferdias perssted. “1 know dl that, yes. But what do you think about Earth?”

Birrel frowned, then made agesture. “ Just what everybody thinks, | suppose. It was an important place,
once. Starflight began there—even we oursalves began there, in away, those of uswho have Earth
blood. But that'sall long ago. It hasn't rated for much sinceits United Worlds council tried to hold dll the
gaaxy in one government and failed. No wonder they failed. It's hard enough to hold a Sector together,
let donethewhole gdaxy.”

"Suppose one of the Sectors decided to go back there and take over Earth,” said Ferdias.

Birrel felt ashock of astonishment. “Why, no Sector would touch the UW'sllittle federd district for—"
He stopped, looking at Ferdias, and then he said, “Or would they?"

"Solleremoswould liketo,” said Ferdias.

Birrel was s0 astounded that, for amoment, he just looked. “Y ou mean, he wants to teke Earth into
Orion Sector?"

"He wantsto very much indeed,” said the other. “Listen, Jay. Solleremos’ pressure on our borders
recently has only been cover-up. Earth ishisred objective.”

"But why intheworld? It'sabig namein history, but after dl it's only one unimportant little star-system
now.

"Isit so unimportant?’ Ferdias’ eyes, hot and glaring now, fascinated Birrd. “Materidly, maybeitisa
wornout, third-rate planet. But psychologicaly, it'savery important world indeed. Think of the
Earth-blood mingled in dl the galaxy races now. All those people have, perhaps without atogether
redlizing it, about the same fedling toward Earth you have. They know it no longer directsthings, they



know the UW council and fleet are just a shadowy sham, but till it's Earth, it'sthe ancient center of
things, the old heart-world. Suppose one of the other governors gets Earth into his Sector, and speaks
from there hereafter?'

Birrel saw it now, and he dso redlized, not for thefirg time, that when it cameto gaactic intrigue hewas
ababein arms. It would indeed give any of theriva governorsacolossal psychologica advantage, to
make the old center of things his seat of government. Commands that came from Earth would have a
psychological potency that would be hard to withstand.

He liked the shape of it less and less, as he thought about it. He looked at Ferdias, and said, | take it that
you're not going to let Solleremos get away with this?"

"No, Jay. | don't want Earth. But I'm not going to let Orion Sector grab it, either.”

Ferdias went on, in hisquick, incisive way. “ Solleremos knows very well that I'll try to stop him. That's
why he had Tauncer, hisright-hand man, set that little trap in the cluster for you. They're quite aware that
| trust you and they hoped I'd have told you just how | plan to block them."

But he hadn't, Birrel could not help thinking. Ferdias had not told him awhisper of al thisuntil now, when
it was necessary. He had let him go into the cluster without knowing the redl Situation, and that had been
wise because what he did not know he could not tell. But, in away, it was an epitome of their years of
relationship. He trusted Ferdias, al the way. But Ferdias, knowing that, still always held hisown
reservations, his own secrets.

It made Birrel fed a sudden resentment. But hisirritation faded when he reflected that he did exactly the
same thing with the officers and men of the Fifth. He didn't tell them everything he had in mind, he
couldn't, but he expected their loyalty neverthelessand he got it, just as Ferdias got his.

Ferdias was saying, “ There€'s abig celebration coming up on Earth soon. The two-hundredth anniversary
of thefirst space-flight from Earth. It meansalot to them, and the UW council invited meto send an
officia delegation to represent Lyra Sector.”

ll&?l
"So I'm sending you.”
"Birrd gared. “Me—to Earth? But what can | do if—"

Ferdiasinterrupted. “ The Fifth Squadron will go with you, Jay. To take part in the commemoration, the
flyover."

Now Birrel began to understand. “ Then if Solleremos tries anything, the Fifth will be there waiting for
him?'

"Exactly.” Ferdias spoke the word like awolf-snap. | know Solleremos’ intentions. | know about when
he plans hisgrab for Earth. Earth can't stop him, not with the small UW forces. But if the Fifth Lyra
happensto be on Earth right then, it won't be so easy for him."

Birrel fdt alittle stunned. Fighting the hidden border wars of the rival governorswas onething. That went
on under cover, and, if aship didn't come back from the marches of little-known space, it was officialy
listed aslost by accident. But afull-fledged struggle between Sectors, if it erupted back there at Earth,
was quite another thing. It could rock the civilized galaxy...

Ferdias was going on matter-of-factly. “ Y oull take off five daysfrom now. Y oull take full supply



auxiliaries and trangports.”

Birrel looked up sharply. Trangports meant the families of al personnel would accompany the squadron,
and that was athing they never did unlessthe Fifth was making arotationd transfer to a completely
different base.

Ferdias smiled. “It's got to look peaceful, Jay, afriendly, peaceful gesture to the commemoration. That's
why the trangports go."

Birrel nodded, understanding now. If anyone claimed that the Fifth was going to Earth for military
reasons, the fact that they were hampered with transports and dependents would argue el oquently the
other way. It was afine cover-up, shrewd planning. Y et the fact remained that they would be hampered,
and hedid not quitelike theideaof Lyllin going into possible trouble.

He asked Ferdias, “When we get to Earth—besides taking part in that celebration, what? What,
definitely, are my orders?"

Ferdias said, “ Go and look up your ancestral home."
"My wha?'

"Ancestral home. Place where the Birrels came from, on Earth. | had it searched out, and it's ill
ganding. It'sin Orville, aplace near the city New Y ork. It'sthe most naturd thing in the world that you
should go and vist it whileyou're there.”

Birrel began to get it. “I'm to contact somebody there, for orders?’
Ferdias nodded. “Karsh."

Instantly, hearing that name, Birrel revised his conception of the scale and importance of thisthing. He
had only met Karsh avery few times, but he knew how important the gray, colorlesslittle man wasto
Ferdiasin the secret struggle between the Sectors. Like Tauncer, he was astormy petrel whose presence
usudly meant big trouble.

"Karshison Eath?"

"Yes, Jay. He's been there for months. He bought this old house | speak of and helll be waiting there for
you. His estimate of the Situation will govern your orders.”

"Butif Orion—"

"Don't worry,” Ferdiasinterrupted. “Y ou'll get warning if Solleremos moves on Earth. But Jay, one more
thing."

"YS?I

"The Fifth goesto Earth for an officia courtesy vist. You're not to tell more than that to anyone.
Anyone

He repeated the word without any emphasis at dl, but when Ferdias repeated something, that was
emphasis enough.

Birrel, astheflitter took him back acrossthe city, hardly saw the brilliant capital flashing by beneath. He
did not likethismission at dl.



He wondered whether Ferdias had thought that the whole thing might be just another clever feint by
Orion, and that, with the Fifth at faraway Earth, the strongest sword and shield of Lyrawould be gone.

CHAPTERS

The blue sun was touching the dark hills above the old part of the city, and the sky was flooded with a

purple dusk when Birrdl came home. His house was a fluently curved, white glimmer, behind which the
flitter landed him. He went eagerly through the rooms, al cool and bare in the Vegan manner, but there
was no onein them,

Lyllin had chosen to wait for him out on the terrace that |ooked across the soft lights of Vega City. She
cametoward him. Shewas dl Vegan and looked it, her flesh showed pale as new gold, with the darker
masses of her hair picking up the sametint and turning it to copper. She was dressed in the fashion of her
own people, in achiton so migtily trangparent that her fine, dender body seemed to be draped in a bit of

the despening twilight itsdlf.

He held her for atime before he told her his news. He was surprised that it did not seem to make her
happy.

"To Earth?’ she murmured. “Just for the space-flight anniversary? It's so strange—"

"But thistime you'll be with me,” he said. “Not on the voyage—you'l ride transport, of course—but on
Earth, dl thetimel'm there”

"How long will thet be, Jay?"

Hedid not know, and said so. He felt guilty not to be telling her the whole truth, but he knew Ferdias
well enough to know that when he said “anyone’ that included everyone.

Lyllin's face had shadowed subtly, but now she amiled brilliantly and said, “ Can | get you adrink.”

He sat with her for awhile on the terrace, watching the night come on. The lights of the city went far
away and, in the distance, the great, black ranges shouldered against the stars. There was abuzz and
drone of flittersin the sky. Heliked thisworld, this place, best of dl the places where he had based.

After atimehewent in and called his Vice-Commander. Brescnik's face looked irritated, in the
ingrument.

"Yes, | got an order onit alittle while ago. Well have to work damned fast to have transports and al
ready by that time. A red bright thing, making dl thistrouble for a celebration.”

"What's the matter with you?’ Birrd asked. “Haven't yon got any reverence for the anniversary of
dar-flight?"

Brescnik answered that in some short and pungent monosyllables, and Birrel grinned.

"All right, you've made yourself clear. | didn't dream thisthing up. Just make sure to get things Sarted at
the base right away. I'll be over tomorrow."

He went back out to the terrace where Lyllin was still Sitting looking up at the star-groups. She had been
very quiet, but she had away of silence, and he did not find that strange.

"Brescnik isburning,” hetold her. “Let him sweat. What's the use of having rank if you can't useit to pass



some of the dirty work off onto someone se?!
Shelooked up a himand said, “1 shdl hateit at Earth.”

Birrel was surprised and shocked. He had been married to her al these three years now and yet he had
never got used to the way she would bring unexpected things out of her silence.

"Why intheworld—" he tarted to say. Then he said impatiently, “Lyllin, that'sridiculous. Y ou've never
seen the place, you hardly know anything about it. Y ou may likeit."

She said, looking away acrossthelights, “No."
"But why not?"

For amoment she did not answer. Then sheturned and looked directly at him, her face apaeblur inthe
purple night.

"It'syour place, your people, not mine. Y ou'll be dl right there, but what will they think of me?” She
looked away from him again and said in alow voice, “What will you think of me, there among your own

people?’

Birrel was so angry that he would not speek for amoment. Then he took hold of her with rough hands
and turned her around. He said, “I'm ashamed of you. If you could even think athing like that—" He
resisted a temptation to shake her. He had learned very early in their married life that there was atone
you could not take with Lyllin, and so he made himself speek patiently. “Listen to me! Earth isno moreto
methan it isto you. It'saname, a place where my grandfather happened to be born. That'sdl itis.
Nearly everybody in space has Earth blood in them, you know that."

"Y ou have more of it than anything else” shesad.

"Sure” hesad. “My father came from Sirius to take service with Lyra, and my mother's father happened
to be an Earthman too. Does all that make me belong to a place I've never seen?”

Shelooked up at him and he could not clearly see her shadowed face, but he thought that she wanted to
be convinced. He was not good with words and the only way he could think of convincing her wasto put
hisarms around her.

She kissed him with a sudden, passionate possessiveness. But he did not think she was yet convinced. It
suddenly occurred to him that he did not know much about Earth and could not really be sure how they
would regard his Vegan wife there. She had her people's pride, and if they treated her at Earth like an
dien, afreak. Birrd was till worrying about that when he went next day to the base. But there, when he
went over preliminary flight-planswith Staff, he received fresh cause for anxiety.

Ewer, the plump and usualy cheerful Third of Staff, gave him disquieting news on their way to the
chartroom.

"Orion's First and Third squadrons have been on the move. And we've lost them.
"What do you mean, lost them?” said Birrel.
"Just whet | say. Here, I'll show you.”

They had entered the vast, darkened room that contained a glittering representation of a part of the
gaaxy. It was only that comparatively smal part which human civilization had yet reached, beyond it lay



the unpictured, unexplored reaches of starswhich no one had yet visited. But even thissmall section
contained thousands of stars and worlds and nebulae al reproduced accurately by projected images of
light. They looked like stars caught in spider-webs because of the reference-grid of palelinesthat ran
through them. Each world had a glowing symbol beside it—a symbol that said it was an E-type
human-peopled world, or an E-type with dien life and so not to be bothered, or anon-E-type, or a
non-habitable planet, or something else.

Ewer, usng a beam-pointer, indicated aregion in the extreme east of Orion Sector, nearer to distant Sol
than VVegawas and not far from the blue line that delimited Lyra space. His beam flicked along abroad,
ragged region of dimness, al along the sde of which afamiliar symbol was repesated.

"A very big radio-emission areaacross here,” he said.

Birrdl nodded understandingly. The symbol was the one for so-called “hot hydrogen” clouds, attenuated
atom-scatterings that emitted al up and down the e ectromagnetic spectrum, fouling up all
communications.

"Orion's First and Third went across here...” Ewer's gleaming wand traced a course southeastward, a
path that went beyond the symbol-marked dimness. “Our long-range radar watch-stations here and here
and here...” The wand touched adead star, and then the planet of asmall sun with the symbol for “no
oxygen, no life,” and then another dead star, and Birrel thought of the londly nature of those watchers
duty. “...tracked them that far,” Ewer was saying. “But when they got behind that big area of
radio-emission, welost them. Of course they went there ddliberately, to evade our watch.”

"Where would you estimate they are now?’ Birrel asked.
Ewer shook hishead. “1 can't hazard aguess on athing like that. Somewherein thisregion.”

The beam he siwung cut an area between Vegaand distant Sol, that, in this compressed microcosm,
seemed choked with stars and stellar debris. A red mess, thought Birrdl, and the Fifth would haveto go
through it. Along one side stretched a perfect cemetery of cosmic cinders, dead suns and drift. Along the
other was a parsec-long sprawl of “cool hydrogen” which normally only emitted on the 21-centimeter
band. But it was riddled by vast filaments of gaseous matter, the debris of a super-novaof long ago that
was moving through it, and, by collison with the atoms of cool hydrogen, would causeterrific
radio-emissons.

"They could be anywherein there, but it would take powerful short-range radar to find them,” said Ewer.
And he added, “If they're hiding in there, it's somewhere not too far from your flight-lineto Sol."

"That,” said Birrd irritably, “1'd aready figured out.”
"Sorry,” said Ewer.

The First and Third Orion were Solleremos’ crack squadrons. Y ou did not move such forces around
idly. Birrel did not like thelook of it. When he thought of the transports that would be with the Fifth, and
of Lyllinin oneof them, heliked it evenless.

"Will you have dternative flight-lines set up, and well go over them tomorrow?’ he asked Ewer.

Hewent out and told hisflitter-pilot to take him to Government House. But he had to wait there for more
than an hour before he got to see Ferdias.

Ferdias said promptly, “I know about the First and Third Orion. And I'm sureit'safeint by Solleremos, a
threat to keep the Fifth from going to Earth.”



"Supposeit'snot afeint,” Birrd said. “ They could be waiting to hit the Fifth, and no bluff about it.”
Ferdias nodded. “They could be, but | don't think so0."
"With transports to protect, we'd bein abad stuation if it cameto fighting,” said Birrel.

"| redizeit, but we haveto teke a calculated risk.” Ferdias|ooked impatient. “ Do we have to go over this
again?| tell you, the UW wontt let the Fifth cometo Earth at dl if it comes stripped down to
battle-strength. They weren't too eager there about awhole squadron coming, and thisisthe only way |
could get them to welcome you. Suspicious asthey are, fill they don't figure you'd bring your wives and
children dong if you meant trouble.”

Thiswas anew thought to Birrdl. “Then they're suspicious of us, at Earth?"

"Of coursethey are. Karsh reports that Orion's agents have been busy whispering to the UW officias
there. They'retrying to put it acrossthat | am out to grab Earth. Then Solleremos would have an excuse
to Sep in, to prevent my wicked intentions.”

Birrel liked the sound of it less and less, but there was a point beyond which you did not argue with
Ferdias. He got up and looked across the desk at Ferdias and said, “I'll do the best | can for you, on
this"

"I know that, Jay."
"But | just want to say, you're sending the wrong man to handle a diplomatic tangle.”
Ferdias smiled. “1 know men, and | don't think so. Anyway, you'll have Karsh there to steer you.”

And that, Birrel thought dourly as he walked out of the room, was afine, comforting directive for aman
going into athing like this. The more he heard about thisjob, the more dubious it seemed. And he was
dtill worried by theway Lyllin felt about it.

To hissurprise and relief, when he got home that night he found Lyllin bright and gay and dressed in her
finest.

She laughed at his stare. “ Some of my people wanted to give us agoing-away party. Y ou don't mind?"

Birrel had counted on staying home this night, but he was too relieved by her bright spiritsto object. A
flitter took them down to Old Town and they walked through the rambling streets and graceful, white
walls and arcades and the scattered, drowsy light of the older city. Enormous, white flowers grew
between the stories, drenching the night with a sweet fragrance, and the soft, durred V egan speech was
al around them, with hardly aword of Basic.

They were dmost dl purebred Vegansin the ancient courtyard-garden where they ate spicy food and
drank the swest, fruit wines. They were avolatile folk, and their talk and laughter echoed off thewalls
like the chatter of birds. Birrdl, watching Lyllin sparkle, dmost forgot hisworries about the mission. He
liked Lyllin's people, they had completely accepted him. After alifetime spent, first asachild playing
around family barracks, as ayoungster in space academy and then in endless starships with brief
worldfdls, hefelt asthough he had found friends and a home when he found Lyllin.

He was surprised when alaughing girl told him, “Wereal going up to aVarn festiva. They'rebeing held
up in the western pass villages tonight. Don't you love them?"

"I've heard of them, but I've never seen ong,” Birrd said.



"They'revery old, and abit foolish, but they're fun,” she promised.

He had indeed heard of the Varn festivasthat the VVegan folk of the high mountain villagesheld and had
held for centuries, but somehow Lyllin had never wanted to go to them. He had had the feeling that
because these folk-festivals were vestigia survivasfrom the old, wild past of her people, she did not
want him to see them. He looked now for her to excuse them from going, but instead Lyllin smilingly took
his hand and went aong with the othersto theflitters.

Theflitters took them up into the bright starlight and away from Old Town toward the northern
mountains. They landed in achill, misty high pass, where one of the old stone villages showed in the
garlight, vague againgt the swirling fog of the greet, deep valey beyond. There were many other flitters
here, and the party Birre waswith walked aong the gritty, stone road to a point where the village Street
began and where quite anumber of Vegan folk were standing, laughing and chattering and looking
expectantly toward the village.

The village lay dark and silent benegath the stars. It was as though every soul in it was adeep, but Birrel
knew this could not be so on the night of the ancient festival. He knew that the people in these lofty,
isolated little communities had not taken so completely to the new civilization the starships had brought as
those in the lowlands. These were smdl landholders, miners, metaworkers, who held faster to old Vegan
ways. He supposed they were dl inside their houses, and he wondered what kind of afestiva thiswas.

The chattering folk around him quieted, an expectant hush came over them. They stood in the cold migt,
looking down the silent street to where it dipped out of sight into the vast valley beyond the pass. They,
and the slent dark houses, all seemed waiting for something. Then awhisper of excitement, and a
nervoustitter, passed through them as something appeared at the far end of the strest.

A figure had come up out of the valey and stood, vaguein the curling mists. Blurred asit was by fog and
distance, it was afigure of nightmares man-high, erect shape that was like ahideous travesty of humanity,
alizard-thing walking upright on bowed, powerful legs, the scaly hide glittering in the starlight, the flat
head turning thisway and that, the filmy eyes staring.

"Varn,” said the whigper among the people around Birrel, and some of them laughed again, but the
laughter was nervous.

Birrel knew that the thing was, of course, one of the villagers here masked and suited in a clever costume.
But the costume was so cunningly perfect that theilluson was horrifyingly redl.

There had been no Varn living on thisworld for hundreds of years. Long before the starships came the
Vegans had fought to its end their age-long struggle againgt the brainless, ferocious lizard-folk who lived
in the deep migs of the vaster chasms and came over the rangesto raid and rob and day. But the
memory of that terrible struggle was still strong and he could understand why asilence and ashiver ran
through his companions when a second hideous figure appeared in the mist, and then athird and fourth.

Eight of the pseudo-Varnin al cameinto the street, ran from locked door to locked door, scrabbling and
mewing. There was ahideous redlism about their capering, and Birrd fdt Lyllin's smal band tighten on his
fingers. Then, suddenly, the doors of houses opened.

Men emerged, dressed in the ancient Vegan style and carrying whips. They rushed upon the
pseudo-Varn. They swung the whips and the long lashes whistled and cracked, and the pseudo-monsters
screeched and made mock charges and recoiled again from the whips. From inside the houses came now
the fierce and rhythmic sound of the old battle-song.

Birrd fdt the reaction of the people around him. There was no amused chattering, no tittering now. They



leaned forward, eyes glittering, as the whipsrose and fell, as the men beat back the charges of the
mewing not-men. They began to shout themsdves, fragmentary, half-forgotten phrases of thefierce, old
anthem. They were shaking, shivering, swesting with fierce excitement, no longer at dl the pleasant, gay
companions of an hour before. Lyllin was shivering and her eyes were bright as the stars she watched,
her lipsmoving.

Birrel thought he understood now. He did not know people the way Ferdias knew them. He knew men
of hisown sort pretty well, but women not at al. However, you could not live with awife without at |east
partly understanding one woman.

Hebent to Lyllin and said quietly in her ear. “ That's enough for now. It'slate.”

She made no objection as they went back to the flitter. But al the way back home she said nothing, but
hummed the fierce old rhythm under her bregth.

Inthe, house, she turned and smiled brightly and spoke rapidly. “ Did you enjoy it? It'salittle uncivilized, |
know, but then we're not avery civilized people, redly.”

Birrel knew then he had been right. He said nothing, but stood looking at her, and in the face of his
slence she rushed on, with an edge of desperation in her brittleness.

"Infact, I'm such an incurable savage underneath that 1'd better stlay home and wait for you. | wouldn't fit
inon Earth. I'd be—"

He stepped forward and took hold of her. “No matter where we go, you'll be Lyllin. And I'll love you."

Her mouth became soft and uncertain, like achild's, and her eyes had tearsin the corners of them now.
And when he kissed her, her lips were bitter with those sudden tears. She said nothing more but he knew
that shewas till afraid, afraid of what Earth might do to them. In the depths of hissoul, Birrel cursed
Solleremos and his ambitious schemes.

CHAPTER 6

The squadron took off and the blue flare of V ega dropped behind it. The cruisers and scouts and
auxiliaries and transports, eighty-threein dl, dwindled suddenly in scale from greet shipsto mere metdl
motesthat huddled together in their flight through infinity. For two hundred years, humanity had been
pressing outward through the stars. Now some thousands of men and women and children were taking
the road back.

The course was familiar, at first. Straightaway from Vegato the Triple Crown, three white sunswhich
were afamous ssarmark in Lyra Sector. Then the Fifth bore westward and nadir, taking itssightson a
dying red star to make the so-called Dark Passage between two vast dust-clouds that |ooked down like
frowning cosmic mountains a the tiny passing ships. And now Lyra space began to narrow into along
sdient between Orion and Perseus Sectors. Far away upon their |eft marched a distant bastion of clotted
clusters and nebular mists that was like a great rampart guarding Perseus. They went on past that, and
drew closer to the vague boundary between Lyraand Orion, and ahead there lay to the | eft the cemetery
of dead sunsand to the right that vast sprawl of tangled filamentary nebul ae.

Birrel sudied the vista on the big radar-screen. The cinder-cemetery to the left was fuzzy from minute
particles of drift, so fuzzy that ships could indeed hide from long-range radar in there. The other region,
that of the filamentaries, was an absolutely blind area on the screen, itsterrific radio-emissions blanking
out long-range radar completely.



"l think,” said Garstang, frowning down &t the screen, “that they'd be hiding in the drift, not the
filamentaries. Those would foul up their own communications pretty badly.”

"Not if they held atight enough formation,” said Birrel. “But it's no good guessing. I'vegot to sendin
scouts.”

He caled Grenard, the leader of the scout division. Those swift midgets were far out in front of and on
either sde of the big cruisers and transports.

Grenard, acomparatively young man, was as reckless and restless as a good scout-commander had to
be.

"Fine” hesad ingantly. “I'll go into the filamentaries and send Nearing into the drift. If they'rein there,
well find them.”

"Just aminute,” Birrd said hastily. “Y ou may find them but you won't be ableto call dl the way back
here through that stuff. String out scouts at regular intervals with at least one on each Sde close enough to
pick up and relay from you and Nearing."

Grenard understood at once. “Y ou think they may knock us off if we do spot them?”
"It'spossble” Birrd answered curtly.
'Wdll, this beginsto sound interesting,” said Grenard cheerfully. “Well set it up that way."

Birrel looked at Garstang. “Were we ever like that? Hellbent for trouble and excitement, and never mind
therisks?'

Garstang said mildly, “I expect we were."

The Fifth moved onward. Itsway lay down a parsec-long avenue of clear space between the
filamentaries and the drift. The squadron changed formation asit went, the mighty cruisersclosngin
around the transports. Far ahead, darting at speeds no cruiser could reach so swiftly, the tiny scouts flung
right and left toward the two radar-blind regions.

Thevisud screensin the radar-room came on. By means of pick-up and relay chains, what was seen by
the scouts of Grenard and Nearing came through.

"Nothing yet,” said Grenard's voice. “It's quite amess, as you can seefor yoursdf. I'm going into
search-pattern. Hold on."

The screen showed little but atwisted blur of light. At momentsit would take form asavista of long,
glowing filamentsin the darkness. Long ago astar had exploded with inconcevable violence and sent
these threads of gasflying out through the universe. They were dlill flying, though compared to the scout's
ultraspeed they seemed to stand till. And the utterly tenuous, cool hydrogen they passed through was
generating radio-emissions that kept the picture anightmare blur despite the relays that picked it up and
amplified it and passed it on.

Grenard'slittle ship was quartering this howling radio storm like arestless hound. He had so far found
nothing. Then Nearing's voice came from the other screen and Birrdl turned his attention to that.

"Not athing but drift sofar,” drawled Nearing. “Molecular, mogt of it."

Nearing's screen showed nothing but dark space and distant stars. Transmission was better but there just



wasn't anything to see, thetiny particles of the drift and the dark, cindery, dead sunsbeing practicaly
invisble. But Nearing's powerful short-range radar was probing, as he, too, went into search-pattern.

The Fifth moved on, down the strait between the filaments and the drift. In every cruiser, the men were at
battle-stations. In the trangports, they wouldn't even know there was any danger. Birrel wondered what
Lyllin was doing, what she was thinking, right now, right this moment.

"Nothing yet,” said Grenard's voice.

"You know,” said Garstang, “ both these regions are well insde Lyra space. Would Orionidsredly risk
coming into them in force?'

"l told you,” said Birrel. “The paceis stepping up. | think they would."
Nearing'svoice drawled, “Nothing.”

And they went on. The filamentaries marched past on one side and the dark drift on the other, and the
big ships of the Fifth never dackened, but there was till along way to go before they would reach

wide-open space again.
Before they had traversed more than half the distance, Grenard suddenly yelped like an excited terrier.

"Got them! They're here, dl right. Two squadronsin tight formation. Moving on intercept course.”

Stedl bands seemed to tighten across Birrdl's chest, but he kept his face composed. He picked up the
mike and asked, “How far are you from them?'

Grenard told him, and added, “ Too far for avisud, but there's no doubt at al on the radar.”
"Hang on to them,” said Birrdl. “ Kegp watching them.”
Garstang, suddenly stiff and tense, said softly, “ Intercept, en? They're going to hit us.”

"Arethey?'

Gargtang stared. “Why ese would they be headed to intercept us? Shdl | order action-formation and
transports back?'

Birrd said, “No."

"Thenwhat?'

"Wegoon,” said Birrd. “Wejust go on."

Gargstang looked stricken and started to say something and then instead said, “Yes, Sir.”

"Itsabluff,” said Birrdl. “It hasto be abluff. They don't quite dareto risk open war by hitting us. But
they'retrying to scare us back, prevent usfrom going to Earth.”

Garstang shrugged. “Y ou seem pretty sure.”

Birrdl said, “Look, if Grenard could radar-range them, they could range Grenard. If they wereredly
going to hit us, they'd knock out Grenard firgt thing. Instead, they |et him ride dong, watching them. They
want him to report to us, to scare us back."

"It soundslogical,” said Garstang. “But if yourewrong..."



"If I'mwrong, we'rein big trouble,” Birrdl said. “Ferdiastold meto take thisrisk and I'm taking it."

The Fifth moved on, no ship dackening speed or changing its placein formation. At ten-minute intervals,
Grenard continued to report on the two Orionid squadrons, and his report was always, “ I ntercept
course” EachtimeBirrd waited for it to be different, but it was the same.

The short hairs on the back of his neck began to bristle. The Fifth and the two mightiest squadrons of
Solleremos were racing toward each other and intercept-point was less than an hour away. It began to
seem as though both he and Ferdias could be wrong. It had not seemed possible that Orion would redly
hit them and turn the secret intriguing struggle between the Sectors into open war, for war was
unthinkable and had been so for centuries. But if they werewrong, if Solleremos ambitions had
overlegped hisjudgment—

There was dtill time to send the transports back, to fal back and cover them. But he knew well enough
what would happen, if he did that and went back to Vega. He had to go on because to Ferdias he was
expendablein acaculated risk, just as Grenard and Nearing were to him.

"Intercept course,” repeated Grenard's voice.

The next ten minutes were severd eternitieslong. When Grenard findly spoke again, he said the same
thing.

Garstang looked stonily at the radar-screens and said nothing. He thinks I'm wrong, thought Birrel. And it
looks asthough | am, and Ferdias has miscalled it thistime.

Thirty-three minutesto go and if they don't change course now it isnot a bluff and we are going to be for
it. Thirty-two. Thirty-one. Speak up, Grenard, why don't you report, are you al asdeep on that scout?
Speak—

"Intercept course—" said Grenard, and Birrd felt his middle tighten and then he jumped as Grenard
continued, “-now abandoned. New course of Orionid squadrons seventy-four degrees westward, five
degrees zenith. Shdl | follow?!

"No, don't follow,” said Birrdl. “But range their course aslong asyou can.”
Heturned to Garstang. Garstang said, “Well.” And then helet out along breath.

Birrel waited until soon Grenard reported that the Orionids had just passed out of hislimited radar-range,
gill on the new course.

"Pull back to position,” Birrel ordered, and added, “ Good work."

"They've sheered off,” he said to Garstang. “ Ferdias was right, they're not yet quite up to attacking a
Lyran squadron in Lyraspace.”

The Fifth went on and presently they were moving out of the strait into wide-open space. Ahead, there
sretched aregion with afew stars and fewer E-type worlds, and that distant region belonged to none of
the Sectors but was the small areadtill ruled by the once al-governing United Worlds.

Gargtang looked at the screen that showed the spaces behind them.
"We got by them comingin,” he said. “But they're ill there. How will it be when we go back?"

Birrel said nothing. He had thought of that and he did not like the thought for he had a premonition that



they had been allowed to go on to Earth because they were going into atrap.

CHAPTER 7

Far ahead, looking rather lonely in the midst of agreat emptiness, shoneasmal ydlow star. Birre
sudied it. How should he fedl about it now that they had reached it? Like achild seeing itsfather for the
firgt time, or like aman returning to an ancient hearth? He could feet nothing of that. Thiswas only
another dtar.

He sad, “Begin the deceleration schedule.”

By the time the Fifth was cruising at norma approach velocity, the yellow sun was close enough so that
they could study its planets. They were abarren lot mostly, only the third one was E-type. Venner said
that and then he looked up startled from his instrument, as though he had only just remembered where the
name " E-type’ had originated. Messages now Started crackling in, first formal greetings, then approva of
landing-patterns. The Fifth smoothly shifted formation and went into the pattern.

Garstang touched Birrdl's arm and pointed, to where far off alittle gray-green planet with astony satellite
rushed to meet them.

"Eath.”

The squadron sped toward it, the cruisers and supply ships and transports, the men and women and
children, strangers from the far reaches of the gdaxy. And yet not quite strangers either, for the names
that had come from thisworld were still among them, and the traditions, and in many of them the blood.

A quiet had settled on the bridge. Birrel supposed it was the same with the whole squadron, everybody
garing and thinking his or her own thoughts. He wondered what Lyllin was thinking, and wished that she
were here with him instead of back therein one of the transports.

Earth came closer. He could see clouds, and the white splash of apolar cap. Closer ill, and there were
seas, and the outlines of continents. Colors began to show more clearly, and the land became ridged with
mountain chains. Gresat |akes took form, and dark green areas of forest, and winding rivers. A nice
world. A pretty world. Birrel eyed it sourly. Its other name was trouble.

"Why did Ferdias haveto pick usfor thisjob?’

Unconscioudy he had spoken aloud, or loud enough for Garstang to hear. “It'sonly for avisit,” said
Garstang. “ Just a celebration. What'swrong with that?’ His tone was mild, without mockery.

But Birrdl looked at him sharply. He knew that Garstang and Brescnik and dl his other officers and men
must have been talking and wondering. Wondering why the Fifth had been pulled out of its needful place
and sent so far for thisrather meaningless celebration.

They came down past the shoreline of ablue-green ocean, past abig, odd-looking city that sprawled
over idands and peninsulas and up an inland river valey, and then beneath them was alarge spaceport.
The squadron roared in to its gppointed landing, bristling on its best behavior, every ship set down with
masterly precision, and there was agrest crowd assembled there to meet it. Flags whipped in the wind.
A band blared out, playing not modem instruments, but old-style ones, a brassy music with asolemn
throb of drums benesth it that wasimmensdy stirring.

The men of the Fifth debarked and formed in order, every boot polished and every coveral immaculate,
solid lines of blue and Silver glittering in the soft blaze of this golden sun. Birrd fdt the heet of it on his



face. His hedls struck solidly on the tarmac, and the wind touched him, balmily, laden with smellsthat
were strange to him. And hethought, “Thisis Earth.” He looked around at it.

He could see only the spaceport, and despite its Size that was old and worn and poor. The tarmac was
cracked and blackened, the rows of ancient shops and hangars all weathered. Opposite the Fifth were
drawn up two dozen cruiserswith the old insignia of the UW fleet on their bows, and with their crews
gtanding at attention in front of them. Those old, small ships—why, they were Class Fourteens, obsolete
for yearsl He supposed they were dl that the UW had.

Two men waked toward him. One was amiddle-aged civilian, the other an arrow-gtraight, elderly man
inablack coveral that dso bore the UW indgnia. He iffly returned Birrd's salute.

"Nicelanding, Commander,” hesaid. “I'm First Admird Laney, and | welcome your squadron back.”

Increduloudly, Birrel realized that the old admira was kegping up the pretense that the squadron from
Lyrawas gtill apart of the UW fleet.

It was S0 preposterous that it was funny. Not for acentury had the UW fleet had any red authority in the
outer galaxy. Its staff never sent any orders out to the squadrons of the five Sectors, and more than the
UW council dared send ordersto the five governors. Y et this old Earth officer was trying hard, in front of
the crowd, to act asthough he were redly Birrel's superior officer. Then, seeing the faintly desperate look
in Laney'seyes, Birrd softened. After al, what difference did it make—it was only apretense and hefelt
sorry for the old chap trying to play this part.

He sduted again and said, “ Fifth Lyra Squadron, Birrel commanding, reporting, sir!”

A look of grateful relief crossed Laney'sface. He said uncertainly, “ At ease, Commander. Let me
present you to Mr. John Charteris, chairman of the council of the United Worlds."

Charteriswas agray, quiet, faintly anxious-looking man. He shook handswarmly, but his eyeswere
reserved, measuring. He began alittle speech directed at the telecameras nearby. “We welcome back
one of the gallant squadrons of the gaactic fleet to take part in our commemoration of..."

When the speeches and handshaking and bandplaying were over, Birrel gave an order, and hismen
broke ranks.

Brescnik came up to him and asked, “ Shall we debark our people now?"
The old admird told Birrdl, “ Quarters are dl ready for them near the port.”

Charteris added, “But you and your wife, Commander, must be my guests.” And as another man joined
them, “Thisismy secretary, Ross Mdlinson.”

Mallinson was atall and elegant young man of atypethat Birrdl did not like, the smooth diplomat type
who dways made him fed uncouth. Despite his smiling manner, Birrel got the feding that he wastough
and unfriendly.

Charteris had acar and driver waiting, and they drove back between the lines of |ofty, looming ships. The
women and children and babies of the men of the Fifth started coming out of the transports, and Earth
officers began deftly shuttling them into cars to take them to their quarters. From beyond afence, the big
crowd of Earth folk spectators watched interestedly. And of a sudden, for the first time his men'sfamilies
seemed alittle outlandish to Birrel. The women and children were of so many star-peoples, so many
shades of skin, so many different ways of speech and dress. He thought he detected a supercilious
amusement in Malinson's conventiond smile, and he resented it.



At the trangport he excused himself and went in to Lyllin's cabin. He stopped short when he saw her. He
had never seen her like this. She wore an Earthstyle dress of impeccable lines, was perfect in asmart,
sophisticated way. She till did not look like an Earthwoman, not with that skin and eyes and hair. But
shelooked stunning, and he said so.

"I'mglad | look civilized enough for your people,” Lyllin said swestly.

"My people?’ Birrd drew back gtiffly. “ So you're il brooding on that foolishness? That'sfine. I'm notin
atough enough spot here, my wife hasto get super-sensitive and make it tougher.”

Lyllin's expression changed. “What kind of spot?” He was silent. Shelooked at him steadily, her eyes
searching hisface. “It's something dangerous, isnt it?"

"I'd havetold you about it if it were something | could tdll you,” he said. “Y ou know that. Will you forget
it? And forget about these people being my people!™

He went out with her and Lyllin went through the introductions, cool and proud. He saw admiration in
Mallinson's eyes, but that did not make Birre like thetall, young diplomat any better. Then he stepped
aside from the group as Brescnik came up for orders.

"Two-day leaves for one-third of the personnd, in rotation,” Birrel said. “I want duty kept up.”
Brescnik looked surprised, “If you say so. But therell be some grumbling.”

"L et them grumble. Check out any necessary refitting right away. Port facilities here can take care of
thet."

Brescnik grunted. “1've seen better facilities on fifth grade planets. Plenty old! But well make out.”

Charteris car swept them aong abroad highway toward the east, the chairman explaining to Birrel that
in this congested region cars were favored over flitters. While Mallinson chatted brightly with Lyllin,
Charteriskept up a pleasant and wholly perfunctory conversation that gave Birrd little chance to look

closdly at the passing landscape.

In these flying glimpses, Earth did not ook too strange or different. It was agreen world, but lots of
E-type worlds were that, and many of them had blue skies and fleecy, white cloudslike thisone. The
sun, setting now behind them, seemed changing its light from soft gold to reddish and the long rays struck
acrosstracts of conventional plastic-and-metal houses such as one might see on any modern world. Then
asthey went on farther, Birrel sat up straight and stared ahead. In the blaze of sunset light there rose the
most surprising city he had ever seen.

It was overpowering and at the sametimeridiculous.

Its starkly vertical towers were unbelievably lofty. No one built in this huddled perpendicular fashion on
any world he had ever visited. But he knew this city was old and he supposed that the outmoded style of
building of centuries before had just kept going by momentum. After al, they could not suddenly tear the
whole place down and start again from scratch. Neverthel ess, when they were actually in the streets
Birrd found himself oppressed by the overhanging loom of these grotesgue structures.

But Charteris big terrace gpartment, high about the myriad lights that were coming out with twilight, was
pleasant. The chairman, Htill talking polite formdities, showed him the grest UW building that towered up
amile southward of them.

"It stands on the site once occupied by the United Nations,” said Chiarteris. “It was agreat day when the



United Worlds building replaced that, dmost a hundred and fifty years ago. People had achieved a
peaceful Earth, now they would achieve a peaceful universe.”

Birrd glanced at the chairman sharply, but could detect no irony in hisvoice or in hisquiet face.

Therewasaforma dinner that night presided over by Charteris wife, who looked like adightly weary
but game veteran of many such dinners. There were roasts, and speeches, and much talk about the
commemoration. Sector politics were unobtrusively avoided dthough there were two officids from
Cepheus Sector and one from Leo, looking warily at him, but talking courteous nothings.

Birrel fretted through it dl. What was Solleremos doing while they sat babbling here? Were histwo crack
squadrons still poised out there? Ferdias had promised he would get warning if they moved, but would
that warning comein time?

Later, when the guests had gone and Lyllin had retired, Birrel sat on the terrace with Charteris and
Mallinson and had afina drink. He looked at the reticulations of lights hung loftily against the sky and
thought that this was as strange a vista as he had ever seen. From away to the west there was aroll of
thunder, ripping across the sky and suddenly ending, as a starship cameinto the port. He was thinking
that it was a medium-class merchant by the sound, when he became aware that Charteris was asking him
aquestion.

"Is Orion Sector going to send a squadron for the commemoration, too, or only atoken delegation?”

Alarm rang abel in Birrd's mind. What was behind the question? Had Charteris heard something that he
had not heard, or was he just fishing for information?

He answered casudly, “Why, | don't know. But surely they'd notify you of their plans.”

Charteris continued to eye him, and now Birrel sensed the stedly, determined man insdethat quiet, gray
exterior. But it was Madlinson who spoke up smoothly.

"We sent an invitation to Governor Solleremos for Orion to take part, of course,” he said. “It was
accepted, but we haven't yet heard what sort of delegation is coming to represent them.”

Birrd thought swiftly. They're lying, they have beard something-and they're trying to find out if I've
heard it too. But what? Was Orion dready moving, were Orionid forces coming to Earth on the excuse
of the celebration, just as the Fifth Lyra had done?

Hewould get no information from Charteris or Mallinson. It was now apparent that they and probably
other high officids of the UW, of Earth, were suspicions of both Lyraand Orion. And, in spite of bringing
aong the transports, the coming of the whole Lyra Fifth squadron had sharpened their suspicions. Birrd,
desperately afraid of making ablunder, felt himsdlf sweeting. It was true what he had told Ferdias, he
was no good at thiskind of intrigue, and unless he made contact soon with Karsh and got abriefing, he
could easly turn suspicion into open hodtility.

CHAPTER 8

Birrd decided quickly that he had better not try to fence with Charteris and Mallinson. They were
experienced in this sort of thing and he was not, and was likely to make some betraying dip. Thething to
dowasto set it up to see Karsh as soon as possible.

Rising from his chair, he stretched and said, “It'sbeen along day, & that.”



Charteris, instantly the courteous host, smiled. “ And afew more tedious ones ahead, | fear. We have
many things planned to entertain you and your officers, Commander."

That was not good news, but he would have to make the best of it. Birrel bade them good night and
turned away, then turned back again as though he had suddenly remembered something.

"By theway,” he said, “while I'm here on Earth | want to look up my ancestors old home. | understand
itsinavillage not too far awvay."

Charteris nodded understandingly. “ Of course. Quite afew vistors have a sentiment about their
ancestors old homeworld."

Mallinson set hisdrink down and said, with an edge to hisvoice, “Less sentiment and more loyalty out
thereiswhat the UW needs.”

There was amoment of avkward silence, but Charteris covered it by saying, “No paliticstonight, Ross.
Not with aguest. Good night, Commander.”

Birrel went to hisroom, and found Lyllin deeping or pretending to deep. He suspected it wasthe latter,
that shewas dtill so resentful that she wanted to avoid conversation with him. He was rather relieved, for
he did not care to talk too much here. It seemed vulgar to suspect listening-devices, and he felt sure that
Charteris would not stoop to such stratagems. But of Mallinson he was not so sure—the bitter edge to
his sudden remark had betrayed deep feding. He supposed that a good many Earth folk felt that way.
They had once had, or thought that they had, al the gaaxy astheir backyard, with Earth to be the center
of thingsforever. Now that was al changed, and it would be too much to expect themto likeit...

Lying undeeping in the dark room, he tried to plan. He could understand now why it had been arranged
for him to meet Karsh in that place away from New Y ork. Ferdias’ agent could not possibly contact him
here, where the brilliant spotlight of publicity played upon him, where he was Charteris guest. He fretted
to think of going through meaningless functions at atimelikethis, but he would haveto do it and get avay
as soon as possible. He braced himself for awearing time of it next day.

The day proved wearing enough, but not quite in the way that Birrel expected. Mallinson, al smooth
smiles again, appeared &t ten to be his guide and sponsor. Charteris' wife had taken afancy to Lyllinand
hed plans, so Birrel went alone with the tall, young diplomeat.

"The UW firg, of course” said Mallinson asthey got into awaiting car. “ Y oull find it interesting.”

Birrel looked with no liking at the crowded streets. The fact that the summer sunlight was golden insteed
of blue-white did not bother him, he was used to different kinds of sunlight. The air he breathed wasthe
norm for an E-type world, with a pleasant snap in it from the salt ocean. But the towering cliffs of
buildings, the huddle and clamor and bustle, were strange and repellent. He thought that a starman could
eadly get claugtrophobiain thiscity.

The United Worlds building towered like aman-made meta mountain. The Council wasin sesson,
Mallinson told him, but insde the sweeping, pure-white lobby Birrel was introduced to agroup of the
secretariat. He listened to names, shook hands, smiled, and looked into politely smiling faces, and
underneath the courtesy he felt theimpact of ther didike.

"You'll want alook at the Council chamber,” Mallinson said, taking hisarm. “Weéll go up to the gallery.”

Birrel got ashock when he entered the gallery. Itsrows of seatswere only thinly occupied by spectators,
but what was really shocking was the floor of the chamber.



They had dreamed and built big when they had raised this structure a century and ahalf ago. Too big.
The domed, white amphitheater was vast, itsfloor holding severd thousand seats. And lessthan afifth of
the seats. those nearest the rostrum, were occupied. The graceful name-standard that identified each
section told the tory. Biggest section wasthat of Earth, including thelittle industrid coloniesthat were dl
that its barren, non-E-type sister planets of this system could support. There were smdler delegations
from thefew of the nearby star systemsthat till clung loyally to the UW-Tau Ceti, Alpha Centauri, and
others. And in the other sweeping sections of empty seats the standards were blank.

Birrel felt uncomfortable, looking down at those blank, empty sections. They had been designed to hold
members from Lyraand Orion, Cepheus and Leo and Perseus, the five great sectors of galactic
civilization, in the brave, young days when everyone was sure that this hal would be the permanent center
of government of the galaxy. It was not hisfault, he thought, that it had not happened that way. It had dl
been long before he was born, but, al the same, it was an uncomfortable thing to see.

Charteris sat in the chairman's place, at the back of the rostrum, gravely listening as an elderly delegate
spoke on with droning monotony about some piece of legidation that Birrel did not in the least
understand.

"Impressve, intit?’ sad Malinson.

Birrel looked down at the empty sections on the floor, and at the half-empty spectator seats around
them, and then he turned and looked squardly at Malinson. He said, “Y ou blame us—out there in the
Sectors—for dl this, don't you?"

Malinson'sface did not dter aline of its smile, but hisvoice had chilled ged init. “Yes"

"My men and | are responsible for something that happened more than a century ago—something that
was bound to happen?’

"Wasit bound to happen?’ Mallinson questioned softly. “Well, perhaps it was, perhaps there were too
many stars and worlds to govern from any one place. But the way in which the Sectors' governments
have come to be dominated by ambitious governors—that was not bound to happen.”

Birrel asked bluntly, “If you people fed that way, why did you ask any of us back herefor your
commemoration?'

"Believeme, it was not my idea,” Malinson assured him.
They looked at each other, with frank and honest didike. Then Birrdl rose.

"Fine” hesaid. “We understand each other, and you can quit being the polite guide. | haveto go out and
check the squadron, anyway."

"Thedriver will takeyou,” said Mdlinson. “One morething, Birrel. | speak for mysdf, not for Charteris.
He still has adream that someday the Sectors will come back to the UW."

Birrel nodded. “ Thanksfor setting me straight, at least.” He turned and | eft the gallery.

Hefdt relief when the car was out of the city, acrossthe river and speeding out athruway. At least there
was more room out here. Looking at the neat, modern houses they passed, he wondered how many of
the people here felt like Mdlinson. A good many of them, he supposed.

Theralling thunder of aship in take-off drew his gaze to the big spaceport ahead. Far away acrossit, the
giant hulls of the Fifth were like amountain range againg the sky. Their mgesty dwarfed everything dse



on the port—the older, smaller nava cruisers of the UW, the merchant star-ships, the tubby
ore-freighters from the harsh s ster-planets. He told the driver, who stared up at the looming giantsin
awe, how to reach hisflagship.

When Birrel went up to the bridge of the Starsong, he found Joe Garstang sitting with his feet up reading
aflamboyant magazine. He hauled to hisfeet and saluted, looking dourer than ever.

Birrel nodded in the direction of the communic room. “ Any messages for me from Vega?'
Gargtlang shook his head. “Nothing."

Birrd had expected that, but all the same it wasasmall disappointment.

'Do you want to call Ferdias?’ asked Garstang. “I'll have the operators set it up, if you do.”
"Nothing to cal about,” said Birrel casualy.

Hewaslying in histeeth. There was plenty hewould like to ask Ferdias about in thelight of the Stuation
he had found here. But while their code was secret, too many messages flying back and forth from the
Fifth to Vegawould be monitored and would surely arouse further suspicions here on Earth. That was,
he knew, why Ferdias had chosen to contact him through Karsh.

He asked Garstang, “Wheat about the refitting?’

"Didn't need much. Nearly dl donedready.”

"How are our people getting dong over in their quarters?

"Fing” said Garstang. “ Just fine—except the Sx of the Starsong's men | have down inthe brig.”
"For what?'

"There was awelcome party over therelast night,” said Garstang. “Y ou know, crewmen of the UW fleet
welcome crewmen of the Fifth Lyra. Drinks, fun, agood time."

IIS)?I

"So finally one of our men felt so good he mentioned that the Fifth could mop up the whole UW fleet
without raising aswest. That'swhat started it. It was quite athing whileit lasted. Never did see so many
figsflying."

Birrel swore. “We come here on agood will mission and good will'sthe one thing lacking. | won't have
any more of that."

"l don't think therell be any more,” said Garstang, with ahint of stedl in hisvoice, and Birrel was
satisfied. Then Garstang asked in amore plaintive tone, “When am | going to get to see anything of this
place? Been busy with discipline and refitting up till now."

Birrel nodded. “ All right, Joe. Leave VVenner in charge and come along with me. But first | haveto see
Brescnik.”

Garstang obeyed with aacrity. Presently he and Birrdl, in the car, were speeding along the row of
cruisers. Each time they passed aship it waslike going into the shade of athundercloud, and then they
would pop out again into the golden blaze of the afternoon sun. Brescnik'swasthefifth shipinline, but
the Vice-Commander was not there. A junior officer pointed across the tarmac to adistant, small hangar



that was tucked in between the UW maintenance shops and those of the merchant lines.
"They brought something in alittle while ago, sr. Commander Brescnik went over to see.”

Birrel had the driver take them over there and they found Brescnik, standing out in the sunlight with a
small group of officers, dl of them staring curioudly into the small open hangar.

Brescnik saw Birrel and Garstang, and sauted, and then pointed into the hangar. “ Take alook at that.
Damnest thing | ever saw.”

Birrel looked. Insde the hangar was aship so small and strangethat at first he did not recognizeit asa
ship at dl. It was no bigger than a duty-boat, it was knobby and horribly designed, and it looked as
though it was made out of pewter instead of modern alloys. A whole crew of men who wore the black
coverdl of the UW fleet were swarming over the hideous, little craft, working on it and polishing it.

"What isit?’ Birrd demanded.

"That,” said Brescnik, “isthe pride of Earth. Trailblazer One, the first starship that ever flew. They've had
itinamuseum dl thistime—only brought it out once a century ago for aflight in the centenary
celebration.”

"Y ou mean they're going to fly that thing?’ said Birrdl increduloudly.
Brescnik nodded. “ They say so. Inthe big flyover. Just alittle hop, they say."

Garstang shook hishead dowly. “1'd as soon run blind, through a cluster asride that old hunk of iron.
How did anyone ever do it?'

Birrel was wondering that, too. He had learned al about the history of starlight, in histraining. But it had
al been names and dates and methods of propulsion, just facts you had to know to pass your tests. He
had never readly visualized the impossibly dangerous nature of those early flights—not until now. And not
until now had this bi-centenary seemed to him nothing but another bureauicratic-inspired function to give a
chance for dull speeches. But there was moreto it than that, after all. He could see why it was such abig
thing, to Earth.

Brescnik asked hopefully. “Y ou taking over again?”

Birrel shook hishead. “No, you're till stuck with it. They can't spare me over in that place, I'min such
big demand socidly. Sorry."

"Yes, gr,” said Brescnik, making it adirty word.

Birrd grinned briefly. Then he asked, “Y ou've been around here dl day—tell me, have you noticed or
heard of any big-scale docking preparations for expected ships?’ Brescnik frowned. “A lot of docks
over on the other side of the port are being cleared.”

"Enough to dock a squadron?”
"l don't know, | was only by there,” Brescnik said. He looked keenly &t Birrdl. “Whose squadron?”

Birrel hestated. “Wdl, we're not the only Sector that will be represented at this affair, you know. Could
be that contingentswill comein from Leo or Cepheus.

"Or Orion?’ said Brescnik. And as Birrd was silent, he said grimly, “L ook, Jay, if Solleremossendsa
sguadron here and sets it down beside the Fifth, there's going to be trouble.”



"Absolutely,” affirmed Garstang. “I don't think we could hold our men back—and it wouldn't bejust a
figfight, thistime."

No, Birrel thought somberly. It wouldn't be afigtfight. It would be alot more than that. It might very well
be afull-scae collision here between Orion and Lyra, and that could tear it right across the gal axy—that
could redlly teer it.

He hesitated. He had a decision to make and he did not yet have facts enough on which to makeit, but
he had to make it. Thiswasthe price you paid for Commander's rank, for al the salutes and brass and
deference.

He said to Brescnik, “1 want you to put the Fifth quietly on Ready. | repest, quietly.”

Brescnik did not quite change expression, but something came into hisface that had not been there
before. He said, *Y ou're sure you don't want full aert?’

Birrel shook hishead. “Y ou couldn't do that without cancelling al leaves and tipping off everyone. Ready
isenough.” And then, turning to Garstang, he said, “Come on, Joe, if you want to see the bright lights of
Earth. Y ou may not have much time."

CHAPTER 9

And the lights were bright. With the coming of night the narrow meta-and-stone canyons of the old city
becamerivers of luminosty, so that the crowdsin them seemed to swim in shifting radiance. Centuries
before, this congested metropolis had used dectric filaments, arcs, neon tubes, to chalenge darkness.
Now, when localized effects akin to sodium-vapor glows could makethe air itsdf radiant, the ancient
tradition of New Y ork persisted and its central streets glowed with displays of light such as Birrel had
seen on no other world.

Hedidnt likeit. Riding through the crowded streetswith acarful of gay, chattering people that included
Lyllin, Garstang, Mallinson and an Earth couple whose names he hadn't even caught, Birrel stared out
sourly. He was used to far more awesome lights than these—the titanic splendors of a cluster's massed
suns, the sprawl and glow of vast nebulae. But you saw those from the quiet of the bridge, they changed
position with godlike deliberation, they didn't whirl past you like dl these lights and crowds and noisesin
the streets.

He wished he had not come on this excursion, but Malinson had said that, since Charteris was occupied
tonight, hewasthelr officid host. He had offered to show Lyllin some of Earth's nightlife, and Birrel had
felt it would be arudenessto refuse. Lyllin gppeared to be enjoying it, though with her you could never
be sure. But of Garstang there seemed no doubt whatever, he had had some drinks and was having
himsdf atime.

Y et Birrel uneasily remembered what Garstang had said after they had left Brescnik at the spaceport that
afternoon, and were walking back to the car.

"Brescnik's agood officer,” he said in hismild way. “Obeys orders and asks no questions. | guessthat's
why he made Vice-Commander.”

Birrd glanced sharply a him. “Yes"

Garstang added, “And | guessthat'swhy I'll never make Vice-Commander. | ask questions. Like, why
are we going on Ready? Like, what the devil's going on?"



Birrel was about to dress him down when something occurred to him. He said, “Y ou heard what was
said about an Orion squadron maybe coming in. What makes you think anything else than that isgoing
on?'

Garstang shrugged. “| told you how my crewmen started arow saying we could mop up the whole UW
fleet. Wéll, there was areason they said that. It was some cracks the UW crewmen at that party made
about what were we doing here with afull squadron, did Ferdias haveideas of taking over Earth?’

Birrel stopped. “Has anybody €l se been taking that sort of thing?'

"It's been mentioned through the squadron on the way here—just a speculation.”

"A red bright one” Birrd said. “Do they think wed come on ajob like that with full transports?!
"Well,” said Garstang, “there's an ideathat that might be just cover-up.”

Birrd said adisgusted word. “ Sure,” Garstang agreed. “But you'll have to admit it would be like Ferdias.
Anyway, I'm just asglad I've got no family to tag dong with me here.”

Birrel had brooded on that all the way to New Y ork. If people weretaking like that, Karsh's report to
Ferdias had been accurate. There was wide-spread suspicion here of the Fifth's purpose in coming. Such
suspicions might indeed have been planted by Orion's agentsfor their own reasons, but, al the same,
they were redl. Karsh, who knew the situation here better than he, could tell him how to ded with that.
That is, Birrel thought sourly, if he ever got out of thisinane round of socia doings and made his
al-important contact with Karsh.

Mallinson had stopped the car and now he led them along the crowded sidewalks. The presswasterrific,
people had poured in from far distances for the commemoration. It was amotley crowd, laughing, gay,
noisy, under the flaring lights. Persstent music blared, the specid commemoration march. Asthough to
top thedin, arolling thunder ripped acrossthe sky. Birrd, listening intently, put it down as another
merchant starship.

They went into a place dmost as noisy asthe street, softly lighted, filled with music and chatter and the
rustle of many people dancing. There were other uniformsin here beside Birrd's and Garstang's—black
coveralsof the UW, asprinkling of officers from Cepheus and Leo. But they al looked at Birrel and at
Lyllin, whose foreign beauty was astandout even in this crowd.

"l don't see as many of your men tonight as | expected,” Madlinson said after they had atable. 1 thought
they'd dl bein on thetown.”

Birrel shrugged. “Weve somerrefitting that's keeping alot of them busy.”

"Of course,” said Mdlinson, smiling. “1'm sure you have much to think about and prepare for.” And he
turned to Lyllin and talked brightly of Earth wines and foods.

Go ahead and needle, Birrd thought. Y ou'll not get athing out of me, no matter what you and Charteris
suspect. And where was Charteris tonight, anyway? What was it that kept him so occupied?

The music and the chatter were getting on his nerves. He looked around and saw the curiouslooks his
party was getting. He resented them. He saw two young junior officersin the UW black, at abar across
theroom, look at him and Lyllin and then one of them said something and the other laughed. Birrdl's
temper flared, but at that moment he felt the small buzzing in his pocket.

"Will you excuse me?’ he said to the others, and got up and walked out to the lobby of the noisy place



and into a privacy-booth. Then he quickly snatched the shortrange Porto out of his pocket, thumbed its
button, and said, “Y es?'

No one spoke and he said again, sharply, “Y es?!

He thought he heard a sound like a sigh from the Porto. Then nothing. Thetiny blinker on the Porto went
out.

Birrel stood, frowning. Only avery few people had the wavel ength of his persona Porto. He could not
think of one of them who would do athing like thisfor ajoke.

But wasit ajoke? He did not think so. What, then? He had not the faintest idea, but he suddenly began
to worry. He st his Porto to Brescnik's wave and punched the call button.

Brescnik's voice came, surprised. “Did | call you? No.”
Birrel asked sharply, “How are you out there?"
"Ready,” said Brescnik smply.

"All right, keep it 50,” said Birrel, and cut off.

That, at least, removed his mgor worry. He thought he was probably alittle too jumpy. Still, the call
bothered him.

On hisway back to the table, Birrel passed the bar and saw the two young UW officers who had looked
a him and Lyllin and had joked and laughed. The anger that the porto cal had interrupted came back to
him. He went up to them and they turned, two very young Earthmen who looked startled. Birrel spoke
flatly to the blond-haired one.

"Y ou were saying something amusing. I'd liketo bear it."
Theyoung officer sad, puzzledly, “What?'

Birrel repeated, “Y ou were looking a my wife and at me afew moments ago, and remarkingon us. I'd
liketo hear what you said.”

An gppdled look cameinto the junior officer'sface. He stiffened up, though, and said, 1 wasn't speaking
toyou, gr."

"All the same, let's heer it,” suggested Birrel, in an edged voice.

The young officer glanced at his companion, then back into Birrdl's hard face. His face became pink and
he breathed with difficulty and finaly he spoke with a sort of desperation.

"Sinceyouingg, gr. | said, “Look a the damn Lyracommander swanking in to show off hisbrass™

It was so unexpected, and so exactly the kind of thing that Birrel himsalf would have said when hewasa
wet-nosed junior officer, that he suddenly laughed aloud. The frightened young Earthman gaped.

"All right, | asked for that,” said Birrel. “I'll buy adrink.”
"Yes, dr,” gasped the other.
He tossed down the drink, shook hands with them, and turned and |eft them staring increduloudly after



him. Hewas till chuckling when he got back to the table.
"It'sgood to see you're getting ong so well here, Commander,” said Mdlinson, plainly curious.

"lan'tit?’ said Birrel, and looked at the two young officers who were now rapidly departing, and
chuckled again.

Then, meeting Lyllin'sdark, steady gaze, Birrd felt lessamused. He had an ideathat Lyllin guessed
perfectly well why he had achip on his shoulder, though he hoped she did not.

He had another drink, and another, and watched her dancing with Mallinson and listened to meaningless
chatter from adozen voices. More of Malinson's friends had joined them, there was a babble of
questions about Lyrafrom them, and though he could hardly hear over the beat of the music, Joe
Gargtang answered them, lying with expansive magnificence.

Thetabletrembled dightly.

Birrd stiffened, but then he decided that it was only the clamor of music and the dancing feet that had
caused the vibration.

Then, even as he Sarted to relax, it trembled again, more strongly, and a sound came into the room. It
was afaraway sound, but so big, so deep, so strong, that it dominated the immediate brassy dinlikea
growl of distant thunder.

Distant, but getting closer fadt, very fast. Joe Garstang looked startledly at Birrdl. Birrel kept hisface
unmoved but under the edge of the table hisfist clenched and unclenched asthe whole place, thewhole
city, began to vibrate to that awesome thunder. It wasrolling over them, shouting and echoing and then
garting to dide away toward the west.

Garstang's lips moved without saying the words doud. “ Class Twenty."

Birrel nodded. There was no other ship that made that kind of sound in worldfal, but amodern
battle-cruiser. He waited.

Again, thunder ripped from the high, eastern sky and crossed above them and faded westward. And
again. And again.

Birrel was swesting now. How many more? If thiswas afull squadron, there was no doubt about it at dll,
it could only be one of Solleremos squadrons and the fat wasin thefire.

A fifth shock-wave rolled down its giant voice to them. He saw Mallinson and Lyllin coming back to the
table. The music had stopped.

There would not be any more, Birrdl told himsdf. Fivewasal. There would not be—

The sixth cruiser thundered past.

Mallinson's eyes had a bright mockery in them, fastened upon Birrel'sface.

Now the seventh cruiser would come and then the rest, of the Orionid squadron and that would beiit.

The thunder ebbed away, and there was no seventh. The music took up again. Malinson sat down,
gmiling.

"That will be the officid delegation from Perseus,” he said. “Mr. Charterisis at the spaceport to welcome



them."

Birrd gave him ahaot, hungry stare. He was thinking that Mallinson had enjoyed watching him swest. All
right, he had swesated, he was still sweeting. But this had doneit. Hewould go it blind no longer in this
accursed tangle. He saw achancein this, and quickly took it.

"I'm sure the chairman will be busy with these new visitors,” he said. “It ssemsagood time for meto take
that littletrip | mentioned.”

Mallinson looked honestly puzzled. “ Trip?"

"Y ou remember—| said that | wanted to visit my ancestors old home here. | think that Lyllinand | will
go up theretomorrow."

Lyllin gave him a swift glance of surprise. She did not change expression, but of a sudden she seemed as
remote as the edge of the galaxy. Birrel knew what she wasthinking. All right, let her think it, at least until
he got away from here.

Mallinson said heartily, “Why, of course, | remember now. I'll have aflitter to take you."
"A ground-car isenough, if I can borrow one,” Birrel said. “I'd rather drive and see more.”

Mallinson agreed ingtantly to that, too. He's glad to get me away from hereright now, Birrel thought. But
why?

Maybe Karsh could tell him why. He hoped so. He hoped he would not find out the hard way.

CHAPTER 10

Driving north from New Y ork next day, Birrdl dmost regretted hisrefusal of aflitter. It seemed ridiculous
for aman who could lead a squadron across a big part of the galaxy, but the traffic frightened him.

He had not driven cars very much, and certainly not on highways like this big, northern thruway. On
Earth, people apparently ill used carsin great numbers for short distances, and they drove fas.
Automatic safety controlstriggered by proximity radar prevented collisons, if you stayed within acertain
gpeed limit, but none of these people appeared to worry about the limit. It was not until they branched off
on asubsidiary highway that held much lesstraffic that Birrdl'stension relaxed.

Lyllin had hardly said aword to him since their sart. He turned now toward her and said, “1 want to
explain about this ancesiral home business. | didn't want to talk about it last night in Charteris place.”

Still looking composedly ahead, Lyllin said, “But you don't haveto explain. It's perfectly natura that you
should want to see the place your people came from."

"Will you stop behaving like awoman and ligen?’ he sad irritatedly. “ My people, again. What in the
world would | care where my great-grandfather lived? I'm doing this because Ferdias ordered it.” He
added, “1 wasn't supposed to tell you even that much, but it wouldn't look natural to leave you behind, so
it seems| haveto."

Lyllin'sface cleared and she turned now and looked at him. “Ferdias' order? But why—" She stopped.
Her mind was quick and after amoment she said, “Y ou're to meet someone a this place, isthat it?"

"Yan



"And I'm not supposed to know what it'sal about?’
Henodded. “ That'sit."

He thought that Lyllin looked somehow relieved. She said, “I don't mind, you don't haveto tel me. I'm
worried, | wish | knew, but it'sdl right.”

He understood. Her relief was because she had found out that he did not redlly care about Earth
ancestors or ancestral homes, that that was only a cover-up.

They turned off the secondary highway onto even lesstravelled roads. These back roads were old and
rambling, twisting accommodatingly around hills and ponds, and bordered most of the way by big trees.
A few of the trees Birrel knew, for their seeds had in the past been taken to other worlds, but others
weretotaly strange to him. It was the same with the houses. Some of them were modem
plastic-and-metal villas such as you would see on any civilized planet these days, but therewere dso
antique stone houses, and once he and Lyllin both exclaimed when they saw avery old house that was
built dl of wood.

It seemed to Birrd that this countryside looked as oldfashioned in its own way as did the city New Y ork
in adifferent way. They passed a steepled church mantled thick with ivy, stone fences with moss upon
them, smooth fields that |ooked as though they had been tilled for ages. In some of thefidds, quite
modern driverlesstractors were trundling about, doing the cultivation they were programmed for without
need of any direction, Apparently thiswas mostly farming country, and that at least did not surprise
Birrel. On every planet people ill farmed, for the convenient synthetic foods never quite satisfied human
hungers dtogether. It was the obsolete ook of the farms and homes and villages that surprised him.

He remembered now something Charteris had told him asthey looked from the | atter's terrace at New
York. “Youll find us very old-fashioned in some ways. It'sredlly an emotiona attachment to the padt, to
the times, even after Star-travel began, when Earth was till the center of the universe.” Birrdl had not fully
understood that then, but now he was beginning to, it did explain why these people were so loath to give
up old customs, old habits of thought, old ways of living that went back two centuries to the days of
Earth's pre-eminence and glory.

A brilliant bird flashed across the road and he and Lyllin argued what it was. “A robin, | think,” Birrel
said doubtfully. “In school, when | waslittle, we had an old Earth poem about Robin Redbreast. | didn't
know then what it was."

"Not nearly so splendid asaVegan flame-bird,” Lyllin said. “But the red of it, with these green treesand
bluesky ... It'sapretty world, inaway."

They rolled findly down alittle hill and over abridged stream into the town of Orville. It wasonly a
village, with anumber of shops, some modern plastic and others quite ancient in style, around an open
sguare. There was atime-corroded statue of asoldier at the center of the park, and benches on which
old men sat inthe sun.

Birrd asked directions of amerchant standing in front of his shop, a chubby man who stared
open-mouthed at the two visitors. And Birrd suddenly realized how strange indeed they must look inthis
deepy, little Earth village—he in his blue-and-slver sarman’s coverdl, hisface dark from foreign suns,
and Lyllin whose beauty was a bresth of the dien.

A rag-tag of curious, small boys had gathered around by the time he got his directions. Hewas glad to
drive on out of the village by the designated road.



"Youwould think” said Lyllin, “that it would al be more modern. After dl, thisiswhereit al sarted. But
so many old-fashioned buildings, roads...”

Birrd nodded. “I guessthey poured most of what they had—men, money, materials—into the effort to
conquer space. A lot of people have gone out from here and not come back. It doesn't have as many
people now asit used to.”

This road was an even narrower and more rambling one, looping casudly aong the side of awide,
shallow valley whaose nest farms and fields and patches of woods lay silent in the blaze of the soft golden
sun. They met no other cars, though an occasiond flitter bummed across the blue sky. The farmslooked
well-worked and prosperous, but most of the houseswere old. Birrel kept counting them, and when he
had counted six houses he turned into alane and stopped.

This house was of field-stone, an ancient, brown, dumpy structure that had aforlorn and deserted look.
Under thetall, tiff, dark-green treesin itsfront yard—were they the trees called * pines?—the grasswas
high and ragged. The lane went on past the house, past an orchard of gnarled trees heavy with green fruit,
to abig old barn. There was no onein sght and no sign that anyone was here.

"Areyou sureit'sthe place?” asked Lyllin.

He nodded, getting out of the car and starting toward the porch. “It'sthe place. Ferdias' agent bought it a
while ago, so we'd have this secluded place to make contact. There should be someone here.”

There was abell-push at the door, but no one answered it. Birrel tried the door. It swung open, and they
wentin.

They went through adark, entry hal into aroom such asthey had never seen before. Itswalls were of
painted wood, instead of plastic. The furniture was wooden, too, and of archaic design, the whole effect
to Birrd'seyes being one of dightly dismal ugliness. He stood, looking uncertainly around. The room, the
house, were very slent.

"Look at this” said Lyllin, in tones of surprise.

Shewastouching achair, and the chair rocked back and forth on its curved bottom. | thought it was a
child'stoy, but it'stoo big for achild.”

He shook his head. “Beyond me. And it's beyond metoo why Ferdias man isn't here.”

He called, but there was no answer. He went through al the rooms, and there was no one. Birrel felt a
mounting darm. Had something gone wrong with Ferdias careful plans? Where was Karsh, who should
have met him here with the information and orders he must have? Suppose Karsh didn't come. Who then
could give him warning of Solleremos’ drike, if Orion did strike?

Hisdismay and anxiety increased by the moment. He stood, irresolute. Findly, he said, “Well haveto
wait. Ferdias man is bound to be dong soon, he must have left the place unlocked in case we came.

"Y ou mean, perhaps stay here dl night?’ said Lyllin. “But food and beds.”
"Wed better look around,” he said unhappily.

They found new blankets on the old-fashioned beds. And in the kitchen cupboards therewasfood in
modern salf-hegting plastipacks.

"We can makeout,” hesaid. “But it'sadevil of athing."



While Lyllin prepared their supper, he went out and restlessy walked around the place. The weedy yard
ran into brushy, unused fields and nearby woods. The old barn was empty, and the other outbuildings
were shabby and forlorn.

Hedid not think much of Earth, if thiswas asample. He went back inside and helped Lyllin solve the
puzzle of an ancient snk. Even the reddening sunset light pouring through the windows could not make
the wooden walls and timeworn cupboards look less dingy. He said so, and Lyllin smiled.

"It'snot so bad. Well eat out on that back porch. It'sless musty there.”

The porch was not screened, and gregarious buzzing insects dropped in upon them asthey ate, and Birrel
dapped and swore. The whole western sky was aflare of crimson great bastions of cloud building ever
higher.

Under the sunset, beyond the fields, the ragged woods brooded darkly.

A smdl anima came soundlesdy out of the high grass near the barn and stopped and stared at them with
greenish eyes.

"What isit, Jay, awild cresture?"

Helooked. “It'sacat, that'swhat it is. An Earthman in the Stardream had one for a pet, kept it at base.
Hecdled it Tom.” Hetossed a bit of food onto the step. “Here, Tom."

The cat stalked carefully forward, eyed them coldly for amoment, then bent to the food. After amoment
it turned its back on them and departed.

Darknessfdl. Birrel began to fed athin edge of desperation. Karsh had not come. What if he didn't
comea al?How long could he wait in this forgotten backwater place, not knowing what was going on
out there in deep space, whether the Orion squadrons were still poised there or whether they were
moving? He could not stay away from the Fifth forever and he did not wish to call Brescnik from here
unlessit wasvitaly necessary.

Lyllin said, “Isit possble that your man iswaiting in that village, Orville-that he missed you and doesn't
know you're here?'

"It could be, | suppose.” He grasped at the straw. “1'll go down to the village. If he'sthere, I'll soon find
him. Do you mind waiting here, just in case he does come?”

She said she didn't mind. But he took the compact shocker from his coverall pocket and I€eft it for her
before he went out.

CHAPTER 11

Hedroverapidly back along the dark, londly road to the village. Thelittle town looked lonely and dark,
too, when he got there. There was a scattering of inadequate streetlights, but the shops were aimost al
closed and he saw only afew people. It al seemed quiet and degpy under the warm summer night. Inthe
shadows at the center of the square, the old iron soldier stood at tiff attention.

Thelights of atavern caught Birrd's eye, and he went toward it. It seemed about the last place where
Karsh might be, but it was dmost the only place open and he fdlt that he could use adrink anyway. He
went into the place, along, poky, dimly-lit room with less than adozen menin it. There had been abuzz
of voices, but the talk suddenly fell slent as he entered. He went to the bar, and the men farther dong it



and the men at the tables followed him with their eyes. The tavernkeeper, abustling, skinny man, hurried
up and tried to act as though a deegp-space starman was no unusual visitor at all.

"Yes, dr, what'l it be?'
Birrel's eyes searched the rack of unfamiliar bottles. “Y ou pick it. Something strong and short.”
"Yes, dr. Hereyou are.”

It was atawny liquor of fiery content that Birrel did not much like. But he drank it, letting his eyes wander
over the other men in the place as he did so. He had seen when he first entered that Karsh was not here.
Mogt of these men looked like farmers or mechanics, heartyl ooking, sunburned men, a couple of the
younger onestall and gangling. There was one very old man with awrinkled face, who stared
shamdesdy a Birre with bright, beady eyes. They did not on the whole seem unfriendly, but they
seemed aoof. Birrd had an ideathat he would get very little information out of thisinsular bunch. He
might aswell go.

But, as he set his glass down and turned to go, the old man limped forward, peering bright-eyed and
inquigtiveat him.

"Y ou're the fellow who was asking directions to the old Birrdl placetoday,” he said, in an dmost
accusing tone.

Birrel nodded. “That's right."

The old man was obvioudy waiting for an explanation as though he was entitled to one. It occurred to
Birrel that he had better take this opportunity to give one, if he didn't want the whole countryside
wondering why a starman had come here. The last thing he wanted was to get everyone curious about
him.

So hesaid, “Birrd's my name. My great-grandfather, long time ago, came from here. I'm just looking up
theold place, that'sal.”

Heturned again to go, feding that he was wasting time here. But, to his surprise, one of the middle-aged
Earthman came toward him with hand outstretched.

"Why, if your folks came from here originally, that sort of makesyou an Orville boy, doesn't it? What do
you know about that! Vinson'smy name, Captain.”

"Commander,” Birrel corrected, and shook hands. “ Glad to know you. Guess I'll be on my way."

"Say, how, not without me buying you adrink,” boomed Vinson. “Not every day one of our own boys
comes back from way out there. Y ou're with that Lyra squadron that came for the bi-centenary, aren't
you? Think of that!"

There were outstretched hands and hearty words of welcome as Vinson made introductions. Birrel
gared a them, dumbfounded by this sudden thaw. Then hegot it.

All through the gaaxy the pride of born Earthmen was proverbial—and so was their clannishness. He
had met it more than once and he didn't like it. He was therefore dl the more astonished now, that they
should suddenly accept him as one of their own. Four generations, and awhole part of the galaxy
stretched between him and this place he had never seen until today, yet they claimed him as* one of our
own boys.” To Birrel, who had never seen Earth until two days before, it didn't make sense.



He wanted to get out, he had found no trace of Karsh here and time was passing, but it was not easy to
leave. More men kept coming into the tavern, as word got around, to shake hands with and buy adrink
for the“Orvilleboy” from far-off Lyra. Vinson, ajovid master of ceremonies, rattled on with
introductionsthat Birrd only haf heard. “ Jm Hovik, who lives up north of your folks old
place."—"Here's Pete Marly, who can remember when some of the Birrel family il lived here,"—and
on and on. Not &l of these men, Birrel found out, were farmers. At least three of them had made
star-vovages in various capacities. Earth looked so poky and ol dfashioned that you forgot how many
sarmen came from here,

Finally, Birrd managed to thank them and shouldered hisway to the door.

"Haveto go, my wifeswaiting,” he said, and afriendly chorus of voices bade him goodnight. “I'll ride
with you asfar as my own place—I'm just down the road from you,” said Vinson.

Birrel was sweating as he drove out of thevillage. A fineway to conduct a secret mission, with the whole
village bawling hisname! And it had got him nowhere.

Vinson's house was the fifth farm on the road. Ashe got out of the car he said, “ Sure does best dl, your
coming back from so far. Showswhat asmal worlditis."

"Itsasmdl gdaxy,” Birrd said gravely, and Vinson nodded. “ Sureis. Well, I'll be seeing you. Drop over
any time. Goodnight.”

AsBirre drove on, hewasfaintly started by an upgush of light that silhouetted the bending trees ahead.
A great segment of warm silver wasrising in the sky. Then he redlized it was that moon that they had
passed on their way in to their landing.

The moon of Earth. The“Moon” of the old Earth poems that people ill read in Basic. Not too
impressive, but pretty. But how the threads of dmost everything Birrel had read and heard kept subtly
running back to thisold planet! He supposed some of the flowers whose fragrance he could smdll on the
warm, night air wereroses. It was odd, how much you knew about Earth roses that you didn't redize
you knew, even though you had never been here before.

The old road drowsed benegath the rising moon. He glanced up at the star-pricked sky. Had the Birrd,

who was his great-grandfather, al those years ago, looked up at the starry sky as he walked aong this
same road? He must have. He had looked too long, and finally he had gone out to that sky and had not
come back here.

The house was dark when heturned in at the lane, but he saw the dim figure of Lyllin Stting on the porch.
"No. No one came,” she said, as he sat down beside her.
"And nosgn of Karshinthevillage” Birrd said. “A finething. Well haveto wait.”

They sat awhile without spesking in the soft, warm darkness. All sorts of small, unfamiliar sounds came
out of it, buzzings. And cheepings and monotonous stridulations. Birrd felt increasingly uneasy. They
couldn't wait here forever. Brescnik was competent, but the Fifth was his own responsbility and he could
not say away from it indefinitely..."

Strange, glowing little sparks of light drifted across hisvision, and he became suddenly aware that the
whole, dark yard, and the meadow and woods beyond it, were swarming with such floating sparks. They
winked on and off, in afashion he had never seen, dancing and whirling under the dark trees and above
the high, rank grass.



"What arethey?” asked Lyllin, fascinated.
"Fireflies?” Birrel said doubtfully. I remember that word, from somewhere...”

Then he suddenly started and exclaimed, “What—" A smal sinuous body had suddenly plopped into his
lap. Two green eyes|looked insolently up at him. It wasthe cat.

"It'svery tame,” said Lyllin. “It must have been somebody's pet.”

"Probably belonged to the last people who lived here,” Birrel said. “It'stame, al right.” He stroked the
furry back. The cat half-closed its eyes and emitted arusty, purring sound. “Like that, eh, Tom?"

Tom settled down cozily in hislap, in answer. Lyllin laughed, and reached to stroke his head.

With gtartling swiftness the cat recoiled from her. It legped off Birrd'slap, stared green-eyed back at
them, and then started acrossthe lawn.

Birrdl turned, laughing. “ Crazy little critter—" He stopped suddenly. “Lyllin, what's the matter?

She was crying, and he had rarely seen her cry. “Did it scratch you?”

"No. But it feared me and hated me,” she said. “Because it knowsI'm alien here.”

Birrd said, “Oh, rot. The wretched beast isjust afraid of Srangers.”

"It wasn't afraid of you. It could sensethat I'm different.”

He put hisarm around her, mentaly cursing Tom. Then, as he looked angrily after the cat, Birrdl tensed.

Tom had started across the lawn toward the dark brush nearby. But the cat had stopped. And as Birrel
looked, Tom recoiled from the brush, and then went away from the dark clumps, running in long bounds.

Birrdl's thoughts raced. The cat had recoiled from those clumps of brush, exactly asit had recoiled from
Lyllin. For the same reason? Because someone aien, not of Earth, was hiding in those shadows?

He listened, but could bear no suspicious sound. Y et his muscles were suddenly strung tight, Karsh
would not gpproach this appointed rendezvous so secretly. If nonEartlimen were skulking in those
shadows, it could only mean one thing.

Birrd rose and stretched and said casudly. “Come on in the house and forget it, Lyllin. | could stand
another drink."

She silently went in with him. But the instant they were inside, Birrel dropped his casuad pose. Hemadea
lunge into the nearest bedroom and grabbed for the blankets there. Running back into the living-room, he
tossed one of the blankets to the bewildered Lyllin with frantic speed.

"Wrap it around your head-quick!"

Shewasintelligent. But she was not used to obeying orders instantly and without question. She started to
speak, but there was no time for explanations, if what he suspected was true. He grabbed the blanket out
of her hands and started wrapping it many times around her head, spesking rapidly as he did so.

"Out there. Someone. If they want to be quiet about it, they're sure to use a heavy-duty sonic shocker.
Hurry."



He pulled her to the floor. The blanket swathed her bead. He wrapped the other blanket around hisown
head, fold after fold. They lay tense, not moving, waiting.

Nothing happened.

He thought how foolish they would look;, lying on the floor with their heads swathed, if nothing at dl did
happen.

He till did not move. Hewaited. A series of small sounds began in the back of the house, just vaguely
audible through the blanket-folds. A chattering of windows, the cresking and rattling of beams, the clink
of dishesin the cupboards.

The sounds came dowly through the house toward them. Chatter, rattle, leisurely advancing. He knew
then that he had guessed rightly. The sonic beam itsalf was pitched too high to hear, of course. But it was
sweeping the house.

It hit them. Lyllin Stirred suddenly with amuffled exclamation and Birrel gripped her arm, holding her
down. He knew what she wasfeding. He was feding it himsdlf, the sudden shocking dizziness, the
buzz-saw sensation insgde his head. The sonic beam, sound-impulses of high frequency pitched above
norma hearing limits, worked neverthel ess through the auditory nerve-centers, striking them many timesa
second and so overloading them that the kickback produced unconsciousness. Even through the many
swathings of thick blanket, the beam could make itsdlf felt. Without protection, they would both aready
have been out cold.

The shock passed. The beam was sweeping on to the front of the house. Birrel remained on thefloor, his
arm holding Lyllin down so that she could not get up. He had used sonic beams himself and he had a
pretty good idea of how this one would be used.

Hewasright. After aminute the smdl, half-audible sounds of the house and its contents shuddering came
back toward them.

Chatter-clink. Rattle-clink.

It hit him again, and he set histeeth and endured it. And again it passed them, and once more the dishes
in the kitchen cupboards started talking.

Birrel suddenly thought of the unsuspecting Earth folk in the nearby farms, peoplelike Vinson and the
others, deeping peacefully in their old houses without ever dreaming of what was going onin their quiet
countryside. How could they suspect that people from far-off stars were among them tonight, pitted in
secret struggle?

CHAPTER 12

Therattling and clinking sounds shut off abruptly. At once, Birrel unwrapped his head and twitched at
Lyllin until she did the same. He made awarning motion to her, to keep down, and he himsdf crawled
forward to the hall into which the front door opened. He had taken the little shocker back from her and
he had it in hishand now.

There was agrotesque old table in the back corner of the hall. He got down behind it and waited. There
wasno sound at all.

Then there was a sound. Footsteps, on the porch outside, coming quickly and confidently toward the
door.



A man came through the door. He wore a dark jacket and dacks, he carried a shocker, and he walked
like adancing panther. Birrel knew him, though it had been along way off, on another world, that he had
senhimlagt.

His namewas Taunce.

Behind Tauncer came an older man, as gray and solid and rough at the edges as an old brick. He looked
like an Earthman. He was |oaded down with alongrange Porto-communicator and some other pieces of
equipment stowed in acarrying case that hung from his shoulder.

Taking no chances at al, and alowing himsdf to fed adeep and vicious pleasure, Birrel aimed the
shocker and triggerediit.

Even so, warned by some faint sound or perhaps only by the ingtinct of the hunter, Tauncer swung
toward him in the instant before the shocker-beam—a short-range version of the big sonics-struck him.
Theimpetus of Tauncer'sturn made him hurtle halfway down thelittle hal to hit the floor headlong.

The brick-like man was dower. He had only managed to open his mouth and lift his hand hafway toward
his pocket when Birrdl's second burst dropped him quietly where he stood.

Birrel got up. He found that he was shaking dightly. He looked down at Tauncer and remembered a
mocking voice on adistant world and he flexed hisfingersin ahungry way, thinking how easily aman
could die. Lyllin cameinto the hal and he said angrily, “Y ou were to Say back there."

Shelooked at the sprawled bodies. “ Are they dead?!
"We're not out on the Sector frontier,” Birrel growled. “1 wish we were. No, they're not dead.”
"Who arethey?'

"They're agents of Orion,” he said. “ That one thereisthe man who nearly caught mein the clugter. I've
brought you into bad trouble.”

He rummaged the house until he found a coil of insulated wire, and bound the hands of the two men very
securely behind them. Then he searched them. He did not find any documents, which was no surprise.
He removed a shocker from the brick-like man, and took it and the Porto and the heavy carrying-case
far out of reach.

The carrying-case contained a vera-probe projector with its tripod collapsed. Possibly the same one
Tauncer had tried to use on him on the cluster world. Tauncer seemed extremely fond of the vera-probe,
which must indeed be highly useful in hisbusiness. Probably he never travelled without one.

He gave Lyllin the shocker that Tauncer had dropped. “Watch them. Back in amoment.”

He went out and rapidly, carefully, searched the grounds of the old farmhouse. He found the sonic
device, squatting heavily behind abush. He stood by it for some moments, perfectly ill, listening, but
there was no sound except the monotonous stridulations of insects. There did not seem to be anyone dse
around. Tauncer and the Earthman must have come done. Birrel frowned. He picked up the heavy sonic
device and shoved it into anew hiding-place in the brush, and then stood for a second longer, uneasy and
baffled. There was no sign of aflitter. They must have landed back in the woods to avoid betraying
themsalves by noise. But he could not search the whole woods, not tonight.

He went back to the house.



"They're coming around,” said Lyllin. Shewas gtting in achair in front of the two bound men, watching
them. She rocked back and forth in a rhythmic motion, making the old floorboards squeak. “Look,” she
sad, inavoicethat wasjust alittle too high, “1 found out what this queer chair isfor. It'srather pleasant.”

"Don't find it 0,” said Tauncer suddenly. “The creaking irritates me.” He opened his eyes, and Birrel had
the fedling that he had been keeping them closed for some time, shamming, while he took stock of the
gtuation.

"Well,” he said to Birrd. “1'm an acknowledged expert with the sonic beam. Just as a matter of curiosity,
would you mind telling me how you did it?*

Birrd sad, “We had warning—afriend of mine named Tom."

Tauncer looked puzzled, but let it go. Helooked up at Birrel with an insolent lack of fear.
"How did you know | was here?’ Birrel demanded.

"Wefollowed you,” said Tauncer. “It was easy."

Birrel shook hishead. “No. You didn't follow us here. If you had done that, you wouldn't have waited
half the night to act. Y ou found out about this place somehow, and came here. How did you find out?’

Tauncer amiled.

Birrel thought rapidly. No one had known about this old farm selected for their rendezvous except
Ferdiasand he, himsdlf, and Karsh. And the inexorable mathemeatics of that Smple equation admitted of
only one solution. Karsh had not come to the rendezvous. And that aborted call the night before on his
persond porto waveength, that strange sigh and sllence—it dl added up to the samething.

A rage began to grow in Birrel. He had not met Karsh many times, in the past. He was certainly not his
friend, for Ferdias chief agent could not afford the luxury of friends. But, dl the same, he had liked the
gray, quiet, dedicated man.

Helooked down at Tauncer and hetried to control hisanger. It would not get him anywhere and he
needed to think clearly, now of all times. Now, he saw, the Earthman had regained consciousness, too,
and waslooking up a him, scared, wary, and as vicioudy resentful as atrapped rodent.

"You've got no right to do thisto me,” hetold Birrel loudly. “I'm acitizen of Earth, and you're an dien
here,"

"Shut up, Harper,” said Tauncer boredly. Harper swallowed, but he shut up.
Birrdl said suddenly. “Y ou caught up with Karsh last night, didn't you?'

Tauncer wastoo skilled in tricks to show the dightest emotion. He said mildly, “Did we?’ But the
Earthman, Harper, was not so good. His face changed for afleeting moment, and, to Birrel, that was
proof enough.

Hewas quite sure that Karsh was dead. Tauncer, who must have come to Earth before the Fifth ever
arrived, had won his years-long dud with Ferdias' agent. The vera-probe would have emptied Karsh of
al hisknowledge, and there would have been no reason then to leave him aive.

Birrel felt the disastrousimpact of it. He had depended on Karsh to tell him what his coursewasto bein
this dangerous and highly complicated situation. There would be no oneto tell him anything now. There



was no use caling Ferdiasfor orders, for Ferdias could not possibly estimate things from faraway Vega
Hewould haveto think out his own decisons and hewould haveto do it quickly. The very fact that
Tauncer had made this attempt proved that the crisis was sharpening fast. There might be very littletime
|eft before the blow-up.

He said to Tauncer, “Now you can tell me somethings.”

Tauncer's eyeslooked up brightly at him, the contemptuous eyes of the adroit and wily man measuring
the honest clod for another defest.

"You'll get no more from methan | got from you, Birrd—and you know it."
Birrd said grimly, “I'm pressed for time. I'll get it out of you."
"With the vera-probe? Y ou don't know how to operateit.

"That'strue,” said Birrdl. “But there are other ways.” He took the shocker from Lyllin's hand and
motioned to her to get up. “Go on into the other room, dear. | don't think you'd enjoy this."

Shelooked at him as though he was someone she had just met and was not sure she liked.
"Try to understand” he said. “I don't do this sort of thing every day.”

"Of course,” she said. She went into the next room, and he shut the door behind her. He came back to
the two men.

Tauncer laughed. “Bluff."
"You're sure of that?"

"Quite sure. Y oure agood fighting man, but you haven't the stuff in you for thiskind of work. If nothing
else, theway your wifelooked at you just now would stop you."

Birrel nodded. “1 think alot of my wife. But | think alot of something else, too, and that's the Fifth
sguadron. So you're going to tell methings, Tauncer. Like the present position and plans of the Orionid
Firgt and Third squadrons.”

"It won't work,” Tauncer said decisively. “1 don't want to boast, but I'm plenty tough in my ownway. To
make metak you'd have to do things that no decent, honorable dolt like you could do. | fed quite safe.”

Birrel looked with grim meaning at the Earthman, Harper. “He doesn't look as tough asyou.”

Tauncer chuckled. “Oh, Harper'sjust the ordinary two-for-a-cent traitor you can buy on any planet to
help you—he doesn't know anything. Go ahead and work him over, if you don't believe me.”

Harper'svoicerose angrily. “ That'safine thing to say!"

Birrel felt an increasing frustration. Tauncer lay there, bound and hel pless, and yet the man had a
boundless self-confidence, as though he held dl the cards in his hands. What made him so confident?
And why, after he had learned of this rendezvous from Karsh, had he come here? To kill Birrel, after
questioning him with the probe, to demordize the Fifth by suddenly removing its commander, astroke
timed to coincide with the appearance of Solleremos’ squadrons?

He had to know where those squadrons now were and what they were going to do and when. Tauncer
knew that, and must be madeto tell, as quickly as possible. There was only one way Birrel could seeto



make him.
He went into the next room and closed the door. Lyllin flashed aglance at him from where she sat.
"l wasbluffing,” hesaid. “And it didn't work."

Hetook out his porto, set it to Brescnik's wave, and pressed the call button. Brescnik answered almost
at once.

"Something has come up,” said Birrdl. “I don't think theré'salot of time."
"Shdl I goon Alet?’

Birrel hesitated. He wanted to say, Y es. He desperately wanted every man in the Fifth at his pogt, right
now. But he dared not order an Alert, not without some proof of Solleremos’ intentions that he could
show Charteris and Mallinson. Otherwise they would surely interpret the Alert as evidence that Ferdias
was indeed planning agrab for Earth.

"No,” he said, after amoment. “Not yet. | need aman up here. Someone who can use avera-probe.”
A brief sllenceindicated Brescnik's puzzlement, but heroicaly he refrained from asking questions.
"There should be someone among our technicians,” hesaid. “1'll find one."

"Send him up here asfast asyou can,” said Birrel, and gave directions. “Keep on Ready."

Heturned off his porto and then swung around to Lyllin. “I haveto stay here awhilelonger. | want you
to go back to New York."

She sad evenly, “No,"
He started to get angry. But he stopped. There was a certain look on Lyllin'sface that he knew.

"All right, but you're making it tougher for me,” he grumbled, and left her and went back to the other
room.

Tauncer and Harper lay where he had left them, Harper looking alittle scared, but Tauncer's eyes il
bold and confident.

"So you're having Brescnik send up a vera-probe operator?’ said Tauncer.

Birrel wasfor an ingtant thunderstruck, wondering how Tauncer could have overheard, and Tauncer
laughed a his expression. Only then did Birrd redlize that the other had merely made alogical estimate of
what he would do.

It shook him, dl the same, to redlize that even though he was a prisoner, Tauncer was thinking way ahead
of him.

"Clever of you,” Birrd said grimly. “ Thanksfor reminding me of just how clever you are.”

He went into the dusty, back rooms of the old house. One had been a bedroom and still contained two
beds with old-fashioned, ornate meta frames. Birrel eyed them, then went back and picked up Tauncer
by the shoulders and dragged him roughly to the bedroom. He shoved him onto one of the beds and then
went and got the coil of insulated wire.



"Thissolicitude for my comfort—" began Tauncer mockingly, but then he stopped. Birrdl, with alength of
the wire, was tying his feet together. He then lashed the bound feet to the bottom frame of the bed, and
secured Tauncer's shoulders with another length of wire he ran under the bed itself. He then dragged
Harper in and tied him onto the other bed in the same way.

| think that'll hold even avery clever man, for alittlewhile,” said Birrdl.

For an ingant, avicious anger flashed in Tauncer's eyes. It wasthefirst time Birrel had penetrated the
mocking self-confidence of the man, and it pleased him immensdly.

He went back to Lyllin.
"How long?’ she asked him.

"Severd hours, anyway,” he said. “Brescnik will find aman fagt, but it'll take timefor him to get up here”
He added gloomily, “Too long. But well haveto wait.”

Lyllin glanced at the window. A palid light was stresking the dark sky outside.
"Go get some deep,” he sad. “One of those rooms upstairs.”

Shedid so. Birrdl sat and watched the gray light strengthen, going every now and then to look in at the
two captives. Harper eyed him alittle frightenedly, each time. But the third time he looked, Tauncer was
either degping or shamming deep. Hethought it wasred deep, and it betokened a confidence that
nagged Birrd withworry.

Why should Tauncer be so confident—because he counted on help coming? Were others beside Harper
inon thiswith him? Birrdl took to walking around the house, peering out the windowsin turn.

The sun rose, washing the ragged fiel ds and woods with golden-yellow light. He saw no one out there.
Twice, he sprang to the front window as he beard a motor, but once it was a ground-car that went
casudly by, and, the other time, a heavy farm-truck.

Lyllin came down acouple of hourslater. “You didn't deep,” he said accusingly.
She amiled. “No. I'll get some bregkfast.”

The midmorning sun was warm and they ate on the porch again. Asthough he had been waiting for them,
the black cat came out of the shrubbery and strolled up onto the steps, insolently expectant.

"Get out of here, you little pest,” said Birrdl.
"Oh, feed him,” said Lyllin. “ After dl, he did give you your warning.”
Birrd grunted, and tossed the leftovers onto the step.

Hewasjust turning to go and have another look at Tauncer and Harper, when there was the
unmistakable sound of acar pulling up in front of the house.

"Your man?’ said Lyllin, but Birrd shook his head swiftly.
"No, he couldn't get here thisfast. Wait here.”

He grabbed the shocker out of his pocket and ran to the front of the house.



CHAPTER 13

The car had stopped in the front lane and aman was getting out of it. Birrd's grasp tightened on the
shocker. But then an ample-figured, middle-aged woman got out of the car aso. Helooked back again
at the man, and now he recognized the broad, ruddy face of the man he had met in the tavern the night
before, the one who lived just down the road. Vinton. No—Vinson. He and the woman were coming
toward the house.

"Isit trouble?” asked Lyllin's quiet voice from close behind him.

Birrel turned quickly. “No, just aneighbor, one of these farm people. Y ou meet them. I'll be back ina

He ran back along the hall to the back room where Tauncer and Harper lay bound to the beds. Tauncer
had his eyes open now. Birrel hagtily inspected the insulated wires to make sure both men were till fast.
Then hewent out, closing the door of the room. He came through the hal and closed the hall door tightly,
too. He didn't think his captives could be heard, even if they yelled. If they did make themsalves heard,
he could always say he had a drunken friend back there, and go back and silence them with the shocker.
But, with avera-probe operator on the way, he did not want to put them out for that long, if he could
hdpit.

When he got back into theliving-room, Vinson greeted him jovidly in hisbooming voice.

"A little early for acdl, Commander, but we were going by and Edith wanted to meet you folks. Hope
you don't mind."

Y es, heminded, Birrel thought exasperatedly. He minded like the very devil, but there was nothing he
could do but smile, and shake his head, and go through the introductions.

Lyllin was aoof and hesitant again with these Earth folk. But Mrs. Vinson did not seem to notice that.
She gared at Lyllin with open marvel and admiretion.

"You camedl theway from Vegawith your husband. Think of it. Why, lots of women here on Earth
have had their husbands go away into space, but not many ever went that far to stay with them.”

Birrd, chafing inwardly, asked them to St down. Immediately Vinson began talking about the problems
of farming, the high cost of automatic tractors and autoharvesters, the fact that weather-control was sill
not al that it should be and related subjects about which Birrel knew nothing and cared less.

He began to fed caught in aminor nightmare. To St herein an ancient farmhouse on Earth, listening to the
gossiping of these worthy, but totaly strange folk, while the conflict between Orion and Lyracould be
rushing toward its climax, seemed insanely impossible. It was like one of those dreams, where you were
trapped and tangled in ridiculoudy frail webs and watched disaster approaching you.

Birrel became aware that VVinson's booming voice had stopped and that the man was looking at him
questioningly.

"I'm sorry, | wasthinking of something se” he said.

"l wasjust saying,” Vinson said, “that when | called on that chap who bought this place, he told me he
wasn't going to live here, but was buying it for someone else. But | sure didn't figure that someone would
be one of the old Birre family!"



Birrel stared. Of course Karsh would have said something like that, and naturally everyone here would
now assume that he was the new owner. And he could not contradict that assumption without alot of
explanations that he wasin no position to make.

"About working your land here,” Vinson went on. “ The fields aren't too good, but they could be got in
shape again. I'll be glad to help on that."

"Why, thanks,” stumbled Birrel, “but you see, well beleaving very soon, going back to Vega—"

"Oh, sure, | know that,” Vinson said heartily. “But, of course, you're planning to come back here or you
wouldn't have bought your folks old farm. Might aswell get some profit and use out of the placetill then.
Now, well go over the land together and figure.”

Birrel did not know what to say to that. No one had dreamed that such ridiculous but real problemsas
thiswould come up when this old farm had been bought as cover for arendezvous. In fact, they never

would have arisen, if Karsh had met him here as planned. The doing away with Karsh by Tauncer had

pulled the foundation out from under everything.

Vinson misgnterpreted Birrd's sllence, and said quickly, “1 didn't mean right now. Just dropped in for a
socid call but | thought I'd mentionit. I'll come back later and walk over it with you.”

Heroseto hisfeet and Birrel felt sharp relief, as he and hiswife went to the door.
"Surewould like to have you come over for dinner sometime before you leave,” Vinson said.

Hiswife added coyly, “Y ou're our celebrities here now, you know. In the village they're talking about
having a\Welcome Home celebration for you."

When the two had |eft, Birrel turned and looked blankly at Lyllin. “A Wecome Home celebration. For
God's sake, that's dl | need right now."

He hurried back to the rear room, to find Tauncer lying quietly and Harper squirming restlesdly.

Tauncer smiled. “Y ou look worried, Commander. Things not going well? I'm afraid you're alittle beyond
your depth.”

Birrel looked at him steadily, and asked, “Who's coming, Tauncer?"

Tauncer's smile faded into awary look. “What do you mean?

"Y ou're expecting someone to help you or you wouldn't be so cocky,” Birrel said. “Who?"
"I haven't any ideawhat you'retalking about,” Tauncer said lightly. But his smiling stopped.

Birrd's forebodings deegpened. He prowled the house and grounds more vigilantly than ever, and every
time a car hummed down the road or aflitter buzzed over, he stopped and listened.

The hot noon hours went by. The sun passed its zenith and now big clouds began to build in the western
sky. Birrel began to chafe restlesdy at thiswaiting. He realized it would take Brescnik alittle whileto find
among the technicians of the Fifth aman who could operate avera-probe. But, even so, he should have
been able to get one up here by fast flitter by now.

The bastions of cloud in the west swelled higher, and humidity became intolerable. Birrel went out and
looked around again. From adistance came the sound of Vinson's auto-tractors lumbering about the
fields on their appointed programs. The sky darkened, and Birrel thought that astorm was building. He



came back to the house to find the black cat sitting on the porch and looking a him with an insolent air of
ownership.

Lyllin met him at the door. “No one?'

"Noone” hesad. “What's the matter with Brescnik? A flitter will have trouble locating this place, if a
storm comes up, and—"

A flash and then a crash of thunder interrupted him. Birrd swore. “That'sfine."
"It won't lagt long, will it?” said Lyllin.

He gloomily said that he wished he knew. At that moment they heard a scratching and mewing outside
the door.

"Thecat,” said Lyllin. “1 think it's scared of the ssorm and wantsin."
"Let it gotothebarn,” hesad.

Lyllin smiled, and went to the door and opened it. The black cat stalked in, keeping well away from her,
withitstail erect and agenerd look of being annoyed at the delay in answering the door.

Birrel started to say that for sheer insolence the cats of Earth took the pam, but another crash interrupted
him and thistime the old house shook to its foundations. The thunder came closer quickly, and now the
flashes of lightning outside the rain-dashed windows were blinding.

Then asthe uproar lulled for amoment, he thought he heard the buzz of aflitter close overhead. He raced
back through the kitchen to the porch, and by another world-illumining flash he glimpsed the flitter making
arough landing between the house and the barn..

Birrel waited for the next flash. It showed two men climbing out of theflitter. He raised his shocker.

The two were running toward him through the rain, but it wastoo dark to seetheir faces. Why didn't
another flash come? Then one did, and he saw them clear and close.

One was Joe Garstang. The other was a young officer with the badge of a Technic-First-Class, who
looked abit scared as they ran up onto the porch out of the smashing rain. Garstang shook himsdlf and
growled, “1've seen worse storms on other worlds, but | never saw one come up so bloody quick.”

"What are you doing here?’ demanded Birrd. “Why aren't you with your ship?"
"Brescnik told me to come dong. By the way, thisis your vera-probe operator. Vathis, T-firs-class.”
"Why did Brescnik send you? What's wrong?”

Garstang waited until the reverberations of another crash of thunder died away, and the old house
stopped shaking. Then he said, with a puzzled look on his broad face, “Were not sure anything's wrong.
But Brescnik'sworried. Traffic—norma merchant traffic—is only running oneway down at that
spaceport. Ships keep going out, but none comein.”

He paused, then added, “Brescnik thinksthat the UW authorities are quietly evacuating the space port.”
Birrel thought of that, and he did not like the shape or sound of it.

Heasked, “Y ou haven't any evidence why?'



Garstang shook hishead. “Not aglimmer. All we haveisaguess. Y ou know what that guessis.”

Birrel knew. If Charteris and Mallinson and the rest had some foreknowledge that Orion squadrons were
on their way to strike, they'd get their ships off the spaceport. And if that was what it was, he had better
get the Fifth off too.

But he would be going blind, if he took off now, with no information asto Orion's plans. Hisworries had
suddenly increased tenfold, but he had to delay |ong enough to probe Tauncer.

Hetold Garstang rapidly about Tauncer. Without waiting for Garstang's reaction to that, he turned to
young Vahis

"Y ou come aong. | want the probe set up and used as quickly as possible.”

They went to the living-room. Lyllin sat composedly there and Birrel noticed that the cat was sitting
across the room from her, pricking up his ears at each crash of thunder. Garstang went over to speak to
Lyllin, but Birrel took the young technician to the vera-probe in the corner.

"How long will it take you to set it up?'
Vathislooked over the gpparatus. “ It seems a conventional hook-up. Fifteen minutes.”

"Makeit ten,” said Birrdl. Then hesaid, “Makeit five.” At that moment, in the comparative [ull between
the crashes of the receding storm, there came a clangorous ped from the old-fashioned doorbell.

"Y ou expecting somebody es2?’ said Garstang.

"Oh, Lord,” said Birrel. “That'll be Vinson, he said held come back. A neighbor here. Y ou go ahead and
get the probeready, I'll get rid of him.”

He hurried to the door and opened it. But the man standing outside it was not Vinson.

It was Mdlinson. And despite the fact that he wore a streaming dicker, thetal, young bureaucrat looked
aselegant asever. Hewaked coolly in past the stricken Birrel, saw Lyllin and bowed to her, and then
turned around. He said, “ So thisis Ferdias little spy-nest on Earth? Very clever, Commander.”

Therewas, Birrd redlized, not the dightest usein lying. Mallinson's glance through the open door of the
next room, at Joe Garstang and the uniformed young technician and the partly set-up vera-probe, had
ended the possibility of that. There was nothing Birrel could say. But there might be something he could
do.

He reached into the pocket that contained the shocker. Mallinson, who was taking off hiswet dicker, did
not turn toward him but said casudly, “Perhaps| should say that | have anumber of men outside. I'm
afraid they're getting pretty wet."

CHAPTER 14

Birrel took his hand away from his pocket. He knew now that he wasin real trouble and that force would
not get him out of it. He had to talk fast and make the other believe him, but he did not know how much
chance there was of that.

Mallinson was looking around the room and its old-fashioned furniture.

"The old, ancestra home,” he said. “How natura that you should want to see where your people came



from on Earth. What alaudable sentiment"

His voice suddenly became cutting and his bitter hogtility came through. “1 never did buy thet,
Commander, not for one minute. And when we got areport that officers of your squadron had come up
hereto huddle with you, | knew | was right—that your sentimental pilgrimage wasjust to cover up while
you stabbed Earth in the back."

Birrel got angry. “No oneis stabbing Earth in the back. At least, none of us."

"Ah, yes” Mdlinson saidironicdly. “Lyraiswholly innocent. It's Orion that hasintentionson usand
you'retrying to protect us. Isn't that your line?’

Birrel controlled hisanger. Shouting was not going to get him anywhere.

"It'snot just my ling, it'sthetruth,” he said. “1 wasjust going to proveit, when you came. | would have
called you as soon as we had proof to show you.”

"Proof of what?'

"Proof of what Solleremosis planning. We've caught Tauncer, his ace agent. Were going to usethe
vera-probeto question him.”

"WEelIl do the questioning ourselves, in New Y ork,” Malinson said grimly. “ After weve dedlt with you
and your squadron.”

"Dedt with—" Birrd stopped, feding achill asthough acold hand had grasped him. He asked evenly,
“What do you mean? About dedling with the Fifth?'

"Y our squadron isgoing to be disarmed,” Mdlinson said incisively. “It's not going to carry out the mission
Ferdias gave you. Weve brought in missile-launchers all around the spaceport and have cleared away dl
traffic. Tonight your officerswill be given ten minutesto evacuate al ships. Oh, yes, werewell aware that
you're on Ready—and if they don't comply, the Fifth Lyrawill be destroyed.”

"Tak,” sad Birre between histeeth. “Y ou wouldn't dare. Y ou know it would mean instant war between
the UW and Lyra."

"Isthiswhat you cal peace?’ Mdlinson demanded harshly. “A powerful task-force coming to Earth
under pretext of afriendly cal, and preparing to take over our planet?”

"Damn it, welve no such plans, it's Solleremos who plansthat,” Birrd exclamed. “And if you disabm the
Fifth and Orion's squadrons come—"

He could not finish. The words he spoke brought him such anightmare vision of the Orionid ships
sweeping in, of the disarmed cruisers and trangports of the Fifth disappearing in astorm of smoke and
fire, that he could not go on.

"We'retaking no chances,” Malinson was saying implacably. “ The Fifth Lyrawill be disarmed. Y ou and
everyone elsein thishouse arein custody, as of now."

"Y ou're taking no chances,” mocked Birrel, raging. “ Y ou're throwing away your planet, that'sall. Good
God, man, think! If I'mright, if Orionis planning agrab, you're pardyzing the only force that might be
ableto stop them.”

"Theresthe UW flegt—" Mallinson began, but Birrdl interrupted savagely.



"Solleremos will egt it up, and you know it. No matter how loya you areto Earth, you've got to admit
that her fleet can't face two heavy Orionid squadrons for ten minutes.”

A look of anxiety shaded Mdllinson's face for amoment. But he said doggedly, “Well have to do what
we can. Well fight enemiesif they come, but well make sure first we're not attacked from behind.”

He went toward the door. “1I'm caling my menin now. Therewill be no violence, unlessyou provokeit.”

Birrel sorang desperately after him and caught him by the arm. “Mallinson, listen! Forget for now what
you think of me. Just think of this: If Orion has mounted a strike againgt you, can you wait till we get back
to New York to find out? A few hours could be too late!"

Mallinson looked around at him sharply. “What are you getting at?'

"This—weve got Tauncer in there. Weve got avera-probe and aman to operateit. Don't you want to
know right now what's coming from Orion? Or would you prefer to take the chance of being
clobbered?"

Mallinson hesitated, with indecision in his attitude for thefirst time. “What the devil can you lose?” Birrdl
demanded.

Mallinson decided. “ All right, well question this man you say isan agent of Orion. But one of my own
men will operate the probe,”

He went to the door and called outside. The storm had receded to adull, distant rumble, but clouds il
darkened the ky and adrizzling rain fill fell. A bard-looking Earthman in adicker came up onto the
porch, and Mallinson spoke with him, and he nodded and went out onto the grounds again.

Madlinson turned. “Let's see this man."

When they went into the rear bedroom, Tauncer's eyes flew to Malinson. Birrdl amost admired the
lightning speed with which Tauncer reacted.

"Secretary Mdlinson!” he exclaimed. A look of shaky rdief crossed hisface. “Thank God you've come!
This Lyran commander must be crazy. He attacked us, tied us up here—"

Mallinson interrupted, saying flatly, “He claimsthat you're Orionid spies.”
"Spies?” Sheer astonishment showed in Tauncer'sface. “1 don't know what thisisall about.”

Harper said loudly and aggrievedly, “I'm aUW citizen! Areyou going to let him do thisto one of your
own ditizens?'

Birrel was prepared to see Mallinson waver, but there was tougher stuff in this young diplomat than he
had anticipated.

"If you're innocent, you'll be out of here soon,” hetold them. “But, first, you're going to be probed.” And
asamiddle-aged Earthman came in with the vera-probe he said to him, nodding at Tauncer, “Thisone
fire.”

"| protest thisl” cried Tauncer. “ Use of a probe on an unwilling subject isforbidden by every law inthe
galaxy!”

"Lotsof things are againg the law,” Mdlinson said coally. “Go ahead, Kane."



Kane, the Earthman, touched the switches. The projector started buzzing.

Tauncer could not move hisbody, but he rolled his head back and forth rapidly. But Kane was an expert
operator. He kept theinvisble beam of the probe swiveling to follow Tauncer's movements.

Tauncer'sface was briefly strained and then it went dack and his eyes|ost their keen brilliance, becoming
vague and unfocused.

"Under contral,” said Kane.

"Tauncer,” said Mdlinson sharply. “ Can you hear me?"
"Wes"

"Is Solleremos planning to take Earth into his Sector?"

Some dim vestige of a censor barrier seemed to survive in Tauncer's mind, because there was along
delay and Mallinson asked the question again, more loudly. But when the answer came, it was clear

enough.

"Wes"

"How long has he been planning this?'

"Years"

"But heé's going to move now?"'

"Wes"

"Why right now?'

"Because,” answered Tauncer's stiff voice, “if he doesn't, Ferdiaswill grab Earth firgt."

Therewas along slence. Mdlinson turned and looked at Birrd with afiery light in hiseyes. Birrel
exclamed, “He'slying, the probe's not completely efficient.”

Kane, the operator, looked up from the projector and said coldly, “It's one hundred per cent.”

Mallinson, after that long, furiouslook at Birrel turned back to the man on the bed. He asked, *“How will
hedoit?'

"Direct attack. The UW navd forces are negligible. Lyras Fifth Squadron will be caught surprised and
disorganized by absence of command.”

"Absence of command,” repeated Mdlinson. “That'swhy you'e here, then?'
"Yes"

"Y ou were going to probe Birrel and then kill him?"

"Yes"

Madlinson hunched forward alittle as he asked the next question, and his voice was sharp and
penetrating.



"What is Orion's attack plan? From what direction will those two squadrons comein to Earth?”

They waited tensely for the answer to that. But Tauncer replied readily in the monotonous voice, “1 don't
know."

Birrel exclamed, “He'slying! | told you control wasn't complete. He has to know—"
Kane said tiffly, | know how to use a probe. He's under complete control.”

"But—" Birrdl began.

Mallinson waved him back. “Let medothis, Birrd. If you please.”

He spoke sharply to Tauncer again. “Why don't you know the attack plan, when you've been here as
advance agent for it?'

"Because,” said Tauncer, “it would betoo risky. If | were caught and probed, it would give the whole
thing away.

Mallinson drew back. He looked at Birrel and said, “ It makes sense. And we can't get out of him what
he doesn't know."

"All right,” said Birrel. “ So he doesn't know. Still he had to get word to the Orion force that things here
are clear, that my sguadron isimmobilized. How was he going to get word to them if he didn't know
wherethey were? Ask him that.”

Madlinson asked him. And Tauncer answered.

"The long-range scout-craft that brought me secretly to Earth has been waiting to come and take me off
again, hiding agood way out in space—"

Mallinson interrupted. “Hiding? How could it hide from our radar watch?"

"Eadly. It'sbeen lying up againgt the asteroid Hermes. It ... it..."

Tauncer stuttered and fell sllent. Kane, the man operating the probe, spoke gtiffly to Mallinson.
"I can't guarantee responsesif you interrupt the subject's answers, sir.”

"Sorry,” muttered Mallinson. He waited a moment, then asked, * Go ahead, Tauncer. How were you to
contact the Orion force?"

Tauncer mechanicaly repested hisformer statement first. “ The long-range scout-craft that brought me
secretly to Earth has been waiting to come and take me off again, hiding agood way out in space. After |
swept this house with the sonic beam, | called the scout by long-range Porto last night. It'sto come
tonight and take me off. It will take meto the task-force."

So that wasit, Birrel thought. That was who Tauncer had been expecting, and waiting for. But...

Birrd rudely thrust past Mallinson and fired a question before the angry, young diplomat could prevent
him.

"How would the scout find you here—how would it know where to land, Tauncer?'

"It will comein on ahoming beam from our flitter. | was—to turn it on—tonight—"



"Whereistheflitter? Exactly where?"

"It ... itisunder trees, near clearing in woods—we landed—we landed—"
Tauncer's monotonous voice trailed away. His chin sunk on hisbreast.
"Tauncer!"

"It'sno good,” said Kane disgustedly, shutting off the projector with asnap. “ Interruptions, then change
of questioner, they're enough to disrupt the whole process. Well get nothing more from him thistime.
Hell be out for at least two hours.™

"It'senough,” said Birrel, Hismind was racing. “ The officers of that Orion scout that's coming—they'll
know the position and course of Solleremos’ two squadrons. If we grab them, the probe will soon get it
out of them—and well know where and when it's coming.”

"Forget that ‘we,” said Madlinson crisply. “Y ou're not going to exploit this crisswith Orion, Birrel. What
| said goes. The Fifth will be disarmed, or destroyed.”

Theragethat Birrel had repressed before began to burst his control. It seemed to him that in dl history,
stupidity had caused more irretrievable disasters than anything e se, and now he was up againgt it himsdlf
and did not seem to be able to do anything at al about it.

'Y ou are being adamned fool,” he said to Mdlinson. “Y ou—"
Garstang caught hisarm. He said nothing, but Birrel understood. If he blew up now, he waslost.

Hesaid to Mdlinson, 1 apologize for that. Please listen to me one moment. If | can convince you utterly
that my ordersare only to defend Earth, not to grab it, will you let me take the Fifth out?!

"Y ou could talk dl night without convincing me,” Malinson said contemptuoudy. “Werewasting time.”

Birrd found it hard to say what he had to say. It would mean putting himself temporarily out of the whole
thing at atime when the crisiswas rushing upon them, no one knew how near. Y et it was hisonly card
and he had to play it.

"Would you believe meif | talked under the probe?’” he said.

Madlinson looked a bit startled. “Y ou're offering to be probed?’

"How elsecan | convinceyou?’ Birrd said rawly. “Yes. I'll take the probe.”

"All right,” said Mdlinson, after only amoment's hesitation. “Sit in the chair there. Go aheed, Kane."

Birrdl sat in the chair and as Kane re-adjusted the projector he thought desperately. Hours—I'll be out
for hours, maybe, if anything goeswrong and maybeit'll beal over when | come out of it. Maybeiit'll be
too late. Damn Madlinson, damn dl suspicious Earthmen. The shocking radiation of the probe hit him. It
was as though great winds swept through his brain, bearing him away toward darkness. He had asked
for this, but al the same heindtinctively tried to fight it, to keep hiswill, to think, to see.

He saw asthrough ared mist. Lyllin had comeinto the room, though he had not seen her come. Shewas
screaming, a sound he could not hear, and she was trying to reach Mdlinson and the man at the
projector, and Joe Garstang was holding her back. No more. The winds of darknesstook him
completely.



CHAPTER 15

The not knowing, the not fegling, the not caring. A nothingness so complete that you were only aware of
it when pain began to drag you out of its comfort.

Painin hishead, like lancesthrusting repeatedly through his skull. The pain of feding again, of hearing
again. And what he heard was a soft sobbing, but what he felt was apair of hands roughly shaking him.

"Comeon, Jay, comeout of it.” That was Garstang's voice, with an edge of desperationiinit.
Another voice sad, “It's passing off."
"That'seasy for you to say,” mumbled Birrdl. “It'smy head."

The way thewords dribbled off hislips disgusted him, and he made a determined effort to open hiseyes.
He succeeded.

Hewaslying on acouch in the living-room. It was twilight now, the windows dark and lightson. Lyllin
hung beside the couch, with the marks of tears on her face. He thought they were tears of rage rather
than anything else. Joe Garstang had knelt and was shaking him.

Kane, the operator of the probe, stood by |ooking uncomfortable. He said loudly, as though excul pating
himsdlf, “I told them to let you be. | told them you'd have a bad headache if they woke you too soon.”

"It's over an hour now, hélll have to stand the headache,” retorted Garstang. He shook Birrel again.
“Come on, snap out of it."

For the moment, Birrdl bated Garstang and his rough hands and his monotonous voice. Then what he had
heard penetrated to his brain. More than an hour? It was too long to be lying here like alog, much too

long.
Hetried to St up. Garstang helped him, saying, “ That'sthe boy."
"For God's sake spare me your hearty cliches,” said Birrel, and then he said, “ Sorry, Joe. Thanks."

The man Kane had gone out of the room. Almost at once Malinson cameinto it. He came over to where
Birrd sat shakily on the couch and looked down at him with sour didike.

Birrel looked up at him. “Wdl?Y ou probed me?"

"Wes"

"Then you know now that I'm not here to make any grab for Earth, but to keep Orion from doing it.”
"I'll admit this,” said Madlinson dowly. “That those are your orders at present.”

"What do you mean by that?"

"I mean,” said Mallinson, “that Ferdias could send you other orders, as soon as Orion is disposed of. |
gtill don't trust Ferdias one bit more than Solleremos.”

"Good God!” cried Garstang. “ Does that mean you're till going to disarm the Fifth? After what you've
heard?"



Birrel looked at Mallinson, whose mouth was pursed obstinately. He said, *'Y ou know this much for sure
now, Mallinson—that | will take the Fifth out and fight beside the UW fleet againgt Orion's squadrons.
Y ou know it, don't you?'

"Yes, | know it,” Malinson said doggedly. “It'swhat happens after that I'm thinking about.”

"There won't be any after to worry about if your UW fleet meets two heavy squadronsaone,” said
Birrd. “And you know it."

Madlinson'sface got longer. After amoment, he said, “1 don't have authority to make such adecison.
Well put it up to Charteris when we get back to New Y ork. And we'd better get started.”

Birrel stared at him. “What do you mean get started? We can't leave here! Have you forgotten that that
Orionid scout is coming here tonight—in afew hours—to keep its rendezvous with Tauncer?!

Madlinson replied, with ahint of complacency, “I've taken care of that. | sent word to Admird Laney.
Ther€ll betwo cruiserswaiting for that scout that will grab it before it ever reaches Earth.”

Birrel looked at him, and then he looked at Joe Garstang, who stared back strickenly.
"Hetook care of it,” said Garstang. He spoke a profane word. “He took care of it fine."

"What's the matter with you two?’ demanded Mdlinson. “Y ou wanted that scout captured. Its
commander will know where the squadrons of Orion are. Thisway we make sure of capturing it."

Again, Birrdl had to master his anger before he spoke. He said dowly, “Look, Mallinson. Y ou know a
lot more about some thingsthan | do, but you don't know navy or you'd never have sent that order. It
will destroy any chance of capturing the scout.”

"Why will it? 1t can't get away from our cruisers”

Birrel nodded grimly. “No, the scout can't get away. And it's captain knows Orion's attack plan, and he
will know that if he surrendersit'll be probed out of him. So what will he do?"

Mallinson thought about that, and the angry flush on hisface began to fade.

"Hell fight,” Birrd continued. “ Suicida, of course, but no officer would et himself be captured and give
away awhole, big operation likethisone."

He said nothing more, for amoment. He gave Mdlinson timefor it to snk in. And it did. Almost
imperceptibly, Mallinson's expression changed from tough sl f-confidence to worry.

Again, when he spoke, the young bureaucrat surprised Birrel. He said levelly, “I can seel madea
mistake. What do you suggest?'

"Cadll off your flest,” Birrd said ingtantly. “Let that scout come through. Well find Tauncer'sflitter and
turn on its homing-beam and the scout will land here. Then well grab them, and if we can take their
captain dive the probe will get out of him what we want to know. How many men have you got here?'

"Six,” sad Madlinson. “1 could call more, but it might be too late now."
Birrel glanced at the windows. The twilight was degpening into darkness now.

"It'salot too late,” he said, and added bitingly, “Y ou had plenty of timeto call them when | was blacked
out, if you'd been thinking. Well have to do with what we have. Joe and Vathisand | make three



more—ten againg fifteen or sixteen in the scout. Not bad odds, if we can surprise them.”
Madlinson said, “I'll cdl the fleet and have the two cruisersrecdled. The porto'sinmy car.”

He hurried out, and Birrel got hold of Garstang's arm and dragged himsdlf to hisfeet. Lyllin cameto
support him on the other side, and he walked shufflingly back and forth across the lamplit room between
them, feding his motor-centers regain control of hislimbs. But his head il felt asbig asabaloon, and dl
painful.

Hesadfindly, “I'mdl right now.” But Garstang and Lyllin kept close to him as he waked unsteadily out
onto the porch.

It was full darkness now, but the west wind was blowing the clouds off in scattered tatters. Starswere
showing, and among them he saw the blue flare of Vega. He thought of Ferdias there. He thought what a
mess of things he had made here and what Ferdias would say about that.

Mallinson's men—aknot of dark figures—were gathered out by his car in the lane. Malinson came
hurrying back to the porch.

"We're ready to start hunting for that flitter. Y ou've got shockers?” Then, ashe madeout Lyllininthe
darkness. “Hadn't your wife better get out of here?!

Birrel had been looking off into the darkness, back toward the dightly deeper shadow that was all that
could be seen of the ragged woods behind the fields. He had been thinking.

"Wait, Malinson,” hesaid. “I've been in that woods, alittle. We could flounder around init dl night
without finding Tauncer'sflitter. All we know isthat helanded it inasmal clearing and pushed it under
trees. We need aguideto find it. If we can force Harper to lead usto it..."

Mallinson interrupted, and his voice was unhappy. “1 sent Tauncer and Harper down to New Y ork under
guard, while you were il out. | supposed wed be following them right away.”

Birrel would have liked to swear again but, with time running out, he could not afford the luxury. He said,
after amoment, “ Then that's out. But we still need aguide. There's aneighbor just down the road—man
named Vinson—who should know those woods. WEell go get him."

Hetook hold of Lyllin'shand and led her down off the porch with him. “Y ou're going too, Lyllin. You
can gay inVinson'shouse alittle while”

It was one of the few times he had ever given Lyllin adirect order. She would do anything for him, but
shewould not be ordered. For an instant she hung back, but then she came quietly aong. Her pride was
such that she would not make a scene about it, but hefdlt that he would hear about it later.

Mallinson drove, barrelling the car dangeroudy fast down the narrow road. Above the bordering trees,
the stars gleamed al acrossthe sky. Whatever else Earth might or might not have, Birrel thought sourly, it
certainly had capricious wesather.

When they pulled into the |lane besde Vinson's big sone farmhouse, Birrdl saw that thelightsinsde were
dimmed. But, dmost at once, Vinson and hiswife came out onto a side soop, while from behind them
the bright, artificial didogue of aTri-V program continued to chatter.

"Why, it's Commander Birrdl,” said Vinson. “And hiswife. Hi, neighbor! Comeright onin—"

"Therésalittletrouble” Birrd interrupted. “1 wonder if Lyllin could stay here with your wife an hour or



0?And | wanttotak to YOU."

Vinson'swife enveloped Lyllin like amatherly hen and bustled her into the house. Vinson, looking
puzzled, came down off the step.

"Thisis Ross Mdlinson, secretary to John Charteris,” Birrd told him. “Listen, you know the woods
behind our fidds?'

Vinson goggled, and Birrel had to repesat the question before he answered.
"Why, sure. But what—"

Birre told him, asrapidly and concisaly as he could. Presently Vinson went back up onto the step and
cdled and hiswife came out.

"What'sthe trouble?’ she asked. “I was asking Mrs. Birrdl, but she—"

Vinson interrupted her, saving in awondering, haf-increduloustone, “ They say awar may start. And the
firg fighting isgoing to beright here, tonight.”

"Don't worry, | only need your husband to guide usin thewoods,” Birrd told thewoman. “I'll send him
back before anything happens.”

Vinson suddenly spokein aloud and emphétic tone. “The hdll you'll send me back! Thisismy world,
same asyours, I've got an old hunting-shocker. Back in aminute.”

He raced into the house, with hiswife hurrying after him, and, in the splash of dim light from the window,
Mallinson looked &t Birrel and said ironicaly, “Hisworld, the same asyours.”

Birrel shrugged. “I'm aloca boy in away, remember?”
Vinson came running out, carrying an old shocker of nonletha type, and climbed into the back of the car.
Asthey rocked back dong the country road, he talked excitedly.

"There's three—maybe four—little clearings back there where aflitter could set down. But one of them
hasn't got any trees near it that would be big enough to hide aflitter under.”

"Then forget that one and take usto the others, asfast asyou can,” said Birrd, asthe car dewed sharply
into the lane where Mdlinson's men and Garstang and Vathis were waiting.

Mallinson started to lead the whole group back toward the fields and the woods beyond, but Birrel hung
back.

"Wait aminute,” he said. “ Tauncer had a heavy-duty sonic shocker and well need that. It'sin the
bushes—"

One of the dark figuresinterrupted. “We found that. We haveit."

"All right, then, let'smove,” said Birrd. Hefelt alittle better about their prospects. Mallinson's men—UW
Security agents, he supposed—seemed to know their business.

Vinson led asthey tramped back across the ragged fields, their feet crushing the Queen Anné's Lace and
ironweed and tall grass, their knees raked by blackberry briars. They had no light, but the stars were out
and, after alittlewhile, Birrd's night vision cleared and he could make out the dark, low wall of the



woods just ahead of them.
He turned sharply as from the north came an eerie sound of barking that sounded like witch-laughter.
"Just afox,” said Vinson. “Thisway. Past that big clump of sumac.”

The field had been dark, but the woods were atangled darkness. There was brush that tripped them, and
thornappl e trees, whose sharp spikes clawed at their faces. They made aslittle noise as possible, buit,
when Vinson stopped to get his bearings and they al stopped behind him, sudden silence was a sharp
contrast.

Thiswas, Birrel thought, adevil of away to begin the long-feared, long-awaited struggle with Orion. Not
out in open space, not in some mighty cluster of suns, as he had aways supposed the first redl clash
would come. No, it had to be here in the nighted woods on this old planet, fossicking about amid thorns
and briars and brush, with afarmer to guide them.

Tiny insects he could not seein the darkness hummed and buzzed in hisear and he felt himsdf sungin
face and hands as by small needles. One of the Earthmen swore under his breath and then was silent.

"Over here” said Vinson. “ Got lost for aminute—don't often come herein the dark.”

Hisvoice was high and excited, though he tried to keep it down. He led them through a mass of tall
weeds, asort of brushy meadow, into agrove of big trees.

"No,” he sad after amoment. “Thereés no flitter here.”
"Try the other places,” Mdlinson said. “And hurry."

They worked through more brush, splashed rather noisily acrossasmal stream, and finally emerged into
another clearing of high weeds.

"Wait,” said Vinson's voice suddenly from ahead.
"Anything?’ asked Mdlinson sharply.
"The sumac and milkweed are all crushed down here. Let melook."

They waited, fighting the tiny, stinging insects, while Vinson moved off into the darkness. They heard him
groping and fumbling, and then heard nothing.

Birrd's headache, which he had dmost forgotten during the urgency of the search, returned to plague
him.

It made him fed irritable. When Garstang dapped his cheek and muttered, he turned to tell him to shut
up. But he did not. There was no usein taking his headache out on Joe.

There were rapid, heavy footsteps and Vinson came blundering back out of the darkness. His voice was
ahigh, triumphant whisper.

"Found it! Over in that grove of beeches—they set down here and hauled it under cover—"
Malinson cut him off. “Takeustoit.”

In the shadows, benesth huge trees that had curioudy smooth bark, the light flitter gleamed dully.
Mallinson said, “Kane!” The man who had operated the probe hurried forward and got into the open



cockpit of theflitter and squatted down. There was the gleam of asmall light, quickly hooded.
After what seemed avery long few minutes, Kane spoke up.

"It'shere. Simple oscillator to send out abeam that'll be almost entirely masked by the ordinary Tri-V
frequencies. It'saclever—"

"Never mind that,” Malinson interrupted. “Turn it on.

They heard nothing, saw nothing, but Kane presently scrambled out of theflitter. “It'son.”
Mallinson looked around and then after amoment he said, “ Birrel."

Birrel stepped closer to him. “Yes."

"Y ou know what this Orionid scout will be like and what it will do, better than we,” said Mdlinson. “Will
you set up the ambush?’

"Do | givethe ordersin the attack?'
"Yes. Of course.”
"All right,” said Birrel. “Let's go back to that clearing. That's where the scout will come down.”

In the starlit, brushy, open space, he stopped and tried to figure. Posting the men strategically around the
meadow was not difficult, but it was the heavy-duty shocker that worried him. They were going to have
torely onit alot, and they would not have time to bundle it around much.

Hefinaly kept Garstang and the shocker with him, a a point on the edge of the clearing nearest the
hidden flitter. Mallinson stayed with him asamatter of course and he retained Vinson, too—hewas
afraid that, in his excitement, Vinson would give the whole show away.

They squatted down beside the shocker, then.
They waited.

CHAPTER 16

At three minutes and fourteen seconds before midnight asmal, fast spacecraft, with theinsgniaof the
griding warrior on her bows, dropped down out of the starlight like a humming shadow. It could not
have been heard far by human ears, but the farm dogs up and down the valey heard it and set up a
gtartled barking. The scout came down, landed in the brushy meadow and was silent. And presently the
digant dogsdso fdl slent.

Birrel stood up, whispering as he did so to Garstang, who remained crouched with the heavy shocker,
besde Vinson and Mallinson.

"All right, you know what to do, and for God's sake make it fast when you move."

Hewalked boldly out into the dark meadow. The scout lay black and brooding, itsfish-tailed bulk a
vague, darker silhouette against the brambles and weeds and pale, white blossoms of Queen Anne's

Lace. Birrd stepped toward it, and as he did so he took out atiny pocket-lamp and flashed it briefly,
once.



He was sweating now. If Tauncer had arranged a specific recognition sgna, he would be cut down
before he took ten more steps. He had to gamble on the chance that the homing-beam from the flitter
would bethe only signd. It had seemed like agood gamble, until now. Now it did not seem so good.

Severd eternities went by while he took four more steps forward. Then therewas afamiliar grinding
sound and adoor in the side of the scout opened, showing, insgdeit, asmal airlock, illuminated by the
faintest of bluelight.

Birrel swallowed hard. His gamble had paid off. He was going to live, but maybe only two minutes more,
if thingswent wrong.

A uniformed man gppeared in thefaint, bluelight of the airlock, and stood in awaiting attitude. That
would be the captain of the scout-vessdl, Birrel thought. He surely would be there to meet Tauncer ona
mission so important asthis one. He did not see anyone else, but he knew very well that one crewman
would be standing just inside, at the air-lock pand.

Birrd walked forward in the darkness. He raised hisvoice, in as good an imitation of Tauncer'sashe
could muster, spesking in sharp complaint.

"Y ou should have been earlier! Don't show any lights—we've got to get out of here fast!™
"Earlier?’ saidthemanintheairlock. “Why, you said yoursef—"

Birrel drew the shocker from his pocket and let go with it, at eight paces distance. The man who was
gpeaking shut up and fell.

Now wasthe time, the decisve moment. Birrel ran forward the few yardsto the airlock, hisfeet dmost
tripping in the briars. He ran into the lock just as an Orionid crewman with an incredul ous expresson on
his face stepped in from the other Sde, staring at the officer lying on the floor. Birrel dropped him with a
burst from the shocker and leaped over him as hefdl, heading for the inner door.

Hisluck suddenly ran out. There was another crewman in the corridor, just beyond the lock pand, and
he was drawing his side-arm. Birre fired and ducked. He did not duck fast enough and the burst from
the other's shocker grazed hisright side and that whole part of his body went numb and be started to fall.

Hewould not fall, damn it. He lurched against the smooth metal wall, leaning to support himsdlf. The
shocker had fallen from his hand, and, while he had dropped the man in the corridor, he could hear
voices, somewhere beyond, now raised in darm. Where were Garstang and the others? What were they
doing out there, anyway?

Then he heard them in the darkness outside, thrashing like cows through the brush and high grass. He
also heard an darm siren go off forward in the scout. He ought to do something, to move, but, for the
moment, he was as helpless as an old woman, leaning against the wall and trying not to fall down on the
unconscious man, who had donethisto him.

Garstang and Vinson came pounding into the lock, carrying the heavy shocker between them. Garstang
looked professionaly worried, but Vinson was the excited amateur at fighting, his eyes popping.

"Getitin herd” Birrd said. He meant to shout it, but his voice came out as acroak.

The big shocker was no more use in the airlock than it would have been from outsde. Even asmall scout
had enough shidding inits hull to stop stuff likethis, and the shidlding in any ship was continued through
theinner wall of itsairlock.



"Areyou hurt?’ said Vinson. “What—"

Gargang said, “Comeon.” He hauled Vinson after him, the heavy squat machine precarioudy carried
between them, past Birrel and the sprawled figure on the floor.

He dammed the thing down on the floor, with its projection-grid facing down the corridor, and flipped
the switch. Asthough they had timed it for that, two men, who wore the striding warrior on their jackets,
popped into the farther end of the corridor. They had weaponsin their hands, but did not use them. They
seemed to skate and dide mgestically forward before they crumpled up under the soundlessand invisible
blast.

With an effort, Birrel croaked to Garstang, “ Sweep it, Joe, what's the matter with you?"

"The damn thing's heavy, didn't you know?’ panted Garstang. The shocker was gill on, still humming,
and Garstang was trying to pivot it around so that its blast would sweep the interior of the whole scout,
through the light bulkheads that could not shield againgt it. Vinson wastrying to help him, but he did not
understand exactly what Garstang was doing and he was more hindrance than help. Birrel tried to get
down to help, but his numbed leg ingtantly gave way under him and he sat down and thought what a
ridiculous leader he made, sitting here on his backside, in the corridor. Then, as Mdllinson's men came
running in from outside, he got his voice enough to ydl a them, “Help Garstang!"

Kane understood instantly what Garstang was doing. He sprang forward, shoving Vinson out of theway,
and grabbed one side of the big shocker. He and Garstang rocked and tilted the heavy thing.

In the farther parts of the scout-craft there was bedlam going on, a sound of things breaking and men's
voicesraised ininarticulate cries. A tall man, with alieutenant's tabs on his shoulders, came at a
staggering run into the passage. Vinson raised his old shocker, but there was no need, the man fell and
lay dill. Birrdl, struggling to scramble again to hisfedt, felt the meta floor and walls quivering with the
jarring force that was blagting through the whole ship.

He said in amoment, “ That should be enough. Shut it off and go oniin. Y ou help me, Vinson."

Garstang and Kane and the rest of Mdlinson's men went down the corridor in arush. Mallinson himself
was behind Birrel, looking alittle white-lipped, as though violence was a new and upsetting thing to him,
but looking determined, also.

Vinson was shaking alittle as he helped Birrd up and steadied him with a husky arm. He kept babbling,
“Have we done it? Have we taken the ship?'

"Dependsif the big shocker caught themintime,” said Birrdl. “Help meforward.”

There were sounds from forward and overhead, men's voices caling, but whether they were the voices
of Mdlinson'smen or of Orionids he did not know.

"Up thiscompanionway,” hetold Vinson. “ Damn thisleg!"

Vinson and Malinson helped boost him up the companionway and Birrel could not help thinking what a
totally unheroic leader of an attack force he made. “1 should have asword to wave,” he thought
disgustedly.

Up in the communications room behind the bridge of the scout, two of the Orionid crew lay sprawled
where they had fdlen from their chairs. There were splinters of glass and plastic where the sonic wave
had shattered equipment.



"Thequestioniis, did it stop these communist menintime?’ said Birrd. “If they got aflash off to their
parent squadrons—"

Madllinson ran back out of the room, shouting for Kane. When the technician came, he was puffing and
looked excited and triumphant.

"| think we've swept the craft,” he said. “ Two men il half-conscious, but they couldn't do anything. The
boys are searching—"

Mallinson interrupted. L ook at this communic stuff. \Was a message being sent when we hit them?'

Kanelost some of his excitement and went over and sarted to examine the bank of controlsin front of
the two empty chairs. They waited, Birrd leaning heavily on Vinson.

Kane said findly, “No. The settings show they didn't even have acarrier wave on yet."

"All right,” said Birrdl. “'Y ou'd better secure dl prisoners before they come around. Mallinson, you might
look through the log, though | doubt you'll find anything there to help us. What we need to know is
probably in that captain’s brain and nowhere else.”

As Madllinson nodded and hurried out, Birrel turned to Vinson. “Help meinto one of those chairs.”
Vinson, ashe did so, said excitedly, “Wedid dl right, didn't we?'
Birrel looked a him and managed to grin. “Wedid fine. You did fine."

Joe Garstang, <till sweeting from hisexertions, camein. He sad, “ Those lads weren't playing, their
shockerswere dl set on lethd. It'sagood thing you only caught agraze.

"I've had enough good thingstonight to last me,” Birrel said sourly. “Rub my sde.”

Gargtang did so, and, after anumber of minutes, the stunned nerves recovered enough so that Birrel
could stand on his own. With Vinson and Garstang, he limped back down through the scout to the
arlock. The Orionid captain, senseless asalog, was propped in asitting position againgt the wall and
two of Mallinson's men were watching him.

Birrel looked at him for amoment. Then he went outside. It was somehow astonishing, after the noise
and fighting and running ingide the ship, to find that the dark woods were as silent as ever. The breeze
blew soft with the unfamiliar smells of Earth, and far away, acrossthe starlit valley, an darm dog was il
ydping queruloudy.

Birrel took the porto out of his pocket and talked into it for afew minutes. Then he put it back, and
limped back to the blue-lighted airlock.

Mallinson was there now. “Not athing in the papers.” He glanced at the unconscious Orionid captain.
“But helll know how and when those squadrons plan to come. Well get him down to New Y ork and
probe him there, fast."

Birrd nodded. “I'll go with you. I've just called my squadron. The Fifthisgoing on Alert.”

Mallinson looked up sharply. “Oh, no. Not without Council sanction. I've made it clear that we don't
trust Lyraone bit more than Orion, and it will be up to the Council whether you're allowed to act in this"

"Council bedamned,” Birrd said. “My squadron is not going to be caught flatfooted. Our scoutswill take
off inan hour. Our light cruisersin two."



Malinson said grimly, “If any of your ships attempt to take off without permission, they'll be hit by our
missiles”

"They will take off,” Birrel said. “Y ou can accept that as aconstant in your caculations. Y ou'd better get
on to Charterisand tell him so and have him send new orders to those missile-batteries.”

Mallinson looked at him, and then afine sweat began to come out on hisforehead. He said, “1 can't do
thet."

"If you don't,” Birrd said unyiddingly, “you'll have afirg-class battle with the Fifth right there on the
gpaceport. Y ou may clobber us. But if you do, al Solleremos’ squadronswill haveto do iscomein and
pick up the pieces.”

Mallinson's control snapped and he gave way to awhite anger. “Y ou think, because theresacrisis, you
canissue ultimatums—"

Birrd brokein harshly. “The ultimatum wasyours. And I'm calling it. Get onething straight. The Fifthis
not going to be caught down. I'll repest that. The Fifth is not going to be caught down!"

Whatever wasin hisvoice finaly got through to Mallinson. He looked at Birrel, alook of trapped
frugtration and pure didike.

"I'll cal Charteris” hesadfindly. “It1l beupto him."
Birrel nodded. “I'd makeit al very clear to him, if | wereyou.

He went back out into the soft darkness, and Vinson and Garstang followed him. He said to Vinson,
“Y ou don't mind my wife staying with you alittle? | don't want her done here.”

"Lord, no, sheéswelcome,” said Vinson. “But you—"
"I'll be busy for awhile,” said Birrel, and added, “ One way or another.”

Now began hurried movement around the scout. Kane's voice could be heard ordering some of the men
to get flitters and bring them to this place, giving othersingtructions for the securing of the senselessmen
ingde the scout.

Birrd waited.
Mdlinson findly cameto him.

"| told Charteris,” said Mallinson. “It'sup to him. If he consders Lyraabigger threet than Orion, your
shipswill be hit when they take off."

Joe Garstang said a coarse word. “In my eye! Y ou won't take on us and Solleremos too!”

Mallinson said nothing to that. He said tiffly to Birrdl, “Y ou're to return with usto New Y ork. Theflitters
will behereinaminute”

He strode away, and looking at his tiff, unyielding back, Birrel wished he was as confident as Garstang.
There was an obstinacy about these Earthmen that he was beginning to recognize, and it worried him so
deeply that, for amoment, he consdered calling Brescnik and cancelling his order.

No. Somewhere, out therein the starry sky, Solleremos’ sneak strike must be on its way, and no one
knew how near. The Fifth was going out to meet it, evenif it had to fight itsway out.



CHAPTER 17
No missile had been fired.

The scouts of the Fifth had taken off, and later the light cruisers, and the deadly launchersthat ringed
New Y ork spaceport had remained silent. Now the scouts were well outside the system of Sol,
quartering like restless hounds, while the light cruisers moved, in tight formation and at reduced speed,
beyond the big ball of poison-and-ice that was called Saturn, dl of them waiting for orders.

Birrdl was beginning to think that there would be no ordersfor anyone, if the argument went on much
longer. He had been in thisroom high in the UW tower for dmost an hour, expostulating, pleading,
reasoning, and he had got nowhere. He wastired. His head still ached and his sde was ill haf-numb.

He was not deepy, pills had taken care of that, but he felt sore and worn out. He was beginning to have a
conviction that Earthmen were foredoomed by their own pigheadedness, and thet it would bloody well
servethemright.

He looked aong the table and saw hard unfriendliness and distrust in every face. Not only in the faces of
Charterisand Madllinson but dso in those of old Admira Laney and his saff. He could understand
politicians being stupid enough to Sit around atable and gabble, evenin acrisslikethis. He could not
understand nava officers doing such athing. No wonder, he thought, bitterly, that the United Worlds had
faled to maintain its sway, if thiswasthe way it had faced up to crises.

"The answer, again, isno,” Charteris said gonily. “The Fifth Lyrawill act under UW command, or it will
not act at all."

"It'snot aquestion of command,” said Birrel. “It'saquestion of strategy.”
"Wewill determinethe Strategy,” Charteris said.

Birrel pushed his chair back and got up from the table. He repressed the things he wanted to say. He
turned his back on them and went over to the window and looked out, fighting for self-contral. If he blew
his stack now, they weredl in trouble.

It was two-forty-five in the morning, but the streets of the old city till glowed with vari-colored light,
dretching away beneath the UW tower like avast gridiron of gleaming lines. The pleasure placeswould
be jammed again with the crowds that had flocked here for the commemoration. They had not the
faintest ideawhat this commemoration was going to be like. Not one word of the Situation had gone out
in the newscasts.

Just aswell, Birrdl thought. These Earth folk would not believe it anyway, they were so armored in
obgtinate pride. They thought of their world asthe sart of everything, the fountainhead, and they resented
the fact that the outer worlds had falen away, they didiked the Sectors. But they had never dreamed that
one of the Sectors might turn against them, any more than afather dreamsthat his children may turn and
attack him. Well, inaway, it was atrue andogy. That thought took some of the rage out of Birrel and he
turned back to the hostile, silent group around the table.

He went past them to the big depth-chart of the Solar system and itsimmediate stellar environs, which
filled the whole end of the room. Sol and its planets and the nearer stars were perfectly projected, so
that, when Birrd stepped into the chart, he was like a giant shouldering through the galaxy.

Therewasaline of red light in the chart, beginning out in the direction of Scorpio and extended toward
Sol. The captured Orionid captain of the scout had talked, under the probe. The big computerstwo



floors down had taken the coordinates he had yielded, and had extrapol ated from them to show the
approximate course of the two squadrons that were coming. Thered line was like a dagger pointed at
Earth's heart.

"They've made along circlearound,” Birrel said. “ They're coming in from directly opposite the direction
of Orion, the least expected direction—"

Admird Laney interrupted. “Weve gone over that. Well meet them. But thisisthe UW's fight and your
squadron will obey UW orders, if it goeswith us."

Birrel looked into the old admira'sfrosty eyesand said, and meant it, “ Sir, | would be proud to fight
under you. But facts are facts. The UW fleet, no matter how long and honorabl e its history, cannot meet
and match an Orionid squadron. Thisisafact. Another fact isthat there are few miraclesin warfare. If
your fleet and the Fifth meet the Orionids head-on, the odds are that welll lose. | am just as proud of the
Fifth Lyraasyou are of your fleet and itstraditions, but | till say well lose. Weve only one chanceto
even the odds and that is surprise.”

"Surprise, in these days of long-range radar?’ said an officer increduloudly.

"It can be done,” Birrd said steadily. “It has been done, more than once, out in the fringe-clusters
between the Sectors.”

He turned around to the depth-chart again and pointed to a blurred and speckled arealying between the
orbits of Mars and Jupiter.

"Here you seem to have a natura chevaux-de-frise, to borrow an ancient term. I'd like to make use of it.
Do you know your way around in it?"

"The Agteroid Bdlt?’ said Laney. “Yes, we know it."
"If you could bait the Orionidsin there, entangle them, in the drift—" Birrel began.

The old admira interrupted. “ Do you suppose that they're that smple? To follow usin there, knowing
that the Fifth Lyrais, somewhere on their flank?"

"They won't know that, if we canwork it right,” Birrel said earnestly. He left the chart and came back to
thetable. “The Fifth's heavy cruiserswill take off. Presently long-range radar will show the whole Fifth
heading outside this system toward Orion as though to intercept apossible direct attack from that
direction.”

llBlJt_ll

"But it won't be the Fifth they range,” Birrd continued. “An equa number of ships—merchant-freighters,
ore-tubs, anything you can grab together fast, will assemble beyond your fifth planet and move out
impersonating the Fifth. Long-range radar can't tell the difference. And hdf of our fast scoutswill go with
this dummy squadron to keep Orionid scouts from getting close enough to use short-range radar.”

Charterislooked at Laney, aquestion.
It might be done,” said Laney. “The dummy squadron, | mean. Let's havetherest of it."

"Simple,” said Birrel. “Your UW fleet baitsthe Orionids so that at least asignificant portion of their
drength istangled in the drift. The Fifth Lyra...” he strode back to the chart, hishand plunging in just
above the gleaming globe of Sol, “will belying up here, effectively masked from radar. When you have



them hooked—"

He made a downward, dashing motion with his hand.
Charterislooked again at the admird. “Well?*

Laney grudgingly admitted, “1t might work."

"Do you formdly recommend it asaplan of defensive action?'
Laney did not equivocate now. “Yes."

"Very well,” said Charteris, and Birrel began to breathe alittle more easily, and then he heard Charteris
saying, “But the Council ruling till applies, the Fifth Lyrawill be under your direct command, Admird."

Birrel gave up. He had done his best to convince them and it had not been good enough, and that was
that. But then he heard Laney saying to the chairman, “No. In an operation like this, the Fifth Lyrawill
have to have independent command. Y ou just can't coordinate such astrike by prearranged order, and
direct communication with the Lyranswon't be possiblein their radar-hide."

Charterislooked dubious. “If you say s0..."
"l dosay s0."
Charteris stood up. “I have to have full Council approvd for this. They'rewaiting.”

Hewent out. Birrdl looked at Laney, but the admira's eyes were as hard and unfriendly asthey had been
and hedid not say “Thanks’ as he had intended.

"The Council will gpprove,” Laney said brusquely. “1 suggest we get down to working it out.”

Two hourslater, Birrel rode with Garstang in afast car that took them through the city, heading for the
spaceport. The canyoned streets were dark and quiet now, the old metropolis dept. There waslittle
traffic and the car hummed between the dark towers toward the river, waking echoes.

Birre ill could not quite believe that thiswasit, the sart of the long-feared clash between Lyraand
Orion. Both Sectors were so far away that their stars were mere points of light in the sky of thisancient,
degping city. And again he thought that even when things you expected happened, they never happened
in theway you expected.

Hewastired and he was getting deepy asthe pills wore off, but he had to snap out of it when they
reached the spaceport. The looming black bulls of the big cruiserswere dive. Men went up and down
the gangways, orders were bawled over the sound of cars that dashed between the ships.

In the bridge of the Starsong, he went over it with Brescnik and Hallet, the third in command.
"That'sabout it,” hefinished. “ Anything?'

Brescnik showed histeeth in amirthless smile. “ Only that your choice of an ambush hide isgoing to make
it plenty interesting, even before things begin.”

Birrd stood up. “It will. Lift out when you get the word from UW's &&ff, they'll time it with the dummy
sguadron's movements. I'm going to get some deep.”

Northward, the filds around Orville brightened with anew day. In the meadow, behind the Vinson



house, Lyllin stood, shivering alittlein the dight chill, looking to the south and listening. A flitter buzzed
across the sky to the west, but there was nothing el se. Then afar-off roll of thunder crossed the sky. She
knew that thunder and what made it. She listened, as one thunder-roll after another pulsed and muttered.

She had had one short call from Birrdl. Wait there, I'll come back. Now the muttering thunder in the
south seemed like the receding footsteps of everything she had ever loved, passing out over the distant
hills

Sheturned dowly, and went back into the house.

CHAPTER 18

The sky screamed light. The sun, Sal, its atoms ceaselesdy riven and then reborn, shrieked raving energy,
magnetism, eectricity, light, radiant heet, arage across the heavens, acosmic storm, flinging up wild
plumes and spindrift of violet calcium, of yellow sodium, of blue and green and red flame.

Over it, asover alimitlessfiery ocean, hung the shod of slver ships. Tossed and twitched by storms of
radiation, wrenched by the claws of the titan magnetic field, scorched by the blaze of the star that sought
to overcome their shidding, the ships of the Fifth fought to hold position. Their formation wavered,
sagged, reformed and wavered again, and till they held together, fighting againgt the sar.

Theflagship, the Starsong, had it alittle easier. It was much higher above the sun, far enough out from the
storm of force so that itslong-range radar functioned, at least partialy. By that same token, it could be
ranged by radar, while the squadron, though itself blind radarwise, could not be ranged.

Birrel sat in the communic-room of the Starsong, eating a sandwich. He did not want it, his somach was
tight with tension and he was not hungry at al, but he had learned long ago that if acommander showed
excitement in atight Situation everyone under him would let his own excitement ride him. He chewed his
sandwich and watched stolidly as Garstang and Venner hung over the big radar-screensthat yielded an
approximetion of the results of long range radar information, in aform most quickly comprehended.

Garstang swore. “Out again.”

The screens had suddenly al blazed a usdless white, even the powerful rays that served them wrenched
and cut by a sudden outburst of solar activity. The ship shuddered and rocked momentarily.

"Therés nothing yet anyway,” said Birrd. He thought, My God, what a fake | am, I'm the most jumpy
man in the squadron and | have to sit here and pretend. He wanted to jump up and run to the
screens, but he forced himsdlf to St il and finish the sandwich. Already it was giving him agut-ache.

He got up then and walked over to the screens. They had come back on again, but they did not show
much.

One was ranged west and zenith. 1t showed a swarm of tiny flecks moving far outside the System of Sal,
heading out in the direction of the star Saiph. It looked for al theworld like afull nava squadron, with its
scouts out screening it its light cruisers flanking the centra heavy columns. Birrel hoped it [ooked that
way to the Orionids. Only the scouts were for red, the rest of that swarm was merchant ships,
ore-freighters, everything the UW had been able to gather together and throw out as adummy. If Orionid
scouts got close enough to use short-range radar and detect the imposture, it was going to be their last

flight.
Helooked at another screen. That one plotted the rim of the asteroid belt, ablur of dots that were rock



fragments, dust, pebbles, the streams of debris between Mars and Jupiter. Beyond the rim of that stony
jungle, five ships moved dowly, behaving like anormal patrol. The remainder of the UW flegt was hidden
among the asteroids and no radar could detect them there.

"Why don't they come?’ fretted Garstang. “ Do you suppose that captain had it wrong? That plans were
changed?'

The screens suddenly blazed white again. The Starsong shuddered and hedled asthe wave of solar
electricity overloaded and affected relaysin its control system. The automatic correctionsin the circuits
functioned dmost ingtantly, and the fabric of the vessel stopped shivering.

Birrel shrugged. “We should soon know."
"It had better be soon,” muttered Garstang. “ The boys can't St on that star forever.”

The storms of force that intermittently rocked the Starsong were bad enough. But on the squadron, hiding
much closer to the solar corona, it must be rougher. A lot rougher. Brescnik had so far kept them
together, but neither ships nor men could take that sort of thing for too long. Birrel, watching the screens
with perfectly faked stolidity, prayed inwardly for the Orionidsto come.

They did not. Time passed. He began to sweat. He did not think he could keep up this pretense of calm
much longer.

Suddenly Venner caught Garstang's shoulder. “ There!” he said. He leaned forward and pointed his
forefinger at the screen.

Out of the depths toward Scorpio came aswarm of tiny flecks that might have been nothing more than
bits of cosmic drift. They moved together, very fast. They swept in toward the System of Sol with arush
and they came dmost exactly on the course that that red dagger in the chart had foretold. Two full
squadrons of Solleremos’ fleet, on planetary approach.

Thefive UW shipson patrol, out beyond the Belt, abruptly wheeled around in perfect formation and
moved out to meet them.

Birrd's mouth was dry. Runnels of swest crept down histemples, down his body. The pdms of his hands
were clammy.

The Starsong rocked again and Garstang uttered an oath. The radar was out again, the screens were
blank. Then they cleared.

The five UW ships had not gone far out. Suddenly they whedled again, seemingly abandoning formation.
But Birrel knew they were running afiring paitern and hisfists clenched tight. Thefive legped in formation
again and cracked on speed and ran back toward the Belt.

Oneinthe great swarm of flecks, one of the Orionid cruisers, vanished silently from the screen.
Garstang shouted, and, asthough at asignal, the screen went out again.

Birrd ran hisuniform deeve over hisface, and kept till. There were so few of the UW ships, and so
many of the others, something more than double the strength of his own squadron. Far below, Earth lay
naked, stripped, utterly without defense. Birrdl thought of Lyllin, and the old house with the dusty road in
front of it. He thought of the dark woods and the meadow where they had fought in the night, and
curioudly enough he thought of the cat. Insolent little beest...



Hewaited for the screens to clear, and watched.

A number of Orionid ships detached themselves from the main fleet and raced after the UW patrol. They
were much faster, they could only belight cruisers, S-4s. Thelong arm of Solleremoswas reaching
swiftly now, and one of the UW shipswinked off the screen. The other four reached the Bdlt.

The Orionid advance plunged in after them.
"Now,” whispered Garstang. “ Now—now—"

The eight Orionid light cruisers apparently detailed to mop up this patrol sped down a deceptively open
“lead” through the asteroid drift. The lead pinched out in a culde-sac of radar-specksthat were actually
wildly gyrating rocks. The Orion cruisersdid afast about, practically on each other's hedls, but, before
they were finished, the four UW ships and nearly adozen others appeared from nowhere al around
them, coming into view on the screen asthey | eft the radar shelter of the asteroids they had periloudy

hugged.
"Hit them,” muttered Garstang. “Oh, hdll, get onto it and hit them!"

They hit them. Of asudden, in quick succession, two of the UW ships and five of the Orionids vanished
off the screen.

"That hurt them,” said Birrel, and unclenched hisfists. “ They're hooked.”

Garstang turned and looked at him and then picked up the mike of theintercom. He did not speak into it,
he looked at Birrel and waited. Birrel bent forward, his eyes on the screen.

Down therein the Asteroid Belt, the trap had been sorung. And now the Orionids knew they had the
whole UW fleet, such asit was, to deal with—aforce too small to stop them, but too formidableto leave
ontheir flank and rear. All depended on their movements now. If they had been fooled by the dummy
Fifth that had gone out, they would move one way and, if they had not, they would move another.

An anguish grew in Birrel asthe swarm of specks that were the main body of the Orionid squadrons
came on. The stratagem had been too trangparent, too clumsy. He should have known that and yet he
had talked Laney and Charterisinto it, and—

He held his breath. The swarm of flecks was changing pattern, and atering course. The heavy centra
columns of the Orionid squadrons were forming into a cone-shaped formation that moved toward the
UW shipswhich hovered, in apparent doubt, above the fringes of the drift. The heavy cone moved into
make contacts with its cloud of scoutsdriving furioudy dl around it like athinner, larger outer cone.

Garstang was looking at him, amost pleadingly. No, thought Birrel. Not yet. Not quite yet.

He waited until the van scouts of the Orionids were five times missle-range from the drift. Then he
nodded to Garstang.

"Commander to Vice-Commander,” said Garstang rapidly. “Regoin!”

The Fifth rgoined itsflagship fast, glad to get farther from the glare and danger of Sol, and soon the ships
came onto visual screensaswell asradar.

Down there, at the fringe of the Belt, contact had been made. Dots were vanishing, faster and faster.
Birrd'sthroat was dry. Nobody had ever fought afleet action before, there had been individua
cruiser-skirmishes out on the vague, stellar frontiers, but nothing like this. There was no precedent and



the action-plan he had prepared could prove utterly foolish. Throw away your doubts and worries, he
thought, you've hooked yoursdlf now and there is only one thing you can do, so you might just aswell be
heroic about it.

Hesaid, “All right, let'sgo down,” and the Fifth Lyra swooped out of the sun.

CHAPTER 19
It seemed to Birrel that they had been fighting by the Belt for severd eternities.

But was thisfighting? Standing here, in the bridge of the Starsong, and looking up at the screens, while
the ship groaned and quivered like aliving thing?

The screens showed dark space, with the torrents of rushing stone of the Belt only a distant, danted blur
across the upper sector, the blur dipping and hedling over asthey changed course. Nothing but that and
the occasiond fleeting glint of polished metal asaneighboring ship in their column momentarily caught the
light, and no sound, but the pounding throb of power.

Then far out, on the left of one screen, ablinding little nova burgt into being. It flared, and died, and there
was darkness again and nothing to show that aship had vanished in nuclear explosion.

"We're making contact again,” said Garstang. Standing in the captain's place, hisface was dark and ill
asiron, but with sweat shining on the edges of it. “Where the hell are those UW ships anyway?"

"Laney was hit hard,” said Birrel. “Weve got to keep punching while he regroupsin the drift. HEll come
out again soon.'

He hoped.

He hated to go back to the radar room, where you could see nothing but flecks on a screen, but he had
to, it was the commander's place in battle.

Battle? Thiswas not battle the way he had envisaged it—this moving forward in pardld columns groping
for an enemy who was using dl his devicesto blind and confuse radar, two forces clawing for
advantageous position here, just outside the Belt'swhirling jungle of drift.

It seemed like anticlimax, after their firgt attack. They had plunged down from their ambush above the sun
on full ultra-drive acceleration. Using ultra-drive in planetary nelghborhoods was so risky asto approach
the suicidal. But the Fifth had gone down on carefully plotted acceleration and decel eration schedules,
first building up aterrific velocity and then ingtantly decelerating to a manageable speed. It had worked.
The Orionids had not had time to disperse their formation in defensive evasion. The Fifth had crashed
down through the middle of their linelike aflying axe-blade.

It had been like that in Birrel's mental picture, but not like that in redlity, there was no shock, no crash,
the enemy ships hardly even saw each other. Evenin their comparatively tight formation, the Orionids
were separated by enough open space that the whole two columns of the Fifth had cut down between
them without even a near-collision. Nevertheless they had hit the Orionids, and hit them hard, for their
attack had been analogousto the classic, old sea-navy tactic of “crossing the T.” The concentrated
missilefire of Birrd's ships upon each end of the broken Orionid cone they raced through had been more
than jamming-defenses could hold against. The missiles had smothered the ships closest them, asthey
raced past, and Solleremos had lost three heavy cruisers and two light ones right there.

On down, nadirward from the shattered Orionid ling, the Fifth had flashed around and formed in shorter



columns that spread out from each other and drove back up at the enemy. The UW ships had come
boiling out of the Belt, like angry hornets, to hit them from the other side. It had looked asthough it
would be decided in minutes. It would have been, except for one thing—the Orionids knew how to fight,
too.

They were dill as strong as both the UW and Fifth together. Whoever commanded them knew his
business. The UW shipswere nearest, and the Orionids had did into a front that faced the Belt and that
turned al their fire on the hornets from that direction. It was more than the UW fleet could take, and,
after losing four shipswithin seconds, Laney had pulled back into the Belt. Solleremos commander had
had just time enough to face around as the Fifth Lyracame up at him from nadir.

Birrd had been fanning out his columnsto form the cone that would flank the ends of the Orionid
formation, rall it up into a concentrated target. It wastoo late for that. With Laney knocked back to the
Belt, he would have been “coned” himsdf if he had perssted. He had ordered them back into columns
and had started arapidfire, one-two-three punching al aong the line to keep the Orionids from
maneuvering to envelop him.

He did not think he could keep punching thisway for very long. Unless Laney came out of the drift and
drew off at least apart of the superior forcesfacing him, it was only amatter of time until the heavier
weight told.

Looking down &t the shifting pattern on the radar screen, Birrdl said sharply into histhroat-mike,
“Brescnik ismoving his column too wide. Tdl him.”

"Yes, gr.” Thecommunic officer'sreply came thinly through the din. On the screen, in amoment, their |eft
column drew back alittle.

The Starsong creaked, shivered and jumped as it swerved thisway and that on the evasive pattern it was
following. The generators were droning in their highest key, furnishing every possible ounce of power for
the missile-jamming broadcast that was their defensive armament.

"A C-22inright column out, sir,” said Venner.

A dot in the shifting pattern had disappeared. A ship of the Fifth Lyraand its crew had vanished ina
flare, ssamisslegot through itsjamming.

Birrel'seyesflew to that part of the screen and now he noticed a significant changein the pattern of the
Orionid formation.

"They're shifting shipsto smother the head of our right column,” he said.

He heditated, knowing thisto be the pivotd criss. The move could be afeint, inviting him to move forces
to hisright, so that the Orionids could suddenly smash at their weakened |eft and center. But if it wasn't a
feint, their right would take an equaly disastrous punch. What it came down to was that they were
outnumbered and losing the initiative because of it. Where the hell were the UW ships? Laney had had
time enough to regroup.

He st histeeth and gave the order. “ Formations three and five to area sixteen—"

"Sir!” yeled Venner, interrupting. Birrel swung on him furioudy. To interrupt acommanding officer's
orders during an action was so monstrous an offense, asto beincredible.

Venner did not seem to care. He pointed at the screen and babbled, “ They're coming out—the
UW— ook at them!"



Laney had suddenly burst out of the shelter of the Belt. Those flying flecks, tight-bunched on the radar
screen, werethe UW'sllittle flegt. Disregarding al defensive evasion tactics, it was careening at highest
planetary speedstoward the left end of the Orionid formation.

The Orionid flecks shifted swiftly to form front and meet this reckless flank punch. But two of the flecks
winked out as missiles hit them and through that gap in their formation Laney flung the UW fleet.

It wasasuicidd attack that could not possibly persist for long againgt the superior Orionid weight. But it
kept on going, the UW tight formation like asword that was being thrust right into the bigger fleet. The
Orionids gtarted to bunch around that sword, to destroy it within the next few minutes by a concentrated
missilefirethat could not possibly be jammed.

But Birrel had intantly redlized the one reason why Laney had made his desperate sortie. It was up to
the Fifth to do therest.

"Coneout!” he ordered into the mike that carried his voice to every ship in the Fifth.

The columns of the Fifth seemed to explode, on the radar screen. They flew gpart, the individual ships
racing toward the bunched-up enemy and, a the same time, shifting into a new formation. The cone—a
gigantic candle-snuffer speeding toward the Orionid mass.

The Orionid commander had not time enough to disengage with Laney and fan out defensively. The
Fifth's cone was almaost upon him. The Orionid ships recoiled from the thregt, toward the edge of the
Bdt. The UW cruisers, hanging on like dogsto a bear, went with them.

The Fifth was committed, and Birrel ran out of the radar room to the bridge. The Starsong heeled over,
its generators screaming now and its fabric shuddering, and Birrd pitched and stumbled into the bridge
where the screenswere now divewith light.

Gargtang's face flashed, wild and swesty. “We're crowding them into the Belt. They can't disengagein
time—by God, look at those Earthmen!™

They werein such comparatively close contact now that the view-screens, drawing upon short-range
radar to build their visua images, showed the whole scene.

Thefight had barged into the fringes of the Bdlt. Drift was dl around them, from particles of sand that
tapped and banged and clattered against the Starsong's hull, to massive boulders that came at them like
juggernauts of stone. The automatic proximity-warnings kept up a schizophrenic screeching inthe
cac-room, and their imperative ordersto the control-relays constantly contravened the human helmsman.
All around them the ships of the Fifth were smilarly floundering, were awing, and then pressing forward
againin astaggering, crazy battle. The Orionids, drawing back asthey frantically sought to re-form, were
even more deeply entangled in the drift and could not reform.

Witch-fires of unholy brilliance began to flare here and there through the tangle, great bloomings of
nuclear flame that paed the stars and then winked out. Birrel, gppdled, thought at first that both sides
must belosing shipsat an incredible rate. Then he glimpsed afifty-ton boulder, that came whirling down
on the Starsong, suddenly explode in awhite fury that blanked out al the screens. It had been hit by a
missile, and that Orionid missile had undoubtedly been intended for their ship.

"Those aren't shipsthat are getting hit—most of the hitsare on the drift,” muttered Garstang. “How the
devil canyou fight inamesslikethis?'

"Laney and hisboysaredoing it,” Birrd said. “Keep pressng them.”



Starships—the mgjestic giants of the far galaxy intended to operate in the endless parsecs of deep
gpace—were out of their dement in the Bdlt. That went for the Fifth Lyraaswell astheir enemy. The
smaller, old-fashioned UW ships had an advantage here in maneuvering, and they weretaking it to the
full.

They couldn't stay in here, Birrel thought. They'd al smash up, something had to give, to bresk—The
Orionidsdid.

There was no change in the wild confusion on the visua view-screens, but Venner yelled suddenly from
the radar room. Birrel ran back there.

"Pulling up zenithward,” babbled Venner. “L ook, they—"

Birrd saw for himsdf. Ceasing their futile effortsto reform in the drift, the flecks that were Orionid ships
wereindividudly bolting up out of the Belt.

"Follow them, before they can regroup,” Birrel ordered. “Zenith, al ships.”

The Orionids were dready regrouping, he saw an ingtant later. But they were doing it while going at
accelerating speed away from the Belt and the whole system of Sal.

The Fifth Lyraand the UW ships camefast up out of the drift after them. Faling into aragged formation
of short paralel columns, they moved zenith and west until they were high above the curious, big, ringed
planet—Birrel could not remember its name, at the moment—when amessage came from Laney. It gave
Birrel asharp pleasure to hear the old admira'svoice.

"Arethey redly pulling out?"

| think s0,” Birrel answered, looking at the radar screen. The Orionid shipswere, he estimated, building
up along-jump acceleration program. “ Y es. Their surprise strike failed, and they got hurt. We'd better
dart pursuit.”

Laney demurred to that. “ Not without authorization from the Chairman. I'll set up athree-way visua
circuit. Hold on.”

Birrel chafed at the delay. He wanted to start the pursuit-acceleration at once, the chance would not be
therefor long. But he had lost three light cruisers and one heavy one, aswell as half adozen scouts, and,
without the UW ships, he would not be able to bring sufficient fire-power to bear on the Orionids when
he did catch up to them.

"Politicians,” he muttered. “Why do they dways haveto meddliein afight?'

When he faced both Laney and Charteris on asplit screen afew minutes later, hisforebodings were
justified. Charteris, looking as though he had had as bad atime waiting as they had had fighting, spoke
firmly.

"No pursuit. Keep watch out there until it's certain that they're on their way back to Orion."
"And wejudt et them go?"

Charterisnodded. “We do. Thisthing isn't generally known yet, though there are rumors. | shdl
announce that an unidentified force of ships, gpparently from some totally unknown power beyond the
civilized gdaxy, attempted to attack Earth and were repdled by the UW fleet and the Fifth Lyra"



"For God's sakel” cried Birrdl. “ Y ou're giving Solleremos an out—ddiberately!”
"Yes,” sad Charteris.
"But why?'

"Weve had to fight abattle,” said the chairman. “ Thanks to your help, we won it. But we don't want to
haveto fight awar.”

CHAPTER 20

For forty-eight hours, while they kept watching beyond the system of Sal, Birrel raged. During thet time
messages came in to New Y ork from one Sector capital after another, pledging aid and assistancein
case the unknown attackers should return.

"Unknown,” said Birrd furioudy. “ Every capita in the gdaxy knows where they camefrom. And lisen to
this—this onetops everything"

It was the message—a hit belated—that Solleremos had sent to the United Worlds. Orion was shocked
by the mysterious attack on Earth. Orion would use every resource to attempt to learn the origin of the
attackers. The Governor of Orion solemnly promised hisaid againgt them, if they came back...

Birrel broke off and said a profane word.

"l don't know,” said Garstang hesitatingly. “Maybe it was better at that to give Solleremosthisway to
cover up. Without it, this thing would go on and on.”

Birrel turned on him angrily. “ So you think Charteris was right to snatch the battle away from usjust
whenwed won it?'

Garstang shrugged. Then he quit being diplomatic and said doggedly, “We haven't had awar sncethe
old days before space-travel. We don't want one, even if we haveto let Solleremos off easy to prevent
it. Dowe?'

Birrel started ahot answer, but stopped. He redlized, hard asit was to admit it to himsdlf, that what
Gargtang said was smpletruth.

"Oh, hell,” he said, turning away, “everyone knows my job better than | do."

Even though Charteris and Garstang might be right, even though the old demon of war, that had been
kept caged for many generations, should not be let loose, what was Ferdias going to say to this? The
Fifth had carried out Ferdias' mission, had prevented Solleremos’ grab at Earth. But he could have
weakened the power of Orion to do further mischief if he had been able to maul those two squadrons
more, and he had not done so. He worried about it.

Hewas gill worried when they findly returned to Earth, leaving a strong guard of UW scouts out on
watch. But when the Fifth followed Laney's fleet in, and touched down at New Y ork spaceport, Birrel
got asurprise.

It was twilight and the ships of the Fifth loomed up like scarred, battle-weary giantsin the dusk. Birrdl,
walking aong the side of the Starsong with Garstang, saw the scarsin the side of the great hull. They
were not from enemy action—a ship hit by amissle wasjust annihilated—but from the drift. Every
pebblein the Belt seemed to have left its mark, one compartment had been holed twice and only its



automatic bulkheads had saved the ship. But the Stardream, next in line, was worse hit than that. A
sizable chunk of stone had got through its proximity-radar defenses and had smashed in some of the
armor near itsstern liketin.

Four mgjor ships gone, with al their crews, and six scouts, and alot of damageto repair. Birrel felt a
reaction of weariness and distaste. He heard adistant uproar of voices over in the part of the spaceport
where the even more battered ships of the UW had landed, but it was not until he and Garstang had
passed the Stardream that they could see what caused the growing noise.

Men—nhundreds of men in the black UW uniform—were running toward the ships of the Fifth. They
were utterly without discipline or organization, they were nothing but ayelling mob, and Birrdl, tired ashe
was, felt shock as he contrasted them with his own disciplined crews marching out of their ships. What
were they doing, what was the matter with their officersto let them behave like this?

He stared. The UW men were heading, dl aong the mighty line of the Fifth, toward his own debarking
crews. The Earthmen reached the Lyrans. They hit them with their fists. They grabbed them and wrestled
them to the ground. They pounded their backs, shook their hands, yelled at them, their voices wild, their
facesshining in thetwilight.

"Whet the devil—"

"They'rejust saving hdllo,” said Garstang. His voice was mild, but he was grinning. “We fought a battle
together, and we won it. Remember?’

Birrel saw that the discipline of the Fifth was crumbling. His crews were breaking ranks under the assault
of the rgoicing Earthmen. They were ydling back, striking hands, pounding the backs of the Earthmenin
ther turn.

"This,” said Birrel, “isafineway for trained men to act.”
Therewasno conviction at dl in hisvoice,

A quartet of officersin black came toward him and he recognized Laney. The admiral’'s face was stony,
but there was afirein his eyesthat he could not concedl.

He shook Birrd's hand and said siffly, “My congratulations, Commander. Very well handled. Very."
Birrel said palitdy, “Well, | must admit that that suicide charge you put on madeit alittle bit easier for us.

They looked at each other poker-faced for afew moments and then they both began to laugh, and shook
hands again.

Venner pushed hisway into the group and spoke to Garstang. And in amoment Garstang, suddenly on
his best military behavior, came up to Birrdl.

"Sir,” he said, “ Starsong requires your presence aboard.”

Birrdl's nerves made a high-jump and then froze. Garstang's face was perfectly impassive, and so was
Venner's, but there was only one reason why Starsong would suddenly require him back aboard now.
Thelong awaited message from Ferdias must be coming through.

He turned back to Laney. “Excuse me, Sr?"

Laney waved him away. “We dl have many thingsto attend to.” He glanced out over the yelling, cheering



mob of men in black and blue uniforms and then he said absently, before turning away, “ Do you suppose
we should tell the men to stand at ease?"

Birrd went back to the ship with Garstlang and Venner.

There were two messages. One was in open code, and addressed to the whole Fifth Lyra. Well done, it
said. Lyra Sector and |, personally, are proud. Ferdias.

The second onewas in closed code, for Birrel done.

Hetook it to his quarters and looked at it stonily for atime before he started to decipher it. He was il
worrying about the non-pursuit of Solleremos squadrons, and the open message to the Fifth did nothing
to reassure him. Naturdly, Ferdias would congratulate al hands. There was nothing €l se he could, or
would, do. But the private message to the Commander might not be so friendly. It might even
concelvably be something like, Y ou are hereby replaced in command by ... At thisend, Birrd felt that he
had had no choice but to go along with the orders of the UW Council. But from where Ferdias st it
might look different.

Birrd sghed and began his decoding.

Thefirst sentences relieved hisworries. Who says you're not a diplomat? Good work, Jay.
But the next sentence started hisworries dl over again, but in adifferent way.

Tekeared a Orvilletill further ingtructions.

Why should Ferdias want him to go back to Orville?

Wasn't this over now? Hadn't the battle been fought and won? What was there lft for him to do now,
but take part in the commemoration flyover and go home?

Why bother with Orville?

A vacation, perhaps. Reward for ajob well done. Go and relax in the country, look over your ancestral
fields, forget al about shipsand sars.

Maybe.

Maybe it was only because the other things were so fresh in hismind, so strongly connected with the
place a Orville that the mere mention of it made him uneasy—Karsh and Tauncer, secret meetings,
intrigue and treachery and sudden degth.

But that wasridiculous. Karsh was dead, Tauncer was in whatever place the UW people maintained for
such as he, and the threat of Orion was thoroughly disposed of asfar as Earth was concerned. What was
between Orion and Lyra was another matter and had nothing to do with Orville. It wasfoolish to
suppose that Ferdias was suggesting another assignation with some agent there. Birrel shook his head.
Hewasjust tired, imagining things. Ferdias was pleased with the way he had handled things and was
giving him aleave, and that was dl therewastoit.

That wasfine, only why should Ferdias care where he spent hisleave?
Takeares at Orville. Coming from Ferdias, asuggestion like that was an order.

A cold foreboding settled upon Birrdl. There was something wrong here, something hidden. But what?



For no reason at dl, there came into his mind the memory of Tauncer, lying rigid with the vera-probe
playing on him, saying mechanicaly in answer to Malinson's question, “—if he doesn't, Ferdias will grab
Eathfirg."

Birrd told himsdf hewas afool. Just because Ferdias had further instructions for him did not mean that
he had any planslike that. Ferdias had told him that he didn't want Earth.

Ferdiashad told him ... Y es. But wouldn't he have told him that even if his plans were quite different? Just
ashehad let him go into that cluster without telling him the real score until later?

Hell, thought Beryl. I'm building al this up because I'm tired and jumpy. | need deep.

Hewas not to get it for awhile. Mallinson came. There was a brief and dightly awkward silence, and
then Mdlinson sad Hiffly, “The Chairman iswaiting for you."

He paused, looking over Birrd's head, his mouth set as though he tasted something bitter.
"I would beglad,” he said, “if you would accept my persond gpology for past suspicions.”
Birrd shrugged. “Noneis needed.”

And on theway back to New Y ork with Malinson he thought, Why should you of Earth trust Lyra
more than Orion, or Leo, or any of the others? Why should you, even now? You don't know what
Ferdias may have up his sleeve. | don't know, yet.

New Y ork was blazing. The big crowds that had gathered for the commemoration had something elseto
commemorate tonight, the victory over the *unknown invaders' that everyone knew had been from
Orion. The streetswere wild and even Mdlinson's officid car had trouble getting through.

"The town will belong to the fleet personnel tonight,” Mallinson said. “Y our men aswell asours,
Commeander.”

Birrel said gloomily that be hoped people would not get dl of his crews drunk.
Mallinson amiled, for thefirst time. “I can practicaly guarantee that they will."

They went into the UW tower by aback entrance. Charteriswas waiting in alittle office. He did not look
calm or stony now. He looked, all at the same time, older and careworn and excited and eager.

"Well,” he said. “The Council will want to tender you our formal thankslater, Commander. Right now |
wanted to say...” He stopped and looked blank and then said, “1'm not sure just what | did want to say.
Maybe just the samething. Thanks, that is."

Almogt shyly, he stuck out hishand.

Then hesaid, “Sit down, Commander. | can well imagine you're tired. Fortunately, ther€ll betime
enough before the commemoration to give you arest, and to repair the damage you've suffered.”

He went on, when Birrdl had sat down, “1 had a message today from the governor of Lyra."
Birrdl's nerveswent hard and tense. “Y es?'

"A very warming message,” Charteris said. He paused. “I'm considered abit of a dreamer, you know.
But | till cherish theideathat someday the Sectorswill return to us. Perhapsthisisthe beginning of new
and better things. Who knows?"



Birrd'stenson relaxed not at al. He was thinking that this might indeed be the beginning of new things,
but that Charteris might not like the new things very much.

Charteris misinterpreted his slence, and sprang to hisfeet. “I'm detaining aweary man with babblings. |
won't keep you longer now, and | gpologize for bringing you al theway in here”

Birrd rosetoo. He said, “That'sdl right. I'm going on back up to thefarmin Orville. My wifes Hill
there”

Charterislooked a him curioudy. “You redly like that old place, don't you?’ His eyes brightened. “Wadll,
then that's something the UW can do to show its gratitude to you. WEell have the recent sde of that place
voided, it having been made for what you might call illega purposes. It will be bought in your name.
Consider your old, ancestra home your own property, Commander."

Birrdl, startled, began to protest, but his protests were waved aside.

"Forget it, Commander. It'sapretty trivid, little piece of Earth to give you in return for what you've done
for us, but it seemsto mean something to you."

On hisway down with Malinson, Birrd ill felt vexed. He didn't redly care anything about the old place.
It was dl amisunderstanding. He didn't want even atrivia piece of Earth.

Ferdias might fed differently. Ferdias might want it dl.

CHAPTER 21

Vinson came acrossthe fieldsin the middle of the next morning. He looked as though he had waited as
long as he could, but just could not wait any longer. He came up onto the sunny porch, where Birrel and
Lyllin had lingered over late breakfast, and he stood looking at them awkwardly and grinning, “Hear you
had quite afight out there,” he said, in an eaborately offhand way.

Birrel shook hishead. “A brawl in spaceisjust radar and computers. It'snot area fight where you can
see the men you're fighting, like the one we had back in those woods.”

Vinson turned dull red with pride, but he said nothing to that as, a Lyllin'sinvitation, he sat down. He
looked at the black cat that sat on achair near Lyllin.

"Picked up acat, | see)” hesaid. “Wadll, thereés nothing like agood cat to kegp down pests.”

Birrdl looked sourly at the smal, black animal that sat there with such insolent salf-assurance, asthough
he owned the whole place and they were merely his guests.

"I haven't seen this one doing anything useful,” he said.

Lyllin laughed, and reached and stroked the deek back. Tom looked boredly away, asthough he only
permitted thisasamark of specid favor.

Birrel thought how surprised he had been when he had arrived the night before and found Lyllin sitting on
the porch waiting for him, with the cat in her 1ap. He had had, for amoment, adightly eerie feding of
sudden recognition, as though he, who had never been here before the past few days, could remember
other women in the past, Sitting on the porch of this old house and waiting for their men to come home.

Lyllin'seyes had clung to his, but she had merely said, lightly, “1've been accepted.”



"Y ou've been bribing the beggar with food,” he had accused. “His sdes are bulging.”

She had only laughed and stroked Tom, as she was doing now, but when he had bent and kissed her, her
lips had been trembling.

Vinson was saying, “I promised to go over the fields with you, remember? Wondered if you would like
to do that now.” He added eagerly, “Y ou know, | was thinking that, with my equipment, | could work
these fidlds into pretty good shape for you. There's plenty of time for clearing before fall. And you need
to bring these fields back as soon as you can.”

Birrel had forgotten dl about Vinson's promise, but he remembered now and he hastily tried to squirm
out of this.

"Thanks,” hesaid. “Thanksalot. But you see, I'm ligble to be going back to Lyraany time now. I'm
afraid | won't have timeto do anything with this place.”

"Dontworry, | candoit dl for you,” Vinson said. “My machinery standsidle half the time, anyway.
Then, when you come back, you'll have alot better property here.”

Birrel gave up. The man was obvioudy so anxiousto do him afavor, that it would be churlish to object
further.

"All right,” hesaid, getting up. “Well look it over."

They went out into the bright, hot day and Vinson started to talk about the old barn and how it needed
roofing, and how the orchard should be pruned, and other things so remote from Birrdl's experience that
he did not understand them at all. He pretended to listen and he nodded intelligently asthey went along,
but histhoughts were very far from Vinson'stalk of auto-tractors and westher-control taxes and the like.

He kept wondering how soon Ferdias’ orders would come. He didn't see why they had just not been
given himin that coded message. Y et codes had been broken before, and if Ferdias' orderswere a
potentialy explosive secret, he might not have wanted to risk that...

His mind was brought back to the immediate present by Vinson stopping. They had walked aong the
edge of one of thefields, an edge that was atangle of encroaching saplingsand briars.

"Y ou haveto keep fighting back stuff likethis,” Vinson was saying. “Firg thing, I'll program an
auto-dozer to clear off dl thisbrush.”

Some of the briars had dark berries on them, oddly faceted like the eye of an insect. Birrel asked what
they were.

"Just wild blackberries. They're a pest—right now they'reripe, though.” And Vinson picked a handful
and handed them to him.

The berries stained Birrel's band, but he found them sun warmed and pleasant-tasting, not swest, but
with asharp tang.

"They'regood,” hesad. “Thanks."
Vinson stared. “For what? They're your blackberries.

Hisblackberries. Hisfidd, that Vinson led him across, talking of atomic-synthesized fertilizersand the
necessities of draining. It made Birrdl amile, alittle. A star captainin the service of Lyrahad alot of use



for an old farm on Earth.

But he continued to nod intelligently as Vinson led the way around the fields. The sun was hot now,
swinging overhead in the blue sky. Greet clouds salled like mgjestic ships, and the warm air had adrowsy
feding toit and yet, at the sametime, had apeculiar, tingling qudity that seemed to touch something deep
ingde you with every breath you drew.

They circled around the edge of the fields and then went along the fringe of the woods. Birrdl asked the
names of the trees that were unfamiliar to him, and Vinson told him.

"Just scrub stuff, not good for much of anything,” he said. “ Can't clear it away and farmiit, for the creek
backs up through here at high weter."

He added, alittle farther dong, “ Thisiswhere the line goes through—woods on this side are yours. That
old path leads to a pretty good fishing-place on the creek."

It grew hotter, and Birrdl mopped his brow, as they went on adong the rustling, green fringe of woods.
Birdsflashed away in front of them, and once Vinson pointed up at adowly circling speck in the blue sky
and said that it was ahawk. They passed asmdl stream, addightful thing with aseries of tiny waterfals
and little curves of pebbly beach under miniature rock ledges covered with afesthery green growth that
he learned were ferns.

Walking back acrossthe fields toward the house, Vinson swept hisarm thisway and that to emphasize
his points.

"All this should be turned over thisfall and the sod Ieft to rot down. In the spring | can redly start getting
it into shape.”

That's fine, Birrel thought. But where will | be when my fields are in good shape again? And what
will you and the rest of Orville be thinking of me? You may be out here sowing my fields with salt
instead of tenderly caring for them.

Aloud he said, “That sounds good. Of course, | don't know thefirst thing about it."
"Youll learn,” Vinson said.

Birrel suddenly stopped asthey approached the house. A car was pulling up in front of it. Then he saw a
woman getting out of it. Shewas atall, bony woman of middle age, who proceeded to help avery old
woman out of the car.

"Oh, Lord,” said Vinson. “That's old Mrs. Sawyer. Good old soul, but shelll talk your leg off.” He
added, with agrin, “I'm deserting, I've heard her too many times. Seeyou later.”

He strode off hadtily in the direction of hisown home. Birrel went forward abit uncertainly, asLyllin
came out of the house. The old woman was now, in ashrill voice, superintending the removal from the
car of what appeared to be abundle of big, thick and clumsy-looking books.

The bony woman took the books to the porch and then smiled at Birrel and Lyllin and held out her hand.

"I'm Netta Sawyer,” she said. “Mother smply had to come and see you. | hopeit's not an inconvenient
tirrell

Birrd, noting her anxious ook, assured her that it was not. The old woman came toward them, making a
great show of fussing and tottering. She said, “Y ou look like one of the Birrels. Y ou've got the same ugly



chin.” Sheturned and peered at Lyllin. “And you're hiswife? | hope he doesn't beat you like Nicholas
did."

"Mother—" began the younger woman unhappily, but was completely ignored.
"Nicholas?’ sad Birrdl.

"NicholasBirrdl,” said the old woman. “ They aways said he beat hiswife. | was only achild then, but |
remember the talk. Why don't we go inside where a person can sit down?"

Birrdl started to lead the way to the door, but was stopped by a sharp command from the old woman.
"Pick up those abums and bring them. Why do you think | came here?!

Birrd was wondering that, but resignedly picked up the bulky, old books. When they were seated in the
living room, the daughter explained anxioudy, “Mather hasdl the old, family pictures—your family—and
thought you would like to see them.”

"Why ... that'svery nice,” said Birrel. “Then it wasyour family, too, | takeit?"

"Not mine. Not adrop of Birrel blood in me,” said the old woman, as though triumphantly refuting an
accusation. “But Sawyer's mother was aBirrdl, and I've lways saved hisold, family pictures, though |
don't know why | did it. They weredl across-grained lot.”

Sheturned and said to Lyllin, with asort of deeply sympathetic understanding, “I expect you've had your
troubles with thisone. | know what they're like, Sawyer took after his mother.”

"It hasn't redlly been so bad,” Lyllin murmured, without atrace of asmile, but wasignored asthe bright,
old eyesturned back on Birrel.

"Yes, you've got that sulky, Birrel look. They dl had it. Here, I'll show you.”

She had disposed herself in the center of the sofa and she now proceeded to hold asmall court there,
turning the leaves of the old dbums and uttering her sharp commentswhile Birrel and Lyllin st
uncomfortably on either side of her and stretched their necks to see. From the absol ute seriousness of
Lyllin'sface, Birrel knew that she was rather enjoying his entrgpment, and he steamed.

"HeresNicholas,” said the old woman. “I don't remember him too well mysdif, but | don't doubt that he
did beat hiswife, as people said. Here's hisfather. Let's see, that was John Birre—no, James—"

The commentary continued, and the time-yellowed photographs flipped past, entirdly meaninglessto
Birrel until one name drew him out of hispolite inattention.

"-Cleve Birrd, that went off to Sirius or somewhere. That would be your grest-grandfather—"

Birrel was alittle startled that the picture was of ayoung man, not an old one, though he redized that his
surprisewas quiteillogica. In fact, the Cleve Birrel who had gone off to the stars had been agood bit
younger than he himsdlf was now. It was agood, young face. distinguished only by an eager qudity inthe
eves.

"You look agood bit likehim,” said Mrs. Sawyer, asthough it was no compliment.
Birrel saw no resemblance, though he did not say so. But to his surprise, Lyllin agreed with the statement.

"Y es, there's something in the expression.”



The old woman nodded satisfiedly. “ Just what | said. The same ugly chin.”

It was an hour later before she suddenly got to her feet and announced that she had no moretimeto give
them and must go. Now dl her tottering and fussing had disappeared and she went briskly out to the car,
disdainfully refusing support from her daughter and Birrd.

"I'm leaving the dbumswith you, but only asaloan,” she said severely to Birrd. “I've saved those
picturesalong timeand | don't want them flying out to stars away off. Remember, now."

Birrd solemnly promised, and then shook his head as he and Lyllin watched the car go down the road.
"Fine” hesad. “Now well have dl the people around here dropping in.”

"l don't think so, Jay,” said Lyllin. “1 got to know these people alittle better while you were gone. |
believe they'll respect your privacy, even though they're dl tremendoudy grateful to you."

"They've nothing to be grateful to mefor,” he said, dmost roughly. “1 wasjust obeying orders.”
Shelooked at him, alittle bit startled, but said nothing.

Her prediction was borne out, and that day passed without anyone else coming. Unreasonably, Birrel
began to chafe at the deepy silence of the place. In the afternoon he and Lyllin went for awalk, heading
westward up the gentle dope of thewide, shalow valey.

They firgt went by the path Vinson had pointed out, through the woods to the creek. It was shalow in
this summer season, amereflat ribbon of water sudded with big stones. Graceful drooping trees grew
aong it, their dependent branches trailing thin spear-shaped leaves amost to the water. Birrel remember
what Vinson had called them.

"They'rewillow trees,” he said, and felt atouch of complacencein hisknowledge. “ Those bigger ones
aredms—no, oaks."

They crossed the stream by jumping from stone to stone, and went on by another well-marked path,
through more woods and then up along, grassy dope. When they reached the ridge there was a breeze
blowing, and they stood for awhile looking out across the broad valley with itsfat-looking fieldsand its
old farmhouses hdf hidden in clumps of trees.

"That'sthe Bower farm,” said Lyllin, pointing. “1 met them at the Vinsons' while you were gone. And that
white place north of itisthe Hovik farm, and | think the Menzdlslive just beyond it."

Then she turned and laughed and said, “1 think that pays you back for your willows and oaks."

Birrdl laughed, too. They stood for awhilelonger, thewind ruffling Lyllin'shair. Then hisrestless
impatience made Birrel move on again.

No one cametherest of that day, but that evening there was acall from Brescnik.

"We're getting the damage fixed pretty fast,” he reported, and gave details. He added, with araspin his
voice, “But we're having plenty of personnel trouble. Over there, in New Y ork, it'sanight-long
celebration every night.”

"| expected that,” said Birrd. “Have Joe Garstang handle the problem.”

Brescnik snorted. “Garstang? | had to dress him down myself this morning when he got back from the
city."



Birrdl grinned briefly. “Tdl him to stop that sort of thing. Anything else?"

"Message from Vegathat four S-Fifteen scouts from the Second squadron are on their way to help
replace our losses,” Brescnik said. “The Second's scout and lightcruiser divisonswere cruising well
eastward, so those four should be herein afew days.”

"Report as soon asthey get in,” Birrel said, and switched off.

He stood, frowning and thinking. Thiswould beit, these scouts Ferdias was sending. In one of those
ships would be someone bearing the ingtructions that Ferdias did not want to risk in acommunicator
message. The scouts should arrive just before the commemoration, and then he would know where he
stood and just what it was that he still had to do.

Birrel could not get to deep that night. The dark house was silent, only the sound of alight breezein the
pinesoutsde, and Lyllin's bresthing was easy and relaxed, but he twitched and turned until he gaveit up
and quietly put on his clothes and went down the stairs. He bumped into the newel post at the bottom of
the sairs, muttered acurse at it, and then put his shoes on. It seemed warm and stuffy in the lower

rooms, so he went back through the kitchen and went out and sat down on the steps of the back porch.

The night was dark, no stars showing. The warm wind blew up from the west, from the direction of the
woods and the creek, and it brought sounds and smells. The sounds were of far-off dogs gossiping, and
the periodic hooting of some night bird, and the tiny, stridulating voices of insects. The smdlswere
fragrant onesfrom the old flower bushesin the yard, mixed in with the heavier rankness of the bursting
vegetation in the weedy fields and woods.

Birrel suddenly redlized the highly seasona nature of this planet. It was funny that he had not thought of it
before—planets where the inclination of the axis from the ecliptic produced seasons, were not so
common. He usudly noticed and didiked seasond planets, their sharp changes of climate being distasteful
compared to the even weather of anormal world like Vega Four. He wondered why he hadn't thought
about it here. Of courseit was summer now, but the fantagtic rapidity with which vegetation grew and
matured was obvious. It must be strange, he thought, to live here in aplace where presently al that
bursting growth would wither and die and be covered by snows, and then, months ater, he triumphantly
reborn.

He turned suddenly as something brushed lightly againgt him. It was the cat. From somewhere Tom had
appeared, stalking soundlesdy across the porch and sitting down by Birrel's Sde, looking out into the
whispering darkness with bright green eyes. He did not look up at the man, or paw him, or demand
attention, Birrel noticed. He sat in asort of cool, detached companionship, until one of the small sounds
out in the night caught hisinterest. Then he rose and stalked down the steps and into the darkness,
without a backward glance.

"Going hunting,” Birrel thought. “They stay wild, in away, yet they live with people, too. Damned odd..."

He sat for awhile, but he saw nothing more of the cat. After atime the endlesdy-repeated, smal noises
againgt the quiet of the night soothed away his restlessness. He yawned, and then took off his shoesand
went back up to bed.

* k x %

For the next two days, nothing happened. Birrel and Lyllin rambled and explored the place, and sat
nights on the porch, and al the time he was ticking off theinterval required for afast scout to get to Earth
from an indeterminable point ingde the frontiers of Lyra space.

The commemoration was near, and when he went back down to New Y ork with Lyllin to check on how



the damage-repair was coming, they found the city even more crowded now and blazing with
decorations. People aong the streets, who happened to glimpse his Lyran blue-and-silver uniformin the
passing car, waved enthusiasticaly to him.

The wounded ships were amost repaired, Brescnik told him, and would be ready for the flyover.
"When will those four scouts from the Second get in?” asked Birrdl.

"Should bein any time now,” said Brescnik. “Weve had no word from them since thefirst report.”
Then, Birrel thought, within aday or so a the most he would know what Ferdiasintended.

It was |ate afternoon by the time they got back to the farmhouse, and, soon after they did so, therewas a
cdl from Vinson. He had plansfor renovating Birrd'sfields and buildings dl drawn up—should he bring
them over?

"I'll comeover,” Birrd told him. “Right after dinner.”

So later heleft Lyllin tidying the kitchen and went out. He looked back at her for amoment, thinking how
queer it was that somehow she did not seem at all strange or out of place in that old-fashioned room
performing that ancient task.

He started across the ragged fields, but stopped after he had gone alittle way and stood looking at the
sky.

With the utter capriciousness that seemed to characterize dl Earth's wegther, the blue-and-gold day had
suddenly changed into agarish, red sunset. The clouds, high in the eastern sky, till caught the dazzling
sunlight. But, lower down, they shaded into pink and crimson and cinnabar, and, below these, there was
anarrow band of clear sky which was pure lemon in color. Against that band of light the farther ridge of
the shallow valley stood out, each distant tree or building-roof sharply silhouetted.

The light, washing across the fields in which he stood, changed by the minute. All the briars and weeds
around him caught that glory, and put on afantastic beauty. Far away, acrossthe red western sky, two
hawks quartered their way, planing and circling and effortlesdy lifting. The soft, evening breeze murmured
in hisear, asthough trying to whisper secrets.

Birrel shook his head wonderingly. This place never seemed the sametwice.
He started on toward Vinson's, and then he stopped. A voice was caling his name.

He turned around, and there was a man following him across the weedy field. The man did not come
very fag, for therewasadight limp in his gait as he came across the uneven ground. Birrel stood
stock-till for amoment. Then he went back to meet Ferdias.

CHAPTER 22

Thelight striking acrossthefidd inlong, leve rays could not account for al of the glow in Ferdias face.
There was a sort of radiant eagerness about him, that showed in his eyes, and his step, and the way he
grasped Birre's hand.

"Well,” hesad, “thisisquite aplace to meet again. | find Lyllin sweeping the floor in that quaint house,
and you walking around the fields like an old farmer.”



He laughed. Then he looked around the sunset-reddened landscape, histawny eyes, asaways, seeming
to tekein every detail.

"Sothisiswhat Earth islike, away from the spaceports and cities? Not much, isit? But interesting.”
| takeit,” said Birrd, “that your vigt hereisan unofficia one.”

Ferdias nodded in hisquick way. “You know it is. Unofficia and top secret. That suspicious bunch &t the
UW would take darm if | came here openly. So | dipped into one of those replacement scouts from the
Second, and had Joe Garstang bring me up to this place. Surprised you, didn't 17"

"Youdid,” said Birrd. | thought you were dtill a Vega"

Ferdias shook his head decisively. “Oh, no—not with Lyra Sector, with complete autonomy in al their
ownlocd effars”

"It soundsfine” said Birrdl. “A red, fine offer. They'll throw it right back in your face."
"No, they won't,” said Ferdias. “They cant, the spot they'rein.”

Birrd said earnestly, “L ook, Ferdias, | don't know politics the way you do. But I've got to know the
people here alittle bit. They won't go aong with your idea. They'll fight, if necessary.”

"Therewon't be any fighting,” said Ferdias. “Oh, sure, the UW Council will object and arguefor awhile,
but, in the end, they'll accept the dliance with Lyra"

Hisvoice hammered with confident emphasis, as though he sensed Birrd'sinner reluctance.

"Jay, they haveto, there's no other way out for them! The UW knows now that the time has come when
one of the Sectorswill absorb it. Solleremos' try has shown them that. With him, or with Strowe or
Gianeg, it would bejust agtraight, brutal takeover. I'll be offering them an dliance of equas, with my only
request afull fleet-base on Earth and an dignment of their foreign policy with Lyras. It's better than
they'd get from any of the other Sectors.”

Ferdias was speaking the truth about that, Birrel knew. But how long had this truth been in hismind? Had
it been there when, a Vega Four, he had said that he had no designs at al on Earth? Had it?

"Youdont likeit,” Ferdiaswas saying. “Neither do |, readly. But if | hold back now, I'm just making a
gift of thisworld to one of the other Sectors. Would the people here prefer that to an dliance with us?!

"No,” Birrd admitted. “An dliance would let them keep their pride. But—"

"Therearedwaysamillion ‘ifs and ‘buts inathing likethis” said Ferdias. “But now, when the UW has
just had afrightening object-lesson, isthe time to push this aliance. Weve got to plan, and plan fast.”

He started walking with Birrel back across the dusky fields toward the softly glistening lights of the old
farmhouse. The weeds were crushed beneath their boots and the now familiar, bitter smell of the Queen
Anne's Lace cameto Birrd's nogtrils asthey walked.

"Thewhole Fifth will lift out the day after the commemoration,” Ferdias said. “ The transports, as| said,
can go straight back to VVega under light escort. How long can your cruiser force stand by and be
supplied by your own auxiliaries?'

"Stand by—where?” asked Birrdl. “1t makes a difference, you know."



"Well outside thiswhole system of Sol,” said Ferdias. “We don't want you anywhere near Earth, it would
seem entirely too much like blackmail pressure and that'sthe last thing | want when | offer the dliance.

"Standing by a parsec or two out there—say three-four weeks,” said Birrdl, after running over the
logigtical problemsin hismind. “Any longer time than that would make necessary asupply-stop on the
way back to Vegalater."

"Threeto four weeks,” repeated Ferdias thoughtfully, “It should be enough to put the dliance proposal
across. If necessary, you could stretch that out alittle?”

Birrel shook hishead irritatedly. Thiswasthe sort of thing you dways came up against when peopletried
to make politica consderations override military and logistica ones.

"Sure| could gtretch it out,” he said. “But we'd bein alow state of supply if we stretched it, even for a
few extradays, and that would make it tough for us, if we got into afight.”

"Oh, forget that. There's not going to be any fight,” Ferdias said impatiently. “Well say four weeks,
definite. If al goeswell, you won't have to go back to Vegathen—well have abase here and you can
come back and re-supply right here."

Birrd hated sketchy planning, it had a habit of coming back and hitting a commander in the face, but he
knew Ferdias well enough to know that he would have to make the best of that. He did ask, “What
about the escort for the trangports? Remember, Solleremos doesn't exactly love usright now. But if |
detach enough force from the Fifth to make an adequate escort al the way to Lyra space, I'll weaken my
squadron serioudy.”

"| thought of that,” said Ferdias. “ An escort force from the Second will comein far enough to convoy the
trangports back—your detachment will only have to see them on thefirst leg of theway."

More possible hitches, Birrel thought, but he did not raise objection now, for they had reached the
farmhouse and Lyllin and Joe Garstang were Sitting on the porch.

"Relax,” Ferdias said as Garstang scrambled to hisfeet. “ Jay and | have somethingsto go over. And |
need adrink."

"I'll get you one,” Birrdl said, nodding to Lyllin aso to stay seated.

She gave him alook from unfathomable eyes, but said nothing. She and Garstang smell what'sin the
wind, Birrd thought, anybody would with Ferdias himself coming here secretly, and she doesn't like
it. Well, | don't like it either, none of us do.

Hefollowed Ferdiasinto the lamplit living-room, and went on back to the kitchen for a bottle. He came
back with it to find Ferdias |looking around the room.

"Charming, inaway,” said Ferdias. He touched the rocking chair, looked at the wooden walls, and
glanced into the big, old photograph abumslying on the table.

Birrel thought, as he went back to the kitchen for glasses, 1'd better get those albums back to the old
lady before we leave here, | promised | would.

He brought back the glasses. Ferdias had sat down and his hands were grasping hiskneesin afamiliar
gesture.

"Heréstheway well lay it out,” he said. “The commemoration isday after tomorrow. All right, the Fifth



can pull out right after it. I'll have left before then, of course, and, as soon as you've cleared Earth, I'll
have the forma offer of aliance messaged to the UW from Lyra Council. Y ou'll proceed with the Fifth on
out of this system to wait, after detaching the transports.”

Birrel, as he poured out the drinks, was listening carefully. Thiswas going to be a sticky enough job and
he could not afford to fog up any details. But, as he stood listening, he became aware of a curiousthing

happening to him.

He was shaking alittle. A feding had come up in him that he did not even recognize &t firgt, but it was so
blindly hot and strong that it seemed to grasp hiswhole mind and body, leaving hiswill no control at al.
Standing there gripped by that overmastering emotion.

Birre heard himself speaking, yet it seemed to him that hislips spoke without any command at al from
hismind. He heard himsdlf saying, “1'm not going to have any part in it, Ferdias.”

He had never astonished Ferdias before. He did so thistime. Ferdias stared blankly, stopping in
mid-sentence.

"Youwhat?'
Birrd carefully set down the haf-filled glass. “Y our grab for Earth. I'm having no part init. None."

And now, as he spoke the words, Birrel knew what it was, that overpowering fegling. It was an anger so
deep that it completely possessed him. All thetime out there, in the twilight, that he had been talking of
logistics and ships and routes, he had been trying to ignore that anger, to thrust it down into his
subconscious and forget it. He could not keep it down any longer, it had suddenly broken through and
taken hold of him and he was shaking with it.

Ferdias had legped to hisfeet. His blank astonishment had been replaced by the look with which he
awaysfaced achallenge.

"What's the matter with you, Jay? |'ve explained that thisdlianceisn't agrab—"

"Y ou explained to me before,” Birrd interrupted harshly. “Back at V ega Four, remember? You said, ‘|
don't want Earth, dl | want isto keep Solleremos from grabbing it."

Ferdias nodded, with asort of dangerous camness. “Yes, | said that.”

"Wasit true, Ferdias? Or wasthat just talk for my benefit, so I'd come on thismission full of nobleideas
about how we were protecting Earth, not threatening it?"

"Lisentome, Jay...” Ferdias began, but Birrel went on.

"Just asyou're talking to me now about friendly aliances and how it'sdl for the good of Earth when,
what you really mean s, that now Sollerernos has been repulsed, we can grab it for oursalves.”

Ferdiasamost never logt histemper. But hisiron control over it dipped abit now, and he said, violently,
“What's all thistalk about truth and lies and intentions? Do you suppose that the game for starsis played
according to Sunday school rules?’

"Play it any way you want to,” said Birrel. “I don't mind your lying, if you want starsthat badly. But |

object to your making aliar out of me. And you've made me one, for thefirst timein my life. Ever sncel
got to Earth, I've been telling everyone we had no hidden intentions, telling them that al we wanted to do
was help them. All right, | refuseto bealiar any more, if you go ahead and do this, I'll have no part iniit.”



Ferdias eyeswereflaring, but he kept histemper now. He stood looking into Birrel'sface and, after a
moment, he said, “Y ou're resentful, because you think | didn't trust you with the truth. But therés more to
your resentment than that.”

"lsn't that enough?’ demanded Birrdl. “To send aman on ajob and not even tell him where he stands?"

"No, therésmoreto it than that,” said Ferdias, eyeing him. “Y ou wouldn't blow up like thisfor that aone.
Y ou've worked up an emotion about the old home world, Earth. Haven't you?'

"Oh, hdl,” said Birrdl, “if you think | care a curse one way or another about thisworld—"
'Who's doing the lying now?” asked Ferdias, in avoicelike awhiplash.

Birrd started to answer, then did not. What Ferdias said wasridiculous, and yet ... Wasit possiblefor a
man to be snared by nostalgia? Could such trivia things astrees and fireflies, birds and sunsets, aforlorn,
old farm under the moon, could things like that reach and touch something in the subconscious of aman,
something which he had inherited, but never knew he had? No, it was foolish to suppose so, Ferdias was
just talking, and talk was not enough thistime. He said, with an edgeto hisvoice, “I'm sure of onething. |
will not give the Fifth any ordersto attack or intimidate the UW fleet or Earth.”

Ferdiaslooked himin the eye. He said flatly, “ As of thismoment, you're relieved of al command.
Brescnik will take over.”

And the blow had fdlen and to his secret amazement, Birrel did not seemtofed it at dl, hishard
resentment and resolve were quite unchanged. He said calmly, “Brescnik's agood officer. Hell obey
your orders. But will the Fifth obey him, if he orders potentid action against Earth?”

"They'renot dl as sentimental asyou, Jay,” said Ferdias. “ They'll obey."

"Will they? Why don't you ask Joe Garstang?"

Ferdias frowned at him. Then he went to the door and called Garstang in.

Garstang listened and hisface, respectful and awed at first, became increasingly unhappy.

"Well?' said Ferdiasimpatiently.

"l don't know,” said Garstang painfully. “Of course, nobody's going to disobey direct orders. But still—"
"But still what?" demanded Ferdias.

With an heroic effort, Garstang looked into his eyes. “The UW fleet helped us clobber Solleremos, you
know. They fought beside us and they more than pulled their weight. Nobody would like turning against
them—though of course, orders.” Hisrambling stopped, and he looked most desperately around and
then added, “Too, the big part of us came from here, | mean away back. Nearly everybody's got some
sentiment—"

"Giveme adirect answer,” Ferdias ordered curtly. “Would the ranks of the Fifth carry out such orders, if
they were necessary?'

Gargstang, scared and swesting, looked at him. He said, in atone little above awhisper, “Honest to God,
gar, | don't know."

Ferdiaslooked at him for amoment, in silence. Then he went over and looked out the window into the
darkness, saying nothing, His face was the face of a man who had fought hisway through many foesto



the moment of victory, only to find his sword bresking in his hand.

He sad after awhile, without turning, “I should have foreseen this. Earth isimportant in galactic palitics,
because of the psychologica influenceit has on men'sminds. But | forgot that the thing would cut both
ways, would affect my own men dl thetime they were here—"

Hewas slent, asthough theirony of that wastoo bitter on hislipsto utter. Birrel and Garstang looked at
him and said nothing. Findly, he turned back toward them. His face was bard, dark and stony, but his
VOICce was composed.

"Very well. The Fifth will take part in the commemoration and then return to Vega as scheduled. Y oulll
forget that | was here."

For just one moment, his control dipped again and hisvoiceflared. “Therell be another time, and I'll take
care...” Then he stopped, and turned toward the door.

Birrd said, “I'll turn over command to Brescnik tonight.”

Ferdias stopped at the door, and looked back at Birrel. He was an ambitious man, a ruthless man, and
an unscrupulous man. But he was not asmdl man.

"Y ou served melong and faithfully, Jay, though you did go weak on meintheend. Y oull returnto Vega
in command, and will resign two weeks later, with full honors. | think that pays any debt | owe you.”

Birrel felt so strong atug of old loydty, old comradeship, that he a most wanted to deny dl that he had
said, to make it between himsdf and Ferdias as it had always been. He could not quite do it. But he held
out his hand.

Ferdias struck his hand away. “ The hell with that,” he said, and went out into the darkness.
Garstang, dtricken, cameto life and tumbled after him.

Birrel stood till. It seemed to him that at this moment he should be fedling crushed, shattered, by the
impulsivejettisoning of hislife, his career, dmost everything that had meant much to him. Y et hedid not
fed s0.

Helooked around at the old room and the thingsin it and at the windows, outside which the trees bent
and whispered. What had he to do with this place? How could he have been such afool? And even
more bewildering, he did not fed like afool.

Then, as he heard Lyllin comein from the porch, he turned dowly to meet her gaze. He could not read
her eyes.

"You heard?’ hesad.
Lyllin nodded. “1 listened.”

Hethought of the villaon Vega Four, of Lyllin'sfriends and family there, of the blue sun going down
behind the mountains. He said miserably, “All right, go ahead and say it."

"What have | to say?’ Lyllin said. “ Except that you did right. And that you know you did.”
"But to throw everything avay—"

"If you'd done what Ferdias wanted you to do, you might have thrown me away,” she said. “ Arid don't



look so worried. Y ou would have retired from space duty in afew years anyway, and | don't think a
desk would suit you.

Shelooked musingly around the room. “1 think well like it here, when we come back. We could make
some changesin the house. And if you don't like farming, I'm sure the UW would be glad to have you.”

He grasped her wridt. “Lyllin, understand this: I'm not taking you away from your own world."

She looked up a him. “Weve lived agood while on my world. But you, Jay—Yyou never had aworld
until we came here. Now you have one, and that meansit's minetoo.”

"Why intheworld,” said Birrel exasperatedly, “must everyone assume that I'm so crazy about this musty,
old planet that | want to come back to it?”

"Don't you?'

He gtarted to answer, and then he stopped, and looked around at the lamplit room and out the door at
the dark trees. After amoment he said, “Well, | don't know. Well see”

Lyllinsmiled.

And the commemoration blazed. The lights, the bands, the parades and the speeches, and findly the
flyover with the battered ships of the UW leading the way, and the mighty giants of the Fifth following
them. Then, while everybody held their breath and kept their fingers crossed, that grotesquerelic, the first
of al starships, lurched, coughed and wobbled up into the sky, and labored bravely around the planet,
and by some miracle came down safe again.

The night after it ended, Vinson and hiswife stood out in the darkness behind their house and watched
the sky. A west wind was hurrying big clouds acrossit and there was nothing to be seen but clouds that
suddenly unveiled stars and then swiftly veiled them again. The wind findly brought them the sound for
which they listened, the far roll of thunder acrossthe sky. It wasfaint, for the wind came from a different
direction, but they stood listening as it was repeated again and again until the last mutter faded, and the
Fifth was gone.

"I do hateto seethem go,” said the woman, as they turned back toward the house.

"Won't be long till they're back,” said Vinson. Then he chuckled, as he opened the door. “1 wasjust
thinking of thet cat they took with them. Won't he be glad when they bring him home again?'

THE END
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The World Endsin Hickory Hollow, or After Armageddon
The Tupla: A Nover of Horror

The Twilight Dancer & Other Taes of Magic, Mystery and the Supernatura
TheBlack Tower: A Nove of Dark Fantasy



Forbidden Geometries: A Novel Alien Worlds

HAL ANNAS COSMIC RECKONING TRILOGY

|. The Woman from Eter nity

[1. Daughter of Doom

[11. Witch of the Dark Star

THE HILARIOUS ADVENTURES OF TOFFEE

1. The Dream Girl—Charles F. Myers

2. Toffee Haunts a Ghost—Charles F. Myers

3. Toffee Turnsthe Trick—CharlesF. Myers

OTHER AWARD WINNING & NOMINEE STORIESAND AUTHORS

Moonworm's Dance & Other SF Classics—Stanley Mullen (includes The Day the Earth Stood Still &
Other SF Classcs—Harry Bates (Barog Award winning story)

Hugo nominee story Space to Swing a Cat)

People of the Darkness-Ross Rocklynne (Nebulas nominee author)

When They Come From Space-Mark Clifton (Hugo winning author)

What Thin Partitions-Mark Clifton (Hugo winning author)

Star Bright & Other SF Classcs—Mark Clifton

Eight Keysto Eden-Mark Clifton (Hugo winning author)

Rat inthe Skull & Other Off-Trall Science Fiction-Rog Phillips (Hugo nominee author)

The Involuntary Immortals-Rog Phillips (Hugo nominee author)

InsdeMan & Other Science Fictions-H. L. Gold (Hugo winner, Nebula nominee)

Women of the Wood and Other Stories-A. Merritt (Science Fiction and Fantasy Hall of Fame award)
A Martian Odyssey & Other SF Classics—Stanley G. Weinbaum (SFWA Hall of Fame author)
Dawn of Hame & Other Stories—Stanley G. Weinbaum (SFWA Hall of Fame author)

The Black Flame—Stanley G. Weinbaum

Scout-Octavio Ramos, J. (Best Original Fiction)

Smoke Signads-Octavio Ramos, J. (Best Origind Fiction winning author)

The City a World's End-Edmond Hamilton

The Star Kings-Edmond Hamilton (Sense of Wonder Award winning author)



A Yank a Vahala-Edmond Hamilton (Sense of Wonder Award winning author)

Dawn of the Demigods, or People Minus X—Raymond Z. Gallun (Nebula Nominee Author)
THE BESTSELLING SFHF/H OF J. D. CRAYNE

Tetragravitron (Captain Spycer #1)

Monster Lake

Invisible Encounter & Other Stories

The Cosmic Circle

PLANETS OF ADVENTURE

Colorful Space Operafrom the Legendary Pulp Planet Stories

#1. “The Sword of Fireé'—A Novd of an Endaved World” by Emmett McDowdll. & “The Rocketeers
Have Shaggy Ears'—A Nove of Peril on Alien Worlds by Keith Bennett.

#2. " The Seven Jewels of Chamar"—A Nove of Future Centuries by Nebula Nominee Raymond F.
Jones. & “Flame Jewel of the Ancients'—A Novel of Outlaw Worlds by Edwin L. Grabber.

#3. " Captives of the Weir-Wind"—A Nove of the Void by Nebula Nominee Ross Rocklynne. &
“Black Priestess of Varda'—A Novel of aMagic World by Erik Fennel.

NEMESIS: THE NEW MAGAZINE OF PULP THRILLS

#1. Festuring Gun Moll, the 1920s Undercover Nemesisof Crimein “Tentacles of Evil,” an dl-new,
complete book-length novel; plusaNick Bancroft mystery by Bob Liter, “The Greensox Murders’ by
Jean Marie Stine, and a classic mystery short reprinted from the heyday of the pulps.

#2 Featuring Rachel Rocket, the 1930s Winged Nemesis of Foreign Terror in “Hell Wings Over
Manhattan,” an al-new, complete book-length novel, plus spine-tingling sciencefiction stories, including
EPPIE nominee Stefan Vucak's “ Hunger,” author J. D. Crayne's disturbing “Point of View,” Hugo
Award winner Larry Niven's“No Exit,” written with Jean Marie Stine, and aclassc novelette of space
ship mystery by the king of space opera, Edmond Hamilton. lllustrated. (Illustrations not availablein
Pdm).

#3 Featuring Victory Rose, the 1940s Nemesis of Axis Tyranny, in Hitler's Find Trumpet,” an al-new,
complete book-length nove, plus classic jungle pulp tales, including a complete Ki-Gor novel.

# 4 Featuring Femme Noir, the 1950s Nemesis of Hell's Restless Spirits, in an al new, book length
novd, plusal new and classic pulp shudder tales, including “ The Summons from Beyond” the legendary
round-robin novelette of cosmic horror by H.P. Lovecraft, Robert E. Howard, C.L. Moore, A. Merritt,
and Frank Belknap Long.

OTHER FINE CONTEMPORARY & CLASSIC SFHF/H
A Million Y earsto Conquer-Henry Kuttner

After the Polothas—Stephen Brown
Arcadia—TabithaBradley



Backdoor to Heaven—Vicki McElfresh

Buck Rogers#1: Armageddon 2419 A.D.-Philip Francis Nowlan
Buck Rogers#2. The Airlords of Han—Philip Francis Nowlan
Chaka: Zulu King-Book I. The Curse of Baleka-H. R. Haggard
Chaka Zulu King-Book I1. Umpdopogass Revenge-H. R. Haggard
Claimed!-Francis Stevens

Darby O'Gill: The Classic Irish Fantasy-Hermine Templeton
Diranda: Taes of the Fifth Quadrant—Tabitha Bradley

Draculas Daughters-Ed. Jean Marie Stine

Dwélersinthe Mirage-A. Merritt

From Beyond & 16 Other Macabre Masterpieces-H. P. Lovecraft
Future Eves. Classic Science Fiction about Women by Women-(ed) Jean Marie Stine

Ghost Hunters and Psychic Detectives. 8 Classic Taes of Seuthing and the Supernatura-(ed.) J. M.
Sine

Horrors!: Rarely Reprinted Classic Terror Tades-(ed.) J. M. Stine. J.L. Hill
House on the Borderland-William Hope Hodgson

House of Many Worlds[Elspeth Marriner #1]—Sam Merwin Jr.
Invisible Encounter and Other SF Stories—J. D. Crayne

Murcheson Inc., Space Savage—Cleve Cartmiill

Ki-Gor, Lord of the Jungle-John Peter Drummond

Lost Stars: Forgotten SF from the “Best of Anthologies'-(ed.) J. M. Stine
Metropolis-Theavon Harbou

Mission to Misenum [Elspeth Marriner #2]—Sam Merwin Jr.

Midtress of the Djinn-Geoff S. Reynard

Chronicles of the Sorceress Morgaine I-V—Joe Vadama

Nightmarel -Francis Stevens

Pete Manx, Time Troubler—Arthur K. Barnes

Possessed! -Francis Stevens

Ralph 124C 41+—Hugo Gernsbhack



Seven Out of Time—Arthur Leo Zagut

Star Tower—Joe Vaddma

The Cosmic Whed-J. D. Crayne

The Forbidden Garden-John Taine

The City a World's End-Edmond Hamilton

The Ghost PiratesW. H. Hodgson

TheGirl in the Golden Atom—Ray Cummings

The Heads of Cerberus—Francis Stevens

The House on the Borderland-William Hope Hodgson

The Ingdious Fu Manchu-Sax Rohmer

The Interplanetary Huntress-Arthur K. Barnes

The Interplanetary Huntress Returns-Arthur K. Barnes

The Interplanetary Huntress Last Case-Arthur K. Barnes

The Lightning Witch, or The Metd Mongter-A. Merritt

The Price He Paid: A Novd of the Stellar Republic—Mait Kirkby

The Thief of Bagdad-Achmed Abdullah

Women of the Wood and Other Stories-A. Merritt

BARGAIN SF/F EBOOKSIN OMNIBUSEDITIONS

(Complete & Unabridged)

The Firgt Lord Dunsany Omnibus. 5 Complete Books—L ord Dunsany

The Firgt William Morris Omnibus: 4 Complete Classic Fantasy Books

The Barsoom Omnibus. A Princess of Mars, The Gods of Mars, The Warlord of Mars-Burroughs
The Second Barsoom Omnibus: Thuvia, Maid of Mars, The Chessmen of Mars-Burroughs
The Third Barsoom Omnibus. The Mastermind of Mars; A Fighting Man of Mars-Burroughs
The Firg Tarzan Omnibus. Tarzan of the Apes, The Return of Tarzan; Jungle Taes of Tarzan-Burroughs

The Second Tarzan Omnibus; The Beasts of Tarzan; The Son of Tarzan; Tarzan and the Jewdl s of
Opar-Burroughs

The Third Tarzan Omnibus. Tarzan the Untamed; Tarzan the Terrible Tarzan and the Golden
Lion-Burroughs

The Pdlucidar Omnibus: At the Earth's Core; Pellucidar-Burroughs



The Caspak Omnibus. The Land that Time Forgot; The People that Time Forgot; Out of Time's
Abyss-Burroughs

TheFirg H. G. Wdls Omnibus. The Invisble Man: War of the Worlds, Theldand of Dr. Moreau

The Second H. G. Wells Omnibus: The Time Machine; The First Men in the Moon; When the Slegper
Wakes

The Third H. G. Wells Omnibus: The Food of the Gods; Shape of Thingsto Come; In the Days of the
Comet

The First JulesVerne Omnibus. Twenty Thousand Leagues under the Sea; The Mysterious Idand; From
the Earth to the Moon

The Homer Eon Hint: All 4 of the Clasic “Dr. Kenney” Novels. The Lord of Degth; The Queen of Life;
The Devolutionist; The Emancipatrix

The Second Jules Verne Omnibus: Around the World in 80 Days; A Journey to the Center of the Earth;
Off on a Comet

Three Great Horror Novels. Dracula; Frankenstein; Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde
The Darkness and Dawn Omnibus. The Classic Science Fiction Trilogy-George Allan England
The Garrett P. Serviss Omnibus: The Second Deluge; The Moon Metd; A Columbus of Space

ADDITIONAL TITLESIN PREPARATION
PageTurnerEditions.com

Visit www.renebooks.com for information on additional titles by this and other
authors.



