
  
    
      
    
  


  Milk Run


  What are Smags, Firgels andQueels? Cats in a bag... andGregor was holding the bag!
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  “WE can’t pass it up,” Arnold was saying. “Millions in profits, small initial investment, immediate return. Are you listening?”


  Richard Gregor nodded wearily. It was a very dull day in the offices of the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service, exactly like every other day. Gregor was playing solitaire. Arnold, his partner, was at his desk, his feet propped on a pile of unpaid bills.


  Shadows moved past their glass door, thrown by people going to Mars Steel, Neo-Roman Novelties, Alpha Dura Products, or any other offices on the same floor.


  But nothing broke the dusty silence in AAA Ace.


  “What are we waiting for?” Arnold demanded loudly. “Do we do it or don’t we?”


  “It’s not our line,” Gregor said. “We’re planetary decontaminationists. Remember?”


  “But no one wants a planet decontaminated,” Arnold stated.


  That, unfortunately, was true. After successfully cleansing Ghost V of imaginary monsters, AAA Ace had had a short rush of business. But then expansion into space had halted. People were busy consolidating their gains, building towns, plowing fields, constructing roads.


  The movement would begin again. The human race would expand as long as there was anything to expand into. But, for the moment, business was terrible.


  “Consider the possibilities,” Arnold said. “Here are all these people on their bright, shiny new worlds. They need farm and food animals shipped from home—” he paused dramatically—“by us.”


  “We’re not equipped to handle livestock,” Gregor pointed out.


  “We have a ship. What else do we need?”


  “Everything. Mostly knowledge and experience. Transporting live animals through space is extremely delicate work. It’s a job for experts. What would you do if a cow came down with hoof-and-mouth-disease between here and Omega IV?”


  


  ARNOLD said confidently, “We will ship only hardy, mutated species. We will have them medically examined. And I will personally sterilize the ship before they come on board.”


  “All right, dreamer,” Gregor said. “Prepare yourself for the blow. The Trigale Combine does all animal shipping in this sector of space. They don’t look kindly upon competitors—therefore, they have no competitors. How do you plan to buck them?”


  “We’ll undersell them.”


  “And starve.”


  “We’re starving now,” Arnold said.


  “Starving is better than being ‘accidentally’ holed by a Trigale tug at the port of embarkation. Or finding that someone has loaded our water tanks with kerosene. Or that our oxygen tanks were never filled at all.”


  “What an imagination you have!” Arnold said nervously.


  “Those figments of my imagination have already happened. Trigale wants to be alone in the field and it is. By accident, you might say, if you like gory gags.”


  Just then, the door opened. Arnold swung his feet off the desk and Gregor swept his cards into a drawer.


  Their visitor was an outworlder, to judge by his stocky frame, small head and pale green skin. He marched directly up to Arnold.


  “They’ll be at the Trigale Central Warehouse in three days,” he said.


  “So soon, Mr. Vens?” Arnold asked.


  “Oh, yes. Had to transport the Smags pretty carefully, but the Queels have been on hand for several days.”


  “Fine. This is my partner,” Arnold said, turning to Gregor, who was blinking rapidly.


  “Happy.” Vens shook Gregor’s hand firmly. “Admire you men. Free enterprise, competition—believe in it. You’ve got the route?”


  “All taped,” Arnold said. “My partner is prepared to blast off at any moment.”


  “I’ll go directly to Vermoine II and meet you there. Good show.” He turned and left.


  


  GREGOR said slowly, “Arnold, what have you done?”


  “I’ve been making us rich, that’s what I’ve done,” Arnold retorted.


  “Shipping livestock?”


  “Yes.”


  “In Trigale territory?”


  “Yes.”


  “Let me see the contract.”


  Arnold produced it. It stated that the AAA Ace Planetary Decontamination (and Transportation) Service promised to deliver five Smags, five Firgels and ten Queels to the Vermoine solar system. Pickup was to be made at the Trigale Central Warehouse, delivery to Main Warehouse, Vermoine II. AAA Ace also had the option of building its own warehouse.


  Said animals were to arrive intact, alive, healthy, happy, productive, etcetera. There were heavy forfeiture clauses in event of loss of animals, their arrival unalive, unhealthy, unproductive, etcetera.


  The document read like a temporary armistice between unfriendly nations.


  “You actually signed this death warrant?” Gregor asked incredulously.


  “Sure. All you have to do is pick up the beasts, pop over to Vermoine and drop them.”


  “I? And what will you be doing?”


  “I’ll be right here, backing you all the way,” Arnold said.


  “Back me aboard ship.”


  “No, no—impossible. I get deathly sick at the very sight of a Queel.”


  “And that’s how I feel about this deal. Let’s stick your neck out for a change.”


  “But I’m the research department,” Arnold objected, perspiring freely. “We set it up that way. Remember?”


  Gregor remembered, sighed and shrugged his shoulders helplessly.


  They began at once to put their ship in order. The hold was divided into three compartments, each to carry a separate species. All were oxygen breathers and all could sustain life at about seventy degrees Fahrenheit, so that was no problem. The correct foods were put on board.


  In three days, when they were as ready as they would ever be, Arnold decided to accompany Gregor as far as the Trigale Central Warehouse.


  It was an uneventful trip to Trigale, but Gregor landed on the approach platform with considerable trepidation. There were too many stories about the Combine for him to feel entirely at home in their stronghold. He had taken what precautions he could. The ship had been completely fueled and provisioned at Luna Station and no Trigale man would be allowed on board.


  However, if the personnel of the station were worried about the battered old spaceship, they hid it nicely. The ship was dragged to the loading platform by a pair of tractors and squeezed in between two sleek Trigale express freighters.


  


  LEAVING Arnold in charge of loading, Gregor went inside to sign the manifests. A suave Trigale official produced the papers and looked on with interest as Gregor read them over.


  “Loading Smags, eh?” the official inquired politely.


  “That’s right,” Gregor said, wondering what a Smag looked like.


  “Queels and Firgels, too,” the official mused. “Shipping them all together. You’ve got a lot of courage, Mr. Gregor.”


  “I have? Why?”


  “You know the old saying—‘When you travel with Smags, don’t forget your magnifying glass.’”


  “I hadn’t heard that one.”


  The official grinned amiably and shook Gregor’s hand. “After this trip, you’ll be able to make up your own sayings. The very best of luck, Mr. Gregor. Unofficially, of course.”


  Gregor smiled feebly and returned to the loading platform. The Smags, Firgels and Queels were on board, each in their own compartment. Arnold had turned on the air, checked the temperature and given them all a day’s ration.


  “Well, you’re off,” Arnold said cheerfully.


  “I’m off, all right,” Gregor admitted with no cheer whatever. He climbed aboard, ignoring a faint snicker from the watching crowd.


  The ship was tractored to a blastoff strip and soon Gregor was in space, bound for a tiny warehouse circling in orbit around Vermoine II.


  There was always plenty to do on the first day in space. Gregor checked his instruments, then went over the main drive and the tanks, pipes and wiring, to make sure nothing had broken loose in the blastoff. Then he decided to inspect his cargo. It was about time he found out what they looked like.


  The Queels, in the forward starboard compartment, looked like immense snowballs. Gregor knew that they were prized for their wool, which commanded a top price everywhere.


  Apparently they hadn’t gotten used to free-fall, for their food was untouched. He left them banking clumsily off walls and ceiling and bleating plaintively for solid ground.


  The Firgels were no problem at all. They were big, leathery lizards, whose purpose on a farm Gregor couldn’t guess. At present, they were dormant and would remain so throughout the trip.


  Aft, the five Smags barked merrily when they saw him. They were friendly, herbivorous mammals and they seemed to enjoy free-fall very much.


  Satisfied, Gregor floated back to the control room. It was a good beginning. Trigale hadn’t bothered him and his animals were doing all right in space.


  This trip might be just a milk run, he decided.


  After testing his radio and control switches, Gregor set the alarm and turned in.


  


  HE awoke, eight hours later, unrefreshed and with a splitting headache. His coffee tasted like slag and he could barely focus on the instrument panel.


  The effects of canned air, he decided, and radioed Arnold that all was well. But halfway through the conversation, he found he could hardly keep his eyes open.


  “Signing off,” he said, yawning deeply. “Stuffy in here. Going to take a nap.”


  “Stuffy?” Arnold asked, his voice very distant over the radio. “It shouldn’t be. The air circulators—”


  Gregor found that the controls were swaying drunkenly and beginning to go out of focus. He leaned against the panel and closed his eyes.


  “Gregor!’’


  “Hmm?”


  “Gregor! Check your oxygen content!”


  Gregor propped one eye open long enough to read the dial. He found, to his amusement, that the carbon dioxide concentration had reached a level he had never seen before.


  “No oxygen,” he told Arnold. “I’ll fix it after nap.”


  “Sabotage!” Arnold shouted. “Wake up, Gregor!”


  With a gigantic effort, Gregor reached forward and turned on the emergency air tank. The blast of air sobered him. He stood up, swaying uncertainly, and splashed some water on his face.


  “The animals!” Arnold was screaming. “See about the animals!”


  Gregor turned on the auxiliary air supply for all three compartments and hurried down the corridor.


  The Firgels were still alive and dormant. The Smags apparently hadn’t even noticed the difference. Two of the Queels had passed out, but they were reviving. And, in their compartment, Gregor found out what had happened.


  There was no sabotage. The ventilators in wall and ceiling, through which the ship’s air circulated, were jammed shut with Queel wool. Tufts of fleece floated in the still air, looking like a slow-motion snowfall.


  “Of course, of course,” Arnold said, when Gregor reported by radio. “Didn’t I warn you that Queels have to be sheared twice a week? No, I guess I forgot to. Here’s what the book says: ‘The Queel—Queelis Tropicalis—is a small, wool-bearing mammal, distantly related to the Terran Sheep. Queels are natives of Tensis V, but have been successfully introduced on other heavy-gravity planets. Garments woven of Queel wool are fireproof, insectproof, rotproof and will last almost indefinitely, due to the metallic content in the wool. Queels should be sheared twice a week. They reproduce feemishly.’”


  “No sabotage,” Gregor commented.


  “No sabotage, but you’d better start shearing those Queels,” Arnold said.


  Gregor signed off, found a pair of tin snips in his tool kit and went to work on the Queels. But the metallic wool simply blunted the cutting edges. It seemed that Queels had to be sheared with special hard-alloy tools.


  He gathered as much of the floating wool as he could find and cleared the ventilators again. After a last inspection, he went to have his supper.


  His beef stew was filled with oily, metallic Queel wool.


  Disgusted, he turned in.


  


  WHEN he awoke, he found that the creaking old ship was still holding a true course. Her main drive was operating efficiently and the outlook seemed much brighter, especially after he found that the Firgels were still dormant and the Smags were doing nicely.


  But when Gregor inspected the Queels, he found that they hadn’t touched a morsel of food since coming on board. It was serious now. He called Arnold for advice.


  “Very simple,” Arnold told him, after searching through several reference books. “Queels haven’t any throat muscles. They rely on gravity to get food down. But in free-fall, there isn’t any gravity, so they can’t get the food down.”


  It was simple, Gregor knew, one of those little things you would never consider on Earth. But space, with its artificial environment, aggravated even the simplest problems.


  “You’ll have to spin ship to give them some gravity,” Arnold said.


  Gregor did some quick mental multiplication. “That’ll use up a lot of power.”


  “Then the book says you can push the food down their throats by hand. You roll it up in a moist ball and reach in as far as the elbow and—”


  Gregor signed off and activated the side jets. His feet settled to the floor and he waited anxiously.


  The Queels began to feed with an abandon that would have done a Queel-farmer’s heart good.


  He would have to refuel at the Vermoine II space warehouse and that would bring up their operating expenses, for fuel was expensive in newly colonized systems. Still, there would be a good margin of profit left over.


  He returned to normal ship’s duties. The spaceship crawled through the immensity of space.


  Feeding time came again. Gregor fed the Queels and went on to the Smag compartment. He opened the door and called out, “Come and get it!”


  Nothing came.


  The compartment was empty.


  Gregor felt a curious sensation in his stomach. It was impossible. The Smags couldn’t be gone. They were playing a joke on him, hiding somewhere.


  But there was no place in the compartment for five large Smags to hide.


  The trembling sensation was turning into a full-grown quiver. Gregor remembered the forfeiture clauses in event of loss, damage, etcetera, etcetera.


  “Here, Smag! Here, Smag!” he shouted. There was no answer.


  He inspected the walls, ceiling, door and ventilators, on the chance that the Smags had somehow bored through.


  There were no marks.


  Then he heard a faint noise near his feet. Looking down, he saw something scuttle past him.


  It was one of his Smags, shrunken to about two inches in length. He found the others hiding in a corner, all just as small.


  What had the Trigale official said? “When you travel with Smags, don’t forget your magnifying glass.”


  


  THERE was no time for a good, satisfying shock reaction. Gregor closed the door carefully and sprinted to the radio.


  “Very odd,” Arnold said, after radio contact had been made. “Shrunken, you say? I’m looking it up right now. Hmm... You didn’t produce artificial gravity, did you?”


  “Of course. To let the Queels feed.”


  “Shouldn’t have done that,” Arnold said. “Queels are light-gravity creatures.”


  “How was I supposed to know?”


  “When they’re subjected to an unusual—for them—gravity, they shrink down to microscopic size, lose consciousness and die.”


  “But you told me to produce artificial gravity.”


  “Oh, no! I simply mentioned, in passing, that that was one way of making Queels feed. I suggested hand-feeding.”


  Gregor resisted an almost overpowering urge to rip the radio out of the wall. He said, “Arnold, the Smags are light-gravity animals. Right?”


  “Right.”


  “And the Queels are heavy gravity. Did you know that when you signed the contract?”


  Arnold gulped for a moment, then cleared his throat. “Well, that did seem to make it a bit more difficult. But it pays very well.”


  “Sure, if you can get away with it. What do I do now?”


  “Lower the temperature,” Arnold replied confidently. “Smags stabilize at the freezing point.”


  “Humans freeze at the freezing point,” Gregor said. “All right, signing off.”


  Gregor put on all the extra clothes he could find and turned up the ship’s refrigeration system. Within an hour, the Smags had returned to their normal size.


  So far, so good. He checked the Queels. The cold seemed to stimulate them. They were livelier than ever and bleated for more food. He fed them.


  After eating a ham-and-wool sandwich, Gregor turned in.


  The next day’s inspection revealed that there were now fifteen Queels on board. The ten original adults had given birth to five young. All were hungry.


  Gregor fed them. He set it down as a normal hazard of transporting mixed groups of livestock. They should have anticipated this and segregated the beasts by sexes as well as species.


  When he looked in on the Queels again, their number had increased to thirty-eight.


  


  “REPRODUCED, did they?” Arnold asked via radio, his voice concerned.


  “Yes. And they show no signs of stopping.”


  “Well, we should have expected it.”


  “Why?” Gregor demanded baffledly.


  “I told you. Queels reproduce feemishly.”


  “I thought that’s what you said. What does it mean?”


  “Just what it sounds like,” said Arnold, irritated. “How did you ever get through school? It’s freezing-point parthenogenesis.”


  “That does it,” Gregor said grimly. “I’m turning this ship around.”


  “You can’t! We’ll be wiped out!”


  “At the rate those Queels are reproducing, there won’t be room for me if I keep going. A Queel will have to pilot this ship.”


  “Gregor, don’t get panicky. There’s a perfectly simple answer.”


  “I’m listening.”


  “Increase the air pressure and moisture content. That’ll stop them.”


  “Sure. And it’ll probably turn the Smags into butterflies.”


  “There, won’t be any other effects.”


  Turning back was no solution, anyhow. The ship was near the halfway mark. Now he could get rid of the beasts just as quickly by delivering them.


  Unless he dumped them all into space. It was a tempting though impractical thought.


  With increased air pressure and moisture content, the Queels stopped reproducing. They numbered forty-seven now and Gregor had to spend most of his time clearing the ventilators of wool. A slow-motion, surrealistic snowstorm raged in the corridors and engine room, in the water tanks and under his shirt.


  Gregor ate tasteless meals of food and wool, with pie and wool for dessert.


  He was beginning to feel like a Queel.


  But then a bright spot approached on his horizon. The Vermoine sun began glowing on his forward screen. In another day, he would arrive, deliver his cargo and be free to go home to his dusty office, his bills and his solitaire game.


  That night, he opened a bottle of wine to celebrate the end of the trip. It helped get the taste of wool out of his mouth and he fell into bed, mildly and pleasantly tipsy.


  But he couldn’t sleep. The temperature was still dropping. Beads of moisture, on the walls of the ship were solidifying into ice.


  He had to have heat.


  Let’s see—if he turned on the heaters, the Smags would shrink. Unless he stopped the gravity. In which case, the forty-seven Queels wouldn’t eat.


  To hell with the Queels. He was getting too cold to operate the ship.


  


  HE brought the vessel out of its spin and turned on the heaters. For an hour, he waited, shivering and stamping his feet. The heaters merrily drained fuel from the engines, but produced no heat.


  That was ridiculous. He turned them on full blast.


  In another hour, the temperature had sunk below zero. Although Vermoine was now visible, Gregor didn’t know if he could even control the ship for a landing.


  He had just finishing building a small fire on the cabin floor, using the ship’s more combustible furnishings as fuel, when the radio spluttered into life.


  “I was just thinking,” Arnold said. “I hope you haven’t been changing gravity and pressure too abruptly.”


  “What difference does it make?” Gregor asked distractedly.


  “You might unstabilize the Firgels. Rapid temperature and pressure changes could take them out of their dormant state. You’d better check.”


  Gregor hurried off. He opened the door to the Firgel compartment, peered in and shuddered.


  The Firgels were awake and croaking. The big lizards were floating around their compartment, covered with frost. A blast of sub-zero air roared into the passageway. Gregor slammed the door and hurried back to the radio.


  “Of course they’re covered with frost,” Arnold said. “Those Firgels are going to Vermoine I. Hot place, Vermoine I—right near the sun. The Firgels are cold-fixers—best portable air-conditioners in the Universe.”


  “Why didn’t you tell me this sooner?” Gregor demanded.


  “It would have upset you. Besides, they would have stayed dormant if you hadn’t started fooling with gravity and pressure.”


  “The Firgels are going to Vermoine I. What about the Smags?”


  “Vermoine II. Tiny planet, not much gravity.”


  “And the Queels?”


  “Vermoine III, of course.”


  “You idiot!” Gregor shouted. “You give me a cargo like that and expect me to balance it?” If Arnold had been in the ship at that moment, Gregor would have strangled him. “Arnold,” he said, very slowly, “no more schemes, no more ideas—promise?”


  “Oh, all right,” Arnold agreed. “No need to get peevish about it.” Gregor signed off and went to work, trying to warm the ship. He succeeded in boosting it to twenty-seven degrees Fahrenheit before the overworked heaters gave up.


  By then, Vermoine II was dead ahead.


  


  GREGOR knocked on a piece of wood he hadn’t burned and set the tape. He was punching a course for the Main Warehouse, in orbit around Vermoine II, when he heard an ominous grumbling noise. At the same time, half a dozen dials on the control panel flopped over to zero.


  Wearily, he floated back to the engine room. His main drive was dead and it didn’t take any special mechanical aptitude to figure out why.


  Queel wool floated in the engine room’s still air. Queel wool was in the bearings and in the lubricating system, clogging the cooling fans.


  The metallic wool made an ideal abrasive for highly polished engine parts. It was a wonder the drive had held up this long.


  He returned to the control room. He couldn’t land the ship without the main drive. Repairs would have to be made in space, eating into their profits. Fortunately, the ship steered by rocket side jets. With no mechanical system to break down, he could still maneuver.


  It would be close, but he could still make contact with the artificial satellite that served as the Vermoine warehouse.


  “This is AAA Ace,” he announced as he squeezed the ship into an orbit around the satellite. “Request permission to land.”


  There was a crackle of static. “Satellite speaking,” a voice answered. “Identify yourself, please.”


  “This is the AAA Ace ship, bound to Vermoine II from Trigale Central Warehouse,” Gregor elaborated. “My papers are in order.” He repeated the routine request for landing privilege and leaned back in his chair.


  It had been a struggle, but all his animals were alive, intact, healthy, happy, etcetera, etcetera. AAA Ace had made a nice little profit. But all he wanted now was to get out of this ship and into a hot bath. He wanted to spend the rest of his life as far from Queels, Smags and Firgels as possible. He wanted...


  “Landing permission refused.”


  “What?”


  “Sorry, but we’re full up at present. If you want to hold your present orbit, I believe we can accommodate you in about three months.”


  “Hold on!” Gregor yelped. “You can’t do this! I’m almost out of food, my main drive is shot and I can’t stand these animals much longer!”


  “Sorry.”


  “You can’t turn me away,” Gregor said hoarsely. “This is a public warehouse. You have to—”


  “Public? I beg your pardon, sir. This warehouse is owned and operated by the Trigale Combine.”


  


  THE radio went dead. Gregor stared at it for several minutes.


  Trigale!


  Of course they hadn’t bothered him at their Central Warehouse. They had him by simply refusing landing privileges at their Vermoine warehouse.


  And the hell of it was, they were probably within their rights.


  He couldn’t land on the planet. Bringing the ship down without a main drive would be suicide. And there was no other space warehouse in the Vermoine solar system.


  Well, he had brought the animals almost to the warehouse. Certainly Mr. Vens would understand the circumstances and judge his intentions.


  He contacted Vens on Vermoine II and explained the situation.


  “Not at the warehouse?” Vens asked.


  “Well, within fifty miles of the warehouse,” Gregor said.


  “That really won’t do. I’ll take the animals, of course. They’re mine. But there are forfeiture clauses in the event of incomplete delivery.”


  “You wouldn’t invoke them, would you?” Gregor pleaded. “My intentions—”


  “They don’t interest me,” Vens said. “Margin of profit and all that. We colonists need every little bit.” He signed off.


  Perspiring in the cold room, Gregor called Arnold and told him the news.


  “It’s unethical!” Arnold declared in outrage.


  “But legal.”


  “I know, damn it. I have to have time to think.”


  “You’d better find something good,” Gregor said.


  “I’ll call you back.”


  Gregor spent the next few hours feeding his animals, picking Queel wool out of his hair and burning more furniture on the deck of the ship. When the radio buzzed, he crossed his fingers before answering it.


  “Arnold?”


  “No, this is Vens.”


  “Listen, Mr. Vens,” Gregor said, “if you’d just give us a little more time, we could work out this thing amicably. I’m sure—”


  “Oh, you’ve got me over a barrel, all right,” Vens snapped. “It’s perfectly legal, too. I checked. Shrewd operation, sir, very shrewd operation. I’m sending a tug for the animals.”


  “But the forfeiture clause—”


  “Naturally, I cannot invoke it.” Vens signed off.


  


  GREGOR stared at the radio. Shrewd operation? What had Arnold done?


  He called Arnold’s office.


  “This is Mr. Arnold’s secretary,” a young feminine voice answered. “Mr. Arnold has left for the day.”


  “Left? Secretary? Is this the Arnold of AAA Ace? I’ve got the wrong Arnold, haven’t I?”


  “No, sir, this is Mr. Arnold’s office, of the AAA Ace Planetary Warehouse Service. Did you wish to place an order? We have a first-class warehouse in the Vermoine system, in an orbit near Vermoine II. We handle light, medium and heavy gravity products. Personal supervision by our Mr. Gregor. And I think you’ll find that our rates are quite attractive.”


  


  SO that was what Arnold had done—he had turned their ship into a warehouse! On paper, at least. And their contract did give them the option of supplying their own warehouse. Clever!


  But that nuisance Arnold could never leave well enough alone. Now he wanted to go into the warehouse business!


  “What did you say, sir?”


  “I said this is the warehouse speaking. I want to leave a message for Mr. Arnold.”


  “Yes, sir?”


  “Tell Mr. Arnold to cancel all orders,” Gregor said grimly. “His warehouse is coming home as fast as it can hobble.”


  Ghost V


  Delousing planets was humdrum—but not the one that wantedto exterminate exterminators!
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  “HE’S reading our sign now,” Gregor said, his long bony face pressed against the peephole in the office door.


  “Let me see,” Arnold said.


  Gregor pushed him back. “He’s going to knock—no, he’s changed his mind. He’s leaving.”


  Arnold returned to his desk and laid out another game of solitaire. Gregor kept watch at the peephole.


  They had constructed the peephole out of sheer boredom, three months after forming their partnership and renting the office. During that time, the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service had had no business—in spite of being first in the telephone book. Planetary decontamination was an old, established line, completely monopolized by two large outfits. It was discouraging for a small new firm run by two young men with big ideas and a lot of unpaid-for equipment.


  “He’s coming back,” Gregor called. “Quick—look busy and important!”


  Arnold swept his cards into a drawer and just finished buttoning his lab gown when the knock came.


  Their visitor was a short, bald, tired-looking man. He stared at them dubiously.


  “You decontaminate planets?”


  “That is correct, sir,” Gregor said, pushing away a pile of papers and shaking the man’s moist hand. “I am Richard Gregor. This is my partner, Doctor Frank Arnold.”


  


  ARNOLD, impressively garbed in a white lab gown and black horn-rimmed glasses, nodded absently and resumed his examination of a row of ancient, crusted test tubes.


  “Kindly be seated, Mister—”


  “Ferngraum.”


  “Mr. Ferngraum. I think we can handle just about anything you require,” Gregor said heartily. “Flora or fauna control, cleansing atmospheres, purifying water supply, sterilizing soil, stability testing, volcano and earthquake control—anything you need to make a planet fit for human habitation.”


  Ferngraum still looked dubious. “I’m going to level with you. I’ve got a problem planet on my hands.”


  Gregor nodded confidently. “Problems are our business.”


  “I’m a free-lance real-estate broker,” Ferngraum said. “You know how it works—buy a planet, sell a planet, everyone makes a living. Usually I stick with the scrub worlds and let my buyers do their decontaminating. But a few months ago I had a chance to buy a real quality planet—took it right out from under the noses of the big operators.”


  Ferngraum mopped his forehead unhappily.


  “It’s a beautiful place,” he continued, with no enthusiasm whatsoever. “Average temperature of 71 degrees. Mountainous, but fertile. Waterfalls, rainbows, all that sort of thing. And no fauna at all.”


  “Sounds perfect,” Gregor said. “Micro-organisms?”


  “Nothing dangerous.”


  “Then what’s wrong with the place?”


  Ferngraum looked embarrassed. “Maybe you heard about it. The government catalogue number is RJC-5. But everyone else calls it Ghost V.”


  Gregor raised an eyebrow. “Ghost” was an odd nickname for a planet, but he had heard odder. After all, you had to call them something. There were thousands of planet-bearing suns within spaceship range, many of them inhabitable, or potentially inhabitable. And there were plenty of people from the civilized worlds who wanted to colonize them. Religious sects, political minorities, philosophic groups—or just plain pioneers, out to make a fresh start.


  “I don’t believe I’ve heard of it,” Gregor said.


  Ferngraum squirmed uncomfortably in his chair. “I should have listened to my wife. But no—I was gonna be a big operator. Paid ten times my usual price for Ghost V and now I’m stuck with it.”


  “But what’s wrong with it?” Gregor asked.


  “It seems to be haunted,” Ferngraum said in despair.


  


  FERNGRAUM had radar-checked his planet, then leased it to a combine of farmers from Dijon VI. The eight-man advance guard landed and, within a day, began to broadcast garbled reports about demons, ghouls, vampires, dinosaurs and other inimical fauna.


  When a relief ship came for them, all were dead. An autopsy report stated that the gashes, cuts and marks on their bodies could indeed have been made by almost anything, even demons, ghouls, vampires or dinosaurs, if such existed.


  Ferngraum was fined for improper decontamination. The farmers dropped their lease. But he managed to lease it to a group of sun-worshipers from Opal II.


  The sun-worshipers were cautious. They sent their equipment, but only three men accompanied it, to scout out trouble. The men set up camp, unpacked, and declared the place a paradise. They radioed the home group to come at once—then, suddenly, there was a wild scream and radio silence.


  A patrol ship went to Ghost V, buried the three mangled bodies, and departed in five minutes flat.


  “And that did it,” Ferngraum said. “Now no one will touch it at any price. Space crews refuse to land on it. And I still don’t know what happened.”


  He sighed deeply and looked at Gregor. “It’s your baby, if you want it.”


  Gregor and Arnold excused themselves and went into the anteroom. Arnold whooped at once, “We’ve got a job!”


  “Yeah,” Gregor said, “but what a job.”


  “We wanted the tough ones,” Arnold pointed out. “If we lick this, we’re established—to say nothing of the profit we’ll make on a percentage basis.”


  “You seem to forget,” Gregor said. “I’m the one who has to actually land on the planet. All you do is sit here and interpret my data.”


  “That’s the way we set it up,” Arnold reminded him. “I’m the research department—you’re the troubleshooter. Remember?”


  Gregor remembered. Ever since childhood, he had been sticking his neck out, while Arnold stayed home and told him why he was sticking his neck out.


  “I don’t like it,” he said.


  “You don’t believe in ghosts, do you?”


  “No, of course not.”


  “Well, we can handle anything else. Faint heart ne’er won fair profit.”


  Gregor shrugged his shoulders. They went back to Ferngraum.


  In half an hour, they had worked out their terms—a large percentage of future development profits if they succeeded, a forfeiture clause if they failed.


  Gregor walked to the door with Ferngraum. “By the way, sir,” he asked, “how did you happen to come to us?”


  “No one else would handle it,” Ferngraum said, looking extremely pleased with himself. “Good luck.”


  


  THREE days later, Gregor was aboard a rickety space freighter, bound for Ghost V. He spent his time studying reports on the two colonization attempts and reading survey after survey on supernatural phenomena.


  They didn’t help at all. No trace of animal life had been found on Ghost V. And no proof of the existence of supernatural creatures had been discovered anywhere in the Galaxy.


  Gregor pondered this, then checked his weapons as the freighter spiraled into the region of Ghost V. He was carrying an arsenal large enough to start a small war and win it.


  If he could find something to shoot at...


  The captain of the freighter brought his ship to within several thousand feet of the smiling green surface of the planet, but no closer. Gregor parachuted his equipment to the site of the last two camps, shook hands with the captain and ’chuted himself down.


  He landed safely and looked up. The freighter was streaking into space as though the furies were after it.


  He was alone on Ghost V.


  After checking his equipment for breakage, he radioed Arnold that he had landed safely. Then, with drawn blaster, he inspected the sun-worshipers’ camp.


  They had set themselves up at the base of a mountain, beside a small, crystal-clear lake. The pre-fabs were in perfect condition.


  No storms had ever damaged them, because Ghost V was blessed with a beautifully even climate. But they looked pathetically lonely.


  Gregor made a careful check of one. Clothes were still neatly packed in cabinets, pictures were hung on the wall and there was even a curtain on one window. In a corner of the room, a case of toys had been opened for the arrival of the main party’s children.


  A water-pistol, a top and a bag of marbles had spilled onto the floor.


  Evening was coming, so Gregor dragged his equipment into the pre-fab and made his preparations. He rigged an alarm system and adjusted it so finely that even a roach would set it off. He put up a radar alarm to scan the immediate area. He unpacked his arsenal, laying the heavy rifles within easy reach, but keeping a hand-blaster in his belt. Then, satisfied, he ate a leisurely supper.


  Outside, the evening drifted into night. The warm and dreamy land grew dark. A gentle breeze ruffled the surface of the lake and rustled silkily in the tall grass.


  It was all very peaceful.


  The settlers must have been hysterical types, he decided. They had probably panicked and killed each other.


  


  AFTER checking his alarm system one last time, Gregor threw his clothes onto a chair, turned off the lights and climbed into bed. The room was illuminated by starlight, stronger than moonlight on Earth. His blaster was under his pillow. All was well with the world.


  He had just begun to doze off when he became aware that he was not alone in the room.


  That was impossible. His alarm system hadn’t gone off. The radar was still humming peacefully.


  Yet every nerve in his body was shrieking alarm. He eased the blaster out and looked around.


  A man was standing in a corner of the room.


  There was no time to consider how he had come. Gregor aimed the blaster and said, “Okay, raise your hands,” in a quiet, resolute voice.


  The figure didn’t move.


  Gregor’s finger tightened on the trigger, then suddenly relaxed. He recognized the man. It was his own clothing, heaped on a chair, distorted by starlight and his own imagination.


  He grinned and lowered the blaster. The pile of clothing began to stir faintly. Gregor felt a faint breeze from the window and continued to grin.


  Then the pile of clothing stood up, stretched itself and began to walk toward him purposefully.


  Frozen to his bed, he watched the disembodied clothing, assembled roughly into manlike form, advance on him.


  When it was halfway across the room and its empty sleeves were reaching for him, he began to blast.


  And kept on blasting, for the rags and remnants slithered toward him as if filled with a life of their own. Flaming bits of cloth crowded toward his face and a belt tried to coil around his legs. He had to burn everything to ashes before the attack stopped.


  When it was over, Gregor turned on every light he could find. He brewed a pot of coffee and poured in most of a bottle of brandy. Somehow, he resisted an urge to kick his useless alarm system to pieces. Instead, he radioed his partner.


  “That’s very interesting,” Arnold said, after Gregor had brought him up to date. “Animation! Very interesting indeed.”


  “I hoped it would amuse you,” Gregor answered bitterly. After several shots of brandy, he was beginning to feel abandoned and abused.


  “Did anything else happen?”


  “Not yet.”


  “Well, take care. I’ve got a theory. Have to do some research on it. By the way, some crazy bookie is laying five to one against you.”


  “Really?”


  “Yeah. I took a piece of it.”


  “Did you bet for me or against me?” Gregor asked, worried.


  “For you, of course,” Arnold said indignantly. “We’re partners, aren’t we?”


  They signed off and Gregor brewed another pot of coffee. He was not planning on any more sleep that night. It was comforting to know that Arnold had bet on him. But, then, Arnold was a notoriously bad gambler.


  


  BY daylight, Gregor was able to get a few hours of fitful sleep. In the early afternoon he awoke, found some clothes and began to explore the sun-worshipers’ camp.


  Toward evening, he found something. On the wall of a prefab, the word “Tgasklit” had been hastily scratched. Tgasklit. It meant nothing to him, but he relayed it to Arnold at once.


  He then searched his pre-fab carefully, set up more lights, tested the alarm system and recharged his blaster.


  Everything seemed in order. With regret, he watched the sun go down, hoping he would live to see it rise again. Then he settled himself in a comfortable chair, and tried to do some constructive thinking.


  There was no animal life here—nor were there any walking plants, intelligent rocks or giant brains dwelling in the planet’s core. Ghost V hadn’t even a moon for someone to hide on.


  And he couldn’t believe in ghosts or demons. He knew that supernatural happenings tended to break down, under detailed examination, into eminently natural events. The ones that didn’t break down—stopped. Ghosts just wouldn’t stand still and let a nonbeliever examine them. The phantom of the castle was invariably on vacation when a scientist showed up with cameras and tape recorders.


  That left another possibility. Suppose someone wanted this planet, but wasn’t prepared to pay Ferngraum’s price? Couldn’t this someone hide here, frighten the settlers, kill them if necessary in order to drive down the price?


  That seemed logical. You could even explain the behavior of his clothes that way. Static electricity, correctly used, could—


  


  SOMETHING was standing in front of him. His alarm system, as before, hadn’t gone off.


  Gregor looked up slowly. The thing in front of him was about ten feet tall and roughly human in shape, except for its crocodile head. It was colored a bright crimson and had purple stripes running lengthwise on its body. In one claw, it was carrying a large brown can.


  “Hello,” it said.


  “Hello,” Gregor gulped. His blaster was on a table, only two feet away. He wondered, would the thing attack if he reached for it?


  “What’s your name?” Gregor asked, with the calmness of deep shock.


  “I’m the Purple-striped Grabber,” the thing said. “I grab things.”


  “How interesting.” Gregor’s hand began to creep toward the blaster.


  “I grab things named Richard Gregor,” the Grabber told him in its bright, ingenuous voice. “And I usually eat them in chocolate sauce.” It held up the brown can and Gregor saw that it was labeled Smig’s Chocolate—An Ideal Sauce to Use with Gregors, Arnolds and Flynns.


  Gregor’s fingers touched the butt of the blaster. He asked, “Were you planning to eat me?”


  “Oh, yes,” the Grabber said.


  Gregor had the gun now. He flipped off the safety catch and fired. The radiant blast cascaded off the Grabber’s chest and singed the floor, the walls and Gregor’s eyebrows.


  “That won’t hurt me,” the Grabber explained. “I’m too tall.”


  The blaster dropped from Gregor’s fingers. The Grabber leaned forward.


  “I’m not going to eat you now,” the Grabber said.


  “No?” Gregor managed to enunciate.


  “No. I can only eat you tomorrow, on May first. Those are the rules. I just came to ask a favor.”


  “What is it?”


  The Grabber smiled winningly. “Would you be a good sport and eat a few apples? They flavor the flesh so wonderfully.”


  And, with that, the striped monster vanished.


  


  WITH shaking hands, Gregor worked the radio and told Arnold everything that had happened.


  “Hmm,” Arnold said. “Purple-striped Grabber, eh? I think that clinches it. Everything fits.”


  “What fits? What is it?”


  “First, do as I say. I want to make sure.”


  Obeying Arnold’s instructions, Gregor unpacked his chemical equipment and laid out a number of test tubes, retorts and chemicals. He stirred, mixed, added and subtracted as directed and finally put the mixture on the stove to heat.


  “Now,” Gregor said, coming back to the radio, “tell me what’s going on.”


  “Certainly. I looked up the word ‘Tgasklit.’ It’s Opalian. It means many-toothed ghost. The sun-worshipers were from Opal. What does that suggest to you?”


  “They were killed by a hometown ghost,” Gregor replied nastily. “It must have stowed away on their ship. Maybe there was a curse and—”


  “Calm down,” Arnold said. “There aren’t any ghosts in this. Is the solution boiling yet?”


  “No.”


  “Tell me when it does. Now let’s take your animated clothing. Does it remind you of anything?”


  Gregor thought. “Well,” he said, “when I was a kid—no, that’s ridiculous.”


  “Out with it,” Arnold insisted.


  “When I was a kid, I never left clothing on a chair. In the dark, it always looked like a man or a dragon or something. I guess everyone’s had that experience. But it doesn’t explain—”


  “Sure it does! Remember the Purple-striped Grabber now?”


  “No. Why should I?”


  “Because you invented him! Remember? We must have been eight or nine, you and me and Jimmy Flynn. We invented the most horrible monster you could think of—he was our own personal monster and he only wanted to eat you or me or Jimmy—flavored with chocolate sauce. But only on the first of every month, when the report cards were due. You had to use the magic word to get rid of him.”


  


  THEN Gregor remembered and wondered how he could ever have forgotten. How many nights had he stayed up in fearful expectation of the Grabber? It had made bad report cards seem very unimportant.


  “Is the solution boiling?” Arnold asked.


  “Yes,” said Gregor, glancing obediently at the stove.


  “What color is it?”


  “A sort of greenish blue. No, it’s more blue than—”


  “Right. You can pour it out. I want to run a few more tests, but I think we’ve got it licked.”


  “Got what licked? Would you do a little explaining?”


  “It’s obvious. The planet has no animal life. There are no ghosts, or, at least, none solid enough to kill off a party of armed men. Hallucination was the answer, so I looked for something that would produce it. I found plenty. Aside from all the drugs on Earth, there are about a dozen hallucination-forming gases in the Catalogue of Alien Trace Elements. There are depressants, stimulants, stuff that’ll make you feel like a genius or an earthworm or an eagle. This particular one corresponds to Longstead 42 in the catalogue. It’s a heavy, transparent, odorless gas, not harmful physically. It’s an imagination stimulant.”


  “You mean I was just having hallucinations? I tell you—”


  “Not quite that simple,” Arnold cut in. “Longstead 42 works directly on the subconscious. It releases your strongest subconscious fears, the childhood terrors you’ve been suppressing. It animates them. And that’s what you’ve been seeing.”


  “Then there’s actually nothing here?” Gregor asked.


  “Nothing physical. But the hallucinations are real enough to whoever is having them.”


  Gregor reached over for another bottle of brandy. This called for a celebration.


  “It won’t be hard to decontaminate Ghost V,” Arnold went on confidently. “We can cancel the Longstead 42 with no difficulty. And then—we’ll be rich, partner!”


  Gregor suggested a toast, then thought of something disturbing. “If they’re just hallucinations, what happened to the settlers?”


  Arnold was silent for a moment. “Well,” he said finally, “Longstead may have a tendency to stimulate the mortido—the death-instinct. The settlers must have gone crazy. Killed each other.”


  “And no survivors?”


  “Sure, why not? The last ones alive committed suicide or died of wounds. Don’t worry about it. I’m chartering a ship immediately and coming out to run those tests. Relax. I’ll pick you up in a day or two.”


  Gregor signed off. He allowed himself the rest of the bottle of brandy that night. It seemed only fair. The mystery of Ghost V was solved and they were going to be rich. Soon he would be able to hire a man to land on strange planets for him, while he sat home and gave instructions over a radio.


  


  HE awoke late the next day with a hangover. Arnold’s ship hadn’t arrived yet, so he packed his equipment and waited. By evening, there was still no ship. He sat in the doorway of the pre-fab and watched a gaudy sunset, then went inside and made dinner.


  The problem of the settlers still bothered him, but he determined not to worry about it. Undoubtedly there was a logical answer.


  After dinner, he stretched out on a bed. He had barely closed his eyes when he heard someone cough apologetically.


  “Hello,” said the Purple-striped Grabber.


  His own personal hallucination had returned to eat him. “Hello, old chap,” Gregor said cheerfully, without a bit of fear or worry.


  “Did you eat the apples?”


  “Dreadfully sorry. I forgot.”


  “Oh, well.” The Grabber tried to conceal his disappointment. “I brought the chocolate sauce.” He held up the can.


  Gregor smiled. “You can leave now,” he said. “I know you’re just a figment of my imagination. You can’t hurt me.”


  “I’m not going to hurt you,” the Grabber said. “I’m just going to eat you.”


  He walked up to Gregor. Gregor held his ground, smiling, although he wished the Grabber didn’t appear so solid and undreamlike. The Grabber leaned over and bit his arm experimentally.


  He jumped back and looked at his arm. There were toothmarks on it. Blood was oozing out—real blood—his blood.


  The colonists had been bitten, gashed, torn and ripped.


  At that moment, Gregor remembered an exhibition of hypnotism he had once seen. The hypnotist had told the subject he was putting a lighted cigarette on his arm. Then he had touched the spot with a pencil.


  Within seconds, an angry red blister had appeared on the subject’s arm, because he believed he had been burned. If your subconscious thinks you’re dead, you’re dead. If it orders the stigmata of toothmarks, they are there.


  He didn’t believe in the Grabber.


  But his subconscious did.


  Gregor tried to run for the door. The Grabber cut him off. It seized him in its claws and bent to reach his neck.


  The magic word! What was it?


  Gregor shouted, “Alphoisto?”


  “Wrong word,” said the Grabber. “Please don’t squirm.”


  “Regnastikio!”


  “Nope. Stop wriggling and it’ll be over before you—”


  “Voorshpellhappilo!”


  The Grabber let out a scream of pain and released him. It bounded high into the air and vanished.


  


  GREGOR collapsed into a chair. That had been close. Too close. It would be a particularly stupid way to die—rent by his own death-desiring subconscious, slashed by his own imagination, killed by his own conviction. It was fortunate he had remembered the word. Now if Arnold would only hurry...


  He heard a low chuckle of amusement.


  It came from the blackness of a half-opened closet door, touching off an almost forgotten memory. He was nine years old again, and the Shadower—his Shadower—was a strange, thin, grisly creature who hid in doorways, slept under beds and attacked only in the dark.


  “Turn out the lights,” the Shadower said.


  “Not a chance,” Gregor retorted, drawing his blaster. As long as the lights were on, he was safe.


  “You’d better turn them off.”


  “No!”


  “Very well. Egan, Megan, Degan!”


  Three little creatures scampered into the room. They raced to the nearest light bulb, flung themselves on it and began to gulp hungrily.


  The room was growing darker.


  Gregor blasted at them each time they approached a light. Glass shattered, but the nimble creatures darted out of the way.


  And then Gregor realized what he had done. The creatures couldn’t actually eat light. Imagination can’t make any impression on inanimate matter. He had imagined that the room was growing dark and—


  He had shot out his light bulbs! His own destructive subconscious had tricked him.


  Now the Shadower stepped out. Leaping from shadow to shadow, he came toward Gregor.


  The blaster had no effect. Gregor tried frantically to think of the magic word—and terrifiedly remembered that no magic word banished the Shadower.


  He backed away, the Shadower advancing, until he was stopped by a packing case. The Shadower towered over him and Gregor shrank to the floor and closed his eyes.


  His hand came in contact with something cold. He was leaning against the packing case of toys for the settlers’ children. And he was holding a water pistol.


  Gregor brandished it. The Shadower backed away, eyeing the weapon with apprehension.


  Quickly, Gregor ran to the tap and filled the pistol. He directed a deadly stream of water into the creature.


  The Shadower howled in agony and vanished.


  Gregor smiled tightly and slipped the empty gun into his belt.


  A water pistol was the right weapon to use against an imaginary monster.


  


  IT was nearly dawn when the ship landed and Arnold stepped out. Without wasting any time, he set up his tests. By midday, it was done and the element definitely established as Longstead 42. He and Gregor packed up immediately and blasted off.


  Once they were in space, Gregor told his partner everything that had happened.


  “Pretty rough,” said Arnold softly, but with deep feeling.


  Gregor could smile with modest heroism, now that he was safely off Ghost V. “Could have been worse,” he said.


  “How?”


  “Suppose Jimmy Flynn were here. There was a kid who could really dream up monsters. Remember the Grumbler?”


  “All I remember is the nightmares it gave me,” Arnold said.


  They were on their way home. Arnold jotted down some notes for an article entitled “The Death Instinct on Ghost V: An Examination of Subconscious Stimulation, Hysteria, and Mass Hallucination in Producing Physical Stigmata.” Then he went to the control room to set the autopilot.


  Gregor threw himself on a couch, determined to get his first decent night’s sleep since landing on Ghost V. He had barely dozed off when Arnold hurried in, his face pasty with terror.


  “I think there’s something in the control room,” he said.


  Gregor sat up. “There can’t be. We’re off the—”


  There was a low growl from the control room.


  “Oh, my God!” Arnold gasped. He concentrated furiously for a few seconds. “I know. I left the airlocks open when I landed. We’re still breathing Ghost V air!”


  And there, framed in the open doorway, was an immense gray creature with red spots on its hide. It had an amazing number of arms, legs, tentacles, claws and teeth, plus two tiny wings on its back. It walked slowly toward them, mumbling and groaning.


  They both recognized it as the Grumbler.


  


  GREGOR dashed forward and slammed the door in its face.


  “We should be safe in here,” he panted. “That door is airtight. But how will we pilot the ship?”


  “We won’t,” Arnold said. “We’ll have to trust the robot-pilot—unless we can figure out some way of getting that thing out of there.”


  They noticed that a faint smoke was beginning to seep through the sealed edges of the door.


  “What’s that?” Arnold asked, with a sharp edge of panic in his voice.


  Gregor frowned. “You remember, don’t you? The Grumbler can get into any room. There’s no way of keeping him out.”


  “I don’t remember anything about him,” Arnold said. “Does he eat people?”


  “No. As I recall, he just mangles them thoroughly.”


  The smoke was beginning to solidify into the immense gray shape of the Grumbler. They retreated into the next compartment and sealed the door. Within seconds, the thin smoke was leaking through.


  “This is ridiculous,” Arnold said, biting his lip. “To be hunted by an imaginary monster—wait! You’ve still got your water pistol, haven’t you?”


  “Yes, but—”


  “Give it to me!”


  Arnold hurried over to a water tank and filled the pistol. The Grumbler had taken form again and was lumbering toward them, groaning unhappily. Arnold raked it with a stream of water.


  The Grumbler kept on advancing.


  “Now it’s all coming back to me,” Gregor said. “A water pistol never could stop the Grumbler.”


  They backed into the next room and slammed the door. Behind them was only the bunk-room, with nothing behind that but the deadly vacuum of space.


  Gregor asked, “Isn’t there something you can do about the atmosphere?”


  Arnold shook his head. “It’s dissipating now. But it takes about twenty hours for the affects of Longstead to wear off.”


  “Haven’t you any antidote?”


  “No.”


  


  ONCE again the Grumbler was materializing, and neither silently nor pleasantly.


  “How can we kill it?” Arnold asked. “There must be a way. Magic words? How about a wooden sword?”


  Gregor shook his head. “I remember the Grumbler now,” he said unhappily.


  “What kills it?”


  “It can’t be destroyed by water pistols, cap guns, firecrackers, slingshots, stink bombs, or any other childhood weapon. The Grumbler is absolutely unkillable.”


  “That Flynn and his damned imagination! Why did we have to talk about him? How do you get rid of it then?”


  “I told you. You don’t. It just has to go away of its own accord.”


  The Grumbler was full size now. Gregor and Arnold hurried into the tiny bunk room and slammed their last door.


  “Think, Gregor,” Arnold pleaded. “No kid invents a monster without a defense of some sort. Think!”


  “The Grumbler cannot be killed,” Gregor said.


  The red-spotted monster was taking shape again. Gregor thought back over all the midnight horrors he had ever known. He must have done something as a child to neutralize the power of the unknown.


  And then—almost too late—he remembered.


  


  UNDER auto-pilot controls, the ship flashed Earthward with the Grumbler as complete master. He marched up and down the empty corridors and floated through steel partitions into cabins and cargo compartments, moaning, and groaning and cursing because he could not get at any victim.


  The ship reached the Solar System and took up an automatic orbit around the Moon.


  Gregor peered out cautiously, ready to duck back if necessary. There was no sinister shuffling, no moaning or groaning, no hungry mist seeping under the door or through the walls.


  “All clear,” he called out to Arnold. “The Grumbler’s gone.”


  Safe within the ultimate defense against night-horrors—wrapped in blankets that had covered their heads—they climbed out of their bunks.


  “I told you the water pistol wouldn’t do any good,” Gregor said.


  Arnold gave him a sick grin and put the pistol in his pocket. “I’m hanging onto it. If I ever get married and have a kid, it’s going to be his first present.”


  “Not for any of mine,” said Gregor. He patted the bunk affectionately. “You can’t beat blankets over the head for protection.”


  The Laxian Key


  Free enterprise was fine, butAAA Ace happened on somethingeven better — free production!
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  RICHARD Gregor was at his desk in the dusty office of the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service. It was almost noon, but Arnold, his partner, hadn’t showed up yet. Gregor was just laying out an unusually complicated game of solitaire, when he heard a loud crash in the hall.


  The door of AAA Ace opened, and Arnold stuck his head in.


  “Banker’s hours?” Gregor asked.


  “I have just made our fortunes,” Arnold said. He threw the door fully open and beckoned dramatically. “Bring it in, boys.”


  Four sweating workmen lugged in a square black machine the size of a baby elephant, and dropped it in the middle of the floor.


  “There it is,” Arnold said proudly. He paid the workmen, and stood, hands clasped behind his back, eyes half shut, surveying the machine.


  Gregor put his cards away with the slow, weary motions of a man who has seen everything. He stood up and walked around the machine. “All right, I give up. What is it?”


  “It’s a million bucks right in our fists,” Arnold said.


  “Of course. But what is it?”


  “It’s a Free Producer,” Arnold said. He smiled proudly. “I was walking past Joe’s Interstellar Junkyard this morning, and there it was, sitting in the window. I picked it up for next to nothing. Joe didn’t even know what it was.”


  “I don’t, either,” Gregor said. “Do you?”


  Arnold was on his hands and knees trying to read the instructions engraved on the front of the machine. Without looking up, he said, “You’ve heard of the planet Meldge, haven’t you?”


  Gregor nodded.


  


  MELDGE was a third-rate little planet on the Northern periphery of the Galaxy, some distance from the trade routes. At one time, Meldge had possessed an extremely advanced civilization, made possible by the so-called Meldgen Old Science. The Old Science techniques had been lost ages ago, although an occasional artifact still turned up here and there.


  “And this is a product of the Old Science?” Gregor asked.


  “Right. It’s a Meldgen Free Producer. I doubt if there are more than four or five of them in the entire Universe. They can’t be duplicated.”


  “What does it produce?” Gregor asked.


  “How should I know?” Arnold said. “Hand me the Meldge-English dictionary, will you?”


  Keeping a stern rein on his patience, Gregor walked to the bookshelf. “You don’t know what it produces—”


  “Dictionary. Thank you. What does it matter what it produces? It’s free! This machine grabs energy out of the air, out of space, the Sun, anywhere. You don’t have to plug it in, fuel or service it. It runs indefinitely.”


  Arnold opened the dictionary and started to look up the words on the front of the Producer.


  “Free energy—”


  “Those scientists were no fools,” Arnold said, jotting down his translation on a pocket pad. “The Producer just grabs energy out of the air. So it really doesn’t matter what it turns out. We can always sell it, and anything we get will be pure profit.”


  Gregor stared at his dapper little partner, and his long, unhappy face became sadder than ever.


  “Arnold,” he said, “I’d like to remind you of something. First of all, you are a chemist. I am an ecologist. We know nothing about machinery, and less than nothing about complicated alien machinery.”


  Arnold nodded absently and turned a dial. The Producer gave a dry gurgle.


  “What’s more,” Gregor said, retreating a few steps, “we are planetary decontaminationists. Remember? We have no reason to—”


  The Producer began to cough unevenly.


  “Got it now,” Arnold said. “It says, ‘The Meldge Free Producer, another triumph of Glotten Laboratories. This Producer is indestructible, unbreakable, free of all defects. No Power Hookup is required. To start, press Button One. To stop, use Laxian Key. Your Meldge Free Producer comes with an Eternal Guarantee against Breakdown. If defective in any way, please return at once to Glotten Laboratories.’”


  “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear,” Gregor said. “We are planetary—”


  “Don’t be stodgy,” Arnold said. “Once we get this thing working, we can retire. Here’s Button One.”


  The machine began to clank ominously, then shifted to a steady purr. For long minutes, nothing happened.


  “Needs warming up,” Arnold said anxiously.


  Then, out of an opening at the base of the machine, a gray powder began to pour.


  “Probably a waste product,” Gregor muttered. But the powder continued to stream over the floor for fifteen minutes.


  “Success!” Arnold shouted.


  “What is it?” Gregor asked.


  “I haven’t the faintest idea. I’ll have to run some tests.” Grinning triumphantly, Arnold scooped some powder into a test tube and hurried over to his desk.


  Gregor stood in front of the Producer, watching the gray powder stream out. Finally he said, “Shouldn’t we turn it off until we find out what it is?”


  “Of course not,” Arnold said. “Whatever it is, it must be worth money.” He lighted his bunsen burner, filled a test tube with distilled water, and went to work.


  


  GREGOR shrugged his shoulders. He was used to his partner’s hair-brained schemes for quick wealth. Ever since they had formed AAA Ace, Arnold had been looking for short cuts. The short cuts usually resulted in more work than plain old-fashioned labor, but Arnold was quick to forget that.


  Well, Gregor thought, at least it kept things lively. He sat down at his desk and dealt out a complex solitaire pattern.


  


  THERE was silence in the office the next few hours. Arnold worked steadily, adding chemicals, pouring off precipitates, checking the results in several large books he kept on his desk.


  Gregor brought in sandwiches and coffee. After eating, he paced up and down, and watched the gray powder tumble steadily out of the machine.


  The purr of the Producer grew steadily louder, and the powder flowed in a thicker stream.


  An hour after lunch Arnold stood up. “We are in!” he stated.


  “What is that stuff?” Gregor asked, wondering if, for once, Arnold had hit upon something.


  “That stuff,” Arnold said, “is Tangreese.” He looked expectantly at Gregor.


  “Tangreese, eh?”


  “Absolutely.”


  “Then would you kindly tell me what Tangreese is?” Gregor shouted.


  “I thought you knew. Tangreese is the basic food of the Meldgen people. I believe an adult Meldgen consumes several tons a year.”


  “Food, eh?” Gregor looked at the thick gray powder with new respect. A machine which turned out food steadily, twenty-four hours a day, might be a very good money maker. Especially if the machine never needed servicing and cost nothing to run.


  Arnold already had the telephone book open. “Here we are.” He dialed a number. “Hello, Interstellar Food Corporation? Let me speak to the president. What? He isn’t? The vice-president then. This is important... Channels, eh? All right, here’s the story. I am in a position to supply you with an almost unlimited quantity of Tangreese, the basic food of the Meldgen people. That’s right. I knew you’d be interested. Yes, of course I’ll hold on.”


  He turned to Gregor, beaming. “These corporations think they can push—yes? Yes, sir, that’s right, sir. You do handle Tangreese, eh? Fine, splendid!”


  Gregor moved closer, trying to hear what was being said on the other end. Arnold pushed him away.


  “Price? Well, what is the fair market price? Oh. Well, five dollars a ton isn’t much, but I suppose—what? Five cents a ton? You’re kidding!”


  Gregor walked away from the telephone and sank wearily into a chair. Apathetically he listened to Arnold saying, “Yes, yes. Well, I didn’t know that. I see. Thanks.”


  Arnold hung up. “It seems,” he said, “there’s not much demand for Tangreese on Earth. There are only about fifty Meldgens here, and the cost of transporting it to the Northern periphery is prohibitively high.”


  Gregor raised both eyebrows and looked at the Producer. Apparently it had hit its stride, for Tangreese was pouring out like water from a high pressure hose. There was gray powder over everything in the room. It was half a foot high in front of the machine.


  “Never mind, we’ll sell it,” Arnold said. “It must be used for something else.” He returned to his desk and opened several more large books.


  “Shouldn’t we turn it off in the meantime?” Gregor asked.


  “Certainly not,” Arnold said. “It’s free, don’t you understand? It’s making money for us.”


  He plunged into his books. Gregor began to pace the floor, but found it difficult wading through the ankle-deep Tangreese. He slumped into his chair, wondering why he hadn’t gone into landscape gardening.


  


  BY early evening, gray dust had filled the room to a depth of several feet. Several pens, pencils, a briefcase and a small filing cabinet were already lost in it, and Gregor was beginning to wonder if the floor would hold the weight. He had to shovel a path to the door, using a wastepaper basket as an improvised spade.


  Arnold finally closed his books with a look of weary satisfaction. “There is another use.”


  “What?”


  “Tangreese is used as a building material. After a few weeks’ exposure to the air it hardens like granite, you know.”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Get a construction company on the telephone. We’ll take care of this right now.”


  Gregor called the Toledo-Mars Construction Company and told a Mr. O’Toole that they were prepared to supply them with an almost unlimited quantity of Tangreese.


  “Tangreese, eh?” O’Toole said. “Not too popular as a building material these days. Doesn’t hold paint, you know.”


  “No, I didn’t,” Gregor admitted unhappily.


  “Fact. Tell you what. Tangreese can be eaten by some crazy race. Why don’t you—”


  “We prefer to sell it as a building material,” Gregor said.


  “Well, I suppose we can buy it. Always some cheap construction going on. Give you fifteen a ton for it.”


  “Dollars?”


  “Cents.”


  “I’ll let you know,” Gregor said.


  His partner nodded sagely when he heard the offer. “That’s all right. Say this machine of ours produces ten tons a day, every day, year after year. Let’s see...” He did some quick figuring with his slide rule. “That’s almost five hundred and fifty dollars a year. Won’t make us rich, but it’ll help pay the rent.”


  “But we can’t leave it here,” Gregor said, looking with alarm at the ever-increasing pile of Tangreese.


  “Of course not. We’ll find a vacant lot in the country and turn it loose. They can haul the stuff away any time they like.”


  Gregor called O’Toole and said they would be happy to do business.


  “All right,” O’Toole said. “You know where our plant is. Just truck the stuff in any old time.”


  “Us truck it in? I thought you would—”


  “At fifteen cents a ton? No, we’re doing you a favor just taking it off your hands. You truck it in.”


  “That’s bad,” Arnold said, after Gregor had hung up. “The cost of transporting it—”


  “Would be far more than fifteen cents a ton,” Gregor said. “You’d better shut that thing off until we decide what to do.”


  Arnold waded up to the Producer. “Let me see,” he said. “To turn it off, I use the Laxian Key.” He studied the front of the machine.


  “Go ahead, turn it off,” Gregor said.


  “Just a moment.”


  “Are you going to turn it off or not?”


  Arnold straightened up and gave an embarrassed little laugh. “It’s not that easy.”


  “Why not?”


  “We need a Laxian Key to turn it off. And we don’t seem to have one.”


  


  THE next few hours were spent in frantic telephone calls around the country. Gregor and Arnold contacted museums, research institutions, the archeological departments of colleges, and anyone else they could think of. No one had ever seen a Laxian Key, or heard of one being found.


  In desperation, Arnold called Joe, the Interstellar Junkman, at his downtown penthouse.


  “No, I ain’t got no Laxian Key,” Joe said. “Why you think I sold you the gadget so cheap?”


  They put down the telephone and stared at each other. The Meldgen Free Producer was cheerfully blasting out its stream of worthless powder. Two chairs and a radiator had disappeared into it, and the gray Tangreese was approaching desk-top level.


  “Nice little wage earner,” Gregor said.


  “We’ll think of something.”


  “We?”


  Arnold returned to his books, and spent the rest of the night searching for another use for Tangreese. Gregor had to shovel the gray powder into the hall, to keep their office from becoming completely submerged.


  The morning came, and the Sun gleamed gaily on their windows through a film of gray dust. Arnold stood up and yawned.


  “No luck?” Gregor asked.


  “I’m afraid not.”


  Gregor waded out for coffee. When he returned, the building superintendent and two large, red-faced policemen were shouting at Arnold.


  “You gotta get every bit of that sand outa my hall!” the super screamed.


  “Yeah, and there’s an ordinance against operating a factory in a business district,” one of the red-faced policemen said.


  “This isn’t a factory,” Gregor explained. “This is a Meldgen Free—”


  “I say it’s a factory,” the policeman said. “And I say you gotta cease operation at once.”


  “That’s our problem,” Arnold said. “We can’t seem to turn it off.”


  “Can’t turn it off?” The policeman glared at them suspiciously. “You trying to kid me? I say you gotta turn it off.”


  “Officer, I swear to you—”


  “Listen, wise guy, I’ll be back in an hour. You get that thing turned off and this mess out of here, or I’m giving you a summons.” The three men marched out.


  Gregor and Arnold looked at each other, then at the Free Producer. The Tangreese was at desk-top level now, and still coming steadily.


  “Damn it all,” Arnold said, with a touch of hysteria, “there must be a way of working it out. There must be a market! It’s free, I tell you. Every bit of this powder is free, free, free!”


  “Steady,” Gregor said, wearily scratching sand out of his hair.


  “Don’t you understand? When you get something free, in unlimited quantities, there has to be an application for it.”


  


  THE door opened and a tall, thin man in a dark business suit walked in, holding a complex little gadget in his hand.


  “So here it is,” the man said.


  Gregor was struck by a sudden wild thought. “Is that a Laxian Key?” he asked.


  “A what key? No, I don’t suppose it is,” the man said. “It’s a drainometer.”


  “Oh,” Gregor said.


  “And it seems to have brought me to the source of the trouble,” the man said. “By the way, I’m Mr. Carstairs.” He cleared sand from Gregor’s desk, took a last reading on his drainometer, and started to fill out a printed form.


  “What’s all this about?” Arnold asked.


  “I’m from the Metropolitan Power Company,” Carstairs said. “Starting around noon yesterday, we observed a sudden enormous drain on our facilities. So much power was being siphoned off that we felt it wise to search out just where it was coming from.”


  “And it’s coming from here?” Gregor asked.


  “From that machine of yours,” Carstairs said. He completed his form, folded it and put it in his pocket. “Thanks for your cooperation. You will be billed for this, of course.” With some difficulty he opened the door, then turned and took another look at the Free Producer.


  “It must be making something extremely valuable,” he said, “to justify the expenditure of so much power. What is it? Platinum dust?”


  He smiled, nodded pleasantly, and left.


  Gregor turned to Arnold. “Free power, eh?”


  “Well,” Arnold said, “I guess it just grabs it from the nearest power source.”


  “So I see. Draws power out of the air, out of space, out of the Sun. And out of the power company’s lines, if they’re handy.”


  “So it seems. But the basic principle—”


  “To hell with the basic principle!” Gregor shouted. “We can’t turn this damned thing off without a Laxian Key, no one’s got a Laxian Key, we’re submerged in worthless dust which we can’t even afford to truck out, and we’re probably burning up power like a sun gone nova!”


  “There must be a solution,” Arnold said sullenly.


  Gregor thought sadly of their diminishing bank account. They had made a small profit on their last two jobs, but it was being converted rapidly into gray sand. Still, there was nothing he could do about it. Arnold was his partner. They had gone this far, they might as well go the rest of the way.


  Arnold sat down where the desk had been and covered his eyes. There was a loud knock on the door, and angry voices outside.


  “Lock the door,” Arnold said.


  Gregor locked it. Arnold thought for a few moments longer, then stood up.


  “All is not lost,” he said. “Our fortunes will still be made from this machine.”


  “Let’s just destroy it,” Gregor said. “Drop it in an ocean or something.”


  “No! I’ve got it now! Come on, let’s get our spaceship warmed up.”


  


  THE next few days were hectic ones for AAA Ace. They had to hire men, at exorbitant rates, to clear the building of Tangreese. Then came the problem of getting the machine, still spouting gray dust, into their spaceship. But at last everything was done. The Free Producer sat in the hold, rapidly filling it with Tangreese, and their ship was out of the System and moving fast on overdrive.


  “It’s only logical,” Arnold explained later. “Naturally there’s no market for Tangreese on Earth. Therefore there’s no use trying to sell it on Earth. But on the planet Meldge—”


  “I don’t like it,” Gregor said.


  “It can’t fail. It costs too much to transport Tangreese to Meldge. But we’re moving our entire factory there. We can pour out a constant stream of the stuff.”


  “Suppose the market is low?” Gregor asked.


  “How low can it get? This stuff is like bread to the Meldgens. It’s their basic diet. How can we miss?”


  After two weeks in space, Meldge was sighted on their starboard bow. It came none too soon. Tangreese had completely filled the hold. They had sealed it off, but the increasing pressure threatened to burst the sides of the ship. They had to dump tons of it every day, but dumping took time, and there was a loss of heat and air in the process.


  So they spiraled into Meldge with every inch of their ship crammed with Tangreese, low on oxygen, and extremely cold.


  


  AS soon as they had landed, a large orange-skinned customs official came on board.


  “Welcome,” he said. “Seldom do visitors come to our unimportant little planet. Do you expect to stay long?”


  “Probably,” Arnold said. “We’re going to set up a business.”


  “Excellent!” the official said, smiling happily. “Our planet needs new blood, new enterprises. Might I enquire what business?”


  “We’re going to sell Tangreese, the basic food of—”


  The official’s face darkened. “You’re going to sell what?”


  “Tangreese. We have a Free Producer.”


  The official pressed a button on a wrist dial. “I am sorry, you must leave at once.”


  “But we’ve got passports, clearance papers—”


  “And we have laws. You must blast off immediately, and take your Free Producer with you.”


  “Now look here,” Gregor said. “There’s supposed to be free enterprise on this planet.”


  “Not in the production of Tangreese, there isn’t.”


  Outside, a dozen army tanks rumbled onto the landing field and ringed themselves around the ship. The official backed out the port and started down the ladder.


  “Wait!” Gregor cried in desperation. “I suppose you’re afraid of unfair competition. Well, take the Free Producer as our gift.”


  “No!” Arnold shouted.


  “Yes! Just dig it out and take it. Feed your poor with it. Just raise a statue to us sometime.”


  A second row of army tanks appeared. Overhead, antiquated jet planes dipped low over the field.


  “Get off this planet!” the official shouted. “Do you really think you can sell Tangreese on Meldge? Look around!”


  They looked. The landing field was gray and powdery, and the buildings were the same unpainted gray. Beyond them stretched dull gray fields to a range of low gray mountains.


  On all sides, as far as they could see, everything was Tangreese-gray.


  “Do you mean,” Gregor asked, “that the whole planet—”


  “Figure it out for yourself,” the official said, backing down the ladder. “The Old Science originated here, and there are always fools who have to tamper with its artifacts. Now get going, and quickly.”


  Halfway down the ladder he hesitated. “However,” he said, “if you ever find a Laxian Key, come back. We’ll erect ten statues to you!”


Squirrel Cage
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"THE most beautiful farmland in the Galaxy—ruined!" the Seerian moaned. He was seven feet tall and colored a deep blue. Large tears rolled out of the lubricating duct on his neck and stained his expensive shirt. For fifteen minutes, he had been mumbling incoherently about his ruined farmland.

"Calm yourself, sir," Richard Gregor said, sitting erect and alert behind his ancient walnut desk. "The AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service can solve your problem for you."

"Could you tell us the nature of that problem, sir?" Arnold asked.

The Seerian was still choked with emotion. He dried his lubrication duct with a large handkerchief and stared earnestly at the two partners.

"Ruin!" he cried. 'That's what I'm facing! The most beautiful farmland—"

"We understand, sir," Gregor said. "But what sort of ruin?"

"I own a farm in Bitter Lug, on the planet Seer," the Seerian said, quieting down with an effort. "I've planted eight hundred mulgs of land with catter, mow and barney. It will sprout inside of a month and the slegs will eat it all. I'll be ruined, destroyed, wiped out—"

"Slegs?" Arnold repeated.

"Rats, you would call them, of the species Alphyx Drex." The lubrication duct became moist at the thought and the Seerian hastily wiped it. "This year, there has been an infestation of slegs. My land is overrun with them. I've tried everything, but they multiply faster than I can kill them. Gentlemen, I will be fairly wealthy if I can harvest this crop. I will pay well if you can get rid of these beasts."

"I'm sure we can accommodate you," Gregor said, "Of course, there'll have to be a preliminary investigation. We like to know what we're getting into."

"That's what the other companies told me," the Seerian answered bitterly, "There just isn't time. I've invested everything in seed. It'll sprout in a few weeks and the slegs will wipe me out. They must be destroyed before the crop comes through."



GREGOR'S long, bony face became unhappy. He was a conservative operator and he didn't enjoy doing business this way. Because of Arnold's cockiness, AAA Ace had a habit of signing contracts with impossible conditions. Gregor resented it, but it was what came of running a planetary decontamination service on a shoestring. So far, they had been lucky. They were even beginning to show a mild profit. He didn't want to jeopardize that now and the gleam in his partner's eye made him apprehensive.

The Seerian seemed honest enough; but you could never tell. For all Gregor knew, these slegs were ten feet tall and armed with blasters. Stranger things had happened to AAA Ace.

"Have you had any trouble from slegs in the past?" Gregor asked.

"Of course. But they were no more a problem than the flying hangs, or the skegels, or the rotting mulch disease. They were a normal farming hazard."

"Why should they increase now?"

"How should I know?" the Seerian retorted impatiently. "Do you want the job or not?"

"We certainly do," Arnold said, "and we can start—"

"My partner and I must hold a conference first," Gregor cut in, and pulled Arnold into the hall.

Arnold was short, chubby and incurably enthusiastic. His degree was in chemistry, but his interests lay everywhere. He had an enormous amount of odd information, culled from the several dozen technical journals he subscribed to, at considerable expense to AAA Ace.

For the most part, his knowledge was of little practical value. Few people cared why the natives of Deneb X were searching for an efficient method of racial suicide, or why nothing but winged life ever evolved on the Drei worlds.

Still, if you wanted to know, Arnold could tell you.

"I'd like to find out what we're getting into," Gregor said. "What is species Alphyx Drex?"

"They're rodents," Arnold answered promptly, "a little smaller than Earth rats and more timid. They're vegetarians, living on grains, grasses and soft woods. Nothing unusual about them."

"Hmm. Suppose we find ten million of them?"

"Fine."

"Oh, stop it!"

"I'm serious! If he wanted every one of fifty rats destroyed, I wouldn't take the job. We could spend the rest of our lives hunting down the last five or six. What the Seerian needs is to have the sleg population reduced to its usual pre-epidemic proportions. That we can do and our contract will so state."

Gregor nodded. His partner could—very occasionally—show good business sense.

"But can we control them in time?" he asked,

"Absolutely. There are several modern rodent-control methods. Morganizing is one good way and the Tournier System is another. Well be able to decimate the rat population in a matter of days."

"All right," Gregor said. "And we'll specify in the contract that we are dealing only with species Alphyx Drex. Then we'll know where we stand."

"Right."

They returned to the office. A contract was drawn up at once, giving AAA Ace a month to rid the farm of the greater number of its slegs. There was a bonus for every day before deadline that the work was completed, and forfeitures for every day past.

"I'm going on vacation until the whole thing is over," the Seerian said. "Do you really think you can save my crops?"

"Don't worry about it." Arnold assured him. "We have Morganizing equipment and we're taking Tournier System apparatus, just in case. Both are very effective."

"I know," the Seerian said. "I tried them. But perhaps I was doing something wrong. Good day and the very best of luck, gentlemen."

Gregor and Arnold stared at the door after the Seerian left.



THE next day, they loaded their ship with a variety of manuals, poisons, traps and other equipment guaranteed to make life difficult for rodents, and blasted off for Seer.

After four days of uneventful travel, Seer was a bright green beneath them. They descended and the coastline of Bitter Lug came into view. Finally they pinpointed their coordinates and touched down.

Barney Spirit, as the Seerian's farm was called, was a pretty place, with its neatly plowed fields and grassy meadows. The ancient shade trees were black and stately against the evening sky and twilight made the little reservoir a deep and translucent blue.

The signs of neglect and rodent infestation were everywhere. The great lawns were eaten bare in patches and the trees were drooping and unkempt. Within the farmhouse, the marks of sleg teeth were on furniture, walls, even the big supporting beams.

"He's got his troubles, all right," Arnold said.

"We've got his troubles," Gregor corrected.

Their inspection of the farmhouse was accompanied by a continual squealing from slegs hiding just out of sight. As they approached a room, frantic scurryings began; but somehow the slegs vanished into their holes before the partners could see them.

It was too late to begin work, so Arnold and Gregor set up a variety of traps, to find out which would be most effective. They set up their sleeping bags and turned in.

Arnold could sleep through anything, but Gregor spent an extremely uncomfortable night. Battalions and regiments of slegs could be heard running across the floors, banging into tables, biting at the doors and careening off the walls. Just as he was dozing off, an adventurous trio of slegs scampered across his chest. He brushed them off, burrowed lower into his sleeping bag, and managed to catch a few hours of fitful sleep.

In the morning, they inspected their traps and found every one of them empty.

They spent the next few hours dragging the ponderous Morganizing equipment from the ship, assembling it and adjusting the trigger relays and lures. While Arnold was making the last fine adjustments, Gregor unloaded the Tournier System apparatus and ran the field wires around the farm house. They turned both on and sat back to await the slaughter.

Midday came; Seer's hot little sun hung directly overhead. The Morganizing equipment hummed and grumbled to itself. The Tournier wires flashed blue sparks.

Nothing happened.

The hours dragged by, Arnold read every available manual on rodent control. Gregor dug out a pack of tattered cards and morosely played solitaire. The equipment murmured and buzzed, exactly as its manufacturers guaranteed. Enough power was consumed to light a medium-sized village.

Not a single rodent corpse was produced.

By evening, it was apparent that slegs were not susceptible to Morganizing or Tournierizing. It was time for dinner and a conference.



WHAT could make them so elusive?" Gregor puzzled, sitting worriedly on a kitchen chair with a can of self-heating hash.

"A mutation," Arnold stated.



"Yeah, that could do it. Superior intelligence, adaptability…" Mechanically, Gregor ate his hash. All around the kitchen, he could hear the patter of countless little sleg feet, slipping in and out of holes, staying just out of sight.



Arnold opened an apple pie. "They must be a mutation, and a damned clever one. We'd better catch one quick and find out what we're up against."

But catching one was no easier than killing a thousand. The slegs stayed out of sight, ignoring traps, lures, snares and doped bait.

At midnight, Arnold said, "This is ridiculous."

Gregor nodded abstractedly. He was putting the finishing touches on a new trap. It was a large sheet metal box with two sides left invitingly open. If a sleg were foolish enough to enter, a photo-electric cell closed the sides with the speed of a lightning bolt.

"Now we'll see," Gregor said. They left the box in the kitchen and went into the living room.

At two-thirty in the morning, the sides slammed shut.

They hurried in. Within the metal box, they could hear a frantic scurrying and squealing. Gregor turned on the lights and up-ended the box. Although he knew that no rat born could climb the polished sides of the trap, he withdrew the cover with great care, an inch at a time.

The squealing increased.

They eagerly peered into the trap, half prepared to see a rat in full soldier's uniform, waving a white flag.

They saw nothing. The box was empty.

"He couldn't have gotten out!" Arnold exclaimed.

"And he didn't gnaw through. Listen!"

Inside the box, the squealing continued, accompanied by frantic scratching sounds, as though a rat were trying to scramble up the sides of the trap.

Gregor put his hand in and felt cautiously around, "Ouch!" He jerked his hand back. There were two small toothmarks on his forefinger.

The noise within the empty box increased.

"We seem to have captured an invisible rat," Gregor said blankly.



THE Seerian was vacationing at the Majestic Hotel, in the Catakinny Cluster. It took almost two hours to reach him by interstellar telephone.

Gregor started the conversation by shouting, "You never said anything about invisible slegs!"

"Didn't I?" the Seerian asked. "Careless of me. What about it?"

"It's a breach of contract, that's what!" Gregor yelled.

"Not at all. My lawyer, who happens to be vacationing with me, says that invisibility in animals comes under the classification of Natural Protective Coloration, and therefore need not be mentioned as a hazardous or unique condition. For legal purposes, the courts don't even admit a state of invisibility exists, as long as some means of detection is possible. They call it Relative Dimness and it is not allowed as permissible distress in an extermination contract."

Gregor was momentarily stunned.

"We poor farmers must protect ourselves, you know," the Seerian continued. "But I have perfect faith in your ability to cope. Good day."

"He's protected, all right," Arnold admitted, putting down the extension telephone. "If we clean out these invisible rats, he's got a bargain. If we don't, he collects forfeitures."

"Invisible or not," Gregor said, "Morganizing ought to work on them."

"But it doesn't," Arnold pointed out.

"I know. But why doesn't it work? Why don't traps work? Why doesn't the Tournierizing work?"

"Because the rats are invisible."

"That shouldn't matter. They still sniff like rats, don't they? They still hear like rats. They still think like—or do they?"

"Well," Arnold said, "if this invisibility is a true mutational change, it's possible that their sensory apparatus has changed, too."

Gregor frowned. "And a change in their sensory equipment would call for a change in our applied stimulus. Now all we need to know is how these slegs differ from the norm."

"Aside from their invisibility, you mean," Arnold said.



BUT how do you test the sensory apparatus of an invisible rat? Gregor began by constructing a maze out of the Seerian's choicer furniture. Its walls were designed to light up when an invisible sleg brushed by. In that way, the rodents' movements could be traced.

Arnold experimented with stains and dyes, searching for something that would return the slegs to visibility. One high-potency dye took momentary hold. A sleg appeared as though by magic, blinking slowly, his nose quivering. He looked at Arnold with maddening calm, then fearlessly turned his back. His rapid metabolic rate converted the dye almost immediately and he faded from view.

Gregor captured ten slegs and tried to run them through his maze. They were unbelievably uncooperative. Most of them refused to move at all. They sniffed disdainfully at the food he gave them, toyed with it a few moments, then ignored it. Even light electric shocks budged them only a few inches.

But the tests did give the answer to the failure of Morganizing and Tournierizing,

Like all large-scale extermination systems, they were based upon the concept of "normal" rodents. These normals could be tricked or scared into certain behavior patterns by stimulation of their hunger or fear drives. It was the norm among rodents that the systems destroyed.

Everything was fine as long as the norm represented a high percentage of the rodent population. But as the slegs had changed, their norm had changed, too. These slegs had adapted to invisibility.

They could no longer be panicked, for they had discovered that nothing chased them. And since they had no reason to flee, they could eat anywhere, at any time. Therefore, they were invariably well fed and in no mood to explore enticing smells, shapes or sounds.

Both Morganizing and Tournierizing could be adapted and would destroy slegs. But only a few. Only those rodents who had not adapted to invisibility—the unaverage ones. And this only served to reinforce the change in the others.

But what had happened to the natural enemies of the sleg, the forces acting to maintain an ecological balance? In order to find out, Gregor and Arnold made a frantic survey of the fauna of Bitter Lug.

Bit by bit, they reconstructed what must have happened.

The slegs had enemies on Seer—flying hangs, drigs, tree skurls and omenesters. These unimaginative creatures had been unable to cope with the sudden change. For one thing, they were visual hunters, using smell only as an auxiliary. Although sleg scent was powerful in their nostrils, seeing was believing, not smelling. So they ate each other and left the slegs alone.

And the slegs increased and increased…

And AAA Ace could find nothing to check them.



"WE'RE tackling this at the wrong end," Gregor said, after a fruitless week. "We should find out why they became invisible. Then we'd know how to deal with them."

"Mutation," Arnold insisted dogmatically.

"I don't believe it. No animal has ever mutated into invisibility. Why should the slegs be the first?"

Arnold shrugged his shoulders. "Consider the chameleon. There are insects that look like twigs. Other resemble leaves. Some fish can counterfeit the ocean bottom so perfectly—"

"Yes, yes," Gregor said impatiently, "that's camouflage. But invisibility—"

"Some kinds of jellyfish are transparent enough to be considered invisible," Arnold continued, "The hummingbird achieves it by dazzling speed. The shrew hides so well that few humans have ever seen one. All are moving toward invisibility."

"That's ridiculous. Nature equips each creature as best it can. But it never goes all the way by endowing one species with invulnerability from all others."

"You're being teleological," Arnold objected. "You're assuming that nature has some aim in mind, like the overseer of a garden. I maintain that it's a blind averaging process. Sure, the mean usually obtains, but there are bound to be extremes. Nature had to come up with invisibility eventually."

"Now you're being teleological. You're trying to tell me that the aim of camouflage is invisibility."

"It must be! Consider—"

"To hell with it," Gregor said wearily. "I'm not even sure what teleology is. We've been here ten days and we've captured some fifty rats, out of a population of several millions. Nothing works. Where do we go from here?"

They sat in silence. Outside, they could hear the scream of a flying hang as it dipped low over the fields.

"If only the slegs' natural enemies had some guts," Arnold said sadly.

"They're visual hunters. If they were—"

He stopped abruptly and stared at Arnold, Arnold looked puzzled for a moment. Then a slow light of comprehension dawned on his face.

"Of course!" he said.



Gregor lunged for the telephone and called Galactic Rapid Express. "Hello! Listen, this is a rush order…"





GALACTIC Rapid Express outdid themselves. Within two days, they deposited ten small boxes on the pocked lawn at Barney Spirit.

Gregor and Arnold brought the boxes inside and opened one. Out stepped a large, sleek, proud, yellow-eyed cat. She was of Earth stock, but her hunting capabilities had been improved with a Lyraxian strain.

She stared somberly at the two men and sniffed the air.

"Don't get your hopes too high," Gregor told Arnold as the cat stalked across the room. "This is outside all normal cat experience."

"Shh," Arnold said. "Don't distract her."

The cat stood, her head cocked delicately to one side, listening to several hundred invisible slegs amble disdainfully past her.

She wrinkled her nose and blinked several times.

"She doesn't like the setup," Gregor whispered.

"Who does?" Arnold whispered back.

The cat took a cautious step forward. She raised a forepaw, then lowered it again.

"She isn't catching on," Gregor said regretfully. "Maybe if we tried terriers—"

The cat suddenly lunged. There was a wild squealing and she was gripping something invisible between her forepaws. She mewed angrily and bit. The squealing stopped.

But other squeals took its place and ratlike shrieks and rodent cries of terror. Gregor released four more cats, keeping the remaining five as his second team. Within minutes, the room sounded like a miniature abattoir. He and Arnold had to leave. The noise was nerve-shattering.

"Time for a celebration," Arnold said, opening one of the brandy bottles he had packed.

"Well," said Gregor, "it's a little early—"

"Not at all. The cats are at work, all's well with the world. By the way, remind me to order a few hundred more cats."

"Sure. But what if the slegs turn cautious again?"

"That's the beauty of it," Arnold said, pouring two stiff shots. "As long as the slegs are this way, they're meat for the cats. But if they revert to their old habits—if they become truly ratlike—we can use the Morganizer."

Gregor could find no argument. The slegs were caught between the cats and the Morganizer. Either way, the place should be back to normal in another week, in plenty of time for a sizable bonus.

"A toast to the Earth cat," Arnold proposed.

"I'll drink to that," Gregor said. "To the staunch, down-to-Earth, common-sense Earth cat."

"Invisible rats can't faze her."

"She eats 'em if they're there or not," Gregor said, listening to the sweet music of carnage going on throughout the farmhouse.



THEY drank quite a number of toasts to the various attributes of the Earth cat. Then they drank a solemn toast to Earth, After that, it seemed only proper to toast all the Earth-type suns, starting with Abaco.

Their brandy gave out when they reached Glostrea. Fortunately, the Seerian had a cellar well stocked with local wines.

Arnold passed out while proposing a toast to Wanlix. Gregor managed to last through Xechia. Then he laid his head on his arms and went to sleep.

They awoke late the next day with matching headaches, upset stomachs and flashing pains in the joints. And just to make matters worse, not one of their staunch, down-to-Earth, common-sense Earth cats was to be found.

They searched the farmhouse. They looked in the barns, through the meadows, across the fields. They dug up sleg holes and peered into an abandoned well.

There was no sign of a cat—not even a wisp of fur.

On all sides, the slegs scampered merrily by, secure in their cloak of invisibility.

"Just when the cats were doing so well," Arnold mourned. "Do you suppose the slegs ganged up on them?"

"Not a chance," Gregor said. "It would be contrary to all sleg behavior. It's more reasonable to assume that the cats just wandered off."

"With all this food here?" Arnold asked. "Not a chance. It would be contrary to all cat behavior."

"Here, kitty, kitty!" Gregor called, for the last time. There was no answering meow, only the complacent squeals of a million careless slegs.

"We must find out what happened," Arnold said, walking to the boxes that housed their remaining five cats. "We'll try again. But this time we'll introduce a control element."

He removed a cat and fastened a belled collar around her neck. Gregor closed the outer doors of the farmhouse and they turned her loose.



SHE went to work with a vengeance and soon the chewed corpses of slegs began to appear, life—and invisibility—drained from them.

"This doesn't tell us anything," Arnold said.

"Keep on watching," Gregor told him.

After a while, the cat took a short nap, a sip of water and began again, Arnold started to doze off. Gregor watched, thinking dire thoughts.

Half of their month was now over, Gregor realized, and the sleg population was untouched. Cats could do the job; but if they gave up after a few hours, they would be too expensive to utilize. Would terriers do any better? Or would this happen to any—

He gaped suddenly and nudged Arnold. "Hey!" Arnold awoke with a groan and looked.

A moment ago, there had been an extremely busy cat. Now, abruptly, there was only a collar, suspended half a foot above the floor, its little bell tinkling merrily.

"She's become invisible!" Arnold cried. "But how? Why?"

"It must be something she ate," Gregor said wildly, watching the collar dart across the floor,

"All she's eaten is sleg."

They looked at each other with sudden comprehension.

"Then sleg invisibility is not mutational!" Gregor said. "I told you so all along. Not if it can be transmitted that way. The slegs must have eaten something, too!"

Arnold nodded, "I suspected it. I suppose, after the cat digests a certain amount of sleg, the stuff takes hold. The cat becomes invisible."

From the bedlam in the room, they could tell that the invisible cat was still devouring invisible slegs.

"They must all still be here," Gregor said. "But why didn't they answer when we called them?"

"Cats are pretty independent," Arnold suggested.

The bell tinkled. The collar, miraculously suspended half a foot above the floor, continued to dart back and forth among the ranks of sleg. Gregar realized that it didn't really matter if the cats couldn't be seen, as long as they continued working.

But while he watched, the tinkle of the bell stopped. The collar was motionless in the middle of the floor for a moment; then it disappeared.

Gregor continued staring at the spot where the collar had been. He was saying, very softly, "It didn't happen. It just didn't happen."

Unfortunately, he knew it had. The cat hadn't jumped, moved, advanced or retreated.

The invisible cat had disappeared.



ALTHOUGH time was drawing short, they knew they would have to start at the beginning and find what was producing the invisibility. Arnold settled into his makeshift laboratory and began to test all substances around the farm. His eyes became red-rimmed and haggard from long hours of peering into a microscope and he jumped at the slightest sound.

Gregor continued to experiment with the cats. Before releasing number seven, he fitted a tiny radar reflector and radio signal emitter to her collar. She followed the identical pattern of cat number six—after several hours of hunting, she became invisible; shortly after that, she disappeared. Radar showed no trace of her and the radio signal had stopped abruptly.

He tried a more carefully controlled experiment. This time, he put cats eight and nine into separate cages and fed them weighed samples of sleg. They became invisible. He stopped feeding number eight, but continued with nine. Cat number nine disappeared like all the others, leaving no trace- Eight was still invisible, but present.

Gregor had a long argument with the Seerian over the interstellar telephone. The Seerian wanted AAA Ace to forfeit now, at only a small loss, and let one of the bigger companies move in. Gregor refused.

But after the talk, he wondered if he had done the right thing. The secrets at Barney Spirit were deep and involved, and might take him a lifetime to solve. Invisibility was bad enough. But the vanishing was much worse. It left so little to go on.

He was mulling this over when Arnold came in. His partner had a wild look in his eyes and his grin seemed almost demented.

"Look," he said to Gregor, holding out one hand, palm up.

Gregor looked. Arnold's hand was empty.

"What is it?" Gregor asked.

"Only the secret of invisibility, that's all it is," Arnold said with a cackle of triumph.

"But I can't see anything," Gregor answered cautiously, wondering how best to deal with a madman.

"Of course you can't. It's invisible." He laughed again.

Gregor moved back until he had put a table between them. Soothingly, he said, "Good work, old man. That hand of yours will go down in history. Now suppose you tell me all about it."

"Stop humoring me, you idiot," Arnold snapped, still holding out his open hand. "It's invisible, but it's there. Feel it."



GREGOR reached out gingerly. In Arnold's hand was what felt like a bunch of coarse leaves. 

"An invisible plant!" Gregor said.

"Exactly. This is the culprit."

Arnold had examined every substance on the farm without results. One day, he had been walking in front of the house. He had looked again at the bald spots on the pocked lawn. For the first time, it struck him how regularly they were spaced.

He bent down and examined one. It was bare, all right. The dirt showed through.

He touched the spot—and found that he was touching an invisible plant.

"As far as I can tell," Arnold said, "there's an invisible plant of no known species growing in each of those spots."

"But where did they come from?"

"Somewhere Man has never been," Arnold said positively. "I suppose that the progenitor of this species was floating in space, a microscopic spore. Finally it was drawn into the atmospheric orbit of Seer. It fell on the lawn at Barney Spirit, took root, blossomed, threw out seeds—and there we are. We know that slegs eat grasses and their sense of smell is relatively well developed. They probably found this stuff very tasty."

"But it's invisible!"

"That wouldn't bother a sleg. Invisibility is too sophisticated a concept for them."

"And you think all of them ate it?"

"No, not all. But those who did stood the best chance for survival. They were the ones the hangs and drigs didn't pick off. And they transmitted the taste to the next generation."

"And then the cats came in, ate the slegs and got enough of the substance to turn invisible. Fine. But why did they completely vanish?"

"That's obvious," Arnold said. "The slegs ate this plant as just a part of their normal diet. But the cats ate only sleg. They got an overdose."

"Why should an overdose make anything vanish? Vanish to where?"

"Maybe some day we'll find out. Right now, we have a job to do. We'll burn out all the plants. Once the slegs work the stuff out of their systems, they'll become visible again. Then the cats can go to work."

"I just hope it does the job," Gregor said dubiously.



THEY went to work with portable flamethrowers. The invisible plants were easy to spot, since they formed bare spots in the lush green lawns of Barney Spirit. In this instance, invisibility gave them an exceedingly low survival value.

By evening, Gregor and Arnold had burned every one of the plants into ashes.

The next morning, they examined the lawn and were disconcerted to find a new pattern of pock marks. New plants were growing in them, as copiously as before.

"No cause for alarm," Arnold said. "The first bunch must have seeded just before we destroyed them. This crop will be the last."

They spent another day destroying the plants, scorching the entire lawn for good measure. At dusk, a new shipment of cats arrived from Galactic Rapid Express. They kept them caged, waiting for the slegs to return to visibility.

In the morning, more invisible plants were growing on the scorched soil at Barney Spirit. AAA Ace held an emergency conference.

"It's a ridiculous idea," Gregor said.

"But it's the only way left," Arnold insisted.

Gregor shook his head stubbornly.

"What else can we do?" Arnold asked. "Do you have any ideas?"

"No."

"We're only a week from deadline. We'll probably lose part of our profits anyhow. But if we don't complete the job, we're out of business."



ARNOLD set a bowl of invisible plants on the table. "We have to find out where the cats go when they get an overdose."

Gregor stood up and began to pace the floor. "They might show up inside a sun, for all we know."

"That's a risk we have to take." Arnold said sternly.

"All right," Gregor sighed. "Go ahead."

"What?"

"I said go ahead."

"Me?"

"Who else? I'm not going to eat that stuff. This was your idea."

"But I can't," Arnold said, perspiring. "I'm the research end of this team. I have to stay here and—uh—collate data. Besides, I'm allergic to greens."

"I'll collate the data this time."

"But you don't know how! I have to work up a few new stains. My flow sheets are all messed up. I've got several solutions cooking in the stove. I'm running a pollenation test on—"

"You're breaking my heart," Gregor said wearily. "All right, I'll go. But this is absolutely the very last time."

"Right you are." Arnold quickly pulled a handful of invisible leaves from the bowl. "Here, eat this. That's it, take some more. What does it taste like?"

"Cabbage," Gregor mumbled, munching.

"I'm sure of one thing," Arnold said. "The effects can't last very long on a creature of your size. Your system should throw off the drug in a matter of hours. You'll reappear almost immediately."



GREGOR suddenly became invisible except for his clothes.

''How do you feel?" Arnold asked.

"No different."

"Eat some more."

Gregor ate another double handful of leaves. And, suddenly, he was gone. Clothes and all, he had vanished.

"Gregor?" Arnold called anxiously.

"Are you anywhere around?" Arnold asked.

There was still no answer,

"He's gone," Arnold said out loud, "I didn't even wish him luck."

Arnold turned to his solutions boiling on the stove and lowered the flame under them. He worked for fifteen minutes, then stopped and stared around the room.

"Not that he should need any luck," Arnold said. "There can't be any real danger."

He prepared his dinner. Halfway through it, with a forkful of food poised in front of his mouth, he added, "I should have said good-by."

Resolutely, he put all dark thoughts out of his mind and turned to his experiments. He labored all night and fell exhausted into bed at dawn. In the afternoon, after a hurried breakfast, he continued working.

Gregor had been gone over twenty-four hours.

The Seerian telephoned that evening and Arnold had to assure him that the slegs were nearly under control. It was just a matter of time.

After that, he read through his rodent manuals, straightened his equipment, rewired an armature in the Morganizer, played with a new idea for a sleg trap, burned a new crop of invisible plants and slept again.

When he awoke, he realized that Gregor had been gone over seventy-two hours. His partner might never return.

"He was a martyr to science," Arnold said. "I'll raise a statue to him." But it seemed a very meager thing to do. He should have eaten the plant himself. Gregor wasn't much good in unusual situations. He had courage—no one could deny that—but not much adaptability.

Still, all the adaptability in the world wouldn't help you inside a sun, or in the vacuum of space, or—

He heard a noise behind him, and whirled eagerly, shouting, "Gregor!"

But it was not Gregor.



THE creature who stood before Arnold was about four feet tall and had entirely too many limbs. His skin color appeared to be a grayish-pink, under a heavy layer of dirt. He was carrying a heavy sack. He wore a high peaked hat on his high peaked head, and not much else.

"You aren't Gregor, are you?" Arnold asked, too stunned to react properly.

"Of course not," the creature replied. "I'm Hem."

"Oh… Have you seen my partner, by any chance? His name is Richard Gregor. He's about a foot taller than I, thin and—"

"Of course I've seen him," Hem said. "Isn't he here?"

"No."

"That's odd. Hope nothing went wrong." He sat down and proceeded to scratch himself intently under three armpits.

Feeling giddy, Arnold asked, "Where do you come from?"

"From Oole, naturally," Hem said. "That's where we plant the scomp. And it comes out here."

"Just a moment." Arnold sat down heavily. "Suppose you start at the beginning."

"Itfs perfectly simple. For generations, we Oolens have planted the scomp. When the scomp is young, it disappears for a few weeks. Then the mature plant appears again in our fields and we harvest it and eat it."

"You're going too fast for me. Where did you say Oole is?"

"Gregor says Oole is in a parallel universe. I wouldn't know about that. He appeared in the middle of my fields about two months ago and taught me English. Then—"

"Two months?" Arnold echoed. He considered. "Different time framework, I suppose. Never mind. Go on."

"Do you have something to eat?" Hem asked, "Haven't eaten in three days. Couldn't, you know." Arnold handed him a loaf of bread and a jar of jam. "Well, when they opened the new North Territory," Hem said, "I put in an early bid. So I packed my animals, purchased three class B wives and departed for my claim. Once there, I—"

"Stop!" Arnold begged. "What has this got to do with anything?"

"This is how it all happened. Don't interrupt."



SCRATCHING his left shoulder with one hand while stuffing bread and jam in his mouth with two others, Hem explained, "I reached the new territory and planted scomp. It blossomed and disappeared, as always. But when it reappeared, most of it had been consumed by some creature. Well, farmers have to expect trouble, so I planted again. The next crop was still too poor to harvest. I was furious. I determined to continue planting. We pioneers are a determined lot, you understand. But I was just about to give up and return to civilization when your partner came—"

"Let me see if I understand so far," Arnold said. "You are from a universe parallel to ours. This scomp you plant grows in two universes, in order to complete its development."

"That's correct—at least it's how Gregor explained it to us."

"It seems an odd way to grow food."

"We like it," the Oolen said stiffly. He scratched behind all four knees. "Gregor says that our plants usually penetrate some uninhabited part of your universe. But this time, when I sowed in new territory, the scomp came up here."

"Aha!" Arnold cried.

"Aha? He didn't teach me that word. Anyhow, Gregor helped me. He told me I didn't have to abandon my land; I just had to use my other fields. Gregor assures me that there is no one-to-one spatial correspondence between parallel universes, whatever that means. And this is in payment for our other business."

Hem dropped the heavy sack on the floor. It made a loud clunk as it landed. Arnold opened it and peered inside.

The bars of yellow metal looked exactly like gold ingots.

Just then, the telephone rang. Arnold picked it up.

"Hello," Gregor said, from the other end. "Is Hem there yet?"

"Yes…"

"He explained it all, didn't he? About the parallel universe and how the scomp grows?"

"I think I understand," Arnold said. "But—"

"Now listen," Gregor continued, "Before, when we destroyed the plants, he sowed them again. Since his time is much longer than ours, they grew here overnight. But that's over. He's moving his fields. The next time you destroy the scomp, it'll stay destroyed. Wait a week, then turn the cats and the Morganizer loose."

Arnold shut his eyes tightly. Gregor had had two months to figure all this out. He hadn't. It was happening too fast for him.

"What about Hem?" he asked.

"He'll eat some scomp and go home. We had to starve it out of ourselves to get here."

"All right," Arnold said. "I think I—just a minute! Where are you?"

Gregor chuckled. "There's no one-to-one correspondence between parallel universes, you know. I was standing on the edge of the field when the scomp wore off. I came out on the planet Thule."

"But that's on the other side of the Galaxy!" Gregor gasped.

"I know. I'll meet you back on Earth. Be sure to bring the gold."

Arnold hung up. Hem had gone.

It was only then that Arnold realized he hadn't asked Gregor what the other business was, the business that the Oolen had paid for in solid gold.



HE found out later, when they were both back on Earth, in the offices of AAA Ace. The job was done. The slegs, returned to visibility, had been decimated by the cats and the Morganizer. Their contract was completed. They had to forfeit part of their profit, because the job ran two weeks overtime, but the loss was more than made good by the bars of Oolen gold.

"His fields were overrun with our cats," Gregor told Arnold. "They were scaring his livestock. I rounded them all up and we sold them to the Oole Central Zoo. They never saw anything like them. He and I split the take."

"Well," Arnold said, rubbing the back of his neck, "it all worked out for the best."

"It certainly did."

Gregor was ferociously scratching his shoulder. Arnold watched for a moment, then felt a strong itching sensation on his chest—in his hair—on his calf — everywhere.

Carefully, he reached down and probed with his fingernails.

"I guess we aren't quite through, though," Gregor said.

"Why?" Arnold asked, scratching at his left biceps. "What is this?"

"Hem wasn't the most hygienic of people and Oole was a pretty scrubby place."

"What is it?"

"I'm afraid I picked up a lot of lice," Gregor said. He scratched at his stomach. "Invisible lice, of course."



—ROBERT SHECKLEY






  The Lifeboat Mutiny


  No, sir, they do not buildboats like this any longer...and this is the reason!
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  “TELL me the truth. Did you ever see sweeter engines?” Joe, the Interstellar Junkman asked. “And look at those servos!”


  “Hmm,” Gregor said judiciously.


  “That hull,” Joe said softly. “I bet it’s five hundred years old, and not a spot of corrosion on it.” He patted the burnished side of the boat affectionately. What luck, the pat seemed to say, that this paragon among vessels should be here just when AAA Ace needs a lifeboat.


  “She certainly does seem rather nice,” Arnold said, with the studied air of a man who has fallen in love and is trying hard not to show it. “What do you think, Dick?”


  Richard Gregor didn’t answer. The boat was handsome, and she looked perfect for ocean survey work on Trident. But you had to be careful about Joe’s merchandise.


  “They just don’t build ’em this way any more,” Joe sighed. “Look at the propulsion unit. Couldn’t dent it with a trip-hammer. Note the capacity of the cooling system. Examine—”


  “It looks good,” Gregor said slowly. The AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service had dealt with Joe in the past, and had learned caution. Not that Joe was dishonest; far from it. The flotsam he collected from anywhere in the inhabited Universe worked. But the ancient machines often had their own ideas of how a job should be done. They tended to grow peevish when forced into another routine.


  “I don’t care if it’s beautiful, fast, durable, or even comfortable,” Gregor said defiantly. “I just want to be absolutely sure it’s safe.”


  Joe nodded. “That’s the important thing, of course. Step inside.”


  


  THEY entered the cabin of the boat. Joe stepped up to the instrument panel, smiled mysteriously, and pressed a button.


  Immediately Gregor heard a voice which seemed to originate in his head, saying, “I am Lifeboat 324-A. My purpose—”


  “Telepathy?” Gregor interrupted.


  “Direct sense recording,” Joe said, smiling proudly. “No language barriers that way. I told you, they just don’t build ’em this way any more.”


  “I am Lifeboat 324-A,” the boat esped again. “My primary purpose is to preserve those within me from peril, and to maintain them in good health. At present, I am only partially activated.”


  “Could anything be safer?” Joe cried. “This is no senseless hunk of metal. This boat will look after you. This boat cares!”


  Gregor was impressed, even though the idea of an emotional boat was somehow distasteful. But then, paternalistic gadgets had always irritated him.


  Arnold had no such feelings. “We’ll take it!”


  “You won’t be sorry,” Joe said, in the frank and open tones that had helped make him a millionaire several times over.


  Gregor hoped not.


  The next day, Lifeboat 324-A was loaded aboard their spaceship and they blasted off for Trident.


  This planet, in the heart of the East Star Valley, had recently been bought by a real-estate speculator. He’d found her nearly perfect for colonization. Trident was the size of Mars, but with a far better climate. There was no indigenous native population to contend with, no poisonous plants, no germ-borne diseases. And, unlike so many worlds, Trident had no predatory animals. Indeed, she had no animals at all. Apart from one small island and a polar cap, the entire planet was covered with water.


  There was no real shortage of land; you could wade across several of Trident’s seas. The land just wasn’t heaped high enough.


  AAA Ace had been commissioned to correct this minor flaw.


  After landing on Trident’s single island, they launched the boat. The rest of the day was spent checking and loading the special survey equipment on board. Early the next morning, Gregor prepared sandwiches and filled a canteen with water. They were ready to begin work.


  As soon as the mooring lines were cast off, Gregor joined Arnold in the cabin. With a small flourish, Arnold pressed the first button.


  “I am Lifeboat 324-A,” the boat esped. “My primary purpose is to preserve those within me from peril, and to maintain them in good health. At present, I am only partially activated. For full activation, press button two.”


  Gregor pressed the second button.


  There was a muffled buzzing deep in the bowels of the boat. Nothing else happened.


  “That’s odd,” Gregor said. He pressed the button again. The muffled buzz was repeated.


  “Sounds like a short circuit,” Arnold said.


  Glancing out the forward porthole, Gregor saw the shoreline of the island slowly drifting away. He felt a touch of panic. There was so much water here, and so little land. To make matters worse, nothing on the instrument panel resembled a wheel or tiller, nothing looked like a throttle or clutch. How did you operate a partially activated lifeboat?


  “She must control telepathically,” Gregor said hopefully. In a stern voice he said, “Go ahead slowly.”


  The little boat forged ahead.


  “Now right a little.”


  The boat responded perfectly to Gregor’s clear, although unnautical command. The partners exchanged smiles.


  “Straighten out,” Gregor said, “and full speed ahead!”


  The lifeboat charged forward into the shining, empty sea.


  


  ARNOLD disappeared into the bilge with a flashlight and a circuit tester. The surveying was easy enough for Gregor to handle alone. The machines did all the work, tracing the major faults in the ocean bottom, locating the most promising volcanoes, running the flow and buildup charts. When the survey was complete, the next stage would be turned over to a subcontractor. He would wire the volcanoes, seed the faults, retreat to a safe distance and touch the whole thing off.


  Then Trident would be, for a while, a spectacularly noisy place. And when things had quieted down, there would be enough dry land to satisfy even a real-estate speculator.


  By mid-afternoon Gregor felt that they had done enough surveying for one day. He and Arnold ate their sandwiches and drank from the canteen. Later they took a short swim in Trident’s clear green water.


  “I think I’ve found the trouble,” Arnold said. “The leads to the primary activators have been removed. And the power cable’s been cut.”


  “Why would anyone do that?” Gregor asked.


  Arnold shrugged. “Might have been part of the decommissioning. I’ll have it right in a little while.”


  He crawled back into the bilge. Gregor turned in the direction of the island, steering telepathically and watching the green water foam merrily past the bow. At moments like this, contrary to all his previous experience, the Universe seemed a fine and friendly place.


  In half an hour Arnold emerged, grease-stained but triumphant. “Try that button now,” he said.


  “But we’re almost back.”


  “So what? Might as well have this thing working right.”


  Gregor nodded, and pushed the second button.


  They could hear the faint click-click of circuits opening. Half a dozen small engines purred into life. A light flashed red, then winked off as the generators took up the load.


  “That’s more like it,” Arnold said.


  


  I AM Lifeboat 324-A,” the boat stated telepathically. “I am now fully activated, and able to protect my occupants from danger. Have faith in me. My action-response tapes, both psychological and physical, have been prepared by the best scientific minds in all Drome.”


  “Gives you quite a feeling of confidence, doesn’t it?” Arnold said.


  “I suppose so,” Gregor said. “But where is Drome?”


  “Gentlemen,” the lifeboat continued, “try to think of me, not as an unfeeling mechanism, but as your friend and comrade-in-arms. I understand how you feel. You have seen your ship go down, cruelly riddled by the implacable H’gen. You have—”


  “What ship?” Gregor asked. “What’s it talking about?”


  “—crawled aboard me, dazed, gasping from the poisonous fumes of water; half-dead—”


  “You mean that swim we took?” Arnold asked. “You’ve got it all wrong. We were just surveying—”


  “—shocked, wounded, morale low,” the lifeboat finished. “You are a little frightened, perhaps,” it said in a softer mental tone. “And well you might be, separated from the Drome fleet and adrift upon an inclement alien planet. A little fear is nothing to be ashamed of, gentlemen. But this is war, and war is a cruel business. We have no alternative but to drive the barbaric H’gen back across space.”


  “There must be a reasonable explanation for all this,” Gregor said. “Probably an old television script got mixed up in its response bank.”


  “We’d better give it a complete overhaul,” Arnold said. “Can’t listen to that stuff all day.”


  They were approaching the island. The lifeboat was still babbling about home and hearth, evasive action, tactical maneuvers, and the need for calm in emergencies like this. Suddenly it slowed.


  “What’s the matter?” Gregor asked.


  “I am scanning the island,” the lifeboat answered.


  


  GREGOR and Arnold glanced at each other. “Better humor it,” Arnold whispered. To the lifeboat he said, “That island’s okay. We checked it personally.”


  “Perhaps you did,” the lifeboat answered. “But in modern, lightning-quick warfare, Drome senses cannot be trusted. They are too limited, too prone to interpret what they wish. Electronic senses, on the other hand, are emotionless, eternally vigilant, and infallible within their limits.”


  “But there isn’t anything there!” Gregor shouted.


  “I perceive a foreign spaceship,” the lifeboat answered. “It has no Drome markings.”


  “It hasn’t any enemy markings, either,” Arnold answered confidently, since he had painted the ancient hull himself.


  “No, it hasn’t. But in war, we must assume that what is not ours is the enemy’s. I understand your desire to set foot on land again. But I take into account factors that a Drome, motivated by his emotions, would overlook. Consider the apparent emptiness of this strategic bit of land; the unmarked spaceship put temptingly out for bait; the fact that our fleet is no longer in this vicinity; the—”


  “All right, that’s enough,” Gregor was sick of arguing with a verbose and egoistic machine. “Go directly to that island. That’s an order.”


  “I cannot obey that order,” the boat said. “You are unbalanced from your harrowing escape from death—”


  Arnold reached for the cutout switch, and withdrew his hand with a howl of pain.


  “Come to your senses, gentlemen,” the boat said sternly. “Only the decommissioning officer is empowered to turn me off. For your own safety, I must warn you not to touch any of my controls. You are mentally unbalanced. Later, when our position is safer, I will administer to you. Now my full energies must be devoted toward detection and escape from the enemy.”


  The boat picked up speed and moved away from the island in an intricate evasive pattern.


  “Where are we going?” Gregor asked.


  “To rejoin the Drome fleet!” the lifeboat cried so confidently that the partners stared nervously over the vast, deserted waters of Trident.


  “As soon as I can find it, that is,” the lifeboat amended.


  


  IT was late at night. Gregor and Arnold sat in a corner of the cabin, hungrily sharing their last sandwich. The lifeboat was still rushing madly over the waves, its every electronic sense alert, searching for a fleet that had existed five hundred years ago, upon an entirely different planet.


  “Did you ever hear of these Dromes?” Gregor asked.


  Arnold searched through his vast store of minutiae. “They were non-human, lizard-evolved creatures,” he said. “Lived on the sixth planet of some little system near Capella. The race died out over a century ago.”


  “And the H’gen?”


  “Also lizards. Same story.” Arnold found a crumb and popped it into his mouth. “It wasn’t a very important war. All the combatants are gone. Except this lifeboat, apparently.”


  “And us,” Gregor reminded him. “We’ve been drafted as Drome soldiery.” He sighed wearily. “Do you think we can reason with this tub?”


  Arnold shook his head. “I don’t see how. As far as this boat is concerned, the war is still on. It can only interpret data in terms of that premise.”


  “It’s probably listening in on us now,” Gregor said.


  “I don’t think so. It’s not really a mind-reader. Its perception centers are geared only to thoughts aimed specifically at it.”


  “Yes siree,” Gregor said bitterly, “they just don’t build ’em this way any more.” He wished he could get his hands on Joe, the Interstellar Junkman.


  “It’s actually a very interesting situation,” Arnold said. “I may do an article on it for Popular Cybernetics. Here is a machine with nearly infallible apparatus for the perception of external stimuli. The percepts it receives are translated logically into action. The only trouble is, the logic is based upon no longer existent conditions. Therefore, you could say that the machine is the victim of a systematized delusional system.”


  Gregor yawned. “You mean the lifeboat is just plain nuts,” he said bluntly.


  “Nutty as a fruitcake. I believe paranoia would be the proper designation. But it’ll end pretty soon.”


  “Why?” Gregor asked.


  “It’s obvious,” Arnold said. “The boat’s prime directive is to keep us alive. So he has to feed us. Our sandwiches are gone, and the only other food is on the island. I figure he’ll have to take a chance and go back.”


  


  IN a few moments they could feel the lifeboat swinging, changing direction. It esped, “At present I am unable to locate the Drome fleet. Therefore, I am turning back to scan the island once again. Fortunately, there are no enemy in this immediate area. Now I can devote myself to your care with all the power of my full attention.”


  “You see?” Arnold said, nudging Gregor. “Just as I said. Now we’ll reinforce the concept.” He said to the lifeboat, “About time you got around to us. We’re hungry.”


  “Yeah, feed us,” Gregor demanded.


  “Of course,” the lifeboat said. A tray slid out of the wall. It was heaped high with something that looked like clay, but smelled like machine oil.


  “What’s that supposed to be?” Gregor asked.


  “That is geezel,” the lifeboat said. “It is the staple diet of the Drome peoples. I can prepare it in sixteen different ways.”


  Gregor cautiously sampled it. It tasted just like clay coated with machine oil.


  “We can’t eat that!” he objected.


  “Of course you can,” the boat said soothingly. “An adult Drome consumes five point three pounds of geezel a day, and cries for more.”


  The tray slid toward them. They backed away from it.


  “Now listen,” Arnold told the boat. “We are not Dromes. We’re humans, an entirely different species. The war you think you’re fighting ended five hundred years ago. We can’t eat geezel. Our food is on that island.”


  “Try to grasp the situation. Your delusion is a common one among fighting men. It is an escape fantasy, a retreat from an intolerable situation. Gentlemen, I beg you, face reality!”


  “You face reality!” Gregor screamed. “Or I’ll have you dismantled bolt by bolt.”


  “Threats do not disturb me,” the lifeboat esped serenely. “I know what you’ve been through. Possibly you have suffered some brain damage from your exposure to poisonous water.”


  “Poison?” Gregor gulped.


  “By Drome standards,” Arnold reminded him.


  “If absolutely necessary,” the lifeboat continued, “I am also equipped to perform physical brain therapy. It is a drastic measure, but there can be no coddling in time of war.” A panel slid open, and the partners glimpsed shining surgical edges.


  “We’re feeling better already,” Gregor said hastily. “Fine looking batch of geezel, eh, Arnold?”


  “Delicious,” Arnold said, wincing.


  “I won a nationwide contest in geezel preparation,” the lifeboat esped, with pardonable pride. “Nothing is too good for our boys in uniform. Do try a little.”


  Gregor lifted a handful, smacked his lips, and set it down on the floor. “Wonderful,” he said, hoping that the boat’s internal scanners weren’t as efficient as the external ones seemed to be.


  Apparently they were not. “Good,” the lifeboat said. “I am moving toward the island now. And, I promise you, in a little while you will be more comfortable.”


  “Why?” Arnold asked.


  “The temperature here is unbearably hot. It’s amazing that you haven’t gone into coma. Any other Drome would have. Try to bear it a little longer. Soon, I’ll have it down to the Drome norm of twenty degrees below zero. And now, to assist your morale, I will play our national Anthem.”


  A hideous rhythmic screeching filled the air. Waves slapped against the sides of the hurrying lifeboat. In a few moments, the air was perceptibly cooler.


  


  GREGOR closed his eyes wearily, trying to ignore the chill that was spreading through his limbs. He was becoming sleepy. Just his luck, he thought, to be frozen to death inside an insane lifeboat. It was what came of buying paternalistic gadgets, high-strung, humanistic calculators, over-sensitive, emotional machines.


  Dreamily he wondered where it was all leading to. He pictured a gigantic machine hospital. Two robot doctors were wheeling a lawnmower down a long white corridor. The Chief Robot Doctor was saying, “What’s wrong with this lad?” And the assistant answered, “Completely out of his mind. Thinks he’s a helicopter.” “Aha!” the Chief said knowingly. “Flying fantasies! Pity. Nice looking chap.” The assistant nodded. “Overwork did it. Broke his heart on crab grass.” The lawnmower stirred. “Now I’m an eggbeater!” he giggled.


  “Wake up,” Arnold said, shaking Gregor, his teeth chattering. “We have to do something.”


  “Ask him to turn on the heat,” Gregor said groggily.


  “Not a chance. Dromes live at twenty below. We are Dromes. Twenty below for us, and no back talk.”


  Frost was piled deep on the coolant tubes that traversed the boat. The walls had begun to turn white, and the portholes were frosted over.


  “I’ve got an idea,” Arnold said cautiously. He glanced at the control board, then whispered quickly in Gregor’s ear.


  “We’ll try it,” Gregor said. They stood up. Gregor picked up the canteen and walked stiffly to the far side of the cabin.


  “What are you doing?” the lifeboat asked sharply.


  “Going to get a little exercise,” Gregor said. “Drome soldiers must stay fit, you know.”


  “That’s true,” the lifeboat said dubiously.


  Gregor threw the canteen to Arnold.


  Arnold chuckled synthetically and threw the canteen back to Gregor.


  “Be careful with that receptacle,” the lifeboat warned. “It is filled with a deadly poison.”


  “We’ll be careful,” Gregor said. “We’re taking it back to headquarters.” He threw the canteen to Arnold.


  “Headquarters may spray it on the H’gen,” Arnold said, throwing the canteen back.


  “Really?” the lifeboat asked. “That’s interesting. A new application of—”


  Suddenly Gregor swung the canteen against the coolant tube. The tube broke and liquid poured over the floor.


  “'Bad shot, old man,” Arnold said.


  “How careless of me,” Gregor cried.


  “I should have taken precautions against internal accidents,” the lifeboat esped gloomily. “It won’t happen again. But the situation is very serious. I cannot repair the tube myself. I am unable to properly cool the boat.”


  “If you just drop us on the island—” Arnold began.


  “Impossible!” the lifeboat said. “My first duty is to preserve your lives, and you could not live long in the climate of this planet. But I am going to take the necessary measures to ensure your safety.”


  “What are you going to do?” Gregor asked, with a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach.


  “There is no time to waste. I will scan the island once more. If our Drome forces are not present, we will go to the one place on this planet that can sustain Drome life.”


  “What place?”


  “The southern polar cap,” the lifeboat said. “The climate there is almost ideal—thirty below zero, I estimate.”


  The engines roared. Apologetically the boat added. “And, of course, I must guard against any further internal accidents.”


  As the lifeboat charged forward they could hear the click of the locks, sealing their cabin.


  


  “THINK!” Arnold said.


  “I am thinking,” Gregor answered. “But nothing’s coming out.”


  “We must get off when he reaches the island. It’ll be our last chance.”


  “You don’t think we could jump overboard?” Gregor asked.


  “Never. He’s watching now. If you hadn’t smashed the coolant tube, we’d still have a chance.”


  “I know,” Gregor said bitterly. “You and your ideas.”


  “My ideas! I distinctly remember you suggesting it. You said—”


  “It doesn’t matter whose idea it was.” Gregor thought deeply. “Look, we know his internal scanning isn’t very good. When we reach the island, maybe we could cut his power cable.”


  “You wouldn’t get within five feet of it,” Arnold said, remembering the shock he had received from the instrument panel.


  “Hmm.” Gregor locked both hands around his head. An idea was beginning to form in the back of his mind. It was pretty tenuous, but under the circumstances...


  “I am now scanning the island,” the lifeboat announced.


  Looking out the forward porthole, Gregor and Arnold could see the island, no more than a hundred yards away. The first flush of dawn was in the sky, and outlined against it was the scarred, beloved snout of their spaceship.


  “Place looks fine to me,” Arnold said.


  “It sure does,” Gregor agreed. “I’ll bet our forces are dug in underground.”


  “They are not,” the lifeboat said. “I scanned to a depth of a hundred feet.”


  “Well,” Arnold said, “under the circumstances, I think we should examine a little more closely. I’d better go ashore and look around.”


  “It is deserted,” the lifeboat said. “Believe me, my senses are infinitely more acute than yours. I cannot let you endanger your lives by going ashore. Drome needs her soldiers—especially sturdy, heat-resistant types like you.”


  “We like this climate,” Arnold said.


  “Spoken like a patriot!” the lifeboat said heartily. “I know how you must be suffering. But now I am going to the south pole, to give you veterans the rest you deserve.”


  


  GREGOR decided it was time for his plan, no matter how vague it was. “That won’t be necessary,” he said.


  “What?”


  “We are operating under special orders,” Gregor said. “We weren’t supposed to disclose them to any vessel below the rank of super-dreadnaught. But under the circumstances—”


  “Yes, under the circumstances,” Arnold chimed in eagerly, “we will tell you.”


  “We are a suicide squad,” Gregor said.


  “Especially trained for hot climate work.”


  “Our orders,” Gregor said, “are to land and secure that island for the Drome forces.”


  “I didn’t know that,” the boat said.


  “You weren’t supposed to,” Arnold told it. “After all, you’re only a lifeboat.”


  “Land us at once,” Gregor said. “There’s no time to lose.”


  “You should have told me sooner,” the boat said. “I couldn’t guess, you know.” It began to move toward the island.


  Gregor could hardly breathe. It didn’t seem possible that the simple trick would work. But then, why not? The lifeboat was built to accept the word of its operators as the truth. As long as the ‘truth’ was consistent with the boat’s operational premises, it would be carried out.


  The beach was only fifty yards away now, gleaming white in the cold light of dawn.


  Then the boat reversed its engines and stopped. “No,” it said.


  “No what?”


  “I cannot do it.”


  “What do you mean?” Arnold shouted. “This is war! Orders—”


  “I know,” the lifeboat said sadly. “I am sorry. A different type of vessel should have been chosen for this mission. Any other type. But not a lifeboat.”


  “You must,” Gregor begged. “Think of our country, think of the barbaric H’gen—”


  “It is physically impossible for me to carry out your orders,” the lifeboat told them. “My prime directive is to protect my occupants from harm. That order is stamped on my every tape, giving priority over all others. I cannot let you go to your certain death.”


  


  THE boat began to move away from the island.


  “You’ll be court-martialed for this!” Arnold screamed hysterically. “They’ll decommission you.”


  “I must operate within my limitations,” the boat said sadly. “If we find the fleet, I will transfer you to a killerboat. But in the meantime, I must take you to the safety of the south pole.”


  The lifeboat picked up speed, and the island receded behind them. Arnold rushed at the controls and was thrown flat. Gregor picked up the canteen and poised it, to hurl ineffectually at the sealed hatch. He stopped himself in mid-swing, struck by a sudden wild thought.


  “Please don’t attempt any more destruction,” the boat pleaded. “I know how you feel, but—”


  It was damned risky, Gregor thought, but the south pole was certain death anyhow.


  He uncapped the canteen. “Since we cannot accomplish our mission,” he said, “we can never again face our comrades. Suicide is the only alternative.” He took a gulp of water and handed the canteen to Arnold.


  “No! Don’t!” the lifeboat shrieked. “That’s water! It’s a deadly poison—”


  An electrical bolt leaped from the instrument panel, knocking the canteen from Arnold’s hand.


  Arnold grabbed the canteen. Before the boat could knock it again from his hand, he had taken a drink.


  “We die for glorious Drome!” Gregor dropped to the floor. He motioned Arnold to lie still.


  “There is no known antidote,” the boat moaned. “If only I could contact a hospital ship...” Its engines idled indecisively. “Speak to me,” the boat pleaded. “Are you still alive?”


  Gregor and Arnold lay perfectly still, not breathing.


  “Answer me!” the lifeboat begged. “Perhaps if you ate some geezel... It thrust out two trays. The partners didn’t stir.


  “Dead,” the lifeboat said. “Dead. I will read the burial service.”


  


  THERE was a pause. Then the lifeboat intoned, “Great Spirit of the Universe, take into your custody the souls of these, your servants. Although they died by their own hand, still it was in the service of their country, fighting for home and hearth. Judge them not harshly for their impious deed. Rather blame the spirit of war that inflames and destroys all Drome.”


  The hatch swung open. Gregor could feel a rush of cool morning air.


  “And now, by the authority vested in me by the Drome Fleet, and with all reverence, I commend their bodies to the deep.”


  Gregor felt himself being lifted through the hatch to the deck. Then he was in the air, falling, and in another moment he was in the water, with Arnold beside him.


  “Float quietly,” he whispered.


  The island was nearby. But the lifeboat was still hovering close to them, nervously roaring its engines.


  “What do you think it’s up to now?” Arnold whispered.


  “I don’t know,” Gregor said, hoping that the Drome peoples didn’t believe in converting their bodies to ashes.


  The lifeboat came closer. Its bow was only a few feet away. They tensed. And then they heard it. The roaring screech of the Drome National Anthem.


  In a moment it was finished. The lifeboat murmured, “Rest in peace,” turned, and roared away.


  As they swam slowly to the island, Gregor saw that the lifeboat was heading south, due south, to the pole, to wait for the Drome fleet.


  The Necessary Thing


  


  The idea behind the machine was splendid— if only it did not have ideas all its own!
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  RICHARD Gregor was seated at his desk in the dusty offices of the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service, staring wearily at a list. The list included some two thousand three hundred and five separate items.


  Gregor was trying to remember what, if anything, he had left out. Anti-radiation salve? Vacuum flares? Water purification kit? Yes, they were all there.


  He yawned and glanced at his watch. Arnold, his partner, should have been back by now. Arnold had gone to order the two thousand three hundred and five items and get them stowed safely aboard the spaceship. In a few hours, AAA Ace was scheduled to blast off on another job.


  But had he listed everything important? A spaceship is, necessarily, an island unto itself, self-sufficient, self-sustaining. If you ran out of beans on Dementia II, there was no corner store where you could buy more. No Coast Guard hurried out to replace the burned-out lining on your main drive. You had to have another lining on board, and the tools to enable you to replace it, and the manuals telling how. Space was just too big to permit much in the way of rescue operations.


  Oxygen extractor? Extra cigarettes? It was like putting jets on a department store, Gregor thought. He pushed the list aside, found a pack of tattered cards, and laid out a complex solitaire of his own devising.


  Minutes later, Arnold stepped jauntily in.


  


  GREGOR looked at his partner with suspicion. When the little chemist walked with that peculiar bouncing step, his round face beaming happily, it often resulted in trouble for AAA Ace.


  “Did you get the stuff?” Gregor asked.


  “I did better than that,” Arnold said proudly. “I have just saved us a considerable sum of money.”


  “Oh, no,” Gregor sighed. “What have you done?”


  “Consider,” Arnold said impressively, “just consider the sheer waste in equipping the average expedition. We pack two thousand three hundred and five items, just on the off chance we may need one. Our payload is diminished, our living space is cramped, and most of the stuff never gets used.”


  “Except for once or twice,” Gregor said, “when it just happens to save our lives.”


  “I took that into account. I gave the whole problem careful study. And, through a bit of luck, I found the one and only thing an expedition needs. The necessary thing.”


  Gregor arose and towered over his partner. Visions of mayhem danced through his brain, but he controlled himself with an effort. “Arnold, I don’t know what you’ve done. But you’d better get those two thousand three hundred and five items on board and get them fast.”


  “Can’t do it,” Arnold said with a nervous little laugh. “The money’s gone. This thing will pay for itself, though.”


  “What thing?”


  “The one really necessary thing. Come out to the ship and I’ll show you.”


  Gregor couldn’t get another word out of him. Arnold smiled mysteriously on the long drive to Idlewild Spaceport. Their ship was already in a blast pit, scheduled for takeoff in a few hours.


  Arnold swung the port open with a flourish. “There! Behold the answer to an expedition’s prayers.”


  Gregor stepped inside. He saw a large and fantastic-looking machine with dials, lights and indicators scattered haphazardly over it.


  “Isn’t it a beauty?” Arnold patted the machine affectionately. “Joe the Interstellar Junkman happened to have it tucked away. I conned it out of him for a song.”


  


  THAT settled it as far as Gregor was concerned. He had dealt with Joe the Interstellar Junkman before, and had inevitably come out on the shortest end of the deal. Joe’s gadgets worked, but when, how often, and with what kind of attitude, was something else again.


  Gregor was stern. “No gadget of Joe’s is going into space with me. Not again. Maybe we can sell it for scrap metal.” He began to hunt around for a wrecking bar.


  “Wait,” Arnold begged. “Let me show you. Consider. We are in deep space. The main drive falters and fails. Upon examination, we find that a quarter-inch durraloy nut has worked its way off the number three pinion. We can’t find the nut. What do we do?”


  “We take a new nut from the two thousand three hundred and five items we’ve packed for emergencies just like this,” Gregor said.


  “Ah! But you didn’t include any quarter-inch durraloy nuts!” Arnold was triumphant. “I checked the list. What then?”


  “I don’t know, you tell me.”


  Arnold stepped up to the machine, punched a button and said in a loud, clear voice, “Durraloy nut, quarter-inch diameter.”


  The machine murmured and hummed— Lights flashed— A panel slid back, revealing a bright, freshly machined durraloy nut.


  “That’s what we do,” Arnold said.


  “Hmm,” Gregor was not particularly impressed. “So it manufactures nuts. What else does it do?”


  Arnold pressed the button again. “A pound of fresh shrimp.”


  When he slid back the panel, the shrimp were there.


  “I should have had it peel them,” Arnold said. “Oh, well.” He pressed the button. “A graphite rod, four feet long with a diameter of two inches.”


  The panel opened wider this time to let the rod come through.


  “What else can it do?” Gregor asked.


  “What else would you like?” Arnold said. “A small tiger cub? A Model-A updraft carburetor? Possibly a 25-watt light bulb? Or a stick of chewing gum?”


  “You mean it’ll turn out anything?” Gregor asked.


  “Anything at all. It’s a Configurator. Go ahead, try it yourself.”


  Gregor tried and produced in rapid succession, a pint of fresh water, a wrist watch, and a jar of Mother Merton’s cocktail sauce.


  “Hmm,” he said.


  “See what I mean? Isn’t this better than packing two thousand three hundred and five items? Isn’t it simpler and more logical to produce what you need when you need it?”


  “It seems good,” Gregor said. “But...”


  “But what?”


  Gregor shook his head. What indeed? He had no idea. It had simply been his sad experience that gadgets are never as useful, reliable or consistent as they seem at first glance.


  He thought deeply, then punched the button. “A transistor, series GE 1324E.”


  The machine hummed. And there was the tiny transistor.


  “Seems pretty good,” Gregor admitted. “What are you doing, now?”


  “I’m peeling the shrimp,” Arnold said.


  After enjoying a tasty shrimp cocktail, the partners received their clearance from the tower. In an hour, the ship was in space.


  


  THEY were bound for Dennett IV, an average-sized world in the Sycophax cluster. Dennett was a hot, steamy, fertile planet, suffering from only one major difficulty: Too much rain. It rained on Dennett nine-tenths of the time, and when it wasn’t raining, it was threatening rain.


  Fortunately, the principles of climate control were well-known, since many worlds suffered from similar difficulties. It would take only a few days for AAA Ace to interrupt and alter the climate pattern.


  After an uneventful trip, Dennett came into view. Arnold relieved the automatic pilot and brought the ship down through thick cloud banks. They dropped through miles of pale, gossamer mist. At last, mountain-tops began to appear, and then they saw a level, barren gray plain.


  “Odd color for a landscape,” Gregor said.


  Arnold nodded. With practiced ease he spiraled, leveled out, came down neatly above the plain and, with his forces balanced, cut the drive.


  Gregor had a sudden premonition of disaster. “Take her up!” he shouted. Reacting instinctively, Arnold jabbed at the firing control and missed. The ship hung for a moment, then dropped through the plain and fell another eight feet toward the ground.


  The plain, it seemed, was fog of a density only Dennett could produce.


  Hastily they unbuckled themselves and tested various teeth, bones and ligatures. Upon finding that nothing personal was broken, they thoroughly checked the ship.


  The impact hadn’t done their old spaceship any good. The radio and automatic pilot were a complete loss. Several stern plates had buckled and, worst of all, some delicate components in the turn-drive control were shattered.


  “We were lucky at that,” Arnold said.


  “Yeah.” Gregor peered through the blanketing mist. “But next time we use radar.”


  “In a way I’m glad it happened,” Arnold said. “Now you’ll see what a lifesaver the Configurator really is. Let’s get to work.”


  


  THEY listed all the damaged parts. Arnold stepped up to the Configurator, pressed the button and said, “A drive plate, five inches square, half-inch diameter, steel alloy 342.”


  The machine quickly turned it out.


  “We need ten of them,” Gregor said.


  “I know.” Again Arnold pressed the button. “Another one.”


  The machine did nothing.


  “Probably have to give the whole command,” Arnold said. He punched the button again and said, “Drive plate, five inches square, half-inch diameter, steel alloy 342.”


  The machine was silent.


  “That’s odd,” Arnold said.


  “Isn’t it, though?” Gregor had an odd sinking sensation in the pit of his stomach.


  Arnold tried again with no success. He thought deeply, then punched the button and said, “A plastic teacup.”


  The machine turned out a teacup of bright blue plastic.


  “Another one,” Arnold ordered. When the Configurator did nothing, Arnold asked for a wax crayon. The machine gave it to him. “Another wax crayon.” The machine did nothing. “That’s interesting. I suppose someone should have thought of that possibility.”


  “What possibility?”


  “Apparently the Configurator will turn out anything,” Arnold said. “But only once.”


  “That’s fine. We need nine more plates. And the turn-drive controls need four identical parts. What are we going to do?”


  “We’ll think of something.”


  “I hope so,” Gregor said.


  Outside the rain began. The partners settled down to think.


  


  “THERE’S only one explanation,” Arnold said several hours later. “Pleasure principle.”


  “Huh?” Gregor asked. He had been dozing, lulled by the patter of rain against the hull of their spaceship.


  “This machine must have some form of intelligence,” Arnold said. “After all, it receives stimuli, translates ’em into action commands, and fabricates a product from a mental blueprint.”


  “Sure it does. But only once.”


  “Yes. But why only once? That’s the key to our difficulties. I think it must be a self-imposed limit linked to a pleasure drive.”


  “I don’t follow you,” Gregor said.


  “Look. The builders wouldn’t have limited their machine in this way purposely. The only possible explanation is this: When a machine is constructed on this order of complexity, it takes on quasi-human characteristics. It derives a mechanical pleasure from producing a new thing. But a thing is only new once. After that, the Configurator wants to do something else.”


  Gregor slumped back into his apathetic half-slumber.


  Arnold went on talking. “Fulfillment of potential, that’s what a machine wants. The Configurator’s desire is to create everything possible. From this point of view, repetition would be a waste of time, as well as boring.”


  “That’s the most suspect line of reasoning I’ve ever heard,” Gregor said. “But, assuming you are right, what can we do about it?”


  “I don’t know,” Arnold said.


  “That’s what I thought.”


  For dinner that evening, the Configurator turned out a very creditable roast beef. They finished with apple pie á la machina with sharp cheese on the side. Their morale was considerably improved.


  “Substitutions,” Gregor said later, smoking a cigar á la machina. “That’s what we’ll have to try. Alloy 342 isn’t the only thing we can use for the plates. There are plenty of materials that’ll last until we get back to Earth.”


  


  THE Configurator couldn’t be tricked into producing a plate of iron, or any of the steel alloys. They asked for and received a plate of bronze. But then the machine wouldn’t give them copper or tin. Aluminum was acceptable, as was cadmium, platinum, gold and silver. A tungsten plate was an interesting rarity; Arnold wished he knew how the machine had cast it. Gregor vetoed plutonium, and they were running short of suitable metals. Arnold hit upon an extra-tough ceramic as a good substitute. And the final plate was pure zinc.


  The noble metals would tend to melt in the heat of space, of course. But with proper refrigeration, they might last as far as Earth. All in all, it was a good night’s work, and the partners toasted each other with an excellent, though somewhat oily, sherry.


  The next day, they bolted the plates into place and surveyed their handiwork. The rear of their ship looked like a patchwork quilt.


  “I think it’s quite pretty,” Arnold said.


  “I just hope it’ll last,” said Gregor. “Now for the turn-drive components.”


  But that was a different problem altogether. Four identical parts were missing—delicate, precisely engineered affairs of glass and wire. No substitutions were possible.


  The Configurator turned out the first without hesitation. But that was all. By noon, both men were disgusted.


  “Any ideas?” Gregor asked.


  “Not at the moment. Let’s take a break for lunch.”


  They decided that lobster salad would be pleasant and ordered it on the machine. The Configurator hummed for a moment, but produced nothing.


  “What’s wrong now?” Gregor glared at the machine.


  “I was afraid of this,” Arnold said.


  “Afraid of what? We haven’t asked for lobster before.”


  “No,” Arnold said, “but we did ask for shrimp. Both are shellfish. I’m afraid the Configurator is beginning to make decisions according to classes.”


  “Then you’d better break out a few cans.”


  Arnold smiled feebly. “Well, after I bought the Configurator, I didn’t think we’d have to bother. I mean—”


  “No cans?”


  “Nope.”


  They returned to the machine and asked for salmon, trout and tuna, without results. Then they tried roast pork, leg of lamb and veal. Nothing.


  “I guess it considers our roast beef representative of all mammals,” Arnold said. “This is interesting. We might be able to evolve a whole new theory of classes—”


  “While starving to death,” Gregor interrupted. He tried roast chicken, and this time the Configurator came through without hesitation.


  “Eureka!” Arnold shouted.


  “Damn!” Gregor said. “I should have asked for a turkey. A big one.”


  


  THE rain continued to fall on Dennett and mist swirled around the spaceship’s gaudy patchwork stern. Arnold began a long series of slide-rule calculations.


  Gregor finished off the sherry, tried unsuccessfully to order a case of Scotch, and started playing solitaire. He always did his best thinking while playing.


  They ate a frugal supper on the remains of the chicken and then Arnold completed his calculations.


  “It might work,” he said.


  “What might work?”


  “The pleasure principle.” Arnold stood up and began to pace the cabin. “This machine has quasi-human characteristics. Certainly it possesses learning potential. I think we can teach it to derive pleasure from producing the same thing many times. Namely, the turn-drive components.”


  “It’s worth a try,” Gregor agreed. “But now you know why Configurators wound up at Joe the Junkman’s instead of on the market.”


  Late into the night, they talked to the machine. Arnold murmured persuasively about the joys of Repetition. Gregor spoke highly of the esthetic values inherent in producing an artistic object such as a turn-drive component, not once but many times, each item an exact and perfect duplicate.


  Arnold murmured lyrically to the machine about the thrill, the supreme thrill of fabricating endlessly parts without end; again and again, the same parts, produced of the same material, turned out at the same rate. Ecstasy!


  And, Gregor put in, Repetition was so beautiful a concept philosophically and so completely suited to the peculiar makeup and capabilities of a machine. As a conceptual system, he continued, Repetition (as opposed to mere Creation) closely approached the status of entropy, which, mechanistically, was perfection.


  By clicks and flashes, the Configurator showed that it was listening intently. And when Dennett’s damp and pallid dawn was in the sky, Arnold pushed the button and gave the command for a turn-drive component.


  The machine hesitated. Lights flickered uncertainly, indicators turned in a momentary hunting process. Doubt showed in every tube.


  There was a click. The panel slid back—and there was another turn-drive component.


  “Success!” Gregor shouted, and slapped Arnold on the back. Quickly he gave the order again. But this time the Configurator emitted a loud and emphatic buzz.


  And produced nothing.


  Gregor tried again. But there was no more uncertainty from the machine—and no more components.


  “What’s wrong now?” Gregor asked.


  “It’s obvious,” Arnold said sadly. “It decided to give repetition a try, just in case it had missed something. But after trying it, the Configurator decided it didn’t like it.”


  “A machine that doesn’t like repetition!” Gregor groaned. “It’s inhuman!”


  “On the contrary,” Arnold said unhappily. “It’s all too damned human.”


  


  IT WAS suppertime, and the partners had to rack their memories for foods the Configurator would produce. A vegetable plate was easy enough, but not too filling. The machine allowed them one loaf of bread, but no cake. Milk products were out, since they had had cheese the other day.


  Finally, after an hour of trial and error, the Configurator gave them a pound of whale steak, apparently uncertain as to its category.


  Gregor went back to work, crooning the joys of repetition into the machine’s receptors. A steady hum and occasional flashes of light showed that the Configurator was listening. It was a hopeful sign.


  Arnold took out several reference books and embarked on a project of his own. Several hours later he looked up with a shout of triumph. “I knew I’d find it!”


  “What?”


  “A substitute turn-drive control!” He pushed the book under Gregor’s nose. “Look there. A scientist on Vednier II perfected this fifty years ago. It’s clumsy, by modern standards, but it’ll work. And it’ll fit into our ship.”


  “But what’s it made of?” Gregor asked.


  “That’s the best part of it. We can’t miss! It’s made of rubber!”


  Quickly he punched the Configurator’s button and read the description of the turn-drive control.


  Nothing happened.


  “You have to turn out the Vednier control!” Arnold shouted at the machine. “If you don’t, you’re violating your own principles!” He punched the button and, enunciating with painful clarity, read the description again.


  Nothing happened.


  Gregor had a sudden terrible suspicion. He walked to the back of the Configurator, found what he had feared and pointed it out to Arnold.


  There was a manufacturer’s plate bolted there. It read: Class 3 Configurator. Made by Vednier Laboratories, Vednier II.


  “So they’ve already used it for that,” Arnold said.


  Gregor didn’t speak. There just didn’t seem to be anything to say.


  


  MILDEW was beginning to form inside the spaceship, and rust had already appeared on the steel plate in the stern. The machine still listened to the partners’ song of repetition, but did nothing about it.


  The problem of another meal came up. Fruit was out because of the apple pie, as were all meats, vegetables, milk products, fish and cereals. At last they dined sparsely on frogs’ legs, baked grasshoppers (from an old Chinese recipe) and filet of iguana. But now, with lizards, insects and amphibians used up, they knew that their machine-made meals were practically at an end.


  Both men were showing signs of strain. Gregor’s long face became bonier than ever. Arnold found traces of mildew forming in his hair.


  Outside, the rain poured ceaselessly, dripped past the portholes and into the moist ground. The spaceship began to settle, burying itself under its own weight.


  For their next meal they could think of nothing whatever.


  Then Gregor conceived an idea.


  He thought it over carefully. Another failure would shatter their badly bent morale. But, slim though the chance of success might be, he had to try it.


  Slowly he approached the Configurator.


  Arnold looked up, frightened by the wild light gleaming in his eyes. “Gregor! What are you going to do?”


  “I’m going to give this thing one last command.” With a trembling hand, Gregor punched the button and whispered his request.


  There was a moment of utter silence. Then Arnold shouted, “Get back!”


  The Configurator was quivering and shaking, dials twitching, lights flickering. Heat and energy gauges flashed through red into purple.


  “What did you tell it to produce?” Arnold asked.


  “I didn’t tell it to produce anything,” Gregor said. “I told it to reproduce!”


  The Configurator gave a convulsive shudder and emitted a cloud of black smoke. The partners coughed and gasped for air.


  When the smoke cleared away, the Configurator was still there, its paint chipped and several indicators bent out of shape. And, beside it, glistening with machine oil, new and factory-fresh, was a duplicate Configurator.


  “You’ve done it!” Arnold was exultant. “You’ve saved us!”


  “I’ve done more than that,” Gregor said with weary satisfaction. “I’ve made our fortunes.” He turned to the duplicate Configurator, pressed its button and cried, “Reproduce yourself!”


  


  WITHIN a week, Arnold, Gregor and three Configurators were back in Idlewild Spaceport, the work on Dennett completed. As soon as they landed, Arnold left the ship and caught a taxi.


  He went first to Canal Street, then to midtown New York. His business didn’t take long and soon he was back at the ship.


  “Yes, it’s all right,” he called to Gregor. “I contacted several jewelers. We can dispose of quite a few big stones without depressing the market. After that, I think we should have the Configurators concentrate on radium for a while, and then— What’s wrong?”


  Gregor looked at him sourly. “Notice anything different?”


  “Huh?” Arnold stared around the cabin, at Gregor, and at the Configurators.


  Then he noticed it.


  There were four Configurators in the cabin, where there had been only three.


  “You had one of them reproduce?” Arnold asked. “Nothing wrong with that. Just tell them to turn out a diamond apiece—”


  “You still don’t get it. Watch.” Gregor pressed the button on the nearest Configurator and said, “A diamond.”


  The Configurator began to quiver.


  “Repetition!” Gregor said. “It’s ruined everything. You and your damned pleasure principle.”


  The machine shook all over and produced—


  Another Configurator.


  The Skag Castle


  If you’re planning to operate aninterplanetary decontaminatingservice—be warned! Ghosts aren’thalf as eerie as Undead Scarbs.





  I

WITHIN THE offices of the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Service, a gloomy silence reigned. By the faint light that filtered through the dirty windows, Richard Gregor was playing a new form of solitaire. It involved three packs of cards, six jokers, a set of dice and a slide rule. The game was extremely complicated, maddeningly difficult, and always came out if you persisted long enough.


  His partner, Mike Arnold, had swept his desk clear of its usual clutter of crusty test tubes and unpaid bills, and was now dozing fitfully on its stained surface.


  Business couldn’t have been worse.


  There was a tentative knock on the door.


  Quickly Gregor pushed his playing cards, dice and slide rule into a drawer. Arnold rolled off his desk like a cat and flipped open volume two of Terkstiller’s Decontamination Modes on X-32 (Omega) Worlds, which he had been using for a pillow.


  “Come in,” Gregor called out.


  The door opened, and a girl entered. She was young, slender, dark-haired, and extremely pretty. Her eyes were gray, and they contained a hint of fear. Her lips were unsmiling.


  She looked around the unkempt office. “Is this the AAA Ace?” she inquired tentatively.


  “It certainly is,” Gregor assured her. “Won’t you sit down? We always keep the lights off. Much more restful, don’t you think?”


  And, he thought, quite necessary, since Con Mazda had shut off their power last week for non-payment of a trifling bill.


  “I suppose it is,” the girl said, sitting in the cavernous client’s chair. She surveyed the office again. “You people are planetary decontaminationists, aren’t you? Not taxidermists, or undertakers?”


  “Don’t let the office fool you,” Arnold said. “We are the best, and the most reasonable. No planet too big, no asteroid too small, and every job gets our personal attention,” he added, somewhat unnecessarily.


  “Maybe I’ve come to the right place after all,” the girl said, with a wan but enchanting smile. “You see, I don’t have much money.”


  Gregor nodded sympathetically. AAA Ace’s clients never had much money.


  “But I do have a tiny little planet which needs decontaminating,” the girl said. “It’s the most wonderful place in the whole galaxy. But the job might be dangerous.”


  “Dangerous?” Arnold asked.


  The girl nodded and glanced nervously at the door. “I don’t even know if I’m safe here. Are you armed?”


  Gregor found a rusty letter opener. Arnold hefted a bronze paperweight cast in the shape of the spaceship Constitution—a beautiful piece of workmanship.


  Somewhat relieved, the girl went on. “I’m Myra Branch Ryan, and the whole thing started like this. I was on my little planet, minding my own business, when suddenly this Scarb appeared before me, leering horribly—”


  “This what?”


  “Perhaps I should start at the beginning,” Myra Ryan said. “A few months ago my Uncle Jim died and left me a small planet and a Hemstet 4 spaceship. The planet is Coelle, in the Gelsors system. Uncle Jim bought the planet fifteen years ago, for a vacation home. He had just gotten it into shape when he was called away on business. What with one thing and another, he never returned. Naturally I went out there as soon as I could.”


  Myra’s face brightened as she remembered her first impressions.


  “Coelle was very small, but perfect. It had a complete air system, the best gravity money can buy, and an artesian well. Uncle Jim had planted several orchards, and berry bushes on the hillsides, and long grass everywhere. There was even a little lake.


  “But Coelle’s outstanding feature was the Skag Castle. Uncle Jim hadn’t touched this, for the castle was old beyond belief. It was thought to have been built by the Skag Horde, who, according to legend, occupied the universe before the coming of man.”


  The partners nodded. Everyone had heard of the Skag Horde. A whole literature had sprung up around the scanty evidence of their existence. It was pretty well established that they had been reptile-evolved, and had mastered spaceflight. But legend went further than this. The Skag Horde was supposed to have known the Old Lore, a strange mixture of science and witchcraft. This, according to the legends, gave them a power beyond the conception of man, powers sprung from the evil counterforces of the universe.


  Their disappearance, millennia before homo sapiens descended from the treetops, had never been satisfactorily explained.


  “I fell in love with Coelle,” Myra continued, “and the old Skag Castle just made it perfect.”


  “But where does the decontaminating come in?” Gregor asked. “Were there natives on Coelle? Animals? Germs?”


  “No, nothing like that,” Myra said. “Here’s what happened...”


  She had been on her planet a week, exploring its groves and orchards, and wandering around the Skag Castle. Then one evening, sitting in the castle’s great library, she sensed something wrong. There was an unearthly stillness in the air, as though the planet were waiting for something to happen. Angrily she tried to shake off the mood. It was just nerves, she told herself. After she put a few more lights in the halls, and changed the blood-red draperies to something gayer—


  Then she heard a dull rumbling noise, like the sound of a giant walking. It seemed to come from beneath her, from somewhere in the solid granite upon which the castle rested.


  But that, of course, was impossible.


  She stood completely still, waiting. The floor vibrated, a vase crept off a table and shattered on the flagstones. And then the Scarb appeared before her, leering horribly.


  There was no mistaking it. According to legend, the Scarbs had been the wizard-scientists of the vanished Skag Horde; great, powerful reptiles dressed in cloaks of gray and purple. The creature that stood before Myra was over nine feet tall, with tiny atrophied wings and a horn growing from its forehead.


  The Scarb said, “Earthwoman, go home!”


  She almost fainted. The Scarb continued, “Know, rash human, that this planet of Coelle is the ancestral home of the Skag Horde, and this Castle is the original Skag Burrow. Here the spirit of the Skag still lives, through the intervention of Grad, Ieele, and other accursed powers of the universe. Quit this sacred planet at once, foolish human, or I, the Undead Scarb, will exact revenge.”


  And with that, it vanished.


  “What did you do?” Gregor asked.


  “Nothing,” Myra said, with a little laugh. “I just couldn’t believe it. I thought I must have had a hallucination, and everything would be all right if I just got control of myself. Twice more that week I heard the underground noises. And then the Scarb appeared again. He said, ’You have been warned, Earthwoman. Now beware the wrath of the Undead Scarb!’ After that, I got out as fast as I could.”


  Myra sniffed, took out a little handkerchief and wiped her eyes.


  “So you see,” she said, “my little planet needs decontaminating. Or possibly exorcising.”


  “Miss Ryan,” Gregor said, very gently, “I don’t mean to be insulting, but have you—ah—did you ever think of consulting a psychiatrist?”


  The girl stood up angrily. “Do you think I’m crazy?”


  “Not at all,” Gregor said soothingly. “But remember, you yourself spoke of the possibility of hallucination. After all, a deserted planet, an ancient castle, these legends—which, by the way, have very little basis in fact—all would tend to—”


  “You’re right, of course,” Myra said, with a strange little smile. “But how do you explain this?” She opened her handbag and spilled three cans of film and a spool of magnetic tape onto Gregor’s desk.


  “I was able to record some of those hallucinations,” she said.


  The partners were momentarily speechless.


  “Something is going on in that castle,” Myra said earnestly. “It calls itself an Undead Scarb. Won’t you get rid of it for me?”


  Gregor groaned and rubbed his forehead. He hated to refuse anyone as beautiful as Miss Ryan, and they certainly could use the income. But this was not, in all honesty, a job for decontaminators. This looked like a psychic case, and psychic phenomena was notoriously tricky stuff to handle. It was all so intangible.


  “Miss Ryan—” he began, but Arnold broke in.


  “We would be delighted to take your case,” he said. To Gregor he gave an I’ll-explain-later wink.


  “Oh, how wonderful!” Myra said. “How soon will you be ready?”


  “As a rule,” Arnold said, “we need a few weeks notice. But for you—” He beamed fatuously. “For you, we are going to clear our calendar, postpone all other cases, and begin at once.”


  Gregor’s long, sad face was unhappier than ever. “Perhaps you’ve forgotten,” he told his partner. “Joe the Interstellar Junkman has our spaceship, due to a trifling bill we neglected to pay. I’m sorry, Miss Ryan—”


  “Call me Myra,” Myra said. “That’s all right, my Hemstet 4 is fueled and ready to go.”


  “Then we’ll leave tonight,” Arnold said. “Have no fear, Myra. Your little planet is safe in our hands. We’ll radio you as soon as—


  “Radio nothing,” Myra said. “I’m going along. I wouldn’t miss this for anything.”


  They arranged for Myra to obtain the clearances, and meet them back at the office. As she walked to the door, Arnold said, “By the way, why did you ask if we were armed?”


  She was silent for a moment. Then she said, “Since I came back to Terra, something’s been following me. Something wearing gray and purple. I’m afraid it might be the Undead Scarb.”


  She closed the door gently behind her.


  As soon as she was gone, Gregor shouted, “Have you gone completely out of your mind - Skags, Undead Scarbs—”


  “She’s beautiful,” Arnold said dreamily.


  “Are you listening to me? How are we supposed to decontaminate a haunted planet?”


  “Coelle isn’t haunted.”


  “What makes you think not?”


  “Because the original Skag Burrow, according to the very best evidence, was on the planet Dueritй, not on Coelle. A Skag ghost would know that. Ergo, what she saw was no ghost.”


  Gregor frowned thoughtfully.


  “Hmm. You think someone wants to frighten her off Coelle?”


  “Obviously,” Arnold said.


  “But the planet’s been deserted for years. Why would someone take an interest in it now?”


  “I’m going to find out.”


  “Sounds like a job for a detective,” Gregor told him.


  “Perhaps you’ve forgotten,” Arnold said. “I am an honor graduate of the Hepburn School of Scientific Detection.”


  “That was only a six weeks’ correspondence course.”


  “So what? Detection is simply the rational application of logic. Moreover, detection and decontamination are essentially the same thing. Decontamination just carries the process of detection to its logical conclusion.”


  “I hope you know what you’re talking about,” Gregor said. “What about this gray and purple creature that’s been following Myra around?”


  “No such thing. A case of overwrought nerves,” Arnold diagnosed. “The poor girl needs someone to protect her. Me, for example.”


  “Yeah. But who’s going to protect you?


  Arnold didn’t bother answering, and the partners began to make their preparations.


  


  II


  THEY SPENT the rest of the day loading the Hemstet with various devices they had managed to keep out of hock. Gregor invested in a second-hand Steng needler. It seemed a good weapon against the more palpable forms of wizardry. After a quick dinner at the Milky Way Diner, they started back to their office.


  After they had walked several blocks, Arnold said, “I think we’re being followed.”


  “You have overwrought nerves,” Gregor diagnosed.


  “He was in the diner, too,” Arnold said. “And I’m sure I saw him at the spaceport.”


  Gregor glanced over his shoulder. Half a block behind he saw a man sauntering along and glancing idly into store windows, his attitude studiously casual.


  The partners turned down a street. The man followed. They circled and returned to the avenue they had been on. The man was still there, keeping half a block between them.


  “Have you noticed what he’s wearing?” Arnold asked, wiping perspiration from his forehead.


  Gregor looked again and saw that the man had on a gray suit and a purple tie—Skag Colors.


  “Hmm,” Gregor said. “Do you suppose an Undead Scarb—if there were such a thing—could take on human form?”


  “I’d hate to find out,” Arnold said. “You’d better get that needler ready.”


  “I left it on the ship.”


  “That’s just fine,” Arnold said bitterly. “Just perfect. Someone—or some thing is following us, probably with murderous intent, and you leave your blaster on the ship.”


  “Steady,” Gregor said. “Maybe we can shake him.”


  They continued walking. Gregor looked back and saw that the man—or Scarb—was still there. He was walking more rapidly, closing the gap between them.


  But coming down the street now was a taxi, its flag up.


  They hailed it and climbed in. The man—or Scarb—looked around frantically for another cab, but there was none in sight. When they drove off he was standing on the curb, his purple tie slightly askew, glaring at them.


  Myra Ryan was waiting for them at the office. She nodded when they told her about the follower.


  “I warned you it might be dangerous,” she said. “You can still back out, you know.”


  “What’ll you do then?” Arnold asked.


  “I’ll go back to Coelle,” Myra said. “No Skags are going to keep me off my planet.”


  “We’re going,” Arnold said gazing tenderly at her. “You know we wouldn’t desert you, Myra.”


  “Of course not,” Gregor said wearily.


  At that moment the door opened, and in walked a man wearing a gray suit and purple tie.


  “The Scarb!” Arnold gasped, and reached for his paperweight.


  “That’s no Scarb,” Myra said calmly. “That’s Ross Jameson. Hello, Ross.”


  Jameson was a tall, beautifully groomed man in his early thirties, with a handsome, impatient face and hard eyes.


  “Myra,” he said, “have you gone completely insane?”


  “I don’t think so, Ross,” Myra said sweetly.


  “Are you really going to Coelle with these charlatans?”


  Gregor stepped forward. “Were you following us?”


  “You’re damned right I was,” Jameson said belligerently.


  “I don’t know who you are,” Gregor said, “but—”


  “I’m Miss Ryan’s fiancé,” Jameson said, “and I’m not going to let her go through with this ridiculous project. Myra, from what you’ve told me, this planet of yours sounds dangerous. Why don’t you forget about it and marry me?”


  “I want to live on Coelle,” Myra said, in a dangerously quiet voice. “I want to live on my own little planet.”


  Jameson shook his head. “We’ve been through this a thousand times. Darling, you can’t seriously expect me to give up my business and move to this little mudball with you. I’ve got my work—”


  “And I’ve got my mudball,” Myra said. “It’s my very own mudball, and I want to live there.”


  “With the Skags?”


  “I thought you didn’t believe in that sort of thing,” Myra said.


  “I don’t. But some trickery is going on, and I don’t like to see you involved. It’s probably that crazy hermit. There’s no telling what he’ll try next. Myra, won’t you please—”


  “No!” Myra said. “I’m going to Coelle!”


  “Then I’m going with you.”


  “You are not,” Myra said coldly.


  “I’ve already arranged it with my staff,” Jameson said. “You’ll need someone to protect you on that ridiculous planet, and you can’t expect much from these two.” He glared contemptuously at Gregor and Arnold.


  “Maybe you didn’t understand me,” Myra said, in a very quiet voice. “You are not coming, Ross.”


  Jameson’s firm face sagged, and his eyes grew worried, “Myra,” he said, “please let me come. If anything happened to you I’d—I don’t know what I’d do. Please, Myra?”


  There was no doubting the sincerity in his voice. When Jameson dropped his commanding voice and lowered the imposing thrust of his shoulders, he became a very appealing young man, quite obviously in love.


  Myra said softly, “All right, Ross. And—thanks.”


  Gregor cleared his throat loudly. “We blast off in two hours.”


  “Fine,” Jameson said, taking Myra’s arm. “We have time for a drink, dear.”


  Arnold said, “Pardon me, Mr. Jameson. How does it happen you are wearing gray and purple—the Skag Colors?”


  “Are they?” Jameson asked. “Pure coincidence. I’ve owned this tie for years.”


  “And who is the hermit?”


  “I thought you geniuses knew everything,” Jameson said, with a nasty grin. “See you at the ship.”


  After they had gone, a deep, gloomy silence hung over the office. Finally Arnold said, “So she’s engaged.”


  “So it would seem,” Gregor said. “But not married,” he added sympathetically.


  “No, she’s not married,” Arnold said, becoming cheerful again. “And Jameson is obviously the wrong man for her. I’m sure Myra wouldn’t marry a liar.”


  “Of course she wouldn’t marry a— Huh?”


  “Didn’t you notice? That purple tie he’s ’owned for years’ was brand new. I think we’ll keep an eye on Mr. Jameson.”


  Gregor gazed at his partner with admiration. “That’s a very clever observation.”


  “The process of detection,” Arnold said sententiously, “is merely the accumulation of minute discrepancies and infinitesimal inconsistencies, which are immediately apparent to the trained eye.”


  Gregor and the trained eye put the office into order. At eleven o’clock they met Jameson and Myra at the ship, and, without further incident, departed for Coelle.


  


  III


  ROSS JAMESON was president and chief engineer of Jameson Electronics, a small but growing concern he had inherited from his father. It was a great responsibility for so young a man, and Ross had adopted a brusque, overbearing manner to avoid any hint of indecisiveness. But whenever he was able to forget his exalted position he was a pleasant enough fellow, and a good sport in facing the many little discomforts of interstellar travel.


  Myra’s Hemstet 4 was old and hogged out of shape by repeated high-gravity takeoffs. The ship had developed a disconcerting habit of springing leaks in the most inaccessible places, which Arnold and Gregor had to locate and patch. Her astrogation system wasn’t to be trusted, either, and Jameson spent considerable time figuring out a way of controlling the automatics manually.


  When Coelle’s little sun was finally in sight and the ship in its deceleration orbit, the four of them were able, for the first time, to share a meal together.


  “What’s the story on this hermit?” Gregor asked over coffee.


  “You must have heard of him,” Jameson said. “He calls himself Edward the Hermit, and he’s written a book.”


  “The book is Dreams on Kerma,” Myra filled in. “It was a best seller last year.”


  “Oh, that hermit,” Gregor said, and Arnold nodded.


  They had read the hermit’s book, along with several thousand others, while sitting in their office waiting for business. Dreams on Kerma had been a sort of spatial Robinson Crusoe. Edward’s struggles with his environment, and with himself, had made exciting reading. Because of his lack of scientific knowledge, the hermit had made many blunders. But he had persevered, and created a home for himself out of the virgin wilderness of the planet Kerma.


  


  The young misanthrope’s calm decision to give up forever the society of mankind and devote his life to the contemplation of nature and the universe—the Eternals, as he called them—had struck some responsive chord in millions of harried men and women. A few had been sufficiently inspired to seek out their own hermitages. Almost without exception they returned to Terra in six months or a year, sadder but wiser men. Solitude, they discovered, made better reading than living.


  “But what has he got to do with Coelle?” Arnold asked.


  “Coelle is the second planet of the Gelsors system,” Jameson said. “Kerma is the third planet, and the hermit is its only inhabitant.”


  Gregor said, “I still don’t see—”


  “I guess it was my fault,” Myra said. “You see, the hermit’s book inspired me. It was what decided me to live on Coelle, even if I had to do it alone.” She threw Jameson a cutting glance. “Do you remember his chapter on the joy of possessing an entire planet? I can’t describe what that did to me. I felt—”


  “I still don’t see the connection,” Gregor said.


  “I’m coming around to it,” Myra said, looking extremely embarrassed. “When I found out that Edward the Hermit and I were neighbors, astronomically speaking, I decided to speak to him. I had no intention of intruding on his privacy. I just wanted to tell him how much his book meant to me. So I radioed him from Coelle.”


  “He has a radio?” Arnold asked.


  “Of course,” Myra said. “He explained that in his first chapter. He keeps it so he can listen to the absurd voices of mankind, and laugh himself to sleep.”


  “Oh. Go on.”


  “Well, when he heard I was going to live on Coelle, he became furious. Said he couldn’t stand having a human so close.”


  “That’s ridiculous,” Arnold said. “The planets are millions of miles apart.”


  “I told him that. But he started shouting and screaming at me. He said mankind wouldn’t leave him alone. Real estate brokers were trying to talk him into selling his mineral rights, and a travel agency was going to route its ships within ten thousand miles of the upper atmosphere of his planet. And then to top it all, I come along and move in practically on his doorstep.”


  “And then he threatened her,” Jameson said.


  “I guess it was a threat,” Myra said. “He told me to get out of the Gelsors system, or he wouldn’t be responsible for what happened.”


  “Did he say what would happen?” Arnold asked.


  “No. He just hinted it would be pretty extreme.”


  Jameson said, “I think it’s apparent that the man’s unbalanced. After the talk, these so-called Skag incidents began. There must be a connection.”


  “It’s possible,” Arnold said judiciously.


  “I just can’t believe it,” Myra said, gazing pensively out a port. “His book was so beautiful. And his picture on the book jacket—he looked so soulful."’


  “Hah!” Jameson said, “Anyone who’d live alone on an empty planet must be off his rocker.”


  Myra gave him a venomous look. And then the radar alarm went off. They were about to land on Coelle...


  The Skag Castle dominated Coelle. Built of an almost indestructible gray stone, the castle sprawled across the curved land like a prehistoric monster crouched over Lilliputia. Its towers and battlements soared past the narrow limits of the planet’s atmosphere, and the utmost spires were lost in haze. As they approached, the black slitted windows seemed to stare menacingly at them.


  “Cozy little place,” Gregor commented.


  “Isn’t it wonderful?” Myra said. “Come on, I’ll show you around.”


  The three men looked at the castle, then at each other.


  “Just the ground floor,” Arnold begged.


  Myra wanted to show them everything. It wasn’t every girl who became the owner of an alien birthplace, period house and haunted castle, all rolled into one. But she settled for a few of the main attractions—the library, containing ten thousand Skag scrolls which no one could read, the Worship Chamber of Ieele, and the Grand Torture Room.


  Dinner was prepared by the auto-cook Uncle Jim had thoughtfully installed, and later they had brandy on the terrace, under the stars. Myra gave them all bedrooms on the second floor, to avoid as much climbing as possible. They retired, planning on beginning the investigation early in the morning.


  The partners shared a bedroom the size of a small soccer field, with bronze death masks of Scarb princes leering from the wall. Arnold kicked off his shoes, flopped into bed, and was asleep immediately.


  Gregor paced around for a few minutes, smoked a last cigarette, snapped off the light and climbed into his bed. He was on the verge of sleep, when suddenly he sat upright. He thought he had heard a dull rumbling noise, like the sound of a giant walking underneath the castle. Nerves, he told himself.


  Then the rumbling came again, the floor shook, and the death masks clattered angrily against the wall.


  In another moment the noise had subsided.


  “Did you hear it?” Gregor whispered.


  “Of course I heard it,” Arnold said crossly. “It almost shook me out of bed.”


  “What do you think?”


  “It could be a form of poltergeism,” Arnold answered, “although I doubt it. We’ll explore the cellar tomorrow.”


  “I don’t think this place has any cellar,” Gregor said.


  “It hasn’t? Good! That would clinch it.”


  “What? What are you talking about?”


  “I’ll have to accumulate a bit more data before I can make a positive statement,” Arnold said smugly.


  “Have you any idea what you’re talking about? Or are you just making it up as you go along. Because if—”


  “Look!”


  Gregor turned, and saw a gray and purple light in one corner of the room. It pulsed weirdly, throwing fantastic shadows across the bronze death masks. Slowly it approached them. As it drew nearer they could make out the reptilian outlines of a Skag, and through him they could see the walls of the room.


  Gregor fumbled under his pillow, found the needler and fired. The charge went through the Skag, and pocked a neat three-inch groove in the stone wall.


  The Skag stood before them, its cloak swirling, an expression of extreme disapproval on its face. And then, without a sound, it was gone.


  


  As soon as he could move, Gregor snapped on the light. Arnold was smiling faintly, staring at the place where the Skag had been.


  “Very interesting,” Arnold said. “Very interesting indeed.”


  “What is?”


  “Do you remember how Myra described the Undead Scarb?”


  ’"Sure. She said it was nine feet tall, had little wings, and—oh, I think I see.”


  “Precisely,” Arnold said. “This Skag or Scarb was no more than four feet in height, without wings.”


  “I suppose there could be two types,” Gregor said dubiously. “But what bearing does this have on the underground noises? The whole thing is getting ridiculously complicated. Surely you must realize that.”


  “Complication is frequently a key to solution,” Arnold said. “Simplicity alone is baffling. Complexity, on the other hand, implies the presence of a self-contradictory logic structure. Once the incomprehensibles are reconciled and the extraneous factors are cancelled, the murderer stands revealed in the glaring light of rational inevitability.”


  “What are you talking about?” Gregor shouted. “There wasn’t any murder here!”


  “I was quoting from lesson three in the Hepburn School for Scientific Detection Correspondence Course. And I know there was no murder. I was just speaking in general.”


  “But what do you think is going on?” Gregor asked.


  “Something funny is going on,” Arnold said. He smiled knowingly, turned over and went to sleep.


  Gregor snapped out the light. Arnold’s course, he remembered, had cost ten dollars plus a coupon from Horror Crime Magazine. His partner had certainly received his money’s worth.


  There were no further incidents that night.


  


  IV


  BRIGHT AND early in the morning, the partners were awakened by Myra pounding on their door.


  “A spaceship is landing!” she called.


  Hurriedly they dressed and came down, meeting Jameson on the stairs. Outside, they saw that a small spacer had just put down, and its occupant was climbing out.


  “More trouble,” Jameson growled.


  The new arrival hardly looked like trouble. He was middle-aged, short and partially bald. He was dressed in a severely conservative business suit, and he carried a briefcase. His features were quiet and reserved.


  “Permit me to introduce myself,” he said. “I am Frank Olson, a representative of Trans-stellar Mining. My card.”


  The four of them looked at his card and returned it. Olson continued.


  “Trans-stellar Mining is contemplating an expansion into this territory, to take advantage of the new Terra-to Propexis space lane. I am doing the initial survey. We need planets upon which we can obtain mineral rights.”


  Myra shook her head. “Not interested. But why don’t you try Kerma?” she asked, with a sly smile.


  “I just came from Kerma,” Olson said. “I had what I considered a very attractive proposition for this Edward the Hermit fellow.”


  “I’ll bet he booted you out on your ear,” Gregor said.


  “No. As a matter of fact, he wasn’t there.”


  “Wasn’t there?” Myra gasped. “Are you sure?”


  “Reasonably so,” Olson said. “His camp was deserted.”


  “’Perhaps he went on a hike,” Arnold said. “After all, he has an entire planet to wander over.”


  “I hardly think so. His big ship was gone, and a spaceship is hardly a suitable vehicle for wandering around a planet.”


  “Very clever deduction,” Arnold said enviously.


  “Not that it matters,” Olson said. “I thought I’d ask him, just for the record.” He turned to Myra. “You are the owner of this planet?”


  “I am.”


  “Perhaps you would be interested in hearing our terms?”


  “No!” Myra said.


  “Wait,” Jameson said. “You should at least hear him.”


  “I’m not interested,” Myra said. “I’m not going to have anyone digging up my little planet.”


  “I don’t even know if your planet has anything worth digging for,” Olson said. “My company is simply trying to find out which planets are available.”


  “They’ll never get this one,” Myra said.


  “Well, it isn’t too important,” Olson said. “There are many planets. Too many,” he added, with a sigh. “I won’t disturb you people any longer. Thank you for your time.”


  


  He turned, his shoulders slumping, and trudged back to his ship.


  “Won’t you stay to dinner?” Myra called impulsively. “You must get pretty tired of eating canned food in that spaceship.”


  “I do,” Olson said, with a rueful smile. “But I really can’t stay. I hate to make a blastoff after dark.”


  “Then stay until morning,” Myra said. “We’d be glad to put you up.”


  “I wouldn’t want to be any trouble—”


  “I’ve got about two hundred rooms in there,” Myra said, pointing at the Skag Castle. “I’m sure we can squeeze you in somewhere.”


  “You’re very kind,” Olson said. “I—I believe I will!”


  “Hope you aren’t nervous about Undead Scarbs,” Jameson said.


  “What?”


  “This planet seems to be haunted,” Arnold told him. “By the ghost or ghosts of an extinct reptilian race.”


  “Oh, come now,” Olson said. “You’re pulling my leg. Aren’t you?


  “Not at all,” Gregor said.


  Olson grinned to show that no one was taking him in. “I believe I’ll tidy up,” he said.


  “Dinner’s at six,” Myra said.


  “I’ll be there. And thank you again.” He returned to his ship.


  “Now what?” Jameson asked.


  “Now we are going to do some searching,” Arnold said. He turned to Gregor. “Bring the portable detector. And we’ll need a few shovels.”


  “What are we looking for?” Jameson asked.


  “You’ll see when we find it,” Arnold said. He smiled insidiously and added, “I thought you knew everything.”


  Coelle was a very small planet, and in five hours Arnold found what he was looking for. In a little valley there was a long mound. Near it, the detector buzzed gaily.


  “We will dig here,” Arnold said.


  “I bet I know what it is,” Myra told them. “It’s a burial mound, isn’t it? And when you’ve uncovered it, we’ll find row upon row of Undead Scarbs, their hands crossed upon their chests, waiting for the full moon. And we’ll put stakes through their hearts, won’t we?”


  Gregor’s shovel clanged against something metallic.


  “Is that the tomb?” Myra asked.


  But when they had thrown aside more dirt, they saw that it was not a tomb. It was the top of a spaceship.


  “What’s that doing here?” Jameson asked.


  “Isn’t it apparent?” Arnold said. “The hermit is not on his own planet. We know his feelings about Coelle. Naturally he would be here.”


  “And naturally he wouldn’t leave his spaceship in plain sight!” Gregor said.


  “So he’s here,” Jameson said slowly. “But where? Where on the planet?”


  “Almost undoubtedly he’s somewhere in the Skag Castle,” Arnold said.


  Jameson turned in triumph to Myra. “You see? I told you it was that crazy hermit! Now we have to catch him.”


  “I don’t think that will be necessary,” Arnold said.


  “Why not?”


  “At the proper time, Edward the Hermit will appear,” Arnold said coolly. And they couldn’t get another word out of him.


  That evening the auto-cook surpassed itself. Frank Olson was a little stiff at first; but he unbent over the brandy, and regaled them with stories of the planets he had touched upon in his search for mining properties. Jameson wanted to search the castle and drag the hermit out of his hiding place. Sullenly, he yielded when Arnold pointed out the impossibility of four people covering several hundred rooms and passageways.


  Later, they played bridge. Arnold’s mind was elsewhere, however, and after trumping his partner’s perfectly good trick a second time, they all decided to call it a night.


  


  V


  AN HOUR later, Mike Arnold whispered across the bedroom, “Are you asleep?”


  “No,” Gregor whispered back.


  “Get dressed, then, but leave your shoes off.”


  “What’s up?”


  “I think we are going to solve the mystery of Skag Castle tonight. Mind if I borrow your needler?”


  Gregor gave it to him. They tiptoed out of the bedroom, and down the great central staircase. They found a vantage point behind an enameled suit of Skag armor, where they could watch without being seen. For half an hour there was silence.


  Then they saw a shape at the top of the landing. Soundlessly it crept down the staircase and glided across the hall.


  “Who is it?” Gregor whispered.


  “Shh!” Arnold whispered back.


  They followed the shape into the library. There it hesitated, as though uncertain what to do next.


  At that moment the underground rumblings began, shattering the silence. The man jerked abruptly, startled. A light appeared in this hand. By its feeble glow, the partners recognized Frank Olson.


  With his tiny flashlight, Olson searched one library wall. Finally he pressed a panel. It slid back, revealing a small switchboard. Olson turned two dials. The underground noises stopped at once.


  Wiping his forehead, Olson listened for several moments. Then he snapped off his light, and noiselessly crept back to the hall, up the stairs, and into his bedroom, his utter quietness seeming almost uncanny.


  Arnold pulled Gregor back behind the enameled armor.


  “That ties it,” Gregor said. “There’s our Undead Scarb.”


  Arnold shook his head.


  “Of course he is,” Gregor said. “He must have planned this in order to frighten Myra off the planet. Then he could buy the mineral rights for next to nothing.”


  “Seems reasonable, doesn’t it?” Arnold said. “But you’ve got a lot to learn about detection. In cases of this sort, what’s reasonable is never right. The apparent solution is always wrong. Invariably!”


  “Why look for complications that aren’t there?” Gregor asked. “We saw Olson go to that hidden switchboard. We heard the noises stop as soon as he touched the controls. Or was that pure coincidence?


  “No, there’s a casual relationship.”


  “Hmm. Maybe Olson isn’t a mining representative at all. Do you think someone hired him? Edward the Hermit, maybe. As a matter of fact, perhaps he is Edward the Hermit!”


  “Shh,’” Arnold whispered. “Look!”


  Gregor’s eyes had become accustomed to the dark. This time he recognized the man at once. It was Jameson, tiptoeing down the stairs.


  Jameson walked to one side of the hall and turned on a small flashlight. By its light he found a panel in the wall, and pressed it. The panel slid back, revealing a small switchboard. Jameson breathed heavily and reached for the dials. Before he could touch them he heard a noise, and stepped quickly back.


  A figure stepped out of the darkness. It was about six feet in height, and its face was hideous and reptilian. A long, spiked tail dragged behind it, and its fingers were webbed.


  “I am the Undead Scarb!” it said to Jameson.


  “Awk!” Jameson said, backing away.


  “You must leave this planet,” the Scarb said. “You must leave at once—or your life is forfeit!”


  “Sure,” Jameson said hastily, “sure I will. Just stay away. We’ll leave, Myra and I—”


  “Not Miss Ryan. The Earthwoman has shown a reverent understanding for the Old Lore, and for the spirit of Skag. But you, Ross Jameson, have profaned the Sacred Burrow.”


  The Scarb moved closer, its webbed fingers splayed. Jameson backed into a wall, and suddenly pulled a blaster.


  At that moment, Arnold snapped on the lights. He shouted, “Don’t shoot, Ross. You’d be arrested for murder.” He turned to Gregor. “Now let’s get a close look at this Scarb.”


  The Undead Scarb put one hand on top of his scaled head and pulled. The terrible head peeled off, revealing beneath it the youthful features of Edward the Hermit.


  In a short time everyone was assembled in the great hall. Olson looked sleepy and disgruntled. He was fully dressed, as was Jameson. Myra was wearing a plaid wool bathrobe, and she was staring with interest at Edward the Hermit.


  Edward looked younger than the picture on the jacket of his book. He had peeled off the rest of his Scarb disguise, and was wearing patched jeans and a gray sweatshirt. He was deeply tanned, his blond hair was cropped short, and he would have been good-looking except for the expression of fear and apprehension on his face.


  After Arnold summed up the events of the night, Myra was completely bewildered.


  “It just doesn’t make sense,” she said. “Mr. Olson was turning Skag noises on and off, Ross had a switchboard, and Edward the Hermit was disguised as a Scarb. What’s the explanation? Were they all trying to drive me from Coelle?”


  “No,” Arnold said. “Mr. Olson’s part in this was purely accidental. Those underground noises weren’t designed to frighten you. Were they, Mr. Olson?”


  Olson smiled ruefully. “They certainly were not. As a matter of fact, I came here to stop them.”


  “I don’t understand,” Myra said.


  “I’m afraid,” Arnold said, “that Mr. Olson’s company has been engaged in a bit of illegal mining.” He smiled modestly. “Of course I recognized the characteristic sound of a Gens-Wilhem automatic ore-blaster at once.”


  “I told them to install mufflers,” Olson said. “Well, the full explanation is this. Coelle was surveyed seventeen years ago, and an excellent deposit of sligastrium was found. Trans-stellar Mining offered the then owner, James McKinney, a very good price for mineral rights. He refused, but after a short stay left Coelle for good. A company official decided to extract a little ore anyhow, since this planet was so far out, and there were no local observers. You’d be surprised how common a practice that is.”


  “I think it’s despicable,” Myra said.


  “Don’t blame me,” Olson said. “I didn’t set up the operation.”


  “Then those underground noises—” Gregor said.


  “Were merely the sounds of mining apparatus,” Olson told them. “You caught us by surprise, Miss Ryan. We never really expected the planet to be inhabited again. I was sent, post haste, to turn off the machines. Just half an hour ago I had my first opportunity.”


  “What if I hadn’t asked you to stay overnight?” Myra asked.


  “I would have faked a blown gasket or something.” He sighed and sat down. “It was a pretty good operation while it lasted.”


  “That takes care of the noises,” Jameson said. “The rest we know. This hermit came here, hid his spaceship, and disguised himself as a Scarb. He had already threatened Myra. Now he was going to frighten her into leaving Coelle.”


  “That’s not true!” Edward shouted. “I—I was—”


  “Was what?” Gregor asked.


  The hermit clamped his mouth shut and turned away.


  Arnold said, “You found that secret panel, Ross.”


  “Of course I did. You’re not the only one who can detect. I knew there were no such things as Undead Scarbs and Skag ghosts. From what Myra told me, the whole thing sounded like an illusion to me, probably a modulated wave-pattern effect. So I looked around for a control board. I found it this afternoon.”


  “Why didn’t you tell us?” Gregor asked.


  “Because I consider you a pair of incompetents,” Ross said contemptuously. “I came down this evening to catch the culprit in the act. And I did, too. I believe there are prison sentences for this sort of thing.”


  Everyone looked at Edward. The hermit’s face had gone pale under its tan, but still he didn’t speak.


  Arnold walked to the control board and looked at the dials and switches. He pushed a button, and the great nine-foot figure of the Scarb appeared. Myra recognized it, and gave a little gasp. Even now, it was frightening. Arnold turned it off and faced Jameson.


  “You were pretty careless,” Arnold said quietly. “You really shouldn’t have used company equipment for this. Every item here is stamped Jameson Electronics.”


  “That doesn’t prove a thing,” Jameson said. “Anyone can buy that equipment.”


  “Yes. But not everyone can use it.” He turned to the hermit, “Edward, are you an engineer, by any chance.”


  “Of course not,” Edward said sullenly.


  “We have no proof of that,” Jameson said. “Just because he says he isn’t—”


  “We have proof,” Gregor burst in. “The hermit’s book! When his electric blanket broke down, he didn’t know how to fix it. And remember chapter six? It took him over a week to find out how to change a fuse in his auto-cook!”


  Arnold said relentlessly, “The equipment’s got your company’s name on it, Ross. And I’ll bet we find you’ve been absent from your office for considerable periods. The local spaceport will have any record of you taking out an interstellar ship. Or did you manage to hide all that?”


  By Ross’ face they could tell he hadn’t. Myra said, “Oh, Ross.”


  “I did it for you, Myra,” Jameson said. “I love you, but I couldn’t live out here! I’ve got a company to think about, people depend on me...”


  “So you tried to scare me off Coelle,” Myra said.


  “Doesn’t that show how much I care for you?”


  “That kind of caring I can live without,” Myra said.


  “But Myra—”


  “And that brings us to Edward the Hermit,” Arnold said.


  The hermit looked up quickly. “Let’s just forget about me,” he said. “I admit I was trying to scare Miss Ryan off her planet. It was stupid of me. I’ll never bother her again in any way. Of course,” he said, looking at Myra, “if you want to press charges—”


  “Oh, no.”


  “I apologize again. I’ll be going.” The hermit stood up and started to the door.


  “Wait a minute,” Arnold said. The expression on his face was painful. He hesitated, sighed fatalistically and said, “Are you going to tell her, or shall I?”


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Edward said. “I must leave now—”


  “Not yet. Myra’s entitled to the whole truth,” Arnold said. “You’re in love with her, aren’t you?”


  Myra stared at the hermit. Edward’s shoulders drooped hopelessly.


  “What is all this?” she asked.


  Edward looked angrily at Arnold. “I suppose you won’t be satisfied until I’ve made an utter fool of myself. All right, here goes.” He faced Myra. “When you radioed me and said you were going to live on Coelle, I was horrified. Everything started to go to pieces for me.”


  “But I was millions of miles away,” Myra said.


  “Yes. That was the trouble. You were so near—astronomically—and yet so far. You see, I was deathly sick of the whole hermit thing. I could stand it as long as no one was around, but once you came—”


  “If you were tired of being a hermit,” Myra said, “why didn’t you leave?”


  “My agent told me it would be literary suicide,” the hermit said, with a sickly attempt at a cynical grin. “You see, I’m a writer. This whole thing was a publicity stunt. I was to hermit a planet and write a book. Which I did. The book was a best-seller. My agent talked me into doing a second book. I couldn’t leave until it was done. That would have ruined everything. But I was starving for a human face. And then you came.”


  “And you threatened me,” Myra said.


  “Not really. I said I wouldn’t be responsible for the consequences. I was really referring to my sanity. For days after that I thought about you. Suddenly, I realized I had to see you. Absolutely had to! So I came here, hid the ship—”


  “And walked around dressed as a Scarb,” Jameson sneered.


  “Not at first,” Edward said. “After I saw you, I guess... Well, I guess I fell in love with you. I knew then, if you stayed on Coelle—practically next door, astronomically—I could find the strength to stay on Kerma and finish my book. But I saw this Jameson fellow was trying to scare you off. So I decided to scare him off.”


  “Well,” Myra said. “I’m glad we finally have met. I enjoyed your book so much.”


  “Did you?” Edward said, his face brightening.


  “Yes. It inspired me to live on Coelle. But I’m sorry to hear it was all a fraud.”


  “It wasn’t!” Edward cried. “The hermit thing was my agent’s idea, but the book was perfectly genuine, and I did have all those experiences, and I did feel all those things. I like being away from civilization, and I especially like having my own planet. The only thing wrong...”


  “Yes?”


  “Well, Kerma would be perfect if only I had one other person with me. Someone who understands, who feels as I do.”


  “I know just how you feel,” Myra said.


  They looked at each other. When Jameson saw that look, he moaned and put his head in his hands.


  “Come on, friend,” Olson said, dropping a sympathetic hand on Jameson’s shoulder. “You’re trumped. I’ll give you a lift back to Earth.”


  Ross nodded vaguely, and started to the door with Olson. Olson said, “Say, I imagine you folks will be only needing one planet before long, huh?”


  Myra blushed crimson. Edward looked embarrassed, then said in a firm voice, “Myra and I are going to get married. That is, if you’ll have me, Myra. Will you marry me, Myra?”


  She said yes in a very small voice.


  “That’s what I thought,” Olson said. “So you won’t be needing two planets. Would one of you care to lease your mineral rights? It’d be a nice little income, you know. Help to set up housekeeping.”


  Ross Jameson groaned and hurried out the door.


  “Well,” Edward said to Myra, “it isn’t a bad idea, We’ll be living on Kerma, so you might as well—”


  “Just a minute,” Myra said. “We are going to live on Coelle and no other place.”


  “No!” Edward said. “After all the work I’ve put into Kerma, I will not abandon it.”


  “Coelle has a better climate.”


  “Kerma has a lighter gravity.”


  Olson said, “When you get it figured out, you’ll give Trans-stellar Mining first chance, won’t you? For old time’s sake?”


  They both nodded. Olson shook hands with them and left.


  Arnold said, “I believe that solves the mysteries of the Skag Castle. We’ll be going now, Myra. We’ll return your ship on drone circuit.”


  “I don’t know how to thank you,” Myra said.


  “Perhaps you’ll come to our wedding,” Edward said.


  “We’d be delighted.”


  “It’ll be on Coelle, of course,” Myra said.


  “Kerma!”


  When the partners left, the young couple were glaring angrily at each other.


  


  VI


  WHEN THEY were at last in space, Terra bound, Gregor said, “That was a very handsome job of detection.”


  “It was nothing,” Arnold said modestly. “You would have figured it out yourself in a few months.”


  “Thanks. And it was very nice of you, speaking up for Edward the way you did.”


  “Well, Myra was a bit strong-minded for me,” Arnold said. “And a trifle provincial. I am, after all, a creature of the great cities.”


  “It was still an extremely decent thing to do.


  Arnold shrugged his shoulders. “The trouble is, how will Myra and Edward solve this planet problem? Neither seems the type to give in.”


  “Oh, that’s as good as solved,” Gregor said off-handedly.


  “What do you mean?”


  “Why, it’s obvious,” Gregor said. “And it fills the one gaping hole in your otherwise logical reconstruction of events.”


  “What hole? What is it?”


  “Oh, come now,” Gregor said, enjoying his opportunity to the utmost. “It’s obvious.”


  “I don’t see it. Tell me.”


  “I’m sure you’ll figure it out in a few months. Think I’ll take a nap.”


  “Don’t be that way,” Arnold pleaded. “What is it?”


  “All right. How tall was Jameson’s electronic Scarb, the one that frightened Myra?”


  “About nine feet.”


  “And how tall was Edward, disguised as a Scarb?”


  “About six feet tall.”


  “And the Scarb we saw in our bedroom, the one we shot at—”


  “Good lord!” Arnold gasped. “That Scarb was only four feet tall. We have one Scarb left over!”


  “Exactly. One Scarb which no one produced artificially, and which we can’t account for—except by the fact that Coelle actually is haunted.”


  “I see what you mean,” Arnold said thoughtfully. “They’ll have to move to Kerma. But we didn’t really fulfill our contract.”


  “We did enough,” Gregor said. “We decontaminated three distinct species of Skag—produced by Jameson, Olson and Edward. If they want a fourth species taken care of, that’ll be a separate contract.”


  “You’re right,” Arnold said. “It’s about time we became businesslike. And it’s for their own good. Something has to make up their minds for them.” He thought for a moment. “I suppose they’ll leave Coelle to Trans-stellar Mining. Should we tell Olson that the planet is really haunted?”


  “Certainly not,” Gregor said. “He’d just laugh at us. Have you ever heard of ghosts frightening an automatic mining machine?”


  


Sarkanger

Richard Gregor and Frank Arnold sat in the offices of the AAA Ace Interplanetary Decontamination Corporation filling in the long slow time between customers. Gregor, tall, thin, and lachrymose, was playing a complicated game of solitaire. Arnold, short and plump, with thinning canary yellow hair and china blue eyes, was watching an old Fred Astaire movie on a small TV.

Then, miracle of miracles, a customer walked in.

He was a Sarkanger, a weasel-headed alien from Sarkan II. He was dressed in a white lounge suit and carried an expensive briefcase.

“I have a planet that needs exterminating,” the Sarkanger said.

“You’ve come to the right place,” Arnold said. “What seems to be the matter?”

“It’s the Meegs,” the Sarkanger told him. “We tolerated them as long as they stayed in their burrows. But now they are attacking our saunicus and something must be done.”

“What are these Meegs?” Gregor asked.

“They are small, ugly creatures of low intelligence with long claws and matted fur.”

“And what is saunicus?”

“The saunicus is a leafy green vegetable not unlike your terrestrial cabbage. It is the sole diet of the Sarkangers.”

“And now the Meegs are eating your vegetables?”

“Not eating them. Mutilating them. Wantonly destroying them.”

“For what reason?”

“Who can understand why a Meeg does anything?”

“True enough,” Arnold said, laughing. “Yes sir, that’s certainly true! Well, sir, I think we can help you. There’s really only one problem.”

Gregor gave his partner a look of alarm.

“The question is,” Arnold said, “whether we can fit you into our schedule.”

He opened his appointment book. The pages were crowded with names and dates which Arnold had written in hoping for just such a chance as this.

“That’s a bit of luck,” he said. “We have an open slot this weekend. All we need do is arrange the fee and be on our way. I have our standard contract form right here.”

“I have brought my own,” the Sarkanger said, taking a document from his briefcase and giving it to Arnold. “You will notice that a very substantial fee is already filled in.”

“Why yes,” Arnold said, signing with a flourish, “I did notice that.”

Gregor studied the paper. “You’ve also doubled the penalty clause in case of failure to complete our work.”

“That’s why I made the fee so substantial,” the Sarkanger said. “We need results now, before the end of the planting season.”

Gregor didn’t like it. But his partner gave him a hard look compounded of unpaid bills and overdue bank loans. With reluctance Gregor scribbled his signature.

Four days later their ship popped out of subspace in the vicinity of the red dwarf star Sarkan. A few hours later they had landed on Sarkan II, home of the Sarkangers and their pests, the Meegs.

There was no one to greet them at Sarkan’s largest city, Sulkers. The entire population had gone to the satellite Ulvis Minor for a vacation, at considerable expense despite mass bookings, to wait in gaily colored cabanas until their planet was cleansed.

The partners toured Sulkers and were unimpressed by the mud wall architecture. They set up their base camp outside of the city, on the edge of a saunicus field. Just as the Sarkanger had told them, many of the cabbages had been rended, ripped, slashed, filleted, and generally messed about.

They would begin exterminating in the morning. Arnold had discovered that Meegs were susceptible to papayin, an enzyme of the papaya plant. Exposed to concentrations as low as twenty parts in a million, Meegs went into a coma from which they could be revived only by the immediate application of cold compresses. It was not a bad way to go when you consider the many less pleasant ways the galaxy has for killing people. They had brought a sufficient supply of canned, fresh, frozen, and desiccated papayas to wipe out several planetfuls of Meegs.

They set up tents and deck chairs, built a campfire, and watched Sarkan’s red dwarf sun sink into a sculptured frieze of sunset clouds.

They had just finished a dinner of reconstituted chili and beans when they heard a rustling sound in the bushes nearby. A small creature stepped out cautiously. It was about the size and shape of a cat, with thick orange-brown fur.

Gregor said to Arnold, “Do you think that might be a Meeg?”

The creature said, “Of course I am a Meeg. And you gentlemen are the AAA Ace Decontamination Service?”

“That is correct,” Gregor said.

“Wonderful! Then you’ve come about the Sarkangers!”

“Not exactly,” Arnold said.

“You mean you didn’t get our letter? I knew we should have sent it spacemail special delivery… . But why are you here?”

“This is a little embarrassing,” Gregor said. “We didn’t know you Meegs spoke English.”

“Not all of us do,” the Meeg said. “But I happen to be a graduate of your Cornell University.”

“Look,” Gregor said, “the fact is, a Sarkanger came to our office a few days ago and paid us to rid his planet of vermin.”

“Vermin?” the Meeg said. “What was he referring to?”

“You,” Arnold said.

“Me? Us? Vermin? A Sarkanger called us that? I know we’ve had our disagreements, but that’s carrying matters a bit too far. And he paid you to kill us? And you took his money?”

“Frankly,” Arnold said, “we had expected Meegs to be more—rudimentary. More verminlike, if you know what I mean.”

“But this is preposterous!” the Meeg cried. “They are the vermin! We are civilized!”

“I’m not so sure about that,” Gregor said. “What about the way you tear apart saunicus?”

“You should not comment ignorantly on the religious practices of an alien people.”

“What’s religious about rending cabbage?” Arnold demanded.

“It’s not the act itself,” the Meeg explained. “It’s the meaning attached to it. Ever since Meeg Gh’tan, known as the Great Feline, discovered supreme enlightenment in the simple act of shredding cabbage, we his followers reenact the rite every year.”

“But you tear apart the Sarkangers’ cabbages,” Gregor pointed out. “Why not tear apart your own?”

“The Sarkangers refuse to let us cultivate the saunicus because of some silly religion they have. Of course we’d prefer to tear apart our own cabbages. Wouldn’t anyone?”

“The Sarkangers didn’t mention that,” Arnold said.

“Puts matters in a different light, doesn’t it?”

“It doesn’t change the fact that we have a contract with the Sarkangers.”

“A contract for murder!”

“I understand how you feel,” Arnold said, “and I do sympathize. But you see, if we don’t fulfill our contract, it will mean bankruptcy for us. That’s a kind of death, too, you know.”

“Suppose,” the Meeg said, “we Meegs were to offer you a new contract?”

“We have a prior agreement with the Sarkangers,” Gregor said. “It wouldn’t be legal.”

“It would be perfectly legal in any Meeg court,” the Meeg said. “A basic principle of Meeg jurisprudence is that no contract with a Sarkanger is binding.”

“My partner and I will have to think about it,” Arnold said. “It’s a difficult position.”

“I appreciate that,” the Meeg said. “I’ll give you a change to think it over. Just remember that the Sarkangers deserve to be exterminated and that you’ll make a handsome profit as well as earning the undying gratitude of a race of intelligent and not, I think, unlikable cats.”

After the Meeg had left, Gregor said, “Let’s just get out of here. This is not a very nice business.”

“We can’t just up and leave,” Arnold said. “Non-fulfillment of contract is a serious matter. We’re going to have to exterminate one race or the other.”

“I won’t do it,” Gregor said.

“You don’t seem to understand our extremely precarious legal position,” Arnold told him. “The courts will crucify us if we don’t wipe out the Meegs as we promised. But if we exterminate the Sarkangers we could at least claim an honest mistake.”

“It’s morally complicated,” Gregor said. “I don’t like problems like that.”

“It gets even more complicated,” a voice said behind them.

Arnold jumped as though touched by an electric wire. Gregor went into a state of frozen immobility.

“I’m over here,” the voice said.

They looked around. There was nobody there. Only a large saunicus cabbage on the ground all by itself at the edge of their camp. Somehow this saunicus looked more intelligent than most of the ones they had seen. But could it have spoken?

“Yes, yes,” said the saunicus. “I spoke to you. Telepathically, of course, since vegetables—in whose family I am proud to consider myself a member—have no organs of articulation.”

“But vegetables can’t telepathize,” Arnold said. “They have no brains or other organs to telepathize with. Excuse me, I don’t mean to be offensive.”

“We don’t need organs,” the saunicus said. “Don’t you know that all matter with a sufficiently complex degree of organization possesses intelligence? Communication is the inevitable concomitant of intelligence. Only the higher vegetables such as myself can telepathize. Saunicus intelligence is being studied at your Harvard University. We have even applied for observer status at your United Planets. Under the circumstances, I think we should have a say in this matter of who gets exterminated.”

“True, it’s only fair,” Gregor said. “After all, it’s you the Meegs and the Sarkangers are fighting over.”

“To be more precise,” the saunicus said, “they are fighting over which race will have the exclusive right to rend, tear, and mutilate us. Or do I state the case unfairly?”

“No, that seems to sum it up,” Gregor said. “Which one do you vote for?”

“As you might expect, I am in favor of neither. Both those races are contemptible vermin. I vote for an entirely different solution.”

“I was afraid of that,” Arnold said. “What did you have in mind?”

“Simple enough. Sign a contract with me to rid my planet of both Meegs and Sarkangers.”

“Oh, no,” Gregor said.

“We are, after all, much the earliest inhabitants of this planet. We arrived not long after the lichens, before animal life had even developed. We are peaceful, indigenous, and threatened by barbarous newcomers. It seems to me that your moral duty is clear.”

Arnold sighed. “Morality is all very well. But there are practical considerations, too.”

“I am aware of that,” the saunicus said. “Aside from your satisfaction for doing a good job, we would be prepared to sign a contract and pay you double what the others have offered.”

“Look,” Arnold said, “it’s difficult for me to believe that a vegetable has a bank account.”

“Intelligence, no matter what form it comes in, can always get money. Working through our holding company, Saunicus Entertainment Modalities, we publish books and tapes and compile data bases on a variety of subjects. We impart our knowledge telepathically to Terran authors whom we hire at a flat rate per page. Our gardening section is especially profitable: only a vegetable can be a true expert on growing plants. I think you will find our Dun & Bradstreet rating more than adequate.”

The saunicus went to a distant part of the field to give the partners a chance to talk it over. When he was fifty yards away—outside of telepathic range—Arnold said, “I didn’t much like that cabbage. He seemed too smart for his own good, if you know what I mean.”

“Yeah, it was like he was trying to prove something,” Gregor said. “But the Meeg—didn’t you sense something untrustworthy about him?”

Arnold nodded. “And the Sarkanger who began all this—he seemed like a thoroughly unscrupulous character.”

Gregor said, “It’s difficult to decide which race to exterminate on such short acquaintance. I wish we knew them a little better.”

“Let’s just exterminate somebody, anybody,” Arnold said, “and get finished with this job. But which?”

“We’ll flip a coin. Then no one can accuse us of being prejudiced.”

“But there are three parties to choose from.”

“So we draw straws. I just don’t know what else to do.”

Just at that moment a tremendous clap of thunder came rolling off the nearby mountains. The sky, previously a light azure, now turned dark and ominous. Massive, quick-moving cumulus bubbled and frothed across the horizon. From the vast vault of the heavens there came a tremendous voice:

“I can stand for this no longer!”

“Oh my God,” Gregor said, “we’ve offended somebody!”

“To whom are we speaking?” Arnold said, looking up at the sky.

“I am the voice of this planet which you know as Sarkan.”

“I never knew planets could talk,” Gregor mumbled under his breath. But the being or whoever it was picked it up at once.

“In general,” the voice said, “we planets do not bother communicating with the tiny creatures who crawl across our surfaces. We are content with our own thoughts, and with the company of our own kind. The occasional comet brings us news of distant places, and that’s enough for us. We try to ignore the nonsense that goes on on our surfaces. But sometimes it gets to be too much. These murderous Sarkangers, Meegs, and saunicus which inhabit me are simply too vile to be tolerated any longer. I am about to take an appropriate and long overdue action.”

“What are you going to do?” Arnold asked.

“I shall flood myself to a mean depth of ten meters, thus disposing of Sarkangers, Meegs, and saunicus. A few innocent species will also suffer, but what the hell, that’s the way it goes. You two have one hour to get out of here. After that, I can’t be held responsible for your safety.”

The partners packed up quickly and returned to their spaceship.

“Thanks for the warning,” Gregor said just before they took off.

“It’s not out of any fondness for you,” the planet replied. “As far as I’m concerned you’re vermin just like the others. But you’re vermin from another planet. If word ever got out that I wiped you out, others of your species would come with their atom bombs and laser cannons and destroy me as a rogue planet. So get out of here while I’m still in a good mood.”

Several hours later, in orbit above Sarkan, Arnold and Gregor watched scenes of fantastic destruction take place before their eyes.

When it was over, Gregor set a course for home.

“I suppose,” he said to Arnold, “that this is the end of AAA Ace. We’ve forfeited our contract. The Sarkanger’s lawyers will nail us.”

Arnold looked up. He had been studying the contract. “No,” he said, “Oddly enough, I think we’re in the clear. Read that last paragraph.”

Gregor read it and scratched his head. “I see what you mean. But do you think it’ll hold up in court?”

“Sure it will. Floods are always considered Acts of God. And if we don’t tell and the planet doesn’t tell, who’s ever going to know different?”
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