
		
			chapter I

			Were they truly intelligent? By themselves, that is? I don’t know and I don’t know how we can ever find out.

			If they were not truly intelligent, I hope I never live to see us tangle with anything at all like them which is intelligent. I know who will lose. Me. You. The so-called human race.

			For me it started too early on July 12, ’07, with my phone shrilling in a frequency guaranteed to peel off the skull. The sort of phone my Section uses is not standard; the audio relay was buried surgically under the skin back of my left ear—bone conduction. I felt around my person, then recalled that I had left it in my jacket across the room, “All right,” I growled. “I hear you. Shut off that damned noise.”

			“Emergency,” a voice said in my ear. “Report in person.”

			I told him what to do with his emergency.

			“Report to the Old Man,” the voice persisted, “at once.”

			That was different. “Moving,” I acknowledged and sat up with a jerk that hurt my eyeballs. I went into the bath, injected a grain of “Gyro” into my arm, then let the vibro shake me apart while the drug put me together. I stepped out a new man, or at least a good mock-up of one, and got my jacket.

			I entered our Section offices through a washroom booth in MacArthur Station. You won’t find our offices in the phone lists. In fact, it does not exist. All is illusion. Another route is through a little hole-in-the-wall shop with a sign reading Rare Stamps & Coins. Don’t try that route either—they’ll try to sell you a Tu’penny Black.

			Don’t try any route. I told you we didn’t exist, didn’t I?

			There is one thing no head of a country can know, and that is: how good is his intelligence system? He finds out only by having it fail him. Hence our Section. Suspenders and belt. United Nations had never heard of us, nor had Central Intelligence—I think. All I really knew about us was the training I had received and the job the Old Man sent me on. Interesting jobs if you don’t care where you sleep, what you eat, or how long you live. If I had had any sense, I’d have quit and taken a working job.

			The only trouble with that would be that I wouldn’t have been working for the Old Man any longer. That made the difference.

			Not that he was a soft boss. He was quite capable of saying, “Boys, we need to fertilize this oak tree. Jump in that hole at its base and I’ll cover you up.”

			We’d have done it. Any of us would.

			And the Old Man would bury us alive too, if he thought that there was as much as a fifty-three-percent probability that it was the Tree of Liberty he was nourishing.

			He got up and limped toward me as I came in, with his face split in a wicked smile. His big hairless skull and his strong Roman nose made him look like a cross between Satan and Punch of Punch-and-Judy. “Welcome, Sam,” he said. “Sorry to get you out of bed.”

			The deuce he was sorry! “I was on leave,” I answered shortly.

			“Ah, but you still are. We’re going on a vacation.”

			I didn’t trust his “vacations,” so I did not rise to the bait. “So my name is ‘Sam,’ ” I answered. “What’s my last name?”

			“Cavanaugh. And I’m your uncle Charlie—Charles M. Cavanaugh, retired. Meet your sister Mary.”

			I had noticed that there was another person in the room, but when the Old Man is present he gets full attention as long as he wants it. Now I looked over my “sister” and then looked her over again. It was worth it.

			I could see why he had set us up as brother and sister if we were to do a job together; it would give him a trouble-free pattern. An indoctrinated agent can’t break his assumed character any more than a professional actor can intentionally muff his lines. So this one I must treat as my sister—a dirty trick if I ever met one!

			A long, lean body but pleasingly mammalian. Good legs. Broad shoulders for a woman. Flaming, wavy red hair and the real redheaded saurian bony structure to her skull. Her face was handsome rather than beautiful; she looked me over as if I were a side of beef.

			I wanted to drop one wing and run in circles. It must have shown, for the Old Man said gently, “Tut tut, Sammy. Your sister dotes on you and you are extremely fond of your sister, but in a healthy, clean-cut, sickeningly chivalrous, All-American-Boy sort of way.”

			“As bad as that?” I asked, still looking at my “sister.”

			“Worse.”

			“Oh well. Howdy, Sis. Glad to know you.”

			She stuck out a hand. It was firm and seemed as strong as mine. “Hi, Bud.” Her voice was deep contralto, which was all I needed. Damn the Old Man!

			“I might add,” the Old Man went on, “that you are so devoted to your sister that you would gladly die to protect her. I dislike to tell you so, Sammy, but your sister is a leetle more valuable, for the present at least, to the organization than you are.”

			“Got it,” I acknowledged. “Thanks for the polite qualification.”

			“Now, Sammy—”

			“She’s my favorite sister; I protect her from dogs and strange men. Okay, when do we start?”

			“Better stop over in Cosmetics; they have a new face for you.”

			“Make it a whole new head. See you. ’Bye, Sis.”

			They did not quite do that, but they did fit my personal phone under the back of my skull and then cemented hair over it. They dyed my hair to the same shade as that of my newly acquired sister, bleached my skin, and did things to my cheekbones and chin. The mirror showed me to be as good a redhead as Sis. I looked at my hair and tried to recall what its natural shade had been, way back when. Then I wondered if Sis were what she seemed to be along those lines. I rather hoped so.

			I put on the kit they gave me and somebody handed me a jump bag already packed. The Old Man had evidently been in Cosmetics, too; his skull was now covered by crisp curls of a shade between pink and white. They had done something to his face—I could not tell just what—but we were all three clearly related by blood and were all of that curious sub-race, the redheads.

			“Come, Sammy,” he said. “I’ll brief you in the car.” We went up by a route I had not known about and ended up on the Northside launching platform, high above New Brooklyn and overlooking Manhattan Crater.

			I drove while the Old Man talked. Once we were out of local control he told me to set it automatic on Des Moines, Iowa. I then joined Mary and “Uncle Charlie” in the lounge. He gave us our personal histories up to date. “So here we are,” he concluded, “a merry family party—tourists. And if we should happen to run into unusual events, that is how we will behave, as nosy and irresponsible tourists.”

			“But what is the problem?” I asked. “Or do we play this one by ear?”

			“Mmmm—possibly.”

			“Okay. But when you’re dead, it’s nice to know why. Eh, Mary?”

			“Mary” did not answer. She had that quality, rare in babes, of not talking when she had nothing to say. The Old Man looked me over; presently he said, “Sam, you’ve heard of ‘flying saucers.’ ”

			“Huh?”

			“You’ve studied history. Come now!”

			“You mean those? The flying-saucer craze, ’way back before the Disorders? I thought you meant something recent and real; those were mass hallucinations.”

			“Were they?”

			“Well, I haven’t studied much statistical abnormal psychology, but I seem to remember an equation. That whole period was psychopathic; a man with all his gaskets tight would have been locked up.”

			“This present day is sane, eh?”

			“Oh, I wouldn’t go so far as to say that.” I pawed back through my mind and found the answer I wanted. “I remember that equation now—Digby’s evaluating integral for second and higher order data. It gave a 93.7 percent certainty that the flying-saucer myth, after elimination of explained cases, was hallucination. I remember it because it was the first case of its type in which the instances had been systematically collected and evaluated. A government project, God knows why.”

			The Old Man looked benign. “Brace yourself, Sammy. We are going to inspect a flying saucer today. Maybe we’ll even saw off a souvenir, like true tourists.”

		
	
		
			chapter X

			For two or three more days I was kept in bed and treated like a child. I didn’t care; it was the first real rest I had had in years. The sores got better and presently I was encouraged—“required” I should say—to take light exercise around the room.

			The Old Man called on me. “Well,” he said, “still malingering.”

			I flushed. “Damn your black, flabby heart,” I told him. “Get me some pants and I’ll show you who is malingering.”

			“Slow down.” He took my chart and looked it over. “Nurse,” he said, “get this man a pair of shorts. I’m restoring him to duty.”

			Doris faced up to him like a banty hen. “You may be the big boss, but you can’t give orders here. The doctor will—”

			“Stow it!” he said, “and get those drawers.”

			“But—”

			He picked her up, swung her around, paddled her behind, and said, “Get!”

			She went out, squawking and sputtering, and came back with the doctor. The Old Man said mildly, “Doc, I sent for pants, not for you.”

			The medico said stiffly, “I’ll thank you not to interfere with my patients.”

			“He’s not your patient. I’m restoring him to duty.”

			“Yes? Sir, if you do not like the way I run my department, you may have my resignation.”

			The Old Man answered, “I beg your pardon, sir. Sometimes I become too preoccupied to remember to follow correct procedure. Will you do me the favor of examining this patient? If he can be restored to duty, it would help me to have his services at once.”

			The doctor’s jaw muscles were jumping, but he said, “Certainly, sir!” He went through a show of studying my chart, then tested my reflexes. “He needs more recuperation time—but you may have him. Nurse—fetch clothing for this man.”

			Clothing consisted of shorts and shoes. But everybody else was dressed the same way, and it was comforting to see all those bare shoulders with no masters clinging to them. I told the Old Man so. “Best defense we’ve got,” he growled, “even if it does make the joint look like a summer colony. If we don’t win this set-to before winter weather, we’re licked.”

			He stopped at a door with a sign: Biological Laboratory—Stay Out!

			I hung back. “Where are we going?”

			“To take a look at your twin, the ape with your parasite.”

			“That’s what I thought. Not for me—no, thanks!” I could feel myself tremble.

			“Now look, son,” he said patiently, “get over your panic. The best way is to face up to it. I know it’s hard—I’ve spent hours staring at the thing, getting used to it.”

			“You don’t know—you can’t know!” I had the shakes so badly that I had to steady myself by the door frame.

			“I suppose it’s different,” he said slowly, “when you’ve actually had it. Jarvis—” He broke off.

			“You’re darn right it’s different! You’re not going to get me in there!”

			“No, I guess not. Well, the doctor was right. Go on back, son, and turn yourself in at the infirmary.” He started into the laboratory.

			He had gotten three or four steps away before I called out, “Boss!”

			He stopped and turned, his face expressionless. “Wait,” I added, “I’m coming.”

			“You don’t have to.”

			“I’ll do it. It—it just takes—awhile—to get your nerve back.”

			As I came alongside him he grasped my upper arm, warmly and affectionately, and continued to hold it as we walked. We went on in, through another locked door and into a room conditioned warm and moist. The ape was there, caged.

			His torso was supported and restrained by a strap-metal framework. His arms and legs hung limply, as if he had no control over them. He looked up and at us with eyes malevolent and intelligent; then the fire died out and they were merely the eyes of a dumb brute, a brute in pain.

			“Around to the side,” the Old Man said softly. I would have hung back, but he still had me by the arm. The ape followed us with his eyes, but his body was held by the frame. From the new position I could see—it.

			My master. The thing that had ridden my back for an endless time, spoken with my mouth—thought with my brain. My master.

			“Steady,” the Old Man said softly. “You’ll get used to it. Look away for a bit. It helps.”

			I did so and it did help. I took a couple of deep breaths and managed to slow my heart down. I made myself stare at it.

			It is not the appearance of a parasite which arouses horror. Nor is the horror entirely from knowing what they can do, for I felt the horror the first time I saw one, before I knew what it was. I tried to tell the Old Man so. He nodded, his eyes on the parasite. “It’s the same with everybody,” he said. “Unreasoned fear, like a bird with a snake. Probably its prime weapon.” He let his eyes drift away, as if too long a sight was too much even for his rawhide nerves.

			I stuck with him, trying to get used to it and gulping at my breakfast. I kept telling myself that it couldn’t harm me. I looked away again and found the Old Man’s eyes on me. “How about it?” he said. “Getting hardened?”

			I looked back at it. “A little.” I went on savagely, “All I want is to kill it! I want to kill all of them—I could spend my life killing them and killing them.” I began to shake again.

			The Old Man studied me. “Here,” he said, and handed me his gun.

			It startled me. I was unarmed, having come straight from bed. I took it but looked at him questioningly. “Huh? What for?”

			“You want to kill it. If you have to—go ahead. Kill it. Right now.”

			“Huh? But—Boss, you told me you needed this one for study.”

			“I do. But if you feel that you have to kill, do so. This particular one is your baby. If you need to kill it, to make you a whole man again, go ahead.”

			“ ‘To make me a whole man again—’ ” The thought rang through my head. The Old Man knew what medicine it would take to cure me. I was no longer trembling; the gun was cradled in my hand, ready to spit and kill. My master ….

			If I killed this one I would be a free man, but I would never be free as long as it lived. I wanted to kill every one of them, search them out, burn them—but this one above all.

			My master … still my master unless I killed it. I had a dark and certain thought that if I were alone with it, I would be able to do nothing, that I would freeze while it crawled up me and settled again between my shoulder blades, searched out my spinal column, took possession of my brain and my very self.

			But now I could kill it!

			No longer frightened but fiercely exultant, I raised the gun.

			The Old Man watched me.

			I lowered the gun and said uncertainly, “Boss, suppose I do. You’ve got others?”

			“No.”

			“But you need it.”

			“Yes.”

			“Well, but—For the love o’ God, why did you give me the gun?”

			“You know why. If you have to, go ahead. If you can pass it up, then the Section will use it.”

			I had to. Even if we killed all the others, while this one was alive I would crouch and tremble in the dark. As for others—why, we could capture a dozen at the Constitution Club. With this one dead I’d lead the raid myself. Breathing rapidly, I raised the gun again.

			Then I turned and chucked the gun to the Old Man; he plucked it out of the air. “What happened?” he said.

			“Uh? I don’t know. When I got to it, it was enough to know that I could.”

			“I figured it would be.”

			I felt warm and relaxed, as if I had just killed a man or had a woman—as if I had just killed it. I was able to turn my back on it. I was not even angry with the Old Man for what he had done. “I know you did, damn you. How does it feel to be a puppet master?”

			He did not take the jibe as a joke. He answered soberly, “Not me. The most I ever do is to lead a man on the path he wants to follow. There is the puppet master.”

			I looked around at it. “Yes,” I agreed softly, “ ‘the puppet master.’ You think you know what you mean—but you don’t. And, Boss … I hope you never do.”

			“I hope so too,” he answered seriously.

			I could look now without trembling. Still staring at it, I went on, “Boss, when you are through with it, then I’ll kill it.”

			“That’s a promise.”

			We were interrupted by a man bustling in. He was dressed in shorts and a lab coat; it made him look silly. It was not Graves; I never saw Graves again; I imagine the Old Man ate him for lunch.

			“Chief,” he said, “I didn’t know you were in here. I—”

			“Well, I am,” the Old Man cut in. “Why are you wearing a coat?” The Old Man’s gun was out and pointed at him.

			The man stared at the gun as if it were a bad joke. “Why, I was working. There is always a chance of splattering one’s self. Some of our solutions are rather—”

			“Take it off!”

			“Eh?”

			The Old Man waggled his gun. To me he said, “Get ready to take him.”

			The man took his coat off. His shoulders were bare, nor was there the telltale rash. “Take that damned coat and burn it,” the Old Man told him. “Then get back to work.”

			The man hurried away, his face red, then stopped and said, “Chief, are you ready for that, uh, procedure?”

			“Shortly. I’ll let you know.”

			He left. The Old Man wearily put his gun away. “Post an order,” he muttered. “Read it aloud. Make them initial it. Tattoo it on their narrow little chests—some smart aleck thinks it doesn’t mean him. Scientists!”

			I turned back to my former master. It still revolted me, but there was a gusty feeling of danger, too, that was not totally unpleasant. “Boss,” I asked, “what are you going to do with this thing?”

			“I plan to interview it.”

			“To what? But how? What I want to say is—the ape, I mean—”

			“No, the ape can’t talk. We’ll have to have a volunteer—a human volunteer.”

			When I began to visualize what he meant the horror struck me again almost full force. “You can’t mean that. You wouldn’t do that—not to anybody.”

			“I could and I will. What needs to be done will be done.”

			“You won’t get any volunteers!”

			“I’ve got one.”

			“You have? Who?”

			“But I don’t want to use the one I’ve got. I’m still looking for the right man.”

			I was disgusted and showed it. “You ought not to be looking for anyone, volunteer or not. If you’ve got one, you won’t find another; there can’t be two people that crazy.”

			“Possibly,” he agreed. “But I still don’t want the one I’ve got. The interview is a ‘must,’ son; we are fighting with a total lack of military intelligence. We don’t know our enemy. We can’t negotiate with him, we don’t know where he comes from, nor what makes him tick. We’ve got to find out; our existence depends on it. The only way to talk to these critters is through a human. So it will be done. But I’m still looking for a volunteer.”

			“Don’t look at me!”

			“I am looking at you.”

			My answer had been half wisecrack; his answer startled me speechless. I managed to splutter, “You’re crazy! I should have killed it when I had your gun. I would have if I had known why you wanted it. But as for volunteering to let you put that thing—No! I’ve had it.”

			He plowed on as if he had not heard me. “It can’t be just anyone; it has to be a man who can take it. Jarvis wasn’t stable enough, nor tough enough. We know you are.”

			“Me? All you know is that I lived through it once. I—I couldn’t stand it again.”

			“Well,” he answered calmly, “it is less likely to kill you than someone else. You are proved and salted; with anyone else I run more risk of losing an agent.”

			“Since when did you worry about risking an agent?” I said bitterly.

			“Always, believe me. I am giving you one more chance, son: are you going to do this, knowing that it has to be done and that you stand the best chance of anybody—and can be of most use to us, because you are used to it—or are you going to let some other agent risk his reason and his life in your place?”

			I started to try to explain how I felt. I could not stand the thought of dying while possessed by a parasite. Somehow I felt that to die so would be to die already consigned to an endless unbearable hell. Even worse was the prospect of not dying once the slug touched me. But I could not find words for it.

			I shrugged. “You can have my appointment back. There is a limit to what one man can go through. I won’t do it.”

			He turned to the inter-com on the wall. “Laboratory,” he called out, “we’ll start now. Hurry up!”

			I recognized the voice of the man who had walked in on us. “Which subject?” he asked.

			“The original volunteer.”

			“The smaller rig?” the voice asked doubtfully.

			“Right. Get it in here.”

			I started for the door. The Old Man snapped, “Where are you going?”

			“Out,” I snapped back. “I want no part of this.”

			He grabbed me and spun me around. “No, you don’t. You know about these creatures; your advice could help.”

			“Let go of me.”

			“You’ll stay!” he said savagely, “strapped down or free to move. I’ve made allowance for your illness, but I’ve had enough of your nonsense.”

			I was too weary to buck him. “You’re the boss.”

			The lab people wheeled in a sort of chair, more like a Sing Sing special than anything else. There were clamps for ankles and knees and for wrists and elbows. There was a corselet to restrain the waist and chest, but the back was cut away so that the shoulders of the victim would be free.

			They placed it beside the ape’s cage, then removed the side of the cage nearest the “chair.” The ape watched with intent, aware eyes, but his limbs still dangled helplessly. Nevertheless, I became still more disturbed at the cage being opened. Only the Old Man’s threat of restraint kept me there. The technicians stood back, apparently ready. The outer door opened and several people came in, among them Mary.

			I was caught off balance; I had been wanting to see her and had tried several times to get word to her through the nurses, but they either could not identify her or had received instructions. Now I saw her under these circumstances. I cursed the Old Man to myself—it was no sort of a show to bring a woman to, even a woman agent. There ought to be decent limits somewhere.

			Mary looked surprised and nodded. I let it go at that; it was no time for small talk. She was looking good, though very sober. She was dressed in the costume the nurses had worn, but she did not have the ludicrous helmet and back plate. The others were men, loaded with recording and stereo equipment as well as other apparatus.

			“Ready?” inquired the lab chief.

			“Get going,” answered the Old Man.

			Mary walked straight to the “chair” and sat down. Two technicians knelt and started fastening the clamps. I watched in a frozen daze. Then I grabbed the Old Man and literally threw him aside and I was by the chair, kicking the technicians out of the way. “Mary!” I screamed, “get up from there!”

			Now the Old Man had his gun on me. “Away from her,” he ordered. “You three—grab him and tie him.”

			I looked at the gun, then down at Mary. She did not move; her feet were already bound. She simply looked at me with compassionate eyes. “Get up, Mary,” I said dully, “I want to sit down.”

			They removed the chair and brought in a larger one. I could not have used hers; both were tailored to size. When they finished clamping me I might as well have been cast into concrete. My back began to itch unbearably, although nothing, as yet, had touched it.

			Mary was no longer in the room; I had not seen her leave and it did not seem to matter. After I had been prepared the Old Man laid a hand on my arm and said quietly, “Thanks, son.” I did not answer.

			I did not see them handle the parasite as it took its place behind my back. I was not interested enough to look, even if I had been able to turn my head, which I couldn’t. Once the ape barked and screamed and someone shouted, “Watch it!”

			There was silence, as if everyone was holding his breath—then something moist touched my neck and I fainted.

			I came out of it with the same tingling energy I had experienced before. I knew I was in a tight spot, but I was warily determined to think my way out. I was not afraid; I was contemptuous and sure that I could outwit them.

			The Old Man said sharply, “Can you hear me?”

			I answered, “Quit shouting.”

			“Do you remember what we are here for?”

			I said, “You want to ask questions. What are you waiting for?”

			“What are you?”

			“That’s a silly question. I’m six feet one, more muscle than brain, and I weigh—”

			“Not you. You know to whom I am talking—you.”

			“Guessing games?”

			The Old Man waited before replying, “It’s no good to pretend that I don’t know what you are—”

			“Ah, but you don’t.”

			“You know that I have been studying you all the time you have been living on the body of that ape. I know things which give me an advantage. One—” He started ticking them off.

			“You can be killed.

			“Two, you can be hurt. You don’t like electric shock and you can’t stand the heat even a man can stand.

			“Three, you are helpless without your host. I could have you removed and you would die.

			“Four, you have no powers except those you borrow—and your host is helpless. Try your bonds. You must co-operate—or die.”

			I had already been trying my bonds, finding them, as I expected, impossible to escape. This did not worry me; I was oddly contented to be back with my master, to be free of troubles and tensions. My business was to serve; the future would take care of itself. One ankle strap seemed less tight than the other; possibly I might drag my foot through it. I checked on the arm clamps; perhaps if I relaxed completely ….

			An instruction came at once—or I made a decision; the words mean the same. There was no conflict between my master and me; we were one. Instruction or decision, I knew it was not time to risk an escape. I ran my eyes around the room, trying to figure who was armed. It was my guess that only the Old Man was; that bettered the chances.

			Somewhere, deep down, was that ache of guilt and despair never experienced by any but the servants of the masters, but I was much too busy to be troubled by it.

			“Well?” the Old Man went on. “Do you answer questions, or do I punish you?”

			“What questions?” I asked. “Up to now you’ve been talking nonsense.”

			The Old Man turned to a technician. “Give me the tickler.”

			I felt no apprehension, being still busy checking my bonds. If I could tempt him into placing his gun within reach—assuming that I could get one arm free—then I might ….

			He reached past my shoulders with a rod. I felt a shocking pain; the room blacked out as if a switch had been thrown. I was split apart; for the moment I was masterless.

			The pain left, leaving only searing memory behind. Before I could think coherently the splitting away had ended and I was again safe in the arms of my master. But for the first and only time in my service to him I was not myself free of worry; some of his own wild fear and pain was passed on to me.

			“Well,” asked the Old Man, “how did you like the taste?”

			The panic washed away; I was again filled with unworried well-being, albeit wary and watchful. My wrists and ankles, which had begun to pain me, stopped hurting. “Why did you do that?” I asked. “Certainly, you can hurt me—but why?”

			“Answer my questions.”

			“Ask them.”

			“What are you?”

			The answer did not come at once. The Old Man reached for the rod; I heard myself saying, “We are the people.”

			“What people?”

			“The only people. We have studied you and we know your ways. We—” I stopped suddenly.

			“Keep talking,” the Old Man said grimly, and gestured with the rod.

			“We come,” I went on, “to bring you—”

			“To bring us what?”

			I wanted to talk; the rod was terrifyingly close. But there was some difficulty with words. “To bring you peace,” I blurted out.

			The Old Man snorted.

			“Peace,” I went on, “and contentment—and the joy of—of surrender.” I hesitated again; “surrender” was not the word. I struggled the way one struggles with a foreign language. “The joy,” I repeated, “the joy of … nirvana.” The word fitted. I felt like a dog being patted for fetching a stick; I wriggled with pleasure.

			“Let me get this,” the Old Man said. “You are promising the human race that, if we will just surrender, you will take care of us and make us happy. Right?”

			“Exactly!”

			The Old Man studied this while looking past my shoulders. He spat on the floor. “You know,” he said slowly, “me and my kind, we have often been offered that bargain. It never worked out worth a damn.”

			“Try it yourself,” I suggested. “It can be done quickly—then you will know.”

			He stared this time in my face. “Maybe I should. Maybe I owe it to—somebody, to try it. Maybe I will, someday. But right now,” he went on briskly, “you have questions to answer. Answer quick and proper and stay healthy. Be slow and I’ll step up the current.” He brandished the rod.

			I shrank back, feeling dismay and defeat. For a moment I had thought he was going to accept and had been planning the possibilities of escape. “Now,” he went on, “where do you come from?”

			No answer. I felt no urge to answer.

			The rod came closer. “Far away!” I burst out.

			“That’s no news. Where’s your home base, your own planet?”

			The Old Man waited, then said, “I’ll have to touch up your memory.” I watched dully, thinking nothing. He was interrupted by an assistant. “Eh?” said the Old Man.

			“There may be a semantic difficulty,” the other repeated. “Different astronomical concepts.”

			“Why?” asked the Old Man. “That slug knows what his host knows; we’ve proved that.” But he turned back and started a different tack. “See here. You savvy the solar system. Is your planet inside it or outside?”

			I hesitated, then answered, “All planets are ours.”

			The Old Man pulled at his lip. “I wonder,” he mused, “what you mean.” He went on: “Never mind, you can claim the whole damned universe. Where is your nest? Where do your ships come from?”

			I could not have told him; I sat silent.

			Suddenly he reached behind me; I felt one smashing blow. “Talk, damn you! What planet? Mars? Venus? Jupiter? Saturn? Uranus? Neptune? Pluto?” As he ticked them off, I saw them—and I have never been as far off Earth as the space stations. When he came to the right one, I knew—and the thought was instantly snatched from me.

			“Speak up,” he went on, “or feel the whip.”

			I heard myself saying, “None of them. Our home is much farther away.”

			He looked past my shoulders and then into my eyes. “You are lying. You need some juice to keep you honest.”

			“No, no!”

			“No harm to try.” Slowly he thrust the rod behind me. I knew the answer again and was about to give it when something grabbed my throat. Then the pain started.

			It did not stop. I was being torn apart; I tried to talk—anything to stop the pain, but the hand still clutched my throat.

			Through a blur of pain I saw the Old Man’s face, shimmering and floating. “Had enough?” he asked. I started to answer, but choked and gagged. I saw him reach out again with the rod.

			I burst into pieces and died.

			They were leaning over me. Someone said, “He’s coming around.”

			The Old Man’s face was over mine. “You all right, son?” he asked anxiously. I turned my face away.

			“One side, please,” another voice said. “Let me give him the injection.” The speaker knelt by me and gave me a shot. He stood up, looked at his hands, then wiped them on his shorts.

			Gyro, I thought absently, or something like it. Whatever it was, it was pulling me back together. Shortly I sat up, unassisted. I was still in the cage room, directly in front of that damnable chair. I started to get to my feet; the Old Man gave me a hand. I shook him off. “Don’t touch me!”

			“Sorry.” he answered, then snapped, “Jones! You and Ito—get the litter. Take him to the infirmary. Doc, you go along.”

			“Certainly.” The man who had given me the shot started to take my arm. I drew back. “Keep your hands off me!”

			The doctor looked at the Old Man, who shrugged, then motioned them all back. Alone, I went to the door and on out through the outer door into the passageway. I paused there, looked at my wrists and ankles and decided that I might as well go to the infirmary. Doris would take care of me and then maybe I could sleep. I felt as if I had gone fifteen rounds and lost them all.

			“Sam, Sam!”

			I knew that voice. Mary hurried up and was standing before me, looking at me with great sorrowful eyes. “Oh, Sam! What have they done to you?” Her voice was so choked that I could hardly understand her.

			“You should know,” I answered and had strength enough left to slap her.

			“Bitch,” I added.

			My room was still empty, but I did not find Doris. I closed the door, then lay face down on the bed and tried to stop thinking or feeling. Presently I heard a gasp, and opened one eye; there was Doris. “What in the world?” she exclaimed. I felt her gentle hands on me. “Why, you poor, poor baby!” Then, she added, “Stay there, don’t move. I’ll get the doctor.”

			“No!”

			“But you’ve got to have the doctor.”

			“I won’t see him. You help me.”

			She did not answer. Presently I heard her go out. She came back shortly—I think it was shortly—and started to bathe my wounds. I wanted to scream when she touched my back. But she dressed it quickly and said, “Over easy, now.”

			“I’ll stay face down.”

			“No,” she denied, “I want you to drink something, that’s a good boy.”

			I turned over, with her doing most of the work, and drank what she gave me. After a bit I went to sleep.

			I seem to remember being awakened, seeing the Old Man and cursing him. The doctor was there too—or it could have been a dream.

			Miss Briggs woke me, and Doris brought me breakfast; it was as if I had never been off the sick list. I wasn’t in too bad shape. I felt as if I had gone over Niagara Falls in a barrel; there were dressings on both arms and both legs where I had cut myself on the clamps, but no bones were broken. Where I was sick was in my soul.

			Don’t misunderstand me. The Old Man could send me into a dangerous spot. That I had signed up for. But I had not signed up for what he had done to me. He knew what made me tick and he had used it to force me into something I would never have done willingly. Then after he had gotten me where he wanted me, he had used me unmercifully. Oh, I’ve slapped men around to make them talk. Sometimes you have to. This was different. Believe me.

			It was the Old Man that really hurt. Mary? After all, what was she? Just another babe. True, I was disgusted with her for letting herself be used as bait. It was all right for her to use her femaleness as an agent; the Section had to have female operatives. There have always been female spies, and the young and pretty ones have always used the same tools.

			But she should not have agreed to use them against a fellow agent—at least, she should not have used them against me.

			Not very logical, is it? It was logical to me. I’d had it; they could go ahead with “Operation Parasite” without me, I owned a cabin in the Adirondacks; I had stuff there in deep freeze to carry me a year, anyhow. I had plenty of tempus pills; I would go up there and use them—and the world could save itself, or go to hell, without me.

			If anyone came within a hundred yards, he would either show a bare back or be burned down.

		
	
		
			chapter XI

			I had to tell somebody about it and Doris was the goat. She was indignant. Shucks, she was sore as a boiled owl. She had dressed what they had done to me. Being a nurse, she had dressed a lot worse, but this had been done by our own people. I blurted out how I felt about Mary’s part in it.

			“Do I understand that you wanted to marry this girl?”

			“Correct. Stupid, ain’t I?”

			“Then she knew what she could do to you. It wasn’t fair.” She stopped massaging me, her eyes snapping. “I’ve never met your redhead—but if I do, I’ll scratch her face!”

			I smiled at her. “You’re a good kid, Doris. I believe you would play fair with a man.”

			“Oh, I’ve pulled some fast ones. But if I did anything halfway like that, I’d have to break every mirror I own. Turn and I’ll get the other leg.”

			Mary showed up. The first I knew was hearing Doris say angrily, “You can’t come in.”

			Mary’s voice answered, “I’m going in.”

			Doris squealed “Get back—or I’ll pull that hennaed hair out by the roots!”

			There were sounds of a scuffle—and the smack of someone getting slapped. I yelled, “Hey! What goes on?”

			They appeared in the doorway together. Doris was breathing hard and her hair was mussed. Mary managed to look dignified, but there was a bright red patch on her cheek the size of Doris’s hand.

			Doris caught her breath and said, “You get out. He doesn’t want to see you.”

			Mary said, “I’ll hear that from him.”

			I looked at them both, then said, “Oh, what the hell. She’s here and I’ve got some things to tell her. Thanks for trying, Doris.”

			Doris said, “You’re a fool!” and flounced out.

			Mary came over to the bed. “Sam,” she said. “Sam.”

			“My name isn’t ‘Sam.’ ”

			“I’ve never known your right name.”

			It was no time to explain that my parents had burdened me with “Elihu.” I answered, “What of it? ‘Sam’ will do.”

			“Sam,” she repeated. “Oh, Sam, my dear.”

			“I am not your ‘dear.’ ”

			She inclined her head. “Yes, I know. I don’t know why. Sam, I came to find out why you hate me. Perhaps I can’t change it, but I must know.”

			I made a sound of disgust. “After what you did, you don’t know why? Mary, you may be a cold fish, but you aren’t stupid.”

			She shook her head. “Just backwards, Sam. I’m not cold, but I’m frequently stupid. Look at me, please. I know what they did to you. I know that you let it be done to save me from it. I know and I’m deeply grateful. But I don’t know why you hate me. I did not ask you to do it and I did not want you to do it.”

			I didn’t answer; presently she said, “You don’t believe me?”

			I reared up on one elbow. “I believe you have yourself convinced that that is how it was. Now I’ll tell you how it was.”

			“Do, please.”

			“You sat down in that trick chair knowing that I would never let you go through with it. You knew that, whether your devious female mind admitted it or not. The Old Man could not have forced me, not with a gun, not even with drugs. You could. You did. You forced me to do something which I would rather have been dead than touch—a thing that leaves me dirty and spoiled. You did it.”

			She grew steadily whiter, until her face was almost green against her hair. She caught her breath and said, “You believe that, Sam?”

			“What else?”

			“Sam, that is not the way it was. I did not know you were going to be there. I was terribly startled. But I had to go through with it; I had promised.”

			“Promised,” I repeated. “That covers everything, a schoolgirl promise.”

			“Hardly a schoolgirl promise.”

			“No matter. And it doesn’t matter whether you are telling the truth about knowing that I would be in there. The point is: you were there and I was there—and you could figure what would happen if you did what you did.”

			“Oh.” She waited, then went on, “That’s the way it looks to
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