


























































































































“Master Farley!” said a metallic voice from the land side of
the rock formation. A conventional nanny robot was stand-
ing there, waving at the small boy. “Do not put the turtle in
the lake or it will swim away. And do not get wet.”

“Okay, Nanny.”

“Farley?” asked Jeff through a throat that was suddenly
tight. “Is that really your name, and is that nanny robot
yours? It has a dent on the side of its head . . .”

“It fell out of our window once. It's not very bright, but |
like it. And my name is Farley, but don’t call me that. | hate
i.”

“What do you like to be called?” croaked Jeff.

“Dad says | have an ancestor who was tarred and feath-
ered in a town in North Dakota near the Red River. | don't
know what tarred and feathered means, but Dad says | have
something in common with that ancestor, 50 he calls me
Fargo, because that’s the place in North Dakota and, be-
sides, it's both my names—Farley Gordon. Call me Fargo.”

“I like the name,” said Jeff. “How old are you?”

“I'm five. How old are you?”

“Fifteen.” The same age difference, thought Jeff, that has
always been between us, only now I'm the one who's ten
years older.

“That’s a good age for an older brother to be. | wish I had
~m says it’s too late for me to have an older brother
meday | might have a younger one. She and Dad

=0 making me on¢ yet.”

ooping up his
[ the nanny robot




“No. Not really. Not any more.”
”] have some advice. Want it?”

Jeff smiled. “Sure.”

“I hope you don’t mind getting advice from a kid, but Dad
says I'm preco—co . . .”

“Precocious. It means smart.”

“Good.” Fargo frowned as the nanny robot marched stol-
idly over the rocks and took him by the hand. “I've got to go
home—why don’t you come with me and maybe my Dad
can help you. He’s smart, too.”

“I wish I could, but I can’t,” said Jeff. “I have to leave
soon.”

Theboy cocked his head, his blue eyes wide. “I bet you're
having an adventure. I like adventures, except that Nanny
won’t let me have many.”

“I'm sure you’ll grow up to have many adventures, and
that you'll be brave and heroic, like my older brother.”

Young Fargo turned pink and grinned. “Thanks. I hope
you have luck with your problem, whatever it is. Remember
that it's a good idea to find somebody older and smarter who
can help. That’s what Dad always says. Goodbye!”

“Goodbye.” Jeff turned his back so he wouldn't have to
see young Fargo walking with his nanny robot in the direc-
tion of the building where someday another Wells boy
would be born.

“He won’t remember this,” said Norby softly. “He’s much
too young.”

Jeff started to cry. “What if there’s no future for him? What
if Ing succeeded? It's my fault. If I hadn’t stopped Ing from
conquering the Federation, he wouldn’t have gone crazy
and wanted to be master of a new universe.”

“He probably would have anyway. It's not your fault.
Come on. We'll walk for a while to clear your head.”

Norby pulled Jeff along the path by the lake, across Bow
Bridge and into the woods known as the Ramble. Joggers
and bird watchers went by, but paid no attention to the tall
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teenager dressed in odd clothes, walking with a robot that
resembled a small animated barrel. You had to be much
odder than that to get attention in Central Park, at any time.

His vision blurry with tears, Jeff stumbled on in misery
until he saw a blaze of crimson.

“The azalea pond! It's spring here—and look at the ruby-
throated hummingbirds!”

“Too many people around,” muttered Norby. “Come on.”

They followed the little stream known as the Gill to the
Lost Waterfall, still called that although it had been restored
in the twenty-first century. The clean water splashed while
small birds bathed and bluebells nodded over the banks.

Norby dragged Jeff on through the woods to the narrow
opening of the Cave, a place that had also been closed for
many years and still wasn’t known to many people, for the
way down into it was steep and its main opening was right
into the lake. Jeff sat down on the stone bench inside and
tried to meditate.

At first he couldn’t concentrate. He listened to the bird-
song, the splash of rowboaters out on the lake, and the faint
hum of the surrounding city. The sounds seemed so pre-
cious, and now so threatened.

“l am a child of this universe,” said Jeff. “Whatever
happens to it, happens to me. | am only a small organic
creature, part of the life of planet Earth, but the universe is
one. All life is one, all intelligence—organic or robotic—is
one. We are all responsible for helping each other . . .
Norby!”

“You're doing fine, Jeff.”

“I feel better, and I've thought of something. Young Fargo
was right. We need wise help. We must find the Others.
They are the wisest, oldest intelligent species in the universe
and we must ask them what to do.”

“We've met them in the distant past and in the far future,
but never near our own time,” said Norby.

“Try tuning in to them. I'll hold your hand and try to focus
my mind, too.”
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Jeff half-closed his eyes, staring at the rippling water
outside the mouth of the cave. He brought back the half-
smile he used to help him meditate, but it vanished because
he started worrying about the collapse of the universe. What
could any intelligent species, even the Others, do about
that?

“It didn’t work, Jeff. We're still here,” said Norby.

“It's different!” They were still in the cave, but only
swampy ground, filled with weeds, came to the mouth.
There were old aluminum cans lying in the swamp, pieces of
dirty paper everywhere, and a puzzled heron sitting on the
nearest branch of a willow tree.

The back opening of the cave was filled in and there was
no way out except through the swamp.

“I must have gone back further in time instead of to
wherever the Others are,” said Norby. “Close your eyes this
time, Jeff, and concentrate . . . oops!”

The cave disappeared and Jeff sat down hard on rough
ground. Before him was a small muddy pond and around
the shore were run-down shacks. There was only one build-
ing visible on the west side of the park, and that was under
construction.

“They called that building The Dakota because it seemed so
far away from the main part of the city,” said Norby. “I've
read all about it. Even your pet cave was man-made at the
time Olmstead created Central Park . . .”

“Norby, we’ve gone back to the nineteenth century!
Are we doomed to keep going further into the past? If
Ing did destroy the universe in the future, is something
blocking us . . .”

“Hey, you!” said a heavy voice in a strangely accented
version of the English used before Terran Basic became
standard. “What’s in that funny-looking barrel——booze?”

A big, bearded man crashed through the trees in back of
them and Jeff picked up Norby, holding him tightly.
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An Artist Lost ia Time

There was a spinning sensation and the squatters’ ground
that was not yet Central Park vanished.

“Where are we? This isn’t hyperspace.”

“l don’t know,” said Norby. “I'm not sure what my
circuits were doing when | hyperjumped. | just wanted to
get away. It was you who shouted, ‘Help.” ”

“No, it was you.”

“l wasn't that afraid.” Norby’s head sucked into his barrel
so that only the tops of his eyes showed. “But | think I am
now.”

Jeff felt the same way, for they were in an enormous, dim
room shaped like a half-moon. At the curved end was a huge
photograph of a spiral galaxy, but it looked different from
most astrophotographs Jeff had seen. There were no stars in
the foreground, only the galaxy hanging in the black of
space.

The room was so dim that Jeff didn’t notice that there was
a large door in the straight end, until Norby tugged at Jeff’s
arm and pointed with his other hand. “Look, Jeff.”

The door was slowly dilating open to light so strong that
Jeff could see only the silhouette of a tall figure in a flowing
robe that shone green where the light filtered through the
edge of it. The figure stepped forward into the room.

It was not a man. It had three eyes and two sets of arms.

“You are one of the Others,” said Jeff in awe, using the
language taught by the Others to two planets Jeff had
previously visited.

“You know us?” said the Other. “I know that my ancestors
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took some creatures like you from their home planet to
another planet. But that was long ago and I have never seen
your kind before. Are you from that planet?”

“No, sir. I am from Earth, the home planet of my species.
This is my robot, Norby, who was made by Jamyn robots
who were made by the Others long ago. I will tell you the
whole story and how I came to meet your species in the past,
but this is an emergency. We need your help.”

“Indeed. Please sit down.” The Other gestured, and two
low seats rose from the floor. The Other sat down and so did

| Jeff, with Norby standing close beside him.

“If you met my species in the past, then you must be
either very long-lived, or a time traveler,” said the Other,
“yet time travel is not possible without a certain metal from a
previous universe. We Others once had a small supply, but it
was lost long ago.”

”I have some inside me,” said Norby proudly. “And so
does another robot like me, who can’t time-travel but, well,
we don’t know what else she can do. She’s been kidnapped
and we think the universe is in danger. Or has already been
destroyed, up in the future.”

“Are you telepathic, small Norby?”

“When I touch humans who have been bitten by the
Jamyn dragons.”

“Then you will be telepathic if you touch an Other, be-
cause we gave that capacity to the dragons. Come here,
Norby, and give me your knowledge.”

When Norby hesitated, Jeff said, “Go ahead, Norby. It’s

. the best thing to do.”
After the information transferal the Other went to consult
| with his colleagues in another part of the ship. While waiting
for his return, Jeff tried to consume some of the liquid and
solid refreshment the Other had provided. It had a strange
taste and appearance, but he supposed the Other wouldn’t
try to poison him. Even so, Jeff was worried.
He knew now that the curved wall of the room did not
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contain a photograph, but plastiglass. He was in a gigantic
ship traveling in space between his own Milky Way galaxy
and what humans called M31, the spiral galaxy in the
constellation of Andromeda. But Jeff wasn't looking at M31.

“That’s our own galaxy we’re looking at, Norby. It doesn’t
seem possible. The Others have a technology that permits
this sort of travel.”

“It's not so wonderful, Jeff. And because they don’t have
any of the metal that's inside me, they can’t time-travel. But,
of course, they invented hyperdrive long before the Federa-
tion did.”

“They were civilized long before Earth evolved life,” said
Jeff. “If anyone can help us, they can.”

“You'd better sleep. He said it would take a while to go
over my information.”

Jeff leaned back, for the seat had developed a soft back as
if in response to his wish. Before he knew it, he was asleep.
And when he woke, he felt refreshed.

The Other was sitting near him, and Jeff smiled, feeling
safe for the first time since Threezy had revealed himself as
Ing.

“Jeff Wells, I am going to tell you what we know,” said the
Other. “We Others travel through the universe in ships like
this one, exploring and learning. This particular ship special-
izes in recording knowledge and ideas as art forms, and I am
the chief artist.”

“What's your name?”

A series of musical syllables flowed from the Other’s
almost human mouth, but Jeff knew he could never pro-
nounce them. “I can’t say your name. Would you mind if |
gave you a name | can pronounce—a name of a renowned
human artist?”

“I would be honored.”

“Then I'll call you Rembrandt. Please go on telling us what
you Others have decided to do after learning what Norby
has stored in his memory banks about Ing's attempt to
destroy the universe.”
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“It was this ship that we are on that caught Ing’s first
bomb and deactivated it,” Rembrandt said. “We were travel-
ing in hyperspace at the time, and we have developed ways
of detecting ships that are also using hyperdrive. Then two
things happened that we did not expect. The first was that
the Quest, as we now know it to have been, disappeared
from hyperspace, though not in the usual way. Something
very odd happened, and Norby’s impression of it is accu-
rate. It was as if hyperspace opened with a momentary hole
that immediately shut. We do not understand the phenome-
non.”

“But what was the other thing that happened?”

Rembrandt laughed. It sounded hearty and human to Jeff.
. "We tried to pick up something in hyperspace that was not a
ship but much smaller. It, however, disappeared.”

“Me? I? Jeff and I?”

“Yes, Norby. Then after we entered normal space, we
detected that someone was trying to reach us. We tuned into
. you and we helped you journey to us.”

"How marvelous!” said Jeff, more awestruck than ever.
These Others were incredibly powerful. Surely they could
do everything—save Pera, even the universe . . .

Norby was touching Jeff, perhaps tuning into his
thoughts, but not transmitting any words, just a sudden
feeling of anxiety. Jeff tried to ignore it, because he was so
happy that they’d found the Others.

“Rembrandt,” said Jeff, “the fact that you entered normal
space after Ing did something drastic in hyperspace, proves
that the universe is still here.” He pointed to the transparent
wall.

”Stars—wrong,” muttered Norby.

“I'm afraid they are,” said Rembrandt sadly. “Our ship
was thrown back in time.”

"How much time?” asked Jeff.

"Jeff,” said Norby, “it happened to us, too. We went back
further in time than we wanted to at first, remember?”

”“We have gone back very far,” said Rembrandt, “so far
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that although galaxies have formed, there are only a few
second generation stars and planets made from the elements
created in the deaths of first generation stars. We here in this
ship are the only life in the universe at this time.”

“I will take you forward in time,” said Norby, elevating his
legs to full length. “Let me tie in to your computer . . .”

“We cannot return to any time where we once existed,”
said Rembrandt, “just as you cannot. If you help us, Norby,
we will try to return to hyperspace just after we left it. We
will search for Ing and if we can’t find him . . .”

“Yes?” said Jeff, his heart sinking. Rembrandt looked as
puzzled and worried as any human could look in a difficult
situation.

“We will think about what to do. In the meantime, would
vou like to see some of the art frerms we carry in this ship?
There are too many for more than a quick survey of some of
the finest specimens but . . .”

“1 would like to see your work, Rembrandt,” said Jeff.

“That is easily done.” Rembrandt touched a switch and
the floor in front of the window shimmered. It seemed as if
several objects had emerged into the room, yet for all Jeff
knew he was looking at advanced holograms. Only one was
easy to examine. The others—were there two?—were misty.

The clear object turned slowly, and Jeff thought he could
never like anything better. It was a sculpture made of tinted
crystal and light, that at first meant nothing at all; yet after a
few minutes, he could see almost anything in it that he
wanted to.

Then the sculpture faded, and one of the other objects
became easy to see. It was chunky and rough and had jolly
music coming from it all of a sudden. Jeff wanted to tap his
feet in time to the music and he felt himself smiling. The
thing was humorous, and he wondered if only humans
would find it so.

“To amuse our young,” said Rembrandt. “We have chil-
dren infrequently, but we love them dearly. This particular
piece is also popular with grown Others.”
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Jeff nodded and watched the funny object fade and a third
take its place. It was a flat rectangular object and when it
came into focus, Jeff gasped.

“It’s an oil painting!”

“Not exactly, but perhaps the canvas, paint, and tech-
nique are similar to those humans use. We Others used this
technique early in our history, and in spite of its difficulties,
it is still popular with serious artists, for it requires skill
which must be painstakingly acquired. We enjoy the effort to
acquire such skill; at least, I do.”

| The painting was of a dragon cradling her young off-
spring, almost in the manner of a Renaissance Madonna and
~ Child. The picture seemed to glow with the love of the
~ mother dragon.
| “I've met the Jamyn dragons,” said Jeff, “but they don’t
remember the Others, who bioengineered them. Surely you
are not that old, Rembrandt, to be one of the founders of
Jamya?”

“Oh, no,” said Rembrandt, smiling. “We Others live
longer than humans, but not that long. The Jamyn dragons
have become one of our legends, and we like to paint
pictures about them.”

“They would love to see you,” said Norby. “If Jamya still
exists. If anything still exists.”

The objects of art vanished, and the room seemed colder.
Rembrandt closed the middle eye of his three. He shook his
head. “No, we Others are space travelers now. We do not
visit planets, and we believe that it is best to leave alone
those species we once helped, like the Jamyn dragons or the
humans we took to the planet Izz. If they still exist.”
| “Don’t you know?” asked Jeff, bewildered. “If they still
exist, I mean?”’

“Ah, young human, I see that you believe we are such
superior beings that we have powers for accomplishing
anything. Although we are much older than the human
race, we are not all that different. All our long history of
experience and technological marvels has not prepared us
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for this crisis. We have no machines that can give us infor-

mation about the future. And without Norby’s help, we

cannot time-travel to find out what Ing did to the universe.”
“I'm ready to help,” said Norby.

The gigantic ship of the Others, so huge that Jeff had been
in only small portions of it, was back in hyperspace, and had
moved forward in time.

“l1 just don't understand it,” said Jeff. “If hyperspace is
dimensionless and outside time, how can we move forward
in time within hyperspace?”

“We don't,” said Norby, still hooked into the ship’s myste-
riously intricate computer. “I've never understood it either,
although I do it, so | asked Yib here . . .”

“Yib?" said Rembrandt, while the rest of the control room
crew members blinked all three of their eyes simultaneously.

“I've named your computer Yib because she’s so big. I said
You Immense Brain to her when | was trying to hook in—
she’s a little hard to get to know—and she didn’t seem to
mind; in fact she thinks I'm cute . . .”

Rembrandt passed one of his upper hands over his head.
“We never realized that our computer had a personality.
Especially a female personality. You were saying that Yib
explained hyperspace to you?”

“Sure,” said Norby. “Of course, a biological brain like
yours or Jeff’s couldn’t possibly understand it completely.”

Jeff and Rembrandt looked at each other in a sudden
comradeship of the merely biological, while the rest of the
Others in the room smiled. Norby had already become a
favorite.

“Tell us, Norby!” commanded Jeff.

“It's just that you don’t move in time when you're in
hyperspace, except biological time. If you stay in hyper-
space, you age just as you would in normal space, but you
can come out of hyperspace at the exact moment, almost,
that you went in, so nothing else will have aged.”

38




AR e

M

“But . ..”

“And,” said Norby, “when we move further in time, as
this ship has just done, thanks to my genius, it is accom-
plished during the transition between normal space and
hyperspace.”

“That doesn’t make sense,” said Jeff.

Norby swung his arms back and forth. “No, I guess not. I
guess I don’t understand hyperspace either. But I've got you
here.”

“We know where we are,” said Rembrandt patiently, “but
when are we?”

' “Just after you left, after Ing left. After Ing blew up or
something. Should Yib and I take the ship further into time
and out into normal space to see if the universe is there?”

There was silence for a moment. And then Rembrandt
said, “I cannot risk the ship, which contains the art treasures
of the long history of the Others, as well as works by many
artists now living. There must be a scouting expedition to
find out what the conditions are in the universe. I will go
with Norby.”

“No,” said Jeff. “You're Rembrandt. As good as he was, I
mean. Just Norby and I will go.”

Norby detached himself from Yib and walked to the center
of the room. He withdrew his legs and hung in the air,
staring at everyone with all four of his eyes. “No biological
being should go. The universe may be lethal to them, but a
robot might survive long enough to come back with the
facts. I will go alone.”

Jeff didn’t have time to argue. He flung himself upon
Norby just as the robot vanished.
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A Dissstrous Chenge

Jeff lay face down, staring at a floor. Something was licking
the back of his neck. He sat up to see that he was in the
Wells’ small ship, the Hopeful, with Norby already seated at
the control board. It was hard to see much because his all-
purpose-pet, Oola, was climbing over him, licking his chin
ecstatically. Loud purring rumbled under her green fur.

“Where have you been, Jeff Wells! I've waited and
waited!” Rinda looked as if she’d been crying, but at the
moment she seemed as angry as the daughter of a ferocious
Izzian Queen could be. “Well? What happened to you two?”

Jeff burst into happy laughter. “We’re home! The universe
is safe! Everything still exists!”

“Are you out of your mind?” asked Rinda, sniffing.

“Your reasoning is logical, Jeff.” said Norby, “If Rinda is
here, then since Ing left hyperspace, enough time has
passed for Rinda to have arrived at our apartment.”

“Of course it has, you idiot,” said Rinda. “I spent one day
with the Admiral in Space Command while the fleet looked
for you, but he and | knew you and the Quest wouldn't be
found because you'd gone into hyperspace, and nobody else
can follow. Then Yobo brought me here and we waited a
couple of days. But you didn't show up, so | stayed to
comfort Oola and hope that your vacationing brother would
come home, but he hasn’t. I've been all alone and very
miserable and | don’t like anything on Terran holovision and
where have you been?”

She had run out of breath, so Jeff explained as fast as he
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could. He wound up by saying, “But Ing failed. The uni-
verse is quite all right.”

“The idea was ridiculous,” said Rinda.

“Of course.”

“But my Pera is still kidnapped. What are we going to do
about it?”

“You're not going to do anything,” said Jeff. “You're going
to go back into the apartment with Oola and wait until we
find Ing and bring Pera back to you.”

“I won’t. That’s why I waited here in the Hopeful after the
Admiral and I found it parked on your apartment roof. He
said that Norby might try to come back for it, especially if
you ran out of air, Jeff. And you almost did. I'm glad you're
alive.”

To Jeff’s surprise, Rinda flung herself at his chest and gave
him a huge hug.

“But you can’t come with us, Rinda. It'll be dangerous.”

“I am a princess and the daughter of a queen and I'm
going with you and that’s that.”

“Yeoww!” said Oola, springing to the top of Norby’s hat.

”Get her off of me,” said Norby. “I’'m busy trying to tune
back into Rembrandt’s ship, and I'm having trouble.”

Rinda detached herself from Jeff and picked up Oola.
“Your all-purpose pet and I intend to go. Don’t argue with
me, Jeff. It's not a good idea.”

“I'll carry you and Oola bodily down to the apartment!”

“Try it,” said Rinda. She had evidently been practicing the
only kind of telepathy to which Oola responded—the wish
that she would change her shape in a certain way.

Oola growled and showed a set of jagged fangs in a
muzzle that Jeff didn’t recognize.

“Now she’s a vlimat,” said Rinda, “one of the creatures
native to Izz. Not nice. She may not at this moment realize
you are her owner, Jeff, so you'd better not try to take us
downstairs.”
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Jeff threw up his hands in defeat, and went to the Hopeful's
galley to see what was available. Rinda had stocked it well
with items from the apartment kitchen, including tasty
dishes she’d evidently persuaded the kitchen computer to
make.

He was full and leaning back in his chair half asleep when
he felt the Hopeful toss like a ship in a storm. He tore into the
control room, where Rinda was holding an irate Oola, who
now looked like his pet cat, and where Norby was still at the
control board.

“What happened, Norby?”

“I'm not sure, Jeff. | sent a message to Admiral Yobo,
explaining that we had to find Pera, and | received a mes-
sage—there it is—and decided I'd better obey him and pick

himup...”
“You mean he wants to come?” Jeff turned on the mes-
sage.

“Pick me up before you start searching hyperspace for Ing,
and that's an order, Cadet.” The voice was Yobo's bass
rumble.

“So what is the problem in going to Space Command?”
asked Jeff. “He went back there after he brought Rinda to
Earth, didn’t he?”

“Yes,” said Rinda. “l want to see him. He's so big and
strong.”

Unaccountably jealous, Jeff turned to Norby again. “Why
haven’t you brought the Hopeful to Space Command?”

“1 thought | had,” said Norby, “but in going through
hyperspace, just for the brief moment it takes on so short a
trip, | seem to have gotten a little mixed up. Space Command
isn't here.”

“Isn’t where? Where are we?”

“I thought we were in orbit around Mars, but—wait! That
is Mars! Isn't it?”

Jeff stared at the viewscreen as Norby brought the Hopeful
closer to the planet. “Sure—there’s Mons Olympus, and |
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can see the domed cities now. For a minute I thought you’d
done something wrong and brought us back in time, before
Earth people went into space and started colonies in the
solar system. Space Command must be in orbit
somewhere . . .”

“Now hear this!” shouted an unknown male voice.

“] don’t understand a word,” said Rinda.

“That’s a hycom message from Mars, I assume,” said Jeff
slowly, “but why are they speaking Martian Swahili? The
language used in all space communication is Terran Basic.”

“Perhaps Norby’s brought us to Mars at a time when the
Martian colonists had built the domes, but Space Command
didn’t exist yet,” said Rinda.

“Impossible,” said Norby. “Space Command was built
first, in orbit around Luna, Earth’s moon, and later moved to
Mars when they began to build the domed cities. Space
Command is not here, but the cities are. We couldn’t have
gone back in time.”

“Now hear this. Now hear this.” After these two repeti-
tions, the message continued, accompanied by the picture of
the speaker on holovision. He was middle-aged, wearing a
peculiar dark outfit and a blank expression.

“Unregistered ship—remain in orbit until the patrol makes
contact with you. Failure to comply will result in instant
destruction of your ship.” The picture winked out.

“Maybe we’d better do what he wants,” said Jeff.

“I will,” said Norby, “but I thought you’d like to hear one
of their news broadcasts. I've just tuned the hycom to it.”

Norby pressed a button and another voice filled the con-
trol room. It was accompanied by a picture of a large, stony-
faced woman who seemed to be reading from an unseen
monitor. She spoke a language Jeff had never heard.

“Is that another of the strange Terran languages used
before Terran Basic came in?” asked Rinda.

“No,” said Jeff. “And that one sounds almost too difficult
for humans to speak. She keeps clearing her throat.”
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The woman cleared her throat once more and said in
Martian Swahili, “Now for the translation. Mars City quotas
of filracks are falling behind. If this is not rectified by next
Monday, penalties will be imposed. The ration of Instant
Nourish will be cut immediately. If production is not
speeded up by the next Monday, the Happy Time will be
increased in intensity and duration for all citizens.”

The woman’s face vanished and was replaced by bril-
liantly-colored patterns that swirled and vibrated, accompa-
nied by oddly unpleasant music that Jeff wanted turned off
but could not do so himself.

“Look at the pretty colors,” said Rinda, dreamily, picking
up Oola again. “Pretty, pretty, pretty. Look, Oola.”

“Pretty,” said Jeff hoarsely. “Turn—no—on—no—off—
pretty, pretty . . "

“Ow!” said Rinda, dropping Oola. “She bit me! I must
have been holding her too tightly. What's the matter, Oola?”

The all-purpose pet was stalking up to the holoscreen, her
green fur bushed out like an angry cat's. She spat and
snarled at the screen, her snout lengthening. When the
patterns continued, she sat back on her haunches and
howled.

Thanks to Oola, who had captured everyone’s attention,
Jeff was able to say, “Norby, turn off the hvcom!”

Norby did so. “What's the matter with you three?” he
asked. “You look sick.”

“If that's the Happy Time,” said Jeff, “it hypnatizes hu-
mans, but not Oola, who obviously hates it. [idn‘t it bather
you, Norby?”

“1 glanced at it, but the patterns and music didn't do
anything except give me a slight ticklish feeling in my
circuits, and besides, | was too busy monitoring the ap-
proach of—that.”

In the viewscreen was a small ship, approaching the
Hopeful, and, like it, obviously built to enter planetary atmo-
spheres and dock on land surfaces instead of in space. It did
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not, however, resemble the Hopeful nor any ship Jeff had
studied during his years at Space Academy.

“It's not a hyperdrive ship,” said Norby, “but it's scanning
us with a very sophisticated scanner. The Federation never
had any like that before. I suppose it will hail us—I've left
ship-to-ship communication open . . .”

“Hey!” shouted Jeff. “What was that!” The Hopeful seemed
to quiver and then move out of orbit.

“Traction beam,” said Norby, in a small, tinny voice. “A
very powerful type unknown to me. I don't like it. I'm going
to try to break away.” He worked hard at the control board
and then said, “No use. It’s pulling us to Mars.”

“Go into hyperspace or back in time,” said Jeff.

“Can’t. Not while the beam is on. I know the Federation
has nothing like this. Not the Federation that I know.”

“Go into hyperspace yourself, Norby, without the Hope-
ful.”

“I might not be able to get back to you, Jeff. I don’t want to
leave you in danger. We have to find out—oh!”

“Oh, what?”

“I just tuned into the hycom again and heard another
message in Martian Swahili from that ship to the Mars base.
It said, “Alien ship in tow. Inform the Master of Mars.”

“There is no master of Mars.”

“There was something else,” said Norby. “The date. I did
make a mistake, after all. I didn’t just go through hyperspace
to pick up Yobo at Space Command. I also went forward in
time five hundred years!”
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5
Priconens!

As the captured Hopeful slid into a dock that clamped re-
straining bars around it, Jeff wondered about the five hun-
dred years. What could have happened to Space Command,
so all-important in his own time?

“Jeff,” said Norby, “the tow beam’s off. Shall I try to make
the Hopeful go into hyperspace to escape?”

“Yes,” said Jeff.

“Better not,” said Rinda. “Would you want to carry with
us what's just come in from the air lock you supposedly
locked?”

Jeff turned and Norby opened his back eyes (when at the
control board he usually concentrated by shutting his back
ones). Jeff grunted as if he’d been hit, and in the next
moment he was—by Oola jumping upon him and wrapping
herself around his neck. She was hissing in his ear.

“1 guess we wouldn’t want to bring this, ah, stranger with
us,” said Rinda, picking up Norby, who instantly closed up.
“Don’t let this guy steal my doll.”

“Who are you?” asked Jeff.

The stranger said nothing. If it looked at them, it was
impossible to tell, because Jeff couldn’t see any eyes. Slightly
higher than an adult human, the alien looked like a bilious-
yellow palm tree whose thick trunk ended in eight stubby
legs with strange joints. The top was only superficially leaf-
like, because each of its ten leaves seemed to be made of a
leathery hide that ended in a thin jointed arm with terminal
pinchers.
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The entire creature was encased in a transparent suit with
separate sections for each arm. The horn-like pinchers ex-
truded beyond the suit and were slowly moving ominously
in a way that reminded Jeff of a crab about to catch its prey.

"It smells,” said Rinda, wrinkling her nose. “And since all
but its claws are covered with plastic, imagine what the
whole creature must smell like. Go away, Mister!”

The alien turned a sickly orange color and waved its
pinchers at Rinda. A stream of syllables came out of a
speaker, but no one could understand them.

There was something about the alien that made Jeff feel
queasy with fear. He went over to Rinda and put his arm
around her, which brought him into telepathic contact with
Norby.

—Is there data about such a creature in your memory
banks, Norby?

—Nothing. I don’t like it at all . . .

—You can take one of us to safety. Go into hyperspace and
if possible take Rinda back to the apartment . . .

—I can't, Jeff. This creature or its fancy space suit projects
an electronic field that makes it difficult for me to function.
Be very careful. That creature is dangerous.

They were prisoners.

”The Master of Mars has scanned your ship and says that
it does not have hyperdrive. How do you explain your
sudden appearance in our air space, young man?”

“Well, your honor,” Jeff began, but the man behind the big
desk shook his head in disapproval and the humans in the
courtroom murmured.

“Use of Terran Basic is forbidden. Speak only Martian
Swalhili if you do not know the language of the Masters,”
said the thin, sad-faced man Jeff assumed to be the judge.
”And I am to be addressed as ‘Sir Prosecutor.”

“What's wrong with using Terran Basic?”” asked Jeff in
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Martian Swahili, grateful for Norby’s coaching that had
finally enabled him to achieve some competence in that
language.

“Only regional languages are permitted. Surely you know
that simple rule?”

“We don’t know any of your rules, Sir Prosecutor. We
have only just arrived.”

The prosecutor turned to one of the human cops who had
later boarded the Hopeful to take Jeff and Rinda to the
courtroom with Oola bristling on Jeff's shoulders and Rinda
carrying a closed-up Norby.

“I understand that the only occupants of that small an-
tique spacecraft were these two children, their pet and their
toy robot?”

“That is correct, Sir Prosecutor.”

The alien standing beside Jeff suddenly spoke in its
strange language.

After listening the prosecutor said, "1 see. Then they have
no grownup to explain why they violated our space without
permit. They alone are guilty.”

“We didn’t know we were violating anything,” said Jelf.
“How can we be anything but innocent until we are proven
guilty?”

“In the courts of the Masters, guilt does not need to be
proven. The Masters decide. The Master of Mars has de-
cided that you are guilty.”

Rinda moved closer to Jeff so that he could touch his robet
and hear Norby’s telepathic message.

—Rinda, Jeff, your only hope is to say that you are from
the past, thrown into this time period by some unknown
force. You must go on pretending that I am merely a toy,
because there aren’t any robots that my sensors can find.
Even the computers are small and simple. I'd guess that
these aliens do everything, control everything.

“I'm sorry we have entered your space by accident,” said
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Jeff evenly, keeping his eyes wide and his face as childishly
innocent as possible. “My friend and I were playing in my
brother’s scout ship when the whole thing was hurled away
from where we were to wherever this is.”

“Your brother’s ship? But humans are not allowed to own
any ships, even one as small and as old as yours. Explain.”

My brother works for Space Command and . . .”

“That is impossible. Space Command was destroyed four
hundred and fifty years ago when our Masters arrived.”

Jeff saw that a gleam of interest was shining in the eyes of
the haggard prosecutor, and that possibly there had been
some cynicism in the words ‘our Masters’.

Evidently the alien could understand Martian Swabhili
even if it spoke only its own language, for it turned orange
again and talked to the prosecutor.

“The Master says that you children are time travelers and
must be examined closely. First the oldest—you, boy—must
learn the language. Hold still and let the Master touch you.”

—Telepathic teaching [said Norby, in Jeff’s mind]. Better
recite nonsense poems to yourself so it won't find out
anything in case it tries to probe your mind.

But as the alien’s claws approached, Jeff became afraid.
Although the alien still wore the transparent space suit, the
odor and the strangeness it exuded were unbearable.

Oola spat and yowled and the alien drew back.

“Control your pet or it will be killed,” said the prosecutor.

Jeff handed Oola to Rinda, who had a hard time clutching
both an irate all-purpose pet and Norby, until Norby used
just enough antigrav to make himself practically weightless.
Jeff could see Rinda’s muscles relax and she smiled at him.
She’s brave, he thought.

The alien’s claws came again, and this time they touched
Jeff’s head. Instantly he had a terrible headache.

‘Twas brillig and the slithy toves

Did gyre and gimble in the wabe. . . .
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As long as the claws stayed on his hetad, Jeff went on with
the Jabberwocky, grateful to Lewis Carroll for providing the
best nonsense poem of all time.

The claws left and hus headache began to clear.

“Human, listen to me,” said the alien, and Jeff understood
the language

“l could not read the contents of vour brain, but that will
be rectified in ime. It 1s clear to me that you are displaced
from your own time.”

“It happened when Ing . . .’

“Ing, the bringer of the kev,” said the alien. “There is no
need to discuss it. When the key was brought, the space
disturbance caused the transfer of your ship to this time
period. Your mind is too muddled for adequate training to
make you suitable for our time. You will be destroyed while
the younger child will be trained.”

When Jeff saw the human prosecutor wince, he turned to
him and said politely, “Please, Sir Prosecutor, perhaps vou
can understand that all we want is to leave. We can’t possi-
bly harm the Master, or anyone else.”

Jeff spoke Martian Swahili—he could understand the ali-
en’s language, but couldn’t speak it. Perhaps only a few
humans could, like the holo announcer and the prosecutor.
Perhaps that was why they had important jobs.

The prosecutor smiled sadly. “"Where can vou go? Your
ship 1s not capable of hyperdrive, and besides, the Masters
do not allow humans to travel away from home.”

“Please don’t kill Jeff,” said Rinda in Martian Swahili that
was atrociously bad, but nevertheless a tnbute to Norbv's
shall at quickie language teaching. “He’s only fifteen.”

“Looks older,” muttered the prosecutor. “Master, is it
possible that the boy could be trained after all?”

But the aben did not seem to be listening, for its leathery
leaves were waving towards Rinda. Did it want Norby? Jeff
was afraid that the alien had somehow tuned into the little
robot’s te'epathic teaching of Rinda.
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Then Jeff saw that Oola’s shape had changed. Horrified,
he realized that he had never seen the animal she had just
become, an elongated dachshund-like body with tentacles at
each end and sixteen legs.

”A nununiy!” exclaimed the alien, hobbling over to Rinda
and taking Oola from her.

“Our pet can be what you want it to be,” said Jeff. “You
must have powerful thoughts, for Oola has discovered how
to be a nununiy for your sake.”

Rinda giggled and immediately suppressed it, but not
before she winked at Jeff. What was she up to?

The alien cuddled Oola, everyone present staring at them,
except Jeff. He was watching Norby, whose head was elevat-
ing just enough for him to wink at Jeff. Suddenly Norby and
Rinda disappeared.

“The little girl’s gone!” shouted the prosecutor, his face
grey with fear. “It is not my fault, Master . . .”

The alien waved a claw at the prosecutor, and the man
doubled over in obvious pain. Jeff decided that the alien
possessed the power of electronic stimulation of pain cir-
cuits. No wonder it was so easy for one alien to control a
courtroom. But how did one alien control a planet? Or were
there more?

“Where did the girl go, time traveler?”” asked the alien. It
seemed to have forgotten Oola, who was still sitting on the
palm-like top. Jeff was afraid that she meant to stay the
alien’s pet forever.

“I don’t know where they went,” said Jeff.

“Perhaps not, but you know how they did it.”

When Jeff didn’t answer, the alien’s sickly orange color
deepened and it pointed a claw at him. The pain was awful.

“I won't tell you,” said Jeff. “What'’s the matter with you,
anyway? If you have to stay in a space suit, why do you
bother with planets like Mars? Why are you here?”

The courtroom audience gasped. Apparently no human
ever talked back to a Master.
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“You dislike me, young human. All humans do, but they
obey, for we train them with the Happy Hour. If you do not
respond to it while you are in jail, you will be killed.”

“Killing is uncivilized. If you have a society capable of the
kind of space travel it took to get to Mars, then you shouldn’t
be interested in killing.”

“You are naive. You also don't seem to realize that there is
a Master for every human colony. We are invulnerable, for
we protect ourselves against human stun guns and conven-
tional blast weapons, and we have powers you humans do
not possess. We are superior beings, and your puny lives do
not interest us. We do not care whether you live or die, but if
you live, you must serve us with total obedience.”

Jeff did not answer. He was trying not to look at Oula,
whose shape was changing again.

“Can you give us total obedience?”

Oola looked more and more like a cat now, and she was
growing bigger, her tail disappeaning to compensate for the
shift in mass.

““Total obedience?” questioned Jeff, trying to look as puz-
zled as possible to attract the attention of the court, many of
whom were beginning tg murmer about Oola. “What's
that?”

“Bah, you are hopeless. I will get rid of you now,” said the
alien, lunging at Jeff with claws outstretched.

“Wait,” said Jeff, stepping backward until he was against
the prosecutor’'s desk. “There is much you can learn from
me, and perhaps | will cooperate if you just explain a few
things. Why do you call yourselves Masters, and why . . .”

“We are the only true intelligent species. All species must
serve us.”

Oola’s fangs were growing longer. She now had a striking,
resemblance to the saber-toothed cat which was one of her
maxre ferocious ancestors. But what could a smilodont do
against an all-powerful alien?
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“All species?” asked Jeff desperately, buying time while he
hoped that Norby would return for him.

“Human imbecile! In the past some of you humans be-
lieved civilization could progress with many species living
harmoniously in the same universe, but we disagree. We
permit the lives of other species to continue only if they
serve us. Above all, we do not permit intelligent species to
travel in space. Hyperdrive is outlawed; humans stay in
their own territories, making products we can use.”

“But what is your territory?”

“Everything. We are the Masters.”

“You're just a big ugly!” shouted a beloved metallic voice.
And there was Norby, hovering in the air beside Jeff.

But the alien was too quick. Intense pain seared Jeff’s body
and Norby squeaked, falling to the floor as if his antigrav
had been knocked out. The alien bent and a claw reached
out to pick up Norby.

In spite of the pain, Jeff leaped upon the alien and tried to
push it back, but the creature tossed him aside as if he
weighed nothing.

“This robot is forbidden,” said the alien. “This robot is a
dangerous mechanism which must be destroyed.”

“No!” yelled Jeff, trying to get up.

Oola’s head reared back and then plunged down, her
saber teeth stabbing into the alien’s strange space suit.

The alien plucked her off its top and threw her at Jeff.

“A product of the Others, no doubt.” The alien made a
rasping sound that hurt the eardrums.

“The Others will punish you,” said Jeff, holding Oola.
Norby didn’t move. Was he dead?

“Ah, then, you know the Others in your time? They are
practically extinct now, for we have conquered them as we
have conquered you puny humans. Soon we will be rid of
any species that opposes us.”

“The Others are good! They never kill. They respect life.”
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“Fools,” said the alien. “And now, stupid human, | will
take care that you never bother me again.” It stepped toward
Jeff again. And it crashed to the floor, its pinchers opening
and closing uselessly. Inside the suit, the alien’s body with-
ered and shrank. Then it began to crumble into a grey
powder.

“Oh, no!” said the prosecutor. “You have killed the Mas-
ter! You have brought destruction on us all!”

“Good riddance,” said Norby, jumping up and taking
Jeff’s hand. “It almost discombobulated all my circuits.”

“You don’t understand,” wailed the prosecutor. “Each
Master, throughout the universe, is linked with all the other
Masters, and when one dies or is injured, the Masters send
ships to destroy the planet or satellite where it happened.
We are doomed!”

“Lset into your own ships . . .”

“We have none.”

“We do,” said Narby. “Nao time to say goodbye, Jeff.”




The Problem

The Hopeful was in orbit when Rinda pointed to the
viewscreen and said, “Here they come!”

Huge ships were bearing down on Mars. “They must have
come from hyperspace,” said Jeff. “There must be a great
many of those Biguglies.”

"Biguglies?”

“Norby named them. I refuse to refer to them as masters.
Can you get the Hopeful into hyperspace now, Norby?”

“As you have just pointed out, the Biguglies probably
have many ships everywhere, and are capable of hy-
perdrive. I can’t just go into hyperspace. I've got to move us
backward in time, to a time before the Biguglies appeared in
our solar system.”

"“Jeff,” said Rinda, “If, as you reported, the Biguglies claim
to have conquered everybody, does that mean that my
planet I1zz has a Master, too?”

“I'm afraid so,” said Jeff. “Hurry, Norby.”

“I wish those ships weren’t coming so fast,” said Norby.
“I'm having trouble hurrying. My circuits feel more mixed-
up than usual.”

Just as the Hopeful winked out of normal space, Jeff saw in
the viewscreen that the domed cities of Mars were explod-
ing.

”All those people—dead—my fault,” said Jeff.

Rinda was crying. “No, my fault. I persuaded Oola to
imitate something she could detect that the alien used as a
pet, so the alien’s electronic guard field would drop a little. I
thought maybe that would free Norby’s hyperdrive so we
could escape back to the ship.”
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“l didn’t realize Oola’s fangs could penetrate the alien’s
suit, but | guess only a tiny hole was needed,” said Jeff. “]
don’t remember wishing she would become a sabertooth,
but | must have.”

“If the two of you would stop heaping guilt on yourselves,
let me remind you of two things,” said Norby. “The Bigugly
was about to kill you, Jeff. And me, too. The second thing is
that none of those people we saw really exists.”

“But they were real!” said Jeff.

“In a time that should not have been,” said Norby. “We
have just visited a false future, one that should not have
occurred. Jeff, you and | have been in the future once or
twice and not only were humans space travelers, but the
Others were alive and well.”

“Then Ing did something that caused the Biguglies to start
conquering everybody,” said Rinda.

“Yes,” said Norby. “We must find cut what he did and go
back to stop it. Ing brought the Biguglies a ‘key’. We must
find out.”

“How?” asked Jeff, feeling weary and worn out.

“And where are we now ™ asked Rinda.

“We're in hyperspace,” said Norby. “I'm not sure how far
we've traveled in time, but at least there aren’t any Biguglies
sneaking into our air lock. And as to how—I don’t know.”

“Then take the Hopeful out into normal space. Then we’ll
tfind out what time penod we're in,” said Jeff.

“After you and Rinda get some sleep,” said Norby. “Do |
have to be a nursemaid as well as a genius rabot who rescues
everybody?”

“I guess Oola has the right idea,” said Rinda.

Oola was curled up like an ardinary cat that just happened
to be green. She was sound asleep.

Jeff woke with a start, for Norby was poking him in the
chiest.

“What . . .”

“Shh. Rinda’s asleep in the bedroom and | don’t want to
wike her unless it’s necessary.”
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“Why did you wake me?”
“You've been asleep six hours, which should be plenty,

and I need advice.”
”A genius robot needs advice?”

“Don’t be funny, Jeff. Look at that.”

Jeff rolled over and sat up on the mat he’d brought into the
control room. He looked where Norby was pointing and saw
the viewscreen.

“It’s just the peculiar grey pattern of hyperspace.”

“Look again.”

“There’s a glitch in it. What does that mean?”

“Fargo once explained to me that the viewscreen is under
the control of the ship’s computer, and that when another
ship comes close to the Hopeful, the viewscreen registers it.”

”Another ship? In hyperspace—Norby, it can only be the
Biguglies! They’ve found us and . . .”

Rinda came running in, rubbing sleep out of her eyes. "I
heard you shout. What’s happening?”

“Nothing good,” said Jeff. “I think the Biguglies . . .”

Suddenly the air lock opened and Oola leapt to her feet.

“Wowrr? Me—uuu!” Oola sidled up to the invader who
had entered through the air lock. She sniffed at him, licked
her paw, yawned, and trotted back to Jeff.

“Have I passed a test?”

“Rembrandt!”

It was indeed, the Other whom Jeff had nicknamed Rem-
brandt. But he had aged tremendously. He appeared so old
he was almost unrecognizable. He breathed laboriously, but
managed to smile at Jeff. “"When our scanning computer told
us that this ship contained Norby, we could not believe that
any humans would be alive. Yet here you are, as young as
when I last saw you, and with an interesting animal and a
beautiful young lady. You must have traveled in time, Jeff
Wells.”

“How much time, Rembrandt?” asked Jeff, noticing that
Norby was touching Rinda with his sensor wire, presumably
explaining all about the Other named Rembrandt.
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“When you and Norby left our ship to enter normal space,
it was just after Norby had so kindly brought us back in
hyperspace to our own and your time. That was a thousand
of your years ago.”

“A thousand years!”

“I went forward instead of backward,” said Norby. “Lucky
we found you, Rembrandt.”

“I don’t think luck had much to do with it,” said the Other.
“When you did not return to us with information about
whether the universe was collapsing or not, we waited many
years. Finally we decided that we had to find out whether
the universe was alive or dead, and we went out of hyper-
space.”

“l guess you found the Biguglies,” said Rinda “That’s
what Norby calls those leafy aliens.”

A smile bent the wrinkles in Rembrandt's face. “The so-
called Master Race certainly has an ugly nature, as we found
out when we returned to normal space. They had conquered
every inhabited planet, and destroyed every ship of the
Others that they could find. They were too powerful to
control, so we have unfortunately been forced to run from
them ever since.”

“l don’t understand how you found us now,” said Jeff.

“We had programmed our computer, Yib, to look for
Norby in case he could help us escape the Biguglies by
moving back or ahead in time. As years passed, we gave up
hope, but Yib kept searching, and finally found you, with
your friend.”

“I'm Rinda, Princess of 1zz, and I'm honored to meet one
of the Others. We lzzians have legends about you, but we
never thought you could live over a thousand years.”

“Others live several thousand years,” said Rembrandt,
“but I am now at the end of my life span. Because we could
not time-travel without Norby, we have lived through the
past thousand years, helpless to prevent the conquest by the
Biguglies. | am glad to have found you, but it is too late for
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us. You must go back into normal space and help your own
people to recover.”

“But the Biguglies will capture us!” said Jeff.

“No. In the years since you last saw them, the Biguglies
have been slowly poisoned, unable to adapt to any planet
where Others and humans can live. They have suffered
alterations in their cells that first sterilized and then killed
them. Soon they will be extinct and we’ll be rid of them, but
it will be slow work to rebuild the civilizations they de-
stroyed.”

Jeff ran his fingers through his curly brown hair. “But can’t
we help restore this time track to the way it should have
been, with humans and Others all over the universe, doing
well? Norby and I once visited the future ahead of this time,
and that’s the way it was. Why can’t Norby time-travel us
back to stop the Biguglies before they conquer everything?”

“l am too old now,” said Rembrandt, “and I fear that the
Biguglies were always unstoppable. Norby, take your hu-
mans back somewhere in time where you will be safe.”

“Then there’s a better solution. We’ll time travel back to
stop Ing! Then this false future will not come about. There
won’t be any conquest by Biguglies.”

Rembrandt shook his head. “It is true that the period of
time we Others have lived through, this last thousand years,
is a false time. But I fear that it is impossible to set things
right. We in this last ship of the Others have tried to think of
ways to solve the problem, but our research shows that it
cannot be done. You cannot time-travel to change history.”

“Why not?” asked Rinda and Jeff simultaneously.

“This time track will be permanent,” said Rembrandt.
“The original mistake that changed time cannot be cor-
rected.”

“I think I know why,” said Norby. “I've analyzed all my
own data and I think I know what’s discouraged you Others.
I'm sorry, Jeff, but we may be stuck.”

“] won't believe that!” yelled Rinda. “I'm never going to
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give up, and if someone doesn’t tell me why they think we're
stuck in this horrible place and time, I'm going to scream.”

“Rinda’s right,” said Jeff, putting his arm around her
shoulders. “She and | are human and young, but we can
stand hearing the truth. Please tell us.”

“We have studied the creatures you call the Biguglies,
learned their language, and listened in on their conversa-
tions. We know where they come from, and why we cannot
go back to stop their invasion.” said Rembrandt. “Alas,
when Ing added Pera and the force of his second bomb to the
thrust of his ship, the combination made the Quest force its
way out of the hyperspaceuniverse field that belongs to our
own universe. Apparently there are many parallel uni-
verses, and Ing broke through into one of them.”

“Then unless we can do the same thing Ing did, we can’t
go to find him!” said Jeff. “Now | know what the Bigugly
meant when he said Ing was the bringer of the key. It meant
the key that let the Biguglies travel from their universe to
ours.”

“Exactly,” said Rembrandt. “The key must have been
Pera, and the rare metal she contains. We don’t know much
about that metal, but the Others suspect that it was made in
the previous expansion of our own universe. Pera has it,
Norby has some, and it was rumored that Others were
collecting bits of it to use when our universe collapses and
dies a natural death.”

“My Pera?” said Rinda. “She’s the key to inter-universe
travel?”

“Yes,” said Rembrandt. “Using the metal they stole from
Pera, the Biguglies invaded our universe at the same time,
billions of them, and then could not return to their own
home. They conquered our universe but we cannot go to
theirs.

“To find Ing,” said Jeff. “To find a villain.”




10

Norby's Ides

“Norby,” said Jeff. “We’ve had a great dinner in Rem-
brandt’s ship, and I'm beginning to think a little better.”

“Dinner and sleep. I've been waiting hours for you and
Rinda to wake up.”

“I'm awake, and don’t you dare leave me out of this
conference,” said Rinda, combing out her long red hair.

“This is how I see it,” said Jeff. “Rembrandt has every
reason to believe that it's impossible to follow Ing even if we
can go back in time accurately to when, I mean just after, he
penetrated to the next universe. The Others have lived many
years on the run from the Biguglies, becoming so old and
discouraged that they’ve given up. I used to think they were
superbeings, but they have emotions and discouragements
just as we do.”

“I'm not discouraged,” said Rinda. “I am confident that
you’ll find a way to sort out this mess. You and Norby.” She
smiled up at Jeff in a way that made him realize she wouldn’t
stay eleven. Her confidence in him made Jeff feel strong,
powerful, and mature.

“Of course, it was really Oola who enabled us to escape,”
said Rinda serenely. “Not that you're not brave, Jeff, but you
do fumble things quite a bit.”

“Thanks a lot.”

“Both of you are forgetting that if it weren’t for me, you'd
still be in that courtroom on Mars,” said Norby.

“What do you suggest we do about this problem, Norby?”
asked Jeff. “Since you're such a genius.”

“While you were asleep I asked Rembrandt. Of course, I
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got annoyed when he said that the alien metal in me and
Pera was dangerous and likely to be misused, because after
all I have done a lot of good even if | do get mixed up at
times . . "

“N()fby!"

“.. . and | asked Rembrandt if the Others wanted to take
the metal out of me and use it . . "

“They wouldn't!” Jeff exclaimed.

“Right. He said, and I quote accurately, ‘We will leave you
intact, Norby. You are unique, and you give any universe an
extra element of fun and uncertainty.” “

“Stop bragging, Norby,” said Rinda. “Pera never brags.”

Jeff put out a hand to stop her. “Wait. | don’t think Norby
was just bragging. Or that Rembrandt was just flattering
him. It was a message, wasn't it?”

“I think so, Jeff. Do you want to talk to him?”

“Yes."

The air lock opened once more and Rembrandt entered. “I
left it to Norby to broach the subject with you, Jeff, and after
you had food and rest. We wish to borrow Norby.”

“What do you mean!”

“You know, Jeff,” said Norby.

Jeff did. He put his head in his hands and thought about
it. “I guess the Others want to link you to their computer,
Norby, so their ship will go into the Biguglies’ universe.”

“I’'m not built exactly like Pera, so there’s no way of telling
if I can go through the barrier, even with all the power of the
Others’ ship behind me, but I'm going to try.”

“Norby and I have agreed that you and Rinda must stay in
the Hopeful, safe in hyperspace now that the Biguglies are
dying out in this time period.”

“Oh, no,” said Rinda. “You can’t keep me out of your
blasted big ship. | want to see it and | want to go where

NOfby gm'fi
“Staying behind is out of the question,” said Jeff. “But |
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have a suggestion. Norby can take the Hopeful back in time to
find you, Rembrandt, when your ship was young . . .”

“You are discouraged by my frailty, aren’t you, Jeff?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Even if I die, it won’t matter. The important thing is for
Norby to use our ship as it is now, for over the centuries we
have made our ship increasingly powerful. If you go back to
find the Rembrandt that I used to be, he will not know how
to make my ship powerful enough.”

“Norby might be able to take the Hopeful if your ship’s
computer augments the power of ours,” said Jeff. “The link
would break once the Hopeful penetrated the Biguglies’ uni-
verse, but it might be enough to begin with.”

“Too uncertain,” said Rembrandt. “And without our
power, how would you bring the Hopeful back to your own
universe?”

“Isn’t there the risk that if you and Norby took your ship
across, you might be stuck there?”

“Yes, Jeff, butIlamold . . .”

“You and your crew are the last of the Others in this time
period. If anything goes wrong . . .”

“Nevertheless, we will go and you two humans will stay.’

Rinda laughed. She picked up a still sleepy Oola and
petted her soft green head, laughing again when Oola
yawned and began to purr.

“Mr. Rembrandt,” said Rinda, “You're not telling the
truth.”

“We Others do not lie.”

“Maybe not to someone you're talking to, but how about
to yourself?”

“Don’t insult Rembrandt,” said Jeff, embarrassed.

“Think about it, Rembrandt,” said Rinda, in exactly the
tone her royal mother would use when lecturing a courtier.
“Perhaps the reason you don’t want Norby to go in the
Hopeful is that if Jeff and I and Norby succeed without you,

’

63




then you'll die. You won't exist anymore, because this Rem-
brandt, the one you are now, won't ever have existed.”

There was a long silence, and finally Rembrandt said, “1
think you are correct, young Rinda of 1zz. Perhaps | believed
that somehow, if | went to the parallel universe, | would
continue existing even if history were changed back. It is not
logical. | am ashamed.”

“Let me try with the Hopeful, as Jeff suggested,” said
Norby. “Let me use the power of your ship as long as | can.”

“Very well,” said Rembrandt. “We will establish the link.
All of us will link with our computer and with Norby, who
will then have powerful energy. | only grieve that it is likely
that you will be stranded in the alien universe.”

“Not if | can somehow make contact with you again,
Rembrandt,” said Norby. “Stay in hyperspace so . . .”

“If you succeed in the alien universe, we will not be
available to you.”

“But the original ‘you’ will be, the Rembrandt you were
before, the young one . . .”

“He did not, will not, have my knowledge, especially the
more recently-acquired knowledge that will enable us to use
the great new power of our ship. | do not mind that my
memories of battle and flight will be lost when | cease
existing. | mind that all the important scientific knowledge
will be lost . . .”

“Not if you give it to me,” said Norby.

“You are a remarkably intelligent robot, Norby, but not
even your brain could understand it.”

“I'm smart—" Norby stopped, and withdrew his head
into his barrel until only the domed hat could be seen.

“No, Norby. You cannot even imagine what knowledge
we’'ve learned and what can be done with it.”

“All right,” said Norby, “I'm not that smart, and I'm not
built to record things as well as Pera, but | could record some
data—like how to augment the power of your ship, and if |
tell the young Rembrandt you used tobe . . .”




Rembrandt’s seamed and withered face smiled broadly.
“You are even smarter than I thought. I will give you the
knowledge, but only scientific knowledge, mainly about the
ship. I do not want my young self to be burdened by the
weighty, unhappy memories of an old being.”

“I'm ready, sir,” said Norby.

“Then let us prepare. We Others, the last of our kind in a
universe gone wrong, will do all we can to send you rescuers
both back—and out.”
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Bsck sad Oui

“I don’t want to be strapped into the chair,” said Rinda, her
cheeks so pale that her freckles stood out sharply.

“It's necessary,” said Jeff, pushing her back into the chair
and activating the restraining web. “Norby thinks the Hope-
ful may get shaken up when we cross into the parallel
universe.”

“But can’t | be closer to you?” she pleaded.

“I'm going to be webbed in, too, Rinda, in this chair, but
I'll lrave one arm frew so we can hold hands.”

Oola, already encased in a padded box with a screened
windaw, was giving her opinion of the whole enterprise by
yowling and growling alternatively.

“Can’t you put that animal in the bedroom?” asked Norby,
fussing over his connections to the computer, which was
linked to Yib in the Other’'s ship by means of radio waves as
well as wires from ship to ship.

“If Owola claws her way out | want to be able to grab her,”
said Jeff.

“How ¢an you, when you're tied up like me?” asked
Rinda.

“MNeither of us is tied up, as you put it. To release yourself
in an ¢mergency, just pull the string with the metal tab on
the end of it, that one just aver your head.”

“Are you all settled finally?”’ asked Norby. “It's a lot of
hard work to maintain these powerful connections while I'm
trying to tune into somebody a thousand vears in the past
and in another universe.”

“l don’t see how it’s possible,” said Rinda. “How tan you
tune into Ing . . .~
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“Not Ing!” said Norby. “I could never tune into any
human, with the possible exception of Jeff, over such a
distance and time. I'm trying to find a villain by finding his
victim.”

“Pera,” said Rinda. “My Pera.”

“My Pera,” said Norby. “I'm very fond of her. Now hush
up, everybody, so I can concentrate.”

“Yes, Norby,” said Rinda sweetly. “We have complete
faith in you.” With her free hand, she reached over to Jeff,
but couldn’t quite make it. He stretched his arm out and
caught her hand. It was cold.

—I'm just a little worried [said Rinda, telepathically].
Naturally, being a royal princess, I'm not terrified or
anything . . .

—Naturally.

—But do you think Norby knows what he’s doing, Jeff?

—Honestly, I don’t. How can he? It's never been done
before except by Ing, with the aid of Pera and a large bomb.

—But what if we get across and can’t find them . . .

—Don’t think about it, Rinda. Can you see my face?

—Yes. You look scared. Of course, you’re not of royal
blood, but I suppose we're all allowed a little fear.

—That’s gracious of you, Your Highness, but watch me.
I'm going to put a small smile on my face, take a deep breath,
let it out and try to relax all my muscles as I do so. Watch.

—And I suppose you want me to try it?

—That'’s the idea.

—You do look more relaxed, Jeff. Maybe I will . . .

“Okay, Rembrandt,” said Norby. “I'm as ready as I can be,
considering that I don’t understand Yib very well. Your
computer has grown so.”

“Yib understands you, Norby,” said Rembrandt from the
Hopeful's speaker. “We are backing you up and pushing you
out, all the way. It’s up to you to locate yourself.”

“I'm trying, I'm trying! Go ahead!”

“Goodbye, Norby,” said Rembrandt. “And goodbye, Prin-
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cess Rinda—I am delighted to have had the chance fo know
.
. “Goodbye,” said Norby and Rinda simultaneously.

“And Jefferson Wells, | say goodbye to you in the hope
that if you ever meet—him—please, tell him . . .~

Jeff waited.

“That's odd. I don’t know what | want you to tell my
former self about me,” said Rembrandt. “Just give him my
best regards.”

“I will,” said Jeff. “Goodbye, and thanks for helping us,
Rembrandt.”

“The fact of my existence will be wiped out, but neverthe-
less I am glad to help. Somehow it makes everything worth-
while.”

“You won't die in pur minds,” said Jeff. “There vou will
always exist.”

“Thank you,” said Rembrandt. “Goodbye.”

Norby activated the Hopeful's engines and said, “Hang
on!”

Jeff gritted his teeth and tried not to black out. He man-
aged to turn his head in spite of the enormous pressure and
saw that Rinda’s face, however distorted, valiantly kept a
half-smile on it, and she was breathing slowly. Jeff tried to
do the same.

And then he blacked out just after he heard Oola scream
like a cougar trapped by men with guns.

“Jeff, Jeff'"” Rinda was sitting on his lap, her body pressed
against his, her arms around his neck. “If you're hurt I'll
make my mother boil Norby and the Others in the thickest
plurf she can find! Oh—you're moving!”

Rinda’s tears wet his cheeks as she kissed him. “Ch, Jeff,
when the ship started to go, | thought | was dying and that
Oola had died, and then when I got loose I thought you were
dead . . "

“I'm alive, or | would be if I crruld breathe.”

Rinda sat up and released her stranglehold on his neck.
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“Oola’s all right, too. I let her out and she went to use her
litter box. I feel bruised all over, especially my feelings, and I
wish I were home with my parents, who are difficult but not
impossible and they love me.”

“Norby, have we landed somewhere or are we in space?”

“Landed,” said Rinda. “You must have been unconscious
or you'd have felt the thud.”

“Norby?”

Rinda turned. “Where is he?”

“Wasn’t he at the control board when you woke up?”

“I don’t know, Jeff.  had to let Oola out and I had to run to
the toilet myself, and when I came back all I saw was that
you were still unconscious and I thought you were hurt. Are
you?”

“No. Get off. I have to find Norby. Maybe he’s repairing
some damage to the ship.”

But Norby was not in the Hopeful and did not respond to
calls made on the outside speakers.

An hour later Jeff sat at the control board, feeling forlorn
and lost, but hoping beyond hope that Norby might still be
somewhere outside the ship, even if he were too damaged to
answer Jeff’s call.

In the viewscreen, Jeff studied what was outside. It was a
landscape he had never seen before and wished he didnt
have to look at now. Strange purplish hills were dotted with
rows of odd trees that seemed to be writhing in the wind,
except that the ship’s sensors indicated that there was a dead
calm.

“Let’s go outside,” said Rinda.

“No, I don’t like those things that look like trees but
aren’t. For all we know, they are distant relatives of the
Biguglies. Notice the resemblance. The ship’s sensors indi-
cate that the nearest trees are reaching out to touch the
Hopeful. Fortunately, they look rooted.”

“Well can’t we at least open the air lock and get some fresh
air?”

“And die.”
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“What!"

“You heard me,” said Jeff. “Stay away from that air lock.
The air outside is poisonous to humans. No wonder the
Biguglies had to wear space suits when they were in air that
humans can breathe.”

Oola trotted into the control room and batted her paw at
the viewscreen. Her claws were out and she scraped them
on the plastiglass. Oola clearly didn’t like the ‘trees’ that
weren't trees.

“l bet she recognizes them as Bigugly relatives,” said
Rinda. “And now that we've come here, what do we do
next?”

“Look for Norby,” said Jeff, grasping the controls. “I've
told the computer to take the Hopeful low over the land, back
and forth to look for him. It's a good thing Fargo taught me
how to pilot this ship and instruct its computer. I'm rusty,
though, because Norby usually does it.”

Each time the Hopeful came near a tree, the claws at the
branch ends reached for it, but could not reach it. Jeff took
the ship carefully over all the ground they must have passed
when landing between two hills, but Norby was nowhere in
sight.

“Computer,” said Jeff, “review all incoming data again. Do
you find evidence of any radio wave source that might be
coming from Norby trying to communciate with us?”

“1 find no evidence of the robot Norby’s communications.”

“Try telepathy, Jeff,” said Rinda. “I know it's not supposed
to work without bodily contact, but sometimes he’s tuned
into you when you're far away. That's how we landed in
your shower, remember?”

“But | can’t tune into Norby. He has to do it,” said Jeff. "At
least, he has to be trying at the same time | am.”

“Can this ship’s computer tell if anyone is trying to reach
anybody telepathically?”

“Of course not, Rinda, it’s only an unintelligent—oh! I'm
the stupid one. Computer! Are there any signs of any
communication that doesn’t come from Norby?”
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“Yes, sir. Beyond the nearest hill is a source of radio
waves.”

“Can you read them?”

“Yes, sir. There is a message in standard Federation code
for S.0.S5.”

““What does that mean?” asked Rinda.

“Help.”

“It’s not Pera. She wouldn’t use 5.0.S.”

“No. It has to be Ing.”
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The 8scred Grove

Jeff cautiously piloted the Hopeful above the tops of the tree-
like creatures he thought of as Bigugly relatives. When the
ship crested the hill, Rinda cried out.

“How can Ing be alive in that?”

Admiral Yobo's precious Quest had broken in half on
impact and the outer door of the air lock was open. Jeff
brought the Hopeful as close as he could, but there was no
way to maneuver so that he could join air locks.

“Do we have any space suits?” asked Rinda.

“There’s one here that fits me and there ought to be one in
the Quest, since by law every ship must carry a suit in case
somebody has to go outside to make repairs.”

“Why isn’t it required that there be emergency suits for
everyone?”

“I don’t know. | suppose the Federation is too complacent,
confident that our antigrav units and strong ship hulls will
prevent that sort of accident,” said Jeff, pointing to the
Quest. He opened the locker, took out the suit, and started
getting into it.

“Why can’t I go instead of you? Pera is my robot.”

“Because Ing is dangerous . . .”

“l can use a stun gun.”

“l don’t have one. My brother doesn’t ordinarily stock the
Hopeful with weapons. He always says that verbal skill plus a
little karate is better and safer. Besides, you can’t go because
the suit fits me, not you.”

“Rorrrwwww!” said Oola, jumping onto Jeff’s shoulder
just as he fastened the helmet. He lifted her off and handed

72




her to Rinda. Then he had to speak through the suit’s
microphone.

“Now don’t get ideas, Rinda. There’s nothing you can
persuade Oola to change into that will be useful this time,
because whatever she looks like, her body cells are still from
a different universe and won’t be able to tolerate the biology
of this one. I've left the radio on so we can talk once I'm over
there.”

“Are you hoping Norby is there, somehow trapped and
unable to leave?”

She was too smart, thought Jeff, for he had indeed been
entertaining that crazy idea. He nodded, waved goodbye,
and went out the air lock.

There were only a few meters between the Hopeful and the
Quest, but with each step, Jeff was poked and prodded and
pulled by long extensible “arms” from the palmy “leaves” of
the rooted aliens that surrounded the two ships. Each arm
ended in pinchers that could have torn apart a suit less well
made than Jeff’s.

He made it to the Quest’s air lock and saw with relief that
the inside door was still closed. With difficulty, he closed the
outer door behind him, sure that it wasn’t completely air-
tight, and then tried to open the inner door. It was locked.

“Ing!” shouted Jeff, turning up his mike to its highest
volume. There should have been a pickup mike inside the air
lock, but Jeff didn’t know if Ing had turned off all communi-
cation from the outside when he was stealing the ship and
had forgotten or been unable to turn it back on.

When there was no response, Jeff banged on the door, and
after a minute, tried knocking in the S.0.S. pattern—three
quick knocks, three heavy knocks widely spaced, three quick
knocks again.

This time there was a click and he could open the inner
door of the air lock. He did so as quickly as possible, shutting
it behind him before too much of the poisonous air could
enter.
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“That’s a Federation suit you've got on, so | assume you're
human. Come to arrest me?” Ing was sitting in the control
chair, one arm on the board where he had presumably just
switched the air lock to open, and the other holding a stun
gun aimed at Jeff. His face looked flushed and his breathing
was labored.

“Rescue party,” said Jeff, holding his hands out so that Ing
could see there was no weapon. “Where's the suit that
should be in the Quest?”

“So—]Jefferson Wells, they sent a boy to pick me up.
takemebackmoneofthosel:edmnonpemlaﬂomes

“Ing, listen .

The would-be destroyer of a universe coughed, his eyes
bloodshot. “Take off that suit, boy, before | shoot and strip
you myself. I'm going to take your ship—" He waved at the
viewscreen, still operating and showing the Hopeful nearby.

“Ing, we're not back in the Federation . . .”

“Sure we are. | failed, but I'll try again. Thanks to that
incompetent robot in the cage, we've crashed back on an
idiotic sulfurous place like lo. Certainly smells like it. Take
off your suit, Wells!”

“Don’t trust Ing, Jeff,” said Pera, peering out from the cage
Ing had made from the magic box.

“Ing!” shouted Jeff. “Look at the viewscreen! Have you
ever seen any trees like that? Can you believe that things
grow on lo? | tell you we're not in the Federation! We're in a
parallel universe, and we're trapped. All of us.”

“Lies, lies,” said Ing, but he coughed and the gun sagged
in his hand.

Jeff’s hand came down in a karate chop and the gun spun
across the room. Ing lurched after it, but Jeff was quicker.

“Now I've got the gun,” said Jeff. “If you want to live, at
least a little longer, you'll wait quietly while I see if there’s a
spare suit. Get back in the chair.”

Ing sat down again, coughing spasmodically. “Parallel
universe? More than one? Full of life forms—how can | be a
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master of them all? This place is killing me . . .” Suddenly he
fell out of the chair, hitting his head on the magic box.

Jeff bent over him, but the man was unconscious. A thin
trickle of blood seeped out of Ing’s thick black hair.

“"He is damaged,” said Pera. ”I sense a worsening of the
abnormal brain patterns.”

Jeff let her out of the cage. "Pera, I'll look inside for a suit,
and you explore the damaged part of the ship, but beware of
the rooted Biguglies. That’s what we call them.”

There was no suit, and Pera reported that the drive
engines were too damaged to be able to function even if
they’d been able to move them to the Hopeful. Jeff stripped
off his own suit and put it on Ing.

“Take him over to the Hopeful, and bring the suit back for
me,” said Jeff. “Rinda’s waiting. Give her the gun and tell
her to watch Ing. Norby’s . . .”

“"Missing,” said Pera. “I know, because I couldn’t sense
him. You’ll tell me about it later, after we rescue Ing.”

Coughing, Jeff watched in the viewscreen while Pera held
Ing’s limp body and, on antigrav, propelled herself so
quickly to the Hopeful that the Bigugly relatives didn’t have
time to pinch the suit.

The contaminated air made it hard to move, but Jeff
methodically explored every part of the intact half of the
ship. The standard emergency airtight sealing partition had
done its work well, coping with the splitting of the ship. It
was the faulty air lock that had let in the outside air.

Jeff salvaged what he could, and there wasn’t much that
was portable, only a few papers and microdiscs, for every-
thing else was built-in. As he waited for Pera, the lights grew
dimmer and finally the viewscreen winked out. With the
main engines gone, there wasn’t enough emergency power
left to keep the computer running. The life support system
would be the last to go, but the faulty air lock insured that
choking to death would happen before that.

Pera entered, bringing another volume of outside air
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when the air lock opened again. Jeff put the suit on and,
with Pera’s help, was soon inside the Hopeful.

Ing was lying on a mattress in the control room, stll
unconscious, but breathing better.

“I thought we'd better have him in here so we can watch
him, in case he gets worse, or if he recovers and attacks us. |
can’t seem to decide which is preferable,” said Rinda, hand-
ing the gun back to Jeff.

Jeff did not tell her that it didn’t seem to matter, since the
life support system of the Hopeful could not continue recy-
cling their air and water indefinitely. Eventually all three
humans would die without rescue, for without Norby’s
hyperdrive the Hopeful could not go home, or even search for
a better planet, if any existed in this universe.

“Pera, you watch,” he said, giving the gun to her. “Rinda
and | must sleep to restore our energies.”

“Ing must have surgery to correct the malformation in his
brain,” said Pera. “Without it he may die.”

“How scan?” asked Rinda.

“l do not know. Days, perhaps.”

“While Jeff and | have weeks. Maybe months before we
die, but then we will. I'm sorry, Pera, to leave you alone in a
strange universe. After Jeff and | get some rest we'll concen-
trate on tuning in to Norby.”

“I als,” said Pera.

Jeff took Rinda’s hand and they went back to the bed-
rooms together. She looked at him and smiled ruefully.

“Rinda, | didn’t think you realized . . .”

“lI may be just a spoiled little princess, but I'm intelligent
and | can face dying. | think. Would it be all right if we took a
nap on the same bed?”

“Sure.”

“l wish | were your age. | wish we could be lovers.
Couldn’t we, even now?”

“Itisn’t that | don’t want to, Rinda. It isn’t that you are still
very young and terribly royal . . "
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“Well what is it, then, my freckles?”” She stamped her foot,
and her red-gold eyebrows drew together.

He picked her up and carried her into the bedroom he
always used. He put her on the bunk bed and lay beside her,
holding her in his arms. “Go to sleep, Rinda. It isn’t your
freckles. It’s that we should concentrate on being rescued.”

“Oh, well,” said Rinda, yawning. “We're too tired and
besides, Mother would boil you in plurf.”

Jeff held hands with Rinda and Pera while, on the other
side of the control room, Ing the Ingrate snored. Jeff was
discouraged. Even a three-way telepathic linking did not
reach Norby, wherever he was.

“Ship approaching,” said the Hopeful's computer, in its
normal dispassionate voice.

Jeff broke the link and leaped to the viewscreen.

”Norby?” said Rinda. “The Others?”

Jeff couldn’t answer, for his throat seemed to clog up. He
just pointed to the viewscreen. The ship was long, high, and
narrow, resembling a flat box tilted on its side. It was a shiny
orange color, with no discernible windows or doors, but as it
hovered above the ground between the “trees,” eight huge
metal legs extruded from the sides of the box and plunged
down to provide stable support.

“But you’ve never seen the outside of the Others’ ship,”
said Rinda plaintively. “How do you know it’s not . . .”

“T've been on the inside, and there’s a plastiglass section
in front for the control room, and one in the back for the
lounge. Besides, those metal legs resemble the ones the
Biguglies use for arms.”

When absolutely nothing happened for several minutes,
Jeff took out his space suit and put it on again, while Oola
howled and Rinda protested.

"If those are Biguglies, it’s not safe . . .”

“They have hyperdrive and we don’t. There might be

77




some way of using their ship,” said Jeff, plucking off his
chest a frantic all-purpose pet who wanted to go along.

“Oh, sure,” said Rinda scathingly. “You're just going to go
up to that ship and say you want it and they’ll give it to you
without a whimper?”

“I don’t know what to do. I'm going over there so I'll find
out.”

Rinda turned to her robot. “Pera, we've got to stop Jeff
from doing this.”

“But I'm going to go with Jeff,” said Pera. “Please don’t
order me to stop him.”

“Thanks, Pera,” said Jeff, shutting his helmet. “Come on,
let’s go visiting.”

Behind them, Ing groaned, but did not open his eyes.

“Take care of Ing, Rinda, and if anything happens to me
wait here.”

“For what? For whom?”

“Rescue. | hope.” Jeff waved goodbye and with Pera
hovering on antigrav beside him, went out of the air liwk

No sooner did he step out onto the ground than lines
appeared in the lower forward part of the alien ship. A
rectangular section slid upward and a Bigugly came out, the
first Jeff had seen that wasn’t wearing a space suit.

This alien wasn’t sickly yellow or orange, but a clear pale
peach color, and the ten leaf-like structures at its top were
larger and more luxuriant. The eight stubby legs seemed
somewhat longer and stronger, while the trunk was smooth
and girdled by a metal belt slung with what were probably
weapons.

“Gosh,” said Jeff. “1 forgot that | can understand their
language, but | can’t speak it.”

“Open your mind to me, Jeff. I will learn the language and
endeavor to speak it for you.”

“But there isn’t time, and I'm wearing a suit.”

He felt pressure from Pera’s hand holding his gloved one,
and then she spoke in his mind.
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—Contact is contact. I will try to absorb quickly. It is my
talent to record everything necessary. Try.

Jeff tried to relax and let Pera into his mind. He stared at
the alien, who stood presumably staring at him, perhaps
through visual organs in those odd leaf veins that Jeff had
never noticed before.

Minutes passed. Many minutes. Jeff began to sweat inside
the suit, but the moisture seemed suddenly cold when one
of the alien’s arms grabbed a pointed metal object from its
belt and aimed it at Jeff.

“Lift up those two distorted extensors of yours to the sky,
alien! Explain what you are doing in the Sacred Grove of the
Twintas before I blast you into nothingness.”
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Encmy on Frisad?

—Pera, if you're able, tell him we had an accident and
need help. Tell him we didn’t mrean to land in a sacred
grove . . .

—Not him.

—You can’t transiate?

—I can. | meant that that alien is not a him. It's a she. It's
very clear from the slight bulge on the biggest back leaf, can’t
you see’

—I don’t know anything about Biguglies .

—Yes, you do, Jeff. Search your mind while | explain to
her what you said.

As Pera repeated Jeff’s words in the Bigugly language, Jeff
realized that he did recognize male from female Biguglies.
When knowledge of the language had been given to him, so
was other knowledge—of course! You had to know about the
difference in the sexes in order to understand the language,
because the peculiar changes in verbs often referred to slight
variations in Bigugly anatomy.

“Accident?” said the Bigugly. “Impossiblé. There are strict
rules about the use of space and you have obviously violated
them. Not only that, the damaged portion of one of your
ships has damaged one of the Twintas. You are in deep
trouble.”

“We're very sorry,” said Jeff in Terran Basic, repeated by
Pera in the Bigugly language. “We are new to this uni—to
this area of space, and we now have an injured crewman to
take care of. Have you any doctors aboard your vessel?”

“What are doctors? Your translating device, which speaks
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our language with an abhorrent accent, uses an unfamiliar
word. Every intelligent being in this universe speaks our
language—why do you need both a space suit and a lan-
guage device?”

“It’s a long story,” said Jeff. "My body can’t tolerate your
air, but I do understand your language. My speech organs
are inadequate for speaking it, however.”

”You have not explained the word ‘doctor’.”

“"They were beings who take care of the sick and injured,
helping them heal themselves.”

“You come to this planet, yet you ask for a doctor? You
can’t be that ignorant. You must be here to uproot and steal a
Twintas. Well, we won’t let you do that!”

“Then you are police?”

There was a pause while the alien absorbed the word that
Pera had used for “police.” In the Bigugly language it
translated as “persons in charge of arrest and correction.”

The Bigugly’s leafy top shook as if she were shaking with a
strong emotion, like rage or disapproval. Jeff wondered
what he had said wrong, and then he saw that four more
Biguglies were running out of the ship toward him. He tried
to make it back to the Hopeful, with Pera pulling him, but
they caught him and brought him back to the leader.

“Pera! Stay Free!” shouted Jeff, not daring to struggle in
the grip of the pinchers because if his suit finally tore he
wouldn’t be able to breathe for long.

Pera zoomed out of reach, above the pinchers of the
Biguglies trying to grab her.

“Miniantigrav,” said the first Bigugly. “Fascinating.”

“Don’t go into our ship,” said Jeff. “You can’t breathe our
air any more than we can breathe yours.” Pera spoke at full
volume in translation.

“You probably have much equipment we can use. And
we’ll take your undamaged ship,” said the leader. “Tell your
crew to put on suits so we can evacuate the bad air and go in.
You are our hostage, so your crew had better listen to my
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orders. I'm the Captain and | am called Blifzz. . . " The
captain’s name went on for stranger syllables than Jeff would
ever be able to manage.

“We have only this one suit,” said Jeff. “Please don't kill
my crew by taking their air. And may I call you Blif?”

“You are a presumptious creature, but since you are vo-
cally inadequate, you may call me what you like.” The
Bigugly Captain gestured to one of her crew. “Have you
scanned this ugly ship of theirs? What's inside?”

“There are two other biological creatures like this one,
with two horrible long legs each, and no ortawes on top.
There is also a much smaller green creature that cogitates
little.”

“Interesting,” said Blif, “and this one is not wearing a
weapon of any kind. I'm not impressed by the danger. Go
get my space suit so | may investigate the aliens and their
ship.”

“But Captain . . .”

“At once!”

When encased in a transparent suit, the Bigugly Captain
told Jeff to go into the Hopeful ahead of her.

Inside, Jeff took off his helmet and breathed deeply.
“Where's Oola?”

“1 was watching on the viewscreen,” said Rinda, pale but
carefully standing just in front of the low shelf where she
had put the stun gun, “and when you were captured, Oola
made such a fuss about going out to help you that I had to
put her in the bedroom. Please, Pera, | know you have to
translate Jeff’s words to the alien, but come here and hold
my hand so I'll understand telepathically what's being said.”

“This member of your species is slightly different,” said
Blif, pointing to Rinda. “What is the matter with it?”

“She is female, and nothing’s the matter with her.”

“A remarkably puny female!”

“She is young,” said Jeff, while Rinda giggled in spite of
her fear. “She comes from a very important family.”
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“That’s what anyone says who has anything to do with the
M.C.” said BIif.

“What are the M.C.?"” asked Jeff.

“Don’t pretend you don’t know,” said Blif, drawing a
weapon. “You have obviously learned the M.C. style of our
language and that makes you their creatures, or at least in
their pay.”

“Butl...”

“Stand back while I learn about you from your computer
memory bank [except that she actually said “the stored
words”] because it has features similar to ours.”

“Convergent evolution of technology,” muttered Jeff.

Since Pera automatically translated, Blif heard this and
paused before one of her arms touched the computer. “Do
not speak as if your inferior species could in any way be
similar to ours. You have probably developed your technol-
ogy from the M.C. None of it could be original.” She touched
the computer and was obviously absorbing information.

Rinda raised her eyebrows and said softly in Izzian, “I
think this Captain Blif's personality is like Mother’s.”

“I hope not,” said Jeff.

At that moment, Ing rolled over and jumped to his feet,
snatching Blif's gun and stooping to remove his own gun
from the shelf. He jammed both weapons behind the back of
Blif's space-suited trunk.

“Monsters have taken over my universe,” shouted Ing,
“but I'll kill them all! And you, Wells—you and the girl are in
league with them. You thought I was asleep, but I've been
watching and waiting for my chance. Now, all of you, leave
my shipsolcango...go...”

“Stop it, Ing,” said Jeff, while Pera went on translating to
the Bigugly. “If you damage her space suit she’ll die in our
air, and Rinda and I will die if you force us outside. Besides,
what can you possibly do in a universe not your own? Where
can you go?”

“Poor Threezy,” said Rinda cooingly. “You'll be all alone
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in a big, lonely, strange universe and there won't be any-
body to applaud when you sing and dance and juggle.
Nobody to clap and laugh. So sad.” She allowed a small tear
to squeeze out of one eye, and came closer to Ing.

“Threezy’s dead,” said Ing harshly.

“Not quite. Tell me he’s not,” said Rinda, almost up to Ing
and Blif now. “I admired him so0.”

“A clown!” Ing’s mad eyes rolled up in the mock despair
of a clown. “Stupid, when I could be a god . . .”

Rinda smiled and flipped her fist up into Ing’s nose while
at the same time kicking him much lower down. As he let go
of Blif and doubled over, Rinda dug her thumbs into his neck
at the carotid arteries until he passed out. She plucked the
guns from his limp hands and gave them to Jeff.

“Mother always insisted that a Royal Princess should
know how to protect herself.”

“l am glad that even young human females are brave,”
said Blif. “I did not learn as much from your computer as |
wished, but enough to know that vou are called humans,
and that this is not your universe, as you said.”

“Blif, how much longer will your suit’s air hold out?”
asked Jeff.

“Two hours more.”

Jeff handed Blif’s gun to her. “Then let’s talk. | want to tell
you the truth and | want you to tell me about the M.C.”

“Well—you may talk like someone of the Master Cult, but
you don’t act like them,” said Blif. “We'll talk. | wish to know
how and why the Masters taught you their style of our
language without completely indoctrinating you with their
point of view. You did not let the older human kill me.”

“The Master Cult of your species penetrated to our uni-
verse and conquered it. Eventually it conquered them
through disease, but by then everything had been changed
for the worse.”

“When did this happen? We have had no word of it.”

“It hasn’t happened yet,” said Jeff, “but it will if the M.C.
find us, if we don’t get home somehow.”
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The Mssier Qult Arrives

Half an hour later, Blif detached herself from Pera and Jeff
began to worry even more. After explaining everything he
knew to Blif, he’d made the decision to let the Bigugly tap
into Pera’s memory bank as well as into that of the ship’s
computer. If she were a possible ally, then knowledge was
essential.

He touched Rinda’s arm.

—Have I made a mistake? We know that the Biguglies will
steal Pera in the future and use the metal in her to travel to
our galaxy. Suppose Blif is the one?

—Pera trusts Blif, I can tell [said Rinda, in his mind]

—But suppose that becomes the problem . . .

—Jeff, you worry too much. Anyway, isn’t it time we
asked Blif a few questions about herself?

Shamed, Jeff cleared his throat and asked Pera to translate
carefully what he was about to say to Blif.

“Now that you know how we were captured by the
Master Cult and how they forced me to learn their style of
your language, please explain to us how you differ from
them.”

“So you can think of me as a good Bigugly, and the M.C.
as the bad Biguglies?”” asked Blif, her leaves rustling so much
that Jeff had the distinct impression that she was laughing.

“I forgot you’d find out from Pera what we named you.”

“I don’t mind,” said Blif. “ And I will tell you why we don’t
trust anyone who might be a spy for the M.C. The M.C.s
were once the official spies for our government, until they
took it over. Judging from the history of your species—and

85




your Pera is remarkably well-informed-—you could think of
the M.C. as a sort of Central Spy Agency gone wrong.”

Jeff remembered, thanks to Norby's foolishness, that Pera
had absorbed information from Space Command’s Secret
Service files. “And what are you, Blif?”

“You might as well think of me as one of the underground,
as | believe it would have been in your history. That plus a
bit of a pirate, for we live in space ships and steal our
livelihood from planets and ships controlled by the M.C. Itis
difficult and dangerous, for the M.C. have developed nasty
powers including the ability to hurt creatures at a distance.”

Blif paused. “Speaking of hurt, | believed | can now hear
what sounds like a creature in pain.”

“That’s our all-purpose pet, Oola, who's started to howl.
She wants to be let out of the bedroom—go do it, Rinda.”

When Oola bounded in, she sniffed at Blif and began to
take the shape of a nununiy. Blif petted her gingerly and
said, “Amazing that this creature could have killed the
Master of Mars.”

Oola promptly reverted to cat form and sniffed at Ing. She
sat back on her haunches and meowed.

“Ing’s not breathing right,” said Rinda. “I think he’s going
to die.”

“Perhaps the Twintas can help,” said Blif. “They are the
life-form on this planet. Cur ancient governmeent established
several such refuges for our distant relatives, the Twintas,
and we visit them when we need healing. Look in your
viewscreen and vou will see¢ how it 15 done.”

Biguglies from the pirate ship had carnied out two of the
crew and put them down under the Twintas branches,
which were now bending to grasp each injured Bigugly.

“1 gave orders for the healing to praceed, once | found out
that you are not spies from the M.C.," said Blif. ”| have kept
in touch with my ship by means of my suit mike. I'm not so
brave that | would wilk into an alien ship without being able
to inform my companions about what's happening.”

“But how gan Ing be taken out there™’ asked Rinda.




I think I know how,” said Jeff. He found one of Fargo’s
; scuba masks and attached an oxygen canister. “The outside
' air will irritate Ing’s skin, but he won'’t breathe it.”

Later, suited up and watching the Twintas wrap branches
around Ing, Jeff was touched by the now unsuited Blif, and
to his surprise, he heard her telepathically.

—Our species has only rudimentary telepathy [said Blif],
but those of us who have the most become leaders. I am one
of them, and I wish to speak to you privately. If you think
your thoughts carefully, I will understand even though you
cannot speak my language out loud.

I —T'll try. Why privately?

—Because, according to what you have told me, Pera is
the key to the invasion of your universe. I know that I will
never attempt such an invasion, for I know from your
knowledge that it would doom us. In the future that you
have visited, the M.C. captured Pera. The question is,
when? How soon?

—I don’t know.

—I fear that my ship may bring the M.C. to this planet, for
we had a battle with them yesterday, wounding two of my
crew. We thought we had escaped them, but they know that
we must seek one of the Twintas planets for healing and if
we stay here too long they will find us. And they will find
you, if they dare to land.

—Why dare? Don’t the M.C. use Twintas planets?

—No. The Twintas are intelligent, in spite of being rooted,
and they oppose the M.C. In retaliation, the M.C. have
destroyed many Twintas. That is why the M.C. are so sickly,
for they have no healers. Perhaps that is also why, when
they do find Pera, they will want to go to a different universe
in search of immortality.”

—They won’t find it. What shall we do? How can we
protect Pera?

—TJeff Wells, it is too late, for already they come!

Jeff looked up and saw a fleet of alien ships winking into
view one by one, high in the atmosphere of the Twintas
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planet. These ships were also like tall boxes, but each had a
curious pointed attachment like the beak of a bird.

—The hurt comes from that point, said Blif, after sending
orders to her crew. They concentrate their minds to hurting
and controlling . . . Jeff, go into your ship at once!

Jeff was doubling over in pain and could not move.

Blif picked him up in three of her arms.

—We have a few built-in defences against the control, but
you do not.

She ran with him to the Hopeful and, as Pera dragged him
into the air lock, he heard Blif shout “Bring your ship into
ours! It's your only hope!”

“Ing—we’ve forgotten Ing,” gasped Jeff as he tore off his
helmet and ran to the control room.

“Let me out, Jeff,” said Pera. “I will get him.”

“Pera, you are the danger. Can’t you see that we can’t let
you out? We must hide you and protect you at all cost.”

Seated at the control board, Jeff turned on the engines and
lifted the Hopeful on antigrav.

“Look,” said Rinda, pointing to the viewscreen. “The
good Biguglies are taking Ing inside their ship. How long
will his oxygen supply last?”

“Not much longer,” said Jeff, turning the Hopeful toward
the pirate ship, where a large opening had appeared in the
side. “We must get there.”

“Traction beams on ship,” said the computer.

“Oh no! Not again!” said Jeff.

“Jeff,” said Pera, “let me out and I will go to the Master
Cult. They will let you go once | lead them to think that I am
the only useful object here. And then I will destroy myself so
that they cannot invade our universe,”

“No!” cried Rinda.

“Wait,” said Jeff. “Something’s helping us. Something’s
fighting the traction beams.”

“It's the Twintas!” Rinda clapped her hands. “Look—the
branches are around us, and they're passing us from one
tree to another, towards Blif's ship!”
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Seanching for Norby

Jeff, wearing a space suit, stood in a part of the pirate ship
that he took to be the control room. The viewscreen was like
a huge flower opened to the sun, but in the center of it he
could see clearly everything going on outside.

Sheets of flames shot out from M.C. ships, pounding
upon the energy shielding of Blif’s ship. Below them on the
planet, some Twintas withered and died, but the rest fought
back in ways Jeff could not fathom. And the pirate ship
fought with what seemed like old-fashioned cannonballs
that turned into great crawling things that appeared to bite
the M.C. ships.

—You're shooting live things at the enemy! said Jeff,
touching Blif’s trunk for telepathic communication.

“Everything is alive,” said Blif. “And what is not, like the
hulls of our ships, our guns, and certain parts of our machin-
ery, has been manufactured by living creatures. Even what
you would call our computers are all made from living
organic material. We have nothing like your Pera and Norby,
the purely inorganic robots you depend on. That is another
reason why reason tells me that we should stay in our own
universe, for here we are all connected in life.”

—Perhaps even in our universe everything’s connected,
organic and inorganic, if it has some intelligence.

“And even if it doesn’t,” said Blif, gesturing to a crew
member to shut down part of the ship where one of the
energy shields had collapsed. “I'm sorry, Human Jeff, but I
seem to be losing this battle.”

—Go into hyperspace.

“I would like nothing better, for then you and your ship
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would be safe also, but with part of our shield down, we are
in the grip of a traction beam, one of the closely guarded
secrets of the M.C. Didn’t you tell me that even your Norby
was unable to vanish into the safety of hyperspace when the
M.C. focused on the ship or on him?”

—Yes. Wait—send for Pera. She may be able to help your
computer take your ship away from the traction beam. She
herself has no hyperdrive, but she certainly helped bring
Ing’s ship here. We must try.

In a few minutes, Pera arrived from the inside dock where
the Hopeful was moored. She hooked herself to the ship’s
computer, and after another few minutes she spoke.

“I cannot break the hold of the traction beam, which is
growing stronger. Furthermore, the animals that make up
your computer are themselves weakening, although each
says it will die rather than surrender to the Master Cult.”

Blif's peach coloring faded momentarily. “1 did not know
that the computer animals could speak as individuals.”

“They can’t,” said Pera. “Not exactly. I'm sorry, Blif, but |
can’t help you.”

“Then we pirates and you aliens are doomed,” said Blif.
“Once our shields are completely down, the M.C. will blast
us with rays that destroy organic minds.”

“The Master Cult must not find me,” said Pera. “Please,
Blif, arrange to have me destroyed at once. Since | am not
organic, | would go on living when all of you are dead, and
then be captured.”

Jeff grabbed Pera and held her close to his space suit. The
contact with Blif broken, the Bigugly reached for him—but
only gently, one of her pinchers touching his helmet.

“What is it, Jeff? You seem to be thinking hard, but I
cannot follow your thoughts.”

—OQur only hope is Norby.

“But he is lost in your own universe, or in hyperspace.”

—We must reach him. We must augment our power, my
power. Perhaps if your crew lined up, touching each other,




from your computer to mine, with Pera the link between our
atmospheres . . .

Blif did not argue. “Yes. It is a possibility.” She gave
orders.

Jeff and Rinda held hands tightly, their free hands upon
the Hopeful’'s computer. Wires led from it to the air lock’s
microphone, where Pera waited, touching it and a Bigugly
pincher outside the open outer door. A few of Blif's crew
were lined up, extending to the nearest computer terminal in
the dock wall. And up in the other control room, Blif and the
rest of the crew touched each other and waited.

“I'm scared, Jeff,” said Rinda. “What if I can’t concentrate
and my uncontrolled thoughts make this impossible?””

“What if this is just a silly idea of mine and isn’t possible at
all?” asked Jeff. “It's crazy, like one of those old stories you
see on hycom, where at the last minute the cavalry comes to
rescue the wagon train . . .”

“Concentrate!” said Pera through the receptor. “I am
receiving a message from Blif. She feels some of your emo-
tions through the chain, and she says pessimism will defeat
us.”

“Comet tails!"” said Jeff.

Suddenly Rinda grinned at him;, her freckled nose wrin-
kling up. She leaned toward him and pressed her lips on his
with a loud smacking sound. Then she chuckled, shut her
eyes, and her face smoothed out, becoming calm and con-
centrated.

But Jeff could not relax. Something kept nagging at his
mind and he felt sure he’d forgotten something important.

Where was Oola? Had he left her in the bedroom where
he’d locked up the sleeping Ing?

Oola, bioengineered by robots of the Others. Pera, made
by the Others. Oola and Pera. Oola and Pera and the bad
human, Ing. Bad Ing. Dying—or was he going to live? Ing
oJing ..
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The words reverberated through Jeff’s mind, while Rinda
seemed to be placidly asleep and the Hopeful silent amid the
battle still raging outside the larger ship in which it was
hidden. He shut his eyes to concentrate, but he heard a
noise that sounded like a door breaking open.

Ing stood in the doorway of the control room, holding a
limp Oola in his hands. She looked like a dead hound dog,.

“When | was a kid | had a foxhound I used to train to play
dead,” said Ing. “Did you know that | was giving magic acts
even then?”

Oola yawned, licking Ing’s hand, and jumped down. She
trotted over to Jeff, becoming more catlike the nearer she
approached him.

“Ing, we're in desperate danger,” said Jeff, letting Oola
climb up into his lap and settle down, purring. “We need
help and we're trying to join minds to reach my robot, but |
can’t concentrate because of you.”

“What is it, a big magic act?” said Ing, his arm swinging
out so he could finger the stun gun that Jeff had forgotten to
put in his own belt in case Ing woke up.

“Yen”

Ing yawned. “Funny thing, | can’t seem to remember
much except the magic tricks. Can I join this one?”

Rinda opened one eye. “Sit down, Threezy, and take my
hand. Jeff, you keep your other hand on the computer.
Threezy, do as | say at once!”

Ing shrugged and sat down, one hand outstretched to
hers. They clasped hands and Rinda said, “Close your eyes,
Threezy, and think about small robots that would make a
good part of your magic act. Think hard.”

It was quiet once more in the Hopeful’s control room.

Until Norby arrived, of course.
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The Wsy Home

Only Norby’s voice entered the Hopeful, but relief swept over
Jeff as he heard his very own robot shout, “Jeff, are you
inside the ship that’s being conquered?”

“Yes, and can you help?”

“We can,” said another voice.

“Rembrandt!”

“Look at the viewscreen,” said Rinda, her voice slightly
shaky. “Now we know what a ship of the Others looks like
from the outside.”

The Hopeful's viewscreen, linked to the computer of the
pirate ship, showed what was happening outside as the
battle was fought above the Twintas planet. And now some-
thing else had been added to the scene.

“It's enormous!” said Jeff. Rembrandt’s ship was like a
huge oval cloud that shimmered in the light of the planet’s
star. It was so big that all of the M.C. ships were in its
shadow, and soon they began to shake as if something from
the Others’ ship were vibrating them.

One by one, the M.C. ships disappeared into hyperspace,
fleeing the unknown enemy.

“Come aboard,” said Rembrandt.

Blif went with the Hopeful when it entered Rembrandt’s
ship, and walked fearlessly with the humans as they entered
the vast room at the stern of the Others’ enormous space
ship. When Jeff sat down beside her, he was aware of a faint,
pleasantly pungent odor from her suit, completely different
from the sickening smell of the diseased Bigugly Masters.
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Best of all, Nerby looked just the same. He even sounded
the same.

“I couldn’t help it, Jeff.”

“I know, you got mixed up.”

“Maybe. One minute | was in the Hopeful, and the next |
could feel my hyperdrive come on and there | was in
hyperspace, totally lost. | couldn’t find you, and | couldn’t
seem to get out into normal space. Fortunately, | used my
superior intelligence.”

"Oh?“

“I remembered that Rembrandt—the young Rembrandt—
this one here . . "

“Yes, yes . . "

“Anyway, he could detect things in hyperspace, so after
concentrating on you and not finding you, | concentrated on
Rembrandt and he found me.”

Rembrandt nodded. “And then we linked minds, so that |
knew what had happened and a little of how to follow you.
It took hard work to change our ship in the manner the old
Rembrandt told Norby, but we managed. Yet even then, we
would not have been able to jump through into this universe
without the pull from all of you.” He bowed to the humans,
Pera, and BIif.

“Don’t forget Oola,” said Ing, pointing to the green cat
curled up in Rinda’s lap. “She was the first thing | saw when
[ woke up. She took the shape of my favorite pet and | was a
boy again.”

“And what are you now?” asked Norby. “Ing the Incredi-
ble Ingrate again?”

“Ing? I think he was somebody I invented. It seems so
long ago. Rinda says I'm a good clown. Am 7

“Yes,” said Jeff.

“Then can | be Threezy? | like being Threezy.”

Rinda rushed over to him and threw her arms about his
neck, pushing her face into his beard. “l love Threezy. Please
come back to lzz with me. You'll be the hit of the Palace. My




father, the King, will enjoy your act, and Mother—well,
when I tell Mother that you helped rescue me, she’ll make
you Crown Jester.”

“Crown Jester!” said Threezy. “Sounds good.”

“And there’s always plurf if he misbehaves,” muttered
Norby.

“I hate to interrupt all this jollity,” said Jeff, “but has
anyone noticed that we're still in the parallel universe? Does
anyone have any idea how we’re going to get home?”

“Simple,” said Norby. “The way we got here.”

“Not so simple,” said Rembrandt. “The changes I made in
our ship to give us the power to get here, were a one-time
operation. We’ll have to have extra power from some other
source to get back into hyperspace and out into our own
universe.”

Blif, listening to the conversation by holding Pera (who
could translate telepathically), said, “This time we will need
more than the linked minds of all of us in our two ships. We
will need the whole Twintas population.”

“How will we link Rembrandt’s ship to the Twintas?”
asked Jeff.

”Ah,” said Blif. “You do not understand. I mean the entire
Twintas population of this universe. They can link with each
other, planet to planet, and provide enormous power, but
only if they are persuaded that it is important. I will go back
down to the planet below and talk to them.”

Rembrandt leaned forward. “Is it dangerous?”

“How did you know that?”

“I surmised that it must be, since I would guess that you
have not done it before, not even to save yourself from the
Master Cult.”

“If I link my ship and yours to the Twintas of this planet
and they link with the other Twintas planets, the force may
be enough to send you to your own universe. But it may
not.”

“I meant is it dangerous to you?”” asked Rembrandt.
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“1 do not know. The Twintas are strange creatures, op-
posed to our enemies, the Master Cult, and willing to heal
those of us who are hurt. But perhaps they would prefer that
all of us Biguglies became extinct, leaving them alone in this
universe.”

“1 will talk to them,” said Rembrandt, adding, “with Jeff's
and Norby’s help.”

“Mine?” said Jeff.

“We have the memories of Rembrandt as he might have
been,” said Norby. “We are linked to him closer than anyone
else. Let’s go, Jeff.”

Jeff and Rembrandt, both in space suits, followed Pera and
Blif as the pirate led the way from the Others’ lander to the
central grove of the Twintas. Jeff’s gloved hand touched
Rembrandt’s for telepathic contact.

—Rembrandt, for some reason Blif reminds me of you.

—Possibly because | am descended from pirates.

—I can’t believe it! The Others are so good . . .

—Jeff, the Others have had their own social history,
including a period of tyranny that was eventually over-
thrown by an underground that called themselves pirates.
Tyranny is always possible when an intelligent species be-
comes too populous and too powerful before it becomes
wise.

—But that must have been long ago. You Others have
become so very wise . . .

—We now have enough wisdom to control our population
and our power, and we strive to learn and grow, for im-
provement is always possible, young human. Never become
self-satisfied. | learned from Norby that the Biguglies who
conquered our universe in the false future thought they
could be all-powerful, but they succumbed to disease at last.
Nothing is invulnerable. There's always change.

—Sometimes I've seen so much change that | feel we
humans won’t learn to cope with it.

—Don” cope. Move with change and enjoy the ride.
Rembrandt laughed.
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—Is your art part of the way you enjoy the ride?

—Yes. I hope that those who see my art discover that the
living universe is wonderous and should be cared for.

Blif halted in front of an immense Twintas that looked like
the oldest specimen on the planet.

“Ancient One,” said Blif aloud, while at the same time
touching one of those oddly jointed arms that Jeff still
thought of as branches.

“We need your power. You Twintas who remain alive on
this planet know that the aliens helped drive off the Master
Cult ships. Now these aliens must return to their own
universe, but this requires much power. Can you help us?”

Jeff could understand the conversation, although Blif
spoke in what was probably an archaic form of the Bigugly
language. He could hear no answer from the Twintas.

Blif waved one of her rear pinchers in the direction of Jeff,
Norby, and Rembrandt, who stood hand-in-hand behind
her.

“The Twintas say they will not help, for in touching you
aliens, they have learned what will happen if you cannot get
home. The M.C. will return, take Pera, and leave this
universe for yours. The Twintas want this future to come
into being.”

“It isn’t the correct future for our universe!” said Jeff.

“The Twintas say that is no concern of theirs. They wish to
get rid of the Master Cult completely, and this is a way.”

“But not the only way,” said Rembrandt. “I can show the
Twintas how to concentrate their power, not only to send us
back home, but to protect themselves from the Master Cult.”
He turned to Norby. “Please go to my ship and return with
my crystal-light sculpture.”

Norby left, while Jeff wondered what could possibly per-
suade the Twintas to help, when helping meant staying
vulnerable to the Master Cult’s attacks.

“Here it is, sir,” said Norby, his arms stretched as far as
possible to hold the sculpture. “May I join it?”

“Yes, Norby.”
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Jeff saw, with horror, that Norby had somehow melted
into the sculpture, that the sculpture had apparently become
fluid enough to wrap itself around Norby.

“Norby! Come back!”

“I do not understand,” said Blif.

“Wait,” said Rembrandt. “I create works of art to be
enjoyed by all. And Norby is also, in his way, a work of art.
The two can join, and then . . . watch!”

It seemed to Jeff that Norby was frozen inside the crystal
sculpture, but he was still alive, for the robot’s eyes shut,
and then opened. The crystal began to spin, sending out fine
tendrils that glittered in the sunlight. When it stopped,
Norby was no longer visible, for the crystal was cloudy.

“What’s happened to Norby? Bring him back!” shouted
Jeff.

The Ancient One of the Twintas seemed to bend as all of
its pinchers grasped the crystal tendrils. The nearest Twintas
touched the trunk of the Ancient One, and reached with
their own arms to touch comrades who were further away.

Suddenly Jeff felt that the whole planet was united, each
Twintas touching another, perhaps communicating mentally
with the rest of the Twintas planets. But was Norby dead?

And then, so easily that it seemed ridiculous, the crystal
sculpture shook itself and Norby dropped out.

“Hi, Jeff—were you worried?”

“Oh, Norby, you're all right?”

“Of course I'm all right. I just gave all my knowledge to
the Twintas, courtesy of that peculiar object Rembrandt
devised. It's going to be a permanent part of this planet now,
and no Master Cult will ever be able to touch it.”

The crystal sculpture had taken the shape of a Twintas,
some of its tendrils pushing into the ground and the rest of
them wrapped around the trunk of the Ancient One.

“My gift to your universe,” said Rembrandt, Pera translat-
ing again for Blif. “We Others believe that your universe is
developing in an interesting way, with a technology based
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on living creatures that voluntarily join with you. My crystal-
light gives you knowledge and increases the power of the
Twintas to protect themselves and you pirates from the
Master Cult.”

Rembrandt paused, both sets of arms outstretched toward
the Ancient One. “Oh, Twintas, the elders of this universe,
will you not help us return to our own universe? We do not
wish to contaminate yours, and you should not try to get rid
of the Master Cult by aiding them to invade ours. You now
have more power. Help us!”

Jeff held his breath, for the Ancient One seemed to shiver,
the vibration passing from one Twintas to another. It seemed
to last forever.

“It's okay,” Norby announced. “They say yes.”

“How do you know, Norby?” asked Rembrandt.

“I can understand them. They’re not so bad. They appreci-
ated all my knowledge. There’s only one trouble.”

“They want you to stay—is that it?” asked Jeff. “Well, I
won'’t have it. You’ve got to come with me, Norby . . .”

“Oh, they don’t want me, now that they have my knowl-
edge. They want to see Threezy perform. There are no
jesters in this universe—yet.”

“We must remedy that,” said Blif. “Humor and song are
valuable aspects of a universe, and although we have them,
a professional minstrel and jester would be a useful addi-
tion.”

Rembrandt must have given orders through his suit mike,
for the next thing Jeff saw was Ing/Threezy, inside a trans-
parent flat-bottomed bubble big enough for him to stand
erect and move about a little. The bubble floated out of the
Others’ ship and was passed along to the Ancient One by
the nearest Twintas.

“What in blazes is going on?” roared Threezy, his beard
quivering and his handlebar moustache flaring out. “Those
three-eyed, two-armed bandits shoved me into this thing—
say, Jeff, can you hear me?”
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“Loud and clear,” said Jeff. “If you can hear me, please
listen carefully. A universe is at stake. You must perform for
the—ah—trees. They are intelligent and will help us go
home if you do.”

“Well | won't!” shouted Ing. “I've remembered being Ing,
and why should | become Threezy to please a bunch of
idiotic-looking monsters who can’t possibly have the
power . . ."

Norby disappeared, reappearing almost immediately in-
side Ing’s bubble. “What ho, villain!” said Norby. “What'’s it
to be, a duel to the death, or a dance for our supper?”

Norby bowed, or rather his jointed legs did, and he fell
smack on his face, two-way feet waving behind him.

There was a rustling sound, and Jeff saw that Blif and all
the Twintas were vibrating their leaves and arms, apparently
with laughter.

“Don’t get in my act, robot,” said Ing.

“I'm a better clown than you,” said Norby, rising on
antigrav and spinning slowly, his domed hat rising and
falling. “And I can sing, too.”

“This universe’s a funny place,

But so’s the one we know,

Therefore I think it's no disgrace,

To laugh at friend or foe . . .

Ing grasped one of Norby’s hands and began to spin too.

“You sing off key, you robot twerp,

Your villainy is weak,

My place on stage you can’t usurp,

For Threezy is unique!”

Jeff saw that Pera was holding one of Rembrandt’s hands,
and also touching the Ancient One, probably giving them
both a telepathic translation of the words.

Ing took a couple of silver disks from his pocket, picked up
Norby, and began juggling all three of them, aided, of course
by Norby’'s use of antigrav. Norby winked at the Ancient
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One every time he bobbed upward, and for some reason it
was very funny, especially since Ing kept singing.

“From worlds down here to space above,

There’s danger, death, and doom,

So sing of happiness and love,

And take away the gloom.”

Ing snatched the balls out of the air and made them
vanish, while juggling Norby with his other hand. He
grinned fiendishly at everyone, stood on his hands, and
kept on rotating Norby with his feet.

“The Master Cult’s a silly bunch . . .”” sang Norby, off-key
as usual.

“Ridiculous riff-raff!”” warbled Ing in falsetto,

”So when they come to punch and crunch—" sang Norby,

“Defeat them with a laugh!” finished Ing.

The show went on, and Jeff began to relax, for the Twintas
were obviously pleased, and Ing was obviously Threezy
after all. He was laughing at Norby’s next antics when he felt
the mind touch of Blif.

—How did they know?

—Know what?

—That the Twintas gain power when they laugh.

—I guess none of us knew that, but maybe it’s true of
anyone in any universe.

Norby and Jeff stood on the carpet in front of Admiral
Yobo’s desk in the great rotating wheel of Space Command.
The Admiral scowled at them.

”So you didn’t capture Ing.”

“Well, we did, sort of,” said Jeff, “but Rinda wanted to
take him back to Izz and the Queen thinks he’s cute . . .”

“Bah,” said Yobo. “I will suspect the worst. And by the
way, Fargo’s back and wants to know if you've been taking
care of Oola, because she’s missing from the apartment.”
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At the sound of her name, Oola opened her eyes and
meowed at the Admiral. Then she yawned and went back to
sleep in Jeff's arms. Evidently she thought traveling from
one universe to another an exhausting business.

“l suppose I'll have to hear all the boring details of why
you brought the Hopeful to Space Command for repairs to
the hull. Looks like you'd shot her out of a cannon.”

“Not exactly, sir,” said Jeff. “You see, when we found that
Space Command didn’t exist . . .”

“What!”

“I mean, in the future that wasn’t, or wouldn't be . . .”

“Cadet!”

“Wait,” said Norby. “1 will explain evervthing, in one

Yobo groaned. “Go ahead, MNorby. I'll regret | let you, but
go ahead.”

“Okay, sir. [—Norby the Magnificent—saved the uni-
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