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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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      INTRODUCTION

      
      The present volume represents the beginning of my third try at putting together my Collected Short Stories. I hope to get it
         right this time. I’ve been assembling my stories in collections almost since the
      
      beginning of my career. The first, a paperback called Next Stop the Stars, was published in 1962 and contained five very early stories, three of which (“Blaze of Glory,” “Warm Man,” and “The Songs
         of Summer”) have been carried forth into this very book. Then came Godling, Go Home in 1964—eleven more stories, of which another trio (“Why?”, “A Man of Talent,” and “The Silent Colony” are to be found here),
         and then To Worlds Beyond, a nine-story book of 1965, and so on and on and on through an inordinate number of collections over the years, that because
         of their various overlappings are the bane of bibliographers (especially the one called Needle in a Timestack, published in two different editions with largely different tables of contents, neither volume containing the short story
         of that name).
      

      
      Finally, in 1991, I felt it was appropriate to bring some order out of all this chaos by doing a systematic series of books
         collecting all the stories of mine that I thought were worth preserving in such a set. And so, the following year, Bantam
         Books published The Collected Stories of Robert Silverberg, Volume One: Secret Sharers. Alas, Volume One of this ambitious series did not begin with my earliest stories. For commercial reasons the publisher thought
         it best to start the project off with my more recent work, material that was, unsurprisingly, rather more skillful than the
         stories I had written in my twenties and therefore might be deemed a more auspicious way to launch the project. And so Volume One, a
         fine, fat book of 546 pages, included two dozen stories and novellas that had been written between 1982 and 1988, a cluster
         of award-winners among them.
      

      
      And then there was no Volume Two. Lou Aronica, the editor who had championed my short-story series at that publishing house,
         resigned; his successor was not interested in continuing it; and that was that. Meanwhile, though, I had found another champion
         overseas: my longtime British publisher and friend, Malcolm Edwards, who agreed to bring out a six-volume set. Since Secret Sharers was already assembled, Malcolm started with that, splitting it into two volumes under the titles Pluto in the Morning Light and The Secret Sharer, and following them in due course with a third volume covering 1969 to 1974; a fourth that (at last!) offered my earliest
         stories, those of 1953 to 1958 that you will find here; a fifth spanning 1962 to 1970; and a sixth and last in this zigzag
         progression, embracing the work of 1989 to 1995.
      

      
      These six books left out a good many short stories of mine that Malcolm had previously published in other collections, and
         some of my best novellas, too, had to be omitted for reasons of space. And, of course, the jumbled chronological sequence,
         with a big group of my most recent stories again coming first in the British set, my earliest ones to be found in Volume Four,
         and so forth, made things perplexing for readers trying to follow the course of my development in some rational way.
      

      
      So, after a lapse of some years, I’m trying again. This time it is my hope the stories will appear, volume by volume, in strict
         chronological order, by which I mean in the order in which they were written, not in order of first publication. (They differ
         in this from the British books, in which, for some reason that I no longer remember, the order of stories is not quite chronological.)
         So here we have the stories of the dawn of my career, written between 1953 and 1958. 1958 makes a natural ending place for
         this volume, because that year marked the termination of my period of high-velocity science-fiction story output; I wrote
         practically no short s-f in the next three years, and when we resume with Volume Two, it will be with stories from 1962.
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      I don’t know how many short stories I’ve written. There may be a thousand of them.

      
      
      Since 1954 I’ve kept a ledger listing every work of fiction and nonfiction that I’ve sold, in chronological order—its original
         title, the publisher that bought it, the number of words, the payment I received, and the date and place of first publication.
         The ledger also includes a cumulative count of my published words—the total is just past 25 million now, which puts me up
         there with Simenon and John Creasey and a few other very prolific writers. And I used to number each individual item in order
         of its sale.
      

      
      Somewhere along the way I stopped tallying that last statistic. The most recent catalog number I can find—1093—accompanies
         an entry for April, 1973. The succeeding decades were not as productive for me as the ones from 1954 to 1973 (there was a
         period of nearly five years—1974–1978—when I didn’t write anything at all!) but it’s a fair guess that I added several hundred
         more items to the record during the 1980s and 1990s. So the tally might be in the vicinity of 1500 or so items by now, maybe
         even a little more. That number would include books and magazine articles as well as short stories; but stories very likely
         make up two thirds of my total output, which is why I suspect I’ve written about a thousand of them over the past fifty-some
         years, a stupefying number: just about one every two weeks, on the average, for more than a generation. The ledger in which
         I list them, each entry taking up a single line, occupies one volume close to an inch thick and in 1998 overflowed to a second
         volume.
      

      
      A lot of those stories, of course, were mere rent-payers, spun out at furious speed when I was very young to meet the voracious
         needs of low-grade magazines. A writer had to be prolific in order to survive, back then—very prolific indeed.
      

      
      A career in science fiction in the 1950s almost invariably meant a career writing a multitude of short pieces. Unless your
         name was Heinlein or Asimov or Bradbury, you didn’t think much about getting books published at that time. If you wrote for
         a living, without holding any sort of outside job, what you wrote was short stories and novelettes for the magazines, and
         you wrote them just as quickly as you could.
      

      
      The magazines would pay you anywhere from one to three cents a word: a 5000-word story therefore would bring you $50 to $150,
         before such things as your agent’s commission and the exactions of the Internal Revenue Service were figured in. It wasn’t
         much, but at least the magazine market was big—fifteen or twenty different titles, many of them published every month. If
         you worked fast enough, using an assortment of pseudonyms so that the readers didn’t weary of your name, you might hope to earn $15,000 a year or so, not
         a bad livelihood back then, when rent on a fine apartment in New York City was $150 a month and dinner for two at a deluxe
         restaurant cost less than $25, including a good bottle of wine. To do that, though, you had to write and sell a short story
         to some magazine or other a couple of times a week, every week of the year—a constant, unending stream of publishable material.
         No wonder we called ourselves “full-time writers.” I allowed myself weekends off right from the start, but otherwise I worked
         at my fiction-making tasks day in and day out, mornings and afternoons, no time off for headaches or hangovers or a daytime
         visit to the movies. Those of us who considered ourselves full-time science-fiction writers needed not only to be capable
         of generating salable story concepts at will but to be cognizant at all times of each magazine’s buying status—which one was
         in desperate need of copy, which one was currently overstocked, which one was overstocked on your stuff and didn’t want to look at any more just now. It was an insane way to live and an almost impossible thing to succeed
         at; but those of us who chose to live that way and who did actually succeed at it (there were only about a dozen of us) usually
         didn’t stop to think that it couldn’t be done, and so we just went ahead and did it.
      

      
      So you wrote what you could sell, and you wrote it fast. Looking through my battered old ledger now, I see a myriad such potboilers
         popping out at me: “Gambler’s Planet,” August 1955, “Swords Against the Outworlders,” May 1956, “The Mystery of Deneb IV,”
         July 1956, “Peril of the Earthlings,” November 1956, and so on and on and on, at least five or six of them a month all through
         1957 and 1958 and 1959, onward to “Kill That Babe,” April 1959, “See You In Hell,” August 1959, “Bridegrooms Scare Easy,”
         December 1959, etcetera etcetera, several yards of entries all told. I have no more idea of what most of those stories were
         about, now, than you do. I probably forgot about them as soon as I cashed the checks. A lot of them were mystery stories,
         westerns, even some sports fiction, mixed in with a vast mass of slam-bang science-fiction stuff full of monsters, space battles,
         swordfights, and hideous slime. Whenever the science-fiction market took a dip—and it took a huge one in the summer of 1958,
         when most of the magazines in the field went out of business—I would swiftly switch gears and write fiction of some other
         kind.
      

      
      
      Few of those stories have been reprinted since their first published appearances. I will probably allow the mystery stories
         and the sports fiction to languish forever in oblivion, but I do feel some affection for my early pulp-magazine science fiction,
         and for a detailed view of this phase of my career I refer you to my Subterranean Press book In the Beginning, published in February, 2006, which contains sixteen of these pulp stories plus detailed accounts of how and why they came
         to be written, and serves as a kind of overture to the present series.
      

      
      But along with that incredible outpouring of swiftly concocted action tales in my youth—for which I make no apologies; quickly
         writing a lot of simple, unambitious stories in order to pay the rent seems no more shameful to me than working as a bookstore
         clerk or shoe salesman for the same purpose—came plenty of stories into which I poured my heart and soul and all the skill
         I had at my command. If I could have earned my living back then by writing only stories that expressed my deepest feelings
         about the universe, I would surely have done it. How I admired people like Ray Bradbury and Theodore Sturgeon and Fritz Leiber,
         whose fiction was almost always a reflection of inner passion and creative need, and who rarely if ever descended to mere
         hackery!
      

      
      But I was younger than they were, just starting out in the world, with only a few dollars in the bank, and I felt the need
         to establish my economic security first and look to the artistic side of things afterward. In those days of cent-a-word magazines,
         where a thoughtful and polished 5000-word story that might take a week or more to write could earn a payment of $50 (minus
         ten percent for the agent’s commission, and income tax due besides) I couldn’t see any way to find that economic security
         by limiting my writing output entirely to pure and holy work. (Bradbury wrote for slick magazines that paid ten or twenty
         times as much as the ones I dealt with; Leiber had an editorial job and wrote his fiction on the side; Sturgeon, I would later
         learn, lived a difficult hand-to-mouth existence as the price of his integrity.) Still, I had some measure of self-respect
         to guard; and so, whenever I felt I could afford the luxury of doing some serious work, I would, throughout those dreary years
         of spinning out the hackwork, attempt from time to time to write the sort of science fiction that meant something to me, the
         kind of thing I valued as a reader.
      

      
      It is those personally rewarding stories, out of all the millions of words of my early years as a writer, that I have chosen
         to preserve in this first volume of my collected stories. The selection of stories we have here represents my best work from the stories
         written between 1953 and 1958, the first five years of my career. I don’t mean to imply that the stories in this book are
         immortal classics of science fiction. I was, yes, an unusually precocious writer, who began selling stories at the age of
         18 and was doing it with numbing regularity before he was 21. But, however skillful those stories were (and I think some of
         them were quite skillful indeed) they were nevertheless the work of a very young man who had seen relatively little of the
         world and who had not yet had a chance to pass through the emotional trials of adulthood out of which the best fiction is
         compounded. I was in my second year in college when the first of my published stories, “Gorgon Planet,” appeared. I include
         it in this volume to show you that even in 1953 I knew how to write a publishable story; but I wouldn’t want you to think
         that because I was able to get it published I look upon it as the equal of what such writers of the time as Philip K. Dick,
         Robert Sheckley, Algis Budrys, or C.M. Kornbluth were doing then. I didn’t then, and I don’t now.
      

      
      All the same, I was pretty good right at the outset. I may have been glib and opportunistic, but I could handle dialog and
         exposition effectively, I knew almost intuitively how to alternate them to provide an agreeable narrative texture, and my
         notions of plotting, though marked by an occasional tendency to reach for easy solutions, show a solid grounding in classical
         technique. Many of these early stories of mine have frequently been reprinted in anthologies and most of them, I suspect,
         would find publishers even in today’s market, which is a far more limited one than the one I grew up in. (In 1953, when I
         first became serious about launching a career as a professional writer, there were dozens of science fiction magazines in the United States, and new ones popped up sporadically over the next few years. Today there
         are four or five, I think, aside from the assortment of ephemeral on-line publications.) And so—by way of demonstrating my
         contention that I knew what I was doing pretty much from the start of my career—here is a selection, a rather selective selection,
         from the scores and scores of stories and millions and millions of published words I produced in the first five years of my
         career. It begins with the just-about-okay material of the teenage apprentice that I was in the early 1950s, shows the rapid
         development into the cool-eyed professional I soon became, and concludes with the smooth, competent work of a writer in his
         mid-twenties about to enter into the fullness of his mature powers as a writer. A kind of autobiography in fiction, actually. I hope you’ll agree that
         these stories are worth investigating for more than pure historical interest. For me it has been a remarkable experience to
         carry out this enterprise in literary archaeology into my own past and rediscover the writer I was, more than fifty years
         ago.
      

      
      Robert Silverberg

      



      
      
      GORGON PLANET

      
      All through my adolescence there was very little I wanted as badly as to see a story bearing my name appear in one of the
            science-fiction magazines. I was a passionate s-f fan, and in those days the magazines were the center of the s-f world; any
            member of the small cult-group that called itself “fandom” who sold a story to one of the professional magazines attained
            an increment of instant fame and prestige that can barely be comprehended today. (Among the writers who emerged from fandom
            in the 1940s via those gaudy-looking magazines were such people as Ray Bradbury, Isaac Asimov, Frederik Pohl, and Arthur C.
            Clarke.) If I could sell a story, I told myself, it would in a single stroke free me from every aspect of teenage insecurity
            and admit me to the adult world of achievement and community respect.

      
      In some ways, that’s very much what happened, since my debut as a professional writer coincided with my transition from awkward,
            uncertain adolescent to poised and confident adult. But it didn’t happen overnight and there were a few ironic complications
            along the way. For one thing, my first sale (barring a couple of semiprofessional things) was a novel that was to be published
            in hard covers, which to me meant that it would be far less visible and impressive to my friends in fandom than, say, a short
            story printed in the awesomely prestigious magazine Astounding Science Fiction, which everybody read. So that book sale, significant though it was to my career, failed to transform my self-image in the
            way I had hoped. And then I did sell a story to one of the professional science-fiction magazines—in January, 1954, while I was still finishing a very ambitious
            novelette that I called “Road to Nightfall.” The story had the title of “Gorgon Planet,” and I had written it in September, 1953 for the first s-f editor I had come to know personally: Harry Harrison, who had just taken
            over the editorship of three magazines. That summer Harrison had asked me to write a short article explaining s-f fandom for
            one of his magazines—my first real professional sale, though because it was nonfiction it didn’t really count in my eyes.
            A few weeks later I brought him “Gorgon Planet,” which he said wasn’t quite good enough for his top-of-the-line magazine, Science Fiction Adventures, but which he was willing to publish in one of its lesser companions, Rocket Stories or Space Science Fiction. So I had sold a story at last! (But I hadn’t exactly sold it yet, merely had had it accepted, because Rocket and Space paid only on publication).
      

      
      Since Harry would buy only North American rights, I was free to submit my story overseas—and immediately did, to Nebula Science Fiction, a pleasant, somewhat old-fashioned magazine that had begun operations in Scotland the year before. Reasoning correctly that Nebula’s youthful editor, Peter Hamilton, might be having difficulties getting stories from the better-known writers, I had begun sending
            him mine as soon as I learned of his magazine’s existence. He replied with rejection letters containing friendly encouragement:
            “If you like to go on trying,” he told me in July of 1953, “I’ll be only too happy to continue to advise you. If you become
            a big name through Nebula it will be as big a thing for me (nearly) as it will be for you.” And on January 11, 1954, he wrote to me to say, “You will
            be pleased to hear that I have accepted ‘Gorgon Planet,’ and it will appear in the 7th issue of Nebula (due out early February).” Through Hamilton’s American agent I duly received my payment—$12.60—and, a few weeks later, a copy
            of the published story itself.

      
      So, this time, I really had sold a story to one of the magazines! But where was my instant fame, where was my sudden prestige? Nowhere, as a matter of
            fact, because Nebula was virtually unknown in the United States and gained me no awe whatever from my friends in fandom. I would have to wait until
            the story appeared in Rocket Stories or Space Science Fiction for that.

      
      But Rocket and Space went out of business almost at once, neither publishing my story nor paying me for it. To Peter Hamilton of Nebula went the glory, such as it was, of bringing Robert Silverberg’s first professionally-published science fiction story into
            print. And here it is—mainly for the historical record, I suppose. (I finally did sell it to an American magazine, by the
            way—in 1958, to a short-lived item called Super-Science Fiction. The editor retitled it “The Fight With the Gorgon,” which didn’t strike me as an improvement, but I kept my mouth shut and cashed my check.) The story’s not terrible, actually. It’s something less
            than a masterpiece, I suppose; but, glancing through it now, I can see that even at the age of eighteen I had mastered the
            fundamentals of storytelling as it was practiced in the science-fiction magazines of the day. Despondent as I often was in
            those days as story after story came back rejected, I was obviously on the brink of a writing career. All that was missing
            was an editor willing to say yes, and finally I had found one. Peter Hamilton published seven more stories of mine in the
            remaining five years of his magazine’s life, and he always seemed as delighted to have discovered me as I had been to be discovered
            by him.
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      Our troubles started the moment the stiffened corpse of Flaherty was found, standing frozen in a field half a kilometer from
         the ship. We had all hated the big Irishman’s guts, but finding his body, completely unharmed, stock-still and standing alone,
         was quite a jolt. There was no apparent sign of death—in fact, at first we thought he was sleeping on his feet. Horses do
         it, and Flaherty wasn’t far removed from a horse.
      

      
      But he wasn’t. He was dead, dead as hell. And when the entire human population of a planet consists of eight, and one of those
         eight dies suddenly of unknown causes, the framework of your existence tends to sag a bit. We were scared.
      

      
      “We” being the first Earth Exploratory Party (Type A-7) to Bellatrix IV in Orion. Eight men, altogether, bringing back a full
         report on the whole planet. Eight, of whom one, ox-like Flaherty, was stiff as a board before us.
      

      
      “What did it, Joel?” asked Tavy Ramirez, our geologist.

      
      “How the blazes do I know?” I snapped. I regretted losing my temper instantly. “Sorry, Tavy. But I know as much as you do
         about the whole thing. Flaherty is dead, and there’s something out there that killed him.”
      

      
      “But there’s nothing out there,” protested Kai Framer, the biologist. “For three days we’ve hunted up and down and haven’t found a sign of animal
         life.”
      

      
      Jonathan Morro, biologist, unwound his six-feet-eight and stretched. “Maybe an intelligent plant did him in, eh, Kaftan?”

      
      
      I shook my head. “Doubt it, Jon. No sign of violence, no plants in the vicinity. We found him standing in the middle of a
         field, on his two big feet, frozen dead. Doesn’t figure.”
      

      
      Over in the corner of the cabin, Steeger—medical officer—was puttering around the corpse. Steeger was an older man than most
         of us, one who had literally rotted in the service. He had contracted frogpox on Fomalhaut 11, and now wore two chrome-jacketed
         titanium legs. I looked over at him.
      

      
      “Any report, Doc?”

      
      Steeger turned watery eyes towards me. “No sign of any physical harm, Joel. But his muscles are all tensed, as if—as if—well,
         I can’t phrase it. He seems to have been frozen in his tracks by some strange force. I’m stuck, Joel.”
      

      
      Phil Janus, our chronicler, looked up from the chess game he’d been playing with pilot Curt Holden and laughed. “Maybe he
         had an overdose of his own joy-juice and it hardened all his arteries.”
      

      
      That was a reference to the crude still Flaherty had rigged the day we landed on Bellatrix IV. His duties as navigator had
         kept the big fellow pretty busy all trip, but first day down-planet and he spent his first idle hour building the still. He
         didn’t say a word about it to anyone, but had shown up at mess that night pretty high. He never told us where the still was,
         though we searched all over. The second day Janus had located a liter flask of whisky, home-brewed, and his sampling had cost
         him a black eye.
      

      
      “No,” said Framer. “Let’s be serious a moment. One of our group is dead, and we don’t know what killed him. There’s something
         out there that Flaherty crossed. I move we organize a searching party to find out what.”
      

      
      “Seconded,” murmured Morro.

      
      I looked at the corpse for a moment, then at the six men around me. Framer was my solid man, I knew, the leader of the group.
         Morro was strong, too, but usually too bored to bother with the welfare of the group. Young Holden, the pilot, was a follower;
         he didn’t have any thoughts of his own, or at least he didn’t express any. Tavy Ramirez I knew: quiet, smiling, unassuming—not
         very strong a person. Doc Steeger was small, frightened, not at all the sort of man who’d go gallivanting around space as
         part of an exploratory crew. Janus was like Morro in many ways: he just didn’t care. Flaherty, thank the Lord, was dead. The
         big ox had threatened nasty incidents many times, and had been a constant source of dissension on-ship.
      

      
      
      As for me—Joel Kaftan, Lieut. (Spatial)—I was scared. Plenty scared. Visible monsters on a planet are bad enough; invisible
         ones were hell. I looked out at the port and saw the vast, empty, tree-studded plain that was our chunk of Bellatrix IV, and
         looked back at the men.
      

      
      “All in favor of a searching party, say aye.”
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      Aye it was, and we divided up. There were seven of us, now, and that made things awkward. Steeger was indispensable, as our
         doctor, and he was of no use outdoors anyway. Holden was theoretically dispensable—in a pinch I could probably have piloted
         the ship—but I would have hated to try, and so I confined him to quarters too. That left just five men for the search.
      

      
      It was logical to split into two groups, one of three men and one of two. But I didn’t think too clearly for a moment, and
         announced we’d have three groups. I didn’t figure that one poor chap would have to go out alone.
      

      
      I teamed up with Ramirez, and Framer with Morro. That left Janus as a searching party of one.

      
      Janus didn’t mind. Phil rarely minded anything. “Looks like I’m lone wolf,” he said. “Okay, gentlemen. If you hear a loud
         silence from my neck of the woods, run like hell.”
      

      
      The airlock was open anyway (Bellatrix IV has an atmosphere roughly that of Earth’s, which was a boon) and the five of us
         left.
      

      
      I started out with Tavy and we headed towards the site of Flaherty’s finish, very much scared. When your life span is 150
         or so years, and you’ve got a hundred of them left, you’re not too anxious to die young, even as a hero on an alien planet.
         Framer and Morro wandered up towards the big ridge behind the spaceship, and Janus headed for the clump of twisted red-leaved
         trees about two hundred meters away.
      

      
      Tavy and I moved slowly, casting our eyes in all directions. As usual, there was no sign of any animal life. Bellatrix IV
         had an abundance of plants (not chlorophyll-based plants, but ones with some sort of iron-compound base), a temperate climate,
         flowing streams of real H2O water. But no visible animals. Of course, we hadn’t covered very much territory yet, maybe two or three square kilometers.
      

      
      No one dared to make a sound. Then suddenly, in about two seconds flat, we got our first taste of Bellatrician life. Poor
         Janus came flying out of his copse, and lumbering behind him out of nowhere came a bizarre thing about ten feet high, with non-functional wings,
         gleaming golden scales, and a headful of writhing, pencil-like tentacles.
      

      
      We stood transfixed for a moment. I drew my rifle and put a shot into the scales, without any seeming effect. And then Janus
         turned and stared up at the beast for a fraction of a second as he ran.
      

      
      The beast stared too, and the frantic pursuit came to an end. They glared at each other for just a moment, and then the monster
         wheeled and ran off in the other direction. It disappeared over the hill.
      

      
      But Janus remained where he was, frozen dead.
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      We planted our second corpse and sat morosely in the cabin. We missed Flaherty just a bit, but not too much. But Janus, though,
         genial, clever, enormously capable—it was hard to believe he was dead, killed by a gorgon.
      

      
      For the beast of the forest was unquestionably a gorgon, right out of the old mythology. Doc Steeger gave us the first inkling
         when he pointed out that death had been caused by a sudden neural blast.
      

      
      Framer looked up at this. “We didn’t see any physical contact between Phil and the monster, though.”

      
      “No,” broke in Ramirez. “Janus just looked at the thing, and then he froze stiff—”

      
      The thought came to Morro and myself almost instantaneously.

      
      “A gorgon,” I said.

      
      “Gorgon,” he echoed. He stood up—preposterous lanky fellow—and stared outside at the wide plain with its deadly clump of
         trees at one corner. “A gorgon.”
      

      
      “Pardon me, sir.” It was Holden. “Just exactly what is a gorgon, sir? They said nothing about them in the Academy.”
      

      
      Framer muttered something under his breath. Kal, I knew, was a man of wide learning, and he had nothing but scorn for modern
         educational methods, which are highly specialized. Morro spoke.
      

      
      “A gorgon, Curt, is a mythological beast. It killed by a glance; if you looked at its eyes, you were turned to stone. The
         thing outside is almost a living version of a gorgon, complete to those tentacles on its head. The original gorgon was supposed
         to have living snakes instead of hair.”
      

      
      Holders said nothing, but his eyes widened.

      
      
      Ramirez scratched his long nose with a thick finger. “Joel, how are we going to fight our friend outside?”

      
      “The same way Perseus did,” I said.
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      And so Operation Medusa got under way. It took some preliminary discussion. For one thing, Holden, who held most of our technological
         information behind his freckled forehead, had not the slightest knowledge of the Perseus myth, and we had to bring him up
         to date.
      

      
      Morro patiently did most of the explaining.

      
      “A Greek hero named Perseus boasted he could kill Medusa, the gorgon,” the giant said, smothering a yawn. “With the help of
         the gods he got a pair of magic sandals which enabled him to fly, and a cap of invisibility. Then he polished his shield to
         mirror brightness and swooped down on the gorgon, watching her in his mirror-shield, and without ever looking her in the face
         he cut off her head.”
      

      
      “I see,” Curt said. “We have to hunt down this gorgon too, and we can’t look at it either, or—” He nodded outside at the two
         brown mounds of earth.
      

      
      “Right,” Framer said. “But we don’t have a mirror. And we can’t build one. What now?”

      
      We racked our brains. Morro wondered if we could somehow polish the ship to the proper brightness, but we saw the scheme was
         impractical.
      

      
      “Try radar,” Tavy offered.

      
      “That’s it!” I whooped. “Hunt down the gorgon with radar and blast it without ever looking at the damned thing!”

      
      From there on Medusa’s number was up. But she didn’t go down without a fight.

      [image: image]
      
      Holden had the radar screen dismantled and set up for gorgon-hunting in no time at all. The boy’s horizons were limited, perhaps,
         but in the fields for which he had been educated he was tops. On a warm, summery day, we set out on our gorgon-hunt.
      

      
      We always had difficulty adjusting to the red leaves on the trees and especially the carpet of red grass on the ground. Bellatrix
         IV, as far as we could see, was a huge plain, covered with what seemed to be a bloody carpet. Every time I looked down I felt a twinge, and
         thought of the two graves near the ship, and of the two explorers who would never get back for another lecture tour on Earth.
      

      
      Steeger remained behind on ship, peering intently into the radar screen. The five of us fanned out slowly, armed to the teeth
         and scared stiff. I could see myself that evening being borne back to the ship, frozen, and sharing that impromptu graveyard
         with Janus and Flaherty.
      

      
      Steeger had more to worry about than any of us. Hunched over the radar screen, his job was to relay instructions to us. We
         knew the gorgon was somewhere in the copse, because Framer had seen the great thing go thundering into the clump of trees
         the day before, and no one had seen or heard it since. But only a fool would go in there after a beast that killed by a glance.
      

      
      Slowly, painfully, the five of us formed a wide circle around the copse, standing no closer than a hundred meters from the
         edge. Not one of us dared to look up, of course; our eyes remained fixed on the blood-red grass and Steeger directed us to
         our positions, step by painful step. It took half an hour to form the circle, as Doc would tell first one, then another of
         us, to move a couple of steps to right or left. Finally the circle was complete—five Perseuses, frightened green.
      

      
      Then came the rough part, as we waited for the attack. When the call came over the phones from Steeger, I was going to hurl
         a Johnson flare into the copse, and, if all went right, the gorgon would come lumbering out. Without looking, we would fire.
      

      
      As I look back, I see it was a pretty harebrained scheme. So many things could have gone wrong that it’s a wonder we ever
         went ahead with it.
      

      
      Doc gave the signal, and I drew back my arm and flung the flare, automatically looking up as I did. For one horror-stricken
         second I feared the gorgon might approach just as I looked up, but there was no sign of it.
      

      
      Then all hell broke loose in the copse.

      
      A Johnson flare goes off like a lithium bomb—at least it creates enough light to simulate one. That copse lit up bright yellow,
         and I caught the odd contrast between the red of the leaves and the yellow of the light. And I saw something huge thrashing
         around in the heart of the copse before I jerked my head down. I stared at my feet.
      

      
      Try blindfolding yourself some time and walking down a city street, an empty street, at dawn. The terror is something unimaginable,
         the unreasoning terror of the blind. That’s the way I felt, knowing that at any moment a monster might pop out of the clump of trees and leap at me while I stood studying my boots. An awful ten seconds
         passed, and seemed like days, and I grew progressively more numb with fear, until I passed the point of fright and seemed
         almost calm. Nothing happened, though the flare continued to kick up a powerful light. I heard rustling noises in the copse.
      

      
      And then all at once I heard Steeger’s tinny yell in my phones.

      
      “Joel!”

      
      In the same instant I drew with my right hand and flung my left hand behind my neck, forcing my head down. I aimed the blaster
         up at a 45-degree angle and began sizzling away for all I was worth. Over to my left I could hear Morro doing the same.
      

      
      There was the sound of thunder, as of a great beast lumbering around near me. I could hear Steeger screaming something in
         my phones, but I was unable to stop yelling myself. And I didn’t dare look up.
      

      
      For all I knew the gorgon was standing right over me and bending to bite me in two. But I had passed the point of any coherent
         reasoning. I was still screaming and squeezing the trigger of the burned-out blaster five minutes later, when Morro and Framer
         came over to me and led me back to the ship.
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      We had killed it, then. And I, Lieut. (Spatial) Joel Kaftan, commander of EExP A-7 to Bellatrix IV, was Perseus.

      
      “We thought we’d never get you up,” said Morro.

      
      Steeger said, “I saw that gorgon come out, and I yelled to you. You started waving the blaster around, and Morro came over
         too. But by the time he reached you, you had blasted Medusa in the neck and pretty near cut that head right off.”
      

      
      Ramirez took up the story. “You were still blasting away without looking, even though the gorgon had fallen on its face. Holden
         came up and cut its head off, but it’s still thrashing its wings out there.”
      

      
      “You ruined about three trees with your blaster,” Morro added. “Damned careless of you, Joel.”

      
      I looked up. The accumulated tension had built up to such a pitch while I was waiting for the thing to come out of its lair
         that I felt I had been through a wringer and had been squeezed flat. I looked around at the men ranging the couch on which
         I lay.
      

      
      
      I saw great Morro standing at my feet, and old Steeger looking even older after his remote-control chess-game with the gorgon.
         And there was Holden, and Ramirez. Four. And I made five. Two dead made seven. It took me another second to realize we were
         not all together.
      

      
      “Where’s Framer?”

      
      “Out there,” Ramirez said. “The biologist in him got the upper hand, and he’s out there examining our defunct friend.”

      
      “But you said the wings were still thrashing,” I yelled, leaping from the couch. “That means—”

      
      But the others realized what it meant, too, and we raced through the airlock door in no time at all.
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      We were too late, of course. We found the biologist bent over the decapitated gorgon, examining the head with interest. And
         frozen stiff.
      

      
      Averting our eyes, we carried Kal back to the ship and buried him next to Flaherty and Janus. More than any of us, Kal had
         been a scientist, and he couldn’t resist trying to solve the puzzle of the gorgon. Whether he had or not we would never know—but
         apparently the gorgon’s neural network had been of a low order, low enough to remain functioning for a while after the organism’s
         death. And there had been enough of a charge left in those deadly eyes to give Framer a freezing blast.
      

      
      I directed operations from the door of the ship, trying hard not to stare at the upturned gorgon-head. Upton and Morro crept
         up blindfolded and slipped the gorgon’s head into a thick plasticanvas bag, and zipped up the top. We stuck a “danger—do not
         open” sign on it.
      

      
      Medusa had cost us three men, but we had beaten her. We loaded her headless corpse into the deep freeze for Earth’s scientists
         to puzzle over. It took all five of us to lift the huge thing and stow it away, and we were glad to see the end of it. No
         more monsters, we thought; the expedition would be restful from here on.
      

      
      Until the next day, when Ramirez found that Sphinx crouching near the ship—
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