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THE STAR

TREASURE
by Keith Laumer

PROLOGUE

’ v

l 1K, WIDE DOORS SWUNG OPEN; THE ELDERLY MAN, TALL AND
strnight-backed in a braid- and decoration-heavy uniform, ad-
vanced across the room, halted, executed a formal salute,

“Comd morning, Admiral,” said the man who sat behind the
tmmense, mirror-polished desk. “How pleasant to see you. Its
heen some time; not since your retirement, I believe.,” He smiled
fuintly, the intricate network of fine wrinkles around his eyes
nlmost invisible against his dark skin. His small, round skull
wan entirely hairless. One large, pink-palmed hand toyed with a
silver wriling instrument. Except for that and a folded paper the
denk was totally bare.
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“I requested an interview two
weeks ago,” the old man said. His
voice had lost its resonance, but still
carried force. His face, hollow and
sagging with advanced age, was set
in a grim expression.

“Ah,” the seated man said easily.
“Unfortunately, I've been much oc-
cupied lately—"

“I know,” his visitor said. “That’s
the reason for my coming here today.”

The black man’s smile faded by
an almost imperceptible degree. “To
be sure, Admiral. I've read your
note; I understand your concern—"

“You're making a serious mistake,
Lord Imbolo,” the old man said. “I
don’t know the reasons for what's
been happening—but whatever they
are, they'’re in error.”

The seated man placed the pen
on the desk carefully, as if handling
a rare and fragile object. He sighed.

“There’s no error, Admiral,” he
started—

“The charges are fantastic!” the
old man cut him off. “They're lying
to you, Imbolo!”

“I think not, Admiral—"

“You have to call a halt to this
pogrom, Imbolo. It can’t go on!”
The old man’s voice shook, but his
eyes glared fiercely.

“Admiral, you've served the Pub-
lic long and well; you find it difficult
to believe that changes are taking
place—"

“I know all about the changes,
Imbolo. I've heard the Hateniks
ranting. I've seen the underground
papers. I have nothing to do with
that. It's the Navy I'm thinking of.
Over three hundred years of tradi-
tion are being destroyed by this
sneaking corps of informers, weasels,
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worming their way into every level
of command—"

“You're not in possession of all
the facts, Admiral. Rest assured—"

“I'll not rest at all until I've heard
your assurance that these cases will
be reopened, your informers called
off, and these men restored to duty!”

“Impossible,” Imbolo said flatly.

The old man’s hand slipped in-
side his silver-buttoned tunic, came
out gripping a flat, snub-barreled
power gun. Without a word he
raised it, took aim at the still faintly
smiling face before him, pressed the
firing stud.

For a long moment he stood, his
arm extended, sighting along the
weapon, before his face reflected the
realization that nothing had hap-
pened. Slowly his arm fell. He
seemed to shrink; the rigidity went
out of his face, his shoulders.
Abruptly he was merely a withered
figure in an ill-fitting costume. Lan-
guidly, Lord Imbolo tapped a spot
on the desktop. Instantly, a pair of
Marine guards were in the room.

“The Admiral is unwell,” he said
softly. “See that he’s cared for.”

The gun dropped to the Hoor
with a soft thump as the impassive
men took the would-be assassin’s
arms, turned him, walked him from
the room. Lord Imbolo watched
them go, then resumed his inter-
rupted perusal of the latest list of
officers and men suspected of un-
reliability and other crimes against
the Companies and the Public.

ONE

MIDSHIPMAN BLANE waAs

cashiered at 0800 hours on Sarday,
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Ma 35, 2190, on the parade deck
of the ship of the line Tyrant, fifty
million tons, on station off Callisto,
nine months out of Terra on the
Trans-Jovian cruise.

Blane was a slim, sandy-haired
lad only a year out of the Academy.
He stood obediently at attention
while the commodore read the find-
ings of the court: guilty of attempt-
¢d sabotage in that he did wilfully
place and attempt to detonate an
explosive device with the intention
of destroying a capital Fleet vessel
on active patrol in Deep Space.

“In an earlier age,” the commo-
dore went on, “a terrible vengeance
would have been extracted from a
man who undertook, however inef-
fectually, the destruction of his ship
and the murder of eighteen thou-
sand shipmates. Today the law holds
that society may legitimately exact
only those punishments commensu-
rate with its ability to confer bene-
fits.

“Charles Yates Blane, society has
reposed confidence in your abilities
and integrity; that confidence is
now withdrawn. Society has con-
ferred on you rank and responsibil-
ity; of that rank and those responsi-
bilities you are now relieved. Society
has endowed you with citizenship
and the privileges of particiating in
her benefits; those privileges are
now revoked. You are no longer a
member of the United Planetary
Navy, nor have you the right to
wear the uniform.”

At a command the drummers
started the roll. The commodore
grasped the insignia on the Mid-
shipman’s collar and ripped it away.
He stripped the single gold stripe
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from his cuffs. He snapped off the
ornamental silver buttons with the
Fleet eagle, one by one, and dropped
them at his feet.

Blane didn't move, except to sway
a little at each jerk, but tears were
running down his face.

The drums halted. In the aching
silence, the vice-commodore said,
“Charles Blane, ex-officer, ex-citi-
zen, you will now be removed to a
place of security and held there un-
til the arrival of a Fleet picket boat
which will transport you to a desig-
nated location where you will be
free to work out your destiny unas-
sisted, and unimpeded, by the so-
ciety which you have forfeited.”

The drummers resumed the roll;
the guard closed in, fore and aft,
and walked him down the gauntlet
of the men and women he'd tried to
kill, and out of our lives.

Afterwards, Paul Danton—Com-
mander Danton during duty hours
—stopped to talk to me.

“What did you think of the cere-
mony, Ban?” he asked.

“Anachronistic,” I said. “Some-
what self-consciously so. But effec-
tive. I gave up my plans for blowing
up the ship when those buttons hit
the deck.”

“Why do you suppose he did it?”

“I can’t conceive. He seems to
have gone about it rather badly.”

“I wonder if he really intended
to succeed?”

“I assume so—unless it was all a
trick to get himself marooned on a
Class I world.” I smiled at this
whimsy, but Paul looked thoughtful,
as if he were considering the possi-

bility.
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“Could he have had any legiti-
mate motivation, Ban?”

“For killing us all off? We may
not be the best company in the
world, but that hardly justifies such
sweeping measures.”

“For a gesture of rebellion,” Paul
corrected.

“Paul, you haven't been reading
Hatenik pamphlets, have you?” 1
said it jokingly, but somehow it
didn’t ring as humorously as I had
intended.

“Perhaps even the Hateniks have
their points,” he said mildly.

“ ‘We hate hate, and we'll kill any
dirty son of a slime culture who
doesn’t agree with us'?” I suggested.

“They'’re fanatics, of course,”
Paul said. “But can we afford to ig-
nore any voice of our times?”

“Are you trying to tell me some-
thing, Paul?”

“On the. contrary,” he said. “I'm
looking for answers.”

‘The routine of the ship went on.
We moved on out to the vicinity of
Saturn. There were four hours of
watch to stand each day; there were
dances and banquets and lectures
and concerts and games. Among the
ten thousand female crew members
there were an adequate mumber of
young and beautiful ones to make
life entertaining. The weeks passed.
I saw Paul now and then; we didn’t
discuss Hateniks and the basis of
civilization. In fact I had almost for-
gotten our talk, until the night of
my arrest.

It was just after oh three hundred
hours when the deck police rapped
at my door. They were very polite

VENTURE

about it: The ceptain’s compliments,
and would Mr. Tarleton report to
the bridge as soon as convenient.
Their hands never strayed near the
guns at their hips, but I got,the
idea just the same.

It was a long walk back to the A
deck lift, a long ride up to G terri-
tory, Tyrant wasn't one of these
modern cybernetic jobs, manned by
ten men and a switchboard. She
had over a hundred miles of corri-
dor in her. We couldn't have cov-
ered over one percent of that, all in
a dead silence like the one before
the casket slides into the converter.

Armed guards let us through a
big armored door marked commanD
DECK—AUTH PERS ONLY. Inside,
a warrant with a face like a clenched
fist looked me over and jabbed but-
tons on a panel. An inner door
opened and I went through and the
door closed softly behind me. I was
standing on fine grey carpet, smell-
ing a faint odor of Havana leaf and
old brandy. Beyond a big curved
quartz window that filled the far
end of the room Saturn hung, half a
million miles away, big enough to
light the room like a stage. It was a
view that almost, but not quite, took
the show away from the man be-
hind the desk.

He was all the things a Fleet
Commodore ought to be: big, wide
shouldered, square jawed, with re-
cruiting poster features and iron
grey temples, his shirt open at the
neck to show the hair on his chest.
The big Annapolis ring glinted on
his finger in the dim light from the
desk lamp that was set at just the
proper angle to glare in the custom-
ers eyes when he sat in the big
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leather chair. I saluted and he mo-
tioned with a finger and I sat.

“You enjoy Navy life, Lieuten-
ant?” His voice was like a boulder
rolling over a deckplate.

“Well enough, sir,” 1 said. I was
feeling more baffled than worried.

He nodded as if I had made an
illuminating remark. Perhaps I had.

“You come from a Navy family,”
he went on. “Admiral Tarleton was
a distinguished officer. I had the
honor of serving under him on more
than one occasion. His death was a
great loss to us all.”

I didn’t comment on that. Most
of the Navy had served under my
father at one time or another.

“We live in troubled times, Lieu-
tenant,” the commodore said, brisk
now. “A time of conflicting loyal-
ties.” I had the feeling he wasn't
talking just to me. There was a soft
sound from the corner of the room
behind me and I looked that way
and saw the other man, standing
with his arms folded beside a glass-
doored bookcase. His name was
Crowder; he was short, soft-necked,
with a broad rump and a face to
match. 1 knew him slightly as a ci-
vilian advisor on the commodore’s
staff. I wondered why he was here.
He made a smile with his wide lips
and looked at my chin. To my sur-
prisc he spoke:

“What Commodore Grayson
means is that certain misguided in-
dividuals appear to see such a di-
chotomy,” he said. “In actuality, of
course, the interests of the Compa-
nies and the Navy are identical.”
He had a strange, uneven voice that
seemed to be about to break into a
falsetto.
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I stood by and waited for the
lightning bolt that would destroy
the poor fellow who had been so
naive as to interrupt the commodore
—with a remark that was 180 de-
grees out of phase with what he'd
been saying. But the commodore
only frowned a little, in a well-bred
way.

“You knew Commander Danton
quite well—?” Crowder threw the
question from behind me, cut it off
suddenly, as if he'd said too much. I
turned slowly and tried to see into
his face.

“What do you mean, knew’?” I
said.

“ Know him’ I meant, of course.”
His voice was still as bland as his
kind of voice could be.

‘I've known the commander since
I was a small boy.” I said.

“What are Commander Danton’s
views on the matter of, ah, divided
loyalties?” His tone was a few de-
grees crisper now.

“Commander Danton is the best
man I know,” I said. “Why do you
ask?”

“Just answer my questions, Lieu-
tenant,” Crowder said.

“That'll do, Crowder,” Grayson
growled. But instead of fading back,
Crowder pushed away from the wall
and walked over into the light. He
frowned at me, at the big man be-
hind the desk.

“Perhaps . you don’t quite grasp
the situation, Commodore,” he said
in a tone like a torn fingernail.
“This is a security matter.”

I looked at the little man’s doughy
face, at the fat neck where his col-
lar had rubbed it pink. I looked at
the commodore and waited for him
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to squash this underling like a bug
under his boot. The big man looked
at the plump civilian and some of
the color went out of his outdoor-
man’s tan. He cleared his throat and
stared past me. His eyes looked
blind. The silence was like an ex-
plosion.

“Now then, Tarleton,” Crowder
said in a saw-edged tone, “when
was the last time you saw Danton?”

1 kept my eyes on Grayson's face.
His eyes stirred and moved to me.
“Answer his questions,” he said. His
lips barely moved.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“What do you mean, you don’t
know?” Crowder rapped.

“I mean I didn't know it was the
last time,” I said, and pried into his
face with my eyes, trying to dig some
meaning out of it. A sick feeling
was growing somewhere down un-
der my ribs. Paul, Paul, what have
they done to you . . . ¢

“Are you being tricky, boy?”
Crowder snarled, showing his teeth.

I stood up and faced him. “I'm
not a boy, Mr. Crowder,” I said.
“‘I'm a line officer of the Navy.
And if this is line-of-duty, I suggest
we have it on tape.” I reached for
the record button on the commo-
dore’s desk, and Crowder shot out a
hand and covered it.

“Mr. Tarleton. I suggest you start
realizing the position you're in and
begin giving me the kind of coopera-
tion I expect.” He let his eyes slide
to Grayson. “That the commodore
and I expect.”

“Tell me what you want to hear,”
I said. “T'll see if I can say it.”

“Has Danton spoken to you of
anything—any, ah, discovery he
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fancied he'd made, perhaps? Some
supposed secret he pretended to
have uncovered?”

I looked thoughtful.
comment . . .”

“Yes, yes?” Crowder glanced at
Grayson triumphantly.

“. . . that the Chambertin '78 in
the Deck Officer's Mess was a trifle
tannic,” I said. “But 1 don’t suppose
that's any secret.”

“He did

Crowder’s undershot jaw
dropped. His little pig eyes almost
disappeared.

“A jokester, eh?” He spat out the
words like a cockroach in the soup
and reached for a desk button.
Grayson moved then. He stood,
looming over the security man like a
djinn over Aladdin.

“That’s enough,” he said as softly
as steel slicing cheese. “Nobody brigs
my officers without a charge that
sticks!”

“He’s in it!” Crowder grated, but
he pulled his hand back.

“Show me proof,” Grayson said.

“Turn him over to me for an hour
and I'll have all the proof you
want!” Crowder’s eyes licked over
me like a blowtorch.

“Get out, Crowder,” Grayson
whispered. The civilian opened and
closed his mouth, but he knew when
to stand on a pat hand.

He stalked to the door, looked
back from there, looked around at
the rug and the paneled walls and
the view behind the big desk. Then
he looked at Grayson and smiled a
knowing little smile.

“We'll see, Commodore,” he said.
His grin made it an insult.

When the door had closed be-
hind him, Grayson looked at me. I
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had the feeling there were things he
wanted to say, but he didn’t say
them. It was just as well. I wouldn't
have believed him.

“That will be all, Mr. Tarleton,”
he said in a dull voice. “Consider
yourself under arrest in quarters un-
til further notice.” He sat back of
the desk, just as he had when I
came in; but it was different now.
He didn't look like a symbol any
more; just an old man in a trap.

Back in my suite, I called Paul’s
apartment, but there was no an-
swer,

TWO

I STRIPPED AND STEPPED INTO
the sonospray and then used the
tingler, but I still felt soiled. As I
pulled on fresh clothing, something
crackled in the breast pocket.

It was a note on thin blue paper,
folded and sealed with a blob of red
contact-wax. It was brief and to the
point:

Ban: This is ninety-second pa-

per, so don’t linger over it. I

may be on the trail of some-

thing very disturbing. If 1

should drop out of sight, it will

mean I was right. I don’t want
to involve you in this, but I ask
you to convey a message to

Trilia: Confirmed. Will you do

this for your friend,

Paul

I read it three times, looking for
the meaning that seemed to be elud-
ing me, but it became no clearer.
Then the paper turned to grey ash
in my fingers and powdered into
dust.

I wiped my hands and looked at
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the blur that the wall had turned
into, for as long as it takes hope to
wither and die. Then the desk
phone buzzed. I pressed the button.

“Lieutenant,” a cautious voice
said. I recognized it as MacDonald,
boat deck NCOIC. “Look, maybe
I'm out of line, sir,” he said, “but—
I just got a prelim code 78.”

1480?”

“That’s the change-station alert
code, Lieutenant. Tyrant's going to
pull out in a few hours—and we've
got a couple of boats ex-hull.”

“Go on.”

“Commander Danton logged out
at twenty hundred hours, ETR oh
four thirty.”

“Destination?”

“Phoebe Station.”

I thought that over; there was
nothing on Phoebe but a nav beacon
and some standard emergency gear.
Nothing to take a Section Com-
mander out on a lone mission on off-
watch time.

“You said ‘boats’, MacDonald.”

“Hatcher took a cutter out half
an hour behind the commander. A
G-boat, one of the omes with the
paired 20 mm’s. And she carried
full charges; the son of a bitch
checked.”

I chewed my lip and thought
about that. I didn't like what I was
thinking. Hatcher was a subordinate
of Crowder's—a stupid, brutal man,
capable of anything.

“Very well,” I said. “Warm up
nine-two. I'll be along in a few mo-
ments.”

I dialled myself a drink and swal-
lowed half of it, finished dressing. I
eased the door open; the corridor
was clear. I stepped out and started
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toward Y deck, with the feeling
that I was walking in an evil dream.

I was twenty miles out, with the
mile-long city of lights that was Ty-
rant dwindling behind me, when 1
picked up the characteristic residu-
als from a fleet scout. It took a few
moments for the course computer to
take readings, analyze the data and
produce an extrapolation that I
liked no better than the other as-
pects of the situation.

Paul hadn't made for Phoebe
Station after all. His track headed
straight for the Rings; to be precise,
for a point at the edge of Cassini’s
Division, the gap between the A and
B rings. The fact that the spot in
question was over the Interdict line
and twelve thousand miles into off-
limits territory was only a part of
my aversion to it: a few million
cubic miles of dust and ice scattered
across a few billion cubic miles of
space constituted a difficult obstacle
course through which to take a boat
roughly equivalent to strolling across
the sighting-in range at Carswell on
a busy afternoon. I was still con-
templating that thought when the
panel speaker came to life:

“Carrousel nine-two, code forty.
Code forty. AK, nine-two!”

The voice was that of Walters,
another of the civilian advisory staff.
Code forty meant ‘abort mission
soonest’.

“In the case you've forgotten your
manual, Tarleton, that's a recall or-
der,” he went on. “You have exactly
ten seconds to comply!”

I had no adequate answer for
that. I listened to the star static and
watched the rings grow on the
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screen, resolving into individual
points of light and clots and stream-
ers of dust, looming over me like an
impending storm. Or possibly it was
just my guilty conscience that made
it look that way. It wasn't every day
that a line officer of the Navy mu-
tinied—even me.

An hour later my proximity
alarms began emitting warning
bursts: the garbage density ahead
was reaching the limits of my D and
D gear to handle. I punched in a
deceleration and switched my for-
ward screen to high magnification
but saw nothing to explain what
Paul had been doing here. The
plane of the rings was about ten
thousand miles ahead now, the Divi-
sion a stark black swathe through
the brightness that filled the screen.
The boat bucked and yawed as the
automatics made course corrections
to avoid the occasional high velocity
particle orbiting here.

I tuned up and down the band,
searching for a transmission on the
Section frequencies, to no effect.
Paul had thought there was some-
thing here that was worth throwing
away a career-——and possibly a life
—for. Something Crowder had sent
a G-boat to prevent him from reach-
ing. What difference my being here
would make, I didn't really know;
but as long as there was a chance
that Paul needed my help I had to
try. I had gotten that far with my
inspirational talk when the matter
was taken out of my hands by a
blast from the alarms an instant be-
fore the panel swung up and
smashed the world into rubble.

The light hurt my eyes. I fetched
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a groan up from somewhere down
around the planetary core and man-
aged to raise an eyelid. The panel
before me was atwinkle with pretty
flashing colors, all signalling emer-
geney. Beyond that the DV screen
framed a golden glow that faded to
cherry red and dimmed out. I
dragged myself upright in the har-
ness and swallowed a taste of blood
and made an effort to focus in on
the dials. What 1 saw was not en-
couraging. The cryston hull of the
boat was intact, of course; but what
was inside it hadn't fared so well:
life support system inoperative,
main drive inoperative, oxy tanks
broached and leaking. I was still
alive, but that was a mere detail,
subject to change.

The boat was still moving along
at a good clip, tumbling slowly. The
braking tubes responded at about
half power when I tried them. I
had managed to reduce speed to 30
KPH relative before a long slab
came sailing out of the dark at me,
end over end, and caromed off my
hull aft, putting a nice spin on her
to go with the tumble. Two more
solld impacts and half a dozen mi-
nor ones later I had averaged out to
a matched course with the rest of
the junk. I had time then to notice
n cut on my jaw and a swollen eye
and register a cabin pressure of .9
PS1 at a temperature of — 56 K be-
fore | saw Paul Danton's boat drift-
Ing o thousand yards away with the
hatch open.

My suit was still tight, of course,
which accounted for my continued
survival. 1 managed to open the
hatch in spite of its battered condi-
tion and climbed out under all those
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stars. I spent a few seconds re-ac-
quainting myself with the size of in-
finity before kicking off toward
Paul’s boat.

It was standing on end, slowly
falling over backward. At a hun-
dred yards I could see that it was
empty. There were no signs of ex-
ternal damage, which meant that
Paul had come in more cautiously
than I, under full control; which in-
dicated in turn that this was indeed
his chosen destination. And unless
he had headed off into the haze in
history’s most elaborate suicide, he
had to be within a few hundred
yards of his boat. The only hiding
places in sight were two boulders,
one the size of a condominium apart-
ment dead ahead, the other smaller
and off to the left. I picked the
more distant one on a hunch and
headed for it.

I had covered about half the dis-
tance when my headset came to life
and a voice said, “Hold it right
where you are.” It wasn't Paul’s
voice, which meant it was Hatcher.

Then 1 saw the stern of the
G-boat peeping from behind the
rock I had decided to by-pass. I was
about a hundred feet from the other
slab, closing fast. I didn’t brake,
didn't answer, didn’t do anything.

“My cross-hairs are on you,”
Hatcher warned; but I was fifty feet
from the rock now, and he hadn’t
fired yet. It came to me that he
would hesitate to shoot. Crowder
would prefer me alive so that he
could dig my secrets from me with a
blunt instrument. That thought
helped me across the last few yards.
Then I saw rock melt and spatter
dead ahead. He fired again as I
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slammed the boulder hard enough
to give me a view of constellations
that didn’t show on the charts. But
I grabbed and held on, clawed my
way up and over—and was looking
at a dead man.

Paul was drifting a few feet from
the rock, his hands stretched out as
if he were reaching for it. His face-
plate was open, and a strange, crys-
talline flower grew out of his hel-
met, a branched spray of red-black
frozen blood. The face behind it
was swollen, the eyeballs bulged
from their sockets. I held on and
looked at what was left of my friend
and the cold inside me spread until
it filled me like fire fills a burning
house.

“I was warned about you,”
Hatcher's voice grated at me like
gravel in the gears. “Your being here
tells us what we need to know,
Tarleton. Now, come out of there
with your hands back of your hel-
met.”

I hugged the rock and pulled my
eyes away from the corpse and pic-
tured the situation: the position of
my boat—smashed and useless; of
Paul's boat, of the G-boat, the two
rocks. As for Hatcher: I couldn’t be
sure. He might be in his boat, or he
could be somewhere else, possibly
miles away; the shot could have been
telescopically sighted.

“I'm warning you for the last
time, Tarleton, if I have to come
out—" he cut himself off, but he'd
said enough. Or perhaps he was
trickier than I thought, and the slip
had been intentional.

I moved up the rock far enough
to allow me a glimpse of my boat. It
was drifting slowly toward me. From
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his vantage point, Hatcher would be
unaware of that. I wondered how I
could make use of the fact.

I made an effort to clear my mind
and think analytically. It was diffi-
cult to understand Paul's death.
Crowder would have wanted him
alive, that seemed clear. Hatcher
had blundered. He would be in an
agitated state of mind, hoping to
salvage something from the situa-
tion.

Quite suddenly I was certain that
he intended to kill me. My interfer-
ence could supply the excuse he
needed—provided I weren't alive to
testify. That was why he had waited
here; to perfect his alibi.

I spoke for the first time: “You're
an idiot, Hatcher,” I said. “Why did
you kill him? He wasn't armed. Or
did he outwit you, open his face-
plate before you could stop him?”

Hatcher swore in a manner sug-
gesting my guesses were accurate. I
laughed, a hearty chuckle, full of
the rich amusement of life.

“I daresay you haven’t yet gotten
around to reporting your little slip,
eh, Hatcher? You may even have
given Crowder the impression you
had him neatly bagged, ready for
questioning.”

“Shut up, damn you, Tarleton!”

“Crowder couldn’t have monitored
your intercom transmissions out
here: too far, too much particle
noise. So he didn't hear you hail
Danton, and he can’t hear us now.
The fact is, he doesn’t know what's
happened out here, right, Hatcher?
You're still working on your story,
eh? And you've an idea I can help
you.”

“Tarleton—Ilisten to me!” Hatch-



THE STAR TREASURE

er sounded rather desperate now.
“You know what Danton was up to;
give me the answers, and we can
both be in the clear.”

“Don’t be a fool,” I said. “Com-
mander Danton wouldn't involve
himself in anything illegal—and if
he had, he wouldn'’t involve a friend
in it.”

This tme Hatcher just made
noises. He was a man with a great
deal of fury in him. While he raved
I moved Paul’s body into position.

“Hatcher, you poor simpleton,” I
cut into the tirade, “all I have to do
is wait until the boat that's no doubt
following me arrives; it will be my
pleasure to tell Crowder how you
had Danton in your fingers and let
him slip away—and the secret with
him.”

“That cuts it, Tarleton!” Hatch-
er's voice slashed at me. “You just
blew your only chance! You're dead,
Tarleton! You're—"

The boat was close enough—and
1 had him mad enough. The time
was now.

“You'll have to catch me first,
Butterfingers!” 1 gripped the frozen
body by the ankles, turned it, and
gave it a hearty shove away from
me. The corpse sailed out in a flat
plide, arms outstretched. A quarter
of a mile away, Hatcher scrambled
Into view, coming up over the curve
of his rock, a blast rifle in his hands.
Flame winked and molten rock
flashed a few feet from me; Hatcher
had fired at the decoy, but the rock
partially blocked his field of fire.

“Hatcher, wait!" I shouted. “I
didn'’t think you'd really shoot! I'll
talk! I'll tell you everything you
need to know!”
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I hugged the rock and waited to
see if Hatcher was taking the bait.
He didn't fire again. Through the
phones I heard a sharp hissing; he
had activated his back-pack: he was
giving chase. I risked another peek
and saw him coming up fast, head-
ing to intersect the body he thought
was me. His course would bring him
within a few yards of my shelter. I
faded farther back and waited.

Suddenly he was there, sliding
past ten feet away. I set myself to
launch myself at his back just as he
abruptly swore and braked, in the
same motion twisting to face me. He
fired from the hip and missed as I
dived backwards.

“Clever,” he said. “But not quite
clever enough.” I moved farther
back, with the idea of keeping the
rock between us. Beyond that, I had
no more plans. The difficulty was in
guessing just where he was.

I heard the back-pack again,
briefly. Then silence. On instinct, I
shifted position, keeping flat. I could
hear his breathing in my ears.

“Look behind you,” he said sud-
denly. I looked. He was there, hang-
ing in space about twenty feet away,
the gun aimed squarely at my face.
There was something else there, too,
something he hadn’t noticed.

“If you have any last words,” he
said, “you'd better say them now.”

“You want to know all about
Danton, don't you?” I said quickly.
llI_—"

“You're bluffing,” he cut me off.
He moved the gun from my face
down to my chest, drifting slowly
closer. “You don't know anything,
Tarleton. You're a fool, mixing in
matters that don’t concern you.”
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“Yes, but—"

At the last instant he sensed the
silent boat sliding up so smoothly
behind him. He half-turned as the
battered prow struck him, held him
spread-eagled across its scarred curve
as it closed the last few feet and
rammed the rock beside me with all
the inertia of a hundred tons of
metal.

Clipped to Paul's suit I found a
small torch, set to a proper inten-
sity for rock-cutting. It took me half
an hour to find the place where
Paul had been working: there was a
neat, wedge-shaped cut in a surface
of the type that represented a formal
crustal layer. The exposed rock was
greyish, striated, indicating that
once, long ago, the slab I was riding
had been part of a sea bottom.

I searched Paul for the piece that
had been cut away, without success.
But of course Hatcher had been
there before me. I disliked touching
what remained of him, but I over-
came my aversion and found the
wedge of rock in a belt.

It was smooth on the cut faces,
rough on the other. There was a de-
pression in the latter, as if an over-
sized thumb had been pressed into
soft clay.

“What is it, Paul?” I asked the
empty space around me. “What was
it you died to protect?” I pushed
Paul’s body ahead of me back to his
boat and maneuvered it inside. I
was envisioning the expression on
Crowder's face when I accused him
of murder by proxy, when another
thought intruded itself.

Crowder might quite logically ac-
cuse me of killing Hatcher.

VENTURE

And why stop there? If I had
killed Hatcher, I might also have
killed Paul Danton. And how could
1 prove I hadn't?

“Nonsense,” I told myself. “What
possible motive . . . ?”

But what motive had Hatcher had
—or Crowder? What had they been
trying to conceal? What was it that
Paul had discovered, that he had
hinted at in his note?

Abruptly, I understood.

Mutiny.

Unthinkable though it was, the
ship was in the hands of Crowder
and company. Everything fell into
place at once: Paul's oblique hints,
Crowder's strange ascendancy over
the commodore, Hatcher’s incredi-
ble arrogance, Paul’s murder.

It was still unclear what Paul’s
errand had been in the Rings, what
significance the bit of stone had;
perhaps it had been nothing more
than a red herring, a distraction for
Hatcher to puzzle over.

I realized then that I could not
return to the ship. If a man of Com-
modore Grayson’s rank and experi-
ence had been unable to resist the
mutiny—if Paul Danton had failed
—what could a junior lieutenant
hope to accomplish on board?

But I was not aboard. I was here,
free, and with a boat at my disposal.

Two boats. Hatcher’'s G-boat was
much the more spaceworthy.

I realized then what it was I had
to do.

It was a long run from Saturn’s
rings to Terra; a lonely ride for a
man to make in a hundred-ton side-
boat. There wasn't enough food, air,
or water aboard—not enough of
anything, But Captain Bligh had
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sailed the Bounty’s longboat from
Tahiti to the Thames with nothing
but a bad temper and a compass. I
could try to do as well.

“Goodbye, Paul,” I said to the
corpse. “I'll do my best.”

THREE

ADVENTURE HAS BEEN DEFINED
as somebody else having a difficult
time, a long way away. But this was
me, and I was here. A hundred and
eighteen days isn’t forever; hardly
long enough for a seed to sprout,
grow into a vine, and give birth to a
ripe tomato. Long enough for the
bare branches of winter to turn to
the leafy green of Spring. Long
enough for an inch and a half of
beard to grow, for the air to thicken
and foul, for the water recycler to
form a rime of green mould, for the
last food canister from the last case
to be scraped bare and then split
open and licked clean. Long enough
for the last paper garment to shred
away to tatters to show the bones
poking through skin a dirty shade of
grey-green. Long enough for the
brain to run a million circuits of the
skull, like a squirrel in a treadmill,
and end up a small, scared huddle
of thwarted instincts, crouched in
the farthest corner with blank eyes.

What is there to say? Even the
fall of Rome only took three vol-
umes. The time passed.

I came in past Luna at full inter-
planetary velocity, skimmed atmos-
phere a thousand miles out and
watched the cryston hull glow cher-
ry red. Something about that got
through to me, wherever I had gone.
I tried for a long time before I sat
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up and poked keys, setting up an
approach ellipse. I was cackling
while I did it, about something that
was very funny, but which I had
temporarily mislaid. There was more
waiting after that; and after a time
the buffeting began. It was hot
where I was, and the buffeting got
worse, and then I was working
hard, unstrapping, crawling for-
ward into the small, dark space with
the lid that closed down and left me
just room enough to pull the lever
that was nestled in my hand. That
was hard to do, and once or twice I
forgot it and almost went to sleep;
but part of me se¢emed to think it
was important. I got it pulled and
heard sounds that might have been
relays closing and automatics start-
ing up. Or may be it was just the
caretaker, trimming the lawn over
my grave. Thinking about graves
made me think of Earth, and for a
second something almost popped
into my mind. And then the big
twenty-ton roller hit me and spread
me out so thin the red sunlight
shone through me until it faded out
into a roaring darkness.

I came to consciousness with salt
water the temperature of blood slap-
ping at my face. I breathed some of
the water and coughed, which
helped. By the time I had cleared
my lungs, I was sitting up looking
over the side of a Mark XXI survi-
val raft at a glassy green hill down
the side of which I was sliding. I
rode up the next one and caught
just a glimpse of more of the same
before another faceful of spume hit
me. I was busy with that for a while,
and afterwards was too weak to do
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anything but lie the way the fit had
left me, on my back, looking up at a
sky the color of beaten lead. At
about that time I noticed I was cold,
but it was just a passing observation.
The sky darkened, not gradually but
in abrupt jumps. Suddenly it was
twilight, and some innocent, maid-
enly little stars were peeping out,
like the first flowers of April. That
was a nice thought. I liked it. I held
on to it and tried to build it into
something, but nothing came, and it
faded, and . . .

When I woke it was daylight;
watery grey, but the wind felt a lit-
tle warmer. I remembered the emer-
gency ration kit that all Mark XXI’s
carried. It was somewhere only a
few miles away, at the other end of
the raft. I used a lot of very precious
energy crawling there, got the flap
open, pulled out the plastic box, and
got the lid open.

It contained a card stating that it
had been inspected 10/7/89, and
found unsatisfactory.

I went along with that.

The sun had jumped to zenith
while I wasn't looking. It gave
about as much heat as a forty-watt
glare strip.

The thought occurred to me that
it was time to do a little reconnais-
sance: note my position, the wind
direction and strength, the water
temperature, réspiration, and pulse.

I was sitting up, looking across
restless water at a misty shore line.
It was too far away to make out any
detail, but somehow it looked to me
like the shore of Africa. Or possibly
New Jersey.

VENTURE

I lay down to think about it, and
was doing rather well until the
shelling got noisy. It was coming
closer; the ground heaved with ev-
ery detonation. The barrage had
been going on for a long time, and
pretty soon they’d be coming over
the top and charging with fixed bay-
onets, but I wasn’t ready, not nearly
ready, and I couldn’t find my rifle,
and anyway, I was already wounded
or possibly dead and where were the
aid men, and—

The last burst picked me up and
threw me a thousand miles into an
open grave and the mud showered
down on me and a giant tombstone
fell out of the sky to mark the place,
but I didn't care any more, because 1
was far away, in that place where
the heroes and the cowards lie to-
gether with a fine impartiality, wait-
ing for eternity to pass, slowly, like
a procession of snails creeping across
an endless desert toward a distant
line of mountains.

Voices woke me.

I lay for a while and listened to
them. They jabbered in a language
that was all gobbles and grunts, like
Hawaiian song lyrics. It was a novel
kind of delusion; I held onto it; it
was almost like company.

Something hard dug into my ribs.
I opened my eyes and was looking
up at the dirtiest human being on
Earth. He was short, brown-skinned,
wrinkled. He wore ragged khaki
shorts, a felt hat that had once had
a shape and color, tennis shoes with
burst seams through which bony
brown toes protruded. He was the
best-looking man I'd ever seen.

I tried to tell him so; the words
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were a little garbled perhaps, be-
cause of the excitement of the mo-
ment, and my voice wasn’t quite its
usual rich, well-modulated self. But
I told him how glad I was to see
him, how long it had been since my
last full meal, and supplied other
data of interest to heroic rescuers of
deserving hardship cases like my-
self. Then I flopped back and waited
for the nourishing soup and sooth-
ing balm that the script called for.

He brought a big knobbed stick
out from behind him and hit me
over the head with it.

Indignation has never been listed
as one of the basic survival mecha-
nisms, but I can't think of a better
name for the fine, warm emotion
that sent me up off the ground like
the last kernel in the popper. I
made a lunge for him, missed, and
dived face-first into the dirt. He
turned around and ran as if he'd
just remembered his toast was burn-
ing.

In two minutes he was back, with
friends. It took them thirty seconds
to flush me out of the pile of dead
leaves I'd burrowed into. There
weren’t any sticks this time. Two of
themn grabbed my arms and two
more my legs, giving me a nice view
of a pair of knobby knees, upside
down, and off we went down the
trail.

The quaint native village they
took me to was built of brush, rusty
ol drums, and wooden slats with
words like AKAK and COCO sten-
¢illed on them. They put me on the
floor in a hut with a native beauty
who might have been any age from
thirty-five to sixty. She had two
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teeth strategically placed in a mouth
that reminded me of an amateur
short-stop I used to know, named
Bad Bounce Feldman. But she gave
me fish—fried whole—fruit, bread
of a sort, and canned peaches. That
made her beautiful.

Nobody in the village spoke Eng-
lish, French, German, Russian, or
Cantonese. Nobody bothered me,
nobody except old Gertie paid any
attention to me.

I spent a week in the hut before I
discovered I could crawl outside and
sit in the sun.

1 tried speaking sign language to
Gertie, signalling “your pardon,
ma’am, but would you be so good as
to inform me of the name of this
charming region, and its approxi-
mate location?” The only answer I
got was a snicker. I drew a map of
the world in the dirt and offered her
my stylus, which she smelled and
threw away.

There was no radio in the village,
no power transport other than half
a dozen much-battered boats rotting
on the beach, none of which ap-
peared capable of navigating across
a reflecting pool.

When I was strong enough, I ex-
plored the island; it was about nine
miles long by four wide. There were
other islands visible from the low
peak from which I did my explor-
ing. None seemed to be inhabited.

1 was filled with a fine fervor to
rush to Washington and report mu-
tiny and murder to the Chief of
Naval Operations—as well as to re-
ceive official congratulations on my
epoch-making navigational feat. But
the days passed and nothing hap-
pened.
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It was almost three weeks before
company arrived.

The whole tribe—if they were a
tribe—were gathered on the beach
to watch the boat come in. It was a
down-at-heels air-cushion launch,
painted a milky grey and flying a
Company ensign. It rode up on the
beach—a stretch of grey sand like
industrial waste—and  squatted
there in a cloud of dust while the
spinners ran down. Two Polynesian-
looking men in neat Company uni-
forms jumped down, then a brown-
skinned, blue-eyed, bow-legged man
in grey shorts and jacket with Prin-
ciple Officer shoulder tabs. He
mopped at his forehead with a big
blue and white bandanna and came
up the sand to where my crowd were
waiting. No one rushed forward to
exchange bananas for transistor tri-
deos. They waited, with a certain
amount of yawning and shifting
from foot to foot. I was making my
way forward when the bow-legged
man called something in the native
dialect. The old boy in the sneakers
—the one who had greeted me that
first day—his name was something
like Tmbelee—edged forward a few
feet. He wasn’t carrying his stick to-
day. I waited while they talked. I
got the impression the bow-legged
man was asking questions. Tmbelee
pointed in my direction once, which
seemed to irritate the visitor. After a
while he turned away and started
toward the boat.

I called after him. He halted and
waited until I overtook him.

“I need transport to the main-
land,” 1 said. “Ah—you do speak
English?”

VENTURE

“Um,” he grunted. “Tmbelee say
you were Englishman.” He looked
me up and down like a tailor disap-
proving of my clothes. I could hard-
ly blame him; I was wearing noth-
ing but a pair of flowered shorts
Gertie must have salvaged from the
local dump.

“I sail for Lahad Datu,” he said.
I had never heard of Lahad Datu.

“That’s fine,” I said. “Anywhere.
I'm a Nav—"

“Damn goose chase,” he said, talk-
ing to himself. “Couple million
square miles bloody ocean to search.
Bloody nonsense.” He jerked a
thumb at the villagers, who were
wandering off now.

“I ask if they see man I'm look-
ing for. Bloody fools.”

I felt a stab of emotion. “You're
looking for someone?”

“Naval deserter. Bad man. Or-
ders to shoot to kill. Describe him
to them: young fellow, twenty-five
year, black hair, six-one, strong.” He
laughed sourly, rolled a small blue
eye at me. “They say you might be
chap I want.” He frowned again.

“What'’s civilized man doing here
‘'mong aborigines?” He snorted that
as if no matter what I said he
wouldn’t approve.

“Research,” 1 said quickly, hop-
ing the shock he’'d given me didn't
show. “In the beginning, anyway.
Seem to have lost my drive some-
where along the way.” I smiled a
self-forgiving smile, soliciting his
understanding of my human fail-
ings. “I got to drinking; and there
was a woman. Usual story. But
that’s behind me now. Have to get
back, pull myself together. Never
too late.”
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“OK. You get kit and come 'long.”

“My kit's already in my pocket,” I
said. I went back to my hut long
cnough to give my issue folding
knife to Gertie with a little speech
of gratitude. She looked at it and
made noises like a Neapolitan heli-
cab driver demanding a larger tip.

Back on the beach my benefactor
looked at me and shook his head and
laughed his sour laugh again.

I didn't understand the joke un-
til I got a look in the mirror in the
spare cabin he gave me.

FOUR

I TRIED TO ANALYZE THE SITUA-
tion in the light of the latest devel-
opment. I realized that I had been
assuming that Crowder would cover
up my absence from my post of duty
if only to avoid having to make ex-
planations. I had also assumed he'd
assume I was dead. But he was
ahead of me; he'd allowed for the
off-chance that I would try for Ter-
ra in the G-boat, and prepared a
story. There had probably been a
cordon looking for me all the way
in; only the needle-in-the-haystack
principle had let me get through
undetected—at least until the last
few thousand miles, when the
wround and satellite stations would
have picked me up.

They'd no doubt tracked the boat
in through the atmosphere, and then
lost me. A life raft on the Pacific,
contrary to Search-and-Rescue prop-
aganda, is a hard target to spot. But
they were still trying. Only the
handy disguise that starvation had
given me had saved me from walk-
ing into the net head-first.
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Very well; my plan to report in
to the first Naval Station or Public
installation I could find would have
to be modified. I'd have to remain
inconspicuous, travel quietly, and
turn myself in to one of my influ-
ential contacts in Washington with
my side of the story. It shouldn’t be
too difficult. There were no national
borders, no passports, no travel re-
strictions, no reason for anyone to
look at me twice—provided I didn't
call attention to myself. On that
note, I turned in and slept in my
first bed in over four months.

Lahad Datu was a concrete and
aluminum port surrounded by basha
huts and palm trees, on the north
side of Darvel Bay in North Borneo.
My friendly Company man— Super-
intendent Otaka—dropped me there
with an old set of ducks and a hun-
dred-credit chit as reward for my
help with the navigation through
seven hundred miles of tricky cur-
rents. I used it to buy myself a steak,
a haircut, a suit of clothes, and a
hotel room, in that order. The
launch’s salt-water shower had kept
me clean, but there was nothing like
plenty of hot, soapy fresh water for
restoring the sizing to my soul—
that and twelve hours’ sleep in a good
bed on solid land.

I had optimistically bought clothes
a few sizes too large; they hung on
me like Jack Pumpkinhead's vest. My
skin was getting some color back in
it, and my teeth were tightening up
in their sockets, and my hair had
pretty well stopped falling out; but
I wouldn’t have any trouble with
anybody looking for a husky young-
ster. I looked like a fifty-year-old
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invalid, and felt much the same.
Climbing a flight of stairs winded
me; I couldn’t carry a cafeteria tray
without spilling my coffee. I was
safe from any casual lookers—but
my fingerprints and retinal patterns
hadn’t changed.

There were jobs available in La-
had for an old beachcomber with an
education, and few questions asked.
I gave the name John Bann and
took a post as a bookkeeper for a
taro plantation and settled down to
building up my health and a geta-
way stake. It was going to call for
some nice calculating: the pleasure
of eating balanced meals against the
disguising emaciation that was fad-
ing more every day under my new
regimen of food, sunshine, and a half
mile walk every morning and eve-
ning from the bungalow to the of-
fice. The pay wasn’t big—the boss-
man was taking advantage of me—
but my expenses were even smaller.
Food is never a problem out in the
islands, if you're willing to settle for
fish and fowl and fruit and native
bread. My housing was provided;
and two sets of white drills were my
total wardrobe requirement.

In two weeks I had saved the
price of a jet ticket to the other side
of the world, and had gained an-
other ten pounds. That put my
weight at one-fifty and took ten years
off my age, making me a tall, skinny
middle-aged man with a permanent
stoop.

There were a few decent restau-
rants in the town, which I visited
in the company of a girl named
Lacy, a rather pretty little thirty-
year-old brunette of mixed French
and Chinese ancestry. She confided
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that she preferred the company of
an older man. I didn’t ask her what
older man. She meant me.

My bungalow was two doors from
hers. It wasn’t long before she was
dusting and straightening and put-
ting flowers on the table. After din-
ner we would sit out on the raised
verandah and drink tea and watch
the spectacular sunsets and talk and
listen to the taped symphonies from
Radio Borneo at Brunei. When dark-
ness fell and the stars came out I
would sometimes find myself search-
ing along the zodiac for the little
point of light that was Saturn; but
that part of life all seemed very re-
mote and far away. It hadn’t been
I who had spent seven years in
space, deserted my ship, killed a man
in the dazzle-plain of the rings, rode
a side-boat back eight hundred mil-
lion miles to a miracle splash-down
in the sea. That had been another
fellow entirely, a hearty young dare-
devil full of inexperience and the
fine and righteous fire of revenge.
Later, when I was feeling better,
when things had had time to blow
over, I'd look into picking up some
of the threads of that identity. But
right now, life was sweet enough—
and I'd earned the right to a little
convalescent leave.

I went on feeling that way until
the night the constabulary killed
Lacy.

I had stayed an hour late at the
office, running down a two-credit
shortage in the LP account. After-
wards, instead of walking directly
home, I had taken a stroll the long
way around, up by the reservoir for
a view of the valley and a little
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fresh air to drive the eyestrain head-
ache away. I got back to the com-
pound just at dusk, approaching
along the jungle raed instead of com-
ing in via the University Avenue
gate.

I felt no alarm when I saw the
two grey-painted cars parked across
from my place, only wondered in an
absent-minded way who was having
trouble with their house energy-unit;
the only time we saw a Company car
here was on a service call. A strang-
er in slightly out-of-place-looking
clothes gave me a sharp look as I
ambled past. I was almost at my
gate when I heard the sounds: scuf-
fling, a slammed door, running feet,
a terse masculine shout. Lacy whirled
through the gate ten feet from me,
a lock of hair curled down over her
eye. She looked at me and opened
her mouth and behind her someone
hit a piece of iron with a hammer,
hard, twice. The left side of Lacy’s
blouse jumped, as if a finger had
poked it from the inside, and threads
flew, and there was a blot of bril-
liantly crimson blood as big as my
hand, as big as a plate, then cover-
ing her whole side—

“Johnny—they . . . waiting . . .
she said, quite clearly, and crumpled
as if someone had cut the string
that was holding her up. She fell
to the sidewalk, her neat little legs
curled under her. I saw the entry
holes on her right side—just tiny
burn marks against the white nylon
—from the high-velocity needles
that had gone clear through her.
Her face looked perfectly composed,
as if she were playing a little game
of possum on the quiet street in the
twilight. All this in the timeless half

”
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second before feet pounded on the
walk Lacy had come along a moment
before.

Then I had turned and was run-
ning, straight-arming the stranger
who had been just an instant late in
getting his gun out, skidding in
through Fan Shu's gate and sprint-
ing across his garden patch and over
the hedge and around the pond and
through the trees and into the jun-
gle, as if I'd planned the route in
advance, learned it by heart, waiting
for this moment.

By dawn I was twenty miles from
Lahad, hidden out under a hibiscus
hedge beside a vast pineapple field.
I ate a pineapple and dozed. I could
hear traffic passing along a road half
a mile away; copters criss-crossed the
sky, none very close. When it was
dark I went on, keeping away from
roads.

My feet blistered and swelled. My
legs ached. Once an hour I stopped
to rest. I saw no searching parties
on foot, no packs of trained dogs.
But why should they bother beating
the brush for me? I would have to
try to leave the island eventually.
That was where they would be
watching and waiting. How I would
elude them I didn’t know—but that
was a problem I would consider later.
At the moment it was sufficient that
I was still alive and free.

I didn't understand their killing
Lacy. It had been a brutal, senseless
act, totally out of keeping with the
tenor of the modern world. There
was little crime on the planet, little
need for cadres of efficient police.

Perhaps that was the explanation.
Lacy had died because an over-ex-
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cited amateur had panicked. Some-
how it didn't make her death any
more endurable. I hadn't loved her,
but she had been my friend. She
had died because of me.

There had been too many deaths.
Something was very wrong with my
peaceful world. I couldn’t afford to
be caught and shot—not until I had
seen the people I had to see. There
was more at stake than my life, or
my career, or justice for Paul Dan-
ton, or revenge for Lacy. I won-
dered what it was.

The next six days were like the
first. I walked, avoided towns, stole
enough fruit to keep the pangs at
bay. For all its intensive cultivation,
Borneo was sparsely populated. It
was like a deserted world, except for
the air traffic: the high jets, the low-
flying copters, none of which seemed
to be looking for a man on foot. My
feet stopped hurting. I caught a fish
in a canal and built a fire and
cooked it. My shoes began to come
apart, I threw them away and went
on barefooted.

On the morning of the eighth day
I came up on a stand of imported
cottonwoods the landscape designers
had placed on a knoll as a backdrop
to an Area Superintendent's villa.
The Super—a little man, probably
a Japanese—came out of the house
for a pre-breakfast stroll in the gar-
den. It was a very nice garden;
green lawn, paths, a fountain, flow-
er beds as neat as a jeweler’s display
window, and as colorful. The villa
was well-designed, sturdily built,
with a fine view down across a long
slope to the highway that bisected
the geometrically precise plantation.
On the hillsides in the distance were
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terraced vegetable farms, patterns of
soft color in the dawn.

It was an orderly, productive
world, with a place for everything
and everything in its place—excep?
me. I had gotten out of step with
the system—and suddenly 1 wanted
back in. I was a commissioned offi-
cer of the Navy, a superior human
being. Why was 1 tired, dirty,
dressed in rags, peeking out from
the bushes at normal human life,
envying the lucky ones who lived in
houses, slept in beds, strolled in gar-
dens? It was still a world of justice
and order; all I had to do was make
contact with the authorities, tell
them what I knew and what I sus-
pected, tear away the blindfold and
let the light in.

There would be a phone in the
house below; in seconds I could be
face to face via screen with Admiral
Harlowe or Senator Taine. They'd
listen—and act.

I got to my feet and walked
openly down to the house. At my
ring, the door opened and 1 was
looking at a man with a gun in his
hands.

It was a twin-bore power gun,
aimed at my chest. He held it very
steadily, with a cool expression on
his face as if he were lining up on
an aphid with a spray-projector. I
stood very still and wondered what
a power bolt through the lungs
would feel like.

He let me wonder for a while.
Then he spoke sharply over his
shoulder in Japanese. I understood
enough to know he was telling
someone to search me. A short, wide
woman emerged from behind him
and patted me from chest to ankles
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in a business-like way, as if she
frisked suspects before breakfast ev-
cry morning. She told the man I
was clean. Without lowering the gun
he motioned me inside, closed the
door behind me.

“Who are you?” he asked me.
His voice was as light and crisp as
dry toast, and about as emotional.

“I'm looking for work,” I said.
“l just—"

“You name,” he interrupted.

“John Lacey,” I said, not very
smoothly. “Sorry if I startled you,
but—"

“You're the man known as John
Bann,” he cut me off. “The con-
stabulary seem most eager to find
you. They've visited my farm twice
in the past five days.”

“You're crazy,” I said in a voice
that sounded as weak in my ears as
u re-used tea-bag.

“Why do they want you?” he
nsked.

“They didn't say.”

“Let me see your wrists.”

I held my hands out; he told me
to turn them over and I did.

“How did you get here? The
roads are patrolled.”

“I stayed off the roads.”

“You walked one hundred and
cighty miles?”

“l didn’t know I'd come that far.”

“We are eight miles from Tara-
kan.” He looked at me as if he was
waiting for me to say something.
“T'he port is under surveillance, of
course.”

“What are you going to do?” I
amked him.

Instcad of answering, he spoke to
the woman again; he was telling her
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to notify someone to come at once.
Then he walked me through the
house to the kitchen, a bright room
full of sunshine.

“Why not let me go?” I said.
“I’'m not guilty of any crime.”

“You would soon be appre-
hended,” he said. “Kindly be seated
and remain silent.”

He sat with the gun held steadily
on me, not moving, not talking, not
even blinking. It was ten minutes
before I heard a vehicle outside; I
started to get up and he motioned
me back.

“Please, Mr. Bann. Be patient.”

The opening of a door; low voices;
footsteps. Four men came into the
room. They were not constabulary.

One was a big, blunt-handed fel-
low with a heavy, sagging face set
in a permanent scowl. Another was
small, too-thin, chestless, with arms
like sticks of wood. The third was
plump and pale, dead-faced, grey-
skinned. The last of the quartet was
a foxy fellow with a nose that looked
as if it would drip. All were dressed
in light coveralls, none too clean;
they seemed to be field-hands. A faint
odor of fertilizer followed them in.

My host said something and they
all stared at me, spreading out for a
better view. The woman was back,
standing with arms folded.

The foxy man said something in
Japanese that seemed to be “Is it
certain?”

I didn't understand the reply. I
listened hard to the conversation,
plckmg up about half the words:

. be sure?”
". . ."dangerous . . . live . . .”
“Why . purpose . . . long
time.”
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“Who else . . . here . . . afoot.”

“ . .trap . .. death . . .

“you . . . waiting (with con-
tempt).”

“Not . . . decision . . .”

They stopped talking and looked
at me.

“Would you mind telling me
what'’s going on?” I said. “Who are
these men?”

“My colleagues,” my host said.
“Shik . . . Freddy . . . Ba Way . . .
Sharnhorst. My name, by the way,
is Joto. And of course, Mrs. Mac-
Ready.”

They looked at me. I looked back
at them, trying to read something in
their faces. All 1 seemed to see was
a kind of dull animal curiosity, as if
I were a mangled body.

“Fine,” I said. “Have you decided
what to do about me?”

“Indeed, yes,” Mr. Joto said, and
almost smiled. “First Mrs. MacReady
will give you breakfast. Then we will
smuggle you out of Borneo.”
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THE BREAKFAST Mns. Mac-
Ready put before me was magnifi-
cent. I hadn't realized how hungry
I was until 1 smelled it cooking.
While I ate, the men talked. I didn’t
try to follow their conversation; I
had a feeling that I wouldn't have
understood it even if I had known
the words.

“Very well, you leave tonight,”
Mr. Joto announced.

“How?”

“You will be transported with the
day’s consignment of produce and
loaded aboard an outward-bound
ship.”
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“Won't anyone get curious when
they see me riding down the con-
veyor belt among the pineapples?”

“You'll be quite hidden from view
inside a ten-pack case.”

“What about things like breath-
ing and eating?”

“No difficulty at all. The cases
are not air-tight. It will be deli-
cately handled, of course, fruit be-
ing delicate cargo. It will be stowed
in open stacks. Once underway you
can emerge. You'll have the freedom
of the barge; it's unmanned.”

“How far will it take me?”

“What destination do you have in
mind?”

“Washington, Northamerica.”

He looked thoughtful. “Let me
see . . . Flotilla 9, Convoy 344 ...
Tomorrow is Wednesday. Excellent.
344 it is. I can put you in a2 Barge
coded for Philadelphia and Nor-
folk.”

“Close enough,” I said.

“The barges are unmanned, of
course,” he went on. “In the event
of any problem, a maintenance crew
may come aboard, but you’ll have
no difficulty in eluding observation
if that should be the case.”

“How long will the trip take?”

“In this season—seventy-two
hours.”

“What happens when I arrive?”

“You will be met.”

“My I ask by whom?”

“By reliable persons.”
“One more question,”
“Why are you doing this?”

“I think you can guess the answer
to that, Mr. Bann.”

“I'm a total stranger to you. You
don’t even know why the constabu-
lary are chasing me.”

I said.
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He smiled a slight smile. “You
killed two of the swine. That is suffi-
cient credentials, Mr. Bann.”

1 opened my mouth, but changed
what I was going to say in time.

“You approve of killing police-
nen?”

Mr. Joto made a spitting sound.

“You could turn me in and col-
lect a handsome reward, 1 imagine.”
1 pursued the point.

“You think I would take the
money of the black-souled tyrants
who grind the free spirit of man
into the dust?” he hissed. “That I
would abet the schemes of the jackals
who have robbed us of all that gives
life value?”

I looked around at his cheerful
house with its sunny garden and the
praceful acres spreading away to the
horizon and wondered what he was
talking about.

“They think they are secure in
their high seats of power,” he orated.
“But the spark of rebellion still lives.
They have not yet stamped out the
spirit of defiance.”

“Defiance of what?” I asked him.

His head jerked as if I had hit
him. Then he nodded; his long lips
twitched.

“Yes,” he said. “You're wise. Keep
your own counsel. An excellent hab-
it. What I know nothing of, I can
not betray under torture.”

He seemed to be speaking English,
but on the wrong wave length. I let
it go at that and turned in to get as
much sleep as possible before fruit-
pucking time.

They woke me in pitch darkness,
led me down to the kitchen, issued
me a ceremonial cup of hot coffee,
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and gave me a coverall very similar
to a shipsuit that Mr. Joto said
would keep me warm, dry, and ver-
min-free. It was a poor fit and
smelled like stale crackers, but was
still an improvement over what was
left of my office suit after a week out
of doors. Mrs. MacReady was very
brisk and efficient about handing
over a false ID, showing the name
John Bann and registering a substan-
tial credit balance. She added an aid
kit, compass, pocket knife, hand
light, and ball of twine. She didn't
say what I should use them for. I
stowed them solemnly in the pockets
of my suit, like a Space Scout pre-
paring for his first hike. Freddy and
Ba Way hovered in the background
looking tense and worried. There
was a feeling of petty furtiveness
about the proceedings, an adolescent
solemnity; I had the feeling that at
any moment someone would pro-
duce a dirty pocket knife and pro-
pose a blood-oath ceremony.

We left the house via the back
door, crossed the rose garden, took
a bricked foot-path back to a big
equipment garage. A man I hadn't
seen before was there, warming up a
personnel carrier. We climbed
aboard and drove off down one of
the neat, tree-lined roads in the pre-
dawn mist, turned off after half a
mile, pulled up in front of one of a
row of open-sided, metal-roofed
packing sheds. Big green-painted
cargo carriers as shiny as limousines
were backed up to the ramp. There
was a sweet odor of rotten fruit in
the air. Joto and his minions hopped
down and went briskly to work shift-
ing the big six-sided anodized cases,
using a monorail power hoist. It was
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all done by the numbers, like some-
thing long rehearsed.

“Right, in you go,” Mr. Joto said,
and waved a hand at a case that
looked like all the others except that
a hinged panel in one end was stand-
ing open. I went over and looked in.
There was a cylindrical nest in the
center of the honeycomb that held
the pineapples. It was big enough to
lie down and turn over in, not much
more.

“When you are ready to emerge,
you simply depress the release with
your toe,” Mr. Joto told me, point-
ing out a small lever at the bottom
of the door. Nobody else said any-
thing; they stood there in the early
morning gloom and looked at me,
expressions of anxious expectation
on their faces. They had spent a lot
of time and effort on their invention,
and now they were waiting for me
to find- out whether it would fly,
or crunch in on the test-hop.

I had a sudden, graphic sense of
the absurdity of the situation: I,
Lieutenant Banastre Tarleton, an of-
ficer of the Regular Navy, shivering
in a smelly set of cast-offs, about to
be entombed alive by a gang of half-
baked revolutionaries, dedicated to
the overthrow of everything I be-
lieved in, assisting me in the mis-
guided belief that I was a murderer.

But perhaps they had tricked me.
Perhaps they meant to seal me in
and call the constabulary, who
would pull me out, blinking sheep-
ishly and scratching my flea-bites,
having fouled my nest in the mean-
time. I had my mouth open to tell
them I'd changed my mind, that I'd
take my chances on my own, that
the whole thing had gotten out of
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hand and that I'd decided to walk
out to the highway and give myself
up, explain that it was all a mis-
take .

But somehow it seemed to require
too much effort. It was all so remote,
so unreal.

“Good-bye, Mr. Bann, and good
luck,” Joto said, his voice echoing,
and offered his hand. Automatically,
1 shook it, then Freddy’s and Ba
Way's. Mrs. MacReady sniffled and
wiped at her eyes—as surprising as
seeing a stone lion meow. Then I
was crawling head-first into an over-
powering odor of pineapples, turn-
ing over on the thin padding, look-
ing back past my feet at the narrow-
ing patch of watery daylight. The
last thing I saw as the door closed
was Joto’s strained features staring
in at me like the first arrival at the
scene of an accident, peering into
the wreckage, afraid of what he'll
see but secretly hoping for the worst.

I lay on my back in the darkness,
wondering vaguely if the ventilators
worked, if the release lever would
work, remembering all the questions
I should have asked and hadn’t. But
it didn't really seem important.
There were metallic clatterings, faint
jarrings, a sensation of movement,
dizzying, dreamlike. Deep vibrations
started up, became a steady thrum-
ming, accompanied by a swaying
first to one side and then the other.

I found my thoughts flitting back
over everything that had happened
to me in the five months since my
life had slipped out from under me
like a roller-skate on a stair. Inci-
dents jostled each other, searching
for a pattern, a scale: the weeks in
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the foul-smelling cockpit of the side-
hoat, fingering the piece of rock 1
had taken from Paul’s body, wonder-
ing at its meaning; the commo-
dore’s look in the hooded light as
Crowder rocked on his heels and
siniled; Gertie, staring in dismay at
my parting gift; Lacy’s soft hands,
woft lips; the stark clarity of the mo-
ment when I thought Mr. Joto would
firc the power gun into my chest.
But no pattern came, no meaning.
‘This wasn’t me; this was the kind
of feckless, chaotic tangle that other,
lesser people let their aimless lives
fall into. I had an honorable place
in a meaningful world, a framework
of order that delineated the param-
eters of existence. My being here
was a ghastly mistake, a fantastic
misalliance of bad luck and foolish
error.

The vibration had changed tone,
was shifting down-scale. 1 tried to
sit up and banged my head on the
padded ceiling above me. The sound
of the engine groaned down to an
idle. More thumps and jarrings; a
sharp jolt, then pressure under me,
a sense of swooping, soaring, then
dropping suddenly, braking with a
jerk that snapped my head against
the floor, another heavy shock, clat-
tering, then stillness. No sound, no
motion. Faint and far away a soft
whirr started up. That would be the
wir pumps cycling. But they weren't
working properly; it was stifling hot.
I was suffocating, I needed air and
light; There had been a mistake,
and my case was stacked at the bot-
tom of a solid heap of cases, end to
end, and I was trapped! 1 tried to
lind the lever with my toe, but my
foot was made of lead, my leg was
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paralyzed. I was tied hand and foot
on a runaway flatcar rolling down a
hill, in a boat rushing toward a falls.
I had lost my lifeline and was fall-
ing away from the hull of the ship,
falling toward the sun, and it would
be a hundred years before my frozen
body plunged into the photosphere,
but already I could feel the searing
heat, slowly beginning to boil me in
my own juices . . .

I woke up tasting a bitter coffee
taste.

“Doped,” I said aloud. “Joto’s
method of keeping me quiet and co-
operative. Clever fellow, Mr. Joto.”
My voice sounded muffled. I groped
with my foot and the panel sprung
open. I hitched myself out and was
standing in the hold of a freight
barge, on a catwalk. Strips of glare
lighting showed me thousands of
cases like the one I had crawled out
of, stacked solidly in long ranks,
aisle after aisle, tier after tier.

I found a ladder and went up,
out through a narrow door into cold
wind and white sunlight. A narrow
strip of deck ran beside the three
hatches. The ship was double-hulled,
shallow-draft, designed to run on
the surface, or submerged in rough
weather. Half a dozen other barges
were in sight on either side, far
away, grey blurs on the horizon. I
was in the clear, on my way. Mr.
Joto’s crazy plan had worked. For a
moment I envisioned the kind of
organizaton that seemed to imply,
but I pushed the thought away.

“Just luck,” I told myself. “Crack-
pot luck.”

I went forward, found the emer-
gency personnel facility they had
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told me about. There was a bunk, a
radio sender, a tiny galley-bar with a
supply of frozen rations. I made a
sandwich and sat on deck and
watched the grey ocean slide past.
When 1 tired of that, I did a few
turns around the deck. I took a nap.
I woke up and ate again, walked
more laps, watched the sun set. Sat-
urn was an evening star, a faint glim-
mer in the dusty rose sky. I won-
dered if I had really been there. It
seemed less real than the dope-dream
about the grave.
SIX

THE THIRD NIGHTFALL CAME
on the open sea. For another hour
the barge ploughed steadily on to
the northwest. Then quite suddenly
there was a light off the port bow,
then three lights, then an entire ar-
ray of lights, spreading along the
horizon. They closed in on each side;
the barge slowed. We were entering
a deep bay; whether New York
harbor, Delaware Bay, Chesapeake
or another I had no idea. I saw
other barges lying at anchor on the
black water; mine maneuvered along
a channel among them. It halted;
the sound of the engine dwindled
away and died.

Waves slapped the hull and ran
back along the side like miniature
surf. I could dimly make out the
shore, about a mile distant on either
side—too far to swim in icy water.

A tug appeared, maneuvering be-
tween barges, coming alongside. I
made a tentative move toward it, and
saw a man standing on its deck. I
backed quickly to the starboard scup-
pers, lay flat.

The tug bumped the side of the
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barge; the man appeared over the
rail, tall and wide in tight-fitting
dark clothing. He climbed up on
deck, stood looking around, then
walked across to the cabin hatch.
With no more warning than that,
my mind was made up. I rolled my
legs over the thick curve of the gun-
wale, lowered myself down the
smooth, out-bulging side to arm’s
length, and let go.

I made very little splash going in;
the water was bitter cold, but I felt
it only on my hands and face; the
suit’s automatic seals snugged against
my throat and wrists at the first
pressure. 1 pushed away and swam
forward past the barge’s blunt bows.
When I was clear, I looked back
and saw the man on deck, silhou-
etted against the light, staring
around him. He walked aft, out of
sight. He’d know I'd been there, of
course. I had made no effort to con-
ceal the evidences of my stay. That
seemed suddenly to be a serious er-
ror. I turned over and swam hard
until I was well away from the
barges, floated long enough to catch
my breath, then settled down for
the long haul to shore.

Fifteen minutes later 1 waded out
on a stony beach, below dark, weed-
topped dunes. I crossed them and
walked quickly along in their shelter
toward the lights of a town. There
was a small pavilion above high tide;
a bricked path led from it across
a lawn, past free-form flower beds
full of flowers that looked black in
the moonlight, through an open gate
into a circular plaza softly lit by
shop windows where displays of re-
sort wear and sports equipment and
cameras floated in pooled light.
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I'here were no people in sight. I
«wught my reflection in a window.
My hair was wet and rumpled, but
the waterproof suit still held its
crenses. I hoped 1 looked like any
ather waterfront roustabout out for
an carly morning walk.

A tubestop entry glowed halfway
around the curve of the walk. In-
side, I checked the big wallmap with
ity glowing lines and moving points
of light, and deduced that I was on
the outskirts of Baltimore, and that
the next Washington car would be
slong in six minutes. I spent the
time drinking a cup of cofty and
cating a vitabun from a dispenser
shaped like a miniature rose-covered
cottnge, listening to the airlocks
thudding. There was a louder thud
and the gate slid back on a cosy
interior. I stepped inside. There were
no other passengers in the car. The
sweats were soft. I coded instructions
into mine and gave it my counter-
feit card to nibble and leaned back
andd dozed off. I opened one eye the
first time the chair was shunted for-
wurd and sideways into another car.
i scemed only a few moments later
that I was waking from a rosy dream
with a soft voice in my ear telling
me¢ [ would arrive at Washington
I'wenty-five in thirty seconds.

The Gonspart Tower was a two-
thousand foot cylinder, pale blue,
standing on a silver stem in the
center of a circle of garden, not
-fullc crowded by the other towers
that spread out over the Virginia
hills. T had been there before, in
happier times. The cab whirled in
under the overhang and waited while
two plump, important-looking men
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in grey clothes got into a car with
the Great Seal blazoned in gold on
its side. One of them looked vaguely
familiar. He was talking into a
phone as they pulled away. They
hadn’t looked at me.

I went in through the curved
glass doors, studied the menu-board,
found Trilia Danton listed as resid-
ing on the 118th level, Corridor 27,
Apartment 61. I walked along
the curve of the silver wall until I
found lift 27, rode it up alone. The
corridor where it deposited me was
empty. I walked along the deep-pile
passage to a driftwood-grey door
with a gold number 61 on it.

I poked the ID end of my card
in the slot and waited. Nothing
happened for a minute or more; then
the door slid back and I walked
into a room full of dark fabrics and
muted colors and complicated reflec-
tions from polished wood and metal
furnishings and bric-a-brac. There
was a window—not a DV, but one
of the kind which pipes in the live
view from the roof via a periscopic
channel—but the heavy drapes were
drawn almost closed.

“Ban—I'm so excited vyou're
here,” Trilia’s voice said from the
air, sounding brash and tinmy. “I'll
be out in a moment.”

I said “fine” and stood by the
window and watched the few cabs
that were out crawling along the
loops of road that were flung across
the landscape. The sun was above
the horizon, making miles-long shad-
ows behind the towers. Something
clicked behind me and I turned and
Trilia was there, tall, golden-haired,
elegantly groomed, closing the door
behind her. She smiled, came across
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toward me, but instead of coming
up to me she slid aside and sat on a
long, soft-cushioned couch, with the
window at her back, patted the seat
beside her.

“Ban, sit down, you look—you
look fine,” she changed whatever it
was she had been about to say. “I
haven't quite recovered from my
astonishment yet,” she went on, talk-
ing rapidly. “How in the world da
you happen to be here in Washing-
ton? I thought Tyrant was still on
the trans-Jovian. When did she get
back? Why hasn't Paul called?” All
this with the strained brightness of a
hostess in an official reception line.

“Tyrant isn’t back, Trilia,” I said.
“Just me.”

She looked puzzled—or perhaps
it was a look of sudden fright. I
could see her trying to decide which
question to ask first.

“I have a message from Paul for
you,” I said.

“Y ... yes?

“He said . . . ‘confirmed.”

Her face went as pale as the slice
of sky behind her. Her hands tight-
ened and moved together.

“Why, what a ... a curious
message,” she said in a voice that
sounded like the original Edison re-
cording. Her smile was a jumble of
tensed facial muscles.

“He seemed to think you'd un-
derstand,” 1 said.

“Just . . . one of his little jokes,
1 suppose,” she said. “You know
how Paul was always joking.”

I thought about it, but I couldn’t
temember Paul Danton in the role
of prankster.

“But where is Paul?” she said.
The question hung in the air.
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“Paul is dead, Trilia. Didn’t they
tell you?”

She made a sound as if I had hit
her in the stomach.

“Four months ago,” I said. “It
was painless, instantaneous. Are you
saying the Navy hasn’t notified
you?”

Her hand clawed at her throat.
I sat beside her and caught her
hands, held them.

“What does the message mean,
Trilia?”

“Nothing,” she whispered. “It's a
meaningless message. A joke, as I
said.”

“Trilia, I have to know. What
connection does it have with Paul's
death?”

She snatched her hands away.
“Nonsense! Paul’s not dead! He can't
be!”

“I saw the body, Trilia. He was
murdered. If you'd tell me what
‘confirmed’ means, I may be able to
find out why he was murdered.”

“You're insane! I don't believe
any of it! You're trying to drag Paul
down with you, but you can’t! You
won’t!”

I caught her by the shoulders, not
quite shaking her. “Listen to me,
Trilia, I came a long way with that
message. Paul wasn’t playing tricks
when he gave it to me. I want to
know what’s going on, what he
meant, what he was involved in—"

“Nothing! Paul was involved in
nothing! He was—he is a dedicated
career officer—"

“He took a scoutboat out into the
Rings, alone. He was looking for
something, Trilia. What?”

“No! I won't listen to any more!”
She leaned toward me as she shrilled
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this,. When her face was an inch
thin mine she hissed: “Ban—get
ot quickly! They’re . . .” her voice
iliedd away. She was looking at some-
thing behind me. I looked that way;
the door she had entered through
wux opening. A man slid through it,
holding a gun in his hand. He was
« (nll man, dressed in black.

"l.icutenant Tarleton,” he said in
@ volce as flat as a millstone. “Sorry
I missed you at the barge.”

lle looked at Trilia. Trilia looked
ot him. I looked at both of them.
e put the gun away and smiled a
eather cold smile. He went across to
4 chair and seated himself.

“Plcasant crossing?” he asked.

"Who's this?” I asked Trilia.

“He said . . . that he had news
of Paul.”

I'he¢ man crossed his legs. It was
an attitude of relaxation, but he did
wit nppear relaxed. His eyes were
shurp and restless.

"You were wise to come here,” he
nald to me. “It might have been dif-
ficult to re-establish contact if you
hdn'e.”

‘I'rilia was staring at me. “Ban—
is what he told me true?”

"What did he tell you?”

“I'hat—that you were being
sought as a deserter. That you're a
part of —"

“I'hat’s enough, Mrs. Danton,” the
strunger said sharply. His smile took
wie of the edge from his tone. He
shifted his look back to me.

“lLicutenant, our organization has
ke to no little trouble and expense
v assist you in eluding arrest. 1
would now like to have a full report
hom you.”
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“A report of what?”

He seemed to think that over. “Of
Commander Danton's findings,” he
said carefully.

“His findings
what?”

“You may speak freely, Tarleton,”
he said. “I've checked the apartment
thoroughly; we're not under surveil-
lance.”

“Maybe you'd better tell me who
you are,” I said.

“My knowing you is a sufficient
credential, 1 think.”

“I don’t agree with you.” I stood.
“What is it you expect from me?
I know nothing about Commander
Danton’s affairs.”

“That doesn’t agree with my in-
formation.”

“Then your information is in er-
ror. Maybe you'd better go now.”

He stood, faced me squarely.
“Let’'s make the position quite clear,
Tarleton. We've helped you. We ex-
pect help in return.”

“Who is ‘we’?”

“You're making a mistake, Tarle-
ton. You can’t turn your back on us
now.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Take it as you will.”

Trilia was beside me, touching
my arm. “Ban—is it true? Did they
bring you here?”

“A little man named Joto put me
aboard a barge,” I said. “That’s all I
know.”

Trilia made a distressed sound.
“Ban—you have to . . .” her voice
faltered.

“I have to what, Trilia?”

“Perhaps you're right,” the man
said. “We'd better be going. We're
distressing Mrs. Danton.”

with regard to
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“Go where?”

He pointed upward. “I have a cab
waiting.”

“All right,” 1 said. “Let’s go.”

“No,” Trilia said suddenly, harsh-
ly. “Don’t go with him, Ban. It’s
time to end this . . . farce.”

The man narrowed his eyes at
her. Before he could speak she fore-
stalled him.

“You have a gun,” she told him
flatly. “You can shoot both of us.
Then you may as well shoot yourself.
You can't leave this building without
my cooperation.”

“I can make it very painful for
you__n

“Don’t waste time bluffing. I have
to be here—alive—holding down
the lock release for you to pass out
through any exterior door. A burglar
precaution, you understand. The
professional burglars are aware of
the system. Perhaps you should have
researched matters more completely
before you came here.”

“Tell me what's going on, Trilia,”
I said.

“This man is a member of an un-
derground Hatenik organization.
Their avowed objective is to over-
throw the Companies.”

“What connection does a crank
organization have with you—or
me?”

“Paul was . . . in communica-
tion with them. As his wife, I . . .
went along. Now Paul’s dead. They
told me—weeks ago. I said I didn't
believe them, but I was fooling my-
self.” Her voice broke on the last
word.

“Mrs. Danton, you are doing a
very foolish thing,” the man in black
said.
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“Oh, no. I'm doing what I should
have done long ago. Now get out!
I won’t inform on you—out of re-
spect for Paul’s word, not from any
compunction I might have about see-
ing you fanatics transported!”

“Wait, Trilia,” I said. I turned
to catch her eye; I winked. “I think
we're safe in trusting him; it's not a
trap.” I turned back to him. “You
can’t blame us for wanting to be
sure,” I said. “This is a dangerous
game we're playing. You could have
been OSIL.”

“Very sensible,” the man in black
said tonelessly.

“Ban—don’t! You don't have to!
He can't force you—"

“No question of force,” I said.
“It’s all right. I want to go with
him.”

“Let’s be going,” he said.

“Push the button, Trilia,” I said.
“Everything’s going to be all right.”

Her eyes searched mine; they
looked desperate, haunted.

“All right, Ban—if that's what
you want.”

I followed my guide out into the
silent corridor. We rose the lift in
silence to the top, stepped out in
a chilly vestibule. He pressed the
door-release.

“Ban—are you all right?” Trilia’s
voice said from the grill above the
door.

“‘I'm  fine.”

“It's not too late, Ban.”

“'m on my way, Trilia. You'l
hear from me.”

The lock clicked and we stepped
out onto the windy terrace of the
roof. The sun was up now, a plati-
num disk through the haze. The
world looked big and very far below.
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“You were wise, Lieutenant,” the
man in black said. “You saved the
lady a great deal of unpleasantness.”

“Leave her alome,” I said. “She
won't betray you—but you got her
husband killed. You can’t expect her
to love you.”

“She won't be molested—unless
she sees fit to re-involve herself.”

We stepped into the waiting cop-
ter and lifted off into the low traffic
lanc.

The place to which he took me
wias an old-fashioned apartment
building in the Alexandria section,
shabby evidence of the fact that
slum-dwellers make slums. We
walked down concrete stairs, were
met by a man of an indefinable
scruffiness who stared and jerked his
thumb along the passage.

We ended in a room that had
once been painted brown; it was
furnished with a long table lined
with straight chairs; other chairs
were against the walls. There was no
varpeting, no curtains at the painted-
out window, no decosation on the
wall. Light came from a glare panel
roughly bolted to the ceiling. There
was an odor of dust and stale food.
The man in black told me to sit,
posted two sullen-looking ex-youths
to watch me, and went away.

It was half an hour before the
door rattled and swung in to admit
a large, dark-haired man with small,
pointed features, a massive belly
which he seemed to guide ahead of
him as he walked. Four other men
and a woman followed him into the
room, giving me quick, sharp looks
hefore taking chairs behind the ta-
ble. All of them seemed to vary
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from the norm in some manner: too
fat, too thin, too tall, too short.
Their clothes were badly fitted, none
too clean. Their expressions ranged
from frowns to glowers. They looked
like very unhappy people.

The big man took the center chair.
He settled himself and moved a fin-
ger and another man noisily placed
a chair across the table from him.

‘“Please sit there, Mr. Tarleton,”
the big man said to me. His voice
surprised me: it was amost a squeak.
I took the chair. He looked at me.

“Now you're wondering why we
made the pick-up on you,” he said.
“Not here: at the Borneo end.”

I waited.

“You were down in our records
as a close acquaintance of Danton,”
he said. “We know Danton. Then
we got the news you'd gone over the
hill. We alerted our people. We've
got lots of people. Joto got you be-
fore the Stabs. Clear?”

“Clear enough. But who do you
mean by ‘we’? Just who are you?”

“We’re an organization, Mr.
Tarleton. Individual names wouldn’t
interest you.”

“What kind of organization?”

The big man had a disconcerting
habit of looking at me as if waiting
for the fatuousness of my own re-
marks to dawn on me. I countered
it as well as I could by looking ex-
pectant.

“An organization that's not con-
tent with the scraps, Lieutenant,” he
said at last. “An organization that
intends to do something abont it.”

I went on looking expectant.

“Some of us,” he said carefully,
“had an idea a man like you might
be thinking along the same lines.”
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I wanted to shift position in my
chair; I didn’t. I thought of several
things to say, and didn't say them.

“We could use an ex-Naval offi-
cer, Lieutenant. If he was anti-re-
gime, that is.”

That was the first time I'd heard
the expression ‘ex-officer’ used in
reference to me. I didn't like the
sound of it.

“Use him in what way?”

The big man breathed in and ex-
haled slowly, not quite a sigh.

“But you're pretty well pleased
with things in general, aren’t you,
Lieutenant?” he said at last. “Oh, I
don’t mean this little mess you've
gotten yourself into; you're pretty
sure you can square that, I think.
I mean the overall picture: the
Companies running the world in the
name of the Public, the Navy en-
forcing their policies of Closed
Space, private property, no tres-
passers. The well-fed, mindless mob
at the bottom, the Starlords at the
top.”

‘I wouldn't put it that way,” I
said.

“The Starlords.” The big man
used the nickname with a snicker,
a sinister lift of his delicately shaped
lip, two sizes too small for his head.
“Lord Imbolo. Lord Catrice.” He
pronounced the words as if they were
obscenities. “Lord Anse. Lord Ban-
shire. Lord Uhlan. Benevolent des-
pots of the world.”

“I suppose you have a right to
your opinion—"

“You suppose; don’t you know
damned well we have a right?”

“Very well; you have a right; and
so do I, of course.”

“Uh-hub,” he nodded and care-
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fully picked at his left nostril. “What
was it Danton turned up?” he asked
casually.

“Nothing that I know of.”

“Oh?” He nodded, pulled the
corners of his mouth down. “You
gave the Danton woman a message.”

“Yes.”

He hunched toward me, his hands
folded on the tabletop. “Tell me
about that message, Mr. Tarleton.”

“The message was addressed to
Mrs. Danton,” I said.

He looked bleakly at me. They
were all looking at me.

“Maybe we'll have to have another
talk with the lady after all,” the big
man said.

“Leave Mrs. Danton out of this,”
I said. “She wants nothing to do
with you, as I think you're aware.
In any event, your man Tancey must
have heard what 1 said.”

The big man looked aslant at the
men on his right, then those on the
left. In the silence I heard a copter
beating across the sky, sounding very
far away, in another world.

“What did the message mean?” a
thin man asked in a quiet voice.

“It meant that his suspicions were
confirmed,” 1 said.

“Suspicions of what?”

“Mutiny.”

No one moved. No one spoke. I
was still on stage, with my piece still
to speak. It didn’t seem to be going
over well.

“The ringleader is a man named
Crowder,” I plowed on, “a member
of the commodore’s civilian staff.
They were working through Gray-
son. I suppose they threatened to
take reprisals against the ship’s com-
pany if he didn’t cooperate.”
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The big man’s tongue came out
and touched his upper lip and went
back in.

“Danton managed to leave the
ship; he was trying to hide a mes-
sage when they caught him and
killed him.” I paused, but no onme
clapped.

“I discovered he was ex-hull and
followed. I was too late: 1 found his
body. One of Crowder's men was
killed. I knew I couldn’t go back.
By luck there was a late-model G-
hoat on hand. I took it and made the
run in.”

“Is no surveillance majntained
over the planetary approaches, Lieu-
tcnant?” a pale little man with un-
combed, colorless hair asked, in a
crisp voice.

“Certainly; but an object as small
as an auxiliary boat is difficult to
detect, even if you know where to
look.”

“So you just waltzed right through
and soft-landed in the water, swam
nshore, and walked in on Joto,” the
woman said in a soft voice.

“There was a little more to it than
that, ma’am,” I said.

“I'll bet there was, Lieutenant. I'll
bet there was.” The small man smiled
a bright, tight smile.

The big man had tilted his head
sideways, was studying me solemnly.

“Mutiny, you say,” he said.

“That’s right.”

“With what object, Lieutenant?”
He sounded genuinely puzzled.

“I'm afraid you'll have to ask the
mutineers,” I said.

“Your contention is that Com-
mander Danton knew of this planned
mutiny a year and more ago, before
the vessel set out on the cruise?”
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the woman queried. “And rather
than initiating an official investiga-
tion, he confided his suspicions in
his wife?”

“So it appears.”

“And having had his fears con-
firmed, he entrusted you with the
information, consigned again to the
lady.”

“All T can tell you is what hap-
pened. I leave the interpretation to
you.”

“It appears Commander Danton
relied rather heavily on the element
of luck, eh, Lieutenant?”

“I doubt if he planned for matters
to turn out as they did. Crowder
must have become suspicious of him
and forced his hand. He did what
he could under the circumstances.”

“And on the strength of these
conjectures, you deserted your post,
and undertook what some might re-
gard as an impossible voyage.”

“At the time it seemed a logical
decision,” I said with less confidence
than I felt.

The big man leaned back and put
his plump, pale hands flat on the
table.

“A man like you would like to be
a hero, eh, Mr. Tarleton?”

“I was trying to save my skin,
among other things,” 1 said.

There were several moments of
silence then. They looked at me and
I looked back.

“Tell me, Mr. Tarleton,” the big
man said. “Just where would you
have us believe you stand?”

“lI should think that would be
clear enough. I'm a Naval officer.”

“You don’t wish to make common
cause with our organization?” the
little man asked quizzically.
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“I'm afraid our interests don’t co-
incide.”

The big man steepled his fingers.
“What are your plans now, Mr.
Tarleton?”

“To turn the matter over to the
Chief of Naval Operations.”

“Including yourself?”

“I hope that under the circum-
stances my actions will be vindi-
cated. In any event I'm making a
full report.” I took a breath and said
my next line: “Now, if you don't
mind, I think I'd better be going.”

“Oho,” someone said inanely.

“And what do you intend to tell
them about us, Lieutenant?”

“I don't think it will be necessary
for me to mention you.”

“How will you explain how you
reached Washington?”

“I could have stowed away on the
barge unassisted.”

The big man’s eyes lingered on
me, then turned away. “Tancey,” he
spoke sharply across the room. The
man in black rose and looked at me
lazily.

“You can’t simply walk out of
here, of course,” the big man said to
me. “Tancey will drop you in a safe
place.”

Everyone was getting to their feet.
Two of the men behind the table
fell in behind me as I followed
Tancey out into the hall.

The copter dropped into a land-
ing among trees in a hollow a few
miles out in the green Virginia coun-
tryside. The four of us climbed out.
Tancey licked his lips and reached
inside his coat and took out the gun
he carried there.

“What's that for?” I asked, and
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discovered my mouth was dry as a
blotter.

“Just how stupid do you think we
are, Tarleton?” one of the other men
spoke up. I turned and looked at
him. He was pointing a gun at me.
So was the third man.

“The thing I can't figure,” the
same man said, “is why anybody
thought we'd go for it.” He was a
rabbit-faced fellow with big, bony
wrists and too much Adam’s apple.

“Why'd you back out, fella?” the
third man said. He was small and
soft-looking, with nervous features.
“The story start to sound too fishy
even to you?”

“Why don’'t we ask him a few
questions?” the rabbity one said. “I
want to know how much he knows,
what they were after.”

“Waste of time,” Tancey said.
“He's conditioned; he can’t talk if he
wants to, right, Lieutenant?”

To my disgust, I discovered that I
was shaking. My stomach felt light
and fluttery, my knees wobbly. The
sky seemed to glare down like massed
searchlights. I had the feeling that
time was rushing at me like a jugger-
naut, narrowing down, focussing in
to an unbearable tension. In seconds,
I'd be dead. It seemed so wrong, so
ridiculously wrong, after I had been
through so much, come so far . . .

“Walk over there, Lieutenant,”
Tancey said, and motioned toward a
dense growth of brush. I backed a
step. My legs didn't seem to be
working properly. I wanted to say
something, but there was no breath
in my lungs. The three of them
stood watching me, Tancey on the
left, and a little apart, the other
two close together. I watched the
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wuns in the way I imagine a mouse
watches a rattlesnake.

“Hell,” the rabbity man said.
"He's—"

He had gotten that far when
Tancey pivoted smoothly at the waist
andd fired once, twice, two soft
chuff's. The rabbity man and the
wit man fell down like empty bun-
dles of clothes.

“Sorry to have put you through
all this, Lieutenant,” he said in an
entircly different voice than he'd
Iwen using. “Krupp, Naval Intelli-
gence. Too bad you ducked me at
the barge; it could have saved us a
wreat deal of melodramatics.”

| sat in another chair, looked
across another table. This time the
men behind it wore the gold-braided
blue of senior Naval officers. Two of
them were strangers to me, but the
other three were men I had known
since childhood—not that their ex-
pressions reflected the fact. They lis-
tened in grave silence as 1 gave a
full account of my activities from
the moment of my interview with
Commodore Grayson to my arrival
at the Danton apartment.

“I hoped that Trilia Danton would
be able to shed light on the situa-
ton,” 1 finished. “Unfortunately,
she wasn't able to tell me anything.”

Admiral Stane made a note on
the paper before him and looked at
me with a neutral expression.

“It was your impression that Com-
mander Danton had taken the boat
into the Rings in order to secrete a
message there?”

“That was just something 1 told
the Hatenik council, sir. I don’t
know why he went there.”
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“You say he had cut a specimen
from a fragment of crustal rock,”
Admiral Lightner said. “Where is
this piece of material now?”

“I'm afraid I lost it somewhere
along the way, sir.”

“The man Hatcher was killed ac-
cidentally, according to your testi-
mony, Tarleton,” Admiral Went-
worth said. “Crushed by your boat
which was drifting in a derelict con-
dition after being fired on by
Hatcher.”

“That’s correct, sir.”

“That strikes me as a rather curi-
ous accident, Lieutenant.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You were aware that the area
into which you took your boat was
off-limits.”

“Under the circumstances, sir, it
seemed to me that I was justified in
following Commander Danton.”

“Just what were those circum-
stances, Lieutenant?”

“The circumstances that the com-
modore seemed to be acting under
Crowder’s orders, that Commander
Danton was missing and Crowder
seemed to be very eager to find him,
and that the commander was in
danger of being left behind when the
ship changed station.”

“If Crowder was, ah, in charge of
the ship as you suggest, why did he
permit you to leave the vessel?”

“I don’t think he expected me to
take any such action, sir. And pos-
sibly he had his hands full con-
solidating his position; he hadn't yet
taken over complete control.”

“What motive do you attribute to
these alleged mutineers?”

“Sir, I haven’t the faintest idea—
unless they'’re in some way linked
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with the Hatenik movement, which
seems unlikely.”

Admiral Stane hunched forward
on his elbows, frowning. “Lieuten-
ant, you paint a rather lurid picture
of mutiny, treachery, murder and
God knows what else. You tell us a
story made up of wild conjectures,
coincidences, inexplicable actions on
the part of men of tested reliability.
And as evidence, you offer—what?”

“It should be easy enough to
check out my story,” I said. “The
major points, at least.”

“Wouldn’t it be better, Lieuten-
ant, if you simply made a clean
breast of it?”

“You think I'm lying to you, sir?”

“Isn’t it true, Lieutenant,” Ad-
miral Lightner spoke up in a harsh
voice, “that you were apprehended in
a sabotage attempt by Mr. Hatcher
—a Special Intelligence officer—and
that you killed him? That you then
fled the ship, were overtaken in the
Rings where you attempted to hide,
by Commander Danton—who mis-
takenly believed you to be innocent
and hoped to convince you of the
folly of desertion—and that you
killed him there? That you then
managed to return to Earth, either
in the G-boat or with the revolu-
tionary group known as the Hate-
niks, and—"

“No, sir,” I cut in. “That’s fan-
tastic.”

“More fantastic than this fabric
of fantasies you've had the gall to
present to this Board?” Wentworth
barked.

“Gentlemen, 1 respectfully suggest
you contact Tyrant at once; Com-
modore Grayson will confirm what
['ve told you—if he’s still alive.”
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“Oh?” Wentworth said. It was
hard to believe that stony face was
the same one I remembered smiling
over the problems I was having as-
sembling my first model spaceship,
twenty years earlier. He spoke into
the whisperphone. A few silent
seconds ticked by. The door opened
and Commodore Grayson walked in,
cool and immaculate.

“You've monitored the conversa-
tion, Grayson,” Wentworth said.
“Any comments?”’

Grayson looked at me in the way
one might look at something adher-
ing to the sole of one’s shoe.

“If a mutiny occurred aboard my
command,” he said, “it was never
called to my attention.”

The court-martial was a modest
affair. The charge of murdering Paul
Danton wasn’t pressed; the prosecu-
tion confined the indictment to the
contention that I had killed Hatcher,
stolen his G-boat, and deserted my
station. Inasmuch as the charges
were entirely true—with the excep-
tion of a slight technical quibble in
my mind as to the first point—
my assigned defense counsel had
very little to say. He made a half-
hearted suggestion that 1 plead in-
sanity, which 1 declined.

I raised the point of Paul's death.
But without my mutiny theory,
which had died without a murmur,
I had nothing to offer in explana-
tion of my accusation that Hatcher
had killed him on Crowder’s orders.
My testimony sounded wild even to
me. I requested that Crowder be
called, but since even I couldn’t
make the claim that he had a direct
connection with Hatcher’s death or
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wy subsequent actions, the request
wan denied.

Commodore Grayson testified that
I had served competently until the
moment of my desertion; he sounded
tather sad as he declined to suggest
any explanation of my behavior.

The court declined to find me
gullty of Hatcher's murder, which
left only the charges of grand lar-
veny of Fleet property, and deser-
tion,

OF those offenses I was found
unilty as charged.

Admiral Hence, the president of
the court, called me forward and
ankedd if I had anything to say before
wntencing. He looked bewildered, as
il things were happening a trifle too
tust, | felt the same way.

It scemed to me that there were
@ wreat many things that needed
sying about Paul's message, his
leath, the shot Hatcher had fired
st me, about Crowder’s behavior
during the interview in Grayson's
ollice, about whatever it was Paul
had been seeking in the Rings.

Bbut I had already said all that.

| wanted to say that I was a dedi-
vuted career officer, that the interests
ol the Navy were my interests, that
it was all a huge mistake, and that
my only wish now was to return to
duty and forget the whole thing.

I said, “No, sir.”

| stood at attention, feeling as un-
val ns a photograph pasted on a
vardboard cutout while the sentence
wun read. The words seemed to ap-
by 1o someone else, not to me:

“. . . dismissed from the service

. forfeiture of pay and allow-
ances . . . abrogation of citizenship
.. transportation for life . . .”
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There was no colorful ceremony;
no one plucked off my buttons or
broke my sword over his knee. They
drove me in a closed car to a large,
grey building and led me along a
bright-lit corridor to a neat little
room with a bed, a desk, a private
toilet, but no window. They gave me
a physical examination, a variety of
inoculations, and a plain grey suit,
which I put on.

After that, time passed slowly.

There were meals, served in my
room. I was allowed to watch Trideo,
except that certain channels were
blacked out from time to time; news
broadcasts, I deduced. I slept, re-
quested exercise equipment which
was supplied. Lights out; lights on.

I estimated that nine days had
passed when I was taken from the
cell, driven to Andrews, placed
aboard a shuttle, and flown west,
accompanied by two armed Petty
Officers who didn’t talk much, even
to each other.

At the staging base, I was told
that I might have visitors. Since I
lacked living relatives, I declined the
opportunity, but was advised that a
caller was waiting. They ushered
Admiral Hence in, and left us alone
together in a small room as cosy as
a gas chamber.

He had a little trouble getting to
the point; but eventually he came
out with it plainly enough: in return
for all 1 knew about the Hatenik
organization, a high-level pitch for
a reduction of sentence.

I told him I knew nothing about
the Hatenik organization that Tan-
cey/Krupp didn't already know. He
had to let it go at that, of course,
Navy anti-interrogation conditioning
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was as effective against official in-
quiries as against anyone else.

Before he left, he paused long
enough to give me a searching look
and ask me the burning question:
~ “Why, Ban?”

I didn’t have an answer that didn’t
sound like the ravings of a lunatic.

The next day they loaded me
aboard a stripped-down transport
with twenty-one other prisoners, out-
ward bound for a planet called
Roseworld.

SEVEN

MY FIRST SIGHT OF MY NEW

home was at dawn: pink light on a
pink desert stretching to a line of
pink mountains in the pink distance.
We filed out of the ship into heat
and dryness and a pervasive odor of
hot iron, lined up in two ranks as
directed, were counted off, right-
faced and .marched under armed
guard across to a long, low shed
flying a Fleet Station ensign.

Inside, a small, neat, tired-look-
ing man in a plain coverall told us
that we were free men. We would
not be confined or coerced in any
way. If we wished, we could walk
out of the station and never come
back.

He paused to let that sink in.

“However,” he went on, “those
of you who wish to remain here—
for as long as you remain here—
will abide by the rules set up for
the conduct of this station. These
rules are arbitrary and absolute.
There is no appeal from them. The
penalty for any infraction is forcible
ejection from the station area, with
no return.”

There was a certain amount of
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throat clearing and foot shuffling
among my twenty-one fellow con-
victs, but no one spoke. I think we
were all picturing the expanse of
pink desert that surrounded the sta-
tion.

“Nothing is free here,” the lec-
turer went on. “If you choose to
make use of the facilities of the sta-
tion, you'll pay for what you use.
The one exception is air. We make
no attempt to control the use of air.
This is not out of a spirit of gen-
erosity. The air is not supplied by
the station, and thus is the property
of all.” He didn’t say it as if it were
a joke.

A middle-aged man with a nar-
row, lined face raised a hand. The
lecturer nodded.

“Does that include, ah, food and
so on?”

“It includes everything supplied
by the station, including answers to
redundant questions. You now have
a one-credit charge against you.”

“Well, how does one go about
paying? You know we have no credit
balances—"

“Two credits; that point is to be
covered in my standard presentation.
You work, How much you work is
up to you. How much you're paid
is up to your overseer.”

“That’s not really much of a
choice, is it?” a tall, rangy, leathery
fellow spoke up in a grating voice.
“We can go out and starve in the
desert, or stay here and work—on
your terms.”

“You're free to accept the terms,
or reject them.”

“What if I decide to reject them?”
the rangy man stood suddenly and
took a step forward. “What if 1—"
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Vhat was as far as he got. There was
a sharp click and a door slid open
and two armed men in grey came
through it.

“If you reject them, you leave the
slation—now.”

The rangy man sat down.

“The choice of work is yours,”
the lecturer went on. The two guards
stationed themselves against the wall,
{olded their arms, and looked at the
ringy man.

“There’s plenty of work for every
mun, here and elsewhere on-planet.
If you choose you can leave this sta-
tion for a contract at one of the out-
stations.”

“What are these outstations?” the
man who had asked about the food
Inquired.

“I'hree credits. They're industrial
installations: mines, factories, proc-
ewsing plants and so on.”

“What if you go to one of these
places and find you don’t like it?
Are you free to leave again?”

“When you depart this station
vou're no longer under station juris-
diction. Enforcement of outstation
tules is the responsibility of the in-
dividual overseer.”

“Could you come back here if you
don’t like it out there?”

“Five credits. What you do after
vou leave this station is entirely your
atfair. So long as you break no rules
of this station you may enter it and
1emain here.”

“What kind of jobs are avail-
ahle?”

“Six credits. Manual labor requir-
ing varying degrees of skill.”

“Manual labor? I'ma . . . I was
w . . . That is, my training . . .”

lle ran down and subsided. I was
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wondering what use Roseworld
would find for the kind of training
I had.

“We waste nothing on this sta-
tion, including time,” the lecturer
said. “You'’re free to go now. Those
desiring job assignment may report
to the employment office in the next
bay. Outstation recruiters will be
on-station from time to time.” He
pointed to the man who had asked
the questions.

“You. You'll report to employ-
ment at once for six days’ compul-
sory non-compensated labor.”

“Eh! Six days—"

“Food and shelter will be pro-
vided during the work-off period. 1
suggest you learn to remain silent
and listen. You'll be told as much
as you need to know. No charge for
that information.”

At the employment office I was
offered a choice of three jobs: cook’s
helper, vehicle maintenance helper,
or common labor. I took the last,
on a day-to-day basis. That way the
pay was lower—one credit per six-
hour day—but there was no obliga-
tion to stay if one received a better
offer.

The work I was assigned to con-
sisted of raking gravel, shoveling
sand, breaking stones and loading
them, scrubbing the station win-
dows, floors, and kitchen. The work
was heavy, and quotas were as-
signed, but were fairly light.

There were ninety-four inmates
at the station, a dozen administra-
tive personnel, some of whom were
exiles, and twenty well-armed
guards. None of us spoke to anyone
unnecessarily. The station rules
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turned out to be mild and reason-
able. It would have been an idyllic
existence for a lobotomy case.

A week passed. I seemed to be
waiting for something to happen. I
was neither depressed or elated. I
worked, slept, ate, walked. I raked
pale pink gravel and placed rose-
pink stones and hosed the magenta
dust from the buildings, making
blood-colored mud. None of it
seemed real.

On the tenth day—or possibly the
eleventh: T had begun to lose
count of the days—a recruiter ar-
rived from a place called Llywarch
Hen.

It was after the evening meal.
I was on my bunk, reading a history
of the Peleponnesian War when he
came in, accompanied by two
guards. They stood by looking
watchful and bored as he posted
himself in the center of the long
room and started his spiel: his name
was Cymraeg, he stated, and he was
here to give us an opportunity at
something a little more stimulating
than Station life. He was a big fel-
low with bushy brown hair turning
gray above the ears, a big, powerful
body, thickening a little at the
waist. There were a dozen or more
small, puckered scars on his face
and the backs of his hands. His
voice was rasping, harsh as metal
rubbing on stone; but his diction
was that of an educated man.

“We conduct a mining operation
at Llywarch,” he said. “Your pay
will be based on performance. You
work long hours or short, as you
elect. A four-hour day will cover
your subsistence. Any time above
that will buy a variety of items not
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available here, including alcoholic
beverages, fresh beef, tailored cloth-
ing, private quarters, manufactured
articles of many kinds, and so on.

“In addition to the pay—one
credit per hour after basic—bo-
nuses are paid for certain classes of
find, including gem stones, fossils,
indications of various rare minerals,
and other items.”

He told us that Llywarch Hen
was one hundred and twenty miles
from Base Station. Any prospective
employees would sign a five
year contract, cancellable by the
contractor but not by the employee.
In the event of cancellation, trans-
port back to Base would be sup-
plied free.

No one had any questions to ask.
When he called for candidates,
seventeen of the twenty-one men in
the barracks stepped forward.

Mr. Cymraeg went along the line,
carefully scrutinizing each man. He
paused before a big fellow with
pale, shifty eyes. He looked him up
and down. He reached out to prod
him in the ribs and the big man
knocked his hand aside.

Mr. Cymraeg's mouth twitched
at the corners. He nodded.

“You,” he said. He stopped again
before a wide, thick-shouldered man
with coal black hair and grey-blue
jaws.,

“Turn your head,” he said. The
man turned his head.

“The other way.”

He turned it the other way.

Mr. Cymraeg said, “You,” and
passed on.

He looked over a tall, narrow fel-
low with a face like a prematurely
aged teenager. As they stared at
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rach other, tears started to run
down the prospect’s face. Cymraeg
went on.

He didn't stop again until he
reached me. He looked at me care-
fully. I looked back at him. At
vlose range his skin was coarse,
pocked with tiny scars. His eyes
were yellowish green, slightly blood-
shot, rheumy. His lips were faintly
vrooked, lumped with old scars. He
was a man who had endured much
hattering.

“What's your name?” he said.
His breath had a faint odor of
rusted metal. It was the first time
since I had arrived on Roseworld
that anyone had asked me that ques-
tlon. I had almost forgotten I had
4 name.

“Jones,” I said. “Jonah for short.”

He hesitated and I thought he
wis about to turn away. Then he
nodded and said, “You.”

it was a five-hour run to Lly-
warch Hen across sand and rock,
through ranges of dusty-rose hills,
without a sight of life or water. In
plte of the closed body of the
vehicle, dust filtered in, coated ev-
crything including the lining of my
throat. Cymraeg stopped every hour
and allowed us to stretch our legs in
the shimmering heat. We were is-
wird water and food, not enough of
either.

It was late afternoon when we
«ame down a winding track through
erodded red hills into a hollow which
ly comparison with Base Station
lwked almost civilized. There were
houses in neat rows, surrounded by
unrdens of an impossible, vivid
green, walks lined with growing
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things, a shopping area, and beyond
that a complex of large gray-painted
buildings with tall stacks from
which black smoke wisped.

Unfortunately, our vehicle didn't
stop there. It swung off on a perim-
eter road, passed a factory sur-
rounded by a high wire fence, fol-
lowed a twisting track up into bro-
ken country cut by arroyos and
canyons, emerged in a level area
blasted from the rock. There were
low sheds in sight, a rank of dust-
coated vehicles, pieces of heavy roll-
ing stock. A dozen or so men in
shapeless coveralls stood watching
as we pulled to a stop.

Cymraeg ordered us out of the
carrier and turned us over to a big
bald neckless man with a round head
and a seamed dark face, who led us
off to a small open space between
huts. He lined us up in a row and
walked past the row, came back be-
hind us, then posted himself front
and center,

“Is there a man here who thinks
he can run this squad?” he asked.
His voice seemed to come from
somewhere down around his ankles.

A lean, sandy-haired man with a
tight mouth and quick eyes, stand-
ing on my left, stepped forward.
The bald man sauntered over to
him.

“What makes you think you can
run a squad?” he asked softly.

The lean man’s mouth twitched.
“I'm accustomed to command,” he
said, not very loudly. “I'm a, ah,
former—"

A large black hand caught the
front of the lean man’s coverall,
lifted him to his toes.

“You’re a former nothing,” he
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said. “You've got no past and
damned little future. Get me?”

The thin man made sounds. The
bald man dropped him; he stag-
gered and recovered his footing.

“Still think you can run this
squad?” the bald man asked him.

The thin man shook his head,
backed into line. He stood there,
staring at the bald man.

“You have no right,” he said
quickly as the bald man turned
away.

The bald man turned back.

“Grab my shirt,” he said. The lean
man stared at him.

“Grab it,” the bald man said soft-
ly. “Right here.” He pointed to his
chest, just below his throat.

The lean man reached out cau-
tiously and gripped the cloth.

“Now pick me up.”

The lean man swallowed hard.
He crouched a little, and his shoul-
der went down. His face turned
red; he grimaced; his arm tensed,
trembling. He let his breath out ex-
plosively and dropped his hand.
The bald man hadn't budged.

“Still think you can run my
squad?” he said.

“I ... ]I " the lean man said.

The bald man walked back to his
front-and-center position.

“Count off,” he said.

We counted off.

“Ones, left face; two’s, right face.”

1 was facing the lean man. The
corner of his eye was twitching with
a fine tremor. He looked past my
left ear.

“You've heard of the buddy sys-
tem,” the bald man said.

The lean man’s eyes flicked to
my chin, flicked away again.
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“Well, we don’t use it here,” the
bald man said, sounding savage.
“The man you're looking at is your
enemy. He's your opposition. He’s
the fellow that can keep you from
collecting the bonuses; he’s the one
that runs the quota up. Anything
he gets comes out of your hide,
understand me?”

No one answered the question.

“All right—fight,” the bald man
said.

The man facing me frowned and
stole another glimpse at my chin.
I heard a meaty impact and a
grunt and from the corner of my
eye saw a man fall out of ranks.

“Hit him, damn you!” the bald
man yelled. The lean man gave a
jump and brought his fists up; he
feinted a left jab at my face and
crossed with a right that grazed my
chin as I leaned back. 1 hit him in
the stomach; he leaned on me and
I pushed him away and he went to
his knees. There was scuffling all
around. A man staggered back and
fell over my man.

“All right!” Baldy barked. “You
four pair off.”

I found myself facing the wide,
thick man who had been recruited
from my barracks. His eyes were
glassy; blood was running from the
corner of his mouth. He swung a
wobbly left hook that missed, and
went to his knees. I hadn't touched
him. Another man fell. There was
one other man on his feet, a barrel-
chested chap with hair like brass
wire. He looked around, saw me,
shot a fist out—

The sun exploded. I was sitting
on the ground, with a throbbing
head, tasting blood in my mouth.
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I'he blonde bruiser was rubbing his
list and looking pleased with him-
wlf. The bald man was yelling an
order. The other men were getting
to their feet. I found mine and
sood on them.

“Anybody want to challenge the
winner?” Baldy said. No takers.
Waldy turned and almost casually
slnmmed a right into Blondie’s mid-
1iff, uppercut him as he doubled
aver, caught him with a round-
house right as he toppled backward.

Baldy flexed his pink-palmed
hands.

“Anybody else think they can run
my squad?” he asked.

He listened to a few seconds of
sllence, then jerked a thumb at the
man at his feet.

"Get him on his feet,” he said.
"We're moving out now.”

It was a twenty-minute hike over
wough ground to a big pit like a
meteor  crater, wreathed in  dust.
I'hrece openings were visible in the
vides near the bottom, shored up
with steel bracing. Tracks ran from
vach to a platform at the center of
the cxcavation, from which a con-
veyor belt rattled endlessly upward
to u loading platform at the opposite
side. Men in coveralls moved in the
dust clouds.

Vour of us were ordered in-
o number two shaft, four into num-
her three. I was in the latter group
with the lean man, Blondie, and a
young fellow who hardly looked old
vnough to have died and gone to
hell. We followed a man in a cover-
oll and mask along the passage; a
wlare strip hung along the ceiling
sheld enough light to follow the
twists and turns.
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He halted us in a hollowed-out
chamber with branching tunnels, a
turntable at the center. Men ap-
peared from the side branches trun-
dling loaded barrows which they
upended into the waiting ore cars.
The air was clearer here; water
sprayed at intervals from a pipe
running around the walls. There
was mud and rock underfoot. A
steady rumbling filled the air.

Another man appeared, detailed
a man to pick up spilled ore, which
was loaded in a special car; another
was assigned to manhandle cars on-
to the turntable. He motioned to the
lean man and me to follow him into
a side tunnel.

There was no glare strip here;
our guide led the way with a torch.
The passage ended against a broken
rockface. In the artificial light,
dark strata in the rock glistened like
black glass. An empty ore car
waited.

It was quieter here; the lean man
was having trouble with his breath-
ing. My neck ached from bending
under the low ceiling.

“You birds ever operated a rock
cutter?”” the miner asked. We
hadn’t. He swore a little and picked
up a heavy apparatus from the floor,
slung a strap over his shoulder,
thumbed a lever. A clatter started
up. He held the chisel-end of the
jack-hammer against the rock and
cut a horizontal groove an inch
wide and four feet long, at waist
height. He cut another groove a foot
lower, shut down the tool. He
picked up a short, thick chisel and
a rock hammer, set the chisel in the
upper groove, and gave it a blow
with the hammer. A flat slab of rock
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a distasteful look and punched a
hole in my blue ticket, after which
I was free to take my choice from
eight items ranging from cold hot-
cakes to something that appeared to
be oatmeal with chopped mush-
rooms. Another man was waiting at
the far end of the line. He held out
a large, callused hand. Like every-
body else I met here, he seemed to
be bigger, stronger, and in better
shape than I was.

“A chit, sport,” he said cheer-
fully. I walked through him and
took a table near Cymraeg. The hot-
cakes weren't bad, if you like yeast.
The oatmeal was disappointing.
When 1 finished, I dumped the
tray in a slot as I had seen others
do, and left the building. The fellow
with the outstretched hand was
waiting. This time the hand was in
the shape of a fist like a knuckly
sledge hammer.

“A chit for what?” 1 said before
he could speak.

“Tax,” he said.

“Is this supposed to be official, or
are you in business for yourself?” 1
asked, backing away.

“What's official?” He looked re-
proachful. “Look, pal, why make it
tough? Pay up and eat in peace. 1
keep the scroungers off, right?”

I tried a dodge around right end,
but he caught me by the arm,
stopped short of breaking it. I
kicked him in the left shin. He
frowned and didn't break the other
arm.

“You guys,” he said sadly. “You
got to have it the hard way.”

He was wearing a nicely fitted,
new-looking coverall, cut from a soft,
tan material. It had ducky little
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tabs on the shoulders, and flaps on
the pockets with shiny brass but-
tons. He bent my arms back into
shape and released me.

“Come on, give,” he said.

I feinted a move toward my
pocket and instead swung at him,
on the theory that the best way to
discourage bullying is to make it
more trouble that it's worth. 1
missed, snagged his pocket flap and
ripped it half off. The button went
flying. He staggered back, clapped
a hand to his chest, swore, and be-
gan scanning the ground. He saw
the button and put a foot on it,
said “Hold it!” as I slid toward the
corner of the building.

I held it.

“You're one of them kind, hah?”
He sounded more disappointed than
angry. “You know what this outfit
cost me? Nine creds. Yeah. Nine
creds. And you tore it. All for a
lousy chit.”

“Hardly worth it, eh?” I said,
and made a yard sideways. “Maybe
you'd better forget this particular
chit.”

“What you figure—you can
make it solo?” He looked me over.
“Forget it, chum. You ain’t got the
built for it.”

“I plan to live by my wits.”

He rubbed his chin. It looked
like a boulder weathering out of a
cliff. “Look, sport, you need protec-
tion, see?”

“They need me to dig,” I said.
“They won't let you kill me.”

“Right.” He stabbed a finger at
me. “Or maim you—that means
break you up to where you can't
load rock—or lose you too much
sleep or eats so you get sick. But
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that still leaves me plenty of operat-
ing space. You like having your
arm bent? How's about half a hour
a day of it, guaranteed no sprains?
Just for openers.”

“Have you got half an hour a
day to put on it?”

He looked disgusted. “That’s the
weak point,” he said. “But you're
the first to spot it.”

He frowned and moved toward
me, stopped dead as the door of the
mess hall opened; Cymraeg stepped
out, holding a smoking cigar be-
tween his thick fingers. He looked
at Heavy.

“I've been watching you operate
your tax service,” he said. “I've de-
cided I don’t like it.” He jammed
the cigar in his mouth and walked
on.
When he was gone, Heavy
looked at me unhappily.

“There goes the tax business,” he
said. “Well, it was soft while it
lasted.”

“Just how does Cymraeg fit into
the picture here?” I asked. “A Com-
pany man?”

Heavy looked at me with mild
disgust. “He’s a con, Slim, just like
the rest of us. No Company man
ever puts a foot outside Base Station.
If he does, he’s had it. He stays.
Anyway that’s what they say.”

“You could take him,” I said.

“Yeah—Dbut I can't take the Syn-
dicate.”

“Wait a minute,” I said as he
turned away. “What's the Syndi-
cate?”

“Nothing,” he said.

“Maybe I'd better ask Cymraeg,”
I said.

He stood there looking over his
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shoulder at me. He looked around
as if checking for eavesdroppers,
hitched up his belt, moved closer to
me.

“Look, Greenie,” he said earnest-
ly. “Just cut your rock and pay your
tabs and keep breathing, OK?"

“Oh, that,” I said, a trifle more
loudly than was strictly necessary.

He nodded, almost eagerly.
“Sure. You're pretty low. You just
got here. A couple months ago you
were a gung ho Navy type, honor
and duty and a fat retirement plan.
Officer, maybe a light commander.
All of a sudden here you are: eating
pink dirt.” His finger poked me in
the chest. “Listen,” he said. “Eating
dirt’s better'n not eating at all,
right? You got a long time to be
dead in. And what the hell: a guy
might even have a few laughs be-
fore then, who knows?”

“'m laughing all the
‘Heavy,” 1 said.

“I guess you're one o' them linen
cases,” he said. “Them are the
worst. They keep asking why, and
there ain't no answer. But look at
it like this: a guy can cop it any-
time, anyplace. A accident in the
Power Room; a little flaw in the LS
system; hell, a busted flitter fan
back home on leave. So what hap-
pened to you was like that. It don't
mean nothing. It’s like a rock falls
out of the sky and hits you. But
you're still alive, see? You can still
smell and taste and breathe. You
can get a few kicks, even. I mean, it
ain't all over. Not yet.”

“What's your interest in the mat-
ter?”

“Nothing, Slim. Just . . .” He
held out a hand and looked up as

time,
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fell. He picked it up and tossed it
into the car.

“That’s the way we do it,” he
said. “One little chip at a time. If
you see anything—anything except
red rock and black glass, hold it as
you were and fetch me. Clear?”

The lean man and I experiment-
ed with the power hammer, threw
a lot of chips, eventually made a
wavering cut of uneven depth. We
took turns pounding at it, managed
to knock off some small fragments.

“There seems to be a knack to it,”
my partner said.

“There is to most things,” 1
agreed. We kept at it. The material
was a kind of hard chalk, appar-
ently identical with the hundred
and twenty miles of surface we had
driven across to reach Llywarch
Hen. I wondered why we were dig-
ging fifty feet underground for more
of the same, but my curiosity was a
mild and transient thing, soon for-
gotten in the absorbing business of
pounding rock. After an hour both of
us were bleeding from half a dozen
small cuts from flying chips. It was
hot and stuffy in the dead-end pas-
sage. In the light of the torch that
had been left to illuminate our la-
bors everything looked gray now;
the rods and cones had tired of reg-
istering pink.

After a while the bottom of the
car was covered. The lean man
asked me how long I thought we'd
been at it. I didn't know. We gave
ourselves a break, sat on the stone
floor in the dusty heat and looked
at nothing. After a while we went
back to work. The level in the cart
rose slowly.
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The light startled me, flashing on
the rockface and glinted on the
glassy black striations. A man came
up, looked at the scene of our la-
bors, flashed the light in the ore car.

“Shift over,” he said, “let’s go,”
and turned away. The lean man
dropped the hammer and started
after him.

“What about the cart?” I said.
“Are we supposed to bring it along?”

“Forget it. I'll take care of it.”

“We don’t want to impose,” 1
said. “Come on, partner, let's push
it.”

“Why? He said—"”

“Let’s get in the habit of doing
things for ourselves. Nothing's free,
remember?”

The man with the light snorted
and went on ahead.

Back in the main cavern, a man
with a clipboard watched as we
maneuvered the cart on to the scale.
He punched a dispenser at his belt
and handed each of us a chip of
blue plastic. The lean man took his
and scurried for daylight.

“This covers the time, I take it,”
I said. “I'd like a receipt for the
rock, too.”

The tally-man stared at me. “A
receipt, he says.”

“How else do I have proof of
what I've dug?”

“You put in your time, you get
your bed and a meal. What more
you want, Greenie?”

“I heard something about quo-
tas.”

He lifted his face mask and
wiped his face with his hand and
spat. “You get no chits for anything
less than a full cart, Greenie. Now
beat it—"
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“Suppose I fill it next shift.”

He looked at the cart disparag-
ingly. “You haven't got enough there
to cover demurrage.”

“What does that mean?”

“You tie up a cart, you pay for it.
You dig hard for four hours and
have a little luck and you can load
vnough to cover tool and cart rent
und enough over for a couple chits.
Ten chits make a credit. You drag
your feet and half load and you get
hasic time: bed and breakfast.
That’s you, Greenie. Now beat it
hefore—"

“What happens to my rock?”

“It’'ll get it taken care of.”

“I see.” I went around the cart
and started pushing it back up the
track. He acted as though he would
block my way, but at the last mo-
ment he stepped aside.

“A wise one, eh?” he said as I
went past. “OK, brother, I got ways
of evening it up.”

I dug for a few more hours. I
lilled the cart level, then added a
few more chunks just to be on the
wle side. I had to lie on the floor
and rest before 1 felt equal to push-
ing the cart back up the tunnel.

There was a different man on
duty with the clipboard.

“Let’s get that cart on the scales,”
he said.

“Your predecessor didn’t seem so
intcrested in production.”

“If he could con you out of a
half-load he’d come out ahead.” He
pulled a lever; there was a clickety-
cluck and four pale yellow rectangu-
lar plastic tabs clattered from a
(ispenser on the scale into a cup.
e scooped them up, handed me
three.
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“What are you waiting for?” he
barked. “Shove off, you.”

“I'm waiting for my other chit.”

He looked outraged. “You think I
work for free, Cull?”

He was a big man, healthier
than I, not nearly so tired as I. It
depressed me to look at him. I
started toward him; he palmed me
off.

“Wise up, Greenie; it's a fair
shake.”

I swung and missed and almost
fell down. He grabbed my sleeves
below the elbows and rammed my
funny bones together.

“I don't need trouble,” he said in
a conversational tone. “You be nice
and I'll give you a tip: those tabs
are seven-day board—and they've
got two days on 'em already.” He
pushed me away. “I leave it to you,
Greenie: is it worth a chit?”

I thought about the ache in my
empty stomach and the drought in
my throat and decided it was.

I found my own way back out of
the pit and along the path to the
camp. A sign on one of the sheds
indicated that it was the mess hall.
I was surprised. No one gave away
information for nothing around
here.

Inside, there were tables, an eat-
ing ledge along one wall under the
windows for those who preferred to
eat standing up, a stainless steel
serving line at the far end. A dozen
or so men sat at the tables, no two
at the same table. I saw Cymraeg
over by the windows, brooding over
a cut of something that steamed.

As I reached for a tray, a man
appeared out of nowhere, gave me
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if he were checking for rain. He
closed his fist. “A guy got to fight
back, some way. You know?”

“You know something, Heavy?”
I said. “I have a hunch you're a
linen case too—whatever that is.”

He looked at me, a rather wild
look. “Get yourself a breather,
Greenie,” he snarled. “You look
lousy. And slow down. You can’t do
it all in a day.” He walked away
slowly, rubbing his knuckles. I went
into the nearest barracks and gave
the blue tab to a fellow who sneered
and pointed to an empty bunk. I
don’t remember lying down on it.

I worked alone the next shift.
The cutting seemed to go a little
faster. No rocks fell from my cart.
The tally-man paid off in full with
no argument other than a resentful
look. I passed Heavy leaving the
mess hall. He grinned and wagged
his head ruefully.

At the end of five days I had col-
lected thirteen chits which were re-
deemed by an official in the camp
at the rate of eleven for a one-credit
chip. The latter was stamped from
one-year plastic to discourage hoard-
ing. I used it to buy a second-hand
breathing rig from a tally-man.

I didn't form any friendships.
Heavy was the only man at Lly-
warch Hen who knew how to smile,
but we never talked. Occasionally 1
saw one or another of the men who
had arrived with me, but they didn't
appear eager to form an alumni as-
sociation. Little by little I came to
know the system of bribes and fees,
learned when and how to resist the
squeeze, when to pay up docilely.
The system was administered by
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self-appointed beadles, old-timers
with the muscle to make argument
painful, but it was made possible
only by a common disinclination to
let anyone get by with anything.

I went from chipping to cart-
maintenance, which was paid by
contributions from the membership,
collection being the business of the
receiver. With my slightly enlarged
earnings, I bought my own hammer
and chisel and went back to rock
cutting. That was where the bo-
nuses were. My skill improved. 1
learned the precise angle at which
to hold the chisel, the precise force
of the blow required to scale away
a ten-pound fake of stone. I
searched diligently for signs of some
substance other than pink chalk
and black glass.

And one day I made my find.

It was a lumpy, porous chunk of
blackish metal about the size of an
inch-thick dinner plate. I cut it free
and cleaned the adhering chalk
away. It had the general appear-
ance of meteoric iron, but was
much heavier and harder than iron.
I left my half-filled cart and carried
my trophy back out to the tally-man.

He saw me coming from fifty feet
away and whirled and poked a but-
ton I hadn’t seen poked before. A
whooping siren went into action.
Men came swarming out of the side
passages, were immediately shunted
out the mine entrance by the shap-
erssup who posted themselves in
strategic positions, fending the
crowd away from the weighing-
table. Two of them took up stances
flanking the tunnel I had been

working in.
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I dumped my trophy down omn
the scale and watched the tally-man
make notes in a pad. He twiddled
his change-maker and handed over
n black bonus tab as if he hated to
part with it. It was stamped with
numbers which established its val-
ue. I had been around long enough
now to know this wasn't an item
he could chance cheating me on.
He handed over a blue tab as well,
although I had not completed four
hours.

“The find covers shift credit,” he
said. “Report to Admin on the
double.”

In the Admin hut, a solemn,
clerkly little man clucked over my
tab and made entries in a computer-
input console, then played a tune
on a coding panel which caused a
small package to drop into a hopper
with a pleasantly heavy thunk. He
handed it over the counter to me.

“One hundred credits,” he said
in an envious tone. “Thumb-print
here.” He pushed a form toward
me. I opened the packet and
counted the chips: one hundred of
them, all of a healthy golden color.
I tucked them away in a pocket.

“What makes a piece of metal so
valuable?” I asked.

He gave me a severe look. “Take
your bonus and move along,” he
ordered. I had an urge to reach
across and squeeze his neck a trifle,
but I knew the rules about man-
handling office personnel. 1 left
quietly.

Four men were waiting in the
space between huts. They moved
out to surround me.

“You got lucky, eh, Greenie?”
one of them said. He was a long-
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faced, chinless, sallow-looking fel-
low, six-six, wide and bony. His
three friends were equally whole-
some types.

“It's all in knowing where to
look,” T said.

Their heads jerked as if they
were all attached to the same rope.
Two of them said, “Hah?”

“Don’t talk smart, Greenie,” the
chinless man said. “That kind of
talk can get a man a trip.” He
looked at me from under his tangled
eyebrows, a quizzical look. “We had
an idea you might be planning to
drop down to Hen, is all,” he went
on. “A Greenie like you won't know
the ropes. You'll want somebody to
keep you out of the hot fat.”

“I'll manage, thanks.” I started
around them and the spokesman
put out a hand.

“Do yourself a favor,” he said
softly. “We walk behind you. No
trouble, no pay. Fair?”

“It’s your turn to be smart,” I
said, and started on; I was counting,
on the fact that I hadn’t seen open
robbery committed. It seemed to be
about to work, but apparently the
sight of all those credits walking
away was too much for the small-
headed fat-necked member of the
quartet. He muttered, “Cover me,”
and moved in. I side-stepped with
the idea of beating a hasty retreat
to the Admin building, and some-
one wrapped his arms around me
from behind. I tramped on his in-
step and yelled—the loudest sound
I'd heard in weeks. It jarred them;
the man behind me loosed his grip
far enough for me to ram an elbow
into him, but before I could pursue
the advantage the others had
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grabbed me and were hustling me
into the nook they had emerged
from.

There was a sound like a boot
kicking a ripe melon and suddenly
my arms were free. I turned in time
to see the man I called Heavy step
in close to the chinless man and
sink a fist into his stomach. The
chap with the chins was in an awk-
ward position against the building,
having difficulty with his breathing.
The remaining members of the
quartet were backing away. Heavy
made a shooing motion and they
turned and darted off. He gave me
a broad wink.

“Maybe it's time to reopen our
business discussion, Slim,” he said.
“Before you fall in with evil com-
panions.”

I worked the kinks out of my
shoulder. “I was thinking of paying
a visit to town,” I said. “If you'd
like to come along, possibly we could
work out something.”

EIGHT

P REPARATIONS FOR MY FIRST
venture away from camp were sim-
ple: my blue tab gave me barracks-
entry; I stripped, and tossed the
suit into the vibrator which cleaned
it of foreign particles while the
sonospray booth performed the
same service for my body. I donned
the same garment and we walked
out of camp along the road by which
I had arrived three weeks earlier.
There was no signing in or out, no
guard, no password. 1 was as free
as a bird—except that I didn’t eat
or sleep until I had put in my shift
time. Even my new-won wealth
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wouldn't change that; only the per-
ishable, non-transferable blue tabs
were negotiable in the barracks and
the mess. It was a system that in-
sured steady production.

It was late afternoon. The pink
sun glared on the dusty road. Pink
dust motes danced in the air.

“Tell me a few things, Heavy,” I
said when we were a hundred yards
past the last hut. “If Cymraeg is a
prisoner like the rest of us, who
really runs the camp?”

“Why ask me? Nobody told me
any more than they told you, Slim.”

“How long have you been here?”

“I dunno. A year, maybe a little
more. What's it matter.”

“You've had time to find out a
few things.”

“All 1 know is what I see. The
cons run the camp. The best man
appoints himself boss and makes
the rules. Guys that break 'em find
out about it the hard way and don’t
break ‘em again.”

“You're a husky fellow. Why
haven’t you pounded your way to
the top?”

“A smart boss-man like Cymraeg
knows enough to discourage any
rising young talent. If I got ideas
and started pounding too many
heads, building up a take-over
cadre, his boys would move in.”

“How did he establish himself?”

“The last boss got old. He'll get
old some day too, and a younger
dog will eat him. Meantime, he’s in
charge.”

“Why do they have us mining
material that's no different than
what’s on the surface? Why do
they place such a value on a lump
of slag?”
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“The bonus junk is the money
crop. We're not mining rock, Slim.
We're just looking for stuff like
what you found.”

“Why? What's it good for?”

“Dunno.”

“All right, we have a loose social
order based on prior claim, plus
superior ability, plus muscle, held
in restraint by the fact that produc-
tion pays the bills and men make
production. But what about the
ecquipment: the huts and the weigh-
ing scales and the chit-vendors, and
the ground-car—”

“All bought out of production.
‘This place was built by a Company
originally, over a hundred vyears
ago, the operation didn’t pay. Then
Pink Hell was picked as a dumping
yround for trouble-makers. With
convict labor available, the picture
changed; the Company offered to
pay subsistence for men to work the
mines, and bonuses for any finds
—such as lumps of fused metal.
The men could spend their earnings
any way they wanted; they ordered
off-planet merchandise and paid
kood negotiable cash for it. They
built the town, stocked it, improved
the camp, worked out the chit sys-
tem. They can’t go home again, but
there’s no reason for them not to
live as well as possible.”

“You say ‘they’ as if you weren't
one of us,” I said.

“Yeah,” he said, and laughed, not
very humorously. “Maybe 1 like to
kid myself a little, Slim.”

“And for a moment, your fo'cas-
tle dialect slipped a trifle, Heavy.”

He was silent for ten paces. Then
he said, “Rule one: don't let your
curiosity show, Slim.”
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“We can talk here,” 1 said. “No
one’s listening.”

“How do you know there’s not an
induction ear trained on us?”

“An ear can’t function through
solid rock.”

He turned and gave me a hard-
eyed look that was as different from
his usual expression as a rapier is
from a banana.

“Safer if you just chip your rock
and spend your creds,” he said.

I laughed. I shouldn’t have start-
ed. I couldn’t stop. I fell down,
and on all fours. I laughed until 1
realized that the line between laugh-
ter and sobs is a fine technical dis-
tinction, easily lost, and with it the
whole careful structure of the de-
fensive shell that had kept me
walking and talking, if not think-
ing and feeling, since the moment
I had seen Paul Danton’s dead and
ruined face.

Heavy saved me. He hauled me
to my feet and slapped me across
the jaw with a hand like a canoe
paddle, backhanded me on the re-
turn stroke, shoved me against a
looming pink rock slab.

“As you were, Mister,” he
growled, and suddenly I was seeing
a face I remembered from long ago,
from my late teens, when I had paid
my first visit to the Academy. The
face had been younger then, but no
prettier, and there had been a cap-
tain’s braid on the cap that went
with it. He had been Commandant
of Cadets, and his name was . . .

“Look, Slim,” he said, “if you're
gonna throw fits, maybe I make
Hen solo after all, hey?”

I got my feet under me and
pushed his hand away.
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“I'm all right,” I said. “It was
just something I remembered. A
joke. An old, old joke.”

“Sure,” he said. “We're all laugh-
ing.”

We finished the twenty-minute
walk with no conversation.

The hamlet called Llywarch Hen
consisted of a brick-paved central
square lined with small shops, from
which radiated a network of crowd-
ed streets which spread to the
factories at the north, and on the
south opened into winding residen-
tial avenues adorned with imported
trees, flowers, grass. Heavy led the
way down one of the mnarrow
avenues to a grog shop under a
hanging sign with a sun-faded
device of a pink devil with a pointed
tail. We took a table in a corner
and an old man with gritty, pink-
rimmed eyes took our orders for
brandy—after I showed him my
cash. There were a few other cus-
tomers in the house, all elderly men,
plus a one-legged man.

“Who are they?” I asked. “Why
aren’t they chipping rock?”

“There’s like a retirement plan,”
Heavy told me. “You buy into it,
draw your basic plus a little extra
when the medics say you can't dig
any more. Or you can ship back to
Base Station. They’re supposed to
run some kind of old mens’ home
somewhere up north. Only not
many take that route, because the
story is, you get a fast euthy shot
and a cheap funeral.”

The brandy was drinkable. We
drank two, at a credit a shot. By
then the sun was setting. We
strolled along to a chop house and

VENTURE

dined on recal meat and vegetables.
That cost another ten credits. Back
in the street, a small man with half
his face missing hooked his fingers
in my sleeve and offered me a
chance at gambling, dope, and
women.

“How about it, Slim,” Heavy said.
“You could maybe run that stack
up to double, enough for a real blow-
out.”

“We can spend it fast enough
eating and drinking.”

“You better come on anyways,
you,” the shill said in a damaged
voice. “A big man wants a couple
words with you.”

Heavy and I looked at each other.

“Does this big man have a
name?” 1 asked.

“You'll find out,” the runner pre-
dicted. “Not him.” He jerked a
thumb at Heavy. “Just you, is all.”

“Maybe you better go at that,”
Heavy said. “I got stuff to do any-
way.” He turned and walked away.

“Let’s go, you,” my new friend
gobbled. “He don’t like to wait
around.”

Heavy had told me violence was
taboo in town. There seemed to be
no reason not to indulge my curi-
osity.

“Very well,” I said. “Lead on.”

He slid off along the walk,
ducked down a side street, squeezed
through a narrow doorway. Steps
led down. At the bottom he opened
a heavy door onto a bright-lit room
where two men sat at a table covered
with papers. One of the men was a
stranger. The other was Cymraeg.

They looked at me, then at each
other. Cymraeg raised his eyebrows;
the stranger frowned. He started to
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speak, then jerked his head around
and stared at me again. He grunted.
Cymraeg seemed to relax a trifle. It
scemed to be a rather elaborate con-
versation conducted without words.

“I've been watching how you
handled things, Jonah,” Cymraeg
said. “You've worked out some an-
swers for yourself. Now you're won-
dering about some of the less
obvious questions.” He looked at his
thumb. “I wouldn’t want to see you
go astray; I called you down here
(o give you the information you'll
need to reach the correct conclu-
sions.”

“You did say ‘give’?”

“No charge this time,” he said
flatly. “Jonah, you’re one of two
hundred and twenty-nine men and
five women, current census,
dumped down in a desert with no
laws, police, no courts of justice—
or whatever it is courts dispense.
Just a mob of condemned criminals
and a world that wouldn’t support
human life for a day without artifi-
cial aids. What would you say holds
Llywarch Hen together? What
makes it work?”

“Government by the consent of
the governed,” I said. “With the
added incentive of death by starva-
tion if you can't fit in.”

“Don’t overlook the positive side.
A clever man who accommodates
himself to the system can become
wealthy enough to live in luxury,
cven here.”

“In an economy based on an arti-
ficial value assigned to a worthless
commodity?”

“What do you suppose is behind
it, Jonah?”

“It keeps the men busy.”
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“Why should anyone care
whether we’re busy or not? Why
not let us all kill each other?”

“We were sentenced to exile, not
death.”

Cymraeg smiled a little. “You
got a raw deal, didn’t you, Jonah?”

“I was guilty,” I said.

Cymraeg's expression indicated
that I had departed from the script.

“Why?” Cymraeg said. “Why did
you do it—whatever you did?”

“I don’t care to discuss it,” I said.
“Thanks for inviting me down—"

“‘Don’t talk like a damned fool,
Jonah,” Cymraeg said. “You'll leave
when I'm ready for you to leave.”

“He testified that a civilian
staffer killed an officer and tried to
kill him when he appeared on the
scene,” the other man said. “That
the civilian died by misadventure,
possibly with a bit of help. That
he was convinced a mutiny had oc-
curred, and for this reason he aban-
doned his ship and returned to
Earth. On arrival, he was surprised
to learn that there had been no
mutiny, and that the dead officer
was apparently involved in treason-
ous activities. His defense was,
shall we say, half-hearted.”

“You're satisfied with the Navy's
handling of the case?” Cymraeg
asked me. “You agree you belong
here?”

“lI believe in an orderly world,
Mr. Cymraeg. I broke the rules. I
knew the penalty.”

“You thought you were acting in
the best interests of the Navy,
didn’t you?” he shot back.

“TI think so,” I said. I was aware
of my pulse pounding in my head.
My stomach felt queasy.
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“And how did they repay you?
Were you given the benefit of the
doubt? Did your old friends rally
round? Was any consideration
given to your prior service?”

“That wasn'’t the point—"

“One-way loyalty,” Cymraeg
growled.

“What sort of medical attention
did you receive during the time you
were in Naval custody, prior to
trial?” the thin man asked.

“I was well cared for.”

“Indeed? You came very close to
death from starvation, Lieu—
Jonah. This is a shock from which
the unassisted body recovers slowly
and incompletely. Using modern
medical techniques, you could have
been restored to full health in a
matter of weeks. You received no
such treatment. Instead, you were
sent here, assigned to hard labor.”
He turned to Cymraeg. “How old
would you say the lieu—Jonah ap-
pears to be?”

“Late thirties.”

He looked back at me. “What’s
your age, Jonah?"”

“Twenty-eight.”

Cymraeg grunted.

“They made an old man of you,
Jonah,” the thin man said. “Now
how do you feel about the benig-
nity of the authorities?”

“Come to the point,” I said.

“We were dumped here,” Cym-
raeg said tightly. “Like broken tools
that weren’t needed any more. They
would have preferred to kill us out-
right, but this method salves their
consciences. But conscience is a
luxury they might have done better
to manage without.” He leaned for-
ward and stared into my face.
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“They  consider us
Jonah—beet we're not.”

“I see.”

“No, you don’t. You think I'm a
raving maniac. You think we’re so
many ants under the heels of the
Companies. But they blundered,
Jonah. They underestimated us bad-
ly. They shipped us here—brought
us together, all their enemies in one
convenient group. That was stupid,
Jonah. But that’s not their crown-
ing idiocy. They picked Pink Hell
as their dumping ground, their con-
centration camp. Pink Hell, of all
the planets in the Sector!”

“Why do you bring the Compa-
nies into the matter?” I asked. “It
was Navy business.”

Cymraeg nodded, looking at me
with a pitying expression. “Navy
business, Jonah. And who do you
suppose gives the Navy its orders?”

“The Public Executive, of
course.”

“Jonah, you were taught some
history at the Academy. It was es-
sentially accurate, as far as it went.
But some important items were left
out. Have you ever heard of a man
named Imbolo?”

“He’s a wealthy shipowner, isn't
he?”

helpless,

“Among other things. What
about Catrice?”
“Lunar mining,” I said. “He

donated an opera house to my home
town.”

“A very generous man, Lord
Catrice. Does the name Banshire
mean anything to you?”

“There’s a building of that name
in Boston.”

“Lord Uhlan? Lord Anse?”

“l knew the Public Legislature
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had awarded courtesy titles to a
number of important industrialists.
I'd forgotten their names. What are
you getting at?”

“The five men I named control
the Five Companies, Jonah. And
the Five Companies control the
world—including the Navy.”

“I've heard the theory before,
Mr. Cymraeg,” I said. “I was never
impressed by it.”

“Just Cymraeg, forget the Mister.
And I'm not discussing theories,
Jonah. I'm giving you facts. The
Companies hold Earth in a total
cconomic  stranglehold.  Among
them, they control every prime in-
dustry and service on the planet
—and through the Navy, they con-
trol explored Space. The Public is a
facade, nothing more. The Execu-
tive takes his orders from the Five.”

“If you invited me here to hear a
political lecture, you're wasting
your time, Cymraeg.”

“Just listen, Jonah. You doubt
what I'm telling you? Consider the
fucts: what kind of motive power
drives a Deepspace Ship of the
l.ine?”

“Is that a rhetorical question? All
ships use the bevadrive, regardless
of size.”

“How are our cities heated and
lighted?”

“By tapping the regional power-
net.”

“And the powernet draws energy
from a cyclodyne—which is a modi-
lication of the bevadrive.”

“I suppose—"

“You haven't heard it all, Jonah.
I'hink about our society, our planet-
wide culture. Vehicles, appliances,
tools, communications systems—
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everything is based on artificially
generated power.” '

“I know all this.”

“Jonah, have you ever heard of a
device called a Starcore?”

“Never.”

“What's the principle behind the
bevadrive, Jonah?”

“Nuclear fusion, I suppose.”

“You'’re not sure? You, a Naval
officer?”

“] was a communications special-
ist, not a Powerman.”

“Ever know a Powerman?”

“Certainly.”

“Did he ever show you his en-
gines? Ever talk about tearing down
the drive for overhaul?”

“No, not that I recall—"

“The fact is, the Power Section
of every vessel in the Fleet is sealed,
Jonah. Did you know that?"”

“I never had occasion—"

“The same is true of our regional
generator stations. Sealed, off-limits
to all personnel. You know why?"

“Since I wasn't aware they were
sealed, if they are, I can hardly—"

“Because they're empty, Jonah.
There’s nothing inside. No mighty
turbines turning giant shafts. No
massively shielded piles pouring out
the gigawatts. It's all window dress-
ing, designed to conceal a secret.”

“I see.”

“You don'’t see anything. Not yet.
As 1 said, the power chambers are
empty—almost. They contain one
small item: a Starcore. A thing you
could hold in your hand. That’s all,
Jonah. That's where the power
comes from. That's their secret.
That's what they’re protecting.”

“Assuming this is all true—what
does it have to do with me?”



60

“Jonah, you know what brain-
washing is?” Cymraeg's tone was a
whipcrack. He didn't wait for an
answer. “Any man can be brain-
washed. Any man. I want you to
consider the possibility that you've
been given the treatment.”

He seemed quite serious about
this. And in a sense it was a legiti-
mate question. I considered it.

“Brainwashed by whom? When?
For what purpose?”

“Our so-called society was de-
signed for the benefit of five men.
They've arranged the world for
their own pleasures. The rest of us
are just house-servants, Jonah,
fetching and carrying for them.
How do you like that idea?”

“We seem to be quite comfortable
in our slavery. The world is a better
place than ever before in history.”

“Is it?”” He wiped his finger on
the arm of his chair, showed me
the pink dust.

“You weren’'t sent here because
you committed a crime. You were
sent here because you were a threat
to the system.”

“I'm afraid that’s too obscure for
me_—’)

“Your friend Danton poked his
nose in, Jonah. He was getting close
to something. That's why he was
killed. And they thought you might
have known what it was . . .” He
was looking at me expectantly.

“So that's what you're after,” I
said. I almost laughed.

“Jonah, we need that informa-
tion!”

“You're wasting your time, Cym-
raeg. Paul told me nothing—"

“You were met by representatives
of an organization—"
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“Hateniks. They had the same
idea you did.”

“We don’t call them Hateniks,
Jonah. That's a loaded term—part
of the brainwashing.”

“Are you telling me you're tied
in with—"

“The organization is a lot bigger
than you think, Tarleton—"

“I thought we were calling me
Jonah. And how do you know so
much about me?”

“As I said—we're a lot bigger
than you know. We have members
everywhere. And some of us—" he
nodded toward the thin man—“can
move freely—unlike you and me,
Jonah. They think they have the
cancer isolated, but they’re wrong.
Information comes in—and goes
out. ‘And the information you have
could be what we've been waiting
for.”

“What is it you expect me to tell
you? You have all the answers,
haven’t you? The Companies run
the world as a private club on the
basis of their control of power
sources, which you've assured me
are not what they seem. The picture
seemns quite complete. What can 1
add?”

“Try to get this through your
head, Jonah: They're frightened!
That means they're vulnerable! We
know they protect the secret of the
Starcore in a way that goes far be-
yond mere technical secrecy. Why?
That's what we need to know! Now
speak up, man! Give us what you
hawe!”

“I'm sorry I can't oblige you.”

“You're content to let them go
on holding the world in the palm
of their hands? To own you and
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every other man living, to use them
like so many cattle?”

“Put it this way,” I said. “They
invented the Starcore, as you call it.
They used the product of their in-
penuity—their genius—to trans-
form the world into a garden for
men to live in. If they also estab-
lished themselves in comfort—to
my way of thinking they deserve it.

| haven't the faintest desire to tear

them down. I wish them luck.”

They stared at me across the
table.

“Cymraeg, Paul Danton told me
nothing,” I said. “And even if he
had . .

“Go on,” Cymraeg grunted.

“Try to grasp something,” I said.
“I'm not a rebel against society. I
liked the world I was born into; I
helieved in the system. I still do.
Certainly, it can be improved. And
it's being improved—Dby evolution,
not revolution. I'm not interested in
wild-eyed saviors who're going to
Iix Everything Instantly—mostly by
tearing down what five thousand
years of cultural evolution have built
wp. 'm not a Hatenik, Cymraeg. I
don’t sympathize with the Hatenik
mentality.”

“You're a fool, Jonah! You could
he a part of the new power struc-
ture, recover all you've lost, and
more—"

“After you've thrown the rascals
ouwt,” I said. “I assume a certain
party discipline will be necessary, to
maintain order. And for a time the
old apparatus of control will have
v continue—temporarily of course.
And who better than the Faithful
w fill the jobs the blood-suckers
were booted out of? And naturally
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you'll have to tolerate a certain
amount of pomp and ceremony
about your persons in order to satis-
fy the public—in their own inter-
est, of course. But even though
you'll be living like kings in the
palaces formerly occupied by the ty-
rants, with your police busy day and
night rooting out the - potential
counter-revolutionaries, you'll still be
natural democrats at heart, con-
cerned only with the blissful con-
tentment of the peasantry. And
what would my reward be? An ad-
miral’s star in the New Revolution-
ary Navy? An empty rank in a
meaningless organization made up
of party hacks and the politically
reliable?”

“You prefer life on Pink Hell?”
Cymraeg ground out the words like
a rock crusher grinding boulders in-
to gravel.

“That’s really all it amounts to
with you, isn’t it, Cymraeg? Re-
venge. You want to get your fingers
on the necks of the men who sent
you here, and you'll tear the world
down to accomplish it. Luckily, it's
all talk. You're stuck here, Cymraeg.
Go a