


The Star Treasure By Keith Laumer



PROLOGUE
The wide doors swung open; the

elderly man, tall and straight-backed in a
braid-and decoration-heavy uniform
advanced across the room, halted,
executed a formal salute.

"Good morning, Admiral," said the
man who sat behind the immense,
mirror-polished desk. "How pleasant to
see you. It's been some time; not since
your retirement, I believe." He smiled
faintly, the intricate network of fine
wrinkles around his eyes almost
invisible against his dark skin. His
small, round skull was entirely hairless.
One large, pink-palmed hand toyed with
a silver writing instrument. Except for



that and a folded paper the desk was
totally bare.

"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 occupied
lately"

"I know," his visitor said. "That's the
reason for my coming here today." The
black man's smile faded by an almost
imper-ceptible degree. "To be sure,
Admiral. I've read your note; I
understand your concern-"

"You're making a serious mistake,



Lord Imbolo. 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
with the fierceness of a trapped falcon.

"Admiral, you've served the Public
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 tradition are
being destroyed by this sneaking corps
of informers, weasels, 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 inside 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 happened. 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.
Languidly, Lord Imbolo tapped a spot on
the desktop. Instantly, a pair of
immaculately uniformed Marine guards
were in the room.

"The Admiral is unwell," he said
softly. "See that he's cared for." The gun
dropped to the floor 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 he sighed, and resumed his
interrupted perusal of the latest list of
officers and men suspected of
unreliability and other crimes against the
Companies and the Public.



PART ONE
One
Midshipman Blane was cashiered at

hours on Saturday, Ma 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 findings of the
court: guilty of attempted sabotage in
that he did willfully 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 commodore
went on, "a terrible vengeance would
have been extracted from a man who
undertook, however ineffectually, the
destruction of his ship and the murder of
eighteen thousand shipmates. Today the
law holds that society may legitimately
exact only those punishments
commensurate with its ability to confer
benefits.

"Charles Yates Blane, society has
reposed confidence in your abilities and
integrity; that confidence is now
withdrawn. Society has conferred on you
rank and responsibility; of that rank and
those responsibilities you are now
relieved. Society has endowed you with
citizenship and the privileges of



participating 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 Midshipman's collar and
ripped it away. He stripped the single
gold stripe 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-citizen,



you will now be removed to a place of
security and held there until the arrival
of a Fleet picket boat which will
transport you to a designated location
where you will be free to work out your
destiny unassisted, and unimpeded, by
the society which you have forfeited."
For the first time a trace of emotion
showed on the Commodore's face: the
faintest of sneers-all that was left to a
civilized man of the bared fangs of the
ancestral carnivore.

"Take him away," he said. 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-Commander



Danton during duty hours-stopped to talk
to me.

"What did you think of the ceremony,
Ban?" he asked.

"Anachronistic," I said. "Somewhat
self-consciously so. But effective. 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 possibility.



"Could he have had any legitimate
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?" I 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 ignore any
voice of our times?"

"Are you trying to tell me something,
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 number 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
forgotten 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 about it:
The captain'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. I hadn't turned in yet.
They stood by while I wiped the
whiskers off my chin and pulled on my
deck jacket. Only one of them fell in
beside me for the walk upstairs; the
other man posted himself beside my
door at parade rest and watched us go. I
appreciated his delicacy: frisking an
officer's room with him watching would
be bad for morale. It was a long walk
back to the A deck lift, a long ride up to



G territory. Tyrant wasn't one of these
modern cybernetic jobs, manned by ten
men and a switchboard. She had over a
hundred miles of corridor in her. We
couldn't have covered 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-
Authorized Persons Only. Inside, a
warrant with a face like a clenched fist
looked me over and jabbed buttons on a
panel. An inner door opened and I went
through and the door closed softly
behind me. I was standing on fine gray
carpet, smelling 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 behind the desk.

He was all the things a Fleet
Commodore ought to be: big, wide
shouldered, square jawed, with
recruiting poster features and iron gray
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
customer's eyes when he sat in the big
leather chair. I saluted and he motioned
with a finger and I sat. He looked at me



and the silence stretched out like a cable
under test.

"You enjoy Navy Me, Lieutenant?"
His voice was like a boulder rolling
over a deck plate.

"Well enough, sir," I 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 Tarlatan 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,



Lieutenant," the Com-modore said, brisk
now.

"A time of conflicting loy-alties." 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. I
knew him slightly as a civilian 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 surprise he spoke:" What
Commodore Grayson means is that
certain misguided individuals appear to



see such a dichotomy," he said. "In
actuality, of course, the interests of the
Companies and the Navy are identical."
He had a strange, uneven voice that
seemed to be about to break into a
falsetto. 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 degrees out of phase with
what he'd been saying. But the
commodore only frowned a little, in a
well-bred way. "A junior officer is at a
disadvantage in assessing what he might
call the subjective aspects of a complex
situation," he said. "Academy life is
sheltered; fleet patrol duty keeps a man
jumping." He smiled at me in comradely



fashion, bridging the gap in years and
rank. Or almost bridging it. Under the
surface charm I caught the glitter of
something ominous, like water in the
hold.

"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. It
came out sounding a little harsher than
was quite appropriate for a junior
officer addressing an FS-24.

" 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 degrees
crisper now.

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

"Just answer my questions,
Lieutenant," 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 behind 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
collar had rubbed it pink. I looked at the
commodore and waited for him 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 tan. He
cleared his throat and stared past me.
His eyes looked blind. The silence was
like an explosion.

"Now then, Tarlatan," Crowder said
in a saw-edged tone, "when was the last
time you saw Danton?"

I 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 under my ribs. Paul,
Paul, what have they done to you . . . ?

"Are you being tricky, boy?" Crowder
snarled, showing his teeth. I tried to
catch Grayson's eye, but he wasn't there
any more. He was somewhere far away,
where rank still lived in its high tower,
above all contention. I was on my own-
and Crowder was still waiting, rocking
on his heels.

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
commodore's desk, and Crowder shot
out a hand and covered it.

"Mr. Tarlatan. I suggest you start
realizing the position you're in and begin
giving me the kind of cooperation I
expect." He let his eyes slide to
Grayson. "That the commodore and I
expect."

"Tell me what you want to hear," I
said. "I'll see if I can say it."

"Has Danton spoken to you of
anything-any, ah, discovery he fancied
he'd made, perhaps? Some supposed
secret he pretended to have uncovered?"
I looked thoughtful. "He did comment . .



."
"Yes, yes?" Crowder glanced at

Grayson triumphantly.
". . . that the Chambertin '78 in the

Deck Officers' mess was a trifle tannic,"
I said. "But I don't suppose that's any
secret." 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 granted, but he



pulled his hand back.
"Show me proof," Grayson said.

"Then we'll talk about it."
"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 behind him, Grayson looked at
me. I 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. Tarlatan," he
said in a dull voice. "Consider yourself
under arrest in quarters until 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 anymore; just an old man in a
trap.

Back in my suite, I called Paul's
apartment, but there was no answer.
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. This is ninety second paper, so
don't linger over it. I may be on the trail
of something very disturbing. If I 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 eluding me, but it became no clearer.
Then the paper turned to gray ash in my
fingers and powdered into dust. I wiped



my hands and looked at the blur that the
wall had turned into, for as long as it
takes for 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."

"So?"
"That's the change-station alert code,

Lieutenant.
Tyrant's going to pull out in a few

hours-and we've got a couple 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 Commander 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 ones with the paired 20 nun'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 moments." I
dialed myself a drink and swallowed
half of it, finished dressing. I eased the
door open; the corridor was clear. I
stepped out and started toward Y

deck, with the feeling that I was
walking in an evil dream. MacDonald
met me in the launch bay. He was a
short, well-muscled man with red hair
that grew flat to a round skull, and burn
scars along his jaw from a boat deck
explosion in '88.

"She's topped off, sir, full reserves,"
he said. "Not that that'll help much if the
execute order comes through before you



dock back in." His eyes asked questions,
but I went past him. down the row of
sleek-hulled boats waiting for any hands
that would use them-or misuse them. He
followed, stood by as I climbed in.

"The last time the commander came in
from one of these ring-runs, it took me
half a watch to buff the rock burns off his
boat," he said. "What's he doing out
there, Lieutenant?"

"Worried about the equipment,
MacDonald?" I showed him a grin that
didn't quite make it.

"The equipment-and maybe some
other things."

I nodded as if that was the answer I'd
expected. "I'm on a special run, in case
anybody asks. That's all you know, Mac,



understand?"
"I guess you know what you're doing,

Lieutenant." His expression said he
doubted it. His look slid along the line to
the two-man G-boat at the end.

"How's if I side you, Lieutenant?" his
voice was a little hoarse. It had a right to
be: he was laying twenty-eight years and
his neck on the line.

"Negative. You stay here, in the clear.
I need a good man behind me." I
buttoned up and thought some thoughts
while the relays clicked and the tube
pressure built. And then I stopped
thinking them, because there was nothing
among them that made my future look
bright, or very long, even. I stuck with
just the one idea: that Paul Danton was



out there alone somewhere; and the G-
boat that had followed him was the
Navy's latest hunter-killer, with all guns
loaded, and manned by a sadist. Then the
GO light flashed and I closed the lever
and they poured a concrete dam in my
lap; when I could see again I was twenty
miles out, with the mile-long city of
lights that was Tyrant dwindling behind
me and the diamond blaze of the Rings
arching across the screen ahead. Almost
at once I picked up the characteristic
residuals 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 aspects 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 contemplating that
thought when the panel speaker came to
life:" Carousel 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 case you've forgotten your manual,
Tarlatan, that's a recall order," 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 screen,
resolving into individual points of light
and clots and streamers 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
mutinied-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 forward 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 Division a stark
black swath 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. By that time I was looking
across a dazzle like sheet ice at the
globe of Saturn, spreading over sixty
degrees of sky. My speed was down to



nine hundred kilometers per hour, a
snail's crawl but still too fast for the
amount of gravel pinging on my hull.
Paul had thought there was something
here that was worth throwing away a
career-and possibly a life-for.
Something Crowder had sent a G-boat to
prevent him from reaching. 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 before the panel swung
up and smashed the world into rubble. I
floated somewhere, a mote among the
swarm of fragments circling a dead star.



A few eons went past in their leisurely
fashion, and some of the bigger pieces
bumped together and stuck. The resultant
mass hurtled on through space, sweeping
up the dust that rained in, generating heat
and light-The light hurt my eyes. I
fetched a groan up from somewhere
down around the planetary core and
managed to raise an eyelid. The panel
before me was atwinkle with pretty
flashing colors, all signaling emergency.
Beyond that the DV screen framed a
golden glow that faded to cherry red and
dimmed out. I dragged myself upright in
the harness and swallowed a taste of
blood and made an effort to focus in on
the dials. What I saw was not
encouraging. 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 solid impacts and half a
dozen minor ones later I had averaged
out to a matched course with the rest of



the junk. I had time then to notice a cut
on my jaw and a swollen eye and
register a cabin pressure of .9 PSI at a
temperature of -56 K before I saw Paul
Danton's boat drifting a thousand yards
away with the hatch open.

My suit was still tight, of course,
which accounted for my continued
survival. I managed to open the hatch in
spite of its battered condition and
climbed out under all those stars. I spent
a few seconds reacquainting myself with
the size of infinity before kicking off
toward Paul's boat. It was standing on
end, slowly falling over backward. At a
hundred yards I could see that it was
empty. There were no signs of external
damage, which meant that Paul had come



in more cautiously than I, under full
control; which indicated 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 apartment, 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 distance
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 I saw the stern of the G-boat



peeping from behind the rock I had
decided to bypass. 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 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 faceplate was
open, and a strange, crystalline flower
grew out of his helmet, 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, Tarlatan. Now, come out
of there with your hands back of your



helmet." I hugged the rock and pulled my
eyes away from the corpse and pictured
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,
Tarlatan, 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 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 difficult 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 situation.

Quite suddenly I was certain that he
intended to kill me. My interference
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 faceplate before you could
stop him?"

Hatcher swore in a manner suggesting
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, Tarlatan!"
"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."

"I'll save your neck for you, Tarlatan,"
Hatcher whispered, as if he was afraid
Crowder could hear him after all. "You
back my play, and I'll get you out of this
alive, I swear it!"

I laughed some more. By this time, it
was beginning to seem a little funny,
even to me. Or maybe it was the fine,
feverish edge of hysteria showing
through.

"Tarlatan-listen to me!" Hatcher
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. "Commander
Danton wouldn't involve himself in
anything illegal-and if he had, he
wouldn't involve a friend in it." This
time 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, Tarlatan!" Hatcher's
voice slashed at me. "You just blew
your only chance! You're dead, Tarlatan!



You're-"
The boat was close enough-and I had

him mad enough. The time was now.
"You'll have to catch me first,

butterfingers!" I 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 glide, 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 was
partially blocking 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!"



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, heading 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 suddenly.
I looked. He was there, hanging 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
and the big plot, don't you?" I said



quickly. "I-"
"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, Tarlatan. You're a fool,
mixing in matters that don't concern
you."

"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 intensity 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 grayish, straited,
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 overcame my aversion and
found the wedge of rock tucked into a
belt pouch.

It was smooth on the cut faces, rough
on the other. There was a depression in
the latter, as if an oversized 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 accuse
me of killing Hatcher. And why stop
there? If I had killed Hatcher, I might
also have killed Paul Danton. And how
could I 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 incredible
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 Commodore



Grayson's rank and experience 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 space worthy. 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 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." I left him there and
crossed to the G-boat. Using minimal
power, I maneuvered it away from the
scene, lost it in the mist of the rings
twenty miles from the two derelicts. It
was a nine hour wait before a point of
light glowed suddenly, far away through
the misty rings, like a lamp behind a
curtain. It grew, became "a blue-white
dazzle that moved slowly upward,
angling away, dwindling. I watched the
ship out of sight, while my mind tried,
and failed, and tried again to grasp the
reality that I was marooned, on my own,
a light hour from the nearest friendly
face.

Then I punched an in-system course



into the panel and settled down for the
long run home.

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 plant, 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 gray-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 volumes. The time
passed.

I came in past Luna at full
interplanetary velocity, skimmed
atmosphere a thousand miles out and
watched the cryston hull glow cherry
red. Something about that got through to
me, wherever I had gone. I tried for a



long time before I sat 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
forward 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 seemed to
think it was important. I got it pulled and
heard sounds that might have been relays
closing and automatics starling up. Or



maybe 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 slapping
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
survival 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 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, maidenly little stars were
peeping out, like the first flowers of
April. That was a nice thought. I liked it.
I held onto it and tried to build it into
something, but nothing came, and it
faded, and . . . It was full dark and cold.
I hurt all over. My skin was stretched
tight, scraped and salted and nailed to a
frame to cure. I moved, and the nails tore



my flesh and I made some small noises
which were all I could manage at the
time. Someone had lined my throat with
dusty parchment, and driven spikes into
my eye sockets, and red ants were
crawling over me, taking bites and
spitting them out. I tried to lick my lips,
but it was someone else's tongue, three
sizes too large.

Need water, I told myself clearly, but
no sound came out. The old Tarlatan
brain was ticking over now. Need water,
it said again. Dehydration. Can't drink
much salt water, but skin can soak it up. .
. .

That seemed to mean something;
something difficult and unpleasant that
had to be done, that I had to do. It was a



project that all the world was wailing
for, counting on me for. The least I could
do was try. I reached down somewhere
inside me for that hidden well of
strength, tapped it with an effort like
Samson bringing down the temple, like
Hercules pinning Eupton, like Atlas
clean-and-jerking the world. I sat up,
and fell over on my side. That put my
head against the gunwale.

There was a line stretched around the
perimeter of the raft, a slack end trailing.
I got it around my arm and used some
more of the sort of willpower that builds
pyramids, and rolled myself over and
down into the water. The cold sting of it
brought me part of the way out of the fog,
far enough to clutch the rope two-handed



and hold on with my chin clear of the
water. I rode her that way for what
seemed a long time, and by then the chill
had blanked off the minor aches and
itches, leaving just the major agony of
living. My brain kept coming back to the
idea of letting go-so easy-and sinking
down into all that soft and eternal
forgetfulness. But my hands wouldn't
cooperate. They held on, pulled me
closer to the side of the raft that went up,
down, up; down. .I caught it on the
down-stroke, heaved hard and kicked,
and succeeded in bumping my nose hard
enough to make the bright lights dance.

I lunged again, scissored the legs I
was using at the time, got an elbow over
the edge, swore at the ocean that tried to



pull me back, and flopped into the bilge-
water at the bottom of the raft. Then it
was nap time again. After a while it was
daylight; watery gray, but the wind felt a
little warmer. I remembered the
emergency 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 reconnaissance: note
my position, the wind direction and
strength, the water temperature,
respiration, 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.

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 every 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



bayonets, 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 anymore, because I was far away,
in that place where the heroes and the
cowards lie together with a fine
impartiality, waiting for eternity to pass,
slowly, like a procession of snails
creeping across an endless desert
toward a distant line of mountains. The
first sensation I became aware of was
the stink. Then the heat. Then the flies on



my face and the buzz of the other ones,
looking for a landing place. The pain ran
a poor fourth until I moved. I managed a
groan, which is a form of
communication. Nobody answered, so I
groaned louder. Still no response. So
much for that. No more groans. Try
something else. What, for example?

Well, perhaps you could sit up.
Good idea. I'll try it.
Someone hit me over the head with a

pillowcase full of sand. Any other
ideas?

Certainly. Later. At the moment I need
my rest Sorry, sir. Won't do. Move the
dogs, Tarlatan. Shake a leg, rustle the
bones, lift the frame, baste well and
bake in a medium oven.



Hot out here. Sun shining in my face.
Got to get in out of the sun. Yesterday
cold as hell, today hot as the same.
Trouble enough without second degree
radiation burns.

One eye open, looking at dirty sand,
clots of sea-weed, tired-looking bushes,
sickly trees full of vines, blue-white sky.

Try the other eye. Same thing, except
for difference in viewpoint. Eyes three
inches apart, producing stereoscopic
effect. Depth perception. Been to the
depths, what did I perceive?

Move head. Something ugly in field of
view. Dead animal. Correction, dead
hand. Hand of corpse, fingers like
claws, tendons standing out. Wonder
who's dead? Tried to move to get away



from corpse, and hand twitched. That
scared me, and I rolled over on my face.
That was a better position. From there I
could see a flat stretch of beach, calm
blue water on one side, woods on the
other. No houses in sight, no boats, no
people, no grazing cows, not even any
seagulls.

Just me, all alone in the world.
It was a pitiful thought. I wanted to

cry. But first I had to fell trees, build a
shelter, gather nuts and berries, make a
bow and arrows, hunt game, prepare
stew, and dine, before retiring to my
couch of aromatic balsam boughs for a
well-earned nap.

On second thought, I'd start with the
nap.



The sun jumped down the sky and
cold water sluiced across my chin. The
tide had come in rather suddenly,
disturbing me just as I was getting
comfy. On top of my other problems, this
seemed rather unfair. I got a good grip
on the sand and pulled myself forward.
Or almost. Actually, I pulled a palmful
of sand backward.

Exposing a perfectly white sphere
about the size of a golf ball, but without
the little dimples.

I didn't know what it was, but some
monkey perched far back in the ancestral
tree did. He knew what was good. He
jammed the turtle egg in my mouth, shell
and sand and all, and crushed it and felt
the pain like injections of acid as the



salivary glands went to work on
something besides daydreams for the
first time in too many days to count.

There were seven more eggs in the
clutch. I ate all of them. After that I
vomited. That was hard work. It made
me hungry. I found myself crawling,
scratching at the sand for more eggs.
There didn't seem to be any more eggs.
Another wave came sluicing across the
tidal flat and almost bowled me over.
That made me steer inland. After a while
I was among bushes. They had bitter
leaves.

There were some little white berries
on a bush. I tried them. They tasted like
varnish.

When it was too dark to see, I curled



up in a tight ball and contained the pain
inside me, which would otherwise have
burst out like a ruptured appendix and
crawled away, leaving nothing behind
but my empty shell, like a cast snake
hide, or a katydid husk. 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 were a
little garbled perhaps, because of the
excitement of the moment, 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 myself.
Then I flopped back and waited for the
nourishing soup and soothing 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 mechanisms,
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 burning.

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 them 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 oil drums,
and wooden slats with words like Akak
and Coco stenciled 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 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 English,
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.

I tried speaking sign language to
Gertie, signaling "your pardon, ma'am,
but would you be so good as to inform
me of the name of this charming region,
and its approximate 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 appeared capable of
navigating across a reflecting pool.

When I was strong enough, I explored
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 exploring. None of them seemed
any more densely inhabited than mine.

I was filled with a fine fervor to rush
to Washington and report mutiny and
murder to the Chief of Naval
Operations-as well as to receive official
congratulations on my epoch-making
navigational feat. But the days passed
and nothing happened.

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 gray and
flying a Company ensign. It rode up on



the beach-a stretch of gray sand like
industrial waste-and squatted there in a
cloud of dust while the spinners ran
down. Two Polynesian-looking men in
neat Company uniforms jumped down,
then a brown-skinned, blue-eyed, bow-
legged man in gray shorts and jacket
with Principal Officer shoulder tabs. He
mopped at his forehead with a big blue
and white bandanna and came up the
sand to where my crowd was waiting.
No one rushed forward to exchange
bananas for transistor trideos. They
waited, with a certain amount of
yawning and shifting from foot to foot I
was making my way forward when the
bowlegged 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 today. I
waited while they talked. I got the
impression the bow-legged man was
asking questions. Tumbela pointed in my
direction once, which seemed to irritate
the visitor. After a while he turned
away, still looking irritated, and started
toward the boat.

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

"I need transport to the mainland," I
said. "Ah-you do speak English?"

"Um," he grunted. "Tumbela say you
were English-man." He looked me up
and down like a tailor dis-approving of



my clothes. I could hardly blame him; I
was wearing nothing 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
Naval officer, and-"

"Damn goose chase," he said, talking
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 looking for.
Bloody fools." I felt a stab of emotion.
"You're looking for someone?"

"Naval deserter. Bad man. Orders 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," I said quickly, hoping the
shock he'd given me didn't show. "In the
beginning, anyway. Seem to have lost my
drive somewhere along the way." I
smiled a self-forgiving smile, soliciting
his understanding of my human failings.
"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."
"Very well. You get kit and come

long."
"My kit's already in my pocket," I

said. I went back to my hut long enough
to give my issue folding knife to Gertie
with a little speech of gratitude. She
looked at it and made noises like a
Neapolitan helicab 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 until I got
a look in the mirror in the spare cabin he
gave me.

Four
I tried to analyze the situation in the



light of the latest development. 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 explanations. 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 Terra 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 ground and
satellite stations would have picked me
up.

They'd no doubt tracked the boat in
through atmosphere, and then lost me. A



life raft on the Pacific, contrary to
Search-and-Rescue propaganda, is a
hard target to spot. But they were still
trying. Only the handy disguise that
starvation had given me had saved me
from walking into the net head-first.
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
influential contacts in Washington with
my side of the story. It shouldn't be too
difficult. There were no national
borders, no passports, no travel
restrictions, 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 Data 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-Superintendent
Otaka-dropped me there with an old set
of ducks and a hundred credit chit as
reward for my help with the navigation
through seven hundred miles of tricky
currents. 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
youngster. I looked like a fifty-year old
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. Once the
beady official eye zeroed in on me, the
game would be up. There were jobs



available in Lahad 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 getaway
stake. It was going to call for some nice
calculating: the pleasure of eating
balanced against the disguising
emaciation that was fading more every
day under my new regimen of food,
sunshine, and a half mile walk every
morning and evening from the bungalow
to the office. The pay wasn't big-the
bossman 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 gamed another 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 restaurants
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 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 putting flowers on the table. After
dinner 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 darkness fell
and the stars came out I would
sometimes find myself searching along
the zodiac for the little point of light that
was Saturn; but that part of life all
seemed very remote and far away. It
hadn't been me 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



million miles to a miracle splash-down
in the sea. That had been another fellow
entirely, a hearty young daredevil 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. Afterwards, 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 fresh air
to drive the eyestrain headache away. I
got back to the compound just at dusk,
approaching along the jungle road
instead of coming in via the University
Avenue gate.

I felt no alarm when I saw the two
gray-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 stranger 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:
scuffling, 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
brilliantly crimson blood as big as my
hand, as big as a plate, then covering 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-second before feet
pounded on the walk Lacy had come
along a moment before.

Then I had turned and was running,
straight-arming the stranger who had
been just an instant late in getting his gun
out, skidding in through Fan Shu's gate
and sprinting across his garden patch
and over the hedge and around the pond
and through the trees and into the jungle,
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-excited amateur had panicked.
Somehow 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 Me, or my career, or



justice for Paul Danton, or revenge for
Lacy. I wondered what it was.

The next dawn found me on a coconut
farm. No one came near me. I tried to
open a coconut, but couldn't. I slept,
listening to the breeze sighing through
the fronds overhead.

The next six days were like the first
two. 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 garden. It was a very nice
garden; green lawn, paths, a fountain,
flowerbeds 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 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-except me. I had
gotten out of step with the system-and
suddenly I wanted back in. I was a
commissioned officer of the Navy, a
superior human being. Why was I tired,
dirty, dressed in rags, pecking out from
the bushes at normal human life, envying
the lucky ones who lived in houses, slept
in beds, strolled in gardens? 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 suspected, 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 Tame. They'd listen-and act.

I got to my feet and walked openly
down to the house. At my ring, the door
opened and I 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
in a businesslike way, as if she frisked
suspects before breakfast every 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. "I just-
"

"Your name," he interrupted.
"John Lacy," I said, not very

smoothly. "Sorry if I startled you, but-"
"You're the man known as John

Bann," he cut me off. "The Constabulary
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 a re-used
tea-bag.

"Why do they want you?" he asked.
"They didn't say."
"Let me see your wrists."
I held my hands out; he told me to turn

them over and I did.
"Who told you to come here?"
"Nobody. I was tired of walking."
"How did you intend to get out of

Borneo?"
"I don't know. I hadn't gotten that far."
"What about your friends?"
"What friends?"
"The ones who delivered you from the

police trap."



"Nobody delivered me from anything.
I was warned in time to make a break for
the woods, that's all."

"How did you get here? The roads are
patrolled."

"I stayed off the roads."
"You walked one hundred and eighty

miles?"
"I didn't know I'd come that far."
"We are eight miles from Tarakan."

He looked at me as if he was waiting for
me to say something. "The port is under
surveillance, of course."

"What are you going to do?" I asked
him.

Instead of answering, he spoke to the
woman again; he was telling her 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 apprehended,"
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 fellow
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, gray-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, lips pushed out.

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,
picking up about half the words:". be



sure?"
". . . dangerous . . . live . . ."
"Why . .. purpose . . . long time."
"Who else . here . . . afoot."
". . . trap . . . death . . ."
"you . . . waiting [with contempt]."
"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 MacReady." They looked at
me. I looked back at them, trying to read
something in their faces. All I 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." Five

The breakfast Mrs MacReady put
before me was mag-nificent. I hadn't
realized how hungry I was until I
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."

"Won't anyone get curious when they
see me riding down the conveyor belt
among the pineapples?"

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

"What about things like breathing and
eating?"

"No difficulty at all. The cases are not
air-tight. It will be delicately handled, of
course, fruit being delicate cargo. It will
be stowed in open stacks. Once
underway you can emerge. You'll have
the freedom of the barge, of course. 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 a Barge coded for
Philadelphia and Norfolk."

"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."
"May I ask by whom?"
"By reliable persons."
"One more question," I said. "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 Constabulary are
chasing me."

He smiled a slight smile. "You killed
two of the swine. That is sufficient
credentials, Mr. Bann."

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

"You approve of killing policemen?"
Mr. Joto made a spitting sound.
"You could turn me in and collect a



handsome reward, I imagine," I 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 peaceful 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 habit.
What I know nothing of, I cannot 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-packing time.

They woke me in pitch darkness, led
me down to the kitchen, issued me a
ceremonial cup of hot coffee, and gave
me a coverall very similar to a shipsuit
that Mr. Joto said would keep me warm,
dry, and vermin-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 substantial 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 preparing 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 produce a dirty pocket knife and
propose 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 shifting the big six-sided
anodized cases, using a monorail power
hoist. It was all done by the numbers,



like something 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 standing 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, pointing out a
small lever at the bottom of the door.
Nobody else said anything; 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
Tarlatan, an officer 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 believed
in, assisting me in the misguided 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
sheepishly and scratching my flea-bites,
having fouled my nest in the meantime. 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 hand and that I'd
decided to walk out to the highway and
give myself up, explain that it was all a
mistake . . .

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

"Goodbye, Mr. Bann, and good luck,"
Joto said, his voice echoing, and offered
his hand. Automatically, I 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
overpowering odor of pineapples,



turning over on the thin padding, looking
back past my feet at the narrowing 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 thrumming,
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. Incidents jostled each other,
searching for a pattern, a scale: the
weeks in the foul-smelling cockpit of the
side-boat, fingering the piece of rock I
had taken from Paul's body, wondering
at its meaning; the Commodore's look in
the hooded light as Crowder rocked on
his heels and smiled; Gertie, staring in
dismay at my parting gift; Lacy's soft
hands, soft lips; the stark clarity of the
moment when I thought Mr. Joto would



fire 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
parameters of existence. My being here
was a ghastly mistake, a fantastic
misalliance of bad luck and foolish
error.

But they wouldn't listen. I heard the
doors closing, one by one, heard the
keys clattering in the locks, locking me
in-or locking me out?

The voice of the President of the
Court echoed down through the hole they
had drilled into my tomb:" Guilty or not



guilty?" I tried to shout "Not guilty," but
my voice caught in my throat. It was
barely a whisper. No one could hear me.

"Guilty-or not guilty?"
I took a deep breath to try again, and

choked instead.
"Guilty-or not guilty of plotting to

overthrow the Public?" I had to answer,
had to say something. Anything. Perhaps
if I confessed-"Guilty!" I shouted. But
that was a whisper too. No one was
listening, no one cared. . . .

The vibration had changed tone, was
shifting down-scale. I 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, clattering,
then stillness. No sound, no motion.
Faint and far away a soft whirr started
up. That would be the air 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
bottom of a solid heap of cases, end to
end, and I was trapped! I tried to find the
lever with my toe, but my foot was made
of lead, my leg was 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 falling 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 cooperative.
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, gray 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
organization that seemed to imply, but I
pushed the thought away.

"Just luck," I told myself. "Crackpot
luck." I went forward, found the
emergency personnel facility they had



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 gray ocean
slide past. When I 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. Saturn was an
evening star, a faint glimmer in the dusty
rose sky. I wondered if I had really been
there. It seemed less real than the dope-
dream about the grave. In the dream I
had denied my guilt, and no one had
heard me. Then I had confessed, and still
no one was listening. Words were just
words, not the substance of reality. My
guilt or lack of it had no relation to what
I happened to say on the subject. I



realized with a sudden harsh insight that
I had done what I had done-was doing
what I was doing-in a moral and
intellectual vacuum. I had simply
reacted. The crunch had come, and I had
run. Now I was on my way to Naval
SHQ to make my report. But was I
actually fighting for a great ideal or
merely drifting downstream? Had I
betrayed my dead friend's trust in me, or
risked all to vindicate it? Was I a traitor,
or a noble victim of unkind
circumstance? A hero-or coward? Had I
murdered Hatcher, or had he died by
accident? Had I made an epic voyage, or
merely fled from danger like a whipped
dog? Was I bound now on a mission of
loyalty, determined to risk all in the



cause of duty-or was I only scuttling for
cover? And when I arrived-what?

Joto had said I'd be met, but had
supplied no details.

I pictured a party of grubby anarchists
coming alongside in a small boat,
spiriting me away to a candle-Lit cellar
to join in a discussion of how to plant a
bomb under the Metropolitan Library,
and found myself wondering what sort of
reward I'd get if I made contact with
them and then turned them in to the
Constabulary.

"Treachery?" I asked myself. "Or my
duty as a citizen?" I had an adequate
supply of questions, but not enough
answers. Not nearly enough answers.

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
array 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 between
barges, coming alongside. I made a
tentative move toward it, and saw a man
standing on its deck. I backed quickly to
the starboard scuppers, lay flat.

The tug bumped the side of the 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 gunwale,
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. I
pushed away and swam forward past the
barge's blunt bows. When I was clear, I
looked back and saw the man on deck,
silhouetted 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 conceal the
evidences of my stay. That seemed
suddenly to be a serious error. 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.

Forty-five minutes later I 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 resort wear
and sports equipment and cameras
floated in pooled light. There were no
people in sight. I caught my reflection in
a window. My hair was wet and
rumpled, but the waterproof suit still
held its creases. I hoped I looked like
any other waterfront roustabout out for



an early morning walk. A tubestop entry
glowed halfway around the curve of the
walk. Inside, I checked the big wallmap
with its 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 along in six
minutes. I spent the time drinking a cup
of cofty and eating a vitabun from a
dispenser shaped like a miniature rose-
covered cottage, 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 seats were
soft. I coded instructions into mine and
gave it my counterfeit card to nibble and
leaned back and dozed off. I opened one



eye the first time the chair was shunted
forward and sideways into another car.
It seemed only a few moments later that I
was waking from a rosy dream with a
soft voice in my ear telling me I would
arrive at Washington Twenty-five in
thirty seconds. The deceleration
pressure against my back ended, the
door slid back and I stepped out into a
silvery-green room full of the bustle of
early commuters, but no commuters. The
sound was canned.

A lone Constable gave me a sleepy
look as I went past him up the passage
and out into crisp morning air. Above
the trees the Washington Monument
thrust up, snowy white, newly
resurfaced. Farther away, across the



river toward the towers of Arlington.
The Kennedy Memorial floated on mist-
and beyond it The Pentagon loomed like
a gray prison.

There was a cabstop across the way. I
got in the first in line, gave it the
address, set back and looked out the
window as it scooted along the empty
streets, over the trac bridge, boosting
around a wide curve to the south, all
alone in the early morning.

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 quite crowded by
the other towers that spread out over the
Virginia hills. I had been there before, in
happier times. The cab whirled in under



the overhang and waited while two
plump, important-looking men in gray
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 residing 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-gray 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 reflections from
polished wood and metal furnishings and
bric-a-brac. There was a window-not a
DV, but one of the land 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 you're here,"
Trilia's voice said from the air, sounding
brash and tinny. "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 shadows 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 toward me, but instead of coming
up to me 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, talking rapidly. "How in the
world do you happen to be here in
Washington? 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 tightened and
moved together.

"Why, what a . a curious message,"
she said in a voice that sounded like the
original Edison recording. Her smile
was a jumble of tensed facial muscles.



"He seemed to think you'd
understand," I said.

"Just . . . one of his little jokes, I
suppose," she said. "You know how
Paul was always joking."

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

"But where is Paul?" she said. The
question hung in the air like an echo.

"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 scout boat out into the
Rings, alone. He was looking for
something, Trilia. What?"

"It's all lies-or your imagination!" Her
voice was weak, without conviction.

"Paul knew something a man named
Hatcher didn't want known. And Hatcher



never moved without orders from
Crowder. Paul was onto something-"

"No! I won't listen to any more!" She
leaned toward me as she shrilled this.
When her face was an inch from mine
she hissed: "Ban-get out quickly!

They're . . ." her voice died away. She
was looking at something behind me. I
looked that way; the door she had
entered through was opening. A man slid
through it, holding a gun in his hand. He
was a tall man, dressed in black.

"Lieutenant Tarlatan," he said in a
voice as flat as a millstone. "Sorry I
missed you at the barge."

He looked at Trilia. Trilia looked at
him. I looked at both of them. He put the
gun away and smiled a rather cold smile.



He went across to a chair and seated
himself, making himself at home.

"Pleasant crossing?" he asked.
"Who's this?" I asked Trilia.
"He said . . . that he had news of

Paul."
The man crossed his legs. It was an

attitude of relaxation, but he did not
appear relaxed. His eyes were sharp and
restless.

"You were wise to come here," he
said to me. "It might have been difficult
to re-establish contact if you hadn't."

Trilia was staring at me. "Ban-is what
he told me true?"

"What did he tell you?"
"That-that you were being sought as a

deserter. That you're a part of-"



"That's enough, Mrs. Danton," the
stranger said sharply. His smile took
none of the edge from his tone. He
shifted his look back to me.

"Lieutenant, our organization has gone
to no little trouble and expense to assist
you in eluding arrest. I would now like
to have a full report from you."

"A report of what?"
He seemed to think that over. "Of

Commander Danton's findings," he said
carefully.

"His findings with regard to what?"
"You may speak freely, Tarlatan," he

said. "I've checked the apartment
thoroughly; we're not under
surveillance."

"Maybe you'd better tell me who you



are," I said.
"My knowing you is sufficient

credential, I 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
information."

"Then your information is in error.
Maybe you'd better go now." He stood,
faced me squarely. "Let's make the
position quite clear, Tarlatan. We've
helped you. We expect help in return."

"Who is 'we'?"
"You're making a mistake, Tarlatan.

You can't turn your back on us now. That
should be obvious to you."



"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."

"Go where?"
He pointed upward. "I have a cab

waiting."
"All right," I said. "Let's go."



"No," Trilia said suddenly, harshly.
"Don't go with him, Ban. It's time to put
an end to this . . . farce."

The man narrowed his eyes at her.
Before he could speak she forestalled
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-"
"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
underground Hatenik organization. Their
avowed objective is to overthrow the
Companies."

"What connection does a crank
organization have with you-or me?"

"Paul was . in communication 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 myself." Her voice broke on the
last word.

"Mrs. Danton, you are doing a very
foolish thing," the man in black said.

"Oh, no. I'm doing what I should have
done long ago. Now get out! I won't



inform on you-out of respect for Paul's
word, not from any compunction I might
have about seeing you fanatics
transported!"

"This can end in only one way," the
man said in an ominous tone.

"I've told you-"
"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 OSI."

"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 rode 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."
"I'm on my way, Trilia. You'll hear

from me."



The lock clicked and we stepped out
onto the windy terrace of the roof. The
sun was up now, a platinum disk through
the haze. The world looked big and very
far below.

"You were wise, Lieutenant," the man
in black said. "You saved the lady a
great deal of unpleasantness."

"Leave her alone," 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 copter and lifted
off into the low traffic lane. The place to
which he took me was 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 carpeting, no curtains at
the painted-out window, no decoration
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 before
taking chairs behind the table. All of
them seemed to vary 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 finger and
another man noisily placed a chair
across the table from him.

"Please sit there, Mr. Tarlatan," the
big man said to me. His voice surprised



me: it was almost a squeak. I took the
chair. He looked at me.

"So you're a deserter," he said.
"I suppose that's the way it was

reported."
"You have another version?"
"No."
"Now you're wondering why we made

the pick-up on you. 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 before the Stabs,
Clear?"



"Clear enough. But who do you mean
by 'we'? Just who are you?"

"We're an organization, Mr. Tarlatan.
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 remarks to dawn
on me. I countered it as well as I could
by looking expectant.

"An organization that's not content
with the scraps, Lieutenant," he said at
last. "An organization that intends to do
something about 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."



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 officer,
Lieutenant. If he was anti-regime, 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 exhaled

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 enforcing
their policies of Closed Space, private
property, no trespassers. The well-fed,
mindless mob at the bottom, the
Starlords at the top."

"I wouldn't put it that way," I said.
"The Star lords." 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 Banshire. Lord
Uhlan. Benevolent despots 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."
"Sure you do." He nodded rather

sadly. "Even if your opinion is just what
they programmed into you. That's all
right."

He looked down at his fingers. I had a
feeling they would need washing.

"What I don't like too well," he said
slowly, "is your skipping out on
Tancey." He raised his chin far enough
to stare at me. "What was the idea,
Tarlatan?"

"I never heard of Tancey," I said.
"When the barge dropped anchor I went



over the side, that's all."
"You claim you didn't see him?"
"I saw a man. It might have been

anyone."
"Going to the Danton woman was all

right too," he said slowly. "Except that I
understand she's gone sour."

"Mrs. Danton just lost her husband," I
said. "All she wants is to be left alone."

"Uh-huh." He nodded and carefully
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. Tarlatan."

"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 I
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," I 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 Grayson. I
suppose they threatened to take reprisals
against the ship's company if he didn't
cooperate."

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 message when they
caught him and killed him." I paused, but
no one clapped.

"I discovered he was ex-hull and
followed. I was too late: I 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-boat on hand. I took
it and made the run in."

"Is no surveillance maintained over
the planetary approaches, Lieutenant?" a
pale little man with uncombed, 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 ashore,
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 Commander



Danton knew of this planned mutiny a
year and more ago, before the vessel set
out on the cruise?" the woman queried.
"And rather than initiating an official
investigation, he confided his suspicions
in his wife?"

"So it appears."
"And having had his fears confirmed,

he entrusted you with the information,
consigned again to the lady."

"All I can tell you is what happened. 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 regard as an
impossible voyage."

"At the time it seemed a logical
decision," I said with less confidence
than I fell.

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. Tarlatan?"

"I was trying to save my skin, among
other things," I said. There were several
moments of silence then. They looked at
me and I looked back.

"Tell me, Mr. Tarlatan," the big man



said. "Just where would you have us
believe you stand?"

"I 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, raising his eyebrows.

"I'm afraid our interests don't
coincide."

"Strange. A mutineer, arriving with
exciting news of the seizure of a major
Naval vessel by forces presumably
inimicable to the regime: there seem to
be several opportunities there for an
ingenious man who wished to ingratiate
himself . . ."

"I'm not interested in ingratiating
myself," I said, and pushed back my



chair and stood. "I'm grateful to you for
your help," I said. "I'm sorry if you got
the wrong impression."

The big man steepled his fingers.
"What are your plans now, Mr.
Tarlatan?"

"To turn the matter over to the Chief
of Naval Operations."

"Including yourself?"
"I hope that under the circumstances

my actions will be vindicated. 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.



5The copter dropped in to a landing
among trees in a hollow a few miles out
in the green Virginia countryside. 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
discovered my mouth was dry as a
blotter.

"Just how stupid do you think we are,
Tarlatan?" 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 juggernaut,
narrowing down, focusing 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 guns 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 and fired
once, twice, two soft chuffs. The rabbity
man and the soft man fell down like
empty bundles of clothes. Tancey
lowered the gun.

"Sorry to have put you through all this,
Lieutenant," he said in an entirely
different voice than he'd been using.
"Krupp, Naval Intelligence. Too bad you
ducked me at the barge; it could have
saved us a great deal of melodramatics."

6I 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 expressions reflected the fact.



They listened in grave silence, as I 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 situation," I
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
Commander Danton had taken the boat
into the Rings in order to secrete a
message there?"

"That was just something I told the
Hatenik council, sir. I don't know why he
went there."



"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
accidentally, according to your
testimony, Tarlatan," Admiral
Wentworth said. "Crushed by your boat
which was drifting in a derelict
condition after being fired on by
Hatcher."

"That's correct, sir."
"That strikes me as a rather curious

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 circumstances,
Lieutenant?"

"The circumstances that the
Commodore 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 possibly he had
his hands full consolidating 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 with the
Hatenik movement, which seems
unlikely."

Admiral Stane hunched forward on
his elbows, frowning. "Lieutenant, 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, Lieutenant, if
you simply made a clean breast of it?"

"You think I'm lying to you, sir?"
"Isn't it true, Lieutenant," Admiral

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 mistakenly 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 revolutionary group known as
the Hateniks, and-"

"No, sir," I cut in. "That's fantastic."
"More fantastic than this fabric of

fantasies you've had the gall to present to
this Board?" Wentworth barked.

"Gentlemen, I respectfully suggest you
contact Tyrant at once; Commodore
Grayson will confirm what I've told you-
if he's still alive."

"Oh?" Wentworth said. It was hard to
believe that stony face was the same one
I remembered smiling over the problems
I was having assembling my first model
spaceship, twenty years earlier. He



spoke into the whisper phone. A few
silent seconds ticked by. The door
opened and Commodore Grayson
walked in, cool and immaculate.

"You've monitored the conversation,
Grayson," Went-worth said. "Any
comments?"

Grayson looked at me in the way one
might look at something adhering to the
sole of one's shoe.

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

7The court-martial was a modest
affair. The charge of murdering Paul
Danton wasn't pressed; the prosecution
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 exception 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 I plead insanity, which I
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 explanation 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 my subsequent actions, the request
was denied. Commodore Grayson
testified that I had served competently
until the moment of my desertion; he
sounded rather sad as he declined to
suggest any ex-planation of my behavior.

The court declined to find me guilty of
Hatcher's murder, which left only the
charges of grand larceny of Fleet
property, and desertion. Of those
offenses I was found guilty as charged.

Admiral Hatch, the president of the
court, called me forward and asked if I
had anything to say before sentencing.
He looked bewildered, as if things were
happening a trifle too fast. I felt the same
way.

It seemed to me that there were a great



many things that needed saying about
Paul's message, his death, the shot
Hatcher had fired at me, about
Crowder's behavior during the interview
in Grayson's office, about whatever it
was Paul had been seeking in the Rings.

But I had already said all that I
wanted to say that I was a dedicated
career officer, that the interests of 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."
I stood at attention, feeling as unreal

as a photograph pasted on a cardboard
cutout while the sentence was read. The
words seemed to apply to someone else,



not to me:". . . dismissed from the
service . . . forfeiture of pay and
allowances . . . abrogation of citizenship
. . . transportation for life. ."

There was no colorful ceremony; no
one plucked off my burtons or broke my
sword over his. knee. They drove me in
a closed car to a large, gray 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 gray 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, requested
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 cozy 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 I knew
about the Hatenik organization, a high-
level pitch for a reduction of sentence. I
told him I knew nothing about the
Hatenik or-ganization that Tancey Krupp
didn't already know. He had to let it go
at that, of course. Navy anti-
interrogation conditioning was as
effective against official inquiries 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, outward bound for a



planet called Roseworld.



PART TWO
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 looking man in a plain
coverall told us that we were free men.
We would not be confined or coerced La
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 throat-
clearing and foot shuffling among my
twenty-one fellow convicts, but no one
spoke. I think we were all picturing the
expanse of pink desert that surrounded
the station.

"Nothing is free here," the lecturer
went on. "If you choose to make use of



the facilities of the station, 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
generosity. 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. No
one took it as one, so far as I could see.

A middle-aged man with a narrow,
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 I-" That was as
far as he got. There was a sharp click



and a door slid open and two armed men
in gray came through it.

"If you reject them, you leave the
station-now." The rangy man sat down.

"The choice of work is yours," the
lecturer went on. The two guards
stationed themselves against the wall,
folded their arms, and looked at the
rangy man.

"There's plenty of work for every
man, here and elsewhere on-planet. If
you choose you can leave this station for
a contract at one of the outstations."

"What are these outstations?" the man
who had asked about the food inquired.

"Three credits. They're industrial
installations: mines, factories,
processing 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 you're
no longer under station jurisdiction.
Enforcement of outstation rules is the
responsibility of the individual
overseer."

"Could you come back here if you
don't like it out there?"

"Five credits. What you do after you
leave this station is entirely your affair.
So long as you break no rules of this
station you may enter it and remain
here."

"What kind of jobs are available?"
"Six credits. Manual labor requiring

varying degrees of skill."



"Manual labor? I'm a ... I was a ...
That is, my training . . ." He ran down
and subsided. I was wondering what use
Rose world would find for the kind of
training I had.

"We waste nothing on this station,
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 employment at
once for six days' compulsory non-
compensated labor."

"Eh? Six days-"
"Food and shelter will be provided



during the work-off period. I suggest you
learn to remain silent and listen. You'll
be told as much as you need to know. No
charge for that information."

2At the employment office I was
offered a choice of three jobs: cook's
helper, vehicle maintenance helper, or
common labor. I took the latter, on a day
to day basis. That way the pay was
lower-one credit per six hour day-but
there was no obligation to stay if one
received a better offer. The work I was
assigned to consisted of raking gravel,
shoveling sand, breaking stones and
loading them, scrubbing the station
windows, floors, and kitchen. The work
was heavy, and quotas were assigned,
but they were fairly light. I did my best,



but I had never recovered my strength
after the starvation ordeal. I ate well
enough at the mess, and slept adequately
in the dormitory. On off-duty hours, there
were taped trideo shows available-at a
price-and books. Or one could stroll
around the station and admire the sand
gardens. Aside from a few ornamental
Terrestrial cacti planted near the admin
building, there was no living thing in
sight. There were ninety-four inmates at
the station, a dozen administrative
personnel, some of whom were exiles,
and twenty well-armed guards. None of
us spoke to anyone unnecessarily. The
station rules turned out to be mild and
reasonable. 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: I had begun to
lose count of the days-a recruiter arrived
from a place called Llywarch Hen. It
was after the evening meal. I was on my
bunk, reading a history of the
Peloponnesian Wars 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 speil: 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 fellow 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 available here, including
alcoholic beverages, fresh beef, tailored
clothing, private quarters, manufactured
articles of many lands, and so on.

"In addition to the pay-one credit per
hour after basic-bonuses 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, that it was one of the oldest
Outstations on the planet, having been
established in 2103 by the original
discovery party who had been in need of
tungsten to carry out repairs to their ship.
Any prospective employees would sign
a five year contract, cancelable by the



contractor but not by the employee. In
the event of cancellation, transport back
to Base would be supplied 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 gray-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 fellow

with a face like a prematurely aged
teenager. As they stared at each 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 carefully. I looked
back at him. At close range his skin was
coarse, pocked with tiny scars. His eyes
were yellowish green, slightly
bloodshot, rheumy. His lips were faintly
crooked, lumped with old scars. He was



a man who had endured much battering.
"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 question. I had almost forgotten I
had a name.

"Jones," I said. "Jonah for short."
He hesitated and I thought he was

about to turn away. Then he nodded and
said, "You."

3Cymraeg had selected five men from
the other barracks, all well above
average in size though by no means the
best physical specimens available. It
was apparent that most if not all of the
men here were former Naval personnel,
and as such were basically of strong



physique, although a number of us had
deteriorated to a greater or lesser extent,
some before arrival on Rose world,
others after.

We eight recruits signed contracts
under the watchful eye of the little man
who had given us our first orientation;
his name was never mentioned, then or
later. Cymraeg loaded us in a squat,
dust-covered personnel carrier, started
up what seemed to be an antique turbine
engine, and without ceremony drove
along the station street to the end and
headed out across the desert.

4It was a five hour run to Llywarch
Hen across sand and rock, through
ranges of dusty-rose hills, without a
sight of life or water. In spite of the



closed body of the vehicle, dust filtered
in, coated everything including the lining
of my throat. Cymraeg stopped every
hour and allowed us to stretch our legs
in the shimmering heat. We were issued
water and food, not enough of either.

It was late afternoon when we came
down a winding track through eroded
red hills into a hollow which by
comparison with Base Station looked
almost civilized. There were houses in
neat rows, surrounded by gardens of an
impossible, vivid green, walks lined
with growing 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 perimeter road,
passed a factory surrounded by a high
wire fence, followed a twisting track up
into broken 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 rolling rock. 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 neck
less 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 behind 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,
standing 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 said.
"You've got no past and damned little
future. Get me?"



The thin man made sounds. The bald
man dropped him; he staggered 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 softly.
"Right here." He pointed to his chest,
just below his throat.

The lean man reached out cautiously
and gripped the cloth.

"Now pick me up."



The lean man swallowed hard. He
crouched a little, and his shoulder 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; twos, right face."
I 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 system,"



the bald man said. The lean man's eyes
flicked to my chin, flicked away again.

"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. I 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. The blond
bruiser was rubbing his fist and looking
pleased with himself. The bald man was
yelling an order. The other men were
getting to their feet. I found mine and
stood "on them.

"Anybody want to challenge the
winner?" Baldy said. No takers. Baldy
turned and almost casually slammed a
right into Blondie's midriff, uppercut him
as he doubled over, caught him with a
roundhouse 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
silence, 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 rough ground to a big pit like a
meteor crater, wreathed in dust. Three
openings were visible in the sides near
the bottom, shored up with steel bracing.
Tracks ran from each to a platform at the
center of the excavation, from which a
conveyor belt rattled endlessly upward
to a loading platform at the opposite
side. Men in coveralls moved in the dust
clouds like a disaster crew at a fire.

Four of us were ordered into number



two shaft, four into number three. I was
in the latter group with the lean man,
Blondie, and a young fellow who hardly
looked old enough to have lied and gone
to hell. We followed a man in a coverall
and mask along the passage; a glare strip
hung along the ceiling shed enough light
to follow the twists and turns. He halted
us in a hollowed out chamber with
branching tunnels, a turntable at the
center. Men appeared from the side
branches trundling 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 onto 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 rock
face. 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 breathing. 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 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?"

"Look here," the lean man said, "you
mean we're expected to just . . . just take



over, without instruction?"
"I just instructed you, you poor crot.

You better get hustling: you got a quota
to make."

"But we-haven't eaten or rested-"
"You eat when you earn it; you rest

when you can pay for a bed. At the rate
you're going that might be awhile."

"How . . . how do we know when
we've met the quota?"

"I'll be sure and tell you. So long,
smart guys. Lone live the revolution."
Eight

The lean man and I experimented with
the power ham-mer, threw a lot of chips,
eventually made a wavering cut of
uneven depth. We took turns pounding at
it, managed to knock off a double



handful of small fragments.
"There seems to be a knack to it," my

partner said.
"There is to most things," I agreed.

We kept at it. The material was a kind of
hard chalk, apparently identical with the
hundred and twenty miles of surface we
had driven across to reach Llywarch
Hen. I wondered why we were digging
fifty feet underground for more of the
same, but my curiosity was a mild and
transient thing, soon forgotten 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 passage. In the light of the torch that
had been left to illuminate our labors



everything looked gray now; the rods
and cones had tired of registering 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. The light startled me,
flashing on the rock face and glinting on
the glassy black striations. A man came
up, looked at the scene of our labors,
flashed the light in the ore car.

"Shift's 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," I 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 onto 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 quotas."
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-"

"Suppose I fill it next shift."
He looked at the cart disparagingly.

"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 enough to cover
tool and cart rent and enough over for a
couple chits. Ten chits make a credit.
You drag your feet and half load and you
get basic time: bed and breakfast. That's
you, Greenie. Now beat it before-"

"What happens to my rock?"
"It'll get 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 moment he stepped aside.

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

I dug for a few more hours. I filled the
cart level, then added a few more chunks



just to be on the safe side. I had to lie on
the floor and rest for a few minutes
before I felt equal to pushing the cart
back up the tunnel. There was a different
man on duty with the clipboard. When I
was six feet from him, a ten pound piece
of rock fell from the cart. I stooped for it
and a man was there, grabbing it,
shoving me back. His eyes were wild.

"That's mine, you," he growled like a
grizzly with his paw in a beehive. I had
trouble swallowing. I doubled my fists;
my hands felt as big as catchers' mitts,
hot as bunions. Other men were
gathering around. All of them were
looking at me in an unfriendly way.

"Put it back," I said.
The man who had pushed me looked



around at the others. "I got scavenger
detail," he said. "You saw it fall."

"Break it up," the clipboard man said.
"You lose, Greenie," he said to me.

"Better learn how to load." He turned
suddenly and backhanded a man who
had come up beside my cart, causing him
to drop a fist-sized chunk of stone he
was in the act of lifting from my load.

"Pick it up," the clipboard man
ordered. The man he had hit picked up
the rock and tossed it back on the cart.

"Thanks," I said.
"Don't thank me, Greenie," the tally-

man grunted. "If I let him get away with
that once, he'd try it again and get
clobbered. Trouble slows down
production. I don't earn my chits slowing



down production. Now let's get that cart
on the scales."

"Your predecessor didn't seem so
interested 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-clack and four pale
yellow rectangular plastic tabs clattered
from a dispenser on the scale into a cup.
He scooped them up, handed me three.

"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.

2I 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 eating 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 cup of something that
steamed. A sign on the wall said: Take
All You Want-Eat All You Take.

As I reached for a tray, a man
appeared out of nowhere, gave me 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 hotcakes to something that



appeared to be oatmeal with chopped
mushrooms, Another man was waiting at
the far end of the line. He held out a
large, callused hand. Like everybody
else I met here, he seemed to be bigger,
stronger, and in better shape than I was.

"A chit, sport," he said cheerfully. I
walked through him and took a table
near Cymraeg. The hotcakes weren't
bad, if you like yeast. The oatmeal was
disappointing. When I 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?" I said before he



could speak.
"Tax," he said.
"Is this supposed to be official, or are

you in business for yourself?" I asked,
backing away.

"What's official?" He looked
reproachful. "Look, pal, why make it
tough? Pay up and eat in peace. I keep
the scroungers off, right?" I tried a dodge
around the right end, but he caught my
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 tabs on the shoulders, and flaps on



the pockets with shiny brass buttons. 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
was to make it more trouble than it's
worth. I 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 began
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."

"Hey, listen," he said. "Let's don't go
lousing up my deal, OK?"

"I never did like paying taxes," I said.
"Even legal ones."

"Look, forget that legal stuff, hey?
Here legal don't mean anything. Nothing
at all. Only what works counts, is all.
And my racket has been working nice.
Up to now."

"Just strike me off the tax rolls, that's
all," I said.

"What you figure-you can make it



solo?" He looked me over. "Forget it,
chum. You ain't got the build 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 protection, 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 that still leaves me plenty of
operating space. You like having your
arm bent? How's about half an 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."

"How long have you been operating
your tax service, Heavy?"

"Six days. It just come to me. I bought
the suit yesterday out of the take." He
frowned, creasing a forehead like a shed
roof. "Look, a deal: you walk behind
me-and I give you full protection on the
chow line. How's it sound?"

"How far behind you?"
"You know-just for show. A few high-

signs, like, to let the rubes know we got
a arrangement. That way nobody won't
start to get ideas when they see you don't
cough up."

"Count me out, Heavy. I don't think



we'd get along." He frowned and moved
toward me, stopped dead as the door of
the mess hall opened; Cymraeg stepped
out, holding a smoking cigar between his
thick fingers. He looked at Heavy.

"I've been watching you operate your
tax service," he said. "I've decided 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 Company
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-but I can't take the Syndicate."
"Wait a minute," I said as he turned

away. "What's the Syndicate?"
"Nothing," he said.
"Maybe I'd better ask Cymraeg," I

said.
He stood there looking over his

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

"Look, Greenie," he said earnestly.
"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 before then, who knows?"

"I'm laughing all the time, Heavy," I
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 anytime, 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 happened 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 matter?"
"Nothing, Slim. Just . . ." He held out

a hand and looked up as 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.

3I 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 collected

thirteen chits which were redeemed 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 hoarding. I used it to buy a
second-hand breathing rig from a tally-
man.

After three weeks as a rock chipper, I
demanded and received my turn at
scavenging. It was easier than rock-
cutting. The rules-tacit, but rigid-
permitted me not only to collect anything
that fell off a cart, but also to sweep up
around the various cutting faces, collect
chips from the loading area, and in
general scrounge whatever I could. In



addition to loading two carts a day on a
four hour shift, it served to keep the mine
remarkably clean of debris.

I didn't form any friendships. Heavy
was the only man at Llywarch Hen who
knew how to smile, but we never talked.
Occasionally I saw one or another of the
men who had arrived with me, but they
didn't appear eager to form an alumni
association. 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 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 scavenging 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 bonuses were. My
skill improved. I learned the precise
angle at which to hold the chisel, the
precise force of the blow required to
scale away a ten-pound flake of stone. I
searched diligently for signs of some
substance other than pink chalk and
black glass.

And one day I made my find.
4It 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 appearance 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 button 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 shapers-up 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.



I dumped my trophy down on the scale
and watched the tally-man make notes in
a pad. He twiddled his change-maker
and handed over a black bonus tab as if
he hated to part with it. It was stamped
with numbers which established its
value. 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." As I
went out, a squad of four inside workers
passed me, headed for my work-site.

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. "Thumbprint 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. I 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-faced,
chinless, sallow-looking fellow, six-six,
wide and bony. His three friends were
equally wholesome types.

"It's all in knowing where to look," I
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
someone wrapped his arms around me
from behind. I tramped on his instep 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
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 awkward 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 re-open our
business discussion, Slim," he said.
"Before you fall in with evil
companions."

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."

Nine
Preparations for my first venture away

from camp were simple: 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.
I 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
wouldn't change that; only the
perishable, non-transferable blue tabs
were negotiable in the barracks and the
mess. It was a system that insured steady
production.

It was late in the 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 I 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?"

"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 production pays
the bills and men make production. But
what about the equipment: the huts and
the weighing 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 years ago; the
operation didn't pay. Then Pink Hell was
picked as a dumping ground for
troublemakers. 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 good negotiable
cash for it. They built the town, stocked
it, improved the camp, worked out the
chit system. 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 I like to kid myself a little,
Slim."

"And for a moment, your fo'castle
dialect slipped a trifle, Heavy." He was



silent for ten paces. Then he said: "Rule
one: don't let your curiosity show, Slim."

"We can talk here," I said. "No one's
listening."

"How do you know there's not an
induction ear trained on us?" he said
softly.

"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 started. I couldn't stop. I
fell down, and on all fours I laughed
until I realized that the line between
laughter and sobs is a fine technical



distinction, easily lost, and with it the
whole careful structure of the defensive
shell that had kept me walking and
talking, if not thinking 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 return 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 captain'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.

"I'm all right," I said. "It was just
something I remembered. A joke. An
old, old joke."

"Sure," he said. "We're all laughing."
We finished the twenty-minute walk with
no con-versation. 2The hamlet called
Llywarch Hen consisted of a brick-
paved central square lined with small
shops, from which radiated a network of
crowded streets which spread to the
factories at the north, and on the south



opened into winding residential avenues
adorned with imported trees, flowers,
grass. The houses were modest, neat,
old-fashioned, with chimneys, glass
windows, hinged doors. Except for the
pink desert backdrop, it might have been
a trideo set for a Twentieth Century
suburban drama. There were people in
the streets,' no vehicles. Not all the
people were male. I saw a middle-aged
woman emerge from a food store with a
basket of fruit over her arm. Half a block
farther on, a thin, youngish woman
walked a small dog on a leash.

"All the comforts of home," I said,
with startling originality.

"Sure," Heavy said. "Lotsa laughs.
How about a couple drinks to loosen up



on?" He led the way down one of the
narrow avenues to a grog shop under a
hanging sign with a sun-faded device of
a pink devil with a pointed tail. He 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 customers in the
house, all elderly men, plus a one-legged
man.

"Who are they?" I asked. "Why aren't
they chipping rock?"

"There's a like retirement plan,"
Heavy told me. "You buy into it, draw
your basic plus a little extra when the
medics say you can't dig anymore. Or
you can ship back to Base Station.
They're supposed to run some kind of



old men's' 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 dined
on real 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 blowout."

"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?" I

asked.
"You'll find out," the runner predicted.

"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 anyway." 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 curiosity.

"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.

3They looked at me, then at each
other. Cymraeg raised his eyebrows; the
stranger frowned. He started to speak,
then jerked his head around and stared at
me again. He grunted. Cymraeg seemed
to relax a trifle. It seemed to be a rather
elaborate conversation conducted
without words.

"I've been watching how you handled
things, Jonah," Cymraeg said. "You've



worked out some answers for yourself.
Now you're wondering 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 to give
you the information you'll need to reach
the correct conclusions."

"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 artificial 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 starvation 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, even here."

"In an economy based on an artificial
value assigned to a worthless
commodity?"

"What do you suppose is behind it,
Jonah?"

"It keeps the men busy."
"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.
"What was the charge against you?"
"What makes that your business, Mr.

Cymraeg?" I heard myself say. I was
surprised that I'd said it, and at the
sudden quivery sensation in my stomach
at the turn the conversation had taken.

Cymraeg leaned back, scanned me
from under his scarred eyebrows.

"Desertion," the other man said. He
was bone-thin, white-haired; his voice
was a husky, penetrating whisper.



"Larceny. Murder. Correct, Mr.
Tarlatan?"

"And you're guilty, you say," Cymraeg
grunted.

"Guilty enough." I was looking at the
other man, wondering how he knew-and
how much more he knew.

"The murder charge was dropped," he
said. "The rest was quite sufficient to
send him here."

"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 thin
man said. "That the civilian died by
misadventure, possibly with a bit of
help. That he was convinced a mutiny
had occurred, and for this reason he
abandoned 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 treasonous 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?"
"I 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.

"I think so," I said. I was aware of my
pulse pounding in my head. My stomach
felt queasy. I needed fresh air.

"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
L-Jonah appears 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 benignity of the
authorities?"

"Come to the point," I said. I was
feeling sicker by the minute.

"We were dumped here," Cymraeg
said tightly. "Like broken tools that
weren't needed anymore. They would
have preferred to kill us outright, but this
method salves their consciences. But
conscience is a luxury they might have
done better to manage without." He
leaned forward and stared into my face.

"They consider us helpless, Jonah-but
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 under-
estimated us badly. They shipped us
here-brought us together, all their
enemies in one convenient group. That
was stupid, Jonah. But that's not their
crowning idiocy. They picked Pink Hell
as their dumping ground, their
concentration camp. Pink Hell, of all the
planets in the Sector!"

"Why do you bring the Companies
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 essentially
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 ship-owner, isn't he?"
"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?"
"I knew the Public Legislature 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 economic stranglehold.
Among them, they control every prime
industry and service on the planet-and
through the Navy, they control explored
Space. The Public is a facade, nothing



more. The Executive 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 facts: what
kind of motive power drives a Deep
space Ship of the Line?"

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

"How are our cities heated and
lighted?"

"By tapping the regional powernet."
"And the powernet draws energy from

a cyclodyne-which is a modification of
the bevadrive."



"I suppose-"
"You haven't heard it all, Jonah. Think

about our society, our planet wide
culture. Vehicles, appliances, tools,
communications systems-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?"
"I was a communications specialist,

not a Powerman,"
"Ever know a Powerman?"



"Certainly."
"Did he ever show you his engines?

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 dressing,
designed to conceal a secret."

"I see."
"You don't see anything. Not yet. As I

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?"

"It's the reason you're here, Jonah-
instead of back standing watch aboard
Tyrant."

I stood up. "You seem to be making a
great attempt to convince me of
something; just what, I'm not sure. I'm



afraid you're not meeting with much
success. Do you mind if I go on my way
now? I still have a few credits to burn."

"Jonah, you know what brainwashing
is?" Cymraeg's tone was a whipcrack.
He didn't wait for an answer. "Any man
can be brainwashed. 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 legitimate question, I
considered it.

"Brainwashed by whom? When? For
what purpose?"

"By society," he said. "By the Navy.
All your life. For the purpose of making
you into an obedient automaton, blindly
carrying out your assigned role." I



relaxed. "Very well, if you choose to
call the process of acculturation
brainwashing, I can't really dispute the
point. What would you propose instead?
That we allow children to grow up like
wild animals?" He ignored the question.
"Our so-called society was designed 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-or a potential
threat-to the system."

"I'm afraid that's too obscure for me-"
"Your friend Danton poked his nose

hi, 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 information!"
"You're wasting your time, Cymraeg.

Paul told me nothing-"
"You were met by representatives of

an organ-ization-"



"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, Tarlatan-"

"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."

"I've told you-"
"I know. You're right to be cagey. But

now is the time to use what you know.
Danton didn't die with the intention of
having his discovery lost."

"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
seems quite complete. What can I 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 beyond mere technical
secrecy. Why? That's what we need to
know! Now speak up, man! Give us
what you have!"

"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 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 ingenuity-
their genius-to transform the world into a
garden for men to live in. If they also
established themselves in comfort-to my
way of thinking they deserve it. I 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 believed in the
system. I still do. Certainly, it can be
improved. And it's being improved-by
evolution, not revolution. I'm not
interested in wild eyed saviors who're
going to Fix Everything Instantly-mostly
by tearing down what five thousand
years of cultural evolution have built up.
I'm not a Hatenik, Cymraeg. I don't
sympathize with the Hatenik mentality."

"Still-by your own admission, you



deserted your ship. There must have
been a reason."

"I made a mistake-and I'm paying for
it. But the continuity of a peaceful,
orderly world is of more importance to
me than even my own precious comfort.
Have I made myself clear?"

"What do you want, Jonah? What is it
you're holding out for?"

"You reformers," I said. "You noble
do-gooders. You revolutionists who'll
remold the sorry scheme of things entire.
Don't you sometimes look into the mirror
and feel a certain disgust at what you
see? Doesn't all that hate boiling around
inside you ever make you feel a trifle
sick?" I started toward the door and
Cymraeg came up out of his chair and



blocked me.
"You're a fool, Jonah! You could be a

part of the new power structure, recover
all you've lost, and more-"

"After you've thrown the rascals out,"
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 to continue-
temporarily, of course. And who better
than the Faithful to fill the jobs the
blood-suckers were booted out of? And
naturally you'll have to tolerate a certain
amount of pomp and ceremony about
your persons in order to satisfy the
public-in their own interest, of course.
But even though you'll be living like
kings in the palaces formerly occupied



by the tyrants, with your police busy day
and night rooting out the potential
counter-revolutionaries, you'll still be
natural democrats at heart, concerned
only with the blissful contentment of the
peasantry. And what would my reward
be? An admiral's star in the New
Revolutionary 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 into
gravel.

"That's really all it amounts to with
you, isn't it, Cymraeg? Revenge. 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 ahead with your plots. But
count me out."

"You're making a mistake, Jonah," the
thin man said.

"Get out of my way, Cymraeg," I said.
He didn't move. He looked past me at
the thin man. His expression was that of
a man facing a disagreeable task-but
quite prepared to carry it out. I doubled
my fist and swung at his belt buckle. He
grunted and grabbed my arms, threw me
back against the table. The thin man
caught me from behind.

"You're going to tell me what you
know, Jonah-" Cymraeg started, and
paused, listening. I could hear breaking



sounds from outside; there was a thud of
feet, a crash of breaking wood as the
door burst open. Heavy slammed
halfway across the room and came to a
halt facing Cymraeg. His sleeve was
torn and there was a small cut on his
scalp. He licked his lips and looked
brightly around the room.

"Come on, Jonah," he said. "I guess
it's time you and me was getting back to
camp."

"I was just leaving," I said.
Cymraeg and the thin man watched us

silently as we departed. Ten
"It's bad business," Heavy said, after I

had told him the gist of my interview
with Cymraeg. "I thought he'd just offer
you a slot in the local set-up. This other



stuff is a surprise to me." He rubbed his
chin and frowned at the barracks floor.

"I think 'stir-crazy' is the old term for
it," I said. "Forget it."

"He won't let it ride there. He can't.
You watch yourself, Jonah."

"You know the rules, Heavy. No
violence."

"Don't count on it." He flexed his
shoulders and breathed deep as if he
were getting ready to come out for the
third round. "Well, I got to get back to
the rock face," he said. Under his breath,
he added, "I got a few ideas; take a day
or two to check 'em out."

After he was gone, I lay on my rented
bunk and looked at the ceiling and let the
thoughts inside my skull bump gently



against each other like gas-filled
balloons drifting in an empty ballroom.
There seemed to be some connections
that wanted to be made, but I couldn't
seem to make them. I gave myself
another day off, spent it wandering
around the camp. If Cymraeg was in
residence, he was keeping to his
quarters. Late in the afternoon I climbed
up the trail to the crest of the ridge west
of camp and sat there for a while,
watching the sun set across a zillion
miles of rocky desert. It was a big, dull-
red star compared with Sol. It sank in a
welter of purple and crimson, and the
two evening stars came out. One almost
showed a disk. There was no moon, but
the stars gave enough light to see by. I



found myself wondering if Cymraeg and
his Action Committee would avail
themselves of this opportunity to
continue our interrupted conversation. It
wasn't a feeling of anxiety; if he intended
to follow up, he'd find a time, now or
later. The question didn't interest me
much. I had no active desire to be put out
of my misery-but there was no
compulsion to attempt to defer whatever
might be going to happen.

The next day I was back to work as
usual. The shaft where I had made my
find was still under guard. The men on
duty were strangers to me, possibly new
prisoners. I didn't see Heavy. I brought
in my usual load, accepted my chits,
dined in the mess hall. The men in the



barracks were no more silent than usual.
The sonospray cleaned without
refreshing, also as usual. I had just
composed myself for the night's sleep
when they came for me. 2There were
four men, all strangers, all husky, all
grim-faced, like men assigned a dirty job
but determined to see it through. They
switched on the overhead lights and
posted themselves in the central aisle.

"On your feet, you men," one of them
called down the barracks. I considered
ignoring the order, but it would merely
have made things less dignified. I got up,
along with the rest.

One of the four men made a little
speech to the effect that they'd had a
report that there'd been some thievery



going on, and they were here to check it
out.

"The missing items are a rock
hammer, fittings for a power chisel, and
spare respirator filters," he finished.
"The owner is here; he can identify
them." He indicated a member of the
vigilante quartet.

"I want two men to make the search,"
another of the men announced. "You, and
you." The second you was me.

We started at the far end and worked
our way down, bunk by bunk, with the
men standing silent and watching, the
foursome keeping eagle eyes on the
proceedings. There wasn't a great deal
to the search: we peeked under the
bunks, felt around under the blankets,



looked at the bare walls and floor. There
was no place to hide anything, but all of
us went through the motions of looking
just as seriously as if there were. I
stooped, parted, gazed around, went on
to the next bunk, stooped, patted. . . . I
patted something hard and lumpy
jammed between the foot of the bunk and
the frame. I pulled back the blanket and
saw an almost new rock hammer, a
sealed package of filters, and a plastic
valve assembly nestled snugly against
the mattress.

"All right," the man who seemed to be
in charge of the proceedings said.

"Who holds bunk number 24?"
I was looking around for a glimpse of

the man who had been silly enough to



stuff his loot away in such an obvious
spot when it dawned on me that I had
bunk 24.

The rest of the charade was acted out
with a minimum of violence. My arm
was twisted a little while the 'owner'
made his identification. To no one's
surprise he declared firmly that these
items were, indeed, his very own
property. The court considered the
evidence, and reached the conclusion
that someone had taken them and hidden
them with the intention of selling them,
and the man in whose bunk they were
found was the guilty party. Each time I
tried to speak, my arm was rotated a
little closer to dislocation.

"You all know the punishment for



theft," the president of the court stated.
He gave me a solemn judicial look. "If
you have anything to say, speak up now,"
he said.

"I suppose I could claim the loot was
planted on me," I said. "But the fact is, I
sneaked in here early and tucked it away
for safe keeping because it never
occurred to me you fellows would be
shrewd enough to look in such a cleverly
selected spot."

The chief executioner looked a bit
startled, but not too startled to declare
the case solved. He ordered me to get
my clothes on; then he and his men
formed up around me and walked me out
into the dark street. Instead of hitting me
over the head, they conducted me to the



mess hall and called for five days' iron
rations and a gallon of water to go. One
of them produced a pack and told me to
strap it on. The food and water were
loaded and paid for out of my remaining
credits; oddly enough, the funds just
covered my purchases.

They conducted me to a vehicle then-
probably the same one in which I had
arrived. I sat on the floor in back and
braced myself against the swaying and
the bumping for a period I estimated at
half an hour-long enough to cover
perhaps thirty miles, and for cold to seep
through my bones-before we bumped to
a halt and the turbine whined down to
idle. The back doors opened and I was
invited to climb out. I did, jumping down



into soft sand from which the day's heat
was still rising, in spite of the cold. One
of the two men who were giving the
orders pointed out into the night and
said,

"Base Station is that way."
The other one said, "Start walking,

you."
I started walking. I had covered about

fifty feet when the turbines revved up
and I turned to watch the car's lights
swing around and speed away across the
flats. That left just me and all that desert.

"Quite right," I said aloud. "Give the
victim a fair chance. It's only a few
hundred miles to food and water. Who
knows? I might even make it." 3The days
on Pink Hell were about twenty-nine



hours long, I had been told, and during
the daylight hours the temperature in the
lowlands rose to 130ø. The sun had been
down for a couple of hours, which gave
me twelve hours or more of darkness in
which to begin my epic trek. If I covered
three miles per hour, I'd be thirty-six
miles closer to safety by dawn.
Somehow the thought failed to inspire
me.

The sand was loose; it slipped back
underfoot. The pack was heavy. I
quickly discovered that my few weeks of
work in the mine hadn't built back the
strength and endurance I had lost in three
months of enforced inactivity and
starvation.

I turned my suit's temperature control



up another notch. The shivering didn't
stop. A brief investigation revealed the
absence of a power unit. It fitted the
pattern: they weren't exactly killing me,
but they weren't giving me any help,
either. Curiously, the discovery didn't
depress me. I would do the best I could.
If I froze, I froze. And if I broke a leg, I
would walk on my knees. If they wanted
me dead, I'd stay alive just to spite them.
I took a bearing on a star and set off
again.

In minutes my mouth was dry, tasting
of chalk from the unseen dust. In an hour
my legs ached and my lungs burned and
my mind was beginning to crawl up the
sides of its cage, looking for a way out.
But there wasn't any way out. I was at



the bottom of the trap I had started
slipping into so many moons ago, at the
moment Commodore Grayson had sent
for me, to drop a few hints that would
have helped any level-headed young
officer to see which way the wind blew
.That was a way of looking at it that
hadn't occurred to me before.

Suppose the interview had been a
warning-or even a plea for help?
Suppose that in some obscure way I
hadn't yet deduced, he had been trying to
tell me something. Something I had
failed to understand-and

misun-derstanding, had gone in
precisely the wrong direc-tion. Suppose
that Grayson, misunderstanding my mis-
understanding, had misinterpreted my



actions from that moment on? Not
knowing how I had known that Paul was
ex-hull, or that I had been tipped that
Tyrant was about to change station, he
might have interpreted what I had done
as prima-facie evidence of involvement
with the Hateniks. That would explain
the ice-cold look he had given me when
the suggestion that his command had
mutinied had been broached-not that the
charge in itself wasn't enough to make
any self-respecting commander bristle
self-defensively. . . . I didn't realize I
had fallen until I was spitting dusty sand
from my mouth. I gave myself a break,
sipped some water, got back on my sore
feet, and went on. I tried to recapture the
line of thought I had been following, but



it seemed too hard, too far away, too
complicated. It didn't matter. What
mattered was going on. One foot after
the other, one step at a time, ignoring the
pain from the pack straps and the ache in
my legs and the flame in my throat.
Walking shouldn't be so hard to do.
After all, man had been evolving for a
million years as a walker. Walking
should be as easy as swimming was to a
fish. I thought about fish, cool and green
and scaled, sliding effortlessly through
the deep and silent waters, basking in the
shal-lows, goggling mindlessly at a
universe a few feet in diameter. That
would be true happiness: to live in
health, responding to the primal urges to
feed and mate and die, untroubled by the



complications arising from excessive
electrical activity in the convolutions of
a few ounces of gray matter. Never to
fear, because fear implies anticipation;
never to regret, because without memory
the past is nonexistent. Never to yearn
for the unattainable, never to question,
never to despair. . . . I was flat on my
face again. I had the feeling I'd been
there for some time. It occurred to me
that somewhere along, the way I'd lost
something valuable. I began feeling over
the sand, looking for it, but there was
nothing there but powdery chalk and
broken pebbles. And I realized then that
what I'd lost was no trinket that could be
tucked away in a pocket, something I
could replace for a few credits the first



time I happened on a shop selling the
proper line of merchandise. What I'd left
behind in my adventures was youth and
health and hope for the future. Those are
the treasures that you hold for just a little
while at the beginning of life before you
lose them once and forever. And mine
had gone a bit more quickly than most.

And yet to lie here on my face and
wait for my heart to stop seemed even
more fantastic than getting up and going
on toward a destination I couldn't reach;
which, even if I reached it, was as
barren and empty as any cell in any
dungeon ever cut into the rock of a
prison world.

And so I found my feet and stood on
them; and I put one before the other. And



I walked.
4I saw the line of the cliff-face as

soon as the first faint dawn-glow
lightened the sky behind me. Fire glared
on the highest rock spires and flowed out
to form a burning line that crept down
over the shear-face of the old fault; and
abruptly heat was searing my back.

A man-even a healthy man-couldn't
last an hour exposed to Rose world's
raw sun. The same obscure instinct that
had kept me walking through the night
sent me tottering for the black refuge of a
shallow ravine that cut the plain ahead.
It was cooler there, among the tumbled
rocks, if not particularly comfortable. I
issued myself another ration of water,
estimating that at my present rate of



consumption the supply would last two
days at the most. The question arose then
as to whether it would be wiser to drink
all I wanted now, thus shortening the
process of death by dehydration, or to
decrease the ration, thereby extending
the torture an extra half day or so. I
decided on the former course, then found
myself taking only half the usual four
swallows. Apparently at some level I
intended to fight it out to the end.

For a few hours I slept. The sun woke
me, baking my feet. Retreating into the
deepest cranny available gave me
another hour or two of respite. The sun
was almost overhead when I faced the
fact that I had made a serious error-if I
really intended to keep fighting. From



now until late afternoon, my hideaway
would be in full sunlight. Long before
the sun sank low enough for the slanting
rim of the crevice to offer any protection
I'd be dead of heatstroke.

The only possibility for me was to
reach the cliffs. In another hour there'd
be shadow at the foot of the vertical
escarpment. It was hard to estimate
distance through the heat shimmer, but it
couldn't be much more than a mile. I
could do a mile in twenty minutes,
provided I didn't spend too much time
falling down. And the sooner I started,
the better. I took another ration of water,
crawled up out of what had almost been
my grave, and started off.

The night had been bad, but this was



ridiculous. I could feel the heat through
my boots before I had covered a dozen
yards. The high sun seared the top of my
head like an arctorch. The air was like
poisonous gas. Suddenly it was a joke.
They were using a battery of power
cannon to kill a fly. Poor little fly,
crawling over a red-hot griddle to reach
the flames-and someone swats him with
a sledge hammer. The whole thing was
overdone. Overdone-like a steak left too
long over the charcoal. Did you know
that a man can sit on a wooden bench in
a room where the temperature is a dry
180ø and watch a steak grill on the
bench beside him? Clever man. Fry an
egg on the sidewalk. Fry an egg on my
brain. Fry my brain, calf's brains and



scrambled eggs, and a ham steak, and a
cold tankard of beer for breakfast. To
drown in cold beer. Or even in cold
water. You call that death? To fill your
lungs with icy sea water and sink down
into bottomless green translucence while
the light slowly fades through the blue
and the violet into utter blackness . . .

The truck came rushing out of
nowhere and smashed me flat. I floated
for a long time before I drifted aground
on a rocky beach under a tropical sun. I
was tempted to lie where I was and wait
for the next wave to take me away, but
instead, I crawled forward. This time I
wouldn't be fooled. I'd lie doggo and
wait until the boat arrived, and then . . .

They had built a wall in my path. That



was unfair. It wasn't in the script. There
was a slant of beach, and then the trees,
and some sour berries, and shade, black
shade, the finest food there was, and I'd
find it and slice it and wrap myself in it
and this time nothing would tempt me out
again. Not again.

No, not again. I clawed at some of the
cobwebs that had accumulated in my
mind, and took a fix on reality: I wasn't
on the beach. I was in a desert. I was on
my way toward the cliffs, where I could
lie in the shade and soak myself in the
delectable coolness.

But I couldn't go any farther, because
of the wall.

I opened my eyes and looked at
rubble, boulders, a fractured plane of



rock, rising up, dazzling in the sunshine.
What do you know? I made it. The

cliffs. But there was a joker. No shade.
Not for a while yet.

Well, I'd told myself a man couldn't
live an hour in this sunlight. But maybe I
was wrong. Maybe what I'd meant was
that a man could live an hour in this
sunlight.

I would soon know.
Soon? Eternity passes so slowly.
But when it's over, it seems so brief in

retrospect. The shade lapped at me like
cool water. I crept into it and felt the
darkness close over me like an
anesthetic and I slept.

5When I woke this time, I lay and
looked out at the expanse of black



shadow that ended in a dazzle of glare-
haze spreading out toward the dusty
distances. With no intermediate
intellectual exercises, I was
remembering the trip out from Base
Station, with the early sun casting its
black shadow behind the car.

Behind the car.
Llywarch Hen was east of the Station.
I'd been walking east all night.
I may have covered twenty miles or

more-getting farther from my destination
with every painful step.

A sledge hammer? Nothing so trivial.
A hundred ton highway roller. And all
for a wounded fly. I laughed and enjoyed
the joke for a while, until a question
obtruded itself: What made a single



wounded fly so important, worth so
much effort?

Admiral Hatch had thought I knew
something. So had the Hateniks. So had
Cymraeg. It seemed to be a popular idea.

Perhaps there was something in it.
But if there was, it didn't jump into my

mind, full-blown, like Venus from the
forehead of Zeus.

But wouldn't it be funny if it did-out
here-at the end of the line-too late-too
late for me or anyone. . . ?

I slept, and when I woke it was dark.
6The cliff was steep, but not too steep

to climb. I was going in the wrong
direction, but the idea of turning back
didn't appeal to me. I'd started in this
direction; I'd keep on as long as I could.



I asked myself why, but I had no answer.
Then I saw the footprint.
It was in loose dust in the shelter of a

niche in the rock, deep enough for the
light of the two nearby planets to cast a
shadow line along the edge where the
sole and heel had rested. It looked fresh-
but that might mean nothing. Protected
from the wind, and with no rain to wash
it out, it might have been made a day ago
or a week-or longer. Years, possibly.
But the sight of it was curiously
comforting. Someone else had made the
same trek I was making, had found the
same path to the top of the cliff. I was no
longer completely alone in an empty
world.

I climbed on, looking for more



footprints. I found them. They led me to
the top, but above, on the exposed sand-
drift, the trail disappeared. I paused for
a drink-two swallows-a bite of food,
and a five minute break, then pressed on.

In half an hour I knew I wouldn't last
the night. Curiously enough, I was quite
comfortable. My feet and legs felt numb
and swollen, but were no longer painful.
I had become accustomed to the rasping
and blood-taste of my breath in my
throat. I fell often, but softly, stumbling
face-forward against the strangely soft
ground. Once I got to my feet and was
making good time until I realized I was
still lying on my face, dreaming I was
walking. That frightened me a little. I
was careful to be certain I was awake as



I got to my hands and knees and tried to
stand.

But there was no strength left in my
legs.

I hadn't broken a leg, but it seemed I'd
be walking on my knees in any case.

I thought I was doing quite well until I
tasted sand in my mouth. This time my
arms wouldn't work. I thought of my
water bottle, still half full, but the idea
seemed remote and academic, like those
ephemeral plans to master obscure
languages and take up the violin.

My last clear thought as the darkness
swelled, and the little patch of inner
light dwindled, was one of relief that I
would no longer have to pretend not to
grieve for the life I had had, and had



lost, and would never know again. 7I
listened to the soft sound of air being
inhaled and exhaled for quite some time
before I became aware that it was my
own breathing I was hearing. That
seemed rather odd-as did the
comfortable coolness around me, and the
sensation of something soft under me.
And something else. Sounds. Faint
mutterings.

Human voices.
I opened my eyes and saw flickering

warm light across a curve of uneven
ceiling. By turning my head, I enlarged
my field of vision to include a stretch of
floor disappearing around a bend in
what appeared to be a spacious, water-
carved tunnel. The voice and the light



were coming from beyond the angle of
the cave.

I lay with my face against the softness
of what felt like fur and enjoyed the
hallucination. I had heard tales of the
effect that a freezing man enjoyed a
pleasing illusion of warmth in the last
moments before his blood crystallized,
but it had never been rumored that that
class of illusion extended to those who
had died of exhaustion.

But possibly I hadn't yet died. It
seemed unlikely, and grossly unfair, but
the possibility existed. It was a theory
that should be tested. I opened my mouth
and yelled.

The results were inconclusive. The
sound I produced was a weak croak; but



it was a sound. Further experiments
were called for. I was pondering my
next move when the hallucination
stirred. Shadows moved on the ceiling,
falling toward me. A man appeared at
the bend, silhouetted against the glow.
He came toward me, swelling as he
came. He leaned over me, and his face
was as big as a melon, as big as a moon,
as big as the Universe. .

. .
"Feeling better?" a voice said. It

echoed and rang down long alleyways of
space and time. I made an effort and
focused in on it and shaped my mouth
and managed a grunt "Good," he said.
There was another man there then,
kneeling beside me, putting a hand on my



forehead, pressing a thumb into my
wrist. Both men had shaggy hair, bushy
beards.

"Dehydration and exhaustion," he
said. "Rest and food will fix you up
again."

This time I managed words: "I know
it's banal-but . where am I?" The first
man smiled. "We call our little
hideaway the Zephyrs," he said. "A little
sanctuary for the outcasts of Hell."

They brought me a bowl of rather
slimy, dark brown soup which tasted
like water chestnuts, and a not-quite
crisp wafer with no taste at all. More
men gathered around to watch me. They
all looked gaunt, hairy, but healthy.
Their clothes were issue suits in various



stages of disrepair. After I had eaten,
things began to seem a bit realer.

"I'm strong enough to listen now," I
said. "My last recollection is of walking
and then not walking. I thought it was all
over."

"Don't sound so regretful," the man
who had first spoken to me said.

"You're alive when you weren't
supposed to be. That's something."

"How?"
"They're creatures of habit, not very

imaginative. The same joke seems to
amuse them over and over. We watch the
trail, check it at night. Sometimes we're
lucky. Last night was one of the times."

"Why?"
"Why not? We have shelter, water,



food of a sort, enough to sustain life,
plenty for all. The more the merrier, you
know."

I looked at them, hollow-eyed,
unwashed, half of them in rags, looking
avidly at me as though any moment now
I'd tell them something astonishing and
marvelous. I laughed, a weak snicker.

"The rejects of the rejects," I said. "A
select company. It's been a long slide,
but I've hit the bottom at last."

"No," my sponsor said. "That was last
night. The turning point. From here
there's only one way to go: up."

That seemed rather amusing. I was
still chuckling over it as sleep returned.
Eleven

The cave was a natural one, so I was



told, cut in a dry arroyo by long
vanished tides, supplying, against all
probability, all life's essentials. The
temperature held at a steady seventy-odd
near the entrance, dropping as one went
deeper into the rock. The water came
from a spring: warm water, forced up
from far below. The food supply
consisted solely of the edible lichens
which grew in near total darkness far
back in the cave system. They were
versatile plants, lending themselves to
reasonable fac-similes of salads, soups,
nuts, even pseudo-steaks, when prepared
by Tank, our cook, a formerly plump
little man whose hobby, I suspected, had
once been gourmet cookery.

I rested and ate and after a while-



hours, days-I felt well enough to get up
from my pallet of lichen-like moss and
take a few steps. The men of the Zephyrs
were friendly enough, if disinterested.
Only my first ac-quaintance-they called
him Georgie-seemed to have a sense of
high purpose. He gave me an arm to lean
on and told me his plans.

"We're under obvious disadvantages,
certainly," he conceded. "But there are
factors operating in our favor, too. First,
they don't know we're here. We're a
secret force; we represent an element of
surprise. Secondly, we have a powerful
motivation . . ."

"And thirdly?"
"Our numbers are increasing steadily.

We have eleven men now. Twelve, if the



other chap survives."
"What other chap?"
"We brought him in two days before

you. He'd been badly beaten. But he may
make it; he looks tough-or as if he had
once been tough."

"Where is he?"
"In the next wing-"
"I want to see him."
"Certainly-but it's not a very pleasant

sight." He led the way across the main
cavern and down a smaller side passage.
On a pallet by the wall a man lay on his
back; his breathing was audible from
twenty feet distant. I squatted beside him
and looked at a face battered and
bruised into a mass of purple welts,
swollen to double the size it had been



when I saw it last.
"Cymraeg's work," I said.
"You know him?" Georgie asked.
"He was my friend. Is my friend."
"Ah. Possibly that's why you're here."
"That-and other things. How badly

hurt is he?"
"Tiger-our doctor-says he has broken

ribs, possible internal injuries. The
smashed nose is rather serious. He's
having trouble breathing. It's a wonder
he walked thirty miles in his condition."

I felt the first small flicker of what
might some day grow up to be a flame
stirring down somewhere in the depths
where I had buried my emotions. With
George's help, I moved my bedding in
beside Heavy's. The effort made me feel



sick and dizzy. I lay in the near darkness
and listened to his breathing. At times,
he would groan, and I would talk to him
until he sank back into whatever place it
was where he was fighting his lonely
fight. As the hours passed, the sound of
his breathing changed-not for the better.
Tiger came in from time to time to listen,
shake his head, and go away. I woke
from a feverish nap to hear a particularly
bad groaning fit, cut off suddenly. I
looked at Heavy; his eyes were still
swollen shut, but I sensed that he was
conscious.

"Heavy, how is it?" I whispered.
He made a faint mumbling sound,

moved his head from side to side. The
swelling was worse than ever. His face



looked as though it would burst at any
moment I went into the outer cave
looking for Tiger. He was sitting by the
fire, patting out lichen wafers to dry on a
smooth rock.

"You've got to do something," I said.
"He can't go on like this."

"My God, man, do you think I want
him to suffer?" his snarl told me how he
had earned his name.

"When he's half-conscious he groans;
when he's fully awake he suppresses the
groaning. That's worse than the groans."

"What do you expect me to do about
it?"

"You're a medical doctor, aren't you?"
"Look here, Jonah-I need instruments,

equip-ment-everything I don't have!



The man needs surgery, you
understand? To remove the bone
splinters. What do you expect me to do,
operate with my bare hands?"

"There must be a piece of metal here
you could use to make a scalpel. Or you
can chip One from a stone. Anything
would be better than letting him die in
agony."

"And sutures? Forceps? Bandages?
Disinfectants? To say nothing of
anesthetic!"

"Yon can improvise something."
Tiger stared at me, threw down the

wad of lichen paste and walked past me
back into the sickroom. The rest of us
followed. Tiger bared his teeth and
frowned ferociously at the patient The



other men gathered around and stared.
"This man needs the facilities of a

Fleet hospital," Tiger said between his
teeth. "If I touch him I'll kill him."

Heavy made a sound. He made it
again. It sounded like: "Do something."
Tiger cracked the knuckles of his fist
against the palm of his other hand.

"The old Navy dictum," he said.
"Even if it's wrong-do something." He
turned suddenly.

"Grift, get me an assortment of stone
slivers-the hard ones," he barked.

"You, Dancer, shred out some lichen
fibers. Toad, boil water. Grinchy, you
and Tank carry him in beside the fire."
He gave me a hot stare. "And if he dies-
by God, you can sign the death



certificate-Jonah!" 2Tiger's hand was as
steady as a microtome as he made his
incision along the line where the bridge
of his patient's nose had once been. That
was as much as I waited to see. I leaned
against the wall at the far side of the
room and listened to the sound effects:
the surgeon's muttering, interspersed
with curt demands for a new blade or
more light; the sympathetic grunts of the
men watching; Heavy's ragged breathing.
It seemed to go on for a very long time.

Then it was over. Tiger went off into
a side passage where the wash trough
was and made splashing sounds. The
others carried Heavy back to his bed.
His breathing was easier now. Tiger
came back in, came over to me.



"Thanks for getting me off dead-
center," he said in a mumble. "Win or
lose, I'm glad I went in. Passages
plugged with bone splinters and dots.
Sinuses blocked. Hell of a mess. Better
now, I think. Less pain, at a minimum It's
open now, draining."

The swelling began to reduce at once;
by evening he could talk a little. The
first thing he said was, "You ought to see
the other guy . . ." Pause, ghastly grin.
"Not a mark on him. ."

3Heavy mended rapidly; in two days
he was sifting op and eating with good
appetite. On the fourth day he took a
walk, leaning on me, but not very
heavily; I still felt very fragile. His face
looked terrible; Tiger's improvised



stitching was effective but not
inconspicuous. The swelling was gone,
leaving yellow and black discolorations
spread over most of the area below his
eyebrows, crossed by raw, livid scars.

"It's not as if I was ever pretty," was
his only comment when he studied the
effect in the reflecting surface of the
wash trough. I related the story of my
conviction for theft His own was even
simpler. They had waylaid him, told him
he had flunked out of camp, and invited
him to climb aboard the one-way bus to
nowhere. Instead he had tackled them.

"I had the naive idea that the sounds of
struggle might bring an aroused citizenry
out of the woodwork," he explained.
"Camp rules, and all that. But nothing



happened, of course. So much for camp
rules."

"It doesn't fit," I said. "How can a man
who's organizing a rebel underground
afford to attract that kind of attention to
himself?" Heavy looked at me in silence
for a few seconds. Then he grunted.

"Maybe I have the wrong idea," I
said. "I was under the impression the
Companies kept a close eye on camp
affairs. Those were Company men who
appeared on the scene to seal off the
tunnel where I found my prize-winning
nugget, for example. How does that fit in
with a Hatenik running camp
discipline?"

"Cymraeg's no rebel, Jonah," Heavy
said flatly. "He's a Company spy, of



course. He was after information."
"That's not what he said. He told me

he was a Hatenik-or a Hatenik
sympathizer-"

"He was lying."
"How do you know that?"
"Because I'm a Hatenik," Heavy said.
4"The word," Heavy said, "is an

epithet applied by the establishment to
anyone suspected of dissatisfaction with
the status quo. You're a Hatenik yourself,
Jonah-by their definition. That's the real
reason you're here, of course." He held
up a hand to forestall my contradiction.
"I don't deny that technically you're
guilty: you deserted your post. But there
were circumstances that drove you to
take the course you did; and I think you'll



agree you were less than satisfied with
the situation aboard Tyrant."

"What I objected to had nothing to do
with the form of government, Heavy-"

"Wrong. You saw this man Crowder
in action-a Company man. That got to
you. Then you saw a threat to your friend
Danton. That was no accident it was
official, Jonah. They meant to kill him.
And yon took countermeasures. From
that moment on, you were finished."

"Try to understand me, Heavy. I didn't
like what was happening, true. But I
would have sought a remedy within the
framework of Naval law. I'm not
interested in anarchy."

Heavy touched his battered face
gingerly. "What would you call what we



have at Llywarch Hen?"
"Hen is a dumping ground, Heavy. It's

outside the structure of law and order-"
"But Cymraeg's a Company man,

remember? In fact ."
"Go ahead."
He studied me thoughtfully, two

somber dark eyes in a Halloween mask.
"I wasn't sent to Hen by accident,

Jonah. It was arranged."
"I didn't precisely volunteer myself,'' I

said.
'That's just the point. I did."
I looked at him and waited.
"They smelled out our last man, killed

him. We needed a replacement. I was it"
"How did you get past the patrol?"
He shook his head. "I didn't I came in



via the court-martial-and-exile route,
just as you did. The only difference was
that you were railroaded by the Navy
and I railroaded myself."

"If this is supposed to be an
explanation of anything, it's not working
out, Heavy."

"The Companies-the Star lords-have
had matters their own way for a long
time, Jonah. The end is closer than they
think. We're almost ready. We're waiting
for . something. There's a missing piece,
Jonah. As soon as it falls in place, we
move."

"You surprise me, Heavy. You're a
Navy man. Yon know where the power
is. Aside from a few hand guns issued to
the Constabulary, the only weapons



systems in existence are the Fleet"
"We have a wide membership in the

Fleet. Commander Paul Danton, for
one."

"I don't think so. Paul was a man who
took an oath seriously. Nothing could
have made him betray the trust-"

"But something did, Jonah. Don't you
see? If a man like Danton believed in the
revolution, there must be something to it,
eh?"

"Let me try again, Heavy. It's not
really complicated. I believe in peace
and order. I believe in laws, regulations,
a structure of society-even an imperfect
structure. I caught an arm in the gears
and the machine chewed me up and spat
me out-but that's a personal grievance.



It's not a legitimate reason to wreck the
machine."

"And if the machine is producing
power and luxury for a few Masters-at
your expense-"

"I don't resent the fact that the men
who built modern technology benefit
from it-".

"Doesn't nature's bounty belong to
everyone?"

"Nature provides the ocean, Heavy.
The fish I catch are mine."

"Suppose someone's robbing your
nets? Or scuttling your boat?"

"I haven't seen the evidence of it."
"What if I showed you evidence?"
"I'd look at it, at least."
"Come with me." He led me across



the cavern to where Georgie was busy
feeding a small fire with briquettes of
the ever versatile lichen, over which
water was steaming in a stone vessel.

"Georgie, tell him your story," Heavy
said. Georgie looked at us in turn and
tugged at his tangled beard.

"I was a junior Gunnery Officer
aboard a battle-wagon," he said. "I took
an emergency call one night from my
Chief Gunnery Sergeant; a power drop
to the static banks. We checked it back
to Power Section. I tried to raise a
Powerman, but no answer. We went
back; there was smoke, high
temperatures. A lot of activity. A squad
of Special Constabulary was out, staking
off the area. One of them spotted my



NCO and while he was busy with him I
got past the cordon. The smoke was
coming from the Transfer Room. A lot of
excitement there, powermen running
around in the smog, no one seemed to
know which end was up. No one paid
any attention to me. I was looking for
someone to give me orders: whether to
pull my battery off the line. I went
through an open door-massive damned
hatch over a foot thick-and was in an
empty room. Or almost empty. There
was a squatty looking apparatus in the
center of the floor, linked up with a maze
of ductwork and piping. Half a dozen
men around it. They had pulled a drawer
out of the mechanism, and were looking
at something inside it, suspended by fine



wires. It looked like an egg. A bit long
and slender, a glossy white, almost waxy
looking. Various color coded leads were
attached at one end." Georgie paused to
lift off his pot of water and begin
splashing it on his face.

"I saw that much before what felt like
an entire platoon of 'stabs landed on me.
I woke up in sick bay with four guards
posted at the corners of my bunk. As
soon as I was able to walk, I was
conducted to the ballroom, where a
ceremony was in progress."

He picked up a sliver of stone from an
array laid out beside him, and began
scraping at his beard.

"Got the idea when I saw Tiger
slicing on you, Heavy," he said.



"Painful, but it works."
"Tell the rest," Heavy said.
"Nothing much to tell. I listened to the

proceedings and discovered I was in the
midst of being cashiered from the Navy.
I tried to speak up, but someone had
thoughtfully doped me. One of the
selective hypnotics, I suppose. I couldn't
speak, couldn't move. I tried, I can tell
you. All I managed was a few tears of
frustration as some old fool popped the
buttons off my tunic. They'd been cut off
earlier and stitched back with light
thread, I realized later. All part of the
show. Ouch." Georgie had scraped most
of one side of his face. He paused to
sluice water over it, and in so doing
turned the clean-shaven side toward me.



The shock as I recognized him was like
a blow with a club.

"I remember, Mr. Midshipman
Blane," I said. "I was there." 5"Our plan
is simple enough," Blane said. "We
make the march by night, are in position
around Hen before dawn, move in on
signal and kill or capture Cymraeg and
his cadre. The inmates will join us, and
in half an hour we'll be in charge."

"I agree it's simple," I said.
"We don't waste any time then, hitting

Base Station. It will be a three day
march, but we have men who can man
communications at Hen. There's no
reason for Base to suspect anything's
wrong. The car will go in first, and a
picked Commando team will take the



'stab barracks; then the rest arrive on
foot, and mop up. Again, we'll have the
help of the prisoners."

"What about the power gun I seem to
recall perched on the roof of the Admin
shack?" I asked.

"There'll be casualties-but they can't
stop us."

"And after you hold Base Station-then
what?"

"We decoy the supply ship down.
Then we're off and running."

"Running is right, Georgie," I said.
"You amaze me. This scheme would be
funny if it weren't so tragic. You haven't
a hope in the world."

"We aren't alone, Tarlatan," Heavy
said. "When word gets out-"



"They'll come with butterfly nets and
put everything back where it was," I
said. "Except for the men killed in the
process. But perhaps you feel they'll be
well out of it."

Neither of them spoke for a few
moments. Blane sighed and resumed
scraping at his chin.

"We know it's a long shot," Heavy
said. "But we'll never have a better
opportunity than now. We may be
discovered at any time; there may be a
decision to reinforce the guard garrison
at Base, or to increase armaments to
keep pace with the rising exile rate. We
have to move now, while the population
is high and the opposition is still weak."

"That's why your coming along just



now is so important," Blane said. "You
can give us the extra spark we need-"

Heavy silenced him with a curt sweep
of his hand, but the message had been
transmitted.

"So that's it," I said. "You, too: you
want my Great Secret." I looked at
Heavy. "I wondered why you took the
chance of befriending me. Thanks for
clearing it up-"

"Don't jump to conclusions, Jonah,"
Heavy said quickly. "It wasn't-"

"Sorry," I said, standing. "I don't
know anything that would be useful to
you. And if I did, I wouldn't give it to
you. I don't agree with you, you see. And
if I did agree with you, I'd still consider
your plan hopeless." I walked away,



feeling their eyes on my back.
6Lichen, soaked and pounded and

formed into a club shape and allowed to
dry, made a long-lasting, nearly
smokeless torch. I used one to explore
the maze of caverns, leaving frequent
blaze-marks to lead me back to daylight.
Many of the rooms were wide and low,
with gullied floors over which I had to
pick my way with care. Others, usually
cutting the wider chambers at an angle,
were mere pot-holed tunnels which
twisted and turned, with sudden dips and
unexpected reversals and abrupt drops.
Only a tiny percentage of the space was
in use. I wandered into the grotto where
the lichen grew in beds that stretched
back and back into darkness. The spring



was here, too; the water clucked and
gurgled as it gushed from an aperture in
the wall to fill a wide basin in the rock
before flowing away through a deeply-
incised runnel between the lichen beds. I
followed it back to a point where the
cavern narrowed abruptly, the floor
falling away steeply underfoot. The
stream made a soft sighing sound as it
poured over into the depths. As I turned
to go back, my eye was caught by an
illusion of symmetry in the lines of the
lichen cavern. I saw the walls as slightly
in-slanting planes, their regularity
obscured by adhering clumps of
stalactite; the floor, except where scored
by erosion and stalagmites, seemed
almost flat Almost artificial.



I studied the lichen beds, realized that
rather than growing in irregular patches,
they too were essentially rectilinear,
camouflaged by barren patches that
disguised their outlines.

I blinked hard and the illusion
vanished, as illusions will. It was
merely a cave where a weed grew wild,
nothing more. Man was alone in his
corner of the Universe. Two hundred
years of space exploration had turned up
no life form more complex than the
finger sized half-grasshopper, half-
salamander creature that was lord of
beasts on Rigel IV, a planet of mindless
creeping things.

I picked my way back toward the
light, ignoring my mind's attempts to



trick me into perceiving pattern in the
jumble of passages, evidences of
intelligent planning in the intersection of
tunnel with cavern. And when I reached
the main chamber, all pseudo-
archaeological musings were driven
from my mind by the reception
committee that waited for me there. 7All
eleven of my fellow outcasts stood in a
group by the fire. They came to the alert
and deployed in a loose ring that closed
around me as I came up. Blane faced me,
looking determined; Heavy stood to the
side, wearing what seemed to be a
sheepish expression; it was hard to be
sure.

"We've discussed your case, Jonah,"
Blane said. He didn't look like a



Georgie now. "We've decided that under
the circumstances a man has to be with
us-or against us."

"At least you don't bother trying to
make it sound noble," I said. I felt quite
calm. The disasters I had already been
through had exhausted my capacity for
excitement.

"Our objective is victory. We'll do
what we have to game it"

"If that's a recruiting speech, you've
taken the wrong line."

"Make up your mind."
I walked toward them and they parted,

fell in beside me, trailed me across
toward the entrance. Beyond it, crimson
twilight stained the rocks.

"We need you, Tarlatan," Heavy said.



"We need what Danton found! If he were
alive today, he'd want us to have it."

"You can't afford to let me stay here,"
I said, not looking at him. "I might listen
in on your war councils, then hot-foot it
across the sands to spill the beans to
Cymraeg and company. And you can't
afford to merely throw me out, for the
same reason ." As I spoke, I took another
casual step or two toward the outer air;
Blane kept pace with me. I had no
conscious plan of action; it was no more
than an instinct, perhaps, to move toward
space and freedom.

"Don't talk nonsense, Tarlatan,"
Heavy said sharply from behind me.
"We don't intend-"

"Perhaps you don't," I cut in. "But I



think Blane is prepared to do what has to
be done." On the last word I caught his
arm as it reached out suddenly toward
me, jerked him unexpectedly toward me,
ducked past him and was running down
across the tallus slope, jumping the
scattered rocks. There were yells and
feet were pounding close behind me. In
seconds, my wind was gone. I ducked
aside, caught a glimpse from the corner
of my eye of Blane, wild-eyed, closing
fast, Heavy a pace or two behind. A
dark crevice loomed between up slanted
rocks; I sprinted for it, stumbled on
loose pebbles, almost caught myself,
stumbled again, went down hard and
rolled. Blane's hand grazed my foot as
he skidded, checking his dash, and dived



for me. But a larger body hurtled across
his path, slammed against him. Heavy
and Blane went down together, and I
was back on my feet, limping on a
twisted ankle. I reached the open fissure
I had seen, squeezed inside, forced my
way back between close walls. Another
cleft opened to my left; I took it, climbed
up to reach a higher transverse crack,
kept going. There were shouts behind
me, to my left, then to the right. I eased
under an overhanging lip of rock and
wedged myself as far back under it as
possible, and breathed as silently as I
could, with my mouth wide open. It was
almost cool here. I lay for a while, and
heard the shouts gradually recede as they
worked past me. I think I dozed. The



color was gone from the air. I waited
until the chill had begun to seep through
my bones; then I crept out, made my way
up to the top of the great fractured slab.
A few hundred yards distant cheery light
glowed from the cavern mouth. A bulky
silhouette paced there, pausing to stare
out into the darkness. Heavy-had he
intentionally blocked Blane? I tried to
believe he had. It wasn't too late for me
to go back, express contrition, and join
the Grand Army of the Revolution. The
end might be the same, but at least it
would be deferred. But the price of
membership was a secret I didn't have,
that they would never believe I didn't
have.

"And if I did .. ." I started to mutter,



and checked myself. I wasn't sure any
longer. All the simple, clear answers
seemed to have gone the way of the
clear, simple life.

I tried again: "I'm a refugee from the
outcasts of the exiles," I told the empty
desert. "But I'm not a traitor."

"Well, good for you," another part of
me answered. "Remember to apply for
your Eagle Badge for riding the
wreckage down in flames." Above, Rose
world's sister planets winked, shedding
pale light on gray rock and sand. I took a
bearing on the same constellation that
had guided me on my last trek and set
off, not very rapidly, favoring my ankle.
done. Lie down and sleep and never
wake up. . . . End of the line. Twelve



Night and the desert, large amounts of
both. Bitter cold; loose sand that slipped
away underfoot; pebbles to stumble
over, rocks to trip on, boulders to
blunder into. No food, no water, no
destination. The twisted ankle hurt, but I
ignored that. Pain is just nature's danger
signal, and all that seemed quite
extraneous now. I could either stop
where I was and die, or go a little
farther and die. I kept going, wondering
why I bothered. Perhaps it was only a
petty desire to let Blane and his little
band of anti-patriots sweat over the
question of whether I had made it back
to Hen to bring the avengers down on
them. Or it might have been the same
instinct that makes a shipwrecked sailor



cling to a floating spar as long as there's
any strength left in his fingers.

I named the two planets Cherry and
Grape. Because of their color. Cherry
was the bigger of the two. They danced
in the air, rushing closer and then
retreating. They kept wandering aside,
slipping across the sky, but I wasn't
fooled. I turned the world under me and
pursued them, not swiftly, but
persistently.

Somehow Cherry and Grape had
gotten directly overhead. Outfoxed at
last. How do you march toward zenith?
Can't fly. Can't even walk. Crawl, then.
Another yard. Another foot. Another
inch.

No, not even another inch. All done,



Tarlatan. All . . . light shining in my
face. Everybody on deck on the double;
you too, Tarlatan! My eyes were open
and there was a red-hot patch on the gray
wall opposite me. Not a drill; real thing;
ship's on fire. . . .

The gray wall shimmered and became
a gray sky. The glowing metal shrank
away into remote distance and was
merely a sun.

Sunrise on Rose world.
And still alive.
It all seemed rather silly. I enjoyed a

brief chuckle which began to sound like
a woman's sobbing. I cut it off and
twitched various bruised muscles and
was sitting up. Tall rocks loomed around
me like weathered tombstones. The



Devil's graveyard. What was one more
corpse, more or less? Not worth the
effort. I lay back and was dreaming:
Paul Danton climbed up from a hole in
the ground, holding something in his
hands. I craned my neck to see what it
was, but he moved away, concealing it
with his body. I tried to call to him to
show it to me, but my voice wouldn't
work. Suddenly I was burning with
thirst. The fire licked up around my face.
I inhaled to breathe in the flames and end
the farce, but that made me cough. I
coughed until the tears ran from my eyes.
I wiped them away and squinted against
the scarlet glare of the sunlight reflecting
from the rocks. A fine system for
roasting a fowl evenly on all sides.



There was a velvet-soft slab of deep
purple shadow not far away. I used the
stumps of amputated limbs to crawl
there before I collapsed again. The sun
made a jump and sliced away half my
pool of shade. I pulled my legs up.
Barely room to lie now, huddled against
the base of the slab. Very hot now.
Difficult to breathe. I was looking down
a slope between rocks. Deeper shadows
there; they flickered and moved, like
rock-sprites, beckoning. I wasn't aware
of making a momentous policy decision,
but I found myself half crawling, half
sliding down the slope. The shadow I
had seen was a deep, narrow cut. It
wasn't necessary for me to consider
what I would do about that. I slid over



the edge and fell a yard or two onto a
drift of rubble. Coolness washed over
me, and I took a deep breath so as to
drown quickly, and was surprised to
find that I could breathe shadow just as
if it were air. It seemed a remarkable
discovery, one which I should report as
soon as possible to the scientists in
charge of the experiment.

"Men can live and breathe in
shadow," I announced. Someone nearby
made a weak croaking sound. Always a
skeptic in the crowd. But it was true.
And if I could breathe, perhaps I could
also swim; glide like a fish in the deep
darkness, effortless, mindless. .It seemed
I had had that thought before. I tried a
few strokes, but found it painful. I was



on the bottom of the bowl, where the
colored pebbles are. Dark here, lights up
above. Must turn lights off, otherwise
fish, lacking a laziness instinct, will
swim until they die. . . . I was awake
again, lying on my side at the bottom of a
narrow cut in the rock which trended
downward at a slight angle to disappear
into an even deeper blackness some five
yards away. It occurred to me that all the
shadow would drain away through the
hole and leave me gasping on the beach,
and I felt a momentary panic; but if I
could plug the gap, block it with stones. .
. .

I swam toward it, having a certain
amount of difficulty due to the fact that
my ventral side was still dragging



bottom. I reached the hole and swam
through.

I was in a cave.
Where there were caves there were

lichens.
"Where there are caves," I said aloud,

speaking carefully so as to get it just
right, "there are lichens."

No one answered. At least no one
contradicted me. That was a good sign.
And somewhere nearby there were
lichens; I knew this because someone
had just said so. Later I would have to
thank whoever it was for the
information, but at the moment the steak
dinner was more important. In fact, it
wasn't even necessary that I have steak.
Hot sausage and mustard would do.



Oliver Twist had liked hot sausage and
mustard. Fat, tender, juicy sausages,
spread with sharp, acidulous, aromatic
mustard. . . . Needles jabbed into the
sides of my jaws and I started chewing,
but discovered I hadn't yet bitten into the
sausage. In fact, I hadn't yet reached the
sausages. But they were that way; I
could smell them. I went toward the
source of the aroma. . . .

It seemed to take a long time to reach
the place where the food waited. But the
odor grew stronger, more compelling,
urging me on.

"How much farther?" I asked.
"Not far, sir," the waiter said. He was

a small man, not over two feet tall, with
a smooth head like a turnip, and an odd



way of walking. "Just a little farther," he
said, backing away before me. I wanted
to ask him why a table couldn't be set up
right here, but I needed all my breath to
keep up. Terrible service. Plenty of
empty tables here, but no, this dining
room is not open, sir. Just a little farther,
sir. This way, sir. . . . My hands touched
something yielding, and I seized it and
broke off a wad and put it in my mouth.
It was magnificently seasoned, lovingly
smoked, juicy and succulent. I had never
before had sausage in precisely this
form, but that was one of the secrets of
the old sausage maker. I wouldn't pry.
And the mustard-ah, there it was! Not
too sharp, not too bland, just right.
Oliver Twist was on to something. And



there was lots more. But mustn't eat it all
at once, somebody cautioned me.
Damned impertinence on the part of the
waiter, but couldn't afford to offend.
After all, he had led me to a table. To a
bed. I was lying in a bed, wide, soft,
smooth, with silken sheets, a fleecy
blanket against the cool. In gracious not
to accept. Could do with a nap. Tired.
So tired. . . .

My last thought was of a dream I had
had about a fish. Silly dream. Odd I had
had it while I was awake. But it was too
hard to think about that now. I moved my
fins gently in the dark current and let it
carry me away into peaceful depths.

2I woke clear-headed, aching all
over, but more especially on my knees



and the palms of my hands. Sitting up
was an undertaking to rank with the
construction of the Gibraltar Dam but I
managed it.

Faint light glowed along the cavern
wall, showing me a low, lime-encrusted
ceiling, fissured walls, the bare, runnel
led floor on which I lay. The palms of
my hands were slashed and scraped raw.
The knees of my suit were intact, but
inside it the knees themselves felt like
hamburger. It seemed I had come a
considerable distance on all fours. My
chin hurt, too, and the end of my nose. I
must have walked part of the way on my
face. And here I was.

The Zephyrs would be scouting the
desert for me now, wondering if the cat



was out of the bag and all their world-
beating plans brought to naught. I grinned
foolishly and then stopped grinning.
Perhaps they were right to take up arms
against a sea of troubles, and by
opposing end them-in the only way they
could end.

My thoughts swung in toward my own
situation, and veered away again, like
the man in the graveyard who won't look
back because he knows that close behind
a fearful fiend doth tread. I didn't have to
think about that, didn't have to think
about anything.

Outside, in the big world, men would
be killing each other, battling for their
various ideas of how things ought to be.
But not me. I was retired. I had battled



the best I could, and lost, all along the
line. I had tried to cling to my principles,
and my principles had turned around and
bit me. I was for peace and order, and
peace and order had thrown me to the
wolves-and the wolves had chased me
into the desert-and the desert had tried to
kill me. That was enough. I was no fool.
I got the idea.

"This just wasn't your round,
Tarlatan," I told myself.

"Try again in your next incarnation. ."
And in the meanwhile . . . ?
Well, I had a nice, cool spot to starve

to death in.
Curious that I wasn't hungry at the

moment. I thought about sausage and felt
a mild revulsion. I had had enough



sausage to last me . . .
"Correction," I said aloud. "There's

no sausage within several light years of
this spot."

But I had eaten something. My
stomach told me that. I had fed full, and
not very long ago. I looked around, not
really expecting to see scraped plates
and licked spoons, or even small waiters
with heads like turnips. What I saw was
a mound of lichen.

I looked at it and thought. I looked at
the bare floor, the bare walls. No lichen
grew here. So how had it gotten here?
Simple. I had gathered it somewhere
else and brought it here. It was the only
logical thought, and I tried hard to
believe in it.



"Fine," I said. Talking aloud to myself
could easily become a habit, I realized,
but I went right on: "You walked in out
of the hot sun, explored a cave system on
all fours, located a convenient supply of
crunchies, and carried them back to this
cozy patch of rock to consume them."

"Not likely," the other half of my
rapidly splitting personality came back
sharply. "In your condition, you couldn't
have gone six inches farther than you had
to."

"The alternative," I pointed out, "is
that you're going off your rocker."

"Either that-or someone brought the
lichen to me."

"Precisely my point. Breakfast in bed,
eh? I suppose that's where the little man



with the smooth head comes in."
"Whose side are you on?"
"Side? What's in a side? Your

bitterest enemies love you, and your
faithful friends condemned you to death.
The right are wrong and the wrong are
right. Up to a point. After that, it's the
reverse."

"You're talking to yourself."
"It's all right. I'm not listening."
"Let's get out of here. It's spooky."
"For once we agree. On your feet."
Getting up wasn't impossible, or so I

kept telling myself. On the third try I
made it. I took a tottery step, then
another.

"Look, ma, no hands," I said.
Nobody answered. Even my alter-ego



had deserted me. How sad. Poor young
Banastre Tarlatan, once so full of
promise and high ideals, all alone with
the bats in his belfry.

Then I saw the footprint.
3It was clearly printed in a patch of

smooth dust drifted behind a ridge in the
floor. It was three inches long, two
inches wide at the toe end, and half an
inch wide at the heel. It might have been
made by a splay-footed monkey, except
that such were not known to inhabit these
environs. It might have been my
imagination. But it wasn't.

"It's about the right size for the
waiter," I told myself, and sneered, and
shivered halfway through the sneer.

My desire for a glimpse of the outer



air-red-hot sun, pink dust and all-had
suddenly become more urgent. It was
fifty feet to the curve in the passage from
which the dim light came. I made it, with
only two falls, rounded the turn. The
light came from a fissure in the roof. No
way out there. I went on. The passage
twisted and turned, dipped, rose. The
light faded. I turned back, found another
branch. It ended in darkness. I retraced
my steps, but the light was gone now.
For another hour I searched for the route,
before I fell for the last time. Lying in
the total darkness, I could hear my heart
thump. I could hear ghosts whispering in
the wings. I could hear the patter of little
feet. I could hear myself starting to
snicker.



"You're lost, Tarlatan," I said, and
didn't like the sound of my voice. "You
got in, but you can't get out. This settles
it. This is the end, the last bow after the
last act. You're buried, and in a little
while you'll be dead, in the wrong order
perhaps, but nobody's going to complain
about that."

"Take it easy, Ban" Paul Danton's
voice said.

4At this juncture, other, lesser minds
might have snapped. But mine didn't. I
had fooled them; mine had snapped
hours ago. Or was it days? And hearing
voices wasn't so bad. Nothing like a
little delirium to keep one occupied.
Talking with a friendly hallucination
was better than no company at all.



"Glad you came, Paul," I said. "I've
been wanting to tell you I'm sorry you
didn't trust me enough to tell me what it
was you were involved in. I think
perhaps you wanted to, just after Blane
was cashiered; but I suppose I didn't
give you much encouragement."

"You need rest, Ban. Lie here awhile,
and sleep. You're in bad shape, Ban.
Your body is nearly dead."

For a moment it seemed to me that I
was lying on my bunk in my suite aboard
Tyrant, but I made an effort and got back
to reality-my slightly edited version of
reality. Imaginary voices that seemed to
be speaking between my ears were all
right under the circumstances, but
imaginary bunks were too much.



"A few harmless delusions, for
medicinal purposes only," I laid down
the law severely. "Otherwise, I'd be
imagining myself lying on the beach at
Monte Bello Island with a shapely girl
named Janet-Anne beside me, quaffing
iced Champagne and contemplating
another dip in the surf. . . ." White light
burned through my eyelids; coarse sand
creaked under my hand. Lively music
sang from the portable trideo. I could
smell the sea-water, hear the boom of
the lazy surf. I turned my head and
opened one eye and saw the curve of a
long, smooth thigh-"No!" I yelled, and
sat up. "Leave my brain alone!"

"We mean you no harm, Ban,"
someone answered in my head. I



clamped my hands over my ears and
scuttled backwards, came up sharp
against a rough-surfaced wall of cold
stone.

"Stay out of my head," I said. It was
hard to talk because my teeth wanted to
chatter. It wasn't a joke any more. I was
afraid-more afraid than I had ever been.

"Don't be afraid, Ban," the voice said.
"I am afraid, damn you!" I yelled, and

scrubbed my hands harder against my
ears, not that that would help, because
the voice wasn't coming through my
auditory system; it was there, inside. . . .

And the sand grains adhering to my
cut palms raked my skin. Coarse sand.
Sand of a kind that couldn't be here. The
cave floor was water-worn stone, with



some scattered dust. No sand. Especially
no sharp-edged, silicon sand. Sand such
as made up the beach at Monte Bello.

I whimpered.
"I'm going to die, I know that," I

pleaded with someone, something. "But
not insane. Just let me fade out in my
right mind. Let me die knowing who I am
and where I am, not with a handful of
imaginary sand from a beach ten light
years away. That isn't too much to ask, is
it?"

"Do you want to die, Ban?" Paul
asked me. "But no, I see you don't . . ."

"Go away," I said. "Leave me alone!"
"Why are you afraid, Ban?"
"I'm afraid of things I can't see that

talk inside my head," I yelled. "I'm



afraid of going crazy, of not being me
anymore! I'm afraid of the dark!" I had to
stop shouting then, because the mental
picture of myself, wild-eyed, screaming
to myself in an underground cell
paralyzed my vocal organs. It was like
coming into a dark room and confronting
your reflection in a mirror, and for a
moment, before you know it's a mirror,
you freeze in nameless terror, staring
into those alien eyes.

"Be soothed, Ban," the voice said.
And as suddenly as that, the fear was
gone.

I sat in a tense crouch, my eyes shut
tight, hands clenched around the
impossible grit, and waited.

"We're sorry we frightened you, Ban,"



the voice said. It was different now, no
longer Paul Danton; and yet it was the
same voice. "We want to help you."

I became aware that a faint light was
shining; I could sense it through my
closed eyelids. I opened them. A pearly
light like dawn in a sea-cave shone from
nowhere on three small creatures with
turnip heads who squatted on a row with
their blind faces turned toward me.

5It took them a long time to convince
me that they were real, and harmless,
and helpful. They were the Ancil, they
said, but seemed unsure whether this
was a generic term or the name of a
Special Committee for the Rescue of
Distressed Spacemen. They had always
lived in the caves, they said, tending



their lichen crops and listening to the
voices of the past while the ages rolled
by overhead. They told me all this in
familiar, friendly voices that came into
being somewhere behind my eyes, as if
there were a small radio receiver buried
there, tuned to their special wavelength.
There were a thousand questions I
should have asked; but I was suddenly
very tired. . . .

". . . Ban!" I became aware that one of
them was calling me. "Ban, your life
light grows dim! You must mend
yourself now, quickly, before it flickers
out!"

I'm fine, I said, not in words, but the
other way, the easy, mind-to-mind way. I
feel better than I have for a long time.



The aches and pains are gone. I'll lust
rest here awhile and then we'll talk some
more . . .

"He fades, he fades," one of the others
said. "Hold him, each and all!" I felt
cool fingers of thought slide into my
brain, probing, touching, exploring.
Many voices were clamoring together:".
a strange configuration .

. . and yet, not without logic . . ."
". . . massive damage to this system . .

. and to this. These organs jail; the level
falls ."

". . . massive damage to this system . .
. and to this. These organs fail; the level
falls . . ."

"Ban! Listen to me!" Paul's voice
came through loud and clear. "We can



help-but you must join with us! Wake up,
Ban! Join with us! Fight!" I wanted to
answer, to tell them that the time for
fighting was long gone; that now I was
within reach of a comfortable blackness
that I could sink into, that would demand
nothing of me, that was reward enough
for all my efforts. I wanted to tell them
this, but it was too hard; they were too
far away, their voices faint cries in a
gathering dusk that was deeper and more
final than any night I had ever known. . .
.

But they wouldn't let me rest. They
jabbed and prodded and called.

"Try, Ban! Help us!"
"Why should I?"
"The life light is a precious thing, not



to be relinquished easily, Ban! Hold it!
Cling to it! and help us, Ban!"

"Help you . how?"
"Thus, Ban!" A firmer, surer hand

touched my brain. Barriers fell. Pseudo-
light gleamed in a vast cavern, di-
mensionless, substance less.

"This way, Ban!"
The voice led. I followed, among

abstract shapes of thought, bodiless
relationships that loomed up, shifting,
changing, in a dimming flow of dying
life. Energy flowed, weaving intangible
patterns, fading and incomplete. I saw
the dark places, the broken webs and
shattered mosaics. And following the
guiding hand and the urging voice I
touched, lifted up, restored, rebuilt. At



last the glow held steady, then began to
rise. I felt the stir of renewed function,
the building flow of currents in the
immaterial structures of mind-stuff.

"The life light steadies, Ban! Now
come! We must rebuild!" Together we
swept on, deep, deep into blinding
intricacies, incomprehensible
complexities. Directed by the small
voices, I moved among them, restoring,
repairing, reassembling. There was no
time, no space, no substance. Only
patterns; patterns broken and now
renewed. Patterns within patterns,
patterns that interlocked and became
greater patterns. Patterns of thought,
impressed on patterns of energy. Then it
was finished, and I drifted in the center



of a structure of light and form and flow
that filled infinity, vibrating in
symphonic resonance with the beat of
eternity.

"It's done, Ban" the voices called;
small voices, far away, dwarfed by the
immensity around me. "Come away now,
Ban. Come back, rest, sleep, renew. . . "

They touched me, guiding me back
out, away from the glory I had erected
around me, back into comforting
narrowness, soothing darkness, easeful
emptiness. They dwindled, receded,
were gone.

I slept 6I woke remembering a strange
dream. And I was hungry. And then the
Ancils were there, and they were not a
dream. They led me back along the dark



passages, into a wide cavern where
water poured from an opening in the
wall, where lichens grew in rectilinear
beds. I drank. They watched from
shadowy corners, averting their eyeless
faces from the light that glowed from the
walls.

It wasn't until then that I remembered
my aches and pains and weaknesses.
Remembered them by their absence. My
hands were healed. My knees were
whole again. I drew a deep breath, tried
my arms and legs, sensed the well-being
of a healthy body, a feeling I had almost
forgotten.

"How?" I asked them. "How did you
do it?"

"You did it, Ban," the voices



answered. The words were like those a
man enunciates silently in his mind when
he thinks to himself in words: clear,
precise, unvoiced.

"Any living creature has within
himself the ability to mend himself. We
merely showed you the way. It was
necessary to borrow molecules from
where they could best be spared to place
them where they were most needed. But
now you must eat well, grow strong
again." I rested, ate, explored the cave
system. Wherever we went, the walls
glowed softly ahead, lighting my way. I
saw miles of passages, hundreds of
chambers. Some of them were clearly
artificially cut from the pink stone.

"Long ago we made them, Ban," the



Ancils told me. "Once there were many
of us. Now we grow old, Ban. One by
one we dim and wink out. The great
blackness reclaims us. But you are
young, Ban, so young. The history of
your race stretches before you into
unthinkable dimensions." I didn't argue
the point. I lived in a strange half-
dreaming state of mind, drugged with the
sense of physical well-being, of total
divorcement from the entanglements of a
life I had failed at long ago. My strength
returned; my arms and body filled out,
my appetite was healthy, I slept deep
and dreamlessly. My teeth, I discovered,
had regenerated completely: no cavities,
no fillings. My hair felt thick and
vigorous; my eyesight was as keen as it



had been when I had fired on the
Academy handgun team, an eternity ago.

One day I felt an urge to see the
sunlight and smell the outer air. They led
me to the surface, and hung back while I
walked out into the pink glare of late
afternoon. The sunlight hurt my eyes; I
opaque the corneas to a comfortable
level and strolled for a while across the
desert. I found myself thinking of the
Zephyrs, wondering what they were
doing now. Had young Blane led his
foolish little attack on Llywarch Hen?
How many of them had lived through it?
Or were they still hiding in their caves,
holding insanity at bay by spinning long
schemes that would never come to pass?
But there was no urgency in it. It was



like thinking of the Punic Wars, or the
building of the pyramids, musing over
the motives and feelings of men long
dead, in another world.

My world was pink stone formed
from the fossil carapaces of an
incredibly abundant sea-life that had
swum in the shallow oceans of Pink Hell
when it had been an ocean world,
millions of years ago. They had lived
and died, each depositing his grain of
rose-colored mineral on the beds that
floored the sea. As a man lived and
died, leaving not even that much
evidence of his life's worth.

The setting sun shone across the peaks
of a fossil reef, casting long, deep-
purple shadows across the sand. I



remembered the coarse, red sand that I
had found between my fingers when I
woke from my long nap, after the dream-
journey in which I had laid hold of the
building blocks of my mind and body
and rebuilt them to specifications. I had
asked the Ancils about them, but their
answers had been vague. I had yearned
greatly for the feel of that beach under
my hand; and it had come to me, or me to
it; or I had thought it had, had believed
in it, and in the sandy evidence of it.

.I absorbed their attitude of
indifference to such questions. What did
it matter? I was here, I was alive, I ate, I
slept, my senses monitored the cycle of
physical phenomena that flowed around
me, savoring the myriad tiny evidences



of life, measuring them against the
Universe-sized backdrop of not-life, the
one balanced with the other in the poised
equation of existence.

I stood on a shelf of rock and watched
the sun slide behind the peaks half a mile
away. It was time to go back. The sand
was midnight purple below me. Halfway
down the giant's staircase I had climbed
to reach my perch, a slash of vivid light
spilled across the dull stone. I looked
back. The sun had found a chink through
the multiple barrier of ringwall and
earthquake-spilled rockslabs. It bored
like a spotlight through the circular
opening formed by a notch in a seaside
spire. It was as perfect a bore as if it had
been cut by a half-mile-long-forty-foot-



diameter drill.
I turned and looked down along the

path of light. The beam fell along a
weathered, rubble-filled groove that
ended in a ragged, forty foot cave mouth
at the base of a rock ridge.

I finished the descent to the desert
floor, walked across in deepening
darkness to the scored cut, followed
along its edge to the cave. The rock
around the entry was fused. Erosion had
cut at it, crumbled the regular outline;
but it was still obvious that the tunnel
mouth had once been perfectly round.

But that had been a very long time
ago.

"Simple," I told myself. "The Ancils
cut it, way back when."



"But their tunnels are smaller,
rectangular," I objected. "What would
they make a forty-foot tunnel for? And
why cut through the reef walls?"

"Ask them."
That seemed to be a reasonable

suggestion. I sensitized my retinue to the
infra-red emitted by the sun-warmed
rocks and by their eerie light made my
way back to the Home Cavern.

7The Ancils seemed not much
interested in my questions. No, they
knew nothing of the round-mouthed cave.
They had seen it, perhaps, long ago,
venturing out by night, but it was a dead
thing, of no interest.

"It looks as if something hit there,
some projectile," I said. "Not a



meteorite; the cut's too regular.
Something artificial."

"Yes, perhaps, Ban," they said. "Once
we knew, perhaps, but we have
forgotten."

"From the angle at which it struck, it
must have buried itself near the southern
end of the cave system," I said. "Have
you seen anything underground there?"

"Yes, yes, perhaps, Ban."
"Show me."
They led me through the twisting, time

eroded tunnels to a smaller opening cut
in the side wall of a dead-end spur,
choked with broken rock. It appeared to
have been blocked intentionally. They
complained when I started in to clear it,
but couldn't explain why.



It took many hours of hard labor to
remove the rubble and open a route in to
the cave at the far end. I pushed the last
stone aside and crawled through and
was in a high, wide chamber almost
filled by a pitted, scarred, and tarnished
shape of crystalline mineral. It was
nothing that had even been built by the
hand of man, but there was no faintest
doubt as to what it was.

A spaceship.
Thirteen
There was just room in the cavern for

a man to walk beside the hundred and
fifty foot tapered conic shape, to round
the blunt prow, to come back along the
other side. There were markings on the
hull, curious shaped projections, a



circular port high on one side, standing
half open. The Ancils followed me,
stood in a group beside me as I looked
up over the curve of age-blackened hull
at the entry.

"No, Ban," they said. "We begin to
remember, now. This is not a good thing,
Ban. It is a thing better lost and
forgotten."

"How did it come to be here? How
long has it been here?"

"Our memories tell us that this is a
cave-that-moved, Ban. Once there were
many such. In them we moved from
world to world, knowing the light of
many suns, drawing the arms of the
Galaxy into the nets of our
understanding. Then . . . evil befell us.



Our great cities, so cunningly carved
beneath the crusts of a thousand worlds,
were shattered and killed. We died, Ban.
Oh, we died. . . .

"They tracked us, where we fled.
Great were our powers, but as nothing
under the onslaught of the Axorc. By the
energies emitted by our vessels they
followed, and they slew, and slew. In
the end, we last ones, we few, came here
to the sea-world; we concealed our
vessels, and in the shallow caves beside
the pounding surf we hid ourselves.

"Time passed, and the seas are gone,
Ban. But still we live, and still we fear.
For the Axorc are many, and great is
their power for evil." I thought of the
eons that must have rolled past while the



oceans of Rose world dried up. Ten
million years? A hundred million?

"We have seen and remembered,
Ban," they said. "Now let us go, and re-
seal the chamber, and again forget that
which once was, the evil that drove us
here."

"These Axorc: what were they like?"
"They are the whirlwinds of

destruction, jealous of life light, that
only theirs should shine across the
Galaxies. Now perhaps they have
forgotten us, as we had forgotten them."

"I'm going to have a look inside," I
said. They complained, but I ignored
them. In the end they threatened, and for
the first time since the night we had met I
felt their ghost-touches in my mind; but I



thrust them out, and began to climb.
"Now are you healed indeed, Ban,"

they called after me, sadly rather than
angrily. "And great is the power of your
mind-force. But as your -young vigor is
to our withered vitality, so is the might
of the Axorc to your force. Beware, Ban.
Touch nothing; disturb nothing, let the
ogre sleep in peace."

"I'm not going to summon up any
demons," I told them. "I just want to
see."

In the end they followed me.
The hatch stood ajar, as the last Ancil

had left it, at a time when the first great
saurians were depositing their gallon-
sized eggs on the young beaches of
Earth. But the imperishable alloy was



still as sound as it had been that long-
ago day. The heavy, foot-thick disk
swung aside at a touch, and I stepped
over the threshold into a low-ceilinged
passage. A faint glow sprang up before
me, showing me doors, a branching
passage, a companionway leading down,
all scaled to a ten year old boy; cramped
for me, but roomier than needed for the
Ancils.

"Once we were larger, Ban," they told
me. "But what need in our close world
for great size? And so we dwindled.
Now the works of our youth appear as
the craftsmanship of giants."

I went along the corridor, looked into
rooms furnished with chairs and beds
not much different than the ones I had



been using all my life, except for the
slight degree of miniaturization. The dust
was half an inch thick-the remains of
whatever perishable materials had been
aboard. There was no decoration,
nothing that wasn't strictly functional. I
went down to the lower deck, looked in
on equipment rooms, storage spaces, a
navigation section with recognizable
instruments. I found the command section
forward, a maintenance shop aft. In the
prow a battery of what looked like
weapons were mounted. The Ancils
explained that they were the heat-
projectors that had been used to
vaporize the rock, cutting the bore for
the concealment of the ship.

I pictured the vessel, hovering half a



mile above the ancient atoll, suspended
on pressor beams, pouring the torrents of
invisible light into the wet, pink rock,
the steam and vapor boiling upward . . .

"There's something missing," I said.
"Where's the Power Section? I want to
see the engines."

The Ancils started wailing again.
"No, Ban, come away now, we

remember danger! Danger, Ban! Come,
come away . . . !"

I insisted; they moaned and pleaded,
but in the end they led the way to a small
door set chest-high in the wall, like an
incinerator hatch.

"There, Ban. But you must not-must
not! touch this!" I pulled down the door.
A tray slid out. In its center lay a



glistening white object some four inches
long, an inch and a half in diameter,
smoothly rounded. There were
perforations at one end; otherwise it was
as featureless as an egg. I had never seen
anything like it before-but I had heard it
described: it was what Blane had seen
in Tyrant's Power Room, just before he
was clubbed down and thrown out of the
Navy. A Starcore, he had called it. A
thing no bigger than a goose egg, he had
said, that poured out a Niagara of energy
to power a ship of the line. A device that
powered the industry and technology of
Earth; a device without which the
economy would collapse in an hour. The
proprietary property of Lord Imbolo and
the Star lords, the five men who owned



the world. Five thieves.
I was delivering a lecture to myself:

"Imbolo's grandfather was one of the
early astronauts. He went off course on a
one-man Jupiter shot, sometime in the
late 20th Century. He was given up for
lost. Later-he came back. He had a story
of a miraculous three-cushion shot
among Saturn's moons that swung him
back onto course. There were questions,
but the fact that he was home-three
months late-seemed to prove his con-
tention. After all, there was no fueling
station out there. His reentry craft was
never found; he landed via chute in the
Canadian Rockies. They didn't find him
for two days, wandering in the woods.

"He left the service after that, used his



bonus to start up a small research
company. In ten years he had taken in
four monied partners and parlayed his
patents into the biggest industrial empire
in the world. All built on cheap,
plentiful power . . ."

"Come away now, Ban" the Ancils
called. They weren't listening. It didn't
matter. I was talking to myself, trying to
get the picture straight. The picture of a
lost astronaut in a primitive ship,
wandering off course, out to Saturn,
bringing his craft in to a landing on one
of her moons, exploring on foot, finding-
what? A ruined city? An abandoned
ship, like the one I had ferreted out
buried in the rock? Finding the Starcore,
bringing his cockleshell back with the



fabulous find safely tucked away in a
pocket, hiding it, getting away clean with
a treasure worth more than all the money
spent on space research since Sputnik I.

"It explains so many things; the
Company space monopoly with the Navy
as a police force, to insure that no one
else stumbles on anything." I picked up
the glistening, floss-white Starcore. It
was abnormally heavy, with a soapy feel
in my hand. My eyes fell on the fitted
hollow in which it had been nestled. I
had seen a hollow like that before: in the
piece of stone Paul had cut from the
floating boulder in the Rings; the one I
had taken from Hatcher's body. I had
held it in my hand a thousand times on
the long run back; I had run my fingers



over the curved depression, wondering
what it was, what it meant.

Now I knew.
No wonder they had killed Paul

Danton. He had found the secret that
would destroy their world.

And so had I.
I became aware again of the chorus of

Ancil voices," How does it work?" I
demanded.

"Ban-hear us! Understand your peril!
If you touch the Starcore with your mind-
if you tap its heart for energy-the signal
leaps out, at the square of the velocity of
light-to warn the Axorc! Then nothing
can save us, Ban! Then they come again
with their world-destroying fires, and
Ancil and Man alike go down to eternal



death!"
"It's been a long time," I said. "Your

old enemy is dead. Tell me-"
"Not so, Ban! What are a few millions

of years to a race older than time?
They live-and will come again!"
"The Starcore has been in everyday

use for a hundred and fifty years," I said.
"Imbolo and Company must have found
quite a trove of them-or learned to
duplicate them. Nothing has happened."

For a long moment there was absolute
silence -physical and mental. Then a
wave of sick despair struck me like a
thirty-foot comber smashing down out of
the dark, a chorus of moans and wails
like all the lost souls in all the hells.

"Then are we truly doomed, Ban," the



message came through like a bell tolling
disaster. "Now nothing can save us.
Great Axorc dwells far away, in the
satellite system you call the Lesser
Magellanic Cloud. Yet the message
would have reached him mere months
after the first of your kind blundered on
the Starcore. They knew then that once
again a rival mind light glows here in the
Galaxy. They will not have delayed,
Ban. Even now they come, they come!"

"The Lesser Magellanic Cloud is
three hundred thousand light-years
away-"

"Great Axorc can cross space at a
multiple of the velocity of propagation
of radiation, Ban. It may be long-a
thousand years, or ten thousand-but come



they will. Nothing can stop them, now."
"But . . . perhaps . . ." another Ancil

voice spoke up. "Man is a young race;
their potential is unrealized. Perhaps
they can stand against Axorc-with our
help."

"How could they succeed where we
failed?"

"They are not like us; their kind can
kill smiling-and face the knowledge of
mortality with laughter. In them may be
the seeds of a greatness that we could
never know."

"These rough beasts, a single Great
Century from mindlessness-win out
where we with a hundred times that span
of culture-died?"

"Nothing will be lost if we try."



"Would you unleash the power to
ignite suns among these primitives?
What then of us?"

"Our time is done. Yet our bequest
may give them a chance at life."

"Just show me how it works," I cut
into the babble. "That's all I need!"

"This is no easy trick, Ban. Your mind
may break under the knowledge."

"I'll take the chance."
There was a moment of silence-or

perhaps they communicated at a level
inaudible to me then.

"We will try, Ban. Good luck."
For a moment longer, nothing

happened. Then a bomb burst inside my
head, and drowned me in a torrent of
light.



4An intangible finger of thought traced
a pattern in my mind. I saw how the
crystalline matrix of the Starcore was
arranged, the forces in balance. I saw
how, by a slight realignment, a channel
was opened, tapping a bottomless well
of energy-the power-flow which is the
substance of space/time. I tried a
tentative touch, explored the ulterior of
the egg-shape, sensed the fantastic forces
held in precarious equilibrium.
Molecule by molecule I picked my way,
found the nexial point, touched it with
infinite delicacy-Energy fountained up
like a shower of fire. Instantaneously,
the Ancils clamped down on it, shut it
off at the source-I forced them back,
resumed control. They struggled to resist



me, but I erected a shaped barrier,
enclosed their assault, compressed it in
on itself, forced it out of my mind as a
splinter might be forced by thumb-
pressure out of swollen flesh.

And the Starcore pulsed in my hand;
alive.

5Around me the Ancils fluttered,
emitting fault, unfocused pulses of
distress and confusion. I ignored them.
The apathy of many months was gone. I
knew now what I had to do. I left the
ship, closed off the tunnel, returned to
the cavern that had been my
unquestioned home for so many weeks,
now no more than a gloomy den carved
in the cold rock of an alien world. I
made my way up to the cave mouth. It



was early dusk. The scarlet sky seemed
strangely deep and luminous. Cherry and
Grape glowed with a lambent fire, low
in the west.

"I'm going now, Ancils," I said.
"Thank you-for everything." There was
no answer. Without a backward look I
walked away across the desert.

6The Zephyrs failed to recognize me
at first; by the time they did, I had told
them enough to restrain them from
making any abrupt errors in judgment. I
showed them the Starcore, let them pass
it from hand to hand. Blane confirmed
that it was the twin to the thing he had
seen in Tyrant's Power Room. He
weighed it on his palm, looked at me,
frowning.



"Good work, Jonah," he said. "I'll
keep this. It may be useful to us in some
way-"

"I'll have it back now," I said. "I have
a use for it, you may rest assured."
Blane's face darkened. "Jonah, you're
here on sufferance. I suggest you conduct
yourself with great circumspection-"

"The time for circumspection is past,"
I cut him off. "I'm going to Llywarch Hen
tonight. You may come along if you
wish."

Blane made a motion and a man
behind me stooped to scoop up a stone
of skull-crushing size. I touched his
sleep center lightly, he crumpled on his
face and snored. Two other men started
toward me from opposite sides. They



tripped and were unable to get up. The
others moved back, looking suddenly
frightened. I held Blane where he was,
lifted the Starcore from his palm and
dropped it in my pocket.

"As you see, I'm in command now," I
said. "Does anyone dispute the point?"

No one did. We rested that day, and at
nightfall set off for Hen. 7Cymraeg's men
met us two miles out, eight men standing
beside their carryall where it had stalled
at the crest of a rise. Two of them
carried standard prison-guard issue
handguns of the type energized by
broadcast power from a central
transmitter-a safety measure in the event
the weapons fell into the wrong hands. I
felt out for the transmitter, found the



Starcore, shut it down.
"Close enough," one of the men called

when we were fifty feet from them. We
halted.

"I don't know what you monkeys had
in mind," the spokesman said. "But it just
flunked out. Line up in a column of twos,
hands behind the heads." I walked
toward him. He barked at me. I kept
coming. He raised the gun and aimed
between my eyes and sweat popped out
on his forehead. He yelled at me to halt,
and when I didn't he squeezed the firing
stud. His expression when nothing
happened was like a silent scream. The
other armed man jumped front and center
and made firing motions. His gun failed
to function. He drew his arm back to



throw it at me and I blacked him I out. I
felled three more of them before they
understood. I ordered the Zephyrs into
the vehicle, reactivated the power unit.
The former owners watched with numb
expres-sions as we drove down toward
Hen.

There was very little trouble in the
camp. I found Cymraeg busy shouting a
report into a dead comm. screen and
silenced him. My men gathered in his
cadre, locked them in a barracks,
recruited forty-three inmates, loaded the
carryall with food and water. We
headed west.

It was a four day hike to Base Station.
I had left a volunteer behind at Hen to
man the reactivated comm. screen, in



case one of the infrequent calls from the
Station came through before we arrived.
In spite of that, they were waiting for us;
I could see the crew around the lone
power cannon mounted atop the Admin
building as we came up.

"Keep going," I told the driver. When
we were half a mile out, a PA voice
boomed across the flats, ordering us to
halt. We did not comply. There was a
flurry of activity around the gun, then a
pause, then a more frantic flurry. A man
left the gun and dashed away. Other men
emerged from the stairhead onto the
roof, hurried over to try their hands at
the malfunctioning cannon. As we
crossed the perimeter line, they were
still pounding at it, swearing.



Men came running from the guard
barracks as we halted in front of it.
Their guns failed to fire. My troops
gathered them in-there were nineteen
guards in all-and locked them up. The
Station commandant sat in his chair with
a fury-white face and trembled as I gave
him his instructions. He was stubborn; I
touched his pain center three times with
increasing severity before he broke and
transmitted the emergency call to the
cutter standing by on picket detail off-
planet.

There was a three hour wait then. I
found a corner table in the mess hall and
sipped a cold drink from Cymraeg's
private bar stock. Faintly, at the edge of
sensitivity, I could sense the tiny energy-



pattern of the distant vessel as it drove
toward Pink Hell at full disaster
acceleration. As I withdrew, the man
called Heavy sat down opposite me. He
seemed nervous, but determined.

"You've changed, Tarlatan," he said.
"What happened to you out there?

What did it turn you into?" I didn't
answer; my thoughts were elsewhere.

"You're not well, Tarlatan. You move
like a zombie. Your eyes are strange.
And these-miracles you perform: It's
eerie. The men are all afraid of you. I'm
afraid of you too."

"Follow instructions and you will not
be injured," I reassured him.

"We were friends, once," he said.
"Whatever you may believe, I had no



ulterior motives. I kept Blane from
catching you. Later I searched for you, to
bring you back-"

"What is it you want of me?" I asked.
"Tarlatan-listen to me: I want you to step
down, let the rest of us handle it from
this point on." "That will not be
possible."

I sensed movement around me, and
scanned, and struck. Men fell, lay
breathing hoarsely. Heavy edged back in
his chair and watched me warily.

"Don't try it again," I said. "If you
should interfere at a critical moment, the
results might be serious." I walked out
past the men on the floor and the equally
silent men at the tables. The mid morning
sun was hot. There were two hours and



forty minutes still to wait 8There was no
difficulty. The cutter assumed a parking
orbit and dropped a launch. I followed it
down, waited un-til it had settled in, half
a mile from Base, then deactivated it.
There was some slight resistance-fists
and impromptu clubs-but in a quarter of
an hour we had rounded up the thirty-
man riot detail and marched them off to
be detained. I took ten men and lifted the
launch, less than an hour after it had
touched down.

It was strange to be in space again.
Old thoughts came crowding, but I
pushed them back. The business at hand
required all my attention. The cutter
hailed us as we took up orbit twenty
miles from her, preparatory to assuming



a closing course. I answered, told them
to stand by to take us aboard.

They ordered us to stand clear or be
fired on. I damped down their Starcore
and moved in. When we had grappled to
the hull, I restored power, used it to
cycle the boat deck hatch, moved the
launch inside.

All ten of my men had handguns, tuned
to the Starcore I carried with me. The
'stabs who met us were also armed, but
their weapons failed to fire. When I
demonstrated that we were under no
such handicap, they surrendered.

My interview with the cutter's captain
was brief and businesslike. He seemed
eager to inform me of the terrible
punishment awaiting all of us, myself in



particular; but I had no time to indulge
his fancies. I ordered him to transmit an
urgent SOS to the nearest battlewagon:
Belthazar, on out-system patrol a week's
run Sol-ward.

He refused.
I touched his pain center, but his

conditioning held. Ha blacked out. I
transmitted the call myself. Aboard
Belthazar, the commodore might
wonder; but he would come. For what
could resist the armed might of a ship of
the line?

9For seven days, while my men stood
guard over the ninety-man complement
of the cutter, I waited, sleeping, eating,
monitoring the actions of all one hundred
men, feeling outward for the battleship's



telltale energy pattern. It appeared, grew
stronger; at a distance of ten thousand
miles, I sensed the readying of
warheads. Company policy, I saw,
allowed no room for half-measures.
Before she could launch, I cut her
power. Now fifty million tons of dead
metal rushed toward me out of the
immense blackness of interstellar space.

It was the work of nine hours to match
course and velocity with her, draw
alongside at a distance of ten miles.
Then I reopened communications:" Your
armament is dead. I suspect conditions
inside are rapidly becoming untenable,
in the absence of heat, light, air
circulation, and so on. I have only one
battery, but it functions effectively. I call



on you to surrender." I restored power to
enable her to answer, and at once six
torpedoes leaped toward us. I was
forced to detonate them instantly. The
resultant blasts did heavy damage to
Belthazar's port quarter. I renewed my
demand for her surrender.

There was no response for another
hour. Then she fired a signal flare,
indicating acceptance of the inevitable.

I boarded her alone, and was
conducted to the suite of the Commodore
Commanding.

10His name was Thatch; he was a
man I had once known. I silenced his
questions and expostulations, told him
what he was to do. He was aware that he
and all his crew of over twenty thousand



were at my mercy; he transmitted a
message to the Chief of Naval
Operations requesting an immediate
rendezvous of the entire out-system
flotilla at a point designated by me. His
arguments were convincing. If indeed
battleships were helpless against me,
they had no choice but cooperation; and
if not, it would be as well to bring all
available force against me in a
conclusive counter-attack.

Again I waited, keeping to the
closely-guarded environs of the
Commodore's suite. I had restored
power to the ship, after seeing to the
disarming of her batteries.

The cutter's ninety man crew had been
transferred to the battleship. Manned



now by my ten men, she trailed us, ready
to open fire on command. There was no
trouble. Nine great vessels of war
approached, found themselves suddenly
without power, disarmed, helpless. My
crew went aboard each in turn, as I held
Belthazar's battery on them, destroyed
the fire-control center, after which their
captains were amenable to instruction. I
called the latter to a conference aboard
the flagship. For the occasion, I dressed
myself in a regulation Naval uniform, but
without insignia of rank or organization.

Two captains, five commodores, two
rear admirals, and a vice admiral
awaited me; behind ribboned gray
veterans of a long campaign more grim
than battle. These were the men who



implemented the Star lords' policies. I
wasted no time on amenities.

"You are here to surrender the Fleet,"
I told them. "Your ships will return to
Earth orbit and disembark your crews."

There was a great deal of talk, and
one effort to rush me. The four man
Marine guard detail and three of the
elderly officers lay on the deep-pile rug
before they recognized the futility of it.

Admiral Constant made one last
effort: "Tarleton, you'll be reinstated-
with an immediate jump in grade to
captain. I personally guarantee your star
in the statutory minimum time! I'm sure
that there'll be a decoration in it for you-
a very high decoration-and unofficially,
other rewards-"



"I'm not susceptible to bribes," I told
him.

In the end they accepted the fait
accompli. They had no choice, no
possibility of resistance. The Navy was
the planet's sole armed force, the
Starcore its sole power source. And I
controlled the Starcore. The flotilla
returned to Earth. One by one the great
ships discharged their complements. I
did not permit even skeleton crews to
remain aboard. For the first time since
their launching in the previous century,
the dreadnaughts drifted, lightless and
unmanned.

The man known to me as Heavy came
to the bridge of the flagship, from which
I had observed the disem-barkation.



"All right," he said. "You've captured
the Fleet without a shot. Now what?"

"We're going down," I said.
"Have you lost your mind, man?

You're holding the situation in the palm
of your hand-as long as you're here,
sitting behind the big guns. Go down,
and you've thrown it all away!"

"I have unfinished business on-
planet."

"Do you have any idea what
conditions will be like down there when
word gets around that the Navy's
disbanded-"

"That's not my concern. My business
is with Lord Imbolo."

"Stop and think for a minute, Tarlatan.
You've spiked his guns; you can dictate



policy. Isn't that enough?"
"I intend to destroy the disease at its

source."
"Tarlatan-even a bad system is better

than no system at all. Killing Imbolo is
nothing-but the anarchy that will come
afterwards will throw the whole world
back to the Neolithic!"

"Perhaps."
"Poor, bitter, disillusioned young

Tarlatan," Heavy said sardonically. "He
got a bad deal; his idols turned out to be
clay from the neck down; all his
cherished ideals turned out to be solid
brass. So he makes his grand gesture and
then breaks his toys! Sure, what are a
few billion people, so long as you have
your big moment, eyeball to eyeball with



the villain of the piece! To hell with you,
Lieutenant!"

"Prepare a G-boat," I said. "Get the
men aboard. We leave in half an hour."
Fourteen

The fifty acre fortress-palace known
as Imbolo Tower had been built on an
island off the Carolina coast. We landed
at the port outside the town. No ground
crew met us. The terminal was deserted.
Already, scraps of paper were blowing
across the formerly immaculate ramp.
We selected a pair of limousines from
among the vehicles abandoned outside
the terminal building and drove out
through the open gates, past empty guard
posts. There were a few people abroad
in the village. They stared as we went



past. I saw a few broken windows; a
wrecked car sat unattended across a
sidewalk. There were no other signs of
disorder.

The palace gates stood open. We
drove in along the wide, curved drive,
into the shadow of the tower that reared
up half a mile above us. I reached out
cautiously, but could detect no mind
within my range of sensitivity. Suddenly
the car veered to the left, leaving the
pavement. The drive unit died. I caught
the wheel, steered it to a halt. The driver
was slumped sideways, his face slack.
The other four men sprawled
unconscious in their seats. There was a
rending crash behind me. I turned to see
the second car on its side against a tree



from which a great section of bark had
been gouged. No one moved inside it.

I got out of the car, stood on the flat
green lawn under the spreading trees.
Vivid flowers grew in beds beside the
drive. In the silence, I heard the hum of
insects, the twittering of a bird. The sun
shone down brightly from the blue sky.
Across the park, the white facade of the
palace stood unguarded. I walked
toward it, alert for attack; but no attack
came. Inside the palace, all was silent,
the offices empty, the corridors dark. I
knew that Lord Imbolo's apartments
were situated in the Upper Tower. In the
grand foyer a bank of elevators stood
with open doors. I rode one to the
highest level to which it gave access,



continued my climb on foot. Twice, I
encountered doors secured by
powerlocks which I opened with a touch
of my mind. A more elaborate device
protected the ornate doors controlling
access to the one hundred and eighty-
fifth level, but it, too, opened to my
touch.

I found myself in a wide, gray-
carpeted room, softly-lit, furnished with
low chairs and tables, a desk at one
side, a pair of wide, carved doors
beyond it. They opened without
resistance into an unadorned passage
leading to still another pair of doors. As
I approached, they swung open before
me. I passed through them and was in the
presence of a man.



2He was a figure carved from basalt,
weathered by time and hard usage. His
skull was small, round, hairless, set
close against wide, still powerful
shoulders. His eyes were large, with
yellowish whites, steady on me as I
looked across at him. His hands, large,
dusty-black, coarse-knuckled, were
folded on the desk before him.

"Come in, Mr. Tarlatan," he said in a
deep voice as soft as crumpled velvet

"Sit down. You and I have matters
which require discussion." He spoke
with great assurance, as if I were a
routine caller, dropping in on invitation.
I reached out to touch his mind-And
encountered a surface as smooth and
impermeable as polished steel.



"I knew this day would come, in
time," he said, speaking easily, as if he
had noticed nothing. "Space is too wide,
men are too curious. And Rose world
was a mistake, of course. We had found
traces there, and it seemed a clever
solution to use the exiles to carry out the
search. Perhaps I'd grown over-
confident in my old age. Perhaps it was
mere luck." He smiled, but it seemed to
me that I detected a trace of tension
under the blandness.

"I congratulate you on your abilities,"
he went on when I made no answer.

"In some ways you've learned more in
a few months than I in all my years of
experimentation." He leaned back in his
chair, still smiling a little. "But for all



your cleverness, you've walked into my
trap as neatly as though I'd led you on a
rope." His smile grew a little wider, a
remarkably youthful, white-toothed
smile in his dark face.

"I point this out, not in a spirit of
boastfulness, but only to make it clear to
you that you're overmatched. And even if
you'd kept your distance, attacked me
indirectly, in the end the result would
have been the same. I could have
stopped you sooner, of course, but this
way we save time, eh?" As he spoke, I
had again extended my awareness, with
the greatest delicacy had scanned the
surface of that incredible shield that
protected his mind. What I found was not
precisely a weakness, but a point of



focus, where the lines of force came
together. Retaining only the most tenuous
contact, I again withdrew.

"I've followed your career with great
interest, you know," he said, almost
dreamily. "I knew your father, of course.
A vigorous young man-and an even more
vigorous old one." His expression
became grim.

"Over the years I've been forced to do
many things that caused me pain,
Tarlatan. But they were necessary." He
turned to stare out the wide, curved
window, waved a hand. "A pleasant
view, is it not? A garden city, busy,
prosperous, happy. A garden world.
Man's old dream of peace and order
realized." He swung back to stare into



my face. "A dream worth protecting, Mr.
Tarlatan. A dream worth elaborate
measures of security. A dream worth
whatever it may have cost."

"Curious that other men have always
paid the cost, Imbolo," I said. "Your bill
is long overdue."

He laughed, a quiet, patient chuckle.
"I didn't entice you here to destroy

you," he said. "Far from it. I need you,
Mr. Tarlatan, I'm free to admit it. The
burdens grow greater, and I grow weary.
I need help; understanding help,
someone to share the burden of
superiority."

"You misunderstand," I said. "I'm in
no danger of destruction." A frown
flicked across his face like a shadow.



"Don't be a fool, young man. There's
nothing to be gained by conflict between
us. We two hold the power. The others-
Catrice, Banshire and the rest: they're
puppets, nothing more. They were wise
enough to back me with their fortunes in
the beginning; in gratitude I've kept my
promises to them. But you and I-we're a
different matter, boy! We hold the key,
we two alone of all the billions-" He
struck without warning, a hammer-blow
aimed at my mind. My vision blacked
out; for a time outside of time the
pressure crushed at me, while I strained
against it with every erg of power I
could summon. . . . Suddenly the
pressure was gone. I blinked away
dimness. Sweat was running down



across the fine wrinkles of Imbolo's
face. He looked at me, his mouth curved
in a smile without meaning.

"So-you surprise me, boy. I meant
only to give you a touch of the quirt, as it
were. But I see you're not yet broken to
the whip." He shook his head like a man
dazed by a blow. "All the better. I need
a partner, not another underling. Things
are falling apart, Tarlatan. I confess this
to you. It's gotten too big, too complex;
too many. pressures have built, too many
repercussions of repercussions. What
they don't understand, they fear -and
when they fear, they hate. You'll learn
that, Tarlatan. Perhaps you already have.
The price of your supremacy is the love
of your fellow man."



"Things are worse than you realize,
Imbolo," I said-and this time I struck
first. The featureless shield held firm for
an instant; then split, and I lanced in past
the motor control centers, past the
volitional node, toward the brilliant
point of pseudo-light that was the
essential ego of the man-And merged.

His mind lay bare to me, as mine to
him. I saw his memories: the long-ago
days of his youth, the early aspirations,
the years of dedication, the fears,
mastered at last, the beginning of the
long journey outward into the unknown. I
saw disaster strike as a gyro malfunction
aborted his Jupiter approach, felt with
him panic, and then the acceptance, and
the terrible loneliness as his primitive



vessel fell outward toward the
emptiness of interstellar space.

I watched as he gathered his forces,
cleared away the paralysis; I saw the
focusing of a brilliant intellect, the
analysis of the situation, the rebirth of
hope. I followed as he calculated,
planned, waited-and at the proper
moment, used the last of his fuel in a
forlorn effort to throw the vessel into
orbit around Saturn's outermost moon.
Not in hope of saving his own life-he
knew there was no chance of that-but to
preserve the ship intact for the study of
those who followed, a lonely act of
heroism and desperation. Then the
waiting, the growing awareness that he
had failed again, that the ship was falling



in past Europa; and then again hope, as it
took up an eccentric orbit that brought it
close to Ganymede. Close enough for a
final desperate attempt, using the
atmospheric braking jets, to maneuver
for a landing-and to succeed.

And the dawning wonder as he
realized that the time-eroded shapes
around him were those of a city fallen
into ruin.

In his space suit, he had emerged from
the tiny vessel, tramped through the dust-
and ice-covered avenues, silvery in the
light of the ringed impossible world that
hung swollen in the black sky. I saw him,
light-headed with starvation, stumble on
the chamber where the white egg-shapes
lay racked, saw how his mind, half-freed



from his body, groped out instinctively,
touched the triggering impulse-and
awoke the power of the Starcore.

Alone, without instruction, in a state
bordering delirium, he had learned to tap
the energy source, direct its flow into his
ship's power system, had re-energized
the synthesizer system which converted
inert mineral matter into edible organics,
had regained his strength, lifted from the
barren world, and begun his return
voyage to Earth.

And on the way, he had considered
the results of his discovery. He had
visualized the impact of a perpetual,
inexhaustible power source on the
tortured world, assessed his culture's
ability to use it wisely-and found it



wanting. I agonized with him as he
recognized-and accept-ed-the burden
that devolved on him.

The years of struggle, planning, of the
gradual shaping of order, the lessons
learned, the controls imposed, the
growing weariness. .The rise of the
Hateniks, an expression of the formless
urge of humanity for change. The threat,
ever-present, that the secret of the
Starcore would fall into the hands of one
who would misuse it.

Culminating in the arrival of the brash
young man with the strange eyes . .

. Myself.
I saw the welcome in his heart, the

overwhelming desire to relinquish the
terrible power he had held so long to



another, younger man, to rest at last. But
first, the need to be sure of his
successor's abilities, his intentions. The
need to teach him, to pass along the
bitterly-won lessons of his long life. .

. .
"Now you see, Tarlatan," his voice

came from far away. "Now you
understand."

"You made mistakes, Imbolo," I said.
"There were things you didn't know. The
Ancils still live, they can teach us. . . ."

"Now I understand. Too late,
Tarlatan. Too late for me. I
underestimated you. You struck too hard.
. . ." The light of his mind was fading. I
tried to grapple to it, to breathe new life
into it, but I was too slow, too clumsy.



Then I was alone in darkness.
4Lord Imbolo sat in the chair behind

the gleaming desk, his eyes half open,
the faint smile still on his mouth, dead.

I made my way out of the suite, down
the stairs, out of the building. On the
wide terrace they waited for me, warily.

"You went in-and you came back
alive," Heavy said. "I suppose that
means you've done what you came for.
Now you hold all the cards. What game
are you calling?"

"I'm throwing in my hand," I said.
"You take over." He stepped forward
and caught my arm. "You're yourself
again," he said.

"What happened?"
"I discovered what playing God



means. I'm not up to the job." I shook his
hand off. I had taken two steps when a
familiar touch brushed my mind:" Ban . .
. we have followed with you, directed
you, through your eyes seen the nature of
your young kind. Brutal you are, and
primitive; but the seeds of greatness are
in you. Our long era ends, yours begins.
You must play your role, as have we."

"I'm finished," I said. "I'm tired. I
want to rest."

"Alas, Ban," the Ancils mourned; their
voices were faint with distance. "For
you there is no rest. And in a thousand
years, perhaps, you will know the true
meaning of weariness. You have
assumed a burden you cannot discard:
embarked on a path from which you



cannot depart.
"And yet-you are young, and life is

sweet. Go forth, breathe the clear air,
look on your green world. When your
mind is healed-come back."

"Tarlatan," Heavy was saying. "I've
already talked with Admiral Grayson.
He wants permission to hold the Navy
together as a peace-keeping force until
you've . . . made other arrangements. I
think we ought to cooperate. We have to
begin somewhere. Rebuilding a world
from scratch is a bigger job than any of
us ever considered."

"Yes," I said, "hold it together. Make
it work. Imbolo is dead, but the world
lives on."

"Where are you going, Tarlatan? What



are your plans?"
"Plans?" I looked up at the toy clouds

drifting across the sky. "I have no plans.
I'm going out there ." I waved a hand that
encompassed the world ".

. . and see if there's anything worth
preserving. If so . one day perhaps I'll be
back."

I walked away under the green trees.
A soft breeze carried the perfume of
flowers. A fountain tinkled. A bird sang.

Perhaps in a thousand years-or ten
thousand-a destroying horde known as
the Axorc would burst from the deeps of
intergalactic space to sweep us away.
Perhaps they would succeed-and
perhaps we would surprise them. Or
perhaps they had died a thousand



centuries ago, and their threat was an
empty bugaboo.

But if the Axorc did not exist, there
would be other, even greater threats to
Man. And of these, the greatest would be
Man himself.

"And if you master yourselves, who
then can you fear?" a voice whispered
from far away.

"Who indeed?" I said aloud, and
laughed, and passed through the gate into
the wide world.
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