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Chapter 1

"Lot ninety-s even," the auc tioneer announc ed. "A  boy."

T he boy was  dizzy and hal f s ic k from the feel  of ground underfoot T he s lave s hip had c ome more than forty l ight-years ; i t c arried in i ts  holds  the s tink of al l  s lave s hips , a reek of c rowded unwas hed bodies , of fear and vomit and anc ient grief. Yet in i t the boy had been s omeone, a rec ognized member of a group,
enti tled to his  meal eac h day, enti tled to fight for his  right to eat i t in peac e. He had even had friends .

Now he was  again nothing and nobody, again about to be s old.

A  lot had been knoc ked down on the auc tion bloc k, matc hed blonde girls , al leged to be twins ; the bidding had been bris k, the pric e high. T he auc tioneer turned with a s m i le of s atis fac tion and pointed at the boy. "Lot ninety-s even. Shove him  up here."

T he boy was  c uffed and prodded onto the bloc k, s tood tens e whi le his  feral  eyes  darted around, taking in what he had not been able to s ee from the pen. T he s lave market l ies  on the s pac eport s ide of the famous  P laza of Liberty, fac ing the hi l l  c rowned by the s ti l l  more famous  P raes idium of the Sargon, c api tol  of
the Nine W orlds . T he boy did not rec ognize i t; he did not even know what planet he was  on. He looked at the c rowd.

Clos es t to the s lave bloc k were beggars , ready to wheedle eac h buyer as  he c laimed his  property. Beyond them, in a s emi-c i rc le, were s eats  for the ric h and privi leged. On eac h flank of this  el i te group waited their s laves , bearers , and bodyguards  and drivers , idl ing near the ground c ars  of the ric h and the palanquins
and s edan c hairs  of the s ti l l  ric her. Behind the lords  and ladies  were c ommoners , idlers  and c urious , freedmen and pic kpoc kets  and vendors  of c old drinks , an oc c as ional  c ommoner merc hant not privi leged to s i t but alert for a bargain in a porter, a c lerk, a mec hanic , or even a hous e s ervant for his  wives .

"Lot ninety-s even," the auc tioneer repeated. "A  fine, heal thy lad, s ui table as  page or ti reboy. Imagine him , my lords  and ladies , in the l ivery of your hous e. Look at--" His  words  were los t in the s c ream of a s hip, dopplering in at the s pac eport behind him .

T he old beggar Bas l im  the Cripple twis ted his  hal f-naked body and s quinted his  one eye over the edge of the bloc k. T he boy did not look l ike a doc i le hous e s ervant to Bas l im ; he looked a hunted animal, di rty, s kinny, and bruis ed. Under the dirt, the boy's  bac k s howed white s c ar s treaks , endors ements  of former
owners ' opinions .

T he boy's  eyes  and the s hape of his  ears  c aus ed Bas l im  to gues s  that he m ight be of unmutated Earth anc es try, but not muc h c ould be c ertain s ave that he was  s mal l , s c ared, male, and s ti l l  defiant T he boy c aught the beggar s taring at him  and glared bac k.

T he din died out and a wealthy dandy s eated in front waved a kerc hief lazi ly at the auc tioneer. "Don't was te our time, you ras c al . Show us  s omething l ike that las t lot."

"P leas e, noble s i r. I mus t dis pos e of the lots  in c atalog order."

"T hen get on with i t!  Or c uff that s tarved varm int as ide and s how us  merc handis e."

"You are kind, my lord." T he auc tioneer rais ed his  voic e. "I have been as ked to be quic k and I am s ure my noble employer would agree. Let me be frank. T his  beauti ful  lad is  young; his  new owner mus t inves t ins truc tion in him . T herefore--" T he boy hardly l is tened. He knew only a s mattering of this  language and what
was  s aid did not matter anyhow. He looked over the vei led ladies  and elegant men, wondering whic h one would be his  new problem.

"--a low s tarting pric e and a quic k turnover. A  bargain!  Do I hear twenty s tel lars ?"

T he s i lenc e grew awkward. A  lady, s leek and expens ive from s andaled feet to lac e-vei led fac e, leaned toward the dandy, whis pered and giggled. He frowned, took out a dagger and pretended to groom his  nai ls . "I s aid to get on with i t," he growled.

T he auc tioneer s ighed. "I beg you to remember, gentlefolk, that I mus t ans wer to my patron. But we'l l  s tart s ti l l  lower. T en s tel lars --yes , I s aid. 'T en.' Fantas tic ! "

He looked amazed. "Am I growing deaf? Did s omeone l i ft a finger and I fai l  to s ee i t? Cons ider, I beg you. Here you have a fres h young lad l ike a c lean s heet of paper; you c an draw any des ign you l ike. A t this  unbel ievably low pric e you c an afford to make a mute of him , or al ter him  as  your fanc y pleas es ."

"Or feed him  to the fis h! "

" 'Or feed him--' Oh, you are wi tty, noble s i r! "

"I'm  bored. W hat makes  you think that s orry i tem is  worth anything? Your s on, perhaps ?"

T he auc tioneer forc ed a s m i le. "I would be proud i f he were. I wis h I were perm itted to tel l  you this  lad's  anc es try--"

"W hic h means  you don't know."

"T hough my l ips  mus t be s ealed, I c an point out the s hape of his  s kul l , the perfec tly rounded c urve of his  ears ." T he auc tioneer nipped the boy's  ear, pul led i t.

T he boy twis ted and bi t his  hand. T he c rowd laughed.

T he man s natc hed his  hand away. "A  s piri ted lad. Nothing a tas te of leather won't c ure. Good s toc k, look at his  ears . T he bes t in the Galaxy, s ome s ay."

T he auc tioneer had overlooked s omething; the young dandy was  from Syndon IV . He removed his  helmet, unc overing typic al  Syndonian ears , long, hairy, and pointed. He leaned forward and his  ears  twi tc hed. "W ho is  your noble protec tor?"

T he old beggar Bas l im  s c ooted near the c orner of the bloc k, ready to duc k. T he boy tens ed and looked around, aware of trouble wi thout unders tanding why. T he auc tioneer went whi te--no one s neered at Syndonians  fac e to fac e ... not more than onc e. "My lord," he gas ped, "you m is unders tood me."

"Repeat that c rac k about 'ears ' and 'the bes t s toc k.' "

Pol ic e were in s ight but not c los e. T he auc tioneer wet his  l ips . "Be grac ious , gentle lord. My c hi ldren would s tarve. I quoted a c ommon s aying--not my opinion. I was  trying to has ten a bid for this  c hattel  ... as  you yours el f urged."

T he s i lenc e was  broken by a female voic e s aying, "Oh, let him  go, Dwarol . It's  not his  faul t how the s lave's  ears  are s haped; he has  to s el l  him ."

T he Syndonian breathed heavi ly. "Sel l  him , then! "

T he auc tioneer took a breath. "Yes , my lord." He pul led hims el f together and went on, "I beg my lords ' and ladies ' pardons  for was ting time on a m inor lot. I now as k for any bid at al l ."

He waited, s aid nervous ly, "I hear no bid, I s ee no bid. No bid onc e ... i f you do not bid, I am required to return this  lot to s toc k and c ons ul t my patron before c ontinuing. No bid twic e. T here are many beauti ful  i tems  to be offered; i t would be a s hame not to s how them. No bid three--"

"T here's  your bid," the Syndonian s aid.

"Eh?" T he old beggar was  holding up two fingers . T he auc tioneer s tared. "A re you offering a bid?"

"Yes ," c roaked the old man, "i f the lords  and ladies  perm it."

T he auc tioneer glanc ed at the s eated c irc le. Someone in the c rowd s houted, "W hy not? Money is  money."

T he Syndonian nodded; the auc tioneer s aid quic kly, "You offer two s tel lars  for this  boy?"

"No, no, no, no, no! " Bas l im  s c reamed. "T wo m inims ! "

T he auc tioneer lac ked at him ; the beggar jerked his  head as ide. T he auc tioneer s houted, "Get out!  I'l l  teac h you to make fun of your betters ! "

"Auc tioneer! "

"S ir? Yes , my lord?"

T he Syndonian s aid, "Your words  were 'any bid at al l .' Sel l  him  the boy."

"But--"

"You heard me."

"My lord, I c annot s el l  on one bid. T he law is  c lear; one bid is  not an auc tion. Nor even two unles s  the auc tioneer has  s et a m inimum. W ith no m inimum, I am not al lowed to s el l  wi th les s  than three bids . Noble s i r, this  law was  given to protec t the owner, not my unhappy s el f."

Someone s houted, "T hat's  the law! "

T he Syndonian frowned. "T hen dec lare the bid."



"W hatever pleas es  my lords  and ladies ." He fac ed the c rowd. "For lot ninety-s even: I heard a bid of two m inims . W ho'l l  make i t four?"

"Four," s tated the Syndonian.

"Five! " a voic e c al led out.

T he Syndonian motioned the beggar to him . Bas l im  moved on hands  and one knee, wi th the s tump of the other leg dragging and was  hampered by his  alms  bowl. T he auc tioneer s tarted droning, "Going at five m inims  onc e ... five m inims  twic e ..."

"S ix! " s napped the Syndonian, glanc ed into the beggar's  bowl, reac hed in his  purs e and threw him  a handful  of c hange.

"I hear s ix. Do I hear s even?"

"Seven," c roaked Bas l im .

"I'm  bid s even. You, over there, wi th your thumb tip. You make i t eight?"

"Nine! " interpos ed the beggar.

T he auc tioneer glared but put the bid. T he pric e was  approac hing one s tel lar, too expens ive a joke for mos t of the c rowd. T he lords  and ladies  nei ther wanted the worthles s  s lave nor wis hed to queer the Syndonian's  jes t.

T he auc tioneer c hanted, "Going onc e at nine ... going twic e at nine ... going three times --s old at nine m inims ! " He s hoved the boy off the bloc k almos t into the beggar's  lap. "T ake him  and get out! "

"Softly," c autioned the Syndonian. "T he bi l l  of s ale."

Res training hims el f, the auc tioneer fi l led in pric e and new owner on a form already prepared for lot ninety-s even. Bas l im  paid over nine m inims --then had to be s ubs idized again by the Syndonian, as  the s tamp tax was  more than the s el l ing pric e. T he boy s tood quietly by. He knew that he had been s old again and
he was  getting i t through his  head that the old man was  his  new mas ter--not that i t mattered; he wanted nei ther of them. W hi le al l  were bus y with the tax, he made a break.

W ithout appearing to look the old beggar made a long arm, s nagged an ankle, pul led him  bac k. T hen Bas l im  heaved hims el f erec t, plac ed an arm ac ros s  the boy's  s houlders  and us ed him  for a c rutc h. T he boy fel t a bony hand c lutc h his  elbow in a s trong grip and relaxed hims el f to the inevi table--another time; they
always  got c areles s  i f you waited.

Supported, the beggar bowed with great digni ty. "My lord," he s aid hus ki ly, "I and my s ervant thank you."

"Nothing, nothing." T he Syndonian flouris hed his  kerc hief in dis m is s al .

From the P laza of Liberty to the hole where Bas l im  l ived was  les s  than a l i , no more than a hal f m i le, but i t took them longer than s uc h dis tanc e impl ies . T he hopping progres s  the old man c ould manage us ing the boy as  one leg was  even s lower than his  s peed on two hands  and one knee, and i t was  interrupted
frequently by res ts  for bus ines s --not that bus ines s  c eas ed whi le they s huffled along, as  the old man required the boy to thrus t the bowl under the nos e of every pedes trian.

Bas l im  ac c ompl is hed this  wi thout words . He had tried Interl ingua, Spac e Dutc h, Sargones e, hal f a dozen forms  of patois , thieves ' ki tc hen, c ant, s lave l ingo, and trade talk--even Sys tem Engl is h--wi thout res ul t, al though he s us pec ted that the boy had unders tood him  more than onc e. T hen he dropped the attempt
and made his  wis hes  known by s ign language and a c uff or two. If the boy and he had no words  in c ommon, he would teac h him--al l  in good time, al l  in good time. Bas l im  was  in no hurry. Bas l im  was  never in a hurry; he took the long view.

Bas l im 's  home lay under the old amphitheater. W hen Sargon Augus tus  of imperial  memory dec reed a larger c i rc us  only part of the old one was  demol is hed; the work was  interrupted by the Sec ond Cetan W ar and never res umed. Bas l im  led the boy into thes e, ruins . T he going was  rough and i t was  nec es s ary for the
old man to res ume c rawl ing. But he never let go his  grip. Onc e he had the boy only by breec hc lout; the boy almos t wriggled out of his  one bi t of c lothing before the beggar s natc hed a wris t. A fter that they went more s lowly.

T hey went down a hole at the dark end of a ruined pas s age, the boy being forc ed to go fi rs t. T hey c rawled over s hards  and rubble and c ame into a night-blac k but s mooth c orridor. Down again ... and they were in the performers ' barrac ks  of the old amphitheater, under the old arena.

T hey c ame in the dark to a wel l -c arpentered door. Bas l im  s hoved the boy through, fol lowed him  and c los ed i t, pres s ed his  thumb to a pers onal  loc k, touc hed a s witc h; l ight c ame on. "W el l , lad, we're home."

T he boy s tared. Long ago he had given up having expec tations  of any s ort. But what he s aw was  not anything he c ould have expec ted. It was  a modes t dec ent s mal l  l iving room, tight, neat, and c lean. Cei l ing panels  gave pleas ant glareles s  l ight. Furni ture was  s pars e but adequate. T he boy looked around in awe;
poor as  i t was , i t was  better than anything he remembered having l ived in.

T he beggar let go his  s houlder, hopped to a s tac k of s helves , put down his  bowl, and took up a c ompl ic ated s omething. It was  not unti l  the beggar s huc ked his  c lout and s trapped the thing in plac e that the boy figured out what i t was : an arti fic ial  leg, s o wel l  artic ulated that i t rivaled the effic ienc y of fles h and blood.
T he man s tood up, took trous ers  from a c hes t, drew them on, and hardly s eemed c rippled. "Come here," he s aid, in Interl ingua.

T he boy did not move. Bas l im  repeated i t in other languages , s hrugged, took the boy by an arm, led him  into a room beyond. It was  s mal l , both ki tc hen and was h room; Bas l im  fi l led a pan, handed the boy a bi t of s oap and s aid, "T ake a bath." He pantomimed what he wanted.

T he boy s tood in mute s tubbornnes s . T he man s ighed, pic ked up a brus h s ui table for floors  and s tarted as  i f to s c rub the boy. He s topped with s ti ff bris tles  touc hing s kin and repeated, "T ake a bath. W as h yours el f," s aying i t in Interl ingua and Sys tem Engl is h.

T he boy hes i tated, took off his  c lout and s tarted s lowly to lather hims el f.

Bas l im  s aid, "T hat's  better," pic ked up the fi l thy breec h c lout, dropped i t in a was te c an, laid out a towel, and, turning to the ki tc hen s ide, s tarted preparing a meal.

A  few m inutes  later he turned and the boy was  gone.

Unhurriedly he walked into the l iving room, found the boy naked and wet and trying very hard to open the door. T he boy s aw him  but redoubled his  futi le efforts . Bas l im  tapped him  on the s houlder, hooked a thumb toward the s mal ler room. "Finis h your bath."

He turned away. T he boy s lunk after him .

W hen the boy was  was hed and dry, Bas l im  put the s tew he had been fres hening bac k on the burner, turned the s witc h to "s immer" and opened a c upboard, from whic h he removed a bottle and daubs  of vegetable floc k. Clean, the boy was  a pattern of s c ars  and bruis es , unhealed s ores  and c uts  and abras ions , old
and new. "Hold s ti l l ."

T he s tuff s tung; the boy s tarted to wiggle. "Hold s ti l l ! " Bas l im  repeated in a pleas ant fi rm  tone and s lapped him . T he boy relaxed, tens ing only as  the medic ine touc hed him . T he man looked c areful ly at an old ulc er on the boy's  knee, then, humming s oftly, went again to the c upboard, c ame bac k and injec ted the boy
in one buttoc k--fi rs t ac ting out the idea that he would s lap his  head off his  s houlders  i f he fai led to take i t quietly. T hat done, he found an old c loth, motioned the boy to wrap hims el f a c lout, turned bac k to his  c ooking.

P res ently Bas l im  plac ed big bowls  of s tew on the table in the l iving room, fi rs t moving c hair and table s o that the boy m ight s i t on the c hes t whi le eating. He added a handful  of fres h green lenti ls  and a c ouple of generous  c hunks  of c ountry bread, blade and hard. "Soup's  on, lad. Come and get i t."

T he boy s at down on the edge of the c hes t but remained pois ed for fl ight and did not eat.

Bas l im  s topped eating. "W hat's  the matter?" He s aw the boy's  eyes  fl ic k toward the door, then drop. "Oh, s o that's  i t." He got up, s teadying hims el f to get his  fals e leg under him , went to the door, pres s ed his  thumb in the loc k. He fac ed the boy. "T he door is  unloc ked," he announc ed. "E i ther eat your dinner, or leave."
He repeated i t s everal  ways  and was  pleas ed when he thought that he detec ted unders tanding on us ing the language he s urm is ed m ight be the s lave's  native tongue.

But he let the matter res t, went bac k to the table, got c areful ly into his  c hair and pic ked up his  s poon.

T he boy reac hed for his  own, then s uddenly was  off the c hes t and out the door. Bas l im  went on eating. T he door remained ajar, l ight s treaming into the labyrinth.

Later, when Bas l im  had finis hed a leis urely dinner, he bec ame aware that the boy was  watc hing him  from the s hadows . He avoided looking, lounged bac k, and s tarted pic king his  teeth. W ithout turning, he s aid in the language he had dec ided m ight be the boy's  own, "W i l l  you c ome eat your dinner? Or s hal l  I throw i t
away?"

T he boy did not ans wer. "A l l  right," Bas l im  went on, "i f you won't, I'l l  have to c los e the door. I c an't ris k leaving i t open with the l ight on." He s lowly got up, went to the door, and s tarted to c los e i t. "Las t c al l ," he announc ed. "Clos ing up for the night."

As  the door was  almos t c los ed the boy s quealed, "W ait! " in the language Bas l im  expec ted, and s c urried ins ide.

"W elc ome," Bas l im  s aid quietly. "I'l l  leave i t unloc ked, in c as e you c hange your m ind." He s ighed. "If I had my way, no one would ever be loc ked in."

T he boy did not ans wer but s at down, huddled hims el f over the food and began wolfing i t as  i f afraid i t m ight be s natc hed away. His  eyes  fl ic ked from right to left. Bas l im  s at down and watc hed.

T he extreme pac e s lowed but c hewing and gulping never c eas ed unti l  the las t bi t of s tew had been c has ed with the las t honk of bread, the las t lenti l  c runc hed and s wal lowed. T he final  bi tes  appeared to go down by s heer wi l l  power, but s wal low them he did, s at up, looked Bas l im  in the eye and s m i led s hyly.
Bas l im  s m i led bac k.

T he boy's  s m i le vanis hed. He turned white, then a l ight green. A  rope of drool  c ame wi l ly-ni l ly from a c orner of his  mouth--and he was  dis as trous ly s ic k.

Bas l im  moved to avoid the explos ion. "S tars  in heaven, I'm  an idiot! " he exc laimed, in his  native language. He went into the ki tc hen, returned with rags  and pai l , wiped the boy's  fac e and told him  s harply to quiet down, then c leaned the s tone floor.

A fter a bi t he returned with a muc h s mal ler ration, only broth and a s mal l  piec e of bread. "Soak the bread and eat i t."

"I better not."

"Eat i t. You won't be s ic k again. I s hould have known better, s eeing your bel ly agains t your bac kbone, than to give you a man-s ized meal. But eat s lowly."

T he boy looked up and his  c hin quivered. T hen he took a s mal l  s poonful . Bas l im  watc hed whi le he finis hed the broth and mos t of the bread.

"Good," Bas l im  s aid at las t. "W el l , I'm  for bed, lad. By the way, what's  your name?"

T he boy hes i tated. "T horby."

" 'T horby'--a good name. You c an c al l  me 'Pop.' Good night." He uns trapped his  leg, hopped to the s hel f and put i t away, hopped to his  bed. It was  a peas ant bed, a hard mattres s  in a c orner. He s c runc hed c los e to the wal l  to leave room for the boy and s aid, "Put out the l ight before you c ome to bed." T hen he c los ed
his  eyes  and waited.

T here was  long s i lenc e. He heard the boy go to the door; the l ight went out Bas l im  waited, l is tening for nois e of the door opening. It did not c ome; ins tead he fel t the mattres s  give as  the boy c rawled in. "Good night," he repeated.

"G'night."

He had almos t dozed when he real ized that the boy was  trembl ing violently. He reac hed behind him , fel t s kinny ribs , patted them; the boy broke into s obs .

He turned over, eas ed his  s tump into a c omfortable pos i tion, put an arm around the boy's  s haking s houlders  and pul led his  fac e agains t his  own c hes t "It's  al l  right, T horby," he s aid gently, "i t's  al l  right It's  over now. It'l l  never happen again."

T he boy c ried out loud and c lung to him . Bas l im  held him , s peaking s oftly unti l  the s pas ms  s topped. T hen he held s ti l l  unti l  he was  s ure that T horby was  as leep.

Chapter 2

T horby's  wounds  healed, thos e outs ide quic kly, thos e ins ide s lowly. T he old beggar ac quired another mattres s  and s tuc k i t in the other c orner. But Bas l im  would s ometimes  wake to find a s mal l  warm bundle s nuggled agains t his  s pine and know thereby that the boy had had another nightmare. Bas l im  was  a l ight
s leeper and hated s haring a bed. But he never forc ed T horby to go bac k to his  own bed when this  happened.

Sometimes  the boy would c ry out his  dis tres s  wi thout waking. Onc e Bas l im  was  jerked awake by hearing T horby wai l , "Mama, Mama! " W ithout making a l ight he c rawled quic kly to the boy's  pal let and bent over him . "T here, there, s on, i t's  al l  right"

"Papa?"

"Go bac k to s leep, s on. You'l l  wake Mama." He added, "I'l l  s tay wi th you -- you're s afe. Now be quiet. W e don't want to wake Mama ... do we?"

"A l l  right, Papa."

T he old man waited, almos t wi thout breathing, unti l  he was  s ti ff and c old and his  s tump ac hed. W hen he was  s atis fied that the boy was  as leep he c rawled to his  own bed.

T hat inc ident c aus ed the old man to try hypnos is . A  long time earl ier, when Bas l im  had had two eyes , two legs , and no reas on to beg, he had learned the art. But he had never l iked hypnos is , even for therapy; he had an almos t rel igious  c onc ept of the digni ty of the individual ; hypnotizing another pers on did not fi t
his  bas ic  evaluation.

But this  was  an emergenc y.

He was  s ure that T horby had been taken from his  parents  s o young that he had no c ons c ious  memory of them. T he boy's  notion of l i fe was  a jumbled rec ol lec tion of mas ters , s ome bad, s ome wors e, al l  of whom had tried to break the s piri t of a "bad" boy. T horby had expl ic i t memories  of s ome of thes e mas ters  and
des c ribed them in gutter s peec h vivid and violent. But he was  never s ure of time or plac e -- "plac e" was  s ome es tate, or hous ehold, or fac tor's  c ompound, never a partic ular planet or s un (his  notions  of as tronomy were mos tly wrong and he was  innoc ent of galac tography) and "time" was  s imply "before" or "after,"
"s hort" or "long." W hi le eac h planet has  i ts  day, i ts  year, i ts  own method of dating, whi le they are rec onc i led for s c ienc e in terms  of the s tandard s ec ond as  defined by radioac tive dec ay, the s tandard year of the birthplac e of mankind, and a s tandard referenc e date, the fi rs t jump from that planet. Sol  III, to i ts  s atel l i te,
i t was  impos s ible for an i l l i terate boy to date anything that way. Earth was  a myth to T horby and a "day" was  the time between two s leeps .

Bas l im  c ould not gues s  the lad's  age. T he boy looked l ike unmutated Earth s toc k and was  pre-adoles c ent, but any gues s  would be bas ed on unproved as s umption. Vandorians  and Italo-Glyphs  look l ike the original  s toc k, but Vandorians  take three times  as  long to mature -- Bas l im  rec al led the odd tale about the
c ons ular agent's  daughter whos e s ec ond hus band was  the great grands on of her fi rs t and s he had outl ived them both. Mutations  do not nec es s ari ly s how up in appearanc e.

It was  c onc eivable that this  boy was  "older" in s tandard s ec onds  than Bas l im  hims el f; s pac e is  deep and mankind adapted i ts el f in many ways  to many c ondi tions . Never m ind!  -- he was  a youngs ter and he needed help.

T horby was  not afraid of hypnos is ; the word meant nothing to him , nor did Bas l im  explain. A fter s upper one evening the old man s imply s aid, "T horby, I want you to do s omething."



"Sure, Pop. W hat?"

"Lie down on your bed. T hen I'm  going to make you s leepy and we'l l  talk."

"Huh? You mean the other way around, don't you?"

"No. T his  is  a di fferent s ort of s leep. You'l l  be able to talk."

T horby was  dubious  but wi l l ing. T he old man l ighted a c andle, s witc hed off the glow plates . Us ing the flame to foc us  attention he s tarted the anc ient routines  of monotonous  s ugges tion, of relaxation, drows ines s  ... s leep.

"T horby, you are as leep but you c an hear me. You c an ans wer."

"Yes , Pop."

"You wi l l  s tay as leep unti l  I tel l  you to wake. But you wi l l  be able to ans wer any ques tion I as k."

"Yes , Pop."

"You remember the s hip that brought you here. W hat was  i ts  name?"

"T he Merry W idow. Only that was n't what we c al led i t."

"You remember getting into that s hip. Now you are in i t -- you c an s ee i t. You remember al l  about i t. Now go bac k to where you were when you went aboard."

T he boy s ti ffened without waking. "I don't want to! "

"I'l l  be right wi th you. You'l l  be s afe. Now what is  the name of the plac e? Go bac k to i t. Look at i t."

An hour and a hal f later Bas l im  s ti l l  s quatted bes ide the s leeping boy. Sweat poured down wrinkles  in his  fac e and he fel t badly s haken. To get the boy bac k to the time he wanted to explore i t had been nec es s ary to forc e him  bac k through experienc es  dis gus ting even to Bas l im , old and hardened as  he was .
Repeatedly T horby had fought agains t i t, nor c ould Bas l im  blame him  -- he fel t now that he c ould c ount the s c ars  on the boy's  bac k and as s ign a vi l lain to eac h.

But he had ac hieved his  purpos e; to delve farther bac k than the boy's  waking memory ran, bac k into his  very early c hi ldhood, and at las t to the traumatic  moment when the baby manc hi ld had been taken from his  parents .

He left the boy in deep c oma whi le he c ol lec ted his  s hattered thoughts . T he las t few moments  of the ques t had been s o bad that the old man doubted his  judgment in trying to dig out the s ourc e of the trouble.

W el l , let's  s ee ... what had he found out?

T he boy was  born free. But he had always  been s ure of that.

T he boys  native language was  Sys tem Engl is h, s poken with an ac c ent Bas l im  c ould not plac e; i t had been blurred by baby s peec h. T hat plac ed him  ins ide the Terran Hegemony; i t was  even pos s ible (though not l ikely) that the boy had been born on Earth. T hat was  a s urpris e; he had thought the boy's  native
language was  Interl ingua, s inc e he s poke i t better than he did the other three he knew.

W hat els e? W el l , the boy's  parents  were c ertainly dead, i f the c onfus ed and terror-ridden memory he had pried out of the boy's  s kul l  c ould be trus ted. He had been unable to dig out their fam i ly name nor any way of identi fying them -- they were jus t "Papa" and "Mama" -- s o Bas l im  gave up a hal f-formed plan of trying to
get word to relatives  of the boy.

W el l , now to make this  ordeal  he had put the lad through worth the c os t --

"T horby?"

T he boy moaned and s ti rred. "Yes , Pop?"

"You are as leep. You won't wake up unti l  I tel l  you to."

"I won't wake up unti l  you tel l  me to."

"W hen I tel l  you, you wi l l  wake at onc e. You wi l l  feel  fine and you won't remember anything we've talked about."

"Yes , Pop."

"You wi l l  forget. But you wi l l  feel  fine. About hal f an hour later you wi l l  feel  s leepy again. I'l l  tel l  you to go to bed and you wi l l  go to bed and go right to s leep. You'l l  s leep al l  night, good s leep and pleas ant dreams . You won't have any more bad dreams . Say i t."

"I won't have any more bad dreams ."

"You won't ever have any more bad dreams . Not ever."

"Not ever."

"Papa and Mama don't want you to have any bad dreams . T hey're happy and they want you to be happy. W hen you dream about them, i t wi l l  always  be happy dreams ."

"Happy dreams ."

"Everything is  al l  right now, T horby. You are s tarting to wake. You're waking up and you c an't remember what we've been talking about. But you'l l  never have bad dreams  again. W ake up, T horby."

T he boy s at up, rubbed his  eyes , yawned, and grinned. "Gee, I fel l  as leep. Gues s  I played out on you, Pop. Didn't work, huh?"

"Everything's  al l  right, T horby."

It took more than one s es s ion to lay thos e ghos ts , but the nightmares  dwindled and s topped. Bas l im  was  not tec hnic ian enough to remove the bad memories ; they were s ti l l  there. A l l  he did was  to implant s ugges tions  to keep them from making T horby unhappy. Nor would Bas l im  have removed memories  had he
been s ki l led enough; he had a s ti ff-nec ked bel ief that a man's  experienc es  belonged to him  and that even the wors t s hould not be taken from him  without his  c ons ent.

T horby's  days  were as  bus y as  his  nights  had bec ome peac eful . During their early partners hip Bas l im  kept the boy always  with him . A fter breakfas t they would hobble to the P laza of Liberty, Bas l im  would s prawl on the pavement and T horby would s tand or s quat bes ide him , looking s tarved and holding the bowl. T he
s pot was  always  pic ked to obs truc t foot traffic , but not enough to c aus e pol ic e to do more than growl. T horby learned that none of the regular pol ic e in the P laza would ever do more than growl: Bas l im 's  arrangements  wi th them were benefic ial  to underpaid pol ic e.

T horby learned the anc ient trade quic kly -- learned that men with women were generous  but that the appeal  s hould be made to the woman, that i t was  us ual ly a was te of time to as k alms  of unac c ompanied women (exc ept unvei led women), that i t was  an even bet between a lac k and a gi ft in brac ing a man alone,
that s pac emen hi tting dirt gave hands omely. Bas l im  taught him  to keep a l i ttle money in the bowl, nei ther s mal les t c hange nor high denominations .

A t fi rs t T horby was  jus t right for the trade; s mal l , hal f-s tarved, c overed with s ores , his  appearanc e alone was  enough. Unfortunately he s oon looked better. Bas l im  repaired that wi th make-up, putting s hadows  under his  eyes  and hol lows  in his  c heeks . A  horrible plas tic  devic e s tuc k on his  s hinbone provided a
real is tic  large "ulc er" in plac e of the s ores  he no longer had; s ugar water made i t attrac tive to fl ies  -- people looked away even as  they dropped c oins  in the bowl.

His  better-fed c ondi tion was  not as  eas y to dis guis e but he s hot up fas t for a year or two and c ontinued s kinny, des pi te two hearty meals  a day and a bed to dos s  on.

T horby s oaked up a gutter educ ation beyond pric e. J ubbulpore, c api tal  of J ubbul  and of the Nine W orlds , res idenc e in c hief of the Great Sargon, boas ts  more than three thous and l ic ens ed beggars , twic e that number of s treet vendors , more grog s hops  than temples  and more temples  than any other c i ty in the Nine
W orlds , plus  numbers  unc ountable of s neak thieves , tattoo artis ts , griva pus hers , doxies , c at burglars , bac k-al ley money c hangers , pic kpoc kets , fortune tel lers , muggers , as s as s ins , and gri fters  large and s mal l . Its  inhabi tants  brag that wi thin a l i  of the pylon at the s pac eport end of the Avenue of Nine anything in the
explored univers e c an be had by a man with c as h, from a s tars hip to ten grains  of s tardus t, from the ruin of a reputation to the robes  of a s enator wi th the s enator ins ide.

T ec hnic al ly T horby was  not part of the underworld, s inc e he had a legal ly rec ognized s tatus  (s lave) and a l ic ens ed profes s ion (beggar). Nevertheles s  he was  in i t, wi th a worm 's -eye view. T here were no rungs  below his  on the s oc ial  ladder.

As  a s lave he had learned to l ie and s teal  as  natural ly as  other c hi ldren learn c ompany manners , and muc h more quic kly. But he dis c overed that thes e c ommon talents  were rais ed to high art in the s eamy unders ide of the c i ty. As  he grew older, learned the language and the s treets , Bas l im  began to s end him  out
on his  own, to run errands , to s hop for food, and s ometimes  to make a pi tc h by hims el f whi le the old man s tayed in. T hus  he "fel l  into evi l  c ompany" i f one c an fal l  from elevation zero.

He returned one day with nothing in his  bowl. Bas l im  made no c omment but the boy explained. "Look, Pop, I did al l  right! " From under his  c lout he drew a fanc y s c arf and proudly dis played i t

Bas l im  did not s m i le and did not touc h i t. "W here did you get that?"

"I inheri ted i t! "

"Obvious ly. But from whom?"

"A  lady. A  nic e lady, pretty.

"Let me s ee the hous e mark. Mmm ... probably Lady Fas c ia. Yes , s he is  pretty, I s uppos e. But why aren't you in jai l?"

"W hy, gee, Pop, i t was  eas y!  Ziggie has  been teac hing me. He knows  al l  the tric ks . He's  s mooth -- you s hould s ee him  work."

Bas l im  wondered how one taught morals  to a s tray ki tten? He did not c ons ider dis c us s ing i t in abs trac t ethic al  terms ; there was  nothing in the boy's  bac kground, nothing in his  pres ent environment, to make i t pos s ible to c ommunic ate on s uc h a level .

"T horby, why do you want to c hange trades ? In our bus ines s  you pay the pol ic e their c ommis s ion, pay your dues  to the gui ld, make an offering at the temple on holy day, and you've no worries . Have we ever gone hungry?"

"No, Pop -- but look at i t!  It mus t have c os t almos t a s tel lar! "

"A t leas t two s tel lars , I'd s ay. But a fenc e would give you two m inims  -- i f he was  feel ing generous . You s hould have brought more than that bac k in your bowl."

"W el l  ... I'l l  get better at i t. And i t's  more fun than begging. You ought to s ee how Ziggie goes  about i t."

"I've s een Ziggie work. He's  s ki l l ful ."

"He's  the bes t! "

"S ti l l , I s uppos e he c ould do better wi th two hands ."

"W el l , maybe, though you only us e one hand. But he's  teac hing me to us e ei ther hand."

"T hat's  good. You m ight need to know -- s ome day you m ight find yours el f s hort one, the way Ziggie is . You know how Ziggie los t his  hand?"

"Huh?"

"You know the penal ty? If they c atc h you?"

T horby did not ans wer. Bas l im  went on, "One hand for the fi rs t offens e -- that's  what i t c os t Ziggie to learn his  trade. Oh, he's  good, for he's  s ti l l  around and plying his  trade. You know what the s ec ond offens e c arries ? Not jus t the other hand. You know?"

T horby gulped. "I'm  not s ure."

"I think you mus t have heard; you don't want to remember." Bas l im  drew his  thumb ac ros s  his  throat. "T hat's  what Ziggie gets  next time -- they s horten him . His  Sereni ty's  jus tic es  figure that a boy who c an't learn onc e won't learn twic e, s o they s horten him ."

"But, Pop, I won't be c aught!  I'l l  be awful  c areful  ... jus t l ike today. I prom is e! "

Bas l im  s ighed. T he kid s ti l l  bel ieved that i t c ouldn't happen to him . "T horby, get your bi l l  of s ale."

"W hat for, Pop?"

"Get i t."

T he boy fetc hed i t; Bas l im  examined i t -- "one male c hi ld, regis tered number (left thigh) 8XK40367" -- nine m inims  and get out of here, you!  He looked at T horby and noted with s urpris e that he was  a head tal ler than he had been that day. "Get my s tylus . I'm  going to free you. I've always  meant to, but there didn't
s eem to be any hurry. But we'l l  do i t now and tomorrow you go to the Royal  A rc hives  and regis ter i t."

T horby's  jaw dropped. "W hat for, Pop?"



"Don't you want to be free?"

"Uh ... wel l  ... Pop, I l ike belonging to you."

"T hanks , lad. But I've got to do i t."

"You mean you're kic king me out?"

"No. You c an s tay. But only as  a freedman. You s ee, s on, a mas ter is  res pons ible for his  bonds ervant. If I were a noble and you did s omething, I'd be fined. But s inc e I'm  not ... wel l , i f I were s hy a hand, as  wel l  as  a leg and an eye, I don't think I c ould manage. So i f you're going to learn Ziggie's  trade, I had better
free you; I c an't afford the ris k. You'l l  have to take your own c hanc es ; I've los t too muc h already. Any more and I'd be better off s hortened."

He put i t brutal ly, never mentioning that the law in appl ic ation was  rarely s o s evere -- in prac tic e, the s lave was  c onfis c ated, s old, and his  pric e us ed in res ti tution, i f the mas ter had no as s ets . If the mas ter were a c ommoner, he m ight als o get a flogging i f the judge bel ieved him  to be ac tual ly as  wel l  as  legal ly
res pons ible for the s lave's  m is deed. Nevertheles s  Bas l im  had s tated the law: s inc e a mas ter exerc is ed high and low jus tic e over a s lave, he was  therefore l iable in his  own pers on for his  s lave's  ac ts , even to c api tal  punis hment.

T horby s tarted to s ob, for the fi rs t time s inc e the beginning of their relations hip. "Don't turn me loos e. Pop -- pleas e don't!  I've got to belong to you"

"I'm  s orry, s on. I told you you don't have to go away."

"P leas e, Pop. I won't ever s wipe another thing! "

Bas l im  took his  s houlder. "Look at me, T horby. I'l l  make you a bargain."

"Huh? Anything you s ay. Pop. As  long as  -- "

"W ait ti l l  you hear i t. I won't s ign your papers  now. But I want you to prom is e two things ."

"Huh? Sure!  W hat?"

"Don't rus h. T he fi rs t is  that you prom is e never again to s teal  anything, from anybody. Nei ther from fine ladies  in s edan c hairs , nor from poor people l ike ours elves  -- one is  too dangerous  and the other ... wel l , i t's  dis grac eful , though I don't expec t you know what that means . T he s ec ond is  to prom is e that you wi l l
never l ie to me about anything ... not anything."

T horby s aid s lowly, "I prom is e."

"I don't mean jus t lying about the money you've been holding out on me, ei ther. I mean anything. By the way, a mattres s  is  no plac e to hide money. Look at me, T horby. You know I have c onnec tions  throughout the c i ty."

T horby nodded. He had del ivered mes s ages  for the old man to odd plac es  and unl ikely people. Bas l im  went on, "If you s teal . I'l l  find out ... eventual ly. If you l ie to me, I'l l  c atc h you ... eventual ly. Lying to other people is  your bus ines s , but I tel l  you this : onc e a man gets  a reputation as  a l iar, he m ight as  wel l  be
s truc k dumb, for people do not l is ten to the wind. Never m ind. T he day I learn that you have s tolen anything ... or the day I c atc h you lying to me ... I s ign your papers  and free you."

Yes , Pop."

"T hat's  not al l . I'l l  kic k you out wi th what you had when I bought you -- a breec hc lout and a s et of bruis es . You and I wi l l  be finis hed. If I s et eyes  on you again, I'l l  s pi t on your s hadow."

"Yes , Pop. Oh, I never wi l l , Pop! "

"I hope not. Go to bed."

Bas l im  lay awake, worrying, wondering i f he had been too hars h. But, c onfound i t, i t was  a hars h world; he had to teac h the kid to l ive in i t

He heard a s ound l ike a rodent gnawing; he held s ti l l  and l is tened. P res ently he heard the boy get up quietly and go to the table; there fol lowed a muted j ingle of c oins  being plac ed on wood and he heard the boy return to his  pal let.

W hen the boy s tarted to s nore he was  able to drop off to s leep hims el f.

Chapter 3

Bas l im  had long s inc e taught T horby to read and wri te Sargones e and Interl ingua, enc ouraging him  with c uffs  and other induc ements  s inc e T horby's  interes t in matters  intel lec tual  approac hed zero. But the inc ident involving Ziggie and the real ization that T horby was  growing up rem inded Bas l im  that time did not
s tand s ti l l , not wi th kids .

T horby was  never able to plac e the time when he real ized that Pop was  not exac tly (or not enti rely) a beggar. T he extremely rigorous  ins truc tion he now rec eived, expedi ted by s uc h unl ikely aids  as  a rec order, a projec tor, and a s leep ins truc tor, would have told him , but by then nothing Pop c ould do or s ay s urpris ed
him -- Pop knew everything and c ould manage anything. T horby had ac quired enough knowledge of other beggars  to s ee dis c repanc ies ; he was  not troubled by them -- Pop was  Pop, l ike the s un and the rain.

T hey never mentioned outs ide their home anything that happened ins ide, nor even where i t was ; no gues t was  ever there. T horby ac quired friends  and Bas l im  had dozens  or even hundreds  and s eemed to know the whole c i ty by s ight. No one but T horby had ac c es s  to Bas l im 's  hideaway. But T horby was  aware that
Pop had ac tivi ties  unc onnec ted with begging. One night they went to s leep as  us ual ; T horby awakened about dawn to hear s omeone s ti rring and c al led out s leepi ly, "Pop?"

"Yes . Go bac k to s leep."

Ins tead the boy got up and s witc hed on the glow plates . He knew i t was  hard for Bas l im  to get around in the dark wi thout his  leg; i f Pop wanted a drink of water or anything, he'd fetc h i t. "You al l  right, Pop?" he as ked, turning away from the s witc h.

T hen he gas ped in utter s hoc k. T his  was  a s tranger, a gentleman!

"It's  al l  right, T horby," the s tranger s aid wi th Pop's  voic e. T ake i t eas y, s on."

"Pop?"

"Yes , s on. I'm  s orry I s tartled you -- I s hould have c hanged before I c ame bac k. Events  pus hed me." He s tarted s tripping off fine c lothing.

W hen Bas l im  removed the evening headdres s , he looked more l ike Pop ... exc ept for one thing. "Pop ... your eye."

"0h, that. It c omes  out as  eas i ly as  i t went in. I look better wi th two eyes , don't I?"

"I don't know." T horby s tared at i t worriedly. "I don't think I l ike i t"

"So? W el l , you won't often s ee me wear i t. As  long as  you are awake you c an help."

T horby was  not muc h help; everything Pop did was  new to him . Firs t Bas l im  dug tanks  and trays  from a food c upboard whic h appeared to have an extra door in i ts  bac k. T hen he removed the fals e eye and, handl ing i t wi th great c are, uns c rewed i t into two parts  and removed a tiny c yl inder, us ing tweezers .

T horby watc hed the proc es s ing that fol lowed but did not unders tand, exc ept that he c ould s ee that Pop was  working with extreme c are and exac t tim ing. A t las t Bas l im  s aid, "A l l  done. Now we'l l  s ee i f I got any pic tures ."

Bas l im  ins erted the s pool  in a m ic roviewer, s c anned i t, s m i led grim ly and s aid, "Get ready to go out. Skip breakfas t. You c an take along a piec e of bread."

"Huh?"

"Get moving. No time to was te."

T horby put on his  make-up and c lout and dirtied his  fac e. Bas l im  was  waiting wi th a photograph and a s mal l  flat c yl inder about the s ize of a hal f-m inim  bi t. He s hoved the photo at T horby. "Look at i t. Memorize i t."

"W hy?"

Bas l im  pul led i t bac k. "W ould you rec ognize that man?"

"Uh ... let me s ee i t again."

"You've got to know him . Look at i t wel l  this  time."

T horby did s o, then s aid, "A l l  right. I'l l  know him ."

"He'l l  be in one of the taprooms  near the port. T ry Mother Shaum's  fi rs t, then the Supernova and the Vei led V irgin. If you don't hi t, work both s ides  of J oy S treet unti l  you do. You've got to find him  before the thi rd hour."

"Il l  find him , Pop."

"W hen you do, put this  thing in your bowl along with a few c oins . T hen tel l  him  the tale but be s ure to mention that you are the s on of Bas l im  the Cripple."

"Got i t, Pop."

"Get going."

T horby was ted no time getting down to the port. It was  the morning fol lowing the Feas t of the Ninth Moon and few were s ti rring; he did not bother to pretend to beg en route, he s imply went the mos t direc t way, through bac k c ourts , over fenc es , or down s treets , avoiding only the s leepy night patrol . But, though he
reac hed the neighborhood quic kly, he had the Old One's  luc k in finding his  man; he was  in none of the dives  Bas l im  had s ugges ted, nor did the res t of J oy S treet turn him  up. It was  pus hing the deadl ine and T horby was  getting worried when he s aw the man c ome out of a plac e he had already tried.

T horby duc ked ac ros s  the s treet, c ame up behind him . T he man was  with another man -- not good. But T horby s tarted in:

"A lms , gentle lords !  A lms  for merc y on your s ouls ! "

T he wrong man tos s ed him  a c oin; T horby c aught i t in his  teeth. "B les s  you, my lord! " He turned to the other. "A lms , gentle s i r. A  s mal l  gi ft for the unfortunate. I am the s on of Bas l im  the Cripple and --"

T he fi rs t man aimed a kic k at him . "Get out."

T horby rol led away from i t. "-- s on of Bas l im  the Cripple. Poor old Bas l im  needs  s oft foods  and medic ines . I am al l  alone --"

T he man of the pic ture reac hed for his  purs e. "Don't do i t," his  c ompanion advis ed. "T hey're al l  l iars  and I've paid him  to let us  alone."

" 'Luc k for the jump,' " the man ans wered. "Now let me s ee ..." He fumbled in his  purs e, glanc ed into the bowl, plac ed s omething in i t.

"T hank you, my lords . May your c hi ldren be s ons ." T horby moved on before he looked. T he tiny flat c yl inder was  gone.

He worked on up J oy S treet, doing fairly wel l , and c hec ked the P laza before heading home. T o his  s urpris e Pop was  in his  favori te pi tc h, by the auc tion bloc k and fac ing the port. T horby s l ipped down bes ide him . "Done."

T he old man grunted.

"W hy don't you go home, Pop? You mus t be ti red. I've made us  a few bi ts  already."

"Shut up. A lms , my lady!  A lms  for a poor c ripple."

A t the thi rd hour a s hip took off wi th a whoos h!  that dopplered away into s ubs onic s ; the old man s eemed to relax. "W hat s hip was  that?" T horby as ked. "Not the Syndon l iner."

"Free T rader Romany Las s , bound for the Rim ... and your friend was  in her. You go home now and get your breakfas t. No, go buy your breakfas t, for a treat."

Bas l im  no longer tried to hide his  extra-profes s ional  ac tivi ties  from T horby, al though he never explained the why or how. Some days  only one of them would beg, in whic h c as e the P laza of Liberty was  always  the pi tc h, for i t appeared that Bas l im  was  es pec ial ly interes ted in arrivals  and departures  of s hips  and mos t
es pec ial ly movements  of s lave s hips  and the auc tion that always  fol lowed the arrival  of one.

T horby was  more us e to him  after his  educ ation had progres s ed. T he old man s eemed to think that everyone had a perfec t memory and he was  s tubborn enough to impres s  his  bel ief des pi te the boy's  grumbles .

"Aw, Pop, how do you expec t me to remember? You didn't give me a c hanc e to look at i t! "

"I projec ted that page at leas t three s ec onds . W hy didn't you read i t?"

"Huh? T here was n't time."



"I read i t. You c an, too. T horby, you've s een jugglers  in the P laza. You've s een old Mikki  s tand on his  head and keep nine daggers  in the air whi le he s pins  four hoops  with his  feet?"

"Uh, s ure."

"Can you do that?"

"No."

"Could you learn to?"

"Uh ... I don't know."

"Anyone c an learn to juggle ... wi th enough prac tic e and enough beatings ." T he old man pic ked up a s poon, a s tylus , and a kni fe and kept them in the air in a s imple fountain. P res ently he m is s ed and s topped. "I us ed to do a l i ttle, jus t for fun. T his  is  juggl ing wi th the m ind ... and anyone c an learn i t, too."

"Show me how you did that, Pop."

"Another time, i f you behave yours el f. B ight now you are learning to us e your eyes . T horby, this  m ind-juggl ing was  developed a long time ago by a wis e man, a Doc tor Rens haw, on the planet Earth. You've heard of Earth."

"W el l  ... s ure, I've heard of i t."

"Mmm ... meaning you don't bel ieve in i t?"

"Uh, I don't know ... but al l  that s tuff about frozen water fal l ing from the s ky, and c annibals  ten feet tal l , and towers  higher than the P res idium, and l i ttle men no bigger than dol ls  that l ive in trees  -- wel l , I'm  not a fool , Pop."

Bas l im  s ighed and wondered how many thous ands  of times  he had s ighed s inc e s addl ing hims el f wi th a s on. "S tories  get m ixed up. Someday -- when you've learned to read -- I'l l  let you view books  you c an trus t."

"But I c an read now."

"You jus t think you c an. T horby, there is  s uc h a plac e as  Earth and i t truly is  s trange and wonderful  -- a mos t unl ikely planet. Many wis e men have l ived and died there -- along with the us ual  proportion of fools  and vi l lains  -- and s ome of their wis dom has  c ome down to us . Samuel Rens haw was  one s uc h wis e man.
He proved that mos t people go al l  their l ives  only hal f awake; more than that, he s howed how a man c ould wake up and l ive -- s ee with his  eyes , hear wi th his  ears , tas te wi th his  tongue, think wi th his  m ind, and remember perfec tly what he s aw, heard, tas ted, thought." T he old man s hoved his  s tump out. "T his
does n't make me a c ripple. I s ee more with my one eye than you do with two. I am growing deaf ... but not as  deaf as  you are, bec aus e what I hear, I remember. W hic h one of us  is  the c ripple? But, s on, you aren't going to s tay c rippled, for I am going to rens haw you i f I have to beat your s i l ly head in! "

As  T horby learned to us e his  m ind, he found that he l iked to; he developed an ins atiable appeti te for the printed page, unti l , night after night, Bas l im  would order him  to turn off the viewer and go to bed. T horby didn't s ee any us e in muc h of what the old man forc ed him  to learn -- languages , for example, that T horby
had never heard. But they were not hard, wi th his  new s ki l l  in us ing his  m ind, and when he dis c overed that the old man had s pools  and reels  whic h c ould be read or l is tened to only in thes e "us eles s " tongues , he s uddenly found them worth knowing. His tory and galac tography he loved; his  pers onal  world, l ight-years
wide in phys ic al  s pac e, had been in real i ty as  narrow as  a s lave fac tor's  pen. T horby reac hed for wider horizons  with the del ight of a baby dis c overing i ts  fis t.

But mathematic s  T horby s aw no us e in, other than the barbaric  s ki l l  of c ounting money. But pres ently he learned that mathematic s  need not have us e; i t was  a game, l ike c hes s  but more fun.

T he old man wondered s ometimes  what us e i t al l  was ? T hat the boy was  even brighter than he had thought, he now knew. But was  i t fai r to the boy? W as  he s imply teac hing him  to be dis c ontented with his  lot? W hat c hanc e on J ubbul  had the s lave of a beggar? Zero rais ed to the nth power remained zero.

"T horby."

"Yeah, Pop. J us t a moment, I'm  in the m iddle of a c hapter."

"Finis h i t later. I want to talk wi th you."

"Yes , my lord. Yes , mas ter. Right away, bos s ."

"And keep a c ivi l  tongue in your head."

"Sorry, Pop. W hat's  on your m ind?"

"Son, what are you going to do when I'm  dead?"

T horby looked s tric ken. "A re you feel ing bad, Pop?"

"No. So far as  I know, I'l l  las t for years . On the other hand, I may not wake up tomorrow. A t my age you never know. If I don't, what are you going to do? Hold down my pi tc h in the P laza?"

T horby didn't ans wer; Bas l im  went on, "You c an't and we both know i t. You're already s o big that you c an't tel l  the tale c onvinc ingly. T hey don't give the way they did when you were l i ttle."

T horby s aid s lowly, "I haven't meant to be a burden, Pop."

"Have I c omplained?"

"No." T horby hes i tated. "I've thought about i t ... s ome. Pop, you c ould hire me out to a labor c ompany."

T he old man made an angry ges ture. "T hat's  no ans wer!  No, s on. I'm  going to s end you away."

"Pop!  You promis ed you wouldn't."

"I prom is ed nothing."

"But I don't want to be freed, Pop. If you free me -- wel l , i f you do, I won't leave! "

"I didn't exac tly mean that."

T horby was  s i lent for a long moment. "You're going to s el l  me, Pop?"

"Not exac tly. W el l  ... yes  and no."

T horby's  fac e held no expres s ion. A t las t he s aid quietly, "It's  one or the other, s o I know what you mean ... and I gues s  I oughtn't to kic k. It's  your privi lege and you've been the bes t ... mas ter ... I ever had."

"I'm  not your mas ter! "

"Paper s ays  you are. Matc hes  the number on my leg."

"Don't talk that way!  Don't ever talk that way."

"A  s lave had better talk that way, or els e keep his  mouth s hut."

"T hen, for Heaven's  s ake, keep i t s hut!  Lis ten, s on, let me explain. T here's  nothing here for you and we both know i t. If I die wi thout freeing you, you revert to the Sargon --"

"T hey'l l  have to c atc h me! "

"T hey wi l l . But manumis s ion s olves  nothing. W hat gui lds  are open to freedmen? Begging, yes  -- but you'd have to poke out your eyes  to do wel l  at i t, after you're grown. Mos t freedmen work for their former mas ters , as  you know, for the freeborn c ommoners  leave m ighty s l im  pic kings . T hey res ent an ex-s lave; they
won't work wi th him ."

"Don't worry, Pop. I'l l  get by."

"I do worry. Now you l is ten. I'm  going to arrange to s el l  you to a man I know, who wi l l  s hip you away from here. Not a s lave s hip, jus t a s hip. But ins tead of s hipping you where the bi l l  of lading reads , you'l l  --"

"No! "

"Hold your tongue. You'l l  be dropped on a planet where s lavery is  agains t the law. I c an't tel l  you whic h one, bec aus e I am not s ure of the s hip's  s c hedule, nor even what s hip; the detai ls  have to be worked out. But in any free s oc iety I have c onfidenc e you c an get by." Bas l im  s topped to mul l  a thought he had had
many times . Should he s end the kid to Bas l im 's  own native planet? No, not only would i t be extremely di ffic ul t to arrange but i t was  not a plac e to s end a green immigrant ... get the lad to any frontier world, where a s harp brain and wi l l ingnes s  to work were al l  a man needed; there were s everal  wi thin trading dis tanc e
of the Nine W orlds . He wis hed ti redly that there were s ome way of knowing the boy's  own home world. Pos s ibly he had relatives  there, people who would help him . Confound i t, there ought to be a galaxy-wide method of identi fic ation!

Bas l im  went on, "T hat's  the bes t I c an do. You'l l  have to behave as  a s lave between the s ale and being s hipped out. But what's  a few weeks  agains t a c hanc e --"

"No! "

"Don't be fool is h, s on."

"Maybe I am. But I won't do i t I'm  s taying."

"So? Son ... I hate to rem ind you -- but you c an't s top me."

"Huh?"

"As  you pointed out, there's  a paper that s ays  I c an."

"Oh."

"Go to bed, s on."

Bas l im  did not s leep. About two hours  after they had put out the l ight he heard T horby get up very quietly. He c ould fol low every move the lad made by interpreting muffled s ounds . T horby dres s ed (a s imple matter of wrapping his  c lout), he went into the adjoining room, fumbled in the bread s afe, drank deeply, and
left. He did not take his  bowl, he did not go near the s hel f where i t was  kept.

A fter he was  gone, Bas l im  turned over and tried to s leep, but the ac he ins ide him  would not perm it It had not oc c urred to him  to s peak the word that would keep the boy; he had too muc h s el f-res pec t not to res pec t another pers on's  dec is ion.

T horby was  gone four days . He returned in the night and Bas l im  heard him  but again s aid nothing. Ins tead he went quietly and deeply as leep for the fi rs t time s inc e T horby had left. But he woke at the us ual  time and s aid, "Good morning, s on."

"Uh, good morning. Pop."

"Get breakfas t s tarted. I have s omething to attend to."

T hey s at down pres ently over bowls  of hot mus h. Bas l im  ate wi th his  us ual  c areful  dis interes t; T horby merely pic ked at his . Final ly he blurted out, "Pop, when are you going to s el l  me?"

"I'm  not."

"Huh?"

"I regis tered your manumis s ion at the A rc hives  the day you left. You're a free man, T horby."

T horby looked s tartled, then dropped his  eyes  to his  food. He bus ied hims el f bui lding l i ttle mountains  of mus h that s lumped as  s oon as  he s haped them. Final ly he s aid, "I wis h you hadn't."

"If they pic ked you up, I didn't want you to have 'es c aped s lave' agains t you."

"Oh." T horby looked thoughtful . "T hat's  'F&B ,' is n't i t? T hanks , Pop. I gues s  I ac ted land of s i l ly."

"Pos s ibly. But i t was n't the punis hment I was  thinking of. Flogging is  over quic kly, and s o is  branding. I was  thinking of a pos s ible s ec ond offens e. It's  better to be s hortened than to be c aught again after a branding."

T horby abandoned his  mus h enti rely. "Pop? J us t what does  a lobotomy do to you?"

"Mmm ... you m ight s ay i t makes  the thorium m ines  endurable. But let's  not go into i t, not at meal times . Speaking of s uc h, i f you are through, get your bowl and let's  not dal ly. T here's  an auc tion this  morning."



"You mean I c an s tay?"

"T his  is  your home."

Bas l im  never again s ugges ted that T horby leave him . Manumis s ion made no di fferenc e in their routine or relations hip. T horby did go to the Royal  A rc hives , paid the fee and the c us tomary gi ft and had a l ine tattooed through his  s erial  number, the Sargon's  s eal  tattooed bes ide i t wi th book and page number of the
rec ord whic h dec lared him  to be a free s ubjec t of the Sargon, enti tled to taxes , m i l i tary s ervic e, and s tarvation without let or hindranc e. T he c lerk who did the tattooing looked at T horby's  s erial  number and s aid, "Does n't look l ike a birthday job, kid. Your old man go bankrupt? Or did your folks  s el l  you jus t to get s hut
of you?"

"None of your bus ines s ! "

"Don't get s mart, kid, or you'l l  find that this  needle c an hurt even more. Now give me a c ivi l  ans wer. I s ee i t's  a fac tors  mark, not a private owner's , and from the way i t has  s pread and faded, you were maybe five or s ix. W hen and where was  i t?"

"I don't know. Hones t I don't."

"So? T hat's  what I tel l  my wife when s he as ks  pers onal  ques tions . Quit wiggl ing; I'm  almos t through. T here ... c ongratulations  and welc ome to the ranks  of free men. I've been free a parc el  of years  now and I predic t that you wi l l  find i t loos er but not always  more c omfortable."

Chapter 4

T horby's  leg hurt for a c ouple of days ; otherwis e manumis s ion left his  l i fe unc hanged. But he real ly was  bec oming ineffic ient as  a beggar; a s trong heal thy youth does  not draw the alms  that a s kinny c hi ld c an. Often Bas l im  would have T horby plac e him  on his  pi tc h, then s end him  on errands  or tel l  him  to go home
and s tudy. However, one or the other was  always  in the P laza. Bas l im  s ometimes  dis appeared, wi th or wi thout warning; when this  happened i t was  T horby's  duty to s pend dayl ight hours  on the pi tc h, noting arrivals  and departures , keeping mental  notes  of s lave auc tions , and pic king up information about both traffic s
through c ontac ts  around the port, in the wines hops , and among the unvei led women.

Onc e Bas l im  was  gone for a double nineday; he was  s imply m is s ing when T horby woke up. It was  muc h longer than he had ever been away before; T horby kept tel l ing hims el f that Pop c ould look out for hims el f, whi le having vis ions  of the old man dead in a gutter. But he kept trac k of the doings  at the P laza,
inc luding three auc tions , and rec orded everything that he had s een and had been able to pic k up.

T hen Bas l im  returned. His  only c omment was , "W hy didn't you memorize i t ins tead of rec ording?"

"W el l , I did. But I was  afraid I would forget s omething, there was  s o muc h."

"Hummph! "

A fter that Bas l im  s eemed even quieter, more res erved, than he had always  been. T horby wondered i f he had, dis pleas ed him , but i t was  not the s ort of ques tion Bas l im  ans wered. Final ly one night the old man s aid, "Son, we never did s ettle what you are to do after I'm  gone."

"Huh? But I thought we had dec ided that, Pop. It's  my problem."

"No, I s imply pos tponed i t ... bec aus e of your thic kheaded s tubbornnes s . But I c an't wai t any longer. I've got orders  for you and you are going to c arry them out."

"Now, wai t a m inute, Pop!  If you think you c an bul ly me into leaving you --"

"Shut up!  I s aid, 'A fter I'm  gone.' W hen I'm  dead, I mean; not one of thes e l i ttle bus ines s  trips  ... you are to look up a man and give him  a mes s age. Can I depend on you? Not goof off and forget i t?"

"W hy, of c ours e, Pop. But I don't l ike to hear you talk that way. You're going to l ive a long time -- you m ight even outl ive me."

"Pos s ibly. But wi l l  you s hut up and l is ten, then do as  I tel l  you?"

"Yes , s i r."

"You'l l  find this  man -- i t may take a whi le -- and del iver this  mes s age. T hen he wi l l  have s omething for you to do ... I think. If he does , I want you to do exac tly what he tel ls  you to. W i l l  you do that als o?"

"W hy, of c ours e, Pop, i f that's  what you want."

"Count i t as  one las t favor to an old man who tried to do right by you and would have done better had he been able. It's  the very las t thing I want from you, s on. Don't bother to burn an offering for me at the temple, jus t do thes e two things : del iver a mes s age and one more thing, whatever the man s ugges ts  that you
do."

"I wi l l , Pop," T horby ans wered s olemnly.

"A l l  right. Let's  get bus y."

T he "man" turned out to be any one of five men. Eac h was  s kipper of a s tars hip, a tramp trader, not of the Nine W orlds  but oc c as ional ly pic king up c argoes  from ports  of the Nine W orlds . T horby thought over the l is t. "Pop, there's  only one of thes e s hips  I rec al l  ever putting down here."

"T hey al l  have, one time or another."

"It m ight be a long time before one s howed up."

"It m ight be years . But when i t happens , I want the mes s age del ivered exac tly."

"T o any of them? Or al l  of them?"

"T he fi rs t one who s hows  up."

T he mes s age was  s hort but not eas y, for i t was  in three languages , depending on who was  to rec eive i t, and none of the languages  was  among thos e T horby knew. Nor did Bas l im  explain the words ; he wanted i t learned by rote in al l  three.

A fter T horby had s tumbled through the fi rs t vers ion of the mes s age for the s eventh time Bas l im  c overed his  ears . "No, no!  It won't do, s on. T hat ac c ent! "

"I'm  doing my bes t," T horby ans wered s ul lenly.

"I know. But I want the mes s age unders tood. See here, do you remember a time when I made you s leepy and talked to you?"

"Huh? I get s leepy every night. I'm  s leepy now."

"So muc h the better." Bas l im  put him  into a l ight tranc e -- wi th di ffic ul ty, as  T horby was  not as  rec eptive as  he had been as  a c hi ld. But Bas l im  managed i t, rec orded the mes s age in the s leep ins truc tor, s et i t running and let T horby l is ten, wi th pos t-hypnotic  s ugges tion that he would be able to s ay i t perfec tly when
he awakened.

He was  able to. T he s ec ond and third vers ions  were implanted in him  the fol lowing night Bas l im  tes ted him  repeatedly thereafter, us ing the name of a s kipper and a s hip to bring eac h vers ion forth.

Bas l im  never s ent T horby out of the c i ty; a s lave required a travel  perm it and even a freedman was  required to c hec k in and out. But he did s end him  al l  over the metropol is . T hree ninedays  after T horby had learned the mes s ages  Bas l im  gave him  a note to del iver in the s hipyard area, whic h was  a res erve of the
Sargon rather than part of the c i ty. "Carry your freedman's  tag and leave your bowl behind. If a pol ic eman s tops  you, tel l  him  you're looking for work in the yards ."

"He'l l  think I'm  c razy."

"But he'l l  let you through. T hey do us e freedmen, as  s weepers  and s uc h. Carry the mes s age in your mouth. W ho are you looking for?"

"A  s hort, red-hai led man," T horby repeated, "wi th a big wart on the left s ide of his  nos e. He runs  a lunc h s tand ac ros s  from the main gate. No beard. I'm  to buy a meat pie and s l ip him  the mes s age with the money."

"Right."

T horby enjoyed the outing. He did not wonder why Pop didn't viewphone mes s ages  ins tead of s ending him  a hal f-day's  journey; people of their c las s  did not us e s uc h luxuries . As  for the royal  mai ls , T horby had never s ent or rec eived a letter and would have regarded the mai ls  as  a mos t c hanc y way to s end a note.

His  route fol lowed one arc  of the s pac eport through the fac tory dis tric t. He rel is hed that part of the c i ty; there was  always  s o muc h going on, s o muc h l i fe and nois e. He dodged traffic , wi th trac k drivers  c urs ing him  and T horby ans wering with interes t; he peered in eac h open door, wondering what al l  the mac hines
were for and why c ommoners  would s tand al l  day in one plac e, doing the s ame thing over and over -- or were they s laves ? No, they c ouldn't be; s laves  weren't al lowed to touc h power mac hinery exc ept on plantations  -- that was  what the riots  had been about las t year and the Sargon had l i fted his  hand in favor of the
c ommoners .

W as  i t true that the Sargon never s lept and that his  eye c ould s ee anything in the Nine W orlds ? Pop s aid that was  nons ens e, the Sargon was  jus t a man, l ike anybody. But i f s o, how did he get to be Sargon?

He left the fac tories  and s kirted the s hipyards . He had never been this  far before. Several  s hips  were in for overhaul  and two s mal l  s hips  were being bui l t, c radled in lac y patterns  of s teel . Ships  made his  heart l i ft and he wis hed he were going s omewhere. He knew that he had traveled by s tars hip twic e -- or was  i t
three times ? -- but that was  long ago and he didn't mean travel ing in the hold of a s laver, that was n't travel ing!

He got s o interes ted that he almos t walked pas t the lunc h s tand. T he main gate rem inded him ; i t was  twic e as  big as  the others , had a guard on i t, and a big s ign c urving over i t wi th the s eal  of the Sargon on top. T he lunc h s tand was  ac ros s  from i t; T horby dodged traffic  pouring through the gate and went to i t.

T he man behind the c ounter was  not the right man; what l i ttle hair he had was  blac k and his  nos e had no wart.

T horby walked up the road, ki l led a hal f-hour and c ame bac k. T here was  s ti l l  no s ign of his  man. T he c ounterman notic ed the ins pec tion, s o T horby s tepped forward and s aid, "Do you have s unberry c rus h?"

T he man looked him  over. "Money?"

T horby was  us ed to being required to prove his  s olvenc y; he dug out the c oin. T he man s c ooped i t up, opened a bottle for him . "Don't drink at the c ounter, I need the s tools ."

T here were plenty of s tools , but T horby was  not offended; he knew his  s oc ial  s tatus . He s tood bac k but not s o far as  to be ac c us ed of trying to abs c ond with the bottle, then made the drink las t a long time. Cus tomers  c ame and went; he c hec ked eac h, on the c hanc e that the redheaded man m ight have pic ked this
time to eat. He kept his  ears  c oc ked.

P res ently the c ounterman looked up. "You trying to wear that bottle out?"

"J us t through, thanks ." T horby c ame up to put the bottle down and s aid, "Las t time I was  over this  way a red-headed c hap was  running this  plac e."

T he man looked at him . "You a friend of Red?"

"W el l , not exac tly. I jus t us ed to s ee him  here, when I'd s top for a c old drink, or --"

"Let's  s ee your perm it."

"W hat? I don't need --" T he man grabbed at T horby's  wris t. But T horby's  profes s ion had made him  adept at dodging kic ks , c uffs , c anes , and s uc h; the man c lutc hed air.

T he man c ame around the c ounter, fas t; T horby duc ked into traffic . He was  hal fway ac ros s  the s treet and had had two narrow es c apes  before he real ized that he was  running toward the gate -- and that the c ounterman was  s houting for the guard there.

T horby turned and s tarted dodging traffic  endwis e. Fortunately i t was  dens e; this  road c arried the burden of the yards . He rac ked up three more brus hes  with death, s aw a s ide s treet that dead-ended into the through-way, duc ked between two truc ks , down the s ide s treet as  fas t as  he c ould go, turned into the fi rs t
al ley, ran down i t, hid behind an outbui lding and waited.

He heard no purs ui t.

He had been c has ed many times  before, i t did not panic  him . A  c has e was  always  two parts : fi rs t breaking c ontac t, s ec ond the reti ring ac tion to divorc e ones el f from the inc ident. He had ac c ompl is hed the fi rs t; now he had to get out of the neighborhood without being s potted -- s low marc h and no s us pic ious
moves . In los ing hims el f he had run away from the c i ty, turned left into the s ide s treet, turned left again into the al ley; he was  now almos t behind the lunc h s tand -- i t had been a s ubc ons c ious  tac tic . T he c has e always  moved away from the c enter; the lunc h s tand was  one plac e where they would not expec t him  to
be. T horby es timated that in five m inutes , or ten, the c ounterman would be bac k at his  job and the guard bac k at the gate; nei ther one c ould leave his  pos t unwatc hed. Shortly, T horby c ould go on through the al ley and head home.

He looked around. T he neighborhood was  c ommerc ial  land not yet oc c upied by fac tories , jumble of s mal l  s hops , marginal  bus ines s es , hovels , and hopeles s  m inor enterpris e. He appeared to be in bac k of a very s mal l  hand laundry; there were poles  and l ines  and wooden tubs  and s team c ame out a pipe in the
outbui lding. He knew his  loc ation now -- two doors  from the lunc h s tand; he rec al led a homemade s ign: "MAJ EST IC HOME LAUNDRY -- Lowes t P ric es ."

He c ould c ut around this  bui lding and -- but better c hec k fi rs t. He dropped flat and s tuc k an eye around the c orner of the outbui lding, s ighted bac k down the al ley.

Oh, oh!  -- two patrolmen moving up the al ley ... he had been wrong, wrong!  T hey hadn't dropped the matter, they had s ent out the alarm. He pul led bac k and looked around. T he laundry? No. T he outbui lding? T he patrol  would c hec k i t. Nothing but to run for i t -- right into the arms  of another patrol . T horby knew how
fas t the pol ic e c ould put a c ordon around a dis tric t. Near the P laza he c ould go through their nets , but here he was  in s trange terrain.

His  eye l i t on a worn-out was htub ... then he was  under i t. It was  a tight fi t, wi th knees  to his  c hin and s pl inters  in his  s pine. He was  afraid that his  c lout was  s tic king out but i t was  too late to c orrec t i t; he heard s omeone c oming.

Foots teps  c ame toward the tub and he s topped breathing. Someone s tepped on the tub and s tood on i t

"Hi  there, mother! " It was  a man's  voic e. "You been out here long?"

"Long enough. Mind that pole, you'l l  knoc k the c lothes  down."



"See anything of a boy?"

"W hat boy?"

"Youngs ter, getting man-tal l . Fuzz on his  c hin. B reec h c lout, no s andals ."

"Somebody," the woman's  voic e above him  ans wered indi fferently, "c ame running through here l ike his  ghos t was  after him . I didn't real ly s ee him  -- I was  trying to get this  pes ky l ine up."

"T hat's  our baby!  W here'd he go?"

"Over that fenc e and between thos e hous es ."

"T hanks , mother!  Come on, J uby."

T horby waited. T he woman c ontinued whatever s he was  doing; her feet moved and the tub c reaked. T hen s he s tepped down and s at on the tub. She s lapped i t gently. "S tay where you are," s he s aid s oftly. A  moment later he heard her go away.

T horby waited unti l  his  bones  ac hed. But he res igned hims el f to s taying under that tub unti l  dark. It would be c hanc y, as  the night patrol  ques tioned everyone but nobles  after c urfew, but leaving this  neighborhood in dayl ight had bec ome impos s ible. T horby c ould not gues s  why he had been honored by a turnout of
the guard, but he did not want to find out. He heard s omeone -- the woman? -- moving around the yard from time to time.

A t leas t an hour later he heard the c reak of ungreas ed wheels . Someone tapped on the tub. "W hen I l i ft the tab, get into the c art, fas t. It's  right in front of you."

T horby did not ans wer. Dayl ight hi t his  eyes , he s aw a s mal l  pus hc art -- and was  in i t and trying to make hims el f s mal l . Laundry landed on him . But before that blanked out his  s ight he s aw that the tub was  no longer nakedly in the open; s heets  had been hung on l ines  s o that i t was  s c reened.

Hands  arranged bundles  over him  and a voic e s aid, "Hold s ti l l  unti l  I tel l  you to move."

"Okay ... and thanks  a m i l l ion!  I'l l  pay you bac k s omeday."

"Forget i t." She breathed heavi ly. I had a man onc e. Now he's  in the m ines . I don't c are what you've done -- I don't turn anybody over to the patrol ."

"Oh. I'm  s orry."

"Shut up."

T he l i ttle c art bumped and wobbled and pres ently T horby fel t the c hange to pavement Oc c as ional ly they s topped; the woman would remove a bundle, be gone a few m inutes , c ome bac k and dump dirty c lothes  into the c art. T horby took i t wi th the long patienc e of a beggar.

A  long time later the c art left pavement. It s topped and the woman s aid in a low voic e, "W hen I tel l  you, get out the right-hand s ide and keep going. Make i t fas t."

"Okay. And thanks  again! "

"Shut up." T he c art bumped along a s hort dis tanc e, s lowed without s topping, and s he s aid, "Now! "

T horby threw off his  c overing, bounc ed out and landed on his  feet, al l  in one motion. He was  fac ing a pas s age between two bui ldings , a s ervic eway from al ley to s treet. He s tarted down i t fas t but looked bac k over his  s houlder. T he c art was  los t dis appearing. He never did s ee her fac e.

T wo hours  later he was  bac k in his  own neighborhood. He s l ipped down bes ide Bas l im . "No good."

"W hy not?"

"Snoopies . Squads  of 'em."

"A lms , gentle s i r!  You s wal lowed i t? A lms  for the s ake of your parents ! "

"Of c ours e."

"T ake the bowl." Bas l im  got to hands  and knee, s tarted away.

"Pop!  Don't you want me to help you?"

"You s tay here."

T horby s tayed, i rked that Pop had not wai ted for a ful l  report. He hurried home as  s oon as  i t was  dark, found Bas l im  in the ki tc hen-was hroom, paraphernal ia s pread around him  and us ing both rec order and book projec tor. T horby glanc ed at the dis played page, s aw that he c ould not read i t and wondered what
language i t was  -- an odd one; the words  were al l  s even letters , no more, no les s . "Hi , Pop. Shal l  I s tart s upper?"

"No room ... and no time. Eat s ome bread. W hat happened today?"

T horby told him , whi le munc hing bread. Bas l im  s imply nodded. "Lie down. I've got to us e hypnos is  on you again. W e've got a long night ahead."

T he material  Bas l im  wanted him  to memorize c ons is ted of figures , dates , and endles s  three-s yl lable nons ens e words . T he l ight tranc e fel t dreamily pleas ant and the droning of Bas l im 's  voic e c oming out of the rec order was  pleas ant, too.

During one of the breaks , when Bas l im  had c ommanded him  to wake up, he s aid, "Pop, who's  this  mes s age for?"

"If you ever get a c hanc e to del iver i t, you'l l  know; you won't have any doubts . If you have trouble remembering i t, tel l  him  to put you into a l ight tranc e; i t'l l  c ome bac k."

"T el l  whom?"

"Him. Never m ind. You are going to s leep. You are as leep." Bas l im  s napped his  fingers .

W hi le the rec order was  droning T horby was  vaguely aware onc e that Bas l im  had jus t c ome in. He was  wearing his  fals e leg, whic h affec ted T horby with dreamy s urpris e; Pop ordinari ly wore i t only indoors . Onc e T horby s mel led s moke and thought dim ly that s omething mus t be burning in the ki tc hen and he s hould
go c hec k. But he was  unable to move and the nons ens e words  kept droning into his  ears .

He bec ame aware that he was  droning bac k to Pop the les s on he had learned. "Did I get i t right?"

"Yes . Now go to s leep. S leep the res t of the night"

Bas l im  was  gone in the morning. T horby was  not s urpris ed; Pop's  movements  had been even les s  predic table than us ual  lately. He ate breakfas t, took his  bowl and s et out for the P laza. Bus ines s  was  poor -- Pop was  right; T horby now looked too heal thy and wel l  fed for the profes s ion. Maybe he would have to learn
to dis loc ate his  joints  l ike Granny the Snake. Or buy c ontac t lens es  with c atarac ts  bui l t into them.

Midafternoon an uns c heduled freighter grounded at the port. T horby s tarted the us ual  inquiries , found that i t was  the Free T rader S is u, regis tered home port New Finlandia, Shiva III.

Ordinari ly this  would have been a m inor datum, to be reported to Pop when he s aw him . But Captain K raus a of the S is u was  one of the five pers ons  to whom T horby was  s omeday to del iver a mes s age, i f and when.

It fretted T horby. He knew that he was  not to look up Captain K raus a -- that was  the dis tant future, for Pop was  al ive and wel l . But maybe Pop would be anxious  to know that this  s hip had arrived. T ramp freighters  c ame and went, nobody knew when, and s ometimes  they were in port only a few hours .

T horby told hims el f that he c ould get home in five m inutes  -- and Pop m ight thank him . A t wors t he would bawl him  out for leaving the P laza, but, s huc ks , he c ould pic k up anything he m is s ed, through gos s ip.

T horby left.

T he ruins  of the old amphitheater extend around one third of the periphery of the new. A  dozen holes  lead down Into the labyrinth whic h had s erved the old s lave barrac ks ; an unl im ited number of routes  ran underground from thes e informal entranc es  to that part whic h Bas l im  had preempted as  a home. T horby and
he varied their route in random fas hion and avoided being s een entering or leaving.

T his  time, being in a hurry, T horby went to the neares t -- and on pas t; there was  a pol ic eman at i t. He c ontinued as  i f his  des tination had been a tiny greengroc er's  booth on the s treet rimming the ruins . He s topped and s poke to the proprietres s . "Howdy, Inga. Got a nic e ripe melon you're going to have to throw
away?"

"No melons ."

He dis played money. "How about that big one? Half pric e and I won't notic e the rotten s pot." He leaned c los er. "W hat's  burning?"

Her eyes  fl ic ked toward the patrolman. "Get los t."

"Raid?"

"Get los t, I s aid."

T horby dropped a c oin on the c ounter, pic ked up a bel l -frui t and walked away, s uc king the juic e. He did not hurry.

A  c autious  rec onnais s anc e s howed him  that pol ic e were s taked out al l  through the ruins . A t one entranc e a group of ragged troglodytes  huddled s adly under the eye of a patrolman. Bas l im  had es timated that at leas t five hundred people l ived in the underground ruins . T horby had not qui te bel ieved i t, as  he had
rarely s een anyone els e enter or heard them ins ide. He rec ognized only two fac es  among the pris oners .

A  hal f-hour later and more worried every m inute T horby loc ated an entranc e whic h the pol ic e did not s eem to know. He s c anned i t for s everal  m inutes , then darted from behind a s c reen of weeds  and was  down i t. Onc e ins ide he got quic kly into total  darknes s , then moved c autious ly, l is tening. T he pol ic e were
s uppos ed to have s pec tac les  whic h let them s ee in the dark. T horby was n't s ure this  was  true as  he had always  found darknes s  helpful  in evading them. But he took no c hanc es .

T here were indeed pol ic e down below; he heard two of them and s aw them by hand torc hes  they c arried -- i f s noopies  c ould s ee in the dark thes e two did not s eem equipped for i t. T hey were obvious ly s earc hing, s tun guns  drawn. But they were in s trange terri tory whereas  T horby was  playing his  home field. A
s pec ial ized s peleologis t, he knew thes e c orridors  the way his  tongue knew his  teeth; he had been finding his  way through them in utter blac knes s  twic e a day for years .

A t the moment they had him  trapped; he kept jus t far enough ahead to avoid their torc hes , s kirted a hole that reac hed down into the next level , went beyond i t, duc ked into a doorway and waited.

T hey reac hed the hole, eyed the narrow ledge T horby had taken s o c as ual ly in the dark, and one of them s aid, "W e need a ladder."

"Oh, we'l l  find s tairs  or a c hute." T hey turned bac k. T horby waited, then went bac k and down the hole.

A  few m inutes  later he was  c los e to his  home doorway. He looked and l is tened and s ni ffed and waited unti l  he was  c ertain that no one was  c los e, then c rept to the door and reac hed for the thumbhole in the loc k. Even as  he reac hed he knew that s omething was  wrong.

T he door was  gone; there was  jus t a hole.

He froze, s training every s ens e. T here was  an odor of s trangers  but i t was n't fres h and there was  no s ound of breathing. T he only s ound was  a faint drip-drip in the ki tc hen.

T horby dec ided that he jus t had to s ee. He looked behind him , s aw no gl immer, reac hed ins ide for the l ight s witc h and turned i t to "dim ."

Nothing happened. He tried the s witc h in al l  pos i tions , s ti l l  no l ight. He went ins ide, avoided s omething c luttering Bas l im 's  neat l iving room, on into the ki tc hen, and reac hed for c andles . T hey were not where they belonged but his  hand enc ountered one nearby; he found the matc h s afe and l i t the c andle.

Ruin and wrec kage!

Mos t of the damage s eemed the s ort that res ul ts  from a s earc h whic h takes  no ac c ount of c os t, aim ing s olely at s peed and thoroughnes s . Every c upboard, every s hel f had been s pi l led, food dumped on the floor. In the large room the mattres s es  had been ripped open, s tuffing s pi l led out. But s ome of i t looked l ike
vandal is m, unnec es s ary, pointles s .

T horby looked around with tears  wel l ing up and his  c hin quivering. But when he found, near the door. Pop's  fals e leg, lying dead on the floor wi th i ts  mec hanic al  perfec tion s mas hed as  i f trampled by boots , he broke into s obs  and had to put the c andle down to keep from dropping i t. He pic ked up the s hattered leg,
held i t l ike a dol l , s ank to the floor and c radled i t, roc king bac k and forth and moaning.

Chapter 5

T horby s pent the next s everal  hours  in the blac k c orridors  outs ide their ruined home, near the fi rs t branc hing, where he would hear Pop i f he c ame bac k but where T horby would have a c hanc e to duc k i f pol ic e s howed up.

He c aught hims el f dozing, woke with a s tart, and dec ided that he had to find out what time i t was ; i t s eemed as  i f he had been keeping vigi l  a week. He went bac k into their home, found a c andle and l i t i t. But their only c loc k, a hous ehold "E ternal ," was  s mas hed. No doubt the radioac tive c aps ule was  s ti l l  rec koning
eterni ty but the works  were mute. T horby looked at i t and forc ed hims el f to think in prac tic al  terms .

If Pop were free, he would c ome bac k. But the pol ic e had taken Pop away. W ould they s imply ques tion him  and turn him  loos e?

No, they would not. So far as  T horby knew, Pop had never done anything to harm the Sargon -- but he had known for a long time that Pop was  not s imply a harm les s  old beggar. T horby did not know why Pop had done the many things  whic h did not fi t the idea of "harm les s  old beggar" but i t was  c lear that the pol ic e



knew or s us pec ted. About onc e a year the pol ic e had "c leaned out" the ruins  by dropping a few retc h-gas  bombs  down the more c ons pic uous  holes ; i t s imply meant having to s leep s omewhere els e for a c ouple of nights . But this  was  a raid in forc e. T hey had intended to arres t Pop and they had been s earc hing for
s omething.

T he Sargon's  pol ic e operated on a c onc ept older than jus tic e; they as s umed that a man was  gui l ty, they ques tioned him  by inc reas ingly s trong methods  unti l  he talked ... methods  s o notorious  that an arres ted pers on was  us ual ly anxious  to tel l  al l  before ques tioning s tarted. But T horby was  c ertain that the pol ic e
would get nothing out of Pop whic h the old man did not wis h to admit.

T herefore the ques tioning would go on a long time.

T hey were probably working on Pop this  very m inute. T horby's  s tomac h turned over.

He had to get Pop away from them.

How? How does  a moth attac k the P res idium? T horby's  c hanc es  were not muc h better. Bas l im  m ight be in a bac k room of the dis tric t pol ic e barrac ks , the logic al  plac e for a petty pris oner. But T horby had an unreas oned c onvic tion that Pop was  not a petty pris oner ... in whic h c as e he m ight be anywhere, even in the
bowels  of the P res idium.

T horby c ould go to the dis tric t pol ic e offic e and as k where his  patron had been taken -- but s uc h was  the res pec t in whic h the Sargon's  pol ic e were held that this  s olution did not oc c ur to him ; had he pres ented hims el f as  next of kin of a pris oner undergoing interrogation T horby would have found hims el f in another
c los ed room being interviewed by the s ame forc eful  means  as  a c hec k on the ans wers  (or lac k of them) whic h were being wrung out of Bas l im .

T horby was  not a c oward; he s imply knew that one does  not dip water wi th a kni fe. W hatever he did for Pop would have to be done indirec tly. He c ould not demand his  "rights " bec aus e he had none; the idea never entered his  head. B ribery was  pos s ible -- for a man with a poke ful l  of s tel lars . T horby had les s  than
two m inims . S teal th was  al l  that was  left and for that he needed information.

He reac hed this  c onc lus ion as  s oon as  he admitted that there was  no reas onable c hanc e that the pol ic e would turn Pop loos e. But, on the wi ld c hanc e that Bas l im  m ight talk his  way free, T horby wrote a note, tel l ing Pop that he would c hec k bac k the next day, and left i t on a s hel f they us ed as  a mai l  drop. T hen he
left.

It was  night when he s tuc k his  head above ground. He c ould not dec ide whether he had been down in the ruins  for hal f a day or a day and a hal f. It forc ed him  to c hange plans ; he had intended to go fi rs t to Inga the greengroc er and find out what s he knew. But at leas t there were no pol ic e around now; he c ould move
freely as  long as  he evaded the night patrol . But where? W ho c ould, or would, give him  information?

T horby had dozens  of friends  and knew hundreds  by s ight. But his  ac quaintanc es  were s ubjec t to c urfew; he s aw them only in dayl ight and in mos t c as es  did not know where they s lept. But there was  one neighborhood whic h was  not under c urfew; J oy S treet and i ts  s everal  adjoining c ourts  never c los ed. In the
name of c ommerc e and for the ac c ommodation of vis i ting s pac emen taprooms  and gaming hal ls  and other plac es  of hos pi tal i ty to s trangers  in that area near the s pac eport never c los ed their doors . A  c ommoner, even a freedman, m ight s tay up al l  night there, al though he c ould not leave between c urfew and dawn
without ris king being pic ked up.

T his  ris k did not bother T horby; he did not intend to be s een and, al though i t was  patrol led ins ide, he knew the habi ts  of the pol ic e there. T hey traveled in pairs  and s tayed on l ighted s treets , leaving their beats  only to s uppres s  nois y forms  of lawbreaking. But the vi rtue of the dis tric t, for T horby's  purpos e, was  that
the gos s ip there was  often hours  ahead of the news  as  wel l  as  c overing matters  ignored or s uppres s ed by l ic ens ed news  s ervic es .

Someone on J oy S treet would know what had happened to Pop.

T horby got into the honky-tonk neighborhood by s c rambl ing over rooftops . He went down a drain into a dark c ourt, moved along i t to J oy S treet, s topped s hort of the s treet l ights , looked up and down for pol ic e and tried to s pot s omeone he knew. T here were many people about but mos t of them were s trangers  on the
town. T horby knew every proprietor and almos t every employee up and down the s treet but he hes i tated to walk into one of the joints ; he m ight walk into the arms  of pol ic e. He wanted to s pot s omeone he trus ted, whom he c ould motion into the darknes s  of the c ourt.

No pol ic e but no friendly fac es , ei ther -- lus t a moment; there was  Auntie S ingham.

Of the many fortunetel lers  who worked J oy S treet Auntie S ingham was  the bes t; s he never purveyed anything but good fortune. If thes e things  fai led to c ome to pas s , no c us tomer ever c omplained; Auntie's  warm voic e c arried c onvic tion. Some whis pered that s he improved her own fortunes  by pas s ing information to
the pol ic e, but T horby did not bel ieve i t bec aus e Pop did not. She was  a l ikely s ourc e of news  and T horby dec ided to c hanc e i t -- the mos t s he c ould tel l  the pol ic e was  that he was  al ive and on the loos e ... whic h they knew.

A round the c orner to T horby's  right was  the Port of Heaven c abaret; Auntie was  s preading her rug on the pavement there, antic ipating c us tomers  s pi l l ing out at the end of a performanc e now going on. ,

T horby glanc ed eac h way and hurried along the wal l  almos t to the c abaret. "Ps s t!  Auntie! "

She looked around, looked s tartled, then her fac e bec ame expres s ionles s . T hrough unmoving l ips  s he s aid, loud enough to reac h him , "Beat i t, s on!  Hide!  A re you c razy?"

"Auntie ... where have they got him?"

"Crawl in a hole and pul l  i t in after you. T here's  a reward out! " "For me? Don't be s i l ly. Auntie; nobody would pay a reward for me. J us t tel l  me where they're holding him . Do you know?"

"T hey're not."

" 'T hey're not' what?"

"You don't know? Oh, poor lad!  T hey've s hortened him ." T horby was  s o s hoc ked that he was  s peec hles s . A l though Bas l im  had talked of the time when he would be dead, T horby had never real ly bel ieved in i t; he was  inc apable of imagining Pop dead and gone.

He m is s ed her next words ; s he had to repeat. "Snoopers !  Get out! "

T horby glanc ed over his  s houlder. T wo patrolmen, moving this  way -- time to leave!  But he was  c aught between s treet and blank wal l , wi th no bol t hole but the entranc e to the c abaret ... i f he duc ked in there, dres s ed as  he was , being what he was , the management would s imply s hout for the patrol .

But there was  nowhere els e to go. T horby turned his  bac k on the pol ic e and went ins ide the narrow foyer of the c abaret. T here was  no one there; the las t ac t was  in progres s  and even the hawker was  not in s ight. But jus t ins ide was  a ladder-s tool  and on i t was  a box of trans parent letters  us ed to c hange s igns
bi l l ing the entertainers . T horby s aw them and an idea boi led up that would have made Bas l im  proud of his  pupi l  -- T horby grabbed the box and s tool  and went out again.

He paid no attention to the approac hing pol ic emen, plac ed the ladder-s tool  under the l i ttle l ighted marquee that s urmounted the entranc e and pimped up on i t, wi th his  bac k to the patrolmen. It plac ed mos t of his  body in bright l ight but his  head and s houlders  s tuc k up into the s hadow above the row of l ights . He
began methodic al ly to remove letters  s pel l ing the name of the s tar entertainer.

T he two pol ic e reac hed a point right behind him . T horby tried not to tremble and worked with the s teady l is tles s nes s  of a hired hand with a dul l  job. He heard Auntie S ingham c al l  out, "Good evening, Sergeant."

"Evening, Auntie. W hat l ies  are you tel l ing tonight?"

"Lies  indeed!  I s ee a s weet young girl  in your future, wi th hands  grac eful  as  birds . Let me s ee your palm  and perhaps  I c an read her name."

"W hat would my wife s ay? No time to c hat tonight, Auntie." T he s ergeant glanc ed at the workman c hanging the s ign, rubbed his  c hin and s aid, "W e've got to s tay on the prowl for Old Bas l im 's  brat. You haven't s een him?" He looked again at the work going on above him  and his  eyes  widened s l ightly.

"W ould I s i t here s wapping gos s ip i f I had?"

"Hmm ..." He turned to his  partner. "Roj , move along and c hec k Ac e's  P lac e, and don't forget the was hroom. I'l l  keep an eye on the s treet"

"Okay, Sarge."

T he s enior patrolman turned to the fortunetel ler as  his  partner moved away. "It's  a s ad thing, Auntie. W ho would have bel ieved that old Bas l im  c ould have been s pying agains t the Sargon and him  a c ripple?"

"W ho indeed?" She roc ked forward. "Is  i t true that he died of fright before they s hortened him?"

"He had pois on ready, knowing what was  c oming. But dead he was , before they pul led him  out of his  hole. T he c aptain was  furious ."

"If he was  dead already, why s horten him?"

"Come, c ome, Auntie, the law mus t be s erved. Shorten him  they did, though i t's  not a job I'd rel is h." T he s ergeant s ighed. "It's  a s ad world, Auntie. T hink of that poor boy, led as tray by that old ras c al  ... and now the c aptain and the c ommandant both want to as k the lad ques tions  they meant to as k the old man."

"W hat good wi l l  that do them?"

"None, l ikely." T he s ergeant poked gutter fi l th wi th the butt of his  s taff. "But i f I were the lad, knowing the old man is  dead and not knowing any ans wers  to di ffic ul t ques tions , I'd be far, far from here already. I'd find me a farmer a long way from the c i ty, one who needed wi l l ing hands  c heap and took no interes t in the
troubles  of the c i ty. But s inc e I'm  not, why then, as  s oon as  I c lap eyes  on him , i f I do, I'l l  arres t him  and haul  him  up before the c aptain."

"He's  probably hiding between rows  in a bean field this  m inute, trembl ing with fright."

"Likely. But that's  better than walking around with no head on your s houlders ." T he pol ic e s ergeant looked down the s treet, c al led out, "Okay, Roj . Right wi th you." As  he s tarted away he glanc ed again at T horby and s aid, "Night, Auntie. If you s ee him , s hout for us ."

"I'l l  do that. Hai l  to the Sargon."

"Hai l ."

T horby c ontinued to pretend to work and tried not to s hake, whi le the pol ic e moved s lowly away. Cus tomers  tric kled out of the c abaret and Auntie took up her c hant, prom is ing fame, fortune, and a bright gl imps e of the future, al l  for a c oin. T horby was  about to get down, s tic k the gear bac k into the entranc eway and
get los t, when a hand grabbed his  ankle.

"W hat are you doing! "

T horby froze, then real ized i t was  jus t the manager of the plac e, angry at finding his  s ign dis turbed. W ithout looking down T horby s aid, "W hat's  wrong? You paid me to c hange this  bl inker."

"I did?"

"W hy, s ure, you did. You told me --" T horby glanc ed down, looked amazed and blurted, "You're not the one."

"I c ertainly am not. Get down from there."

"I c an't. You've got my ankle.

T he man let go and s tepped bac k as  T horby c l imbed down. "I don't know what s i l ly idiot c ould have told you --" He broke off as  T horby's  fac e c ame into l ight. "Hey, i fs  that beggar boy! "

T horby broke into a run as  the man grabbed for him . He went duc king in and out between pedes trians  as  the s hout of, "Patrol !  Patrol !  Pol ic e! " ros e behind him . T hen he was  in the dark c ourt again and, c harged with adrenal ine, was  up a drainpipe as  i f i t had been level  pavement. He did not s top unti l  he was
s everal  dozen roofs  away.

He s at down agains t a c himney pot, c aught his  breath and tried to think.

Pop was  dead. He c ouldn't be but he was . Old Poddy wouldn't have s aid s o i f he hadn't known. W hy ... why, Pop's  head mus t be on a s pike down at the pylon this  m inute, along with the other los ers . T horby had one gris ly flas h of vis ual ization, and at las t c ol laps ed, wept unc ontrol lably.

A fter a long time he rais ed his  head, wiped his  fac e with knuc kles , and s traightened up.

Pop was  dead. A l l  right, what did he do now?

Anyhow, Pop had beat them out of ques tioning him . T horby fel t bi tter pride. Pop was  always  the s mart one; they had c aught him  but Pop had had the las t laugh.

W el l , what did he do now?

Auntie S ingham had warned him  to hide. Poddy had s aid, plain as  anything, to get out of town. Good advic e -- i f he wanted to s tay as  tal l  as  he was , he had better be outs ide the c i ty before dayl ight. Pop would expec t him  to put up a fight, not s i t s ti l l  and wait for the s noopies , and there was  nothing left that he c ould
do for Pop, now that Pop was  dead -- hold i t!

"W hen I'm  dead, you are to look up a man and give him  a mes s age. Can I depend on you? Not goof off and forget i t?"

Yes , Pop, you c an!  I didn't forget -- I'l l  del iver i t!  T horby rec al led for the fi rs t time in more than a day why he had c ome home early: S tars hip S is u was  in port; her s kipper was  on Pop's  l is t. "T he fi rs t one who s hows  up" -- that's  what Pop had s aid. I didn't goof, Pop; I almos t did but I remembered. I'l l  do i t, I'l l  do i t!
T horby dec ided with fierc e res urgenc e that this  mes s age mus t be the final , important thing that Pop had to get out -- s inc e they s aid he was  a s py. A l l  right, he'd help Pop finis h his  job. I'l l  do i t, Pop. You'l l  have the bes t of them yet!

T horby fel t no twinge at the "treas on" he was  about to attempt; s hipped in as  a s lave agains t his  wi l l , he fel t no loyal ty to the Sargon and Bas l im  had never tried to ins ti l l  any. His  s tronges t feel ing toward the Sargon was  s upers ti tious  fear and even that was hed away in the violenc e of his  need for revenge. He feared
nei ther pol ic e nor Sargon hims el f; he s imply wanted to evade them long enough to c arry out Bas l im 's  wis hes . A fter that ... wel l , i f they c aught him , he hoped to have finis hed the job before they s hortened him .

If the S is u were s ti l l  in port ...

Oh, s he had to be!  But the fi rs t thing was  to find out for s ure that the s hip had not left, then -- no, the fi rs t thing was  to get out of s ight before dayl ight. It was  a m i l l ion times  more important to s tay c lear of the s noopies  now that he had i t through his  thic k head that there was  s omething be c ould do for Pop.

Get out of s ight, find out i f the S is u was  s ti l l  di rts ide, get a mes s age to her s kipper ... and do al l  this  wi th every patrolman in the dis tric t looking for him  --

Maybe he had better work his  way over to the s hipyards , where he was  not known, s neak ins ide and bac k the long way to the port and find the S is u. No, that was  s i l ly; he had almos t been c aught over that way jus t from not knowing the layout. Here, at leas t, he knew every bui lding, mos t of the people.

But he had to have help. He c ouldn't go on the s treet, s top s pac emen and as k. W ho was  a c los e enough friend to help ... at ris k of trouble wi th pol ic e? Ziggie? Don't be s i l ly; Ziggie would turn him  in for the reward, for two m inims  Ziggie would s el l  his  own mother -- Ziggie thought that anyone who didn't look out for



number one fi rs t, las t, and always  was  a s uc ker.

W ho els e? T horby c ame up agains t the hard fac t that mos t of his  friends  were around his  age and as  l im i ted in res ourc es . Mos t of them he did not know how to find at night, and he c ertainly c ould not hang around in dayl ight and wait for one to s how up. As  for the few who l ived with their fam i l ies  at known
addres s es , he c ould not think of one who c ould both be trus ted and c ould keep parents  c onc erned from tipping off the pol ic e. Mos t hones t c i tizens  at T horby's  level  went to great lengths  to m ind their own bus ines s  and s tay on the right s ide of the pol ic e.

It had to be one of Pop's  friends .

He tic ked off this  l is t almos t as  quic kly. In mos t c as es  he c ould not be s ure how binding the friends hip was , blood brotherhood or merely ac quaintanc e. T he only one whom he c ould pos s ibly reac h and who m ight pos s ibly help was  Mother Shaum. She had s hel tered them onc e when they were driven out of their
c ave with retc h gas  and s he had always  had a land word and a c old drink for T horby.

He got moving; dayl ight was  c oming.

Mother Shaum's  plac e was  a taproom and lodging hous e, on the other s ide of J oy S treet and near the c rewmen's  gate to the s pac eport. Hal f an hour later, having c ros s ed many roofs , twic e been up and down in s ide c ourts  and onc e having duc ked ac ros s  the l ighted s treet, T horby was  on the roof of her plac e. He
had not dared walk in her door; too many witnes s es  would forc e her to c al l  the patrol . He had c ons idered the bac k entranc e and had s quatted among garbage c ans  before dec iding that there were too many voic es  in the ki tc hen.

But when he did reac h her roof, he was  almos t c aught by dayl ight; he found the us ual  ac c es s  to the roof but he found als o that i ts  door and loc k were s turdy enough to defy barehanded burglary.

He went to the rear wi th the pos s ibi l i ty in m ind of going down, trying the bac k door anyhow; i t was  almos t dawn and bec oming urgent to get under c over. As  he looked down the bac k he notic ed venti lation holes  for the low attic , one at eac h s ide. T hey were barely as  wide as  his  s houlders , as  deep as  his  c hes t -- but
they led ins ide.

T hey were s c reened but a few m inutes  and many s c ratc hes  later he had one kic ked in. T hen he tried the unl ikely tas k of eas ing hims el f over the edge feet fi rs t and s naking into the hole. He got in as  far as  his  hips , his  c lout c aught on raw edges  of s c reening and he s tuc k l ike a c ork, lower hal f ins ide the hous e,
c hes t and head and arms  s tic king out l ike a gargoyle. He c ould not move and the s ky was  getting l ighter.

W ith a drag from his  heels  and s heer forc e of wi l l  the c loth parted and he moved ins ide, almos t knoc king hims el f out by banging his  head. He lay s ti l l  and c aught his  breath, then pus hed the s c reening untidi ly bac k into plac e. It would no longer s top verm in but i t m ight tool  the eye from four s tories  down. It was  not
unti l  then that he real ized that he had almos t fal len thos e four s tories .

T he attic  was  no more than a c rawl s pac e; he s tarted to explore on hands  and knees  for the fixture he bel ieved mus t be here: a s c uttle hole for repairs  or ins pec tion. Onc e he s tarted looking and fai led to find i t, he was  not s ure that there was  s uc h a thing -- he knew that s ome hous es  had them but he did not know
muc h about hous es ; he had not l ived in them muc h.

He did not find i t unti l  s unris e s triking the vent holes  gave i l lum ination. It was  al l  the way forward, on the s treet s ide.

And i t was  bol ted from underneath.

But i t was  not as  rugged as  the door to the roof. He looked around, found a heavy s pike dropped by a workman and us ed i t to dig at the wooden c los ure. In time he worked a knot loos e, s topped and peered through the knothole.

T here was  a room below; he s aw a bed with one figure in i t.

T horby dec ided that he c ould not expec t better luc k; only one pers on to c ope with, to pers uade to find Mother Shaum without rais ing an alarm. He took his  eye away, put a finger through and fel t around; he touc hed the latc h, then gladly broke a fingernai l  eas ing the bol t bac k. S i lently he l i fted the trap door.

T he figure in the bed did not s ti r.

He lowered hims el f, hung by his  fingertips , dropped the remaining s hort dis tanc e and c ol laps ed as  nois eles s ly as  pos s ible.

T he pers on in bed was  s i tting up with a gun aimed at him . "It took you long enough," s he s aid. "I've been l is tening to you for the pas t hour."

"Mother Shaum!  Don't s hoot! "

She leaned forward, looked c los ely. "Bas l im 's  kid! " She s hook her head. "Boy, you're a mes s  ... and you're hotter than a fi re in a mattres s , too. W hat pos s es s ed you to c ome here?"

"I didn't know where els e to go."

She frowned. "I s uppos e that's  a c ompl iment ... though I had ruther have had a plague of boi ls , i f I'd uv had my druthers ." She got out of bed in her nightdres s , big bare feet s lapping on the floor, and peered out the window at the s treet below. "Snoopies  here, s noopies  there, s noopies  c hec king every joint in the s treet
three times  in one night and s c aring my c us tomers  ... boy, you've c aus ed more hooraw than I've s een s inc e the fac tory riots . W hy didn't you have the kindnes s  to drop dead?"

"You won't hide me, Mother?"

"W ho s aid I wouldn't? I've never gone out of my way to turn anybody in yet. But I don't have to l ike i t" She glowered at him . "W hen did you eat las t?"

"Uh, I don't remember." "I'l l  s c are you up s omething. I don't s uppos e you c an pay for i t?" She looked at him  s harply.

"I'm  not hungry. Mother Shaum, is  the S is u s ti l l  in port?"

"Huh? I don't know. Yes , I do; s he is  -- a c ouple of her boys  were in earl ier tonight. W hy?"

"I've got to get a mes s age to her s kipper. I've got to s ee him , I've jus t got to! "

She gave a moan of utter exas peration. "Firs t he wakes  a dec ent working woman out of her fi rs t s leep of the night, he plants  hims el f on her at rare ris k to her l i fe and l imb and l ic ens e. He's  fi l thy dirty and s c ratc hed and bloody and no doubt wi l l  be us ing my c lean towels  wi th laundry pric es  the way they are. He has n't
eaten and c an't pay for his  tuc ker ... and now he adds  ins ul t to injury by demanding that I run errands  for him ! "

"I'm  not hungry ... and i t does n't matter whether I was h or not. But I've got to s ee Captain K raus a."

"Don't be giving me orders  in my own bedroom. Overgrown and uns panked, you are, i f I knew that old s c amp you l ived with. You'l l  have to wai t unti l  one of the S is u's  lads  s hows  up later in the day, s o's  I c an get a note out to the Captain." She turned toward the door. "W ater's  in the jug, towel 's  on the rac k. Mind you get
c lean." She left.

W as hing did feel  good and T horby found as tringent powder on her dres s ing table, dus ted his  s c ratc hes . She c ame bac k, s lapped two s l ic es  of bread with a generous  s lab of meat between them in front of him , added a bowl of m i lk, left wi thout s peaking. T horby hadn't thought that i t was  pos s ible to eat, wi th Pop
dead, but found that i t was  -- he had qui t worrying when he fi rs t s aw Mother Shaum.

She c ame bac k. "Gulp that las t bi te and in you go. T he word is  they're going to s earc h every hous e."

"Huh? T hen I'l l  get out and run for i t."

"Shut up and do as  I s ay. In you go now."

"In where?"

"In there," s he ans wered, pointing.

"In that?" It was  a bui l t-in window s eat and c hes t, in a c orner; i ts  s hortc oming lay in i ts  s ize, i t being as  wide as  a man but les s  than a thi rd as  long. "I don't think I c an fold up that s mal l ."

"And that's  jus t what the s noopies  wi l l  think. Hurry." She l i fted the l id, dug out s ome c lothing, l i fted the far end of the box at the wal l  adjoining the next room as  i f i t were a s as h, and dis c los ed thereby that a hole went on through the wal l . "Sc oot your legs  through -- and don't think you are the only one who has  ever
needed to l ie quiet."

T horby got into the box, s l id his  legs  through the hole, lay bac k; the l id when c los ed would be a few inc hes  above his  fac e. Mother Shaum threw c lothing on top of him , c onc eal ing him . "You okay?"

"Yeah, s ure. Mother Shaum? Is  he real ly dead?"

Her voic e bec ame almos t gentle. "He is , lad. A  great s hame i t is , too."

"You're s ure?"

"I was  bothered by the s ame doubt, knowing him  s o wel l . So I took a walk down to the pylon to s ee. He is . But I c an tel l  you this , lad, he's  got a grin on his  fac e l ike he'd outs marted them ... and he had, too. T hey don't l ike i t when a man does n't wai t to be ques tioned." She s ighed again. "Cry now, i f you need, but be
quiet. If you hear anyone, don't even breathe."

T he l id s lammed. T horby wondered whether he would be able to breathe at al l , but found that there mus t be air holes ; i t was  s tuffy but bearable. He turned his  head to get his  nos e c lear of c loth res ting on i t.

T hen he did c ry, after whic h he went to s leep.

He was  awakened by voic es  and foots teps , rec al led where he was  barely in time to keep from s i tting up. T he l id above his  fac e opened, and then s lammed, making his  ears  ring; a man's  voic e c al led out, "Nothing in this  room, Sarge! "

"W e'l l  s ee." T horby rec ognized Poddy's  voic e. "You m is s ed that s c uttle up there. Fetc h the ladder."

Mother Shaum's  voic e s aid, "Nothing up there but the breather s pac e, Sergeant"

"I s aid, 'W e'd s ee.' "

A  few m inutes  later he added, "Hand me the torc h. Hmm ... you're right. Mother ... but he has  been here."

"Huh?"

"Sc reen broken bac k at the end of the hous e and dus t dis turbed. I think he got in this  way, c ame down through your bedroom, and out."

"Saints  and devi ls !  I c ould have been murdered in my bed!  Do you c al l  that pol ic e protec tion?"

"You're not hurt. But you'd better have that s c reen fixed, or you'l l  have s nakes  and al l  their c ous ins  l iving wi th you." He paus ed. "It's  my thought he tried to s tay in the dis tric t, found i t too hot, and went bac k to the ruins . If s o, no doubt we'l l  gas  him  out before the day is  over."

"Do you think I'm  s afe to go bac k to my bed?"

"W hy s hould he bother an old s ac k of s uet l ike you?"

"W hat a nas ty thing to s ay!  And jus t when I was  about to offer you a drop to c ut the dus t."

"You were? Let's  go down to your ki tc hen, then, and we'l l  dis c us s  i t I may have been wrong." T horby heard them leave, heard the ladder being removed. A t las t he dared breathe.

Later s he c ame bac k, grumbl ing, and opened the l id. "You c an s tretc h your legs . But be ready to jump bac k in. T hree pints  of my bes t Pol ic emen! "

Chapter 6

T he s kipper of the S is u s howed up that evening. Captain K raus a was  tal l , fai r, rugged and had the worry wrinkles  and grim  mouth of a man us ed to authori ty and res pons ibi l i ty. He was  i rked with hims el f and everyone for having al lowed hims el f to be lured away from his  routine by nons ens e. His  eye as s ayed T horby
unflatteringly. "Mother Shaum, is  this  the pers on who ins is ted that he had urgent bus ines s  with me?"

T he c aptain s poke Nine W orlds  trade l ingo, a degenerate form of Sargones e, uninflec ted and with a rudimentary pos i tional  grammar. But T horby unders tood i t. He ans wered, "If you are Captain Fjalar K raus a, I have a mes s age for you, noble s i r."

"Don't c al l  me 'noble s i r'; I'm  Captain K raus a, yes ."

"Yes , nob - yes , Captain."

"If you have a mes s age, give i t to me."

"Yes , Captain." T horby s tarted rec i ting the mes s age he had memorized, us ing the Suomis h vers ion to K raus a. " 'To Captain Fjalar K raus a, mas ter of S tars hip S is u from Bas l im  the Cripple: Greetings , old friend!  Greetings  to your fam i ly, c lan, and s ib, and my humbles t res pec ts  to your revered mother. I am s peaking
to you through the mouth of my adopted s on. He does  not unders tand Suomic ; I addres s  you privately. W hen you rec eive this  mes s age, I am already dead --"

K raus a had s tarted to s m i le; now he let out an exc lamation. T horby s topped. Mother Shaum interrupted with, "W hat's  he s aying? W hat language is  that?"

K raus a brus hed i t as ide. "It's  my language. Is  what he s ays  true?"

"Is  what true? How would I know? I don't unders tand that yammer."

"Uh ... s orry, s orry!  He tel ls  me that an old beggar who us ed to hang around the P laza -- 'Bas l im ' he c al led hims el f -- is  dead. Is  this  true?"



"Eh? Of c ours e i t is . I c ould have told you, i f I had known you were interes ted. Everybody knows  i t."

"Everybody but me, apparently. W hat happened to him?"

"He was  s hortened."

"Shortened? W hy?"

She s hrugged. "How would I know? T he word is , he died or pois oned hims el f, or s omething, before they c ould ques tion him  -- s o how would I know? I'm  jus t a poor old woman, trying to make an hones t l iving, wi th pric es  getting higher every day. T he Sargon's  pol ic e don't c onfide in me"

"But i f -- never m ind. He managed to c heat them, did he? It s ounds  l ike him ." He turned to T horby. "Go on. Finis h your mes s age."

T horby, thrown off s tride, had to go bac k to the beginning. K raus a waited impatiently unti l  he reac hed: "-- I am already dead. My s on is  the only thing of value of whic h I die pos s es s ed; I entrus t him  to your c are. I as k that you s uc c or and admonis h him  as  i f you were I. W hen opportuni ty pres ents , I as k that you del iver
him  to the c ommander of any ves s el  of the Hegemonic  Guard, s aying that he is  a dis tres s ed c i tizen of the Hegemony and enti tled as  s uc h to their help in loc ating his  fam i ly. If they wi l l  bes ti r thems elves , they c an es tabl is h his  identi ty and res tore him  to his  people. A l l  the res t I leave to your good judgment. I have
enjoined him  to obey you and I bel ieve that he wi l l ; he is  a good lad, wi thin the l im i ts  of his  age and experienc e, and I entrus t him  to you with a s erene heart. Now I mus t depart. My l i fe has  been long and ric h; I am c ontent. Farewel l"

T he Captain c hewed his  l ip and his  fac e worked in the fas hion of a grown man who is  bus y not c rying. Final ly he s aid gruffly, "T hat's  c lear enough. W el l , lad, are you ready?"

"S ir?"

"You're c oming with me. Or didn't Bas l im  tel l  you?"

"No, s i r. But he told me to do whatever you told me to. I'm  to c ome with you?"

"Yes . How s oon c an you leave?"

T horby gulped. "Right now, s i r."

"T hen c ome on. I want to get bac k to my s hip." He looked T horby up and down. "Mother Shaum, c an we put s ome dec ent c lothes  on him? T hat outlandis h rig won't do to c ome aboard in. Or never m ind; there's  a s lop s hop down the s treet; I'l l  pic k him  up a ki t."

She had l is tened with growing amazement. Now s he s aid, "You're taking him  to your s hip?"

"Any objec tions ?"

"Huh? Not at al l  ... i f you don't c are i f they rac k him  apart."

"W hat do you mean?"

"A re you c razy? T here are s ix s noopers  between here and the s pac eport gate ... and eac h one anxious  to pic k up the reward."

"You mean he's  wanted?"

"W hy do you think I've hidden him  in my own bedroom? He's  as  hot as  bubbl ing c hees e."

"But why?"

"Again, how would I know? He is ."

"You don't real ly think that a lad l ike this  would know enough about what old Bas l im  was  doing to make i t worth --"

"Let's  not s peak of what Bas l im  was  doing or did. I'm  a loyal  s ubjec t of the Sargon ... wi th no wis h to be s hortened. You s ay you want to take the boy into your s hip. I s ay, 'Fine! ' I'l l  be happy to be qui t of the worry. But how?"

K raus a c rac ked his  knuc kles  one by one. "I had thought," he s aid s lowly, "that i t would be jus t a matter of walking him  down to the gate and paying his  em igration tax."

"It's  not, s o forget i t. Is  there any way to get him  aboard without pas s ing him  through the gate?"

Captain K raus a looked worried. "T hey're s o s tric t about s muggl ing here that i f they c atc h you, they c onfis c ate the s hip. You're as king me to ris k my s hip ... and mys el f ... and my whole c rew."

"I'm  not as king you to ris k anything. I've got mys el f to worry about. I was  jus t tel l ing you the s traight s c ore. If you as k me, I'd s ay you were c razy to attempt i t."

T horby s aid, "Captain K raus a --"

"Eh? W hat is  i t, lad?"

"Pop told me to do as  you s aid ... but I'm  s ure he never meant you to ris k your nec k on my ac c ount" He s wal lowed. I'l l  be al l  right."

K raus a s awed the air impatiently. "No, no! " he s aid hars hly. "Bas l im  wanted this  done ... and debts  are paid. Debts  are always  paid! "

"I don't unders tand."

"No need for you to. But Bas l im  wanted me to take you with me, s o that's  how i t's  got to be." He turned to Mother Shaum. "T he ques tion is , how? Any ideas ?"

"Mmm ... pos s ibly. Let's  go talk i t over." She turned. "Get bac k in your hide-away, T horby, and be c areful . I may have to go out for a whi le."

Shortly before c urfew the next day a large s edan c hair left J oy S treet. A  patrolman s topped i t and Mother Shaum s tuc k her head out. He looked s urpris ed. "Going out, Mother? W ho'l l  take c are of your c us tomers ?"

"Mura has  the keys ," s he ans wered. "But keep an eye on the plac e, that's  a good friend. She's  not as  fi rm  with them as  I am." She put s omething in his  hand and he made i t dis appear.

"I'l l  do that. Going to be gone al l  night?"

"I hope not. Perhaps  I had better have a s treet pas s , do you think? I'd l ike to c ome s traight home i f I finis h my bus ines s ."

"W el l , now, they've tightened up a l i ttle on s treet pas s es ."

"S ti l l  looking for the beggar's  boy?"

"As  a matter of fac t, yes . But we'l l  find him . If he's  fled to the c ountry, they'l l  s tarve him  out; i f he's  s ti l l  in town, we'l l  run him  down."

"W el l , you c ould hardly m is take me for him . So how about a s hort pas s  for an old woman who needs  to make a private c al l?" She res ted her hand on the door; the edge of a bi l l  s tuc k out.

He glanc ed at i t and glanc ed away. "Is  m idnight late enough?"

"P lenty, I s hould think."

He took out his  book and s tarted wri ting, tore out the form and handed i t to her. As  s he ac c epted i t the money dis appeared. "Don't make i t later than m idnight"

"Earl ier, I hope."

He glanc ed ins ide the s edan c hair, then looked over her entourage. T he four bearers  had been s tanding patiently, s aying nothing -- whic h was  not s urpris ing, s inc e they had no tongues . "Zeni th Garage?"

"I always  trade there."

"I thought I rec ognized them. W el l  matc hed."

"Better look them over. One of them m ight be the beggar's  boy."

"T hos e great hairy brutes !  Get along with you, Mother."

"Hai l , Shol ."

T he c hair s wung up and moved away at a trot. As  they rounded the c orner s he s lowed them to a walk and drew al l  c urtains . T hen s he patted the c us hions  bi l lowing around her. "Doing al l  right?"

"I'm  s quas hed," a voic e ans wered faintly.

"Better s quas hed than s hortened. I'l l  eas e over a bi t. Your lap is  bony."

For the next m i le s he was  bus y modifying her c os tume, and putting on jewels . She vei led her fac e unti l  only her l ive, blac k eyes  s howed. Finis hed, s he s tuc k her head out and c al led ins truc tions  to the head porter; the c hair s wung right toward the s pac eport. W hen they reac hed the road girdl ing i ts  high, impregnable
fenc e i t was  almos t dark.

T he gate for s pac emen is  at the foot of J oy S treet, the gate for pas s engers  is  eas t of there in the Emigration Control  Bui lding. Beyond that, in the warehous e dis tric t, is  T raders ' Gate -- freight and outgoing c us toms . Mi les  beyond are s hipyard gates . But between the s hipyards  and T raders ' Gate is  a s mal l  gate
res erved for nobles  ric h enough to own s pac e yac hts .

T he c hair reac hed the s pac eport fenc e s hort of T raders ' Gate, turned and went along the fenc e toward i t. T raders ' Gate is  s everal  gates , eac h a loading doc k bui l t through the barrier, s o that a warehous e truc k c an bac k up, unload; the Sargon's  ins pec tors  c an weigh, meas ure, grade, prod, open, and ray the
merc handis e, as  may be indic ated, before i t s l ides  ac ros s  the doc k into s pac eport truc ks  on the other s ide, to be del ivered to wai ting s hips .

T his  night doc k-three of the gate had i ts  barric ade open; Free T rader S is u was  finis hing loading. Her mas ter watc hed, arguing with ins pec tors , and oi l ing their func tioning in the immemorial  fas hion. A  s hip's  junior offic er helped him , keeping tal ly wi th pad and penc i l .

T he s edan c hair weaved among waiting truc ks  and pas s ed c los e to the doc k. T he mas ter of the S is u looked up as  the vei led lady in the c hair peered out at the ac tivi ty. He glanc ed at his  watc h and s poke to his  junior offic er. "One more load, J an. You go in wi th the loaded truc k and I'l l  fol low with the las t one."

"Aye aye, s i r." T he young man c l imbed on the tai l  of the truc k and told the driver to take i t away. An empty truc k pul led into i ts  plac e. It loaded quic kly as  the s hip's  mas ter s eemed to find fewer things  to argue about wi th the ins pec tors . T hen he was  not s atis fied and demanded that i t be done over. T he bos s
s tevedore was  pained but the mas ter s oothed him , glanc ed at his  watc h again and s aid, "T here's  time. I don't want thes e c rates  c rac ked before we get them into the s hip; the s tuff c os ts  money. So let's  do i t right."

T he s edan c hair had moved on along the fenc e. Shortly i t was  dark; the vei led lady looked at the glowing fac e of her finger watc h and urged her bearers  into a trot.

T hey c ame at las t to the gate res erved for nobles . T he vei led lady leaned her head out and s napped, "Open up! "

T here were two guards  on the gate, one in a l i ttle watc h room, the other lounging outs ide. T he one outs ide opened the gate, but plac ed his  s taff ac ros s  i t when the s edan c hair s tarted to go through. S topped, the bearers  lowered i t to the ground with the right-hand or door s ide fac ing into the gate.

T he vei led lady c al led out, "Clear the way, you!  Lord Marl in's  yac ht."

T he guard bloc king the gate hes i tated. "My lady has  a pas s ?"

"A re you a fool?"

"If my lady has  no pas s ," he s aid s lowly, "perhaps  my lady wi l l  s ugges t s ome way to as s ure the guard that My Lord Marl in is  expec ting her?"

T he vei led lady was  a voic e in the dark -- the guard had s ens e enough not to s hine the l ight in her fac e; he had long experienc e with nobles  and fumed. "If you ins is t on being a fool , c al l  my lord at his  yac ht!  Phone him  -- and I trus t you'l l  find you've pleas ed him ! "

T he guard in the watc h room c ame out. "T rouble, Sean?"

"Uh, no." T hey held a whis pered c ons ul tation. T he junior went ins ide to phone Lord Marl in's  yac ht, whi le the other wai ted outs ide.

But i t appeared that the lady had had al l  the nons ens e s he was  wi l l ing to endure. She threw open the door of the c hair, burs t out, and s tormed into the watc h room with the other s tartled guard after her. T he one making the c al l  s topped punc hing keys  with c onnec tion unc ompleted and looked up ... and fel t s ic k. T his
was  even wors e than he had thought. T his  was  no fl ighty young girl , es c aped from her c haperones ; this  was  an angry dowager, the s ort wi th enough influenc e to break a man to c ommon labor or wors e -- wi th a temper that made her c apable of i t. He l is tened open-mouthed to the ric hes t tongue-las hing i t had been
his  m is fortune to endure in al l  the years  he had been c hec king lords  and ladies  through their gate.



W hile the attention of both guards  was  monopol ized by Mother Shaum's  ric h rhetoric , a figure detac hed i ts el f from the s edan c hair, faded through the gate and kept going, unti l  i t was  los t in the gloom of the field. As  T horby ran, even as  he expec ted the burning tingle of a s tun gun bol t in his  guts , he watc hed for a
road on the right joining the one from the gate. W hen he c ame to i t he threw hims el f down and lay panting.

Bac k at the gate, Mother Shaum s topped for breath. "My lady," one of them s aid plac atingly, "i f you wi l l  jus t let us  c omplete the c al l  --"

"Forget i t!  No, remember i t!  -- for tomorrow you'l l  hear from My Lord Marl in." She flounc ed bac k to her c hair.

"P leas e, my lady! "

She ignored them, s poke s harply to the s laves ; they s wung the c hair up, broke into a trot. One guard's  hand went to his  bel t, as  a feel ing of s omething badly wrong pos s es s ed him . But his  hand s topped. Right or wrong, knoc king down a lady's  bearer was  not to be ris ked, no matter what s he m ight be up to.

And, after al l , s he hadn't ac tual ly done anything wrong.

W hen the mas ter of the S is u final ly okayed the loading of the las t truc k, he c l imbed onto i ts  bed, waved the driver to s tart, then worked his  way forward. "Hey, there! " He knoc ked on the bac k of the c ab.

"Yes , Captain?" T he driver's  voic e c ame through faintly.

"T here's  a s top s ign where this  road joins  the one out to the s hips . I notic e mos t of you drivers  don't bother wi th i t."

"T hat one? T here's  never any traffic  on that road. T hat road is  a s top jus t bec aus e the nobles  us e i t."

"T hat's  what I mean. One of them m ight pop up and I'd m is s  my jump time jus t for a s i l ly traffic  ac c ident wi th one of your nobles . T hey c ould hold me here for many ninedays . So c ome to a ful l  s top, wi l l  you?"

"W hatever you s ay. Captain. You're paying the bi l l ."

"So I am." A  hal f-s tel lar note went through a c rac k in the c ab.

W hen the truc k s lowed, K raus a went to the tai lgate. As  i t s topped he reac hed down and s naked T horby ins ide. "Quiet! " T horby nodded and trembled. K raus a took tools  from his  poc kets , attac ked one of the c rates . Shortly he had one s ide open, burlap pul led bac k, and he s tarted dumping verga leaves , pric eles s  on
any other planet. Soon he had a largis h hole and a hundred pounds  of valuable leaves  were s c attered over the plain. "Get in! "

T horby c rawled into the s pac e, made hims el f s mal l . K raus a pul led burlap over him , s ewed i t, c rimped s lats  bac k into plac e, and finis hed by s trapping i t and s eal ing i t wi th a good im itation of the s eal  us ed by the ins pec tors  -- i t was  a handc rafted produc t of his  s hip's  mac hine s hop. He s traightened up and wiped
s weat from his  fac e. T he truc k was  turning into the loading c irc le for the S is u.

He s upervis ed the final  loads  hims el f, wi th the Sargon's  field ins pec tor at his  elbow, c hec king off eac h c rate, eac h bale, eac h c arton as  i t went into the s l ing. T hen K raus a thanked the ins pec tor appropriately and rode the s l ing up ins tead of the pas s enger hois t. S inc e a man was  riding i t, the hois t man let down the
s l ing wi th more than us ual  c are. T he hold was  almos t fi l led and s towed for jump; there was  very l i ttle headroom. Crewmen s tarted wres tl ing c rates  free of the s l ing and even the Captain lent a hand, at leas t to the extent of one c rate. Onc e the s l ing was  dragged dear, they c los ed the c argo door and s tarted dogging i t
for s pac e. Captain K raus a reac hed into his  poc ket again and s tarted tearing open that c rate.

T wo hours  later Mother Shaum s tood at her bedroom window and looked out ac ros s  the s pac eport. She glanc ed at her watc h. A  green roc ket ros e from the c ontrol  tower; s ec onds  later a c olumn of whi te l ight c l imbed to the s ky. W hen the nois e reac hed her, s he s m i led grim ly and went downs tairs  to s upervis e the
bus ines s  -- Mura c ouldn't real ly handle i t properly alone.

Chapter 7

Ins ide the fi rs t few m i l l ion m i les  T horby was  unhappi ly c onvinc ed that he had made a m is take.

He pas s ed out from inhal ing fumes  of verga leaves  and awakened in a tiny, one-bunk s tateroom. W aking was  painful ; al though the S is u maintained one s tandard gravi ty of internal  field throughout a jump his  body had rec ognized both the s l ight di fferenc e from J ubbul-s urfac e gravi ty and the more s ubtle di fferenc e
between an arti fic ial  field and the natural  c ondi tion. His  body dec ided that he was  in the hold of a s laver and threw him  into the fi rs t nightmare he had had in years .

T hen his  ti red, fume-s odden brain took a long time s truggl ing up out of the horror.

A t las t he was  awake, aware of his  s urrounding, and c onc luded that he was  aboard the S is u and s afe. He fel t a glow of rel ief and gathering exc i tement that he was  travel ing, going s omewhere. His  grief over Bas l im  was  pus hed as ide by s trangenes s  and c hange. He looked around.

T he c ompartment was  a c ube, only a foot or s o higher and wider than his  own height. He was  res ting on a s hel f that fi l led hal f the room and under him  was  a mattres s  s trangely and del ightful ly s oft, of material  warm and s pringy and s mooth. He s tretc hed and yawned in s urpris ed wonder that traders  l ived in s uc h
luxury. T hen he s wung his  feet over and s tood up.

T he bunk s wung nois eles s ly up and fi tted i ts el f into the bulkhead. T horby c ould not puzzle out how to open i t again. P res ently he gave up. He did not want a bed then; he did want to look around.

W hen he woke the c ei l ing was  glowing faintly. W hen he s tood up i t glowed brightly and remained s o. But the l ight did not s how where the door was . T here were vertic al  metal  panels  on three s ides , any of whic h m ight have been a door, s ave that none dis played thumb s lot, hinge, or other fam i l iar mark.

He c ons idered the pos s ibi l i ty that he had been loc ked in, but was  not troubled. Living in a c ave, working in the P laza, he was  affl ic ted nei ther wi th c laus trophobia nor agoraphobia; he s imply wanted to find the door and was  annoyed that he c ould not rec ognize i t. If i t were loc ked, he did not think that Captain K raus a
would let i t s tay loc ked unduly long. But he c ould not find i t.

He did find a pair of s horts  and a s inglet, on the dec k. W hen he woke he had been bare, the way he us ual ly s lept He pic ked up thes e garments , touc hed them tim idly, wondered at their magnific enc e. He rec ognized them as  being the s ort of thing mos t s pac emen wore and for a moment let hims el f be dazzled at the
thought of wearing s uc h luxuries . But his  m ind s hied away from s uc h impudenc e.

T hen he rec al led Captain K raus a's  dis tas te at his  c oming aboard in the c lothes  he normal ly wore -- why, the Captain had even intended to take him  to a tai loring s hop in J oy S treet whic h c atered to s pac emen!  He had s aid s o.

T horby c onc luded that thes e c lothes  mus t be for him . For him !  His  breec h c lout was  m is s ing and the Captain c ertainly had not intended him  to appear in the S is u naked. T horby was  not troubled by modes ty; the taboo was  s potty on J ubbul  and appl ied more to the upper c las s es . Nevertheles s  c lothes  were worn.

Marvel ing at his  own daring, T horby tried them on. He got the s horts  on bac kwards , figured out his  m is take, and put them on properly. He got the pul lover s hirt on bac kwards , too, but the error was  not as  glaring; he left i t that way, thinking that he had It right T hen he wis hed m ighti ly that he c ould s ee hims el f.

Both garments  were of s imple c ut, undec orated l ight green, and fas hioned of s trong, c heap material ; they were working c lothes  from the s hip's  s lop c hes t, a type of garment muc h us ed by both s exes  on many planets  through many c enturies . Yet Solomon in al l  his  glory was  not arrayed as  T horby!  He s moothed the
c loth agains t his  s kin and wanted s omeone to s ee him  in his  finery. He s et about finding the door wi th renewed eagernes s .

It found him . W hi le running his  hands  over the panels  on one bulkhead he bec ame aware of a breeze, turned and found that one panel  had dis appeared. T he door let out into a pas s ageway.

A  young man dres s ed muc h as  T horby was  (T horby was  overjoyed to find that he had dres s ed properly for the oc c as ion) was  walking down the c urved c orridor toward T horby. T horby s tepped out and s poke a greeting in Sargones e trade talk.

T he man's  eyes  fl ic ked toward T horby, then he marc hed on pas t as  i f no one was  there. T horby bl inked, puzzled and a l i ttle hurt. T hen he c al led out to the rec eding bac k in Interl ingua.

No ans wer and the man dis appeared before he c ould try other languages .

T horby s hrugged and let i t rol l  off; a beggar does  not gain by being touc hy. He s et out to explore.

In twenty m inutes  he dis c overed many things . Firs t, the S is u was  muc h larger than he had imagined. He had never before s een a s tars hip c los e up, other than from the doubtful  vantage of a s laver's  hold. Ships  in the dis tanc e, s i tting on the field of J ubbul 's  port, had s eemed large but not this  enormous . Sec ond, he
was  s urpris ed to find s o many people. He unders tood that the Sargon's  freighters  operating among the Nine W orlds  were us ual ly worked by c rews  of s ix or s even. But in his  fi rs t few m inutes  he enc ountered s everal  times  that number of both s exes  and al l  ages .

T hird, he bec ame dis mal ly aware that he was  being s nubbed. People did not look at him , nor did they ans wer when he s poke; they walked right through him  i f he did not jump. T he neares t he ac c ompl is hed to s oc ial  relations  was  with a female c hi ld, a toddler who regarded him  with s teady, grave eyes  in ans wer to
his  overtures  -- unti l  s natc hed up by a woman who did not even glanc e at T horby.

T horby rec ognized the treatment; i t was  the way a noble treated one of T horby's  c as te. A  noble c ould not s ee him , he did not exis t -- even a noble giving alms  us ual ly did s o by handing i t through a s lave. T horby had not been hurt by s uc h treatment on J ubbul ; that was  natural , that was  the way things  had always
been. It had made him  nei ther lonely nor depres s ed; he had had plenty of warm c ompany in his  m is ery and had not known that i t was  m is ery.

But had he known ahead of time that the enti re s hip's  c ompany of the S is u would behave l ike nobles  he would never have s hipped in her, s noopies  or not. But he had not expec ted s uc h treatment. Captain K raus a, onc e Bas l im 's  mes s age had been del ivered, had been friendly and gruffly paternal ; T horby had
expec ted the c rew of the S is u to reflec t the atti tude of her mas ter.

He wandered the s teel  c orridors , feel ing l ike a ghos t among l iving, and at las t dec ided s adly to go bac k to the c ubic le in whic h he had awakened. T hen he dis c overed that he was  los t. He retrac ed what he thought was  the route -- and in fac t was ; Bas l im 's  rens hawing had not been was ted -- but al l  he found was  a
featureles s  tunnel . So he s et out again, unc omfortably aware that whether he found his  own room or not, he mus t s oon find where they hid the was hroom, even i f he had to grab s omeone and s hake him .

He blundered into a plac e where he was  greeted by s queals  of female indignation; he retreated has ti ly and heard a door s lam behind him .

Shortly thereafter he was  overtaken by a hurrying man who s poke to him , in Interl ingua: "W hat the dic kens  are you doing wandering around and butting into things ?"

T horby fel t a wave of rel ief. T he grimmes t plac e in the world, lonel ier than being alone, is  Coventry, and even a reprimand is  better than being ignored. "I'm  los t," he s aid meekly.

"W hy didn't you s tay where you were?"

"I didn't know I was  s uppos ed to -- I'm  s orry, noble s i r -- and there was n't any was hroom."

"Oh. But there is , right ac ros s  from your bunkie."

"Noble s i r, I did not know."

"Mmm ... I s uppos e you didn't. I'm  not 'noble s i r'; I'm  Firs t As s is tant Power Bos s  -- s ee that you remember i t. Come along." He grabbed T horby by an arm, hurried him  bac k through the maze, s topped in the s ame tunnel  that had s tamped T horby, ran his  hand down a s eam in the metal . "Here's  your bunkie." T he panel
s l id as ide.

T he man turned, did the s ame on the other s ide. "Here's  the s tarboard bac helors ' was hroom." T he man advis ed him  s c ornful ly when T horby was  c onfus ed by s trange fixtures , then c haperoned him  bac k to his  room. "Now s tay here. Your meals  wi l l  be fetc hed."

"Firs t As s is tant Power Bos s , s i r?"

"Eh?"

"Could I s peak with Captain K raus a?"

T he man looked as tonis hed. "Do you think the Skipper has  nothing better to do than talk to you?"

"But --"

T he man had left; T horby was  talking to a s teel  panel .

Food appeared eventual ly, s erved by a youngs ter who behaved as  i f he were plac ing a tray in an empty room. More food appeared later and the fi rs t tray was  removed. T horby almos t managed to be notic ed; he hung onto the fi rs t tray and s poke to the boy in Interl ingua. He detec ted a fl ic ker of unders tanding, but he
was  ans wered by one s hort word. T he word was  "Fraki ! " and T horby did not rec ognize i t ... but he c ould rec ognize the c ontempt wi th whic h i t was  uttered. A  fraki  is  a s mal l , s hapeles s , s emi-s aurian s c avenger of A lpha Centaura P rime III, one of the fi rs t worlds  populated by men. It is  ugly, almos t m indles s , and has
dis gus ting habi ts . Its  fles h c an be eaten only by a s tarving man. Its  s kin is  unpleas ant to touc h and leaves  a foul  odor.

But "fraki" means  more than this . It means  a groundhog, an earthc rawler, a dirt dwel ler, one who never goes  into s pac e, not of our tribe, not human, a goy, an aus lander, a s avage, beneath c ontempt. In Old Terran c ul tures  almos t every animal name has  been us ed as  an ins ul t: pig, dog, s ow, c ow, s hark, lous e,
s kunk, worm -- the l is t is  endles s . No s uc h idiom c arries  more ins ul t than "fraki ."

Fortunately al l  T horby got was  the fac t that the youngs ter did not c are for him  ... whic h he knew.

P res ently T horby bec ame s leepy. But, al though he had mas tered the ges ture by whic h doors  were opened, he s ti l l  c ould not find any c ombination of s wipes , s c ratc hes , punc hes , or other ac tions  whic h would open the bed; he s pent that night on the floorplates . His  breakfas t appeared next morning but he was
unable to detain the pers on s erving i t, even to be ins ul ted again. He did enc ounter other boys  and young men in the was hroom ac ros s  the c orridor; whi le he was  s ti l l  ignored, he learned one thing by watc hing -- he c ould was h his  c lothing there. A  gadget would ac c ept a garment, hold i t a few m inutes , s pew i t forth
dry and fres h. He was  s o del ighted that he laundered his  new finery three times  that day. Bes ides , he had nothing els e to do. He again s lept on the floor that night.

He was  s quatting in his  bunkie, feel ing a great ac hing lonel ines s  for Pop and wis hing that he had never left J ubbul , when s omeone s c ratc hed at his  door. "May I c ome in?" a voic e inquired in c areful , badly ac c ented Sargones e.

"Come in! " T horby ans wered eagerly and jumped up to open the door. He found hims el f fac ing a m iddle-aged woman with a pleas ant fac e. "W elc ome," he s aid in Sargones e, and s tood as ide.

"I thank you for your grac ious  --" s he s tumbled and s aid quic kly, "Do you s peak Interl ingua?"

"Certainly, madam."

She muttered in Sys tem Engl is h, "T hank goodnes s  for that -- I've run out of Sargones e," then went on in Interl ingua, "T hen we wi l l  s peak i t, i f you don't m ind."

"As  you wis h, madam," T horby ans wered in the s ame language, then added in Sys tem Engl is h, "unles s  you would rather us e another language."

She looked s tartled. "How many languages  do you s peak?"

T horby thought. "Seven, ma'am. I c an puzzle out s ome others , but I c annot s ay that I s peak them."

She looked even more s urpris ed and s aid s lowly, "Perhaps  I have made a m is take. But -- c orrec t me i f I am wrong and forgive my ignoranc e -- I was  told that you were a beggar's  s on in J ubbulpore."



"I am the s on of Bas l im  the Cripple," T horby s aid proudly, "a l ic ens ed beggar under the merc y of the Sargon. My late father was  a learned man. His  wis dom was  famous  from one s ide of the P laza to the other."

"I bel ieve i t. Uh ... are al l  beggars  on J ubbul  l inguis ts ?"

"W hat, ma'am? Mos t of them s peak only gutter argot. But my father did not perm it me to s peak i t ... other than profes s ional ly, of c ours e."

"Of c ours e." She bl inked. "I wis h I c ould have met your father."

"T hank you, ma'am. W i l l  you s i t down? I am as hamed that I have nothing but the floor to offer ... but what I have is  yours ."

"T hank you." She s at on the floor wi th more effort than did T horby, who had remained thous ands  of hours  in lotus  s eat, s houting his  plea for alms .

T horby wondered whether to c los e the door, whether this  lady -- in Sargones e he thought of her as  "my lady" even though her friendly manner made her s tatus  unc lear -- had left i t open on purpos e. He was  floundering in a s ea of unknown c us toms , fac ing a s oc ial  s i tuation total ly new to him . He s olved i t wi th
c ommon s ens e; he as ked, "Do you prefer the door open or c los ed, ma'am?"

"Eh? It does n't matter. Oh, perhaps  you had better leave i t open; thes e are bac helor quarters  of the s tarboard moiety and I'm  s uppos ed to l ive in port purdah, wi th the unmarried females . But I'm  al lowed s ome of the privi leges  and immunities  of ... wel l , of a pet dog. I'm  a tolerated 'fraki .' " She s poke the las t word with a
wry s m i le.

T horby had m is s ed mos t of the key words . "A  'dog'? T hat's  a wol f c reature?"

She looked at him  s harply. "You learned this  language on J ubbul?"

"I have never been off J ubbul , ma'am -- exc ept when I was  very young. I'm  s orry i f I do not s peak c orrec tly. W ould you prefer Interl ingua?"

"Oh, no. You s peak Sys tem Engl is h beauti ful ly ... a better Terran ac c ent than m ine -- I've never been able to get my birthplac e out of my vowels . But i t's  up to me to make mys el f unders tood. Let me introduc e mys el f. I'm  not a trader; I'm  an anthropologis t they are al lowing to travel  wi th them. My name is  Doc tor
Margaret Mader."

T horby duc ked his  head and pres s ed his  palms  together. "I am honored. My name is  T horby, s on of Bas l im ."

"T he pleas ure is  m ine, T horby. Cal l  me 'Margaret.' My ti tle does n't c ount here anyhow, s inc e i t is  not a s hip's  ti tle. Do you know what an anthropologis t is ?"

"Uh, I am s orry, ma'am -- Margaret."

"It's  s impler than i t s ounds . An anthropologis t is  a s c ientis t who s tudies  how people l ive together."

T horby looked doubtful . "T his  is  a s c ienc e?"

"Sometimes  I wonder. Ac tual ly, T horby, i t is  a c ompl ic ated s tudy, bec aus e the patterns  that men work out to l ive together s eem unl im ited. T here are only s ix things  that al l  men have in c ommon with al l  other men and not wi th animals  -- three of them part of our phys ic al  makeup, the way our bodies  work, and three of
them are learned. Everything els e that a man does , or bel ieves , al l  his  c us toms  and ec onomic  prac tic es , vary enormous ly. Anthropologis ts  s tudy thos e variables . Do you unders tand variable'?"

"Uh," T horby s aid doubtful ly, "the x in an equation?"

"Correc t! " s he agreed with del ight. "W e s tudy the x's  in the human equations . T hat's  what I'm  doing. I'm  s tudying the way the Free T raders  l ive. T hey have worked out pos s ibly the oddes t s olutions  to the di ffic ul t problem of how to be human and s urvive of any s oc iety in his tory. T hey are unique." She moved res tles s ly.
"T horby, would you m ind i f I s at in a c hair? I don't bend as  wel l  as  I us ed to."

T horby blus hed. "Ma'am ... I have none. I am dis  --"

"T here's  one right behind you. And another behind me." She s tood up and touc hed the wal l . A  panel  s l id as ide; an uphols tered armc hair unfolded from the s pac e dis c los ed.

Seeing his  fac e s he s aid, "Didn't they s how you?" and did the s ame on the other wal l ; another c hair s prang out.

T horby s at down c autious ly, then let his  weight relax into c us hions  as  the c hair fel t him  out and adjus ted i ts el f to him . A  big grin s pread over his  fac e. "Gos h! "

"Do you know how to open your work table?"

"T able?"

"Good heavens , didn't they s how you anything?"

"W el l  ... there was  a bed in here onc e. But I've los t i t."

Doc tor Mader muttered s omething, then s aid, "I m ight have known i t. T horby, I admire thes e T raders . I even l ike them. But they c an be the mos t s ti ff-nec ked, s el f-c entered, c ontrary, s el f-righteous , unc ooperative -- but I s hould not c ri tic ize our hos ts . Here." She reac hed out both hands , touc hed two s pots  on the wal l
and the dis appearing bed s wung down. W ith the c hairs  open, there remained hardly room for one pers on to s tand. "I'd better c los e i t. You s aw what I did?"

"Let me try."

She s howed T horby other bui l t-in fac i l i ties  of what had s eemed to be a bare c el l : two c hairs , a bed, c lothes  c upboards . T horby learned that he owned, or at leas t had, two more work s ui ts , two pairs  of s oft s hip's  s hoes , and m inor i tems , s ome of whic h were s trange, books hel f and s pool  rac ks  (empty, exc ept for the
Laws  of S is u), a drinking fountain, a bed reading l ight, an interc om, a c loc k, a m irror, a room thermos tat, and gadgets  whic h were us eles s  to him  as  his  bac kground inc luded no need. "W hat's  that?" he as ked at las t.

"T hat? P robably the m ic rophone to the Chief Offic er's  c abin. Or i t may be a dummy with the real  one hidden. But don't worry; almos t no one in this  s hip s peaks  Sys tem Engl is h and s he is n't one of the few. T hey talk their 's ec ret language' -- only i t is n't s ec ret; i t's  jus t Finnis h. Eac h T rader s hip has  i ts  own language --
one of the T erran tongues . And the c ul ture has  an over-al l  's ec ret' language whic h is  merely degenerate Churc h Latin -- and at that they don't us e i t; 'Free Ships ' talk to eac h other in Interl ingua."

T horby was  only hal f l is tening. He had been exc es s ively c heered by her c ompany and now, in c ontras t, he was  brooding over his  treatment from others . "Margaret ... why won't they s peak to people?"

"Eh?"

"You're the fi rs t pers on who's  s poken to me! "

"Oh." She looked dis tres s ed. "I s hould have real ized i t. You've been ignored."

"W el l  ... they feed me."

"But they don't talk wi th you. Oh, you poor dear!  T horby, they don't s peak to you bec aus e you are not 'people.' Nor am I."

"T hey don't talk to you ei ther?"

"T hey do now. But i t took direc t orders  from the Chief Offic er and muc h patienc e on my part." She frowned. "T horby, every exc es s ively c lannis h c ul ture -- and I know of none more c lannis h than this  -- every s uc h c ul ture has  the s ame key word in i ts  language ... and the word is  'people' however they s ay i t. It means
thems elves . 'Me and my wife, s on J ohn and his  wi fe, us  four and no more' -- c utting off their group from al l  others  and denying that others  are even human. Have you heard the word 'fraki ' yet?"

"Yes . I don't know what i t means ."

"A  fraki  is  jus t a harm les s , rather repuls ive l i ttle animal. But when they s ay i t, i t means  's tranger.' "

"Uh, wel l , I gues s  I am a s tranger."

"Yes , but i t als o means  you c an never be anything els e. It means  that you and I are s ubhuman breeds  outs ide the law -- their law."

T horby looked bleak. "Does  that mean I have to s tay in this  room and never, ever talk to anybody?"

"Goodnes s !  I don't know. I'l l  talk to you --"

"T hanks ! "

"Let me s ee what I c an find out. T hey're not c ruel ; they're jus t pig-headed and provinc ial . T he fac t that you have feel ings  never oc c urs  to them. Il l  talk to the Captain; I have an appointment wi th him  as  s oon as  the s hip goes  i rrational ." She glanc ed at her anklet. "Heavens , look at the time!  I c ame here to talk about
J ubbul  and we haven't s aid a word about i t. May I c ome bac k and dis c us s  i t wi th you?"

"I wis h you would." "Good. J ubbul  is  a wel l -analyzed c ul ture, but I don't think any s tudent has  ever had opportuni ty to examine i t from the pers pec tive you had. I was  del ighted when I heard that you were a profes s ed mendic ant."

"Exc us e me?"

"A  beggar. Inves tigators  who have been al lowed to l ive there have al l  been gues ts  of the upper c las s es . T hat forc es  them to s ee ... wel l , the way s laves  l ive for example, from the outs ide, not the ins ide. You s ee?"

"I gues s  s o." T horby added, "If you want to know about s laves , I was  one."

"You were?"

"I'm  a freedman. Uh, I s hould have told you," he added unc omfortably, afraid that his  new-found friend would s c orn him , now that s he knew his  c las s .

"No reas on to, but I'm  overjoyed that you mentioned i t T horby, you're a treas ure trove!  Look, dear, I've got to run; I'm  late now. But may I c ome bac k s oon?"

"Huh? W hy, s urely, Margaret." He added hones tly, "I real ly don't have muc h els e to do."

T horby s lept in his  wonderful  new bed that night. He was  left alone the next morning but he was  not bored, as  he had s o many toys  to play wi th. He opened things  out and c aus ed them to fold up again, del ighted at how eac h gadget folded in on i ts el f to oc c upy m inimum s pac e. He c onc luded that i t mus t be
witc hc raft Bas l im  had taught him  that magic  and witc hc raft were nons ens e but the teac hing had not ful ly s tuc k -- Pop had known everything but jus t the s ame, how c ould you fly in the fac e of experienc e? J ubbul  had plenty of wi tc hes  and i f they weren't prac tic ing magic , what were they doing?

He had jus t opened his  bed for the s ixth time when he was  almos t s hoc ked out of the s hoes  he had dared to try on by an unholy rac ket. It was  the s hip's  alarm, c al l ing al l  hands  to General  Quarters , and i t was  merely a dri l l , but T horby did not know that. W hen he res wal lowed his  heart, he opened the door and
looked out. People were running at breaknec k s peed.

Shortly the c orridors  were empty. He went bac k into his  bunkie, wai ted and tried to unders tand. P res ently his  s harp ears  detec ted the abs enc e of the s oft s igh of the venti lation s ys tem. But there was  nothing he c ould do about i t. He s hould have mus tered in the innermos t c ompartment, along with c hi ldren and other
nonc ombatants , but he did not know.

So he waited.

T he alarm rang again, in c onjunc tion with a horn s ignal , and again there were running people in the pas s ageways . Again i t was  repeated, unti l  the c rew had run through General  Quarters , Hul l  B roac h, Power Fai lure, A ir Hazard, Radiation Hazard, and s o forth -- al l  the general  dri l ls  of a taut s hip. Onc e the l ights  went
out and onc e for frightening moments  T horby experienc ed the bewi ldering s ens ation of free fal l  as  the s hip's  arti fic ial  field c utoff.

A fter a long time of s uc h inexpl ic able buffoonery he heard the s oothing s trains  of rec al l  and the venti lation s ys tem whis pered bac k to normal. No one bothered to look for him ; the old woman who mus tered nonpartic ipants  hadn't notic ed the abs enc e of the fraki  al though s he had c ounted the animal pets  aboard.

Immediately thereafter T horby was  dragged up to s ee the Chief Offic er.

A  man opened his  door, grabbed his  s houlder and marc hed him  away. T horby put up with i t for a s hort dis tanc e, then he rebel led; he had his  bel lyful  of s uc h treatment.

T he gutter fighting he had learned in order to s urvive in J ubbulpore was  lac king in rules . Unfortunately this  man had learned in a s c hool  equal ly c old-blooded but more s c ienti fic ; T horby got in one s wipe, then found hims el f pinned agains t the bulkhead with his  left wris t in danger of breaking. "Cut out the nons ens e! "

"Quit pus hing me around! "

"I s aid, 'Cut out the nons ens e.' You're going up to s ee the Chief Offic er. Don't give me trouble, Fraki , or III s tuff your head in your mouth."

"I want to s ee Captain K raus a! "

T he man relaxed the pres s ure and s aid, "You'l l  s ee him . But the Chief Offic er has  ordered you to report ... and s he c an't be kept wai ting. So wi l l  you go quietly? Or s hal l  I c arry you there in piec es ?"

T horby went quietly. P res s ure on a wris t joint c ombined with pres s ure on a nerve between the bones  of the palm  c arries  i ts  own rough logic . Several  dec ks  up he was  s hoved through an open door. "Chief Offic er, here's  the fraki ."

"T hank you, T hird Dec k Mas ter. You may go."



T horby unders tood only the word "fraki ." He pic ked hims el f up and found hims el f in a room many times  as  large as  his  own. T he mos t prom inent thing in i t was  an impos ing bed, but the s mal l  figure in the bed dominated the room. Only after he had looked at her did he notic e that Captain K raus a s tood s i lent on one
s ide of the bed and that a woman perhaps  the Captain's  age s tood on the other.

T he woman in bed was  s hrunken with age but radiated authori ty. She was  ric hly dres s ed -- the s c arf over her thin hair repres ented more money than T horby had ever s een at one time -- but T horby notic ed only her fierc e, s unken eyes . She looked at him . "So!  Oldes t Son, I have muc h trouble bel ieving i t." She s poke
in Suomic .

"My Mother, the mes s age c ould not have been faked."

She s ni ffed.

Captain K raus a went on with humble s tubbornnes s , "Hear the mes s age yours el f. My Mother." He turned to T horby and s aid in Interl ingua, "Repeat the mes s age from your father."

Obediently, not unders tanding but enormous ly rel ieved to be in the pres enc e of Pop's  friend, T horby repeated the mes s age by rote. T he old woman heard him  through, then turned to Captain K raus a. "W hat is  this ? He s peaks  our language!  A  fraki ! "

"No, My Mother, he unders tands  not a word. T hat is  Bas l im 's  voic e."

She looked bac k at T horby, s pi l led a s tream of Suomic  on him . He looked ques tioningly at Captain K raus a. She s aid, "Have him  repeat i t again."

T he Captain gave the order; T horby, c onfus ed but wi l l ing, did s o. She lay s i lent after he had c onc luded whi le the other wai ted. Her fac e s c rewed up in anger and exas peration. A t las t s he ras ped, "Debts  mus t be paid! "

"T hat was  my thought, My Mother."

"But why s hould the draft be drawn on us ?" s he ans wered angri ly.

T he Captain s aid nothing. She went on more quietly, "T he mes s age is  authentic . I thought s urely i t mus t be faked. Had I known what you intended I would have forbidden i t. But, Oldes t Son, s tupid as  you are, you were right. And debts  mus t be paid." Her s on c ontinued to s ay nothing; s he added angri ly, "W el l?
Speak up!  W hat c oin do you propos e to tender?"

"I have been thinking. My Mother," K raus a s aid s lowly. "Bas l im  demands  that we c are for the boy only a l im i ted time ... unti l  we c an turn him  over to a Hegemonic  m i l i tary ves s el . How long wi l l  that be? A  year, two years . But even that pres ents  problems . However, we have a prec edent -- the fraki  female. T he Family
has  ac c epted her -- oh, a l i ttle grumbl ing, but they are us ed to her now, even amus ed by her. If My Mother intervened for this  lad in the s ame way --"

"Nons ens e! "

"But, My Mother, we are obl igated. Debts  mus t --"

"S i lenc e! "

K raus a s hut up.

She went on quietly, "Did you not l is ten to the wording of the burden Bas l im  plac ed on you? ' -- s uc c or and admonis h him  as  i f you were I.' W hat was  Bas l im  to this  fraki?"

"W hy, he s peaks  of him  as  his  adopted s on. I thought --"

"You didn't think. If you take Bas l im 's  plac e, what does  that make you? Is  there more than one way to read the words ?"

K raus a looked troubled. T he anc ient went on, "S is u pays  debts  in ful l . No hal f-meas ures , no s hort weights  -- in ful l . T he fraki  mus t be adopted ... by you."

K raus a's  fac e was  s uddenly blank. T he other woman, who had been moving around quietly wi th make-work, dropped a tray.

T he Captain s aid, "But, My Mother, what wi l l  the Family --"

"I am the Family! " She turned s uddenly to the other woman. "Oldes t Son's  W ife, have al l  my s enior daughters  attend me."

"Yes , Hus band's  Mother." She c urts ied and left.

T he Chief Offic er looked grim ly at the overhead, then almos t s m i led. "T his  is  not al l  bad, Oldes t Son. W hat wi l l  happen at the next Gathering of the People?"

"W hy, we wi l l  be thanked."

"T hanks  buy no c argo." She l ic ked her thin Ups . "T he People wi l l  be in debt to S is u ... and there wi l l  be a c hange in s tatus  of s hips . W e won't s uffer."

K raus a s m i led s lowly. "You always  were a s hrewd one, My Mother."

"A  good thing for S is u that I am. T ake the fraki  boy and prepare him . W e'l l  do this  quic kly."

Chapter 8

T horby had two c hoic es : be adopted quietly, or make a fus s  and be adopted anyhow. He c hos e the fi rs t, whic h was  s ens ible, as  oppos ing the wi l l  of the Chief Offic er was  unpleas ant and almos t always  futi le. Bes ides , whi le he fel t odd and rather unhappy about ac quiring a new fam i ly s o s oon after the death of Pop,
nevertheles s  he c ould s ee that the c hange was  to his  advantage. As  a fraki , his  s tatus  had never been lower. Even a s lave has  equals .

But mos t important, Pop had told him  to do what Captain K raus a s aid for him  to do.

T he adoption took plac e in the dining s aloon at the evening meal that day. T horby unders tood l i ttle of what went on and none of what was  s aid, s inc e the c eremonies  were in the "s ec ret language," but the Captain had c oac hed him  in what to expec t. T he enti re s hip's  c ompany was  there, exc ept thos e on watc h.
Even Doc tor Mader was  there, ins ide the main door and taking no part but where s he c ould s ee and hear.

T he Chief Offic er was  c arried in and everyone s tood. She was  s ettled on a lounge at the head of the offic ers ' table, where her daughter-in-law, the Captain's  wi fe attended her. W hen s he was  c omfortable, s he made a ges ture and they s at down, the Captain s eating hims el f on her right Girls  "from the port moiety, the
watc h with the day's  duty, then s erved al l  hands  with bowls  of thin mus h. No one touc hed i t. T he Chief Offic er banged her s poon on her bowl and s poke briefly and emphatic al ly.

Her s on fol lowed her. T horby was  s urpris ed to dis c over that he rec ognized a portion of the Captain's  s peec h as  being identic al  wi th part of the mes s age T horby had del ivered; he c ould s pot the s equenc e of s ounds .

T he Chief Engineer, a man older than K raus a, ans wered, then s everal  older people, both men and women, s poke. T he Chief Offic er as ked a ques tion and was  ans wered in c horus  -- a unanimous  as s ent. T he old woman did not as k for dis s enting votes .

T horby was  trying to c atc h Doc tor Mader's  eye when the Captain c al led to him  in Interl ingua. T horby had been s eated on a s tool  alone and was  feel ing c ons pic uous , es pec ial ly as  pers ons  he c aught looking at him  did not s eem very friendly.

"Come here! "

T horby looked up, s aw both the Captain and his  mother looking at him . She s eemed i rri tated or i t may have been the permanent s et of her features . T horby hurried over.

She dipped her s poon in his  dis h, barely l ic ked i t. Feel ing as  i f he were doing s omething horribly wrong but having been c oac hed, he dipped his  s poon in her bowl, tim idly took a mouthful . She reac hed up, pul led his  head down and pec ked him  with wi thered l ips  on both c heeks . He returned the s ymbol ic  c ares s  and
fel t goos efles h.

Captain K raus a ate from T horby's  bowl; he ate from the Captain's . T hen K raus a took a kni fe, held the point between thumb and forefinger and whis pered in Interl ingua, "Mind you don't c ry out." He s tabbed T horby in his  upper arm.

T horby thought wi th c ontempt that Bas l im  had taught him  to ignore ten times  that muc h pain. But blood flowed freely. K raus a led him  to a s pot where al l  m ight s ee, s aid s omething loudly, and held his  arm s o that a puddle of blood formed on the dec k. T he Captain s tepped on i t, rubbed i t in wi th his  foot, s poke
loudly again -- and a c heer went up. K raus a s aid to T horby in Interl ingua, "Your blood is  now in the s teel ; our s teel  is  in your blood."

T horby had enc ountered s ympathetic  magic  al l  his  l i fe and i ts  wi ld, almos t reas onable logic  he unders tood. He fel t a burs t of pride that he was  now part of the s hip.

T he Captain's  wi fe s lapped a plas ter over the c ut. T hen T horby exc hanged food and kis s es  with her, after whic h he had to do i t right around the room, every table, his  brothers  and his  unc les , his  s is ters  and his  c ous ins  and his  aunts . Ins tead of kis s ing him , the men and boys  gras ped his  hands  and then c lapped
him ac ros s  the s houlders . W hen he c ame to the table of unmarried females  he hes i tated -- and dis c overed that they did not kis s  him ; they giggled and s quealed and blus hed and has ti ly touc hed forefingers  to his  forehead.

Clos e behind him , girls  wi th the s erving duty c leared away the bowls  of mus h -- purely ri tual is tic  food s ymbol izing the meager rations  on whic h the People c ould c ros s  s pac e i f nec es s ary -- and were s erving a feas t. T horby would have been c logged to his  ears  wi th mus h had he not c aught onto the tric k: don't eat i t,
jus t dip the s poon, then barely tas te i t. But when at las t he was  s eated, an ac c epted member of the Family, at the s tarboard bac helors ' table, he had no appeti te for the banquet in his  honor. E ighty-odd new relatives  were too muc h. He fel t ti red, nervous , and let down.

But he tried to eat. P res ently he heard a remark in whic h he unders tood only the word "fraki ." He looked up and s aw a youth ac ros s  the table grinning unpleas antly.

T he pres ident of the table, s eated on T horby's  right, rapped for attention. "W e'l l  s peak nothing but Interl ingua tonight," he announc ed, "and thereafter fol low the c us toms  in al lowing a new relative gradual ly to ac quire our language." His  eye res ted c oldly on the youngs ter who had s neered at T horby. "As  for you, Cros s -
Cous in-in-Law by Marriage, I'l l  rem ind you -- jus t onc e -- that my Adopted Younger B rother is  s enior to you. And I'l l  s ee you in my bunkie after dinner."

T he younger boy looked s tartled. "Aw, Senior Cous in, I was  jus t s aying --"

"Drop i t." T he young man s aid quietly to T horby, "Us e your fork. People do not eat meat wi th fingers ."

"Fork?"

"Left of your plate. W atc h me; you'l l  learn. Don't let them get you ri led. Some of thes e young oafs  have yet to learn that when Grandmother s peaks , s he means  bus ines s ."

T horby was  moved from his  bunkie into a les s  luxurious  larger room intended for four bac helors . His  roommates  were Fri tz K raus a, who was  his  eldes t unmarried fos ter brother and pres ident of the s tarboard bac helor table, Chelan K raus a-Drotar, T horby's  fos ter ortho-s ec ond-c ous in by marriage, and J eri  K ings olver,
his  fos ter nephew by his  eldes t married brother.

It res ul ted in his  learning Suomic  rapidly. But the words  he needed fi rs t were not Suomis h; they were words  borrowed or invented to des c ribe fam i ly relations hips  in great detai l . Languages  reflec t c ul tures ; mos t languages  dis tinguis h brother, s is ter, father, mother, aunt, unc le, and l ink generations  by "great" or
"grand." Some languages  make no dis tinc tion between (for example) "father" and "unc le" and the language reflec ts  tribal  c us tom. Contrariwis e, s ome languages  (e.g., Norwegian) s pl i t "unc le" into maternal  and paternal  ("morbror" and "farbror").

T he Free T raders  c an s tate a relations hip s uc h as  "my maternal  fos ter hal f-s tepunc le by marriage, onc e removed and now dec eas ed" in one word, one whic h means  that relations hip and no other. T he relation between any s pot on a fam i ly tree and any other s pot c an be s o s tated. W here mos t c ul tures  find a dozen
ti tles  for relatives  s uffic ient the T raders  us e more than two thous and. T he languages  name dis c reetly and quic kly s uc h variables  as  generation, l ineal  or c ol lateral , natural  or adopted, age within generation, s ex of s peaker, s ex of relative referred to, s exes  of relatives  form ing l inkage, c ons anguini ty or affini ty, and
vi tal  s tatus .

T horby's  fi rs t tas k was  to learn the word and the relations hip defined by i t wi th whic h he mus t addres s  eac h of more than eighty new relatives ; he had to unders tand the prec is e flavor of relations hip, c los e or dis tant, s enior or junior; he had to learn other ti tles  by whic h he would be addres s ed by eac h of them. Unti l
he had learned al l  this , he c ould not talk bec aus e as  s oon as  he opened his  mouth he would c ommit a grave breac h in manners .

He had to as s oc iate five things  for eac h member of the S is u's  c ompany, a fac e, a ful l  name (his  own name was  now T horby Bas l im-K raus a), a fam i ly ti tle, that pers on's  fam i ly ti tle for him , and that pers on's  s hip's  rank (s uc h as  "Chief Offic er" or "S tarboard Sec ond As s is tant Cook"). He learned that eac h pers on mus t
be addres s ed by fam i ly ti tle in fam i ly matters , by s hip's  rank c onc erning s hip's  duties , and by given names  on s oc ial  oc c as ions  i f the s enior perm itted i t -- nic knames  hardly exis ted, s inc e the nic kname c ould be us ed only down, never up.

Unti l  he gras ped thes e dis tinc tions , he c ould not be a func tioning member of the fam i ly even though he was  legal ly s uc h. T he l i fe of the s hip was  a c as te s ys tem of s uc h c omplex obl igations , privi leges  and required reac tions  to obl igatory ac tions , as  to make the s trati fied, protoc ol-ridden s oc iety of J ubbul  s eem
like c haos . T he Captain's  wi fe was  T horby's  "mother" but s he was  als o Deputy Chief Offic er; how he addres s ed her depended on what he had to s ay. S inc e he was  in bac helor quarters , the mothering phas e c eas ed before i t s tarted; nevertheles s  s he treated him  warm ly as  a s on and offered her c heek for his  kis s  jus t
as  s he did for T horby's  roommate and elder brother Fri tz.

But as  Deputy Chief Offic er s he c ould be as  c old as  a tax c ol lec tor.

Not that her s tatus  was  eas ier; s he would not be Chief Offic er unti l  the old woman had the grac e to die. In the meantime s he was  hand and voic e and body s ervant for her mother-in-law. T heoretic al ly s enior offic ers  were elec tive; prac tic al ly i t was  a one-party s ys tem with a s ingle s late. K raus a was  c aptain bec aus e
his  father had been; his  wi fe was  deputy c hief offic er bec aus e s he was  his  wi fe, and s he would s omeday bec ome c hief offic er -- and bos s  him  and his  s hip as  his  mother did -- for the s ame reas on. Meanwhi le his  wi fe's  high rank c arried wi th i t the wors t job in the s hip, wi th no res pi te, for s enior offic ers  s erved for
l i fe ... unles s  impeac hed, c onvic ted, and expel led -- onto a planet for uns atis fac tory performanc e, into the c hi l ly thinnes s  of s pac e for breaking the anc ient and pig-headed laws  of S is u.

But s uc h an event was  as  s c arc e as  a double ec l ips e; T horby's  mother's  hope lay in heart fai lure, s troke, or other hazard of old age.

T horby as  adopted younges t s on of Captain K raus a, s enior male of the K raus a s ept, ti tular head of S is u c lan (the Captain's  mother being the real  head), was  s enior to three-fourths  of his  new relatives  in c lan s tatus  (he had not yet ac quired s hip's  rank). But s eniori ty did not make l i fe eas ier. W ith rank goeth
privi leges  -- s o i t ever s hal l  be. But als o wi th i t go res pons ibi l i ty and obl igation, always  more onerous  than privi leges  are pleas ant.

It was  eas ier to learn to be a beggar.

He was  s wept up in his  new problems  and did not s ee Doc tor Margaret Mader for days . He was  hurrying down the trunk c orridor of fourth dec k -- he was  always  hurrying now -- when he ran into her.

He s topped. "Hel lo, Margaret."

"Hel lo, T rader. I thought for a moment that you were no longer s peaking to fraki ."

"Aw, Margaret! "

She s m i led. "I was  joking. Congratulations , T horby. I'm  happy for you -- i t's  the bes t s olution under the c i rc ums tanc es ."



"T hanks . I gues s  s o."

She s hi fted to Sys tem Engl is h and s aid wi th motherly c onc ern, "You s eem doubtful , T horby. A ren't things  going wel l?"

"Oh, things  are al l  right" He s uddenly blurted the truth. "Margaret, I'm  never going to unders tand thes e people! "

She s aid gently, "I've fel t the s ame way at the beginning of every field s tudy and this  one has  been the mos t puzzl ing. W hat is  bothering you?"

"Uh ... I don't know. I never know. W el l , take Fri tz -- he's  my elder brother. He's  helped me a lot -- then I m is s  s omething that he expec ts  me to unders tand and he blas ts  my ears  off. Onc e he hi t me. I hi t bac k and I thought he was  going to explode."

"Pec k rights ," s aid Margaret.

"W hat?"

"Never m ind. It is n't s c ienti fic al ly paral lel ; humans  aren't c hic kens . W hat happened?"

"W el l , jus t as  quic kly he went abs olutely c old, told me he would forget i t, wipe i t out, bec aus e of my ignoranc e."

"Nobles s e obl ige."

"Huh?"

"Sorry. My m ind is  a junk yard. And did he?"

"Completely. He was  s weet as  s ugar. I don't know why he got s ore ... and I don't know why he qui t being s ore when I hi t him ." He s pread his  hands . "It's  not natural ."

"No, i t is n't. But few things  are. Mmm ... T horby, I m ight be able to help. It's  pos s ible that I know how Fri tz works  better than he knows . Bec aus e I'm  not one of the 'People.'"

"I don't unders tand."

"I do, I think. It's  my job to. Fri tz was  born into the People; mos t of what he knows  -- and he is  a very s ophis tic ated young man -- is  s ubc ons c ious . He c an't explain i t bec aus e he does n't know he knows  i t; he s imply func tions . But what I have learned thes e pas t two years  I have learned c ons c ious ly. Perhaps  I c an
advis e you when you are s hy about as king one of them. You c an s peak freely wi th me; I have no s tatus ."

"Gee, Margaret, would you?"

"W henever you have time. I haven't forgotten that you prom is ed to dis c us s  J ubbul  wi th me, ei ther. But don't let me hold you; you s eemed in a hurry."

"I was n't, not real ly." He grinned s heepis hly. "W hen I hurry I don't have to s peak to as  many people ... and I us ual ly don't know how."

"Ah, yes . T horby, I have photographs , names , fam i ly c las s i fic ation, s hip's  job, on everyone. W ould i t help?"

"Huh? I s hould s ay s o!  Fri tz thinks  i t's  enough jus t to point s omebody out onc e and s ay who he is ."

"T hen c ome to my room. It's  al l  right; I have a dis pens ation to interview anyone there. T he door opens  into a publ ic  c orridor; you don't c ros s  purdah l ine."

A rranged by c as e c ards  wi th photographs , the data T horby had had trouble learning piec emeal he s oaked up in hal f an hour -- thanks  to Bas l im 's  training and Doc tor Mader's  orderl ines s . In addi tion, s he had prepared a fam i ly tree for the S is u; i t was  the fi rs t he had s een; his  relatives  did not need diagrams , they
s imply knew.

She s howed him  his  own plac e. "T he plus  mark means  that whi le you are in the direc t s ept, you were not born there. Here are a c ouple more, trans ferred from c ol lateral  branc hes  to s ept ... to put them into l ine of c ommand I s us pec t. You people c al l  yours elves  a 'fam i ly' but the grouping is  a phratry."

"A  what?"

"A  related group without a c ommon anc es tor whic h prac tic es  exogamy -- that means  marrying outs ide the group. "T he exogamy taboo holds , modified by rule of moiety. You know how the two moieties  work?"

"T hey take turns  having the day's  duty."

"Yes , but do you know why the s tarboard watc h has  more bac helors  and the port watc h more s ingle women?"

"Uh, I don't think s o."

"Females  adopted from other s hips  are in port moiety; native bac helors  are s tarboard. Every girl  in your s ide mus t be exc hanged ... unles s  s he c an find a hus band among a very few el igible men. You s hould have been adopted on this  s ide, but that would have required a di fferent fos ter father. See the names  with a
blue c irc le-and-c ros s ? One of thos e girls  is  your future wi fe ... unles s  you find a bride on another s hip."

T horby fel t dis mayed at the thought. "Do I have to?"

"If you gain s hip's  rank to matc h your fam i ly rank, you'l l  have to c arry a c lub to beat them off."

It fretted him . Swamped with fam i ly, he fel t more need for a thi rd leg than he did for a wi fe.

"Mos t s oc ieties ," s he went on, "prac tic e both exogamy and endogamy -- a man mus t marry outs ide his  fam i ly but ins ide his  nation, rac e, rel igion, or s ome large group, and you Free T raders  are no exc eption; you mus t c ros s  to another moiety but you c an't marry fraki . But your rules  produc e an unus ual  s etup; eac h
s hip is  a patri loc al  matriarc hy."

"A  what?"

" 'Patri loc al ' means  that wives  join their hus bands ' fam i l ies ; a matriarc hy ... wel l , who bos s es  this  s hip?"

"W hy, the Captain."

"He does ?"

"W el l , Father l is tens  to Grandmother, but s he is  getting old and --"

"No 'buts .' T he Chief Offic er is  bos s . It s urpris ed me; I thought i t mus t be jus t this  s hip. But i t extends  al l  through the People. Men do the trading, c onn the s hip and m ind i ts  power plant -- but a woman always  is  bos s . It makes  s ens e within i ts  framework; i t makes  your marriage c us toms  tolerable."

T horby wis hed s he would not keep referring to marriage.

"You haven't s een s hips  trade daughters . Girls  leaving weep and wai l  and almos t have to be dragged ... but gi rls  arriving have dried their eyes  and are ready to s m i le and fl i rt, eyes  open for hus bands . If a girl  c atc hes  the right man and pus hes  him , s omeday s he c an be s overeign of an Independent s tate. Unti l  s he
leaves  her native s hip, s he is n't anybody -- whic h is  why her tears  dry quic kly. But i f men were bos s , gi rl -s wapping would be s lavery; as  i t is , i t's  a girl 's  big c hanc e."

Doc tor Mader turned away from the c hart. "Human c us toms  that help people l ive together are almos t never planned. But they are us eful , or they don't s urvive. T horby, you have been fretted about how to behave toward your relatives ."

"I c ertainly have! "

"W hat's  the mos t important thing to a T rader?"

T horby thought. "W hy, the Family. Everything depends  on who you are in the Family."

"Not at al l . His  s hip."

"W el l , when you s ay 's hip' you mean 'fam i ly.' "

"J us t bac kwards . If a T rader bec omes  dis s atis fied, where c an he go? Spac e won't have him  without a s hip around him ; nor c an he imagine l iving on a planet among fraki , the idea is  dis gus ting. His  s hip is  his  l i fe, the air he breathes  c omes  from his  s hip; s omehow he mus t learn to l ive in i t. But the pres s ure of
pers onal i ties  is  almos t unbearable and there is  no way to get away from eac h other. P res s ure c ould bui ld up unti l  s omebody gets  ki l led ... or unti l  the s hip i ts el f is  des troyed. But humans  devis e ways  to adjus t to any c ondi tions . You people lubric ate wi th ri tuals , formal is m, s et patterns  of s peec h, obl igatory ac tions
and res pons es . W hen things  grow di ffic ul t you hide behind a pattern. T hat's  why Fri tz didn't s tay angry."

"Huh?"

"He c ouldn't. You had done s omething wrong ... but the fac t i ts el f s howed that you were ignorant. Fri tz had momentari ly forgotten, then he remembered and his  anger dis appeared. T he People do not perm it thems elves  to be angry wi th a c hi ld; ins tead they s et him  bac k on the proper path ... unti l  he fol lows  your
c omplex c us toms  as  automatic al ly as  Fri tz does ."

"Uh, I think I s ee." T horby s ighed. "But i t is n't eas y."

"Bec aus e you weren't born to i t. But you'l l  learn and i t wi l l  be no more effort than breathing -- and as  us eful . Cus toms  tel l  a man who he is , where he belongs , what he mus t do. Better i l logic al  c us toms  than none; men c annot l ive together wi thout them. From an anthropologis t's  view, 'jus tic e' is  a s earc h for workable
c us toms ."

"My father -- my other father, I mean; Bas l im  the Cripple -- us ed to s ay the way to find jus tic e is  to deal  fai rly wi th other people and not worry about how they deal  wi th you."

"Does n't that fi t what I s aid?"

"Uh, I gues s  s o."

"I think Bas l im  the Cripple would regard the People as  jus t." She patted his  s houlder. "Never m ind, T horby. Do your bes t and one day you'l l  marry one of thos e nic e girls . You'l l  be happy."

T he prophec y did not c heer T horby.

Chapter 9

By the time S is u approac hed Los ian T horby had a battle s tation worthy of a man. His  fi rs t as s ignment had been to as s is t in the c entral  dres s ing s tation, an unnec es s ary job. But his  bac kground in mathematic s  got him  promoted.

He had been attending the s hip's  s c hool . Bas l im  had given him  a broad educ ation, but this  fac t did not s tand out to his  ins truc tors , s inc e mos t of what they regarded as  nec es s ary -- the Finnis h language as  they s poke i t, the his tory of the People and of S is u, trading c us toms , bus ines s  prac tic es , and export and
import laws  of many planets , hydroponic s  and s hip's  ec onomy, s hip s afety and damage c ontrol  -- were s ubjec ts  that Bas l im  had not even touc hed; he had emphas ized languages , s c ienc e, mathematic s , galac tography and his tory. T he new s ubjec ts  T horby gobbled with a s peed pos s ible only to one rens hawed by
Bas l im 's  s trenuous  methods . T he T raders  needed appl ied mathematic s  -- bookkeeping and ac c ounting, as trogation, nuc leonic s  for a hydrogen-fus ion-powered n-s hip. T horby s plas hed through the fi rs t, the s ec ond was  hardly more di ffic ul t, but as  for the thi rd, the s hip's  s c hoolmas ter was  as tounded that this  ex-fraki
had already s tudied multi -dimens ional  geometries .

So he reported to the Captain that they had a mathematic al  genius  aboard.

T his  was  not true. But i t got T horby reas s igned to the s tarboard fi re-c ontrol  c omputer.

T he greates t hazard to trading s hips  is  in the fi rs t and las t legs  of eac h jump, when a s hip is  below s peed-of-l ight. It is  theoretic al ly pos s ible to detec t and interc ept a s hip going many times  s peed-of-l ight, when i t is  i rrational  to the four-dimens ional  s pac e of the s ens es ; in prac tic e i t is  about as  eas y as  hi tting a
partic ular raindrop with a bow and arrow during a s torm at m idnight. But i t is  feas ible to hunt down a s hip moving below s peed-of-l ight i f the attac ker is  fas t and the vic tim  is  a big lumbering freighter.

T he S is u had ac c eleration of one hundred s tandard gravi ties  and us ed i t al l  to c ut down the hazard time. But a s hip whic h s peeds  up by a ki lometer per s ec ond eac h s ec ond wi l l  take three and one hal f s tandard days  to reac h s peed-of-l ight.

Hal f a week is  a long, nervous  time to wai t. Doubl ing ac c eleration would have c ut danger time by hal f and made the S is u as  agi le as  a raider -- but i t would have meant a hydrogen-fis s ion c hamber eight times  as  big wi th paral lel  inc reas e in radiation s hielding, auxi l iary equipment, and paramagnetic  c aps ule to
c ontain the hydrogen reac tion; the added mas s  would el im inate c argo c apac i ty. T raders  are working people; even i f there were no paras i tes  preying on them they c ould not afford to burn their profi ts  in the inexorable workings  of an exponential  law of multi -dimens ional  phys ic s . So the S is u had the bes t legs  s he
c ould afford-but not long enough to outrun a s hip unburdened by c argo.

Nor c ould S is u maneuver eas i ly. She had to go prec is ely in the right di rec tion when s he entered the trac kles s  night of n-s pac e, els e when s he c ame out s he would be too far from market; s uc h a m is take c ould turn the ledger from blac k to red. S ti l l  more hampering, her s kipper had to be prepared to c ut power
enti rely, or ris k having his  in-s hip arti fic ial  gravi ty field des troyed -- and thereby make s trawberry jam of the Family as  s oft bodies  were s uddenly expos ed to one hundred gravi ties .

T his  is  why a c aptain gets  s tomac h ulc ers ; i t is n't dic kering for c argoes , figuring dis c ounts  and c ommis s ions , and trying to gues s  what goods  wi l l  s how the bes t return. It's  not long jumps  through the blac k -- that is  when he c an relax and dandle babies . It is  s tarting and ending a jump that ki l ls  him  off, the long
ac hing hours  when he may have to make a s pl i t-s ec ond dec is ion involving the l ives  -- or freedom -- of his  fam i ly.

If raiders  wis hed to des troy merc hant s hips , S is u and her s is ters  would not s tand a c hanc e. But the raider wants  loot and s laves ; i t gains  nothing s imply to blas t a s hip.

Merc hantmen are l im i ted by no qualms ; an attac king s hip's  des truc tion is  the ideal  outc ome. A tom ic  target-s eekers  are dreadful ly expens ive, and us ing them up is  rough on profi t-and-los s  -- but there is  no holding bac k i f the c omputer s ays  the target c an be reac hed -- whereas  a raider wi l l  us e des truc tion weapons
only to s ave hims el f. His  tac tic  is  to bl ind the trader, burn out her ins truments  s o that he c an get c los e enough to paralyze everyone aboard -- or, fai l ing that, ki l l  wi thout des troying s hip and c argo.



T he trader runs  i f s he c an, fights  i f s he mus t. But when s he fights , s he fights  to ki l l .

W henever S is u was  below s peed-of-l ight, s he l is tened with arti fic ial  s ens es  to every dis turbanc e in multi -s pac e, the whis per of n-s pac e c ommunic ation or the "whi te" roar of a s hip boos ting at many gravi ties . Data poured into the s hip's  as trogational  analog of s pac e and the ques tions  were: W here is  this  other
s hip? W hat is  i ts  c ours e? s peed? ac c eleration? Can i t c atc h us  before we reac h n-s pac e?

If the ans wers  were threatening, diges ted data c hanneled into port and s tarboard fi re-c ontrol  c omputers  and S is u brac ed hers el f to fight. Ordnanc emen armed A -bomb target s eekers , c ares s ed their s leek s ides  and muttered c harms ; the Chief Engineer unloc ked the s uic ide s witc h whic h c ould let the power plant
bec ome a hydrogen bomb of mons trous  s ize and prayed that, in final  extrem ity, he would have the c ourage to del iver his  people into the s hel ter of death; the Captain s ounded the c langor c al l ing the s hip from watc h-and-watc h to General  Quarters . Cooks  s witc hed off fi res ; auxi l iary engineers  c los ed down air
c i rc ulation; farmers  s aid good-by to their green growing things  and hurried to fighting s tations ; mothers  wi th babies  mus tered, then s trapped down and held thos e babies  tightly.

T hen the waiting s tarted.

But not for T horby -- not for thos e as s igned to fi re-c ontrol  c omputers . Sweating into their s traps , for the next m inutes  or hours  the l i fe of S is u is  in their hands . T he fi re-c ontrol  c omputer mac hines , c hewing with m i l l is ec ond meditation data from the analog, dec ide whether or not torpedoes  c an reac h the target, then
offer four ans wers : bal l is tic  "pos s ible" or "impos s ible" for projec ted c ondi tion, yes  or no for c ondi tion c hanged by one s hip, or the other, or both, through c utting power. T hes e ans wers  automatic  c i rc ui ts  c ould handle alone, but mac hines  do not think. Hal f of eac h c omputer is  des igned to al low the operator to as k
what the s i tuation m ight be in the far future of five m inutes  or s o from now i f variables  c hange ... and whether the target m ight be reac hed under s uc h c hanges .

Any variable c an be s haded by human judgment; an intui tive projec tion by a human operator c an s ave his  s hip -- or los e i t. A  paralys is  beam travels  at s peed-of-l ight; torpedoes  never have time to get up to more than a few hundred ki lometers  per s ec ond -- yet i t is  pos s ible for a raider to c ome within beaming range,
have his  penc i l  of paralyzing radiation on i ts  way, and the trader to launc h a target-s eeker before the beam s trikes  ... and s ti l l  be s aved when the outlaw flames  into atom ic  m is t a l i ttle later.

But i f the operator is  too eager by a few s ec onds , or overly c autious  by the s ame, he c an los e his  s hip. T oo eager, the m is s i le wi l l  fai l  to reac h target; too c autious , i t wi l l  never be launc hed.

Seas oned olds ters  are not good at thes e jobs . T he perfec t fi rec ontrolman is  an adoles c ent, or young man or woman, fas t in thought and ac tion, c onfident, wi th intui tive gras p of mathematic al  relations  beyond rote and rule, and not afraid of death he c annot yet imagine.

T he traders  mus t be always  alert for s uc h youngs ters ; T horby s eemed to have the feel  for mathematic s ; he m ight have the other talents  for a job s omething l ike c hes s  played under terri fic  pres s ure and a fas t game of s pat bal l . His  mentor was  J eri  K ings olver, his  nephew and roommate. J eri  was  junior in fam i ly rank
but appeared to be older; he c al led T horby "Unc le" outs ide the c omputer room; on the job T horby c al led him  "S tarboard Senior Firec ontrolman" and added "S ir."

During long weeks  of the dive through dark toward Los ian, J eri  dri l led T horby. T horby was  s uppos ed to be training for hydroponic s  and J eri  was  the Superc argo's  Senior Clerk, but the s hip had plenty of farmers  and the Superc argo's  offic e was  never very bus y in s pac e; Captain K raus a direc ted J eri  to keep T horby
hard at i t in the c omputer room.

S inc e the s hip remained at battle s tations  for hal f a week whi le boos ting to s peed-of-l ight, eac h fighting s tation had two pers ons  as s igned watc h-and-watc h. J eri 's  junior c ontrolman was  his  younger s is ter Mata. T he c omputer had twin c ons oles , ei ther of whic h c ould c ommand by means  of a s elec tor s witc h. A t
General  Quarters  they s at s ide by s ide, wi th J eri  c ontrol l ing and Mata ready to take over.

A fter a s ti ff c ours e in what the mac hine c ould do J eri  put T horby at one c ons ole, Mata at the other and fed them problems  from the s hip's  c ontrol  room. Eac h c ons ole rec orded; i t was  pos s ible to s ee what dec is ions  eac h operator had made and how thes e c ompared with thos e made in battle, for the data were from
rec ords , real  or threatened battles  in the pas t.

Shortly T horby bec ame extremely i rked; Mata was  enormous ly better at i t than he was .

So he tried harder and got wors e. W hi le he s weated, trying to outgues s  a s lave raider whic h had onc e been on S is u's  s c reens , he was  painful ly aware of a s lender, dark, rather pretty girl  bes ide him , her s wift fingers  making tiny adjus tments  among keys  and knobs , c hanging a bias  or modifying a vec tor, hers el f
relaxed and unhurried. It was  humil iating afterwards  to find that his  pac es etter had "s aved the s hip" whi le he had fai led.

W ors e s ti l l , he was  aware of her as  a girl  and did not know i t -- al l  he knew was  that s he made him  uneas y.

A fter one run J eri  c al led from s hip's  c ontrol , "End of dri l l . S tand by." He appeared s hortly and examined their tapes , reading marks  on s ens i tized paper as  another m ight read print. He purs ed his  l ips  over T horby's  rec ord. "T rainee, you fi red three times  ... and not a one of your beas ts  got wi thin fi fty thous and
ki lometers  of the enemy. W e don't m ind expens e -- i t's  merely Grandmother's  blood. But the objec t is  to blas t him , not s c are him  into a fi t. You have to wai t unti l  you c an hi t"

"I did my bes t! "

"Not good enough. Let's  s ee yours , S is ."

T he nic kname irri tated T horby s ti l l  more. B rother and s is ter were fond of eac h other and did not bother wi th ti tles . So T horby had tried us ing their names  ... and had been s nubbed; he was  "T rainee," they were "Senior Controlman" and "J unior Controlman." T here was  nothing he c ould do; at dri l l  he was  junior. For a
week, T horby addres s ed J eri  as  "Fos ter Ortho-Nephew" outs ide of dri l ls  and J eri  had c areful ly addres s ed him  by fam i ly ti tle. T hen T horby dec ided i t was  s i l ly and went bac k to c al l ing him  J eri . But J eri  c ontinued to c al l  him  "T rainee" during dri l l , and s o did Mata.

J eri  looked over his  s is ter's  rec ord and nodded. "Very nic e, S is !  You're wi thin a s ec ond of pos t-analyzed optimum, and three s ec onds  better than the s hot that got the s o-and-s o. I have to admit that's  s weet s hooting ... bec aus e the real  run is  my own. T hat raider off Ings tel  ... remember?"

"I c ertainly do." She glanc ed at T horby.

T horby fel t dis gus ted. "It's  not fai r! " He s tarted haul ing at s afety-bel t buc kles .

J eri  looked s urpris ed. "W hat, T rainee?"

"I s aid i t's  not fai r!  You s end down a problem, I tac kle i t c old -- and get bawled out bec aus e I'm  not perfec t. But al l  s he had to do is  to fiddle wi th c ontrols  to get an ans wer s he already knows  ... to make me look c heap! "

Mata was  looking s tric ken. T horby headed for the door. "I never as ked for this !  I'm  going to the Captain and as k for another job."

"T rainee! "

T horby s topped. J eri  went on quietly. "S i t down. W hen I'm  through, you c an s ee the Captain -- i f you think i t's  advis able."

T horby s at down.

"I've two things  to s ay," J eri  c ontinued c oldly. "Firs t --" He turned to his  s is ter. "J unior Controlman, did you know what problem this  was  when you were trac king?"

"No, Senior Controlman."

"Have you worked i t before?"

"I don't think s o."

"How was  i t you remembered i t?"

"W hat? W hy, you s aid i t was  the raider off Ings tel . I'l l  never forget bec aus e of the dinner afterwards  -- you s at wi th Great Grandmo -- wi th the Chief Offic er."

J eri  turned to T horby. "You s ee? She trac ked i t c old ... as  c old as  I had to when i t happened. And s he did even better than I did; I'm  proud to have her as  my junior trac ker. For your information, Mis ter S tupid J unior T rainee, this  engagement took plac e before the J unior Controlman bec ame a trainee. She has n't even
run i t in prac tic e. She's  jus t better at i t than you are."

"A l l  right," T horby s aid s ul lenly. "I'l l  probably never be any good. I s aid I wanted to qui t."

"I'm  talking. Nobody as ks  for this  job; i t's  a headac he. Nobody qui ts  i t, ei ther. A fter a whi le the job qui ts  him , when pos t-analys is  s hows  that he is  los ing his  touc h. Maybe I'm  beginning to. But I prom is e you this : you'l l  ei ther learn, or I wi l l  go to the Captain and tel l  him  you don't meas ure up. In the meantime ... i f I
have any l ip out of you, I'l l  haul  you before the Chief Offic er! " He s napped, "Extra dri l l  run. Battle s tations . Cas t loos e your equipment." He left the room.

Moments  later his  voic e reac hed them. "Bogie!  S tarboard c omputer room, report! "

T he c al l  to dinner s ounded; Mata s aid gravely, "S tarboard trac ker manned. Data s howing, s tarting run." Her fingers  s tarted c ares s ing keys . T horby bent over his  own c ontrols ; he was n't hungry anyhow. For days  T horby s poke with J eri  only formal ly. He s aw Mata at dri l l , or ac ros s  the lounge at meals ; he treated her
with c old c orrec tnes s  and tried to do as  wel l  as  s he did. He c ould have s een her at other times ; young people as s oc iated freely in publ ic  plac es . She was  taboo to him , both as  his  niec e and bec aus e they were of the s ame moiety, but that was  no bar to s oc ial  relations .

J eri  he c ould not avoid; they ate at the s ame table, s lept in the s ame room. But T horby c ould and did throw up a barrier of formal i ty. No one s aid anything -- thes e things  happened. Even Fri tz pretended not to notic e.

But one afternoon T horby dropped into the lounge to s ee a s tory fi lm  with a Sargones e bac kground; T horby s at through i t to pic k i t to piec es . But when i t was  over he c ould not avoid notic ing Mata bec aus e s he walked over, s tood in front of him , addres s ed him  humbly as  her unc le and as ked i f he would c are for a
game of s pat bal l  before s upper?

He was  about to refus e when he notic ed her fac e; s he was  watc hing him  with tragic  eagernes s . So he ans wered, "W hy, thanks , Mata. W ork up an appeti te."

She broke into s m i les . "Good!  I've got Ils a holding a table. Let's ! "

T horby beat her three games  and tied one ... a remarkable s c ore, s inc e s he was  female c hampion and was  al lowed only one point handic ap when playing the male c hampion. But he did not think about i t; he was  enjoying hims el f.

His  performanc e pic ked up, partly through the grimnes s  with whic h he worked, partly bec aus e he did have feel ing for c omplex geometry, and partly bec aus e the beggar's  boy had had his  brain s harpened by an anc ient dis c ipl ine. J eri  never again c ompared aloud the performanc es  of Mata and T horby and gave only
brief c omments  on T horby's  res ul ts : "Better," or "Coming along," and eventual ly, "You're getting there." T horby's  morale s oared; he loos ened up and s pent more time s oc ial ly, playing s pat bal l  wi th Mata rather frequently.

Toward the end of journey through darknes s  they finis hed the las t dri l l  one morning and J eri  c al led out, "S tand eas y!  I'l l  be a few m inutes ." T horby relaxed from pleas ant s train. But after a moment he fidgeted; he had a hunc h that he had been in tune with his  ins truments . "J unior Controlman ... do you s uppos e he
would m ind i f I looked at my tape?"

"I don't think s o," Mata ans wered. "I'l l  take i t out; then i t's  my res pons ibi l i ty."

"I don't want to get you in trouble."

"You won't," Mata ans wered s erenely. She reac hed bac k of T horby's  c ons ole, pul led out the s trip rec ord, blew on i t to keep i t from c url ing, and examined i t. T hen s he pul led her own s trip, c ompared the two.

She looked at him  gravely. "T hat's  a very good run, T horby."

It was  the fi rs t time s he had ever s poken his  name. But T horby hardly notic ed. "Real ly? You mean i t?"

"It's  a very good run ... T horby. W e both got hi ts . But yours  is  optimum between 'pos s ible' and 'c ri tic al  l im i t' -- whereas  m ine is  too eager. See?"

T horby c ould read s trips  only hal tingly, but he was  happy to take her word for i t. J eri  c ame in, took both s trips , looked at T horby's , then looked more c los ely. "I dug up the pos t-analys is  before I c ame down," he s aid.

"Yes , s i r?" T horby s aid eagerly.

"Mmm ... I'l l  c hec k i t after c how -- but i t looks  as  i f your m is takes  had c anc el led out."

Mata s aid, "W hy, Bud, that's  a perfec t run and you know i t! "

"Suppos e i t is ?" J eri  grinned. "You wouldn't want our s tar pupi l  to get a s wel led head, would you?"

"Pooh! "

"Right bac k to you, s mal l  and ugly s is ter. Let's  go to c how."

T hey went through a narrow pas s age into trunk c orridor of s ec ond dec k, where they walked abreas t. T horby gave a deep s igh.

"T rouble?" his  nephew as ked.

"Not a bi t! " T horby put an arm around eac h of them. "J eri , you and Mata are going to make a marks man out of me yet."

It was  the fi rs t time "T horby had addres s ed his  teac her by name s inc e the day he had rec eived the s c orc hing. But J eri  ac c epted his  unc le's  overture wi thout s ti ffnes s . "Don't get your hopes  up, bunkmate. But I think we've got i t l ic ked." He added, "I s ee Great Aunt Tora is  giving us  her famous  c old eye. If anybody
wants  my opinion, I think S is  c an walk unas s is ted -- I'm  s ure Great Aunt thinks  s o."

"Pooh to her, too! " Mata s aid bris kly. "T horby jus t made a perfec t run."

S is u c ame out of darknes s , dropping below s peed-of-l ight Los ian's  s un blazed les s  than fi fty bi l l ion ki lometers  away; in a few days  they would reac h their next market T he s hip went to watc h-and-watc h battle s tations .

Mata took her watc h alone; J eri  required the trainee to s tand watc hes  with him . T he fi rs t watc h was  always  free from s train; even i f a raider had ac c urate information via n-s pac e c ommunic ator of S is u's  time of departure and des tination, i t was  impos s ible in a jump of many l ight-years  to predic t the exac t time and
plac e where s he would poke her nos e out into rational  s pac e.

J eri  s ettled in his  c hair s ome m inutes  after T horby had s trapped down with that age-old tens e feel ing that this  time i t was  not prac tic e. J eri  grinned at him . "Relax. If you get your blood s tream loaded, your bac k wi l l  ac he, and you'l l  never las t"

T horby grinned feebly. "I'l l  try."

"T hat's  better. W e're going to play a game." J eri  pul led a boxl ike c ontrivanc e out of a poc ket, s napped i t open.



"W hat is  that?"

"A  'ki l l joy.' It fi ts  here." J eri  s l ipped i t over the s witc h that determ ined whic h c ons ole was  in c ommand. "Can you s ee the s witc h?"

"Huh? No."

"Hand the man the prize." J eri  fiddled with the s witc h behind the s c reen. "W hic h of us  is  in c ontrol  in c as e we have to launc h a bomb now?"

"How c an I tel l? T ake that off, J eri ; i t makes  me nervous ."

"T hat's  the game. Maybe I'm  c ontrol l ing and you are jus t going through motions ; maybe you are the man at the trigger and I'm  as leep in my c hair. Every s o often I'l l  fiddle wi th the s witc h -- but you won't know how I've left i t. So when a flap c omes  -- and one wi l l ; I feel  i t in my bones  -- you c an't as s ume that good old
J eri , the man with the m ic rometer fingers , has  the s i tuation under c ontrol . You m ight have to s ave the fi rm . You."

T horby had a queas y vis ion of wai ting men and bombs  in the m is s i le room below -- wai ting for him  to s olve prec is ely an impos s ible problem of l i fe and death, of warped s pac e and s hi fting vec tors  and c omplex geometry. "You're kidding," he s aid feebly. "You wouldn't leave me in c ontrol . W hy, the Captain would s kin
you al ive."

"Ah, that's  where you're wrong. T here always  c omes  a day when a trainee makes  his  fi rs t real  run. A fter that, he's  a c ontrolman ... or an angel . But we don't let you worry at the time. Oh no!  we jus t keep you worried al l  the time. Now here's  the game. Any time I s ay, 'Now! ' you gues s  who has  c ontrol . You gues s  right, I
owe you one des s ert; you gues s  wrong, you owe me one. Now! "

T horby thought quic kly. "I gues s  I've got i t."

"W rong." J eri  l i fted the ki l l joy. "You owe me one des s ert -- and i t's  berry tart tonight; my mouth is  watering. But fas ter; you're s uppos ed to make quic k dec is ions . Now! "

"You've s ti l l  got i t! "

"So I have. Even. Now! "

"You! "

"Nope. See? And I eat your tart -- I ought to qui t whi le I'm  ahead. Love that juic e!  Now! "

W hen Mata rel ieved them, J eri  owned T horby's  des s erts  for the next four days . "W e s tart again wi th that s c ore," J eri  s aid, "exc ept that I'm  going to c ol lec t that berry tart. But I forgot to tel l  you the big prize."

"W hic h is ?"

"Comes  the real  thing, we bet three des s erts . A fter i fs  over, you gues s  and we s ettle. A lways  bet more on real  ones ."

Mata s ni ffed. "Bud, are you trying to make him  nervous ?"

"A re you nervous , T horby?"

"Nope! "

"Quit fretting, S is . Got i t fi rm ly in your grubby l i ttle hands ?"

"I rel ieve you, s i r."

"Come on, T horby; let's  eat. Berry tarts  -- aaah! "

T hree days  later the s c ore s tood even, but only bec aus e T horby had m is s ed mos t of his  des s erts . S is u was  enormous ly s lowed, almos t to planetary s peeds , and Los ian's  s un loomed large on the s c reens . T horby dec ided, wi th m i ldes t regret, that his  abi l i ty to fight would not be tes ted this  jump.

T hen the general  alarm made him  rear up agains t s afety bel ts . J eri  had been talking; his  head jerked around, he looked at dis plays , and his  hands  moved to his  c ontrols . "Get on i t! " he yelped. "T his  one's  real ."

T horby s napped out of s hoc k and bent over his  board. T he analog globe was  pouring data to them; the bal l is tic  s i tuation had bui l t up. Good heavens , i t was  c los e!  And matc hing in fas t!  How had anything moved in s o c los e without being detec ted? T hen he qui t thinking and s tarted inves tigating ans wers  ... no, not
yet ... before long though ... c ould the bandi t turn a l i ttle at that boos t and reduc e his  approac h? ... try a projec tion at an as s umed s ix gravi ties  of turning ... would a m is s i le reac h him? ... would i t s ti l l  reac h him  i f he did not --

He hardly fel t Mata's  gentle touc h on his  s houlder. But he heard J eri  s nap, "S tay out, S is !  W e're on i t, we're on i t! "

A  l ight bl inked on T horby's  board; the s quawk horn s ounded, "Friendly c raft, friendly c raft!  Los ian planetary patrol , identi fied. Return to watc h-and-watc h."

T horby took a deep breath, fel t a great load l i ft.

"Continue your run! " s c reamed J eri .

"Huh?"

"Finis h your run!  T hat's  no Los ian c raft; that's  a raider!  Los ian's  c an't maneuver that way!  You've got i t, boy, you've got i t!  Nai l  him ! "

T horby heard Mata's  frightened gas p, but he was  again at his  problem. Change anything? Could he reac h him? Could he s ti l l  reac h him  in the c one of pos s ible maneuver? Now!  He armed Ms  board and let the c omputer give the order, on projec tion.

He heard J eri 's  voic e faintly; J eri  s eemed to be talking very s lowly. "Mis s i le away. I think you got him  ... but you were eager. Get off another one before their beam hi ts  us ."

Automatic al ly T horby c ompl ied. T ime was  too s hort to try another s olution; he ordered the mac hine to s end another m is s i le ac c ording to projec tion. He then s aw by his  board that the target was  no longer under power and dec ided with a c urious ly empty feel ing that his  fi rs t m is s i le had des troyed i t.

"T hat's  al l ! " J eri  announc ed. "Now! "

"W hat?"

"W ho had i t? You or me? T hree des s erts ."

"I had i t," T horby s aid wi th c ertainty. In another level  he dec ided that he would never real ly be a T rader -- to J eri  that target had been -- jus t fraki . Or three des s erts .

"W rong. T hat puts  me three up. I turned c oward and kept c ontrol  mys el f. Of c ours e the bombs  were dis armed and the launc hers  loc ked as  s oon as  the Captain gave the word ... but I didn't have the nerve to ris k an ac c ident wi th a friendly s hip."

"Friendly s hip! "

"Of c ours e. But for you, As s is tant J unior Controlman, i t was  your fi rs t real  one ... as  I intended."

T horby's  head floated. Mata s aid, "Bud, you're mean to c ol lec t. You c heated."

"Sure I c heated. But he's  a blooded c ontrolman now, jus t the s ame. And I'm  going to c ol lec t, jus t the very s ame. Ic e c ream tonight! "

Chapter 10

T horby did not s tay an as s is tant junior fi rec ontrolman; J eri  moved up to as trogation trainee; Mata took c harge of the s tarboard room, and T horby was  offic ial ly pos ted as  the new S tarboard J unior Firec ontrolman, wi th l i fe and death in his  forefinger. He was  not s ure that he l iked i t.

T hen that arrangement tumbled almos t as  quic kly.

Los ian is  a "s afe" planet. Inhabi ted by c ivi l ized non-humans , i t is  a port s afe from ground raids ; no dirts ide defens ive watc hes  were nec es s ary. Men c ould leave the s hip for pleas ure and even women c ould do s o. (Some of the women aboard had not left the s hip, s ave at Gatherings  of the People, s inc e being
exc hanged to S is u as  girls .)

Los ian was  to T horby his  "fi rs t" foreign land, J ubbul  being the only planet c lear in his  memory. So he was  very eager to s ee i t. But work c ame fi rs t. W hen he was  c onfi rmed as  a fi rec ontrolman, he was  trans ferred from hydroponic s  into the junior vac anc y among the Superc argo's  c lerks . It inc reas ed T horby's  s tatus ;
bus ines s  c arried more pres tige than hous ekeeping. T heoretic al ly he was  now qual i fied to c hec k c argo; in fac t a s enior c lerk did that whi le T horby s weated, along with junior male relatives  from every department. Cargo was  an al l -hands  operation, as  S is u never perm itted s tevedores  ins ide, even i f i t meant paying for
featherbedding.

T he Los ians  have never invented tari ff; c rated bales  of verga leaves  were turned over to purc has er right outs ide the s hip. In s pi te of blowers  the hold reeked of their s pic y, narc otic  fragranc e and rem inded T horby of months  pas t and l ight-years  away when he had huddled, a fugi tive in danger of being s hortened, into a
hole in one c rate whi le a friendly s tranger s muggled him  through the Sargon's  pol ic e.

It didn't s eem pos s ible. S is u was  home. Even as  he mus ed, he thought in the Family's  language.

He real ized with s udden gui l t that he had not thought about Pop very often lately. W as  he forgetting Pop? No, no!  He c ould never forget, not anything ... Pop's  tones  of voic e, the detac hed look when he was  about to c omment unfavorably, his  c reaking movements  on c hi l ly mornings , his  unfai l ing patienc e no matter
what -- why, in al l  thos e years  Pop had never been angry wi th him  -- yes , he had, onc e.

" 'I am not your mas ter! ' "

Pop had been angry that onc e. It had s c ared T horby; he hadn't unders tood.

Now, ac ros s  long s pac e and time, T horby s uddenly unders tood. Only one thing c ould make Pop angry: Pop had been explos ively ins ul ted at the as s ertion that Bas l im  the Cripple was  mas ter to a s lave. Pop, who maintained that a wis e man c ould not be ins ul ted, s inc e truth c ould not ins ul t and untruth was  not
worthy of notic e.

Yet Pop had been ins ul ted by the truth, for c ertainly Pop had been his  mas ter; Pop had bought him  off the bloc k. No, that was  nons ens e!  He hadn't been Pop's  s lave; he had been Pop's  s on ... Pop was  never his  mas ter, even the times  he had given him  a quic k one ac ros s  the behind for goofing. Pop ... was  jus t
'Pop.'

T horby knew then that the one thing that Pop hated was  s lavery.

T horby was  not s ure why he was  s ure, but he was . He c ould not rec al l  that Pop had ever s aid a word about s lavery, as  s uc h; al l  T horby c ould remember Pop s aying was  that a man need never be other than free in his  own m ind.

"Hey! "

T he Superc argo was  looking at him . "S ir?"

"A re you moving that c rate, or making a bed of i t?"

T hree loc al  days  later T horby had finis hed s howering, about to hi t di rt wi th Fri tz, when the dec kmas ter s tuc k his  head in the was hroom, s potted him , and s aid, "Captain's  c ompl iments  and Clerk T horby Bas l im-K raus a wi l l  attend him ."

"Aye aye, Dec kmas ter," T horby ans wered and added s omething under his  breath. He hurried into c lothes , s tuc k his  head into his  bunkie, gave the s ad word to Fri tz and rus hed to the Cabin, hoping that the Dec kmas ter had told the Captain that T horby had been s howering.

T he door was  open. T horby s tarted to report formal ly when the Captain looked up. "Hel lo, Son. Come in."

T horby s hi fted gears  from Ship to Family. "Yes , Father."

"I'm  about to hi t di rt. W ant to c ome along?"

"S ir? I mean, 'Yes , Father! ' that 'ud be s wel l ! "

"Good. I s ee you're ready. Let's  go." He reac hed in a drawer and handed T horby s ome twis ted bi ts  of wire. "Here's  poc ket money; you may want a s ouvenir."

T horby examined i t. "W hat's  this  s tuff worth. Father?"

"Nothing -- onc e we're off Los ian. So give me bac k what you have left s o I c an turn i t in for c redi t. T hey pay us  off in thorium and goods ."

"Yes , but how wi l l  I know how muc h to pay for a thing?"

"T ake their word for i t. T hey won't c heat and won't bargain. Odd ones . Not l ike Lotarf ... on Lotarf, i f you buy a beer wi thout an hour's  dic kering you're ahead."

T horby fel t that he unders tood Lotarfi  better than he did Los ians . T here was  s omething indec ent about a purc has e without a pol i te amount of dic kering. But fraki  had barbaric  c us toms ; you had to c ater to them -- S is u prided hers el f on never having trouble wi th fraki .



"Come along. W e c an talk as  we go."

As  they were being lowered T horby looked at the s hip neares t them, Free T rader E l  Nido, Garc ia c lan. "Father, are we going to vis i t wi th them?"

"No, I exc hanged c al ls  the fi rs t day."

"I didn't mean that. W i l l  there be any parties ?"

"Oh. Captain Garc ia and I agreed to dis pens e with hos pi tal i ty; he's  anxious  to jump. No reas on why you s houldn't vis i t them though, s ubjec t to your duties ." He added, "Hardly worth i t; s he's  l ike S is u, only not as  modern."

"T hought I m ight look at her c omputer rooms ."

T hey hi t ground and s tepped off. "Doubt i f they'd let you. T hey're a s upers ti tious  lot." As  they s tepped c lear of the hois t a baby Los ian c ame s treaking up, c i rc led and s ni ffed their legs . Captain K raus a let the l i ttle thing inves tigate him , then s aid m i ldly, "T hat's  enough," and gently pus hed i t away. Its  mother whis tled
i t bac k, pic ked i t up and s panked i t Captain K raus a waved to her, c al led out, "Hel lo, friend! "

"Hel lo, T rader Man," s he ans wered in Interl ingua s hri l l  and s ibi lant. She was  two-thirds  T horby's  height, on four legs  with forel imbs  elevated -- the baby had been on al l  s ix. Both were s leek and pretty and s harp-eyed. T horby was  amus ed by them and only s l ightly put off by the double mouth arrangement -- one for
eating, one for breathing and talking.

Captain K raus a c ontinued talking. "T hat was  a nic e run you made on that Los ian c raft."

T horby blus hed. "You knew about that, Father?"

"W hat kind of a c aptain am I i f I don't? Oh, I know what's  worrying you. Forget i t. If I give you a target, you burn i t. It's  up to me to ki l l  your c i rc ui ts  i f we make friendly identi fic ation. If I s lap the God-be-thanked s witc h, you c an't get your c omputer to fi re, the bombs  are dis armed, the launc hing gear is  loc ked, the Chief
c an't move the s uic ide s witc h. So even i f you hear me c al l  off the ac tion -- or you get exc i ted and don't hear -- i t does n't matter. Finis h your run; i t's  good prac tic e."

"Oh. I didn't know, Father."

"Didn't J eri  tel l  you? You mus t have notic ed the s witc h; i t's  the big red one, under my right hand."

"Uh, I've never been in the Control  Room, Father."

"Eh? I mus t c orrec t that; i t m ight belong to you s omeday. Remind me ... right after we go i rrational ."

"I wi l l , Father." T horby was  pleas ed at the pros pec t of entering the mys terious  s hrine -- he was  s ure that hal f of his  relatives  had never vis i ted i t -- but he was  s urpris ed at the c omment. Could a former fraki  be el igible for c ommand? It was  legal  for an adopted s on to s uc c eed to the worry s eat; s ometimes  c aptains
had no s ons  of their own. But an ex-fraki?

Captain K raus a was  s aying, "I haven't given you the attention I s hould, Son ... not the c are I s hould give Bas l im 's  s on. But i t's  a big fam i ly and my time is  s o taken up. A re they treating you al l  right?"

"W hy, s ure, Father! "

"Mmm ... glad to hear i t. It's  -- wel l , you weren't born among the People, you know."

"I know. But everybody has  treated me fine."

"Good. I've had good reports  about you. You s eem to learn fas t, for a -- you learn fas t."

T horby s ourly finis hed the phras e in his  m ind. T he Captain went on, "Have you been in the Power Room?"

"No, s i r. J us t the prac tic e room onc e."

"Now is  a good time, whi le we're grounded. It's  s afer and the prayers  and c leans ing aren't s o lengthy." K raus a paus ed. "No, we'l l  wai t unti l  your s tatus  is  c lear -- the Chief is  hinting that you are material  for his  department. He has  s ome s i l ly idea that you wi l l  never have c hi ldren anyway and he m ight regard a vis i t as
an opportuni ty to s nag you. Engineers ! "

T horby unders tood this  s peec h, even the las t word. Engineers  were regarded as  s l ightly balmy; i t was  c ommonly bel ieved that radiations  from the arti fic ial  s tar that gave S is u her l i fe ionized their brain tis s ues . T rue or not, engineers  c ould get away with outrageous  breec hes  of etiquette -- "not gui l ty by reas on of
ins ani ty" was  an uns poken defens e for them onc e they had been repeatedly expos ed to the hazards  of their trade. T he Chief Engineer even talked bac k to Grandmother.

But junior engineers  were not al lowed to s tand power room watc hes  unti l  they no longer expec ted to have c hi ldren; they took c are of auxi l iary mac hinery and s tood training watc hes  in a dummy power room. T he People were c autious  about harmful  mutations , bec aus e they were more expos ed to radiation hazards
than were planet dwel lers . One never s aw overt mutation among them; what happened to babies  dis torted at bi rth was  a mys tery s o taboo that T horby was  not even aware of i t; he s imply knew that power watc hs tanders  were old men.

Nor was  he interes ted in progeny; he s imply s aw in the Captain's  remarks  a hint that the Chief Engineer c ons idered that T horby c ould reac h the exal ted s tatus  of power watc hs tander quic kly. T he idea dazzled him . T he men who wres tled with the mad gods  of nuc lear phys ic s  held s tatus  jus t below as trogators  ...
and, in their own opinion, higher. T heir opinion was  c los er to fac t than was  the offic ial  one; even a deputy c aptain who attempted to pul l  rank on a man s tanding power room watc hes  was  l ikely to wind up c ounting s tores  whi le the engineer res ted in s ic k bay, then went bac k to doing as  he pleas ed. W as  i t pos s ible
that an ex-fraki  c ould as pire to s uc h heights ? Perhaps  s omeday be Chief Engineer and s as s  the Chief Offic er wi th impunity? "Father," T horby s aid eagerly, "the Chief Engineer thinks  I c an learn power room ri tuals ?"

"W as n't that what I s aid?"

"Yes , s i r. Uh ... I wonder why he thought s o?"

"A re you dens e? Or unus ual ly modes t? Any man who c an handle fi rec ontrol  mathematic s  c an learn nuc lear engineering. But he c an learn as trogation, too, whic h is  jus t as  important."

Engineers  never handled c argo; the only work they did in port was  to load tri tium and deuterium, or other tas ks  s tric tly theirs . T hey did no hous ekeeping. T hey ... "Father? I think I m ight l ike to be an engineer."

"So? W el l , now that you've thought s o, forget i t."

"But --"

" 'But' what?"

"Nothing, s i r. Yes , s i r."

K raus a s ighed. "Son, I have obl igations  toward you; I'm  c arrying them out as  bes t I c an." K raus a thought over what he c ould tel l  the lad. Mother had pointed out that i f Bas l im  had wanted the boy to know the mes s age he had c arried, Bas l im  would have put i t in Interl ingua. On the other hand, s inc e the boy now knew
the Family language perhaps  he had trans lated i t hims el f. No, more l ikely he had forgotten i t. "T horby, do you know who your fam i ly is ?"

T horby was  s tartled. "S ir? My fam i ly is  S is u"

"Certainly!  I mean your fam i ly before that."

"You mean Pop? Bas l im  the Cripple?"

"No, no!  He was  your fos ter father, jus t as  I am now. Do you know what fam i ly you were born in?"

T horby s aid bleakly, "I don't think I had one."

K raus a real ized that he had poked a s c ar, s aid has ti ly, "Now, Son, you don't have to c opy al l  the atti tudes  of your mes s mates . W hy, i f i t weren't for fraki , wi th whom would we trade? How would the People l ive? A  man is  fortunate to be born People, but there is  nothing to be as hamed of in being born fraki . Every atom
has  i ts  purpos e."

"I'm  not as hamed! "

"T ake i t eas y! "

"Sorry s i r. I'm  not as hamed of my anc es tors . I s imply don't know who they were. W hy, for al l  I know, they may have been People."

K raus a was  s tartled. "W hy, s o they c ould have been," he s aid s lowly. Mos t s laves  were purc has ed on planets  that res pec table traders  never vis i ted, or were born on es tates  of their owners  ... but a tragic  perc entage were People, s tolen by raiders . T his  lad -- Had any s hip of the People been los t around the
nec es s ary time? He wondered i f, at the next Gathering, he m ight dig up identi fic ation from the Commodore's  fi les ?

But even that would not exhaus t the pos s ibi l i ties ; s ome c hief offic ers  were s loppy about s ending in identi fic ations  at bi rth, s ome waited unti l  a Gathering. Mother, now, never grudged the expens e of a long n-s pac e mes s age; s he wanted her c hi ldren on rec ord at onc e -- S is u was  never s lac k.

Suppos e the boy were born People and his  rec ord had never reac hed the Commodore? How unfair to los e his  birthright!

A  thought tip-toed through his  brain: a s l ip c ould be c orrec ted in more ways  than one. If any Free Ship had been los t -- He c ould not remember.

Nor c ould he talk about i t. But what a wonderful  thing to give the lad an anc es try!  If he c ould ...

He c hanged the s ubjec t "In a way, lad, you were always  of the People."

"Huh? Exc us e me, Father?"

Son, Bas l im  the Cripple was  an honorary member of the People."

"W hat? How, Father? W hat s hip?"

"A l l  s hips . He was  elec ted at a Gathering. Son, a long time ago a s hameful  thing happened. Bas l im  c orrec ted i t. It put al l  the People in debt to him . I have s aid enough. T el l  me, have you thought of getting married?"

Marriage was  the las t thing on T horby's  m ind; he was  blazing anxious  to hear more about what Pop had done that had made him  inc redibly one of the People. But he rec ognized the warning with whic h an elder c los ed a taboo s ubjec t.

"W hy, no. Father."

"Your Grandmother thinks  that you have begun to notic e girls  s erious ly."

"W el l , s i r. Grandmother is  never wrong ... but I hadn't been aware of i t."

"A  man is n't c omplete wi thout a wi fe. But I don't think you're old enough. Laugh with al l  the girls  and c ry wi th none -- and remember our c us toms ." K raus a was  thinking that he was  bound by Bas l im 's  injunc tion to s eek aid of the Hegemony in finding where the lad had c ome from. It would be awkward i f T horby married
before the opportuni ty aros e. Yet the boy had grown tal ler in the months  he had been in S is u. Adding to K raus a's  fret was  an uneas y feel ing that his  hal f-c onc eived notion of finding (or faking) an anc es try for T horby c onfl ic ted with his  unbreakable obl igations  to Bas l im .

T hen he had a c heerful  idea. "Tel l  you what. Son!  It's  pos s ible that the girl  for you is n't aboard. A fter al l , there are only a few in port s ide purdah -- and pic king a wi fe is  a s erious  matter. She c an gain you s tatus  or ruin you. So why not take i t eas y? A t the Great Gathering you wi l l  meet hundreds  of el igible girls . If you
find one you l ike and who l ikes  you, I'l l  dis c us s  i t wi th your Grandmother and i f s he approves , we'l l  dic ker for her exc hange. W e won't be s tingy ei ther. How does  that s ound?"

It put the problem c omfortably in the dis tanc e. "It s ounds  fine. Father! "

"I have s aid enough." K raus a thought happi ly that he would c hec k the fi les  whi le T horby was  meeting thos e "hundreds  of gi rls " -- and he need not review his  obl igation to Bas l im  unti l  he had done s o. T he lad m ight be a born member of the People -- in fac t his  obvious  meri ts  made fraki  anc es try almos t unthinkable.
If s o, Bas l im 's  wis hes  would be c arried out in the s piri t more than i f fol lowed to the letter. In the meantime -- forget i t!

T hey c ompleted the m i le to the edge of the Los ian c ommunity. T horby s tared at s leek Los ian s hips  and thought uneas i ly that he had tried to burn one of thos e pretty things  out of s pac e. T hen he rem inded hims el f that Father had s aid i t was  not a fi rec ontrolman's  bus ines s  to worry about what target was  handed
him.

W hen they got into c i ty traffic  he had no time to worry. Los ians  do not us e pas s enger c ars , nor do they favor anything as  s tately as  a s edan c hair. On foot, they s c urry twic e as  fas t as  a man c an run; in a hurry, they put on a vehic le whic h makes  one think of jet propuls ion. Four and s ometimes  s ix l imbs  are enc as ed
in s leeves  whic h end in s omething l ike s kates . A  framework fi ts  the body and c arries  a bulge for the power plant (what s ort T horby c ould not imagine). Enc as ed in this  mec hanic al  c lown s ui t, eac h bec omes  a guided m is s i le, ac c elerating wi th c areles s  abandon, s howering s parks , fi l l ing the air wi th ears pl i tting
nois es , c ornering in defianc e of fric tion, inertia, and gravi ty, c utting in and out, never braking unti l  the las t m inute.

Pedes trians  and powered s peed maniac s  m ix democ ratic al ly, wi th no perc eptible rules . T here s eems  to be no age l im i t for driver's  l ic ens es  and the s mal les t Los ians  are s imply more rec kles s  edi tions  of their elders .

T horby wondered i f he would ever get out into s pac e al ive.

A  Los ian would c ome zipping toward T horby on the wrong s ide of the s treet (there was  no right s ide), s queal  to a s top almos t on T horby's  toes , zig as ide whi le s natc hing breath off his  fac e and heart out of his  mouth -- and never touc h him . T horby would jump. A fter a dozen es c apes  he tried to pattern hims el f after
his  fos ter father. Captain K raus a plowed s tol idly ahead, apparently s ure that the wi ld drivers  would treat him  as  a s tationary objec t T horby found i t hard to l ive by that fai th, but i t s eemed to work.

T horby c ould not make out how the c i ty was  organized. Powered traffic  and pedes trians  poured through any opening and the c onvention of private land and publ ic  s treet did not s eem to hold. A t fi rs t they proc eeded along an area whic h T horby c las s i fied as  a plaza, then they went up a ramp, through a bui lding whic h
had no c lear l im i ts  -- no vertic al  wal ls , no defined roof -- out again and down, through an arc h whic h s kirted a hole. T horby was  los t.

Onc e he thought they mus t be going through a private home -- they pus hed through what mus t have been a dinner party. But the gues ts  merely pul led in their feet.



Kraus a s topped. "W e're almos t there. Son, we're vis i ting the fraki  who bought our load. T his  meeting heals  the trouble between us  c aus ed by buying and s el l ing. He has  offended me by offering payment; now we have to bec ome friends  again."

"W e don't get paid?"

"W hat would your Grandmother s ay? W e've already been paid -- but now I'l l  give i t to him  free and he'l l  give me the thorium jus t bec aus e he l ikes  my pretty blue eyes . T heir c us toms  don't al low anything as  c ras s  as  s el l ing."

"T hey don't trade with eac h other?"

"Of c ours e they do. But the theory is  that one fraki  gives  another anything he needs . It's  s heer ac c ident that the other happens  to have money that he is  anxious  to pres s  on the other as  a gi ft -- and that the two gi fts  balanc e. T hey are s hrewd merc hants , Son; we never pic k up an extra c redi t here."

"T hen why this  nons ens e?"

"Son, i f you worry about why fraki  do what they do, you'l l  drive yours el f c razy. W hen you're on their planet, do i t their way ... i t's  good bus ines s . Now l is ten. W e'l l  have a meal of friends hip ... only they c an't, or they'l l  los e fac e. So there wi l l  be a s c reen between us . You have to be pres ent, bec aus e the Los ian's  s on wi l l
be there -- only i t's  a daughter. And the fraki  I'm  going to s ee is  the mother, not the father. T heir males  l ive in purdah ... I think. But notic e that when I s peak through the interpreter, I'l l  us e mas c ul ine gender."

"W hy?"

"Bec aus e they know enough about our c us toms  to know that mas c ul ine gender means  the head of the hous e. It's  logic al  i f you look at i t c orrec tly."

T horby wondered. W ho was  head of the Family? Father? Or Grandmother? Of c ours e, when the Chief Offic er is s ued an order, s he s igned i t "By Order of the Captain," but that was  jus t bec aus e ... no. W el l , anyhow --

T horby s uddenly s us pec ted that the c us toms  of the Family m ight be i l logic al  in s pots . But the Captain was  s peaking. "W e don't ac tual ly eat wi th them; that's  another fic tion. You'l l  be s erved a green, s l imy l iquid. J us t rais e i t to your l ips ; i t would burn out your gul let. Otherwis e --" Captain K raus a paus ed whi le a
Los ian s c orc her avoided the end of his  nos e. "Otherwis e l is ten s o that you wi l l  know how to behave next time. Oh yes !  -- after I as k how old my hos t's  s on is , you'l l  be as ked how old you are. You ans wer 'forty.' "

"W hy?"

"Bec aus e that is  a res pec table age, in their years , for a s on who is  as s is ting his  father."

T hey arrived and s eemed s ti l l  to be in publ ic . But they s quatted down oppos i te two Los ians  whi le a thi rd c rouc hed nearby. T he s c reen between them was  the s ize of a kerc hief; T horby c ould s ee over i t. T horby tried to look, l is ten, and learn, but the traffic  never let up. It s hot around and c ut between them, wi th happy,
s hri l l  rac ket.

T heir hos t s tarted by ac c us ing Captain K raus a of having lured him  into a m is deed. T he interpreter was  almos t impos s ible to unders tand, but he s howed s urpris ing c ommand of s c urri lous  Interl ingua. T horby c ould not bel ieve his  ears  and expec ted that Father would ei ther walk out, or s tart trouble.

But Captain K raus a l is tened quietly, then ans wered with real  poetry -- he ac c us ed the Los ian of every c rime from barratry to mopery and dopery in the s pac eways .

T his  put the meeting on a friendly footing. T he Los ian made them a pres ent of the thorium he had already paid, then offered to throw in his  s ons  and everything he pos s es s ed.

Captain K raus a ac c epted and gave away S is u, wi th al l  c ontents .

Both parties  generous ly gave bac k the gi fts . T hey ended at s tatus  quo, eac h to retain as  a s ymbol of friends hip what eac h now had: the Los ian many hundredweight of verga leaf, the T rader s lugs  of thorium. Both agreed that the gi fts  were worthles s  but valuable for reas ons  of s entiment. In a burs t of emotion the
Los ian gave away his  s on and K raus a made him  (her) a pres ent of T horby. Inquiries  fol lowed and i t was  dis c overed that eac h was  too young to leave the nes t.

T hey got out of this  di lemma by having the s ons  exc hange names  and T horby found hims el f owner of a name he did not want and c ould not pronounc e. T hen they "ate."

T he horrid green s tuff was  not only not fi t to drink, but when T horby inhaled, he burned his  nos tri ls  and c hoked. T he Captain gave him  a reproving glanc e.

A fter that they left. No good-bys , they jus t walked off. Captain K raus a s aid meditatively whi le proc eeding l ike a s leepwalker through the riot of traffic , "Nic e people, for fraki . Never any s harp deal ing and abs olutely hones t I often wonder what one of them would do i f I took him  up on one of thos e offers . Pay up,
probably."

"Not real ly! "

"Don't be s ure. I m ight hand you in on that hal f-grown Los ian."

T horby s hut up.

Bus ines s  c onc luded. Captain K raus a helped T horby s hop and s ight-s ee, whic h rel ieved T horby, bec aus e he did not know what to buy, nor even how to get home. His  fos ter father took him  to a s hop where Interl ingua was  unders tood. Los ians  manufac ture al l  s orts  of things  of extreme c omplexi ty, none of whic h
T horby rec ognized. On K raus a's  advic e T horby s elec ted a s mal l  pol is hed c ube whic h, when s haken, s howed endles s  Los ian s c enes  in i ts  depths . T horby offered the s hopkeeper his  tokens ; the Los ian s elec ted one and gave him  c hange from a nec klac e of money. T hen he made T horby a pres ent of s hop and
c ontents .

T horby, s peaking through K raus a, regretted that he had nothing to offer s ave his  own s ervic es  the res t of his  l i fe. T hey bac ked out of the predic ament wi th c ourteous  ins ul ts .

T horby fel t rel ieved when they reac hed the s pac eport and he s aw the homely, fam i l iar l ines  of old S is u.

W hen T horby reac hed his  bunkie, J eri  was  there, feet up and hands  bac k of his  head. He looked up and did not s m i le.

"Hi , J eri ! "

"Hel lo, T horby."

"Hi t di rt?"

"No."

"I did. Look what I bought! " T horby s howed him  the magic  c ube. "You s hake i t and every pic ture is  di fferent"

J eri  looked at one pic ture and handed i t bac k. "Very nic e."

"J eri , what are you glum about? Something you ate?"

"No."

"Spi l l  i t."

J eri  dropped his  feet to the dec k, looked at T horby. "I'm  bac k in the c omputer room."

"Huh?"

"Oh, I don't los e s tatus . It's  jus t whi le I train s omebody els e."

T horby fel t a c old wind. "You mean I've been bus ted?"

"No."

"T hen what do you mean?"

"Mata has  been s wapped."

Chapter 11

Mata s wapped? Gone forever? Li ttle Mattie wi th the grave eyes  and merry giggle? T horby fel t a burs t of s orrow and real ized to his  s urpris e that i t mattered.

"I don't bel ieve i t! "

"Don't be a fool ."

"W hen? W here has  s he gone? W hy didn't you tel l  me?"

"To E l  Nido, obvious ly; i t's  the only s hip of the People in port. About an hour ago. I didn't tel l  you bec aus e I had no idea i t was  c oming ... unti l  I was  s ummoned to Grandmother's  c abin to s ay good-by." J eri  frowned. "It had to c ome s omeday ... but I thought Grandmother would let her s tay as  long as  s he kept her s ki l l
as  a trac ker."

"T hen why, J eri? W hy?"

J eri  s tood up, s aid woodenly, "Fos ter Ortho-Unc le, I have s aid enough."

T horby pus hed him  bac k into his  c hair. "You c an't get away with that, J eri . I'm  your 'unc le' only bec aus e they s aid I was . But I'm  s ti l l  the ex-fraki  you taught to us e a trac ker and we both know i t. Now talk man to man. Spi l l  i t! "

"You won't l ike i t."

"I don't l ike i t now!  Mattie gone ... Look, J eri , there is  nobody here but us . W hatever i t is , tel l  me. I prom is e you, on S is u's  s teel , that I won't make an unc le-and-nephew matter of i t. W hatever you s ay, the Family wi l l  never know."

"Grandmother m ight be l is tening."

"If s he is , I've ordered you to talk and i t's  my res pons ibi l i ty. But s he won't be; i t's  time for her nap. So talk."

"Okay." J eri  looked at him  s ourly. "You as ked for i t. You mean to s ay you haven't the dimmes t idea why Grandmother hus tled my S is  out of the s hip?"

"Huh? None ... or I wouldn't as k."

J eri  made an impatient nois e. "T horby, I knew you were thic k-witted. I didn't know you were deaf, dumb, and bl ind."

"Never m ind the c ompl iments !  T el l  me the s c ore."

"You're the reas on Mata got s wapped. You." J eri  looked at T horby with dis gus t.

"Me?"

"W ho els e? W ho pairs  off at s pat bal l? W ho s i ts  together at s tory fi lms ? W hat new relative is  always  s een with a girl  from his  own moiety? I'l l  give you a hint -- the name s tarts  wi th 'T .' "

T horby turned white. "J eri , I never had the s l ightes t idea."

"You're the only one in the s hip who didn't." J eri  s hrugged. "I'm  not blam ing you. It was  her faul t. She was  c has ing you, you s tupid c lown!  W hat I c an't figure out is  why you didn't know. I tried to give you hints ."

T horby was  as  innoc ent of s uc h things  as  a bird is  of bal l is tic s . "I don't bel ieve i t."

"It does n't matter whether you do or don't ... everybody els e s aw i t. But you both c ould have gotten away with i t, as  long as  you kept i t open and harm les s  -- and I was  watc hing too c los ely for anything els e -- i f S is  hadn't los t her head."

"Huh? How?"

"S is  did s omething that made Grandmother wi l l ing to part wi th a c rac k fi rec ontrolman. She went to Grandmother and as ked to be adopted ac ros s  moiety l ine. In her s imple, addled-pated way s he figured that s inc e you were adopted in the fi rs t plac e, i t didn't real ly matter that s he was  your niec e -- jus t s hi ft things
around and s he c ould marry you." J eri  grunted. "If you had been adopted on the other s ide, s he c ould have wangled i t. But s he mus t have been c lean off her head to think that Grandmother -- Grandmother!  -- would agree to anything s o s c andalous ."

"But ... wel l , I'm  not ac tual ly any relation to her. Not that I had any idea of marrying her."

"Oh, beat i t!  You make me ti red."

T horby moped around, unwi l l ing to go bac k and fac e J eri . He fel t los t and alone and c onfus ed; the Family s eemed as  s trange, their ways  as  di ffic ul t to unders tand, as  the Los ians .



He m is s ed Mata. He had never m is s ed her before. She had been s omething pleas ant but routine -- l ike three meals  a day and the other c omforts  he had learned to expec t in S is u. Now he m is s ed her.

W el l , i f that was  what s he wanted, why hadn't they let her? Not that he had thought about i t ... but as  long as  you had to get married s ome day, Mata would be as  tolerable as  any. He l iked her.

Final ly he remembered that there was  one pers on with whom he c ould talk. He took his  troubles  to Doc tor Mader.

He s c ratc hed at her door, rec eived a hurried, "Come in! " He found her down on her knees , s urrounded by pos s es s ions . She had a s mudge on her nos e and her neat hair was  mus s ed. "Oh. T horby. I'm  glad you s howed up. T hey told me you were dirts ide and I was  afraid I would m is s  you."

She s poke Sys tem Engl is h; he ans wered in i t. "You wanted to s ee me?"

"T o s ay good-by. I'm  going home."

"Oh." T horby fel t again the s ic k twinge he had fel t when J eri  had told about Mata. Suddenly he was  wrenc hed with s orrow that Pop was  gone. He pul led hims el f together and s aid, "I'm  s orry. I'l l  m is s  you."

"I'l l  m is s  you, T horby. You're the only one in this  big s hip that I fel t at home with ... whic h is  odd, as  your bac kground and m ine are about as  far apart as  pos s ible. I'l l  m is s  our talks ."

"So wi l l  I," T horby agreed m is erably. "W hen are you leaving?"

"E l  Nido jumps  tomorrow. But I s hould trans fer tonight; I don't dare m is s  jump, or I m ight not get home for years ."

"E l  Nido is  going to your planet?" A  fantas tic  s c heme began to s hape in his  m ind.

"Oh, no!  She's  going to T hat Beta V I. But a Hegemonic  mai l  s hip c al ls  there and I c an get home. It is  too wonderful  a c hanc e to m is s ." T he s c heme died in T horby's  brain; i t was  prepos terous , anyhow -- he m ight be wi l l ing to c hanc e a s trange planet, but Mata was  no fraki .

Doc tor Mader went on, "T he Chief Offic er arranged i t." She s m i led wryly. "She's  glad to get rid of me. I hadn't had any hope that s he c ould put i t over, in view of the di ffic ul ty in getting me aboard S is u; I think your grandmother mus t have s ome bargaining point that s he did not mention. In any c as e I'm  to go ... wi th the
unders tanding that I remain in s tric t purdah. I s han't m ind; I'l l  us e the time on my data."

Mention of purdah rem inded T horby that Margaret would s ee Mata. He s tarted with s tumbl ing embarras s ment to explain what he had c ome to talk about. Doc tor Mader l is tened gravely, her fingers  bus y with pac king. "I know, T horby. I probably heard the s ad detai ls  s ooner than you did."

"Margaret, did you ever heard of anything s o s i l ly?"

She hes i tated. "Many things  ... muc h s i l l ier."

"But there was n't anything to i t!  And i f that was  what Mata wanted, why didn't Grandmother let her ... ins tead of s hipping her out among s trangers . I ... wel l , I wouldn't have m inded. A fter I got us ed to i t."

T he fraki  woman s m i led. "T hat's  the oddes t gal lant s peec h I ever heard, T horby."

"T horby s aid, "Could you get a mes s age to her for me?"

"T horby, i f you want to s end her your undying love or s omething, then don't. Your Grandmother did the bes t thing for her great granddaughter, did i t quic kly wi th kindnes s  and wis dom. Did i t in Mata's  interes ts  agains t the immediate interes ts  of S is u, s inc e Mata was  a valuable fighting man. But your Grandmother
meas ured up to the high s tandards  expec ted of a Chief Offic er; s he c ons idered the long-range interes ts  of everyone and found them weightier than the los s  of one fi rec ontrolman. I admire her at las t -- between ours elves , I've always  detes ted the old girl ." She s m i led s uddenly. "And fi fty years  from now Mata wi l l  make
the s ame s ort of wis e dec is ions ; the s ept of S is u is  s ound."

"I'l l  be flogged i f I unders tand i t! "

"Bec aus e you are almos t as  muc h fraki  as  I am ... and haven't had my training. T horby, mos t things  are right or wrong only in their bac kgrounds ; few things  are good or evi l  in thems elves . But things  that are right or wrong ac c ording to their c ul ture, real ly are s o. T his  exogamy rule the People l ive by, you probably think
i t's  jus t a way to outs mart mutations  -- in fac t that's  the way i t is  taught in the s hip's  s c hool ."

"Of c ours e. T hat's  why I c an't s ee --"

"J us t a s ec ond. So you c an't s ee why your Grandmother s hould objec t. But i t's  es s ential  that the People marry bac k and forth among s hips , not jus t bec aus e of genes  -- that's  a s ide is s ue -- but bec aus e a s hip is  too s mal l  to be a s table c ul ture. Ideas  and atti tudes  have to be c ros s -germ inated, too, or S is u and the
whole c ul ture wi l l  die. So the c us tom is  protec ted by s tronges t pos s ible taboo. A  'm inor' break in this  taboo is  l ike a 'm inor' break in the s hip, dis as trous  unles s  dras tic  s teps  are taken. Now ... do you unders tand that?"

"W el l  ... no, I don't think s o."

"I doubt i f your Grandmother unders tands  i t; s he jus t knows  what's  right for her fam i ly and ac ts  wi th forthrightnes s  and c ourage. Do you s ti l l  want to s end a mes s age?"

"Uh, wel l , c ould you tel l  Mata that I'm  s orry I didn't get to s ay good-by?"

"Mmm, yes . I may wait a whi le."

"A l l  right."

"Feel ing better yours el f?"

"Uh, I gues s  s o ... s inc e you s ay i t's  bes t for Mata." T horby s uddenly burs t out, "But, Margaret, I don't know what is  the matter wi th me!  I thought I was  getting the hang of things . Now i t's  al l  gone to piec es . I feel  l ike a fraki  and I doubt i f I'l l  ever learn to be a T rader."

Her fac e was  s uddenly s ad. "You were free onc e. It's  a hard habi t to get over."

"Huh?"

"You've had violent dis loc ations , T horby. Your fos ter father -- your fi rs t one, Bas l im  the W is e -- bought you as  a s lave and made you his  s on, as  free as  he was . Now your s ec ond fos ter father, wi th the bes t of intentions , adopted you as  his  s on, and thereby made you a s lave."

"W hy, Margaret! " T horby protes ted. "How c an you s ay s uc h a thing?"

"If you aren't a s lave, what are you?"

"W hy, I'm  a Free T rader. A t leas t that's  what Father intended, i f I c an ever get over my fraki  habi ts . But I'm  not a s lave. T he People are free. A l l  of us ."

"A l l  of you ... but not eac h of you."

"W hat do you mean?"

"T he People are free. It's  their proudes t boas t. Any of them c an tel l  you that freedom is  what makes  them People and not fraki . T he People are free to roam the s tars , never rooted to any s oi l . So free that eac h s hip is  a s overeign s tate, as king nothing of anyone, going anywhere, fighting agains t any odds , as king no
quarter, not even c ooperating exc ept as  i t s ui ts  them. Oh, the People are free; this  old Galaxy has  never s een s uc h freedom. A  c ul ture of les s  than a hundred thous and people s pread through a quarter of a bi l l ion c ubic  l ight-years  and utterly free to move anywhere at any time. T here has  never been a c ul ture l ike i t
and there may never be again. Free as  the s ky ... more free than the s tars , for the s tars  go where they mus t. Ah, yes , the People are free." She paus ed. "But at what pric e was  this  freedom purc has ed?"

T horby bl inked.

"I'l l  tel l  you. Not wi th poverty. T he People enjoy the highes t average wealth in his tory. T he profi ts  of your trading are fantas tic . Nor has  i t been with c os t to heal th or s ani ty. I've never s een a c ommunity wi th les s  i l lnes s . Nor have you paid in happines s  or s el f-res pec t. You're a s mugly happy lot, and your pride is
s omething s inful  -- of c ours e you do have a lot to be proud of. But what you have paid for your unparal leled freedom ... is  freedom i ts el f. No, I'm  not talking riddles . T he People are free ... at the c os t of los s  of individual  freedom for eac h of you -- and I don't exc ept the Chief Offic er or Captain; they are the leas t free of
any."

Her words  s ounded outrageous . "How c an we be both free and not free?" he protes ted.

"As k Mata. T horby, you l ive in a s teel  pris on; you are al lowed out perhaps  a few hours  every few months . You l ive by rules  more s tringent than any pris on. T hat thos e rules  are intended to make you al l  happy -- and do -- is  bes ide the point; they are orders  you have to obey. You s leep where you are told, you eat when
you are told and what you are offered -- i t's  unimportant that i t is  lavis h and tas ty; the point is  you have no c hoic e. You are told what to do ninety perc ent of the time. You are s o bound by rules  that muc h of what you s ay is  not free s peec h but required ri tual ; you c ould go through a day and not utter a phras e not found
in the Laws  of S is u. Right?"

"Yes , but --"

"Yes , wi th no 'buts .' T horby, what s ort of people have s o l i ttle freedom? S laves ? Can you think of a better word?"

"But we c an't be s old! "

"S lavery has  often exis ted where s laves  were never bought and s old, but s imply inheri ted. As  in S is u. T horby, being a s lave means  having s omeone as  your mas ter, wi th no hope of c hanging i t. You s laves  who c al l  yours elves  the 'People' c an't even hope for manumis s ion."

T horby s c owled. "You figure that's  what's  wrong with me?"

"I think your s lave's  c ol lar is  c hafing you, in a fas hion that does  not trouble your s hipmates  -- bec aus e they were born wi th theirs  and you were onc e free." She looked at her belongings . "I've got to get this  s tuff into E l  Nido. W i l l  you help me?"

"I'd be glad to."

"Don't expec t to s ee Mata."

"I was n't," T horby fibbed. "I want to help you. I hate to s ee you leave."

"T ruthful ly, I don't hate to leave ... but I hate to s ay good-by to you." She hes i tated. "I want to help you, too. T horby, an anthropologis t s hould never interfere. But I'm  leaving and you aren't real ly part of the c ul ture I was  s tudying. Could you us e a hint from an old woman?"

"W hy, you aren't old! "

"T hat's  two gal lant s peec hes . I'm  a grandmother, though the Chief Offic er m ight be s tartled to hear me c laim  that s tatus . T horby, I thought you would bec ome adjus ted to this  jai l . Now I'm  not s ure. Freedom is  a hard habi t to break. Dear, i f you dec ide that you c an't s tand i t, wai t unti l  the s hip c al ls  at a planet that is
democ ratic  and free and human -- then hi t di rt and run!  But, T horby, do this  before Grandmother dec ides  to marry you to s omeone, bec aus e i f you wait that long -- you're los t! "

Chapter 12

Los ian to Fins ter, Fins ter to T hoth IV, T hoth IV  to W oolamurra, S is u went s kipping around a globe of s pac e nine hundred l ight-years  in diameter, the c enter of whic h was  legendary Terra, c radle of mankind. S is u had never been to Terra; the People operate out where pic kings  are ric h, pol ic e protec tion non-exis tent,
and a man c an dic ker wi thout being hampered by finic ky regulations .

Ship's  his tory al leged that the original  S is u had been bui l t on Terra and that the fi rs t Captain K raus a had been born there, a (whis per i t) fraki . But that was  s ix s hips  ago and s hip's  his tory was  true in es s enc e, rather than fiddl in' fac t. T he S is u whos e s teel  now protec ted the blood was  regis tered out of New
Finlandia, Shiva III ... another port s he had never vis i ted but whos e fees  were worth paying in order to have legal  right to go about her oc c as ions  whenever, in purs ui t of profi t, S is u went ins ide the globe of c ivi l ization. Shiva III was  very unders tanding of the needs  of Free T raders , not fus s y about ins pec tions , reports ,
and the l ike as  long as  om is s ions  were repaired by paying penal ties ; many s hips  found her regis tration c onvenient.

On Fins ter T horby learned another method of trading. T he native fraki , known to s c ienc e by a ps eudo-Latin name and c al led "T hos e c onfounded s lugs ! " by the People, l ive in telepathic  s ymbios is  wi th lemur-l ike c reatures  pos s es s ed of del ic ate, many-boned hands  -- "telepathy" is  a c onc lus ion; i t is  bel ieved that the
s low, mons trous , dominant c reatures  s upply the brains  and the lemuroids  the manipulation.

T he planet offers  beauti ful ly c arved gem s tones , raw c opper, and a weed from whic h is  derived an alkaloid us ed in ps yc hotherapy. W hat els e i t c ould s upply is  a matter of c onjec ture; the natives  have nei ther s peec h nor wri ting, c ommunic ation is  di ffic ul t.

T his  oc c as ions  the method of trading new to T horby -- the s i lent auc tion invented by the trading Phoenic ians  when the s hores  of A fric a ran beyond the known world.

A round S is u in pi les  were plac ed what the traders  had to offer: heavy metals  the natives  needed, everlas ting c loc ks  they had learned to need, and trade goods  the Family hoped to teac h them to need. T hen the humans  went ins ide.

T horby s aid to Senior Clerk A rly K raus a-Drotar, "W e jus t leave that s tuff lying around? If you did that on J ubbul , i t would dis appear as  you turned your bac k."

"Didn't you s ee them rig the top gun this  morning?"

"I was  down in the lower hold."

"It's  rigged and manned. T hes e c reatures  have no morals  but they're s mart. T hey'l l  be as  hones t as  a c as hier wi th the bos s  watc hing."

"W hat happens  now?"

"W e wait. T hey look over the goods . A fter a whi le ... a day, maybe two ... they pi le s tuff by our pi les . W e wait. Maybe they make their pi les  higher. Maybe they s hi ft things  around and offer us  s omething els e -- and pos s ibly we have outs marted ours elves  and m is s ed s omething we would l ike through holding out. Or
maybe we take one of our pi les  and s pl i t i t into two, meaning we l ike the s tuff but not the pric e.

"Or maybe we don't want i t at any pric e. So we move our pi les  c los e to s omething they have offered that we do l ike. But we s ti l l  don't touc h their s tuff; we wait.



"Eventual ly nobody has  moved anything in qui te a whi le. So, where the pric e s ui ts  us , we take in what they offer and leave our s tuff. T hey c ome and take our offering away. W e take in any of our own s tuff where the pric e is n't right; they take away the s tuff we turn down.

"But that does n't end i t. Now both s ides  know what the other one wants  and what he wi l l  pay. T hey s tart making the offers ; we s tart bidding with what we know they wi l l  ac c ept. More deals  are made. W hen we are through this  s ec ond time, we have unloaded anything they want for s tuff of theirs  that we want at pric es
s atis fac tory to both. No trouble. I wonder i f we do better on planets  where we c an talk."

"Yes , but does n't this  was te a lot of time?"

"Know anything we've got more of?"

T he s low-motion auc tion moved without a hi tc h on goods  having es tabl is hed value; deals  were s pottier on experimental  offerings  -- gadgets  whic h had s eemed a good buy on Los ian mos tly fai led to interes t the Fins tera. S ix gros s  of folding knives  ac tual ly intended for W oolamurra brought high pric es . But the s tar
i tem was  not properly goods  of any s ort.

Grandmother K raus a, al though bedfas t, oc c as ional ly ins is ted on being c arried on ins pec tion tours ; s omebody always  s uffered. Shortly before arrival  at Fins ter her i re had c entered on nurs ery and bac helor quarters . In the fi rs t her eye l i t on a s tac k of lurid pic ture books . She ordered them c onfis c ated; they were "fraki
tras h."

T he bac helors  were ins pec ted when word had gone out that s he intended to hi t only nurs ery, purdah, and gal ley; Grandmother s aw their bunkies  before they c ould hide their pin-up pic tures .

Grandmother was  s hoc ked!  Not only did pin-up pic tures  fol low c omic  books , but a s earc h was  made for the magazines  from whic h they had been c l ipped. T he c ontraband was  s ent to auxi l iary engineering, there to give up identi ties  into elemental  partic les .

T he Superc argo s aw them there and got an idea; they joined the offerings  outs ide the s hip.

S trangely c arved native jewels  appeared bes ide the was te paper -- c hrys oberyl  and garnet and opal  and quartz.

T he Superc argo bl inked at the gauds  and s ent word to the Captain.

T he booklets  and magazines  were redis tributed, eac h as  a s eparate offering. More jewels  --

Final ly eac h i tem was  broken down into pages ; eac h s heet was  plac ed alone. An agreement was  reac hed: one brightly c olored s heet, one jewel. A t that point bac helors  who had managed to hide c heris hed pin-ups  found patriotis m and ins tinc t for trade out-weighing pos s es s ivenes s  -- after al l  they c ould res toc k at
the next c ivi l ized port. T he nurs ery was  c ombed for more adventure c omic s .

For the fi rs t time in his tory c omic  books  and pin-up magazines  brought many times  their weights  in fine jewelry.

T hoth IV  was  fol lowed by W oolamurra and eac h jump zigzagged c los er to the c oming Great Gathering of the People; the s hip was  s eized with c arnival  fever. Crew members  were exc us ed from work to prac tic e on mus ic al  ins truments , watc hes  were rearranged to perm it quartets  to s ing together, a training table was
formed for athletes  and they were exc us ed from al l  watc hes  s ave battle s tations  in order to train thems elves  into exhaus ted s leep. Headac hes  and tempers  developed over plans  for hos pi tal i ty fi t to s upport the exal ted pride of S is u.

Long mes s ages  fl i tted through n-s pac e and the Chief Engineer protes ted the s c andalous  was te of power wi th s harp c omments  on the high pric e of tri tium. But the Chief Offic er c heerful ly okayed the c harge vouc hers . As  the time approac hed, s he developed a s m i le that c reas ed her wrinkles  in unac c us tomed
direc tions , as  i f s he knew s omething but was n't talking. T wic e T horby c aught her s m i l ing at him  and i t worried him ; i t was  better not to c atc h Grandmother's  attention. He had had her ful l  attention onc e lately and had not enjoyed i t -- he had been honored by eating with her, for having burned a raider.

T he bogie had appeared on S is u's  s c reens  during the l i ft from Fins ter -- an unexpec ted plac e to be attac ked s inc e there was  not muc h traffic  there. T he alarm had c ome only four hours  out, when S is u had attained barely 5% of s peed-of-l ight and had no hope of running for i t

T he matter landed in T horby's  lap; the ports ide c omputer was  dis abled -- i t had a "nervous  breakdown" and the s hip's  elec tronic s  men had been s weating over i t s inc e jump. T horby's  nephew J eri  had returned to as trogation, the new trainee having qual i fied on the long jump from Los ian -- he was  a s tripl ing in whom
T horby had l i ttle c onfidenc e, but T horby did not argue when J eri  dec ided that Kenan Drotar was  ready for a watc h even though he had never experienc ed a "real  one." J eri  was  anxious  to go bac k to the c ontrol  room for two reas ons , s tatus , and an unmentioned imponderable: the c omputer room was  where J eri  had
s erved with his  m is s ing kid s is ter.

So when the raider popped up, i t was  up to T horby.

He fel t s haky when he fi rs t s tarted to tes t the problem, being ac utely aware that the ports ide c omputer was  out. T he greates t c omfort to a fi rec ontrolman is  fai th in the s uperman abi l i ties  of the team on the other s ide, a feel ing of "W el l , even i f I goof, thos e bulging brains  wi l l  nai l  him ," whi le that team is  thinking the
s ame thing. It helps  to produc e al l -important relaxation.

T his  time T horby did not have that s piri tual  s afety net. Nor any other. T he Fins tera are not a s pac efaring people; there was  no pos s ibi l i ty that the bogie would be identi fied as  theirs . Nor c ould he be a trader; he had too many gravi ties  in his  tai l . Nor a Hegemonic  Guard; Fins ter was  many l ight-years  outs ide
c ivi l ization. T horby knew with s ic k c ertainty that s ometime in the next hour his  gues s es  mus t produc e an ans wer; he mus t launc h and hi t -- or s hortly thereafter he would be a s lave again and al l  his  fam i ly wi th him .

It s poi led his  tim ing, i t s lowed his  thoughts .

But pres ently he forgot the ports ide c omputer, forgot the Family, forgot even the raider as  s uc h. T he raider's  movements  bec ame jus t data pouring into his  board and the problem s omething he had been trained to do. His  teammate s lammed in and s trapped hims el f into the other c hair whi le General  Quarters  was
s ti l l  c langing, demanded to know the s c ore. T horby didn't hear him , nor did he hear the c langing s top. J eri  c ame in thereafter, having been s ent down by the Captain; T horby never s aw him . J eri  motioned the youngs ter out of the twin s eat, got into i t hims el f, noted that the s witc h had T horby's  board in c ontrol , did not
touc h i t. W ithout s peaking he glanc ed over T horby's  s etup and began working al ternate s olutions , ready to bac k him  up by s lapping the s elec tor s witc h as  s oon as  T horby launc hed and then launc h again, di fferently. T horby never notic ed.

P res ently K raus a's  s trong bas s  c ame over the s quawk l ine. "S tarboard trac ker ... c an I as s is t you by maneuvering?"

T horby never heard i t. J eri  glanc ed at him  and ans wered, "I do not advis e i t, Captain."

"Very wel l ."

T he Senior Ports ide Firec ontrolman, in gros s  violation of regulations , c ame in and watc hed the s i lent s truggle, s weat greas ing his  fac e. T horby did not know i t. Nothing exis ted but knobs , s witc hes , and buttons , al l  extens ions  of his  nervous  s ys tem. He bec ame pos s es s ed of an overwhelm ing need to s neeze --
repres s ed i t wi thout real izing i t.

T horby made infini tes imal adjus tments  up to the las t moment, then abs ent-m indedly touc hed the button that told the c omputer to launc h as  the projec ted c urve maxim ized. T wo heartbeats  later an atom ic  m is s i le was  on i ts  way.

J eri  reac hed for the s elec tor s witc h -- s topped as  he s aw T horby go into frenzied ac tivi ty, tel l ing his  board to launc h again on the as s umption that the target had c ut power. T hen inc oming data s topped as  the s hip went bl ind. Paralys is  hi t them.

Pos t-analys is  s howed that the paralyzing beam was  on them s eventy-one s ec onds . J eri  c ame out of i t when i t c eas ed; he s aw T horby looking dazedly at his  board ... then bec ome violently ac tive as  he tried to work a new s olution bas ed on the las t data.

J eri  put a hand on him . "T he run is  over, T horby."

"Huh?"

"You got him . A  s weet run. Mata would be proud of you."

S is u was  bl ind for a day, whi le repairs  were made in her n-s pac e eyes . T he Captain c ontinued to boos t; there was  nothing els e to do. But pres ently s he c ould s ee again and two days  later s he plunged into the c omforting darknes s  of multi -s pac e. T he dinner in T horby's  honor was  that night.

Grandmother made the us ual  s peec h, giving thanks  that the Family was  again s pared, and noting that the s on of S is u bes ide her was  the ins trument of that happy but em inently des erved outc ome. T hen s he lay bac k and gobbled her food, wi th her daughter-in-law hovering over her.

T horby did not enjoy the honor. He had no c lear rec ol lec tion of the run; i t fel t as  i f he were being honored by m is take. He had been in s emi-s hoc k afterwards , then his  imagination s tarted working.

T hey were only pirates , he knew that. P irates  and s lavers , they had tried to s teal  S is u, had meant to ens lave the Family. T horby had hated s lavers  before he c ould remember -- nothing s o impers onal  as  the ins ti tution of s lavery, he hated s lavers  in his  baby bones  before he knew the word.

He was  s ure that Pop approved of him ; he knew that Pop, gentle as  he was , would have s hortened every s laver in the Galaxy without a tear.

Nevertheles s  T horby did not feel  happy. He kept thinking about a l ive s hip -- s uddenly al l  dead, gone forever in a burs t of radianc e. T hen he would look at his  forefinger and wonder. He was  c aught in the old di lemma of the man with unintegrated values , who eats  meat but would rather s omebody els e did the
butc hering.

W hen the dinner in his  honor arrived he was  three nights  s hort on s leep and looked i t. He pec ked at his  food.

Midway in the meal he bec ame aware that Grandmother was  glaring; he promptly s pi l led food on his  dres s  jac ket. "W el l ! " s he s narled. "Have a nic e nap?"

"Uh, I'm  s orry, Grandmother. Did you s peak to me?"

He c aught his  Mother's  warning look but i t was  too late; Grandmother was  off. "I was  waiting for you to s ay s omething to me! "

"Uh ... i t's  a nic e day."

"I had not notic ed that i t was  unus ual . It rarely rains  in s pac e."

"I mean i t's  a nic e party. Yes , a real  nic e party. T hank you for giving i t, Grandmother."

"T hat's  better. Young man, i t is  c us tomary, when a gentleman dines  with a lady, to offer her pol i te c onvers ation. T his  may not be the c us tom among fraki , but i t is  invariable among People."

"Yes , Grandmother. T hank you. Grandmother."

"Let's  s tart again. It's  a nic e party, yes . W e try to make everyone feel  equal , whi le rec ognizing the meri ts  of eac h. It is  grati fying to have a c hanc e -- at las t -- to join wi th our Family in noting a vi rtue in you ... one c ommendable i f not exc eptional . Congratulations . Now i t's  your turn."

T horby s lowly turned purple.

She s ni ffed and s aid, "W hat are you doing to get ready for the Gathering?"

"Uh, I don't know, Grandmother. You s ee, I don't s ing, or play, or danc e -- and the only games  I know are c hes s  and s pat bal l  and ... wel l , I've never s een a Gathering. I don't know what they're l ike."

"Hmmph!  So you haven't."

T horby fel t gui l ty. He s aid, "Grandmother ... you mas t have been to lots  of Gatherings . W ould you tel l  me about them?"

T hat did i t. She relaxed and s aid in hus hed voic e, "T hey don't have the Gatherings  nowadays  that they had when I was  a girl  ..." T horby did not have to s peak again, other than s ounds  of awed interes t. Long after the res t were waiting for Grandmother's  perm is s ion to ris e, s he was  s aying, "... and I had my c hoic e of a
hundred s hips , let me tel l  you. I was  a pert young thing, wi th a tiny foot and a s auc y nos e, and my Grandmother got offers  for me throughout the People. But I knew S is u was  for me and I s tood up to her. Oh, I was  a l ively one!  Danc e al l  night and as  fres h for the games  next day as  a --"

W hi le i t was  not a merry oc c as ion, i t was  not a fai lure.

S inc e T horby had no talent he bec ame an ac tor.

Aunt A thena K raus a-Fogarth, Chief of Commis s ary and s uperlative c ook, had the l i terary dis eas e in i ts  ac ute form; s he had wri tten a play. It was  the l i fe of the fi rs t Captain K raus a, s howing the s terl ing nobi l i ty of the K raus a l ine. T he fi rs t K raus a had been a s aint wi th heart of s teel . Dis gus ted with the evi l  ways  of
fraki , he had bui l t S is u (s ingle-handed), s taffed i t wi th his  wi fe (named Fogarth in draft, c hanged to Grandmother's  maiden name before the s c ript got to her) and with their remarkable c hi ldren. As  the play ends  they jump off into s pac e, to s pread c ul ture and wealth through the Galaxy.

T horby played the fi rs t K raus a. He was  dumbfounded, having tried out bec aus e he was  told to. Aunt A thena s eemed almos t as  s urpris ed; there was  a c atc h in her voic e when s he announc ed his  name. But Grandmother s eemed pleas ed. She s howed up for rehears als  and made s ugges tions  whic h were happi ly
adopted.

T he s tar playing oppos i te T horby was  Loeen Garc ia, late of E l  Nido. He had not bec ome c hummy with Mata's  exc hange; he had nothing agains t her but had not fel t l ike i t. But he found Loeen eas y to know. She was  a dark, s oft beauty, wi th an intimate manner. W hen T horby was  required to ignore taboo and kis s  her,
in front of Grandmother and everybody, he blew his  l ines .

But he tried. Grandmother s norted in dis gus t. "W hat are you trying to do!  B i te her? And don't let go as  i f s he were radioac tive. She's  your wi fe, s tupid. You've jus t c arried her into your s hip. You're alone with her, you love her. Now do i t ... no, no, no!  A thena! "

T horby looked wi ldly around. It did not help to c atc h s ight of Fri tz wi th eyes  on the overhead, a beati fic  s m i le on his  fac e.

"A thena!  Come here, Daughter, and s how this  damp young hulk how a woman s hould be kis s ed. K is s  him  yours el f and then have him  try again. P lac es , everyone."

Aunt A thena, twic e T horby's  age, did not ups et him  s o muc h. He c ompl ied c lums i ly wi th her ins truc tions , then managed to kis s  Loeen without fal l ing over her feet.

It mus t have been a good play; i t s atis fied Grandmother. She looked forward to s eeing i t at the Gathering.

But s he died on W oolamurra.

Chapter 13

W oolamurra is  a lus h pioneer planet barely ins ide the Terran Hegemony; i t was  S is u's  las t s top before diving deeper for the Gathering. Ric h in food and raw materials , the fraki  were anxious  to buy manufac tured artic les . S is u s old out of Los ian arti fac ts  and dis pos ed of many Fins teran jewels . But W oolamurra
offered l i ttle whic h would bring a profi t and money was  tight in terms  of power metal  -- W oolamurra had not pros pec ted muc h and was  anxious  to keep what radioac tives  i t had for i ts  infant indus try.

So S is u ac c epted a l i ttle uranium and a lot of c hoic e meats  and luxury foods . S is u always  pic ked up gourmet del ic ac ies ; this  time s he s toc ked tons  more than the Family c ould c ons ume, but valuable for s wank at the Gathering.

T he balanc e was  paid in tri tium and deuterium. A  hydrogen-is otopes  plant is  maintained there for Hegemonic  s hips  but i t wi l l  s el l  to others . S is u had las t been able to fuel  at J ubbul  -- Los ian s hips  us e a di fferent nuc lear reac tion.



T horby was  taken dirts ide by his  Father s everal  times  in New Melbourne, the port. T he loc al  language is  Sys tem Engl is h, whic h K raus a unders tood, but the fraki  s poke i t wi th c l ipped has te and an odd vowel s hi ft; Captain K raus a found i t baffl ing. It did not s ound s trange to T horby; i t was  as  i f he'd heard i t before. So
Kraus a took him  to help out

T his  day they went out to c omplete the fuel  trans ac tion and s ign a waiver required for private s ales . T he c ommerc ial  tenders  ac c epted by S is u had to be c erti fied by the c entral  bank, then be taken to the fuel  plant. A fter papers  were s tamped and fees  paid, the Captain s at and c hatted with the direc tor. K raus a c ould
be friendly wi th a fraki  on terms  of c omplete equal i ty, never hinting at the enormous  s oc ial  di fferenc e between them.

W hi le they c hatted, T horby worried. T he fraki  was  talking about W oolamurra. "Any c obber wi th s trong arms  and enough brain to hold his  ears  apart c an go outbac k and make a fortune."

"No doubt," agreed the Captain. "I've s een your beef animals . Magnific ent"

T horby agreed. W oolamurra m ight be s hort on pavement, arts , and plumbing; the planet was  burs ting wi th opportuni ty. Bes ides  that, i t was  a pleas ant, dec ent world, c omfortably loos e. It matc hed Doc tor Mader's  rec ipe: " -- wai t unti l  your s hip c al ls  at a planet that is  democ ratic , free, and human ... then run! "

Li fe in S is u had bec ome more pleas ant even though he was  now c ons c ious  of the al l -enveloping, pers onal ly-res tric ting qual i ty of l i fe wi th the Family. He was  beginning to enjoy being an ac tor; i t was  fun to hold the s tage. He had even learned to handle the c l inc h in a manner to win from Grandmother a s m i le;
furthermore, even though i t was  play-ac ting, Loeen was  a pleas ant armful . She would kis s  him  and murmur: "My hus band!  My noble hus band!  W e wi l l  roam the Galaxy together."

It gave T horby goos e bumps . He dec ided that Loeen was  a great ac tres s .

T hey bec ame qui te friendly. Loeen was  c urious  about what a fi rec ontrolman did, s o under the eye of Great Aunt T ora, T horby s howed her the c omputer room. She looked pretti ly c onfus ed. "J us t what is  n-s pac e? Length, breadth, and thic knes s  are al l  you s ee ... how about thes e other dimens ions ?"

"By logic . You s ee four dimens ions  ... thos e three, and time. Oh, you c an't s ee a year, but you c an meas ure i t."

"Yes , but how c an logic  --"

"Eas y as  c an be. W hat is  a point? A  loc ation in s pac e. But s uppos e there is n't any s pac e, not even the four ordinary dimens ions . No s pac e. Is  a point c onc eivable?"

"W el l , I'm  thinking about one."

"Not wi thout thinking about s pac e. If you think about a point, you think about i t s omewhere. If you have a l ine, you c an imagine a point s omewhere on i t. But a point is  jus t a loc ation and i f there is n't anywhere for i t to be loc ated, i t's  nothing. Fol low me?"

Great Aunt T ora interrupted. "Could you c hi ldren c ontinue this  in the lounge? My feet hurt."

"Sorry, Great Aunt W i l l  you take my arm?"

Bac k in the lounge T horby s aid, "Did you s oak up that about a point needing a l ine to hold i t?"

"Uh, I think s o. T ake away i ts  loc ation and i t is n't there at al l ."

"T hink about a l ine. If i t is n't in a s urfac e, does  i t exis t?"

"Uh, that's  harder."

"If you get pas t that, you've got i t A  l ine is  an ordered s equenc e of points . But where does  the order c ome from? From being in a s urfac e. It a l ine is n't held by a s urfac e, then i t c ould c ol laps e into i ts el f. It has n't any width. You wouldn't even know i t had c ol laps ed ... nothing to c ompare i t wi th. But every point would
be jus t as  c los e to every other point, no 'ordered s equenc e.' Chaos . S ti l l  wi th me?"

"Maybe."

"A  point needs  a l ine. A  l ine needs  a s urfac e. A  s urfac e has  to be part of s ol id s pac e, or i ts  s truc ture vanis hes . And a s ol id needs  hypers pac e to hold i t ... and s o on up. Eac h dimens ion demands  one higher, or geometry c eas es  to exis t. T he univers e c eas es  to exis t." He s lapped the table. "But i t's  here, s o we
know that multi -s pac e s ti l l  func tions  ... even though we c an't s ee i t, any more than we c an s ee a pas s ing s ec ond."

"But where does  i t al l  s top?"

"It c an't. Endles s  dimens ions ."

She s hivered. "It s c ares  me."

"Don't worry. Even the Chief Engineer only has  to fret about the fi rs t dozen dimens ions . And -- look, you know we turn ins ide out when the s hip goes  i rrational . Can you feel  i t?"

"No. And I'm  not s ure I bel ieve i t."

"It does n't matter, bec aus e we aren't equipped to feel  i t. It c an happen whi le eating s oup and you never s pi l l  a drop, even though the s oup turns  ins ide out, too. So far as  we are c onc erned i t's  jus t a mathematic al  c onc ept, l ike the s quare root of m inus  one -- whic h we tangle wi th when we pas s  s peed-of-l ight It's  that
way with al l  multi -dimens ional i ty. You don't have to feel  i t, s ee i t, unders tand i t; you jus t have to work logic al  s ymbols  about i t. But i t's  real , i f 'real ' means  anything. Nobody has  ever s een an elec tron. Nor a thought. You c an't s ee a thought, you c an't meas ure, weigh, nor tas te i t -- but thoughts  are the mos t real  things
in the Galaxy." T horby was  quoting Bas l im .

She looked at him  admiringly. "You mus t be awful ly brainy, T horby. 'Nobody ever s aw a thought.' I l ike that."

T horby grac ious ly ac c epted the prais e.

W hen he went to his  bunkie, he found Fri tz reading in bed. T horby was  feel ing the warm glow that c omes  from giving the word to an eager m ind. "Hi , Fri tz!  S tudying? Or was ting your youth?"

"Hi. S tudying. S tudying art."

T horby glanc ed over. "Don't let Grandmother c atc h you.

"Got to have s omething to trade thos e c onfounded s lugs  next time we touc h Fins ter." W oolamurra was  "c ivi l ization'; the bac helors  had replenis hed their art. "You look as  i f you had s queezed a bonus  out of a Los ian. W hat c l ic ks ?"

"Oh, jus t talking with Loeen. I was  introduc ing her to n-s pac e ... and darn i f s he didn't c atc h on fas t."

Fri tz looked judic ial . "Yes , s he's  bright" He added, "W hen is  Grandmother pos ting the banns ?"

"W hat are you talking about! "

"No banns ?"

"Don't be s i l ly."

"Mmm ... you find her good c ompany. B right, too. W ant to know how bright?"

"W el l?"

"So bright that s he taught in E l  Nido's  s c hool . Her s pec ial ty was  math. Multi -dimens ional  geometry, in fac t."

"I don't bel ieve i t! "

"Happens  I trans c ribed her rec ord. But as k her."

"I s hal l !  W hy is n't s he teac hing math here?"

"As k Grandmother. T horby, my s kinny and retarded brother -- I think you were dropped on your head. But, s orry as  you are, I love you for the fumbl ing grac e with whic h you wipe drool  off your c hin. W ant a hint from an older and wis er head?"

"Go ahead. You wi l l  anyhow."

"T hanks . Loeen is  a fine girl  and i t m ight be fun to s olve equations  with her for l i fe. But I hate to s ee a man leap into a s ale before he c hec ks  the market. If you jus t hold off through this  next jump, you'l l  find that the People have s everal  young girls . Several  thous and."

"I'm  not looking for a wi fe! "

"T ut, tut!  It's  a man's  duty. But wai t for the Gathering, and we'l l  s hop. Now s hut up, I want to s tudy art."

"W ho's  talking?"

T horby did not as k Loeen what s he had done in E l  Nido, but i t did open his  eyes  to the fac t that he was  playing the leading role in a c ourts hip wi thout having known i t. It s c ared him . Doc tor Mader's  words  haunted his  s leep " -- before Grandmother dec ides  to marry you to s omeone ... i f you wait that long -- you're los t! "

Father and the W oolamurra offic ial  gos s iped whi le T horby fretted. Should he leave S is u? If he was n't wi l l ing to be a trader al l  his  l i fe he had to get out whi le s ti l l  a bac helor. Of c ours e, he c ould s tal l  -- look at Fri tz. Not that he had anything agains t Loeen, even i f s he had made a fool  of him .

But i f he was  going to leave -- and he had doubts  as  to whether he c ould s tand the c us tom-ridden "monotonous  l i fe forever -- then W oolamurra was  the bes t c hanc e he m ight have in years . No c as tes , no gui lds , no poverty, no immigration laws  -- why, they even ac c epted mutants !  T horby had s een hexadac tyls ,
hirs utes , albinos , lupine ears , giants , and other c hanges . If a man c ould work, W oolamurra c ould us e him .

W hat s hould he do? Say, "Exc us e me, pleas e," leave the room -- then s tart running? S tay los t unti l  S is u jumped? He c ouldn't do that!  Not to father, not to S is u; he owed them too muc h.

W hat, then? T el l  Grandmother he wanted off? If s he let him  off, i t would probably be s ome c hi l ly s pot between s tars !  Grandmother would regard ingrati tude to S is u as  the unforgivable s in.

And bes ides  ... T he Gathering was  c oming. He fel t a great i tc h to s ee i t. And i t wouldn't be right to walk out on the play. He was  not c ons c ious ly rational izing; al though s tage-s truc k, he s ti l l  thought that he did not want to play the hero in a melodrama -- whereas  he c ould hardly wai t.

So he avoided his  di lemma by pos tponing i t.

Captain K raus a touc hed his  s houlder. "W e're leaving."

"Oh. Sorry, Father. I was  thinking."

"Keep i t up, i t's  good exerc is e. Good-by, Direc tor, and thanks . I look forward to s eeing you next time we c al l ."

"You won't find me, Captain. I'm  going to l ine me out a s tation, as  far as  eye c an reac h. Land of me own. If you ever get ti red of s teel  dec ks , there's  room here for you. And your boy."

Captain K raus a's  fac e did not s how his  revuls ion. "T hanks . But we wouldn't know whic h end of a plow to grab. W e're traders ."

"Eac h c at his  own rat."

W hen they were outs ide T horby s aid, "W hat did he mean, Father? I've s een c ats , but what is  a rat?"

"A  rat is  a s orc i , only thinner and meaner. He meant that eac h man has  his  proper plac e."

"Oh." T hey walked in s i lenc e. T horby was  wondering i f he had as  yet found his  proper plac e.

Captain K raus a was  wondering the s ame thing. T here was  a s hip jus t beyond S is u; i ts  pres enc e was  a reproac h. It was  a mai l  c ourier, an offic ial  Hegemonic  ves s el , c rewed by Guards men. Bas l im 's  words  rang ac c us ingly in his  m ind: " -- when opportuni ty pres ents , I as k that you del iver him  to the c ommander of
any Hegemonic  m i l i tary ves s el ."

T his  was  not a "m i l i tary" ves s el  But that was  a quibble; Bas l im 's  intentions  were plain and this  s hip would s erve. Debts  mus t be paid. Unfortunately Mother interpreted the words  s tric tly. Oh, he knew why; s he was  determ ined to s how off the boy at the Gathering. She intended to s queeze al l  pos s ible s tatus  out of the
fac t that S is u had paid the People's  debt. W el l , that was  unders tandable.

But i t was n't fai r to the boy!

Or was  i t? For his  own reas ons  K raus a was  anxious  to take the lad to the Gathering. He was  c ertain now that T horby's  anc es try mus t be of the People -- and in the Commodore's  fi les  he expec ted to prove i t.

On the other hand -- He had agreed with Mother over Mata K ings olver; a m inx s hould not be al lowed to bac k a taboo lad into a c orner, better to s hip her at onc e. But didn't Mother think he c ould s ee what s he was  up to now?

He wouldn't perm it i t!  By S is u, he wouldn't!  T he boy was  too young and he would forbid i t ... at leas t unti l  he proved that the boy was  of the People, in whic h c as e the debt to Bas l im  was  paid.

But that mai l  c ourier out there whis pered that he was  being as  unwi l l ing to ac knowledge hones t debt as  he was  ac c us ing Mother of being.



But i t was  for the lad's  own good!

W hat is  jus tic e?

W el l , there was  one fair way. Take the lad and have a s howdown with Mother. Tel l  the lad al l  of Bas l im 's  mes s age. Tel l  him  that he c ould take pas s age in the c ourier to the c entral  worlds , tel l  him  how to go about finding his  fam i ly. But tel l  him , too, that he, the K raus a, bel ieved that T horby was  of the People and
that the pos s ibi l i ty c ould and s hould be c hec ked fi rs t. Yes , and tel l  him  bluntly that Mother was  trying to tie him  down with a wi fe. Mother would s c ream and quote the Laws  -- but this  was  not in the Chief Offic er's  juris dic tion; Bas l im  had laid the injunc tion on him . And bes ides , i t was  right; the boy hims el f s hould
c hoos e.

Spine s ti ffened but quaking. Captain K raus a s trode bac k to fac e his  Mother.

As  the hois t del ivered them up the Dec k Mas ter was  waiting. "Chief Offic er's  res pec ts  and s he wis hes  to s ee the Captain, s i r."

"T hat's  a c oinc idenc e," K raus a s aid grim ly. "Come, Son. W e'l l  both s ee her."

"Yes , Father."

T hey went around the pas s ageway, reac hed the Chief Offic er's  c abin. K raus a's  wi fe was  outs ide. "Hel lo, my dear. T he Dec ker s aid that Mother had s ent for me."

"I s ent for you."

"He got the mes s age garbled. W hatever i t is , make i t quic k, pleas e. I am anxious  to s ee Mother anyhow."

"He did not get i t garbled; the Chief Offic er did s end for you."

"Eh?"

"Captain, your Mother is  dead."

K raus a l is tened with blank fac e, then i t s ank in and he s lapped the door as ide, ran to his  Mother's  bed, threw hims el f down, c lutc hed the tiny, was ted form laid out in s tate, and began to weep rac king, terrible s ounds , the grief of a man s teeled agains t emotion, who c annot handle i t when he breaks .

T horby watc hed with awed dis tres s , then went to his  bunkie and thought. He tried to figure out why he fel t s o badly. He had not loved Grandmother -- he hadn't even l iked her.

T hen why did he feel  s o los t?

It was  almos t l ike when Pop died. He loved Pop -- but not her.

He found that he was  not alone; the enti re s hip was  in s hoc k. T here was  not one who c ould remember, or imagine, S is u without her. She was  S is u. Like the undying fi re that moved the s hip, Grandmother had been an unfai l ing forc e, dynamic , indis pens able, bas ic . Now s uddenly s he was  gone.

She had taken her nap as  us ual , grumbl ing bec aus e W oolamurra's  day fi tted their s c hedule s o poorly -- typic al  fraki  ineffic ienc y. But s he had gone to s leep with i ron dis c ipl ine that had adapted i ts el f to a hundred time s c hedules .

W hen her daughter-in-law went to wake her, s he c ould not be waked.

Her beds ide s c ratc h pad held many notes : Speak to Son about this . T el l  T ora to do that. J ac k up the C.E . about temperature c ontrol . Go over banquet menus  with A thena. Rhoda K raus a tore out the page, put i t away for referenc e, s traightened her, then ordered the Dec k Mas ter to noti fy her hus band.

T he Captain was  not at dinner. Grandmother's  c ouc h had been removed; the Chief Offic er s at where i t had been. In the Captain's  abs enc e the Chief Offic er s ignaled the Chief Engineer; he offered the prayer for the dead, s he gave the res pons es . T hen they ate in s i lenc e. No funeral  would be held unti l  Gathering.

T he Chief Offic er s tood up pres ently. "T he Captain wis hes  to announc e," s he s aid quietly, "that he thanks  thos e who attempted to c al l  on him . He wi l l  be avai lable tomorrow." She paus ed. " 'T he atoms  c ome out of s pac e and to s pac e they return. T he s piri t of S is u goes  on.' "

T horby s uddenly no longer fel t los t.

Chapter 14

T he great gathering was  even more than T horby had imagined. Mi le after m i le of s hips , more than eight hundred bulky Free T raders  arranged in c onc entric  ranks  around a c i rc us  four m i les  ac ros s  ... S is u in the innermos t c i rc le -- whic h s eemed to pleas e T horby's  Mother -- then more s hips  than T horby knew exis ted:
K raken, Deimos , J ames  B . Quinn, Firefly, Bon Marc he, Dom Pedro, Cee Squared, Omega, E l  Nido -- T horby res olved to s ee how Mata was  doing -- Saint Chris topher, Vega, Vega P rime, Galac tic  Banker, Romany Las s  ... T horby made note to get a berthing c hart ... Saturn, Chiang, Country S tore, J os eph Smith, A loha
...

T here were too many. If he vis i ted ten s hips  a day, he m ight s ee mos t of them. But there was  too muc h to do and s ee; T horby gave up the notion.

Ins ide the c i rc le was  a great temporary s tadium, larger than the New Amphitheater at J ubbulpore. Here elec tions  would be held, funerals  and weddings , athletic  c ontes ts , entertainments , c onc erts  -- T horby rec al led that Spiri t of S is u would be performed there and trembled with s tage fright.

Between s tadium and s hips  was  a m idway -- booths , rides , games , exhibi ts  educ ational  and entertaining, one-man pi tc hes , danc e hal ls  that never c los ed, dis plays  of engineering gadgets , fortunetel lers , gambl ing for prizes  and c as h, open-air bars , s oft drink c ounters  offering anything from berry juic es  of the
P leiades  worlds  to a brown brew c erti fied to be the anc ient, authentic  T erran Coc a-Cola as  l ic ens ed for bottl ing on Hekate.

W hen he s aw this  maels trom T horby fel t that he had wandered into J oy S treet -- bigger, brighter, and s even times  bus ier than J oy S treet wi th the fleet in. T his  was  the fraki 's  c hanc e to turn a fai rly hones t c redi t whi le making s uc kers  of the s hrewdes t bus ines s men in the Galaxy; this  was  the day, wi th the l id off and
the T rader wi thout his  guards  up -- they'd s el l  you your own hat i f you laid i t on the c ounter.

Fri tz took T horby dirts ide to keep him  out of trouble, al though Fri tz's  s ophis tic ation was  hardly c omplete, s inc e he had s een jus t one Great Gathering. T he Chief Offic er lec tured the young people before granting hi t-di rt, rem inding them that S is u had a reputation for proper behavior, and then is s ued eac h a hundred
c redi ts  wi th a warning that i t mus t las t throughout the Gathering.

Fri tz advis ed T horby to c ac he mos t of i t. "W hen we go broke, we c an s weet-talk Father out of poc ket money. But i t's  not s mart to take i t al l ."

T horby agreed. He was  not s urpris ed when he fel t the touc h of a pic kpoc ket; he grabbed a wris t to find out what he had landed.

Firs t he rec overed his  wal let. T hen he looked at the thief. He was  a dirty-fac ed young fraki  who rem inded T horby poignantly of Ziggie, exc ept that this  kid had two hands . "Better luc k next time," he c ons oled him . "You don't have the touc h yet."

T he kid s eemed about to c ry. T horby s tarted to turn him  loos e, then s aid, "Fri tz, c hec k your wal let."

Fri tz did s o, i t was  gone. "W el l , I'l l  be --"

"Hand i t over, kid."

"I didn't take i t!  You let me go! "

"Cough up ... before I uns c rew your s kul l ."

T he kid s urrendered Fri tz's  wal let; T horby turned him  loos e. Fri tz s aid, "W hy did you do that? I was  trying to s pot a c op."

"T hat's  why."

"Huh? T alk s ens e."

"I tried to learn that profes s ion onc e. It's  not eas y."

"You? A  poor joke, T horby."

"Remember me? T he ex-fraki , the beggar's  boy? T hat c lums y attempt to equal ize the wealth made me homes ic k. Fri tz, where I c ome from, a pic kpoc ket has  s tatus . I was  merely a beggar."

"Don't let Mother hear that."

"I s han't. But I am what I am and I know what I was  and I don't intend to forget. I never learned the pic kpoc ket art, but I was  a good beggar, I was  taught by the bes t. My Pop. Bas l im  the Cripple. I'm  not as hamed of him  and al l  the Laws  of S is u c an't make me."

"I did not intend to make you as hamed," Fri tz s aid quietly.

T hey walked on, s avoring the c rowd and the fun. P res ently T horby s aid, "Shal l  we try that wheel? I've s potted the gimmic k."

Fri tz s hook his  head. "Look at thos e s o-c al led prizes ."

"Okay. I was  interes ted in how i t was  rigged."

"T horby --"

"Yeah? W hy the s olemn phiz?"

"You know who Bas l im  the Cripple real ly was ?"

T horby c ons idered i t. "He was  my Pop. If he had wanted me to know anything els e, he would have told me."

"Mmm ... I s uppos e s o."

"But you know?"

"Some."

"Uh, I am c urious  about one thing. W hat was  the debt that made Grandmother wi l l ing to adopt me?"

"Uh, 'I have s aid enough.' "

"You know bes t."

"Oh, c onfound i t, the res t of the People know!  It's  bound to c ome up at this  Gathering."

"Don't let me talk you into anything, Fri tz."

"W el l  ... look, Bas l im  was n't always  a beggar."

"So I long s inc e figured out."

"W hat he was  is  not for me to s ay. A  lot of People kept his  s ec ret for years ; nobody has  told me that i t is  al l  right to talk. But one fac t is  no s ec ret among the People ... and you're one of the People. A  long time ago, Bas l im  s aved a whole Family. T he People have never forgotten i t. T he Hans ea, i t was  ... the New
Hans ea is  s i tting right over there. T he one with the s hield painted on her. I c an't tel l  you more, bec aus e a taboo was  plac ed on i t -- the thing was  s o s hameful  that we never talk about i t. I have s aid enough. But you c ould go over to the New Hans ea and as k to look through her old logs . If you identi fied yours el f -- who
you are in relation to Bas l im  -- they c ouldn't refus e. T hough the Chief Offic er m ight go to her c abin afterwards  and have weeping hys teric s ."

"Hmm ... I don't want to know badly enough to make a lady c ry. Fri tz? Let's  try this  ride." So they did -- and after s peeds  in exc es s  of l ight and ac c elerations  up to one hundred gravi ties , T horby found a rol ler c oas ter too exc i ting. He almos t los t his  lunc h.

A  Great Gathering, al though a time of fun and renewed friends hips , has  i ts  s erious  purpos es . In addi tion to funerals , memorial  s ervic es  for los t s hips , weddings , and muc h trans ferring of young females , there is  als o bus ines s  affec ting the whole People and, mos t important, the paramount matter of buying s hips .

Hekate has  the fines t s hipyards  in the explored Galaxy. Men and women have c hi ldren; s hips  s pawn, too. S is u was  gravid wi th people, fat wi th profi t in uranium and thorium; i t was  time that the Family s pl i t up. A t leas t a thi rd of the fam i l ies  had the s ame need to trade wealth for l iving room; fraki  s hipbrokers  were
rubbing their hands , mental ly figuring c ommis s ions . S tars hips  do not s el l  l ike c old drinks ; s hipbrokers  and s ales men often l ive on dreams . But perhaps  a hundred s hips  would be s old in a few weeks .

Some would be new s hips  from the yards  of Galac tic  T rans port, Ltd., daughter c orporation of c ivi l ization-wide Galac tic  Enterpris es , or bui l t by Spac e Engineers  Corporation, or Hekate Ships , or P ropuls ion, Inc ., or Has c omb &  Sons  -- al l  giants  in the trade. But there was  c ake for everyone. T he broker who did not
s peak for a bui lder m ight have an exc lus ive on a s ec ond-hand s hip, or a l ine to a rumor of a hint that the owners  of a s ui table s hip m ight l is ten i f the pric e was  right -- a man c ould make a fortune i f he kept his  eyes  open and his  ear to the ground. It was  a time to by-pas s  mai ls  and inves t in expens ive n-s pac e
mes s ages ; the feas t would s oon be over.

A  fam i ly in need of s pac e had two c hoic es : ei ther buy another s hip, s pl i t and bec ome two fam i l ies , or a s hip c ould join wi th another in purc has ing a thi rd, to be s taffed from eac h. T winning gave muc h s tatus . It was  proof that the fam i ly, whic h managed i t, were mas ter traders , able to give their kids  a s tart in the
world wi thout help. But in prac tic e the c hoic e us ual ly dwindled to one: join wi th another s hip and s pl i t the expens e, and even then i t was  often nec es s ary to pledge al l  three s hips  agains t a mortgage on the new one.

It had been thirty years  s inc e S is u had s pl i t up. She had had three dec ades  of pros peri ty; s he s hould have been able to twin. But ten years  ago at the las t Great Gathering Grandmother had c aus ed S is u to guarantee along with parent s hips  the mortgage agains t a s hip newly born. T he new s hip gave a banquet



honoring S is u, then jumped off into dark and never c ame bac k. Spac e is  vas t. Remember her name at Gathering.

T he res ul t was  that S is u paid off one-third of forty perc ent of the c os t of the los t s hip; the blow hurt. T he parent s hips  would reimburs e S is u -- debts  are always  paid -- but they had left the las t Gathering lean from having s pawned; c oughing up eac h i ts  own l iabi l i ty had left them s kin and bones . You don't dun a s ic k
man; you wait

Grandmother had not been s tupid. T he parent s hips , Caes ar Augus tus  and Dupont, were related to S is u; one takes  c are of one's  own. Bes ides , i t was  good bus ines s ; a trader unwi l l ing to lend c redi t wi l l  dis c over that he has  none. As  i t was , S is u c ould wri te a draft on any Free T rader anywhere and be c ertain that i t
would be honored.

But i t left S is u wi th les s  c as h than otherwis e at a time when the Family s hould s pl i t.

Captain K raus a hi t di rt the fi rs t day and went to the Commodore's  Flag, Norbert W iener. His  wi fe s tayed aboard but was  not idle; s inc e her s uc c es s ion to Chief Offic er, s he hardly s lept. Today s he worked at her des k, s topping for fac e-to-fac e talks  wi th other c hief offic ers  via the phone exc hange s et up by c i ty
s ervic es  for the Gathering. W hen her lunc h was  fetc hed, s he motioned to put i t down; i t was  s ti l l  untouc hed when her hus band returned. He c ame in and s at down weari ly. She was  reading a s l ide rule and c hec ked her ans wer on a c alc ulator before s he s poke. "Bas ed on a Has c omb F-two s hip, the mortgage would
run jus t over fi fty perc ent"

"Rhoda, you know S is u c an't financ e a s hip unas s is ted."

"Don't be has ty, dear. Both Gas  and Dupont would c os ign ... in their c as e, i t's  the s ame as  c as h."

"If their c redi t wi l l  s tretc h."

"And New Hans ea would jump at i t -- under the c i rc ums tanc es  -- and --"

"Rhoda!  You were young, two Gatherings  ago, but you are aware that the debt l ies  equal ly on al l  ... not jus t Hans ea. T hat was  unanimous ."

"I was  old enough to be your wi fe, Fjalar. Don't read the Laws  to me. But New Hans ea would jump at the c hanc e ... under a s ec rec y taboo binding ti l l  the end of time. Nevertheles s  the c arrying c harges  would eat too muc h. Did you get to s ee a Galac tic  Lambda?"

"I don't need to; I've s een the s pec s . No legs ."

"You men!  I wouldn't c al l  eighty gravi ties  'no legs .' "

"You would i f you had to s i t in the worry s eat. Lambda c las s  were des igned for s low freight ins ide the Hegemonic  s phere; that's  al l  they're good for."

"You're too c ons ervative, Fjalar."

"And I'l l  c ontinue to be where s afety of a s hip is  c onc erned."

"No doubt And I'l l  have to find s olutions  that fi t your prejudic es . However, Lambda c las s  is  jus t a pos s ibi l i ty. T here is  als o you-know-whic h. She'l l  go c heap."

He frowned. "An unluc ky s hip."

"It wi l l  take powerful  c leans ing to get thos e bad thoughts  out. But think of the pric e."

"It's  more than bad thoughts  in you-know-whic h-s hip. I never heard of a c hief offic er s uic iding before. Or a c aptain going c razy. I'm  s urpris ed they got here."

"So am I. But s he's  here and s he'l l  be up for s ale. And any s hip c an be c leans ed."

"I wonder."

"Don't be s upers ti tious , dear. It's  a matter of enough c are wi th the ri tuals , whic h is  my worry. However, you c an forget the you-know-whic h-one. I think we'l l  s pl i t wi th another s hip."

"I thought you were s et on doing i t alone?"

"I've merely been exploring our s trength. But there are things  more important than s etting up a new s hip s ingle-handed."

"T here c ertainly are!  Power, a good weapons  s ys tem, working c api tal , blooded offic ers  in key s pots  -- why, we c an't man two s hips . T ake fi rec ontrolmen alone. If --"

"S top fretting. W e c ould handle thos e. Fjalar, how would you l ike to be Deputy Commodore?"

He braked at ful l  power. "Rhoda!  A re you feveris h?"

"No."

"T here are dozens  of s kippers  more l ikely to be tapped. I'l l  never be Commodore -- and what's  more, I don't want i t."

"I may s ettle for Res erve Deputy, s inc e Commodore Denbo intends  to res ign after the new deputy is  elec ted. Never m ind; you wi l l  be Commodore at the next Gathering."

"P repos terous ! "

"W hy are men s o imprac tic al? Fjalar, al l  you think about is  your c ontrol  room and bus ines s . If I hadn't kept pus hing, you would never have reac hed deputy c aptain."

"Have you ever gone hungry?"

"I'm  not c omplaining, dear. It was  a great day for me when I was  adopted by S is u. But l is ten. W e have favors  c oming from many s ourc es , not jus t Gus  and Dupont. W hatever s hip we join wi th wi l l  help. I intend to leave the matter open unti l  after elec tion -- and I've had tentative offers  al l  morning, s trong s hips , wel l
c onnec ted. And final ly, there's  New Hans ea."

"W hat about New Hans ea?"

"T imed properly, wi th the Hans eatic s  propos ing your name, you'l l  be elec ted by ac c lamation."

"Rhoda! "

"You won't have to touc h i t. And nei ther wi l l  T horby. You two wi l l  s imply appear in publ ic  and be your c harm ing, male, non-pol i tic al  s elves . I'l l  handle i t By the way, i t's  too late to pul l  Loeen out of the play but I'm  going to break that up fas t Your Mother did not s ee the whole pic ture. I want my s ons  married -- but i t is
es s ential  that T horby not be married, nor paired off, unti l  after the elec tion. Now ... did you go to the flags hip?"

"Certainly."

"W hat s hip was  he born in? It c ould be important."

K raus a gave a s igh. "T horby was  not born of the People."

"W hat? Nons ens e!  You mean that identi fic ation is  not c ertain. Mmm ... whic h m is s ing s hips  are pos s ibi l i ties ?"

"I s aid he was  not of the People!  T here is  a not a s hip m is s ing, nor a c hi ld m is s ing from a s hip, whic h c an be matc hed with his  c as e. He would have to be muc h older, or muc h younger, than he is ."

She s hook her head. "I don't bel ieve i t."

"You mean you don't want to! "

"I don't bel ieve i t. He's  People. You c an tel l  i t in his  walk, his  manner, his  good m ind, everything about him . Hmm ... I'l l  look at the fi les  mys el f."

"Go ahead. S inc e you don't bel ieve me."

"Now, Fjalar, I didn't s ay --"

"Oh, yes , you did. If I told you i t was  raining dirts ide, and you didn't want rain, you --"

"P leas e, dear!  You know i t never rains  this  time of year on Hekate. I was  jus t --"

"Sky around us ! "

"T here's  no need to los e your temper. It does n't bec ome a c aptain."

"It does n't bec ome a c aptain to have his  word doubted in his  own s hip, ei ther! "

"I'm  s orry, Fjalar." She went on quietly, "It won't hurt to look. If I widened the s earc h, or looked through unfi led material  -- you know how c lerks  are wi th deadfi le data. Mmm ... i t would help i f I knew who T horby's  parents  were -- before elec tion. W hi le I s han't perm it him  to marry before then, I m ight l ine up important
s upport i f i t was  as s umed that immediately after, a wedding c ould be expec  --"

"Rhoda."

"W hat, dear? T he enti re Vega group c ould be s wayed, i f a pres umption c ould be es tabl is hed about T horby's  birth ... i f an el igible daughter of theirs  --"

"Rhoda! "

"I was  talking, dear."

"For a moment, I'l l  talk. T he Captain. W ife, he's  fraki  blood. Furthermore, Bas l im  knew i t ... and laid a s tric t injunc tion on me to help him  find his  fam i ly. I had hoped -- yes , and bel ieved -- that the fi les  would s how that Bas l im  was  m is taken." He frowned and c hewed his  l ip. "A  Hegemonic  c ruis er is  due here in two
weeks . T hat ought to give you time to as s ure yours el f that I c an s earc h fi les  as  wel l  as  any c lerk."

"W hat do you mean?"

"Is  there doubt? Debts  are always  paid ... and there is  one more payment due."

She s tared. "Hus band, are you out of your m ind?"

"I don't l ike i t any better than you do. He's  not only a fine boy; he's  the mos t bri l l iant trac ker we've ever had."

"T rac kers ! " s he s aid bi tterly. "W ho c ares  about that? Fjalar, i f you think that I wi l l  perm it one of my s ons  to be turned over to fraki  --" She c hoked up.

"He is  fraki ."

"He is  not. He is  S is u, jus t as  I am. I was  adopted, s o was  he. W e are both S is u, we wi l l  always  be."

"Have i t your way. I hope he wi l l  always  be S is u in his  heart. But the las t payment mus t be made."

"T hat debt was  paid in ful l , long ago! "

"T he ledger does n't s how i t."

"Nons ens e!  Bas l im  wanted the boy returned to his  fam i ly. Some fraki  fam i ly -- i f fraki  have fam i l ies . So we gave him  a fam i ly -- our own, c lan and s ept. Is  that not better payment than s ome flea-bi tten fraki  l i tter? Or do you think s o l i ttle of S is u?"

She glared up at him , and the K raus a thought bi tterly that there mus t be s omething to the bel ief that the pure blood of the People produc ed better brains . In dic kering with fraki  he never los t his  temper. But Mother -- and now Rhoda -- c ould always  put him  in the wrong.

A t leas t Mother, hard as  s he had been, had never as ked the impos s ible. But Rhoda ... wel l , W ife was  new to the job. He s aid tens ely, "Chief Offic er, this  injunc tion was  laid on me pers onal ly, not on S is u. I have no c hoic e."

"So? Very wel l , Captain -- we'l l  s peak of i t later. And now, wi th al l  res pec t to you, s i r, I have work to do."

T horby had a wonderful  time at the Gathering but not as  muc h fun as  he expec ted; repeatedly Mother required him  to help entertain c hief offic ers  of other s hips . Often a vis i tor brought a daughter or granddaughter along and T horby had to keep the girl  bus y whi le the elders  talked. He did his  bes t and even ac quired



fac i l i ty in the hal f-ins ul ting s mal l  talk of his  age group. He learned s omething that he c al led danc ing whic h would have done c redi t to any man with two left feet and knees  that bent bac kwards . He c ould now put his  arm around a girl  when mus ic  c al led for i t wi thout c hi l ls  and fever.

Mother's  vis i tors  quizzed him  about Pop. He tried to be pol i te but i t annoyed him  that everyone knew more about Pop than he did -- exc ept the things  that were important.

But i t did s eem that duty c ould be s hared. T horby real ized that he was  junior s on, but Fri tz was  unmarried, too. He s ugges ted that i f Fri tz were to volunteer, the favor c ould be returned later.

Fri tz gave a rauc ous  laugh. "W hat c an you offer that c an repay me for dirts ide time at Gathering?"

"W el l  ..."

"P rec is ely. Serious ly, old knuc klehead, Mother wouldn't l is ten, even i f I were ins ane enough to offer. She s ays  you, s he means  you." Fri tz yawned. "Man, am I dead!  Li ttle red-head off the Saint Louis  wanted to danc e al l  night. Get out and let me s leep before the banquet."

"Can you s pare a dres s  jac ket?"

"Do your own laundry. And c ut the nois e."

But on this  morning one month after grounding T horby was  hi tting dirt wi th Father, wi th no c hanc e that Mother would c hange their m inds ; s he was  out of the s hip. It was  the Day of Remembranc e. Servic es  did not s tart unti l  noon but Mother left early for s omething to do with the elec tion tomorrow.

T horby's  m ind was  fi l led wi th other matters . T he s ervic es  would end with a memorial  to Pop. Father had told him  that he would c oac h him  in what to do, but i t worried him , and his  nerves  were not s oothed by the fac t that Spiri t of S is u would be s taged that evening.

His  nerves  over the play had inc reas ed when he dis c overed that Fri tz had a c opy and was  s tudying i t. Fri tz had s aid gruffly, "Sure, I'm  learning your part!  Father thought i t would be a good idea in c as e you fainted or broke your leg. I'm  not trying to s teal  your glory; i t's  intended to let you relax -- i f you c an relax wi th
thous ands  s taring whi le you s mooc h Loeen."

"W el l , c ould you?"

Fri tz looked thoughtful . "I c ould try. Loeen looks  c uddly. Maybe I s hould break your leg mys el f."

"Bare hands ?"

"Don't tempt me. T horby, this  is  jus t prec aution, l ike having two trac kers . But nothing les s  than a broken leg c an exc us e you from s trutting your s tuff."

T horby and his  Father left S is u two hours  before the s ervic es . Captain K raus a s aid, "W e m ight as  wel l  enjoy ours elves . Remembranc e is  a happy oc c as ion i f you think of i t the right way -- but thos e s eats  are hard and i t's  going to be a long day."

"Uh, Father ... jus t what is  i t I'l l  have to do when i t c omes  time for Pop -- for Bas l im?"

Nothing muc h. You s i t up front during the s ermon and give res pons es  in the P rayer for the Dead. You know how, don't you?"

"I'm  not s ure."

"I'l l  wri te i t out for you. As  for the res t ... wel l , you'l l  s ee me do the s ame for my Mother -- your Grandmother. You watc h and when i t c omes  your turn, you do the s ame."

"A l l  right, Father."

"Now let's  relax."

To T horby's  s urpris e Captain K raus a took a s l ideway outs ide the Gathering, then whis tled down a ground c ar. It s eemed fas ter than thos e T horby had s een on J ubbul  and almos t as  frantic  as  the Los ians . T hey reac hed the rai l  s tation wi th nothing more than an exc hange of c ompl iments  between their driver and
another, but the ride was  s o exc i ting that T horby s aw l i ttle of the Ci ty of A rtem is .

He was  again s urpris ed when Father bought tic kets . "W here are we going?"

"A  ride in the c ountry." T he Captain glanc ed at his  watc h. "P lenty of time."

T he monorai l  gave a fine s ens ation of s peed. "How fas t are we going. Father?"

"T wo hundred ki lometers  an hour, at a gues s ." K raus a had to rais e his  voic e.

"It s eems  fas ter."

"Fas t enough to break your nec k. T hat's  as  fas t as  a s peed c an be."

T hey rode for hal f an hour. T he c ountrys ide was  torn up by s teel  m i l ls  and fac tories  for the great yards , but i t was  new and di fferent; T horby s tared and dec ided that the Sargon's  res erve was  a puny enterpris e c ompared with this . T he s tation where they got off lay outs ide a long, high wal l ; T horby c ould s ee s pac e
s hips  beyond i t. "W here are we?"

"Mi l i tary field. I have to s ee a man -- and today there is  jus t time." T hey walked toward a gate. K raus a s topped, looked around; they were alone. "T horby --"

"Yes , Father?"

"Do you remember the mes s age from Bas l im  you del ivered to me?"

"S ir?"

"Can you repeat i t?"

"Huh? W hy, I don't know. Father. It's  been a long time."

"T ry i t. S tart in: T o Captain Fjalar K raus a, mas ter of S tars hip S is u, from Bas l im  the Cripple: Greetings , old friend!  -- ' "

" ' "Greetings , old friend," ' " T horby repeated. " 'Greetings  to your fam i ly, c lan, and s ib, and' -- why, I unders tand i t! "

"Of c ours e," the K raus a s aid gently, "this  is  the Day of Remembranc e. Go on."

T horby went on. T ears  s tarted down his  c heeks  as  he heard Pop's  voic e c oming from his  own throat: " ' -- and my humbles t res pec ts  to your revered mother. I am s peaking to you through the mouth of my adopted s on. He does  not unders tand Suomic ' -- oh, but I do! "

"Go on."

W hen T horby reac hed: " 'I am already dead -- ' " he broke down. K raus a blew his  nos e vigorous ly, told him  to proc eed. T horby managed to get to the end, though his  voic e was  s haking. T hen K raus a let him  c ry a moment before tel l ing him  s ternly to wipe his  fac e and brac e up. "Son ... you heard the m iddle part? You
unders tood i t?"

"Yes  ... uh, yes . I gues s  s o."

"T hen you know what I have to do."

"You mean ... I have to leave S is u?"

"W hat did Bas l im  s ay? 'W hen opportuni ty pres ents  --' T his  is  the fi rs t opportuni ty I've had ... and I've had to s queeze to get i t. It's  almos t c ertainly the las t. Bas l im  didn't make me a gi ft of you, Son -- jus t a loan. And now I mus t pay bac k the loan. You s ee that, don't you?"

"Uh ... I gues s  s o." "T hen let's  get on with i t." K raus a reac hed ins ide his  jac ket, pul led out a s heaf of bi l ls  and s hoved them at T horby. "Put this  in your poc ket. I would have made i t more, but i t was  al l  I c ould draw without attrac ting your Mother's  s us pic ions . Perhaps  I c an s end you more before you jump."

T horby held i t wi thout looking at i t, al though i t was  more money than he had ever touc hed before. "Father ... you mean I've already left S is u?"

K raus a had turned. He s topped. "Better s o, Son. Good-byes  are not c omfort; only remembranc e is  a c omfort. Bes ides , It has  to be this  way."

T horby s wal lowed. "Yes , s i r."

"Let's  go."

T hey walked quic kly toward the guarded gate. T hey were almos t there when T horby s topped. "Father ... I don't want to go! "

K raus a looked at him  without expres s ion. "You don't have to."

"I thought you s aid I did have to?"

"No, T he injunc tion laid on me was  to del iver you and to pas s  on the mes s age Bas l im  s ent to me. But there my duty ends , my debt is  paid. I won't order you to leave the Family. T he res t was  Bas l im 's  idea ... c onc eived, I am s ure, wi th the bes t of intentions  for your wel fare. But whether or not you are obl igated to
c arry out his  wis hes  is  s omething between you and Bas l im . I c an't dec ide i t for you. W hatever debt you may or may not owe Bas l im , i t is  s eparate from the debt the People owed to him ."

K raus a waited whi le T horby s tood mute, trying to think. W hat had Pop expec ted of him? W hat had he told him  to do? "Can I depend on you? You won't goof off and forget i t?" Yes , but what, Pop? "Don't burn any offerings  ... jus t del iver a mes s age, and then one thing more: do whatever this  man s ugges ts " Yes , Pop,
but the man won't tel l  me!

K raus a s aid urgently, "W e haven't muc h time. I have to get bac k. But, Son, whatever you dec ide, i t's  final . If you don't leave S is u today, you won't get a s ec ond c hanc e. I'm  s ure of that"

"It's  the very las t thing that I want from you, s on ... c an I depend on you?" Pop s aid urgently, ins ide his  head.

T horby s ighed. "I gues s  I have to, Father."

"I think s o, too. Now let's  hurry."

T he gate pas s  offic e c ould not be hurried, es pec ial ly as  Captain K raus a, al though identi fying hims el f and s on by s hip's  papers , dec l ined to s tate his  bus ines s  with the c ommander of Guard Cruis er Hydra other than to s ay that i t was  "urgent and offic ial ."

But eventual ly they were es c orted by a s mart, armed fraki  to the c ruis er's  hois t and turned over to another. T hey were handed along ins ide the s hip and reac hed an offic e marked "Ship's  Sec retary -- Enter W ithout Knoc king." T horby c onc luded that S is u was  s mal ler than he had thought and he had never s een s o
muc h pol is hed metal  in his  l i fe. He was  rapidly regretting his  dec is ion.

T he Ship's  Sec retary was  a pol i te, s c rubbed young man with the lac e orbi ts  of a l ieutenant. He was  als o very fi rm . "I'm  s orry. Captain, but you wi l l  have to tel l  me your bus ines s  ... i f you expec t to s ee the Commanding Offic er."

Captain K raus a s aid nothing and s at tight.

T he nic e young man c olored, drummed on his  des k. He got up. "Exc us e me a moment."

He c ame bac k and s aid toneles s ly, "T he Commanding Offic er c an give you five m inutes ." He led them into a larger offic e and left them. An older man was  there, s eated at a paper-heaped des k. He had his  blous e off and s howed no ins ignia of rank. He got up, put out his  hand, and s aid, "Captain K raus a? Of Free
T rader ... Seezoo, is  i t? I'm  Colonel  B ris by, c ommanding."

"Glad to be aboard, Skipper."

"Glad to have you. How's  bus ines s ?" He glanc ed at T horby. "One of your offic ers ?"

"Yes  and no."

"Eh?"

"Colonel? May I as k in what c las s  you graduated?"

"W hat? Oh-E ight. W hy do you as k?"

"I think you c an ans wer that. T his  lad is  T horby Bas l im , adopted s on of Colonel  Ric hard Bas l im . T he Colonel  as ked me to del iver him  to you."

Chapter 15



"W hat?"

"T he name means  s omething to you?"

"Of c ours e i t does ." He s tared at T horby. "T here's  no res emblanc e."

" 'Adopted' I s aid. T he Colonel  adopted him  on J ubbal ."

Colonel  B ris by c los ed the door. T hen he s aid to K raus a, "Colonel  Bas l im  is  dead. Or 'm is s ing and pres umed dead,' thes e pas t two years ."

"I know. T he boy has  been with me. I c an report s ome detai ls  of the Colonel 's  death, i f they are not known."

"You were one of his  c ouriers ?"

"Yes ."

"You c an prove i t?"

"X  three oh s even nine c ode FT ."

"T hat c an be c hec ked. W e'l l  as s ume i t is  for the moment. By what means  do you identi fy ... T horby Bas l im?" T horby did not fol low the c onvers ation. T here was  a buzzing in his  ears , as  i f the trac ker was  being fed too muc h power, and the room was  s wel l ing and then growing s mal ler. He did figure out that this
offic er knew Pop, whic h was  good ... but what was  this  about Pop being a c olonel? Pop was  Bas l im  the Cripple, l ic ens ed mendic ant under the merc y of ... under the merc y ...

Colonel  B ris by told him  s harply to s i t down, whic h he was  glad to do. T hen the Colonel  s peeded up the air blower. He turned to Captain K raus a. "A l l  right. I'm  s old. I don't know what regulation I'm  authorized to do i t under ... we are required to give as s is tanc e to 'X ' Corps  people, but this  is  not qui te that But I c an't let
Colonel  Bas l im  down."

" 'Dis tres s ed c i tizen,' " s ugges ted K raus a.

"Eh? I don't s ee how that c an be s tretc hed to fi t a pers on on a planet under the Hegemony, who is  obvious ly not dis tres s ed -- other than a l i ttle whi te around the gi l ls , I mean. But I'l l  do i t."

"T hank you, Skipper." K raus a glanc ed at his  watc h. "May I go? In fac t I mus t."

"J us t a s ec ond. You're s imply leaving him  with me?"

"I'm  afraid that's  the way i t mus t be."

B ris by s hrugged. "As  you s ay. But s tay for lunc h. I want to find out more about Colonel  Bas l im ."

"I'm  s orry, I c an't. You c an reac h me at the Gathering, i f you need to."

"I wi l l . W el l , c offee at leas t." T he s hip c ommander reac hed for a button.

"Skipper," K raus a s aid wi th dis tres s , looking again at his  watc h, "I mus t leave now. T oday is  our Remembranc e ... and my Mother's  funeral  is  in fi fty m inutes ."

"W hat? W hy didn't you s ay s o? Goodnes s , man!  You'l l  never make i t"

"I'm  very muc h afraid s o ... but I had to do this ."

"W e'l l  fix that." T he Colonel  s natc hed open the door. "Eddie!  An air c ar for Captain K raus a. Speed run. T ake him  off the top and put him  down where he s ays . Cras h! "

"Aye aye, Skipper! "

B ris by turned bac k, rais ed his  eyebrows , then s tepped into the outer offic e. K raus a was  fac ing T horby, his  mouth working painful ly. "Come here. Son."

"Yes , Father."

"I have to go now. Maybe you c an manage to be at a Gathering ... s ome day."

"Il l  try, Father! "

"If not ... wel l , the blood s tays  in the s teel , the s teel  s tays  in the blood. You're s ti l l  S is u"

" 'T he s teel  s tays  in the blood.' "

"Good bus ines s , Son. Be a good boy."

"Good ... bus ines s !  Oh, Father! "

"S top i t!  You'l l  have me doing i t. Lis ten, I'l l  take your res pons es  this  afternoon. You mus t not s how up."

"Yes , s i r."

"Your Mother loves  you ... and s o do I."

B ris by tapped on the open door. "Your c ar is  wai ting, Captain."

"Coming, Skipper." K raus a kis s ed T horby on both c heeks  and turned s uddenly away, s o that al l  T horby s aw was  his  broad bac k.

Colonel  B ris by returned pres ently, s at down, looked at T horby and s aid, "I don't know qui te what to do with you. But we'l l  manage." He touc hed a s witc h. "Have s omeone dig up the berthing mas ter-at-arms , Eddie." He turned to T horby. "W e'l l  make out, i f you're not too fus s y. You traders  l ive pretty luxurious ly, I
unders tand."

"S ir?"

"Yes ?"

"Bas l im  was  a c olonel? Of your s ervic e?"

"W el l  ... yes ."

T horby had now had a few m inutes  to think -- and old memories  had been s ti rred m ighti ly. He s aid hes i tantly, "I have a mes s age for you -- I think."

"From Colonel  Bas l im?"

"Yes , s i r. I'm  s uppos ed to be in a l ight tranc e. But I think I c an s tart i t." Careful ly, T horby rec i ted a few c ode groups . "Is  this  for you?"

Colonel  B ris by again has ti ly c los ed the door. T hen he s aid earnes tly, "Don't ever us e that c ode unles s  you are c ertain everyone in ears hot is  c leared for i t and the room has  been debugged."

"I'm  s orry, s i r."

"No harm done. But anything in that c ode is  hot I jus t hope that i t has n't c ooled off in two years ." He touc hed the talker s witc h again. "Eddie, c anc el  the mas ter-at-arms . Get me the ps yc h offic er. If he's  out of the s hip, have him  c has ed down." He looked at T horby. "I s ti l l  don't know what to do with you. I ought to loc k
you in the s afe."

T he long mes s age was  s queezed out of T horby in the pres enc e only of Colonel  B ris by, his  Exec utive Offic er V ic e Colonel  "S tinky" S tanc ke, and the s hip's  ps yc hologis t Medic al-Captain Is adore K ris hnamurti . T he s es s ion went s lowly; Dr. K ris  did not often us e hypnotherapy. T horby was  s o tens e that he res is ted,
and the Exec  had a blas phemous  time with rec ording equipment. But at las t the ps yc hologis t s traightened up and wiped his  fac e. "T hat's  al l , I think," he s aid weari ly. "But what is  i t?"

"Forget you heard i t. Doc ," advis ed B ris by. "Better yet, c ut your throat."

"Gee, thanks . Bos s ."

S tanc ke s aid, "Pappy, let's  run him  through again. I've got this  mad s c ientis t's  dream working better. His  ac c ent may have garbled i t."

"Nons ens e. T he kid s peaks  pure T erran."

"Okay, s o i t's  my ears . I've been expos ed to bad influenc es  -- been aboard too long."

"If," B ris by ans wered c alm ly, "that is  a s lur on your c ommanding offic er's  pure s peec h, I c ons ider the s ourc e. S tinkpot, is  i t true that you Riffs  wri te down anything you want unders tood?"

"Only wi th A rales hi  ... s i r. Nothing pers onal , you as ked. W el l , how about i t? I've got the nois e fi l tered out"

"Doc ?"

"Hmm ... T he s ubjec t is  fatigued. Is  this  your only opportuni ty?"

"Eh? He'l l  be wi th us  qui te a whi le. A l l  right, wake him ."

Shortly T horby was  handed over to the berthing P.O. Several  l i ters  of c offee, a tray of s andwic hes , and one s kipped meal later the Colonel  and his  s ec ond in c ommand had rec orded in c lear the thous ands  of words  of old Bas l im  the Beggar's  final  report. S tanc ke s at bac k and whis tled. "You c an relax, Pappy. T his
s tuff didn't c ool  off -- a hal f-l i fe of a c entury, on a gues s ."

B ris by ans wered s oberly, "Yes , and a lot of good boys  wi l l  die before i t does ."

"You ain't fool in'. W hat gets  me is  that trader kid -- running around the Galaxy with al l  that 'burn-before-reading' between his  ears . Shal l  I s l ide down and pois on him?"

"W hat, and have to fi l l  out al l  thos e c opies ?"

"W el l , maybe K ris  c an wipe i t out of his  tender gray matter wi thout res orting to a trans -orbi tal ."

"Anybody touc hes  that kid and Colonel  Bas l im  wi l l  ris e up out of his  grave and s trangle him , is  my gues s . Did you know Bas l im , S tinky?"

"One c ours e under him  in ps yc hologic al  weapons , my las t year at the Ac ademy. J us t before he went 'X ' Corps . Mos t bri l l iant m ind I've ever met -- exc ept yours , of c ours e, Pappy, s i r, bos s ."

"Don't s train yours el f. No doubt he was  a bri l l iant teac her -- he would be tops  at anything. But you s hould have known him  before he was  on l im i ted duty. I was  privi leged to s erve under him . Now that I have a s hip of my own I jus t as k mys el f: 'W hat would Bas l im  do?' He was  the bes t c ommanding offic er a s hip ever
had. It was  during his  s ec ond c rac k at c olonel  -- he had been up to wing mars hal  and put in for reduc tion to have a s hip again, to get away from a des k."

S tanc ke s hook his  head. "I c an't wai t for a nic e c us hy des k, where I c an wri te rec ommendations  nobody wi l l  read."

"You aren't Bas l im . If i t was n't hard, he didn't l ike i t."

"I'm  no hero. I'm  more the s al t of the earth. Pappy, were you with him  in the res c ue of the Hans ea?"

"You think I would fai l  to wear the ribbon? No, thank goodnes s ; I had been trans ferred. T hat was  a hand-weapons  job. Mes s y."

"Maybe you would have had the s ens e not to volunteer."

"S tinky, even you would volunteer, fat and lazy as  you are -- i f Bas l im  as ked for volunteers ."

"I'm  not lazy, I'm  effic ient. But riddle me this : what was  a C.O. doing leading a landing party?"



"T he Old Man fol lowed regulations  only when he agreed with them. He wanted a c rac k at s lavers  wi th his  own hands  -- he hated s lavers  wi th a c old pas s ion. So he c omes  bac k a hero and what c an the Department do? W ait unti l  he gets  out of the hos pi tal  and c ourt-martial  him? S tinky, even top bras s  c an be
s ens ible when they have their nos es  rubbed in i t So they c i ted him  for above-and-beyond under unique c irc ums tanc es  and put him  on l im i ted duty. But from here on, when 'unique c irc ums tanc es ' aris e, every c ommanding offic er knows  that he c an't thumb through the book for an al ibi . It'l l  be up to him  to c ontinue the
example."

"Not me," S tanc ke s aid fi rm ly.

"You. W hen you're a C.O. and c omes  time to do s omething unpleas ant, there you'l l  be, trying to get your tummy to and your c hes t out, wi th your c hubby l i ttle fac e s et in hero l ines . You won't be able to help i t. T he Bas l im  c ondi tioned-reflex wi l l  hi t you."

A round dawn they got to bed. B ris by intended to s leep late but long habi t took him  to his  des k only m inutes  late. He was  not s urpris ed to find his  profes s edly-lazy Exec  already at work.

His  Paymas ter-Lieutenant was  waiting. T he fis c al  offic er was  holding a mes s age form; B ris by rec ognized i t. T he night before, after hours  of dividing Bas l im 's  report into phras es , then rec oding i t to be s ent by s pl i t routes , he had real ized that there was  one more c hore before he c ould s leep: arrange for identi fic ation
s earc h on Colonel  Bas l im 's  adopted s on. B ris by had no c onfidenc e that a wai f pic ked up on J ubbul  c ould be trac ed in the vi tal  rec ords  of the Hegemony -- but i f the Old Man s ent for a buc ket of s pac e, that was  what he wanted and no exc us es . Toward Bas l im , dead or not. Colonel  B ris by maintained the atti tudes  of
a junior offic er. So he had wri tten a dis patc h and left word with the duty offic er to have T horby finger-printed and the prints  c oded at revei l le. T hen he c ould s leep.

B ris by looked at the mes s age. "Has n't this  gone out?" he demanded.

"T he photo lab is  c oding the prints  now, Skipper. But the Comm Offic e brought i t to me for a c harge, s inc e i t is  for s ervic e outs ide the s hip."

"W el l , as s ign i t. Do I have to be bothered with every routine matter?"

T he Paymas ter dec ided that the Old Man had been m is s ing s leep again. "Bad news , Skipper."

"Okay, s pi l l  i t."

"I don't know of a c harge to c over i t I doubt i f there is  an appropriation to fi t even i f we c ould figure out a l ikely-s ounding c harge."

"I don't c are what c harge. P ic k one and get that mes s age moving. Us e that general  one. Oh-oh-s omething."

" 'Unpredic table Overhead, Adminis trative.' It won't work, Skipper. Making an identi ty s earc h on a c ivi l ian c annot be c ons trued as  s hip's  overhead. Oh, I c an put that c harge number on and you'l l  get an ans wer. But --"

"T hat's  what I want. An ans wer."

"Yes , s i r. But eventual ly i t reac hes  the General  Ac c ounting Offic e and the wheels  go around and a c ard pops  out wi th a red tag. T hen my pay is  c hec ked unti l  I pay i t bac k. T hat's  why they make us  blokes  s tudy law as  wel l  as  ac c ounting."

"You're breaking my heart. Okay, Pay, i f you're too s is s y to s ign i t, tel l  me what c harge number that overhead thing is ; I'l l  wri te i t in and s ign my name and rank. Okay?"

"Yes , s i r. But, Skipper --"

"Pay, I've had a hard night."

"Yes , s i r. I'm  required by law to advis e you. You don't have to take i t, of c ours e."

"Of c ours e," B ris by agreed grim ly.

"Skipper, have you any notion how expens ive an identi fic ation s earc h c an be?"

"It c an't be muc h. I c an't s ee why you are making s uc h an ac hing is s ue of i t. I want a c lerk to get off his  fundament and look in the fi les . I doubt i f they'l l  bi l l  us . Routine c ourtes y."

"I wis h I thought s o, s i r. But you've made this  an unl im ited s earc h. S inc e you haven't named a planet, fi rs t i t wi l l  go to T yc ho City, l ive fi les  and dead. Or do you want to l im i t i t to l ive fi les ?"

B ris by thought. If Colonel  Bas l im  had bel ieved that this  young man had c ome from ins ide c ivi l ization, then i t was  l ikely that the kid's  fam i ly thought he was  dead. "No."

"T oo bad. Dead fi les  are three times  as  big as  the l ive. So they s earc h at T yc ho. It takes  a whi le, even with mac hines  -- over twenty bi l l ion entries . Suppos e you get a nul l  res ul t A  c oded inquiry goes  to vi tal  bureaus  on al l  planets , s inc e Great A rc hives  are never up to date and s ome planetary governments  don't s end
in rec ords  anyhow. Now the c os t mounts , es pec ial ly i f you us e n-s pac e routing; exac t c oding on a fingerprint s et is  a fai r-s ized book. Of c ours e i f you take one planet at a time and us e mai l  --"

"No."

"W el l  ... Skipper, why not put a l im i t on i t? A  thous and c redi ts , or whatever you c an afford i f -- I mean 'when' -- they c hec k your pay."

"A  thous and c redi ts ? Ridic ulous ! "

"If I'm  wrong, the l im i tation won't matter. If I'm  right -- and I am, a thous and c redi ts  c ould jus t be a s tarter -- then your nec k is n't out too far."

B ris by s c owled. "Pay, you aren't working for me to tel l  me I c an't do things ."

"Yes , s i r."

"You're here to tel l  me how I c an do what I'm  going to do anyhow. So s tart digging through your books  and find out how. Legal ly. And free."

"Aye aye, s i r."

B ris by did not go right to work. He was  fum ing -- s ome day they would get the s ervic e s o fouled up in red tape they'd never get a s hip off the ground. He bet that the Old Man had gone into the Exotic  Corps  with a feel ing of rel ief -- "X " Corps  agents  didn't have red tape; one of 'em finds  i t nec es s ary to s pend money, he
jus t did s o, ten c redi ts  or ten m i l l ion. T hat was  how to operate -- pic k your men, then trus t them. No regular reports , no forms , no nothing -- jus t do what needs  to be done.

W hereupon he pic ked up the s hip's  quarterly fuel  and engineering report. He put i t down, reac hed for a mes s age form, wrote a fol low-up on Bas l im 's  report, inform ing Exotic  Bureau that the unc las s i fied c ourier who had del ivered report was  s ti l l  in juris dic tion of s igner and in s igner's  opinion addi tional  data c ould be
had i f s igner were authorized to dis c us s  report wi th c ourier at dis c retion.

He dec ided not to turn i t over to the c ode and c ipher group; he opened his  s afe and s et about c oding i t He had jus t finis hed when the Paymas ter knoc ked. B ris by looked up. "So you found the paragraph."

"Perhaps , Skipper, I've been talking with the Exec utive Offic er."

"Shoot"

"I s ee we have s ubjec t pers on aboard."

"Now don't tel l  me I need a c harge for that! "

"Not at al l , Skipper. I'l l  abs orb his  ration in the rus h. You keep him  aboard forever and I won't notic e. T hings  don't get awkward unti l  they get on the books . But how long do you expec t to keep him? It mus t be more than a day or two, or you wouldn't want an identi ty s earc h."

T he Commanding Offic er frowned. "It may be qui te a whi le. Firs t I've got to find out who he is , where he's  from. T hen, i f we're going that way, I intend to give him  an unlogged l i ft. If we aren't -- wel l , I'l l  pas s  him  along to a s hip that is . T oo c ompl ic ated to explain, Pay -- but nec es s ary."

"Okay. T hen why not enl is t him?"

"Huh?"

"It would c lear up everything."

B ris by frowned. "I s ee. I c ould take him  along legal ly ... and arrange a trans fer. And i t would give you a c harge number. But ... wel l , s uppos e Shiva III is  the s pot -- and his  enl is tment is  not up. Can't jus t tel l  him  to des ert. Bes ides  I don't know that he wants  to enl is t."

"You c an as k him . How old is  he?"

"I doubt i f he knows . He's  a wai f."

"So muc h the better. You s hip him . T hen when you find out where he has  to go, you dis c over an error in his  age ... and c orrec t i t. It turns  out that he reac hes  his  majori ty in time to be paid off on his  home planet."

B ris by bl inked. "Pay, are al l  paymas ters  dis hones t?"

"Only the good ones . You don't l ike i t, s i r?"

"I love i t. Okay, I'l l  c hec k. And I'l l  hold up that dis patc h. W e'l l  s end i t later."

T he Paymas ter looked innoc ent. "Oh, no, s i r, we won't ever s end i t."

"How's  that?"

"It won't be nec es s ary. W e enl is t him  to fi l l  vac anc y in c omplement W e s end in rec ords  to BuPers onnel . T hey make the routine c hec k, name and home planet -- Hekate, I s uppos e, s inc e we got him  here. By then we're long gone. T hey don't find him  regis tered here. Now they turn i t over to BuSec uri ty, who s ends  us
a priori ty tel l ing us  not to perm it s ubjec t pers onnel  to s erve in s ens i tive c apac i ty. But that's  al l , bec aus e i t's  pos s ible that this  poor innoc ent c i tizen never got regis tered. But they c an't take c hanc es , s o they s tart the very s earc h you want, fi rs t T yc ho, then everywhere els e, s ec uri ty priori ty. So they identi fy him  and
unles s  he's  wanted for murder i t's  a routine muddle. Or they c an't identi fy him  and have to make up their m inds  whether to regis ter him , or give him  twenty-four hours  to get out of the Galaxy -- s even to two they dec ide to forget i t -- exc ept that s omeone aboard is  told to watc h him  and report s us pic ious  behavior. But
the real  beauty of i t is  that the job c arries  a BuSec uri ty c os t c harge."

"Pay, do you think that Sec uri ty has  agents  in this  ves s el  I don't know about?"

"Skipper, what do you think?"

"Mmm ... I don't know -- but i f I were Chief of Sec uri ty I would have!  Confound i t, i f I l i ft a c ivi l ian from here to the Rim, that'l l  be reported too -- no matter what I log."

"Shouldn't be s urpris ed, s i r."

"Get out of here!  I'l l  s ee i f the lad wi l l  buy i t." He fl ipped a s witc h. "Eddie! " Ins tead of s ending for T horby, B ris by direc ted the Surgeon to examine him , s inc e i t was  pointles s  to pres s ure him  to enl is t wi thout determ ining whether or not he c ould. Medic al-Major S tein, ac c ompanied by Medic al-Captain K ris hnamurti ,
reported to B ris by before lunc h.

"W el l?"

"No phys ic al  objec tion. Skipper. I'l l  let the Ps yc h Offic er s peak for hims el f."

"A l l  right. By the way, how old is  he?"

"He does n't know."

"Yes , yes ," B ris by agreed impatiently, "but how old do you think he is ?"

Dr. S tein s hrugged. "W hat's  his  genetic  pic ture? W hat environment? Any age-fac tor mutations ? High or low gravi ty planet? P lanetary metabol ic  index? He c ould be as  young as  ten s tandard years , as  old as  thi rty, on phys ic al  appearanc e. I c an as s ign a fic tional  adjus ted age, on the as s umption of no s igni fic ant
mutations  and T erra-equivalent environment -- an unjus ti fied as s umption unti l  they bui ld babies  wi th data plates  -- an adjus ted age of not les s  than fourteen s tandard years , not more than twenty-two."

"W ould an adjus ted age of eighteen fi t?"

"T hat's  what I s aid."

"Okay, make i t jus t under that -- m inori ty enl is tment."

"T here's  a tattoo on him ," Dr. K ris hnamurti  offered, "whic h m ight give a c lue. A  s lave mark."

"T he deuc e you s ay! " Colonel  B ris by reflec ted that his  fol low-up dis patc h to "X " Corps  was  jus ti fied. "Dated?"

"J us t a manumis s ion -- a Sargones e date whic h fi ts  his  S tory. T he mark is  a fac tor's  mark. No date."

"T oo bad. W el l , now that he is  c lear wi th Medic al , I'l l  s end for him ."



"Colonel ."

"Eh? Yes , K ris ?"

"I c annot rec ommend enl is tment."

"Huh? He's  as  s ane as  you are."

"Surely. But he is  a poor ris k."

"W hy?"

"I interviewed s ubjec t under l ight tranc e this  morning. Colonel , did you ever keep a dog?"

"No. Not many where I c ome from."

"Very us eful  laboratory animals , they paral lel  many human c harac teris tic s . Take a puppy, abus e him , kic k him , m is treat him  -- he'l l  revert to feral  c arnivore. Take his  l i tter brother, pet him , talk to him , let him  s leep with you, but train him  -- he's  a happy, wel l -behaved hous e pet. Take another from that s ame l i tter, pet
him  on even days  and kic k him  on odd days . You'l l  have him  s o c onfus ed that he'l l  be ruined for ei ther role; he c an't s urvive as  a wi ld animal and he does n't unders tand what is  expec ted of a pet. P retty s oon he won't eat, he won't s leep, he c an't c ontrol  his  func tions ; he jus t c owers  and s hivers ."

"Hmm ... do you ps yc hologis ts  do s uc h things  often?"

"I never have. But i t's  in the l i terature ... and this  lad's  c as e paral lels  i t. He's  undergone a s eries  of traumatic  experienc es  in his  formative years , the lates t of whic h was  yes terday. He's  c onfus ed and depres s ed. Like that dog, he may s narl  and bi te at any time. He ought not to be expos ed to new pres s ures ; he s hould
be c ared for where he c an be given ps yc hotherapy."

"Phooey! "

T he ps yc hologic al  offic er s hrugged. Colonel  B ris by added, "I apologize, Doc tor. But I know s omething about this  c as e, wi th al l  res pec t to your training. T his  lad has  been in good environment the pas t c ouple of years ." B ris by rec al led the farewel l  he had unwi l l ingly wi tnes s ed. "And before that, he was  in the hands
of Colonel  Ric hard Bas l im . Heard of him?"

"I know his  reputation."

"If there is  any fac t I would s take my s hip on, i t is  that Colonel  Bas l im  would never ruin a boy. Okay, s o the kid has  had a rough time. But be has  als o been s uc c ored by one of the toughes t, s anes t, mos t humane men ever to wear our uni form. You bet on your dogs ; I'l l  bac k Colonel  Ric hard Bas l im . Now ... are you
advis ing me not to enl is t him?"

T he ps yc hologis t hes i tated. B ris by s aid, "W el l?"

Major S tein interrupted. "T ake i t eas y, K ris ; I'm  overriding you."

B ris by s aid, "I want a s traight ans wer, then I'l l  dec ide."

Dr. K ris hnamurti  s aid s lowly, "Suppos e I rec ord my opinions  but s tate that there are no c ertain grounds  for refus ing enl is tment?"

"W hy?"

"Obvious ly you want to enl is t this  boy. But i f he gets  into trouble -- wel l , my endors ement c ould get him  a medic al  dis c harge ins tead of a s entenc e. He's  had enough bad breaks ."

Colonel  B ris by c lapped him  on the s houlder. "Good boy, K ris !  T hat's  al l , gentlemen."

T horby s pent an unhappy night. T he mas ter-at-arms  bi l leted him  in s enior P.O.s  quarters  and he was  wel l  treated, but embarras s ingly aware of the pol i te way in whic h thos e around him  did not s tare at his  gaudy S is u dres s  uni form. Up ti l l  then he had been proud of the way S is u's  dres s  s tood out; now he was
learning painful ly that c lothing has  i ts  proper bac kground. T hat night be was  c ons c ious  of s nores  around him  ... s trangers  ... fraki  -- and he yearned to be bac k among People, where he was  known, unders tood, rec ognized.

He tos s ed on a harder bed than he was  us ed to and wondered who would get his  own?

He found hims el f wondering whether anyone had ever c laimed the hole he s ti l l  thought of as  "home." W ould they repair the door? W ould they keep i t c lean and dec ent the way Pop l iked? W hat would they do with Pop's  leg?

As leep, he dreamt of Pop and of S is u, al l  m ixed up. A t las t, wi th Grandmother s hortened and a raider bearing down. Pop whis pered, "No more bad dreams , T horby. Never again, s on. J us t happy dreams "

He s lept peac eful ly then -- and awoke in this  forbidding plac e with gabbl ing fraki  al l  around him . B reakfas t was  s ubs tantial  but not up to Aunt A thena's  high s tandards ; however he was  not hungry.

A fter breakfas t he was  quietly tas ting his  m is ery when he was  required to undres s  and s ubmit to indigni ties . It was  his  fi rs t experienc e with medic al  men's  offhand behavior wi th human fles h -- he loathed the poking and prodding.

W hen the Commanding Offic er s ent for him  T horby was  not even c heered by s eeing the man who knew Pop. T his  room was  where he had had to s ay a las t "good-bus ines s " to Father; the thoughts  l ingering there were not good.

He l is tened l is tles s ly whi le B ris by explained. He woke up a l i ttle when he unders tood that he was  being offered s tatus  -- not muc h, he gathered. But s tatus . T he fraki  had s tatus  among thems elves . It had never oc c urred to him  that fraki  s tatus  c ould matter even to fraki .

"You don't have to," Colonel  B ris by c onc luded, "but i t wi l l  make s impler the thing Colonel  Bas l im  wanted me to do -- find your fam i ly, I mean. You would l ike that, wouldn't you?"

T horby almos t s aid that he knew where his  Family was . But he knew what the Colonel  meant: his  own s ib, whos e exis tenc e he had never qui te been able to imagine. Did he real ly have blood relatives  s omewhere?

"I s uppos e s o," he ans wered s lowly. "I don't know."

"Mmm ..." B ris by wondered what i t was  l ike to have no frame to your pic ture. "Colonel  Bas l im  was  anxious  to have me loc ate your fam i ly. I c an handle i t eas ier i f you are offic ial ly one of us . W el l? It's  Guards man third c las s  ... thi rty c redi ts  a month, al l  you c an eat and not enough s leep. And glory. A  meager amount."

T horby looked up. "T his  is  the s ame Fam -- s ervic e my Pop -- Colonel  Bas l im , you c al l  him  -- was  in? He real ly was ?"

"Yes . Senior to what you wi l l  be. But the s ame s ervic e. I think you s tarted to s ay 'fam i ly.' W e l ike to think of the Servic e as  one enormous  fam i ly. Colonel  Bas l im  was  one of the more dis tinguis hed members  of i t."

"T hen I want to be adopted."

"Enl is ted."

"W hatever the word is ."

Chapter 16

Fraki  weren't bad when you got to know them.

T hey had their s ec ret language, even though they thought they talked Interl ingua. T horby added a few dozen verbs  and a few hundred nouns  as  he heard them; after that he tripped over an oc c as ional  idiom. He learned that his  l ight-years  as  a trader were res pec ted, even though the People were c ons idered odd. He
didn't argue; fraki  c ouldn't know better.

H.G.C. Hydra l i fted from Hekate, bound for the Rim worlds . J us t before jump a money order arrived ac c ompanied by a s uperc argo's  form whic h s howed the draft to be one eighty-thi rd of S is u's  apprec iation from J ubbulpore to Hekate -- as  i f, thought T horby, he were a girl  being s wapped. It was  an unc omfortably large
s um and T horby c ould find no entry c harging him  interes t agains t a c api tal  s hare of the s hip -- whic h he fel t s hould be there for proper ac c ounting; i t was n't as  i f he had been born in the s hip. Li fe among the People had made the beggar boy c ons c ious  of money in a s ens e that alms  never c ould -- books  mus t
balanc e and debts  mus t be paid.

He wondered what Pop would think of al l  that money. He fel t eas ier when he learned that he c ould depos i t i t wi th the Paymas ter.

W ith the draft was  a warm note, wis hing him  good bus ines s  wherever he went and s igned: "Love, Mother." It made T horby feel  better and muc h wors e.

A  pac kage of belongings  arrived with a note from Fri tz: "Dear B rother, Nobody briefed me about rec ent mys terious  happenings , but things  were c ris p around the old s hip for a few days . If s uc h were not unthinkable, I would s ay there had been a di fferenc e of opinion at highes t level . Me, I have no opinions , exc ept that
I m is s  your idle c hatter and blank expres s ions . Have fun and be s ure to c ount your c hange.

Fri tz"

"P .S . T he play was  an artis tic  s uc c es s  -- and Loeen is  c uddly."

T horby s tored his  S is u belongings ; he was  trying to be a Guards man and they made him  unc omfortable. He dis c overed that the Guard was  not the c los ed c orporation the People were; i t required no magic  to make a Guards man i f a man had what i t took, bec aus e nobody c ared where a man c ame from or what he had
been. T he Hydra drew i ts  c ompany from many planets ; there were mac hines  in BuPers onnel  to ens ure this . T horby's  s hipmates  were tai l  and s hort, bi rd-boned and rugged, s mooth and hairy, mutated and s uperfic ial ly unmutated. T horby hi t c los e to norm and his  Free T rader bac kground was  merely an ac c eptable
ec c entric i ty; i t made him  a s pac eman of s orts  even though a rec rui t.

In fac t, the only hurdle was  that he was  a raw rec rui t "Guards man 3/c " he m ight be but a boot he would remain unti l  he proved hims el f, mos t es pec ial ly s inc e he had not had boot training.

But he was  no more handic apped than any rec rui t in a m i l i tary outfi t having proud es pri t de c orps . He was  as s igned a bunk, a mes s , a working s tation, and a petty offic er to tel l  him  what to do. His  work was  c ompartment c leaning, his  battle s tation was  runner for the W eapons  Offic er in c as e phones  s hould fai l  -- i t
meant that he was  avai lable to fetc h c offee.

Otherwis e he was  left in peac e. He was  free to join a bul l  s es s ion as  long as  he let his  s eniors  s ound off, he was  invi ted into c ard games  when a player was  needed, he was  not s hut out of gos s ip, and he was  privi leged to lend jumpers  and s oc ks  to s eniors  who happened to be s hort. T horby had had experienc e at
being junior; i t was  not di ffic ul t.

T he Hydra was  heading out for patrol  duty; the mes s  talk c entered around "hunting" pros pec ts . T he Hydra had fas t "legs ," three hundred gravi ties ; s he s ought ac tion wi th outlaws  where a merc hantman s uc h as  the S is u would avoid i t i f pos s ible. Des pi te her large c omplement and heavy weapons , the Hydra was
mos tly power plant and fuel  tanks .

T horby's  table was  headed by his  petty offic er. Ordnanc e-man 2/c  Peebie, down as  "Dec ibel ." T horby was  eating one day with his  ears  tuned down, whi le he debated vis i ting the l ibrary after dinner or attending the s tereo s how in the mes s room, when he heard his  nic kname: "Is n't that right. T rader?"

T horby was  proud of the nic kname. He did not l ike i t in Peebie's  mouth but Peebie was  a s el f-appointed wit -- he would greet T horby with the nic kname, inquire s ol ic i tous ly, "How's  bus ines s ?" and make ges tures  of c ounting money. So far, T horby had ignored i t.

"Is n't what right?"

"W hy'n't y'keep y'r ears  open? Can't you hear anything but rus tle and c l ink? I was  tel l ing 'em what I told the W eapons  Offic er: the way to rac k up more ki l ls  is  to go after 'em, not pretend to be a trader, too s c ared to fight and too fat to run."

T horby fel t a s immer. "W ho," he s aid, "told you that traders  were s c ared to fight?"

"Quit pus hin' that s tuff!  W hoever heard of a trader burning a bandi t?"

Peebie may have been s inc ere; ki l ls  made by traders  rec eived no publ ic i ty. But T horby's  burn inc reas ed. "I have."

T horby meant that he had heard of traders ' burning raiders ; Peebie took i t as  a boas t "Oh, you did, did you? Lis ten to that, men -- our peddler is  a hero. He's  burned a bandi t al l  by his  own l i ttle s el f!  T el l  us  about i t. Did you s et ti re to his  hair? Or drop potas s ium in his  beer?"

"I us ed," T horby s tated, "a Mark X IX  one-s tage target-s eeker, made by Bethlehem-Antares  and armed with a 20 megaton plutonium warhead. I launc hed a timed s hot on c los ing to beaming range on a c ol l is ion-c urve predic tion."

T here was  s i lenc e. Final ly Peebie s aid c oldly, "W here did you read that?"

"It's  what the tape s howed after the engagement I was  s enior s tarboard fi rec ontrolman. T he ports ide c omputer was  out -- s o I know i t was  my s hot that burned him ."

"Now he's  a weapons  offic er!  Peddler, don't peddle i t here."

T horby s hrugged. "I us ed to be. A  weapons  c ontrol  offic er, rather. I never learned muc h about ordnanc e."

"Modes t, is n't he? T alk is  c heap, T rader."

"You s hould know, Dec ibel"

Peebie was  hal ted by his  nic kname; T horby did not rate s uc h fam i l iari ty. Another voic e c ut in, s aying s weetly, "Sure, Dec ibel , talk is  c heap. Now you tel l  about the big ki l ls  you've made. Go ahead." T he s peaker was  non-rated but was  a c lerk in the exec utive offic e and immune to Peebie's  dis pleas ure.

Peebie glowered. "Enough of this  prattle," he growled. "Bas l im , I'l l  s ee you at oh eight hundred in c ombat c ontrol  -- we'l l  find out how muc h you know about fi rec ontrol ."

T horby was  not anxious  to be tes ted; he knew nothing about the Hydra's  equipment. But an order is  an order; he was  fac ing Peebie's  s m irk at the appointed time.

T he s m irk did not las t Hydra's  ins truments  bore no res emblanc e to thos e in the S is u, but the princ iples  were the s ame and the s enior gunnery s ergeant (c ybernetic s ) s eemed to find nothing unl ikely in an ex-trader knowing how to s hoot. He was  always  looking for talent; people to handle bal l is tic  trac kers  for the



prepos terous  problems  of c ombat at s ub-l ight-s peed were as  s c arc e among Guards men as  among the People.

He ques tioned T horby about the c omputer he had handled. P res ently he nodded. "I've never s een anything but s c hematic s  on a Dus s eldorf tandem rig; that approac h is  obs olete. But i f you c an get a hi t wi th that junk, we c an us e you." T he s ergeant turned to Peebie. "T hanks , Dec ibel . I'l l  mention i t to the W eapons
Offic er. S tic k around, Bas l im ."

Peebie looked as tonis hed. "He's  got work to do, Sarge."

Sergeant Luter s hrugged. "T el l  your leading P .O. that I need Bas l im  here."

T horby had been s hoc ked to hear S is u's  beauti ful  c omputers  c al led "junk." But s hortly he knew what Luter meant; the mas s ive brain that fought for the Hydra was  a genius  among c omputers . T horby would never c ontrol  i t alone -- but s oon he was  an ac ting ordnanc eman 3/c  (c ybernetic s ) and relatively s afe from
Peebie's  wi t. He began to feel  l ike a Guards man -- very junior but an ac c epted s hipmate.

Hydra was  c ruis ing above s peed-of-l ight toward the Rim world Ul tima T hule, where s he would refuel  and s tart prowl ing for outlaws . No query had reac hed the s hip c onc erning T horby's  identi ty. He was  c ontented with his  s tatus  in Pop's  old outfi t; i t made him  proud to feel  that Pop would be proud of him . He did m is s
S is u, but a s hip wi th no women was  s impler to l ive in; c ompared with S is u the Hydra had no res tric tive regulations .

But Colonel  B ris by did not let T horby forget why he had been enl is ted. Commanding offic ers  are many l inkages  away from a rec rui t; a non-rated man m ight not lay eyes  on his  s kipper exc ept at ins pec tions . But B ris by s ent for T horby repeatedly.

B ris by rec eived authorization from the Exotic  Corps  to dis c us s  Colonel  Bas l im 's  report wi th Bas l im 's  c ourier, bearing in m ind the c ri tic al  c las s i fic ation of the s ubjec t. So B ris by c al led T horby in.

T horby was  fi rs t warned of the nec es s i ty of keeping his  mouth s hut B ris by told him  that the punis hment for blabbing would be as  heavy as  a c ourt-martial  c ould hand out. "But that's  not the point. W e have to be s ure that the ques tion never aris es . Otherwis e we c an't dis c us s  i t."

T horby hes i tated. "How c an I know that I'l l  keep my mouth s hut when I don't know what i t is ?"

B ris by looked annoyed. "I c an order you to."

"Yes , s i r. And I'l l  s ay, 'Aye aye, s i r.' But does  that make you c ertain that I wouldn't ris k a c ourt-martial?"

"But -- T his  is  ridic ulous !  I want to talk about Colonel  Bas l im 's  work. But you're to keep your yap s hut, you unders tand me? If you don't, I'l l  tear you to piec es  with my bare hands . No young punk is  going to quibble wi th me where the Old Man's  work is  c onc erned! "

T horby looked rel ieved. "W hy didn't you s ay i t was  that, Skipper? I wouldn't blab about anything of Pop's  -- why, that was  the fi rs t thing he taught me."

"Oh." B ris by grinned. "I s hould have known. Okay."

"I s uppos e," T horby added thoughtful ly, "that i t's  al l  right to talk to you."

B ris by looked s tartled. "I hadn't real ized that this  c uts  two ways . But i t does . I c an s how you a dis patc h from his  c orps , tel l ing me to dis c us s  his  report wi th you. W ould that c onvinc e you?"

B ris by found hims el f s howing a "Mos t Sec ret" dis patc h to his  mos t J unior, ac ting petty offic er, to c onvinc e s aid junior that his  C.O. was  enti tled to talk wi th him . A t the time It s eemed reas onable; i t was  not unti l  later that the Colonel  wondered.

T horby read the trans lated dis patc h and nodded. "Anything you want. Skipper. I'm  s ure Pop would agree."

"Okay. You know what he was  doing?"

"W el l  ... yes  and no. I s aw s ome of i t. I know what s ort of things  he was  interes ted in having me notic e and remember. I us ed to c arry mes s ages  for him  and i t was  always  very s ec ret But I never knew why." T horby frowned. "T hey s aid he was  a s py."

"Intel l igenc e agent s ounds  better."

T horby s hrugged. "If he was  s pying, he'd c al l  i t that. Pop never m inc ed words ."

"No, he never m inc ed words ," B ris by agreed, winc ing as  he rec al led being s c orc hed right through his  uni form by a dres s ing-down. "Let me explain. Mmm ... know any T erran his tory?"

"Uh, not muc h."

"It's  a m iniature his tory of the rac e. Long before s pac e travel , when we hadn't even fi l led up Terra, there us ed to be dirts ide frontiers . Every time new terri tory was  found, you always  got three phenomena: traders  ranging out ahead and taking their c hanc es , outlaws  preying on the hones t men -- and a traffic  in s laves . It
happens  the s ame way today, when we're pus hing through s pac e ins tead of ac ros s  oc eans  and prairies . Frontier traders  are adventurers  taking great ris ks  for great profi ts . Outlaws , whether hi l l  bands  or s ea pirates  or the raiders  in s pac e, c rop up in any area not under pol ic e protec tion. Both are temporary. But
s lavery is  another matter -- the mos t vic ious  habi t humans  fal l  into and the hardes t to break. It s tarts  up in every new land and i t's  terribly hard to root out A fter a c ul ture fal ls  i l l  of i t, i t gets  rooted in the ec onomic  s ys tem and laws , in men's  habi ts  and atti tudes . You abol is h i t; you drive i t underground -- there i t lurks ,
ready to s pring up again, in the m inds  of people who think i t is  their 'natural ' right to own other people. You c an't reas on with them; you c an ki l l  them but you c an't c hange their m inds ."

B ris by s ighed. "Bas l im , the Guard is  jus t the pol ic eman and the mai lman; we haven't had a major war in two c enturies . W hat we do work at is  the impos s ible job of maintaining order on the frontier, a globe three thous and l ight-years  in c i rc umferenc e -- no one c an unders tand how big that is ; the m ind c an't s wal low
it.

"Nor c an human beings  pol ic e i t. It gets  bigger every year. Dirts ide pol ic e eventual ly c los e the gaps . But wi th us , the longer we try the more there is . So to mos t of us  i t's  a job, an hones t job, but one that c an never be finis hed.

"But to Colonel  Ric hard Bas l im  i t was  a pas s ion. Es pec ial ly he hated the s lave trade, the thought of i t c ould make him  s ic k at his  s tomac h -- I've s een. He los t his  leg and an eye -- I s uppos e you know -- whi le res c uing a s hipload of people from a s laving c ompound.

"T hat would s atis fy mos t offic ers  -- go home and reti re. Not old Spi t-and-Pol is h!  He taught a few years , then he went to the one c orps  that m ight take him , c hewed up as  he was , and pres ented a plan.

"T he Nine W orlds  are the bac kbone of the s lave trade. T he Sargony was  c olonized a long time ago, and they never ac c epted Hegemony after they broke off as  c olonies . T he Nine W orlds  don't qual i fy on human rights  and don't want to qual i fy. So we c an't travel  there and they c an't vis i t our worlds .

"Colonel  Bas l im  dec ided that the traffic  c ould be rendered unec onomic  i f we knew how i t worked in the Sargony. He reas oned that s lavers  had to have s hips , had to have bas es , had to have markets , that i t was  not jus t a vic e but a bus ines s . So he dec ided to go there and s tudy i t.

"T his  was  prepos terous  -- one man agains t a nine-planet empire ... but the Exotic  Corps  deals  in prepos terous  notions . Even they would probably not have made him  an agent i f he had not had a s c heme to get his  reports  out. An agent c ouldn't travel  bac k and forth, nor c ould he us e the mai ls  -- there aren't any
between us  and them -- and he c ertainly c ouldn't s et up an n-s pac e c ommunic ator; that would be as  c ons pic uous  as  a bras s  band.

"But Bas l im  had an idea. T he only people who vis i t both the Nine W orlds  and our own are Free T raders . But they avoid pol i tic s  l ike pois on, as  you know better than I, and they go to great lengths  not to offend loc al  c us toms . However Colonel  Bas l im  had a pers onal  'in' to them.

"I s uppos e you know that thos e people he res c ued were Free T raders . He told 'X ' Corps  that he c ould report bac k through his  friends . So they let him  try. It's  my gues s  that no one knew that he intended to pos e as  a beggar -- I doubt i f he planned i t; he was  always  great at improvis ing. But he got in and for years  he
obs erved and got his  reports  out.

"T hat's  the bac kground and now I want to s queeze every pos s ible fac t out of you. You c an tel l  us  about methods  -- the report I forwarded never s aid a word about methods . Another agent m ight be able to us e his  methods ."

T horby s aid s oberly, "Il l  tel l  you anything I c an. I don't know muc h."

"You know more than you think you do. W ould you let the ps yc h offic er put you under again and s ee i f we c an work total  rec al l?"

"Anything is  okay i f i t'l l  help Pop's  work."

"It s hould. Another thing --" B ris by c ros s ed his  c abin, held up a s heet on whic h was  the s i lhouette of a s pac es hip. "W hat s hip is  this ?"

T horby's  eyes  widened. "A  Sargones e c ruis er."

B ris by s natc hed up another one. "T his ?"

"Uh, i t looks  l ike a s laver that c al led at J ubbulpore twic e a year."

"Nei ther one," B ris by s aid s avagely, "is  anything of the s ort. T hes e are rec ogni tion patterns  out of my fi les  -- of s hips  bui l t by our bigges t s hipbui lder. If you s aw them in J ubbulpore, they were ei ther c opies , or bought from us ! "

T horby c ons idered i t. "T hey bui ld s hips  there."

"So I've been told. But Colonel  Bas l im  reported s hips ' s erial  numbers  -- how he got them I c ouldn't gues s ; maybe you c an. He c laims  that the s lave trade is  getting help from our own worlds ! " B ris by looked unbearably dis gus ted.

T horby reported regularly to the Cabin, s ometimes  to s ee B ris by, s ometimes  to be interviewed under hypnos is  by Dr. K ris hnamurti . B ris by always  mentioned the s earc h for T horby's  identi ty and told him  not to be dis c ouraged; s uc h a s earc h took a long time. Repeated mention c hanged T horby's  atti tude about i t from
s omething impos s ible to s omething whic h was  going to be true s oon; he began thinking about his  fam i ly, wondering who he was ? -- i t was  going to be nic e to know, to be l ike other people.

B ris by was  reas s uring hims el f; he had been noti fied to keep T horby off s ens i tive work the very day the s hip jumped from Hekate when he had hoped that T horby would be identi fied at onc e. He kept the news  to hims el f, holding fas t to his  c onvic tion that Colonel  Bas l im  was  never wrong and that the matter would be
c leared up.

W hen T horby was  s hi fted to Combat Control , B ris by worried when the order pas s ed ac ros s  his  des k -- that was  a "s ec uri ty" area, never open to vis i tors  -- then he told hims el f that a man with no s pec ial  training c ouldn't learn anything there that c ould real ly affec t s ec uri ty and that he was  already us ing the lad in muc h
more s ens i tive work. B ris by fel t that he was  learning things  of importanc e -- that the Old Man, for example, had us ed the c over pers onal i ty of a one-legged beggar to hide two-legged ac tivi ties  ... but had ac tual ly been a beggar; he and the boy had l ived only on alms . B ris by admired s uc h artis tic  perfec tion -- i t s hould
be an example to other agents .

But the Old Man always  had been a s hining example.

So B ris by left T horby in c ombat c ontrol . He om itted to make permanent T horby's  ac ting promotion in order that the rec ord of c hange in rating need not be forwarded to BuPers onnel . But he bec ame anxious  to rec eive the dis patc h that would tel l  him  who T horby was .

His  exec utive was  with him  when i t c ame in. It was  in c ode, but B ris by rec ognized T horby's  s erial  number; he had wri tten i t many times  in reports  to "X " Corps . "Look at this , S tinky!  T his  tel ls  us  who our foundl ing is . Grab the mac hine; the s afe is  open."

T en m inutes  later they had proc es s ed i t; i t read:

-- "NULL BESULT  FULL IDENT SEARCH BASLIM T HORBY GDSMN T HIRD. AUT H &  DRT  T RANSFER ANY RECEIV ING ST AT ION RET RANSFER HEKAT E INVEST IGAT ION DISPOSIT ION -- CHFBUPEBS."

"S tinky, ain't that a mes s ?"

S tanc ke s hrugged. "It's  how the dic e rol l , bos s ."

"I feel  as  i f I had let the Old Man down. He was  s ure the kid was  a c i tizen."

"I m is doubt there are m i l l ions  of c i tizens  who would have a bad time proving who they are. Colonel  Bas l im  may have been right -- and s ti l l  i t c an't be proved."

"I hate to trans fer him . I feel  res pons ible."

"Not your faul t."

"You never s erved under Colonel  Bas l im . He was  eas y to pleas e ... al l  he wanted was  one-hundred-perc ent perfec tion. And this  does n't feel  l ike i t."

"Quit blam ing yours el f. You have to ac c ept the rec ord."

"Might as  wel l  get i t over wi th. Eddie!  I want to s ee Ordnanc eman Bas l im ."

T horby notic ed that the Skipper looked grim  -- but then he often did. "Ac ting Ordnanc eman T hird Clas s  Bas l im  reporting, s i r."

"T horby ..."

"Yes , s i r?" T horby was  s tartled. T he Skipper s ometimes  us ed his  fi rs t name bec aus e that was  what he ans wered to under hypnos is  -- but this  was  not s uc h a time.

"T he identi fic ation report on you c ame."

"Huh?" T horby was  s tartled out of m i l i tary manners . He fel t a s urge of joy -- he was  going to know who he was !

"T hey c an't identi fy you." B ris by waited, then s aid s harply, "Did you unders tand?"

T horby s wal lowed. "Yes , s i r. T hey don't know who I am. I'm  not ... anybody."

"Nons ens e!  You're s ti l l  yours el f."

"Yes , s i r. Is  that al l , s i r? May I go?"



"J us t a moment. I have to trans fer you bac k to Hekate." He added has ti ly, s eeing T horby's  expres s ion, "Don't worry. T hey'l l  probably let you s erve out your enl is tment i f you want to. In any c as e, they c an't do anything to you; you haven't done anything wrong."

"Yes , s i r," T horby repeated dul ly.

Nothing and nobody -- He had a bl inding image of an old, old nightmare ... s tanding on the bloc k, hearing an auc tioneer c hant his  des c ription, whi le c old eyes  s tared at him . But he pul led hims el f together and was  merely quiet the res t of the day. It was  not unti l  the c ompartment was  dark that he bi t his  pi l low and
whis pered brokenly, "Pop ... oh, Pop! "

T he Guards  uni form c overed T horby's  legs , but in the s howers  the tattoo on his  left thigh c ould be notic ed. W hen this  happened, T horby explained without embarras s ment what i t s igni fied. Res pons es  varied from c urios i ty, through hal f-dis bel ief, to awed s urpris e that here was  a man who had been through i t --
c apture, s ale, s ervi tude, and m irac ulous ly, free again. Mos t c ivi l ians  did not real ize that s lavery s ti l l  exis ted; Guards men knew better.

No one was  nas ty about i t.

But the day after the nul l  report on identi fic ation T horby enc ountered "Dec ibel" Peebie in the s howers . T horby did not s peak; they had not s poken muc h s inc e T horby had moved out from under Peebie, even though they s at at the s ame table. But now Peebie s poke. "Hi , T rader! "

"Hi ." T horby s tarted to bathe.

"W hat's  on your leg? Dirt?"

"W here?"

"On your thigh. Hold s ti l l . Let's  s ee."

"Keep your hands  to yours el f! "

"Don't be touc hy. T urn around to the l ight. W hat is  i t?"

"It's  a s laver's  mark," T horby explained c urtly.

"No fool in'? So you're a s lave?"

"I us ed to be."

"T hey put c hains  on you? Make you kis s  your mas ter's  foot?"

"Don't be s i l ly! "

"Look who's  talking!  You know what, T rader boy? I heard about that mark -- and I think you had i t tattooed yours el f. T o make big talk. Like that one about how you blas ted a bandi t s hip."

T horby c ut his  s hower s hort and got out.

A t dinner T horby was  helping hims el f from a bowl of mas hed potatoes . He heard Peebie c al l  out s omething but his  ears  fi l tered out "Dec ibel 's " endles s  nois e.

Peebie repeated i t "Hey, S lave!  Pas s  the potatoes !  You know who I mean!  Dig the dirt out of your ears ! "

T horby pas s ed him  the potatoes , bowl and al l , in a flat trajec tory, open fac e of the bowl plus  potatoes  making perfec t c ontac t wi th the open fac e of Dec ibel .

T he c harge agains t T horby was  "As s aul ting a Superior Offic er, the Ship then being in Spac e in a Condition of Combat Readines s ." Peebie appeared as  c omplaining witnes s .

Colonel  B ris by s tared over the mas t des k and his  jaw mus c les  worked. He l is tened to Peebie's  ac c ount: "I as ked him  to pas s  the potatoes  ... and he hi t me in the fac e with them."

"T hat was  al l?"

"W el l , s i r, maybe I didn't s ay pleas e. But that's  no reas on --"

"Never m ind the c onc lus ions . T he fight go any farther?"

"No, s i r. T hey s eparated us ."

"Very wel l . Bas l im , what have you to s ay for yours el f?"

"Nothing, s i r."

"Is  that what happened?"

"Yes , s i r."

B ris by s topped to think, whi le his  jaw mus c les  twi tc hed. He fel t angry, an emotion he did not perm it hims el f at mas t -- he fel t let down. S ti l l , there mus t be more to i t.

Ins tead of pas s ing s entenc e be s aid, "S tep as ide. Colonel  S tanc ke --"

"Yes , s i r?"

"T here were other men pres ent. I want to hear from them."

"I have them s tanding by, s i r."

"Very wel l ."

T horby was  c onvic ted -- three days  bread &  water, s ol i tary, s entenc e s us pended, thi rty days  probation; ac ting rank s tric ken.

Dec ibel  Peebie was  c onvic ted (c ourt trial  waived when B ris by pointed out how the book c ould be thrown at him) of "Inc i ting to Riot, s pec i fic ation: us ing derogatory language with referenc e to another Guards man's  Rac e, Rel igion, B irthplac e, or Condi tion previous  to entering Servic e, the Ship then being etc ." --
s entenc e three days  B  &  W , s ol ., s us pended, reduc tion one grade, ninety days  probation in ref. B  &  W , s ol ., only.

T he Colonel  and V ic e Colonel  went bac k to B ris by's  offic e. B ris by was  looking glum; mas t ups et him  at bes t S tanc ke s aid, "T oo bad you had to c l ip the Bas l im  kid. I think be was  jus ti fied."

"Of c ours e he was . But 'Inc i ting to riot' is  no exc us e for riot. Nothing is ."

"Sure, you had to. But I don't l ike that Peebie c harac ter. I'm  going to make a c areful  s tudy of his  effic ienc y marks ."

"Do that. But, c onfound i t, S tinky -- I have a feel ing I s tarted the fight mys el f."

"Huh?"

"T wo days  ago I had to tel l  Bas l im  that we hadn't been able to identi fy him . He walked out in a s tate of s hoc k. I s hould have l is tened to my ps yc h offic er. T he lad has  s c ars  that make him  i rres pons ible under the right -- I mean the 'wrong' -- s timulus . I'm  glad i t was  mas hed potatoes  and not a kni fe."

"Oh, c ome now, bos s !  Mas hed potatoes  are hardly a deadly weapon."

"You weren't here when he got the bad news . Not knowing who he is  hurts  him ."

S tanc ke's  pudgy fac e pouted in thought "Bos s ? How old was  this  kid when he was  c aptured?"

"Eh? K ris  thinks  he was  about four."

"Skipper, that bac kwoods  plac e where you were born; at what age were you fingerprinted, blood-typed, retina-photographed and s o forth?"

"W hy, when I s tarted s c hool ."

"Me, too. I'l l  bet they wait that long mos t plac es ."

B ris by bl inked. "T hat's  why they wouldn't have anything on him ! "

"Maybe. But on Riff they take identi ty on a baby before he leaves  the del ivery room."

"My people, too. But --"

"Sure, s ure!  It's  c ommon prac tic e. But how?"

B ris by looked blank, then banged the des k. "Footprints !  And we didn't s end them in." He s lapped the talkie. "Eddie!  Get Bas l im  here on the double! "

T horby was  glum ly removing the c hevron he had worn by c ourtes y for s o s hort a time. He was  s c ared by the peremptory order; i t boded i l l . But he hurried. Colonel  B ris by glared at him . "Bas l im , take off your s hoes ! "

"S ir?"

"T ake off your s hoes ! "

B ris by's  dis patc h ques tioning fai lure to identi fy and s upplying BuPers  wi th footprints  was  ans wered in forty-eight hours . It reac hed the Hydra as  s he made her final  approac h to Ul tima T hule. Colonel  B ris by dec oded i t when the s hip had been s ec ured dirts ide.

It read; " -- GUARDSMAN T HORBY BASLIM IDENT IFIED MISS ING PERSON T HOR BRADLEY RUDBEK T ERRA NOT  HEKAT E T RANSFER RUDBEK FAST EST  MILORCOM T ERRA DISCHARGE ARRIVAL. NEXT KIN NOT IFIED REPEAT  FAST EST  CHFBUPERS."

B ris by was  c huc kl ing. "Colonel  Bas l im  is  never wrong. Dead or al ive, he's  never wrong! "

"Bos s  ..."

"Huh?"

"Read i t again. Notic e who he is ."

B ris by reread the dis patc h. T hen he s aid in a hus hed voic e, "W hy do things  l ike this  always  happen to Hydra?" He s trode over and s natc hed the door. "Eddie! "

T horby was  on beauti ful  Ul tima T hule for two hours  and twenty-s even m inutes ; what he s aw of the famous  s c enery after c oming three hundred l ight-years  was  the field between the Hydra and Guard Mai l  Courier A riel . T hree weeks  later he was  on T erra. He fel t dizzy.

Chapter 17

Lovely T erra, Mother of W orlds !  W hat poet, whether or not he has  been privi leged to vis i t her, has  not tried to expres s  the homes ic k longing of men for mankind's  birthplac e ... her c ool  green hi l ls , c loud-grac ed s kies , res tles s  oc eans , her warm maternal  c harm.

T horby's  fi rs t s ight of legendary Earth was  by view s c reen of G.M.C. A riel . Guard Captain N'Gangi, s kipper of the mai l  s hip, s tepped up the gain and pointed out arrow-s harp s hadows  of the Egyptian Pyramids . T horby didn't real ize the his toric al  s igni fic anc e and was  looking in the wrong plac e. But he enjoyed s eeing
a planet from s pac e; he had never been thus  privi leged before.

T horby had a dul l  time in the A riel . T he mai l  s hip, al l  legs  and tiny payload, c arried a c rew of three engineers  and three as trogators , al l  of whom were us ual ly on watc h or as leep. He s tarted off badly bec aus e Captain N'Gangi had been annoyed by a "hold for pas s enger" dis patc h from the Hydra -- mai l  s hips  don't l ike
to hold; the mai l  mus t go through.

But T horby behaved hims el f, s erved the prec ooked meals , and s pent his  time plowing through the l ibrary (a drawer under the s kipper's  bunk); by the time they approac hed Sol  the c ommanding offic er was  over his  pique ... to have the feel ing brought bac k by orders  to land at Galac tic  Enterpris es ' field ins tead of Guard
Bas e. But N'Gangi s hook hands  as  he gave T horby his  dis c harge and the paymas ter's  draft.

Ins tead of s c rambl ing down a rope ladder (mai l  c ouriers  have no hois ts ), T horby found that a l i ft c ame up to get him . It leveled off oppos i te the hatc h and offered eas y exi t. A  man in s pac eport uni form of Galac tic  Enterpris es  met him . "Mr. Rudbek?"



"T hat's  me -- I gues s ."

"T his  way, Mr. Rudbek, i f you pleas e."

T he elevator took them below ground and into a beauti ful  lounge. T horby, mus s ed and none too c lean from weeks  in a c rowded s teel  box, was  uneas y. He looked around.

E ight or ten people were there, two of whom were a gray-haired, s el f-as s ured man and a young woman. Eac h was  dres s ed in more than a year's  pay for a Guards man. T horby did not real ize this  in the c as e of the man but his  T rader's  eye s potted i t in the female; i t took money to look that demurely provoc ative.

In his  opinion the effec t was  damaged by her high-fas hion hairdo, a ris ing s truc ture of green blending to gold. He bl inked at the c ut of her c lothes ; he had s een fine ladies  in J ubbulpore where the c l imate favored c lothing only for dec oration, but the c hoic e in s kin dis play s eemed di fferent here. T horby real ized
uneas i ly that he was  again going to have to get us ed to new c us toms .

T he important-looking man met him  as  he got out of the l i ft "T hor!  W elc ome home, lad! " He grabbed T horby's  hand. "I'm  J ohn W eems by. Many is  the time I've bounc ed you on my knee. Cal l  me Unc le J ac k. And this  is  your c ous in Leda."

T he girl  wi th green hair plac ed hands  on T horby's  s houlders  and kis s ed him . He did not return i t; he was  muc h too s tartled. She s aid, "It's  wonderful  to have you home, T hor."

"Uh, thanks ."

"And now you mus t greet your grandparents ," W eems by announc ed. "P rofes s or B radley ... and your Grandmother B radley."

B radley was  older than W eems by, s l ight and erec t, a paunc h, neatly trimmed beard; be was  dres s ed l ike W eems by in daytime formal jac ket, padded tights  and s hort c ape, but not as  ric hly. T he woman had a s weet fac e and alert blue eyes ; her c lothing did not res emble that of Leda but s eemed to s ui t her. She
pec ked T horby on the c heek and s aid gently, "It's  l ike having my s on c ome home."

T he elderly man s hook hands  vigorous ly. "It's  a m irac le, s on!  You look jus t l ike our boy -- your father. Does n't he, dear?"

"He does ! "

T here was  c hi tc hat, whic h T horby ans wered as  wel l  as  he c ould. He was  c onfus ed and terribly s el f-c ons c ious ; i t was  more embarras s ing to meet thes e s trangers  who c laimed him  as  their blood than i t had been to be adopted into S is u. T hes e old people -- they were his  grandparents ? T horby c ouldn't bel ieve i t
even though he s uppos ed they were.

T o his  rel ief the man -- W eems by? -- who c laimed to be his  Unc le J ac k s aid wi th pol i te authori ty, "W e had better go. I'l l  bet this  boy is  ti red. So I'l l  take him  home. Eh?"

T he B radley's  murmured agreement; the party moved toward the exi t. Others  in the room, al l  men none of whom had been introduc ed, went wi th them. In the c orridor they s tepped on a gl ideway whic h pic ked up s peed unti l  wal ls  were whizzing pas t. It s lowed as  they neared the end -- m i les  away, T horby judged -- and
was  s tationary for them to s tep off.

T his  plac e was  publ ic ; the c ei l ing was  high and the wal ls  were los t in c rowds ; T horby rec ognized the flavor of a trans port s tation. T he s i lent men with them moved into bloc king pos i tions  and their party proc eeded in a direc t l ine regardles s  of others . Several  pers ons  tried to break through and one man managed i t.
He s hoved a m ic rophone at T horby and s aid rapidly, "Mr. Rudbek, what is  your opinion of the --"

A  guard grabbed him . Mr. W eems by s aid quic kly, "Later, later!  Cal l  my offic e; you'l l  get the s tory."

Lens es  were trained on them, but from high up and far away. T hey moved into another pas s ageway, a gate c los ed behind them. Its  gl ideway depos i ted them at an elevator whic h took them to a s mal l  enc los ed airport. A  c raft was  waiting and beyond i t a s mal ler one, both s leek, s mooth, flattened el l ips oids .
W eems by s topped. "You'l l  be al l  right?" he as ked Mrs . B radley.

"Oh, s urely," ans wered P rofes s or B radley.

"T he c ar was  s atis fac tory?"

"Exc el lent. A  nic e hop -- and, I'm  s ure, a good one bac k."

"T hen we'l l  s ay good-by. I'l l  c al l  you -- when he's  had a c hanc e to get oriented. You unders tand?"

"Oh, s urely. W e'l l  be waiting." T horby got a pec k from his  grandmother, a c lap on the s houlder from his  grandfather. T hen he embarked with W eems by and Leda in the larger c ar. Its  s kipper s aluted Mr. W eems by, then s aluted T horby -- T horby managed to return i t.

Mr. W eems by paus ed in the c entral  pas s age. "W hy don't you kids  go forward and enjoy the hop? I've got c al ls  wai ting."

"Certainly, Daddy."

"You'l l  exc us e me, T hor? Bus ines s  goes  on -- i t's  bac k to the m ines  for Unc le J ac k."

"Of c ours e ... Unc le J ac k."

Leda led him  forward and they s at down in a trans parent bubble on the forward s urfac e. T he c ar ros e s traight up unti l  they were s everal  thous and feet high. It made a traffic -c i rc le s weep over a des ert plain, then headed north toward mountains .

"Comfy?" as ked Leda.

"Quite. Uh, exc ept that I'm  dirty and mus s ed."

"T here's  a s hower abaft the lounge. But we'l l  be home s hortly -- s o why not enjoy the trip?"

"A l l  right." T horby did not want to m is s  any of fabulous  T erra. It looked, he dec ided, l ike Hekate -- no, more l ike W oolamurra, exc ept that he had never s een s o many bui ldings . T he mountains  --

He looked again. "W hat's  that whi te s tuff? A lum?"

Leda looked. "W hy, that's  s now. T hos e are the Sangria de Cris tos ."

" 'Snow,' " T horby repeated. "T hat's  frozen water."

"You haven't s een s now before?"

"I've heard of i t. It's  not what I expec ted." "It is  frozen water -- and yet i t is n't exac tly; i t's  more feathery." She rem inded hers el f of Daddy's  warning; s he mus t not s how s urpris e at anything.

"You know," s he offered, "I think I'l l  teac h you to s ki ."

Many m i les  and s ome m inutes  were us ed explaining what s iding was  and why people did i t. T horby fi led i t away as  s omething he m ight try, more l ikely not. Leda s aid that a broken leg was  "al l  that c ould happen." T his  is  fun? Bes ides , s he had mentioned how c old i t c ould be. In T horby's  m ind c old was  l inked with
hunger, beatings , and fear. "Maybe I c ould learn," he s aid dubious ly, "but I doubt i t."

"Oh, s ure you c an! " She c hanged the s ubjec t. "Forgive my c urios i ty, T hor, but there is  a faint ac c ent in your s peec h."

"I didn't know I had an ac c ent --"

"I didn't mean to be rude."

"You weren't. I s uppos e I pic ked i t up in J ubbulpore. T hat's  where I l ived longes t."

" 'J ubbulpore' ... let me think. T hat's  --"

"Capi tal  of the Nine W orlds ."

"Oh, yes !  One of our c olonies , is n't i t?"

T horby wondered what the Sargon would think of that. "Uh, not exac tly. It is  a s overeign empire now -- their tradi tion is  that they were never anything els e. T hey don't l ike to admit that they derive from T erra."

"W hat an odd point of view."

A  s teward c ame forward with drinks  and dainty nibbl ing foods . T hor ac c epted a fros ted tumbler and s ipped c autious ly. Leda c ontinued, "W hat were you doing there, T hor? Going to s c hool?"

T horby thought of Pop's  patient teac hing, dec ided that was  not what s he meant. "I was  begging."

"W hat?"

"I was  a beggar."

"Exc us e me?"

"A  beggar. A  l ic ens ed mendic ant. A  pers on who as ks  for alms ."

"T hat's  what I thought you s aid," s he ans wered. "I know what a beggar is ; I've read books . But -- exc us e me, T hor; I'm  jus t a home girl  -- I was  s tartled."

She was  not a "home girl "; s he was  a s ophis tic ated woman adjus ted to her environment. S inc e her mother's  death s he had been her father's  hos tes s  and c ould c onvers e with people from other planets  wi th aplomb, handl ing s mal l  talk of a large dinner party wi th grac ious  effic ienc y in three languages . Leda c ould
ride, danc e, s ing, s wim, s ki , s upervis e a hous ehold, do ari thmetic  s lowly, read and wri te i f nec es s ary, and make the proper res pons es . She was  an intel l igent, pretty, wel l -intentioned woman, c ul tural ly equivalent to a s uperior female head-hunter -- able, adjus ted and s ki l led.

But this  s trange los t-found c ous in was  a new bird to her. She s aid hes i tantly, "Exc us e my ignoranc e, but we don't have anything l ike that on Earth. I have trouble vis ual izing i t. W as  i t terribly unpleas ant?"

T horby's  m ind flew bac k; he was  s quatting in lotus  s eat in the great P laza with Pop s prawled bes ide him , talking. "It was  the happies t time of my l i fe," he s aid s imply.

"Oh." It was  al l  s he c ould manage.

But Daddy had left them s o that s he c ould get to work. As king a man about hims el f never fai led. "How does  one get s tarted, T hor? I wouldn't know where to begin."

"I was  taught. You s ee, I was  up for s ale and --" He thought of trying to explain Pop, dec ided to let i t wai t. "-- an old beggar bought me."

" 'Bought' you?"

"I was  a s lave."

Leda fel t as  i f s he had s tepped off into water over her head. Had he s aid "c annibal ," "vampire," or "warloc k" s he c ould have been no more s hoc ked. She c ame up, mental ly gas ping. "T hor -- i f I have been rude. I'm  s orry -- but we al l  are c urious  about the time -- goodnes s !  i t's  been over fi fteen years  -- that you have
been m is s ing. But i f you don't want to ans wer, jus t s ay s o. You were a nic e l i ttle boy and I was  fond of you -- pleas e don't s lap me down i f I as k the wrong ques tion."

"You don't bel ieve me?"

"How c ould I? T here haven't been s laves  for c enturies ."

T horby wis hed that he had never had to leave the Hydra, and gave up. He had learned in the Guard that the s lave trade was  s omething many fraki  in the inner worlds  s imply hadn't heard of. "You knew me when I was  l i ttle?"

"Oh, yes ! "

"W hy c an't I remember you? I c an't remember anything bac k before I was  a -- I c an't remember T erra."

She s m i led. "I'm  three years  older than you. W hen I s aw you las t, I was  s ix -- s o I remember -- and you were three, s o you've forgotten."

"Oh." T horby dec ided that here was  a c hanc e to find out his  own age. "How old are you now?"

She s m i led wryly. "Now I'm  the s ame age you are -- and I'l l  s tay that age unti l  I'm  married. T urn about, T horby -- when you as k the wrong ques tion, I s han't be offended. You don't as k a lady her age on T erra; you as s ume that s he is  younger than s he is ."

"So?" T horby pondered this  c urious  c us tom. Among People a female c laimed the highes t age s he c ould, for s tatus .

"So. For example, your mother was  a lovely lady but I never knew her age. Perhaps  s he was  twenty-five when I knew her, perhaps  forty."



"You knew my parents ?"

"Oh, yes !  Unc le Creighton was  a darl ing wi th a boomy voic e. He us ed to give me handfuls  of dol lars  to buy c andy s tic ks  and bal loons  with my own s weaty l i ttle hand." She frowned. "But I c an't remember his  fac e. Is n't that s i l ly? Never m ind, T hor; tel l  me anything you want to. I'd be happy to hear anything you don't
m ind tel l ing."

"I don't m ind," T horby ans wered, "but, whi le I mus t have been c aptured, I don't remember i t. As  far as  I remember, I never had parents ; I was  a s lave, s everal  plac es  and mas ters  -- unti l  I reac hed J ubbulpore. T hen I was  s old again and i t was  the luc kies t thing that ever happened to me."

Leda los t her c ompany s m i le. She s aid in a s ti l l  voic e, "You real ly mean i t. Or do you?"

T horby s uffered the anc ient annoyanc e of the returned traveler. "If you think that s lavery has  been abol is hed ... wel l , i t's  a big galaxy. Shal l  I rol l  up my trous er leg and s how you?"

"Show me what, T hor?"

"My s lave's  mark. T he tattoo a fac tor us es  to identi fy merc handis e." He rol led up his  left trous er. "See? T he date is  my manumis s ion -- i t's  Sargones e, a s ort of Sans kri t; I don't s uppos e you c an read i t"

She s tared, round-eyed. "How horrible!  How perfec tly horrible! "

He c overed i t. "Depends  on your mas ter. But i t's  not good."

"But why does n't s omebody do s omething?"

He s hrugged. "It's  a long way off."

"But --" She s topped as  her father c ame out.

"Hi , kids . Enjoying the hop, T hor?"

"Yes , s i r. T he s c enery is  wonderful ."

"T he Roc kies  aren't a patc h on the Himalayas . But our T etons  are pretty wonderful  ... and there they are. W el l  be home s oon." He pointed. "See? T here's  Rudbek."

"T hat c i ty is  named Rudbek?"

"It us ed to be J ohns on's  Hole, or s ome s uc h, when i t was  a vi l lage. But I was n't s peaking of Rudbek City; I meant our home -- your home -- 'Rudbek.' You c an s ee the tower above the lake ... wi th the Grand Tetons  behind i t. Mos t magnific ent s etting in the world. You're Rudbek of Rudbek at Rudbek ... 'Rudbek Cubed.'
your father c al led i t ... but he married into the name and was n't impres s ed by i t. I l ike i t; i t has  a rol l ing thunder, and i t's  good to have a Rudbek bac k in res idenc e."

T horby wal lowed in his  bath, from needle s hower, through hot pool  whos e s ides  and bottom mas s aged him  with a thous and fingers , to lukewarm s wimming plunge that turned c ooler whi le he was  in i t. He was  c autious  in the las t, having never learned to s wim.

And he had never had a valet. He had notic ed that Rudbek had dozens  of people in i t -- not many for i ts  enormous  s ize, but he began to real ize that mos t of them were s ervants . T his  impres s ed him  not as  muc h as  i t m ight have; he knew how many, many s laves  s taffed any ric h hous ehold on J ubbul ; he did not know
that a l iving s ervant on Terra was  the peak of os tentatious  was te, greater than s edan c hairs  on J ubbul , muc h greater than the lavis h hos pi tal i ty at the Gatherings . He s imply knew that valets  made him  nervous  and now he had a s quad of three. T horby refus ed to let anyone bathe him ; he gave in to being s haved
bec aus e the avai lable razor was  a c las s ic  s traight-edge and his  own would not work on Rudbek's  power s upply. Otherwis e he merely ac c epted advic e about unfam i l iar c lothing.

T he c lothing waiting for him  in wardrobe loads  did not fi t perfec tly; the c hief valet s nipped and rewelded, muttering apologies . He had T horby atti red, ruffled jabot to tights , when a footman appeared. "Mr. W eems by s ends  greetings  to Rudbek and as ks  that he c ome to the great hal l ."

T horby memorized the route as  he fol lowed.

Unc le J ac k, in m idnight and s c arlet, was  waiting wi th Leda, who was  wearing ... T horby was  at los s ; c olors  kept c hanging and s ome i t was  hardly there. But s he looked wel l . Her hair was  now irides c ent. He s potted among her jewels  a bauble from Fins ter and wondered i f i t had s hipped in S is u -- why, i t was
pos s ible that he had l is ted i t hims el f!

Unc le J ac k s aid jovial ly, "T here you are, lad!  Refres hed? W e won't wear you out, jus t a fam i ly dinner."

T he dinner inc luded twelve people and s tarted with a rec eption in the great hal l , drinks , appetizers , pas s ed by s oft-footed s ervants , mus ic , whi le others  were pres ented. "Rudbek of Rudbek, Lady W ilkes  -- your Aunt J enni fer, lad, c ome from New Zealand to welc ome you" -- "Rudbek of Rudbek, J udge B ruder and Mrs .
B ruder -- J udge is  Chief Couns el ," and s o on. T horby memorized names , l inked them with fac es , thinking that i t was  l ike the Family -- exc ept that relations hip ti tles  were not prec is e defini tions ; he had trouble es timating s tatus . He did not know whic h of eighty-odd relations  "c ous in" meant wi th res pec t to Leda,
though he s uppos ed that s he mus t be a fi rs t c ros s -c ous in. S inc e Unc le J ac k had a s urname not Rudbek; s o he thought of her as  taboo -- whic h would have dis mayed her.

He did real ize that he mus t be in the s ept of a weal thy fam i ly. But what his  s tatus  was  nobody mentioned, nor c ould he figure out s tatus  of others . T wo of the younges t women dropped him  c urts eys . He thought the fi rs t had s tumbled and tried to help her. But when the s ec ond did i t, he ans wered by pres s ing his
palms  together.

T he older women s eemed to expec t him  to treat them with res pec t. J udge B ruder he c ould not c las s i fy. He hadn't been introduc ed as  a relative -- yet this  was  a fam i ly dinner. He fixed T horby with an apprais ing eye and barked, "Glad to have you bac k, young man!  T here s hould be a Rudbek at Rudbek. Your hol iday
has  c aus ed trouble -- has n't i t, J ohn?"

"More than a bi t," agreed Unc le J ac k, "but we'l l  get s traightened out. No hurry. Give the lad a c hanc e to find hims el f."

"Surely, s urely. T humb in the dike."

T horby wondered what a dike was , but Leda c ame up and plac ed her hand on his  elbow. She s teered him  to the banquet hal l ; others  fol lowed. T horby s at at one end of a long table wi th Unc le J ac k at the other; Aunt J enni fer was  on T horby's  right and Leda on his  left. Aunt J enni fer s tarted as king ques tions  and
s upplying ans wers . He admitted that he had jus t left the Guard, s he had trouble unders tanding that he had not been an offic er; he let i t ride and mentioned nothing about J ubbulpore -- Leda had made him  wary of the s ubjec t. It did not matter; he as ked a ques tion about New Zealand and rec eived a guidebook
lec ture.

T hen Leda turned from J udge B ruder and s poke to T horby; Aunt J enni fer turned to the man on her right.

T he tableware was  in part s trange, es pec ial ly c hop tongs  and s kewers . But s poons  were s poons  and forks  were forks ; by keeping his  eye on Leda he got by. Food was  s erved formal ly, but he had s een Grandmother s o s erved; table manners  were not great trouble to a man c oac hed by Fri tz's  s harp-tongued kindnes s .

Not unti l  the end was  he s tumped. T he Butler-in-Chief pres ented him  with an enormous  goblet, s plas hed wetnes s  in i t and waited. Leda s aid s oftly, "T as te i t, nod, and put i t down." He did s o; as  the butler moved away, s he whis pered, "Don't drink i t, i t's  bottled l ightning. By the way, I told Daddy, 'No toas ts .' "

A t las t the meal was  over. Leda again c ued him . "S tand up." He did and everyone fol lowed.

T he "fam i ly dinner" was  jus t a beginning. Unc le J ac k was  in evidenc e only at dinners , and not always  then. He exc us ed his  abs enc es  with, "Someone has  to keep the fi res  burning. Bus ines s  won't wai t." As  a trader T horby unders tood that Bus ines s  was  Bus ines s , but he looked forward to a long talk wi th Unc le
J ac k, ins tead of s o muc h s oc ial  l i fe. Leda was  helpful  but not informative. "Daddy is  awful ly bus y. Di fferent c ompanies  and things . It's  too c ompl ic ated for me. Let's  hurry; the others  are wai ting."

Others  were always  waiting. Danc ing, s ki ing -- T horby loved the flying s ens ation but c ons idered i t a c hanc y way to travel , partic ularly when he fetc hed up in a s now bank, having barely m is s ed a tree -- c ard parties , dinners  wi th young people at whic h he took one end of the table and Leda the other, more danc ing,
hops  to Yel lows tone to feed the bears , m idnight s uppers , garden parties . A l though Rudbek es tate lay in the lap of the Tetons  with s now around i t, the hous e had an enormous  tropic al  garden under a dome s o pel luc id that T horby did not real ize i t was  there unti l  Leda had him  touc h i t. Leda's  friends  were fun and
T horby gradual ly bec ame s ophis tic ated in s mal l  talk. T he young men c al led him  "T hor" ins tead of "Rudbek" and c al led Leda "S lugger." T hey treated him  with fam i l iar res pec t, and s howed interes t in the fac t that he had been in the Guard and had vis i ted many worlds ; but they did not pres s  pers onal  ques tions .
T horby volunteered l i ttle, having learned his  les s on.

But he began to ti re of fun. A  Gathering was  wonderful  but a working man expec ts  to work.

T he matter c ame to a head. A  dozen of them were s ki ing and T horby was  alone on the prac tic e s lope. A  man gl ided down and s nowplowed to a s top. People hopped in and out at the es tate's  field day and night; this  newc omer was  J oel  de la Croix.

"Hi , T hor."

"Hi , J oe."

"I've been wanting to s peak to you. I've an idea I would l ike to dis c us s , after you take over. Can I arrange to s ee you, wi thout being baffled by forty-'leven s ec retaries ?"

"W hen I take over?"

"Or later, at your c onvenienc e. I want to talk to the bos s ; after al l , you're the heir. I don't want to dis c us s  i t wi th W eems by ... even i f he would s ee me." J oe looked anxious . "A l l  I want is  ten m inutes . Say five i f I don't interes t you at onc e. 'Rudbek's  prom is e.' Eh?"

T horby tried to trans late. T ake over? Heir? He ans wered c areful ly, "I don't want to make any prom is es  now, J oel ."

De la Croix s hrugged. "Okay. But think about i t I c an prove i t's  a moneymaker."

"Il l  think about i t," T horby agreed. He s tarted looking for Leda. He got her alone and told her what J oe had s aid.

She frowned s l ightly. "It probably wouldn't hurt, s inc e you aren't prom is ing anything. J oel  is  a bri l l iant engineer. But better as k Daddy."

"T hat's  not what I meant. W hat did he mean: 'take over'?"

"W hy, you wi l l , eventual ly."

"T ake over what?"

"Everything. A fter al l , you're Rudbek of Rudbek.

"W hat do you mean by 'everything'?"

"W hy, why --" She s wept an arm at mountain and lake, at Rudbek City beyond. "A l l  of i t, Rudbek. Lots  of things . T hings  pers onal ly yours , l ike your s heep s tation in Aus tral ia and the hous e in Majorc a. And bus ines s  things . Rudbek As s oc iates  is  many things  -- here and other planets . I c ouldn't begin to des c ribe them.
But they're yours , or maybe 'ours ' for the whole fam i ly is  in i t. But you are the Rudbek of Rudbek. As  J oe s aid, the heir."

T horby looked at her, whi le his  l ips  grew dry. He l ic ked them and s aid, "W hy was n't I told?"

She looked dis tres s ed. "T hor dear!  W e've let you take your time. Daddy didn't want to worry you."

"W el l ," he s aid, "I'm  worried now. I had better talk to Unc le J ac k."

J ohn W eems by was  at dinner but s o were many gues ts . As  they were leaving W eems by motioned T horby as ide. "Leda tel ls  me you're fretting."

"Not exac tly. I want to know s ome things ."

"You s hal l  -- I was  hoping that you would ti re of your vac ation. Let's  go to my s tudy."

T hey went there; W eems by dis m is s ed his  s ec ond-s hi ft s ec retary and s aid, "Now what do you want to know?"

"I want to know," T horby s aid s lowly, "what i t means  to be 'Rudbek of Rudbek.' "

W eems by s pread his  hands . "Everything ... and nothing. You are ti tular head of the bus ines s , now that your father is  dead ... i f he is ."

"Is  there any doubt?"

"I s uppos e not. Yet you turned up."

"Suppos ing he is  dead, what am I? Leda s eems  to think I own jus t about everything. W hat did s he mean?"

W eems by s m i led. "You know girls . No head for bus ines s . T he owners hip of our enterpris es  is  s pread around -- mos t of i t is  in our employees . But, i f your parents  are dead, you c ome into s toc k in Rudbek As s oc iates , whic h in turn has  an interes t in -- s ometimes  a c ontrol l ing interes t -- in other things . I c ouldn't
des c ribe i t now. I'l l  have the legal  s taff do i t -- I'm  a prac tic al  man, too bus y making dec is ions  to worry about who owns  every s hare. But that rem inds  me ... you haven't had a c hanc e to s pend muc h money, but you m ight want to." W eems by opened a drawer, took out a pad. "T here's  a megabuc k. Let me know i f you
run s hort."

T horby thumbed through i t. Terran c urrenc y did not bother him : a hundred dol lars  to the c redi t -- whic h he thought of as  five loaves  of bread, a tric k the Superc argo taught him  -- a thous and c redi ts  to the s uperc redi t, a thous and s uperc redi ts  to the megabuc k. So s imple that the People trans lated other c urrenc ies  into
i t, for ac c ounting.

But eac h s heet was  ten thous and c redi ts  ... and there were a hundred s heets . "Did I ... inheri t this ?"

"Oh, that's  jus t s pending money -- c hec ks , real ly. You c onvert them at dis pens ers  in s tores  or banks . You know how?"

"No."

"Don't get a thumbprint on the s ens i tized area unti l  you ins ert i t in the dis pens er. Have Leda s how you -- i f that gi rl  c ould make money the way s he s pends  i t, nei ther you nor I would have to work. But," W eems by added, "s inc e we do, let's  do a l i ttle." He took out a folder and s pread papers . "A l though this  is n't hard.
J us t s ign at the bottom of eac h, put your thumbprint by i t, and I'l l  c al l  Beth in to notarize. Here, we c an open eac h one to the las t page. I had better hold 'em -- the c ons arned things  c url  up."



W eems by held one for T horby's  s ignature. T horby hes i tated, then ins tead of s igning, reac hed for the doc ument. W eems by held on. "W hat's  the trouble?"

"If I'm  going to s ign, I ought to read i t." He was  thinking of s omething Grandmother us ed to be downright boring about.

W eems by s hrugged. "T hey are routine matters  that J udge B ruder prepared for you." W eems by plac ed the doc ument on the others , tied the s tac k, and c los ed the folder. "T hes e papers  tel l  me to do what I have to do anyway. Somebody has  to do the c hores ."

"W hy do I have to s ign?"

"T his  is  a s afety meas ure."

"I don't unders tand."

W eems by s ighed. "T he fac t is , you don't unders tand bus ines s . No one expec ts  you to; you haven't had any c hanc e to learn. But that's  why I have to keep s laving away; bus ines s  won't wai t." He hes i tated. "Here's  the s imples t way to put i t W hen your father and mother went on a s ec ond honeymoon, they had to appoint
s omeone to ac t whi le they were gone. I was  the natural  c hoic e, s inc e I was  their bus ines s  manager and your grandfather's  before that -- he died before they went away. So I was  s tuc k wi th i t whi le they went jaunting. Oh, I'm  not c omplaining; i t's  not a favor one would refus e a member of the fam i ly. Unfortunately they
did not c ome bac k s o I was  left holding the baby.

"But now you are bac k and we mus t make s ure everything is  orderly. Firs t i t is  nec es s ary for your parents  to be dec lared legal ly dead -- that mus t be done before you c an inheri t. T hat wi l l  take a whi le. So here I am, your bus ines s  manager, too -- manager for al l  the fam i ly -- and I don't have anything from you tel l ing me
to ac t. T hes e papers  do that."

T horby s c ratc hed his  c heek. "If I haven't inheri ted yet, why do you need anything from me?"

W eems by s m i led. "I as ked that mys el f. J udge B ruder thinks  i t is  bes t to tie down al l  pos s ibi l i ties . Now s inc e you are of legal  age --"

" 'Legal  age'?" T horby had never heard the term; among the People, a man was  old enough for whatever he c ould do.

W eems by explained. "So, s inc e the day you pas s ed your eighteenth birthday, you have been of legal  age, whic h s impl i fies  things  -- i t means  you don't have to bec ome a ward of a c ourt. W e have your parents ' authorization; now we add yours  -- and then i t does n't matter how long i t takes  the c ourts  to dec ide that your
parents  are dead, or to s ettle their wi l ls . J udge B ruder and I and the others  who have to do the work c an c arry on without interruption. A  time gap is  avoided ... one that m ight c os t the bus ines s  many megabuc ks . Now do you unders tand?"

"I think s o."

"Good. Let's  get i t done." W eems by s tarted to open the folder.

Grandmother always  s aid to read before s igning -- then think i t over. "Unc le J ac k, I want to read them."

"You wouldn't unders tand them."

"P robably not." T horby pic ked up the folder. "But I've got to learn."

W eems by reac hed for the folder. "It is n't nec es s ary."

T horby fel t a s urge of obs tinac y. "Didn't you s ay J udge B ruder prepared thes e for me?"

"Yes ."

"T hen I want to take them to my apartment and try to unders tand them. If I'm  'Rudbek of Rudbek' I ought to know what I'm  doing."

W eems by hes i tated, then s hrugged. "Go ahead. You'l l  find that I'm  s imply trying to do for you what I have always  been doing."

"But I s ti l l  ought to unders tand what I'm  doing."

"Very wel l !  Good night."

T horby read ti l l  he fel l  as leep. T he language was  baffl ing but the papers  did s eem to be what Unc le J ac k s aid they were -- ins truc tions  to J ohn W eems by to c ontinue the routine bus ines s  of a c omplex s etup. He fel l  as leep ful l  of terms  l ike "ful l  power of attorney," "al l  manner of bus ines s ," "rec eive and pay monies ,"
"revoc able only by mutual  c ons ent," "waiver of pers onal  appearanc e," "ful l  fai th and c redenc e," and "voting proxy in al l  s toc kholding and/or direc torial  meetings , s pec ial  or annual ."

As  he dozed off i t oc c urred to him  that he had not as ked to s ee the authorizations  given by his  parents .

Sometime during the night he s eemed to hear Grandmother's  impatient voic e: "-- then think i t over!  If you don't unders tand i t, and the laws  under whic h i t wi l l  be exec uted, then don't s ign i t!  -- no matter how muc h profi t may appear to be in s tore. T oo lazy and too eager c an ruin a trader"

He s ti rred res tles s ly.

Chapter 18

Hardly anyone c ame down for breakfas t in Rudbek. But breakfas t in bed was  not in T horby's  training; he ate alone in the garden, luxuriating in hot mountain s uns hine and lus h tropic al  flowers  whi le enjoying the s nowy wonderland around him . Snow fas c inated him  -- he had never dreamed that anything c ould be s o
beauti ful .

But the fol lowing morning W eems by c ame into the garden only moments  after T horby s at down. A  c hair was  plac ed under W eems by; a s ervant quic kly laid a plac e. He s aid, "J us t c offee. Good morning, T hor."

"Good morning, Unc le J ac k."

"W el l , did you get your s tudying done?"

"S ir? Oh, yes . T hat is , I fel l  as leep reading."

W eems by s m i led. "Lawyeres e is  s opori fic . Did you s atis fy yours el f that I had told you c orrec tly what they c ontained?"

"Uh, I think s o."

"Good." W eems by put down his  c offee and s aid to a s ervant, "Hand me a hous e phone. T hor, you i rri tated me las t night."

"I'm  s orry, s i r."

"But I real ize you were right. You s hould read what you s ign -- I wis h I had time to!  I have to ac c ept the word of my s taff in routine matters  or I would never have time for pol ic y ... and I as s umed that you would do the s ame with me. But c aution is  c ommendable." He s poke into the phone. "Carter, fetc h thos e papers
from Rudbek's  apartment. T he garden."

T horby wondered i f Carter c ould find the s tuff -- there was  a s afe in his  s tudy but he had not learned to us e i t, s o he had hidden the papers  behind books . He s tarted to mention i t but Unc le J ac k was  talking.

"Here is  s omething you wi l l  want to s ee ...an Inventory of real  property you own -- or wi l l  own, when the wi l ls  are s ettled. T hes e holdings  are unc onnec ted with the bus ines s ."

T horby looked through i t wi th amazement. Did he real ly own an is land named P i tc airn at fi fteen s omething s outh and a hundred and thirty wes t -- whatever that meant? A  domehous e on Mars ? A  s hooting lodge in Yukon -- where was  "Yukon" and why s hoot there? You ought to be in free s pac e to ris k s hooting. And
what were al l  thes e other things ?

He looked for one i tem. "Unc le J ac k? How about Rudbek?"

"Eh? You're s i tting on i t."

"Yes  ... but do I own i t? Leda s aid I did."

"W el l , yes . But i t's  entai led -- that means  your great-great-grandfather dec ided that i t s hould never be s old ... s o that there would always  be a Rudbek at Rudbek."

"Oh."

"I thought you m ight enjoy looking over your properties . I've ordered a c ar s et as ide for you. Is  that one we hopped here in s atis fac tory?"

"W hat? Goodnes s , yes ! " T horby bl inked.

"Good. It was  your mother's  and I've been too s entimental  to dis pos e of i t. But i t has  had al l  lates t improvements  added. You m ight pers uade Leda to hop with you; s he is  fam i l iar wi th mos t of that l is t. T ake s ome young friends  along and make a pic nic  of i t, as  long as  you l ike. W e c an find a c ongenial  c haperone."

T horby put the l is t down. "I probably wi l l . Unc le J ac k ... pres ently. But I ought to get to work."

"Eh?"

"How long does  i t take to learn to be a lawyer here?"

W eems by's  fac e c leared. "I s ee. Lawyers ' quaint notions  of language c an s hoc k a man. It takes  four or five years ."

"It does ?"

"T he thing for you is  two or three years  at Harvard or s ome other good s c hool  of bus ines s ."

"I need that?"

"Defini tely."

"Unh ... you know more about i t than I do --"

"I s hould!  By now."

"-- but c ouldn't I learn s omething about the bus ines s  before I go to s c hool? I haven't any idea what i t is ."

"P lenty of time."

"But I want to learn now."

W eems by s tarted to c loud, then s m i led and s hrugged. "T hor, you have your mother's  s tubbornnes s . A l l  right. I'l l  order a s ui te for you at the main offic e in Rudbek City -- and s taff i t wi th people to help you. But I warn you, i t won't be fun. Nobody owns  a bus ines s ; the bus ines s  owns  him . You're a s lave to i t."

"W el l  ... I ought to try."

"Commendable s piri t." T he phone by W eems by's  c up bl inked; he pic ked i t up, frowned, s aid, "Hold on." He turned to T horby. "T hat idiot c an't find thos e papers ."

"I meant to tel l  you. I hid them -- I didn't want to leave them out."

"I s ee. W here are they?"

"Uh, I'l l  have to dig them out"

W eems by s aid in the phone, "Forget i t" He tos s ed the phone to a s ervant and s aid to T horby, "T hen fetc h them, i f you don't m ind."

T horby did m ind. So far he had had four bi tes ; i t annoyed him  to be told to run an errand whi le eating. Bes ides  ... was  he "Rudbek of Rudbek"? or s ti l l  mes s enger for the weapons  offic er? "I'l l  be going up after breakfas t."

Unc le J ac k looked vexed. But he ans wered, "I beg your pardon. If you c an't tear yours el f away, would you pleas e tel l  me where to find them? I have a hard day ahead and I would l ike to dis pos e of this  trivial i ty and go to work. If you don't m ind."

T horby wiped his  mouth. "I would rather not," he s aid s lowly, "s ign them now."

"W hat? You told me that you had s atis fied yours el f."



"No, s i r, I told you that I had read them. But I don't unders tand them. Unc le J ac k, where are the papers  that my parents  s igned?"

"Eh?" W eems by looked at him  s harply. "W hy?"

"I want to s ee them."

W eems by c ons idered. "T hey mus t be in the vaul t at Rudbek City."

"A l l  right. I'l l  go there."

W eems by s uddenly s tood up. "If you wi l l  exc us e me, in go to work," he s napped. "Young man, s ome day you wi l l  real ize what I have done for you!  In the meantime, s inc e you c hoos e to be unc ooperative, I s ti l l  mus t get on with my duties ."

He left abruptly. T horby fel t hurt -- he didn't want to be unc ooperative ... but i f they had waited for years , why c ouldn't they wait a l i ttle longer and give him  a c hanc e?

He rec overed the papers , then phoned Leda. She ans wered, wi th vis ion s witc hed off. "T hor dear, what are you doing up in the m iddle of the night?"

He explained that he wanted to go to the fam i ly's  bus ines s  offic es . "I thought maybe you c ould direc t me."

"You s ay Daddy s aid to?"

"He's  going to as s ign me an offic e."

"I won't jus t di rec t you; I'l l  take you. But give a girl  a c hanc e to get a fac e on and s wal low orange juic e."

He dis c overed that Rudbek was  c onnec ted with their offic es  in Rudbek City by high-s peed s l iding tunnel . T hey arrived in a private foyer guarded by an elderly rec eptionis t She looked up. "Hel lo, Mis s  Leda!  How nic e to s ee you! "

"You, too, Aggie. W i l l  you tel l  Daddy we're here?"

"Of c ours e." She looked at T horby.

"Oh," s aid Leda. "I forgot. T his  is  Rudbek of Rudbek."

Aggie jumped to her feet "Oh, dear me!  I didn't know -- I'm  s orry, s i r! "

T hings  happened quic kly. In m inutes  T horby found hims el f wi th an offic e of quiet magnific enc e, wi th a quietly magnific ent s ec retary who addres s ed him  by his  double-barreled ti tle but expec ted him  to c al l  her "Dolores ." T here s eemed to he unl im ited genies  ready to s pring out of wal ls  at a touc h of her finger.

Leda s tuc k wi th him  unti l  he was  ins tal led, then s aid, "I'l l  run along, s inc e you ins is t on being a dul l  old bus ines s man." She looked at Dolores . "Or wi l l  i t be dul l? Perhaps  I s hould s tay." But s he left.

T horby was  intoxic ated with being immens ely weal thy and powerful . T op exec utives  c al led him  "Rudbek," junior exec utives  c al led him  "Rudbek of Rudbek," and thos e s ti l l  more junior c rowded their words  with "s i rs " -- he c ould judge s tatus  by how he was  addres s ed.

W hi le he was  not yet ac tive in bus ines s  -- he s aw W eems by rarely and J udge B ruder almos t never -- anything he wanted appeared quic kly. A  word to Dolores  and a res pec tful  young man popped in to explain legal  matters ; another word and an operator appeared to s how moving s tereoc olor of bus ines s  interes ts
anywhere, even on other planets . He s pent days  looking at s uc h pic tures , yet s ti l l  did not s ee them al l .

His  offic e bec ame s o s wamped with books , s pools , c harts , broc hures , pres entations , fi le jac kets , and figures , that Dolores  had the offic e next door refi tted as  a l ibrary. T here were figures  on figures , des c ribing in fis c al  analog enterpris es  too vas t to c omprehend otherwis e. T here were s o many figures , s o intric ately
related, that his  head ac hed. He began to have m is givings  about the voc ation of tyc oon. It was n't al l  jus t being treated with res pec t, going through doors  fi rs t and always  getting what you as ked for. W hat was  the point i f you were s o s nowed under that you c ould not enjoy i t? Being a Guards man was  eas ier.

S ti l l , i t was  nic e to be important. Mos t of his  l i fe he had been nobody, and at bes t he had been very junior.

If only Pop c ould s ee him  now!  -- s urrounded by lavis h furnis hings , a barber to trim  his  hair whi le he worked (Pop us ed to c ut i t under a bowl), a s ec retary to antic ipate his  wis hes , and dozens  of people eager to help. But Pop's  fac e in this  dream was  wearing Pop's  reproving expres s ion; T horby wondered what he
had done wrong, and dug harder into the mes s  of figures .

Eventual ly a pattern began to emerge. T he bus ines s  was  Rudbek &  As s oc iates , Ltd. So far as  T horby c ould tel l  this  fi rm  did nothing. It was  c hartered as  a private Inves tment trus t and jus t owned things . Mos t of what T horby would own, when his  parents ' wi l ls  were proved, was  s toc k in this  c ompany. Nor would he
own i t al l ; he fel t almos t poverty-s tric ken when he dis c overed that mother and father together held only eighteen perc ent of many thous and s hares .

T hen he found out about "voting" and "non-voting; the s hares  c oming to him  were eighteen-fortieths  of the voting s hares ; the remainder was  s pl i t between relatives  and non-relatives .

Rudbek &  As s oc s . owned s toc k in other c ompanies  -- and here i t got c ompl ic ated. Galac tic  Enterpris es , Galac tic  Ac c eptanc e Corporation, Galac tic  T rans port, Inters tel lar Metals , T hree P lanets  Fis c al  (whic h operated on twenty-s even planets ), Havermeyer Laboratories  (whic h ran barge l ines  and bakeries  as  wel l  as
res earc h s tations ) -- the l is t looked endles s . T hes e c orporations , trus ts , c artels , and banking hous es  s eemed as  tangled as  s paghetti . T horby learned that he owned (through his  parents ) an interes t in a c ompany c al led "Honac e B ros ., P ty." through a c hain of s ix c ompanies  -- 18% of 31% of 43% of 19% of 44% of
27%, a s hare s o m ic ros c opic  that he los t trac k. But his  parents  owned direc tly s even per c ent of Honac e B rothers  -- wi th the res ul t that his  indirec t interes t of one-twentieth of one per c ent c ontrol led i t utterly but paid l i ttle return, whereas  s even per c ent owned direc tly did not c ontrol  -- but paid one hundred and forty
times  as  muc h.

It began to dawn on him  that c ontrol  and owners hip were only s l ightly related; he had always  thought of "owners hip" and "c ontrol" as  being the s ame thing; you owned a thing, a begging bowl, or a uni form jac ket -- of c ours e you c ontrol led i t!

T he c onverging, diverging, and c ros s ing of c orporations  and c ompanies  c onfus ed and dis gus ted him . It was  as  c omplex as  a fi rec ontrol  c omputer wi thout a c omputer's  c ool  logic . He tried to draw a c hart and c ould not make i t work. T he owners hip of eac h enti ty was  tangled in c ommon s toc ks , preferred s toc ks ,
bonds , s enior and junior is s ues , s ec uri ties  wi th odd names  and unknown func tions ; s ometimes  one c ompany owned a piec e of another direc tly and another piec e through a thi rd, or two c ompanies  m ight eac h own a l i ttle of the other, or s ometimes  a c ompany owned part of i ts el f in a tai l -s wal lowing fas hion. It didn't
make s ens e.

T his  was n't "bus ines s " -- what the People did was  bus ines s  ... buy, s el l , make a profi t But this  was  a s i l ly game with wi ld rules .

Something els e fretted him . He had not known that Rudbek bui l t s pac es hips . Galac tic  Enterpris es  c ontrol led Galac tic  T rans port, whic h bui l t s hips  in one of i ts  many divis ions . W hen he real ized i t he fel t a glow of pride, then dis c overed gnawing uneas ines s  -- s omething Colonel  B ris by had s aid ... s omething Pop
had proved: that the "larges t" or i t m ight have been "one of the larges t" bui lders  of s tars hips  was  m ixed up in the s lave trade.

He told hims el f he was  being s i l ly -- this  beauti ful  offic e was  about as  far from the dirty bus ines s  of s lave traffic  as  anything c ould be. But as  he was  dropping to s leep one night he c ame wide awake with the blac k, i ronic  thought that one of thos e s lave s hips  in whos e s tinking holds  he had ridden m ight have been,
at that very time, the property of the s c abby, frightened s lave he was  then.

It was  a nightmare notion; he pus hed i t away. But i t took the fun out of what he was  doing.

One afternoon he s at s tudying a long memorandum from the legal  department -- a s ummary, s o i t s aid, of Rudbek &  As s oc s .' interes ts  -- and found that he had dragged to a hal t. It s eemed as  i f the wri ter had gone out of his  way to c onfus e things . It would have been as  intel l igible in anc ient Chines e -- more s o;
Sargones e inc luded many Mandarin words .

He s ent Dolores  out and s at wi th his  head in his  hands . W hy, oh, why hadn't he been left in the Guard? He had been happy there; he had unders tood the world he was  in.

T hen he s traightened up and did s omething he had been putting off; he returned a vuec al l  from his  grandparents . He had been expec ted to vis i t them long s inc e, but he had fel t c ompel led to try to learn his  job fi rs t.

Indeed he was  welc ome!  "Hurry, s on -- we'l l  be waiting." It was  a wonderful  hop ac ros s  prairie and the m ighty Mis s is s ippi  (s mal l  from that height) and over c i ty-poc ked farm land to the s leepy c ol lege town of Val ley V iew, where s idewalks  were s tationary and time i ts el f s eemed s lowed. His  grandparents ' home,
impos ing for Val ley V iew, was  homey after the awes ome hal ls  of Rudbek.

But the vis i t was  not relaxing. T here were gues ts  at dinner, the pres ident of the c ol lege and department heads , and many more after dinner -- s ome c al led him  "Rudbek of Rudbek," others  addres s ed him  unc ertainly as  "Mr. Rudbek," and s ti l l  others , s mug with m is information as  to how the nabob was  addres s ed by
fam i l iars , s imply as  "Rudbek." His  grandmother twi ttered around, happy as  only a proud hos tes s  c an be, and his  grandfather s tood s traight and addres s ed him  loudly as  "Son."

T horby did his  bes t to be a c redi t to them. He s oon real ized that i t was  not what he s aid but the fac t of talking to Rudbek that c ounted.

T he fol lowing night, whic h his  grandmother reluc tantly kept private, he got a c hanc e to talk. He wanted advic e.

Firs t information was  exc hanged. T horby learned that his  father, on marrying the only c hi ld of his  grandfather Rudbek, had taken his  wi fe's  fam i ly name. "It's  unders tandable," Grandfather B radley told him . "Rudbek has  to have a Rudbek. Martha was  heir but Creighton had to pres ide -- board meetings  and c onferenc es
and at the dinner table for that matter. I had hoped that my s on would purs ue the mus e of his tory, as  I have. But when this  c ame along, what c ould I do but be happy for him?"

His  parents  and T horby hims el f had been los t as  a c ons equenc e of his  father's  earnes t attempt to be in the ful les t s ens e Rudbek of Rudbek -- he had been trying to ins pec t as  muc h of the c ommerc ial  empire as  pos s ible. "Your father was  always  c ons c ientious  and when your Grandfather Rudbek died before your
father c ompleted his  apprentic es hip, s o to s peak, Creighton left J ohn W eems by in c harge -- J ohn is , I s uppos e you know, the s ec ond hus band of your other grandmother's  younges t s is ter A ria -- and Leda, of c ours e, is  A ria's  daughter by her fi rs t marriage."

"No, I hadn't known." T horby trans lated the relations hips  into S is u terms  ... and reac hed the s tartl ing c onc lus ion that Leda was  in the other moiety!  -- i f they had s uc h things  here, whic h they didn't. And Unc le J ac k -- wel l , he was n't "unc le" -- but how would you s ay i t in Engl is h?

"J ohn had been a bus ines s  s ec retary and fac totum to your other grandfather and he was  the perfec t c hoic e, of c ours e; he knew the inner workings  better than anyone, exc ept your grandfather hims el f. A fter we got over the s hoc k of our tragic  los s  we real ized that the world mus t go on and that J ohn c ould handle i t as
wel l  as  i f he had been Rudbek hims el f."

"He's  been s imply wonderful ! " grandmother c hirped.

"Yes , he has . I mus t admit that your grandmother and I bec ame us ed to a c omfortable s c ale of l iving after Creighton married. Col lege s alaries  are never what they s hould be; Creighton and Martha were very generous . Your grandmother and I m ight have found i t di ffic ul t after we real ized that our s on was  gone, never
to c ome bac k, had not J ohn told us  not to worry. He s aw to i t that our benefi t c ontinued jus t as  before."

"And inc reas ed i t," Grandmother B radley added emphatic al ly.

"W el l , yes . A l l  the fam i ly -- we think of ours elves  as  part of Rudbek fam i ly even though we bear a proud name of our own -- al l  of the fam i ly have been pleas ed with J ohn's  s tewards hip."

T horby was  interes ted in s omething other than "Unc le J ac k's " vi rtues . "You told me that we left Akka, jumping for Far-S tar, and never made i t? T hat's  a long, long way from J ubbul ."

"I s uppos e i t is . T he Col lege has  only a s mal l  Galac tovue and I mus t admit that i t is  hard to real ize that what appears  to be an inc h or s o is  ac tual ly many l ight-years ."

"About a hundred and s eventy l ight-years , in this  c as e."

"Let me s ee, how muc h would that be in m i les ?"

"You don't meas ure i t that way, any more than you meas ure that c ouc homat you're on in m ic rons ."

"Come now, young man, don't be pedantic ."

"I was n't being, Grandfather. I was  thinking that i t was  a long way from where I was  c aptured to where I was  las t s old. I hadn't known i t"

"I heard you us e that term 's old' onc e before. You mus t real ize that i t is  not c orrec t. A fter al l , the s erfdom prac tic ed in the Sargony is  not c hattel  s lavery. It derives  from the anc ient Hindu gi ld or 'c as te' s ys tem -- a s tabi l ized s oc ial  order wi th mutual  obl igations , up and down. You mus t not c al l  i t 's lavery.' "

"I don't know any other word to trans late the Sargones e term."

"I c ould think of s everal , though I don't know Sargones e ... i t's  not a us eful  tongue in s c holars hip. But, my dear T hor, you aren't a s tudent of human his tories  and c ul ture. Grant me a l i ttle authori ty in my own field."

"W el l  ..." T horby fel t baffled. "I don't know Sys tem Engl is h perfec tly and there's  a lot of his tory I don't know -- there's  an awful  lot of his tory."

"So there is . As  I am the fi rs t to admit"

"But I c an't trans late any better -- I was  s old and I was  a s lave! "

"Now, Son."

"Don't c ontradic t your grandfather, dear, that's  a good boy."

T horby s hut up. He had already mentioned his  years  as  a beggar -- and dis c overed that his  grandmother was  horri fied, had fel t that he had dis grac ed hims el f, though s he did not qui te s ay s o. And he had already found that whi le his  grandfather knew muc h about many things , he was  jus t as  c ertain of his  knowledge
when T horby's  eyes  had reported things  di fferently. T horby c onc luded glum ly that i t was  part of being s enior and nothing c ould be done about i t He l is tened whi le Grandfather B radley dis c ours ed on the his tory of the Nine W orlds . It didn't agree with what the Sargones e bel ieved but was n't too far from what Pop had
taught him  -- other than about s lavery. He was  glad when the talk dri fted bac k to the Rudbek organization. He admitted his  di ffic ul ties .

"You c an't bui ld Rome in a day, T hor."

"It looks  as  i f I never would learn!  I've been thinking about going bac k into the Guard."

His  grandfather frowned. "T hat would not be wis e."

"W hy not, s i r?"

"If you don't have talent for bus ines s , there are other honorable profes s ions ."



"Meaning the Guard is n't?"

"Mmm ... your grandmother and I are phi los ophic al  pac i fis ts . It c annot be denied that there is  never a moral  jus ti fic ation for taking human l i fe."

"Never," agreed grandmother fi rm ly.

T horby wondered what Pop would think? Shuc ks , he knew!  -- Pop c ut 'em down l ike gras s  to res c ue a load of s laves . "W hat do you do when a raider jumps  you?"

"A  what?"

"A  pirate. You've got a pirate on your tai l  and c los ing fas t."

"W hy, you run, I s uppos e. It's  not moral  to s tay and do battle. T hor, nothing is  ever gained by violenc e."

"But you c an't run; he has  more legs . It's  you or him ."

"You mean 'he.' T hen you s urrender; that defeats  his  purpos e ... as  the immortal  Gandhi proved."

T horby took a deep breath. "Grandfather, I'm  s orry but i t does n't defeat his  purpos e. You have to fight Raiders  take s laves . T he proudes t thing I ever did was  to burn one."

"Eh? 'Burn one'?"

"Hi t him  with a target-s eeker. B las t him  out of the s ky."

Grandmother gas ped. A t las t his  grandfather s aid s ti ffly, "T hor, I'm  afraid you've been expos ed to bad influenc es . Not your faul t, perhaps . But you have many m is c onc eptions , both in fac t and in evaluation. Now be logic al . If you 'burned him ' as  you s ay, how do you know he intended -- again, as  you s ay -- to 'take
s laves '? W hat c ould he do with them? Nothing."

T horby kept s i lent. It made a di fferenc e whic h s ide of the P laza you s aw a thing from ... and i f you didn't have s tatus , you weren't l is tened to. T hat was  a univers al  rule.

Grandfather B radley c ontinued, "So we'l l  s ay no more about i t. On this  other matter I'l l  give you the advic e I would give your departed father: i f you feel  that you have no head for trade, you don't have to enter i t. But to run away and join the Guard, l ike s ome c hi ldis h romantic  -- no, Son!  But you needn't make up your
m ind for years . J ohn is  a very able regent; you don't have a dec is ion fac ing you." He s tood up. "I know, for I've dis c us s ed this  wi th J ohn, and he's  wi l l ing, in al l  humi l i ty, to c arry the burden a l i ttle farther ... or muc h farther, i f need be. And now we had al l  better s eek our pi l lows . Morning c omes  early."

T hor left the next morning, wi th pol i te as s uranc es  that the hous e was  his  -- whic h made him  s us pec t that i t was . He went to Rudbek City, having reac hed a dec is ion during a res tles s  night. He wanted to s leep with a l ive s hip around him . He wanted to be bac k in Pop's  outfi t; being a bi l l ionaire bos s  was n't his  s tyle.

He had to do s omething fi rs t; dig out thos e papers  that father and mother had s igned, c ompare them with the ones  prepared for him  -- s inc e father mus t have known what was  needed -- s ign them, s o that Unc le J ac k c ould get on with the work after he was  gone. Grandfather was  right about that; J ohn W eems by knew
how to do the job and he didn't He s hould be grateful  to Unc le J ac k. He would thank him  before he left. T hen off T erra and out to where people talked his  language!

He buzzed Unc le J ac k's  offic e as  s oon as  he reac hed his  own, was  told that he was  out of town. He dec ided that he c ould wri te a note and make i t s ound better -- oh yes !  Mus t s ay good-by to Leda. So he buzzed the legal  department and told him  to dig his  parents ' authorizations  out of the vaul t and s end them to his
offic e.

Ins tead of papers , J udge B ruder arrived. "Rudbek, what's  this  about your ordering c ertain papers  from the vaul t?"

T horby explained. "I want to s ee them."

"No one but offic ers  of the c ompany c an order papers  from the vaul t"

"W hat am I?"

"I'm  afraid you are a young man with c onfus ed notions . In time, you wi l l  have authori ty. But at the moment you are a vis i tor, learning s omething about your parents ' affai rs ."

T horby s wal lowed i t; i t was  true, no matter how i t tas ted. "I've been meaning to as k you about that. W hat's  the progres s  in the c ourt ac tion to have my parents  dec lared dead?"

"A re you trying to bury them?"

"Of c ours e not. But i t has  to be done, or s o Unc le J ac k s ays . So where are we?"

B ruder s ni ffed. "Nowhere. T hrough your doing."

"W hat do you mean?"

"Young man, do you think that the offic ers  of this  c ompany wi l l  ini tiate a proc es s  whic h would throw affai rs  of the fi rm  into inc redible c onfus ion unles s  you take nec es s ary s teps  to guard agains t i t? W hy, i t may take years  to s ettle the wi l ls  -- during whic h, bus ines s  would c ome to a s top ... s imply bec aus e you
neglec ted to s ign a few s imple ins truments  whic h I prepared weeks  ago."

"You mean nothing wi l l  be done unti l  I s ign?"

"T hat is  c orrec t"

"I don't unders tand. Suppos e I were dead -- or had never been born. Does  bus ines s  s top every time a Rudbek dies ?"

"Mmm ... wel l , no. A  c ourt authorizes  matters  to proc eed. But you are here and we mus t take that into c ons ideration. Now s ee here, I'm  at the very end of my patienc e. You s eem to think, s imply bec aus e you've read a few balanc e s heets , that you unders tand bus ines s . You don't. For example your bel ief that you c an
order ins truments  turned over to you that were given to J ohn W eems by pers onal ly and are not even c ompany property. If you were to attempt to take c harge of the fi rm  at this  time -- i f we proc eeded with your notion to have your parents  dec lared dead -- I c an s ee that we would have al l  s orts  of c onfus ion whi le you were
finding your balanc e. W e c an't afford i t. T he c ompany c an't afford i t. Rudbek c an't afford i t. So I want thos e papers  s igned today and no more s hi l ly-s hal lying. You unders tand?"

T horby lowered his  head. "I won't."

"W hat do you mean, 'You won't'?"

"I won't s ign anything unti l  I know what I'm  doing. If I c an't even s ee the papers  my parents  s igned, then I c ertainly won't."

"W e'l l  s ee about that! "

"I'm  going to s i t tight unti l  I find out what's  going on around here! "

Chapter 19

T horby dis c overed that finding out was  di ffic ul t. T hings  went on muc h as  before but were not the s ame. He had vaguely s us pec ted that the help he was  being given in learning the bus ines s  had s ometimes  been too muc h not wel l  enough organized; he fel t s mothered in unrelated figures , verbos e and obs c ure
"s ummaries ," "analys es " that did not analyze. But he had known s o l i ttle that i t took time to bec ome even a s us pic ion.

T he s us pic ion bec ame c ertainty from the day he defied J udge B ruder. Dolores  s eemed eager as  ever and people s ti l l  hopped when he s poke but the lavis h flow of information tric kled toward a s top. He was  s tal led wi th c onvinc ing exc us es  but c ould never qui te find out what he wanted to know. A  "s urvey is  being
prepared" or the man who "has  c harge of that is  out of the c i ty" or "thos e are vaul t fi les  and none of the delegated offic ers  are in today." Nei ther J udge B ruder nor Unc le J ac k was  ever avai lable and their as s is tants  were pol i tely unhelpful . Nor was  he able to c orner Unc le J ac k at the es tate. Leda told him  that "Daddy
often has  to go away on trips ."

T hings  began to be c onfus ed in his  own offic e. Des pi te the l ibrary Dolores  had s et up s he c ould not s eem to find, or even rec al l , papers  that he had marked for retention. Final ly he los t his  temper and bawled her out.

She took i t quietly. "I'm  s orry, s i r. I'm  trying very hard."

T horby apologized. He knew a s low-down when he s aw one; he had c hec ked enough s tevedores  to know. But this  poor c reature c ould not help hers el f; he was  las hing out at the wrong pers on. He added plac atingly, "I real ly am s orry. T ake the day off."

"Oh, I c ouldn't, s i r."

"W ho s ays  s o? Go home."

"I'd rather not, s i r."

"W el l  ... s ui t yours el f. But go l ie down in the ladies ' lounge or s omething. T hat's  an order. I'l l  s ee you tomorrow."

She looked worried and left. T horby s at at his  c has te, bare, unpowered exec utive des k and thought.

It was  what he needed: to be left alone without a flood of fac ts  and figures . He s tarted diges ting what he had s oaked up. P res ently he s tarted l is ting the res ul ts .

Item: J udge B ruder and Unc le J ac k had put him  in Coventry for refus ing to s ign the proxies .

Item: He m ight be "Rudbek of Rudbek" -- but Unc le J ac k would c ontinue to run things  unti l  T horby's  parents  were legal ly dead.

Item: J udge B ruder had told him  bluntly that no s teps  would be taken about the above unti l  he admitted his  inc ompetenc e and s igned proxies .

Item: He did not know what his  parents  had s igned. He had tried to forc e a s howdown -- and had fai led.

Item: "Owners hip" and "c ontrol" were very di fferent. Unc le J ac k c ontrol led everything that T horby owned; Unc le J ac k owned merely a nominal  one s hare to qual i fy him  as  ac ting c hairman of the board. (Leda owned a c hunk, as  s he was  a Rudbek whi le Unc le J ac k was n't -- but Unc le J ac k probably c ontrol led her s toc k
too; Leda paid no attention to bus ines s .)

Conc lus ions : --

W hat c onc lus ions ? W as  Unc le J ac k doing s omething c rooked and didn't dare let him  find out? W el l , i t didn't look l ike i t. Unc le J ac k had s alary and bonus es  s o large that only a m is er would want more money s imply as  money. His  parents ' ac c ounts  s eemed in order -- they s howed a huge balanc e; the megabuc k
Unc le J ac k had handed him  hardly made a dent. T he only other wi thdrawals  were for Grandfather and Grandmother B radley, plus  a few s ums  around the fam i ly or c harge to the es tates  -- nothing important, another c ouple of megabuc ks .

Conc lus ion: Unc le J ac k was  bos s , l iked being bos s , and meant to go on being bos s  i f pos s ible.

"S tatus " ... Unc le J ac k had high s tatus  and was  fighting to keep i t. T horby fel t that he unders tood him  at las t Unc le J ac k put up with the overwork he c omplained about bec aus e he l iked being bos s  -- jus t as  c aptains  and c hief offic ers  worked thems elves  s i l ly, even though every member of a Free T rader fam i ly owned
the s ame s hare. Unc le J ac k was  "c hief offic er" and didn't intend to s urrender his  s upreme s tatus  to s omeone a thi rd of his  age who (let's  fac e i t! ) was n't c ompetent for the work the s tatus  required.

In this  moment of ins ight T horby fel t that he ought to s ign thos e proxies  for Unc le J ac k, who had earned the job whereas  T horby had merely inheri ted i t. Unc le J ac k mus t have been terribly dis appointed when he had turned up al ive; i t mus t have s eemed an utterly unfair twis t of fate.

W el l , let him  have i t!  Settle things  and join the Guard.

But T horby was  not ready to bac k down to J udge B ruder. He had been pus hed around -- and his  s tronges t reflex was  res is tanc e to any authori ty he had not c ons ented to; i t had been burned into his  s oul  wi th whips . He did not know this  -- he jus t knew that he was  going to be s tubborn. He dec ided that Pop would
want him  to be.

T hought of Pop rem inded him  of s omething. W as  Rudbek c onnec ted, even indirec tly, wi th the s lave trade? He real ized now why Pop wanted him  to hang on -- he c ould not qui t unti l  he knew ... nor unti l  he had put a s top to i t i f the uns peakable c ondi tion did exis t. But how c ould he find out? He was  Rudbek of
Rudbek ... but they had him  tied wi th a thous and threads , l ike the fel low in that s tory Pop had told ... "Gul l iver and his  S tars hip," that was  i t.

W el l , let's  s ee. Pop had reported to "X " Corps  that there was  a tie-up among s ome big s pac es hip outfi t, the Saigon's  government, and the raider-s lavetraders . Raiders  had to have s hips . Ships  ... there was  a book he had read las t week, Galac tic  T rans port's  his tory of every s hip they had bui l t, from #0001 to the lates t
He went into his  l ibrary. Hmm ... tal l  red book, not a tape.

Confounded thing was  m is s ing ... l ike a lot of things  lately. But he had almos t rens hawed the book, being interes ted in s hips . He s tarted making notes .

Mos t of them were in s ervic e ins ide the Hegemony, s ome in Rudbek interes ts , s ome in others . Some of his  s hips  had been s old to the People, a pleas ing thought. But s ome had wound up regis tered to owners  he c ould not plac e ... and yet he thought he knew the names , at leas t, of al l  outfi ts  engaged in legi timate
inters tel lar trade under the Hegemony -- and he c ertainly would rec ognize any Free T rader c lan.

No way to be s ure of anything from his  des k, even i f he had the book. Maybe there was  no way, from T erra ... maybe even J udge B ruder and Unc le J ac k would not know i f s omething fis hy were going on.

He got up and s witc hed on the Galac tovue he had had ins tal led. It s howed only the explored trac tion of the Galaxy -- even s o, the s c ale was  fantas tic al ly s mal l .

He began operating c ontrols . Firs t he l ighted in green the Nine W orlds . T hen he added, in yel low, pes tholes  avoided by the People. He l ighted up the two planets  between whic h he and his  parents  had been c aptured, then did the s ame for every m is s ing s hip of the People c onc erning whic h he happened to know
the s pan of the unc ompleted jump.

T he res ul t was  a c ons tel lation of c olored l ights , fai rly c los e together as  s tar dis tanc es  go and in the s ame s ec tor as  the Nine W orlds . T horby looked at i t and whis tled. Pop had known what he was  talking about -- yet i t would be hard to s pot unles s  dis played l ike this .



He began thinking about c ruis ing ranges  and fuel ing s tations  maintained by Galac tic  T rans port out that way ... then added in orange the banking offic es  of Galac tic  Ac c eptanc e Corporation in the "neighborhood."

T hen he s tudied i t

It was  not c ertain proof -- yet what other outfi t maintained s uc h ac tivi ties  fac ing that s ec tor?

He intended to find out.

Chapter 20

T horby found that Leda had ordered dinner in the garden. T hey were alone, and fal l ing s now turned the arti fic ial  s ky into an opales c ent bowl. Candles , flowers , a s tring trio, and Leda hers el f made the s c ene del ightful  but T horby fai led to enjoy i t, even though he l iked Leda and c ons idered the garden the bes t part of
Rudbek Hal l . T he meal was  almos t over when Leda s aid, "A  dol lar for your thoughts ."

T horby looked gui l ty. "Uh, nothing."

"It mus t be a worris ome nothing."

"W el l  ... yes ."

"W ant to tel l  Leda?"

T horby bl inked. W eems by's  daughter was  the las t one he c ould talk to. His  gloom was  c aus ed by wonder as  to what he c ould do i f he bec ame c onvinc ed that Rudbek was  m ixed up in s lavery. "I gues s  I'm  not c ut out to be a bus ines s man."

"W hy, Daddy s ays  you have a s urpris ing head for figures ."

T horby s norted. "T hen why does n't he --" He s topped.

"W hy does n't he what?"

"Uh ..." Doggone i t, a man had to talk to s omebody ... s omeone who s ympathized -- or bawled him  out i f nec es s ary. Like Pop. Like Fri tz. Yeah, l ike Colonel  B ris by. He was  s urrounded by people, yet utterly alone -- exc ept that Leda s eemed to want to be friendly. "Leda, how muc h of what I s ay to you do you tel l  your
father?"

T o his  amazement s he blus hed. "W hat made you s ay that, T hor?"

"W el l , you are pretty c los e to him . A ren't you?"

She s tood up s uddenly. "If you've finis hed, let's  walk."

T horby s tood up. T hey s trol led paths , watc hed the s torm, l is tened to i ts  s oft nois es  agains t the dome. She guided them to a s pot away from the hous e and s hielded by bus hes  and there s at down on a boulder. "T his  is  a good s pot -- for private c onvers ation."

"It is ?"

"W hen the garden was  wired, I made s ure that there was  s omewhere I c ould be kis s ed without Daddy's  s noopers  l is tening in."

T horby s tared. "You mean that?"

"Surely you real ize you are monitored almos t everywhere but the s ki  s lopes ?"

"I didn't. And I don't l ike i t"

"W ho does ? But i t is  a routine prec aution with anything as  big as  Rudbek; you mus tn't blame Daddy. I jus t s pent s ome c redi ts  to make s ure the garden was n't as  wel l  wired as  he thought So i f you have anything to s ay you don't want Daddy to hear, you c an talk now. He'l l  never know. T hat's  a c ros s -my-heart prom is e."

T horby hes i tated, then c hec ked the area. He dec ided that i f a m ic rophone were hidden nearby i t mus t be dis guis ed as  a flower ... whic h was  pos s ible. "Maybe I ought to s ave i t for the s ki  s lope."

"Relax, dear. If you trus t me at al l , trus t me that this  plac e is  s afe."

"Uh, al l  right" He found hims el f blurting out his  frus trations  ... his  c onc lus ion that Unc le J ac k was  intentional ly thwarting him  unles s  he would turn over his  potential  power. Leda l is tened gravely. "T hat's  i t. Now -- am I c razy?"

She s aid, "T hor, you know that Daddy has  been throwing me at you?"

"Huh?"

"I don't s ee how you c ould m is s  i t. Unles s  you are utterly -- but then, perhaps  you are. J us t take i t as  true. It's  one of thos e obvious  marriages  that everyone is  enthus ias tic  about ... exc ept maybe the two mos t c onc erned."

T horby forgot his  worries  in the fac e of this  amazing s tatement "You mean ... wel l , uh, that you --" He trai led off.

"Heavens , dear!  If I intended to go through with i t, would I have told you anything? Oh, I admit I prom is ed, before you arrived, to c ons ider i t. But you never warmed to the idea -- and I'm  too proud to be wi l l ing under thos e c irc ums tanc es  even i f the pres ervation of Rudbek depended on i t Now what's  this  about Daddy
not letting you s ee the proxies  that Martha and Creighton gave him?"

"T hey won't let me s ee them; I won't s ign unti l  they do."

"But you'l l  s ign i f they do?"

"Uh ... maybe I wi l l , eventual ly. But I want to s ee what arrangements  my parents  made."

"I c an't s ee why Daddy oppos es  s uc h a reas onable reques t. Unles s  ..." She frowned.

"Unles s  what?"

"W hat about your s hares ? Have thos e been turned over to you?"

"W hat s hares ?"

"W hy, yours . You know what s hares  I hold. T hey were given to me when I was  born, by Rudbek -- your grandfather, I mean. My unc le. You probably got twic e as  many, s inc e you were expec ted to bec ome the Rudbek s omeday."

"I haven't any s hares ."

She nodded grim ly. "T hat's  one reas on Daddy and the J udge don't want you to s ee thos e papers . Our pers onal  s hares  don't depend on anyone; they're ours  to do as  we pleas e with, s inc e we are both legal  age. Your parents  voted yours , jus t as  Daddy s ti l l  votes  m ine -- but any proxy they as s igned c onc erning your
s hares  c an't be any good now. You c an pound the des k and they'l l  have to c ough up, or s hoot you." She frowned. "Not that they would s hoot T hor, Daddy is  a good s ort, mos t ways ."

"I never s aid he was n't"

"I don't love him  but I'm  fond of him . But when i t c omes  down to i t. I'm  a Rudbek and he's  not. T hat's  s i l ly, is n't i t? Bec aus e we Rudbeks  aren't anything s pec ial ; we're jus t s hrewd peas ants . But I've got a worry, too. You remember J oel  de la Croix?"

"He's  the one that wanted an interview with me?"

"T hat's  right. J oey does n't work here any more."

"I don't unders tand."

"He was  a ris ing s tar in the engineering department of Galac tic  -- didn't you know? T he offic e s ays  he left to ac c ept other employment; J oey s ays  he was  fi red for going over their heads  to s peak to you." She frowned. "I didn't know what to bel ieve. Now I bel ieve J oey. W el l , T hor, are you going to take i t lying down? Or
prove that you are Rudbek of Rudbek?"

T horby c hewed his  l ip. "I'd l ike to go bac k into the Guard and forget the whole mes s . I us ed to wonder what i t was  l ike to be ric h. Now I am and i t turns  out to be mos tly headac hes ."

"So you'd walk out on i t?" Her voic e was  faintly s c ornful .

"I didn't s ay that. I'm  going to s tay and find out what goes  on. Only I don't know how to s tart. You think I s hould pound Unc le J ac k's  des k and demand my s hares ?"

"Unnh ... not wi thout a lawyer at your s ide."

"T here are too many lawyers  in this  now! "

"T hat's  why you need one. It wi l l  take a s harp one to win a s c rap with J udge B ruder."

"How do I find one?"

"Goodnes s , I don't us e lawyers . But I c an find out. Now let's  s trol l  and c hat -- in c as e anybody is  interes ted."

T horby s pent a glum morning s tudying c orporation law. J us t pas t lunc h Leda c al led. "T hor, how about taking me s iding? T he s torm is  over and the s now is  jus t right" She looked at him  eagerly.

"W el l  --"

"Oh, c ome on! "

He went. T hey s aid nothing unti l  they were far from the hous e. T hen Leda s aid, "T he man you need is  J ames  J . Gars c h, New W as hington."

"I thought that mus t be why you c al led. Do you want to s ki? I'd l ike to go bac k and c al l  him ."

"Oh, my! " s he s hook her head s adly. "T hor, I may have to marry you jus t to mother you. You go bac k to the hous e and c al l  a lawyer outs ide Rudbek -- one whos e reputation is  s ky-high. W hat happens ?"

"W hat?"

"You m ight wake up in a quiet plac e with big mus c ular nurs es  around you. I've had a s leeples s  night and I'm  c onvinc ed they mean bus ines s . So I had to make up my m ind. I was  wi l l ing for Daddy to run things  forever ... but i f he fights  dirty. I'm  on your s ide."

"T hanks , Leda."

" 'T hanks ' he s ays !  T hor, this  is  for Rudbek. Now to bus ines s . You c an't grab your hat and go to New W as hington to retain a lawyer. If I know J udge B ruder, he has  planned what to do i f you try. But you c an go look at s ome of your es tate ... s tarting wi th your hous e in New W as hington."

"T hat's  s mart, Leda."

"I'm  s o s mart I dazzle mys el f. If you want i t to look good, you'l l  invi te me along -- Daddy has  told me that I ought to s how you around."

"W hy, s ure, Leda. If i t won't be too muc h trouble."

"I'l l  s imply forc e mys el f. W e'l l  ac tual ly do s ome s ights eeing, in the Department of North Americ a, at leas t. T he only thing that bothers  me is  how to get away from the guards ."

"Guards ?"

"Nobody high up in Rudbek ever travels  wi thout bodyguards . W hy, you'd be run ragged by reporters  and c rac kpots ."

"I think," T horby s aid s lowly, "that you mus t be m is taken in my c as e. I went to s ee my grandparents . T here weren't any guards ."

"T hey s pec ial ize in being unobtrus ive. I'l l  bet there were always  at leas t two in your grandmother's  hous e whi le you were there. See that s ol i tary s kier? Long odds  he's  not s ki ing for fun. So we have to find a way to get them off your nec k whi le you look up Couns elor Gars c h. Don't worry, I'l l  think of s omething."

T horby was  immens ely interes ted in the great c api tal  but s ti l l  more interes ted in getting on with his  purpos e. Leda did not let him  hurry. "Firs t we s ights ee. W e natural ly would."



T he hous e, s imple c ompared with Rudbek -- twenty rooms , only two of them large -- was  as  ready as  i f he had s tepped out the day before. T wo of the s ervants  he rec ognized as  having been at Rudbek. A  ground c ar, wi th driver and footman in Rudbek l ivery, was  waiting. T he driver s eemed to know where to take them;
they rode around in the s emi-tropic  winter s uns hine and Leda pointed out planetary embas s ies  and c ons ulates . W hen they pas s ed the immens e pi le, whic h is  headquarters  of the Hegemonic  Guard, T horby had the driver s low down whi le he rubbernec ked. Leda s aid, "T hat's  your alma mater, is n't i t?" T hen s he
whis pered, "T ake a good look. T he bui lding oppos i te i ts  main door is  where you are going."

T hey got out at the Repl ic a Linc oln Memorial , walked up the s teps  and fel t the s ame hus hed awe that m i l l ions  have fel t when looking at that brooding giant figure. T horby had a s udden feel ing that the s tatue looked l ike Pop -- not that i t did, but s ti l l  i t did. His  eyes  fi l led wi th tears .

Leda whis pered, "T his  plac e always  gets  me -- i t's  l ike a haunted c hurc h. You know who he was ? He founded Americ a. Anc ient his tory is  awes ome."

"He did s omething els e."

"W hat?"

"He freed s laves ."

"0h." She looked up with s ober eyes . "T hat means  s omething s pec ial  to you ... does n't i t?"

"Very s pec ial ." He c ons idered tel l ing Leda his  s tronges t reas on for pus hing the fight, s inc e they were alone and this  was  a plac e that wouldn't be bugged. But he c ouldn't. He fel t that Pop would not m ind -- but he had prom is ed Colonel  B ris by.

He puzzled over ins c riptions  on the wal ls , in letters  and s pel l ing us ed before Engl is h bec ame Sys tem Engl is h. Leda tugged his  s leeve and whis pered, "Come on. I c an never s tay here long or I s tart c rying." T hey tiptoed away.

Leda dec ided that s he jus t had to s ee the s how at the Mi lky W ay. So they got out and s he told the driver to pic k them up in three hours  and ten m inutes , then T horby paid outrageous  s c alpers ' pric es  for a double booth and immediate oc c upanc y.

"T here! " s he s ighed as  they s tarted ins ide. "T hat's  hal f of i t. T he footman wi l l  drop off as  they round the c orner, but we're rid of the driver for a whi le; there is n't a plac e to park around here. But the footman wi l l  be right behind us , i f he wants  to keep his  job. He's  buying a tic ket this  m inute. Or maybe he's  already
ins ide. Don't look."

T hey s tarted up the es c alator. "T his  gives  us  a few s ec onds ; he won't get on unti l  we c urve out of s ight. Now l is ten. T he people holding thes e s eats  wi l l  leave as  s oon as  we s how the tic kets  -- only I'm  going to hang onto one, pay him  to s tay. Let's  hope i t's  a man bec aus e our nurs emaid is  going to s pot that booth
in m inutes  ... s ec onds , i f he was  able to get our booth number down below. You keep going. W hen he finds  our booth he'l l  s ee me in i t wi th a man. He won't s ee the man's  fac e in the dark but he'l l  be c ertain of me bec aus e of this  outlandis h, night-glow outfi t I'm  wearing. So he'l l  be happy. You zip out any exi t but the
main lobby; the driver wi l l  probably wai t there. T ry to be in the outer lobby a few m inutes  before the time I told them to have the c ar. If you don't make i t, hi re a flea-c ab and go home. I'l l  c omplain aloud that you didn't l ike the s how and went home."

T horby dec ided that the "X " Corps  had m is s ed a bet In Leda. "W on't they report that they los t trac k of me?"

"T hey'l l  be s o rel ieved they'l l  never breathe i t. Here we are -- keep moving. See you! "

T horby went out a s ide exi t, got los t, got s traightened out by a c op, at las t found the bui lding ac ros s  from Guard SHQ. T he bui lding direc tory s howed that Gars c h had offic es  on the 34th terrac e; a few m inutes  later he fac ed a rec eptionis t whos e mouth was  permanently purs ed in "No."

She informed him  fros ti ly that the Couns elor never s aw anyone exc ept by appointment. Did he c are to make an inquiry appointment wi th one of the Couns elor's  as s oc iates ? "Name, pleas e! "

T horby glanc ed around, the room was  c rowded. She s lapped a s witc h. "Speak up! " s he s napped. "I've turned on the privac y c urtain."

"P leas e tel l  Mr. Gars c h that Rudbek of Rudbek would l ike to s ee him ."

T horby thought that s he was  about to tel l  him  not to tel l  fibs . T hen s he got up has ti ly and left.

She c ame bac k and s aid quietly, "T he Couns elor c an give you five m inutes . T his  way, s i r."

J ames  J . Gars c h's  private offic e was  in s harp c ontras t wi th bui lding and s ui te; he hims el f looked l ike an unmade bed. He wore trous ers , not tights , and his  bel ly bulged over his  bel t. He had not s haved that day; his  grizzled beard matc hed the fringe around his  s c alp. He did not s tand up. "Rudbek?"

"Yes , s i r. Mr. J ames  J . Gars c h?"

"T he s ame. Identi fic ation? Seems  to me I s aw your fac e in the news  but I don't rec ol lec t."

T horby handed over his  ID folder. Gars c h glanc ed at the publ ic  ID, s tudied the rare and more di ffic ul t-to-c ounterfei t ID of Rudbek &  As s oc s .

He handed i t bac k. "S iddown. W hat c an I do for you?"

"I need advic e ... and help."

"T hat's  what I s el l . But B ruder has  lawyers  running out of his  ears . W hat c an I do for you?"

"Uh, is  this  c onfidential?"

"P rivi leged, s on. T he word is  'privi leged.' You don't as k a lawyer that; he's  ei ther hones t or he ain't. Me, I'm  m iddl in' hones t. You take your c hanc es ."

"W el l  ... i t's  a long s tory."

"T hen make i t s hort. You talk. I l is ten."

"You'l l  repres ent me?"

"You talk, I l is ten," Gars c h repeated. "Maybe I'l l  go to s leep. I ain't feel ing my bes t today. I never do."

"A l l  right." T horby launc hed into i t. Gars c h l is tened with eyes  c los ed, fingers  lac ed over his  bulge.

"T hat's  al l ," c onc luded T horby, "exc ept that I'm  anxious  to get s traightened out s o that I c an go bac k into the Guard."

Gars c h for the fi rs t time s howed interes t. "Rudbek of Rudbek? In the Guard? Let's  not be s i l ly, s on."

"But I'm  not real ly 'Rudbek of Rudbek.' I'm  an enl is ted Guards man who got pi tc hed into i t by c i rc ums tanc es  beyond my c ontrol ."

"I knew that part of your s tory; the throb wri ters  ate i t op. But we al l  got c i rc ums tanc es  we c an't c ontrol . Point is , a man does n't qui t his  job. Not when i t's  his ."

"It's  not m ine," T horby ans wered s tubbornly.

"Let's  not fiddle. Firs t, we get your parents  dec lared dead. Sec ond, we demand their wi l ls  and proxies . If they make a fus s , we get a c ourt order ... and even the m ighty Rudbek folds  up under a s imple s ubpoena-or-be-loc ked-up-for-c ontempt." He bi t a fingernai l . "Might be s ome time before the es tate is  s ettled and you
are qual i fied. Court m ight appoint you to ac t, or the wi l ls  may s ay who, or the c ourt m ight appoint s omebody els e. But i t won't be thos e two, i f what you s ay is  c orrec t. Even one of B ruder's  poc ket judges  wouldn't dare; i t would be too raw and he'd know he'd be revers ed."

"But what c an I do i f they won't even s tart the ac tion to have my parents  dec lared dead?"

"W ho told you you had to wai t on them? You're the interes ted party; they m ight not even qual i fy as  am ic us  c uriae. If I rec al l  the gos s ip, they're hired hands , qual i fied wi th one nominal  s hare eac h. You're the number-one interes ted party, s o you s tart the ac tion. Other relatives ? Firs t c ous ins , maybe?"

"No fi rs t c ous ins . I don't know what other heirs  there may be. T here's  my grandparents  B radley."

"Didn't know they were al ive. W i l l  they fight you?"

T horby s tarted to s ay no, c hanged his  m ind. "I don't know."

"Cros s  i t when we c ome to i t. Other heirs  ... wel l , we won't know ti l l  we get a s quint at the wi l ls  -- and that probably won't happen unti l  a c ourt forc es  them. Any objec tion to hypnotic  evidenc e? T ruth drugs ? Lie detec tors ?"

"No. W hy?"

"You're the bes t wi tnes s  that they are dead, not jus t long time m is s ing."

"But i f a pers on is  m is s ing long enough?"

"Depends . Any term of years  is  jus t a guide to the c ourt, not a rule of law. T ime was  when s even years  would do i t -- but that's  no longer true. T hings  are roomier now."

"How do we s tart?"

"Got any money? Or have they got you hogtied on that? I c ome high. I us ual ly c harge for eac h exhale and inhale."

"W el l , I've got a megabuc k ... and a few thous and more. About eight."

"Hmm ... Haven't s aid I'd take this  c as e. Has  i t oc c urred to you that your l i fe may be in danger?"

"Huh!  No, i t has n't"

"Son, people do odd things  for money, but they'l l  do s ti l l  more dras tic  things  for power over money. Anybody s i ttin' c los e to a bi l l ion c redi ts  is  in danger; i t's  l ike keeping a pet rattles nake. If I were you and s tarted feel ing i l l , I'd pic k my own doc tor. I'd be c autious  about going through doors  and s tanding c los e to open
windows ." He thought. "Rudbek is  not a good plac e for you now; don't tempt them. Matter of fac t, you ought not to be here. Belong to the Diplomatic  Club?"

"No, s i r."

"You do now. People 'ud be s urpris ed i f you didn't. I'm  often there, around s ix. Got a room there, s ort of private. T wenty eleven."

" 'T wenty eleven.' "

"I s ti l l  haven't s aid I'd take i t. Got any idea what I'd have to do i f I los e this  c as e?"

"Eh? No, s i r."

"W hat was  the plac e you mentioned? J ubbulpore? T hat's  where I'd have to move." Suddenly he grinned. "But I've been s poi l ing for a fight Rudbek, eh? B ruder. You mentioned a megabuc k?"

T horby got out his  book of c hec king c erti fic ates , pas s ed them over. Gars c h ri ffled through i t, s hoved i t into a drawer. "W e won't c onvert this  now; they're almos t c ertainly noting your wi thdrawals . Anyhow, i t's  going to c os t you more. G'bye. Say in a c ouple of days ."

T horby left, feel ing buc ked up. He had never met a more merc enary, predatory old man -- he rem inded T horby of the old, s c arred freedmen profes s ionals  who s waggered around the New Amphitheater.

As  he c ame outdoors  he s aw Guard Headquarters . He looked again -- then duc ked through murderous  traffic  and ran up i ts  s teps .

Chapter 21

T horby found a c i rc le of rec eptionis t booths  around the great foyer. He pus hed through c rowds  pouring out and went into one. A  c ontral to voic e s aid, "Punc h your name. S tate department and offic e into the m ic rophone. W ait unti l  the l ight appears , then s tate your bus ines s . You are rem inded that working hours  are
over and only emergenc ies  are now handled."

T horby punc hed, "T horby Bas l im ," into the mac hine, then s aid, "Exotic  Corps ."

He waited. T he tape repeated, "Punc h your name. S tate the department and offic e into --" It s uddenly c ut off. A  man's  voic e s aid, "Repeat that."

"Exotic  Corps ."

"Bus ines s ?"

"Better c hec k my name in your fi les ."

A t las t another female voic e c hanted, "Fol low the l ight immediately over your head. Do not los e i t"

He fol lowed i t up es c alators , down s l ideways , and into an unmarked door, where a man not in uni form led him  through two more. He fac ed another man in c ivi l ian c lothes  who s tood up and s aid, "Rudbek of Rudbek. I am W ing Mars hal  Smith."



"T horby Bas l im , pleas e, s i r. Not 'Rudbek.' "

"Names  aren't important but identi ties  are. Mine Is n't 'Sm ith,' but i t wi l l  do. I s uppos e you have identi fic ation?"

T horby produc ed his  ID again. "You probably have my fingerprints ."

"T hey'l l  be here in a moment Do you m ind s upplying them again?"

W hi le T horby had his  prints  taken, a print fi le c ard popped out onto the Mars hal 's  des k. He put both s ets  into a c omparator, s eemed to pay no attention but unti l  i t flas hed green he s poke only pol i tenes s es .

T hen he s aid, "A l l  right, T horby Bas l im  ... Rudbek. W hat c an I do for you?"

"Maybe i t's  what I c an do for you?"

"So?"

"I c ame here for two reas ons ," T horby s tated. "T he fi rs t Is , I think I c an add s omething to Colonel  Bas l im 's  final  report. You know who I mean?"

"I knew him  and admired him  very muc h. Go on."

"T he s ec ond is  -- I'd l ike to go bac k into the Guard and go 'X ' Corps ." T horby c ouldn't rec al l  when he had dec ided this , but he had -- not jus t Pop's  outfi t, Pop's  own c orps . Pop's  work.

"Smith" rais ed his  brows . "So? Rudbek of Rudbek?"

"I'm  getting that fixed." T horby s ketc hed rapidly how he mus t s ettle his  parents ' es tate, arrange for handl ing of their affai rs . "T hen I'm  free. I know i t's  pres umptuous  of an ac ting ordnanc eman third c las s  -- no, I was  bus ted from that; I had a fight -- for a boot Guards man to talk about 'X ' Corps , but I think I've got things
you c ould us e. I know the People ... the Free T raders , I mean. I s peak s everal  languages . I know how to behave in the Nine W orlds . I've been around a bi t, not muc h and I'm  no as trogator ... but I've traveled a l i ttle. Bes ides  that, I've s een how Pop -- Colonel  Bas l im  -- worked. Maybe I c ould do s ome of i t."

"You have to love this  work to do i t. Lots  of times  i t's  nas ty ... things  a man wouldn't do, for his  own s el f-res pec t, i f he didn't think i t was  nec es s ary."

"But I do!  Uh, I was  a s lave. You knew that? Maybe i t would help i f a man knew how a s lave feels ."

"Perhaps . T hough i t m ight make you too emotional . Bes ides , s lave traffic  is n't al l  we are interes ted in. A  man c omes  here, we don't prom is e him  c ertain work. He does  what he's  told. W e us e him . W e us ual ly us e him  up. Our c as ual ty rate is  high."

"I'l l  do what I'm  told. I jus t happen to be interes ted in the s lave traffic . W hy, mos t people here don't s eem to know i t exis ts ."

"Mos t of what we deal  in the publ ic  wouldn't bel ieve. Can you expec t the people you s ee around you to take s erious ly unbel ievable s tories  about far-away plac es ? You mus t remember that les s  than one perc ent of the rac e ever leaves  i ts  various  planets  of bi rth."

"Uh, I s uppos e s o. Anyhow they don't bel ieve i t."

"T hat's  not our wors t handic ap. T he Terran Hegemony is  no empire; i t is  s imply leaders hip in a loos e c onfederation of planets . T he di fferenc e between what the Guard c ould do and what i t is  al lowed to do is  very frus trating. If you have c ome here thinking that you wi l l  s ee s lavery abol is hed in your l i fetime, dis abus e
your m ind. Our mos t optim is tic  target date is  two c enturies  away -- and by that time s lavery wi l l  have broken out in planets  not even dis c overed today. Not a problem to be s olved onc e and for al l . A  c ontinuing proc es s ."

"A l l  I want to know is , c an I help?"

"I don't know. Not bec aus e you des c ribe yours el f as  a junior enl is ted man ... we're al l  pretty muc h the s ame rank in this  plac e. T he Exotic  Corps  is  an idea, not an organization c hart. I'm  not worried about what T horby Bas l im  c an do; he c an do s omething, even i f i t's  only trans lating. But Rudbek of Rudbek ... mmm, I
wonder."

"But I told you I was  getting rid of that! "

"W el l  -- let's  wai t unti l  you have. By your own s tatement you are not pres enting yours el f for enrol lment today. W hat about the other reas on? Something to add to Colonel  Bas l im 's  report?"

T horby hes i tated. "S ir, Colonel  B ris by, my C.O., told me that P  -- Colonel  Bas l im  had proved a c onnec tion between the s lave trade and s ome big s tars hipbui lding outfi t."

"He told you that?"

"Yes , s i r. You c ould look i t up in Colonel  Bas l im 's  report."

"I don't need to. Go on."

"W el l  ... is  i t Rudbek he was  talking about? Galac tic  T rans port, that is ?"

"Smith" c ons idered i t. "W hy as k me i f your c ompany is  m ixed up in s lave trade? You tel l  us ."

T horby frowned. "Is  there a Galac tovue around here?"

"Down the hal l ."

"May I us e i t?"

"W hy not?" T he W ing Mars hal  led him  through a private c orridor into a c onferenc e room dominated by a s tar-flec ked s tereo dis play. It was  muc h the bigges t T horby had ever s een.

He had to as k ques tions ; i t had c ompl ic ated c ontrols . T hen he got to work. His  fac e puc kering with s train, T horby painted in c olored l ights  am id fai ry s tars  the s ol id pic ture he had bui l t in the Galac tovue in his  offic e. He did not explain and the offic er watc hed in s i lenc e. T horby s tepped bac k at las t "T hat's  al l  I know
now."

"You m is s ed a few." T he W ing Mars hal  added s ome l ights  in yel low, s ome in red, then working s lowly, added hal f a dozen m is s ing s hips . "But that's  qui te a feat to do from memory and a remarkable c onc atenation of ideas . I s ee you inc luded yours el f -- maybe i t does  help to have a pers onal  interes t." He s tepped
bac k. "W el l , Bas l im , you as ked a ques tion. A re you ready to ans wer i t?"

"I think Galac tic  T rans port is  in i t up to here!  Not everybody, but enough key people. Supplying s hips . And repairs  and fuel . Financ ing, maybe."

"Mmm ..."

"Is  al l  this  phys ic al ly pos s ible otherwis e?"

"You know what they would s ay i f you ac c us ed them of s lave trading --"

"Not the trade i ts el f. A t leas t I don't think s o."

"Connec ted with i t. Fi rs t they would s ay that they had never heard of any s lave trade, or that i t was  jus t a wi ld rumor. T hen they would s ay that, in any c as e, they jus t s el l  s hips  -- and is  a hardware dealer who s el ls  a kni fe res pons ible i f a hus band c arves  his  wi fe?"

"T he c as es  aren't paral lel ."

"T hey wouldn't c onc ede that. T hey would s ay that they were not breaking any laws  and even s tipulating that there m ight be s lavery s omewhere, how c an you expec t people to get worked up over a pos s ible evi l  l ight-years  away? In whic h they are c orrec t; you c an't expec t people to, bec aus e they won't. T hen s ome
s marmy wel l -dres s ed c harac ter wi l l  venture the opinion that s lavery -- when i t exis ted -- was  not s o bad, bec aus e a large part of the population is  real ly happier i f they don't have the res pons ibi l i ties  of a free man. T hen he'l l  add that i f they didn't s el l  s hips , s omeone els e would -- i t's  J us t bus ines s ."

T horby thought of nameles s  l i ttle T horbys  out there in the dark, c rying hopeles s ly wi th fear and lonel ines s  and hurt, in the reeking holds  of s lavers  -- s hips  that m ight be his . "One s troke of the las h would c hange his  s l imy m ind! "

"Surely. But we've abol is hed the las h here. Sometimes  I wonder i f we s hould have." He looked at the dis play. "I'm  going to rec ord this ; i t has  fac ets  not yet c ons idered together. T hanks  for c oming in. If you get more ideas , c ome in again."

T horby real ized that his  notion of joining the c orps  had not been taken s erious ly. "Mars hal  Smith ... there's  one other thing I m ight do."

"W hat?"

"Before I join, i f you let me ... or maybe after; I don't know how you do s uc h things  ... I c ould go out as  Rudbek of Rudbek, in my own s hip, and c hec k thos e plac es  -- the red ones , ours . Maybe the bos s  c an dig out things  that a s ec ret agent would have trouble getting c los e to."

"Maybe. But you know that your father s tarted to make an ins pec tion trip onc e. He was n't luc ky in i t." Smith s c ratc hed his  c hin. "W e've never qui te ac c ounted for that one. Unti l  you s howed up al ive, we as s umed that i t was  natural  dis as ter. A  yac ht wi th three pas s engers , a c rew of eight and no c argo does n't look l ike
worthwhi le pic kings  for bandi ts  in bus ines s  for profi t -- and they general ly know what they're doing."

T horby was  s hoc ked. "A re you s ugges ting that --"

"I'm  not s ugges ting anything. But bos s es  prying into employees ' s idel ines  have, in other times  and plac es , burned their fingers . And your father was  c ertainly c hec king."

"About the s lave trade?"

"I c ouldn't gues s . Ins pec ting. In that area. I've got to exc us e mys el f. But do c ome s ee me again ... or phone and s omeone wi l l  c ome to you."

"Mars hal  Smith ... what parts  of this , i f any, c an be talked over wi th other people?"

"Eh? Any of i t. As  long as  you don't attribute i t to this  c orps , or to the Guard. But fac ts  as  you know them --" He s hrugged, "-- who wi l l  bel ieve you? A l though i f you talk to your bus ines s  as s oc iates  about your s us pic ions , you may arous e s trong feel ings  agains t you pers onal ly ... s ome of thos e feel ings  s inc ere and
hones t T he others ? I wis h I knew."

T horby was  s o late that Leda was  both vexed and burs ting wi th c urios i ty. But s he had to c ontain i t not only bec aus e of pos s ible monitoring but bec aus e of an elderly aunt who had c al led to pay her res pec ts  to Rudbek of Rudbek, and was  s taying the night. It was  not unti l  next day, whi le examining Aztec  rel ic s  in the
Fi fth of May Mus eum, that they were able to talk.

T horby rec ounted what Gars c h had s aid, then dec ided to tel l  more. "I looked into rejoining the Guard yes terday."

"T hor! "

"Oh, I'm  not walking out. But I have a reas on. T he Guard is  the only organization trying to put a s top to s lave traffic . But that is  al l  the more reas on why I c an't enl is t now." He outl ined his  s us pic ions  about Rudbek and the traffic .

Her fac e grew pale. "T hor, that's  the mos t horrible idea I ever heard. I c an't bel ieve i t."

"I'd l ike to prove i t is n't true. But s omebody bui lds  their s hips , s omebody maintains  them. S lavers  are not engineers ; they're paras i tes ."

"I s ti l l  have trouble bel ieving that there is  s uc h a thing as  s lavery."

He s hrugged. "T en las hes  wi l l  c onvinc e anybody."

"T hor!  You don't mean they whipped you?"

"I don't remember c learly. But the s c ars  are on my bac k."

She was  very quiet on the way home.

T horby s aw Gars c h onc e more, then they headed for the Yukon, in c ompany with the elderly aunt, who had s omehow attac hed hers el f. Gars c h had papers  for T horby to s ign and two piec es  of information. "T he fi rs t ac tion has  to be at Rudbek, bec aus e that was  the legal  res idenc e of your parents . T he other thing is , I
did s ome digging in news paper fi les ."

"Yes ?"

"Your grandfather did give you a heal thy bloc k of s toc k. It was  in s tories  about the whoop-te-do when you were born. T he Bours e J ournal  l is ted the s hares  by s erial  numbers . So we'l l  hi t 'em with that, too -- on the s ame day. Don't want one to tip off the other."

"You're the doc tor."

"But I don't want you in Rudbek unti l  the c lerk s houts  'Oyez! ' Here's  a mai l  drop you c an us e to reac h me ... even phone through, i f you have to. And right s martly you s et up a way for me to reac h you."

T horby puzzled over that requirement, being hemmed in as  he was  by bodyguards . "W hy don't you, or s omebody -- a young man, maybe -- phone my c ous in wi th a c ode mes s age? People are always  phoning her and mos t of them are young men. She'l l  tel l  me and I'l l  find a plac e to phone bac k."

"Good idea. He'l l  as k i f s he knows  how many s hopping days  left ti l l  Chris tmas . A l l  right -- s ee you in c ourt." Gars c h grinned. "T his  is  going to be fun. And very, very expens ive for you. G'bye."



Chapter 22

"Have a nic e vac ation?" Unc le J ac k s m i led at him . "You've led us  qui te a c has e. You s houldn't do that, boy."

T horby wanted to hi t him  but, al though the guards  let go his  arms  when they s hoved him  into the room, his  wris ts  were tied. Unc le J ac k s topped s m i l ing and glanc ed at J udge B ruder. "T hor, you've never apprec iated that J udge B ruder and I worked for your father, and for your grandfather. Natural ly we know what's
bes t. But you've given us  trouble and now we'l l  s how you how we handle l i ttle boys  who don't apprec iate dec ent treatment. W e teac h them. Ready, J udge?"

J udge B ruder s m i led s avagely and took the whip from behind him . "Bend him  over the des k! "

T horby woke up gas ping. W hew, a bad one!  He looked around the s mal l  hotel  room he was  in and tried to remember where he was . For days  he had moved dai ly, s ometimes  hal f around the planet. He had bec ome s ophis tic ated in the folkways  of this  planet, enough not to attrac t attention, and even had a new ID
c ard, qui te as  good as  a real  one. It had not been di ffic ul t, onc e he real ized that underworlds  were muc h the s ame everywhere.

He remembered now -- this  was  Americ a de Sud.

T he bed alarm s ounded -- jus t m idnight, time to leave. He dres s ed and glanc ed at his  baggage, dec ided to abandon i t He walked down the bac ks tairs , out the bac k way.

Aunt Lizzie had not l iked the Yukon c old but s he put up with i t. Eventual ly s omeone c al led and rem inded Leda that there were few s hopping days  to Chris tmas , s o they left. A t Uranium City T horby managed to return the c al l  Gars c h grinned. "I'l l  s ee you in the dis tric t c ourt in-and-for the c ounty of Rudbek, divis ion four,
at nine-fi fty-nine the morning of J anuary fourth. Now get los t c ompletely."

So at San Franc is c o T horby and Leda had a ti ff in the pres enc e of Aunt Lizzie; Leda wanted to go to Nic e, T horby ins is ted on Aus tral ia. T horby s aid angri ly, "Keep the c ar!  I'l l  go by mys el f." He flounc ed out and bought a tic ket for Great Sydney.

He pul led a rather old was hroom tric k, tubed under the Bay, and, c onvinc ed that his  bodyguard had been evaded, c ounted the c as h Leda had s l ipped him  as  privately as  they had quarreled publ ic ly. It c ame to a l i ttle under two hundred thous and c redi ts . T here was  a note s aying that s he was  s orry i t was n't more but
s he had not antic ipated needing money.

W hi le wai ting at the South Americ an field T horby c ounted what was  left of Leda's  money and reflec ted that he had c ut i t fine, both time and money. W here did i t al l  go?

Photographers  and reporters  gave him  a bad time at Rudbek City; the plac e s warmed with them. But he pus hed through and met Gars c h ins ide the bar at nine-fi fty-eight. T he old man nodded. "S iddown. Hizzoner wi l l  be out s oon."

T he judge c ame out and a c lerk intoned the anc ient prom is e of jus tic e: "-- draw nigh and ye s hal l  be heard! " Gars c h remarked, "B ruder has  this  judge on a leas h."

"Huh? T hen why are we here?"

"You're paying me to worry. Any judge is  a good judge when he knows  he's  being watc hed. Look behind you."

T horby did s o. T he plac e was  s o loaded with pres s  that a c ommon c i tizen s tood no c hanc e. "I did a good job, i f I do s ay s o." Gars c h hooked a thumb at the front row. "T he galoot wi th the big nos e is  the ambas s ador from P roxima. T he old thief next to him  is  c hairman of the judic iary c ommittee. And --" He broke off.

T horby c ould not s pot Unc le J ac k but B ruder pres ided over the other table -- he did not look at T horby. Nor c ould T horby find Leda. It made him  feel  very muc h alone. But Gars c h finis hed opening formal i ties , s at down and whis pered. "Mes s age for you. Young lady s ays  to s ay 'Good luc k.' "

T horby was  ac tive only in giving tes timony and that after many objec tions , c ounter objec tions , and warnings  from the benc h. W hi le he was  being s worn, he rec ognized in the front row a reti red c hief jus tic e of the Hegemonic  Ul timate Court who had onc e dined at Rudbek. T hen T horby did not notic e anything, for he
gave his  tes timony in deep tranc e s urrounded by hypnotherapis ts .

A l though every point was  c hewed endles s ly, only onc e did the hearing approac h drama. T he c ourt s us tained an objec tion by B ruder in s uc h fas hion that a ti tter of unbel ief ran around the room and s omeone s tamped his  feet. T he judge turned red. "Order!  T he bai l i ff wi l l  c lear the room! "

T he move to c omply s tarted, over protes ts  of reporters . But the front two rows  s at tight and s tared at the judge. T he High Ambas s ador from the Vegan League leaned toward his  s ec retary and whis pered; the s ec retary s tarted s lapping a S i lent-S teno.

T he judge c leared his  throat "-- unles s  this  uns eemly behavior c eas es  at onc e!  T his  c ourt wi l l  not tolerate dis res pec t."

T horby was  almos t s urpris ed when i t ended: "-- mus t therefore be c onc lus ively pres umed that Creighton B radley Rudbek and Martha B radley Rudbek did eac h die, are now dead, and furthermore did meet their ends  in c ommon dis as ter. May their s ouls  res t in peac e. Let i t be s o rec orded." T he c ourt banged his  gavel .
"If c us todians  of wi l ls  of the dec edents , i f wi l ls  there be, are pres ent in this  c ourt, let them now c ome forward."

T here was  no hearing about T horby's  own s hares ; T horby s igned a rec eipt for c erti fic ates  thereto in the judge's  c hambers . Nei ther W eems by nor B ruder was  pres ent.

T horby took a deep breath as  Gars c h and he c ame out of c hambers . "I c an hardly bel ieve that we've won."

Gars c h grinned. "Don't kid yours el f. W e won the fi rs t round on points . Now i t begins  to get expens ive."

T horby's  mouth s agged. Rudbek guards  moved in and s tarted taking them through the c rowd.

Gars c h had not overs tated i t. B ruder and W eems by s at tight, s ti l l  running Rudbek &  As s oc s . and c ontinued to fight. T horby never did s ee his  parents ' proxies  -- his  only interes t in them now was  to s ee whether, as  he s us pec ted, the di fferenc es  between the papers  B ruder had prepared and thos e of his  parents  lay in
the di fferenc e between "revoc able" and "revoc able only by mutual  agreement."

But when the c ourt got around to ordering them produc ed, B ruder c laimed that they had been des troyed in routine c learing from fi les  of expired ins truments . He rec eived a ten-day s entenc e for c ontempt, s us pended, and that ended i t.

But, whi le W eems by was  no longer voting the s hares  of Martha and Creighton Rudbek, nei ther was  T horby; the s hares  were tied up whi le the wi l ls  were being proved. In the meantime, B ruder and W eems by remained offic ers  of Rudbek &  As s oc s . wi th a majori ty of di rec tors  bac king them. T horby was  not even
al lowed in Rudbek Bui lding, muc h les s  in his  old offic e.

W eems by never went bac k to Rudbek es tate; his  belongings  were s ent to him . T horby moved Gars c h into W eems by's  apartment. T he old man s lept there often; they were very bus y.

A t one point Gars c h told him  that there were ninety-s even ac tions , for or agains t, moving or pending, relating to the s ettlement of his  es tate. T he wi l ls  were s imple in es s enc e; T horby was  the only major heir. But there were dozens  of m inor beques ts ; there were relatives  who m ight get s omething i f the wi l ls  were s et
as ide; the ques tion of "legal ly dead" was  again rais ed, the pres umption of "c ommon dis as ter" vers us  deaths  at di fferent times  was  has hed again; and T horby's  very identi ty was  ques tioned. Nei ther B ruder nor W eems by appeared in thes e ac tions ; s ome relative or s toc kholder was  always  named as  peti tioner --
T horby was  forc ed to c onc lude that Unc le J ac k had kept everyone happy.

But the only ac tion that grieved him  was  brought by his  grandparents  B radley, as king that he be made their ward bec aus e of inc ompetenc e. T he evidenc e, other than the admitted fac t that he was  new to the c omplexi ties  of Terran l i fe, was  his  Guards man medic al  rec ord -- a Dr. K ris hnamurti  had endors ed that he
was  "potential ly emotional ly uns table and s hould not be held ful ly ans werable for ac tions  under s tres s ."

Gars c h had him  examined in blatant publ ic i ty by the phys ic ian to the Sec retary General  of the Hegemonic  As s embly. T horby was  found legal ly s ane. It was  fol lowed by a s toc kholders  s ui t as king that T horby be found profes s ional ly unequipped to manage the affai rs  of Rudbek &  As s oc s . in private and publ ic
interes t.

T horby was  badly s queezed by thes e maneuvers ; he was  finding i t ruinous ly expens ive to be ric h. He was  heavi ly in debt from legal  c os ts  and running Rudbek es tate and had not been able to draw his  own ac c umulated royal ties  as  B ruder and W eems by c ontinued to c ontend, des pi te repeated advers e dec is ions ,
that his  identi ty was  unc ertain.

But a weary time later a c ourt three levels  above the Rudbek dis tric t c ourt awarded to T horby (s ubjec t to admonitions  as  to behavior and unles s  revoked by c ourt) the power to vote his  parents ' s toc k unti l  s uc h time as  their es tates  were s ettled.

T horby c al led a general  meeting of s toc kholders , on s toc kholders ' ini tiative as  perm itted by the bylaws , to elec t offic ers .

T he meeting was  in the audi torium of Rudbek Bui lding; mos t s toc kholders  on Terra s howed up even i f repres ented by proxy. Even Leda popped in at the las t m inute, c al led out merri ly, "Hel lo, everybody! " then turned to her s tepfather. "Daddy, I got the notic e and dec ided to s ee the fun -- s o I jumped into the bus  and
hopped over. I haven't m is s ed anything, have I?"

She barely glanc ed at T horby, al though he was  on the platform with the offic ers . T horby was  rel ieved and hurt; he had not s een her s inc e they had parted at San Franc is c o. He knew that s he had res idenc e at Rudbek A rms  in Rudbek City and was  s ometimes  in town, but Gars c h had dis c ouraged him  from getting in
touc h with her -- "Man's  a fool  to c has e a woman when s he's  made i t plain s he does n't want to s ee him ."

So he s imply rem inded hims el f that he mus t pay bac k her loan -- wi th interes t -- as  s oon as  pos s ible.

W eems by c al led the meeting to order, announc ed that to ac c ordanc e with the c al l  the meeting would nominate and elec t offic ers . "Minutes  and old bus ines s  pos tponed by unanimous  c ons ent." Bang!  "Let the s ec retary c al l  the rol l  for nominations  for c hairman of the board." His  fac e wore a s m i le of triumph.

T he s m i le worried T horby. He c ontrol led, his  own and his  parents ', jus t under 45% of the voting s toc k. From the names  us ed in bringing s ui ts  and other indirec t s ourc es  he thought that W eems by c ontrol led about 31%, T horby needed to pic k up 6%. He was  c ounting on the emotional  appeal  of "Rudbek of Rudbek" --
but he c ouldn't be s ure, even though W eems by needed more than three times  as  many "unc ertain" votes  ... unc ertain to T horby; they m ight be in W eems by's  poc ket.

But T horby s tood up and nominated hims el f, through his  own s toc k. "T hor Rudbek of Rudbek! "

A fter that i t was  pas s , pas s , pas s , over and over again -- unti l  W eems by was  nominated. T here were no other nominations .

"T he Sec retary wi l l  c al l  the rol l ," W eems by intoned.

"Announc e your votes  by s hares  as  owners , fol lowed by votes  as  proxy. T he Clerk wi l l  c hec k s erial  numbers  agains t the Great Rec ord. T hor Rudbek ... of Rudbek."

T horby voted al l  45%-minus  that he c ontrol led, then s at down feel ing very weary. But he got out a poc ket c alc ulator. T here were 94,000 voting s hares ; he did not trus t hims el f to keep tal ly in his  head. T he Sec retary read on, the c lerk droned his  c hec ks  on the rec ord. T horby needed to pic k up 5657 votes , to win by
one vote.

He began s lowly to pic k up odd votes  -- 232, 906, 1917 -- s ome of them direc tly, s ome through proxy. But W eems by pic ked up votes  als o. Some s hareholders  ans wered, "Pas s  to proxy," or fai led to res pond -- as  the names  marc hed pas t and thes e m is s ing votes  did not appear, T horby was  forc ed to infer that
W eems by held thos e proxies  hims el f. But s ti l l  the addi tional  votes  for "Rudbek of Rudbek" mounted -- 2205, 3036, 4309 ... and there i t s tuc k. T he las t few names  pas s ed.

Gars c h leaned toward him . "J us t the s uns hine twins  left."

"I know." T horby put away his  c alc ulator, feel ing s ic k -- s o W eems by had won, after al l .

T he Sec retary had evidently been ins truc ted what names  to read las t. "T he Honorable Curt B ruder! "

B ruder voted his  one qual i fying s hare for W eems by. "Our Chairman, Mr. J ohn W eems by."

W eems by s tood up and looked happy. "In my own pers on, I vote one s hare. By proxies  del ivered to me and now with the Sec retary I vote --" T horby did not l is ten; he was  looking for his  hat.

"T he tal ly being c omplete, I dec lare --" the Sec retary began.

"No! "

Leda was  on her feet. "I'm  here mys el f. T his  is  my fi rs t meeting and I'm  going to vote! "

Her s tepfather s aid has ti ly, "T hat's  al l  right, Leda -- mus tn't interrupt." He turned to the Sec retary. "It does n't affec t the res ul t."

"But i t does !  I c as t one thous and eight hundred and eighty votes  for T hor, Rudbek of Rudbek! "

W eems by s tared. "Leda W eems by! "

She retorted c ris ply, "My legal  name is  Leda Rudbek."

B ruder was  s houting, "Il legal !  T he vote has  been rec orded. It's  too --"

"Oh, nons ens e! " s houted Leda. "I'm  here and I'm  voting. Anyhow, I c anc el led that proxy -- I regis tered i t in the pos t offic e in this  very bui lding and s aw i t del ivered and s igned for at the 'princ ipal  offic es  of this  c orporation' -- that's  the right phras e, is n't i t, J udge? -- ten m inutes  before the meeting was  c al led to order. If
you don't bel ieve me, s end down for i t. But what of i t? -- I'm  here. T ouc h me." T hen s he turned and s m i led at T horby.

T horby tried to s m i le bac k, and whis pered s avagely to Gars c h, "W hy did you keep this  a s ec ret?"

"And let 'Hones t J ohn' find out that he had to beg, borrow, or buy s ome more votes ? He m ight have won. She kept him  happy, jus t as  I told her to. T hat's  qui te a girl , T horby. Better option her."

Five m inutes  later T horby, s haking and white, got up and took the gavel  that W eems by had dropped. He fac ed the c rowd. "W e wi l l  now elec t the res t of the board," he announc ed, his  voic e barely under c ontrol . T he s late that Gars c h and T horby had worked out was  pas s ed by ac c lamation -- wi th one addi tion: Leda.

Again s he s tood up. "Oh, no!  You c an't do this  to me."

"Out of order. You've as s umed res pons ibi l i ty, now ac c ept i t."

She opened her mouth, c los ed i t, s at down.

W hen the Sec retary dec lared the res ul t, T horby turned to W eems by. "You are General  Manager als o, are you not?"

"Yes ."



"You're fi red. Your one s hare reverts . Don't try to go bac k to your former offic e; jus t get your hat and go."

B ruder jumped up. T horby turned to him . "You, too. Sergeant-at-A rms , es c ort them out of the bui lding."

Chapter 23

T horby looked glum ly at a high s tac k of papers , eac h i tem flagged "URGENT ." He pic ked up one, s tarted to read -- put i t down and s aid, "Dolores , s witc h c ontrol  of my s c reen to me. T hen go home."

"I c an s tay, s i r."

"I s aid, 'Go home.' How are you going to c atc h a hus band with c i rc les  under your eyes ?"

"Yes , s i r." She c hanged c onnec tions . "Good night, s i r."

"Good night."

Good girl , there. Loyal , he thought. W el l , he hoped. He hadn't dared us e a new broom al l  the way; the adminis tration had to have c ontinui ty. He s ignaled a number.

A  voic e without a fac e s aid, "Sc ramble Seven."

" 'P rometheus  Bound,' " T horby ans wered, "and nine makes  s ixteen."

"Sc ramble s et up."

"Sealed," T horby agreed.

T he fac e of W ing Mars hal  "Smith" appeared. "Hi , T hor."

"J ake, I've got to pos tpone this  month's  c onferenc e again. I hate to -- but you s hould s ee my des k."

"Nobody expec ts  you to devote al l  your time to c orps  matters ."

"Doggone i t, that's  exac tly what I planned to do -- c lean this  plac e up fas t, put good people in c harge, grab my hat and enl is t for the c orps !  But i t's  not that s imple."

"T hor, no c ons c ientious  offic er lets  hims el f be rel ieved unti l  his  board is  al l  green. W e both knew that you had lots  of l ights  bl inking red."

"W el l  ... al l  right, I c an't make the c onferenc e. Got a few m inutes ?"

"Shoot," agreed "Smith."

"I think I've got a boy to hunt porc upines . Remember?"

" 'Nobody eats  a porc upine.' "

"Right!  T hough I had to s ee a pic ture of one to unders tand what you meant. T o put i t in trader terms , the way to ki l l  a bus ines s  is  to make i t unprofi table. S lave raiding is  a bus ines s , the way to ki l l  i t is  to put i t in the red. Porc upine s pines  on the vic tims  wi l l  do i t"

"If we had the s pines ," the "X " Corps  direc tor agreed dryly. "You have an idea for a weapon?"

"Me? W hat do you think I am? A  genius ? But I think I've found one. Name is  J oel  de la Croix. He's  s uppos ed to be about the hottes t thing MIT  ever turned out. I've gos s iped with him  about what I us ed to do as  a fi rec ontrolman in S is u. He c ame up with s ome bri l l iant ideas  without being prodded. T hen he s aid, 'T hor,
i t's  ridic ulous  for a s hip to be put out of ac tion by a s i l ly l i ttle paralys is  beam when i t has  enough power in i ts  guts  to make a s mal l  s tar.' "

"A  very s mal l  s tar. But I agree."

"Okay. I've got him  s tas hed in our Havermeyer Labs  in T oronto. As  s oon as  your boys  okay him , I want to hand him  a truc kload of money and give him  a free hand. I'l l  feed him  al l  I know about raider tac tic s  and s o forth -- tranc e tapes , maybe, as  I won't have time to work wi th him  muc h. I'm  being run ragged here."

"He'l l  need a team. T his  is n't a home-works hop projec t."

"I know. I'l l  funnel  names  to you as  fas t as  I have them. P rojec t Porc upine wi l l  have al l  the men and money i t c an us e. But, J ake, how many of thes e gadgets  c an I s el l  to the Guard?"

"Eh?"

"I'm  s uppos ed to be running a bus ines s . If I run i t into the ground, the c ourts  wi l l  boos t me out I'm  going to let P rojec t Porc upine s pend megabuc ks  l ike water -- but I've got to jus ti fy i t to direc tors  and s toc kholders . If we c ome up with s omething, I c an s el l  s everal  hundred uni ts  to Free T raders , I c an s el l  s ome to
ours elves  -- but I need to s how a potential  large market to jus ti fy the expendi ture. How many c an the Guard us e?"

"T hor, you're worrying unnec es s ari ly. Even i f you don't c ome up with a s uperweapon -- and your c hanc es  aren't good -- al l  res earc h pays  off. Your s toc kholders  won't los e."

"I am not worrying unnec es s ari ly!  I've got this  job by a handful  of votes ; a s pec ial  s toc kholders  meeting c ould kic k me out tomorrow. Sure res earc h pays  off, but not nec es s ari ly quic kly. You c an c ount on i t that every c redi t I s pend is  reported to people who would love to s ee me bumped -- s o I've got to have
reas onable jus ti fic ation."

"How about a res earc h c ontrac t?"

"W ith a vic e c olonel  s taring down my boy's  nec k and tel l ing him  what to do? W e want to give him  a free hand."

"Mmm ... yes . Suppos e I get you a letter-of-intent? W e'l l  make the figure as  high as  pos s ible. I'l l  have to s ee the Mars hal-in-Chief. He's  on Luna at the moment and I c an't s queeze time to go to Luna this  week. You'l l  have to wai t a few days ."

"I'm  not going to wai t; I'm  going to as s ume that you c an do i t. J ake, I'm  going to get things  rol l ing and get out of this  c razy job -- i f you won't have me in the c orps  I c an always  be an ordnanc eman."

"Come on down this  evening. I'l l  enl is t you -- then I'l l  order you to detac hed duty, right where you are."

T horby's  c hin dropped. "J ake!  You wouldn't do that to me! "

"I would i f you were s i l ly enough to plac e yours el f under my orders , Rudbek."

"But --" T horby s hut up. T here was  no us e arguing; there was  too muc h work to be done.

"Smith" added, "Anything els e?"

"I gues s  not."

"I'l l  have a fi rs t c hec k on de la Croix by tomorrow. See you."

T horby s witc hed off, feel ing glummer than ever. It was  not the W ing Mars hal 's  hal f-whims ic al  threat, nor even his  troubled c ons c ienc e over s pending large amounts  of other people's  money on a projec t that s tood l i ttle c hanc e of s uc c es s ; i t was  s imply that he was  s wamped by a job more c omplex than he had
bel ieved pos s ible.

He pic ked up the top i tem again, put i t down, pres s ed the key that s ealed him  through to Rudbek es tate. Leda was  s ummoned to the s c reen. "I'l l  be late again. I'm  s orry."

"I'l l  delay dinner. T hey're enjoying thems elves  and I had the ki tc hen make the c anapes  s ubs tantial"

T horby s hook his  head. "T ake the head of the table. I'l l  eat here. I may s leep here."

She s ighed. "If you s leep. Look, my s tupid dear, be in bed by m idnight and up not before s ix. P romis e?"

"Okay. If pos s ible."

"It had better be pos s ible, or you wi l l  have trouble wi th me. See you."

He didn't even pic k up the top i tem this  time; he s imply s at in thought. Good girl , Leda ... s he had even tried to help in the bus ines s  -- unti l  i t had bec ome c lear that bus ines s  was  not her forte. But s he was  one bright s pot in the gloom; s he always  buc ked him  up. If i t was n't patently unfair for a Guards man to marry --
But he c ouldn't be that unfair to Leda and he had no reas on to think s he would be wi l l ing anyhow. It was  unfair enough for him  to duc k out of a big dinner party at the las t m inute. Other things . He would have to try to treat her better.

It had al l  s eemed s o s el f-evident: jus t take over, fum igate that s ec tor fac ing the Sargony, then pic k s omebody els e to run i t. But the more he dug, the more there was  to do. Taxes  ... the tax s i tuation was  inc redibly s narled; i t always  was . T hat expans ion program the Vegan group was  pus hing -- how c ould he judge
unles s  he went there and looked? And would he know i f he did? And how c ould he find time?

Funny, but a man who owned a thous and s tars hips  automatic al ly never had time to ride in even one of them. Maybe in a year or two --

No, thos e c onfounded wi l ls  wouldn't even be s ettled in that time!  -- two years  now and the c ourts  were s ti l l  c hewing i t. W hy c ouldn't death be handled dec ently and s imply the way the People did i t?

In the meantime he was n't free to go on with Pop's  work.

T rue, he had ac c ompl is hed a l i ttle. By letting "X " Corps  have ac c es s  to Rudbek's  fi les  s ome of the pic ture had fi l led in -- J ake had told him  that a raid whic h had wiped out one s laver pes thole had res ul ted direc tly from s tuff the home offic e knew and hadn't known that i t knew.

Or had s omebody known? Some days  he thought W eems by and B ruder had had gui l ty knowledge, s ome days  not -- for al l  that the fi les  s howed was  legi timate bus ines s  ... s ometimes  with wrong people. But who knew that they were the wrong people?

He opened a drawer, got out a folder wi th no "URGENT " flag on i t s imply bec aus e i t never left his  hands . It was , he fel t, the mos t urgent thing in Rudbek, perhaps  in the Galaxy -- c ertainly more urgent than P rojec t Porc upine bec aus e this  matter was  c ertain to c ripple, or at leas t hamper, the s lave trade, whi le
Porc upine was  a long c hanc e. But his  progres s  had been s low -- too muc h els e to do.

A lways  too muc h. Grandmother us ed to s ay never to buy too many eggs  for your bas ket W onder where s he got that? -- the People never bought eggs . He had both too many bas kets  and too many eggs  for eac h. And another bas ket every day.

Of c ours e, in a tough s pot he c ould always  as k hims el f; "W hat would Pop do?" Colonel  B ris by had phras ed that -- "I jus t as k mys el f, 'W hat would Colonel  Bas l im  do?' " It helped, es pec ial ly when he had to remember als o what the pres iding judge had warned him  about the day his  parents ' s hares  had been turned
over to him ; "No man c an own a thing to hims el f alone, and the bigger i t is , the les s  he owns  i t. You are not free to deal  wi th this  property arbi trari ly nor fool is hly. Your interes t does  not override that of other s toc kholders , nor of employees , nor of the publ ic ."

T horby had talked that warning over wi th Pop before dec iding to go ahead with Porc upine.

T he J udge was  right. His  fi rs t impuls e on taking over the bus ines s  had been to s hut down every Rudbek ac tivi ty in that infec ted s ec tor, c ripple the s lave trade that way. But you c ould not do that. You c ould not injure thous ands , m i l l ions , of hones t men to put the s queeze on c rim inals . It required more judic ious
s urgery.

W hic h was  what he was  trying to do now. He s tarted s tudying the unmarked folder.

Gars c h s tuc k his  head in. "S ti l l  running under the whip? W hat's  the rus h, boy?"

"J im , where c an I find ten hones t men?"

"Huh? Diogenes  was  s atis fied to hunt for one. Gave him  more than he c ould handle."

"You know what I mean -- ten hones t men eac h qual i fied to take over as  a planetary manager for Rudbek." T horby added to hims el f, "-- and ac c eptable to 'X ' Corps ."

"Now I'l l  tel l  one."

"Know any other s olution? I'l l  have eac h one rel ieve a manager in the s mel ly s ec tor and s end the man he rel ieves  bac k -- we c an't fi re them; we'l l  have to abs orb them. Bec aus e we don't know. But the new men we c an trus t and eac h one wi l l  be taught how the s lave trade operates  and what to look for."

Gars c h s hrugged. "It's  the bes t we c an do. But forget the notion of doing i t in one bi te; we won't find that many qual i fied men at one time. Now look, boy, you ain't going to s olve i t tonight no matter how long you s tare at thos e names . W hen you are as  old as  I am, you'l l  know you c an't do everything at onc e -- provided
you don't ki l l  yours el f fi rs t. E i ther way, s omeday you die and s omebody els e has  to do the work. You rem ind me of the man who s et out to c ount s tars . Fas ter he c ounted, the more new s tars  kept turning up. So he went fis hing. W hic h you s hould, early and often."

"J im , why did you agree to c ome here? I don't s ee you qui tting work when the others  do."

"Bec aus e I'm  an old idiot. Somebody had to give you a hand. Maybe I rel is hed a c hanc e to take a c rac k at anything as  dirty as  the s lave trade and this  was  my way -- I'm  too old and fat to do i t any other way."

T horby nodded. "I thought s o. I've got another way -- only, c onfound i t, I'm  s o bus y doing what I mus t do that I don't have time for what I ought to do ... and I never get a c hanc e to do what I want to do! "



"Son, that's  univers al . T he way to keep that rec ipe from ki l l ing you is  oc c as ional ly to do what you want to do anyhow. W hic h is  right now. T here's  al l  day tomorrow ain't touc hed yet ... and you are going out wi th me and have a s andwic h and look at pretty girls ."

"I'm  going to have dinner s ent up."

"No, you aren't. Even a s teel  s hip has  to have time for maintenanc e. So c ome along."

T horby looked at the s tac k of papers . "Okay."

T he old man munc hed his  s andwic h, drank his  lager, and watc hed pretty girls , wi th a s m i le of innoc ent pleas ure. T hey were indeed pretty girls ; Rudbek City attrac ted the highes t-paid talent in s how bus ines s .

But T horby did not s ee them. He was  thinking.

A  pers on c an't run out on res pons ibi l i ty. A  c aptain c an't, a c hief offic er c an't. But he did not s ee how, i f he went on this  way, he would ever be able to join Pop's  c orps . But J im  was  right; here was  a plac e where the fi l thy bus ines s  had to be fought, too.

Even i f he didn't l ike this  way to tight i t? Yes . Colonel  B ris by had onc e s aid, about Pop: "It means  being s o devoted to freedom that you are wi l l ing to give up your own ... be a beggar ... or a s lave ... or die -- that freedom may l ive."

Yes , Pop, but I don't know how to do this  job. I'd do i t ... I'm  trying to do i t. But I'm  jus t fumbl ing. I don't have any talent for i t

Pop ans wered, "Nons ens e!  You c an learn to do anything i f you apply yours el f. You're going to learn i f I haw to beat your s i l ly head in! "

Somewhere behind Pop Grandmother was  nodding agreement and looking s tern. T horby nodded bac k at her. "Yes , Grandmother. Okay, Pop. I'l l  try."

"You'l l  do more than try! "

"I'l l  do i t. Pop."

"Now eat your dinner."

Obediently T horby reac hed for his  s poon, then notic ed that i t was  a s andwic h ins tead of a bowl of s tew. Gars c h s aid, "W hat are you muttering about?"

"Nothing. I jus t made up my m ind."

"Give your m ind a res t and us e your eyes  ins tead. T here's  a time and plac e for everything."

"You're right, J im ."

"Goodnight, s on," the old beggar whis pered. "Good dreams  ... and good luc k! "




