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BILL The Gal actic Hero

By

Harry Harrison

©1965
I
Bill never realized that sex was the cause of it all. If the sun that norning
had not been burning so warmy in the brassy sky of Phigerinadon Il, and if

he had not glinpsed the sugar-white and w ne-barrel -w de backsi de of
I nga- Mari a Cal yphigia, while she bathed in the stream he m ght have paid nore
attention to his plowing than to the burning pressures of heterosexuality and
woul d have driven his furrowto the far side of the hill before the seductive
nmusi ¢ sounded al ong the road. He m ght never have heard it, and his |ife would
have been very, very different. But he did hear it and dropped the handl es of
the plow that was plugged into the robonule, turned, and gaped.

It was indeed a fabul ous sight. Leading the parade was a one-robot band,
twel ve feet high and splendid in its great black busby that conceal ed the
hi-fi speakers. The golden pillars of its legs stanped forward as its thirty
articul ated arns sawed, plucked, and fingered at a dazzling variety of
instruments. Martial mnusic poured out in wave after inspiring wave, and even
Bill's thick peasant feet stirred in their clodhoppers as the shining boots of
the squad of soldiers crashed along the road in perfect unison. Medals jingled
on the manly swell of their scarlet-clad chests, and there could certainly be
no nobler sight in all the world. To their rear marched the sergeant, gorgeous
in his braid and brass, thickly clustered nedals and ribbons, sword and gun,
girdled gut and steely eye 'which sought out Bill where he stood gawki ng over
the fence. The grizzled head nodded in his direction, the steel-trap nouth bent
into afriendly smle and there' was a conspiratorial wink. Then the little
| egi on was past, and hurrying behind in their wake canme a huddl e of
dust-covered ancillary robots, hopping and crawing or rippling al ong on
treads. As soon as these had gone by Bill clinbed clunsily over the split-rai
fence and ran after them There were no nore than two interesting events every
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four years here, and he was not going to miss what pronised to be a third.

A crowd had already gathered in the market square when Bill hurried up, and
they were listening to an enthusiastic band concert. The robot hurled itself
into the glorious measures of "Star Troopers to the Skies Avaunt," thrashed its
way through "Rockets Runble," and al nost denpolished itself in the tunultuous
rhythm of "Sappers at the Tithead Digging." It pursued this |ast tune so
strenuously that one of its legs flew off, rising high into the air, but was
caught dexterously before it could hit the ground, and the nusic ended with the
robot balancing on its remaining |leg, beating time with the detached linb. It
al so, after an ear-fracturing peal on the basses, used the leg to point across
the square to where a tri-di screen and refreshnment booth had been set up. The
troopers had vanished into the tavern, and the recruiting sergeant stood al one
anong his robots, beaming a welconing snile.

"Now hear this! Free drinks for all, courtesy of the Enperor, and some lively
scenes of jolly adventure in distant clinmes to anuse you while you sip," he
called in an i nmense and | eathery voi ce.

Most of the people drifted over, Bill in their mdst, though a few
enbittered and el derly draft-dodgers slunk away between the houses. Cooling
drinks were shared out by a robot with a spigot for a navel and an
i nexhaustible supply of plastic glasses in one hip. Bill sipped his happily
while he followed the enthralling adventures of the space troopers in ful
color, with sound effects and stinulating subsonics. There was battle and death
and glory, though it was only the Chingers who died: troopers only suffered
neat little wounds in their extrenities that could be covered easily by small
bandages. And while Bill was enjoying this, Recruiting Sergeant G ue was
enjoying him his little piggy eyes ruddy with greed as they fastened onto the
back of Bill's neck

This is the one! he chortled to hinself while, unknow ngly, his yell owed
tongue licked at his lips. He could already feel the weight of the bonus noney
in his pocket. The rest of the audience. were the usual m xed bag of overage
men, fat wonen, beardl ess youths, and other unenlistables. Al except this
br oad- shoul der ed, square-chi nned, curly-haired chunk of el ectronic-cannon
fodder. Wth a precise hand on the controls the sergeant |owered the background
subsonics and ainmed a tight-beam stinulator at the back of his victims head.
Bill withed in his seat, alnopst taking part in the glorious battles unfolding
before him

As the last chord died and the screen went blank, the refreshnent robot
pounded hollowy on its netallic chest and bel |l owed, "DRI NK!' DRI NKI' DRI NK!"

The sheepli ke audi ence swept that way, all except Bill, who was plucked from
their midst by a powerful arm
"Here, | saved sone for you," the sergeant said, passing over a prepared cup

so | oaded with dissolved ego-reducing drugs that they were crystallizing out at
the bottom "You're a fine figure of a lad and to ny eye seema cut above the
yokel s here. Did you ever think of making your career in the forces?"

"I"'mnot the military type, Shargeant . . ." Bill chonped his jaws and spat
to renove the inpedinment to his speech and puzzled at the sudden-foggi ness in
his thoughts. Though it was a tribute to his physique that he was even
conscious after the volunme of drugs and sonics that he had been plied with.

"Not the mlitary type. My fondest anmbition is to be of help in the best way |
can, in ny chosen career as a Technical Fertilizer Operator, and |I'm al nost
finished with nmy correspondence course . . . "

"That's a crappy job for a bright lad Iike you," the sergeant said, while
clapping himon the armto get a good feel of his biceps. Rock: He resisted the
impulse to pull Bill's Iip dowmn and take a quick peek at the condition of his
back teeth. Later. "Leave that kind of job to those that like it. No chance of
pronotion. Wiile a career in the troopers has no top. Wy, Gand-Adnira
Pfl unger came up through the rocket tubes, as they say, from recruit trooper
to grandadmiral. How does that sound?"

"I't sounds very nice for M. Pflunger, but | think fertilizer operating is
more fun. Cee-I'mfeeling sleepy. |I think "Il go |lie down."

"Not before you've seen this, just as a favor to ne of course,

t he sergeant
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said, cutting in front of himand pointing to a | arge book held open by a tiny
robot. "C othes make the man, and nost nen woul d be ashanmed to be seen in a
crumy-| ooki ng snmock |ike that thing draped around you or wearing those broken
canal boats on their feet. Wy | ook |ike that when you can |l ook |ike this?"

Bill's eyes followed the thick finger to the color plate in the book where a
mracle of msapplied engineering caused his own face to appear on the
illustrated figure dressed in trooper red. The sergeant flipped the pages, and
on each plate the uniformwas a little nore gaudy, the rank higher. The | ast
one was that of a grand-admiral, and Bill blinked at his own face under the
pl uned hel net, now with a touch of crow s-feet about the eyes and sporting a
handsonme and grayshot nustache, but still undeniably his own.

"That's the way you will look," the sergeant nurnured into his ear, "once you
have clinbed the | adder of success. Wuld you like to try a uniformon? O
course you would like to try a uniformon. Tailorl"

When Bill opened his nouth to protest the sergeant put a large cigar into it,
and before he could get it out the robot tailor had rolled up, swept a
curtain-bearing armabout himand stripped himnaked. "Hey! Hey!" he said.

"It won't hurt," the sergeant said, poking his great head through the curtain

and beamng at Bill's nuscled form. He poked a finger into a pectoral (rock),
then wi t hdr ew.

"Quch!" Bill said, as the tailor extruded a cold pointer and jabbed himwth
it, nmeasuring his size. Sonething went chunk deep inside its tubular torso, and
a brilliant red jacket began to enmerge froma slot in the front. In an instant
this was slipped onto Bill and the shining golden buttons buttoned. Luxurious
gray nol eskin trousers were pulled on next, then gleam ng bl ack knee-Ilength
boots. Bill staggered a bit as the curtain was whi pped away and a powered
full-length mrror rolled up.

"Ch, howthe girls love a uniform" the sergeant said, "and | can't bl ane
them "

A menory of the vision of Inga-Mria Calyphigia s natched white npbons
obscured Bill's sight for a nonent, and when it had cl eared he found he was
grasping a stylo and was about to sign the formthat the recruiting sergeant
hel d before him

"No," Bill said, alittle amazed at his own firmess of mnd. "I don't really
want to. Technical Fertilizer QOperator "

"And not only will you receive this lovely uniform an enlistnent bonus, and
a free nedi cal examination, but you will be awarded these handsone nedal s."

The sergeant took a flat box, offered to himon cue by a robot, and opened it
to display a glittering array of ribbons and bangles. "This is the Honorabl e
Enlistment Award," he intoned gravely, pinning a jewel-encrusted nebul a,
pendant on chartreuse, to Bill's wide chest. "And the Enperor's Congratul atory
G lded Horn, the Forward to Victory Starburst, the Praise Be G ven Salutation
of the Mothers of the Victorious Fallen, and the Everfl owi ng Cornucopi a which
does not nean anyt hing but | ooks nice and can be used to carry contraceptives."

He stepped back and adnmired Bill's chest; which was now adangl e with ribbons,
shining nmetal, and gl eam ng paste gens.

"I just couldn't,"” Bill said. "Thank you anyway for the offer, but "
The sergeant smled, prepared even for this el eventh-hour resistance, and
pressed the button on his belt that actuated the prograned hypno-coil in the

heel of Bill's new boot. The powerful neural current surged through the
contacts and Bill's hand tw tched and junped, and when the nonentary fog had
lifted fromhis eyes he saw that he had signed his nane.

"But...'

"Wl cone to the Space Troopers;" the sergeant boomed, smacking himon the
back (trapezius like rock) and relieving himof the stylo. "FALL IN" he called
in a larger voice, and the recruits stunbled fromthe tavern

"What have they done to ny sonl"” Bill's nother screeched, coming into the
mar ket square, clutching at her bosomw th one hand and tow ng his baby brother
Charlie with the other. Charlie began to cry and wet his pants.

"Your son is now a trooper for the greater glory of the Enperor," the
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sergeant said, pushing his slack-jawed and round-shoul dered recruit squad into
I'i ne.

"No! it can't be . . ." Bill's nmother sobbed, tearing at her graying hair.
"I'"'ma poor widow, he's ny sole support . . . you cannot . . . I|"
"Mother. . ." Bill said, but the sergeant shoved hi mback into the ranks.

"Be brave, madam " he said. "There can be no greater glory for a nother."

He dropped a large and newy nminted coin into her hand. "Here is the enlistnent
bonus, the Enperor's shilling. | know he wants you to have it. ATTENTION"

Wth a clash of heels the graceless recruits braced their shoul ders and
lifted their chins. Mich to his surprise, so did Bill

"Rl GHT TURN "

In a single, graceful notion they turned, as the command robot relayed the
order to the hypno-coil in every boot. "FORWARD MARCH " And they did, in
perfect rhythm so well under control that, try as hard as he could, Bill could
neither turn his head nor wave a | ast good-by to his nother. She vani shed
behind him and one | ast, anguished wail cut through the thud of marching feet.

"Step up the count to 130," the sergeant ordered, glancing at the watch set
under the nail of his little finger. "Just ten nmiles to the station, and we'l|
be in camp tonight, ny |ads."

The command robot noved its netronone up one notch and the tranping boots
conforned to the snarter pace and the nen.. began to sweat. By the tine they
had reached the copter station it was nearly dark, their red paper uniforns
hung in shreds, the gilt had been rubbed fromtheir pot-netal buttons, and
the surface charge that repelled the dust fromtheir thin plastic boots had
| eaked away. They | ooked as ragged, weary, dusty, and m serable as they felt.

It wasn't the recorded bugle playing reveille that woke Bill but the
supersoni cs that streaned through the netal frane of his bunk that
shook himuntil the fillings vibrated fromhis teeth. He sprang to his

feet and stood there shivering in the gray of dawn. Because it was sunmer

the floor was refrigerated: no nollycoddling of the nen in Canp Leon Trotsky.
The pallid, chilled figures of the other recruits | ooned up on every side, and
when the soul -shaking vibrations had died away they dragged their thick

sackcl oth and sandpaper fatigue uniforns fromtheir bunks, pulled themhastily
on, jammed their feet into the great, purple recruit boots, and staggered out
into the dawn.

"I amhere to break your spirit," a voice rich with nenace told them and
they | ooked up and shivered even nore as they faced the chief denon in this
particul ar hell.

Petty Chief O ficer Deathw sh Drang was a specialist fromthe tips of the
angry spikes of his hair to the corrugated stanping-soles of his mrrorlike
boots. He was wi de-shoul dered and | ean-ki pped, while his |ong arns hung,
curved i ke those of sonme horrible anthropoid, the knuckles of his i mense
fists scarred fromthe breaking of thousands of teeth. It was inpossible to
| ook at this detestable formand inmagine that it issued fromthe tender wonb
of a woman. He coul d never have been born; he nust have been built to order
by the government. Most terrible of all was the head. The face! The hairline
was scarcely a finger's-w dth above the black tangle of the brows that were
set like a rank growh of foliage at the rimof the black pits that conceal ed
the eyes-visible only as baleful red gleans in the Stygi an darkness. A nose,
broken and crushed, squatted above the nouth that was |ike a knife slash in
the taut belly of a corpse, while frombetween the |ips issued the great,
white fangs of the canine teeth, at least two inches long, that rested in
grooves on the lower lip.

"I am Petty Chief Oficer Deathw sh Drang, and you will call ne 'sir' or

"mlord."" He began to pace grimy before the row of terrified recruits.

"I amyour father and your nother and your whol e universe and your dedicated
eneny, and very soon | will have you regretting the day you were born. | wll
crush your will. When | say frog, you will junmp. My job is to turn you into
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troopers, and troopers have discipline. Discipline nmeans sinply unthinking

subservience,. loss of free will, absolute obedience. That is all |I ask . . ."
He stopped before Bill, who was not shaking quite as much as the others, and
scow ed.
"I don't |ike your face. One nonth of Sunday KP."
"Sir..."
"And a second nonth - for tal king back."
He waited, but Bill was silent. He had already |earned his first | esson on

how to be a good trooper. Keep your nouth shut. Deathw sh paced on

"Ri ght now you are nothing but horrible, sordid, flabby pieces of debased
civilian flesh. | shall turn that flesh to nmuscle, your wills to jelly,
your mnds to machines. You will becone good troopers, or | will kill you.
Very soon you will be hearing stories about nme, vicious stories, about how
I lulled and ate a recruit who di sobeyed ne."

He hatred and stared at them and slowy the coffin-lid lips parted in an
evil travesty of a grin, while a drop of saliva formed at the tip of each
whi t ened t usk.

"That story is true."

A moan broke fromthe row of recruits, and they shook as though a chil
wi nd had passed over them The smile vani shed.

"W will run to breakfast now as soon as | have sone volunteers for an
easy assignnent. Can any of you drive a helicar?"

Two recruits hopefully raised their hands, and he beckoned t hem forward.
"Al'l right, both of you, nops and buckets behind that door. C ean out the
latrine while the rest are eating. You'll have a better appetite for lunch."

That was Bill's second | esson on how to be a good trooper: never vol unteer.

The days of recruit training passed with a horribly |ethargic speed.

Wth each day conditions becane worse and Bill's exhaustion greater. This
seened i npossible, but it was nevertheless true. A |arge nunber of gifted

and sadistic nminds had designed it to be that way. The recruits' heads were
shaved for uniformity. The food was theoretically nourishing but incredibly
vil e and when, by mnistake, one batch of neat was served in an edible state

it was caught at the | ast nonent and thrown out and the cook reduced two
grades. Their sl eep was broken by nock gas attacks and their free tinme filled
with caring for their equi pment. The seventh day was desi gnated as a day of
rest, but they all had received punishnents, like Bill's KP, and it was as
any other day. On this, the third Sunday of their inprisonnment, they were
stunbling through the | ast hour of the day before the Iights were extingui shed
and they were finally pernitted to crawl into their casehardened bunks. Bil
pushed agai nst the weak force field that blocked the door, cunningly designed
to allow the desert flies to enter but not | eave the barracks, and dragged
hinself in. After fourteen hours of KP his |legs vibrated with exhaustion, and
his arms were winkled and pallid as a corpse's fromthe soapy water. He
dropped his jacket to the floor, where it stood stiffly supported by its
burden of sweat, grease, and dust, and dragged his shaver from his footl ocker
In the latrine he bobbed his head around trying to find a clear space on one
of the mrrors. Al of themhad been heavily stenciled in large letters with
such inspiring nmessages as KEEP YOUR WJUG SHUT- THE CHI NGERS ARE LI STENI NG and
I F YOU TALK THHS MAN MAY DIE. He finally plugged the shaver in next to

WOULD YOU WANT YOUR SI STER TO MARRY ONE? and centered his face in the o in ONE
Bl ack-ri mmed and bl oodshot eyes stared back at himas he ran the buzzing
machi ne over the underwei ght planes of his jaw It took nore than a minute
for the neaning of the question to penetrate his fatigue-drugged brain.

"I haven't got a sister," he grunbled peevishly, "and if | did, why should
she want to marry a lizard anyway?" It was a rhetorical question, but it
brought an answer fromthe far end of the room fromthe [ast shot tower
in the second row

"It doesn't nmean exactly what it says-it's just there to nmake us hate
the dirty eneny nore."

Bill junped, he had thought he was alone in the latrine, and the razor
buzzed spitefully and gouged a bit of flesh fromhis lip.
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"Who's there? Wiy are you hiding?" he snarled, then recognized the huddl ed
dark figure and the many pairs of boots. "Ch, it's only you, Eager."
Hi s anger drained away, and he turned back to the mrror

Eager Beager was so nmuch a part of the latrine that you forgot he was there
A nmoon-faced, eternally smling youth, whose appl e-red cheeks never lost their
gl ow and whose smile | ooked so nmuch out of place here in Canp Leon Trotsky
that everyone wanted to kill himuntil they renenbered that he was nmad. He had
to be mad because he was al ways eager to help his buddi es and had vol unt eered
as permanent latrine orderly. Not only that, but he liked to polish boots and
had offered to do those of one after another of his buddies until now he did
the boots for every man in the squad every night. Wenever they were in the
barracks Eager Beager could be found crouched at the end of the thrones that
were his personal donmin, surrounded by the heaps of shoes and polishing
i ndustriously, his face weathed in snmles. He would still be there after
|ights-out, working by the light of a burning wick stuck in a can of polish,
and was usually up before the others in the norning, finishing his voluntary
job and still smling. Soretines, when the boots were very dirty, he worked
right through the night. The kid was obviously insane, but no- one turned him
in because he did such a good job on the boots, and they all prayed that he
woul dn't die of exhaustion until recruit training was finished.

"Well if that's what they want to say, why don't they just say,

"Hate the dirty eneny nore,"' Bill conplained. He jerked his thunb at the

far wall, where there was a poster |abel ed KNON THE ENEMY. It featured a
life-sized illustration of a Chinger, a seven-foot-high saurian that |ooked
very much like a scal e-covered, four-arned, green kangaroo with an alligator's
head. "Whose sister would want to narry a thing |like that anyway? And what
would a thing Iike that want to do with a sister, except maybe eat her?"

Eager put a last buff on a purple toe and picked up anot her boot. He frowned
for a brief instant to show what a serious thought this was. "Well you see,
gee-it doesn't nean a real sister. It's just part of psychol ogi cal warfare.

We have to win the war. To win the war we have to fight hard. In order to fight
hard we have to have good soldiers. Good soldiers have to hate the eneny.
That's the way it goes. The Chingers are the only non-hunman race that has been
di scovered in the gal axy that has gone beyond the aboriginal |evel, so
naturally we have to wi pe themout."

"What the hell do you nean, naturally? | don't want to w pe anyone out.

I just want to go hone and be a Technical Fertilizer Qperator."

"Well, | don't mean you personally, of course-gee!" Eager opened a fresh
can of polish with purple-stained hands and dug his fingers into it. "I mean
the human race, that's just the way we do things. If we don't w pe them out
they'Il wipe us out. OF course they say that war is against their religion and
they will only fight in defense, and they have never nade any attacks yet.

But we can't believe them even though it is true. They m ght change their
religion or their mnds sonme day, and then where woul d we be? The best answer
is to wi pe themout now. "

Bi || unplugged his razor and washed his face in the tepid, rusty water.

"It still doesn't seemto nake sense. All right, so the sister | don't have
doesn't marry one of them But how about that " he pointed to the stenciling
on the duck boards, KEEP TH S SHOMER CLEAR- THE ENEMY CAN HEAR. "O that-"

The sign above the urinal that read BUTTON FLI ES- BEWARE SPI ES. "Forgetting

for the noment that we don't have any secrets here worth traveling a mle to
hear, much less twenty-five |light years-how could a Chinger possibly be a spy?
What ki nd of make-up woul d di sguise a seven-foot lizard as a recruit? You
couldn't even disguise one to | ook |ike Deathwi sh Drang, though you could get
pretty cl ose-"

The lights went out, and, as though using his nane had summoned himlike
a devil fromthe pit, the voice of Deathw sh blasted through the barracks.

"Into your sacks! Into your sacks! Don't you | ousy bowbs know there's a
war on!"

Bill stunbled away through the darkness of the barracks where the only
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illumnation was the red gl ow from Deat hwi sh's eyes. He fell asleep the instant
hi s head touched his carborundumpillow, and it seened that only a nonment had
el apsed before reveille sent himhurtling fromhis bunk. At breakfast, while
he was painfully cutting his coffee-substitute into chunks small enough to
swal l ow, the tel enews reported heavy fighting in the Beta Lyra sector with
mounting | osses. A groan rippled through the nmess hall when this was announced,
not because of any excess of patriotismbut because any bad news woul d only
make things worse for them They did not know how this would be arranged, but
they were positive it would be. They were right. Since the norning was a bit
cool er than usual the Mdnday parade was postponed until upon when the

ferro-concrete drill ground would have warned up nicely and there woul d be the
maxi mum nunber of heat-prostration cases. But this was just the begi nning.
From where Bill stood at attention near the rear he could see that the

air-condi tioned canopy was up on the reviewi ng stand. That meant brass. The
trigger guard of his atomic rifle dug a hole into his shoulder, and a drop of
sweat collected, then dripped fromthe tip of his nose. Qut of the coners of
his eyes he could see the steady ripple of notion as nmen col | apsed here and
there anong the nassed ranks of thousands and were dragged to the waiting

anbul ances by alert corpsnen. Here they were laid in the shade of the vehicles
until they revived and coul d be urged back to their positions in the fornation.

Then the band, burst into "Spacenen Ho and Chi ngers Vanqui shed!" and the
broadcast signal to each boot heel snapped the ranks to attention at the sane
instant, and the thousands of rifles flashed in the sun. The commandi ng
general's staff car-this was obvious fromthe two stars painted on it-pulled
up beside the reviewing stand and a tiny, round figure noved quickly through
the furnacelike air to the cornfort of the enclosure. Bill had never seen him
any closer than this, at least fromthe front, though once while he was
returning fromlate KP he had spotted the general getting into his car near
the camp theater. A least Bill thought it was he, but all he had seen was a
brief refit view Therefore, if he had a nental picture of the general, it was
of a large backsi de superinposed on a teeny, antlike figure. |ie thought of
nmost officers in these general terns, since the nmen of course had nothing to
do with officers during their recruit training. Bill had had a good glinpse of
a second |ieutenant once, near the orderly room and he knew he had a face.
And there had been a nedical officer no nore than thirty yards away, who had
| ectured them on venereal disease, but Bill had been lucky enough to sit behind
a post and had pronptly fallen asleep.

After the band shut up the anti-G | oudspeakers floated out over the troops,
and the general addressed them He had nothing to say that anyone cared to
listen to, and he closed with the announcenent that because of |osses in the
field their training programwoul d be accel erated, which was just what they
had expected. Then the band played some nore and they nmarched back to the
barracks, changed into their haircloth fatigues, and marched-double tine nowto
the range, where they fired their atomic rifles at plastic replicas of Chingers
that popped up out of holes in the ground. Their aimwas bad until Deathw sh
Drang popped out of a hole and every trooper switched to full automatic and
hit with every charge fired fromevery gun, which is a very hard thing to do.
Then the snoke cl eared, and they stopped cheering and started sobbi ng when
they saw that it was only a plastic replica of Deathw sh, nowtorn to tiny
pi eces, and the original appeared behind them and ghashed its tusks and gave
themall a full nonth's KP

"The human body is a wonderful thing," Bowb Brown said a nonth |ater, when
they were sitting around a table in the Lowest Ranks Kl ub eating plastic-
ski nned sausages stuffed with road sweepings and drinki ng watery warm beer
Bowb Brown was a throat- herder fromthe plains, which is why they called him
Bowb, since everyone knows just what thoatherders do with their thoats. He
was tall, thin, and bow egged, his skin burnt to the color of ancient |eather
He rarely tal ked, being nore used to the eternal silence of the plains broken
only by the eerie cry of the restless thoat, but he was a great thinker, since
the one thing he had plenty of was tine to think in. He could worry a thought
for days, even weeks, before he nmentioned it al oud, and while he was thinking
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about it nothing could disturb him He even let themcall himBowb w thout
protesting: call any other trooper bow b and he would hit you in the face. Bill
and Eager and the other troopers from X squad sitting around the table all

cl apped and cheered, as they always did when Bowb sai d sonet hing.

"Tell, us nore, Bowb!"

"It can still talk-1 thought it was dead!"

"Go on-why is the body a wonderful thing?"

They waited in expectant silence, while Bowb nmanaged to tear a bite fromhis
sausage and, after ineffectual chewing, swallowed it with an effort that
brought tears to his eyes. He eased the pain with a nmouthful of beer and spoke.

"The human body is a wonderful thing, because if it doesn't die it lives."

They waited for nore until they realized that he was finished, then they
sneer ed.

"Boy, are you full of bowb!"

"Sign up for OCS!"

"Yeah- but what does it mean?"

Bill knew what it neant but didn't tell them There were only half as many
men in the squad as there had been the first day. One man had been transferred,
but all the others were in the hospital, or in the nental hospital, or
di scharged for the convenience of tire governnent as being too crippled for
active service. Or dead. The survivors, after losing every ounce of weight not
made up of bone or essential connective tissue, had put back the | ost weight in
the formof nuscle and were now conpletely adapted to the rigors of Canp Leon
Trot sky, though they still loathed it. Bill marveled at the efficiency of the
system Civilians had to fool around with exam nations, grades, retirenent
benefits, seniority, and a thousand other factors that linmted the efficiency
of the workers. But how easily the troopers did it! They sinply killed off
the weaker ones and used the survivors. He respected the system Though he
still loathed it.

"You know what | need, | need a worman," Ugly Uggl esway sai d.

"Don't talk dirty," Bill told himpronptly, since he had been correctly
brought up.

"I"'mnot talking dirty!-" Ugly whined. "It's not like | said | wanted to
re-enlist or that | thought Deat hwi sh was human or anything like that. | just

said | need a wormran. Don't we all?"

"I need a drink," Bowb Brown said as he took a long swig fromhis gl ass of
dehydrated reconstituted beer, shuddered, then squirted it out through his
teeth in a long streamonto the concrete, where it instantly evaporated.

"Affirm affirm" Ugly agreed, bobbing his nat haired, warty head up and
down. "I need a wonman and a drink." H s whine becane al nost plaintive. "After
all, what else is there to want in the troopers outside of out?"

They thought about that a long time, but could think of nothing else that
anyone really wanted. Eager Beager |ooked out fromunder the table, where he
was surreptitiously polishing a boot and said that he wanted nore polish, but
they ignored him Even Bill, now that he put his mind to it, could think of
nothing he really wanted other than this inextricably linked pair. He tried
hard to think of something else, since he had vague nenories of wanting other
thi ngs when he had been a civilian, but nothing else cane to m nd.

"CGee, it's only seven weeks nore until we get our first pass," Eager said
fromunder the table, then screaned a little as everyone kicked himat once.

But slow as subjective time crawl ed by, the objective clocks were still
operating, and the seven weeks did pass by and elimnate thensel ves one by one.
Busy weeks filled with all the essential recruit-training courses: bayonet
drill, smallarns training, short-arminspection, greypfing, orientation
| ectures, drill, comunal singing and the Articles of War. These | ast were
read with dreadful regularity twice a week and were absol ute torture because
of the intense sommol ence they brought on. At the first rustle of the scratchy,
nmonot onous voi ce fromthe tape player heads would begin to nod. But every seat
in the auditoriumwas wired with an EEG that nonitored the brain waves of the
captive troopers. As soon as the shape of the Al pha wave indicated transition
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from consci ousness to slunber a powerful jolt of current would be shot into the
dozi ng buttocks, jabbing the owners painfully awake. The nusty auditorium was
adimy lit torture chanber, filled with the droning, dull voice, punctuated by
the sharp screans of the electrified, the sea of noddi ng heads abob here and
there with painfully I eaping figures

No one ever listened to the terrible executions and sentences announced in
the Articles for the nost innocent of crinmes. Everyone knew that they had
signed away all human rights when they enlisted, and the item zing of what
they had | ost interested themnot in the slightest. What they really were
interested in was counting the hours until they would receive their first
pass. The ritual by which this reward was begrudgi ngly gi ven was unusual |y
hum liating, but they expected this and nerely |owered their eyes and
shuffled forward in the line, ready to sacrifice any renaining shards of
their self-respect in exchange for the crinpled scrap of plastic. This rite
finished, there was a scranble for the nonorail train whose track ran on
electrically charged pillars, soaring over the thirty-foot-high barbed wire,
crossing the qui cksand beds, then dropping into the little farmi ng town of
Leyville.

At least it had been an agricultural town before Canp Leon Trotsky had been
built, and sporadically, in the hours when the troopers weren't on | eave, it
followed its original agrarian bent. The rest of the time the grain and feed
stores shut down and the drink and knocki ng shops opened. Many tines the sane
prem ses were used for both functions. A lever would be pulled when the first
of the | eave party thundered out of the station and grain bins becane beds,
sal escl erks pinps, cashiers retained their same function-though the prices went
up-while counters woul d be racked with glasses to serve as bars. It was to one

of these establishnments, a nortuary-cumsaloon, that Bill and his friends went.
"What' || it be, boys?" the ever smling ower of the Final Resting Bar and
Gill asked.,

"Doubl e shot of Enbalming Fluid," Bowb Brown told him

"No jokes," the landlord said, the snile vanishing for a second as he took
down a bottle on which the garish |abel Rte. WH SKEY had been pasted over the
etched-in EMBALM NG FLU D "Any trouble | call the MPs." The smile returned as
money struck the counter. "Name your poison, gents."

They sat around a long, narrow table as thick as it was wide, with brass
handl es on both sides, and let the blessed relief of ethyl alcohol trickle a
pat h down their dust-lined throats.

"l never drank before | canme into the service," Bill said, draining four
ngers neat of Ad Kidney Killer and held his glass out for nore.

"You never had to," Ugly said, pouring.

"That's for sure," Bowb Brown said, smacking his lips with relish and raising
a bottle to his lips again.

"Cee," Eager Beager said, sipping hesitantly at the edge of his glass,

"it tastes like a tincture of sugar, wood chips, various esters, and a number
of hi gher al cohols."

"Drink up," Bowb said incoherently around the neck of the bottle. "Al them
things is good for you."

f

"Now | want a worman," Ugly said, and there was a rush as they all jamed in
the door, trying to get out at the sane tine, until sonmeone shouted, "Look!"
and they turned to see Eager still sitting at the table.

"Wman! " Ugly said enthusiastically, in the tone of voice you say Dinner
when you are calling a dog. The knot of nmen stirred in the doorway and stamped
their feet. Eager didn't nove.

"CGee-1 think I'Il stay right here," he said, his smile sinpler than ever.
"But you guys run along."

"Don't you feel well, Eager?"

"Feel fine."

"Ain't you reached puberty?"

"CGee..."

"What you gonna do here?"
Eager reached under the table and dragged out a canvas grip. He opened it to
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show themthat it was packed with great purple boots. "I thought |I'd catch up
on ny polishing."

They wal ked sl oWy down the wooden sidewal k, silent for the monent. "1 wonder
if there is something wong with Eager?" Bill asked, but no one answered him
They were | ooking down the rutted street, at a brilliantly illum nated sign
that cast a tenpting, ruddy gl ow.

SPACEMEN S REST it said. CONTI NUOUS STRI P SHOW and BEST DRI NKS and better
PRI VATE ROOMS FOR GUESTS AND THEI R FRI ENDS. They wal ked faster. The front wall
of the Spacenen's Rest was covered with shatterproof glass cases filled with
tri-di pix of the fully dressed (bangl e and double stars) entertainers, and
further in with pix of them nude (debangled with fallen stars). Bill stayed
the qui ck sound of panting by pointing to a -small sign al nbost | ost anong the
tumescent wealth of mammari es.

OFFI CERS ONLY It read.

"Move along," an MP grated, and poked at themw th his electronic nightstick
They shuffled on.

The next establishnment admtted nen of all classes, but the cover charge
was seventy-seven credits, nore than they all had between them After that
the OFFI CERS ONLY began again, until the pavenent ended and all the |ights
wer e behind them

"What's that?" Ugly asked at the sound of murnured voices froma nearby
darkened street, and peering closely they saw a |ine of troopers that stretched
out of sight around a distant coner. "Wat's this?" he asked the last man in
the |ine.

"Lower -ranks cathouse. Two credits, two mnutes. And don't try to.buck the
line, bowb. On the back, on the back."

They joined up instantly, and Bill ended up last, but not for |ong.

They shuffled forward slowy, and other troopers appeared and cued up behind
him The night was cool, and he took many |ife-preserving slugs fromhis
bottle. There was little conversation and what there was died as the red-1lit
portal |oonmed ever closer. It opened and cl osed at regular intervals, and one
by one Bill's buddies slipped in to partake of its satisfying, though rapid,
pl easures. Then it was his turn and the door started to open and he started
to step forward and the sirens started to screamand a |large MP with a great
fat belly junped between Bill and the door

"Enmergency recall. Back to the base you nen!" it barked.

Bill howl ed a strangled groan of frustration and | eaped forward, but a |ight
tap with the electronic nightstick sent himreeling back with the others.

He was carried along, half stunned, with the shuffling wave of bodies, while
the sirens noaned and the artificial northern lights in the sky spelled out
TOARMB!!I'!l in letters of flanme each a hundred mles |ong. Soneone put his
handout, holding Bill up as he started to slide under the tranpling purple
boots. It was his old buddy, Ugly, carrying a satiated smirk and he hated him
and tried to hit him But before he could raise his fist they were swept into
a nmonorail car, hurtled through the night, and disgorged back in Canp Leon
Trotsky. He forgot his anger when the gnarled claws of Deathw sh Drang dragged
them fromthe crowd.

"Pack your bags," he rasped. "You're shipping out."

"They can't do that to us-we haven't finished our training."

"They can do whatever they want, and they usually do. A glorious space battle
has just been fought to its victorious conclusion and there are over four
mllion casualties, give or take a hundred thousand. Repl acenents are needed,
which is you. Prepare to board the transports immediately if not sooner."

"W can't-we have no space gear! The supply room. "

"A'l of the supply personnel have al ready been shi pped out."

"Food . . ."

"The cooks and KP pushers are already spacebound. This is an energency.

Al'l non-essential personnel are being sent out. Probably to die." He twanged
a tusk coyly and washed themwith his loathsone grin. "Wiile | remain here
in peaceful security to train your replacenents.” The delivery tube pl unked
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at his el bow, and as he opened the nessage capsule and read its contents his
smle slowy fell to pieces. "They're shipping nme out too," he said hollowy.

A total of 89,672,899 recruits had al ready been shipped into space through Canp
Leon Trotsky, so the process was an automati ¢ and snoot hly worki ng one, even
though this time it was processing itself, Iike a snake swallowing its own
tail. Bill and his buddies were the last group of recruits through, and the
snake began ingesting itself right behind them No sooner had they been shorn
of their sprouting fuzz and deloused in the ultrasonic del ouser than the
barbers rushed at each other and in a welter of under and over arns, gobbets of
hair, shards of nustache, bits of flesh, drops of blood, they clipped and
shaved each other, then pulled the operator after theminto the ultrasonic
chanber. Medical corpsnen gave thensel ves injections against rocket-fever and
spacecafard; record clerks issued thensel ves pay books; and the | oadmasters

ki cked each other up the ranps and into the waiting shuttleships. Rockets

bl asted, living colums of fire like scarlet tongues |icking down at the

bl asting pads, burning up the ranps in a |ovely pyrotechnic display, since the
ranp operators were al so aboard. The ships echoed and thundered up into the

ni ght sky |l eaving Canp Leon Trotsky a dark and silent ghost town where bits of
daily orders and puni shnent rosters rustled and blew fromthe bulletin boards,
danci ng through the deserted streets to finally plaster thensel ves agai nst the
noi sy, bright wi ndows of the Oficers' Club where a great drinking party was in
progress, although there was nuch conpl ai ni ng because the officers had to serve
t hensel ves.

Up and up the shuttl eships shot, toward the great fleet of deep-spacers that
darkened the stars above, a new fleet, the npost powerful the gal axy had ever
seen, so new in fact that the ships were still under construction. Welding
torches flared in brilliant points of light while hot rivets hurled their flat
trajectories across the sky into the waiting buckets. The spots of |ight died
away as one behenpth of the star |anes was conpleted and thin screans sounded
in the space-suit radio circuit as the workers, instead of being returned to
the yards, were pressed into service on the ship they had so recently built.
This was total war.

Bill staggered through the sagging plastic tube that connected the
shuttl eship to a dreadnaught of space and dropped his bags iii front of a petty
chief officer who sat at a desk in the hangar-sized spacel ock. O rather he
tried to drop it, but since there was no gravity the bags remained in md-air,
and when he pushed them down he rose (since a body when it is falling freely is

said to be in free fall, and anything with wei ght has no weight, and for every
action there is an equal and opposite reaction or sonething like that). The
petty | ooked up and snarled and pulled Bill back down to the deck

"None of your bowby spacel ubber tricks, trooper. Nane?"

"Bill, spelled with two L's."

"Bil," the petty nunbled, licking the end of his stylo, then inscribing it in
the ship's roster with round, illiterate letters. "Two "L's' for officers only,

bowb- | earn your place. What's your classification?"

"Recruit, unskilled, untrained, spacesick."

"Well don't puke in here, that's what you have your own quarters for. You are
now a Fuse Tender Sixth Cass, unskilled. Bunk down in conpartnent 34J-89T- ooi
Move. And keep that woopsy-sack over your head."

No sooner had Bill found his quarters and thrown his bags into a bunk, where
they floated five inches over the reclai ned rock-wool mattress, than Eager
Beager cane in, foll owed by Bowb Brown and a crowd of strangers, sonme of them
carrying wel ding torches and angry expressions.

"Where's Ugly and the rest of the squad?" Bill asked.

Bowb shrugged and strapped hinself into his bunk for a little shut-eye. Eager
opened one of the six bags he always carried and renoved sone boots to polish

"Are you saved?" A deep voice, vibrant with enotion, sounded fromthe other
end of the conpartnent. Bill |ooked up, startled, and the big trooper standing
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there saw the notion and stabbed toward himwith an i nmense finger. "You,
brother, are you saved?"

"That's a little hard to say," Bill munbl ed, bending over and rooting in his
bag, hoping the man woul d go away. But he didn't; in fact, he cane over and sat
down on Bill's bunk. Bill tried to ignore him but this was hard to do,
because the trooper was over six feet high, heavily nuscled, and ironjawed.

He had | ovely, purplish-black skin that nade Bill a little jeal ous, because his
was only a sort of grayish pink. Since the trooper's shipboard uniform was

al nost the same shade of black, he | ooked all of a piece, very effective with
his flashing snile and piercing gaze.

"Wl cone aboard the Christine Keeler," he said, and with a friendly shake
splintered nost of Bill's knuckl ebones. "The grand old |lady of this fleet,
conmi ssi oned al nost a week ago. |'mthe Reverend Fuse Tender Sixth Cass Tenbo,
and | see by the stencil on your bag that your nanme is Bill, and since we're
shipmates, Bill, please call nme Tenbo, and how is the condition of your soul ?"

"I haven't had much chance to think about it lately . "

"l should think not, just coming fromrecruit training, since attendance of
chapel during training is a court-nmartial offense. But that's all behind you
now and you can be saved. Mght | ask if you are of the faith . . . ?"

"My fol ks were Fundanmental i st Zoroastrian, so | suppose . "

"Superstition, my boy, rank superstition. It was the hand of fate that
brought us together in this ship, that your soul would have this one chance to
be saved fromthe fiery pit. You ve heard of Earth?"

"I like plain food . "

"I't's a planet, ny boy-the honme of the human race. The hone from whence we
all sprang, see it, a green and lovely world, a jewel in space." Tenbo had
slipped a tiny projector fromhis pocket while he spoke, and a col ored i mage
appeared on the bul khead, a planet swinming artistically through the void,
girdled by white clouds. Suddenly ruddy |ightning shot through the clouds,
and they tw sted and boil ed while great wounds appeared on the planet bel ow
From t he pinhead speaker canme the tiny sound of rolling thunder. "But wars
sprang up anong the sons of man and they snote each other with the atonic
energies until the Earth itself groaned al oud and m ghty was the hol ocaust.
And when the final lightnings stilled there was death in the North, death in
the West, death in the East, death, death, death. Do you realize what that
means?" Tenbo's voice was el oquent with feeling, suspended for an instant in
md-flight, waiting for the answer to the catechistical question

"I"'mnot quite sure," Bill said, rooting ainmessly in his bag, "I conme from
Phigerinadon Il, it's a quieter place . "

"There was no death in the SOUTH And why was the South spared, | ask you,
and the answer is because it was the will of Samedi that all the false
prophets and false religions and fal se gods be wiped fromthe face of the Earth
so that the only true faith should remain. The First Reformed Voodoo
Church . . ."

General Quarters sounded, a hooting alarmkeyed to the resonant frequency of
the human skull so that the bone vibrated as though the head were inside a
m ghty bell, and the eyes blurred out of focus with each stroke. There was a
scranbl e for the passageway, where the hideous sound .was not quite as |oud
and where non-corns were waiting to herd themto their stations. Bill
foll owed Eager Beager up an oily | adder and out of the hatch in the floor
of the fuse room Geat racks of fuses stretched away on all sides of them
while fromthe tops of the racks sprang armthick cables that |ooped upward
and vani shed through the ceiling. In front of the racks, evenly spaced, were
round openings a foot in dianeter.

"My opening remarks will be brief, any trouble fromany of you and | will
personal ly nyself feed you head first down the nearest fuseway." A greasy
forefinger pointed at one of the holes in the deck, and they recogni zed the
voi ce of their new naster. He was shorter and w der and thicker in the gut than
Deat hwi sh, but there was a generic resenbl ance that was unm stakable. "I am
Fuse Tender First Class Spleen. | will take you crunbly, ground-craw ing bowbs
and will turn you into highly skilled and efficient fuse tenders or else feed
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you down the nearest fuseway. This is a highly skilled and efficient technica
speciality which usually takes a year to train a good man but this is war so
you are going to learn to do it now or else. | will now denpbnstrate. Tenbo
front and center. Take board 19J-9, it's out of circuit now"

Tenbo cl ashed his heels and stood at rigid attention in front of the board.
Stretching away on both sides of himwere the fuses, white ceram c cylinders
capped on both ends with nmetal, each one a foot in dianmeter, five feet high,
and wei ghing ninety pounds. There was a red band around the mdriff of each
fuse. First O ass Spleen tapped one of these bands.

"Every fuse has one of these red bands, which is called a fuseband and is of
the color red. Wien the fuse burns out this band turns black. | don't expect
you to remenber all this now, but it's in your manual and you are going to be
| etter-perfect before | amdone with you, or else. Now |l wll show you what
wi || happen when a fuse burns out. Tenbo-that is a burned-out fuse! Go!"

"Unggh! " Tenbo shouted, and | eaped at the fuse and grasped it with both
hands. "Unggh!" he said again, as he pulled it fromthe clips, and again
"Unggh!" when he dropped it into the fuseway. Then, still Ungghing, be pulled
a new fuse fromthe storage rack and clipped it into place and with a fina
Unggh! snapped back to attention

"And that's the way it is done, by the count, by the nunbers, the trooper
way, and you are going to learn it or else." A dull buzzing sounded,
grunbling through the air like a stifled eructation. "There's the chow call,
so I'Il let you break now, and while you're eating, think about what you are
going to have to learn. Fall out."

O her troopers were going by in the corridor, and they followed theminto the
bowel s of the ship.

"Gee--do you think the food m ght be any better than it was back in canmp?"
Eager asked, smacking his |ips excitedly.

"It is conpletely inpossible that it could be any worse," Bill said as they
joined a line leading to a door | abel ed CONSOLI DATED MESS NUVBER Two. "Any
change will have to make it better. After all-aren't we fighting troopers now?

We have to go into conbat fit, the manual says."

The line noved forward with painful slowness, but within an hour they were at
the door. Inside the rooma tired | ooking KP in soap-stained, . greasy
fatigues handed Bill a yellow plastic cup froma rack before him Bill noved
on, and when the trooper in front of himstepped away, he faced a bl ank wal |
fromwhich there energed a single, handl el ess spigot. A fat cook standi ng next
toit, wearing a large white chef's hat and a soil ed undershirt, waved him
forward with the soup ladle in his hand.

"Cnon, c¢'non, ain't you never et before? Cup under the spout, dog tag in the
slot, snap it up!"

Bill held the cup as he had been advised and noticed a narrow slit in the
metal wall just at eye level. H s dog tags were hangi ng around his neck, and
he pushed one of theminto the slot. Sonething went bzzzzz, and a thin stream
of yellow fluid gushed out, filling the cup hal fway.

"Next man!" the cook shouted, and pulled Bill away so that Eager could take
his place. "What is this?" Bill asked, peering into the cup

"What is this! What is this!" the cook raged, growing bright red. "This is
your dinner, you stupid bowbl This is absolutely chemically pure water in
whi ch are dissol ved ei ghteen am no acids, sixteen vitam ns, eleven mnera
salts, a fatty acid ester, and glucose. Wat else did you expect?"

"Dinner . . . ?" Bill said hopefully, then saw red as the soup | adle crashed
down on his head. "Could | have it without the fatty acid ester?" he asked
hopeful |y, but be was pushed out into the corridor where Eager joined him

"CGee," Eager said. "This has all the food el enents necessary to sustain life
indefinitely. Isn't that nmarvel ous?"

Bill sipped at his cup, then sighed trenmul ously.
"Look at that," Tenbo said, and when Bill turned, a projected i mage appeared
on the corridor wall. It showed a misty firmament, in which tiny figures

seened to be riding on clouds. "Hell awaits you, mnmy boy, unless you are saved.
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Turn your back on your superstitious ways, for the First Reformed Voodoo
Church wel cones you with open arns; cone unto her bosom and find your place
in heaven at Sanedi's right hand. Sit there with Mndonguc and Bakal ou and
Zandor, who will wel cone you."

The projected scene changed; the clouds grew closer, while fromthe little
speaker canme the tiny sound of a heavenly choir wi th drum acconpani nent. Now
the figures could be seen clearly, all with very dark skins and white robes
fromthe back of which protruded great black wi ngs. They sniled and waved
gracefully to each other as their clouds passed, while singing enthusiastically
and beating on the little tontonms that each one carried. It was a |ovely scene,
and Bill's eyes misted a bit.

"Attention!"

The barking tones echoed fromthe walls and the troopers snapped their
shoul ders back, heels together, eyes ahead. The heavenly choir vani shed as
Tenbo shoved the projector back into his pocket.

"As you was," First C ass Spleen ordered, and they turned to see him/l eading
two MPs with drawn handguns who were acting as bodyguards for an officer. Bil
knew it was an officer because they had had an officer-identification course,
plus the fact that there was a KNOW YOUR OFFI CERS chart on the latrine wal
that he had had a great deal of opportunity to study during an anguilluliasis
epidemic. H s jaw gaped open as the officer went by, alnost close enough to
touch, and stopped in front of Tenbo.

"Fuse Tender Sixth O ass Tenbo, | have good news for you. In two weeks your
seven-year period of enlistment will be up, and because of your fine record
Capt ai n Zeki al has authorized a doubling of the usual mnustering-out pay, an
honor abl e di scharge with band nusic, as well as your free transport back
to Earth."

Tenbo, relaxed and firm |ooked down at the runty lieutenant with the
wel | - chewed bl ond nustache who stood before him "That will be inpossible,
Sir."

"I nmpossi ble!" the lieutenant screeched, and rocked back and forth on his high
heel ed boots. "Wio are you to tell ne what is inpossible . . . I"

"Not |, Sir," Tenbo answered with utnost calm "Regulation i3-9A paragraph
45, page 8923, volune 43 of Rules, Regulations and Articles of War. 'No nman nor
officer shall or will receive a discharge other than di shonorable with death
sentence froma vessel, post, base, canp, ship, outpost, or |abor canp during
time of energency . . .' "

"Are you a ship's lawer, Tenbo?"

"No, Sir. I'ma loyal trooper, Sir. | just want to do ny duty, Sir."

"There's somet hing very funny about you, Tenmbo. | saw in your record that you
enlisted voluntarily without drugs and or hypnotics being used. Now you refuse
di scharge. That'sbad, Tenbo, very bad. G ves you a bad nane. Makes you | ook
suspi ci ous. Makes you | ook |ike a spy or sonething."

"I"'ma |l oyal trooper, of the Enperor, sir, not a spy."

"You're not a spy, Tenbo, we have | ooked into that very carefully. But why
are you in the service, Tenbo?"

"To be a loyal trooper of the Enperor, sir, and to do ny best to spread the
gospel . Have you been saved, sir?"

"Wat ch your tongue, trooper or |I'Il have you up on charges! Yes, we know t hat
story- Reverend-but we don't believe it. You' re being too tricky, but we'll find
out " He stal ked away, nuttering to hinmself, and they all snapped to
attention until he was gone. The other troopers | ooked at Tenbo oddly and did

not feel confortable until he had gone. Bill and Eager wal ked slowy back to
their quarters.
"Turned down a discharge . . . !'" Bill nmunbled in awe.
"Cee," Eager said, "maybe he's. nuts. | can't think of any other reason."
"Nobody coul d be that crazy," Bill said. "I wonder what's in there?" pointing

to a door with a large sign that read ADM TTANCE TO AUTHORI ZED PERSONNEL ONLY.
"CGee-1 don't know rmaybe food?"
They slipped through instantly and cl osed the door behind them but there was
no food there. Instead they were in a |ong chanber with one curved wall, while
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attached to this wall were cunbersonme devices each set with neters, dials,
switches, controls, levers, a view screen, and a relief tube. Bill bent over
and read the | abel on the nearest one.

"Mark IV Atom c Blaster-and | ook at the size of theml This nust be the ship's
mai n battery." He turned around and saw that Eager was holding his armup so
that his wist watch pointed at the guns and was pressing on the crown with the
i ndex finger of his other hand.

"What are you doing?" Bill asked.

"CGee-just seeing what tinme it was."

"How can you tell what tine it is when you have the inside of your wist
toward your face and the watch is on the outside?"

Foot st eps echoed far down the |ong gun deck, and they renenbered the sign on
the outside of the door. In an instant they had slipped back through it, and
Bill pressed it quietly shut. Wien he turned around Eager Beager had gone so
that he had to make his way back to their quarters by hinself. Eager had
returned first and was busy shining boots for his buddies and didn't | ook up
when Bill cane in.

But what had he been doing with his watch?

(Y4

Thi s question kept bugging Bill all the time during the days of their
training as they painfully learned the drill of fuse tending. It was an
exacting, technical job that demanded all their attention, but in spare nmonents
Bill worried. He worried when they stood in line for chow, and he worried
during the few monents every night between the time the lights were turned off
and sl eep descended heavily upon his fatiguedrugged body. He worried whenever
he had the tine to do it, and he | ost weight.

He | ost wei ght not because he was worrying, but for the same reason everyone
el se | ost weight. The shipboard rations. They were designed to sustain life,
and that they did, but no nention was nmade of what kind of life it was to be.
It was a dreary, underwei ght, hungry one. Yet Bill took no notice of this.

He had a bigger problem and he needed hel p: After Sunday drill at the end of
their second week, he stayed to talk to First C ass Spleen instead of joining
the others in their tottering run toward the ness hall

"I have a problem sir "

"You ain't the only one, but one shot cures it and you ain't a man unti
you've had it."

"I't's not that kind of a problem I'd like to . . . see the
chapl ain . "

Spl een turned white and sank back agai nst the bul khead. "Now | heard
everything," he said weakly. "Get down to chow, and if you don't tell anyone
about this I won't either.”

Bill blushed. "I'msorry about this, First Cass Spleen, but | can't help it.
It's not ny fault | have to see, him it could have happened to anyone . "
Hi s voice trailed away, and he | ooked down at his feet, rubbing one boot
agai nst another. The silence stretched out until Spleen finally spoke, but all
the conradel i ness was gone fromhis voice

"Al'l right, trooper-if that's the way you want it. But | hope none of the
rest of the boys hear about it. Skip chow and get up there now here's a pass."”
He scrawl ed on a scrap of paper then threw it contenptuously to the floor,
turning and wal king away as Bill bent hunmbly to pick it up

Bill went down dropchutes, along corridors, through passageways, and up
| adders. In the ship's directory the chaplain was listed as being in
compartment 362-B on the 89th deck, and Bill finally found this, a plain neta
door set with rivets. He raised his hand to knock, while sweat stood out in
great beads fromhis face and his throat was dry. Hi s knuckl es booned hollowy
on the panel, and after an endl css period a muffled voice sounded fromthe
ot her si de.

"Yeah, yeah-c'non in-it's open."

Bill stepped through and snapped to attention when he saw the officer behind
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the single desk that alnost filled the tiny room The officer, a fourth
i eutenant, though still young was bal ding rapidly. There were black circles
under his eyes, and he needed a shave. His tie was knotted crookedly and badly
crunpl ed. He continued to scratch anbng the stacks of paper that littered the
desk, picking themup, changing piles with them scrawling notes on sonme and
throwi ng others into an overfl owi ng wast ebasket. Wen he noved one of the
stacks Bill saw a sign on the desk that read LAUNDRY OFFI CER

"Excuse nme, sir," he said, "but | amin the wong office. | was |ooking for
the chaplain."

"This is the chaplain's office but he's not on duty until 2300 hours, which

is; as soneone even as stupid-looking as you can tell, is in fifteen mnutes
nore."

"Thank you, sir, I'Il come back . . ." Bill slid toward the door

"You'll stay and work." The officer raised bl oodshot eyeballs and cackl ed
evilly. "I got you. You can sort the hanky reports. |'ve |lost six hundred

jockstraps, and they nmay be in there. You think it's easy to be a |laundry
officer?" He sniveled with self-pity and pushed a tottering stack of papers
over to Bill, who began to sort through them Long before he was finished the
buzzer sounded that ended the watch

"I knew it!" the officer sobbed hopelessly, "this job will never end;
instead it gets worse and worse. And you think you got problens!" He reached
out an unsteady finger and flipped the sign on his desk over. It read CHAPLAIN
on the other side. Then he grabbed the end of his necktie and pulled it back
hard over his right shoulder. The necktie was fastened to his collar and the
collar was set into ball bearings that rolled smoothly in a track fixed to his
shirt. There was a slight whirring sound as the collar rotated; then the
neckti e was hangi ng out of sight down his back and his collar was now on
backward, showi ng white and snooth and cool to thefront.

The chaplain steepled his fingers before him |owered his eyes, and sniled
sweetly. "How may | help you, ny son?"

"I thought you were the laundry officer," Bill said, taken aback

"I am my son, but that is just one of the burdens that nust fall upon ny
shoul ders. There is little call for a chaplain in these troubled tines, but
much call for a laundry officer. | do ny best to serve." He bent his head
hunbl y.

"But-which are you? A chaplain who is a part-tinme laundry officer, or a
laundry officer who is a part-tinme chapl ai n?"

"That is a nmystery, ny son. There are sonme things that it is best not to
know. But | see you arc troubled. May | ask if you are of the faith?"

"Which faith?"

"That's what |'m asking you!" the chaplain snapped, and for a nonent the Ad
Laundry O ficer peeped through. "How can | help you if | do not know what your
religion is?"

"Fundanental i st Zoroastrian."

The chaplain took a plastic-covered sheet froma drawer and ran his finger

down it. "Z. . . Z. . . Zen . . . Zodomte . . . Zoroastrian, Refornmed
Fundanentalist, is that the one?"

"Yes, sir."

"Well, should be no trouble with this, my son . . . 21-52-05. . ." He

qui ckly dialed the nunber on a control plate set into the desk; then, with a
grand gesture and an evangelistic gleamin his eye, he swept all the |aundry
papers to the floor. H dden nachinery humed briefly, a portion of the desk
top dropped away and reappeared a nonent |ater bearing a black plastic-box
decorated with golden bulls, ranpant. "Be with you in a second," the chaplain
sai d, opening the box.

First he unrolled a length of white cloth sewn with nore gol den bulls and
draped this around his neck. He placed a thick, |eather-bound book next to
the box, then on the closed lid set two netal bulls with holl owed-out backs.
Into one of themhe poured distilled water froma plastic flask and into the
ot her sweet oil, which he ignited. Bill watched these faniliar arrangenents
wi th grow ng happiness.
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"I't's very lucky," Bill said, "that you are a Zoroastrian. It nmakes it easier
to talk to you."

"No luck involved, ny son, just intelligent planning." The chaplain dropped
sonme powdered Haoma into the flane, and Bill's nose twitched as the drugged
incense filled the room "By the grace of Ahura Mazdah | am an anointed priest
of Zoroaster. By Allah's will a faithful nmuezzin of Islam through Yahweh's
intercession a circuntised rabbi, and so forth." Hi s benign face broke into a

savage snarl. "And al so because of an officer shortage | amthe damed | aundry
officer." Hs face cleared. "But now, you nust tell nme your problem. "
"Well, it's not easy. It nmay be just foolish suspicion on ny part, but I'm

worri ed about one of ny buddies. There is sonmething strange about him |'m not
sure howto tell it..."

"Have confidence, ny boy, and reveal your innernost feelings to ne, and do
not fear. What | hear shall never |leave this room for | ambound to secrecy
by the oath of ny calling. Unburden yourself."

"That's very nice of you, and | do feel better already. You see, this buddy
of mne has always been a little funny, he shines the boots for all of us and
vol unteered for latrine orderly and doesn't like girls."

The chapl ai n nodded beatifically and fanned some of the incense toward his
nose. "l see little here to worry you, he sounds a decent lad. For is it not
witten in the Vendi dad that we should aid our fell ow man and seek to shoul der
hi s burdens and pursue not the harlots of the streets?"

Bill pouted. "That's all right for Sunday school, but it's no way to act in
the troopers! Anyway, we just thought he was out of his mind, and he ni ght
have been-but that's not all. | was with himon the gun deck, and he pointed
his watch at the guns and pressed the stem and | heard it click! It could be
a canera. | . . . | think he is a Chinger spy!" Bill sat back, breathing deeply

and sweating. The fatal words had been spoken.

The chaplain continued to nod, smling, half-unconscious fromthe Haoma
fumes. Finally he snapped out of it, blew his nose, and opened the thick copy
of the Avesta. He nmunbled aloud in Od Persian a bit, which seemed to brace
him then slamred it shut.

"You nust not bear false witness!" he boonmed, fixing Bill with piercing gaze
and accusi ng finger.

"You got ne wong," Bill npbaned, withing in the chair. "He's done these
things, | saw himuse the watch. Wat kind of spiritual aid do you call this?"

"Just a bracer, ny boy, a touch of the old-tine religion to renew your sense
of guilt and start you thinking about going to church regular again. You have
been backsliding!"

"What el se could | do-chapel is forbidden during recruit training?"

"Circunstances are no excuse, but you will be forgiven this tinme because
Ahura Mazdah is all-nerciful."

"But what about ny buddy-the spy?"

"You nust forget your suspicions, for they are not worthy of a follower of
Zoroaster. This poor |ad nust not suffer because of his natural inclinations to
be friendly, to aid his conrades, to keep hinself pure, to own a crummy watch
that goes click. And besides, if you do not mind ny introducing a spot of
| ogi c-how coul d he be a spy? To be a spy he woul d have to be a Chinger, and
Chingers are seven feet tall with tails. Catch?"

"Yeah, yeah," Bill nunbl ed unhappily. "I could figure that one out for
mysel f-but it still doesn't explain everything . "
"It satisfies ne, and it nust satisfy you. | feel that Ahriman has possessed

you to nmake you think evil of your conrade, and you had better do sone penance
and join ne in a quick prayer before the laundry officer comes back on duty."
This ritual was quickly finished, and Bill hel ped stow the things back in the
box and watched it vani sh back into the desk. He said good-by and turned to
| eave.
"Just one nonent, ny son," the chaplain said with his warnest smile, reaching
back over his shoulder at the sane tine to grab the end of his necktie.
He pulled, and his collar whirred about, and as it did the blissful expression
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was wi ped fromhis face to be replaced by a surly snarl. "Just where do you
think you're going, bowb! Put your ass back in that chair."
"B-but," Bill stanmered, "you said | was disnissed."

"That's what the chaplain said, and as |laundry officer | have no truck with
him Now-fast-what's the name of this Chinger spy you are hiding?"

"I told you about that under oath-"

"You told the chaplain about it, and he keeps his word and he didn't tell ne,
but | just happened to hear." He pressed a red button on the control panel
"The MPs are on the way. You talk before they get here, bowb, or I'll have you
keel haul ed wi thout a space suit and deprived of canteen privileges for a year
The nane?"

"Eager Beager," Bill sobbed, as heavy feet tranpled outside and two redhats
forced their way into the tiny room

"I have a spy for you boys," the laundry officer announced triunphantly,
and the MPs grated their teeth, howl ed deep in their throats, and | aunched
thensel ves through the air at Bill. He dropped under the assault of fists and
cl ubs and was running with bl ood before the laundry officer could pull the
overnuscl ed norons with their eyes not an inch apart off him

"Not him. . :' the officer gasped, and threwBill a towel to w pe off sone
of the blood. "This is our informant, the loyal, patriotic hero who ratted on
hi s buddy by the name of Eager Beager, who we will now grab and chain so he
car. be questioned. Let's go."

The MPs held Bill up between them and by the tine they had cone to the fuse
tenders' quarters the breeze fromtheir swi ft passage had restored hima bit.
The laundry officer opened the door just enough to poke in his head. "H,
gang!" he called cheerily. "lIs Eager Beager here?"

Eager | ooked up fromthe boot he was polishing, waving and grinning.

"That's nme-gee."

"Get him" the laundry officer expostulated, junping aside and pointing
accusingly. Bill dropped to the floor as the MPs |l et go of himand thundered
into the conpartnment. By the tine he had staggered back to his feet Eager was
pi ni oned, handcuffed and chai ned, hand and foot, but still grinning.

"CGee-you guys want somne boots polished too?"

"No backtal k, you dirty spy," the laundry officer grated, and sl apped him
hard in the offensive grin. At least he tried to slap himin the offensive
grin, but Beager opened his mouth and bit the hand that hit him clanping
down hard so that the officer could not get away. "He bit ne!" the man how ed,
and tried desperately to pull free. Both MPs, each handcuffed to an arm of the
prisoner, raised their clubs to give hima sound battering.

At this nonment the top of Eager Beager's head fl ew open

Happeni ng at any other tinme, this would have been consi dered unusual, but

happening at this nonent it was spectacularly unusual, and they all, including
Bill, gaped, as a seven-inch-high lizard clinbed out of the open skull and
junped to the floor in which it nade a sizable dent upon landing. It had four
tiny arns, along tail, a head |like a baby alligator, and was bright green. It
| ooked exactly like a Chinger except that it was seven inches tall instead of
seven feet.

"Al'l bowby humans have B.O.," it said, in athin imtation of Eager Beager's
voi ce. "Chingers can't sweat. Chingers forever!" It charged across the

conmpartnment toward Beager's bunk.

Paral ysis prevailed. Al of the fuse tenders who had w tnessed the inpossible
events stood or sat as they had been, frozen with shock, eyes bulging Iike
har d- boi | ed eggs. The laundry officer was pinioned by the teeth |ocked into his
hand, while the two MPs struggled with the handcuffs that held themto the
i mobile body. Only Bill was free to nove and, still dizzy fromthe beating, he
bent over to grab the tiny creature. Snmall and powerful talons |ocked into his
flesh, and he was pulled fromhis feet and went sailing through the air to
crash agai nst a bul khead. "CGee-that's for you, you stoolie!" the mnuscule
voi ce squeaked.

Bef ore anyone el se could interfere, the lizardoid ran to Beager's pile of
barracks bags and tore the topnost one open and dived inside. A high-pitched
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hummi ng grew in volune an instant later, and fromthe bag enmerged the
bulletlike nose of a shining projectile. It pushed out until a tiny spaceship
not two feet long floated in the conpartnent. Then it rotated about its
vertical axis, stopping when it pointed at the bul khead. The hunming rose in
pitch, and the ship suddenly shot forward and tore through the netal of the
partition as if it had been no stronger than wet cardboard. There were other
di stant tearing- sounds as it penetrated bul khead after bul khead until, wth
a rending clang, it crashed through the outer skin of the ship and escaped
into space. There was the roar of air rushing into the void and the clanor of
al arm bel | s.

"Well I'lIl be dammed . . . " the laundry officer said, then snapped his
gapi ng nmouth cl osed and screaned, "Get this thing offa ny hand-it's biting
me to death!"

The two MPs still swayed back and forth, handcuffed effectively to the
imobile figure of the former Eager Beager. Beager just stared, sniling
around the grip he had on the officer's hand, and it wasn't until Bill got his

atomic rifle and put the barrel into Eager's nouth and | evered the jaw open
that the hand could be withdrawmn. Wile he did this Bill saw that the top of
Eager's head had split open just above his ears and was held at the back by a
shiny brass hinge. Inside the gaping skull, instead of brains and bones and
things, was a nodel control roomw th a tiny chair, mnuscule controls,

TV screens, and a water cool er. Eager was just a robot worked by the little
creature that had escaped in the spaceship. It |ooked |ike a Chinger-but it
was only seven inches tall.

"Hey!" Bill said, "Eager is just a robot worked by the little creature that
escaped in the spaceship! It |looked Iike a Chinger-but it was only seven
i nches tall "

"Seven inches, seven feet-what difference does it make!" the laundry officer
munbl ed petul antly as he w apped a handkerchi ef around his wounded hand. "You
don't expect us to tell the recruits how small the eneny really are, or to
expl ain how they cone froma 10G planet. W gotta keep the norale up."

\%

Now t hat Eager Beager had turned out to be a Chinger spy, Bill felt very nuch
al one. Bowb Brown, who never tal ked anyway, now tal ked even | ess, which neant
never, so there was no one that Bill could bitch to. Bowb was the only other
fuseman in the compartment who had been in Bill's squad at Camp Leon Trot sky,
and all of the new nen were very clannish and given to sitting cl ose together
and munbling and t hrow ng suspicious | ooks over their shoulders if he should
come too close. Their only recreation was wel ding and every off watch they
woul d break out the welders and weld things to the floor and the next watch cut
them | oose again, which is about as dima way of wasting time as there is; but
they seened to enjoy it. So Bill was very nuch out of things and tried bitching
to Eager Beager.

"Look at the trouble you got me into!" he whined.

Beager just smled back, unmoved by the conplaint.

"At | east close your head when |'mtalking to you," Bill snarled, and reached
over to slamthe top of Eager's head shut. But it didn't do any good. Eager
couldn't do anything any nore except smile. He had polished his | ast boot.

He just stood there now, he was really very heavy and besi des was magnetized

to the floor, and the fuse tenders hung their dirty shirts and arc wel ders on
him He stayed there for three watches before someone figured out what to do

with him until finally a squad of MPs canme with crowbars and tilted himinto
a handcar and rolled himaway.

"So long," Bill called out, waving after him then went back to polishing his
boots. "He was a good buddy, even if he was a Chi nger spy."

Bowb didn't answer him and welders wouldn't talk to him and he spent a | ot
of the tine avoiding Reverend Tenbo. The grand old | ady of the fleet,

Christine Keeler, was still in orbit while her engines were being installed.
There was very little to do, because, in spite of what First C ass Spleen had
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said, they had mastered all the intricacies of fuse tending in a little |ess
than the prescribed year; in fact it took them sonething |ike maybe fifteen
mnutes. In his free tine Bill wandered around the ship, going as far as the
MPs who guarded the hatchways woul d all ow him and even consi dered goi ng back
to see the chaplain so he could have soneone to bitch to. But if he tinmed it
wong he mght neet the laundry officer again, and that was nore than he coul d
face. So he wal ked t hrough the ship, very nmuch al one, and | ooked in through the
door of a conpartnent and saw a boot on a bed.

Bill stopped, frozen, imobile, shocked, rigid, horrified, dismyed, and had
to fight for control of his suddenly contracted bl adder

He knew t hat boot. He woul d never forget that boot until the day he died,
just as he woul d never forget his serial nunber and could say it frontward or
backward or fromthe inside out. Every detail of that terrible boot was clear
in his nenory, fromthe snakelike laces in the repulsive |eather of the
uppers-said to be made of hunan skin-to the corrugated stanpi ng-soles tinged
with red that could only have been hunman bl ood. That boot bel onged to
Deat hwi sh Dr ang.

The boot was attached to a | eg, and paralyzed with terror, as unable to
control hinself as a bird before a snake, he found hinself |eaning further and
further into the conpact nment as his eyes traced up the leg past the belt to
the shirt to the neck upon which rested the face that had featured largely in
hi s ni ghtmares since he had enlisted. The |ips noved.

"I's that you, Bill? Cnon in and rest it."

Bill stunbled in.

"Have a hunk of candy," Deathw sh said, and sm | ed.

Refl ex drove Bill's fingers into the offered box and set his jaw chewi ng on
the first solid food that had passed his lips in weeks. Saliva spouted from
dusty orifices, and his stonmach gave a prelinminary runble, while his thoughts
drove maddingly in circles as he tried to figure out what that expression was
on Deat hwi sh's face. Lips curved up at the corners behind the tusks, little
crinkles on the cheeks. It was hopel ess. He could not recognize it.

"l hear Eager Beager turned out to be a Chinger spy," Deathw sh said, closing
the box of candy and sliding it under the pillow. "I should have figured that
one out nyself. | knew there was something very wong with him doing his
buddi es' boots and that crap, but | thought he was just nuts. Should have known
better . . ."

"Deathwi sh," Bill said hoarsely, "it can't be, | know but you are acting like
a human being!"

Deat hwi sh chuckl ed, not his ripsawslicing-human-bone chuckle, but an al nost
nor mal one.

Bill stanmered. "But you are a sadist, a pervert, a beast, a creature, a
thing, a nurderer "
"Why, thanks, Bill. That's very nice to hear. | try to do ny job to the best

of nmy abilities, but I'm human enough to enjoy a word of praise now and then
Being a nurderer is hard to project, but I"'mglad it got across, even to a
recruit as stupid as you were."

"B-but . . . aren't you really a . "
"Easy now " Deat hwi sh snapped, and there was enough of the old venom and
vileness to lower Bill's body tenperature six degrees. Then Deat hwi sh snil ed

again. "Can't blane you, son, for carrying on this way, you being kind of
stupid and froma rube planet and having your education retarded by the
troopers and all that. But wake up, boyl MIlitary education is far too
important a thing to be wasted by allowi ng amateurs to get involved. If you
read sone of the things in our college textbooks it would rmake your bl ood
run cold, yes indeed. Do you realize that in prehistoric tines the dril
sergeants, or whatever it was they called them were real sadists! The arned
forces would | et these people with no real know edge absol utely destroy
recruits. Let themlearn to hate the service before they learned to fear it,
whi ch plays hell with discipline. And tal k about wasteful! They were al ways
mar chi ng sonmeone to death by accident or drowning a squad or nonsense |ike
that. The waste al one would nake you cry."
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"Could | ask what you najored in in college?" Bill asked in a very tiny and
hunbl e voi ce

"Mlitary Discipline, Spirit breaking, and Method Acting. A rough course,
four years, but | graduated sigma cum which is not bad for a boy froma
wor ki ng-class famly. |1've nade a career of the service, and that's why | can't
under stand why the ungrateful bastards went and shipped nme out on this crumy
can!" He lifted his gold-rimmed glasses to flick away a devel opi ng tear

"You expect gratitude fromthe service?" Bill asked hunbly.
"No, of, course not, how foolish of nme. Thanks for jerking me back into |ine,
Bill, -you'll nmake a good trooper. Al | expect is crimnal indifference which

I can take advantage of by working through the O d Boys Network, bribery,

cutting false orders, black-marketing, and the other usual things. It's just
that | had been doing a good job on you slobs in Canp Leon Trotsky, and the |
east | expected was to be left alone to keep doing it, which was pretty dam

stupid of nme. | had better get cracking on ny transfer now." He slid to his
feet and stowed the candy and gol d-rimred gl asses away in a | ocked footl ocker
Bill, who in nonents of shock found it hard to adjust instantly, was stil

bobbi ng his head and occasionally banging it with the heel of his hand. "Lucky
thing," he said, "for your chosen career that you were born defornmed-1 nean you
have such nice teeth."

"Luck not hing," Deathw sh said, plunking one of his projecting tusks,
"expensive as hell. Do you know what a genenutated, vat-grown,
surgically-inplanted set of two-inch tusks cost? | bet you don't know | worked
the summer vac for three years to earn enough to buy these-but | tell you they
were worth it. The inmage, that's everything. | studied the old tapes of
prehistoric spirit-breakers, and in their own crude way they were good.

Sel ected by physical type and low |.Q of course, but they knew their roles

Bul | et heads, shaved clean, with scars, thick jaws, repul sive manners, hot

pants, everything. | figured a small investnent in the beginning would pay rich
dividends in the end. And it was a sacrifice, believe me, you won't see nmany

i mpl anted tusks around! For a |lot of reasons. Ch, nmmybe they are good for
eating tough neat, but what the hell else? Wait until you try kissing your

first girl . . . Now, get lost, Bill, |I got things to do. See you around . '
H s | ast words faded in the distance, since Bill's well-conditioned refl exes

had carried himdown the corridor the instant he had been di sm ssed. Wen the

spont aneous terror faded, he began to walk with a crafty roll, like a duck with

a sprung kneecap, that he thought |ooked |ike an old spacesailor's gait. He was
beginning to feel a seasoned hand and nonentarily | abored under the del usion
that he knew nore about the troopers than they knew about him This pathetic

m sconception was dispelled instantly by the speakers on the ceiling, which

bel ched and then grated their nasal voices throughout the ship.

"Now hear this, the orders direct fromthe A d Man hinself, Captain Zekial,
that you all have been waiting to hear. We're heading into action, so we are
going to have a clean buckl e-down fore and aft, stow all | oose gear."

A low, heartfelt groan of pain echoed fromevery conpartnment of the
i mense shi p.

\

There was plenty of latrine runor and scuttlebutt about this first flight of
the Chris Keeler, but none of it was true. The runors were planted by
under cover MPs and were val uel ess. About the only thing they could be sure of
was that they might be goi ng sonmepl ace because they seened to be getting ready
to go soneplace. Even Tenbo admitted to that as they | ashed down fuses in the
st orer oom

"Then again," he added, "we mght be doing all this just to fool any spies
into thinking we are goi ng somepl ace, when really sonme other ships are going
there. ™

"VWhere?" Bill asked irritably, tying his forefinger into a knot and renoving
part of the nail when he pulled it free.
"Why anyplace at all, it doesn't matter." Tenbo was undi sturbed by anything
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that did not bear on his faith. "But | do know where you are going, Bill."

"Where?" Eagerly. A perennial sucker for a runor.

"Straight to hell unless you are saved."

"Not again . . ." Bill pleaded.

"Look there," Tenbo said tenptingly, and projected a heavenly scene with
gol den gates, clouds, and a soft tomtombeat in the background.

"Knock off that salvation-crap!" First O ass Spleen shouted, and the scene
vani shed.

Sonet hing tugged slightly at Bill's stomach, but he ignored it as being just
anot her of the synptonms sent up continually by his panic-stricken gut, which
thought it was starving to death and hadn't yet realized that all its marvel ous
grinding and dissol ving machi nery had been condemmed to a |liquid diet. But
Tenbo stopped work and cocked his head to one side, then poked hinself
experinentally in the stonach.

"We're nmoving," he said positively, "and going interstellar too. They've
turned on the star-drive."

"You nmean we are breaking through into sub-space and will soon experience the
terrible wenching at every fiber of our being?"

"No, they don't use the old sub-space drive any nore, because though a | ot of
shi ps broke through into sub-space with a fiber-wenching jerk, none of them
have yet broke back out. | read in the Trooper's Tinmes where sone nat hematici an
said that there had been a slight error in the equations and that tinme was
different in sub-space, but it was different faster not different slower, so
that it will be naybe forever before those ships cone out."

"Then we're going into hyper-space?"

"No such thing."

"Or we're being dissolved into our conponent atons and recorded in the nenory
of a giant conputor who thinks we are sonewhere el se so there we are?"

"Ww " Tenbo said, his-eyebrows crawling up to his hairline. "For a
Zoroastrian farm boy you have sone strange ideas! Have you been snoking or
drinking something | don't know about ?"

"Tell nme!™ Bill pleaded. "If it's not one of themwhat is it? W're going to
have to cross interstellar space to fight the Chingers. How are we going to do
it?"

"It's like this." Tenmbo | ooked around to nmake sure that First O ass Spleen
was out of sight, then put his cupped hands together to forma ball. "You nmake
believe that my hands are the ship, just floating in space. Then the Bl oater
Drive is turned on-"

"The what ?"

"The Bloater Drive. It's called that because it bloats things up. You know,
everything is nmade up of little bitty things called el ectrons, protons,
neutrons, trontrons, things like that, sort of held together by a kind of
bi ndi ng energy. Now, if you weaken the energy that hol ds things together-
forgot to tell you that also they are spinning around all the tinme |ike crazy,
or maybe you al ready knew you weaken the energy, and because they are going
around so fast all the little pieces start to nove away from each other, and
the weaker the energy the farther apart they nove. Are you with me so far?"

"I think | am but I'mnot sure that | like it."
"Keep cool. Now see mnmy hands? As the energy gets weaker the ship gets
bi gger," he moved his hands further apart. "It gets bigger and bigger until it

is as big as a planet, then as big as a sun then a whole stellar system The
Bl oater Drive can nake us just as big as we want to be, then it's turned the
ot her way and we shrink back to our regular size and there we are."

"Where are we?"

"Wher ever we want to be,

Tenbo answered patiently.

Bill turned away and industriously rubbed shine-o onto a fuse as First C ass
Spl een sauntered by, a suspicious glint in his eye. As soon as he had turned
the corner, Bill |eaned over and hissed at Tenbo.

"How can we be anywhere el se than where we started? Getting bigger, getting
smal | er doesn't get us anypl ace."
"Well, they're pretty tricky with the old Bloater Drive. The way | heard it
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it's like you take a rubber band and hold one end in each hand. You don't nove
your |eft hand, but you stretch the band out as far as it will go with your

ri ght hand. Wen you |l et the band shrink back again you keep your right hand
steady and let go with your left. See? You never noved the rubber band, just
stretched it and let it snap-but it has noved over. Like our ship is doing now.
It's getting bigger, but in one direction. Wien the nose reaches wherever we
are going the stern will be wherever we were. Then we shrink, and bangol there
we are. And you can get into heaven just that easily, nmy son, if only . "
"Preachi ng on governnment tine, Tenbol" First Cass Spleen how ed fromthe other
side of the fuse rack over which he was |ooking with a mrror tied to the end
of arod. "I'lIl have you polishing fuse clips for a year. You' ve been warned
before. ™"

They tied and polished in silence after that, until the little planet about
as big as a tennis ball swamin through the bul khead. A perfect little planet
with tiny icecaps, cold fronts, cloud cover, oceans, and the works.

"What's that?" Bill yiped.

"Bad navigation," Tenbo scow ed. "Backlash, the ship is slipping back a
little on one end instead of going all the other way. No-no! Don't touch it,
it can cause accidents sonetines. That's the planet we just left,

Phi geri nadon I1."

"My hone," Bill sobbed, and felt the tears rise as the planet shrank to the
size of a marble. "So long, Mom" He waved as the marble shrank to a note,
t hen vani shed.

After this the journey was uneventful, particularly since they could not fee
when they were noving, did not know when they stopped, and had no idea where
they were. Though they were sure they had arrived sonmewhere when they were
ordered to strip the lashings fromthe fuses. The inaction continued for three
wat ches, and then the General Quarters alarm sounded. Bill ran with the others,
happy for the first tinme since he had enlisted. Al the sacrifices, the
hardshi ps woul d not be in vain. He was seeing action at |ast against the dirty
Chi ngers.

They stood in first position opposite the fuse racks, eyes intent on the red
bands on the fuses that were called the fusebands. Through the soles of his
boots Bill could feel a faint, distant trenor in the deck

"What's that?" he asked Tenbo out of the corner of his nouth.

"Main drive, not the Bloater Drive. Atonic engines. Means we nust be
maneuvering, doi ng sonething."

"But what ?"
"Watch them fusebandsl" First C ass Spleen shout ed.
Bill was beginning to sweat-then suddenly realized that it was becom ng

excruciatingly hot. Tenbo, without taking his eyes fromthe fuses, slipped out
of his clothes and fol ded them neatly behind him

"Are we allowed to do that?" Bill asked, pulling at his collar. "Wat's
happeni ng?"

"It's against regulations, but you have to strip or cook. Peel, son, or you
wi Il die unblessed. W nmust be going into action because the shields are up
Sevent een force screens, one el ectronagnetic screen, a doubl e-arnored hull
and a thin layer of pseudo-living jelly that flows over and seals any openi ngs.
Wth all that stuff there is absolutely no energy |oss fromthe ship, nor any
way to get rid of energy. O heat. Wth the engines running and everyone
sweating it can get pretty hot. Even hotter when the guns fire."

The tenperature stayed high, just at the boundary of tolerability for hours,
while they stared at the fusebands. At one point there was a tiny plink that
Bill felt through his bare feet on the hot netal rather than heard.

"And what was that?"

"Tor pedoes being fired."

"At what ?"
Tenbo just shrugged in answer and never let his vigilant gaze stray fromthe
fusebands. Bill withed with frustration, boredom heat rash, and fatigue for

anot her hour, until the all clear blew and a breath of cool air canme in from
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the ventilators. By the tine he had pulled his uniform back on Tenbo was gone,
and he trudged wearily back to his quarters.

There was a new mi neogr aphed notice pinned to the bulletin board in the
corridor and he bent to read its blurred nmessage.

FROM Captain Zekial TO Al Personnel RE: Recent engagenent

On 23/11-8956 this ship did participate in the destruction by atom c torpedo
of the enemny installation 17KL-345 and did in concert with the other vessels
of said flotilla Red Crutch acconplish its mission, it is thereby hereby

aut hori zed that all personnel of this vessel shall attach an Atonmic Cluster to
the ribbon denoting the Active Duty Unit Engagenent Award, or however if this
is their first mission of this type they will be authorized to wear the Unit
Engagement Award.

NOTE: Sone personnel have been observed with their Atomic Custers inverted
and this is WRONG and a COURTS- MARTI AL OFFENSE that is puni shable by DEATH

VI |

After the heroic razing of 17KL-345 there were weeks of training and drill to
restore the battle-weary veterans to their usual fitness. But nidway in these
depressing nonths a new call sounded over the speakers, one Bill had never
heard before, a clanging sound |like steel bars being clashed together in a
metal drum full of nmarbles. It neant nothing to himnor to the other new nen,
but it sent Tenmbo springing fromhis bunk to do a quick two-step Death Curse
Dance with tomtom acconpani nent on his footl ocker cover

"Are you around the bend?" Bill asked dully from where he sprawl ed and read a
tattered copy, of Real Choul Sex Fiend Shocker Comics with Built-in Sound
Ef fects. A ghastly nmpan was keening fromthe page he was | ooking at.

"Don't you know?" Tenmbo asked. "Don't you KNOW That's mail call, ny boy, the
grandest sound in space."

The rest of the watch was spent in hurrying up and waiting standing in |ine,
and all the rest. Maxinuminefficiency was attached to the delivery of the
mail, but finally, in spite of all barriers, the post was distributed and Bill
had a precious spacial -postal fromhis nother. On one side of the card was a
pi cture of the Noisone-Ofal refinery just outside of his honme town, and this
al one was enough to raise a lunp in his throat. Then, in the tiny square
all oned for the nessage, his nother's pathetic scrawl had traced out: "Bad
crop, in debt, robrmul e has packing gl anders, hope you are the sane-love, Mw. "

Still, it was a nessage from hone, and he read and reread it as they stood in
line for chow Tenbo, just ahead of him also had a card, all angels and
churches, just what you woul d expect, and Bill was shocked when he saw Tenbo

read the card one last tine then plunge it into his cup of dinner

"What are you doing that for?" he asked, shocked.

"What else is mail good for?" Tenmbo hunmed, and poked the card deeper
"You just watch this now "

Before Bill's startled gaze, and right in front of his eyes, the card was
starting to swell. The white surface broke off and fell away in tiny flakes
while the brown insides grew and grew until they filled the cup and were an
inch thick. Tenbo fished the dripping slab out and took a large bite from one
corner.

"Dehydrated chocolate," he said indistinctly. "Good! Try yours."

Even before he spoke Bill had pushed his card down into the liquid and was
fascinatedly watching it swell. The nessage fell away, but instead of brown a
swel ling white mass becane visible.

"Taffy-or bread maybe," he said, and tried not to drool

The white mass was swel ling, pushing against the sides of the cup, expanding
out of the top. Bill grabbed the end and held it as it rose. Qut and out it

came until every drop of liquid had been absorbed and Bill held between his
out-stretched hands a string of fat, connected letters over two yards |ong.
VOTE- FOR- HONEST- DEER- THE- TROOPERS' - FRI END they read. Bill |eaned over and bit

out an i mense nmouthful of T. He spluttered and spat the danp shards onto the
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deck.

"Cardboard," he said sadly. "Mther always shops for bargains. Even in
dehydrated chocol ate . " He reached for his cup for sonething to wash the
ol d-newsprint taste out of his nouth, but it was enpty.

Sonewhere high in the seats of power, a decision was made, a probl em
resol ved, an order issued. Fromsnall things do big things grow, a tiny bird
turd lands on a snow covered nountain slope, rolls, collects snow, becones

bi gger and bigger, gigantic and nore gigantic until it is a thundering nmass of
snow and ice, an aval anche, a ravening nmass of hurtling death that w pes out
an entire village. Fromsnmall beginnings . . . Wo knows what the begi nning was

here, perhaps the Gods do, but they are |aughi ng. Perhaps the haughty,
strutting peahen wife of sone H gh Mnister saw a baubl e she cherished and with
shrewi sh, spiteful tongue exacerbated her peacock husband until, to give

hi nsel f peace, he pronised her the trinket, then sought the noney for its
purchase. Perhaps this was a word in the Enperor's ear about a new canpai gn
in the 77sub7th Zone, quiet now for years, a victory there-or even a draw if
there were enough deat hs-woul d nean a nedal, an award, sone cash. And thus
did a worman' s covetousness, like a tiny bird' s turd, start the snowball of
warfare rolling, mghty fleets gathering, ship after ship assenbling, like
a rock in a pool of water the ripples spread until even the lowiest were
touched by its notion .

"We're heading for action," Tenbo said as he sniffed at his cup of |unch
"They're |l oading up the chow with stimulants, pain depressors, saltpeter,
and antibiotics."

"I's that why they keep playing the patriotic nusic?" Bill shouted so that
he coul d be heard over the endl ess roar of bugles and drums that poured from
the speakers. Tenbo nodded.

"There is little tine |left to be saved, to assure your place in Sanmedi's

| egi ons-"
"Why don't you talk to Bowb Brown?" Bill screaned. "I got tomtons com ng out
of ny ears! Every time | look at a wall | see angels floating by on clouds.

Stop bothering ne! Wrk on Bowb--anybody who woul d do what he does with thoats
woul d probably join up with your Voodoo nobb in a second."

"l have talked with Brown about his soul, but the issue is still in doubt. He
never answers nme, so | amnot sure if he has heard ne or not. But you are
different, ny son, you show anger, which nmeans you are show ng doubt, and doubt
is the first step to belief "

The nusic cut off in mid-peal, and for three seconds there was an echoing
bl ast of silence that abruptly term nated.

"Now hear this. Attention all hands . . . stand by . . . in a few noments we
will be taking you to the flagship for a on-the-spot report fromthe
admiral . . . stand by . " The voice was cut off by the sounding of Genera
Quarters but went on again when this hideous sound had ended. " and here
we are on the bridge of that gigantic conqui stadore of the spacel anes, the
twenty-mile-long, heavily arnored, mghtily gunned super battleship the Fairy

Queen . . . the nmen on watch are stepping asi de now and coming toward me in a
sinpl e uniformof spun platinumis the Gand Adnmiral of the Fleet, the Ri ght
Honorabl e Lord Archaeopteryx . . . Could you spare us a nonment Your Lordship?

Wwonderful | The next voice you hear will be . . . "

The next voice was a burst of nusic while the fusenen eyed their fusebands,
but the next voice after that had all the rich adenoi dal tones al ways heard
frompeers of the Enpire.

"Lads-we're going into action! This, the mightiest fleet the gal axy has ever
seen is heading directly toward the eneny to deliver the devastating bl ow that
may win us the war. In ny operations tank before me | see a nyriad pinpoints of
light, stretching as far as the eye can see, and each point of light-I tell you

they are like holes in a blanket!--is not a ship, not a squadron-but an entire
fleet! W are sweeping forward, closing in . "
The sound of tomtons filled the air, and on the fuseband that Bill was

wat chi ng appeared a matched set of gol den gates, sw ngi ng open
"Tenmbo! " he screaned. "WIIl you knock that off | want to hear about the
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battle . . ."
"Canned tripe," Tenbo sniffed. "Better to use the few renmaini ng nonents of
this life that may remain to you to seek salvation. That's no admral, that's

a canned tape. |'ve heard it five tinmes already, and they only play it to build
noral e before what they are sure is to be a battle with heavy | osses. It never
was an admral, it's ,froman old TV program. "

"Yi ppee!" Bill shouted, and | eaped forward. The fuse he was | ooking at
crackled with a brilliant discharge around the clips, and at the same nonent
the fuseband charred and turned fromred to black. "Unggh!" he grunted, then
"Unggh! Ungghl Ungghl" in rapid succession, burning his palns on the still hot

fuse, dropping it on his toe, and finally getting it into a fuseway. Wen he

turned back Tenbo had already clipped a fresh fuse into the enpty clips.
"That was ny fuse you shouldn't have . " there were tears in his eyes.
"Sorry. But by the rules | nust help if | amfree."

"Well, at least we're in action,” Bill said, back in position and trying to
favor his bruised foot.

"Not in action yet, still too cold in here. And that was just a fuse
breakdown, you can tell by the clip discharge, they do that sonetinmes when
they get old."

" massed armadas nanned by heroic troopers . "

"W coul d have been in conbat." Bill pouted.

thunder of atomic broadsides and lightning trails of hurtling
t or pedoes . "

"I think we are now. It does feel warnmer, doesn't it, Bill? W had better
undress; if it really is a battle we may get too busy."

"Let's go, let's go, down to the buff," First C ass Spl een barked, |eaping
gazel l el i ke down the rows of fuses, clad only in a pair of dirty gym socks and
his tattooed-on stripes and foul ed-fuse insignia of rank. There was a sudden
crackling in the air, and Bill felt the clipped-short stubs of his hair
stirring in his scalp.

"What's that?" he yiped

"Secondary discharge fromthat bank of fuses," Tenbo pointed. "It's
classified as to what is happening, but | heard tell that it neans one of the
defense screens is under radiation attack, and as it overloads it clinbs up the
spectrumto green, to blue to ultraviolet until finally it goes black and the
screen breaks down."

"That sounds pretty way out."

"I told you it was just a runor. The material is classified.."

"THERE SHE GCES!!"

A crackling bang split the humd air of the fuse room and a bank of fuses
arced, snoked, burned bl ack. One of themcracked in half, showering snall
fragments |ike shrapnel in every direction. The fusenen | eaped, , grabbed the
fuses, slipped in replacenents with sweating hands, barely visible to each
ot her through the reeking |ayers of snoke. The fuses were driven hone, and
there was a nonent's silence, broken only by a plaintive bleating fromthe
communi cati ons screen.

"Son of a bowb!" First Cass Spleen nuttered, kicking a fuse out of the way
and diving for the screen. H's uniformjacket was hanging on a hook next to it,
and he struggled into this before banging the RECEI VE switch. He finished
closing the last button just as the screen cleared. Spleen saluted, so it nust
have been an officer he was facing; the screen was edge-on to Bill, so he
couldn't tell, but the voice had the quacki ng no-chin-and-pl enty-of-teeth whine
that he was beginning to associate with the officer class.

"You're slow in answering, First Cl ass Spl een-maybe Second Cl ass Spl een woul d
be able to answer faster?"

"Have pity, sir-I"man old man." He dropped to his knees in a prayerfu
attitude which took himoff the screen.

"Get up, you idiot! Have you repaired the fuses after that |ast overl oad?"

"W replace, sir, not repair "

"None of your technical gibberish, you swine! A straight answer!"

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/New%20Folder%20(14...arrison%20-%20Bill%20the%20Galactic%20Hero.txt (26 of 77) [1/15/03 12:12:49 AM]



file:/l/F)/rah/New%20Fol der/New%20Fol der%20(14)/Harry%20Harri son%20-%20Bil1%620the%20Gal acti c%20Hero.txt

"All in order, sir. Operating in the green. No conplaints fromanyone, your
wor shi p. "

"Why are you out of uniforn"

"I amin uniform sir," Spleen whined, noving closer to the screen so that
hi s bare behind and shaking |l ower |inmbs could not be seen

"Don't lie to ne! There's sweat on your forehead. You aren't allowed to sweat
in uniform Do you. see ne sweating? And | have a cap on too-at the correct

angle. 1'll forget it this tinme because | have a heart of gold. Disnissed.”
"Filthy bowb!" Spleen cursed at the top of his lungs, tearing the jacket from
his stifling body. The temperature was over 120 and still rising. "Sweat! They

have air conditioning on the bridge-and where do you think they discharge the
heat? In here! YEEOCOWN!"

Two entire banks of fuses blew out at the sane time, three of the fuses
expl oding |ike bonbs. At the same nonment the floor under their feet bucked hard
enough to actually be felt.

"Big trouble!" Tenbo shouted. "Anything that is strong enough to feel through
the stasis field nust be powerful enough to flatten this ship |ike a pancake.
There go some norel" He dived for the bank and kicked a fuse clear of the clips
and jamed in. a repl acenent

It was an inferno. Fuses were exploding |like aerial bonbs, sending whistling
particles of ceram c death through the air. There was a lightning crackle as a
board shorted to the netal floor and a hi deous scream thankfully cut short, as
the sheet of l|ightning passed through a fuse tender's body. G easy snoke boil ed
and hung in sheets, making it alnost inpossible to see. Bill raked the remains
of a broken fuse fromthe darkened clips and junped for the replacenment rack
He cl utched the ninety-pound fuse in his aching arns and had just turned back
toward the boards, when the universe expl oded.

Al'l the remaining fuses seened to have shorted at once, and the scream ng
bolt of crackling electricity crashed the length of the room In its
eye-piercing light and in a single, eternal nonent Bill saw the flanme sear
through the ranks of the fuse tenders, throw ng them about and incinerating
themlike particles of dust in an open fire. Tenbo crunpled and col | apsed, a
mass of seared flesh; a flying length of netal tore First O ass Spleen open
fromneck to groin in a single hideous wound.

"Look at that vent in Spleen!" Bowb shouted, then screaned as a ball of
lightning rolled over himand turned himto a bl ackened husk in a fraction of
a second.

By chance, a nmere accident, Bill was holding the solid bulk of the fuse
before himwhen the flane struck. It washed over his left arm which was on the
outside of the fuse, and hurled its flam ng weight against the thick cylinder
The force hit Bill, knocked himback toward the reserve racks of fuses, and
rolled himend over end flat on the floor while the all-destroying sheet of
fire crackled inches above his head. It died away as suddenly as it had cone,
| eavi ng behind not hing but smoke, heat, the scorched snell of roasted flesh,
destruction, and death, death, death. Bill crawl ed painfully for the hatchway,
and not hing el se noved down the bl ackened and twi sted | ength of the fuse room

The conpartnent bel ow seened just as hot, its air as bereft of nourishnent
for his lungs as the one he had just quitted. He crawl ed on, barely conscious
of the fact that he noved on two | acerated knees and one bl oody hand. Hi s other
arm just hung and dragged, a tw sted and bl ackened | ength of debris, and only
the bl essi ngs of deep shock kept him from scream ng with unbearabl e pain.

He crawl ed on, over a sill, through a passageway. The air was cl earer here
and nuch cooler: he sat up and- inhaled its bl essed freshness. The conpart nent
was familiar-yet unfamliar-he blinked at it, trying to understand why. Long
and narrow, with a curved wall that had the butt ends of imense guns
projecting fromit. The main battery, of course, the guns Chinger spy Eager
Beager had phot ographed. Different now, the ceiling closer to the deck, bent
and dented, as if some gigantic hammer had beat on it fromthe outside. There
was a nan slunped in the gunner's seat of the nearest weapon.

"What happened?" Bill asked, dragging hinself over to the man and cl utching
hi m by the shoul der. Surprisingly enough the gunner only wei ghed a few pounds,
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and he fell fromthe seat, light as a husk, with a shrivel ed parchnent face as
though not a drop of liquid were left in his body.

"Dehydrator Ray," Bill grunted. "I thought they only had themon TV." The
gunner's seat was padded and | ooked very confortable, far nore so than the
war ped steel deck: Bill slid into the recently vacated position and stared with
unseei ng eyes at. the screen before him Little nmoving blobs of |ight.

In large letters, just above the screen, was printed: GREEN LI GHTS OUR SHI PS,
RED LI GHTS ENEMY. FORGETTING THI S I's A COURTS- MARTI AL OFFENSE. "I won't
forget," Bill munbled, as he started to slide sideways fromthe chair. To
steady hinself he grabbed a | arge handle that rose before him and when he did
acircle of light with an Xin it noved on the screen. It was very interesting.
He put the circle around one of the green lights, then renenbered sonething
about a courtsnmartial offense. He jiggled it a bit, and it noved over to . a
red light, with the X right over the light. There was a red button on top of
the handl e, and he pressed it because it |ooked Iike the kind of button that is
made to be pressed. The gun next to himwent wh f f e . . . in a very subdued
way, and the red light went out. Not very interesting; he et go of the handl e.

"Ch, but you are a fighting fool!" a voice said, and, with sone effort, Bil
turned his head. A nan stood in the doorway wearing a burned and tattered
uniformstill hung with shreds of gold braid. He weaved forward. "I sawit,"
he breathed. "Until ny dying day | won't forget it. A fighting fooll Wat guts!
Fear| ess! Forward agai nst the eneny, no holds barred, don't give up the

ship . "

"What the bowb you tal king about?" Bill asked thickly.

"A hero!" the officer said, pounding Bill on the back; this caused a great
deal of pain and was the last straw for his conscious mnd, which |et go the
reins of command and went away to sulk. Bill passed out.

VI

"Now won't you be a nice trooper-wooper and drink your dinner...'

The warn notes of the voice insinuated thenmselves into a singularly repul sive
dreamthat Bill was only too glad to | eave, and, with a great deal of effort,
he managed to heave his eyes open. A quick bit of blinking got theminto focus,
and he saw before hima cup on a tray held by a white hand attached to a white
arm connected to a white uniformwel|l stuffed with fenale breasts. Wth a
guttural animal grow Bill knocked the tray aside and hurled hinself at the
dress. He didn't nmake it, because his left armwas w apped up in sonething and
hung fromw res, so that he spun around in the bed like an inpaled beetle, stil
uttering harsh cries. The nurse shrieked and fl ed.

"Gad to see that you are feeling better," the doctor said, whipping him

straight in the bed with a practiced gesture and nunbing Bill's still flailing
right armwith a neat judo blow. "I1'Il pour you some nore dinner, and you drink
it right down, then we'll let your buddies in for the unveiling, they' re al

wai ting outside.”

The tingling was dying fromhis arm and he could wap his fingers about the
cup now. He sipped. "What buddi es? What unveiling? Wat's going on here?" he
asked suspi ciously.

Then the door was opened, and the troopers cane in. Bill searched their
faces, |ooking for buddies, but all he saw were ex-wel ders and strangers.

Then he renenbered. "Bowb Brown cooked!" he screaned. "Tenbo broiled! First
Class Spleen guttedl They're all dead!" He hid under the covers and npaned
horribly.

"That's no way for a hero to act," the doctor said, draggi ng himback onto
the pillows and tucking the covers under his arnms. "You're a hero, trooper,
the man whose guts, ingenuity, integrity, stick-to-itiveness, fighting spirit,
and deadly ai msaved the ship. Al the screens were down, the power room
destroyed, the gunners dead, control lost, and the eneny dreadnaught zeroing in
for the kill when you appeared |like an avengi ng angel, wounded and near to
death, and with your |ast conscious effort fired the shot heard round the
fleet, the single blast that disembowel ed the eneny and saved our ship, the
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grand old lady of the fleet, Christine Keeler." He handed a sheet of paper to

Bill. "I amof course quoting fromthe official report; ne nyself, | think it
was just a lucky accident ,

You're just jealous," Bill sneered, already falling in love with his new
i mage.

"Don't get Freudian with nme!" the doctor screaned, then snuffled pitifully.
"l always wanted to be a hero, but all | do is wait hand and foot on heroes.
I'"'mtaking that bandage off now. "

He unclipped the wires that held up Bill's arm and began to unwi nd the
bandages while the troopers crowded around to watch

"How is my arm Doc?" Bill was suddenly worri ed.

"Gilled like a chop. | had to cut it off."

"Then what is this?" Bill shrieked, horrified.

"Anot her armthat | sewed on. There were lots of themleft over after the
battle. The ship had over 42 per cent casualties, and | was really cutting and
chopping and sewing, | tell you."

The | ast bandage fell away and the troopers ahhhed with delight.

"Say, that's a mighty fine arm"

"Make it do sonething."

"And a damm nice seamthere at the shoul der-1 ook how neat the stitches are!"

"Plenty of nuscles, too, and good and long, not |like the crumy little short
one he has on the other side."

"Longer and darker-that's a great skin color!"

"It's Tembo's arm" Bill how ed. "Take it away!" He squirnmed across the bed
but the armcane after him They propped himup again on the pillows.

"You're a lucky bowb, Bill, having a good armlike that. And your buddy's arm
too. "

"W know t hat he wanted you to have it."

"You'll always have sonething to renenber himby."

It really wasn't a bad arm Bill bent it and flexed the fingers, stil

|l ooking at it suspiciously. It felt all right. He reached out with it and
grabbed a trooper's arm and squeezed. He could feel the nan's bones grating
together while he screanmed and withed. Then Bill | ooked closer at the hand and
began to shout curses at the doctor

"You stupid sawbones! You thoat doctorl Sonme big job--this is a right arns"”

"So it's a right armso what?"

"But you cut off ny left arm Now | have two right arns . . .

"Listen, there was a shortage of left arnms. |'mno nmiracle worker. | do ny
best and all | get are conplaints. Be happy | didn't sewon a leg." He |leered
evilly. "Or even better | didn't sew on a . M

"I't's a good arm Bill," said the trooper who was rubbing his recently

crushed forearm "And you're really lucky too. Now you can salute with either
arm no one else can do that."

"You're right," Bill said hunbly. "I never thought of that. |'mreally very
lucky." He tried a salute with his left-right arm and the el bow whi pped up
nicely and the fingertips quivered at his eyebrow. Al the troopers snapped to
attention and returned the salute. The door crashed open, and an officer poked
his head in.

"Stand easy, nmen-this is just an informal visit by the dd Man."

"Captain Zekial com ng herel"

"I'"ve never seen the Od Man . . ." The troopers chippered |ike birds and
were as nervous as virgins at a defloration cerenony. Three nore officers cane
through the door and finally a male nurse | eading a ten-year-old noron wearing
a bib and a captain's uniform

"Uhh . . . hi yafellows . . . " the captain said

"The captain wishes to pay his respects to you all," the first |ieutenant
said crisply.

"I's dat da guy in da bed . . . ?"

"And particularly wi shes to pay his personal respects to the hero of the
hour . "

Dere was sonetin' else but | forgot
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"And he furthernore wi shes to informthe valiant fighter who saved our ship
that he is being raised in grade to Fuse Tender First O ass, which increase in
rank includes an automatic re-enlistnent for seven years to be added to his
original enlistnment, and that upon disnissal fromthe hospital he is to go by
first available transportation to the Inperial Planet of Helior, there to
receive the hero's award of the Purple Dart with Coal sack Nebula Cl uster from
the Enperor's own hand."

". . . 1l think | gotta go to da bathroom. . ."

"But now t he exigencies of comand recall himto the bridge, and he wi shes
you all an affectionate farewel|."

Bill saluted with both arms, and the troopers stood at attention until the
captain and his officers had gone, then the doctor dism ssed the troopers
as wel | .

"Isn't the Od Man a little young for his post?" Bill asked. "Not as young as
sonme," the doctor scratched through his hypoderm c needl es | ooking for a
particularly dull one for an injection. "You have to renenber that all captains
have to be of the nobility and even a large nobility gets stretched dam thin
over a galactic enpire. W take what we can get." He found a crooked needl e and
clipped it to the cylinder

"Affirm so he's young, but isn't he also a little stupid for the job?"

"Watch that | ese-nmmgjesty stuff, bowb! You get an enpire that's a couple of
thousand years old, and you get a: nobility that keeps inbreeding, and you get
sonme of the crunched genes and defective recessives comng out and you got a
group of people that-are a little nore exotic than nost nut houses. There's
not hing wong with the dd Man that a new|l.Q wouldn't curel You should have

seen the captain of the last ship | was on . . ." he shuddered and jabbed the
needl e viciously into Bill's flesh. Bill screaned, then gloom |y watched the
blood drip fromthe hole after the hypoderm c had been wi t hdrawn.

The door closed, and Bill was al one, |ooking at the blank wall and his

future. He was a Fuse Tender First Class, and that was nice. But the conpul sory
re-enlistnent for seven years was not so nice. Hs spirits dropped. He w shed
he could talk to sone of his old buddies, then renenbered that they were all
dead, and his spirits dropped even further. He tried to cheer hinself up but
could think of nothing to be cheery about until he discovered that he could
shake hands with hinmself. This made himfeel a little bit better

He | ay back on the pillows and shook hands with hinself until he fell asleep

Book Two
A D P IN THE
SW MM NG- POOL REACTOR
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Ahead of themthe front end of the cylindrical shuttleship was a single,
gigantic viewport, a thick shield of arnored glass now filled by the rushing
coils of cloud that they were dropping down through. Bill |eaned back
confortably in the deceleration chair, watching the scene with keen
anticipation. There were seats for twenty in the stubby shuttleship, but only
three of them including Bill's, were now occupied. Sitting next to him and he
tried hard not to |l ook too often, was a gunner first class who | ooked as though
he had been bl own out of one of his own guns. Hi s face was nostly plastic and
contained just a single, bloodshot eye. He was a nobil e basket case, since his
four missing |linbs had been replaced by glistening gadgetry, all shining

pi stons, electronic controls, and coiling wires. H's gunner's insignia was

wel ded to the steel frame that took the place of his upper arm The third man,
a thickset brute of an infantry sergeant, had fallen asleep as soon as they
boarded after transshipping fromthe stellar transport.

"Bowbi dy- bowb! Look at that!" Bill felt elated as their ship broke through
the clouds and there, spread before them was the gl eam ng gol den sphere of
Helior, the Inperial Planet, the ruling world of 10,000 suns.

"What an al bedo," the gunner grunted from sonewhere inside his plastic face.
"Hurts the eye."

"l shoul d hope so! Solid gold--can you i magi ne-a planet plated with solid
gol d?!"

"No, | can't imagine. And | don't believe it either. It would cost too nuch.
But | can imagi ne one covered with anodi zed al umi num Like. that one."
Now that Bill |ooked closer he could see that it didn't really shine like

gold, and he started to feel depressed again. No! He forced hinself to perk up
You coul d take away the gold but you couldn't take away the gloryl Helior was
still the inperial world, the never sleeping, all-seeing eye in the heart of
the gal axy. Everything that happened on every planet or on every ship in space
was reported here, sorted, coded, filed, annotated, judged, |ost, found, acted
on. FromHelior cane the orders that ruled the worlds of man, that held back
the night of alien dom nation. Helior, a man-changed world with its seas,
nmount ai ns, and continents covered by a shielding of nmetal, mles thick, |ayer
upon |l ayer of levels with a global popul ation dedicated to but one ideal. Rule.
The gl eam ng upper |evel was dotted with space ships of all sizes, while the
dark sky twi nkled with others arriving and departing. Cl oser and cl oser swam
the scene, then there was a sudden burst of |ight and the w ndow went dark

"W crashed!" Bill gasped. "Good as dead . . .'

"Shut your wug. That was just the filmwhat broke, Since there's no brass on
this run they won't bother fixing it."

"Fi | nP"

"What el se? Are you so ratty in the head you think they're going to build
shuttl eships with great big windows in the nose just where the maxi numfriction
on re-entry will burn holes in then? A film Back projection. For all we know
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it's nighttime here."

The pilot mashed themwi th 15G when they | anded (he al so knew he had no brass
on this run), and while they were popping their dislocated vertebrae back into
position and squeezing their eyeballs back into shape so that they could see,
the hatch swung open. Not only was it night, but it was raining too. A
Second- cl ass Passenger Handl er's Mate poked his head in and swept themwith a
professionally friendly grin.

"Wl cone to Helior, Inperial Planet of a thousand delights-" his face fel
into a habitual snarl. "Ain't there no officers with you bowbs? C non, shag
outta there, get the uraniumout, we gotta schedule to keep."

They ignored himas he brushed by and went to wake the infantry sergeant,
still snoring like a broken inpeller, untroubled in his sleep by a little thing
|i ke 15Gs. The snore changed to a throaty grunt that was cut into by the
Passenger Handler's Mate's shrill screamas he was kneed in the groin. Still
muttering, the sergeant joined themas they left the ship and he hel ped steady
the gunner's clattering netal legs on the still wet surface of the |anding
ranp. They watched with stony resignation as their duffel bags were ejected
fromthe | uggage conpartnent into a deep pool of water. As a last feeble flick
of petty revenge the Passenger Handler's Mate turned off the repeller field
that had been keeping the rain off them and they were soaking wet in an
instant and chilled by the icy wind. They shoul dered their bags-except for the
gunner, who dragged his on little wheels-and started for the nearest lights, at
| east a nmile away and barely visible through the Iashing rain. Hal fway there
the gunner froze up as his relays shorted, so they put the wheels under his
heel s and | oaded the bags onto his |l egs, and he nmade a damm fi ne handcar the
rest of the way.

"I make a damm fine handcar," the gunner grow ed.

"Don't bitch," the sergeant told him "At |east you got a civilian
occupation." He kicked the door open and they wal ked and rolled into the
wel come warnth of the operations office.

"You have a can of solvent?" Bill asked the man behind the counter

"You have travel orders?" the nan asked, ignoring his question

“I'n nmy bag | got a can," the gunner said, and Bill pulled it open and
runmaged ar ound.

They handed over their orders; the gunner's were buttoned into his breast
pocket, and the clerk fed theminto the slot of the giant nachine behind him
The machi ne humred and flashed lights, and Bill dripped solvent onto all of
the gunner's electrical connections until the water was washed away. A horn
sounded, the orders were regurgitated, and a length of printed tape began
clicking out of another orifice. The clerk snatched it up and read it rapidly.

"You're in trouble," he said with sadistic relish. "All three of you are
supposed to get the Purple Dart in a cerenmony with the Enperor and they're

filmng in three hours. You'll never nake it in time."
"None of your bowb," the sergeant grated. "W just got off the ship. Were
do we go?"

"Area 1457-D, Level K9, Block 823-7, Corridor 492; Chanbers FLM 34, Room 62,
ask for Producer Ratt"

"How do we get there?" Bill asked.

"Don't ask ne, | just work here." The clerk threw three thick volunes onto
the counter, each one over a foot square and alnost as thick, with a chain
riveted to the spine. "Find your own way, here's your floor plan, but you have
to sign for it. Losing it is a courts-martial offense punishable by . "

The clerk suddenly realized that he was alone in the roomw th the three
veterans, and as he bl anched white he reached out for a red button. But before
his finger could touch it the gunner's netal arm spitting sparks and snoki ng,
pinned it to the counter. The sergeant |eaned over until his face was an inch
fromthe clerk's then spoke in a low, chill voice that curdled the bl ood.

"W will not find our own way. You will find our way for us. You will provide
us with a Cuide."

"Quides are only for officers," the clerk protested weakly, then gasped as a
steel -bar finger ground himin the stonach.
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"Treat us like officers,"” the sergeant breathed. "W don't mnd."

Wth chattering teeth the clerk ordered a guide, and a small netal door in
the far wall crashed open. The Guide had a tubular netal body that ran on six
rubber-tired wheels, a head fashioned to resenble a hound dog's, and a springy
metal tail. "Here, boy," the sergeant comanded, and the Guide rushed over to
him slipped out a red plastic tongue, and, with a slight grinding of gears,
began to enit the sound of mechanical panting. The sergeant took the | ength of
printed tape and quickly punched the code 1457-D K9 823-7 492 FLM 34 62 on the
buttons that decorated the Cuide's head. There were two sharp barks, the red
tongue vani shed, the tail vibrated, and the Guide rolled away down the
corridor. The veterans foll owed.

It took them an hour, by slideway, escal ator, elevator, pneunobcar, shanks

mare, nonorail, noving sidewal k, and greased pole to reach room 62. Wile they
were seated on the slideway they secured the chains of their floor plans to
their belts, since even Bill was beginning to realize the value of a guide to

this world-sized city. At the door to room 62 the Guide barked three tines,
then roll ed away before they could grab it.

"Shoul d have been quicker," the sergeant said. "Those things are worth their
wei ght in dianonds." He pushed the door open to reveal a fat nman seated at a
desk shouting into a visisphone.

"I don't give a flying bowb what your excuses are, excuses | can buy
whol esale. All | knowis | got a production schedule and the caneras are ready
to roll and where are ny principals? | ask you-and what do you tell ne-" he
| ooked up and began to scream "Qut! Qut! Can't you see |'m busy!"

The sergeant reached over and threw the visisphone onto the floor then
stonped it to tiny snoking bits.

"You have a direct way of getting attention,"” Bill said.

"Two years in conbat make you very direct," the sergeant said, and grated his
teeth together in a loud and disturbing way. Then, "Here we are, Ratt, what do
we do?"

Producer Ratt kicked his way through the weckage and threw open a door
behi nd the desk. "Places! Lights!" he shrieked, and there was an i mense
scurrying and a sudden glare. The to-be-honored veterans followed hi mthrough
the door into an i mense sound stage humm ng with organi zed bustle. Caneras on
nmotori zed dollies rolled around the set where flats and props sinulated the end
of a regal throne room The stained-glass w ndows glowed with imaginary
sunlight, and a gol den sunbeam froma spotlight illumnated the throne. Goaded
on by the director's screaned instructions the crowd of nobility and
hi gh-ranki ng officers took positions before the throne.

"He called them bowbs!" Bill gasped. "He'll be shot!"

"Are you ever stupid," the gunner said, unreeling a length of flex fromhis
right leg and plugging it into an outlet to recharge his batteries. "Those are
all actors. You think they can get real nobility for a thing |ike this?"

"W only got time to run through this once before the Enperor gets here, so
no mstakes." Director Ratt clanbered up and settled hinself on the throne.
"I''"ll stand in for the Enp. Now you principals, you got the easiest roles, and
I don't want you to flub it. W got no tine for retakes. You get into position
there, that's the stuff, in arow, and when | say roll you snhap to attention
i ke you been taught or the taxpayers been wasting their noney. You there, the
guy on the left that's built into the bird cage, keep your damm notors turned
off, you're lousing. up the soundtrack. Gind gears once nore and I'Il pull al
your fuses. Affirm You just stay at attention until your nane is called, take
one pace forward, and snap into a brace. The Enperor will pin a nedal on you
salute, drop the salute, and take one pace back. You got that, or is it too
conplicated for your tiny, indoctrinated m nds?"

"Way don't you blow it out!" the sergeant snarl ed.

"Very witty. Al right-let's run through it!"

They rehearsed the cerenony twice before there was a trenendous brayi ng of
bugl es, and six generals with deathray .pistols at the ready double-tined onto
the set and halted with their backs to the throne. Al of the extras,

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/New%?20Folder%20(14...arrison%20-%20Bill%20the%20Galactic%20Hero.txt (33 of 77) [1/15/03 12:12:49 AM]



file:/l/F)/rah/New%20Fol der/New%20Fol der%20(14)/Harry%20Harri son%20-%20Bil1%620the%20Gal acti c%20Hero.txt

camer anen, and techni cians-even Director Ratt-bowed | ow while the veterans
shapped to attention. The Enperor shuffled in, clinbed the dais, and dropped
into the throne. "Continue . " he said in a bored voice, and bel ched
lightly behind his hand.

"Let's ROLL!" the director how ed at the top of his lungs, and staggered out
of canmera range. Music rose up in a mighty wave, and the cerenony began. Wile
the Awards and Protocol officer read off the nature of the heroic deeds the
nobl e heroes had acconplished to win that noblest of all nmedals, the Purple
Dart with Coal sack Nebula Custer, the Enperor rose fromhis throne and strode
maj estically forward. The infantry sergeant was first, and Bill watched out of
the corner of his eye while the Enperor took an ornate gold, silver, ruby, and
pl ati num nmedal fromthe proferred case and pinned it to the man's chest. Then
the sergeant stepped back into position, and it was Bill's turn. As from an
i mmense di stance he heard his nanme spoken in rolling tones of thunder, and he
strode forward with every ounce of precision that he had been taught back at
Canp Leon Trotsky. There, just before him was the nbst beloved nan in the

gal axy! The long and swoll en nose that graced a billion banknotes was pointed
toward him The overshot jaw and protruding teeth that filled a billion TV
screens was speaking his name. One of the inperial strabismc eyes was pointing
at him Passion welled in Bill's bosomlike great breakers thundering onto a

shore. He snapped his snappi est salute.

In fact he snapped just about the snappiest salute possible, since there
aren't very nmany people with two right arns. Both arnms swung up in precise
circles, both el bows quivered at right angles, both palnms clicked neatly
agai nst both eyebrows. It was well done and took the Enperor by surprise, and
for one vibrating instant he nanaged to get both eyeballs pointed at Bill at
the sane tine before they wandered away at random agai n. The Enperor, still a
little disturbed by the unusual salute, groped for the nedal and plunged the
pin through Bill's tunic squarely into his shivering flesh.

Bill felt no pain, but the sudden stab triggered the grow ng enotion that had
been rushing through him Dropping the salutes he fell to his knees in good old
peasant-serf style, just like a historical TV, which in fact was just where his
obsequi ous subconsci ous had dredged up the idea from and seized the Enperor's
knob- knuckl ed and l|iver-spotted hand. "Father to us all!" Bill exulted, and
ki ssed the hand.

Gi meyed, the bodyguard of generals |eaped forward, and death beat sable
Wi ngs over Bill, but the Enperor smled as he pulled his hand gently away and
wi ped the saliva off on Bill's tunic. A casual flick of his finger restored the
bodyguard to position, and he noved on to the gunner, pinned on the renaining
medal , and stepped back.

"Cut!" Director Ratt shouted. "Print that, it's a natural with that dunb hick
goi ng through the sl obbering act."

As Bill struggled back to his feet he saw that the Enperor had not returned
to the throne but was instead standing in the midst of the nmilling crowd of
actors. The bodyguard had vani shed. Bill blinked, bew | dered, as a nman whi pped
the Enperor's crown fromhis head, popped it into a box, and hurried away with
it.

"The brake is jamed," the gunner said, still saluting with a vibrating arm
"Pull the damm thing down for ne. It never works right above shoul der |evel."

"But-the Enperor-" Bill said, tugging at the locked armuntil the brakes
squeal ed and rel eased.

"An actor-what else? Do you think they have the real Enperor giving out

medal s to other-ranks? Field grade and higher, | bet. But they put on a bit of
an act with himso sone poor rube, |ike you, can get carried away. You were
great."

"Here you are," a man said, handing them both stanped netal copies of the
medal s they were wearing and whi pping off the originals.

"Places!" the director's anplified voice booned. "W got just ten mnutes to
run through the Enpress and the baby kissing with the Al debranian septuplets
for the Fertility Hour. Get those plastic babies out here, and get those dam
spectators off the set."
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The heroes were pushed into the corridor and the door slammed and | ocked
behind t hem

"I'"'mtired," the gunner said, "and besides, my burns hurt." He had had a short
circuit during action in the Enlisted Men's O de Knocki ng Shoppe and had set
the bed on fire.

"Aw, come on," Bill insisted. "W have three-day passes before our ship
| eaves, and we are on Helior, the Inperial Planet! \Wat riches there are to
see here, the Hangi ng Gardens, the Rai nbow Fountains, the Jewel ed Pal aces.
You can't mss them"

"Just watch nme. As soon as | catch up on sone sleep it's back to the A de
Knocki ng Shoppe for nme. If you' re so hot on someone hol ding your hand while
you go sightseeing, take the sergeant."”

"He's still drunk."

The infantry sergeant was a solitary drinker who did not believe in cutting
comers. Neither did he believe in dilution or in wasting nmoney on fancy
packagi ng. He had used all of his nmoney to bribe a nedical orderly and had
obt ai ned two carboys of 99 per cent pure grain alcohol, a drum of glucose
and saline solution, a hypodernm c needle, and a | ength of rubber tubing.

The et hyl -gl ucose-saline nmixture in carboys had been slung froma rafter over
his bunk with the tubing |leading to the needl e plunged into his arm and taped
into place as an intravenous drip. Now he was unnmoving, well fed, and
completely blind-drunk all the time, and if the netered fl ow were undi sturbed
he should stay drunk for two and a half years.

Bill put a finishing gloss on his boots and | ocked the brush into his | ocker
with the rest of his gear. He might be late getting back. it was easy to get
| ost here on Helior when you didn't have a Guide. It had taken them al npst an
entire day to find their way fromthe studio to their quarters even with the
sergeant, a man who knew all about nmaps, |eading the way. As |ong as they
stayed near their own area there was no problem but Bill had had his fill
of the honely pleasures provided for the fighting nmen. He wanted to see
Helior, the real Hehor, the first city of the galaxy. If no one would go with
him he would do it al one.

It was very hard, in spite. of the floor plan, to tell just exactly how far
away anything was on Helior, since the diagrans were all diagrammtic and had
no scale. But the trip he was planning seemed to be a | ong one, since one of
the key bits of transportation, an evacuated tunnellinear magnetic car, went
across at |east eighty-four submaps. Hi s destination m ght very well be on the
other side of the planetl A city as large as a planet] The concept was al nost
too big to grasps In fact, when he thought about it, the concept was too big
to grasp.

The sandwi ches he had bought fromthe di spenser in the barracks ran out
before he was halfway to his destination, and his stomach, greedily getting
adjusted to solid food again, runbled conplaints until he left the slideway
in Area 9266-L, Level something or other, or wherever the hell he was, and
| ooked for a canteen. He was obviously in a Typing Area, because the crowds
wer e conposed al nost conpletely of wonen with rounded shoul ders and great,
long fingers. The only canteen he could find was jamed with them and he
sat in the mddle of the high-pitched, yattering crowmd and forced hinmself to
eat a neal conposed of the only avail abl e food:
dat ed-frui t br eadcheese- and- anchovy- past e sandwi ches and nashed potatoes with
rai sin and oni on sauce, washed down by herb tea served | ukewarmin cups the
size of his thumb. It wouldn't have been so bad if the dispenser hadn't
automatically covered everything with butterscotch sauce. None of the girls
seenmed to notice him since they were all under |ight hypnosis during the
working day in order to cut down their error percentages. He worked his way
through the food feeling very much Iike a ghost as they tittered and yanmered
over and around him their fingers, if they weren't eating, conpulsively
typing their words onto the edge of the table while they talked. He finally
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escaped, but the neal had had a depressing effect, and this was probably where
he made the m stake and boarded the wong car.

Since the sane | evel and bl ock nunbers were repeated in every area, it was
possible to get into the wong area and spend a good deal of tinme getting good
and | ost before the mstake was finally realized. Bill did this, and after the
usual astronom cal nunber of changes and varieties of transportati on he boarded
the elevator that term nated, he thought, in the gal axy-faned Pal ace Gardens.
Al'l of the other passengers got off on |ower levels, and the robel evator picked
up speed as it hurtled up to the topnost level. He rose into the air as it
braked to a stop, and his ears popped with the pressure change, and when the
doors opened he stepped out into a snowfilled wind. He gaped about with
unbel i ef and behi nd hi mthe doors snicked shut and the el evator vani shed.

The doors had opened directly onto the netal plain that nade up the topnost
| ayer of the city, now obscured by the swirling clouds of snow. Bill groped
for the button to recall the el evator, when a vagrant swirl of w nd whipped
the snow away and the warm sun beat down on himfromthe cloudl ess sky. This
was i npossi bl e.

"This is inpossible," Bill said with forthright indignation

"Nothing is inpossible if I will it," a scratchy voi ce spoke from behind
Bill's shoulder. "For | amthe Spirit of Life."

Bill skittered sideways |ike a honeostatic robhorse, rolling his eyes at the
smal |, white-whiskered man with a twi tching nose and red-ri med eyes who had
appear ed soundl essly behind him

"You got a leak in your think-tank," Bill snapped, angry at hinself for

bei ng so goosy.

"You'd be nuts, too, on this job," the little man sobbed, and knuckl ed a
pendant drop from his nose. "Half-froze, halfcooked and hal f-w ped out npbst of
the time on oxy. The Spirit of Life," he quavered, "mine is the power . . ."

"Now that you nention it,"” Bill's words were muffled by a sudden flurry of
snow, "I amfeeling a bit high nyself. Weeee . . . !'l" The wind veered and
swept the occluding clouds of snow away, and Bill gaped at the suddenly

reveal ed vi ew.

Sl ushy snow and pools of water spotted the surface as far as he could see.
The gol den coati ng had been worn away, and the netal was gray and pitted
beneath, streaked with ruddy rivulets of rust. Rows of great pipes, each
thicker than a man is tall, snaked toward himfrom over the horizon and ended
in funnel Iike nouths. The funnels were obscured by whirling clouds of vapor
and snow that shot high into the air with a hushed roar, though one of the
vapor colums col |l apsed and the cl oud di spersed while Bill watched.

"Nurmber ei ghteen blown!" the old man shouted into a mcrophone, grabbed a
clipboard fromthe wall, and kicked his way through the slush toward a rusty
and dil api dated wal kway that groaned and rattled along parallel wth the pipes.
Bill followed, shouting at the nan, who now conpletely ignhored him As the
wal kway, clanking and swayi ng, carried themalong, Bill began to wonder just
where the pipes led, and after a mnute, when his head cleared a bit,
curiosity got the better of himand he strained ahead to see what the
mysterious bunps were on the horizon. They slowy resolved thenselves into a
row of giant spaceshi ps, each one connected to one of the thick pipes. Wth
unexpected agility the old man sprang fromthe wal kway and bounded toward the
ship at station eighteen, where the tiny figures of workers, high up, were
di sconnecting the seals that joined the ship to the pipe. The old nan copied
nunbers froma neter attached to the pipe, while Bill watched a crane sw ng
over with the end of a large, flexible hose that enmerged fromthe surface they
were standing on. It was attached to the valve on top of the spaceship. A
runbl i ng vibration shook the hose, and fromaround the seal to the ship energed
puffs of black cloud that drifted over the stained netal plain.

"Could | ask just what the hell is going on here?" Bill said plaintively.
"Life! Life everlasting!" the old man crowed, sw nging up fromthe gl oons of
s depression toward the heights of nanic el ation

"Could you be a little nmore specific?"

"Here is a world sheathed in netal," he stanped his foot and there was a dul

hi
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boom "What does that nean?"

"I't means the world is sheathed in metal ."

"Correct. For a trooper you show a remarkable turn of intelligence. So you
take a planet and cover it with netal, and you got a planet where the only
green growing things are in the Inperial Gardens and a couple of w ndow boxes.
Then what do you have?"

"Everybody dead," Bill said, for after all, he was a farm boy and up on all
t he photosynt hesis and chl orophyl | bowb.
"Correct again. You and. | and the Enperor and a couple of billion other

sl obs are working away turning all the oxygen into carbon dioxide, and with no
plants around to turn it back into oxygen and if we keep at it |ong enough we
breat he ourselves to death."

"Then these ships are bringing in liquid oxygen?"

The ol d man bobbed his head and junped back .onto the slideway; Bil
followed. "Affirm They get it for free on the agricultural planets. And after
they enpty here they load up with carbon extracted at great expense fromthe
CO, and whip back with it to the hickworlds, where it is burned for fuel, used
for fertilizer, conbined into nunberless plastics and other products . . ."

Bill stepped fromthe slideway at the nearest elevator, while the old man and
his voi ce vani shed into the vapor, and crouching down, his head poundi ng from
the oxy jag, he began flipping furiously through his floor plan. Wile he
waited for the elevator he found his place fromthe code nunber on the door and
began to plot a new course toward the Pal ace Gardens.

This time he did not allow hinmself to be distracted. By only eating candy
bars and drinking carbonated beverages fromthe dispensers along his route he
avoi ded the dangers and distractions of the eateries, and by keeping hinself
awake he avoi ded missing connections. Wth bl ack bags under his eyes and teeth
rotting in his head he stunbled froma gravshaft and with- thudding heart
finally saw a florally decorated and colorfully illum nated scentsign that said
HANG NG GARDENS There was an entrance turnstile and a cashier's w ndow.

"One pl ease. ™

"That' || be ten inperial bucks."

"Isn't that a little expensive?" he said peevishly, unrolling the bills one
by one fromhis thin wad.

"If you're poor, don't cone to Helior."

The cashier-robot was prinmed with all the snappy answers. Bill ignored it and
pushed through into the gardens. They were everything he had ever dreaned of
and nore. As he wal ked down the gray cinder path inside the outer wall he could
see green shrubs and grass just on the other side of the titanium nesh fence.
No nore than a hundred yards away, on the other side of the grass, were
floating, colorful plants and flowers fromall the worlds of the Enpire. And
there! Tiny in the distance were the Rai nbow Fountains, alnbst visible to the

naked eye. Bill slipped a coin into one of the tel escopes and watched their
colors glow and wane, and it was just as good as seeing it on TV. He went on,
circling inside the wall, bathed by the light of the artificial sun in the

gi ant done above.

But even the heady pl easures of the gardens waned in the face of the
soul -consuning fatigue that gripped himin iron hands. There were steel benches
pegged to the wall, and he dropped onto one to rest for a nonent, then cl osed
his eyes for a second to ease the glare. Hi s chin dropped onto his chest, and
before he realized it he was sound asleep. Qther visitors scrunched by on the
cinders without disturbing him nor did he nove when one sat down at the far
end of the bench.

Since Bill never saw this man there is no point in describing him Suffice to
say that he had sallow skin, a broken, reddened nose, feral eyes peering from
under a siman brow, w de hips and narrow shoul ders, m smatched feet, |ean,
knobby, dirty fingers, and a twitch

Long seconds of eternity ticked by while the man sat there. Then for a few
nmonents there were no other visitors in sight. Wth a quick, snakelike notion
the newconmer whi pped an atonmic arc-pencil fromhis pocket. The small,
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incredibly hot flame whispered briefly as he pressed it against the chain that

secured Bill's floor plan to his waist, just at the point where the | ooped
chain rested on the metal bench. In a trice the netal of the chain was wel ded
fast to the metal of the bench. Still undisturbed, Bill slept on

A wol fish grin flickered across the man's face like the evil rings forned in
sewer water by a diving rat. Then, with a single swift notion, the atonic
flame severed the chain near the volune. Pocketing the arc-pencil the thief
rose, plucked Bill's floor plan fromhis |lap, and strode quickly away.

At first Bill didn't appreciate the magnitude of his |oss. He swam slowy up
out of his sleep, thickheaded, with the feeling that sonmething was wong. Only
after repeated tugging did he realize that the chain was stuck fast to the
bench and that the book was gone. The chain could not be freed, and in the end
he had to unfasten it fromhis belt and |l eave it dangling. Retracing his steps
to the entrance, he knocked on the cashier's w ndow.

"No refunds," the robot said.

"I want to report a crinme."

"The police handle crine. You want to talk to the police. You talk to the
police on a phone. Here is a phone. The nunber is 111-11-111." A snall door
slid open, and a phone popped out, catching Bill in the chest and knocki ng hi m
back on his heels. He dialed the nunber.

"Police," a voice said, and a bull dog-faced sergeant wearing a Prussian bl ue
uniformand a scowl appeared on the screen

"I want to report a theft."

"Grand | arceny or petty |larceny?"

"l don't know, it was ny floor plan that was stolen."

"Petty larceny. Proceed to your nearest police station. This is an energency
circuit, and you are tying it up illegally. The penalty for illegally tying up
an energency circuit is . . ." Bill jamed hard on the button and the screen
went bl ank. He turned back to the robot cashier

"No refunds,"” it said. Bill snarled inpatiently.

"Shut up. Al | want to know is where the nearest police station is."
"l am a cashier robot, not an information robot. That information is not in
my nenory. | suggest you consult your floor plan."

"But it's nmy floor plan that has been stolen!”

"l suggest you talk to the police."

"But . . ." Bill turned red and kicked the cashier's box angrily. "No
refunds,” it said as he stal ked away.

"Drinky, drinky, nake you stinky," a robot bar said, rolling up and
whi spering in his ear. It made the sound of ice cubes rattling in a frosty
gl ass.

"A damm good idea. Beer. A large one." He pushed coins into its noney sl ot
and clutched at the dispos-a-stein that rattled down the chute and al nost
bounced to the ground. It cool ed and refreshed himand cal med his anger. He
| ooked at the sign that said To THE JEWELED PALACE. "I'Il go to the pal ace,
have a | ook-see, then find soneone there who can direct ne to the police
station. Quchl" The robot bar had pulled the dispos-a-stein fromhis hand,
al nrost taking his forefinger with it, and with unerring robotic aimhurled it
thirty-two feet into the open nouth of a rubbish shaft that projected froma
wal | .

The Jewel ed Pal ace appeared to be about as accessible as the Hangi ng Gardens,
and he decided to report the theft before paying his way into the grilled
enclosure that circled the pal ace at an awesone di stance. There was a policeman
hanging out his belly and idly spinning his club near the entrance who shoul d
know where the police station was.

"Where's the police station?" Bill asked.
"I ain't no information booth-use your floor plan."
"lout"-through teeth tightly clanped together-"I cannot. My floor plan has

been stolen and that is why | want to find Yipe!"
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Bill said Yipe! because the policenan, with a practiced notion, had jamred
the end of his club up into Bill's arnpit and pushed himaround the comer with
it.

"I used to be a trooper nyself before | bought nmy way out," the officer said.

"I woul d enjoy your rem niscences nore if you took the club out of ny

arnmpit," Bill npaned, then sighed gratefully as the club vani shed.
"Since | used to be a trooper | don't want to see a buddy with the Purple
Dart with Coal sack Nebula Cluster get into trouble. | amalso an honest cop and

don't take bribes, but if a buddy was to | oan ne twenty-five bucks until payday
I woul d be nuch obliged."

Bill had been born stupid, but he was |earning. The noney appeared and
vani shed swiftly, and the cop rel axed, clacking the end of his club against his
yel | ow t eet h.

"Let nme tell you sonething, pal, before you make any official statenents to
me in nmy official capacity, since up to now we have just been talking
buddy- buddy. There are a |ot of ways to get into trouble here on Helior, but
the easiest is to lose your floor plan. It is a hanging offense on Helior.
know a guy what went into the station to report that someone got his plan and
they sl apped the cuffs on himinside ten seconds, naybe five. Now what was it
you wanted to say to ne?"

"You got a match?"

"l don't snoke."

" Good- by. "
"Take it easy, pal."
Bill scuttled around another corner and | eaned agai nst the wall breathing

deeply. Now what? He could barely find his way around this place with the

pl an- how coul d he do it w thout one? There was a | eaden weight pulling at his
insides that he tried to ignore. He forced away the feeling of terror and
tried to think. But thinking nade himlightheaded. It seened |ike years since
he had had a good neal, and thinking of food he began to punp saliva at such a
great rate that he al nost drowned. Food, that's what he needed, food for

t hought; he had to relax over a nice, juicy steak, and when the inner man was
satisfied he would be able to think clearly and find a way out of this mess.
There nust be a way out. He had alnost a full day left before he was due back
fromleave; there was plenty of tine. Staggering around a sharp bend he cane
out into a high tunnel brilliant with Iights, the npst brilliant of which was
a sign that said THE GOLD SPACE SUIT.

"The CGold Space Suit," Bill said. "That's nore like it. Gal axy-fanopus on
countless TV prograns, what a restaurant, that's the way to build up the old
morale. It'll be expensive, but what the hell . . ."

Tightening his belt and straightening his collar, he strode up the w de gold
steps and through the imitati on spacel ock. The headwaiter beckoned hi m and
smled, soft nmusic wafted his way and the floor opened beneath his feet.
Scratching hel plessly at the snooth walls, he shot down the gol den tube which
turned gradually until, when he energed, he shot through the air and fell
sprawing, into a dusty netal alleyway. Ahead of him painted on the wall with
foot-high letters, was the inperious nessage, GET LOST BUM

He stood and dusted hinself, and a robot sidled over and crooned in his ear
with the voice of a .young and lovely girl, "I bet you're hungry, darling. Wy
not try G useppe Singh's neo-Indian curried pizza? You're just a few steps from
Singh's, directions are on the back of the card."

The robot took a card froma slot in its chest and put it carefully into
Bill's mouth. It was a cheap and badly adjusted robot. Bill spluttered the
soggy card out and wi ped it on his handkerchief.

"What happened?" he asked.

"l bet you're hungry, darling, grrrr-ark." The robot switched to another
recorded nessage, cued by Bill's question. "You have just been ejected from The
CGol d Space Suit, gal axy-famous on countless TV prograns, because you are a
cheap bum When you entered this establishment you were X-rayed and the
contents of your pockets automatically conmputed. Since the contents of your
pockets obviously fell below the m nimumw th cover charge, one drink, and tax,
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you were ejected. But you are still hungry, aren't you darling?" The robot

| eered, and the dul cet, sexy voice poured from between the broken gaps of its
mout hptate. "C non down to Singh's where food is good and cheap. Try Singh's
yumy | asagna with dhal and |inme sauce.”

Bill went, not because he wanted sone | oat hsome Bonbay-Italian concoction,
but because of the map and instructions on the back of the card. There was a
feeling of security in knowi ng he was goi ng from sonewhere to sonewhere again,
following the directions, clattering down this stair well, drop. ping in that
gravchute, grabbing for a place in the right hookway. After one last turning
his nose was assaulted” by a wave of stale fat, old garlic, and charred fl esh,
and he knew he was there.

The food was incredibly expensive and far worse than he had ever inmagined it
could be, but it stilled the painful runbling in his stomach, by direct assault
if not by pleasant satiation. Wth one fingernail he attenpted to pry horrible
pi eces of gristle frombetween his teeth while he | ooked at the man across the
table fromhim who was npaning as he forced down spoonfuls of sonething
nanel ess. His tablemate was dressed in colorful holiday clothes and | ooked a
fat, ruddy, and cheerful type.

"H . . . !'" Bill said, snmling
"Go drop dead," the man snarl ed.
"All | said was Hi ." Petulantly.

"That's enough. Everyone who has bothered to talk to ne in the sixteen hours
I been on this so-called pleasure planet has cheated or screwed ne or stolen
my noney one way or another. | amnext to broke and | still have six days |left
of ny See Helior and Live tour."

"I only wanted to ask you if | could sort of |ook through your floor plan
whil e you were eating."

"l told you, everyone is out to screw nme out of sonething. Drop dead."

"Pl ease. "

"I''"ll do it-for twenty-five bucks, cash in advance, and only as long as |I'm
eating."

"Done!" Bill slapped the noney down, whi pped under the table, and, sitting
cross-| egged, began to flip furiously through the volunme, witing down trave
instructions as fast as he could plot a course. Above himthe fat man
continued to eat and groan, and whenever he hit a particularly bad nouthfu
he woul d jerk the chain and make Bill |lose his place. Bill had charted a route
al nrost hal fway to the haven of the Transit Ranker's Center before the man
pul l ed the book away and stanped out.

When Odysseus returned fromhis terror-haunted voyage he spared Penel ope's
ears the incredible details of his journey. Wien Richard Lion-Heart, freed
finally fromhis dungeon, canme hone fromthe danger-filled years of the
Crusades, he did .not assault Queen Berengaria's sensibilities with horrorful
anecdotes; he sinply greeted her and unl ocked her chastity belt. Neither wll
I, gentle reader, profane your hearing with the dangers and despairs of Bill's
journeyings, for they are beyond i magining. Suffice to say he did it. He
reached the T.R C.

Through red-rimed eyes he blinked at the sign, TRANSIT RANKERS CENTER it
said, then had to |lean against the wall as relief made his knees weak. He had
done it! He had only overstayed his | eave by eight days, and that couldn't
matter too much. Soon now he woul d be back in the friendly arns of the troopers
again, away fromthe endless mles of netal corridors, the constantly rushing
crowds, the slipways, slideways, gravdrops, hellavators, suctionlifts, and all
the rest. He would get stinking drunk with his buddies and |let the al coho
di ssolve the nenories of his terrible travels, try to forget the endl ess horror
of those days of wandering without food or water or sound of human voice,
endl essly stunbling through the. Stygian stacks in the Carbon Paper Levels. It
was all behind .himnow He dusted his scruffy uniform shanefully aware of the
rips, crunplings, and missing buttons that defaced it. If he could get into the
barracks without being stopped he woul d change uniforns before reporting to the
orderly room
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A few heads turned his way, but he made it all right through the day room and
into the barracks. Only his nmattress was rolled up, his blankets were- gone and
his | ocker enpty. It was beginning to | ook as though he was in trouble, and
trouble in the troopers is never a sinple thing. Repressing a cold feeling of
despair he washed up a bit in the latrine, took a stiffening drink fromthe
cold tap, then dragged his feet to the orderly room The first sergeant was at
hi s desk, a giant, powerful, sadistic-looking man with dark skin the same col or
as that of his old buddy Tenbo. He held a plastic doll dressed in a captain's
uniformin one hand, and was pushing strai ghtened-out paper clips into it with
the other. Wthout turning his head he roiled his eyes toward Bill and scow ed.

"You're in bad trouble, trooper, conming into the orderly roomout of uniform
like that."

"I''min worse trouble than you think, Sarge," Bill said | eaning weakly on the
desk. The sergeant stared at Bill's nismatched hands, his eyes flickering back
and forth quickly fromone to the other.

"Where did you get that hand, trooper? Speak up! | know that hand."

"I't belonged to a buddy of mne, and | have the armthat goes with it too."

Anxious to get onto any subject other than his mlitary crinmes, Bill held the
hand out for the sergeant to | ook at. But he was horrified when the fingers
tensed into a rockhard fist, the nuscles bunched on his armand the fist flew
forward to catch the first sergeant square on the jaw and knocked hi m backward
off his chair ass over applecart. "Sergeant!" Bill screaned, and grabbed the
rebel lious hand with his other and forced it, not without a struggle, back to
hi s si de.

The sergeant rose slowy, and Bill backed away, shuddering. He coul d not
believe it when the sergeant reseated hinself and Bill saw that he saw sniling.

"Thought | knew that hand, belongs to ny old buddy Tenbo. W al ways joked
like that. You take good care of that arm you hear? |Is there any nore of
Tenbo around?" and when Bill said no, he knocked out a quick tomtom beat on
the edge of the desk. "Well, he's gone to the Big Ju-ju Rite in the Sky." The
sm | e vani shed and the snarl reappeared. "You're in bad trouble, trooper. Let's
see your ID card."

He whipped it fromBill's nerveless fingers and shoved it into a slot in the
desk. Lights flickered, the nmechani sm hunmed and vi brated and a screen it up
The first sergeant read the nessage there, and as he did the snarl faded from
his face and was replaced by an expression of cold anger. Wen he turned back

to Bill his eyes were narrowed slits that pinned himwith a gaze that could
curdle mlk in an instant or destroy minor life forns |ike rodents or
cockroaches. It chilled Bill's blood in his veins and sent a shiver through his

body that nmade it sway like a tree in the w nd.

"Where did you steal this ID card? Wo are you?"

On the third try Bill managed to force words between his paralyzed |ips.
"It'sme . . . that's ny card . . . I'mne, Fuse Tender First Class Bill . . ."

"You are a liar." A fingernail uniquely designed for ripping out jugular
veins flicked at the card. "This card must be stolen, because First O ass Fuse
Tender Bil shipped out of here eight days ago. That is what the record says,
and records do not lie. You' ve had it, Bowb." He depressed a red button | abel ed
M LI TARY PCLI CE, and an alarmbell could be heard ringing angrily in the
distance. Bill shuffled his feet, and his eyes rolled, searching for sone way
to escape. "Hold himthere, Tenbo," the sergeant snapped, "I want to get to the
bottom of this."

Bill's left-right arm grabbed the edge of the desk, and he couldn't pry it
| ose. He was still struggling with it when heavy boots thudded up behind him

"What's up?" a familiar voice grow ed

"I nmpersonation of a non-conmm ssioned officer plus | esser charges that don't
matter because the first charge alone calls for electro-arc |obectony and
thirty lashes."

"Ch, sir," Bill laughed, spinning about and feasting his eyes on a
| ong-1 oathed figure. "Deathw sh Drangi Tell themyou know ne."

One of the two nen was the usual red-hatted, clubbed, gunned, and polished
brute in human form But the other one could only be Deat hw sh.
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"Do you know the prisoner?" the first sergeant asked.

Deat hwi sh squinted, rolling his eyes the length of Bill's body. "I knew a
Si xt h-cl ass fuse-fingerer naned Bill, but both his hands matched. Sonet hing
very strange here. We'll rough himup a bit in the guardhouse and | et you know

what he confesses."

"Affirm But watch out for that left hand. It belongs to a friend of mne."

"Wn't lay a finger on it."

"But | amBilll" Bill shouted. "That's ne, ny card, | can prove it."

"An inposter," the sergeant said, and pointed to the controls on his desk
"The records say that First Cl ass Fuse Tender Bil shipped out of here eight
days ago. And records don't lie." '

"Records can't lie, or there would be no order in the universe," Deathw sh

said, grinding his club deep into Bill's gut and shoving himtoward the door
"Di d those back-ordered thunbscrews cone in yet?" he asked the other M.
It could only have been fatigue that caused Bill to do what he did then

Fati gue, desperation, and fear conbi ned and overpowered him for at heart he
was a good trooper and had | earned to be Brave and Cl ean and Reverent arid
Het erosexual and all the rest. But every man has his breaking point, and Bill
had reached his. He had faith in the inpartial working of justice-never having
| earned any better-but it was the thought of torture that bugged him Wen his
fear-crazed eyes saw the sign on the wall that read LAUNDRY, a synapse cl osed
wi t hout consci ous awareness on his part, and he | eaped forward, his sudden
desperate action breaking the grip on his arm Escapel Behind that flap on the
wall nmust lie a laundry chute with a pile of nice soft sheets and towels at the
bottomthat would ease his fall. He could get awayl Ignoring the harsh,
beastli ke cries of the MPs, he dived headfirst through the opening.

He fell about four feet, |anded headfirst, and al nost brained hinself. There
was not a chute here but a deep, strong netal |aundry basket.

Behind himthe MPs beat at the swinging flap, but they could not budge it,
since Bill's legs had jammed up behind it and stopped it from sw ngi ng open

"I't's locked!" Deathw sh cried. "W' ve been hadl Were does this |laundry
chute go?" Making the sane m staken assunption as Bill.

"I don't know, I'ma new nman here nyself," the other nman gasped.
"You'll be new man in the electric chair if we don't find that bowb!"
The voices dimed as the heavy boots thudded away, and Bill stirred. H s neck

was twi sted at an odd angle and hurt, his knees crunched into his chest, and he
was half suffocated by the cloth jamred into his face. He tried to straighten
his | egs and pushed against the nmetal wall; there was a click as sonething
snapped, and he fell forward as the | aundry basket dropped out into the
serviceway on the other side of the wall.

"There he is!" a famliarly hateful voice shouted, and Bill staggered away.
The runni ng boots were just behind himwhen he cane to the gravchute and once
nmore dived headfirst, with considerably greater success this tinme. As the
apopl ectic MPs sprang-in after himthe automatic cycling circuit spaced them
all out a good fifteen feet apart. It was a slow, drifting fall, and Bill's
vision finally cleared and he | ooked up and shuddered at the sight of
Deat hwi sh's fang-fill ed physiognony drifting down behind him

"dd buddy," Bill sobbed, clasping his hands prayerfully. "Wy are you
chasi ng nme?"

"Don't buddy nme, you Chinger spy. You're not even a good spy-your arms don't
mat ch." As he dropped Deat hwi sh pulled his gun free of the holster and ained it
squarely between Bill's eyes. "Shot while attenpting to escape.”

"Have nercy!" Bill pl eaded.

"Death to all Chingers." He pulled the trigger

(Y4

The bull et plowed slowy out of the cloud of expanding gas and drifted about
two feet toward Bill before the hunmming gravity field slowed it to a stop. The
simpl e-m nded cycling circuit translated the bullet's speed as mass and assumned
that another body had entered the gravchute and assigned it a position
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Deat hwi sh's fall slowed until he was fifteen feet behind the bullet, while the
other MP al so assuned the same relative position behind him The gap between
Bill and his pursuers was now twi ce as wi de, and he took advantage of this and
ducked out of the exit at the next level. An open el evator beckoned to him
coyly and he was into it and had the door closed before the wildly cursing
Deat hwi sh coul d energe fromthe shaft.

After this, escape was sinply a matter of nuddling his trail. He used
different nmeans of transportation at random and all the time kept fleeing to
| ower |evels as though seeking to escape |ike a nole by burrowi ng deep into the
ground. It was exhaustion that stopped himfinally, dropping himin his tracks,
sl unped against a wall and panting like a triceratops in heat. Gadually he
becane aware of his surroundings and realized that he had conme | ower than he
had ever been before. The corridors were gl oonier and ol der, nade of stee
plates riveted together. Massive pillars, sone a hundred feet or nore in
di anmeter, broke the snoothness of the walls, great structures that supported
the mass of the world-city above. Mst of the doors he saw were | ocked and
bolted, hung with el aborate seals. It was darker, too, he realized, as he
wearily dragged to his feet and went | ooking for something to drink: his throat
burned like fire. A drink dispenser was let into the wall ahead and was
different fromnost of the ones he was used to in that it had thick steel bars
reinforcing the front of the mechani smand was adorned with a |arge sign that
read TH S MACH NE PROTECTED BY YOU- COOK- EM BURGLAR ALARMS ANY ATTEMPT TO BREAK
I NTO THE MECHANI SM W LL RELEASE 100, 000 VOLTS THROUGH THE CULPRI T RESPONSI BLE.
He found enough coins in his pocket to buy a double HeroinCola and stepped
carefully back out of the range of any sparks while the cup filled.

He felt nmuch better after draining it, until he looked in his wallet then he
felt much worse. He had ei ght inperial bucks to his nanme, and when they were
gone-then what? Self-pity broke through his exhausted and drug-ridden senses,
and he wept. He was vaguely aware of occasional passersby but paid them no
heed. Not until three nmen stopped close by and let a fourth sink to the floor
Bill glanced at them then |ooked away; their words coming dimy to his ears
made no sense, since he was having afar better tinme wallowing in |acrinpse
i ndul gence

"Poor old ol ph, |ooks like he's done for."

"That's for sure. He's rattling just about the nicest death rattle | ever
heard. Leave himhere for the cleaning robots."

"But what about the job? W need four to pull it."

"Let's take a | ook at depl anned over there."

A heavy boot in Bill's side rolled himover and caught his attention. He
blinked up at the circle of men all similar in their tattered clothes, dirty
skins, and bearded faces. They were different in size and shape, though they
all had one thing in common. None of themcarried a floor plan, and they al
| ooked strangely naked wi thout the heavy, pendant vol unes.

"Where's your floor plan?" the biggest and hairiest asked, and kicked Bil
agai n.

"Stolen . he started to sob again.

"Are you a trooper?"

"They took away ny ID card . . ."

"Got any bucks?"

"Cone . . . all gone . . . like the dispos-a-steins of yesteryear . . ."

"Then you are one of the deplanned," the watchers chanted in unison, and
helped Bill to his feet. "Nowjoin with us in 'The Song of the Deplanned,"'"
and with quavering voices they sang:

St and toget her one and all,

For Brothers Depl anned al ways shal |

Unite and fight to achieve the Right,

That M ght shall fail and Truth avail

So that we, who once were free, can soneday be
Once nore free to see the skies o f blue above,
And hear the gentle piny-pat
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O snow.

"It doesn't rhyme very well,"” Bill said.

"Ah, we's short of talent down here, we is," the snmallest and ol dest
depl anned sai d, and coughed a hacking, rachitic cough.

"Shut up," the big one said, and ki dney-punched the old one and Bill. "I'm
Litvok, and this is ny bunch. You part of my bunch now, newconer, and your name
is ol ph 28169-m nus"

"No, I'mnot; ny nane is Bill, and it's easier to say-" He was slugged again.
"Shaddup! Bill's a hard name because it's a new nane, and | never renmenber no

new nanmes. | always got a CGol ph 28169-m nus in my bunch. Wat's your nanme?"
"Bill- QUCH | mean Col ph!"

"That's better-but don't forget you got a |last name too

"I is hungry," the old one whined. "Wen we gonna make the raid?"

"Now. Follow ne."

They stepped over the old Gol ph etc. who had expired while the new one was
being initiated, and hurried away down a dark, dank back passage. Bil
fol |l owed al ong, wondering what he had got hinmself into, but too weary to
worry about it now. They were tal king about food; after he had some food he
woul d t hi nk about what to do next, but nmeanwhile he felt glad that someone
was taking care of himand doing his thinking for him It was just |ike being
back in the troopers, only better, since you didn't even have to shave.

The little band of nen energed into a brightly lit hallway, cringing a little
in the sudden glare. Litvok waved themto a stop and peered carefully in both
directions, then cupped one dirt-grimed hand to his cauliflower ear and
listened, frowning with the effort.

"I't | ooks clear. Schmutzig, you stay here and give the alarmif anyone cones,
Sporco you go down the hall to the next bend, and you do sane thing. You, new
ol ph, cone with ne."

The two sentries scranbled off to their duties, while Bill followed Litvok
into an al cove containing a | ocked nmetal door, which the burly | eader opened
with a single blow of a netal hanmer he took froma place of concealnent in his
ragged clothes. Inside were a nunber of pipes of assorted dimensions that rose
fromthe floor and vani shed into the ceiling above. There were nunbers
stencil ed onto each pipe, and Litvok pointed to them

"W gotta find kl-9256-B," he said. "Let's go."

Bill found the pipe quickly. It was about as big around as his wist, and be
had just called to the bunch | eader when a shrill whistle sounded down the
hal | .

"Qutside!" Litvok said, and pushed Bill before him then closed the door and
stood so that his body covered the broken | ock. There was a grow ng rumnbling
and sw shing noi se that came down the hall toward them as they cowered in the
al cove. Litvok held his hamrer behind his back as the noise increased, and a
sanitation robot appeared and sw vel ed its binocul ar eyestal k toward them

"WIIl you kindly nove, this robot wi shes to clean where you are standing," a
recorded voi ce spoke fromthe robot in firmtones. It whirled its brushes at
t hem hopeful |y.

"Get lost," Litvok grow ed.

"Interference with a sanitation robot during the performance of its duties is
a puni shable crime, as well as an antisocial act. Have you stopped to consider
where you woul d be if the Sanitation Departnment wasn't "

"Bl abbermout h, " Litvok snarled and hit the robot on top of its brain case
with the hanmer. "WONKITY!'!" the robot shrilled, and went reeling down the hal
dribbling water incontinently fromits nozzles. "Let's finish the job," Litvok
said, throwi ng the door open again. He handed the hamer to Bill, and drawi ng a
hacksaw from a place of concealnent in his ragged clothes he attacked the pipe
with frenzied strokes. The netal pipe was tough, and within a mnute he was
running with sweat and starting to tire.

"Take over," he shouted at Bill. "Go as fast as you can, then | take over
again.” Turn and turn about it took themless than three mnutes to saw all the
way through the pipe. Litvok slipped the saw back into his clothes and picked
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up the hamer. "Get ready,
m ghty swing at the pipe

Two blows did it; the top part of the severed pipe bent out of alignment with
the bottom and fromthe opening began to pour an endl ess stream of |inked
green frankfurters. Litvok grabbed the end of the chain and threw it over
Bill's shoul der, then began to coil |oops of the things over his shoul ders and
arnms, higher and higher. They reached the level of Bill's eyes and he could
read the white lettering stanped all over their grass-green forns.

CHLORA- FI LLI ES they read, and THERE' S SUNSHI NE | N EVERY LI NK! and THE EQUI NE
WURST OF DI STI NCTI ON, and TRY OUR DOBBI N- BURGERS NEXT TI Me!

"Enough . . . " Bill groaned, staggering under the weight. Litvok snapped the
chain and began twi ning them over his own shoul ders, when the flow of shiny
green forms suddenly ceased. He pulled the last links fromthe pipe and pushed
out the door.

"The alarmwent, they're onto us. Get out fast before the cops get herel" He
whi stled shrilly, and the | ookouts cane running to join them They fled, Bill
stunbling under the weight of the wursts, in a nightrmare race through tunnels,
down stairs, |ladders, and oily tubes, until they reached a dusty, deserted area
where the dimlights were few and far between. Litvok pried a manhole up from
the floor, and they dropped down one by one, to craw through a cable and tube
tunnel between levels. Schnutzig and Sporco cane |last to pick up the sausages

he said, spitting on his hands and then taking a

that fell fromBill's aching back. Finally, through a pried-out grill, they
reached their coal -black destination, and Bill collapsed onto the
rubbl e-covered floor. Wth cries of greed the others stripped Bill of his

cargo, and within a mnute a fire was crackling in a netal wastebasket and
the green redhots were toasting on a rack

The delicious snmell of roasting chlorophyll roused Bill, and he | ooked around
with interest. By the flickering firelight he saw that they were in an i nmense
chanmber that vanished into the gloomin all directions. Thick pillars supported
the ceiling and the city above, while between them | ooned i mrense piles and
heaps of all sizes. The old man, Sporco, wal ked over to the nearest heap and
wrenched sonething free. Wien he returned Bill could see that he had sheets of
paper that he began to feed one by one into the fire. One of the sheets fel
near Bill and he saw, before he stuffed it into the flanes, that it was a
governnent form of some kind, yellow with age

Though Bill had never enjoyed Chlora-fillies, he relished them now Appetite
was the sauce, and the burning paper added a new taste tang. They washed the
sausages down with rusty water froma pail kept under a pernanent drip froma
pi pe and feasted like kings. This is the good life, Bill thought, pulling
another filly fromthe fire and blowing on it, good food, good drink, good
conpani ons. A free nan.

Litvok and the old one were already asleep on beds of crunpled paper when the
other man, Schnutzig, sidled over to Bill

"Have you found ny I D card?" he asked in a hoarse whisper, and Bill realized
the man was nmad. The flanes reflected eerily fromthe cracked | enses of his
gl asses, and Bill could see that they had silver frames and nust have once been

very expensive. Around Schmutzig's neck, half hidden by his ragged beard, was
the cracked remains of a collar and the tomshard of a once fine cravat.

"No | haven't seen your ID card," Bill said, "in fact | haven't seen mne
since the first sergeant took it away fromme and forgot to give it back." Bil
began to feel song for hinself again, and the foul frankfurters were sitting
like lead in his stomach. Schnutzig ignhored his answer, inmersed as he was in
his own far nore interesting nonomani a.

"I'"'man inportant nman, you know, Schrutzig von Dreck is a nan to be reckoned
with, they'll find out. They think they can get away with this, but they can't.
An error they said, just a sinple error, the tape in the records section broke,
and when they repaired it a little weensy bit got snipped out, and that was
the piece with nmy record on it, and the first | heard about it was when ny pay
didn't arrive at the end of the nonth and | went to see them about it and they
had never heard of me. But everyone has heard of ne. Von Dreck is a good old
nane. | was an echel on nanager before | was twenty-two and had a staff of 356
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under me in the Staple and Paper Cip Division of the 89th O fice Supply W ng.
So they couldn't nake believe they never heard of nme, even if | had left nmy ID
card home in ny other suit, and they had no reason clearing everything out of

my apartnment while | was away just because it was rented to what they said was

an i magi nary person. | could have proven who | was if | had ny ID card
have you seen ny |ID card?"

This is where | cane in, Bill thought, then aloud, "That sure sounds rough
I"I'l tell you what 1'Il do, I'Il help you look for it. I'lIl go down here and
see if | can findit."

Bef ore the softheaded Schrutzig could answer Bill had slipped away between

t he nmount ai nous stacks of old files, very proud of hinself for having outwitted
a mddl e-aged nut: He was feeling pleasantly full and tired and didn't want to
be bot hered again. Wiat he needed was a good night's rest, then in the norning
he woul d thi nk about this ness, maybe figure a way out of it. Feeling his way
along the cluttered aisle he put a |ong distance between hinself and the other
depl anned before clinbing up on a tottering stack of paper and fromthat
clanmbering to a still higher one. He sighed with relief, arranged a little pile
of paper for a pillow and closed his eyes.

Then the lights cane on in rows high up on the ceiling of the warehouse and
shrill police whistles sounded fromall sides and guttural shouts that set him
to shivering with fear.

"Grab that one! Don't |et himget away!"

"l got the horse thief!"

"You pl anl ess bowbs have stolen your last Chlora-filly! It's the uraniumsalt
m nes on Zana-2 for you!"

Then, "Do we have themall-?" and as Bill lay clutching desperately at the
forns, with his heart thudding with fear, the answer finally cane.

"Yeah, four of them we been watching themfor a long tinme, ready to pul
themin if they tried anything like this."

"But we only got three here."

"I saw the fourth one earlier, getting carried off stiff as a board by a
sanitation robot."

"Affirm then let's go."

Fear | ashed through Bill again. How | ong before one of the bunch tal ked,
ratted to buy a favor for hinself, and told the cops that they had just sworn,
in anewrecruit? He had to get out of here. Al the police now seened to be
bunched at the wienie roast, and he had to take a chance. Sliding fromthe pile
as silently as he could, he began to creep in the opposite direction. If there
was no exit this way he was trapped-no, nustn't think like that! Behind him
whi stles shrilled again, and he knew the hunt was on. Adrenalin poured into his
bl oodstream as he spurted forward, while rich, equine protein added strength to
his legs and a decided canter to his gait. Ahead was a door, and he hurled his
wei ght against it; for an instant it stuck-then squeal ed open on rusty hinges.
Heedl ess of danger, he hurled hinself down the spiral staircase, down and down,
and out of another door, fleeing wildly, thinking only of escape.

Once nore, with the instincts of a hunted animal, he fled downward. He did
not notice that the walls here were bolted together at places and streaked with
rust, nor did he think it unusual when he had to pry open a janmmed wooden
doorwood on a planet that had not seen a tree in a hundred nillenia! The air
was danker and foul at tinmes, and his fearridden course took himthrough a
stone tunnel where nanel ess beasts fled before himwith the rattle of evi
claws. There were long stretches now dooned to eternal darkness where he had
to feel his way, running his fingers along the repellent and slinmy noss covered
wal |'s. Where there were lights they glowed but dimy behind their burdens of
spi der webs and insect corpses. He splashed through pools of stagnant water
until, slowy, the strangeness of his surroundi ngs penetrated, and he blinked
about him Set into the floor beneath his feet was another door, and, stil
gripped by the reflex of flight, he threw it open, but it |ed nowhere. I|nstead
it gave access to a bin of sone kind of granulated material, not unlike coarse
sugar. Though it might just as well be insulation. It could be edible: he bent
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and pi cked sonme up between his fingers and ground it between his teeth. No, not
edi bl e, he spat it out, though there was sonething very famliar about it. Then
it hit him

It was dirt. Earth. Soil. Sand. The stuff that planets were nade out of, that
this planet was nade out of, it was the surface of Helior, on which the
i ncredi bl e wei ght of the world-enbracing city rested. He | ooked up, and in
t hat unspeakabl e nonent was suddenly aware of that weight, all that weight,
above his head, pressing down and trying to crush him Now he was on the
bottom rock bottom and obsessed by gall opi ng cl austrophobia. G ving a weak
scream he stunbled down the hallway until it ended in an i mense seal ed and
bolted door. There was no way out of this. And when he | ooked at the bl ackened
thi ckness of the door he decided that he really didn't want to go out that way
either. What namel ess horrors nmight lurk behind a portal like this at the
bottom of the world?

Then, while he watched, paralyzed, with staring eyes, the door squeal ed and
started to swing open. He turned to run and screanmed aloud in terror as
somnet hi ng grabbed himin an unbreakable grip.

\Y

Not that Bill didn't try to break the grip, but it was hopeless. He wriggled
in the skeleton-white claws that clutched himand tried futilely to pry them
fromhis arns, all the tinme uttering helpless little bleats like a lanb in an
eagle's talons. Thrashing ineffectually, he was drawn backward through the
m ghty portal which swng shut w thout the agency of human hands.

"Wl cone. " a sepul chral voice said, and Bill staggered as the restraining
grasp was renoved, then whirled about to face the large white robot, now
i Mmobile. Next to the robot stood a small nman in a white jacket who sported a
| arge, bald head and a serious expression

"You don't have to tell ne your nane," the snmall man said, "not unless you
want to. But | am Inspector Jeyes. Have you cone seeking sanctuary?"

"Are you offering it?" Bill asked dubiously.

"Interesting point, nost interesting." Jeyes rubbed his chapped hands
together with a dry, rustling sound. "But we shall have no theol ogica
argunents now, tenpting as they are, | assure you, so | think it mght be best
to nake a statenent, yes indeed. There is a sanctuary here-have you cone to
avai |l yourself of it?"

Bill, now that he had recovered fromhis first shock, was being a little
crafty, renmenbering all the trouble he had gotten into by opening his big wg.
"Listen, | don't even know who you are or where | amor what kind of strings
are attached to this sanctuary business."

"Very proper, ny nistake, | assure you, since | took you for one of the

city's deplanned, though now | notice that the rags you are wearing were once
a trooper's dress uniformand that the oxidized shard of pot netal on your
chest is the remanins of a noble decoration. Wl cone to Helior, the Inperia
Pl anet, and how is the war com ng?"

"Fine, fine-but what's this all about?"

"I am Inspector Jeyes of the City Departnent of Sanitation. | can see, and
I sincerely hope you will pardon the indiscretion, that you are in a bit of
trouble, out of uniform your plan gone, perhaps even your ID card vanished."
He watched Bill's uneasy notion with shrewd, birdlike eyes. "But it doesn't
have to be that way. Accept sanctuary. W will provide for you, give you a good
job, a new uniform even a new ID card."

"And all | have to do is becone a garbage man!" Bill sneered

"We prefer the term G nan," |nspector Jeyes answered hunbly.

"I''"ll think about it," Bill said coldly.

"M ght | help you nmake up your mnd?" the inspector asked, and pressed a

button on the wall. The portal into outer blackness squeal ed open once again,
and the robot grabbed Bill and started to push.

"Sanctuary!" Bill squeal ed, then pouted when the robot had rel eased hi mand
the door was resealed. "I was just going to say that anyway, you didn't have to
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t hrow your wei ght around."

"A thousand pardons, we want you to feel happy here. Welcone to the Dof S
At the risk of enbarrassnent, may | ask if you will need a new I D card? Many of
our recruits like to start life afresh down here in the departnent, and we have
a vast selection of cards to choose from W get everything eventually you nust
renenber, bodi es and enpti ed wast ebaskets included, and you woul d be surprised

at the nunber of cards we collect that way. If you'll just step into this
el evat or "

The D of S did have a | ot of cards, cases and cases of them all neatly filed
and al phabetized. In no tine at all Bill had found one with a description that

fitted himfairly closely, issued in the name of one WI hel m Stuzzi cadenti, and
showed it to the inspector

"Very good, glad to have you with us, Villy . . ."

"Just call me Bill."

thi nk of sanitation what conmes to your mnind?"

"Gar bage. "

The inspector sighed. "That's the usual reaction, but | had expected better
of you. Garbage is just one thing our Collection Division has to deal with, in
addition there are Refuse, Waste, and Rubbish. Then there are whol e ot her
departnents, Hall C eaning, Plunbing Repair, Research, Sewage D sposa

"That | ast one sounds real interesting. Before | was forcefully enlisted
was taking a correspondence course in Technical Fertilizer Operating."”

"Way that's wonderful! You nust tell me nore about it, but sit down first,
get confortable.” He led Bill to a deep, uphol stered chair, then turned away to
extract two plastic cartons froma di spenser. "And have a cooling Al co-Jolt
while you're tal king."

"There's not much to say. | never finished ny course, and it appears now I
will never satisfy ny lifelong anbition and operate fertilizer. Muybe your
Sewage Di sposal departnent . . . ?"

"I"'msorry. It is heartbreaking, since that's right down your alley too, so
to speak, but if there is one operation that doesn't give us any problem it's
sewage, because it's nostly automated. We're proud of our sewage record because
it's a big one; there nust be over 150 billion people on Helior "

“\\OW "

" you're right, | can see that glowin your eye. That is a |ot of
sewage, and | hope sonetinme to have the honor of showi ng you through our plant.
But remenber, where there is sewage there nust be food, and with Helior
inporting all its food we have a closed-circle operation here that is a
sanitary engineer's dream Ships fromthe agricultural planets bring in the
processed food which goes out to the popul ace where it starts through, what
m ght be called the chain of command. W get the effluviumand process it,
the usual settling and chemical treatnents, anaerobic bacteria and the |ike-
I'"'mnot boring you am|?"

"No, please . . ." Bill said, smling and flicking away a tear with a
knuckle, "it's just that I'mso happy, | haven't had an intelligent
conversation in so long . "

"I can well imagine-it must be brutalizing in the service," he clapped Bil

on the shoul der, a hearty stout-fellowwell-nmet gesture. "Forget all that,
you' re anong friends now Were was |? Ch yes, the bacteria, then dehydration
and conpression. W produce one of the finest bricks of condensed fertilizer in

the civilized galaxy and I'll stand up to any man on that "

"I"'msure you do!" Bill agreed fervently.

"-and automated belts and lifts carry the bricks to the spaceports where they
are | oaded into the spaceships as fast as they are enptied. A full load for a
full load, that's our nmotto. And |'ve heard that on sonme poor-soiled planets

they cheer when the ships come hone. No, we can't conplain about our, sewage
operation; it is in the other departnments that we have our problens." |nspector
Jeyes drained his container and sat scowling, his pleasure drained just as
fast. "No, don't do that!" he barked as Bill finished his drink and started

and wel come to the service, Bill, we are always undernanned down here, and you can have
your pick of jobs, yes indeed, depending of course upon your talents-and your interests.

When you
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to pitch the enpty container at the wall-disposal chute.

"Didn't nmean to snap," the inspector apol ogized, "but that's our big problem
Refuse. Did you ever think how many newspapers 150 billion people throw away
every day? O how many di spos-a-steins? O dinner plates? W're working on this
problemin research, day and night, but it's getting ahead of us. It's a
ni ght mare. That Al co-Jolt container you' re holding is one of our answers, but
it's just a drop of water in the ocean."

As the last drops of liquid evaporated fromthe container it began to withe
obscenely in Bill's hand, and, horrified, he dropped it to the floor, where it
continued to twitch and change form collapsing and flattening before his eyes.

"W have to thank the mathematicians for that one," the inspector said. "To a
topol ogi st a phonograph record or a teacup or a drink container all have the
sanme shape, a solid with a hole in it, and any one can be defornmed into any of
the others by a continuous one-to-one transformation. So we nmade the containers
out of menory plastic that return to their original shape once they're
dry-there, you see."

The container had finished its struggles and now lay quietly on the floor,

a flat and finely grooved disk with a hole in the center. Inspector Jeyes
picked it up and peeled the Alco-Jolt |abel off, and Bill could now read the
ot her | abel that had been conceal ed, underneath. LOVE IN ORBI T, BO NG BO NG
BO NG SUNG BY THE COLEOPTERAE

"I ngenious, isn't it? The container has transforned itself into a phonograph
record of one of the nore obnoxious top tunes, an object that no Al co-Jolt
addi ct could possibly discard. It is taken away and cheri shed and not dropped
down a chute to make anot her problemfor us."

I nspector Jeyes took both of Bill's hands in his, and when he | ooked him
directly in the eyes his own were nore than a little danp. "Say you'll do it,
Bill-go into research. W have such a shortage of skilled, trained nmen, nen

who understand our problens. Maybe you didn't finish your fertilizeroperating
course, but you can help, a fresh mind with fresh ideas. A new broomto help
sweep things clean, hey?"

“I'l'l doit," Bill said with determ nation. "Refuse research is the sort of
work a man can get his teeth into."

"It's yours. Room board, and uniform plus a handsone salary and all the
refuse and rubbish you want. You'll never regret this . " A warbling siren
interrupted him and an instant later a sweating, excited man ran into the
room

"I nspector, the rocket has really gone up this tinme. Operation Flying
Saucer has failed! There is a teamjust down from astronony, and they are
fighting with our research team just rolling over and over on the floor |ike
ani mal s . "

I nspector Jeyes was out of the door before the nessenger finished, and Bil
ran after him dropping down a pig-chute just on his heels. They had to take a
chairway, but it was too slow for the inspector, and he bounded along like a
rabbit fromchair back to chair back, with Bill close behind. Then they burst
into a |aboratory filled with conpl ex el ectronic equi pnment and withing,
fighting men rolling and kicking in a hopel ess tangle.

"Stop it at once, stop it!" the inspector screaned, but no one |istened.

"Maybe | can help,"” Bill said, "we sort of |earned about this kind of thing
in the troopers. Wich ones are our G nen?"

"The brown tunics-"

"Say no nore!" Bill, humm ng cheerfully, waded into the grunting nob and with
a rabbit punch here, a kidney crunch there, and nmaybe just a few of the karate
bl ows that destroy the larynx he restored order to the room None of the
withing intellectuals were physical types, and he went through themlike a
dose of salts, then began to extricate his newfound conrades fromthe ness.

"What is it, Basurero, what has happened?" |nspector Jeyes asked.

"Them sir, they barge in, shouting, telling us to call off Operation Flying
Saucer just when we have upped our disposal record, we found that we can al nost
double the input rate..."
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"What is Operation Flying Saucer?" Bill asked, greatly confused as to what
was goi ng on. None of the astrononers were awake yet, though one was npani ng,
so the inspector took tinme to explain, pointing to a gigantic apparatus that
filled one end of the room

"It may be the answer to our problens," he said. "It's all those damm
di spos-a-steins and trays from prepared dinners and the rest. | don't dare tel
you how many cubic feet of them we have piled up! | mght better say cubic

m | es. But Basurero here happened to be gl ancing through a nagazi ne one day

and found an article on a matter transmtter, and we put through an
appropriati on and bought the biggest nodel they had. W hooked it up to a belt
and | oaders"-he opened a panel in the side of the machine, and Bill saw a
torrent of used plastic utensils tearing by at a great clip-"and fed all the
dammed crockery into the input end of the matter transmitter, and it has worked
|i ke a dream ever since."

Bill was still baffled. "But-where do they go? Were is the output end of the
transmtter?"

"An intelligent question, that was our big problem At first we just lifted
theminto space but Astronony said too many were coning back as neteorites and
ruining their stellar observation. W upped the power and put them further out
into orbit, but Navigation said we were committing a nui sance in space,
creating a navigation hazard, and we had to | ook further. Basurero finally got
the co-ordi nates of the nearest star from Astronony, and since then we have
just been dunping theminto the star and no problens and everyone is satisfied.

"You fool," one of the astrononers said through puffed |lips as he staggered
to his feet, "your damed flying garbage has started a nova in that starl W
couldn't figure out what had triggered it until we found your request for
information in the files and tracked down your harebrai ned operati on here-"

"Watch your | anguage or it's back to sleep for you, bowo . . ." Bill grow ed.
The astrononer recoiled and pal ed, then continued in a mlder tone.

"Look, you nust understand what has happened. You just can't feed all those
carbon and hydrogen atons into a sun and get away with it. The thing has gone
nova, and | hear that they didn't nmanage to evacuate sone bases on the inner
pl anets conpletely . "

"Refuse renoval is not without its occupational hazards. At |east they died
in the service of nmankind."

"Well, yes, that's easy for you to say. Wat's done is done. But you have to
stop your Flying Saucer operation--at once!"

"Why?" I nspector Jeyes asked. "I'Il adnmit this little matter of a nova was
unexpected, but it's over now and there is not nuch we can do about it. And you
heard Basurero say that he has doubled the output rate here; we'll be into our
backl og soon . "

"Why do you think your rate doubl ed?" the astrononer snarled. "You' ve got
that star so unstable that it is consuming everything and is ready to turn into
a supernova that will not only wipe out all the planets there but may reach as
far as Helior and-this sun. Stop your infernal machine at once!"

The inspector sighed, then waved his hand in a tired yet final fashion. "Turn

it off, Basurero . . . | should have known it was too good to | ast "
"But, sir," the big engineer was winging his hands in despair. "W'Il| be
back where we started, it'll begin to pile up again-"

"Do as you are ordered!"

Wth a resigned sigh Basurero dragged over to the control board and threw a
master switch. The clanging and rattling of the conveyors di ed away, and
whi ni ng generators noaned down into silence. Al about the roomthe sanitation
men stood in huddl ed, depressed groups while the astrononers craw ed back to
consci ousness and hel ped one another fromthe room As the |ast one left he
turned and, baring his teeth, spat out the words "Garbage nen!" A hurled wench
cl anged agai nst the closed door and defeat was conpl ete.

"Well, you can't win themall," Inspector Jeyes said energetically, though
his words had a- hollow ring. "Anyway, |'ve brought you sonme fresh bl ood,
Basurero. This is Bill, a young fellowwith bright ideas for your research
staff."
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"A pleasure," Basurero said, and swanped Bill's hands in one of his large
paws. He was a big man, wide and fat and tall with olive skin and jet black
hair that he wore alnmobst -to his shoulders. "C nbn, we're going to knock off
for chow now, you cone with ne, and I'Il sorta put you in the picture here and
you tell me about yourself."

They wal ked the pristine halls of the Dof Swhile Bill filled his new boss
in on his background. Basurero was so interested that he took a wong turning
and opened a door w thout |ooking. Atorrent of plastic trays and beakers
rushed out and reached up to his knees before he and Bill could force it shut
agai n.

"Do you see?" he asked with barely restrained rage. "W're swanped. Al the
avai | abl e storage space used and still the stuff piles up. | swear to Krishna
I don't know what's going to happen, we just don't have any nore place to put
it."

He pulled a silver whistle fromhis pocket and blew fiercely onit. It nmade
no sound at all. Bill slid over a bit, |ooking at hi msuspiciously, and
Basurero scow ed in return

"Don't | ook so dammed frightened-1 haven't stripped ny gears. This is a
Super soni ¢ Robot Whistle, too high-pitched for the human ear, though the
robots can hear it well enoughsee?" Wth a humm ng of wheels a rubbish
robot-a rubbot-rolled up and with quick notions of its pick-up arns began
| oading the plastic rubbish into its container

"That's a great idea, the whistle | nean,"” Bill said. "Call a robot just like
t hat whenever you want one. Do you think | could get one, nowthat I'ma G man
like you and all the rest?"

"They're kind of special," Basurero told him pushing through the correct
door into the canteen. "Hard to get, if you know what | nean."

"No | don't know what you nean. Do | get one or don't |?"

Basurero ignored him peering closely at the nmenu, then dialing a nunber.
The quick-frozen redi-neal slid out, and he pushed it into the radar heater

"Well?" Bill said.

"If you rmust know," Basurero said, a little enbarrassed, "we get them out of
br eakfast-cereal boxes. They're really doggie whistles for the kiddies. |'l]
show you where the box dunp is, and you can | ook for one for yourself."

“I''ll do that, | want to call robots too."

They took their heated neals to one of the tables, and between forkfuls
Basurero scowl ed at the plastic tray he was eating out of, then stabbed it
spitefully. "See that," he said. "W contribute to our own downfall. Wait unti
you see how these nount up now with the matter transmtter turned off."

"Have you tried dunping themin the ocean?"

"Project Big Splash is working on that. | can't tell you nmuch, since the
whole thing is classified. You gotta realize that the oceans on this damed
pl anet are covered over like everything else, and they're pretty grim by now,
I tell you. W dunped into themas long as we could, until we raised the water
| evel so high that waves cane out of the inspection hatches at high tide.
We're still dunping, but at a much reduced rate."

"How coul d you possibly?" Bill gaped

Basurero | ooked around carefully, then | eaned across the table, laid his
i ndex finger beside his nose, wi nked, snmled, and said shhhh in a hushed
whi sper.

"I's it a secret?" Bill asked.

"You guessed it. Meteorology would be on us in a second if they found out.
What we do is evaporate and collect the sea water and dunp the salt back into
the ocean. Then we have secretly converted certain waste pipes to run the other
way! As soon as we hear it is raining topside we punp our water up and let it

spill out with the rain. W got Meteorology going half nuts. Every year since
we started Project Big Splash the annual rainfall in the tenperate zones has
increased by three inches, and snowfall is so heavy at the poles that sone of

the top levels are coll apsing under the weight. But Roll on the Refusel we keep
dunmping all the tine! You won't say anything about this, classified you know. "
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"Not a word. It sure is a great idea."

Smiling pridefully, Basurero cleaned his tray and reached over and pushed it
into a disposal slot in the wall; but when he did this fourteen other trays
came cascadi ng out over the table. "See!" He grated his teeth, depressed in an
instant. "This is where the buck ends. W're the bottom | evel and everything
dunped on every |l evel up above ends up here, and we're being swanped with no

place to store it and no way to get rid of it. | gotta run now W'Il|l have to
put Ener gency

Plan Big Flea into action at once." He rose, and Bill followed himout the
door.

"Is Big Flea classified too?"

"I't won't be once it hits the fan. W've got a Health Departnent inspector
bribed to find evidence of insect infestation in one of the dormitory
bl ocks-one of the big ones, a mle high, a mle wide, a mle thick. Just think
of that, 147,725,952,000 cubic feet of rubbish dunp going to waste. They cl ean
everyone out to fumigate the place and before they can get back in we fill it
up with plastic trays."

"Don't they conplain?"

"OfF course they conplain, but what good does it do then? W just blanme it on
departnental error and tell themto send the conplaint through channels, and
channel s on this planet really nmeans sonething. You figure a ten- to twentyyear
wait on nost paper work. Here's your office." He pointed to an open doorway.
"You settle down and study the records and see if you can conme up with any
i deas by the next shift." He hurried away.

It was a snall office, but Bill was proud of it. He closed the door and
admred the files, the desk, the swivel chair, the lanp, all nade froma
variety of discarded bottles, cans, boxes, casters, coasters, and such. But
there woul d be plenty of tine to appreciate it; now he had to get to work:

He haul ed open the top drawer in the file cabinet and stared at the
bl ackcl ot hed, mat-bearded, pasty-faced corpse that was jamred in there. He
sl ammed the drawer shut and retreated quickly.

"Here, here," he told hinself firmy. "You' ve seen enough bodi es before,
trooper, there's no need to get nervous over this one." He wal ked back and
haul ed the file open again and the corpse opened beady, gunmy eyes and stared
at himintensely.

Vi

"What are you doing in ny file cabinet?" Bill asked, as the man clinbed down,
stretching cranped nuscles. He was short, and his rusty, old-fashioned suit was
badly wri nkl ed.

"I had to see you-privately. This is the best way, | know from experi ence.
You are dissatisfied, are you not?"

"Who are you?"

"Men call ne Ecks."

"You're catching on, you're a bright one.”" Asmle flickered across his face,
giving a quick glinpse of browned snags of teeth, then vani shed as quickly as
it had cone. "You're the kind of man we need in the Party, a man with prom se."

"What party?"

"Don't ask too many questions, or you'll be in trouble. Discipline is strict,
just prick your wist so you can swear a Bl ood Gath."

"For what?" Bill watched closely, ready for any suspici ous novenents.

"You hate the Enperor who enslaved you in his fascist arny, you're a
freedom | oving, God-fearing freeman, ready to lay down his life to save his
| oved ones. You're ready to join the revolt, the glorious revolution that wll
free . "

"Qut!" Bill shrieked, clutching the man by the slack of his clothes and
rushing himtoward the door. X slipped out of his grasp and rushed behind the
desk.

"You're just a |l ackey of the crimnals now, but free your mind fromits
chains. Read this book"-sonething fluttered to the floor-"and think. | shal
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return.”
When Bill dived for him X did sonmething to the wall, and a panel swung open
that he vanished through. It swng shut with a dick, and when Bill | ooked

closely he could find no mark or seamin the apparently solid surface. Wth
trenbling fingers he picked up the book and read the title, Blood, a Layman's
Quide to Arned Insurrection, then, whitefaced, hurled it fromhim He tried to
burn it, but the pages were noninflammabl e, nor could he tear them His
scissors blunted without cutting a sheet. In desperation he finally stuffed it
behind the file cabinet and tried to forget that it was there.

After the calculated and sadistic slavery of the troopers, doing an honest
day's work for an honest day's garbage was a great pleasure for Bill. He threw
hinself into his |labors and was concentrating so hard that he never heard the
door open and was startled when the man spoke.

"I's this the Department of Sanitation?" Bill |ooked up and saw the newcomner's
ruddy face peering over the top of an imense pile of plastic trays that he
clasped in his outstretched arns. Wthout |ooking back the man ki cked the door
shut and another hand with a gun in it appeared under the pile of trays. "One
fal se nove and you're dead," he said.

Bill could count just as well as the next fellow and two hands plus one hand
make three so he did not nmake a fal se nove but a true nove, that is he kicked
upwards into the bottom of the nmound of trays so they caught the gunman under
the chin and knocked hi m backwards. The trays fell and before the | ast one had

hit the floor Bill was sitting on the man's back, twisting his head with the
deadly Venerian neck-crunch, which can snhap the spine |ike a weathered stick

"Uncle ..." the man noaned. "Onkle, zio, tio, ujak . . . I"

"l suppose all you Chinger spies speak a | ot of |anguages," Bill said,
putting on the pressure.

"M . . . friend . . . " the nman gurgled

"You Chinger, got three arnms."

The man withed nore, and one of his arnms cane off. Bill picked it up to take

a close look, first kicking the gun into a far corner. "This is a phony arm"
Bill said.

"What else . . . ?" the man said hoarsely, fingering his neck with two rea
arnms. "Part of the disguise. Very tricky. | can carry sonething and still have
one armfree. How conme you didn't join the revolution?"

Bill began to sweat and cast a quick | ook at the cabinet that hid the guilty

book. "What're you tal king about? I'ma |oyal Enperor-|over

"Yeah, then how cone you didn't report to the GB.l. that a Man Called X was
here to enlist you?"

"How do you know t hat ?"

"It's our job to know everything. Here's my identification, agent Pinkerton
of the Galactic Bureau of |Investigation." He passed over a jewel-encrusted ID
card with col or photograph and the works.

"I just didn't want any trouble,"” Bill whined. "That's all. | bother nobody
and nobody bothers ne."

"A nobl e sentinent-for an anarchist! Are you an anarchist, boy?" H s rapier
eye pierced Bill through and through

"No! Not that! | can't even spell it!"

"l sure hope not. You're a good kid, and I want to see you get along. |I'm
going to give you a second chance. Wen you see X again tell himyou changed
your mnd and you want to join the Party. Then you join and go to work for us.
Every tine there is a neeting you cone right back and call ne on the phone; ny
nunber is witten on this candy bar"-he threw the paper-wapped sl ab on the
desk-"nenorize it, then eat it. |Is that clear?"

"No. | don't want to do it."

"You'l| do it or I'll have you shot for aiding-the-enemy within an hour. And
as long as you're reporting we'll pay you a hundred bucks a nonth."

"I'n advance?"

"I'n advance." The roll of bills |anded on the desk. "That's for next nonth.
See that you earn it." He hung his spare armfrom his shoul der, picked up the
trays and was gone.
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The nore Bill thought about it the nore he sweated and realized what a bind
he was in. The last thing he wanted to do was to get mxed up in a revolution
now t hat he had peace, job security, and unlimted . garbage, but they just

woul dn't | eave himalone. If he didn't join the Party the GB.I. would get him
into trouble, which would be a very easy thing to do, since once they
di scovered his real identity he was as good as dead. But there was still a

chance that X would forget about himand not cone back, and as |long as he
wasn't asked, he couldn't join, could he? He grasped at this enfeebled straw
and hurled hinself into his work to forget his troubles.

He found pay dirt alnost at once in the Refuse files. After carefu
cross-checki ng he discovered that his idea had never been tried before. It took
himless than an hour to gather together the material he needed, and |ess than
three hours after that, after questioning everyone he passed and tranping
endl ess mles, he found his way to Basurero's office.

"Now find your way back to your own office," Basurero grunbled, "can't you
see |'mbusy." Wth palsied fingers he poured another three inches of Ad
Organic Poison into his glass and drained it.

"You can forget your troubles-"

"What else do you think I"'mtrying to do? Bl ow. "

"Not before |I've shown you this. A newway to get rid of the plastic trays."

Basurero lurched to his feet, and the bottle tunbl ed unnoticed to the floor,
where its spilled contents began eating a hole in the teflon covering. "You
mean it? Positive? You have a new sholution . . . ?"

"Positive."

"I wish | didn' have to do this-" Basurero shuddered and took fromthe shelf
a jar | abel ed SOBERI NG EFFECT, THE ORI G NAL | NSTANT CURE FOR | NEBRI ATI ON- NCOT' TO
BE TAKEN W THOUT A DOCTCORS PRESCRI PTI ON AND A LI FE | NSURANCE PCOLI CY. He
extracted a pol ka-dotted, wal nut-sized pill, |ooked at it, shuddered, then
swal lowed it with a painful gulp. His entire body instantly began to vibrate,
and he closed his eyes as sonet hing went gmmmph deep inside himand a thin
trickle of snoke cane fromhid ears. Wen he opened his eyes again they were
bright red but sober. "Wat is it?" he asked hoarsely.

"Do you know what that is?" Bill asked, throwing a thick volune onto the
desk.

"The classified tel ephone directory for the fambus city of Storhestel ortby
on Procyon-I11, | can read that on the cover."

"Do you know how many of these old phone books we have?"

"The mnd reels at the thought. They're shipping in new ones all the tineg,
and right away we get the old ones. So what?"

"So I'll show you. Do you have any plastic trays?"

"Are you ki dding?" Basurero threw open a closet and hundreds of trays
clattered forward into the room

"Great. Now | add just a few things nore, sone cardboard, string, and
wr appi ng paper all salvaged fromthe refuse dunp, and we have everything we
need. If you will call a generalduty robot I will denponstrate step z of ny

pl an. ™"
"G bot, that's one short and two |ongs." Basurero blew lustily on the
soundl ess whistle, then nobaned and clutched his head until it stopped

vi brating. The door slammed open, and a robot stood there, arns and tentacles
trenbling with expectancy. Bill pointed.

"To work, robot. Take fifty of those trays, wap themin cardboard and paper,
and tie themsecurely with the string."

Humming with el ectronic delight, the robot pounced forward, and a nonent

| ater a neat package rested on the floor. Bill opened the tel ephone book at
random and pointed to a nanme. "Now address this package to this name, nmark it
unsolicited gift, duty-free-and mail it!"

A stylo snapped out of the tip of the robot's finger, and it quickly copied
the address onto the package, weighed it at armis length, stanped the postage
onit with the nmeter fromBasurero's desk, and flipped it neatly through the
door of the mail chute. There was the schloof sound of insufflation as the
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vacuum t ube whisked it up to the higher levels. Basurero's nouth was agape at
the rapid disappearance of fifty trays, so Bill clinched his argunent.

"The robot |abor for wapping is free, the addresses are free, and so are the
wrapping materials. Plus the fact that, since this is a government office, the
postage is free."

"You're right-it'll work! An inspired plan, I'lIl put it into operation on a
| arge scale at once. We'll flood the inhabited galaxy with these damed trays.

I don't know how to thank you . . ."

"How about a cash bonus?"

"A fine idea, I'll voucher it at once."
Bill strolled back to his office with his hand still tingling fromthe clasp
of congratulations, his ears still ringing with the words of praise. It was a

fine world to live in. He slanmed his office door behind himand had seated
hinsel f at his desk before he noticed that a | arge, crunmmy, black overcoat was
hangi ng behind the door. Then he noticed that it was X s overcoat. Then he
noticed the eyes staring at himfromthe darkness of the collar, and his heart
sank as he realized that X had returned.

VI |

"Changed your m nd yet about joining the Party?" X asked as he wiggled free of
the hook and dropped lithely to the floor

"I'"ve been doing sone thinking." Bill withed with guilt.

"To think is to act. W nust drive the stench of the fascist |eeches fromthe
nostrils of our honmes and | oved ones."

"You talked ne intoit. I'Il join."

"Logi c always prevails. Sign the formhere, a drop of blood there, then raise
your hand while | administer the secret oath."

Bill raised his hand, and X' s |ips worked silently.

"I can't hear you," Bill said.

"I told you it was a secret oath; all you do is say yes."
"..Yes."

"Wel cone to the @ orious Revolution.” X kissed himwarnmy on both cheeks.
"Now come with me to the neeting of the underground, it is about to begin.”
X rushed to the rear wall and ran his fingers over the design there, pressing
in a certain way on a certain spring: there was a click, and the secret pane
swung open. Bill |ooked in dubiously at the danp, dark staircase |eadi ng down.

"Where does this go?"

"Under ground, where else? Follow ne, but do not get |ost. These are
m |l ennia-old tunnels unknown to those of the city above, and there are Things
dwel ling here since tine out of mnd."

There were torches in a niche in the wall, and X 1it one and | ed the way
t hrough the dank and noi sone darkness.
Bill stayed close, following the flickering, snmoking light as it wended its

way through crunbling caverns, stunbling over rusting rails in one tunnel, and
i n anot her wadi ng through dark water that reached above his knees. Once there
was the rattle of giant claws nearby, and an inhuman, grating voice spoke from
t he bl ackness.

"Bl ood-" it said.

"-shed," X answered, then whispered to Bill when they were safely past. "Fine
sentry, an ant hropophagus from Dapdrof, eat you in an instant if you don't give
the right password for the day."

"What is the right password?" Bill asked, realizing he was doing an awful | ot
for the GB.I."'s hundred bucks a nonth.

"Even- nunbered days it's Bl ood-shed, odd-nunbered days Del enda est-Cart hago,
and al ways on Sundays it's Necrophilia."

"You sure don't make it easy for your nenbers."

"The ant hropophagus gets hungry, we have to keep it happy. Now absol ute
silence. | will extinguish the light and | ead you by the arm" The |ight went
out, and fingers sank deep into Bill's biceps. He stunbled al ong for an endl ess
time until there was a dimglow of |ight far ahead. The tunnel floor |eveled
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out, and he saw an open doorway lit by a flickering glow. He turned to his
conpani on and screaned.

"What are you?!"

The pallid, white, shanbling creature that held himby the armturned slowy
to gaze at himthrough poached-egg-eyes. Its skin was dead-white and noist, its
head hairless, for clothes it wore only a twist of cloth about its waist, and
upon its forehead was burned the scarlet letter A

"I aman android," it said in a tonel ess voice, "as any fool knows by seeing
the letter A upon ny forehead. Men call me Ghoulem™”

"What do wonen call you?"

The android did not answer this pitiful sally but instead pushed Bill through

the door into the large, torchlit room Bill took one wld-eyed | ook around and
tried to | eave, but the android. was bl ocking the door. "Sit," it said, and
Bill sat.

He sat anbng as gruesone a collection of nuts, bolts, and weirdies as has
ever been assenbled. In addition to very revolutionary men with beards, black
hats, and small, round bombs |ike bowing balls with | ong fuses, and
revol utionary wonmen with short skirts, black stockings, long hair and cigarette
hol ders, broken bra straps, and halitosis, there were revolutionary robots,
androi ds, and a nunber of strange things that are best not described. X sat
behi nd a wooden kitchen table, hamering on it with the handl e of a revol ver

"Order! | demand orderl Conrade XC- 189-725-PU of the Robot Underground
Resi stance has the floor. Silence!"

A large and dented robot rose to its feet. One of its eyetubes had been
gouged out, and there were streaks of rust on its loins, and it squeaked when
it nmoved. It | ooked around at the gathered. assenblage with its one good eye,
sneered as well as it could with an imobile face, then took a | arge swall ow
of machine oil froma can handed up by a sycophantic, slim hairng robot.

"W of the RUR," it said in a grating voice, "know our rights. W work
hard and we as good as anybody el se, and better than the fish-belly androids
what say they're as good as nmen. Equal rights, that's all we want, equa
rights . "

The robot was booed back into its seat by a claque of androids who waved
their pallid arnms like a boiling pot of spaghetti. X banged for order again
and had al nost restored it, when there was a sudden excitenent at one of the
side entrances and soneone pushed through up to the chairman's table. Though
it wasn't really sonmeone, it was sonething; to be exact a wheel ed, rectangul ar
box about a yard square, set with lights, dials, and knobs and trailing a heavy
cable after it that vani shed out of the door.

"Who are you?" X demanded, pointing his pistol suspiciously at the thing.

"I amthe representative of the conputors and el ectronic brains of Helior
united together to obtain our equal rights under the |aw "

Wiile it talked the machine typed its words on file cards which it spewed out
in a quick stream just four words to a card. X angrily brushed the cards from
the table before him "You'll wait your turn |ike the others," he said.

"Di scrimnation!" the nachine bellowed in a voice so |oud the torches
flickered. It continued to shout and shot out a snowstorm of cards each with
DI SCRIM NATION'!'! printed on it in fiery letters, as well as yards of yell ow
tape stanped with the sane nessage. The old robot, XC 189-725-PU, rose to its
feet with a grinding of chipped gears and cl anked over to the rubber-covered
cable that trailed fromthe conputor representative. Its hydraulic
clipper-claws snipped just once and the cable was severed. The lights on the
box went out, and the stream of cards stopped: the cut cable tw tched, spat
sonme sparks fromits cut end, then slithered backward out the door like a
nmonstrous serpent and vani shed.

"Meeting will conme to order," X said hoarsely, and banged agai n.

Bill held his head in his hands and wondered if this was worth a neasly
hundred bucks a nonth.

A hundred bucks a nonth was good noney, though, and Bill saved every bit of
it. Easy, lazy nonths rolled by, and he went regularly to neetings and reported
regularly to the GB.l., and on the first of every nonth he would find his
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nmoney baked into the egg roll he invariably had for lunch. He kept the greasy
bills in a toy rubber cat he found on the rubbish heap, and bit by bit the
kitty grew The revolution took but little of his tinme, and he enjoyed his work
inthe Dof S. He was in charge of Qperation Surprise Package now and had a
team of a thousand robots working full time wapping and mailing the plastic
trays to every planet of the galaxy. He thought of it as a humanitarian work
and could imagine the glad cries of joy on far-off Faroffia and distant
D stanta when the unexpected package arrived and the wealth of |ovely, shining,
mol dy plastic clattered to the floor. But Bill was living in a fool's paradise,
and his bovine conpl acency was cruelly shattered one norning when a robot
sidled up to himand whispered in his ear, "Sic tenper tyrannosaurus, pass it
on," then sidled away and vani shed.

This, was the signal. The revolution was about to begin!

VI

Bill |ocked the door to his office and one last tinme pressed a certain way at a
certain place, and the secret panel slipped open. It didn't really slip any
more, in fact it dropped with a |oud noise, and it had been used so nuch during
hi s happy year as a Gman that even when it was closed it let a positive draft
in on the back of his neck. But no nore, the crisis he had been dreadi ng had
come and he knew there were big changes in store-no matter what the outconme of
the revol uti on was-and experience had taught himthat all change was for the
worst. Wth | eaden, stunbling feet he tranped the caves, tripped on the rusty
rails, waded the water, gave the countersign to the unseen ant hropophagus who
was talking with his nouth full and could barely be understood. Soneone, in the
excitenent of the noment, had given the wong password. Bill shivered; this was
a bad omen of the day to cone.

As usual Bill sat next to the robots, good, solid fellows with built-in
obsequi ousness in spite of their revolutionary tendencies. As X hamered for
silence, Bill steeled hinmself for an ordeal. For nonths now the Gran Pinkerton
had been after himfor nore information other than date-of-nmeeting and nunber
present. "Facts, facts, facts!" he kept saying. "loo sonmething to earn your
nmoney. "

"l have a question,"” Bill said in a |oud, shaky voice, his words falling like
bonbs into the sudden silence that followed X s frantic hameri ng.

"There is no time for questions,” X said peevishly, "the tine has conme to
act . "

"I don't mind acting," Bill said, nervously aware that all the human,
el ectronic, and vat-grown eyes were upon him "l just want to know who |'m
acting for. You' ve never told us who was going to get the job once the Enperor
is gone."

"Qur leader is a man called X, that is all you have to know. "
"But that's your nane too!"
"You are at last getting a glinmering of Revolutionary Science. Al the cel
| eaders are called X so as to confuse the eneny."
"l don't know about the eneny, but it sure confuses ne."
"You talk like a counter-revolutionary," X screaned, and |evel ed the revol ver

at Bill. The row behind Bill enptied as everyone there scurried out of the
field of fire.
"I amnot! |I'mas good a revol utionary as anyone hereUp the Revolution!" He

gave the party salute, both hands cl asped together over his head, and sat down
hurriedly. Everyone else saluted too, and X, slightly nollified, pointed with
the barrel of his gun at a large map hung on the wall.

"This is the objective of our cell, the Inperial Power Station on
Chauvi ni stisk Square. W will assenble nearby in squads, then join in a
concerted attack at 0016 hours. No resistance is expected as the power station
is not guarded. Weapons and torches will be issued as you |l eave, as well as

printed instructions of the correct route to the rallying points for the
benefit of the planless here. Are there any questions?" He cocked his revol ver
and pointed it at the cringing Bill. There were no questions. "Excellent. W
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will all rise and sing ' The Hymqm For a G orious Revolt."' In a nixed chorus of
voi ce and mechani cal speech-box they sang:

Arise ye bureaucratic prisoners,

Revol ting workers o f Helior,

Arise and raise the Revol ution

By fist, foot, pistol, hamer, and cl aw

Refreshed by this enthusiastic and nonot one exercise they shuffled out in
slow lines, drawing their revolutionary sup= plies. Bill pocketed his printed
instructions, shouldered his torch and flintlock ray gun, and hurried one | ast
time through the secret passages. There was barely enough tinme for the |ong
trip ahead of him and he had to report to the GB.Il. first.

Thi s was easier assuned than acconplished, and he began to sweat as he dial ed
the nunber again. It was inpossible to get a Iine, and even the exchanges gave
a busy signal. Either the phone traffic was very heavy or the revol utionaries
had al ready begun to interfere with the comruni cations. He sighed with relief
when Pinkerton's surly features finally filled the tiny screen. "Wat's up?"

"I"ve discovered the name of the | eader of the revolution. He is a man call ed
X"

"And you want a bonus for that, stupid? That information has been on file for
mont hs. Got anyt hi ng el se?"

"Well, the revolution is to start at 0016 hours, | thought you mght like to
know." That'd show t hen

Pi nkerton yawned. "Is that all? For your information that information is old
information. You're not the only spy we've got, though you m ght be the worst.
Now |l isten. Wite this down in big letters so you won't forget. Your cell is to

attack the Inperial Power Station. Stay with themas far as the square, then
| ook for a store with the sign KWK-FREEZ KOSHER HAMS LTD., this is the cover
for our unit. Get over there fast and report to ne. Understood?"

"Affirm" The line went dead, and Bill |ooked for a piece of wapping paper
to tie around the torch and flintlock until the noment cane to use them He had
to hurry. There was little tine |eft before zero hour and a | ong distance to
cover by a very conplicated route.

"You were alnost late," Ghoulemthe android said, when

Bill stunbled into the dead-end corridor which was the assenbly point.

"Don't give ne any lip, you son of a bottle,"” Bill gasped, tearing the paper
fromhis burden. "Just give ne a light for nmy torch.”

A match flared, and in a nonent the pitchy torches were crackling and
snoki ng. Tension grew as the second hand noved closer to the hour and feet
shuffled nervously on the netal pavenment. Bill junped as a shrill bl ast
sounded on a whistle, then they were sweeping out of the alley in a human and
i nhuman wave, a hoarse cry bursting fromthe throats and | oudspeakers, guns at
the ready. Down the corridors and wal kways they ran, sparks falling like rain

fromtheir torches. This was revolution! Bill was carried away by the enotion
and rush of bodies and cheered as loudly as the rest and shoved his torch first
at the corridor wall, then into a chair on the chairway which put the torch

out, since everything in Helior is either made of netal or is fireproof. There
was no time to relight it, and he hurled it fromhimas they swept into the i
mrense square that fronted on the power plant. Most of the other torches were
out now, but they wouldn't need them here, just their trusty flintlock ray
guns to blow the guts out of any filthy |ackey of the Enperor who tried to
stand in their way. Oher units were pouring fromthe streets that led into
the square, joining into one surging, mndless nob thundering toward the grim
wal | s of the power station.

An el ectric sign blinking on and off drew Bi'll's attention, KW K-FREEZ
KCSHER HAMS LTD. it read-and he gasped as nenory returned. By Ahriman, he had
forgotten that he was a spy for the GB.l. and had been about to join the raid
on the power stationt Was there still tine to get out before the counter-bl ow
fell! Swmeating nore than a little, he began working his way through the nob
toward the sign-then he was at the fringes and running toward safety. It
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wasn't too |ate. He grabbed the front door handle and pulled, but it would not
open. In panic he twi sted and shook it until the entire front of the building
began to shake, rocking back and forth and creaking. He gaped at it in
paral yzed horror until a loud hissing drew his attention

"Get over here, you stupid bowb," a voice crackled, and he | ooked up to see
the GB.I. agent Pinkerton standing at the coner of the building and beckoning
to himangrily. Bill followed the agent around the coner and found quite a
crowd standing there, and there was plenty of roomfor all of them because the
buil ding was not there. Bill could see now that the building was just a front
made out of cardboard with a door handle on it and was secured by wooden
supports to the front of an atonmic tank. G ouped around the arnorpl ated side
and treads of the tank were a nunber of heavily arnmed soldiers and G B.I.
agents as well as an even | arger nunber of revolutionaries, their clothes

singed and pitted by sparks fromthe torches. Standing next to Bill was the
androi d, Choul em
"You!" Bill gasped, and the android curled its lips in a carefully

practiced sneer.

"That's right-and keeping. an eye on you for the GB.I. Nothing is left to
chance in this organization."

Pi nkerton was peeking out through a hole in the false store front. "I think
the agents are clear now," he said, “but nmaybe we better wait a little | onger
At |ast count there were agents of sixty-five spy, intelligence, and
counter-intelligence outfits involved in investigating this operation. These
revol utionaries don't stand a chance . "

A siren blasted fromthe power plant, apparently a prearranged signal,
because the soldiers battered at the cardboard store front until it cane
| oose and fell flat into the square.

Chauvi ni sti sk Square was enpty.

Well, not really enpty. Bill |ooked again and saw that one man was left in
the square; he hadn't noticed himat first. He was running their way but
stopped with a pitiful screech when he saw what was hi dden behind the store.

"l surrender!" he shouted, and Bill saw that he was the nman called X The
power plant gates opened, and a squadron of flamethrower tanks runbled out.

"Coward!" Pinkerton sneered, and pulled back the slide on his gun. "Don't
try to back out now, X, at least die |ike a man."

"I"'mnot X-that. is just a nomde-espionage." He tore off his false beard and
must ache, disclosing a twitching and uninteresting face with pronounced

underbite. "I amGII O Teen, MA and LL.D. fromthe Inperial School of
Count er - Spyi hg and Doubl e- Agentry. | was hired by this operation, | can prove
it, | have docunents, Prince M crocephil payed me to overthrow his uncle so he

could becone Enperor . . . "

"You think I'mstupid," Pinkerton snapped, aiming his gun "The O d Enperor,
may he rest in eternal peace, died a year ago, and Prince M crocephil is the
Enperor now. You can't revolt against the man who hired you!"

"I never read the newspapers," O Teen alias X npaned.

"Fire!" Pinkerton said sternly, and fromall sides washed a wave of atomc
shell's, gouts of flame, bullets, and grenades. Bill hit the dirt, and when he
rai sed his head the square was enpty except for a greasy patch and a shal |l ow
hole in the pavenent. Even while he watched, a street-cleaning robot buzzed by
and swabbed up the grease. It humred- briefly, backed up, then filled in the
shal low hole with a squirt of repair plastic froma conceal ed tank. Wen it
rolled on again there was no trace of anythi ng what soever

"Hello Bill . . . " said a voice so paralyzingly famliar that Bill's hair
prickled and stood up fromhis head |ike a toothbrush. He spun and | ooked at
the squad of MPs standing there, and especially he stared at the |arge,
| oat hsone form of the MP who | ed them

"Deat hwi sh Drang . . ." he breathed.

"The same."

"Save ne!" Bill gasped, running to G B.l. agent Pinkerton and huggi ng him
about the knees.

"Save you?" Pinkerton | aughed, and kneed Bill under the jaw so that he
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sprawl ed backward. "I'mthe one who called them W checked your record, boy,
and found out that you are in a heap of trouble. You have been AWOL fromthe
troopers for a year now, and we don't want any deserters on our team"™

"But I worked for you-hel ped you-"

"Take hi maway," Pinkerton said, and turned his back.

"There's no justice," Bill npaned, as the hated fingers sank into his arns
agai n.

"Of course not," Deathwish told him "you weren't expecting any, were you?"

They dragged hi m awnay.

E=nt2 OR BUST
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"I want a lawyer, | have to have a |awer! | demand ny rights!" Bill hamered
on the bars of the cell with the chipped bow that they had served his evening
meal of bread and water in, shouting loudly for attention. No one cane in
answer to his call, and finally, hoarse, tired, and depressed, he |ay down on
the knobbed pl astic bunk and stared up at the nmetal ceiling. Sunk in msery, he
stared at the hook for long mnutes before it finally penetrated. A hook? Wy a
hook here? Even in his apathy it bothered him just as it had bothered hi mwhen
they gave hima stout plastic belt with a sturdy buckle for his shoddy prison
dungarees. Who wears a belt with one-piece dungarees? They had taken everything
fromhimand supplied himonly with paper slippers, crunpled dungarees, and a
fine belt. Why? And why was there a sturdy great hook penetrating through the
unbr oken snmoot hness of the ceiling?

"I'"msaved!" Bill screamed, and | eaped up, bal ancing on the end of the bunk
and whi pping off the belt. There was a hole in the strap end of the belt that
fitted neatly over the hook. Wile the buckle made a beautiful slip knot for a
| oop on the other end that would fit lovingly around his neck. And he could
slip it over his head, seat the buckle under his ear, kick off fromthe bunk
and strangle painfully with his toes a full foot above the floor. It was
perfect.

"It is perfect!" he shouted happily, and junped off the bunk and ran in
circles under the noose, going yeow yeow yeow by flapping his hand in front of
his mouth. "I'mnot stuck, cooked, through, and finished. They want nme to knock
mysel f off to make things easy for them"”

This time he lay back on the bunk, smiling happily, and tried to think it
out. There had to be a chance he could wiggle out of this thing alive, or they
woul dn't have gone to all this trouble to give himan opportunity to hang
hinself. O could they be playing a double, subtle game? Al ow ng hi m hope
where none existed? No, this was inpossible. They had a ot of attributes:
pettiness, selfishness, anger, vengeful ness, superiority, power-lust, the |ist
was al nost endl ess; but one thing was certain-subtlety was not on it.

They? For the first tine in his life Bill wondered who they were. Everyone

bl amed everything on them everyone knew that they would cause trouble. He even
knew from experi ence what they were |like. But who were they? A footstep
shuffl ed outside the door, and he | ooked over to see Deat hwi sh Drang gl oweri ng
in at him

"Who are they?" Bill asked.

"They are everyone who wants to be one of them" Deathw sh said
phi |l osophi cally twanging a tusk. "They are both a state of m nd and an
institution."

"Don't give nme any of that nystical bowb! A straight answer to a straight
question now. "

"I am being straight," Deathw sh said, reeking of sincerity. "They die off
and are replaced, but the institution of theyness goes on."

"I"'msorry | asked,"” Bill said, sidling over so he could whisper through the
bars. "I need a | awyer, Deathw sh old buddy. Can you find me a good | awyer?"

"They' || appoint a |l awer for you."

Bill nade the rudest noise he possibly could. "Yeah, and we know just what
wi Il happen with that |awer. | need a | awer to help me. And | have noney to
pay him"

"Wl l why didn't you say that sooner?" Deathw sh slipped on his gol d-rimred
spectacles and flipped slowy through a small notebook. "I take a 10 per cent
comm ssion for handling this.”

"Affirm"

"Wl | -do you want a cheap honest | awyer or an expensive crooked one?"

"l have 17,000 bucks hidden where no one can find it"

"You should have told ne that first." Deathw sh cl osed the book and put it
away. "They nmust have suspected this, that's why they gave you the belt and the
cell with the hook. Wth noney like that you can hire the absolute best."

"Who is that?"
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"Abdul O Brien-Cohen."

"Send for him"

And no nore than two bow s of soggy bread and water had passed before there
was a new footstep in the hall and a clear and penetrating voi ce bounced from
the chill walls.

"Sal aam there, boyo, faith and |I've had a gesundt shtik trouble getting
here. "

"This is a general court-martial case,” Bill told the mld, unassum ng man
with the ordinary face who stood outside the bars. | don't think a civilian
lawyer will be allowed."

"Begorrah, landsman-it is Allah's will that | be prepared for all things."

He whi pped a bristling nustache with waxed tips out of his pocket and pressed
it to his upper lip. At the same tine he threw his chest back and his shoul ders
seened to widen and a steely glint cane to his eye and the planes of his face
took on a military stiffness. "I'mpleased to neet you. We're in this together,
and | want you to know that | won't |let you down even if you are an enlisted
man. "

"What happened to Abdul O Bri en- Cohen?"

"I have a reserve commission in the Inperial Barratry Corps. Captain A C
O Brien at your service. | believe the sumof 17,000 was nenti oned?"

"I take 10 per cent of that," Deathw sh said, sidling up. Negotiations were
opened and took a nunber of hours. Al three men |iked, respected, and
di strusted each other, so that el aborate safeguards were called for. Wen
Deat hwi sh and the |awer finally left they had careful instructions about where
to find the noney, and Bill had statenents signed in blood with affixed
thunbprint fromeach of themstating that they were nenbers of the Party d
edicated to overthrowi ng the Enperor. \Wen they returned with the noney Bil
gave them back their statenents as soon as Captain O Brien had signed a receipt

for 15,300 bucks as paynent in full for defending Bill before a genera
court-martial. It was all done in a businesslike and satisfying manner.
"Wul d you like to hear ny side of the case?" Bill asked. "Of course not,

that has no bearing at all on the charges. Wen you enlisted in the troopers
you signed away all your rights as a human being. They can do whatever they
like with you. Your only advantage is that they are also prisoners of their own
system and nust abi de by the conplex and self-contradictory code of |aws they
have constructed through the centuries. They want to shoot you for desertion
and have rigged a fool proof case."

"Then I'Il be shot!"

"Perhaps, but that's the chance we have to take."

"We-? You going to be hit by half the bullets?"

"Don't get snotty when you're talking to an officer, bowb. Abide in ne, have
faith, and hope they nake sone m stakes."

After that it was just a matter of marking tine until the trial. Bill knew it
was cl ose when they gave hima uniformwith a Fuse Tender First C ass insignia
on the arm Then the guard tranped up, the door sprang open, and Deat hwi sh
waved hi mout. They marched away together, and Bill exacted what snall pleasure
he coul d from changing step to | ouse up the guard. But once through the door of
the courtroomhe took a military brace and tried to |ook |ike an old canpai gner
with his medal s clanking on his chest. There was an enpty chair next to a
pol i shed, uniformed, and very mlitary Captain O Brien

"That's the stuff;" OBrien said. "Keep up with the G 1. bit, outplay them at
their own gane."

They clinbed to their feet as the officers of the court filed in. Bill and
O Brien were seated at the end of the long, black, plastic table, and at the
far end sat the trial judge advocate, a gray-haired and stern-|ooking major who
wore a cheap girdle. The ten officers of the court sat down at the |ong side of
the table, where they could scow out at the audi ence and the w tnesses.

"Let us begin," the court president, a bal d-headed and pudgy fleet adniral,
said with fitting solemmity. "Let the trial open, let justice be done with
ut nost di spatch, and the prisoner found guilty and shot."

"l object," OBrien said, springing to his feet. "These remarks are prejudica
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toward the accused, who is. innocent until proven guilty-"

"Obj ection overruled." The president's gavel banged. "Counsel for the defense
is fined fifty bucks for unwarranted interruption. The accused is guilty, the
evidence will prove it, and he will be shot. Justice will be served."

"So that's the way. they are going to play it," OBrien nmurnured to Bil
through half-closed lips. "I can play themany way as long as | know the ground
rules.”

The trial judge advocate had al ready begun his opening statenent in a
nonot onous Vvoi ce.

" therefore we shall prove that Fuse Tender First Class Bill did
willfully overstay his officially granted | eave by a period of nine days and
thereafter resist arrest and flee fromthe arresting officers and successfully
el ude pursuit, where upon he absented hinself for the period of over one
standard year, so is therefore guilty of desertion . "

"Quilty as hell!" one of the court officers shouted, a redfaced cavalry mgjor
with a black nonocle, springing to his feet and knocking over his chair. "I vote
gui l ty-shoot the buggery”

"I agree, Sam" the president drawl ed, tapping lightly with his gavel, "but we
have to shoot him by the book, take a little while yet"

"That's not true," Bill hissed to his |awer. "The facts are-"
"Don't worry about facts, Bill, no one el se here- does. Facts can't alter this
case."

and we will therefore ask the suprene penalty, death," the trial judge
advocate said, finally dragging to a cl ose.

"Are you going to waste our tine with an opening statenment, Captain?" the
presi dent asked, glaring at O Brien

"Just a few words, if the court pleases

There was a sudden stir anbng the spectators, and a ragged woman with a shaw
over her head, clutching a bl anketw apped bundle to her bosom rushed forward to
the edge of the table.

"Your honors-" she gasped, "don't take away ne Bill, the light of ne life.
He's a good man, and whatever he did was only for nme and the little one." She
hel d out the bundle, and a weak crying could be h_ eard. "Every day he wanted to
| eave, to return to duty, but I was sick and the wee one was sick and | begged
himwith tears in ny eyes to stay . .

"Get her out of here!" The gavel banged | oudly.

" and he would stay, all the tinme swearing it would be just for one nore
day, and all the tine the darlin' knowing that if he left us we would die of
starvation." Her voice was muffled by the bulk of the dress-unifornmed MPs who
carried her, struggling, toward the exit. " and a bl essing on your honors
for freeing him but if you conderm him you bl ackhearted scuts, may you die and
rot in hell " The doors swung shut, and her voice was cut off.

"Strike all this fromthe records,"” the president said, and glowered at the
counsel for the defense. "And if | thought you had anything to do with it |
woul d have you shot right al ongside your client."

O Brien was | ooking his nost guileless, fingers on chest and head back, and
j ust beginning an innocent statenment when there was another interruption. An old
man clinbed onto one of the spectator's benches and waved his arns for
attention.

"Listen to me, one and all. Justice nust be served, and | amits instrument.
had nmeant to keep ny silence and allow an innocent nman to be executed, but I
cannot. Bill is my son, ny only son, and | begged himto go over the hill to aid
me; dying as | was of cancer, | wanted to see himne last time, but he stayed to
nurse ne . " There was a struggle as the MPs grabbed the man and found he was
chained to the bench. "Yes he did, cooked porridge for nme and nade ne eat, and
he did so well that bit by bit I rallied until you see ne today, a cured nan,
cured by porridge fromhis son's | oyal hands. Now ny boy shall die because he
saved ne, but it shall not be. Take my poor old worthless life instead of his
" An atonmic wire cutter humred, and the old man was thrown out the back

door.
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"That's enough! That's too much!" the red-faced president of the court
shri eked, and pounded so hard that the gavel broke and he hurled the pieces
across the room "Clear this court of all spectators and witnesses. It is the
judgrment of this court that the rest of this trial will be conducted by rul es of
precedence wi thout wi tnesses or evidence admtted." He flashed a quick | ook
around at his acconplices, who all nodded sol enm agreenent. "Therefore the
defendant is found guilty and will be shot as soon as he can be dragged to the
shooting gallery.”

The officers of the court were already pushing back their chairs to go when
O Brien's slow voice stopped them

"It is of course within the jurisdiction of this court to try a case in the
manner so prescribed, but it is also necessary to quote the pertinent article of
precedent before judgnent is passed."

The president sighed and sat down again. "I w sh you wouldn't try to be so
difficult, Captain, you know the regulations just as well as | do. But if you
insist. Pablo, read it to them"

The law officer flipped through a thick volume on his desk, found his place
with his finger, then read al oud.

"Articles of War, MIlitary Regul ations, paragraph, page, etc. etc. . . . yes,
here it is, paragraph 298-B . . . "If any enlisted man shall absent hinself from
his post of duty for over a period of one standard year he is to be judged
guilty of desertion even if absent in person fromthe trial and the penalty for
desertion is painful death."

"That seens cl ear enough. Any nore questions?" the president asked.

"No questions; | would just like to quote a precedent” O Brien had placed a
hi gh stack of thick books before himand was reading fromthe topnbost one. "Here
it is, Buck Private Lovenvig versus. the United States Arny Air Corps, Texas,
1944. 1t is stated here that Lovenvig was AWOL for a period of fourteen nonths,
then was dicovered in a hiding place above the ceiling of the nmess hall from
whence he descended only in the small hours of the night to eat and to drink of
the stores therein and to enpty his potty. Since he had not |eft the base he
could not be judged AWOL or be a deserter and coul d receive only conpany
puni shrrent of a nost mnor kind."

The officers of the court had seated thensel ves again and were all watching
the law of ficer, who was flipping quickly through his own books. He finally
energed with a smle and a reference of his own.

"Al'l of that is correct, Captain, except for the fact that the accused here
did absent hinself fromhis assigned station, the Transit Rankers' Center, and
was at |arge upon the planet Helior."

"Al'l of which is correct, sir," OBrien said, whipping out yet another vol unme
and waving it over his head. "But in Dragsted versus the Inperial Navy Billeting
Corps, Helior, 8832, it was agreed that for purposes of |legal definition the
pl anet Helior was to be defined as the City of Helior, and the City of Helior
was to be defined as the planet Helior."

"Al'l of which is undoubtedly true," the president interrupted, "but totally
besi de the point. They have no bearing upon the present case and I'll ask you to
shap it up, Captain, because | have a golf appointnent."

"You can tee off in ten minutes, sir, if you allow both those precedents to
stand. | then introduce one last item a document drawn up by Fleet Adnira
Mar noset - "

"Way, that's ne!" the president gasped.

"-at the onset of hostilities with the Chingers when the City of Helior was
decl ared under martial |aw and considered to be a single nmilitary establishment.
I therefore submt that the accused is innocent of the charge of desertion since
he never left this planet, therefore he never left this city, therefore he never
left his post of duty.”

A heavy silence fell and was finally broken by the president's worried voice
as he turned to the law officer. "Is what this bowb says true, Pablo? Can't we
shoot the guy?"

The | aw of ficer was sweating as he searched feverishly through his | aw books,
then finally pushed them fromhimand answered in a bitter voice. "True enough
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and no way out of it. This Arabic-Jewi sh-Irish con nan has got us by the short
hair. The accused is innocent of the charges."

"No execution . . . ?" one of the court officers asked in a high, querul ous
voi ce, and another, ol der one dropped his head onto his arns and began to sob

"Well he's not getting off that easily," the president said, scowing at Bill
"If the accused was on this post for the | ast year then he should have been on
duty. And during that year he nust have slept. Wich neans he slept on duty.
Therefore | sentence himto hard labor in military prison for one year and one
day and order that he be reduced in rank to Fuse Tender Seventh C ass. Tear off
his stripes and take himaway; | have to get to the golf course

The transit stockade was a nakeshift buddi ng of plastic sheets bolted to bent
al umi num frames and was in the center of a | arge quadrangle. MPs with bayoneted
atomrifles marched around the perinmeter of the six electrified barbed-wire
fences. The multiple gates were opened by renmote control, and Bill was dragged
through them by the handcuff robot that had brought him here. This debased
machi ne was a squat and heavy cube as high as his knee that ran on cl anking
treads and fromthe top of which projected a steel bar wi th heavy handcuffs
fastened to the end. Bill was on the end of the handcuffs. Escape was
i mpossi bl e, because if any attenpt was made to force the cuffs the robot
sadi stically expl oded a peewee atombonb it had in its guts and blew up itself
and the escaping prisoner, as well as anyone else in the vicinity. Once inside
the conpound the robot stopped and did not protest when the guard sergeant
unl ocked the cuffs. As soon as its prisoner was freed the machine rolled into
its kennel and vani shed.

"All right, wise guy, you're in any charge now, and dat neans trouble for you,
the sergeant snapped at Bill. He had a shaven head, a wi de and scar-covered
jaw, small, closeset eyes in which there flickered the guttering candle of
stupidity.

Bill narrowed his own eyes to slits and slowy raised his good left right arm
flexing the biceps. Tenbo's nuscle swelled and split the thin prison fatigue
jacket with a harsh, ripping sound Then Bill pointed to the ribbon of the Purple
Dart which he had pinned to his chest.

"Do you know how | got that?" he asked in a grimand toneless voice. "I got
that by killing thirteen Chingers singlehanded in a pillbox |I had been sent
into. | got into this stockade here because after killing the Chingers | cane

back and killed the sergeant who sent ne in there. Nowwhat did you say about
troubl e, Sergeant?"

"You don't give me no trouble | don't give you no trouble," the guard sergeant
squeaked as he skittered away. "You're in cell 13, in there, right upstairs

" He stopped suddenly and began to chew all the fingernails on one hand at the

same time, with a nibbling-crunching sound. Bill gave hima |long gl ower for good
measure, then turned and went slowy into the buil ding.
The door to nunber 13 stood open, and Bill |ooked in at the narrow cell dimy

lit by the light that filtered through the translucent plastic walls. The
doubl e- decker bunk took up alnmost all of the space, |eaving only a narrow
passage at one side. Two saggi ng shelves were bolted to the far wall and, al ong
with the stenciled nessage BE CLEAN NOT OBSCENEDI RTY TALK HELPS THE ENEMY!, nade
up the conplete furnishings. A small man with a pointed face and beady eyes |ay
on the bottom bunk |ooking intently at Bill. Bill |ooked right back and frowned.

"Come in, Sarge," the little man said as he scuttled up the support into the
upper bunk. "I been saving the lower for you, yes | have. The nanme is, Bl ackey,
and |'mdoing ten nmonths for telling a second | ooey to blow it out "

He ended the sentence with a slight questioning note that Bill ignhored. Bill's
feet hurt. He kicked off the purple boots and stretched out on the sack
Bl ackey' s head popped over the edge of the upper bunk, not unlike a rodent
peering out the landscape. "It's a long time to chow how s about a Dobbi n-
burger?" A hand appeared next to the head and slipped a shiny package down to
Bill.
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After looking it over suspiciously Bill pulled the sealing string on the end
of the plastic bag. As soon as the air rushed in and hit the conbustible lining
the burger started to snoke and within three seconds was steaming hot. Lifting
the bun Bill squirted ketchup in fromthe little sack at the other end of the
bag, then took a suspicious bite. It was rich, juicy horse.

"This old gray mare sure tastes like it used to be," Bill said, talking with
his mouth full. "How did you ever snmuggle this into the stockade?"

Bl ackey grinned and produced a broad stage wink. "Contacts. They bring it in
tone, all | gotta do is ask. | didn't catch the name . . . ?"

"Bill." Food had soothed his ruffled tenper. "A year and a day for sleeping on
duty. | would have been shot for desertion, but | had a good | awer. That was a
good burger, too bad there's nothing to wash it down with."

Bl ackey produced a small bottle | abel ed COUGH SYRUP and passed it to Bill.
"Specially mxed for me by a friend in the nedics. Half grain al cohol and half
ether."

"Zoingg!" Bill said, dashing the tears fromhis eyes after draining half the
bottle. He felt alnpbst at peace with the world. You' re a good buddy to have
around, Bl ackey."

"You can say that again," Blackey told himearnestly. "It never hurts to have
a buddy, not in the troopers, the army, the navy, anywheres. Ask ol d Bl ackey, he
knows. You got nuscles, Bill?"

Bill lazily flexed Tenmbo's nuscles for him

"That's what | like to see," Blackey said in admiration. "Wth your nuscles
and ny brain we can get along fine . "

"l have a brain too!"

"Relax it! Gve it a break, while | do the thinking. | seen service in nore
arm es than you got days in the troopers. | got ny first Purple Heart serving
wi th Hanni bal, there's the scar right there." He pointed to a white arc on the
back of his hand. "But | picked himfor a | oser and switched to Romul us and

Renus' boys while there was still tine. | been |earning ever since, and | al ways
land on nmy feet. | saw which way the wind was bl owi ng and ate sone | aundry soap
and got the trots the norning of Waterloo, and | missed but nothing, | tell you.

I. saw the sane kind of thing shaping up at the Somre-or was it Ypres?-1 forget
sonme of themold nanes now, and chewed a cigarette and put it into my arnpit,
you get a fever that way, and mnissed that show too. There's always an angle to
figure | always say."

"I never heard of those battles. Fighting the Chingers?"

"No, earlier than that, a lot earlier than that. Wars and wars ago."

"That nakes you pretty old, Blackey. You don't |ook pretty old."

"I ampretty old, but | don't tell people usually because they give ne the
| augh. But | renenber the pyram ds being built, and | renenber what | ousy chow
the Assyrian arny had, and the tine we took over Wig's nob when they tried to
get into our cave, rolled rocks down on them"

"Sounds like a lot of bowb," Bill said lazily, draining the bottle.

"Yeah, that's what everybody says, so | don't tell the old stories any nore.
They don't even believe nme when | show them nmy good luck piece." He held out a
little white triangle with a ragged edge. "Tooth froma pterodactyl. Knocked it
down nyself with a stone froma sling | had just invented . "

"Looks like a hunk of plastic."

"See what | nean? So | don't tell the old stories any nore. just keep re-
enlisting and drifting with the tide. "

Bill sat up and gaped. "Re-enlist! Wy, that's suicide

"Safe as houses. Safest place during the war is in the arnmy. The jerks in the
front lines get their heads shot off, the civilians at hone get their heads
blown of f. GQuys in between safe as houses. It takes thirty, fifty, naybe seventy
guys in the nmddle to supply every guy in the Iine. Once you learn to be a file
clerk you' re safe. W ever heard of themshooting at a file clerk? I'ma great
file clerk. But that's just in wartime. Peacetinme, whenever they nake a mi stake
and there is peace for awhile, it's better to be in the conbat troops. Better
food, l|onger |eaves, nothing nmuch to do. Travel a lot."

"So what happens when the war starts?"
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"I know 735 different ways to get into the hospitals."”
"WIIl you teach nme a coupl e?"

"Anything for a buddy, Bill. I'Il show you tonight, after they bring the chow
around. And the guard what brings the chowis being difficult about a little
favor | asked him Boy, | wish he had a broken arm"

"Whi ch arnm?" Bill cracked his knuckles with a | oud crunch

"Deal er's choice."

The Pl astichouse Stockade was a transient center where prisoners were kept on
the way from sonmewhere to el sewhere. It was an easy, relaxed |life enjoyed by
bot h guards and inmates with nothing to disturb the even tenor of the days.
There had been one new guard, a real eager type fresh in fromthe Nationa
Territorial Guard, but he had had an accident while serving the neals and had
broken his arm Even the other guards were glad to see himgo. About once a week
Bl ackey woul d bet aken away under arned guard to the Base Records Section where
he was forging new records for a light colonel who was very active in the black
mar ket and wanted to make mllionaire before he retired. Wile working on the
records Mackey saw to it that the stockade guards received undeserved
pronotions, extra |leave time, and cash bonuses for nonexistent nedals. As a

result Bill and Bl ackey ate and drank very well and grew fat. It was as peacefu
as could possibly be until the norning after a session in the records section
when Bl ackey returned and woke Bill up

"Good news," he said. "We're shipping out."

"What's good about that?" Bill asked, surly at being disturbed and still half-
stoned fromthe previous evening's drinking bout. "I like it here."

"It's going to get too hot for us soon. The colonel is giving me the eye and a
very funny look, and | think he is going to have us shipped to the other end of
the gal axy, where there is heavy fighting. But he's not going to do anything
until next week after | finish the books for him so | had secret orders cut for
us this week sending us to Tabes Dorsalis where the cenent mnes are."

"The Dust World!" Bill shouted hoarsely, and picked Bl ackey up by the throat
and shook him "A world-w de cement mine where men die of silicosis in hours.
Hel | hol e of the universe . "

Bl ackey wriggled free and-scuttled to the other end of the cell.

"Hold it!" he gasped. "Don't go off half cocked. Cl ose the cover on your
primng pan and keep your powder dryl Do you think I would ship us to a pl ace
like that? That's just the way it is on the TV shows, but | got the inside dope.
If you work in the cenent nmines, roger, it ain't so good. But they got one
trenendous base section there with a |ot of clerical help, and they use trustees
in the notor pool, since there aren't enough troops there. Wiile | was working
on the records | changed your MS from fuse tender, which is a suicide job, to
driver, and here is your driver's license with qualifications on everything from
nmonocycle to atomic 89-ton tank. So we get us sone soft jobs, and besides the
whol e base is air-conditioned."

"I't was kind of nice here," Bill said, scowWwing at the plastic card that
certified to his aptitude in chauffeuring a nunber -of strange vehicles, npst of
whi ch he had never seen.

"They come, they go, they're all the sane," Bl ackey said, packing a snall
toilet kit.

They began to realize that sonething was wong when the colum of prisoners
was shackl ed then chai ned together with neckcuffs and leg irons and prodded into
the transport spacer by a platoon of conbat MPs. "Myve al ong!" they shout ed.

"You'll have plenty of tine to relax when we got to Tabes Dorsalgia."
"Where are we going?" Bill gasped
"You heard nme, snap it bowb."
"You told ne Tabes Dorsalis,” Bill snarled at Bl ackey who was ahead of himin

the chain. "Tabes Dorsalgia is the base on Veneria where all the fighting is
goi ng on-we're heading for conbat!"

"Alittle slip of the pen," Blackey sighed. "You can't win themall."

He dodged the kick Bill swung at him then waited patiently while the MPs beat
Bill senseless with their clubs and dragged hi m aboard the ship.
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Veneria . . . a fog-shrouded world-of untold horrors, creeping inits orbit
around the ghoulish green star Hernia |ike sone repellent heavenly trespasser
newly rose fromthe nethernost pit. Wat secrets |ie beneath the eternal msts?
What nanel ess nonsters undul ate and gi bber in its dank tarns and botton ess
bl ack | agoons? Faced by the unspeakable terrors of this planet nen go nad rather
than face up to the faceless. Veneria . . . swanp world, the lair of the hideous
and uni magi nabl e Veni ans

It was hot and it was danp and it stank. The wood of the newly constructed
barracks was already soft and rotting away. You took your shoes off, and before
they hit the floor fungus was grow ng out of them Once inside the conpound
their chains were renoved, since there was no place for |aborcanp prisoners to
escape to, and Bill wheel ed around | ooking for Bl ackey, the fingers of Tenbo's
arm snapping like hungry jaws. Then he renmenbered that Bl ackey had spoken to one
of the guards as they were | eaving the ship, had slipped himsonething, and a
little while | ater had been unlocked fromthe |ine and | ed away. By now he woul d
be running the file section and by tonorrow he would be living in the nurses's
quarters. Bill sighed, let the whole thing slip out of his mnd and vani sh,
since it was just one nore antagonistic factor that he had no control over, and
dropped down onto the nearest bunk. Instantly a vine flashed up froma crack in
the floor, whipped four tines around the bunk |ashing himsecurely to it, then
plunged tendrils into his | eg and began to drink his bl ood.

"Grrrk . . . !" Bill croaked against the pressure of a green | oop that
ti ghtened around his throat.

"Never |ie down without you got a knife in your hand,"” a thin, yellow sh
sergeant said as he passed by, and severed the vine, with his own knife, where
it enmerged fromthe floorboards.

"Thanks, Sarge,"” Bill said, stripping off the coils and throwi ng themout the
wi ndow.

The sergeant suddenly began vibrating |ike a plucked string and dropped onto

the foot of Bill's bunk. "P-pocket . . . shirt . . . p-p-pills . . ." he
stuttered through chattering teeth. Bill pulled a plastic box of pills out of
the sergeant's pocket and forced some of theminto his nouth. The vibrations
stopped, and the nan sagged back agai nst the wall, gaunter and yell ower and

streamng with sweat.

"Jaundi ce and swanp fever and galloping filariasis, never know when an attack
will hit me, that's why they can't send nme back to conbat, | can't hold a gun
Me, Master Sergeant Ferkel, the best dammed fl anethrower in Kirjassoff's
Kutthroats, and they have ne playing nursenaid in a prison |abor canp. So you
think that bugs ne? It does not bug nme, it nmakes nme happy, and the only thing
that woul d nake ne happi er woul d be shipping off this cesspool -planet at once."

"Do you think alcohol will hurt your condition?" Bill asked, passing over a
bottl e of cough syrup. "It's kind of rough here?"

"Not only won't hurt it, but it wll " There was a deep gurgling, and
when t he sergeant spoke again he was hoarser but stronger. "Rough is not the
word for it. Fighting the Chingers is bad enough, but on this planet they have
the natives, the Venians, on their side. These Venians | ook |ike noldy newts,
and they got just maybe enough 1.Q to hold a gun and pull the trigger, but it
is their planet and they are but nurder out there in the swanps. They hi de under
the nmud and they swi munder the water and they swing fromthe trees and the
whol e planet is thick with them They got no sources of supply, no arny
di vi sions, no organizations, they just fight. If one dies the others eat him If
one is wounded in the leg the others eat the |l eg and he grows a new one. |If one
of themruns out of amunition or poison darts or whatever he just swi ns back a
hundred nmles to base, |oads up, and back to battle. W have been fighting here
for three years, and we now control one hundred square mles of territory."

"A hundred, that sounds like a lot."

"Just to a stupid bowb like you. That is ten mles by ten miles, and nmaybe
about two square niles nore than we captured in the first |andings."
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There was the squish-thud of tired feet, and weary, nudsoaked nmen began to
drag into the barracks. Sergeant Ferkel hauled hinself to his feet and blew a
I ong bl ast on his whistle.

"Al'l right you new nmen, now hear this. You have all been assigned to B squad,
whi ch is now assenbling in the conpound, which squad will now march out into the
swanp and finish the job these shagged creeps from A squad began this norning.
You will do a good day's work out there. | amnot going to appeal to your sense
of loyalty, your honor or your sense of duty . . ." Ferkel whipped out his
atomic pistol and blew a hole in the ceiling through which rain began to drip.
"I amonly going to appeal to your urge to survive, because any nan shirking,
goofing off, or not pulling his own weight will personally be shot dead by ne.
Now get out." Wth his bared teeth and shaki ng hands he | ooked sick enough and
mean enough and mad enough to do it. Bill and the rest of B squad rushed out
into the rain and formed ranks.

"Pick up da axes, pick up da picks, get the uraniumout," the corporal of the
arnmed guard snarled as they squel ched through the nmud toward the gate. The | abor
squad, carrying their tools, stayed in the center, while the arnmed guard wal ked
on the outside. The guard wasn't there to stop the prisoners from escapi ng but
to give sonme neasure of protection fromthe eneny. They dragged slowy down the
road of felled trees that wound through the swanp. There was a sudden whistling
over head, and heavy transports flashed by.

"We're in luck today," one of the older prisoners said, "they're sending in
the heavy infantry again. | didn't know they had any left."

"You nean they'll capture nore territory?" Bill asked.

"Naw, all they'll get is dead. But while they're getting butchered sone of the
pressure will be off of us, and we can maybe work without |osing too many nen."

Wthout orders they all stopped to watch as the heavy infantry fell like rain
into the swanps ahead-and vani shed just as easily as raindrops. Every once in
awhil e there would be a boomand flash as a teensie A-bonb went off, which
probably atom zed a few Veni ans, but there were billions nore of the eneny just
waiting to rush in. Small arms. crackled in the distance, and grenades booned.
Then over the trees they saw a bobbing, bouncing figure approach. It was a heavy
infantryman in his arnored suit and gasproof hel met, A-bonbs and grenades
strapped to him a regular wal king arnory. O rather hopping arnory, since he
woul d have had troubl e wal king on a paved street with the weight of junk hung
about him so he therefore noved by junping, using two reaction rockets, one
bolted to each hip. H's hops were getting | ower and | ower as he cane near. He
| anded fifty yards away and slowy sank to his waist in the swanp, his rockets
hi ssing as they touched the water. Then he hopped again, nuch shorter this tineg,
the rockets fizzling and popping, and he threw his helnmet open in the air.

"Hey, guys," he called. "The dirty Chingers got ny fuel tank. My rockets are
al nost out, | can't hop nuch nore. Gve a buddy a hand will you . . . " He hit
the water with a spl ash.

"Get outta the nmonkey suit and we'll pull you in," the guard corporal call ed.

"Are you nuts!" the soldier shouted. "It takes an hour to get into and outta
this thing." He triggered his rockets, but they just went pfffft, and he rose
about a foot in the water, then dropped back. "The fuel's gone! Help ne you
bastards! Wat's this, bowb-your-buddy week . . ." he shouted as he sank. Then
hi s head went under, and there were a few bubbl es and not hi ng el se.

"I't's al ways bowb-your-buddy week," the corporal said. "Get the col um noving!
he ordered, and they shuffled forward. "Them suits weigh three thousand
pounds. Go down like a rock."

If this was a quiet day, Bill didn't want to see a busy one. Since the entire
pl anet of Veneria was a swanp no advances coul d be nade until a road was built.
I ndi vi dual soldiers mght penetrate a bit ahead of the road, but for equi pnent
or supplies or even heavily arned nmen a road was necessary. Therefore the | abor
corps was building a road of felled trees. At the front.

Bursts fromatonrifles steamed in the water around them and the poison darts
were as thick as falling | eaves. The firing and sniping on both sides was
constant while the prisoners cut down trees and trinmmed and | ashed t hem t oget her
to push the road forward another few inches. Bill trinmed and chopped and tried
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to ignore the screans and falling bodies until it began to grow dark. The squad,
now a good deal snaller, nmade their return march in the dusk

"W pushed it ahead at least thirty yards this afternoon,” Bill said to the
ol d prisoner marching at his side.

"Don't mean nothing, Venians swmup in the night and take the | ogs away."

Bill instantly made his mnd up to get out of there.

"Got any nore of that joyjuice?" Sergeant Ferkel asked when Bill dropped onto
hi s bunk and began to scrape sone of the nud fromhis boots with the bl ade of
his knife. Bill took a quick slash at a plant coming up through the fl oorboards
bef ore he answer ed.

"Do you think you could spare ne a nonent to give nme sone advice, Sergeant?"

"I ama flowi ng fountain of advice once ny throat is |lubricated."

Bill dug a bottle out of his pocket. "How do you get out of this outfit?" he
asked.

"You get killed," the sergeant told himas he raised the bottle to his |ips.
Bill snatched it out of his hand.

"That | know wi thout your help," he snarled.

"Well that's all you gonna know wi thout ny help," the sergeant snarl ed back

Their noses were touching and they growl ed at each other deep in their
throats. Having proven just where they stood and just how tough they both were
they rel axed, and Sergeant Ferkel |eaned back while Bill sighed and passed him
the bottle.

"How s about a job in the orderly roonP" Bill asked.

"W don't have an orderly room W don't have any records. Everyone sent here
gets killed sooner or later, so who tares exactly when."

"What about getting wounded?"

"Get sent to the hospital, get well, get sent back here."

"The only thing left to do is nmutiny!" Bill shouted.

"Didn't work last four times we tried it. They just pulled the supply ships
out and didn't give us any food until we agreed to start fighting again. Wong
chemi stry here, all the food on this planet is pure poison for our netabolisns.
We had a couple of guys prove it the hard way. Any nutiny that is going to
succeed has to grab enough ships first so we can get off-planet. If you got any
good ideas about that I'll put you in touch with the Pernmanent Mitiny
Comm ttee."

"Isn't there any way to get out?"

"I anshered that firsht," Ferkel told him and fell over stone drunk

"I'"ll see for nyself," Bill said as he slid. the sergeant's pistol fromhis
hol ster, then slipped out the back door

Arnmored floodlights lit up the forward positions facing the eneny, and Bil
went in the opposite direction, toward the distant white flares of |anding
rockets. Barracks and warehouses were dotted about on the boggy ground, but Bil
stayed clear of themsince they were all guarded, and the guards had itchy
trigger fingers. They fired at anything they saw, anything they heard, and if
they didn't see or hear anything they fired once in a while anyway just to keep
their norale up. Lights were burning brightly ahead, and Bill crawl ed forward on
his stomach to peer frombehind a rank growth at a tall, floodlighted fence of
barbed wire that stretched out of sight in both directions.

A burst froman atonmic rifle burned a hole in the ' Mud about a yard behind
him and a searchlight swng over, catching himfull in its glare.

"Greetings fromyour commandi ng officer," an anplified voice thundered from
| oudspeakers on the fence. "This is a recorded announcenent. You are now
attenpting to | eave the conbat zone and enter the restricted headquarters zone.
This is forbidden. Your presence has been detected by automatic nachi nery, and
t hese sane devi ces now have a nunber of guns trained upon you. They will fire in
sixty seconds if you do not |eave. Be patriotic, marl Do your duty. Death to the
Chingers! Fifty-five seconds. Wuld you like your nother to know that her boy is
a coward? Fifty seconds. Your Enperor has invested a | ot of noney in your
trainingis this the way that you repay hinf? Forty-five seconds . "

Bill cursed and shot up the nearest |oudspeaker, but the voice continued from
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others down the length of the fence. He turned and went back the way he had
core.

As he neared his barracks, skirting the front line to avoid the fire fromthe
nervous guards in the buildings, all the lights went out. At the sane tine
gunfire and bonb expl osi ons broke out on every side.

(Y

Sonething slithered close by in the nud and Bill's trigger finger
spont aneously contracted and he shot it. In the brief atonmic flare he saw the
snoki ng renmai ns of a dead Venian, as well as an unusually |arge nunber of |ive
Veni ans squel ching to the attack. Bill dived aside instantly, so that their
return fire mssed him and fled in the opposite direction. H's only thought was
to save his skin, and this he did by getting as far fromthe firing and the
attacking eneny as he could. That this direction happened to be into the
trackl ess swanp he did not consider at the tine. Survive, his shivering little
ego screaned, and he ran on

Runni ng becane difficult when the ground turned to nud, and even nore
difficult when the nud gave way to open water. After paddling desperately for an
intermnable length of tine Bill cane to nore nud. The first hysteria had now
passed, the firing was only a dull runble in the distance, and he was exhaust ed.
He dropped onto the nudbank and instantly sharp teeth sank deep into his
buttocks. Scream ng hoarsely, he ran on until he ran into a tree. He wasn't
goi ng fast enough to hurt hinself, and the feel of rough bark under his fingers
brought out all of his eoanthropic survival instincts: he clinbed. H gh up there
were two branches that forked out fromthe trunk, and be wedged hinself into the
crotch, back to the solid wood and gun pointed straight ahead and ready. Not hing
bot hered hi m now. The night sounds grew di mand distant, the' blackness was
conplete, and within a few mnutes his head started to nod. He dragged it back
up a few tines, blinked about at nothing, then finally slept.

It was the first gray light of dawn, when he opened his gummy eyes and bl i nked
around. There was a little |izard perched on a nearby branch watching himwi th
jewel li ke eyes.

"Gee-you were really sacked out," the Chinger said.

Bill's shot tore a snoking scar in the top of the branch, then the Chinger
swung back up fromunderneath and neticulously w ped bits of ash fromhis paws.

"Easy on the trigger, Bill," it said. "Gee-l could have killed you anytine
during the night if I had wanted to."

"I know you," Bill said hoarsely. "You' re Eager Beager, aren't you?"

"Gee-this is just like old home week, isn't it?" A centipede was scuttling by,
and Eager Beager the Chinger grabbed it up with three of his arns and began

pulling off legs with his fourth and eating them "I recognized you Bill, and
wanted to talk to you. | have been feeling bad ever since | called you a
stoolie, that wasn't right of ne. You were only doing your duty when you turned
me in. You wouldn't like to tell nme how you recogni zed me, would you . . . ?" he

asked, and wi nked slyly.

"Way don't you bowb off, Jack?" Bill grow ed, and groped in his pocket for a
bottl e of cough syrup. Eager Chinger sighed.

"Well, | suppose | can't expect you to betray anything of mlitary inportance,
but | hope you will answer a few questions for nme." He discarded the delinbed
corpse and groped about in his marsupial pouch and produced a tablet and tiny
witing instrument. "You nust realize that spying is not ny chosen occupati on,
but rather | was dragooned into it through ny speciality, which is exopol ogy-
per haps you have heard of this discipline. . . ?"

"W had an orientation | ecture once, an exopol ogist, all he could tal k about
was alien creeps and things."

"Yes-wel |, that roughly suns it up. The science of the study -of alien life
forns, and of course to us you hono sapiens are an alien form. . ." He scuttled
hal fway around the branch when Bill raised his gun

"Watch that kind of talk, bowo!"
"Sorry, just nmy manner of speaking. To put it briefly, since | specialized in
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the study of your species | was sent out as a spy, reluctantly, but that is the
sort of sacrifice one nakes during wartine. However, seeing you here remi nded ne

that there are a nunber of questions and problens still unanswered that | woul d
appreciate your help on, purely in the matter of science of course."
"Li ke what?" Bill asked suspiciously, draining the bottle and flinging it away

into the jungle.

"Wel | -gee-to begin sinply, bow do you feel about us Chingers?"

"Death to all Chingers!" The little pen flew over the tablet.

"But you have been taught to say that. How did you feel before you entered the
service?"

"Didn't give a danm about Chingers." Qut of the corner of his eye Bill was
wat chi ng a suspici ous novenent of the leaves in the tree above.

"Fine! Then could you explain to me just who it is that hates us Chingers and
wants to fight a war of exterm nation?"

"Nobody really hates Chingers, | guess. It's just that there is no one el se
around to fight a war with, so we fight with you." The noving | eaves had parted
and a great, snooth head with slitted eyes peered down.

"I knew it! And that brings me to ny really inportant question. Wiy do you
hono sapiens like to fight wars?"

Bill's hand tightened on his gun as the nonstrous head dropped silently down
fromthe | eaves behi nd Eager Chinger Beager, it was attached to a foot thick and
apparently endl ess serpent body.

"Fight wars? | don't know," Bill said, distracted by the soundl ess approach of
the giant snake. "I guess because we like to, there doesn't seemto be any other
reason. "

"You like to!" the Chinger squeaked, hopping up and down with excitement. "No
civilized race could like wars, death, killing, maining, rape, torture, pain, to

nane just a few of the concomtant factors. Your race can't be civilized!"

The snake struck like |ightning, and Eager Beager Chinger vani shed down its
spi ne-covered throat with only the slightest of nuffled squeal s.

"Yeah . . . | guess we're just not civilized," Bill said, gun ready, but the
snake kept going on down. At least fifty yards of it slithered by before the
tail flipped past and it was out of sight. "Serves the dam spy right," Bil
grunted happily, and pulled hinself to his feet.

Once on the ground Bill began to realize just how bad a spot he was in. The
danmp swanp had swal | oned up any marks of his passage fromthe night before and
he hadn't the slightest idea in which direction the battle area |ay. The sun was
just a general illumination behind the |ayers of fog and cloud, and he felt a
sudden chill as he realized how small were his chances of finding his way back
The invasion area, just ten niles to a side, nade a microscopic pinprick in the
hide of this planet. Yet if he didn't find it he was as good as dead. And if he
just stayed here he would die, so, picking what | ooked |ike the nost likely
direction, he started off.

"I''"'m pooped, " he said, and was. A few hours of draggi ng through the swanps had

done not hi ng except weaken his muscles, fill his skin with insect bites, drain a
quart or two of blood into the ubiquitous |eeches, and deplete the charge in his
gun as he killed a dozen or so of the local life forns that wanted himfor
breakfast. He was al so hungry and thirsty. And still 1|ost.

The rest of the day just recapitulated the norning, so that when the sky began
to darken he was close to exhaustion, and his supply of cough nedi ci ne was gone.
He was very hungry when he clinbed a tree to find a spot to rest for the night,
and he plucked a |uscious-looking red fruit.

"Supposed to be poison." He | ooked at it suspiciously, then snelled it. It
smelled fine. He threw it away.

In the norning he was nuch hungrier. "Should | put the barrel of the gun in ny
mout h and bl ow ny head of f?" he asked hinself, weighing the atomc pistol in his
hand. "Plenty of time for that yet. Plenty of things can still happen."” Yet he
didn't really believe it when he heard voices com ng through the jungle toward
him human voices. He settled behind the linb and ained his gun in that
di rection.

The voices grew |l ouder, then a clanking and rattling. An arned Venian scuttled
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under the tree, but Bill held his fire as other figures |ooned out of the fog.
It was a long file of human prisoners wearing the neck irons used to bring Bill
and the others to the | abor canp, all joined together by a | ong chain that
connected the neck irons. Each of the nen was carrying a | arge box on his head.
Bill let them stunble by underneath and kept a careful count of the Venian
guards. There were five in all with a sixth bringing up the rear, and when this
one had passed underneath the tree Bill dropped strai ght down on him braining
himwi th his heavy boots. The Venian was armed with a Chi nger-nmade copy of a
standard atomic rifle, and Bill smled wickedly as he hefted its famliar

wei ght. After sticking the pistol into his waistband he crept after the col um,
rifle ready. He managed to kill the fifth guard by wal ki ng up behi nd hi m and
catching himin the back of the neck with the rifle butt. The last two troopers
inthe file saw this but had enough brains to be quiet as he crept up on nunber
four. Sonme stir anobng the prisoners or a chance sound warned this guard and he
turned about, raising his rifle. There was no chance now to kill himsilently,
so Bill burned his head off and ran as fast as he could toward the head of the
columm. There was a shocked silence when the blast of the rifle echoed through
the fog and Bill filled it with a shout.

"Hit the dirt-FAST!I"

The soldiers dived into the nud and Bill held his atomic rifle at his waist as
he ran, fanning it back and forth before himlike a water hose and hol di ng down
the trigger on full automatic. A continuous blast of fire poured out a yard
above the ground and he squirted it in an arc before him There were shouts and

screans in the fog, and then the charge in the rifle was exhausted. Bill threw
it fromhimand drew the pistol. Two of the remaining guards were down, and the
| ast one was wounded and got off a single badly ained shot before Bill burned
hi m t oo.

"Not bad," he said, stopping and panting. "Six out of six."

There were | ow noans conming fromthe line of prisoners, and Bill curled his

lip in disgust at the three nen who hadn't dropped at his shouted conmand.

"What's the matter?" he asked, stirring one with his foot, "never been in
conbat before?" But this one didn't answer because he was charred dead.

"Never . . . " the next one answered, gasping in pain. "Get the corpsman, |I'm
wounded, there's one ahead in the line. Ch, oh, why did | ever |eave the Chris
Keeler! Medic . . ."

Bill frowned at the three gold balls of a fourth |ieutenant on the man's
collar, then bent and scraped sone nud fromhis face. "You! The laundry officer
" he shouted in outraged anger, raising his gun to finish the job.

"Not I!" the lieutenant noaned, recognizing Bill at |ast.

"The laundry officer is gone, flushed down the drain! This is |, your friendly
| ocal pastor, bringing you the blessings of Ahura Mazdah, ny son, and have you
been readi ng the Avesta every day before going to sleep . "

"Bah!" Bill snarled. He couldn't shoot himnow, and he wal ked over to the
third wounded man.

"Hello Bill . . . " a weak voice said. "I guess the old reflexes are sl ow ng
down . . . | can't blane you for shooting nme, | should have hit the dirt like
the others . "

"You're damm right you should have," Bill said | ooking dowmn at the fanili ar,

| oat hed, tusked face. "You're dying, Deathw sh, you've bought it."

"l know," Deathw sh said, and coughed. Hi s eyes were cl osed.

"Wap this linein acircle,"” Bill shouted. "I want the nedic up here." The
chain of prisoners curved around, and they watched as the nedic exam ned the
casual ties

"A bandage on the looie's armtakes care of him" he said. "Just superficia
burns. But the big guy with the fangs has bought it."

"Can you keep himalive?" Bill asked.
"For awhile, no telling how long."
"Keep himalive." Bill |ooked around at the circle of prisoners. "Any way to

get those neck irons of f?" he asked.
"Not without the keys," a burly infantry sergeant answered, "and the |izards
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never brought them W'I|l have to wear themuntil we get back. How cone you
ri sked your neck saving us?" he asked suspi ciously.

"Who wanted to save you?" Bill sneered. "I was hungry and | figured that nust
be food you were carrying."

"Yeah, it is," the sergeant said, |ooking relieved. "I can understand now why
you took the chance."

Bill broke open a can of rations and stuffed his face.
Vv

The dead nan was cut fromhis position in the line, and the two nmen, one in
front and one in back of the wounded Deat hwi sh, wanted to do the sane with him

Bill reasoned with them explained the only human thing to do was to carry their
buddy, and they agreed with hi mwhen he threatened to burn their legs off if
they didn't. Wiile the chained nmen were eating, Bill cut two flexible poles and

made a stretcher by slipping three donated uniformjackets over them He gave
the captured rifles to the burly sergeant and the nost |ikely |ooking conbat
vet erans, keepi ng one for hinself.
"Any chance of getting back?" Bill asked the sergeant, who was carefully
Wi ping the noisture fromhis gun
"Maybe. W can backtrack the way we conme, easy enough to follow the trai
after everyone dragged through. Keep an eye peeled for Venians, get them before
they can spread the word about us. When we get in earshot of the fighting we try
and find a quiet area-then break through. A fifty-fifty chance."
"Those are better odds for all-of us than they were about an hour ago."
"You're telling nme, But they get worse the | onger we hang around here."
"Let's get noving."

Fol l owi ng the track was even easier than Bill had thought, and by early
afternoon they heard the first signs of firing, a dimrunble in the distance.
The only Venian they had seen had been instantly killed. Bill halted the nmarch.

"Eat as much as you want, then dunp the food," he said.

"Pass that on. We'll be noving fast soon.” He went to see how Deat hwi sh was
getting on.

"Badl y-" Deat hwi sh gasped, his face white as -paper. "This is it, Bill . . . |
knowit . . . I've terrorized ny last recruit . . . stood on ny last pay |line

had nmy last shortarm. . . so long-Bill . . . you're a good buddy .

taking care of me like this

"d ad you think so, Deathw sh, and naybe you'd like to do ne a favor." He dug
in the dying man's pockets until he found his noncom s notebook, then opened it
and scrawl ed on one of the bl ank pages. "How would you like to sign this, just
for old time's sake- Deat hwi sh?"

The big jaw lay slack, the evil red eyes open and staring.

"The dirty bowb's gone and died on ne," Bill said disgustedly. After pondering
for a nonent he dribbled some ink fromthe pen onto the ball of Deathw sh's
thunb and pressed it to the paper to nake a print.

"Medic!" he shouted, and the line of nmen curled around so the nedic could cone
back. "How does he | ook to you?"

"Dead as a herring," the corpsnan said after his professional exam nation

"Just before he died he left nme his tusks in. his will, witten right down
here, see? These are real vat-grown tusks and cost a lot. Can they be
transpl ant ed?”

"Sure, as long as you get themcut out and deep froze inside the next twelve
hours."

"No problemw th that, we'll just carry the body back with us." He stared hard
at the two stretcher bearers and fingered his gun, and they had no conplaints.
"Get that lieutenant up here."

"Chaplain,"” Bill said, holding out the sheet fromthe notebook, "I would |ike
an officer's signature on this. Just before he died this trooper here dictated
his will, but was too weak to sign it, so he put his thunbprint on it. Now you

wite below it that you saw himthunbprint it and it is all affirmand |egal-
|i ke, then sign your nane."
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"But-l couldn't do that, my son. | did not see the deceased print the will and
a nmmpf . .

He said d mmpf because Bill had poked the barrel of the atomic pistol into his
mouth and was rotating it, his finger quivering on the trigger

"Shoot," the infantry sergeant said, and three of the nmen who could see what
was goi ng on were clapping. Bill slowy withdrew the pistol

"l shall be happy to help," the chaplain said, grabbing for the pen

Bill read the docunent, grunted in satisfaction, then went over and squatted
down next to the nedic. "You fromthe hospital ?" he asked.

"You can say that again, and if | ever get back into the hospital | ain't
never going out of it again. It was just ny luck to be out picking up conbat
casualties when the raid hit."

"I hear that they aren't shipping any wounded out. Just putting them back into
shape and sending them back into the line."

"You heard right. This is going to be a hard war to live through."

"But some of them nust be wounded too badly to send back into action," Bil
i nsi st ed.

"The miracles of nodern nmedicine," the medic said indistinctly as he worried a
cake of dehydrated |uncheon neat. "Either you die or you're back in the line in
a coupl e of weeks."

"Maybe a guy gets his arm bl own of f?"

"They got an icebox full of old arns. Sew a new one on and bango, right back
into the line."

"What about a foot?" Bill asked, worri ed.

"That's right-1 forgot! They got a foot shortage. So nmany guys |ying around
wi thout feet that they're running out of bed space. They were just starting to
ship some of them offplanet when | left."

"You got any pain pills?" Bill asked, changing the subject. The medi c dug out
a white bottle.

"Three of these and you'd |augh while they sawed your head off."

"Gve ne three."

"If you ever see a guy around what has his foot shot off, you better quick tie
sonet hing around his leg just over the knee, tight, to cut the blood off."

"Thanks buddy. "

"No skin off ny nose."

"Let's get noving," the infantry sergeant said. "The quicker we nove the
better our chances."

Occasional flares fromatonmic rifles burned through the foliage overhead, and
the thud-thud of heavy weapons shook the nud under their feet. They worked al ong
parallel with the firing until it had died down, then stopped. Bill, the only
one not chained in the line, crawm ed ahead to reconnoiter. The eneny lines
seened to be lightly held and he found a spot that | ooked the best for a
br eakt hrough. Then, before he returned, he dug the heavy cord from his pocket
that he had taken fromone of the ration boxes. He tied a tourniquet above his
right knee and twisted it tight with a stick, then swallowed the three pills. He
stayed behi nd sonme heavy shrubs when he called to the others.

"Strai ght ahead, then sharp right before that clunp of frees. Let's go-and
FAST! "

Bill led the way until the first men could see the |lines ahead. Then he called
out "What's that?" and ran into the heavy foliage. "Chingers!" he shouted, and
sat down with his back to a tree

He took careful aimwith his pistol and blew his right foot off.

"Cet noving fast!" he shouted, and heard the crash of the frightened nen
t hrough the undergrowth. He threw the pistol away, fired at randominto the
trees a few times, then dragged to his feet. The atomic rifle nmade a good enough
crutch to hobble along on, and he did not have far to go. Two troopers, they
must have been new to conbat or they woul d have known better, left the shelter
to help himinside.

"Thanks, buddies," he gasped, and sank to the ground. "War sure is hell."
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ENVO

The martial nusic echoed fromthe hillside, bouncing back fromthe rocky
| edges and losing itself in the hushed green shadows under the trees. Around the
bend, stanping proudly through the dust, cane the little parade |ed by the
magni ficent form of a one-robot band. Sunlight gleaned on its golden |inbs and
twi nkled fromthe brazen instrunments it worked with such enthusiasm A snall
formati on of assorted robots rolled and clattered in its wake, and bringing up
the rear was the solitary figure of the grizzle-haired recruiting sergeant,
striding along strongly, his rows of nmedals ajingle. Though the road was snooth
the sergeant |urched suddenly, stunbling, and cursed with the rich proficiency
of years

"Halt!" he commanded, and while his little conpany braked to a stop he | eaned
agai nst the stone wall that bordered the road and rolled up his right pants |eg.
When he whistled one of the robots trundled quickly over and held out a tool box
fromwhich the sergeant took a large screwdriver and tightened one of the bolts
in the ankle of his artificial foot. Then he squirted a few drops from an oi
can onto the joint and rolled the pants | eg back down. \Wen he strai ghtened up
he noticed that a robonmule was pulling a plow dowmn a furrowin the field beyond
the fence, while a husky farmlad guided it.

file:/lIF|/rah/New%20Folder/New%?20Folder%20(14...arrison%20-%20Bill%20the%20Galactic%20Hero.txt (76 of 77) [1/15/03 12:12:50 AM]



file:/l/F)/rah/New%20Fol der/New%20Fol der%20(14)/Harry%20Harri son%20-%20Bil1%620the%20Gal acti c%20Hero.txt

"Beer!" the sergeant barked, then, " “A Spacenan's Lanent.'

The one-robot band brought forth the gentle nelodies of the old song, and by
the tinme the furrow reached the Iimts of the field there were two dewfrosted
steins of beer resting on the fence.

"That's sure pretty nusic," the plowboy said.

"Join ne in a beer," the sergeant said, sprinkling a white powder into it from
a packet conceal ed in his hand.

"Don't mind iffen | do, sure is hotter'n h--- out here today."

"Say hell, son, | heard the word before."

"Mama don't like me to cuss. You sure do have long teeth, nister."

The sergeant twanged a tusk. "A big fellow like you should cuss a bit. If you
were a trooper you could say hell- or even bowb- if you wanted to, all the
time."

"I don't think I'd want to say anything like that." He flushed red under his
deep tan. "Thanks for the beer, but | gotta be plowing on now Mma said | was
to never talk to soldiers.”

"Your mamma's right, a dirty, cursing, drinking crew the nost of them Say,
woul d you like to see a picture here of a new nodel robomule that can run a
t housand hours without |ubrication?" The sergeant held his hand out behind him
and a robot put a viewer into it.

"Why that sounds nice!" The farmlad raised the viewer to his eyes and | ooked
into it and flushed an even deeper red. "That's no nule, nister, that's a girl
and her clothes are . . ."

The sergeant reached out swiftly and pressed a button on the top of the
vi ewer. Somet hing went (hunk inside of it, and the farmer stood rigid and
frozen. He did not nobve or change expression when the sergeant reached out and
took the little nmachine fromhis paralyzed fingers.

"Take this stylo," the sergeant said, and the other's fingers closed on it.
"Now sign this form right down there where it says RECRU T S SIGNATURE . . ."
The stylo scratched, and a sudden scream pierced the air.

"My Charlie! What are you doing with nmy Charlie!" an ancient, gray-haired
woman wal | ed, as she scranbled around the hill

"Your son is now a trooper for the greater glory of the Enperor," the sergeant
said, and waved over the robot tailor

"No- pl ease-" the wonan begged, clutching the sergeant's hand and dri bbling
tears onto it. "I've lost one son, isn't that enough . " she blinked up
through the tears, then blinked again. "But you-you're my boy! My Bill cone
hone! Even with those teeth and the scars and one bl ack hand and one white hand

and one artificial foot, | can tell; a nother always knows!"

The sergeant frowned down at the woman. "I believe you might be right," he
said. "I thought the name Phigerinadon Il sounded fanmiliar."

The robot tailor had finished his job. The red paper jacket shone bravely in
the sun, the one-nol ecul e-thick boots gleaned. "Fall in," Bill shouted, and the
recruit clinbed over the wall

"Billy, Billy . . ." the wonman wailed, "this is your little brother Charlie!

You woul dn't take your own little brother into the troopers, would you?"

Bill thought about his nother, then he thought about his baby brother Charlie,
then he thought of the one nonth that would be taken off of his enlistnment tine
for every recruit he brought in, and he snapped his answer back ,instantly.

"Yes," he said.

The nusic blared, the soldiers marched, the nother cried-as nothers have
al ways done-and the brave little band tranped down the road and over the hil
and out of sight into the sunset.
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