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\c\ul\u
\ bThe Boy\b

\cNear to his thirteenth birthday, Bran Tregare lost his hone, his famly and his surnane, which
had been Moray.

Sone of the reasons he didn't know or understand, but a few he did. Hs fanily, headed by his
nmot her Liesel Hulzein, lived at an Australian outpost, in exile fromthe Hul zein Establishnents
North American headquarters. An exile part disgrace and part sanctuary, caused by the fact that
Bran and his sister SparSine had a father, the tall young nan Hawknman Moray. \Wereas their nother
Li esel and her inplacable older sister Erika, not to nention Bran's grandnot her Renalle Hul zein
had none.

They were not illegitimte, those wonen, but parthenogenetic. Heidele Hul zein had concei ved and
birthed her daughter Renalle using m cro-genetic techniques and no nmal e what soever. "Not cloning,"
Brans not her once explained, "but the nelding of two ganmetes fromthe sane person.” And Renalle's
daughters, Erika and Liesel, also carried the continuation of Heidele's original genes, and no
ot hers.

And there, or so Bran's father said, lay the problem The tall, dark man, so obviously junior in
age to his wife, told his children, "Renalle and Eri ka have faith only in their own genes. They
won't admit that without an inmxture fromtine to tine, the pattern can deteriorate." Sparline
asked why it would, and Hawkman tal ked about cellular entropy, how a few genes or chronosones
al wvays went wong. Wth sinpler organisnms it wasn't too serious. H's white grin transforned his
dark face. "But hunans are too conplex to survive nmuch of a defect rate. So that's why sexua
reproduction, with the nost
\c\b2\b
\ cvi gorous ganetes produci ng new m xes, works best for us. Your aunt and grandnother don't see it
that way."

Bran nodded. At twelve he knew a little about sex. He'd know nore, he thought, except that
Sparline had caught himtrying to |l earn sone things w th Sheyl ah, the cook's daughter, and ran and
told. He knew she'd do that, so he ran too. Sheylah yelled after himin anger, but he kept going
anyway.

Even so, his parents called himin, with Sparline as witness, for inquiry. He wasn't sure
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whet her he was "before the mast" or only "on the carpet,"” but neither was rmuch fun. Sparline
grinned with triunmph, getting back at Bran for the bird nest thing the week before, but all that
happened was Bran bei ng asked some questions about his own body. The answers were sinple. Yes,
| ately sonetines that part stood up and felt very good. And no, he hadn't actually done anything
about it, with Sheylah or with anyone el se. His parents nodded to each other. Liesel said, "Before
you do, cone talk with one of us."

Hawkman added, "And especially, don't mess with the help."

That was all there was to it. Sparline | ooked di sappoi nted. Though usually they got along well,
on sone levels there was a kind of running contest. This tinme, Bran thought, she hadn't won as big
as she'd expected to.

Later, with Hawkman telling famly problens, she and Bran |istened quietly. Aunt Erika, it
seermed, hadn't had great luck with gene-replicating herself. "Two miscarriages and a stillborn
nonster, before she managed your cousin Frieda. And that one's flawed." Which, he said, was why
the children's own nother Liesel, after two self-fertilization misfires of her own, had defied
Hul zein custom "Came out here to run this boondocks operation, and-"

"And you and Mama fell in love and got nmarried!" Sparline, Bran noted, had to get in \iher\i two
cents' worth

Hawkman | aughed. "Not exactly. For genetic reasons, Liesel chose ne; it's no secret. \ilLater\i
she paid nme the high conplinment of keeping me around for my own sake." But ancient history or not,
their parents' genuine affection was apparent to both children. Suddenly, counting back, Bran
realized that when he'd been born his nother had been thirty-two, and his father only sixteen

Hawknan was still talking. "To the Hul zein Establishnent-Renalle and Eri ka-you kids are a slap
in the face. Their dynasty doesn't include two-parent children." He ruffled
\c\b3\b
\cBran's hair. "Let alone a male child. That's why we live here quietly, using ny nane, rather
than flaunting ourselves at local Hulzein HQ" H's eyes slitted. "The fact is, you' re safer here.
And yet-"

"And yet we nustn't disturb the balance.” Bran turned to see that his nother had entered the
room "Against UET's tyranny in North Anerica there's only three forces still effective. And with
the New Mafia driven into hiding nearly as bad as the Underground itsel, the Hul zein Establishment
is the \ionly\i opposition that dares show its head."

Hawkman grinned. "So that's why we, here, keep ours down."

Bran knew his share of recent history. Both the official version \i("that\i pile of crap,”

Liesel called it), and sone dissenting material fromthe famly library and two parents who woul d
answer questions. The official stu.fif nostly began with New Year One, right after the United
Energy and Transport congl onerate won the governing bid fromthe Synthetic Foods Conbi ne and t ook
control of North America. And i medi ately began building Total Welfare centers and filling them
with "clients.” A nore accurate term said Liesel, would be government-owned sl aves.

It was also in NY One that star travel had begun. "But UET didn't invent it," said Hawkman, "no
matter what they claimnow Do you know about the Shrakken?"

Bran did. "Sure. There's sone old fax sheets in the library. Telling how they travel ed nore than
a hundred light-years to get here. Pictures too, but faded." He remenbered the tall, hairless
aliens with their triangular eyes and inverted-V nouths. "And they wal k on their toes, like a dog
on its hind legs."

"But what \iabout\i then?" Sparline asked.

Li esel snorted. "According to UET, the poor things fell prey to sone Earthly di sease or other
What really happened was, as soon as UET's Conmittee Police were sure the Shrakken didn't have
faster-than-1ight comuni cations, they punped that ship full of cyani de gas one night-no nore
Shrakken. So UET had the ship, and their |abs could analyze and copy it."

"So now," said Hawkman, "UET has interstellar travel, and their Space Acadeny has a bigger job
than training pilots for asteroid mning."

Then he changed the subject, telling something of how

\ b4\ b

things used to be. Years before UET achi eved power and proclai mnred New Year One there had been a
time when el ections involved voting by the citizenry rather than corporate bidding, and when North
Anerica hadn't been all one political unit. But the continent's |argest segnent, the United States
of Anerica, facing econonic collapse, noved to the corporate system "Q herw se,"” Hawkman sai d,
"we m ght have gone under. |'ve never been sure the country chose right." He shrugged. "But of
course 'perhaps' applies only to the future, never to the past.”

He continued his story. The first two corporate el ections, each closely fought, were won by
Conmuni cations, Inc., and sonme neasure of stability was restored. Then the Synthetic Foods conbi ne
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made a | andslide win, and capitalized on it by annexing Canada, Mexico, and nost of Centra
Anerica. In a new senbl ance of stability, SynFood held power for four elective terms. But United
Energy and Transport had other ideas. "In the sixth corporate election,” Hawkman concl uded, "the
deciding factor was UET's assassination section. W now know them as the Cormittee Police. And
nore and nore nowadays, their power seens to be permanent."

UET didn't have it all gravy, though. True, with starships as weapons, North Anerica need no
| onger accept forced imrmigration fromfreely breeding Third Wrld countries. But at home, the
Under ground, | oosely descended fromthe previous century's Counterculture, sonetimes nade dire
exanpl es of those who m sused power too flagrantly. And the New Mafia, driven back from al nost
respectability (in one corporate election the group had even entered a bid) to shadow | ega
status, now concentrated on blacknmail and extortion fromthe powerful. "Ch, it's a right ness,"
Li esel said.

The third thorn in UET's side was quite different: the Hul zein Establishment's |ega
superstructure carried a long tradition of spotless escutcheon and pristine standing. "The
underside of it, though," said Hawkman, "is trickier, and al ways has been. For every asset that
shows on paper, your grandnother Renalle keeps ten that \idon' t\i show, working for her."

"If we're to confuse the children," Liesel put in, "add that Hul zei ns sel dom nake a nove t hat
serves only one purpose."” As near as Bran could tell, his nother spoke in total sincerity.

What it boiled down to, the boy decided, was that his aunt and grandnot her never gave an inch to
\'i anybody, \i whether it

\r\b5\b
\rwas UET or a Hul zein defecting fromthe parthenogenetic ideal. No one knew if the nmarauders who
had tried to kill Bran and Sparline, and who did burn the house, ca"ne fromeither Erika or UET.

The new house was better fortified, and fireproof. Hul zein noney paid for it, and no argunent on
the matter reached the children's ears.

Once only, Bran saw his aunt Erika in person. She invited Liesel to a conference in North
America, and Bran went along. That was Liesel's idea, but the deciding wasn't so sinple. Renalle,
the matriarch, wouldn't be present. "She's in Israel,"” Liesel reported, "trying to wangle an
Est abl i shment branch there. Not much chance, 1'd think. | expect the Hul zei ns have sone Jew sh
ancestry, but no political or religious ties to offer. And strict neutrality is the only safe way
to keep UET's hands off a country."

Lying on a sofa, stretched out at his great |ength, Hawkman asked, "WII| you attend Erika's
conf erence al one?"

Liesel smled. "I can't take \iyou;\i you' d be a red flag to Erika's bull. And Sparline's too
young to risk. Bran though-" Her eyes narrowed. "I think our son's cornered the famly's devious
streak." She turned to the boy. "How d you like to go see Hul zeins on their own home ground?"
Puzzl ed but interested, he nodded. "Then assum ng we di sguise you well, can you forget we're
not her and son, and be only ny serving-boy? Every minute, day and night, for the next tw weeks?"
For only a nonment, he thought. "Yes, | can."

"Yes, \iwhat?"\i

"Yes, Madane Hul zein!" He suppressed the grin that would have conme, because it didn't fit the
part he had to play.

H s nother smiled. Hawkman nodded. Sparline still seened dubi ous. And next day she | ooked at him
with his curly black hair bleached and dyed red, plastered flat, and cut straight across in front-
and couldn't hold her laughter. "Od sad \ihorseface!"\i Well, the mrror told himshe was right,
and the serving-boy's vol um nous gold-trinmed costune, hardly cut for anyone of active ways,
didn't help nuch either. But Bran did want to go on this journey, so he put up with everything and
made no conpl ai nt.

Neither did he protest the crash course, administered by his nother's chief-of-mids. Bran had
seen Al exa Duggan's stern ways with the | esser help, of course, but without really noticing. Al
his ten years he had been one of Alexa's
\ b6\ b
enpl oyers, not a nmenial. The change jolted him At first he couldn't take it seriously when she
threatened himwith a caning if his work did not inprove (calling him"Jerrin," the nane assuned
for this role). Hi s weak smile drew a harsher frown; he decided not to test the matter. The third
day, after he'd slept two nights in the cubby off Alexa's room she said, "If you mnd your ways,
Jerrin, and pay heed, perhaps you won't disgrace us after all."

Only Alexa on the journey would know who Bran really was. Except for his nother, of course. The
other servants and the four guards cane fromLiesel's official headquarters. Even if they had seen
Bran as hinself, they'd hardly recogni ze himas Jerrin.

The hard part was his parents ignoring everything about himexcept "Jerrin"-but he knew they had
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to. He didn't see Sparline at all, and decided that she couldn't be expected to keep his role
straight.

Early one norning the party left. Loading a small nountain of gear, the dozen or so boarded four
pogi ecopters and flew for several hours across bare, reddish land to the nearest commrercial port.
Then a suborbital SST across the Pacific to North America. Nobody said exactly where, and Bran
knew better than to ask. They were net by squat groundcars, two arned guards to each car, the cars
and guards all wearing Erika Hul zein's nonogram crest. Bran had seen it on letterheads in his
nmot hers st udy.

He didn't know how |l ong they rode. He slept nbst of the way. \Wien Al exa shook hi mawake their
car was stopped. Getting out, he net chill air. A dark, overcast night was lit by floodlights that
showed the front of a large tinber-beaned | odge. Shivering as he wal ked, he was glad to reach the
war nt h i nsi de

Sheer |uxury overwhel ned him Later he recalled few details, only that this place nade his own
wel | - appoi nted hone | ook |ike an Qutback trail cabin.

He did notice that the | odge was a weaponed fortress. A platoon of tanks m ght have cracked it,
but nothing less. O course UET's bonbs coul d breach even the underground sanctuaries he saw next
day. But as Hawkman expl ained | ater, back hone, Erika's installation sat at the outskirts of a
fair-sized city. "They'd have to be pretty desperate," he said, "to blow half the town."

Four days, the conference l|asted. Mstly, young Bran was

\ b7\ b
stuck with servants' quarters and conpany; he cared not greatly for either. Jinmy Kazich, an
ol der youth in Erika's

retinue, liked to minmc Bran's slight accent. "Sye soomthin' fer us in Ostreyelian
won' t cher ?"

Sonehow shaned, and no longer willing to be, Bran faced the other. "Ol right. Oop yoors!"
Exaggerating Jimy's own parody, and waiting. Not for |ong; Kazich slapped him Shock brought
tears, but no sound. Hand cupped to his slapped cheek, Bran shuffled forward, and as the |arger
boy |l eaned to grin at closer range, slammed the heel of his hand to Jimy's nose. As hard as he
could, bringing blood and yells, and suddenly the roomfull of adults. \i"Wat happened?"\i

If an older girl, sixteen maybe, hadn't kept insisting that Jinmy struck first, Bran would have
had the caning Al exa once threatened. Not from her, but fromher counterpart on Erika's staff. As
it went, though, he escaped with a scol di ng.

One thing about it: Jimy Kazich didn't bother himagain

he conference dealt with strengthening the Hul zein branch in Argentina: whether, how nuch, and
\ihow \i "Erika wants an ace in the hole," Liesel told Bran when the two were alone briefly, "a
backup hideout. Qur nother resists the idea, so while she's away, Erika wants to push it through."
Pl eased to be confided in, Bran nodded as though he understood.

He kept hoping to get a |look at Erika Hul zein's gene-replicated daughter, his cousin Frieda,
who was a year his senior, but no opportunity occurred. Wth no chance to question his nother
finally Bran asked Al exa Duggan where Frieda was.

The worman shook her head. "She's sickly, poor child. Had a horrible fever a few weeks ago, and
the treatnments, what |'ve heard, even worse. She's out of intensive care now, but stil
bedri dden." Then Duggan realized that Bran had broken his Jerrin role, and scowed at him "Get on
with you, young Jerrin. Haven't you chores to do, besides pestering nme about your betters?"

So Bran scuttled off with an arnful of clothes for the | aunderers. Duggan wasn't so bad, after
al I'!

The visit ended with a banquet, and on this occasion Liesel's servants were thensel ves served,
at a snaller table to one side. Before that, in the vacant end of the large rooma series of
unar ned conbat bouts occurred. Erika Hul zein stood to

\ b8\ b

announce them and Bran got his first good | ook at her. She |ooked |ike his nother and yet she
didn't; Liesel's features were rounded, Erika's cut nore sharply. Liesel's grey-flecked brown
braids fornmed a crown; Erika's iron-grey hair hung straight, to chin-length. Erika stood half a
decineter the taller-but blade-thin, she probably weighed a few kilos |l ess. And the edge to
Eri ka's voice was one that Liesel used only rarely. Al in all, Bran's aunt inpressed himnore
t han was confortable.

Now, paired in conbat, her trained athletes showed their skills. Gaceful, and at first
harm ess-1 ooking, but in the third match a young wonman cane up pale, cradling a broken arm And
after that, nore injuries occurred. Neither Erika nor the contestants seened to be surprised.

Ei ght bouts, then a pause for appetizers and wi ne-which Erika did not sanple. Then in four
contests the eight winners reduced their nunber by half; all losers not in need of nedical aid
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went to a table at the far side and got a belated start on the banquet. Another rest period,
anot her elimination series, leaving only two persons undefeated. And one of the |osers had to be
carried off.

Mormentarily distracted by his salad-those crinkly chartreuse tendrils \ihad\i to be from off
Eart h-Bran | ooked up to see the two finalists ready for conbat. Both were nale: one brawny and
built thick like a bear, the other slimand noving catlike. Their styles differed. The bear |unged
and snote, while the cat evaded and flicked puni shing blows that seened effortless. At the end the
bear lay prone, panting, bleeding slightly but not dangerously, and the cat stal ked out in no
hurry at all.

Li esel cleared her throat. "Very inpressive, Erika. You train your people well.
and a servitor refilled her wine glass. "And is that all of it?"

Wth a quick headshake, Erika said, "One nore stint. Soon now." And when the |ast victor
returned, Erika stood and threw off her ornate gown. Under it she wore only brief, skintight
fighting togs. "Now," she said, "we'll see." And she rounded the table to neet the man who noved
like a cat.

He bowed to her. "Madane." Her answer was too quiet for others' hearing. Then, as in sone
strange dance, their novenents joi ned. Fascinated, young Bran wat ched.

Sonme of the earlier bouts had been highly skilled, but this was like nmagic! Strikes and
evasions, swi ft grace of attack and
\r\b9\b
\rreprisal-sharp crack of a savage blow finding its mark, thunp when defensive nove sapped nost of
the force.

Suddenl y, at the arenas narked-off edge, the cat had Eri ka trapped-and nmade his ultimate
assault. Brans eyes al nost shut, but not quite, because he \icouldn't\i miss an instant of this,
no matter what. The mans foot |ike a dagger, his arm sl ashing-but then, her |leap perfectly tined,
Eri ka seemed to \ifloat\i over the thrusts. Mssing, he sprawl ed. She cane down astraddl e, fingers
at his throat. He gasped, "Madane! | yield."

Eri ka Hul zei n | aughed, and patted her opponent gently. "You cane close, Felipe, to making \ine\i
yield." She stood, and gave hima hand up. "Well, it will conme; I'mfifty-one and getting no
younger." He tried to speak but she overrode him "But when it does, ny prize pupil, rest assured
it won't be easy!" Bowi ng once nore, the catlike nan went to sit at the athletes' table. Calmy,
Eri ka resumed her gown and her own seat. "And now, colleagues, let us dine." As near as Bran could
see, she hadn't even worked up a sweat.

Not until the honeward suborbital flight did Bran find a chance to talk with his nother. "The

She gestured,

way Aunt Erika fought . . . can | learn it?"
"Sure. You're a little young for conbat work, though. What's your rush?"
He thought. "If anyone else can do it, naybe | need to."

Li esel nodded. "All right. W don't have the grade of instructors Erika has, |et al one anyone
like \iher.\i But what we do have, you're welcome to."

So once honme he began training. He was small and skinny, and his coordination had a way to go
yet, but he'd always had fast reflexes, and nore strength than his slight build indicated. The
Hul zei n conbat net hods borrowed from several schools: The m sdirection of the "gentle way" bl ended
well with karate's emphasis on putting all ones \inind\i into a blow or kick. And there was nore,
not the | east being an overall conditioning program He ran until he couldn't run any nore, and
then he kept going anyway. He clinmbed, he junped, he swam staying under water |onger than he'd
have believed possible at the start.

After a tinme, the boy began to run up against sone of his natural limtations. He realized that
al t hough he coul d becone very good at these skills he would never achieve the absol ute
\b10\ b
top rankings. But by then he was nmore than capable of dealing with the likes of Jimy Kazich

Since the type is not rare, especially in that age groups school yards, he sonetimes proved it.

At twelve Bran was small for his age. Sparline, a year younger, had two centineters on himand
probably three kil os, none of it excess bulk. Maybe girls did get their growh earlier, but Bran
didn't have to like it. And if she picked on himhe had to | et her win. She hadn't done any conbat
training so if he used his with her, he'd hurt her for sure. It got pretty tiresone.

So one day he up and told her. Wde-eyed, she said, "You \ilet\i ne win?" He nodded. She
reached, but only to hug him "All right, Bran. | won't pick fights any nore." And she didn't.

What she did was start | essons herself. Bran's instructor supervised several sessions before
putting the siblings on their owm. "And stay with practice rules, nothing all-out,"” the woman
sai d. Bran knew what she neant. Against an adult instructor he could go full force because he
sinmply wasn't strong enough to injure anyone both grown and trai ned. But with anyone near his own
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size and age, "practice rules" nmeant doing a nove hard enough to prove it, but not to injure.

Al'l right, Bran knew how to follow instructions. The worst Sparline suffered was a few brui ses;
at her age they heal ed quickly.

Nearing thirteen, Bran felt on the verge of sonething. He was still short-less than sixteen
decineters, to his fathers twenty. But Hawknan said, "W Mrays bloomlate." So Bran waited. It
wasn't as though he had any choi ce.

Besi des being larger, the other boys in conbat training showed signs of body hair where Bran had
only fuzz. He supposed the difference shouldn't bother him but it did anyway. Maybe that was why,
when he threw a conpetitor in practice, he put extra effort into the throw. It didn't help his
feel i ngs nuch.

Still, he told himself, his nmother stood honcho over this part of the Hul zei n Establishnent-and
whet her aunt Erika or grandma Renalle liked it or not, he was Liesel's co-heir.

But in a few brief noves, even that confort vani shed.
\b11\ b

There was a norning of early sudden waki ngs and nuch confusion. Liesel was in the conmroom
beating fist into palm "They did it; UET s killed ny nother!" Bran found the group-his parents, a
few top aides, and Sparline-by follow ng the sounds of commotion. Liesel paced, raging, while
Hawknman tal ked at the overseas consol e. Pausing, he turned to say, "Long-term sabotage, Liesel
Ringers infiltrated. If Renalle could have |aid hands on one of those experinmental truth-field
installations, UET couldn't have wormed in." Low voiced, he talked again with the console, then
reported, "They slagged the citadels power plant, put all the central - powered weapons out of
action. Only portables left, in the way of energy guns, to fight the sappers blasting in." Taut-

faced, he shrugged. "You once said, Liesel, it'd take a reginent of tanks to invade that place.
Well, that's what they used."
Hours later (and still no breakfast), the conmm consol e went dead. Hawkmans far-end i nfornant

had escaped UET's hol ocaust in an aircar and reached a hidden ground-to-satellite termninal
Apparently UET had caught up to that person

G i pping each of her children by a shoulder, Liesel sighed. "Well, you heard. UET's Comnittee
Police jackals didn't take your grandnother easily. She was eighty-six, and nowhere near to
wearing out." Incredibly, Liesel snmled. "Their own self-glorifying newscasters say she died
firing a Mark-XVll two-hander, with a full squad of dead Police to nmark the spot. And they only
got her by conming down through stone shielding with a |aser!"

In his nothers grasp, Bran stood taller. "I can't even aima Mark-XVI|l yet, without resting it
on sonet hing. But soneday ..."
Suddenly, she hugged him

Three uneasy days later, Liesel called famly council. "I needed to know what's left of the
Est abl i shment and what's gone. Now | do know." She spread her hands. "In North Anerica we're w ped
out. But Renalle didn't keep all her nest eggs in the one citadel, and UET didn't catch Erika.
She's managed to shift a great proportion of the assets, and many key personnel, to her Argentine
branch. Totally outside UET s grasp."”

Liesel didn't look as relieved as her words m ght indicate. Hawknan said, "So, then-the recent
terrible reverses aside, Liesel-what's bothering you?"
\b12\ b

She shook her head. "Erika isn't answering or returning ny calls. And the nessage her aide
relays to ne is a very old one." She shrugged. "Don't call us; we'll call you."

Bran knew how time zones affect calling schedul es, and the Argentine problemworried himso he
tried to monitor it. Still, one day he reached the commroomto find his nother and her sister
already involved in a long-distance yelling match. Viewscreen circuit this tinme, and except for
gaunter face and whiter hair, aunt Erika hadn't changed much. The yelling, though: "-your nongre
brats, Liesel, will \inever\i conme to power anong Hul zeins. Ch, I'll see to that! And-"

"Erika!" If Liesel wanted to talk, Bran knew no one could stop her. "I'mnot \iasking\i for
power. Surely we can discuss these matters and settle themto our mutual satisfaction. I don't-"

Eri ka Hul zei ns voi ce was high and harsh. "You don't tell me what to do, Liesel. You never did
and you never will! What you'll do is cone here in ... oh, three days fromnow. . . and I'l
offer you a settlenent and you'll take it!" The screen bl anked.

In the sudden qui et Hawkman spoke softly. "You'll go?" Fumi ng, breathing fast and deeply, Liese
nodded.

Ooviously trying to relax, she began pacing. "How did it get this bad between us? Wen we were
little children ... so close and loving, Erika and ne . . . and nother too! Erika always | ooked
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after me, protected ne. And |later we stayed cl ose. How"

Still quiet, Hawkmans voice. "You heard what she said."

"Sure. OF course. It's the children. Like nother, Erika's still totally devoted to the
parthenogenetic principle; she still thinks it's workable indefinitely. Well, | decided it wasn't,
and | have two healthy kids. And Erika has poor, sickly Frieda."

She paused in her nmotion and stood still. "Peace take us, that's it! After Erika the partho

dynasty depends all on Frieda. W likely isn't up to it. Leaving nme, and then Bran and Sparline."
She snorted. "No wonder Erika's birthing porcupines. |-"
"And you still intend to go there?"
"Yes, Hawkman. Erika won't hurt ne."

"She's not entirely sane just now, you realize. Keep that in nmind and try not to provoke her."
"And you keep in mind that you're talking to a Hul zein!" But

\b13\b
her tone and expression showed no ill hunor. "Wiich is the devil of it. |I'mup against another
one." She frowned. "I \ithink\i Erika could share power with ne if | had a one-parent daughter
I"mnot certain but | think so. In this case, though, sharing would be an attack on her dynastic
principles . . . which come all the way from our grandnother Heidele who started the whole thing."
Li esel shrugged. "Well, I'Il just have to convince her that I'mno threat to either one. And
believe me, Hawkman, | won't |ose track of that need. O of ny tenper, either."
"You'l | go with only a nonminal retinue then?" Wen she nodded, Hawkman said, "All right. But one
other thing needs to be done. Until we have assurance that Erika isn't going to strike out at us-
on behal f of her dynastic principles, | nean- we must put Bran into hiding, out of her reach

because he's the one she sees as a threat.
"And | think I know howto do it."

"Its sinple enough,” Hawknan explained, "with a little conputer-tap fiddling. W give hima
slightly different identity and slip himinto the entrance quota for the Space Acadeny."
Li esel frowned. "Safe from Eri ka's hands, but in UET s?"
"As a trainee, a cadet. And-"
"Do | have to use a phony nane \iagai n?"\i

Hawkman shook his head. "Not entirely. You'll be sinply Bran Tregare, not Mray, and that's the

beauty of it, because your m ddl e name cones froman old friend of m ne, Sean Tregare. Hs wife
was Al exa Duggans sister Lisbeth. Sean and Lis both died in the Artificial Plague, when you were a
baby." For a nonent, old pain tightened his nmouth. "But now"

"Sure," said Liesel. "Feed into the conputer net that Bran's their son; run that datumthrough
all his records-schools, all of it. Perfectly natural that he'd be taken in by his aunt. And-" Now
she smiled. "If | renmenber right, Sean Tregare held North Anerican citizenship, so Bran can claim

the sane thing."

At first puzzled, even frightened by his father's proposal, now the boy began to fee
exciterment. "What you're saying-l could train to captain a \istarship?"\i

Li esel gave a laugh. "By contagion, Hawknman, you're assinmilating Hul zein ways! Every nove to
serve nore than one purpose." She turned to Bran. "W don't knowit'll cone to that. For now, the
point is hiding you from Erika's inflaned
\b1l4\ b
tenper, and it mght be you won't find the Acadeny all that pleasant. If its a bad situation, then
when it's safe to do so, we'll pull you out." She paused. "Alexa, of course, should be our
communi cations link. But if all goes well with you there, Bran, it would not be a bad idea at all
for the Hul zein Establishment to have a hook into UET's space fleet."

Hawkman's grin crinkled his face. "For one thing, it would show Erika that nongrel brats night
be dammed useful allies.”
Sonetinmes, Bran thought, being a Hul zein was a lot of \iwork.\i

Li esel and a noderate entourage |left one norning to visit Erikas Argentine base. Before boarding
the copter she found brief time to hug and kiss her children. To Bran she said, "I know this is a
drastic change for you to handle so fast. But we've established credentials for Alexa ... to
exchange nessages with you at the Acadeny. Just be careful what you put in yours."

"Keep nmy cover, yes. And with aunt Erika, \iyou\i be careful.”
"1 always do." Then she clinbed aboard and the craft lifted.

Later that day, Bran left his home. Waiting to enter the same kind of air vehicle his nother had
used, he traded handshakes and then a surprisingly fierce hug with his father, and an enbrace and
kiss with Sparline. His sister was crying-and suddenly so was he. Well, nothing wong with that,
except that sonmehow he thought such things wouldn't be approved at the Acadeny.

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%?2...ng%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (7 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:56 PM]



file:///Cl/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%2001%620-%20Star %20Rebel %20v1.0.txt

The trip wasn't rmuch different fromthe one he'd had to Eri kas headquarters. Pogi ecopter
suborbital SST over the ocean, then fromthe port a groundcar-this time driven by a uniforned
cadet, a large, older youth with a livid scar down his right cheek. Still sleepy fromhis dozing
on the SST, Bran hardly noticed the winding road the car took, through dark stretches punctuated
by occasional bursts of glaring light. Then the sky at one side began to lighten. Unable to
determine the tine difference fromhis point of departure, Bran realized he was seeing dawn begi n.

The car pulled up before a gate, the only break in heavy wire fencing that reached three neters
above ground. The gate opened; the car went in. Now Bran saw the great grey slab of concrete. A

building with no wi ndows, like pictures he'd seen of Total Wl fare Centers except those had a bit
of
\b15\ b

blue to their coloring. The car stopped beside a door to the slab. The driver junped out and
nmoti oned Bran out al so. The door opened. Bran wal ked i nside and he heard the door close.

Anot her young man nmet him "You're who?" Bran told him "Ch, a snotty, huh? New, \iand\i |ate.
By an hour, \iMster\i Tregare."
"I -the suborbital plane-hey, | just \irode\i it, is all."

\i"Smart\i snotty, too! You first-tiners are all alike.'
have to \ilearn,\i don't you?"

Bran avoided the first blow, shucking his gear to give himnobility, but the second nunbed his
face and sent hi mspraw ing.
"Wl cone to the Slaughterhouse, snotty!"
\ cThe Sl aught er house

\cScrambling up into a crouch, one hand braced against the floor, Bran paused. The big stubbl e-
headed bully was shuffling forward, and Bran recogni zed the nove. "Don't kick nme!" But the words
came out a barked order, not a plea. This one was too big for himto fight, and sonmehow he knew
that even if he won, he'd | ose here. But stil

The bi gger youth stepped forward. "You

The ot her stopped noving, then |aughed. "All right . . . You're new, so I'll tell you. In here
don't fight unless you're told to. But you take a punch pretty well." He held out a hand. "Cone
on, get up. I'lIl show you to your cadre section. You'll have time for breakfast and a haircut,
after you draw your issue . . . before the commandant interviews you." As Bran picked up his
things and turned to follow, the large youth said, "I'mcurious. Just what did you think you' d do
if I \idid\i kick you?"

\i Put your foot on backwards!\i "OCh, | dunno," Bran said. He was Hul zein enough to realize that

it's foolish to tell \ieverything\i you know.

And al ready he knew sonet hi ng about UET's Space Acadeny.

The ol der boy took himto a ten-bed squad room where seven cadets of about Bran's own age were
dressing or using the roonls adjacent sanitary facilities. "Three bunks vacant," his guide said,
"so take your pick," then left. Bran did so, and chose a vacant |ocker also, to stow his gear.
Then he stood, waiting, expecting sone sign of acknow edgnent fromthe room s incunbent residents.
But no such thing happened, and soon the seven, ignoring Bran entirely, noved to | eave the
\c\bl6
\cl7\b
room Bew | dered, he lunged to the doorway and stood barring it. "Wiat \iis\i this? My nane is
Bran Tregare and |'m assigned here. Don't you give your new people decent help or greeting?"

The skinny, freckle-splotched boy at the front of the group nade a placating gesture. "Sure we
do. But you have to speak up first. Conme on. Breakfast may not be good, but it's hot."

In the large, crowded ness hall, Bran found the prediction correct.
Now he knew that to |learn anything he had to ask. After breakfast he | earned that he also
had to know \iwho\i to ask, for when he put a question to a unifornmed adult, the wonman whi pped a
backhand sl ap across his nouth and told him"Don't try to junp levels, snotty!"

So it took himlonger than he expected to find where to draw his grey-green junpsuit and
uniform and where to get the haircut that left only stubble on his knobby skull. So naturally he
was late for his interview with the commandant.

As he waited in the outer office, Bran tried to run through the altered "facts" he needed to
renenber. Parentage, sure. Age, upped one year because otherwi se he'd be about three nonths too
young. Surnane, he'd practiced and wouldn't fluff it. Anything el se?

Too late to think nore; he was sumoned. And wal ked in to face fat, scarred, cigar-chew ng
Col onel Harold Arbogast. He expected the nan to | ook up fromthe papers on his desk. Wen it
didn't happen, Bran cleared his throat and said, "Cadet Bran Tregare reporting, sir."

Now Arbogast | ooked at him pouched bl oodshot eyes under bushy, straggling eyebrows. Around the
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wet cigar the heavy mouth twi sted. "Reporting |late, you nean.”
"Yes, sir." \iExcuses don't work here.\i
"You know how to salute, don't you?"
"Not yet, sir."
Ri ght answer, for now the cigar came out. Wth it, the colonel pointed at Bran, and the nouth
fornmed sonething that was probably neant to be a snmile. "Let's check your credentials," and rapid-

fire he asked questions. Just as fast, Bran gave the answers. Finally Arbogast nodded. "I see
you're in Cadre D, Squad 8. Too late for you to nmake norning drills, even if you' d been here on
time. Well, that'll give you tinme to get your

\b18\ b

\c

\cshots this nmorning, and read the Regs. Ask for a copy on your way out."
"Yes, sir." Arbogast was |ooking down again, so Bran turned to |eave.

"Just a minute, cadet." Bran swung back. "Wth the Acadeny Regul ations, | can save you a little
tinme. The main thing is that everything your superiors tell you to do, you do. And nothing el se.
Got that?"

Sure, whatever is not conpul sory, is forbidden. Bran hadj read about that, somewhere. He didn't
say it out |oud, though.

And now it seened he was truly free to go. In the outer office he asked for and was given a copy
of the Acadeny Regs, and directions to the infirmary, where he received various inocul ati ons. Some
hurt nore than others, and by the time he got back to his enpty squad room he was feeling a little
i ght headed. He figured he'd better read the Regs though, anyway.

It was pretty nuch the way Arbogast had said. There were separate buildings for each of the four
cadres that nade up the Sout hwest Quadrangle, and off-duty you stayed with your own. There was a
definite hierarchy of seniority anong cadets. One's superior was automatically right, and there
was no appeal. Insubordination was a dire offense, and severity of punishnment was pretty nuch up
to the discretion of the higher-ranking of fendee.

After reading carefully about hal fway through, Bran skimed the rest of the panphlet. Al ready he
t hought he had the idea. \iFor a while, | can stand this place. But | hope they get me out soon.\i

I f one of his squadnmates, |ooking harassed as well as bushed, hadn't stopped by the roomon his
way to lunch, Bran would have m ssed that neal; the shots had made himdoze a little. Lunch was
better than breakfast but not by much. Then Bran went with his squad out to the large centra
drill area, where each cadre trained in its own quadrant. The afternoons subject was a series of
mar chi ng maneuvers in formation, an art formas old as armes, and at first Bran thought it a
harml ess enough pastine. But then an instructor shouted someone's nane and ran to intercept that
person, giving the young man a slashing bl ow across the ribs with what appeared to be sonme kind of
riding crop. Mdrre incidents of the sanme kind began to happen. Bew | dered, Bran |ost step on a
Squads Right, heard his name called, and felt the quirt's burn across his right shoul der.

\r\bl9\b
\rinstinct made himcrouch and start to turn-to see last night's bully hefting the short whip,
grinning, ready to strike again.

So he turned back, sprang to regain place and step in the group. Counting cadence under his
breath, he left the whip behind.

If the marching drill was bad, the calisthenics were worse. Bran was wiry and strong for his
size, but never before had he been worked to exhaustion and then kicked or struck to force himto
continue. Through a haze of fatigue he realized they weren't picking on \ihim\i Everyone got the
sanme treatnent. He saw one boy collapse and fail to rise no matter what was done to him An
i nstructor grabbed a foot and dragged the cadet off, out of the way. Gasping for breath, pausing a
nmoment while no one seened to notice him Bran gathered strength for the next ordeal. And
eventual ly the session came to an end. The squads marched back into the cadre building-with ten
m nutes to shower and change before di nner.

In the mess line, sone were stopped and sent to another serving station at the roonms far side
Facing Bran, the arbiter looked at a list and said, "Qut there today, you stunk! But it's your
first day, so I'll give you a break and not send you over to the bread-and-water line, this tine.
You get a real neal; enjoy it."

Maybe di nner was better than lunch, naybe not. Bran was too tired to know, and feverish, sem -
nauseous. He concentrated on getting the food down and keeping it there, because he knew he was
going to need it.

The foll owi ng days didn't get any better, but sonehow Bran nanaged to cope. He didn't exactly
get used to the Acadeny's deliberate cruelty, but increasingly he learned to take the unrenmitting
parts for granted; it was the new stuff that got to him and always there \iwere\i new outrages.
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One evening after dinner he was unexpectedly penalized for some infraction he hadn't noticed at
the tine. "Tregare! Five laps around the drill field. Right now" On a full stomach, naturally,
but no point in arguing; Bran went outside in the evening chill and did the five |laps. He didn't
hurry thema lot, though, and returned to his squad roomat a l|leisurely pace. Only when he opened
the rooms door did he realize sonething was wong there. "Wat the \ihell ?"\i

The newest boy, who had cone in only two days earlier, was spread eagl ed face down and naked,
with a | arger cadet hol di ng
\ b20\ b
himthere, raping him Screwi ng him Boogering him As he yelled, and the others in the room stood
back, white-faced, watching.

Bran shook his head. "Wat you think you're \idoing?\i You can't-" Two boys held hi mback. Then
the rapi st was done, and that one, an upperclassnman fromtwo floors up, canme over to Bran

Bran's arns were held and he couldn't stop that bigger youth from cupping a pal maround his jaw.
"I can't \iwhat,\i snotty? Tell ne, huh? Can't come back here tonorrow maybe, and do \iyou?"\i

Nothing in Bran's whole |ife had scared himthis badly. He knew that in the roomor in the
entire Acadeny he would find no help. \iAl right, dam it!\i He jerked his head back fromthe
hand's grip, then lunged to bite its reaching edge. He drew bl ood, and took a backhand across the
face for his trouble. But now he was pretty sure his voice wouldn't trenble. So he said, keeping
it slow, "You could, yes. But unless you killed nme, you'd never be safe again." Sheer bluff and he
knew it, so he held the other's gaze until that gaze turned away. Good thing, too-Bran's eyes were
starting to water with the strain

The big one shrugged. "Oh, turn himloose. You know better'n to junp me, don't you? | was
ki ddi ng, anyway. You're not the type." And pulling his clothes together, he wal ked out.

The others tried to talk to Bran then but he wouldn't answer. Nor would he | ook at the naked one
crying on the floor. He took his shoes off and clinbed into bed w thout undressing further. He |ay
along tine, tensed, until the rest of the squad al so went to bed and turned the |ight out. Mich
| ater, hearing -their sleeping breaths, he found hinmself crying. He kept it quiet.

Every day he checked the commroom for nmessages from Al exa. For eleven days the visits were
fruitless, but on the twelfth the orderly said, "Tregare, Bran, you say?" Bran nodded. "You know
anybody in Australia?"

"Sure. | lived there." The sour-faced man seened to want sonething nore, so Bran added, "I was
expecting word fromnmy aunt. Ms. Al exa Duggan." And he gave the address.

The way the man | ooked at the flinmsy he held, he might have been trying to nenorize it. Finally

he handed it over. "l guess it's for you, all right."

The orderly's grade of courtesy rated no thanks, but Bran

\b21\ b

gave hi msone, anyway. After all, he'd be dealing with the slob again. He took the nessage and
wal ked the long corridor to the building' s "inside" exit. Late afternoon sun warned himas he sat
on a bench facing the now vacant drill field.

Then he read the nmessage. What it said on the face of it was idle chatter, nothing inportant.
Just in case, though, he read it that way first. Then he counted the letters in the first three
wor ds, which gave himthe three digits of the code sequence Al exa had used. And then he read the
real nessage

It didn't say nuch either. Liesel was still in Argentina, and her own reports, tel efaxed or
direct on viewscreen circuits, were largely noncommital
Well, sonetines things did take a while.

The next few days, not nuch new happened. In a tentative way, Bran becane friends with the
ski nny, freckled boy who had first spoken to him Jargy Hoad, his name was, and Jargy carried an
air of irreverent independence that appealed to Bran. The other six in the roomthe raped boy had
simply vani shed, transferred to another cadre without notice to his squad mates-the other six
didn't inpress Bran Tregare much, though four of them were second-year, not snotties. He could
keep them straight in his mnd because Ell sworth was fat, Donegan had buck teeth, Ahmad was bl ack
and said he was Muslim Dale talked a | ot and never said nmuch, Pringle was just the opposite, and
Hasti ngs coul d do one-arm pushups. Jargy, though, was fun to be around, to talk to. To conspire
wit h.

At first, all the two did was snheak extras out of ness at dinner, deciding who should sw pe what
in order to put together a late-night snack. They hid the stuff in shrubbery near their closest
buil ding exit, and went outside for the snacking: first, because they couldn't steal enough to
feed the whole room second, if they didn't share, soneone woul d probably snitch; and third, share
or not, Jargy said Dale would snitch anyway. "Reason he tal ks so nuch," said young Hoad, "is to
cover what he's thinking."
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Maybe so, maybe not, thought Bran-but Jargy's advice nmade sense.

There weren't any nmore rapes in Squad room 8. Between them Jargy and Bran figured out how to
stop those; Jargy told the rest of the squad. "What we do is, we get in the way a | ot,

\ b22\ b
and sonebody opens the door so the whole floor can hear. Right, Bran?"

"Right." Staring at Dale, "Anybody goes to shut that door, or doesn't help stop one of those
prongers, gets beat on a lot." It wasn't Bran's usual way of talking, but you had to |earn things.
And one ni ght the sane upperclassman as before-his nane was Channery-either drunk or on drugs,
came barging in and hollered, "You re for nme!" reaching for Ellsworth. Jargy yelled for everybody

to nove in, and pretty soon the ol der cadet found he couldn't scare the interference away. He
cursed a certain anpbunt, and left. Alittle later, when Bran and Jargy went out for their stolen
snack, they brought sonme back, waking Ellsworth to share it.

And fromthen on, Ellsworth joined the nmess-raiding crew

The Acadeny setup wasn't all that conplicated, but since nobody told you nuch unl ess you asked,
Bran found it took himquite a while to put even the nost basic facts together. For instance,
normal cadre strength was about a thousand, so this four-cadre canpus (one of six such, he was
told) should have held roughly four thousand cadets. But for some reason the whol e place, not just
Squad 8's room was nearly twenty percent under quota. Sonehow that datum gave Bran a vague
unease. But alongside the real hell of the place, not enough to keep hi mworried.

The three cl asses of cadets were (unofficially) snotties, mddies, and uppers; the official
designations were for the records and nobody except officers used them much. Between cadets and
Acadeny officers were a few graduates who hadn't been assigned space duty yet; the Regs called
them graduate instructors but the cadets, speaking anong thenselves, called them"nules." Those
young nen conmanded sub-cadres, groups of squads, sonething on the order of a hundred cadets. The
nmul e overseeing the contingent that included Bran was a thin, intense youth who was havi ng
nmoderate luck at growi ng a nustache. His nane was Jinmar Peralta, and he had no nercy on cadets who
made his contingent | ook bad. Never cross that one, Bran decided, unless you really need to!

Peralta wasn't all bad, though. Sone of the upperclass-nmen-such as Channery-liked to pull really
dirty, degrading tricks on snotties and niddies, in the way of punishment. Channery's fat buddy,
Guel ph, once punished the |ast cadet to

\ b23\ b
finish in a five-lap race by tying himto a post and | eaving himthere for two days. He coul d eat
or drink, but he couldn't |eave. Then, stinking and wet, the boy was chased around the drill field

three tines while Guel ph's squad cut at himwith their little whips.

Maybe Jimar Peralta didn't hear about that incident. The one he cane in on-that Bran saw was a
run-the-gauritlet bit. Channery |iked putting snotties through the gauntlet. The way it worked,
you stripped to the waist while all the squads in your area lined up to whale hell out of you with
their belts. Bran had it happen once and didn't want it again. Luckily he was a fast runner and
fell only once. So he wound up hurting, but not really \ihurt.\i

One time, though, late in the afternoon Jargy Hoad tripped and fell during a race with everybody
carrying full packs, and came in a woeful last. It was Channery who assigned the gauntlet, and
stationed hinself about hal fway al ong the double Iine. Jargy was pale, |ooking desperate as he
ran. Bran swung his belt in a deliberate niss. Jargy wasn't doing too bad; he ducked sonme sw ngs
and took the hits pretty well. Then Channery stepped out, blocking Jargy's run, and smashed Jargy
across the face with the \ibuckle\i end of his belt. You weren't, Bran knew, supposed to do that-
but Channery did it, and grinned as Jargy got up to his knees and held both hands to his bl eeding
nmout h.

\i The hell with the rules!\i And Bran was going for Channery, blind rage driving him when a hand
grabbed his shoulder and threw himto one side. Levering hinself up, he saw that Jimar Peralta had

Channery by the throat. \i"Mierto,\i you should be!" Gasping, Channery tried to speak. "I don't
understand." "You stupid cockroach . . . sadist idiot! You put bad marks on the record of \inmy\i
unit, 1'1l have your balls on toast-and you'll serve themup!" The angry nman shook his head. "More
seriously, if you do such a thing again, \iyou and I\i will duel with these belts. And | will have
your face off your skull in two mnutes!" daring, Peralta | ooked around. "Unit dism ssed!"

Channery slunk away. Wth a little extra tine before dinner, Bran acconpanied Jargy to the
infirmary, where his lip was stitched.

The next day Channery was nissing. Transferred or discharged, Bran didn't know. O care much,
ei ther.

What he coul dn't understand was where the Sl aughterhouse drew the |ine between routine
brutalities and unacceptable
24

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%...g%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (11 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:57 PM]



file:///Cl/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%2001%620-%20Star %20Rebel %20v1.0.txt

ones. \iLisping alittle with his\i swllen lip, Jargy tried to \iexplain. "lIt's the way\i the
col onel says to everybody, on our first
\iday.\i Anything you're \itold\i to do is all right, but nothing else is.” "Ch? Then how about
Channery's little rape ganmes?" Hoad | ooked unconfortable. "Rotten, yeah. But he al ways
wai ted until he was senior cadet on duty in the unit. And you try to snitch on a guy that ranks
you-his word against ours, it would ve been. No contest."
So Bran learned a little nore about the way the system worked.

Jargy al so had sone thoughts about what nmade Peralta tick. "He's anbitious |ike nobody el se

ever saw, he wants rank, and power. | canme in at half-termlast year so | saw himoperate as an
upper before he graduated. You know he wound up as cadet colonel, in charge of all four of our
cadres?"

Bran whistled. For the nonent, he'd forgotten how badly he wanted \iout\i of this place. "You
mean, by the time \iwe\i graduate, he'll be an adnmiral or sonething?"

Headshake. "Not that fast. But if he isn't close to commandi ng his own ship by then, ny guess
is he'll Escape."

Bran had heard the term always stressed a little. Now he asked what it neant, and Jargy told
him "UET's |losing ships. One of nmy dad's cousins went into the Underground, and we used to see
himonce in a while." Hoad | aughed. "Late at night, usually, and disguised never tw ce the sane."

"Anyway, he said UET first thought there was sonething dangerous in space-black holes or aliens
or somet hi ng-but then some of these |ost ships turned up raiding UET col onies. For supplies and
peopl e, both. Cousin Larry claimed these Escaped Ships were setting up their own col onies, on
pl anets UET never heard of. The H dden Wrlds, he called "em"”

"You think he's right, Jargy?"

Shrug. "How would | know?" But it was something to think about.

Every time Bran thought he'd adjusted to whatever the Sl aughterhouse could throw at him it cane
up with sonething worse. He'd been there nearly two nonths, stretching hope between weekly nessage
from Al exa Duggan-nmessages that only said she had no real news for hi mwhen one afternoon Peralta
sumoned his unit to join a full cadre formation. For a nonent the taut mask slipped and he | ooked
human as he

\ b25\ b
said, "They're starting the free-for-all season early this tinme. | hope none of you are chosen."
And aside, Bran barely heard himmutter, "Goddamm waste of good talent!"

Wth all four cadres in tight formation surrounding the drill fields center, Col onel Arbogast

hinmsel f waddled to clinb a small stand that held public-address equi pnent. The col onel began, "Al
right, nen! W have a challenge fromcadre C, for the honor and rations-differentials of your
respective groups. Two nmen per cadre into the arena-and this one's to the death, so no snotties
al | owed. Losing cadre goes on bread and water, as usual, for a nmonth or until next chall enge,
whi chever cones first." He turned to his adjutant. "Draw t he names, captain."”

Standi ng next to Jargy Hoad, Bran nudged and whi spered. "Wat \iis\i this?"

"What the man says . . . eight-nman free-for-all, until sonebody gets killed." He gave a hal f-
sob. "Jeez! | hope I'mstill a snotty, on the record!"

\iThis is insane!\i But Bran kept asking. "Wat kind of fighting? Wiat weapons? Wat rul es?"

Jargy stifled a hysterical |laugh. "No weapons. They go out there naked and try to kill each

other. Only two rules: you lay off the eyes and balls, because blind guys and eunuchs aren't much
good to the space fleet."

"How about dead ones?"

"I guess they don't care about that."

The fight was nore horrible than Bran could have inmagined. At first the boys were hesitant, but
then their respective officers shouted some things Bran could not hear clearly, and he saw how
their feelings changed to desperation and their actions to reckless abandon. Bran especially
wat ched Ell s-worth, the nmiddle fromhis own squad room and bit his knuckl es when he saw El | sworth
caught and cruelly thrown, to rise with one armhanging linp and twi sted, then fall again. But the
boy's next attacker, leaping in to grab the throat, caught a hard-driven heel at his own |arynx
and dropped, rolling over to hands and knees but unable to rise again as his face purpled and he
col  apsed. And shortly died.

Bran wanted to | ook away but he couldn't. He'd never seen anybody die before. Then Jargy's el bow
nudged his ribs. "Wake up, Tregare! We're supposed to sing the goddamm 'Victory Song' now. If you
don't remenber the words, fake it."

\ b26\ b

Next day at parade, Peralta told the unit that it was time to get into free-for-all practice.
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"Snotties rules, though, for everybody-bouts go to first disablement, only." The idea still didn't
strike Bran as nuch fun. In fact he found hinmself shivering with fear as he waited for his first
bout. The fact that Peralta didn't seemto approve of the whole matter was no help at all

To avoid friends ganging up on strangers, the conbats were set up anbng cadets fromdifferent
squads. So that begi nners would not inadvertently break the "eyes and balls" rules, the young
conmbat ants wore skinpy protective gear in those areas.

Nonet hel ess, the tine came that Bran found hinself in an arena with seven enem es. And until one
of the eight was rul ed disabled, the other seven could do damm near \ianything\i to him Except
deliberately kill him of course, but accidental death didn't sound |like such a great idea either
Nor did "disablenent." Even sedated and with the dislocated shoul der strapped back into place,

Ell sworth had with his npani ng kept the whol e squad room awake nost of one night. And whether the
i njured boy had slept at all then, Bran couldn't be sure.

Now, noving and shifting with the other seven, trying for positions of advantage, Bran ni ssed
the sleep \ihe\i hadn't got. The edge was off his timng. His first feint nmissed its purpose and
he didn't dodge the counterblow cleanly; it stung him

Suddenly Bran was scared. He knew he couldn't afford to be; it could freeze him nake him
hel pl ess. But he was anyway. The sweat of action went cold on his skin. H's breathing came
shal low. A kick rammed at his face, and missed only because the kicker was clunmsy. Myving as if
t hrough water or nud, Bran backed away.

\iAl'l right now, danmt!\i He drew a deep, shuddering breath and shouted, "Hai!" The boy com ng
toward him startled, veered to one side, and Bran caught himw th a neck chop. Not hard enough to
drop himbut the fellow did stagger for a nonent.

Not the next one, though. A bl ow caught Bran's shoul der and spun him He dropped and rolled,
comng up to face that boy. He suddenly realized that he, Bran, was near to being the snallest of
the ei ght conbatants.

So the hell with it; he attacked. Right at the biggest kid,

\ b27\ b

because this nove had to be feint and bluff, and then off to the side where he put a good solid
throw on soneone he caught standing flatfooted. The boy got up, though, and Bran danced back away.

Now hi s noves were working. He struck and twi sted and tripped and ki cked and threw, and nobody
was stopping himnmuch, except that there were just too dammed many of them and he wasn't
\'iwi nning.\i

Panting, his throat felt raw;, nuch nore of this he couldn't take. \Wat was w ong? Then he
realized-all his training had been to \istop\i an opponent, to register a defeat the other would
have to accept. But that wasn't what \ithis\i was all about! H's training hadn't been to injure
peopl e deliberately. But now

The big kid was back. Two others, smaller, flanked him So Bran had succeeded-if that was the
word for it-in uniting three against him Vision glazing, he felt his eyes narrowto slits as he
chose his nove. Shouting again, he | eaped to kick both feet at the big one's chest, because he
want ed someone he could get a good solid bounce \ioS--\isidewi se alnost, in a diving tackle at the
shins of one of the flankers. And as he and that one |l anded in a heap, Bran heard the other's knee
pop like a dry stick

He got up; his opponent could only lie there and shriek pain. First disablenent-the bout was
over.

In the mess hall when the afternoon finally ended, Bran forced his dinner down. Not ruch |ater
back at the squad room he threwit up again. Jargy tried to help himbut no one could. "You did
what you had to, Bran. That's howit is, here."

Coughi ng, wi ping away the tears of nausea, Bran said, "Sure. Stupid is how Rotten is how Pure
total shit." He shook his head. "You know what tine it is?" Jargy told him and he stood up and
wi ped his face on a towel. "I have to go check sonething."

He got to the commroomjust before the nessage desk closed. Tonight the orderly was a woman,
nei ther young nor old, who was the friendliest of the | ot who worked there. Wien he cane trotting
in, breathing a little fast fromthe run, she smled at him "Wll, now Just in time, young
Tregare. And | have one for you." She handed himthe slim packet, and he paused to thank her-not
only for reasons of policy but because he had truly cone to |ike her
He went outside to the bench where now, by ritual, he read
\ b28\ b
all of Alexa' s nessages. Slowy, not expecting much news, he opened the envel ope and read the
surface text. Nothing there, so he studied the code group and reread fromthat standpoint. And
then he sat frozen

Because, give or take a phrasing or two, it said: "Erika gave an ultimtum Al of your nothers
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group have to get off Earth inmediately. There's a nbney settlenment which is not too unfair, but
Li esel stays off Earth forever. W have to get everything together and board a ship on the 15th of
the nonth which is I ess than a week from now. Liesel and Hawkman are maki ng every effort to get
you free of the Acadeny so that you can join us, so be ready. W all hope to see you soon. Earth
isn't the \ionly\i place to live."

Bran bl inked, and wondered why he had no tears. Because the nessage made perfect sense, but
there was one thing wong with it.
It was dated two weeks ago.
\b'Only One Latrine ..."\b

\i STUCK here! It\i couldn't be that way-but it was. H's parents wouldn't have | eft him here-but
they had. He tried to get his mind to function, to cone up with sonme kind of answer, but it
woul dn't. Maybe crying would have | et out some of the hurt, but he couldn't even do that.

He tried to think, but no thought cane to himonly the dull ache at his solar plexus, as though
he'd been kicked there. Maybe if he could talk to sonebody. But he couldn't-not even to Jargy, for
Jargy didn't know who Bran's parents were, or that he'd had any hope of escape fromthe
Sl aught er house where Jargy didn't. No, he'd better j|ot tell anyone about that stuff, it would
only bring scorn onto him

Bl ank- mi nded agai n, he sat while nenory pictures tornented him good things at hone, people he
| oved. He shook his head: all that was gone. Then recall gave him Jargy's face being cut by
Channery's belt buckle, the purple-faced death of the boy Ellsworth had kicked, and finally
twi sted-face screaming after Bran hinself had scored "first disablenment” on a strangers knee.

It was intolerable, all of it. Bran stood. He didn't know how he could help his own condition
but there was one thing he had to do.

Qui et -voi ced and bl ank-faced, Bran asked his questions. The clerk in Active Files, two offices
away from Col onel Arbogast, seened glad of soneone to talk to. "You have a nmessage for Cadet-

captai n Channery? All | knowis, he's over in Cadre H now, in the next quadrangle but one." He
poi nted, and Bran said, yes, he knew where it was. He didn't, for sure,

\ c\ b29

\c30\b

but it shouldn't be hard to find. The clerk smiled a little. "Your best bet is, wite the nessage
down and |I'Il see it's forwarded."

Bran shook his head. "I'mto deliver it in person." And after a little waffling the clerk wote
hima tenporary pass, to get himinto the proper quadrangle.

A half hour or so later, in lingering dusk, Bran knocked on the door of Channery's quarters.
Qutlined against light fromindoors, Channery held the door open and said, "Yeah?"

Standi ng in di mess, Bran said, "I have a nessage for you."
"Well, come the hell in, then!"

"I'"'mnot authorized. Just to hand it to you." He stood there, and slowy Channery energed. Wen
he was within reach, Bran swung the belt, and again, and twice nore after Channery fell to his
knees, yelling, trying to shield face with hands, while between his fingers bl ood spurted.

Bran heard runni ng footsteps, people coning to see what the yells were about. He took one nore
satisfying |l ook at the bl ood, and turned and ran

He nade one wong turn, though; just short of his own cadre-group area, he was caught. Wth
bl ood on the buckle of the belt he still carried.
The hearing held by Col onel Arbogast wasn't |ike any court trial Bran had ever heard of; what it
consi sted of was denunci ation and sentencing. Channery, his face swathed in bandages, sat on the
wi tness stand and, with a Major Forsythe (or sonething like that) feeding himleadi ng questions,
did nost of the tal king. According to Channery, Bran Tregare had been nothing but trouble fromthe
day he arrived at the Academnmy. In spite of hinself, Bran was fascinated by sonme of the incidents
Channery made up out of whole cloth: his arrival didn't find Channery raping sone kid; instead
Bran was beating the kid up for no reason and Channery stopped him And of course Channery hadn't
barged in drunk, later, to try another rape. Oh, no-he had intervened to stop Bran Tregare from
nmol esting one of his squad nates. Rape wasn't specified in that instance, but it was sure as hel
hinted pretty strong. Sitting in the dock, Bran's feelings flared through rage to amusenent to
despair: what chance \iwas\i there for hinP After a tine he sinply quit hearing what was said.
Until Arbogast's hoarse voice told himto stand for sentencing.

He stood; the colonel said, "I don't understand boys |like you. You cane here well-reconmended.
\iWiyli did you do these
31
things?" He gestured toward Channery, and even now, Bran couldn't help but be glad that he'd
carved \ithat\i bastard up a little, with his belt. At least he'd paid back for Jargy.
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But to Col onel Arbogast's question he had no answer. Wiy had he sought out Channery and anbushed
hi n? Because this place |left himno sanity, and when he found he had no escape fromit, \ihe had
to hit back.\i And Channery was the only person he knew who really deserved it.

But he couldn't say any of that; to anyone else it would make no sense. Nor, probably, would
what he did find hinmself shouting: "Because Cadet-captain Channery is a cruel bully, and a
boogering rapist, and a goddamed liar!"

Even before two cadet guards flung himback into his seat and held himthere, Arbogast's face
told himhe had |l ost. The colonel, hinself standing now, spoke in a voice that shook with rage.
"You'd like me to throw you out of here, wouldn't you, you little sneak? Even if it's into Tota

Wel fare, and that's where |1'd put you! But it won't be so easy, Tregare. |'ve nade nen out of
worse worns than you are-and | will this tinme, too." Regaining some senbl ance of calm the man
said, "I was going to let you off with ten days' ordinary detention. But your outburst, your

attenpt to traduce your superior officer the cadet-captain-I think, Tregare, you rate the specia
cell." He turned to the guards. "Take himthere, strip him throw himin, and set the controls.
Ten days ought to do it, | should think."

The cell |ooked no different fromthe others. Each was a cube, roughly a neter in each
di mensi on, nade of heavy wire nesh and sitting over a drainage sink. The guards took Bran's
cl ot hes and shoved hi minside and sl anmed the door. There was no roomto |ie down, except curled
around on one side; neither was there a confortable way to sit. In either case, his weight lay on
the wire nesh. Suddenly he knew what other cadets had nmeant when they referred to puni shnent as
"waf fl e ass.”

Well, there wasn't much he could do about it, only try to shift his position a |lot. That part
wasn't too difficult because the place was so cold that he couldn't sleep, anyway. Maybe fatter
guys coul d doze naked in what Bran estimated at sixteen-Celsius, but Bran couldn't. So for |ong
hours he lay and shifted and shivered, and | eaked and crapped, and had no way to
\b32\ b
clean hinmself, and nore and nmore felt thirst and hunger with no relief, until finally his fatigue
was too rmuch and he dozed.

\i SHOCK!'\i He cane awake, arns and legs flailing, bruising hinself against the cage's
roughness. For nmonents he couldn't figure what had happened. Then he knew. Electrical shock
they'd used; the wire nesh nust be in two insulated parts. \i GodDAWVN! \ i

Then he saw a kind of shallow bow in the cage beside him It was only about half-full; his
awakeni ng convul sions had spilled the rest of its contents. But-they would \ihave\i to feed him
woul dn't they? So he snelled, then tasted what was left in the bow. It wasn't good exactly, but
he could eat it. So he did.

The unpredi ctabl e pattern never changed. As long as Bran could stay awake, he was neither
el ectrically shocked nor fed. When he slept, they jolted himthe hell awake and fed himthe pig
sl op.

They had one nore trick in reserve. Once when he dozed, he was jarred awake not by voltage but
by a slanting blast of icy water. After his first yell, and his attenpt to curl up away fromthe
del uge, he decided he'd better take advantage of it. He turned this way and that to scrub hinself
as clean as he could. Wen, abruptly, the flow ended, he crouched with teeth chattering and w shed
for sone way to dry hinmself. The evaporative process chilled himhorribly, but eventually he was,
for the nost part, dry. His hair, short though it was, took a while |onger.

But at least the torrent had washed both hinself and the cell's floor mesh free of the stink of
feces.

At this waking, though, he hadn't been fed. Hs hunger kept himfromsleep, so did the extra
chill. But finally he did | ose consci ousness, was jolted back to it, and ate again

The only new trouble was that the blast of cold water had been one bl ow too many agai nst his
body's powers of resistance. Whatever conbinations of cold or flu virus he'd been harboring, now
they struck. Chills and fever shook him along with diarrhea and a grade of nausea that had him
vom ting before he could finish a bow of sl ops.

A point canme when he sinply lay, partly conscious, and tried to ignore the shocks. And then he
passed out totally, and no longer had to try.

Wien he next woke, he was in a hospital bed, with an IV

\r33
\rtube in his arm Whether he'd |lasted the colonels ten days, he didn't know and didn't care. At
any rate, he'd survived the special cell. This tine, anyway.

The infirmary wasn't in the business of coddling patients. The first nurse to find Bran awake
pulled the 1V and sl apped a band-aid on the puncture. There was a gl ass of water beside the bed;
it was up to Bran to sit up and reach it, and a little later, at m dday, he found that the sane
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rules applied to lunch. A tray was set on the side table; he could either cope with it or go
hungry. Shakily in both cases, he managed. Spilling a little, but not rmuch. Lying back again,
afterward, he slept nore confortably.

What woke hi mwas the need to urinate. He | ooked around for the button that would sumon a
nurse; Bran had never been sick in a hospital before, but had visited them No such button here,
t hough; well, in the Sl aughterhouse, that figured. So he clanbered up out of bed, and | eaned over
to the wall, and carefully edged his way, bracing his weight as best he could, out of the room and
al ong the corridor. For once his luck was in; he turned to the right and the John was only a few
meters away. Once relieved, for a nmonment he paused: why nmake two trips if one would do? But his
bowel s seened totally quiescent. Al right; he made his painful hobble back to the roomand his
own bed. And quickly slept again.

Next day, Bran was visited by Jargy Hoad. "Hey, Bran-1'mglad you're all right!"

"Who says | an®?" Bran's voice cane out sul ky, but he had to grin.

"Brought you sonething." Jargy held out a honeycone. "Better eat it right away; it's starting to

melt." Dubiously, wondering if he \icould\i eat, Bran took it. But the first bite was delicious;
his difficulty was trying to eat slowy enough to enjoy the taste of all of it. Meanwhile Jargy
kept talking. "You're a hero, kind of ... you know that? Ei ght days in that hellhole . . . not
quite the record, but you're close. Peralta came in the squad roomand told us that." Jargy
paused, then said, "But the big thing-by three or four days in the special cell, nost cadets break
down and start yelling, begging to be let out. Peralta says you never did, at all. Not even once."

Enbarrassed, Bran shrugged. "Never thought to." He considered the idea, and added, "No point in
it. They woul dn't
\ b34\ b
| et you out anyway." He frowned. "Nobody ever nakes it the full ten days?"

"Not so far. Maybe next tinme you will."
Bran could see Jargy was kidding, but still he shivered. "I'd just as soon |et sonebody el se
set that record.”

The honeycone was gone now, Bran w shed there'd been two of them Belatedly he thanked Jargy,
then asked, "You hear anything? How | ong before | go back to regular duty?"

"You don't, exactly. One thing, classes started again, this week. Here." He lifted a book bag to
t he bedside stand. "I brought these, so you can read and catch up. The first two weeks you're out
of here-or until the nedics okay you for general duty-you're on classwork only."

Surprised, Bran said, "Somebody in this place has a heart?"

"It makes the colonel mad as hell probably, but once a cadet hits this infirmary, the nedics
have t he say-so."
Sonet hing to renmenber, Bran thought. One for our side.

Restl ess after Head's short visit ended, Bran | ooked at some of the books. Parts of the math he
knew al ready, but by no means all. The introductory course on spaceships, starting sinply with
construction layout and later-he flipped to the back of the book, to see how advanced it got-
winding up with elementary drive room procedures and control functions, fascinated him Wen a
nurse brought his dinner he was still reading, and continued until another told himto cut the
lights and get sone sleep. Then he lay thinking of what he'd read. A \iship. | want a ship!\i

Sooner than he expected, Bran was released fromthe infirmary. As Jargy had said, for two weeks
he faced only classroomwork, and because Bran's prior education was a little spotty, that two
weeks with sonme free study tinme was a godsend to him Wen once again he was al so schedul ed for
physical drills, for sone days he had a hard tine of it. Eventually his stam na rebuilt itself,
and he began to learn to live with chronic fatigue as the nornal order of things. Along with fear
and resentnent, of course.

He' d never given nmuch thought to the abstract concepts of bravery and cowardi ce. Sone things
scared himand sonme didn't, and he knew that with other people the things could be different, both
ways. And mainly, the point was that if
\ b35\ b
sonet hing scared you, don't let the bastards \iknowi it. But the Sl aughterhouse stretched that
point a lot.

What really got to himwere the free-for-alls. A week later he was back to drill status, one was
called: for niddies and uppers, and so to the death. No one fromBran's squad roomwas tapped this
time, but still the watching was bad. The kill came when a squat, bandy-l|egged nmiddie from Cadre C

had the head of an opponent |ocked, the victimstandi ng behind, and made what started to be an
ordinary westling throw But the Cadre C ape, instead of letting go, clenched arns nore tightly
around the others neck and twisted to one side. Both fell in a heap, but no spectator nissed the
sound of cracking vertebrae.
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Only a few days later cane a simlar tourney for snotties, and again, no one Bran knew
personal ly got the call. He stood, hands cl enched, hoping to see some minor injury that would
qualify as first-disablenment. But the deciding blow was a kick to the abdonen-the attacker's foot
sinking totally out of sight-and the |oser died of a ruptured spleen before the nedics arrived.
They took good care of the kickers sprained toe, though
That night, Bran's nightnmares began

He was going to lunch but he couldn't find the ness hall. Pretty soon he knew he'd be late for
drill, so he forgot about eating and headed for the quadrangle. It started getting dark and he
knew he was | ate, so he began running. But his |egs would hardly nove at all; he could barely
totter along. He | ooked for the way to the drill field, but there was sone construction in his
path. He had to go around, and then to clinb over a ot of half-built structures and scaffol ding
Wien he got to the top of it, he could see the drill field, but nearly a hundred nmeters bel owa
sheer drop. So he'd have to go back down and find a new way to get there, but when he began his
return he couldn't | ocate any way out of the maze. He was underground now and couldn't find any
famliar |andmarks at all. The narrow passage was knee-deep in nmud and sonet hi ng was behind him
He tried to run, and again his | egs seened al nost paralyzed. Finally he saw |light ahead, and
\i pushed\i with one I eg and then the other, and cane to-

\'i The special cell!\i Wth no choice, he entered it.
\ b36\ b

And woke to hear hinmself making a soft, shrill whine. Sweat bathed him He sat up, |ooked around
indimlight until he was oriented, then lay back, feeling his pulse and breathing slowmy return
to nor nal

Jeez! It had been three or four years since a dreamfooled himthat way; he'd | earned to spot
them and break | oose fromthe bad ones, when he was nine or ten. And he knew that the business of
never being able to run in dreans was because he would \ireally\i be trying to nove the | egs and
t he bedcl othes woul dn't let him Hawkman had expl ained that part, and Bran had tested it and
proved it by sleeping coverless in warm weat her.

But \ithis\i one-! The rest of that night, he only half-dozed. The next was no better: He was in
the mess hall and there was one egg too many on his tray so he had to run a gauntlet to his table.
Channery and Jargy Hoad and El I sworth and Col onel Arbogast were all swi nging the buckle ends of
belts at himand if he spilled his tray . . . He woke, not quite scream ng because he was biting
down hard on a nout hful of his right-hand knuckl es.

What ever had started didn't seemto want to stop. He dreanmed of free-for-alls; sonetinmes he was
injured horribly and sonetines the horror was a ghastly thing he'd done to soneone else. He tore
soneone's head apart and then found his opponent had been Jargy Hoad. Once he won sone kind of
drill contest, and his prize was to be raped by Channery, who opened his trousers to reveal a
j agged belt buckle. As Col onel Argobast chuckled .

It was the tension and fatigue, he decided, that gave the ni ghtmares such power over him so
that he couldn't see they weren't real and wake up by normal effort of wll.

The know edge didn't hel p nuch. The dammed thi ngs continued, and only eased off over a period
of weeks.

At first he could keep theminto nighttine, but after a while they invaded his days; of a sudden
he would find hinself wet with sweating fromfear-fromsomething that was said, or purely from
menory of sone deadly bout. He hated hinmself for what he considered to be his weakness. Sone
ni ghts he woke up crying and only hoped no one had heard. He felt all too close to breaking, and
knew that in this place he could not \iafford\i to break
\b37\ b

So the next time a snotties' bash was announced, Bran did the unthinkable: he volunteered for
it. He lay awake the night before, dreading, and went through the next day and out into the arena
feeling not alive but wooden, now and then wondering if he were sinply and terninally stupid.

Four cadres, eight conbatants: Bran's team mate was a new kid and | ooked as scared as Bran felt.
No help there! But Bran had al ready chosen his tactic: two hands are stronger than one. So while
the others were weaving and shifting cautiously, he made a great war whoop and charged. He made
feints, kicks, and hand chops as he went-but these were only to clear path to his chosen target,
who stood frozen. Bran grabbed a handshake hold with both hands, swung to turn under the others
armfor a standard westling throwand then sinply didn't let go. Between the dislocated shoul der
and the ruined el bow, first disablenment was cl ear enough.

Wth only a few tw nges of conscience, that night he slept well.

What Bran |iked about the math courses was applying the nethods to spaceship operations, such as
communi cati on navi gation. Yeah, probably the latter should be called "astrogation," but it wasn't.
And the way the ships chewed tine, up near |light speed: the relativity stuff fascinated him On
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his desk calculator, if he entered a velocity as a decimal fraction of c, he could get the tine-
rati o (one-over -t he-square-root-of -one-ni nus-vee-squared) by punching seven keys. O, going the
other way, fromratio to vee, the sane.

Then one day the class was doing sone trig, and suddenly it came to Bran that with trig
functions he could do it even faster. Enter vee and then hit: Arc. Sin. cos. 1/x. \iFour\i noves,
and again, the same in reverse. He didn't tell anybody, and | ater when the instructor had the
class do a chart of \ito/t\i fromzero toc in 0. Ic steps, he finished in two-thirds the time of
the next fastest student. The instructor was inpressed.

It paid to do well in classwork, because the |owest scorers on any examgot to run the gauntl et.
Nobody |iked to beat his own classmates, so the systemwas for classes to trade victins for the
ordeal s. Across cadres, sonetimes.

Bran was no genius, but being half Hulzein he had to be bright, and Hawkman was no sl ouch
either. The boy knew his 1Q figures qualified himfor nearly any kind of training a university
could offer. In the Space Acadeny program only
\ b38\ b
once throughout \ihis\i first termdid he have to run the gauntlet. That tine he was fogged from
| ack of sleep and misread the crucial high points question.

Jargy Hoad had it rougher. It wasn't that he was dunb, but that here \inobody\i was dunmb, so
sonmeone had to drag bottom Jargy endured four gauntlets that term about average.

The troubl e was, you never knew when they were going to call one of those dammed free-for-alls.
There was no regul ar schedule to them Bran wasn't sure whether a predictable pattern would be
easier to live with or not. He decided it would, because then you wouldn't have to be scared
\iall\i the tine, and could start psyching up when the tine approached.

And there was no knowi ng how they picked the poor bastards who had to fight. Schol arship had

nothing to do with it, nor skill on the drill field. But sonehow Bran knew the "draw' was a farce.
Once he nmuttered as nmuch, and Peralta heard himand told himhe'd do well not to talk that way. So
he shut up.

But it seened that Bran's unheard-of volunteering for a bout had gained himconsiderable respite
fromfurther ones. Tine after tine the "draw' missed him Not his squad nmates, though

Ell sworth caught it, bragged that he'd repeat his earlier triunph, but was whi psawed by two
Cadre B nen and |inped on crutches for a nonth or so. At |east he wasn't the one killed. Neither
was Donegan, whose front teeth were no |onger buck, but artificial. Jargy had an easy one. On a
muddy day he tripped and slid past the entire confrontation. By the time he got up, the action had
moved away fromhim Al he had to do was watch.

Hasti ngs, the strong nman, nmanaged by dint of vicious defense, black Ahmad by grace and
qui ckness. The quiet Pringle went berserk and chased all seven opponents- including his supposed
ally-out of the ring. Wien the one he'd rabbit punched couldn't get up for awhile, the unpires
counted it as disablenent. Mouuthy Dale tried a spectacul ar | eap-kick, m ssed, and cracked two of
his own vertebrae when he | anded. He was invalided out of the Slaughterhouse. Jargy Hoad said,
"Sone guys just get lucky."

Near the last day of his snotty year, Bran got tagged again. That night and next norning he
couldn't keep his food down. Taking Ell sworths exanple to heart ("Never try to repeat," the
\ b39\ b
fat youth had said later. "They'Il be watching for it."), Bran tried a different tactic. Wen the
fight began, he yelled and charged, made chops and kicks far short of any goal, jumped back
yel l ed some nore, and charged again. Wiat he was being was a threat and a distraction. At no tinme
did he engage in actual conbat. He nade one | eap-kick, a deliberate niss, sprawled and roll ed,
thinking to entice the opponent to come after him But while they circled, feinted, and taunted
each ot her, sonmeone el se wapped the match up with a neck chop. Well, at least no \ireal\i
di sabl enent, in that bout.

Wth the end of that term s classes, ship training began. Not in space, of course, but in two
ol d, long-grounded hul ks-the \ill Duce\i and the \iCaesar-\ithat stood |ike towers behind the
Cadre H barracks. But just being \iin\i a ship gave Bran a strange, thrilled feeling.

The \i Caesar\i had been an arnmed ship. Bran was glad to be assigned to it rather than to the
unarmed \iDuce.\i O course the six turrets were now enpty of projectors, just as the drive room
no longer held a Nielson cube. But the controls-at the pilots' chairs, turrets, or drive room
connected to conputer sinulations and gave proper indications on the instrunents. Peralta said,
the first day his groups were allowed on the \iCaesar,\i "Don't consider these simulations as
toys. Treat it all as real. If you do, you'll learn howto handle a ship." Bran believed him

Shi ps, except for being arned or not, were pretty well standardi zed, from Control at top to the
drive roomand | anding | egs at bottom In between, as you clinbed, canme space for cargo and
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supplies, crews quarters, the galley conplex, and officers' quarters. Well, it wasn't quite that
sinmple. For instance, the drive roomdidn't occupy its full vertical section of the ship, but was
itself surrounded by cargo holds. And quarters were stratified, with ratings living topside of
unrated crew, and control officers occupying the deck above engi neering officers.

Total ship's conplenment was usually about one hundred, give or take a few So Peralta's subgroup
made a good simnul ation.

Even if the ship hadn't fascinated Bran, the change fromsadistic drills and calisthenic ordeals
woul d have been wel -

\ b40\ b

cone. Onship the cadets were first shown through the various sections, given study assignnents on
each aspect, and then put to practical test. Faced with the different types of contro
simul ati ons, Bran found that his skills varied. Wwen the first ten-day results were posted, he
rated: Navigation, Very Good. Communications Control, Excellent. Waponry, Fair. Drive Room
Operation, Fair to Good. Overall Capability, Good to Very Good.

Those results were a little msleading. Bran found drive roomwrk so easy as to be totally
boring. Deliberately he had nade a poor showi ng there. Because if ever he did get onto a ship, he
wanted to be riding up front, not down with the N el son cube.

Hi s weaponry rating bothered him To be a control officer he needed to be fairly expert at a
turret. And right now, he wasn't.

It shouldn't, he felt, be all that difficult for him A projector consisted of two |asers that
operated above the UV band and converged to give a heterodyne frequency in the peak infrared.
"Tune it right, and you could boil tungsten in | ess than a second,” one instructor said. The
trouble was, the things weren't tunable. What you did was, take about four shots for ranging-in
These woul dn't be in peak heat range-but your next five or six shots, before the heating of
circuit conponents drifted your heterodyne-freq \ipast\i top performance-were deadly.

A gunners controls were really quite sinple. The ships computer picked a target for you-then you
had only two choices to nake. One was to get your beam convergence on target, which neant noving a
|l ever toward either of your two range lights, to extinguish it if it lit up. Any tine both |ights
were out and your heterodyne was near to peak heat, your projector fired.

The other control was an override foot pedal, which doubled your conbi ned range-heterodyne
tolerance for allowing fire. "And that," said one instructor, adjusting the eye patch that
interrupted her face-splitting scar, "is the main reason for having human gunners at all. O
course you use override to get off your warmup shots. Wen you're testing on sinms, shots on
override give only half credit."

Bran knew what she neant. On test runs, any tinme your shot was a damaging hit, a centra
viewscreen |lit up with a dot. At a run's end, the conputer spit out a tab indicating what
percentage of tine you'd had effective energy on target-that
\b41\ b
you \icoul d\i have had-according to what the sinulation had your target doing. Like changing
course or pulling a quick accel or decel to evade. But hits made by using override counted only
hal f .

But the point of having override at all, Bran learned, was that in a really tight spot, people
can try to guess right and conputers can't.

Bran's problemw th gunnery didn't take himtoo long to figure out. Only thing was, he didn't
know how to fix it. The ratings were sinple: Fair was a 30-40% average on the sinms; Good was 40-50
and Very Good 50-60. In Wapons he hadn't heard of any Excellent ratings. Wiich didn't nean there
weren't any .

But he needed at |east a Good, to get branched into Control O ficers' training, and so far he
was averaging a lousy 38. The thing was, his coordination was too ragged, and that was because he
was running on the thin edge of fatigue. The dammed nightnmares cut into his sleep too nuch, and
they wouldn't stop

It had been over a nonth since the nost recent free-for-all, but he couldn't keep from dreading
and expecting the next one, any day. And he'd had to run a gauntlet, for coming last in a gunnery
conpetition, and sonebody's belt-end had caught himacross the right eye and |l eft him seeing
blurry for a couple of days. No buckle, but the |eather was bad enough. Even after his vision
cleared, he had to squint through the swelling, to see nuch.

By now, though, at night he did not cry. He nerely hated.

But Bran was, after all, an heir of the Hul zein Establishnment. So eventually he began to think
back, if only in desperation, to sayings he'd heard fromhis nother Liesel Hul zein and his father
Hawknman Moray. And remnenbered sonething Liesel had said: "About so-called insoluble problens.
First you find the logic. Then you find the handle on it. And then you twist it."
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So once again Bran volunteered for a snotties' free-for-all, and made a great |ot of attention-
drawi ng commotion while doing his best to avoid any real action. As soon as he saw a di sabl enent
happen, he took a wild dive at a rather passive opponent and wound up with the both of them
brui sed enough to be excused fromthe rougher stuff for a tine. Bran didn't
\ b42\ b
know about the other guy, but he nade sure to land with one armon a sharp rock in the ring,
gashing hinself enough to bl eed a reasonabl e anount.

Bl ood didn't scare Bran. He'd seen plenty of his own, having had the usual quota of silly
chi I di sh acci dents-which tend to happen to kids whose confidence exceeds their know edge. His aim
now was to get |oose fromthe physical harassnment by way of injury, and fromthe nightmares by way
of tenporary freedomfromall the goddamed physical \ihazing.\i ("Whatever works," said Liese
Hul zein.)

So now he was free of mandatory conbats and fromcalisthenic risks. He had time avail able for
studies and his mnd was clear-for the nmonment-of the usual dread. He'd learned the hard way to
avoid thinking too far ahead, in this place. So he settled down and brought his gunnery average
froma lousy 38 to a quite respectable 54. Wiich put himinto the Control O ficers curriculum

For nowthings being the way they were-that was good enough

The termwas ending. Pretty soon there'd be the sunmer session, and then Bran woul d be a niddi e,
not a snotty. The graduation cerenpnies for the uppers cane on a sweltering day. Putting on his
dress uniformfor the first time since an all-cadres parade, he began sweating before he had his
j acket buttoned.

Al the way across their own gquadrangle and the next, going to the mai n parade ground, the
cadres narched at attention, |oudspeakers blaring nusic at them Fromthe first tinme he' d heard
it, Bran had hated the Acadeny's official march, "UET Forever," and now the sound of it nade him
grit his teeth.

Eventually all the cadres formed up. Now, thought Bran, maybe the show would get on the road! No
such luck. Two cadres abreast, the entire Acadeny conpl enent raised dust marching the full field
perinmeter, to pass in review before Col onel Arbogast.

Bran was in Cadre Ds right-hand file, third in |line behind Ellsworth, his squad | eader, so that
not too much dust was kicked up where he had to breathe it. He winced for Jargy Hoad, bringing up
the rear as |ance-corporal. But soon, heat and all, dust and hated marchi ng song, the rhythm of
the march got to Bran. In a sort of hypnosis w thout conscious effort, he went through his paces.
\ b43\ b

To his right, just ahead, a notion caught his eye-a notion that didn't fit the rhythm c pattern
He al nost | ost step hinself, but caught the beat and recovered. Now he watched, to see what had
distracted him and for the first tinme noticed that the cadre beside himwas H and that |eading
it was Channery. And Channery wasn't doing too well.

He was |inping, for one thing-his paces hesitant, not firm and sonetinmes off rhythm Hi s
bal ance didn't | ook too good either. And now as the colums turned, the final wheeling before the
mar ch past Arbogasts review ng stand, Bran saw Channery's face. That it was red and sweati ng was
no surprise, but as Bran watched, the face twitched and twi sted into agoni zed gri mace, fought its
way toward standard parade bl ankness, then withed again. One thing for certain: Channery had
troubles. \iVell, it couldn't happen to a nicer guy!\i

Weavi ng noticeably but staying on his feet, Channery made it through the interninable graduation
cerenonies. A couple of tines Col onel Arbogast paused and stared at the cadet-captain, making the
colonel's ranbling tirade all that nmuch longer. But it had to end sonetinme and finally it did.
Wth shirt and undershorts sticking solidly to him and sweat running down his arns and | egs, Bran
set his mind to lasting out the grimmarch back to barracks.

Channery, staggering and hardly keeping step at all, made less than fifty yards of the
departure. One foot tripped on the other and he fell. The first ranks of his cadre stepped over
hi m and then Bran was past and coul d see no nore-whet her anyone stepped on Channery, or who
dragged hi m away.

Back at quarters, Bran, Jargy Hoad and El |l sworth were first into the showers. They ran the water
fully cold and all owed no one to change that setting. Com ng out of the shower, hearing others
squabbl e over the water tenperature and not caring, Bran didn't bother with a towel; evaporation
in the hot roomdried himsoon enough. Then he lay on his bunk, trying to relax, and was half-
dozi ng when Jargy poked at himand said, "Chow tinme, Bran." Once in the nmess hall, he had better
appetite than he'd expected, and afterward he and Jargy wal ked around the shady borders of the
quadrangl e, taking it easy and not saying much.

When they returned to the squad room they found a party going.

\b44\ b
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Jimar Peralta wasn't exactly drunk, but sober wasn't the word, either. Still in dress unifornmor
again, nore likely, for his garb showed no sweat stains or other signs of the day's ordeal -the
graduate instructor sat on a vacant bunk and waved greetings to Bran and Jargy. "Got ny posting
today, cadets!" He tipped up the beer he was working on, and pointed to two cases that sat

al ongsi de the bunk. "So |I'm standing drinks for all my squads." He scowl ed and grinned at the same
tinme. "Just renenber-give your juniors a treat when \iyou\i ship out."

Caught by Peralta's gaze, Bran said, "Sure; |'ve heard about that," and nodded. "First tinme |'ve
seen it, though."

Wave of hand. "Then drink up, snotty! CQops-you're not one now, are you, Tregare? \iMddle \i |
meant. Al right?"

Bran grinned, and took a beer. He | ooked around; he and Jargy were running late at this party;
everyone el se already had a start. Well, that was all right; he had no intention of getting
tanked. But a small friendly load couldn't hurt anything at all

He rai sed the plastic can. "Thanks, M. Peralta. Here's to you and space."

"I accept . . . with pleasure."” For a nonent Peralta | ooked around vaguely, then again he put
his attention to Tregare. "Hey! Sonmething | heard, might tickle you a little bit. Since you did
special -cell tine for assaulting cadet-captain Channery."

Suddenly Bran felt chilled-was he to be punished \iagain?\i But Peralta's expression, a little
slack, was still pleasant. He said, "Y know why Channery | ooked so bad today, and finally couldn't
make it?" Bran shook his head; he didn't ook to see how anyone el se responded. And Peralta

| aughed, then hiccupped once before he said, "Somebody in his cadre filled his boots with water
and put "emin the freezer! He didn't find out until about five minutes to nmaking formation-too
late to fix anything. He had to borrow Sonebody else's \iold\i boots." Bran couldn't see why the
i dea was so funny that Peralta couldn't talk for laughing. He waited, then asked. "Well," said
Peralta, "the whole | ot nust have been in on it. Because the only boots Channery could | ay hands
on-or feet into ..."

\ b45\ b

More | aughter. Bran waited, and Peralta said, "Anybody here ever try to march five niles, in boots
three sizes too small?" Al that cane to Bran's nmind was that he hoped the Sl aughterhouse didn't
hear about this and use it as a new way of punishnent.

Bran had never drunk ruch al cohol at any one tinme. At hone he'd been accustoned to a little w ne
at dinner or a cold beer to ease the heat of summer outdoor hiking. The few tinmes during his first
term here that beer had been smuggled into the squad room it had been a matter of one or two cans
per cadet, barely enough to feel the effects at all. Now, though, when Peraltas two cases were
gone, somehow another two were delivered. Bran hinmself was on his fourth can, and his head felt
strange-partly dizzy, partly godlike, and all mi xed together.

One thing canme clear to him though: he had to take a | eak. So he stood, feeling a slight
i mbal ance, and went for the John. But the door was | ocked. He stood and he stood, and finally it
opened. Ahmad cane out. Bran went inside, wondering why Ahrmad had cl osed off the group facility
but not caring much. He relieved hinself of a great |ot of secondhand beer. As the flow spl ashed
in the receptacle he heard singing fromthe squad room and when he rejoined the group, Peralta
said, "Once nore now" And the group sang
"When | was a boy at UET,

Twi ce a day they nmaybe | et you pee.

Sonetinme |ater, when we were nen,

They told us we could hold it twice as |ong again.
So \ithat is\i the reason, you can plainly see
Why there's only one latrine in all of UET

Yes, \ithat\i is the reason, you can plainly see,
Way there's only one latrine in all of UET!"

"Yay!" shouted Jimar Peralta, and |lay back on the bunk where he sat, kicking both feet into the
air-but not spilling a drop of his beer. Then he sat up, blinked, and said, "That's sonething you
don't sing when there's any brass around. It's a verse of the Underground fight song, mnind you.
learned it in a tavern, over the wall one time in nmy niddie year-and don't ask ne how to do that,
because if you can't work it for

\ b46\ b
your sel ves you don't deserve to know." Again he blinked. "That's all of that."
To Bran's left, Hastings said, "I know that tune. Its fromG | bert and Sol onon. "

"That's \iSullivan."\i Bran's tone sounded di sgusted. But Hastings nodded assent-no argunent.
Bran opened another beer. He was past his limt, but he was tracking and felt good. And this was
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term s end, Peralta was buying, and the hell with it! He started a song he'd heard Hawkman si ng:
"Cocai ne Bill and Mrphine Sue, walkin' down the avenue, two by two ..." But nobody el se knew
enough of it to keep it going. Peralta had the first two verses, and Pringle knew the fourth, but
Donegan had a different version, and pretty soon Bran lost his way in his own song, and gave up
The singing ran down. Bran took another |eak, no | ocked doors this tinme, and came back to open
his fifth or sixth beer. Sonebody was | ooking over to him Jimar Peralta, who said, "Tregare? You

make it through this hellhole. | want to see you in space." Bran accepted the offered handshake.
Peralta stood. "Sorry . . . nust go, gentlenmen and snotties, if any. | will see you-" Suddenly he
| eaped, | anded on his toes and stood arched, taut, |ike a matador evading the bull's rush and
turning to attack. "-in space. \ilf\i any of you neke it that far!"

Head buzzing with mld disorientation, Bran sat while the others tal ked and sang, joked, argued-
once El I sworth and Ahnmad al nost but not quite cane to fighting. He would just as soon have gone to
sl eep but he wasn't sleepy. So he sat, sipping beer that becane nore and nore warm and stale,
whil e one by one the roommates put thenselves to bed. Sone undressed, sone not, but finally there
was Bran, sitting in dimlight, needing to work up the energy to shuck his clothes and sack out.

He was unlacing the first shoe when the intercom chined; quickly he went to answer. "Yes? Bran
Tregare, Squad 8, Cadre D."

A chuckl e. Then, "Peralta here. Did | |eave the personnel folder in your roon? Pl ease | ook for
it."

One | ook; on the vacant bunk where the man had sat was the folder. "Yes, it's here."

"Good. Could you bring it to ne? 1'll phone down to pass you through the guardpoints.”
\ b47\ b

"Sure. O course. Right away." Bran retied his shoe, picked up Peralta's folder and set out on
the trek through two quadrangles to deliver it. The journey was uneventful. He was back to
quarters within the half hour, and again began to undress.

But when he lay in bed he could not imediately relax into sl eep. Because he hadn't been able to
resist the tenptation to | ook into the personnel folder, before he took it to Peralta.

Most of the contents were routine, and Bran | ooked nostly at the entries for his own squad. But
after each official summary of a cadet's standing, Peralta had added his own notes. He rated
El |l sworth: "Adequate, but not nuch nore." Jargy Hoad: "Good officer material perhaps, but too easy-

going as yet." Hastings: "Sturdy chap, but this one is a rating, not an officer." Donegan
"Successful graduation not predicted." Ahnad: "A good one, | think."
And then, follow ng some other remarks, Tregare: "If this boy survives, put himon an arnmed

ship. Gunnery scores aren't everything; he may be the deadliest of the lot."
\cThe Killings

\cWth nost of the graduating uppers posted out, either to space or to other groundside
facilities, the Sl aughterhouse seened hal f-enmpty. Not for |long, though. During the next weekend,
Cadre B was di spersed anong the other cadre buildings, while its own was occupied by an all-femal e
cadre. "Oh, sure," Ellsworth said. "Every sumer they shut down the wonen's section, nmove themin
here. Saves noney, | guess.”

Seeing themon the drill field, Bran didn't find stubble-headed girls all that attractive. Still
he was glad that no free-for-alls were demanded-conbat drills, sure, but with practice rules in
force, so nobody had to hurt anybody.

One day he put a throw on a freckle-faced redhead, shorter than hinmself but chunky, letting her
down as easily as he could. When he hel ped her up she came upright slowy, and said, "Do you ever
wal k around the drill field, evenings? | do, sonetines."

Wondering if she neant what he thought she neant, he | ooked at her. "Tonight, | could."

She nodded. "Two hours after ness. Northwest corner." So, Bran decided, he had hinself a date.

In the squad room after dinner, Bran felt unconfortable. Wth their two new roonmates from Cadre
B, there was plenty to talk about, but tonight Bran couldn't seemto join in. Mire than a half
hour before his schedul ed rendezvous, he left the roomand went outdoors. Then he didn't know what
to do with hinself. He'd feel funny showing up this early, to sit and wait a long tine.

\c48
\c49

So he wal ked the field' s perineter, the |long way around, taking it slow and easy, As he neared
the tree-darkened corner the girl had specified, he saw her approaching fromthe other direction.
As they nmet, she took his hand and steered them deeper into the shadows. Then she ki ssed hi mand
Sheyl ah the head cooks daughter had never kissed like \ithat.\i

"Don't wait!" she said, and without quite knowing how it all happened, Bran found hinself
wiggling on the grass with her, their clothes off and discarded, himtrying to find where it was
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supposed to go. For a noment he thought he heard a whish of shrubbery; then a whipstroke | ashed
hi s shoul der.

"All right, cadets! Up!" \iHe knew that voice,\i and now as they obeyed, it said, "I don't know
who you are, nmissy, and | don't want to. Pick up your clothes and get going. No-out \ithat\i way,
where it's darker. Wen you're out of sight fromhere, you can get dressed."

Bran watched, as in the di mess the redhead coll ected her clothes and scuttled away. Then he
turned to the interloper, who had stepped back so that faint light [it her face. It was the
gunnery instructor with the scarred face and the eyepatch. She was sniling.

"Why-?" He realized he didn't know what to ask. "Wo-?"

She stepped forward. "You know nme. Murphy. Maybe you never got the nanme." Low voiced, she
chuckl ed. "I see you picked your weapon scores up, sone."

"Yes." Naked, he felt vul nerable, but the dark hel ped. He said, "Wy are you here? | nean, what
busi ness-?" Crazy, to challenge an instructor, he knew but dammit, what business of \ihers?\i

Mur phy cl eared her throat. "I don't know your chubby little friend but I do know \iyou,\i
Tregare, so watch your manners."
"Yes. Sure. You |l et her go. \What happens to ne?"
"You'll see." Incredibly, Mrphy was taking off her clothes.

At thirteen he had never cone before. It was close to tearing himin half and it | asted nost of
forever. Wien he knew hinself again he was lying with his neck and head across Mirphy's bosom his
face cuddl ed agai nst her scarred cheek and her arms around him "Your first tinme, it would be? Are
you all right now?"

"Yes." And yes. But still he needed to know. "Why?"
\ b50\ b

Her laugh carried a brittle edge. "If you plowed that little ginch, likely as not you'd knock
her up. You know what happens then? She gets Welfared-Total Welfare and no way out." She paused.
"Me, now | get off-base privileges, so ny right thigh itches with a contraceptive inplant. No
probl em "
"But-"

"Not charity for you, young Tregare. Believe it or never, kid, | used to be a good-I| ooking
femal e. But conbat's a tough gane. And it's funny, how |l osing an eye and picking up a red gully
down the face takes a girl off the market."

Abruptly she pushed himoff and away, and stood. As she dressed hurriedly, she said, "W don't
owe each ot her anything; you don't have to know ne. |-"

Hal f -dressed, he noved to her and held her. "Hey, Murphy . . . don't! You' ve been \igood\i to
me. |-"

Huggi ng, her hand stroked down his back and side. "Sure, kid. You'd try. But if | was staying
around here, | wouldn't have done this. Tuesday | transfer out . . . never mind where. So you can

feel fine about good ol' Mirphy, w thout ever having to see ne again in daylight." She kissed him
hard, then wal ked away fast.

He coul dn't decide, the next day or two, how he felt about it all, with Murphy. Because he had
no way to know how he was \isupposed\i to feel, and now he realized that he'd al ways depended, to
some extent, on other peoples ideas to guide him

And one norning, waking up thinking and having no good ideas at all, he said to hinself the hel
with it. Fromnow on, Bran Tregare would take his best shot at steering his own head. As to Mirphy-
well, what was wong with just plain gratitude?

That day was one of ordinary ship drills, and that night, well before dawn, a great \iwhunp\i
woke him Wth no way to know what had happened, gradually he dozed off again. Not until after
normal rising and breakfast did he | earn what the \iwhunp\i was all about. In the ness were three
persons in Space Service unifornms, and the ness attendant who sl opped food onto Bran's tray said,
"See those three? They brought the scout-ship."

So then Bran knew what was happening, a little. Scoutships were snmall spacecraft that berthed
twel ve and approxed a
\ b51\ b

trillion-mle range, rest to rest. Fromlight to zerch, naybe four times the distance in close to
the sane tine. Real starships, or arned ones anyway, carried two scouts each. They coul d be conbat
auxiliaries or enmergency lifecraft- supplied to feed six people six nonths. What happened after
that, the nmanuals didn't say.

But Bran felt excitenment. For the scoutship's presence neant that finally the Slaughterhouse
woul d take sonme cadets into \ispace.\i

Not all, though, and even after nore scouts came, so that there were a dozen assenbl ed, Bran
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despaired of his chances. Especially when the first two lifted carrying picked squads, chosen for
performance. But then the system changed; personnel were tagged individually, by no nmethod Bran
could figure out, and his nanme canme up for the tenth scout.

He packed his kit, going by the list on the handout sheet, the night before lift-off. And,
considering, slept surprisingly well.

The scoutship, which carried no nane but only a nunber, was a much-sinplified mniature of the
\i Caesar.\i Drive occupied all volume below the airlock. In ascending order, then, cane the
supplies hold, sleeping quarters with twelve accel eration couches, and the forward area which
conbined a nmni-galley and control facilities with what passed for "social space."

And while it mght not have been strictly true that there was only one latrine in all of UE.T.
there was only one on the good ship SX-2517. Everyone had better stay healthy!

Control was cranped by the addition of seats so that the entire conplenent could watch the
vi ewscreens and nonitors, and hear the |l ecture comments of scout commander Pell Quinlan and his
ai de, Janith Reggs. Quinlan was a tall, slimyoung nan with tawny hair and a conpl exi on that
nearly matched it; he spoke in what might have been called an urgent draw. Reggs was ol der, naybe
close to thirty, a quiet woman with around face, carrying a noticeable few pounds nore than her
best weight. But while Quinlan outranked her, Bran observed that when Reggs said anything, the man
I'istened.

Everyone strapped in, watching the front screen: Qinlan said, "Now" and his hands pl ayed
across the control panel. From bel ow came the building roar of Drive; the scout pushed up agai nst
them and lifted off. Accel force nmade Bran heavy;

\ b52\ b

in the screen the sky went black nmuch sooner than he'd expected. "Qut of atnosphere,” Quinlan
reported, needlessly. And then, conferring with Reggs, he set course, and eased the difference
bet ween accel and the counter-gee field down to Earth-normal. "Okay, Janith," he said. "Gve 'em
the spiel."

Janith Reggs was good with nunmbers, getting across what they neant. Accel, distance, tinme, Big
Vee and how it \ichanged\i time if you got it up there nmuch, toward c. \i(Vee. Arc. Sine. Cosine,
one x. Correct as hell, ma'am)\i "W don't have the acceleration,"” she said, "of a full-sized
shi p. Even though this scout's power has been augnented by a considerable fraction." She paused,
with her characteristic gesture of running a hand back through her dark brown hair. Al ways, Bran
noticed, it fell back into the same pattern of short, crisp waves. Beat the hell out of stubble.

But she was saying "-will be in space for six weeks by Earth time, and upon our return you
will all have two ages.” She cleared her throat. "Let's assune that your chronol ogi cal and
bi ol ogi cal ages then differ by exactly two days. And that we go out in a straight |ine,
accelerating to a given velocity and then slowing to rest, and cone back the same way." She
smled, and in that snile Bran saw sonething besides aniability. "Now who can tell me, fromthose
data, what our top velocity will be?"

CGetting out his calculator, Bran thought about it, and knew that his steady-vee assunptions
| acked the answer. He'd have to work up an equation and integrate it, and \ihe had nothing to
wite on.\i Well, neither did anybody el se, so figure what he could first. Ckay, five percent tinme-
differential, \i(one x. Arc. Cosine. Sine: BINGOroughly 0.3c.)\i But that was average, not peak
Vee. He felt confused-was this aspect of the function linear, or should he skew his guess a
little? Sure; enough to be in range either way.

He waved his hand and caught her attention. She nodded, and he said, "About half-c, maybe a
little nore.”

Her brows raised. She said, "Let's see what our other students estimte, perhaps giving the
guestion nore severe analysis." But the others' results, conmng slowy and stated haltingly,
varied nearly fromQOlc to 0.9, and the explanations varied as much. Finally Reggs said, "Tregare?

Explain \iyour\i nethod. Because you're the closest to correct, and with the tools at hand, 1'd
like to know how you did it. If it wasn't a plain lucky guess." Scow . "Well, speak up!"
\r\b53\b

\rSo he told her, figuring that her question was honest, not a trick. At the end she nodded. "I
see. You knew whi ch facts you had and which you didn't, and then nade an educated guess. Not bad,
not bad at all-because sonmeday in space, in a \ireal\i energency, any of you nay have to nake
vital decisions on insufficient data. Well, one of you knows how, and | hope the rest paid
attention.”

Headi ng out from Earth, Bran had expected to get a tourists view of the noon and maybe even a
pl anet or two. Instead, the scoutship bent course north out of the ecliptic-not directly toward
Pol aris but only a few degrees off. So when increasing velocity began to Doppler-shift the colors
of stars in the forward viewscreen and nove their apparent positions nearer to center-front, there
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weren't all that many to color-shift or nove, which made it easier to check the conputer
corrections that put real positions and colors on the aux screen. Probably, Bran guessed, this was
the reason for heading on a star-scarce course.

Navi gation turned out to be Bran's best skill-aside fromdealing with conmuni cations gear, which
he knew from chi | dhood. Gunnery wasn't enphasized in scoutship training, because scouts carried
only one turret that pointed strai ght ahead and had no traverse capability, so the pilot could
either try to shoot or not, and the conputer would either let the shot go or it wouldn't,
dependi ng on range conditions. Wll, Bran wasn't planning on being a scoutship pilot, anyway.

One thing he couldn't help noticing was that Pell Quinlan was in command over Janith Reggs, who
obvi ously knew nore than Quinlan did. It wasn't that Quinlan was dunmb, but that Reggs was smarter
The di screpancy puzzled Bran but he didn't know how to ask about it. Then one "day" it was his
turn to be given his first space-walk training, and it was Janith Reggs who hel ped adjust the too-
large suit to himas they waited in the air |ock. She was making sure that their mutual life line
was properly secured, both to themand to the stanchion by the entrance, when suddenly Bran
realized that the air |ock's bul kheads totally shielded their suit radi os fromany outside
l'istener.

So he asked. "Ms. Reggs, you have seniority on M. Quinlan and you know nore. Nothing agai nst
him but how conme he's in charge and not you?"

\ b54\ b

She had her gl oved hand on the hatch control, but didn't operate it. Through his faceplate and

her own, Bran couldn't be sure of the bitterness he thought he saw in her brief smle. She said,

"How | ong have you been at the Acadeny? Nat long, | inmagine-or you' d know that UET \inever\i gives
command to wonen. Not of anything at all . . . even a scoutship. W can be anything el se,
i ncl udi ng second-i n-comrand, but never first."

"But . . . that can't be true. Wiy, there are wonen on UET's Presiding Conmittee, that runs the

whol e \'i show. "\ i

"I know," she said. "But that's \iownership-\ithe Committee is the majority shareholders, with
sonme kind of arbitrary cutoff as to anmount of holdings, that they don't tell us about. So not even
M nos Pangreen, the Chairnan, can keep wonen off his precious Conmittee." Bran heard her |augh but
her face didn't showit. "The funny part is that Pangreen has no sons. H's daughter will inherit."
She shook her head. "Enough talk. W're taking too much tinme." The hatch opened, and Bran had his
first experience of space itself.

For the first few steps he took wal king the scout's hull, Bran thought he'd never get the hang
of it-how to activate his bootsole nmagnets for solid footing, then release a foot to nove, with
any kind of continuity, let alone grace. But after an error that left himdangling at the end of
his Iife line, so that Reggs had to pull himback in, the burst of panic-adrenalin seened to give
an edge to his coordination. And soon he was stepping along the hull, alnost autonmatically
handling the suit and its magnets, while he scanned the visible star field, distorted by the
scout's fraction of light speed. He found hinmself forgetting to breathe.

Not thinking that others m ght hear, he said, "Ch, M. Reggs! \iThis-\iit's worth all of it! The
Sl aught er house, all the crap. I-"

In a sharp tone she interrupted. \i"All of us\i know that the Academy can be rather grim
sonetines.” He caught the message-their talk here was not private. "But as you say, the goal is
worth it." He | ooked to her, and nodded his thanks for her help, saying something trite and bl and
to cover his |apse.

AH too soon it was tinme to go inside again. In the air |ock they unsuited, and Bran | earned
that spacesuits make you sweat in a particularly stinking fashion. Reggs said, "Quinlan says we're
crowdi ng our water-recycling schedule. So | hope you don't mnd sharing a shower."

\ b55\ b

He wasn't sure if he did or not, because he wasn't sure what the offer included. Wile he was
trying to think what to answer, she said, "I |like you, Tregare. | like your work and | |ike your
t hi nki ng, though you'd be well-advised to keep sone of it close to your vest." Wen he only
nodded, she went on, now beginning to undress, "Six weeks is a long time, and there won't be al
that many chances. Wuld you |like to?"

W
"Or do you only do it with the other boys? O ever?”

He shook his head. "No boys. And just once, so far." Her clothes were off now, and without them
sonmehow the extra weight' didn't show so much. She reached for him and he nodded.

Wi |l e she hel ped himstrip, she said, "To the others, we'll have to pretend this didn't
happen. "
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"Yes, | know, Ms. Reggs."

"Janith. Here, | mean. Ms. Reggs outside of here." She kissed him The two of them crowded into
the tiny booth, and had to nove cautiously to get the spray everywhere that both needed it. Then
havi ng sex standing up was fun but not easy-and a good thing, at clinax, that there was no
\iroomi for himto fall down. Wen his legs felt solid again, they washed a little nore before
indulging in a final hug". This tine, in the kissing, he .did a better share of it.

"Thank you, Janith."

"And you, Bran Tregare." They got dried and dressed. Just in time for dinner

Later, Quinlan and Reggs did a wap-up report on the cadets' spacewal k performances. Bran was
pl eased to place high in the evaluations, but he wasn't tops of the group. W ere he truly excelled
was in piloting maneuvers, nudging the scout through simulated conbat situations. By instinct,
bef ore anyone had the chance to instruct him in evasive action he was "cheating" on turns by
throwi ng the scout seni-broadside and hitting max drive blast, firing his single turret on
override all the way. After one practice session Pell Qinlan said, "If | ever rate command of a
conmbat ship, Tregare, |'d like you to pilot for ne."

Janith Reggs spoke in mld protest. "But can't everyone |earn that?"

"Learn, sure," Quinlan answered. "But this kid did it \iwi thout\i |earning anything."

\ b56\ b

So maybe, Bran decided, Quinlan did know some things that Reggs didn't. He still liked her a
| ot, though.

After reaching a respectable but mnor fraction of Iight speed, instead of going into straight-
line decel, the scout turned. One day in classroomnode Reggs asked "At any velocity, how rnuch
energy does a right-angle turn require?" Bran fussed at the question, trying to rig equations and
getting nowhere. Then the answer hit him a right-angle nmeans killing \iall\i your velocity and
buil di ng a new vector from scratch

So he had the answer: "Ms. Reggs? Sane energy as to slow to zerch and then accel to the sane
vee."

"May we see your validating equations, Tregare?" "l haven't worked themout. That's just how it
is." Reluctantly, she nodded. "True. But now try a thirty-degree turn." And it took himnearly an
hour to realize that all he needed for \iany\i degree of turn was to plug in the sines and

cosi nes.

The scout made its circuit and returned to Earth. Now Bran had, as the saying went, "two ages."
H s personal chrononeter registered nearly forty-eight hours less than did its counterparts that
had remai ned on Earth. Wll, thought Bran, it's a start. . . . He exchanged | eavetakings with his
shi pmat es, paying special heed to Reggs and Quinlan. Was the slight twitch of the wonan's eyelid
meant as a wink? No matter. He kept his own face as straight as possible but tried to put extra
warnth into their final handshake, and was rewarded with a barely noticeabl e nod.

Of the scout, then Bran toted his kit across the quadrangles to Cadre D. He found his squad
roomenpty, but heard water running in its adjoining facilities. After he'd set his kit on his

bunk and begun unpacki ng, the water noi se stopped and he turned to see a new cadet, still drying
hinself, come out to the main area. A tall, skinny kid, sandy-haired and strong-jawed, with
greeni sh eyes and a | opsided smle. Wwo said, "You'll be one who lives here, 1'd think? As it
happens, so am |, now. |'m Bernardez."

"Bran Tregare." They shook hands, after Bernardez took a nonent to be sure that his was dry.
"I"mjust back fromny first scoutship tour, as a new niddle. Have you been here | ong?"

"As of yesterday, so such things go, | hadn't set eyes on the

\ b57\ b

pl ace. Nor am| entirely certain that |1'd cared to ... neaning no offense, you understand. But ny
father died, and nmy stepnana coul dn't see ne out the door soon enough, so here | amand nowit's
to make the best of it." The smle flickered. "I am so it's told me, a snotty. Not a title I'd

choose, but with the custons of the country we nust all nake do, and so shall |." Wth a grace of
novenent that belied his gawky appearance, Bernardez slipped into his junpsuit and zipped it.
"Tell ne, Tregare, are you fond of Irish whiskies? For |I've brought a trifle and | hear that this
pl ace has such things as inspections and confiscations. So . . . should we foil such nmal feasance
by drinking the |ovely stuff?"

Bran felt his grin stretch his face. This Bernardez \iwas fun-\i never mnd how he'd last the
course when the worst stuff hit, but naybe Bran and Jargy could give himsone hel pful advice.

For now, though: "I can't think of a better idea, and thanks." His try at initating the
Bernardez style, Bran thought, hadn't cone off too well. But the friendly part worked all right.

Bran wasn't used to straight spirits, no water or even ice, but sipping slowy, he |oved the
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taste of it. He sat back and listened while Bernardez talked a nmix of personal history, opinions,
and total sheer speculation. "Wiile ny father claimed the famly to be vanguard of Spain into
Ireland, | find this hard to reconcile with his claimof collateral relationship to the Pope."
Ber nardez paused. "What do \iyou\i think, Tregare?"

Bran shook his head. "Dammed if | know. "

By the tine Jargy Hoad and sonme other roommates canme in, Bran was nore drunk than not and had
m ssed di nner. Jargy seened to have a lot of news to relate, but said, "No, not tonight, Bran. GCet
sonme sleep and we'll talk tonmorrow. " Sl eepy enough, Bran agreed.

The extra slunber eased the change fromship's to Earth tine, and cleared his head. Al though
he'd hoped for nore work on the \i Caesar,\i the norning began with calisthenics and the foll ow ng
gauntl et runs for losers, and then a free-for-all. Before his guts could knot into their worst
agony, the announcenent cane that this one was for snotties, to disablenment only.

The second nanme called for it was Cecil Bernardez.
\ b58\ b

\i Ch, dam!\i The newconer had no chance to know any of the angles-how to protect hinself or
hel p his odds. And Bran \iliked\i the oddly talking, mouthy kid.

But all he could do was watch and hope. The eight victins were equi pped with protection for eyes
and balls, and herded into the central ring. \i"Go to it!"\i

The bout |asted quick. Bernardez charged in and decked an opponent with his first blow, and the
ot her stayed down. The only trouble was that Bernardez dropped his man with a clenched fist to the
head, and even before the decision was signaled, it was obvious that Bernardez was nursing a
broken hand in the other. \iFist\i fighting, of all things!

But events can't be argued with. Bran saw Bernardez taken off to the infirmary; he'd be back to
the squad roomtonorrow. Meanwhile Jargy was still bursting with news, but it wasn't until after
di nner, he and Bran walking the twilit perimeter, that Bran got to hear any of it. Sone, he wasn't
awful Iy pl eased about.

"Channery got hinmself Welfared!"

Well, that part didn't hurt Bran's feelings. "Wat happened?”

"After the graduation party he hauled a snotty into his quarters-guess for what!-and got caught
in the act." Then Jargy shrugged. "They Wl fared the kid, too-and the way | hear, anybody coul d
see that Channery'd beaten himinto doing it."

Bran felt the rage come, but didn't give over to it. He took a deep breath, and tried to keep
his voice steady. "Nothing new, is there? Wien was there ever any fairness in this place?"

Jargy's speech, then, held an odd edge. "Could be worse. The old commandant, before Arbogast-the
guys were saying . . . about five years ago, two kids got caught like that. And on the way to
Wl fare, stopped by the local Conmittee Police HQ and had what they call a minor operation." He
paused. "The commandant circul ated pictures.”

Bran didn't have to ask. Not only that, but he couldn't. Unexpected shock had himclose to
fainting. He forced hinmself to smle, and finally said, "I guess it's lucky I |ike wonen."

Horror offstage, though-atrocities he hadn't really seen- couldn't drag Bran's spirits down for
| ong. Next day Bernardez returned from nedi cal custody. The new kid seened to be popular with all
the group, for he got a whooping great

59

wel come. Jargy yelled, "You get a good heavy cast on that hand, did you? Fine for clubbing, next
tinme you're picked." Bernardez shook his head. "No. Soft cast. Which, | admit, does in truth
restrict my options."

Bran asked, "If you get picked for it, what'll you do?" Bernardez shrugged. "Conmbat, | rmust
own, is not ny specialty. But in some other sports | was never the nobst rul e-bound of players.”

He grinned, and said nothing nore.

Bran wasn't sure who' d sneaked the beer in, but there was a fair anpbunt of it, which led to
friendly westling and |ots of off-key singing. Such as the Underground fight songs second verse
"I'n the Slaughterhouse, just to get along, Even if you're right, you admt you're wong. How it
works is, if you get off free, They change the rulings retroactively."

And everyone yelled: "So \ithat is\i the reason, you can plainly see, why there's only one
latrine in all of UETI"

And next norni ng when Bran woke up, feeling not too bad but not exactly tops, either, the

refrain still rang in his head.

Whet her out of spite or sheer chance, Cecil Bernardez did get chosen for the next snotties' free-
for-all. Jargy said, "You could beg off for hurt, you know, " but Bernardez shook his head. "Should
they have such a want of ne, | could hardly avoid the issue for long."
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Bran watched as Bernardez with his crippled hand went out to the fighting area. The thing began.
Ber nardez dodged, feinted with his casted hand and avoi ded breaking the other by striking only
light blows with it, still clench-fisted. Someone his height but heavier cane chargi ng. Bernardez
slipped to one side and brought a foot sharply to the attackers knee. The other went spraw i ng,
and rolled over clutching his knee w th both hands.

First disablenment. End of bout. In barracks after dinner, Bernardez said, "lI've lived a time in
the eastern Canadi an sector, and soccer was one of the sports in which | was sonetinmes |ess than
totally sportsmanlike. He sighed. "But-" | much nisdoubt that any one such trick will avail nore
than once. Twice, at the nost."

\ b60\ b
Whoever controlled the draw seened to have it in for Bernardez. Time and again, still with the

cast on his broken hand, he was chosen for snotty fights and caught a nunber of bruising injuries.
But his footwork kept himfree of serious danage, and after a few bouts, even the instructors
began rooting for him "Kick'em Bernardez!" And after one fight, when the boy dropped an opponent
with a high, spinning kick but fell exhausted, Bran and his squad mates ran out onto the field and
carried Bernardez off in triunph. "Cone on, Kickem" Bran shouted. "Lets go get chow "

From then on, the young man was known as Ki ckem Ber nar dez.

If a mnor triunph could elate cadets so nuch, it was because there were few bright spots in the
Acadeny's grimbrutality. Bran was so accustoned to living with fear that he hardly renenbered
what \inot\i being afraid was like. But still, as he said to Kickemonce, "I don't think you
\iever\i get used to it, really."” He said nothing, though, about his recurrent nightnares.

And recently, in fact, his dreanms had begun taking new directions. He found hinself dreani ng of
being with his famly-either back with them before comng to the Slaughterhouse, or el se sonehow
mracul ously reunited with them after escaping the Acadeny by sone neans he could never quite
remenber. Very pleasant dreanms, these were. Bran hated them

The first tine he dreamed that way, he felt so wonderful! And then woke, and had to give it al
up and accept his grimreality \iagain.\i And again, and again-his dreaming mnd couldn't seemto
learn that it was bei ng deceived, so every waki hg was a devastating shock. The result was that
instead of merely missing his parents and sister, and feeling vaguely betrayed, he canme to hate
them Because they had \iprom sed\i to get himout of here.

Until the new dreanms, he'd al nost forgotten any goals other than surviving the Sl aughterhouse
and getting into space. And in a way the |loss of alternatives had nmade things easier for him Now,
t hough, the continual dreamrem nders of a better life set his nmind against itself, and the
conflict was too nuch for
\ b61\ b

him H's only way out was to \ireject\i Hawkman and Liesel and Sparline.

Soretimes, without wishing to do it, he found hinmself arguing both sides of a dial ogue: They
didn't \inean\i to |leave nme here. Then why \idid\i they? Couldn't help it; sonething went w ong.
Sure; people who break promises \ialways\i have an excuse. They tried, though; |I bet they tried.
Not hard enough; I'mstill here.

What it finally boiled down to, was that when he got to space and eventually Escaped, he would
\inever\i have anything to do with his famly again. That was the first time he realized that
Escape was his second goal. Survival, of course, was his first.

The fam |y dreans ceased. By contrast, the nightnares were wel cone. Even when he \iknewi he was
going to be killed.

The Sl aught er house never gave any reasons for what it did; one day early in Tregare’'s niddle
year, Kickem Bernardez was transferred to Cadre \iG\i in the sanme quadrangle where Bran had once
bel t - whi pped Channery. For the brief farewell party, Ellswrth sneaked some beer in. "Gonna miss
you, Kickem" said Jargy Hoad.

"And be it known," said Kickem "that Bernardez is of no nood to | eave val ued conrades."” In
spite of the boy's flair for big talk, Bran saw that he neant it. "Though |I'mtold that ny new
| eadership can't be faulted: cadet-captain Ragir Parnell is, | understand, well-1liked by his
cadre."

Bran felt sadness; he reached to shake the others hand. "Maybe we can visit back and forth,
sone. "

"And highly welcone that would be, Bran Tregare."

For a tine, Bran and Jargy and Kickemdid arrange to neet. But the formalities of getting
quadr angl e- passes, the tinme-consum ng delays, nmade the intervals longer and then indefinite. A few
times Bran net and spoke with Kickem s cadre | eader. Ragir Parnell had a quiet way about him a
bit somber but not unpleasant. The tall young man's long face, topped by sandy stubble, wasn't
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given nuch to smiling. But he seened nore amni able than not, and Kickem said he dealt a fair-ninded
grade of | eadership, Since Tregares own cadre had had three cadet-captains transferred in and then
out again, in as nmany nont hs-and not one of them could pour sand froma boot w thout cutting a
hole in the toe, to hear Jargy tell it-the two friends felt that maybe Ki ckem had the best of it.
62

Not much later, the killing free-for-alls began, and with thema recurrence of Brans occasi ona
ni ght mares. He'd seen enough death by now that at spectators distance he could al nost bl ank his
m nd and force hinself not to react. Al nost, but not quite. Then, for the third death-fight, his
own nanme was drawn.

That night he went over the wall and cane back drunk, hoping to sleep without dreans. Mstly it
wor ked, and he woke feeling | ess debilitated than he deserved. Feeling a little woozy but not
much, he put away nost of a fair-sized breakfast and it stayed down. As soon as the neal "settled"
he t ook advantage of a free hour to run a few | aps and do sone stretchi ng exercises.

When time cane for the conbat formation, he felt as ready as he could ever be for that sort of
ordeal. He marched out with his squad, heard Col onel Arbogast's insane announcenents, and wal ked
to join the other seven cadets while they all stripped and made the circle to face each ot her
Then it began. The circle shrank into a knot of viol ence.

H's legs weren't working right. They twitched and jerked, instead of noving snoothly. Then a big
youth lunged at him and suddenly he could nove the way he always had. Bran nade a | eap, caught his
attacker over the ear with one foot, |landed with a smooth roll, and cane up to find nobody in
i mediate threat to him

He | ooked around. A lot of inconclusive grappling and flailing was going on-as usual in the
early stages. Wll, he had to | ook good for the records, so Bran decked one slow |earner with a
chop bl ock, bounced up to | eap and a chest kick on the biggest guy in the crowmd, and found his
target staggering from soneone else's hit-wi de open for a flying head scissors. So he did that,
and there was a hit fromthe side, and a lot of rolling across the ground while he still held his
sci ssors cl anp.

And when everybody untangl ed, the big guy's neck was broken, and he caught Bran's breakfast all
over his head, neck and shoul ders.

There was no point at all in eating lunch
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For the next two killing bouts he didn't get called, so he began to sleep better. But on a

deeper level he knew his luck couldn't last, and sure enough, on a wi ndy drizzly norning the
drills were interrupted by Arbogast yelling on the | oudhailer. An inpronptu conbat, a killing one.
O the ei ght nanes announced, Bran's was the sixth. H's gut froze in him To the center of the
field, nmeeting the others, he wal ked |ike a hal f-paralyzed cripple.

\i Peace take it, they WONT kill me!\i Forcing hinself to deepen his fast, shallow breathing, to
swing his arms and put snap into his steps, Bran thought of how to nake his nmind put its own force
into every blow. Australia was behind himnow, but there he had | earned what he now needed to use.

But when the nel ee began, Bran's foot slipped on the wet grass; his thrust fingers scooped an
attacker's eye loose to roll free. Wile everyone stood frozen, watching as the hal f-blinded youth
pawed at his face and at the ground, also Bran swallowed the bitter acid that erupted into his
throat. He made one step back, one forward, and kicked to the throat. The nainmed boy fell, with no
will left, even to clutch at the injury that killed him

Looki ng through a haze that shifted, listening through sounds that made no sense, Bran Tregare
saw Col onel Arbogast and heard words that conplinented himon his victory.

But for violating the no-eyes-no-balls rule, he still had to run the gauntlet. Just belt-ends,

t hough. No buckl es.

Later he realized that for mnutes he was in range to put Arbogast's head on backward. He
t hought about it, and shrugged, because he'd have been killed for it.

The thing was, Bran Tregare had nmore to pay back, to UET and its Sl aughterhouse, than \iany\i
one death could satisfy.

H's work in the nel ees had earned Tregare a vicious kind of respect-sel dom now did opponents

attack himsingly. Still thin, though he had added sonme height, his wiry strength and Hul zein
trai ni ng nade hi m nore dangerous than he probably | ooked. Wll, after this year, only one nore to
go!

Except that no one had boots full of ice, the graduation cerenopnies were much the same as
before. Cadre D s relatively new cadet-conmander hosted a niggardly goi ng-away party; in |ess than
an hour the beer was finished. Bran and Jargy
\b\i64\i\b
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managed a call to Cadre G and reached Bernardez. "OfF a certainty," said Kickem "you nust join ne
here. | shall request of cadet-captain-outgoing-Parnell that he furnish you the necessary bona
fides to bring you hither." Since the guards had al so been treated to beer, there wasn't any great
probl em about it.

Ki ckens squad roomwas nearly enpty. One cadet was passed out on his bunk. The rest, said
Bernardez, were over the wall. So for the three of themthere was beer in plenty.

They sat, drinking slowy and talking in quiet tones. On their nminds were their respective
futures. One nore year of Slaughterhouse for Bran Tregare, a bit less for Jargy Hoad who had
entered at near md-term "And two nore of these eternities,” said Kickem "for nmy not entirely
wetched self." For in Cadre G Bernardez had found better treatnment, and better luck in the

“draw. "

Tregare began to answer, but the door opened and Ragir Parnell entered. The tall youth was
weaving a little, but his eyes still tracked as he said, "Ah. Kickens friends fromhis old squad.
Am | right?" He waved a hand, spilling beer fromthe flask it held. "Be wel come, of course." He
sat, alittle heavily. "Well, lads, you may congratulate ne. |'m posted to space. |'mnot certain

as to which ship yet, but one thing | do know. | was slated for the \i MacArthur,\i commanded by
Arger Korbeith. But that ship isn't back yet; the nurdering bastard is late."

Bran cleared his throat. "I don't understand."

Parnel I shook his head. "Pray to peace that you never do."

Agai n the sunmer period was scoutship training tinme. Bran and Jargy drew assignment to the same
vessel , QR- 1610, somewhat ol der than the one Bran had ridden a year before. Jargy described its
comander, Malloy, as wearing the map of Ireland on his face. Malloy had red hair and freckles,
with an expression partly tough and partly pleasant. For the nost part he tal ked sel dom but
soneti nes the dam broke- Not right away, though-not on the trip's outgoing |eg.

As had been the case on SX-2517, the scouts \isegundo\i was fenale. Unlike Janith Reggs, Dien
Tal muth had a sour way to her. Youngish, slim not bad-Iooking when now and then she forgot to
wear her usual sneer, Talnuth rebuffed all attenpts at friendly conversation. Bran thought he knew
why. Reggs had
\r65
\rtold himthat \iVET\i totally denied conmand to wonmen. Janith could live with the restriction
Tal nut h apparently could not. So Bran tried to stay pretty much out of her way.

From a training standpoint, the scouts trip went well. In npst aspects, Bran and Jargy ranked
high in tested skills. Not first place usually, for either but second or third. The conpetition
out in space with no brutal penalties in store, was fun for both. And, as during the previous
sunmer, Bran found he could outdo anyone on board when it came to \imaneuvering\i the scout. After
one contest, Malloy put a hand on Bran's shoul der. "You've got the reflexes for it, same as |
have. |If they don't put you to an arnmed ship 'twould be an awful waste."

\i And hadn't Peralta witten nmuch the sane?\i Bran felt good.

The trip ended, and Bran was sorry it had to. It was back to the Sl aughterhouse, to the forced
fighting, to the fear again. But when Malloy | anded QrR- 1610 on the Acadeny grounds he held his
crew aboard that night, ordered beer and booze brought in, and staged a party. "lI'mentitled," he
said, "and | damed well shall."

Good party, Bran thought. He was nore used to drinking, now, he could pace his intake and avoid
| osing control. He nmade one pass at the young woman who had topped his and Jargy's efforts in
several phases of training, and knew enough not to be di sappoi nted when her answer was no. It was
time for singing, anyway.

The third verse of the Underground fight song wasn't all that encouraging:

"When you post to space, your odds are dim

Your life's at the nercy of the captain's whim

Ride with the Butcher and you'll get a shock

Just one error and you're out the |ock

And \ithat\i is the reason, you can plainly see

Why there's only one latrine in all of UET!"

Bemused, Bran sang through the repetition of the chorus.

Later, a bit nore taken with drink, having been turned down by Dien Tal nuth and not nuch
surprised by that outconme, Bran found hinmself sitting al ongside Mlloy, who was talking.
oo, one of the first ships ever to vanish, and now it turns
\ b66\ b
up on Terranova," Mlloy said. "Called \iRidgertnner\i now went in and raided, and got away
clean. That's how" Malloy fell silent.
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"How what ?" Bran asked. Malloy turned and | ooked at him ow -eyed, but said nothing. \i"Wat?"\i
Bran repeat ed.

Squi nting, one eye alnost closed, Malloy nodded. "How \il'llI\i do it soneday, you hot pilot,
you!" The man | ooked around, saw nobody paying heed to him and said, \i"Pig In The Parlor."\i
Puzzl ed, Bran said, "I beg your pardon?"

\i"Pig In The Parlor!\i Wen | take ny ship, that's its nane."
Bran thought, then said, "You nean Escape?"

Then Malloy's hand was to Brans throat, and the man said, "You and | know what | said. Anyone
el se does, you're a dead cadet."

Bran shook his head. He knew Mall oy was too drunk for thinking and he wasn't sure how to handl e
the mess. He said, "I didn't hear you say anything." Then, seeing the Iight of reason in Malloy's
eyes, added, "But | won't forget the advice either."

Mal | oy | aughed. "Good for you, Tregare." And the crisis was over. After a time everyone bunked
down, and next day debarked.

Begi nning his third year, as an upper, Bran found hinself noved to a different squad room
becoming its | eader. Jargy also had a squad of his own-still in Cadre D though, so visiting back
and forth was no problem But seldomcould the two of themget all the red tape coordinated to
make a joint visit to Kickemin Cadre G Separately sonetines, but not often together

Al seven of Bran's squad nmates-four snotties, three mddies-were unfamiliar to him And the way
he was feeling nowadays, he was content to leave it at that. He |learned their names and paid heed
to their failings, and conscientiously tried to help and advise themtoward survival as best he
could, but all attenpts at nore personal acquai ntance he di scouraged. Because he didn't \ineed\i
nmore friends who would likely be hurt or even killed; he had enough grief of his own.

So all of them Spencer, Del egans, Marshall, Tarenz, Bills, Gannister, Kloche, and fat little
Schwei k-formed a tight loyal clique of thenmselves, in which he had no part. Which suited Bran
Tregare just fine; he felt a relief frompressure.

\r\b67\b

\rBut he sonetinmes thought, \iis this place turning ne into sone kind of nonster? O just a
machi ne?\ i

Ri di ng on nerves edge, Bran drove hinself to excellence- or as close as he could manage-in al
aspects of upper-year training: classwork, physical drills, even the dreaded death-fights. Plus,
as an upper he now had access to training on ship-control conputer simulations for as many hours
as he chose, and after a time his reports began to carry an Qutstandi ng rating.

The way he knew about the reports was that he courted the young wonan who was Col onel Arbogast's
nost junior secretary. At first he didn't care that he was using her for his own purposes. Then he
came to like her and felt guilty about his duplicity. And finally he liked her enough to confess,
and by that time \ishe\i didn't care, so he didn't have to either. Lindya Haines was a small
person, thin and dark and intense, and with her Bran found that he had known as nuch about sex as
a nmol e knows about agriculture. The |learning was quite an experience.

Brans proficiency ratings had himwell into the running for cadet-officer honors. \Wen the
listings were posted, Jargy Hoad cane over to Bran's squad room and they had a coupl e of beers.
Jargy said, "We're neither of us likely to be up for cadet-colonel, like Peralta-but captain's a

good bet, and \iyou\i might nake nmajor."

Bran | ooked over his tipped-up beer, tipped it back down, and swallowed. "Don't bet any noney on
it. Not nme, anyway. You, maybe."

Jargy protested, but when the pronptions were announced, Bran's pessimsmwas justified. Jargy
made cadet-captain; Bran renained a squad | eader. \i Col onels and el ephants never forget;\i
Arbogast woul dn't have forgotten sentencing Bran to the special cell.

Bran had no right to be disappointed about the pronotions and he knew as nuch. But when, a day
later, he was picked for a free-for-all, inside himsonmething froze. \iBe DAMNED if | will!\i But
he knew he had to; there wasn't any way out of it. He'd heard of the group that sat down and
refused to fight- some years back, that was. On a third refusal of the commandants orders, they'd
si mply been gunned down where they

\ b68\ b

sat. And then there was the group that had somehow comuni cated and agreed to gang up on one of
their nunber and kill himfast. They were congratul ated, then told to go ahead and fight to
\ianother\i death. Not that that case had any bearing on Bran's current problem well, he hoped
not .

\iNo way out.\i But then-suddenly, Bran Tregare knew exactly what he was going to do, next day.
O try to do, anyway .
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St andi ng naked, one of eight in the drill field arena, even with the heat Bran found hinself
shivering. Could he do it? Arbogast's hoarse voice brayed "Start." Wthout hesitation, Bran noved.
No choosing of targets. Woever was nearest, canme first. Myving at top speed while others
vacil | ated, he kicked an opponent's knee sidew se, gave a near-lethal neck chop, and broke an
el bow.

\i Three down-four to go.\i He had to pause a nonent to see where everyone el se was. Then: junp,
kick, drop the man. Stiff fingers to a throat; trip the next man for later. And then the remaining
contender put out a defending hand. Bran took it, twi sted, had the man in front of himand ran him
full speed, head to head, into the one trying to get to his feet. \i Seven down!\i

Panting, he stood and faced Arbogast. Growling past the nouthed cigar, the colonel said, "Well
go ahead. Finish one of them"

Bran shook his head. "I don't have to. They're all disabled, out of action.”
Arbogast stood. "You haven't \ifinished."
"I''"'mi not under attack, colonel, sir. No need."
"Finish it. That's an order."
\i Too nuch.\i "Take your order and-"

Whi ch is how Bran Tregare becane the first cadet to survive a full ten days in the special cell
with the cold, the electric shocks, and the ice-water showers. He was tougher now, and the
experience didn't even put himinto the infirmary. Though for a few days after his rel ease, he was
glad that his reputation saved himfrom chall enges he coul dn't possibly have handl ed.

"Are you crazy?" said Jargy Hoad, visiting Bran's squad room
"Probably. This whole place is; you know that." "But to try such a trick ..
\ b69\ b

"I thought it might work. You disable all the rest, that should be enough. Only thing was, |
wasn't all that sure of doing it."
"Well, you did it, all right. And got ten days in Special."

Bran shuddered. "1'll never get the chance to kill Arbogast. A cadet wouldn't have a prayer-and
the way ships chewtime up toward |ight speed, he'll be long buried by the tinme I'm back from ny
first real space cruise. If I-if they let ne-if | ever get out there at all. . . . But-" Bran

| eaned forward. "He's just one of a \ilot\i of bastards. And Jargy-soneday |'mgoing to get rid of
sone of those."

Bef ore next visiting Lindya Haines, Bran waited a while. For one thing he wasn't sure how she
felt about UET and Arbogast and the Sl aughterhouse in general. And he wasn't certain that he could
snooth out his own feelings and, if need be, use tact. Well, tact had never been one his greater
tal ents! But one evening, sending a bottle of wine in advance as a peace offering, he went to see
Li ndya.

H s fears were needl ess; her first words were, "Ch, Bran! \iHowi could that bastritch treat you
so?" Arbogast she neant; sure. So they cuddled and ki ssed and drank sone of the wi ne before they
got laid, and the rest after, with the dinner she'd prepared. And later talked with the Tri-V
runni ng unnoticed, and hit the bed again. Twi ce, before Bran decided he'd better not risk staying
the night and maybe bei ng caught absent from his squad duties.

But before he dressed, they kissed goodni ght while her tiny warm breasts nudged his chest and
made hi mw sh he could stay | onger

At the age of fifteen, Bran Tregare recognized few linitations. Except, of course, for the
of ficial and enforced ones.

Next evening, Bernardez carne over for a visit. Not often could he manage it, for Cadre G was
tight with passes

They were talking-no drinks tonight, for the illicit pipeline was tenmporarily crinped-when
Bran's squad cane in. Looking enbarrassed, they sat here and there, not saying much. Bran's
conversation with Kickemal so died. How could they talk in front of these strangers?

Then, clearing his throat, little Schwei k spoke up. "Tregare ... in these forced conbats, how
many kills do you have?”

Bewi | dered, Bran shook his head. "How should | know?"

\b70\ b
Del egans drew a shocked breat h. “You nean, so many you've lost count? O just don't care?"
Rage canme, but Bran sat on it. "It's not that. It's-1 hate it, | hate to think of it, I try to put

it out of ny mind." He found hinself close to going for Del egans, and held hinself back
"Can you understand that?"
Looki ng pal e, Del egans nodded. "Yes. | think so." Kickemstood. "CGotta go, Bran. Long day
tonorrow." "Sure. See ya." After, the squad was quieter than usual
Still no nore than a squad | eader, Bran graduated. The next day, the board showed hi m posted
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for space. Standing beside him Jargy said, "Ch, Jesus, Bran!"
"What's the matter?"
"You see the ship you're on? It's the \iMacArthur.\i Bran, you're shipping under Butcher
Korbeith."
\ cThe But cher

\cThe \i MacArthur\i was an ol der ship but very well naintained. Toting his gear upship fromthe
mai n airlock, Bran noticed that the bul kheads were spotless and the "l adders"-stairs, really-had
new nonskid plastic on the treads. As an officer-cadet he was quartered on the top |level of the
crews space, one deck below the galley. The cubicle held two bunks, two chairs, and two snal
desks. It shared sanitary facilities with three other such roons arranged in a cluster. Soneone
el se's possessions |ay on one of the bunks; Bran dunped his on the other and, as directed by the
boarding officer, went up to the galley. Like the. one on the \iCaesar,\i it seated about forty-a
little nore than one-third of the ship's conplenent. At the noment only a few off-duty crew
menbers were having coffee and snacks, but off to one side sat about a dozen young people who were
obvi ously cadets.

Wth themsat a uniformed wonman with a tattoo on her cheek. She notioned to Bran. "Over here."
"Soon as your whol e groups here, the captain will be down to give you a talk."

"Sure. Thanks for letting me know " He was staring at the tattoo. In a pattern of red, green
and blue, it was the | ower quadrant-right-angled point upward-of a circle, its radius about a
centinmeter and a half.

The wonman cl eared her throat. "Never saw an officer before?"

"l-of course. At the Slau-the Acadeny. Col onel Arbogast, and-" Qther cadets were entering. He
paused.

"A spacing officer, | nmeant. Arbogast only spaced as a rating. He got comm ssioned after he went
groundsi de." She gave a
\c71
\c\b72\b
qui ck laugh. "He used to be younger than ne, if that tells you anything. Anyway, | noticed you
gawki ng the tattoo-that shows | rank as Third O ficer. Second adds the left quadrant." She
pointed. "And First adds the right. Captain has the full circle. Admirals and such-" But | ooking
past Bran, she sprang to her feet. \i"Ten-hutl"\i

Standi ng qui ckly, Bran turned to face Captain Arger Korbeith. The man was a hul king giant, wth
huge, knobby hands and the outsized, distorted features that told of a hyperactive pituitary
gl and. Acronegaly, Bran recalled. Korbeiths shaggy hair was a dirty bl ond col or above his sall ow
face. H's expression was that t>f soneone confronting the |atest error of an unhousebroken pet.
"At ease." The term gravel -voiced, mght have been invented just for him "Sit down before you
fall down." Except for one who alnost did fall down in the process, the cadets obeyed.

Kor beith | ooked them over. "Another snot-nosed batch. Take forever to make spacers out of the

i kes of you! A quicker way for some, though. Keep your tails clean or you'll find out.” Slightly
stooped, |ike an animal about to spring, he stood a nmonment. "Any questions? And state your nane
first."

Sooner than ask that nan a question, Bran would have banged his head against a brick wall. He

hel d his breath, hoping for silence, but a young wonan said, "Megan Del ange, sir. Wat did you
mean?"

Kor bei t hs heavy brows rose, unhoodi ng deepset yellow sh eyes. "One nore word, \islut,\i and
you'll be the first to learn.” He paused, waiting. H s questioner shook her head. Korbeiths |augh
had the sound of gravel. "Hope for you yet, \imaybe.\i Not rmuch, but sone." Turning with speed and
grace that belied his awkward stance, the captain left the galley.

Sil ence extended, then across the |arge room sone crew nenbers began tal king together, one
giving a high-pitched laugh. Bran turned to the third officer. "lIs it all right to ask \iyou\i
questions? If it isn't, | withdraw the request." He |ooked, gaugi ng her. Her broad-cheekboned face
| ooked pl easant enough, with its wide nmouth and firmchin below grey eyes and a totally inadequate
childlike nose. She | ooked trustworthy.

As she said, "Ask away. But first, who's asking?" Bran gave his nane. She nodded. "And |I'm
Euni ce Parsons. To you cadet types, Oficer Parsons. So now ask."

The answers were nuch as he'd expected. As her hand

\b73\ b

worried the short, sand-colored curls bel ow her uniformcap, Bran began to get the picture. At the
Sl aught er house, runor repeated enough to gain fact-status had said that a graduated cadets first
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space trip was an all-or-nothing final exam If you screwed up, they spaced you out the air |ock
"On nost ships," Parsons went on, "that doesn't happen rmuch. Which is to say, .maybe every
second or third trip on the average there's a real nmuckup in the group and an exanple \ihas to\i
be nmade. But-" She paused, obviously hating what cane next. "Four training runs this ship's made,
with this captain. He never spaces |less than three." Shuddering, "seven, once."
For a nonent, Bran fugued back to the party on Mlloy's scout.

\i"Ride toiih the Butcher and you'll get a shock; Just one error and you're out the | ock!"\i

Sonehow he managed to take a deep breath wi thout making noise about it. Ohers around him who
had al so |listened, weren't quite as successful. Bran said, "I thank you for the warning, Oficer
Par sons. "

"I hope it hel ps you, Cadet Tregare."

Goi ng down to his room Tregare cal cul ated. Two dozen cadets was nax quota. The actual nunber
nm ght be two or three | ess, depending. The odds weren't all that bad, but they weren't too good
either. In the Slaughterhouse at |east you had a chance to \ifight\i for your life. Not here,

t hough.
It took hima nonment to renmenber the right nunber. Then he opened the door and got a surprise
Sitting on the bunk that wasn't his, a slimperson |ooked up at him H's roomate was fenal e.

The realization didn't cone i medi ately, because the bl ouse showed no evi dence of breasts, and
the sidew se view conceal ed any spread of hips. The person had been an early graduate, because the
bl ack hair ran to nearly two centinmeters, rather than Bran's five nmillineter stubble. But, first
sublimnally and then consciously, Bran noticed the slimess of ankles, and of wists that had no
bony knobs to the outside. No Adamis apple. No sign of facial hair (and the sideburns ended in a

curve, not a shaved straight line). Earrings, snmall, not imediately noticed. Then she turned to
face him and he was sure.
\b74\ b
"Well!" he said. "W're roommates, are we?"
Her voice was husky, mid-pitched. "It seems so. Don't get any ideas, roome. My contraceptive

i npl ant runs out this week or maybe | ast, and getting spaced for preggy isn't ny idea of a great
career."

Al ready she was ahead of him He said, "You' ve heard about the Butcher? | didn't see you upside,
in the galley."

"I wasn't there. Besides, |I'd heard it all before. One of our instructors shipped with Korbeith
once-and lived." She laughed. "Well, \iobviously . . .\i right?" She stood and reached out a hand.
"Just because | have to be off-limts, | don't nean to be unfriendly. |I'm Salonme Harker. Sally for
short."

Her handcl asp was warm firm "Bran Tregare. From Australia originally, but that's a tine ago."

"San Francisco. Well, a hundred niles east, nearly, but these days it's all the sane." So then
they tal ked for a while.

To start with, duty on the \iMacArthur\i wasn't too bad. Hard work | ong hours, strict discipline
On wat ch duty (he caught the 1600-2400 stint, not-thank peace!-the 0800-1600 stretch when Korbeith
usual ly sat in.), the cadets took turns on the conm board, weapons positions, first or second

navi gators' chairs, or one of the pilots' seats. They did not, ever, \ido an\iything unless given
specific orders; their jobs were to nmake observations, calcul ati ons, estinates of what they would
do if the tasks were truly theirs to perform Their notes were handed over to the watch officer
and, presumably, evaluated by soneone. Stressful chores, but Bran enjoyed them nore than not.

Then, following the after-watch neal, cadets put in six hours of scutwork. Mstly scrubbing-
floors, doors, bul kheads, or anything else that held still for it. Then maybe a couple of tours at
Drive-monitoring. Then sleep, which canme easily.

But it beat hell out of worrying about free-for-all fights.

Ten days off Earth-exhausted, Bran had slept through liftoff and hadn't even noticed-the first
scare came. Captain Arger Korbeith called a nmeeting of his twenty-two cadets. In the galley again,
but this tinme he sat and they stood. In his rasping voice, the captain called each cadet by nane
and proceeded to read short excerpts fromthat person's Performance Report. As: Megan Del ange.
Failed to note a rock on collision course." headshake. "May not be with us nmuch | onger, Del ange."
H s
75
target was the young woman who had made the mi stake of asking hima question; Tregare saw her go
pal e.

A few nore, and then, "Bran Tregare." A nod. "Performance none so bad. Too bad your earlier
record doesn't match up." The brows raised; the yellow eyes glinted. "Twice in Arbogast's speci al
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cell, |I see. Too bad we don't have tine for that onship."

Tregare felt his guts heave; "Too bad," he'd heard, was a termto fear. But he didn't throw up;
he didn't dare to.

He was lying on his bunk, trying to get his breath to come evenly, when he heard the door open
"Hey! Are you all right?" And Sally Harker cane to sit and hug him He turned to | ook up at her
and knew his attenpted snmile wasn't making it. But she said, "He scared ne, too. Cone on, let's
just hold each other."

But after awhile his natural inpulse carne to him so he wiggled |loose fromher. "It's no good.
You \ican't."\i

She grinned at him "You've always done only the one thing? Let me show you." Her bl ouse cane
of f, and Bran was surprised to find that breasts could at the same tine be so snall and so
tenpti ng.

Then she showed hi m sonme things he hadn't known, and after that they didn't bother to hide
nudity from each ot her

Bran was "on watch" when his comminstrunents indicated an object approaching, on a converging
course with slight skew. Parsons had the watch. Bran said, "A ship there, | think."

The wonan's face went taut. "Get off the board, Tregare." Whndering, he stood and noved to
anot her seat. Then after quickly talking into a hushphone, she said, "Only the captain speaks a
ship met in space. O his named speaker."

Bran nodded, and everyone waited until Korbeith entered, bringing with hima thin, slouching man
who | ooked tired and perhaps defeated. Korbeith shoved himtoward the conmchair. "Say it all just
right, Meardon. No m stakes. You hear ne?"

The man nodded, and his hands noved to open the offship circuits. "Open screens," said Korbeith,
as he noved to be off to one side, out of the screens view. "Now \italk."\i

Meardon's voi ce sounded the way he | ooked: a whine. "Hello the ship," he said. "Can't make out

your insigne fromthis distance. W're still keeping the \iMacArthur\i name on here

\b76\ b

for a while. Heading toward-" He spoke gi bberish and at the sane tinme overl oaded his voice
anplifiers to peak distortion, then eased the control back and said, "-but we'll be a tine getting

there. And what's your own course, and who have you seen | ately?"

The of fship viewscreen lit, but the picture wobbled. If Bran had ever seen the nman shown there,
he coul dn't have recogni zed him The voice cane flat. "The \i MacArthur,\i eh? O was. Tell me, how
did Butcher Korbeith die?"

Mear don paused. "Now why should you ask that? And who asks?”

"Cade Moaker asks, and | don't mind telling you, since you're not arned and can't cut course to
ram that you're speaking \iCut Loose Charlie\i now Not the \iDictator,\i these days. You got
that?" Now, at the other end a pause, then: "Meardon, isn't it? You never could fool nme and you
can't now, either. The Butchers still alive, isn't he? And you're still gobbling his Ieavings!"
"You' re wong, Maker. I-"

"Eat crap, Meardon! And don't bother trying to peg ny destination, because ahead in ny course
there's still a dogleg."

The circuit went dead. Meardon tried twice nore, until Korbeith said, "Drop it, you fool!" and
left the control room

Then Bran dared to | ook up, and saw that nearly everyone el se had been having the sane problem
Laggi ng behind the captain by several paces, Meardon slunk out. Bran caught the gaze of Eunice
Parsons; his raised brows and his gesture asked a question.

Par sons beckoned himcloser, and he sat. She said, "Once Meardon-First Oficer then-thought to
nmutiny and Escape. As you night guess, he lost. But Korbeith found it useful to have it |eaked to
the grapevine, on this and that world, that Meardon succeeded. So now he keeps the skinny rat as a
sl ave decoy, to try to trap out passing ships and get |eads to H dden Wrlds."

Bran shivered. "Why doesn't Meardon kill hinsel f?"
"Sane reason his nutiny failed. No guts."

Two "days" later the intercomal armwoke Bran in nidsleep. A quick ook told himhe'd had | ess
than four hours' rest. Then a voice rasped, "All cadets! Assenble for airlock drill! On the run!"
The roomlights came on; Sally had reached the switch first. "Thanks," Bran said. "Wuat uniform
you suppose?”

77

"Regul ar duty, | expect. He said, a drill." So they dressed quickly and descended the stairs

considerably faster than safety regs permtted, naking thenselves the fifth and sixth cadets to
arrive at the airlock deck area
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It wasn't merely a quartet of their peers waiting, though. There Arger Korbeith stood, flanked
by two armed guards to either side. Bran didn't dare speak, but he and Sally exchanged a quick
gl ance, and he was pretty sure her thought was the sane as his own: \i Now the Butcher strikes!\i

It seened forever, but probably less than two mnutes passed before the |ast cadet arrived,
perhaps thirty seconds after the next-to-last. Korbeith | ooked at the |laggard and cl eared his
throat. "Your name, \isir?"\i

The young man's face reddened. "Pendl eton, sir. Keith Pendleton. 1I-"

"I'f you were intending to nake an excuse, | advise against it." He nodded to the guard who
| ooked to be the ol dest of them

That man nade a kindly-seening smle. "Formone rank. Take normal interval. Dress it up, there;
straighten that line!" Wen he was satisfied, he nodded. "Now strip. Clothes off, \inow\i Fold
them neatly and place them one pace behind your position, then formrank again." He broke
hesitation with, "Mve it!"

Shucki ng his uniformas fast as he could, Bran tried to think. Then he had the answer: not
merely sinple humiliation, but economy. If you're going to space sonebody out the air |ock, why
waste perfectly good garnents? Neither first nor last to do so, he rejoined the lineup. And
wai t ed, as Korbeith gl ared.

The captain strode to face the boy at the right end of the group, stared at him said nothing,
and noved to the next, paused, noved again. Tension built; Pendleton the late arrival was now
under Korbeith's scrutiny. The big nman started to turn away, swung back, jerked his thunb toward
his target; the guards started forward, but then Korbeith shook his head. "No, not this tinme. Next
drill, let's see if he can \ibe first\i here.”

Standing to Bran's right, Salonme Harker was seventh to endure Korbeith's inspection. It ended
qui ckly, and then it was Brans turn. Resolutely he avoided the yell oweyed gaze, staring straight
ahead at the enlarged Adam s apple. Korbeith nunbl ed sonet hing, and only when he noved on did Bran
realize the words had included, " no good. Should space him But |ater
\b78\ b

The man stopped only briefly before the next few cadets, then paused a tinme at Megan Del ange.
Bran's sidewi se gl ance showed hi m beads of sweat at the forehead edge of her bl ond stubble, and
barely noticeable, she was swaying on her feet. Korbeith's snile had rocks init. "You'll keep."

He went past the last two people without |ooking at them The guards followed him and they left
the area. No one bothered to dismiss the cadets, or direct themto clothe thenselves; for close to
a mnute they all stood there, unable to decide what to do. There were a nunber of relieved
exhal ations but no talk, until Brian said, "In two hours |I'm due on watch."” He put on his shirt,
pants, and shoes, bundled the rest of his clothes into one hand, and wal ked away. Wether the
others followed his lead, he didn't know or care. But Sally Harker entered their roomwhile he was

still putting the clothes away.
As she herself undressed, she said, "Peace take ne, |'ve \inever\i been so afraid. But he didn't
kill anybody, after all. Do you suppose, Tregare, that it's all a big hoax? A scare?"
Only one true answer. "No, | don't. This way the bastard can build up suspense nore. That's
all."

I f Korbeith indeed enjoyed playing cat-and-nouse, he had little patience for it. On Tregare's
second- next duty stint, about hal fway through, came the "Airlock drill!" call. Rising fromthe
comm board, Bran turned to the watch officer: "Relief, sir?" The nman nodded, and Bran took off in
sprint gear: Control was the topnost inhabited upship level, so of all the cadet group he had the
farthest to go. He took stairs in three and four-step junps, and when he cane to a vacant flight,

no one in his way, took a flying leap, a quick grab at the handrail, and swng to take a free
bound to the next deck
And still, by about two seconds, he was |ast to assenble. Well, \ibluff, dammit!\i Catching a

deep breath he took a good cadet brace and threw Korbeith his best salute. "Cadet Tregare, sir
reporting directly fromwatch duty!" Explanation, not excuse-and grudgi ngly, the Butcher nodded.

"So fall in, cadet."” And then the smling guard gave the orders to strip, and again they al
stood side by side while Korbeith stalked down the Iine. Bran struggled to get his pul se and
breat hi ng down to nornmal. There was not hing he could do about his fear, except try to conceal it.
Wiile they all waited

79

So quiet. Fromwell along the Iline, Bran could hear Korbeith's gravel-nmunbled threats. "If you
shape up, you might be \iworth\i spacing out the lock." "Can't imagi ne why Arbogast passed you."
Long pause, and the chronic scow intensified. "I'msaving you for later." To Bran's right stood

Megan Del ange. I n his peripheral vision he could see that her knees were shaking as Korbeith noved
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to tower above her. "Any questions this tinme?" She shook her head. The captain took a step to face
Bran, then jerked his thunb back to Del ange. "That one."

Then it was horror. Korbeith stood back, and two guards, the ol der one still with his fal sely-
kind smle, canme to grab the young worman by her arns. Her knees buckl ed and her head sagged back
she nade a keening sound, a mew ing whinper that hurt Bran's ears. Al instinct said to \ihelp\i

her, but he knew he couldn't. He could only watch-and that, he couldn't avoid.

Wiile a third guard opened the nain air lock's inner door, the other two dragged the wonan
toward it. Suddenly she stiffened, shaking al nbst | oose fromone captor-but the man grabbed her
agai n, one hand on her armand the other giving her left breast a vicious twist. Her eyes rolled
up until only white was showi ng; her screamshrilled echoes in the place, but still the two guards
pul I ed her along. Then all at once her body rejected whatever it could nanage-urine, feces, and
vonit splattered everything and everyone within range of her. Down along the line, Bran saw two
ot her cadets throw up, and fought to hold his own gorge.

Ignoring their soiled uniforms, the guards heaved Megan Del ange into the air |ock chanber. The
portal slamed shut.

Bran coul dn't renenber whether the thick plastic wi ndow fogged up with entrance of air or
evacuation. In this case it didn't matter. The outer door opened, and Megan Del ange went spi nning,
her bal ance not yet caught fromthe rough throw into the chanber, out into the vacuum

Until that noment the captains gravelly laugh had never paused. Now it did, and with the silence
that came while no one el se seened to draw breath, Bran heard a harsh nunble. Maybe it was the
chanmbers acoustics that brought the words. But the voice was Arger Korbeith's. And as Megan
Del ange plunged dead into space, Bran heard, "You go out there, not \ine. You\i pay, not \ine.
Nobody can\i pay enough, but you'll never stop paying. And \iyou\i go out. "

\ b80\ b
Then ot her peopl e began breathing and tal king, and Bran | ost track of the Butcher's litany. If
it were real. If \iany\i of this was.

\iAt least it's done,\i Bran thought; but he was wong; Arger Korbeith had nore for them Above
the airl ock door a viewscreen lit, and the harsh voice said, "You will now observe the results.” A
camera with a zoomlensing and a brilliant floodlight had foll owed Del ange i nto her experience of
expl osi ve deconpression, so now the surviving cadets were treated to a replay of young Megan's
dyi ng convul sions. The canera operator was no expert; the lighting showed only her deconpressed
body agai nst bl ackness of sky, and the body grew and shrank as canera adjustnents failed to match
the dying woman's rate of receding fromthe ship.

The colors were off, but purple was probably about right for the face. Conpared to what el se
happened to it, and especially the eyes, the rest didn't nmatter

Shocked to cal mess of a sort, Bran stood through several repeated show ngs, trying not to hear
Korbeith's chuckles. Al around Bran, people were tossing their cookies, but he held his down.
Until Korbeith graveled out a particularly |ewd comment that in other context Bran could have
i gnored; suddenly he spewed.

It wouldn't have made any difference; the entire cadet contingent spent the next hour swabbing
up the whol e ness.

Wien Bran and Sally finally got back to quarters and showered up, they held each other and that
was all either wanted. Bran was shaking and couldn't stop for a while. Wen he did steady, he
sai d, "Harkness, |'mswearing an oath."

Her hug tightened. "Yes, Tregare?"

Agai nst her warm arnms, his head thrashed. "I don't know how or when or where or how | ong-but one
day | will kill Arger Korbeith.
"If he doesn't kill me first."

Agai n she hugged harder. "Or if | don't. Hm | nean.
surrogate sex, he was too pooped.

Tensed, unable to relax, Bran waited to see what Korbeith would do next. But for days there were
not hi ng but nor nal
81

Then Bran wanted her, but even for

duty assignments. Cat and nouse, yes. Mouse wasn't Bran's favorite role. But he didn't exactly
have a choice

He tried to | earn nore, about what the Butcher's \ipattern\i mght be, but it was hard to figure
who to ask. Ratings (and unrated) in the crew sinply clanmed up to cadets, and it was about the
sane with First Oficer Orin Peale and Second O ficer Wendell Rheinhardt. The Engi neering
of ficers kept pretty much to thensel ves-not much chance there.

So it came down to Eunice Parsons, the Third. She'd talked with Bran before, but for a time the
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wat ch skeds kept himfromnmeeting her in galley. But then he caught her having a nid-watch snack
and sat beside her. After casual greetings he got his nerve up to ask.

She |l ooked at him "Well, why not? |I've never seen that scared people work better, so-" The
pattern was fairly sinple. After the first cadet was spaced, Korbeith tended to call random
drills, but usually staged an execution only at the end of a training program The prograns
general ly ran about two or three weeks. "Be careful who you tell this to," she added. "If it gets
back to the captain that the cadets know anything, he'll change his system It's happened." Bran
t hanked her, and told no one except Sally Harkness.

Trai ning progressed, and in spite of hinself Bran enjoyed it. At the Sl aughterhouse there had
been practically no drill with sidearns. On the \iMacArthur,\i the group regularly had target
practice on a range set up in the ship's nachine shop, just above the Drive room The energy
weapons, both the Iight ones and the big, heavy two-handers, had their outputs |ocked down to a
I evel that would barely nelt butter but which gave clear indications on the targets, both
stationary and noving. The vicious little needle guns that fired a streamof tiny slugs at ear-
wrenching velocity as air was riven were, for practice, loaded with fragile plastic pellets
propelled at a nmuch slower rate of speed. It wouldn't do to catch one in the eye, of course, but a
cadets junpsuit woul d protect against anything nore than an angry bruise. Since Korbeith hinself
frequently observed the practicing, Bran could see the point. Gven real amp, what cadet could
resist using it on the Butcher?

As on the scoutships, navigation was stressed, and again Bran starred at it. The \iMacArthur's\i
m ssion, aside fromthe training aspect, was to rendezvous with a series of patrol ships,

\ b82\ b

stationed at intervals along a |line between Earths sol ar system and a pl anet known as Stronghol d.
The odd thing about Stronghold, as Bran had noticed before on star charts, was that it lay in the
opposite direction fromall of UET' s other explorations. Renenbering his fathers story of UET
killing the alien Shrakken and stealing their ship, Bran thought he knew what Stronghold was al
about. And the patrol ships too. Again he told his guesses only to Sal one Harkness.

But the \iMacArthur\i was goi ng nowhere near Stronghold, only a few percent of the distance to
that world. Orin Peale, the First, handed the cadets the problemof figuring their nmax distance
"I't takes roughly a nonth for us to get up as near to ¢ as nakes no cal cul able difference for
schedul i ng purposes. Using nearly twel ve gees-and don't ask me how the Drive field neutralizes al
but one of those in the ship and its inmediate vicinity. My jobs Control, not Engi neering. Now
then, cadets . . . with that information, tell ne roughly how far we'll be fromEarth after one
mont h accel and the next one in decel. For that's exactly what we'll be doing. Going to the
farthest ship first and catching the others on the way hone." He coughed. "And the ratio of
subjective tinme to objective, also."

Zerch to light? Bran already knew that one: t/t0 (el apsed) was pi-over-four. He stood, said so,
and got an approvi ng nod.

The other part took hima nminute, in his head, to set up. Then with his hand-calc, it was easy.
"Slightly under eight hundred billion kilometers, sir. Between a seventh and an eighth of a |ight-
year." Wiich wasn't nuch of a bite toward \iany\i extrasolar planet, but still one hell of a way
from Earth.

Along with the nod, this tine Oficer Peale al nmost smiled.

Again the shout of "Airlock drill" woke Bran from sl eep. He thought of nmking speed by omtting
socks and underwear, but decided that Korbeith might take the om ssion as excuse for having him
killed, and spent the few extra seconds. Downship as fast as he dared go, he was eighth to reach
the air |lock deck and pleased to see Sally just ahead of him

Quickly they all lined up. The guard with the plastic inplant for a smle (or so it now seened,
to Bran) checked off his list, and Korbeith began his stal k along the rank

Despite the assurances from Parsons, Bran felt sweat gather at crotch and arnpits, and begin to
slither down his skin. \il\i
\r\b83\b
\r\inever thought | could wish to be back at the Slaughterhouse!\i In his nmnd a resolve forned.
I f Korbeith jabbed that great, knobby thunb at \ihim\i he would i nredi ately, wthout a thought,
take his best shot at killing the man. No matter, then, what happened-if he could take the Butcher
with him that would have to do. Yow \i HAVE to becone a nonster

To\i Brans right stood Keith Pendl eton, the boy who had arrived last at the initial drill but
who had indeed been first there for the second, when Megan Del ange died. Squinting to that side,
Bran saw Korbeith make a di smssing notion toward the guards-with the hand Pendl eton couldn't see.
Then the captain stared Keith up and down, munbled a threat Bran coul dn't quite make out, noved
along to Bran and then jerked his thunb back at Pendl eton. "That one." Then Korbeith stood still.
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The condemed youth turned pale as death. But he didn't sway or fall; his knees | ocked and he
stood rigid. For about ten seconds that seened a hundred tines |onger, the tableau held. Then came
Korbeith's jarring laugh. "Not yet, Pendleton . . . not yet. Have to keep you snotnoses alert

that's all."

He noved to give Bran his glowering stare, but Tregare hardly noticed; he stood, his mind in a
confused whirl, as the captain gave a snort and a few foul words, and noved to the next person. //
\ihe'd pulled that on nme, 1'd have junped him [|'d be dead now \i

So he changed his plan. Only when the guards canme at him would he make his try to kill Butcher
Kor bei t h.

But true to the Third OFficers estimate, that tine no one went out the air |ock

New trai ning segnents on the \i MacArthur\i tended to begin abruptly and wi thout notice. Wen
Tregare next checked in for watch duty he was told to report to the deck | evel just above the
i mprovi sed target range. Arriving there earlier than nost of the cadet group, he found Second
O ficer Rheinhardt inspecting a nechani sm hanging froman overhead track, that |ooked Iike a
met al skel eton festooned with straps and servonotor units. Bran found hinself |ooking at sonething
that leaned in a corner of the rooman oversized spacesuit that obviously carried a | ot of
mechani cal paraphernalia. Rhei nhardt caught his gaze, and said, "That's a power suit.

\ b84\ b

This is the trainer for it." Wen all the cadets were present, Rheinhardt had two of them help him
into the heavy suit. Wen he had hinself fastened up properly, but |eaving the helnet off, he

said, "This thing gives you nore than ten times normal strength, via the servo assists. It takes
practice, because you have to learn not to overload the circuits or else you could weck it. But
I"l'l show you." He beckoned to Bran, and with one hand |ifted himhigh and bounced himgently.
Setting himdown, Rheinhardt then picked up, again one-handed, a machine tool that had to nass at

| east three hundred kilos. He noved slowy, carefully, and put it back to rest. "I won't show you
how this thing can junp, because | don't want to dent the deck. Here, help nme out of this."
Pendl et on and anot her cadet obli ged.

Sal one Harkness asked, "Sir? Wat do we \iuse\i it for?" "Good question. Well, nostly for outside
wor k, handl i ng heavy conponents that would be hell to work with, no matter how nmany people you

had, wi thout the power assists." Bran said, "Sir? Are we going to work in that suit?" He wasn't
surprised when Rhei nhardt made a headshake. "No. You'll work with the trainer. Only officers use
the suit.” \iSure. Let ne in that thing and I'd awn this ship!\i But the trainer, as Rheinhardt
expl ai ned, simulated all the inertial aspects, the vast weight and the power-nmultiplication. Over
the next three duty periods, taking turns, Bran got the feel of the surrogate nechani smhow to
judge his timng and coordi nate his noves. At the end, he felt he could operate the suit all right-
if the trainers paraneters nade an accurate facsinile. And Rhei nhardt assured the group that in
fact it did.

But when the cadets did their first practice at outside work, they wore ordinary, non-powered
spacesuits. Orin Peale took first position on the life line. Everyone seened both nervous and
eager, but then came a conplaining voice: Keith Pendle-ton's. "This suit's nmarked redlined. Not
safe."

"That's for extended use, son.” In his own suit, waiting for his helnmet to unfog, Bran couldn't
see who spoke, but the voice sounded like that of the plastic-sniled guard. "Don't worry. 1'll be
right next to you, and keep an eye peeled to see you're all right. Wich you will be. This tine
we're due out only half an hour. But I'll put us at the end, if it nakes you feel better. So we
could get back in fast."

\b\i85\i\b

It sounded like a |lot nore explanation than the question needed, but Bran was too excited to
pay much heed. After a wait that probably wasn't as long as it seenmed, the first half of the group
entered the airlock. It cycled, evacuating its air back into the ship, and the outside hatch
opened. Last in line, of his contingent, Bran crept out onto the ship's hull.

And gasped. Space seen directly fromthe scoutships had been spectacular, but \ithis-\ithe
\i MacArthur\i was well past half of ¢, out where even at such speed the interstellar gas nade no
threat to a suited person-and the view was |ike nothing he'd ever inmagi ned. Behind, except for the
Drive's spreading aura, nothing but blackness-ahead, stars crowded into an unrealistically tight
vista, and colors shifted out of all recognition

The | ock had cl osed, recycled, and opened out. Now the other half of the group emerged. Bran saw
the two life lines being connected; then came Oficer Peale's order to nove off. "Just follow ne.
W're going all the way around the ship, a bit the long way with a I engthwi se slant to our path.
What you do is concentrate and get used to handling the suit outside."
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So they began to walk, to clonp along with their magnetic boots on the ship's rind. Progress was
jerky, as one or another cadet lost footgrip or held it too long. Life |line segnents tended to go
too taut or too | oose, disturbing soneone's balance. But all in all it didn't go badly. Bran found
that his earlier scoutship practice cane back to himeasily enough, and now and then he risked a
| ook at that fantastic sky.

They were nearly all the way around, and he saw the airlock hatch ahead, when behind hi mhe

heard a commtion. Wll, it had to be behind because the voices were Pendl eton's and Plastic
Smile's. "Help nme!" "Watch it, boy. Wat-?"
Looki ng back, Bran saw the last suit in the |line drifting away. Faster and faster, until it

vani shed in distance.
When they got inside both groups, Plastic Smle hurried the unsuiting and quickly sent the
cadets to quarters. Bran wanted to | ook at sonething but didn't get any chance to do so

When Sal one joined himin their room she grabbed to hug him "Oh, Bran! | sawthe lifeline. It
was \icut."\i
He nodded. "And on orders; sure. Wll, if you're going to waste a suit, nake sure it's worn out
al ready. "
Her eyes wi dened. "You think that?" She gave half a sob. "How nuch air do you think he had?"
W thout nmeaning to, he snarled at her. "How should
\ b86\ b

know? And what difference does it make? It all depends on how |l ong the Butcher likes his victins
to suffer first."

But now he knew. Air lock drills were only part of it. The Butcher had other ways.

\ cReuni on

\cwWhile the \iMacArthur\i still built toward c, the Butcher called two nore drills. Al the
remai ni ng cadets lived through the first one, but next time Plastic Snmile and his sidekick took a
young man to the air | ock and he went naked into space. The victimseened frozen by Korbeith's
verdi ct; he said nothing, and his body held its contents until the vacuumhit. Two cadets vonited,
but not Bran Tregare. Not before he was back to quarters, anyway.

The ship, Bran knew frombriefings, was on sked to hit a Vee of 0.995c-a t/t0 ratio, briefly at
peak, of about ten. Or maybe one-tenth; Bran coul d never keep straight which was t and whi ch was
t0, and who cared? Ships chewed tine, was all.

Turnover date was no secret, though, and Bran | ooked forward to watching the maneuver. No such
| uck: Korbeith ordered all cadets to quarters, "-and strap in. Anyone injured during zero-gee
time, | needn't tell you what happens.”

\iSure as hell you don't, you murdering bastard.\i

Bran woul d have settled for strapping in, but Salone cane up with a nore imagi native idea. So
they rigged tie lines, and during turnover, floating free, they made | ove. One of their ways, that
was safe for them sinply wouldn't work without gravity-so they nmade do with the other. And so
much for the Butcher

Now the \i MacArthur\i went into its nonth of decel. Training continued, and in three nore
airlock drills, only once was a cadet spaced. Al ways, every tine, Tregare thought \ihe\i would be
the one to go. \iBut, peace willing, not alone!\i The strain was costing himsleep, wecking his
appetite, winding himup to a
\ c87
\c\b88\b
tighter pitch all the tine. If it hadn't been for Sally Harkness, he knew he'd have cracked, |ong
si nce.

His closest call was the airlock drill two days before schedul ed rendezvous with the patrol ship
\'i Bar barossa.\i Two places to Bran's left stood Sally, and at her turn Korbeith paused to munble
| onger than usual. Then he jerked his thumb-"That one!"-and if Tregare hadn't seen the behi ndhand
signal, warding off the guards' nove, he'd have charged and hoped to kill. As it was, he barely
restrained hinself. And back in their roomfell shaking onto his bunk, needing |oves confort but
physically incapable of taking it.

"That's all right," she said, holding him "W're still alive and there's always tonorrow. "

How O ficer Rheinhardt cane to his death, Tregare never knew. The ship was told only that
Euni ce Parsons had been pronoted from Third to Second, that a rating was breveted to Third,
tenporarily, and (hardly made clear, but inplied) that a new, permanent Third O ficer was being
transferred fromthe \iBarbarossa.\i This |ast news cane after the two ships had met and docked,
and the various Control and Engi neering officers had exchanged guesting between vessels.

Rhei nhardt had been a good, |ikable officer, clear in his instructions and fair in the ways he
treated his cadet students. Wth sonme foreboding, Bran awaited neeting with the nan's repl acenent.
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During ships' rendezvous the event didn't occur. After pullout, heading back for Earth by way of

stoppage at other patrol-ship stations, he still hadn't net the new Third. So when he entered the
gal l ey, fresh off watch, the sight of a famliar face startled him \iPeraltal\i

The man hadn't changed nuch: still slim but nore nuscular. His face held firmer |ines, and now
t he mustache was consi derably nmore successful, though still trimed to | eanness. Bran saw that

Peralta had recogni zed him but showed no overt sign of the recognition. So nmaybe there were rules
Bran didn't know yet. For damm sure he wasn't going to run up yelling buddy-buddy; for all Bran
knew, that could mean a quick route to the air |ock

So, setting his tray aside because for one thing he really wasn't all that hungry, Bran got
hinself a cup of coffee and strolled over to the table where Jinar Peralta sat. If he got the
invitation to sit down, fine. If not, he'd go eat.
Peralta \ihad\i to see Tregare com ng but he didn't | ook up.
\ b89\ b

Well, nmaybe this was how it was. Bran wal ked to the table, refrained fromsetting his cup down,
and said, "M. Peralta?"

Now Peralta's gaze acknow edged Bran's exi stence. "Yes?"

"You'd be our new Third Oficer, sir?"

A nod. "I would, yes."

"Congratul ations, sir. From Cadet Bran Tregare."

He knew he'd said the right thing when Peralta grinned and of fered a handshake. "Sit down,
Tregare. Join ne. Its irregular, but pernmitted." Bran sat. "Now what's been happening with you?"

O hers were in earshot. Still he had to say what he felt. "I've been on this ship two nonths
and I"'mstill alive. Sir."

Wth a slight frown, a twitch of head that wasn't quite a shake, Peralta answered, nore |oudly
than seened to be called for. "Very comendabl e, Cadet Tregare. Your attitude does you credit."”
Abruptly his voice dropped. "You talk too nuch. In public, don't." Voice raised again. "What news
fromour coll eagues at the Acadeny?"

Chatter? Al right; Bran gave sone. Jargy Hoad-you'll renmenber hi mmade cadet-captain our upper
year. Ki ckem Bernardez-no, he was after your tinme-well, anyway ..." Bran tal ked for the audience,
assum ng anyone was |istening, and Peralta responded in kind. Then said, "You' d better go now,
good as it is to see you." And, "Visiting nust be at \imy\i instigation.”

Bran nodded. "I understand."
"I hope so, Tregare." That was all of it, so Bran |left.

In training work, Peralta treated Bran as if they hadn't known each ot her before-which, of
course, was as it should be. The man was not unfair; if Bran or anyone else did especially well on
any assignnent, Peralta gave a conplinent. On the other hand, any cadet who goofed caught the
Third O ficers best grade of sarcasm Bran didn't goof often, or badly.

Once he was able to answer a question w thout bothering to cal cul ate-because, fromcuriosity,
he'd already worked it out. "On your outward leg," Peralta said, "you hit very close to c before
turnover. VWat did that run add to the difference between your two ages?"

"Not quite seventeen days," Bran answered, while others were just beginning to set up the
problem on their hand-calcs. Peralta waited for an explanation, so Bran added, "It's the pi-over-
four factor, for t/t0 at steady accel fromzerch to light, and

back down. So sixty ship days roughly, equal nearly seventy-seven back on Earth." "Did you do that
in your head?"

"No, sir. | got to wondering |ast week, and figured it then." Peralta made a faint smle. "Very
good. Now we' Il put a nore conplicated question. Qur return to Earth is in two segnments. Consider-
" Bran's hand was up. "Yes, Tregare?" "I thought we were to neet three nore ships." "And so did
the captain. But the orders have been changed.

Shall we continue?" Bran shut up, listened to the problem as given, and came in with the

second- cl osest approximate answer. Only the top perforner got comended, though

Back in quarters, Bran did sonme battery-assisted thinking, Before, he sinply hadn't considered
the matter. Now he realized that a four-segment return to Earth, each with accel and then with
decel to rest (approxinmate), would have taken nore than four tines as |long as the outward run. By
ship's time, that was; on Korbeith's ship, Earth chronol ogy meant doodly zilch

So the change of orders was a break, and the nineteen surviving cadets could certainly use one
Still, they had four nore nmonths, anyway, under the Butchers sway. \i Scheist!\i

So when Salone canme in he was in no nood to talk. She tried to rally himbut he woul dn't
respond, until finally she junped and grabbed him | aughi ng, knowi ng he was ticklish and would
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ei ther snap out of it or get angry. Balanced on the edge of that choice, suddenly he | aughed.
"Watch it, lady! Tregare never forgives a tickle!"™ They had nost of their clothes off when the
i nt ercom sounded.

"Third O ficer Peralta here. Inspection tour in five mnutes." Pouting, but grinning along with
it, Sally Harkness got dressed. Except for nussed hair-now it was |ong enough to be nussed-she
| ooked relatively sedate as she opened the door to Peralta.
Bran stood at attention. "Ready for inspection, sir."

O osing the door, Peralta waved a hand. "lnspection conpleted, cadets. Let's sit down. | have a
few things to say."

Bran sat, with Sally beside him Peralta taking the other bunk. Bran said, "Sorry, no beer to

offer, sir. This ship doesn't seemto have nuch of a pipeline." Inmediately, fromPeralta's
\r\b91\ b
\rexpression, he knew he was on the wong track. "Sorry, sir. I'll shut up."

"You'd better." The Third O ficer |ooked at Sal one Hark-ness. "I see that in assignment of

roomat es, Bran Tregare has had better |uck than he deserves."” Her brows raised, and Peralta
qui ckly added, "That's a conplinment, cadet, not a proposition.” Bran didn't know what to say, so
he kept silent.

And so, for a time, did Peralta. Until he sighed and said, "This is a bad ship; we all know

that. I"'mrelatively safe. Entirely so, |1'd have said, until the circunstances of my posting here
as Third Oficer. If anyone knows what happened to Rheinhardt, no one's saying." He shrugged. "But
1"l manage, | think; the captain seenms to like my style and | shan't di sabuse him of his opinion
You, though-" He shook his head. "I told you once, Tregare, |I'd like to have you spacing with ne.
On nmy own ship, | neant, when | have one. \iAnd | will,\i peace allowing it. But how any of you
cadets can guarantee to survive, | have no idea."

Har kness | eaned forward. "You' ve heard something, sir?"
"Just grapevine. The captain seens to be working hinself up to sonething."
"I's there anything-" As soon as he said it, Bran knew the answer.

"Anything \il\i can do?" Peralta shook his head. "That's what | wanted you to know. |'m agai nst
this killing, the sane as back at the Sl aughterhouse, but there is not one damed thing | can do
about it. | wouldn't even try." He | eaned forward. "Because | want to command and | intend to have

it. And nothing in this universe is going to get in ny way. Nothing; not even friends."

And seeing the tautness of face and eyes, Bran knew that argunent woul dn't hel p. Jargy had
pegged Peralta right enough

But on the next space wal k around the \i MacArthiir's\i outside, when two cadets waffled at being
pl aced at either end of the lifeline (well, |ook what had happened to Pendl eton! But no one
mentioned that), Peralta took one end hinself and Orin Peale took the other. Plastic Smle wasn't
present, so Bran thought the fears m ght be unwarranted. But still he gave both officers a good
mark in his mental book

At the next airlock drill, two days short of rendezvous with the arned ship \i T chaka,\i the
cadets stood shivering, naked in a tenperature hardly exceeding 12-Cel sius, and saw Third
\ b92\ b
Oficer Jimar Peralta standing at the captains flank. After a silent wait, Korbeith said, "Third
O ficer, you do the honors. |nspect, and choose which of themto space."

Peraltra nodded. "Yes, sir." He noved to confront the cadet at the right of the line, |ooked her
up and down,
moved on. Unlike Korbeith he said no word, taking shorter or longer times to inspect each possible
victim As he faced Bran, one eyelid dipped so slightly that Tregare thought he m ght have
imagined it. Then at the end, Peralta turned to face Arger Korbeith.
"Sir?"
"Yes, Third. Have you chosen?"
Headshake. "No, sir."
"Why not ?"

"Sir, I've had nearly eight weeks, working with these cadets. And | nust say, you've done an
admrable job of culling. I-"
"You can't find \ianyone?"\i

"No one person. Captain, sir, in ny opinion their performances are pretty nmuch on a par. So in
my judgnent, if any are to be spaced, all should be." Peralta didn't quite shrug, but gave a faint
suggestion of that nove. "That would be up to you, sir."

For a heart-stopping nonment, seeing blood suffuse Kor-beith's sallow conpl exion, Bran thought

they were all dead. \iBut not alone!\i For he would take his |ast chance at Korbeith, live or die.

Then the Butcher relaxed his stance; the gravel laugh cane. "If | dunped the lot, Peralta, you'd
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go with them" Then he stal ked away, and again Bran found hinself able to breathe.
Later, alone with Sally and still w nding down fromtension, he said, "He's a fox, Peralta is!
If he's on your side, that's wonderful ."
"But if he isn't?"
"Yeah. That's the problem How do you know?"

Rendezvous with the \i Tchaka\i canme and was done with; Bran didn't get onto that ship and saw no
one fromit. The \iMacArthur\i went into accel nmode: two nonths, roughly, short of Earth return.
Trai ni ng stayed heavy but not intolerable; scutwork details shrank to token chores. Despite what
the late Oficer Rheinhardt had said, cadets did get actual training in one of the ship's two
power suits. But with the suit-powered
\ b93\ b

energy projector, nuch nore massive and destructive than a regul ar two-hander, disconnected and
renmoved. Wiile a guard or officer, in the other suit, had the potent weapon ready for use. And the
whol e thing, the suit training, took place in a | ocked hold. No, Arger Korbeith was taking no
chances of a cadet getting |oose with a suit-not in \ihis\i ship.

Never mind; Bran Tregare enjoyed the learning. At first the tine-lags, the discrepancies between
his body's nmoves and the servo responses, felt awkward. But then he caught the hang of it-a
little, though not entirely, like swming in Geat Salt Lake (which he had done one sumer, but
had al nost forgotten by now). In his third session he had the coordination down pat: the nove, the
pause, the suit's \iaction.\i So when he thought he'd achieved nastery, what else but to \itry\i
it?

Ri sky, it would be, for now Peralta inhabited the weaponed suit, and the man was cat-qui ck. But
in a power suit, not quite so fast. Al right, give it a go! So noving toward the other suited
man, Bran said, "Let's see if | can do sonething, here,"” and heard his anplified voice boom echoes
fromthe confining bul kheads. Peralta nodded; good enough. Bran feinted to the right, held the
feint long enough for Peralta to react, then took advantage of the suits' delay-factor to cone
back the other way while Peralta had only begun to nove.

The next instant, he had the other man's energy projector in his arnored hands. But before
Peralta, recovering his balance, could launch any attack, Bran was handi ng the weapon back to him
"No offense neant, sir. | just wanted to see if | could \ido\i it."

Halting his nove, the Third Oficer reached and took back the big gun. Inside the hel net,
Tregare saw his nod. "Good action, cadet. You know, | trust, that if you'd failed to take the gun
you'd be dead now? Not by my will, but by ny trained reflexes."

"Not quite that definite, no, sir. | did know | had to cut it pretty fine."

"I ndeed." Peralta had punched the door control; it opened, and for the first tine hel pers cane
to get both nmen out of the suits. So Tregare knew sonething el se now, or thought he did: a
trai nees suit nust have outside controls on it, so that someone else could turn it off. For
otherw se the unprotected hel pers could be nade hostage, or sinply slaughtered, by a really
desperat e cadet.

One nore itemto keep in nind ..

\b94\ b
When he told Sally about it all, she shook her head and then | aughed. "You take such chances!"
He thought about it. "In this ness, is there any other way?"

"I guess not. But-" He was caressing her. "Careful, there. Mmthat's safer. And now why don't
you- ?"
He did. Sonetines it bothered him what they had to settle for. But as long as Sally agreed, it
woul d have to do him
Parsons had said the Butcher never spaced |l ess than three cadets per trip; that nuch, he had
done (if Keith Pendl eton, cast adrift in a defective suit, also counted. And how nany nore deaths

woul d Korbeith's urge need?). Patience wasn't Bran's best skill, and constant fear would never
conme to be a confortable conpanion. He | ost sleep, dreaned badly, and ran on raw adrenalin.
\iOne day I'Il kill him If he doesn't kill ne first.\i The saying hel ped Bran at first waking,

and also in getting to sleep. No one, ever, had given himsuch fear; while Korbeith lived, Bran
felt he could never be a whole person. Alive and functional, maybe, but inconplete. So \il have
to. Soneday, some way, | have to.\i

He knew t he goal was unrealistic, but still he was stuck with it. Al his |ife, nmaybe, however
long that mght turn out to be. The main thing was outliving the Butcher; he thought on it.

Wien Peralta next paid Bran and Sally an "inspection" visit, he'd been wining. In fact he
brought along a bottle, still nearly full. "Be my guests," he said. "lI've had plenty. Not in the
usual sense, but on this ship, nore than enough.” So, with thanks, the two sipped the tart, ruby
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red stuff.

"Very good," Bran said, and Sal one nodded. Bran changed the subject. "What have you been doi ng
since you left the- the Acadeny?" Thinking back, he frowned. "Soneone said-1 forget who-that you
were trying for the next fleet to Stronghold.™

"I was." Peralta's chuckle held no anusenent. "But got bunped last minute into patrol duty on
the \iBarbarossa.\i Been there ever since, '"til now. Not nuch action, and \ino\i pronotions."
"But you're Third now. "

95

"Your M. Rheinhardts bad |uck was nmy good. Qops . . . drink to his nmenory for nme, will you?
That's right. Anyway, | was senior to all-cadet status personnel on the \iBarbarossa\i and al so
here on the \i MacArthur,\i so | got the nod. Not ny idea of a prize assignnent, as you m ght
guess, but Third Oficer is Third Oficer. And once back on Earth ..."

"You have plans, sir?" Soft-voiced, Sally spoke

Peralta | aughed. "Always. But | never reveal them ahead of tine." Mre soberly, he said, "This
much 1'l1l say. Sonme think pronotions cone faster at HQ but percentage wi se, they don't. You have
to go out, to go places." Again he |laughed. "Peace take it, |'ve nmade a joke!" He |eaned forward.
"Qut in space, except for the piddle of patrol duty, your ship can-" He waved his arns wi de. "-can
find a new colony planet, nail an Escaped ship or its destination, naybe even |ocate a Hi dden
Wrld. The bonuses for \ithat,\i if it ever happens ..."

"Nai | an Escaped shi p?" Bran thought. "Then you'd be trying for a berth on an arned one."

"I'f I could manage it. OF course." Maybe Peralta didn't think he was carrying much of a | oad,
but Bran did. "And then there's the wild card situation. Wich we need not discuss here."

But when the wi ne was gone, and Peralta also, Bran and Sally discussed it. "It stands to
reason,” he said, "that nost ships nake their Escapes by way of mutiny. Captains have the | east
incentive to bolt. Wich, afterward, neans pronptions anong the survivors, and one of these is to
\icommand.\i And that's what Peralta wants nost. He can taste it."

On the \i MacArthur\i there was no question of nutiny or Escape. Of the grapevine, once crew
menbers began tal king to cadets, Bran had picked up several stories, and he passed themalong to
Sal one Harkness. "It was tried once, on Korbeith's previous ship. | forget its name now He got
the ship back to Earth with only six other people alive."

"That's not possible. In these ships, for Control al one-and the Drive-"

"Korbeith proved different. He ran Control with two on duty in Control, rather than four, and
two filling in for the usual three on Drive. Everybody standi ng doubl e wat ches, sixteen hours out
of twenty-four. And one in the galley, and no nmaintenance. He needed | uck on that |ast, but he got
it."

\ b96\ b

"Only seven alive?" She shook her head. "The others?" Then she said, "No, | guess | don't have
to ask about that."

"Hardly." Inside himBran grinned; he was starting to sound |ike Peralta. "Anyway, the word is

that Korbeith has this ship | oaded with special weapons systens, and carries the only keys to
them He can gas whole levels, if he wants to. And his guards-" (especially, Bran had heard,
Plastic Smile) "-he has them addicted to some drug, and of course he has the only supply on

board. "
Sally frowmed. "Are you \isure\i about all this?"
"Course not. But it fits his patterns, and sure's hell | don't intend to find out."
At the next air lock drill, just short of turnover, the Butcher stood before Bran a long tine.
Munbl i ng, "No damm good. Past time-skinny, useless-waste of rations ..." trailing off so that
Bran, against his will, strained to hear. Then, with that quick way he turned, Korbeith tw tched

thunb at Bran.

"That one." Only the fact that nmonentarily he froze, before noticing that the guards hadn't
nmoved, saved Bran then. Because he was prined to go, and his target was that jutting larynx. The
hell with eyes and balls; their loss didn't kill.

But the tiny, involuntary pause, giving himtime to realize that the guards' immobility neant
Korbeith had waved them of f, saved Tregare. He felt hinself redden as the great rasp of the
But chers | aughter cane. "Al nost had you there, didn't 1? Wll, you're not hone yet." But that tine
he killed no one.

Back in quarters Bran expected to be incapable with Sally. Instead he found hinself ready, and
again, and again-until finally she said, "I'msorry, but it's starting to \ihurt."\i

So he apol ogi zed, and she said he needn't, that it was all right and she understood, and-
somewhere in there, he fell asleep
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But that was why, at turnover next day, they played no ganes at all

In some ways the [ast nonth was the worst. The closer they got to Earth, the nore Bran felt they
had to | ose, should Korbeith choose one of themfor spacing. Wwund up tighter than ever, he had to
forgo coffee entirely; conbined with a constant adrenalin overload, it literally nade himill.
Food was a chore. He needed the fuel value but had to force it down and fight to hold it there-not
al ways successful ly.

\r\b97\ b

\r The next one Korbeith spaced was a qui et young wonan whose work, Bran knew fromthe reports
he'd seen, was exenplary. \Wen the Butcher chose her, she sinply fainted- or pretended the faint
per haps, since Plastic Smile was unable to force her to show wakeful ness before he dunped her into
the air | ock.

As the lock's outer hatch opened, Bran saw the Butcher's |ips nove. Stationed at the far end of
the line, this time he couldn't hear the words. But seeing the heavy nouth nove, he knew what

Korbeith was saying. \i"You\i go out there, not \ine. Youli pay ..." And pay for what? Tregare had
no i dea. Except that it mght have to do with the ship Korbeith had brought home with only six
other living persons aboard. At any rate, the Butcher left, and air lock drill was over

After that one, Bran was not sane, knew he wasn't, and didn't really want to be.

In the galley, after watch-observation duty, Bran went to dunp his tray and put it in the rack
As he set the tray down, alongside the stack he saw a thin, sharp-pointed tool, sonething |ike an
ol d-fashi oned ice pick. He had no idea of its use, but sonmehow he |iked the |ooks of it. Under
cover of pretending to adjust the stack of trays, he grasped the tool and put it up his sleeve.
Then he left the galley.

Rest | ess, he stal ked through the ship-up a deck, prow the corridors, up another, down three-he
wasn't sure where he was going. But when he saw Plastic Smile ahead, turning a corner and going
out of sight, he knew who he was | ooking for

He followed the man, and the pursuit didn't take |long, because Plastic Snile canme to a door and
runmaged to bring out a set of keys. As he put one to the doors |ock, Tregare was cl ose behind him
and tapped his shoul der. The nan turned.

"What-" He got no farther. Between larynx and chin, the point entered slanting upward, rasped
bet ween vertebrae and hit the spinal cord. Wen the guard didn't drop inmediately, Bran w ggled
the haft to enlarge the wound. Then as Plastic Smle began to crunple, the cadet w ped his palm
over the tool's handgrip. \iNo fingerprints.\i And only then realized he hadn't even | ooked to see
that the corridor was clear of witnesses.

It was, though.
\ b98\ b

Headi ng back toward quarters, feeling the cold sweat of reaction running down his body, briefly
Tregare wondered if he should have kept the inpronptu weapon. \iThere's always Korbeith.\i But he
decided if he had it, he could be caught with it. And if the galley stocked one of them no doubt
there were nore. Now that he knew about them

The sweat of fear stank on him he showered clean before Sally got back. Then things weren't so
good; sexually he was totally unresponsive. No matter what they tried, nothing worked.

\iwwy?\i Hs total rage, his frustration when the Butcher baited himand | aughed-he'd expected
\ithat\i to unman him but the effect had been just the opposite. Now he'd taken revenge, and
sonehow the secret triunph |l eft himdrained.

There was no way to talk about it. He couldn't tell anyone, not even Sal one Harkness, that he
had killed Plastic Smile. So he hugged Sally and said, "Delayed reaction, | guess. Sorry."

"Don't worry about it, Tregare. | can wait for next tine."

Bran dreaded what coul d happen when Korbeith got into retaliatory gear. For two days not hi ng.
Then the Butcher called a selective assenbly in the galley. Lower-rated and unrated crew nmenbers
weren't invited, and the watch contingent was present by intercomviewscreen only. Still the place
was packed.

There weren't enough seats; sonme ratings doubled up and sone sat on the deck, as Arger Korbeith
stal ked and gl owered. "Wn't put up with nurder!" \iExcept by your own doing, you piece of dung.\i
"No shelter for killers, no mercy.” \il'll drink to that.\i "So-" Korbeith pointed to one of his
other guards. "-get up here, and talk!" And to Bran Tregare's anmazenent, the guard who had been
Plastic Smiles colleague in the spacing of cadets was dragged to a chair and tied to it. Wereat
Arger Korbeith raged and swore and hit the bound nman, and had other things done to himthat Bran
didn't like to see, until the man confessed to killing Plastic Smle-whose true nane Bran never
did register.

Korbeith turned to his two remaining guards. "Take himdown to the airlock. Oficers and cadets,

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%...g%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (45 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:58 PM]



file:///Cl/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%2001%620-%20Star %20Rebel %20v1.0.txt

follow The rest of you, dismssed."
Bewi | dered, Tregare noved downship with the rest. Wy had the guard confessed to what he hadn't
done? The torture? O a mnd-softening effect of the drugs used by Korbeith's
\r\b99\b
\rguard force? It nmade no difference; Bran was off the hook for Plastic Smle. And now he
remenbered: this guard, headed for the airlock, was the one who had given the vicious wench to
the naked breast of the woman Bran had first seen spaced, and then had hel ped to space her. \i Go
to hell, then!\i
Airlock drill didn't seemthe sane with clothes on. Only the condemmed guard was stripped. But
this time the procedure was different; Korbeith ordered the nman equi pped with a breathi ng nmask,
oxygen tube, and life line. Then his two ex-cohorts horsed himinto the air |ock and secured the
life line to a bulkhead bitt. Wen they were out and the inner door closed, Korbeith hinself
punched t he opening of the hatch to space, to cold, to vacuum
So that the man coul d breathe while his body's internal pressures bloated and ruptured him
while the chill of space froze himfromthe outside in. As the Butcher's lips noved. \iYou\i go
out there, not \inme. . . .\i
Bran didn't throw up. Korbeith had worn that reflex out. Anbng other things
Sl ow, Bran was, going back upship. Wen he entered the bunkroom Sally was toweling and stil
part dripping fromher shower. She |ooked at him a question in her face. He shook his head, went
to stand in hot spray |longer than custons said he should, then came out to face her
Frustration burst. "Its no dam \igood!"\i
She canme to him "I know. But it's not nuch longer. Back to Earth; then we get reassigned. They
told us that."
He pushed her off; he had to. "You \idon't\i know. " She waited. He said, "That bastard didn't
kill the other one. | did." Then he told her all of it. "I didn't want to tell you."
"Ch, Bran! I'mso glad you did." And then, between them everything was suddenly all right.
Why was it, he thought, that so many of the bright spots of his |ife had to do with wonen? Wl |

why argue?
In bed then, it was for himclose to the best tine ever. Afterward he told her so, then frowned.
"Sally-is this ship turning ne into a killing freak? | don't want it to. | don't want |ove tied

into death. | \idon't."\i

She held him "No, Bran, that's not it. After you'd killed that smling hyena, you \icouldn't-
\'iremenber? But now t hat we
\b100\ b
have it straight between us, you can. If you're a freak for sonething, Bran Tregare, it just m ght
be honesty."

Suddenly his tears | owed. He couldn't stop them and after a few nonments he didn't try. Wen he
was done, still in Sally's tight hug, he felt a |lot better
And he sl ept w thout nightmares.

Approaching Earth, the \iMacArthur\i simulated invasi on maneuvers. Korbeith m ght be a sadistic
nmurdering son of a sow, but Bran had to adnmit that the Butcher knew his tactics. Sitting up in
Control on his watch-observer stints, he saw how the \i MacArthur\i utilized its approach angl e,
com ng from above the ecliptic, then some deceptive changes in rate of deceleration, and finally a
twitch of course that hid the ship behind Jupiter's radiation belts, to first appear on Earth's
screens in what woul d have been a highly effective attack stance. But of course no such thing was
intended; it was all for training purposes, and the captain had given safe-conduct signals to all
outlying patrols. Still, it \iwas\i dammed good trai ni ng.

Inside the noon's orbit, the ship neared Earth. Not |ong now, Tregare thought, until they'd all
be groundside. And \iout\i of this insane ness. But that wasn't how it happened. A bit |ower than
synchronous height, the \iMacArthur\i stopped descent and went to circling the planet bel ow
Cadets, having strapped in according to orders, were then conmanded to go downshi p. Nude this
time, leaving all clothes in quarters.

Airlock drill. Wat else?

Wth little earlier chance to | earn weightless maneuvering, Bran and Sally nade awkward goi ng of
it. And so, it seened, did every cadet they met along the way. Nobody, though, after three
turnovers and two docki ngs, suffered fromnull-gee nausea.

At the air lock deck, with his two remaini ng guards, Butcher Korbeith \istood.\i Sure; those
three had boots with controlled magnets. The cadets, of course, didn't.

There was a cabl e, though, strung across the area, and the cadets were told to |line up by
grabbing onto it. Wen the captain was satisfied with their spacing along the thing, he said, with
the laugh Bran had | earned to despise, "Back to Earth, we're all going. But nmaybe a head start for
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sone of you; beat the ship down there."
\r\bl01\ b

\rThere was no way to stand at attention so Bran didn't try; instead he twisted to watch the
But chers progress and actions. Korbeith nunbl ed sonething to the first cadet, pushed the young man
free of the cable and bell owed, "You have thirty seconds to get back into place." But then, as the
cadet floundered, noved al ong and paid no heed.

Next in line was Sally Harkness. Gasping, as the Butcher put his great hands on her and
\'i kneaded,\i she turned pale. "And you'll reach Earth ahead of us, won't you? And rmake a fine
bright light to guide us in, as you hit air. \iwn't\i you, slut?"

Sanity was lost. Tregare pulled on the cable, gathered his |legs up to nmake thrust, and | aunched
for Korbeiths throat. Al w thout nmaking a sound. H's breath hissed through gaping jaws. But as
the Butcher jerked Harkness free of her hold, the cable noved with his pull; Bran was sent
spinning of f the wong way.

He net a bul khead with one hand and one foot, tried to angle his carom back toward Korbeith, but
m ssed agai n. The guards had the woman now, but sonmehow again she grasped the cable.

Then fromthe air lock-fromoutside it-came a nuffled clang, and the other noi ses that happened
when a small craft" docked there. And the intercom sounded: "Attention! The vice-adnmiral's
i nspection |lighter, approaching on the port bow, will be docking at the main air |ock. The captain
is requested to attend the vice-admiral there, as soon as possible." The voice was Peralta's.

Bran caught grip on the cable again, and turned to see Arger Korbeiths face twist into fury.
"Two hours early, that bastards here!" Hi s knobby hand swept air. "All right, you cadets! Back to
quarters and get dressed. Prepare for the vice-adnmiral's inspection.” He glared. "Mve it!"

But as Bran and the rest turned to shove off, to nmake their ways upship, the airlock warning
sounded. Bran paused, and saw that the | ock was opened to the other spacecraft, and five uniforned
figures had entered. Then the outside hatch closed, the inner one opened, and the five boarded the
\'i MacArthur.\i

Since neither Korbeith nor either guard had worked the | ocal operating |evers, the |ock had
been handl ed from control

O the five, the leader was slim and neither tall nor young. H's greeting wave to Korbeith was
not quite a salute, but thoroughly proper. "Captain! W've net, but not for sone
\b102\ b
years, even bio. |I'mVice-adniral Kaner. Was up to Luna, and thought |'d stop by and-" Suddenly,
Kaner seemed to notice the covey of floating, naked cadets. He |aughed. "Ah! Initiations, at the
end of their first trip? Not kosher by the regs, strictly-but back on the old \iZzZhukov,\i when |
commanded there, a little of such sport did add zest to the end of a long trip. And no one was
hurt-or hardly ever. | trust it's the sane here."

Korbeiths grey-sallow face held an ochre tinge. Before he could answer, Kaner said, "Shoo these
youngsters back to their digs, will you, captain? Gve "emtime to prep for ny inspection. And-"
He tapped the folder he carried under one arm "For sonme of them depending on proficiency
ratings, | have i mredi ate space assignnments. Ships waiting for personnel, so | may ferry a few
down with nme ahead of you." Bran hoped he'd be one of those. Anything, to get off \ithis\i
deat htrap

Nei ther he nor Sally were quite fully dressed when the knock came. "Not the inspection
\ialready?"\i But, being closest, she opened the door. Gaceful, experienced in zero-gee, Peralta
glided in, caught a stanchion, and halted.

He notioned for Salone to close the door, then said, "I'm passing the word. During inspection
or if you have the luck to ride groundside with the vice-ad, nmake \ino\i accusations agai nst
Korbeith." As both Bran and Sally tried to speak, the Third Oficer waved themsilent. "H s
superiors know all about him. . . have for years. He is, in a word, despised anong them Don't
ask how | know, | have ny pipelines. But the point is, the brass is an Ad Boys' |eague. They
cover for each other, no matter what." One eyebrow rai sed. "Do you understand?"

And he stal ked to scan the cabl e-holding Iine-up

Rel uctantly, Tregare nodded. "Yeah. | guess so." But then he had to grin. "W sure |ucked out
back there. Wien the Butcher couldn't kill Sally, because the adniral showed up."
Peralta shook his head. "Not all |uck, cadet. The second officer and | heard runors. So sonmehow

and nobody can prove it on us-Korbeiths invitation for Kaner to conme inspecting got updated by a
coupl e of hours. Close tinmng, but it worked."

Bran tried to thank him but Peralta would have none of that. "I hate waste. Here, as at the
Sl aught er house. " Then the
man nmoved to the door, was out it, and pulled it closed behind him

I nspection wasn't soon, but it was fast. Intercomorders were to | eave room doors ajar, so Bran
conplied. Hearing the vice-adniral's group approach. Bran and Sally braced agai nst bunks and held
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stanchions, to give a senblance of standing at attention. Kaner wal ked in magnetic boots as if
moving in normal gravity. Entering, he | ooked around the cubicle, nodded, and gave a faint smile
"Quite satisfactory. Nowthen . . . Tregare and Harkness, isn't it?" Both affirmed. Kaner |eafed
t hrough a not ebook. "Yes, you're both posted for the hurry-up transfer. So get your gear together
and be at the air lock in thirty mnutes. O l|ess."

He turned, and as though wal king on Earth itself, strolled out. Just past the door, Bran saw
Arger Korbeiih standing, and before he also turned to follow the vice-adniral, the Butcher gave
Tregare and Sally the nost nurderous gaze Bran had ever seen
But now the Butcher was out of it. Or so Bran hoped.

Packi ng was no problem Sally and Tregare were anong the first to assenble near the air |ock
beati ng Kaner's deadline by alnbst ten minutes. Then they waited, while Bran began to wonder if it
nmght be all a cruel trick. Sally wanted to talk, but now he couldn't. Eventually, Kaner and his
cortege arrived. The vice-admral bade Korbeith goodbye-and after what Peralta had said, Bran
could hear the sarcasmin the conplinments-and all of themgot into the tiny dispatch craft.

Twel ve, in all.

The vice-admiral hinmself took the pilots consol e-and once the prelimnaries were done and the
| ighter undocked, proved hinself a pilot after Bran's own heart. As Bran and Sally, sitting side-
by-si de, gripped hands together, he | aughed. "The man's taking her down like a real bat. On,
peace! He knows how to
\Viflyl"\i
Sally released held breath. "I"mglad you think so." Then they were groundsi de. Exactly where, on
Earth, they weren't told, but it was a big spaceport and there weren't all that many of such si ze,
so Bran had his guesses.

He and Sally were immedi ately hauled off to transient quarters and assigned a room And, after
di ning at the ness
\b104\ b
hall, nostly enpty because they were between regular nealtimes, they made the nost of it. Because
it was their last chance for |love or talk, either one.

Lying quietly for a tine, drinking wine provided by a friendly, bribable ness attendant, Bran
felt both sad and happy. "W lived through it, Sally. W got past the Butcher."

"Yes. | don't suppose we'll go to the sane ship. WIIl we ever see each other agai n?"
H s free hand grasped hers. "I'd hope so. But with the Long View, ships chewing tinme and all
m ght be our ages wouldn't nmatch."
Li ke a cat, she dipped to bite his knuckles. "I won't care. If one of us is older, we'll sinply

not pay attention." She sat straight now "Bran? Wat are your plans? What do you want to \ido?"\i

He knew he could trust her, and logic said that transient barracks weren't worth bugging, so he
spoke freely. "Escape. \What el se?"

Sal ome Harkness frowned. "I thought it was Peralta, not you, who wants command so bad he can
taste it."

Bran shook his head. "Not just command-though |I wouldn't spurn it if it showed up under ny
pill ow soneday." He |leaned forward. "Bloody \ifreedom\i is what. Getting out fromunder UET' s
heel. And then twisting UET's goddam tail 'til it conmes right off."

Until he saw her shrinking back fromhim he had no idea how tightly his face was naki ng sone
kind of predatory grimace. Trying to relax, at |east he softened his voice. "You ve been through
most of it, same as | have. Don't you want to hit back? Don't you burn to see those bastards
\'i dead?"\

Eyes wi de, she |leaned to hug him and hid her face against his shoulder. "Ch, Bran! You nustn't
let them\imake\i you like this!"

Well, she was a fighter too; he'd put everything too strong, was all. He soothed her until it
canme tine for love again, and afterward nenti oned UET not once.
Next nmorning Bran was rousted out early and told to report, gear and all, to his new ship.

"You're Third O ficer. Your papers are aboard.” So with little tinme to spare he got Sal one

Har kness wi de enough awake to know who she was ki ssing goodbye, collected his belongings to go sit
for his Third

105

O ficers cheek tattoo, and rode a shuttle-route groundcar out to the hardened area where the big
ships sat. As the car approached one of those great towers, he stared at it. The insigna read
\'i Tamur | ai ne. \i
And even from some di stance, he could see that it was an armed ship
\c7
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\bThe \i Tanurl aine\i\b

\cAinmbing the ship's ranp, Tregare realized he was still in cadet uniform So before the air
| ock guard chall enged him he thought out what to say. "Bran Tregare: just conpleted ny cadet trip
with Captain Korbeith on the \iMacArthur."\i On the face of the guard, a thirtyish First rating,
initial supercilious expression changed to sonmething like respect. "My assignnent here as Third
Oficer came as a hurry-up. In fact Vice-admiral Kaner brought several of us groundside in his
i nspection lighter, ahead of our ship's landing." What else? "My papers are aboard, they tell ne.
You can call up to Control and make sure. And | suppose | can draw proper uniformwhen there's
time for that."

When the guards tough-1ooking face nade a half-snile, he didn't look like a bad sort at all. "No
need to call; you're on ny list, sir. Your instructions are to go to Third's quarters and wait for
the captains summons. My advice, though, is to stop by Supply on your way and draw the uniform
first thing. You're reporting early, and the captain's a bit of a stickler for the formalities."

"l see. Thanks."
"Not hing |ike your recent captain, though; if |I've heard right about \ihim\i mnmy sincere

congratul ations for being here at all. At least three out the lock, it's said, every trip."
\iThis could be a plant.\i "It is? That's interesting."
"As you say, sir. Well, welcone aboard."

Al t hough the \i Tanurl aine's\i internal arrangenents differed slightly fromthe \i MacArthurs,\i
Bran found Supply easily enough. The man and wonan on duty there found garments that fit him
wi t hout need of alteration. He changed cap, jacket
\c\ b106
\c107\ b

and trousers on the spot, the rest of the gear was interchangeable. Then he went up to Third
O ficers quarters, on the deck between the galley and Control

The roomwas slightly larger than the one he'd shared with Sal one Harkness but it held nore
amenities, and had its own bathing and sanitary facilities adjoining. Before |leaving his
groundside billet he'd had no chance to shower. Banking on the guards guess about the tining, he
did so now, and shaved. He wasn't yet growing nuch in the way of whiskers, so it seened as well to
keep his face bare of the inmature fuzz. Just in the interests of his Third Oficer inage, that
was.

Then he waited until the intercom nade its announci ng sound, and a voice said, "Third Oficer
Tregare?”

"Tregare here." WAs this the captain? "Sir." Just in case.

"Captain Ri gueres speaking. Is it convenient for you to join me in ny digs now, and nmeet your
fellow of ficers?" Fromthe assured tone of voice, Bran decided it had damm well \ibetter\i be
conveni ent .

"Ri ght away, sir. Tregare out."

Bran had never seen inside Korbeiths "digs" but Peralta had dropped hints that they were
furnished in rather sybaritic style. Captain Rigueres, it turned out, didn't indulge hinmself in
such ways. The anple space was nore bare than not, with only a few very good pi eces of space-
adapted furniture, and on the bul kheads three differing but harnoni ous pi eces of art work; he had
a seascape, a half-lit Earth as viewed fromlow orbit, and a forest scene on a planet that
obviously was not Earth. Rigueres apparently |liked what he |liked, and the hell with quantity.

Shorter than Bran but bl ocky-w de, not fat, the nan gave a handshake that stopped short of
crunching. Under crinkly iron-grey hair and heavy straggling brows, his squarish face seened set
inascow. "Tregare, eh? Wl come aboard." Wthout the intercons distortion his voice was a
runbling grow, deeper even than Korbeiths, but with no rasp to it. "And wouldn't surprise ne that
you're glad to be here."” Eyes don't really twi nkle, but now Bran saw how t he expression had cone
about. "Well, this isn't the \iMac,\i but nonetheless | run a tight ship."

He stepped back, turned slightly sidew se, and gestured to the other two nen in the room "Your
other two superior officers. M. Mnteffial, ny First-" ,An average-sized man,

\b108\ b

ol i ve-ski nned and dark-haired, made a wary, quiet grin as he noved to shake hands: firmy, no-
nonsense, but no excess pressure.
"Leon Monteffial. My pleasure.”
"Bran Tregare. And mine.'
As they stepped back again, the captain said, "-and M. Farnsworth, my Second.”
Tall Farnsworths face went from blank indifference to al nost enthusiastic welcome. As his left
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hand pushed his bushy fair hair back froma slightly sunburned forehead, his right hand shook
Bran's in a clasp neither linp nor aggressive. "Wl conme, |'msure," he said. "G eet Farnsworth."
Monteffial chuckled. "And that's two e's, Tregare,"” he said, "not cleat as in track shoes."

"Thanks; I'Il remenber,"” and then Bran noticed that Farnsworth didn't especially seemto care
for the clarification. "And | appreciate your welcome, M. Farnsworth."

The man nodded. "Well, we're all on the sane team aren't we? Wich renm nds nme-" He turned.
"Captain, there's a First rating holding down the watch for me. | realize it's only groundside

duty, but still-"

Ri gueres nodded. "OF course, M. Farnsworth. Excused." And as the tall man, his skin pale where
the sun hadn't pinkened him left, the captain said, "Sorry to cut the socializing so short, but
Farnsworths right. | have sone cargo nmanifests to check over. M. Mnteffial, would you take over
the courtesies by showing M. Tregare around the ship? Whatever he w shes to see?"

"Of course, sir." Mnteffial gave a formal salute, so Bran did also. Then they departed the
captain's digs. "Wiere to?" said Mnteffial. "If you' d like, we could start with a drink, on ne.
Tregare nodded. "Sounds good. Sorry | can't nmake the same offer, but the \iMacArthur\i kept

cadets in dry node, and groundside | had no time to stock up."

Mont ef fial paused at a door, opened it and ushered Bran inside. His place was | ess than that of
Ri gueres but nore than Third's quarters. \Wich nade sense. "Here we are. And not to worry. As
Third you can draw on ship's stores, within reason, against pay. And you'll have your cadet pay on
account, to start with." Bran realized no one had told himabout his cadet pay, and he'd been too
preoccupied to think about it. Mainly being scared. He said sonething am abl e and noncommittal, as
Montef fial asked himwhat he'd like to drink
109

"Anyt hing sinple and not sweet. Beer, dry wi ne, bourbon .

Noddi ng, the First said, "The latter, then. | had sone ol d-fashi oned sour nash once. This stuff
imtates it alnost perfectly." Wiether or not, Bran found the flavor inpressive.

"Cheers, definitely," he said. "And do | get the |lecture now?"

"Lecture?" Mnteffial smled. "Orientation, yes. | knew you'd realize why we're here-one-on-one,
as they say. Al right. You want to know what this ship's like, and that's what the captain neans
me to tell you. You nmade it through and safely off the \iMac;\i this ones nothing |ike that,
prai se peace!”

He stared under |owered brows. "As far as | know, the skipper's spaced only one person in his
whol e career. Of this ship, but before | joined it. Wat happened was, a senior rating tal ked on
a nonitored commline and Ri gueres heard the recording."”

\i"That's\i all?"

"The rating, identified because he initiated the call fromhis duty station, was trying to
recruit cohorts for an attenpt at mutiny and Escape. And on that subject, Captain Ri gueres is
death. Literally."

Tregare blinked. "Well, | can see-"

"Can you? Think on this. The Acadeny-and six years out of it | can say Acadeny w thout thinking
Sl aught erhouse first- it's an exercise in the harshest of conditioning, toward blind |oyalty and
obedi ence. But like all conditioning, the effects depend on what the conditionee brings to the
process. On the captain it worked perfectly. On others, the opposite-they go into a trapped-rat
syndrome and will chew their own leg off to try to get away." He shrugged. "Mst of us-nost fal
short of conplete acceptance but settle in, anyway. Do you understand?"

Bran wasn't at all sure he did, but he nodded. "Mnteffial-"
"‘In private, make it Leon."
"Bran here. And how about M. Farnsworth?"

"Precisely. \iMster\i Farnsworth. Until he tells you otherwise. Cleet's picky. He's only been
out once, and new at Second. So-"

Bran waved a hand, just slightly. "Remi nds ne. Wat happened to your previous Third?"

"Qur previous Second. That's what noved C eet up. Well, nothing \ihappened\i to her, except
that she was overdue for a
\b110\ b
First, and when we | anded there was a ship here with that berth open, so she noved to it." He
shook his head. "You mi ssed a good farewell party.”

Now Leon frowned. "Back to orientation. Tregare-you' ve been out on only a short haul. You nust
not have had time to see your famly on this quick stopover, and your next visit mght be twenty
years fromnow, Earth time. How do you feel about it?"

Bran felt his face go wooden; he thought fast. The truth should do-or, rather, part of it. "I
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didn't have nuch famly living. What was |left went off Earth. The nessage that was supposed to
tell me where, sonebody |ost. So-"
Monteffial grinmaced. "No way for you to find them then?"

"Just keep going out, | guess. And naybe get lucky." \iBut if |I do find them they'll never know
it.\i

"Maybe you're lucky already. Let nme tell you sonething. And the way it went was that Leon
Monteffial, fresh out of the Sl aughterhouse except for his relatively brief cadet trip, had
shi pped out as Third on a ship that returned twenty Earth-years later, with himaging | ess than
two. Family ties couldn't take the discrepancy; he was effectively orphaned and di sowned. " Not
because they wanted to, mnd you. It's just-not everyone can deal with the Long View "

Bran signed agreenent, to whatever the First meant. On the man's |lean face a wy grin built.
"So | thought |'d take out sone insurance, you see, against my next return. How, you ask?" But
Bran didn't ask, so the other went on. "I |ooked for a very young nubile nmaiden to | ove and court,
and | leveled with her that |I'd be gone for years and conme back younger than she, but neanwhile

she'd have her allotrment fromny pay and I wasn't asking fromher any such foolish thing as
decades of chastity-but nmerely that she \ibe here\i for nme when | returned.”

He sighed. "She thought it was all very romantic. W even narried O dstyle. | was in special
training-my first trip out, 1'd been only a rating at the start but nmoved up fast-so we had
ourselves a great half a year before | went out again. But when | got back-"

Bran had to break the pause. "Yes?"

"I never found her. | didn't try. It was all clear in the records. |I don't know how long it took
her to decide to find sonmebody else, and I don't care. O howlong it took both of themto see
their best course. But what they finally did was-

\b111\b
there's still a law that seven years' absence equal s a spouse's desertion.”
"So after seven years-"

"You're not thinking, Tregare. Seven years, hell! Not until my ship was announced comng in
soon. \iThen\i she divorced ne, and gave up her nonthly share of nmy pay." H's laugh grated. "At
least | didn't pick ne a stupid one." Draining his glass, the man stood. "Tine, | guess, to give

you the grand tour of the ship. Whatever you'd like to famliarize yourself with."

Bran's glass was dry long since. "Yes, sir. Ready when you are."

Ships were all pretty nuch the sane. Wiere the \iTanurlaine\i differed fromthe \i Mac-\iand now
Bran coul d think of Korbeiths command by that nicknane-it closely resenbled the now gutted but
once-arned \i Caesar,\i where Tregare had trained as a snotty.

The \i Tam s\i (well, he wouldn't say that out loud) turrets were fully armed. As the First
showed hi mthe equipment in Turret Two, Bran saw that the projector was heavily insulated for as
far forward as a gunner was likely to reach, even by accident. Farther ahead, the cooling fins
were bare. But, as Monteffial said, "You' d have to reach hard to burn yourself. Unless you were a

gorilla."

Dutifully, Bran chuckled. Then asked, "Are all the turrets set up with conmputer sinmulations?
Practice runs . . . the way they did it back at the-oh, hell!-the \i Academy?"\i

Monteffials |augh burst out. "Takes a while, doesn't it? Wll, not all; just Two and Six.

That's not policy; it's only that when we got the conversion, the shops were short on circuitry.”

"I see. But anybody can schedul e simpractice, on free time?"

Monteffial | ooked at him "Not \ianybody.\i You can. | can. Anybody authorized. But not just
anybody. "

"Ch, sure," Bran said. "That's what | neant." But he hadn't.

When the First Oficer told himit was coming on tinme for chow, Bran took the word gratefully.
Trudgi ng upship and down in Mnteffials wake, he'd seen enough of the \iTanurlaine\i to last hima
tinme. The Drive area was no different than any other he'd seen. Control was, for the operating
consol es differed fromthose of unarned ships and were of a newer
\b112 \b
design than the \iCaesar's.\i But two or three watches at those controls, Bran thought, and he'd
have it straight, where everything was.

So it was with relief that he followed the First into the galley. Ratings and crew stood in
line with trays, but Mnteffial nudged Bran away toward the table where Captain R gueres sat. Now
he thought about it, Tregare recalled that Korbeith and his officers were served in place. It had
been a long day. ... So he followed, and sat between his | eader and a woman he hadn't net.

Wl 1, he should say hello. He turned to her and she turned to him "Bran Tregare, new Third.

Pl eased to-"
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"Airda Kroll. Call me Airedale." The round-faced wonan, sandy curls tunbling down to her
eyebrows and around her face, cane close to fitting her nicknane and had a westlers grip to her
handshake. "First Engineer." Meaning she was counterpart, anong the Engineering officers, to
Monteffial in Control

Enduring the hand clench with only defensive resistance, Bran said, "Pleasure to neet
col | eagues. |-"

Headshake. Until her head tipped back a little, her eyes were hidden; then they showed grey.
"You followillusion. There is no pleasure, only duty. But enjoy illusion while you can."

Bran's di nner was served. Confused and silent, he ate it.

Afterward, leaving the galley with the First Oficer, Bran asked, "Wat shakes with \iher?"\i
"I have no idea. It's some religious sect."

"New? | never heard of anything like it."

"No." Monteffial paused, |ooked to Tregare. "It's sonmething that happened a |ong tinme ago.
She's been out a lot, and | think her special religion cane and went, died on the vine while she
was away. Maybe sixty years back. You see?”

"Yeah, | think | do. The Long View, you nean."
"Ri ght. Anyway, she causes no trouble, and does her job."
"Sure." But \ithe Long View.\i At Bran's nape, a chill cane.

Before Tregare's first watch duty he got sonme sleep and had only hazy, residual nightnares. He
was of f-duty when the ship lifted, but |ike any conscientious junior officer he sat in at Control -
to observe and learn. The \i Tanurlaine\i went up not quite like a real bat, but not exactly
coasting either; Tregare
\b113\b

wat ched his nonitors and decided that Captain R gueres knew how to fly a ship. Especially when he
ski nmed past Luna and set his course by making a sling turn that Bran hinself would not have dared
try, without conputer verification. And how could Ri gueres have had \itine\i to get that? Lifting
off at a slant, and-

Wl |, sooner or later, Bran decided, he'd figure it all out.

The ship's routine cane easily to him The feel of it took |onger. Rather soon it becane clear
that the captain's apparent joviality was a surface thing. His reports entered in the | og were
nmercil ess on even the nost mnor errors. And although not a killer |ike Korbeith, Ri gueres had a
m nd for unusual turns of punishnent. As, the tinme a rating reported five ninutes |late for watch
duty. His next turn, the man stood watch in full spacesuit, except for hel met and gl oves. Besi des
the disconfort of it, the order nmeant that to report on tine, the rating had to go to the
equi prent deck nearly an hour before his watch began-to be fitted into the suit, and then to plod
upshi p wearing the heavy thing.

"And nearly as long afterward,” Monteffial confided, "to get back downshi p and check the dammed
thing in."

They were having a drink together-Brans treat and in his quarters. He answered, "So, two hours
extra duty, and the whole of it miserable. Seens a little strong."

Leon shrugged. "It's authorized in Regs. Wll, hell-so are the Butchers killings. Not sone of
the finer touches he does, though, if |I've heard right."

Bran liked the First, but still he wasn't going to put anything on record, just in case.
"There's lots of runors. | suppose sone nmay have a little truth to them"

Montef fial gave his quick smle. "Cagey, aren't you? Well, that's good. Bran. | wouldn't fee

saf e drinking with someone who spilled everything he knew. The dogs, you see."”
"Dogs? There aren't any dogs on a ship."

The other man | aughed. "You \iare\i new. Which is why | can be sure \iyou're\i not a Police dog.
They don't come quite so young."

Frowni ng, Bran asked, "Conmittee Police, you nmean? But-"

The First leaned forward. "Relax a minute. It's not a traitorous act to hate the guts of the
Conmittee Police, unless they hear you do it. Because everybody does. My point is that
\b114\ b
on every ship there's probably a dog or two, pretending to be an ordinary rating and buggi ng
everything he can nanage. Or a she; there's Police bitches, too. And one probl emwe have on here
is that they scare hell out of the captain. He overreacts.” Bran was a point or two behind. "They
bug the ship?" "And Captain R gueres keeps his conmcrew, which | expect you'll be heading before
| ong, busy debugging it." Qick wave of hand. "Ch, it's all quite sublegal. The dogs aren't
supposed to bug us. The captain isn't supposed to know they're doing it. But it's always
legitimate to renove unaut horized el ectronics. Y see?"
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Tregare was catching up now. "He overreacts, you say?" Nod. "He's tougher than need be because
he's scared the dogs will catch himbeing not tough \ienough."\i

"Ch, shit."” Bran | ooked at his wist chrono. "Tinme for one

nore, Leon, before chow. Right?"

"Right."

In the galley, Bran found he'd drawn his turn at sitting honcho over at the cadets' table. Once
before he'd had this duty, but then he knew none of the two dozen and sinply ate first and asked
questions over coffee. By this tinme he could put nanes to five or six of the two dozen faces, so
he knew he'd have to talk nore, want to or not. Under Korbeith on the \iMacArthur,\i certainly
there'd been none of this fraternizing.

Bei ng served at that table, waiting for it, would take | onger than he w shed, so Tregare sinply
fornmed up at the end of the cadets' line, picking up a tray, sanme as they did. He saw the captain
at the officers' table, give hima stare that was | ess than approving and jerk a thunb toward the
head of the line. In return, Bran nmade what he hoped was a placati ng wave of hand, and patted his
stomach. Still grimof face, Ri gueres nodded.

Finally seated, his tray | oaded with food not so good as the other officers were getting, Bran
ate. He sat at the tables head, saying brief greetings to the cadets at either side of him since
it happened he did know both by name. To his left was Waxy (Waxwell) Marston, a skinny blond
beanpol e who seened to ask good questions-so far, at least. And at his right sat a stocky little
wonman wi th dark brown stubbled hair: Laina Polder. Wiether fromfear or shyness, she had trouble
speaki ng up. Now, feeling tense fromwhat Monteffial had said, Bran hoped none of them woul d ask
too nuch.

\b115\ b

He got through the neal without having to say a great deal, but over coffee the questions
flowed. Mdst of them had no good answers: "Sir, if you were going to settle on a col ony pl anet,
whi ch woul d you choose?" He'd never been to one and hadn't seen the brochures, so he had no idea
He said so

"What's it like, sir, toreturn to Earth out of your tine?" So he explained that as yet he had
not had that experience.

"What about the Escaped Ships and the H dden Worl ds?"

He turned and | ooked at that questioner. Looked hard. A chubby, teddy-bear type, either al
i nnocence or working at it. Wiat was his nane? Oh, yes-Caneron. Henry Lane (Hank) Caneron.
According to Leon Monteffial, much too young to be a Police dog. But maybe not. So Tregare said,
"You nean, what do | think about those runors? | don't. | have no know edge what soever."

The teddy-bear shut up.

"Are you glad you cane to space, sir? If you had it to do over, would you?" The soft voice, with
husky undertones, canme from Laina Polder, to Bran's right. The very harm ess-ness of the question
sonehow set him scow ing at her; he saw her lower |lip begin to trenble, shook his head, and saw
that the gesture only made things worse for her. Keeping his voice |ow, then, best he could, he
said, "I think I nade ny best choice, and | stand by it." She nodded, and the next questions carne.

But through those exchanges, Pol ders question stuck to him For he'd been given no choice at
all. Had he?

Tregare's guess had been right; after only a couple of weeks at watch duties, he had the
somewhat unfamiliar controls down al nost pat. On the comm board, which included viewscreen and
other monitor controls, his work was excellent enough to draw a | ogged conplinment from Ri gueres
hi nsel f. That cane after the captain, sitting in to observe Tregare's watch, asked for a four-way
split picture on the nmain viewscreen: outside view of an approaching ship that woul d pass at
rat her near range, Control-to-Control voice-and-picture circuit for conversation while the
proxinmty |asted, outside view of a group of cadets taking their first spacesuited hi ke around the
\i Tamurl ai ne' s\i hull, and of course the nornal "ahead" picture.

A lot of tricky coordination there, but Tregare brought it off nicely. At the time, Rigueres
gave himnot even a nod. But
\bl1l16\ b
scanni ng the log, routine fashion, when he began his next watch, Bran found the comrendati on
entered. Phrased in stuffy, understated | anguage, to be sure-but better than a sw ft kick

Not so good was that returning to his quarters after that watch, he found that someone had
searched the place-and hadn't even bothered to try to hide the disarrangenent of his things. The
Pol i ce dogs? Probably. He had no idea what they could be |ooking for; certainly he had nothing to
hi de: no contraband, no incrimnating letters or personal notes, no unauthorized weapons, nothing.
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The incidents only result was in his ow thinking: \iUET is a shit trap and always will be.
What ever happens, don't forget that.\i
Little, stocky Polder, Bran soon decided, had a crush on him How he felt about it, he wasn't
quite certain. She was a nice enough kid, and in the log her" training reports weren't bad-she
wasn't officer material but would probably wind up with a respectable rating. And Sally Harkness
was a world ago, and Bran Tregare cared for celibacy hardly at all. But on this ship he wasn't too
certain how these things were considered.
So, next chance he had, he invited Leon Monteffial to his quarters, for a couple of pre-dinner
drinks. Well, dinner for the First; on Bran's watch-sked it was a |late night snack
After the pouring and the ritual "Cheers," Tregare tried to think of a way to ask his question
and said, "There's this young wonan, seens to |like ne. And | wondered-"
Monteffial's snmle went wide. "Advice to the lovelorn? | thought better of you."

"No, not that." Bran shook his head. "That part I'Il handle all right, win or lose. It's-it's
the ship's custons, that | don't know What's allowed and what isn't? | nean, how would \iyou\i
conduct yourself in this kind of situation?"

The First laughed. "If you don't know, ny own discretion is working better than I'd thought.""
Hi s expression sobered. "WelIl, the captain's not quite prudish, but very traditional. Wthout sone
kind of contract-Freestyle narriage at the least-1'd advise you not to nove a room e in.
haven't; my own young worman and | nmintain our official separate quarters and nake do with
visiting. What with the changi ng watch skeds that ratings have to put up with, the arrangenents
\b117\ b

probably easier on both of us." He paused. "Does that answer your question?"

"I think so. Thanks. Next time | have a chance to talk with that cadet, I1'Il try to find out
how serious she is about-"

Monteffial's hand gestured a stop. "Hold on there. Cadet? No, Tregare." He shook his head. "If
you were a rating, yes. O if she were. But officer and cadet? It's a-a sort of social barrier
you coul d say."

"But that's silly. A cadets only one step away from\ibeing\i an officer." But then he realized
that Pol der wasn't.

As Leon answered, "You were. Sonme aren't."
And Bran nodded. "Yeah. | know. Well ..."
"I"mnot saying you couldn't play a little. Just keep it dammed quiet, is all."

"No, | don't think so. And thanks for telling ne." But for some reason he was depressed as
\iall\i hell.
Monteffial was still talking. ". . . reasons aren't all bad. He feels that with any great

difference in rank, there's too nuch |ikelihood of coercion entering in. Such as-"
"You mean clout, Leon?"
"Yes, | guess that's it."
"I can't argue with that," said Bran Tregare. \i Channery.\i
From then on, the way Pol der tagged hi mat each chance, big-eyed and hanging on his every word,
seened enbarrassingly obvious. To Bran, Mnteffial's good-natured grin seened |like a taunt. And
Chilly Farnsworth, one day at ness after Bran had-nore or |ess gently-shooed Pol der away, said,
"Tregare, if you don't want trouble, you' d best chase that puppy bitch back to her kennel."
Because Bran had, after all, halfway encouraged Laina's earlier attentions, he found it hard to
answer the Second's sneering coment. Finally he said, "Don't worry. There's no involvenent. She's
new, and a little starstruck, and | guess I'mthe only officer who'd talk to her."

Gving a snort, Farnsworth said, "I should hope so! You won't find \ime\i slumrming with cadets."”
He stood, and left. Looking after him Bran wondered which would be doing the sl umm ng.
But still, Tregare had a problem He didn't want to hurt the kid s feelings, but he did want her

off his back. So he waited his chance for a private chat w th Lai na Pol der
That opportunity came when he drew spacewal k detail,

\ b518\ b
bringing up the end of the life line while once again the cadet group donned suits and marched a
I ong slanting oval around the \iTanmurlaine' s\i hull. This tine he knew there'd be pauses for

i nspection of hullside gear: outside canmera nodul es, antenna arrays, and so forth. So, with any
luck, time for talking.

He didn't have to arrange anything; Polder herself nade sure she was next ahead of himin line
Leaning to hel p check her suit closures, he spoke quietly. "First substantial inspection stop, we
turn off our suit radios and touch helnets. Private talk; okay?"

"Ch, yes!" Her eyes wi dened, and he knew she'd taken his neaning wong. \iDamm all!\
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The |l ead group entered the lock; it cycled and they went out. Bran's group, he trailing,
foll owed. The lines were connected. Just like on the \iMc,\i Bran thought, except that he wasn't
Plastic Smile, out to kill a cadet. The slow, clonping walk began

Pol der was probably goggling at the velocity-distorted view of space. By now, Bran was used to
it; he waited for a stop that would | ast [ ong enough for himto speak his piece. The first-to view
a cluster of viewscreen inputs-was too brief, and so was a pause to inspect turret-ranging
antennas. But then the group reached the snaller, topside air |ock

Too bad Pol der woul d have to miss the lecture, but there'd be other exposures to that. Bran nade
a switchoff sign to her. As he turned his own comruni cator off, he saw her nmake a nod.

Gently, not to give noisy inpact, he touched his helnmet to hers. "Polder? | have to tell you
sonet hi ng. "

"Yes. | know. " Very faint, her voice. "And | will. Any time you want ne. Just ask."

\i"No,\i danmit! | nean, that's what | need to say. Cadets and officers can't fraternize that
way; the captain won't stand for it. So forget the idea." He heard her gulp breath, and said,
"Cadet, on this ship you' re walking a tightrope. So am|. Don't let's get themcrossed and raise
our risks. You understand?"

"I-1 guess so. May | still-?" But the life line jerked at her, and then as she noved with it,
at Tregare. He turned his radio on and notioned for her to do the sane. The tour went on

Back inside, everyone unsuiting, he saw her |ooking at him Were her |ook fell-between
reproach and resentnent-he couldn't know. But when she spoke to himafter that, the
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circunst ances were al ways public and her address al npost stiffly fornal

He hated it-and at the sane tine, felt sonmewhat relieved.

- Next time Tregare wal ked the ship hullside, it was in a power suit. Mnteffial was in the other
one, the two linked by a lifeline and further safeguarded by renpte-control magnetic anchors at

the line's ends. Purpose of the excursion was visual inspection of Drive nodes (through nine-nines-
dark filters) at the ship's stern, and projector turret nuzzles at the bowwi th a perfunctory
check, between antenna systens.

The drill was a bit cunmbersone, but not hard to get used to. Carry your front anchor, slide it
out ahead along the hull at bare mninum magnetic attraction, then sock it solid. Back anchor line
bei ng taut, ease that anchor al nbst | oose and slide it in. A nonotonous routine, but not
difficult.

Nei t her Bran nor Leon were carrying the heavy energy guns that plugged into the suits' power
sources. For one thing, no need on this chore. And for another-"Well," Leon had said, "there's no
point in allow ng capability for damage to the ship." That remark took Bran a tinme to digest, but
he did manage it.

Back inside later, he didn't bother to ask Monteffial about the correctness of his guess.

Pal e Farnsworth, the Second, was a real pain in all the wong places. He was snide, upstage, and
maddeni ngly likely to be correct in his gripes. Bran tried to be friendly, and was snubbed. He
tried total formality, and as long as he could stick to it, the ploy worked fairly well -but
formality wasn't really Tregare's long suit. At one drink break in the Firsts digs, he asked about
the problem

Sl unped, relaxed as usual, Mnteffial shrugged. "Cleet's a perfectionist, that's all. By now
he's accepted that |I'mnot perfect and never will be. Unfortunately, he still has hopes for you."
To the downfall of such hopes, Bran raised his glass.

Ri gueres hadn't disclosed the \iTanurlaine' s\i destination, but he did condescend to announce,
twenty-four hours ahead, the tine of Turnover-when the ship would cut Drive, go zero-gee, turn end-
for-end, and begin decel for target. Bran was on watch at the tine. The captain didn't cone to
Control, but
\b120\ b
made his statenment over the intercom all-ship broadcast. Better than nothing

Bran could see no particular reason why Turnover shoul d be preceded by a qui ck eyebal
i nspection of the entire ship, but that's what the captain wanted, so that's what he got. Since
Bran was at the bottomof the officers' totempole, he figured to be stuck with inspecting the
cargo areas. But Rigueres broke the job into nore than three parts, delegating two Chief Ratings
to assist. The cargo duty fell to a thin, blond man naned Gonnel son, whose out st andi ng
characteristic was that except to answer a question, he sel dom spoke.

Bran drew t he bow section, everything upship from Control-which meant the projector turret
roons and the staging deck below them (with its small aux air lock). He decided to start at the
top and work down.

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%...g%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (55 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:58 PM]



file:///Cl/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%2001%620-%20Star %20Rebel %20v1.0.txt

As he expected, the turrets were in top shape, except that soneone had | eft Nunber Two switched
to the Test Sinulations position. Not serious, unless a gunner needed to \iuse\i the weapon in a
hurry and forgot to check. Undecided, Bran finally shrugged and | ogged the m nor violation. He
hated to get anyone in trouble, but maybe the m nor black mark woul d cause the negligent party to
pull his or her socks up. It couldn't hurt.

He still didn't like being a snitch, but sonetimes you had to.

The stagi ng deck | ooked good too. He noticed a couple of pieces of reserve gear secured rather
sloppily, logged the matter, and corrected it. Al right; nothing left but to check the air |ock
to see that nothing had been left to rattle around | oose in there.

The | ocal operating panel-like the main lock, this could al so be managed froma console in
Control -showed outer door closed, chanmber pressure normal. As it all should be. So he thunbed the
switch to open the inner hatch-and nothi ng happened.

Ei ther he had a malfunction, or the Cose switch down in Control had been thrown. O else the
i nside switch was hol ding the hatch secured. He | ooked through the heavy plastic wi ndow. No |ight
inside, but in the di mshadows, did he see novenent? Again he tried for Open, this tine punching
the Override button. And the door opened, and the inside |ights canme on.

\iWiat the hell?\i One nan lay on top of another, just like
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Channery and his victim \i"Get up!"\i The first man cane to his feet and began to arrange his
clothes. He was small and conpact, snub-nosed and dark-haired, a Second rating, a technician naned
Dever el

The second man, tall and lanky, with thinning pale red hair above a high forehead, took |onger
about it. Quite calmy, he said, "So we're dead, Hain. Sooner or later, we knew it had to happen.”

Not in negation but confusion, Tregare shook his head. "I thought-I couldn't see how such a
snmall man could rape you. But-"

The bigger one nade a one-sided smile. "No. It wasn't rape. We've been |lovers for years. No
point in hiding that now. "

Before Tregare could think of what to say next, Deverel cut in. "Hadn't you better call up sone
troops, sir? After all, we're two to one here, and you're not arned." Tregare braced for conbat,
but the man said, "No. W won't try to space you. Want to know why?" Bewi | dered now, Bran nodded
"At the cost of an innocent man's life, ours wouldn't really be worth it." Deverel frowned. "You
still don't see howit works, do you? Well, Anse and | knew our risk and chose to take it. You
didn't. It's not your fault that you caught us-or that UET proscribed our natures as a capita
of fense. Besides, word is, you're a decent officer."

Tregare had to regain the initiative. "How about first things first? Nanes? Ratings?

Assi gnnent s?"

"As opposed to assignations? Sorry, sir," Deverel said. "Alittle gallows hunor, there. Yes-
Hai n Deverel, rating Second, electronics and servo gear."

"Anse Kenekke, rating Third, Drive technician. Dead nman."

"Dammi t!" Tregare said. "I can't-" He was going to say "-condone such behavior." But this wasn't
i ke Channery's brutality. Was condoning or condeming any of his business? "I can't understand
any of this is all. To ne it nakes no sense. Another thing | can't see is why you two didn t go

for officer training. You both score high on the proficiency lists."

"W were init," said Kenekke. "W dropped out, so we'd have a chance to ship together. And for
five years, we've done so."

"And even now, with UET about to kill us, it's \iworth\i it." Wth that, Deverel's defiant air
evapor ated. He stood sl unped.
Looking at the two nen, Tregare wavered. The busi ness of
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their not threatening himhardly applied. Considering their repective grades of training,
Bran was fairly sure he could have taken the both of them But \ithey\i didn't know that, and
still

Abruptly, he decided. But howto say it? He began, "I hope you're right that I'ma good officer
on here. | intend to be. But what UET says and what | think, aren't always the same thing."
Deverel tried to speak, but Tregare overrode him "I may not understand you, but | don't see where

you're harm ng the ship, or anyone init. So |I'mneither taking you in nor turning you in.
didn't see you. Got that straight? | didn't \isee\i you. So next tinme you get in ajam if you do,
don't make nme out a liar." He paused. "And try to keep a little better track of what goes \ion\i
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in this ship. The captain announced this inspection hours ago."

He turned to | eave, but Deverel said, "Sir? You say you don't always agree with UET. Do you
mean- Escape, perhaps?”

\iOh, no! Atrap?\i "I nean no such thing. What | do nean- well, in your shoes |I'd think
seriously about junping ship. The colonies, | hear, are nore easygoing."

Then he did turn away and | eave. What the two nmen said as he left might have been thanks, or
maybe sonething else. He didn't care nuch.

Nor did he care what they did after he was gone
\c\u8\u
\cStrains and Actions

Turnover cane during Tregare's watch. Taking the seat he used when supervising, Captain Rigueres
sat in to observe. Wen Bran, going by protocol, offered the job of turnover to the captain,
Ri gueres declined. So \ithe old devil trusts my skills.\i

When the countdown clock was close to chimng, Tregare called down to Drive, to Chief Engineer
Mallory. "Cut Drive, Chief. Ready to turn ship-\inow"\i He didn't know Mallory at all well, had
been in conversation with himmybe twenty mnutes of the entire trip, so far. The man was ol der
than nost officers on active duty, and his record was very good i ndeed. Now Mal | ory acknow edged;
the Drive hunmmed down to near-silence, and wei ght di mnished to nothing.

Bran set to swinging ship. One-eighty degrees, no nore, no less. The way he did this was to
energi ze, carefully varying the thrusts, two of the three snaller aux-Drive nodes that at the
ships rear end forned a hexagon with the three m ghty nodes of the main Drive. The way Ri gueres
had programmed turnover, the \iTanurlaine\i wasn't going to pivot directly over one of the aux
nodes, either singly active or silent with the other two sharing equal loads. It was going to be
two nodes | oading differently, and Bran's job to figure the bal ance and avoid skew in the turning.
And then nake the conplenentary thrusts, to stop the rotation

Well, same as back at the . . . Acadeny. He plugged in the sines and cosines, and it worked.

Sonehow, the decel end of the trip seened to go nore quickly than the accel leg. In truth it
\iwas\i slightly shorter
\cl23
\c\bl24\ b
because of the resistance of the interstellar gas, which inpeded accel hut hel ped decel. But sone
of the difference, Bran realized, was subjective to him For one thing, he'd done his |earning,
nmost of it; now he knew nore of how he stood, on here. And for another, shortly after turnover-
just off-watch, in the galley, in fact-he'd arranged hinself a |iaison

Well, the officers' table was vacant so he'd sat with the ratings. Not quite according to Regs,
maybe, but not prohibited. And as he ate, Chief Rating Nadine Ling sat down beside him He'd seen
her around a lot but they'd sel dom shared the watch duty. Now he gave her a good | ook

She was small, slight, and cute as all hell. Unusually, for a wonman of Asian descent, she had
her hair all in short tight curls, alnost an Afro. The overall result, he |iked.
\ilf you don't ask, you'll never know. \i So he said to her, "You have a little free tinme now?
Li ke for a drink, maybe?"
For a nonent, eyes narrowed, she gave hima stare. And then nodded. "I think I can find the
tine."

So, once done eating, they went to his quarters. The drinks had to wait a while, because he
didn't even have to ask; she cane to himand that was that. First, because it had been so Iong for
him he blewit too fast. Then he got the drinks poured, but things started happeni nhg again, so
the ice nelted. That tinme worked better, a lot better. And there was plenty nore ice.

Sitting up then, while she tickled his chest with her cold, condensation-noistened gl ass, he
sai d, "Wy, Nadine?"

She knew what he nmeant, because she said, "I watch the people I work with. | like the way you
handl e things."

"And here? We'll be back here?"

Ginning, she got himwth an ice cube. Wen the withing was done, and then the |aughing, she
gave him a sober-faced | ook. "Dammed right we will."

On Tweedl e, one of the Twin Wrlds that present the sane faces always to each ot her and nake
their own quicker dance together, along with their nore leisurely path around the primary-on
Tweedl e, then, the \iTanurlaine\i hit groundsi de.

In a way, Tregare hated to see the trip end. He knew there'd be personnel transfers; either he'd
be one of themor he wouldn't, and the sanme for Nadine Ling. The way it went, she left the ship
and he didn't. At least they had a nmutual off-watch shift for the farewell, and nade the nost of
it.

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%...g%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (57 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:58 PM]



file:///Cl/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%2001%620-%20Star %20Rebel %20v1.0.txt

\b125\ b

About hal f the cadets were of fshi pped, too. Anong them was Lai na Pol der. Tregare woul d have
liked to say sonething nice to her in the line of good-bye, but didn't get the chance to do so.

Two days passed before Bran got any tine groundside. He'd hoped to be able to share | eave with
Leon Monteffial. No soap, though. R gueres allowed only one officer offship at a time. He hinself,
t hough, Bran noted, took only his fair share of leave tinme, if that. "He's not all bad," said
Tregare to Monteffial, at watch-change

Leon grinned. "Probably afraid that if he gets too far fromthe ship, we'd take off w thout
him"

At any rate, one day at about noon, local tinme, Bran stepped groundside for the first tine.
Groundsi de was hot under a sky somewhat darker than he expected. Atnosphere was |ighter, sonething
like Earth at about twenty-five hundred neters. On this day no breeze blew, and the planet's sun
shone whiter than Earths but spanned a snaller apparent radius.

A group of ratings were clinbing aboard a shuttle groundcar. The port was several kiloneters
fromCapitol Cty, which nostly filled a river-nmouth valley. Bran brought up the tail of the
group, not pushing rank, and took the first vacant seat he cane to, beside a red-haired First
rating he didn't recognize. Not bad | ooki ng, he thought, even with the bright hair skinned back to
a tight coil at the back of her head.

She woul dn't look at him though; her face went blank and she sat as far from himas possible.
What in the worlds-? He turned to her. "Seenms strange, all this time on the ship, but | don't seem
to know you."

First she blushed, then went pale. "Sir? I-1 was just transferred onto the \i Tarmurlaine.\i Of
the \iBonaparte,\i with nearly two nonths' wait groundside in between."
She went silent, so Bran said, "I'mBran Tregare, Third Oficer. It's ny first trip as brass.

Cane aboard at Earth, straight frommy cadet trip. On the \iMacArthur,\i that was." He waited, and
finally had to ask, "And you are-?"

"Uh-Phyls Dol an, rating First, navigation. But, sir
"Yes, Dol an?"

"Officers and ratings don't socialize."

He had to |augh, regardl ess that the sound turned others to |look. "Wll, sure, we have to pay
\isonme\i heed to rank. For instance, the galley has an officers' table. But if | cone in and find
it enpty, | can join the ratings, for conpany." She | ooked
\b126\ b
shocked. "I guess the \iTanurlaine\i isn't as stiffbacked as the \iBonaparte\i nust be." She
seenmed to relax a little, so he expanded on the thene. "M nd you, we couldn't nbve your gear into
my quarters. The captain wouldn't like that. But | can invite you up for a drink, any time you
li ke, and-"

Real |y pale, she went then. And biting her knuckles as she said, "Ch, sir! Please don't.
\iPlease! I\i nean, if you say so, but-"

"Hey, wait a minute!" He wanted to ease her anxiety, but knew he nustn't touch her, not at all

"You're reading me wong, Dolan. | don't know how your text reads, but m ne says not a dam thing
about command perfornmances. Wen | said a drink, that's what | neant." He paused. "Tell you what
once into town, I'll buy you a drink in the first good bar we sight. Gve you a | ook at ny

drinki ng manners, firsthand."

"Yes, sir." The rest of the way, she sat |ooking down at her clasped hands, while Bran wondered
why he was bot heri ng.

The bar was nostly red plastic and dimlights. It could have been any one of |ike thousands, on
Earth. Bran found them an al cove out of the main Iine of blast. The drinks list carried bourbon
Dol an surprised Bran by seconding his order. She also consented to clink glasses with him"Cheers"-
and seened a little | ess tense now.

Too bad to spoil it, but Bran had questions. "Dolan? | want sone straight answers. On your | ast
ship, you didn't have the right to say no?"
Her headshake was frantic. "I nustn't say anything. |-"

"Cool down. You're not talking to UET now. You're talking to Bran Tregare, who sonetines knows
when to keep his nouth shut. And | don't care about nanes-probably woul dn't recognize them anyway,

and what're the odds on our neeting that ship again?" She still wasn't saying anything. Bran

| eaned forward. "All | want to know is, are you scared here because you think rank can take you
any time, like it or not?" A faint nod. "Well then, Dolan, drink up and cheer up. Because that's
just plain not the case. Wth other personnel, it mght be-but our sonsabitches don't happen to be

\ithat\i kind of sonofabitch.”
Wth the second round of drinks, Bran ordered a tray of snacks. The cheeses were pl easant, the
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meat tidbits were unfamiliar but tasty. Except for a purple jellied mass that snelled |ike pickled
overshoe, the treat was a success. And Dol an seened nore rel axed than not.
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So Tregare said, "Now we'll try sonething. | amgoing to proposition you. 'You want to?" You've
just been propositioned." He saw her stiffening, and said quickly, "If you say yes, you have to
buy me a drink. If you say no-well, I'"'mafraid you still have to buy ne a drink. Because it's just

about your \iturn."\i

It took maybe thirty seconds, but she |laughed. So it was all right. Even though she never did
answer the question.

Dol an's al coholic capacity wasn't all that rmuch. When Bran saw she probably shouldn't finish
the drink she'd bought, he wal ked her outside and along the street to a shuttlecar stop. The walk
hel ped. He decided it was safe to send her back to the ship by herself, and when the car cane
along, he did so. "You'll be okay?" he said, as she prepared to get in
"Sure thing," she said. "Sir. And thanks."

"My pleasure."” She got to her seat all right, as he watched, the car pulled away. Even if she
went to sleep along the way, and he thought, sonmebody woul d get her safely aboard the ship.

Rest | ess now, he turned back along the street. He wanted no nore drink just yet, but he was
hungry. So he | ooked for a good 9medi um grade eating house. Nothing too specialized: he passed up
a place that advertised "Highland Cuisine for the real Highlander." On the other hand, "The You
Never Lef! Earth Restaurant And Boozerium' didn't take his fancy rmuch, either; after all, what
he'd tried of |local stuff wasn't half bad.

The building he stopped to | ook at was a rambling shanty, much added-to. Its sign read "Ask For
What You Want," and that seened fair enough, so he went in. The hi gh-beaned roof, with no ceiling
bel ow, made the interior cooler than outdoors had been. The decor was out of chaos by
i mprovisation; Bran liked it.

Only about a third of the tables were occupied. Human instincts being what they are, those were
the ones around the| area's perinmeter; the mddle section sat enpty. For no reason| he could think
of, Bran went to sit at the roons center

Service was faster than he expected; a young wonman, got up in an exotic fashion quite newto
him brought water and a nmenu. He was too busy | ooking at her to think of ordering a drink; as she
wal ked away, he deci ded nmaybe that was just as well.

On the Tri-V, back on Earth, he'd seen some weird getups,
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but nothing like this woman's. Her breasts seemed to be conmpressed flat to her chest, but through
two transparent plastic bubbles, oversized nipples showed. Her hair stood straight out in al
directions, in spikes about four centineters |ong, each sprayed or coated with nore transparent
plastic. Between her thighs, just below her short skirt swng a netal bell, that chinmed softly as
she wal ked-in short, precise steps, because two ankle bracelets were joined by a slim gold-
colored chain not nore than forty centimeters in length. Bran shook his head: \istrange.\i

The nmenu nmade little sense to him Wen the woman returned he asked "Wat's your own favorite
meal here?" and ordered according to her answer, including a small bottle of native wi ne. And when
the food cane, he found it surprisingly good. No pickled overshoes, not even one.

He was having cof fee, and one gl ass short of enptying the wine bottle, when nearby novenent
caught his attention. He | ooked up and saw Deverel and Kenekke about to pass his table. For a
monent he paused, then stood and said, "Join me? Though |I'm nearly done here, now. " The place had
filled up quite a bit, so his offer nade sense any way you | ooked at it.

Kenekke | ooked to Deverel. The latter hesitated, then said, "Yes. Thanks, sir. | guess we're
hitting the crowded tine."

They sat. The two new arrivals took Bran's recomrendation on the wi ne. Each studied a menu, then
ordered itens Bran had never heard of. "You're more adventurous than | am" he said. Their

expressions tightened. "The food here, | mean." Both men nodded, and the conversation went from
sparse to nonexistent.
Hell with it. Gently, Bran swirled the remaining wine in his glass. "I'mcurious. Wuld you be

taki ng nmy advice?"

Kenekke said, "Wich part, sir?" Before Bran could answer, the strangely got-up worman brought
the two dinners. Looking and scenting, Bran was rather glad he had not ordered either of them But
the two ratings, digging in, seemed to enjoy themwell enough

"l nmeant, are you being sensible enough to junp ship?" H's only question, really, so he drained
his glass and stood, waiting. But Deverel's hand caught his wist, and the glass was full again

"I don't think so, sir," the small nman said. "If it's all the same with you. W' ve dodged ri sk,
Anse and |, since second year at the Slaughterhouse. | don't think we're done yet, and this
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worl d doesn't tenpt us nuch." Deverel's eyes narrowed. "Unless, of course, sir, you're \itelling\i
us to get off."

Again Tregare sat. He shook his head. "No such thing. Advice, was all; | think you m ght be best
off the \iTanurlaine,\i for your own sakes."
"And if we don't agree?" Kenekke said it.

"Then | wi sh you luck." Bran stood, drank his glass dry, and set it firnmy on the table, upside
down.

And sai d, before wal king away, "Renenber one thing. | \istill\i didn't see you."

He went to three different bars for one drink at each, found nothing much to interest himin any
way, and caught the shuttle car back to port. Upship in the galley, two ratings were drunk

So was Second O ficer Farnsworth, Bran was told, but he'd been put to bed.
So who cared?

The next tinme Monteffial relieved Bran at watch-change, the First said, "Wuld you fill in for
the ranp guard a few nminutes? He asked me, but | didn't want to be logged in late." Tregare knew
what the nan neant: put a perfectly good \ireason\i into the |og, and captains and pronotion
boards read an \iexcuse. ". . .\i on |eave yesterday, ate the wong thing, | guess. He's been
running a lot. So if-"

"Sure. And if there's nmuch of his watch left, maybe | can find soneone to handle the rest of
it." Then, not forgetting the formal stuff-because any rating on watch night be a Police dog-he
saluted. "Relief acknow edged, First Oficer." Mnteffial said his part of it, and Bran |eft
Contr ol

Down at the main air |ock, the ranp guard certainly | ooked mniserable enough. "Here, give nme your
order sheet,” Bran said. "I'll hold your post down for awhile. No hurry." The man started to
| eave. "Whoops, there-1'1l need that gunbelt,” so the man unbuckled it, handed it over, and
hobbl ed away. Bran hoped the fellow would reach a latrine w thout m shap

The guard station was qui et enough, with no one approaching either to | eave the ship or from
below, to clinb ranp and enter. Tregare took time to scan the order sheet. Not nuch to keep track
of . The | eave roster wasn't included, so all he had to do about personnel |eaving or entering was
check their passes and |og their passage.

He' d buckl ed on the gunbelt w thout paying rmuch heed to
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it. He noticed that it was too | oose, so that the gun rode unconfortably [ow on his hip. He
adjusted the thing, then realized he hadn't checked the weapon itself, because it had been
Mont ef fial who'd asked himto take this chore and he trusted the First. But what if the
\iillness\i was faked, and the captain inspected himand he hadn't checked a faulty weapon? UET
did love traps! So Tregare drew the gun-it was one of the snmaller energy projectors, not a needier-
and was relieved to find it fully charged. Still, being careful never hurt

He | ooked back to the order sheet. Another group of cadets would be boardi ng today, but no
exact time was given. Four this time, which would probably fill the ship's quota.

The ailing guard had been away for neagfy a half hour, and Bran was beginning to wish he'd asked
the man how nmuch | onger his trick would | ast, when he saw the group approaching the ranp bel ow. He
waited as they were led upranp to the lock, noting only that two cadets were nmale and two fenal e.

It wasn't until he scanned the assignnent sheet that he realized one of the cadets was Kickem
Ber nar dez.

Remenbering Peralta on the \i MacArthur,\i Tregare restrained his first inpulse. He saw Ki ckem
about to blurt a greeting, and gave a slight, headshaking frown. He decided to inprovise a new
formality: greeting each cadet by nane and with a handshake. "Cadet Hi ggins. |'m Bran Tregare,
Third O ficer. Wl cone aboard."” And so on. Kickemwas third in line. To him Bran added,
"Bernardez? I'd like you to report to ny quarters at eighteen hundred hours, your other duties
permtting."

Ki ckens "Yes, sir" came in a voice as cold as his stare.

A few mnutes later the guard returned. "Sorry, sir. | ran up to the nmedic station and got a
pill. I think I'Il be all right now and I'll never eat \ithat\i stuff again." He took the
gunbelt, loosened it to fit him and buckled it. "And thanks a whole great lot, sir. You saved ny
lifel™

"dad to help . . . Pritchard, isn't it? Well, naybe soneday you can \ido nme a.\i favor. O pass
it along to sonebody el se." They exchanged sal utes, and Bran went upship. A quick thought canme to
him He detoured by way of the ship's Stores and drew a bottle of a liquor he didn't have on hand
in quarters.
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After a shower and his "evening" nmeal, he returned to his digs and waited. Al nost on the dot of
ei ghteen hundred, the knock came. He opened the door to admit Kickem Bernardez.

Ranrod straight, the cadet snapped a salute. "Cadet Bernardez reporting as ordered, sir. Since
this is the way it seenms to be, now that some of us have advanced above ot hers."

For a nonent, Tregare couldn't talk for spluttering. "Admrable, cadet. That's exactly the way
it is in public. But right now, Kickem we're not in public. For instance, | remenber a business
with some Irish whisky a long time ago."

"You' d be saying-"

"Well, | got a bottle of the stuff from Stores today. How d you like to get down off your high
horse, Kickem and have sonme?"

And then they were whoopi ng and poundi ng each other on the back.

"It was Peralta who showed nme. He cane on as Third, on the \iMc.\i Anybody around except
trusted friends, keep it formal. But-"

Ki ckem sanpl ed his second drink. "Well, | \ithought\i that to be the case, Tregare, but was not
wholly certain. And then to needle you a bit, in the bargain, was nore than | could find it in ne
to resist."

So they traded stories. Hearing of Korbeith, Bernardez went sober-faced and shook his head. His

first ship had been a strict one, sure enough, "-but nothing like the Butcher, was Captain
Pemberton. A mercy you survived, Bran."

"Don't | knowit! Nowthen . . . this is only your second run. . . . Am| right?" True enough
at the end of this one, Kickem hoped to be posted sonewhere as a Third Oficer

"Except now it is that I'll be loath to nove along, Bran. For wouldn't it be a narvel, were we
to be shipping together when-" He paused. "But it nmay be | shoudn't ask of that."

Bran knew what he nmeant. \iEscape!\i He spoke carefully. "So far, | wouldn't have an answer for
you. Nobody's said."

In no hurry, they finished the bottle. Flushed and cheerful but still in good control, Kickem
left intime to get some sleep before his first watch period. Al one, Bran considered the question
his friend had posed. Were Escape plans afoot on the \i Tanurlaine?\i Well, sure. The real question
was who was in on
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them and how many, and how far al ong? Wiich neant . . . what woul d the chances be?

Monteffial had \ialnost\i dropped solid hints-that is, he'd dropped some but they weren't very
solid. Farnsworth wouldn't tell you the time of day off your own chrononeter. The ratings al ways
gossi ped, but how nuch of substance their talk held, Bran had no way of judging. He was still too
new on this ship.

But for now, the hell with it. He could use sone sleep, too.'

Two days later, as scheduled, the \iTanurlaine\i lifted off. Mnteffial did the honors. When
Farnsworth took the watch an hour later, the First caught up with Treeare in the galley. "Hey,
there, Third!" He clapped a hand to Bran's shoul der
Bran, seated, |ooked up. "Yes, sir?"

"Whuld you like to help celebrate ny lift-off? A snmall party, but invite a guest or two if you
| i ke- peopl e who can spare an hour or two, nmaybe three, starting at fifteen hundred. Conpatible
persons, you understand. Plus your own date, if you have one."

Leon had already had a couple of drinks, maybe nore. No doubt of that. Bran thought, then said,
"I don't know about a date. Since Nadine was transferred off, | haven't-" He cleared his throat.
"Well, if I run into soneone to ask. But one thing, sir. There's a fella canme aboard not |ong ago,
we were friends at the Slaughterhouse. He was a year ny junior there. And-"

Monteffial frowned. "So what's the problen? Invite him"
"I't's only that for this trip, he's still in cadet status."

Wave of hand. "Bring himalong. What's his nane, by the way?"
"Bernardez. Kick-l1 mean, Cecil Bernardez."

Monteffial |aughed. "Ch, that one. |'ve noticed him dib tongue hiding a good brain is ny
guess. Yes, bring him"

So when Tregare went to quarters he got on the intercomto Kickem The cadet's roonmate
answered, and Tregare said, "ls Bernardez here, and awake or due to be awake soon?" He was; and
came onto the circuit. Bran gave it the formal treatment: cadet Bernardez, and pl ease report
suitably dressed, and so forth.

So at the proper hour, after a couple of drinks in private, Tregare and Bernardez arrived at
Monteffial's party. Know ng how these things went, Bran took along a couple of bottles to
contribute. Kickem being a cadet, couldn't obtain any.
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The two new arrivals made it seven men and four wonen attendi ng. Nobody was drunk, nor totally
sober either. Leon Monteffial was dancing with a tall brunette First rating. The others, sitting
or standing, drank and ate and tal ked. After |ooking enbarrassed for a few m nutes, Kickem got
into an am abl e argunent with the Second Engi neer. Wth an arm around her, he | ooked well enough
at ease.

Bran, though, felt edgy. He joined in conversations but didn't stay with themlong. Finally he
decided he didn't |ike being there solo, so he left and went down to the galley. Inside he saw no
one he really wanted to escort to Monteffial's celebration, so he turned to | eave. And net, com ng
in, rating-First Phyls Dolan. The redhead still had her hair skinned back tightly to a coil. She
al ways seened to do that.

As she nmoved to pass him Bran took her arm "Dolan? How d you like to be nmy guest at a high-
class party? It's the First Officers, to celebrate his lift-off."

She began to shake her head. "Ch, no, sir. I-"

Softly but with enphasis, Tregare said, "Don't nisunderstand, Dolan. This is a \inice\i party.

It may get a little loud, I wouldn't be surprised, but perfectly respectable, all the way."
"But | haven't eaten yet."

"The First has laid on a fine spread. Cone on.
| ooked at himeye-to-eye and finally nodded.

In a group, Dolan was nore fun. Wen other ratings whooped greetings to her, she sniled and
waved back. She ate with enthusiasm drank noderately, and danced with a lot nore skill than Bran
Tregare could nuster. He tried, though

As he had predicted to Dolan, the group did get steadily | ouder. Nothing raucous, no ill-
feeling, just louder talk and the occasional burst of song. Yes, it was "getting a little drunk
out." Not Bran, though. Back at the Slaughterhouse he'd |l earned to pace his drinks, to get |eve
and stay there, and now he did just that. Here and there he heard tal k that sounded deci dedly
i ndi screet; he hoped no dogs were present, or for that matter, bugs.

As he and Phyls Dol an finished a dance, her coiled hair beginning to sag | oose and she trying to
push it back into place, their host called to him "Tregare? Over here."

For a monment she still pulled away; then she

Patti ng Dol ans hand, Bran said, "I'll be right back," and went to Monteffial. The First had a
|l oad, all right; he stood
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with one hand braced on a chair back. "Tregare? CGotta cl ose down. Question first, though. In
here.” He noved, and Bran followed, to the side-cubby that held the bed. It wasn't closed off,
exactly, but the alcove gave privacy for talk.

As Monteffial plunked down, heavily, to sit on the bed, Tregare asked, "Questions? At this tine
of the party?"
A nod. "Just one. Escape. How you feel about it?"
"That's not a good question to ask, out loud. Is it?"

"So don't answer now. Think about it, though. Because when it gets asked big, no \itine\i to
t hi nk. Unnerstan' ?"

"Maybe. And maybe thanks, too." Mnteffial was |eaning back, close to falling asleep. Bran said
"You need any hel p?"

Eyes half-closed, the First murnured, "Send her in here. Lady with me, you know. Cl ose the pajty

down first. Her, | mean. She'll do it. Just tell her, all right?"
"Sure. Right away. And thanks for the party, Leon."
He went back to the main group. Already it had thinned out sone. The tall, dark-haired First

rating-the one Bran figured to be with Mnteffial-sat alone. He went over to her. "Leon asked you
to close the party down. Then he'd like to see you."
She chuckled. "I hope he's still awake to do that."

"I'f you hurry it up, he will be." He gave her a wink for her smle and turned to find Phyls
Dol an. The task wasn't hard; he heard a squeal and there she was, brushing liquid off her blouse
He went to her. "Everything all right?"

Soneone el se was brushing at her also, trying to apol ogi ze. Dol an said, "Never nmind, Jennings.
bunped into you as nuch as you bunped into ne and the ot her noved away, so Tregare guessed he knew
what happened. "

He said to her, "The First wants the party cleared now. | expect we ought to set a good exanpl e.
Al right?"

She shrugged; her hair sagged farther. "I suppose so. | did want one nore drink, but Jennings
and | collided, so-well, if the party's closing, | can do without."

"Maybe, maybe not." One hand gentle at her arm he noved themthrough the | atestayers toward the
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door. Qut in the corridor, he said, "I offered you a drink once. The offers still good."
For a nonent she froze in place, then noved again, the two of themout of step now \i"Just\i a
drink, you said, though."” He nodded, and she caught step with him "All right."

Down the hall; then at the door he reached in to put the lights on and |l et her enter ahead of
him "Small place, isn't it?"
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he said, and started over toward his minimal bar setup to nmix her the drink. Her hand grasped his
shoul der; he turned to face her. She was shaking her hair |oose; the tunbled reddish mass fell to
hang nearly at her waistline. Her face held no expression at all, as she noved, facing himbut not
qui te touching.

Throat tight, he said, "Look; | told you. You can have the drink, Dolan. You don't have to do
\ianything."\i "I know " Now she sniled. "Maybe that's why | want to."

It was, for Tregare, a great trip, the short haul from Tweedl e over to its twin Twaddl e, to pick
up cargo. And then another relatively brief junp to the Penfoyle Gate. As Tregare had told Phyls
Dol an at their first nmeeting, they couldn't nove in together on a ship commanded by Ri gueres, but
sure as hell they could enjoy tine together, whenever neither was on watch duty.

It wasn't that Bran let the joys of friendly Iove get in the way of his shipside training-nor
did Phyls Dol an. Merely, they made the nost of what spare tine the ship's schedul es allowed them
And on the \iTanurl aine,\i if you kept your official nose clean, you had sone unofficial |eeway.
And certainly no Butcher Korbeith to give you nightmares.

As the grapevine |linked her with Tregare, Dol an seened to change a lot in a hurry. She dropped
her anxi ous, defensive stance, obviously nore at ease. She styled her hair in varied, |ess severe
ways. Wien Bran conplinented her, she said, "Mybe you're good for ne, Tregare."

He knew what it was. He was Third Oficer, and now Dol an was under his protection. No matter-he
liked the result.

Anong the cadets, Kickem Bernardez rated well, ranking usually in the top three. The exceptions
came when Farns-worth did the scoring. As Kickemsaid to Bran once, "The Second-somehow |'ve got
me on the wong side of that cold man. Ah, well-not even the genius of Bernardez can charm
everyone."

Bran was tenpted to up his own scoring of his friends skills in conpensation, but decided
against it. Once you start making all owances, where do you stop? So he kept his reports totally
factual to the best of his judgnent.
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Any tinme he couldn't neet Dol an after a watch trick, Tregare spent some tine training on sinmns.
The second backup pilot position was hooked up to sinmulate various naneuvers, including takeoffs
and | andi ngs. After one watch, Bran ran |andings for nearly an hour. The conputer threw him
different situations; what he had to do was \iadapt\i to them Such as gusting typhoon w nds that
shifted suddenly: that one, Tregare knew, was a real case, recorded at Hardnose. He hadn't run it
bef ore, and now he fought the sinulated tiltings and drifts, and brought the imged ship to ground-
safe, but just barely so.

A voice behind him not quite recogni zable through his muffling headset, said, "Did that
| andi ng satisfy you?"

As he peeled the set off, Bran said, "Hell, no. Theoretically | nade it, but I'mglad that was a
sim not real. Because |I'mnot sure | know enough, yet, to handle it."

"You think you're up to handling Penfoyle Gate?"
Bef ore he answered, Tregare turned to see who was asking. It was Captain R gueres, and the word
for his grin, then, was nean.

Bran thought, then said, "Unless there's sonmething tricky about it, sir, that isn't in the

scoopsheets, | think I am"

"You are so assigned, Third O ficer. Any necessary change of watch schedules, I'Il arrange
i Mmediately." Tregare felt questions in himthat he couldn't get into words; Ri gueres answered
them anyway. "Either you can or you can't; we have to find out. I'll be on the aux board, and if
you're blowing it I'll cut you out and take over. And find ne a new Third." Still shark-grinning
the captain turned and | eft.

For a while, Bran sat. Well, nowit was on the line; for sure. Should he practice sonme nore? No,

danmmit! He'd done that; now either he knew it or he didn't. Thoughts swirling, he went to his
quarters. He coul d have used sone conpany-Dol an, Kickem maybe Leon-but one of those had the watch
and the other two would be asleep now Too tired to hit the galley, he had a snack fromhis
goodi es stash and lay nuch too long before he finally achieved sleep hinself.

Three ship's days until the |anding, and upshifting his watch trick by eight hours didn't help.
Mai nly, Bran stewed. Only once could he and Dol an get together to any purpose, and he was too

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%...g%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (63 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:58 PM]



file:///Cl/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%2001%620-%20Star %20Rebel %20v1.0.txt

jittery; he could performbut not conplete it. He had no appetite. He forced hinmself to eat, but
not much, after one
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full nmeal that didn't stay down. He wondered: would it have been easier if he hadn't known ahead
of time, if Rigueres had sinmply called himto the job at the last mnute? It didn't matter; he was
stuck with what \iwas.\i

So when the tinme came he went to Control with all his guts knotted into a lunp just below his
throat-or so it felt.

And the dammed | anding went off |ike clockwork. Not a glitch, not one. "Quite adequate, Third
O ficer," said Rigueres.

Penfoyl e Gate. Discovered, naturally, by a Captain Pen-foyle. The Gate part came fromthe
pl anet's | ocation, which made it a good refueling station on several runs between col ony worl ds.

The planet itself was only narginally habitable; |ocated anywhere else, it would have been
i gnored. The tenperature was chilly, sunlight red and dim Air barely tolerable: thin and dry and
i npure. Take three steps and pant, take another and cough. Once Bran and Phyls Dol an reached the
first group of buildings, covered by an airdone, they |l earned they could rent respirators. But new
visitors to the Gate had to run the atnospheric gauntlet once, first. In a way, Tregare could see
the point of it.

He and Dol an found a bar that served snacks, and were sipping drinks in wait of food when Bran
said, "Sure, Phyls. They have to live with it all the time, here. So they want to nake dam sure
we know how bad it is, so's we respect themfor it."

One copper-col ored eyebrow she rai sed. "And do you?"

"I think so, yes." Pausing, he said, "Except, if | lived here, | imagine I'd be working on a way
to get the hell out."

"Tregare," said Dolan, "sonmehow |I'mnot all that surprised."

Two days later, after the one brief visit groundside, Tregare's watch trick saw the w ndup of
cargo offload and onload. Tired after a | ot of cross-checking and correction of mi stakes, Bran
went to quarters and took a rel axi ng hot-water soak. As he came out, drying hinself, at the door
he heard a knock. He w apped the towel around his wai st and opened the door

Ki ckemwas there, bottle in one hand and sobriety a bit aft. "Tregare! News of Bernardez, and
brought by none other than hinmsel f!"

What the-? "Get \iin\i here."
Laughi ng, Bernardez entered. "Ch, 'tis all right, Tregare.
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You speak no | onger to cadet Bernardez, but to the newly designated Third O ficer of that
illustrious name. |'mposted to the \iJ. E. Hoover,\i Mster Tregare, sir and friend. Due to shove

out in a few days, the exact number of which eludes nme just now "

Ti pping up his bottle, Kickemtook a swallow, then handed it over. "Join nme?" So al though Bran
didn't nuch care for tequila, he took a swig anyway. Bernardez said, "My shared room woul dn't hol d
so nmuch as a bridge gane. Tregare, would you host, here, nmy farewells?"

Bran hugged his friend. "Hell, yes, Kickem Say who you want, and I'l|l get on the holler box
for you."

The party was just the right size-alnost too big but not quite. Leon Mnteffial brought his tal
brunette | ady-by now, Tregare knew her nane: Erdis Blaine. Kickemcane with four other cadets: one
mal e, three female. Bran got Phyls Dol an on the intercomand she managed to swap watch shifts with
one of her counterparts; junping shifts did beat the hell out of you, but that was no excuse for
m ssing a good party. Farnsworth brought a wonman from groundsi de; neither of themsaid nmuch to
anyone el se, but at least he wasn't finding fault all the time. There were sone other people that
Bran knew fairly well, or somewhat, and some he knew hardly at all. Well, with over a hundred
people on three shifts, that's the way it went. And the party, he thought, went better than not.

Even though it had to break up at a time when he and Dol an coul dn't possibly enjoy each ot her
before her next watch sked.

At main air lock next day, Bran saw Ki ckem Bernardez off the ship. "Best luck. And we'll be
seei ng each other."
Ber nardez nodded. "I purely hope so. Good | andings, Tregare." Seeing Kickemwal k away, Bran

knew how rmuch he would miss him

On Tregare's next watch trick in Control, toward the end of it he heard raised voices from one
of the auxiliary positions, but couldn't nake out any of the words of it. None of his business,
likely, so when Farnsworth relieved him Bran went down to the galley and had some soup and
coffee. He was nearly done with all of it when Monteffial, carrying a cup of coffee, cane and sat
besi de him Scow ing, and saying, "Ch, total rotten \ishit!"\i-
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Tregare | ooked at him "Sonmething \ibad,\i wong now?"

The First | ooked back to Bran, then shook his head. "Max worst, | think." The coffee was good,
but a sip didn't seemto help.

Bran hesitated; what \iwas\i this? Then he said, "You want'to tell it? O not?" Because, don't

push too hard.

\rLeon Monteffial wenched his shoulders through a tension-popping shrug that had to be pai nful
"Troubl e just boarded, Bran. W have us a Major Bluten and two goons with him

\rConmittee Police, the whole shit-eating lot!" "But what can they do on a \iship?"\

Then Monteffial told Tregare what they could probably do. "They spy, they snoop; they get al
the reports fromtheir undercover Police dogs and bitches. They note down everything anyone says,
that they could possibly consider incrimnating. And at our next stop, which you can bet your ass
will have a sizable Police garrison, their troops board us and arrest people."

Bran shook his head. "I hadn't heard of this before."

"l have. It happened on the \ilLeanington\i a tine ago. Two of ny best friends were haul ed off in
cuffs and Wl fared." Mnteffial swallowed coffee and made a face.

To distract his friend-because Leon | ooked close to blowi ng wi de open-Tregare said, "Bluten's an
odd nanme. What origin, d you suppose?"

Monteffial snorted. "It won't be his real one. 'Blut' means blood, in Gernman. And that tells
me sonet hing."
"Yeah? \What ?"
"The sonof abitch probably thinks he has a sense of hunor."

It wasn't until his next neal that Tregare saw the Police group. Major Bluten was a slim ruddy
man of medi um height. Fromthe thighs up he didn't look all that slim for he and both his
foll owers, one nmale and one fermal e, wore protective garb-bul ky tunics that were arnored agai nst
needl e guns and insulated to withstand a certain amount of energy fire. The red-and-blue hel mets,
whi ch | ooked like ordinary plastic but weren't, they carried slung at their belts, along with
their weapons-Bluten wore the nedi um heavy one-handed energy projector while the other two nmade do
with needl ers.

Just inside the galley entrance, the najor stopped to speak with his troops. The nan was short
and bul ky, the worman taller but equally large of frame. Both had heavy features
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under stubble haircuts. They m ght have been siblings, or cousins.

Noddi ng at Blutens words, the two went to fill trays and then noved to sit at the senior-
rati ngs' table, where no one greeted themor |ooked directly at them The major hinself cane to
the officers' table. It wasn't at all filled; Bran sat across from Chi ef Engi neer Mallory and
besi de Second O ficer Farnsworth. The Second Engi neer was there, too-and as usual, not saying
nmuch.

Havi ng seen how the ratings reacted to Police, Bran waited to see how his own col | eagues woul d
respond. As Bluten sat, Mallory gave himone quick | ook, said, "Mjor," nodded, and | ooked down to
his food again. So Bran did the sane, and the other two followed suit. A ness attendant brought
Bl ut ens di nner, did not nake the usual queries about beverages or dessert, and |eft. Everyone kept
eating. Nobody spoke.

After a time, Major Bluten set his fork down |oudly enough that it had to be on purpose. Side-
gl ances showed Bran that no one was admitting having noticed, so he didn't either

Bluten cleared his throat. "I want your attention and | will have it. Look at ne." Al right.
Bran did so, keeping his face as expressionless as he could manage. "That's better. Now let's
under stand each other, right fromthe start. | amon a routine surveillance mssion, not a witch

hunt. If our HQ thought this ship had any special problens |I'd have brought at |east a full squad
aboard with ne, not a nere two aides. We allow for a certain bias by your branch of the service,
against mine, but | sincerely advise you not to push it too hard."

He' d been | eaning forward, tensed. Now he eased back. "Any questions?" Silence. "Al right. You
had your chance."

Appetite sonehow gone, Bran finished his meal anyway. He'd be dammed if he'd let the bastard
know he'd scored, any!

When Tregare got to his quarters, having taken an hour of simtraining in Control, he found all
his gear out in the corridor. \iNowi what? \iDam!\i He keyed the door open and swung it wide, to
see a naked Cleet Farnsworth in the act of disengaging froman equally nude worman-the one
Farnsworth had brought in earlier from groundside.

"I"'msorry," Bran said. "Didn't know you were in here." But- "Cone to that, Second O ficer, why
the hell \iare\i you?"
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Showi ng no enbarrassnent, Farnsworth headed for the bathroomcubicle. "Tell you in a minute."
The wonan fol | owed
141
hi mand shut that door; Bran was |eft standing, looking at his roomfilled with Farnsworth's
bel ongi ngs. \iWat the hell ?2\i

After a time Farnsworth energed, took the woman's clothes into the other room cane back out,
and dressed without hurry. "The majors equivalent rank is just behind the captain,"” he said. "So
he bunped the First. Who bunped ne. And |'ve bunped \iyou."\i
Sure. RHIP. "Yeah. | see it. But who do \il\i bump?"

Farnsworth, shirt half on, shrugged. "You don't have to. Down on the next deck there's at |east
two Chief Rating roons enpty. Pick the one you like." He sniggered. "Just be glad, you and your
redhead, you won't be stuck with a roonmate."

Wiy did Farnsworth nake hinself so inpossible to |ike? Never mind; Bran nade a | ukewarmreprise
of his apology for intruding, and went out to haul his stuff one deck downship. O the two vacant
Chi efs' roons he picked the snaller, because it had been cleaned nore recently.

When Tregare went to Control to observe lift-off, he | ooked for a seat near enough to follow the
pilots noves on nonitor instrunents. Before he found one, Captain Rigueres called to him "Sit
over here, Third. Beside nme. Let's see if you can take the ship up."

Al Bran's nerves flashed fire. He stood frozen. Well, he'd wondered if no notice woul d be
better than prol onged anxiety. Now he decided there wasn't all that nuch difference. Nunbly he
moved and sat beside Rigueres. "Thank you, sir." Wthout thought he began his pre-lift checkoff
list, feeling nothing nore than if the occasion had been nerely another sim

When the count hit sixty, he turned and asked, "Sir? How fast a |ift would you prefer? Gentle,
or nore vigorous?"

Squinting, Rigueres gave his shark grin. "I had in mnd to | eave you the choice. Now that you
ask, though-let's nake a real exercise out of it. Consider that our survival depends on getting us
upstairs at max-except, Tregare stay one notch below \ireal\i redline, for your max. And-" A
monment' s pause. "l want sonme evasive action, soon as you have a bit of speed up; two dodgi ng
nmoves, and then back on course. Understand?" Not waiting for answer, the captain shouted, "Get
\ion\i it, man! Your count is three."

Two, one-\ilift.\i Evasive action, the man wanted? Bran tilted the ship at first novenment, let it
skitter sidew se across the enpty side of the port as the \iTanmurlaine\i built thrust, blow ng
\bl142\ b

gouts of dust and nelt as the Drive nodes beat at soil and paving. Then the Drive took full hold;
the gees hit, and the ship accelerated faster than Bran woul d have i nmgi ned.

H's funny stuff at |ift wouldn't count. Tregare threw a side-vector, angled off course and took
two seperate corrections to bring the \iTanurlaine\i back to its programmed route. He checked his
figures agai nst the conputers expectations for an average lift, and said, "Lift-off conplete, sir
On course, forty seconds uptine from sked. Continue as ordered?"

Until Tregare | ooked over to him Rigueres said nothing. Then he said, "Not bad, Third. But I
don't recall asking you to sweep the field on your way out."

"Sorry, sir. Just wanted to see if | could do it."

The captain nodded. "I see. Well, you did. You get a comendation-and two days' house arrest,
for not asking first."

Well, you can't win 'emall. .

Ri gueres hadn't specified solitary confinenent, so during Bran's two days of restriction, Phyls
Dol an t ook the chance of bringing himhis neals and staying to visit. Tregare enjoyed the
visiting, but not the news Dol an brought. "That Bluten, the Police bastard-he and his two
enforcers are scheduling everyone for interviews. It scares ne."

"You haven't been called in yet? Wio has?"

She told him and there didn't seemto be much pattern to it. Mnteffial hadn't been tagged, but
Farnsworth had. Mallory had been in, but none of his junior Engineering officers. O the ratings,
and unrated crew, Bluten's selections appeared random

"Any | eakback?" Bran asked. "Anybody have an idea what they're after?"

She shook her head. "Not a peep, Bran."

He pulled her to him "Then the hell with it, for now Tonorrow |I'm back on duty. Time enough
to worry, then."

But after Dol an had left, and six hours before Bran's house arrest was supposed to end, Bluten
called himby intercom
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"Tregare? W have an appointment. In Firsts quarters, as | assunme you know. In one hour."

\ivatch this vulture!\i "I"'mafraid there's a nmistake, major. Any appointnment | keep at that
time will have to be here. I'mstill under house arrest-as | assume \iyou\i know. "
\b143\ b

"Don't hand ne that space cadet stuff. This is a direct order, not an invitation to tea. Are you
going to be here?"

"Not wi thout the captains permission, I"'mnot. O rather-" overriding Blutens angry voice, "I'lI
report to you when the captain okays it to ne directly, or in six hours. Whichever conmes first.
WIl that be satisfactory?”

W thout answering, Bluten cut the circuit. Bran thought fast. If the major griped to R gueres,
the odds against a straight story ran to a | ot of zeroes. He checked the tine; the captain would
likely be in Control now. He punched for the conm officer and asked to speak with Ri gueres. For a

monent he heard the captain saying, "Just a nmonent, major. |'Il get right back to you." Then, to
Tregare, "Yes?" _ Bran told it fast and kept it factual, putting in no personal opinion until the
end: " seened to irritate the mgjor. So | thought 1'd ask your permi ssion, sir, to neet his
schedule. | would add the out-of-quarters tinme to ny period of house arrest, of course."

He was al nost sure he heard Ri gueres suppress a chuckle. "You needn't do that, Third. Permni ssion
granted. |'Il tell Mjor Bluten to expect you, right on tinme."

"Thank you, sir." So \inow | can stick nmy neck in the noose.\i

The Policebitch opened the door to him O the two goons, Tregare deci ded, she | ooked to be the
meaner. Not that there was nuch choice between them Bluten sat behind a desk. Looking up only
briefly, he pawed for a folder and opened it, then again | ooked at Bran. "A right smart ass,
aren't we, Third? Got to the Od Man first, with a slanted story, eh? Wll, well ..."

"I told the captain our problem and asked his pernission to keep this appointnment. He granted
it. That's all." Bluten hadn't offered hima seat, but he sat anyway in the chair facing across
the desk. \iTake charge a little. Not too nuch . . .\i The man gl ared, but nade no coment.

Leafing through the papers, Bluten stopped at one. "Bran Tregare." He read off the bi ographi cal
data as fabricated by Hawkman for the Acadeny, and the gist of the records fromthen on
"Substantially correct?"

"No errors, nmajor, that | can detect."

"Puni shnent twice ... in the special cell. That's odd. Once does it, for nost. Explain?"
"No excuses, mgjor. | made mi stakes. That's the size of it."
\bl144\ b

"Error-prone cadets seldomfinish a trip with Arger Korbeith."
"Maybe by that tinme, major, the I esson stuck."

"Maybe." Bluten shoved the fol der aside. Elbows on the desk, hands clasped, he |eaned forward.
"All right-who else is in on the Escape plot? If you give nme a full list, | can save you."

I f anything saved Tregare then, it was the total idiocy of the whole thing. Wthout intent or
control he burst into hel pless |laughter. He saw Major Bluten's face turn red, but it only nade him
how the louder. He tried to stop, but couldn't. Bluten shouted; it didn't help. Finally the mjor

sat back, scowing up a storm and waited for the paroxysmto run down. Then, still fighting the
occasional fit of giggles-and inwardly appalled at hinself, for peace knew \iwhat\i this naniac
woul d do nowBran said, "l-major, I'msorry. It's just that-" Gggle fit. "-that 1'"'mon ny third

hop with this ship, and |I've yet to hear a \ihint\i of conspiracy." He wi ped his eyes; his
| aughter had them streanming tears. "Peace be witness, major; that's truth."
And it very nearly was, too. At |east, the vague bits he \ihad\i heard were so far fromthe

maj ors ideas that-well, that the ponpous accusation had ki cked hi mof fbase. G ggle
Stern-faced, the major tried a new tack. "What drugs do you happen to be on, just now? Ch, |
can tell; you spacers can't fool ne. Don't be afraid to admit it; we have treatnment prograns, and-

Tregare suppressed a resurgence of the |aughing. This part wasn't as dunb as it m ght sound;
there \iwere\i sonme exotic offworld drugs naki ng the rounds of UET' s ships, and Bran had heard of
several though he hadn't yet been offered any. But what to say, now?

He shook his head. "No. Nothing, unless you count a drink now and then." Bl uten | ooked
skeptical; Bran said, "A blood test would verify what | say. If you like, I'll volunteer for one."
The maj or stared, glowered, and finally shook his head. "No. You're not smart enough to try a

bluff, so you're clean." \iJust keep thinking that! It might cone in handy.\i

There were a few nore trick questions, but they were all so far off any personal mark of
Tregare's that they gave himno trouble. Apparently Bluten had a fixed routine that he pulled on
everybody whether it fit or not. This tine it hadn't, nuch.

At the end of it, Bluten stood when Tregare did, and came around the desk with his hand
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outstretched. "I'm glad we got
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our earlier problenms straightened out, Third. The grade of cooperation on this ship is hardly

out standi ng, but a few people like yourself help the average a lot." \iMe, he's talking about?\
And the bastard wanted to shake hands! Deliberately, Bran thought of the tine he'd cleared away
some chicken manure with his bare hands; that way, when he shook Bl utens hand he could snile about
it.

The fenmal e goon showed himto the door and a bit outside it, holding his armas she edged the
door back to block the view frominside. Then she turned Bran to face her, her sullen face in a
frown, and dug a vicious finger into the nerve at the back of his el bow. The arm screaned pain as
its lower part went nunb. Brans feet shifted in reflex noves: \ione hand now, and she has twenty
kilos on nme! But\i-- But she let go of him nade a sour snmile as she stepped back, and said, "Just
to show you, buster, you're not all \ithat\i smart. You didn't fool the major none. So watch it."

The cheap trick wasn't worth retaliation just now, and any threat would be stupid, so he let her
back away and cl ose the door to him Rubbing his elbow, as sensation painfully returned, Tregare
went downshi p, to soak under a hot shower.

He got some sleep then, until tinme for his first watch at the end of house arrest. He didn't
know whi ch Chief Rating had filled in for him and frankly didn't care. The watch shift ran
snmoothly. Fromthe |1 og he learned that the \i Tanurlaine's\i destination was Terranova's spaceport
at Summit Bay. So Monteffial was probably right; at that well-established col ony, UET woul d have a
sizabl e Police garrison. The idea worried him but he didn't know what he coul d possibly do about
it.

H s next two days, things seened to be easing off; in the galley or up in Control, people
weren't so tense. During one break he and Dol an managed a visit in his room After his next watch
Leon Monteffial invited Bran up for drinks.

And then, while they were tal king, relaxed and anmiable, it all hit.

Farnsworth on the intercomfrom Control: "First! Up here right away!"

"Sure, Cleet. But what is it?"
"Not for open lines. Get here, will you?"

"Right." Mnteffial shut the squawkbox down. Turning to Bran he said, "If | need you, Tregare, |
could best reach you in your tenporary quarters." He paused. "Were all your
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equi prent is." And Monteffial tucked an energy weapon inside his belt, under his jacket. Bran felt
hi s eyes wi den, as he nodded.
"On ny way," he said, and then was.

Down in quarters, Bran wasn't sure what he wanted to carry. Because what \iwas\i this hassle?
Monteffial seened to think it could need weapons-well, Tregare had a |ightwei ght energy projector
and a needle gun. He didn't like the charge indication on the blaster, and the needi er was snaller
and easier to hide, so he tucked that one in his waistband. At the back, the way Hawkman Mray had
shown himlong ago. "They don't expect that. "

He was arned, but nothing was happening. Nervous, Bran thought to add a conceal ed knife to his
armanent. \ilf nothing's blowing, I'lIl look silly as hell.\i He waited.

Then the intercomblared, and it sounded as if all hell was breaking | oose.

The Mechanics of Mitiny

Monteffials voice. "-Police major raped her and maybe worse, so Dolan killed him | don't know
how, yet. The other two Police are running | oose and shooting on sight. Captain took Dol an
downshi p; he intends to space her, to clear the ships record with the Police."

Farnsworth: "Monteffial, we \ihaveli to go along with that!"

Bran opened intercomto Control: "Like hell we do! Leon- this is Escape! Are you with nme?"
"But you can't-" That was Farnsworth.
Monteffial, then: "I think we have to, Geet. Tregare's right."

"Hell, he's not even briefed, Leon. And there's no schedule.”

"Are you with us, Geet, or are you dead?" A pause. "That's better. Now then-" Mnteffials voice
changed, as he |oaded the intercomwith nore circuit outlets. "Al hands-"

Not waiting to hear nore, Bran left quarters, plunging downship as if the Butcher himself had
sunmoned.

Still he wasn't first to the air |lock. Captain R gueres, disheveled and wild-eyed, held the half-
cl ot hed Phyls Dol an by a choke collar. Her head flailed; she didn't seemto know where she was, as
Ri gueres shoved her into the lock and closed the inner hatch. He put his hand to the |ever that
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woul d space the wonan. "Everybody hold it ... right there!"

Everybody? From one side Monteffial entered. Fromthe other canme the Police goons, their
handguns out. And Bran found he'd pulled his needle gun and was aimng it.

Fol | owi ng Monteffial, Farnsworth waved his arns, shouting, "Be calm Don't dispute the captain's

authority. . . . but sir, nmaybe you shoul d del ay your decision and-"
\c147
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Everybody was in the way; stepping fromside to side, Bran still couldn't get a clear shot. He
moved cl oser, as Monteffial said, "Don't do it, captain! You won't have to-this is Escape, now."

Ri gueres made a snarl. "Ch, no! You'll never make \ine\i a traitor." Tregare saw the man's arm
start to nove. The Police nale was in the way, so Bran fired through him As the nan fell, Tregare

took better aim but then Mnteffial's charge took \ihimi into the line of fire. Cursing, Bran
moved to try for a better shot, and the Police fenale blindsided himand knocked himflat.

He rolled and cane up, in tine to see Rigueres pull the air lock handl e as Monteffial reached
him and to see Phyls Dol an blown out into vacuum In |ess than a second she di sappeared from
Vi ew.

Slowy, it seened to Tregare, he got up. H's gun was gone. But then, until slugged down from
behind, he killed sone people.

He woke up strapped to a cot, with a head he wi shed he could give away to soneone el se. For a
time he didn't make sense and knew it, but couldn't help it. Then, a few hours later, he had to
face Leon. The man had a brui sed face and a bandaged hand.

He said, "Aright ness \iyou\i made. Are you all right?"
"No nore than you, maybe | ess. What happened?" Before Mnteffial could answer, Bran said, "He
spaced her. The bastard spaced her. That's the last | renenber." He tried to sit up, and

Montef fial | oosened the straps, so he could. "If he's still alive, he's nine!"

"He's not. | cut his throat. A second too late, damit." The nman shook his head. "I hadn't
want ed Ri gueres dead; hadn't planned things that way. But the way it went-too nuch killing, but
that one | can't truly regret.”

"Killing. And you say / nmade a ness. Tell nme?"

Leon's hand on Bran's shoul der found unexpected soreness. "Rigueres had the intercom open
that's why the pack of loyalists came in and rushed us." The First squinted. "You really don't

renenmber? Well, you cut the Police goon nearly in half with your needier, trying for the skipper
and hit \ihim\i too-but penetration slowed the needl es down: no stopping power left."
Tregare nodded; the other went on. "I'mtold it was the
\b149\ b
ot her goon who decked you froma little behind your view Anyway, when-when Dol an was bl own out,
you made a yell | never want to hear again. And you took a junp at the Police one, and spun in
m dair, and she went down with her head on backwards. Then you had your knife out, and spread four
sets of guts on the deck, and-well, | think you |lost track of who was who. \Wien Deverel rabbit-
punched you down, it was \ine\i you were headed for."
"Deverel ?" \iPeace take ne-six, | killed?\i
"He saved your life, Tregare. The way you were, then, 1'd ve had to shoot you to save nyself."
"Berserk, eh? Never happened to me before. Not too unusual in the famly stories, though." But
t hat was Hawkman Moray's fanmily, and here Bran's Mray ancestry was unknown. He said, "I'Il thank

Deverel, then. Assuming |'mallowed. Leon, you haven't said, yet, whether |I'm under charges for
any of this.”

Mont ef fial | aughed. "Charges? Hell, Tregare, you're Second Hat now, behind nme as captain and
G eet as First. And by the Agowa fornul a-you've heard of it?-.that Escaped ships use to allot
shares, you \iown\i ten percent of the ship. W had to hold the divvy neeting w thout you; that
kind of thing nmustn't wait."

The runor-mi |l info came back to himnow Agowa, sure: Control officers split a fifty percent
share, 20-15-10-5; the Engineering officers did the same with twenty percent, 8-6-4-2. The other
thirty percent went to the crew, with ratings getting double shares. And now he al so renenbered
that on Escaped ships you' d be "Second Hat," not Second O ficer. Any buildup of tradition, he
supposed, was good for norale.

Now he said, "That's good to know. You have any idea when | can get up and go to work?" Because
he didn't want to lie here, trying not to renenber Phyls Dol an.

"Soon as the nedics check you clear." The new captain | ooked at his chrono. "You get your next
| ook in about an hour, | think." He stood. "I have to go now. W' re shorthanded, you understand.
Si xteen dead in the fighting, and sonething |ike twenty diehard |oyalists |ocked in Hold,

St arboard Lower for safekeeping."

file://IC|/WINDOWS/Desktop/Incoming/Busby,%...g%20View%2001%20-%20Star%20Rebel%20v1.0.txt (69 of 102) [7/14/2004 3:16:58 PM]



file://IC//WINDOW S/Desktop/I ncoming/Busby,%20F.%20M %20-%20L o...0F.%20M %20-%20L ong%20V i ew%62001%20-%20Star%20Rebel %20v1.0.txt
"You're not-" He couldn't say it.

"Spaci ng then? Not unless we have to. If we make it to a Hi dden Wrld, maybe the place can use
some cheap | abor.™
Al one again, Bran tried to wall hinself away fromgrief for
\ b150\ b
t he dead woman who, frozen now and far behind the ship, swept through the interstellar gas.
Sl owi ng gradually, fromthe friction of that tenuous medium to coast forever-or maybe to nake a
smal | spark soneday, against a star's glare.

But when soneone standing by the bed coughed to get his attention, tears blurred his vision
Qui ckly, he wiped his eyes. "Wo-?"

"Hain Deverel, sir. | wanted to say-hitting you and all-"
"Deverel!" Bran reached out a hand, and the man took it. "The First-1 mean, the new captain-told
me. Said if you hadn't put ne down, he'd ve had to shoot ne. | owe you, man."

"No you don't, sir. But maybe now we're even."
It took Tregare nonents to think what the rating nmeant. Then he said, "All right. That's fine.
And now you're safe, aren't you? You and-" The other nane escaped him
"Anse. Anse Kenekke. Yes, we're safe now. And that | \ido\i owe you, because they tell ne it was
you who pulled the trigger to force Escape."
Headshake. "Not me. A dead worman did that-or maybe the Police bastard who drove her to killing

him Al | did was-" Well, hell, he \ihad\i forced the issue at that. Change the subject.
"Kenekke's all right too, I take it?"

Deverel grinned. "Anse? He's the one that secured the Drive for us."” Now he tal ked fast. "Wen
the new ski pper made his all-ship call, announcing Escape, the Drive roomhad its problens."

“"Mal l ory?" Sure, the older man could be a strong | oyalist.

"Not him But it was watch-change; the First and Second were both there. Chief Mllory just
stood back and said he was out of it; whoever won, he'd tune the Drive for. The Second had a gun
he said we'd stand by UET or he'd blow the N el son cube and all of it. The First, the one they
call Airedale, she yelled sonething about duty and pleasure and illusion-Anse says she never did
make nuch sense, except doing her work right-and tackled the Second. He killed her, and Anse
killed him by hand, before the man could get his gun free to use again. Stronger than he m ght
| ook, Anse is. And then he had Drive secured, and no nore problens. The Third, when he got there,
he's solid with us-and up to First now, conme to think of it." He paused. "There's several Drive
techs in line for
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the Second and Third openings. If you could put in a good word for Anse?"

"I"d like to. Two problens, though. | don't know anything about his training scores, and | don't
have all that much clout, anyway. But if Captain Monteffial asks for ny opinion, I'Il try."

"That's fair. Thank you, sir." And Deverel left.

Alittle later, the Chief Medic cane in. Not a full-fledged doctor, but trained well enough.
Bran knew her only slightly, froma physical exam during which she jabbed Iike hell at all the
tenderer spots she was supposed to check. Mist have trained at the Slaughterhouse, where cadets
got used to cringing during physicals. Eda Ghorm ey was thin, mddle-aged, with iron-grey hair and
a slight stoop. Aside fromthe jabbing fingers she was easygoi hg enough, and spoke pl easantly
despite her chronic frown.

Ri ght away she took the conversational lead. "Tregare . . . haven't seen you nuch, in the line
of business. Can't hurt an officer by hitting himon the head, but let's check a few things
anyway." So-sonme questions, while she neasured pul se, tenperature, peered at his pupils, tested
refl exes and coordi nati on. And then said, "About an hour fromnow, after you eat, you get a sl eepy
pill and one shift's snooze right here. Then, unless you find sonething bothering you besides
brui ses and such, you're cleared for duty. Al right?"

"Ri ght. Thanks, Chief."

"Yes. Well, thanks for \iyour\i part, in getting us free of those shitbhags. |I've waited a |ong
tinme, for Escape."

Cetting up after after sleeping and dressing, Bran found stiffness and soreness he hadn't
noti ced. Nothing- serious, though; he went up to Control to check the watch sked, and found he had
several hours free yet before relieving Farns-worth. He also found that there'd been some fighting
here. Needl e projectiles and energy bolts had cl obbered some instruments. Well, that was his |ine
of work-but first he needed something to eat. He went down to the gall ey.

Alone at the officers' table, Mnteffial was finishing his neal. Tregare filled a tray and
joined him The new captain said, "Feeling better?"

"Il live." He explained about the repair he planned to start, then asked, "Have you picked a
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new Third yet? And the new Engi neering officers?

"Leaving that part up to Mallory. He knows his people

\b152\ b

better than | do. But for Third Hat-Tregare, | have a problem"”
"Nobody's qualified? O too many?"

"Neither. | could pick any one of three Chief ratings and justify the choice. O rather, \iwe\i
coul d, because you and C eet get a vote each, too. But the best qualified person isn't a Chief
yet, just a First."

"So pronote him Leon. 1'll vote your selection.”

One sided, Monteffial grinned. "Afraid not. The trouble is, you see, the First | nmentioned is
Erdis Blaine. Now wouldn't the new captain make everybody happy by nanming his wonan Third Hat,
over the heads of three who have seniority on her?"

Bran nodded. "Yeah, | see it. Well, make her a Chief anyway, for future reference.”
"I plan to. There's nore than one vacancy at that rank now "

Impatient with the subject, Tregare said, "Ckay . . . but who \ido\i you peg for Third?"

The captain paused. "It's a tossup, nostly, but | |lean toward Gonnel son."

"The man who never uses one word if he can get by with none. At |least he won't be nagging the
watch to death. Well, if you think he can handle the job, I"'mfor it."

"He | ooks to be turning into a fine pilot-good marks, fast reflexes, solid judgnment. Gets al ong
well with the Drive roomjust tells themthe bare bones of what he wants and lets themdo it,
wi t hout fussing over details.”

"Yeah." Bran knew what he neant. Farnsworth, for instance, practically told Mallory which knob
to turn, and how far.

Monteffial stood. "Gotta go. Ch, yes . . . one nore thing. Not right away, but when you find
time for it, 1'd like you to replace the antenna cluster just aft of the topside air |ock. G oden
down in Stores, will have the parts assenbly ready for you, and the tools."

"Sure. It'll have to be after my upcom ng watch, though.” Then he thought. "Just a minute. Wo

do you want ne to take along on the job? | nean, that stuffs nore than a one-nman | oad."
"Gotcha!" Leon grinned. "Not in the power suit, it isn't. Use the two-anchor system though; no

showboati ng. "
"Right. I'"mnot nuch for hitchhiking."
153

Bef ore his watch began, Tregare had nore than half of the damaged instrunents replaced. He sent
the renoved itens down to the Shops | evel by one of the cadet observers. Then after relieving
Farnsworth he I et his Comm board technician take the pilot's chair, telling her to notify him of
\iany\i change on the nonitors. So, during the first half of his watch, he restored the consol es
to full function-except for one aux board, where he put a cable splicer to work on a burned-

t hrough trunk line.

At the hal f-watch break he patched the main forward screen, and the intercom down to the
galley. And was starting to leave for that oasis when the intercomcane on. "Captain here.
Tregare, would you mind taking your break in ny quarters? Little nmeeting going on. Shouldn't take
| ong. "

So he changed the patching to put view and squawkbox to the captains digs. Bran hadn't had tine
yet to nmove into Seconds quarters, but Mnteffial and Farnsworth, he knew, had nade their own
moves al ready. Gonnel son, whether he'd relocated into Tregare's previous room Bran didn't know
about .

Entering the skipper's suite, Bran found the | anky, blond Gonnel son there as well as the two
senior officers. Walking over to the stand that held the coffee urn, Bran nmade a head nove at
Gonnel son and said, "You tell himyet, Leon?" Mnteffial nodded, so shifting his coffee cup to his
| eft hand, Tregare went over and offered a handshake; CGonnel son took it. "Congratul ations, Third

Hat. | expect we'll all work together just fine."
"Yes. Thanks." Two | ow voi ced words, then nothing nore.
Well, there were worse habits than not being gabby. Bran turned back to the other two. "A

nmeeti ng, you said?"

"Yes," the captain said. "Let's sit down." That done, he went on. "Question of where we go next.
Cleet thinks we should go on in to Terranova, per sked, bluff it out and get refueled on the
strength of our original mssion docunents. Fake the |log from about two junps back, to | eave
Ri gueres off and pronote everybody. Wat do you think?"

It took no thinking. "W don't have a chance in hell, getting away with that. And the Uies we
have, | ocked up-we'd need to space the lot. I-"
"No such thing," Farnsworth put in. "Stick "emin freeze, listed as high-priority passengers for
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our next stop."
Freeze. Tregare knew, when he stopped to think, that the had freeze chanbers. The \i MacArt hurhad\i
none, because

154
\ b155\ b
Korbeith in his independent way had had them renoved. But .Bran had seen the \i Tarurl ai ne' s\i
during his first hurried tour of the ship; he'd forgotten about them was all. But how many were
there? He frowned. "Twelve of those, we have; right? And twenty prisoners.”

"Which is too many," Farnsworth said. "I keep telling you-" He spoke now to Monteffial. "-nearly

hal f of those, now they' ve had tine to think, are safe to let |oose and put to work. Then we
woul dn't be so bl oody shorthanded, and-"
"And on Terranova," Bran cut in, "they'd all go on ground-side |eave and keep their little

mout hs shut. \i Sure\i they would.” He shook his head. "I can't go with any of that. Captain,
what's \iyour\i idea?"
Monteffial cleared his throat. "Well it also has its risks. But different ones. | haven't told

anyone before, but | have what purports to be a coded set of coordinates for five H dden Wrlds.
To reach one of these would require only a thirty-degree course change, which | believe is within
the limts of our fuel reserves. So-"

Thirty degrees. Let's see: pi-over-six radians. Plug in the sines and cosines; yes. A right-
angl e change took as nuch energy as slowing to zerch and com ng back up to speed, |ike a planetary
stopover. But a | esser turn-decel would be one-m nus-the-cosine of the angle, and accel factor
woul d be the sine. Pi-over-six; okay: decel, dot-one-three-four. Accel a flat point-five. Alittle
over five-eights then, total, of stopover fuel need. Discounting gravity, because the Drive field
fed it back, nostly. Tregare bl anked his hand-calc.

He said the nunbers. "Leon-do we \ihave\i that nuch extra?"
"And enough nore to let us sleep easy."
"Then do we vote on this, or what?"

Monteffial said, "I suppose so. | vote for the Hi dden World:"
"Terranova," said C eet Farnsworth.
Bran | aughed. "1'Il take thirty degrees and out!"
Gonnel son, as they all |ooked at him kept themwaiting. Having been granted a vote, he could

lock it all up now, if he chose, in stalemate. Finally the serious face tilted to face the others.
"Not Terranova," he said.

Montef fial whooped, then said, "A drink on that. Bran, you have tine for a short one, not
enough to nuddl e you for watch!" He poured neat spirits; the four clinked glasses and drank
Farnsworth, though, | ooked as though his drink was sour

155

What with one thing and another, including Monteffial's change of course to the Hi dden World, it
was two nore ship's days before Tregare found hinself with enough free time to do the outside
wor k, replacing the antenna array. First, of course, he tried fiddling with the gear from Control
hoping that the "glitch was nmerely an adj ustnent problem \iA ways try the easy answers first.\i
No luck, though; the problemwas definitely outside. So he called down to rating-First G oden and
made sure the parts and tools were ready to go. Then he gave a little thought to the |ogistics of
outsi de work, and went | ooking for Hain Deverel

He found himjust leaving the galley. "Deverel ? You got a m nute?"

"Yes, sir. Can | help you?"

At Tregare's gesture, the shorter man acconpani ed hi mal ong the corridor. out si de, see
in the power suit. And | need sonebody dependable to cover for ne at the main air |ock. Maybe an
hour, not nore, is ny guess. Wuld it be convenient for you, now?"

"No problenms at all, sir. And I'mglad it's me you asked.™
Gently, Bran tapped the nan's shoulder. "So aml."

Wth | ess whinging and creebing than Tregare expected, "Gipin' G oden" issued the necessary

equi prent. Carrying the stuff out of Stores and along a passage to the stairway |anding, Tregare

and Deverel found it a full load. They left it, to go up a deck, where Bran was able to instruct
the other man how to help with the power suit. He checked the thing out; all systems seened to be
wor ki ng well, except for one gyro that was a little slow at engagi ng and di sengagi ng. Wl l, he

didn't plan to have to bend over or straighten up in any big hurry.
They went back for the parts and tools. In the suit, Bran carried the ot like an arnful of
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ki ndling. They went to the air |ock staging area. There wasn't any reason for personnel to be
there, and no one was.

The |l ock's inner hatch was open. As Bran prepared to close and seal the suit's helnet, he said,
"Ckay, Hain. All you need to do is stay here and see that the |ock's kept open for nme to cone back
in, and that nothing interferes with coming in \iall\i the way."

\ b156\ b
"Yes, sir. But what would interfere?"

Tregare shook his head. "Mybe cross-up from Control. Sonebody doing an inspection and putting
the outhatch closed. \il\i don't know what's antsing nme. . . . just plain jitters, maybe. Anyway,
"Il feel lots better with you standing in, here."

"Cone to think of it, sir, sowll [I."
"Ckay . . . here goes." Tregare sealed up, entered the air |lock, and attached his lifeline with
the two anchors. Wen the lock cycled to vacuum the outer hatch opened. He clinbed outside.

Wor ki ng both magnetic anchors by hinmself was a nui sance, but Bran kept patience and used
cara\al87Jl the way. Wen he reached the antenna clunp he saw why it wasn't working; sonme chunk of
cosm c debris had wi ped half of it off and tw sted the rest.

The wreckage wasn't worth taking inside; the shops wouldn't be able to salvage any of it. Wen
Bran got it free of the connections, he heaved it off into space. He'd used four different tools;
now they all floated on the short lines that fastened themto his suit belt. Carefully he untied
the repl acenment bundle, fitted it to the heavy connector, and pulled in the wench he needed to
fasten the assenbly in place. Once it was secured, he did the unfolding and attached the
accessories, taking loose only one at a tinme and cinching it down firnmly before reaching for the
next part. In the back of his mnd he thought that for a first outside job, he wasn't doing half
bad!

Then he was done with it. He had no idea how | ong he'd taken, but hoped he was within the limt
he'd told Deverel. He started back, and restrained the inpatience that nade himwant to shortcut
the twin anchor routine. So it took himlonger than he liked, to get back to the main air |ock. At
one point he thought he felt the ship jerk under him But he got there w thout m shap, clinbed in,
and secured his life line and anchors in their usual places.

Through the heavy plastic wi ndow of the inner hatch he could see Deverel, and gave himthe high
sign. The outer hatch closed, pressure swirled in, and eventually the inner door opened. Bran went
through it; it closed behind him

Deverel was tal king, but until the hel met got unseal ed, Bran couldn't hear him Then he did.
"The ship, Tregare!

157
Farnsworth's retaken it-himand the Uie loyalists. It's been announced-Captain Mnteffial's dead,
and we're back on course to Terranova!"

At first he couldn't make sense out of any of it, so he kept asking. Coming inside from outside
was al ways disorienting- but \ithis?\i "Say again, Deverel-\ihowi did they do it?"

Farnsworth. A sleeper. Wll, he'd always dragged his feet on Escape. Now with only officers and
a few sel ected people carrying arns, Farnsworth and one or two of his flunkeys had opened the arns
room and put weapons in the hands of all the UET |oyalist prisoners-and turned theml|oose to
conquer .

Deverel shook his head. "I don't know who killed Captain Munteffial. It wasn't Farnsworth,
because he was up in Control, announcing hinself captain, when sonebody reported having killed
Monteffial in his quarters.” Deverel's face tightened. "Tregare, sir, what can we \ido?"\i

Sonetinmes things took no thinking at all. "Seal the helnmet on ny suit, Deverel. |I'm going
upshi p. You stay here; you should be safe enough."

"I want to help!"
"You al ready have. But from now, you hardly can't."

There wasn't tinme to sidetrack and get the suit's energy projector-even if he could have hooked
it up by hinself, frominside the suit. No-best to go straight upship and take, what cane. So Bran
Tregare headed for the nearest |anding and began cli nmbi ng.

At first he didn't see anyone el se. Then he cane up to a group of unarned people who seened to
be scream ng as they ran away. They were probably on his side, but there wasn't a way he could
spare the tine to tell themthat.

A few decks before the level of his own quarters, he was intercepted by four gunhol ders. A quick
glance told himthey were anong the Utie ex-prisoners-now, according to Deverel, part of
Farnsworth's troops. No tinme to qui bble about it-both needl e pellets and energy beans raked his
suit's arnor. Well, \ihell!\i One man was within reach, so Tregare reached. He swung the nan
against the other three; it took two sw pes but he decked them Then he found he wasn't hol ding
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the man any longer-just the nan's arm He used it to club down one Utie who was still trying to
get up, then threw it away. That nove was a mistake; the faulty gyro, when he

\b158\ b

went to straighten up too fast, began to process and al nost turned hi m sideways.

\iAl right-easy now\i He paused to | ook. One man wasn't quite dead, but close to it, so Bran
stonmped on his head. No point in |leaving | ocose ends. Wapons m ght be a good idea; he | ooked
around and picked up one nmedi um energy weapon and one |ight one. There was a needier |ying handy,
but he had only two hands and no place to tuck anything away. So- upship again.

Sonrebody nust have ducked away and nade an intercomcall, because three decks up he ran into an
anbush- naybe a dozen arned people blasting at himwhen he came up into view at the |anding.
\iPeace on it!\i Spray”g energy bolts with the heavier gun in his left hand, he ran at the two
cl osest attackers. They were standi ng agai nst a bul khead. The suit's inpact nade nush of them

Well, nobody said it was going to be neat and tidy. Three were still alive. They ran, and he
didn't bother to shoot.

Fart her upship. He was shot at, and he shot back. He left several dead and let sone flee
unscat hed. The suit's right knee mechani sm was heating up; the gyros for bending dowmn and
strai ghtening chattered and paused at the wong tinmes. He had to keep his noves sinple now, or the
damm suit could collapse on him

Conming to the galley level he heard a | ot of shouting. Wwose, he had no idea, and by now he
couldn't afford to care. He thought of something Hawkman had told hi monce. Wen he clinbed far
enough to | ook across at floor level, he flipped on the suit's outside speakers and \iyelled,\i
then dropped out of sight for a few seconds. And then raised his heavier gun up and sprayed the
| evel without even | ooking. Wen the noise stopped he raised hinself up and scanned the area.
There were three corpses and no one alive. Wether the three kills were his or someone el se's,
he'd probably never know.

Not far now, to Control. And to Farnsworth, who'd had Monteffial killed, who had tried to give
this ship back to UET. Farnsworth, that pigass-oh, forget about cussing, \iget\i him So Bran
started up the last clinb.

He expected a grenade, but maybe Farnsworth had forgotten to stock up on those. He expected a
flood of arned troops, but maybe good ol' Cleet had run a little short. He didn't know \iwhat\i
the hell he expected. So he just clinbed on up
Farnsworth didn't have much ready for him special. A few

\b159\ b
troops, and one of the projectors that would have fit onto the power suit. Not rmuch, but enough
"Hold it right there," said Farnsworth. "I don't know who you are, in there, but |I'mcaptain now
and | offer you amesty if you'll surrender. Is it a deal ?"

"Tell me a little nore, captain," said Tregare. He was inching the suit forward, trying to | ook
as if he weren't. "I'mnot sure | understand all what's happened."”

"Well, it's sinple enough,” Farnsworth said. "There was a traitorous mutiny, and now that's

rectified. Except that you and | have to reach an under st andi ng. "

"That's no problem | understand fine. A deal, then?" He strode toward Farnsworth. Everything
woul d have worked if the heavy-projector man hadn't caught on; the blast caught the suit's contro
pack and jamred the |l ower |inbs. Bran grabbed for Farnsworth; the thrown missile that smashed into
the gunners face and knocked hi munconsci ous, was Farnsworth's head. Then, the expl osi on cane.

"I"'mgetting tired," said Bran Tregare, "of waking up in hospital."

"Then try taking better care of yourself." Eda Ghormey's voice still belied her sour
expression. "Captains shouldn't take so nany chances. Can you tolerate visitors? There's one
here. "

Bran took a quick self-check. Head thuddi ng, ears ringing, stomach vacillating between hunger
and nausea, but-"Visitors. Yes." Because if he was captain, he had to know nore about it, and
fast.

The visitor was Erdis Blaine; she looked a little red-eyed puffy but nostly in control. Bran
asked first. "Wio's got the watch? What's the drill? Tell ne fast." Then, realizing she had her

own problens, "I wish to hell they hadn't got Leon."
She sniffed once and al nost nmanaged a snmile. "Me, too. Nicest guy |I-well, Gonnelson's standing
in for you, Tregare, and just tenporarily, Max Druffel and |I are filling in on the other watches.

The other Chief rating in line, he was on the wong side. Sonebody killed him Probably you."
\iWhat a nmess.\i Tregare said, "Tell Gonnelson | confirmhis choices. You and Druffel, which of

you i s senior?"

"He is; he's a Chief."

"Then | guess he's Second Hat and you're Third. Al right?"
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Now she did snmile. "Anything that works."
a real pisser?"

\b160\ b

He | ooked at her. "I wouldn't know what that neans.
left.

Not feeling up to it, Tregare after one sleep cut |oose from nedical custody and call ed council
in Control, since he also wasn't up to noving into captain's quarters. On hand he had Gonnel son
Druffel, Blaine, and old Mallory representing the Drive room To avoid distracting the ratings who
wer e hol di ng down the watch positions, Tregare's group took seats well away fromthem

"I mssed the other neeting," he began, "so if | pass up anything we should do, sonebody clue

me in. First, who's got a roster of surviving personnel ?" Gonnel son handed hima flinsy. He made a
qui ck count. "Sixty-seven of us. Jeez, we \iare\i shorthanded."
"Five of those," said Al Druffel, "were Farnsworth's."
"How cone they're still alive?" Tregare rai sed one eyebrow

"Because you haven't ordered themkilled," said Erdis Blaine. "And three of them are cadets.

She paused. "Tregare-di d anybody ever tell you you're

"You don't have to; you just do it." Then she

He thought. Hell, he wasn't Korbeith! "Then let's leave it at that. Any holding ratings are
unrated as of now, though. And no two of those five are to work together or live together. So |

don't think they'll give us any trouble." Bl aine pointed out the nanes, and Bran checkmarked them
"If they keep their noses clean, they can earn pronotion |ike anybody el se.”
Agai n he | ooked down the list. "W need to make sone pronotions. Well, for starters, let's make

it official that I'mcaptain, Gonnelson First Hat, Drufiel Second, Blaine Third. Any questions?”
Most of them nodded. "How about your people, Mallory? Your Third Engi neer-what's his name?- he'll
be First now, | inmagine."

"That's right. Junior Lee Beauregard. Georgia boy." Mallory cleared his throat. "My Chief Tech
moves up to Second Engineer: Ingrid Nakanura. Now for Third |'ve junped a fella several grades,
just because he's a damm good Tech. Man nanmed Anse Kenekke."

"I"ve met him" At the corner of vision Tregare saw novenent. The man in the pilot's seat had
| ooked around; it was Deverel. "Good choice."

"And |'ve nade other pronotions, to fill in the supervisory spots, which I'll log in after this
nmeeting. |If you approve.”

"I said it before, Mallory. You're the one, knows your Drive people. You call '"em 1'Il okay
your choices." He paused.
\b161\ b
"Upshi p here we need sone pronoting, too. | have sone ideas for about half the top rating slots
and can use suggestions for the rest. Here's who | favor for the vacancies at Chief level." He

naned the people; one of themwas Hai n Deverel

The only question cane from Druffel, about upgrading G- oden, down in Stores. "That nman woul d

bitch at his own funeral."
"Does his job," said Gonnel son, surprising Bran
Tregare thought of sonething. "How | ongs he been a First?"

"Five years, maybe," Druffel said. "Rubs people the wong way."

Chuckling, Bran said, "Let's see if a raise might help his disposition sone." Druffel nodded,
and Groden got his Chiefs rating. Then suggestions were offered for the | esser pronotions; w thout
any real arguments, nost of them were passed.

That much done, Tregare said, "CGonnelson, | noticed by the |og that you corrected Farnsworth's
change of course al nbst as soon as sonebody got ne out of that suit, cold as a clam and cl eared
you sone space to work. So-" The man | ooked al arnmed, about to apol ogi ze; Bran waved a hand. "I
checked it; you're solidly on the route Monteffial punched in. All | want to do, here, is give you
a public commendation for initiative. \iAnd\i accurate work. By not waiting, you saved us sone
fuel, too."

What el se? Oh, sure; the new divvy. The figures were no news to anyone, but his reciting them

made it all official. "We'll need to refigure crew s shares, rated and unrated, but that won't
take long."
"How about Farnsworths Uties?" Blaine asked it. "Are you giving them shares?"

"As unrateds, sure," Tregare answered. "Way | see it, since we're not killing themthey have
j obs. Jobs deternine shares. Anything else wouldn't be fair, all around."”

After a couple of m nor questions, Bran called the neeting closed and went to log the results
into the ship's conputer. He grinned at the young wonan in the seat beside the term nal he used.
"Better be careful when | feed this stuff in. Wuldn't want to give Ti nhead a headache."

As he started to |leave, Erdis Blaine intercepted him "Captain, you'll be nmoving into your new
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quarters, | imagine, as soon as possible."

He hadn't thought that far ahead, but ... he nodded. "Yeah. | suppose so. Why?"
"It's just-well, I've tried to get Leon's things packed for
\b162\ b
storage, figuring what should be sent to his famly if he still had one, and if there's any way to
do so. What to sinmply throw out-" He saw tears fornming but she blinked themaway. "But | just
haven't had \itine\i to get it all done. And ny own stuff. I'd nmoved in with him you know. O

maybe you didn't. So there's all \ithat\i to nove, too. And-"

He touched her shoulder. "Hold it, Blaine. There's no rush, except that | do need to do ny
sl eepi ng where the renote comand facilities are. But ny own personal junk-there's not enough of
it to crowmd anything. Just clear a corner nmaybe, and part of a closet. I'll wedge in okay. And you
don't have to nove right away either, if it's inconvenient."

She backed away from his touch. Hen hadn't neant nore than confort, so he felt foolish. She

said, "Look, captain. | like you, and I think we all owe you a lot. But | \iloved\i Leon, and
can't switch nmen that fast."

Angered for no real reason, Bran Tregare kept his tone calm "All right, | see why you'd take
the offer that way. But believe it or not, all | neant was-" Gief canme. He fought it, and
couldn't quite hide his feelings. "Blaine, I'mstill hurting over Phyls Dolan. You night think a
fast tumble would help, but that's not howit feels. Wat | nmeant was, just that you could
\istay\i if you wanted, long as you wanted." Now he could snile a little. "Hell, wouldn't be the
first time | had a lady roommate in a 'nustn't touch' setup. So \inowi how about it?"

"Tregare ... | mean, captain-"
"W're off duty. Tregare s okay. So's Bran."
"They' Il all think we are.”

"Do you care? | don't."

"I snore. O so Leon clains."

"Peopl e snore. | nudge 'til they quit."
"Then it's a deal.”

Bran haul ed his gear-three | oads, but he didn't bother asking anyone to help-up to captain's
digs. Erdis Blaine had cleared himnore than enough space; when she got everything out, the place
was going to |l ook rather bare. Ch, well, things always tended to accurmul ate faster than a person
expect ed.

He noved sone cl ot hing-Leon' s-that Bl aine had piled on the chair facing the renote-comand
facilities nodule, and set to checking that equi prent. Druffel had the watch; Bran coached him
t hrough sone of the operating functions and found that skipper's quarters could nmonitor not only
the main
\b163\b
vi ewscreen, w th whatever he ordered conbined on that versatile instrunment, but could also obtain
mniature insets of the two aux screens that flanked the big one. And he could separate or conbine
various facets of the intercomnet, and- well, when he'd checked out nearly all the console, he
deci ded he could damm near fly the ship fromhere! WII, he didn't have access to direct contro
of gunnery or of the Drive, or the air locks. But to everything else, or nearly so.

Sonehow, Bran had in nmind that Leon Mnteffial had taken all necessary action with regard to the
\'i Tanur| ai nes\i new course and destination. Wen he checked the log and it told himdifferently,
he was too depressed to bother with cursing. O to blane anyone el se for not noticing. Al he said
was, "Druffel. Ask Malloy how soon he can be ready for Turnover."

"Tur nover ?"

"I believe you know the term" Then, ashanmed of taking his irritation out on the man, Tregare
added, "I should have checked earlier. Just found out, here, Turnover was due about the tine | was
fl atbacked after Farnsworth's caper." So that, of course, was why Mnteffial hadn't done it; the
man was dead then

Mal | ory needed only an hour or so to prepare; Bran spent the tinme in useless stewi ng. Wat the
del ay nmeant, was that to bring the ship to the H dden Wrld known as New Hope, he was going to
have to run decel near to max, or else go past, too fast to |land or even orbit, and | oop back
Either way a waste of fuel, the same as pushing a groundcar or aircar at full throttle. Wll,
either the fuel reserves would be enough, or they wouldn't.

Turnover went snoothly; Bran tipped the \iTanmurlaine\i over, directly in line with the idle
thruster and balancing with the other two, then used the third to dead-stop rotation at as near a
solid one-eighty as the instrunents would neasure. The calcs were nore conplicated than that, of
course, because the ship was still in change of course. But the vectors could be considered
separately and still add up right, so Tregare didn't worry about the overall equation
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When he told Mallory to set decel at point-nine-two rmax, the old Chief Engineer said, "N ne-two?
Confirm pl ease?"

Tregare sighed. "Confirmed, I"'mafraid. W turned late. Call it ny fault. There's nobody el se
alive to blame."

\b164\ b

Clearing his throat, Mallory said, "I see. Don't fret, lad . . . Captain, | nean. The Drives
tuned quite finely, as | always try to keep it-but I1'll just see if fromnow on we can't tune it a
little finer."

"Thanks, Chief. I'msure you will." Well, if Mallory couldn't do it, Tregare knew no one who
coul d.

Bl ai ne had exaggerated about her snoring. Once in a while a soft burring vibration, but never
loud nor for long at a tine. The way the watch sked was running, they didn't usually share the big
bed for the full sleeping period of either. Sonetinmes Tregare cane to bed while she was sl eeping
and found her gone when he woke, sonetinmes the other way around.

When their skeds did synch, for once, he found hinself enbarrassed. He entered quarters, and
there she was, undressing for bed just as he intended to do. The thing was, it was only about the
second tine they'd both been around for disrobing together, and the first had been when he was
beddi ng down and she arising. Wich was, sonehow, different.

Bran nodded to her. "Hi, Blaine." And went into the bathroomfor a while. \Wen he was done
there, he picked up his clothes and went out to the main room and hung them over a chair. She'd
left the light dimfor him so he supposed she was trying to go to sleep. But when he went to the
bed, he saw her lying there I ooking at him He got in, staying on his own side as usual. "CGood
ni ght, Blaine."

"Are you sure, Tregare? |'ve been wondering."

He cane close to snapping out a curt reply; dammit, was he supposed to be able to respond to
this kind of turnaround in thirty seconds or less? So he said, "Can we tal k sone?"

Her words came fast. What were they \idoing,\i living |like nmonks and nuns when maybe the ship
couldn't even hit groundside and they'd just drift and die? And-but tired as he was, he could see
what drove her. And it wasn't sex, as such.

"Come here, Blaine. What you need is a good cuddle. And ne too, maybe. But that's all, for right
now. "
So they did.
Mal lory nursed the Drive; Tregare refined his navigation figures and finally saw his way cl ear
when the \i Tarmurl aine\i hit half-c going dowhill, to cut decel to point-eight-seven of nax.

When they cane in hailing distance of New Hope, they had close to three days' fuel in solid
reserve.
\cl0
New Hope

\cWhat Tregare expected of a H dden Wirld, he wasn't sure. But this one didn't make things easy.
The voice from ground-side cane froma |oop tape, and repeated, " colony world New Hope, to
t he approaching ship. Identify yourself, please. Name, last port of call, roster of officers to
check agai nst our own records, and other ships of recent contact with you. W wel cone all news and
will reciprocate in kind." Pause. Silence with slurred undernoise. "This is the colony world New
Hope-"

Bran cut the sound to a murmur. \iColony\i world? That neant UET, but Monteffial vouched for
this one as Hi dden. He | ooked over to Gonnel son, who nominally had the watch, and decided not to
ask questions.

But he couldn't help nmuttering out loud a little. Al right, he had an \iarnmed\i ship. But
little use would .those turrets do him sitting groundside and pointing straight up. So if New
Hope turned out phony, how would he handle it?

"Scout ship." The voice jarred hinm then he realized it was Gonnel son answering his unheedi ng
munbl es.

He turned to look at his First Hat. "Thanks, Gonnelson. You're right." For he'd forgotten the
scouts. Rigueres had ignored themin training, and unarned ships (like the \iMac)\i didn't carry
the little spacecraft. Tregare first began berating hinself for losing track of things, then

thought: \iwell, it got alittle hectic on here.\i So he shrugged, and thought sone nore.
"Gonnel son? Those scouts checked out for use?" The nman nodded. "Who by? You do it yoursel f?"

Anot her nod. "Good enough; | think you just now gave nme sone answers." He

\cl65

\c \b166\ b

reached for his offship transmit switch. "So nmaybe it's tinme to talk to groundside.”
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Tregare didn't bother with the | oop-tape approach; he spoke live on circuit. "The ship
\'i Tamurl ai ne,\i calling New Hope spaceport. Captain Bran Tregare speaking. Wt last lifted from
Penfoyle Gate; before that, the Twin Wirlds. Qur officers' roster? Your news mght |list Rigueres,
Monteffial, and Farns-worth; unfortunately, none of those gentlenen have survived to greet you
Tregare over."

He turned to Gonnelson. "If this is a UET plant-if they send up missiles-I1'Il walk this ship
across their town and wipe it off!"

"Fuel ," said Gonnel son, and Tregare sagged in his chair.

"Fuel, yeh. Al right. You can laid this thing?" The nan nodded, and Bran knew t hat Gonnel son
never overstated. So he said, "Then you do it. And just outside atnosphere, I'l|l take one of the
scouts out and ride you shotgun, going down and until we know things are right, groundside."
Gonnel son shook his head. "Talking."

Bran knew what he nmeant. "Druffel and Blaine'll be with you, to handle that part. 1'Il brief
"emfirst. Al right?"

Groundsi de, after a pause, was answering now. \i"Tanurlaine?\i That's an arned ship. None of
those ever Escaped before, \ilf\i you did. Wichis to say, if you' re Escaped, what's | the
shi p's new name? And why aren't you using it? Answer inmediately!"

Bran shook his head. No tinme to think up excuses. Level first and maybe regret it later. He
said, "Peace take you, | came on this ship as Third Oficer, after one cadet tour w th Butcher
Kor beit h. Whom one day, if ever we nmeet again, | will kill. Escape happened on here before |I had
any chance to learn the rules of it, or the niceties and protocols. W are conming in to |and, New
Hope; we intend to give fair treatnent and expect the sane in return. Are ny intentions
satisfactory to you?"

The pause was too | ong; groundside was having fast confab. Finally the voice cane. "Set your
computer for fast feed and we'll give you a landing trajectory. New Hope out."

Tregare said to Gonnel son, "Put this input in storage first; before it goes into Tinhead, we
i nspect." But when they checked the data, it came out solid enough. So Tregare called Al Druffe
and Erdis Bl aine, explained what he wanted themto do during and after |anding, and signed off. He
told
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Gonnel son, "1'll grab my kit and go snooze in the portside scoutship. Call ne about a half hour
before you hit gas, and then keep a channel open between us." He grinned. "If you want, you can
put Blaine on it."

The snooze part had been a touch of bravado on Tregare's part, but once aboard the scoutship and
| eaning back in its pilots seat, he actually did doze off.

Druffel's voi ce woke him "Skipper? Captain Tregare?" Bran acknow edged. "Roughly thirty ninutes
to hitting atno, sir. Instructions? And do you want the | anding site coordinates, and the
trajectory, in your conputer, sir?"

Al that stuff? Hell, he had no nmap recorded, and-"No need, Druffel," he said. "In about twenty
m nutes we talk again and you spit this scout out. Once through the no-commionization | ayer, we
tal k again. But no point in bothering the computer with it."

"Yes, sir." Druffel paused, talking to someone, not |oud enough for Bran to nake it out. "One
thing, Captain. WIIl you want to dock with us groundsi de, under gravity?"

\ih, hell.\i Bran thought fast. "No. | haven't done that. Don't know if | could. No ... we get
things settled, | hope, and I'll |and al ongside. Then either these people have a big hoist we can
use, or we dock this scout after we get upstairs again."

Anot her pause. Mre talk Bran couldn't quite hear. Then, "Yes, sir. That will work. One way or
the other."

"Good." Another thought. "Flash me the nap once, though, | can spot the port. | mght just want
to be there first." On the screen the inmage flickered, then steadied; Tregare put in into the
records. "Ckay, thanks. Call nme in twenty minutes."”

He cut the circuit, ate a quick snack, and hit the John. Hi s nerves could have used a quick
drink but maybe his reflexes couldn't, so perhaps just as well he had no booze aboard. He sat
again, fingering the controls, and waited. Wen the voice came again-Blaine's, this tinme-he was
nmore than ready for it.

"Docki ng chanber punping to vacuum sir. Count ninety, to opening. Further instructions, sir?"

He couldn't think of any, except-"Anybody takes offensive action against the ship, walk the
Drive across them And then sit down near as you can to the fuel dunp, if you can spot it. I'l|
try to give you backup."

\b168\b
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"And if our landing is peaceful, sir?"
Tregare | aughed. "Hell, you don't need any orders for \ithat."\i

The tinme canme, the hatch opened, and the scout nmade its exit to clear space. The
\i Tamurl aine's\i inward path was crossing the termnator into a hem sphere of daylight on the
wor| d bel ow;, Tregare checked his map on the screen and-off toward the horizon-he spotted the port.
Al ready the edge of atno dragged and jerked at the scout, naking it look as if the larger ship, to
one side, bucked and pitched. But Tregare knew the \i Tarn\i was hol ding course; it was his own
scout shi p being bounced around as it entered the top of atnosphere.

He watched his hull-tenp readings; they | ooked fine. The ship, though, was |agging him
drifting off the back edge of his portside screen. Wl I, should he hang back and stay with it, or
go groundside like a bat?

A nonment, Tregare thought. Then he grinned. The \iTanmurlaine\i had to do a conservative, |east-
fuel grounding. The scouts fuel needs, by conparison, were hardly noticeable. Tregare pointed his
smal | aux craft straight down. \iLike a bat!\i

Sur prising, how long the scout took, getting down to aircraft altitudes-and then howlittle
time he had to level off, and not churn dirt. He didn't actually plow a furrow, Tregare didn't,
but he decided not to tell anybody what his altinmeter read when he pulled out of his dive. For one
thing, they probably wouldn't believe him and accuse himof bragging. Hell with it. Next tine, if
ever, he'd knowto take it a little easier

Sl owi ng now to speed that wouldn't break wi ndows ground-side, if they \ihad\i w ndows, Bran
spotted the approach route to the mapped spaceport. He opened channel to the \iTanurlaine;\i in a
little while the ionization roar cleared. "Tregare here. Downsi de and close to the port. Going to
make a pass there. Keep in touch.™

Static partially obscured the answer, but Druffel was agreeing. Tregare saw the spaceport just
ahead; he went across it at just bel ow sonic speed, |ooped around and eased past the place again
sl ower. Nobody shot at himso he pulled up and circled, waiting for the \iTami to descend. And
finally he watched the ship land, on the one of four landing circles nearest a building. Port
Control, probably. Wen the dust settled, he saw a group of people | eave the building and approach
the ship. If any were arned, it was with nothing nore than handguns. So, keeping
\b169\ b

the \i Tanurl ai ne\i between the groundsi de people and his scout-to protect themfromhis own,
| esser |anding blast- Tregare set down.

He did the shutdown checkoff in a hurry, lowered his ranp, and went down it three steps at a
time. By wal king quickly, he intercepted the groundsi de people as they reached the place where the
\i Tanurl ai ne' s\i ranp was descendi ng and woul d soon touch

Leading the party were a man in late niddl e age and a somewhat younger worman. Bran coul dn't
figure who was in charge, so "ladies first." Extending a hand, he said, "Bran Tregare, captain of
the \i Tarmurl aine,\i which we haven't got around to renane yet." He saw them | ooki ng past him
between the big ship's landing legs, at the scout. "I came down by the scenic route, you m ght
say."

Squi nting agai nst bright sky, the worman pushed back short, tousled hair, nore sandy-col ored than
anything el se. At close range Bran saw that maybe she was younger than she | ooked. Her skin was
weat hered and darkened. Qutdoors too much? She said, "I'm Corlys Haines, Port Commander, and I'd
like you to neet"-Gesturing to the man besi de her-"Council President Edd Crilly. Wth two d's."
Crilly's gaunt, lined face creased into a smle as he in turn shook hands. He munbl ed sonet hi ng
that sounded polite, before Haines introduced Bran to a stocky, freckled man, roundfaced under
greying, reddish hair. "Ezra Drake, our security chief. He's the one who'll want to know all your
spacing histories, to put together a picture of who's been on which ships and where they've been.”

Anot her handshake, and Bran nodded. "The Long View, eh? | hope the information fl ow goes both
ways. "

"Once we've checked you out," Drake said, "it does."

Down the ship's ranp, now, cane Druffel and Blaine, foll owed by a squadsized group of senior
ratings. So Gonnel -son, to avoid a talking situation, had stayed in Control. Tregare introduced
his two Hats to the three persons he'd net, mentioned that his First had stayed aboard to hold
down t he watch, and wondered how to get down to business. Well, just \istart:\i "W'Ill have to go
over our cargo nani fest together, | expect, to see about trading for fuel and supplies. | suppose
you do sone long-termtrading with other Hi dden Wrlds, so maybe we can work up a dicker to handle
some cargo for you. And-"

Pal m out , Dr akes hand cane up. "Hold it. You' re not
\b170\ b
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cleared yet. You can get on with your prelimnary negotiations if you like, but no fuel or data
goes on that ship until | okay it. Understood?"

Bran scowl ed, then thought about it. Drake didn't sound unfriendly, nor |ike being arrogant for
the fun of it; he was doing his job. "Understood," Tregare said. "But if the checkings holding us
up, let's get on with it."

"Fine. Your group here first; all right?" Drake waved a hand toward t he nearby building. "Over
there."

"Sure," Bran said. Then, "Just a minute." He hadn't taken a tal kset aboard the scout, so he
borrowed Druffel's and call ed Gonnel son. "Post sonebody to the scout, will you? Can't leave it
vacant and open." Gonnel son acknow edged. "Right, then. Thanks, First." Tregare waited until a
rati ng came down fromthe ship, entered the scout and drew the ranp up. Then he turned back to
Drake. "Sorry to hold things up. Let's go."

And during the short walk to the anber-col ored concrete building, which |ooked |ike any box of
offices on any world, Bran finally had tinme to notice and enjoy the clear air-plenty of oh-two
here-and the springiness of step that canme with a lighter-than-Earth gravity. Sky glare was a
little nore than he liked; next time he'd bring sunglasses. He had no close |ook at |oca
vegetation; the port area was bare, and the brush around the edges too far distant to show any
detail, except that it seened to be nostly a pale grey-green, and wafted no scents across the
| andi ng ar ea.

And then they all went inside.

Drake hinsel f questioned Tregare. There was nothing tricky about the nman's approach, no traps in
the Major Bluten fashion. Drake sinply wanted all the info Bran coul d renenber about ships and
rosters and destinations. Al so anything he could recall fromthe Slaughterhouse. "If sonebody
graduated in the year Z," Drake put it, "then when he shows up in another report, at Z-plus-ten
we have that nmuch nore tie-in on him"

Bran had just about run out of data, which was why they were into chatter. "Do all Hi dden
Wirl ds have data banks |ike yours?"

"l hope so. | try to send the word al ong, and copies of our stuff, with any ship that
cooperates." He paused. "Actually, | didn't originate the idea. | got it from Cade Mbaker on
\iCut\i
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Loose Charlie. He brought a packet from Nunber One, a sort of starting kit.

Mbaker. Bran had forgotten the Mac's fly-by with that ship. Now he told it. Drake nodded. "He
woul dn't have been from here, on that one. The coordi nates and vectors don't fit."

Rel axed now, sitting back, Tregare said, "Any nore you want ?"

"Fromyou, no. Unless you think of sonething else for ne. And far as |'m concerned, your ship's
cleared. You can go ahead with the dealings." Drake stood. "But |'Il appreciate it if you'll send
your people over in groups of twelve, to fill in anything else they may have for us. WIIl you set
up a circuit to ne fromyour Control room so we can cut out the delays with the wal ki ng back and
forth?"

"Sure." Ready to |eave, Bran shook hands. "See you
They wal ked back to the ship.

Drake's systematic checking went fast. On his advice, Tregare dunped the five survivors of
Farnsworth's team of fshi p, bag and baggage. "We'll relocate themto a settlenent a few hundred
kilometers north," the man said. "They won't be the first of their kind, by any neans. It's an
ongoi ng problem and our solution usually works out."

Anot her order of business was recruiting to fill the ship's vacancies. There were plenty of
young people with an eye to space for the unskilled slots, but a shortage of trained spacers. Bran
wound up with a full roster plus a few supernuneraries, but realized he was going to have to set
up an intensive training program So, not to waste tine, put his officers on it imediately.

On the financial end of things, Tregare lucked out. Quite a lot of his cargo was el ectronic
conponents, stuff that carried high value in small bulk. H's fuel and supplies put a smaller dent
in his assets than he m ght have expected. And rather than conmission to carry New Hope's cargo,
he bought it outright and would sell it the sane way. The Long Vi ew

When the Council threw a banquet for the \iTarn s\i officers and top ratings-about twenty in all-
Tregare turned up with a couple of good ideas. He was seated between Corlys Hai nes and a Professor
Landis. First, Haines asked himif he intended to visit only H dden Worlds in future, or bluff it

He found his other people had finished too.

out at UET col onies also. "Raiding can be profitable, I"'mtold."
\b172\ b
"Yeah, 1've heard that. Matter of face, |'ve been working on a faked log to use for bona fides if
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we hit UET territory."

She touched his left cheek. "Then you and your new officers had better do sonethi ng about your
synbol s of rank."

\iRight.\i Hi s cheek proclainmed himThird Oficer, while Gonnelson and Druffel and Bl ai ne had no
mar ki ngs at all. Now why hadn't he thought of \ithat\i objection when Farnsworth wanted the ship
to go on in to Terranova? He said, "You have anybody here who can do it for us?"

"Yes." It was agreed; Haines left to nake a brief call, and returned to say that the needle
artist would visit the ship the next day.

Meanwhi | e, Bran had been talking with the professor, and he found the talk interesting. Landis
headed a technical group stranded here by Escape of the ship they'd been riding. "And | have a
prize gang of |ab jockos, captain, and a rather good | ab"-he spread his hands-"we could hire out
to design all sorts of gear and arrange the building of it, but all this place wants is better
farm nmachi nery!" He | aughed. "Well, not quite that bad, but nearly."

The man started to change subjects, but Tregare raised a finger. "Let ne think a mnute."
Actually he didn't have to think about anything except howto say it.

The equation was this: he wanted to do UET in the eye, and peace take it, he would! But one ship
wasn't enough; he needed allies. The trouble was, far as he knew, no other arnmed ship had Escaped,
ever.

But that didn't nmean that maybe an Escaped ship couldn't be arnmed later. So Tregare asked Landis
about that. "Say | give you a spare turret projector out of ship's Stores, along with the specs
for it, and for the circuitry. And the other stuff-mssiles and counter-missiles, which | haven't
studied all that nmuch. Hull plate adapters, all that." He stared at the prof. "How d you like to
build nme some weapons, and arm ot her Escaped ships | send here?" Because there \iwas\i a Hidden
Worl ds grapevine, and ships |eft nmessages for each other; \iit could work.\i
Landis squinted. "It won't come cheap. You will pay how?"

"Plain old Wltmarks." The \iTarn,\i Bran had found, carried UETs nmoney in good supply. Well, a
ship woul d have to. And New Hope, at |east, operated on that same currency. So?

"We can deal, captain. And | know a way to inprove on UETs turrets. You'll cone, yourself, for
t he weapons?"
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"Or send sonebody, with ny personal password. Say, ny name, plus ny ship' s new nane."
"Whi ch is what?"

"Unknown at present.” Call it \iUnknown,\i naybe? No, but the French word for it. Yes.
\i"Inconnu."\i

So with one word Tregare nmade a deal and renamed the \iTarn.\i

The tattoo artist wasn't all that expert. The Hats' enblens | ooked well enough, but when the
scabs canme off, Tregare found that on his own cheek the colors, new parts and old, didn't quite
mat ch. Wi ch woul d have been okay if he d realized ahead, and asked for each succeedi ng segnent to
differ alittle. But this way it was obvious that he'd gone from Third to Captain in one junp. And
the faked | og was already getting too conplex to tanper with, to try to nake plausible three
pronotions all marked on himat the sane place. Tregare shrugged. \iHell with it.\i

The ship, its scout docked by CGonnelson following liftoff, was in space again. O rather
\ilnconnu\i was there for the first tine. Still wearing the \iTanurlaine' s\i insignia, though
because nobody had desi gned one for \ilnconnu,\i and the ship was headed for UET' s col ony on
Har dnose, an icebound worl d.

The need for heavy training schedules made the trip seemto go faster. And while Hardnose was a
smal | col ony and not apt to hold nuch in the way of high brass or Conmittee Police, still it
seenmed a good idea that officers and ratings get the faked | og down pretty well. Thinking in terns
of the Long View and of spatial geonetry, Tregare decided there wasn't much chance of any vesse
fromEarth | eaving data this soon, that would contradict his effort at conputerized fiction. O so
he hoped.

At icy, high-al bedo Hardnose, the approach and hailing and . landing all went easily. Now the
question was, could \ilnconnu\i get away with pretending to be UET's \i Tanurl ai ne?\i

How easy it was, Tregare could hardly believe. But all officialdomwas in a dither, trying to
hunt down a group of deserters fromthe only other ship in port, the \iAttila.\i That ship's First
O ficer had headed a | eave party of nearly a dozen, including the officers lady, and the group
hadn't returned. Two were caught, but seened to know not hing of the others' whereabouts. Since
Conmittee Police had done the interrogating, Tregare tended to believe that the two, before they
\b174\ b
di ed, had been telling the truth. So even in this relatively snmall place there had to be a | oca
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Under ground hiding the fugitives.

On Har dnose, ships' business went slowy. Before Tregare was done with his, the \iAttila\i
lifted away, maybe with replacenents and maybe not. Bran didn't care and didn't ask.

What he did care about was how to find the deserters. Still shorthanded when it canme to skills,
he coul d use sone experienced people, and obviously the ones hiding out would like a way to escape
UET.

But how to go about it? Tregare was too easily recognized to try scouting the | ocal underworld
on his owmn. Hi s officers, each sporting the appropriate cheek tattoo, were no better qualified. So
who in hell \icould\i he send on such a m ssion?

Then, wal king along a corridor, he net Deverel and Kenekke. \i These guys know how to keep cover
They have to.\i So he said, "Talk with you two for a nminute? My digs. And drinks go with the
oifer." After a quick look to each other, both nodded, and followed Tregare's brisk gait. In his
quarters, Deverel accepted the drink. Kenekke settled for water

Bran expl ai ned the problem "I don't know how you can make contact but |'d appreciate your
giving it atry. If you do |ocate these people, especially that First Oficer, port security here
is so lax that we can sneak people to the ship in the courtesy groundcar."

He waited, then Deverel nodded, and Kenekke said, "l guess we can give it a try, sir. But why
us?"

Bran tried to think howto put it. "Because, to stay alive in UET, you \ihad\i to be pretty good
at keeping the bastards guessing." Both nen |aughed; then, wi th handshakes, the deal was on.

For three days, no luck; Tregare had to start thinking in terns of how long he could stall his
scheduled lift-off. Then, late one night, Deverel brought two Tech ratings around to be hoisted in
by the cargo hatch-no air |ock, that point of entry, and only Tregare's own al erted guard
wat ching. Bran interviewed the two, a young couple. The nale did nost of the tal king but |ooked to
t he wonman for corroboration and was sonetinmes corrected in his details. "True; the First didn't
\itell\i us to junp ship. He just talked slow, around a table in this big bar, and said if anyone
was going back to the \iAttila,\i don't say
\b175\b

anyt hi ng about some of us maybe not going back." It sounded reasonabl e.

The next night, Tregare nmet that prodigal First and his freemate. The officer, now wearing
crewran's fatigues, gave a bad first inpression. Hulking and swarthy, a bit stooped, the nman wore
gargoyl es scars on his face. Blinking as he came fromdimcorridor into Tregare's better-1ighted
quarters, he faced Bran and offered a handshake. As Bran took it, the nman said, "I'm Derek Linmer,
off the \iAttila\li and done with it, | hope. Wth ne is Vanessa Largane." The scarred face
grimaced. "I amnot to blane for ny |ooks, captain. At the Sl aughterhouse, when | was fourteen, it
was a matter of too many belt buckl es and not enough dodgi ng."

As the | ow, resonant voice stopped, Tregare didn't know what to say. Finally, "Those bastards do
have a | ot to answer for."

Now t he worman stepped forward. "And |I'm Largane," As Tregare accepted her handshake, his breath
caught -she was so damed beautiful! Tall, slim with delicate features and-tilted grey eyes, a
mass of honey-tinted hair falling well past her shoulders. Strength to the slightlyw de nouth,

t hough, as she sniled. "Derek and | are a team For sonme tine now. "

"Yes." Bran nodded. "Wl conme aboard, both of you. Drinks, maybe?" They agreed, and he
acconmpdat ed them "Now two of your people are here already. Any nore, that you know of, | ooking
for a way off this icecube?"

"Al'l the remaining five, I'd judge," said Linmrer, "if they and your people can nake
connections. "
"We'll try," Bran said. "Now | et's exchange news."

Two nore refugees fromthe \iAttila\li were aboard when Tregare lifted from Hardnose. O the
other three no trace could be found, and tine was running out; sooner or |later UET was going to
get suspicious of the del ays.

Bran felt lucky to have Limer on the ship; the man was obvi ously capable, and fromthe start,
after those first nonents, Tregare felt full trust in him And a good thing, too, because
\ilnconnu\i was short one Control officer. Not in body but in function: Druffel, groundside, had
tried a local conpetitive variation of downhill ski racing, and now had one leg in a cast from
wai st to ankle. Maybe a couple of drinks too many and maybe not; only the result mattered, so Bran
didn't ask.

What he did was call a neeting of officers, in hospital which
\b176\ b
was really nore of an infirmary, and invited Limrer also. Deverel was on watch along with Erdis
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Bl ai ne and could hold the job down al one | ong enough for the necessary talk, Bran felt. Arriving
whil e Eda Ghorml ey was still fussing over Druffel's conplaints about the way the cast itched, Bran
waited for the others to get there.

When everyone was on hand-and Druffel wasn't in such bad shape that people couldn't find seating
on the edge of his bed-Tregare opened the proceedings. "Wiile Second Hat Al Druffel is out of
commi ssion | want to appoint Derek Limrer, here, as Acting Second." He paused. "Any coments?"
Gonnel son said, "He held First." No nore; he'd said it all

Tregare nodded. "True. But |'m not denoting my own people.”

Erdis Blaine frowed. "Wiy Acting? | mean, | knowit's tenporary, until Al's back fit fc|r
duty, but-"

Low voi ced as al ways, Lirnnmer spoke. "Because pernmanent ranks carry shares with them | know
that much. And | brought nothing with ne, fromthe \iAttila,\i that would enable ne to buy in."

Waiting until he saw that no one el se had anything to say, Tregare wapped it up. "Then it's
settled. And Derek-your tine as Acting Second will earn you work-credit shares in \ilnconnu\i at
that rank's rate. Al right?" Sone nods, no objections. "Adjourned."

The UET trip-sked handed to Tregare on Hardnose had the \i Tanurl ai ne\i going next to Johnsons
Wal k. But the hell with that; scanning Monteffial's list of H dden Wrlds' descriptions and
coordi nates, Bran changed course-out of detection range from Hardnose but still at such | ow vee
that the change cost little in ternms of fuel-and headed for a planet called Freedons Ring.
According to the list it had a |ot of Escaped traffic, and Tregare wanted all the information he
coul d get.

So \ilnconnu\i built vee. And Bran | ooked at the circuit nodification diagrans he'd got from
Landis on New Hope. It was about tinme he did that, for Landis had a good thing here. The trouble
with ships' projectors, as Bran already knew, was that the heterodyne was of f-peak at the start,
drifted through peak for five or six shots and then went off the other way, weakening again.
Landis had circuitry that gave the gunner \icontrol\i over the heterodyne frequency-peace take it,
that gunner could \istay\i at peak energy. If the thing worked.

177

Tregare put Deverel on the nodification job, handing himthe specs, and letting himpick his own
work crew. And a couple of days after turnover, listened while the small man expl ai ned the
nmodi fied turret controls, and tried themout. They worked!

Took a little getting used to, though. Tregare sat in at Turret Six on sone sins Deverel had
i mprovi sed. You still had your range lights, for convergence, to keep unlit, and the hand | ever
for that function. And still the override pedal for desperation shots. But now, between the range
lights, Tregare faced a small screen that |lit up with a glowing ellipse. Wen heterodyne frequency
was perfect, you had a circle. Of either way, the circle tilted, became an ellipse, and what you
had to do was push your other handl ever against that tilt, ease it back. Took a bit of doing, to
| earn the coordi nation, double observation and both hands, but after a while Bran thought he had
the idea. At the end of the simrun he pushed up out of the gunners seat, and turned to face
Dever el

"Hain," he said, "between you and Landis, | think we can shoot UETs ass off. If ever we get the
chance. "

Sooner than he expected, that chance cane. Of-duty, comi ng out of the shower, he heard his
intercom chine and went to answer it. "Captain?" Sone rating talking; Tregare didn't recognize
the voice. "Cone up here? There's a ship overhauling us."

Hal f-wet, half-dry; he pulled on pants and shoes, and ran upship to Control. Gonnel son had the
wat ch, but Erdis Blaine was there too, and it was she who expl ained, pointing to the main screen

that pretty nmuch told its own story. ". . , still on accel, captain, but the speeds are close;
it'"ll be arelatively slow pass. Slight skew in our courses but not enough to shorten the contact
peri od. And as you can see-"

"Yeah." Tregare nodded. "I see it's arned. So one gets you twenty, it's UET."

Bl ai ne noved over to give himthe aux pilot seat. Gonnelson had started to vacate the nmain one
but Bran wasn't going to take over fromhis First Hat. Not that blatantly, anyway. He turned to
the conm board. "Any calls coming yet?"

"Signals, yes, sir. But not strong enough to read yet."

"Stay on it." The worman nodded, fiddling with her tuning knobs. As voice tones grew toward
intelligibility, Bran waited.
“. . . the \iTanurlaine.\i For the \iHannibal,\i Comuodor e
\b178\ b
Sherman calling the \iTanurlaine.\i Cone in, R gueres, you old war horse! If you're still a
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captain, you owe nme a bottle!"
A \icommodore?\i This one woul d know too rmuch to be fooled by the ship's usual cover story. So

fake it! But how much? Well, for starters: "First Oficer Tregare speaking for Captain Farns-
worth, who will be up to greet you if there's tine. Sir, |I'msure Commpdore Ri gueres woul d
congratul ate you on equalling his rank, but you'll have to conpare pronotion dates to see who won

your bet, and I'mafraid | have no exact data for you, sir."

"You don't, eh?" Now, inset on the screen along with the picture of the accelerating
\'i Hanni bal\i facing \ilnconnu\i on decel, the commodore appeared: a |ean-faced man with a nustache
waxed into toothpick-1ength spears. The man scow ed. "Answer nme two questions, First Oficer! Nane

your last two ports of call, and your next destination. And fast!"
Wthout even a star nmap, Bran couldn't begin to invent a plausible set of routes. He shook his
head. "Beggi ng your pardon, sir, but without the captains authorization ..." He let it trail off,

hoping to stall a little. This pass couldn't |ast forever
Not much luck. The comopdore's voice raised to a shout. "To the \i Tanurlaine-\il order you, a
\idirect order,\i dam it!-to cut your Drive. \iNow\i The \iHannibal\i will match velocities and

dock air lock extensions with you. Then we'll see what's going on."
Tregare panicked. "Sir ... | can't . . . the captain's authority ..." He knew he was dithering
but couldn't think what to do.
"You will do it," the commodore yelled, "or I'Il blow you out of space!"
Bran's thoughts came together. He | ooked to Gonnel son. "How long until they're into effective
range?"

"A mnute. Less."
Tregare was out of the seat and noving. "Swing us to \ipoint\i straight at them No tine to ness

with traverse, but hook all six turrets to slave on Six. |I'mgoing up there."

Protests came but he overrode them "Gonnel son, you drive this ship! Blaine, feed ne a running
report up to Turret Six. And right now, everybody \ishut up!"\i
Then he ran.

In Turret Six he found the function switch on Sinulation, thanked sonething or other for the
time he'd had to correct
179

that m stake once before, strapped into his seat, and activated his gunnery position. No bother
wi th Tinhead-the-computer fiddling with traverses; Gonnel son had \ilnconnu\i headed dead-on, and
het erodyne was warm ng up as Tregare batted the other control back and forth, while he got the
feel of his range lights.

He felt a jar; the \iHannibal\i was firing. He got a circle on the mddle screen, held it, and
wi ggled the controls until both range lights went dead. The odd part was that only a tiny
indicator light told himhe was firing. Then Bl ames voice canme. "Ch nmy God, Tregare! You got them
You bl ew that ship apart!”

Stiff-legged with soreness incurred sonmehow when he wasn't noticing, Tregare went downship to
Control. "Al'l right," he said. Tell me what happened. No screens up there, y'know "

"Better," said Gonnel son. "Show you. Tape." He switched the forward view to an aux screen; on
the main one Tregare saw the \iHanni bal\i approach, sw nging to screen-center as Gonnel son had
turned \ilnconnu\i for dead-on aim

Incredibly fast, the \iHanni bal's\i inmage grew. Then, between the two ships came flashing
bursts, as UET's gunner strove for accurate beam convergence; Bran couldn't see the twin UV beans,
and the lights vanished as heterodyne went into the peak-heat infra-red range. Suddenly the
picture jerked and jiggled; alnobst, Tregare could feel again \ilnconnu' s\i shudder at the inpact.
Sheer radiation pressure, that was! "-nuch nore tinme," Erdis Blaine was saying, "and they'd have
got us."

Fl ashes going the other way now. "That's where \iyou\i started shooting," the wonman said,
unnecessarily, as a little behind the \iHannibal\i turreted nose, blinding bursts of plasnma
erupted. "Dead on into Control," she said. "The Drive didn't blow, but-"

He wasn't listening now, he saw the other ship go into a sl ow pinwheeling notion toward the
screens edge. Cargo holds, under his fire, exploded. Just before the \iHannibal\i went offscreen
two specks, showing Drive radiation, left it and al so vani shed. "Scouts," said Gonnel son. "Cot
away. "

"Which direction?" Tregare asked. As Blaine figured the defining angles, Bran shook his head.
"That was in real tine, wasn't it? Up in the turret, seenmed to take a lot |onger."

Bl ai ne quoted her figures now. "A UET colony off that way, |
180
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think," said Derek Limmer. "I've seen the listing but don't renenber the nane or coordinates."
"C ose enough, they might nake it?" Tregare asked.
Li nmer peered at him "I wonder how you nean that."

Bran shrugged. "I nean, | hope they do. But sure as hell we can't go picking up after UET s
nm st akes. "

"The \i Hanni bal,"\i said Gonnel son
"You can't worry about that one, Tregare,
bef ore you got back down here."
Well, sure, it \iwould.\i Up at these speeds, a very little bit of Drive change could nmake a | ot
of distance in a big hurry. Bran shrugged. "Sherman was the one, wouldn't let it go."
Derek Limrer blinked. H's scarred face nade the sneering grimce that Bran knew he neant for a

Bl ai ne protested. "It went spinning off our screens

smle. "One things certain, captain. If any fromthe \iHannibal\i get back to UET, you'll have a
new ni cknane. . . . Tregare, the Pirate."
Limer was there to relieve Blaine fromwatch; she'd stayed over, was all, but finally left.

Tregare renmai ned | onger, talking and w ndi ng down, then stopped for a galley snack before he
headed for quarters and sleep. He found the captain's digs lighted only enough so that a nman
woul dn't trip over the furniture. In the big bed, slight sounds of fuzzy breathing cane fromErdis
Bl ai ne, who hadn't noved out yet.
Tregare hit the bathroomand then cane out to go to bed.

Maybe he should find out about Bl ai ne-and about hinself. He clinbed in, turned and put a hand to
Erdis Blaine's shoul der. "You awake?" In case the guess was wong, he said it softly.
"Yes. And | sort of expected you tonight, Tregare."
"How s that?" The idea was goi ng sour already.
"You're the kingbird now Don't you need to cel ebrate?"

\'i Cel ebrate naki ng death?\i Not hardly. But he pulled her to him "No, Blaine. It's like the

time, a while back; | told you, you needed a cuddle. Now \il\i do. So get you over here."
\iBut one of these days . . . It's been too dam | ong.\
\cll

\c... Like Hogan's Coat"

Wien he and Bl ai ne did becone | overs, about three days short of Freedons Ring, it happened
al nost by accident. He came hal f-awake to find hinmself somewhat entangled with the wonan, and nore
than somewhat aroused. Her hands had sonething to do with it, and his own, noving nore or |ess by
instinct or habit, weren't quite idle either. Jolted into wakeful ness, Tregare at first felt
annoyance: was she trying to seduce himin his sleep? Then he saw that Erdis Blaine wasn't fully
awake either. Smiling then, he sawto it that she was quite aware of what was goi ng on.

When he finally decided he couldn't manage still another tine, he sat up and said, "Sure worth
the wait. For ne, anyway." She gave hi mwordl ess agreenment, and with that reassurance, suddenly
his mind turned to the matter of hunger. "Wat you like for breakfast?" She told him he nodded.
"Same here," and he got on the intercom to the effect that a few mnutes |later he accepted
delivery of a breakfast tray fromthe galley. Since he had shoved all the papers to one side of
his work table, they had a place to eat. "Enough eggs? How s the sausage?"

After swall owing, Blaine said, "Plenty. And fine."

Bran | aughed. "We ought to eat this way nore often. If your watch sked and ny routines ever
synch better." Then, when they'd finished the coffee, it was tine to get dressed and go to work

They kissed first, though and she said, "Tregare? Now we have to talk a lot, really get to know
each ot her."

"I think we do already-all this tine living around the edges of us. But you're on, Blaine."
\cl81
\c\b182\ b
"Erdis."

"Ch, yeah . . . right. Erdis."

Except for a near absence of axial tilt, Freedoms Ring was quite like Earth-in size, gravity,
and nean tenperatures as determ ned by the characteristics and distance of its primary. "Min
difference," said Tregare, holding court in Control with all his Hats in attendance, "is |ack of
seasonal changes. You want sunmer, head toward the equator. Wnter, head away fromit. The
seasonal climates sort of stay put. Lucky for people, the main island chain slants across the
equator, with snow on one end but not quite so cold on the other."

The ship hit what should have been hailing distance, but this H dden Wrld had no beacon
radi ati ng any nessage. O not right now, at |east. So Tregare deci ded he shoul d open
communi cati ons.

Well within detection range if anybody happened to be watching-and with the screen on hi-nag, he
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coul d spot settlenments but hadn't yet figured which ones nmight have spaceports-he got on the horn
to groundside. "The ship \ilnconnu.\i Bran Tregare, captain, speaking for \ilnconnu.\i Calling
groundsi de. Cone in, please, Freedonls Ring." No answer yet. "l got your coordinates from Ezra
Drake, the Security chief on New Hope. Part of the list he had from Cade Mdaker -on \i Cut Loose
Charlie."\i Pause. "Freedonms Ring. \ilnconnu\i here. Cone in, please."
After a tine the aux screen flickered and lit, as a voice built volume until words came clear
about the delay, \ilnconnu.\i W' ve been reading you, though. W have no listing on the man
Dr ake but Cade Moaker has been here and we do know of New Hope. So if you'll ready a tape input
for fast-feed, | will transmt directions for your setdown. Please acknow edge."

Once Tregare's comm operator had conplied, Bran said, "Ready." And watched as the digital data
ran the screen full of eye-hurting blips-because the operator hadn't di sengaged the two functions.
Hmm . . . ex-cadet Hank Caneron would wait a time for his next pronotion

| deol ogi es, Tregare thought, made nonencl ature rather predictable. Located not quite far enough
fromthe equator if you weren't too fond of hot weather, the nain spaceport of Freedonms Ring was
nanmed Li berty Port. Tregare, handling
183
the controls hinself, |landed without incident. Well, just for the hell of it he came down a little
bit slaunchwi se, off-target, and "wal ked" the ship a hundred neters or so to the designated
landing circle. In response to the port's squawks, he apol ogi zed. Wen Bl ai ne junped hi mabout it,
and Gonnel son asked, "Wy?" Tregare said, "I needed to know if | could do that. | found out."

Jonny Payee, in charge of Liberty Port, |ooked surprisingly young for the job. On closer
i nspection Tregare decided the | ooks were a little deceiving. The short, sandy-haired man was
simply one of a type that holds age well.

In Payee's office, with Limer and Erdis Bl aine acconpanying Tregare, they shared a snack and
some drinks with the adm nistrator and two of his aides. Conpared to New Hope, this place
conduct ed negoti ations casually and quickly. In about half an hour, nobst of the buying and selling
of cargo itens was tentatively settled. "Subject to confirmation check," Payee said. He hitched
his chair around, so he could stretch his legs. "Captain? Do you have your next destination picked
yet ?"

Tregare set down his enpty w ne glass, savoring the faintly spicy aftertaste. The younger aide
refilled it. "Not for sure. Wiy?"

"You' ve heard of Number One?" Bran had, so he nodded. Maybe not the first H dden World ever
est abl i shed, but one of the early ones-and now, because of an odd devel opnent, the nost heavily
popul ated by far. "You know the story?" Bran did, but this tine he restrained the nod and raised
his eyebrows. Maybe Payee knew nore on the subject; it could pay to listen. The man flexed his
knees, pulling his feet back so he could |l ean forward. "The damedest thing. \Wen the
\iChurchill\i nmade its Escape, it was carrying anong other things a | oad of frozen sperm and ova
plus an experinmental batch of pre-fertilized zygotes, also in freeze, intended to produce cheap
| abor for the mines on Iron Hat. And zoomwonbs to incubate themtoo, fromzygote to infant in
| ess than two nmonths. You hadn't heard that?" "Just runors,” said Derek Limer. "It's true,

t hen?"

"Right. And when the \iChurchill\i |anded on Nunmber One, . the oligarchs there saw a chance to
up popul ation by a couple of decimal places in a hurry, and they went for it. Insisted on trading
for the entire lot, or no refueling."

\b184\ b

Tregare cleared his throat. "Two deci mal places? Just how did they handle that many little kids,
all at once?"

Payee | aughed. "Wth difficulty, or so |I've heard."

"Interesting," said Bran. "But what's the point? Wth regard to us, | nean?"

"Just that if you're not already set on going soneplace el se next, | have a standing contract to
send certain types of cargo to Number One, any chance | get." He shrugged. "Sone rare earth ores
they're short on, sone food-grain seed to vary their farmoutput-things |ike that. And they pay
bonus rates, which you and we here would share."” Tregare felt his skepticismshow ng, but Payee
said, "Tregare, we never cheat a ship. Sone places have tried it, and the word al ways gets around.
And Escaped ships stick up for each other; we know that. Cheating bounces back."

Di gesting the new know edge, Bran said, "On Nunber One, who would | deal with? These oligarchs,
you say. Any nanes?"

Jonny Payee cleared his throat. "I don't think there's any centralized governing body, as such
The whol e thing sounds sonewhat |ike feudalismin the Mddle Ages on Earth. At any rate, ny
contracts are specifically with Hul zein Lodge, and that clan handles the dealings on Nunber One,
fromthen on."
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\i Hul zein?\i Bran's entire body went taut; he fought to relax, not to show his reaction. Wen he
t hought he could control his voice, he tried to think what to say.

Payee beat himto it: "I don't know how nuch you've heard about the Hul zein Establishnment in
Argentina, on Earth. You see-" Tregare halfway quit listening; for one thing, this Payee had his
facts nore than half wong. But-". . . not a direct branch out of Argentina, | understand, but a
seni -i ndependent operation. A Hulzein 'connection,' | think its called. Headed by a woman named
Li esel Hul zein."

So \ithat's where they went.\i "Yes. I've heard of that one." He thought about it. Nunber One,
with its larger popul ation, sounded |ike a place he needed to see. Already he'd found that New
Hope and Freedons Ring didn't have the facilities or the know how for problens such as repairing
the power suit he'd wecked in retaking the ship from Farnsworth's gang. Though the areas of
strength and weakness in expertise were spotty. Entering this Port Admi n building, for instance,
he'd heard sone peopl e discussing, know edgeably, the problens of

\b185\ b
stabilizing a Nielson cube, the heart of a starships Drive. Confusing . . .

Payee still tal ked. At his next pause, Tregare said, "Nunber One sounds |ike a good bet, al
right. Sure-lets work out the noney angle, and |I'lIl take your |oad there."

\il'll deal with ny famly. | won't neet with them is all,\i Because the hurt, fromwhen they'd
abandoned himto UET' s Sl aughterhouse, was still too great. The conscious rejection he'd had to

make there, to free hinmself fromtenpting dreans of his home, heartbreaki ng when he woke, was
solid in him Dammit, they \icould\i have rescued him surely Liesel had Underground and New Mafi a
contacts that could have worked for her even after she and Hawkman and Sparline |left Earth. She
\icould\i have done

Reason tried to tell himthat maybe Erika's surveillance had been too tight for any such action-
but he was havi ng none of reason. The old enotions, the old bitterness, still gripped himtoo
har d.

By effort he shook hinself free of it, and paid heed to Jonny Payee and Derek Li nmer

Leaving Adnin, the three wal ked back toward \ilnconnu.\i There was another ship in port,
standi ng off to one side. Jonny Payee hadn't nentioned it, so Tregare hadn't done any asking. He
| ooked across the |anding area, squinting past his own ship at the other one. Its insignia |ooked
faded, but that had to be sheer punmeling fromrandom encounters with interstellar dust; he could

still make out the name and graphic enblem \iSpiral Nebula.\i
On inpul se, Bran stopped. "An idea. You want to look in on this ship, say hello?"
Erdi s shook her head. "I'm overdue to relieve Gonnel son on watch. Actually, he took nmine." Sure,

the man who hated to talk had traded watches, so he wouldn't have to cone visiting.
"Sure; okay." Tregare turned. "How about you, Limrer?"

The scarred nan gestured assent. "Wy not, Tregare?" So Bl ai ne wal ked off to \ilnconnu,\i and
the men went to the other ship. At the foot of \iSpiral Nebula's\i ranp they found no guard.
Looki ng up they saw a worman, uniformed but hatless, and gun set leaning to one side, |ounging at
the air lock hatch. "Looks sloppy," Linmer said, "but let's not judge too soon."

"Right," Tregare said, but he'd already nade judgnent
\ b186\ b
because he couldn't help doing it-and so, he suspected, had Derek Limrer.

They clinmbed the ranp. The surprising thing was how long it took the woman to notice them On
drugsticks? Probably. Wen they were only a few stairsteps bel ow her she suddenly gasped, grabbed
for her gun and nearly dropped it, then ained it in a way that nmade Tregare uneasy. "Stop right
there! What the hell do you think you' re doi ng?"

There was no tine to argue; the knuckle of her trigger finger was white. Tregare pitched his
voice to carry. "Ten-HUT!" And the wonman canme to attention, holding her gun at a position that
resenbl ed Inspection Arnms but didn't quite nmake it. "At ease," Tregare said, and then, "Wuld you
pl ease call your captain, and ask if he will accept a visit from Captain Tregare and Second Hat
Li nmer of \ilnconnu,\i just |anded today?"

He saw the |ight disorientation, fromthe drugsticks, |eave her. Her hands rel axed; she put the

gun aside. "Ch-? Yes, sir. Sorry, sir. |I-just a nonment please." She got on the horn, then, keeping
it in hush node so that Tregare caught not a word of what was said, until she hung up. Then she
said, "Welcome aboard, sirs. There'll be an escort down soon, to show you up to Captain Marrigan."

Whil e they waited, Tregare |ooked around. The plastic underfoot was worn, through in places to
the netal deck. The bul kheads, both the plastic-covered sections and the bare anodi zed netal, bore
greasy snudges that |ooked as if they'd been there a long tinme. The deck part he coul d under st and;
this was an ol der ship and things do wear out. But the poor nmintenance . . . nentally he
shrugged. None of his business.
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A heavy-set, thirtyish Chief rating clattered down the main stairs and cane to greet them He
was ruddy of face and spoke |oudly; Bran couldn't decide whether the fell ows manner was joviality
or bluster, but gave benefit of the doubt. "My nane's Corbett, gentlenen. The skippers ready to
see you now, if you'll follow ne."

On the stairs the first handrail was |oose; up the well cane a faint scent of |eaking gases.
Refrigerant fromthe second stage of cryogenic environment for the N el son cube, Bran recognized
The snell was only a faint trace; maybe someone had been changing a fitting or two.

Still it bothered Tregare: when, on \iSpiral Nebula,\i was he going to find something in
\igood\i shape?
\b187\ b

Captai ns digs seenmed cluttered, but confortable enough. The nman inside stood, "Brooks Marrigan
captain of \iSpiral Nebula.\i Used to be the \iWllington,\i but of course that's a long tine

ago. "
As they shook hands, Tregare gave his own name. "-captain of \ilnconnu,\i which until recently
was the \iTanur-laine\i and still bears that insignia. And nmy Second Hat here, Derek Limer, who

junped ship off the \iAttila,\i back at Hardnose."

"Pl eased, gentlemen. Sonething to drink, will you have?" They accepted, and at |east the booze
was good. Sitting, then, the three nen traded news-al ways a preoccupation of spacers, Bran
thought, living by the Long View as they did.

It wasn't that Marrigan sounded old, or looked it, but that he sounded |like a defeated man. He
perked up, though, when Tregare related the destruction of the \iHannibal.\i "An armed ship, you
have, Tregare? For our side, | think that's a first. O do you know of others?"

As Li mer shook his head, Bran said "No." Before Marrigan could say nore, Tregare got to the
subject that was really bothering him "Marrigan-is this ship in trouble?" He'd dealt with enough
cadets to know when soneone was trying to figure how to duck a question, so he cut in quickly.
"Are you broke, or what?"

"Not-well, I-oh, hell!" Slunping back in his chair, Marrigan said, "Four trips ago. Up to then
we' d been doing fine. But I put in at Dixie Belle and did an al nost total swap of cargo there, and
t he bastards skinned us. They knew, and | didn't, that the bottom had dropped out of the narket,
for nost of what they sold ne. And since then, it's been Ilike trying to play poker, table stakes,
and down to your bare ass."

Tregare's thinking noved fast. "Maybe we could make a deal . "

But Marrigan wasn't done telling his grievance. "I should have stayed with safe goods, but they
said we could make a killing." He leaned forward. "Do you know Tregare, Limrer?-on that world they
count enance sl avery? Just like UET's Total Welfare, except that Dixie Belle doesn't bother to put
the fancy nane to it. Sonebody ought to-Tregare, your arned ship-you shoul d-"

\ b188\ b

Li mer cut in. "Not necessary, not now. On Hardnose, hiding out, | heard what happened there on
Dixie Belle." Wth a good sense of timng, or so Tregare guessed, the Second Hat waited until he
had full attention, then said, "Dom nguez, on \iBuonatierra,\i took offense at that aspect of
D xie Belles system He laid down an ultimtum abolish slavery. He was | aughed at, and told that
\iBonnie\i wouldn't be refueled.” He nade the smile that | ooked |ike a sneer. "Dom nguez didn't
have fuel for a real trip, but he was by no neans dry in the tanks. He gave warning, of a sort-if
they wanted to keep their town, they'd do things his way. 'Frig it off,' he was told. So the nan
lifted \iBuonatierra\i about fifty neters, held it there, squandering fuel like mad, then tilted
and wal ked his Drive across the major government conplex and the rich part of the city where the
maj or sl aveowners lived. And | anded al ongside the refueling facility. Nobody argued."

Marrigan | ooked pale. "But-didn't he kill a |ot of innocent people? How can you condone that?"

"What choice did he have?" Tregare's voice came flat. "Al the weapon he had was the Drive. It
was use it or don't. Me, | agree w th Doni nguez."

"Well, actually,"” said Limer, "the area he pulverized turned out to be highly underpopul at ed.
The sl aveowners thought he was bluffing and stood fast, but others had better sense, and
vanoosed. "

Tregare | aughed. "Derek, you know how to wap up a story with a ribbon around it!" Then, serious
again, "Marrigan, what's your problem here? The bones of it." The man stayed silent. Irritated,
Bran went on. "I said already, naybe we could help."

Marrigan sighed. "The Drives bad-the N el son cube and its support gear. Maybe it'll last the
next trip, maybe not."

"So? | heard they have sone here. And repair facilities."

The other man shook his head. "But | can't afford it. If we pay that, we can still buy fuel-just

barel y-but then at our next stop we'll have no assets left for trade. Or not enough."
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Pausing first, Tregare said, "Wat if | buy you a new Drive?"

Wal ki ng back toward \ilnconnu,\i Bran said, "The trouble is, Limer, the man's not realistic.
didn't ask nuch of a handle for our ship's nobney-just the pronise of cooperation, later, on an
operation | haven't even figured out yet, all the way. But he wouldn't budge."

\r\b189% b
\r"Maybe | wouldn't, either. How far \ihave\i you figured it?" Bran turned to face his Second Hat.

"That one day | twist UET's tail like it's never been done. It'|ll take a bunch of ships to do it,
so | have to start lining 'emup, one way or the other. . . . Use the grapevine, the mail drops,
what ever. Buy in, take over, make agreenents ... | don't know what all, yet. [|-"

"Tregare?" Bran stopped talking, and listened. "For what it's worth, |'ve changed ny nind. In

Marrigan's shoes |I'd take your offer. But he's wearing them not ne."

Back on \ilnconnu,\i Tregare couldn't let the idea go. He paced his quarters, wi shing Blaine
weren't on watch, so he could bounce ideas at her and get feedback. But when he called her up in
Control, all he said was, "Can you put nme through to Jonny Payee, please?"

"Right, skipper.”" And in a few nminutes Payee cane on screen

"Tregare here, M. Payee-or do you hold a rank | should use?"

The man chuckl ed. "Technically |I guess |I'ma comobdore, though |'ve never served as a ship's
officer. But 'mister' is all right. Call ne anything-"

"-except late for dinner!" Both men | aughed, then Tregare said, "You have N el son cubes, and the
means to install or repair them Right?" Payee nodded. "What do the cost figures |ook |ike?"

Hearing the nunbers, Bran whistled. Payee said, "Yes, | realize that's nore than tw ce what
costs would be on Earth. But we're not gougi ng. W have one new Ni el son and one that's used but
totally reconditioned here, and equal to new, |I'd ride with it any tine. And the figures-our
mar kups, figuring parts and troubl e-shooting and research, as well as normal |abor-runs to
slightly under twenty percent. We're heavily invested in these itens, and they're scarce. \Wo
knows when we'll get another?"

Tregare grinned. "Right away, maybe. Wat kind of trade-in can you offer on a cube that |anded
safe and is still chilled?"

"Forty percent of total job cost."” No hesitation; this, then, wasn't an itemup for dickering.

"But where-? | nean, | didn't realize your Drive needed any najor work."
"I't doesn't. Thanks, commodore. 1'll get back to you."
\b190\ b

The noney part would work. \ilnconnu\i could afford to fix \iSpiral Nebula s\i Drive and to help
alittle with seed-noney to put the cargo business on a paying basis. Wiat was bothering Tregare,
now, was the Marrigan part.

Over dinner in quarters, he and Erdis Bl aine kicked the probl em around. But not right after her
wat ch. First they went to bed, and there she liked to take her tinme. Wll, so did he

She said, "The man won't give you any comitnent, for his ship to join in helping you sonmeday?"
Headshake. "It's his ship. Nobody el se gets any say in it."
"Then what can you do? If he just lifts anyway, | nean?"
"Who says | have to let hinP"

A couple of tines Tregare tried to talk with Brooks Marrigan; finally he realized he wasn't
getting anywhere. Wen the other ship's cargo was fully | oaded, Bran knew he had to nove. Hain
Deverel, on the conm board up in Control, put the call through
“"Marrigan? Tregare here. W need to talk."

On screen the man | ooked haunted by devils. "Nothing to say, Captain. Except what we all say:
good | andi ngs. Because \i Spiral Nebula\i lifts in about two hours."

Tregare beat his fist on his chair. "You \ican't.\i Marrigan, your Drives not up toit. If you
take that ship out, two to one you lose it, and you're all dead."

"That's mny business, | think. And-"

"Have you taken a vote, polled your crew? Do \ithey\i want to ganble on your insane pride?"

He'd gone too far there, Bran saw, Marrigan was ready to cut the circuit. Quickly Tregare said,
"Don't cut! Because there's one nore thing you need to know." Waiting, he said nothing else.

Until Marrigan answered, "I don't understand. \il\i need to know?"
Tregare sank the hook. "Yeah, you do. And so does your crew. You woul dn't have the guts, though
to pipe me on your all-ship broadcast circuit. | nmight say something you wouldn't |ike."
The intercom sounded; Deverel said, "Conmpbdore Payee
\b191\ b
on the line, captain. Picked up one side of the argunent, | think. He-"
Caught between tension and amusenent, Tregare said, "Oh, what the hell, Deverel; patch himin.

Conference circuit-the nore the nerrier." And when Payee appeared as an inset on the screen, Bran
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said, "H, comodore. You're conming in at the mddle, so could you please just listen now, and
I"lIl explain |later?"
Payee started to speak, then nodded, as from\i Spiral Nebula\i Brooks Marrigan said, "M/ crew
can hear anything | can. Speak your piece, Tregare."
\iAl right!\i "Bran Tregare here, on the armed ship \ilnconnu,\i to all personnel of \iSpira
Nebul a.\i Your Drive's no good; if you lift withit, as it is, you're all dead."
Scream ng, Marrigan: "That's your opinion! I-"
"It's an opinion | can enforce."
"What do you nean?" Marrigan, sounding not quite so sure.
"I mean, you lift, you'll never reach vacuum 1'Ill bl ow you before you get there. Six turrets;
you don't stand a chance."
Payee stuck an oar in. "You can't do that!"
"Try me," said Tregare. Intense now, wound up to busting, he yelled, "Damm you, Marrigan! W're

so few, the Escaped Ships! W can't spare any; | can't let you waste yours."
"But you can i essay to kill us all?"

Now al nost sure of his ground, Tregare said, "Ask your crew, Marrigan. See if you can get your
people to do a lift for you. | don't think you can."

"So that's it!" Well, Jonny Payee, at |east, had caught on
Marrigan's voice came as a grow. "This is piracy."”
And now Tregare could relax. "Not a bit of it, Captain Mrrigan. Consider yourself overruled, is

all. I"'mquite willing-determined, in fact-to buy you out, based on your own conputer estimate of
the ship's assets. And to buy out any who want to get off with you as well." Fast thinking, now
"Those who want to stay with the ship, and work with the command cadre I'l|l be installing, are
wel cone. And when you lift, it'll be with a solid Drive system | guarantee that."

He was guessing, by this time, the costs and credits, and where the deal would | eave \ilnconnu\i
in the assets colum. But \ihe wanted this ship.\i Inagining the chaos on it right now, he waited.

In Marrigan's voice when he finally answered, there was no mistaking the sadness. "If it were
only ne, Tregare, |'d blow
\b192\ b
the Drive and you with it, sitting so close, and the hell with you. But not my people. And
and not, | find, my ship, either. | can't work under you or anyone else, not these days so
couldn't accept your offer of alliance. But"-well, naybe he hiccuped-"I1'Il get off. You can buy me

out. \i And damm you to bl oody hell, Tregare!"\i
No answer at all seened the kindest thing.

A few nore than twenty left \iSpiral Nebulali with its captain. Tregare, along with Gonnel son
and Limer, interviewed personnel on \ilnconnuli to work up the command cadre. At the sane tine
they recruited replacenents from groundsi de, nost for \ilnconnu\i but a few for the other ship. It
began to seem Tregare thought, that any ship was better off running over-crewed than the other
way.

\i Nebul as\i Drive was alnost ready. O d Mallory stood in to help that ship' s Chief Engineer
study the fine tuning after the new N el son cube was in place. The groundsi de techs knew their
stuff, sure-but it wasn't the sane as nmaki ng adj ustnents when you were running at a t/t0 of naybe
twenty. Or was it the other way around? Well, synbols or not, Tregare knew what he neant.

The "trade-in" of \iNebula s\i N elson cube was the itemthat put Tregare's dealings in the
bl ack. Wthout it, he'd have run \ilnconnus\i assets down too thin. As it was, \iNebula\i would
have to deal close to the vest for a trip or two, but it was no longer in real trouble. And
\ilnconnu\i had shed a little surplus, was all
The main problem though, Tregare hadn't tackled yet.

When he call ed Gonnel son down to captain's quarters for the talk, Erdis Blaine stayed away. Both
she and Bran knew that the First Hat's trouble with tal king was even worse with wonmen present.

Gonnel son cane in, nodded, muttered some kind of greeting, and accepted the one drink which was
all he would take on any given occasion. He sat down, and | ooked at Bran Tregare.

Bran said, \i"Spiral Nebula.\i It's your command, if you want it. You're first in line and
you' re dammed good with a ship. | know you have trouble tal king, but your Hats can help with that
stuff. I-"

\i"No!"\i First time Bran had ever seen the man throw a drink down in one gulp. Gonnel son shook
his head. "Not command. No."

\b193\ b

"Way? Tell nme why. You have to." Headshake. Bran said, "This is one tine you' re taking a second
drink, and that's an order." He poured it, and Gonnel son took one sip. "Now tell ne."

It took a while and it didn't conme easy. Haltingly, a few wrds at a tinme, between repeated
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questions from Tregare, the man told his story.
"Had it."

"Conmand? You had command?" Nod. "Where? Did you take it willingly?" Headshake. \i"Wuere,\i

danmmi t ?"
" Sl aught er house. "
"You were in officers' training? | didn't know that. \Wen?"

"No. Conbat cadre." Ckay-Tregare knew about those. They were a Sl aughterhouse sideline, for
ratings, not officers, and-suddenly Bran's indrawn breath hissed as he nade a gasp. The training
maneuver s!

He said, carefully, "They put you into command for a conbat exercise?" Nod. "They use |live ammp
for those, don't they?" Gonnel son's face made any ot her answer needl ess. Tregare w nced, as he
said, "How big a command? A platoon, or what? And what happened? What the hell \ihappened?"\i

"Anbush. Whol e cadre."” The man's shoul ders had begun to shake and heave. "Lost nearly whole
\icadre . . .\i dead."

W shing he'd never started this questioning, now Tregare had to follow through with it. "That
can happen. But how? \iWy?"\i

"Orders. Right orders. Knew them Couldn't \isay\i in tinme." Gonnelson didn't seemto notice the
tears running down his face. Shaking his head, he | ooked ready to throw up. "Not comuand! Pl ease?"

"Al right." Tregare went to him hugging the nman's head to his shoulder. "If you can't, you
can't. You're one hell of a good First Hat, though; you know that?" Gonnel son's body had been
shaki ng; the novenent eased. Tregare said, "I still think you earned your second drink." He sat

back and raised his own. "Cheers, First?"
After a nonent Gonnel son said, "Cheers," and drank

So tine to call conference, all the Hat's Captains digs had the nost ease, so that's where
Tregare gathered his people. Wth everyone seated and confortable, conestibles handy, he began
\i"I'nconnu\i now owns a chunk \iof Spiral Nebula.\i Wll, you al
\b194\ b
know that. Thing is, we've set up a command cadre to run it for us, but nobody's in charge yet."
He | ooked around the group. "Gonnel son was first in line but he declined, and his reasons are his
own business. So | guess you're next, Linmer. Can we deal here?"

The scarred nan blinked, and said, "If you nmean, will | honor your call on that ship's services-
sonet hi ng you nentioned after our first visit with Marrigan-yes, you have nmy word on that. There's
one problem Wrking in the Long View, how do you let ne know what's wanted, and when?"

To Bran Tregare the question was nothing new. "The grapevine, Linmer. The nail drops. Passing
conputer info at every |anding, and between ships that cone into commrange." He shook hinself

| oose fromtension. "Look ... | \iknowi the odds are bad, hitting enough contacts by way of the
Long View to put anything together in one place at one tine." Even to himit sounded hopel ess. So
he laughed. "So if | need to get six ships together, I'lIl try for sixty. O nore. There'll be
shi ps Escaping, we haven't even heard of. So don't worry, Limrer. If you aren't with me when
pull off the coup I haven't even figured out yet . . . well, sonebody will be."

When Derek Limer | aughed, the sneer left his smle. He raised his glass. "Tregare ... | hope
Il be there."

"One nore thing," Bran asked. "You renaning the ship?"
"I hadn't decided. Wiy? Aside for future IDs, of course.”

Tregare held his |l aughter. "The shape that bucket was in, | thought of calling it '. . . \ilLike
Hogaris Goat.'\i But now"

"No," said Limrer. "Now it's \inot\i fucked up." He chuckled. "Still, though . . . Tregare, what
woul d you say to \iLefthand Thread?"\i
Huh? Pause. "Hey ... | \ilike\i it!"

For the refurbished ship's lift-off, Tregare threw a good party in \ilnconnu' s\i galley. He
mssed the lift itself by sleeping through it. Atime later, the intercom brought hi mawake,
"Yeah?"

"Captai n?" Sonme rating on the horn; the name escaped himnow. "A ship coning in, close to comm
range. You want to speak to it?"

He sat up. "Wiy? We got a problen?" "Not that | know of, sir. But | thought |I'd ask." "Thanks. But
if we don't know 'em | expect we can wait "til they get set down." Another thought cane. "You get
anyt hi ng

\r195

\rsays maybe there \iis\i a problem call ne five m nutes ago. Ckay?"

"Yes, Captain." Tregare cut the circuit and started to lie back for a little nore sleep. But
Erdi s Bl ai ne had awakened and was sitting up. It turned out that she had a better idea.
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The inconing ship was newly Escaped and now called itself \iMarch Hair.\i It cane in on awkward
trajectory and did not Iand well. Nothing serious, but Tregare wouldn't have allowed that pilot to
set \ihis\i ship down. Expecting the usual exchange of courtesies, he waited in quarters a while,
but no nessage cane, so Bran went down to the galley and ate nore breakfast than he really needed,
because his appetite felt like it. He was dawdl i ng over an excess of coffee when the officers'-
tabl e intercom squawked at him "Is there an officer available in the galley? There is none in
Control just now. W have a request, an officer off the \iMarch Hair\i who wants to talk with the
captain. And says it's urgent. |Is there-?"

Tregare hit the switch. "Captain here. Send-I nean, \iescort\i this other ship's officer to the
galley. 1'll be here." He didn't need any nore coffee but he ordered another pot anyway. Then he
wai t ed.

The person the guards brought in wasn't wearing officer's uniform exactly; it was sort of a
m x. But that didn't matter. Bran stood; w thout thinking, he yelled wel cone. Because the man
com ng in was Jargy Hoad

"Bran! Tregare! What |uck!" They were huggi ng, shouting, poundi ng each other around the edges
with no intent to hurt.

Tregare it was who first cane to caution. "Yeah, good to see you; glad you' re here. But what

\iis\i this?" He held themboth still. "Wat's wong, Jargy?"

Hoad didn't | ook much ol der, and seened still good-hunored. "I need off that ship, is all, Bran
The wrong man canme up captai n-nobody's fault, it just happened. But Grecht and | have hated each
others guts the whole tinme. | get off, or it'Il be a killing."

"Whi ch way?"

"I think I"'mfaster. But that's not the point, Bran. Escape | eaves a |lot of strain anobng the
survivors. Well, you'd know about that, wouldn't you? \iMarch Hair's\i people are solid,
basically, but the situation won't take any, nore upheaval s and
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still hold together. And-" He shrugged. "I think Gecht has nmore folks on his side than | have on
m ne."

"So?" Tregare wanted Jargy to do the saying of it.

"Tregare, do you have a berth for me on here? O would | have to ride as supercargo?”
"I's Grecht buying you out? What Hat are you wearing?"

"Third, before Escape. First now But G echt only wants to pay ne off as Third, though."

Tregare knew his own grin then wasn't |ooking amable. "Is that right? You mind if | speak with
your Captain Grecht? | think I can change his mnd for him?"

I f sonething works, use it. Tregare put a call through coormto \iMarch Hair,\i identified
hi nsel f, and asked for Grecht. He expected to dislike the man on sight and was surprised to see a
pl easant -1 ooki ng young man with a blond crewcut and cheerful smile. The smile went away, though
when Bran said, "I intend to make sure you deal fairly with nmy friend Jargy Hoad." He then
expl ai ned, rmuch as he had to Brooks Marrigan, the alternative. "So it's fifteen percent, Captain
Grecht, not five. I won't need to check your figures; Jargy know the totals. So figure what you
want to pay in cargo and how nuch in Weltmarks, and if | like it, we've got us a deal."
Grecht chewed his lip. "Let nme think a mnute."

"Sure. Take your time." Tregare cut his audio transm ssion and went to the intercom "Wtch
officer. Tregare here. On the double, get an armed squad to cover the boarding ranp, frominside."
H s order acknow edged, he turned back to Jargy and Erdis Bl aine, who had just joined them "Pure
precaution. In case Grecht got any ideas about direct action.”

Bl ai ne said, "He couldn't pull a lift on you, could he?"

Jargy Hoad chuckl ed. "Not hardly. He's refueling, and Bran already knew that." Then, "Ready to
talk now, Getchis."

" can work it out," the other captain was saying. "Not nore than a third in noney, |'m
afraid. As to cargo ..." Grecht began citing itens and quantities. Playing it off the top of his
head, Tregare nmade his choices, checking his own conputer extension termnal to validate pricings,
and saying yes nore often than no. Sooner than Bran expected, the dickering was done with.

Wapping it up, he said, "Fine, Captain G echt. Tonorrow we can sign papers and take delivery."
The call ended, and Bran said, "I told you, Jargy, | could change his nind."

197

"Sure," said Hoad. "And thanks. But if | were you, |I'd keep those arned guards at the boarding
ranp. "

"You're not ne, lucky for you. But I wll."

"That's good." Jargy nodded toward the woman. "I don't think we've net, exactly. Wuld you
i ntroduce us, Tregare?"
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"Ch. Onh, sure. Erdis Blaine, ny Third Hat. Jargy Hoad, Erdis-he and | were in the sane squad
room our snotties year at the Sl aughterhouse. He's going to be our new Second."

"Second?" Her face went slack, then nade a frown. "But I|---"

He reached for her hand, but she pulled it away. "Erdis, | know you expected Second. And if
Jargy hadn't turned up, you'd have it. O if 1'd pronoted you earlier-just |ike Gonnel son and
Limer, | wouldn't have set you back, no matter what. But, you see-Jargy's had the ful
Sl aught er house, same as me. And while you're doing just fine, training and all, he's sinply better
qualified." Her face was tight, her expression w thdrawn. "Can you accept that?"

Bef ore she could answer, Hoad said, "A nonment, here. Bran, what's \ilnconnu' s\i going rate for
Second, and for Third?" Wen Tregare, taking a few seconds to cal cul ate, gave himthe figures,

Jargy said, "No problem This is a rich ship; nmy last one wasn't. Third's all | can afford to buy
in for, and glad to do it."
Still angry, Blaine said, "I'msure the captainis willing to lend the difference to his old

room e, against your future duty credits. Wl come aboard, Second Hat."

This time Bran did capture her hand. She tugged, but he wouldn't let go. "Wong, Blaine. Wl cone
our new \iThird\i Hat. | was sticking to my own rules a mnute ago, and | still am"

Narrow eyed, she | ooked at him "You're not just doing this to soothe the spoiled brat's tenper
tantrun®? Bran-"

Jargy Hoad's | augh broke the tension. "I'd think, Blaine, that you' d know Tregare better than
that, shipping together. If you want to change his mind, pressure is absolutely the worst possible
tactic."

Seem ng puzzl ed, she said, "Then what's the best one?"

"As just now," said Hoad. "Provide new facts." He stood. "I brought a runaway's kit aboard, in
case it wasn't feasible to rescue all my gear from\iMarch Hair.\i In it is something | think we
m ght use just now. | won't be long."

As he wal ked away, |eaving the galley, Bran | eaned closer to the wonan. "Don't ever think
underval ue my \inewi roonme."

\b198\ b
Then she sniled, and squeezed the hand he still had on her own.

Taking | onger at his errand than Tregare expected, Hoad cane back carrying a bottle of w ne.
Passi ng the serving counter he picked up gl asses, then cane and sat. "Wiile | was at it," he said,
"I hauled ny kit upship and set it in the corridor, just outside Thirds quarters." Sonehow he nade
a ceremony of pulling an ordinary cork, then poured for the three of them "This comes from Far
Corner, a colony noted for tart and tangy wi nes. Sort of appropriate, | thought"-he raised his
glass and waited while the others followed suit-"to toast the pronotion of Erdis Blaine to Second
Hat on \ilnconnu."\i

They drank, and Tregare was surprised to see Bl aine bushing at her eyes. She said, "It should
be yours, Jargy I-"
"Don't give it a thought. If | know Bran Tregare, and | think | do, before we're done we'll each

have our own ships."”

And before the wine was done, with a couple of other people joining in, the occasion becane
al nost a party. At the end of it, Blaine said to Hoad, "You can nove your gear right into Thirds
quarters, if you like. |I have a fewthings in the place, which I'Il get out soon, but | don't live
there."

Aski ng no questions, Jargy said, "Sure; thanks," and left. Soon after, Tregare and Bl ai ne went
to their own quarters. Once inside, she turned and enbraced him
"Bran? | like your friend. I'mglad he's here."

"Yeah. Jargy's one of the good ones, all right."

Cash and cargo both, Jargy Hoad's shares in \iMarch Hair\i were delivered on board \ilnconnu:\i
checked, accepted, and signed for. Grecht hinmself brought the packet of Weltnmark certificates.
When the nmans entrance was announced, Bran was hosting Jargy a drink. On the intercom he said,
"Escort Captain Grecht to ny quarters, please.”

Hoad gul ped his drink, and stood. "I'Il leave, if you don't mnd. |'ve seen all | want to of
that sonofabitch." He paused. "Unless you mght want a little backing, Bran. He's tricky."

Tregare suppressed his laugh. "On \iny\i ship? Thanks anyway. "

So Jargy left, and soon a rating ushered Grecht in, and also departed. The blond man had his
sm |l e back; after shaking

199
hands he gave Tregare the heavy envel ope. "You'll want to check this."
"That's right. Sit down. You'll have a drink?" The amenities taken care of, the counting went

fast, and Bran | ooked at this nman his friend disliked so much. "The nunbers check out. W're free
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and clear." But he was still curious. So \iask.\i "Grecht . . . I've known Jargy Hoad a long tine.
Easygoing, |'d always thought. How come you two couldn't live on the same ship? Not that it's any
of ny business, conme to that."

Grecht finished his drink, and stood. "Precisely. But I'll tell you, anyway. | \iown ny\i ship

and that includes the people on it. Hoad couldn't accept the principle."

I ncredul ous, Tregare gazed at the man. "Neither could |I." "So you'd have sneaked of f too, tai
bet ween your |egs?" No such thing had Jargy done. Two questions here. But only one answer. "No,"
said Tregare. "I'd have killed you." Grecht didn't stay nuch | onger

\c\ul2\u

A Job To Do

\cFor lift-off fromFreedont Ring, Tregare gave Erdis Blaine the office. He'd have liked to
have done it hinmself, and drift a little sidewise toward \i March Hair\i and maybe scare Grecht's
guts out into his shorts, but that wouldn't be fair to a lot of other people, so he didn't. And
Gonnel son had done a lift, and so had Jargy. It was Blaine's turn. And she did fine with it.

They headed for Nunber One now. Not a straight shot, because that woul d pass too close to a UET
col ony, and the course al so needed a bulge to mss a dust cloud expanding fromwhere a star had
once erupted as a nedi umsized nova. Tregare | ooked through what records he had from Escaped
shi ps, and hoped he wasn't nissing anything essential

One item caught his notice. His totally random choice of direction in which to bulge his course
woul d take \ilnconnu\i well within range of a H dden Wirld listed in his new information. Tregare
called a conference; his Control officers plus the Chief Engineer. Holding up a rough sketch, he
said, "Shegler's Mon. It's not all that far off our planned course, and close enough that if we
go there we'll have a time-ratio of five at Turnover. Question is, should we have a | ook at the
pl ace?"

Mallory didn't care. Jargy said, "Wiy not?" Erdis Blaine favored the idea. Gonnel son's hand nade
a sweeping pal mup gesture, sidew se toward Tregare

"l guess you nean, CGonnelson, it's up to me?" The man nodded. "Okay; consensus says we go there.

So-"
"I"msurprised, Bran," said Jargy Hoad. "I'd have expected you to do all your own deciding, not
take votes."
Looki ng, Tregare saw that his old friend was sincere, not needling him "WlIl-" He thought
about it. "Wen it cones
\ c\ b200
\c201\ b

down to squat, there's no time for voting. And what this ship's going to \ido,\i someday-anybody
doesn't agree, | buy themout. But on stuff like this, the major owning shares should have a say."
"And the mnor ones?" Erdis Blaine asked that.

| mpati ent now, Bran shook his head. "Those are courtesy shares, a system of wages, and you know
it. If we have to ask people who don't know what the problemis, we're in deep."

Enough of that; he began telling them about Shegler's Mon. The systens star nassed about one-
point-five of Sol and ran hotter and whiter. The satellite's primary conbined a mass of about
three Earths, an atnosphere |like that of Venus, and an orbital distance that beat Mars sonewhat.
"The Moon itself, the Escaped outpost, is maybe eight thousand kil os across-light on gee and thin
on air."

Hoad | eaned forward. "It hardly sounds |ike a great place to settle on. Al the frequent
eclipses, for one thing."

"Not all that many," said Bran. "Good tilt on the orbit." He read themthe rest of it straight
off the data sheets: tenperature range, availability of water, edible vegetation but no vertebrate
aninmal life. "Until their frozen zygote supply grew up to be cows and such, nost of the protein
canme froma neat tank. But this latest report-sone years old by now says they have a stable col ony
goi ng. And a good fuel -production plant, of course, for refueling ships."

"That part 1'd figured," said Mallory. "Or el se you woul dn't have suggested we go there at

all."

So \ilnconnu,\i still wearing the \iTanurl aine's\i insignia, cut course for Shegler's. Wth the
ship still comng up toward a vee that would halve ship's time conpared to that of planets, Jargy
Hoad on watch called down to Tregare's quarters. "Bran? Sonmething up ahead. | think we're

over haul i ng sonebody. Not straight on. There's sonme skew between us. You want a | ook?"

"Be right up." He dressed and went to Control. "What have you spotted?”

I n space the passage of a starship left-well, indications. Not a "wake" exactly, but etheric
turnoil that jiggled outside viewscreen imges and put a bit of hash into communicati on channel s
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if those were open. |If the disturbances were on the increase, it neant you were cl osing your
di st ance.

"You want to swing over and check this, Bran? Intercept?"

"Couldn't hurt to have a | ook. Assuming its not too nuch

\ b202\ b
work." Meaning cost in fuel, and they both knew it. For naybe thirty seconds he watched a couple
of instrunments, then said, "I'd guess we're overhauling, but only by a little. Means he's still on

accel, whoever, but running it well bel ow max. Wy don't you up ours a smdgen, not too nuch, and
see what happens.™

Less than two days |ater the other ship showed on the detectors, and then, at top mag, as a
shi mering dot on viewscreen. Gonnel son had the watch as Tregare said, "I think we've converged
enough, for now Let's run parallel for a while, so that when we pull up with them their Drive
won't garble the comm”

Gonnel son nodded, and corrected course. Tregare went to get sone sleep, and it wasn't until he
rose and was finishing breakfast that Blaine called himby intercom "Tregare? W don't have comm
yet, but we do have a make on that ship's beacon. It's the \iJ. E. Hoover,\i Captain Durer
conmmandi ng. "

\i Kickems on that ship, or was!\i "I'Il be right up."

And it was Kickem s voice, stretched and splattered by distance and wavering magnetic fields,
that came fromthe viewscreen's speaker as Tregare entered Control. The screen itself, at high
mag, showed a rear three-quarter view of the ship. " repeat, the \iHoover\i here, First
O ficer Bernardez speaking for Captain Durer who is, unfortunately, unable to give you proper
greeting at the nonent, though | do take the liberty of sending you his best w shes. And who m ght
your sel ves be, out here so far fromno place but tenporarily sharing course with us?"

Tregare waved the conmtech off and sat in his place. Kickemwas up to First on the \iHoover?\i
This was going to take sone thinking. "Third O ficer Bran Tregare of the arned ship
\'i Tamur| ai ne,\i speaking for Captain Rigueres who is also indisposed at the nmonent." \i Now what ?
Ch, yeah . . . "Hoover,\i you are directed to name your nost recent port of call and next
destination.” That's what the \iHannibal\i had pulled, so maybe it was S.OP. And if Kickemcould
maybe use a hand

A pause, then, "Tregare, is it? Atine it's been. Well now, only Captain Durer hinself is
aut hori zed, you understand, to put our mission's details onto open circuits. However-"

Bran flipped his switch to Transmit. "Then | hope you're authorized to match course and vee,
and stand by for
\ b203\ b

boar di ng. Because ot herw se, \iHoover,\i we'll have to fire on you."

Fire on Kickem s ship? But sonmetinmes a man has to bluff. Because here was Bran's chance to help
his friend Escape.

Fromthe other end he heard argunent: Bernardez and at |east two others. Sonebody wanted to
flip ship, a dangerous form of near-instant Turnover, and lose the \iTanurlaine\i by taking nax
decel at a random angle and then flipping again, to run for it. Sounded as if Kickem di sagreed,
but Bran couldn't be sure of that.

Well, the hell with it. The way the argunent stood, Bran had the wong people on his side and
the right ones against him So into his mke be blasted a shrill whistle, and when rel ative qui et
came fromthe \iHoover\i he said, "Correction. My orders still stand: heave to! But those orders
are fromthe Escaped ship \ilnconnu,\i Bran Tregare conmandi ng." He took a deep, shuddering
breath. "lI'msorry, Kickem but this is the best way | can see, to do it."

For a nonent he wasn't sure what he was hearing. Then he knew it for Kickem s laughter. Finally,
"Ch, Bran! Always so cautious, we have to be. And your ship with those great dangerous projector
turrets, to blow us out of space. But no need, no need at all. For in fact | was not, nyself,
utterly truthful. Because although we've not changed the \i Hoover's\i nane as yet, to neke it
easier for us to trade advatageously at UET colonies, let ne informyou that you now speak w th
the ship's new captain." Another |augh. "Yes, Tregare . . . it's nmy ship now"

Wanting to believe, Bran said, "How many latrines you got on it?"

After a nonent, Kickemsaid, "A great lot nore than only one!"™ And then, totally and necessarily
out of synch with each other, what with distance and delay, the two ships' Control crews sang
about UET's lack of sanitary facilities.

A few hours of running parallel, the ships' computers indicated, wouldn't cost nuch in time or
fuel, though a physical neeting woul d-and was tricky work, as well. So talk had to suffice. "Your
Captain Durer's indisposition is permanent, then?" Tregare asked. "Same as happened to Ri gueres?"
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On screen, picture clear now at closer distance, Bernardez shook his head. "No such thing. W
had us, you nust
\ b204\ b
under stand, sonme great good luck. At Escape we nmanaged to take Durer's worman, and two of his best
friends, as hostages. The man announced surrender and enforced it. W had only two Utie loyalists
dead, and one of ours. Durer and the other Uies we left safely on Fair Ball." Bran felt his face
change, and Ki ckem nust have seen, for he sighed. "Not so |ucky in your own case? |In usual,
gather, it seldomis." Then Bernardez took on a nore cheerful l[ook. "Alnmost forgetting, | was. W
have a great lot of data for you, secret reports from UET' s nost sequestered files. For this ship
m nd you, was on its way as no |less than a special courier to the fortress world Stronghold. So if
any of our pilfered records should interest you ..."

"Sure." The aux circuit was set up, and soon the eorhm panel lights showed digital info com ng
in on fast-feed. Wien he'd ever get a chance to scan through it all, Tregare had no idea. Soneday,
t hough, and maybe soon enough to make use of it. But right now, he had to ask something. "Kicken
VWhat's your planning? | nean, you have a ship. So now what ?"

When the other didn't answer imediately, Bran said, "lI'mgoing to do sonething about UET. Ri ght
yet, I'mnot sure what. But whatever, it'll take nore ships than one, so I'mtrying to |ine sone
up. For whenever the idea whips into shape." He told of taking Marrigan's ship for Derek Linmer,
and their agreenent. "Bernardez, |'Il take ships, buy into them nake free alliances, anything-to

put a fleet together." Quickly he explained how he was trying to spread word-and | ater get answers-
on the grapevine already begun on the H dden Worl ds by Cade Moaker. He mentioned his plans to arm
Escaped ships fromhis arsenal on New Hope.

"Fromwhat | hear, |I'll want ny nain base on Nunber One. It has the population to support a
reasonabl e grade of production." Bernardez nodded, agreeing with the coordi nates Bran gave then
"So what | want to know, Kickemif | get sonething set up, and it looks like it might work ..." He

paused. "Are you with me?"
Bernardez snmiled. "Had you gone and achieved this thing, Bran Tregare-and having the chance to
invite ne along, not done so-why, the insult would have been near to nortal."
Two hours later they said goodbyes, and their courses diverged.
Through this volume of space a nunber of world-to-world routes funneled. Shortly after
\ilnconnu\i passed peak-vee and
\ b205\ b

Turnover another ship entered detection range. Its beacon, though, was either faulty or
deliberately turned off, and no anobunt of hailing via | oop-tapes brought any response. Checking
hi s coordi nates agai nst graphic viewscreen sinulations, Tregare could make no good guess as to the
ships origin or destination, and the angle between courses was far too great for possible

interception. "For all | know," he said to Erdis Blaine, "it could be a Shrakken." And then needed
to explain to the wonan who had heard nothing but the vaguest of runors, how UET hadn't invented
stardrive at all, but had nurdered visiting aliens to steal their ship. He repeated Hawknmans story

of Conmittee Police and cyani de gas.
At the end, she nodded. "Yes, Bran. That's the way they work."

Approaching tine for Turnover, Bran called Mallory and discussed the argunent he'd partially
heard fromthe \iHoover.\i "This quick-flip thing they nentioned. It's been done, | gather-but is
it dangerous to the ship?"

After a pause, the Chief Engineer said, "Not if you do it right the first time. Should you end
up pi nwheeling, though, it could take considerable tinme and fuel to get straightened out again
But why-"

"Because it sounds like a useful tactic-and | want to be able to do anything that anybody el se
can."

They conpromi sed. At Turnover, Tregare swung ship about four tines as fast as normal, but stil
only half as quickly as the conbat maneuver. At Mallory's suggestion he fed all his noves into
Tinhead in real time, then worked to refine the paraneters and get rid of minor errors. And
finally he put the entire nmaneuver onto a programrequiring only a single key punched to activate
it.

Al t hough he warned the crew and asked themto secure all gear, nore danage than usual resulted.
But he felt it was worth it.

Approachi ng Shegl ers Moon, \ilnconnu\i detected no call-beacon, and for a tinme Tregare's own
calls, put on a | oop-tape when he got tired of repeating hinself, brought no answer. Not unti
about an hour before the ship could have | anded did groundside respond. "Sheglers to \ilnconnu,\i
You can land if you want to, but we have nothing to trade just now, and very little spare manpower
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or facilities for servicing. Fuel is short here,
\ b206\ b
and-" The whining voice continued explaining its inhospital-ity.

\ilnconnu\i wasn't short of fuel; Tregare figured he could nake Number One, with a little to
spare. But still he intended to top off, any place he landed. \i"lnconnu,\i Bran Tregare
comanding, will land in fifty-four minutes, give or take a couple. W're not in need of
servicing, and require only a noderate amount of fuel, for which we pay going rates. Wo' m|l
talking to down there, by the way?"

It was like pulling stunps with a lane nmule, but Tregare did get his answers. The voice was Mace
Henry, and, yes, there was a \ilittle\i fuel, but because of unnamed difficulties, a surcharge was
in order, and ships' personnel were quarantined to the Ianding area, no fraternizing in the
settlenent, and

Di sgusted, Tregare said, "W'll talk that small stuff when we're down. Bran Tregare out." And
turned to Gonnel son and Jargy Hoad, saying, "I don't know what these folks' trouble is, but let's
meke sure it stays theirs and not ours.” He knew both scoutships were checked out in top shape.
Now he saw to it that an arned squad woul d protect ship's security groundside, at all tines. And
wound up by adding, "l don't think this outfit has nmissiles and | have no idea why they'd want to
use them But heading down, let's have the scouts manned, just in case."

"Aren't we getting a little paranoi d?" said Jargy.
Tregare grinned. "Maybe. Just so we don't get a little dead."

Landi ng was no problem GConnel son took \ilnconnu\i down. As with any task that didn't need
talking, he did it superbly. Once groundside, Tregare headed for what had to be the Port Admn
buil ding. Wth himhe took along Erdis Blaine and three armed guards. Going toward and into Adm n
he thought the place seened nornmal enough but the people didn't. For one thing, they weren't nuch
given to saying hello to strangers.

Entering Mace Henry's office, he and Blaine |left the guards outside; after all, one man wasn't
much nenace. As Tregare went to Henry's desk, giving his half of the introductions and offering a
handshake, the other man stood to accept. "Yes. Captain Tregare. | trust your ship's not staying
| ong?"

"That depends. Let's talk about fuel first." As Henry stalled and waffled, Bran tried to decide
what was \iwong\i about him He stood and noved |ike a healthy person. Hi s conpl exion
\ b207\ b

was good. But there was sonething hangdog in his manner. Finally Tregare thought he saw what was
haywi re here; the man was scared. \iOf what?\i Still listening with half his attention, he caught
a phrase and shook his head. "Forget your surcharge. Straight rates."

"Qut of the question. Qur problens here-" Tregare nodded to Erdis Blaine. \iTine for the

whi psaw. \i Bl ai ne said, "W could believe your problens, possibly, if you d show us sone figures
to back themup."

"Well, 1-" The expression on Henrys face, then, Tregare couldn't figure out. The man stood. "One
monent. In the other office . . . I'll have to . " He nmoved to a door, opened it, and went into

anot her room
Bl ai ne said, "Wat do you think he's up to?" "Why not find out?" Tregare wal ked over to that door,
put his ear to it and |istened.

Not nmuch at first, then Mace Henrys voice. "Habbeger. Captain Habbeger . . . from Captain Port
Henry." Then, nore like talking to hinself, "I hope that damm satellite relay's working," and
agai n speaking better, "Habbeger, this one's trouble. | think you' d better conme around here and be

ready to intercept."

I mpatient, Tregare waited, back where Henry had |last seen him until the Port Captain brought
out a folder of papers and tried to snother everything in figures and confusion. A few minutes,
Bran put up with that garbage; then he said, "Wen can you start refueling?" Tonorrow afternoon
maybe later. "All right; 1'Il pay the surcharge. Call ne at ny ship." He notioned to Bl aine and
they left. Qutside the office, the guards foll owed.

Hal fway back to \ilnconnu,\i Blaine said, "You re paying his squeeze? Ships don't pay bl ackmail.
Tregare-?"

The only squeeze was his hand on hers. "That's tonorrow afternoon. Erdis, we won't be here
then."

"l don't understand."

"Neither do I, for sure. But that bastard made a call out to space. And he asked a fella nanme of
Habbeger to cone intercept us." He | ooked at her. "Quess whose uniform\ithat\i one's wearing."

Nobody on \ilnconnu\i was ready for lift-off to be schedul ed so soon; none of the necessary
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checkof f lists had been done.

\ b208\ b

Tregare raised his voice sone, then, and the jobs went faster. He and Deverel did the conm system
wor k themsel ves, and four hours after Bran and Erdis |eft Henrys office, Tregare called the Port's
comm \i"lInconnu\i lifting in five mnutes. Cear the safety zone."

"You can't do that!" Not Henry this tine; the voice was unfaniliar. Not that it made any
di fference who was yelling.

"I"'mdoing it. Cear the area. Any dead are \iyour\i fault.” He didn't shut down the voice input
that kept blithering at him he sinply paid no nore heed to it. From down bel ow he heard ringi ng
noi ses that sounded like projectile weapons hitting \ilnconnu\is hull. In that case they m ght be
trying energy bolts, too-so the hell with trying to be nice; he reached over and cracked his Drive-
node output. Not enough to raise ship, but plenty to fry the landing circle and a little nore.

\'i Fuck around | ong enough, Henry, you'll win a prize!\i

The five-m nute notice had been for Mallory, not for the conveni ence of groundsi de. Bran used
the rest of the tine to nmake sure his assigned gunners had the turrets ready. Mssiles he didn't
know, but he asked who did and Gonnel son said "Me," so the silent man held down that seat, wth
the fate of four fusion heads under his splayed fingers. Erdis Blaine had the counter-mssiles,

t hough neither she nor Bran knew much about those. And Jargy Hoad was riding sidekick
Good enough. On nmark, Tregare took \ilnconnu\i up like a bat.

Just under redline max but not by nuch, Bran kept his indicators. Not straight up but headi ng
around Shegler's toward its primary, he went. Because that was where any interceptor would have to
come from and he wanted the sonofabitch in front of him not behind.

Comng in, he hadn't had tinme or occasion to take a good | ook at that oversized version of
Venus; now he did. Awesone, the thing was; bright slanting Iight fromthe systenms white star
showed t he heavy, roiling atnmosphere, hundreds of kil os deep

Not much tine for |ooking, though, for at one side of the planet and straight at hi mcanme not
one but three intercepting ships. And they had to be UET's, and if they were all unarmed, the
Easter bunny canme on Chri st mas.

Tregare hit his tal k-switch. Forget viewscreen contact, just say it. Wiat was the nane? Ch, yeah-
"Habbeger! Get your ass out of ny way! Bran Tregare here, speaking for \ilnconnu."\i
\ b209\ b

surrender, and ammesty will be considered. | repeat, Captain Habbeger offers amesty if
you surrender. If not-"

It was all bullshit so Tregare didn't bother talking. Three oncoming ships, and his hi-nmag view
showed that only one was armed, were coning in straight side-by-side triangle formation.

Vell, that left the mddle, didn't it?

Ahead of any viewscreen indication, Tinhead piped up the oncomng nmissiles and spotted the ship
that threw them And as programed, the conputer took control of all six turrrets and bl ew t hose
m ssil es before any human gunnei had a chance to act. No tinme, in that situation, for any niceties
about range or convergence-it was, Tregare knew, a case of blast \iright now\i

There was tinme, though, for Bran to say, "Gonnelson! Hold your nmissiles! You'll get another
chance." Couldn't say any nore because he was punching to gain control of turrets and now Ti nhead
| et | oose and Tregare got one good rake across a UET ship. Not the arned one, the mssile thrower:
it wasn't closest in line, so Tinhead didn't let himhave it. But he holed the other one pretty
good; its Drive didn't blow and it didn't tunble, but if that one got hone at all, he figured it
would linmp a |ot.

Then he had \ilnconnu\i through the nmiddle of them past and free and clear. Except, he couldn't
be satisfied with that.

He called the Drive room "Mllory! Prepare to flip."
"If we have to, captain." The voice had a sigh in it
"Do we want to nail an arnmed Utie, or don't we?"
"Yes, \isir!"\i Pause. "Wait for the count, though."

So Tregare did, and when it came he swung ship so fast that the centrifugal and then the
stopping forces left himdazed. Only fixed purpose et himhit max accel to chase the retreating,
separating triangle of UET ships and aimfor the one he wanted.

\i They | ost us; they don't know where we are.\i And the hell with sportsmanship; too much cane
back to him the forced death fights, the gauntlet-running, the Special Cell, the panic fear of
But cher Korbeith. He said, "Gonnelson? Can you put me a missile into that armed ship up ahead?"
Wth no word, the man nodded. Tregare said, "Then do it."

The missile was fast but Habbeger's ship was still spreading debris as \ilnconnu\i flashed past
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it; some hit and cl anged agai nst

\b2! 0\ b

the hull. But not all of that ship was dead. CGoing away, Tregare felt \ilnconnu\i jerk and
shudder; its thrust fell away to less than half of nax. "Mallory? Wiat's w ong?"

The ol der man's voice sounded tired. "Their turrets didn't quit soon enough. Got us across the
Drive nodes. | think we can land once, if that damed tricky settlement will let us. But |
woul dn't bet nore than even odds on that |anding."

It took some tricky juggling, trying to bal ance the burned nodes agai nst the aux ones. Long gone
now, the two surviving UET shi ps-one probably damaged a | ot, and the other away free. Both
unarmed, they were no danger to \ilnconnu-\ibut now UET woul d know of Shegler's Mon, and soneday
claimit. So that, Bran now realized, was why Mace Henry and the whol e place had been running
scared; they'd been retaken, was all, and trying to cover their own ass.

Not good enough, that excuse, or so Tregare sawit. If they'd trusted him helped him things
coul d have gone better

Well. Relying on Mallory's advice, Bran eased \ilnconnu\i back toward Shegler's and called the
Port. Mace Henry answered, and told \ilnconnu,\i "W can't allow you back here. The trouble-"

Bl ai ne had been doing the tal king; Tregare took over. "You haven't seen trouble yet. You try to
stop nme | anding, you give ne any problenms on Drive repairs, \ithen\i you'll see trouble." He was
fum ng, mad as hell and glad of it. He said, "Gonnelson? Mallory? Can you two land this thing if |
clear it at groundsi de?"

He got qualified assents, and turned to Jargy Hoad. "Wat you say, once this bucket hits a good
place to orbit, we take the scouts downsi de and show t hese closet Uies how the cow ate the
cabbage?"

Jargy grinned. "Sounds good to ne."
Shegler's had no missiles worth worrying about. The scout-shi ps dodged t hem easily enough, and

Tregare saw t hem expl ode harm essly, upstairs. "Jargy? Two launching sites, | spotted. You see any
nor e?"

"Just the two. I'll take the one nearest ne."

The scouts projectors weren't in the sane | eague with the ones ships carried, but they did the
job. Both mssile sites went up, taking quite a lot of Shegler's soil wth them

Circling, waiting for the dust to settle or drift downw nd,
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Tregare spotted the ionization trails of projectors reaching up from groundsi de. Big ones, too-But
not geared for traverse fast enough to nail a scout. Bran yelled to Jargy, and the two

met hodi cal |y wi ped out the gun enplacenents. Then Tregare nade three fast passes over the
settlement, at speeds intended to break every window in the place and maybe a few ot her things,
and then two slow ones, to draw fire from anyone who still had sone. Nothing happened. "Looks I|ike
Shegl ers has shot its wad," said Jargy.

"Seens as if." He called up to \ilnconnu.\i "Gonnelson? | think it's safe to | and now. Let's
see if you and Mallory can set yourselves down like a crate of eggs." No answer, but after a while
the ship's | D beacon cane in, signal strengthening, so he knew it was on the way down.

Anything nore, now? He first rejected the idea that came to him then reconsidered it. |Item one:
\ithat Henry could ve warned us.\i Itemtwo: \imaybe these people need a little nore convincing.\i

So before he I anded his scoutship, Tregare nade one nore pass, and blew the Port Admi n buil ding
purely all to hell.

The Port itself, it turned out, had been the governnent of Sheglers Mon. Now there wasn't any.
So while \ilnconnu\i sat, undergoing repairs, the only governnent was Bran Tregare. The main item
of business was refueling and repair \iof Inconnu,\i but he did take time to ask who anong the
survivors had held down what kind of seni-executive job previously, and rmade sone appointnents. To
the wonman he assigned to replace the late Mace Henry, he said, "After | |leave, you're in charge
for just as long as you can keep things under control. Can you?"

She pushed short, greying hair back fromher thin face. "After the way you shot hell out of us,
what do \iyou\i care? And what's the point? Now UET knows about us. Wen they conme back-"

"By groundside time, that'll be years fromnow |If they bother, even. Still-" He thought about
it. "In your shoes, I'd think in terms of evacuating. A few at a time, whenever a ship cones in
and has roomto take sone extra aboard."” Pause. "Guarantee ne no Uties in the lot, | could take on
maybe a dozen. More, if they're real friendly and don't mind sleeping cromded." He shrugged.

"Food, things like that . . . they're no problem"
\ b212\ b
She | ooked at him "Suppose we did that. The last fewleft here . . . what do \ithey\i do?"
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He knew what she neant, but that wasn't what he answered. "They blow the fuel plant, so UET
doesn't get the use of it."

She shook her head. "Tregare, you're a real nonster. You know that ?"

He couldn't let his hurt show "Well, | had sone help."

Before Mallory pronounced \ilnconnu's\i Drive solid again, Tregare did a little trading, after
al | -remenbering Nunber One's reputation for being interested in new food plants, he swapped sone
el ectroni c conponents for a few bags of seed. He took aboard seventeen evacuees from Shegler's:
nmostly tech people, but also a nother with two children. He wasn't too crazy about having kids
| oose in a ship, but they behaved thenselves all right. And finally, quite a bit later than he'd
expected at the tine of landing, Bran lifted \ilnconnu\i off Shegler's Mon. Just out of atno,
Gonnel son docked one scout and Jargy the other

He picked his tinme so as to use the Venus-like prinmary for a vee-enhancing sling turn that put
hi m dead on for Nunber One-no need, on this leg, to take any detours. The first couple of days he
worried about the Drive and hung around Control a lot. Then, deciding that Ml lory knew his stuff,
he went back to his normal routine.

He didn't know why things weren't so good between himand Erdis Blaine, but they were not. Down
on Shegler's he'd been too busy and harassed to have much tinme with her-time that did either of
thema | ot of good, anyway. Now, when he could relax with her, it wasn't working. She'd niss one
rendezvous after another and nake sone kind of excuse. He never checked up on her, because if he
had to do that, the whole thing wasn't worth it.

And t hen about once a week or a little less often, she'd meet with himin quarters and be
totally passionate, sonetines so much so that it put himoff his stride and he bungled it.

The trouble was, he had so much on his mnd that he couldn't really concentrate on his probl ens
with Erdis. Maybe if he could have (and he realized as much), things mght get strai ghtened out.
But he coul dn't

When she'd taken to | eaving hima |ot of spare tinme he didn't want, he started using sone of it
to scan through the nass of
\ b213\ b

UET data that Kickem Bernardez had fast-fed to Ti nhead. And found some things he knew were
probably significant, but not \iwhy.\i O how he mi ght be able to use them
There was the list of UET colonies, with their coordi nates and descriptions. Some of them he

could keep in mnd-- Terranova, the Twin Wrlds (well, he'd \ibeen\i there, and at Penfoyle Gate
and Hardnose), Iron Hat the mining world, Far Corner, Franklins Junp-and sone he couldn't
renenmber. Well, he'd better think nore solidly along those |lines. Because one way to help give UET

the trots was to raid their colonies. Even unarmed ships did that sometimes-and anything they
could do, \ilnconnu\i could do better!

Then there was the rather cryptic description of UET's fortress world, Stronghold. Not a
fortified \iplanet,\i of course, but an arned outpost on a world to the far side of Earth from al
ot her UET explorations. And Bran could find no other reason for the venture, except Hawknan
Moray's theory: that Stronghold was UET' s guardpoi nt agai nst any approach by the alien Shrakken

Appended to that block of data was a listing of ships and dates. Future dates, if Bran hadn't
| ost track of planets' time. For a time the codings, not cryptographic but mere abbreviations, had
hi m puzzl ed; then he figured it out. Maybe. If he had it right, every two years UET on Earth sent
to Stronghold a group of ships to add to that world's arsenal. Not all of those, he gathered,
stayed at Stronghold. Some returned as nessengers to Earth and others went out patrolling or on
nm ssions to other colonies, for reasons not at all clear in the text at hand.

But every two years, sonething like six or eight ships, one out of three arned (on the
average), went to Stronghol d.

Sormrewhere in this load of facts there had to be an angle. But right now Tregare couldn't see
what it was.

Turnover cane and went. The planet Nunber One was about three or four nonths in \ilnconnu' s\i
future-and in Bran Tregare's. He thought about it. His famly was there-or so he'd been given to
believe. He'd have to deal with them anywhere a Hul zein was, that person would be a major factor
in the local setup. But he did not want to see them and he wouldn't. Well, there were ways. .

Everything he'd seen, heard or read said that Number One was his best bet for a pernanent base,
to set up whatever offensive he woul d soneday nount agai nst UET. That m ght
\ b214\ b
take some doing. \ilnconnu,\i though, carried leverage with it wherever it went.

Al'l right. When he got to Nunber One he'd play it by ear, because, when had he ever had the
chance to do it any other
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way ?

Bet ween Tregare and Erdis Blaine the tension grew. He was nostly too busy to pay attention, but
sonmetimes it got to him Then, only a few hours short of detection range from Nunmber One, that
pl anet spotted and identified by Tinhead, Bran went to quarters for a qui ck shower and change of
clothes, and found Erdis drying herself fromher own bath. He said, "You heading for watch, or
chow, or what?" He didn't care much
"I'f you're not busy just now, how about bed?"

"I-" 1 can't shift my head so fast, just like that, was what he had in nind to say. But it had
been a tine, and for a change his annoyance worked for himinstead of against himwhen it canme to

arousal, so he peeled his clothes off. "Wait a bit. | need a shower first."

Nei t her of them clothed, she came and hugged him "After." So they did everything they ever had
done, and to his mnd very well indeed, and then lay together, half-enbracing. And she said, "Buy
me out, Bran. At Nunber One, |'mleaving the ship."

How many ways can you say "l don't understand"? Bran tried several; none worked. Finally he

said, "Just \itell\i ne." She nodded and tried to explain.

"I can't stay with you, and on this ship | can't live anay fromyou." \ilt nmade no sense.\i He
asked nmore. "I know your past," she said. "For a long tine, to ne it justified your actions." She
shook her head. "But not what you did on Shegler's. The wonman there, that you told nme about-she
pegged you, Bran. You \ihave\i becone a nonster. And | can't live with that."

Mermory hit him Fighting inside hinmself, determined \inot\i to strike this woman and stop the
hurt she was giving him he said, "You're the third to call ne that. The one on Shegler's was the
second. "

"And the first?"

\ilf you snmile, they don't know they got to you.\i "Me. Back at the Sl aughterhouse."

\b215\ b

There was nore to it, and long before Tregare could admt it out |oud, he accepted her need to
be off the ship, away fromhim If that's how she felt-\ihow many hours 'til we |and and she gets
the hell off?\i She was tal king and talking, off into the kind of diatribe that never says what
it's \iabout.\i By the chin, not hard, he grabbed her. "Erdis? You got nore on your mind, for
peaces sake get to it!"

Not pulling away at all, she tilted her face up to the angle he'd always found the nost |ovely.
"I"'mnot |eaving you behind entirely, Bran. Part of you stays with nme."
To cover his puzzlenment, he said, "Nothing I'll really need, | hope?"

She shook her head. "Hardly. Just your child."
\'i But how\i? "But how ?"

"Coming out fromShegler's | didn't renew nmy contra inplant. Because |'ve |oved and val ued you,
Bran-for some qualities you nay not even know you have, by now. But you ve let yourself be warped;
Shegl er's showed ne that."

\'i Let? Butcher Korbeith? The Sl aughterhouse? LET?\i
But he held silence as she said, "So | can't be with you any longer. But your child, Bran
won't carry your hate." Trying to smile, she alnpst nmade it. "You understand?"

Al nost gently, he said, "No. No, | don't." Suddenly thirsty he poured bourbon and gul ped hal f of
it too fast, but kept hinself from coughing. "But you don't understand, either,"”

How to say it? "It's nice you and ny kid can |ive peaceful on a H dden World and not hate. Nice.
But | can't do that. | had it from Arbogast and Channery and Korbeith and-" He shook his head.
"Never mind that. What it is, sonebody has to \ido\i sonething about those bastards, and it's not
going to be any nice bunny rabbit. It's going to be people Iike Derek Linmer and Jargy Hoad and
Ki ckem Bernardez-and like \inme.\i Fromhere it doesn't |ook |ike what you say, but | guess | have

tolive with that. If I"'ma nonster, as you call nme, | had a ot of help getting there."

H s gaze unfocused. Looking back in time he said, \i"lI\i thought when | got away from Korbeith,
and then fromUET itself . . . but | expect you' re right. The longer it goes, the neaner it gets."
He stood. "You better nove into Seconds quarters. |'ll have your stuff brought over." He had
anot her thought. "The ship can't pay your shares off all in cash, but I'Il see you get good

mar ket abl e cargo for the rest-and maybe | know a connection
\ b216\ b

on the planet that can help you handle it the best way." Yes, his famly owed himthat nuch, even
though they'd deal through internediaries. If they didn't think so, he'd show themdifferent.
O fering no kiss or handshake, she said, "Goodbye, Bran." He nodded. "That's right. Except on
busi ness, we won't see each other again." He watched the door close behind her.

He felt he should want another drink, but |ay down w thout one. After a while, Jargy called on
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intercom Tregare anr swered, "lI'mbusy. | expect to be that way for sonme tine. You and CGonnel son
do the hails and landing; don't call ne unless there's a problem Al right?" Al right, so he |ay
back agai n.

\il'll take Stronghold, that's what. Don't know how yet, but |I will. Kickenis data, that's the
key. . . .\i

What was it with himand wonen? Murphy, nowwith the raw scarred face and the eyepatch-catch
\iher\i bleeding tears over any dead Uties? Not hardly. O Janith Reggs on the scoutship? Wll,
maybe. Sal ome Harker . . . and where was she, by now? Escaped, Bran hoped. Either way, they were
probably years out of synch with each other. But she'd been a fighter, and likely still was.

Wthout volition his mnd scanned ahead, and his gut clenched. Phyls Dolan, tunbling frozen
bet ween stars, forever. No natter what he did to Uties, he'd never pay them back for Phyls. But
Erdis couldn't see it that way; she hadn't been there. On the ship itself, yes, but not where it
happened.

Headshake. \i After Stronghold-\ithere'd be nore of a nove he could nmake, sone way.
\iMy famly.\i Well, they'd dunped him so that was th#t.

Wth the |ights softened, he squinted into dimmess. The way things were, no point in worrying

about people who couldn't see what the problemwas. The way things were .

\i The hell withit. I've got a job to do.\i
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