"RETREAT TO THE STARS"
Lei gh Brackett

Arno was just entering the big common hall when the lights blinked. One-two.
One-two. That meant ships landing on the icy field outside. And ships neant
only one thing this time. Ral ph's squadron had conme back

He stopped beside the doorway to |l et the nmob streamthrough fromthe
dormitories, workshops and kitchen. Everything stopped when those |ights

bl i nked, except the ceasel ess hammering fromthe place where the rebels

| abored on their great ship. Arno watched them come; the men whose drawn lots
had said No, the erect, brazen wonen, the children, the old and the mai ned.

They woul d make nmy world like that! thought Arno. The hate, unveiled for a
brief monent, made his straight, strong features like marble. Those peopl e,
streaming into the big, barren hall to wait, breathless, until the ships

| anded and brought news of the raid—they would bring their dissonance into his
ordered, patterned world; their restlessness, their pagan heresies, their
eternal striving.

It nmade himfeel savagely good, that tall blond man standing in the shadow, to
know t hat through him the State held their destiny to its own pl easure.

Mari ka came striding fromthe workshop, the sweat and grine of |abor dark on
her naked arnms and | egs. Arno noted her broad shoul ders, her w de brow and
clear, authoritative eyes, with distaste. The wonmen of these incorrigibles
of fended himfar nore than the nen. And yet Marika, dressed in her brief

| eather kirtle, her tawny nmane falling heavy on her shoul ders

Arno hated hinself for having to control even the slightest inmpulse toward
Mari ka. There should be none in him And yet

"They' re back, Arno!" she said. "Ral ph's back!"

She caught his arm and they fought their way together toward the doors on the
far side. The spy, his mask of friendship slipped easily into place, stil
could not stop the question that rose so often in his mnd

"It would matter a lot, wouldn't it, if Ralph didn't cone back?"

"I't would matter everything!" said Marika softly. "Everything. But he has,
this time. If anything ever happens to him "Il know "

Arno wondered how, and shook his head nentally for the thousandth time. The
nmechani cs of this barbaric rel ati onship between nen and wormen he accepted, but
he coul d not understand. Though he was only twenty-five, he had already given
the State three sons and a daughter, and he coul dn't conceive of either one of
hi s appointed mates caring nore for himthan he did for them If his life
shoul d be snuffed out, it wouldn't change their lives any. Wman's sol e duty
was the bearing of children and the keeping of the living quarters, wherever

the State saw fit to send her
* % %

The hall was full now, silent as nearly seven thousand people can nake a
pl ace. The di stant clangor fromthe nysterious ship-building echoed |oudly.

Arno could follow the operations outside as clearly as though he saw t hem
battered ships roaring in one after the other fromthe dark space, |anding on
the frigid, airless field, being towed by ancient tugs into the canoufl aged



done of the hangar.

Arno well knew how the ships of the Tri-State, conbing the Sol ar System for
this last outpost of anarchy, had passed by the savage Trojans, over the very
structures that housed their quarry.

A slender, dark girl with a child in her arns cane to Marika, and again Arno,
acknow edgi ng her shy snile with a friendly, "Hello, Laura," was stricken wth
t he wast ef ul ness of these rebels. They cheerfully coddl ed and supported peopl e
unable to do their full share of work—wonen |ike Laura, crippled men who
shoul d have been elimnated as deterrent factors.

Laura said, "I'mfrightened, Marika. |'malways frightened, for fear Karl
He has cone back, hasn't he, Marika?"

"OfF course!" Marika took woman and child in the curve of one sturdy arm
"Listen. That's the | ock opening."

The crowd surged forward just a bit. Heavy doubl e doors swung back. And there
was Ral ph, with his men shoul dering t hrough behi nd him

Ral ph, fighting | eader of the rebels, was neither tall, nor handsome, nor
powerfully built. One's eyes slid past him were caught sonehow, forced back
to see the conpact, challenging strength of him the tough, indestructible
somet hing that | ooked fromhis reckless blue eyes, spoke in his harshly

vi brant voice, |laughed fromhis cynical nouth. And once seeing, they never
forgot.

Ral ph wasn't | aughing now. The crowd knew the instant he canme in that
somet hing was wong. He was white with weariness, his stubbled jaw set and
ugly. Arno felt a little pulse of excitenent stir in his heart; he knew so
wel | what was com ng

A wave of sound swept the hall, people shouting questions, names. Ral ph raised
hi s hand, and the clanor died.

"We | ost three ships,” he said quietly, but the words rang to the far corners.
"Vern, Parlo, and Karl. The raid was a failure."

There was a nonent of utter silence. Arno saw Laura's white face, saw Marika's
strong arm ease her sudden fall. Somewhere a woman sobbed, a child sent up a
wai | .

Then a man, one of the weary, hard-driven scientists, shouted, "But dam it,
Ral ph, this is the third tine! W' ve got to have supplies, equipnment, if we're
to go on!"

"You'll get them" said Ral ph. The stubborn fire of his gaze swept them "Go
easy on what you have. W'll try again."

He turned to Marika, his men mingling with the crowd.
"Poor kid," he nuttered, |ooking down at Laura. "I wish it had been

"No!" blazed Marika. "Never wish it had been you! It may be soon enough." She
kissed him with a strange, bitter fierceness.

Ral ph smi | ed.

"Bl ack becomes you," he said nmockingly. "Don't you want to be a hero's w dow?"



He stopped her lips with another kiss. Laura's boy was squalling. Ral ph gave
himto Mrika and picked up the white, still girl. "Come on. | want food and a
shave. Arno, will you get Frane and Father Berrens and bring them al ong?"

"OfF course." A small flame of triunph was burni ng behind Arno's mask. Ral ph
had | ost three ships, thirty nen—ships and nmen he could ill afford to | ose.
Fools, to think they could defy the State! The scar on his tenple, placed
there by Tri-State's skillful surgeons, reddened with the flow of blood to his
brain, and he put his hand up to hide it, lest it betray him That scar kept

hi mfrom bei ng assigned to fighting duty, kept himat base, where the

i nformati on was.

Bef ore he found the two nen who, with Ral ph, controlled the destinies of the
Troj an base, therefore of all the rebels in the System Arno retired to his
own small room Concealed in the heavy buckle of his belt was a tiny,

i ncredi bly powerful radio, operating on a tight beamthat changed
synchroni zati on automatically every fourth second. Only the receiver of the
Peopl e's Protector, back on Terra, could catch that beam

Arno gave his call letter and waited until the cold, precise voice of the
Peopl e's Protector, head of all the anti-revolution activities of the
Tri-State, answered him

Then he said, "They are much upset over the failure of the raid. They need

supplies, metal especially, for fuel and repairs. | am being drawn daily nore
close to the heart of things; Ralph and Marika are particularly friendly. |
will transmt information as | receive it."

"You have not yet found the secret of the ship they build?"
"No. They guard that carefully."

"Nor the location of their planetary headquarters?”

"No. "

"These things are nost inmportant. The destruction of these anarchists nust be
conplete, to the last man." The Protector's voice altered just the faintest
trifle fromits enptionless inflexibility. "You are in a unique position. The
State would find it nost difficult, under the circunstances, to replace you.
Remenber your duty, your faith, and be cautious. There nust be no failure."

The contact broke with a click, and Arno was conscious of a small, uneasy

twi nge. Strange that in these eight nonths he hadn't quite realized that.
Accustomed frombirth to consider hinmself nmerely a nore or less efficient cog
in a machine, replaceable at a nonent's notice, he hadn't quite understood how
his status had changed. He had a monent of positive vertigo, as though the
firmground on which he stood had suddenly given way.

And then he recovered hinself. There would be no failure. The State had
classified himas Brain-type 1-04, best adapted to this type of work. The
State had assigned and trained him He couldn't fail. Al he had to do was

foll ow orders.
* % %

Twenty mnutes later he sat in the cubicle that served Ral ph and Marika as
hone. Frane, the head of the scientific group, sat on a netal chair taken from
a wrecked ship; a stringy, tired man with grey hair. Berrens, civilian chief,
occupi ed the table. He was a priest of their pagan religion, and wore a bit of
cloth about his throat to showit. H's big frame showed the universal signs of



under f eedi ng, but his chin and eyes were stubborn, his mouth twisted in a
smle that wouldn't die. Ralph, with his usual restlessness, paced the floor
puffing savagely at a battered pipe.

That left Arno to sit with Marika on the worn remains of a couch. She had
changed her working | eather for a carefully nended dress of sultry red that

of fended Arno's eye, yet provoked a buried sonmething in him Tine and again he
found his gaze straying back to her. She was so different fromthe col orless,
br oad- hi pped wonen of his world. He could feel the unwomanly strength of her
see it in the sweeping |ines of her body.

She never took her eyes off Ral ph. What strange thing was it that nade a woman
ook at a man |ike that?

Ral ph swung about abruptly. "Sorry, Arno. Council of war. Come and have di nner
with us."”

"Right." Arno smiled and rose.
Mari ka junped up too
"I'"ll go with you. |I'm anxious about Laura."

The door cl osed behind them shutting themout of that council. Arno felt a
monent of rage. If only he could get at the heart of things, instead of
relying on generalities picked up fromMarika, with an occasional specific bit
about the raids.

Mari ka sighed and thrust back her tawny mane with work-hardened fingers. "It
nmust have been wonderful in the old days! To have lived in real houses, wal ked
on real earth, with sunlight and real air! To have had pretty clothes and silk
stocki ngs, and sonething to do besides work and worry and shake hands with
Deat h every norning!"

Her vehenence startled him "Wy, Marika .

"Two thousand years ago. \Why couldn't | have been born two thousand years

ago?"
* * %

The strangeness of it came over Arno-how Marika could | ook back to the
Twentieth Century as day before darkness, and he as darkness before dawn. In
the Twenty-first Century the last Terran rebels had fled to Venus, and from
there to Mars, and fromthere to the state where they were now. The

al | -encompassing strength of the State had followed them driving out their
heresies, their anarchies, their haphazard i ndividualism

Now t here was peace and system everywhere, except for the hidden plague-spots
on the planets and this barren asteroid, which, through him the Tri-State
woul d soon destroy.

"I wonder," said Marika, softly, "what it would be like to be full fed, and
full clothed, and to kiss your husband goodbye knowi ng that he'd live to be
ki ssed hel | 0?"

Her mouth quivered, and there were tears on her |ashes. Arno's heart gave a
strange, sudden |eap, quite beyond his conprehension. He downed it firmy.

"What will Ral ph do now?"



"Do!" said Marika savagely. "He'll go out again, and again, and again, unti

he dies, like Karl." She stopped and faced him al nost defiantly under the dim
radiumlight. "I've got to cry, Arno. |I've held it in and held it in, but I
can't hold it any longer. We're fighting a losing battle, Arno. Ral ph's going
to die for it. Al of us. And just once, |'ve got to stop being brave!"

And all at once she was crying, with her hands painfully tight on his arms and
her tawny head thrust hard against his shoulder. In spite of hinself, sone
tiny crack was made in the arnmor surrounding his brain, and he saw this pl ace
as she saw it; a tonb of dead hope, dead glory, dead life. Wiat nmade t hem
struggl e on, know ng this?

He found his hands on Marika, his arms around her. He didn't remenber putting
themthere. She was like an animal, warmand vitally alive.

He caught his hands away, shaken with sudden fear. It was as though he
recoiled fromthe brink of a chasm fromthe unknown. He stood silently while
she cried herself out, still silently when she had her breath again and noved
away fromhim H's arns ached where her fingers had gripped.

Mari ka dashed an arm across reddened eyes and swore. "Dam ne for a sniveling
ass! But | feel better. Guess a wonan's got to be one once in a while, even if
she is a nechanic! Don't tell Ralph, and—well, thanks, Arno."

He wat ched her go, down the corridor to Laura's home. Her red dress was al nost
black in that light, her hair dull gold. Arno tried to think about that

nmeeting back there, about his duty. But his eyes foll owed Marika.
* * %

On the other side of the | ocked door, Ral ph paced restlessly in a cloud of
snoke.

"Somet hing's wong," he said. "Wth that new invisible paint, we should have
been safe, since the ships are non-magnetic. But they took us in the back, as
t hough t hey knew where to | ook."

Both men eyed hi msharply. "You know what you're saying?"

"I know " Ral ph runpled his short brown hair with inpatient fingers. "It's
i ncredi bl e that one of our own people . . . . No, Tri-State may have planted a

spy. "

"A possibility. Renote, but a possibility." Father Berrens shook his head
wearily.

"If there's a spy," said Frane grimy, "we'll have to catch him quickly. W
need supplies.”

"How | ong can we | ast w thout them Frane?"
"Three weeks, possibly a day or two |longer. No nore."

"Good CGod." Ral ph's strong-boned face tightened; the know edge took himlike a
bl ow over the heart. "Wy didn't you tell ne?"

"You were doing your best,"
make it harder."

said Father Berrens gently. "W didn't want to

"Three weeks! My God, has it cone so close to the end? To fight for two
t housand years, and now . . . .Three weeks!"



Berrens managed a smle. "You'll nmake a successful raid."

"But if I don't! If I don't!" Ral ph paced savagely. Responsibility, weariness,
a sense of futility weighed on himlike a | eaden cloud. The roomwas sil ent
for a long nmonment. Then, "The ship, Frane. You ve got to have it finished in
ten days."

Frane nodded. "I1'Il triple the shifts. I'll have to strip the dones for the
netal ."

"Anything, as long as we can still breathe. But get that ship finished!"
"Perhaps," said Frane sonmberly, "it would be better to call the people in from
t he planetary bases, w thout waiting."

"No! This Sol ar System belongs to us. I'mnot going to surrender it without
fighting!"

"But we've fought so long, Ralph." Father Berrens' voice was infinitely tired.
"The Tri-State has twenty centuries of rigid weeding and training behind it.
It's hard to break through that wall. And their people are at |east housed and
fed. When a man's belly is full it's hard to stir him even if his brain and
soul are starved."

"Granted. But damm it . . . ." Ralph cane to a truculent stand, his eyes
reckl ess and unconpronising. "W've got to hang on! Their machine is running
down of its own weight. They've lost their best brains to us; that, or purged
them They're beginning to stagnate, and stagnation neans retrogression.
Wthout their science they wouldn't have stood two centuries. Now even their
science is failing them They' ve produced nothing newin the last ninety
years.

"I'f we can just hang on a little |onger
Frane's nouth shut hard. "You can't fight w thout men and weapons."

"W can do with the nen we have. And I'll bring you the metal you need. G ve
me four hours to sleep, and I'll go out again. This time I'll try Titan."

"Titan! You're nad, Ralph! It's the strongest mining center in the System
You'll be destroyed!"

"Perhaps. But that needn't worry anyone but nme. |1'mgoing alone, in the old
Sparling."

Ral ph knew, as well as the others, that he had one chance in a thousand. The
Sparling was a relic of other days, an intricate fighting nechani smcapabl e of
bei ng controll ed by one man and equi pped with tractor beans for hauling prizes
back to base. But it needed a super-man to fly it. It was tricky and
tenmperamental and capable of an infinite variety of nmi sdeeds. That was why
they hadn't built any nore after the first ten. They |l ost nine in a nonth.

Ral ph went on. "They won't be looking for nme near Titan. There'll be |ess
chance of detection with one ship. If I'mnot back in ten days, start
| oadi ng. "

Berrens said, "Try once nore with the squadron.™

"There isn't tine if we fail. And the way the last three rai ds have gone,



there isn't nmuch use anyway. Understand, | want no one to know where |'ve
gone, or when. Not even Marika."

"But," said Frane, "if there is a spy here, Tri-State knows the | ocation of
t he base. Wiy don't they sinply bonb us out of the sky?"

"They want information," said Ralph grimy. "But they may bonb us yet.
However, that's something we'll just have to pray about. Find the spy if you
can. But get ready, and don't wait for ne!"

Fat her Berrens shook his head. Barring a mracle, they'd never in three weeks
catch a spy clever enough to have evaded all their safeguards and actually
penetrated the base.

"It seens a case for prayer," he admitted. "We'll try, Ralph. Be careful —and
for all our sakes, come back."
* * %

It was nore than four hours later that Arno, checking a series of reports for
the conm ssary and exulting over the shortness of supplies, |ooked up to see
Mari ka standing by his desk. She was white and rigid, her hands | ocked tight,
every bone in her face gauntly clear. "Arno," she said, "Ralph's gone. He
wouldn't tell me where, but | checked his nmen. He's gone alone, and | found
out that the old Sparling is mssing. Arno, |I'mafraid."

Ral ph gone on a lone raid! He'd have to tell the Protector. He'd play out his
part as Marika's good friend until he could get rid of her, and then

What was it that nade a woman | ook that way about a man? \Wat barbaric enotion
was it that the State had taken out of its people?

He had lived anong these rebels for eight nonths, and viewed them as

i npersonally as a scientist views a mcrobe. He had been a coldly efficient
machi ne, carrying out orders in the nost effective way possible to him He had
not understood these people, nor wi shed to understand them Hi s whole devotion
had been to the State, the will of the State, the needs of the State.

But the nmachi ne that was Arno suddenly was not responding as it shoul d. Things
were growing in him inpul ses, the strangeness and power of which frightened
him the nore so because they were inexplicable by his philosophy.

"Arno," whispered Marika, "lI'mfrightened. |1've been frightened too often. |'m
not strong any nore. Ralph's gone. He's going to die."

She's a rebel, thought Arno. She sets herself above the State. He told hinself
that it was only because he had a part to play that he stepped forward. Her
arms went out to him quite naturally, like a child that needs conforting. He
felt the life flowi ng through her, meeting sonething that |eaped in hinself.
Her lips were close to his, cut full and clear in the marble of her face.

He ki ssed her. And was stricken with horror, with self-hatred. He had never
ki ssed a woman before. It was treachery—a weakening to the individual, a
subtl e challenge to the State.

He broke roughly away and left her standing, staring after him

Arno | ocked his door and took the radio fromhis belt. Twice he started to
send out his call letter, and twi ce he stopped. He was aghast at his own

hesi tancy, but Marika's face kept com ng between himand the radio. Wat woul d
she do if Ral ph didn't cone back? Whuld she be |ike Laura, |like so many of the



worren who |l ost their nen? Way did he care? He felt unsteady, |ost, shaken

The tiny thing in his hand | ooked up at himaccusingly, and it steadied him
These rebels and their barbarisns were no concern of his. The State had gi ven
himcertain orders. The entire end and aimof his [ife was to serve the State,
wi t hout question or thought.

The words of the Creed, taught frominfancy, cane to him "I believe in the
State, which protects nme, and deny all faiths but this, that ny life nmay be
spent in obedi ence and service."

What greater end could a man have than to serve the State?
Arno's voi ce was steady as he spoke to the People's Protector

"The war | eader has gone on a lone raid in an obsol ete shi p—a Sparling.
Desti nati on unknown, but the rebels are desperate for supplies.”

"All mnes will be warned," said the Protector. "Continue to follow orders."
* % %

Frane was as good as his word. Shifts were tripled, taking every avail able
man, woman and youth. Even Arno, still pleading his simulated head injury, was
pronounced fit for light work and sent to the hangar. Because of the need for
haste, nmuch of the veil of secrecy was discarded. Only the ultimate purpose of
the ship and the design of the engines were kept quiet.

Arno gasped at his first sight of the ship. It was enornous. He estimated that
it could hold fully ten thousand peopl e and concentrated supplies. There was
nothing like it, even in the trade lanes of the Tri-State.

Cossip was rife anong the people, of course. These rebels were terribly |ax;
anyone might talk as he pleased. Al kinds of rumors circul ated. The ship was
a weapon of offense. It was going to destroy the planets. It was going to
become a floating world. It was going to haunt the space-lanes, picking off
the State ships.

Arno reported all this, but got no nearer to the truth. N ne days passed with
no word from Ral ph. There was no shi p-to-base radi o, because of the danger of
triangul ati on and subsequent di scovery of the Trojan base. Rations were cut.
Fuel for light and heat was cut to a mninmum but the food synthesizers

cl acked and roared incessantly. The domes were stripped of everything netallic
save the walls thensel ves and the punping units. Forges worked day and night.
Endl ess streanms of nen and wornen | abored, carrying, welding, hammrering,
fitting. Sleep was reduced to four-hour periods, pitifully inadequate for
exhaust ed bodi es.

And on the tenth day, it was finished.

Men dropped in their tracks to rest. Frane and Father Berrens spoke to Marika
beneat h t he huge | oom of the ship, and Arno, who took care never to be far
fromhis source of information, overheard.

There wasn't nuch to overhear

Frane said dully, "Ten days. I'll have to begin calling themin."

Mari ka, too tired even for enmotion, stared at them "Ralph's not com ng back
is he?"



Fat her Berrens put a hand on her shoulder. "It's not too |late to hope. W
don't leave for nearly two weeks yet."

Arno kept his eyes fromMarika's face. Call who in? Leave for where? He nust
wat ch, and report carefully. The Rebels were planning sonme desperate attenpt;
the State nust be warned.

He renmenbered the Protector's words: There nust be no failure.
* % %

The Sparling hung notionless, an invisible nmote in utter darkness. Saturn
wheeled its flashing rings against infinity. Ralph, cranped with fourteen days
of close confinement, red-eyed with | ack of sleep, hunched over a tel escopic
viewplate in the mdst of a bewildering tangle of instrunents.

He was followi ng Titan, watching the rocket flares of ore carriers as they
took off. For the ten days he had hung here not one had been sufficiently
under -convoyed so that he m ght have the faintest chance of succeeding.

"There nust be a spy at base," he said aloud, for the hundredth tine. The
sound of his harsh voice echoing agai nst netal was sone relief for the ghastly
silence. "He's not getting intimate information, but he doesn't need it. Just
general movenents, and the Tri-State can bl anket everything. GCh, CGod, give
Frane and Berrens the wit not to | et him sabotage that ship!"

Ral ph's cynical nouth twisted to a short laugh. "He can't sabotage it. Short
of an atomite bomb, he can't touch it, and he couldn't have got an atonmite
bonb past the searchers when he entered base. The only thing he can do

He shook his thoughts savagely away fromthat possibility. Mistn't for a
second |l et hinself believe that. Somehow, they'd get through all right. CGod
woul dn't | et them down, not after all the centuries they'd fought.

Gnawi ng hunger forced his attention away fromthe viewplate. He | et one of
hi s meager supply of food capsul es dissolve slowy, thinking of the things
he'd read about in the old books. Real steaks, fresh vegetables, juicy fruits.
The concentrate broke through to his tongue. He swall owed hurriedly, cursing.

Through the viewplates he could see Earth, Venus and Mars, flying in

wi de-flung orbits about the tiny, distant Sun. He'd been born on Trojan base.
He' d never seen sunlight, or blue skies, or grass, or breathed air that didn't
cone froma chem cal tank. Al those things the State had taken from his
peopl e, except for the gallant handful that lived and preached in hiding on

t he pl anets.

"Sonmeday, " said Ral ph softly, "we'll have them back."

H s reckl ess blue eyes, the fire of themdulled with weariness, went back to

Titan. The chrononeter clacked off the hours. Five ore carriers went out into
the void, heavily convoyed. Inevitably, sleep overtook him Wen he woke, the
fifteenth day was gone.

"I"ve got to go, if I"'mgoing with them Four days to get back." He cursed
bitterly. It was hard to give up after all this time. Hard to be beaten
because of a fewtons of nmetal. Unwillingly, his hand went out to the starting
| ever.

And then he stiffened. A streak of flane shot across the viewplate, up from
Titan. An ore carrier, with only a three-ship convoy! A chance! A nad,



tempti ng chance!
* * %

Too tenpting. Wiy, having sent six fighters out with the others, cut the
guards to three? A trap, perhaps. They couldn't know he was here, but they
m ght be doing the sane thing at all mnes. And then again, they m ght have
rel axed vigilance, thinking he'd given up

He thought of that ship at base and all it neant to him He thought of Marika.
Most of all, he thought of Marika. And then he | ooked at those three worlds
that had once been theirs, and at the ore carrier that neant they night have

t hem agai n. He knew he was right about the Tri-State. If they could only hold
on . . . .

"Cone on, sweetheart,"
do!"

he whispered to the Sparling. "Let's see what you can

Like a wild meteor he plunged down on that ore carrier, his hands flying over
t he banks of keys before him One convoy ship burst into flame under his ray.
Anot her shot fused the tubes of the carrier, so that she hurtled on at
constant velocity, a nere hul k.

The Sparling bucked dangerously under his hands. He cursed it, whirled it
toward another fighter. The third was maneuvering for a tube shot. Ral ph's
heat-ray raked out. The fighter, hulled, reeled away as her nmen died in the
vacuum

The Sparling wenched frantically aside, and the stern shot took her briefly
inthe ribs instead. In spite of hinself, Ralph screaned with the searing
heat. Half blinded, he fought the ship to safety, and then he poised for his
final attack.

And then he saw themJri-State ships pouring out from bases on Saturn's noons.
It had been a trap! No chance to fight now No chance to hitch a tractor beam
to that ore carrier. Just run. Run—and pray!

The Sparling danced perversely. Ral ph cursed it, cursed the nman who invented
it, cursed hinself for a fool. A mad angle shot fused the tubes of the
remai ni ng fighter.

A beam raked his hull, heating it cherry-red, and then he was free.

He poured speed into the Sparling, but she wobbl ed. One of those heat-beans
had damaged some filanent in her intricate controls. He could hear a change in
the rhythmic vibration of the ship, and she handl ed nore and nore sl uggishly.
The Tri-State ships were coming up fast.

For just a nonent he sat quite still, staring at his hands spread over the
keys. After all, he'd known this day would cone. He'd chosen this career of
his own free will, knowing that. It hurt like hell, nowthat it was

her e—knowi ng Mari ka was waiting, know ng about the ship. But

He could afford it now He swallowed his renmaining capsul es and opened the
cock on the oxygen tank. He'd go out at least with a full belly and his | ungs
full of air.

Swi ngi ng the bucki ng Sparling around, he headed back toward Saturn and that
flight of ships.

H's mouth twi sted, and his harsh voice said, quite conversationally, "Hold the



airl ocks open, God. Here conmes a free man."
* * %

The ei ghteenth day had cone and gone. The dones were cold, almpst too cold to
endure. The air was thin. One punmp had stopped entirely, worn out, so that ten
t housand nen, wonen and chil dren huddl ed gasping in the hangar and the

wor kshops. Hidden in a far corner behind a nassive pillar, Arno was speaking
in a lowvoice.

"They're all here. Al the people fromthe planetary bases. The | ast ship cane
in an hour ago. The purpose of the big ship is still unknown, but all | oading
has been compl eted. They're waiting for Ral ph, but they nust do what they plan
to do within the next two days. Fuel is al nost gone."

Then he asked, because he couldn't help it, "lIs Ral ph dead?"
"Yes." The voice of the People's Protector was precise, cold. "There is no
need to know the purpose of the ship. Since all the Rebel population of the
Systemis collected in the Trojan base, it can be destroyed at once."

Arno nodded. That neant a fleet, of course, and bonbs. H s work was done.
"How wi || | be taken off, Excellency?"

There was just the faintest note of surprise in the Protector's voice. "Taken
of f? The task for which the State chose and prepared you is done. The State
has no further use for you."

The tiny radio in Arno's hand was abruptly silent. He stood staring at it,
with a spinning cloud across his eyes.

But of course. He'd given three sons and a daughter to the State. He'd done
his job. He was a specialized cog; he wouldn't fit anywhere el se. And the
State had no dearth of cogs.

Terra was the nearest Tri-State base—a two-hour trip for their fast bonbers at
the present orbital intersection. Two hours. The rebels would wait until the
last minute for Ral ph, who was dead. That neant at |east another day.

Two hours! If only it had been at once! The waiting, the tension—t

The bonbs woul d destroy the dones, shatter themto cosm c dust, and the
asteroid with them Two thousand years of agitation would end, and there woul d
be peace in the Tri-State.

The whirling cloud steadied as Arno saw the truth, the logical, inescapable
truth. He hinself was nothing. His usefulness to the State was ended. What
matter if he died?

He was still staring at the useless radio. Now he saw the hand that held it—a
strong, young hand, corded with sinews, the healthy bl ood ruddy under the
ski n.

H s hand. The Tri-State directed it, but he felt the pain if it was injured.

The radi o smashed on the floor, but he didn't notice it. He was |ooking at his
body as though he had never seen it before, running his fingers along the hard
curve of his thighs, feeling the breath lift his |lungs, hearing the beat of
his blood al ong his veins. Then he | ooked out, across the vast, barren done,
with those ten thousand nen, wormen and children waiting under the | oom of the



shi p.

A group of young men were singing off to his right, an old, old forbidden song
about a girl naned Susannah. Here and there a fam |y—that anarchistic word
never heard in the Tri-State—pressed close together, talking softly. Arno
searched their faces. Some were happy, sone sad, sonme frightened, sone eager
but each face was different. There was no unit of so many males, so many
femal es, so many young. There were ten thousand peopl e.

Arno caught fiercely at his creed. And then he realized that these people had
a creed too, and served it with their lives. Like Karl, and Ral ph. Ral ph—en

whose return ten thousand people waited.
* * %

Two hours! How woul d these people feel if they knew that in two hours they
woul d di e? Maybe they did know. They knew the ship neant sonething strange.
They guessed it m ght nean somet hing i npossible. But they were going.

The State chose . . . the State prepared . . . the State has no further use

Arno put his hands to his head to stop its bl aspheny, and his touch only nade
hi m nore consci ous of his own flesh

He plunged out into that sea of humanity, stunbling over |egs, catching at
shoul ders.

Bodi es, and eyes that |ooked at him and brains behind them He could feel the
tension that filled the dome, feel the queer life-wave that always comes with
a | arge crowd.

Mari ka's tawny head and broad shoul ders rose agai nst the black mass of the
hull, and Arno went toward her. Men cursed himas he stunbled over them but
he had to get to Marika. He didn't know why, only that he had to.

He saw Laura beside her. Laura had her son clasped in her arms. She spoke to
Mari ka. Then she ki ssed the boy and snil ed.

Arno thought, | gave three sons to the State, but | never kissed them It was
a duty.

Duty! It was his duty nowto die for the State. That duty had been so well
under st ood he'd never thought of it subjectively. How had these rebels
poi soned him that he found it strange now?

He was close to NMari ka now

She was pal e, and her face was |ined, but she asked, "What's the matter, Arno?
You look ill."

"I+ don't know. "
He stared at her, and suddenly he knew what was the matter with him He'd read
all about it in the forbidden books given himto prepare himfor this duty. He

was in |ove.

Qut in space, Tri-State bonbers were thundering up. Hs duty was plain before
him And he was in |ove—+n love, |ike a pagan rebel

Mari ka's strong hand caught his ragged tunic, shook him "Wat's the matter,



Arno? Tell me!"

He couldn't meet her eyes. And then Father Berrens' voice rang out over the
audi o system and every head in that vast place turned to listen

"It istine," said the priest quietly, "to explain why we've called you here,
and why we've built this ship. W have kept it secret for two reasons. W

wi shed to take no chance of having our purpose reported to the Tri-State, and
we saw no reason to upset all our people while there was still a chance that
we woul dn't have to use it. Now . "

Bomber s, thought Arno. How | ong now?

Fat her Berrens went on. "We'll wait till the last minute for Ral ph, but we
must be prepared. In four hours we'll begin shipping you. Please listen, and
try to understand. Have courage and faith! W need them both now, nore than
ever before.

"For two thousand years we've fought against tyranny, against reginentation
agai nst the destruction of God and man as an individual. W' ve been weak; the
State has been strong. W waited too long in the beginning. Now, just as it
began to seem we mi ght have a chance, just as the machine of the State was
boggi ng down in the mre of its own creation, we |earned we m ght have to
go—because of a few tons of netal

"If there is truly a spy anong you, | congratulate him The State should
reward himwell. Qur nen have died trying, but we have no netal. Al that's
left is flight—er death at the hands of the State."

Arno heard himthrough a haze. The minutes ticked away with his heartbeats.
H s heartbeats—which the State could destroy but not control

* k%

Mari ka's hand was half throttling him Laura was standing notionl ess beyond
her, the child held tight, whinpering. He could feel those ten thousand
peopl e, |istening, waiting.

"Don't wait any | onger for Ral ph," he said.

He didn't want to say it. It was because Marika was | ooking at him so.

Her hand tightened. "Wy not, Arno?"

"I —aothing. It's foolish, that's all."

"Fool i sh! When he's out there, alone, trying . . . . Arno! Wat do you know?"

Her hands were hurting his arms now, as they had that day she cried in the
hal I .

Inalittle while even pain would be gone.

The State has no further use

But suppose he did? Suppose he, Arno, wanted his body, wanted to know what it
felt like to love a wonan and father a child that was his own and not a cog in
a machi ne? He | ooked wildly away from Marika, putting up a |last battle for his

belief, his religion.

And he saw ten thousand peopl e—waiting.



He net Marika's eyes.

"Ral ph's dead," he said. "I killed him | killed Karl and all the others. I'm
the spy."
She fell away fromhim Laura cried out, a strange, high-pitched wail, and

Fat her Berrens stopped tal king.
"Ral ph!" whi spered Marika. "Ralph . . . . But | knewit. A spy!"

Arno gasped, stricken with horror at what he had done, lost in the chaos of
shattering standards. He could still destroy them He had only to keep stil
about the bonbers, and it wouldn't matter

Ten thousand people . . . . Frane and Berrens and Laura . . . . Marika, with a
cold, terrible sonething growing in her eyes, sonething he had put there
because he'd killed Ral ph. H's own mates woul d never mss him They'd bear
children patiently for some other unsnmiling cog in the nmachine of State.

Mari ka. Always Marika. She was his downfall, and his answer. She was
everything. Looking at her, watching what was grow ng back of her eyes, Arno
shivered with awe and bitter longing. If only he could have known, before

"Fat her Berrens!" he shouted.

It seened the words cane out of thenselves. And though sone stubborn part of
hinself recoiled in horror, he spoke nore words and nore words. Wen he was
finished, Berrens' face was grim his voice unfamliarly harsh as he issued
orders.

There was chaos about Arno, and then a kind of frenzied order. In a world
nmles beyond him lines of nmen and wonen formed and streamed into the ship

t hrough vast ports. But all he could see was Mari ka.

It would be nice to believe, as the rebels believed, that a man |lived after
hi s body di ed.

That was bl aspheny in the State. But it would be nice.

Fat her Berrens came up, breathing hard. "Tine! Tinme! But we may do it. Cod
hel ping, we may do it!"

Then Berrens was shouting, "Marikal"

He couldn't stop her. The gun she had taken from Frane's belt was al ready
aimed. Arno saw it com ng

The poi soned needle nade a fiery prick over his heart.

He had a | ast glinpse of Marika's broad-browed face, her tawny mane |ying
heavy on her wi de shoul ders. She was |ike a thing of stone. She watched him
fall, dispassionately, as she would have watched a roach die in strangling

powder. Then she turned and went steadily into the ship.

A dark mist rolled across his brain, dulled the sound of exodus. Through it he
heard Laura's voi ce.

"But Father! Al the planets are closed to us. \Were can we go?"



"For the time, we've lost the planets, yes. But the ship was built to go
beyond them M daughter, the stars still remain."



