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Most useful high explosives, like ammonium nitrate, are enormously violent ... once they're
triggered. But they will remain seemingly inert when beaten, burned, variously
punished& mdash; until the particular shock required comes along....

any years had passed since the origina country rock had been broken, cut and set, to form solid
pavement for the courtyard at Operta Prison. And over those years the stones had suffered change as
countlessfeet, scuffing and pressing against once rough edges, had smoothed the bits of rock, burnishing
their surfaces until the light of the setting sun now reflected from them as from polished mosaic.

As Stan Graham crossed the wide expanse from library to cell block, his shoe soles added their small bit
to the perfection of the age-old polish.

He looked up at the building ahead of him, noting the coarse, westhered stone of thewalls. The severe,
vertica lines of the mass reminded him of Kendall Hall, back at the Stellar Guard Academy. He smiled

wryly.

Therewere, hetold himsdf, differences. Peoplerardly left this place againgt their wishes. None had
wanted to come here. Few had any desire to stay. Whereas at the Academy& mdash,

How, he wondered, had those other guys they'd booted out redlly felt? None had complained& mdash;or
even said much. They'd just packed their gear and picked up their tickets. There had been no expression
of frustrated rage to gpproach his. Maybe there was something wrong with him& mdash;some unknown
fault that put him out of phasewith dl others.

He hadn't liked it et dl.

His memory went back to hislast conversation with Mgor Michagls. The officer had listened, then
shaken his head decisively.

"Look, Graham, are-examination wouldn't help. Wejust can't retain you.”
"But I'm sure& mdash;"

"No, it won't work. Y our academic record isn't outstanding in any areaand Graviticsis one of the most
important courses weve got.”

"But | don't see how | could have buggedit, Sir. | got agood grade on the final examination.”

"True, but there were several before that. And there were your daily grades.” Michaels glanced at the
paperson his desk.

"l can't say what went wrong, but | think you missed something, way back at the beginning. After that,
things got worse and you ran out of time. Thisis a pretty competitive place, you know, and we probably
drop some pretty capable men, but that'sthe way it is."

"Sr, I'm cartan | know&mdash;"



"It isn't enough to know. Y ou've got to know better than alot of other people.”
Michaels got to hisfeet and came around the desk.

"L ook, there's no disgrace in getting an academic tossout from here. Y ou had to be way above average
to get here. And very few people can make it for one year, let donethree or four."

Heraised ahand as Stan started to spesk.

"l know. Y ou think it looks as though you'd broken down somehow. Y ou didn't. From the day you came
here, everyone looked for weaknesses. If there'd been aflaw, they'd have found it& mdash;and they'd
have been on you till you came gpart& mdash;or the flaw disappeared. We lose people that way." He
shrugged.

"You didnt fal apart. They just got to you with some pretty rough theory. Y ou don't have to bow your
head to anybody about that."

Stan looked at the heavily barred door before him.

"No," hetold himsdlf, "I don't suppose I'm the galaxy's prize boob, but I'm no high value shipment, ether.
I'm just some guy that not only couldn't make the grade, but couldn't even make it home without getting
into trouble."

He pushed the door aside and went into the building, pausing for an instant between two monitor pillars.
There was no warning buzz and he continued on hisway through ahalway.

He bardly noticed his surroundings. Once, when he had first been brought here, he had studied the stone
walls, thetiny, grilled windows, the barred doors, with fascinated horror. But the feeling had dulled. They
werejust depressingly familiar surroundings now.

He stopped at a heavy meta grill and handed a dip through the bars. A bored guard turned, dropped the
paper into adot, then glanced at aviewplate. He nodded.

"All right, forty-two ninety. Y ou're on time. Back to your cdll." He punched a button and agate did
adde.

Stan glanced at the cell fronts as he walked. Men were going about their affairs. A few glanced at him as
he passed, then looked away. Stan closed hiseyesfor an instant.



That much hadn't changed. At school, he had never been one with any of the cadet groups. He had been
accepted at first, then coolly tolerated, then shunted to the outer edges.

Oh, he'd had hisfriends, of course. There were those other oddballs, like Winton and Morgan. But
they'd gone. For one reason or another, most of them had packed up and |eft long before he'd had his
find run-in with the academic board.

And there had been Mgor Michadls. For awhile, the officer had been warm& mdash;friendly. Stan could
remember pleasant chats& mdash;peaceful hours spent in the mgjor's comfortable quarters. And he could
remember parties, with some pretty swell people around.

Then the older man had become aforbidding stranger. Stan had never been able to think of areason for
that. Maybe it was because of the declinein his academic work. Maybe he'd done something to offend.
Maybe& mdash;

He shook the thoughts away, walked to a cell door, and stood waiting till the guard touched the release
button.



As Stan tossed his books on his bunk, Jak Holme raised his head and looked across the cell.
"More of them books?'

"Yeah." Stan nodded. "Still trying to find out abouit this planet.”

"Y ou trying to be some kinda big politician when you get out?' Holme snorted.

"“Tell you, be better you try mixing with the guys, 'stead of pushing ‘em around with that fancy talk,
making 'em jump now and then, see. Y ou get dong with ‘em, you'll see. They'll tdll you dl you need. Be
working with some of 'em, too, remember?”

"Oh, | don't try to push anybody around." Stan perched on his bunk. "Doesn't hurt anyone to study,
though."

"Oh, sure." Holme grimaced. "Do you alot of good, too. Guy's working on some production run, it helps
alot he knowswhy dl them big guysin the history books did them things, huh?' He laughed derisively.

"Sureit does! What they want, you should make that fabricator spit out nice parts, see?' He swelled his
chest.

"Now me, | got my mind on my business, see. | get out of here, | oughta make out pretty good.” He
looked around the cell.

"Didn't get no parole, see, so0 | get dl thetraining. Red good trained machinist now, and I'm gonnawalk
out of here clean. Get ajob down at the space-yards.

"Machinist helper, see? Then, soon's| been thereawhile, I'll get my papers and go contract machinist.
Real good money. Maybe you'd do better, you try that."

From the lower bunk, Big Carl Marlo laughed softly.

"Sure, kid, sure. You got it all made, huh? Pretty quick, you own Janzel Equipment, huh? Hah! Know
what happens, you go outside?

"Sure, they giveyou ajob. Like you said, helper. They pay enough you get apad and dop to keep you
dive That'sal you get.”

"Aw, now ligen!" Holme started up.

Marlo wagged hishead. "Y ou go for papers, see? Naw! Got no papersfor jalbirds. Staffman'll give you
the word. He gets through pushing you around, you go back, ‘counta you don't know nothing else.”

Helaughed shortly.

"Gopher, that'syou. Y ou go fer this, and you go fer that. Sop and a pad you get." He svung out of his
bunk.

"Oh, sure, maybe they put you on afabricator. Even let you set it up for 'em. But that don't get you no
extrapins.”

Holme shook his head.



"Councilor gave metheword," he said stubbornly. "They need good machinists.”

"Yeah." Marlo nodded. " Sure, they want graduates down at Talburg. But they ain't paying ‘em for no
contract machinist when they can keep 'em as hel pers.” He turned.

"Ain't that right, Pete?"
Karzer looked up from abag he was packing.

"Y eah, yeah, that'sright, Carl. | know afew guysonce, tried playing the legit. Got kicked around, see?
Low pay. Staffman hammering on ‘em dl the time. Big joke when they try to get more for themsalves.

"Yesh, big joke. They get blamed, they bust something, see, so they owe the company big money." He
looked critically at apair of socks.

"So they get smart after awhile. Dusted around the corner and went back on the make. Do better that
way, see?

"Naw, they giveyou alot of guff, you go to work outside, work hard, keep your nose clean, you come
out of parole and you're in the money. It's sucker bait, isal. Don't go like that, see.”

Marlo came closer to Holme.

"Naw, you go out clean, see, just like you say. Then you play it easy. Get agood score and lay back for
awhile. Don't go pushing your luck.

"That's how they hook me, see. | get too hungry. Get anice touch, it looks so good | gotta go back for
seconds, and they're waiting. | don't make that mistake again." He shook his head.

"Got me anice pad, way up valey. Gonnahole up there. Go out, pull agood job, then | lay around,
maybe ayear and think up another. Then, when I'm all ready, | go out, pull acan or two open and lift
what they got back to the pad. Ain't gonnabe no more of this scuffling around, hitting aquick one and
running out to spend the pins quick, so's| can get in no traps.”

Helooked a Holme thoughtfully.

"l just now think of something, kid. Y ou can make yoursdf anice bit, rea easy. Don't cost hardly nothing
to set up and there ain't much risk. Y ou work moren ayear, learning al about tools, huh? They teach
you al about making tools, huh?'

"Sure." Holme laughed shortly. "Got to make al your own hand tools before you get through. Why?*
Marlo grinned broadly.

"I could tell you alottaguys, need red specid tools. Need tools you don't buy in no store, like maybe a
good can opener aguy can carry easy. And they pay real good, you make what they want and keep
your mouth shut." He rubbed hischin.

"Nice," hewent on. "Red nice. And dl you need is maybe afew tools you can buy anywhere. And
maybe you gotta build up alittle forge. Guy knew hisway around, he could make anice pile that way."

Stan looked at the man thoughtfully.

"Soundsinteresting,” he broke in, "but suppose they find some fabricator operator out in the woods,
heating up metal instead of working on aregular job? They'd be curious, don't you think? Especidly if the



guy's aready picked up arecord.”

"Naw." Marlo turned toward him. " So he's a graduate& mdash;who ain't? See, they show thisguy up
here, he's supposed to be afabmeister. Only maybe he don't like punching keys. Maybe he don't liketo
chase them meters, huh? So maybe held rather use muscle hardware, see?’ He grinned.

"Some guy sets himself up ashack up valey, see? Startsafixit joint. Looksred legit. Even with muscle
hardware, he can put out jobs faster'n them people can get parts from way down Taburg way, see.

"And he getsin with thejoes, too. They got their troubles getting things made up for ‘em. So thisguy
givesthem ahand. Even working cheap, he picks up some change there, too, and one way or another,
the guy's got aliving, see?' He glanced back at Holme.

"Only now and then, here comes afew guysin the back door, they want a specid job, see, for red
specia pay. And there's your ice cream and cake. And maybe alittle stack for later on."

"l don't know." Stan picked up abook. "I'd rather try playing 'em on the table for awhile. It might beat
getting flashed and dropped back in."

Big Carl shrugged and crawled back into his bunk.

"Aagh, can happen to anybody," he said. " Just keep thisunder your hair. Smart kids like you can make
out pretty good, you just use your heads. Ain't nothing down Talburg way, though.” He yawned.

"Wdll, I've had it. Got into it with that Wanzor again, out on the pile. Give one of them joes aboogt, he
getsthree meters high." He yawned again and turned toward the wall.

Stan flipped the pages of the book. He had still been unable to put hisfinger on the point at which
Keloniahad ceased to be a planet of free citizens and become the planetary prison he had found himself
on.

There had been no sudden change& mdash;no drametic incident, such asthe high spotsin the history of
his native Khloris. Here, things had just drifted from freedom to servitude, with the people dropping their
rights as aman discards outworn clothing.

He leaned back, lowering the book. Kéll's planet, he remembered, had been one of the first star colonies
to be founded after the discovery of the interstellar drive. Settlers had flocked to get passage to the new,
fertileworld.

During thefirst three hundred years, people had spread over the planet, but the frontier stage had passed
and the land of promise had stabilized, adopted laws, embraced the arts and sciences. One by one,
frontier farms had given way to mechanized food-producing land, worked by trained technica teamsand
administered by professiond management.

Kdloniahad entered the age of industridized culture, with the large individua owner a disappearing
Species.
Unnoticed and unregretted, the easy freedom of the frontier was discarded and lost. One by one, the

rights enjoyed by the original settlers became regarded as privileges. One by one, the privilegeswere
restricted, limited by license, eliminated as unsuitable or even dangerous to the new Kdlonian culture.

Little by little, the large group became theindividua of law and culture, with the single person becoming a



mere cipher.

Members of groups& mdash;even members of the governing council itself& mdash;found themsdves
unable to make any but the most minor decisions. Precedent dictated each move. And precedent
developed into iron-hard tradition.

Infact, Stan thought, the culture seemed now to be completely salf-controlled& mdash;self-sustaining.
The people were mere cdlls, who conformed& mdash;or were diminated.

Again, he picked up the book, looking casudly through its pages. Detal was unimportant here. There
was, heredlized with afeding of frustration, only a sort of dull pattern, with no significant detail apparent.

He awoke alittle groggily, looked around the cell, then jumped hastily out of hisbunk. Usudly hewas
awake before the bell rang.

Pete Karzer was coming back from the washstand. He looked over.

"You up, Graham?' he said in hiswhispery voice. "Hey, you know I'm getting out this morning. Guess
you'l want to swap blankets again, huh?’

"That's right, too. No use turning in agood blanket, isthere?!
"Don't make sense." Pete massaged the back of his neck.

"Never could figurethat swap," he said. "Don't get me wrong, it wasrea good, being ableto deep
warm, but you caught me good when [ tried to swipe that blanket of yours. Ain't never seen aguy move
so quick. And | ain't so dumb | don't know when I'm licked." He grinned ruefully.

"So I'm down, like | been hit with asinglgack. Then you go and hand over agood blanket for that beat
thing | been usng. How come?"

Stan shrugged. "'l told you," he said. "Where | come from, it'salot colder than it ishere, so | don't need a
blanket. I'd have offered a swap sooner, but | didn't want to look like some greasy doormat.”

"Wasn't no grease about that swap." Pete grinned and rubbed his neck again. "1 found out real quick who
was the big man. Wheredd you learn that stuff anyway?'

"Oh, picked it up& mdash;here and there." Stan glanced down at the floor.

Therewould be no point in explaining the intensive close combet training he'd been put through at school.
Such training would make no senseto his cellmates. To the good citizens of Kédloniag, it would seem
horrifyingly illegd. He glanced up again.

"Y ou know how itis" hewent on. "A guy learns as he goes."
Big Carl Marlo swung hislegs over the sde of his bunk.
"Lookslikeyou learned red good,” he said. He examined Stan.

"Petetellsme about thisded. | kindamissthe action thistime, but Pete tells me he's got the blanket and
he'sal set to plug you good, you should maybetry ahasde.

"Only al at once, you're on him. He feds a couple quick ones, then he don't know nothing till next day.



Y ou can maybe do thingslike that any time?"

Stan shrugged. "Guy never knowswhat he can do till hetries. | know afew other tricks, if that's what
you mean.”

Marlo nodded. "Y eah. Know something, kid? Ain't no use you waste your time being no fabricator
nurse. Y ou got agood profesh aready, know what | mean?"

Stan looked at him questioningly.

"Sure." Marlo nodded. " So you come here, like maybe you're atourist, see. But the joes get you and
they bring you up here. Going to teach you atrade& mdash;fabricator nurse, see. Only they don't know it
but you're one guy they don't have to teach, ‘countayou got something better. All you gottado isfind
your way around.”

"I have? Do you redly think...."

"Sure. Look, thereésalot of antique big-timers around, see. These old guysfigure they need some guy
can push the mugs. Pay real good, too, and they couldn't care less you're a graduate. Maybe makes it
even better, see. Y ou get in with one of those old guys, you got it made. All legit, too. Oughtalook into
that, you get out.”

Stan smiled. "Thefirst day | was on this planet, they went through my bagswhile | was out looking over
the town. They found a paper knife and a couple of textbooks." He shrugged.

"So | came back to the hotel and someone hit me with aflasher. | cametoinacdl." He glanced around.

"Somebody findly told methey'd given metwo to five yearsfor carrying adangerous wegpon and
subversive literature. Now what would | get if | went out and really messed some guy up?”'

Marlo waved ahand carelesdly.

"Depends on who you work for," he declared. "Y ou got the right boss, you get abonus. Worse the guy's
gaffed, the bigger the payoff, see?’

Stan reached for hisbag of toilet articles.
"That'slegitimate?"

"Sure" Mario smiled expangvely. "Happensdl the time. Even the big outfits need musclers. Staffmen,
see? Sorta keep production up.

"Lot of guys get red big jobsthat way. Start out, they're Staff Assstance Specidids, like they roust the
mugs when they got to. Then pretty quick, they're dl dressed up fancy, running things. Real good ded.”
He shrugged.

"Need aheavy man oncein awhile, evenin my business. Like maybe some guy's got agood pad, he
doesn't want alot of prowlers shaking up the neighbors. Y ou know, getsthe law too close, and aguy
can't work so good with alot of joes hanging around. Might even decide to make a search, then whered
you be?' He spread his hands.

"But there's some Johnny Raw, keeps coming around. And maybethisis apretty rough boy, you can't
get on him personal, see. So the only answer, you get some good heavy guy to teach this ape some
ethics. Lotta staffmen pick up extrapinsthisway.”



"I think | get theidea. But suppose the law getsinto thisded 7

Marlo spread his hands. "Well, thisisacivil case, see, s0 long asthe chump don't turn in histicket. So,
anything comes up, you put an ambassador on the job. He talks to the determinators and the joes don't
worry you none. Just costs alittle something, isal.”

Petelooked up from his packing, asmile twisting hisface.

"Only trouble, some of these big boysfal in love with their work. This can get red troublesome, likel
pick up thisfiveto ten thisway.

"See, they get this chump a couple too many. So, comes morning, he's il in the street. Red tough
swinging aparole, too. I'min here sincefive years, remember? So I'm real careful where | get muscle any
more."

"Soundsinteresting." Stan nodded thoughtfully.

"Great Space and al thelittle Nebulag," he said to himsdlf. "What kind of a planet isthis? Nothing in the
histories about this sort of thing." He walked over to the washstand.

"Someday," he promised himsdf, "I'm going to get out of here. And when | do, I'll set up camp by
Guard Headquarters. And I'll needle those big brainstill they do something about this."

There was, he remembered, one organization that should be able to do morethan alittlein acaselike
this. He smiled to himsdlf ruefully as he thought of the almost legendary stories he had heard about the
Federation's Specid Corpsfor Investigation.

As he remembered the stories, though, corpsmen seemed to appear from nowhere when there was
serioustrouble. No one ever seemed to call them in. No one even knew how to get in touch with them.
He shrugged.

The men of the Specia Corps, he remembered, were reputed to be something in the superhuman line.

For alarge part of hislife, he had dreamed of working with them, but he had been unable to find any way
of so much as applying for membership in their select group. So, he'd done the next best thing. HEd gone
into the Stellar Guard. And held lasted only alittle more than three years.

Somehow, held taken it from there. He was il alittle hazy asto how held managed to land in prison on
Kell's planet. It had been amere stopover.

There had been no trid. Obvioudy, they had searched his luggage at the hotel, but there had been no
discussion. Hed smply been beamed into unconsciousness.

After hed gotten to Opertal, someone had told him the length of his sentence and they'd assigned him to
the prison machine shop, to learn auseful trade and the duties of acitizen of Kdllonia

He smiled wryly. They had taught him machinery. And they'd introduced him to their culture. The trade
was good. The culture& mdash;?

Hismemory did back, past the prison& mdash;past the yearsin Kendall Hall, and beyond.

Hewasten yearsold again.



It was asunny day in apark and Billy Darfield was holding forth.

"Yeah," the boy was saying, "Dad told me about the time he met one of them. They look just like anyone
else. Only, when things go wrong, there they are, just dl a once. And when they tell you to do
something, you've had it." He closed hiseyes dreamily.

"Oh, boy," he said happily, "how I'd love to belike that! Wouldn't it befun to tell old Winant, ‘go off
some place and drown yourself'?"

Stan smiled increduloudly. "Aw, I've heard alot about the Specid Corps, too. They've just got alot of
authority, that'sdl. They can cdl inthewhole Stellar Guard if they need 'em. Who's going to get wise
with somebody that can do that?!

Billy shook his head positively. "Dad told me al about them, and he knows. He saw one of ‘em chase a
king right off histhrone once. Wasn't anybody to help him, either. They've got dl they need, al by
themsalves. Just haveto tell people, that'sal.”

With ajerk, Stan came to the present. He dopped water over his hands.

"Too bad | can't do something like that myself,” he thought. "I'd like to tell afew peopleto go out and
drown themsalves, right now." He grinned ruefully.

"Only onetrouble. | can't. Probably just alot of rumor, anyway.”

But there was something behind those stories of the Specia Corps, hewas sure. They didn't get official
publicity, but there were pages of history that seemed somehow incomplete. There must have been
someone around with alot more than the usua ability to get things done, but whoever he had been, he
was never mentioned.

He shrugged and turned away from the washstand.

"Hope that bell rings pretty soon," he told himself. "1'd better get chow and go to work before| really go
nuts.



A demongtrator had the back off from one of the big Lambert-Howell sprayers. Asthe man started to
point out afeed assembly, another prisoner stepped directly in front of Graham.

Stan shook his head impatiently and moved aside. Again, the man wasin front of him, blocking hisview.
Again, Stan moved.

The third time the man blocked his view, Stan touched his shoulder.

"Hey, Chum," he said mildly, "how about holding till awhile. Therest of uswould sort of liketo see,
too."



For severa seconds, the other froze. Then he whirled, to present a scowling face.

"Who you pushing around, little rat? Keep your greasy pawsto yoursdlf, see." He turned again, then took
asudden, heavy step back.

Stan moved hisfoot aside and the man's heel banged down on the stone floor. For a heartbeat, Stan
regarded the fellow consideringly, then he shook his head.

"Stay in orbit, remember?’ hetold himself. He moved aside, going to the other side of the group around
the fabricator.

Now he remembered the man. Va Vernay had been working on the fabricators when Stan had cometo
the shop.

Somehow, he had never run an acceptable program, but he hung around the demondtrations, unable to
comprehend the explanations& mdash;resentful of those who showed gptitude.

He glanced aside as Stan moved, then pushed hisway across until he was again in front of the smdler
man. Stan Sghed resignedly.

Again, the heavy foot crashed toward the rear. Thistime, the temptation wastoo greset. Deftly, Stan
swung histoe through asmdl arc, sweeping Vernay's ankle asde and putting the man off balance.

Hemoved quickly away, further trapping the ankle and getting clear of theflailing arms.

For abresthlessingtant, Vernay tried to hop on one foot, hisarmswindmilling as he fought to regain his
balance. Then he crashed to the floor, his head banging violently against the stones.

Stan looked at the body in congternation. He had merely intended to make thefellow look alittle silly.
"Hope he's got ahard head,” hetold himsdif.

The workroom guard came up warily.

"What'sdl this?"

"l don't know, Sir." Stan managed avaguely puzzled look. "First thing | knew, he was swinging hisarms
al over the place. Then he went down. Maybe he had afit, huh?*

"Yeah." The guard was sardonic. "Y eah, maybe he had afit. Well, no more trouble out of him for a
while" Heraised hisvoice.

"Hey, you over by the first-aid kit. Grab that stretcher.”

Big Carl Marlo wasin his bunk when Stan cameinto the cell. Helooked up with agrin.
"Hey, kid, you start at the top, huh?”

"What do you mean?"

"ThisVernay, what else? Like | said, you start at the top. | didn't think you got it when | told you about
the muscle racket. How'd | know you was aready figuring something?' Marlo shook his head admiringly.

"Redl nicejob, too. Y ou take it easy, set this chump up, and there you are. Only you get ared big fish.
Think you can handlethisguy again?’



Stan blinked. "Look," he said, "punch in some more data, will you? And runit by rea dow. I'm way off
co-ordinates.”

"Huh?What you& mdash;Oh, | get you." Marlo frowned.

"Now don't go telling me you don't know about this Vernay. Don't give me you ain't figured how you can
land abig job with Janzel Equipment. Y ou know me& mdash;Big Carl. | don't talk, remember?' He
looked at the blank expression on Stan'sface.

"Begdes, therean't aguy inthewals, don't figure thisded by now. Man, you just don't know how many
guys been watching that Vernay."

Stan walked across the cdll and sat down on his bunk.

"Look," he said patiently, "let'sjust say I'm some stupid kid from off planet. Maybe | don't get things so
well. Now, what'sthisal about?'

Marlo shrugged. "So al right, but for some guy don't know what he's doing, you sure pick ‘em pretty.
Widl, anyway, herésthelayout.

"See, thisguy, Vernay, isone of Janzel's big strong-arms. Redl salt and butter guy. Been pushing them
poor apes of theirsal over the place, see. Don't know too much about the business, but they tell him
some mug's not putting out, Vernay goes over and bends the guy around his machine awhile, he should
maybe work faster. Seewhat | mean?'

Stan frowned distastefully and Marlo held up ahand.

"Oh, that'sdl right," hesaid. "Thisiswhat they pay thisguy for. But he getsto like hiswork too well,
know what | mean? So here awhile back, he gets on some machine tender. Leansal over this poor guy.
Wéll, the fab nurse ends up turning in histickets, and this, the joes don't go for so good." He jerked a
shoulder.

"Oh, Janzd triesto kill the squawk, but it's no go. Thejoes push the button and heresVernay." He
grinned.

"They manage to get it knocked to some kinda mandaughter, but Vernay's still got timeto pick up, so
they pull wiresand get him up here. It ain't no rest home, but it ain't no madhouse neither, like some of
them places." His eyes clouded.

"Oogh, when | think of some of the holes& mdash;" He waved a hand.

"So anyway, like you see, Vernay's got plenty of muscle, but he'skind of low in the brain department.
Maybe they thought something might drill through the skull up here, but that don't work elther. | guess
Janzel'd about as soon get another pretty boy, but they know they'll 1ose too much face, they dump him
right awvay.

"Then you come dong and just about split the chump's conk just so'shelll stay out of your light, see?' He
shook hishead dowly.

"Only thing, that don't solve nothing. He comes out of the bone-house in acouple days, and heaintt
gonnalikeyou at dl. Seewhat | mean?'

"Yeah" Stan examined hisfingernals.



"Yeah," herepeated. "Y ou makeit al niceand clear." He got up and went to the washstand.

"Whatcha gonnado, Georgie, boy?" he chanted. "Guess I'll just haveto give him afreelessonin
breskfdls. Hewon't likeit too well, but he could use lots of practice.”

It took Vernay more than a couple of daysto get out of the hospital. Astime went by, Stan became
more and more conscious of the speculative looks he was getting from prisoners and guards dike.

He stood watching, as amaintenance engineer toreinto the vitals of aLambert-Howell. Around him was
gpace& mdash;afull meter on al sdes. It was, he redlized, a distinction& mdash;symbolic accolade for
anyone who had the temerity to down aman like Vernay. It was also agesture of caution. No onewas
anxiousto block the view of aman who had downed a vicious fighter with an unobtrusive gesture. And
No one was anxious to be too close when Vernay might come by.

What sort of man was Vernay, Stan wondered. Of course, he was familiar with the appearance of the
tall, blond. He could easily visudize the insolent, deepy |ooking eyes& mdash;the carelessweave of the
heavy shoulders. And he'd heard alot about the man's actions.

But these could mean anything. Was the man actualy as clumsy and inept as hed seemed? Was he
samply apowerful oaf, who relied on pure strength and savagery? Or was he a cunning fighter, who had
made one contemptuoudy careless mistake?

"Wadl," the maintenance man was saying, "that's the way you set those upper coils. Remember, each one
hasits own field angle, and you've got to set ‘em down to within atenth of adegree. Otherwise, you'll
never get asharp focus and your spray'll make areal mess." He swept his glance over the group.

"Y ou use the manua when you set these things up,” he added. "Don't go depending on your memory.
Y ou can play some pretty dirty tricks on yoursdlf that way." Helooked thoughtfully at the array of coils.

"And don't go using any gravito clamps around these things when the back's off. They don't likeit. It
makes 'em do nasty things." He flipped hiswrist up, looking at hiswatch.

"All right, that'sit. Let'sgo eat." He snapped a cover back in place and swung down from the catwalk.

Stan turned away. No toolsto put away tonight, he thought. Didn't need 'em dl afternoon. He amiled.
And no column to fal into, ether. Thiswas the weekly free night.

Hewalked out of the shop, following agroup of prisoners through the archway into the main yard.
Another small group followed him, keeping a decent interval behind.

Someone drew a sharp breath.
"Hey, look! Over there."

Stan followed the direction indicated by a dozen abruptly turned heads. Vernay waslounging in the
shadow of the archway. He smiled tigerishly and sauntered toward Stan. The group of prisoners melted
away, to form arough semicircle. From somewhere, others were gppearing.

"Sodl right, littlerat,” Vernay said softly, "you've had alot of fun theselast few days, eh? Big man
around theyard, huh?Y eah! Wdll, it'sgoing to stop." He massaged his right hand with the thumb and
fingersof hisleft, then dretched out hisarms, flexing hisfingers.



"Red smart littlefella" he added. "Knowsdl kinds of little tricks. Got anything to say before | open you
up for ingpection?"

Stan faced him, hisfeet afew inches gpart, his knees dightly bent. He folded hisarms without interlacing
them.

"Look, Vernay," hesaid. "I'm not looking for any fight, but if you force one, I'll break you al to pieces. |
didn't mean to bust your head the first time, but | can do it on purposeif | haveto. Why don't we just
forgetit?"

Vernay looked dazed for an instant, then recovered and laughed derisively.

"You trying to crawl out and still look good? No, no. Y ou made your brags. Now well have alittle
dance." Hetook a step forward.

"Come on, baby, just stay there. I'm going to unscrew your head."
He came closer, then reached out, his hand open.

Stan looked at the hand increduloudy. No one could be that careless. For an instant, he almost spun
away from a suspected trap. Then he decided the man wasin no position for a counter. A try for a
smple hand hold couldn't do abit of harm.

Hisright hand darted up, gripping the outstretched hand before him. He jerked down, clamped the hand
with his|eft, then pressed up and took a quick step forward.

With agtartled cry of pain, Vernay spun around and bent toward the ground. Stan carried the motion
through with a sudden surge that forced the big man's face dmost to the stones. Abruptly, Vernay twisted
and kicked, trying to tear away. There was aripping noise and he screamed thinly, then dumped to the
pavement.

Stan looked down at him in bewilderment. It had been too easy, he thought. Something had to be wrong.
The imprisoned hand twitched and was flaccid. Helet it go and stepped back.

For afew seconds, Vernay lay quietly, then he struggled into violent motion. He scrambled to get to his
feet, hisleft hand groping at his belt. Stan caught the glint of polished stedl. He stepped quickly around
the man, poisng himsdif.

It was no use, he thought. Thiswould have to be decisive. He brought histwo hands up to his shoul der,
then siwvung them like an axe, sepping into the swing as Vernay got hisfeet under him.

Theimpact of the blow brought Vernay to astanding position. Asthe man stood swaying, Stan swvung his
hands again.

Vernay's back arched and for an instant he wasrigid. Then he ssumbled forward, to pitch against the
wal.

Briefly, he was braced upright againgt the wall, hisleft hand high on the stones, the scalpd glittering. Then
the hand relaxed and the diver of sted clattered to the paving. Sowly, the man did down, to melt into a
shapeless heap in the guitter.

Stan sighed, then shook his head and wiped an arm across his eyes.

There was a concerted sigh behind him.



"Go ahead, kid," someone muttered. "Give him the boots. Big phony haddago trying aknife.”
Stanturned. "No use," he said wearily. "'l just hope he's till dive.”
"l don't get it," said someone. "He wantsthisguy dive?"

Someone ese laughed shortly. "Maybe hejust likesto make it tough on himself. Hey, look out! The
joes"

Asthe crowd faded into the nowhere from whence most of it had come, aguard approached Stan
waily.

"Now, look, Graham," he said cautioudy, "I gottathrow you in the hole. Y ou know that, huh?"
Stan nodded listlesdy.
"Yeah," hesaid. "l suppose so."

"L ook, fellow, it won't be too long. He jumped you, so they'll have you out of there red soon.” The guard
was gpologetic.

"Besides, they'll probably offer you hisjob at Janzel. Get you clear out of here. Only don't give me ahard
time. All you'll get isboth of usflashed.”

"Yeah, | know." Stan held out an arm. "Come on, let'sgo."

Stan watched asthe chief test engineer waved ahand.

"Two hundred twenty gravs,” the man said. "Full swing completed on both axes. That'sit. Ease off your
tractors.”

Helooked closdly at hispand of meters, then got off his stool and stretched.

"No evidence of strain. Looks asthough al components are good.” He turned, looking at the test
operators.

"Let's get this place cleaned up.”

The sense of disorientation set up by the tractors was subsiding. Stan got to his feet and looked at his
companion.

Dachmann nodded at him.

"Wdll," hesaid dowly, "Golzer can get off the hook now. His run'll be approved. Suppose we get back
onthejob."

Heled the way out of the blockhouse tunndl.

A car was pulling up at the entrance. A heavy, square face looked from arear window and alarge hand
beckoned.

"Dachmann, Graham. Over here"

"Oh, oh." Dachmann sighed. "Herés trouble. Wizow doesn't come out here unless he's got something.”



The blocky production chief looked coldly at them asthey approached the car.

"It1l bealot better," he growled, "if you two clear through my office before you start wandering al over
the grounds." He looked at Stan.

"Got aproblem for you. Maybe well get some action out of you on thisone." He held out afew sheets of
paper.

"Hold up over in the componentsline." He jabbed at asheet with aforefinger.
"Takeatrip over thereand kick it up." He glanced at Dachmann. "Got another onefor you."

Stan took the papers, studying them. Then he looked up. There was very little question asto the
bottleneck here. Each materia shortage traced back to one machine. He frowned.

"Maintenance people checked over that machine yet?' he asked.

Wizow shrugged impassively. "Y oure astaffman,” he said coldly. "Been on parole to uslong enough, you
should know what to do, so I'm not going to tell you how. Just get to the trouble and fix it. All | want is
production. Leave the smart talk to the technical people." He turned.

"Get in, Dachmann. I've got a headache for you."

Stan examined the tabulated sheets again. The offending machine was in building nine thirty-two. Number
forty-one.

Hewaked over to the parking lot and climbed on the skip-about he had bought on hisfirst pay day. The
machine purred into life as he touched a button and he raised the platform afew inches off the ground,
then spun about, to glide acrossthe field toward block nine.

Fabricator number forty-one wasamultiple. A single programming head actuated elght spinaret
assemblies, which could deliver completed module assembliesinto carriersin an dmost continuous
gream. It wasidling.

Stan visuaized the flow chart of the machine as he approached. Then he paused. The operator was
gtting at the programming punch, carefully going over along streamer of tape. Stan frowned and |ooked
at hiswatch. By thistime, the tapes should be ready and the machinein full operation. But this man was
obvioudy gill setting up.

He continued to watch as the operator laborioudy compared the tape with a blueprint before him. There
was something familiar in the sharp, hungry-looking features. Thefellow turned to look closdly at the print
and Stan nodded.

"Now | remember," hetold himsdlf. " Sorna. Wondered what happened to him. Never saw him after the
first day up in Opertd.”

Sorna cameto the end of the tape, then scrabbled about and found the beginning. He commenced
rechecking againg the print. Stan shook his head in annoyance.

"How many timesis he going to have to check that thing?' he asked himsalf. He walked toward the man.

"Got trouble?"



Sorna looked up, then cringed away from him.

"I'll get it going right away," he whined. "Honest! Just want to make sure everything'sright.”
"Y ou've aready checked your tape. I've been watching you."

Sornd flinched and looked away.

"Y eah, but these thingsistricky. Y ou get some of this stuff out of tolerance, it can wreck awhole ship.
They got to beright.”

"So, why not asample run-through? Then you can run test on ared piece.”

"Thisisavery complicated device. Can't check those interna tolerance without you put in on proof load.
These got to beright thefirst time."

Stan shook his head wesarily.
"Look. Get up. I'll give your tape arun-through, then well pull asample and check it out. Got a helper?!

"Some place around here.” Sorna got out of his chair and stood, looking at the floor.

Stan picked up the tape and sat down.

"All right, go find him then. And bring him over herewhile| run out the sample. We can make with the
talk after thet."



The tape was perfect, with neither patch nor correction. Stan finally raised his heaed, growling to himself.
"Guy's competent enough at programming, anyway. Now, what'swrong with him?”

He snapped the power switch from stand-by to on, then waited as the indicators came up. Ddlicately, he
turned acouple of microdrive diastill the needles settled on their red lines. Then he opened the control
head, poked the tape in, and punched the starter lever.

The tape clicked steadily through the head. Stan kept his eyes moving about as he checked the meters.

The tape ran out of the head and dropped into the catcher basket and hydraulics squished asa ddivery
arm set asmall block on the sampletable. Stan picked it up, turning it over to examineit.

It wasasimple, rectangular block of black materia, about the size of acigarette lighter. On five sides
were intricate patterns of slvery connector dots. An identifying number covered the sixth. Inside, Stan
knew, lay complex circuitry, traced into the insulation. Tiny dots of aloy formed critical junctions,
connected by minute, sprayed-in threads of conductor materid. He glanced around.

Sorna watched anxioudy. He looked at the little module block asthough it were dive and dangerous.
"Here" Stantold him, "stick thisin thetest jig and run it.”

Sornd carefully set the block into an aperture, then reached for a switch. His hand seemed to freeze on
the switch for amoment, then he looked back at Stan and snapped it on. Needles rose from their pins,
flickered, then steedied.

Sornd appeared to gain alittle confidence. He turned adid, noted the readings on afew meters, then
twisted another did. Findly, he faced around.

"Looksdl right,” he sad rluctantly, "only& mdash;"
"Looksal right, period.” Stan turned to the helper.

"Get that machineralling,” he ordered. "And keep your eyes on those meters. Let's get thisrun finished
right." He moved his head.

"Comeon, friend, I'll buy you amug of tea."

Sornal backed away.

"Y ou ain't gonna& mdash;Look, ain't | seen you some place before? Look, | just& mdash;"
"l said I'd buy you amug of tea. Then, welll talk, and that'sdl. | meaniit.”

"l just got outta& mdash;Listen, | can't take it so good any more, see?’

"Don't worry. We aren't going to have any gamesthis morning. Come on, let'sgo."

When Sornd dtarted talking, the flow of words was amost continuous.

He had come to Kelloniaamost four years before, on astandard one-year contract. For over twenty
years, heéd moved around, working in space-yards over the galaxy. He'd worked on short contracts,
banking his profits on his home planet. And held planned to findly return to his origina home on
Thorwald, use his considerable savings to buy asmal business, and settle down to semi-retirement.



But an offer of highly attractive rates had brought him to Kelloniafor one last contract with Janzel.

"They got my papers somewhere around here,” he said, "only | can't get ‘em back any more." He shook
his head wearily and went on.

Everything had gone smoothly for thefirst haf of his contract period. HEd drawn impressively large
checks and deposited them. And after thinking it over, he had indicated he would like an extension.

"That was when they nailed me down," he said. "There was just that one bad run, only that wasthe job
that sneaked through the inspection and went bust at Proof."

"Blowup?'
Sornd grinned sourly.

"Blowup, you want to know? Even took out one of the tractor supports. Real mess. Oh, you think they
weren't mad about that!"

"Y ou say there was just one bad run? Then everything came out normdly again?'

"Yeah. | ran acheck, see? Test sample was perfect Beautiful. So then the power went off for awhile.
Crew was working around. Wdll, they found the trouble and cleared it, just before lunch time. | went
ahead and finished my run. It was only ten gyro assemblies& mdash;contral job.

"I don't know& mdash;guess they were out of balance. Maybe the shaft alloys came out wrong. Anyway,
| finished the run and went for chow. Came back and set up anew run.”

He gtared into his cup.

"Along about quitting time, they came after me. Migter, | don't liketo think of that! | been besat up alot
since, but them'sjugt little reminders. Those guysredly enjoyed their work!™

Sorna shuddered and set his cup down. Finally, he sighed and continued.

He had |eft the hospital, muttering grim threats of the legd action he would take. And held limped over to
fileacomplaint at the Federation Residency.

"l didn't get there. Next thing | knew, | wasin some cell." He looked up at Stan.
"Now | know where | seeyou. Yourein that van, going out of somejail.”
"Yeah." Stan nodded, looking at his own empty cup.

"Tel me something," he said dowly. "When that maintenance crew was working around your machine,
did they have agravito clamp!”

"Clamp? Yeah ... yeah, | supposethey might have. Use'em alot around here when they've got heavy
stuff, and those guys had alot of stuff to move."

"I see. Wonder if thefield head got pointed a your machine?’
"I don't think ... I dunno, I didn't watch 'em close." Sornd looked sharply at Stan.
"Y ou mean, they mighta& mdash;"

"Well, what could cause atemporary misflow?'



"Yeah!" Sornal bobbed hishead dowly. "Funny | didn't think of that."
"So anyway, you went up to Operta 7'

"Y eah. Had me for evasion of obligation. Said | owed the company plenty for the damage done by the
blowup. Claimed I'd tried to run out.

"They wouldn't Iet mein the machine shop up there. Had me out hauling stuff for the landscape crew.
Then, they paroled me back here. Back to the machinesagain, only | ain't a contract man any more.
Junior machinist. Oh, it's better than helper, | guess, only they don't pay much." Sornd pushed himsdlf
away from thetable.

"I'm going to bered careful with my work from now on,” he said. "They got mefor quite awhile, but that
sentencell run out one of these days. I'll get me out of parole and pay off that claim, then I'm getting out
of here. They aren't hanging another one on me."

"Only onetrouble,” Stan told him. ™Y ou're getting so careful, you're setting yoursalf up.”
"Huh?'
"Y eah. They'll tack you down for malingering if you don't watch it." Stan got to hisfedt.

"Tel you what you do. Run things just as you did when you were a contract man. Only one

thing& mdash;if any crew comes around, pull a sample after they leave. And check it. Y ou know how to
check for magnetic and gravitic deviations. Do that, then go ahead with your run. Now go back to your
machine. I'm going to do alittlework."

He strode out of the refreshment room, watched Sornd as he took over the production run, then swung
around and walked over to the Personnd office.

"Liketo see the package on aman named Sornd," hetold the clerk.

The man hesitated. "We aren't supposed to release awholefile. | can look up any specific information for
you."

Stan frowned. "Don't argue with me. | want to see this guy's package. Need his complete history. Now
getit”

The clerk started to make an objection, then turned and went to the files. He flipped an index, then
punched a combination of numberson his sdector. Finaly, he came back with afolder.

Stan took it and flopped it open on the counter.

"All right, now just stay herewhile| go through this. I'll give it back in afew minutes."
He looked through the records, looking closdly at one exhibit.

"Wow!" hetold himsaf slently.

"Eleven thousand, six hundred ninety-two interstells. Only way héll ever pay that off isby making abig
dent in hissavings™"

Heflipped the paper over, noting the details of the determination of respongbility.
As he examined the payroll data, he nodded. It al balanced out nicely. They'd get severd years of



production out of the man for bare subsistence.
"Very nedt," hetold himsdf.

He closed the folder and handed it back to the clerk.
"All right, that'sdl | need." He glanced &t the clock.
"GuessI'll check out for lunch."

Hewalked out of the office. This one, he thought, could be broken wide open by a Guard investigation.
Sornal would get hisfreedom, and there might be sizable damages.

"Now it would be nice,” Stan muttered, "if | could work out something for mysdf.”

The Guard sergeant was an ol d-timer& mdash;and amethodica man. He listened impassively, then
reached under his desk. For afew seconds, his hand was hidden, then he picked up a pen.

"Now, let's get this straight. What did you say your name was?"'
"Graham. Stanley Graham. |&mdash;”

The sergeant had pulled aform to him. He bent over, writing dowly.
"Graham, Stanley. All right. Now, where do you live?!

One by one, he went through the maze of blanks, ingsting on getting no other information than that called
for by the specific space he was working on. Finally, he put down the pen and leaned back.

"All right, now how about this other man you mention?' He pulled ancther form to him.

Stan was becoming atrifle impeatient. He answered the questions on Sornd, managing to furnish
information for most of the blank spaces on the sergeant's form.

The man dragged a till different form to him.
"All right, now what's this exact complaint?'

Stan went through Sornd's history, quoting figures and dates from the Personnd files he had read. The
sergeant listened noncommittally, stopping him frequently to get repetitions.

At lagt, helooked up.
"Got any documentsto back up this story?"
Stan coughed impatiently.

"No, of coursenot. | can't pull afile out of Personnel and just carry it up here. It'son file, though. | just
got through reading the working file and there's a private file on the guy, too, that would redlly bust things
wide open.”

The sergeant smiled sourly.

"Maybeit would. | suppose they'd pull it right out and hand it over, too."



He spun his chair around and fished abook from a shelf behind his desk.
"Here." He put the book on the corner of the desk. "Here isthe regulation on this sort of Situation.”
He pointed out words, one a atime.

It was along regulation, filled with complex terminology. It forbade seizure of recordsin any manner not
definitdly authorized by local statute. The sergeant went through it, getting full vaue from each word.

At last hisfinger came away from the page.

"Those are private records, you're talking about. On this planet, the law protects corporate records to
the fullest extent. Wed have to have positive evidence that an incriminating document wasin existence.
Wed have to define itslocation and content within fairly narrow limits. Then we'd haveto go beforea
local determinator and request authority for an examination of that document.”

He dammed the book shut.

"And if wefailed to find the document in question, or if it wasn't actudly incriminating, the injured
corporation could dap uswith ajuicy damage clam.” Helooked at Stan coldly.

"If youwant, | can get the locdl statute and let you look that over, too." He paused briefly and
non-expectantly.

"On the other hand, we are obligated to protect the interests of gaactic citizens." He looked pointedly at
the insgne on Stan's pocket, then held out atablet.

"Here. Suppose you St down over there at that table and write out the complaint in your own
handwriting. I'll passit dong.”

Stan looked at the tablet for amoment.

"Oh& mdash; Suppose | manage to get copies of the records on this. Do you think you could do anything
then?'

"If you can bring in documentary evidence, that'll make a case; well take action, of course. That's what
we're here for." The sergeant tapped impassively on the tablet.

"Want to make awritten statement?’
"Skipit," Stan told him wesrily, "I don't want to waste any moretime.”

Asheturned away, he thought he noticed afaint flicker of disappointment on the sergeant’s face before
the man bent over his desk.

He hardly noticed his surroundings as he walked back into the Personnd building.

Atfird, therewasadull resentment& mdash;afree-floating rage& mdash;which failed to find focus, but
sought for outlet in any direction.

The trouble was, he thought, in the forma way of doing things. It didn't redly matter, he told himsdlf,
whether anything redlly got done or not& mdash;so long as an approved routine was followed.



Only thewrong people used direct, effective methods.

The anger remained nondirectiond, smply swelling and surging in dl directions a once. There were too
many targets and it was atorturing pressure, rather than adynamic force.

Hethought of his brief exploson, then grunted in self-ridicule. Hed implied he could just pick up Sornd's
record file, bring it in, and throw it before that sergeant. And for just aflash, held redly thought of it asa

smple possibility.
"Maybe," hetold himsdlf, "one of those Specia Corpsmen could do something likethat, but | don't see
any of them around, trying it."

Helooked around, startled. Somehow, he had passed the gate, identified himself, parked the skip-abot,
and comeingde& mdash;dl without remembering hisactions.

"Wdl," he asked himsdf, "what do | do now? Just become some sort of thing?”
Hewalked into the outer office and aclerk looked up at him.

"Oh, Mr. Graham. The chief wantsto see you." She touched a button and a gate opened.
"Y ou know theway."

"Yes. | do. Wonder what he wants."

Thewoman shook her head and returned to her work.

"Hedidn't say. Just said to tell you to see him when you camein.”

Stan walked through the short corridor, stopping in front of adoor. Down in the corner of the pebbled
glass, neat, small letters spelled out the name& mdash;H. R. Mauson.

Hetapped on the glass.
"Comein." The Personnel chief glanced up as the door opened.
"Oh, Stanley. Sit down.”

Stan lowered himself to the padded seat, then leaned back. It was one of those deep armchairs which
invite relaxation.

The officid touched a button, then leaned forward.
"Tdl me, Stanley,” he said gently, "what were you doing in the Federation Building afew minutes ago?'

Stan tried to lift ahand in a casua gesture, but it seemed stuck to the chair. He exerted more force, then
twisted hisbody. But his arms and legs refused to move away from the upholstery. Mauson smiled.

"Just alittle precaution, Stanley. A gravito unit, you see. It may be unnecessary, but you do have a
reputation for a certain& mdash;shall we say, competence. Although you have never demonstrated your
abilities here, | see no reason for taking foolish chances.” His amile faded.

"Now, supposeyou tell meal about that visit you made to the Federation Building.”
Stan forced himsdlf to relax. Haveto be careful, he thought. He forced agrin to hisface.



"Lunch," hesaid casudly. "The Interstellar Room has areputation al over Taburg, you know." He
laughed eadlly.

"Truthis, | got sort of homesick. Got a sudden urge to have agood dish of delsau. It'sasort of preserve
weredly enjoy a home."

"Now, now." Mauson closed hiseyes. "Try again. Y ou should be able to do better than that.” He tapped
a some notes.

"Y ou were assigned to Sraighten out that man, Sornal, weren't you?'

"Yes. | was, and | did." Stan found he had enough freedom to move his head. "He was just suffering
from& mdash;”

Mauson coughed dryly. "I have areport on that, too. Y ou fed him sometea, talked for awhile, then left
him"

Again, he tapped at his notes.

"Then you came here and demanded the man's Personnd file. Y ou read that and went directly to the
Federation Building. Now, I'm not a completely stupid man. Don't try to make me believe you just
wanted some exotic food."

He poked a switch.

"Wizow, will you step in here, please?"

"Y es, Mauson?' The blocky production chief loomed through adoor.

He glanced at Stan.

"Oh. You got himin here, then?'

"Yes. Oh, he camein by himsdf. But now, he'strying to be alittle coy. Suppose you reason with him."
"Pleasure”

Wizow strode forward to stand over the chair. He struck one hand into the palm of the other, twisting his
wrist at each blow. For the first time since Stan had known him, he had afaint smile on hisface.

"I don't likeyou, Graham," he said. "I didn't like you thefirst time | saw you, and you haven't done athing
to change that first impression.

"Thought you had something funny about you, the way you've dways coddled the workmen. Looked as
though you were running some sort of popularity contest.” Again, he punched hispam.

"And then, there were those suggestions of yours. Smart words& mdash;aways pushing the wrong
people off balance, like other staffmen.” The smile became one-sided.

"Y ou know, you haven't made yoursdlf too popular around here. Not with the people that count. I've
been getting complaints.

"A good staffman doesn't act the way you do. Good man seesto it the workers work. They don't have
to like him& mdash;they just get on the job when he's around. Know what'll happen if they dack off.



"And agood staffman leaves the thinking to guysthat get paid to do it. He follows established
procedure.”

Heleaned closeto Stan, frowning.
"What are you? Some kind of Federation plant?

Abruptly, hisright hand flashed out, to crash against Stan's cheek. A heavy finger trailled acrossone eye,
bringing a sudden spurt of tears. The hand moved back, poised for amore solid blow.

Stan's head bounced back against the chair, then forward again.

And the diffuse fury in him coadesced and burst into novaike flame. It had asingle target. It focused. He
glared at the big man.

"Those hands," he snapped. "Get them to your side!
"Now, get over into that corner. Move when | tell you!"
For an ingtant, Wizow stood immobile. The frown faded, leaving the heavy face empty.

Hetried to raise his hand again, then gave alittle sob of hopeless rage and moved back, one dow,
reluctant step at atime, until he was wedged into a corner of the room.

"That'sgood,” Stan told him. "Now stay there. And keep quiet.”

He turned toward Mauson.



"You. Turn off that gravito unit. Then St ill."
He pushed himsdlf out of the chair as the congtraining force was removed.

"Now," he growled, "you can kick it in again. Giveit alittle power, too, whileyou're at it." Hewheded
around.

"All right," he sngpped at Wizow, "turn around. Get into that chair.”

He watched asthe big body was pressed into the cushions. Wizow's face showed strain. Stan went
around Mauson's desk.

"| said alittle power." He reached down and gave the gravito control an abrupt twist.
Wizow's mouth popped open, agony showing in hiseyes. Stan grinned tightly and eased off on the knob.

"| redlly should spin thisthing up to aproof load," he said. "Might be interesting to see what kind of an
assembly job they did on you. But welll just leave you thisway. All you've got to do iskeep quiet. You're
deaf, dumb, and blind, you understand?' He turned on Mauson.

"Now, for you& mdash;" Hisvoicetrailed off.

The man was gitting like a puppet whose controlling strings had been cut. Stan's blazing fury started to
burn down.

These minds, he suddenly redlized, had been virtualy pardyzed. He didn't need anything to tie them
down. All he had to do was point hisfinger. They'd jump. He shook his head.

"Funny,” hetold himsdf. "All you haveto do isbealittle forceful. Why didn't somebody tell me about
this?' Helooked calculatingly at Mauson.

"Tel you what were gonnado,” he said rhythmicaly. "Get your car over here. Y ou know, the shielded
job. We don't want anyone snapping at us with flashers." His voice hardened.

"Comeon," he ordered, "get on that box. Tell 'em you want that car."

Asthe car rolled down the street, he leaned forward alittle,

"All right, driver," he said peremptorily, "when we get to the Federation Building, swing into the officia
driveway."

The driver moved hishead dightly. Stan sat back, waiting.

Helooked at the building fronts as they swept past. When held first come here, held noticed the clean
beauty of the city. And he's been unable to understand the indefinable warning held felt. But
nowé& mdash;he'd looked beneath the surface.

The car dowed. A guard was flagging them down at the building entrance. Stan touched awindow
control.

"Stand asde, Guardsman,” he ordered. "We're coming in." He flicked the window control again.

"Keep going, driver," he ordered. "Y ou can let usout insde. Then find aplace to park, and wait."



Another guard came toward them as the car rolled to a stop.

"Hey," he protested, "thisis& mdash;”

Stan looked a him coldly.

"Which way to the Guard commander's office?"

The man pointed. "Elevator over there. Fifth floor. But& mdash;"

"I didn't ask for astory. Get our driver into a parking space and keep him there." Stan turned to Mauson.
"All right. Get out."

He shepherded the man into the elevator and out again. In the hall, he glanced around, then walked
through adoorway.

A middle-aged guardsman looked a him inquiringly.
"Can | do something for you gentlemen?’

"Yes. We want to see the commander..”

The guardsman smiled. "Well, now, perhgps& mdash;”
Stan looked at him sternly.

"I've had my quota of runaroundstoday. | said we want to see the commander. Now, al you haveto do
istake usto him. Move!"

The smilefaded. For an instant, the man seemed abouit to rebel. Then he turned.

"Thisway," he said evenly. Heled the way through alarge room, then tapped at a door on the other side.
"y e

The voice was vaguely familiar to Stan. He frowned, trying to placeit.

"Two mento seeyou, Sr. Seemsalittle urgent.”

"Oh?WEell, bring themin."

Stan relaxed. Thiswas getting easier, he thought. Now he could get these people to take Mauson before
adeterminator. His statements would furnish plenty of evidence for afull search of Janzel's Personnd
files

Hejerked hishead at Mauson.

"Ingde”

He waited as the man stepped through the door, then followed.

A dender man was standing behind awide desk.

"Wdl," hesad camly. "We come home, Graham. Glad you could makeit."
"Mgor Michagls" Stan forgot everything he had planned to say.



The other smiled. "Let's say Agent Michaels," he corrected. " Specid Corpsmen don't have actud Guard
rank. Mot of us got thrown out of the Academy in the first couple of years."

He glanced a the guardsman, then flicked afinger out to point at Mauson.

"Takethisdown and put it away somewheretill we need it, deSilva. Graham and | have sometaking to
do."

"Yes, ar." The middle-aged man turned toward Stan.
"Congratulations, ar." He jerked athumb a Mauson.
"Come on, you. March."

Michadls held up ahand as Stan opened his mouth.

"Never mind," he said quietly. "DeSlvais quite capable of handling that one. Take care of three or four
more like him if he had to. Pretty good man." He reached for abox on his desk.

"Here," hesad. "Light up. Got afew thingsto talk about."
"But I've got& mdash;"

"It can wait. Wall put the whole story on the tape when you were talking to him downgtairs. Weve been
Swedting you out.”

"Y ou've been sweeting me out? | had to practicaly force my way up here"

"That you did." Michaelstook acigarette from the box, Started to put it in his mouth, then pointed it at
Stan.

"That's normal procedure. Y ou've heard of the Specid Corpsfor Investigation, | presume?’
"Yes But&mdash;"

"Ever think of being acorpsman yoursdf?'

"Of course. Y ou know that& mdash;we've talked about it. But | never could& mdash;”

"That'sright." Michaglswaved the cigarette. "We don't have recruiting offices. All our people haveto
forcetherr way in. Tdl me, do you know anything about the history of this planet?*

Stan clenched histeeth. Somehow, he had lost the initiative in thisinterview. He took adeep breath.
"Look," hesaid decisively, "1&mdash;"

"Later." Michagls shook hishead. "Y ou are familiar with this culture by now, then?'

"Wel ... yes. I'veread some higtory ... alittle law."

"Good. Savesmealot of talk. Y ou know, sometimes we run into asituation that can be corrected by a
sngle, deft stroke. Makes things very pleasant. We send in an agent& mdash;or two or six. The
necessary gets done, and somebody writes up anice, neat report.” He toyed with the cigarette lighter.

"But thisthing isn't like that. Weve got along, monotonous job of routine plugging to do. Weve got to
bust a hard-shelled system without hurting too many of the people withinit. And weve been at it for a



while, We think we've made some progress, but weve still got alot of snakestokill.

"But even bad stuations have their good points. At least, this place isagood training ground for
probationers.”

"Probationers?"
"Right. Probationers who don't even know they're being tested.” He smiled.

"People with the qudifications for Senior Agent are hard to get. Most of them are latent& mdash;adl eep.
We can't expect them to walk in& mdash;we have to find them. Then we have to wake them up. It can

betricky."
Helit hiscigarette, eying Stan thoughtfully.

"l suppose you've heard some of the storiesthat fly around about the Corps. The truth of the matter is,
the Senior Agent isn't any superman. He'sjust anormal human being with acouple of extraquirks.”

Heheld up afinger.
"Firgt, he'strouble prone. A nasty Stuation attracts him much as aflame attracts amoth.

"Therearealot of peoplelike that. Most of them are dways getting themsel ves clobbered. The agent
usualy doesn't.”

He held up a second finger.

"Because he has a compensating ability. When he turns on the pressure, people do just ashetells
them& mdash;most people, that is" He Sghed.

"That'sthe |atent ability. Sometimesfull control isburied so deeply it takes something like amgjor
catastrophe to wake the guy up to the fact he can useit.” He smiled wryly.

"Oh, he pushes people around once in a while& mdash; makes ‘em uneasy when he's
around& mdash;makes himself unpopular. But he's got no control. He's got to be awakened.”

"Y es, but& mdash;"
"Uh-uh. It soundssmple, but it isn't." Michaels shook his head.

"You dont just snap afinger in front of thisfellow. Y ou've got to provide him with red trouble. Fileit on
him& mdash;until he gets so much pressure built up that he snaps himsdf into action. Makes aplacelike
thisussful.”

"l beginto see. Y ou mean dl this stuff I've been going through was sort of aglorified alarm clock?"

"Yes. You could put it that way. That, and atria assignment asajunior agent. Still want to be a Specid
Corpsman?'

Stan looked around the office consderingly, then got to hisfeet.

"l stood it without knowing what was going on. Even had alittle fun oncein awhile. Maybe | could learn
tolikeitif | knew what | wasdoing." He shrugged.

"What's next?'



Michaels shoved a stack of paperstoward him.
"Adminigtrative details. Y ou just can't get away from them.” Hetook a pen from his desk.
"After you sign al these, I'll get acouple of peoplein here for witnesses while we give you your oath.

"It'spracticaly painless.”
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