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      Enter the SF Gateway …


      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


      

      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’


      


      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.


      





CHAPTER ONE






He stood and stared at the great cigar that thrust itself Sequoia-high into the day’s low clouds. And in him was awe and a certain reverence. The dream had been strong to reach out to the stars, to join the lemming-like rush of man to far planets. The heroes of his childhood had been the conquistadores, the Pilgrims, the ’49ers, the Boers who trekked into the Transvaal; the heroes of his present were those who even now were opening up new worlds in the reaches of space.


A voice said, “Hey, fella, move along.”


He brought his eyes around to the other. “What?”


“I said, get along. You’re blocking the entry.”


“I’m not bothering anybody.”


“Come on, come on,” the guard snarled. “If we let every flat around hang out here, the passengers wouldn’t be able to get through.”


He looked at the man for a long moment. The other had little to do beyond standing at the gate and checking entry passes and was asserting his petty authority on the only available outlet.


He said, “Look, I want to locate somebody on board the s/s Titov. That’s her, isn’t it?”


“That’s her,” the guard said, projecting weariness. “Crew member or passenger?”


“I… I don’t know.”


The guard sneered at him. “You wouldn’t just be some stute yoke wants to get aboard just for the glory of being on a space passenger freighter, would you? Just so he could tell the other yokes.”


The other looked at him unblinkingly.


Something there is in the killer trained that is there to be felt through his eyes. A chill emptiness, the knowledge of the power to take life, or possibly to refrain from taking it, upon desire. A chill emptiness.


The guard saw a man in his mid-twenties. Medium of build, firm, well-cut features, quiet of voice, not overly well dressed. But he saw more than that. The chill in the dark eyes. The guard shifted his shoulders unhappily.


“Maybe you’re thinking of stowing away. How’d I know?” the guard said grudgingly.


“You don’t have to know. All I asked was how I went about locating someone on the Titov”


The guard indicated with his head. “Down there at the ad buildings. There’s a couple of rooms for the Titov. Ask ’em there. And now, beat it.”


He found the two rooms devoted to the business of the spaceship Titov, There was a considerable coming and going, mostly, he supposed, last minute emergencies of scatterbrained passengers.


He grunted self-deprecation. Who was he to call them scatterbrained? They were living their dream. They were heading out into deep space on the great adventure.


He stood there frowning, not knowing his approach. From the size of the space-bound passenger freighter, it held a large number of passengers and crewhundreds. One of them was Peshkopi, but he didn’t even know the other’s first name,


A professionally kindly voice said, “May I help you, my son? You are one of the passengers?”


He ran his eyes over the other. A brown robe, a face that was plump, pink and looked freshly washed, a short rounded body. In short, a United Temple monk, or perhaps a friar or rabbi, or whatever they called them. He wasn’t particularly up on contemporary religion. His family had long nourished itself on hate.


He said, “I was looking for somebody aboard.”


The older man chuckled. “I am afraid I cannot help you. I have but arrived myself. Perhaps one of the ship’s officers over there.”


‘Thanks, uh, Pater,” he said. “They look busy. Perhaps I’d better come back later.”


The Temple monk chuckled again and patted his well-rounded belly. “I suspect they shall get increasingly busy from now on. Burn off is set for tomorrow morning at seven.”


“Well, thanks, Pater.” He drifted away. He didn’t like the idea of simply approaching a Titov officer and asking about the one he sought. There might be dangerous aftermaths to that.


He passed near two of the uniformed crew members. One, a solid, florid-faced type was grumbling, “I’m going for a nardy coffee break. I’ve been sitting here for hours listening to the nardiest curd ever inflicted on a man. That last curve wanted to know whether there were snakes on New Arizona. Snakes, yet! What’s she think it is, the Garden of Eden?”


His companion, whose sleeve bore one stripe, as compared to the other’s three, said, “Skipper said no more liberty, Jeff. We burn off …”


“I know when we nardy well burn off,” the other rasped. “And I don’t need your advice, laddy. I didn’t say anything about liberty. I said I needed coffee!” He spun and started off, swinging stocky legs as though in a desperate urgency.


The younger officer stared after him worriedly, his mouth half open as though to call, but then snapped it shut


He came up from behind and stared after the three striper. He turned to the younger officer. “Wasn’t that Jeff …” He let his sentence dribble off.


The officer, still frowning, looked at him. “That was Jefferson Ferguson,” he said. “First engineer.”


“Oh, yes,” the other mumbled. “That’s what somebody said.” He drifted away, as though vaguely. The junior officer looked after him, then shrugged in dismissal and went back to his duties.


Upon losing the attention of the junior officer, he thoughtfully followed Jeff Ferguson, who was obviously heading for refreshment stronger than coffee. The way led to a small autobar, less than a quarter mile from the spaceport’s administration complex.


The place was packed with both uniformed spacemen and civilians some of whom were already stupidly drunk.


The engineer, his hands on his hips in disgust, was looking about the dim interior, obviously in search of an empty table.


He came up from behind and said, “Pardon me, aren’t you the Titov’s chief engineer, sir?”


Ferguson’s eye came around. “No, I am not the nardy Titov’s nardy chief engineer. I’m the … and who in Zen might you be?”


He smiled, projecting shyness. “I … I’m one of the passengers, sir. Thought perhaps you would have a drink with me. One … well, sort of for the road.”


“And why should I drink with you, laddy?” However, there was a milder tone.


The other’s smile widened. “Well, sir, I’ve got these Earth exchange slugs. What good will they do me on New Arizona? I thought I might as well…”


“You one of these nardy funkers who’re drivel-happy enough to buy a berth halfway across the nardy galaxy and then at the last minute be afraid to come aboard?”


The other stared at him blankly. “Well…. no, sir.” He saw it was obviously a pet peeve with the engineer and an opening wedge. “Why should anybody do that?”


Ferguson grumbled contempt. “Nardy cloddies. Sure, I’ll have a drink with you, laddy. Come along.” He led the way to a table whichsupported is the only wordfour blue denim uniformed crewmen with s/s Titov lettered on their breast pockets.


The first engineer bent a beady eye on them. “And what in the nardy Zen are the four of you space rats doing here when the ship’s all but set to burn off?”


They staggered to their feet, two steadying one who was listing seriously to starboard. The fourth muttered something that didn’t come through and they all stumbled hurriedly for the door, without looking back.


“Nardy cloddies,” Ferguson grumbled, sinking into one of the abandoned chairs and motioning to another for his benefactor.


“Now, laddy, what will it be? You’re right. It’s a long trip to New Arizona and your exchange slugs will do you nothing there. So name your guzzle. These spaceport bars carry every drink known to man or beast.” He chortled gruffly. “Save, of course, those lacking in alcohol.”


“Lozovacka,” his host said, scanning the extensive liquor list imprinted on the table top.


“What?” the engineer demanded.


“Traditional drink where my people originally came from.” He was not a toper but he was familiar with one facet of those who are. In the same way that you don’t play the other man’s game if you wish to win at gambling, you don’t drink the other man’s liquor if you want to put him under the table. A Scotsman can drink Scotch until dawn, and a Mexican tequila, but switch one to the other and they’re both drenched by midnight.


Jeff Ferguson glared at him, in lugubrious chagrin, but his new-found companion was innocent of face. He had found, somewhat to his surprise, the strong Montenegrin and Albanian liquor on the bar list and had already dropped exchange slugs and dialed itdoubles.


A drinking man will drink in any language and Jeff Ferguson was a drinking man. He took up the glass. “Lucky burn offs, luckier set downs!”


He tossed the fiery Balkan brandy down, stiff wristed.


So did his host, still keeping his face innocent of expression and as though the high proof potable was every day tipple.


Ferguson’s breath came out heavily in a whoosh, and he glared again though for different reason. “What did you call that?”


The other told him, dialing again. “Good, no? In my part of the world they say whisky’s for babies.”


“Oh, they nardy well do, huh?”


The other pushed the fresh glass over to the engineer. “What was it you were saying about paying for a ticket and then missing the burn off?”


Ferguson indicated the crowded, smoky, dismal auto-bar. “Half of these cloddies. Save up their nardy exchange for years. Sell the family treasures. All that sort of jetsam. Big ambition. Migrate to one of the new planets. Get rich over-space. The big dream. And what happens? Here they are, trying to keep up their courage with a guzzle. Half or more will turn up missing in the morning.”


His companion stared around at them. He had always had the dream himself. It seemed utterly fantastic, that these who were so close to realizing it…


“Space flap,” Ferguson was grumbling. He took down half the drink before him and interrupted himself long enough to say, “Laddy, I admit a certain respect for your national beverage.” And then, “Space flap. They read about it. Get to thinking about it. Something like seasickness in the old days. Nine tenths of it pure nardy imaginationwhich doesn’t make it any less real. Ever see a man in space flap?”


“No.” He wondered if he should dial still another round. He didn’t want to push it. Couldn’t afford to make the other suspicious. But, for that matter, he had no real plan of action as yet.


“Well,” Ferguson grumbled, “it’s just as well, laddy. It’s highly contagious. Can sweep through a nardy ship like a fire. Starts with the flats aboard. Free fall, the instinctive dread of deep space, the monotony and boredom of space traveland don’t think it’s not monotonous. Some nardy flat gets it, and it …”


He was interrupted by a fight which broke out at the table behind him. The engineer didn’t bother to turn, reacting no more than to close his eyes momentarily in pain. When the noise had abated he said to his host, “That’s the kind what comes down with flap first. Nardy flats.”


His new friend dialed another round. The engineer was already feeling the ultra-potent brandy and the other took the chance of dialing himself a dry wine that resembled in color the spirit the engineer was drinking. He was going to have to keep in control of his own powers, if his mission was to be accomplished by morning.


He said, “By the way, you wouldn’t know a fella named, let’s see, Peshkopi, would you?”


Jeff Ferguson looked at him, half closing one eye. “On the Titov?” He shook his head. “Might be a new crew member. We have a crew of almost sixty. He’s not an officer.”


“Possibly one of the passengers.”


“How in nardy Zen would I know the passengers?” Ferguson grumbled reasonably. “This stuff isn’t exactly bellywash, uh … what’d you say your name was?”


The other said, “Oh … Smith.”


Ferguson said, his voice slurring. “I better get on back to the ship. Duties.”


His companion looked at him in surprise. “You haven’t even bought back once,” he complained. “I thought the idea was to have one of your own national drinks.”


“Course,” Ferguson said, in ruffled dignity. “Scotch. Pot still malt whisky, what?”


“Double for me.”


They returned to the ship late.


The administration offices were closed, save for one or two night-shift clerks, busy with paperwork. At the gate were two of the Titov’s crew. They looked at the first engineer unhappily.


“Zen,” one muttered. “You know the skipper’s orders, sir.”


“The skipper,” Jefferson Ferguson slurred in rebuttal, “is a flat, as you nardy well know, Samuelson. Nardy well know.”


“Yes, sir,” Samuelson admitted unhappily. Evidently, Jeff Ferguson was a popular officer. Possibly his drinking was a source of concern for his men, when they were in port, but popular.


Now he was leaning on his companion as though past ready for sleep.


Samuelson said, scowling, “Who’re you? Where’s your pass?”


Ferguson opened one eye and squinted at the guard accusingly. “Samuelson, don’t you know a nardy passenger when you nardy well see one? Pal of mine. Shipmates. All of us, New Arizona.”


“Yes, sir.” Samuelson squirmed. He was a small man with large ears stuck out from the side of his head, giving him a homely appearance. He glanced again at the ship. “The skipper said …”


“The skipper,” Ferguson said gruffly, “is full of curd.” He wavered forward. “Less go, ol’ pal, ol’ pal. Some drink, that guzzle of yours.”


He awoke from no deep dream of peace, and stared upward in lack of comprehension at a metal overhead.


Elements of the dream were still with him. He had been in a great company, men, women and even some few children.


And all had been almost godlike in their physical attributes and the sheen of idealism on their faces. All had been heroes and heroines about to participate in some great endeavor. All except one. He was the exception. The great endeavor was the conquest of space and all were about to embark in a great spaceship, embark for the far beyond.


He had tried to efface himself, remain inconspicuous, but still to join them, to stay among their number. But everywhere he went their scornful eyes sought him out He didn’t belong among this noble gathering and all knew he didn’t belong. And all the time, deep within him, he knew that he would be rejected. That no matter how devious he was, they wouldn’t allow him to participate in the great endeavor.


For they were heroes and he was a skulking killer.


He came fully awake and stared at the overhead and felt the taste of hangover in his mouth. And that alone was strange. In his time he had become drenched on occasion, but it was not his vice. He had been raised in the old tradition, so that he had been used to wine or beer, especially with meals, since earliest childhood. But his people practically never overindulged.


There was a humming, a faintest of throbs from somewhere. And now he realized that next to him was the warmth of a body. He was in bed with another.


He started when a voice said, officially, “Will Roger Bock please attend a preliminary meeting of the board being held in the lounge in officer’s country?”


Before the sentence was finished, he realized it was coming from an intercom speaker located over a small desk on the far side of the Spartan compartment in which he found himself.


Even as he turned to find with whom he was bedded down, it was coming back to him. The night before.


And, yes, it was Ferguson. Fully clothed, as was he himself. The engineer was sprawled on his back, a faint line of spittle drooling from the side of his mouth and snoring uncomfortably fitfully.


They had got back to the Titov. He had kept the drunken engineer lucid enough to get them through the gates and even up the gang-plank and past the watch there. He couldn’t have chosen a better front had he known the spaceship’s personnel intimately. Evidently, crew and junior officers were used to Ferguson’s binges and used to covering for him. Out of his cups, evidently the man was popular. Having witnessed him in his cups, it was hard to realize why.


The vibrating must mean they were underway.


He shot up bolt upright in the bunk.


Under way!


He had thought to sneak onto the Titov and accomplish his mission the night before, but in plying the engineer with sufficient liquor to get himself aboard, he had plied himself as well.


They were spaceborne! There was no turning back. A spacecraft didn’t turn back for such minor matters as a discovered stowaway.


What did they do to stowaways? He didn’t know.


He felt he had to get out of here. Possibly hide some place. Where could you hide on the s/s Titov? He didn’t want to be present when Jeff Ferguson woke up. He had a suspicion the engineer would know it was no accident.


He maneuvered himself out of the large bunk, as carefully as he could make it. The solidly built engineer reacted no more than to grumble something in his sodden sleep.


He took the time to glance briefly at himself in the mirror which was sunk in the wall above the washbowl and shaving refresher. He felt worse than he looked. He glanced down at his clothes. They were really a mess. His clothes were not of the quality that would take sleeping in without protest.


The inter-com speaker said, “Will Roger Bock please join the meeting of the board in the lounge?”


He threw some water on his face, not up to a thorough refreshing, and escaped into the corridor. Why he thought himself safer there, he hadn’t the vaguest idea.


He wasn’t completely at a loss in this atmosphere. Although he had never been in a spacecraft before, he had had the dream since earliest youth and had stared himself glassy eyed at Tri-D shows whose theme was adventure over-space. Had made model spaceships. Had pored over illustrations, photographs, diagrams of spacecraft ranging from the first sputnik to the latest space cruiser exploration craft designed for the farthest frontiers man had as yet reached in his outpouring over his far out wing of the galaxy.


He wasn’t at a complete loss, but he wasn’t at home nor at ease.


He made his way slowly along the corridor, his mind racing. He was obviously in officer country. That had been the first engineer’s cabin. The skipper, the chief engineer, the first officer and the first engineer would share the most desirable quarters on the s/s Titov along with any first-class passengers, or company officials of whatever line owned the spaceship.


What was probably a steward, by his natty uniform, scurried past, stopping only long enough to say, “Are you Citizen Bock, sir? Citizen Roger Bock?”


Before he could answer, the other had swept him quickly with his eyes, frowned slightly, undoubtedly at the clothing, evidently decided that this couldn’t be Citizen Bock, and scurried on.


The corridor bent slightly to the left.


He had decided he was going to have to get out of this part of the ship. He was far too conspicuous. His best bet was probably to make it to the dormitories, the equivalent of third class, where the overwhelming majority of the colonists would be packed-like sardines, was the old expression. And if the Tri-Ds he had seen were at all accurate the expression was far more suited in this day than it had been when first utilized. Man had never so nearly approached the living conditions of the canned sardine as when he traveled dormitory style in a space transport.


Something hit his eye. A small nameplate on a door.


ROGER BOCK


The one they were calling over the loud-speaker. The one the steward had been seeking.


And then the remote possibility came to him.


Those who at the last moment turned funker, were afraid to burn off into the unknown, or who feared space flap. There had been a score or more of them present at that auto-bar last night. Or, at least, that many who were potentially last moment funkers. Some would gain enough alcoholic courage to beat down their fears. But some, not. From what Ferguson said, there were at least a dozen on each trip.


But the possibility was there. Was Roger Bock one of those who, at the very last, couldn’t bring himself to desert the security of the planet of his birth for unknown adventure?


He tried the door. It gave.


He pushed on through, an excuse ready to his mouth if he found he had made a mistake.


The cabin was almost identical in its monastic simplicity to that of Jeff Ferguson’s. The bed had not been slept in. The luggage was untouched.


On the face of it, Roger Bock was not aboard. He sank into the small cabin’s one chair, whistling air through his teeth. For the moment he was safe.


He grunted disgust. For the moment was right. As soon as he, showed up for a meal, he would be spotted.


But then it came to him that the day before literally hundreds of persons had boarded the s/s Titov. Without doubt they were largely unknown to each other.


He hurriedly, hands trembling slightly, threw one of the bags up on the bunk and began fumbling with its latches. He had no need to break anything, it was unlocked. He opened it and began fussing through the contents.


A young man, obviously. One with a taste more to color than that of his own. Somewhat of a dandy. Someone with considerably more exchange than he had ever possessed, too. He held a flowery jerkin up to himself and found it a fairly good fit.


There was a heavy folder of papers. He thumbed quickly through them, his eyes in surprise. Their owner must have left his cabin and the ship with the intention of getting one or two spine strengthening last drinks, and then let the one or two parley up into a blacking out. Bock had left almost everything behind.


And then the bottom fell out of his hopes. He now found what the inter-com summons to a meeting of the board meant. Roger Bock was a member of the company which for all practical purposes owned this colonizing expedition. Such being so, the other board members would know Citizen Bock. It was not as though he could merge, a single young man, into the confusion of the dormitory passengers. Oh, no. Roger Bock had to be one of the several most important persons aboard.


He stood, indecisive, for a moment.


At least he could clean up. Clean up and appropriate some fresh clothing. Bock certainly wasn’t going to use it. He could clean up and then see if he could make his way down to dormitory class and disappear into anonymity with the hundreds of the common herd down there. His own type of people, he supposed.


He didn’t expect to be interrupted immediately, so he took his time with his toilet. Took his time selecting from the missing Roger Bock’s clothing that which suited and fitted him best. His own rejected things he considered for a moment, then flushed into the disposal chute. Had he left them here, they would have looked suspicious and set some steward’s mind to wondering what Roger Bock was doing with clothing of a third-rate citizen.


He repacked the bags he had gone through, after selecting two or three items he thought might be of use before all was over, and stacked them into a corner.


He turned to go just as there was a knock at the door.


He froze, realizing that, like a flat, he had failed to lock the door behind him. It was as open as when he, himself, had entered.


It opened, slowly, quietly, and after a moment a face came round the door and peered at him. The face smiled lazily.


The face said, “You Roger Bock?” And then, without waiting for answer, the door opened farther and the other entered.


The newcomer cast his eyes briefly around the cabin. “All these wretched compartments are identical,” he complained. “We’re ants. No, bees. Bees, swarming out into the stars.” He made a humorous moue. “Like hell we are. We’re the rejects of humanity, those who can’t make the grade and seek an easier way somewhere else.”


The other was staring at him.


The newcomer was not quite to his middle years, dapper and expensively dressed. Handsome of features, in a professional model’s sort of way, but with the beginnings of jowls. More than a beginning of heavy waist, too. There was a twist of his mouth which he possibly didn’t know about and which gave him a perpetual appearance of stereotype cynic, a continual deprecation which was overdone.


He cleared his throat and said, “I don’t believe we’ve met.”


“Not my fault,” the newcomer said, putting out a hand that was almost, not quite, limp. “You didn’t show up for the big meeting. Where were you?”


“Sleeping off a drunk.” They shook hands.


The newcomer nodded and sank into the cabin’s one chair. “You didn’t miss anything. Just kind of a get-together to make acquaintance. The board and the captain and his senior officers, all except the first engineer. The Temple monk,” the newcomer twisted his mouth, “blessed the trip.”


The other ran a suddenly dry tongue over a drier upper lip. “Get together? Didn’t anybody know anybody?”


The newcomer looked at him. “Some did. The skipper knew his officers, of course. And our representative from the United Temple knew one of the board who came from some remote area down in South America. What was his name? Zorilla, or something like that. A bandit type, if I ever saw one. He’ll probably own the colony before the decade is out. That is, if this old tub ever makes it. By the way, my name’s Darleen, Leslie Darleen.”


The other lowered himself onto the bunk’s edge. He had to say something. He said, “What do you mean, tub? Isn’t the Titov up to specifications?”


Leslie Darleen laughed as though it had been a joke. “Rog, old chap, I admire the way you delivered that line. A professional comedian couldn’t have done it better. Why do you think we insured her to the tippy-top of the hilt?” He twisted his mouth. “Why, above all, did the board lay out that fabulous amount for two spanking new small boats for officer country usage?”





CHAPTER TWO






The new Roger Bock, hardly at ease, inwardly expecting momentary exposure, sat in the ship’s lounge of the s/s Titov with Leslie Darleen, First Officer Ben Ten Eyck, Richard Fodor, one of the board of the new Arizona Company, and the ship’s communication officer whose name Bock had not caught The others called him Sparks with lack of imagination which had come down through the centuries.


Roger Bock had been introduced around by Leslie Darleen, now he said, feeling need to say something, “Sorry I missed the meeting earlier. I’m afraid I overdid it last night. The first engineer and I…”


“Was that sot drunk again?” Ben Ten Eyck rasped. “I was afraid he’d missed burn off.” He was a tall man with faded blond hair but a dark face that held an adolescent petulance.


Leslie Darleen clucked. “Rog, Rog, you mustn’t tell tales out of school.”


Richard Fodor, an ordinary looking business type, said dourly, “I’m surprised any of the crew showed up.”


Ten Eyck looked at him without warmth and Fodor stared back as though in defiance. “The Titov isn’t exactly as represented when I bought my chair on the New Arizona Company board,” he said bluntly.


Rog Bock wasn’t getting this but he hurried on, trying to soothe waters he hadn’t expected to ruffle. “What I meant was, I’m sorry to have missed the meeting. It must have been, well, inspiring.”


Leslie tittered.


Rog said, feeling more the fool by the minute, “Well, what I meant, here we all are, setting off on the greatest adventure of all. Founding a new colony. The Titov, of course, will go on back, take new colonists to a still newer world, and do it over and over. But as for us? It’s possible not one of us will ever see Earth again.”


Sparks said, his high voice irritated, “We’ll be lucky if we ever see New Arizona, not to speak about taking new colonists to new worlds.”


The first officer looked at him darkly. “That’s enough of that, Sparks. There are regulations against upsetting passengers in space. What do you want to do, set off flap?”


Sparks said, argumentatively, “Nobody here at this table’s a flat. We all know where we stand.”


Things were going by that missed Rog Bock, but he gained the impression that he had set off something inadvertently. He said, trying to recoup, “What I meant was, it’s the big adventure, and I’m sorry to have not been in on the first meeting of the board.”


Fodor grunted sourly. “You didn’t miss anything. We introduced ourselves around, reaffirming everything we’ve settled before by correspondence.” His mouth turned dour. “I suppose you know, Matthew Hunt isn’t aboard.”


To this point, Rog Bock had never heard of Matthew Hunt. He kept his mouth closed, his attention open.


Leslie tittered his snide humor. “Now there’s a man to admire. We’re playing it safe two ways, he’s playing it safe three.”


Ben Ten Eyck rasped, “What is that supposed to mean?”


Leslie shrugged humorously. “Why do you play innocent, Mister Mate? Surely you know that the Titov cleared her papers only with the aid of a bit of chicanery. That she and the New Arizona Company are insured to the hilt. That if anything goes wrong, two spacious lifecraft are available to the ship’s officers and we first-class passengers, but that otherwise the lifecraft are a scandal. But if we do make it to New Arizona, we of the board still have it well arranged. The contracts signed by our fellow colonists, down there in the filth of the holds, are so binding that Earth laws would not have condoned them.”


“The yokes signed, didn’t they?” Richard Fodor demanded bluntly.


Leslie turned to him and laughed lazily. “In fact, they signed twice. Once, legal papers we could file in Greater Washington. Then, a second contract which we have kept to ourselves. When and if we arrive in New Arizona, we of this board become the law, nous sommes l’Etat, with bows to Louis the Fourteenth. We own New Arizona and every tool, every seed, every book, every bit of equipment that will be landed. Our fellow colonists have signed themselves over to a condition of servitude that…”


“They signed, didn’t they? It’s not involuntary servitude.” Fodor said. “What’s your point, Darleen?”


Leslie looked at him amusedly. “No point, simply stating of facts. We of the board can’t lose. If the ship fails, we collect a preposterous insurance. If it does make it, we inherit a whole world there to be exploited.” He tossed back his head and laughed. “But old Matthew Hunt who organized the whole thing is playing it safer still. He hasn’t even come along! If the ship falls apart he assumes his share of the inflated insurance. If we do make it, and are able to exploit New Arizona profitably hell turn up at his leisure, after all the tears have been shed, and collect. Oh, our super-entrepreneur can hardly lose.”


“You’re talking curd,” Ten Eyck rasped. “Come along Sparks, we’ve got some odds and ends.” He turned, in an obvious huff, and swung off. The communications officer shrugged and followed.


The counterfeit Rog Bock looked after them thoughtfully. He’d almost stuck his foot into it a couple of times already. He was going to have to keep his mouth tight He was on the taciturn side by nature, but he was going to have to be all but mute if he was to put this over.


Remaining mute, for the moment was going to be difficult. Through the lounge door stepped the first woman Rog Bock had seen thus far upon the Titov. And she could have been designed to his specifications.


He was not an overly tall man but she was a good two inches the less and trended to the dark complexioned beauties found in the mountains of South Slavonia, Montenegro and Albania; high foreheads, rich black hair, very good teeth and full, wide mouths.


Behind her came the Temple monk Rog had spoken to briefly the evening before, looking as newly washed and pink as ever and as pleasantly round of tummy.


Leslie Darleen murmured, “Pater Bill and our aloof Citizeness Bergman.”


Rog Bock opened his mouth and shut it again, abruptly. He had almost asked a question that possibly he should have known the answer to, had he been the person he presented himself. Instead, he scrambled to his feet. Darleen and Fodor followed him in, more leisurely.


The Temple monk and the girlshe was a girl, rather than a woman, Rog had decidedapproached them. The Titov’s lounge, which doubled as officer’s and passenger’s mess, was hardly so large that it was practical for one grouping to ignore another even had they desired.


Darleen said, “Citizeness Bergman, Pater William, may I introduce the missing member of the board, Roger Bock? Or, since we are to be the closest of companions in the glorious future, should I say, Cathy, Pater Bill and Rog?”
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