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      BOOK ONE


      

      VULCAN


      









      
      Chapter One

      
      
      
      
      Death came quietly to The Row.

      
      The suit stank. The Tech inside it stared out through the scratched port at the pipe that looped around the outside of the
         recreation dome and muttered a string of curses that would’ve peeled a deep-space trader.
      

      
      What he wanted more than anything was a tall cool narcobeer to kill the hangover drumrolls in his head. The one thing he didn’t
         want, he knew, was to be hanging outside Vulcan, staring at a one-centimeter alloy pipe that wouldn’t hook up.
      

      
      He clamped his waldos on the flange, set the torque rating by feel, and tried another round of obscenities, this time including
         his supervisor and all the stinking Migs enjoying themselves one meter and a world away from him.
      

      
      Done. He retracted the waldos and slammed the suit’s tiny drive unit into life. Not only was his supervisor a clot who was
         an exjoyboy, but he was also going to get stuck for the first six rounds. The Tech shut down his ground-zeroed brain and rocketed
         numbly for the lock.
      

      
      Of course, he’d missed the proper torque setting. If the pipe hadn’t been carrying fluorine, under high pressure, the error
         wouldn’t have made any difference.
      

      
      The overstressed fitting cracked, and raw fluorine gradually ate its way through, for several shifts spraying harmlessly into
         space. But, as the fracture widened, the spray boiled directly against the outer skin of The Row, through the insulation and,
         eventually, the inner skin.
      

      
      At first the hole was pin-size. The initial pressure drop inside the dome wasn’t even enough to kick over the monitors high overhead in The Row’s roof control capsule.
      

      
      The Row could’ve been a red-light district on any of a million pioneer planets – Company joygirls and boys picked their way
         through the Mig crowds, looking for the Migrant-Unskilled who still had some credits left on his card.
      

      
      Long rows of gambling computers hooted enticements at the passing workers and emitted little machine chuckles when another
         mark was suckered into a game.
      

      
      The Row was the Company-provided recreational center, set up with the Migs’ ‘best interests’ at heart. ‘A partying Mig is
         a happy Mig,’ a Company psychologist had once said. He didn’t add – or need to – that a partying Mig was also one who was
         spending credits, and generally into the red. Each loss meant hours added to the worker’s contract.
      

      
      Which was why, in spite of the music and the laughter, The Row felt grim and gray.

      
      Two beefy Sociopatrolmen lounged outside The Row’s entrance. The older patrolman nodded at three boisterous Migs as they weaved
         from one bibshop to another, then turned to his partner. ‘If ya gonna twitch every time somebody looks at ya, bud, pretty
         soon one of these Migs is gonna wanna know what you’ll do if they get real rowdy.’
      

      
      The new probationary touched his stun rod. ‘And I’d like to show them.’

      
      The older man sighed, then stared off down the corridor. ‘Oh-oh. Trouble.’

      
      His partner nearly jumped out of his uniform. ‘Where? Where?’

      
      The older man pointed. Stepping off the slideway and heading for The Row was Amos Sten. The other man started to laugh at
         the short, middle-aged Mig, and then noticed the muscles hunching Amos’ neck. And the size of his wrists and hammer fists.
      

      
      Then the senior patrolman sighed in relief and leaned back against the I-beam.

      
      ‘It’s okay, kid. He’s got his family with him.’

      
      A tired-looking woman and two children hurried off the slideway to Amos.

      
      ‘What the hell,’ the young man said, ‘that midget don’t look so tough to me.’

      
      ‘You don’t know Amos. If you did, you would’ve soaked your jock – specially if Amos was on the prowl for a little fight to
         cheer him up some.’
      

      
      
      The four Migs each touched small white rectangles against a pickup and Vulcan’s central computer logged the movement of MIG
         STEN, AMOS; MIG STEN, FREED; MIG-DEPENDENT STEN, AHD; MIG-DEPENDENT STEN, JOHS into The Row.
      

      
      As the Sten family passed the two patrolmen, the older man smiled and tipped Amos a nod. His partner just glared. Amos ignored
         them and hustled his family toward the livie entrance.
      

      
      ‘Mig likes to fight, huh? That ain’t whatcha call Company-approved social mannerisms.’

      
      ‘Son, we busted the head of every Mig who beefed one on The Row, there’d be a labor shortage.’

      
      ‘Maybe we ought to take him down some.’

      
      ‘You think you’re the man who could do it?’

      
      The young patrolman nodded. ‘Why not? Catch him back of a narco joint and thump him some.’

      
      The older man smiled, and touched a long and livid scar on his right arm. ‘It’s been tried. By some better. But maybe I’m
         wrong. Maybe you’re the one who can do something. But you best remember. Amos isn’t any old Mig.’
      

      
      ‘What’s so different about him?’

      
      The patrolman suddenly tired of his new partner and the whole conversation. ‘Where he comes from, they eat little boys like
         you for breakfast.’
      

      
      The young man bristled and started to glower. Then he remembered that even without the potgut his senior still had about twenty
         kilos and fifteen years on him. He spun and turned the glower on an old lady who was weaving happily out of The Row. She looked
         at him, gummed a grin and spat neatly between the probationary’s legs, onto the deck.
      

      
      ‘Clot Migs!’

      
      Amos slid his card through the livie’s pickup, and the computer automatically added an hour to Amos’ work contract. The four
         of them walked into the lobby, and Amos looked around.
      

      
      ‘Don’t see the boy.’

      
      ‘Karl said school had him on an extra shift,’ his wife, Freed, reminded him.

      
      Amos shrugged.

      
      ‘He ain’t missin’ much. Guy down the line was here last offshift. Says the first show’s some clot about how some Exec falls
         for a joy-girl an’ takes her to live in The Eye with him.’
      

      
      Music blared from inside the theater.

      
      
      
      
      ‘C’mon, dad, let’s go.’

      
      Amos followed his family into the showroom.

      
      Sten hurriedly tapped computer keys, then hit the JOB INPUT tab. The screen blared, then went gray-blank. Sten winced. He’d
         never finish in time to meet his family. The school’s ancient computer system just wasn’t up to the number of students carded
         in for his class shift.
      

      
      Sten glanced around the room. No one was watching. He hit BASIC FUNCTION, then a quick sequence of keys. Sten had found a
         way to tap into one reasoning bank of the central computer. Against school procedure, for sure. But Sten, like any other seventeen-year-old,
         was willing to let tomorrow’s hassles hassle tomorrow.
      

      
      With the patch complete, he fed in his task card. And groaned, as his assignment swam up onto the screen. It was a cybrolathe
         exercise, making L-beams.
      

      
      It would take forever to make the welds, and he figured that the mandated technique, obsolete even by the school’s standards,
         created a stressline three microns off the joining.
      

      
      Then Sten grinned. He was already In Violation …

      
      He drew two alloy-steel bars on the screen with his lightpen, then altered the input function to JOB PROGRAM. Then he switched
         the pen’s function to WELD. A few quick motions, and somewhere on Vulcan, two metal bars were nailed together.
      

      
      Or maybe it was a computer-only exercise.

      
      Sten waited in agony as the computer screen blanked. Finally the computer lit up and scrolled PROJECT COMPLETED SATISFACTORILY.
         He was finished. Sten’s fingers flashed as he cut out of the illegal patch, plugged back into the school’s computer, which
         was just beginning to flicker wearily back into WAITING PROGRAM, input the PROJECT COMPLETED SATISFACTORILY from his terminal’s
         memory, shut down, and then he was up and running for the door.
      

      
      ‘Frankly, gentlemen,’ Baron Thoresen said, ‘I care less about the R and D programs conflicting with some imagined ethical
         rule of the Empire than our own Company’s health.’
      

      
      It had started as a routine meeting of the Company’s board of directors, those half dozen beings who controlled almost a billion
         lives. Then old Lester had so very casually asked his question.
      

      
      Thoresen stood suddenly and began pacing up and down. The huge director’s bulk held the board’s attention as much as his rumbling
         voice and authority.
      

      
      
      ‘If that sounds unpatriotic, I’m sorry. I’m a businessman, not a diplomat. Like my grandfather before me, all I believe in
         is our Company.’
      

      
      Only one man was unmoved. Lester. Trust an old thief, the Baron thought. He’s already made his, so now he can afford to be
         ethical.
      

      
      ‘Very impressive,’ Lester said. ‘But we – the board of directors – didn’t ask about your dedication. We asked about your expenditures
         on Bravo Project. You have refused to tell us the nature of your experimentation, and yet you keep returning for additional
         funding. I merely inquired, since if there were any military possibility we might secure an assistance grant from one or another
         of the Imperial foundations.’
      

      
      The Baron looked at Lester thoughtfully but unworried. Thoresen was, after all, the man with the cards. But he knew better
         than to give the crafty old infighter the least opening. And Thoresen knew better than to try threats. Lester was too scarred
         to know the meaning of fear.
      

      
      ‘I appreciate your input. And your concern about the necessary expenditures. However, this project is too important to our
         future to risk a leak.’
      

      
      ‘Do I sense distrust?’ Lester asked.

      
      ‘Not of you, gentlemen. Don’t be absurd. But if our competition learned of Bravo Project’s goal, not even my close ties with
         the Emperor would keep them from stealing it – and ruining us.’
      

      
      ‘Even if it did leak,’ another board member tried, ‘there would still be an option. We could possibly affect their supplies
         of AM2.’
      

      
      ‘Using your close, personal ties with the Emperor, of course,’ Lester put in smoothly.

      
      The Baron smiled thinly.

	  ‘Even I would not presume that much on friendship. AM2 is the energy on which the Empire and the Emperor thrive. No one else.’
      

      
      Silence. Even from Lester. The ghost of the Eternal Emperor closed the conversation. The Baron glanced around, then deliberately
         dropped his voice to a dry, boring level.
      

      
      ‘With no further comments, I’ll mark the increased funding as approved. Now, to a simpler matter. We’re fortunate in that
         our maintenance expenditures on Vulcan’s port facilities have dropped by a full fifteen per cent. This includes not only internal
         mooring facilities, but the pre-sealed container facility. But I’m still not satisfied. It would be far better if …’
      

      
      Amos’ eyes flickered open as the livie ended and the lights came up. As near as he could gather, the Exec and his joygirl,
         after they’d moved to The Eye, had gone off to some pioneer planet and been attacked by something or other.
      

      
      He yawned. Amos didn’t think much of livies, but a quiet nap came in handy every now and then.

      
      Ahd nudged him. ‘That’s what I wanna be when I grow up. An Exec.’

      
      Amos stirred and woke up all the way. ‘Why is that, boy?’

      
      ‘’Cause they get adventures and money and medals and … and … and all my friends wanna be Execs, too.’

      
      ‘You just get rid of that notion right now,’ Freed snapped. ‘Our kind don’t mix with Execs.’

      
      The boy hung his head. Amos patted him. ‘It ain’t that you’re not good enough, son. Hell, any Sten is worth six of those cl—’

      
      ‘Amos!’

      
      ‘Sorry. People.’ Then Amos caught himself. ‘The hell. Callin’ Execs clots ain’t talkin’ dirty. That’s what they is. Anyway,
         Ahd, those Execs ain’t heroes. They’re the worst. They’d kill a person to meet a quota. And then cheat his family outa the
         death benefits. You becomin’ an Exec wouldn’t make me and your ma – or you – proud.’
      

      
      Then it was his little girl’s turn.

      
      ‘I wanna be a joygirl,’ she announced.

      
      Amos buried his grin as he watched Freed jump about a meter and a half. He decided he’d let her handle that one.

      
      Pressure finally split the pipe, and the escaping gas forced it directly against the hole it had punched through into The
         Row.
      

      
      The first to die was an old Mig, who was leaning against the curving outer wall of the dome a few centimeters from the sudden
         hole in the skin. By the time he’d seen the fluorine burn away flesh and ribcage, leaving the pulsing redness of his lungs,
         he was already dead.
      

      
      In The Row’s control capsule, a group of bored Techs watched a carded-out Mig try to wheedle a joygirl into a reduced-rate
         party. One Tech offered odds. With no takers. Joygirls don’t give bargains.
      

      
      The pressure finally dropped below the danger threshold and alarms flared. No one flinched. Breakdowns and alarms were an
         every-shift occurrence on Vulcan.
      

      
      The Chief Tech strolled casually over to the main computer. He tapped a few keys, silencing the bong-bong-bong and flashing lights of the alarms.
      

      
      ‘Now, let’s see what the glitch is.’

      
      His answer scrolled up swiftly on a monitor screen.

      
      ‘Hmm. This is a little dicey. Take a look.’

      
      
      His assistant peered over the Tech’s shoulder.

      
      ‘Some kind of chemical leak into the dome. I’ll narrow it some.’ The Tech tapped more computer keys, cutting a bit deeper
         into the information banks.
      

      
      AIRLOSS INDICATED; PRESENCE OF CONTAMINANT; POTENTIAL LIFE JEOPARDY; REDLINE ALARM.

      
      The Chief Tech finally reacted with something other than boredom.

      
      ‘Plinking Maintenance and their damned pipe leaks. They think we’ve got nothing better to do than clean up after them. I’ve
         got a mind to input a report that’ll singe every hair off their hairless—’
      

      
      ‘Uh … sir?’

      
      ‘Don’t interfere with my tantrums. Whaddaya want?’

      
      ‘Don’t you think this should be repaired? In a hurry?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Figure out where – half these damned sensors are broke or else somebody’s poured beer in them. If I had a credit for
         every time …’
      

      
      His voice trailed off as he traced the leak. Finally he narrowed the computer search down, pipe by pipe.

      
      ‘Clot. We’ll have to suit up to get to it. Runs over to that lab dome – oh!’
      

      
      The diagram he was scrolling froze, and red letters began flashing over it: ANY INCIDENT CONNECTED TO BRAVO PROJECT TO BE
         ROUTED INSTANTLY TO THORESEN.
      

      
      His assistant puzzled. ‘But why does it—’ He stopped, realizing the Chief Tech was ignoring him.

      
      ‘Clotting Execs. Make you check with them anytime you gotta take a …’ He tapped for the registry, found Thoresen’s code,
         hit the input button, and settled back to wait.
      

      
      The Baron shook the hands of each of his fellow board members as they filed out. Asking about the health of their families.
         Mentioning dinner. Or commenting on the aptness of someone’s suggestions. Until Lester.
      

      
      ‘I appreciate your presence, Lester, more than you can imagine. Your wisdom is definitely a guiding influence on the course
         of—’
      

      
      ‘Pretty good duck-and-away on my question, Thoresen. Couldn’t do it better myself.’

      
      ‘But I was not avoiding anything, my good man. I was only—’

      
      ‘Of course you were only. Save the stroking for these fools. You and I understand our positions more clearly.’

      
      ‘Stroking?’

      
      
      
      
      ‘Forget it.’ Lester started past, then turned. ‘Of course you know this isn’t personal, Thoresen. Like you, I have only the
         best interests of our Company at heart.’
      

      
      The Baron nodded. ‘I wouldn’t expect anything else of you.’

      
      Thoresen watched the old man as he hobbled out. And decided that old thieves get foolish. What could be more personal than
         power?
      

      
      He turned toward the source of a discreet buzz and pointed. Six shelves of what appeared to be antique books dropped away,
         allowing access to a computer panel.
      

      
      He took three unhurried steps and touched the RESPONSE button. The Chief Tech floated into view. ‘We have a problem, sir,
         here in Rec Twenty-six.’
      

      
      The Baron nodded. ‘Report.’

      
      The Chief Tech punched keys, the screen split and the details of the leak into The Row scrolled down one side. The Baron took
         it in instantly. The computer projected that the deadly gas would fill the rec dome in fifteen minutes.
      

      
      ‘Why don’t you fix it, Technician?’ 

      
      ‘Because the clotting computer keeps spitting “Bravo Project, Bravo Project” at me,’ the Chief Tech snarled. ‘All I need is
         a go from you and I’ll have this thing fixed in no time flat and no skin off anybody’s – I’ll have it fixed.’
      

      
      The Baron thought a moment.

      
      ‘There’s no approach to that leak by now except through the Bravo Project lab? Can’t you just put a vacuum maintenance Tech
         out?’
      

      
      ‘Not a chance. The pipe’s so badly warped we’ll have to chop it off at the source. Yessir. We’ll have to get into the lab.’

      
      ‘Then I can’t help you.’

      
      The Chief Tech froze.

      
      ‘But – that leak won’t stop at Rec Twenty-six. Clotting fluorine’ll combine, and then eat anything except a glass wall.’

      
      ‘Then dump Twenty-six.’

      
      ‘But we’ve got almost fourteen hundred people—’

      
      ‘You have your orders.’

      
      The Chief Tech stared at Thoresen. Suddenly nodded and keyed off.

      
      The Baron sighed. He made a mental note to have Personnel up recruiting for the new unskilled-labor quotient. Then rolled
         the event around, to make sure he wasn’t missing anything.
      

      
      There was a security problem. The Chief Tech and, of course, his assistants. He could transfer the men, or, more simply— Thoresen wiped the problem out of his mind. His dinner menu was flashing
         on the screen.
      

      
      The Chief Tech whistled tunelessly and slowly tapped a fingernail on the screen. His assistant hovered nearby.

      
      ‘Uh, don’t we have to …’

      
      The Chief Tech looked at him, then decided not to say anything. He turned away from the terminal, and swiftly unlocked the
         bright red EMERGENCY PROCEDURES INPUT control panel.
      

      
      Sten pyloned off an outraged Tech and hurtled down the corridor toward The Row’s entrance, fumbling for his card. The young
         Sociopatrolman blocked his entrance.
      

      
      ‘I saw that, boy.’

      
      ‘Saw what?’

      
      ‘What you did to that Tech. Don’t you know about your betters?’

      
      ‘Gee, sir, he was slipping. Somebody must have spilled something on the slideway. I guess it’s a long way to see what exactly
         happened. Especially for an older man. Sir.’ He looked innocent.
      

      
      The younger patrolman brought an arm back, but his partner caught his wrist. ‘Don’t bother. That’s Sten’s boy.’

      
      ‘We still oughta … oh, go ahead, Mig. Go on in.’ 

      
      ‘Thank you, sir.’

      
      Sten stepped up to the gate and held his card to the pickup. 

      
      ‘Keep going like you are, boy, and you know what’ll happen?’

      
      Sten waited.

      
      ‘You’ll run away. To the Delinqs. And then we’ll go huntin’ you. You know what happens when we rat those Delinqs out? We brain-burn
         ’em.’
      

      
      The patrolman grinned.

      
      ‘They’re real cute, then. Sometimes they let us have the girls for a few shifts … before they put them out on the slideways.’

      
      Hydraulics screamed suddenly, and the dome seal-off doors crashed across the entrance. Sten fell back out of the way, going
         down.
      

      
      He looked at the two patrolmen. Started to say something … then followed their eyes to the flashing red lights over the
         entrance:
      

      
      ENTRANCE SEALED … EMERGENCY … EMERGENCY …

      
      He slowly picked himself up. ‘My parents,’ Sten said numbly. ‘They’re inside!’

      
      
      And then he was battering at the solid steel doors until the older patrolman pulled him away.

      
      Explosive bolts fired around six of the dome panels. The tiny snaps were lost in the typhoon roar of air blasting out into space.
      

      
      Almost in slow motion, the escaping hurricane caught the shanty cubicles of The Row, and the people in them, and spat them
         through the holes into blackness.
      

      
      And then the sudden wind died.

      
      What remained of buildings, furniture, and the stuff of life drifted in the cold gleam of the faraway sun. Along with the
         dry, shattered husks of 1,385 human beings.
      

      
      Inside the empty dome that had been The Row, the Chief Tech stared out the port of the control capsule. His assistant got
         up from his board, walked over and put his hand on the Tech’s arm.
      

      
      ‘Come on. They were only Migs.’

      
      The Chief Tech took a deep breath.

      
      ‘Yeah. You’re right. That’s all they were.’

   





      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      
      Imagine Vulcan.

      
      A junkyard, hanging in blackness and glare. Its center a collection of barrels, mushrooms, tubes, and blocks stacked haphazardly
         by an idiot child.
      

      
      Imagine the artificial world of Vulcan, the megabillioncredit heart of the Company. The ultimate null-environment machine
         shop and factory world.
      

      
      The Company’s oreships streamed endlessly toward Vulcan with raw materials. Refining, manufacture, sub- and in many cases
         final assembly of products was completed, and the Company’s freighters delivered to half the galaxy. To an empire founded
         on a mercantile enterprise, the monstrous vertical trust was completely acceptable.
      

      
      Six hundred years before, Thoresen’s grandfather had been encouraged by the Eternal Emperor to build Vulcan. His encouragement
         included a special C-class tankerload of Antimatter2, the energy source that had opened the galaxy to man.
      

      
      Work began with the construction of the eighty-by-sixteen-kilometer tapered cylinder that was to house the administrative
         and support systems for the new world.
      

      
      Drive mechanisms moved that core through twenty light-years, to position it in a dead but mineral-rich system.

      
      Complete factories, so many enormous barrels, had been prefabricated in still other systems and then plugged into the core
         world. With them went the myriad life-support systems, from living quarters to hydroponics to recreational facilities.
      

      
      The computer projections made the then unnamed artificial world seem impressive: a looming ultra-efficient colossus for the
         most efficient exploitation of workers and materials. What the computer never allowed for was man.
      

      
      Over the years, it frequently was simpler to shut down a factory unit after product-completion rather than to rebuild it.
         Other, newer factories, barracks, and support domes were jammed into place as needed. In a world where gravity was controlled
         by McLean generators, up and down were matters of convenience only. In two hundred years, Vulcan resembled a metal sculpture
         that might have been titled Junk in Search of a Welder.
      

      
      Eventually, atop the catch-as-catch-can collection of metal The Eye was mounted – Company headquarters linked to the original
         cylinder core. The sixteen-kilometer-wide mushroom was, in Sten’s time, only two hundred years old, added after the Company
         centralized.
      

      
      Below The Eye was the cargo loading area, generally reserved for the Company’s own ships. Independent traders docked offworld
         and were forced to accept the additional costs of cargo and passenger transfer by Company space-lighter.
      

      
      Under the dock was the visitors’ dome. A normal, wide-open port, except that every credit spent by a trader or one of his
         crew went directly into the Company’s accounts.
      

      
      The visitors’ dome was as far South as offworlders were permitted. The Company very definitely didn’t want anyone else dealing
         with – or even meeting – their workers.
      

      
      Vague rumors floated around the galaxy about Vulcan. But there had never been an Imperial Rights Commission for Vulcan. Because
         the Company produced.
      

      
      The enormous juggernaut delivered exactly what the Empire needed for centuries. And the Company’s internal security had kept
         its sector very quiet.
      

      
      The Eternal Emperor was grateful. So grateful that he had named Thoresen’s grandfather to the nobility. And the Company ground
         on.
      

      
      Any juggernaut will continue to roll strictly on inertia, whether it is the Persian Empire or General Motors of the ancients,
         or the sprawling Conglomerate of more recent history. For a while. If anyone noticed in Sten’s time that the Company hadn’t
         pioneered any manufacturing techniques in a hundred years, or that innovation or invention was discouraged by the Company’s
         personnel department, it hadn’t been brought to the Baron’s attention.
      

      
      Even if anyone had been brave enough or foolish enough to do so, it wasn’t necessary. Baron Thoresen was haunted by the fact
         that what his grandfather created was slowly crumbling beneath him. He blamed it on his father, a cowering toady who had allowed bureaucrats to supplant the engineers. But even if the third Thoresen
         had been a man of imagination, it still would probably have been impossible to bring under control the many-headed monster
         the elder Thoresens had created.
      

      
      The Baron had grown up with the raw courage and fascination for blood-combat – physical or social – of his grandfather, but
         none of the old man’s innate honesty. When his father suddenly disappeared offworld – never to be seen again – there was no
         question that the young man would head the Company’s board of directors.
      

      
      Now, he was determined to revitalize what his grandfather had begun. But not by turning the Company upside down and shaking
         it out. Thoresen wanted much more than that. He was obsessed with the idea of a kendo masterstroke.
      

      
      Bravo Project.

      
      And now it was only a few years from fruition.

      
      Under the Baron was his board, and the lesser Executives. Living and working entirely in The Eye, they were held to the Company
         not only by iron-clad contracts and high pay but that sweetest of all perks – almost unlimited power.
      

      
      Under the Execs were the Technicians – highly skilled, well-treated specialists. Their contracts ran for five to ten years.

      
      When his contract expired, a Tech could return home a rich man, to set up his own business – with the Company, of course,
         holding exclusive distribution rights to any new products he might have developed – or to retire.
      

      
      For the Exec or Tech, Vulcan was very close to an industrial heaven.

      
      For the Migs, it was hell.

      
      It’s significant that the winner of the Company’s Name-Our-Planet contest, a bright Migrant-Unskilled worker, had used the
         prize money to buy out his contract and passage out as far from Vulcan as possible.
      

      
      Fellahin, oakie, wetback – there will always be wandering laborers to perform scutwork. But just as the Egyptian fellah would
         marvel at the mechanical ingenuity of the Joads, so the twentieth-century assembly-line grunt would be awed by the like of
         Amos Sten.
      

      
      For Amos, one world could never be enough. Doing whatever it took for a full belly, a liter of gutbuster, and a ticket offworld,
         he was the man to fix your omni, get your obsolete harvester to working, or hump your new bot up six flights of stairs.
      

      
      And then move on.

      
      
      His wife, Freed, was a backwater farm-world kid with the same lust to see what the next planetfall brought. Eventually, they
         guessed, they’d find a world to settle on. One where there weren’t too many people, and a man and a woman wouldn’t have to
         sweat for someone else’s business. Until they found it, though, any place was better than what they’d already seen.
      

      
      Until Vulcan.

      
      The recruiter’s pitch sounded ideal.

      
      Twenty-five thousand credits a year for him. Plus endless bonuses for a man of his talents. Even a contract for ten thousand
         a year for Freed. And a chance to work on the galaxy’s most advanced tools.
      

      
      And the recruiter hadn’t lied.

      
      Amos’ mill was far more sophisticated than any machine he’d ever seen. Three billets of three different metals were fed into
         the machine. They were simultaneously milled and electronically bonded. Allowable tolerances for that bearing – it took Amos
         ten years to find out what he was building – was to one millionth of a millimeter, plus or minus one thousand millionth.
      

      
      And Amos’ title was master machinist.

      
      But he only had one job – to sweep up burrs the mill spun out of its waste orifices that the dump tubes missed. Everything
         else was automatic, regulated by a computer half a world away.
      

      
      The salaries weren’t a lie either. But the recruiter hadn’t mentioned that a set of coveralls cost a hundred credits, soymeat
         ten a portion, or the rent on their three barracks rooms was one thousand credits a month.
      

      
      The time-to-expiration date on their contracts got further away, while Amos and Freed tried to figure a way out. And there
         were the children. Unplanned, but welcome. Children were encouraged by the Company. The next generation’s labor pool, without
         the expense of recruiting and transportation.
      

      
      Amos and Freed fought the Company’s conditioning processes. But it was hard to explain what open skies and walking an unknown
         road meant to someone who grew up with curving gray domes and slideways.
      

      
      Freed, after a long running battle with Amos, had extended her contract six months for a wall-size muraliv of a snowy landscape
         on a frontier world.
      

      
      Almost eight months passed before the snow stopped drifting down on that lonely cluster of domes, and the door, with the warm,
         cheery fire behind it, stopped swinging open to greet the returning worker.
      

      
      
      The mural meant more to Amos and Freed than it did to Sten. Even though young Karl didn’t have the slightest idea of what
         it was like to live without a wall in near-touching distance, he’d already learned that the only goal in his life, no matter
         what it took, was to get off Vulcan.
      

   





      
      Chapter Three

      

      
      
      ‘You gotta remember, boy, a bear’s how you look at him.’

      
      ‘Dad, what’s a bear?’

      
      ‘You know. Like the Imperial Guard uses to scout with. You saw one in that viddie.’

      
      ‘Oh, yeah. It looks like the Counselor.’

      
      ‘A little – only it’s a mite hairier and not so dumb. Anyway, when you’re in a scoutcar, looking down at that bear, he don’t
         look so bad. But when that bear’s standing over you …’
      

      
      ‘I don’t understand.’

      
      ‘That bear’s like Vulcan. If you was up The Eye, it’d probably look pretty good. But when you’re a Mig, down here …’

      
      Amos Sten nodded and poured himself another half liter of narco-beer.

      
      ‘All you got to remember in a bear fight, Karl, is you don’t ever want to be second. Most of all, you don’t want to get caught by that bear in the first place.’
      

      
      That was a lesson Sten had already learned. Through Elmore. Elmore was an old Mig who had the solo apartment at the end of
         the corridor. But most of the off-shift time Elmore was in the children’s play area telling stories.
      

      
      They were the never true, always wonderful part of the oral tradition that industrial peasants from a thousand worlds had
         brought to Vulcan, making their own underground tradition.
      

      
      The Drop Settling of Ardmore. The Ghost Ship of Capella. The Farmer Who Became King.
      

      
      And Vulcan’s own legends. The Delinqs Who Saved the Company. The eerie, whispered stories of the warehouses and factory domes that were generations-unused by humans … but still
         had something living and moving in them.
      

      
      
      Sten’s favorite was the one Elmore told least often – about how, one day, things would change. How someone would come from
         another world, and lead the Migs up, into The Eye. A day of reckoning when the air cycling system would spew the blood of
         the Execs. The best was the last, when Elmore said slowly that the man who would lead the Migs would be a Mig himself.
      

      
      The corridor’s parents never minded Elmore. He kept the kids out of their hair, and, very grateful, they all chipped in to
         card Elmore some kind of present every Founder’s Day. If any of them knew most of Elmore’s stories were anti-Company, they
         never said anything. Nor would they have cared.
      

      
      The end was inevitable. Some kid talked around the wrong person. Like the Counselor.

      
      One off-shift, Elmore didn’t return. Everyone wondered what had happened. But the topic became boring, and everyone forgot.

      
      Not Sten. He saw Elmore again, on The Row. The man was a shambling hulk, stumbling behind a street-cleaning machine. He paused
         beside Sten and looked down at the boy.
      

      
      Elmore’s mouth opened, and he tried to speak. But his tongue lolled helplessly, and his speech was guttural moans. The machine
         whistled, and Elmore obediently turned and stumbled away after it. The word crawled out of Sten’s mind: brainburn.
      

      
      He told his father about what he’d seen. Amos grimaced. ‘That’s the secret you gotta learn, boy. You got to zig when they
         zag.’
      

      
      ‘What’d I tell you about zigging, son?’

      
      ‘I couldn’t, pa. There were four of them, and they was all bigger than me.’

      
      ‘Too bad, boy. But there’s gonna be a lot of things bigger than you come along. How you gonna handle this one?’

      
      Sten thought for a minute.

      
      ‘They won’t look nigh as big from the back, would they, dad?’ 

      
      ‘That’s a terrible thought, Karl. Terrible. Especially since it’s true.’

      
      Sten got up.

      
      ‘Where you headed?’

      
      ‘I’m … gonna go play.’

      
      ‘Naw. First you’re gonna let that black eye go away. And let people forget.’

      
      Two weeks later, one of the four boys was shinnying up a rope in exercise period when it broke and dropped him twenty feet
         to the steel deck.
      

      
      
      Three days after that, two more of the group were exploring an unfinished corridor. It was probably just their bad luck to
         be standing under a wallslab when the fasteners broke. After the boys were released from the hospital, the Counselor reprimanded
         their parents.
      

      
      The leader of Sten’s attackers was just as unfortunate. Out after curfew, he was jumped from behind and battered into unconsciousness.
         After an investigation, the Counselor said it had probably been a Delinq – a member of one of the wild gangs that roamed the
         abandoned sectors of Vulcan, one step ahead of brainburn.
      

      
      Despite the explanations, Sten was left pretty much alone after that.

      
      ‘Karl. Gotta have a word with you.’

      
      ‘Uh … yeah, dad?’

      
      ‘Me and the other folks been to a meeting with the Counselor.’ 

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘You wonderin’ what he wanted?’

      
      ‘Yeah. Oh, yeah. Sure I am.’ 

      
      ‘Don’t have any idea, do you?’ 

      
      ‘Nossir.’

      
      ‘Didn’t think you did. Seems that some Mig’s kid went and invented something. Some kinda spray. You don’t know anything about
         that, do you, boy?’
      

      
      ‘Nossir.’

      
      ‘Uh-huh. This spray smells just like … well, like when the sewage recycler blew up down on Corridor Eighteen-forty-five.
         Remember that?’
      

      
      ‘Yessir.’

      
      ‘Kinda quiet tonight, aren’t we? Anyway. So somebody went and sprayed this on the Counselor and four of those aides he’s got.
         Sprayed on their pants where they sit down. Is that a laugh you’re hidin’?’
      

      
      ‘Nossir.’

      
      ‘Didn’t think so. The Counselor wanted all of us parents to find out who’s got themselves an antisocial kid and turn him in.’

      
      ‘What’re you gonna do, dad?’

      
      ‘Already done it. Dropped by the microfiles. Your ma talked to the librarian, while I sort of looked at who’s been reading
         books on chemistry.’
      

      
      ‘Oh.’

      
      ‘Yeah. Oh. Unfortunately, I went and forgot to give them records back.’

      
      
      Sten didn’t say anything.

      
      ‘My pa told me once – before you go setting a man’s foot on fire, you best make sure there’s at least six other people with
         torches in their tool kits. You follow what I mean?’
      

      
      ‘Yessir.’

      
      ‘Thought you might.’

      
      One of the best times was what Sten always thought of as the Off-shift Xypaca.

      
      Xypacas were incredibly nasty little carnivores that had been discovered on some hellworld by the Company’s probeships. Nobody
         knew why the crew had brought back specimens of the psychopathic little reptiles. But they did.
      

      
      Measuring barely twenty centimeters in height, the Xypaca had a willingness to use its claws and teeth on anything up to a
         hundred times its own height. One of Sten’s teachers, originally from Prime World, said Xypacas looked like mini-tyrannosaurs,
         whatever they were.
      

      
      If the Xypaca hated almost everything equally, it had a special hard place in what passed for its heart for its own species.
         Except during the brief breeding cycle, the Xypaca loved nothing more than tearing its fellow Xypaca apart. Which made them
         ideal pit-fighting animals.
      

      
      Amos had just been rewarded by the Company for figuring out his mill would run an extra thousand hours between servicing if
         the clearing exhaust didn’t exit just above the computer’s cooling intake. With great ceremony, they knocked a full year off
         Amos’ contract.
      

      
      Amos, always one for the grand parlay, used that year’s credit to buy a Xypaca.

      
      Sten hated the reptile from the first moment, when a lightninglike snap of its jaws almost took off his little finger.

      
      So Amos explained it to him. ‘I ain’t real fond of that critter either. I don’t like the way it looks, the way it smells or
         the way it eats. But it’s gonna be our ticket off of Vulcan.’
      

      
      His spiel was convincing. Amos planned to fight his Xypaca in small-time preliminary fights only, betting light. ‘We win small
         – a month off the contract here, a week there. But sooner or later it’ll be our ticket out of here.’ Even Sten’s mother was
         convinced there was something to this latest of Amos’ dreams.
      

      
      And Sten, by fifteen, wanted off Vulcan more than anything else he could imagine. So he fed the Xypaca cheerfully, lived with
         its rank smell, and tried not to yell too loudly when he was a little slow in getting his hand out of its cage after feeding.
      

      
      
      And it seemed, for a while, as if Amos’ big plan was going to work. Until the night the Counselor showed up at the fights,
         held in an unused corridor a few rows away.
      

      
      Sten was carrying the Xypaca’s cage into the arena, following Amos.

      
      From across the ring, The Counselor spotted them and hurried around. ‘Well, Amos,’ he said heartily, ‘didn’t know you were
         a Xyman.’
      

      
      Amos nodded warily.

      
      The Counselor inspected the hissing brute under Sten’s arm. ‘Looks like a fine animal you’ve got there, Amos. What say we
         pitch it against mine in the first match?’
      

      
      Sten looked across the ring and saw the obese, oversized Xypaca one of the Counselor’s toadies was handling. ‘Dad,’ he said.
         ‘We can’t. It’ll—’
      

      
      The Counselor frowned at Sten.

      
      ‘You letting your boy decide what you do now, Amos?’

      
      Amos shook his head.

      
      ‘Well then. We’ll show them we’re the best sportsmen of all. Show the other corridors that we’re so bored with the lizards
         they’ve got that we’d rather fight our own, right?’
      

      
      He waited. Amos took several deep breaths. ‘I guess you haven’t decided about the transfers over to the wire mill yet, have
         you, sir?’ he finally asked.
      

      
      The Counselor smiled. ‘Exactly.’

      
      Even Sten knew that handling the mile-long coils of white-hot metal was the deadliest job on Amos’ shift.

      
      ‘We – me and my boy – we’d be proud to fight your Xy, Mister Counselor.’

      
      ‘Fine, fine,’ the Counselor said. ‘Let’s give them a real good show.’

      
      He hurried back around the makeshift ring.

      
      ‘Dad,’ Sten managed, ‘his Xy – it’s twice the size of ours. We don’t stand a chance.’

      
      Amos nodded. ‘Sure looks that way, don’t it? But you remember what I told you, time back, about not handling things the way
         people expect you to? Well – you take my card. Nip on out to that soystand, and buy all you can hide under your tunic.’
      

      
      Sten grabbed his father’s card and wriggled off through the crowd.

      
      The Counselor was too busy bragging to his cronies about what his Xy would do to notice Sten shoving strands of raw soy into
         the large Xypaca’s cage.
      

      
      
      After a few moments of haggling, bragging, and bet-placing, the Xy cages were brought into the ring, tipped over, and quickly
         opened.
      

      
      The Counselor’s thoroughly glutted Xypaca stumbled from his cage, yawned once, and curled up to go to sleep. By the time he
         was jolted awake, Amos’ Xypaca had him half digested.
      

      
      There was a dead silence around the ring. Amos looked as humble as he knew how. ‘Yessir. You were right, sir. We showed them
         we’re sure the best sportsmen, didn’t we. Sir?’
      

      
      The Counselor said nothing. Just turned and pushed his way through the crowd.

      
      After that, Amos couldn’t get a fight for his Xypaca in any match at any odds. Nobody mourned that much when the Xypaca died
         – along with all the others – after a month or two. Lack of necessary trace elements, somebody said.
      

      
      By that time, Amos was already busy figuring out another scheme to get himself and his family off Vulcan.

      
      He was still scheming when Thoresen dumped the air on The Row.

   





      
      Chapter Four

      
      
      
      
      The Baron’s words rolled and bounced around the high-roofed tube junction. Sten could pick out an occasional phrase:

      
      ‘Brave souls … Vulcan pioneers … died for the good of the Company … names not to be forgotten … our thirty
         million citizens will always remember …’
      

      
      Sten still felt numb.

      
      A citizen, coming off shift, elbowed his way through the crowd of about fifty mourning Migs, scowling. Then he realized what
         was going on. He pulled what he hoped was a sorrowful look in his face and ducked down a tube opening.
      

      
      Sten didn’t notice.

      
      He was staring up at the roof, at the many-times-magnified picture of the Baron projected on the ceiling. The man stood in
         his garden, wearing the flowing robes that Execs put on for ceremonial occasions.
      

      
      The Baron had carefully picked his clothes for the funeral ceremony. He thought the Migs would be impressed and touched by
         his concern. To Sten he was nothing more than a beefier, more hypocritical version of the Counselor.
      

      
      Sten had made it through the first week … survived the shock. Still, his mind kept fingering the loss, like an amputee
         who can ghost-feel a limb he no longer owns.
      

      
      Sten had holed up in the apartment for most of the time. At intervals the delivery flap had clicked and every now and then
         he’d walked over and eaten something from the pneumatiqued trays of food.
      

      
      Sten had even been duly grateful to the Company for leaving him alone. He didn’t realize until years later that the Company
         was just following the procedure outlined in ‘Industrial Accidents (Fatal), Treatment of Surviving Relatives of.’
      

      
      From the quickly vidded expressions of sympathy from Amos’ and Freed’s supervisors and the children’s teachers, to the Sympathy
         Wake Credits good at the nearest rec center, the process of channeling the grief of the bereaved was all very well calculated.
         Especially the isolation – the last thing the Company wanted was a mourning relative haunting the corridors, reminding people
         just how thin was the margin between life and death in their artificial, profit-run world.
      

      
      The Baron’s booming words suddenly were nothing but noise to Sten. He turned away. Someone fell in beside him. Sten turned
         his head, and then froze. It was the Counselor.
      

      
      ‘Moving ceremony,’ the man said. ‘Touching. Quite touching.’

      
      He motioned Sten toward a slideway bibshop and into a chair. The Counselor pushed his card into a slot and punched. The server
         spat two drinks. The Counselor took a sip of his drink and rolled it around his mouth. Sten just stared at the container before
         him.
      

      
      ‘I realize your sorrow, young Sten,’ the Counselor said. ‘But all things grow from ashes.’

      
      He took something from his pocket and put it in front of Sten. It was a placard, with KARL STEN, 03857-CON19-2-MIG-UNSK across
         the top. Sten wondered when they’d snapped the picture of him on the card’s face.
      

      
      ‘I knew that your great concern was, after the inevitable mourning period, what would happen to you next. After all, you have
         no job. No credits, no means of support. And so forth.’
      

      
      He paused and sipped his drink.

      
      ‘We have examined your record and decided that you deserve special treatment.’ The Counselor smiled and tapped the card with
         a yellow fingernail.
      

      
      ‘We have decided to allow you full worker’s citizenship rights with all of the benefits that entails. A man-size monthly credit.
         Full access to all recreational facilities. Your own home – the one, in fact, in which you grew up.’
      

      
      The Counselor leaned forward for the final touch. ‘Beginning tomorrow, Karl Sten, you take your father’s place on the proud
         assembly lines of Vulcan.’
      

      
      Sten sat silent. Possibly the Counselor thought he was grateful. ‘Of course, that means you will have to serve out the few
         years left on your father’s contract – nineteen, I believe it was. But the Company has waived the time remaining on your mother’s
         obligation.’
      

      
      
      ‘That’s very generous of the Company,’ Sten managed.

      
      ‘Certainly. Certainly. But as Baron Thoresen has so often pointed out to me in our frequent chats – in his garden, I might add – the welfare of our workers must come before all other things. “A happy worker is a productive worker,”
         he often says.’
      

      
      ‘I’m sure he does.’

      
      The Counselor smiled again. He patted Sten’s hand and rose. Then he hesitated, inserted his card in the slot again and punched
         buttons. Another drink appeared from the slot. ‘Have another, Citizen Sten. On me. And let me be the first to offer my congratulations.’
      

      
      He patted Sten again, then turned and walked down the street. Sten stared after him. He picked up the drinks, and slowly poured
         them on the deck.
      

   





      
      Chapter Five

      
      
      
      
      The on-shift warning shrilled and Sten sourly sat up. He’d already been awake for nearly two hours. Waiting.

      
      Even after four cycles the three-room apartment was empty. But Sten had learned that the dead must mourn for themselves. That
         part had been walled off, though sometimes he’d slip, and some of the grief would show itself.
      

      
      But mostly he was successful at turning himself into the quiet, obedient Mig the Company wanted. Or at least at faking it.

      
      The wallslot clicked, and a tray slid out with the usual quick-shot energy drink, various hangover remedies, and antidepressants.

      
      Sten took a handful at random and dumped them down the waste tube. He didn’t want or need any, but he knew better than to
         ignore the tray.
      

      
      After a few hours, it would retract and self-inventory. Then some computer would report up the line on Sten’s lack of consumption.
         Which would rate a reprimand from the Counselor.
      

      
      Sten sighed. There was a quota on everything.

      
      Far up at the head of the line a worker touched his card to the med-clock. The machine blinked and the man shoved his arm
         into its maw. It bleeped his vital signs, noted he was free of alcohol or drugs that might be left over from last off-shift’s
         routine brawl, and clocked him in.
      

      
      The man disappeared into the factory and the line moved two steps forward.

      
      Sten moved forward with the rest, gossip buzzing around him. 

      
      ‘Considerin’ Fran was the loosest man with a quota on the bench, I think it was clottin’ fine of the Company – so he lost
         an arm; only thing he ever did with it is pinch joygirls. They gave him a month’s credit, didn’t they? …’
      

      
      ‘You know me, not a man on Vulcan can match me drink for drink – and next shift I’m rarin’ for the line – I’m a quota fool!
         Bring ’em on, I says, and look out down the line …’
      

      
      It was Sten’s turn. He slotted his card, stared at the machine dully as it inspected and approved him, and then walked reluctantly
         into the factory.
      

      
      The assembly building was enormous, honeycombed from floor to ceiling with belts, tracks, giant gears, and machines. The Migs
         had to inch along narrow catwalks to keep from falling or being jerked into the innards of some machine and pounded, pressed,
         and rolled into some nameless device that would eventually be rejected at the end of the line because it contained odd impurities.
      

      
      After nearly two months in the factory, Sten had learned to hate his partner almost as much as the job. The robot was a squat
         gray ovoid with a huge array of sensors bunched into a large insect eye that moved on a combination of wheels and leg stalks
         that it let down for stairs. Only the eye cluster and the waggling tentacles seemed alive.
      

      
      Most of all, he hated its high-pitched and nagging voice. Like an old microlibrarian that Sten remembered from his Basic Creche.

      
      ‘Hurry,’ it fussed, ‘we’re running behind quota. A good worker never runs behind quota. Last cycle, in the third sector, one
         Myal Thorkenson actually doubled his quota. Now, isn’t that an ideal worth emulating?’
      

      
      Sten looked at the machine and thought about kicking it. Last time he’d tried that, he’d limped for two days.

      
      Sten’s robot prodded him with its voice.

      
      ‘Hurry now. Another chair.’

      
      He picked up another seat from the pile in front of the long silver tube. Then he carried it back to where the robot squatted,
         waiting.
      

      
      Sten and his robot were at the tail end of a long assembly line of movers, the capsules used in the pneumatic transit systems
         common to most industrial worlds.
      

      
      The robot was the technician. Sten was the dot-and-carry man. His job was to pick up a seat from the pile, lug it inside the
         tube to the properly marked slot, and then position it while the robot heat-sealed the seat to the frame. It was a mind-numbing
         job that he never seemed to do quite right for his mechanical straw boss.
      

      
      ‘Not there,’ the robot said. ‘You always do it wrong. The position is clearly marked. Slide it up now. Slide it up.’

      
      
      The robot’s heatgun flashed.

      
      ‘Quickly, now. Another.’

      
      Sten lumbered back down the aisle, where he was met by a worker whose name he couldn’t remember. ‘Hey. You hear? I just got
         promoted!’
      

      
      ‘Congratulations.’

      
      The man was beaming. ‘Thanks. I’m throwing a big bash after shift. Everyone’s invited. All on me.’

      
      Sten looked up at the fellow. ‘Uh, won’t that set you back – I mean, put you even with the promotion?’

      
      The man shrugged.

      
      ‘So I card it. It’ll only add another six months or so to my contract.’

      
      Sten considered asking him why it was so important to rush right out and spend every credit – and then some – of his raise.
         How he could throw away another six months of his life on … He already knew the answer. So he didn’t bother.
      

      
      ‘That’s right,’ he sighed. ‘You can card it.’

      
      The Mig rushed on.

      
      Leta was about the only bright spot in Sten’s life those days.

      
      In many ways, she was the typical joygirl. Hired on the same kind of backwater planet Sten’s parents had come from, Leta just
         knew that when her contract ran out and she immigrated to one of the Empire’s leisure worlds, she’d meet and sign a life-contract
         with a member of the royal family. Or at least a merchant prince.
      

      
      Even though Sten knew better than to believe in the whore with the heart of gold, he felt that she got real pleasure from
         their talk and sex.
      

      
      Sten lay silently on the far side of the bed.

      
      The girl slid over to him and stroked his body slowly with her fingertips.

      
      Sten rolled over and looked up at her.

      
      Leta’s face was gentle, her pupils wide with pleasure drugs.

      
      ‘Ssswrong,’ she muttered.

      
      ‘Contracts. Contracts and quotas and Migs.’

      
      She giggled.

      
      ‘Nothin’ wrong with you. An’ you’re a Mig.’

      
      Sten sat up.

      
      ‘I won’t be forever. When my contract’s up, I’ll get off this clottin’ world and learn what it is to be a free man.’

      
      
      Leta laughed.

      
      ‘I mean it. No carding it. No contract extensions. No more nights on the dome drinking. I’m just gonna put in my time. Period.’

      
      Leta shook her head and got up.

      
      She took several deep breaths, trying to clear her mind. 

      
      ‘You can’t do it.’

      
      ‘Why not?’ Sten asked. ‘Hell. Even nineteen years isn’t forever.’

      
      ‘You can’t do it because its rigged. The whole thing. Controlled. Like your job. Like the games. Like … like even this.
         They set it up so you never get off … so you’re always tied down to them. And they do it any way they can.’
      

      
      Sten was puzzled.

      
      ‘But if it’s rigged, and nobody ever gets off Vulcan, what about you?’

      
      ‘What about me?’

      
      ‘You’re always talking about what you’ll do when you leave, and the planets you want to see and the men you want to meet who
         don’t smell like machine oil and sweat and … and all that.’
      

      
      Leta put a hand over Sten’s mouth.

      
      ‘That’s me, Sten. Not you. I’m leaving. I’ve got a contract, and that gives me money and the drugs and whatever I eat or drink.
         I can’t even gamble at the tables. They won’t take my card. It doesn’t matter what else I do. Just as long as I stay alive,
         I’ve got a guarantee that I’ll get off of Vulcan. Just like all the other joygirls. Or the shills and the carders. They’re
         all leaving. So are the Techs and the patrolmen. But not the Migs. Migs never leave.’
      

      
      Sten shook his head, not believing a word she said. 

      
      ‘You’re a sweet boy, Sten, but you’re gonna die on Vulcan.’

      
      He stayed away from Leta’s place for a while, telling himself that he didn’t need her. He didn’t want somebody around that
         was going to tell him those kinds of … well, they had to be lies, didn’t they?
      

      
      But the longer he stayed away, the more he thought and the more he wondered. Finally he decided that he had to talk to her.
         To show her that maybe she was right about all the other Migs. But not about him.
      

      
      At first, the people at the joyhouse pretended they’d never heard of her. Then they remembered. Oh, Leta. She was transferred or something. Yeah. Kind of sudden. But she seemed real happy about it when they came for her. Must’ve
         been a shift over at that new rec area in The Eye, for the Execs. Or something like that.
      

      
      Sten wondered.

      
      But he didn’t wonder anymore when, late that off-shift, he stole into what had been Leta’s cubicle and found the tiny mike planted in the ceiling.
      

      
      He always wondered what they’d done to her for talking.

      

      [image: image]

      Sten checked the balance column on the screen for the tenth time. He’d budgeted to the bone. Cut out all recreation, and worked
         on the near-starvation basic diet. But it always came out the same. At twenty-five credits a month, he wouldn’t be able to
         shorten his contract time at all, not by so much as six months. And if he kept on living the way he’d been, he’d go crazy
         in five years.
      

      
      Sten decided to go over it one more time. Perhaps there was something he’d missed. Sten tapped the console keys and called
         up the Company’s Work Guidelines Manual. He scrolled paragraph after paragraph, looking for an out.
      

      
      ‘Clot!’ He almost passed it. Sten rolled back up to the paragraph, and read and reread it:

      
      SAFETY LEVY: All migratory workers shall be levied not less than 35 credits nor more than 67 credits each pay cycle, except
         when performing what the Company deems to be extraordinary labor which increases the chances of accidental injury and/or death,
         in which case the levy shall be no less than 75 credits and no more than 125 credits each cycle, for which the Company agrees
         to provide appropriate medical care and/or death benefits not to exceed 750 credits for funeral arrangements and/or …
      

            

      He slammed his fist on the keys and the vid screen did several fast flip-flops, then went blank.

      
      
      They had you. No matter how you shaved it, every Mig would always be in the hole.

      
      Sten paced back and forth.

      
      The robot finished the mover and dropped out the exit, waiting for the next cigar tube to be on-lined. The completed car whooshed
         away, into the pneumatic freight tube and away toward the shipping terminal. But there’d been some error. Something or someone
         didn’t have the next pile of seats ready.
      

      
      Sten yawned as his robot whined at another machine about quotas. The second machine wasn’t about to take the blame. They bickered
         back and forth electronically until, eventually, the ceiling crane slammed a seat consignment down between them. The robot
         slid into the mover. Sten hoisted a seat to his shoulder and lugged it aboard.
      

      
      He set the chair in position and listened to the robot natter while he moved the seat back and forth.

      
      The robot bent forward, heatgun ready. Sten felt a sudden bout of nausea wash over him. This would be it for the rest of his
         life, listening to the gray blob preach.
      

      
      Sten lurched forward. The seat slid into the robot, and the machine yowled as it welded itself to seat and mover frame.

      
      ‘Help! Help! I’m trapped,’ it whined. ‘Notify master control.’

      
      Sten blinked. Then hid a grin.

      
      ‘Sure. Right away.’

      
      He ambled slowly off the mover to the line control panel, took a deep breath, and punched the TASK COMPLETE button. The doors
         of the tube slid closed, and the mover slid toward the freight tube.
      

      
      ‘Notify … control … help … help …’

      
      And for the first time since he’d been promoted to full worker, Sten felt the satisfaction of a job well done.

   





      
      Chapter Six

      
      
      
      
      Sten had been ‘sick’ for over a week before the Counselor showed up.

      
      Actually, he really had been sick the first day. Scared sick that somebody might have discovered his little game with the
         robot. It’d be considered outright sabotage, he was sure. If he was lucky, they’d put him under a mindprobe and just burn
         away any areas that didn’t seem to fit the Ideal Worker Profile.
      

      
      But there probably was something worse. There usually was on Vulcan. Sten wasn’t sure what something worse could be. He had
         heard stories about hellshops, where incorrigibles were sent. But nobody knew anybody who’d actually been sent to such a shop.
         Maybe the stories were just that – or maybe nobody ever came back from those places. Sten wondered sometimes if he wouldn’t
         rather just be brainburned and turned into a vegetable.
      

      
      The second day, Sten woke up smiling. He realized that nobody’d ever figure out what had happened to the robot. So he celebrated
         by staying home again, lounging in bed until two hours past shift-start. Then he dug out a few of the luxury food items his
         parents had saved and just stared at the non-snowing wall mural. He knew better than to stick his card in the vid and watch
         a reel, or to go out to a rec area. That’d make it even easier for the Company to figure out that he was malingering.
      

      
      The flakes hanging in the air on the mural fascinated Sten. Frozen water, falling from the sky. It didn’t seem very sanitary.
         Sten wondered if there was any way at all that he could get offworld. Even though those snowflakes didn’t look very practical,
         they might be something to see. Anything might be something to see – as long as it was away from the Company and Vulcan.
      

      
      
      By the third day, he’d decided he wasn’t going to work anymore. Sten didn’t know how long he was going to get away with malingering.
         Or what would happen to him when they caught him. He just sat. Thinking about the snowflakes and what it would be like to
         walk in them, with no card in his pocket that said where he was supposed to be and what he was supposed to do when he got
         there.
      

      
      He’d just learned that if he squinched his eyes a bit, the snowflakes would almost move again, when the door buzzer went off.

      
      He didn’t move. The door buzzed again.

      
      ‘Sten,’ the Counselor shouted through the panel, ‘I know you’re there. Let me in. Everything is fine. We’ll work it out. Together.
         Just open the door. Everything is fine.’
      

      
      Sten knew it wasn’t. But finally he pulled himself up and walked toward the door. The buzzer sounded again. Then something
         started fumbling in the Identilock. Sten waited at the door.
      

      
      Then he hesitated, and moved to one side. The Identilock clicked, and the door slid open. The Counselor stepped inside. His
         mouth was already open, saying something. Sten leaped, both hands clubbed high above him. The blow caught the Counselor on
         the side of his head, slamming him into the wall. The Counselor slid down the panel and thumped to the floor. He didn’t move.
         His mouth was still open.
      

      
      Sten began to shake.

      
      But suddenly, he felt calm; he’d eliminated all the possibilities now. He could do only one thing. He stooped over the unconscious
         Counselor and riffled quickly through his pockets. Sten found and pocketed the man’s card. If he used that instead of his
         own, it might take Control a little longer to track him down. It’d also give him entry into areas forbidden by Sten’s Mig
         card.
      

      
      Sten turned and looked around the three bare rooms. Whatever happened next, it would be the last time he’d ever see them.
         Then he ran out the door, heading for the slideway, the spaceport, and some way off Vulcan.
      

      
      He felt out of place the moment he stepped off the slideway. The people had begun to change. Only a few Migs were visible,
         conspicuous in their drab coveralls. The rest were richer and flashier: Techs, clerks, administrators, and here and there
         the sparkle of strange off-world costumes.
      

      
      Sten hurried over to a clothes-dispensing machine, slid the Counselor’s card into the slot and held his breath. Would the
         alarms go off now? Were Sociopatrolmen already hurrying to the platform?
      

      
      
      The machine burped at him and began displaying its choices. Sten punched the first thing in his size that looked male, and
         a package plopped into a tray. He grabbed it and pushed his way through the crowd into a rest area.
      

      
      Sten carded his way into the spaceport administration center, trying to look as if he belonged there. He had to do something
         about the Counselor’s card soon. Everywhere he went, he was leaving a trail as wide as a computer printout sheet.
      

      
      Nearby, an old, fat clerk was banging at a narcobeer dispenser. ‘Clotting machine. Telling me I don’t have the clotting credits
         to …’
      

      
      Sten ambled up to him, bored but slightly curious. The man was drunk and probably so broke that the central computer was cutting
         him off.
      

      
      ‘It’s sunspots,’ Sten said.

      
      The clerk bleared up at him. ‘Think so?’

      
      ‘Sure. Same thing happened to me last off-shift. Here. Try my card. Maybe a different one will unjam it.’

      
      The clerk nodded and Sten pushed a button and the man’s card slid out. He took it and inserted the Counselor’s card. A minute
         later the clerk was happily on his way, chugging a narcobeer.
      

      
      Three hours later they grabbed him. The clerk was sitting in his favorite hangout, getting pleasantly potted when what seemed
         like six regiments of Sociopatrolmen burst in. Before he had time to lower his glass, he was beaten, trussed, and on his way
         to an interrogation center.
      

      
      In front, the chief Sociopatrolman peered victoriously at the clerk’s ID card. Except, of course, it wasn’t his. It was the
         Counselor’s.
      

      
      Sten could feel it as soon as he entered the spaceport Visitor’s Center. Even on the run, there was a sense of – well, what
         it was exactly, he couldn’t tell. But he thought it might be freedom.
      

      
      He moved through the exotic crowd – everything from aliens and diplomats to stocky merchantmen and deep-space sailors. Even
         the talk was strange: star systems and warp drive, antimatter engines and Imperial intrigue.
      

      
      Sten edged past a joygirl into a seedy tavern. He elbowed his way through the sailors and found an empty space at the bar.
         A sailor next to him was griping to a buddy.
      

      
      ‘The nerf lieutenant just ignores me. Can you believe that? Me! A projector with fifteen damned years at the clotting sig-board.’

      
      
      His friend shook his head. ‘They’re all the same. Two years in the baby brass academy and they think they know it all.’

      
      ‘So get this,’ said the first man. ‘I report blips and he says no reason there should be blips. I tell him there’s blips anyway.
         Few minutes later we hit the meteor swarm. We had junk in our teeth and junk comin’ out our drive tubes.
      

      
      ‘Pilot pulled us out just in time. Slammed us into an evasion spiral almost took the captain’s drawers off.’

      
      Sten got his drink – paying with one of his few credit tokens – and moved down the bar. A group of sailors caught his eye.
         They were huddled around a table, talking quietly and sipping at their drinks instead of knocking them back like the others.
         They were in fresh clothes, clean-shaven, and had the look of men trying to shake off hangovers in a hurry.
      

      
      They had the look of men going home.

      
      ‘Time to hoist ’em,’ one of them said.

      
      In unison, they finished their drinks and rose. Sten pushed in behind them as they moved through the crowd and out the door.

      
      Sten huddled in the nose section of the shuttle. A panel hid him from the sailors. They lifted off from Vulcan, and moments
         later Sten could see the freighter through the clear bubble nose as the shuttle floated up toward it.
      

      
      The deep-space freighter – an enormous multi-segmented insect – stretched out for kilometers. A swarm of beetlelike tugs towed
         still more sections into line and nudged them into place. The drive section of the freighter was squat and ugly with horn
         projections bristling around the face. As the shuttle neared the face, it grinned open.
      

      
      Just before it swallowed him, Sten thought it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      
      He barely heard the judge as the man droned on, listing Sten’s crimes against the Company. Sten was surrounded by Sociopatrolmen.
         In front of the judge, the Counselor loomed, his head nearly invisible in plastibandages, nodding painfully as the judge made
         each legal point.
      

      
      They had found Sten in the shuttle, huddled under some blankets, stolen ship’s stores stacked around him. Even as he messaged
         Vulcan for someone to pick Sten up, the captain kept apologizing. He had heard stories.
      

      
      ‘We can’t help you,’ he said. ‘Vulcan security sends snoopers on every freighter before it clears, looking for people like
         you.’
      

      
      
      Sten was silent.

      
      ‘Listen,’ the captain went on, ‘I can’t take the chance. If I tried to help and got caught, the Company’d pull my trading
         papers. And I’d be done. It’s not just me. I gotta think of my crew …’
      

      
      Sten came awake as a Sociopatrolman pushed him forward. The judge had finished. It was time for sentencing. What was it going
         to be? Brainburn? If that was it, Sten hoped he had enough mind left to kill himself.
      

      
      Then the judge was talking. ‘You are aware, I hope, of the enormity of your crimes?’

      
      Sten thought about doing the Mig humility. Be damned, he thought. He didn’t have anything to lose. He stared back at the judge.

      
      ‘I see. Counselor, do you have anything of an ameliorative nature to add to these proceedings?’

      
      The Counselor started to say something, and then abruptly shook his head.

      
      ‘Very well. Karl Sten, since you, at your young age, are capable of providing many years of service to the Company and we
         do not wish to appear unmerciful, recognizing the possibility of redemption, I will merely reassign you.’
      

      
      For a moment, Sten felt hopeful.

      
      ‘Your new work assignment will be in the Exotics Section. For an indeterminate period. If – ahem – circumstances warrant,
         after a suitable length of time I will review your sentence.’
      

      
      The judge nodded, and touched the input button on his justice panel. The Sociopatrolmen led Sten away. He wasn’t sure what
         the judge meant. Or what his sentence was. Except his mind was intact, and he was alive.
      

      
      He turned at the door, and realized, from the grin on the Counselor’s face, he might not be for very long.
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      Chapter Seven

      
      
      
      
      ‘Simply a matter a’ entropy. Proves it,’ the older man said. And lifted his mug.

      
      The younger man beside him, who wore the flash coveralls of a driveship officer, snickered and crashed his boots onto the
         table. His coveralls bore the nametag of RASCHID, H. E., ENGINEERING OFFICER.
      

      
      ‘Wha’s so funny?’ his senior said belligerently. He looked at the other four deep-space men around the tavern’s table. ‘These
         is me officers, and they didn’t hear me say nothin’ funny. Did ya?’
      

      
      Raschid looked around and grinned widely at the drunkenly chorused ‘yessirs.’ Picked up his own mug in both hands and drained
         it.
      

      
      ‘Another round – I’ll tell you. I been listening to frizzly old bastards like you talk about how things is runnin’ down, and
         how they’re gettin’ worse and all that since I first was a steward’s pup.’
      

      
      The barmaid – the spaceport dive’s biggest and only attraction – slid mugs down the long polished aluminum bar. Raschid blew
         foam off the top of his mug and swallowed.
      

      
      ‘Talkin’ to fools,’ he said, ‘is thirsty work. Even when they’re high-credit driveship captains.’

      
      The captain’s mate flexed his shoulders – a move that had kept him out of fights in a thousand worlds – and glowered. Raschid
         laughed again.
      

      
      ‘Man gets too old to stump his own pins, he generally finds some punko to do it for him. Tell you what, cap’n. You gimme one
         good example of how things is goin’ to sheol in a handbasket, and maybe, jus’ maybe, I’ll believe you.’
      

      
      The captain sloshed beer down and wiped the overflow from his already sodden uniform front.

      
      ‘The way we’s treated. Look’a us. We’re officers. Contract traders. Billions a’ credits rest on our every decision. But look around. We’re on Prime World. Heart’a the Empire an’ all that clot.
         But do we get treated wi’ the respect due us? Hell no!’
      

      
      ‘We’s the gears what makes the Empire turn!’ one of his officers yelled.

      
      ‘So, what d’ya expect?’

      
      ‘Like I said. Respect. Two, three hunnerd years back, we woulda been fawned over when we made planetfall. Ever’body wantin’
         to know what it was like out there. Women fallin’ over us. I tell you …’
      

      
      The captain stood up and pointed one finger, an effect that was ruined by a belch that rattled the walls slightly.

      
      ‘When an empire forgets how to treat its heroes, it’s fallin’ apart!’ He nodded triumphantly, turned to his officers. ‘That
         prove it or not?’
      

      
      Raschid ignored the shouted agreement. ‘You think it oughta be like the old days? Say, like when there were torchships?’

      
      ‘You ain’t gotta go back that far, but tha’s good example. More beer! Back when they was ion ships and men to match ’em.’

      
      ‘Torchships my ass,’ Raschid sneered. He spat on the floor. ‘Those torchships. You know how they worked? Computer-run. From
         liftoff to set down.’
      

      
      The other spacemen at the table looked puzzled.

      
      ‘Wha’ ’bout the crews?’

      
      ‘Yeah. The crews! Lemme tell you what those livies don’t get around to showin’. Seems most’a those torch-ships were a little
         hot. From nozzle right up to Barrier Thirty-three, which is where the cargo and passengers were.
      

      
      ‘After a few years, they started havin’ trouble gettin’ young heroes as crew after these young heroes found their bones turned
         green an’ ran out their sleeves after two-three trips.
      

      
      ‘So you know who these crews were? Dockside rummies that had just ’bout enough brains to dump the drive if it got hot beyond
         Thirty-three. They’d shove enough cheap synthalk in ’em to keep ’em from opening up the lock to see what was on the other
         side, punch the TAKEOFF button, and run like hell. Those were your clottin’ hero torchships an’ their hero ossifers.
      

      
      ‘An’ you think people didn’t know about it? You think those drunks got torch parades if they lived through a trip? You think
         that, you even dumber than you look.’
      

      
      The captain looked around at his crew. They waited for a cue. 

      
      ‘How come you know so much – Barrier Thirtythree – on’y way a man could know that he’d have to crew one.’ The old man’s mug slammed down. ‘That’s it! We come over here for a quiet mug or so – sit around, maybe tell some lies … but we ain’t standing
         for nobody who’s thinkin’ we’re dumb enough to believe …’
      

      
      ‘I did,’ Raschid said flatly.

      
      The man broke off. His mate stood up.

      
      ‘You sayin’ you’re a thousand years old, chief?’

      
      Raschid shook his head and drained his beer.

      
      ‘Nope. Older.’

      
      The captain twitched his head at the mate … the mate balled up a fist that should’ve been subcontracted as a wrecking
         ball and swung.
      

      
      Raschid’s head wasn’t there.

      
      He was diving forward, across the table. The top of his head thudded into the captain’s third officer, who, with another man,
         crashed to the floor in a welter of breaking chairs.
      

      
      Raschid rolled to his feet as the mate turned. He stepped inside the mate’s second swing and drove three knife-edged fingers
         into the inside of the mate’s upper arm. The mate doubled up.
      

      
      Raschid spun as the other two men came off the floor … ducking. Not far enough. The captain’s mug caromed off the back
         of his head, and Raschid staggered forward, into the bar.
      

      
      He snap-bounded up … his feet coiled and kicking straight back. The third officer’s arm snapped and he went down, moaning.
         Raschid rolled twice down the bar as the mate launched another drive at him. Grabbed the arm and pulled.
      

      
      The mate slid forward, collected the end of the beer tap in the forehead, and began a good imitation of petrification.

      
      Raschid swung away from the bar, straight-armed a thrown chair away, and snap-kicked the captain in the side.

      
      He lost interest for a few minutes.

      
      Raschid, laughing happily, picked up the fourth man by the lapels … and the broken-armed third officer kicked his legs
         out from under him.
      

      
      Raschid crashed down, the fourth man flailing punches at him. The old captain, wheezing like a grampus, danced – very deftly
         for a man his age – around the edge of the roiling mass, occasionally putting the boot into Raschid’s ribs.
      

      
      Two hands came from nowhere and slammed against the captain’s ears. He slumped. Pole-axed.

      
      Raschid scrambled to his feet, nodded at the new man in the fight, then picked up the third officer and slung him through
         the air at his sudden ally, a gray-haired behemoth with a nose that’d been broken too many times for anyone to be interested in setting it. He thoughtfully dangled the third officer with one hand, making
         up his mind. Then slammed the heel of his hand down just above the bridge of the man’s nose, dropped him, and looked around
         for someone else.
      

      
      The man who wore the Raschid nametag was sitting atop the fourth spaceman. He had a double handful of the man’s hair, and
         was systematically dribbling his head on the bar floor.
      

      
      The gray-haired man walked over, picked up the mate’s unfinished beer and drained it. Then he grunted.

      
      ‘I think you’ve made your point.’

      
      Raschid peeled back the man’s eyelids, and reluctantly let the man’s head slam finally to the floor and stood.

      
      The two looked each other up and down.

      
      ‘Well, colonel?’

      
      The gray-haired man snorted. ‘H. E. Raschid. They get dumber every year. Or anyway somebody does.’

      
      ‘That smacks of insubordination, colonel.’ 

      
      ‘Sorry. Would the all-highest Eternal Emperor of a Billion Suns, Ruler of a Zillion Planets, and Kind Overseer of Too Many
         Goddamned People care to accompany his good and faithful servant back to the palace, where important business awaits, or –
         or you wanna stay the hell with it and go look for some more action?’
      

      
      ‘Later, colonel. Later. Don’t wanna corrupt the young.’

      
      The Eternal Emperor threw an arm around his aide – Col. Ian Mahoney, O.C. Mercury Corps, the shadowy Imperial force responsible
         for intelligence, espionage, and covert operations – and the two men walked, laughing, into the thin sunlight of Prime World.
      

   





      
      Chapter Eight

      
      
      
      
      The Baron waited in the anteroom, pacing nervously, glancing now and then at the two huge Imperial Guardsmen playing statue
         at the entrance to the Eternal Emperor’s chambers. If he thought about it – and Thoresen was trying hard not to right now
         – he was scared. Not a familiar emotion for the Baron.
      

      
      He had been summoned by the Emperor across half the galaxy with none of the usual Imperial Palace formal politeness. The Baron
         had simply been told to come. Now. With no explanations. Thoresen hoped it had nothing to do with Bravo Project, although
         he was sure that even the Emperor’s elaborate spy system wouldn’t have uncovered it. Otherwise Thoresen was as good as dead.
      

      
      Finally, the doors hissed open and a tiny robed clerk stepped out to bow him in. Thoresen was only slightly relieved when
         the guards remained at their stations. The clerk withdrew and the Baron was left in an immense chamber filled with exotic
         items collected by the Emperor over his thousand years of life. Odd mounted beasts from hunting expeditions on alien worlds,
         strange art objects, ancient books opened to wonderful illustrations far beyond any computer art conceivable.
      

      
      The Baron gawked about him, feeling very much like some rube from a border world. Eventually he noticed a man waiting far
         across the chamber. His back was to Thoresen and he was apparently looking out over the Prime World capital through the large
         curved glass wall. He was dressed in simple white robes.
      

      
      The Eternal Emperor turned as Thoresen approached and made his bows.

      
      ‘We were told by our aides,’ the Emperor said, ‘that you had a reputation for promptness. Apparently they misinformed us.’

      
      
      
      
      The Baron gobbled. ‘I left as soon as—’

      
      The Emperor waved him into silence. He turned and looked outside again. A long silence. The Baron fidgeted, wondering.

      
      ‘If it’s about the Company’s latest prospectus, your highness, I can assure you there was no exaggeration. I’d stake my reputation
         on—’
      

      
      ‘Look at that,’ the Emperor said.

      
      Confused, Thoresen peered outside. Below, members of the Royal Court flitted about in an elaborate lawn dance on the Palace
         grounds.
      

      
      ‘Simpering fools. They think that because they are titled the Empire revolves around them. Billions of citizens work so they
         can play.’
      

      
      He turned to Thoresen. A warm smile on his face. ‘But the two of us know better, don’t we, Baron? We know what it is to get
         our hands dirty. We know what it is to work.’
      

      
      Now Thoresen was really confused. The man was blowing hot and cold. What did he want? Were the rumours about his senility true? No, he cautioned
         himself. How could they be? After all, the Baron had started them.
      

      
      ‘Well?’ the Emperor asked.

      
      ‘Well, what, sir?’

      
      ‘Why did you request this audience? Get to the point, man. We have delegations waiting from twenty or thirty planets.’

      
      ‘Uh, your highness, perhaps there was some mistake – not yours, of course. But – uh … I thought you wanted to—’

      
      ‘We’re glad you came, anyway, Baron,’ the Emperor interrupted. ‘We’ve been wanting to talk to you about some rather disturbing
         reports.’ He began to stroll through the room and Thoresen fell in beside him, trying hopelessly to get his mind on top of
         the situation. Whatever that was.
      

      
      ‘About what, your highness?’

      
      ‘We’re sure it’s nothing, but some of your agents have been making certain comments to select customers that a few of our
         – ahem – representatives construe as possibly being, shall we say, treasonous?’
      

      
      ‘Like what, your highness?’ Feigned shock from Thoresen.

      
      ‘Oh, nothing concrete comes to our mind. Just little suggestions, apparently, that certain services performed by the Empire
         could possibly be done best by the Company.’
      

      
      ‘Who? Who said that? I’ll have them immediately—’

      
      ‘We’re sure you will, Baron. But don’t be too harsh on them. We imagine it’s just a case of overzealous loyalty.’

      
      
      ‘Still. The Company cannot be a party to such talk. Our policy – in fact it’s in our bylaws – is absolute.’

      
      ‘Yes. Yes. We know. Your grandfather drew up those bylaws. Approved them myself as a rider to your charter. Quite a man, your
         grandfather. How is he, by the way?’
      

      
      ‘Uh, dead, your highness. A few hundred years—’ 

      
      ‘Oh, yes. My sympathies.’

      
      They were back at the door and it was opening and the little clerk was stepping forward to lead an absolutely bewildered Thoresen
         out the door. The Emperor started to turn away and then paused.
      

      
      ‘Ah, Baron?’

      
      ‘Yes, your highness?’

      
      ‘You forgot to tell us why you were here. Is there some problem, or special favor we can grant?’

      
      Long pause from Thoresen. ‘No, thank you. I just happened to be on Prime World and I stopped by to inquire – I mean, I just
         wanted to say … hello.’
      

      
      ‘Very thoughtful of you, Baron. But everything is proceeding exactly as we planned. Now, if you’ll excuse us.’

      
      The door hissed closed. Behind the Emperor there was a rustling sound, and then the sound of someone choking – perhaps fatally
         – and a curtain parted. Mahoney stepped out from behind it. Doubled up with laughter.
      

      
      The Emperor grinned, walked over to an ancient wooden rolltop desk and slid open a drawer. Out came a bottle and two glasses.
         He poured drinks. ‘Ever try this?’
      

      
      Mahoney was suspicious. His boss was known for a perverse sense of humor in certain sodden circles. ‘What is it?’

      
      ‘After twenty years of research it’s as close as I can come to what I remember as a hell of a drink. Used to call it bourbon.’

      
      ‘You made it, huh?’

      
      ‘I had help. Lab delivered it this morning.’

      
      Mahoney took a deep breath. Then gulped the liquid down. The Emperor watched with great interest. A long pause. Then Mahoney
         nodded.
      

      
      ‘Not bad.’

      
      He poured himself another while the Emperor took a sip. Rolled it around on his tongue and then swallowed. ‘Not even close.
         In fact, it tastes like crap.’
      

      
      The Emperor drank it down and refilled his glass. ‘So? What do you think of him?’

      
      ‘The Baron? He’s so crooked he screws his socks on in the morning. He ain’t no toady, though, no matter how it looked when you were playing him like a fish.’

      
      ‘You caught that, huh? Tell you what, if I weren’t the biggest kid on the block I think he woulda cut my throat. Or tried,
         anyway.’
      

      
      The Emperor topped off their drinks and then eased back in his chair, feet on his desk. ‘Okay. We had our face to face – good
         suggestion, by the way. And I agree the man is just dumb enough and power hungry enough to be dangerous to the Empire. Now.
         Spit it out. What should I be worrying my royal head about?’
      

      
      Mahoney scraped up another chair, settled into it and put his feet up beside the Emperor’s.

      
      ‘A whole lot of things. But nothing we can prove. Best bit I got is that a real good source tells me that Thoresen is spending
         credits by the bundle on a thing he calls Bravo Project.’
      

      
      ‘What’s that?’

      
      ‘Hell if I know. Couple years ago I had my boy risk his old butt and come right out and ask. Thoresen ain’t sayin’. Except
         that it’s, quote, vital to the interests of the Company, endquote.’
      

      
      ‘Who’s your man?’

      
      Mahoney grimaced. ‘I can’t say.’ 

      
      ‘Colonel! I asked you a question!’

      
      Mahoney sat up straight. He knew where the chain of command started. ‘Yessir. It’s a guy on the board of directors. Named
         Lester.’
      

      
      ‘Lester … I know him. I was at his birth ceremony. Absolutely trustworthy in matters concerning the Empire. ’Course, in
         a hand of poker – well, nobody’s perfect. So Lester is suspicious of this Bravo Project, huh?’
      

      
      ‘Very. Thoresen is practically bleeding the Company dry to pay for it. He’s maintaining barely enough profit to keep the stockholders
         happy. Even then, Lester thinks he’s messing with the books.’
      

      
      ‘That’s not much to go on. Even I can’t put the Guard on Vulcan on mere suspicion. I’d lose all credibility. Hell, I founded
         this Empire on the principles of free enterprise and zip government interference.’
      

      
      ‘Do you have to believe your own propaganda?’

      
      The Emperor thought about it a second. Then answered regretfully, ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘So what do we do about it?’

      
      The Emperor frowned, then sighed and chugged his drink down. ‘Hate to do this, but I got no other choice.’

      
      ‘Meaning?’

      
      ‘Meaning, I’m about to lose a great drinking buddy. For a while, anyway.’

      
      
      Outraged, Mahoney came to his feet. ‘You’re not sending me to that godforsaken hole? Vulcan’s so far out of the way even comets
         duck it!’
      

      
      ‘Got any better ideas?’

      
      Mahoney ran it over. Then shook his head. Slugged down his drink. ‘When do I leave?’

      
      ‘You mean you’re still here?’

   





      
      Chapter Nine

      
      
      
      
      The airlock cycle clanked to an end. Thick yellow gas billowed into the chamber. Sten could barely see the other workers against
         the opposite wall.
      

      
      The interior lock door slid open, and Sten walked toward his job station, across the kilometer-wide hemisphere of Work Area
         35.
      

      
      He figured that two years had passed, plus or minus a cycle or six, since he’d begun his sentence. How the time flies when
         you’re having fun, he thought sourly.
      

      
      The floor-level vats bubbled and boiled, gray slime crawling up onto the catwalks. Sten threaded his way around the scum,
         around huge, growing lumps of crystal.
      

      
      He stopped at his first station, and checked the nutrient gauges feeding into one of the meters-high boulders. It took Sten
         half a very sweaty hour to torch off the spiralling whorls of a granular cancer from the second boulder in his area. He fed
         the crumbly residue to the atmosphere plants in the nearest vat, and went on through the roiling yellow atmosphere.
      

      
      Area 35 was an artificial duplicate of a faraway world, where metals assumed a life of their own. Minerals ‘grew,’ ‘blossomed,’
         and ‘died.’
      

      
      Samples of the various metals indicated one with rare properties – incredible lightness, yet with a tensile strength far in
         excess of any known alloy or element.
      

      
      The Company’s geologists found the mineral interesting and with enormous commercial potential. There were only two problems:

      
      Its homeworld was a man-killer. That was the easiest part. The Company’s engineers could duplicate almost any conditions.
         And with the condemned Migs of the Exotic Section to harvest the minerals, the casualty rate was ‘unimportant.’
      

      
      
      The second, and bigger, problem was working the material. After years of experimentation, metal-based ‘virii’ on the mineral’s
         home-world were mutated, then used as biological tools to machine the crystal.
      

      
      The shaped metal was used for superstressed applications: drive-ship emergency overrides and atomic plant core sensor supports
         as well as the ultimate in snob’s jewelry. The cost, of course, was astronomical. Sten’s foreman once estimated a fist-size
         chunk as worth an Exec’s contract pay for a year.
      

      
      The growth rate and size of each boulder were carefully controlled and computer monitored. But Sten had found a way to override
         the nutrient controls on one boulder. For six cycles, a small, unnoticed lump had been cultured, gram by gram, on one boulder.
      

      
      Sten checked ‘his’ boulder. The lump was ready for harvesting – and machining into a useful little tool that Sten wasn’t planning
         to tell the Company about.
      

      
      He unclipped a small canister of a cutting virus from the bulkhead, and triggered its nozzle near the base of his lump. A
         near-invisible red spray jetted. Sten outlined the base of the growth with it.
      

      
      He’d once seen what happened when a worker let a bit of the virus spray across his suit. The worker didn’t even have time
         to neutralize the virus before it ate through and he exploded, a greasy fireball barely visible through the roiling yellow
         haze as the suit’s air supply and Area 35’s atmosphere combined.
      

      
      Sten waited a few seconds, then neutralized the virus and tapped the lump free of its mother boulder.

      
      He took the lump to his biomill and clamped it into position, closed and sealed the mill’s work area, and hooked his laboriously
         breadboarded bluebox into circuit so the mill’s time wouldn’t be logged in Area 35’s control section.
      

      
      Sten set the biomill’s controls on manual, and tapped keys. Virus sprayed across the metal lump. Sten waited until the virus
         was neutralized, then resprayed.
      

      
      And he waited.

      
      There were only two ways of telling time in Exotic Section. One was by counting deaths. But when the attrition rate was well
         over 100 per cent per year, that just reminded Sten he was riding on the far edge of the statistics.
      

      
      The other way was with a handful of memories. 

      
      *

      
      
      The hog-jowled foreman had waited until the guards unshackled Sten and hastily exited back into Vulcan’s main section. Then
         he swung a beefy fist into Sten’s face.
      

      
      Sten went down, then climbed back to his feet, tasting blood. 

      
      ‘Ain’t you gonna ask what that was for?’

      
      Sten was silent.

      
      ‘That was for nothing. You do something, and it’s a whole lot worse.

      
      ‘You’re in Exotics now. We don’t run loose here like they do up North. Here Migs do what they’re told.

      
      ‘Exotic’s split up into different areas. Ever’ one of them’s a different environment. You’ll work in sealed suits, mostly.
         All the areas are what they call High Hazard Envir’ments. Which means only volunteers work in them. That’s you. You’re a volunteer.
      

      
      ‘You mess, sleep, and rec in Barracks. That’s the next capsule down from Guard Section, which is where you are now.

      
      ‘You don’t come north of Barracks unless you figure your area ain’t killin’ you quick enough.

      
      ‘One more thing. What goes on in Barracks ain’t our business. All that matters is the machines are manned every shift and
         you don’t try to get out. Those is the only rules.’
      

      
      He jerked his head, and two of the Exotic Section’s guards pulled Sten out.

      
      The lump was almost down to the right dimensions. Sten rechecked his ‘farm’ and corrected the nutrients, then returned to
         the biomill and set up for the final shaping cut.
      

      
      Sten’s first area was what the foreman called a cinch shift.

      
      It was a prototype high-speed wiremill. Nitrogen atmosphere. Unfortunately, it wasn’t quite right yet. Extruder feeds jammed.
         Drawers put on too much pressure, or, most commonly, the drum-coiler gears stripped.
      

      
      And every time the plant went down, someone died. Raw wire piling up behind the jammed extruder tore off a man’s arm. Broken
         wire whiplashed through a man like a sword. A coil of wire lifted from its bin curled around a momentarily inattentive inspector’s
         neck and guillotined him.
      

      
      About a hundred ‘volunteers’ worked in that area. Sten figured there was one death per cycle.

      
      He figured the foreman had been being funny. Until he graduated and found out how fast other areas killed Migs.

      
      *

      
      
      The virus had shaped that lump into a dull black rectangle, 10×15 ×30 cm. Sten tapped the STORE button, and the neutralizer
         control, then walked to another console. He quickly built up the three-dimensional model of the tool he would build, which
         included measurements of the inside of Sten’s loosely closed fist.
      

      
      This tool would fit only one man.

      
      ‘Ya gon’ gimme your synthalk for as long as I want?’

      
      ‘That’s right.’

      
      ‘What’ya want?’

      
      ‘You know how to fight. Foreman – his bullies – don’t mess with you.’

      
      ‘Clottin’-A they don’t. Learned how to tight-corner all over the galaxy. Boy, I even had some guards training!’ The little
         man beamed proudly. ‘You want to be taught?’
      

      
      ‘That’s it.’

      
      ‘Yeah. Yeah. Why not? Ain’t nothin’ else to do down here. ’Cept wait to die.’

      
      Sten hit the TRANSFER switch and input his model, set up as a machining program, into the biomill. Waited until the PROGRAM
         ACTIVE light went on, then touched the START button.
      

      
      Small, medium-power lasers glowed and moved toward the block of metal. Virus sprayed onto the block, and more metal crumbled
         away. Then the lasers ‘masked’ areas, and the virus shaped that block into the reality of Sten’s model.
      

      
      The shift hours dragged past, and the mill hummed on happily. Once Sten had to shut down when a guard came through. But he
         didn’t stop at Sten’s machine.
      

      
      ‘Base position. Now. Clot! Stick always goes across your body. Just above the waist. Then you’re ready for any kind of defense.’

      
      ‘What about a knife?’

      
      ‘You know stick – you’ll be able to put that knife about eight inches up the lower intestine of the guy what pulled it on
         you. Now. One – swing your left up. Stick’s straight up and down. Step in … naw. Naw. Naw! Stick’s gonna go into the side
         of somebody’s neck. You ain’t askin’ to dance with him. Do it again.’
      

      
      An hour before shift-change, the TASK COMPLETE light went on. Sten began flushing the mill’s interior with neutralizer. He
         knew better than to hurry.
      

      
      *

      
      
      ‘You in a bibshop. Man breaks off a bottle. Comes at you. What’ya do?’

      
      ‘Kick him.’

      
      ‘Naw. Naw. Naw. Hurt yourself that way. Throw somethin’. Anythin’. His arm’s low, throw for his face. He’s ice-pickin’, slide
         a chair up his groin. Awright. You hit him. He goes back. What’ya do?’
      

      
      ‘Kick. Kneecap. Arch if you can get close. Neck.’ 

      
      ‘Awright! He goes down. What next?’

      
      ‘Put his bottle in his face.’

      
      ‘Sten. I’m startin’ to get proud of you. Now. Get your tail in the head. Practice for the rest of the off-shift. Next off-shift,
         I’ll show you what to do if you got a knife.’
      

      
      Sten unlatched the work-area cover and lifted out his tool.

      
      His. For the first time in his life, he had something that wasn’t borrowed or leased from the Company. That the material cost
         was a merchant prince’s ransom and the machining techniques used enough power for an entire dome made it even sweeter.
      

      
      Sten held a slim double-edged dagger in his clumsy suit gloves. The skeleton handle was custom-fit for Sten’s fingers to curl
         around in the deadly knife-fighter’s grip the little man had taught him.
      

      
      There was no guard, just serrated lateral grooves between the haft and blade that tapered from 1.25 cm width down 6.5 cm to
         a needle tip. The knife was 12.7 cm long and only 0.6 cm thick.
      

      
      It was possibly the deadliest fighting blade that had ever been constructed. The crystal tapered to a hairedge barely 15 molecules
         wide, and the weight of the blade alone was enough pressure to cut a diamond in half.
      

      
      Sten tucked the knife in an unused suit storage pocket. He already had the sheath built.

      
      Hite had done that for him.

      
      He and Sten had hidden out in a normal-environment disused area. He’d put Sten out with a central anesthetic. And then delicately
         gone to work.
      

      
      The sheath was inside Sten’s lower arm. With pirated microsurgery tools, Hite laid back a section of Sten’s skin down to
         the dermis. He put an undercoat of living plaskin next to the subcutaneous tissue, then body-cemented into place the alloy
         U-curve that Sten had already built. That would keep the knife’s blade from touching anything – including the U-curve.
      

      
      A wrist muscle was rerouted across the mouth of the sheath to keep the knife in place. Then Hite replaced the layer of dermis and epidermis over the surgical modifications and body-cemented
         Sten back together.
      

      
      It took several cycles to heal. But Hite was satisfied the plaskin was non-irritative, and the skin over the sheath would
         continue to regenerate.
      

      
      The shift buzzer in Sten’s suit blatted. Sten shut down the mill and headed for the lock.

      
      Nobody knew exactly what Hite had done to get stuck in Exotic Section. It was known that he’d been a pioneer-world doctor.
         It was known that he’d taken a Tech contract on Vulcan for an unknown reason. And it was obvious that he’d done something
         incredibly wrong.
      

      
      Hite never told anyone – including Sten – about what he’d done.

      
      He was not only the only medic the Migs had access to but he’d been in Exotic Section for years.

      
      He was also the only friend Sten ever had.

      
      ‘Sten, lad. The problem with you is you don’t laugh enough.’

      
      ‘Laugh? I’m stuck in the anus of Vulcan … everybody’s trying to kill me – they’re gonna succeed – and you want me to laugh?’

      
      ‘Of course, boy. Because what could be funnier than all that?’

      
      ‘I don’t get it.’

      
      Hite leaned closer. ‘It’s because the gods hate you. Personally.

      
      ’ Sten considered. Then smiled slowly. And started laughing.

      
      ‘There’s your other problem, boy. You laugh too much.’

      
      ‘Huh?’

      
      ‘What’s there to laugh about? You’re up the arse of Vulcan and everyone’s trying to kill you. I’d get worried if I were you.’

      
      Sten stared at him. Then shook his head and started howling.

      
      In the shiftroom, Sten fed high-pressure disinfectant into his suit and resealed it. He waited. There was no leak. Sten dumped
         the disinfectant into the recycler and pegged the suit. In the Exotic Section, elderly vacuum worksuits, condemned by the
         Techs, were used. Leaks were very common. And in an area, there wasn’t time to patch them. Sten yawned and pushed through
         the Barracks toward his bunk.
      

      
      The knife was tucked inside Sten’s arm. His open hand held it securely in position. Sten couldn’t wait to show it to Hite.

      
      Barracks smelled like The Row. Cubed and recubed. With no Sociopatrolmen. A couple of hulks were going through the meager effects of a young boy who lay sprawled in a pool of blood. One of them grinned up at Sten. ‘Got fresh meat in today.’
      

      
      Sten shrugged and kept walking. The ethanol stand was crowded as always. He stopped by his bunk. The female Mig who bunked
         over him had his blanket hung as a curtain, and paired grunts came from behind it.
      

      
      Sten headed for Hite’s square. The old man had been sick, and Sten hoped he was feeling semihuman. He wanted to ask him more
         about Pioneer Sector.
      

      
      There was a knot of men around Hite’s bunk. The foreman and some of his toadies. And beside them, a robot trundle.

      
      Two of the thugs picked up a gray, frail, still form from the bunk and dumped it unceremoniously onto the trundle.

      
      Sten broke into a run as the trundle automatically swiveled away. He smashed a fist into its control panel and the trundle
         stopped.
      

      
      ‘Ain’t no use,’ one of the toadies said. ‘Ol’ basser’s dead.’

      
      ‘What happened?’

      
      ‘Guess he just died. Natural causes.’

      
      Sten started to turn … then pulled Hite’s body over.

      
      Blood still oozed from the slash in Hite’s throat. Sten looked up at the foreman.

      
      ‘He di’n’t want to go on-shift. So, like Malek says, he just died. Naturally.’

      
      The foreman made the mistake of laughing.

      
      Sten came off the floor at the foreman. One thug body-checked him and Sten went to the floor, twisted, and came back to his
         feet.
      

      
      And the little man echoed in his brain. You’re never angry. You never want anything. You are a response without a mind.
      

      
      A toady moved in, and Sten’s foot lashed. The man’s kneecap shattered audibly and he dropped.

      
      ‘Take him.’

      
      The toadies surged forward. One huge man had Sten from behind, crushing him with both hands. Sten wiggled an arm free and
         swung a fist back, thumb extended.
      

      
      The tough dropped Sten and howled back, blood pouring from his eye socket.

      
      Sten spun, his foot coming wide against the base of the bully’s neck. It snapped and the man crashed to the deck.

      
      ‘Get him, you clots!’ the foreman thundered.

      
      The two men left looked at the foreman and at Sten, trying to decide which was worse. One of the men ripped a bunk support free, and the second man’s hand snaked into his pocket and flicked
         out with a gleaming knife, honed down from a hand chisel.
      

      
      Sten dropped his right hand limply. Curled his fingers. The knife dropped into his hand. Cold. Comforting.

      
      The man with the steel bar reached Sten first, swinging. Sten brought the knife up … and the blade razored through the
         steel. The man gaped for a second at the short steel stub he held, then Sten lashed in and cut his throat like soft butter.
      

      
      The knifeman feinted once as Sten spun, then lunged for Sten’s stomach. Sten overhanded a block …

      
      The foreman stared, horrified, as his toady’s arm, still holding a knife in writhing fingers, thudded to the deck.

      
      Then the foreman turned and ran. The wrong way. Down, away from the guard capsule. Toward the areas.

      
      Sten caught him just before the shiftroom. The foreman turned. Holding out both hands. Panicked eyes wide.

      
      Sten slashed once.

      
      The foreman screamed as his guts bulged out, and slopped wetly to the deck.

      
      ‘That was for nothing.’

      
      Sten ran for his suit as alarms began to shrill.

      
      Inside Area 35, Sten could hear the banging on the lock. He wasn’t too worried. He’d dumped the lock air and wedged the inner
         door open. That’d take them some time to get through.
      

      
      The guards had to figure Sten was trapped. There was no interconnection to another area. All that was outside Area 35 was
         hard vacuum.
      

      
      Sten gingerly lifted the viral spray tank out of his biolathe and muscled it to the dome’s curving outer wall. He flipped
         the bleed valve open and scrambled back toward the overturned gravsled as the red viral spray hissed against the dome’s skin.
      

      
      The gravsled was the biggest thing he could get into position. He’d put all of its anchors down, and hoped it would hold when
         everything went.
      

      
      The wall cracked and peeled and bubbled out until … the wall dissolved and became exploding blackness. A storm of escaping
         gasses howled into space. Mega-credits’ worth of crystal boulders, vehicles, and tools pounded around the hole and then ripped
         their way out.
      

      
      The gravsled cracked … anchors tore loose, and then, with a grinding crash, the sled came free and thundered toward the hole. It smashed across the hole but was just too large to fit
         between two main support beams.
      

      
      And then the howling stopped. And what was left of Area 35 was silent.

      
      Blood ran down into Sten’s eyes where he’d slammed into his suit visor rim. He blinked it away and checked his suit carefully
         for leaks.
      

      
      Then he slid around the sled and out the hole.

      
      He swayed, momentarily vertiginous as blackness and harsh starlight rose around him.

      
      One way or another, he was out of Exotic Section. And – he managed to grin wryly – achieving one of his dreams. He was out
         of Vulcan.
      

      
      And then he was moving. Away from the hole, away from Exotic Section. Headed North, toward the only hole he could maybe hide
         in – the sprawling main mass of Vulcan.
      

      
      He had no idea where he was going. First he took steps, then as he became bolder and realized there was enough magnetism left
         in the suit’s boots to keep him from spinning off into space, in great meters-long bounds.
      

      
      Several times he almost panicked and looked for a non-existent hiding place, when repair craft and patrol boats speared down
         toward him.
      

      
      Then he realized … all they were worrying about was the sudden expensive explosion kilometers away in Exotics. If they
         even spotted him, one man in a work-suit wouldn’t be connected with the destruction.
      

      
      Not yet, anyway.

      
      He held out as long as he could – until his suit’s air supply began to rasp in his ears, and he could hear the regulator gurgle
         at him – then went to the first hatchway he saw. Sten guessed it was for routine maintenance.
      

      
      He fumbled with its catches, and suddenly the hatch slid smoothly open. He crawled in the tiny lock chamber, closed the outer
         door, and hit the cycle button.
      

      
      The inner door creaked open – at least there was air on the other side to carry noise – and Sten stepped out.

      
      A long, deserted corridor stretched away before and behind him. Dust was thick on the walkway, and several of the overheads
         were burnt out. Sten slumped down against a bulkhead. He was free. He was home.
      

      
      
      He considered those two thoughts. And smiled. His smile became laughter.

      
      Free. Until they caught him. Home? On Vulcan?

      
      But he laughed, as Hite had taught him.

      
      It seemed like the right thing to do.

   





      
      Chapter Ten

      
      
      
      
      Thoresen hurried off the gravsled toward the shuttle. A few more minutes and he would be off Prime World and heading back
         to Vulcan. He was still nervous about the Emperor and half believed that at any second he would be arrested.
      

      
      The Baron tensed as several guardsmen walked around a corner. But they were deep in conversation and were obviously not after
         him. He relaxed.
      

      
      A certain wild part of him almost wished for a confrontation. Thoresen was not used to bowing to other men. He didn’t like
         the feeling of terror. He walked past the soldiers, thinking that he could take them. Instantly. His mind fingered the possibilities.
         He would rip the throat out of the first one. The second would die as he broke his nose and drove the cartilage into the brain.
         The third – he shook off the feeling. He was breathing easier as he started up the loading ramp.
      

      
      A little later, he was on the shuttle and heading for the liner orbiting around Prime World. Settling back – really relaxing
         for the first time since he left Vulcan – Thoresen thought over his meeting with the Emperor.
      

      
      There were several possibilities: (a) The Emperor was senile. Unlikely; (b) The man was really trying to soothe a few aides.
         Nonsense. It wasn’t his style; (c) The Emperor knew about Bravo Project. Wrong. Thoresen was alive, wasn’t he? (d) The Emperor
         suspected something was up but couldn’t prove it. Hence the meeting to feel Thoresen out and issue a subtle warning. Now,
         that was more probable.
      

      
      All right. What would be the Emperor’s next move? That was easy. He’d tighten the investigation. Send more spies to Vulcan.

      
      
      The Baron smiled to himself, feeling much better about the situation. He closed his eyes to take a brief nap. Just before
         he fell asleep he made a note to himself. He’d order Security to clear with him the credentials of all offworlders. He looked
         forward to interviewing a few spies personally.
      

   





      
      Chapter Eleven

      
     
      
      
      Sten had been on the run for about a month when he met the girl. She was about fifteen and dressed in a shapeless, grimy black
         coverall. Her face and hands were smeared with grease. And she came within a hair of killing him. Her name was Bet. Sten thought
         she was the most beautiful woman he had ever seen.
      

      
      Sten had made it that far by hiding in the ventilation ducts that warrened Vulcan. They varied in size from twenty-meter-wide
         central ductways to shoulder-wide tubes to individual rooms. The ducts were caked with the grease of years and periodically
         blocked by huge filter screens. Sten used a small powerdriver he had stolen from a warehouse to get through the screens.
      

      
      The ventilation ducts went everywhere, giving him quick access to food warehouses and empty apartments when he needed to forage.
         The only real danger he ever encountered was when he chanced on work parties servicing the filter screens. But they were easy
         to avoid. He had also heard strange scrabbling and scratching noises which he figured were groups of Delinqs. So far, he had
         steered clear of them, pretty sure of his reception.
      

      
      The only things he feared were the periodic extermination raids mounted by the Company against the Delinqs. From what he had
         heard back in his Mig days, the few survivors were guaranteed brainburn.
      

      
      Still, he lived fairly well, and in fact had gained a kilo or two since his escape. He was just getting slightly bored and
         more than a little picky about his meals when he made a real find.
      

      
      The hydroponics farm was a glistening green world that stretched out of sight into the mists. Towering purple ferns could
         be seen and row upon row of every conceivable plant, some in flower, some drooping with ripe vegetables and fruit. Sten had
         never seen anything like it before except at the vid library.
      

      
      
      No humans were about. Only agricultural bots – the lowest form – tending and harvesting the plants. Sten dropped through the
         duct and landed on the ground. It was soft and green. Sten looked down at his feet. So that’s what grass looks like.
      

      
      He walked through the rows smelling – fresh air? Flowers? Soil? He picked a handful of what he thought might be grapes. Nibbled
         on them, his face lighting up at the fresh taste. Sten took off his shirt and started stuffing it until the seams nearly split.
      

      
      A soft footfall. Sten whirled, his knife flashing out. Then he hesitated. It was a girl.

      
      She carried a Sociopatrolman’s stun rod, tied to a half-meter-long fiber rod. She hadn’t spotted him yet and Sten started
         to slide back into a row of plants. Then he hesitated. She didn’t behave like a Mig or a Tech. She had to be a Delinq.
      

      
      Sten suddenly remembered one of his father’s phrases: ‘The enemy of my enemy is my friend.’ He stepped from behind a huge
         fern into full view.
      

      
      The girl saw him, froze, then flipped the stun rod on and drew back her arm, ready to hurl the improvised spear at Sten.

      
      ‘Wait.’

      
      The girl stopped. Still ready to throw. No fear at all. Her eyes widened as his knife hand flickered and the blade disappeared
         from view. He held out his hands, palms up.
      

      
      ‘Who are you?’

      
      ‘I’m Sten.’

      
      ‘You on the run?’

      
      Sten nodded.

      
      ‘From where?’

      
      ‘Exotic Section.’

      
      The stun rod came up.

      
      ‘Liar! Nobody’s ever—’

      
      ‘I blew out an area. Came across the outside in a suit. I’ve been living in the ducts.’

      
      The girl frowned.

      
      ‘We heard there was an accident. But that’s impossible.’

      
      Sten waited.

      
      ‘You’ve got the muscles that come from lifting. And those scars on your legs … You’re a runaway.’

      
      ‘Then what am I doing here?’

      
      The girl smiled humorlessly. ‘Who knows? Trying to infiltrate us. Just weird. Maybe a real runner.’

      
      Sten shrugged.

      
      
      
      
      ‘Hold your hands out again,’ the girl ordered. ‘Palms up.’

      
      Sten did as she asked. The girl inspected Sten’s calloused and work-torn hands and looked closely at the grime-encrusted ragged
         nails.
      

      
      ‘You could’ve faked that. Strip.’ 

      
      ‘What?’ Sten managed.

      
      ‘Take off your clothes. If you’re an infiltrator, you’ll have a soft body like a socioslime.’

      
      Sten hesitated.

      
      ‘This stun rod,’ the girl said evenly, ‘is power-jumped. It puts out about two hundred per cent more force than it should
         for about two seconds. Then it burns out. But by then whoever it hits is ready for recycling.’
      

      
      Sten fingered the fastener, then stepped out of the suit.

      
      The girl walked completely around him, then stood, considering for a moment, in front of him.

      
      The girl smiled slightly.

      
      ‘It’s a very good body.’

      
      Then her smile vanished.

      
      ‘Come on. Get dressed. I’m Bet.’

      
      As he stepped into his clothes, she dumped his ‘harvest’ out of his shirt and handed it to him. She began picking through
         the vegetables and fruits, tossing some away as too green, stuffing others into a sack.
      

      
      ‘You’re lucky I came along,’ she said. ‘Most runners are caught after the first month.’

      
      ‘You a Delinq?’

      
      She gave him a disgusted look.

      
      ‘I wouldn’t be alive if I weren’t. We know how to duck the sweeps. We know the places to hide, where they almost never look.
         A good Delinq can last … maybe five years.’
      

      
      Sten was shocked.

      
      ‘How long since you ran?’ he asked.

      
      ‘Three years now.’

      
      She shouldered the sack and headed for a ventilation duct. 

      
      ‘Come on. I’ll take you to Oron.’

      
      She slid into the duct, motioned him past her, then replaced the filter screen. Then she pulled what appeared to be a tiny
         headband from her coveralls, flicked the light on, and wriggled by Sten to take the lead. The soft brush of her body against
         his turned Sten’s mouth dry. He took a deep breath and crawled after her.
      

      
      *

      
      
      The Delinqs paid no attention to Sten and Bet as they dropped from the duct into the long-abandoned warehouse.

      
      About thirty of them, dressed in the stolen finery of Vulcan’s warehouses, were celebrating a raid on a particularly rich
         warehouse, and most of them were drunk or drugged. It was one of the strangest things Sten had ever seen: a party in almost
         absolute silence. Whispering – even in the safety of home base – was second nature to a Delinq.
      

      
      Stranger still, they were all children. The youngest, he estimated, was no more than twelve – a girl rubbing oil on the body
         of a boy about thirteen. The oldest person Sten saw, as Bet led him through them, was in his late teens. Sten felt like an
         old man.
      

      
      Oron was sprawled in the office section of the warehouse. At first glance, he appeared to be in his forties. A closer look
         showed that the white hair and withered arm belonged to a man only a year or so older than Sten.
      

      
      His face was the worst. Half of it was mobile. The other frozen like a deathmask.

      
      Beside him sat a pudgy girl, busily working her way through a pile of fruit. Behind him, on a fur-piled bed, were two naked
         girls. Both beautiful and sleeping – or drugged.
      

      
      ‘This is Sten,’ Bet said. ‘He’s a runner.’

      
      Oron turned to the fat girl and pointed at Bet. ‘Who is she?’

      
      ‘Bet. You sent her out last shift to the hydroponic farm,’ the girl said, not missing a bite.

      
      Sten froze, arced his wrist, getting ready to spring out his knife. If this was Bet’s gang, why didn’t Oron know—? Oron caught
         Sten’s expression. Half his face smiled.
      

      
      ‘Fadal is my memory,’ he said, gesturing at the pudgy girl. ‘I am – am a …’ His brow furrowed.

      
      ‘Brainburn,’ Fadal answered for him.

      
      ‘Yes. I did something wrong when I was young, for which they … brainburned me. But something went wrong. It didn’t . .
         . take. Or rather … it only partially worked.’
      

      
      He motioned at his face and withered arm. ‘My body. And part of my mind … So I am an … amnesiac.’

      
      ‘Then how do you—?’ Sten began.

      
      ‘All that happens this shift is very clear to me. But the next shift, I do not know what went before. I remember how to talk.
         That I am a Delinq. That I am Oron. Although sometimes I forget that. And that I am the leader of these people. But …
         I must be reminded of … of … yes … of their names. And what I asked them to do.’
      

      
      
      ‘He’s the leader,’ Bet said, ‘because he can always figure out where to raid. And when to move just before there is another
         sweep.’
      

      
      ‘Oron has been a Delinq for twelve years,’ Fadal said.

      
      She seemed to think it was a compliment. Sten guessed it just might be.

      
      ‘So you are a runner,’ Oron said. ‘And you want to join us?’

      
      Sten hesitated, looked at Bet, and then shrugged.

      
      ‘Sure. Why not?’

      
      ‘Do you vouch for him, Bet?’

      
      Bet was surprised. Usually there was a test – and questions. Why was Oron willing to rely solely on her word? She glanced
         over at Sten, who was waiting for her answer. Then she could see it. The look on his face. He didn’t care about the Delinqs
         or Oron. He was obviously confident in his abilities to survive without them. He was here for … her.
      

      
      Sten felt his heart jump as she nodded.

      
      ‘Do we team him?’

      
      Bet met Oron’s eyes. Suddenly she laughed. 

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Bet will be your team partner,’ he said to Sten. ‘Do what she … shows you … and you will live. Now, sit … have
         wine. And tell me … your story.’
      

      
      Sten accepted a glass of wine and sprawled on the floor. He began his story, glancing over at Bet now and then as he spoke.

   





      
      Chapter Twelve

      
      
      
      
      ‘I wanna watch livie, mommie, I wanna watch livie.’

      
      The Creche nurse hustled over to the boy, a warm smile on her face. She hugged him and palmed a button; the wall flickered,
         became a screen, and cartoon characters scampered in across it. The fourteen-year-old boy giggled in delight.
      

      
      Bet’s parents had sold her to the Company a few cycles before. The price: their contracts were torn up and the Mig couple
         was free to leave Vulcan. It was considered a remarkable bargain on both sides.
      

      
      Normally the Company preferred Mig children to grow up into Mig men and women. But there were exceptions officials constantly
         sought. The Company psych who tested Bet whistled at her raw intelligence scores. Company reps approached Bet’s parents, who
         told her she was going away to a much better place. They kissed her and put her to bed. Bet woke up in a Company Creche, surrounded
         by mostly younger children. The Company usually started with children of five, but Bet’s score had been impressive. It decided
         to take a chance with the eight-year-old.
      

      
      For the first time in her life, Bet was smothered by love and attention. The Creche Mothers hugged her, kissed her, and gave
         her toys. Very few things brought punishment or harsh words. Still, Bet never trusted the Mothers for a minute. No one ever
         discovered this, because Bet had learned very young to keep quiet, give answers only when asked, and always do what she was
         told.
      

      
      It took Bet a long time to figure out what was terrifying her. It was the other children … her playmates.

      
      Sten crowded past Bet and looked down into the warehouse. It was exactly like Oron’s model. Towering stacks of crates and
         shipping tubes filled with everything from clothing to luxury food items for the Techs and Execs. It was a place that a human – on
         legal business – never had to visit as all functions and work were handled by bots, from tiny inventory clerks to giant, idiot-brained
         skip-loaders.
      

      
      Bet and another Delinq began looking for the alarm system.

      
      Oron had gone over the plan with him and then asked for suggestions.

      
      ‘No, Sten,’ he had said after listening. ‘That way … there is no … escape. Look.’

      
      His fingers traced the model of the warehouse’s interior. 

      
      ‘Block the exits with crates. But even if you know they are blocked, you must still … think someone will come through.
         You must be prepared to … counter that. To have another …’
      

      
      He fumbled for a word.

      
      ‘Tactic … To be a Delinq, you must know tactics. Even when your plan is … perfect … you must assume it can go
         wrong. You must never get in a situation from which there is no … escape.’
      

      
      Sten nodded. And Oron began showing him how to protect their backs.

      
      ‘We will make a backdoor here … station lookouts here … and here.’

      
      Bet had found the first alarm and disarmed it. Another Delinq was already unbelting the duct screen. A rope slithered downward
         and moments later they were on the floor of the warehouse.
      

      
      Bet motioned for Sten to follow her to a computer terminal. The other three Delinqs began checking for other alarms.

      
      ‘We can’t leave any sign that we were here,’ she whispered.

      
      Her fingers flew over the terminal keys. First, she called up the SECURITY INSTRUCTIONS program and ordered the human body
         detector to ignore their presence. Then she called up the WAREHOUSE INVENTORY. She studied it carefully, made a few notes,
         and then altered the list.
      

      
      ‘We can only take these items. No one will miss them.’

      
      She signaled to the other Delinqs and they went to work, gathering their loot.

      
      As a Delinq was lugging the last crate toward the piled loot near an opened vent, the Delinqs heard a slight squeaking noise.
         They leaped for cover as it grew louder.
      

      
      The security bot rolled around a corner, feelers extended for signs of human life. The Delinqs held their breath as the feelers
         waved around in the air. Finally they retracted and the bot rolled toward the exit.
      

      
      
      Suddenly, the bot squeaked to a halt. One of the Delinqs smothered a moan. He had left a crate standing in the middle of the
         warehouse floor when he dove out of sight. The security bot’s power-hum rose. A stun rod snicked into view and the bot’s sensors
         peered about, looking for the cause. No alarms. It wasn’t sure yet. Although unlikely, a faulty worker bot might have left
         the crate unstacked.
      

      
      Bet motioned to Sten. She pointed upward to a high stack of crates. They eased from their hiding place and slithered toward
         the stack. She clambered up Sten’s shoulders, found a foothold and then picked her way up the stack of crates. She reached
         the top, then flattened as a crate creaked loudly underfoot.
      

      
      The bot rolled toward the sound.

      
      In a blur, Bet lifted a heavy crate and hurled it downward. The bot’s stun rod came up and the crate smashed into it. The
         entire warehouse clouded with the most horrible odor Sten had ever smelled. Liquid gushed out of the crate, soaking the bot.
         It immediately began whirling around and around.
      

      
      Sten caught Bet as she leaped down. Gagging from the smell, they covered their mouths and noses. Sten recognized the stink
         as Sensimusk. With a mechanical groan, the bot stopped its mad whirling and moved only its stun rod, waving the weapon feebly.
      

      
      Sten looked over at Bet, who grinned and stepped boldly from behind the stack directly in view of the bot. It didn’t even
         notice her. Sten followed as she walked casually to where the others were hidden. Everyone began shoving booty into the vent.
         Behind them, the bot waved its weapon indecisively.
      

      
      Bet hated her doll. It was soft and cuddly and programmed to be the best friend a little girl could have. It made Bet’s skin
         crawl when she held it close to her.
      

      
      She was ten by then, and had moved to Ward B for the second stage. Love was still dispensed by the Creche Mothers, but it
         was used as a reward for nongroup participation – the children were encouraged to spend time with themselves. To watch livies
         instead of playing.
      

      
      Bet never let on how she felt about the doll. She’d seen other children who maltreated or ignored their dolls punished. It
         seemed to be the only sin the children could commit. She didn’t know why she felt as she did. Her doll was just like all the
         others – a little girl (boys had male dolls) with tiny, spindly legs and arms and a huge head. The face was a happy grin that
         Bet had decided was that of an idiot.
      

      
      But one night she couldn’t bear its snuggling up to her in bed and whispering in her ear, begging her to share her little-girl secrets. In a sudden rage, she hurled it to the floor. Instant
         horror. What had she done?
      

      
      ‘Dolly, Dolly, be all right. Don’t die—’

      
      The doll opened its eyes again and began to croon.

      
      ‘Bet, is everything happy?’

      
      Bet nodded.

      
      ‘Wouldn’t you like to go lie down and hold me close and we can tell … can tell … can tell each other stories.’

      
      ‘Yes, Dolly.’

      
      She pulled it into the bunk with her and obediently lay down.

      
      The doll seemed all right after that, even if it did repeat itself a little.

      
      The dolls were actually highly sophisticated remote sensors for the Creche program’s main computer. They were complete physical
         and emotional monitoring facilities. A small proximity director ensured that the computer and its human attendants would know
         if any child was out of range of her doll, for at night it was very important that each child cuddle his or her doll close.
         Only then could the device give its injections. Injections to dull physical perceptivity, to increase emotional dependence,
         and to reduce physical and, most important, emotional/sexual growth.
      

      
      When Bet slammed her doll against the wall, she threw its sensors slightly out of kilter. They continued to report her as
         being at a ten-year-old’s level of mental and physical development, so she was eventually classified a rapid-peaking retard
         and given the bare minimum of injections.
      

      
      Within two years, Bet could see the change in the other children. The boys stayed round-cheeked and undeveloped. The girls
         still giggled and played trivial games.
      

      
      Bet learned always to be alone and last in the refresher as her breasts and pelvic area began to develop. Fortunately she
         was slow enough maturing that menstruation did not occur.
      

      
      But Bet knew something was dreadfully wrong. Wrong with the other children and wrong with the Creche Mothers. She felt that
         things were coming to some kind of awful development – but was powerless to do anything about it.
      

      
      Sten thought Bet and Fadal had gone a little too far. Dressed as joy-girls, they were teasing a brawny, off-duty Tech. Sten
         peered from his hiding place and shook his head. It wasn’t what they were doing – that was part of the plan – it was their
         idea of what a joygirl looked like. He hadn’t seen so much glitter since the crystal vat exploded back in the Exotic Section. He leaned closer, listening.
      

      
      ‘You girls is a little young, aincha?’ The Tech licked his lips as he looked them over.

      
      ‘Don’t worry, me and my sister have got lots of experience.’

      
      ‘Your sister, huh? Now, ain’t that somethin’. You sure your daddy won’t – assumin’ I was interested.’

      
      ‘Why should he? It was his idea. He says two more years and his Mig contract will be clear, all the credits we’re bringin’
         in.’
      

      
      ‘His idea, huh? Well, I heard you Mig kids grew up fast, but I thought that was just stories.’

      
      Bet and Fadal looped their arms through his and led him toward the apartment. ‘Come on. Let’s have a party.’

      
      The Tech was half out of his clothes by the time Sten kicked in the door.

      
      ‘The hell! What is this?’

      
      The Tech nearly had a heart attack. He looked like a hairy maiden, trying to cover himself with one hand, struggling with
         his pants with the other. ‘Uh – uh – Whaddya – Who are you?’
      

      
      Sten brandished a large wrench. ‘They’re my sisters, that’s who I am.’

      
      He turned to Bet and Fadal, cowering on the bed in mock fear. ‘Get home.’

      
      They hurried out. Sten closed the door and took a step toward the Tech. ‘Gonna teach you a little lesson. Mess with my sisters,
         will you?’
      

      
      ‘Uh … listen … they said they was …’ 

      
      ‘What? Calling them joygirls now? My god, you have a nerve.’ He lifted the wrench high, getting ready to bring it down on
         the Tech’s balding skull.
      

      
      ‘Wait – Couldn’t we talk this over?’

      
      Sten lowered the wrench. ‘Whatcha got in mind?’

      
      The Tech fumbled in his pockets and pulled out his card. He waved it at Sten. ‘I got lots of credits … lots of ’em. Just
         name your price.’
      

      
      Sten grinned. Oron was right. This was easy money.

      
      Voices. Bet stirred awake; the sedative the doll gave her was no longer enough for her twelve-year-old body. She leaned out
         of her bunk and peered across the Creche dorm. Lights. Faint mutterings. She climbed out of the bunk, looked at the doll,
         and hesitated. The doll ‘knew’ when it was being held. But could it tell by whom?
      

      
      
      
      
      Bet lifted the blanket on the next bed. She never liked Susi much anyway. She tucked the doll into Susi’s arm. Bet slipped
         into her coveralls and padded through the ward.
      

      
      The semi-forbidden door to the corridor was open. She looked around. All the children were deep in drugged sleep. Bet took
         a deep breath and then walked through. The central corridor was brightly lit. At one end she saw the open window of what seemed
         to be a lab. Keeping close to the wall, she crept up to it.
      

      
      The voices began again. One was high-pitched and sounded like it belonged to a very young child. ‘I did all right today, didn’t
         I, daddy? I moved that big liner all by myself all the way into the dock. Isn’t that good?’
      

      
      A second voice sounded. This one was deeper. ‘Of course it is, Tommie. You’re the best handler we’ve got. I told that doctor
         that, and he promised that he’d see that you got something extra for it.’
      

      
      ‘Candy? I can have some candy? I like mint. You know I like mint, don’t you, daddy? You’ll get me some mint, won’t you?’

      
      ‘We’ll see, son. We’ll see.’

      
      Bet looked around the edge of the door. She almost screamed. Sitting in a wheelchair was the emaciated body of a man. It looked
         just like her doll. A huge head, tottering on a pipe-stem neck. Powered implements lay ready at hand. The head had the hairless
         face, somehow enlarged, of a young boy. From its lips came the high voice. ‘I saw some of those Migs you told me about today,
         daddy. I am glad that the Company didn’t let me grow up like that. They have to walk, and they smell bad. They’ll never know what it is to be like me. One day I get to be
         a crane, and then the next I’m behind the controls of a bot tug. They’re so nice to me.’
      

      
      ‘Of course the Company’s nice to you, Tommie,’ the second voice said. It came from a normal man, wearing the white coat of
         a lab tech. ‘That’s why we let you in the Creche, and why we help you now. We love you.’
      

      
      ‘And I love you. You’re the best daddy I’ve ever had.’

      
      Bet let the door slip closed noiselessly, turned, and hurtled back down the corridor and out the entrance. She ran. She didn’t
         know where she was running, but she kept going until she was exhausted. She was in a dusty, long-unused corridor. Bet huddled
         to the wall and tears finally came, then stopped as she noticed the corner had broken off the floor-level ventilating duct
         grill. She pulled at it and slowly worked the panel loose. Bet crawled into the cavity behind it and curled up. Eventually
         her sobs died away, and she fell asleep.
      

      
      
      When she awoke, the half-dead, kindly face of Oron was staring at her.

      
      The scrawny Delinq peered from the ductway, then motioned behind him. Six other members of the gang dropped quietly down into
         the empty commercial corridor.
      

      
      There was a low whistle; the Delinq looked back up. Sten leaned out of the ductway and pointed out the targeted shop. The
         Delinq moused into the shadows and moved slowly toward it.
      

      
      Sten settled back to keep watch.

      
      He had been with Oron’s gang for nearly nine months. Oron had taught him well and Sten had quickly progressed to trusted raider
         and now he was planning and leading his own raids. He was proud that none of his raids had taken casualties and very seldom
         did his Delinqs fail to return fully laden.
      

      
      Still, he knew such luck couldn’t last. Sooner or later, the Delinqs would be picked up by a sweep and destroyed. It was a
         fact of life. He’d seen the results of a sweep one time while scouting. The Sociopatrolmen hadn’t even bothered to dispose
         of the bodies. Even though the remains were blackened and half skeletal, he could tell that some of the Delinqs hadn’t died
         easily. Particularly the girls.
      

      
      He thought about Bet. She was still – despite his friendship with Oron – the only reason he stuck with the gang. Sten loved
         her. Although he had never had the nerve to tell her. She was— She was … He shook himself out of his momentary reverie
         and went back to watching.
      

      
      The Delinqs had reached the shop. Small cutting torches flared and the bars fell away. The scrawny Delinq – Rabet – reversed
         his torch and smashed the window. The Delinqs crowded in, scooping the display contents into their packs.
      

      
      Sten looked back up the corridor. His eyes widened. Creeping down the corridor was a Sociopatrolman, stun rod ready.

      
      Sten licked his lips, then reversed position. The Sociopatrolman slid into view directly under Sten. Sten levered himself
         out of the duct, crashing down on the big man, feet slamming into his neck. The Sociopatrolman thudded to the deck, stun rod
         spinning away.
      

      
      Big as he was, the Sociopatrolman moved quickly, rolling to his feet, unclipping a riot grenade. Sten landed, spinning over
         one shoulder, feet coming back under him. Lunging forward, one foot reaching high up, then clear of the ground, the other
         foot joining, legs curled, snapping his legs out to full lock, as the Sociopatrolman’s fingers fumbled with the grenade ring.
      

      
      
      Sten’s feet slammed into the Sociopatrolman’s head. His neck broke with a dull snap. As the man dropped, Sten twisted in midair,
         bringing his legs back under him, landing, poised and turning, knife-edge hands ready.
      

      
      There was nothing more to do.

      
      The Delinqs looked at the dead Sociopatrolman, then hastily scooped the rest of the window display into their bags and dashed
         back toward the vent.
      

      
      As Rabet clambered into the duct, he gave Sten a thumbs up and a flashing grin.

      
      Sten shifted uncomfortably in his bunk. He couldn’t sleep. He kept thinking about the Sociopatrolman he had killed and the
         scattered long-dead bodies of the Delinq gang. He had to get off Vulcan. He had to take Bet with him. But how? Plans swirled
         in his head. All carefully considered before. All doomed to failure. There had to be a way.
      

      
      Something rustled. He turned and Bet slid through the curtains and into his room.

      
      ‘What are you—?’

      
      A soft hand went over his lips, silencing him.

      
      ‘I’ve been waiting every night. For you. I couldn’t wait any longer.’ Very slowly, she removed her hand, then took Sten’s
         and guided it to the fastener of her coverall. A moment later, she lifted the coverall off her shoulders and let it fall.
         Underneath, she was naked.
      

      
      Bet moved up against Sten and began to unfasten his garment. He took her hand away.

      
      ‘Wait.’ He reached behind him, and pulled something from under his pillow. A small bundle. He shook it out. It was a long,
         flowing glasscloth robe. It danced and gleamed with a kaleidoscope of colors. ‘For you. A gift.’
      

      
      ‘How long have you had it?’

      
      ‘A long time.’

      
      ‘Oh … I’ll try it on. Later.’ Then she was in his arms and they sank back into the bunk. Locked together. But still in
         silence.
      

      
      Bet followed Sten down the narrow ductway. It narrowed twice and they had to squeeze through. She had no idea where they were
         going. Sten had said it was a surprise. They turned a corner and the duct ended in a blank metal wall.
      

      
      ‘This isn’t a surprise,’ she said. ‘It’s a dead end.’

      
      ‘You’ll see.’ His pocket torch flickered into life and he began cutting. In a few moments he had cut a ‘door,’ with only a small piece of metal holding it in place. ‘Close your eyes.’
      

      
      Bet obeyed and heard the hissing sound of the torch cutting again and then a loud thump as the ‘door’ fell away.

      
      ‘You can open them now.’

      
      And Bet saw ‘outside’ for the first time in her life. A gentle lawn sloping toward a tiny lake. Tall green things that Bet
         thought were probably trees and at the edge of the lake a small – was it wooden? – house, built in the style of the ancients.
         Chimney, curl of smoke, and all. Sten tugged at her and she followed him out in a daze.
      

      
      She looked up and saw a bright blue artificial sky. She shrank back, uneasy. It was so open. Sten put an arm around her and
         she relaxed.
      

      
      ‘For a second I thought I was going to fall … off … or out.’

      
      Sten laughed. ‘You get used to it.’

      
      ‘Where are we?’

      
      ‘This is the private rec area of Assistant Personnel Director Gaitson. He left today for a two-cycle recruiting program offworld.’

      
      ‘How do you know?’

      
      ‘I played with the computer. I’m getting pretty good at it, if I say so myself.’

      
      Bet was puzzled. It was nice, but – she looked around – ‘What are we raiding?’

      
      ‘We aren’t. We’re on a vacation.’

      
      ‘A vacation? That’s—’

      
      ‘For the next two cycles we are going to do absolutely nothing except enjoy all the things that Gaitson has laid on. We’ll
         eat the best, drink the best, and play. No raids. No patrolmen. No worrying. No nothing.’
      

      
      Sten led Bet to the lake. He stepped out of his coveralls and slowly waded out. ‘And right now, I’m taking a bath.’ He waded
         out a few meters. Bet watched, waiting for something to happen. Sten turned around and grinned. ‘Well?’
      

      
      ‘How is it?’

      
      ‘Wet.’

      
      Bet smiled. And the smile became a chuckle. And then laughter. Shouting out, loud, full-bellied laughter. The way she used
         to when she was a child. Before the Creche. It was very un-Delinqlike.
      

      
      She reached for the fastener of her coveralls.

      
      *

      
      
      ‘Sten?’

      
      ‘Ummmm?’

      
      ‘You awake?’

      
      ‘Ummmmm … yeah.’

      
      ‘I was just thinking.’

      
      ‘Yeah?’

      
      ‘I don’t want to ever leave this place.’

      
      Long silence.

      
      ‘We have to. Soon.’

      
      ‘I know that. But it just seems so … so …’

      
      He hushed her and pulled her close. Brushed away a tear. ‘I’m getting off,’ he said.

      
      ‘Off? What do you mean?’

      
      ‘Off Vulcan.’

      
      ‘But that’s impossible.’

      
      ‘So is living like a Delinq.’

      
      ‘But how?’

      
      ‘I don’t know yet. But I’ll find a way.’

      
      Bet took his hand. Held it. ‘Want me with you?’

      
      Sten nodded. ‘Always.’ Then he took her in his arms and they held each other all night.
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