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Enter the SF Gateway …


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




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





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


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


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


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







PART ONE




Prologue


The man had gray hair, but he was husky, tall, with massive shoulders and a slim waist. Below a heavy overcoat, his legs and feet were bare. He was leaning against the wall, looking back along the shabby street in the gray dawn. The cop watched him push off from the wall, stagger, almost fall, then catch himself and set off more steadily toward the well-lit commercial street ahead, away from the grimy port area.


Lazily, the cop fell in behind him, giving his electro-club a practical twirl to seat in his palm with a soft smack! At once the suspect halted, stepped into a deep doorway, and was gone. The cop lengthened his stride, came abreast of the doorway, and started, “Hold on, there, zek, I—” He fell abruptly silent as he realized there was no one there; the drunk was gone! It was as if he had disappeared into the air. The cop reached out and tried the door, a weathered metal-clad fire door with a polished brass plate reading “Private Space, Ltd.” The door was locked.


“All right, zek!” the cop said wearily. “No games. Where are you?”


The cop stepped back and peered at dark windows through heavy bars. Above, the tarnished Kawneer facade, in the stark style of a century ago, loomed impassive. No lights showed beyond the dark glass, below the curved-under aluminum storefront. Ghostly outlines of long-gone letters spelled out “Hawkins & Sons—Provisions.” The cop unshipped his hand-light and studied the door’s keyhole: no scratches indicating forced entry. He knocked on the door, then pounded. No response. He shone his light through the adjacent window, saw covered shapes that might have been furniture or crouching aliens. But—across the room something moved. He set his light up to high intensity and played it over the far wall, a hundred feet away, just in time to see a door close. He was sure of it—well, almost sure. The drunk was in there! Breaking and entering, bold as brass, on Norm Shelski’s beat! He’d soon straighten this wise guy out! Breathing hard as if from climbing a steep stair, Shelski got out his tool kit, looked the lock over again, and selected a wire instrument. A moment later the antique lock said cluck! and opened.


Inside, the place smelled like a museum, or at least what Norm Shelski thought a museum would smell like. There were large shapes that could have been packing cases or something under plastic covers. He went right across to the door he had seen closing and opened it. Narrow stairs led up. Norm squinted up into the near-total darkness, grunted, settled his gunbelt, and started up. Halfway, he paused to listen and was rewarded with faint sounds. Somebody was moving around up there! He went on up, making plenty of noise with his boots on the wooden steps; he wasn’t interested in surprising the sucker and maybe getting a panic-shot in the belly. At the top, he stepped out into a big office full of desks with papers on them ranked in rows and filing cabinets against the wall. It looked like a place that was in use. The drunk—or was he?—was sitting at a desk at the far end, sorting through papers stacked in the in-basket. He looked up at Norm and said, “No problem, Chief, but thanks for looking in.”


Norm took his cap off and slapped his thigh with it. This was a cool one. “Just doing my job—sir,” he said. He got out a pad and pencil. “Could I have that name, sir?” he grunted.


The man rose—definitely not drunk—and said, “Certainly; I’m Marl Judson. This is my office. I own the building.”


“Well, excuse me all to hell,” Norm said, but not aloud. Aloud, he said, “Any proof on you, Mr. Judson?”


“I don’t carry the title around with me,” the man pointed out. “But I can turn up a tax receipt here.” He rose and went to a filing cabinet.


“Hold it, Mr. Judson,” the cop said, sounding a little sharper than he’d intended.


Unperturbed, Judson withdrew a folder, took out a folded paper, and laid it on the desk for the cop’s inspection. Norm looked it over, nodded, and said, “Now, some personal ID, Mr. Judson, if you don’t mind.”


Judson handed over a pilot’s license, Class One Commercial, with his hologram likeness. The cop nodded again, put his cap back on, started to turn away, and hesitated.


“Now, just what were you doing out in the street at night, Mr. Judson? Down here in the port area, that’s not safe.”


“I have great confidence in our vigilant police force,” Judson replied coolly.


“Yeah, sure, sir, I didn’t mean—I mean I meant—”


“Don’t we all, Lieutenant?” Judson agreed urbanely, and started past the cop.


“Now, just a minute here, Mr. Judson,” Norm protested. “What’s that you’re wearing under that overcoat?” He frowned as Judson halted and opened the coat, revealing a regulation hospital gown.


“Kind of nippy to be going around barefoot,” Norm commented. “You from St. Anne’s, up the street? How come no clothes? You kind of left on your own, or what?”


“I was as fully recovered as one could expect, in that institution,” Judson told him. “They were unconscionably slow with the paperwork, so I simply walked out. Nothing illegal in that, I presume, sir?”


“Naw.” Norm made a throwing-away motion. “I got no beef. Just kind of curious-like, why a gent in your position’d be down here in the middle of the night.”


“It’s almost morning,” Judson pointed out. “I was close to my office, so I came in to attend to some matters that require my attention. I also intended to call my car.” He reached for the phone.


“What kind of sick were you, Mr. Judson?” Norm wanted to know.


“They were a little mysterious about that,” Judson replied. “Nothing catching, I assure you. Something to do with my immune system, I understand. The symptoms were mild: nausea, and a general debility. My doctor insisted I go in for tests. They did the tests; I left.”


“You get some kinda release, or like that?” the cop asked.


Judson shook his head.


Norm came closer. “I guess maybe we better go back up to St. Anne’s and straighten out the paperwork, Mr. Judson,” he said lazily.


Judson shook his head again. “Not this morning, Captain,” he objected. “I don’t owe them any money, if that’s what you’re thinking.”


It was Norm’s turn to shake his head. “Naw, Mr. Judson. A fellow owns a whole building, even a old dump like this, don’t need to skip out on no hospital tab.”


“Of course not,” Judson confirmed impatiently. “I had important business to attend to, and instead I was merely sitting around that sterile institution doing nothing at all. The physicians agreed they were through with their tests, and the paperwork authorizing my release would be along promptly. After two weeks, it was apparent that their concept of ‘prompt’ differed from mine. So I walked out. They’d hidden my clothes, except for my overcoat.”


Norm nodded thoughtfully. “I know how you feel, sir,” he conceded. “My brother-in-law—” Norm broke off abruptly as Judson put a hand out as if to steady himself, then sat, or fell, into the chair.


“You all right, sir?” Norm demanded. “Maybe you better go back to the hospital after all.”


“I’m quite all right, thank you, Sergeant,” Judson replied. “And I am not going to return to the pest-house.”


“Well,” the cop said, moving in, “I never said about no pest, sir; I been tryna be nice to you, sir—”


“Is there any reason you shouldn’t?” Judson snapped. He waved the cop away. “I’m sorry,” he said in an even tone. “Just go away now, please.”


“Mr. Judson,” Norm said reproachfully, “I’m tryna help ya. If you’re sick …”


“I told you I’m not contagious,” Judson reassured him.


“It ain’t that, sir,” Norm protested. “I can’t leave a citizen here, sick, in this old dump, alone, in the middle of the night.”


“I had something important to do here, Corporal,” Judson said steadily. “It’s very easy; it won’t take long.”


“What was that, sir?” Norm inquired earnestly. “Maybe I could do it for ya.”


“The thought does you credit, Constable,” Judson told the cop. “But I’m afraid that’s impossible.”


“How come, sir?” Norm persisted. “What is it you got to do?”


Judson was looking Norm full in the face. “I came here to die,” he said.
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Norm recoiled as if from a blow. “Now, you hold it right there, Mister!” he said harshly. “What’s the idea, talking like that, a man in your position!”


“And what is my position, Chief?” Judson asked.


“You’re a lucky man, Mr. Judson,” Norm protested, waving a hand. “You own this here building, you got plenty scratch, you got everything to live for!”


“I quite agree, sir,” Judson said solemnly.


“Then what’s this about eating one?”


“You misunderstood me,” Judson corrected. “It’s not suicide I’m talking about. It’s murder.”


Norm looked around, moved closer to Judson, his hand on his sidearm. “So who’s gonna try to knock you off, Mr. Judson?” He was asking, as he scanned the big, empty room for the threat. Then he turned to give Judson a hard look.


“Your idea of a gag, or what, Mr. Judson?” he demanded in his best cop-voice. “I guess you and me better go downtown.” He reached for the middle-aged man’s arm, but somehow the arm—and the middle-aged man—weren’t there, but two feet away. “Here, you, don’t horse around!” Norm commanded. “Yer unner arrest!”


“Not tonight,” Judson said quietly. Norm fell silent, staring. He had never seen anyone move like that. Jeez! He’d reached for the suspect’s arm and zap! the guy sort of turned, and all of a sudden he was out of reach. Must be some kind of circus acrobat or like that.


“Be nice, Mr. Judson,” he pled, “and we can straighten this out, OK?”


“There’s nothing anyone can straighten out,” Judson said doggedly.


“Come on,” Norm urged and again moved in for the pinch. This time the citizen fended him off with an arm that yielded not an inch when Norm’s weight came against it.


“I have very little time left,” Judson said steadily. “I will not spend it in dismal surroundings.”


Norm stepped back and hitched up his shiny plastic gunbelt. Again his hand strayed to his gun-butt.


“Don’t point that thing at me,” Judson advised. “Or I’ll have to take it away from you and jam it into a delicate portion of your anatomy.”


“Don’t go talking mean, Mr. Judson,” Norm protested, holding out his hands, palms toward the old goof, and backing away.


“I guess I better call in on this,” he told himself sternly. He used his lapel talker, got Chief Kell and said, “Got a feller here talking suicide or maybe murder, won’t come in peaceful—yessir. About fifty, I’d say, five-ten, Caucasian, blue eyes, dressed up funny in an overcoat and a hospital thing, you know, open up the back; nossir, got this overcoat over it, nothing like that; nossir, over here portside, St. Anne’s, not a mendle ward. A Mister Judson, seen some ID, nossir, just talking crazy down here Portside middle o’ the night. He talks crazy, but he don’t talk crazy. Yessir.” Norm returned his attention to Judson. “Got to take you in like I thought, so let’s—”


Judson shook his head. “Kindly go away,” he said wearily. He put a hand to his forehead. “Fever’s getting higher,” he commented. He pulled the swivel chair closer and sat in it. “Just go away and leave me alone,” he appealed. “I’m so tired.”


“Look here, Mr. Judson,” Norm tried again. “You tell me there’s gonna be a murder and you think I’m gonna waltz outa here and fergit it?”


“Not ‘going to be,’ sir,” Judson corrected. “It’s already happened. About an hour ago. In the pest-house.”


“Then where’s the body at, huh?” the cop challenged. “Wheresa victim o’ this here murder, eh?”


“That’s me,” Judson said as if explicating the obvious.


“You’re dead, that it?” Norm came back, but he felt the hairs on his scalp tightening upright. “You tryna tell me yer some kinda ghost or like that?” Norm tried a surprised expression which, alas, made him look like an imbecile.


Judson smiled wearily, “No, Commissioner, I’m not dead. Just dying. Like you, only faster.”


“Who you calling me now, wise guy?” the cop demanded. “I’m Patrolman Norm Shelski, OK? And I ain’t dying. Ye’r starting to get my goat, Mr. Judson. Now let’s get outa here and go down the presink, you’ll like it there. They got a nice little room fer you. Come on, now.” As he stepped in, the suspect half turned, appeared to lose his balance, and grabbed for support, accidentally catching Norm’s arm. Somehow, Norm slipped and fell heavily against the desk and to the floor. Norm’s first impulse, as he lay on his back with his ears ringing from the accidental impact of his skull against the desk, was to blow his stack, cuff the suspect, and take him in. But wait a minute, he cautioned himself; he couldn’t hardly tell Dutch on the desk this old guy had thrown him on his ass. Naw, it was an accident; he slipped was all.


Norm got up, muttering. The old guy offered a hand up, which was impatiently brushed aside. Norm peered at the suspect, who seemed a bit flushed, Norm thought. “You OK, Mr. Judson?” he inquired. “Prolly we better get you back to the hospital, now.”


“Forget it,” Judson said firmly. “I left that place because I didn’t want to spend my last hours—or minutes—among incompetent hypocrites. I’m not going back. Just go along and forget you saw me. I’ll take care to dispose of the body in a way that won’t reflect on your competence, I assure you.”


“Now you’re talking dead bodies again!” Norm charged. “That ain’t nice, Mr. Judson, a responsible citizen like yerself, you know better’n …” Norm fell silent. The old guy wasn’t listening anyways.
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Judson was sitting at Mel’s desk. He didn’t feel a bit well. He put a hand to his forehead; it felt hot. Abruptly he realized it was late, after office hours. Why was he down here, alone in the middle of the night? Not quite alone. A tired-looking patrolman with a baggy uniform and a face to match was leaning a hip against Doreen’s desk a few feet away, staring at him with a grim expression.


“You gonna be nice now, Mr. Judson?” the cop inquired in a whine which combined truculence with servility. He was holding a club in his hand, and Judson had a feeling he was thinking seriously of using it. He rose to his feet, felt a momentary vertigo, put a hand on the desktop to steady himself. What the hell was wrong with him? Then he remembered. The hospital, the unctuous quack …


“What is it you want?” Judson asked the cop. “Is something wrong?”


“What I been tryna fine out,” the cop grumbled. “You always come down here at midnight, or what? These streets ain’t safe after dark; seen you out there, alone, look like you maybe had a few, or maybe sick, hah? You feeling sick, Mister Judson?”


“How do you know my name?” Judson asked. He was feeling more puzzled by the second. He looked around; the big office was deserted. Why had he come here at this hour?


“You tole me,” the cop was replying to his query. “Showed me some ID. I ast what’s the idea, down here middle o’ the night, and all you done, you wised off at me.”


“I don’t recall,” Judson told the cop. He was feeling definitely bad now. Better get out into the fresh air. He started across toward the double doors.


The cop fell in beside him, thought about clamping a hand on his arm, decided against it. “You want I should see you back to the hospital, sir?” he asked deferentially.


Judson halted. “What hospital?” he demanded sharply.


“You know, St. Anne, up the block, here.”


“Why would I want to go to a hospital?” Judson asked. This whole situation was getting more nightmarish by the moment. What was there about a hospital…? He frowned in concentration, abruptly looked down, saw his bare feet. He twitched the coat aside, saw the cotton hospital gown, a garment designed, by being open at the back, to deprive its victim of dignity, and thus, of identity. Yes, he’d been in a hospital. Horrible place. He turned to the cop, who was wiping an unmanicured hand across his lumpy face as if to wipe away the puzzled expression.


“Why was I in the hospital?” Judson asked.


“Beats me, sir,” the cop replied. “Sick, I guess. My bet is ye’r still sick. You almost fell down a minute ago. You feel OK, sir?”


Judson shook his head. “No, I don’t, Norm,” he said. How did he know this cop’s name was Norm? He looked; there was no nameplate.


“Actually,” Judson went on, “I feel a little lightheaded.” He had started to say “terrible,” but for some reason had used the milder expression. “I’d appreciate it if you’d call my car,” he said.


“Well, I got—I mean—” Norm temporized. “—We could just walk over presink, oney a coupla blocks; if you want I can call a black-and-white.”


“Just call my car, please,” Judson urged. “One, seven hundred-thirteen.”


Jeez, Norm thought, a seven-hundred number! “Sure, Mr. Judson,” he said, and picked up a phone from the nearest desk, punched in the code. A man’s voice answered.


“Send Mr. Judson’s car over the office, pronto,” Norm said. “Bring a doctor,” he added on impulse.


Judson had moved on to the door. He found himself waiting for the cop to open it, frowned, and pushed the door open. Norm arrived in time to hold it.


“Onna way,” the cop said. “Better take it easy onna stairs, Mr. Judson.”


“We’ll use the lift,” Judson replied. He used a key on a blank door and it opened silently. The cop seemed a little nervous getting into the car. They rode in silence down to the street.


A big black car rounded the corner as they stepped out on the pavement. It eased to the curb. A wiry little man in a Private Space cap came around to open the door. He looked curiously at Judson as he got in. “You all right, Mr. Judson?” he asked. “Wherat’s yer shoes, Cap?”


“Mister Judson ain’t feeling good,” Norm grunted. “Wherat’s the doc?” He had peered into the gray-lined interior in vain.


“Couldn’t get one this quick,” the driver said. “Got a call in. He’ll be waiting at home—at the apartment, I mean.”


Norm started to get in, then paused and looked in critically at Judson.


“You going to be OK now, sir?” he asked. “I guess you don’t need me no more.”


“I’ll be fine, thanks, Norm,” Judson replied. “Thanks for being on the job.”


Norm straightened up and almost saluted. “Sure, sir, glad to do my job,” he said. “I hope you got no beef.”


“Not at all,” Judson reassured the cop. “In fact, I’ll write the Commissioner personally, to express my appreciation.”


“Gosh, sir, that ain’t necessary,” Norm gobbled. Now he’d have to write a report, all right. “Just fergit it, sir, if it’s OK with you,” he said to the closing door. The driver gave him a stern look and went back around the car.


Once at ease in the car, Judson waited until the small man got behind the wheel, then said, “Cookie, nothing serious, I hope, but I’m feeling very strange. I seem to have amnesia—just a touch, you understand—I have apparently been in a hospital, and left on my own and came down here and went to the office. I came to myself with that policeman standing over me.”


“Yessir, you was at St. Anne’s, private room, round-the-clock private nurses, doing good, that was after you, uh, fainted, I guess you’d call it, in the garden, after dinner. You remember the dinner for the senator, right, Cap?”


“No,” Judson said, “I don’t remember any dinner. In fact, I’m hungry. What senator?”


“Well, Jeez, Cap—I mean Mr. Judson—you know; Senator Dodley, you been tryna get aholt of for a year—the guy pushing the commerce bill, that’d let the gubment take over what’s left o’ the business.”


“My memory seems a little vague, Cookie,” Judson said, thoughtfully. “By the way, I’m not going to the apartment. Just let me out right here.” He indicated a stretch of bare loading-platform ahead.


The driver pulled in, protesting. “Now, hold on a minute, Mr. Judson! I got to get you to the doc! What—” He broke off as a police car rounded the corner and put the spotlight in his face. The black-and-white slowed, but went past.


Cookie braked to a halt at the curb, watching the fuzz in his mirror. “Right here, Mr. Judson?” he queried uncertainly. “Those cops are stopping at the building.” He shot a look at Judson. “Them guys after you, boss, or what?”


“I’ve changed my mind, Mr. Murphy,” Judson said. “Go around the next block and come back up on the other side of the street.”


“What’s this ‘Mr. Murphy’?” the chauffeur asked, sounding resentful. “You mad at me, Cap?”


“Why do you call me ‘Cap’ one minute, and ‘Mr. Judson’ the next?” Judson countered.


“Beats me, sir,” Cookie grunted. “I guess it kinda depends …”


“Yes? Go on,” Judson prompted.


“It depends if—Wait a minute, Cap, they’re coming back.”


“All right, Cookie,” Judson said quietly. “Move on—come back up on the other side—and do it quickly.”


“They’re fingering us, all right, Cap,” the driver said after another glance at the rear-scanner. He pulled away, took the corner abruptly, gunned the big car quietly to the next corner, hung a left, and accelerated down the block. He did the left and the next one, then eased back toward where the cop car had been parked. It was gone; no police in sight.


“I guess we lost ’em,” he muttered, then twisted in his seat to look at his employer. “What’s up, Cap? I leave you all tucked in snug in the ICU, and the next thing, you’re down here, portside, in the middle of the night. You feeling OK now, Cap? You looked kinda green around the gills when I taken you in. Huh? OK now?”


“Not too bad, Cookie,” Judson told the solicitous driver. “Pull over now, and if you see the police again, lead them on a chase.”


“Wait, boss,” Cookie blurted. “You can’t—I ain’t tryna tell ya what to do, natch, Cap, but if you don’t feel good, you got no business being down here, on foot—bare feet at that—after midnight!” He was pulling off his shoes by then. “Here, Cap, better’n nothing—if you got to do this.”


“Thanks for understanding, shipmate,” Judson said, and put on the worn but sturdy shoes. He got out, looked up the block, saw no one moving on the bleak street, and went along beside the high chain-link fence to the shadow of the nearest building, a sagging warehouse as grimy as the rest of the street. His car paced him until he waved it on.


There was a narrow alley cutting back into the masonry block. Beyond the gate at the far end, the harsh light of the polyarcs glared at the tarmac. He went quickly along, past shoals of drifted trash, to the gate. He really wasn’t feeling at all well, he realized as he clutched at the wire mesh for support. This was a crazy idea, Cookie was right, he ought to go home and rest and eat, then try again later. But even as he had the thought, he was getting out his key, inserting it in the massive lock-block. The mechanism whirred and the gate popped open. Judson went through, squinting against the sudden actinic glare from the pole-mounted lights. As always, the sight of the space-burned tugs and shuttles in their ranked cradles in the ready area gave him a lift of spirits no less than the majestic bulk of the great deep-space hulls across the field, before the bright-lit service hangars. There were no lights showing in the line-hut off to the right, backed up against the rusty brick wall of the warehouse. He went past it to the equipment shed, where a yellow glow from inside confirmed that Matt was on duty, as always. He reached the door, pushed into warmth and the sour-sweet odor of Matt’s pipe. Matt himself laid aside the pictonews he had been gazing at sleepily.


“Well, Mr. Judson!” he said in his surprisingly small voice, the result of a bout with laryngeal cancer. “What brings the Man himself out in the cold night air?”


“Unfinished business,” Judson replied shortly. “You happen to have a pair of ship-boots in my size lying around back there?”


“ ‘Ten and a half, Cee-A,’ ” Matt recited. “Sure have, Mr. J,” he said, almost reproachfully. “You know I keep yer gear ready any time you want it.” He looked the older man up and down. “Looks like you’ll need yer A-suit, too, sir. What’s up tonight? You wanta look at the new mods on J. P. Morgan?” He handed over the gear. Judson sat down on the bench provided and began changing shoes.


“Morgan on-line?” Judson asked casually.


“Mr. J,” Matt said in a tone of mild surprise. “You know Tiny keeps her at minus five day and night. Sure she’s ready. Heard about the gubment tryna take over the firm, sir,” he went on in a more subdued tone. “That mean some bunch o’ bureaucrats are going to start messing around with ops, go aboard Ford and even Carnegie?”


“That’s what they intend, Matt,” Judson said heavily. “They’ve already notified me, officially, to turn in Carny’s papers.”


“They can’t do that, Mr. J!” Matt blurted. “Why, she’s the vessel you built Private Space on! The one brought you and yer crew in safe and sound after the rock hit her! Some paper-pusher messing around with Carny!” The stock-man’s face was red with indignation.


“Before that,” he went on, warming to his theme, “there wouldn’t of been any Lunabase One if you hadn’t build Carny with yer own dough and showed em! And without L-1—no dome program, no bases on Mars and Callisto and the rest! She’s a national treasure, like the tube says! They got no right! Sorry, Mr. Judson. I guess I feel pretty strong about all this ‘collectivization’ stuff; sometimes I think the gubment’s going too far, tryna suck up to them Rooshians!”


“Have they grounded Carny yet?” Judson inquired.


Matt shook his head. “I guess even them bureaucrats ain’t got the nerve fer that.”


“They don’t need nerve, Matt,” Judson told him. “They’ve got regulations they wrote themselves.”


“Trouble with this country nowadays,” Matt muttered. “A man on his own ain’t allowed to do nothing. And a bunch o’ men—call ’em a committee or a union or a gang—whatever—can’t do nothing! They’re tryna kill Private Space, is what they’re tryna do! Then where’ll we be? Waitin’ for the Rooshians to invite us out for a guided tour of the Lunar Collective, I guess!”


Matt squinted at Judson. “What you got in mind, Cap?” he inquired nervously. “They had a ten-man detail on Carny all day. Only one guy out there now,” he added doubtfully. “You got too much to lose to try anything dumb, Mr. Judson.” This sternly.


“Call Ops,” Judson directed. “I want Carny signed-off and cleared and in position in five minutes. Log her out on Special Official Business.”


Matt peered over Judson’s shoulder. “Wherat’s yer crew, sir?” he wondered aloud, then went to the red talker and passed on Judson’s order.


“… talking about, Matt?” a reedy voice came back. “There’s a hold order on that tub you couldn’t break with a SWAT division!”


“Just do it, Fred,” Matt came back. “You don’t need to ast no questions. That hold order don’t take effect until oh-one-hundred, and you know it! You want to interfere with a official operation here, dum-dum? I told you ‘Special Official.’ ”


“Oh, I didn’t get the Notam; sure, Matt, excuse my boner. If the senator—”


“I said nothing about no senator,” Matt came back. “Don’t try to think, Fred! Five minutes—make that four and a half!”


“Damn paper-pushers,” Matt said to a corner of the room. He looked at Judson, now wearing the A-suit, and clipping on the Group One harness. “What’s it all about, Cap?” he asked earnestly. “You thinking about pulling a fast one, or what?” He moved closer. “You can count on me, Cap, you know that,” he said in a stage whisper. “If there was to be a flash fire over Stores, it might keep the Security boys busy fer a few minutes, hey?”


Judson nodded, but said, “Don’t do it, Matt. You’ll get in trouble.”


Matt said, “Nuts,” and went over to his repeater console, stood for a minute studying the big board, then began punching in a complex sequence.


“Rigged some o’ this stuff fer drills, time they was talking about taking over the field,” he muttered. Judson glanced out through the window beside him. Over behind Ops, an orange glare was visible, with smoke as dense as black whipped cream. A siren whoop!-whoop!ed. Men could be seen running from the hangars.


Judson stood. “Thanks, Matt. Time to go.”


“Take the line-cart, Cap,” Matt urged. “Right outside.” Judson nodded.


He went out; it seemed colder, and he was suddenly aware of dizziness; he was confused, he realized, hardly aware of where he was and what he was doing. But he got on the cart, eased it forward, scanned the far side of the field for Carny’s berth, saw the old vessel standing by her tender, lit from end to end. The cool breeze on his face felt good. A car was coming across the tarmac, its reddish searchlight probing. Judson veered left into the shelter of the row of old aboveground tanks, and floorboarded the cart. He came up on Carny from her port quarter, with the foot-high letters reading “ZY-60.”


The police car had swung over toward Carny. It was creeping, playing its searchlight over the tarmac. While the car was busy investigating the tender’s base, Judson gained a few more feet, keeping the cart in her shadows. The lone sentry was starting across toward the hubbub at Ops when Judson glided silently to a stop near the cargo on-belt. He waited until a little man with a clipboard and a self-important look had disembarked down the personnel ramp and hurried away; then he rode the belt up and into the aft hold. It was dim-lit here, and smelled like a grain and feed store, Judson thought, not for the first time.


He proceeded forward, rode the lift up to the COC and looked around at the familiar, crowded space, grinning from ear to ear. “Damn fool,” he said, almost aloud. “This can’t work. Get out now and take your chewing from the senator like a good boy, and retire to the estate and let the future happen.” But, ignoring this excellent advice, he punched in his personal code to the Pilot’s Position, and the fitted chair deployed, its contours writhing into the correct configuration for his unique body contour. He sat, enjoyed the caress of the perfect seat, took a moment to code for the Checklist-Final, then slapped down the big flat lever, punched in the lift sequence, and poked the comm button, just as it blared out:


“—tower to Zee-Why-Six-oh. Report! An explanation of apparent violation of Category One is required. Kindly pass authorization code. Over to you, Zee-Why.”


“Forget all that,” Judson said into the talker. “I’m operating under congressional license number one, on Exempt status. Over and out.”


“Zee-Ell One is carried as revoked, Six-oh. You will abort at once. You are under arrest—” The voice was drowned by static; the burst of noise expressed Judson’s feelings precisely. He laughed.


The rest was lost as Carny’s antiquated but still potent helix uttered its preliminary BONGG! and threw the vessel upward at a major fraction of escape velocity. Thanks to the superbly-engineered chair, Judson retained consciousness as the breath was expelled from his lungs in a great “hah!” He was remotely aware of the chair shifting minutely under him as it adjusted to his involuntary muscular response to the incredible impact; then he let it all go and slid down into nothingness.
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Well, not quite “nothingness,” he became aware of some aspect of his mind objecting, at the same moment that external sounds impinged on his awareness:


A steady blatting from the talker:


“—compliance with Interim Code paragraph nineteen, Section Two! This is your final notice. Failure to comply—”


“—unauthorized vessel will alter course at once! Repeat, alter course for rendezvous with escort at locus ninety-four/oh-three/fifteen!”


“You’ll have to catch me first, Senator,” Judson said in a voice that surprised him by its weakness. He drew a deep breath, switched on the space-to-base, and said clearly, “When I rise, you may kiss me.”
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As the old merchant vessel hurtled outward through the rapidly attenuating atmosphere, the howling of battered air molecules and the screech and clatter of the vessel’s vibration gradually faded, as did the chatter of planet-based radio traffic. Judson switched frequencies and the Lunar Patrol came in, loud and demanding:


“—unidentified vessel, reply code fourteen. You are not, repeat not cleared for Lunar approach! You will resume the following re-entry orbit at once!” A string of numerals followed, which Judson ignored.


“—fire on this clown, or what?” a different voice blurted. “I got to do it now or I lose my sonic! Lunapat, come in, Pat one, operational urgent!”


Judson fired up the extreme-range scanners, saw a scattering of blips representing Lunapat units on routine patrol. There was more excited conversation between Pat One and Lunar Command; in the end the order to open fire was given. Judson ducked instinctively as the red blips of hot warheads winked on, converging on him. The voice of Lunapat became more strident: “—responsible for consequences! Take up orbit Ninety-one, forty-two, zero, at once! This is a category ultimate directive. Zee-why-six-oh! You will—”


Judson cut the sound, watched the incomings.


“The damned fool,” he muttered, grinning. “He must be reading his ops tactics out of the textbook! What he’s forgetting is that even though Carny’s no warship, I fitted her up with the best state-of-the-art junk clearance circuitry the labs could come up with. These boys want to play rough, so be it!” He slammed down a big red-painted knife-switch marked OUTER SCREEN-ACTIVATE. A bare instant later, the orderly arc of incoming warheads dissolved into confusion as the leading units winked out of existence and the others took up a standard, and thus predictable evasion pattern. More of the frantically darting missiles disappeared; collisions occurred. Only three widely spaced warheads made it past the Outer Screen. Judson shook his head and threw in the secondary intercept unit, a seldom-used but uncompromising array of linked sensors and hard-shot projectors that would form an almost solid barrier to any incoming rock—or missile. He watched the screen as one of the three persistent warheads dropped from view, followed almost instantly by another, then as the lone survivor homed on him, he reopened the contact and heard a self-important voice which he recognized as that of Commissioner Spradley of the PSB:


“—know what kind of damn foolishness you have in mind, Mr. Judson, but I can assure you—” The bureaucrat’s meaty voice was overridden by another, harder voice:


“—no choice, Judson. The taxpayer—hell, Jud, call it off, you’ve already run up a bill that even you will have to appeal for an installment payment plan on; go inert, and I can still salvage a little face for Fats Spradley!” His tone changed: “Tell you what, Jud, why don’t we talk, just you and me? Pick up course for Farside Station, and I’ll personally escort you in.”


“Just what I had in mind, Commodore,” Judson replied wearily. He squinted at the screen. “If I can pick off your last Assegai Nine here—” He reached to lock-in Final Screen and the panel flashed red and went out as the vessel rang like a bell struck by a hard shot. That had been close—maybe too close! Judson, his ears ringing, punched in the Red checklist, started to get out of the chair and felt himself falling.
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“—the damnedest old fool in the world!” Commodore Coign was yelling in his face. Judson reached to push him away, but his arm barely twitched. He tried to sit up—dizziness, disorientation. What in hell had happened? Where …?


Judson made an effort to get it together. Coign was still yelling at him, but not as loudly: “—temperature of a hundred and four! What are you trying to do, Cappy—kill yourself? You picked a damned expensive way to do it! I had to mount a full Category Two defense effort to get close enough to talk to you! That’s a hundred million guck for openers! Lunapat is on my ass! I’ve got a report from Earthside—’unauthorized departure from a court-ordered detention in a Class Five facility;—some kind of faked-up hospital. Can’t blame you there—but, man, you are sick! My own personal doc said so. ‘Massive anaphylactic shock,’ he says, whatever the hell that is. What did they do to you in that damned St. Anne place? Cap!”


Judson got his shoulders under his eyelids and heaved. The light hurt. He could barely make out Goldie’s red face.


“I’m back, Goldie,” he said, and heard a blurry sound like a nine-day drunk trying to order one more.


“You clobbered Carny in on the VIP pad at Secondary,” Coign was telling him sternly. “No real damage—you built the old bitch to last, Cap. But what am I supposed to do with you? I’ve got Lunapat and Interdict Command and the local security boys on my neck, not to mention a hot-line from the chairman, personally! And he’s getting it from Zoggy and Sinjin, too! You’re a one-man interplanetary incident. If you hadn’t been running that one-oh-four, you’d be in the local back-up right now. I used up twenty years’ accumulated brownie points to get you remanded to my personal custody.


“So no more games, Cap! Take it easy, and I’ll see if this mess can be sorted out, which, frankly, I doubt. The senator’s got the media foaming at the mouth about the ‘enemy of the people’—you of course. You twisted his nose in the full glare of all the coverage there is. I see old age hasn’t made you any smarter than you were the day you came down that ice-mine shaft after me and Flathead! You look bad, Cap! Come on, fight, man! Hold it together! Use your head!”


“M’okay,” Judson said, almost clearly. “Doe rember—remember—wha—Cookie said, ‘go with ’em, Cap—it’s just a hospital’—hah! Some hospital. Sick as a dog—said I signed some kind of papers—unique opportunity, the head quack said. Never have another chance, great boon to mankind or something.”


“I don’t know about that part, Cap,” Coign put in. “All I heard was about the accident—if it was an accident—six months under a half-R, was the story, a miracle you were alive—this story about breaking out of the tight ward, beat up some cops, they said. You had ’em all talking at once—and that was before you stole Communal Property and wasted the people’s money on this crazy expedition! What were you thinking about, Cap?” Coign’s voice was pleading for an explanation, even more than his words.


“Had to get … clear,” Judson managed. “Goldie, do you realize what it means if they close Private Space?”


“Damn right I do, Cap,” Coign said tightly. “But what do you mean, ‘if’? Expropriation passed unanimously. The Council—”


“Damn the Council!” Judson snarled, or whimpered.


“Why didn’t you play it smooth, Cap?” Coign entreated. “You should have accepted the honorary admiral-general’s stars, given the interviews, made the expected noises—and today you’d be a national hero instead of a hunted-down felon!”


“I don’t know, Goldie,” Judson replied, shaking his head. “I can’t remember anything but an ugly old dame in a white uniform with a piece of twisted-up white cardboard stuck in her black wig—looked like they’d swiped it from a cocker spaniel—the wig, I mean—trying to supervise me taking a leak—that and waking up with a needle in my arm every time I managed to get to sleep. Then there was a cop, nice fellow—wanted to throw me out of my own office. What the hell, Goldie, did I design and build Carny after NASA folded up quietly, and did I start up Private Space and put up the dome on Farside, or—?”


“Sure, sure, Cap, I know; you established the first permanent station on a trans-Martian satellite—gave man the first foothold for the exploration of space—you did it all, damn near single-handed—”


“Don’t forget yourself, Goldie,” Judson put in, “and Hake and Crusty and a few dozen more—all good men—”


“All dead men,” Coign corrected. “The Council in its wisdom determined that space was too dangerous for people. That’s why they started AutoSpace, as the media call it; and there was no place for an unofficial one-man show called Private Space. So—Expropriation. You knew the score. Then—you dropped off the big screen. What happened?”


“It’s not very clear, Goldie,” Judson told the puzzled commodore. “The Foundation approached me last month—very hush-hush. The pitch I got was about my hundred thousand hours plus, deep-space time; all that exposure to cosmic radiation made me uniquely qualified to help them with some new line of research in long-range effects of the Move Into Space …”


“Sure—‘MIS,’ we’ve heard plenty about that,” Coign put in. “Our remote ancestors crawled out onto land—and underwent drastic modifications before they could exploit the new world they’d opened up. Now the species is ready to take the next step—on the same scale as life-on-land. Life in Space—so we can expect some profound changes. Listen, Cap: I have some sources of my own. The Foundation is still on the square, Cap. Hell, you founded it!”


“Had an idea we could research aging,” Judson managed. “But—”


“They’re still on our side, Cap,” Coign cut in, “After all, there are plenty of people who don’t buy the Council’s AutoSpace. Some of ’em have a lot of money, and a lot of ’em have a little money. What they’ve come up with is the biggest news story that a bureaucrat ever smothered!” Coign shifted in his chair, paused to light up a jasmine-scented dope-stick. “What’s the biggest obstacle—at a theoretical level, of course—to the idea of populating the galaxy?”


“Too damn far away,” Judson grunted. “Thousands, or millions of years for the one-way trip, even if we attain near-C velocities.”


“Right,” Coign prompted. “And what’s the answer?” He paused for effect: “Longevity, Cap! A man who can live only a hundred years or so can’t handle a fifty-thousand-year turnaround time—so we have to live longer. A thousand years as the normal human life-span is the figure I’ve heard.” Coign looked expectantly at Judson. “That’s what they wanted you for, Cap! They’re ready for the first preliminary tests! And you—damn you, you old reprobate—as if you hadn’t done enough for humanity—you were in a position to make a vital contribution. And you ran out on it! I’m not blaming you, Cap,” Coign assured Judson more mildly. “You didn’t know what was going on—”


“Damned Council, I thought,” Judson said. “I was a sick man, no doubt about that. I decided they meant to kill me under cover of trying to help me! I heard ’em talking, knew I had no more time—maybe only a few hours—so I left. No security worth a damn—just walked out. You sure the Foundation hasn’t been quietly taken over? It started ignoring my policies a long time ago. I say to hell with committees and Councils and all the rest, trying to control a man’s life! Humanity didn’t fight its way up from the primordial slime by being told what to do by some damned windbag petty official!” Judson subsided with a groan. “I don’t want to take on the world, Goldie,” he appealed. “I just want them to leave me alone!”


“Some of them aren’t so petty,” Coign countered. “The senator has a lock on the Council; you know that as well as I do. He parlayed a name and a fortune into a one-man rule like Adolf only dreamed of. How the hell did you expect to buck him?”


“I didn’t,” Judson objected. “I just wanted to go on minding my own business and have others do likewise.”


“But your business just happens to be the biggest, most powerful private enterprise ever conceived, Cap. You control—or you could control—the whole damned planetary economy! Even the senator felt the bind! The Irresistible Force and the Immovable Object with a vengeance! So you end up on the rug—what else did you expect, dammit?”


“I didn’t ‘expect’ anything, Goldie,” Judson said patiently. “I was delirious, I suppose. I felt terrible. I only knew I had to get out of that trap.”


“You were lucky,” Coign snapped. “The word was passed to the Metro Police about five minutes too late. That cop, Norm, you mentioned—he’s in the fax as the ‘Hero Who Didn’t.’ His chief has been fired and is under investigation.”


“It figures,” Judson said wearily. “Somebody has to be the scapegoat; those men did their job.”


Coign made soothing sounds. “All right, Cap. I’ll see what I can do for them. But what about you? You know it’s my duty to turn you over to Lunapat as soon as your doctor releases you.”


“Why wait for that damn fool?” Judson inquired. “He was running late for his foursome; he told me so himself.”


“They went a little too far, Cap,” Coign told the patient. “They sent me special word via a Lunapat Security man to dope you and ship you back in ‘close confinement’ that means cuffed in a cell, dammit—and the Mooncop was standing by (with an extra set of cuffs, I suppose) to make damn sure I did it.”


“Pretty dumb way to handle you—a ranking commodore with more decorations than General Margrave has stars,” Judson grunted.


“Sure,” Coign agreed. “I put in my time as a Spac’n Last Class. If they think I’m going to sit still for this, they can rethink the problem. I sent the pet Mooncop back on an ore-hull, without his sidearm and ID.”


“Got you in the ego, eh, Goldie?” Judson almost chuckled. “Lucky for me. They’ve got one more in the eye coming to them, eh?”


“Bet on it, Cap,” Goldie advised. “Unfortunately,” he went on, “it seems that our Mooncop left hurriedly: after he formally took over security here, but before he got the sick-bay staked out. After I visited you, you got up and walked out. You took a staff car that was parked just outside that door over there, and made it to the (former) Private Space dome where Rockefeller III’s cargo was being modified by Council order to deep-space specs.” He turned and walked away.


Judson lay for a moment looking after the trim, immaculately-uniformed man. When the door closed behind Coign, he moved an arm tentatively; it worked. He tried his legs; they responded. He sat up and looked around the spartan room. His shipsuit and boots had been tossed onto a table.


The low Lunar G helped a lot, Judson reflected as he made his way across the room, feeling, he decided, light-headed, but better. Yep, he was feeling stronger; the dream quality was gone. He knew exactly where he was and exactly what he had to do.
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Rocky’s aft cargo hatch was open and her loading belt in operation, delivering what looked like an endless stream of square cartons marked “COUNCIL PROPERTY—OFFICIAL CATEGORY ONE USE (see codes 12-29).” The men at the fore belt were engrossed in their work, tallying cargo and comparing readouts. Judson tumbled two of the remarkably heavy boxes off the belts and lay full-length on it. No one yelled. It was strangely quiet here under the dome—no, not strange, Judson corrected himself. Just that it had been a long time and he’d forgotten the enveloping silence.


He waited in the Class One cargo bay for a few minutes, assessing his own bodily sensations. They were other than normal, he decided, but not really bad. In fact, he felt damn good. His breathing was easier than it had been for years. Maybe stale dome air was good for him.


He undogged a hatch into the axial tube and listened. Faint sounds from aft were audible. He started forward.


Fifty feet along the head-ducking passage, he heard footsteps approaching from forward. He stepped into a narrow niche, and felt over the plasticoated bulkhead, found a soft spot and pressed. A panel slid aside, revealing the check-panel, station twelve aft. He slid his hand under the overhanging cover-plate, and tickled a projecting wire, pulled in his arm, and held both arms close to his side. The patch of deck he was standing on rotated silently until he was facing a dark opening. He stepped through, flipped the reflex switch, and the opening closed behind him.


He waited for a moment, heard nothing, and proceeded through the tight aperture into a short, cramped passage which opened into the central operating compartment, where there was barely sufficient space for a man of Judson’s physique to squeeze into the G-chair.


Briefly, Judson remembered the day when the designers had tailored the space-buck to him as he sat in the dummy chair in the big, airy drafting room. For a moment, he relaxed utterly. Then he set about examining the complex array of computer readouts, old-fashioned LEDs and LCDs mostly, with only a few of the new SSFs. All that low-tech stuff was beyond him, Judson thought, almost contemptuously. Was he contemptuous of the FINIAC boys who spent their time tending computers, he wondered briefly, or himself for his ignorance?


“Ignorance, hell,” he said aloud, then made an effort to refocus his attention on the CURRENT STATUS panel. He knew nothing about solid-state fluctuators, he acknowledged to himself, but he knew about Brownie. Good thing he’d never reported the discovery. He remembered the ninety-nine hours he’d spent on continuous con aboard Carny, bored, waiting to run out of air and die, killing time by running a close scan on the anomaly—the not-yet-officially-detected body apparently orbiting the brown dwarf star which, some theorists believed, had made a close approach to Sol four billion years ago, thereby initiating the formation of the planets. They had calculated its mass from its perturbation of the Oort Cloud, but couldn’t find it. Judson remembered the thrill, even then, as it had occurred to him that the perturbing body might be bodies, plural, too small to distinguish from the star.


He knew where they were, and he knew how to get there. At that point, the STG idiot light winked on and an uncertain voice said, “Uh, Nine-five-three, commence preliminary idling test sequence. Do you read, Five-three? Over.”


Good old Goldie! Once in, he was going all the way, Judson exulted. “Test sequence,” eh? He’d test her all right, right past their damned containment. With no further reflection, Judson slammed down the big COIL HOT switch. They’d wanted to complicate that with a sophisticated relay circuit, he remembered, with contempt. Trying to make a space captain into just another button-pusher like themselves. He’d put an end to that in a hurry. When a man fires himself into space, by God, he wants a trigger to pull that he can damn well see! The deep-in-the-bones vibration permeating the vessel and himself intruded on his thoughts. The whirly-birds were on-line, building up the particle-density in the helix, and in a moment the red HOT light would glare. It did. No more stalling, Judson! Have you really got the gall to commit to deep-space orbit, all alone? A crew of three superbly-trained men was well-known to be the theoretical minimum, not that anybody had ever tried it. But then, nobody else had conned a crippled Class Two back from T-P space alone and with a busted femur, either. So screw em! Here goes. He tripped the interlock. Just as his hand went to the DRIVE ENGAGE lever, a voice spoke behind him.


“Permission to enter, Cap,” it said uncertainly. Judson twisted to look over his shoulder.


“Cookie!” he blurted. “What in nine hells are you doing here, you damned old fool?”


“Knew you’d need at least one good hand, Cap,” the little man apologized. “Better not hit the Ponds until I unlock aft.”


Judson sat dumbfounded. He’d been that close to blowing Rocky and himself into a rapidly dissipating gas cloud.


“She’s engaged! She’s lovely! She uses Pond’s,” the old gag went, so “Ponds” it was, and he’d absent-mindedly disengaged the safeties—


“Welcome aboard, Space’n Second,” he said calmly, as if he hadn’t almost put an earth-visible crater where the Private Space dome used to be.


“Yessir,” Cookie said, and withdrew. A minute later, the green CLEAR FOR ENGAGE light went on. Judson waited another minute, to give Cookie time to get into his launch pocket, and threw in ENGAGE. As always, his mind’s first response was absolute panic as its universe exploded in the overwhelming assault of a thousand contradictory fatal sensations as the coil took hold and threw the hundred-ton vessel outward along the strike-slip fault in the space-time continuum. Then Rocky settled into her accustomed transit mode as her sensors and autostabilizers recreated Earth-normal conditions aboard.


The talker gave a final drawn-out squawk as Rocky’s velocity passed point nine light:


“—final warningg,” it moaned. “Nessesarreee agzyunnn …”


Judson smiled, noting on-screen the detonation, far in his wake, of two final missiles dispatched too late to overtake him. He checked the boards, made final adjustments, and extricated himself from the clutch of the go chair.


Aft, in the galley, he found Cookie, busy tallying stores. The little man looked up, said;


“You better get some rest, Cap. You look a little green. Feeling better?”


“Dial me up a thirty-eight ounce porterhouse, Space’n. That’s how I feel.”


“A gray Q-ration OK?” Cookie asked as he punched it in.


“Anything but a blue,” Judson replied. “Space oysters just don’t qualify as human food with me.”


“I remember, Cap,” Cookie said. “Just let me check that Pand Rand basal.” He reached, took Judson’s wrist and pressed the sensor against it.


“You’re reading on the edge of pink, Cap,” he told his boss. “Good show. I guess their dope’s wearing off.”


Judson sat down and looked the little fellow over. “Cookie,” Judson said carefully, “just how much do you know about the Foundation’s operations and my midnight trip to St. Anne’s?”


“Me, Cap?” the lone crewman blurted as if surprised. “You didn’t look good, Cap. You keeled over right there on the grass, got a green stain on the elbow o’ yer dress whites took me a hour to get out. Senator was pretty upset. Called in his own personal doc and who’m I to say no? Said they had this special unit working at St. Anne’s. Just the ticket. Wanted to wait and take you in the senator’s whirlygig, but I bluffed ’em and old Bette and me got you into the car and I taken you in myself. Acted like they knew what they was doing. Had you breathing good in about a half a minute. Said about taking you to that Rooshia to some Academy, but that’s where I stuck a oar in. I called that head quack things I didn’t know I knew. They kept shushing me. Seemed to me like they wanted to keep the whole thing quiet. That’s how I got away from them. Had special cops, tried to put the arm on me, I give ’em a line about how everybody at home knowed where you was at, and got out. Thought it was best, Cap. Remember, you wasn’t breathing good when I taken you in.”


“You did fine, Cookie,” Judson told the distressed chief.


“About the Foundation,” Cookie resumed. “A couple fellers had on ID’s said ‘Future Foundation,’ that’s not the name you give the one you set up yerself, is it, Cap? Place’s been took over. Thought they was OK, but seemed like they wanted to take you someplace on their own. I played like I’d he’p em, and soon’s you were walking good, I foxed em and snuck you into a cargo lift, and then you foxed me. Slammed the door ’fore I could get in, and I took the ramp down-cellar and when your lift came along, you walked out and dern nigh busted my jaw.” Cookie cradled his mandible gently in both hands. “Thought you was out on your feet, Cap, and taken yer arm, like, to he’p you over to the door, and next I know I’m flat onna deck. Couldn’t find you, sir. Went back, and pretty soon you called in.”


“I’m sorry, Cookie,” Judson said. “I didn’t know what I was doing. All I remember is being out in the street.”


“Cap,” the little man said earnestly, “what you got us into now? You really gonna try to con Rocky out to Oort Base, just the two of us?”


Judson shook his head. “I’ve got another idea, Cookie, maybe worse. You remember the brown dwarf we found last cruise?”


Cookie looked confused, and Judson reminded him of the occasion. “I have an idea,” the captain confided, “that dwarf star once made a close pass at Sol, about four billion years ago. Dot and I ran the best numbers we could get through the big box, backtracked it. A near miss. It’s an old-fashioned idea, but the planets had a father as well as a mother.”


Confused, Cookie opened his mouth to speak, but Judson held up a hand. “Just a minute, Spac’n Murphy. We did an analysis. It seems that in such an encounter, Pa would have held onto most of the heavy matter; that’s why we have mostly gas giant planets and an Oort Cloud. But Brownie should have heavy planets. We couldn’t detect any—too much glare off Sirius, you know. She’s right on the line-of-sight from Sol to the Big S. But, given planets with the same chemical composition as Mercury through Mars, there’s a good chance one of those planets, if they exist, could be made to support life. I’ve waited to make the trip for a long time. That’s why I never went public with the discovery. Now’s the chance—but of course, you’re not obligated to join in—”


“Skip that part, Cap, if you don’t mind, sir,” Cookie put in. “I’m signed on for the cruise, sir. Now, with the Cap’n’s permission, I got work to do.” He twisted to exit through the obstructed hatch.
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Twenty hours later, having handily outstripped the lone DOL vessel that had attempted an intercept, Judson and his volunteer crewman wedged themselves into the relatively spacious, at six by six feet, galley and sat at the unhandy but necessary-for-morale table, then dialed-up and sipped hot coflet from old china cups, also contributory to a sense of well-being and relief from the stark utilitarianism of the rest of their tiny universe.


“Kinda pitiful,” Cookie commented, “watching that cop-boat trying to herd Rocky.”


Judson nodded. “It’s ironic,” he remarked, “that I first knocked heads with the senator when I was lobbying for an adequate Observer Corps against his budget plan.”


“I always wondered, Cap,” the little man put in, “what got the Council down on you. At first, there was the invitation to address the Council, the reserve appointment as six-star admiral-general; all the media coverage was favorable—practically made you out another Lindy. Then the complaints, the court order closing the labs, the thing about monopoly and all—and fin’ly they went ahead and collectivized Prispace, even taken Carny—or tried to. Now you really done it, Cap. What you got in mind, running off like this? Oort Base wouldn’t provision you even—” he broke off as Judson shook his head. “I know, you said You don’t plan to ask ’em,” Cookie resumed. “But, Cap, that’s awful lonely space out there, trans-Pluto. You really think you can find a landfall?”


“I have a reasonable expectation, Cookie,” Judson told him. “Frankly, if I hadn’t been delirious—and if that Nurse Frunkle hadn’t been hovering over me day and night—I’d probably never have tried it.”


“Kind of a weird idea, Cap: Earthlike planets around this here Brownie. But you know more about that than I ever will.”


“I expect you’ll be pretty well-read on the subject, Cookie,” Judson commented, “by the time we have our destination in view on the little screen.”


“How long you figure, Cap?” Cookie queried casually. “Couple years, maybe?”


“Six years, minimum,” Judson replied. “It’s not going to be fun, Spac’n Murphy. You can take to a lifeboat now, if you like, and no hard feelings. You’ll make it to Io Station in a few months.”


Cookie shook his head. “Not me, Cap. I’m on for the cruise.” Just then a shudder went through the ship, rattling the fittings on the panel. Both men glanced at B panel: Rocky had just destroyed a fractional megaton missile inside the one-hundred-yard perimeter.


“Old senator’s mad,” Cookie commented. “Won’t quit, neither. Even if he has to chase you all the way to the Cloud.”


Judson nodded. “But I’m the fellow who mapped the Passage into Judson’s Division, Cookie; I’ll bet he can’t catch me there.”


“What about clearing the Cloud, Otherside?” Cookie pressed. “Ain’t never surveyed no Passage that side.”


“There’s always a first time, Cookie,” Judson reminded the man. “Don’t worry about that. Worry about whether we have enough stores aboard for the cruise.”


Cookie nodded vigorously. “Already done that, Cap. We’re stocked to A level with Class One: Council said they meant to use her to resupply Io, you know. Want me to rustle you up that thirty-eight porterhouse, five minutes on each side? And maybe a Beaujolais to go with it. Some o’ that First Crop from Lunar Station.”


“Save the wine, Cookie,” Judson said. “Some day your great-grandchildren will sell it for a few billion.”


It was a monotonous routine aboard ship, after the tenth day. Two more extreme-range missiles had been destroyed by the old vessel’s automatic S and D gear.


“The senator can’t afford much more of that,” Cookie commented. “Them E-R fish will wreck the budget. Heard someplace they run over a trillion apiece.”


“He’s just grandstanding, Cookie,” Judson told him. “The real strike will come as soon as we get within interdict range of Oort.”


Cookie nodded. “That won’t be long now, if they’re on the ball with their long-range stuff.”


“They will be,” Judson assured him. “I estimate another ten hours until C-board picks up an incoming, probably a beam, from Outpost.”


“Old Rocky equipped to handle the R stuff, Cap?”


Judson shook his head. “Not really. We’ll have to rely on our detect-and-avoid capabilities. The beams were just coming on-line when Rocky was launched. We stuck in the D and A as an afterthought. We’ll have to start bleeding-off some velocity soon, too.”


It was nine hours. Both men aboard the antiquated vessel became aware simultaneously of the impingement of the shaped-wave energies known in the more sensational media as a disruptor beam. Photons cannot exceed the limiting velocity, but a sinusoid Fourier transform imposed on the beam can travel as rapidly as it likes, being an immaterial pattern. Its immediate effect was to engender a profound sense of malaise in the protoplasm of the men in its field.


“Me, puke?” Cookie muttered and hurried away to do so. Judson got to the duty officer’s cubicle and into the snugly-woven launch pocket before consciousness faded.
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