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				Euterpe lay as the Earth lay, third planet in a system of nine that turned about the star Mnemosyne. Between Euterpe and that star were Calliope and Erato, hot and hard; beyond it, Thalia and Urania, red and black, and barren; cool Clio, cold Melpomene, and in the icy distance beyond even human ambition, Terpsichore and Polyhymnia. They had been the Muses, daughters of Memory: they became the Ennead, the group of nine, and Euterpe with her islands and continents and great oceans became the new Heaven and the new Earth.

				The colonists, people drowning in a sea of people, came out of the darkness and settled like moths. More and more refugees fled to join them, from the twin evils of famine and filth, and the Colonial Government congratulated itself on having achieved the long-desired melting-pot where race, colour and creed were abandoned in the spirit of pioneering brotherhood.

				They paid Euterpe the compliment of turning her into an exact replica of the world they had left, and as the refugees continued to come, regardless of race, colour or creed they turned on each other with a total lack of discrimination and fought to the death for the means to live.

				The Government, despairing, vowed that the latest fleet of immigrant ships must be the last and prepared grimly to turn back the next when it should arrive. The ships never did arrive. They awaited them for five years and then gave up in grief, and relief. No one heard from Earth again: they were alone in space.

				So they ceased to look homeward and turned their attention to the other planets that might support them. Erato was a rich desert, and her satellite Thamyris, named for the blinded upstart who tried to outsing the gods, a high-speed missile. Calliope was unfriendly, but her small moon Orpheus welcomed them kindly enough. It seemed that man might live again on Orpheus and the first settlers built little huts, then little houses, even little offices for the first administrators. Then some fool built a little factory. Orpheus, after all, gave them so many new things to play with. When the skin between their fingers began to turn grey they blamed the climate, shrugged their aching shoulders and closed their sore eyes.

				Meanwhile Clio, fertile and generous, offered almost boundless hope, so Clio became the granary of the Ennead, the dairy, the fish-pond, and maintained by trusted simpletons, policed ferociously, shipped back her produce to starving Euterpe, while Calliope and Erato became quarries, oil-wells, mines. Clio was nourished and nurtured; they were ravaged, a just return for their lack of hospitality.

				Orpheus was rendered uninhabitable at a speed that surprised even those who remembered Earth. It seemed to the sick and bewildered settlers that they saw their land through a shattered prism. The yellow sun turned to rust in an indigo sky. The grass grew in a wonderful variety of new colours, and then stopped growing altogether. One year the leaves turned brown in autumn and when they came again in spring they were still brown. They were the last leaves ever to unfurl on Orpheus, but by now there was no one left to see them; except for a feral child with red hair and attenuated limbs who walked among the dead wearing a puzzled scowl, wondering why he had been left behind. He ate whatever he could lay his hands on, first poisoning, then immunizing himself, since there was nobody to tear the tainted food from his fingers. He had always been a recalcitrant child, and he refused to die.

				Erik Swenson, the interplanetary pedlar, arrived on Orpheus with a crew of daring men, to see what was left. He came upon the child in a ruined laboratory where he was conscientiously extending the ruin with a crowbar.

				‘What is your name?’ asked Swenson, going down on one knee before the child and looking at its ravelled red hair. ‘Where is your mother?’

				The child had forgotten how to answer questions but at the sound of that last word he pointed with the crowbar towards a distant hut. Swenson went to see what there was to be seen and then came back to the laboratory.

				‘You had better come home with me,’ said Swenson, weeping, and held out his hand. The child bit him, more from habit than from principle, and followed him to the ship which took off very rapidly. The little satellite was left spinning poisonously alone.

				It was time to try again.

				Thousands had applied to go to the new planets but the Colonial Government, finally seeing where madness lay, applied the brakes at last. No one might leave Euterpe without the certainty of work and the waiting lists grew longer as the miners came home rich. But by now the prospect of returning to Euterpe had become less and less attractive and some brave men began to establish themselves permanently on the planets. The thought of toxic Orpheus and the tales of its one survivor saved Clio from an early death. Calliope shook off the brave men with earthquakes and volcanoes, but Erato allowed them to stay, and around the mines small communities began to grow up. The inhabitants were determined that they should remain small. They sent home for wives and bred cautiously, dispatching their children to be reared on mild green Clio and await their inheritance.

				At night they watched their moon race across the sky in pursuit of Mnemosyne and, looking fearfully back towards dead Orpheus, dying Euterpe, lost Earth, they swore it should never happen again.
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				1

				Isaac danced in the dust and the dust danced with him.

				It lay about his ankles and when his feet left the ground it lifted like a white shadow, drifting and sifting round his knees, floating to his shoulders and tumbling in a turbulent dry cloud above the road, after he had passed.

				Isaac was celebrating his fifteenth birthday. It might be the last thing that he ever celebrated. He danced in the dust.

				Loukides, Sergeant of Colonial Police, looking out of his window, saw the dust storm approaching uphill and recognized the capering figure at the heart of it. The measured tread of staider citizens in heavy boots raised nothing more than flatulent puffs which dissipated in the air. Isaac’s chicken-bone ankles could not support boots. He wore instead foot-shaped gloves, laced across the instep with black string.

				‘Many happy returns,’ said Loukides, opening the shutter a little further, to let out his voice without admitting too much dust. Isaac hesitated in mid-spring, but afflicted with perpetual motion, he continued to bounce from foot to foot under the window of the police station.

				‘I hope so,’ said Isaac. ‘Very much, I hope so, so-so-so-so-so,’ he muttered, in time to the bouncing.

				At fifteen, Isaac was legally a man. In Loukides’ opinion he would never be anything of the sort, whatever his age.

				Isaac blinked back at Loukides who, massively draped in his robes of office, formed a human pyramid, all by himself. Only the apex of the pyramid was visible to Isaac; much shorter and seldom still long enough to stand upright. The dust that settled relentlessly on everything else never had time to settle on Isaac.

				‘Made any plans, boy?’ said Loukides.

				The green shadows on Isaac’s white face darkened.

				‘Any plans – I don’t – plans? I don’t make plans,’ he said, his fingers chafing at the window sill. ‘Theodore makes plans. I don’t.’

				‘Ah. And what has he planned?’ Loukides was interested both privately and professionally. He wanted to know how anyone could make coherent plans that included Isaac and as the Government’s legal arm in the township of Epsilon, it would be his duty to remove Isaac if Theodore’s plans failed to include him. He was able to remain quite detached on both levels.

				‘He doesn’t tell me – hasn’t told me yet,’ said Isaac. ‘T-t-t-today he tells me.’ He was gradually disappearing inside the dust cloud, the upper layers of which were beginning to seep in at the window. Loukides closed the shutters and Isaac turned to continue his ascent of the hill towards Theodore’s house.

				Theodore was out, having arranged to make conversation with Cameron that afternoon, and Isaac did not expect him back until shortly before supper. The rocky banks of the road gave way, on his left, to the high white walls of the house, cut from the same rock and relieved only by small windows near the roof, with a steel grille before each. Isaac paused, wavering on one leg, and riffled through the collection of ironmongery at his belt, spanners, keys, files and knives, while selecting the spindle that unlocked the front door.

				He opened it wide, to indicate that the house was occupied once more, drew the curtain that hung in the doorway to postpone the dust, and stepped into the cool hall. The late spring light of Mnemosyne already held some heat. It was making its last appearance of the day between the pillars of the loggia that flanked the hall, before sinking below the garden wall.

				It lay across the carpet of white dust on the marble tiles of the hall and sank into the porous stone of the walls. Once a younger, smaller, happier Isaac would have run down the steps from the porch and skated the length of the hall on one foot, leaving a long, carefree skid in the dust. Now he took a soft broom from the recess by the front door and swept the dust outside, into the garden. It hung about for a while under the loggia, humouring him and then, when he turned his back, followed him indoors again and lay in leisurely flocks about the hall. As the dust settled, the sunlight in its turn settled on the dust.

				Isaac had no time to admire the sunshine. He had many things to attend to, chief among them being Theodore’s supper, which must be ready when he returned home from Cameron’s, and a small explosion under the cold room, which was Isaac’s own affair.

				He replaced the broom in the recess and tweaked the curtain across to conceal it. The curtain was the thick, heavyweight shroud that had hung there all winter. It would soon be time to take it down and hang in its place the fine light veils of summer that had to be changed and washed every few days. Isaac had the washing of them, and of all the other curtains that hung in every doorway and window. The curtains were there to protect Theodore’s lungs. In the doorway to Isaac’s own kingdom, the kitchen, the curtain was normally looped back for convenience. Isaac kept one hanging there only to give Theodore the comforting illusion that the dust did not get into the food.

				Today he untied the curtain sash and let it fall behind him. He bolted the shutters across the kitchen window and in the secret gloom opened the steel door that led into the cold room. He began at once to cough. The cold room, usually as clean and white as a new tooth, was hazy with agitated dust. Isaac closed the door and crossed the room to the meat rack where three frozen carcases swayed gently above the trays of fish, poultry and small joints, flown in from Clio by the Intergalactic Freight Company.

				Something had happened behind the meat rack. Isaac peered through the dust by the light of his hand lamp, fluttering on the last of its carefully hoarded cells. He knew by the silence that the refrigeration unit was no longer working and the slight rise in temperature told him that the thaw had set in several hours ago; at the twelfth hour, to be precise, since the explosive had been wired to the timer and Isaac himself had fixed the wiring and set the timer. Afternoon blasting at the Omega mine, five kilometres away, began at the eleventh hour. In the unlikely event that anyone in the township had heard or felt Isaac’s explosion it would be attributed to an extra powerful charge at Omega. He slid back the panel that covered the refrigeration unit and looked inside.

				From floor to ceiling a narrow crack ran up the wall in a series of right angles as it passed between the blocks of stone. It was a discreet-looking injury but it had been sufficient to wrench the motor out of its mountings. Ruptured wires glinted in the lamplight. Isaac avoided them for they were still live, being connected to the generator that was housed in a small outbuilding on the other side of the wall. Theodore never came near the servants’ quarters, so only Isaac knew that Theodore’s father had been cheated by his builders and that the rear wall of the house, of which this was part, contained a rubble-filled cavity instead of solid stone. He turned the beam of the lamp upwards. The ceiling also showed signs of imminent collapse. Isaac slid the panel back into place and returned to the kitchen to prepare Theodore’s supper.

				Theodore was coming home. Isaac heard him chuffing through the dust on the road outside. He skipped across the twilit hall and waited, quivering, at the top of the steps, one hand on the curtain, one on the light switch. As Theodore stepped into the porch Isaac threw the switch that illuminated the whole hall. Concealed lights glowed and flickered in every corner as Theodore came in from the windless evening and Isaac punctuated his entrance by closing the door with a conclusive thud. Such small ceremonies gave Theodore great pleasure and Isaac thought that Theodore should have as much pleasure as he could comfortably absorb on this particular evening, and perhaps a little more.

				‘Cameron? How was Cameron?’ said Isaac, removing Theodore’s winter cloak and following him with it, dipping and swooping, while the cloak dipped and swooped behind Isaac and a dozen shadows mimed a servile dance on the high ceiling.

				Theodore entered the dining hall where Isaac had served his supper on the white marble table. All the furniture in this room was made of stone. There were no trees on the planet Erato and wood was rarer than water. Theodore sat on a marble bench that grew out of the floor, alongside the table.

				‘Master Cameron to you, Isaac,’ he said finally. ‘In future, if you have a future, you call him Master Cameron.’

				Isaac, hearing that his future might be extended past midnight, twitched less noticeably. He managed to keep both his feet on the ground for as long as it took Theodore to ingest his soup.

				In his inferior position, Isaac was not entitled to use his own surname; in fact he did not have one. Properly he should have addressed Theodore as Master Swenson, but since his adoption ten years previously, by Theodore’s father, he had grown up with Theodore; not quite a brother, not quite a servant, always a problem.

				Theodore appeared to be reading his thoughts, an unexpected occurrence, for Theodore was not a literary man. Isaac occasionally wondered if he could read at all although he was eleven or twelve years the elder, and head of the Intergalactic Freight Company.

				‘You call me Master Swenson, from now on,’ Theodore continued, as Isaac replaced the alabaster soup bowl with an alabaster plate of meat. There was no clay on the planet. Pottery was rarer than wood. ‘Outside the house, of course,’ Theodore added. ‘Alone we shall go on as before; if you decide to stay, that is.’

				If I decide? thought Isaac.

				‘I have something to show you, after supper,’ said Theodore. Isaac withdrew to the kitchen, bearing the soup bowl. He placed it in the sink and glanced in at the cold room. The crack had widened perceptibly.

				And I’ve got something to show you, thought Isaac. He returned to the dining hall, hovering in the doorway to regard his erstwhile brother and perhaps future employer chumbling at his food. Theodore, dwarfed by the steep walls and monstrous furniture, was reduced yet again in the great concave mirror that clung above him where wall curved into ceiling; his father’s penultimate bid for social supremacy: totally useless, utterly priceless. Nobody needed a concave mirror, everybody wanted one, so in a way the bid had succeeded, unlike the very last one which had killed old Mr Swenson and almost demolished the house.

				Having made his pile in the mines Mr Swenson had initiated the Intergalactic Freight Company to support him in his old age. The intergalactic part of the name was no more than a boast since the haulage ships never ventured outside the system of Mnemosyne, amassing a considerable fortune for their owner by plying from planet to planet, but the name hinted at present expansion, further enormous gains, and the miners poured money into the enterprise as Mr Swenson provided them with all the expensive luxuries that they did not need but had to possess: luxuries that were only expensive because they were brought in by Intergalactic from Clio, Calliope and, sometimes, even Euterpe. Other things that were not luxuries were also expensive, such as food. On a planet with no natural soil the colonists survived on imports, and Mr Swenson first survived, then flourished on the colonists; always reserving the costliest, the least necessary imports for himself. Thus the mirror and the pottery that was too rare to use, and the lawn in the garden that was also the only one of its kind in the township; grown from seed imported from Clio, grown on soil imported from Clio. Theodore had recommenced to import soil against the chance that someone else would start a lawn. It was stockpiled in the city, under guard.

				His father’s final act of profitable folly had been to bring stone to a planet composed of nothing else. Soon every miner owned marble furniture, alabaster crockery, slate panelling and gravelled terraces. Mr Swenson, growing madder by the million, invented a new type of aerial hoist and tested it by ferrying in a block of red Thalian core stone, quarried at the cost of human life on a planet without atmosphere, and which was intended to stand as a megalith at the end of the Swensons’ garden. The property was built on the highest land in Epsilon and Mr Swenson, who had seen the town grow from the cluster of mine workings that had first borne that name, wished to see it even higher. He had positioned the hoist over the hilltop when the retro-jets failed. He and the hoist had landed resonantly on the other side of the road, neither in working order. The block of Thalian core stone had balanced momentarily on one end and then crashed full length, to land centimetres from the loggia. It still lay there since no one had the heart, or the nerve, to raise it; twelve metres of monument to Mr Swenson who had been dug out of the dust with considerable difficulty and interred elsewhere.

				Isaac had sincerely mourned Mr Swenson during the last five years, for the falling stone had effectively smashed his adoptive security. He had lived out that time in accelerating fear of his fifteenth birthday, when his childhood dependence ended and he must make his own way.

				Today he was a man, and to stay on Erato a man must be able to support himself. Miners’ children, on reaching the age of fifteen, became heirs, a situation that could be regarded as a form of employment. Isaac, nobody’s child, faced a perilous tomorrow. He stood in the doorway and watched the guardian of his hopes chewing a warm carrot, brought in at fearful expense from Clio.

				Theodore set aside the remains of the carrot. In mining circles it was thought inelegant to eat the core and a ring of them lay discarded round the plate. Isaac earmarked them for his future consumption. Not being a miner he could eat what he pleased, subject to availability. In the menial privacy of the kitchen he ate the same food as Theodore but in larger quantities, since no etiquette required him to leave most of it on the plate. He needed the energy.

				Theodore reached for the wine, another of his father’s imports. The cellar under the kitchen was stacked with it. Isaac, seeing that the meal was at an end, took away the plates and added the remains of the food to his own meal that was waiting in the hot cupboard beside the stove. Fear had prevented him from eating it earlier.

				‘Bring another cup,’ Theodore called after him. Isaac took down a plastic beaker from the shelf and then replaced it. On the next shelf stood a row of alabaster goblets to match the one that Theodore was using. It was, after all, his birthday.

				He drew up a cast-iron stool to the opposite side of the table and crouched on it, both hands wrapped round the wine cup. Theodore had been into the study and fetched a file: the contents were spread out before him on the table. Isaac looked first at the papers where he could see his own name, upside down, and then at Theodore. Even on this most pregnant of occasions Theodore looked as vacant as ever, as if he were merely a Theodore-shaped hole in the air, eked out with incidental matter. Isaac did not like Theodore but he needed him and cursed the arbitrary fate that made someone as intelligent as himself dependent upon someone as stupid as Theodore.

				‘Father left no will,’ Theodore said. ‘He didn’t expect to die.’ He became aware that among the other nervous tics on the face opposite, Isaac was raising his eyebrows. Theodore frowned. ‘I mean, he didn’t expect to die so soon, so suddenly. Otherwise he would have provided for you. Your finger is in your wine, Isaac. As it was, I inherited everything. You know that.’

				Everything. The house, the money, the land, the Intergalactic, the name. He could have left me a name at least, thought Isaac.

				‘In a way,’ said Theodore, smiling, ‘I inherited you. You were never formally adopted, you know that. As you were a child when he died I owed you a home. Today you are a child no longer, you are a man, an adult. If we look at the situation legally, you have no right to be on Erato, and if you walk out of this house tomorrow without a job, you’ll have no right to stay. You know what we say on Erato – there is no room for a parasite, and a man without a job is a parasite, whether he means to be or not. You know that.’

				I know a damn sight more than you do, thought Isaac. I know what’s going on under the cold room, for a start.

				‘Would you work in the mines?’ Theodore was not too stupid to be cruel. Two or three times a year the great Government ships from Euterpe unloaded a cargo of desperate immigrants who had travelled two years or more in order to bury themselves in the mines of Erato and earn the living that was no longer a right on their own planet. Diggers. A digger was the lowest form of life until he had earned enough to retire on, when he would call himself a miner and employ other diggers to do his mining for him. When the Epsilon mine was worked out, Theodore’s father had bought the land and leased it to his fellow miners who settled there, so that Epsilon mine became Epsilon town. Miners were aristocrats and did not care to recall the days when they too had been diggers.

				A digger was, by necessity, a short solid man with hands of iron. Isaac looked down at his own slender flippers trembling round the cup. The lowest form of life was Isaac.

				‘Not the mines?’ said Theodore. ‘What do you want to do? Has anyone offered you work?’

				‘No,’ said Isaac, winding his legs round the legs of the stool. ‘No one has – has asked me, offered me – I don’t want, I thought—’

				‘To stay here?’

				‘I ought,’ said Isaac. ‘Ought to stay here.’ The next remark cost him some effort. ‘I owe you so much, so much, and there’s so much I can do. You don’t have any others. Other servants.’

				‘You aren’t a servant,’ said Theodore.

				Well, you don’t pay me, thought Isaac.

				‘I let you look after the house because I thought you enjoyed it.’

				‘I do. I do enjoy it.’ He took a deep breath to get him over the next bit. ‘But it’s work. A house doesn’t k-k-k-keep itself standing. The fabric, the foundations—’ He stopped and saw that some of his fear had crossed the table. Theodore’s eyes widened. For all he knew about foundations the house might be floating in the air.

				‘What’s happened?’

				Isaac prepared to deliver his coup.

				‘A crack. In the cold room. S-s-s-subsidence. The walls are all rubble inside. Perhaps the blasting. The blasting at Omega has shaken them.’

				‘Rubble?’ said Theodore. ‘What are you gibbering about? These walls are solid stone. My father saw them built himself, this whole house.’

				‘Not the back. He was on a trip to Calliope when they b-b-b-built at the back, and you were in the city.’ As he found himself gaining control over the situation Isaac’s words came less painfully. ‘He was on Calliope and the builders finished without him. I remember. I was alone here with the steward.’ The steward who had died when the stone fell and who had never been called to account.

				‘You mean that you knew? You knew he’d been cheated and you said nothing?’ cried Theodore, scattering documents in sudden frenzy.

				‘No. No. No!’ Isaac sprang up and the wine, still untasted, slopped over his fingers. ‘I didn’t know then. But . . . but when I saw the crack I remembered. That he didn’t, tha-a-at he didn’t build that wall himself, didn’t see it built. I’ve found a way in. Under the floor. I was right.’

				‘Show me,’ said Theodore, growing calmer. Isaac followed him into the kitchen. He hadn’t been in there, so far as Isaac knew, since the house was finished, eight years before. Isaac remembered the youth who had swaggered in front of the fraudulent builders, and the fragile, frightened little boy who spied on them.

				‘Where’s the cold room?’ asked Theodore, and Isaac, no less inquisitive now than he had been then, marvelled at a man who knew so little about his own house that he had to ask where the food was kept.

				He led the way and Theodore followed, shivering as he passed into the charnel air of the cold room. The three carcases swung in the draught from the opening door. Theodore glanced up and stood away from the rack where they hung by the heels. Isaac ducked under them with a pleasing vision of Theodore strung up to make a fourth. He danced up to the refrigeration unit and opened the panel. Theodore examined the crack.

				‘There’s no rubble, surely. You can see where the crack follows the stones. Only the mortar is damaged, I imagine.’

				‘I wish – I wish it were,’ said Isaac, lying through an honest smile. Isaac had no more control over his smile than he had over his feet. Theodore did not suppose that he was amused.

				‘This is only part of it,’ said Isaac, and tried to breathe slowly in preparation for the long untruth to come, which he had been rehearsing for days, ‘When I came home . . . came home this afternoon, I—’

				‘Where had you been?’

				Isaac was ready for this.

				‘Down to the railway. I had to fetch up some tools. When I came home, came back, I found the ref-f-f-frigerator had stopped. I got the hand lamp and looked in here, I saw the crack, I looked at the floor. There’s a hole down there. Not a cellar, not a cellar at all, like under the kitchen. Just a great hole, under the floor.’ Isaac knew all about the hole. It had taken him several days to make the entrance large enough to admit his narrow body.

				Theodore took one look at the gash in the floor of the recess and retreated as far as he could without leaving the room.

				‘What are we standing on, then?’

				‘Holes,’ said Isaac, skipping about as if the better to distribute his weight. ‘I think so. Shall I look?’

				‘But the house is built on solid rock,’ said Theodore.

				‘Rock,’ Isaac agreed. ‘Not solid. I’ll go down.’ With a last noble flap of the arm he slid into the hole.

				‘Be careful,’ Theodore called, across the room, and Isaac continued more rapidly, encouraged by the thought that Theodore might be concerned for his safety. His face reappeared dustily in the gap.

				‘Terrible. A great hole. Bring another light.’

				‘Where?’ Theodore, who would not normally take orders from Isaac, accepted the command without offence.

				Isaac contrived a gasp. ‘One – in – the – kitchen. Behind the bread box.’ Theodore returned with a second lamp that Isaac had planted there before supper, with a good strong cell in it. Isaac, his eyes at ground level, regarded Theodore’s boots mincing gingerly across the floor. He took the lamp and Theodore sprang back to the safety of the doorway. Isaac dived.

				‘Why didn’t you tell me as soon as I came in?’ Theodore was demanding, petulantly. ‘The whole wall may collapse.’

				Isaac squatted under the floor and threw a few loose rocks about to indicate furious activity.

				‘I didn’t want to s-s-s-spoil your s-supper,’ he stammered virtuously. ‘An hour won’t make any difference. It may be days before we can get a builder. Perhaps I can shore it up.’ He waited a few moments for the idea to take and then looked out of the hole.

				‘Can you?’ asked Theodore. ‘Do you know how?’

				‘As well as anyone,’ said Isaac, truthfully enough, since he had already done it. He began to climb out. ‘There’s plenty of stuff to use.’ He dragged himself out of the recess and sprawled, twitching, on the floor. ‘I know the house so well.’

				‘Of course,’ said Theodore.

				‘I’ll begin tonight.’

				‘Tomorrow will do if you think it’s safe for now.’

				‘Oh, thank you,’ said Isaac. ‘We ought to shut the door now. The food should keep overnight. Cam – Master Cameron will let us store it in his cold room. I’ll ask in the morning.’

				Isaac dusted himself violently and they returned to the dining hall. Theodore insisted that Isaac drink more wine. While he sat snuffling into it, Theodore produced from the file Isaac’s contract of employment and signed it. There was no longer any suggestion that Isaac might walk out of the house tomorrow without a job. Isaac took up the stylus to put his name beside Theodore’s at the foot of the sheet and wrote himself into the household as Theodore’s steward and factotum.

				Then he lighted Theodore to bed, took his dehydrated dinner from the hot cupboard and retired to the curtained alcove where he slept, in the servants’ hall, next to the kitchen. He was the only occupant and had been since the steward died. Isaac thought of the steward and of the pallid child who followed him about: a pallid, talkative child who had, for once, had the sense to keep his mouth shut and store his knowledge until it was needed, as he had later stored the explosive. He extinguished the light and curled up on the divan, but, unable to keep still even in sleep, he continued to rotate all night.

				Outside, unseen, the moon came up and cast abrupt shadows in the streets where no one walked. Between its two hilltops the stony roads of Epsilon were empty, and the shadows were empty. There was no more life in Epsilon by night than in the desert below it or in the mountains that overlooked it.

				No one walked by night in Epsilon. The flat houses, battened down against each other, stood apart, cold shoulders angled against the sky.

				Envious Euterpe looked over the horizon, saw nothing to covet, and sank again.
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				An early morning dampness laid the dust. Isaac swept out the porch and, detecting warmth even in the long shadow of the house, decided to discard his winter cloak in favour of the loose, light coat that he wore in summer. Behind him, in the dining hall, Theodore nibbled at the socially acceptable parts of his breakfast and waited for his secretary to arrive with the mail on the morning carrier.

				Isaac was going to the city to engage builders, empowered to bribe, coerce or threaten; armed with Theodore’s warrant and a contract printed on the stationery of the Intergalactic Freight Company. Theodore might be a premier citizen in his own community, Epsilon, but in the city he was just another man who needed a builder in a hurry. Builders, like diggers, were never in danger of unemployment. If the name of Swenson proved to be powerless, Isaac could bring up the big guns of the Intergalactic.

				He laid aside his broom, put on his coat and capered down the hill. Loukides, Sergeant of Colonial Police, stood at the door of the police station, watching his sous-officier rake the gravel frontage.

				‘Well, well; little Isaac,’ said Loukides. ‘A happy man, this morning.’

				‘Isaac-at-Swenson’s: Theodore’s steward,’ said Isaac.

				‘That was some luck, wasn’t it?’ said Loukides, stressing slightly the word luck. He had fully expected to be obliged to send the Deportation Squad up the hill instead of seeing Isaac bound down it, buoyant with office.

				The sous-officier, whose name was Casimir, propped his chin on the butt of the rake and stared at Isaac with a mixture of envy and disappointment. As an enthusiastic member of the Deportation Squad he had been primed by Loukides to make himself ready for a possible arrest in the next day or so, and the prospect had given him enormous satisfaction. During the three years of his employment he had grown to hate the frenetic scuffling that accompanied Isaac’s progress up and down the hill. He watched him out of sight.

				‘How did he pull that?’

				‘That young fool up at the house,’ said Loukides, referring to Theodore, ‘must have missed the boat.’

				‘Where’s he going, then?’ said Casimir.

				‘He’s not going anywhere. But there’s a ship due in from Euterpe at the end of the month. If he wanted to replace Isaac he should have arranged for someone to be on it, two years ago. No foresight: he must have forgotten. Still, he could rent out a servant from Cameron, even now. That gardener’s got nothing to do, for a start. Cameron wouldn’t mind. He did it once before, when the steward was killed.’

				‘You told me,’ said Casimir, gazing at Isaac’s retreating dust storm. ‘Why didn’t he get another steward then?’

				‘He tried to,’ said Loukides. ‘He booked one onto the next ship out, but he went and died of some disease about three weeks before they reached Erato. I remember the row. The whole ship was put into quarantine and they were stuck up there in orbit for a month before anyone could land. It must have been about then that Isaac started to take over.’

				‘And now he’s finished taking over?’

				Loukides nodded uneasily. Most miners employed two or three servants more than was necessary in case of having to deport one for some reason. Any of Theodore’s friends would have been glad to loan him a servant. Was it possible that Isaac had suddenly become useful?

				Loukides beckoned Casimir inside. ‘Take over for a while,’ he said. ‘I’m going up to the house.’

				The road forked at the police station. Isaac turned right and followed it as it climbed upwards again, past the church, a long low building with metal lettering over the door: First Church Secular of Epsilon. Isaac was incarcerated there once a week with the rest of the population, to hear the word of Pastor Aumer, the present incumbent, a bag-pudding in a soutane.

				It was here that the miners had their houses, hewn from the hillside on rocky terraces, most of which were laid out with Intergalactic gravel in a variety of dun colours. Such households employed an outdoor handyman to look after the gravel and referred to him as the gardener. Master Cameron, as befitted the town magistrate, had many servants, one of them a real gardener, a glum and hairy young man called Moshe; and a real garden, the terraces banked with soil. As yet, Moshe had nothing to do but dig over the earth and wait for Theodore to import seeds, hence, perhaps, the glumness. Having no plants to grow in the garden he cultivated a beard instead. It was the only beard in Epsilon.

				The Camerons’ mansion was spread over the top of the hill, only slightly lower than Theodore’s house on its own hilltop. From the upper terrace Isaac could look across the little valley to his front door. He just missed seeing Loukides turn in at the porch. Nearby, Madam Cameron was stalking up and down on her verandah to the rustle of her robes, studiedly ignoring Isaac. Isaac bowed at her back and scuttled round to the side of the house where Gregor, the Camerons’ steward, was lounging in the shadows.

				‘You’re staying on, then?’ said Gregor, as Isaac stepped into his line of vision. It was beneath his dignity to turn his head at the sound of footsteps, unless they were made by miners’ boots.

				‘Steward,’ said Isaac. ‘Like you. So pay me, pay me attention.’

				Gregor permitted himself to sneer. Isaac was not like him. Yesterday Isaac had been a boy with no future. It would take longer than twenty hours to establish him as a man with a job. Isaac clung to Erato as it were with his toenails. Gregor was an immigrant, specially shipped out from Euterpe with work waiting. He had been with Cameron since his retirement from the mines, seventeen years ago, before the houses were built and Epsilon was a cluster of shacks littering the hillside.

				‘Steward?’ he said. ‘You didn’t come here to tell me that.’

				‘We – I need to store meat in your cold room. I’ve had to, to s-s-s-switch ours off,’ said Isaac.

				‘It’ll cost you,’ said Gregor. He didn’t ask why Isaac’s cold room was out of commission, since he didn’t care.

				‘Cost me or cost Theodore?’ asked Isaac.

				‘You’ve got a lot to learn,’ said Gregor. ‘How much will you be earning?’

				‘Three hundred and twenty dinars a year, from today.’

				‘Eight a week,’ said Gregor. ‘Slave wages. I’ll make it a quarter dinar a day.’ Up till now there had been no point in extorting money from Isaac. He had had no money to extort.

				‘I can’t give it to you yet, till I get paid I don’t – I don’t get paid in advance,’ said Isaac, panicking at his first commercial transaction.

				‘I can wait,’ said Gregor. ‘I’ll make it a favour to a colleague and a half dinar interest on every week or part week. But if you don’t pay on the nail I’ll be round to collect. Meanwhile you’d better earn yourself some. Not everyone will give you credit. How about charging fares on that railway of yours?’

				‘I’ll bring the meat up after noon,’ said Isaac.

				While they were talking the morning carrier had flown in from the city and waited at the airstrip on the other side of the hill. As Isaac left the Camerons’ garden Theodore’s secretary was breasting the hill, laden with attaché cases. They nodded anonymously at each other. The secretary never spoke to Isaac and Isaac did not know his name. He was always identified by pronouns. Isaac was not travelling by the Government-owned carrier. He had the railway.

				To save walking back and round past the police station again he took to the hill path, a narrow gully that ran headlong down, sometimes emerging over a patch of waste land where survived the true natives of Erato, the rock vines that had blanketed the planet before the miners came: tiny rosettes of leaves above ground and fifteen-metre roots that wandered down among clefts in the stone to the water beneath. The path cut under the lower road in a culvert and came out in the valley at the railhead.

				It was the old single-track freight line, operated by the Intergalactic Company in the days when it still had mining interests. Although the mine was derelict, nothing left but its name, the railway was still owned by Theodore.

				The train consisted of three open trucks, one of which was motorized, and since he had become strong enough to handle the brakes, Isaac had been riding to the city once a week to collect supplies. Being small, stateless and vulnerable to physical persuasion he had always been generous about giving free lifts to other servants. Now he was in a position to charge them for his services he had a backlog of old scores to settle.

				For years he had dreaded the sight of lounging figures around the trucks. Once they would have been porters waiting for a job to turn up, but since unemployment had been abolished, and with it casual labour, their places had been taken by servants, waiting to impose themselves on Isaac. Today, armed with his new authority, he stepped briskly out of the gully almost disappointed to find that there was no one waiting.

				He climbed into the leading truck and started the motor with the key that hung at his belt on its own string. He felt that the railway was properly his and kept the key apart; private. He had had the forethought to fill the fuel tank the day before, either for this very journey, or a last mad dash for freedom with the Deportation Squad at his heels.

				The train moved out of the shadows of the hillside and into the morning sunlight. Isaac clambered up to his favourite driving position where he perched on the lip of the truck, clinging to the brake shaft. The train gathered speed, rolling towards the hills that lay between Epsilon and the city.

				He would never have got as far as the railway, of course. The Squad would have seen to that. Isaac had never seen an arrest; no one ever saw an arrest, but he knew these things were done with discretion. He would never have got as far as the front door. He looked back over his shoulder without meaning to, and then the train was among the hills.

				Isaac relaxed as the trucks clacked over the old dangerous rails, and dangled from the brake shaft, watching his shadow. He stuck out an arm, waved a leg, swung from side to side, so engrossed in the antics of his doppelgänger that he almost forgot to stop at Lambda Crag and had to slam down the brake in a hurry. The train had once possessed air brakes, but now it relied on a claw thrust down from above that ploughed into the loose stones between the tracks at the risk of derailment. The train shuddered to a halt and Isaac, shaken from his seat, tottered above the line. The sound of the train would have alerted Mr Peasmarsh to his arrival. Isaac frequently had to hang about outside the house, coughing politely until he was noticed.

				Old Mr Peasmarsh, the hermit of Lambda, lived in a cabin in a canyon, just out of sight of the railway. A disused branch line, running into the canyon, had once served the Lambda mine in the days before Mr Peasmarsh had bought it at a knockdown price because the ore was worked out. Unlike Mr Swenson, Mr Peasmarsh had no wish to share his retirement with his fellow miners and he lived on his land in decrepit seclusion, refusing any intercourse with Epsilon, although he had once worked there. Isaac had passed the canyon for months before he had discovered that anyone lived in it. One day old Mr Peasmarsh had risen from among the rocks by the track and flagged down the train, requesting that Isaac bring him back some salt from the city.

				‘You’re the Swenson foundling, aren’t you? Under age? Not allowed to pay you then, am I?’

				‘No, sir.’

				‘Bring it anyway,’ said Mr Peasmarsh and Isaac, accustomed to obeying for the good of his health, had brought it. Mr Peasmarsh had been surprised when Isaac had handed him the correct number of dinars as change.

				‘An honest youth,’ he had remarked, and since then he waylaid Isaac from time to time and gave him errands to do. Isaac had the odd impression that Mr Peasmarsh thought he was doing him a favour instead of the other way about. On his last trip the old man had said, ‘Call in, next time you’re passing. I’ll have a job for you.’ Isaac had agreed. It didn’t occur to him to disagree, although it had crossed his mind that there might not be a next time.
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