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CHAPTER ONE



I


MARRYING Toni was one of the formative experiences in the lives of young Mundans. She represented one of the anythings that everyone felt he had to try once.


But Rog Foley had tried it once. He had been Toni’s second husband, when they were both seventeen. “And once was enough,” he told Toni without heat. “When we broke it up we had reasons that seemed perfectly good to both of us. They still seem good to me.”


Toni sighed. “You sound almost as if you mean it,” she said. “But I’ll come along anyway.”


“Do you know where I’m going?”


“Since there’s nothing up here except what’s left of New Paris, I suppose you must be going there.”


“Have you any idea why?”


“No.”


“There won’t be anything interesting to see. And I promise you nothing interesting will happen.”


“I suppose not,” said Toni agreeably, making no move to turn back. Rog frowned at her as they started up the hill. “Why bother me?” he asked mildly. “With animal attraction like yours you should be able to marry pretty nearly anybody you like.”


“Pretty nearly,” Toni admitted without conceit, “but I want you, Rog.”


“Why? The situation hasn’t changed.”


“Oh yes it has. You’re on the Council now and that’s only the start. You’re going up, Rog, and I want to go with you.”


Rog grinned but said nothing. That was one of the things he could appreciate about Toni. She was a realist. There were quite a few things he could appreciate about Toni, but one basic reason why they would never make a good pair. Toni was a game-hunter—the man who married her and stayed married to her would have to be a man who mattered, who was somebody, and who nevertheless had time and attention to spare for Toni.


Rog mattered, or was going to matter, and he was somebody. But he would never have much time or attention to spare for any woman, as a woman. She would have to fit in her domestic life with him here and there, in odd corners when Rog didn’t happen to be planning coups and shaping empires.


New Paris was only twenty years old, and the climate of Mundis was mild. If the village had been built well in the first place, the houses would still have been in quite good condition after twenty years, despite the rains. But it hadn’t been built well. The people who built it had been hardly more than children when they left Earth, and few of them had had time to learn anything there about building.


The igneous rock of Mundis was light and easy to cut and shape—too easy. Some of the walls that were built collapsed under their own pressure and because of their brittle inflexibility. And though the wood of Mundis was very strong and fine if properly seasoned, it was very difficult to do that. If it wasn’t seasoned properly, it shrank and warped and split cantankerously. Few of the wooden or stone houses built by the founder colonists twenty years ago stood now as they had been meant to stand.


“You’ll have to marry again soon, Rog,” said Toni persuasively. “Even you won’t be able to find a way out of it.”


Rog considered the matter. Yes, he would certainly have to marry. Alice Bentley was the obvious choice of the girls who were old enough and still unmarried—most of them only just old enough. But Rog had planned that Alice should marry Fred Mitchell whatever anyone else said. And apart from Alice he could think of no girl who would make him a reasonable partner for life.


It would just have to be another interim marriage, then. He sighed. He didn’t like the idea much. Like Toni, he felt there should be something better.


They were climbing the hill that was the eastern wall of the Lemon valley. Strictly, Lemon was the whole plain—the name had been given to it because it was exactly the shape of a lemon. But the township which was growing in one corner had no other name; it was Lemon, too. Already the name had lost most of its significance, for lemons wouldn’t grow on Mundis. The young Mundans like Rog and Toni, who were both twenty-one and had been born in New Paris, had never seen a lemon.


There were many other things the young Mundans had never seen. Cities, mountains, seas, ships, trains, cars, bridges, rivers, snow, storms. Little things like paperclips and postage stamps and metal badges and Yale keys. Big things like skyscrapers and airlines and factories and the rearing mushroom of the atom bomb. Things you would fully realise they couldn’t have seen, like streets and neon lights and travelling circuses and the devastation left by a tornado. Things you would be inclined to forget they couldn’t have seen, things you might take it for granted they had in Lemon—patent medicines, mistletoe, money, tobacco, coal—and skirts.


Rog and Toni were both tanned a clear, very light brown. The temperature on Mundis was pretty constant: sixty degrees before dawn, sixty-five soon after dawn, then seventy, seventy-five, eighty. Sometimes eighty-five or ninety, but not often. Then gradually back to sixty again. Sometimes as low as fifty-five during the night.


Rog wore only shorts and sandals. The shorts were cuffed in the Mundan fashion—at the waist and legs the material was heavily starched and curved smoothly outwards as if half peeled off.


For the rest, Rog had a striking, arresting face. His hair was black, neatly cut and parted, and his eyebrows were blacker. He was of average height and rather thin. His ribs showed plainly and his arms and legs were all muscle and bone, with no irregularities padded out. He looked young, but not too young for men to follow him.


Toni wore a green ket. No one knew where the name came from, not even the founder colonists, and certainly as far as the young Mundans were concerned there had always been kets. Kets weren’t always the same, but the general pattern was a one-piece garment fitting the torso closely but not tightly, the trunks cuffed at the legs and sections scooped out elsewhere where this was decently possible. Toni’s ket had a big oval cut-out, split in two by a broad strip running from below the left breast to the right hip.


Toni wasn’t beautiful; that wasn’t the right word. She had long, lovely legs, true, but for the rest she was merely immensely attractive. She was no cold beauty. Her hair was blonde and her eyes jet black. The effect was explosive.


They reached the top of the hill and wandered into the deserted village—four lines of huts forming a square. The explanation for the formation had stood there for ten years, more gaunt and bare every month until at last there was nothing left of it.


The ship from Earth, also called the Mundis, had landed in the middle of the flat top of the hill twenty-two years before, and the first settlement had been built around it.


Piece by piece, once it had been established that Mundis would support human life, the ship had been unloaded, stripped to a shell, and then broken up. Steel and iron were useful, and there had been a lot of steel in the hull of the ship. The steel had gone to make knives, wheel frames, ploughs, girders and simple machines; it was all gone and ironworking, meantime, was almost at a stand-still.


Rog tapped walls, pushed open doors and stamped on the floors inside. The houses were better preserved than he had expected. Apart from the daily rain, hot, torrential and usually brief, there was nothing in the climate of Mundis to destroy the works of man. Toni followed him around, at first not much interested in what he was doing, but later more and more curious.


“Thinking of starting a new settlement, Rog?” she asked.


“Yes,” said Rog.


He spoke quite casually, as if it didn’t matter, but Toni was startled.


“You don’t mean that?” she demanded.


Rog shrugged. “All right, then,” he said agreeably, “I don’t mean it.”


Toni wasn’t reassured. “You could mean it,” she said suspiciously. “It’s just the kind of tricky, crazy thing you might do, Rog.”


“What’s crazy about it?”


Toni, for once, was serious and earnest. “I know we have our disagreements with the old folks,” she exclaimed, “but you can’t split Lemon in two, Rog. You just can’t! We’re doing very well as we are. Surely you’re not going to ruin all that’s been done just for the sake of your own ambition——”


“I thought you were ambitious too, Toni,” interrupted Rog, amused.


“Yes, but I don’t want anything that means splitting Lemon,” retorted Toni. “Don’t you see—”


“Hold it, Toni,” said Rog. “I’ll promise you one thing. I won’t do anything that only I want.”


He squinted along a wall to see how much the planks were warped.


“Whatever you’ve got in mind,” said Toni, puzzled but no longer disturbed, “I don’t see it.”


“I didn’t show you it,” Rog murmured.


Mundis had plenty of vegetation, but no birds, reptiles, animals or insects. Nor were there any signs that there had ever been any. There were bacteria, as omnipresent as on Earth. No bigger, more complex form of life existed, except the plants.


Presently, having seen most of the houses, inside and out, Rog was satisfied. He threw himself on the coarse grass. “Let’s rest,” he said, “and then go back.”


Toni was going to drop beside him, but he put his hand flat on her diaphragm as she dropped and gently swung her a yard away, for safety. She laughed and tried to bite his hand.


“You know, Rog,” said Toni frankly, going back to her earlier subject, “you encourage me by presenting no alternative. If you really didn’t want me to bother you, you’d find some way—”


“I found it long ago,” said Rog casually. “The time isn’t right for it yet, that’s all.”


“Oh,” said Toni, half disappointed, half pleased. “What is it? Is it interesting? Or is it something I won’t want to do?”


“It’s wild enough for you. Nobody else would cooperate. You might.”


Toni sat up excitedly. “Tell me.”


“No.” He closed his eyes.


All the breath was knocked out of him and he opened them again. Toni was kneeling astride him, bouncing on his stomach. “Tell me,” she demanded. “Tell me, tell me, tell me.” With each repetition she bounced again.


He heaved. Toni was strong, but he was stronger. She sailed over his head and turned with a lithe twist of her body to land on her shoulder.


“Would I spoil anything by letting it out too soon?” he asked.


She jumped up lightly. “No,” she admitted.


“Then stop bothering me and let’s get back to Lemon before the rain starts.”


II


Except for the township, the valley of Lemon was one vast farm. There were a few other cultivated fields outside the valley now, but all the cattle remained in and around Lemon. The Mundans wanted big herds, but they wanted to retain control of the world’s new life cycle. Regretfully they had destroyed the rabbits they had brought. Sooner or later, if they were allowed to live, they would escape and overrun the planet.


The cats, likewise, had been destroyed, and all the insects. The cattle, sheep, pigs, hens and dogs had been retained, but a very careful check was kept on every animal, alive or dead. A bitch had merely to wander off and have her litter somewhere, and one day there would be wild dogs everywhere.


At one corner of the village, well clear of it, was the laboratory. It was a solid, square building, made of porous stone but faced with cement. By now the colonists had learned how to make cement from chalk and clay.


The laboratory wasn’t used much for research. In the building was a little room which contained, on microfilm, most of what a world had learned of the secrets of the universe. Until the ground covered by the microfilm library was consolidated again, there seemed little point in taking in fresh fields for study.


No, the main purpose of the laboratory was teaching and manufacture, not research. The near-scientists among the founder colonists were trying to pass some information on to their children before they died, and some of the understanding of how to use the information.


Except in one field, where they were trying to pass on understanding, without any information.


Dick swallowed and coughed nervously before speaking. He and Jim Bentley were alone in the laboratory. They had worked together since Dick was eight, ten years ago. Dick’s father, Lionel Smith, had been a biologist and one of the doctors of the original party, and Bentley’s friend. Even at the age of eight Dick had been obviously more useful as an assistant to Bentley than working in the fields, tending cattle or helping to build houses.


“I’ve been thinking about atomic theory,” Dick said.


“Yes?” murmured Bentley absently. He wasn’t primarily a chemist, but he was making up a doctor’s prescription as Dick spoke. Bentley always had to be doing something. “Thinking is a good thing, Dick,” he said whimsically. “I’m always glad to hear about a boy of your age doing it.”


“But look,” said Dick impulsively. “There’s gaps in what I know. Naturally. And there are gaps in the microfilm data. Some of them wouldn’t bother me, some I could forget about if I had the very slightest knowledge of what you call nuclear fission …”


Abruptly Bentley stopped being abstracted and became very keen and alert.


“… and some still would,” Dick went on hastily. “But what I mean is—how am I supposed to know what’s legitimate research and what isn’t?”


“It’s debatable,” said Bentley quietly, “whether you’re better off without atomic energy. But we decided long ago there was no question that you’d all be much better off alive. Atomic energy means death one way or another, sooner or later. If we don’t help you to find it, you won’t—not for a long time. It took thousands of years back on Earth. Maybe by the time it’s found again, people will know better how to use it. We’re hoping so, anyway.”


“Yes, but don’t you see?” said Dick eagerly, encouraged by the mild reception. “You won’t be here always. Neither will I.”


The last three words came out involuntarily. He hadn’t meant to say them. It had never occurred to him that he too would grow old and die. But the idea somehow fired his imagination.


“Suppose I believe that I shouldn’t try to discover anything about atomic power. Suppose I try to pass on that caution. What force is it going to have for the next Dick Smith?”


Bentley smiled. Like all the founder colonists, he was fifty-four. He was small and spare, his thick, coarse hair iron-grey. “None, I suppose,” he said. “But …”


He laughed outright. Dick smiled nervously. Bentley didn’t often laugh. He had a strong sense of humour, but he usually kept his amusement to himself. “Dick,” he said, “I don’t want to tell you anything that would be a clue, but you can take it from me that if we changed our minds now and went all out for atomic power, telling you young people all we know, it wouldn’t be accomplished any sooner than in the time of your grandchildren.”


Dick was sensitive and reserved. And like many sensitive, reserved people, he was also intuitive. His head came up at last as he sensed an evasion.


“Atomic power,” said Bentley, “is discovered and used in a culture that has hundreds of high-precision factories, unlimited electric power—for of course you can’t use atomic power to discover atomic power—technicians trained in a little bit of a branch of one section of knowledge, and economic competition. You don’t even know what economic competition is, Dick, for we’ve never used money here.


“That’s why I laughed. When you’re older, passing on some of what you’ve learned as I’m doing, you won’t really have to prohibit atomic power.”


“But it’s prohibited in the Constitution.”


“And rightly. Because if we wrote down all we know, and your children and their children worked on the problem, it would be solved one day. We hope it never is. Don’t talk about this again, Dick. I understand, but others won’t. They’ll start talking about the death penalty whenever you mention atomics. They’ll mean it, too. Understand?”


Dick understood. He wasn’t a hero. He shivered at the thought of dying as one or two people had died, for violating the Constitution.


He talked rapidly of something else.


About half an hour later, just before the rain, he left the laboratory and went home. He had his own house. His father had died when he was nine, his mother six years earlier. Since their father died Dick and his sister had lived alone. He should have married a year, possibly two years since, but he had used the fact that he had to look after June as an excuse not to.


Lemon was quite a handsome little township. When they began to build it the founder colonists had had the experience of building New Paris. They knew some of the things not to do, and they knew what a merely functional collection of dwellings would look like.


There was no need for paved or tarred streets. The Mundan rains were so regular, so predictable, that they hardly affected the life of Lemon at all. Everything was hot and dry in the early afternoon; you got under cover about three o’clock and for an hour or two the heavens poured warm, clear water everywhere in a solid sheet. Then abruptly the rain stopped, and by the time the people appeared in the streets again there were dry spots here and there.


Apart from the rains, Mundis’s water was almost all underground. None of the young Mundans had ever seen a lake or even a pool. The idea of a sea was a very difficult thing to get across to them, even with the aid of pictures.


The street was hard earth, and as the years went by, the rains wearing it down and the sun baking it, it became harder and harder. Mundan soil was a sort of two-way valve. When there was too much water the soil let it drain straight through, easily and rapidly. But when the rain stopped and drying started, the soil cracked, became a far better capillary agent than the soil of Earth, and sucked back moisture from the underground springs.


In laying the street the colonists had simply reversed the procedure of Earth. It wasn’t necessary to lay drains to lead the water down or away; instead, they had laid traps to prevent it coming up again.


Few people talked to Dick as he made his way home. They didn’t greet him because, sunk in his thoughts, he wasn’t likely to notice them. To some extent people were already a little in awe of Dick. He knew more than anyone else of his generation. He was supposed to be brilliant. When he was silent merely because he was shy, he was often given credit for thinking deep thoughts.


He looked up when he was still some distance from his house and saw Rog Foley at the door. He stopped abruptly and hid in the shadow of the nearest hut. That was done automatically—Dick didn’t work out why he should hide from Rog or why he shouldn’t. He saw June open the door, but Rog didn’t go in. He merely spoke to June for a few seconds and then went down the road.


Dick waited for him to get clear, then hurried to his house and went inside. June was shaking out a party dress she was making.


“You just missed Rog,” she said. “We’re having a party here tonight.”


“Oh.” Dick’s heart sank. He would have to tell Rog he hadn’t dared to pursue the question of atomic power with Bentley. It didn’t occur to him to object to Rog inviting a party to Dick’s house. That was normal. Dick’s house was the usual place for parties, for it was one of the few where no older people lived. Rog’s was too small.


He noticed suddenly that June was reddening under his gaze. He hadn’t even been thinking about her. Now he looked more closely. He didn’t see what she had to blush about.


Then something struck him about the ket she was working on. “Oh,” he said. “Like that, is it?”


June bent her head over her work, but he saw her ears flush.


The young people were expected to have children as soon as they could, and brought up in the knowledge that it was a great thing, an honour. But it was left to every girl to decide when she was no longer a child and ready to accept womanhood. She generally did it quietly, easily and naturally by her appearance, what she wore, what she did, what she said—without ever having to say, in so many words, that she was ready.


June still wore the white shorts and loose blouse of a child as she worked. But the party ket on which she was working had starched blinkers, and blinkers were definitely not for children. It was trimmed with lace, and children didn’t wear lace. The cuffs at the bottom were very full and graceful, and the whole thing was in pink and cherry—not the most subdued hues possible.


The outfit said quite plainly that June was ready.


“Abner?” asked Dick.


“No,” said June almost inaudibly, not looking up. “Nobody in particular. And shut up.”


“All right. But you could do worse than Abner, and I think he’s sort of counting on you.”


“No one has any right to count on me.”


Dick stared at her bent head, a little puzzled.


III


On the second planet, Secundis, things were quite different—naturally.


The people on the Mundis had thought they were the last to leave Earth. The people on the Clades knew they were the last to leave Earth.


And it was a very different Earth they left.


Phyllis Barton had never seen Earth, but she was as much a product of its frenzied, despairing death agonies as all the rest of the Clades. As she stood before the officer of the watch aboard the ship and saluted smartly there wasn’t a hint in her expression that such a thing as tender feelings existed.


“Routine survey at the observatory completed, sir,” she reported. “No sign of life on Mundis. And we’re at closest approach—less than eight million miles. Nothing observed that suggests a settlement.”


“Of course not,” said Captain Worsley. “From the surface of Secundis we can’t expect to see anything smaller than a large city. It’s high time Corey made up his mind, took up the ship and went and had a look. Oh, it’s all right,” he went on easily, as Phyllis stared at him, “there’s no recording and the spy-eye here is dead, just at the moment. I know the wiring of the whole ship, which is useful sometimes.’ ’


Phyllis was tense, a pulse in her temple throbbing a warning of danger. Worsley had belonged to the technical section until recently, and naturally was used to more lax discipline, more freedom to express opinions. Technicians had to express opinions in their work, and they tended to carry this independence into their thoughts and even their speech.


“No,” said Worsley regretfully, “I just can’t convince you I’m not an informer, can I? Very likely you’ll go straight to Sloan or Corey and repeat every word I’ve said. It won’t do you any good. I cover up well.”


He waited. Phyllis stood straight, silent. He sighed. “Whoever does listen to me,” he said, “may soon be glad he did. Think it over, lieutenant. I’d like you with me.”


Phyllis saluted again and left the room. Worsley had said nothing, really. Dangerous as it might be to speak as he had, he had nevertheless been very careful to say nothing concrete, nothing but general disagreement on policy. It was no use reporting that.


Phyllis had risen by knowing what to report and what to keep to herself. She had risen high—only a dozen women on the ship were so useful in one way or another, so indispensable, that their sex was forgiven them. That, of course, was why Worsley had spoken to her. She clearly had talent and efficiency for which he had a use.


He had hinted, too, that he would approach her on the same subject again. What was the subject? In particular she had no idea, but in general he must need her help for his own advancement, and he must think he could make her believe that in this there would be advancement for herself.


She decided slowly but quite definitely on her course of action. For the moment, at any rate, she would do nothing, since Worsley must have ensured that a challenge would only strengthen him and weaken the challenger.


But she wasn’t going to follow Worsley. He wasn’t a man to follow. He wasn’t hard enough, ruthless enough. Most important, he didn’t have the necessary experience of the politics of the Clades to be successful in any school of insurrection. That, almost certainly, was why he wanted her. She had that experience. She was only twenty-four, and to rank as she did at twenty-four she must have all the qualities Worsley needed and didn’t have.


She went to the gymnasium and found it, as she hoped, deserted. The ship was at rest on the surface of Secundis, with less than half its full operational crew aboard.


Among the masculine, militaristic, 100 per cent efficient Clades, women were menials, by definition. What any woman thought, did or said was unimportant, save only her function of producing male Clades.


Women who became officers, like Lieutenant Fenham and Phyllis, were different not in degree but in kind. Since they were useful, intelligent and responsible, they were not women. Obviously, however, they weren’t men.


Their position was entirely anomalous. They were forced into it by an iron logic working on false premises. They must not have children, since they were officers and had to give orders, even to men. Creatures who bore children were an inferior form of life, females, and couldn’t possibly give orders.


So Phyllis, who was an officer, a woman (practically inadmissible) and attractive (inadmissible) had to ensure that none of several ex hypothesi impossibilities happened. She must not permit any woman to think she was like her in any way. She must not allow any man, officer or otherwise, to regard her as he regarded Glade women. And she must not make herself attractive to any man, officer or otherwise.


If there had been others in the gymnasium she would have had to remain fully clothed, for one thing. As it was she stripped to trunks and shirt, and began to go through an exercise routine.


She still wasn’t satisfied about Worsley. The Clades had left a terrified, agonised, bleeding, dying world. She had been born four years out in space, at nearly the speed of light, but she had grown up in a hard, grim society. The laws of the community should have become milder and less militaristic; instead they became harder, more purposeful. The Clades had seen a world dying, and by God they weren’t going to die.


Soon it wasn’t by God—Christianity went the way of most religions under totalitarianism. Survival became a business of toughness, single-mindedness, determination.


But it was determination about nothing in particular. It was toughness, not with an enemy but with one’s friends—so they soon ceased to be friends. It was single-mindedness about a way of life.


It was a fanatic drive towards unity. Acceptance of the same nebulous goals, the same reality. Submergence of individuality. Unity is strength.


If the first ship from Earth had reached and colonised Mundis safely—and the Clades knew no reason why it shouldn’t have done—the Mundans would have to learn and adopt the same way of life. It was unlikely that they would recognise at once the Glade’s overwhelming superiority in strength and determination and all the other things that counted; but that could soon be clearly demonstrated. The Clades as a whole were looking forward to demonstrating it.


A powerful, well-trained fighting unit must have something on which to test itself …


Phyllis fell into the rhythm of the exercises. They had been designed long ago to strengthen the internal muscles for the day when young bodies which had never known gravity would have to bear the killing pull of Secundis.


Someone came in. Phyllis looked around—it was Lieutenant Mathers. She continued with the exercise, but instead of going he hesitated and then came in.


It wasn’t all Phyllis’s responsibility, of course, that she should suppress her femininity. It was also the responsibility of every Clade male not to notice that any female officer was female. She pulled on her slacks and continued exercising. She had done all that was expected of her.


Yet Mathers’ eyes still strayed to her.


She made two mental notes, coldly. Worsley, disloyal but probably careful. Mathers, capable of sensuality. And being what she was, trained as she was, she began to explore possibilities of turning the two judgments to her own advantage.


IV


At first glance it looked quite a wild party. The phonograph in one corner was blaring a hot number recorded on Earth nearly fifty years earlier, and there were occasional high squeals of laughter. Various couples lay around in various abandoned attitudes. There was no drink, of course, but nobody missed it.


Closer inspection would have shown, however, that everyone was pretending hard that the party was much hotter than it really was, for no reason except that young people always did.


“I can’t, Rog,” Dick was saying uncomfortably. He was squatting on the floor, thinner and bonier than Rog. “Old Bentley made it pretty clear to me I’d better not go any further. Some of the other old boys would have had me before the Council for saying what I did.”


Rog looked down his long nose. “Suppose you go before the Council?” he said, “Aren’t there a few of us on it?”


Dick knew that by “us” he meant the native Mundans, the children of the founder colonists. “Nearly half the Council now,” he admitted. “But you know some of them will vote with the old folk. I’m not taking the chance, Rog.”


Rog left that alone. He had a way of assuming that his will would be done. If it was obvious that it wouldn’t, he seemed to lose interest, as if he hadn’t been too sure that whatever it was had been a good idea anyway.


“Fred. Alice. Come here,” he said. Fred was huge, angular, lazy-looking. He didn’t look too clever and wasn’t. Alice was a small, sharp girl. Even her party dress couldn’t make her look pretty. Perhaps, however, her vivacity was worth more than prettiness. Rog thought so. So did Fred.


They squatted on the floor beside him. Most of the young Mundans had grown up while their elders were too busy building houses and planting crops to make chairs. There were chairs now, but not all the youngsters used them.


“You two going to get married?” he asked bluntly.


There was no surprise. It was an old subject. Fred looked uncomfortable, but Alice, frank and completely unselfconscious, shook her head. She was Jim Bentley’s daughter. She might disagree with his way of looking at life, but there was a lot of Jim Bentley in her.


“You know it can’t be marriage, Rog,” she said. “It’s either living together in secret or leaving Lemon and going out into the plains somewhere to be hermits. We’re not doing either.”


“You agree you should be kept apart like this?”


The founder colonists had wanted to breed as strongly as possible. Lionel Smith, the biologist, had split them up and laid down rules. Alphas could marry anybody except Epsilons. Betas, Gammas and Deltas, anyone outside their own group except Epsilons, Epsilons only within their own group. The Epsilons, of course, were the men and women who were barren.


Any man could marry any woman who agreed to marry him, outside two classes of prohibition. They were married when they said they were married. Couples broke it up, too, whenever they wanted to break it up. That freedom was practically forced on the community by the insistence that people should marry as early as possible. One could hardly make a man marry at seventeen and tie him to it for life.


Hence there was interim marriage. A man who couldn’t find the right girl and a girl who couldn’t find the right man would come to an agreement and marry, since the community frowned on their staying single; but only on the understanding that if the man ever did find the right girl, or vice versa, the marriage was dissolved.


But Alice and Fred were in one of the two classes of prohibition. They were both Betas. Now that Smith was gone, no one really knew how much it mattered that his rules be followed. But the motto of the colony might have been: Take no chances.


No one was going to agree to let Fred and Alice marry—none of the older people, anyway.


“What are you afraid of, Alice?” asked Rog.


“Dying of anything but old age,” said Alice promptly.


“You won’t,” said Rog. He could almost feel Dick’s gaze on the back of his head. It would be a puzzled gaze. Two defeats, and Rog was not only taking them, but apparently looking for more.


“You’ll have half the Council behind you,” he said.


His eyes rested for a moment on Toni, then passed on to June.


Rog had no more than heard of psychology, but he knew people. From what he had seen of June earlier in the evening, and from a study of her now, he knew exactly what she was feeling. She was miserable. Things hadn’t gone as they were supposed to go at all. Everyone had exclaimed about her new dress, and no doubt noted what they were supposed to note, but that was all. Instead of being the centre of attraction, as she had both hoped and feared she would be, she was noticed for a moment, and then forgotten, as usual. Abner Carliss wasn’t there, so she didn’t even have a chance to reject his attentions, or decide, after all, not to reject them.


“Look, Rog,” said Alice frankly, “you can pull some people around with strings, but not me. I’m not a pawn in your chess game.”


“No,” Rog agreed. “You’re my queen.”


He spoke so matter-of-factly, still looking past her, that he both compelled belief and knocked the confidence out of Alice.


“Surely it’s obvious?” he said. “Among the girls, you’re the one who counts, Alice. We knew it and the old folk know it. You’re not the prettiest, or the cleverest, or the strongest, or the bravest. You’re just the one who matters most. The one who’s consulted. You’re the Jessie Bendall of this generation. They can’t afford to do anything to you.”


Alice was silent for a long time.


June was pretty, and she must have brains. Roy had never thought of her before, and he suspected that neither had anyone else except Abner. She was Dick’s kid sister. Even Abner probably hadn’t thought of her as a girl to marry. So far, Rog suspected, only he had noticed her.


She was rather small, and very slim. The word for June, everything about her, was dainty. Though she was sleek and firmly-muscled, she gave the impression of fragility. She had one compelling attribute of real beauty. In looking at her one didn’t look at any part of her, even her face; she was a surprisingly alluring whole, and it seemed silly to take notice of her arms or her waist or her legs. One looked at Toni’s legs. June one noticed only as a girl.


No, as a woman.


Alice was saying: “I wish I knew whether we should follow you to the death, Rog, or bury you alive.”


Rog sighed. “We’ve talked about the Constitution for hours at a time, day in, day out, since we were old enough to have ideas of our own. It’s wrong, isn’t it?”


“Yes, I think so. But it isn’t bad—it isn’t evil. Just silly and short-sighted. Mistaken, not criminal. Sincere, though wrong.”


“But wrong, nevertheless?”


“Yes.”


“Then let’s change it.”


“By refusing to obey it?”


“By making a challenge, forcing a division and winning it.”


Things were clicking into place smoothly. The fact that he had only just noticed June as a woman was of no importance. He had to marry; he wanted to make quite sure of Dick; June must have some sense, being Lionel Smith’s daughter and Dick’s sister; and if he was married it would be easier to persuade Toni to play her part in the plan.


It would be an interim marriage, of course.


“We must do it now,” Rog insisted, “because the longer you leave a thing like that the more difficult it is. People vote for a thing not because it’s good or bad but because it’s been going on for twenty years. They vote for the status quo just because it’s the status quo.”


“True,” Alice admitted. “That’s one way of looking at it. There’s another way. This way: you’re power-mad, Rog. You see how you can rule Lemon, hence Mundis, hence the human race, hence the galaxy. You can be the most important living thing. That’s it, isn’t it?”


Rog didn’t seem interested. “Let’s stick to the flaws in the Constitution,” he said.


“Oh, we know all about them. But the answer is still the same. I’m not marrying Fred.” She went on quickly before Fred could speak: “Not yet.”


“Not yet? That means you will when what happens?”


“How would I know?” She grinned. “When you do something, Rog, damn you. I don’t know what, but I expect you’ll do it.”


“You mean you’ll do it when I show you good and sufficient reason, and can promise you it’s safe?”


“I suppose so. I mean, I expect that’s what I mean.”


Rog grinned in return. They respected each other, he and Alice, and neither was likely to underrate the other. Having been, always, the leading boy and the leading girl among their contemporaries, they had spent their whole lives now in competition, now in alliance, now in a secret understanding, now at war. Rog didn’t have to marry Alice to cement their understanding—nothing could break it.


He climbed to his feet. “All right,” he said, and raised his voice slightly. “June!”


Everybody turned and looked at June. Taken by surprise, she put her chin up and came a step forward. Rog liked that. In a girl who would always be quiet and reserved, it was a good sign that when something startled her she came to meet it instead of retreating from it.


“Never mind me, folks,” he said. “Go back to your necking or whatever you were doing. June, let’s take a walk, shall we?”


June went pale. Rog wasn’t really throwing his weight about. He had made a sort of preliminary announcement, and now everyone knew that Rog Foley was just about to ask June Smith to marry him. There was a buzz of talk as Rog took her arm and they went out. June was glad to get out in the open even if that was a step nearer a proposal that was going to scare the life out of her.


It was as obvious to her as to everyone else that Rog could have any girl in Lemon. It had never occurred to her to work out what she would do if he asked her to marry him.


It was flattering but terrifying. It was like being acclaimed as a heroine—but having to commit the act of heroism first.


It was the kind of thing that didn’t happen to June Smith.


V


Mundan night was the only spectacle on the planet which transcended the Terran variety in grandeur. Mundan air was usually clearer than Earth’s. When one raised one’s eyes to the night sky, the stars exploded in one’s face. They were bright and clear and warm, a million little fires burning in the fabric of space.


Mundis had no moon, but often at night a glorious orange star would compensate for a dozen moons. The orange star wasn’t a star at all, but Secundis, the sun’s second planet. Brinsen’s Star was a small sun, practically invisible from Earth, though the distance was only fourteen light-years. It hadn’t been seen until the first observatory had been set up on the moon, clear of Earth’s fog of air. Then very little attention had been paid to it, for it was a tiny thing among the new glories that the lunar observatory revealed.


It wasn’t until a century later, when Earth was dying, and Venus and Mars were soon going to be dying, and the first interstellar flight was absolutely essential, that the astronomers checked the predictions of the chemists and physicists and said yes, it seemed they were right in suggesting that there was an Earth-type planet going round Brinsen’s Star, though no one would ever see it even from the moon, and that even if it didn’t have conditions close enough to those of Earth to support human life, very likely the second planet had. It was possible that both planets would be suitable; highly probable that one at least of them would be.


The Mundis had never investigated Secundis. One planet was more than enough. It would be centuries before the Mundans, for all they knew the only human beings left in the galaxy, would be interested in another world.


From the surface of Mundis, Secundis was usually a splendid sight. It was always predominantly orange, but it was shot with yellows and pinks and rubies and crimsons which changed as one watched. And Secundis had two satellites which shared in the spectacle. Secundis was occasionally less than eight million miles from Mundis, as at present, and it was considerably larger than the first planet.


The silence of Mundis was relieved, for June and Rog, by the noise of the cattle close at hand and the muffled chuf-chuf-chuf of the steam engine which worked twenty-four hours a day pumping up water from an underground spring. The sounds of cattle brought fourteen light-years to a world which had never had animal life of its own didn’t seem in the slightest strange to them. The cattle were much more at home on Mundis than they had been in space. The horses and pigs and sheep had never taken to free fall.


“It’s funny to think of all the other birds and animals and insects Earth had,” June ventured, for something to say. “Thousands of species, and only a few given a chance to live.”


“There were too many,” said Rog. “Hundreds of different kinds of cats alone, without considering other animals.”


“Yes, but the other ark took two of everything, and every animal had a chance.”


“That just couldn’t be done this time. Anyway, June, what seems to me more important than the end of a lot of different kinds of animals is the end of the different kinds of men.”


“Of men?” June echoed, stopping abruptly.


“Haven’t you read about that? Yes, black men, red men, yellow men, brown men—and the corresponding women.”


“But they weren’t really …”


“Yes, they were black, red, yellow and brown. It’s in the records. But there’s nothing about why there’s none of them here. Nobody knows. I asked John Pertwee about it. He said nobody told him about it, and now we’ll never find out how it came about.”


“It’s just as well we’re all the same, isn’t it?” said June diffidently. “I mean, we don’t agree so terribly well as it is, and if there were a lot of different races represented …”


“True enough. But I wonder what a yellow man’s point of view on it would be. I wonder if the whites fought off the yellows and blacks, or refused to let any of them go in the Mundis, or if the other races were big enough to agree that only one should go.”


“They’d have to be big for that.”


“Wouldn’t they? Imagine half a dozen different races of men coming together and agreeing it would be better for the future of mankind if only one of them went forward. One to represent them all.”


“I hope it was like that!” exclaimed June.


“So do I. I’m afraid it’s hardly likely. I expect the whites were just tougher and stronger and further advanced, and brushed off all the others. If it really was agreement—if the blacks worked so that the whites could carry on the race—there should have been some record of it, so that we’d know about it… .”


There was silence for a while. Then June said: “But no one would care, Rog. Except a few like you.”


Rog turned in surprise. There was a strange warmth in her tone. “Too few of us have any imagination,” she said. “We don’t see the other point of view. The old folk don’t see our problems. And I suppose,” she added reluctantly, “we don’t always see theirs.”


It was strange love-making. But it was love-making. June wasn’t gasping with admiration and saying how strong Rog was, but she was talking herself into admiring him a little more.


Rog looked down at her. He could see her quite plainly in the starlight, though every shadow was black. The contrasty light made her skin white, the pink of her ket grey and the cherry jet black. She was lovely. He said so, tentatively.


But she still wasn’t ready. She moved on rapidly, and he had to hurry to catch up with her. She talked quickly, nervously, of Dick, the first person she thought of.
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