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“We’re almost there, Mr. Adams.”
Bill Adams woke to the thrum of propellers and the smell of fresh coffee. He stirred lazily and looked up at blue eyes and a heart-shaped face framed in long blonde hair. The girl’s soprano voice had a trace of an English accent. She wore a white blouse and a conservative plaid miniskirt that showed off her tanned legs perfectly. It was, Adams decided, one of the better ways to wake up.
“We’re almost there, sir,” she repeated. “I’ve brought coffee.”
“Thanks, Courtney.” Adams stretched elaborately. The aircraft cabin was small. It had a desk and couch and overstuffed chairs, and except for the panel of lights and buttons above Adams’s seat it might have been the study at Santa Barbara. Far down below the Pacific flashed blue and calm as it had when he dozed off. Now, though, it was dotted with tiny white rings of surf crashing endlessly on coral reefs.
“Sit with me and tell me what I’m looking at,” Adams said.
“All right.” Courtney balanced the tray clumsily with one hand as she reached to fold the table down from the cabin wall. Adams hurriedly came fully awake to help her. She sat next to him on the couch and smiled uncertainly.
Courtney wasn’t sure who Bill Adams was. She’d seen his name on the Nuclear General Company organization chart, but his title merely said “Assistant to the Chairman,” and that might mean anything. Her own title was “Assistant to the Director” of Ta’avu Station, and that didn’t mean much at all. She was more than a secretary, but she hadn’t much influence over Station operations.
Adams, though, was in charge of the largest airplane in the world, and anyone who could commandeer Cerebrus for personal transportation had real power, Courtney suspected that Adams was one of Mr. Lewis’s special assistants, the troubleshooters who were said to have no emotions and computers for hearts, but his easy smile made that hard to believe. He was very likable as well as handsome.
Adams sipped coffee and looked out the thick rectangular window. There was more land in sight ahead. They were approaching a series of coral atolls stretched out like jumbled beads on the blue water below. Each was ringed with white, then lighter blues fading quickly into the deeper tones of the Pacific. There was no way to estimate the size of the islands. They might be tiny coral reefs or the tops of the large mountains. One thing was certain. There wasn’t much land you could live on down there.
“That’s good coffee, Courtney. Thanks.”
“You’re welcome. I should be thanking you. It would have been three weeks before I could get home if you hadn’t given me a lift.” The view below was lovely, but Courtney had seen it many times. She was still interested in the airplane. They were the only passengers in the lounge—this smaller one and the big lounge beyond. She knew that Adams had brought others, but they had stayed on the lower decks and she hadn’t met them. His own assistant, Mike King, was forward with the pilots.
Aft of the lounges were other offices, laboratories, and several staterooms. Below them was an enormous cargo space. Cerebrus was enormous, larger than any other plane in the world, and she shared its luxury accommodations with one man. It was quite an experience. Courtney made good money at Ta’avu, but she wasn’t accustomed to posh standards of living.
Adams peered forward to get a better look at the oncoming land, and Courtney remembered why he’d asked her to sit with him. “The first group of atolls is undeveloped so far,” she said. “You can just see Ta’avu Station beyond. We’ll be over it in a second.”
Adams nodded and pushed back sandy hair with an impatient gesture. Except for the short nap, he’d worked at something the entire time he’d been on the plane. He was always impatient, although he didn’t always show it. Courtney wondered what he did for relaxation. She noted that he wore no rings. “Before we get there— I’ve wanted to ask about this plane. How could even Mr. Lewis afford it?”
“He couldn’t,” Adams answered. “Some African government went broke having it built. Largest flying boat ever constructed. We’d already put in the nuclear engines so we were the principal creditors come foreclosure. Seemed cheaper to finish it for ourselves than scrap it.”
“But why propellers?” Courtney asked.
Adams shrugged. He was no engineer. “Something about efficiency. Worked out well. They say it’s the props that let Cerebrus stay up for weeks at a clip. She’s come in handy at that. We can use her to look for ice floes and get our crews aboard first. Competition for good Antarctic ice is stiff, and Cerebrus gives us a big edge.”
“I’d only seen it once before,” Courtney said. “When we were bringing in the whales.”
Adams nodded. “Yeah, we’d never have been able to herd the beasts without the plane.” He grinned. “Ferrying pretty young managerial assistants home is just a side-line. Is that the Station there?”
“Yes.” She leaned across to see better and felt him very close to her. He was handsome and unmarried, in his thirties by his looks, but maybe a bit more. She liked older men. He had grey eyes, and it was hard to tell what he thought because half the time he looked as if something secretly amused him. He would be a very easy man to like. Her last romance had gone badly, and there was certainly no one at the Station—in fact, there was never anyone at the Station. She wondered how long Adams would be there. He hadn’t told her why he was flying thousands of miles to the Tonga Islands, and Mr. MacRae would be worried.
“The big atoll in the center of that group of three,” she said. “The lagoon is about fifteen miles across, and the Station is on the island at the fringe, the one shaped like a shark. The reactors are just about at the jaw.”
“Yeah.” Now that she’d given him some idea of the scale the rest of the picture was clear. Ta’avu consisted of seven atolls, but only three were in use at the moment. Nuclear General leased the whole chain from the King of Tonga, paying off with electric power, fresh water, fish, fertilizer, and expert advice on how to support too many Tongans on too few islands. The land area of Ta’avu was insignificant, but it wasn’t land they needed.
Now he could make out the big microwave dishes which beamed power from the Station to the inhabited parts of the Tonga Islands. That was an inefficient way to transmit power, but there was plenty to spare at the Station. The plane circled lower, and Adams could see dams and locks, enormous sea walls closing off the lagoons from the oceans. He winced, remembering how much they had cost, and then there were the smaller dams and net booms dividing the lagoon into pens.
A chime sounded and Adams picked up the phone. Mike King, his assistant, said, “We’re almost there, sir. Shall we take her in?”
“No. Have the pilots circle the Station. I want a better picture before I land.”
“Yes, sir. Want me back there?”
“No, I think Miss Graves can tell me what I need to know. Unless you’d care to join us?”
King laughed nervously, betraying his youth. “Thanks, but I’d rather not . . . Uh, the pilots are giving me a pretty good briefing, sir.”
“Fine.” Adams hung up the phone and chuckled softly. There was no question about it, Mrs. Leslie King had great influence over her husband. Fancy being afraid to be around Courtney. ... Of course she was pretty and Leslie would be joining Mike if Adams decided to leave Mike at the Station. Maybe Michael was right to stay away from temptation. The plane dropped lower, down to five hundred feet. Bill Adams turned to Courtney.
“Where are the whales?”
“In the big lagoon—there, look carefully, you can usually see them. Yes!” She pointed excitedly. “Over there, on the other side from the reactors.”
Adams looked for a moment, then gasped. There were three dark shapes visible under the water, and they were big. One seemed to grow, larger, larger, impossibly huge, then broke the surface and rolled lazily, great flukes splashing. A hundred feet long, the largest thing that ever lived on the earth.
“That’s Susie,” Courtney said happily. “She’s almost tame. You can get close to her in a boat.”
“My God, that’s a big animal!” Bill said. “What are the small things around her? Baby whales?”
Courtney laughed. “Those are dolphins, Mr. Adams. We don’t have any baby blue wales, nobody does. We hope Susie’s pregnant, but how can you tell? The dolphins patrol the lagoon for us. You know how we used them to get Susie and her friends here in the first place?”
Adams shook his head. “Not really. I was busy on something else.” He made a wry face. “This whale business is strange. Only thing the Company ever did that doesn’t at least threaten a profit. Mr. Lewis insists on it, but you can’t imagine how much it has cost.”
“Oh.” She looked at him sternly and let a note of disapproval into her voice. “It was worth it, Mr. Adams, Look at those whales! How could you let something so magnificent be exterminated? I guess it was costly, though,” she added hastily. Shouldn’t get him angry with me. . . . “Never gave it a thought, but— well, training the dolphins to herd whales took a long time. Then finding the whales—there aren’t more than a dozen left in the whole world. And even with the dolphins it took a long time to drive four whales to the Station. They kept getting away and the dolphins had to go find them again.”
“I know something about how long it took,” Adams observed dryly. “While Cerebus was on that project, Southern California Edison grabbed two icebergs from us. Big ones, three hundred billion gallons at least. Poseidon and Aquarius were left out in the Antarctic with nothing to do for months—it’s too expensive to bring the tugs home and send them out again. So I know the costs.”
Courtney turned away, not so much disgusted as sad. It was true, then; he was one of Lewis’s hard-eyed troops with an account book for a heart.
Adams grinned suddenly. “But it brought us luck. Or something did. A couple of months later we found a nine hundred billion gallon iceberg. A real monster, and we’ve got it under tow.”
And it’s still under tow, he thought. The tugs were bringing the monster iceberg up the Humboldt Current. The fresh water was worth at least three hundred million dollars if they could get it to Los Angeles. The trouble was that Ecuador claimed sovereignty out to two hundred miles from the coast, and the passage fees could eat up half the value of the ice. Ecuador wanted cash. . . .
And now Persephone, with all that plutonium, was held by the Fijians, and Nuclear General was in real trouble. There were a lot of assets tied up in those two projects, and Mr. Lewis was stretched thin with risky investments. The big bergs made a lot of profit, but exploration and towing weren’t cheap, competition was stiff, and the taxes kept going up all the time. If they couldn’t get that plutonium back . . .
“The other lagoons have smaller fish,” Courtney said, breaking in on his reverie. She wondered why he’d lost his grin, but it came back when she pointed and said, “Rainbow trout in that one.”
“You’re putting me on.”
“No, really, they adapt to salt water very easily. In fact, they do it naturally — haven’t you ever fished for steelhead? And hatching them is easy, that’s been done for decades.”
“Yeah, I guess it figures,” Bill answered absently. Come to think of it he had known that. He used to fish for steelhead when he was younger. Hard to think of anything but the plan. It had to work. It had sounded good back in Santa Barbara, but neither he nor Mr. Lewis had ever met the Tongans and it all depended on them.
“You can see the different color waters,” she continued. “We pump cold water from six thousand feet down. It’s rich in phosphates and nitrates, so the plankton and krill grow fast. Dr. Martinez is experimenting to see what works best. But if we can feed Susie, think how many fish we can grow in the other lagoons!”
Bill nodded. He’d seen the figures. There was a good profit in protein, but production was low at Tonga Station, and there’d be no profit at all if the farms had to pay their own way. He tried to explain that to the girl, but she wasn’t much interested. Blast it, he thought, she should know such elementary things about the Company. Without funds and profits you couldn’t do anything.
“Profits. I see.” Her voice was acid. “I guess you have to worry about that, Mr. Adams, but out here at the Station we’re proud of what we’re doing. We can feed a million people some day, more even, and prevent kwashiorkor. . . . Do you know how much misery is due to simple protein deficiency?”
“No. But I know we couldn’t have built the plants if that were all we were doing out here, Courtney. Breeding plutonium on a grand scale makes power, and as far as the Station’s concerned that power is free. But plutonium, not protein, is the reason for the Station.”
“Why out here, then? You’ve got breeder reactors in the States. Dr. Martinez is Director of one.”
Adams nodded wearily. “We didn’t put new breeders in the States because we can’t find locations for them. Everywhere we turn there’s protest. They even complain about our sea farms because we introduce new species. As if Kansas wheat were native. . . . Anyway, Tonga’s got cold water for the reactors and no regulations about our plutonium sales. In the States the government makes us sell over half the product at their own prices.” Taxes were nonexistent at the Station, too, Adams thought, Even though there was no market for the electric power the breeders could produce, it was still worth coming out here. And the protein sales would eventually pull their own weight, even pay back some of the investment Ta’avu represented. It had been a good gamble, but too big, too big; now the crunch was coming. A shortage of cash, and the creditors coming around like wolves . . .
A chime sounded and above the entrance to the flight control deck the no smoking, fasten seat belts signs came on. The chime sounded again and Adams lifted the telephone. He heard Mike King.
“We’re bringing her down now, sir. Some nasty weather expected later. The pilots want to get Cerebrus inside the lagoon while it’s calm. If that’s all right with you, sir.”
“Fine. Take her in,” Adams told him. The big plane banked sharply, leveled, and skimmed lower and lower across the water, touched into the swells outside the lagoon. They bucked four-foot whitecapped waves as the plane taxied to the atoll. Big lock gates opened ahead of them and the plane moved inside cautiously.
Adams watched a floating object appear around the hull; it resembled the plastic baths yachts were kept in back in the States, or the floating tanks used to catch fresh water from icebergs. He turned to Courtney with a puzzled expression.
“Biological trap,” she said. “They can purge the whole lock area if they have to, but it’s easier this way. They’ll sluice out the bath with cold water from the deeps and slide the plane off into the lagoon.”
He nodded and was about to say something when the pilot came out with Mike King. “That’s it, sir,” Mike said. “Boat’s alongside to take you to the Station.”
“Fine,” Adams said, but he didn’t feel fine. His senses were dulled by the time differential from Santa Barbara; the mild chop taxiing in had upset his stomach, and ahead of him were problems enough to wreck the Company. The turmoil of thoughts contrasted sharply with the peaceful scene of the lagoon and the girl beside him, and he chuckled slightly, but when Courtney smiled quickly he didn’t see her.
She turned away hurt, wondering what he was thinking about. Profits, she thought contemptuously. How could any man look at that out there, blue water and sparkling sun, the dolphins dancing around the open companionway hoping for attention—they got enough to eat—and the big Tonga boatmen grinning from their long narrow outrigger; how could a man look at all that and think about money? It never failed. The unmarried ones had something wrong with them, and of course that would be true—if they didn’t, why weren’t they married?
The outrigger flashed across the lagoon, skimming almost silently in the strong trade wind and calm water. Samual and Toruga, the boatmen, handled her almost effortlessly. They weren’t really boatmen, of course. They’d call themselves fishermen, or just sea people; back in the States they’d be technicians, and damned skilled ones at that. They and fifty like them tended the sea farms under the direction of Ta’avu’s ecologist on loan, Dr. Arturo Martinez, who’d no doubt be anxious to get back to his home in San Juan Capistrano.
There were motorboats at the Station, but the silently skimming outrigger seemed more natural and was certainly almost as fast. Besides, it disturbed fewer sea creatures. After a while Adams was able to lean back and enjoy himself as Courtney chattered with the Togans in musical Polynesian.
Around the edge of the lagoon was a series of pens and baffles and large fiberglass tank complexes, each served with a network of pipes for delivering both cold nutrient water from over a mile down outside the atoll and heated water from the reactors. Courtney tried to tell Bill Adams what each pen was, but there were too many. After a while Toruga took over at the tiller and Samual came forward to join Adams. Like all Tongans he spoke English. It was the Kingdom’s second language, a principal factor in locating the Station at Ta’avu.
“We have all kinds of fish, sir,” the boatman said. “Some we catch around the reefs, some Dr. Martinez sends for. From all over the world.”
“Which ones grow best?” Adams asked.
The Tongan laughed heartily, “We won’t know that for years. Look at what we can do, temperatures, plankton mixes, dry fertilizers—one thing we try is different cleaners.”
“Cleaners?”
“Yes, sir. What lubbers call trash fish. Little ones that clean up parasites. And shrimps. Big fish need ‘em to live. There’s a lot even the sea people don’t know.”
Adams looked at him sharply and nodded. No wonder Dr. Martinez was pleased with his technicians. They’d know more about the reefs and the water than anyone else, and with their excellent basic school system it shouldn’t take long to train them in systematic observation.
“Another thing, maybe you can see down there,” Samuel said. He pointed down into the clear water. “Different shapes for reefs. We make them out of fiberglass in the shops. Makes a lot of difference what kind of fish live in them.”
They passed a series of rafts, each supporting long lines dangling into the lagoon. Samual pointed to them and said, “Oyster farms. That’s the hatchery, when the rafts are full we move ‘em. Take some outside the lagoon, keep some here.”
“What do you do about predators?” Bill asked.
“Look,” Courtney told him. One of the dolphins swam near the boat, a starfish clutched in its bill. “Our technicians catch them, but the dolphins do a better job,” she said. “It’s amazing what you can train them to do. Some are just like dogs, they want to please you.”
“Hard to operate here without dolphins,” Samual agreed. “That’s something we learned from you. But there’s a lot the sea people know that didn’t come from books.”
“I’m sure,” Adams agreed. “You like working here?”
“Who wouldn’t?” Samual asked. “Why would anybody do something else?”
“We’re just learning about sea farming, I mean really learning,” Courtney said. “When I think of the nonsense I was taught in schools — and there are so many variables. As Samual said, there’s temperatures, reef shapes, species mixtures — and some of the parasites are necessary, some of them have to be eliminated. All we can do is try things, there aren’t any good theories.”
“Yeah.” What was it. Helmholtz said, Adams thought. The most practical thing in the world is a good theory. . . . Well, that was all very well, but this wasn’t just a research station. It was supposed to he a producing farm, and they’d better start getting something to sell out of those lagoons if they expected any more internal research and development funding.
It was nearly dark when they reached the Station, and there is no twilight in the tropics. The sun fell into the sea and was gone. The lagoon became dark and mysterious, then suddenly flashed with whites and blues and greens, phosphorescent streaks, all about them, an endlessly changing light show. Two enormous shapes glided past the boat, turned, and charged for it again. Adams eyed them nervously.
Courtney grinned, her teeth barely visible in the pale moonlight. “I wouldn’t worry about them, those are the dolphins again,” she said. Then she giggled softly. “They like to swim with the boats, and the phosphorescence makes them look bigger than they are. I pity any sharks that do manage to get inside the lagoon.”
“Some do?”
“Yes. We can’t keep a perfectly closed system in the open lagoons the way we can in the pens.”
“You know a lot about the operations here,” Adams said quietly.
She smiled. “I’ve been here four years.” She sighed. “I like it here but it’s time to move on. I’ve asked for a transfer to Company headquarters.”
“Why?”
“Well, I’m not really a biologist, and there’s not a lot of management work here at the Station. Dr. MacKae leaves most of that up to Santa Barbara.”
I’ve noticed, Adams thought. He looked at the girl, wondering if she could learn the important points about Nuclear General operations. She did all right with the technical stuff, and Mike King would have to stay here at the Station. She might be good company.
They glided expertly to the landing. The reactor domes were invisible a thousand yards away, and the Station was a low series of concrete rectangles along the reef, much of it extending down into the lagoon itself. There was almost no land, and everything had to be attached to the reefs, anchored deep with aluminum pilings to protect it from tsunamis and typhoons. A natural fortress, Adams thought.
Living quarters were made of fiberglass, constructed like the thatch and frond houses of Polynesia but using artificial fibers. They could be taken below into the concrete blockhouses if a real storm threatened, and they were much more pleasant to live in.
Adams took his supper alone, served by Mike King in his rooms. He’d met no one, not even Art Martinez, and he wanted it that way. When he put down his fork, he realized he didn’t even know what he’d eaten, and it was probably a special meal. Well, there’d be time enough for the social amenities later. Now he was as ready as he’d ever be.
“Who all’s there?” he asked.
Mike King blushed slightly. Staff men assigned to Bill Adams never lasted long — when Adams wanted to know something, you’d better be ready with an answer or know how to find it. And you could never tell what he’d want to know because Adams himself didn’t know what would be significant. Mike had spent as much time as he could talking to anyone he could find, but as sure as anything it wouldn’t be enough. Working with Adams was good experience, but Mike would be glad when the troubleshooter moved on.
“Dr. MacRae, Dr. Martinez, that I know of,” Mike said. “And Courtney Graves. Dr. MacRae said if you were going to have an assistant at the conference then by the white Christ—that’s what he said, sir—he’d have one there too.”
Adams exploded in laughter. “And what about the Tonganese?”
“Prince Toki Ukamea, the Prime Minister, is at the Station, sir. With a couple of members of the Privy Council. But he’s out looking at the reactors so you can have a word with the others alone as you wanted.”
“Good.” Adams’s tone was so noncommittal that Mike King looked at his superior closely, but he couldn’t tell what the man was thinking. The hidden amusement was gone from the grey eyes, and King didn’t envy the people who’d got Mr, Adams so upset.
The conference room was underwater, concrete walls paneled in rich woods framed with sea shells, an enormous rainbow trout stuffed and mounted on one wall. Another wall was completely glassed to show the dark waters of the lagoon outside. Several large fish and one of the inevitable dolphins swam dartingly just outside the conference room.
Dr. David MacRae was a tall, elderly man who spoke with a thick, broad Scots accent mixed with something unrecognizable, and he sucked endlessly on a meerschaum pipe carved into the shape of a dolphin. Adams shook hands with the Director, and let his mental filing system bring up the important facts. MacRae, licensed reactor operator, master of arts in marine biology from Wellington University, New Zealand, honorary Ph.D., Edinburgh. Reactor physics courses at Nuclear General’s own schools. With the Company over fifteen years, mostly in overseas posts. Apprentice power operator somewhere in his native highlands; that was a long time ago.
Bill turned with pleasure to Arturo Martinez and shook his hand warmly. “Glad to see you, Art. How’s Dianne and the kids?”
“Everyone is fine at home, Bill,” Martinez said. “I was supposed to go back last week, but now ... I don’t know if I can help, but I thought I would stay until this is settled.”
Adams nodded soberly and took a seat at the thick wooden conference table. “All right, Dr. MacRae, how did it happen?”
MacRae lit his pipe slowly, letting the flame play over the entire bowl and taking several experimental puffs before he answered. “We had a storm in the channel,” he said carefully. “Persephone was in shallow waters with large waves breaking around her. There were reports of a bigger storm comin’ and Captain Anderson thinking of the cargo decided to take her into harbor to be safe. . . . Aye, and I agreed when he called the Station. I had nae thought o’ trouble.”
“And the Fijians boarded her and took over,” Adams finished. “Any change in her status?”
MacRae shook his head. Like all his movements it was slow, almost majestic, as if he controlled time and could slow it to suit himself. “They say ‘twould nae be safe to allow the ship to leave harbor wi’ that cargo, and their ‘experts’ will examine her for damage from the storm. ‘Tis blackmail simple, Mr. Adams. They’ve nae experts to begin wi’ and there’s nae the matter wi’ Persephone. But you would nae let me report the ship stolen.”
“Time enough for that,” Adams said grimly. “For the moment it’s better we don’t have an open break. They don’t actually claim the ship or cargo then?”
“Nae.” MacRae shook his great head. “But ‘tis only a matter o’ time in my thought. Then they will ‘discover’ storm damage that only they can repair and confiscate the cargo for the safety o’ the human race.”
Adams nodded. “The earth safety boys are likely to support them. Are you sure the cargo’s still aboard?”
“Aye. There’s no man in Fiji fool enough to go in there, they’ll need friends from the mainland for that. The containers are sealed, encased in glassite. In case o’ sinking, you know. So the plutonium will nae foul the oceans if the ship is lost.”
“Yeah.” Adams nodded thoughtfully. “Now tell me about the troubles the Tongans are having with Fiji.”
MacRae nodded slowly again. “You know about the politics?” he asked. When Adams didn’t answer, he continued, “Both Tonga and Fiji have been under British protection, but now the Royal Navy’s gone from the Pacific and both countries are independent.”
Adams said quietly, “Tonga always was, of course.”
MacRae looked surprised and noticed that Martinez was smiling. “Aye. But Britain managed defense and foreign relations. Now that’s gone too. And since the British left, the Fijians hae claimed sovereignty over waters almost to the Tonga Islands, hae seized more than a dozen Tongan fishing boats. Now they’ve had Persephone for three days.”
“Did the seizures of Tongan boats come before they took Persephone?”
“Aye. I see what you’re thinking, mon, but how would we know they’d take a ship flying the U.S. flag?” MacRae demanded. “That they’d take boats from the Tongans does nae imply they’d defy the U.S. flag! Mon, you sit here talking to us when you’ve only to report piracy and have the U.S. Navy get our ship back!”
Adams laughed bitterly. “Do you think we haven’t tried? The State Department says the matter is very delicate . . . and the Fijians have good advice from somewhere. They’ve unofficially let it be known they’ll fight before they give up our ship. The U.S. won’t bully a small power to support Nuclear General Company.”
“I see,” MacRae said. “Then ‘tis more serious than we thought.”
“But I don’t understand,” Courtney protested. “Nuclear General has a stranglehold on dozens of little countries. You’ve got a reactor in Fiji, that’s where they get their power . . . and the influence the Company must have, food supplies, everything, surely you can pressure them to give us our ship?”
Adams grinned, but there was no humor in it. “You’ve misunderstood a couple of things. The mainstay of our power is plutonium, and at the moment we haven’t much to bargain with. The Fijians do. They’ve got a couple of hundred million dollars worth of it aboard Persephone. With what they can trade that for, they can laugh at any threats we make.”
MacRae puffed at his pipe and relighted it. “Then we’re in trouble. But we’ve the Station, we can breed more.”
Adams said nothing. Mr. Lewis’s creditors would be on him in seconds if they heard about the loss of Persephone. If the iceberg could be got to Los Angeles before the news broke, there might be enough cash to bail the Company out, but the Fijians wouldn’t sit on it that long, and the rumors were already out. “Tell me about Tonga, Dr. MacRae. How much of your report about our relationship with the government can I believe?”
“All of it,” MacRae snapped. He brooded heavily, then nodded. “Aye. It may sound too good to be true, but it is so. We’ve nae problems at all wi’ the king and government. They’re happy to have us here, for their people hae no talent for technology. Or if they do they’ve no interest.”
“They work well with the Project,” Martinez added. He nodded confirmation to MacRae’s statements. “You’ve heard me say they’re natural ecologists, they’ll have no trouble operating when I’m gone. A real talent for sea farming. But David’s right, they have no interest in the reactors at all.”
“OK. That’s the king. What about the people?”
“Same thing,” MacRae said, “They respect the king. He gives them good government, and don’t forget they’re almost the only islands which were never colonized by Europeans, held their independence right along under the same royal family. There’s nae opposition to speak of. The king gives every boy a bit of land when he turns seventeen, or something worth the same since there’s little land to be had. And they allow no foreigners to own or lease land here. We’re an exception, but the land here’s worthless without our improvements. With our help they’ve reclaimed other atolls closer to the main islands, and we’ve shown them how to build sea farms for their own. . . . No, Mr. Adams, strangely enough this is as close to Paradise on earth as you’ll ever find.”
“They’re good Christians, too,” Courtney added. Martinez gave her a wry look and she said, “Well, Methodists then, Dr. Martinez!”
Adams sat quietly for a moment, nodding to himself. “OK. So the basic situation makes it possible for us to survive here. Now tell me about the Station itself.”
“What do you want to know?” Martinez asked. “The reactors are fine. And we’ve got the world’s largest sea farms, we’re only getting started. Por Dios, Bill, it’s an ecologist’s dream.”
“And an accountant’s nightmare,” Adams answered. “The reactors pay their way in plutonium and the power’s free—nearly so, the turbines were expensive, but we had to generate power to pay the Tongans for their atolls. But the real construction—reefs, pumps, pipelines, Art—it’s been two years and there’s damn little return on investment. The equivalent amount invested in nuclear-powered food processing ships and trawlers would be earning us money right now!”
“Mon, mon, do you nae understand?” MacRae protested. His open palm struck the table with a flat crack. -“Trawlers! No matter how modern you make those beasties they’re ten thousand years out of date! Civilized men are nae hunters, laddie. We cultivate, we grow what we need, and how can we do that in open water? The investment here will pay for itself, never you fear, and I’m willin’ to gamble you’ll be putting in more farms with what we learn.”
“He’s right,” Martinez said. “Our open farms in the States are profitable, you’ll agree?” Adams nodded, and Martinez continued, “But we have poachers since we can’t get title to the sea beds. Out here we own the waters, and nothing at home has the potential of these reefs, Bill. We can grow anything in enormous quantities. The Project’s already starting to produce. Give us a year. I’ve got five square miles under intensive cultivation. We’ll clear over a thousand salable tons to the square mile. At fifty cents a pound—and you know we’ll get more than that, Bill—we’ll take in five million dollars.”
“About two percent of the cost of those dams,” Adams reminded him. Before Martinez could protest Bill interrupted. “Yeah, I know. You’ve got a lot more square miles you’ll bring in next year. I’ve seen the projections. But the Company’s got cash problems, and this place had better plan on paying its own way.” He pushed back his chair, turned to the windows of the lagoon.
“Don’t—don’t you ever do anything just because it’s worth doing?” Courtney asked. Her voice was not quite under control, as if she were holding back anger.
Adams shrugged. “When you’re talking about as much money as this Project costs, you get into the altruism game precisely once. OK, if you’ll ask His Highness to come in, I’d like to meet him. And I give all of you warning, be careful what you say when he’s here.”
“Would you rather we left?” Courtney asked.
“No. I may need all of my advisors. But keep your little round mouth closed unless I ask for something, will you? All right, Mike.”
His Highness, Toki Ukamea, Prime Minister and Crown Prince, was a giant for a Tongan. He stood six feet two, with broad shoulders and the hips. Adams noted the massive hands and legs, and that the full middle had no sag at all. The two councillors were normal-sized Tongans, short and rather slender but well-muscled, and both wore open, flowered shirts. His Highness was wearing a dark suit and regimental striped tie which Adams noted thoughtfully. Cambridge or Oxford, couldn’t remember which, or which college . . .
There were few formalities. After the introductions they sat at the big conference table and Adams nodded to Mike King, who began by telling the Prince about Persephone.
He was interrupted by a full, hearty laugh. “I already know about your ship, Mr. Adams,” the prince said. His voice was deep and rich, with an almost perfect Oxbridge accent. “You must remember that Fiji and Tonga have been close neighbors for centuries, and we have many friends there. My people sail to Fiji whenever they like.”
“I thought you would know, Your Highness,” Adams said. The amused glint was back in his grey eyes. “But I wonder if you know the consequences of that?”
“Damned awkward for your company, I think,” the Prince said. His voice lost the amused tone, and became stern. “For us too, perhaps.”
Adams nodded and turned to Mike King.
“Yes, sir,” Mike said. “Overseas Foods wants the Station. They’ve got enough of our bonds and preferred debentures to get it. We might be able to keep the reactors, and then again we might not, but they definitely want the rest of the Project. Except for the whales, which they consider an unnecessary expense. They’ll butcher them.”
“Susie!” Courtney exclaimed. “But you can’t let them do that, we’re just beginning to—we might even be able to have them bear young, save the species. ...”
“Aye. And before they can be killed I’ll turn them out myself,” Dr. MacRae added. “Nae matter what Mr. Lewis says, but I think he’ll no forbid it. I have never met the chief but I’m told he loves the whales.”
Prince Toki nodded agreement. “I think even if you did not, Dr. MacRae, the sea people would release the whales. By the way, I’m surprised you’ve never met Mr. Lewis. But then I haven’t either.” The simple statement was a demand for explanations.
“Never come to Tonga,” one of the councillors said slowly. “Must be a very stupid man.”
“No, sir,” Adams told them. “Mr. Lewis is crippled. He never leaves his headquarters in Santa Barbara.”
“I see,” Toki said. “I had heard something of the sort but . . . well, sir. We are agreed that we have common interests. Now what is it you want?”
Adams looked surprised, as if the prince’s bluntness was unexpected. “Let’s be sure we do agree,” he said slowly. “The Project is going well?”
Martinez answered quickly. “Very well. I am astonished at how quickly the Tongan fishermen have learned the techniques of scientific record-keeping. They’ll have no trouble operating the farm projects so that the Station can be manned with few non-Tongans, as agreed in the sale.”
“A gentleman’s agreement only,” the prince said. “Quite unenforceable, but I am happy that you have voluntarily kept to it.”
MacRae was muttering to himself. “’Twill be a pity to see the Station go to people like Overseas Foods; they’ve no sense for the future. And ‘tis a bonny project.”
“There’s no hope, then?” the prince asked carefully. “Nuclear General is in that much financial difficulty?”
“Without the plutonium aboard Persephone we are,” Adams answered.
“Of course you wouldn’t be talking to me if your government were willing to help get it back,” the prince said. “All right, Mr. Adams, you’ve an idea. What is it?”
Martinez laughed and everyone looked at him. “I don’t know what he has in mind,” Martinez explained quickly, “but one thing I’ve learned, never count Mr. Lewis out until he’s not only dead but embalmed. Not even then. El Patron has won tougher fights than this.” He gestured significantly at Bill Adams. “And we know he is concerned, to send his prime minister.”
Adams gave Martinez and the prince a twisted grin. “He’s worried all right.” He took a large chart from his briefcase and spread it on the table. “Persephone’s here?” he asked the prince.
“Yes.”
“Aye,” MacRae answered. “In that harbor, protected by the entire Fiji Navy, all seven gunboats and a destroyer.”
“Radar scanners, I suppose?”
MacRae nodded.
“We can’t do much,” Adams said. “But you’ve said that the Tongans sail to Fiji, Your Highness. Even in bad weather. In open boats, small outriggers. Is that true?”
The prince grinned carefully. “It’s true enough, Mr. Adams. We have sailed those straits for hundreds of years. I’ve done it myself often enough. I suppose you’ve thought of underwater approaches?”
Adams found it was his turn to laugh. “Yes, sir. My company police say the harbor’s too treacherous for frogmen. We might train the dolphins, but there’s not enough time. On the other hand, our people say the chances of a small outrigger being picked up at night during a storm are just about nil. Of course, no westerner would be able to navigate an outrigger into that harbor under such conditions. ...”
“What will you tell the Republic of Fiji if this succeeds?”
“Why, that we found our ship adrift and unmanned in international waters,” Adams said. The grin was back now, Martinez thought his friend looked quite himself. “We’ll even offer to pay a reasonable fee for ‘caring’ for Persephone.”
The prince’s laughter rumbled through the room. “All right, Mr. Adams. We’ll help you get your ship back. I’ve heard of Overseas Foods and I don’t want them for neighbors . . . but none of us could sail her, I think. I’m sure there are no Tongans who can operate a nuclear reactor aboard ship. Or probably anywhere else.”
“I will take care of the reactor,” Art Martinez said. “I may be an ecologist but I am Director of San Juan Capistrano Station. I know how.”
Adams nodded. “And I can sail the ship if you get us to her, Your Highness. I also have a couple of sailing officers from Company headquarters in Cerebrus’ staterooms. If you hadn’t been willing to help, we’d have had a crack at it alone, but by God, welcome aboard!”
Cerebrus landed in the lee of an uninhabited atoll seventy miles from Fiji. Her clamshell cargo doors opened to discharge men and a slender war canoe.
“Now we’ll see how it floats,” Prince Toki said. “I wonder that you made your own.”
Adams shrugged, then quickly grasped the handrail by the cargo door as the plane lurched to a heavy sea.
“Fiberglass is a bit tougher than your woods,” he said, “But this outrigger is an exact duplicate of the one in our harbor. And remember we won’t be bringing it back with us. This one can’t be traced.”
Toki laughed softly into the gathering dark. “You hope it won’t be coming back.” They climbed gingerly down from the enormous plane to the pitching boat. It was only three feet wide, but nearly fifty feet long. All metal tools and weapons were laid in the bottom of the boat so they would be below the waterline and out of radar reflection.
“As soon as you’re ready,” the pilot called softly. “That blow’s coming up fast and it’s getting darker. I’d like to get the old dog upstairs.”
Adams waved. The props spun, and Cerebrus drifted away, turned, and gunned into the wind. Spray flew from her bows and pontoons, then she was aloft, winging just above the tops of the waves. They’d come in at the same altitude.
The boat wallowed heavily in the rising seas. Prince Toki stood in the stern and spoke quietly to the sea people. Except for a half dozen technicians and company police, Adams, King, and Martinez were the only westerners. Adams hadn’t objected to the prince coming himself; he understood why. It would not have been in a warrior aristocrat’s character to send men on something like this and not go himself, even if the Tongan royal families hadn’t led men in battle for a hundred years. ...
The prince’s teeth flashed white as Toki spoke carefully in musical tones, his voice carrying easily over rising wind and crashing waves. When he sat again, they cheered.
“What did you tell them?” Adams asked, but the prince had gone forward to see to the sails. The outrigger gathered way under sail, flashing across steadily rising seas. When they left the lee of the island, breakers crashed around them, but no water came aboard. Adams estimated their speed at twenty knots.
Toki came back finally after inspecting sails and rigging. “I told them of their ancestors and mine,” he said. “I was named for one, Toki Ukamea means ‘iron axe.’ We once sailed these waters in revenge against raiders. I could have told them in English but — it sounded better in Tongan!” There was amusement in the clipped accents. “If my professors at Magdalene College should see me now!”
The boat was pitching wildly, and the Americans found it hard to pay attention to anything. The storm rose, wind howling until the Tongans reefed, reefed again until the sail was a tiny patch in the night, but the boat tore on at high speed, leaving a great creamy wake behind, actually outrunning the seas, carried along by the screaming wind.
“Quite a blow,” Michael King said. His voice was strained, artificially calm.
“Not really,” Toki answered. “You will know it when the storm really hits. There will be rain then. I warned you.. . .”
“Yeah.” Adams grimly held the bulwarks. He looked behind, saw an enormous wave building up astern, flinched, but they ran away from it so that it broke harmlessly aft of them. Another monster sea came up, with the same result, but it was unnerving to watch them. He tried to close his eyes, but his stomach heaved and he quickly opened them again, grimly took a deep breath, and held it.
“At night, with this storm, there shouldn’t be anyone very alert,” Adams told the prince. “I hope.”
Toki shrugged. “Fijians might, but I do not believe their Asian masters will let them out in boats.” Mike King looked up in surprise, and Prince Toki grimaced. “Malays, Indians, Chinese—they outnumbered the Fijians as far back as the late fifties. We would have gone the same way if we ever let the Europeans control us. The Indians came to Fiji as workers, so did the Chinese. Soon there was no room for the sea poeple. Our King George Tupuo I kept Tonga for the Tongans. A wise policy, I think.”
Adams looked at the enigmatic face and wondered if there were a message addressed to him. His wits weren’t sharp, not in this wild sea and screaming wind.
Prince Toki read the expression and smiled thinly. “No, I don’t mean your Company, Mr. Adams. I was worried at first, but you have kept your agreement, brought in only enough westerners to run the Station, kept them on short-term contracts. If you had encouraged your people to settle permanently . . . but do you know why I agreed to help you tonight?”
Adams shook his head warily.
“The whales. The sea people have always respected the whales, Mr. Adams. It will be a sad world for us when they’re gone. But there’s nothing we can do to keep the powers from killing them all off. Your Company is at least trying.”
“Be damned,” Adams muttered to himself. Had Mr. Lewis seen that coming, or did he really just want to save the beasts for sentimental reasons? No matter, the books balanced nicely now.
“Understand me,” the prince was saying. “We can help each other, and the reefs you occupy would never have been much use to us. You can keep them. But I hope you have no other plans for Tonga.”
“We don’t,” Adams said. At least none I’ll talk about now, he added to himself. A thick cloud had moved over the already feeble moon, and it was dark and threatening in the open boat. Phosphorescent seas crashed around them. Ominous black clouds astern added an atmosphere of menace. Bill settled his windbreaker around himself and stared miserably at the water.
In four hours they were at the harbor entrance. A driving rain obscured everything, and Adams was amazed at the skill of the Tongan helmsmen who seemed to know exactly where they were. They had sailed to Fiji many times across hundreds of miles of open water, and they had phenomenal memories, but there was no clue to what they steered by in this wet darkness. A tiny reef to port, swirls and breakers in the water, the boat raced on past the harbor bars in silence, and they were in calmer water.
Then, quite suddenly, a white shape loomed up off the starboard bow. Persephone riding at anchor, tossing violently in the big swell that swept in from the Pacific. Even close up the ship was almost hidden in the driving rain.
The boat moved quietly to the anchor chain and Prince Toki, followed by three Tongans swarmed up it. Moments later a dozen followed. Adams heard a scuffling sound, a noise as loud to him as Cerebrus’s engines had been, then silence. A few moments later grinning bronze faces peered over the bulwarks.
“They’ll have headaches in the morning. What do we do with them?”
“Set the lot of them adrift in the canoe. Only anchor it so they won’t get lost,” Adams said. Despite his seasickness there was a wave of triumph swelling over him.
Toki nodded. “Ready to be cut loose?”
“I think so. Give us a couple of minutes, eh?” Martinez was already below in the engine rooms with technicians. It would be an hour before he could safely start the reactors but the ship’s emergency batteries would take them out of harbor. Adams and a company sailing officer went to the bridge.
“Everything looks good sir,” the mate said. “Plenty of juice. I think we can put out.”
“Do it.” As Persephone moved silently out of the harbor and into the storm Adams grinned despite the violent motion. He was miserable, and when it was safe he’d lose his dinner, but he had the ship. And that’s half the problem, he thought.
The fiberglass lanai set on top of the Station blockhouse seemed like home after the wild ride. Persephone had met Cerebrus after the storm blew itself out and a regular crew took over. Bill and the Tongans returned to Ta’avu Station while the big white ship raced out to open water escorted by the plane. She wouldn’t be taken again.
Adams carefully squared the stack of papers on the table and placed them in the briefcase. He fussed with their order, being sure that he knew where each was so that he could get what he wanted without hunting and without opening the case wide. As he finished, Courtney came in.
“The prince and his councillors are in the conference room,” she said. “They’re ready.”
“Thanks.”
“That was—well, congratulations,” she said. She wanted to say more, but he had that preoccupied look again. She wished he would notice her, but now she understood. There was something else, and after that there would be another problem. There would always be another problem for a man like Bill Adams.
“What’s that you’re carrying?” Bill asked.
“Oh—one of Mike King’s books. He loaned it to me.” She held out Bernstein’s classic Transportation Economics. “I thought I ought to study something besides Station ecology.”
“Yeah. Keep reading things like that and . . . Look, after this is over we’ll see about that transfer you requested. Do you like to travel?”
“Yes—“
“I’m leaving Mike here when I go back to Santa Barbara. Can you type?”
“Damn you!” she shouted.
Adams shrugged. “I can. Bit hard to communicate with the computers if you can’t. Can you type?”
“Yes, but I’m not a secretary!”
“Don’t need another one. They already gave me four,” Adams said. “If you can get over being touchy about being able to type, maybe we can work something out. Just now I’ve got a conference.”
They went toward the meeting room. One of the Tongans came up and shouted to Courtney. She answered in Tongan, then excused herself and ran off.
Prince Toki and his two councillors were seated at the conference table. They stayed there as Bill came in, and he remembered that to stand in the presence of nobility without being asked was considered disrespectful. Evidently he’d been promoted. He shook hands around and took his seat. Everyone grinned openly.
“Perhaps not a feat to compare with the early kings,” Prince Toki said, “but wait until the palace musicians are through. You have no idea how strange ‘Bill Adams’ and ‘Arturo Martinez’ sound in a Tongan heroic ballad!”
“I’m afraid to guess,” Adams said.
“Where is Dr. Martinez?” the Prince asked.
“Some kind of problem in the fish farms,” Bill answered. “I’m sure it’s not serious. Well. Gentlemen, that turned out well enough. Now let’s talk about the next problem. The Fijians are stealing your fishing boats, Your waters too. I expect you want to do something about that.”
Toki nodded. “But I wish you would stop saying ‘Fijians.’ It isn’t the sea people, it’s the mainlanders who are pirates.”
“I’ll try to remember, but what do I call them? Anyway, let’s do something about your boats. What Tonga needs ia a real navy, something to protect your waters.”
Toki shook his head slowly. “Frankly, Mr. Adams, the cost of a navy would be greater than all the fishing boats we’d ever lose. Besides, no matter what you saw last night, our people don’t enjoy fighting. The real Fijians are more warlike than we are.”
“Not true,” the older councillor said. “In older times we fight. No one ever conquer Tonga Islands, we have always had our own king.”
Toki shrugged. “Still, we’re not about to convert to a war economy. And war with Fiji would take time, kill a lot of sea people. No.”
“Oh, I wasn’t talking about Fiji,” Adams said. He flashed a crooked grin. “Now that we have Persephone back we can put a stop to that nonsense though economic pressures. It shouldn’t take long to settle Fiji,”
“Then why do we need a navy?”
“Funny thing about this world,” Adams said carefully. “Legally, a sovereign government can protect its interests pretty well as long as it doesn’t start open war and involve the big powers. Certainly a sovereign government can arm merchant ships and protect them against harassment by international gangsters. But there are a lot of sovereigns in name who haven’t the means to protect themselves and have to rely on someone else. ...”
“You mean Tonga,” the prince said. He frowned, then shrugged. “But I must agree. We wish the British were still protecting us. But they’re not, and we see no one else we’d like to have as partners.”
Adams nodded. “Now also in this world are big companies—like, say, Nuclear General—who have more than enough power to protect their interests but have no legal right to do it because they aren’t sovereign. The United States is supposed to look after our interests, but we don’t see them doing much of it. Delicate state of relations, world opinion—“ Adams broke off, his jaw set. “Mostly lack of ability, of course. With welfare payments where they are the U.S. can’t even do proper research, much less—well. If Tonga were to nationalize some of Nuclear General’s ships, you’d have the right to arm them, declare them protected by your sovereignty ...”
“You’re asking us to expropriate your property?” Toki asked.
“Well, we’d expect to be paid for it.”
“But we don’t have the money to pay you. . . . This is silly.”
“You’d have enough money if you leased the ships to us. We’d pay very well for their use. At least as much, say, as we’d have to ask for if you nationalized them.”
A slow grin spread across Toki’s bronze face. “Let me understand something. Does your offer to help with Fiji depend on this deal?”
Adams shrugged. “There could be even more to it than that, Your Highness. For instance, Tongans go overseas to university. I suppose some of your people have overseas property. But you have no resident ministers or consuls abroad. . . . Now Nuclear General has people all over the world. No reason why they can’t be given diplomatic credentials by the Royal government of Tonga, is there? Of course that means we’d have to look out for your interests everywhere.”
“I will be—“ Toki broke off and said something in Tongan. The ministers laughed and replied. Finally Toki turned back to Bill Adams. “It seems to me that we could use this arrangement to capture and protect more whales, stop foreigners fishing in our waters . . . would you agree to that?”
“Of course.”
“Just what is it you want, Mr. Adams?”
“Nuclear General has an ice floe in the Humboldt Current,” Adams said. He looked intently at the prince. “It’s being towed up to Los Angeles, where we can sell it for quite a lot. But a couple of South American governments think they can charge us enormous fees for passage through what they call their waters. Now if we arm those ships and bring the kind of economic pressures that we can swing, we can talk them out of their designs. But our State Department won’t let us do that, and the U.S. Navy won’t act to protect our property. But if we register those ships under the Tongan flag . . .”
“I see.” Toki was thoughtful for a long moment. “But this might mean war, Mr. Adams.”
“Not over the ice floes. As to something else, how safe can you ever be? If Nuclear General was really in trouble, we’d have to pack up the reactors and go. Or lose them to someone else. That’s not a threat, Your Highness. I know better than that. I’m trying to point out that Ta’avu Station is valuable and one of these days we may have to fight for it. The decision to try to take it from us will be harder to make if the fight won’t be easy. But we can’t arm the Station, we’re not sovereign. You can’t because you haven’t the weapons. Together. ...”
“How would you arm Ta’avu?”
“Coastal batteries. We’ve got some. Also we’ve got a couple of warships we bought from bankrupt governments. We can keep them around here under your flag if you’ll commission our officers. But there’s something else. . . . It’s widely known that Nuclear General has the knowledge and fissionables to make atomic weapons. If we’re acting for you, whether we have them or not I don’t think small powers will want to find out— and the big ones won’t bully Tonga, while they’d be happy to push a U.S. private company around.”
“Why us?” Toki asked quietly.
“Because you’re not ambitious. We’ve no worries that you’d try to use the Company as a lever to conquer your neighbors. And the whole world will believe that, there’s strength in being thought small and non-aggressive in this day and age. Especially if you’ve suddenly joined the nuclear club ...”
Toki pursed his lips carefully. “I’ll have to speak to His Majesty, but—the idea is appealing. Tonga needs powerful friends, and I think your interests are close to ours. We’d thought of alliances with other countries but we ... I suppose you have a detailed agreement with you?”
Adams nodded happily. “It’s rather complete, actually. With some long-term taxation agreements which will infuriate the U.S. Internal Revenue Service, but ought to make you happy . . . now, we expect you’d rather collect most of those taxes in services, here’s a schedule of what we can provide. ...”
He was interrupted by Courtney and Samual bursting into the meeting. Adams frowned as the Tongan technician squatted respectfully before his prince. They chattered in Tongan while Adams looked on puzzled and Courtney tried to look casual, although she was obviously bursting.
Toki’s grin was reassuring. “Dr. Martinez sends a message which won’t wait, Mr. Adams. You are to congratulate Mr. Lewis and tell him he is the father of a three-ton baby girl. ...”
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Terrazo scratched in the sterile sand, muttering curses to the older gods before quickly thinking better of that and crossing himself. The Umfundis had warned him about that, and now that his body was lost to this awful place, he must be even more careful of his soul. He dug out furrows and planted seeds, muttering again. Nothing would grow here in the Namib Desert! Even Father George, who was a saint, could not pray up enough rain, and the land was barren, the white men must know that. . . .
It had been bad enough in Walvis Bay, where Father George had his last mission. But now to be sent here, hundreds of miles from any town, where there were no people, only a corrugated iron and fiberglass church and rows of prefabricated barracks with no one in them—it was more than he could bear. When he had first been given the job as sexton to Father George, he had been proud. It was a good position, there would always be enough to eat. But the Umfundis had been sane then. Now he was quite obviously mad, to bring Terrazo into this desert where there was no water and never would be. ...
He finished the vegetable garden Father had told him to plant behind the church. “There will be water, Terrazo,” Father had told him. Terrazo shook his head and went inside the church building. Dry baked heat tore at his lungs. Even Christ Himself must suffer in this! He genuflected to the altar, decided to let the dust stay in the pews until night although usually he polished everything at least once a day. The Lord would understand.
Outside again he looked across at the sea, waves pounding ceaselessly against the sandy beach. A cooler breeze sprang up and Terrazo stood gratefully in the shade of the church. A glint from the sea caught his eye and he looked out toward the horizon. . . . Something seemed to be out there, something bright and much too big. He shook his head. The heat could do that to a man. Deliberately he looked away, squinted across barren sands toward the mountains fifty miles inland. There was iron there, and lead, Father George had said, and men would mine it and send it here to the shore to be smelted and worked. And there would be farms here, and houses, a whole city. Terrazo shook his head again, the whites were mad, no one could ever live in the Namib, and who would want to if they could? But he was sexton to Father George, and he would show he was worthy of his post. Perhaps some day he could persuade Father to go back to Walvis Bay, where there were people to come to his church.
The glitter caught his eye again. It was closer now. Terrazo stared unbelievingly, crossed himself, and ran to the tiny parsonage fifty yards from the church, ran in terror, screaming, “Father, Father, come quickly, Father, there is a mountain coming across the sea!”
Captain Rollo Anderson was paying careful attention to his charts. Hrelsvelgor IV was nearing her final anchorage and had to be placed just right. He glanced at the speed indicators, nodded, and turned to the mate. “Signal ‘Finished with Engines’,” he commanded. “And tell the reactor boys they better secure for earthquake. She’ll come to ground in an hour.”
“Aye aye, skipper. I’ll signal the tug, shall I?”
“Right, although I expect they know. But I want them standing by just in case the current’s different from what I thought. We’ll want to place the old girl just right.”
Anderson stood in a heated bridge compartment at the forward edge of an iceberg moving at nearly three knots. It had taken six months to bring the berg from the Antarctic to the African coast, and most of the crew was sick of it; now the voyage was over. She’d gouge out a hell of a hole when she went aground, big enough to form a harbor for ships coming to the Namib, or at least that’s what the Company engineers had calculated. Nobody had ever tried making a harbor this way before, although Antarctic icebergs were standard sources of fresh water. Anderson had commanded three previous Hrelsvelgors, two to Los Angeles and one to Florida.
“Beacon bearing 20°,” a cadet called from his post on top of the berg.
Anderson nodded. “Standby anchors,” he ordered. He turned to his charts. Looked like good holding bottom here, and the depth sounder showed they were entering the hundred fathom line. Tricky business, the anchors would be needed to hold the melting berg offshore after she grounded. He could drop them now, or let the tugs take them out later. . . . “Drop stern one and two,” he said softly.
The iceberg moved onward. Anderson decided she was drifting off course and had the tug push against her port side to hold her against the current. With the reactor shut down and secured against the coming jolt he had no power.
The depth finder pinged alarm. It was shoaling rapidly now. “Let go numbers four, five, and seven anchors! Tug clear away!” Anderson ordered. There was a long wait, one minute, two, then the first shudder, another, grinding fury as the iceberg slid inexorably across the bottom toward the shore. Steam boiled up from the ocean, steam and bubbles and mud as the four-mile-long mass ground to a halt.
“Not so bad,” the mate said. “No worse shock than I thought. “
“Reactor secure. All’s safe,” the bridge speaker announced.
“Anchors secure and holding fast.”
“All motion stopped.”
Anderson nodded in satisfaction. Just about where the Company wanted her, anyway. He began to unscrew the brass nameplate above the wheel. “Hoist the black ball, Mister,” he told the mate. “And decommission the ship. She’s not ours anymore. “
The executive jet whistled over the South Atlantic, dropping from its cruising altitude to a few hundred feet. It was almost to the African coast when Bill Adams looked up to see Courtney Graves’s heart-shaped face and long blond hair. She smiled, then blushed slightly. Adams had chosen her as his executive assistant a year before, and so far that’s all she’d been, but she could hope . . . only the man was married to his job! She wished he had time for something else, not that it had been all work these past months. Bill Adams knew about entertainment, and in their travels he took her to the most exotic shows in places no one had ever heard of. Sometimes he bought her presents . . . but that’s all he did, and yet she knew he didn’t have another girl, and his wife and daughter had left him ten years ago. His wife said she wanted a husband, not a visiting father.
Adams stretched and ran long fingers through sandy hair that kept falling over his pale blue eyes. Time for a haircut. “Got me some coffee, Courtney?”
“Yes, sir.” She went forward to get it while Bill looked at the desolate African coast. The Namib Desert, said to be one of the bleakest places on earth. Sure is, he thought. He looked ahead for the Station.
The iceberg was the first thing he could see. Partly melted now, it was still huge, three miles of ice angling out from the shore. One end of the berg was aground, the other held offshore by anchors, creating a quiet, protected deep water harbor gouged out by the berg’s fury when it crashed ashore. Quite a concept, Adams thought. Too bad we can’t patent it.
Courtney brought him the coffee and sat opposite to face him. Nice kid, he thought. Too nice for casual affairs. Besides, she reminded him of his daughter and was the best assistant he’d ever had on the technical stuff, didn’t pay enough attention to important matters like finance, but she was learning. Give her a couple of years, she’d be ready to take on a job as an independent troubleshooter for Nuclear General. Then, when she wasn’t working directly for him, maybe . . . only then he’d probably never see her.
“Looks like they’re coming along nicely,” she said. “Of course, we saw it all from the satellite pictures, but . . .”
“Yah. The real thing’s always a little realer, if you know what I mean. Tell me what I’m seeing.”
“Yes, sir.” She shook her head slightly, rippling long blonde curls. Bill Adams was undoubtedly the most brilliant man she’d ever met, but he acted as if he didn’t know much. Sometimes he didn’t, either. You could never tell when he was fishing for information and when he had made a thorough study. . . . “The big square color patches are the solar salt works. Brines from the desalinization plants go in one of them, sea water in the others. It took a lot of plastic film to line the bottoms . . . the large buildings along one row of solar ponds are purification plants. Potassium, magnesium, phosphorus, Portland cement, the things we can get from sea water. I. G. Farbenwerke runs that part of the Station.”
“Hmm.” Adams sipped his coffee. “Heard from von Alten yet?”
“Yes, sir. He’s already at the Station. So are most of the others.”
“Good. Give ‘em time to look things over. OK, what’s the rest of this gubbage?”
Courtney eyed him carefully. Just how much was he putting her on? As far as she knew he had never been a professor, he hardly had time for it since he wasn’t yet forty, but sometimes he reminded her of one, asking questions to see if his staff had done their homework . . . but then he really might not know. He mostly studied financial reports; his favorite saying was “Leave engineering to the engineers.”
“The things that look like railroad roundhouses are our reactors and sea-water flash evaporators, the round ponds next to them are treatment pools where they precipitate out solids with the KOH-HCL process.”
“What’s that big complex near the runway?” Adams asked.
She nodded. “That’s the Allis-Chalmers electrolysis cells. Ammonia synthesis next to it. And just beyond that, the pink concrete building, is the GE experimental steam-hydrogen process fertilizer plant. It’s supposed to be a lot more efficient than Allis-Chalmers, but there’re bugs.”
The plane circled low over the desert as the pilots got landing instructions. Adams pointed as they banked steeply. “I see the railroad’s working.” With the electric ore train to bring the scale into focus he examined the rest of the Station. He knew from the reports that the industrial complex stretched along nearly four kilometers of seacoast and three inland, and beyond the industrial buildings were three-hundred-thousand acres of land either under cultivation or being made ready for it. The irrigation grid was plainly visible, and bright red tractors moved between the pipelines. There were another fifty-thousand acres of solar salt lakes and bitterns ponds. . . . Otjiwar was bigt but for a billion dollars it ought to be big. “What’s the crop now?” he asked, pointing to the tractors.
She took a sheaf of papers from her briefcase. “The crop phasing’s pretty delicate,” she told him. “Right now they’re in the high export value pattern. Harvesting dry beans and cotton, planting winter wheat and potatoes behind the harvesters. This pattern uses the least water, but the government wants them to switch to a high-calorie system for exports to Rondidi.”
“Yeah, I know,” Adams said. His voice was harsh. “They call it foreign aid. I call it Danegeld. That’s why we’re here.”
Adams climbed down from the executive jet and mopped his brow immediately. Heat shimmers rose from the cement runway. “My God, it’s hot here!” he said to the man waiting below the ramp. “Excuse me, Father. ...”
Father George Percy grinned. “If you want to tell the Almighty something that must be quite obvious to Him, that’s your affair. “ Father Percy was a short, heavy man with no trace of fat but broad shoulders and thick arms. He wore white trousers and shirt with clerical collar, a small gold cross on a chain around his neck, and his accent was the heavy modified British of South Africa. “Have a good flight?”
“Good enough.” Adams mopped his brow again. The handkerchief was soaked.
“It’s best we get inside,” the priest told him. “Aren’t your people coming?” He led the way to a waiting Jeep and held the door for Adams.
“There’s just the one, and she wants to look at the phosphorus plant,” Adams said. “I let Courtney run around these places on her own. She might find out something. Let’s go, I want to see Jeff.”
“He’s in his office. Lot of work for the Station Chief. I told him I’d meet your plane.” The priest studied Adams closely. He’d only met this sandy-haired American once before. It wouldn’t do to get Mr. Franklin in more trouble than he was in, Jefferson was a good man.
“Quit worrying,” Adams said, reading his thoughts. “There are standing orders all through the Company that station chiefs aren’t to meet my plane. You’re not very familiar with Nuclear General, are you, Father?”
“No. When the Mission Society put me here as their representative I tried to get out. I’m only a missionary, Mr. Adams. I don’t belong on something as technical as this.”
They were driving across the shimmering runway toward a group of concrete and fiberglass buildings at its edge. The big domes of the nuclear reactors towered over the administration buildings, and beyond them were barracks for the four thousand natives and five hundred foreign technicians living at Otjiwar Station. Next year there would be more than forty thousand people here—if the Station survived, Adams added to himself. It seemed problematical.
Even through dark glasses and white pith helmet his eyeballs and head felt baked. Wouldn’t they ever get to the air-conditioned buildings? The Station was big, they’d been driving for several minutes now. “How do you like it here, Father?”
“I’ve been in worse places. We even have air conditioning in the church and some of the houses. But I fear it’s a waste of power, and I really shouldn’t use mine.”
“Trivial waste, Father,” Adams said. “Giving the farm workers air conditioning increases production, cuts down on their water consumption. Besides, we pipe the heat from the air conditioning units into the solar evaporators, so we don’t lose much.” Except to envy, he added to himself. And that might be the biggest loss of all. . . .
The Jeep pulled up at the glaring white Administration building. The native driver leaped from his seat to open the doors for Adams and the priest, another uniformed guard examined their identification before waving them to the elevators.
They went to the top of the four-story building, past a miniskirted European secretary to Jefferson Franklin’s office. The Station Chief was in shirtsleeves, his collar open. Franklin stood at a draftsman’s table across the room from his desk. His black skin glistened with sweat, and his face contorted with emotion as he shouted at a white man. “I don’t care what the Prime Minister says! I can’t switch crops. It takes almost 200 gallons of water a day to grow food for one man with this crop pattern, and I can’t afford the water for the high-calorie system. So stop bothering me about it, Mr. Bloomfort!”
“The desalinization equipment works splendidly, I’ve seen it,” Bloomfort replied. He was a short, dumpy man with beads of sweat standing out above his small brown mustache. Both men looked as if they were out in the plant area, not in an air-conditioned office. “The foreman says you won’t give him enough power to operate at full capacity.”
“Damn right I won’t. I can’t, I have the phosphate production to keep up! The fresh water plant runs at full capacity when the sun’s up. We never intended to run it full time at peak.” He glanced up. “In, Bill. Mr. Bloomfort, this is Bill Adams, Special Assistant to the Chairman of Nuclear General. Bill, Anton Bloomfort, Undersecretary of the Interior.”
As Adams and the politician shook hands, Franklin continued, “Maybe you can talk some sense into him, Bill. I can’t. He wants us to change to ten-crop or high-calorie so they’ll have something to give Ifnoka.”
“We must give him food,” Bloomfort said. “He has an army and threatens to invade. Their sabotage has cost us much already.”
Adams nodded grimly. “That’s why I’m here. Tell me about this Ifhoka.”
“He is Chairman of the African People’s Union,” Bloomfort replied. “Although Premier Tsandi does not care for him, Ifhoka controls the army in Rondidi, and his party is strong in Botswana. He has followers in the Republic of South Africa, and some here.”
“And what’s he want?” Adams prompted.
“He says food for Rondidi. Ultimately ...” The politican’s half smile melted to a grim mask.
“Ultimately, he wants Otjiwar!” Jeff Franklin said.
“I’ve heard.” Adams nodded and turned to Bloomfort and the priest. “I’ve only just arrived, give me a few hours, will you?” Humph, he thought. Only a half hour and I’m already picking up that clipped British speech pattern. “Father, can you take Mr. Bloomfort wherever he wants to go?”
Father Percy smiled, “What you’re saying is can we get out of the way so you can talk to your Station Chief in private. Of course. I’ll see you later, Mr. Adams. Dinner with the Bishop and me perhaps?”
“Thank you, yes. ...” Adams waited until the others had left the room. “OK, Jeff, give it to me straight.”
“It’s simple enough,” Franklin told him. He ran stubby black fingers through close-cropped tangled hair. “I can’t handle it. I thought I could, Bill, I really did, but I can’t. OK, so you wanted a black man as Station Chief here. Looked like a good idea at the time. But that’s what you’re here for, isn’t it? To yank me?”
“Crap.” Franklin looked up, surprised. “You think we put you in here because you’re black? If I’d had a better white man I’d have put him here. MacRae’s on Tonga, Martinez is a sea farmer, Horton’s—the hell with it, I’m not running through the list. Mr. Lewis put you here because I thought you were the best man for the job, so stop feeling sorry for yourself and tell me what you can’t handle.”
“Yes, sir.” Franklin looked at Adams quizzically. Adams grinned.
“I’ll also fire you the instant I think you can’t handle it.”
“Yeah.” Franklin turned to the draftsman’s table. “Technically we’re pretty good despite the sabotage. Only minor stuff anyway, tractors, some pumps and water lines, nothing we can’t fix. They don’t want to hurt the Station, they want it intact.” He pointed to the blueprints. “Farms are laid out, getting a crop from eighty thousand acres. Not as good yields as we’ll get later, it takes time to condition soil as poor as this, and the workers are only learning how it’s done— Bill, they don’t know anything! If it wasn’t for the Mission schools, we’d be in real trouble. Our schools are set up to take people at a little higher level than we’ve got.”
Adams nodded. “I’ll tell Courtney we need some of those Sesame Street-type TV tapes. Got TV in all the family quarters yet? Make sure you do.”
Franklin made a note on a scratch pad. “Computer’s got the usual bugs,” he said. “Had to plug some problems through Santa Barbara—our communications satellite came in handy. Weather’s held good, hotter than we expected so we get plenty of evaporation. Portland cement and magnesium production are up twenty percent over predicted. ...”
“How’d the harbor work? Captain Anderson was worried.”
“Rollo always worries that he’s put one of those bergs a millimeter off. No sweat, and she’s melting fine in this sun. If I had four more I wouldn’t have a water shortage. Bill, if it wasn’t for the sabotage and government pressure I’d be fine.”
Adams shook his head. “Finances are close, Jeff. Which puts Meissner and some of the other backers in a mood to cut their losses. The riots in Nigeria aren’t helping them decide to sink more money in Africa either. They may bail on us, Jeff.”
Franklin whistled. “What happens then?”
Adams shook his head again. “Bad. The Old Man can’t finance this deal alone, it’s too big. We’ll come out all right if we get the plutonium production up, but the whole integrated agro-industrial concept is on trial here. You know what happens if you’re on your own better than I do. ...”
They were interrupted by a knock. Courtney Graves came into the room, her long blonde hair in a tangled swirl, her white blouse soaked. “It’s hot out there. Hello, Mr. Franklin.”
“In, Courtney. . . . Look, Bill, if Farbenwerke and Krupp bail on us, we’re dead. It takes about a grand an acre to develop the farms, and sure, some of that’s fixed cost we’ve already hacked, but it’s still about $750 an acre from here to the end.”
“A hundred and sixty million dollars,” Courtney said quickly before Adams could take out his calculator. He never could do figures in his head. “But that’s not the real problem, is it, Mr. Franklin?”
Jefferson Franklin shook his head. “No. The chemical works, fertilizer production, electrolyzers—everything was built modular, and we’re just about to capacity with what we’ve got. We need the new units the backers were sending in. I’m not even sure Nuclear General can recover the investment if we can’t finish the project. ... It all depended on the integration, power and heat and water and everything phased in just right, and it takes a damn big scale for it to be economical. ...”
“Instant industrialization,” Courtney finished. “The only industry in this country. It’s just got to work! These people have nothing without us. ...”
“This is not a venture in altruism,” Adams reminded her.
“It is for the World Mission Society,” she retorted.
“We’re trying,” Franklin said. “When the World Court made South Africa turn Namibia loose, the SA’s were pretty generous by their lights. Gave Namibia twenty-four million bucks, that’s about forty dollars a head, just about the annual income. Loaned them another ten million on a long-term low-interest deal. And that’s all these people have got. They sunk every penny in Otjiwar, no wonder they worry about Imoka. And look, even in the fertile parts of this country it takes fifty, a hundred, sometimes two hundred acres to feed a man.”
“How’re you doing here?” Adams asked.
“Current production, we can feed ten people an acre. That’s using two thousand gallons of water per acre a day. We’ve also got enough power to make the fertilizers, and some chemicals and cement for construction and export. I can feed the whole population of Namibia and still have surplus cash crops to sell Israel ... I could before this mess started, anyway.”
Adams found the coffee pot behind the drafting table’s console. “Tell me about this refugee situation.”
“Over a hundred thousand have come in. Ifhoka encourages them, tells them they’ll get jobs, the good life, money—and we can’t give it to them. They stream into the cities and make trouble for the government. Even though they get more here than where they came from, it’s not enough. . . .”
“Yeah.” Adams was grim. “That’s when people usually riot, when they’re getting more but not as much as they expected.” He poured coffee.
“Where do they come from?” Courtney asked.
“God knows,” Jeff told her. “The Republic. Botswana. Rondidi. All over Africa, I think. Jesus, Bill. I don’t know what to do, and Father Percy’s no help. He says feed them, never mind the cost.”
“You can’t solve famine by feeding people,” Adams intoned. “First principle of ecology. If you can’t make people self-sufficient, your relief does more harm than good. OK, that’s about ten thousand acres, another ten million bucks investment to expand—can you do it?”
Franklin went to his desk and moved a lever. A console pivoted up from the desk top, and he punched at its buttons for a moment. “Won’t take ten million,” he said. “I can expand another ten thousand acres for about seven. Costs us up to three percent of our chemical export capacity, though, and there’ll be no reserve power left at all. And what good is it, Bill? There’ll just be more of ‘em. Imoka makes it sound like this is paradise.”
“Leave that to me,” Adams said. “OK, I want to look at the figures and digest your reports. Loan me an office, I need a console and a phone— Oh. Invite Imoka and what’s his name, Premier Tsandi of Rondidi, to the conference.”
“They won’t come,” Franklin said.
“They’ll come. Ifnoka asked to come. I got the message relayed from Santa Barbara. Tsandi’s scared to let Ifnoka make deals without him. They’ll be here.”
The conference room was crowded. In addition to a dozen men at the long table, more sat in chairs or stood at the end of the paneled room. Bill Adams took his place at the head of the table and nodded to the group.
It was quite an assembly. Harrison of Allis-Chalmers, Feldstein from General Foods, Meissner of the Bayer Kartel, von Alten of I. G. Farbenwerke . . . Over in one corner Father Percy sat with a small greying man in black clerical clothing. The Bishop of Exeter, representing the World Mission Society. The orthodox church sponsors included both the Romans and Anglicans, as well as Coptics and Byzantines, and among them they’d raised two hundred million dollars, making their investment second only to Nuclear General’s.
Ifnoka sat at the other end of the table. He was a tall man, brown rather than black, and wore green robes trimmed with gold. The garb made Courtney smile, but carefully. Ifnoka had been born Henry Carter of Canton, Ohio, educated in the U.S.A. took advantage of the Emigrant Act of ‘92. Two thousand dollars and a one-way ticket anywhere you wanted, just renounce your U.S. citizenship and residency rights forever. . . .
Handsome enough man, she thought. Tall, slim . . . but cold, staring at Bill Adams with hatred. The man next to Ifnoka was dressed in western business clothes. Francis Tsandi, Premier of Rondidi. His Freedom Party ruled that country. But Ifhoka’s African People’s Union controlled the army and most of the weapons. China wanted a foothold in Rondidi, but so far Tsandi had resisted them as thoroughly as he’d resisted the western bloc. Couldn’t possibly last long, Courtney thought. But she noted that Adams greeted Tsandi warmly although he had only a perfunctory handshake for Ifnoka. Now just what did the boss have in mind?
Adams cleared his throat. “Let’s skip formalities and start at the beginning. When this consortium first planned the agro-industrial complex, we’d intended to put it on either the west coast of Australia or the Rann of Kutch. It looked like maximum profits in those areas.”
“And I still say we should have gone to Australia,” an Oxford-accented voice said from the left side of the table. “There wouldn’t have been any political problems. British Overseas Investments—“
“Argued very well for a Commonwealth site, Sir James,” Adams finished for him. “But the limiting factor was money, and the price of money is up to fourteen percent. When Southwest Africa and the Mission Society made their offers, you all agreed.”
“Ja, ja, we agreed, it is not time for what might have been,” von Alten said. He didn’t look at all like a Prussian aristocrat, in fact reminded Courtney of a sausage shopkeeper. The appearance was deceiving; von Alten held nearly the same position with Farbenwerke as Adams did with Nuclear General, and spoke for most of the Common Market investors. “While we are discussing trivia, you will please tell us why we must hold this meeting in Otjiwar? You have brought us here for what that we cannot do in Geneva?”
“I think it’s well to see the stations, Heir von Alten,” Adams said smoothly. “Gives the investors a chance to see what our people are faced with firsthand.”
“What your people are faced with I do not know,” the German said. “But we are faced with losing a lot of money. We have contracts to deliver phosphates and potassium, and if we do not get them here we must buy on the world market.”
Adams nodded.
“And I do not understand why it is that when only a small percent of the power of this station is diverted to agriculture my chemicals production falls by thirty-five percent!”
“If you’re hearing complaints, General Foods is getting shorted on cereal deliveries,” Feldstein said quickly. “And we have contracts with Israel ... Do you know the problems involved in trying to arrange transport through U.S. ports? We have the wheat, but the dockworkers—“
“Greed.” The single word cut through a rising babble. Ifhoka stood, walked to the window overlooking the harbor. “Greed. You talk of money, and out there are three ships loading with food and chemicals, bound for foreign ports and carrying with them the lifeblood of Africa! For what? To satisfy your greed!”
“Now just one moment, we . . .” von Alten began.
“Let him finish,” Adams said.
Ifhoka sat again, resumed his dignified stare. “I can wait. Proceed.”
As if it were his meeting, Courtney thought. But Adams was letting him get away with it. ...
“Courtney, if you please,” Adams said.
She took her place at the chartboard behind Adams, lifted the pointer, and stood for a moment to gather her thoughts. He’s always letting me make presentations.
Says it surprises people to find out how much I know, that they pay more attention to me than him, most of them being men . . .
“As most of you know,” she began (Damn. Mr. Adams says never begin with that phrase), “the key to successful operations of this type is size. For a light water reactor producing five hundred megawatts electrical the best internal return on investment is about six percent, overseas exports to the world market about half that. By increasing the size of power source to four thousand MWe we can get as high as thirty-five percent internal return, and over nineteen percent on the world market, but it requires an enormous capital investment.”
“Actually, we don’t need that much, do we?” Sir James Fortnum of British Overseas asked carefully. “Namibia operates on internal return, and the Church can stagger along a couple of years with no return at all. Correct, your lordship?” he asked the Bishop.
“Correct for a few years, Sir James. But to raise this enormous sum we had to convince the donors that this is seed money to be recovered for other development work.”
“Thank you, my lord,” Courtney said. “I was just coming to that. But first, to answer Herr von Alten, the reason chemical production falls so sharply with small unscheduled increases in agricultural production is that this project is very carefully integrated. We can’t process the brines without power which is being used for water. The chemicals are concentrated, Herr von Alten, but they are still in the bitterns.”
“So my chemical is only delayed?” von Alten asked.
Jeff Franklin answered. “Correct, sir, but the delay is long, because even if we have full power available it’s already budgeted. It takes a while to catch up, and with more refugees pouring in demanding food and power—“
“Power to the people!” Ifhoka said quietly. Everyone stared at him but he didn’t say anything else,
“I take it there’s a point to this?” They turned toward the beefy man at the end of the table. Joe Bentley of Bethlehem Steel. “You’re warning us that this can happen to us all, is that right, Bill? We don’t expect steel production for a year, but we’ve got contracts. ...”
“It could happen,” Adams said.
“Then I’m authorized to tell you the Station had better be prepared for delays in equipment deliveries,” Bentley said carefully. “We can’t afford to invest this heavily in a project that’s already telling us it can’t meet deadlines. Sorry, Bill, but that’s the way it is.”
“Und ve think hard about more investments anywhere in Afrika,” Meissner, the Bayer Kartel man, said heavily. “Next time, by God, we go to some civilized place to put our monies in, ja?”
There was a chorus of muttered agreement around the table, then silence. Courtney began her technical briefing, but she could see it was no use. They’d made up their minds.
The paneled room seemed nearly empty, but there were still plenty of people in it, Adams, Franklin, Father Percy and the Bishop, von Alten for the Common Market, Joe Bentley for the U.S. companies. They waited after the others went to lunch. Courtney brought coffee and took her place at Bill Adams’s left.
“Didn’t mean to throw it at you like that, Bill,” Joe Bentley said. “But it’s true. The Board’s never been enthusiastic about this goddam African venture to start with, even if there is good iron ore back in the hills and labor at reasonable costs. . . . Political situation’s always seemed too damned unstable. Now you’ve proved it.”
“Ja, ja, so what we didn’t like has come to pass. What now? That’s the question,” von Alten said. He rubbed his fat hands together. “And I have seen Bill Adams too often pull the rabbits out of the empty hat before. What have you in mind?”
“First, I need an agreement,” Bill said, “I’ve invited Ifnoka and Premier Tsandi to meet us informally without the others. Oh, Bloomfort will be here for Namibia too. Now, I’m going to talk tough, and I need your backing. No wavering, gentlemen, none at all.”
“How tough?” Father Percy asked. “Do you intend to threaten them? With force, weapons?”
Adams nodded. “Threaten them and mean it.”
It’s not going to work, Courtney thought. The priests won’t ...
“The Church can’t accept that,” Father Percy said.
“It can’t?” Adams addressed the Bishop. “Tell me, my lord, what will the failure of Otjiwar do to your Mission plans?”
“Destroy them, of course,” the Bishop said. “We’d hoped this station would be a model for the world. And once we’d recovered the investment here, we planned to build more stations like this in other parts of the undeveloped world. India, east Africa ...”
“And instead you’re willing to let a two-bit American hoodlum steal your investment and blow all those plans?” Jeff Franklin asked. “Make no mistake, Your Reverence, if Ifnoka gets his hands on Otjiwar, he’ll bring the Chinese in. Just what do you think they’ll do for the people of Namibia? Or anywhere else in Africa?”
“It had occurred to me,” the Bishop said dryly. “Yet— the picture of the Church threatening people with weapons is hardly in keeping with our ideals,”
“If you’re willing to give up, I can’t save a thing,” Adams told them. “And you’ll have condemned all these people to primitive conditions. What good are your schools without some place for the graduates to work? Damn it, these agro-industrial complexes are the first serious attempt to do something lasting in black Africa, and if this one fails it’ll be a long time before anyone else—“
“When I think of the money wasted in gifts here,” Father Percy said. “Now, when there is something that might actually change their lives, we must make a profit on it or it won’t happen. I find that as distressing as Ifhoka does.”
“Don’t let your heart bleed over Henry Carter,” Jeff Franklin told them. “That bloody crook is only interested in power for himself, not the people.”
“Haven’t you missed the point?” Adams asked quietly. “The reason Nuclear General is exporting technology is simple; the political situation in the United States is abominable. Between the ‘ecologists’ and the anti-capitalists we don’t dare build a complex like this in Florida. We’ve all come to Africa in the hopes of making money, not to industrialize people.”
Cruel, Courtney thought. But true enough. The World Mission Society could only raise a sum like eight hundred million once. The big companies supporting the project put most of their risk capital here. If it were lost, no one would ever come back. And these people needed help.
“Well, gentlemen?” Adams asked. “Can I count on you? For silence, at least?” There was no answer from the clergymen. Finally Adams turned to Courtney. “Bring ‘em in.”
It was Ifhoka’s turn. The project had been explained, the clergy had pledged Mission Society investments in Rondidi if they could recover their money from Otjiwar.
Bloomfort promised police support for the Station, and Franklin showed that Namibia could handle the refugee population it already had, but not more. Now Ifhoka spoke.
As before, he went to the window. But he had noticed Premier Tsandi’s interest in a station like Otjiwar for Rondidi, the man’s obvious fear the whites would pull out and leave. Otjiwar unfinished, abandon Africa. A weak man, Tsandi. He would have to be replaced soon. The African People’s Union was almost strong enough, there were only the Rondidi police to resist a coup. Tsandi had kept the army small, and though it was controlled by Ifhoka it would not be enough if the police resisted. But Tsandi was here in Namibia, not at home. If he could be kept here and Ifnoka get word to Rondidi . . .
Meanwhile, talk. Henry Carter of Ohio was dead. There was only Ifnoka, the voice of his people. He pointed to the harbor. “The blood of Africa sails on those ships. Phosphates, grains, nitrates, fertilizers, cement, the things we must have. And you take them away for money! What Rondidi could do with them! And the food! But you dare tell us we must bleed our land to support your greed! It will not be. The food is here, the land is here, and the people will come here for what is theirs by right. Power to the people!”
He turned to Bloomfort. “Your Premier keeps you and the other whites, to belittle our people. You must go.” Then to Jeff Franklin. “And you, traitor, you might have been a great leader of our people, but you are an American now, not African. They have made you an honorary white man, are you not proud?”
“What do you want?” Father Percy asked.
“Power to the people!”
“I see,” Courtney said quietly. Everyone looked at her. “You mean one man, one vote, once.”
Ifhoka’s lip curled in contempt. “Woman!” he sneered. He had nothing else to say to her.
“In other words you intend to bring enough of your Union people into Namibia to overthrow the government here,” Adams said carefully,
Ifnoka shrugged. “We might win an election. ...”
“And you’d nationalize the Station.” Adams shook a Camel from a battered pack. “Suppose we gave you the keys this afternoon and pulled out? What would you do? You can’t finish Otjiwar, or even operate it,”
“We have friends,” Ifnoka said. “Good friends.”
“The Chinese. I doubt they could finish this place, or would. But suppose they do, what does that do for ‘the people’? Besides put them under your thumb. Your ‘guided democracy’ does a lot of guiding.”
“And yours does not? You hold up America as a model for the world?”
Adams shrugged. “I’m holding up nothing. Your point, now it’s my turn. First, that lifeblood you see out there. Where did it come from? This Station is in the most desolate spot on earth. Sure, there’ll be iron production in a few years, but for now all we use is sunlight, sea water, and power from our reactors. There’s not a blasted thing of African origin on those ships and you know it.”
Ifnoka shrugged. Courtney stared at Bill Adams. This wasn’t like him, he never argued with people. But she saw that Premier Tsandi looked interested. If the whites could make all that wealth from nothing, what might they do with the resources of Rondidi? But he wavered, looked at Adams, then back to Ifnoka, shook his head as if to say that promises were nothing. And Otjiwar was here, here for the taking. . . .
“Let us get to the point,” Ifnoka said. “That is the purpose of this conference, to halt the strikes and infiltration, is it not? Well, I can do that for you. My price is a share in the management of the Station. My officers to take control of security here. African People’s Union trainees in all supervisory positions. And foodstuffs for disposal as I see fit. In return, you will be permitted to complete this plant and take out enough goods to pay for your investment. But no profits! Nothing for greed!”
Adams smiled thinly. When he spoke it was directly to Ifnoka, but he kept a wary eye on Premier Tsandi. I see, Courtney thought . . . but could he do it?
“Let me make you a solemn promise,” Adams said. “Before anyone—anyone at all—takes control of this Station away from us, there’s going to be a regrettable nuclear accident. The only thing left of Otjiwar will be a pile of radioactive slag even less useful than the Namib was before we got here.”
“Ja” Von Alten nodded vigorously. “So, Mr. Prime Minister Tsandi, you think on that for a while. With no Station, you got all those people came here, others coming through your country to get here, and they got nothing to eat, ja? You think maybe they come looking for you with blood in their eye for sending them here?”
“Whereas, if you’ll close your borders and stop this infiltration, Rondidi can benefit quite a lot,” Adams finished smoothly. “You’ve got iron ore in your hills, more than here in Namibia. It’ll take a while to develop, but we can get a railroad in there to bring it here.”
“Why would you do that?” Tsandi asked. He saw Ifhoka’s scowl and winced, but continued to look expectantly at Adams and von Alten.
“For profits, of course,” von Alten said. “His Lordship the Bishop got other motives, but us, we want profits. We make you a pretty good deal to get them, too.”
Tsandi nodded. This he could understand. But there was Ifhoka’s Union group and the coup he was undoubtedly planning in the army. . . .
“Another thing,” von Alten snorted. “Seems I got me forty, fifty thousand submachine guns. Some good rifles, too. I wonder, Mr. Prime Minister of Rondidi, if you want some of those guns for your own party people, for your police too, ja?”
“What?” The monosyllable was jerked from Tsandi’s lips. He looked fearfully at Ifhoka.
“Ja, we got the guns,” von Alten said. “Already in Rondidi we got them. When Mr. Adams says smuggle in guns to Rondidi, me, I do it. I think maybe we organize a coup, only now I see what he really wants, ja?”
Adams smiled tightly. “They can be distributed before either of you gentlemen get back to your capital. By the way, I’m sorry but the airfield’s got some problems. Undermined by an aquifer, I understand. Unusable ...”
“An aquifer?” Father Percy said carefully. He looked out at the barren desert. “I see.” He suppressed a chuckle, but it was very loud in the still room.
“All you have to do is name the Cabinet people you want to distribute the guns,” Adams said. “We’ll see that they get them.”
Ifhoka roared and charged out of the room. The door slammed behind him but didn’t catch. Courtney went over to close it.
“Well, Mr. Prime Minister?” Adams said. “Of course we’d like your Minister of Trade to have a say in who gets those guns. Good man, that.”
“What do you want?” Tsandi demanded. His tone was listless, flat,
“For the guns?” von Alten asked.
“You can’t arm Rondidi!” Bloomfort exploded. “What’s to keep Tsandi from taking the guns and still getting together with Ifhoka? Using them against Namibia?”
“Oh, he wouldn’t do that,” Adams said carefully. “Invasion of Namibia’s a dream anyway. The Republic of South Africa wouldn’t care to see an actual armed invasion of their showpiece descendant. Infiltration’s one thing, open war’s quite another.”
“And who’d develop the iron ore?” Joe Bentley asked.
“Yeah. It does Rondidi no good.” Adams stood at the head of the table. His smile was cordial and he spoke warmly to Tsandi, but Courtney saw his pale blue eyes were as cold as ice, “The Station was deliberately put a long way from cities. It won’t fall to small arms. And everyone gains from the Station except Ifhoka. His whole power structure’s built on poverty and promises. Now we’re not in business to eliminate poverty, but there’s no way to make a profit without leaving money behind us, and that upsets him. For the Premier of Rondidi, though, the Station’s quite a good thing. What’s it to be, sir? A chance to put Rondidi into the modern world, or life in Ifhoka’s shadow forever?”
“I haven’t even that choice,” Tsandi said. “He’s gone to order the military coup he’s been planning for months. With me out of the country it will succeed.”
Adams chuckled. “I wonder if Ifhoka’s going to be surprised when he finds out somebody’s broken the transmitter he brought with him. ...”
“And the telephone’s out, too,” Courtney said. She was sure it was.
“Somebody’s been jamming the whole Station,” Jeff Franklin reported. “Strangest thing ...”
“But we can get a signal through for our friends,” Adams said. “Of course your instructions for distributing the weapons will upset the army. I’d suggest you ask your Minister of Trade to arrest the top Ifhoka people before they cause trouble, right?”
“And your price? Merely closing the borders?” Tsandi asked.
“Yeah, for the guns. But if you want Nuclear General and our combine to invest in Rondidi, you’ll have to show enough political stability to convince the others. You heard the meeting.”
“So that’s why I was there,” Tsandi mused. “You make a persuasive case.”
Courtney held her breath. It was von Alten as much as Bill, she thought. Profits—Tsandi could understand that motive easily, but he distrusted altruism.
The door burst open. Ifhoka hurried in, his robes askew, a perplexed technician behind him. “What have you done?” he demanded.
Before Adams could answer, Tsandi stood. He looked at Ifhoka with contempt. “What they are doing, Henry Carter, is what you have demanded but never wanted.” He pointed through the window to the huge reactors, the tractors, and water pumps. The feint hum of turbines came even to this sound-proofed room. “They are giving power to the people!”
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Grey water crashed over the bows, throwing spray droplets high in the air, where they were caught by the screaming wind and whipped down the ship’s length. The tug plunged into the trough of the wave, seeming to stand on her bows, then leveled off and began the climb up the next wave. That one broke across the deck with a crashing shudder felt in every compartment. Another wave advanced inexorably from the west. There was always another wave.
“The ‘Screaming Fifties.’ “ Captain Jellicic announced to no one in particular. “Christ pity a seaman.”
His companion didn’t answer, possibly because he hadn’t heard him. He was inches shorter than the captain, a round man, overweight, but his face was angular and craggy, the jaw set. Michael Alden wore earphones, and he was listening intently. The ship pitched again, and a rogue wave caught her to roll her over until it seemed the bridge would go under water. Alden looked up in excitement. “Hold her steady, Captain! He’s found something!”
“Here?” The captain curled his lip. “Bloody lot of good it’d do if you hit a strike here, Alden. ‘Tis the worst place in the world!” He waved expansively at the grey waters. The sun was invisible above dark, brooding clouds that filled the skies from horizon to horizon. To the west a line of dark waves approached in a stately march, endless waves with curling white tops. Wind screamed unceasingly through the tug’s rigging until the sound became part of the universe itself.
“Come right a touch,” said Alden.
Jellicic scowled, but barked orders to the helmsman. The ship moved across the face of a wave, presenting the angle of the bow to the white water on its top, and more sea broke across her decks. Spray crashed like hail against the bridge windows.
“Steady,” Alden said. He lifted a microphone. “Position fix. As good as you can get it. This looks like it.”
Microwave antennae on the mast made tiny movements. High-frequency signals winged upward, where they made contact with a navigation satellite, and information flashed downward. Again. And again.
Captain Jellicic released a collapsing chart table hinged against the bulkhead. When it folded down, it nearly filled the bridge. He bent over it, scowling, and took a small instrument from a rack in the space the table had covered. He moved that about on the map, and his scowl darkened. He straightened to speak to Alden, but the engineer wasn’t listening, and Jellicic impatiently poked the supercargo in the ribs. “We’re here, ye daft fool! Look!”
Fifty-three degrees south latitude; the Falkland Islands were seven hundred miles due west, and another four hundred miles that way lay the entrance to the Straits of Magellan. The nearest land was two hundred and fifty miles southeast of the point Jellicic indicated. South Georgia Island, good for nothing, and owned by the British to boot.
“Not for nothing,” Alden said.
Jellicic looked up, unaware that he’d been muttering. “Eh?”
Alden’s face was grim. A tinge of green was visible around his cheekbones. “South Georgia. Not good for nothing. They render whales there. They’re good for exterminating whales.”
Jellicic shrugged. In his opinion anyone who sailed these Antarctic seas deserved whatever profit he could make; but Alden was a fanatic on that. There was no reasoning with him. “What have your lads found?” Jellicic asked.
“Mass concentrations. Veining down there. Thick veins. Manganese nodules to the deep floor. Veins in the sides of the crevasse. Just what we were looking for, Captain. And we’ve found it.” He listened again for a moment. “Can you bring her about and over the same course again?”
Jellicic looked out at the crashing seas and thought of his little tug broad onto them. He pointed. Alden glanced up, then back at the chart. The captain shrugged and went back to the wheel. He wanted to be near the helm for this. As he watched the seas, waiting for a calm moment when he dared bring her around, he shook his head again. So they’d found metals. Copper, tin, gold perhaps. How could they bring anything up from fourteen hundred fathoms below the Southern Seas? The discoveries were of no value. He looked back at Alden’s grim features and caught himself.
Perhaps they’d do it at that. But how?
 
*        *        *
 
It took Michael Alden two years. First he had to invent the technology to bring in mines for profit at two-thousand feet below the stormiest seas on earth, then he had to convince investors to put their money in it.
Technology, he found, wasn’t his problem. The investors were ready for that. Howard Hughes mined the seas for twenty years before, and Hughes hadn’t risked money on vigia. Alden’s techniques were new, but the concept wasn’t; and he’d found the richest source of ores ever discovered.
Economists waxed ecstatic over the potential markets: all of Latin America, and most of southern Africa. The minerals would come from the sea onto boats—onto the cheapest form of bulk transportation known. Given the minerals, Latin America was a fertile field for industries. Labor was cheap, investment costs low, taxes lower. The United States had become a horrible place for risk investment, with its unpopular governments, powerful unions, bad schools, and confiscatory taxes. U.S. investors were ready to move their capital.
It wasn’t technology or economics that frightened investors away from Alden’s mineral finds. It was politics.
Who owned the bottom of the sea?
Eventually ways to avoid the legal problems were found. They always are when enough money is at stake.
Ten years went by. . . .
There was bright sunshine overhead and new powder beneath his skis. Mont Blanc rose above him, brilliant in the new-fallen stuff, untouched; and there weren’t many people out. Superintendent Enoch Doyle released the tension on his poles and plunged forward, schussing down the fall line, waiting until he was moving dangerously fast before bringing his shoulders around in perfect form, turning again in a series of Christies, then back to the fall line, wedeln down with wagging hips. There was a mogul ahead and he took it perfectly, lift, springiness in the knees, who said he’d forgotten and he ought to take it easy his first time out after so long behind a desk?
He had just cleared the mogul when the beeper screeched insistently. “No!” Doyle shouted into the rushing wind. He scrabbled at his parka, trying to find the off switch on the condemned thing, but he was moving too fast, it wasn’t possible, and on he went, the enjoyment gone, past the turnoff to the high lift, around the logging road, through a narrow trail, now that was fun again and the hell with the bleep-bleep from under his parka.
Pole down, turn, turn again, cliff to his left, a long drop to doom, and Enoch laughed. The trail led to a steep bowl crowded with snow bunnies in tight trousers and tighter sweaters, gay colors against churned snow. Doyle threaded through them as fast as he dared. His wife was waiting outside the lodge. Enoch clipped a pole and mitt under one arm and used his free hand to turn off the bleeper.
She knew. He saw it as soon as he neared her. Her heart-shaped face, ringed with dark hair, incredible that she was so lovely and yet a grandmother twice now.
“They can’t do this to you,” she said. “It’s your first vacation in four years. Tell them no, Enoch.”
“Tell them no to what, liebchen? What is it they want?”
“Oh,” she said, her mouth perfect roundness, holding it for a moment. “They did not warn you? You must call them.”
“You wanted me to say no,” he reminded her.
“But first you must know what it is that you are to say no about,” she said. Her accent was faint, but it always came through in her English. Her French and Italian had none at all, but Enoch was born on the Scottish border, and Erica would speak to her man in his own language. Always. As if his German were not as good as hers, and his French and Spanish better. He put an arm around her waist to steady himself as he bent with chilled fingers to release the safety bindings and martinets of the skis. He kept his arm around her as they went into the lodge.
It was too warm inside, he had overheated on the slopes, only his hands were cold. He caught the eye of the counterman and was let inside the manager’s office, took a seat at the desk, and called.
“International Security Systems,” a pleasant voice answered.
“Doyle reporting in.”
“Oh. Ja, Herr Superintendent. A moment, bitte.” The phone hummed and clicked. American telephones didn’t do that, he thought sourly. Nothing else in America worked anymore, except the telephones; but they always worked. Best in the world. An epitaph of pride. They had the best telephones in the world.
“Van Hartmann,” the phone said. “Doyle?”
“Ja, Herr Hartmann.”
They spoke German by tacit consent. “The Argentine has boiled over,” Van Hartmann said. “You must go there at once. Herr Alden has called five times.”
“But the residents,” Doyle protested. “And Chief Inspector Menderez. ...”
“Arrested.   There  is  a new military junta in the Argentine. Molina is out, on his way to Portugal, And all our people are arrested. There are Argentine soldiers and police in Santa Rosa. Herr Alden is not the only one upset. He has called his board, and they are calling us.”
Doyle was silent for a moment. It was stuffy in the little office with its frosted windows. Erica was standing in the doorway, no secrets from his wife, none that he would talk of on a telephone anyway. He made a drinking motion and she nodded and went out.
“I am not an Argentine specialist,” Doyle said. “You would do better to send—“
“No. There is no one to send,” Van Hartmann said flatly. “I will not plague you with the troubles our special assignment teams have at this moment. Be assured that you are the senior man available.” The harsh voice softened a trifle. “You would be within your rights to refuse this, but I ask you not to. It is important. Very important. The stockholders will be concerned.”
Erica came into the office with a cold beer. Doyle took it and thanked her with his eyes, but his thoughts were far away. Finally he spoke into the phone. “Have they attempted to board Malvinas Station?”
“Not yet.”
Doyle drank the beer, a sip, then more, finally tilted back the glass and drained it. Then he sighed. “I will return to Zurich within four hours. Please have my people ready, and arrange transportation. I will need the full briefing, and the contracts.”
“Danke. Danke schon” Van Hartmann said. “It will be done. Please before you go see me in my office.”
The plane winged over the Atlantic. Doyle found a sheaf of computer printouts in his office behind the wing and began to read. 
malvinas: deep sea mining and refining station operated by oceanique inc. of zurich. oceanique owners of record are three major swiss banks. see classified appendix for stockholders.
malvinas is located over the malvinas trench 1,850 KILOMETERS EAST OF THE ARGENTINE COAST INTERNATIONAL WATERS. THE STATION IS UNIQUE AMONG OCEAN MINING OPERATIONS IN THAT THE ABOVE-SURFACE INSTALLATIONS INCLUDING A WESTINGHOUSE-oerlikon 50 megawatt pressurized water reactor REST ON A CAPTURED ICEBERG. ICEBERGS ARE CHANGED AT INTERVALS DICTATED BY ECONOMIC FACTORS AND ARE GENERALLY 20 KILOMETERS LONG BY 2 TO 4 KILOMETERS WIDE.
THE PRINCIPAL PRODUCTS OF MALVINAS ARE COPPER, NICKEL, MANGANESE, AND GOLD. PRELIMINARY REFINING IS ACCOMPLISHED ON SITE USING FRESH WATER FROM THE ICEBERG. THE TOTAL VALUE OF REFINED ORES SHIPPED AMOUNTS TO 60 MILLION SWISS FRANCS OR $284 MILLION U.S. ANNUALLY.
And I can remember when a dollar bought four francs, Doyle thought. And when “sound as a dollar” meant the opposite of what it does now.
manganese collection is conventional through submerging barges and dredges. the major copper and nickel production comes from mining the walls of the trench itself. the plateau divided by the trench extends eastward from the falkland (or malvinas) islands with depths ranging FROM 300 TO 1,000 METERS, MINES AND STRIP-MINING OPERATIONS TAKE PLACE FROM 350 TO 1,000 METER  DEPTHS. THE  DEEPEST PART OF THE TRENCH WHERE MANAGANESE  NODULES ARE FOUND IS 4,500 METERS.
the falkland plateau is claimed by both united kingdom and argentina. the united kingdom has possession of the falkland ilands. dispute over ownership of those islands dates to the 19th century and was first placed before the u.n. in 1948. issue temporarily settled by FALKLANDS WARS OF 1980’s.
And it’s still there, Doyle thought. He reached for a beer. It’ll be there when I’m dead. The plane winged on toward Brazil.
oceanique pays royalties to both argentina and the united kingdom for exploration rights to the french. the payments are small as there appears to be no possible competitor with the requisite technology. exploitation contracts have a term of 30 years and are guaranteed by international security systems limited (zurich OFFICE).
ALSO BY CONTRACT WITH OCEANIQUE, INTERSECS provides law enforcement and judicial services on the station and all vessels based there. a separate contract among oceanigue, intersecs, and the argentine government gives oceanique extraterritorial rights in the port of santa rosa on the argentine coast. within the defined area oceanique regulations as enforced and adjudicated by INTERSECS have the force of law.
The plane reached the Brazilian coast as Enoch finished reading the summary and detailed attachments. The converted military transport landed in Recife for fuel and was on its way south again when the steward came into Doyle’s crowded office space.
“Telefono, Superintendent. Zurich.”
“Gracias.” Enoch Doyle lifted the instrument. There was no vision screen. “Ja?”
“Van Hartmann. You cannot land in the Argentine, Herr Doyle. The new government is arresting all INTERSEC people.”
“I will divert the flight to Malvinas. Can you arrange for our reception there?”
“]a. As we predicted, the Argentine is sending a warship to Malvinas. These men are not reasonable, Herr Doyle, and I must so inform the Board when it meets this afternoon.”
Doyle cursed in English. There were more satisfying languages for cursing, but he generally reverted to the speech of his youth when pressed that far. “I suppose you must, but I will ask you to please impress upon the stockholders’ representatives that this matter may yet be settled to our satisfaction. Restrain them.”
Van Hartmann paused. “I will try. Not much is known of the new government. A military junta has made a coup against General Molina. They have given the usual pledges of democratic elections and promised the usual reforms. Many of the reforms have to do with what they call ending the exploitation of their nation by international imperialist corporations. The Directors will not care for this.”
“No, I don’t expect they will,” Doyle said, but to himself. “What more do we know of the new government?”
“We have not yet identified the strongest man among the junta, and they have not yet announced their new President. I will have the dossiers sent to your computer when they are assembled. The junta has requested recognition from all the major nations.”
“We have taken the standard measures, one presumes?” Doyle asked dryly.
“Ja. There will be delays in recognition. We are ready to bribe their diplomats if you think it required.”
“I doubt it would do any good.” Doyle thought for a moment. “South American nationalists place pride above all else. Their present diplomats will not be of their sympathies, of course, but the men they send to replace them may not be rational. I think it will be better if we merely assemble the dossiers.”
“Ja. But do not forget, Herr Doyle, the Directors will be anxious.”
“I understand. I will report when I know more. I must now instruct my pilot to change course.” Enoch Doyle laid the receiver in its hook and turned back to his briefing forms. He did not like this at all.
These contracts, he thought. Now useless. Perhaps they were not so fair to the Argentines as they might be, but without contracts and enforcement of them, how could there be business? Argentine patriotism was a very fine thing, but the new leaders must be made to understand that contracts must be enforced.
Once upon a time men evolved a system called international law. For a short period it was taken very seriously. Until the end of the first quarter of the twentieth century, the Counsel for the Department of State was the second-ranking diplomatic official in America. International disputes had a decidedly legal air to them.
In general, only Great Powers could enforce international law, and then usually only against smaller powers; yet, oddly enough, the Great Powers took international law seriously among themselves. Legal disputes were cheaper than war. Scholars were paid large sums to prepare briefs quoting musty volumes of Grotius and Vattel, and phrases such as “pacta sunt servanda” and “clausula rebus six standibus” were traded in the chanceries of Europe.
Diplomats debated questions of real as opposed to paper blockades. The Powers signed conventions for the treatment of prisoners of war, and even Adolf Hitler invited the International Red Cross to inspect his POW camps. As trustees of the international legal systems the Great Powers were far from perfect, but international law was often upheld.
The rattletrap system survived World War I, but when World War II began, all bets were off. In 1918 the United States of America went to war because German unrestricted submarine warfare was a violation of international law. On December 8, 1941, the United States of America ordered her submarines to sink enemy merchant vessels without warning and wherever found.
By the 1960s, the authorities could write that peace was more important than law. Enforcement of international law was entrusted to the United Nations—whose charter stated that no power could interfere in the internal affairs of another, and made self-defense the only permitted reason for resorting to force.
A small country could seize the property of a great power; murder her citizens; defy every contract and convention; and the authorities would gravely pronounce that the Great Power had no right to take military action. The powers could only sue before a court that could not enforce its judgments.
Pretty soon, nobody paid much attention to international law.
The runway was two kilometers long, but the iceberg lay north-south, nearly crosswinds; the landing was rough. Doyle had a brief glimpse of icy crags and, incredibly, gaily clothed skiers winding down the sides of the ice toward a plastic lodge decorated as an Austrian castle. The plane taxied to a semi-cylindrical hangar, ugly in its functional simplicity, yet certainly more honest than the frilly trim of the ski lodge. There were a number of people waiting for Doyle and his team.
“Inspector Jiminez Ortega,” the first man introduced himself. Enoch recognized the INTERSECS chief agent at Malvinas. “And this is Mr. Michael Alden, the Director here.”
Doyle took Alden’s extended hand. The American engineer had dark patches beneath his eyes, and his look was grim.
“Glad to see you, Superintendent,” Alden said. “But I don’t know what you’re going to do. I’ve had three calls from the junta, all from a Colonel Ortiz, but he won’t discuss anything except how fast we’re willing to turn over the station and everything else to him. They won’t negotiate.”
Doyle smiled lazily. “Well see.” His face showed confidence he didn’t feel as they went to Alden’s office through cylindrical tunnels laid above the ice. The office complex was a cube of a building, held together by girders so that it could be moved as a single unit.
Alden’s office itself was sparsely furnished, with cellulose panel walls and steel furniture. Models of ocean craft and undersea vehicles filled shelving along one wall. Alden’s desk was an old steel model with plenty of space for papers as well as the computer console. His drafting table was the latest model IBM, but next to it stood a wood table with T-square, unchanged in forty years except for the small console bolted to one edge. A mounted sailfish hung over the table.
The wall opposite Alden’s desk was covered with screens showing TV pictures of underwater mining operations. The waters were murky, with bright yellow lights illuminating the drowned world. At the edge of the illuminated area Doyle saw grotesque shapes, some motionless, some moving.
Disc-shaped subs darted about the sheer wall of the Trench, which stretched upwards and down until there was no more light. Ledges had been cut into the convoluted sides of that infinite cliff, and enormous digging machines sliced out segments for vacuum dredge-heads to suck up and carry away. Another screen showed the ores loaded into an underwater barge suspended by cables from something unseen above.
An inside shot of the barge showed pulverization and suspension-sorting machinery. Constant streams of muck spewed forth from the sorting barges to drift with the current, and a dark cloud settled slowly toward the invisible abyssal floor below.
Doyle felt a growing admiration for the American engineer who had built all this. “Doesn’t that sediment give your manganese dredges some problems?” Enoch asked.
“Uh?” Alden glanced at the screen, “No. It settles too slowly, and there’s a fast current.” He grimaced slightly; that current made it difficult to anchor the iceberg. “We only dredge a few miles downwind of the berg. Seas get too high for the surface equipment outside the wind shadow. We let the refining discharges out near the surface—oddly enough, the stuff stimulates plankton blooms. Lots of fish. Sports fish, too.”
“Ummm. Oh. Thank you.” Doyle accepted a drink Alden took from a cabinet next to his cluttered desk and sniffed. Scotch. Alden would have heard that Enoch Doyle came from the Scots border country, but his deduction was wrong. Doyle hated Scotch and its iodine flavor.
“It seems you are operating,” Enoch said.
“Sure. But where will I send the crews for rest-up?” Alden asked. “The shift patterns are complicated, Superintendent. The underwater crews stay down there for six weeks, then they get three off. Surface crews rotate by the week. They all have to live somewhere. Southern part of Chile’s no good. Costs too much to send ‘em to Uruguay or Brazil.”
“So you need Santa Rosa. A pity.”
“Yeah, that’s what I thought when we put in the station. I wanted to be self-sufficient here. Couldn’t do it. Installation got too big, human factors killed me. We keep finding more and more minerals, and developing new capabilities for on-site processing, and that needs more workers.” Alden’s fingers played across the computer console and pictures on the TV monitors changed to show grey crashing seas and bleak lead-grey skies. “How long can workmen put up with that?” The question was rhetorical, of course. OCEANIQUE, like every other country, would long since have tested just what conditions would get maximum productivity at minimum cost. There weren’t any labor unions in this business, and with a hundred nations clamoring for the hard currencies international corporations paid taxable workmen, there wouldn’t be. Not real ones.
“We can’t keep people here anyway,” Alden said. “Logistics of feeding a big crew are just too expensive.” The pictures changed again, to show a lavish casino, where couples in evening clothes played roulette, craps, blackjack, other games. A famous Canadian couple sang a duet in a bar furnished like 1928 America. “And yet we get tourists here. They don’t stay too long, though. Go over to the mainland after a few days, but a lot of ‘em come back every year. Jet set, idle rich. They like it. I can’t imagine why.”
“How long have you been here?” Doyle asked.
“Eight years.” Alden shrugged and grinned lopsid-edly. “Yeah. Well, I don’t like it much either, but this operation’s got me. Last-minute technology. My own development budget. Where else are the resources to come from, Doyle? Everybody wants to live it up, but we used up all the resources. Ocean mining’s the only way we can do anything about—“ he stopped, embarrassed. “What the hell happened? You’re supposed to have intelligence operations. You were suppose to warn us!”
“Obviously, someone failed,” Doyle said, “Well. It is time to work. Can you call this Colonel Ortiz?”
“I can try. He’ll keep us waiting to show how trivial we are and how important he is, of course.”
Enoch shrugged. “We have time.” Wasted time, which I could be spending on the Mont Blanc slopes with Erica. Wonder what it’s like to ski an iceberg?
Colonel Ortiz wore formal uniform, with polished leather shoulder belt and pistol holder. He was a big man, with a thin, clipped mustache, and he looked as much German as Latin. Doyle regarded him with satisfaction; at least Ortiz dressed like a gentleman. It might not make him easier to deal with, but it should be less unpleasant while they negotiated.
“You have spoken to your directors and are now ready to be reasonable?” Ortiz demanded.
“I have called to introduce a representative of the International Security System Company,” Alden replied. “Colonel, I have the honor to present Superintendent Enoch Doyle.”
Ortiz’s lip curled. “INTERSECS.” He said it with contempt. “I have nothing to say to you. Whatever arrangements we make with Senor Alden, you will have no further part to play. Your slave trading is finished.”
“You refer to the men convicted under the contractual arrangements between INTERSECS and your government?” Doyle asked.
“There are no contracts between INTERSECS and my government!” Ortiz was shouting now, “The Dictator Molina purported to make such contracts, but they are void. We repudiate them all!”
“It is not so easy a matter as that, Coronel,” Doyle said smoothly. “Surely your government does not yet appreciate how serious this is? INTERSECS has guaranteed this contract. There is a great deal of money at stake. A very great deal.”
“Money!” Ortiz visibly struggled to control himself. “You bleed us and you enslave our people, and you speak of money! You would not know the word, Superintendent, but there is such a thing as honor, and it cannot be bought for money.”
“I had always been persuaded that honor included keeping one’s pledges, Coronel. But perhaps you are correct. Government can afford honor. Businesses cannot. We have only contracts and agreements, and those must be kept.”
The screen went blank. Alden looked up in alarm. “I told you. He won’t talk to you.”
“Yes, a very difficult man,” Doyle said thoughtfully. “But perhaps something can be done.”
“What? They won’t even negotiate.” Alden toyed nervously at a bald spot forming at the back of his head. “Superintendent Doyle—“
“Enoch. Call me Enoch, it’s much simpler.” Americans like to be on a first-name basis, he thought. Never did understand why.
“Enoch. And they call me Duke, usually. Enoch, this thing’s just money to you, but it’s been my whole life. Ever since I first realized just how thoroughly the United States raped this planet for minerals so we could have a few years of what we thought was prosperity, I’ve wanted to—well, to try to do something to make up for it.” Alden spoke defiantly. “I think I have. And now it’s coming apart. Nobody’ll ever invest that kind of money in sea mining again.”
“Then we’ll just have to keep your station operating, won’t we, Duke?” Doyle stood and moved toward the door. “No, no, I can find my own way. I’d best go to the INTERSECS offices and use our computer. Zurich was to send me data you won’t have. Cheer up, Duke. You’re not stopped yet.”
As he went through the rather dingy corridors Enoch thought about Alden. Incomprehensible, like all Americans. The whole country seemed to have a collective guilt complex about its past successes. The world struggled after the impossible goal of obtaining a way of life that the Americans have achieved, while the Americans grimly hung onto what they had and covered themselves with self-reproach. Incomprehensible people, all of them.
Inspector Ortega was a small, wiry man, utterly unlike Doyle; but his eyes held the same hard look, and there was no humor in them despite the smile he attempted for his superior. Ortega’s office was paneled in wood, and the computer consoles were out of sight, as were the wall screens. Ortega opened a small cabinet and produced cold beer.
“You have been studying my dossier,” Enoch said as he took the glass. “Thank you.”
“It is nothing.” Ortega offered Doyle the desk, then sat at it when Enoch took a chair. “Superintendent, I do not understand. We had no warning. The chief Inspector was on the mainland, and with all the INTERSECS people he is under arrest. Why did he not know? Surely you had warning in Zurich. We have men in Buenos Aires—“
Enoch shrugged. “Had we known, General Molina would have known as well. The conspirators were shrewd. Excuse me a moment. I would like quiet, to think.”
Enoch leaned back in his comfortable chair and wiggled his ears. There was no movement visible, but the motion activated his implant. A voice came into his head. “ON LINE. PLEASE GIVE YOUR CODE.” It was a very impersonal voice.
Enoch formed words in his head, a letter at a time. It was slow work. First a code identity establishing himself as cleared for all INTERSECS information. Then: “D-O-S-S-I-E-R-S.”
“READY.”
“I-N-S-P-E-C-T-O-R X-X J-I-M-I-N-E-Z X-X O-R-T-E-G-A.”
“SUMMARY OR DETAIL INTERROGATIVE?”
“S-U-M.”
“ORTEGA, JIMINEZ. INSPECTOR SENIOR GRADE. NO SECURITY FAULTS. LAST LOYALTY REVIEW 34 DAYS AGO. MAY BE ENTRUSTED WITH ALL COMPANY INFORMATION BELOW LEVEL OF COSMIC. KNOWS IDENTITY OF MAJOR STOCKHOLDERS. FORMERLY CITIZEN OF MEXICO. RECRUITED INTERSECS AT AGE TWELVE. EDUCATED INTERSECS ACADEMY MADRID. LENGTH OF SERVICE EIGHTEEN YEARS ELEVEN MONTHS FOUR DAYS. SPECIALTY SERVICE COURSES—“
“SUFFICENT. THANK YOU.” Which is silly, Doyle thought. Being polite to a machine—. But it was a difficult habit to break. The machines talked to him. . . . “Inspector Ortega, would you please call Herr Van Hartmann in Zurich. I assume you have taken security measures with this office.”
“Of course.” Ortega lifted a telephone instrument and spoke a few short phrases. “What else, Superintendent?”
“Some information, please. How many convict laborers have we at this station?”
“One hundred forty-three, of whom twenty are in close confinement,” Ortega answered immediately.
“And the total value owing by all of them?”
Ortega spoke with a distinct change in the pitch and timbre of his voice. “Dolores. Information. Convict labor. Total current value of contracts at Malvinas station,”
“EIGHTY-SEVEN THOUSAND FOUR HUNDRED AND NINE FRANCS THIRTY-FOUR CENTIMES, DARLING,” a wall panel said. The voice was a rich contralto, totally unlike the impersonal tones Doyle had heard. Ortega looked embarrassed.
“I will change the voice, Superintendent. When I am alone I prefer—“
“No, no, make no changes,” Enoch insisted. He grinned. “What crimes have we here?”
Ortega spoke to the computer again. The contralto voice replied, “THREE MURDERS. TWENTY-FOUR GRAND THEFT. ONE HUNDRED AND THREE PROPERTY DESTRUCTION DUE TO CARELESS OPERATION OF MACHINERY. TWENTY-THREE INJURY TO FELLOW WORKMEN. OF THE LATTER TWO CATEGORIES, EIGHTY-SIX ARE DUE TO ABUSE OF ALCOHOL OR DRUGS. DETAIL. SEVEN—“
“Sufficient. Thank you,” Doyle said.
“YES, DEAR.”
Ortega looked up, surprised. “I had not known Dolores was keyed to your voice— Ah.” He looked closely at Doyle “Implant.”
“Of course. If you are ever promoted to Superintendent, you will have one also. Not that they are as useful as is thought, but sometimes it is a great convenience. How many convict laborers on the mainland?” he asked in the tones recognized by office computers. There was no answer.
“Dolores does not have the key-word program,” Ortega explained. He translated: “Information. Santa Rosa. Convict labor. Total number and value of contracts.”
“TWO HUNDRED FORTY-SEVEN CONVICTS. VALUE OF CONTRACTS SEVENTY THOUSAND FRANCS NINETY CENTIMES. ADDITIONAL. TOTAL VALUE OF CONTRACTS ON MAINLAND PROBABLE VALUE ZERO. SOMEBODY BLEW IT, DARLING.”
“Your accountant has a sense of humor,” Doyle said dryly. “It may get him in trouble someday.”
“But a good man,” Oretga said. “Are you ordering me to discipline him?”
“Good Lord, no! How you run this station is your business, and Chief Inspector Menderez’ business, and perhaps Zurich’s business, but it’s certainly not mine.” Enoch lifted his beer and drank deeply. There was a low buzz.
“ZURICH ON THE LINE, DARLING,” the computer announced.
“SPEAKER,” Enoch ordered. “Herr Hartmann? Superintendent Doyle here.”
“Ja. Have you more information, Superintendent?”
“No. Have you information for me? We’re secure here.”
“There are strange developments, Superintendent. The Argentine junta is coming to terms with other companies. It is only with OCEANIQUE that they threaten total confiscation.”
“Hmm.” Enoch slugged back more beer and thought about that. “Does INTERSECS have contracts with other Argentine based companies?”
“Only minor ventures, and none with enforcement clauses. They are not threatened, in any event.”
“Curiouser and curiouser. So why OCEANIQUE?”
“We do not know.”
“I see. What have you got for me on the rebel government, then?”
There was a pause and a rustle of printout papers, then Van Hartmann’s voice again. “The junta is composed of seven officers who have agreed to ignore their differences in rank. They have informed the Zurich office that all contracts with INTERSECS are void, and there are no negotiations required. They will release our people when they please.”
“Damned nice of them,” Enoch said. Ortega muttered inaudible curses.
“Of the junta, two are vulnerable. A Colonel Mendoza has gambling debts and owes much money to Recreacion, S.A., as well as to others. The other, a General Rasmussen, has sexual appetites which would not appeal to his military associates. Colonel Mendoza is aware that we know of his problems and has privately assured us that he would be pleased to cooperate but cannot. The General does not know that we have any suspicions. On the others we have nothing of importance, but our agents are looking.”
“What about a Colonel Ortiz?” Doyle asked. “Incorruptible. Superintendent, these dossiers have been relayed to Malvinas. It is not necessary to ask me about them.”
“Sure, but it’s easier this way. Have you got any suggestions about how we can get to Ortiz? He seems to be in charge of negotiations with OCEANIQUE,”
“Colonel Ortiz is thirty-four years old. He is an extreme patriot. Affiliated with Opus Dei and Catholic Action. Outspoken. He has always opposed any concessions to other nations or companies. He demands immediate high technology for his country and protests that only second-rate equipment is sold to the Argentine. General Molina had scheduled him for early retirement, but Ortiz is popular with his men and was thought to be necessary. I believe we recommended that Ortiz be given a diplomatic post abroad, but Molina did not act on it in time.”
“I see. Incorruptible. A pity,” Doyle said thoughtfully.
“Our associates have already marked him dangerous,” Van Hartmann said. “Should I inform them that Ortiz is a man beyond reason?” Van Hartmann was casual, as if he were discussing the falling price of manganese.
“No, please.”
“The stockholders are extremely concerned,” Van Hartmann said. His voice took on a note of warning. “The Board has authorized you to take whatever measures may be required. You may request action by stockholder associates as you think best. They want immediate results.”
“I understand,” Enoch said quietly.
“Immediate results,” Van Hartmann repeated. “It should not be necessary for you to call us again.”
“Yes. A request, Herr Van Hartmann. It will be easier for you than me until I have placed new agents in Buenos Aires. Please have someone approach General Rasmussen and Colonel Mendoza to arrange for the junta to meet with me. Colonel Ortiz will not negotiate, and I cannot persuade them until they will talk to me. I would prefer that the request for a meeting come from them.”
“It can be arranged,” Van Hartmann said. “Anything more than that you must do yourself. Is that all?”
“Yes.”
“The stockholders will expect to hear of results. Soon.” The line went dead, and there was a long silence.
“I have known Colonel Ortiz,” Inspector Ortega said. “He is a good man. It is a pity.”
“Yes.”
“I suppose there is no possibility of legal action? Eventually we might obtain compensation — “
“No.” Doyle shook his head positively. “The security of the contracts between OCEANIQUE and the Argentine was directly and absolutely guaranteed by INTERSECS. If we let this outfit get away with confiscation of Santa Rosa, the whole structure of international trade will be affected. Contracts must be honored.”
Ortega sighed. “I am a policeman. I suppose I might also be described as a soldier. I do not make company policy. But I cannot help but think that — “
“If you are wise, you will not finish that sentence,” Enoch said quietly, “Do you think there’s a man among us who hasn’t thought the same bloody thing? Do I have to give you the usual pep talk about international law enforcement?”
“No. Intellectually I am convinced. And I remain loyal. But I do not like it, Superintendent.”
“None of us do. I’ve got a few hours before Zurich gets those buzzards to call me. Where can I get some skis?”
 
*         *         *
 
The slopes were not good, Enoch decided. The snow was artificial, and the slopes too gentle. He gave it up as a bad job, wondering why anyone would pay the prices the gaming and recreation concessionaires charged. It was just as well that he quit early, because the call from Buenos Aires came not long after he returned to Inspector Ortega’s office.
The screen showed five officers in Argentine uniform. Doyle recognized Colonel Ortiz, and was introduced to the others. Ortiz seemed to be the spokesman.
“My compatriots believe it would be useful to meet with you,” Ortiz said without preliminaries. “I do not, but they have persuaded me to discuss it.”
“Senor Coronel, are you familiar with the terms of the contracts your government has signed?” Doyle asked carefully. “Let me refresh your memories, senores. You have over twenty million gold francs on deposit in Zurich to back your currency. All of that is forfeit upon abrogation of our contracts. Surely this is a sufficient reason for negotiations? Argentine cannot be overly endowed with hard currency reserves.” Doyle knew to the centime what currencies were held by the central banks of Buenos Aires.
“We had written that off,” Ortiz said. There was a buzz of conversation behind him. Evidently his colleagues hadn’t. Ortiz turned to confer with them, then spoke to Doyle again. “When do you suggest we hold this meeting? We are willing to grant you safe conduct.”
“I much regret that I cannot come to Buenos Aires,” Enoch said carefully. “It is not that I do not trust your word, but we hold contracts with the Argentine, yet my people are under arrest in your country at this moment. It would serve no useful purpose for me to join them.”
Ortiz flushed and opened his mouth to shout, but he was interrupted by General Rasmussen. “We can understand that view, Superintendent Doyle. Yet surely you do not suggest that the ruling council of a sovereign nation should travel to an iceberg and confer with the representatives of a private company!”
A company with a bigger budget than a lot of nations, Doyle thought. But no matter. “Would Montevideo be convenient?”
General Rasmussen shrugged. “It is a matter of principle, Senor Doyle. It would not appear proper for us to come to you, even if we wished to do so. It would enrage our people — “
“We will not come to you,” Ortiz said coldly. “We are the ruling council of the Argentine Republic. We do not travel to meet the lackeys of a corporation which exists on slavery.”
“Then we are at an impasse already,” Doyle said. “A pity. I think that when the news of your, ah, currency difficulties becomes widely known there is very likely to be a loss of confidence in your peso. Widespread selling. A few million francs in gold is not so much, but these things always seem to snowball.”
“I see. You threaten us with economic war if we do not come to meet you. You would do that in any event, whether we meet or not,” Ortiz said.
“A moment.” The new man was tall and slender, and superficially resembled Ortiz. Colonel Mendoza. “If, perhaps, we released your colleagues as a gesture of good faith, would you then be willing to come here?”
Doyle smiled. That’s round one, he thought. “Certainly, Coronel. You see, we are not so difficult to do business with. ...”
There were soldiers in the streets of Buenos Aires. Enoch saw them as an Army staff car took him from the airport to the Casa Rosada. As they hustled him into the Presidential Palace, he barely had time to mark the contrasts on the Plaza del Mayo: palm trees and fountains, impressive nineteenth-century granite buildings with air conditioners protruding from the windows, a Gothic cathedral. Between the old buildings were modern steel and glass structures; and there were tanks on the broad white walkways under the palm trees.
Enoch went first to the office of General Rasmussen. El General was stocky, built like a wedge, with thick meaty lips and dark eyes. He eyed Doyle warily. When the aides left the room, and Enoch had declined a drink, the general leaned forward confidentially. “You understand that I am in sympathy with your efforts, but that I do not control the council?” he asked anxiously.
“Certainly, General,” Enoch said. “We appreciate your efforts. What I don’t understand is, why have we been singled out? Your council isn’t giving the other companies nearly this much trouble.”
Rasmussen shrugged. “It is Colonel Ortiz,” he said. “He is a maniac, Superintendent! No compromise. The holdings of OCEANIQUE must be seized, and all contracts with INTERSECS cancelled. He is willing to release your people, but it was difficult to persuade him even that far.”
“Hmm. And if his opposition ceased?”
“Then, I think, it would be well between us. He is the leader of Opus Dei, and that is three votes in the junta. But he will not be persuaded, Superintendent. It is not my fault. I have done the best I can for you; to go further would accomplish nothing except that I would be called a traitor to the revolution and a tool of the corporations. ...”
“We understand,  General.  We believe these contracts are in the interests of your country. It is gratifying to know that you share that belief. Certainly we will have disagreements, but we are both reasonable men. . . .” The damn fool, Enoch thought. If Ortiz doesn’t have this office bugged, he’s a fool. Rasmussen was a nonpolitical official under Molina, put on the junta for national unity. But how did a creature like that get to be a general? “I suppose, then, that I should speak with Colonel Ortiz. Can I be taken to his office?”
“Certainly.” Rasmussen rang for an orderly, “It has been pleasant to meet with you, Superintendent. And you will not forget that — “
“That you are a reasonable man. No, certainly not. Thank you, General.”
Ortiz had offices directly across from the ornate Presidential suite; and the President’s offices were empty. Symbolic, Enoch thought. And dangerous. He was kept waiting in an anteroom.
“I-N-F-O-R-M-A-T-I-O-N,” he thought.
“ON LINE.”
“O-R-T-I-Z X-X J-E-S-U-S M-A-R-I-A X-X C-O-N-N-E-C-T-I-O-N-S W-I-T-H O-C-E-A-N-I-Q-U-E.”
“NONE SIGNIFICANT.”
“R-E-L-A-T-I-V-E-S- C-O-N-V-I-C-T-E-D U-N-D-E-R C-O-N-T-R-A-C-T.”
“NONE IN RECORDS.”
“P-U-T M-Y A-S-S-I-S-T-A-N-T I-N T-H-E L-O-O-P.”
“I’M ON, BOSS.” The voice wasn’t different, of course; but now Enoch could ask questions in normal language and Timothy would program them into the computer — provided the Argentines didn’t do something about his communications. Implant to Enoch’s briefcase, briefcase to the aircraft he’d come in; aircraft to Zurich and Malvinas, via satellites; any of the lines were vulnerable to jamming. The codes were supposed to be unbreakable, though. He might be jammed, but he wouldn’t be overheard. He hoped.
The office had been ornately furnished for one of General Molina’s assistants, and Ortiz hadn’t changed the decor. The colonel wore the same uniform as before, or a newly pressed copy of it. Neat, Enoch thought. Best description of him. Mustache seems to have been clipped one hair at a time. No religious memorabilia in evidence—is that normal for a Catholic Action type?
The dossier had been complete. Ortiz was intelligent, well-educated, popular with his troops and the communities they’d been stationed in. He seemed to have an understanding of international economics. INTERSECS consultants thought he’d be a stabilizing force and might be the best leader Argentina had come up with since before the multiple Peron regimes. Except for one point. He hated INTERSECS.
“You saw General Rasmussen before you came to me. I am surprised. I had thought you would consult with Colonel Mendoza,” Ortiz said. There was no trace of a smile.
“I do not comprehend, Coronel.”
“We will pay his gambling debts, of course. Colonel Mendoza will be a very useful man when he no longer has reason to fear or love you. Now I must investigate General Rasmussen. You see, I am a realist, Superintendent Doyle.”
Enoch showed no surprise, but his features were locked in a rigid mask. “Coronel Ortiz, why is this necessary? There is so little to negotiate. Your threat to seize Malvinas, for example. A bargaining point, but not one of consequence. I dealt with it before leaving Zurich. We simply pay higher royalties to the United Kingdom. The British lion is toothless, perhaps, but not so helpless that he cannot defend the Falkland Islands and their offshore sea bottom, as Argentina found once before.”
Ortiz’ eyes narrowed slightly. Then he shrugged. “I had not expected quite such prompt action. I had hoped to present England and the UN with a fait accompli. Very well, you have taken one bargaining counter, but what will you do about Santa Rosa? That, Superintendent, is entirely an internal affair of the Argentine Republic.”
“But conceded on lease to OCEANIQUE,” Doyle said. “At your former governments request, I remind you. You receive the taxes, but have no necessity to provide government. Not even to operate jails and prisons—“
“Yes. You enslave people—“
“We collect the economic costs of their crimes for the victims. And we permit them to work. They keep a portion of their wages, and if they have dependents another portion is sent to their families. To be frank, Senor Coronel, foreign technicians would not entrust themselves to General Molina’s justice. Even the Argentine citizens who work for us prefer our justice to yours. Only the incorrigibles, those who will not work at all, would rather be in an Argentine prison.”
“There will be changes in the Ministry of Justice,” Ortiz said coldly.
“Your pardon, Coronel, but all that has been said before. Here and elsewhere, and many times.”
Ortiz said nothing.
“And what value is Santa Rosa to you?” Doyle asked. “You harm OCEANIQUE, but do no good for your country. Without Santa Rosa, Malvinas cannot operate. Without Malvinas, you have problems obtaining minerals. Without low-cost minerals—how soon before Chrysler begins laying off auto workers in La Plata? Where will GE get the copper for the radios they make in Montevideo? Your neighbors will not be pleased to see Malvinas harmed, Senor Coronel. Uruguay and Chile need the products sold by OCEANIQUE. You risk your whole economy, and for what?”
“Those contracts are not fair, Superintendent. OCEANUIQE makes enormous profits and we get none of them. Yet it is our people who work in those deathtraps of undersea mines.”
Doyle nodded. “The profits are high, but the risks were enormous. It took a great deal of capital, and in these days of high taxes, risk capital is always very careful. Nobody would finance Malvinas without the chances of high profit.”
Ortiz made a gesture of dismissal. “These matters may be adjusted. But INTERSECS will leave the Argentine, and immediately. There will be no more extraterritorial rights, as if our Republic were composed of barbarians not fit to enforce its own laws against European technicians. INTERSECS must go.”
Enoch looked up with interest. “C-O-N-N-E-C-T O-R-T-I-Z T-O I-N-T-E-R-S-E-C-S.”
“TRYING EVERYTHING, BOSS.”
“Why do you dislike us so?” Doyle asked.
Ortiz sniffed coldly. “A private company with pretentious of sovereign rights. Company judges decided the fate of our people after company police arrested them for violation of company regulations. And you have the temerity to guarantee the pledged word of the Argentine Republic!”
“I do not wish to be impolite, Coronel, but the Argentine Republic is not keeping its word—“
“It was not the action of my people! General Molina made those pledges.”
“Are they so unreasonable? There were, it is true, payments made in special form directly to the President of the Republic. Perhaps you will be good enough to tell me how those should be made in future?”
“You offer me bribes?”
“Of course not. But the payments were understood, if not part of the formal contracts, and your government should have them — “
“Get out,” Ortiz said. “You and your slavers. Leave.”
“A-N-Y L-E-V-E-R O-N O-R-T-I-Z INTERROGATIVE.”
“NOT A DAMN THING, BOSS.”
“Coronel,” Doyle said carefully. “I beg you to reconsider. To many corporations, INTERSECS is their only guarantee of international contracts. Our guarantees are always enforced. A government cannot be sued in any court unless it wishes to be. It can always escape an agreement it no longer cares for, or defy an International Court award it does not like, INTERSECS takes no part in the negotiation of contracts, and never guarantees any agreement unless asked by the governments concerned, but our guarantees are known to be reliable. You threaten more than the interests of OCEANIQUE and your economy. You threaten the structure of international trade.”
“Then it is time that rotten structure is destroyed. There is no place for such as you among sovereign governments. There is no more to discuss.”
“A-N-Y-T-H-I-N-G A-T A-L-L INTERROGATIVE URGENT.”
“NOTHING WE CAN USE.”
Doyle stood slowly. He had been thoroughly searched before entering the Casa Rosada, of course; but even the best detection equipment cannot find a weapon whose nature is unsuspected. “I remind you, Coronel, that it is to the interest of every government that the great corporations believe contracts will be enforced. I am sorry we cannot act as reasonable men.” Enoch looked casually around the room and fixed his attention on a wall plaque. “Very nice.”
Ortiz looked around. As he did, Enoch’s hands came together and applied pressure to his class ring. The stone fell out. The exposed part of the stone was hermetically sealed, as had been the back side until now. As he left the office, the volatile back of the stone began to sublimate.
The plane winged across the Atlantic toward Zurich.
Another small scar on my conscience, Doyle thought. In the old days, gunboats might have bombarded Argentine ports, and marines landed to collect Argentine customs duties until all payments were satisfied. Certainly we are more civilized than in the old days.
The phone buzzed insistently. Enoch lifted it. “Superintendent Doyle.”
“We found it, Boss,” his assistant said. “Trouble was, there were name changes involved. We had to feed Ortiz’ fingerprints into the system. Here it goes.
“ortiz, jesus maria, definitely indentified as jesus maria RUIZ, orphan at santa ynez convent convent bhia blanca. at age twelElied for admission to INTERSECS academy. rejected. MARGINAL ACADEMIC TEST SCORES AND PSYCHO DOWN-CHECK DIAGNOSIS RIGID PERSONALITY. REAPPLIED AGE SEVENTEEN REJECTED ACADEMIC TEST SCORES SATISFACTORY BUT PERSONALITY DIAGNOSIS UNCHANGED. ADD HOSTILITY TO INTERNATIONAL CORPORATIONS PARTICULARLY INTERSEC. HOSTILITY WAS CONCEALED AND SUBJECT POSSIBLY UNAWARE AT CONSCIOUS LEVEL.
entered army as jesus maria ortiz promoted sergeant posted to military academy argentina. background records falsified, reasons unknown. graduated upper quarter of class no outstanding honors.
employee malvinas station hernando RUIZ now serving 5th year of 9-year sentence for destruction ofcompany property and man-slaughter while under influence of alcohol definitely identified as brother of jesus maria ruiz aka ortiz.”
“That’s enough. Thank you,” Enoch said. So it was there all the time. Personal hatred for INTERSECS. With good reason. A twelve-year-old kid told he wasn’t good enough to get citizenship with an international, he’d have to make do with the country he was born in. Tried again, rejected again. Then his brother jailed . . .
“Have somebody review the Hernando Ruiz case,” Doyle said. “We owe him that much.”
But it’s too late for Jesus Maria Ortiz, Doyle thought. Perhaps I could have made a bargain with him if I’d known about his brother. Probably not. But Colonel Ortiz would already be in a mental hospital now, with all the symptoms of paranoid schizophrenia.
The drug was temporary, but the effects on Ortiz would be permanent. He’d never be trusted with authority again. “How’s Van Hartmann doing with the junta?” Enoch asked.
“OK. We’ll have to make a few concessions, but they’ll bargain.”
“Right.” Enoch Doyle gently replaced the phone. In a few hours he’d be in Zurich, and after that the slopes of Mont Blanc. His face was expressionless as he stared at the dark waters of the Atlantic far below.
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His name was Aeneas MacKenzie, he was thirty-eight years old, and his life no longer had a purpose. He was skilled in the law and could easily join some firm where he could spend his life protecting the wealth of clients he detested; and he thought it would be better if a Mafia contract, or a CIA termination order, prevented that.
Either rescue was possible, but neither was very likely. He was no longer a threat to the Mafia, no matter that he had done them much harm in the past. Revenge was seldom profitable. His murder might create problems and alive he was no problem to them at all.
There was a better chance that a professional would be sent from the Agency. Aeneas would be a threat to President Gregory Tolland as long as he lived. Aeneas knew there were dedicated and loyal men who would make any sacrifice to protect the President; the man who killed him might be Aeneas’ friend. Tears would not spoil his aim; they would not have made Aeneas miss.
Melodrama, he told himself. And yet: Aeneas MacKenzie had destroyed a President. Years of corruption had been swept away by Greg Tolland and his dedicated young man; but then Aeneas had traced the tentacles of the Equity Trust right into the anteroom of the White House. His grand jury had emptied the Executive Office of the President as efficiently as plague. Neither Equity Trust nor President Tolland would ever forgive that, but for different reasons. Tolland was honest. Aeneas believed that still.
“Why?” the President had demanded. “You’ve been with me for sixteen years, Aeneas. You elected me! Why did you do this to me?”
“When you made me Solicitor General, you ordered me to clean house. Duty and honor, Greg. Remember?” And Aeneas had writhed at the pain in Tolland’s eyes, but his gaze never wavered, and his face never lost the grim, dedicated stare that had become familiar to every American with a TV set.
“You could have told me first, Aeneas. We could have worked quietly. God Almighty, did you think I was part of that? But now you’ve ruined me. The people have no confidence in me—three more years I’ll be in this office, and the people hate me. Do you know exactly what you’ve done?”
And Aeneas wanted to shout that he did, but he said nothing.
“You’ve robbed the young people of their birthright. You took away their confidence. You’ve told the people of this nation that there’s no one they can trust, and probably assured the election of that gang of crooks we spent all our lives trying to break. , . . You could have come to me, Aeneas.”
“No. I tried that. I couldn’t see you, Greg. I couldn’t get past that barrier you built. I tried.”
“But not hard enough. I should have known better than to trust a fanatic. . . . Get out of here, Aeneas. Just leave.”
And Aeneas had walked away, leaving his only friend sitting in the Oval Office with his plans in ruin.
But with the country no better off, Aeneas told himself bitterly. We have no goals beyond comfort. The people are decadent and expect corruption. You have to rub their faces in dirt before they get upset. Then, of course, then they demand blood; but how much of their righteous indignation comes from guilt? How much is sorrow because no one ever offered them a price?
The jet began its gut-wrenching descent into La Paz. Below were the sparkling colors of the Sea of Cortez, dark blue for deep water, lighter blue in the shallows, the brilliant white of the shores; incredible reds where the coral reefs were close to the surface, creamy white wakes in the great bay where ships endlessly came and went. Beyond the bay was the sprawl of a city, ugly, filthy, but alive, growing and feeling greatness.
“The harbor is large enough to hold all the navies of Christendom,” the conquistadores had reported to the king of Spain; and it was all of that. Giant cargo vessels, tramp steamers, ferry boats from the mainland; ships everywhere. Industries had sprouted around the bay, and great haciendas with red-tiled roofs dominated the heights of Espiritu Santo Island. Railroads snaked north to the Estados Unidos del Norte, that colossus which so dominated Mexican thoughts and so thoroughly dominated the Mexican economy. . . .
Only not this time. Aeneas smiled bitterly. That had been one of his defeats. The miracle of Baja California was wrought by a power independent of the United States ... or of Mexico, or anyone else.
It was hot on the runway. The airport, rebuilt when the expansion began, was still too small; and there was a bewildering variety of temporary sheds. MacKenzie felt heat rising from the runway to meet the hot sun from above; in August the trade winds do not blow in La Paz. He saw the high-rising buildings, but he remembered another Baja and another La Paz. It was all long ago, and the boy and girl who had struggled over rutted dirt roads, dove in the clean blue waters among crimson reefs and darting fish, camped under bright tropical stars—they were gone like the cobblestone streets.
“Senor? Senor MacKenzie?”
The man wore expensive clothing, and there was the bulge of a pistol beneath the embroidered shirt which hung loose below his belt. He displayed a badge: not the serpent and eagle of Mexico, but the design of Hansen Enterprises. Not far away were men in uniform and weapons belts, both the khaki of the Mexican police and the light blue of Hansen service. Aeneas smiled ruefully. Getting Mexican permission to have her own police on duty at La Paz airport must have taxed even Laurie Jo’s ingenuity; but little she did surprised him now.
“The Dona Laura Hansen regrets that she could not meet your aircraft, and asks that you come with me,” his guide said. “She is inside the terminal.” He led the way through Customs so quickly that Aeneas wasn’t sure they had passed them; and that was strange, because now that los turistas were not Baja’s only source of income, Americans were none too popular here.
The terminal was a maze of marble and concrete and wooden scaffolds and aproned workmen, art treasures, and unfinished masonry blended in a potpourri of sights and smells like every expanding airport, but different. Aeneas wasn’t sure how, the differences were subtle, but they were there: in the attitudes and postures of the workmen, in the quality of the work, even the smells of the paint.
Pride, Aeneas thought. They have pride in what they are building. The nation has pride and so do these craftsmen; and we’ve lost all that.
They went upstairs and through one of the unmarked doors that seem to be standard features at airports. Suddenly they were in a luxurious VIP lounge: and she was there.
Aeneas stood silently looking at her. Her hair was red now; it had been red when he knew her before, but most of her recent pictures showed her as a blonde. Not terribly pretty, but yes, more beautiful than she’d been when he knew her. Filled out. She’d always been very thin. She still was, but it was graceful now, and more feminine. Proper exercises and the most expensive clothes in the world wouldn’t make a plain girl beautiful, but there were few women who wouldn’t be improved by them.
He knew she was only two years younger than he was, but she looked ten years younger. Money had done that.
His guide stood embarrassed as they looked wordlessly at each other. “Senor MacKenzie, Dona Laura. Or—he led me to believe he was the Senor MacKenzie.” He put his hand very close to his pistol, and he eyed Aeneas warily.
Her laugh was as fresh as when they’d come out of the waters of Bahia Concepcion to lie on the beach. “ ‘Sta bien, Miguel. Gracias.”
Miguel looked from Aeneas to his patrona, and backed toward the door. “Con su permission, Dona Laura.”
She nodded, and he left them alone in the elegant room. A jet thundered off the runway outside, but there was no sound here. There was nothing he could hear except his own heart, and the memory of her laugh erased sixteen years of defenses. The heart pounded loudly, and hearts can break, despite what surgeons say. Aeneas knew.
“Hello, Laurie Jo.”
She moved toward him, and he hoped she would come to him; yet he prayed that she wouldn’t—not again. It was long forgotten, and better so. “You wanted me Dona Hansen?”
“I’ve always wanted you with me, Aeneas. I thought this time you’d burned so many bridges you’d have to come.”
“And you were right. I’ve no place left.”
“You should have stayed with me. What have you accomplished with your crusades?” She saw the pain in his eyes. “No. I didn’t mean that. Will you believe me when I say that I wish I’d been wrong? I’ve always wished I’d been wrong about Greg Tolland.” She turned and swept a hand around the paneled room. “I’m forgetting my manners. Is there anything I can get you? A drink? You—I wish you wouldn’t stand there with that suitcase.”
So she remembered that too. That was how he’d stood the last time; but it hadn’t been in an ornately paneled room with deep carpets, only the cheap student apartment in Los Angeles that they’d shared. And how does she remember those days, when she wasn’t Dona Laura Hansen, and we sang and made love and hitchhiked around the country? . . . “What did you have in mind, Laurie Jo? What does Hansen Enterprises have for me?”
“Anything, Aeneas. Anything you’ll take.”
And she meant it, he knew. But the offer wasn’t as generous as it seemed: she wouldn’t attach any strings, but his daemon would. It was the only public story about him that was completely true: Aeneas MacKenzie, the man who never accepted a job he wouldn’t do, the single-minded robot who’d sacrifice everything to duty. . . .
“If you don’t want a drink, we should be leaving.” she said. “We’re due in Cabo San Lucas in three hours, and that’s two hundred kilometers . . . but you know that.”
“I know that.”
It was all changed. There had been a paved road south from La Paz to Cabo San Lucas for as long as Aeneas could remember, but it had been the only one in lower Baja; now there were dozens. The city of Todos Santos was sending out tentacles onto the surrounding hills, and there were no longer burros on dirt roads; now, huge trucks loaded with agricultural products roared past.
“But there are still horses,” Laurie Jo told him. “Horses with great leather saddles and silver trim, and the vaqueros ride them proudly. . . . Remember when we thought how grand it would be if every rancher had a fine horse and saddle? Now they all do.”
“And you did that.”
“And I did that.”
But at what a cost, Aeneas said silently. What price a proud and honest culture? A way of life? But it was a way of life that included disease and early death, children carrying well water in buckets because there wasn’t enough money for piping and pumps, and the withe and mud houses with palm thatch roofs were very quaint and kind to the ecology, but they didn’t keep the bugs from gnawing the children at night. . . .
Now those were gone. Concrete block, poured concrete, aluminum roofs, floors of concrete and not dirt, screen doors—they had come to Baja. And the children sang in schoolyards, and they were healthy, and the land was dying as land always dies when desert is irrigated.
“They’re mining the soil, Laurie Jo. It can’t last, and you know it.”
She nodded. They drove smoothly on black pavement past straight green furrows of cotton and soybeans; once they had come here in a Jeep, and the land had been chaparral and sentinel cactus and incredibly thin cattle whose bones jutted out as if they were dying, but they weren’t, they were a hardy breed who could live on the scrub brush. . . . “It can’t last, but something can. We’ve brought hope and progress, and we’ll see that—“ but she couldn’t finish and he knew why. There was no cure for dead soil but time; and these people’s grandchildren would live among strangers. Not even Hansen Enterprises could keep Baja fertile for more than a few generations.
“Remember this grade?” she asked. Miguel drove the big Cadillac smoothly so that it hardly faltered; but they had babied the Jeep up that rocky hill with its interminable switchbacks, some so narrow that the rear of the car hung far out over the edge as they reversed to ease around the sharp turns.
At the top of the rise they saw the end of Baja laid out like a map: the grey Pacific to their right, and beyond land’s end a sharp line where the Pacific waters met the bright blue of the Sea of Cortez. Hills along the shore, and the red tile and palm trees of resort hotels everywhere, green oases on the sandy beaches.
The town of Cabo San Lucas was at the very tip of the peninsula: just beyond it were high, rocky hills, and over them the stormy Pacific. The hills curled around a bay that had once been so lovely Aeneas had cried when he saw it.
He could cry again: the bay was choked with ships, and the pueblo was gone, replaced by rows of town houses, high-bay industrial sheds, a city with the heart and soul of Los Angeles in its days of frantic expansion. And north of Cabo, along the Pacific shore, where the water came in cool and clear, were the reactors: domes fifty meters high, twelve of them, each with its attendant blockhouses and power plants and sea-water ponds where the chemicals of the sea were extracted. There was a vast jungle of insulators and spidery cube towers and finned transformers spewing forth a web of thick cables leading to a line of transmission towers marching inland and northward toward La Paz and ultimately the whole 1600 kilometers to the energy-starved United States.
Laurie Jo moved her head in a sidewise jerk, a peculiar tic to her left ear. She’d done that before, and she saw Aeneas looking at her curiously. “Implant,” she said. “I was asking for the time. Miguel, take us to the observation tower.”
“Si, Dona Laura.”
“I hadn’t known,” said Aeneas. “But I should have guessed. How do you ask questions?”
“I merely think them.” She indicated a little console in her purse, and a panel at her side in the car. The panel swung down to reveal a computer input console. “My implant is keyed to these, and there’s a data link from the car to any of my plants. I’ve asked them when the next scheduled launchings are, and we’re just in time. You’ve never seen one, have you?”
“Not live,” He wanted to think about what she’d told him. The implants weren’t common—at over a million dollars each, they wouldn’t be. A little transceiver, wired directly into the nervous system, a short-range computer link. Provided that she had access to a transmitter— the one in her purse was very small and could be manipulated without anyone seeing it—Laurie Jo could know everything known to the largest computer net on earth.
She could ask it to solve any equation, look up any dossier, find the commercial strength of any company, and hear the output directly and silently. “That must be useful at board meetings,” said Aeneas.
“Yes, Most of my colleagues don’t know about it. Will you keep my secret?”
“Of course.”
“And my other secrets? If I show you everything, will—will you use it again? Or are your crusades against me ended?” Her eyes were very blue and she was very close; and Aeneas knew what she was doing. She had deliberately driven him over a route they’d taken seventeen years ago, and she’d done her hair the way she had then. The linen suit she now wore wasn’t like the jeans and chambray shirts of years past, and she’d never again have the eyes that Laurie Jo Preston had; Laurie Jo Hansen had seen too much. But she could try.
“What would be the point?” Aeneas asked. “I won my crusade. We liberated Jerusalem.” And it had been as it must have been for a true knight of the Middle Ages: how could he rejoice when he saw his comrades wade in blood to the altar of the Prince of Peace? When he saw the Chivalry of the West grubbing for lands in the Kingdom of Jerusalem? “I no longer have weapons to fight you with.”
“It’s not enough. Aeneas, I want you to look at what I’ve done. I want you to see the choices I have. The real choices, not the theoretical ones. And when you’ve seen all that, I want you to join me. But I can’t even try to convince you unless—Aeneas, I owe it to my colleagues not to bring a spy into their councils.”
“I see.” And he did see. She had always been as certain that she was right as he’d been convinced that her way was wrong; and his way had fallen. He had no duties. The thought broke over him like one of the great grey curling rollers from the Pacific. I have no duties. It made him feel alone and uneasy. “I promise. Your secrets are safe.”
“No matter what you see? And no matter what you decide?”
“Yes,” And that was that, as they both knew. Aeneas cursed himself for allowing his emotions to betray him . . . but she was Laurie Jo, and she couldn’t have changed that much. She couldn’t.
God, let me be able to join her. Let it always be like this. Because the last two hours have been the happiest I’ve had in sixteen years.
The tower overlooked a valley ringed by low hills. A forest of cardones, the great sentinel cactus, marched down the sides of the hills to the leveled plain below. Rail lines and huge electric cables snaked through at either end; the plain was filled with concrete blockhouses where the power cables terminated. At the end of each blockhouse was a flat mirror a meter in diameter, and they all pointed toward the installation below them where streamlined cylinders squatted on railroad cars.
The spacecraft were two meters in diameter and five times that tall, and as they waited in neat lines for their turn they reminded Aeneas of machine-gun ammunition grown swollen and pregnant; but their progeny was not war.
Everyone in the tower had been politely respectful, but harried; now they had no time for visitors. Hansen Enterprises carried no dead weight. There were no explainers, not even when the owner came to watch the operations; perhaps especially when Laurie Jo Hansen was present. Aeneas and Laurie Jo were alone in a small, glass-enclosed room, while below a dozen hard-eyed young men sat at consoles.
A clock ticked off the seconds. “We have to be very precise,” she told him. “The MHD engines give us half the power we need, but we have to draw the rest directly from the line. There’ll be dim-outs all over Baja.”
“And it costs,” Aeneas said.
“Yes. Three thousand megawatts for an hour. At twenty cents a kilowatt hour.”
“But you get part of the power directly.”
“From burning hydrogen in old rocket engines and sending it through an MHD system. Yes. But the hydrogen and oxygen have to be made. That part of the operation is less efficient than just taking the power from the line, but we have to do it. We can’t take everything off the line when we launch.” She looked fondly at the capsules below. “We get a lot for my six hundred thousand dollars, Aeneas, Eighty tons go into orbit in the next hour.”
The first of the capsules moved over the embankment enclosing the launch area. A roar from beyond the low hills signaled the beginning of the rocket engines: giant engines, but they lay on their sides, their exhaust directed down ceramic tubes protecting copper coils that drew power directly from the hot gasses.
Aeneas couldn’t see the launching mirror below the capsule, but suddenly the spacecraft rose and there was a blinding green beam, a solid rod of light over a meter thick extending from the capsule to the ground. The sound rolled past: two hundred and fifty explosions each second as the laser expanded the air in the parabolic chamber below the capsule, and the air rushed out to propel it upward. The two hundred and fifty-cycle note was oddly musical, but very loud at first, then dying away. The spacecraft soon vanished, but the light stayed on for half a minute, tracking the capsule; then it vanished as well.
The mirrors at each blockhouse pivoted slightly, and a second capsule rose from another launch station. The green light tore through roiled air, and there was a humming roar that vibrated the glass of the observation room until the spacecraft was gone and there was only the silent power of the green light. In the half minute that the second capsule absorbed power, a new spacecraft had been placed on the first launch station. The mirrors pivoted again, and it rose; then another, and another.
The laser launchings had been impressive on TV; live they were unbelievable. The long lines of capsules moved toward the earth and concrete emplacements protecting the launching mirror; they reached them; and seconds later, each capsule vanished at 300 gees, shoved upward by a meter-thick column that was nothing more than light, but which looked like a great green growing plant.
“About a thousand kilograms each?” Aeneas asked.
“Exactly a thousand kilos total weight,” she said. “We lose fifty kilos of ablating material. The rest goes into orbit, and that’s all payload. Any mass is payload. That’s what we need up there, Aeneas, mass, any mass—metal, fuel, gases, tankage, even human wastes. We can convert and modify if we have something to start with.”
“And you can launch eighty thousand kilos in one hour ...”
“Yes. We lose some. Each one of those capsules has to be picked up, somehow. That costs mass. We guide some into rendezvous with Heimdall, but they have to go after most. Still it’s cheaper this way—once we start launching, the power scheduling’s such that it’s better to go on for a full hour.”
The lines of capsules had ended; now new ones were brought up. These were longer and slimmer than the others; and when they took their places over the launching mirrors, they rose more slowly.
“Ten gees,” she said. “Crew capsules. Ten gees for a minute and a half.”
“Isn’t that close to human tolerance?”
“Not really.” Her voice was cold and distant. “I took it. And if I can—“
He finished the thought for her. “Hansen Enterprises employees will damn well have to. Or starve.”
“I want no one who goes only for the money.”
They watched the three personnel capsules rise; then the trains brought up more of the unmanned thirty-g cargo capsules, and the pregnant machine gun began again. “And this was what it was all for. Your crusade,” he said.
Her smile was wistful, full of triumph and regret. “Yes. I’m not proud of all I’ve done, Aeneas. You’ve seen La Paz. Todos Santos. Cabo. Ugly, changed, not what they were when we—not what they were. But the men in Cabo don’t go to the mainland looking for work while their families starve. I’ve done that.”
“Yes. You’ve done that.”
“But it was all only fallout, Aeneas. This is what it was for. Heimdall. The rainbow bridge to the stars! And by God it was worth it! You haven’t seen the station, Aeneas. And I want you to.”
He said nothing, but he looked out at the launching field. The lasers were off now. The great crippled rocket engines were silent. The power from the reactors was back on line, fed to the Baja industries, to Southern California; to the pumps even now cooling the laser installations. To the watermakers that made Baja fertile, for a while. But all that was incidental, because she hadn’t lost the dream they’d shared, a dream she’d learned from him in his anger when America retreated from adventure. . . .
She hadn’t lost it. He thought he had, once. Not entirely; but he’d been willing to sacrifice it to a larger dream.
Yet what dream was larger than a bridge to the stars?
“And now what?” he asked.
“You’ve seen what I’ve done. You don’t know what I do to keep it.”
“And?”
“And when you do—when you know everything that’s happened in the last sixteen years—we’ll talk. Not until then.” And her eyes were on his, and he saw the hunger and the loneliness, and he prayed to a God he’d half forgotten that it wasn’t just a reflection of his own.
They flew high over the Pacific. There were no luxuries in this aircraft; Aeneas and Laurie Jo sat uncomfortably in bucket seats over the wing, and Miguel sat far behind them. Neither the pilot nor the air crew paid them any attention. The pilot was not pleased to have them aboard, no matter that the plane belonged to Laurie Jo Hansen.
Two armed jets flew high above them. They bore the markings of Hansen Enterprises and were registered in Mexico; and the bribes required to keep permission for a private air force were as staggering as the cost of operating them,
“Why?” Aeneas asked, pointing to the slim black delta shapes above.
“Pirates,” she said. “Each capsule holds a thousand kilos of cargo.” She took papers from her briefcase and handed them to him. “Computer chips, four thousand dollars a kilo. Water-maker membranes, six thousand dollars a kilo if we’d sell them. We won’t until we’ve enough for ourselves. Concentrated vitamins, forty-five hundred dollars a kilo. And other things. Chemicals, vaccines. Some not for sale at any price.”
The value of each capsule in the current drop was nearly seven million dollars. Even in these inflated times that was enough money to make a man wealthy for life. And there would be no problem selling the cargo. . . .
“But how would pirates find them?” he asked. “You can bring them down anywhere in the world.”
“They can be tracked. So can my recovery planes. The NORAD radar system watches us very closely.”
“But they don’t give information to pirates! Not any more! I put a stop to that sort of thing!”
“Did you, Aeneas? For a while, after Greg became President, the losses stopped; but they started again. Do you want proof?”
“No.” She’d never lied to him. “How long have you had proof? Why didn’t you tell someone?”
“Who’d listen? Greg Tolland is President of the United States.”
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
She was silent for a long time. There was only the thunder of the jet, and the chatter of the crew as they watched for the cargo capsules to parachute down from orbit. Finally: “What would I have been to you if I’d given you the proof about Greg, Aeneas? If I’d done that, I’d have lost you forever.”
And the White House itself had become the abattoir of his dreams. . . . “We fought you, Laurie Jo. I fought you. I think it gave Greg a perverted satisfaction to have me as his general against you. But—was he right? Laurie Jo, should power like yours exist?”
“Without power, none of this would happen. You can’t do anything without power.”
“Yes.” They’d been through it before, endlessly. “But it must be responsible power! It must be directed for—“
“For what, Aeneas? Something trite, like ‘the betterment of mankind’? Who chooses the goals? And how do you see the choice is kept, once made? Responsible, Aeneas? To the people? You tried that.”
And that was the new thing in their eternal argument. Before, there had always been Greg Tolland and his People’s Alliance. There had been the hope that power would be controlled. Could be controlled.
“Greg was right, you know,” she said. “Power like mine can’t be neutral. It must be used or it dissipates. He assumed that because I wasn’t with him, I was against him—and he was right.”
“Or made himself right—“ The plane banked sharply and there were shouts. They ducked low to see out forward between the pilots; and far ahead was an orange billow in the sky.
The plane moved swiftly. Hatches opened behind them, and a hook on a long cable trailed out. It caught the shrouds with a jolt perceptible even in that large ship; then the motors sang as the cable was reeled in.
The plane banked onto a new course toward the next parachute. There would be five in all.
“We don’t dare miss,” she said. “If one of them falls into the sea, there’ll be swarms of ships and planes out to get it, and we can’t do anything about it. Salvage, the courts call it.”
“My doing. It seemed right at the time. I— The enemy was Hansen Enterprises, not you. But why the fighters?”
“To keep this plane from being shot down. There’s too little time for the Equity people to get to the capsules before we do. They don’t know when and where they’re coming down until the retros fire. But there’s enough time to intercept my recovery planes.”
Her voice was without drama, but Aeneas was startled. “Who flies the interceptors, Laurie Jo?”
“They don’t have any markings. Somehow the ships that salvage my wrecked planes always belong to Equity or one of their dummies; but the interceptors are unmarked. I doubt they’ll bother this time. We’re close to Mexico, and the cargo’s only worth thirty-five million dollars.”
Only thirty-five million. Not so very much to Hansen Enterprises. But more than enough to buy souls. Most had a far lower price. “And NORAD tells them where to look?”
“Sometimes. Other governments too. Greg Tolland will help any enemy of mine. Look at the situation with Peru and Ecuador. They steal my cargoes with the help of the United States.” She was bitter now. The national claims to space above and water beyond the small countries her satellites and cargo drops passed through had been rejected by every international authority: until Greg Tolland had used the power of the United States. “It would have been different if I’d stayed with you.”
How different, he wondered. Sixteen years ago: she’d been Laurie Jo Preston, then. An orphan girl, with memories of her mother living far beyond the income she made as a night-club entertainer. And her mother had died, and Laurie Jo knew only a succession of governesses paid by bankers; and a trust fund that dictated what schools she would attend, what courses she would take. At first the bankers ruled her life; but they interfered with her very little after she was sixteen.
They’d met at UCLA, the shy girl with her mysterious bankers and no parentage; Aeneas, already consumed with the daemon that drove him to change the world; and Greg Tolland, a young California Congressman with a political heritage that might some day take him to the White House, if he could keep his seat in Congress.
At first, Greg Tolland had worked very hard for his election; but after Aeneas MacKenzie became his field deputy and manager, Tolland did not need to campaign any longer. They had won their second election together when Laurie Jo came into Aeneas’ life.
Two years. Two years she’d lived with Aeneas. The bankers didn’t care. No one did. They traveled, and sang, and drank too much, and made love too little, and one day the bankers came to say that her name was Hansen, not Preston, and to tell her she had inherited control of the greatest fiscal empire on earth.
Aeneas had gasped at the size of her fortune. All through the day they’d sat at the battered kitchen table of his apartment and looked at the marvels she owned. Greg Tolland flew back from Washington to join them: and came the disaster.
“It must be broken up, of course,” Aeneas had said. “It’s exactly what’s wrong with the world—irresponsible power like that. Economic imperialism.”
“I’m not so sure,” Greg Tolland had said. “Think of what we can do with a fortune like that. What the People’s Alliance can do. Aeneas is right, it’s too much power; but we shouldn’t be too hasty in deciding.”
“I won’t be,” Laurie Jo said. They looked at her in surprise. “I don’t understand what power like this means; but before I use it, I will.”
That was the beginning. Greg Tolland saw her fortune as the ladder to short-cut the long road to the White House. Aeneas saw it as the kind of power no person should have. Laurie Jo Preston had no opinions. She’d always agreed with Aeneas. But Laurie Jo Han-sen was otherwise.
“Greg only despises power he can’t control,” she said later. “He’ll let me keep mine to use for him. No. I won’t break up Hansen Enterprises, and I won’t help Greg Tolland gather all power into government.”
“Where it will be used for the people!” Aeneas protested.
“Where it will be used. How is not as obvious as that it would exist.”
“What do you mean?”
“You want to build something so powerful that nothing can oppose it and hand it over to Greg Tolland. Aeneas, I’ve always thought you could do that. I’ve never laughed at your abilities. And I’ve been terrified every day that you’d succeed.”
“You’ve helped me!”
“Yes. I love you. And I’ve told myself that by staying with you, I’d have some control over what you two will do when you’ve won. Now I’ve got something more substantial.”
“You’ll fight Greg?”
“No. Unless he deserves it. But I won’t help him, either.”
And then had come the terrible words. That she saw things differently now that she was rich. That she’d got hers, and to hell with their dreams . . .
The plane banked sharply, bringing him from his reverie. “You chose Greg Tolland,” she said. “I couldn’t.”
He shook his head. “I chose — what? My country? I always thought so.” And how must the true knights have felt when their crusade succeeded, and they saw the actuality, not the dreams? Was it true that some went to the Saracens because they had no place else to go?
When the plane landed near Cabo San Lucas, Miguel drove them to the Hansen hacienda. He seemed to go everywhere with Laurie Jo. Inside she said, “Miguel is nearly the only man I trust. He guards me well.”
“Con mi vida, Dona Laura.”
“You will protect this man the same way.”
“Si, Dona Laura.”
She left, and they stood in the low-ceilinged library, Aeneas and Miguel, and Aeneas looked at him for the first time. He seemed vaguely familiar, but he looked like any Baja rancher with an ageless, lined face that could be forty or sixty.
“Welcome, Don Aeneas,” Miguel said.
Aeneas frowned. “I ask for no titles.”
“Those who do do not often deserve them. It would be enough that Dona Laura says you are a good man; but I have reason to know. You do not remember me, Don Aeneas.”
“No.”
“It was here. Within a kilometer. You gave me a shotgun.”
“Oh — the vaquero. You helped us with the Jeep.”
“Si. You never returned. There was no reason why you should. But Dona Laura came here the year after you left, and I have been with her ever since.”
“And why the titles?”
Miguel shrugged. “I prefer to serve those I believe may deserve them. I have no education, Don Aeneas. I am not a man who benefits from schools. But my sons will never row boats for drunken Americans.”
“I see.”
“I hope you see. My sons tell me I am a peasant, and they are right. They will not be peasants, and I am happy for them. I hope they will be as happy in their work as I am.”
“I of all people should understand, Miguel.” Aeneas found the bar and poured a tall drink for himself. Miguel accepted beer. They drank deeply. “She does many things she cannot be proud of?” Aeneas asked,
Miguel spread his hands. “You must ask her.”
“I have.”
Another shrug. “Some men take pride in acts that make others die of shame. Power like hers must not be judged by men like me.”
“But it must be!” Aeneas shouted.
Miguel shrugged and said nothing.
 
The weeks passed. Aeneas learned that Hansen Enterprises reached places even he’d never suspected. Mines, factories, shipping—everywhere she was entangled with other international firms in enterprises so scattered that no one could ever understand them all. Most were operated by managers, and she saw only summaries of results; and even those took time she barely had.
“You’ll kill yourself,” Aeneas said.
“I don’t work any harder than you did.”
“No.” But I worked for—for what? The memory of those years was slipping away from him. He recalled the fanatical young man he’d been, but he saw him almost as a stranger. I have no duties, he told himself. I can relax. But he could not. He buried himself in her reports.
“Why do you do it?” he asked another time. “Bribes to keep your mines open. Your agents block labor legislation, or bribe officials not to enforce the laws. ...”
“Do you think they are good laws? Do you like this fine net of regulations that is settling over the earth?”
He had no answer to that. “Why do you do it?” he asked again. “You’ll never need money. You couldn’t spend what you have if you devoted your life to it.”
“Heimdall absorbs everything. ...”
“It makes money too!”
“Does it?” she asked. “Barely. Aeneas, even I couldn’t have built the power plants. I don’t own them, I’m only part of a syndicate. Without the power plants we can’t launch, and it takes nearly everything I make to keep up the interest payments on those power installations.”
He looked closer at the reports, then, and saw that it was true. Between the power plants and the laser launchers there was so much capital investment that it wouldn’t be paid off for fifty years. There were other places the syndicate could have invested its money, operations with a far higher immediate profit; and Laurie Jo had to make up the difference. If she ever failed, she’d lose control.
“Now do you see?” she asked. “In the long run, Heimdall has a greater potential than any investment ever made; but it took so much capital—“
“You’re at the thin edge,” Aeneas said wonderingly. “It wouldn’t take much and you’d lose all this.”
“Yes. I’d be a very rich lady; but I wouldn’t be Laurie Jo Hansen any longer. I wouldn’t have the power.”
Without the power of Hansen Enterprises—what? “Heimdall would still exist. It’s already profitable. It would ruin your partners to shut it down.”
“Certainly. Or they can sell it. Who would you like to see have it, Aeneas? A hundred nations would like to own my bridge to the stars. The United States perhaps? The Equity Trust? Another company? It would be damn easy to get out from under all this and enjoy myself again!” She had become shrill; but whether because of regret at what she’d paid to hold this empire, or terror at the thought of losing it, Aeneas didn’t know. He thought it was both.
“There’s more,” she said. “You’ve seen the books.”
“Yes. You’re investing in expansions of Heimdall. Sending up mass instead of taking out profits.”
She smiled. He hadn’t spent long examining her accounts; but he hadn’t disappointed her. “Have you wondered why I built the launching station in Baja?” she asked. “It wasn’t just sentiment, or politics. We’re on a Tropic—and that makes it easier to launch into an ecliptic orbit. Heimdall was the god who guarded the bridge to the stars, but my Heimdall will build one!”
He looked up in wonder. “Where are you sending them?” he asked.
“Not sending. Going. An interplanetary explorer ship. And a Moon colony. A Moon colony can be self-supporting. It can support exploration of the other planets. It will be free of Earth and everything here!”
“Even you don’t have that much money,”
“I will have. Heimdall will make it for me.”
“But you’re very near losing it. Your deliveries are behind schedule. Haven’t you risked everything on some shaky technology?”
The terror crept around her eyes again, but her voice was firm. She had no regrets. “I had to. And it wasn’t technology that failed me. Aeneas, how do you keep discipline in space?”
“I never thought about it—how does any company control workers? Hire people who like to work, and pay them well to do it.”
“And if someone pays agents to sabotage your factories? There are no laws in space, Aeneas. Captain Shorey has managed to keep things under control, but only barely. Most of our people are loyal—but some others slip through, and the worst we can do to them is send them down without pay. Suppose they’ve been offered higher pay to make mistakes aboard Heimdall? What can I do to them? Mexican courts won’t prosecute non-Mexicans for crimes in space. American courts won’t prosecute at all without trials and witnesses. If I have to send half a crew down to sit around a courtroom for years, I’m ruined anyway.”
She came to the window next to him and looked out into the night. “But we’re winning. We will win. Heimdall. Valkyrie. The Moon and planets, Aeneas. And now you know it all.”
They were in the hacienda atop Finisterre, the rocky hills that overlook the town of Cabo San Lucas. On one side were the lights of the town; on the other, grey water with flashing fluorescent whitecaps. Ships moved in the harbor even this late at night, and factory lights were ablaze below.
Out beyond, in the dark of the inland hills, a green light stabbed upward; more capsules fired into orbit, raw materials for the factories in the satellite, structural materials for expansion, fuel, oxygen, the expendables that ate so much profit despite recycling. The sun was long over the horizon and Heimdall wouldn’t be visible; but soon it would be coming overhead. The supply pods were always as close to the satellite as her engineers dared.
“It’s time for our talk, then,” Aeneas said. “Is there anything to talk about? You’re what I’ve opposed all my life.”
“Yes. But you love me. And if you fight me—who are you fighting for?”
He didn’t answer.
“I love you, Aeneas. I always have, and you’ve always known it. Tell me what to do.”
“Will you—would you throw all this away if I asked you to?”
“I don’t know. Will you ask it? Remember, Aeneas. You can’t destroy power. You can fragment mine, but someone else will move into the vacuum. Power doesn’t vanish.”
“No.” And she had a dream. A dream that had been his.
“You don’t trust me with all this. Would you trust yourself?”
“No.”
“Then someone else. Who?”
“No one, of course.”
There was no change in her pose or voice, but he sensed triumph.
“Then tell me what I should do,” she said.
This time she meant it. He felt that whatever he said, she’d do. She knew him well. She was taking no chances, because she knew what he must say. Forty billion dollars was ten dollars for every human on Earth—or the key to the planets. “I can’t.”
“Then join me. I need you.”
“Yes.”
There were no longer barriers, and sixteen years vanished as if they’d never been.
 
For a week there were only the two of them—and Miguel, silent, invisibly near. They slipped away from Cabo San Lucas and its power plants and factories, to find still lonely beaches where they swam to brilliant coral reefs. Afterwards they made love on the sand and desperately tried to forget the years they’d wasted.
One week and a little more; and then the phones in the camper buzzed insistently and they had to return.
She told him what she could as they drove back. “Captain Shorey has been all the authority I have up there,” she said. “The station depends on the ground launching system to survive, but there’s nothing I can do to control it.”
“You think there’s mutiny on Heimdall?” Aeneas asked incredulously.
“I don’t know. I only know Shorey is dead, and Herman Eliot says he can’t meet the manufacturing schedule. Without the finished goods from the station I can’t pay the syndicate. I’ll lose Heimdall.”
There would be any number of people who might benefit from that. With over a hundred men and women in space, the odds were good that several organizations had agents aboard the satellite factory complex. “How do you select crew for Heimdall?” Aeneas asked.
The Jeep camper bounced across rutted roads toward the main highway. Ten kilometers ahead they’d meet a helicopter.
“I try to pick them myself,” she said. “The pay is good, of course. Almost two hundred thousand dollars at the end of a two-year tour in space. We have plenty of volunteers, but not just for the money. I choose generalists, adaptable people, and I try to keep a balance between the intellectuals and factory people. There’s a lot of construction work, and production runs mean repetitive labor that bores the big brains. I also look for people who might want to go on to the Moon colony, or be crew aboard Valkyrie. So far it’s worked, but Captain Shorey was the key to it. Now he’s gone.”
“Tell me about Herman Eliot.”
“He’s been second in command. A mechnical genius. He’s in charge of production and research.”
“Do you think he’s loyal to you?”
“I’m almost sure of it. He wants to go with Valkyrie. But he didn’t tell the ground station much. Maybe he’ll tell me directly. Aeneas, if I don’t keep the manufacturing schedule, I’ll lose the station and everything else!” She was near panic; and he’d never seen her frightened before. It upset him more than he’d thought possible.
The Jeep bounced through a dust bowl laced with a myriad of ruts. Wind blew a torrent of fine powder across the windshield, and Miguel had to start the wipers to remove it. The dust ran like rivulets of water.
 
Dr. Herman Eliot was nervous. It came through in his voice as he reported to Laurie Jo. “We have a nasty situation up here, Miss Hansen. Captain Shorey was murdered and the crew knows it. There’s been sabotage all along, now this. Some of the engineers are saying that the Equity Trust is going to gain control of this satellite, and they’ll remember who their friends were. There’s even talk that people who won’t help the Equity cause will be stranded, or have accidents on reentry.”
“Tell them Equity will never control Heimdall!” Laurie Jo shouted into the microphone.
“I can tell them, but will they believe it? I repeat, Miss Hansen, Captain Shorey was murdered, and we all know there’s no chance the killer will be punished. Who’s next?”
“Do you know who did it?”
“I’m fairly sure it was an engineer named Martin Holloway.”
“If you know he killed the captain, why don’t you do something?” Laurie Jo demanded.
“Do  what?  I’m  no policeman.   Suppose we put Holloway under arrest. Then what? We have no jails here, and there’s no court that will take jurisdiction over him. I doubt he was the only man involved in this; what if he won’t go when I order him down? It could start a mutiny. The crew thinks Equity will gain control here; nobody wants that, but there aren’t many who’ll risk their necks for a lost cause.”
“If you meet the delivery schedules, I keep Heimdall! Don’t they know that?”
“If you were only fighting the Equity Trust, Miss Hansen, we could believe you’d win. But not against the United States as well.”
She was silent for a long time. Since the United States had thrown away her investments in space, or had them stolen and sold out by corruption, Heimdall had been the key to regaining that position. . . . “Will you try?” she asked.
“I’ll do what I can,” Eliot said. The speaker went dead.
Tears welled at the corners of Laurie Jo’s eyes, but her voice was firm. “I’ll go up there myself with a squad of company police!”
Aeneas shook his head. “If things are that bad, they won’t even meet your capsule; you can’t afford to provoke an open break. Besides, you have to stay here. No one else can control your partners. With you out and away up there you’d certainly lose the station.”
“Then what will I do?”
Aeneas drew in a deep breath and let it out slowly. It was time to repay the Saracens for their hospitality. . . . “Send up Holloway’s file, to begin with. Let’s see who we’re up against.”
He took out the photographs of Martin Holloway as Laurie Jo began to read. “Five feet eleven inches, 175 pounds, hair brown, eyes green, graduated from—“
“It will be lies,” Aeneas said. “His name is David Hindler.”
“You know him?” Laurie Jo asked.
Aeneas smiled wistfully. “Long ago. Before Greg was President. You remember that Greg’s enemies tried to have him killed. . . . David was very valuable then. He saved my life.” And I his; we have no debts to each other. But once there was a bond . . . “Dr. Eliot implies that the Equity Trust is behind your difficulties. David is Greg Tolland’s man. He wouldn’t kill for anyone else.”
She said nothing, but there was concern in her eyes; not hatred for Tolland, although that was deserved; but sorrow because she knew the pain Aeneas must now feel. He could never convince himself that Greg Tolland hadn’t known. . . .
“Have your people make me a space suit and whatever else I’ll need,” Aeneas said.
Hope came to her—then it was gone. “You’ve never been in space. How can you stay alive there?”
“I’m a careful man, Laurie Jo. And I think I see what must be done.”
“But I just found you again! It isn’t fair, not so soon.”
“I’ll be back,” he promised. “You’ve always meant to go out with Valkyrie. How can I go with you without experience? Have you anyone else you can trust with this?”
“No.”
“I’ll be back. Soon.”
Ten gravities for ninety seconds is easily within the tolerance of a healthy man; but Aeneas had no wish to prolong the experience. He was laid flat on his back in a nylon web, encased in baggy reflective coverall and under that a tight garment resembling a diver’s wet suit. The neckseal and helmet were uncomfortable, and it was an effort to exhale against the higher pressures in the helmet.
He had thought waiting for the launch the most unpleasant experience he’d ever had: lying awkwardly on his back, with no control of his destiny, enclosed in steel; then the laser cut in.
He weighed far too much. His guts ached. Like the worst case of indigestion imaginable, he thought. There was no way to estimate the time. He tried counting, but it was too difficult, and he lost count somewhere. Surely he had been at eighty seconds? He started over again.
There was noise, the loud, almost musical two-hundred-fifty-cycle tone of the explosions produced as the laser heated the air in the chamber under him— how close? he wondered. That great stabbing beam that could slice through metal aimed directly at him; he squirmed against the high gravity, and the effort was torture.
The noises changed. The explosion tone drifted down the scale. He was beyond the atmosphere, and the laser was boiling off material from the thrust chamber, reaching closer and closer to him—
Silence. The crushing weight was gone. He was falling endlessly, with no way to know. Was he in orbit? Or was he plunging downward to his doom? He closed his eyes to wait, and then he felt he was truly falling, with the sick sensations of a boat in motion—he opened his eyes again to orient himself in the capsule.
Will they pick me up? There was to reason they shouldn’t. New crewmen arrived weekly, and he was merely another. He listened for a voice, a signal, anything—
“Hullo, laddie. All right in there?”
Aeneas grabbed for the microphone and pressed the talk switch. “That was one hell of a ride.” He fought for control of his voice. “I think I’m all right now.”
“Except that you feel like letting the world’s record fart, right?” the voice said. “Go ahead. You’ll feel better.”
He tried it. It helped.
“Hang on there, mate. Be alongside in a minute,” the voice said. It took less than that. There were clunks and thuds, and the capsule jarred with some impact. “Righto. You’re new in this game, they tell me.”
“Yes, very,” Aeneas replied.
“Right. So we’ll start by testing your suit. I’ve got a bottle attached to the outlet, crack the atmosphere evac valve a half turn, there’s a good chap.”
A short moment of panic. The capsule held half an atmosphere. When the capsule was evacuated, only his helmet above the neckseal would contain pressure. The tight garment he wore was supposed to reinforce his own skin so that it would be able to hold the pressure differences, and it had worked in the ground training chamber; but there had been physicians waiting there—. Aeneas did as he was told. As the air hissed out, the pressure in his guts returned, but worse.
“Fart again, lad. How’s the breathing?”
“All right.” He carried out the instruction. Again it helped. It was hard work to breathe out, but there didn’t seem to be any problems.
“Good. Open the valve the rest of the way and let’s get you out of there.” Pumps whirred, and he felt more sensations of internal pressure. The wetsuit was very tight around every part of his body. His heart pounded loudly, and he felt dizzy.
“Now unstrap and open the hatch.”
The steel trap around him seemed comfortable and safe compared to what he might find outside. Aeneas gingerly unfastened the straps that held him to the D-frame-webbed bunk and immediately floated free. It took longer than he had thought it would to orient himself and get his feet braced so that he could turn the latches on the hatchway, but Aeneas was surprised to find that he had no trouble thinking of what had been the capsule “wall” as now “down” and the hatchway as “up.” The falling sensation vanished as soon as there was something to do.
The man outside hadn’t mentioned the tether line on its reel on his belt, but the ground briefing had stressed that before the hatch was open he should clip the tether to the ring by the hatchway. That took fumbling, but he managed it.
The hatch opened smoothly and he put his head outside. There was brilliant sunshine everywhere, and he was thankful for the sun visor and tinted faceplate of his helmet. Crisp shadows, Earth an enormous bulging circular mass of white clouds and blue sea, not below but just there; stars brilliant when he looked away from Earth and sun ... he had seen the pictures a thousand times. It wasn’t the same at all.
He used his hands to rotate himself. There was an odd vehicle about seven meters long at the aft end of the capsule. Its nose was shoved into the capsule thrust chamber, and it reminded Aeneas of dogs. An open framework of thin aluminum bars with—saddles? But why not? A mirrored helmet atop bulky metallic shining coveralls perched on the nearest saddle. Aeneas couldn’t see a face inside it.
“One of the ones who listen, eh?” the voice said, “Jolly good. Now you see that line above you?” Aeneas looked up and saw an ordinary nylon rope. It seemed to be a solid rod. “Get hold of it and clip it on your belt. After that, reach inside and unclip your own line. And don’t be slow about it.” There was a pleasant note to the voice, but it expected to be obeyed.
Aeneas complied quickly. He was reeled very slowly toward the spindly personnel carrier, and with a lot of difficulty and help from the pilot managed to get astride one of the saddles. His feet slipped easily under loops in the thing’s “floor”—Aeneas supplied the quotation marks because there was only a minuscule grillwork there—and a safety harness went around his waist.
Now that he was in the carrier, he could look around, and he did unashamedly.
The launch crew had cut it pretty fine, Aeneas told himself. Heimdall floated less than a kilometer away.
It looked like a junkyard. Two large curved cylindrical sausages on the ends of cables rotated around each other at a distance of nearly half a kilometer. The sausages had projections at crazy angles: solar cell arrays, shields, heat dissipation projectors connected to the station by piping, antennae. There was an inflated tube running from each cylinder to an amorphous blob between them, and part of the center structure rotated with the cylinders. Most of the center did not rotate.
Other junk—the pregnant machine-gun shapes of supply capsules, cylinders of all sizes, inflated structures of no recognizable shape—floated without apparent attachment near the axis of spin. Solar panels and orange sunshades lay everywhere. Heimdall had no real form.
“Quite a sight, isn’t it?” his companion said. “Name’s Kit Penrose, old chap. Officer in charge of everything else. Weight control, atmosphere recycling, support systems, all the marvy things like that. Also the taxi driver. Who’re you?”
“MacKenzie.”
“Oh, Christ, a bloody Scot. You don’t sound one. Engineer?”
Aeneas shrugged, realized the gesture couldn’t be seen, and said, “Like you. Little of everything, I suppose. And I’m American.”
“American, en? Whoever or whatever you are, the ground crew seemed worried about you. Well, you’re OK. Here we go.” He did something to the panel in front of him and the spindly structure moved slowly toward the satellite. His capsule was still attached at the nose. “We’ll just take this along, eh?” Penrose said.
“Yes, my kit’s in there.” And I may need everything in it, Aeneas thought.
It took a long time to cover the short distance to the station. Kittridge Penrose burned as little mass as possible. “Energy’s cheap up here,” he told Aeneas. He waved carelessly at the solar panels deployed everywhere and at mirrors fifty meters across that floated near the station. The mirrors were aluminized mylar or something like it, very thin, supported by thin fiberglass wands to give them shape. “Plenty of energy. Not enough mass, though.”
As they neared Heimdall, it looked even more like a floating junkyard. There was a large cage of wire netting floating a hundred meters from the hub, and it held everything: discarded cargo and personnel capsules, air tanks, crates, and cylinders of every kind. It had no door except an inward pointing cone—an enormous fish trap, Aeneas thought. They headed for that, and when they reached it and killed their approach velocity, Penrose unfastened himself from the saddle and dove into Aeneas’ capsule.
He emerged with two sealed cylindrical fiberglass containers of gear Aeneas had brought up and clipped them to the wire net of the cage. He did the same with the spindle vehicle they’d crossed on, then did something that released the personnel capsule from its faintly obscene position on the taxi’s nose. Penrose gripped the cage with one hand and strained to shove the discarded capsule with the other.
Nothing seemed to happen. Then the capsule moved, very slowly, down the tube into the cage; the motion was only barely apparent, but Penrose turned away. “Takes care of that. We’ll have a crew come take it apart later. Now for you. I’ll carry your luggage.”
He reached down and pulled the safety line out of the reel on Aeneas’ belt and clipped it to his own. “Now you’re tethered to me, but if you drift off and I have to pull you in, I’ll charge extra for the ride. Follow me, and the trick is, don’t move fast. Keep it slow and easy.”
They pulled themselves across the wire cage. It looked like ordinary chicken wire to Aeneas, a more or less sphere of it a hundred meters in diameter. There were other blobs of wire cage floating around the station. When they got to the side of the cage facing Heimdall, Aeneas saw a thin line running from the cage to the non-rotating hub between the cylinders. Up close the rotating cylinders on their cables and inflated tunnel looked much larger than before; twenty meters in diameter, and made of segments, each segment at least twenty meters long. They pulled themselves gingerly along the tether line to an opening ahead.
There was no air in the part of the hub they entered. Penrose explained that the interface between rotating and non-rotating parts was kept in vacuum. Once inside, Aeneas felt a gentle tug as the long tube, leading to the capsules at the end of the tether line pushed against him until he was rotating with it.
Before Aeneas could ask, Penrose pointed up the tube away from the direction they were going. “Counterweights up there,” he said. “We run them up and down to conserve angular momentum. Don’t have to spend mass to adjust rotation every time somebody leaves or comes aboard. Course we have to use mass to stop ourselves rotating when we leave, but I’ve got an idea for a way to fix that too.”
As they descended, Aeneas felt more weight; it increased steadily. They passed into the first of a series of multiple airlocks. Then another, and another. “Hell of a lot easier than pumping all this gup every time,” Penrose said. “Feel pressure now?”
“A little. It’s easier to exhale.”
“You could breathe here. Not well.” They passed through another set of airlocks and felt increasing weight; after that it was necessary to climb down a ladder. The walls of the silo they were descending were about three meters in diameter. They stood out stiffly from the pressure and seemed to be made of the same rubberized cloth as his pressure suit, but not porous or permeable as his suit was.
Eventually they reached a final airlock, and below that the silo had metallic walls instead of the inflated nylon. The final airlock opened onto a circular staircase and they climbed down that into the cylindrical structure of the station itself.
Dr. Herman Eliot was a thin man, no more than thirty-five years old, with bifocal spectacles and long hair that curled at his neck; it was cut off short in front and at the sides so that it wouldn’t get in his eyes, and it was uncombed: a thoroughly careless appearance. He had a harried expression, and his desk was littered with ledgers, papers, books, two pocket computers, and a dozen pencils. There were compartments in the desk for all that gear, but Eliot didn’t use them.
Kit Penrose clucked his tongue as they entered. “Sloppy, Herman. Sloppy. Suppose I had to take spin off?”
Eliot looked annoyed. “You’d like to make up production schedules, then?” he demanded. He did not smile.
Penrose did. He recoiled in mock horror. “Easier to keep spin.” He pulled off his helmet and turned to Aeneas. “Want some help with that?”
“Thank you.” There had been little time for practice with the suit on Earth, but the procedure seemed simple enough; still, there was no harm in getting assistance. Aeneas worked slowly and carefully to undog the helmet and disconnect it from the neckseal. He lifted it off.
Penrose stared. “MacKenzie, eh?” he said sourly. His friendly expression was gone, replaced by a mask of emotional control that couldn’t conceal dislike. His voice was strained and overmodulated. “Aeneas MacKenzie. If you’d told me that, I’d have left you out there.”
Aeneas said nothing.
“He is the owners’ agent,” Eliot said.
“I doubt it.” Penrose curled his lip into a twisted sneer. “I never did believe that lot about his break with Tolland. I think he is another goddamn CIA man.”
“Then why would Miss Hansen send him?” Eliot asked. His voice and gestures were very precise, in contrast to the litter on his desk.
“Probably had to. Tolland can get to her partners. God knows what kind of deals he’s made.”
“I do not think anyone has ever accused Aeneas MacKenzie of personal corruption,” Eliot said. “Precisely the opposite, in fact.”
“I still think he belongs to Tolland.” Penrose stalked to the door. “Tolland and MacKenzie tried to break Miss Hansen with legal tricks. That didn’t work, so they’re trying something else. I’ll leave you with your little pet, Herman. Mind he doesn’t bite you. And keep these doors closed.” He swung the lightweight oval airtight door closed behind him.
There were chairs bolted to the deck opposite Eliot’s desk. Aeneas sat in one of them. He felt a peculiar sensation each time he moved up or down, but he was growing accustomed to it. Experimentally he took a pencil from Eliot’s desk and dropped it to the floor. It followed a lazy, curved arc and landed inches away from where his eye expected it to fall. He nodded to himself and turned to Dr. Eliot. “I don’t bite,” he said.
“That’s about the only thing I know about you, then. Just what are you doing here, Mr. MacKenzie? You’re no spaceman.”
“Of course not. Was everyone here experienced in space when he first arrived?”
“No. But they had some technical value. We knew what they would do here.”
“I will learn whatever is needed.” Aeneas spoke dogmatically. There had never been a task he had failed to learn if he had to know it. “I can help with your administrative work now.”
“It’s only make-work anyway. We aren’t likely to last long enough to need work schedules.” Eliot turned a pencil slowly in his fingers and gave Aeneas a searching look. “My instructions were to give you complete cooperation. What do you want?”
“You can begin by telling me how Captain Shorey died.”
“How he was murdered, you mean.” Eliot’s face still showed little emotion, but he clinched the pencil in fingers suddenly gone white with strain.
“What makes you so sure he was murdered?”
“Amos Shorey had ten years experience in space. He was found outside—it was only an accident that he was found at all. His faceplate was open. His features were relaxed. That’s not the way a spaceman dies, Mr. MacKenzie. Amos was drugged and put out an airlock.”
“And Martin Holloway killed him?”
Eliot pursued his lips tightly. “I shouldn’t have told Miss Hansen that.” He was silent for a moment— “But you’ll find out, now that you’re here. Yes. I couldn’t prove it, but Holloway did it.”
“If you can’t prove it, how do you know?”
“I have a witness.” Eliot’s features twisted into an involuntary thin smile—wistful, sad, amused? Aeneas couldn’t tell. “And a fat lot of good it’d be taking her into a courtroom. Not that Holloway will ever come to trial. Who’d prosecute?”
Aeneas nodded. Mexico wanted no jurisdiction over Heimdall. The United States was unlikely to prosecute one of President Tolland’s agents—if the victim had been Tolland’s man, that would be different. “Send for the witness, please,” Aeneas said.
Eliot glanced at the clock above his desk, then at his wristwatch. Crew schedules were posted on the bulkhead, but he didn’t seem to need to look at them. “She’ll be off duty.” He lifted a telephone.
The girl wore white coveralls. She had a mass of brown curls, all cut short, and no makeup; but she walked with the grace of a dancer, making use of the low gravity. Her features were finely carved and relaxed into no expression at all, but Aeneas thought that she would have as much control over them as she did of her body. She was very young, possibly no more than twenty, and she didn’t need makeup to be pretty. “Ann Raisters,” Eliot said. “Ann, this is—“
“I know who he is. If I hadn’t recognized him, Penrose has told everyone in the station anyway. Kit Penrose doesn’t like you, Mr. MacKenzie. Should anyone?” She cocked her head to one side and smiled, but it didn’t seem genuine, “I’m told you were a witness to the murder of Captain Amos Shorey,” Aeneas said.
Ann turned a suddenly expressionless face towards Dr. Eliot. “Why did you tell him that?”
“You told me you were.”
“I should have known better,” she said. Her voice was bitter. “Occupational disease with whores, Mr. MacKenzie. It’s no less lonely for us than for the men who talk to us. Sometimes we make the mistake of thinking we have friends.”
“If you were a witness to murder, you should tell about it,” Herman Eliot said. “It was your duty to come to me.”
The girl laughed. The sound was hard, but it might have been a nice laugh at another time and place. She ignored Eliot as she spoke to Aeneas. “Suppose I did see murder done? So what? Who’d try the case — not that a court would pay much attention to a whore anyway.”
“You’re registered as a biology technician,” Aeneas said.
“Yeah. Mister, there are ninety-three men and twenty-six women on this satellite. Twenty of those women are engineers and technicians and whatever, and they sleep with one man at a time or none at all. Men serve a two-year hitch up here. Now what would happen if my friends and I weren’t aboard? There are six whores on this ship. Call me an entertainer if you want to. Or a mother confessor. Or just friendly. I like it better that way. But if I get in front of a jury, I’m a whore. “
“You sound rather bitter, Miss Raisters.”
“I liked Captain Shorey.”
“Do you want this station he gave his life to handed over to the people who hired him killed?”
Her lips tightened. “There’s nothing I can do.”
“There is. First, I have to know what happened.”
“Who the hell are you, Mister? Kit Penrose says you’re working for the same outfit that killed Amos. Everybody knows the U.S. government wants to see Equity take control here. I don’t know how to fight that combination, Mister.”
“Miss Hansen does. Dr. Eliot, tell Miss Raisters your orders concerning me.”
Herman Eliot frowned. “Miss Hansen said to give him complete cooperation.”
“Tell her the rest.”
“Do you think that’s wise? All right. She also said that Mr. MacKenzie is in command of this station if he says he is. Are you taking command, then?”
“Not precisely. Now, what did you see, Miss Raisters?”
Ann shrugged. “What difference does it make? You can’t do anything about it. I thought I could, but I’m just not a murderer. Neither is Kit. Or Dr. Eliot.” Her voice tightened. “That’s rich, isn’t it, Mister? We don’t even have the guts to knock off the bastard who killed our friend. Some of the short-termers might, but what’d happen to them when they went home? They’d be up for it.”
“Vengeance murder won’t solve the problems of this station,” Aeneas said. “You may as well tell me what happened. Everyone else seems to know.”
“Yeah. Why not?” She sat across from Aeneas, every movement graceful and lovely, in stark contrast to the angry expression of her eyes. “It started a long time ago. Men get lonesome up here, Mister. They need a girl. Not just a lay, either. It took Marty Holloway longer than most, but he started coming to see me after six months. You will too if you stay long enough. Me or one of the other girls.” She looked defiantly at him.
Aeneas said nothing.
“You will. Anyway, after about a year, Holloway starts talking to me a lot. I liked him. He’s pretty cheerful and he seemed like a good worker. But he tells me how he’s going to be rich when he gets down. Well, what the hell, we all are, but he meant rich and famous. Going to retire from the whole ratrace and spend his life hiking in the woods. Maybe buy some mountain land and put together an animal preserve. Or be the top man in a really big national park. Does this make sense?”
Aeneas remembered long nights when he and David Hindler stood watch together, and they talked of the things they would do when they’d taken Jerusalem. . . . “Yes.”
“Then he starts telling me Hansen won’t own this place much longer, but I shouldn’t worry because he can fix it so I go on Valkyrie anyway. ... I want on that, Mister. And I want in the Moon colony. So I listened. Pretty soon Marty had me convinced. He had me wondering if Miss Hansen could last a year. But I didn’t say anything to anybody until he asked me to help him.”
“What did he want?”
“I’m a pretty good biotech, Mister. I do my share of that work up here. Marty wanted me to poison the vaccine cultures so the yields would go down. Nothing drastic, nothing that would really hurt the station, just cut down production. So I told Amos.”
“What did the captain do?” Aeneas asked.
“Amos wanted me to cooperate with Marty, but I wanted no part of that. I told Marty to go to hell. The next day when I was coming off shift I saw Marty go into my lab, so I went to the captain and told him about it. Amos went in after Marty. An hour later one of the construction people saw the captain drifting away from the airlock.”
“Were there any other witnesses?”
She wouldn’t answer. “There’s no point in this,” she said.
“We’ll see.” Aeneas turned to Dr. Eliot. “Is there any place you can assemble the entire crew?”
“Yes—“
“Please call them together in one hour. Until then, leave me alone here.” His voice carried command, and when Eliot looked into his eyes they seemed as deep as the stars outside the viewport.
The messroom was large enough to hold the hundred men and women with room to spare. It was the full width of the central section of the crew quarters, twenty meters across and more than twice that in length. Thin aluminum flooring made the floor flat across its width and curved gently along the length. The walls were curving sections of a cylinder, with a metallic shine of impervious synthetic cloth. There were several viewports, deep, proving that the inner walls were covered with something outside them.
Aeneas let Kit Penrose lead him into the room. He noted small groups of crewmen clumped together, nervous little groups speaking in low voices that died away as they saw him.
“You know who I am.” His voice, raised to carry through the messroom, sounded tinny and high-pitched. He had been told that the gas mixtures in the station would do that, but he hadn’t noticed when he spoke in normal tones.
“What the hell are you doing here?” a man demanded. He came across the room to Aeneas: a tall man, sandy-haired and square-jawed, his muscles hard. He had the confidence of a man long in space, and more; a man who made his own destiny and controlled the destinies of others. It was a confidence that Aeneas recognized easily. . . .
“Hello, David,” Aeneas said quietly.
“Eh?” Penrose said. “That’s Martin Holloway.”
“His name is David Hindler,” Aeneas said. “He is, or was until very recently, an agent of the CIA.”
Holloway-Hindler smiled with half his face. “And Aeneas MacKenzie is, or was until recently, political and legal advisor to the President of the United States.”
“I work for Miss Hansen now,” Aeneas said. The room was still; everyone was listening,
Holloway shrugged. “You betrayed Greg after damn near twenty years with him—how long before you double-cross Hansen, Aeneas? Just what the hell are you doing here, anyway?”
“I have come to try a case of murder,” Aeneas said.
Holloway looked up in surprise. “By what authority?”
“My own. I am commander of this station.” He looked to Eliot.
“That’s what Miss Hansen says,” Eliot announced. “She appointed MacKenzie in Captain Shorey’s place.”
“That’s stupid,” Holloway said. “You’ve got no authority. Companies don’t make law and courts and appoint judges—“
“Then I appoint myself. Sit down, David. You are charged with the willful murder of Captain Amos Shorey. How do you plead?”
“Go to hell! You’ve got no authority over me.” He looked around for support.
“But I do.” The quiet voice demanded attention. Holloway looked back to Aeneas and saw that he had taken an odd-looking gun from inside his coveralls. Holloway started to reach for his own—
“Don’t!”
The command halted his move for a second.
“The first dart contains a tranquilizer,” Aeneas said. “The rest have cyanide. And I’ve practiced in this gravity. Keep your hands where I can see them, David. And please sit down.”
“I’ll sit.” Holloway eyed the gun warily. “But you can’t make me accept the authority of your court. You’re no better than any other gunman—don’t the rest of you see that? You let him do this to me, and which one of you’s next? Do something!”
There were murmurs of assent, and several crewmen stood menacingly.
“Wait,” Aeneas commanded. The helium in the atmosphere in the station made his voice shrill, but the timbre of command remained. “You may as well hear me out. How many of you hope to go with Valkyrie? Or to the Moon colony?”
About half. Kittridge Penrose was among them.
“And why?” Aeneas asked.
“Because we’ve had enough of Earth and bureaucrats and laws and regulations,” Penrose said. “We can’t breathe down there! We’ve had it with the Martin Holloways—and people like you, MacKenzie!”
“Yet you cannot live without law,” Aeneas said. “There is no civilization without justice.”
“Law? Justice?” Penrose was contemptuous. “Rules, regulations, taxes, traps for people minding their own business.”
“Those are perversions of law.” Aeneas deliberately kept his voice low so that they had to strain to listen. “There can be no civilization without law and no civilized men without justice. Earth’s law cannot govern here. It cannot even govern Earth. But that does not mean you can dispense with law altogether.”
“So you’ll give us laws?” Holloway said contemptuously.
“No. But this satellite is not independent of Earth. It is not sovereign. It must have government. Miss Hansen has given me that task.”
“Are you going to put up with this?” Holloway demanded, “You don’t know this son of a bitch. Law! He’s a goddam computer. He’ll have you marching around under regulations like you’ve never seen.” He turned to the crew. “Help me!”
“Help him and you give Heimdall to the Equity Trust. Or to Greg Tolland,” Aeneas said. “I do not think you will care for either master. Even those who are here for short tours only—and those who want a new life in space will be finished.”
There was a buzz of conversation. “Hansen’s been decent enough.”
“Hell, he’s got the gun. . . .”
“I don’t owe Holloway nothing.”
“Let Penrose and Eliot decide, that’s their job, I mind my own business. ...”
Aeneas raised his voice to cut through the chatter. “The prohibition against murder is as old as man. Are any safe here? Who had more friends than Captain Shorey? Who will avenge you if you are wronged?”
“What do you intend to do with Holloway?” one engineer demanded.
“I intend to try him for murder.”
“Some trial!” Holloway shouted. “A kangaroo court.”
“Yes. You prefer a court which you know will never convict you. I think, David, you have forgotten what a trial is for. It is not a show, but a means of discovering what has happened. I think we can do that here. The crew will be the jury.”
“What happens if we say guilty?” Penrose demanded.
“Sentence is the responsibility of the judge. Martin Holloway, as you are known here, how do you plead?”
“You goddam fools!” Holloway shouted. “You’re really going to let him do this, aren’t you? By God, you touch me and the Agency’ll track every one of you down. You’ve got to go back to Earth sometime—“
“Not everyone,” Aeneas said quietly.
“They’ve got families,” Holloway said grimly.
Aeneas shook his head sadly. “This is beneath you, David. And I warn you, you are not helping your case. I advise you to say nothing else.” Still carefully holding the pistol ready, Aeneas took a seat across the table from Holloway. “I wish you had not threatened the crew.”
Because, Aeneas thought, you force me to act alone. But he had always known it would come to this. He had become—what? “Your plea is not necessary,” Aeneas said. “I call the first witness. Miss Raisters, your oath. Do you swear—“
“His people will kill me,” Ann said. “He wasn’t alone. There are more of them here—“
“You told me Amos Shorey was your friend. And there will be justice here, and on Valkyrie.”
Her lips tightened. She took a deep breath and began to tell her story.
 
*       *        *
 
In two hours they had heard it all: Holloway’s threats and promises to various crewmen; sabotage plans, promises of money and position when Equity took control of Heimdall. There were five witnesses to those acts; and Ann Raisters and another woman had seen Holloway enter the laboratory. They saw Captain Shorey go in after him; and Shorey never returned.
The station physician told them that Shorey died of explosive decompression, but that he had been drugged first. “I don’t know the drug,” he told them. “Not precisely. One of the curare derivatives, I’d think. Certainly something at least that powerful, to leave a man’s muscles relaxed as he explodes. Not even unconsciousness could have done that.”
When it was finished, Aeneas spoke to Holloway. “You may present your defense.”
“I don’t have to make any defense!”
“I advise you to do so. At the moment the evidence is much against you.”
“You used to be my friend,” David said.
“Make your defense,” Aeneas replied. His voice was even, and no one could tell if that had cost him much or little.
“Crap. I didn’t kill Shorey!”
“How did he die?”
“It was an accident. He—“
“Yes?
Holloway thought for a moment. There was no possible explanation. Drugged, Shorey could not have operated the airlock; yet he had certainly been outside it. “You’ve got no authority here. I demand you send me down!”
“No. Have you completed your defense?”
“I’ve said all I’m going to say to you.”
“Then this court finds you guilty. I would have put this to a jury, but your threats prevent that. David Hindler, alias Martin Holloway, this court finds you guilty of sabotage, attempted bribery, and willful murder. On the minor charges you are sentenced to forfeiture of all pay and allowances and one year at hard labor. You will not serve that sentence. On the charge of murder you are sentenced to death.”
There was an excited babble in the room.
“Who’ll kill me, Aeneas?” Holloway said. “You?”
“Of course. I would not ask anyone else to do it.” I never wanted the high justice, but i accepted refuge with the Saracens. . . . “Stand up, David.”
“No. I won’t help you.”
“You have five minutes.”
Penrose and Eliot crowded around Aeneas. “You can’t do this,” Dr. Eliot said.
“Why the hell not?” Penrose demanded. “The bastard’s got it coming.”
“This is no better than murder,” Eliot insisted. “You have no authority. ...”
“If I have none, there’s none here,” Aeneas said. “And you can’t live that way. If you object, Doctor, you can get the crew to stop me. I’m only one man.”
“Two,” Penrose growled.
“Three.” Ann Raisters stood behind him.
 
“Your five minutes are up. Have you anything to say, David?”
Holloway turned to the others. The crew hadn’t moved; they stood or sat in small groups, watching, saying very little, speaking in the hushed tones used in cemeteries and at funerals. “You’re all next!” Holloway shouted. “You let him get away with this and you’re next! They’ll send up company cops, and you’ll all be slaves.”
No one moved. They may have believed him; but Aeneas stood there as the figure of—
What am I? he thought. Justice in person? The high justice? Why should they accept me? But what can they accept? In these days when no one trusts anyone or anything—there is only power. I would like to believe I am more than that.
“They’ll have you for murder, Aeneas,” Holloway said. “Greg Tolland will have extradition warrants in every country on Earth. But don’t worry about that, because the Agency won’t forget either. You’re a dead man, Aeneas. You won’t live an hour after you get to ground.”
“I believe you.” Almost, Aeneas envied David; Aeneas had once been part of that brotherhood of dedicated young men, and he missed their camaraderie. But now he served the Saracens.
Must I do this? What choices have I? There had been a time when David’s threat would have been welcome; now, Aeneas would never see Laurie Jo on their lonely beach. She wouldn’t be safe for long, either. Earth was not a place of safety for anyone, great or small.
The Station turned slowly and through the ports he saw the spindly framework and tankage that would someday be Valkyrie. Earth was lovely beyond it. But she will come here, and we will take that ship together. . . .
“Lost your goddam nerve?” Holloway demanded. The fear was unmistakable in his voice, and beyond it was pleading. “Get it over.” The pistol coughed twice.
Afterwards, Aeneas stood again at the viewport and looked at Valkyrie; but did not look at Earth.
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There were only nine people on the airplane, but the stewardess forgot to serve me coffee, I should have been flattered. In my job, being inconspicuous is an important talent, but I hadn’t been trying to be invisible, and it infuriated me. By the time we were six hundred miles southwest of the southern tip of Baja California, I’d made a scene and the girl wouldn’t forget me, ever.
I was ashamed of myself long before it was over. The whole point to my job is to make the United States a better place to live. We’ve no business spreading un-happiness for our own gratification. We do enough of that as official duties.
Dansworth Station sits seven hundred miles southwest of Baja, and we’d been flying over blue water for hours. I remembered the old days of fast jets and squirmed around uncomfortably, cursing the fuel shortages and the people who’d lit a match to all that oil.
There wasn’t anything to look at below, no islands, and from our cruising altitude I couldn’t see waves or white-caps. There was just that deep blue and the steady rumbling whine of the engines to lull me toward sleepiness but keep me from sleeping. Then the water changed color.
It was many shades of blue, and green, and red, and yellow, all boiling up blue-white in the center of each patch and then the colors spreading outwards in great streaks. Most of Dansworth is under water, so those enormous color patches were all I could see.
The plane circled lower as the stewardess, still not looking at me, gave her little spiel about seat belts and having a pleasant trip. There was an airstrip floating in the water. It wasn’t very wide, but over 3000 feet long, and there were buildings along its sides at the lee end. A dirigible mooring mast floated on its own platform not far away. The plane rolled to a stop at that end of the runway.
A regular grid of concrete domes dotted the sea around the airstrip, and farther away were big floating docks. A couple of newly painted ocean-going ships were alongside. The whole place was clean and bright, different from any city I’d been in recently. Somehow the new planned cities, the “arcologies,” never seem to look this bright and new; but we’re getting there. We have to.
Dark kelp patches grew between the isolated domes, and the water was so clear that I could see platforms about fifty feet below the surface. Silvery torpedo shapes flashed through the kelp, and sailboats cruised among the domes, their bows throwing up white spumes as they raced with the wind. They didn’t have the look of yachts. Just a means of transportation.
Dr. Peterson himself was there to meet me. I strutted a bit for the benefit of the other passengers, and the stewardess looked worried, as she should have. Ignoring passengers who rate a planesides meeting from the civilian director could get her in a lot of trouble, and jobs are pretty scarce. She wasn’t wearing any rings, so she was reasonably safe from the new “One Job Per Family” program, but I understand the Federal Employment Commission is looking into that, too. Married women voters don’t appreciate single girls who have jobs when there are still many families with no job at all. . . .
Peterson wasn’t wearing anything but a pair of shorts and a wide-brimmed hat, and he looked at my lightweight drip-dry suit with sympathy. I’ve worn it on so many assignments that it seems like an old friend, and even in hot weather I’m comfortable in it. I thought I’d lost it once when Hertzog’s blood spurted all over me, but it washed out all right. I’ve never got any of my own on it, maybe that’s why I like it. A good luck charm.
I was surprised at how cool it seemed here in the tropic mid-afternoon. The sun was high and bright overhead, the sky impossibly blue with only tiny white fleecy clouds scudding across. I haven’t seen a sky like that since I last went hiking in the Sierras. Yet, despite the hot sun, the west wind was cold.
Peterson had a tan like old leather. So did everyone else moving around the floating airstrip. It made me feel that I must look like something that had crawled from under a rock. A part of me said that might not be too bad a description, and I thrust it away. It’s bad enough getting doubts in the middle of the night; I can’t afford them in bright daylight. I wondered if that was what happened to the man I’d come to see.
Dr. Peterson had a funny habit of brushing his beard with the tips of his fingers, the way a man might test a wall to see if it had fresh paint. He had no mustache, and I found out later that few people at Dansworth do, although beards are common. Mustaches get in the way of your diving mask. They cause leaks.
I shook hands with Peterson and walked over to the edge of the airstrip to look down into the kelp. I hadn’t expected anything like that in the middle of the Pacific, and I said so. “It only grows in cold, shallow water, doesn’t it?” I asked.
“Right.” Peterson seemed pleased that I knew that much. “That is cold, shallow water, Mr. Starr. The kelp’s anchored to platforms below the surface, and the water’s pumped up from the deep bottom. The kelp is brought in from all over the world so we can experiment with different varieties. The stuff right here comes from the Los Angeles area.”
I couldn’t look away. The water was clear, and millions of fish swam in the thick kelp beds. There were long, thin, torpedo-shaped fish with bright blue stripes down their sides, moving dartingly in schools, every fish turning at precisely the same instant. Each thick clump of kelp held a brilliant orange damselfish warily guarding its territory. There were few sea urchins among the kelp bed, and as I watched a swiftly moving shape darted past to snatch one—an otter, I thought.
A school of dolphins played among the fish. Two detached themselves from the rest and came over to examine me. One rose high on his tail, lifting himself out of the water to stand there churning while he splashed water on me. I ducked back in alarm> but it was too late. I was dripping wet.
Peterson clucked and whistled, then shouted, “Jolly’ That’s not nice.”
The dolphin whistled something, and then, kind of garbled but clear enough so I could understand it, it said “Sorry, boss.” And laughed.
Peterson was still trying to explain when we got to Admiral Kingsley’s office.
“They’ve always been able to imitate speech,” Peterson said. “The stories about dolphins talking and singing go back to classical Greek times. But nobody ever took the trouble to systematically teach them before.”
“Yeah, well, look,” I protested. “We get stories about intelligent fish all the time. Used to take ‘em pretty seriously, and I know about how useful the dolphins are. But does that thing understand what he’s saying?”
“They aren’t fish,” Peterson said.
“OK. Cetaceans. Toothed sea-going mammals. They breathe through lungs, and they’ve never been known to attack a man, and the Navy and fishermen have been systematically using them as messengers and herders since the fifties anyway. I’ve had the standard briefing, Dr. Peterson. But nobody told me the damned things could talk!”
“Not many can,” Peterson said. “At least not so that an untrained man can understand them. Tell me, Mr. Starr, do you speak any foreign language?”
“Yeah.” It was safe to admit that. I wasn’t about to tell him just how many I could get along in. He wouldn’t have believed me anyway.
“And was it difficult to learn it?”
“Sure.”
“Well, to a dolphin, any human language is much more difficult. You’d find it easier to learn Urgic or Yakutsk than Jolly did to learn English. Dolphin grammar isn’t like any language we speak. Couple that with the fact that he has to suppress over half the frequencies and sounds he normally makes to communicate, and maybe you’ll appreciate why so few dolphins ever manage to be understood.”
We’d reached the Admiral’s office ten fathoms below the surface, and the conversation trailed off. There was a watertight door to the office and a Navy yeoman as receptionist. Admiral Kingsley didn’t have a beard, and his tan looked pasty, as if he’d been out of the sun for a while after a long stint outdoors. I was told he’d just come up from a seven-week tour of duty with the deep-mining operation below Dansworth.
The pallor bothered me. I’d had one like that myself after the worst assignment I ever drew. The FBI caught an economic saboteur and put him away at Lewisburg. Our Director decided he knew too much and would probably be exchanged, so they sent me in after him. I tagged him in two weeks, but it took another six to spring me, and by the time I came out I looked like a slug. I felt like one, too. Ever since, I’ve been sure prisons don’t rehabilitate anyone. Problem is, what does?
“This is Gideon Starr,” Peterson said. “Admiral Kingsley.”
We exchanged pleasantries and Kingsley offered drinks. I took mine and sat in a big government-issue easy chair, the kind they have in the Pentagon, or at Lang-ley. It seemed like an old friend,
“Mr. Starr,” said Kingsley, “you’ve got real pull. We’ve never had a visitor here with an endorsement from the Secretary like yours.”
And if you’re lucky you won’t again, I thought, but I said, “Well, it’s coming up on budget review time. A few enthusiastic articles wouldn’t hurt your research appropriation.”
He smiled at that, and Peterson practically beamed. “That’s a fact,” Peterson muttered. “Actually, if they’d just let us keep some of the profits, we’d be all right. How many research efforts actually make money?”
I shrugged. “I’ll do my best, anyway.”
Kingsley beamed this time. “Well. We’re to show you around and then let you direct yourself,” he said. “Orientation’ll take a while, though. There’s a lot here, Mr. Starr. And a lot of ways for a man who doesn’t know what he’s doing to get killed.”
“Yeah.” There were a lot of ways for a man who did know what he was doing to get killed, too. Most of ‘em had been tried on me at one time or another. “I’ve got a diver’s card, and some underwater experience,” I said. “I think I know what to look out for.”
“It’s a start,” Kingsley agreed. “Well, you may as well begin sightseeing.” He reached out to his desk console and pushed a button. Curtains opened on the wall behind him.
There were artificial lights as well as the sunlight filtering down this low. Big fronds waved in slow motion, an underwater forest just outside his office. I could barely see the grid that held the kelp below us. There were shelves sticking out of every structure and shaft, and lots of shafts. Coral in bright reds and blues grew from the shelves, and barnacles, and shellfish there and on long lines that dangled down from the surface. Fish darted through the kelp fronds. It was a dynamic color picture that would never come through on a TV screen. I couldn’t wait to get out there in it, and I told them so.
They exchanged grins. I expect every tourist says the same thing. If anybody could visit that place and not want to get outside, he was dead or might as well be.
“Yes. Well, perhaps first an orientation tour?” Peterson said. “I really don’t know how familiar you are with what we’re doing here at Dansworth.”
“Not at all,” I told him. “I’m primarily an aerospace writer. I’ve done some diving, but not much serious study of sea power stations. You’d better assume I don’t know anything at all.”
The nice part about it was I was telling the truth. Not all of it, but no lies.
The admiral hit another button and more curtains opened. There was a 3-D map behind them, a holograph tank, and by manipulating his desk console he could show things at different levels. He started with the bare floor of the Pacific. It was crosshatched with very regular lines, a checkerboard of cracks in the bottom, and about sixteen thousand feet deep. Dansworth Seamount rose steeply from the floor to within seven hundred feet of the surface. It stood there all by itself, with nothing around, at least not on that map.
“Dansworth,” Peterson said. “The deep gash next to it is Shatterton Fissure. The geologists are having a field day here.”
“Urn.” I wasn’t really interested in the geology. The theories change every year, so what’s the point in studying up on them? I like technology, though, and I’m a pretty good writer. I think I could make a living at it even if Langley didn’t use influence to get my stuff placed in important magazines. I’ll never find out, of course. You don’t quit in my job. I didn’t want to, anyway.
Kingsley did something to the console and the scale changed to show only Dansworth Seamount and a little area around it. A grid appeared, a 3-D space-chessboard, with part of the grid below the top of the mountain, and the rest above that going on to the surface. “Dansworth Station,” Kingsley said. “Our city in the sea.”
“Impressive.” I meant it. “What’s the grid?”
“Corridors, mostly. Concrete cylinders strung together. Labs, quarters, processing plants.”
The place was big, and they had color codes on the different structures in the map. It would take a long time to learn everything, but I wouldn’t have to. We’d found the traitor after five years, and I wouldn’t be here long at all. It seemed a pity, because Dansworth was a very interesting place. I wondered what it would be like to live here.
“Now for your guide,” Dr. Peterson said. “I understand you asked for Hank Shields. Any reason why?”
I shrugged, “A couple of sailors in San Diego told the editor he was a good man who knew a lot about Dansworth. Anybody else would do, if it’s inconvenient.”
“No, nothing like that,” Peterson said. “Just that Hank doesn’t want any publicity. Something about his wife. He’ll be glad to show you around if you won’t put him in the story.”
“Suits me.” I needed to think that one over, and cursed the damn fools who’s asked for Shields in the first place. I like to plan my own operations, and I don’t need help from the goddam desk men. I’ll take their orders, but I don’t need them trying to run my life. “When do I meet him?”
Hank Shields was about five eleven, a good three inches shorter than me, but he weighed nearly as much, a hundred and ninety pounds. He matched the description perfectly: blonde, blue eyes, thick matty beard like most people have at Dansworth. Except for the beard he hadn’t made any attempt to change his face. The pictures at Langley might have been taken last week, once the artists had airbrushed on the beard.
He looked me over carefully, then we shook hands and stood there sizing each other up. I looked to see anything in his eyes—recognition of my face, or my name, but if he’d ever heard of me he was pretty good at hiding it. That didn’t mean anything, of course. So was I. He had a powerful grip, as good as mine, and that figured too. He’d had my job once. Finally we let go and Peterson waved us out of the admiral’s office.
“What would you like to see first?” Shields asked.
I shrugged. “Better let you decide, Mr. Shields.”
“Hank,” he said automatically.
“Fine. I’m Gideon. Where we going? I can’t wait to get outside,”
“We’ll put today in the inside tour and go out tomorrow. OK?”
“Sure.” As we talked he was leading me through the maze of corridors. There were watertight doors at intervals, some open, some closed and we’d have to stop and open them, step through, and seal up behind. The corridors were about ten feet high, rounded on top and rough inside. He pointed out different laboratories as we passed.
“How long does it take to learn your way around here?” I asked.
“Years. And they keep adding to it. Well, they used to keep adding to it,” he caught himself. “Budget’s been rotten the last couple of years.”
He had a hearty voice and was eager to explain things to me. Hank Shields would be an easy man to like. I decided he didn’t know anything about me or why I was here, and I could relax.
We reached an elevator shaft and went down. “I’m taking you to the number one power plant,” Hank said. “It’s the only one at sea-level pressure. The rest are just like it, only they’re pressurized to ambient. Saves construction costs.”
We went through another watertight door and out onto a catwalk. There were turbines below, big Westinghouse jobs, and it was noisy as hell, but otherwise it didn’t look a lot different from the generator house at a dam. I said so.
He motioned me back into the elevator shaft and closed the door so it was quiet. “It isn’t any different, really,” he told me. “Surface water, 25°C. Seventy-seven if you like it in Fahrenheit. Down at the bottom the water’s 5°C. We take the warm water down to heat exchangers and boil propane with it. Propane steam goes through the turbines. On the other side we’ve got condensers. They get cooled by another set of heat exchangers with water pumped up from the bottom. Turbines spin, and out comes electricity. Works like a charm, and no fuel costs.”
“Sounds like perpetual motion.”
“It is. There’s a power source, of course. The sun. It heats water pretty good in the Tropics. What it amounts to, Gideon, is we have a temperature difference with the same power potential as a ninety-foot water drop. Lots of dams with a smaller pressure head than that. And we’ve got all the hot water we could ever want.”
“Yeah, OK.” We started up in the elevator. It sounded impressive as hell but there hadn’t been anything to see. “Just a minute. The water by the airstrip was cold.”
“Right. That’s used cooling water. We dump it high because it’s full of nutrients. Artificial upwelling. You know, like Peru? Over half the fish caught anywhere in the world are at natural upwellings. We’ve made our own. Lot of profit in fish, fish meal, frozen fish, gamefish, you name it.”
I could appreciate that. With meat prices where they were in the U.S., we’re getting to be a nation of fish eaters anyway, and Dansworth supplies a lot of the fish. “But where do you get the hot water, then?”
“Bring it in from up-current of the station, where there are black platforms below the surface to help get it hotter. No problem. It has to be pumped anyway. With dolphin-hide liners on the pipes, it’s about as easy to pump the water a long way as a short.”
I gave him a blank look. “I must be dense—dolphin hides? You kill them for that?”
He laughed. It was a real long laugh, hearty, and after a second I joined in because it was infectious, even if it was obviously on me. “What’re we laughing about?” I asked him.
“Dolphin-hide’s a process name,” Hank wheezed. “You’ll see. We’ve got a way to duplicate the effect that dolphins use to control water flow across their skin. They get true laminar flow, if that means anything to you.”
I nodded. It did, just. “Smooth water flow, no friction.”
“Yeah. We haven’t got it worked out for boats yet, but we’re trying. Easy to make it work with steady flows, like pipes. You’ll see tomorrow.”
We toured the Station. Fisheries, where they used graded nets to catch fish at just the right sizes and let the others through. There were dolphins involved in that too. They chased the fish into the nets. The men in charge used little boxes with keys to play dolphin-sound tunes and direct their partners. The dolphins seemed to be having more fun than the men, but nobody was working very hard and I could see a lot of grins.
In another place they had plant research farms. Different kinds of kelp and other seaweeds, and different creatures living in them. Shrimp, fish, shellfish—anything that might be edible, and some that weren’t. Everything grew like crazy, and Hank said it was because of the nutrients in the water they brought up from the bottom. “Infinite supply of that, too. All free since we need it in the power plants to begin with.”
We took an elevator to the surface at the down-wind end of the airstrip, and watched the big ships loading up at the floating docks. I asked how they’d survive in storms, big structures like that exposed to the waves.
“They wouldn’t,” Hank said. “So we sink ‘em if there’s a big enough blow coming. Ships stay the hell away unless there’s good weather. We get good predictions from the satellites.”
It was a whole new world. Everything was bright and clean. The shops along the airstrip had no iron bars or reinforced doors. I hadn’t seen a policeman since I arrived. Hank told me the Navy Shore Patrol did all the policing they needed—mostly drying out sailors who’d had one too many.
I’d never known people could live like that. Why can’t we, back in the States? One day we will, if we can hang on long enough.
We went through hydrogen plants, where they electrolyzed water into its parts and liquefied the hydrogen and oxygen. The compression and electrolysis made heat, and they pumped that back into the system with heat exchangers. No stage of the Dansworth operation was very efficient, but over-all it was fabulous. I knew the hydrogen was important to California, where they pipe it through the old natural gas pipelines and people burn it in floor furnaces and stoves.
“We’re starting to get salable quantities of metals out of sea water, too,” Hank said. “That wouldn’t be economic if it was the only reason for the system, but we pump a lot of water through here. Power’s free except for building the equipment to get it.” He went on about Dansworth and how it was the wave of the future until he stopped suddenly and grinned.
“I’m an enthusiast,” he said.
“I’ve noticed.” I grinned back. “You’re making me one.”
“Yeah. Now let’s go home and have dinner. Judy’s expecting you to put up with us while you’re here.”
“Well, I’ll be all right at the VOQ. Wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”
“Crap. No trouble. Only problem with Dansworth is we don’t get many visitors. There’s three thousand people here and we know every one of them, or it seems like it anyway. Judy’d kill me if I didn’t give her a chance to hear the latest gossip from the States.”
“Yeah, I suppose — Look, you’re sure it’s no problem?” I wasn’t being polite. My father had a big thing about hospitality. It was about the only thing my father taught me that I hadn’t sacrificed to the Job; but Hank gave me no choice, just as the Job gave me no choice. No choice at all.
Judy Shields was a willowy brunette, thin but with muscles. She had an aristocratic look and the same deep tan everyone seemed to have, but the effect was partly spoiled by freckles on her nose. My kid sister had freckles like that, and she hated them. I can remember her making unhappy sounds at the bathroom mirror while the rest of us waited outside for our turn, A rapist finished her on her eighteenth birthday.
Judy Shields was happy to meet someone from Outside, as they called it. I also got introduced to Albert Shields, age nine, and called “Hose-nose” for no reason I could understand.
“Mr. Starr’s a science writer,” Hank told the kid.
“Sure! I’ve seen some of your books, Mr. Starr. You going to put Dad in a book?”
I lifted an eyebrow and looked at Hank. “According to Dr. Peterson, your father doesn’t want in a book.”
“Aw, why not? I’d sure like to be in a book. Jimmy Peterson’s father’s in a lot of books, and he’ll never let you forget it, either.”
“Off to your room, Hose-nose,” Judy said. “Out, out, out.”
“So you can drink, huh?” The kid winked and went out.
“He’s got a point, you know,” I said. “A little publicity never hurt anybody’s career.” I looked over at Hank with complete innocence. It seemed like the right thing to say. He looked back helplessly.
“It’s my fault, Gideon,” Judy said. “My family never wanted me to marry Hank. It’s— Well, it’s all very unpleasant, and I’d rather they didn’t know we were here, that’s all. I suppose it would do Hank some good to be written up.”
“Not as much as that, and by damn I don’t need your mother dropping in for a visit,” Hank said. He poured me another drink.
“Well, forget it, then.” I hoisted the martini. “Here’s to Dansworth. It’s quite a place.”
It was, too. Although we were a hundred feet under water, the Shield’s apartment wasn’t small or gloomy. There was a big window looking out, just like the admiral’s, and the same unending color swarms of fish around the coral. Inside, the walls were concrete, and they’d hung them over with woven mats, needlework tapestries, pictures, and the like. There was a shelf of books on one wall and a shelf of ship models on another. It was nothing like homes in the States where the TV dominates the room. You could tell that the people who lived here liked to talk, and read, and do things together.
“We like it,” Judy said. “Now. What’s the latest gossip? Is Gregory Tolland going to hang on as President? Whatever happened to Aeneas MacKenzie?”
I shrugged, and told her what the press people were saying. “MacKenzie’s gone off to Baja. Probably joined up with Hansen Enterprises,” I told them. “And they say Tolland’s going to hang in there. The press supports him— Don’t you get any news here at all?”
“Very little,” Judy said. “We like it that way. No TV, and we don’t read the stateside papers. Is it true that MacKenzie found Equity Trust people in the White House itself?”
“It looks that way.” I didn’t really want to talk about it, although I suppose half the people in the country were having the same conversation at just that moment. Usually Agency people have about as much interest in politics as they do in Donald Duck, but some of us really thought Tolland and his People’s Alliance would put some new pride into the United States. He’d started off well, and certainly MacKenzie’s investigations had cleaned up a lot of dirt accumulated in Washington for thirty years. We’d helped in that. And then MacKenzie got too close to the White House, and he was out, and Tolland sat there alone in the Oval Office. “The consensus is that President Tolland was as surprised as anyone. At least the press thinks so.”
Hank laughed unpleasantly. He clearly didn’t believe it. Maybe he was trying to justify something, like running out.
“I’d rather talk about Dansworth,” I told them. “Hank, you never did tell me what you do here.”
“I’m a generalist. Sea farming methods, mostly. Some clumsy engineering. Diving— Academic training’s not worth a hoot compared to just getting down there and fooling around. We’ve still got a lot to learn.”
“Do you dive too?” I asked Judy.
“Oh, sure. I have to. I’m the schoolteacher. A lot of the classes are out on the reefs.”
“Isn’t that dangerous for the kids?”
“A little. Traffic accidents are bad for children too. And we don’t have gangs and muggings or smog or enriched white flour.”
“Yeah.” Paradise. There was something else about Dansworth. Everybody was doing something he was interested in. I wondered when I’d last met anybody like that. There are a lot of go-getters with the big international corporations, but they’re in short supply back home.
And yet. It’s my country. We built Dansworth. The arcology projects in the Midwest haven’t worked so well, but we’ll lick that too. We’re finding ourselves again.
Dinner was fish, of course. All kinds of fish. There was one thing that tasted like steak, and I asked about it, “Whale?”
They all shuddered. “No, it’s beef. Dr. Peterson sent steaks over in your honor,” Judy said. Her throat seemed tight. Hank didn’t look too good either, and I thought the kid was going to throw up. It was very quiet in the room.
“OK, what’s wrong?” I asked. “Obviously I put my foot in it.”
“You wouldn’t really eat a whale, would you?” Hose-nose asked. His eyes were as big as saucers. “I mean not really “
“I never have, as far as I know,” I answered. “But—I thought they were raising whales for food out here.”
“No. That’s over,” Hank said. “Gideon—did you meet Jolly? Dr. Peterson’s talking dolphin?”
“Sure.”
“Would you eat him?”
“Good Lord, no.”
“Whales may be at least as smart as dolphins. Killer whales certainly are—of course they’re a kind of dolphin anyway. But even if the bigger whales aren’t as intelligent as we are, they’re more like apes or gorillas than cattle. They’re aware. Would you eat monkeys?”
“I see what you’re getting at.” I saw it, but I didn’t have the emotions they did. It really disturbed them.
“The reason we can let the children swim without worrying about them is the dolphins watch out for them,” Judy said. “We wouldn’t be able to operate this place without them.”
“But whales eat dolphins,” I protested. “Don’t they?”
“Killer whales do,” Hank said. “OK. I grant that, and the dolphins have no use for their overgrown cousins. But dogs eat sheep too, until they’re taught to take care of them. It’s the same thing.”
“You have killer whales here?”
“No. They’d be too hard to take care of,” Hank said. “We’re concentrating on training the dolphins right now. But there’ll come a time—“
“And what about sharks?” I asked. “Any chance of taming them?”
“No. They’re vicious and stupid, and you can’t even hate them. I suppose they have a place in nature, but there’s none for them here.”
Hank’s voice had an edge to it when he said that. I wondered if he was thinking the same thing I was. He’d been a shark, and he’d found a place here. A bloody traitor to the Agency, a man who’d run out, making it just that much harder for the rest of us.
 
*      *       *
 
After dinner, we sat around watching the fish look in at us. They were attracted to the lights. There were dolphins too, including a baby that kept perfect station just behind and under her mother. I was told I’d meet them the next day.
Hank and Judy kept asking me about the States, and they didn’t like what I told them. That didn’t surprise me. Even after a few hours here, I could feel the contrast with the way we lived at home. Everyone at Dansworth had a purpose, but back home we all seem to be like a man hanging on to a rope over the edge of a cliff, and nobody seems to quite know what to do about it. Until somebody does, it’s my job to keep some charlie from sawing the rope in two. God knows there are enough trying it.
They’d listen to stories about the Outside for a while, then they’d get off onto something else going on at Dansworth. Minerals. Ecological farming, fish, and plants, pollution-free power, talking to dolphins. Hank was working on all of it, trying to keep track of the big picture, but there was so much going on he always had more to do than he had time for.
That’s when I really hated Hank Shields. He was enthusiastic about his work. He had a wife and family. He had a job he really believed in. He slept nights, with none of those little doubts that grow and grow in the quiet darkness until you get up and turn on the lights. He had all the things I’d never have, and why should he?
He’d been one of us. He’d quit. We can’t quit, but Hank Shields had tried it. Now he sat smugly in his living room, with his lovely wife, and thought about this Paradise he lived in. He thought he was safe.
He’d soon learn different.
 
*    *     *
 
For our first day’s diving we used only masks and snorkels and fins. The water was clear, and there were fish everywhere. I was surprised to see Pacific barracuda swimming near us, and they made me nervous, but Hank said they wouldn’t hurt anyone. They hardly ever did back in the States, of course, and here they were well fed and the vicious ones weeded out.
The dolphins did that. We’d no sooner gone off the platform into the water, Hank and me and Hose-nose, than five dolphins came around. Hank had a little box attached to his belt, and he played a tune on some keys sticking out of it. The dolphins arranged themselves in front of us, and I’d swear they were laughing at us.
“This is Jill,” Hank said, pointing to the mother I’d seen the night before. “And the little one’s Sarah. Jill, meet Gideon Starr.” He also made clicks and wheezes on the box.
“You telling me she understands English?” I asked.
“Quite a lot. So does Jumbo, the big male there,” Hank said. The dolphins laughed again. “But none of these can speak English, at least not so that you could understand them. We’re teaching Sarah, but she’s very young. Actually she doesn’t speak dolphin very well either. She’s learning both languages together.”
Hose-nose was swimming around the big female dolphin, pushing Sarah away from her mother. Jill turned in a tight circle, Sarah following exactly, leaving Hose-nose behind and then coming up face-to-face with the boy. The dolphin chattered loudly.
“Stop it, Albert,” Hank said wearily. “You know better.” He turned to me. “Kids. He knows that dolphins don’t like people messing with their children. Jill won’t actually hurt him, and Hose-nose counts on it. Well, Gideon, you ready for a wild ride?”
Hank produced harness things, big rigid rings with trapeze bars hanging behind them. The dolphins stuck their bills into the rings, and we each grabbed a bar. Hose-nose had Jill and I drew Jumbo, while another male called ‘Fonso towed Hank. We moved through the kelp beds at about five knots, with a kaleidoscope of colors flashing below us. The other two dolphins ranged around us in tight circles, charging toward me and then diving under just as it seemed a collision was inevitable. It took me a while to get used to it, and I saw Hank watching me out of the corner of his eye, while Hose-nose was openly laughing.
I was damned if I’d give them anything to laugh about, but there were a couple of times I held my breath. A six hundred pound dolphin is big, and when he comes straight at you moving about twenty knots, it’s scary.
It was also hard to manage my snorkel at those speeds. We made enough of a wake to swamp the thing quite often, so I was pretty busy keeping my mask clear of water and trying not to inhale too much brine. Eventually Hank made more clicks and wheezes on his box and the dolphins slowed down a bit. I was sure I’d been tested, and wondered if it were standard treatment for visitors. Dudes are fair game anywhere.
I saw how the barracuda-management program worked about an hour out. We were free swimming in kelp beds, the giant fronded stuff that grows off Catalina Island, diving down among the fish and watching sea otters collect the spiny sea-urchins to take them up to the surface and crack them. One of the barracuda got too interested in an otter, and the dolphins converged around it. The barracuda realized its mistake immediately and darted off, doing maybe thirty-five knots, much faster than a dolphin, but one of the dolphins had anticipated that. It had started on a converging course before the barracuda saw him and snap!
I began to have a healthy respect for dolphin teeth. The barracuda made a nice meal for the five of them, a tidbit apiece, with Sarah getting most of the innards.
Well, people keep dogs, and they have big teeth. Families will trust their babies to the temper of an Alsatian that could take the kid apart in three bites, yet puts up with being sat on and ridden . . . but dogs have been bred for that behavior for thousands of years. The dolphins are only wild animals.
Or are they? They aren’t really wild, and is it fair to call anything that smart an animal?
We went out again the next morning. The Shields had a lock system so you could go out from their home, twenty fathoms down; at that depth we were below most of the kelp, although there were some giant fronds growing up from platforms attached to the deep-layer corridors and labs. A couple of sailors brought over equipment for me and got it fitted properly, while Hank and Hose-nose put on their own gear. The kid was enjoying his respite from classes, and Judy Shields was mad because she couldn’t come with us. She had to teach the school her son was playing hooky from. . . .
They used helmets with a faceplate that covered the whole face, mouth and all. I’d never used that system before. The advantage was you could talk with it, and I could understand Hank a few feet away, although it was tough; but there was also a plug-in system to connect to the underwater sled, and when we were all attached to that, everything was easy. There was a little garbling, but not much.
The sled was a four-man job with two pairs of seats protected by what I’d have called wind-screens except that of course these were water-screens. It was powered by batteries, and held air tanks so we didn’t have to use the backpack air while we traveled around the station. When we got outside and Hank showed me how the system worked, he used the dolphin-talker box to play a tune. Jumbo, Jill, and Sarah showed up.
“We’ll only need Jumbo,” Hank explained. His voice sounded heavy and a little mushy in my helmet phones. “Jill’s off duty anyway, of course, because raising Sarah’s a full-time job. The others have work to do.”
It took a little while for our eyes to get accustomed to the light down that far, and I was surprised to see just how much filtered through to twenty fathoms. There weren’t many reds or yellows, of course; water absorbs that end of the spectrum so that down that deep everything seems to be different shades of blues and greens.
We took the sled out to the edges of the great colored patches of diatoms and plankton that surrounded the upwelling cold water with its nutrients. There weren’t any structures out here, and it was officially not part of Dansworth at all, but Hank wanted to show me the color changes. We were up to about sixty feet now, but we’d been down a couple of hours. On the way the dolphins played their game with the sled, darting ahead and then racing back to do a couple of tight turns around us, urging Hank to get up more speed.
Finally I asked Hank about decompression.
“No problem,” he said. “Judy’ll have the whole apartment pressurized when we get back. We’ll go in and let the system take care of gradual decompression—or leave it pressurized if you want to go out tomorrow. That’s one of the big advantages at Dansworth, the deep-water boys can get saturated and stay at pressure as long as they want.”
“What do you do if you want to get down really deep?” I asked. As we’d cruised through the last of the experimental kelp farms a couple of miles back, I’d seen the winking lights of the mining operations far below, down at the top of the Seamount itself.
“Have to use special gas mixtures,” Hank said. “Expensive. Helium’s gone out of sight. We use rebreather systems so we won’t waste it.”
“I want to try that. The editors insist on coverage of the deep mines.”
“Better to use the crabs,” Hank said. “Little subs. The outside gear takes a lot of training.”
“I’ve been down with Navy gear,” I told him. “And out into space for that matter. It can’t be all that different.”
“It is, though. Well, OK, maybe next week. Can’t bring the boy.”
Hose-nose mumbled disappointment. He’d seen all this before, although he said he hadn’t been this far from the Station itself before, and he wanted to see the mines.
We swam around the edges of color patches. The cold water spreading out to here made distinct layered patches in the warm tropic waters, each layer edging downward away from the upwelling point. There were different critters in each layer, and the layers were separated by twenty or thirty feet of water. The scene was fascinating.
We were about ready to turn back when we heard a shrill whistle and loud scream. I looked around, scared stiff, then decided it was the dolphins playing games on us.
Hank had his box out and played a series of clucks and gobbles on it. One of the dolphins answered.
“Quick!” Hank shouted. “Into the sled! Shark!”
Hose-nose moved toward the sled fast. I was confused, not knowing what to do for a second, and stayed with Hank. We swam toward the sled, and then, just beyond it, I saw the thing.
It was a big blue shark, over twenty feet anyway, and it was charging toward little Sarah while Jill tried to stay between the shark and her daughter. I didn’t see Jumbo at all.
The shark was beautiful. It raced through the deep water, a blue deadly torpedo, straight toward the baby dolphin. Jill would have had no trouble keeping away from it if she hadn’t been worried about Sarah, but now she was right in its path.
Even from forty feet away I could hear the underwater crunch as the shark hit the big dolphin. Jill whirled away, tumbling and twirling, and the shark headed for the baby.
It was like watching a bad movie, all in slow motion it seemed, although nothing was moving slowly at all. We were kicking hard to get to the sled, and the shark took another tight turn and came back at the little dolphin and Hose-nose was screaming something and we couldn’t get to the sled in time and even if we could I didn’t know what to do—
Jumbo came from nowhere and struck the shark just behind its gills. He had come on at full tilt, seven-hundred pounds of dolphin moving at twenty-five knots, and the impact was terrific.
It didn’t seem to affect the shark at all. The deadly blue shape was knocked off course and missed Sarah but that was all. It started another tight turn, while Jumbo whirled with it, trying to get up speed and at the same time keep the shark off the baby.
Sarah was making screaming clicks and kept trying to get to her usual station behind and below her mother, but Jill was tumbling out of control and I was sure she was dead.
We reached the sled and Hank took a long lance with a slender ice-pick tip from a rack along the sides. There were other lances there and I grabbed one and followed.
“Stay with the sled!” Hank shouted. “Button her up!”
“Yeah, do that!” I told Hose-nose. I kept right with Hank. He looked back for just a glance to see I was with him, a twisted look of pain and rage and thanks all at the same time.
We got to the two dolphins and took up positions on each side, lances held out toward the shark. Once we were there, Jumbo streaked off to get up momentum.
The shark didn’t like the situation now. I don’t know just how conscious these things are, but it had three functional enemies, none as big as it was, but all acting aggressively.
On the other hand, there was a faint trail of blood from Jill and that attracted the shark. I saw that Jill wasn’t dead, but she wasn’t under control either. The impact had done something to her, knocked her unconscious perhaps.
The shark circled. Jumbo flashed at it, and the shark dodged in a tight turn above us, then when he was past made up its mind and started straight toward me. I kept the lance pointed out at it. It seemed that I had plenty of time, although the whole battle hadn’t lasted more than a minute.
The shark was moving fast and I didn’t know if I could hit it straight on. Just before it got into range of the lance, Jumbo was there again, wham!, striking the shark at the same place, just aft of the gills, and diverting it. As it passed overhead I rammed the lance deep into its belly.
It was a charged lance, and it should have injected a full bottle of CO2 into the shark. I cursed when nothing happened and realized I hadn’t pulled the goddam safety pin out. All I’d done was give the shark a tiny puncture wound, nothing that would hurt it at all.
It did the job, though. The shark flinched in surprise and turned slightly. Hank was right there with his lance, and he hadn’t forgotten. The needle went in and there was a loud whooshing sound. The shark wriggled for a second, then started floating upward, fast, its insides blown up and compressed and great bubbles of bloody gas coming from its mouth and gill slits. Jumbo came screaming around in another tight circle and rammed it amidships, forcing out more blood, but the monster was dead and headed topside, buoyed up by the gas injected into its innards.
Hank was still shouting. He was under the unconscious dolphin, pushing it upward toward the surface, kicking hard. Jill had neutral buoyancy; she wasn’t heavy, but she was very massive, and it was slow work. I swam alongside and kicked upward, pushing at that great heavy body. She felt warm and hard, almost rigid. Sarah kept swimming around us, screaming plaintively. Then Jumbo was there pushing upward as well.
“Get back down!” Hank ordered. “You’ll have the bends.”
“So will you.” I kept shoving upward. It seemed to take forever, but the light was getting brighter.
He didn’t say anything else, and after a long time we broke surface, I had managed to keep the pressures equalized and breathe out steadily on the way up, only taking in a few breaths at intervals. It would be a while before we felt anything, I decided. We didn’t have any embolism problems. Or if we did, I didn’t feel anything. Yet.
When we got the blow-hole above water, Jill let out a long whistle of breath and started breathing again. She was thrashing around feebly, unable to keep herself above water without help. The only blood I could see was from an irregular tear just below her fin, whether shark-bite or just abrasion from the sand-paper sides of the blue shark I couldn’t tell.
Hank played another tune on his call-box and Jumbo darted away from us, swimming in a big circle that kept widening before coming back and making clicking grunts.
“No more sharks in sight,” Hank translated. He stuck his helmet down below the surface and shouted. “Hose-nose!”
“Yes, sir.” The kid’s voice was faint but we could hear it. I couldn’t make out any expression in it, but I could imagine what the boy was thinking. He was well-trained, to stay down there while his father brought his friend—Jill was certainly more than a pet—up to the surface.
“Go get help. Jumbo will stay with us.”
“Yes, sir.” There was a pause. “Is Jill all right?”
“She’s alive. Get going.”
“Yes, sir.”
I heard the sled motor start up, a high-pitched whine, and then it receded. We were alone up there, saturated with nitrogen and holding up a bleeding dolphin, while more sharks might come around at any moment. I thought I remembered that blues hunt alone. I also remembered that sharks can smell blood for miles.
“All right, get back down to forty feet,” Hank ordered. “Jumbo and I’ll hold her up. Stay five minutes and then come up and relieve me. Your lance is still armed, isn’t it?”
“Yes. OK.” I let air out of the buoyancy compensator and sank slowly. It didn’t need two to hold up the dolphin. At least not two men; Jumbo was doing most of the work anyway, but he couldn’t quite hold Jill alone. It took someone on the other side to do that, to keep her from rotating and falling away.
The five minutes took forever, then I surfaced again. Hank made more noises on his call-box, sending Jumbo on another long patrol out around us. When the dolphin returned, Hank gave me his place. He seemed a bit grey and sweaty under his faceplate and I thought he had a touch of the bends, or an embolism, or both. The only thing we could do for that was to get him down again, and I pointed emphatically. He nodded.
“Thanks,” he said. Then he sank out of sight, and I was alone on the surface.
Not really alone, I decided. There was Jumbo on the other side of our burden, and Sarah just under us, still clicking and whistling but not so plaintively now. Jumbo clicked at her, and she was quiet. There were swells, about five feet high, with tiny whitecaps on them, and it was hard to hold the dolphin upright so the blow-hole was above water. I kept getting salt water into my mask and it was hard to clear. I was still on tanks; a snorkel would have been flooded. The sun was hot, but the water was only warm, friendly, comfortable except for the waves. I cursed them.
We floated there, Jumbo and I, holding up the wounded dolphin, and I thought about Hank Shields. We’d worked well together, and the only mistake had been mine. A stupid one at that. Shields had been a good man. He was doing a good job here at Dansworth. He wasn’t hurting anyone. He and the work at Dansworth were helping make life better for people in the States.
That wasn’t a profitable way of thinking. Shields was a goddam traitor. He’d run out on the team. Maybe what he was doing now was more important, but that wasn’t my decision.
Jumbo made more sounds at me, but I couldn’t understand them. “No comprende,” I said, then laughed at myself. For some reason I’d used a language foreign to me, thinking Jumbo might know that. Of course he wouldn’t understand any language I knew. Except perhaps English. “I don’t understand,” I said as clearly as I could.
“OK,” the dolphin replied. It was quite clear and distinct. He began nudging Jill, and she responded a bit, moving her tail about to help keep herself above water. She breathed noisily, After a while she could hold herself up with only a little help. I pointed out toward the sea and made a big circular movement with my arm. “Sharks?” I called.
Jill clicked something that sounded scared. Sarah clicked back.
“No. OK,” Jumbo said. Again it was quite clear enough to understand. He darted away, leaving me to hold Jill with her help. He tore off in a big circle and stayed out there a long time. When he got back, he made clicking noises.
“Another shark out there,” I heard. “Probably a lot of them. They’ll eat the dead one first.” This wasn’t from the dolphin but it took a moment to realize I was hearing Hank’s voice from seventy feet down. “I can’t come up, I’m afraid. Can you hold on?”
“Sure!” I called. I wondered. But Jumbo was racing around us in a tight circle now, and I had my lance. I took the bright red ribbon hanging on the safety pin and pulled it out, then held the lance warily. The thing was as dangerous to humans and dolphins as it was to sharks.
I thought about the sharks. Come to blood from miles away. Eat each other. Stupid, single-minded killers. I didn’t like the thought.
After a while I saw Hank rising from below. He hadn’t given me any warning, and my lance was pointed slantingly downward, just where he’d come up, the point probably invisible because he’d be looking up at the bright surface and the lance was shadowed by the dolphin and her daughter. . . .
It was simple. An accident, and no questions. He was swimming badly, and I was sure he was suffering, how bad I couldn’t tell.
An accident. No witnesses. Terminate with extreme prejudice. He was almost to the point of my lance now. A tiny movement and he’d be a closed file entry—
No. He was a goddam traitor, but he’d fought to keep the dolphin alive. He’d earned that much. The sharks might come back, and I’d need him. The Job could come later. Right now, I wasn’t risking the dolphin. It made an ironic joke, because my supervisor hates dolphins more than he hated Hank Shields.
“Get your ass down there under pressure!” I shouted. “You’re in no goddam condition to come to the top.” I shifted the lance point so that it missed him. “And give me warning when you come up. You almost impaled yourself.”
He looked at me funny. It was a knowing look, and it said a lot. I frowned. “Get below!”
He sank back down without a word. A Navy recovery boat with a compression chamber reached us about twenty minutes later, but it was only ten minutes before a whole school of angry dolphins was around us, looking for sharks to kill. They found two.
They let Hank come home for dinner. He’d suffered a painful emphysema, but nothing permanent. We ate dinner in the Shield’s apartment pressurized to fifty feet. It was a quiet dinner, and afterwards he sent the boy off to his room.
“Thanks,” he said. “Don’t think I could have saved Jill by myself. The babies always die if they lose their mothers, and Sarah’s the best prospect we’ve ever had. You did a good job of work today.”
“So did you.”
“I try. Maybe I’ll earn my way back into the human race.”
Before I could say anything, Judy came back into the room. She looked at Hank sprawled out in a reclining chair and clucked at him. A bubble had formed inside his chest cavity, and another under the skin at his neck. Recompression forced them back into solution, and now we were paying the penalty by being confined while the pressure was slowly reduced. It wasn’t really a problem, since large parts of Dansworth stay under pressure all the time.
“Guess you can’t take me diving tomorrow,” I said.
“No. Surgeon says it’ll be a week. I expect you don’t want to go without me,” Hank said slowly. “Be no point to it. Right?”
I looked up sharply. Judy was frowning, not really understanding. I couldn’t keep from watching her. She reminded me of my sister, all right, but even more of the last girl I’d really been serious about. The one I’d driven away because of the Job. It would be easy to be in love with her, and she was going to be alone pretty soon.
“We’ll dive together next week,” Hank said. “Can’t put it off forever. If I don’t take you, there’ll be somebody else show up for the same dive. Right?”
“Yes.” So he understood. I wondered what had given me away.
“We’re pretty heavily insured here,” Hank said slowly.
“The Navy pays staggering premiums, but our families are well provided for if there’s an accident.” He saw Judy about to say something, and continued, “So if you haven’t filled out the forms yet, you ought to. You’ll be covered, be a pity if you haven’t set things up properly. Morbid subject, of course. Let’s change it.”
We did, talking about dolphins, and about sea farms and the power plants. And sharks.
“They adapt,” Hank said. “We’ve tried the lot. Electric signals, noises, chemicals—nothing stops them all. But most avoid this place. The dolphins hunt them. If sharks weren’t so stupid, they wouldn’t come around at all; but there’re so many fish here, and the wastes from the processing plant can’t be completely disposed of without getting some blood and guts in the water. We were upcurrent of that, and usually the sharks don’t come there. I doubt it would have attacked us anyway, except for Sarah. Baby dolphin’s a tasty dish to a shark.”
Judy shuddered. “I’ve never seen a shark attack,” she said. “But Hank, you were out of your mind to take Albert out beyond the perimeter. Close to the Station we’ve always got plenty of dolphins on patrol, but out there with just Jumbo—I wish you wouldn’t take the boy out that far again.”
“I won’t,” he said. He stood and put his arm lightly around her. “It’s been a good five years,” he said. He wasn’t talking to anyone in particular. He kissed her. “I’m a little tired. Gideon, if you’ll excuse me, I’m sure Judy can entertain you—“
“No, of course not,” I said, and went off to my own room. I had a lot to think about, and I didn’t want Judy’s company just then. I wasn’t sure I wanted my own.
They put me through a week of training before they’d let me take a deep dive to the mine sites. It was another week after that before the surgeons would let Hank go with me.
We went down in a concrete shaft that contained a series of elevators. Every hundred feet we’d have to get out and pass through a pressure tight door. Not only did the pressures change at each depth, but the gas mixtures as well, and at the third we had to put on our hearing aids.
They weren’t really hearing aids, of course. They were tiny computers and electronic speech-filtering devices. The gas mixtures used to let men live at the lower depths and higher pressures contained a lot of helium, and a man talking in a helium-oxygen mixture sounds like Donald Duck. Some of the old-timers could understand each other without hearing aids, or claimed to, but most people can’t make out a word.
The hearing aids take that gobble-gobble and suppress some of the frequencies while amplifying others, so that the result sounds like normal speech in a flat monotone. It’s impossible to get much expression into a voice, but you can be intelligible.
We went on down until we were at the lowest level, 780 feet below the surface. There was a large structure there, with laboratories and quarters for the workmen, mostly Navy people.
It was also cold. They heated the structures, and they had plenty of power to do it with, but helium conducts heat better than normal air. You feel heat losses and feel them fast. When we went outside we’d need heated wet suits too. The water at that depth is quite cold.
The first couple of days we took it easy, going out with a gang of Navy men to watch the mining operations. They were just getting started good, sinking shafts into the sides of the Seamount, taking samples for the scientists as they dug. Everybody was excited about what they were learning. This was the United States’ first chance to catch up with the big international corporations who had a big edge in undersea mining technology.
On the third day we went out alone. It was dark and gloomy except where our lights pointed, and there were ghastly streaks of phosphorescence everywhere. It reminded me of some big city, deserted at night, and it had the same air of indefinable menace. The dolphins couldn’t come with us, although Jumbo and Fonso were overhead, and once in a while one or the other would dive down to our level, chatter at Hank for a second and get a reply from his belt call-box, then head back topside. The depth was extreme for dolphins, Hank said, and although they were breathing surface air rather than high-pressure stuff as we did, so they could go up and down without decompression problems, at that depth nitrogen will go into solution quite rapidly; the dolphins had to watch out for embolisms and bends themselves.
It wasn’t quiet down there, and we weren’t alone. There were hundreds of tiny clicking sounds, which I didn’t understand until Hank took me to the Seamount itself and I saw little shrimp, or things that looked like them, scuttling along on the bottom. They made snapping noises with their pincers.
There were also things like eels, not very large, and strange-looking fish, also small. The real deep-bottom monsters are much Farther down, of course, down where men can’t get to them without bathyscaphes and protective equipment; but these were strange enough. There was one thing about seven inches long, dark blue in the yellow-glaring lights, and it seemed to be all teeth and eyes. I’m told it can swallow fish larger than itself.
Nothing seemed interested in us one way or another. We could get quite close to the fish—not that I’d want to touch any of them. It was a fascinating scene, but a little scary, and the knowledge that anything going wrong with the gear would kill us instantly didn’t help. I don’t like situations where I have to rely on equipment some unknown tech has made.
We swam around the bottom until we were out of sight of the lights of the station and mining operations. The top of the Seamount was fairly flat, and rocky, scoured clean of mud, with small pebbles between the larger rocks. Even down this far were anemones and barnacles with feathery flowers waving gently in the current. Once in a while larger fish up to a couple of feet long would cruise by. I kept watching for squid or octopus, but I didn’t see any.
There was a light far ahead of us and Hank waved me toward it. We cruised gently along, conserving energy. The rebreather apparatus didn’t even leave bubbles behind, and despite our lights nothing paid much attention to us; I began to feel like a ghostly intruder, unable to affect anything, an observer in a plane of existence I didn’t belong to.
The light turned out to be a shelter. It was a hemispheric dome held up from the bottom on stilts. The hatchway underneath swung upward and opened at a touch. We came up inside a space about thirty feet in diameter and fifteen high. Cabinets lined the walls, and there were more lockers under low benches. Plexiglass windows looked out onto the Seamount and its surprising inhabitants.
The shelter was heated, and we could disconnect our batteries. I took a seat, and gratefully removed the scuba gear with Hank’s help. Then he was taking off his own, his back toward me, and I had the long shark dart, safety still on because I didn’t want him to float. I aimed it just under the diaphragm and my hand wouldn’t move.
He finished taking off his gear and sat across from me. We didn’t say anything for a long time.
“It’s not going to do either one of us any good,” he said finally. “Why the hell don’t you get it over?”
“Get what over?”
“I’ve had you made since you came here. Gideon Starr. Science reporter, able to move around and interview almost anybody— Great cover, Gideon. I knew about you before I left the Agency.”
“I see. They don’t know that, back at Langley.” I watched him warily now. We couldn’t just leave here and go swimming again, not with it out in the open like this.
“I thought they might not. I can’t run, you know. Where could I go? And I’m sure your people are watching the transports.”
“Humph.” I didn’t say anything else, but he knew what I was thinking. Anybody as good as he was wouldn’t have any trouble outwitting gate-watchers.
“Yeah. OK, I’m tired of running. I like it here, Gideon. And what good does it do Judy? That how you spotted us? She’s not too good at this game.”
“No, it was the dolphins,” I said. “Turner. You remember Turner?”
He grimaced. “Sure. Holier than thou. America for the Good Americans, whoever the hell they are. I think he likes termination orders. What’s he got to do with this?”
“He hates dolphins,” I said. “Afraid they’ll replace people or something. Reads everything he can find on them. Something he read made him wonder if you were out here at Dansworth. I don’t know what it was, but he had Plans take a look. Then we spotted your wife.”
“I see. Yeah, there was a Science article that might have given me away, but I didn’t think anybody in the Company would read it. . . .”
“He did. And really got mad. Double traitor, he called you. Traitor to the Agency, and traitor to the whole human race. Not that the dolphins made any difference. Harold Braden. OK, you cut and ran. There’s a few get away with that. But not when they warn their subject first. We can’t allow that, Braden.” I shifted the shark dart in my hand, turning it over and over, wondering what would happen if he decided to fight. He was nearly as big as I am, and he’d been a good man in his day. But he was out of training, and he seemed to have given up.
I had to remember that a man hasn’t really given up until he’s dead. Not a real man.
“Call me Hank,” he said. “I killed Harold Braden five years ago. Did they tell you who the subject was? The man I warned?”
“No.”
“Aeneas MacKenzie.”
I whistled. It didn’t come out as much; the hearing aids weren’t designed for that. The whole conversation had an eerie quality, as we talked of life and death in flat monotones. “MacKenzie. Greg Tolland’s manager. If you’d got him, Tolland wouldn’t have been President. . . .”I thought for a moment. Five years. “It was after the election! Tolland’s orders!” Again the exclamation points didn’t come through. All Hank could have heard was another monotone.
“Yeah. I know.”
But I’d believed the story. Tolland made Aeneas MacKenzie his Solicitor General, and MacKenzie found graft and corruption all through Tolland’s People’s Alliance. It had nearly destroyed President Tolland, but we all believed he hadn’t known any of it until MacKenzie uncovered the mess.
Only Tolland ordered MacKenzie terminated with extreme prejudice before he even started his investigations.
“You know MacKenzie’s gone over to Hansen Enterprises?” I asked.
“You told me.” Hank kept watching me, and every now and then he’d look away, out the windows, to watch the fish and shrimp cruising past; and when he’d look back again, he did it with surprise that he was still alive. “I guess it figures. Laurie Jo Hansen never had much use for Greg Tolland to begin with.” He laughed. The hearing aids made it come out “Ha. Ha. Ha.” And a snort. “Funny. We always thought the big corporations were the enemy.”
“They are. You know how they work.”
“Sure. How do we work?”
“It’s different. We’ve got no choices. We’re soldiers. How else can the people fight that kind of power? Don’t play games with my head, Shields. It won’t work.”
“Didn’t think it would. You can’t admit you’re wrong. You’ve spilled too much blood for the cause. Admit you’re wrong and you’re a monster. I know, Gideon. I know”
We were quiet for a while. Finally I said, “Hanson’s got a set-up like this in the Sea of Cortez. Experimental. Not full production scale.”
Hank nodded. “Pity I didn’t run to her in the first place. You’d have had your problems getting to me. Too late now. Not even Hansen could keep your people away from me. Not forever. And I’d always come out in the open if the family was involved.”
Family. I thought about Judy. She’d be alone soon. And that was stupid, because I’d always be alone. “Nobody’d look for a dead man.”
I don’t know why I said that. In my business you do your job and that’s all. Hank was right, you can’t question your orders. If the people at the top don’t know what they’re doing, if it isn’t worth it, what are you? A goddam hired killer, a criminal, and I’m not that, I’m a patriot. A soldier.
Hank gave me another funny look. “If you report me dead and I turn up again—“
“Yeah.” If that happened, I was meat, I should be. One day I’d find myself across a room from somebody like Gideon Starr. Get it over, my mind said. Hank was looking out the window again. One quick thrust. Or the right blow, and push him out without the SCUBA gear. Without the gear he’d go straight up, and nobody had ever survived a free ascent from those depths. He’d float, lungs ruptured, embolisms all through his blood and brain. Quick, painless, and easy to explain.
And I knew I wasn’t going to do it. “If a man bought it with his gear on down here, he’d go right to the bottom,” I said. “No way ever to find a body.”
“But he’d have to leave Dansworth. You think I’d get past your people?” He turned to face me again, but this time he didn’t look surprised. Just tired. “I told you, Gideon, I killed Harold Braden. Hank Shields doesn’t let his friends trade their lives for him.”
“Friends?”
“By me, yeah.” He didn’t say anything else, but I remembered how it was with the two of us swimming Jill to the surface, watching for sharks, waiting for the flash of pain in the head that signals embolism, or the crippling stab in the joint from bends. . . .
We sat there some more, thinking. “If you got to Hansen’s outfit off the Baja coast, you’d be OK,” I said finally. “Seven hundred miles. Open water. Don’t dolphins go that far?”
This time he really looked at me.
“There are spare air bottles in here, aren’t there?” I asked. “Air and helium-oxy? Enough to let you decompress? And you’ve got the call-box. Trust the dolphins to take you seven hundred miles?”
He thought about it. “We’d make about ten knots. Three days. Warm water.” He started rooting around in the lockers and came up with canteens. “Fresh water. I won’t need food. The dolphins can catch fish, and a man can live a long time on fresh raw fish. How’ll you explain the supplies missing from here?”
“Who’s to know we were ever here? I’ll have good stories, for the Navy and for the Agency. You’re down in that muck, in five hundred fathoms.”
“You’re crazy. They’ll watch Judy. I have to send for her, Gideon. When she comes to Hansen’s outfit, they’ll suspect. Then we’ve both had it.”
“They won’t bother with her. Not if you’re dead.”
“Why, Gideon?” he asked,
“Get the hell out of here. Just do it.” Please. Before I change my mind, before I get my sanity back. For God’s sake, Hank, go, please, go.
He put on the SCUBA gear and gathered up water bottles. Then he made a neat towing package of the other stuff, helium-oxy bottles, and some pure oxygen for when he got closer to the surface and wouldn’t get oxygen poisoning. He could stay down a long time with those. Much longer than the decompression time he’d need. If there were storms, he’d just go under. The dolphins would take care of him.
“Dr. Peterson’s going to hate losing Jill and Sarah.” He looked back at me for a second. “You’ll tell Judy?”
“She’ll know. Not at first. Later.”
He winced. It was going to be tough on the family. His only other choice would be tougher. He waved, just a quick flash of a hand, and dropped through the bottom of the shelter.
A long time after, as I swam alone back to the mining station, I saw a whole school of sharks. One was wounded, and the others were tearing him to pieces, eating him while he was still alive.
I wondered if they’d see me, but I didn’t really care.
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The senator looked from the bureau with its chipped paint and cracked mirror to the expensive woman seated on the sagging bed. My God, he thought. What if one of my constituents could see me now? Or the press people got wind of this?
He opened the leather attaché case and turned knobs on the console inside. Green lights winked reassuringly. He took a deep breath and turned to the girl.
“Laurie Jo, would it surprise you to know I don’t give a damn whether the President is a crook or not?” the senator asked.
“Then why are you here?” Her voice was soft, with a note of confidence, almost triumphant.
Senator Hayden shook his head. This is a hell of a thing. The Senate Majority Leader meets with the richest woman in the whole goddamn world, and the only way we can trust each other is to come to a place like this. She picks the highway and I pick the motel. Both of us have scramblers goin’, and we’re still not sure nobody’s makin’ a tape. Hell of a thing.
“Because you might be able to prove President Tolland’s a crook. Maybe make a lot of people believe it,” Hayden said.
“I can.”
“Yeah.” She sounds so damned confident, and if what she sent me’s a good sample of what she’s got, she can do it, all right. “That’s what scares me, Laurie Jo. The country can’t take it again.”
He drew in a lungful of air. It smelled faintly of gin. Hayden exhaled heavily and sank into the room’s only chair. One of the springs was loose, and it jabbed him. “Christ Almighty!” he exploded.
“First Watergate. No sooner’n we get over that, and we’re in a depression. Inflation. Oil crisis. The Equity Trust business. One damn thing after another. And when the Party gets together a real reform wing and wins the election, Tolland’s own Solicitor General finds the Equity people right next to the President!
“So half the White House staff goes, and we get past that somehow and people still got something to believe in, and you’re tellin’ me you can prove the President was in on all of it. Laurie Jo, you just can’t do that to the country!”
She spread her skirts across her knees and wished she’d taken the chair. She never liked sitting without a backrest. The interview was distasteful, and she wished there were another way, but she didn’t know one. We’re so nearly out of all this, she thought. So very near.
“DING.”
It was a sound in her mind, but not one the senator could hear. He was saying something about public confidence. She half listened to him, while she thought, “I WAS NOT TO BE DISTURBED.”
“MISTER MC CARTNEY SAYS IT IS VERY IMPORTANT. SIGNOR ANTONELLI IS CONCERNED ABOUT HIS NEXT SHIPMENT.”
“WILL IT BE ON TIME?” she thought.
“ONLY HALF. HIS BIOLOGICALS WILL BE TWO DAYS LATE,” the computer link told her. The system was a luxury she sometimes regretted: not the cost, because a million dollars was very little to her; but although the implanted transceiver link gave her access to all of her holdings and allowed her to control the empire she owned, it gave her no peace.
“TELL MC CARTNEY TO STALL. I WILL CALL ANTONELLI IN TWO HOURS,” she thought.
“MISTER MC CARTNEY SAYS ANTONELLI WILL NOT WAIT.”
“TELL MC CARTNEY TO DORK HIMSELF.”
“ACKNOWLEDGED.”
“AND LEAVE ME ALONE.”
“OUT.”
And that takes care of that, she thought. The computer was programmed to take her insulting commands and translate them into something more polite; it wouldn’t do to annoy one of her most important executives. If he needed to be disciplined, she’d do it face to face.
The senator had stopped talking and was looking at her. “I can prove it, Barry. All of it. But I don’t want to.”
Senator Hayden felt very old. “We’re almost out of the slump,” he said. He wasn’t speaking directly to Laurie Jo any longer, and he didn’t look at her. “Got the biggest R&D budget in twenty years. Unemployment’s down a point. People are beginning to have some confidence again.” There was peeling wallpaper in one corner of the room. Senator Hayden balled his hands into fists and the nails dug into his palms.
When he had control of himself, he met her eyes and was startled again at how blue they were. Dark red hair, oval face, blue eyes, expensive clothes; she’s damn near every man’s dream of a woman, and she’s got me. I never made a dishonest deal in my life, but God help me, she’s got me.
I have to deal, but— “Has MacKenzie seen your stuff? Does he know?”
Laurie Jo nodded, “Aeneas didn’t want to believe it. Your media friends aren’t the only ones who want to think Greg Tolland’s an honest man. But he’s got no choice now. He has to believe it.”
“Then we can’t deal,” Hayden said. “What the hell are you wasting my time for? MacKenzie won’t deal. He’ll kamikaze.” And do I admire him or hate him for that?
There’s something inhuman about a man who thinks he’s justice personified. The last guy who got tagged as “The Incorruptible” was that Robespierre character, and his own cronies cut his head off when they couldn’t take him any longer.
“I’ll take care of Aeneas,” Laurie Jo said.
“How?”
“You’ll have to trust me.”
“I’ve already trusted you. I’m here, aren’t I?” But he shook his head sadly. “Maybe I know more’n you think. I know MacKenzie connected up with you after he left the White House. God knows you’re enough woman to turn any man around, but you don’t know him, Laurie Jo, you don’t know him at all if you think—“
“I have known Aeneas MacKenzie for almost twenty years,” she said. “And I’ve been in love with him since the first day I met him. The two years we lived together were the happiest either of us ever had.”
“Sure,” Barry Hayden said.  “Sure.  You knew him back in the old days before Greg Tolland was anything much. So did I. I told you, maybe I know more’n you think. But goddam it, you didn’t see him for ten, twelve years—“
“Sixteen years,” she said. “And we had only a few weeks after that.” Glorious weeks, but Greg Tolland couldn’t leave us alone. He had to spoil even that. Damn him! I have more than one reason to hate Greg Tolland— “Why don’t you listen instead of talking all the time? I can handle Aeneas. You want political peace and quiet for a few years, and I can give them to you.”
I don’t listen because I’m afraid of what I’ll hear, the senator thought. Because I never wanted this day to come, and I knew it would when I went into politics, but I managed for this long, and it got to lookin’ like it never would come and now I’m in a cheap motel room about to be told the price of whatever honor I’ve got left.
God help us, she’s got all the cards. If anybody can shut MacKenzie up—
The room still smelled of cheap gin, and the senator tasted bile at the back of his throat. “OK, Laurie Jo, what do I have to do?”
Aeneas MacKenzie switched off the newscast and stared vacantly at the blank screen. There had been nothing about President Greg Tolland, and it disturbed him.
His office was a small cubicle of the main corridor. It was large enough for a desk as well as the viewscreen and console that not only gave him instant access to every file and data bank on Heimdall Station, but also a link with the master Hansen data banks on Earth below. He disliked microfilm and readout screens and would greatly have preferred to work with printed reports and documents, but that wasn’t possible. Every kilogram of mass was important when it had to go into orbit.
There was never enough mass at Heimdall. Energy was no problem; through the viewport he could see solar cells plastered over every surface, and further away was the power station, a large mirror reflecting onto a boiler and turbine. Everything could be recycled except reaction mass: but whenever the scooters went out to collect supply pods boosted up from Earth, that mass was lost forever. The recent survey team sent to the Moon had cost hideously, leaving the station short of fuel for its own operations.
He worked steadily on the production schedules, balancing the station’s inadequate manpower reserves to fill the most critical orders without taking anyone off the Valkyrie project. It was an impossible task, and he felt a sense of pride in his partial success. It was a strange job for the former Solicitor General of the United States, but he believed his legal training helped; and he was able to get the crew to work harder than they had thought they could.
Get Valkyrie finished, Laurie Jo had said. It must be done as quickly as possible, no matter what it does to the production schedules. She’d said that, but she couldn’t have meant it; Aeneas knew what would happen if Heimdall didn’t continue sending down space-manufactured products. Heimdall was a valuable installation, now that there were no risks left in building it, and Laurie Jo’s partners were ruthless; if she defaulted on deliveries, they’d take it away from her.
Eventually the assignments were done. By taking a construction shift himself (he estimated his value at 65% as productive as a trained rigger, double what it had been when he first tried the work) he could put another man on completing the new biological production compartment. The schedule would work, but there was no slack in it.
When he was done, he left the small compartment and strode through the corridor outside. He was careful to close and dog the airtight entryway into his office, as he was careful about everything he did. As he walked, his eyes automatically scanned the shining metallic cloth of Heimdall’s inner walls, but he was no more aware of that than he was of the low spin gravity and Coriolis effect.
The corridor curved upwards in front of and behind him. When he reached the doorway to the Chief Engineer’s office, it stood open in defiance of regulations. Aeneas nodded wryly and ignored it. Kittridge Penrose made the regulations in the first place, and Aeneas only enforced them. Presumably Penrose knew what he was doing. If he doesn’t, Aeneas thought, we’re all in trouble.
Penrose was in the office, as Aeneas knew he would be; one of his prerogatives was to know where everyone was. The engineer was at his desk. A complex diagram filled the screen to his left, and Penrose was carefully drawing lines with a light pen. He looked up as Aeneas came into the office. “What’s up, boss?”
“I don’t know.” Aeneas peered at the screen. Penrose noticed the puzzled look and touched buttons on the console below the picture. The diagram changed, not blinking out to be replaced, but rearranging itself until it showed an isometric view which Aeneas recognized instantly.
“Right on schedule,” Penrose said. “Just playing about with some possible improvements. There she is, Valkyrie, all ready to go.”
“Except for the engines.”
Penrose shrugged. “You can’t have everything. Nothing new from Miss Hansen about getting that little item taken care of?”
“Not yet.”
“Heh. She’ll manage it.” Penrose went back to his game with the light pen. “I used to think my part of this was the real work,” the engineer said. He sketched in another line. “But it isn’t. I just design the stuff. It’s you people who get it built.”
“Thanks.” And it’s true enough: Laurie Jo put together the syndicate to finance this whole station,
“Sure. Meant that, you know,” Penrose said. “You’ve done about as well as Captain Shorey. Didn’t think you’d be much as commander here, but I was wrong.” Now that, Aeneas thought, is high praise indeed. And I suppose it’s even true. I do fill a needed function here. Something I didn’t do when I was down there with Laurie Jo. Down there I was a Prince Consort, and nothing else.
True enough I came here because I was the only one she could trust to take control, but I’ve been more than just her agent.
“Sit down, boss,” Penrose said. “Have a drink. You look like you’re in need of one.”
“Thanks, I’ll pass the drink.” He took the other chair and watched as Penrose worked. I could never do that, he thought, but there aren’t a lot of jobs up here that I can’t do now. . . .
The newscast haunted him. Laurie Jo had the whole story, all the evidence needed to bring Greg Tolland down. We can prove the President of the United States is a criminal. Why hasn’t she done it? Why?
I don’t even dare call and ask her. We can’t know someone isn’t listening in. We can’t trust codes, we can’t even trust our own computer banks, and how have things come to this for the United States?
“Got a couple of new reports from the Lunatics,” Penrose said. “Had a chance to go over them?”
“No. That’s what I came to talk to you about.” The console would have given him instant communications with Penrose or anyone else aboard Heimdall, but Aeneas always preferred to go to his people rather than speak to them as an impersonal voice.
“Pretty good strike,” Penrose said. “Another deposit of hydrides and quite a lot of mica. No question about it, we’ve got everything we need.”
Aeneas nodded. It was curious: hydrogen is by orders of magnitude the most common element in the universe, but it had been hard to find on the Moon. There were oxides, and given the plentiful energy available in space that meant plenty of oxygen to breathe, but hydrogen was rare.
Now the Lunar Survey Team sent up from Heimdall had found hydrogen locked into various minerals. It was available, and the colony was possible—if they could get there. The survey team’s fuel requirements had eaten up a lot of the mass boosted up to Heimdall, and without more efficient Earth orbit to lunar orbit transport it would take a long time to make a colony self-sustaining.
“We’ve either got to bring the survey party home or send another supply capsule,” Penrose was saying. “Which is it?”
“Like to hold off that decision as long as we can.” And please don’t ask why. I don’t know why. Just that Laurie Jo says do it this way.
Penrose frowned. “If you’ll authorize some monkey motion, we can do the preliminaries for going either way. That’ll hold off the decision another couple of weeks. No more than that, though.”
“All right. Do it that way.”
“What’s eating you, Aeneas?”
“Nothing. I’ve been up here too long.”
“Sure.” Kit Penrose didn’t say that he’d been aboard Heimdall nearly two years longer than MacKenzie’s eighteen months, but he didn’t have to,
Of course, Penrose thought, I’ve had my girl here with me; and MacKenzie’s seen his precisely twice since he’s been here, a couple of weekends and back she went to look after the money. Wonder what it’s like to sleep with the big boss? What a silly thing to wonder about.
The diagram faded and another view came on the screen. “There she is,” Penrose said. “Lovely, isn’t she?”
Valkyrie may have been lovely to an engineer, but she was hardly a work of art. There was no symmetry to the ship. Since she would never land, she had neither top nor bottom, only fore and aft. “All we need is the NERVA, and we’re all set,” Penrose said. “No reason why the whole Moon colony staff can’t go out a week after we have the engines.”
“Yes.”
“Christ, how can you be so cold about it? Moon base. Plenty of mass. Metals to work with. Who knows, maybe even radioactives. We can cut loose from those bastards down there!” He waved at the viewport where Earth filled the sky before the station slowly turned again to show the sequined black velvet of space. “And we’ve very nearly done it.”
“Very nearly.” But we haven’t done it, and I don’t see how we can.
“What we need are those military aerospace-planes,” Penrose said. His voice became more serious. “I expect they’ll be coming round for visits whether we invite them or not, you know.”
“Yes. Well, we got on with their chaps all right—“
“Sure,” Penrose said. “Sure. Visiting astronauts and all that lot. Proud to show them around. Even so, I can’t say I’m happy they can get up here whenever they like. . . .”
“Nor I.” Aeneas opened a hinged panel beside the desk and took out a coffee cup. He filled it from a spigot near Penrose’s hand. “Cannonshot,” he said.
“I beg your pardon?”
“In the old days, national law reached out to sea as far as cannonballs could be fired from shore. Three miles, more or less. It became the legal boundary of a nation’s sovereignty. There used to be a lot of talk about international law in space, and the rest of it, but it will probably be settled by something like cannonshot again. When the national governments can get up here easily, they’ll assert control.”
“Like to be gone when that happens,” Penrose said. “Can’t say I want more regulations and red tape and committees. Had enough of that lot.”
“So have we all.” Aeneas drank the coffee. “So have we all.”
Penrose laughed. “That’s a strange thing to say, considering that you were one of the prime movers of the People’s Alliance.”
“Maybe I’ve learned something from the experience.” Aeneas stared moodily into his coffee cup. I wasn’t wrong, he thought. But I wasn’t right either. There’s got to be more than comfort and security, and we didn’t think of that, because the Cause was all the adventure we needed.
I wonder how long it will take them to make space tame? Forms to fill out, regulations always enforced, not because of safety but because they’re regulations . . .
Penrose looked at the digital readouts above his drafting console: Greenwich time, and Mountain Daylight time. “Big shipment coming up next pass over Baja. I’d best be getting ready for it.”
“Yes.” Aeneas listened without paying much attention as Penrose told him what the big lasers in southern Baja would send up this time. It didn’t really concern him yet, and when he needed to know more, the information would be available through his desk console.
As the engineer talked, Aeneas remembered what it had been like to watch the launches: the field covered with lasers, their mirrors all focusing onto the one large mirror beneath the tramway. The squat shapes of the capsules on the tramway, each waiting to be brought over the launching mirror and thrust upward by the stabbing light, looking as if they were lifted by a fantastically swift-growing tree rising out of the desert; the thrumming note of the pulsed beam singing in hot desert air.
It had been the most magnificent sight he had ever seen, and Laurie Jo had built it all. Now she was ready to move onward, but her partners were not. They were content to own Heimdall and sell its products, raking in billions from the miracles that could be wrought in space.
Biologicals of every conceivable kind. Crystals of an ultimate purity grown in mass production and infected with precisely the right contaminants, all grown in mass production.
Heimdall had revolutionized more than one industry. Already there were hand calculators with thousands of words of memory space, all made from the chips grown in orbit. Deserts bloomed as the production crews sent down membranes that would pass fresh water and keep salt back; they too could be made cheaply only in zero gravity conditions.
Why take high risks on a Moon base when there was so much more potential to exploit in orbital production? The investors could prove that more money was to be made through expanding Heimdall than through sending Valkyrie exploring. They remembered that they would never have invested in space production at all if Laurie Jo hadn’t bullied them into it, and that had been enough to give her some freedom of action; but they could not see profits in the Moon for many years to come.
And they’re right, Aeneas thought. Laurie Jo doesn’t plan for the next phase to make profits, not for a long time.
She wants the stars for herself. And what do I want? Lord God, I miss her. But I’m needed here. I have work to do, and I’d better get at it.
The airline reception lounge was no longer crowded. A few minutes before, it had been filled with Secret Service men and Hansen Security agents. Now there was only one of each in the room with Laurie Jo. They stayed at opposite ends of the big room, and they eyed each other like hostile dogs.
“Relax, Miguel,” Laurie Jo said. “Between us there are enough security people to protect an army. The President will be safe enough—“
“Si, Dona Laura.” The elderly man’s eyes never left the long-haired younger man at the other end of the room. “I am willing to believe he is safe enough.”
“For heaven’s sake, I’m meeting the President of the United States!”
“Si, Dona Laura. Don Aeneas has told me of this man who has become President here. I do not care for this.”
“Jesus.” The Secret Service man curled his lip in contempt. “How did you do it?” he demanded.
“How did I do what, Mr. Coleman?” she asked.
“Turn MacKenzie against the President! Fifteen years he was with the Chief. Fifteen years with the People’s Alliance. Now you’ve got him telling tales about the Chief to your peasant friend there—“
“Miguel is not a peasant.”
“Ah, Dona Laura, but I am. Go on, senor. Tell us of this strange thing you do not understand.” There was amusement in the old vaquero’s eyes.
“Skip it. It just doesn’t make sense, that’s all.”
“Perhaps my patrona bribed Don Aeneas,” Miguel said.                               
“That will do,” Laurie Jo said. Miguel nodded and was silent.
“Bullshit,” Coleman said. “Nobody ever got to MacKenzie. Nobody has his price. Not in money, anyway.” He looked at Laurie Jo in disbelief. He didn’t think her unattractive, but he couldn’t believe she was enough woman to drive a man insane.
“You re rather young to know Aeneas that well,” Laurie Jo said.
“I joined the People’s Alliance before the campaign.” There was pride in the agent’s voice. “Stood guard watches over the Chief. Helped in the office. MacKenzie was with us every day. He’s not hard to know, not like some party types.”
“INFORMATION,” Laurie Jo thought. “COLEMAN FIRST NAME UNKNOWN, SECRET SERVICE AGENT. RECENTLY APPOINTED. SUMMARY.”
“COLEMAN, THEODORE RAYMOND. AGE 25. PAID STAFF, PEOPLE’S ALLIANCE UNTIL INAUGURATION OF PRESIDENT GREGORY TOLLAND. APPOINTED TO SECRET SERVICE BY ORDERS OF PRESIDENT TO TAKE EFFECT INAUGURAL DAY. EDUCATION—“
“SUFFICIENT.” Laurie Jo nodded to herself. Coleman hadn’t been like the career Secret Service men. There were a lot of young people like Coleman in the undercover services lately, party loyalists who had known Greg before the election.
Personally loyal bodyguards have been the mark of tyrants for three thousand years, she thought. But some of the really great leaders have had them as well. Can any President do without them? Can I?
Not here. But I won’t need guards on the Moon. I won’t—
“DING.”
“WHAT NOW?”
“THERE IS A GENERAL STRIKE PLANNED IN BOLIVIA. TWO HANSEN AGENTS HAVE INFILTRATED THE UNION. THEY HAVE FOUND OUT THE DATE OF THE STRIKE, AND WERE DISCOVERED WHEN TRANSMITTING THEIR INFORMATION. SUPERINTENDENT HARLOW WISHES TO TAKE IMMEDIATE ACTION TO RESCUE THEM. WILL YOU APPROVE?”
“GIVE HARLOW FULL AUTHORIZATION TO TAKE WHATEVER ACTION HE THINKS REQUIRED. REPORT WHEN HIS PLANS ARE COMPLETE BUT BEFORE EXECUTION.”
“ACKNOWLEDGED.”
Another damned problem, she thought. Harlow was a good man, but he thought in pretty drastic terms. What will that do to our other holdings in Bolivia? One thing, it will hurt my partner worse than it will hurt me. I’ll have to think about this. Later, now I’ve got something more important.
The door opened to admit another Secret Service man, “Chiefs on the way,” he said.
“DO NOT CALL ME FOR ANY PURPOSE,” she thought.
“ACKNOWLEDGED.”
It was almost comical. The Secret Service men wouldn’t leave until Miguel had gone, and Miguel wouldn’t leave his patrona alone with the Secret Service men. Finally they all backed out together, and Laurie Jo was alone for a moment. Then President Greg Tolland came in.
He’s still President, she thought. No matter that I’ve known him twenty years and fought him for half that time. There’s an aura that goes with the office, and Greg wears it well. “Good afternoon, Mr. President.”
“Senator Hayden says I should talk to you,” Tolland said.
“Aren’t you even going to say hello?” She thought he looked very old; yet she knew he was only a few years older than herself, one of the youngest men ever to be elected to the office.
“What should I say, Laurie Jo? That I wish you well? I do, but you wouldn’t believe that. That I’d like to be friends? Would you believe me if I said that? I do wish we could be friends, but I hate everything you stand for.”
“Well said, sir!” She applauded. “But there’s no audience here.” And you only hate that the fortune I inherited wasn’t used to help your political ambitions, not that I have it. You always were more comfortable with wealthy people than Aeneas was.
He grinned wryly. It was a famous grin, and Laurie Jo could remember when Congressman Tolland had practiced it with Aeneas and herself as his only audience. It seemed so very long ago, back in the days when her life was simple and she hadn’t known who her father was, or that one day she would inherit his wealth.
“Mind if I sit down?”
She shrugged. “Why ask? But please do.”
He took one of the expensively covered lounge chairs and waited until she’d done the same. “I ask because this is your place.”
True enough. I own the airline. But it’s hardly my home and this is hardly a social visit. “Can I get you anything? Your agents have sampled everything at the bar—“
“I’ll have a bourbon, then. They shouldn’t have done that. Here, I’ll get—“
“It’s all right. I know where everything is.” She poured drinks for both of them. “Your young men don’t trust me. One of them even accused me of seducing Aeneas away from you.”
“Didn’t you.”
She handed him the drink. “Oh good God, Greg. You don’t have to be careful what you say to me. Nothing I could tape could make things worse than I can make them right now. And I give you my word, nobody’s listening.”
His eyes narrowed. For a moment he resembled a trapped animal.
“Believe that, Greg, There’s no way out,” she said. “With what I already had and what Aeneas knows—“
“I’ll never know how I put up with that fanatic S. O. B. for so long.”
“That’s beneath you, Greg. You wouldn’t be President if Aeneas hadn’t helped you.”
“Not true.”
It is true, but why go on? And yet— “Why have you turned so hard against him? Because he wouldn’t sell out and you did?”
“Maybe I had no choice, Laurie Jo. Maybe I’d got so far out on so many limbs that I couldn’t retreat, and when I came crashing down the Alliance would come down with me. Maybe I thought it was better that we win however we had to than go on leading a noble lost cause. This isn’t what we came here to talk about. Senator Hayden says you’ve got a proposition for me.”
“Yes.” And how Barry Hayden hates all of this. Another victim of patriotism. Another? Am I including Greg Tolland in that category? And what difference does it make? “It’s simple enough, Greg. I can see that you’ll be allowed to finish your term without any problems from me. Or from Aeneas. I can have the Hansen papers and network stop their campaigns against you. I won’t switch to your support.”
“Wouldn’t want it. That would look too fishy. What’s your price for all this?”
“You weren’t always this direct.”
“What the hell do you want, Laurie Jo? You’ve got the President of the United States asking your favor. You want me to crawl too?”
“No. All right, the first price is your total retirement from politics when your term is over. You don’t make that promise to me. You’ll give it to Barry Hayden.”
“Maybe. I’ll think about it. What do you want for yourself?”
“I want a big payload delivered to Heimdall.”
“What the hell?”
“You’ve got those big military aerospace planes. I want something carried to orbit.”
“I’ll think about it.”
“You’ll do it”
“I don’t know.” He stared into his glass. “If it means this much to you, it’s important. I’d guess it’s tied in with that lunar survey party, right? Your Moon colony plans?”
She didn’t answer.
“That’s got to be it.” He drained the cocktail and began laughing. “You can’t throw me out because you’d never get anyone else to agree to this! It’s pretty funny, Laurie Jo. You and Mr. Clean. You need me! More than just this once, too, I expect— What is it you want delivered?”
“Just a big payload.”
Tolland laughed again. “I can find out, you know. I’ve still got a few people inside your operation.”
“I suppose you do. All right, I’ve got a working NERVA engine for Valkyrie. It’s too big for the laser launching system. We could send it up in pieces, but it would take a long time to get it assembled and checked out.” And I don’t have a long time. I’m running out of time. . . .
“So you want me to hand over the Moon to a private company. That’s what it amounts to, isn’t it? The People’s Alliance was formed to break up irresponsible power like yours, and you want me to hand you the Moon.”
“That’s my price, Greg. You won’t like the alternative.”
“Yeah. It’s still pretty funny. A couple more years and you won’t have a goddam monopoly on manned space stations. So you want me to help you get away.”
“Something like that. We see things differently.”
“You know you’re doomed, don’t you? Laurie Jo, it’s over. You sit there in your big office and decide things for the whole world. Who asked you to? It’s time the people had a say over their lives. You think I’m ambitious. Maybe. But for all of it, everything I’ve done has been in the right direction. At least I’m not building up a personal empire that’s as anachronistic as a dinosaur!”
“Spare me the political speeches, Greg.” God, he means it. Or he thinks he does. He can justify anything he does because he’s the agent for the people, but what does it mean in the real world? Just how much comfort is it to know it’s all for the good of the people when you’re caught in the machinery? “I won’t argue with you. I’ve got something you need, and I’m willing to sell.”
“And you get the Moon as a private fief.”
“If you want to think of it that way, go ahead. But if you want to be President three months from now, you’ll do as I ask.”
“And why should I think you’ll keep your bargain?”
“When have I ever broken my promises?” Laurie Jo asked.
“Don’t know. Tell you what, get MacKenzie to promise. That way I’ll be sure you mean it.”
“I’ll do better than that. Aeneas and I are both going to the Moon. We can hardly interfere with you from there.”
“You are crazy, aren’t you?” Tolland’s face showed wonder but not doubt. “You know you’re going to lose a lot. You can’t manage your empire from the Moon.”
“I know.” And how long could I hold out to begin with? And for what? “Greg, you just don’t understand that power’s no use, money’s no use, unless it’s for something that counts.”
“And getting to the Moon is that big?” He shook his head in disbelief. “You’re crazy,”
“So are a lot of us, then. I’ve got ten volunteers for every opening. Pretty good people, too—as you should know.”
“Yeah. I know.” Tolland got up and wandered around the big room until he came to the bar. He filled his glass with ice cubes and water, then added a tiny splash of whiskey. “You’ve got some of my best people away from me. You can pay them more—“
“I can, but I don’t have to. You still don’t understand, do you? It’s not my money, and it’s not my control over the Moon colony that counts. What’s important is this will be one place that you don’t control.”
“Hah. I hadn’t thought I was that unpopular with the engineers.”
“I don’t mean you personally,” Laurie Jo said. “Your image control people have done well. But, Greg, can’t you understand that some of us want out of your system?”
“Aeneas too?”
“Yes.” More than any of us, because he knows better than any of us what it’s going to be like—
“I should have known he’d go to you after I threw him out.”
“There wasn’t anywhere else he could go. Mr. President, this isn’t getting us anywhere. You’ll never understand us, so why try? Just send up that payload and you’ll be rid of us. You may even be lucky. We’ll lose people in the lunar colony. Maybe we’ll all be killed.”
“And you’re willing to chance that—“
“I told you, you won’t understand us. Don’t try. Just send up my payload.”
“I’ll think about it,” Tolland said. “But your other conditions are off. No promises. No political deals.” The President stood and went to the door. He turned defiantly. “You get the Moon. That ought to be enough.”
He felt dizzy and it was hard to breathe in the high gravity of Earth. When he poured a drink, he almost spilled it, because he was unconsciously allowing for the displacement usual in Heimdall’s centrifugal gravity. Now he sat weakly in the large chair.
The Atlantic Ocean lay outside his window, and he watched the moving lights of ships. The room lights came on suddenly, startling him.
“What—Miguel!” Laurie Jo shouted. Then she laughed foolishly. “No esta nada. Deseo solamente estar, por favor.” She came into the room as Miguel closed the door behind her. “Hello, Aeneas. I might have known. No one else could get in here without someone telling me—“
He stood with an effort. “Didn’t mean to startle you.” He stood uncomfortably, wishing for her, cursing himself for not telling her he was coming. But I wanted to shock you, he thought.
“You didn’t really. I think Greg has called off his dogs. I’m safe enough. But—you’re not!”
“I’ll take my chances,”
“Why are we standing here like this?” she asked. She moved toward him. He stood rigidly for a moment, but then stepped across the tiny space that separated them, and they were together again.
For how long? he thought. How long do we have this time? But then it didn’t matter any more.
“Laurie Jo—“
“Not yet.” She poured coffee for both of them and yawned. Her outstretched arms waved toward the blue waters far below their terrace. “Let’s have a few minutes more.”
They sat in silence. She tried to watch the Atlantic, but the silence stretched on. “All right, darling. What is it?”
“There’s been nothing on the newscasts about Greg. And then I got a signal. Prepare Valkyrie at once. The engines will be up, intact.”
“And you wondered if there was a connection?” she asked.
“I knew there was a connection.” There was no emotion in his voice, and that frightened her.
“I’ve bought us the stars, Aeneas. The engines will go up in a week. Tested, ready for installation. And you’ve done the rest, you and Kit. We can go to the Moon, with all the equipment for the colony—“
“Yes. And Greg Tolland stays on.”
She wanted to shout. What is that to you? she wanted to say. But she couldn’t. “It was his price. The only one he’d take.”
“It’s too high.”
She drew the thin silk robe around herself. Despite the bright sun she felt suddenly cold. “I’ve already agreed. I’ve given Greg my word.”
“But I haven’t. And you didn’t tell me you were doing this.”
“How could I? You wouldn’t have agreed!”
“Precisely—“
“I can’t lie to you, Aeneas.” And now what do I lose? You? Everything I’ve worked for? Both? “The deal hasn’t been made. Greg wants your word too.”
“And if I don’t give it?”
“Then he won’t send up the engines. You’re close enough to know what happens then. I’m at the edge of losing control of Heimdall to my partners. This is my only chance.”
But it didn’t have to be, he thought. You’re in trouble because you insisted on speeding up the schedule, no matter what that cost, and it cost a lot. Technicians pulled off production work for Valkyrie. The Lunatic expedition. “You’ve put me in a hell of a fix, Laurie Jo.”
“Damn you! Aeneas MacKenzie, damn you anyway!” He tried to speak, but the rush of words stopped him as she shouted in anger. “Who appointed you guardian of the people? You and your damned honor! You’re ready to throw away everything, and for what? For revenge on Greg Tolland!”
“But that’s not true! I don’t want revenge.”
“Then what do you want, Aeneas?”
“I wanted out, Laurie Jo. It was you who insisted that I direct your agents in the investigation. I was finished with all that. I was willing to leave well enough alone, until we found—“ Until it was clear that Greg Tolland had known everything. Until it was clear that he wasn’t an honest man betrayed, that he was corrupt to the core, and had been for years. Until I couldn’t help knowing that I’d spent most of my life electing— “You intended this all along, didn’t you?” His voice was gentle and very sad.
Her anger was gone. It was impossible to keep it when he failed to respond. “Yes,” she said. “It was the only way.”
“The only way—“
“For us.” She wouldn’t meet his eyes. “What was I supposed to do, Aeneas? What kind of life do we have here? It takes every minute I have to keep Hansen Enterprises. Greg Tolland has already tried to have you killed. You were safe enough in Heimdall, but what good was that? With you there and me here? And I couldn’t keep the station if I lived there.” And we’ve got so little time. We lost so many years, and there are so few left.
They were silent for a moment. Gulls cried in the wind, and overhead a jet thundered.
“And now I’ve done it,” she said, “We can go to the Moon. I can arrange more supplies. Valkyrie doesn’t cost so much to operate, and we’ll have nearly everything we need to build the colony anyway. We can do it, Aeneas, We can found the first lunar colony, and be free of all this.”
“But only if I agree—“
“Yes.”
“Laurie Jo, would you give up the Moon venture for me?”
“Don’t ask me to. Would you give up your vendetta against Greg for the Moon?”
He stood and came around the table. She seemed helpless and vulnerable, and he put his hands on her shoulders. She looked up in surprise: his face was quite calm now.
“No,” he said. “But I’ll do as you ask. Not for the Moon, Laurie Jo. For you.”
She stood and embraced him, but as they clung to each other she couldn’t help thinking, thank God, he’s not incorruptible after all. He’s not more than human.
She felt almost sad.
Two delta shapes, one above the other; below both was the enormous bulk of the expendable fuel tank which powered the ramjet of the atmospheric booster. The big ships sat atop a thick, solid rocket that would boost them to ram speed.
All that, Laurie Jo thought. All that, merely to get into orbit. And before the spaceplanes and shuttles, there were the disintegrating totem poles. No wonder space was an unattractive gamble until I built my lasers.
The lasers had not been a gamble for her. A great part of the investment was in the power plants, and they made huge profits. The price she paid for Heimdall and Valkyrie hadn’t been in money.
There were other costs, though, she thought. Officials bribed to expedite construction permits. Endless meetings to hold together a syndicate of international bankers. Deals with people who needed their money laundered. It would have been so easy to be part of the idle rich. Instead of parties I went to meetings, and I’ve yet to live with a man I love except for those few weeks we had.
And now I’m almost forty years old, and I have no children. But we will have! The doctors tell me I have a few years left, and we’ll make the most of them.
They were taken up the elevator into the upper ship. It was huge, a squat triangle that could carry forty thousand kilos in one payload, and do it without the 30-g stresses of the laser system. They entered by the crew access door, but she could see her technicians making a final examination of the nuclear engine in the cargo compartment.
She was placed in the acceleration couch by an Air Force officer. Aeneas was across a narrow passageway, and there were no other passengers. The young A.F. captain had a worried frown, as if he couldn’t understand why this mission had suddenly been ordered, and why two strange civilians were going with a cargo for Heimdall.
You wouldn’t want to know, my young friend, Laurie Jo thought. You wouldn’t want to know at all.
Motors whined as the big clamshell doors of the cargo compartment were closed down. The A.F. officer went forward into the crew compartment. Lights flashed on the instrument board mounted in the forward part of the passenger bay, but Laurie Jo didn’t understand what they meant.
“DING.”
“MY GOD, WHAT NOW?”
“SIGNOR ANTONELLI HAS JUST NOW HEARD THAT YOU ARE GOING UP TO HEIMDALL. HE IS VERY DISTURBED.”
I’ll just bet he is, Laurie Jo thought. She glanced across the aisle at Aeneas. He was watching the display.
“TELL SIGNOR ANTONELLI TO GO PLAY WITH HIMSELF.”
“I HAVE NO TRANSLATION ROUTINE FOR THAT EXPRESSION.”
“I DON’T WANT IT TRANSLATED. TELL HIM TO GO PLAY WITH HIMSELF.”
There was a long pause. Something rumbled in the ship, then there were clanking noises as the gantries were drawn away.
“MISTER MC CARTNEY IS VERY DISTURBED ABOUT YOUR LAST MESSAGE AND ASKS THAT YOU RECONSIDER.”
“TELL MC CARTNEY TO GO PLAY WITH HIMSELF TOO. CANCEL THAT. ASK MISTER MC CARTNEY TO SPEAK WITH SIGNOR ANTONELLI. I AM TAKING A VACATION. MC CARTNEY IS IN CHARGE. HE WILL HAVE TO MANAGE AS BEST HE CAN.”
“ACKNOWLEDGED.”
“Hear this. Liftoff in thirty seconds. Twenty-nine. Twenty-eight. Twenty seven ...”
The count reached zero, and there was nothing for an eternity. Then the ship lifted, pushing her into the couch. After a few moments there was nothing, another agonizing moment before the ramjets caught. Even inside the compartment they could hear the roaring thunder before that, too, began to fade. The ship lifted, leveled, and banked to go on course for the trajectory that would take it into an orbit matching Heimdall’s.
“GET MC CARTNEY ON THE LINE.”
There was silence.
Out of range, she thought. She smiled and turned to Aeneas. “We did it,” she said.
“Yes.”
“You don’t sound very excited.”
He turned and smiled, and his hand reached out for hers, but they were too far apart. The ship angled steeply upward, and the roar of the ramjets grew louder again, then there was more weight as the rockets cut in. Seconds later the orbital vehicle separated from the carrier.
Laurie Jo looked through the thick viewport. The islands below were laid out like a map, their outlines obscured by cotton clouds far below them. The carrier ship banked off steeply and began its descent as the orbiter continued to climb.
Done, she thought. But she looked again at Aeneas, and he was staring back toward the United States and the world they had left behind.
“They don’t need us, Aeneas,” she said carefully.
“No. They don’t need me at all.”
She smiled softly. “But I need you. I always will.”
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“The tinker came astridin’, astridin’ over the Strand, with his bullocks—“ “Rollo!”
“Yes, ma’am.” I’d been singing at the top of my lungs, as I do when I’ve got a difficult piloting job, and I’d forgotten that my wife was in the control cab. I went back to the problem of setting our sixteen thousand tons of ship onto the rock.
It wasn’t much of a rock. Jefferson is an irregular-shaped asteroid about twice as far out as Earth. It measures maybe seventy kilometers by fifty kilometers, and from far enough away it looks like an old mud brick somebody used for a shotgun target. It has a screwy rotation pattern that’s hard to match with, and since I couldn’t use the main engines, setting down was a tricky job.
Janet wasn’t finished. “Roland Kephart, I’ve told you about those songs.”
“Yeah, sure, hon.” There are two inertial platforms in Slingshot, and they were giving me different readings. We were closing faster than I liked.
“It’s bad enough that you teach them to the boys. Now the girls are—“
I motioned toward the open intercom switch, and Janet blushed. We fight a lot, but that’s our private business.
The attitude jets popped. “Hear this,” I said. “I think we’re coming in too fast. Brace yourselves.” The jets popped again, short bursts that stirred up dust storms on the rocky surface below. “But I don’t think—“ the ship jolted into place with a loud clang. We hit hard enough to shake things, but none of the red lights came on “—well break anything. Welcome to Jefferson. We’re down.”
Janet came over and cut off the intercom switch, and we hugged each other for a second. “Made it again,” she said, and I grinned.
There wasn’t much doubt on the last few trips, but when we first put Slingshot together out of the wreckage of two salvaged ships, every time we boosted out there’d been a good chance we’d never set down again. There’s a lot that can go wrong in the Belt, and not many ships to rescue you.
I pulled her over to me and kissed her. “Sixteen years,” I said. “You don’t look a day older.”
She didn’t, either. She still had dark red hair, same color as when I met her at Elysium Mons Station on Mars, and if she got it out of a bottle she never told me, not that I’d want to know. She was wearing the same thing I was, a skintight body stocking that looked as if it had been sprayed on. The purpose was strictly functional, to keep you alive if Slinger sprung a leak, but on her it produced some interesting curves. I let my hands wander to a couple of the more fascinating conic sections, and she snuggled against me.
She put her head close to my ear and whispered breathlessly, “Comm panel’s lit.”
“Bat puckey.” There was a winking orange light, showing an outside call on our hailing frequency. Janet handed me the mike with a wicked grin. “Lock up your wives and hide your daughters, the tinker’s come to town,” I told it.
“Slingshot, this is Freedom Station. Welcome back, Cap’n Rollo.”
“Jed?” I asked.
“Who the hell’d you think it was?”
“Anybody. Thought maybe you’d fried yourself in the solar furnace. How are things?” Jed’s an old friend. Like a lot of asteroid Port Captains, he’s a publican. The owner of the bar nearest the landing area generally gets the job, since there’s not enough traffic to make Port Captains a full-time deal. Jed used to be a miner in Pallas, and we’d worked together before I got out of the mining business.
We chatted about our families, but Jed didn’t seem as interested as he usually is. I figured business wasn’t too good. Unlike most asteroid colonies, Jefferson’s independent. There’s no big corporation to pay taxes to, but on the other hand there’s no big organization to bail the Jeffersonians out if they get in too deep.
“Got a passenger this trip,” I said.
“Yeah? Rockrat?” Jed asked.
“Nope. Just passing through. Oswald Dalquist. Insurance adjuster. He’s got some kind of policy settlement to make here, then he’s with us to Marsport.”
There was a long pause, and I wondered what Jed was thinking about. “I’ll be aboard in a little,” he said. “Freedom Station out.”
Janet frowned. “That was abrupt.”
“Sure was.” I shrugged and began securing the ship. There wasn’t much to do. The big work is shutting down the main engines, and we’d done that a long way out from Jefferson. You don’t run an ion engine toward an inhabited rock if you care about your customers.
“Better get the big’uns to look at the inertia! platforms, hon,” I said. “They don’t read the same.”
“Sure. Hal thinks it’s the computer.”
“Whatever it is, we better get it fixed.” That would be a job for the oldest children. Our family divides nicely into the Big Ones, the Little Ones, and the Baby, with various subgroups and pecking orders that Janet and I don’t understand. With nine kids aboard, five ours and four adopted, the system can get confusing. Jan and I find it’s easier to let them work out the chain of command for themselves.
I unbuckled from the seat and pushed away. You can’t walk on Jefferson, or any of the small rocks. You can’t quite swim through the air, either. Locomotion is mostly a matter of jumps.
As I sailed across the cabin, a big grey shape sailed up to meet me, and we met in a tangle of arms and claws. I pushed the tomcat away. “Damn it—“
“Can’t you do anything without cursing?”
“Blast it, then. I’ve told you to keep that animal out of the control lab.”
“I didn’t let him in.” She was snappish, and for that matter so was I. We’d spent better than six hundred hours cooped up in a small space with just ourselves, the kids, and our passenger, and it was time we had some outside company.
The passenger had made it more difficult. We don’t fight much in front of the kids, but with Oswald Dalquist aboard the atmosphere was different from what we’re used to. He was always very formal and polite, which meant we had to be, which meant our usual practice of getting the minor irritations over with had been exchanged for bottling them up.
Jan and I had a major fight coming, and the sooner it happened the better it would be for both of us.
Slingshot is built up out of a number of compartments. We add to the ship as we have to—and when we can afford it. I left Jan to finish shutting down and went below to the living quarters. We’d been down fifteen minutes, and the children were loose.
Papers, games, crayons, toys, kids’ clothing, and books had all more or less settled on the “down” side. Raquel, a big bluejay the kids picked up somewhere, screamed from a cage mounted on one bulkhead. The compartment smelled of bird droppings.
Two of the kids were watching a TV program beamed out of Marsport. Their technique was to push themselves upward with their arms and float up to the top of the compartment, then float downward again until they caught themselves just before they landed. It took nearly a minute to make a full circuit in Jefferson’s weak gravity.
I went over and switched off the set. The program was a western, some horse opera made in the 1940’s.
Jennifer and Craig wailed in unison. “That’s educational. Dad.”
They had a point, but we’d been through this before. For kids who’ve never seen Earth and may never go there, anything about Terra can probably be educational, but I wasn’t in a mood to argue. “Get this place cleaned up.”
“It’s Roger’s turn. He made the mess.” Jennifer, being eight and two years older than Craig, tends to be spokesman and chief petty officer for the Little Ones.
“Get him to help, then. But get cleaned up.”
“Yes, sir.” They worked sullenly, flinging the clothing into corner bins, putting the books into the clips, and the games into lockers. There really is a place for everything in Slingshot, although most of the time you wouldn’t know it.
I left them to their work and went down to the next level. My office is on one side of that, balanced by the “passenger suite” which the second oldest boy uses when we don’t have paying customers. Oswald Dalquist was just coming out of his cabin.
“Good morning, Captain,” he said. In all the time he’d been aboard he’d never called me anything but “Captain,” although he accepted Janet’s invitation to use her first name. A very formal man, Mr. Oswald Dalquist.
“I’m just going down to reception,” I told him. “The Port Captain will be aboard with the health officer in a minute. You’d better come down, there will be forms to fill out.”
“Certainly. Thank you, Captain.” He followed me through the airlock to the level below, which was shops, labs, and the big compartment that serves as a main entryway to Slingshot.
Dalquist had been a good passenger, if a little distant. He stayed in his compartment most of the time, did what he was told, and never complained. He had very polished manners, and everything he did was precise, as if he thought out every gesture and word in advance.
I thought of him as a little man, but he wasn’t really. I stand about six three, and Dalquist wasn’t a lot smaller than me, but he acted little. He worked for Butterworth Insurance, which I’d never heard of, and he said he was a claims adjuster, but I thought he was probably an accountant sent out because they didn’t want to send anyone more important to a nothing rock like Jefferson.
Still, he’d been around. He didn’t talk much about himself, but every now and then he’d let slip a story that showed he’d been on more rocks than most people; and he knew ship routines pretty well. Nobody had to show him things more than once. Since a lot of life-support gadgetry in Slingshot is Janet’s design, or mine, and certainly isn’t standard, he had to be pretty sharp to catch on so quick.
He had expensive gear, too. Nothing flashy, but his helmet was one of Goodyear’s latest models, his skintight was David Clark’s best with “stretch steel” threads woven in with the nylon, and his coveralls were a special design by Abercrombie & Fitch, with lots of gadget pockets and a self-cleaning low-friction surface. It gave him a pretty natty appearance, rather than the battered look the old rockrats have.
I figured Butterworth Insurance must pay their adjustors more than I thought, or else he had a hell of an expense account.
The entryway is a big compartment. It’s filled with nearly everything you can think of: dresses, art objects, gadgets and gizmos, spare parts for air bottles, sewing machines, and anything else Janet or I think we can sell in the way-stops we make with Slingshot. Janet calls it the “boutique,” and she’s been pretty clever about what she buys. It makes a profit, but like everything we do, just barely.
I’ve heard a lot of stories about tramp ships making a lot of money. Their skippers tell me whenever we meet. Before Jan and I fixed up Slingshot I used to believe them. Now I tell the same stories about fortunes made and lost, but the truth is we haven’t seen any fortune.
We could use one. Hal, our oldest, wants to go to Marsport Tech, and that’s expensive. Worse, he’s just the first of nine. Meanwhile, Barclay’s wants the payments kept up on the mortgage they hold on Slinger, fuel prices go up all the time, and the big Corporations are making it harder for little one-ship outfits like mine to compete.
We got to the boutique just in time to see two figures bounding like wallabies across the big flat area that serves as Jefferson’s landing field. Every time one of the men would hit ground he’d fling up a burst of dust that fell like slow-motion bullets to make tiny craters around his footsteps. The landscape was bleak, nothing but rocks and craters, with the big steel airlock entrance to Freedom Port the only thing to remind you that several thousand souls lived here.
We couldn’t see it, because the horizon’s pretty close on Jefferson, but out beyond the airlock there’d be the usual solar furnaces, big parabolic mirrors to melt down ores. There was also a big trench shimmering just at the horizon: ice. One of Jefferson’s main assets is water. About ten thousand years ago Jefferson collided with the head of a comet and a lot of the ice stayed aboard.
The two figures reached Slingshot and began the long climb up the ladder to the entrance. They moved fast, and I hit the buttons to open the outer door so they could let themselves in.
Jed was at least twice my age, but like all of us who live in low gravity it’s hard to tell just how old that is. He has some wrinkles, but he could pass for fifty. The other guy was a Dr. Stewart, and I didn’t know him. There’d been another doctor, about my age, the last time I was in Jefferson, but he’d been a contract man and the Jeffersonians couldn’t afford him. Stewart was a young chap, no more than twenty, born in Jefferson back when they called it Grubstake and Blackjack Dan was running the colony. He’d got his training the way most people get an education in the Belt, in front of a TV screen.
The TV classes are all right, but they have their limits. I hoped we wouldn’t have any family emergencies here. Janet’s a TV Doc, but unlike this Stewart chap she’s had a year residency in Marsport General, and she knows the limits of TV training. We’ve got a family policy that she doesn’t treat the kids for anything serious if there’s another doctor around, but between her and a new TV-trained MD there wasn’t much choice.
“Everybody healthy?” Jed asked.
“Sure.” I took out the log and showed where Janet had entered “no communicable diseases” and signed it.
Stewart looked doubtful. “I’m supposed to examine everyone myself. ...”
“For Christ’s sake,” Jed told him. He pulled at his bristly mustache and glared at the young doc. Stewart glared back. “Well, ‘least you can see if they’re still warm,” Jed conceded. “Cap’n Rollo, you got somebody to take him up while we get the immigration forms taken care of?”
“Sure.” I called Pam on the intercom. She’s second oldest. When she got to the boutique, Jed sent Dr. Stewart up with her. When they were gone, he took out a big book of forms.
For some reason every rock wants to know your entire life history before you can get out of your ship. I never have found out what they do with all the information. Dalquist and I began filling out forms while Jed muttered.
“Butterworth Insurance, eh?” Jed asked. “Got much business here?”
Dalquist looked up from the forms. “Very little. Perhaps you can help me. The insured was a Mr. Joseph Colella.  I will need to find the beneficiary, a Mrs. Barbara Morrison Colella.”
“Joe Colella?” I must have sounded surprised because they both looked at me. “I brought Joe and Barbara to Jefferson. Nice people. What happened to him?”
“Death certificate said accident.” Jed said it just that way, flat, with no feeling. Then he added, “Signed by Dr. Stewart.”
Jed sounded as if he wanted Dalquist to ask him a question, but the insurance man went back to his forms. When it was obvious that he wasn’t going to say anything more, I asked Jed, “Something wrong with the accident?”
Jed shrugged. His lips were tightly drawn. The mood in my ship had definitely changed for the worse, and I was sure Jed had more to say. Why wasn’t Dalquist asking questions?
Something else puzzled me. Joe and Barbara were more than just former passengers. They were friends we were looking forward to seeing when we got to Jefferson. I was sure we’d mentioned them several times in front of Dalquist, but he’d never said a word.
We’d taken them to Jefferson about five Earth years before. They were newly married, Joe pushing sixty and Barbara less than half that. He’d just retired as a field agent for Hansen Enterprises, with a big bonus he’d earned in breaking up some kind of insurance scam. They were looking forward to buying into the Jefferson co-op system. I’d seen them every trip since, the last time two years ago, and they were short of ready money like everyone else in Jefferson, but they seemed happy enough.
“Where’s Barbara now?” I asked Jed.
“Working for Westinghouse. Johnny Peregrine’s office.”
“She all right? And the kids?”
Jed shrugged. “Everybody helps out when help’s needed. Nobody’s rich.”
“They put a lot of money into Jeffereson stock,” I said. “And didn’t they have a mining claim?”
“Dividends on Jefferson Corporation stock won’t even pay air taxes.” Jed sounded more beat down than I’d ever known him. Even when things had looked pretty bad for us in the old days he’d kept all our spirits up with stupid jokes and puns. Not now. “Their claim
wasn’t much good to start with, and without Joe to work it—“
His voice trailed off as Pam brought Dr. Stewart back into our compartment. Steward countersigned the log to certify that we were all healthy. “That’s it, then,” he said. “Ready to go ashore?”
“People waitin’ for you in the Doghouse, Captain Rollo,” Jed said. “Big meeting.”
“I’ll just get my hat.”
“If there is no objection, I will come too,” Dalquist said. “I wonder if a meeting with Mrs. Colella can be arranged?”
“Sure,” I told him. “We’ll send for her. Doghouse is pretty well the center of things in Jefferson anyway. Have her come for dinner.”
“Got nothing good to serve.” Jed’s voice was gruff with a note of irritated apology.
“Well see.” I gave him a grin and opened the airlock.
There aren’t any dogs at the Doghouse. Jed had one when he first came to Jefferson, which is why the name, but dogs don’t do very well in low gravs. Like everything else in the Belt, the furniture in Jed’s bar is iron and glass except for what’s aluminum and titanium. The place is a big cave hollowed out of the rock. There’s no outside view, and the only things to look at are the TV and the customers.
There was a big crowd, as there always is in the Port Captain’s place when a ship comes in. More business is done in bars than offices out here, which was why Janet and the kids hadn’t come dirtside with me. The crowd can get rough sometimes.
The Doghouse has a big bar running all the way across on the side opposite the entryway from the main corridor. The bar’s got a suction surface to hold down anything set on it, but no stools. The rest of the big room has tables and chairs and the tables have little clips to hold drinks and papers in place. There are also little booths around the outside perimeter for privacy. It’s a typical layout. You can hold auctions in the big central area and make private deals in the booths.
Drinks are served with covers and straws because when you put anything down fast it sloshes out the top. You can spend years learning to drink beer in low gee if you don’t want to sip it through a straw or squirt it out of a bulb.
The place was packed. Most of the customers were miners and shopkeepers, but a couple of tables were taken by company reps. I pointed out Johnny Peregrine to Dalquist. “He’ll know how to find Barbara.”
Dalquist smiled that tight little accountant’s smile of his and went over to Peregrine’s table.
There were a lot of others. The most important was Habib al Shamlan, the Iris Company factor. He was sitting with two hard cases, probably company cops.
The Jefferson Corporation people didn’t have a table. They were at the bar, and the space between them and the other Company reps was clear, a little island of neutral area in the crowded room.
I’d drawn Jefferson’s head honcho. Rhoda Hendrix was Chairman of the Board of the Jefferson Corporation, which made her the closest thing they had to a government. There was a big ugly guy with her. Joe Hornbinder had been around since Blackjack Dan’s time. He still dug away at the rocks, hoping to get rich. Most people called him Horny for more than one reason.
It looked like this might be a good day. Everyone stared at us when we came in, but they didn’t pay much attention to Dalquist. He was obviously a feather merchant, somebody they might have some fun with later on, and I’d have to watch out for him then, but right now we had important business.
Dalquist talked to Johnny Peregrine for a minute and they seemed to agree on something because Johnny nodded and sent one of his troops out. Dalquist went over into a corner and ordered a drink.
There’s a protocol to doing business out here. I had a table all to myself, off to one side of the clear area in the middle, and Jed’s boy brought me a big mug of beer with a hinged cap. When I’d had a good slug I took messages out of my pouch and scaled them out to people. Somebody bought me another drink, and there was a general gossip about what was happening around the Belt.
Al Shamlan was impatient. After a half hour, which is really rushing things for an Arab, he called across, his voice very casual, “And what have you brought us, Captain Kephart?”
I took copies of my manifest out of my pouch and passed them around. Everyone began reading, but Johnny Peregrine gave a big grin at the first item.
“Beef!” Peregine looked happy. He had 500 workers to feed.
“Nine tons,” I agreed.
“Ten francs,” Johnny said. “I’ll take the whole lot.”
“Fifteen,” al Shamlan said.
I took a big glug of beer and relaxed. Jan and I’d taken a chance and won. Suppose somebody had flung a shipment of beef into transfer orbit a couple of years ago? A hundred tons could be arriving any minute, and mine wouldn’t be worth anything.
Janet and I can keep track of scheduled ships, and we know pretty well where most of the tramps like us are going, but there’s no way to be sure about goods in the pipeline. You can go broke in this racket.
There was more bidding, with some of the storekeepers getting in the act. I stood to make a good profit, but only the big corporations were bidding on the whole lot. The Jefferson Corporation people hadn’t said a word. I’d heard things weren’t going too well for them, but this made it certain. If miners have any money, they’ll buy beef. Beef tastes like cow. The stuff you can make from algae is nutritious, but at best it’s not appetizing, and Jefferson doesn’t even have the plant to make textured vegetable proteins—not that TVP is any substitute for the real thing.
Eventually the price got up to where only Iris and Westinghouse were interested in the whole lot and I broke the cargo up, seven tons to the big boys and the rest in small lots. I didn’t forget to save out a couple hundred kilos for Jed, and I donated half a ton for the Jefferson city hall people to throw a feed with. The rest went for about thirty francs a kilo.
That would just about pay for the deuterium I burned up coming to Jefferson. There was some other stuff, lightweight items they don’t make outside the big rocks like Pallas, and that was all pure profit, I felt pretty good when the auction ended. It was only the preliminaries, of course, and the main event was what would let me make a couple of payments to Barclay’s on Slingers mortgage, but it’s a good feeling to know you can’t lose money no matter what happens.
There was another round of drinks. Rockrats came over to my table to ask about friends I might have run into. Some of the storekeepers were making new deals, trading around things they’d bought from me. Dalquist came over to sit with me.
“Johnny finding your client for you?” I asked.
He nodded. “Yes. As you suggested, I have invited her to dinner here with us.”
“Good enough. Jan and the kids will be in when the business is over.”
Johnny Peregrine came over to the table. “Boosting cargo this trip?”
“Sure.” The babble in the room faded out. It was time to start the main event.
The launch window to Luna was open and would be for another couple hundred hours. After that, the fuel needed to give cargo pods enough velocity to put them in transfer orbit to the Earth-Moon system would go up to where nobody could afford to send down anything massy.
There’s a lot of traffic to Luna. It’s cheaper, at the right time, to send ice down from the Belt than it is to carry it up from Earth. Of course, the Lunatics have to wait a couple of years for their water to get there, but there’s always plenty in the pipeline. Luna buys metals, too, although they don’t pay as much as Earth does.
“I’m ready if there’s anything to boost,” I said.
“I think something can be arranged,” al Shamlan said.
“Hah!” Hornbinder was listening to us from his place at the bar. He laughed again. “Iris doesn’t have any dee for a big shipment. Neither does Westinghouse. You want to boost, you’ll deal with us.”
I looked to al Shamlan. It’s hard to tell what he’s thinking, and not a lot easier to read Johnny Peregrine, but they didn’t look very happy. “That true?” I asked.
Hornbinder and Rhoda Hendrix came over to the table. “Remember, we sent for you,” Rhoda said.
“Sure.” I had their guarantee in my pouch. Five thousand francs up front, and another five thousand if I got here on time. I’d beaten their deadline by twenty hours, which isn’t bad considering how many million kilometers I had to come. “Sounds like you’ve got a deal in mind.”
She grinned. She’s a big woman, and as hard as the inside of an asteroid. I knew she had to be sixty, but she had spent most of that time in low gee. There wasn’t much cheer in her smile. It looked more like the tomcat does when he’s trapped a rat. “Like Horny says, we have all the deuterium. If you want to boost for Iris and Westinghouse, you’ll have to deal with us.”
“Bloody hell.” I wasn’t going to do as well out of this trip as I’d thought.
Hornbinder grinned. “How you like it now, you goddam bloodsucker?”
“You mean me?” I asked.
“Fucking A. You come out here and use your goddam ship a hundred hours, and you take more than we get for busting our balls a whole year. Fucking A, I mean you.”
I’d forgotten Dalquist was at the table. “If you think boostship captains charge too much, why don’t you buy your own ship?” he asked.
“Who the hell are you?” Horny demanded.
Dalquist ignored him. “You don’t buy your own ships because you can’t afford them. Ship owners have to make enormous investments. If they don’t make good profits, they won’t buy ships, and you won’t get your cargo boosted at any price.”
He sounded like a professor. He was right, of course, but he talked in a way that I’d heard the older kids use on the little ones. It always starts fights in our family and it looked like it was having the same result here.
“Shut up and sit down, Horny.” Rhoda Hendrix was used to being obeyed. Hornbinder glared at Dalquist, but he took a chair. “Now let’s talk business,” Rhoda said. “Captain, it’s simple enough. We’ll charter your ship for the next seven hundred hours.”
“That can get expensive.”
She looked to al Shamlan and Peregrine. They didn’t look very happy. “I think I know how to get our money back.”
“There are times when it is best to give in gracefully,” al Shamlan said. He looked to Johnny Peregrine and got a nod. “We are prepared to make a fair agreement with you, Rhoda. After all, you’ve got to boost your ice. We must send our cargo. It will be much cheaper for all of us if the cargoes go out in one capsule. What are your terms?”
“No deal,” Rhoda said. “We’ll charter Cap’n Rollo’s ship, and you deal with us.”
“Don’t I get a say in this?” I asked.
“You’ll get yours,” Hornbinder muttered.
“Fifty thousand,” Rhoda said. “Fifty thousand to charter your ship. Plus the ten thousand we promised to get you here.”
“That’s no more than I’d make boosting your ice,” I said. I usually get five percent of cargo value, and the customer furnishes the dee and reaction mass. That ice was worth a couple of million when it arrived at Luna. Jefferson would probably have to sell it before then, but even with discounts, futures in that much water would sell at over a million new francs.
“Seventy thousand, then,” Rhoda said.
There was something wrong here. I picked up my beer and took a long swallow. When I put it down, Rhoda was talking again. “Ninety thousand. Plus your ten. An even hundred thousand francs, and you get another one percent of whatever we get for the ice after we sell it.”
“A counteroffer may be appropriate,” al Shamlan said, He was talking to Johnny Peregrine, but he said it loud enough to be sure that everyone else heard him. “Will Westinghouse go halves with Iris on a charter?” Johnny nodded.
Al Shamlan’s smile was deadly. “Charter your ship to us, Captain Kephart. One hundred and forty thousand francs, for exclusive use for the next six hundred hours. That price includes boosting a cargo capsule, provided that we furnish you the deuterium and reaction mass.”
“One fifty. Same deal,” Rhoda said.
“One seventy-five.”
“Two hundred.” Somebody grabbed her shoulder and tried to say something to her, but Rhoda pushed him away. “I know what I’m doing, Two hundred thousand.” Al Shamlan shrugged. “You win. We can wait for the next launch window.” He got up from the table. “Coming, Johnny?”
“In a minute.” Peregrine had a worried look. “Ms. Hendrix, how do you expect to make a profit? I assure you that we won’t pay what you seem to think we will.”
“Leave that to me,” she said. She still had that look: triumphant. The price didn’t seem to bother her at all.
“Hum.” Al Shamlan made a gesture of bafflement. “One thing, Captain. Before you sign with Rhoda, you might ask to see the money. I would be much surprised if Jefferson Corporation has two hundred thousand.” He pushed himself away and sailed across the bar to the corridor door. “You know where to find me if things don’t work out, Captain Kephart.”
He went out, and his company cops came right after him. After a moment Peregrine and the other corporation people followed.
I wondered what the hell I’d got myself into this time.
Rhoda Hendrix was trying to be friendly. It didn’t really suit her style.
I knew she’d come to Jefferson back when it was called Grubstake and Blackjack Dan was trying to set up an independent colony. Sometime in her first year she’d moved in with him, and pretty soon she was handling all his financial deals. There wasn’t any nonsense about freedom and democracy back then. Grubstake was a big opportunity to get rich or get killed, and not much more.
When they found Blackjack Dan outside without a helmet, it turned out that Rhoda was his heir. She was the only one who knew what kind of deals he’d made anyway, so she took over his place. A year later she invented the Jefferson Corporation’. Everybody living on the rock had to buy stock, and she talked a lot about sovereign rights and government by the people. It takes a lot of something to govern a few thousand rockrats, and whatever it is, she had plenty. The idea caught on.
Now things didn’t seem to be going too well, and her face showed it when she tried to smile. “Glad that’s all settled,” she said. “How’s Janet?”
“The family is fine, the ship’s fine, and I’m fine,” I said.
She let the phony grin fade out. “OK, if that’s the way you want it. Shall we move over to a booth?”
“Why bother? I’ve got nothing to hide,” I told her.
“Watch it,” Hornbinder growled.
“And I’ve had about enough of him,” I told Rhoda. “If you’ve got cargo to boost, let’s get it boosted.”
“In time.” She pulled some papers out of her pouch. “First, here’s the charter contract.”
It was all drawn up in advance. I didn’t like it at all. The money was good, but none of this sounded right. “Maybe I should take al Shamlan’s advice and — “
“You’re not taking the Arab’s advice or their money either,” Hornbinder said.
“ — and ask to see your money first,” I finished.
“Our credit’s good,” Rhoda said.
“So is mine as long as I keep my payments up. I can’t pay off Barclay’s with promises.” I lifted my beer and flipped the top just enough to suck down a big gulp. Beer’s lousy if you have to sip it.
“What can you lose?” Rhoda asked. “OK, so we don’t have much cash. We’ve got a contract for the ice. Ten percent as soon as the Lloyd’s man certifies the stuffs in transfer orbit. We’ll pay you out of that. We’ve got the dee, we’ve got reaction mass, what the hell else do you want?”
“Your radiogram said cash,” I reminded her. “I don’t even have the retainer you promised. Just paper.”
“Things are hard out here.” Rhoda nodded to herself. She was thinking just how hard things were. “It’s not like the old days. Everything’s organized. Big companies. As soon as we get a little ahead, the big outfits move in and cut prices on everything we sell. Outbid us on everything we have to buy. Like your beef.”
“Sure,” I said. “I’m facing tough competition from the big shipping fleets, too.”
“So this time we’ve got a chance to hold up the big boys,” Rhoda said. “Get a little profit. You aren’t hurt. You get more than you expected.” She looked around to the other miners. There were a lot of people listening to us. “Kephart, all we have to do is get a little ahead, and we can turn this rock into a decent place to live. A place for people, not corporation clients!” Her voice rose and her eyes flashed. She meant every word, and the others nodded approval.
“You lied to me,” I said.
“So what? How are you hurt?” She pushed the contract papers toward me.
“Excuse me.” Dalquist hadn’t spoken very loudly, but everyone looked at him. “Why is there such a hurry about this?” he asked.
“What the hell’s it to you?” Hornbinder demanded.
“You want cash?” Rhoda asked. “All right, I’ll give you cash.” She took a document out of her pouch and slammed it onto the table. She hit hard enough to raise herself a couple of feet out of her chair. It would have been funny if she wasn’t dead serious. Nobody laughed.
“There’s a deposit certificate for every goddam cent we have!” she snouted. “You want it? Take it all. Take the savings of every family in Jefferson. Pump us dry. Grind the faces of the poor! But sign that charter!”
“Cause if you don’t,” Hornbinder said, “your ship won’t ever leave this rock. And don’t think we can’t stop you.”
“Easy.” I tried to look relaxed, but the sea of faces around me wasn’t friendly at all. I didn’t want to look at them so I looked at the deposit paper. It was genuine enough: you can’t fake the molecular documents Zurich banks use. With the Jefferson Corporation Seal and the right signatures and thumbprints that thing was worth exactly 78,500 francs.
It would be a lot of money if I owned it for myself. It wasn’t so much compared to the mortgage on Slinger. It was nothing at all for the total assets of a whole community.
“This is our chance to get out from under,” Rhoda was saying. She wasn’t talking to me. “We can squeeze the goddam corporation people for a change. All we need is that charter and we’ve got Westinghouse and the Arabs where we want them!”
Everybody in the bar was shouting now. It looked ugly, and I didn’t see any way out.
“OK,” I told Rhoda. “Sign over that deposit certificate, and make me out a lien on future assets for the rest. I’ll boost your cargo—“
“Boost hell, sign that charter contract,” Rhoda said.
“Yeah, I’ll do that too. Make out the documents.”
“Captain Kephart, is this wise?” Dalquist asked.
“Keep out of this, you little son of a bitch.” Horny moved toward Dalquist, “You got no stake in this. Now shut up before I take off the top—“
Dalquist hardly looked up. “Five hundred francs to the first man who coldcocks him,” he said carefully. He took his hand out of his pouch, and there was a bill in it.
There was a moment’s silence, then four big miners started for Horny.
When it was over, Dalquist was out a thousand, because nobody could decide who got to Hornbinder first.
Even Rhoda was laughing after that was over. The mood changed a little; Hornbinder had never been very popular, and Dalquist was buying for the house. It didn’t make any difference about the rest of it, of course. They weren’t going to let me off Jefferson without signing that charter contract.
Rhoda sent over to city hall to have the documents made out. When they came, I signed, and half the people in the place signed as witnesses. Dalquist didn’t like it, but he ended up as a witness too. For better or worse, Slingshot was chartered to the Jefferson Corporation for seven hundred hours.
The surprise came after I’d signed. I asked Rhoda when she’d be ready to boost.
“Don’t worry about it. You’ll get the capsule when you need it.”
“Bloody hell! You can’t wait to get me to sign—“
“Aww, just relax, Kephart.”
“I don’t think you understand. You have half a million tons to boost up to what, five, six kilometers a second?” I took out my pocket calculator. “Sixteen tons of deuterium and eleven thousand reaction mass. That’s a bloody big load. The fuel feed system’s got to be built. It’s not something I can just strap on and push off—“
“You’ll get what you need,” Rhoda said. “We’ll let you know when it’s time to start work.”
Jed put us in a private dining room. Janet came in later and I told her about the afternoon. I didn’t think she’d like it, but she wasn’t as upset as I was.
“We have the money,” she said. “And we got a good price on the cargo, and if they ever pay off we’ll get more than we expected on the boost charges. If they don’t pay up—well, so what?”
“Except that we’ve got a couple of major companies unhappy, and they’ll be here long after Jefferson folds up. Sorry, Jed, but—“
He bristled his mustache. “Could be. I figure on gettin’ along with the corporations too. Just in case.”
“But what did all that lot mean?” Dalquist asked.
“Beats me.” Jed shook his head. “Rhoda’s been making noises about how rich we’re going to be. New furnace, another power plant, maybe even a ship of our own. Nobody knows how she’s planning on doing it.”
“Could there have been a big strike?” Dalquist asked. “Iridium, one of the really valuable metals?”
“Don’t see how,” Jed told him. “Look, mister, if Rhoda’s goin’ to bail this place out of the hole the big boys have dug for us, that’s great with me. I don’t ask questions.”
Jed’s boy came in. “There’s a lady to see you.”
Barbara Morrison Colella was a small blonde girl, pug nose, blue eyes. She looks like somebody you’d see on Earthside TV playing a dumb blonde.
Her degrees said “family economics,” which I guess on Earth doesn’t amount to much. Out here it’s a specialty. To keep a family going out here you better know a lot of environment and life-support engineering, something about prices that depend on orbits and launch windows, a lot about how to get something to eat out of rocks, and maybe something about power systems, too.
She was glad enough to see us, especially Janet, but we got another surprise. She looked at Dalquist and said, “Hello, Buck.”
“Hello. Surprised, Bobby?”
“No. I knew you’d be along as soon as you heard.”
“You know each other, then,” I said.
“Yes.” Dalquist hadn’t moved, but he didn’t look like a little man any longer. “How did it happen, Bobby?”
Her face didn’t change. She’d lost most of her smile when she saw Dalquist. She looked at the rest of us, and pointed at Jed. “Ask him. He knows more than I do.”
“Mr. Anderson?” Dalquist prompted. His tone made it sound as if he’d done this before, and he expected to be answered.
If Jed resented that, he didn’t show it. “Simple enough. Joe always seemed happy enough when he came in here after his shift—“
Dalquist looked from Jed to Barbara. She nodded.
“—until the last time.  That night he got stinking drunk. Kept mutterin’ something about ‘Not that way. There’s got to be another way.’”
“Do you know what that meant?”
“No,” Jed said. “But he kept saying it. Then he got really stinking and I sent him home with a couple of the guys he worked with.”
“What happened when he got home?” Dalquist asked.
“He never came home, Buck,” Barbara said. “I got worried about him, but I couldn’t find him. The men he’d left here with said he’d got to feeling better and left them—“
“Damn fools,” Jed muttered. “He was right out of it. Nobody should go outside with that much to drink.”
“And they found him outside?”
“At the refinery. Helmet busted open. Been dead five, six hours. Held the inquest right in here, at that table al Shamlan was sitting at this afternoon.”
“Who held the inquest?” Dalquist asked.
“Rhoda.”
“Doesn’t make sense,” I said.
“No.” Janet didn’t like it much either. “Barbara, don’t you have any idea of what Joe meant? Was he worried about something?”
“Nothing he told me about. He wasn’t—we weren’t fighting, or anything like that. I’m sure he didn’t—“
“Humpf.” Dalquist shook his head. “What damned fool suggested suicide?”
“Well,” Jed said, “you know how it is. If a man takes on a big load and wanders around outside, it might as well be suicide. Hornbinder said we were doing Barbara a favor, voting it an accident.”
Dalquist took papers out of his pouch. “He was right, of course. I wonder if Hornbinder knew that all Hanson employees receive a paid-up insurance policy as one of their retirement benefits?”
“I didn’t know it,” I said.
Janet was more practical. “How much is it worth?”
“I am not sure of the exact amounts,” Dalquist said. “There are trust accounts involved also. Sufficient to get Barbara and the children back to Mars and pay for their living expenses there. Assuming you want to go?”
“I don’t know,” Barbara said. “Let me think about it. Joe and I came here to get away from the big companies. I don’t have to like Rhoda and the city hall crowd to appreciate what we’ve got in Jefferson. Independence is worth something.”
“Indeed,” Dalquist said. He wasn’t agreeing with her, and suddenly we all knew he and Barbara had been through this argument before. I wondered when.
“Janet, what would you do?” Barbara asked.
Jan shrugged. “Not a fair question. Roland and I made that decision a long time ago. But neither of us is alone.” She reached for my hand across the table.
As she said, we had made our choice. We’ve had plenty of offers for Slingshot, from outfits that would be happy to hire us as crew for Slinger. It would mean no more hustle to meet the mortgage payments, and not a lot of change in the way we live—but we wouldn’t be our own people anymore. We’ve never seriously considered taking any of the offers.
“You don’t have to be alone,” Dalquist said.
“I know, Buck.” There was a wistful note in Barbara’s voice. They looked at each other for a long time. Then we sat down to dinner.
I was in my office aboard Slingshot. Thirty hours had gone by since I’d signed the charter contract, and I still didn’t know what I was boosting, or when. It didn’t make sense.
Janet refused to worry about it.  We’d cabled the money on to Marsport, all of Jefferson’s treasury and what we’d got for our cargo, so Barclay’s was happy for a while. We had enough deuterium aboard Stinger to get where we could buy more. She kept asking what there was to worry about, and I didn’t have any answer.
I was still brooding about it when Oswald Dalquist tapped on the door.
I hadn’t seen him much since the dinner at the Doghouse, and he didn’t look any different, but he wasn’t the same man. I suppose the change was in me. You can’t think of a man named “Buck” the same way you think of an Oswald.
“Sit down,” I said. That was formality, of course. It’s no harder to stand than sit in the tiny gravity we felt. “I’ve been meaning to say something about the way you handled Horny. I don’t think I’ve ever seen anybody do that.”
His smile was thin, and I guess it hadn’t changed either, but it didn’t seem like an accountant’s smile any more. “It’s an interesting story, actually,” he said. “A long time ago I was in a big colony ship. Long passage, nothing to do. Discovered the other colonists didn’t know much about playing poker.”
We exchanged grins again.
“I won so much it made me worry that someone would take it away from me, so I hired the biggest man in the bay to watch my back. Sure enough, some chap accused me of cheating, so I called on my big friend—“
“Yeah?”
“And he shouted ‘Fifty to the first guy that decks him.’ Worked splendidly, although it wasn’t precisely what I’d expected when I hired him—“
We had our laugh.
“When are we leaving, Captain Kephart?”
“Beats me. When they get the cargo ready to boost, I guess.”
“That might be a long time,” Dalquist said.
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“I’ve been asking around. To the best of my knowledge, there are no preparations for boosting a big cargo pod.”
“That’s stupid,” I said. “Well, it’s their business. When we go, how many passengers am I going to have?”
His little smile faded entirely. “I wish I knew. You’ve guessed that Joe Colella and I were old friends. And rivals for the same girl.”
“Yeah. I’m wondering why you—hell, we talked about them on the way in. You never let on you’d ever heard of them.”
He nodded carefully. “I wanted to be certain. I only know that Joe was supposed to have died in an accident. He was not the kind of man accidents happen to. Not even out here.”
“What is that supposed to mean?”
“Only that Joe Colella was one of the most careful men you will ever meet, and I didn’t care to discuss my business with Barbara until I knew more about the situation in Jefferson. Now I’m beginning to wonder—“
“Dad!” Pam was on watch, and she sounded excited. The intercom box said again, “Dad!”
“Right, sweetheart.”
“You better come up quick. There’s a message coming through. You better hurry.”
“MAYDAY MAYDAY MAYDAY.” The voice was cold and unemotional, the way they are when they really mean it. It rolled off the tape Pam had made.
mayday mayday mayday. this is pegasus lines boostship agamemnon outbound earth to pallas.
our main engines are disabled. i say again, main engines disabled. our velocity relative to sol is one four zero kilometers per second, i say again, one hundred forty kilometers per second
auxiliary power is failing. main engines cannot be repaired. present ship mass is 54,000 tons.seventeen hundred passengers aboard. mayday mayday mayday.
“Lord God.” I wasn’t really aware that I was talking. The kids had crowded into the control cabin, and we listened as the tape went on to give a string of numbers, the vectors to locate Agamemnon precisely. I started to punch them into the plotting tanks, but Pam stopped me.
“I already did that, Dad.” She hit the activation switch to bring the screen to life.
It showed a picture of our side of the solar system, the inner planets and inhabited rocks, along with a block of numbers and a long thin line with a dot at the end to represent Agamemnon. Other dots winked on and off: boostships.
We were the only one that stood a prayer of a chance of catching up with Agamemnon.
The other screen lit, giving us what the Register knew about Agamemnon. It didn’t look good. She was an enormous old cargo-passenger ship, over thirty years old—and out here that’s old indeed. She’d been built for a useful life of half that, and sold off to Pegasus Lines when P&L decided she wasn’t safe.
Her auxiliary power was furnished by a plutonium pile. If something went wrong with it, there was no way to repair it in space. Without auxiliary power, the life-support systems couldn’t function. I was still looking at her specs when the comm panel lit. Local call, Port Captain’s frequency.
“Yeah, Jed?” I said.
“You’ve got the Mayday?”
“Sure. I figure we’ve got about sixty hours max to fuel up and still let me catch her. I’ve got to try it, of course.”
“Certainly, Captain.” The voice was Rhoda’s. “I’ve already sent a crew to start work on the fuel pod. I suggest you work with them to be sure it’s right.”
“Yeah. They’ll have to work damned fast.” Slingshot doesn’t carry anything like the tankage a run like this would need.
“One more thing, Captain,” Rhoda said. “Remember that your ship is under exclusive charter to the Jefferson Corporation. We’ll make the legal arrangements with Pegasus. You concentrate on getting your ship ready.”
“Yeah, OK. Out.” I switched the comm system to Record. “Agamemnon, this is cargo tug Slingshot. I have your Mayday. Intercept is possible, but I cannot carry sufficient fuel and mass to decelerate your ship, I must vampire your dee and mass, I say again, we must transfer your fuel and reaction mass to my ship.
“We have no facilities for taking your passengers aboard. We will attempt to take your ship in tow and decelerate using your deuterium and reaction mass. Our engines are modified General Electric Model five-niner ion-fusion. Preparations for coming to your assistance are under way. Suggest your crew begin preparations for fuel transfer. Over.”
Then I looked around the cabin. Janet and our oldest were ashore. “Pam, you’re in charge. Send that, and record the reply. You can start the checklist for boost. I make it about two-hundred centimeters acceleration, but you’d better check that. Whatever it is, we’ll need to secure for it. Also, get in a call to find your mother. God knows where she is.”
“Sure, Dad.” She looked very serious, and I wasn’t worried. Hal’s the oldest, but Pam’s a lot more thorough.
The Register didn’t give anywhere near enough data about Agamemnon. I could see from the recognition pix that she carried her reaction mass in strap-ons alongside the main hull, rather than in detachable pods right forward the way Slinger does. That meant we might have to transfer the whole lot before we could start deceleration.
She had been built as a general-purpose ship, so her hull structure forward was beefy enough to take the thrust of a cargo pod—but how much thrust? If we were going to get her down, we’d have to push like hell on her bows, and there was no way to tell if they were strong enough to take it.
I looked over to where Pam was aiming our high-gain antenna for the message to Agamemnon. She looked like she’d been doing this all her life, which I guess she had been, but mostly for drills. It gave me a funny feeling to know she’d grown up sometime in the last couple of years and Janet and I hadn’t really noticed.
“Pamela, I’m going to need more information on Agamemnon,” I told her. “The lads had a TV cast out of Marsport, so you ought to be able to get through. Ask for anything they have on that ship. Structural strength, fuel-handling equipment, everything they’ve got.”
“Yes, sir.
“OK. I’m going ashore to see about the fuel pods. Call me when we get some answers, but if there’s nothing important from Agamemnon just hang onto it.”
“What happens if we can’t catch them?” Philip asked.
Pam and Jennifer were trying to explain it to him as I went down to the lock.
 
*        *        *
 
Jed had lunch waiting in the Doghouse. “How’s it going?” he asked when I came in.
“Pretty good. Damned good, all things considered.” The refinery crew had built up fuel pods for Slinger before, so they knew what I needed, but they’d never made one that had to stand up to a full fifth of a gee. A couple of centimeters is hefty acceleration when you boost big cargo, but we’d have to go out at a hundred times that.
“Get the stuff from Marsport?”
“Some of it.” I shook my head. The whole operation would be tricky. There wasn’t a lot of risk for me, but Agamemnon was in big trouble.
“Rhoda’s waiting for you. Back room.”
“You don’t look happy.”
Jed shrugged. “Guess she’s right, but it’s kind of ghoulish.”
“What—?”
“Go see.”
Rhoda was sitting with a trim chap who wore a clipped mustache. I’d met him before, of course: B. Elton, Esq., the Lloyd’s rep in Jefferson. He hated the place and couldn’t wait for a transfer.
“I consider this reprehensible,” Elton was saying when I came in. “I hate to think you are a party to this, Captain Kephart.”
“Party to what?”
“Ms. Hendrix has asked for thirty million francs as salvage fee. Ten million in advance.”
I whistled. “That’s heavy.”
“The ship is worth far more than that,” Rhoda said.
“If I can get her down. There are plenty of problems— hell, she may not be fit for more than salvage,” I said.
“Then there are the passengers. How much is Lloyd’s out if you have to pay off their policies? And lawsuits?” Rhoda had the tomcat’s grin again. “We’re saving you money, Mr. Elton.”
I realized what she was doing. “I don’t know how to say this, but it’s my ship you’re risking.”
“You’ll be paid well,” Rhoda said. “Ten percent of what we get.”
That would just about pay off the whole mortgage. It was also a hell of a lot more than the commissioners in Marsport would award for a salvage job.
“We’ve got heavy expenses up front,” Rhoda was saying. “That fuel pod costs like crazy. We’re going to miss the launch window to Luna.”
“Certainly you deserve reasonable compensation, but—“
“But nothing!” Rhoda’s grin was triumphant. “Captain Kephart can’t boost without fuel, and we have it all. That fuel goes aboard his ship when you’ve signed my contract, Elton, and not before.”
Elton looked sad and disgusted. “It seems a cheap—“
“Cheap!” Rhoda got up and went to the door. “What the hell do you know about cheap? How goddamn many times have we heard you people say there’s no such thing as an excess profit? Well, this time we got the breaks, Elton, and well take the excess profits. Think about that.”
Out in the bar somebody cheered. Another began singing a tune I’d heard in Jefferson before. Pam says the music is very old, she’s heard it on TV casts, but the words fit Jefferson. The chorus goes “There’s gonna be a great day!” and everybody out there shouted it.
“Marsport will never give you that much money,” Elton said.
“Sure they will.” Rhoda’s grin got even wider, if that was possible.  “We’ll hold onto the cargo until they do—“
“Be damned if I will!” I said.
“Not you at all. I’m sending Mr. Hornbinder to take charge of that. Don’t worry, Captain Kephart, I’ve got you covered. The big boys won’t bite you.”
“Hornbinder?”
“Sure. You’ll have some extra passengers this run—“
“Not him. Not in my ship,” I said.
“Sure he’s going. You can use some help—“
Like hell. “I don’t need any.”
She shrugged. “Sorry you feel that way. Just remember, you’re under charter.” She gave the tomcat grin again and left.
When she was gone, Jed came in with beer for me and something else for Elton. They were still singing and cheering in the other room,
“Do you think this is fair?” Elton demanded.
Jed shrugged. “Doesn’t matter what I think. Or what Rollo thinks. Determined woman, Rhoda Hendrix.”
“You’d have no trouble over ignoring that charter contract,” Elton told me. “In fact, we could find a reasonable bonus for you—“
“Forget it.” I took the beer from Jed and drank it all. Welding up that fuel pod had been hot work, and I was ready for three more. “Listen to them out there,” I said. “Think I want them mad at me? They see this as the end of their troubles.”
“Which it could be,” Jed said. “With a few million to invest we can make Jefferson into a pretty good place.” Elton wasn’t having any. “Lloyd’s is not in the business of subsidizing colonies that cannot make a living—“
“So what?” I said. “Rhoda’s got the dee and nobody else has enough. She means it, you know.”
“There’s less than forty hours,” Jed reminded him. “I think I’d get on the line to my bosses, was I you.”
“Yes.” Elton had recovered his polish, but his eyes were narrow. “I’ll just do that.”
They launched the big fuel pod with strap-on solids, just enough thrust to get it away from the rock so I could catch it and lock on. We had hours to spare, and I took my time matching velocities. Then Hal and I went outside to make sure everything was connected right.
Hornbinder and two friends were aboard against all my protests. They wanted to come out with us, but I wasn’t having any. We don’t need help from ground-pounders. Janet and Pam took them to the gallery for coffee while I made my inspection.
Slingshot is basically a strongly built hollow tube with engines at one end and clamps at the other. The cabins are rings around the outside of the tube. We also carry some deuterium and reaction mass strapped on to the main hull, but for big jobs there’s not nearly enough room there. Instead, we build a special fuel pod that straps onto the bow. The reaction mass can be lowered through the central tube when we’re boosting.
Boost cargo goes on forward of the fuel pod. This time we didn’t have any going out, but when we caught up to Agamemnon she’d ride there, no different from any other cargo capsule. That was the plan, anyway. Taking another ship in tow isn’t precisely common out here.
Everything matched up. Deuterium lines, and the elevator system for handling the mass and getting it into the boiling pots aft; it all fit. Hal and I took our time, even after we were sure it was working, while the Jefferson miners who’d come up with the pod fussed and worried. Eventually I was satisfied, and they got onto their bikes to head for home. I was still waiting for a call from Janet, Just before they were ready to start up she halted us. She used an open frequency so the miners could hear. “Rollo, I’m afraid those crewmen Rhoda loaned us will have to go home with the others.”
“Eh?” One of the miners turned around in the saddle.
“What’s the problem, Jan?” I asked.
“It seems Mr. Hornbinder and his friends have very bad stomach problems. It could be quite serious. I think they’d better see Dr. Stewart as soon as possible.”
“Goddam. Rhoda’s not going to like this,” the foreman said. He maneuvered his little open-frame scooter over to the airlock. Pam brought his friends out and saw they were strapped in.
“Hurry up!” Hornbinder said. “Get moving!”
“Sure, Horny.” There was a puzzled note in the foreman’s voice. He started up the bike. At maximum thrust it might make a twentieth of a gee. There was no enclosed space, it was just a small chemical rocket with saddles, and you rode it in your suit.
“Goddamit, get moving,” Hornbinder was shouting. If there’d been air you might have heard him a klick away. “You can make better time than this!”
I got inside and went up to the control cabin. Jan was grinning.
“Amazing what calomel can do,” she said.
“Amazing.” We took time off for a quick kiss before I strapped in. I didn’t feel much sympathy for Horny, but the other two hadn’t been so bad. The one to feel sorry for was whoever had to clean up their suits.
Ship’s engines are complicated things. First you take deuterium pellets and zap them with a big laser. The dee fuses to helium. Now you’ve got far too much hot gas at far too high a temperature, so it goes into an MHD system that cools it and turns the energy into electricity.
Some of that powers the lasers to zap more dee. The rest powers the ion drive system. Take a metal, preferably something with a low boiling point like cesium, but since that’s rare out here cadmium generally has to do. Boil it to a vapor. Put the vapor through ionizing screens that you keep charged with power from the fusion system.
Squirt the charged vapor through more charged plates to accelerate it, and you’ve got a drive. You’ve also got a charge on your ship, so you need an electron gun to get rid of that.
There are only about nine hundred things to go wrong with the system. Superconductors for the magnetic fields and charge plates: those take cryogenic systems, and those have auxiliary systems to keep them going. Nothing’s simple, and nothing’s small, so out of Slingshot’s sixteen hundred metric tons, well over a thousand tons is engine.
Now you know why there aren’t any space yachts flitting around out here. Slinger’s one of the smallest ships in commission, and she’s bloody big. If Jan and I hadn’t happened to hit lucky by being the only possible buyers for a couple of wrecks, and hadn’t had friends at Barclay’s who thought we might make a go of it, we’d never have owned our own ship.
When I tell people about the engines, they don’t ask what we do aboard Slinger when we’re on long passages, but they’re only partly right. You cant do anything to an engine while it’s on. It either works or it doesn’t, and all you have to do with it is see it gets fed.
It’s when the damned things are shut down that the work starts, and that takes so much time that you make sure you’ve done everything else in the ship when you can’t work on the engines. There’s a lot of maintenance, as you might guess when you think that we’ve got to make everything we need, from air to zweiback. Living in a ship makes you appreciate planets.
Space operations go smooth, or generally they don’t go at all. I looked at Jan and we gave each other a quick wink. It’s a good luck charm we’ve developed. Then I hit the keys, and we were off.
It wasn’t a long boost to catch up with Agamemnon. I spent most of it in the contoured chair in front of the control screens. A fifth of a gee isn’t much for dirtsiders, but out here it’s ten times what we’re used to. Even the cats hate it.
The high gees saved us on high calcium foods and the drugs we need to keep going in low gravs, and of course we didn’t have to put in so much time in the exercise harnesses, but the only one happy about it was Dalquist. He came up to the control cap about an hour out from Jefferson.
“I thought there would be other passengers,” he said.                                                               
“Really? Barbara made it pretty clear that she wasn’t interested in Pallas. Might go to Mars, but — “
“No, I meant Mr. Hornbinder.”
“He, uh, seems to have become ill. So did his friends. Happened quite suddenly.”
Dalquist frowned. “I wish you hadn’t done that.”
“Really? Why?”
“It might not have been wise, Captain.” I turned away from the screens to face him. “Look, Mr. Dalquist, I’m not sure what you’re doing on this trip. I sure didn’t need Rhoda’s goons along.”
“Yes. Well, there’s nothing to be done now in any event. “
“Just why are you aboard? I thought you were in a hurry to get back to Marsport — “
“Butterworth interests may be affected, Captain. And I’m in no hurry.”
That’s all he had to say about it, too, no matter how hard I pressed him on it.
I didn’t have time to worry about it. As we boosted, I was talking with Agamemnon. She passed about half a million kilometers from Jefferson, which is awfully close out here. We’d started boosting before she was abreast of the rock, and now we were chasing her. The idea was to catch up to her just as we matched her velocity. Meanwhile, Agamemnon’s crew had their work cut out.
When we were fifty kilometers behind, I cut the engines to minimum power. I didn’t dare shut them down entirely. The fusion power system has no difficulty with restarts, but the ion screens are fouled if they’re cooled. Unless they’re cleaned or replaced we can lose as much as half our thrust—and we were going to need every dyne.
We could just make out Agamemnon with our telescope. She was too far away to let us see any details. We could see a bright spot of light approaching us, though: Captain Jason Ewert-James and two of his engineering officers. They were using one of Agamemnon s scooters.
There wasn’t anything larger aboard. It’s not practical to carry lifeboats for the entire crew and passenger list, so they have none at all on the larger boostships. Earthside politicians are forever talking about “requiring” lifeboats on passenger-carrying ships, but they’ll never do it. Even if they pass such laws, how could they enforce them? Earth has no cops in space. The U.S. and Soviet Air Forces keep a few ships, but not enough to make an effective police force even if anyone out here recognized their jurisdiction, which we don’t.
Captain Ewert-James was a typical ship captain. He’d formerly been with one of the big British-Swiss lines and had to transfer over to Pegasus when his ship was sold out from under him. The larger lines like younger skippers, which I think is a mistake, but they don’t ask my advice.
Ewert-James was tall and thin, with a clipped mustache and greying hair. He wore uniform coveralls over his skintights, and in the pocket he carried a large pipe which he lit as soon as he’d asked permission.
“Thank you. Didn’t dare smoke aboard Agamemnon — “
“Air that short?” I asked.
“No, but some of the passengers think it might be. Wouldn’t care to annoy them, you know.” His lips twitched just a trifle, something less than a conspirator’s grin but more than a deadpan.
We went into the office. Jan came in, making it a bit crowded. I introduced her as physician and chief officer.
“How large a crew do you keep, Captain Kephart?” Ewert-James asked.
“Just us. And the kids. My oldest two are on watch at the moment.”
His face didn’t change, “Experienced cadets, eh? Well, we’d best be down to it. Mr. Haply will show you what we’ve been able to accomplish.”
They’d done quite a lot. There was a lot of expensive alloy bar-stock in the cargo, and somehow they’d got a good bit of it forward and used it to brace up the bows of the ship so she could take the thrust. “Haven’t been able to weld it properly, though,” Haply said. He was a young third engineer, not too long from being a cadet himself. “We don’t have enough power to do welding and run the life support too.”
Agamemnon’s image was a blur on the screen across from my desk. It looked like a gigantic hydra, or a bullwhip with three short lashes standing out from the handle. The three arms rotated slowly. I pointed to it. “Still got spin on her.”
“Yes.” Ewert-James was grim. “We’ve been running the ship with that power. Spin her up with attitude jets and take power off the flywheel motor as she slows down.”
I was impressed. Spin is usually given by running a big flywheel with an electric motor. Since any motor is a generator, Ewert-James’s people had found a novel way to get some auxiliary power for life-support systems.
“Can you run for a while without doing that?” Jan asked. “It won’t be easy transferring reaction mass if you can’t.” We’d already explained why we didn’t want to shut down our engines, and there’d be no way to supply Agamemnon with power from Slingshot until we were coupled together.
“Certainly. Part of the cargo is liquid oxygen. We can run twenty, thirty hours without ship’s power. Possibly longer.”
“Good.” I hit the keys to bring the plot tank results onto my office screen. “There’s what I get,” I told them. “Our outside time limit is Stinger’s maximum thrust. I’d make that twenty centimeters for this load—“
“Which is more than I’d care to see exerted against the bows, Captain Kephart. Even with our bracing.” Ewert-James looked to his engineers. They nodded gravely.
“We can’t do less than ten,” I reminded them. “Anything much lower and we won’t make Pallas at all.”
“She’ll take ten,” Haply said. “I think.”
The others nodded agreement. I was sure they’d been over this a hundred times as we were closing.
I looked at the plot again. “At the outside, then, we’ve got one hundred and seventy hours to transfer twenty-five thousand tons of reaction mass. And we can’t work steadily because you’ll have to spin up Agamemnon for power, and I can’t stop engines—“
Ewert-James turned up both corners of his mouth at that. It was the closest thing to a smile he ever gave. “I’d say we best get at it, wouldn’t you?”
Agamemnon didn’t look much like Slingshot. We’d closed to a quarter of a klick, and steadily drew ahead of her; when we were past her, we’d turn over and decelerate, dropping behind so that we could do the whole cycle over again.
Some features were the same, of course. The engines were not much larger than Slingshot’s and looked much the same, a big cylinder covered over with tankage and coils, acceleration outports at the aft end. A smaller tube ran from the engines forward, but you couldn’t see all of it because big rounded reaction mass canisters covered part of it.
Up forward the arms grew out of another cylinder. They jutted out at equal angles around the hull, three big arms to contain passenger decks and auxiliary systems. The arms could be folded in between the reaction mass canisters, and would be when we started boosting.
All told she was over four hundred meters long, and with the hundred-meter arms thrust out she looked like a monstrous hydra slowly spinning in space.
“There doesn’t seem to be anything wrong aft,” Buck Dalquist said. He studied the ship from the screens, then pulled the telescope eyepiece toward himself for a direct look.
“Failure in the superconductor system,” I told him. “Broken lines. They can’t contain the fusion reaction long enough to get it into the MHD system.”
He nodded. “So Captain Ewert-James told me. I’ve asked for a chance to inspect the damage as soon as it’s convenient.”
“Eh? Why?”
“Oh, come now, Captain.” Dalquist was still looking through the telescope. “Surely you don’t believe in Rhoda Hendrix as a good luck charm?”
“But—“
“But nothing.” There was no humor in his voice, and when he looked across the cabin at me, there was none in his eyes. “She bid far too much for an exclusive charter, after first making certain that you’d be on Jefferson at precisely the proper time. She has bankrupted the corporate treasury to obtain a corner on deuterium. Why else would she do all that if she hadn’t expected to collect it back with profit?”
“But—she was going to charge Westinghouse and Iris and the others to boost their cargo. And they had cargo of their own—“
“Did they? We saw no signs of it. And she bid far too much for your charter.”
“Damn it, you can’t mean this,” I said, but I didn’t mean it. I remembered the atmosphere back at Jefferson. “You think the whole outfit was in on it?”
He shrugged. “Does it matter?”
The fuel transfer was tough. We couldn’t just come alongside and winch the stuff over. At first we caught it on the fly: Agamemnon’s crew would fling out hundred-ton canisters, then use the attitude jets to boost away from them, not far, but just enough to stand clear.
Then I caught them with the bow pod. It wasn’t easy. You don’t need much closing velocity with a hundred tons before you’ve got a hell of a lot of energy to worry about. Weightless doesn’t mean massless.
We could only transfer about four hundred tons an hour that way. After the first ten-hour stretch I decided it wouldn’t work. There were just too many ways for things to go wrong.
“Get rigged for tow,” I told Captain Ewert-James. “Once we’re hooked up I can feed you power, so you don’t have to do that crazy stunt with the spin. I’ll start boost at about a tenth of a centimeter. It’ll keep the screens hot, and we can winch the fuel pods down.”
He was ready to agree. I think watching me try to catch those fuel canisters, knowing that if I made a mistake his ship was headed for Saturn and beyond, was giving him ulcers.
First he spun her hard to build up power, then slowed the spin to nothing. The long arms folded alongside, so that Agamemnon took on a trim shape. Meanwhile I worked around in front of her, turned over and boosted in the direction we were traveling, and turned again.
The dopplers worked fine for a change. We hardly felt the jolt as Agamemnon settled nose to nose with us. Her-crewmen came out to work the clamps and string lines across to carry power. We were linked, and the rest of the trip was nothing but hard work.
We could still transfer no more than four hundred tons an hour, meaning bloody hard work to get the whole twenty-five thousand tons into Stinger’s fuel pod, but at least it was all downhill. Each canister was lowered by winch, then swung into our own fuel-handling system, where Slinger’s winches took over. Cadmium’s heavy: a cube about two meters on a side holds a hundred tons of the stuff. It wasn’t big, and it didn’t weigh much in a tenth of a centimeter, but you don’t drop the stuff either.
Finally it was finished, and we could start maximum boost: a whole ten centimeters, about a hundredth of a gee. That may not sound like much, but think of the mass involved. Slingers sixteen hundred tons were nothing, but there was Agamemnon too. I worried about the bracing Ewert-James had put in the bows, but nothing happened.
Three hundred hours later we were down at Pallasport. As soon as we touched in my ship was surrounded by Intertel cops.
The room was paneled in real wood. That doesn’t sound like much unless you live in the Belt, but think about it: every bit of that paneling was brought across sixty million kilometers.
Pallas hasn’t much for gravity, but there’s enough to make sitting down worth doing. Besides, it’s a habit we don’t seem to be able to get out of. There was a big conference table across the middle of the room, and a dozen corporation reps sat at it. It was made of some kind of plastic that looks like wood; not even the Corporations Commission brings furniture from Earth.
Deputy Commissioner Ruth Carr sat at a table at the far end, across the big conference table from where I sat in the nominal custody of the Intertel guards. I wasn’t happy about being arrested and my ship impounded, Not that it would do me any good to be unhappy. . . .
All the big outfits were represented at the conference table, Lloyd’s and Pegasus Lines, of course, but there were others, Hansen Enterprises, Westinghouse, Iris, GE, and the rest.
“Definitely sabotage, then?” Commissioner Carr asked. She looked much older than she really was; the black coveralls and cap did that. She’d done a good job of conducting the hearings, though, even sending Captain Ewert-James and his engineers out to get new photographs of the damage to Agamemnon’s engines. He passed them up from the witness box, and she handed them to her experts at their place to her right.
They nodded over them.
“I’d say definitely so,” Captain Ewert-James was saying. “There was an attempt to lay the charge pattern such that it might be mistaken for meteorite damage. In fact, had not Mr. Dalquist been so insistent on a thorough examination, we might have let it go at that. On close inspection, though, it seems very probable that a series of shaped charges were used.”
Ruth Carr nodded to herself. She’d heard me tell about Rhoda’s frantic efforts to charter my ship. One of Ewert-James’s officers testified that an engineering crewman jumped ship just before Agamemnon boosted out of Earth orbit. The Intertel people had dug up the fact that he’d lived on Jefferson two years before, and were trying to track him down now—he’d vanished.
“The only possible beneficiary would be the Jefferson Corporation,” Mrs. Carr said. “The concerns most harmed are Lloyd’s and Pegasus Lines—“
“And Hansen Enterprises,” the Hansen rep said. Ruth Carr looked annoyed, but she didn’t say anything. I noticed that the big outfits felt free to interrupt her and wondered if they did that with all the commissioners, or just her because she hadn’t been at the job very long.
The Hansen man was an older chap who looked as if he’d done his share of rock mining in his day, but he spoke with a Harvard accent. “There is a strong possibility that the Jefferson Corporation arranged the murder of a retired Hansen employee. As he was insured by a Hansen subsidiary, we are quite concerned.”
“Quite right.” Mrs. Carr jotted notes on the pad in front of her. She was the only one there I’d seen use note paper. The others whispered into wrist recorders. “Before we hear proposed actions, has anyone an objection to disposing of the matter concerning Captain Kephart?”
Nobody said anything.
“I find that Captain Kephart has acted quite properly, and that the salvage fees should go to his ship.”
I realized I’d been holding my breath. Nobody wanted my scalp so far as I knew, and Dalquist had been careful to show I wasn’t involved in whatever Rhoda had planned—but still, you never know what’ll happen when the big boys have their eye on you. It was a relief to hear her dismiss the whole business, and the salvage fees would pay off a big part of the mortgage. I wouldn’t know just how much I’d get until the full Commission back in Marsport acted, but it couldn’t come to less than a million francs. Maybe more.
“Now for the matter of the Jefferson Corporation.”
“Move that we send sufficient Intertel agents to take possession of the whole damn rock,” the Lloyd’s man said.
“Second.” Pegasus Lines.
“Discussion?” Ruth Carr asked.
“Hansen will speak against the motion,” the Hansen rep said. “Mr. Dalquist will speak for us.”
That surprised hell out of me. I wondered what would happen, and sat quite still, listening. I had no business in there, of course. If there hadn’t been some suspicion that I might have been in on Rhoda’s scheme I’d never have heard this much, and by rights I ought to have left when she made her ruling, but nobody seemed anxious to throw me out.
“First, let me state the obvious,” Dalquist said. “An operation of this size will be costly. The use of naked force against an independent colony, no matter how justified, will have serious repercussions throughout the Belt—“
“Let ‘em get away with it and it’ll really be serious,” the Pegasus man said.
“Hansen Enterprises has the floor, Mr. Papagorus,” Commissioner Carr said.
Dalquist nodded his thanks. “My point is that we should consider alternatives. The proposed action is at least expensive and distasteful, if not positively undesirable.”
“We’ll concede that,” the Lloyd’s man said. The others muttered agreement. One of the people representing a whole slew of smaller outfits whispered, “Here comes the Hansen hooker. How’s Dalquist going to make a profit from this?”
“I further point out,” Dalquist said, “that Jefferson is no more valuable than many other asteroids. True, it has good minerals and water, but no richer resources than other rocks we’ve not developed. The real value of Jefferson is in its having a working colony and labor force—and it is highly unlikely that they will work very hard for us if we land company police and confiscate their homes.”
Everybody was listening now. The chap who’d whispered earlier threw his neighbor an “I told you so” look.
“Secondly. If we take over the Jefferson holdings, the result will be a fight among ourselves over the division of the spoils.”
There was another murmur of assent to that. They could all agree that something had to be done, but nobody wanted to let the others have the pie without a cut for himself.
“Finally. It is by no means clear that any large number of Jefferson inhabitants were involved in this conspiracy. Chairman Hendrix, certainly. I could name two or three others. For the rest—who knows?”
“All right,” the Lloyd’s man said. “You’ve made your point. If landing Intertel cops on Jefferson isn’t advisable, what do we do? I am damned if we’ll let them get away clean.”
“I suggest that we invest in the Jefferson Corporation,” Dalquist said.
The Doghouse hadn’t changed. There was a crowd outside in the main room. They were all waiting to hear how rich they’d become. When I came in, even Hornbinder smiled at me.
They were getting wild drunk while Dalquist and I met with Rhoda in the back room. She didn’t like what he was saying.
“Our syndicate will pay off the damage claims due to Pegasus Lines and Lloyd’s,” Dalquist told her. “And pay Captain Kephart’s salvage fees. In addition, we will invest two million francs for new equipment. In return you will deliver forty percent of the Jefferson Corporation stock to us.”
He wasn’t being generous. With a forty percent bloc it was a cinch they could find enough more among the rockrats for a majority. Some of them hated everything Rhoda stood for.
“You’ve got to be crazy,” Rhoda said. “Sell out to a goddam syndicate of corporations? We don’t want any of you here!”
Dalquist’s face was grim. “I am trying to remain polite, and it is not easy, Ms. Hendrix. You don’t seem to appreciate your position. The corporation representatives have made their decision, and the Commission has ratified it. You will either sell or face something worse.”
“I don’t recognize any commissions,” Rhoda said. “We’ve always been independent, we’re not part of your goddam fascist commission. Christ almighty, you’ve found us guilty before we even knew there’d be a trial! We weren’t even heard!”
“Why should you be? As you say, you’re independent. Or have been up to now.”
“We’ll fight, Dalquist. Those company cops will never get here alive. Even if they do—“
“Oh, come now.” Dalquist made an impatient gesture. “Do you really believe we’d take the trouble of sending Intertel police, now that you’re warned? Hardly. We’ll merely seize all your cargo in the pipeline and see that no ship comes here for any reason. How long will it be before your own people throw you out and come to terms with us?”
That hit her hard. Her eyes narrowed as she thought about it. “I can see you don’t live to enjoy what you’ve done—“
“Nonsense.”
I figured it was my turn. “Rhoda, you may not believe this, hut I heard him argue them out of sending the cops without any warning at all. They were ready to do it.”
The shouts came From the bar as Jed opened the door to see if we wanted anything. “There’s gonna be a great day!”
“Everything all right here?” Jed asked.
“No!” Rhoda shoved herself away from the table and glared at Dalquist. “Not all right at all! Jed, he’s—“
“I know what he’s saying, Rhoda,” Jed told her. “Cap’n Rollo and I had a long talk with him last night.”
“With the result that I’m speaking to you at all,” Dalquist said. “Frankly, I’d rather see you dead.” His face was a bitter mask of hatred, and the emotionless expression fell away. He hated Rhoda. “You’ve killed the best friend I ever had, and I find that I need you anyway. Captain Anderson has convinced me that it will be difficult to govern here without you, which is why you’ll remain nominally in control after this sale is made,”
“No. No sale.”
“There will be. Who’ll buy from you? Who’ll sell to you? This was a unanimous decision. You’re not independent, no matter how often you say you are. There’s no place for your kind of nationalism out here.”
“You bastards. The big boys. You think you can do anything you like to us.”
Dalquist recovered his calm as quickly as he’d lost it. I think it was the tone Rhoda used; he didn’t want to sound like her. I couldn’t tell if I hated him or not.
“We can do whatever we can agree to do,” Dalquist said. “You seem to think the Corporations Commission is some kind of government. It isn’t. It’s just a means for settling disputes. We’ve found it more profitable to have rules than to have fights. But we’re not without power, and everyone’s agreed that you can’t be let off after trying what you did.”
“So we pay for it,” Jed said.
Dalquist shrugged. “There’s no government out here. Are you ready to bring Rhoda to trial? Along with all the others involved?”
Jed shook his head. “Doubt it—“
“And there’s the matter of restitution, which you can’t make anyway. And you’re bankrupt, since you sent no cargo to Luna and the launch window’s closed.”
“Just who the hell is this syndicate?” Rhoda demanded.
Dalquist’s expression didn’t change, but there was a note of triumph in his voice. He’d won, and he knew it. “The major sums are put up by Hansen Enterprises.”
“And you’ll be here as their rep.”
He nodded. “Certainly. I’ve been with Hansen most of my life, Ms. Hendrix. The company trusts me to look out for its best interests. As I trusted Joe Colella. Until he retired he was my best field agent.”
She didn’t say anything, but her face was sour.
“You might have got away with this if you hadn’t killed Joe,” Dalquist said. “But retired or not, he was a Hansen man. As I’m sure you found when he discovered your plan. We take care of our people, Ms. Hendrix. Hansen is a good company.”
“For company men.” Jed’s voice was flat. He looked around the small back room with its bare rock walls, but I think he was seeing through those walls, out through the corridors, beyond to the caves where the rockrats tried to make homes, “A good outfit for company men. But it won’t be the same, for us.”
Outside they were still singing about the great days coming.
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