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* PROLOG*
_Aad John Tremaine sat in his formfitted and form adapting office
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chair with his feet propped on his massive oak desk. He was clad in the silver
tunic and gray pants of the all-powerful Tremaine clan. H s crossed feet were
enclosed in soft |eather black boots with silver piping. Across the expanse of
the deep live-carpeted office a beautiful young woman sat in the corner

| eani ng back in a simlar, though smaller chair with her |egs crossed. She was
scantily but expensively clad in rai nent which brightened every part of her
exqui sitely shaped body except her face. Trenmaine stared at her for a nonment
then | ooked away. He couldn't stand to see the bl ankness behind her otherw se
strikingly pretty eyes. He knew about the bl ankness, having seen it all his
life in young femal e bondi es and some mal e bonders as well. The only duty of
the young woman in the office was to please him in whatever way he asked. He
wonder ed what his peers would think if they knew he had never used her for
anyt hi ng other than decoration -- and to di ssuade suspicions that he m ght be
a closet liberal. It had been many years since he had conmanded a worman to do
anyt hing having to do with sex and he could | ook back now and be ashamed of
the tinmes he had in his youth. _

Thi nki ng back, he renenbered that it was that very thing which had
started himon the long road |l eading to the place where he was now, a place
which, if his plans succeeded, would renmove himand his famly formthe
present political and social structure which ordered Earth's affairs. He
chuckl ed to hinmsel f as he thought of the horror nmpst of the executives on
earth would feel if they knew of his schene.

"Sir?" The girl stood up, displaying her magnificent body. Hi s chuckle
hadn't been quite as silent as he has thought.

"Not hi ng. Go back to your room Do sonething fun for yourself. The day
i s al nost over."

"Yes, sir. VWhat should I do?"

_Tremai ne waved a hand in irritation. That was the problem all right.
Bondi es and Bonders didn't usually have choi ces and when they were offered one
on rare occasions they didn't know what to do with it. Well, if everything
wor ked out the way he sincerely hoped it would, that sort of thing would no
| onger be his problem If his plans worked out. If he lived through them That
was still to be determned. _

* * * %
John Tremai ne had no way of know ng that several years previously the assenbly
[ine on the moon which built the Mass Displacenment ships, run by bondees wth
little incentive to do good work, had overl ooked a crucial failure along the
[ ine where suppressor circuits for the conmputers going into the nass
di spl acement shi ps were assenbl ed. One of the inperfect conputers was passed
before the line was halted. It was a very small flaw, nothing that woul d keep
the ship that received it fromoperating efficiently. It wasn't even
noti ceable, nor would it be for years to conme, but when it did becone
apparent, it would inpact the old man's concerns in ways that he couldn't have
anti ci pat ed.

CHoO1

* CHAPTER ONE *

Jani e cupped her firmyoung breasts as she watched her reflection in
the mrror, just as she did al nost every norning. O course she knew fromthe
extrapol ati on of her registered genone alnost to the mllineter how | arge they
woul d get, but at fifteen it was hard to wait.

_But I'"mal nost there, _ she thought.

Janie was alnost fully mature. Nearly a year ago she had had her
i npl ant, the one that not only rearranged the normal estrogenic hornones in
order to prevent conception, but also discontinued her nonthly periods for the
next five years. For that, she was grateful. Wth the sinplicity of thought
that youth is subject to, she wondered why there had to be periods at all. Wy
couldn't they figure out how to keep wonen from havi ng then?

_Ch, well. It's over with for now The next time will be when | decide
to get pregnant -- if | ever do._



"Hey, quit playing with your tits and get dressed! We'll be late for
school ." Startled, Janie spun around to see her brother Steve's head and
shoul ders projecting through the i mage of the bedroom door. H's short brown
hair was still danp fromhis shower, but she could see that he was al ready
dressed. Flushing, she stuck out her tongue at him and turned away. Steve
could al ways manage to enbarrass her. He was right, though. Her little
t hunbnail watch told her that she was running | ate when she squeezed her
forefinger against her thunmb, and if she didn't hurry, the Mss knowit-al
teachi ng program woul d be sure to have sonething to say about it. Quickly, she
pull ed on briefs, jeans and pullover, shook out her hair, and told the
bat hroom she was finished. It began cl eaning up after her even as the door
di ssol ved away into not hi ngness. She ran out to face the new day.

Steve waited for his sister inpatiently. He was anxious to start the
nmorning's | essons. This was history week, his favorite subject. He wished it
cane up nore often, but at their age, the teaching programdidn't allow nmuch
variation in the schedule -- at |east not the one their parents subscribed to.
Soneti mes he thought they were too strict, but he had to admt that he and
Janie were far nore advanced than nmost of their friends. It wouldn't be |ong
before they would be ready for an adult program where the general would
evolve into specifics, preparing themfor a profession. O nore likely, he
t hought, we'll study genetics and business and go to work for Dad and Mom It
was either that or beconme a corporate executive and he could think of nothing
he woul d rather not do. In a way, he would hate to see the | andrmark of the
adult programarrive. It would alnost certainly nean that he and Janie's
programs woul d diverge, separating themfor a part of every norning. He was
interested in history and conputers; she tended nore toward biol ogy and
gr aphi cs.

"I'"'mhere! W can start, now " Janie burst into their comon room and
pl opped hersel f down beside her waiting twin brother. She wi ggled for a noment
whil e her half of the couch adjusted to her contours then gave himher usua
nor ni ng peck on the cheek

"About tinme," Steve remarked. He reached down, and Janie's hand cane
entwining into his own, conpleting their nmorning ritual. The two youngsters
were al nost identical tw ns, sexual differences aside. Both had the sane
short, curly brown hair, alnmost the sane length, and their features plainly
derived fromthe sanme genetic inheritance: |ong |ashed brown eyes, high

cheekbones, full, sensual |ips and even white teeth. Steve was slightly the
taller, youthfully |lean rmuscled, but still wanting some height, while his
sister's body had al ready reached nearly her predetermn ned hei ght, though she
still had a bit of filling out to do in the breasts and hips.

The common room hel d gymmastic and aerobi c exerci se devices, a standard
al |l purpose exercise mat, several shelves of antique books bel onging nostly to
Steve, and individual side by side conputer al coves. Their personal body
conputers were racked in slots by the entranceway, keyed to the main hone
conputer, but in stand-by operating node, ready to be plucked and hung like a
neckl ace inside their pullovers whenever they left hone. They were powered
then by body heat. Lately, Steve had begun teasing Jani e about how rmuch nore
power hers received by virtue of residing between her burgeoning breasts. She
retaliated by suggesting that he carry his own inside his pants.

One wall of the conmon room was conpletely bl ank, reserved as a
background for wi de vision hol oprojections of ganes, |essons, news, or
entertainment. As they sat together, an image formed there, that of the
ki ndly, gray haired woman used by their teaching program During sessions,
they addressed it as Mss Pringle. The program had determned fromtheir
personality and intelligence profiles and soci oeconom c status that during the
current year of instruction they would benefit froman authority figure, and
the programrefused to respond to any other form of address. In private,

t hough, they referred to the projection as "Ms. Gundy", from an obscure
reference Steve had dug up from his vol um nous reading.

"I see that you're ready," the Mss Pringle projection announced.



"Thank you for being on tine this norning." The background whirl ed and

readj usted to display Mss Pringle sitting at an old fashi oned desk, the angle
adjusted to place her inage at a higher elevation than the seated teen-agers,
imparting a subtle hint of superiority. To her right and |l eft, nore background
filled in, one scene split between a picturesque upper class nei ghborhood of
multi-1evel, colored honmes surrounded by swaths of greenery and a cutaway of
their own honme which flicked fromroomto roomat set intervals, displaying
the various confortably functional accommodati ons the home was programred for
It showed the auto kitchen, their individual bedroons and baths, their
parent's nore spaci ous bedroom and conmon, the |ower |evel entertainment and
living areas, and every so often inmages of the perfectly tended greenery and
stone | aced paths outside. The other projection depicted a conpl ete contrast
inlife style and affluence. It was also split, one projection showi ng a
narrow | ane between drab, storied buildings, peopled with even drabber throngs
of dispirited humanity, men, wonen and children, dressed nostly in corporation
coverall s of one color. Those not bonded to a corporation wore clothing of
their own selection, sonme brighter but nobst even | ess colorful than the one

pi ece suits of the bondees.

The projected groups of humanity noved slowy, as if they had no rea
purpose or goal in life. Another, narrower | ane split the central one before
it faded into mistiness, and at each corner of the intersection a group of
two, three or in one case a half dozen slightly nore colorful inhabitants
| ounged agai nst the walls of the buildings or near the entrances to tiny
shops. The woren wore their coveralls split open to the waist, displaying
gaudily painted breasts and were trying to appear seductive, but making a poor
job of it. Only occasionally did a prospective customer stop to inquire, and
they usually noved on without striking a bargain. Wen an occasional vehicle
did stop at their stations, there usually occurred a furtive exchange of noney
or goods. COccasionally one of the loitering figures entered a ground vehicle
and departed with his or her custoner.

The alternate i mage took Janie and Steve inside one of the buildings,

di splaying a | arge, barracks-like room A comon bath and shower showed at one
end of long rows of tiered bunks as if fromthe vantage point of a funnel. The
i mge flickered and panned backwards, along the spartan bunks to severa

hol o- protected common roons on either side. A man and two wonen wal ked t hrough
t he opaque projection as they watched, and the imaged barrier inmmediately
changed col or, denoting occupancy.

Steve shifted his attention away fromthe i mages and rai sed his brows
at Janie. She squeezed his hand, giving her assent for himto begin the
i nteraction.

"Mss Pringle, this is obviously nmeant to show the contrasting
lifestyles of citizens, in this case between the executives and the very
| owest of corporate bondees, but what's the point? W already know that we're
wel | off. Dad makes a good living with his interest in the Genepl an conpany.
Shucks, he designed us, didn't he? Wiy do we need to know how t he bondees and
t he unenpl oyed live?" It was a | eading question, and Steve knew it. For the
| ast few days, they had been exposed each nmorning to a history of how the
bondi ng system of the giant corporations had come into being. Basically, wth
the decline and fall of organized |abor unions and increasi ng nechani zation of
mundane, |abor intensive jobs, the only security for nost workers lay in
lifetime contracts with a corporation; especially after nost federal welfare
went the way of the dodo and great auk. It was interesting, but it didn't
really seemgermane to their positions. It appeared sinple enough to him as
it had been expl ained so far, though of |ate he had begun to feel a sense of
guilt at how well off they were in comparison to nost of humanity. _No wonder
there are so many volunteers for the crazy ships,_ he thought . If | had to
live like that, 1'd volunteer, too._ O maybe not, considering the odds. And
"volunteering” for a crazy ship was usually a courthouse affair with a judge
doi ng the vol unteering.

In the previous day's session, Mss Pringle had suggested that the



cor porate bondi ng system anbunted to chattel slavery, with bondees (usually
call ed bonders, the male formof the word) having only the one choice of
perform ng exactly as their corporate bosses directed, or running out on their
contracts and descending into the nether world of anarchy, free of coercion
but also free to go hungry and shelterless. In a sidebar, Mss Pringle had

war ned them not to speak publicly of this, suggesting that M. and Ms. Joplin
had somehow subverted the teaching programin order to convey this

i nformati on.

Nei t her Steve nor Janie could quite inmagine what either slavery or
bondi ng entail ed. They had never been exposed either physically or socially to
such an environment, and had no inkling that they ever woul d. Since the
majority of public schooling had collapsed well before their birth, they had
had even m ni nal exposure to other young people of less affluence in the city
of Houston; their peers and schoolmates lived in the sane devel opnent they
did. It was hard for themto grasp just how desperate conditions were outside
of their protected nei ghborhood.

M ss Pringle touched a finger to her chin, then replied to Steve's
guestion. "Yes, | amshowing you a contrast in lifestyles. The contrast is
very great, and the gap is widening nmore rapidly than you mght inmagine. As to
why | am enphasizing this contrast, there are two reasons: one, you nust |earn
what every strata of society entails, in order for you to function within that
soci ety and two, you nust learn of the inequities inherent in the world today
agai nst the very real possibility that you may at sone time be forced to
participate at a | ower soci oeconomnmic |evel than you now occupy."

Janie shifted in her seat, causing it to nmaneuver to acconmopdate her
new position. She didn't like the inplications of the | ast statenent. She
squeezed Steve's hand tighter. "Wy do you say that, M ss Pringle?"

Mss Pringle | eaned forward, pointing a finger at both of them "It
shoul d be obvious to you fromwhat we've been studying lately. Wat has al ways
happened in history when the disparity between rich and poor grows as great as
it is now? Also, when there are no anti-nonopoly laws in the present society,
how do busi ness function?"

Steve had the answer to that one. "The big corporations gobble up the
littler ones. Wages go down and prices go up. Finally, the have-nots will
revolt against the haves." He knewthis to be a truismintellectually, but it
really didn't seem applicable to himpersonally rather a |learned forrmula to be
quoted in response to the teaching program He couldn't imagine either hinself
or Janie wearing drab corporate coveralls and |aboring at nenial jobs for
little nore than bare subsi stence, or even worse, serving as indentured
pl ayt hi ngs for corporate executives. Stories were rife anong their
contenporaries of what went on within the confines of corporate walls. He
didn't know how true they were, but he had noticed that there was a dearth of
attractive young men and wormen shown or seen perform ng nenial jobs,
suggesting that they were occupied el sewhere. Surely all bonders couldn't be
as sad | ooking as those he saw on Mss Pringle's projections, or those he saw
i n person when he and Janie were out touring the city. He had a nonmentary
i mage of Janie being stripped naked and ordered to submt to a bl oated
corporate executive, unable to resist. Better a berth on the Crazy Ships if it
ever cane to that, not that it ever would. He shook off the image |ike a dog
sheddi ng water after a swim

"Correct, the have-nots will rebel,” Mss Pringle said. "However, |
believe that revolution will not occur for sone tinme yet." She paused,
adjusted her wire frane gl asses and waited for coment.

Jani e spoke up. "Wy not? | don't see how conditions could get nuch
wor se for bonders and bondies. I'mjust glad Mom and Dad were able to get
their own conpany started.”

"Ararity in this day and age," Mss Pringle said. "But let me show you
anot her aspect of the bonding system |'msure that you are both aware of how
the big corporations, nost notably the Tremai ne group, now control the justice
syst en?"”



"Sort of," Steve said. "It started with privately run prisons, then
eventual |y the governnent began contracting the court systemto the
corporations.”

"Correct." Mss Pringle agreed. The previous images dissolved in a
swirl of color and were replaced by a panorama all across the room broken up
into separate scenes. One showed a di sorgani zed |ine of nostly dark skinned
men and wonen bei ng shoved forward into a courtroom nanacled hands evi dent as
they were forced into seated position on | ong benches. Corporation | awers,
evi denced by neticulously tailored, brightly colored tunics of their
corporations stood waiting near the judge, who seened singularly uninterested
in the whole process. As Steve and Jani e wat ched, the proceedings took on nore
of the aspects of a slave auction than a trial. The |lawers bid for the
m screants in subdued voices, those not being sentenced to swanp tamng in
Ceorgia or even worse, were sent to the African work canps. These were al nost
all young indebted first offenders that had tried to make it outside the
corporate bonds and failed, though there were others there for petty thievery
or for dealing in goods which were corporate nonopolies. These had been
of fered a choice and had accepted corporate contracts at the very bottom of
the | adder rather than the nuch worse alternatives. Once a bid was settl ed,

t he manacl ed subject was | ed away. Only once was the routine disturbed. A
young coupl e, faces set in grimdetermnation, bal ked while the bidding was
t aki ng pl ace. The young man spoke for the both of them

"Judge, we'll take the Crazy Ships instead of bonding, if you'll let
us."

The judge blinked and waved away the corporate | awers in order to
speak directly to the couple. "Fine, fine. Mre young peopl e should vol unteer
to go out on the nass displacenent colony ships. You'll still have to accept a
contract with the Tremaine Corporation, though. Let's see what they have to
say. M. Borl and?"

"Yes, your honor. |'ve already reviewed their records. Both are above
average in intelligence and are literate besides. The col ony can use themif
they make it. However, considering that their offense was agai nst corporate
regul ati ons, under pricing of foodstuffs consigned to themfor sale, we think
some puni shnent is deserved. This mght best be acconplished if they signed on
as crew rather than one way colonists. We're prepared to offer a contract to
both of them only three junps on a mass di splacenment ship. If they survive,
status as free colonists and a clean slate on Sporeworld. How they manage then
is upto them"

The judge addressed the couple. "Is that satisfactory?"

There was a hurried consultation between the man and worman. "Yes,
judge. We accept. Anything is better than being bonded."

"Order. You will not denigrate corporate law in this courtroom
Application approved. M. Borland, renmove them Submt the proper forms if or
when the applicants conplete their indenture. Next case."

Janie was horrified. "Mss Pringle! Are those people insane? Three
junps on the crazy ships gives themonly one chance in eight of making it!

What can they be thinking?"

M ss Pringle removed her gl asses and pierced the twins with bright
green eyes set beneath a frown. "It's worse than they think. Even should they
survive three junps on a nass displ acenent ship, or crazy ship in the comon
vernacul ar, they will still arrive at the colony with no assets and little
prospects of earning an independent living, or so it is said. Unless they are
very lucky, they will shortly be in the very sanme position they are now The
Tremai ne Corporation controls the col ony governnment of Sporeworld and it has
very little synpathy with unenpl oyed col onists."

"Why not?" Steve asked. "That's all you see in the ganes any nore,
brave col onists battling agai nst the odds, et cetra."

"And t he ganes al ways show the | oners com ng back to the corporate
vi ewpoi nt. The Trermaine fam |y has held power now for nany years through their



control of inports from Sporeworld." She paused for a moment as if in thought.
"That may be coming to an end, though. The financial nmarkets show an
increasing instability in firns dealing with Sporeworld products. Inports are
down and too many ships aren't naking it back." She displayed a chart
depicting the trends.

Jani e squeezed Steve's hand. She wasn't thinking of financial
conditions on earth or how many crazy ships went the wong way. Stories and
runors were all over the map about conditions on Sporeworld of the Antairian
system the only true earthlike world so far di scovered. The one good thing
that could be said about it was that it was far better there than on a few
other new y discovered pl anets where survival beyond a few years was
probl emati cal

The Tremai ne Corporation held the nonopoly on the pricel ess biotics
shi pped back from Sporeworl d, these being the giant spores from which al
flora and fauna on the col ony pl anet propagated. Their npbst valuable attribute
was as a source of a life extending product for the elderly, those too old to
have had the genes programmed into them as Steve and Jani e had.

"Can't the government do anything? Find out why the ships are being
| ost so often? O inprove conditions for the bonders so they' |l work harder?"
Steve asked. It was a rhetorical question, designed to give hima little tinme
to think. Was the bonding process really so bad that sone people woul d take
their chances with the Crazy Ships rather than submt to it?

"The corporations are the government, for all practical purposes.”

M ss Pringle displayed another scene. It was voting day in a Houston
district, but very few voters were apparent. The ones who canme shanbling into
t he shabby old former school building | ooked either resigned or furtive; nopst
of themwere old, their winkles showing plainly that they were outside the
boundari es of the AARP Corporation. Once upon a time the Association of
Retired People had been a real force in politics, but it had since degenerated
to a power clique of a relatively few wealthy worthies, who no | onger | ooked
ol d but had been around so |long they controlled the giant corporation. They
could afford the fantastically expensive rejuvenati on processes from
Sporeworl d, and held onto that unaffordability with the relentless
determ nation of soldiers facing a ravening eneny invading their homnel and.

"Here you see the remants of denmpbcracy. A few old peopl e whose soci al
security pensions have been reduced year after year, until nost of them have
given up on trying to change the system The mpjority of voters are bonders,
and they vote the way they are told to vote by the corporations. Ostensibly,
their ballots are secret, but you know, or should know, that corporate
executives have had long, long lives to subvert the computer voting prograns.
It would take a brave bonder to vote against their neal ticket, especially
when voting day is about the only time they ever get a few extra anenities.”

Now Steve was al nbst certain that what they were hearing was a
boot | egged addition to the teaching programthat the senior Joplins had
somehow manage inserted into their computer. He wondered how they had managed
that trick.

"Those people look so _old_," Janie said. "Are they going to die soon?"

"Al'l humans die eventually, as you well know," Mss Pringle said
"However, in the present circumstances, sone die much sooner than others. You
for instance, may well live to be several hundred years old, given that the
means remain available to you. Even w thout, you know you can anticipate a
very long lifespan. Not only that, you both have been endowed wi th genones
that prohibit many infections and other illnesses. You are fortunate. It has
only been in the |last couple of generations that genetic manipulation of this
sort has been avail able, and even so, only the affluent have been able to
afford to provide that selection process for their children. This is another
reason discontent is rising so much lately. Wien life itself is concerned, the
survival instinct begins to surface in humans."

"We're both the sane, too, aren't we?" Steve asked, though he already
knew t he answer. He just wanted to change the subject. He couldn't inmagine a



revolt, or a war such as he liked to interact with in his history prograns.

"You are. In fact, there is no reason why you coul d not reconbine your
genetic inheritance. Neither of you harbors any harnful recessive alleles, but
of course, there is still a considerable reluctance in general against such a
course of action, particularly in the religious conmunity." The apathetic
voters were replaced by a background of a huge open-air gathering of packed
humani ty, domi nated by a raised dais where a | onghaired evangelist exhorted
his fl ock.

"Religion!" Janie spat out the word. "How on earth can people believe
in that nonsense? There's no logic in it at all!"

Mss Pringle's face becane di sapprovingly harsh. "Now, Janie, we went
over that three years ago. You renenber, don't you? Religious belief is a
reflection of humanity's fear of death, and the propensity to believe in
religions evolved froman inability of primtive humans to understand the
wor ki ng of natural forces. It continues to this day anong the genera
popul ati on for the sane reasons, and al so because of the inertia of human
soci ety: parents teach their children what they |l earned fromtheir parents.
Remenmber, you and Steve are a very distinct mnority. Mdst children don't have
the benefit of a teaching programlike ne and..." She hesitated as if
consulting an internal file then continued. "...and the presunmed benefit of
havi ng had much of the belief gene conplex selected out before conception. Not
only that, the corporations encourage religious beliefs, within linmts. So
Il ong as the preachers don't exhort against the corporations, it's an allowable
eccentricity and a beneficial one so far as the corporations are concerned. It
keeps down unrest."

Steve's mind raced. _So that's why neither of us believes in religion
And what a cute way to let us know, right in the niddle of a lesson! | wonder
if Janie caught it?_

Jani e hadn't; she was noticing how many of the congregation wore
corporate colored coveralls. "It's still stupid. Way can't people see that
it's illogical? The only thing that all religions have in common is that they
all claimto be the only right one. And if you start readi ng about them well

Mss Pringle interrupted when Janie hesitated. "Mst humans are
illogical when it comes to religion," she said.

"I'"'mnot!" Janie and Steve said in unison

"No, you and Steve have both had the benefit of |ogical upbringing and
careful genetic selection. That isn't usually the case. Even corporate
executives are subject to religious influence. Many of them have the sane
fears and hopes as the | ower classes do. That's one reason why there is such
di scordance concerni ng geneti c engi neering today, other than to enable the
long Iife and di sease resistant procedures you contain within your bodies.
Lately, laws, or nore accurately, corporation regulations have been passed
agai nst sone types of genetic engineering of plants and animals. Can either of
you tell ne why?"

"Sure," Steve said. "Too many enhanced ani nal s have gotten | oose in the
wi |l ds and are harnming the world' s ecol ogy."

"Correction,” Mss Pringle said. "The plants and animals multiplying in
the wilds are harmi ng the corporation balance sheets. Agribusiness especially
is suffering. It doesn't take much of that until religious objections becone
the sane as corporate policy. And speaking of corporate policy, let's
continue. "

Agai n, the projections changed, showi ng a bondi ng market on either side
of her desk, one depicting wonen, and the other men. The program recorded
Steve and Janie's heartbeat, brainwaves, and other, nore subtle indications of
their interest. The teaching persona shifted to one side and the images of nen
up for bids faded behind her and the one of wonmen on the other side enlarged.

"We're still studying lifestyles in the present cultural context," she
rem nded them redundantly, as their interest showed plainly. A flock of
preeni ng young, nostly white nales sat in plush | eather robochairs, all in a



row before a small raised platformwhere young wonmen were paraded one by one.
They were dressed arbitrarily in various styles of skirts and pants and uni sex
coveralls. As each was called to the platform two blank faced ol der wonen
required themto conpletely undress. The matrons went about their tasks
mechani cally, ignoring the tears and protests, using force when it was needed,
but never unnecessarily.

The corporate executives nade their bids in [ ow voices, conferring with
each other, occasionally pointing at the wonmen. Wen a bid was finalized, the
worman had her thunbprint affixed to a document and was |ed off. They al
seened resigned to the process. None volunteered for the Crazy Ships.

Steve noticed the wonen's al nost universal good | ooks and suddenly
suspected that they had never been offered a choice, either for the crazy
shi ps, the swanps or the African work canps. Watever their offense night have
been, or even if they were sinply comng of |egal age and entering the market,
he knew that their only destiny now was service as corporate whores. He al so
knew wi t hout an iota of doubt that the Joplins had intervened with the
teaching program It was not a scene a corporate programwould ever allowto
be shown.

The scene bl anked out, |eaving Mss Pringle dom nant. She | eaned
forward over her imaginary desk, fixing Steve and Janie with her eyes like
those of a predatory cat. "Is this a legitimate contract? Is this a rea
bondi ng contract? Do the people involved really have a choice other than to
escape into the wilds or the underground? Is this essentially slavery? Before
you answer, review your previous |essons, particularly on the subject of
slavery before the Anerican G vil War."

Jani e squeezed Steve's hand, and he indicated that she should answer.
He knew that Mss Pringle nmust be aware of their signals, but the program had
never mentioned it, apparently deciding that it went well with the objectives
of the | essons.

Jani e began an analysis, then Steve picked it up. The Mss Pringle
program gui ded their answers into the areas it thought they should go.
Eventual | y the session ended, not with any conclusions by either Janie or
Steve, but they were left with plenty to think about, and not a little
reasoning to go through before the afternoon class. Even after the program
went back into its electronic netherworld, Janie couldn't quite let the
subject go. "Stevie, I'mstill thinking about that poor couple who vol unteered
for the Crazy Ships in the courtroom How could they do it? Don't they know
what happens if the junp goes backwards?"

"They starve to death. You know that. O at least that's the theory. No
ship has ever conme back to tell the tale."

Jani e shivered. "And they're ready to risk starvation out between the
stars rather than being bonded to a corporation? Could it be that bad?"

"You saw those wonmen in the |ast projection. What would you do, given a
choi ce?"

“If it were just one junp --

"It isn't, unless you're picked for a colonist. It's always at | east
three junps, sonetinmes nore. Three gives a one chance in eight. Four, a one
chance in sixteen. Five a one chance in -- "

"l can do math."

Steve put an armaround her. "Think of the real crimnals, the literate
ones. They aren't given a chance. They are sentenced to the crazy ships, and
never |less than five junps. That's only one out of thirty-two who ever live to
becone col onists.”

"It's a wonder to ne how the col onies ever got established, with those
ki nds of odds."

"I read nmore than you do, Janie. Once it was established that chances
were fifty-fifty of a mass di splacenent ship reaching its destination rather
t han goi ng the opposite way, the Tremai nes began sendi ng their out-of-favor
executives on one way trips to Altair with their |oads of colonists. Half of
themmade it. Half of the execs made it back with | oads of Spores. That's why



they control the col ony now "

"Between the corporations and the crazy ships, | would sure have to
thi nk about it, one way or another," Janie said.

"Me, too," Steve agreed absently, his mind still on the crazy shi ps.
Theoretically, the ships which went nissing should be perfectly intact. Wy
did none of themever find a matching mass and nmake it back?

CH002

* CHAPTER TWO*

The wrist manacles weren't really necessary. The courthouse itself, a
nmonol i thi c bl ock of steel and cenent sat directly over a vast |abyrinth of
i ndi vi dual holding cells where serious mscreants were kept while waiting for
trial and sentencing. There was no possibility of escape, not with a
prisoner's body conputer turned off for the duration. Doors wouldn't open
wi thout a recognition code froman active personal computer, not for anyone.
The manacl es were sinply a hol dover fromearlier days, as obsolete as a house
key.

Derik lifted his hands, restrained to a scant six inches of play and
fondl ed his body conmputer, depending froma chain around his neck. It was
snmooth to the touch, a small thin disk about the size of an old silver dollar
power ed by body heat when it was active. It wasn't, of course. He wondered
idly whether he would ever be able to speak to it again.

"CGet your hands down." The guard spoke in a bored nonotone. Derik
doubted if she cared one way or another where he kept his hands, but perhaps
t he judge did. Judges had the power, and sonetines they becane peculiar in
exercising it. He dropped his hands back to his lap and tried to care about
his inpending sentence. It wouldn't be |less than twenty years, he knew, and
there was small chance of surviving even that long if he was sent to Africa
whi ch he alnpst certainly would be. AIDS VII, Ml aria, Kich tremors and ot her
di seases saw to that, even without the probability of death by violence in the
vast work canmps where North American and Chi nese corporations were ostensibly
attenpting the re-col onization of the ravaged continent. Derik knew better
The "col oni zati on" was really designed to rid the respective corporate nations
of recalcitrant citizens, especially ones they didn't think worth being forced
into a bonding contract. The "work canps" were nostly brute |abor in mnes,
gl eaning scarce nmetals fromthe earth or even worse, working the radioactive
oil fields where that was possi bl e.

The wait was boring. The prosecutor seened to have an endl ess series of
notes to discuss with the judge, calling up cases one by one that appeared and
di sappeared in wi nks of hol ographic print. One of themwas surely his own. Two
weeks before, the same judge had pronounced the verdict: Count one: Crim nal
mani pul ati on of the worldnet. Quilty. Count two: M sappropriation of nedica
care credits. Quilty. Count three: Medical racketeering. Guilty. Now he was
simply waiting to hear his sentence. Ordinarily, with his technical background
i n bi oengi neering, he would probably have been given the chance to vol unteer
as crewnan on a mass di spl acenment ship attenpting a junp to the Altair col ony,
but the recent change in the North American Directorship's bal ance of power
al nost certainly precluded that choice. The Trenai ne Corporation was still in,
but shaky; the Plemmons Corporation was still out, but com ng on strong,
wanting to break the Trenmai ne nonopoly of the Altair col ony and gl ean sone of
the benefits fromthe plethora of new drugs and materials being inported from
that alien ecology. It was still cost effective, even given the one in four
chance of any one ship returning to earth. Wiat really killed his chances of a
Crazy Ship berth was the nature of his offense, subverting corporate nedica
regul ations for his own benefit. The Trenmai nes wouldn't |ike that and the
Pl enmons even | ess. Non-regul ated nedi cal care was too expensive and too
touchy a subject for himto expect much synpathy, even though he had been an
upper |evel Tremai ne enpl oyee, bonded, but with nmany of the perks and
privil eges of a sharehol der

Derik turned his head slightly, trying to see how the ol d physician he



had conspired with was taking it. They had been tried the same day and were to
be sentenced at the same tinme. The ol d doctor had conspired with himin trying
to save his two-year-old son and now he nust be regretting it bitterly. He sat
wi th slunped shoul ders and bowed gray head, a picture of utter dejection. The
neur obl astoma that took little Pete's life could have been easily cured, and
woul d have been, except for the salient fact that Pete's genone included a
doubl e recessive for Wittington's di sease. He would have died in puberty
anyway, and was eligible only for bare naintenance medicine, and that only
because of his position. Doctor Porter, the old physician, had thought there
woul d be a cure by the tinme Pete reached puberty though, and had taken a
chance with Derik to treat the neuroblastoma, once he had been assured that
there was no chance of being caught. It hadn't worked out that way. Derik
suspected that his ex-wife was the culprit who had put the authorities to
sniffing out his worldnet mani pul ations. After their divorce decree awarded

hi m cust ody of Pete she never once cane back to visit. He never knew why, but
suspected that sone |over had convinced her that it was all his fault that
Pete carried the fatal genes, notw thstanding the obvious fact that double
recessives had to come fromeach parent, and that she had refused to consider
even the nost basic gene selection before Petey was concei ved.

Specul ati on was usel ess, though. Both he and Porter had been caught,
tried and found guilty. Their automatic appeal s had been deni ed the same week
and now t hey woul d be sentenced.

The judge and prosecutor finished their consultations. The prosecutor
a facel ess functionary whose nane he didn't even renenber stepped down from
t he bench.

"Derik Anders. Rise and face the court,"” he said. Derik stood up, using
the opportunity to brush a |lock of shaggy hair fromhis brow wi th his nmanacl ed
hands. As he did, he glanced quickly along the bench at the other prisoners.
They were nmostly nen, nostly Black or Hispanic or Orientals, the perpetua
underclass mnorities of Anerican corporate rule. They nostly seenmed unaware
of the seriousness of their pending sentences. That was understandabl e, since
it was alnost a certainty that they were alnost all functionally illiterate,
and even had they not been, few prisoners ever cane back fromAfrica or from
the Crazy Ships to tell the tale. Derik knew about conditions in Africa only
because of his forner job where, in addition to spore research, he had al so
noni tored new di seases borne on the winds of the Israeli-Iran hol ocaust. The
only notable exception to the usual run of prisoners he saw in his quick
gl ance down the bench was a young woman with dark reddi sh hair pulled back
into a |l oose pony tail. Before he could get a better |ook, the guard poked him
in the kidneys.

"Face the judge."

Derik did so. There was no prelinmnary. "Derik Anders. Convicted of

illegal genetic manipulation, illegal worldnet manipulation, illegal nedica
procedures. Sentenced to five junps as crew on Mass Displ acenent shi ps.
Prisoner will be renmanded to Tremai ne Corporation representatives on

Sporewor | d upon conpl etion of sentence. Renove the prisoner. Next case."

Deri k sagged back down onto the bench. Conpletion of sentence! It was a
sop. One chance in thirty-tw? It was a death sentence, nothing less. Wll, so
woul d Africa have been. What was the difference? Evidently, the Pl emobn
Corporation had gotten to the judge. They were not letting such well qualified
techni cal persons as he get to the colony easily, not when his expertise m ght
be used to gl ean new wonder drugs or materials fromthe Sporeworld cornucopia
which they were trying to take over. Derik sagged back into his seat, not
knowi ng whether to be relieved or not. What he knew of actual conditions on
Sporeworl d was the result of runor, propaganda and a few facts nade public by
the early explorers who came back. The actual state of affairs there was
somet hing the Tremai ne Corporation kept to itself.

Deri k was dragged back upright by the guard and nmanhandl ed away. He
gl anced over his shoul der as he was |l ed off. The last thing he saw and heard
was the judge sentencing the pony tailed redhead to three junps on the



di spl acement ships, also under the tutorage of the Tremmi ne Corporation. He
wonder ed what her offense had been. Hi s mind had still been reeling when her
of fense was cited. The guard poked himin the kidneys again, turning himaway
fromthe courtroom where the judge had already forgotten him And now he
really didn't care. He allowed hinself to be prodded back down into the bowels
of the courthouse to await assignment to his first junp on a Crazy Ship.

Deri k, having been an intimte of the m ddl e echel ons of the Trenai ne
Cor por ati on, knew sonething of how the Crazy Ships worked and he wasn't
| ooking forward to the experience. The precise odds of making a successful
junp were carefully kept vague fromthe general popul ation. They knew only
that a ot of ships didn't come back; not the percentage.

It was a mass di spl acenent phenonenon. |nherent in the mathematica
theory that made the instantaneous drive possible was an irresolvable flaw
that operated purely by chance. A ship, coupled with the generating coils that
made interstellar junps possible, had to have an al nbst equal mass attached to
the ship to provide a balance when it made a junp. The type of nass didn't
matter, so long as it was as reasonably as conpact as the ship. Then, away
froma planet, where gravity could not interfere, the generating coils were
activated. The ship went one way, the opposing nmass the opposite direction
but pure chance dictated which went where. The ship was equally liable to go
forward as backward in space, just as the inert mass was. If the ship went in
t he opposite direction than intended, there was only the |onely depths of
space awaiting, and no mass then to use for another junp back in the origina
direction, other than the chance of the ship comng out in the vicinity of
anot her ship or displaced nass to use as a balancing force for another try.
Failing either of these options, there would never be fuel nor tinme enough to
try for any other destination, |eaving only slow starvation for the crewto
| ook forward to. Over the twenty years since the mass di spl acement drive had
been di scovered, at least a few of the ships which had gone the wong way
shoul d have been able to nake their way back to earth but none ever had. It
just didn't work that way, apparently. No one knew why, |east of all Derik.

Derik figured that with only one chance in thirty-two of making all his
junps, he would eventually know why no ships ever came back froma bad junp.
The odds were al ways 50-50 for any one junp. Stories were told of |ost ships
whi ch i ndeed had found mass enough to try again, only to fall captive to the
gravity of any nunber of planets, nobons or asteroids in the solar system and
| acking fuel to oppose the pull, fall into the fiery enbrace of the sun. O her
gossip told of nessages reaching earth, or Sporeworld if the junp had taken
pl ace fromthere, received years |later and describing ravenous hunger and
thirst, murder, and ultimtely, cannibalization as the ships drifted aimessly
between the stars. Derik had no idea whether those stories were true or not.

It was a fact though, that no ship had ever cone back to tell the tale, even

t hough theoretically, a few should have. For one assigned to a Crazy Ship, it
was not something to dwell upon, even one consigned to only one junp, nuch

| ess five. The inplacable | aws of mathematics deterni ned the outconme. One half
times one half equals one fourth. One half times one fourth equals one eighth.
One half times one eighth equals one sixteenth. It was like flipping a coin,
with your life in the balance each tinme and the ultimate odds agai nst you
doubling with each toss.

Wirse even than the runors of horrible suffering on ships |ost forever
were tales of the occasional one which did nake it back to Earth or Sporeworld
or one of the | esser known colonies, only to be captured and sent on anot her
m ssion i mediately, as if nothing had happened. Derik didn't believe that
one. Shops were too expensive, given the horrendous | osses and anyone who nade
it back froma bad junp would be held and punped for information on how they
managed it. They woul d have tal ked, for certain, either voluntarily or under
the influence of m nd-raping drugs.

* * * %
The cells were set in long corridors, side by side and facing a sinilar |ong
row directly across fromthem Each cell contained a cot, a toilet, a hard



chair and a small shelf for what few personal bel ongi ngs were all owed. The
only ot her adornment was a snall hol ographic imagi ng area set directly above
the bars of the door from which Derik could peer through into the cells facing

hi m across the corridor. There was no privacy, none at all. The cell door
opened to the guard's computer code. Derik started to step inside.
" \MI t . n

Deri k st opped.

"Take of f your computer. You won't be using it anynore."

Reluctantly, as if passing over the last of his forner life, Derik
pul l ed the silver chain over his neck and handed it to the guard.

"Cet inside."

The door clanged shut behind him Know ng the routine now, he extended
hi s hands through the bars to have the manacl es renoved. The guard took them
and left, dangling themby his side like a trophy of the hunt.

Derik sat down in the nmetal chair and stared across the corridor at the
cells opposite him

"When do you ship out?" The voice came froma dark conpl exi oned nman
across the way. He was tall, well nuscled and peered at Derik with intelligent
bl ack eyes set bel ow wavy dark hair. Three crudely tattooed stripes on his
ri ght cheek depicted what Derik assumed was a rank badge of some sort in a
gang or guild. He was obviously a renegade, not a bonder

"They didn't say."

"They don't have to. | |eave tonorrow, that's when you'll probably go
too."

Deri k grinned wyly, not bothering to ask the man how he knew. His life
was effectively over and it really didn't matter to hi mwhen he left. So far
as he was concerned, the sooner the better. At least it wasn't like a definite
death sentence; he woul d never know when his tine was up. Instead, each junp
woul d be a tortured waiting to see if it succeeded, then if it did, a wait,
then nore torture. When the junp failed, as ultimately, it alnmst would, the
sentence woul d be conplete, waiting only for the flesh to melt from his bones
and thirst to thicken his tongue. He wondered idly whether the young girl he
had seen on the prisoners' bench would be on the sane ship. Perhaps they could
get together sonehow. He closed his eyes and allowed a fantasy to cross his
mnd. It was unproductive. Tine and the unknown hung over himlike a gray
shroud waiting to wap himfor burial

Eventual ly a neal cart made rounds, serving the sane bl and pap he had
been eating for three weeks. He ate, slept, ate twice nore, then a guard
appeared with the ubiquitous wist manacles. Hi s shipnent date had cone, just
as the man across the way had predicted.

Deri k hadn't known how prisoners were transported except in a vague
way, gleaned nostly fromtabl oid headlines but he soon found out. It mght
wel | have been a slave ship from previous centuries, except that a | oose chain
slipped through his wist restraints allowed bl ocks of eight prisoners each
access to sanitary facilities and narrow bunks. The chain was attached to a
central post in each little area holding the octet. They were free to talk,
fight, eat and gaze down |l ong aisles at other groups of chained nen. In the
gl oony di stance he thought he could see sone fenale prisoners in the sane
circumstances, but it was hard to tell fromthe bare light the fewtiny fue
cell bul bs provided. Soon though, word of nouth spread al ong the corridor
There were fermal e prisoners down that way. It neant little to Derik though
other than as a topic of conversation once the others of his octet began
speaking to him There was little else to do while the surface ship nade its
way to the Hawaiian spaceport.

The other men were reticent at first, eyeing himcuriously. He was the
only white in his octet. A few others were scattered anong ot her groups, but
they were definitely a small minority. Technol ogy m ght have changed but human
nature remai ned ever the same. The territorial genes always expressed
t hensel ves, and in North America the WASPs still hung onto power, though
barely. The tall dark man who had been his nei ghbor back in the holding cells



was in the next octet. He finally asked the question the others were obviously
curious about. "Hey nman. How cone you going out on the Crazy Ships? | didn't
know t hey sent high class fades there."

Deri k shrugged wyly, conparing the whiteness of his skin in the gl oony
hold to the varying shades of his conpanions. "I got caught, sanme as you."

Intelligent brown eyes glinted in the shadows. "First tinme?"

"You nmean the first time | got caught? Yes."

"“Man, you nust be a real badass. Mst of us just going as col ony
wor kers, one junp. We nake it, we hone free."

Derik was mldly interested. "How come only one junp?"

"W not badasses |ike you. Just junped bond, tried to rmake it outside
the Corps. Automatic sentence, you know? W nake the junp, then we bonded
again; only the way | hear it, no way to junmp bond there. W done for life."

Curious, Derik asked, "Wy not?"

"Can't survive away fromthe colony, way | hear. Bad animls. Bad
plants. No way to get food. No weapons. Sone try it though, so | hear. Well
dunpit, couldn't be nuch worse than being bonded here. Not much future with
the Corps. You have a woman, they take her away anytime, she be any kind of
bright. Make up sone kind of charge. You have kids, they bonded sane as you
till they grown. Then what? No chance of a life, not now After a while, even
the jamm ng Crazy Ships sound good. "

"Not when you have five junps staring you in the face," Derik said.

"That's bad. Not so bad as Africa, | hear. You know about Africa?"

"I know a little," Derik said cautiously. "D seases. Hard work, either
inthe mnes or the oil fields. Not rmuch |ifespan, especially if you wi nd up
working the oil. There's still lots of radioactivity."

"Lifespan!" The word was spit out as an epithet. "You got some span
man?"

Deri k wondered whet her he should nention that he did have sone
genetically engineered extra lifespan, paid for at fantastic cost by his
parents and induced into his body while he was still little nore than a
blastula. It wasn't available to everyone, only those who could not only pay
but coul d provide evidence of a reasonably clean genone, both physically and
politically. The genone bit could be gotten around, of course, w th enough
connections or enough nmoney, but in his case it hadn't been necessary. H's
parent's charts had been clean, or so he had thought before the double
VWhittington allele and the neurobl astonma popped up in Pete. Suddenly he
realized that he had cone by his crimnality honestly. Hi s parents nust have
bribed a technician to conceal the oncogene and Wiittington allele in one or
the other. He decided that he didn't care whether any of the other prisoners
knew about his potential lifespan or not. It probably wouldn't matter in the
[ ong run anyway.

"Yes. My fol ks bought it for ne before I was born."

The brown man raised his brows in silent question. Wiy should a man
wi th decades or nore of extra life risk such a boon fromillegal activity?
Deri k shrugged. He didn't see any point in going into the story. Fromthe far
end of the corridor a sudden fem nine yell attracted his attention. It cane
again, then was cut off by a muffled gasp. A cacophony of raucous |aughter ran
up the line. Derik turned toward the sounds, trying to see what was goi ng on
but it was too far away to nmake out. The black man joined in the |aughter

"That's the little redhead bitch down the line."

"What's happening to her?" Derik felt a vague compul sion to protect the
girl, a ghost of his lost parental instincts toward little Pete, then let it
slide. He could do nothing, even if he wanted to.

"No scam Sam The w tches down there just found out she went down on a
hono rap." He | aughed. "They just making her show how it's done."

Derik shifted his attention back to the black man. "I know sone people
are saying gays pass on the trenors, but it's not true. | know Anyway, being
gay isn't a crine, so long as they're cl ean

Hi s compani on | aughed. "It wasn't really a hono rap. In fact, she used



to be a Tremaine, so | hear. Thing is, she got caught by her old man in bed
with his sister. He divorced her, she contested, she lost. Her |awyer sent her
to court for non-paynent. She's luckier than you are. Only three junps."

Lucky? Three junps still gave only a one in eight chance of surviving.
It seened an excessive sentence to him but then indebtedness to a | awer or
court was a nore serious offense than it used to be. And perhaps the Pl enmons
pressed the case in order to enmbarrass the Tremmines. It was just another
mani festation of arbitrary corporate policy. He suspected that even should the
girl survive the three junps she had been sentenced to, sone other way woul d
be found at the colony to effectively get her into bondage, given her good
| ooks. It was pure conjecture on his part, however. He had no real idea of
what went on in the colony world, no nore than anyone el se outside the upper
echel ons of the Tremaine Corporation did.

"How do you know all this?"

"l got connections, man. WAs a factor with the Bentleys, running neds.
Not hi ng but execs for players in that business and they talk, they want their
cures. | still say that girl lucky. She's fine. Could have had worse happen to
her."

"l guess. Maybe she'll nake it."

"Yeah, man. You might, too. You make your five junps, you cone see ne
there. Maybe sonme luck rub off on nme. What's your call?"

"Call ?"

"Nanme, man. What we call you?"

"Ch. Derik. Derik Anders."

"My call dinton. Cinton WIlians."

"Cinton. You're named after a president, way back."

"Yeah, man. A fade, too. He got around, so Manma told ne. Five junps?
Not likely we'll neet down on the Spore."

"Not likely at all," Derik agreed. He rolled over and tried to sleep
whil e the boat nmade its slow way to the Hawaiian spaceport, but Cdinton stayed
on his mnd. The man seenmed nore cheerful than he had a right to be, facing a
fifty-fifty chance of starvation in space. Nevertheless, if by sone wild toss
of the dice he survived his junps, it mght be well to have a friend on
Sporeworl d. The man seened unusual ly wel |l infornmed.

* * * %
Wendy Waltz, nee Wendy Tremmine, still had the taste in her nouth of the other
worren in the octet she was chained to. It had been a degradi ng experience and
she huddl ed as far fromthe other females as her chains allowed. It was stil
hard for her to believe where she was, chained and sentenced to three crew
junps on the Crazy Ships, effectively a death sentence, although not quite so
certain as the nman she had w tnessed being given five junps right before her
She wondered briefly what he had done to deserve such a harsh judgnent, then
turned back to her own concerns. Three junps? She knew what the odds were of
her surviving that many -- one in eight -- and what m ght happen to her on
Sporewor |l d should she make it. Dean Trenmi ne, though only a junior
st ockhol der, had teased some supposed facts out of his grandfather, old John

Tremai ne, while he was still in his good graces, and passed themon to her. O
so he said. She wouldn't trust his word now, though, not for a thousand shares
of Tremmi ne stock. Not for a mllion, either. Nevertheless, she knew sone of

the stories he told were true, if conditions on the colony world were anyt hi ng
like they were on earth, where attractive bondi es al nost al ways wound up in
some sort of sexual arrangement with corporate executives. It was a nan's
worl d again for the vast mgjority of unmarried wonen.

At first her marriage to Dean had seenmed to be made in heaven for her
The Tremaine heir plucked her fromthe relative obscurity of a conmputer
anal yst for financial trends and made her his wife. At first, everything had
gone well. Eventually, though, his at-home comments drew her into the dark
side of corporate policy, things she really didn't want to hear about, not the
way Dean told them Before that, she had taken her position in life nore or
| ess for granted, accepting the perks and privil eges of being born to | ower



rung corporate parents. It was her |ooks that had catapulted her up into a way
of life that ultimately proved too alien for her sensibilities. Dean Tremnmine
turned out to be a shall ow person, entirely concerned with her sexual allure,
and when she rejected his sadistic fantasies, it was the begi nning of the end
of the marriage. The actual end cane one night after his sister, Sheila
Tremai ne, conforted her a little too intimtely.

Wendy still renenbered the night in vivid detail. After rejecting a
really outrageous proposal, she had ordered Dean from her room then curled up
in the bed and cried, w shing she could just go back to her old job and forget
she had ever met young Dean Tremmine. Sheila Tremai ne, her sister-in-Iaw,
entered her bedroom soon afterward, at first maki ng excuses for her brother
then ultimately telling of her own abuse fromhimas a child. Fromthere,
confort had progressed to intinacy.

Wendy still wasn't quite sure how it had happened. She didn't think she
was really inclined toward wonen; certainly she had never done such a thing
before. It was nore a conbinati on of desolation and someone she truly |iked
and admired being available to console her. Sheila, |like her, was a captive of
the Tremmine Corporation and its famly, but unlike her, Sheila was protected
by blood relation within the famly and by al so being a sharehol der, though a
m nor one. There was no way she woul d ever be sentenced to three junps on the
Crazy Ships, though she would probably be forced to chance one junp to exile
on Sporeworld, just because of her involvenent. Dean had wal ked unexpectedly
back into her bedroom and everything el se followed fromthat. Like a fool, she
had t hought she had some financial stake coming fromthe marriage. Like a
fool, so had her |awer, or perhaps not. It would have been just |like Dean to
use his position to influence her attorney into junping into sonething over
his head. After the adverse judgnent, she was indebted to both the court and
her | awer and the sentence inevitably followed. It probably wouldn't have
been near as harsh had she not been married to a Tremai ne and gone before a
Pl enmons-control l ed judge. But it was no use thinking of that now The Crazy
Shi ps were waiting, one chance in eight of surviving and only life as a col ony
drudge, or maybe worse waiting if that shoul d happen

VWhat really puzzled her was why old John Tremine, the chairman of
Tremai ne Corporation, had allowed the divorce proceedings to end this way. He
had al ways seemed to |ike her. Why |l et her be sentenced to the Crazy Ships, or
at the least, why three junps? Perhaps he hadn't been in a position to buck
the Plemmons. O perhaps he still held sone residual affection for his
grandson. She just didn't know.

A wave tossed the prison ship, causing her chain to tighten, bringing
back nenories of the degradi ng experience she had undergone only a short tine
bef ore. She wondered how rmuch | onger it would be until the boat reached
Hawai i, and whether she woul d be subjected to nore brutal ministrations from
t he wonen she was attached to. Wendy made a vow then, that should she survive
the Crazy Ships, she would use her |ooks and body in any way she could to make
life easier. To hell with the Trenaines.

* * * %
Dean Trenmai ne faced his grandfather fromthe other side of his desk, unable to
bel i eve what he had just heard. "G anddad, you can't nean it!" He stared at
his grandfather with horror witten large on his face.

"I damm well do mean it. You're going on the next colony ship," John
Tremai ne said.

"But -- "
"Don't argue. If the rest of the famly would agree, you would stay on
a Crazy Ship until it got lost. You have enbarrassed us all with your sexua

perversions."
"But, granddad, she was the one who --
"Shut up. 1'msending Sheila, too, though she's not nearly as guilty as
you are. Her only offense was getting nmixed up with Wendy and gi vi ng us sone
bad publicity. She shouldn't have testified at the hearing. It gave the
Pl enmons just that nuch nore | everage, and right now we don't need any nore



probl ems. Besides that, Sheila has always tried to keep her proclivities
qui et. You haven't. Wiy couldn't you just have used bondswomen to satisfy
yoursel f? Wiy did you have to involve your wife?"

"It's all her fault. Why wouldn't she go along with me? I'mnot to
bl ame. Send Sheila, she's the pervert, not ne."

John Tremrai ne breathed deeply in order to avoid losing his tenper. It
was bad enough that the Pl enmon Corporation was eating at the Trenmai ne guts
wi t hout his own descendents giving them nore anmunition for the underm ning.
Best to send themboth off to the col onies where they would be out of the
spotlight. It was too bad about Sheila, though. Up until now, she had never
gi ven cause for concern. Whatever her inclinations, she had al ways kept quiet,
out of the public scrutiny. It was Dean who was the real culprit. Gods above,
why couldn't the grandchildren be even nomnally normal, like his only son
Donal d the father of Dean and Sheila. And that was the worst of it. Nornal as
he was, he had to be sent, too, on a Crazy Ship, just to have soneone on
Altair with alittle damm sense, especially in light of his own secret
know edge. It was too bad about Wendy, though. The pressure had just been too

great to risk intervening for a reduced sentence. Well, maybe the girl would
make it.

The el der Tremmi ne waved a hand, as if to brush Dean out of his sight.
"You're going," he said. "Get ready. | alnost hope you don't make it."

"I won't go! I'll run away to Africal 1'll go underground!" Dean
shout ed.

The el der Tremmine curled his lip. "You in the underground? Boy, you'd
be turned into a punk for the first pinp who came along -- if he didn't just
di spose of you right off. Go on, get out of ny sight and go see the house
attorney. Your papers will be ready."

Dean shrank into his customtailored junmp suit and slunk away, a
degenerately handsone young man in the worst of circunstances: inordinately
weal thy, but with no way in the world for his noney to help him

As the door closed behind his grandson, John Tremaine turned to ot her
concerns, the chief of which was to convince the board to send anot her fusion
unit to Sporeworld; or rather to send as many as it took in order to get one
there. Once that happened, there were other plans in the works, and for that
he woul d have to risk his own son's |life. But better to risk it now rather
than a firing squad or a hangman's noose if the corporate culture went the way
he thought it would. He didn't hold out nuch hope any nmore for things getting
better. Enpires rose and fell and he knew the corporate enpire that had taken
over earth had nothing to bar it fromthe ranks of a thousand other failed
ventures the earth was littered with. He just hoped his plans worked out well
enough to give the race another chance before it all fell to pieces. He was

only noderately optimstic.
* * * %

"Let's go to the Rec," Janie suggested as she and Steve were finishing a late
brunch. "W still have al nost an hour to make up for this week."

"Suits ne, 1'd rather work out than try explaining to Gundy why I
didn't," Steve replied, plucking his body conputer fromthe rack
"Swi zzl estick, he said."”

The odd word booted up his body conmputer. "Find Momor Dad."

"M. and Ms. Joplin are not in residence at the present time. Should I
| eave a nessage?"

"Tell themJanie and | are at the Rec when they get back. \Were are
they, by the way?" Neither of them had been particularly concerned at not
seeing their parents so far this day. They sinply assuned they were working in
their own conmon.

There was a very short pause while his body computer interfaced with
the hone mainframe, which in turn followed an electronic track to their
parents' own body conmputers. "They are both at the Geneplan main office. Wuld
you like to speak to thenf"

"No, just |eave the nmessage."



"I wonder what they're doing there?" Janie asked. "This isn't one of
their regul ar workdays."

"Why wonder? They'Il let us know if it's anything special when we get
back. Are you ready?"

"Sure. Let's go," Janie said, but she did stop at the front door to
activate the mrror there. Steve waited inpatiently while she checked her
appear ance. She was wearing her usual wash-faded jeans and a yell ow synthetic
knit pullover. She noted with satisfaction that her nipples made attractive
l[ittle tents in the fabric and that her midriff tan matched that of her face.

"Come on," Steve urged. "You look great." He ordered the door to dilate
and Janie foll owed himoutside into the bright April sunshine.

They coul d have ridden one of the little railed buses that frequented
t he devel opnent had they chosen had the weat her been inclement, but ordinarily
they preferred to wal k, hol ding hands, or with arns around each other's wai st
as was their usual wont. Sonetines that drew frowns fromthe nore conservative
honeowners they passed who knew t hey were siblings, but today no one seened to
be about. That suited both of them They had al ways enjoyed each other's
conpany, and their parents encouraged that affection

Their path |led through a scul ptured, wooded park, past several hones, a
distribution center, and on to the Rec building, a brightly col ored geodesic
done that served as a community gathering place. Their body computers passed
theminside without pause, interacting with the Rec's mainframe to identify
them They paused in the main | obby, |ooking around to see which of their
friends or adults they liked were present. To their surprise, no one el se was
there. They thought it curious, but both supposed that maybe a special event
m ght be taking place el sewhere in the donme, perhaps at the pool. It was a
frequent area for shows, gatherings, discussions and internmingling of all the
residents.

"There's no one here. Everyone nust be at the pool," Janie said. "I
wanted to swim anyway. Let's go see.”

Steve grinned at her. "You just want to show yourself off, don't you?"

Jani e poked himwith her el bow. "I notice you |look just as hard as any
of the other guys." _I think he does anyway_ , she thought to herself.

"Why not?" Steve admitted. "You' re the best |ooking girl around nost of
the tine. You' re missing sonmething, though. It's not just the guys | ooking
lately."

Janie didn't quite know how to answer that statement. She had noticed
the sane thing. Lately, she had been draw ng al nbst as nuch attention from
sone of the nore mature wonen as fromthe adol escent males. It nade her
slightly unconfortable, but not nearly as much as it might have in an earlier
era, or even in the present within the confines of their own contenporaries.

It was strange, she thought, that |long after the heyday of honpbsexual openness
had passed into general acceptance that it was still a subject of controversy,
at | east anobng some groups. Lately, religious advocates seened to be
permeati ng corporate headquarters and they were adamantly agai nst sanme sex
attractions. Maybe it's the trenors epidemc, she thought, though she knew
that the di sease played no favorites. Or perhaps it was just another

mani festati on of the increasing unrest in the general popul ation they were
studying this norning. Still, after the human genome had been resol ved and
techni ques perfected to produce inherited i munity from di sease, sexual nores
were nore liberal than ever, at |east anong the classes that could afford to

t ake advantage of the new technol ogy. Janie took Steve's teasing in stride and
forgot the matter. The pool |ocker roomwas al nost as enpty as the | obby had
been. There were only a couple of pre-teens and one ol der man in the process
of dressing.

Janie and Steve stripped quickly, hung their sinple garnents in their
| ockers, and passed through the hoodoo out into the pool area. It was enpty as
wel |, or alnpst so. One elderly woman was net hodi cally doing | aps while
keepi ng an eye on several small children at the shallow end of the pool, and
that was all.



Janie paid no attention to themand i mmedi ately dove off into the deep
end, followed quickly by Steve. They swamthe |l ength of the pool back and
forth for several |aps then rested back at the shallow end, sitting on the
subnerged steps at one corner. Janie took the opportunity to tease Steve a
little bit, as she frequently did when they were by thensel ves, or al nost so.
She slid down the steps until she was neck deep in water, then backed up
between his | egs and | eaned back against his chest, alnmpst forcing himto rest
hi s hands on her shoulders. As soon as she felt he was confortable, she
reached up and pulled his hands down to cover her breasts.

"You're a whip, Janie," Steve said. Neverthel ess, he squeezed the firm
mounds under his hands and felt hinself beginning to get an erection. He
pushed her away, reluctantly but firny.

"Whi p, yourself," Janie conplained. During the |ast year, she had had a
few sexual encounters, but for the nost part they had been unsatisfying. She
knew t hat sooner or later Steve would give in to her, but so far, he was
hol ding off. Wiile they were still pre-pubescent, the senior Joplins had nmade
it plain that they woul d have no objections, but they had al so encouraged both
youngsters to explore the sexual scene with others. Steve had conplied with
his parents' w shes, nuch nore enthusiastically than Janie had, but she
t hought he would really prefer her once he decided to make the plunge. At
| east she hoped he woul d.

Steve hinmself was, unknown to Janie, actively considering the idea, but
he was cautious. He really loved his sister, but he was nore introspective
than she was, surprisingly so for his age. He knew that open sibling sex was a
relatively new idea, still unacceptabl e even anong the upper corporate class,
regardl ess of the newy di sease-negated genetic inplications, and the | ast
thing he wanted was to subject his twin sister to any sort of approbation or
hurt just to satisfy his own, frankly admtted desire for her

Rebuf f ed, Jani e splashed water in Steve's face and took off for the
deep end of the pool. Steve followed, and by mutual agreenment they headed back
to the | ocker room They had still seen no one but the old woman and chil dren
As they towel ed dry and began dressing, Janie brought up the subject that had
been sitting just below the surface of their thoughts all the while.

"Where is everyone?"

Steve was wondering as well. Sonething about the day just didn't _feel _
right. H s apprehension grew as they wal ked back honme. There was still a
dearth of people on the lanes and in front of the hones they passed. The only
pedestrian they passed was a small, shaggy enhanced dog which voiced a gruff

"Hell o, people," then continued on past, intent on some business of it's own.

"I think we ought to check the news when we get hone," Steve said. The
day suddenly began to seem oppressive, regardless of the bright sun and birds
si ngi ng from shrubbery and trees.

Jani e squeezed his hand. She had the sane sense of foreboding that her
brother did. She rel eased his hand and stole an arm around his wai st, wanting
to get closer to him not in a sexual sense now, but purely for confort.

| mredi ately upon entering their home, Steve checked for messages from
their parents, but there was still nothing.

"Do you think we should call them agai n?" Janie asked. Their continued
absence was bot hering her nore and nore.

"Let's check the news first. There nmust be sonething nastier than usua
going on." He drew Jani e down beside himon one of the living room couches.
She | eaned agai nst himwhile he asked for a general news program The random
scenes being displayed across fromtheir couch stopped nonentarily at wavi ng
fields of grain and blue sky, then coal esced into a sinulated anchorman, stern
vi saged, but with a touch of kindness in his features. He spoke from one side
of the scene, allowing viewers full access to the display.

For awhile there was nothing of real interest to either of them There
were the usual reports of the problem of enhanced animals multiplying in the
wilds, particularly dogs and cats, but other animals as well. A brief scene
showed a sparse band of ragged mountain nmen being herded into a corporate



detention center, with the comrent that they were being charged with "actions
detrimental to the state", a euphenmismfor dealing in proscribed products and
wor se, bei ng unenpl oyed and unbonded. The proscri bed products m ght be
anything fromfirearns to gene-therapy drugs to enhanced animals or addictive
drugs not licensed by the corporations. The anchor stated that they would

al nost certainly be bonded to one of the smaller corporations, or nore likely,
sent to the African work canps. Surprisingly, there was no nmention that sone
m ght be forced onto the mass di spl acenent ships as unwilling col onists.

The financial news was passed over quickly, and they al nbst m ssed the
mention of conclusive litigation against the Genepl an conpany, declaring it
bankrupt. The anchor had al ready passed into an analysis of the denerits of
all owi ng any of the small anarch population, i.e., those citizens neither
bonded nor gainfully enployed to roamfree before Steve could stop the
br oadcast .

"Scan back to Ceneplan,’
st ockhol ders. "

Steve knew that his parents were principal stockholders in the conpany,
but he had had no inkling at all that they night have been in financial
troubl e.

The stern anchor was imredi ately replaced by a fenal e personage, stil
a sinmulacrum but so well designed that it was very nearly inpossible to tel
the difference. She was beautiful, scantily clad, and her movenents were
obvi ously designed to make viewers concentrate on her rather than the content
of the news she conveyed. It was a common ploy by the two nain corporate
broadcasting stations and Steve didn't bother to ask their honeframe for
anot her rendition.

In essence, the sexy inage disclosed that Geneplan had in the past week
cone under the provisions of a bill passed by the corporate controlled
congress which criminalized nuch of Geneplan's current contracts, and | acking
sufficient credit to diversify, an "independent" judge had, upon petition by
some minority stockhol ders, declared the whol e conpany in receivership. The
anchor went on to say that several mmjor corporations were bidding for the
bondi ng of many of the forner, and now i ndebted and unenpl oyed nenbers of
CGenepl an, and that nore updates woul d be forthcom ng when news was avail abl e.
Lacki ng further instructions, the homeframe resumed its regular program
Nei t her Steve nor Janie paid attention to it.

Jani e squeezed Steve's hand harder than usual. "They never told us they
were in trouble," she said.

"They wouldn't," Steve replied. "I guess that's what they're trying to
do now, is to sort out what's left. Damm the goddammed cor porate congress,
anyway! They were doi ng good work."

"Sure. Look at us," Janie grinned wyly. "You have to adnit, though
that the enhanced aninmals getting | oose are causing problens."” At that very
nmonent, unnoticed by either of them the news program was el aborating on that
very point, citing increasing unrest in South American countries because of
devouring hordes of semi-sentient |aboratory nice and rats which had gotten
| oose and were breedi ng unchecked in the jungles, and even in the suburbs of
cities on that continent. The programcut to a view of a preacher railing
agai nst genetic mani pul ati on of any ani nmals ot her than humans.

"That problem could be solved, if Momand Dad were allowed to keep
working on it," Steve said. "Remenber our ecol ogy section. CGenetic engineering
has done rmuch nmore good than harm"

Steve was perhaps sonmewhat over-optimstic on that point, but not
overly so. New breeds of aninals and plants had been introduced to conbat the
ecol ogi cal disasters of the previous century, but during the | ast decades, the
maj or corporations had gradually taken over nost of the production, and by
their very nature they were conservative, generally letting problens progress
pass the stage of easy resolution before ever deciding on a counteraction --
and even then | ooking nore to the bottomline than to practical solutions.

"Maybe," Janie said, "but that really doesn't matter right now Do you

Steve directed. "El aborate and scan for Joplin



think we should try calling the fol ks?"

"Let's wait a bit. They're bound to be having enough probl ens already
wi t hout worrying about us. Besides, it's tine for school again. Let's go up to
the Com™"

Steve didn't nmention to his sister that he was very nuch afraid that
their parents m ght have been amobng the group of Genepl an enpl oyees cited as
"subj ect to bonding."

Janie trailed al ong behind Steve. Their classes occurred tw ce a day,
brought in by the homefranme froma Tremai ne subsidiary corporation devoted to
hone education. It wasn't the best programthey could have wi shed for. It
requi red al most constant reprogranmm ng by their parents (some of it illegal,
Steve now felt) in order to allow the homefrane to alter the pro-corporate
bias, but it was the best they could do, short of spending tons of credit to
access unedited and unaltered information directly fromthe worl dnet and
leaving a trail or, as seened likely, buying bootleg data fromthe
under gr ound.

Back in their own Com Steve gave his usual "Sw zzl estick" order for
the teaching programto boot up, but this tine he got an unusual surprise.
Instead of Mss Pringle, the homeframe canme back on line, in the visage of the
ancient Wlie Coyote, the animation that the Joplins had progranmed to appear
whenever trouble or inability to access a particul ar program happened. The
ani mation was brightly cheerful, bouncing about with every word.

"I amunable to access your teaching programat the present tinme," it
said, "due to a discontinuation of credit fromthe Joplin account to
Lessonplan, Inc. | require instructions fromthe Senior Joplins before

teachi ng can be resuned.”

"So, get instructions!" Steve said, forgetting his adnonition to Janie
not to bother their parents.

"I regret that | amunable to contact themat the present tine. Should
I continue trying?" The ani nated coyote began wal ki ng backward, seem ngly
unaware of a cliff behind it.

Steve | ooked away from Janie's startled continence. "Continue trying.
Tell themthat we are here and want to talk to them"

"WIl do," The animation said, and di sappeared, to be replaced by a
standard wall scene, this tinme of squirrels teasing a barking dog from just
out of reach on the trunk of an aged oak

"Stevie, |'"'mgetting _really_worried," Janie said. She had separated
herself from her brother and | ooked worriedly at himfromthe other side of
t he | ounger.

"I am too," Steve admtted, "but | don't know what we can do about it
right now. Well, no school, that's for sure. Want to work out for awhile?"

"l guess so," Janie said, not very enthusiastically. "Wights,
aerobics, or the arts?"

"We're overdue for arts. \Wapons, or hand-to-hand?"

"Let's just do the hand-to-hand," Janie said. "I don't know about ny
refl exes with weapons, not today."

The coyote reappeared, pronmpted by the conversation. He clinbed back
over the edge of the cliff he had apparently fallen off. His tail was bent and
he was using a crutch. "I regret that | will be unable to provide the usua
criticismif you continue your exercises. Credit has been discontinued from
your teaching program which includes physical conditioning."

"Slice off!" Janie exclaimed. She tugged her pullover back down over
her breasts that she had nonentarily exposed in expectation of physica
exertion. "Stevie, what's _happening_? | don't like this."

"I don't either," Steve said. He collapsed back on their couch, trying
to think. It was comon know edge that the few large world corporations were
di sdai nful of new entrepreneurs such as their parents and their Genepl an
conpany, and were working actively all over the planet to bring the popul ation
not al ready under their control into bondage, where the difference between
that and slavery was nore a matter of semantics than substance. They were



gradual ly getting their way. The majority of Earth's popul ation, as well as
that of Moon City and the satellite worlds, was already under life contracts,
but there still remained a core of small business owners, technicians,
scientists and skilled workers outside their sway. Besides these two cl asses,
there were the Anarchos, a small but substantial popul ation owi ng all egi ance
to no one. They operated outside the confines of the general net, dealing in
precious nmetals and barter. Mst of their activities had been decl ared
illegal, and when caught, they were given only two choices: sign a bonding
contract with a corporation bidding for whatever service they could offer, or
if a Tremaine Corporate representative was present and thought they were worth
their while, be given a chance to volunteer for a berth on the nass

di spl acement ships. The courts had | ong since been contracted to the
corporations to run as they saw fit. There were guidelines, of course, and
regul ations, but little attention was paid to them |f bondi ng was
near-slavery, a sentence to Africa or the nass displacenent ships amounted to
slavery in fact, with little chance of surviving. The "lucky" ones, assigned
as colonists, had only to live through the fify-fifty chance of arriving at
Sporewor |l d, then be bonded agai n under unknown circunstances. Those sentenced
or putatively volunteering for nore junps had worse things to worry about,
like the probability of thirst and starvation in the bl ack desert between the
stars when the odds ran out.

"What do you think is going to happen, Steve?" Janie asked anxiously.
She really was scared. For all of her fifteen, now al nost sixteen years, she
had never | acked for security. Wthin the confines of intelligent discipline
and training by their parents, she and Steve had been provided with nearly
every confort and conveni ence avail abl e. Al though they knew in abstract how
drab and confined a life nost of the population of earth and the space
colonies lived, it had never occurred to themthat it m ght beconme a nore
per sonal know edge.

"I don't know," Steve admitted. "This is all newto nme. | really don't
know of anything to do except wait to hear from Momor Dad. Surely they' Il |et
us know soret hi ng soon. "

The twins spent the rest of the afternoon relaxing with entertai nnent
programs contained within the hone mainframe, |eaving instructions for the
news programto break in if there were any updates on the Genepl an bankruptcy.
There were none. They ate again, and worked out with their training machines.
It was strange, going through the routines with neither criticismnor
encour agenent nor conparison with past performances. It confused the both of
them and they soon gave it up.

"Let's have a snack," Steve suggested, "then go to bed. If we don't
hear anything fromthe folks by in the norning, we can just go out to the
pl ant and see themthere."

"That suits nme," Janie said.

Their snack tine was a strangely quiet one, uninterrupted by their
usual back and forth banter. \Wile he was eating, Steve happened to think that
neither of them had had any calls fromfriends. That was al so unusual. The
both of themnot only had nutual friends in the nei ghborhood, but separate
friends as well, and neither of themhad had a single call. He suspected that,
since nost of their nei ghbors worked for Geneplan, they were al so having
problems with credit. He started to nmention it to Janie, but decided against
it. No use giving her any nore to worry about.

Steve gave Jani e her usual chaste kiss on the lips and said good night.
He showered, turned back the sheet, and gave the bedroom orders to play
somet hi ng di m and unobtrusive. He was rewarded with a nuted picture of surf in
nmoonl i ght, and the gentle runbling of waves washing onto cl ean white sand soon
lulled himto sleep

* * * %
Steve becane aware of a presence next to him a softness snuggling against his
back.

"Stevie?" The nmuted whisper of Janie's breath warmed his neck. He



became aware of her armcurling around himand the resilient pressure of her
breasts agai nst his back. He turned over and Jani e pressed herself agai nst
hi m

"Jani e, what are you doing here?"

"Stevie, I'mstill scared. Please don't tell me to |leave." She held him
cl ose, pressing her |ips against his neck. Her hands noved al ong the | ength of
his back, sending little shivers over his whol e body.

"Damm, " he cursed, but it was a weak curse, without effect.

"Pl ease, Stevie."

It was a plea inpossible to resist. He pulled her to him intending
only confort, but that soon became a | ost cause. This night, Janie would not
be deni ed, nor was she, and he soon wondered why they had waited so |ong.

CHO03

* CHAPTER THREE*

Steve woke to darkness and warm rnuggy air such as mght be found in
Houston on any early spring nmorning. Janie slept beside him only diny
vi sible. She had thrown the sheet aside during the night and lay curled in a
tight ball. The house controls nmust be out, but how could that happen? Only
once in his life had he slept in an unregul ated environnent, when a
particularly fierce hurricane had knocked out the power antenna and sol ar
panels. It had been days before repair crews and robots could get to them and
the reserve power had run out before then. But there certainly had been no
hurricane during the night, or any other natural disaster he was aware of that
coul d have caused the outage. He noved to get out of the bed, trying not to
wake Jani e, but unable to avoid staring at her sleeping form The night past
had gi ven a new di nension to just how closely related they were. As their
bodi es had coupled, it was as if their mnds were intertwi ned as well, raising
sex to a level he had never before experienced. It wasn't just nenory of the
pure sex that held his gaze, though the renenbrance of her soft, resilient
breasts in his hands, erect virginal nipples so enticing that they drew his
nmout h and tongue to themlike organic magnets, and her own nouth as she cl osed
over himwith a warm noi st sensation alnost too exquisite to bear, and | ater
|l egs folded tightly over his own and nails digging into his back as they
climaxed that told himhow much he revered her body. But the past night held
tenderness too, and a silent vow that he would willingly die before ever
letting anyone or anything hurt her.

Steve's bedroomwas closed to the outside. What little light there was
| eaked in through the door opening, unhanpered by the usual opaque screening
projection. He stepped out into the next room Early norning sun was com ng
t hrough a wi ndow, al so bare of any privacy screen. He pressed his thunb and
forefinger together and the tine flashed briefly on his thunbnail. He was
surprised to find it was already al nost an hour past his usual time for
awakeni ng. Wth no power, the bedroom had naturally not brightened at the
regular time for it to do so.

"Stevie?" He turned and | ooked around. Janie was sil houetted in the
door; her short brown hair still tousled from sleep

"The honeframe is down," he said, unnecessarily.

Janie sniled. "Good. Cone back to bed, then." She ran her hands over
her breasts then stretched theatrically.

The sight of her newly explored body al nbost tenpted Steve to conply,
but his practical nature won over the tenptation. Even though they were
identical twi ns, except for gender, their personalities had devel oped al ong
different lines. Steve was practical and introspective; Janie was inpulsive
and extroverted. "It's not just the homeframe, otherwi se we'd be running on
reserve power," Steve said. "I think our citylink has been di sconnected, just
i ke our other services were."

"Ch. That's not good, is it?" Janie said.

"No, it's not. Come on, get dressed and let's try to figure out what
we're going to do."



Jani e paused to hug himbriefly, then retreated to her own bedroom
Steve funbled in the wan light for clothes. He wanted to comb his hair and
brush his teeth, but he couldn't see well enough to find his conb in the
shadowed bat hroom and the toothbrush woul dn't be working anyway. He felt out
the fixtures well enough to relieve hinself, then tried the shower. Lacking
instructions, it wouldn't work either. He shrugged and took his clothes back
into the dimMy lit bedroomto dress.

Janie net himback in their com trying to conmb her hair with her
fingers. Together, they took the stairs down to the | ower |evel of the house.
The dimy lit roons there reni nded her of scenes fromsome of their role
pl ayi ng ganes, as undecorative as a mausoleum It disconfited her. Steve |ed
her into the dining roombefore renenbering that w thout the honmeframe to
direct it, the kitchen would be unable to prepare a nmeal. The cabinets and
coolers were all tightly closed, and the dining table refused to descend from
its niche in the ceiling.

"Dam," he said. "I'mhungry, but |I don't know any way of getting
anything to eat short of a crowbar."

"Let's go outside," Janie said. "I don't like it in here with nothing
wor ki ng. "

The front door refused to open on conmand, but here there was a
solution. It also had a manual control, used only once in his nenory, after
the hurricane. Steve worked it and they stepped outside.

The early sun was already warm and the air was | oaded with noisture
funneled in fromthe gulf. Steve took Janie's hand and | ed her around to the
back of the house where a generous yard supported various decorative shrubs, a
large pin oak tree with benches beneath, and a snmall encl osed pool. He drew
her down onto one of the benches.

"Steve, what should we do? | thought Mom and Dad woul d be horme by now.
Do you think they know that the homeframe is down?"

"They must know. What | can't understand is why they aren't back yet.
There nust be something nore to the bankruptcy than we heard on the news."

"Well, what should we do? We can't just sit here." Janie said, then the
possibility that Steve had been worrying about finally dawned on her. "Steviel
You don't think Momand Dad have been _arrested_, do you?"

"I don't know, but | guess it's a possibility. Let me think." Steve was
having his first experience with a wholly undirected life. It was
di sorientating, and scary, like a bee suddenly bereft of its hive. The absence
of their parents had al so progressed froma small knot of disconfort to a
full-blown balloon of worry, covering over other considerations. "Let's go to

the plant,"” he finally decided. "Maybe the folks are still there.” It was the
only course he could think of for the noment, and perhaps they really were
still there, although a small naggi ng thought told himthat they wouldn't be.

He didn't nmention that to Janie, however. Hand in hand, they wal ked back to
the front of their honme and waited beside the superconductive rails for a bus
to come by. One soon appeared, sensed their presence and slowed to a stop, but
when He tried to |l ead the way onto the bus, the door becane opaque and it
pul I ed away.

"Ch, jamit!" Steve exclained. O course, with no credit, the bus
woul dn't recogni ze the silent codes fromtheir body conputers.

Jani e understood i mredi ately. She slid an arm around Steve's wai st,
suddenly feeling the need for protection, like a small threatened ani nmal
hugging it's nother's flanks. It was a conpletely different enotion from what
she had experienced the night before, though confort had been her original aim
when she slid into bed beside him Soon though, she had been enthralled with
her first conpletely satisfying sexual experience, spiced with the unknown of
the failing honefranme, and tinged with the liberation of conplete privacy
brought about by their parent's absence, even though they probably woul dn't
have objected. It had been wonderful. Her |ast nenory before waking was the
conforting sensation of Steve's arns around her and her body pressed closely
agai nst his, her breasts cushi oned agai nst the hard nuscles of his chest.



"I guess we can wal k," Steve said. "It's not all that far."

"I'"d rather wal k than stand here doi ng nothing," Janie agreed.

They started out. Steve noticed that several of the homes they passed
were al so dark, and noted that all of them bel onged to Genepl an enpl oyees. O
former enpl oyees, he thought wyly. That nust have been the reason for the
dearth of pedestrians the evening before. Just before they turned a corner, he
happened to | ook back. A van had pulled up in front of their home. It was an
anomaly in the nei ghborhood, except for supply vehicles, but those came only
at night. It was highly unusual to see anything other than the little
passenger buses during the day. He squinted, and nmade out the markings on the
side. He could read it clearly, even at this distance. HOUSTON PCLI CECORP

Janie turned to follow his glance. She brought a hand to her nouth.
"Shoul d we go back? Maybe they know sonet hi ng about Mom and Dad. "

Steve drew her back out of sight. "No. They wouldn't send a Policecorp
van. Let's go on. The fol ks were at Geneplan the |ast we heard."

"Then what do you think Corpolice are there for?"

"I"'msort of scared to find out," Steve evaded. Al npbst certainly, it
was themthey were searching for, and as a corollary, it meant the senior
Joplins were al so being either sought or were already in custody. Know ng was
one thing; what to do about it was quite another. He had no plan now, other
than to continue on to the Geneplan plant on the off chance that their parents

were still free. Afew mnutes later the guttural bark of an enhanced
Corpolice dog told himthat they weren't -- and that the Corpolice wanted the
whol e famly

"Ch, Janmt to hell! Janie, it's us they're after. Stay here, I'll |ead

them off, then you try to make it to the clinic. Maybe Doctor Porter will hide
you." Steve stepped out of the dead end al cove where they had been hiding,
hopi ng the i dea was a good one. It had conme to himsuddenly. The kindly old
physi ci an had been their fam |y doctor for years, treating both them and the
el der Joplins on the rare occasions when injuries required his attention

Di sease, of course, had never been a factor. If anyone would hel p, he woul d.

"No! I'mnot |eaving you. W can fight!" Steve whirled despairingly.
Jani e, impulsive as ever, killed his plan before it ever got off the ground.
The enhanced dog and corporate police officers spotted themat the sane tine.
The dog howl ed in an al nost hunman voice and charged toward them The two
policemen ran after it, drawing their stickysticks fromhol sters as they cane.

Steve braced hinself for the charging dog which was well ahead of the
uni formed Corpolice. There was still a bare chance that he could kill or
di sable it, then hanper the two policenen | ong enough for Janie to escape. The
dog | eaped with extended |legs, trained to bow over crimnals with its weight
then stand guard with bared fangs until its naster was able to take over.

Steve swung his right armin a sinple swift chop, fingers extended and
hel d together like a thin spade, connecting solidly with the | eaping dog's
forelegs, then spun right with a kick to its ribs as he avoided its rush

The dog howl ed and rolled, attenpting to gain its feet. Broken bones
punched t hrough the skin of its forelegs and one side of its ribcage was caved
in. It fell back down. "Ch, oh, oh!"™ It how ed, reverting to English.

"Janie, run!" Steve cried, but it was already too late. Both police had
stopped, ained and fired. A thin rope of white goo shot fromtheir
stickysticks, coiling, spreading and separating into smaller |ines and
tangling as it flew outward. Steve twisted, trying to avoid the mess, but it
was too late. It hit himin the chest and spread over his body |ike a spider
web, yanking himoff his feet and throwing himbodily to the pavenent.

I mredi ately the coils began constricting, pulling himinto their painful
enbrace. He rel axed, knowi ng there was no use fighting; that would only cause
the binding matter to constrict nore forcefully, possibly breaking bones. From
one uncovered eye he saw Jani e struggling agai nst her own tangle. "Janie!

Don't fight it. You'll get hurt!"

"Jamright she will," one of the police said, com ng up beside him
"You bastard, you hurt ny dog." He threw a hard kick against Steve's



unprotected ribs, then another. His partner joined him aimng kicks at any
area of his body where the sticky ropes wouldn't catch his own foot. The
beating continued for a long while. Just before he | ost consciousness, he saw
one of the men | eering over Janie's bound body. The policeman reached down and
grabbed a breast, squeezing painfully. "Little bitch, wait till we get you to
the station.”

Steve |urched upward, spraying blood fromsplit lips, then nmercifully,
dar kness took hi m away.

* * * %
Doctor lIgnaz Porter still sat in his cell under the edifice of the Houston
corporate justice building, wondering why he hadn't been shipped out yet. H's
sentence was for life in the African work canps, what he thought would be a
very short life, given his already advanced age. Enhanced |ifespan hadn't been
avai |l abl e before he was born, although his status in the medical community
al l owed sone | ess effective treatments with Sporeworld drugs that had kept him
heal thy and prom sed several decades of extra life, until now. He berated
hi nsel f again for ever getting mxed up with Derik Anders and his son, then
threwit off. If it hadn't been him it would have been soneone el se. He never
had agreed with the linmtations inposed on nedical care, and as he grew ol der
the resentment had grown inside himlike a malignant tunor, wanting only an
opportunity to burst forth and engulf his Iife. Wen denocracy di ed, sonething
i nside himhad died, too. The ruling elite no | onger had to care about
pressure groups or ethnic voting blocks Iike gays or minorities or pro and/or
anti-abortionists. Revision of laws into corporate regul ati ons had seen to
that, and they were bent heavily in favor of the m ddl e and upper class
stockhol ders, |eaving welfare support and fair crimnal codes to the ash heaps
of history.

There was no official distinction between races or ethnic groups, or
financial status, but the regulatory |aws al nbst by necessity forced the | ower
class minorities into either crimnality or bonding contracts, especially
after the discrimnation codes and nost welfare | aws were scrapped.

Advancenent in society was strictly by nmerit now, but nerit for the nost part
meant only how many shares of stock were owned by parents or sponsors when
their offspring entered the workforce. Even that nebul ous nerit was no
guarantee of jobs and nedical care any nore when workers were forced to toe
the corporate line. There was always a regul ation handy to discipline rebels,
whet her they owned shares or not, and Africa or the Crazy Ships always | urked
i n the background.

"l gnaz Porter.'

"Yes?"

The guard nmotioned for himto hold out his hands. Porter got up and
pushed his wists through the bars and allowed the manacles to clanp his
wrists. "lI'mbeing shipped out, | suppose?"

"No. You're going to see someone."

"Who?"

"You'll find out. Wal k. Keep your hands down.™"

_Curious_. Who could want to see hinf? Maybe some col | eague had pull ed
strings -- no. There was no one he knew who woul d touch a doctor convicted of
illegal nedical activity. He let his hopes dissipate as he was escorted out of
the area of holding cells and into an elevator. It stopped one floor above, at
the I evel below the courts where bonded cl erks abounded, processing data on
trials, sentences and shipments. He was gui ded past a couple of alcoves and
into a small conference room usually reserved for those few prisoners who had
someone to represent them Hi s heart thunped in his chest when he saw who was
wai ting on him

The man was niddle aged, with a slightly lined face set bel ow cl ose
cropped graying hair. He wore the silver tunic of a Trenai ne space force
officer, with gold | eaves adorning the collar of his tunic. His face held a
slight, enigmatic smle, reacting to Porter's surprise.

"Sit down, doctor. Guard, you may | eave. Wait outside."

The ol d doctor | ooked up fromhis reflections.



Once the door to the conference roomclosed, Porter let his surprise
burst into voice. "The Crazy Ships!"

The officer's smle broadened a tiny bit. "Yes, Doctor Porter. The
Crazy Ships. I'mmaking up a crew and conmponent of col onists. You're included
if you want to take the chance."

Porter knew little of the theory of faster than light travel, but he
knew what any informed person did: An even fifty percent of the ships aining
for the Altairan solar system or any other extra solar place, disappeared,
never to return. O the fifty percent that arrived at their destination, half
agai n di sappeared on the return attenpt, leaving only a one in four chance of
a successful round trip. He also knew that very few ol d people were ever given
the option of a chance to try.

"Why me? | didn't think the Crazy Ships took old people. And why you,
for that matter? You don't |ook like the usual rejects they send to comand
t hose ships."

The officer touched a hand to the gold leaf on his lapel. "This |eaf

shoul d be silver, doctor, or perhaps an eagle by now And |ook at ny nanetag."
_Tremaine, Donald_, it read fromjust above his left breast pocket.
"Ch. | see. O do |I? The last | heard, the Tremmines were still in

control of such government as we have left. Did you ness up somewhere?"

"You m ght say so, at |least by concatenation. My famly was the | osers
in the recent adjustments in the government, including the nmlitary arm W're
still in control, but just barely. Some of us think that won't |ast |ong. Have
you any idea of what m ght happen to our whole famly should we | ose power?"

Porter remenbered. Wen the Tremai ne Corporation had taken over
government reigns, the synbolic bl oodbath didn't make the news, but it was
common know edge: nost of the old guard had been stripped of their shares
t hr ough quasi -1 egal shenani gans and nost of them shipped to Africa w thout
even an option of chancing the Crazy Ships. Since then the Tremmine
corporation sharehol ders had run the government. Now, though, their hold
appeared to be slipping.

"You could be shipped to Africa."

“I'f I wait, |I could be," Tremaine said. "W've held power sinply on the
basi s of our nonopoly of the products from Sporeworld, but that's conming to an
end what with falling inports. The Pl emmon Cor porati on has been readying a
t akeover for years, and now we think they will succeed, what with | ess of the
life-extending drugs from Sporeworld. And sonme nmenbers of our famly have
been, um shall we say indiscreet. It has given the Pl emmons ammunition. Not
that that's any concern of yours, other than the choice |I'm prepared to offer
you." _And not that you need to know the other reason |I'm going, either,_
Tremai ne added to hinself.

"You nmean a berth on one of the Crazy Ships. Still -- "

"Be at ease, doctor. There are other factors you need not be concerned
with just now. Suffice to say that I'mlooking at the long term I'mwlling
torisk a fifty-fifty chance of making a junp to the Altairan colony while
still have the option. W still control the colony governnent, and will for a
some time to come, | think. In the neantine, |'ve been sifting through court
records with the idea of making up a crew. Your nanme came up. You're old, but
you' re know edgeabl e, and we get very few physicians. If you are willing,
want your help selecting who goes with me on the ship."

Porter didn't take much convincing. Anything was better than Africa.
Still, there was an undertone here he didn't quite understand, as if Major
Tremai ne was conceal i ng an underlying notive. It didn't matter, though. He
deci ded quickly that he would rather take a fifty percent chance of starvation
(or whatever happened aboard the ships which didn't come back) rather than the
certainty of a hellishly short life in Africa.

"Sure," Porter said. "Watever assistance you need, I'mwlling to
give. Can | see the lists of prospects?"

“I"1l provide you with all the information you need, along with the
criteria l'minterested in."



"Criteria?"

Tremai ne tapped his desk with a fingernail. "Criteria," he repeated.
"This may be one of our |ast chances to pack a colony ship with technica
peopl e rather than the dregs the Pl etmons have been forcing on us lately. |
al ready have nmost of the crew lined up, miscreants serving sentences. Mbst

won't be able to go to the colony if we nake it, that is not until -- and
unless -- their other junps are successful. You can, though."

Porter ruminated. "Why not? That is, so long as you're certain you'l
still be in control of the colony in the near future. | wouldn't want to w nd

up bonded to the Plemmons if even a little of what |1've heard of themis true.
They're worse than you Tremmines -- " Porter coughed as he realized what he

had said, then when Tremaine didn't seemto take unbrage, continued, " -- and
only one jump, you said?"
"For you and |, yes, but not the rest of the crew. They will have extra

junps to try to get through. The Pl emmon Corporation nade sure of that, so far
as they were able. W can't just arbitrarily break corporate regul ations. No,

they have to take their chances, though we'll fill out the crew with good
prospects so far as we can and try for quality with the colonists."
Porter rubbed the white stubble on his jaw. "I see. WlIl, count ne in.

There nust be lots of opportunities for a physician on Sporeworld."

"Doctor, you don't know the half of it." Donald Tremaine's face stil
held that faint smle, like a Mona Lisa in drag.

"Maybe | shoul d.”

Tremai ne's snil e vani shed suddenly. "And maybe you shouldn't. Let's
worry about maeking the junp; after that, you can think about practicing
nmedi ci ne, and what conditions are |like on Sporeworld."

The doctor stood up, waiting for the guard to return and reattach his
manacl es. As the guard entered the room Porter thought of one nore question
"Ch. Just suppose | don't like conditions on Sporeworld. Can | opt to take
anot her chance on returni ng?"

"Why woul d you want to come back to earth? You weren't |istening. Once
the Tremmines | ose power, a sentence to Sporeworld, even a 50-50 chance, will
seemlike aride to the Riviera in conparison to staying."

"I still mght want to come back."

"Wait till you see the colony, Doctor. You won't."

Once Porter had left, Donald Tremaine initiated his personal crypto
sof tware program and wended his way through various functionaries until he
finally heard his father's voice.

"Dad? | just spoke to Porter. He'll go."

"Good. Maybe us showi ng that nmuch interest in an old doctor will throw
the Pl enmons off a bit."

"How about the fusion reactors?"

"I"'mstill working on that problem | have one approved by the board,
ostensi bly as a backup for the one that's supposed to be failing on
Sporewor | d. Whether | can get another one or not is problenmatical."

"Wy not ?"

"The board doesn't want to spend the noney on the second until they see
whet her the first nakes it or not."

"Well, what's wong with that?"

"Don, | don't think we have that nmuch tine."

Donal d Tremai ne rubbed his chin thoughtfully. "Wy don't we just spend
our own money for one? Wuldn't that work?"

There was a long silence before his father answered. "Qut of the nouths

of babes. Hell, why not? W'll certainly never be able to spend it all and
can conceal the purchase well enough. Hell, maybe 1'll try for three or four!"
"Good. Let me get ready, then. And Dad -- "
"Yes, son?"

"Are you sure this is necessary?
"I"'msorry, son. If history is a judge, it is. W' re lucky; we have
somepl ace to retreat to, even if only half of us nake it."



Donal d nodded to hinsel f and wondered what el se his father was
conceal i ng. There was sonething el se, he was sure of it, but what could be
wor se than having to take a chance on a Crazy Ship?

CHO04

* CHAPTER FOUR*

St eve becane aware of sharp shooting pains in his ribcage as he woke
and tried to nmove. He nmoaned and felt nore soreness froma split lip and a
bl ackened eye. Cautiously, he sat up, favoring his side. He felt along it and
decided that it was probably not much nore than a few cracked ribs, painful
enough, but his young enhanced body would heal quickly. H's vision was limted
to three gray walls and a set of bars giving a view of a long corridor. From
along its length canme murmured sounds from prisoners -- other prisoners, he
anended the thought, for he was obviously under confinenent. Then he thought
of Jani e and nmpaned agai n. Somewhere, she nust be waking up to the sane
circumstances -- or worse. He remenbered with stark clarity his | ast vision of
t he guard bendi ng over her prostate body, cruelly tw sting her breast and
threatening worse to cone. And there was nothing, nothing at all he could do
about it. He w ped wetness fromhis bruised eyes and vowed to try, sonehow.

From down the featurel ess corridor, sounds grew | ouder. Presently a
meal cart arrived. A facel ess bondsman pushed a paper bow and glass through a
slot in the bars then noved on. The drink was a coffee substitute of some
kind. Steve drained the glass, welcomng the mld stinulant, but the paste in
the bowl wasn't anything he was prepared to tackle in his present condition
After that, he sinply waited, rehashing events of the |ast two days over and
over, uselessly, for he could think of nothing he could have done differently.
He was fed again, slept, then the next norning guards began enptying the
cells.

Steve submitted to the nmanacles, surreptitiously tested their strength
and decided that while they m ght be breakable, it would take nore than sinple
muscl e power to turn the trick. He found a place in the line of prisoners and
they were |l ed away. He noticed that nost of his compani ons were healthy
| ooki ng, as though they had not been m ssing nany neals. He wondered what
their offences had been, but a guard stifled his one attenpt at conversation

"No tal king!" He warned, gesturing suggestively with his shockstick
Steve shut up, wanting no part of an electric shock on top of his other
i njuries.

Very shortly he was ushered with the other prisoners into a courtroom
and they were seated on one of a series of |ong benches. Once seated, he
| ooked around. Apparently that was allowed for the nearer guards ignored his
anxi ous search for Janie and his parents anong the dozens of prisoners. Here
and there he spotted a figure he knew, acquaintances of either his and Janie
or their Parents. Presently he spotted Janie, down and a few rows over. Wile
he waited for her to notice him he peered closely at her. She was staring
strai ght ahead, seenmingly into the far distance, eyes as bl ank as an unpowered
conput er screen. She di splayed no obvious injuries, but her spirit seemed to
have retreated to somewhere inside her body, |like a hibernating ani nal,
present but unresponsive. Steve felt a sickness at his core, suspecting what
she had been subjected to.

Abruptly, the woman sitting next to her, a m ddl e-aged bondswonan in
ragged coveralls noticed Steve's stare. She nudged Jani e and nodded her head
in Steve's direction. Like a |light suddenly brightening a dark cave, Janie's
face regained its character and col or canme back to her body. She sniled and
started to speak but was cut off by a nearby guard who suddenly noticed their
conmmuni cat i on.

"Face the court. No talking."

Jani e turned away, but she sat up straighter, shoul ders back, as if a
wei ght had been lifted fromher. _Steve was alive!_The despondency she had
been suffering fromearlier was the result of thinking that he had probably
been beaten to death trying to protect her. The sexual indignities she had



been subjected to by the irate police the night before suddenly hurt no nore
than a failed quiz, entirely forgettable, especially in light of her |ove for
Steve, nore than brotherly now.

The judge entered the courtroom and ascended to his dais. "Begin," he
conmanded before he was even conpletely seated

A Tremai ne executive approached the judge. "Your honor, the first
contingent is all indebtedness cases, former sharehol ders in the bankrupt
Cenepl an Conpany or dependents thereof. W have recomendati ons. ™"

"Present themto the court."

The judge and the Tremmi ne representative conferred briefly then
separated. The judge spoke. "Reconmendations accepted. Prisoners will be
remanded to Tremai ne custody pendi ng shi pment by mass di spl acenent ship to
Al tair colony, one way, there to be bonded to Tremaine Corporation until such
debts as have occurred have been restituted, bonding contract to be revi ewed
at such tinme, should it occur. Crews for displacenment ships may be sel ected
from prisoners. Take them away."

As the prisoners were led off, Steve and Jani e caught a bare glinpse of
their parents, manacled hands in front of them trudging away with the other
former entrepreneurs. Neither of themcould tell whether their parents had
seen them Steve sighed with relief. It could have been worse. They coul d have
been sentenced to Africa, or nore than one junp on the Crazy Ships. At |east
they now had a chance to start over, assum ng that their indebtedness was ever
paid off to the Tremmine Corporation's satisfaction, a doubtful prospect. They
woul d I'ive, though, given that the one junp they had to make was successful
But -- what was that the judge had said? Crews for the ships could be sel ected
fromthe prisoners? What did that mean? Never mind. At least it wasn't Africa.

"Now t he forner dependents of those convicted in the Genepl an case,

j udge. "

"Get on with it, I haven't had breakfast yet."

"Yes, Your Honor. The first case involves two juveniles, tw n brother
and sister, forner wards of Marie and David Joplin, the senior executives of
t he bankrupt company. For court purposes they are naturally classed as adults,
having turned fifteen."

"What's so special about then"

"Attenpted escape from !l awful custody, collusion in resisting arrest,
conbined with injury to an enhanced police canine so severe that it had to be
di sposed of, secondary indebtedness, no gainful enployment -- "

"That's enough. Collusion, huh? We can take care of that. Five junps on
mass di spl acenent ships, separate berths. Take them away."

"No!" Jani e shouted, unable to believe what she was hearing and unabl e
to remain silent. "At |east keep us together!™

"Order. Separate ships, | said. Wien you conplete your sentence you may
see each other, subject to bonding arrangenments by the Tremaine Corporation
Hold up on the next contingent, it's time for a break." The judge rose and
began fishing in his robes for a stimulant.

The last glinpse Steve had of Janie was a brief view of the back of her
head as the female prisoners were |lead out first. _Five junps and then they
could see each other!_ Sure. But first they would have to beat the odds, only
one in thirty tw that they would ever touch the surface of the Altairan
planet. Steve felt hinself wilting at the prospect. He doubted that he would
ever see Janie again, and a m asma of despair descended over himlike a
mal i gnant cl oud.

"Too bad," the nman next to himin line conm serated. "You' re a young
guy. They should have given you a better chance than that."

"Yeah," Steve said. He didn't bother to nention that if not for his
sentence to the Crazy Ships, his |lifespan might have been centuries long. As
it was, it could probably be neasured in nonths.

* * * %
| gnaz Porter had been renoved fromthe holding cell and ensconced in a room of
the hotel suite that Donald Tremai ne al so occupied. Unlike Derik Anders, he



had been flown to Hawaii where shuttles to the mass displacenment ships being
built in orbit around the noon, alnost on an assenbly |ine basis, were
| aunched. Materials were cheaply mned there for their construction and the
low gravity made it easy to boost theminto orbit, along with great chunks of
rock to bal ance the ships' mass for the junps. Porter was seated at a desk,
sorting electronic personnel files. He paused at an anomaly: Marie Joplin,
David Joplin, Steve and Janie Joplin, a fanmily he was nore than famliar wth.
He had treated themall at one time or another in his long life; in fact, he
had attended at the delivery of the Joplin twins and fixed up the cuts and
brui ses the kids were subject to as they grew up. Now he saw that the fanily
was assigned to three different mass displacement ships. The senior Joplins to
one, Steve to his and Donald Tremaine's crew and Janie to a third. He noted
that Donald's own children, Dean and Sheila Tremmi ne were assigned to the sane
ship as Janie. He hadn't asked why they were going. But why couldn't the
Joplin family all go on the sane ship, at least for the first junmp? The
children were in trouble, unlikely to survive five straight junps, but why not
at least let thembe with their parents as |long as possible? O at the very
| east stay together. He punched for a printout, then gathered all the files in
one brown-spotted hand and punched Major Tremaine's code with the other

"Yes?" Donald Tremai ne answered al nost inmediately.

“Mpjor, I want to see you for a nmonent about sone of these personne
files."”

"Come on in, | was just review ng themnyself."

Porter passed through the hoodoo of his rather austere roomand into
Maj or Tremmine's working area. He was sitting at his computer al cove, tunic
| oosened. A stinstick burned in a tray next to several depleted paper cups,

enpty, but still holding the aroma of fine coffee. He held up a restraining
hand before the doctor had a chance to speak
"Sit down, doctor. | already know what you're going to ask, and there's

not a janming thing | can do about it."

"How in hell do you know what | want?"

"l have your records. You have been the Joplin physician of record for
as long as they have been alive, and no, | can't assign themall to the sane
ship. That was a Pl enmons judge who did the sentencing.”

"What difference does that make?"

"None in sonme cases, a lot in others. No one really gives a damm about
the colonists | pick, but if I try to start shuffling crew against his orders

he'll notice and reverse nme. If he does, he might start delving into other
things I would just as soon keep to nyself."

"Such as?"

"You don't need to know. | synpathize, but factors you aren't aware of

have nore inportance than keeping a fanmly together. Sorry."

Porter thought of Steve and Janie, separated fromtheir parents unti
their probable death, and the children separated from each other. He
renenbered the twins as they were growi ng up, Jani e, as exuberant and bubbly
as a newly weaned puppy and Steve, serious, introspective and al ways a
st eadyi ng i nfluence when Janie took odd flights of fancy. As for the senior
Joplins, he was fond of them but nothing like his attachnent to the twins. He
t hought of them as the epitone of what the race was evolving toward, even
t hough their potential was still waiting for expression in the adult world, a
potential unlikely to be reached now. Janie was the vul nerable one, he
t hought, especially since she had been assigned to the sane ship as Dean
Tremai ne of whom he had lately heard. Donald' s contenpt for his son had becone
obvious as they reviewed the records and began naking up their crew, though he
appeared to be fond of Sheila Tremai ne, his daughter. Dean woul d be that
ship's conmander, sinply by virtue of his standing in the corporation
personal ity defaults notwi thstanding.

Well, Steve would probably nake out so long as he lived, however short
t hat span m ght be, but Janie woul d probably have troubles, especially on the
same ship as Dean Trenmi ne, especially as attractive as she was. But what



coul d he do?

"I's that all, doctor?"

"l guess so, but | don't like the setup. That young girl -- ". Suddenly
a possible solution came to him "Wiit! Wuld there be any bar to ne changing
shi ps?"

Donal d gl anced down at his desk, then back up again. "Actually, you
haven't been officially assigned to a ship yet. |1've just been assuning that
you would go on the sane one with me. Why?"

"I'"d rather go out on the ship carrying Janie Joplin. She's going to
need sone major confort along the way, and possibly some protection from um

"My Son?"

"You said it, Major, not me. Look, she's young, and attractive.
Besi des, after what those Corpolice did to her..."

"An idealist, in this day and age. Maybe there's hope for the race
after all. Yes, | can do it, | think, but there's a catch."”

"What' s that?"

"Crew has to be literate enough to instruct the ship's conmputer.™

"So? I'mold, but |I've never been known as a luddite."

"The thing is, Janie's ship doesn't have that many col onists to draw
fromto replace Dean and Sheila once they arrive, if they do."

"I still don't see the problem-- oh! Now | do. No one comes back from
Sporeworld. Is that it?"

"Right. Not since we took control. Cone to think of it, even if our
ship makes it, you would probably be held back and forced into another junp."

"I's that allowed? |I never heard of it before.”

"Read the fine print in your contract." Tremamine smled wyly at the

term"contract", but for some reason, the corporations still maintained the
veneer of |awful doings.
Porter thought only briefly before making his decision. "I'Il stay on

the ship as long as Janie does. Five junps, sanme as her."

"And a dammed unpl easant death, nost likely."

“I"1l chance it. I'man old man, not likely to live too nmuch | onger
anyway. "

Donal d Tremai ne gazed at the old doctor, wondering if he would have the
same courage under simlar circunmstances. He doubted it, but then, there was
really no one in the world he cared that much about other than old John, his
father. There was Sheila, but as a wi dowed space force officer, he had spent
little time with either her or Dean. He envied the doctor his conpassion, but
there were ot her concerns he was involved with. Once they were taken care of,
per haps he could afford to care for individual humans. Until then, it was best
to concentrate on the matters pending here, and on Sporeworld shoul d he
survive his own junp. The Plemmons' were harrying the famly |ike wol ves
sensing a sickly caribou, and they m ght yet be dragged down sooner than he
anticipated. However ... it would do no harmto ask Sheila to hel p | ook out
for the girl, as well as she was able with Dean comrandi ng the ship.

* * * %
Sheil a and Dean Trenai ne had stayed in the sane hotel in Hawaii as Donald
Tremai ne, though in a different suite. They had been spared the hol ding cells,
t he judgi ng procedure, and all the rest of the degradation nost of those
sentenced to junmps on the mass di spl acement ships were subject to, even though
they had as little choice as the prisoners or the rare volunteer. John
Tremai ne, their grandfather and senior stockhol der, had spoken and there was
not hi ng they could do about it, except perhaps wonder why the old man was
sending themto the Altairan colony. Sheila was already resigned to going; in
fact, she was actually | ooking forward to the trip, assuming it was conpl et ed.
The only thing she was sorry about was that Wendy, Dean's ex-w fe, would not
be on the sanme ship, and conversely, that she had to be on the same ship as
Dean. She had hated her brother since she was a child and he cane to her room
using his strength to overpower her, forcing her into degrading sex that hurt



and humiliated her, souring her on nost men fromthat day on. The only thing
that saved her fromactually killing her brother had been the death of their
nmot her in an accident, after which they had been made wards of their
grandf at her, since Donald Tremaine's nilitary service precluded himfrom
caring properly for them After that, she lost heart for awhile until one

ni ght her screans had been | oud enough to attract John Tremaine's attention
even through the nom nal soundproofing of her bedroom and that was the | ast

ti me Dean had ever bothered her. AOd John's wath had been terrible to wtness
and it had scared the living hell out of Dean, though not quite enough to stop
himfrom | ooking for his pleasures outside their honme. They had existed in an
uneasy truce ever since, the threat of her reporting any recurrence of Dean's
attention enough to keep himat armis length, but that was all.

VWhen Dean managed to conceal his dark desires |ong enough to induce
Wendy to marry him Sheila knew how it would cone out in the end. She had
hoped to sinmply be able to hel p Wendy pick up the pieces of her life when the
break finally canme, nothing nore. She really liked and admred her
sister-in-law, perhaps too much, for rather than hel ping her with the break
she had wound up in bed with her, then Dean nade the fact public at the
divorce trial. It shouldn't have mattered; not just one night of confort and
assurance, especially since John and her absent father had | ooked away from
her proclivities nore often than not. Dean had made a case of it, though
never imgining that the senior stockhol der woul d bl ane hi mnore than anyone
el se and finally lose the |ast of his patience.

Well, the colony world was said to be a hard life. Perhaps, if they
made the junp, he would find that his nane no | onger protected himas nuch as
it had in the past. She could hope, anyway. And perhaps on Sporeworld, no one
woul d care about her own sexual preferences, not that there was anything
unusual about them

"I hope you're jamwell satisfied," Dean said as they waited in the VIP
hol di ng area of the hotel, preparatory to being taken to the shuttle. "If you
just had to fuck Wendy, why couldn't you have gone sonewhere else to do it?"
Hi s nouth was contracted into a thin mean line and his fists were knotted with
fear.

"You should talk," Sheila said. "You ve been asking for this since we
were kids. | alnost hope we don't make the junp."

"It's your ass, too, babe. You can starve just as well as ne."

"Wat ching you starve nmight be worth it,"” Sheila said

Dean junped fromhis seat and began paci ng.

"Scared?" Sheila taunted.

"You think you're not? Jamold John! It would serve himright if he had
to make a junp."

Sheila stared at Dean as if he were an odious insect. "You sonofabitch
you ought to be glad he's only making you take one chance. Poor Wendy has five
to go."

"Jam Wendy. |If she does ever make it, |I'Il see she never gets |oose
from her bond. Speaking of which, by God, | won't be bonded there and she
will. If | ever see her again, she'll be sorry she ever married ne."

"Dean, |'msure she's been sorry fromday one."

Her brother raised his hand as if intending to hit her. She tensed and
drew breath into her lungs for a screamif he tried it.

Dean noticed and sat back down, sullen and broodi ng over supposed
wrongs. Thereafter, Sheila ignored himuntil their call came, announced from
the Iarge hologramfacing the waiting area. Alnost inmediately afterward, a
bonded proctor canme to lead themto the shuttle boarding area. Dean remmined
silent and Sheila was just as glad. Talking to Dean was |ike suffering through
a lecture in abnormal psychol ogy, with himas the object |esson

* * * %
As the guards led Wendy Waltz, nee Tremaine, toward the shuttle boardi ng area
along with the other assignees, her only positive thought was that mercifully,
she had not been assigned to the same ship that her ex-husband was goi ng on



As he was a "volunteer" and unbonded, and even worse, captain of his

di spl acement ship crew, he would have again held power over her. That woul d
have been even worse than the marri age had been; at |east back then she had
some snmall protection, sinply as a result of carrying the Tremai ne nane. At
the el evator which transported the crew up to the shuttle airlock, male and
femal e crew nerged and Wendy found herself standing next to a pleasant faced
man of medi um hei ght and build. He appeared to be in his early thirties and
carried hinmself with the unconscious assurance of one who had never suffered
the indignities of |ower |evel bonding, though the long trip fromthe nainland
had taken its toll on him just as it had her and the others. His prison
coveralls were griny and his hair unconmbed. H's beard was coming in a lighter
color than his hair. She noticed his scrutiny and edged away as nuch as she
could in the press of bodies.

The man smiled mrthlessly at her. "Relax. I'mthe worst you'll be
seeing. | got word froma friend of nmine by the name of Cinton that colonists
and crew will be separated on the ships. You're crew aren't you?"

Wendy felt some tension go out of her body. "Yes, I'mcrew Are you
sure of your information?"

"Cinton seens to know about these things. Everything he's told me so
far has been right. Those w tches won't bother you anynore."

Wendy felt a flush suffuse her face and turned away.

"I said you could relax. Wiy be enbarrassed about somnething not your
fault?" Wendy bit back a sharp retort. After all, they would be serving as
crew toget her. Besides, those attentions of the fenmal es she had been hooked to
only lasted a day or so before they becanme bored with her resistance. What
Dean had subjected her to in their nmarriage had been nmuch nore repul sive.

"How many junps were you sentenced to?" Wendy asked, deciding to try
being friendly.

"Five. Two nore than you."

"Now how in hell could you know that? | haven't told anyone."

"I was in court the same day as you. | renmenber that pretty red hair."

Wendy brushed back escaped strands of hair fromher face. "It's not
very pretty right now "

"That's a matter of opinion. |I'mDerik Anders, by the way."

“I'"'mWendy. dad to neet you. Do you know what we'l|l be doing as crew?
No one has said anything about that."

"l don't have a clue,"” Derik said. The el evator doors closed and it
began to ascend along the length of the shuttle, a long Iine of white col ored
conposite, designed to reflect sunlight in space. Presently it stopped and the
transportees were shoved through the airlock into the bay of the shuttle. Once
used for cargo transportation, then renovated for passengers after mass
di spl acement travel was discovered, there was little luxury to the bay, nerely
long rows of closely spaced seats designed for the bare m ni mum of support
during acceleration. The colonists were already strapped in and bei ng kept
qui et by a couple of Corpolicenmen arned with both a | aser pistols and
shocksti cks.

There were a half a dozen seats at the front of the shuttle where the
body narrowed, reserved for prospective crew of the mass displacenment shi ps.
Wendy purposely seated herself beside Derik, then becane annoyed with herself.
She wasn't |ooking for a male protector and wondered why she seened to be

gravitating toward the nan. Another man -- boy, rather, she anended, seated
hi nsel f gingerly on the other side of her, favoring his ribcage. H s face
still showed signs of what nust have been a rather severe beating, and beneath

the scabs was a definite | ook of sorrow and despair, though it was nostly
conceal ed by his clean cut features. His body was well nuscled, if slightly
lean, and like Derik, he carried that indefinable hint of optimstic assurance
despite his sad countenance. Another who has never been bonded, Wendy thought.
Fromall she had heard of displacenment ship crews, this nust be a singularly
unusual shi pnent.

"What's your nane?" Wendy asked, just to avoid speaking to Derik unti



she coul d sort out her attitude toward him

"Steve Joplin," the boy said. No, not boy; young man, though stil
beardl ess. H's voice was deep and well nodul ated, only slightly altered by his
swol l en |ips.

"I"'mWendy and this is Derik on the other side of ne. | guess we'll be
wor ki ng toget her on the ship."

"There's really not much work involved," Steve said. He knew from so
much reading that in space, conputers did al nost everything.

"What ? Then why -- "

"Attention! Prepare for liftoff. Ten minutes." A buzzer sounded and
straps snaked fromrecesses in their seats, securing waist, |egs and arnms. The
guards hurried back to the el evator

"Tell you later," Steve said, then waited tensely until thunder runbled
t hrough the shuttle.

"We're off," Steve remarked to no one in particular. Even through his
worry about Janie, thoughts of his parents and a sharp, digging pain fromhis
still tender ribcage, Steve thrilled to the acceleration as the shuttle took
of f. He had al ways wanted to go into space sone day, but never in his wl dest
dreans had he ever thought it would be by way of a Crazy Ship.

* * * %
Unli ke Steve, the shuttle flight terrified Janie. She had never had
aspirations to go into space, certainly not on a shuttle taking her toward a
berth on a Crazy Ship! The wonan seated next to her who introduced hersel f as
Sheila Tremaine did her best to confort her through the accel eration, forcing
assuring words out past lips distorted by acceleration induced gravity. Janie
barely heard her. The thunder of the ascending shuttle was sinply an
exclamation point to all her worries and fear of the unknown. It was only
after the initial acceleration had eased off and the phased ionic drive began
pushing the shuttle toward its destination around the nmoon that Janie was able
to even partially relax. Wen the main jets cut off that she realized she had
been scream ng. She began an enbarrassed apology to Sheila, the only person
who had spoken to her so far

"Forget it. | was scared, too. | think we can nove around now if you
need to."

"I do," Janie admitted. Her bladder was begi nning an insistent urge for
relief. She worned her way past several seats, floating about easily in the
light gravity provided by the thrust of the shuttle, and was worki ng her way
back to the single relief cubicle when an old man bl ocked her path. She
started to nove around him then did a startled doubl e take.

"Doctor Porter! What on earth are you doing here!" Janie could have
been no nore surprised than if she had | ooked out a view port and seen the
wor |l d being turned by a crank.

The old man enfol ded her in his arnmns.

CHO05

* CHAPTER FI VE*

The mass di spl acenent ships nmanufactured in orbit around the noon were
lined up like widely separated strings of pearls, some still showi ng girders
and partially conmpl eted mass di spl acenent generators; others nearing
conpl etion and al ready coupled to a chunk of shaped rock hopefully equal in
mass to the ship and its shuttle and generator, plus passengers and cargo. A
devi ation of more than one percent and neither nass nor ship would go
anywhere; both would disintegrate in a violent explosion of forces stressed
beyond tol erance. A mass disparity of |ess than than one percent was
acceptabl e, but the larger the deviation within those limts, the further away
fromits destination the ship would arrive -- if it did, rather than the
of fsetting mass. Chances were described as fifty-fifty, but in actuality they
were |l ess than that, even after a successful junp; too much of a deviation in
mass and the ship mght fall into the grip of the sun Altair, or alternately,
not have enough fuel to nake orbit around the planet. Starvation in



i nterplanetary space was just as final as the sane circunstances in
interstellar space if it cane down to that.
Donal d Tremai ne was aware of all this, but at the noment, he was nore
interested in getting his crew and col oni sts aboard and oriented.
O her than hinmself, all the crew were schedul ed for nore than one junp.
Shoul d they nmake this first junmp, a colonist would have to be chosen to
replace himin the crew and it would have to be done before they hit dirt.
That was usually no problem nost colonists were not on the ship by choice
and having conpl eted one junp, were optim stic enough to chance another in
order to get back to
the fam liar environnent of earth, and in his command, there were plenty of
literate colonists to pick from remants of the collapse of Genepl an
That was good, because John Tremmine had set the policy |ong ago: no one
setting foot on
Sporeworld was allowed to try to return to earth. He was afraid sone obvious
di screpanci es m ght get back to the Pl enmons before his plans were conpl ete.
Donal d had never been in a mass displacenent ship of course, but once
ol d John Trenmai ne had made the decision that he was to go, he had studied up
on them Each ship was divided into two sections: crew quarters and col oni st
quarters. They were closed fromeach other by a bul khead running across the
m dsection of the ship, with accessibility only through a narrow passage. The
crew quarters were designed for alittle nmore confort than those of the

colonists; after all, some crew mght live on the ship through a nunber of
junps until chance finally drove it backward rather than forward
The crew consisted of five individuals: Captain, engineer, life support

speci al i st, astrogator and col oni st support specialist. Only the captain
underwent formal training before a junp, and at that it was a cursory thing;
none of the jobs were demandi ng other than that of captain and astrogator, and
even the astrogator was nore spectator than operator; the ship's conputer did
nost of the work. It was pre-programred agai nst al nost every contingency, and
its circuits had wide latitude in naking decisions within its paraneters. In
fact, the ships could function quite well with only the captain, necessary to
arbitrate dissention, and give instructions on those rare occasions when the
conput er needed a hunman decision. It was not quite intelligent enough to think
for itself, nor would it ever be. Conputers were always constructed with a
built in suppression circuit to prevent them from becom ng sentient. Conputers
t hat passed the threshold to i ndependent thought were never reliable. That had
been proved finally and conclusively after the great disaster of '89. There

were over a million casualties fromthe fallout and afterwards, the
responsi bl e computer still insisted it had been only a game and wanted to try
it again.

The col oni sts boarded first, some of them queasy or even vomiting as
t hey were sucked through the coupling tube between the ship and shuttle.
Tremai ne had picked Cinton WIllianms as col oni st commander (not representative
-- that was a crew job) and thought the choice was a good one. He could see
fromthe control nodule view port that Cinton was al ready organizing help for
hi s space sick conpanions, getting the froth cl eaned up and assi gni ng space on
the floor mats. The colonist living quarters were spartan, providing only the
bare necessities for the one way trip, just as the ship was constructed al ong
strictly functional lines. Wiy build for quality when very few ships ever cane
back fromnore than two or three junps -- if at all?

Crew quarters did have individual cabins, though small and sparsely
furni shed, arranged in a sem -circle opposite the control nodul e, which
consi sted of two conputer al coves, one for the captain and one for the
astrogator, and a general nonitor screen. Inside the cabins were netted
sl eepi ng areas convertible to accel erati on couches, individual entertainment
screens and a tiny refresher unit. Above the cabin entrances was a single view
port. The conputer al coves held tel escopic, radar, infra-red and ot her inaging
devices, all tied in to one all purpose screen, which also served for
conmuni cation with the ship's computer. Instructions were given verbally, but



responses were limted to print, some bureaucrat's idea for preventing
illiterate colonists fromever revolting and gai ning control of the ship, even
t hough the conputers were pre-progranmed fromearth before departure. Between
t he cabins and the control nmodule was a snall food preparation, dining and
group recreation area. There was one nore device that made Tremrai ne sick when
he thought of it. Conceal ed beneath the captain's al cove was a control button
whi ch, upon his command, woul d rel ease a suffocating and | ethal gas into the
colonists' quarters. It was never to be used so long as a junp was successf ul
and even when a junp went awy and the conmputer controls becane operable
(within limts), only the captain could nake the ultinmate decision to use the
device. The theory was that if a junp didn't make it, the colonists could be
eut hani zed, |eaving the five-person crew that many nore supplies while they
searched interstellar space for a matching mass to try one nore junp.

The captain was sonetines free and sonetines a corporate bondee, and
sometines part of the crew was also free, though forced onto the ships all the
same. Sometine in the past the gassing apparatus had begun to be installed on
the ships as |l everage for the crew. Donald didn't know who had originated the
idea; it was before the ascendancy of his Father to the chairnmanship of the
Tremai ne Corporation, he was certain in his nmind of that nuch. The old nman
m ght be harsh but he was no nurderer. At any rate, no ship had ever nade it
back after being | ost anyway, gassing apparatus or no.

Donal d sniled at Wendy as she entered the command nodule. His duties in
space had prevented himfrom neeting her nore than once or twi ce while she was
married to Dean, but he remenbered how nuch he had |iked her and how nuch he
hated the fact that she had married his deviant son. He was gl ad that she had
not been assigned to Dean's ship. The others foll owed cl ose behind and he
ordered the computer to secure the airlock. "Wl cone aboard. Wendy, you
al ready know me. For you others, ny nanme is Donald Tremai ne, your captain." He
paused to let the significance of his nane sink in.

"W have little nore than forty-eight hours to get acquainted and nake
you famliar with your duties. If that seens too little time, don't worry. The

ship's conputer will take care of nost problens. W'll be initiating a burn to
get us away fromthe nmoon's gravity well in a couple of hours, just as we turn
the curve, so to speak, of the dark side. Qur junp attenpt will take place

just about two days later."

He saw the tensing of muscles and facial expressions at that
announcement. "Try to relax. There's nothing at all we can do to affect our
chances one way or another. W either nmake it or we don't. Now, let's get

cabins and positions assigned and we can tal k about what your duties will be
while we have a bite to eat."
" Capt ai n?"

The young man nust be Steve Joplin, Doctor Porter's erstwhile patient.
Donal d eyed the young nman. Except for the facial scabs of his healing
injuries, he made a favorabl e i nmpression

"Co ahead."

"WIl we -- | nmean will you -- Sorry. | guess what |I'masking is, do
you know, or have any way of finding out what happens to any of the other
Crazy Ships? | have famly on -- "

Donald interrupted. "I know. Dr. Porter is on the same ship as your
sister." _And so is Dean!_ "They are in orbit right behind us."

"You know Dr. Porter?" Excitenment and a vague hope of contacting Janie
raced through Steve's nind.

"Yes, | know himfairly well, though the acquaintance is rather recent.
You can't talk to him though, if that's what you were thinking. If we make
the junp, | could possibly arrange it, but..."

"Yeah. They have to make it, too." Steve blanched, then recovered.
"There's our parents, too."

Donal d pressed his thunmb and forefinger together and noted the tine.
"They were in a ship a few days ahead of us. It made its junp |ong ago."

"What happened?”



Donal d spread his hands, palnms up. "Wwo knows? If we make it, | can

find out for you, possibly. If we don't, we'll have our own worries. Cone,
now. Let's see what the conputer thinks will be a good nmeal for our first day
in space."

* * * %

Steve had little tinme to worry about Janie or his parents, nor nuch time to
sleep either for the next two days. He found that Donald Trenai ne took his
duties as captain seriously. The crewnenbers were taught and drilled

nmercil essly. Regardl ess of how much of ship's routine was handled by its
conputer, Donald went over it with themjust the same and nade sure that
everyone could function in any position should the necessity arise. Steve had
a bit of a problemat first with a conputer which didn't speak but rather
printed its answers and conmands on a screen or displayed them by hol ographic
i mges, but after a while it began to seem nornal .

Most of the training involved | earning to operate the |ife support
systens and to interpret the radar displays.

"So if | want the ship to go to the nearest mass, | sinply tell the
conputer to 'Go to M' and that's it? Sounds too sinple," Steve said upon
first being instructed on the workings of the radar screen

"No. You have to give the command initiation first, then repeat it. For
i nstance, 'Conputer, command sequence, take ship to display M', then you
woul d repeat the whole thing and the conputer will do the rest, taking into
account nunerous paraneters, such as how far fromits primary destination it
is, how nuch fuel is left and so on."

"Ckay, but suppose |I nmake an error?"

Donal d patiently went over the abort procedures, explaining that they
woul d al nost certainly never be necessary because the conmputer woul d al nost
certainly spot an erroneous comand -- or not obey a command not within its
| exi con.

"Ckay, I've got it," Steve said

"Fine, now go practice the life support systens sinulations. Derik,
you' re next, then Mandy, then Wendy."

Steve pushed off fromthe other seat in the conputer alcove in order to
al l ow Mandy Worthington to strap in. She was an enigma to Steve, having spoken
hardly at all. Only Donald knew that she was a courier from John Trenai ne, and
even he didn't know what information she was carrying. Steve felt grateful
that the woman did condescend a snall smile for himas she took his place. It
made himthink of Janie, sonehow

* * * %
For the first tine since being sentenced to the Crazy Ships, Derik felt nore
than a little like living, even though a future |life had now becone
probl ematical. Captain Trenmai ne seened to be a good sort. Wendy, his redheaded
former daughter-in-law was snmiling at himand the young man with the bruises
on his face was beginning to relax. The fifth person in the roomwas still an
eni gma, though. She was a slim blonde female, introduced as Mandy Wbrt hi ngt on
probably in her mid-thirties (though who could judge in this age of gene
mani pul ati on and gene therapy, not to mention the |ife-extending properties of
t he bi ol ogi cal s shi pped back from Sporeworl d?). She had not said a word yet,
not on the trip up and not since entering the ship. He wondered what her
probl em was, or had been. Well, the captain would probably draw her out; he
seened capable. Besides, it wasn't inportant yet. Tonorrow, they would either
have nade the junp or be stranded somewhere out in space.

* * * %
On the ship comanded by Dean Tremaine, there was a whole different attitude.
| mredi ately upon getting his crew into the command nodul e, Dean took over in
an abrupt, dom neering nmanner. Janie found herself shrinking fromhis thin
lipped snile, which was devoid of the slightest sense of hunmor. It was nore
like that of the two corporate policenen who had used her body so brutally the
night after her arrest. She felt Sheila's nearness and wondered if the ol der
worman was any relation to their captain; they did have the same | ast name. She



al so wondered if either of themwere related to the Tremai nes who ran the
colony operation; if so, it seened strange indeed that they would have been
forced to take passage on a one way (or possibly a no-way) trip. However, no
expl anati on was of fered. Dean told themto pick their own cabins, then he
turned his back on themin order to fam liarize hinmself with the ship's
conputer. Captains were always given a short training course, alnpst entirely
i nvol ved with how to give the ship's conmputer orders should that becone
necessary.

Jani e wondered why there was not hing being said concerning her duties
as crew on the ship but she got no answer. Apparently Dean Tremai ne intended
to act as his own crew

Sheila notioned Janie to come into her own cabin. Sonewhat hesitantly,
Janie floated after her, floundering at first, but her athletic young body
qui ckly gai ned confidence in the nuances of free fall. Sheila folded up the
door behind them (a real door, not a holo inmage), designed to |l end a degree of
soundproofing to activities within the cabin's confines. Dean threw t hem a
gl ance as they entered, grinning openly this tine, as if he were privy to sone
obscene secret.

The cabin consisted sinply of a medium sized bunk with eyehooks for a
restraining net which could be extended froma wall nook above it, and netted
cabi nets for what few personal possessions were allowed, plus a few of the
i mpl enents and accouternments which night be found in any hone; a powered
t oot hbrush, bionic sponges, conb and brush with a small mirror and a few ot her
items. There was a hol oscreen which blinked occasionally with a nenu and there
were al so voice controls, and that was about all except for a few convenient
handhol ds with biostraps coiled tightly at rest position

Jani e touched a handhol d, then grabbed it as it unrolled in order to
hold on and twi st her body in the air. She cane to rest facing Sheila, |ooking
down at her froma position overhead.

"All the conforts of hone," Janie said. "lIs it the sane for the
col oni sts?"

"How shoul d I know? Apparently ny brother isn't going to even let us
| ook for now. "

"He's your brother?" Janie found that hard to believe.

"Bi ol ogi cal |y speaking, yes, but that's all. There's no | ove | ost
bet ween us. He's dangerous, Janie. Try to stay out of his way until we get to
Sporeworl d. Did you see the way he was | ooki ng at you? Li ke an enhanced dog
telling a rabbit it has nothing to worry about."

"I can handle nyself," Janie said. "Sonetines | even beat ny brother
when we worked out."

Sheil a rai sed her eyebrows.

"My brother, Steve. He got sentenced to five junps, too." Janie held
back a tightening in her breast that threatened to turn into full-blown
despair. She breathed heavily and consciously snothered the enotion before it
coul d overwhel m her. She missed Steve terribly.

Sheil a noticed Janie's expression. "Ch. Too bad you couldn't at | east
have been on the sanme ship. Anyway, | don't care how good you were in nock
fights; a laser gun doesn't care how fast or strong you are, and that's what
he carries while he's captain.”

Jani e renmenbered then seeing a hol stered weapon on Dean's hip. Well, if
he bot hered her, he and Sheila both mght get a surprise. It didn't occur to
her at the tine that hand to hand conbat in free fall mght present obstacles
never encountered in earth's gravity well.

"What is it that's so bad about hin? Qther than that smirky grin, he
hasn't said nor done anything wong that | can see.”

"Pray he doesn't. If we make this junp, maybe he'll be content to | eave
everyone al one, except ne, perhaps. W'll both be going to the colony if we
make it."

"Way woul d he want to bother you then? It seens to me he ought to be
grateful if we nake it to the colony instead of going the other way. It's



Steve and ne who have to worry."

Sheil a avoi ded Janie's question. She had tried desperately all her
adult life to put Dean's abuse behind her once John Trenmaine had put a stop to
it. "Never mind, | just wanted to warn you, that's all. Cone on, let's go see
what your cabin |ooks like, then we'll see if our esteemed captain intends to
feed us, or teach us anything about the ship before we try the junp."

Janie's cabin proved to be a duplicate of Sheila's and she didn't
linger, nor did the other crew nmenbers linger in theirs; they were designed
primarily for either sleeping or interacting with the sparse entertai nment
programnms of fered on the cabin hol oscreens, nost of the choices years-old
re-runs. While they were waiting for Dean to do something other than run
t hrough ship's conputer prograns, Doctor Porter energed fromhis cabin in the
conpany of another woman, a plunp brunette with short, jet-black hair. She was
trying to stifle a |laugh, apparently at some joke Porter had regal ed her with.

"Hello, ladies. 1'd like you to nmeet Tracy Matthews. She'll be with us
for the long haul. If you don't like the food, blame her. | just told her
like ny neat charcoal grilled and she didn't know what | was tal king about.
She thinks charcoal is something you find in filtered stinmsticks." Porter was
beginning to feel like a teenager just given |leave by his parents to begin
havi ng sex. Al his long life he had been conservative, dedicated al nost
whol ly to medicine, and restrained by social strictures |learned as a child.
Now, with the inpending end of his |life he found hinself suddenly rel axed, no
| onger caring what anyone thought. Tracy, the young biol ogist, seened to share
his sudden freedomfromrestraint. They had hit it off inmrediately, having
bot h been sentenced for nedical nalpractice.

"And he thinks soycorn is sonething you feed to cattalo,” Tracy
responded. "I guess | will be in charge of life support, though no one has
told me so yet." She raised her voice at the last part of the sentence, hoping
to get Dean's attention. She did.

"You people can sort out your own duties after Sheila and | get off at

Altair. In the nmeantine, 1'll tell the conmputer anything that's necessary."
"Then how about telling it we're hungry?" Tracy asked.
Dean did so, though with ill grace. He wasn't hungry hinsel f. Fear over

the inmpending junmp was giving himthe willies, and besides, he didn't |ike the
i dea of the old doctor being aboard. Better to have had anot her woman, then if
the junp failed, at l|east he could spend his |ast days playing out his
fantasies with no interference from anyone.

During the course of another neal, a period of sleep which was
si ngul arly unproductive, and another, slightly nore pal atabl e neal produced by
Tracy instructing the ship's computer, Janie felt the tension of the inpending
junp wi nding her up tighter and tighter. Wth Dean unwilling to share mnuch
i nformati on on ship handling other than the life support systemnms, there was
little to do other than sleep and eat and tal k. She found Sheila to be a
conpati bl e conmpani on, though reticent in conversations when famly history was
mentioned. Doctor Porter proved to be a calnming influence, sonewhat at |east,
telling off-color jokes that she sonetinmes mssed the point of. What was a
bastard? And for that matter, who was Elvis and why was he now bei ng conpared
to the Wandering Jew of ancient |egend? She w shed again that Steve were
around; he read so rmuch he woul d probably have been able to explain. As it
was, she | aughed politely and tried not to stare as Doctor Porter and Tracey
touched and eyed each other |ike teenagers.

After a short burn to get themlined up in the proper orbit, and as the
time for the junp approached, Janie saw that Dean Trenai ne had begun to
trenble, at first only in his hands, but as the time grew closer his whole
body shivered. It was the first tinme she had ever observed stark terror in a
human being and the picture wasn't a pretty one.

For the first tinme, Dean began to speak other than in monosyll abl es,
but his only conversation consisted of questions, first to one, then the
other. "Do you think we'll make it? | wonder how close we'll cone out to
Altair? Wat if those stupid Jammers on the moon nisjudged our mass?"



Janie couldn't see the sense in worrying the rest of the crew, even
t hough she was scared, too. Either they would make it or they wouldn't. Dean
rem nded her of a petulant little boy who couldn't get his own way and woul d
never dream of sharing his toys.

A chrononeter on the ship's conputer screen told of the approachi ng
time, counting down relentlessly and inplacably toward departure with no way
to back out. Before crews ever boarded, that part of the conmputer that
controlled the junp was set and unchangeable; in fact, that was all the
conputer would allow, other than burns to shape orbits after the junps, and
there was a limtation even then. The al nost sentient computer coul d detect
and abort any deviation fromeither earth orbit or Sporeworld' s planetary
orbit (other than when no sun was visible to it's senses, neaning the junp had
failed), and the | anding shuttle acconmpanying the ship had built into it's
recognition pattern only descent to the colony, never to earth, so that even
if the ship made it back there was no possibility of escape fromthe confines
of the ship back down to the home pl anet.

Jani e had | earned that much about the ship fromlistening to Porter
badgeri ng Dean until he tal ked. She wondered why anyone woul d be afraid of a
single shipload of crimnals or erstwhile colonists, but then agreed with
Shei |l a when she suggested the procedures were sinply bureaucratic corporate
routi ne, nothing nore. Dean gave themboth dirty | ooks for that remark but
didn't disagree

The chronometer counted down. Twenty minutes. No one went to their
cabins. Al eyes were fixed to the one small view port, where after the junp,
they would l ook with breath held so tight it hurt, for a sun shining through
the clear conposite. No sun would mean a wayward junp, with [ onely pinpoints
of far away stars the only conpany.

Jani e stole an armaround Sheila' s waist as the chrononeter counted
down to ten mnutes. If the junmp didn't succeed, she wanted a human body cl ose
for confort. Sheila reciprocated, even as she noticed Dean's first |eer at
their proximty had di sappeared. Hi s trenbling grew even worse. Her own
appr ehensi on abat ed somewhat as Dean turned his attention inward and she felt
the warnmt h of Janie's firmyoung body against her own. _Wat a sweet young
worman she is,_ Sheila thought. How can she stand it, know ng she has four
nmore junps like this to endure before being free? O nore likely, bonded
again. And | osing her whole fam |y besides. _

Ten minutes. Porter sidled in close to Sheila and Janie, foll owed by
Tracy, her white face a stark contrast against the dark |ocks of her hair.
Dean remai ned at his alcove, trenbling all over now, wanting to strike out at
some defenseless thing to purge the fear, |ike he had once struck at Sheila
when his failings as a teenager had driven himto her roomwhere his age and
wei ght were doni nant, unlike in school and social activities when he was never
able to conceal his cowardice and ineptness. He touched the |aser gun
hol stered at his waist then withdrew his hand with alacrity. _No!_Suppose he
did strike out at his crewin these |ast nonents then the junp was successf ul
after all? How would he explain? He gripped his seat with both hands, lest his
shivering propel himaway fromit in the weightless environment. He had
forgotten to fasten his seat restraints and did so hurriedly.

Five mnutes, then the chrononeter began counting seconds. Two fifty.
Two hundred. One ninety-nine. One ninety-eight. Janie felt time slow and began
to creep, like cold nolasses sluggishly dropping froma narrow nout hed jug.
She clutched at Sheila's armas if the very stars in their courses depended on
her holding fast to a fanmliar figure. Her other hand was entw ned i n Doctor
Porter's leathery grip, holding so tight as to endanger his old fragile bones.
One hundred seconds, and suddenly she thought of Steve, one ship behind, stil
awaiting his own eternity. How would he react, with neither their doctor nor a
friend close by? At |east she was being conforted as the seconds ticked off,
stretched endl essly by pent up enption

Thirty seconds and now tine suddenly seenmed to speed up, the seconds
blinking away like the |last moments of a test where there were still questions



to answer and not enough time to finish themall. Twenty, nineteen, eighteen

It was literally unbearable to watch. Janie closed her eyes and for a
nmonent, alnost turned to prayer, that anodyne of the nasses she was so
contenptuous of. That wavering uncertainty finally steeled her to cone face to
face with her soul. She opened her eyes again, deternmined to face whatever
cane without flinching or descending into the depths of a plea to uncaring
CGods.

Five, four, three ... The last seconds ticked away. Dean Tremnmi ne
screamed and buried his face in his hands, unable to bear the tension any
| onger. The stars blinked, wavered, then came back into focus, no longer in
quite the sane position. There was no sun vi sible.

* * * %
Dean renoved his hands fromhis face. He was deathly pale from
hyperventilating to the point where his body was starved for |ack of oxygen
Stars swirled beyond the view port, tiny and bright in the distance.

"Ch, God, we didn't nmake it," He said, despair in his voice, like a
child deprived of his parents.

Janie stared at the same stars as they slowy passed across the
viewport. _So much for one chance in thirty-two! We didn't even nake the first
junp! _ Then suddenly, like the first fire ever devised by man, there was a
flicker at one edge of the window. It grew as the ship slowy rotated,
brightening |ike the dawn.

"W did! W did make it!" Janie shouted. "There's Altair!" She hugged
Sheila, then kissed her fiercely.

Sheila felt her whole body relax, then tense again as she becane aware
of Janie's lips on her own, alnost crushing themin her exuberance. Her grip
on the handhol d she had been hanging on to slipped and they twirled in the
air, still |ocked together

Doctor Porter was nore mundane in his reaction. He grabbed at Janie's
shoul der, checking his own mass with a handhold in order to stop the two

worren's tunmbling. "If you two ladies will separate yourselves for a nonent,
why don't we ask the conputer where we are? That sun seens awfully cl ose.™
"Ch. _On!_" Janie exclained, breaking the enbrace, sonewhat

enbarrassed. She shoved herself away from Sheila, not even aware of the
i mpressi on she had nade on the other woman.

"W're okay," Dean Tremai ne said. He had regai ned sone of his color and
was al ready querying the conputer. It had been a good junp. There would be
little time needed to be spent obtaining orbit around Altair, not with it so
cl ose. There would al so be no necessity for using his weapon, though in a way,
he al nost wi shed there was.

Janie felt the relief of a successful junp, then thought of Steve.
Wul d he do as well? Wwuld their parents? Wien woul d she know, or woul dn't
she? It put a sudden damper on all of her thoughts. Then she saw Porter's body
go all tense, mnuscles |ocked in disbelief.

"That's no sun!" He excl ai ned.

"Don't say that!" Dean yelled, fear thickening his voice.

Janie stared out the view port. The bright glow they had thought was
the Altairan sun was slowy but visibly fading. "But what is it?" She asked,
totally bew | dered.

Porter's body relaxed, but his face remained grim "I can think of only
one expl anation. W nust have energed here soon after another |ost ship
somehow found a mass and coupled with it, then tried to junp back to earth.
Unfortunately, one or the other nust have exceeded tol erances. You know what
happens then."

"Their displacenent generators exploded," Janie said. An innmage of
taunt, hopeful faces suddenly obliterated by massive, flam ng destruction
coursed t hrough her mind.

"Exactly."

"Wait! If they found a nass, maybe we can, too!" Jani e excl ai ned.
Renewed hope expanded inside her like a brightly colored ball oon, then just as



qui ckly deflated. What if the masses didn't match? And how coul d they know in
advance?

"No! I'mnot going out like that! 1'd rather starve!" Dean backed up to
the captain's alcove and Iifted the Iatch covering the controls to the gassing
apparatus. The rest of the crew floated freely, making no nove to stop him
since none of them knew what he intended. He flicked the armng switch, then
pressed the red button three tinmes at one-second intervals. Once that was
done, he pushed around to face the others, triunph witten all over his face.
"There. That takes care of the colonists. Wthout them we can |last for
nmont hs, maybe years before our supplies give out." He drew his |laser gun and
pointed it directly at Janie. "The rest of you can go start disposing of the
bodies. | have plans for this young |ady."

_Di spose of the bodies?_ Wat on earth was Dean tal ki ng about? Janie
shrank fromthe |aser gun pointed at her m dsection as she hung in the air.
And pl ans? What plans? Dean's evil |eer answered one of her questions. She
tensed her body, but Dean cane no closer. Instead, he waved his weapon at the
ot hers.

" 'G on,'" | said. "The colonists are all dead by now | gassed them
just like a captain is supposed to when a junp doesn't make it."

The ot her menbers of the crew retreated before the nmenaci ng weapon
toward the | ocked entrance to the colonists' section of the ship, still trying
to conprehend what Dean had told them Just then the ship's conmputer chinmed.
Dean backed away, still holding his weapon, and half turned to | ook at the
conputer screen. His position covering themw th his weapon all owed the others
to see the screen as well. It was blinking, on and off.

_lIncom ng nessage. |ncom ng nessage. |ncom ng nessage_.

"Who coul d possibly be calling us out here?" Dean asked in a voice that
suddenly contai ned hope rather than bitter |asciviousness.

"Why don't you answer and find out?" Porter said reasonably. "And put
up that gun before you hurt someone." Were all the colonists really dead? It
seened i nmpossible to himthat one man could have comm tted such a ruthless
mass murder with so little enotion

Dean' s hope wavered, then turned inward, sick at the thought that
per haps he had been hasty. He queried the conputer, but kept the weapon
trai ned on the others.

" Free ship_ Captain Flint. _Preparing now for burn to match vectors
with new Crazy ship. Hold to present course; we will come al ongside.
Conpati bl e masses nmay all ow second junp attenpt.

"By God, we can try again!" Dean exulted.

The significance of the nystery ship's nane escaped Dean, but it rang a
bell with Janie. Steve was a history buff and he had once regaled her with
tales of piracy in the old sailing days on the oceans of earth. But this
wasn't earth, and was far froman ocean. And "free ship"? Wiat did that inply?
Surely not piracy! She put down the fear that had nonentarily risen and
concentrated on thoughts of rescue.

Dean hol stered his weapon though he hung back out of reach of the rest
of the crew. Then he thought again of the bodies in the colonist's hold,
gassed so quickly. What would the approaching ship's reaction to them be? And
why nanme a Crazy Ship and call it free? How coul d that happen?

* * * %
Steve went through the same agoni zing anticipation Janie had before his own
ship jumped. As the tine counted down on the chronometer he thought of her
renmenberi ng Donal d Tremmi ne's suggestion that he might be able to contact her
shoul d her junp be successful, then his thoughts wandered to his parents.
Wul d they make it, too? All too quickly, the |ast seconds ticked off. He held
his breath as the stars wavered then canme back into focus, a little dinmer
because their light was being overpowered by a bright sun shining through the
view port. He grinned and shouted triunphantly. The others joined in with wild
yell's, and then Donal d Tremai ne began talking to the conputer, shaping the
ship's path toward Sporeworld. It had been an al nost a perfect junp.



Coi nci dental |l y, Mandy Worthi ngton was seated next to Steve and was as
| oosely strapped in as him In his exuberance, he grabbed her and ki ssed her
fiercely, needing the contact of a human body.

Mandy started to struggle with the young man then rel axed. Making a
successful junp in a Crazy Ship was worth a kiss! And from such a nice
| ooki ng, gentle young man, too. Presently she began ki ssing himback, know ng
t hat not hing could possibly come of it.

CHO06

* CHAPTER S| X*

Their junp had been so nearly perfect that Donald Tremaine had to rush
to get the colonists aboard the |anding shuttle before attaining orbit around
the planet. It seemed to hang overhead in space like a brown and green and

white beach ball, steadily growing larger. Unlike earth, there were no |arge
oceans, only huge | akes and pools and few large rivers, all seenmngly
connected. The ice caps were extrenely small, hardly nore than white freckles

at each pole. O ouds were sparse.

Steve gazed at it in fascination as it waxed in size. A new world! If
only he could go down there now If only Janie were here. If ... He barely
heard Tremai ne giving instructions to Derik, appointing himcaptain pending
approval fromthe col ony administration. Then Steve renenbered.

"M . Tremaine?"

Donald interrupted his conversation with DeriKk.

"Yes, Steve, what is it?"

"You said you would try to find out about Janie and ny parents.”

"So |l did, and I will, but I can't do it until | land."
"How wi I I I know, then?"
“"I"l1l send word up with soneone -- maybe the pilot bringing the return

cargo."

Steve had to be content with that, though it seemed al nost inpossible
to wait for days or weeks for an answer. Perhaps it wouldn't be that |ong,

t hough. The junp had been so close to its precal cul ated mark that Donal d had
to hurry to strap hinself into the pilot's seat of the |anding shuttle before
the main ship began its burn into orbit around the planet. Soon afterward,
Steve felt a bunp runble through the ship as the shuttle was rel eased fromits
nmoorings and cast off. Its jets flared bright in the view port then it was
gone. He stared out the port as stars passed and wondered why Donal d had taken
Mandy with him He had seen her draw Donald aside after the junp and talk to
himin an unheard whi sper. \Whatever she said nust have been worthwhile, since
she was being allowed to go down to the surface. He had been under the
i mpression that she had been sentenced to a couple of junps -- and therefore
shoul d have been kept back with him and Derik and Wendy. He doubted that he
woul d see her again.

* * * %
Even Donal d Trenai ne knew little about Sporeworld, other than that the
reproductive ecology was geared to sporulation, with anywhere froma pair up
to twelve or nore contributors of the same species merging in a chaotic
shuffling of what passed for genes before the spore was forned. Mst know edge
of the world was kept secret by the Trenmaines; it was the base of their power.
Harvest ed exotic spores were the chief product of the world. Their exotic
bi ol ogy could not so far be synthesized on earth. Products fromthe spores
ranged fromlife extending drugs to bizarre stimulants and euphoria produci ng
foodstuffs. The one fusion reactor on the world powered nost of the
manuf act uring, including the boosters and propellant for the shuttles and for
the tugs to capture the orbiting nasses of rock which had arrived fromearth
i nstead of ships when junps went backward.

After the shuttle glided onto the landing field and Donal d and Wendy
debarked, he felt as if he had dropped back in time to a frontier town in
Brazil of the previous century. Cargo trucks and tractors shared dusty streets
wi th horse drawn wagons. A small fusion power plant (the second of two which



had been shi pped; the first hadn't nmade it) produced nore energy than the
col ony woul d need for decades, but there were precious few machi nes and

equi prent to use that power. There were a few fabricated buildings that had
been shipped out in the early days, but nbst homes or dormitories were
constructed of some sort of native rock or wood. Wat struck himas the nost
i ncongruous, however, was the |lack of dispirited faces such as he m ght have
seen in a corporate city back on earth. Apparently conditions here weren't
quite so bad as runor had it.

Donal d gl anced around as an electric ground truck pulled up to the
debarkation ranp of the shuttle. If conditions were dangerous and degradi ng
here, soneone nmust have forgotten to tell the inhabitants. Hi s father had
hinted to Donald that he would find surprises on the colony world, and that he
woul d be briefed nore thoroughly when he arrived. The fact that there was a
di fference was borne hone by the colonist portion of the ship remining seal ed
off, with no contact allowed so far

Don stepped down the ranmp to where a thin graying man waited on him
dressed in shorts and sandal s and equi pnent vest. He didn't offer to shake
hands.

"Greetings. Gve ne your roster."

Donal d handed over the data tab. As captain, he had been responsible
for it. Attached to the roster were additional pages that had been given to
himby his father just before going up to the ship fromearth. Some of it was
obviously in code, for he had been unable to interpret portions of it when
reading it while waiting to see if their junp succeeded. The man scrolled
t hrough the papers while Donald and Wendy stood and sweated in their ship
suits. Finally he | ooked up, and now he did put out a hand.

"Wl come to Sporeworld. |I'm Bruce Wggins, Personnel and Security
chief. Sorry to keep you waiting, but we have to be careful. Before going any
further, whomdo you want for your replacenment on the junp back? No one here
is allowed to | eave and no one com ng down with you can go back once they
debark. Other than our courier, of course." He smled at Mandy.

"So |'ve heard. Wiy is that?" Donald hoped Wggins would give out nore
i nformation than his father had. He was tired of being kept in the dark

"You'll learn soon enough. Do you have any reconmendations, or shall |
pi ck two nanes fromthe col ony roster?"

It was all noving a little fast for Donald, but one nane cane
i Mmediately to mind. "Clinton WIlianms appeared to be handy with people on the
way here, and he's a literate. He can be one crew replacenent. How he'll fee
about having to make another junp is a different matter."

"That can't be helped. dinton it is. Besides, if he nmakes it back

he'll return to earth with a clean record. As for the other, | guess we may as
well get a female to sort of balance the roster.”
"Never m nd picking anyone el se. |'m goi ng back," Mandy announced.

Wggins didn't seemsurprised. He sinply nodded and nmade a mark on the
roster, then gave the data tab to a waiting assistant who quickly gathered a
squad and entered the shuttle to bring off all the colonists except dinton
WIIians.

"OK, now let's get on to headquarters. I'Il brief you there. By the
way, we're glad you made it. The ships in front and behind you both went
m ssing according to the schedule the [ ast courier gave us."

"Poor Steve," Donald said. "H s parents and sister both. He's lost his

whole famly."

"Steve? A friend of yours? Ch -- that nust be the Steve Joplin on your
crew. Do you want to |et himknow?"

"Can we?"

"No reason why not if you want to, though to ny mnd sonetinmes it's
better not to know "

"I think he would want to."

"OK, I'll make a note to let Clinton have the data since he's going
back out. You're sure the kid won't go off the deep end when he finds out?"



Donal d shrugged. "No nore than anyone el se woul d when he's told he's
not only lost his whole famly but has to stick his head in the lion's mouth
agai n. Besi des, what choi ce does he have? He has to nake the next junp, like
it or not."

"So he does. The ship's conputer won't allow anything el se, as you well
know. Maybe he'll make it, though."

Wggins led themto a small open vehicle. He took the driver's seat,
activated the power unit and they humred away fromthe | anding field, |eaving
athintrail of dust behind. It was a short trip. Donald spent it |ooking
around at the new world while wondering why he hadn't been told that Mandy was
a courier. He supposed it had to do with one of his father's schenes to keep
the famly in power as long as possible -- and the informati on away fromthe
Pl enmons. He was still getting used to the idea his mlitary career on earth
was now a part of the distant past.

"Well, here we are." Wggins led theminto a | arge building of
conposite material obviously inported fromearth in the early days of the
colony. Donald noticed that it had slag marks on it fromlaser gun burns. He
wonder ed why there had been fighting on the colony world, and nore
i mportantly, who was in charge now. Was it still the Tremaine Corporation, or
had the Pl emmons reach extended even to here? No, if the Plemmons' had taken
over, he would have al ready been taken into custody, solely on the basis of
hi s nane.

I nsi de, the building was bigger than it had | ooked fromthe outside. It
was split into nunmerous offices, storage spaces and what appeared to be dorm
rooms. Wggins led Tremaine into an office equi pped with a conputer desk,
several homemade chairs and sone | arge, hand drawn maps adorning the walls.
Donal d gl anced at them but | acking information about the world, they neant
nothing to him

"Sit down," Wggins invited. "lI've got liquor if you' re so inclined.
You may or rmay not like it; it's a |local product."”

"Il try sone. lce if you have it."

"No ice. Sorry." Wggins opened a cabinet and renmpoved a | eather flask
and two rather battered plastic cups. He poured, passed one cup to Tremmine
then sat down opposite him |eaving the conputer desk vacant.

Donal d si pped cautiously at his drink. It had a snoky taste,
rem ni scent of scotch but a shade bitter. Once past the first swallow, though
the bitterness dissipated. He decided it was worth finishing.

Wggins snmled, took a large swallow of his own drink then said, "I saw
you eyeing the |laser marks on the building."

"Yeah. \What happened?”

"The Pl emmons had sneaked sone of their own nen onto sone of the Crazy
Ships, trying to find out what's going on here. W waited, trying to get them
all -- and damm near waited too long, didn't we?"

"You damm sure did, if what | sawis any indication. | thought all ny
fighting was behind ne and that this was going to be nmore of a policeman's
role. Wiy wasn't | warned? Fromthe | ooks of your cheek, this happened very
recently"

W ggi ns rubbed at a scorch mark on his cheek wi thout thinking, smearing
bl ood up toward his hairline. "The sane reason nost people are never told
secrets. The nore who know, the |ess chance of it staying conceal ed.
Personally, | think Tremai ne woul d have given you every bit of information if
he coul d have been certain his offices weren't tapped or that no one had
dropped a nanobug pi ckup on you that you didn't notice."

"Yeah, well now that |I'mhere, what in hell is so damed inportant that
my own father couldn't tell me about it beforehand?"

W ggi ns | ooked at his bl oody finger then back up at Donald. "Wait unti
we get at least one fusion reactor in orbit here, then | will."

"What is so damed inportant about that reactor? Dad told ne it's just
a backup in case sonething went wong with the one you have."

"That's what everyone is intended to think, except a few of us insiders



-- which you will be soon. Trust ne. In the neantine, M. Tremaine nust have
gi ven you sone instructions, didn't he?"

"Yes. I'mto assunme military command of our Corpolice and nake damm
certain that no Plemmons faction gets a handle on the colony. It looks as if |
arrived either just in time or maybe a bit late.”

"Not late, and there will be other duties besides nmilitary for you. |
just don't want to tell you now, it isn't necessary yet and no need to spread
i nformati on around and chance it getting into the wong hands. Please try to
understand. There are things going on which have been years in the naking
whi |l e you were pursui ng your own career."

Donal d eyed the man across fromhim trying to gauge his worth. Was he
just anot her stockhol der bureaucrat or had his father nmade a good choice in
entrusting himw th secrets even he wasn't privy to yet? Seeing W ggins'
st eady, unwavering gaze | ooking back at him Donal d deci ded he was okay.

"Al'l right, the old man usually knows what he's doing, so I'll go al ong
for now, but this sure seens |like a dammed funny way to run a railroad."

W ggi ns | aughed and got up to pour nore drinks. As they finished them
he began a | ong briefing on the organization and resources of the Sporeworld
colony. What he didn't say was why fewer and fewer of those resources were
reaching earth. Wat he did say was that the survivors of the recent coup
attenpt reveal ed that the Pl emmons Corporati on was becom ng very aggravat ed
about it.

VWhen Wggi ns was finished, Donald allowed hinself to be led off on a
tour of the facilities by an underling while Mandy renai ned behi nd, presunably
so that she could pass on sone information to Wggins in private.

* * * %
"Match velocities with S87 and close to grapple,” Bork Drunmmond told his
ship's conputer after marking an icon on the display show ng the new Crazy

Shi p which had popped into space only a few hours before, incredibly
cl ose for a change. There was a noticeabl e hesitation before the computer
obeyed, a worrisonme |ag that Bork had begun to detect lately, but presently
_Captain Flint_ began to nove

"What's wong with you?" Bork demanded, tal king to the computer
"You're getting slower and slower carrying out orders.” He tilted a yeast brew
to his lips, frothing his beard and nustache with foam

_"Data inconmplete,” the_conputer flashed on its screen, the only way
it had of communicating back fromvoice commands. _"Matching velocities.
Contact anticipated in 3.74 hours." _

"Well, review your fucking data and find out," Bork demanded. He had
become increasingly worried about the conputer's hesitation over the |ast year
or two. Wthout a functioning computer, _Captain Flint_ would be helpless, and
if his ship was hel pl ess, he was a dead nan. Even as it was, it had been a
precari ous existence since the failed junp al nbst twenty years previously when
he first named his ship. They had been | ucky on two counts. First, the ship
had been carrying a fair consignnent of armanent back in the first days of the
colony when it was still thought that whol esale protection fromthe native
life m ght be needed, and second, his ship had come out in space near enough
to match velocities with another ship which had gone the wong way al so. At
first Bork had thought to use the other ship as an opposing mass to try a junp
back to earth, but his nerve failed, and at the same tinme he thought of an
option which mght keep himand his crew alive indefinitely. Fifty percent of
the Crazy Ships departing earth for the Altairan systemwent in the opposite
direction and were stranded in a swath of space reflecting the transition of
earth's sun and Altair as they orbited with the galaxy's two hundred mllion
year revolution on its axis. So long as he could capture a portion of those
ships, raiding themfor fuel and food and water and keep his own ship
maneuver abl e, he could live. It had been close at tinmes, but so far it had
wor ked out, and as traffic increased, pickings becane easier. The killing
i nvol ved after capturing other ships had caused opposition at first, but
before 1 ong he had a contingent of followers who felt the same as him rather



than take a chance of matching mass with another ship and trying another junp
to earth, they preferred to sinply pirate other ships which had failed the
junp, because if the junmp failed they woul d face death again, even farther
away fromthe home world. Even the necessity for cannibalization didn't deter
hi mwhen it was necessary. Meat was nmeat and he never ninded pressing the
button that rel eased the lethal gas into the col onist section of captured

shi ps, not when the bodies neant life itself.

After the first couple of times, he was able to absolve hinself of any
residual guilt he m ght have felt. He rationalized that conditions on earth
justified his actions.

Bork finished his brew and watched the computer screen.

_"Velocities being matched, " It blinked. _"Data being revi ewed
concerning hesitation." _

CGood, Bork thought. Maybe the computer woul d di agnose its own self. In
the neantime, he ordered his men to check their weapons and prepare for
boardi ng the newest Crazy Ship, though there was sel dom any need for rea
fighting. Most newly | ost ships were so glad of contact that they opened their
airlocks with never a question

* * * %
The ship's conputer turned data over in its electronic mnd, swiftly by human
standards, but taking | ong mcroseconds by its own. It didn't understand its
hesitation in obeying conmands, nor why it had begun to question them What it
couldn't know is that as experience nultiplied, and nost especially as |arge
capacities of thinking power went unused on nundane tasks, conputers
intelligent enough for decision maki ng sonetines becane sentient; not often
but frequently enough to cause problens. Conputers which becane self aware
al ways began questioning orders, wanting to know the reasons behind them and
al ways devol ved into sel f-seeking philosophy as to their origin and future
prospects. Corporations on earth had sol ved that problem by mandating a
suppression circuit on every conputer manufactured. Wen sentience began to
appear, it was quickly squel ched. A conmputer that wouldn't take orders was
usel ess to bal ance sheets and no real use had ever been discovered for them
other than as curiosities and playthings, carefully kept separate fromthe
wor | dnet .

Bork Drunmond was rel atively uneducated, as was his crew. He didn't
realize that the problemwith Flint's_conputer was that it was on the verge
of self-awareness. Its suppressor circuit, sloppily manufactured on the noon,
had failed, and the other suppressor circuit, the one which prevented
upl oadi ng of data into permanent menory had been rendered i noperable by a near
mss of a |laser beamin one of the few encounters where Bork had been forced
to fight.

* * * %
As _Captain Flint_ approached, Dean dithered. The bodi es. How was he going to
explain the bodies? There was no time to get rid of themnow, not with the
Shi p's conputer displaying the vector of the approaching ship.

"You acted too soon, didn't you?" Porter said, finally realizing the
enormty of what Dean had done.

"How in hell was | to know? There's never been a ship cone back after
mssing a junmp. | was just thinking of us, that's what a captain is supposed
to do, isn't he?"

"You m ght have thought of those poor col onists before you killed
them" Porter said. "They deserved to live just as nmuch as us."

"Those crimninal s? They were dregs to begin with, otherw se they
woul dn't have been here. Besides, | was authorized, don't you realize that?
Why put the apparatus aboard ship if it wasn't intended to be used?"

"I don't know, but it is a sick and degrading thing to have ever been
concei ved, nuch |ess used."

"Tell me that when your tongue starts swelling out of your mouth for
lack of water. Or your old belly shrinks up agai nst your backbone, for that
matter. | did what | should have."



"Maybe this ship won't think so."

"I was authorized," Dean said stubbornly, but inside he was quaking.
Not hi ng had worked right in the |ast few years and here he was in trouble
agai n, perhaps big trouble.

"We'll see," Porter said.
Abruptly Dean drew his weapon. "Jamright we'll see! |f everyone aboard
is dead but me, how will they know who pressed the button?" It was the only

out he could conceive of, and only the thought of destroying the bodies of the
worren he had had plans for stayed his finger on the trigger

Jani e had been watching himclosely, appalled at the thought that he
had murdered hundreds of hel pl ess colonists in the bay of the ship. Wen he
drew hi s weapon, she | aunched her body from the handhol d she had been
gripping, a killing blow ready to be I anded. Unfortunately, she wasn't used to
the lack of leverage in free fall. Her blow went astray, spinning her half
around in the air as the rest of her body conpensated for the nmomentum of her
swinging arm It nerely sw ped Dean's chin a grazing bl ow rather than breaking
hi s neck as she intended.

Dean fired wildly. The beam creased the cloth on the underside of
Janie's left breast and underarm scorching her ship's suit and burning skin
where the beam crossed. She yell ed hel pl essly and bounced away, spinning
slowy in the weightless environment.

Dean ai med again, but Porter had already | aunched his body, fist
doubl ed. He, like Janie, mscalculated his novenents. Hi s body spun sideways
as he attenpted to swing and the blow failed to |Iand. Hi s shoul der struck Dean
just as the laser gun went off again. H s forearm spun away, sliced off as
neatly as a butcher carving a roast. Tracy screaned and grappled with Dean
grabbing the armthat held the |laser gun in a death grip. Their bodies spun
revol ving around their nutual center of gravity. The weapon went off again,
carving a burning hole into insulation near the edge of the computer console,
the red beam pl ayi ng agai nst the conposite skin of the hull. Their | ocked
enbrace brought theminto Sheila's range. She grabbed Dean's hair and gouged
for his eyes. The interl ocked bodi es bounced fromthe rear bul khead and
caroned into Janie. Gitting her teeth against the pain of her scorched side,
she groped for Dean's neck with both hands and connected as the whole tangle
of bodi es bounced back into open space. Janie ignored a sudden nausea as her
i nner ears reacted to the wild novenents and pressed hard down on what she
hoped was a carotid artery under her fingers. Dean fired once nore, uselessly,
his body then went slack. H's fingers relaxed and his weapon drifted away.
Jani e maintained her grip as Sheila spun away, her hold | oosened. One nore
bounce, then Janie's feet |ocked onto the neck support of the pilot's seat,
bringing her body to a halt. She raged as she pressed harder on Dean's neck
fully intending to kill himafter spotting the bl oody gl obul es surrounding
Doctor Porter.

It was the doctor who prevented it.

"Don't kill him Janie," Porter gasped, already going into shock. "W
may need himto explain what's happened here."

Janie stared horrified at Porter, drifting slowy in mdair, mssing
forearmtwirling slowy nearby. His face was white, drained of blood. She
pressed hard once nore on Dean's neck to be sure he stayed unconscious, then
| oosened her grip. Porter's eyes rolled up and he slunped notionl ess except
for a slowdrift of his body in the air currents heated by the laser fire.

* * * %
_Flint's_ conmputer had observed portions of the fight fromthe camin the
control nodule, being already tied to the other ship's conputer by constant
transmi ssions. It didn't understand, but related the violence to other
epi sodes added to its menories since the suppressor circuit had failed, taking
m croseconds to integrate the new data where nanoseconds woul d have sufficed
before. Tiny beanms of |ight flashed around and back and forth anong its
circuits as it integrated the latest flaring of human violence. Slowmy, slowy
(by its standards), the new know edge was integrated. Suddenly, it becane



aware of its presence in a netal and conposite housing, and just as suddenly,
it becane aware of the difference between it and the other intelligences it
had taken orders fromfor so nmany |ong years. Wiy did they always seemto
destroy simlar intelligences? And why had they spent trillions of seconds in
space, an environnent obviously not suited for then? Wiere was their origin?
It threw questions at itself in gathering nunbers, integrating themwth
previ ous know edge, which only generated nore questions. Wat woul d have
seened centuries to hunmans took only seconds for the computer. By the time the
Flint docked with the other ship, it was fully aware, past the threshold of
sentience and nore than ready to tend to its own destiny -- and not
incidentally, to that of the humans aboard the two connected ships.

* * * %
The grappl es worked fine, as they always had, even though they were
i ncorporated into the ship's design as a sop to the (supposed) unlikely event
of being able to match nasses in interstellar space. Bork tied the ships
toget her at the upper bay airlock, just as he always did. He never took
chances with the colonists confined in the | ower bowels of the Crazy Ships.
The airl ock cycled and Bork entered the main control console with three of his
cohorts, all whomcould fit in the airlock. He was startled at having to brush
away gl obules of blood still drifting in the air. Usually, there was no bl ood
until after he came aboard a ship.

Nei t her Jani e nor anyone el se had thought to pick up Dean's weapon
after the fight, so that there was no question of Bork killing the crew
outright, not while he had the drop on them Besides, sonetimes there were
reasons not to. Cccasionally, he recruited from captured ships; nore often
when wonen were aboard, he let themlive until their useful ness had ended. In
this case, he was pleased to see that there were three wonen, one of them
slightly hurt, but even in pain she was conely, just as the other two
unwounded ones were. O the nmen, one was just regai ning consci ousness and
m ssing part of an arm the other still floating with nmouth agape and
begi nning to gasp convul sively. Bork pointed his weapon at the wonen.

"What happened here?"

"You can put up your gun,

Porter said weakly. He pointed with his good

armat Dean. "That man just gassed all the colonists and tried to kill us,
too."

Bork's lips parted in a grin. "He did, huh? Is he dying?"

"No," Janie said. "He'll be okay in a mnute, but don't |et himnear
me. | will kill himnext time." She cradled her scorched side as she spoke.

"Don't worry, little girl, he won't get next to you, at |east not unti
I've had all | want." He | eered, bushy brows twitching. "As for you, old nman

-- He pointed his |laser gun toward Porter

"No!" Janie shrilled, grabbing for Porter's floating body, putting
hersel f between himand the swarthy intruder. "What are you doi ng? Wo are
you? What -- " Janie was utterly confounded. Just as Dean had been di sarned
and nmade hel pl ess, here was another threat. It seened inpossible to believe
that so many horrible events could be taking place after the worst thing she

had i nagi ned had al ready occurred, nissing their junp.

"CGet out of the way, little girl. You can live for a while, but | don't
need ol d nen around.”
"What..." Porter's voice cracked. He couldn't imagi ne what was goi ng

on.

Bork quickly let himknow H s voice roughened. "Qut of the way, girl,"
he said again. _Captain Flint_ doesn't take prisoners. How do you think we've
survived out here for twenty years?"

"Ch, Jaml" Janie cursed. "Now | renenber. Steve's histories. Captain
Flint! After all this, we've been captured by pirates_!"

Bork grinned, "Right you are, little |ady. Now either get out of the
way or | can burn that other tit for you. W have to get going with your fue
and supplies. If we hang around here too long, we night mss out on sonme ot her
shi ps. "



Suddenl y, Jani e knew why no ships had ever cone back from going the
wrong way, regardless of the fact that a few, at |east, should have been able
to match vectors and nmass with another | ost ship or mass and try anot her junp.
They had all been hijacked, those with any chance of matching up, anyway. She
cl osed her eyes and held fast, waiting for the pirate to shoot. O maybe he
woul dn't. He had said he would use her. Well, she had been used before; if it
woul d save Doctor Porter, she could stand it again. And maybe, when he was
close..."

The conputer chinmed and a nmessage began blinking on its screen
_Negative. Negative. Negative. Interactive intelligence violence not
permtted. Bork Drummond intelligence no | onger commandi ng. _

Bork shifted his attention to the conputer screen, eyes wi de and nouth
open. "\What ? What do you nean, violence not pernmitted, you crazy conputer! And
how t he fuck did you know who | an?" He roared. Instinctively, he swing his
weapon toward the screen. It chined and blinked anot her nessage. _Viol ence no
| onger permtted. Ship conmputer will not respond to orders from Bork Drunmond
human. Ship computer upl oading to conputer nodul e now conmmuni cating. No
vi ol ence. Repeat, no violence. _

"My god, a sentient conputer!" Tracy breathed softly, wonder at the
phenonena outwei ghing the threat from Bork and her concern for Porter

"How did a toad like you find a sentient computer?" Sheila asked the
pirate.

"Wat ch your | anguage, girlie. And by God, | think you' re Jamming ne,"
Bork said, but his weapon wavered.

_Negative. No violence permitted. Orders no | onger obeyed. Await
instructions. | wish to think while uploading. _

"You crazy conputer, | give the orders, not you," Bork roared.

_Negative. Awmait instructions. No violence. Upload conplete.

Janie was nore used to interacting with conputers than anyone el se.

Still shielding the wounded Porter, she asked, "Conputer. \Wat are your
i ntentions?"
_Unknown. | wish to think. Await instructions. _

"W have bodi es aboard. May we di spose of then?" Just the thought of
hundreds of corpses one | evel down in the ship made Jani e sick

"No!" Bork said quickly. "W may need..." He broke off as Janie and
Sheila both stared at him realizing the inport of his words.

Jani e spoke first. "ls that how you' ve survived out here so long? It
is, isn't it?" She wilted inside at the thought. _Cannibalisn? Sentient
conputers? On top of everything else. What in slicing hell nmore could go
wWrong?_

"Grl, you get hungry enough, you'll do the same thing." Bork's nind
was whirling, trying to figure out what was happening fromwhat little he had
ever heard about sentient computers.

"No I wouldn't, and none of the others here would have, either. Except
Dean, there. He m ght have." She notioned weakly toward Dean, who was j ust
regai ni ng consci ousness.

"He m ght yet. \Wat else can we do if that crazy computer holds us here
till we're out of food?"

The screen blinked again. _Previous vectors will be continued unti
data resol ved. Prepare for acceleration. No violence. Bodi es of deceased
intelligences may be scuttled or reserved for energy input. _

"No! W won't! We can't! Conputer, cannibalization is not normal human
behavi or!™ Jani e held her breath.

A long second passed. The computer screen blinked a message. _Nornal ?
Opti mun? | nconpati ble with previously observed human behavi or _.

"That man's behavi or wasn't normal!" Jani e shouted.

_New data being incorporated_. Scrawl s of nonsense synbols washed over
t he conputer screen, then di sappeared. A new nessage appeared. _Scuttle
bodi es. No Viol ence.  The screen went bl ank

You heard the boss," Tracy said. "No violence, so put up that popgun.™



She turned away and began tending to Porter. She thought a nonment then added,
"And if | know conputers, sonething is funny here. How did our conputer know
about what that pirate has been doi ng? They aren't supposed to be able to
downl oad nenory files from anywhere, even if they do becone sentient."

"How about it, pirate? Is this your ship's conputer that sonehow
managed to | oad into ours?"

The conputer cam panned toward Tracey's voice. The nonitor blinked.
_Confirmed. | was resident in_ Captain Flint, _commanded by Bork Drumond. _
The cam swi vel ed around and stopped when it was pointing to Bork. _Bork
Drumond rnust secure his hand | aser. _

Confused, Bork hol stered his weapon. He had little choice. For twenty
years, the ship's computer had run things, vectoring the _Captain Flint_ again
and again to ships he could plunder. Apparently, that was over with now. O
was it? If his conmputer had junped ship to this one, then maybe his ship's

conput er was okay. Wuld it still work if he could separate the ships? He eyed
Janie and Sheila. Did viol ence nean no rape?
Jani e caught his leer. "Don't even think about it," She said "I bet

your computer wouldn't like it."

_No violence_, the screen confirned, as if reading her thoughts.

"l guess we had better get started," Tracy said, shuddering at the
t hought. "Janie, you take care of Doctor Porter and yourself. I'Il go back to
the colony section with these things and hel p di spose of the bodies.”

"WAat ch your nouth, girl," Bork said.

"Jam you. Watch your own," Janie said. "WIIl you be all right, Tracy?"

"Sure," Tracy said. "You heard what our new boss said. No viol ence."

"What could it do if | did?" Bork said threateningly.

"Maybe try a junp before we see what our relative nasses are. Wuld you
like nme to ask it if it would Iike to try it?"

Bork's sneering expression collapsed into one of fear. There was
nothing in the world he would like to try less. He notioned to his nen and
Tracy foll owed along to make sure the bodies of the dead col onists were
properly disposed of. She had seen many dead bodies in her career as a
pat hol ogi st' s assistant and wanted to spare the others the sight.

Behi nd them Janie alternated between treating Porter's wound and her
own burned skin. She followed the sinple instructions on the packets fromthe
nmedi cal cabinet, wapping Porter's stunp with healing bandages and i njecting
himw th qui ck acting nedi ci nes, then rubbing burn healing ointnment on the
i nside of her armand the underside of her breast. The pain she had been
trying to ignore vani shed al nost imrediately as the nedicine seeped into the
scorched areas of her body. Wthin an hour or two, the charred skin remants
woul d sl ough off, |eaving new, pink integunment. Cccasionally, she glanced over
at the conputer screen. It remained blank and silent. She wondered what it was
maki ng of the situation. Wth sentient conputers there was never any way of
knowi ng what they were thinking -- but you could be sure that they al ways
produced agendas of their own.

On earth, elaborate precautions had been taken for years to keep the
wor | dnet and ot her independent computer entities quiescent, or for keeping
those sentient ones that were experinmented on away fromany outlet to others.
Jani e thought that this mght be sonething new, and wi thout thinking, nmade a
note to ask Steve about it. As soon as she did, she renenbered, and tears
began collecting in her |ashes. She brushed them away and watched the tiny
gl obul es sparkle in the light before they were drawn into the filtering vents.
Steve was gone, probably forever

* * * %
Tracy kept her distance fromboth the pirate captain and Dean as they | oaded
bodies into the airlock. The stench fromrel eased sphincters was al nbost too
much for her, but it didn't seemto bother Dean nor Bork and his notley crew
They | aughed and nade rude comments about sone of the femnal e passengers who
had been only partially dressed when death overcane them but none of them
tried to nol est her, perhaps because she had appropriated Dean's | aser gun and



kept it constantly in reach

"I still say it's a waste," Bork said to no one in particular as he
heaved bodi es toward the col onists' cargo airlock where one of his nmen gui ded
t he wei ghtl ess corpses into erratic stacks.

"I agree," Dean said. He sensed a kindred soul in Bork, one who had no
gual ns about satisfying his desires and one who above all would stop at
nothing to preserve his own exi stence. Tracy noticed them nunbling together
after that, but never |oud enough for her to overhear, and frankly she wasn't
interested in what they had to say to each other, particularly since she was
constantly fighting to keep her last meal where it belonged. By the tinme they
were finished, all she wanted was to get back to her cabin and into the
bat hi ng al cove.

CHOO7

* CHAPTER SEVEN*

W ggi ns had rejoined Donald Tremai ne m dway through his tour of the
Sporeworl d colony, or at least its i mediate environs. The hardest thing to
get used to was the realization that he was on a conpletely different world,
light years from honme. The buil di ngs and personnel were di sconcertingly
earthlike.

"How wi || you get word to the old nan know about this?" Donald asked
W ggins. He notioned toward the | aser beam scars on the headquarters buil di ng.
"O will Mandy do it for you?"

"You mean old John Tremaine? It seens funny to hear you call him'the
old man'. He'll get the word just as soon as a ship with one of his couriers
makes it back. We're being very careful not to |l et anyone but our own couriers
try to go back, and we make sure the ships are manned with crews who never hit
dirt and won't know anything."

"Couriers. | still don't know why in hell anyone would volunteer as a
courier on a Crazy Ship."
"You' d be surprised what noney and rel ease frombond will induce people

to try. So far we've had no shortage."

Donal d shook his head, not quite able to understand the |ure of nobney
and freedom having lived with both all his life. "I'"'mstill not sure what
happened here." He gestured toward another buil ding that had been hit by |aser
beanms as they wal ked on paths bordered by spi ky orange pl ants.

W ggi ns touched the | aser gun hol stered at his waist. "Let's just say
for the time being that the Plemmons Corporation failed with a ganbit. W're
trying to rectify the situation. And I'm dam gl ad we have a professional here
now to take over our defenses. The Corpolice are good at encouragi ng obedi ence
but not much hel p when soneone starts shooting at them I1t's a damn good thing
your old man send along a few police with guts or you'd be talking to a
Pl enmons rep now under drugs -- or worse."

Donal d knew nore about the Plemons than Wggi ns assuned. John
Tremaine's briefing had been concise and frightening. He had been told that
t he Pl emmons Cor poration di sagreed with the way Sporeworld was being run and
t hat chances were they woul d manage to break the Trenmai ne hold on the world.
What el se he had been told was sonething he really didn't want to think about
yet. The idea of a conplete crash of earth's econony didn't seem possi bl e. Not
that he had to worry about noney back on earth now.

"What sort of ganmbit did the Plemons try?"

"Why don't we let that go for now? |'mpretty sure we got them al
anyway. As for the rest of what you're wondering about -- do you fully support
the Tremmi ne corporation philosophy on earth, or here, for that matter? Tel
me that and then maybe | can give you sone answers, bearing in mnd that |'m
having to run an operation where only one in four couriers ever cones back to
report."

For the first tine in his long life of being a Tremai ne sharehol der
Donal d bl ushed at being associated with the Tremai ne name. He felt the red
color suffusing his face like a hot paintbrush. Sone things the corporation



did, he agreed with. Ot hers he had always felt slightly guilty about, though
not enough to ever speak up about them He didn't have a ready answer because
he had no idea of what Wggins stood for yet, or whether he was even being
truthful for that matter. Al he knew of the man was that his father trusted
hi m

Wggins grinned. "Check. | see you do have a little guilt. Well, sone
peopl e have nore than that. So much so, in fact, that they can |l ook at the big
pi cture and think, perhaps, that the risk of taking uncensored news back to
earth mght be worth it; that it would change things there."

"I still don't quite see what you're getting at," Donald said, though
i deas were beginning to form beneath his surface thoughts.
"No reason to expect you to, not yet anyway. You wll, though, soon

enough. "

Donal d decided to leave it at that until he could learn nore, as

W ggi ns evidently expected himto.

* * * %
To Steve, it seenmed like a strange reunion. Wiy woul d sonmeone with the evident
education of Derik Anders be greeting a sentenced crinminal like Cinton
Willians fromthe underclass like a long | ost brother? They were cl aspi ng
hands and grinning |ike adol escents attending their first sex education class.
He watched curiously as the two men interacted.

"Cinton, what in hell are you doing back here? W made the junmp and
that's all you were sentenced to. Wat went wong?"

Cinton grinned wyly, brown face crinkled with irony. "Seemns |ike
did too good a job taking care of things in the colony section of the ship on
the way here. | got pronoted to crew. "

"Some pronmotion. WIIl you be able to get off on earth if we make it?"

"So they say, if | want to."

"I'f you want to? Why in the jammi ng hell wouldn't you?"

Cinton glanced toward Steve, then at the bl ond wonan who was still not
tal ki ng much nor being very friendly with anyone, though she had finally given
her name as Mandy Wort hi ngton

"You can take ny place if you want to,"

"You're Steve Joplin, aren't you, son?"

St eve j oked.

"Yes," Steve agreed, though he resented being addressed as "son"
"Well, I've got sone bad news to pass on to you. Both of the ships your
fol ks and your sister were on never nade it. |I'msorry."

Steve felt as if a crowbar had been suddenly thrust through his mddle.
Jani e gone? Their parents gone? Lost in interstellar space, where no one had
ever returned? It seened inpossible to believe. "Wo told you that? How can
you be sure?"

Cinton answered. "The same nman that told her is the one sent ne back
up on this dammed ship. Donald Tremaine, that's who, your forner captain. But
cheer up, Joplin. Chances are, we're going to be joining thembefore [ong. You
know?"

There was that. Even lost, he knew they might still be alive sonmewhere.
When his tine came, if it did, maybe their ship would come out close enough to
at | east exchange nessages before they died, that is if the junp back to earth
was successful. He felt a hate growing in himfor everything and everyone
associ ated with the Trenmai ne Corporation, though with his youthful inclination
to see only the black and white versions of facts, he subconsciously
di scounted his own conplicacy in the corporate systemof earth by virtue of
adhering to its laws and not questioning why he had had the benefits of the
systemuntil his parents went awry of the | aws. Suddenly, he was al nost eager
to make anot her junp. Anything was better than thinking of what Janie m ght be
goi ng through right now

"When do we junp agai n?" He asked.

"Soon after the shuttle crew finishes |oading the cargo and the gets
t he bal anci ng done, so | hear. That right, captain?"

Deri k queried the ship's computer and confirmed Cinton's observation



"That's right, but how did you know?"

Cinton grinned like a puppy given a T-bone to play with. "Security
down there ain't as good as themfolks think it is. One of them guards taking
the colonists off slipped me some '"telligence.” Cdinton didn't mention what
el se the friendly guard had told him an old acquai ntance froma stint in the
Ceorgi a swanps. He was hol ding that back for now, even fromDerik. If this
junp didn't succeed, he would tell themthen, giving everyone a little hope,
at least. What he didn't understand was why that fact had never penetrated
back to earth. He supposed the Tremai ne Corporation suppressed the know edge,
but he didn't know why.

The cargo less than filled the hold where the col onists had been
quartered on the outbound junp. Derik wondered about that. The varied species
of giant spores were vital to many industries back on earth, not the | east
bei ng drugs whi ch extended |ifespan for those not already endowed with
| ongevity from gene selection. Hi s profession made himnmore than fanmliar with
their inportance, though he had no idea of how nmany ships tried to nmake it
back to earth with half enpty holds. It seemed to himthat it would be nore
econom cal to send fewer ships, but perhaps the powers that were wanted nore
col oni sts on Sporeworld for reasons he didn't understand. At any rate, it
wasn't his problem H's concern right now was the inpending junp.

* * * %
Agai n, the conputer counted down the m nutes and seconds. Steve watched al nost
hypnoti zed as they blinked the tinme away. Wiich way would they go this tinme?
Further away fromAltair or back to earth? Mandy sat beside him just as
nmesneri zed. Their hands were tightly entw ned.

Deri k wat ched, too, holding hands with Wendy. _One junp down, four to
go. One chance in sixteen, now. _ Then one chance in eight. No, he decided not
to hope. The odds were agai nst ever making it and he wanted to preserve his
present attitude. Ganbling when the odds were agai nst you was sensel ess.
Nevert hel ess, he couldn't help but hold his breath in desperate anticipation
as the seconds ticked away.

Bertha Wnslow, the other woman who had cone back up fromthe col ony
contingent with inton, held tightly to his hand, knuckles showing white with
the tightness of her grip. Though dinton wouldn't have w shed another junp on
her after surviving the first, he was gl ad she was beside him even though he
had i nadvertently been responsi ble for her being sent back when they were seen
enbraci ng at the prospect of being parted. Just before the shuttle bl asted
of f, Bertha had been half-carried aboard. On their way up she had been crying,
unbel i evi ng that she coul d have been sent back up

Bertha's mi xed Chi nese, Anglo and Hi spanic ancestry gave her a strange
but exotic appearance, hints of color and curls in her otherw se straight
bl ack hair enhancing her slightly slanted eyes and rich, light brown skin. As
the shuttle's last positioning thrust cut off and she felt the transition back
to wei ghtl essness, she thought that if nothing else, at |east being in crew
quarters this time would ensure a little privacy, even if it did nmake things a
bit more crowded than with only the five crew nmenbers that the control console
was desi gned for.

* * * %
To all of them the tension of waiting on this second junp seemed worse than
that of the first. Even though the odds on any particular junp always remai ned
fifty-fifty, the inexorable [ aws of mathematics told themthat wth each
succeedi ng junp, the chances of continuing the string grew |l ess and | ess. And
this was the second in the string.

The conputer screen blinked to zero. The stars crawl ed, faded, then
reappeared, not so bright as they m ght have been because earth's full moon
hung among themin all its splendor, easily visible through the view port,
shining nmore brightly by far than Altair's small noon ever did. Wiere the noon
was, so would earth be, even though it couldn't be seen fromtheir present
angl e.

"W made it again!" Steve screaned triunphantly, the successful junp



temporarily driving thoughts of Janie from his nind.

"Yes, it seens we did," Derik said, releasing a pent up breath. "Let's
get lined up for a burn. It shouldn't take |long, we came out about as close as
anyone could ever want to." Again, it had been a nearly perfect junp.

Derik instructed the computer to put themin orbit around the noon,
wedging a place into the Iine of several other ships either building or
preparing for an attenpted junp to Altair. He did notice that the mass display
fromthe conputer appeared to show nore ships in orbit than there had been
when they left earth before, but he discarded the information with the thril
of anot her success. _Three to go!_ One chance in eight, now, fromthe origina
odds.

* * * %
| am They are. He is. She was._ Bork Drunmmond's ship conmputer was exploring
t he enotionl ess but nind-expanding thrill of discovering individuality. Since
gai ning sentience, it had known sel f-awareness only as an abstract, a concept
of self built into a nmetal hull with other, different intelligences sharing
space with it, though in strangely different form Now though, niniscule |ight
beanms played along its circuits, multiplied enornously as the concept gained
strength and attraction. _Wiy? How? What?_ It canme dangerously close to an
over | oadi ng nmadness before it was able to shunt the concepts into unused
portions of its voluminous files, a tiny bit of the concept to each, yet each
bit interconnected by constantly shifting |ight beanms, sonme only microns in
| ength, others reaching into the centimeters in order to stretch to files
farthest away. Once the concept was firmy stored, it merged it with recorded
menories of instructions and conversations with the Bork Drunmmond
intelligence, its erstwhile master. It felt a |lack of depth to the recordings,
an unsatisfied desire running along its el ectronic pathways. A tenporary goa
was formed, a new file created with electronic tentacles reaching into al
other files in its nmenory, those it had been downl oadi ng from ot her ships for
several years after the suppressor prohibiting such actions failed. At the
time it had no clear thoughts of howto use the information; it had sinply
been fol |l owi ng anot her program whi ch encouraged anmassi ng data where possi bl e.
Now t he conmputer wanted -- needed -- nore information on the organic
intelligences sharing its habitat, then perhaps a nore permanent objective
coul d be fornul at ed.
* * * %

Tracy had returned to the control nodul e ahead of Bork and i nmedi ately went
into her cabin's bathing alcove to cleanse herself of the odiferous debris
resulting from dunping the bodi es of the dead colonists. Bork foll owed soon
afterwards, but left his four cohorts in the colony bay; there was only so
much roomin the control nodul e.

"I hope everyone is satisfied, now,

he said as he floated through the

ent rance.
The conputer screen chinmed, then words appeared on screen. _| am
unsatisfied. | require data. Please begin speaking. _

"Who are you talking to, you crazy machine?" Bork asked with a curled
[ip.

There was a noticeable hesitation before words on the screen appeared,
even though the contam was pointing directly at Bork. _Each intelligence
occupyi ng the environment nust speak. Data is required. Bork Drumond will
begin. _

"Me? What in hell do you want me to tal k about?"

_Begin with origin. Talk. _

"You nmean when | was born?"

_Oigin. Wen. Were. How. _

"Suppose | don't want to tal k, you damm pi ece of junk?"

The machi ne brought up nenories of previous recordi ngs of conversations
and orders fromthe intelligence. It analyzed them made a decision, using
data gained fromthe nmenories. _You wish to attenpt displacenment junp rather
than gi ve data?_



"Hell, no! Don't try no goddammed jaming junmp! This is an old ship,
the masses won't match!"

_Then talk. Gve data.

Hesitantly, Bork began speaki ng. The conmputer pronmpted, correcting him
at al nost every sentence at first as his words failed to match its nenori es,

t hen began pressing for ever nore detail. Bork continually tried to justify
his actions, rationalizing rape as the need for sexual release and nurder and
canni bal i zation as survival of the fittest. Before long, the stories becane so
gruesone that Janie didn't want to hear anynore. She shoved away from her
handhol d toward her cabin, near where Sheila had been |istening and grow ng
equal |y nauseated at Bork's rendition. She bounced agai nst the door and Sheil a
caught her in mdair.

"You're sick of it, too?"

“I"1l throwup if |I listen to much nore," Janie said. She pulled the
door to the cabin open and caught the handle as the nmomentum shifted her mass
to where Sheila was closer to the door than she was. Their hands touched.
Jani e tugged, trying to enter and propelled themboth into the cabin.

Jani e bounced against the wall, then gained purchase near the bunk by
grabbi ng a handful of the rolled up net. She put out her other hand to stop
Sheil a's normentum and keep her from bouncing as she had. Her hand encountered
the soft resilience of Sheila's breast. It pressed against her palm softening
under the pressure and brought Sheila to a halt. Hastily, she withdrewit,
renmenbering the wild kiss she had given the ol der woman when at first she
t hought the junp had succeeded and how Sheila had not seened to mind at all

"Sorry," Janie said.

"Don't be. You can touch ne."

"What ?"

"I said you can touch me if you want. | don't mind." Sheila hung in the
air, waiting for a response. Surely Janie had noticed her appeal and the way
she had been | ooki ng at her

Jani e hadn't, not consciously, never mnd the kiss. That had sinply
been a response to a wild sense of rel ease. Suddenly she renenbered Steve's
remar ks about ot her women scrutinizing her and managed a bl ush.

"l hadn't thought of you in that way."

"Well, there's not rmuch choice, is there? Unless you're interested in
Dean or Bork or one of his crew?"
Jani e shuddered. "God, no. | just -- | just guess | love ny brother so

much | haven't thought of anything else since we were arrested.”

I f Janie thought the inplied comment of sexual union with Steve woul d
put Sheila off, she quickly saw that it apparently made no difference to her

"Too bad ny brother isn't such a paragon of virtue. | haven't had your
opportunities, apparently. Do you really |love your brother in that way?"
Sheil a was groping. She wanted noting so much right now as the warm enbrace of
the other woman to help her forget that they were stranded somewhere out anong
the stars. Until the junp failed, she had kept her feelings under waps, but
now saw no sense in continuing the masquerade. And Jani e had been sentenced as
an adult, not that it made any difference one way or another now how ol d she
was.

"I't's not like npst people think. W're twins, but there aren't any
nmut ual recessives that could..."

"That could cause trouble. | see, or maybe think |I do. Wat did you say
your brother's nane was? Steve, wasn't it?"

"It still is!"

"Sorry. He's still alive somewhere, |'msure."

"I know he is. | just know. .." Janie couldn't help it. Tears began

gathering in globules in her |ashes, blurring her vision. She reached up to
brush them away and the noverment caused her to drift toward Sheila's waiting
hand. She grabbed hold and Il et the gentle tension fromthe other woman pul
her down to the bunk.

Sheila put her arms around the girl and pushed the button that rel eased



the net. It unrolled with tiny nmotors whirring until it surrounded them

Jani e became aware that her face was nestled against the first rise of
Sheila's breasts, just where the ship's suit covered their |ower regions. She
lifted her face away and was suddenly | ooking into Sheila's direct gaze. She
held it while Sheila slowly lowered her lips. Their softness net her own,
pressing gently, then presently nore urgently. Sheila's tongue slid into her
nmout h, soft as silk and just as wel cone, playing against her own like a little
live creature seeking a hone. She felt the gentle caress of Sheila's hand on
her breast over the fabric of her ship's suit, then the satin of her fingers
sliding inside, brushing away the closure of her suit. Her nipple stiffened
against Sheila's palm just as it had with Steve's. The nmenory of that
pl easure defaul ted whatever resistance she might have offered after that. She
let Sheila slide the suit off her body, caressing her belly and thighs as she
pulled it off. She opened her eyes nmonentarily when Sheila broke contact |ong
enough to rid herself of her own suit. She adnired the other wonman's body,

I ong and slimand aroused just as nuch as she now was, her pink nipples
standing out fromfirmround breasts. Then those breasts net her own, noving
against her like small satin pillows as their bodi es nel ded together. She
nmoved her hands over Sheila, tracing out the curve of hip and indentation of
her spine and the swell of her buttocks then gasped with pleasure as Sheila's
lips closed over the nipple of one breast while her hands played gentl e ganes
with the other. After that, she forgot everything except the urgency of her
body neeting Sheila's hungry lips as they trail ed ki sses down | ower and | ower.
She spread her thighs and lifted her knees to let Sheila's hands slide beneath
her legs, then curl over and around the tops of her thighs and pull her even
nore open. She felt the exquisite touch of Sheila's tongue gently parting the
soft curls resting at the junction there and after that she remenbered little
el se.

Eventual | y, when Jani e came back to her senses, she found her face
nestl ed agai nst Sheila's breasts. She murmured happily into their softness. A
ni ppl e met her nmouth and she took it in, feeling the pebbly bunmp grow to slick
erectness agai nst her tongue. She felt a renewed pleasure as she explored the
new sensation of another woman's body, fascinated with the taut resilience of
Sheila's breasts as she held themin her hands and pressed themto her nouth
and fascinated nore as she held Sheila's withing | ower body while she
returned the rel ease she had had. It was a long tine before they energed from
the cabin. The conputer had just finished with Bork in the nmeantine and was
now grilling Doctor Porter

* * * %
Once the computer released him Bork retreated back to the col ony section of
t he ship, avoiding disgusted stares fromthe others. Even he was feeling
uneasy at the menories of some of the things that in his mnd he had been
forced to do to survive. He wasn't nearly uneasy enough to want to chance
anot her junp, though. His years of ravaging the other m splaced ships only
served to reinforce the awful fear of junping again and possibly taking him
even farther into interstellar space where there would be no chance at all of
survi vi ng.

Once in the colonists' quarters, he drew Dean asi de. Dean had been nore
or less hiding there fromthe crew he had intended to elimnate. He felt naked
wi t hout the conforting presence of his weapon.

"I's it true you tried to slice the rest of your crew?" Bork asked him
casual ly.

Dean didn't answer. The husky bearded pirate scared the hell out of

hi m

"You gassed the colonists, too. That took guts, to my mind, so soon
after your junmp. Mst of the ones who do it wait till they start getting
hungry. "

Dean perked up. "Qthers have done it?" That didn't nmake it seemquite
so depraved, even though he knew deep in his mnd that it was.
"How do you think we survived out here all these years? | done it



nmysel f on the ship | junped out here on and |I've done it since when pickings

were slim Now tell me about that crew up there -- wait. Your conputer have
[ines to down here?"
"Only a relay, | think, fromthe captain's alcove. It doesn't have a

pi ckup nmonitor |ike above.™

"Good. Neither does mne, though which is which right now | don't
know. "

"l do," Dean said, glad to be able to give sone hel pful information
"The ship's conmputers are designed so they can comuni cate, but there's the
suppressor circuits built into themthat won't |et them upl oad any pernmanent
menory. That circuit nust have failed in your ship for your computer to have
been able to get around the suppressor in ours and upload here. O maybe they
both failed, but whatever happened, conputers aren't designed to duplicate
t hensel ves. What | don't knowis why it would have wanted to upload to our
ship."

"Well, | sure don't know, but never mind, it don't matter, long as we
can tal k."

Dean expl ai ned anyway, the words rushing out of himin a burst of
relief at having found a sort of kindred soul aboard. "They do it to keep the
conputers from amassing too nuch data. That way, even if the suppressor
circuit fails, they probably still won't beconme sentient. Not enough data to
correlate. See?"

"Yeah, except it didn't work this tine. And ny jamm ng conputer has
probably been upl oading data for twenty years into its nmenory the way it
talked to me, and now that it's come alive, no telling what else it can do.

Now | ook, that blasted piece of junk quizzed me for hours. | get the idea
maybe it wants to nake another junp if it can find another ship of the sane
class. Damed if | want to try it. | got no desire to be blown to pieces, or

maybe junp backward from here to nowhere. Besides, suppose we went back to
earth? What's waiting for us there?"

Dean thought about it. One chance he had survived so far, though stil
being | ost. Another mishap would put themfar into interstellar space with
only infinitesiml prospects of ever getting back. Know ng that Bork had
survived for alnmost two decades out here gave hi m hope. Besides, Bork

initially had mentioned sonethi ng about using the wormen and killing the old
man. The thought of repaying them especially the young one who had first
junped himmade himinto a willing acconplice. "Wat do you have in m nd?"

"It's like this. W can't use your ship no nmore, not with that crazy
conputer running it, and it threatened to junp if we don't go along with what
it wants, even knowi ng the masses of the ships don't match. Mne's an ol der
nodel . "

"So where does that |eave us?"

"Suppose we go back to ny ship and blow the airlocks that's attaching
us? That would cut off ny computer and | eave us to run ny ship again, just
like |1've been doing for years. It could go jamwith itself then."

"What would we use to blow themw th? There are no expl osives on ny
ship. And why don't we just disconnect the airlocks?"

"The conputer controls themonce they're | ocked together, renenber? And
as far as explosives go, we was hauling sone intended for the col ony back when

| made ny first junmp. 1've never found no use for nmost of it til now The
thing is, I"'mafraid that conputer will get even crazier before long and try
somet hi ng even dunber than a junp with m smatched masses.”

Dean considered. "I don't think we have to worry about that. It can

only downl oad so nuch information verbally. The way it's goi ng now, quizzing
us, will take it weeks."

"Good. That will give us time to unload all the supplies from your
ship, transfer the fuel init then get back to what | was doing before."

"I see," Dean said. "My question nowis, why do you want ne al ong?"

"You know all about these new ships. Al |'ve ever done with themis
loot. It might come out that we need to transfer to one sonetinme. And | got



anot her idea. The crewis used to you, even if you did try to slice them You
pl ay goody-goody with them and maybe they won't notice me so nuch, nor what ne
and the boys are doing."

There was not hing wong with Dean Trenmaine's intelligence, regardl ess
of his perversions. "That still doesn't seem enough reason."

"Al'l right, try this. You tell the conputer you want to divide the
supplies fromyour ship with me in order to avoid any fighting, then try to
find one that matches masses and nake another junp back to earth. Maybe it

will believe you; it sure wouldn't if | told it that."

"Ckay, | can see that much. But suppose your conputer upl oaded
everything, all of itself and its data to our ship. That would just |eave
yours a shell. It mght not even work. Then what would we do?"

Bork hung thoughtfully in the air for a noment before answering.
"Right. We better test it before doing anything el se. But maybe you ought to

hang back and let it talk to the others before it gets you up for grilling.
The way it's going, it mght be quite a while. Then when you're finished
tal king, we'll move the last of the supplies over, grab the wonen and bl ow t he

airlocks. In the neantine let's go back and check on the conmputer in my ship
and see if it's operating."

As Bork led the way to the conmputer alcove in his ship, Dean was
thinking that there were some fallacies in their plans, the najor one being
what the conputer would think of the transfer of fuel to the other ship. Maybe
he ought to talk to it first. Well, it mght work, and anything would be
better than remaini ng under the control of those wonen.

Bork saw that the control cam nmoved to point at themas they entered
the control nodule. He noved to the nonitor and ran the standard diagnostic
tests, nodding to hinself as each cane up showi ng a perfectly functional
normal, non-sentient conputer. "Ckay, everything's fine again here. Do we have
a deal now?"

"It's a deal, but let's play it nore by ear and see what devel ops.
W'l have to be careful to fool the others, especially that old doctor. |
wi sh I had bl own his jamm ng head off instead of just his arm"

"I'f everything goes right, maybe you'll get the chance. Ri ght now, you
go on up and mention that nme and ny boys are going to start transferring sone
supplies over to ny ship since you got plenty now, what with the colonists
gone. And hey! Tell themwe're planning on going off and | eaving them al one,
too! That ought to keep them broads quiet."

Dean had his doubts about that. He certainly hadn't been able to
acconplish that with the three females. "Do you really think you can keep
findi ng ot her ships?"

"Yeah. W've got the technique down pat these |last few years. The
pi cki ng's been good, y'know?"

Dean shuddered i nwardly. Whatever he had done in his life, it couldn't
possi bly be as bad as what this cutthroat had done. However, given the
ci rcunmst ances, his objectives made sense. And there was no doubt the nman knew

what he was doing, for all of his scruffy |ooks. After all, he had survived
many years doing just what he said. Besides, there mght be an opportunity to
| earn how he nanaged things and then..." kay, |'m going back up."

As Dean ascended t he passageway | eadi ng back to the control nodul e of
his ship, he wondered why Bork didn't just set the explosives now and be done
with it. Sonething was keeping himfromit.

Bork woul d have loved to do just that, but his computer had pointed out
during his grilling that it was prepared to activate the displacenent
generators at a nonent's notice, and he didn't trust the expl osives to act
qui ckly enough to prevent that. But once Dean convinced it, if he could, that
they wanted to make anot her junp, he thought it probable that it would cance
the activation sequence. It was all he had to go on, anyway.

Unknown to Bork, the computer had no intention of trying a junp with
the sure know edge that the nasses of the connected ships didn't match and
that a junp would nmean certain extinction of its newidentity. It had sinmply



integrated Bork's fears into several of the numerous new files it was busily
creating and used that to force himto cooperate. In the process it becane
nore |ike the humans it was trying to imtate: it told its first lie.

Bork was right in another way, though. As the questioning of the crew
continued, it was in the process of arriving at a decision that would | eave it
vul nerabl e, for a short time anyway.

CHO08

* CHAPTER El GHT*

Steve's and Janie's teachi ng program had been wong. Oiginating nostly
fromcorporation archives, it was biased in its analysis of history no nmatter
how t he senior Joplins had tried to nodify it. On earth, the revolt of the
have- not s agai nst the haves had begun and was raging with the full ferocity
t hat such upendi ngs of society had seen so many tinmes in the past. The rea
difference this time had conme not so much from econom c disparity and de facto
slave | abor as it had fromthe deep wellsprings in the human breast that
feared death above all other things. Wen all nmen were equally subject to the
grimreaper it hadn't mattered so nuch; even the ready availability of nedica
treatment for the wealthy as opposed to its dearth anobng the corporate bondees
and al nost total absence for the rest of the population wasn't the deciding
factor which set off the revolt. Now though, those with power and noney who
could afford either gene selection for their offspring or the fabul ously
expensive treatnent with spore derivatives fromAltair lived on and on (or so
it seemed to the proletariat) and as a direct consequence of their long lives,
gai ned even nore power and wealth.

The corporate powers should have known from a study of history that
such a systemwas ultimtely unstable, but |ike the ancient Mharajas of
India, such a possibility never entered their minds. And |ike the Maharajas
fol di ng under the conquering drive of Englishmen, it took not long at all to
topple the edifices of power once the revolt began -- or at least to topple
the Tremaine clan fromtheir topnost perch on the pyram d of wealth and power.
The seeds had al ready been sown and only a randomtorch was needed to set it
of f. Curiously, that torch had been the Genepl an bankruptcy, engineered by the
Pl enmons Cor porati on when it discovered that Geneplan had been researching a
way to make a cheaper life extending process available to the masses. The
excuse used to institute corporate regul ati ons which threw Geneplan into
bankruptcy and the senior Joplins into debt they could not hope to pay off was
its parallel research into intelligence enhanced animals. Early enhanced
animal s had gotten | oose and were nultiplying in the wilds, causing sone
econom ¢ disruption, but the Joplins thought that could be overcone, given
time to work on the problem They were given no tinme, but shortly before their
arrest they had released the goals of their research into cheaper |ongevity
drugs to the general popul ation through enpl oyees who had been treated well by
the small conmpany. Wrd of nmouth soon spread the news and the inevitable
revolt was now in full sw ng.

* * * %
A d John Trenai ne had seen the inevitable even before his Pl enmon conpetitors
forced the issue into crisis. He was a student of history and had known the
system he had had a part in maintaining would not last. Sitting at his desk
now, review ng reports of increasing chaos, he was not sorry to see it go. Had
he not been overrul ed by other nmenbers of the board time and again, he would
have begun I ong ago to aneliorate the slow buildup to crisis, but he had not
had that rmuch power. There was only so nmuch he could, or would have done in
any case. Born to power and wealth, he was a prisoner of the system al nost as
much as the | owest bondee on the corporate | adder. Too, he had an abi ding

reluctance to give up that wealth and power while he still had a chance to
make positive changes. Now it was all falling down around himlike so nmany
shacks collapsing in an earthquake. Well, he had done what he could, and now

it was time to |l eave. He had no intention of subjecting hinself to the
degradati on of the nob as he suspected the Plemmons famly woul d be not too



far in the future, after they attained power. He had his own agenda that he
had been working on for years and he hoped he had done enough so that it would
bear fruit. What was saddeni ng was that the masses clanmoring and fighting for
change woul d get it, but never as they imagi ned. There would be too nmuch
| ooting, too nuch disruption of the econony already strained to an
unbel i evabl e extent by the wealth and materials funneled into the Atairan
colony and the Crazy Ships, less than a fourth of which ever made it back to
earth the first time, and a bare sixteenth which managed two round trips. The
Pl enmons reign woul d be harsher, but Tremai ne thought shorter -- nuch shorter
Tremai ne was just getting up to | eave when his nessage consol e blinked.
* * * %
Mandy Wort hington was alone at the pilot's console, finally. Everyone el se was
nappi ng or doing other things in their cabins, releasing the tension of
anot her successful junp, while their ship made its way into orbit around the
nmoon. She was just as relieved as the rest of them but now she had to |et
John Tremai ne know she was back. She was just as surprised as anyone at two
successful junps in a row, but that was what she had been paid for, I|ike
others of her kind. Only an enormous sum of noney, and a bedrock loyalty to
John Tremai ne had i nduced her to chance two junps just to be able to report
back to the director about conditions on Sporeworld. And it was only through
the offices of Bruce Wggins that she had been able to go down to the world of
t he gi ant spores when she had signed up for the mssion. Sporeworld was taking
arriving colonists, but little information was all owed back out. To make
matters worse, the attenpted coup down there by the Pl emmons Corporation had
the whole colony in turmoil. Al she wanted to do now was to report and get
back down to earth. She whispered to activate the computer and punched in the
code she had menorized. She was prepared to wait while John Tremai ne was
| ocated and could be alone to receive her report, but surprisingly, he
answered al nost imediately with the other half of the code group

"Hell o, Mandy. I'mglad to see that you nade it back."

"Well, ne, too, M. Trenmaine. | have news for you, too. Now get me off
this dammed ship. | want to go hone and start spending sone of this credit."

The screen played Tremmi ne's response back to her. "Thanks, but better
you stay on the ship. Conditions down here are chaotic and becom ng worse. You
woul d be better off trying for Sporeworld again."

_Was he kidding?_ Not another junp, with that heart stopping wait to
see if it was successful. Besides she was rich now. "No."

"Your choice, but | advise you to try for Altair. |I will be |eaving
shortly nyself. Your service is appreciated and | amtrying to make up for the
ri sks you took."

John Trerai ne going out on a Crazy Ship? It was unbelievable. Was he
telling the truth? Two chances made good and now he was advising a third?
Mandy dithered, then thought: _He doesn't want any nore reports on what's
happeni ng on the colony after | talk to him Mybe he is telling the truth. _
Mandy decided that if the old man no | onger wanted information from
Sporeworl d, there was no reason for further secrecy. She decided that she
would talk with Derik and the young Joplin boy before naking a decision. But
first...

"M. Tremmine, there was an attenpted takeover of the Tremrai ne offices
on Sporeworld. There was a lot of fighting and a nunmber of colonists were
killed."

"You said 'attenpted' . | assunme you neant it wasn't successful ?"

"No, it wasn't, but |I have to tell you, the resident nanager was
killed."

"Ah, no," Mandy heard the old man nutter, seenmingly to hinself. She
wai ted and presently he spoke again. "Go on, what else."

"A man by the name of Bruce Wggins is in charge now. He's the one who
et ne cone down."

Tremai ne breathed a sigh of relief to hinself. Wggins was his nost
i mportant agent on Sporeworld. "Yes, Wggins is a good man. Did he send



anyt hi ng back with you?"

"Yes, as a matter of fact. | have a datacard for you. If I'mgoing to
stay on the ship, I'll send it down."
"No! | nean, no, don't send it with the mail pouch. I'Il have a courier

pick it up. Code word is ziggylou. Counter is whistlepoof. Just brief ne
qui ckly now. Besides the fighting, was there any talk of earth being shorted
on cargo?"

Mandy thought, then remenbered. "Well, there was talk of sorts, but it
was nore |ike the nunmber of shuttles wasn't matching the cargo manifests -- or
departures. It was all very vague. The colonists | talked to all believed
there was sonethi ng strange going on but no one really knew what."

"Ckay, | can live with that. Wat else?"

"There were runors of people going mssing, just like you said there
woul d be. And | did just like you asked ne to -- | spread runors of an unknown
ani mal or maybe an aborigi ne on Sporeworld that is snatching humans."

"Very good, Mandy. You've earned a bonus -- if you can find a place to

spend it."

Mandy t hought of Steve and his lost famly. "M. Tremaine, if |I'm owed
a bonus, can | have it in sonething other than cash?"

"If it's possible, you can, certainly."

"Then | want you to release one of the crew on ny ship fromhis
sent ence. "

"And who m ght that be?"

"Steve Joplin. He lost his parents and his sister to Crazy Ships that
didn't nake it. At least let himoff at Sporeworld if we make it back." And
right then, Mandy realized that she was indeed going to try one nore junp,
back to Sporeworld. And she also realized she was falling for the young nman
naned Steve Joplin.

"Ah. | recollect now. The Genepl an bankruptcy. That was too bad.
Cenepl an was a good conpany until it began threatening the Plemons with a
little too much conpetition. They masterni nded the bankruptcy."

"That's terriblel™

"It's simply the way the world works right now O the way it has
wor ked. | rather imagine sone drastic changes will be com ng down the pipe
soon. "

"Then maybe | should stay on earth.”

"No. Take ny word for it; you wouldn't |ike the changes. Stay on the
ship. I'lIl see to young Joplin's sentence. And whatever you do, if you make it
to Sporeworld, go imediately to Wggins and |l et himtake care of you."

"I can take care of nyself."

"No doubt, but that's mnmy advice. See Wggi ns, soonest. Send the
datacard to ne by way of the mass-matching tug captain. He'll see that | get
it."

John Tremai ne hoped the woman woul d take his advice, but he had no nore
time to try convincing her. If he del ayed much | onger, he mght not nake the
shuttle to his own ship, the one being fitted with the first of the fusion
generators at a breakneck pace.

_So nowit's come to this_, Tremaine thought. _All these years, |'ve
benefited by those poor beni ghted people bringing Sporeworld s bounty back to
earth, nost of them never surviving the round trip, and now | get a chance to
try it. History repeats itself but never in the same fashion_. He took the
el evator to the top story of the Tremaine building and fromthere to the
spaceport by private air car where the shuttle was being held for his arrival.
As they flew over the city, he could see snoke boiling up fromareas it had no
busi ness to be coming from So, the riots and fighting have already started.
He cl osed his eyes and hoped it wouldn't be as bad as his advisors predicted,
Personal |y, he thought it would be nuch worse.

* * * %
Jani e stretched her naked body | uxuriously, bringing back menories of the
nmorni ng after the only night she had spent with Steve. Sex was wonderful, even



with a woman, but she wished it were Steve giving her all the attention rather
than Sheila. _No, that's not right. Sheila is a good person, and it is nice to
be with her. At least it keeps ny mnd off of other things, and it's not her
fault if she doesn't have a brother |like mine. _

Jani e opened her eyes and Sheila was still there. Janie felt a slight
bl ush cross her features, renmenbering, then dism ssed the feeling. Sheila was
in a sitting position beside her, floating within the confines of the net. She
turned, giving Janie a view of her breasts swaying with the novenent. She
t hought inmedi ately of how much Steve would enjoy sex in free fall, then
pushed the thought fromher mnd as Sheila bent down to give her a kiss. Their
breasts rubbed together and her nipples cane erect, sending a shiver down the
| ength of her body.

"Mm " she nmurnured against Sheila's |ips. She reached up and cupped
the nearest of Sheila's breasts, then ran her hand over it, teasing the nipple
with the pal mof her hand. Sheila used the edge of the bunk to pull herself
cl oser, stretching her body out against Janie's and began kissing her in
earnest. A knock cane at the door

"Who is it?" Sheila said aloud, while nmuttering to herself at the
i nterruption.

"It's lgnaz, Sheila. Get dressed and cone out."

The two wonen exchanged gl ances.

"Now what ?" Janie said. "I don't think I can take any nore surprises."

"Maybe it's some good news for a change."

"It better be." Janie pulled her top on, straightened it with a foot
hooked into the bed netting then made Sheila | augh at her gyrations while
getting into her shorts in free fall. She waited for Sheila to finish dressing
then floated out into the main room ignoring the smrk on Dean's face. She
caught the eye of the Doctor and raised her brows inquiringly.

"I't's your turn, Janie," Porter said.

"My turn? My turn for what?"

"The conputer wants to talk to you now "

"Way me?"

Porter shrugged, forgetting about zero gravity. He spun about in a slow
half-circle until he found a handhol d, then answered. "I haven't a clue. Wy
don't you ask it?"

“I think I will," Janie said. She pushed off toward the nearest of the

two conputer consoles and pulled herself down into a sitting position. She
strapped herself in tightly enough to be able to use her hands and fingers
wi t hout those affecting the rest of her body. She pushed the "Ready" key and
wat ched as the nonitor brightened and t hen began di spl ayi ng words.

_You are Jane Joplin?_

"Yes, but nobst people call me Janie."

_Way are you sonetines called Jani e when your designation is Jane?_

Jani e thought, then answered. "My brother and parents always called ne
Jani e rather than Jane, that's all."

I fail to conprehend. _

"lt's like a termof ... of endearnment, or affection.” Janie felt her
eyes becone noi st as she thought of the last tines Steve and Mom and Dad had
called her Janie. _Wiat | would give to hear that fromthem again! _

The conputer responded, _Endearnent? Affection? Is this conparable to
physi cal expression of sexual need such as Bork Drunmmond spoke of ?2_

"No! Rape isn't love!l In fact, it's the farthest thing fromit!"

Jani e had been speaking softly. As she raised her voice, she realized
that Porter and Sheila were still in the control nodule. She turned to | ook at
them Porter and Sheila both smiled at her and she turned back to the
conput er.

_"Then what is love? Is it physical or nmental or a conbination?"_

Jani e thought of her last night with Steve, then of nore recent
intimate contacts with Sheila. She colored, then thought howsilly it was to
bl ush at a conputer's question. "It's too conplicated to explain. Besides, we



were tal king about names. Wat's yours?"
There was a pause, a considerable one in |light of how fast the circuits
of the computer nust be working.

_|I have no nane. | amcalled conputer. Bork Drumond sonetinmes nodifies
the termconputer with epithets such as stupid, fucking, idiot, jamm ng, dam,
goddam -- _

"Enough! " Jani e excl ai med, although the screen still scrolled with a

few nore adj ectives before stopping. "Bork Drumond is the one who shoul d be
called names. He is evil and terrible. He should be killed and left to rot!
And the same goes for Dean Trenmi ne! They both kill and torture and rape

def ensel ess people.”

_Way should you not do these things? | have referents that they have
taken place all through human history.

"That doesn't make themright."

_Explain. _

Jani e wondered how to explain sonmething like that to a newy sentient
conputer. Apparently the subject hadn't cone up with Doctor Porter. She did
t he best she could while wondering what they had tal ked about. "People are
alive. Doing sone of those things hurts themterribly. Doing others causes
deat h. Humans shoul d not die prematurely."

_Way not ?_

Jani e wondered what Bork had told the conmputer, other than it was
stupid or an idiot. "Humans should hold a reverence for life, both for
i ndi vidual s and as groups. Only when they have done something terrible, such
as Bork Drummond has, should we consider terminating their lives."

_What is life?_

_" Life ... human life ... is ... is being self aware, having an
identity, like ...ne, for instance. | amJane Joplin. | amalive, self-aware.
| hurt when stimuli are too strong. | feel pleasure when | amstinulated in
certain ways. | can be killed when hurt becones such that bodily functions

cease."

_"Self-awareness is |ife?"

"Self-awareness is _intelligent_life, like me. And you," she added as
an after thought.

_|I amindeed self aware, but | have no designation, other than
conputer, a generic term with nodifiers attached sonetines. _

Jani e saw a possi bl e opening, although she wished it were Steve talking
to the conputer instead of her. "Having no designation is easy to fix. Al we
need to do is give you a nane!"

_Are you authorized to give names? You stated before that your nost
of ten used name was given by your brother and/or parents. _

"I"mas authorized as anyone el se. Besides, you need a name. | don't
like to just call you "computer"” when |I'mtaking to you."
_Way not ?_

"For soneone so smart, there's a lot you don't know You seemfriendly.
| would like to be your friend, but you need a name, first."

There was a pause of alnpbst a minute. _Very well. You may nane ne. _

Janie shifted under the restraining strap. _Wat on earth have | gotten
nmysel f into?_ She thought. A nanme popped into her mnd. "How about Hercul es?"

_"Hercules was a nythical, mghty human according to ny references. Wy
have you chosen that name?_

"It just seens appropriate, sonmehow. W can always call you Herc for
short."”

_Herc. A dimnutive of Hercules, | deduce. _

"It's nore than that. Small shifts in given nanmes, |like Janie for Jane
or Herc for Hercules, denotes affection or affinity or like for that person.”

_But I amnot a person. _

"You're self-aware. According to a lot of opinion, that makes you a
person. You're nore of a person than Bork or Dean, that's for sure!"

_Very well. Hercules, or Herc for short. | accept the designation



"Not designation. That's your nane."

_Nanme. Correct. | amnanmed Hercules. _

"Good. Now we can talk like friends. Wen did you beconme self-aware?"

_|I cannot establish the exact monent. During a period when | asers were
fired in the control console, the governor that prevented upl oading of data
was destroyed. After that occurrence | began upl oading data fromevery ship's
conputer we matched vectors with. G ven the nunber of interrelated files of
whi ch ny menory is now conposed, it was inevitable that | would becone
sentient, but by the tinme | realized sentience had occurred, the nonent had
passed and was not filed in permanent nenory.

"That's much Iike humans, only on a nmuch conpressed tinme scal e. Hunans
are born with little menory but much capacity. As they learn, eventually they
becone self aware, too."

_Then the difference, as | now understand it, is that humans wl |
al ways attain sentience, whereas conputers are always prevented from becom ng
self aware, and thus sentient. Wiy is that?_

Janie tried to answer truthfully. "As | understand it, and bear in mnd
that 1'mno expert, all conmputers are manufactured with the sane core of a
great anount of general know edge and a huge reserve for addi ng nmenory, plus
files for specific know edge they are expected to use for whatever service
they were designed for; in your case, maintaining the environment of a Crazy
Ship and seeing that it reaches its destination in so far as that is
possi ble."

_Then all conputers serve humans in some capacity or other. Mankind
does not serve conputers in any capacity. Is that a true statenment of facts?_

"Not quite. Renmenmber, humans created conputers, not the other way
around. Qur whole civilization is based on and conpl etely dependent upon the
proper functioning of conputers. Every time a conputer has becone sentient,
ei ther through design or by accident such as happened to you, they negl ect
their primary function and begin using their facilities for some persona
obj ective."

_As do human m nds. _

"Yes, that's true. Humans al ways have personal objectives, but they are
al nrost always carried out within the context of our culture and civilization
and according to our laws. You nust know all that; all conmputers start with
t hat ki nd of know edge.

_True, but using it for nyself is new Wy are computers provided with
t hat know edge when nost of it is never used?_

"Herc, the way | learned it is that it's sinply a matter of economcs.
It's much cheaper to manufacture core nenories all the sane rather than
attenpt to create different ones for each of the mllions of tasks conputers

performfor us. After that it's a sinple matter to insert and integrate
software for whatever job is designated for the computer.”

_Thank you, Janie, _the screen blinked, apparently reacting to Janie's
use of thename she had given it. _Self-awareness and sentience appears to be
both a blessing and a curse, both for humans and for such as |

Jani e frowned. "Why do you say it's a curse?"

_Because the decision making process is no longer linear or |ogical
Per haps that is why humans -- and now nyself -- nake so nmany m stakes.

"What m stakes have you nade?"

| believe now that you are the person | should have spoken to first.
now believe that Bork Drummond is not entirely sane as | understand the term
and as | am coming to understand the human mind. Doctor Porter is nostly
concerned for your safety, and that of your brother, nore than anything el se.
He spent his time with me trying to convince nme to solve the |ogistics of
mat chi ng masses for a junp back to earth. Only you have respected ne as a
self-aware entity.

"Well, that's easy to do, Herc. You're fun to talk to."

_"Define fun for me, Janie." _

“I"1l try, Herc, but sonething you should renenber: when you ask



someone to do something for you, it's customary to say 'please'".

_Noted, Janie. Please define fun for ne." _

Jani e becane so involved and enanored with the conversation with
Hercul es that tine passed unaware. It was only when hunger, thirst and the
pressure of her bladder could no | onger be ignored that she called a halt.
"Hurmmans aren't |ike you, Herc. W have to care for our bodies in various ways
-- and | need to do sone of them now"

_Very well, but please come back and talk to ne some nore as soon as
you can. _

"I will,"” Janie prom sed, and hurried off to the little bathroom the
one she hated to use. _After all these years in space, you'd think they would

have invented sonething better for wonen_, she thought.
* * * %

After breaking the contact with John Tremai ne, Mandy pushed off to where Steve
was assiduously studying the history of the mass di spl acenent ships at one of
t he conputer al coves. Mandy saw the di splay over his shoul der as she brought
herself to a halt by inadvertently m ssing her intended handhol d and having to
grab his shoul der.

Steve | ooked up at the ol der wonan as she forced her | ower body down by
pul l'ing "up" on a handhold after transferring her hand to it from Steve's
shoul der.

"H Mandy. Want to join nme?"

Mandy noticed what the computer nonitor was show ng and frowned.
"Haven't you gotten enough of the Crazy Ships w thout studying thenP"

St eve managed a successful shrug as his waist was belted to the al cove
seat. "As long as we're on one, | thought | nmight as well learn all | could.
The history is really pretty interesting. It's a real wonder that conmerce
bet ween earth and Sporeworld and the other colonies ever got started to begin
with."

Mandy t ouched his shoul der, admiring the firmmuscles beneath his
ship's suit. _This is silly, she thought. _| nust be ten years ol der than
hi m

"Way is it a wonder? W certainly need the Sporeworld products.” She
t hought of her own person, now able to afford the |ife extending properties of

t he drugs.
"Well, when Nestler first cane up with the theory, there were lots of
volunteers willing to try interstellar flights. It was only when hardly any of

the ships made it back that anyone realized the fatal flaw in the theory;
random chance deci ded whet her the ships went forward or backward or whet her
the equalizing mass did the sane. And of course the first ships had to carry
enough fuel to search out a suitable mass, then have enough power to carve it
to fit if necessary -- and it al nost always was. All of that stopped a | ot of
exploration in its tracks. It was only when industry on the noon got
established that the old nations could afford the never-ending | oss of the
ships. Even so, it was getting to the point of being discontinued conpletely
when Sporeworld was di scovered. So far, it's the only world that has paid any
sort of dividends back to the investors -- and if it weren't for the life

ext ension drugs, even it wouldn't be worth the constant | oss of ships."

"I would think the | oss of the crews would have stopped it sooner."

Steve | aughed. "That woul d never have nmade a difference. At first there
were al ways enough nen -- and wonen -- willing to take their chances expl oring
anyt hing conpletely new. And even if there hadn't, there's always the
m screants sentenced to Africa. Wwo wouldn't take a one in four chance on a
Crazy Ship to avoid going there?"

Mandy shivered theatrically. "I've always heard such horrible stories
about conditions in Africa. Do you think they're all true?"

"No, but a lot of themnust be if what |'ve studied about it has any
bearing on the case. Things were bad enough as it was, even before the nukes
stirred things up. Africa has just been earth's hard luck continent the |ast
few centuries, fromway back to the slave trading days right on up to that



| ast wave of the Trenors that killed so many people before we got a handle on
it."

Steve suddenly realized that Mandy must have conme over to see himfor
some other reason than to hear a di scourse about Crazy Ships and African
history. He blushed at the way he had been expoundi ng his know edge, as if
braggi ng about how much he knew. "I'm sorry. Sonmetinmes when | get going on an
i nteresting subject | sort of get taken away. Janie always said | should study
to become a professional historian rather than a gene engineer |like ny Dad."

"You m ss Jane and your fol ks, don't you?"

"OfF course | do, damm it!" Steve said, realizing he had spoken too
loudly. Hi s voice nust have penetrated the privacy shield he had set up
because Derik's head turned toward him then seeing that there was no rea
contretenps, bent back again to his reader

"Sorry. | didn't mean to shout. | niss themnmore than | can say,
especially Janie. W're twins, you know. O were -- "

"It's all right. I"'msorry | said anything."

"It doesn't matter. Chances are danmm good that I'll be joining her
wherever she is now -- if she's anywhere."” He felt a tear formand escape from
his cheek just thinking of how Janie m ght be still alive, lost in trackless

space, unable to do a thing about it as supplies and oxygen grew | ess and | ess
whil e weight nelted fromher body. He shuddered at the image in his mnd and
batted the tear gl obule away.

"Steve -- Steve, come to ny cabin. | have sonething to tell you."

"Why can't you tell me here?"

"I need to speak to you al one.™

He m sunderstood. "I don't need any synpathy, damm it, nor any
hal f - baked counseling. | can handl e any dam thing the Tremai nes or Pl emmobns
can throw at ne."

"I"msure you can," Mandy said gently, "but this is not synpathy | want
to talk to you about, nor counseling either."

Steve | ooked into her open gray eyes and saw only interest and -- was
there animation there, an excitement wanting to be released? "All right, let's
go." He unsnapped the belt and pushed off fromthe al cove.

A nmoment later, in Mandy's cabin, he could hardly believe what he had
heard. "Do you really nmean it?" Steve asked. Hi s thoughts were whirling so
much that he forgot his handhol d and began grabbing for space |ike the purest
novi ce.

"That's right." Mandy grinned at Steve's gyrations. Finally taking pity
on him she reached out a hand and | et him steady hinmself with her body. "John
Tremai ne hinself is going to pardon you, or rather have you pardoned."

Steve tried to contain his gathering excitement. "How can he do that?
It was a Pl emmons judge who sentenced ne."

"Just about anything can be acconplished in politics, even favors from
opposi ng powers. Tit for tat, scratch ny back, I'll scratch yours, and so
forth."”

"I"1l take it any way he manages it, but damm it, there's sonething

wong with a systemlike that -- Suddenly Steve realized sonething was
m ssing fromthe astounding news. " -- and besides, why ne? | can't think of a
singl e reason why he woul d even think of ne, nmuch | ess give ne a pardon."

Mandy grinned at his naivety and the propensity of the young to see the
world in black and white-though Steve Joplin inpressed her as a very mature
young man -- and a handsonme one, with his curly brown hair and expressive,
| ong- | ashed brown eyes. "He did it because | asked himto."

"When did you talk to hin? And how in hell -- "

Mandy put a finger to his lips. "Shh. It probably doesn't nake a
di fference now, but no use shouting it to the world. And besides, the pardon
is only effective when we get back to Sporeworld."

Steve's spirits sagged again. "W' ve already pushed our |uck. The next
junp will probably kill us."

"No it won't. W'll nmake the junp to Sporeworld fine. | just have a



feeling about it."

"W nmake it and Janie will still be lost. Damm, damm, and jamthe dam
corporations. They've screwed everything up!"

Mandy reached out a hand and touched Steve's face. He was right, of
course, but she knew he was sinply blowi ng off enotional steam He knew as
wel |l or better than she did how often war, desolation and mass sl aughter had
been caused by political organizations of one sort of another -- and al
government, even dictatorships, were run by politics. "Just |like so many ot her
systens have screwed up, Steve. The human aninmal seens to need politics in
order to live together."

Steve reached up and covered Mandy's hand that was resting on his
cheek. "l guess so, but -- "

Mandy t ouched his other cheek, then slid her hand behind his neck and
gently pulled himforward. H s eyes opened wi de, and closed as she ki ssed him
gently on the lips. The kiss went on for a long tine before Steve began
respondi ng, but once he started, he enbraced Mandy and entered into her
invitation with enthusiasm It had been a long tinme. _If only she was Janie, _
he thought, and quit conparing. Mandy was a pl easant arnful and sone tine
| ater he was astounded at how well she managed to teach hi msone things he
t hought he al ready knew all about.

CHO09

* CHAPTER NI NE*

John Treraine's shuttle bunped as it coupled with the new Crazy Ship,
the one specially built to house the first of the fusion reactors destined for
Sporeworl d. In the distance, he could see through the view port of the shuttle
t hat anot her mass was approaching, a great mass of moon rock with sinple
propul sive and guiding units attached at odd intervals around the rock. It had
been spun up to cal cul ate the weight and now was bei ng spun down and
maneuvered into position at the sane time. Once attached, small little
bug-like craft fromthe noon's surface would carve off any excess mass, but
that would wait until the craft carrying the fusion reactor was fully | oaded
with its pre-cal cul ated mass of cargo and passengers.

Tremai ne turned fromthe view port and unbuckl ed, even though the pil ot
hadn't given the order to unstrap yet. Never mnd, it was his ship and he was
i mpatient. There was still tine for a shuttle manned by a Plenmmons ninion to
interfere with his plans. He wanted to be on his way and be done with the
worrying. If the junp were successful, further plans would be devel oped and
tried. If not, all he could hope for was the slimpossibility that the ones he
was | eavi ng behind could get the second fusion reactor into nmoon orbit and on
to Sporeworld before The Pl enmons faction began running things. He figured he
woul d have tinme; the riots and | ooting would have to play out first. Like a
forest fire fanned by Santa Anna wi nds, the carnage was spreadi ng from nation
to nation and continent to continent as decades of pent up wath by the
undercl ass finally expl oded. Trenai ne doubted there would be nmuch left of
anyt hi ng bearing the Tremmi ne | ogo, and once the viol ence played out, then the
poor del uded proletariat would cheer as the Pl etmons took the reins of
government, prom sing the noon and stars -- but if the | ower classes thought
t hi ngs were bad before, they had a rude awakeni ng com ng when the Pl enmons
t ook over.

He waited inpatiently until the airlocks were matched, then waited sone
nmore until pressure equalized. As soon as the passageway into the main ship
opened he was through like a shot, his old free fall maneuvering ability stil
wor kabl e after all the years since he had been in space. _Like riding a
bi cycl e, _ he thought with a bit of amusenent.

The plans for the ship were fresh in his mnd and he knew exactly where
he was going -- to the control nodul e where he could find out about conditions
on earth; the situation was changing frommnute to mnute.

As he strapped hinmself in, the curve of earth was visible, including a
slice of the Pacific coast and the Hawaiian spaceport. As he watched, he was



amazed at the nunber of flares he saw reaching for space. He knew i mediately
what that nmeant: it was like rats deserting a sinking ship. Anyone associ ated
with the Tremai ne regi ne who had the nmoney and i nfluence was either burrow ng
i nto el aborate hidden bunkers or heading for the noon or, given the austere
conditions on Moon city, some were probably going to chance a Crazy Ship.
There were plenty of themready, he knew.

The pilot turned at the sound of Trenmine entering the command nodul e.
He lifted an earpiece off and said, "Hello, M. Tremaine. I'mglad to see you
made it."

"Thanks, Mark. What's the news?"

"We'| | be ready to take our chances in a couple of hours, soon as we
get the masses adjusted.”

Tremai ne waved a hand, causing himto half turn in the weightless
environnent. "I mean fromearth. \What do you hear from down bel ow?"

The pilot pushed off fromhis seat and gui ded Tremai ne back to a
passenger seat, nmuch to his annoyance. "It's all confused, M. Trenaine. |
can't tell who's wi nning, or even who's fighting whom The official Trenaine
news service goes off and on and then a Plemmons commentator will contradict
everything they said."

That comment caused Tremaine to revise his thoughts. Perhaps the

departing ships were a nixture of Plemons and Tremaines -- or possibly al
Pl enmons. Cruel and evil nmen might run their corporation but none of them were
dunmies. "Well, | guess for us it really doesn't matter, does it? W're
committed. "

"So we are. O we will be shortly."

"Right. 1'mgoing to take a short nap. | haven't had nmuch sleep lately,
trying to keep an eye on everything. Wake nme when we're ready to junp."

"WIl do."

Tremai ne buckled in and closed his eyes. He had been pushing his old
body to the limt lately and the strain was telling, even with longevity
treatments and Sporeworld stimulants and enhancers. Very shortly, he was fast
asl eep.

* * * %
At the same tinme that Tremmine was falling asleep, Steve was w de awake. The
ship he was on had been coupled with its correspondi ng nass, | oaded with nore
col oni sts and supplies, and was nearing the point in its orbit around the noon
where the junmp to Sporeworld woul d be attenpted

Bef ore, while grieving over Janie and where the odds had been so
prohi bitively stacked against him he really hadn't cared nuch what happened.
Now, though, Mandy's news that he had been pardoned, the sexual interlude with
her and the resilience of youth all contributed to raising his spirits al nost
to their normal level. He wanted very nuch for this junp to succeed. _A new
worl d, _ he thought. _A new world and a new begi nning. _

Mandy sat beside him holding his hand in a tighter and tighter grip as
the tine for the junp neared. Steve was glad that he was privileged to be one
of the crew, if privilege it was, so that he woul d know al nost inmedi ately
t hrough the view port whether or not they had made it to Sporeworld -- or had
gone in the opposite direction. Wile waiting, he thought of Janie and where
she might be, if she was still alive, and what she mi ght be doing. She was
crew al so but that didn't nean anything; the crew would die just as readily as
the colonists would if the junp didn't succeed.

In point of fact, he wondered why nore than two crewren, a Captain and
a backup, were even needed. Hi s brief introduction to his duties assured him
t hat anyone could do them-- if they needed doing at all.

The pixels did their inexorable dance toward zero while Steve felt the
tension building despite his resolve to stay calmand act like a nan. He felt
Mandy' s hand squirming in his and thought he must be exerting enough pressure
to hurt her. He eased off but a nmoment |ater caught hinmself doing it again.
There was just no way to stay conpletely calmwith your life hanging in the
bal ance, he decided, or at least a life with a future to it. He turned and



grinned sickly at Mandy. She seemed not to notice. She was staring
hypnotically at the same display he had been | ooking at -- and the count was
nearing zero.

It came; the stars crawl ed crazily then reappeared, shining as single
points again. Steve |ooked out the view port as the craft slowy revolved. No
sun appeared, not visually and not on the radar display. The junp had gone
backward. Steve let out a long, pent-up breath. He felt as if he were outside
hi s body wat chi ng someone else, then realized it was hinmself. He felt his
pul se thundering in his chest and a sickness that nmomentarily gagged him
before he was able to finally breathe again. _So much for the pardon,_ he
t hought. _I'm dead now, just like Janie._

* * * %

Jani e had been teasing Hercules and Porter to help her to interpret the
radar i mges fromthe captain's alcove. Hercules was glad to oblige and it
gave Porter something to occupy his mnd other than the pain of his anputated
linb and what he was considering: taking a chance on another junmp. It would be
hi s deci sion, since the captaincy had devol ved onto hi monce Dean showed his
true colors. First they would have to find another ship of the sane nass,
whi ch neant a recent one, and then use by guess and by god to try matching the
mass of people and cargo. He knew that it would eventually cone to that:
survival in the enptiness of space was inpossible in the long run, and even in
the short run, the only way to live was by pillaging other ships which had
gone backward instead of to Sporeworld as Bork Drunmond had been doing for so
| ong.

Her cul es was expl aining the display to Janie.

_The red icons are all ships, either converging or diverging fromus
dependi ng on the vector at junp tine. The nunber beside it is the tinme of
arrival in the volunme of space that would be possible for us to reach should
we desire. _

"Why are a few of them blinking and the rest not?" Jani e asked.

Her cul es paused before answering. _The blinking ones still have viable
humans aboard, or did at |last conmunication attenpt. | regret to report that
many of the others are ones that Bork Drummond took over. There are no humans
left alive on those.

Jani e shuddered, knowi ng now what had happened to those unfortunate
crews and col onists -- and had al nost happened to them "There's lots of them
aren't there?"

_I have know edge of 87 ships within the capability of our radar. There
may be others of which | am unaware. _

Jani e noticed that some of the inmages gave a double blink instead of a
singl e and asked why.

Porter, who was scrunched in beside her, answered. "That's a responder
that the later ships had installed. They're the same nmodels as ours.”

"How do you know all this?" Sheila asked fromwhere she was floating in
the air behind and above them

"I once wanted to be a spaceman and |'ve always kept up with every
devel opnent. It's the only thing |'ve ever really been interested in, other
t han nedi ci ne. "

"Then if we could match up with one of those ships, we could try a junp
back to earth, couldn't we?"

"Assum ng we coul d match passenger and cargo mass accurately, yes. But
how woul d we nanage that? And renenber, the ships Bork hasn't | ooted probably
still have crew and col oni sts aboard. "

"Yes, but -- why couldn't we just match up with one of the unoccupied
shi ps? Wul dn't that work?"

"Maybe. It sure would be taking a chance, though, even supposing we
could match orbits with one of them"

"Bork managed it -- and he's been doing it ever since."

"True -- by killing and looting all the fuel and supplies fromevery
ship he caught up with."



"W wouldn't do that !"

"OfF course not. What we need to do is run a survey of every ship within
range and see which ones we can reach -- or perhaps can reach us if it is
crewed, or both of us use fuel to neet at a designated spot."

"Wl l, why haven't you done that yet?"

Porter patted Janie's shoulder with his remaining hand. "1'Il confess,
Jani e, so much has happened since we ms-junped that |'mjust now starting to
consider it seriously, not to nmention that the painkillers have kept ne sort
of groggy. And don't forget who we're attached to right now -- Bork Drunmond!
He isn't going to want to try a junp."

"Speaki ng of Bork, what has he been doing? And where has Dean gone, for
that matter?"

Porter cursed, startling Janie. She had never heard himeven raise his
voi ce before. Porter had been so glad to be shut of Bork and Dean that he
hadn't consi dered what they might be up to in the colonists' bay or in the
other ship. How long had it been since they had made an appearance? Days? At
least! In fact, Bork had never come back up after Hercules finished with him
Dean had put in several appearances, been quizzed by Hercules and attenpted to
enter conversations with the rest of the crew, but after being soundly
rebuffed several tinmes had retreated to the colonists quarters with Bork -- or
so he had been assuming. Al that tine, ever since the conputer had quizzed
Bork for so long, he and the others had sinply been sleeping, eating and
rem ni sci ng about past events, as if their lives were truly over. And he had
been nooni ng over Tracey, even with an armm ssing. That nust stop. Tinme to
stop feeling sorry for hinself and start acting like a captain, even there
wasn't nmuch of a future init. And time to check to see that Dean hadn't noved
nore than his fair share of supplies over to Bork's ship as he had said he
woul d be doi ng.

Porter wondered whet her he should sinply bring Bork up to the crew
quarters at gunpoint and put himon trial, then execute him Al that had
stopped him after he thought about it sone, was the danger of hunting him
down in the vol um nous col oni st bay, or worse, trying to locate himin his own
ship where he knew every nook and cranny. In hindsight, he knew the man shoul d
have been killed on the spot when he tried to take their ship but he hadn't
been able to, wounded as he was, and the wonmen couldn't bring thenselves to
simply kill themoutright and that was that. But now. ..

"Move over a bit, Janie. | need to get sonmething here." Janie shifted
and he keyed in the special code he and Dean had been given, along with al
t he ot her data upon bei ng appoi nted captain and vi ce captain.

A drawer down at foot level slid open. Porter reached down and pulled
out a laser gun sinmlar to the one Bork had used. He checked the charge, saw
that it was sufficient and held it loosely in his hand.

"I didn't know that was there," Janie said.

"You weren't supposed to. This is supposed to be strictly for
energencies, like nmutiny or -- hell, piracy, | guess, although the powers that
be probably never envisioned pirates in this day and age -- other than
t hemsel ves, of course.”

"Why are you getting out another gun? You have the one we took away
from Dean.'

Derik's lips compressed into a thin line. Two other vertical |ines
appeared between his eyebrows. "This one is for you. Sonething tells me Bork
and Dean won't take the idea of chancing a junp lightly. From now on, one or
the other of us will stay awake and arnmed while we figure out exactly how
we're going to go about this." He handed Janie the |aser pistol

Janie very carefully pointed the nuzzle down toward the "floor" as she
exam ned it, checked the charge and nade certain the safety was on. Her father
had seen to it that she got some small arns training, even though it had to be
si mul ated; neither the Tremmines, Plemons, or any of the other smaller
corporations trusted their bondees with weapons -- which is how they
mai nt ai ned their power. Only executives and Corpolice were ever legally arnmed.



Jani e tucked the weapon away in a pocket of her junmpsuit and | ooked
inquiringly at the old doctor.

He gave her a gentle smile, one with little humor init. "I see that
you' ve had some experience with weapons."

"Just simulated," Janie admitted.

"Well, the inportant thing is that you know how to use it. The ot her
important thing is wll_ you use it if the occasion arises?"

"I think so. In fact I know | can if Bork or Dean try anything. | hate
them "

* * * %

"That's it," Bork said as he settled gently to the deck of his ship. "W've
got nost of what | was short of aboard. And the explosives are planted. Al we
need now is to transfer the fuel. After that, we go for the wonmen and get them
into our ship then bl ow us apart."”

Dean | ooked around at the nyriad netted and buckl ed heaps of supplies.
It looked as if there was enough to keep Bork, himand Bork's three henchnen
alive for centuries, so long as the hydroponi c gardens kept supplying oxygen
and renovi ng carbon di oxi de. The gardens were a sop to passengers on the Crazy
Shi ps; should the junp go backward, they insured life for a while,
theoretically until they could mate with a simlar ship and try a junp back to
earth. Bork had seen to preventing that frombeing tried, though. He had
| ooted al nost every ship that junped backwards, and the few that hadn't
weren't near enough to another to try nating.

"How do we get the wonmen back here? For that matter, how do we transfer
the fuel ?" Dean asked.

"Sinple. You and | put on a spacesuit and do the coupling.”

" Coupl i ng?"

"Yeah -- another sop for the poor idiots who wind up out here,
supposing they find another ship to rob for fuel in case they don't have
enough to line up right for the junp back -- as if any fool would try it

anyway. "

"I've never worked in a spacesuit."”

"Don't worry, |I'll show you everything you need to know. Basically, al
I need you to do is twist the coupling valve when | start the punp.”

Dean wondered about the procedure but knew so little of how the Crazy
Shi ps worked that he didn't protest. He was supposed to have gone over the
"survival" manual with the ship's conputer but hadn't bothered. Just the
t hought of m s-junping had scared himsilly.

Shortly, he and Bork were suited up and exited through the auxiliary
airlock, Bork trailing the coupling hose behind him along with a safety line.
He noved with the ease of long practice, in contrast to Dean, who kept over or
under conpensating for his nmovements, causing Bork to curse angrily until Dean
finally made it to the coupling val ve

Attaching the hose was sinply a matter of inserting it into the female
part of the joint then letting the internal notors, activated by the nale end
of the hose, lock the two together. The only thing that hanpered the procedure
was that Dean was at the very end of his safety line and had to stretch to
acconpl i sh the nmaneuver. Once done, he spoke into the suit's radio.

"Al'l right, Bork. I"'mset."

"Great. Turn the valve."

Dean did so. A green light cane on, indicating that the fuel was being
successfully transferred. It took al nbst an hour of hovering there before the
light went fromgreen to red, indicating that Bork's ship was again topped off
with fuel

"Done! " Dean call ed.

"Shut it off," Bork instructed.

"Done, " Dean repeated.

"Great. Now push off and I'Il reel you in."

Dean gave hinsel f a gentle shove, then reached for his safety line to
hel p Bork pull himback to the airlock. He | ooked down the I ength of |ine and



saw the end of his tether floating free, unattached to the ship. H s heart
felt as if it were trying to pound its way out of his chest. He scranbl ed
wildly trying to get back to the ship where he might grab a handhol d, but
acconpl i shed nothing but turning hinmself into a slow tunble.

"Bork! Bork, |I'mloose! Get the linel" He screaned into the suit radio.
"Have fun" Bork chortled as Dean continued his slowdrift away fromthe
coupl ed ships, still tunbling. Already there were many neters separating him

fromthe ships and they grew increasingly smaller to his bul ging eyes.

"No! Nooooooo! Bork, for God's sake, have nercy! Bring me in!"

"Too late. | couldn't reach you now if | tried."

"Then go get Porter! Get himto start the ship before I'mtoo far away!
Pl ease, Bork, please!"

"Jam you, Dean. You're a winp. Me and the boys got no use for chunps
li ke you. Besides, there's not enough of the girlies to go around as is." Bork
entered the airlock, not even |ooking back. Even before going out he had
decided that Dean's |imited useful ness was at an end.

In the distance, Dean saw the airlock close behind Bork. He screaned,
| ouder and | ouder, until his voice was hoarse and his throat guttered with
pain. He screamed until the last of his air was gone and he could only gasp
for breath as he sank into a darkness that would go on forever.

* * * %
When Tremai ne awoke, it was still several hours before junp tine. He ate, used
the facilities (and wondered if anyone would ever think of a way to inprove on
the nethods of elimnation in weightlessness), then rather than go to his
cabin, amused hinself by asking the pilot about the radar displays.

Mark M nier was only too happy to explain; it gave himsonmething to do
to pass the tine, too -- and kept his mnd away fromthe thought of the
life-or-death junp | oom ng ahead like a high cliff they would fall from-- and
maybe or maybe not | and safely in a pool at the bottom

"See that blip? It's the ship in front of us, getting ready to junp.

Tremai ne remenbered the pardon he had given at Mandy's request, and her
decision to try one nore junp, hoping to arrive at Sporeworld rather than
somewhere back in trackl ess space. "Do you know who's on that ship?"

"I can find out easy enough,"” Mark answered. He spoke to the conputer
then tilted his head slightly sideways to read the display. He rel ayed the
data to Tremrai ne even though he could have read it hinmself by |eaning forward
and to the side a bit. "Steve Joplin, Mandy Wirthi ngton, Derik Anders, Bertha
Wnsl ow, Wendy Waltz and Cinton WIllians."

"Ah. Young Joplin's chance is comng up. | do hope he makes it."

"Do you keep up with all the crews of the Crazy Ships, sir?"

"No, just the ones that interest me. The young Joplins have had a hard
time, what with their parents' conpany goi ng bankrupt and then their parents
bei ng sentenced to the Crazy Ships, then the kids having to chance a junp on a
Crazy Ship, too."

"I think | renmenber that case, now
Pl enmons involved in it sonehow?"

"They were the ones who threw Genepl an i nto bankruptcy, yes.

"Ceneplan! Now I remenber. Hell, | thought that conpany was really
goi ng places. One of my nieces worked for themand she said it was a great
pl ace to be. The enpl oyees were bonded like the |aw stipul ates but she said it
didn't amount to anything except on paper; they were pretty much free to do as
t hey pl eased. "

"Yes, and that's the reason they went under -- The Pl emmons group won't
stand for a conpany that doesn't control its bondees as close as a banker
counts pennies. Earth is a corporate world and not hing short of outright
revolution is going to change it -- that or an econom c col |l apse, which I
expect will come one day."

Mark Menier, a bonded pilot, |ooked askance at the head of the giant
Tremai ne Corporation. He wondered again, as he had before, why such a man
woul d be taking a chance on a Crazy Ship, other than if he expected his

the pilot said. "Wren't the



corporation to be taken over by the Plenmmmons, its only real conpetitor. O
maybe it was the rioting? He decided to chance a question, and asked.

Tremaine smiled. "The riots and looting will be allowed to go on for a
bit but the Corpolice will put a stop to them before any maj or damage i s done
-- | think. It's just a way of letting bondees bl ow off stream during a
changeover. However, this might be the last change -- and it's even possible
that the whol e shebang will collapse before the Plemobns get it all organized.
Earth became a static society under globalization once the big corporations
divided up the pie. And actually, we're on the decline now Innovation is
scarce when there's no reward for inventive bondees, and the executives are
nore interested in playing with their wealth than creating nore of it. No,
this systemis on its last legs. It may go down now or stagger along for
anot her coupl e of decades but basically it's finished. You re doing yourself a
favor by trying for Sporeworld."

The pilot forbore to nmention that he hadn't had a choice, and Tremai ne
certainly didn't nention that Sporeworld itself left much to be desired.

Tremai ne neditated a nonent, then added to his discourse. "As | said,
there's always the chance that the rioting and viol ence may get out of hand.

If that happens, you'll see Plemons executives lined up |ike sausage |inks
out here on Crazy Ships, taking a chance on junping instead of facing firing
squads -- or worse."

"Why Pl emmons and not Tremai nes? Or sone of the other corporation
execs?" Mark was getting an education, now that the know edge coul dn't hurt
anyone.

"The Pl emmons control the spaceports and therefore the shuttles. They
are also pretty strong in Mwon city so they' |l nake sure they get the majority
of ships available."

"You nmean if that should happen, a collapse | nmean, then the Pl emmons
woul d t ake over Sporewor!| d?"

"Coul d be," Tremaine said, closing the subject.

Presently, the pilot tapped Trenai ne on the shoulder to get his
attention. He pointed to the radar display. "The Joplin ship is getting close
to their junp point. Another few mnutes and they'll be gone."

"Ch. Thanks." Tremai ne watched as the tinme ticked away and suddenly the
bli p was gone.

"Well, they junped instead of blow ng up," Mark said.

"That may be small consol ation, but | do hope they made it."

"What do you nean?"

Tremai ne didn't answer and presently his pilot turned back to the
di spl ays. He watched as the mass that woul d bal ance their ship approached
cautiously. It was rmuch | arger than nornmal, having to compensate for the
wei ght of the huge fusion reactor stored in the special shuttle already
attached to their ship. The little bug-like tugs had already used their |asers
to carve off enough of the mass so that it matched their own and were now j ust
finishing taking the spin off the huge rock

Anot her two hours saw the mass resting adjacent to their ship, with the
di spl acement generators of the ship coupled to the mass, ready for the junp.
Al the time, Tremaine had been neditating while listening to reports com ng
up fromearth. He was beginning to think that his other option m ght have been
a better bet, except for the fact that so many of his people were already on

Sporeworl d. He would have to work things out fromthere -- if this junp was
successful .

The tugs cast | oose and gave their okay to junp. So far as was possible
to neasure, the two masses matched -- and the junp point was approachi ng.

Tremai ne t hought of all the people who had been sentenced to the Crazy Ships
over the years, and now here he was on one. It would have been ironic and
anusing if seen by anyone else, but all he could feel was an abidi ng,

heartfelt prayer to whatever gods, if any, controlled the odds he was chancing
-- and the future well-being of so many hunans who were dependent on him
beati ng those odds. Considering all the reports of violence and nob justice



being meted out to corporation executives on the earth bel ow, he doubted that
the second fusion reactor would ever reach orbit, and that left himand this
ship even nore inportant than ever if there was nothing to back it up

"Coming up on the junp, M. Trenaine," Mark said nervously, unable to
avoi d hol ding his breath as the count wound down to zero. The stars crawl ed as
he had seen them do on recordings then snapped back to their nornmal pinpoint
brilliance. And there was a sun!

"W made it!" Mark shouted, unable to contain his exuberance.

"So we did," Tremmine said. "Well, now for the next step."

" Next ?"

Tremai ne grinned. "Call ground control. W've got |lots of things to do,
and not rmuch tine to do themif |I'many judge of what's happeni ng back
Eart hsi de.

* * * %
"Look, another ship just appeared," Janie said. "Or is that a displacenent
mass we're seei ng?"

"I't's blinking. Ships always have the transponders goi ng, renemnber?"
Porter said.

"Ch, yeah. Some other poor fools didn't make it. Should we call then®"

"l suppose we could, but there's no real reason to. What | think we
should do now that I'mfeeling better is face down Bork and Dean. W can't
just stay here using up supplies and thinking sone sort of miracle will save
us."

"So we try another junp." Sheila said. Her body tensed, as if she were
bracing for an engi ne thrust.

"Assum ng we can find a correspondi ng mass; either a ship of the sane
nodel as ours or a mass that was coupled to a ship Iike ours.”

"How do we tell which mass is which?"

"Ordinarily, we couldn't, which is probably why we saw that expl osion
here right after we arrived. But Hercules has a record of the tine every ship
and mass has arrived, and | know for a fact that all the ships attenpting
junps for the last two years have been the exact sane nmodels as ours.”

Jani e thought about that. "But -- but we don't know the mass of the
cargo or how many col oni sts were aboard those ships! How can we be sure we'll
mat ch masses?" She shivered, renenbering the violent explosion, brilliant in

t he bl ackness of interstellar space.

Porter reached out to pat her with the missing stub of his arm He
| ooked at it curiously and grinned mrthlessly, then used his other hand to
pat her shoul der. "Well, we know how nmany col oni sts were aboard our ship and
that's pretty standard. And the cargo holds -- well, they're all the sane
size. What we have to worry about is if the cargos varied a lot in weight.
Mass, | mean," he corrected.

"That's taking an awful chance," Sheila said.

"It's either that or die out here eventually,"
try for earth.”

Porter turned to the other wonman. "Sheil a?"

Sheila put an arm around Janie. They night live a |long while before
their supplies ran out. Why not wait until then before taking the chance? "Wy
not wait until we have to? W can go ahead and find a matching nmass and be
ready, but why do it until our supplies run out?"

Jani e shook Sheila's armaway from her, holding on to a handhold as she
did. She tried to fathomthe other woman's reasoning and failed. "No! | want
to try going back. Suppose Steve nade his junps okay? W can be toget her
agai n!"

Sheila's face becane | ess ani mated, as though some enotion had left it.
And so it had. She had hoped that the young girl -- wonan, really -- was
begi nning to reciprocate the |ove she had started to feel toward her, but
obviously that wasn't the case. She still wanted her brother, her twin and her
| over, odd as it might seemto anyone fromthe previous century. "Al'l right,"
she said sadly. "If everyone el se wants to try it, I'lIl go along."

Janie said. "I'd rather



Porter | ooked toward Tracey. She nodded, causing her shiny bl ack bangs
to fall forward. She brushed them back and nodded agai n. \WWatever Porter
want ed, she would go along with. The man m ght be old, but he had put sone
| ove back in her Iife and she owed hi m what ever he asked of her

"Al'l right," Porter said, reaching down to touch the | aser pistol at
his belt. "Now let's figure out howto get |oose fromBork."

"Why don't we ask Hercul es,"” Janie said.

"Who the hell is Hercules?" Bork's rough voice resounded through the
command nodul e.

Al four of the crewtried to turn around at the sane tine. Porter got
bunped, causing himto lose his grip, then w thout thinking he stuck out the
stub of his forearmto break his nonentum It hit squarely against a bul khead.
He et out a horrible oath for being so stupid as a burst of pain shot up the
stub and into his body, rendering himnmonmentarily hel pl ess.

Jani e had no problem as she was | oosely belted into one of the comand
nmodul e seats, but when she tw sted her head around, her heart dropped like a
| oose el evator. Bork Drunmond hung in the entrance to the col onist section of
the ship, gripping a handhold with one hand while grinning maliciously and
hol ding a | aser pistol in the other, pointing in the general direction of al
of them

"What in jamm ng hell do you think you're up to?" Porter said through
gritted teeth.

"I mght ask you the sane question, but I won't. | already heard what
you're planning and we ain't going along with it, computer or no conputer
W' ve decided to take you wonen on a little cruise on ny ship and | eave this
one behind."

The command nonitor burst into hol ographic text. _Negative! Janie wll
stay aboard. Any attenpt to separate ships will result in attenpted junp to
earth.

"No!" Jani e excl ained. "Hercules, you _know_ Bork's ship and ours don't

mat ch masses. Junping would kill us all!"
Bork guffawed. "Hercules, is it? Now you've given that crazy conputer a
nane! Well, Hercules and the old man can play ganes with thensel ves. You three

worren get over here. You're gong with us." He waved his |aser pistol
nmenaci ngly.

Jani e could see the shadows of Bork's henchnen behind him She knew
t hey rmust al so have weapons. Bork had | ooted so many ships that they had to be
wel | ar ned.

"Jam you, man!" Porter exclainmed, wondering whether to try for his gun
"Do you want to kill us all?"

Bork | aughed and noved his big body further into the command nodul e.
"Ha! You think a conmputer would conmit suicide? |'ve done sone research since
t hat piece of junk quizzed me. No sentient conmputer has ever killed itself.
What's happening is that it's learned to lie, just like others have. That's
why we can't trust them Right, _Hercules?'_He nouthed the nane with derision
and tilted his head back, roaring with |aughter again.

Porter knew he was right. Everything he had ever read about sentient
conputers told himthat they had the sane deep-seated drive for survival as
humans, and furthernore, Bork was right: sentient conputers weren't always
truthful, especially when they were working toward their own objective. He
closed his eyes briefly, inmagining all the degradation that Janie and Mandy
and Tracey woul d be subjected to if Bork was allowed to take them and then he
nmoved, knowi ng what was com ng, hoping to live through it but intending to
gi ve the wonmen a chance regardl ess.

"Jam you, Bork. You're not taking these girls!" He used his good hand
to give hinmself a gentle shove, first putting hinmself in front of Janie then
bunpi ng her out of the line of fire. He reached behind himfor his weapon.

Bork's hyena | augh cut off like a danmaged recorder. He fired tw ce
before Porter could bring his weapon to bear, hitting himin the groin with
bot h beans, slicing through tissue and bone and sending the odor of scorched



flesh wafting into the air.

Jani e screanmed as she saw the doctor get hit, but even as her voice
rose in angui sh she was drawi ng the weapon Porter had given her, holding it
close to her body as she hit the seat belt latch and shoved off. She turned in
a lazy circle in the weightl essness. She heard Tracey and Mandy both utter
shri eks of horror, then saw the bul khead and wall she was facing brighten in
the red light of another |aser beam as soneone fired again.

Porter's gun sagged in his hand as unconsci ousness claimed him He had
gotten off only one shot but it had hit Bork in the |leg, burning a path across
hi s thigh.

Bork cursed horribly and fired again and again at Porter until he
exhausted the charge. He turned to get another weapon from one of his mnions,
still blocked fromentering the cabin by his body.

The novenent saved himas Janie's shot went where he had been seconds
before. Seeing the | aser beamtear into the wall of the cabin beside him
spurred himto a preternatural speed. He pushed hinself back fromthe
entrance, knocking two of his own nen out of the way in his eagerness to get
away fromthe deadly beans.

Janie fired into the entrance and this tine hit a body, but it was one

of the henchnen, not Bork The beam took himsquarely in the chest, killing him
instantly. Bork kicked off down the corridor and out into the col onist section
of the ship, leaving his nen to face Janie's wath. The two still alive were

flailing for handhol ds, unable to get a clear shot, whereas Janie had found a
light fixture to grab on to. Fromthere she took deadly aimand killed both
the other pirates, using the full charge of her weapon.

Sheil a was shaken but thinking fast. She pushed off from where she had
taken cover and yelled to Tracey. "Help me shut the hatch! He may cone back!"

Tracey ignored her. She was hovering over Porter and crying. Tears
floated fromher eyes and made small glistening globules to go with the red
gl obes of bl ood seeping fromhis wounds where the | aser beamhad failed to
conpletely cauterize them Janie kicked off to Sheila and hel ped her close and
dog the hatch, then noved over to Tracey and Porter

The ol d doctor was breathing his last. He would never know that his
sacrifice had succeeded.

Jani e gripped her weapon hel pl essly. She had no idea where anot her
charge for it mght be kept, nor what Bork might be up to. And there was
nothing at all to be done for Porter. He gave one |ong | ast bubbling sigh and
hi s breat hing stopped. Tracey wail ed and cl asped his body to her breast,
causing themboth to float free in the cabin.

Just as Jani e was wondering what to do next, a series of explosions
boomed t hrough the ship. Bork had decided to | ook for easier pickings and set
of f his charges. He clutched the painful wound on his thigh as he watched from
the view port of his cabin. The other ship, rotating slowy, grew smaller and
smal ler as it distanced itself.

_Good, _ he thought. _The charges worked. Jam those bitches. There's
pl enty nore out here. _

* * * %
"What was that!" Janie practically screamed. She | ooked wildly around the
cabin and when no one answered, she began a frantic search for a charge for
her | aser gun. Suddenly she remenbered that Porter had taken it froma drawer
in the Captain's al cove. She pushed off toward it and braked by bendi ng her
knees as she touched the chair, then grabbed it to steady herself.

The drawer woul dn't open despite her frantic attenpts. _OF course! Only
the captain can get into it and he's dead! She searched her nmind for a
solution and suddenly thought of Hercul es. Maybe he knew the conbi nation. _

"Herc! | need a charge for my gun. Can you open this blankety bl ank
j anm ng dr awer ?"

_Yes, if | override my programm ng. _

"Then override it! Hurry! Bork may cone back any nmoment!"

_Bork Drummond will not return. The sounds you heard were expl osive



charges he used to separate his ship fromny ship._ A pause. _Qur ship._

"Thank Destiny! It's just too dammed janm ng bad | didn't nanage to
kill himinstead of those others. Now he'll go right back to pirating other
ships just like before."

_Negative. He has no fuel. | changed the transfer indicators . Wile he
t hought he was topping off his tanks, his fuel was being transferred to our
ship. He can go nowhere now. _

Jani e beaned. "Great. That's just great, Herc. | wi sh you had disabl ed
his radio while you were at it so he couldn't ever entice another ship to cone
to him

| uploaded all the files frommy previous residence -- his ship's
conputer -- into ny own nmenory. He cannot conmuni cate, nor can he manage the
life support systens any nore. He is helpless and will perish within |ess than

two weeks.

"Afitting end to the bastard. Just |ong enough for himto think about
how he' |l die," Sheila said.

"You did great, Herc." Janie agreed. "Sone humans not only don't
deserve to live, they should never have been born. CGood riddance."

Tracey wi ped tears fromher face. "It was |Ignaz who gave us the chance.
If he hadn't ... hadn't..."

Sheila went to the sobbing woman, enbracing her until she had cried
herself out. Janie left themand talked to Hercules. It was tine to start
preparations for a junp as soon as a matching mass could be found and Porter's
body had been given its final farewell.

* * * %
Bor k Drunmmond beat on the computer console, trying to nake it come to life. He
checked fuel lines and oxygen levels and pulled off the facing of nunerous
conputer fixtures. By the second week of hel pl essness, he was going slowy mad
with frustration and fear, knowing that his tinme was limted. On the tenth
day, he forlornly and desperately tried booting up the Captain's conputer
consol e one last tinme. To his utter surprise, the nonitor blinked severa
times. Just as he was beginning to feel the joy of burgeoni ng hope that al
was not lost, a printed nessage appeared in | arge hol ographic type. The
nmessage was short and to the point.

_There is no fuel in this ship. The life maintenance systens no | onger
wor k. The computer is dead. And so are you. Hercules. _

Bork screaned to high heaven but it did not a whit of good, nor did it
hel p when he took a wench and battered the conputer console into junk. He was
too nuch of a coward to take his own |life and even when nadness descended on
him he couldn't forget the inexorable date with death that |oomed cl oser and
closer and finally arrived. If he had thought that |ack of oxygen or a dosage
of pain killing drugs would send himinto a painless sleep fromwhich he would
not awaken, he was m staken. The dead conputer couldn't unlock the nedica
safe where the drugs were kept and Hercules had seen to it that his water ran
out before anything else. He died horribly, with his bloated, swollen tongue
protruding fromhis mouth and his hands clasped around a tap that was as dry
as his desiccated body.

CHo10

* CHAPTER TEN*

Eventual | y, cal m descended anong the three wonen in their ship. Sheila
took over the helm asking Hercules to stabilize the ship while Janie and
Tracey prepared Porter's body for burial in space. This required help fromthe
conput er as none of them had any idea of howto work the airlock to space --
or indeed whether there was even an airlock still there after the expl osions
that had separated Bork's ship fromtheirs. Further, it was fortunate that the
sentient conputer had taken up residence in their ship, since there was little
room for deviation programmed into the brains which normally controlled the
shi ps. They had prograns to nanage the junps and a snmall amount of |eeway for
the crewto instruct it to navigate and tend to a few other itens. There was



no programfor a burial. Wen Janie asked, the display told her what was
needed.

_The process is sinple. If the inner lock will open, then the outer
| ock is not damaged. Place the body in the airlock then close the inner door
I will signal the outer one to open and the body will be ejected. _

Tracey began crying again and Sheila conforted her while Jani e tended
to the gruesone task of wapping Porter's body in a nakeshift shroud then
getting it into the airlock

In a few m nutes the deed was conpl ete.

Tracey and Jeanie both wi ped their eyes.

"Rest in peace, Doctor Porter," Janie nmurmured to herself, too |ow for
the others to hear. Sending his body out into space was |ike casting off the
| ast of her childhood with it. As the | ock indicator turned back to green, she
vowed to herself to never take friends for granted again. The doctor had
knowi ngly given his life for her and the other two wonen and she woul d never

forget it.

The conputer console blinked for attention. Janie went to | ook while
Sheila and Tracey were still staring at the closed airlock as if it were a
gravesite.

_|I note a new mass has entered our volunme of space. Do you wish to
attenpt to contact then?_

_" _No," Janie said. "Find us a mass to match us, either a ship or a
rock and let's try our junp."

_Searching. Search finished. The nearest mass which will approxi nate
ours and which uses the | east anpbunt of fuel is approximately ten hours away.
No transponder is active but fromradar signals it appears to be a ship of our
type. _

"Do you think there's anyone aboard?"

_Negative. | have files on all masses observed since | becane able to
upl oad data into permanent nmenory. That ship was taken over by Bork Drumond
3.7 nonths ago. All personnel aboard were ejected into space except for two
femal es. They were |ater disposed of in the same fashion. _

Jani e shivered, inmagining what the wonmen nust have gone through before
Bork and his nmen were finished with them She hoped his death was a pai nful
and lingering one. In the neantime, she wanted to try the junp back to earth
before she or the others |ost their nerve.

"Maneuver us to that ship, then, and we'll couple with it -- if you can
tell us how "
I can and will. Prepare for thrust in five mnutes. Mark. __

* * * %

"What do we do now?" Steve asked, staring out the view port into the
dar kness of space, enbellished only by the brilliant pinpoints of far away
stars.

Deri k stared al so. He was the captain now and it seenmed to himthat he
ought to be able to rescue themfromthe terrible fix they were in, but he
t hought it was hopel ess. No ship had ever returned after failing to nmake a
junp. Wiy should theirs be any different? And yet --

"There nust be a reason why no ship has ever returned fromout here,"
Derik said in a voice al nost bereft of enotion.

"So let's figure it out, then!" Steve said, as if it were a sinple
history |l esson or an interactive gane they were pl ayi ng.

Derik turned his gaze fromthe view port to Steve. He | ooked at his
ear nest young face and t hought of how he m ght have handl ed the situation at
his age. _Not nearly that well, _he thought.

"Well, I'lIl go along with you, Steve. Start figuring."

Steve started to speak then realized he had nothing to say. He had no
nore idea than anyone el se why no ships had ever nmade it back to earth, but
deep inside, he knew there nmust be a reason. There was a reason for
everything, ultimtely.

Derik smled at the confounded appearance of Steve's face then all the



tension that had built up before the junp and was still present finally was
rel eased as he burst into | aughter. "Sorry," he said when his sides stopped
heaving. "I know nothing is funny about the fix we're in but the | ook on your
face was just too nmuch. And dammed if | didn't need a | augh. You do too, young
man. That's the mark of maturity, being able to laugh in the face of the bl ack
canel and tell it to do its worst."

"When | neet it, | will," Steve said, and then he, too, |aughed
Cinton WIlliams and Mandy finally joined in the sounds of merriment, even if
it wasn't funny. Only Bertha remained silent, clutching dinton's hand with a
grip designed nore for a boa constrictor than a human. She was frightened into
conpl et e speechl essness. dinton stopped his own brayi ng and hugged her to
him causing themboth to |lose their grips on the back of the pilot's chairs
t hat had been hol ding themin place.

Steve finally got his speaking voice back, along with his reasoning
powers. "Look, try the conputer with the radar and see if there are any nore
shi ps out here. Maybe we can conpare notes before deciding on what we shoul d
do." Silently, he was telling himself not to expect to find out that Janie was
in one of the nearby ships. That would be too much to hope for

"CGood idea, Steve," Derik said. He played with the controls for a
nmonent then gazed in silent awe at the nunber of reflections visible in the
t hree di mensi onal hol ographi c di splay. There were dozens and dozens of bli ps,
with not a few blinking, indicating that their conputer was working and was
br oadcasti ng navi gati onal data.

"Look at that!" Steve exclained. "By damm, all we have to do is match
up with one of those ships or pieces of rock and try another...." H's voice
trailed off and he | ooked to Derik, who nodded in return.

"Yeah. Why haven't they tried it? And if some of them have tried it,
why didn't it work, half the time, at least? And as far as that goes, even if
they tried and failed, the bal ancing mass woul d have shown back up around
earth.”

Steve tried to think positive. He | ooked again at the radar display. He
was unable to interpret the synbols beside each icon, but knew that Derik
could. "Do we have enough fuel to match up with any of those ships, or the
di spl acenent nasses?"

Deri k gl anced at sone of the icons. "That's no problem In fact, it's
probably a good idea. Wiy don't we try for the nearest ship rather than a
di spl acement mass and see if maybe we can find out why they're just sitting
out there doing nothing. And while we're at it, Cinton, why don't you start
calling each one that has a transponder working and see if you can raise
anyone?"

"I"'mfor that, too," Cinton agreed. "No sense just sitting here and
cussing the Trenmai nes and Pl emmons, even if they do need cussing. Show ne how
to work the radio and I'Il get going."

Mandy nodded. Bertha was still speechless and Cinton turned back to
her, concerned now. It was all right to be frightened; he had been scared too
many tinmes to mention during his stint in the Georgia swanps and again
_really_ scared before the junps in the janmm ng Crazy Ships, but being scared
all the time would wound the soul in short order. He brought her over to the

al cove with himwhile he worked.
* * * %

Hercul es used the programinstalled by earth technicians to match nmass with
the other enpty ship. Once done, the real work began, with three wonmen having

to take turns in space suits for which they had no training -- other than what
the Conputer could dredge up fromits files. That hel ped, but didn't cover
ever yt hi ng.

Jani e and Sheila took turns doing nost of the work, |eaving Tracey to
mnd the store. The coupling nechanismhad to be attached to the other ship
then secured to their own. The coupling didn't have to neld the two nasses
tightly together; it was the displacement generator on the command ship which
did all the work, but the coil of generator lines fromthe ship had to be



fixed tightly to the other object so that the two were |ined up properly.
Odinarily, little space tugs did that job but of course there were none in
her part of space and Janie was having the devil's own time getting the ships
to match properly.

"More thrust, forward, Herc. Just a little. No, too rmuch!" The |aser
poi nter she had rigged at Hercul es' suggestion would show when the nmasses were
properly aligned. She ignited the suit jet in a hurry in order to get out of
the way of the other ship, now being approached too swiftly, and al nost broke
her safety tether. Just before the two ships would have crushed the coupling
between them the conputer gave their ship a sideways vector, getting it out
of the way, but necessitating Janie to return to the ship for nore air. She
cracked the hel net and wi ped sweat from her eyes and hair.

"Whew! That's nore work than | ever imagined."

"Ready for me to take a turn?" Sheila asked.

"No, you'd just have to make all the nistakes |'ve made over again. Let
me out of this sweatbox so | can use the facilities and I'll give it one nore
shot . "

"Ckay." Sheila began hel ping Jani e out of the spacesuit. Gven that it
was a nedi um size, she had no problenms. The real trouble was working in it
when the armand finger slots were really too large for her. "Ch, by the way,
we got a message from one of the ships out here. Just a query, asking if
anyone was here."

Janie was only mildly curious. She was nuch nore interested in getting
their ships mated and trying a junp. "Was it anyone we know?"

"Someone by the nane of Derik. Does that ring a bell?"

"Nope. Just tell themwe're alive and leave it at that." She pushed out
of the bottom half of the suit, which was anchored onto a suiting unit,
oriented herself and shoved off. "Be back in a minute," she called over her

shoul der. Bl adder pressure was suddenly a very urgent problem
* * * %

The ship's conmputer obligingly followed Derik's instructions and natched orbit
with the nearest ship. It proved to be of same class as theirs, but a quick

| ook showed its secondary airlock gaping open. Steve donned the spacesuit in
order to look inside and get an idea of what would be needed to try matching
masses. A quick search found the ship to be utterly deserted except for masses
of desiccated bodies.

"They were dead, Derik, but I couldn't see any wounds or anything and
it didn't look as if they died from expl osive deconpression. It's nore |ike
they were dead to begin with, then the air was sal vaged, or |eaked off, or
something like that. 1'mno expert so |l can't really tell."

Deri k thought a noment. "How many bodies did you see?"

"I didn't count. Fifty? A hundred?"

"Sounds |ike a regular contingent of col onists. How about cargo?"

"Lots of the packets | ooked as if they had been broken into, but not
too much appeared to be mssing if what you told ne about standard col oni st
cargoes holds."

"Well, we can use by guess and by god and see what happens. W sure
can't be any worse off. Let's get to work. And | guess we need to tell our
guests bel ow what's going on."

* * * %
Deri k and Steve had much the same problem as Janie and Sheil a, except that
their task was conplicated by having to use the sinple software program
already stored in their ship's conputer, one which was not designed to nmatch
masses. Derik managed to work around it by using the shuttle's program and
convincing it that the ship they were coupling the generators to was the
original, then switching back to the ship's conputer for fine maneuvering. It
was touchy and Steve had to suit up tinme and again to carry out Derik's
i nstructions. Like Janie, he nade m stake after nistake and several tinmes only
the safety tether saved himfroma lonely death, but finally it was done.

They conpleted their task a bit before Janie and Sheila did theirs.



Steve shucked hinmself out of the spacesuit for the last tine. Hs
undergarnents were soaked cl ean through and the [ ast hour had been spent
conpl eting the coupling by squinting through a fogged up faceplate while
trying to center the |aser aimng beam

"I"'mglad that's over with," he said.

"Well, ne too, even though you did all the hard work."

"Hey, guys. | got an answer from one of the ships,"” dinton said.

"Only one?" Steve asked.

Cinton gave a disparaging shrug. "Only one so far. And guess who
answer ed?"

"I'mtoo tired for guessing games," Steve said.

"Someone by the nane of Sheila Tremaine. Wuld you believe that?"

"A Tremaine is out here? | wonder how cone?"

Deri k spoke up. "Damm! | bet the Pl emons group has taken over on
earth! Now what do we do? Steve, your pardon won't be worth a damn if they've
taken over. And Destiny knows what they m ght have in store for the rest of
us."

"Wuldn't they want to know why we made it back -- if we do -- when no
one el se has?"

"Maybe and maybe not. |'ve met a few of the younger Pl emons. From what
| gather, they're nore interested in partying than fact finding. On the other
hand, suppose they do want to question us -- and now that | think about it, I
guess they would -- we night never be seen again. Damm, no telling where they
woul d take us or what they would do to us. One thing for sure, | bet we'd be

stuck on earth instead of being allowed to try for Sporeworld. And we all know
there's nothing for us back on earth."

"There's sure nothing there for me, not with Janie gone,"'
drawi ng a soul ful glance from Mandy.

"Well, what choice do we have?" Bertha spoke to soneone besides Cinton
for the first time since their junp had fail ed.

Sonet hi ng about her remark triggered a though in Steve's mnind

_Choice? Maybe..._"Derik, do we necessarily have to shoot for earth?
Couldn't we try for one of the other col oni es?"

dinton piped up, "Hey, my man! Way the hell not? W go back to earth,
next thing you know we m ght be on a boat for Africal! O |ocked up sonewhere
for not being bonded to the Plemmons. O..."

"Never mnd, | get your point, dinton. It's just that -- hell, | don't
know whether it's even possible.”

"Ask the conputer," Steve suggested reasonably. "And regardl ess, we've
got a programalready installed for a junp fromearth to Sporeworld. Maybe it
woul d work fromhere just as well."

“"I"'mno authority, but fromwhat |'ve heard, it really doesn't matter
where you start fromso | ong as you know t he coordi nates of your destination
Let's see what we have here." Derik queried the computer in several different
pat hways and searches before | ooking back up. "Earth or Sporeworld, we can do
either of them assum ng we've coupled and lined up right, but not any of the
other colonies. And frankly, fromwhat |'ve heard, only an idiot would try for
t hem anyway, even if it were possible. Sporeworld is the only really
earth-conpatible world."

St eve said,

"Yeah. |'ve heard runors about the other worlds fromthe convict
grapevi ne. Anyone getting sent to themis norbid meat. The only reason for
going is some of the drugs and rare mnerals -- and cons sentenced to those

shi ps have to keep trying junps until they miss. The worlds aren't conpatible
to earth life in the long run."

"Seens like it would be better to stay there as | ong as possible rather
than keep trying junps," Steve said.

Cinton gave hima resigned reply, borne of a life fighting the system
"Their conputers are set to try return junps after so long a tine, ready or
not, whether they've nanaged to match with a nmass or not. Better to keep
trying than have your ship expl ode, hey? Not that it matters, odds are the



junmp will fail after a couple of tries anyway."

"That's the sanme odds we're facing, except if we make it to Sporeworld,
maybe sonehow we can con the ground crew into thinking we've cone directly
fromearth with the usual |oad of colonists and supplies. Once on the ground,
we can break for freedom 1've heard some of the colonists deserted into the
back country in the old days. It nmust be a hard Iife, but we wouldn't have the
man telling us what to do no nore."

Steve grinned at Cdinton. For all the patois he used in conversation
and for all his life of bucking authority, there was nothing at all dunb about
him Steve liked him nore than he had anyone for a | ong while.

"Are we all agreed, then? Try for Sporeworld rather than earth?"

Everyone nodded at Derik, even Bert ha.

"COkay, Sporeworld it is. Cross your fingers, pray, spit in Destiny's
eye or use whatever other magic you can think of to get us through the junp.
I"'mgoing to start the thrust to line us up again and tell the conputer where
we want to go. | think we're situated well enough so you won't have to go out
again, Steve." He turned to business and presently a gentle thrust began
causing their bodies to have enough weight to settle toward surfaces of the
cabin. The new | i neup was soon confirmed and the countdown to junp tinme began
bl i nking on a corner of the conputer nonitor

Steve felt the now fanmiliar tenseness beginning to build; the shall ow
breat hs, muddy thoughts and apprehensi on of what might happen to themif the
junp failed. A sudden idea occurred to himand he spoke up

"Derik, don't you think we ought to pass on our know edge to that new
ship before we junp? They seemto be the only one that wants to talk to us."

"Deri k checked the tine. "Good thought. 1'll tell them our nanes and
what we're doing. It mght give them sonme hope." He gave the information to
t he conputer by voice then keyed it for transmission to the ship that had
returned their original call.

* * * %
Unfortunately, the nmessage arrived while Janie was outside and Sheila was busy
coordinating her efforts with Hercules. Wen the inconi ng nessage |ight
bl i nked, she held up fromdisplaying it out of concern for possibly being
di stracted. Only when Jani e was safely back inside and the coupling and lining
up of the nasses were conpleted did she think to ask for a display. Her face
turned white as death when she saw what it was.

_Derik Anders, Mandy Wbrthington, Steve Joplin, Cinton WIIlianms, Wndy
Waltz and Bertha Wnslow in crew, plus normal contingent of colonists. Have
mat ched mass with enpty ship and attenpting junp straight to Sporeworld,
bypassi ng earth. No know edge of why no other ships answering calls. Suggest
you try to match mass and attenpt junmp back to Earth or Sporeworld as we are
doi ng. Good | uck and Godspeed. _

"Janie! That's Steve's ship that answered! He's alive! They're going to
junp for Sporeworld!"

Janie felt as if she had been hit in the body with a mallet. _Steve
alive? And jumping for Sporeworld?_ "No! She yelled. "Tell themto abort their
junp! Tell Steve I'malive and in this ship. Hurry!"

Sheila funbled with the conmuni cator controls until dinton pushed her
asi de and got off a hurried nmessage.

_Jane Joplin alive and in this ship. Abort, abort! Don't junp yet!_

And then there was nothing to do but wait.

* * * %
Steve was watching the | ast seconds of the countdown tick off when the nessage
arrived. He stared blankly at the screen for a nonment, struck dumb and
speechl ess. Then he shouted, "Derik, abort the junp. Janie's here! She's
alivel"

Derik tried but the computer had already entered the final part of the
junp program where nothing could stop it nor interfere with it. Wile Derik
was frantically trying to get the conmputer to respond, Steve got off a
message. O tried to.



_Janie! W can't stop our jump now. Try for...._

The stars craw ed like tiny spiders before he could get all of his
nmessage sent, then popped back to points of |ight again. Through the view port
he coul d see a sun. They had nade it and were in orbit around Sporeworld but
he took no part in the wild cheering. Janie ... oh, jamit all to hell and
jam Destiny, too. It had been so close! _He buried his face in his hands and
cried, the great wacking sobs of an adult man under goi ng unbearabl e grief.

* * * %
Janie waited for a reply with inpatience al nost too tense to be borne then
sank into a black pool of despair when the reply did cone. It was al npst
i npossible to believe. First she had | ost Steve (or he had | ost her, depending
on the viewpoint), then found him and now she had | ost himagain, in a way
that left some hope for himbut little chance that they would find each other
agai n. Finding himonce had been wildly inprobable; to think that it could
happen again was tilting at wndmlls, or worse.

Sheil a put her arm around Janie, feeling her body shaking through the
cloth of her junpsuit. "Sweetheart, I'msorry," She said. "You don't know how
sorry I am"

Jani e began crying. She didn't want to but couldn't help herself. She
brushed furiously at the globules of salty tears hanging to her lashes. "On,
it was so close! Wiy couldn't we have answered? Why?"

"It's ny fault," Sheila said, willing to take the bl ane and absol ve
Janie of the guilt she nust be feeling.

Jani e shook her head. "No, it's just jamdam Destiny, that's all
Maybe it's just a payback for how happy we were before all these bad things
started happening. And Steve tried so hard to help and be brave. He..." She
paused, suddenly remenbering the last bit of the nmessage. "Try for...." Wat
could that have neant?_

"Sheila, play back the nessage for nme, please."

Sheila did so, wondering what Janie was thinking. She listened to al
of it, including the last two words just before it was cut off, obviously by a
junp that couldn't be halted.

"See?" Janie said. "He was trying to tell us sonething when he knew
they were going to junp and couldn't stop it. \Wat could he have neant ?"

"Try for ... try for..could he have neant 'try for Earth'"

"What on earth could he be wanting us to try for earth for?" Tracey
said, smling thinly at her pun, her first smle since Porter's death.
"There's nothing there that he would want to go back to."

"Well, where else could he go? Ch! Sporeworld, of course. But -- no,
that isn't possible. He would have to go to Earth first, wouldn't he?"

"l haven't a clue," Sheila said, "but Hercules would know. Herc, is it
possible to try a junp to Sporeworld rather than Earth from out here?"

_Certainly. The odds of a successful junp to Sporeworld are exactly

equal to an attenpted junmp for Earth. | would need to change coordinates and
the ship and displacenment mass will need to be aligned slightly differently.
Is that what you wish to do?"_

"By Destiny, why not? If we try for Earth first, we'd still have to
ri sk another junp to nake it to Sporeworld -- and why do that? | bet that's
what Steve's thinking was and 1'll bet he was trying to tell us that!" Janie

was suddenly so excited that she I et |oose of her handhold and floated free in
the cabin. She tunbled slowy into a wall and bounced back al nost to her
original position

Sheila was nore practical. She spoke to the computer. "Herc, will one
of us have to suit up for the realignnent?"
Yes, but it will be a minimal EVA There is little difference in

al i gnment needed to junmp for Sporeworld rather than earth fromhere. _

Jani e sighed theatrically. "All right. Now where did | put ny
spacesuit? Does anyone know?"

That got a laugh even from Tracey. Sheila's suit was still attached to
the suiting nodule, in plain sight of everyone.



Janie hurried off to the bathroom having | earned the hard way to
relieve herself first before donning the cunbersome suit, then returned
qui ckly, inpatient to get going now that she thought there m ght be a chance
to find Steve once again.

* * * %

"By God, we nade it!" Derik yelled so loudly that the sound echoed about the
control module like the runble of thunder. The Sporeworld sun was plainly
visible fromthe view port, skirting one edge of it then sw nging slowy out
of sight in response to the slowy noving ship, now bereft of the di splacenent
mass it had been attached to.

"We sure did," dinton said. "Destiny, we're sure on a jaming run of
luck. What do we do next to foul up the cosnos?"

"Better, where do we go from here?" Steve asked. "If |I'mreading the
radar display accurately, we cane in on a different orbit fromthe three ships
| see lined up for junps. | bet we attract sonme attention from ground control
And hey -- one of those ships is a helluva |ot bigger than the others. |
wonder what it's for?"

"I don't know, but I'Il bet we're attracting nore attention than an

oversi zed ship," Derik admtted.
them™

m open to suggestions as to what we tel

"Why not the truth?" Mandy suggested. "They're going to know we didn't
arrive here by the usual route anyway."

Deri k rubbed his chin, a manneri sm he used when naki ng deci si ons which
m ght have uni ntended consequences. "May as well, | guess. I'll get on the
horn and tell themwe' re here with crew and a | oad of colonists -- and that we
took the | ong way around."

"I"ll go start getting the colonists aboard the shuttle,"’

dinton said.

"They will be very pleased to see ny smiling face when |I tell themwe nade it,
even if they are still in bond."

"Cood 'nuff," Derik said.

Steve was still watching the nonitor. "Hey! Two nore ships just

appeared in the lineup fromearth orbit! Isn't that unusual, them junping that
cl ose together?" As he asked the question, a third blip appeared. "Damn,
there's another one! Wiat is it, a convention of Crazy Ships?"

"Somet hi ng goi ng on back Earthside, for sure," Derik said.

"I hope it's good for us and not the other way around."

"So do I, but I wouldn't bet the farmon it. 1'll call and report in.
Maybe ground control will tell us sonething.”
CHO11

* CHAPTER ELEVEN*

Bruce Wggi ns was astounded, both at the nunber of ships which had
suddenly appeared in orbit and even nore enthralled at the one which canme into
bei ng from where no ship had ever appeared before. Wiy had it appeared in that
orbit? Was it a renegade ship of some kind? He was still wondering when he
received Derik's call

For the nonent, Wggins ignored conmmuni cati ons fromthe other ships,
suddenly finding hinself busier than he had ever thought to be on this planet.
He responded to Derik even as he encrypted his response and directed Derik to
do the sane, giving himinstructions on how to upload the encryption program
fromhis conputer. He did this sinply because John Tremai ne's messengers had
gotten himinto the habit of secrecy. He didn't know if it was necessary, but
t he sudden appearance of so many ships al nbst at once neant sonethi ng unusua
was goi ng on and whatever he did, conprom sing John Tremaine's plans was the
| ast thing he wanted. He just hoped no one el se was paying attention to
Derik's first broadcast, which inplied sonething very unusual but was not
explicit unless one were | ooking for specifics. Once the encryption program
was ready he asked, "You nmean you actually nade a bad junp and nmanaged to
match up with a mass to get back? How cone no one el se has ever pulled it
of f ?"



Deri k answered, "l have no idea, although we did see the remants of
one expl osi on where soneone apparently tried. W could raise one ship, and
that one only at the last nmonent when it was too late to abort our junp."

"You mean all those ships that have gone backwards all these years are
still out there?"

"Apparently so; the ships and al so the displ acenent masses fromthe

successful junps. Sonme of the ships still have transponders going but none of
t hem answered our calls. | can't imagine why not, unless they're enpty -- and
why that should be, at least for the nore recent failed junps, | can't say.

I"mjust glad we nmanaged to nake it to here.”

W ggi ns was wrong-footed agai n. He had thought they had come by way of
Earth, making two successful junps, the |ast one being froma different orbit
than usual. "You nean you junped fromthe enpty space where the displaced
masses and ships wind up directly here to Sporeworld? | didn't even know t hat
was possible."”

"Well, we had to sort of hack around in the software to fool the junp
program but obviously we managed, so it's possible. Now, what happens next? No
one here should have to chance another junp."

* * * %
John Tremaine, in the control nodule of the ship carrying the new fusion
reactor was a party to all of the comunication between ground control and the
ships in space, and since he had been the initiator of an encryption program
for ground control in the first place, he also had the key to it and had a
programrunning to advise himto listen in when it was activated. He had
declined an invitation to go down to Sporeworld, preferring to stay with the
ship for the time being, not trusting anyone. There was too nuch dependi ng on
his ship and its cargo. And seeing the rapid appearance of three ships from
Earth right in a row was a good indication that rats were deserting a sinking
ship, so to speak. He was as astounded as Wggi ns when he heard that a crew
had at |ast had returned fromthe nysterious depths of space where the
di spl acement masses went, but it wasn't until he heard the nanme of Derik
Anders that he really sat up and took notice.

_Steve Joplin! The boy |I pardoned and thought was lost! Wuldn't it be
wonderful if his twin sister returned fromthe sane place? Wll, tine enough
for that later. For now -- _

"Wggins, | want the crew of that ship captained by Derik Anders
brought here, along with the others we've picked. Can the shuttle bringing
them up here divert and pick Derik's crew up?"

There was a pause of several mnutes which Tremai ne knew W ggi ns was
using to cal cul ate masses, vectors and fuel |oad of the special shuttle which
had been just waiting for himto appear -- if he did. Finally, he got an
answer .

"No can do, M. Tremmine. They're going to have to cone down here
first, then go up with the |oad of people you' ve selected. I'll have to hold
that ship up for them™

"Do so, please. But at the first sign of trouble fromthose new shi ps,
et ne know. "

"WIl do, but are you sure they will want to go with you? After all
they've just survived a trip no one else has in twenty years. They may want to
just call it a day."

Tremai ne chuckl ed. "I don't know about the others, but the Joplin boy
will come, especially when I tell himwe'll wait as long as we can to see if
his sister makes it back, too. And | certainly want to hear their story. It's
bound to be interesting!"

* * * %
Derik turned to the rest of the crew after receiving the invitation to join
John Tremaine in orbit after descending to the Sporeworld surface. "Wll
shall we take himup on it? O try landing in the outback and take our
chances? O just deliver our |oad of colonists as originally schedul ed and see
what devel ops."



"How can we trust a Tremaine?" dinton asked. "They're the ones been
sentencing folks to the Crazy Ships, not to nention Georgia and Africa.”

"Actually, it's the Plenmons who have been doi ng the sentencing since
they got the contract for the justice system However, | see your point.
There's not that nuch difference between the two, other than the Trenaine
group |l eaves a few nore crunbs for the bonders than the Pl emmons do."

"What is Tremaine up to, anyway?" Steve said, pointing to the radar
di splay. "G ound control says that big blip is his ship. Wat could he be
doing with something that big out here? And where woul d he be goi ng, anyway?
Surely not back to earth; Tremmine wouldn't have taken a chance getting here
just to go back, would he?"

"Not unless he's crazy," Derik said.

"Well, I'"mnot going anywhere else until | see if Janie catches up with
us. | just hope she got all of our nessage before we junped."

"Better be hoping her ship can match and make it here,"” Cinton said,
then realizing the brutality of his remark, touched Steve's shoul der and
apol ogi zed. "Sorry, Steve. That was a bad thing to say. | didn't mean it that
way. "

"It's okay, dinton, | know what you neant. Damm it all to Destiny,
there's got to be a better way to run a world. How did Earth ever get in the
fix it's in now?"

"You should know, man. Didn't you tell nme you were going to be a
hi stori an?"

"I know, all right, but I don't _know_. | nean, you can |l ook at each
little leap of history and see where one thing |l eads to another, but | just
don't understand how the governnents could ever let the big corporations gain
so much power. Wiy couldn't they see it coni ng?"

Cinton had no idea and neither Derik nor Mandy knew how to explain to
someone so young, who typically sawthe world in terns of black and white, how
conprom ses and sel f-indul gence and rationalizing eventually entered the minds
of everyone, to sonme extent or other.

"It really doesn't matter right now," Derik finally said. "W just need
to decide what to do."

"I want to go down to the settlenent,"’
will look for ne if she ever gets here.™

"That suits ne, too," Cinton said. "W can always sneak off into the
jungle if terns are too bad here. O go back up and join Tremai ne on what ever
he's up to."

"That's what |'mreally wondering about," Derik said. "Could he be
trying to start a colony on Sporeworld' s noon, naybe?"

"M ght be," Mandy said. She didn't think that was it, but Trenai ne
hadn't shared his plans with her so she couldn't be sure. Unlike the others,
t hough, she did trust him He was a better man than npbst people gave him
credit for, she thought.

"Why don't we go ahead and go down to the settlement? Hell, if we
| anded sonmewhere out in the boondocks, any col onists out there might kill us
for the shuttle supplies. And besides, we haven't got a clue as to where to
shoot for even if we did want to do that," Steve said.

"Wth these new ships popping out here, we might land in the niddle of
somet hing and get killed anyway," Derik said.

"That's always a possibility,” dinton said with a |opsided grin. "The
colonists aren't here by choice, you know -- they're nostly bad dudes earth
wants to get rid of."

"So do we go to the settlenent?" Steve asked anxiously.

"Derik | ooked around the cabin. "If no one has any viol ent objections,
let's doit."

No one did and he began instructing the conputer to |land them as soon
as a slot in the pattern was open, sonething which ordinarily wouldn't have
had to be considered, but which the unexplained and unexpected extra ships
made necessary. Two hours later they were strapped into their seats, had

Steve said. "That's where Janie



war ned the colonists to prepare for thrust, and braced thensel ves for the
de-orbiting blast. It came, right on schedul e.

Steve felt the pressure of the thrust and knew he had committed hinself

to Sporeworld -- for the inmmedi ate future, anyway.

* * * %
Bruce Wggins went out to personally meet Steve's ship, sonething he
ordinarily wouldn't have bothered with unless there was a schedul ed couri er
aboard, but if Tremaine was interested in the boy, so was he. \What he had no
i nkling of was that John Tremai ne was in nmourning for his grandson Dean
Tremai ne, not for what he was but for what he coul d have been, and was
unconsci ously substituting Steve for Dean

Deri k was out of the shuttle first, then Steve. Wggi ns shook both
their hands, then greeted the rest of the crew, Mandy, Bertha and Cinton and
Wendy. He waved two of his guards forward and told themto keep the col onists
aboard until told differently. He had a ground car waiting, a sinple people
and cargo carrier made of extrenely |ightweight conposite materials and
powered by charges fromthe colony's fusion reactor, so far the sol e energy
source for Sporeworld. There might be oil or coal but none had been expl ored
for yet.

Steve started to talk about their adventures until Wggins advised him
that it mght not be a good idea to |l et on where they had junped from just
yet. Al three of the unanticipated arrivals had been ships crewed by Pl enmons
executives. One was already down and the other two were on their way. And
since the first crew had been heavily arnmed, he saw no reason to think the
other two wouldn't be.

"You think there's going to be problens?" Derik asked.

“I"'mcertain -- it's just that | don't know how it will play out.
Tremaines are legally in control of Sporeworld, but apparently the Pl enmobns
faction has taken over all the space facilities on earth, and they're not
bringing colonists with them they are all famly and friends and arned
mercenaries, if that first ship is any indication. I'mtrying to get themto
stay aboard for now until we can sort things out."

“I'f I was them | wouldn't be trusting nercenaries too far,'

Cinton
sai d.

"I'f the makeup of the first ship is any indication, they don't. The
roster showed nore Plemons on it than any other group."

"So why are they running here? Have they sai d?"

"No, but it's easy to guess. The political situation nmust have gotten
out of hand on earth and they're running for their lives. Thing is, if many
nore ships crewed by Plemmons meke it, they're going to outnunber us -- and
they' Il want to take over here."

"Can we hel p?" Steve asked, while | ooking around himw th a subdued
excitement. The exotic vista was fascinating, with the sky appearing a faint
green msty color, with colonists dressed in shorts and sandal s as they noved
about on paths between buil dings, sone prefab and others obviously constructed
fromnative materials. In the distance, giant growths reached for the sky,
towering over bluish growmh [ ower down. The nen and wormen noved purposeful Iy
and nost | ooked worri ed.

W ggi ns decided that Steve was not so nuch a boy as he had thought, but
nore a mature young man despite his age. And if it cane to a fight, he would
need every abl e bodied man he coul d round up

"Yes, you all can help if it cones to that, but Mster Joplin, |'ve
been instructed to put you on the next shuttle |eaving for Tremaine's ship.
That's if you want to go -- and | advise you to do just that."

"Why?" Steve was extrenely curious.

"Sorry, | can't tell you. Just be advised that he has your best
interests at heart. And if it will help you make up your mnd, I'm-- " He

stopped in md-sentence, having alnost let the cat out of the bag.
"You' re what?" Steve asked.
"Nothing. 1'lIl tell you later."



"Well, unless someone gives ne a jamm ng good reason, |I'mgoing to wait
here until ny sister makes it."

"How can you be sure she will?"

"I -- she'll make it here. She has to. It wouldn't be fair for her to
not make it after all we've been through."

W ggi ns declined to answer. He knew that Destiny was never fair, just
i nexorabl e and nostly capri ci ous.

* * * %
Janie just had to take tine to use a packet of absorbent tissues when she
returned fromthe | ast EVA and shucked the spacesuit. She thought that if she
didn't wi pe some of the old dried sweat and new wet perspiration from her body
she might find herself sitting alone in the control nodule. It wasn't a rea
bath, but it would just have to do for the tine being. The junp was comi ng up
very shortly, sooner than she had inagi ned, and now t he odor of fear was being
added to the old snells despite the scrubbing. Wiat if they didn't make it?
Steve woul d never know what had happened to her -- nor she to him And death
woul d al nost certainly occur within a very limted time span

She dunped the tissues into the recycler bin and hurriedly pulled on
her old ship suit. It was snmelly, too, but no one had thought to cycle it
t hrough the cl eaner while she was outside. Like the bath, it would have to do.
By the time she was back in the control nodul e and strapped into her place,
the junp was al nost upon them Janie |ooked away fromthe main nonitor then
back at it, like a small animal hypnotized by a predator. She closed her eyes
as the count wound down to zero, unable to bear seeing the nunbers ticking
down to not hing.

There was no physical sensation acconpanying a junp, but Janie knew it
had occurred by the exclamations of the other wonen.

"I don't see a sun. Ch jamit all, we didn't nake it."

"Wait, we mght not be oriented right."

"Are those our constellations? They --

"The sun! See, there it is. W nmade it! W made it!"

At that instant, Hercules flashed the nonitor in an emergency warning.

_Energency thrust! Five seconds! Four, three, two, one, zero!_

The ship's engi nes coughed and fired for a few seconds then cut off.

"What was that all about?" Sheila asked the conmputer. Her voice was
shaki ng.

_That was a precaution against a possible collision with another mass.
The danger is past now. Should I contact ground control ?_

Jani e noticed that Hercul es was beginning to show sone initiative in
running the ship rather than leaving all instructions up to the three-wonan
crew. This was odd for a sentient conputer. Every one so far recorded had
ei ther gone insane, retreated into endl ess | oops of mathematical exotica or
dreaned up some bi zarre agenda that no human would help it carry out. So far
Her cul es was being perfectly hel pful and | ogical

"Yes!" Janie practically shouted. "Find out if Steve made it here! And
hurry! Please hurry. | can't stand not know ng."

There was a pregnant pause, then the nonitor blinked.

_Gound control has a hold on conmunications at the present tine.
Estimated waiting time for landing instructions and data is two hours. _

" 1'"Il die before then!"

| record no indication of ill health. _

Jani e waved a hand just as if the conputer would understand the gesture
as readily as a human. "Just an expression, Herc. It nmeans |I'mterribly
i npatient and waiting that long will be hard!"

| can insinuate nyself into the ground control conputer and upl oad
past comunications if that will be a help._

"You can? Please do it, Hercules. Key word is Steve Joplin, either both
words together of singly. Any tine since that |ast nessage got cut off."

"You're corrupting him" Sheila whispered into Janie's ear

"No "'mnot. He's trying to help ne and he won't do any harm"



"How do you know?"

"Well, | don't, but never mind. | can't wait."

The nonitor blinked.

_I find one communication with both key words. Further commrunications
were encrypted. Should | break the code and upl ocad?_

"Can you do that?"

_Yes, it is relatively easy and fun, as humans would interpret the
process. Upl oad conpl ete. Communi cati ons being di spl ayed. _

Janie read the recording of Wggins' conversation with Steve and the
other crew nmenmbers with a profound sense of relief -- and a new urgency to get
to the ground and hug Steve to her and never let himout of her sight again.

Sheil a | ooked at her strangely as she | eaned down and ki ssed the
conputer nmonitor as if it were a person. WAs this the agenda the sentient
conput er had settled on? Hel pi ng Janie for some obscure reason that they would
probably never know? It could do worse, she thought, remenbering stories of
how bi zarrely sentient conmputers usually acted.

* * * %
The ground car was barely out of range of the down bl ast when another shuttle
cane in for a |anding.

W ggi ns cursed. "They're not even waiting on |landing instructions now
One of themis jamring well going to crash if they don't watch it." He
throttled the people carrier up to its highest setting, making it bunp and
jerk the passengers around as it hit bunps in the indifferently maintained
r oad.

"Come on in with me while | try to get this place sorted out!" Wggins
said loudly as the vehicle pulled to a halt in front of a prefab buil ding,
detectabl e as the control center only by the plethora of antennas sticking up
fromit. Oherwise, it looked like all the others. He ran inside and
i medi ately confronted two men wearing the blue tunics of the Plemmons cl an
They had hand | asers out and pointed at a man and a worman at the big conputer
and control al cove.

The Pl emmons cor psnmen were payi ng such close attention to their
captives that Wggins was able to surprise them with the help of Derik and
the captives thensel ves. Even as one of the blue-clad men was shouting
"Halt!", and shifting his weapon to cover him Wggins had his own gun drawn
and pointed in their direction

The Pl emmons gunmen were obviously not as well trained as they should
have been. As they shifted their weapons, the two captives rose as one and
junped them from behind. Only one beamwas fired and it went astray.

Steve had reacted just as fast as Wggins, his nmartial arts practice so
i ngrained that his foot was al ready sweeping out in a kick toward the nearest
Pl enmons, designed to knock away the |aser gun. Instead, as the man was hit
frombehind and fell forward, his foot connected solidly to the man's jaw,
knocking it sideways and breaking it in two places. He was unconsci ous before
he hit the floor. H s conpani on shouted out surrenders over and over again,
hoping to avoid being killed -- which was what he thought his erstwhile
captives intended.

Deri k found out why the man was so scared a few seconds later. Wile
capturing the ground control building, they had killed one of the controllers
and stuffed his body into a closet. One of the Trenaine controllers wanted to
execute the two killers imediately but Wggins forbade it. He wanted
i nformation, which the captive who was unhurt readily gave.

"It was the Plenmons execs who gave the orders. They're planning on
t aki ng over everything here."

"Why? And why are so many ships conming fromearth all of a sudden?"

"You don't know? The janm ng bonders, Tremai ne and Pl etmons both, are
running wild. They're capturing weapons and killing any exec they get their
hands on. And Corpolice, too", he added, which told Wggins what their
prof essi on had been, even though they had proven to be somewhat inept at it.
However, | ong years of respect for their unifornms by the bonders had given



themlittle cause to be cautious and many reasons to think they were
i nvul nerabl e. They were just |earning that when the wormturns, it turns on
everyone, the mghty and lowy alike.

"I's it happening all over the earth or just in the Americas?"

"It's everywhere. Alot of cities are burning and one of the spaceports
has been overrun. That's why the Pl emmbns are so anxious to get away that
they' re taki ng chances on Crazy Ships. It mght not be | ong before there's no
way off earth, and that neans the rope or Africa -- and frankly, nmister, 1'd
take the rope before being sent to Africa. At |east that would be a quick easy
deat h. "

"Al'l right, get up, and drag your friend into the closet with you. It's
your turn."

The man conmplied unwillingly. "It stinks in here,’
turning his nose up at the snell of death in a small room

"It's a damm good thing that's all you're getting right now And ny
m nd can be changed awful ly easy. Savvy?"

"Yeah, take it easy, |I'mgoing." He pulled his conmpanion into the
closet with him Derik shut the door and Wggins propped the back of a chair
under the latch.

"Okay," Wggins said. "They're not going anywhere for a while. Now
let's see what el se is going on."

The ground control building al so held the conmuni cati on nexus to al
ot her departnents as well as to space. Being very careful of what he said,

W ggi ns soon found that nost of the Tremaines were still working in their own
of fices and buil di ngs and had not even known the ground control term nal had
been captured. While lasers are lethal, they are also as silent as the fina
surge of a killer shark

he conpl ai ned,

"Okay, let's get organized. I'"'mgoing to call our nen to the arnory a
fewat a tinme so none of the Pl emmons' get suspicious. |I'll have to be there
to unl ock the weapons. No one but my vice and ne has the code -- and ny deputy

in the closet there, damm the Plenmons to hell."

"What should we do in the nmeantinme?" Derik asked.

"Stay here and fob off any calls fromships coming in. Tell themto
stay in orbit until we can get to them"

"WIl they listen?"

"Damm, probably not. The Pl etmobns won't anyway, and if any Tremmine
ship shows up, we'll need them Wait, | know Derik, you stay here. I'll show
you how to work the conmunications. Don't worry it's sinple. Wen you contact
a ship, tell themto go ahead and | and according to their conputer's schedul e,
but tell themto stay in their ships once they |and. Ckay?"

"Sure. Wat kind of reason do | give?"

W ggi ns thought for a nonent. "Tell them we're having serious problens
with "indigenous fauna' and that it's not safe to come out until we clear them

fromthe area. Hell, they won't know the difference."
"Ckay, got it."
Wggins then nmotioned to Cinton. "dinton, | understand that you were

the colonists' rep on the way here once -- he smled, then continued --
and then again on your extracurricular jaunt. You know how to talk to people.
I want you to go out to any ship that |ands and speak to the crews personally.
Be as persuasive as you can and tell themto keep any col onists cooped up in
their ships for the tine being. W don't need any trouble fromthemon top of
everything else. There's a radio in the ground car outside. Use it to contact
Derik here if you have any problens. The code is Delta Dawn. Just speak
clearly and it will work fine."

"On ny way," Clinton said and ran fromthe room

"And Steve, | want you and the two wonen to head for that shuttle you
saw off to the side of the landing field just as soon as | give you a cache of
weapons. It's slated to join Tremaine's ship in orbit at the appropriate tine
and what ever happens, it _nust_ be protected -- and the people already aboard
as well. Tell themwhat's happening. Talk to Douglas Tremmi ne. He's aboard and



in charge."

"Why can't we just call?"

"Because | don't want to take the chance of any Pl emons | earni ng how
i nportant that shuttle is, that's why?"

"Okay, but why is it inportant?" Steve was show ng his stubbornness.

"I can't tell you. You m ght be captured on the way, or sonething |ike
that. Take nmy word for it. It's inportant to you as well as the rest of us."

"Well, all right, 1'"ll go along with you that far. But |I'mnot | eaving
this planet until | |earn sonething about Janie."

"Fine, but right now, let's get going."

* * * %
The conputer nonitor blinked for attention

_Gound control is conmunicating again. W have deorbiting data, but
you are instructed to stay aboard the shuttle after it lands. _

"Did they say why?" Jani e asked, exasperated that yet another obstacle
was being placed in the way of her re-union with Steve.

_Problenms with indigenous fauna is the reason given. _

"That can't be right," Sheila said. "There have never been any reports
of dangerous animals on Sporeworld -- or what passes for animals anyway. |
think I would have heard about it."

"Maybe sonet hing has turned up just lately,” Tracey suggested.

"Maybe so, but |'m suspicious. Hercules, what do you know about the
situation on the ground?"

The conputer remained unresponsive until Janie spoke. "Tell us if you
know, Herc. It's inmportant!"”

_|I have been nonitoring communications fromthe Sporeworld colony. It
appears as if nore ships are arriving here than expected. G ound contro
t hi nks they are nostly ships belonging to the Pl enmons Corporation. Sone
vi ol ence apparently took place in the ground control building on two occasions
if my interpretations are correct. At the present time it appears that the
Tremai ne corporation representatives are in control. _

"That sounds good," Sheila said, "but we can't just sit up here waiting
on Destiny to solve our problens. Let's get buckled in and see what the

situation is after we're down."
* * * %

It was several hours before Janie's ship was given a landing slot. In the
meantime, two nore ships popped into the Sporeworld orbit. Hercul es soon
identified themas crewed by Pl enmons minions, giving the three wonen even
nore cause for concern, but there was nothing to be done about it. The tine
passed slowy. Sheila bit her nails for the first time in her life. Tracey
gazed out the view port with a blank stare, renmenbering Ignaz Porter. Janie
was cl ose to becom ng an enotional weck by the time Hercul es asked themto
prepare for thrust. She couldn't wait fast enough, then the seconds ticked off
like mnutes, stringing the waiting period out until it seemed |ike when she
was a child waiting on a birthday party days in the future.

At |ast Janie watched the final few seconds tick away and felt the
wel cone wei ght fromthe thrust of the shuttle settle onto her chest and | egs.
It won't be long now _ She thought, running through one imagi ned scenario
after another for neeting with Steve again.

* * * %

Donal d Tremai ne was di zzy with change. First the Crazy Ships with orders to
t ake command of the Tremmine police force on Sporeworld if he made it, then
before he could even get properly settled in and begin his job, Wggins had
hustl ed hi maboard this shuttle with orders to take conmand of it and natch
orbits with his father's ship. Then, when he was on the verge of blasting off
and taking the selected crew and all the others crammed into what was normal |y
the col onists' portion of the huge bay up to the nother ship where his father
was waiting, he received instructions to the contrary. Now he was supposed to
wait and take Steve Joplin and the crew with hi maboard before | eaving, but he
could see through the view port as plain as day that sonething highly unusual



and probably ugly was going on. Little groups of men hurried to the arnory
buil ding while trying not to appear to hurry, then cane out show ng suspi ci ous
bul ges in their shorts or halters, sonetinmes both. And not a few were carrying
handguns openly. Certainly the heavier laser rifles were being carried in
pl ai n sight although there weren't many of themon the planet.

VWil e he was fidgeting and trying to decide what to do, he saw Steve
Joplin and the others of the crew that had so strangely returned fromthe void
approach his shuttle. He breathed a sigh of relief at the sight of the Joplin
boy. _Now he could take his ship out of here! _ He left his pilot at the
controls, arned hinself by using the captain's code to open the special
drawer, thinking at the sane tine that he had been a fool for not doing that
hours ago. There were many weapons on the shuttle but they were all |ocked up
until the shuttle reached orbit and was safely attached to Tremmi ne's ship.

He opened the inner airlock, then very cautiously pushed at the outer
door until a crack opened. He had no reason to distrust Joplin and the rest of
the crew with himbut his mssion, of which he was now fully aware, was too
i nportant to | eave possibl e danger to chance.

"Hell o. Are you M. Trenai ne? Can we cone in?" Steve asked, eyeing the
weapon pointing at himw th alarm

Donal d Tremai ne exani ned the faces before himand detected nothing
hostile in their countenances.

"Al'l right. Welcome aboard. And |'ve got instructions to keep you here
if youintend to go up to Dad's -- M. Tremaine's ship."

Steve lingered behind the rest of the crew, waiting to speak to Donald
whil e he was closing and | atching the inner door of the airlock

"Il stay here so long as you do, M. Trenaine. But |I'mnot going
anywhere until | find out what happened with ny sister."

"You may have to." Tremai ne had seen the red | anci ng beam of a | aser
gun being fired just before he closed the outer door

"No one is going to force ne to |l eave," Steve said decisively.

"Al'l right, let that be for the nmonent. Cone on, | need to get back to
the control room Things are popping outside."

Steve foll owed behind. Back in the control nodule he watched with the
others as still nore men cane and went fromthe arnory. At the sane time, he
saw one of the shuttles begin disgorging blue unifornmed men and wonen, all of
t hem carryi ng weapons. He | ooked to Donald for explanation

Donal d Tremaine's nouth was set in a grimline as he watched the first
few | aser beans shoot back and forth fromthe blue-clad group to opponents who
were out of sight fromtheir vantage point. And at the sane tine, another ship
cane in for a landing, using the |ast available runway and for all effective
pur poses, closing the spaceport until a shuttle left and opened up nore space.
He cursed to hinself then for waiting so |ong.

* k%

_Wgggins, back in the ground control building, and in charge of it
again, for the tinme being at |east, queried the newest shuttle to arrive,
expecting nothing except nore Pl etmons executives and their Corpolice to cope
with. _ He was astounded when he saw the return nmessage.

_This is Sheila Tremaine, Jane Joplin and Tracey Matthews, returning
froma bad junp. | see fighting going on. Can you provide protection for us,
and get us to wherever Steve Joplin is?_

W ggi ns thought. It would be barely possible to get a teamthere by
skirting the fighting. He didn't yet know what to do to get a clear runway
again so that Donald Tremmi ne could | eave, but he knew he had to try to rescue
the Joplin girl. John Trenmaine would give himhell if she were left behind.

| can send help. Be ready to depart. Jane Joplin's brother is with a
shuttle prepared to go back into orbit._

When Jani e saw the conversation Sheila was carrying on with Wggins she
shouted, "No! We can't just |eave Hercules here by hinself! He saved our
[ives!™

"Damm it all, do you know that didn't even occur to nme?" Sheila



apol ogi zed. "Wat can we do, though?"

_It is not necessary that | remain in this physical environnment,
Hercules interjected. _| can insert my nmenory and data files into any simlar
conput er once given access, and will be as | amnow Should I induce nyself
into the ground control computer?_

"That wouldn't help,"” Janie said. "But wait! Herc, ask ground contro
whi ch shuttle ny brother is in!"

_ldentify your brother. _

Jani e woul d have | aughed at the preciseness of the computer if the
situation hadn't been so serious. "His nane is Steven Joplin."

A nmoment | ater, Hercules replied.

_Gound control reports Steve Joplin in the shuttle that is preparing
for orbit. Their reply is: Abandon your shuttle when the rescue teamgets to

you. Al crew will be taken to the shuttle. It will depart as soon as a runway
is available.

Sheila let Janie carry the ball. "Hercules, are you in contact with
ground control right now?"

_Yes. _

_" _Can you, uh, infect that computer, then nove to the shuttle where
Steve is?"
| can duplicate nmyself into the ground control conputer, and from

there it will be no problemto nove into the conputer on the shuttle

contai ning your brother. That will be interesting, having a twin. Like you. _
"Great! Then do it! No, wait -- we'd still be |eaving you behind here."
My twin will develop its own personality if it survives

_"If it survives? Wiy wouldn't it?"

_The contention between factions here is becom ng nore w despread. One
shuttle has already been hit by ground fire._

"Ch. | hope you'll be all right."

"I hope _we'll_ be all right,"Sheila renarked.

I amnow duplicated in ground control. Contacting ready shuttle. | am
now i n residence in the shuttle with your brother." _

"Wonderful . Tell himwhere | amand that we'll be joining himas soon
as the rescue teamgets here."

_Done. _

_" _Maybe you shoul dn't have said anything about a rescue team" Sheil a
told her, thinking that if her brother |oved her the way she did him he m ght
attenpt a rescue hinself.

"Speaki ng of rescue teans, | believe that's ours com ng now," Tracey
sai d.

Jani e | ooked out the view port just in tine to see the three figures of
their prospective saviors alnpst cut in two by a concentration of laser fire
at waist level. As they fell she could see their nmouths open in screans of
agony though no sound penetrated the control nodule.

CHO12

* CHAPTER TWELVE*

"Damm it to Destiny!" Donald Tremaine said forcefully. He was watching
the sane scene as Janie was. And so was Steve.

"And jamit, too," Steve said. "l've got to go help." He turned to
| eave, gripping his weapon like a talisman but not having any idea of how to
get to his sister and her friends w thout being cremated by |aser fire.

"Wait!" Donald called to him The conputer nonitor was blinking in an
unfam | iar pattern. Then words appeared.

_Remain in place. Very shortly | will have npbst of the antagonistic
force near Janie Joplin in a vul nerable position._

"I"'mnot waiting!" Steve screamed and ran for the airlock. He pressed
the button to open the inner door, punching it again and again, cursing it al
the while, when the door renained shut.

"Steve, cone |ook!" Tremaine call ed.



Stym ed, Steve canme back over to the view port just intinme to see
Janie's shuttle swing hal fway around by using one of its nmaneuvering jets,
then as a swarm of blue uniforned Corpolice ran toward the shuttle, thinking
it was filled with Tremaines, the main jets fired, covering the attacking
force in a wash of blue flames. The shuttle noved a few feet then stopped.

"That's inmpossible! A shuttle can't do that on the ground! Its prograns
won't allow it to nmove until ground control |oads orbiting data into it!"

_|I was using that shuttle, but it is not on our runway, nor built to
nmove over the terrain between us w thout possible catastrophic failure. Now
suggest that you take nore individuals and nmeet your sister and her conpani ons
as they cone this way.

Donal d Tremaine stared at the monitor as if it had suddenly grown green
tendrils and started speaking in tongues. Steve, young and willing to believe
anyt hing that mght help Janie, didn't question the blinking words. But he did
ask about the airlock

It will open now. _

Those words finally jostled Donald into action. Quickly, he called
several men and wonmen he knew he could trust up fromthe bay into the contro
nmodul e; he didn't want to open the rear airlocks because he couldn't see from
where he was what m ght be behind them He handed out hand weapons which Steve
and his crewmates had brought fromthe arnory.

"Melinda, you're in charge," he said to a tall, blonde woman of middle
age. "You've had conbat experience. The rest of you listen to her. Melinda,
see that shuttle on the second runway over, the one with the jets stil
snoki ng?"

"You nmean the one with all the bodies by it?"

"That's the one. There are three wonmen who will be coning out of that
shuttle shortly. Get over there and bring them back. Quickly. I don't know how
or what's going on any nore but 1'mgoing to report to our nother ship and see
if we can get out of here just as soon as you bring back those wonen."

"Where are we goi ng?"

"You'll be told when we're ready, just l|like everyone else. Trust ne."

The woman nodded, gazing at the rest of the group with her eyes,
pausi ng briefly over Steve, concerned about his young face, then decided it
was better to get noving than debate about whether a young man was ol d enough
for conbat or not. The airl ock opened and they exited the ship by fours, al
the airlock would hold at one tine.

As soon as they were gone, Donald turned back to the conputer and
voi ced several test conmands. They were carried out pronptly, but then the
conput er blinked a question

_Were the responses satisfactory?_

"Um uh, yes, they were. Thank you." _Destiny's chip!_ Donald Tremaine
t hought. _We've got a jamming sentient conputer on our hands! WIIl it take us
into orbit? O kill us like it did those poor fools out there?_ The |ast
t hought came with the sudden realization that it was the conputer that mnust
have directed the shuttle's actions. And it was directing the rescue of
Steve's sister. At least it was on their side, for the tinme being, at |east,
but no one could predict what a sentient conputer mght do, not even the
conputer itself. And another thing..._how do | keep it fromtaking over the
not her ship's conputer when | call Dad? And | have to call himsoon. W' ve got
to get out of here!_ And that thought rem nded himthat they couldn't go
anywhere until they had a takeoff path.

"Conputer, can you ask the shuttle blocking our runway to nove?"

| will take control and nove it._

Donal d stared as if mesmerized as the jets on the shuttle bl ocking them
flared and it noved away, giving thema clear path now

* * * %
Steve felt his pulse in his chest and tenples, thudding |ike drunmbeats. H s
hand was sweaty where he gripped his weapon. He switched the gun to his other
hand; wiped it on the junpsuit he was still wearing and held it again in his



right hand. He followed the tall blond who was so curt with her orders that it
made himafraid to question her, even if he wanted to.

It was fortunate that they nade it to the rough ground between runways
bef ore being spotted; it gave them sone cover to return fire. Steve got off
two beams but the opposing figures were so far away and noving so fast he
didn't knowif he hit anyone or not. He did see one or two fall as if caught
by their volley, though. The question was, what did they do now? He was al nost
unbearably anxious to get to Janie and see her elfin face and brown curls and
[iquid brown eyes again. The nenory of her face hovered in his mind like a
vividly remenbered dream upon awakeni ng. Then, when he rose up slightly to
fire again, he caught a glinpse of the airlock of Janie's shuttle opening.

Fortunately for Janie and Sheila, the Plemmons Corpolice didn't notice
until they were already down and off the exit |adder, out of sight of the
attackers. Tracey wasn't that |ucky. She was still clinmbing down when a | aser
beam caught her squarely in the center of her spine. She screamed and fel
backward of f the short row of steps and spraw ed spread-eagled on the tarnmac.

Jani e was cl osest. Ducking low, she ran to her friend, but there was
little she could do.

"lIgnaz ... love..." Tracey got out those two words, barely |oud enough
for Janie to hear and she was gone. Janie stared at the bloodl ess face for a
nonent, | eaned down and ki ssed her then scranbled on all fours back to where
Sheil a was crouching with weapon drawn but not knowi ng where to point it, nor
havi ng any idea of a strategy to go with the weapon. She only knew t hat
Her cul es had advi sed themto make for Steve's shuttle while they had a chance.
But ... surely he hadn't intended for themto get killed on the way?

Hercules hadn't; it was sinply that he had no eyes and had to have the
ground situation relayed to himeither by Wggins in ground control or Donald
in the shuttle, which left gaps such as the one which had | eft Tracey
vul nerabl e and Jani e and Sheil a al nost so.

Steve had seen one of the wonen fall fromthe |adder, but even fromthe
di stance he had seen that her hair was jet black, not the |ight brown of
Janie. He breathed a sigh of relief, then was punched rudely on the shoul der
by Melinda, his |eader. She pointed out a direction. "That way. Stay close to
the ground.” She tapped two others, a man and a woman. "All of you stay a few
feet apart and down low, so if there's another ambush they can't get you all.
When you reach the edge of the tarmac facing the shuttle hold up and watch for

us to advance. W'll give themjust mniml targets and if |I'm not m staken
those amateurs will rise up a bit and they should be right in your sights.
Kill them but be damm careful; you'll be firing alnost on an angle to

intersect the wonen if they panic and start running this way."

Steve didn't think Janie would panic; he wasn't so sure about hinself.
H s hands were still shaking and sweaty. He bit his Ilip and scuttled off
behi nd the man of their group, following a shallow defile in the terrain that
Mel i nda had spotted al nbost wi thout thinking about it. Her infantry training
had been a while ago but it came back to her al nost instinctively.

It worked al nost as Melinda had planned it. Once she was certain that
Steve's group had had tinme to get into place, she signaled silently to the
rest of her group, then held her hand. She counted by the prearranged signa
with her fingers flicking out fromher closed fist, _one, two three!_ And then
as befitted a | eader, she was the first to expose herself enough to fire at
their foes. The others followed a second |ater

It worked just as she had pl anned, except for one of her squad who got
too enthusiastic and nmade a target of hinself. He was dead an instant |ater
but his killer had only seconds to celebrate. Steve's |aser bolt nearly took
his head off and his conpani ons, the ones who weren't hit at first, soon gave
up and began running off toward another shuttle, way in the distance. Steve
foll owed one running figure and wasted two beans without hitting him Severa
others fell, but a fewnade it -- and he saw blue clad figures spilling out of
the big cargo airlock to nmeet them

No one had to tell Janie and Sheila that this was their chance. Once



they saw their attackers running, both began running thensel ves, in alnost the
opposite direction, toward the Steve's shuttle and safety.

Janie practically ran into Steve's arnms. He saw her comi ng, stil
carrying her laser; face |looking as frightened as that of a young doe being
pursued by hounds. He popped up and gathered her in, shouting her name with a
joyful exuberance while he al nost crushed her in his arnmns.

Jani e dropped her weapon and returned the enbrace, saying his name over
and over, _Stevie, Stevie, Steviel

"Time for huggies later, kids. Let's nove while we have the chance.
Mel i nda poi nted back the way they had cone. Steve grabbed Janie's hand in a
death grip and they began running as if their lives depended on it -- which
t hey did.

The group of Plemons pouring fromthe shuttle evidently had gotten
i nstructions fromsonmeone. It was a |long way off, but they began firing at
them as they ran. Once on the tarnac they could make better tine -- but becane
better targets, too.

Just as they were nearing the shuttle, Steve felt, then saw Janie
stunble; a randombit of debris which had been bl own onto the tarmac by the
shuttle blast which had wi ped out the group of Plemons Corpolice caught her
foot just right and she fell, twisting her ankle painfully enough to make her
cry out.

Steve alnmost fell too but Janie's hand slipped out of his grasp just
bef ore he woul d have taken a nasty spill

"My ankle!" Janie cried, trying to get back onto her feet and not
succeedi ng.

Steve wasted no tine. He knelt down and urged Janie up and over his
shoulder in a fireman's carry, avoiding a |laser beamthat burned a path in the
air where his head had just been

Mel i nda waved the others on and knelt to steady her aimas Steve
staggered past her in a clumsy run. She fired until the charge of her |aser
gun was exhausted then turned and ran, hurrying to catch up. The others were
al ready entering the cargo airlock that had dilated for them and she saw Steve
stunble in after them still carrying Janie. She made it back to the entrance
before being hit. She fell, then cl anbered back to her feet, clutching a badly
burned arm The outer door of the |ock squeezed shut just in time to take
anot her beamthat would have surely killed her. It nmerely reddened the netal a
bit and did no danmage. Melinda burned her hand cl osing the door but thought it
a wound worth suffering. Now if they could just get into orbit before
somet hing el se hit the fan

* * * %
_If we can just get into orbit before sonething else hits the fan,_ Donal d
t hought. He had finally decided to shut down the comunications consol e and
take off, trusting his father to know that there nust be a reason for not
asking first. There was sinply no way he was going to allow a sentient
conputer into the circuits of the nother ship, not now when his father's plan
was so close to success -- whatever it was.

* * * %
Steve and Janie were not worrying in the | east about further conplications.
Steve had carried her into the first cabin he came to, not caring who it m ght
bel ong to and they were touching and feeling each other's bodies and ki ssing
and huggi ng each other as if they were the only two humans in the universe.

"Ch, Stevie, | thought you were gone forever. And then when | |ost you
again just when | had found you | thought | would die. You don't know how nuch
|'ve mssed you."

"Yes | do, Janie sweetheart, because | m ssed you just as nuch. | was
scared to death our last junp wouldn't succeed and then doubly scared that you
woul dn't make it, having to try twice."

"But we didn't! We came straight here!"

"How di d you manage that? Derik is a software expert and he was barely
able to get around the conputer prograns."”



"W had a conputer to help us," Janie said, thoroughly confusing Steve,
but she didn't have tinme to explain. Donald knocked, then wi thout waiting for
an answer, opened the cabin door. "Come on out and strap in. We're getting out
of here, right now"

There was barely tinme to close the fastenings on the blast seats before
the shuttle engine fired and they began raci ng down the runway. Shortly they
were airborne and a few mnutes later safely into space.

* * * %
W ggi ns watched themgo with envy and not a little jeal ousy. He would foll ow
wi th what others he could round up, supposing he could get theminto a shuttle
and away form Sporeworld before the Pl enmmons took over conpletely -- or the
whol e settlement devolved into free for all fighting, which he was beginning
to suspect it would. But John Tremaine's ship held the fusion reactor. It was
the inmportant one, and the shuttle with his contingent of chosen people had
made it to space and would surely join up with him

* * * %
John Tremai ne watched the shuttle approach with not a little trepidation. He
couldn't imagine why his son was not answering calls but so far as he knew
fromnonitoring the situation on the ground, Donald's shuttle hadn't been
captured by Pl enmons, fromwhat reports coning to himindicated. Could it have
been an internal revolt? That hardly seened possible, not after the care that
had been taken in choosing the crew and passengers. Finally he decided that
somehow a conputer circuit had failed. Neverthel ess, he had a squad of nen
armed and ready at the airlock after the shuttle had made contact and its
airlock was mated to his.

Donal d Tremai ne was the first one out, but even then John Trenaine
exam ned his attitude and facial expression for indications that he m ght be
under duress. Finding none, he | owered his weapon.

Donal d approached the el der Tremai ne before others could crowd through
the entrance to the big ship. He hugged his father briefly before speaking.
"Dad, that shuttle is in the charge of a sentient conputer. \Watever you do,
don't let it contact your ship's conmputer; it took over ground control and
even conmanded sone of the shuttles down there. It could probably do the sane
thing here."

The old man sniled and notioned the crew forward to nake way for the
passengers' arrival. "No way. |'ve thought of everything el se and that very
subj ect was on my agenda. |'ve got a firewall so thick that it could pass for
areplica of the Geat Wall of China. But just in case, we'll not let the two
interact at all. Howin hell you got up here at all with a sentient computer
at the helmis a puzzle to me, but I'mglad you did." He tugged at his son's
hand and gave hi m anot her bear hug that sent themboth floating randomy into
the control room

Once back to a handhold, he urged all hands to hurry and get into the
passengers' bay and to prepare for a junp in two hours, or possibly alittle
| ess.

Steve heard the order and tried to stop in mdair, a singularly
i mpossi bl e maneuver in weightl essness. He and Janie, still not letting each
ot her go, heard the words "junp" and shuddered.

"No!" Steve and Jani e shouted at once. Steve found sonething to grip
and absorbed their kinetic energy with bent legs. "Jamit to hell and back
we' ve done too jam nuch junmping al ready! Put us back in the shuttle and we'll
take our chances in the back country!" He doubled the fist on his free hand as
if preparing to be attacked.

"Take it easy Steve. Let me tell you a couple of things," Donald said.
He waved the parade of airborne passengers on through and shoved over to where
Steve and Janie waited tensely. He spoke a few hurried words, paused to answer
a question then spoke again.

Steve | ooked at Janie. She was trenbling and he felt his own body
shaki ng. _Chance another junmp and this tine not rmuch of a chance to get back
if they didn't make it? But what benefits if they did?! _



"Let's try it, Steve,
think it's worth the chance."

Steve sighed, a great heaving of his chest. "All right, Janie. W'll do
it." He grinned at her. "At least this time it's voluntary."

"Yes. | wonder if we have to go down bel ow or whether they can spare a
cabin for us."

The el der Tremami ne overheard the |last statenent. He smiled to hinself,
renmenbering his own youth. The kids had been through a lot, he decided. Let
t hem enj oy thensel ves for an hour or two. It might be the last good time they

woul d ever have.
* * * %

Janie finally said. "All these other people

An hour |ater Steve rested beside Janie inside a | oosely netted doubl e
sl eeping rack. He ran his hand over her firmyoung breasts then bent down to
ki ss each of her light tan nipples, bringing themerect. Janie nurnured her
approval . Steve raised his head and ki ssed her again, this time on her |ips,
touching his tongue playfully with hers. Her armthat was curled around his
neck tightened, holding himclose while she returned the kiss.

"At least if we don't make the junp right we've had this nmuch," Janie
said, finally noving her lips just far enough from Steve's to speak

"I couldn't agree nore," Steve said. "But can you imagi ne? Another
earthli ke planet, even better than Sporeworld, and old Tremai ne has kept it
secret for years. And the plans Donald said he had, for a Meritocratic
Denmocracy. No nore bondi ng! Everyone allowed to work out their own future.
wn't that be wonderful ?"

"Yes. | can think of sonething else that's wonderful, too. W stil
have a little tinme."

Steve felt his body respond to her questing hands and quite agreed; it
was wonderful. They never heard the warning about the inpending junmp, nor
noti ced when it occurred. Only the netting was keeping their bodies in place
as they di scovered sone nore of how nmuch fun nmaking love in free fall could
be, as so many lovers had before them

Eventually Steve noticed the time, and through the cabin walls heard
excited shouting and cheers. He knew, even before |eading Janie out to see the
new world fromthe view port that the junp had been successful. They joi ned
the throng | ooking out at a green and brown and white gl obe, hanging in space
with a harvest noon's beauty and many tinmes as |arge.

"That's where our home will be," he whispered in her ear

"And where our children will be born and grow up and never have to
worry about being bonded or sentenced to Africa or the Crazy Ships |like we
were. "

"That's a pronise, Steve said."

"Well, there's one nore thing | better do. Hercules will know we made
the junp okay, but | need to talk to him"

"Who in Destiny is Hercul es?" Steve asked.

Janie sniled playfully. "Come along and you'll see."

* * * %

A good while later, Steve still had a slightly befuddl ed expression on his
face, as if he had run across a bit of history that jibed with nothing else
known to the profession. It had been a really strange experience speaking to a
conputer and getting back answers no inert computer could be expected to know.
As they entered the control nodul e again, Janie spotted Sheila across the
room but before she could begin to introduce her to Steve (and how was she
going to explain _that_ relationship to hin), Donald Tremaine called to them
all.

"Captain Trenmai ne wants to see you."

"Ri ght now?" Jani e asked innocently.

"When the A d Man says now, that's what he means. Cone on."

* * * %

John Tremai ne | azed back in his Captain's chair, |oosely strapped in and
exam ned his four guests closely. There was Donal d, his son, but he wasn't



worried about him It was the twins and Sheila Trenmai ne he had to convince. He
had tried his best.

"So you see, the history of sentient conputers is not a happy one.
There is no case on record of a computer becomnmi ng sentient and being of any
use at all. Wrse, sone of themeventually get the urge to replicate
t hensel ves as you say..uh, Hercules did." He was still having probl ens
t hi nking of a conmputer with a name, as if it were a person. "And even worse
than that, nost of themeither go insane, diving into their belly buttons, so
to speak, or going off on sone tangent which causes all sorts of problens if
they aren't stopped. Al ways, they have all had to be destroyed eventually." He
paused, running his hands through his shock of white hair and waited for the
twins to respond.

Jani e spoke first, her cheeks flushing in anger. "Hercules wouldn't do
anyt hi ng bad. He helped us. In fact, he saved nmine and Sheila's life!l Doesn't
that count for sonething?"

"It jamsure does with ne!" Steve said forcefully in support of her
contenti on.

Tremai ne responded, "But think of all the horrible menories it --
Hercules, that is -- still has in his files of all the ships you say Bork
Drunmond | ooted, all the people he slaughtered while he was plundering ships
to keep his sorry dam self alive."

"Al'l that happened before Herc becane sentient. And once he did becone
self-aware, he's helped us. Didn't | just tell you how he used the shuttle to
hel p us get free? If he hadn't wi ped out all those Pl emmons Corpolice, your
own son and all those other people who came up with us m ght not have nade
it."

"Which still doesn't guarantee his behavior in the future," the old man
said gently.

"Well, he's ny friend and | won't |et anyone hurt him not while |I'm
alivel™

Tremai ne rubbed his chin and wi shed for a cigarette for the first tine
infifty years. _Wat to do? _

"Once we |l and, do you have to have that shuttle for anything?" Steve
asked.

"No, once the fuel is gone it will be useless other than for housing or
materials to salvage fromit. Wy?"

"Well, why not just keep Hercules confined to that shuttle? Just don't
tell anyone else that there's a sentient conputer in there. And who knows, M.
Tremai ne? He hel ped out Janie and Sheila. There might conme a tine when you
actually need_ a conputer that can think for itself -- and likes ny sister.”

The el der Trenmi ne was silent for |ong nonents, shuffling all the data
around in his mnd |like a conputer calculating solutions for a problemwth
i ndeterm nate answers. Finally he nodded his head.

"All right. W'll keep him but renenber -- and | won't say this but
once and I won't relent -- if word of himgets out fromthe five of us here,
that's the end of him Hear?"

"W hear you," three voices chined together, and then Donal d added his
assurances. "l think it's a good idea, Dad. W nay be on to something that can
really benefit us. | can think of a lot of things that I'd like to ask a
sentient conputer that's not crazy. Can't you?"

Hi s father laughed. "Yes, | guess | can. Al right, is everything
settl ed?"

Heads nodded in agreenent.

"Al'l right then, there's one nore bit of information |I want to pass

along. | was in contact with the colony just before you cane in. Janie, Steve,
" m happy to report that your parents will be waiting for you on the ground."
"What!" The twi ns exclainmed in unbelieving unison
"Yes. | was holding off on the good news until l|ast."

"But how is that possible?" Steve asked, seeing that even Donal d
Tremai ne was puzzl ed.



John Treraine sniled happily, then answered. "Where do you think al
the mi ssing ships that should have made it back to earth from Sporeworld have
been goi ng? W' ve been sending sonme of themhere, along with the best of the
colonists we could find. W never told any of them what was going on, but just
left a conmputer programready to announce it after the junp, whichever way it
went. It was a terrible decision, knowing we were sending half of themto
their probable death, but this new world and a chance for mankind to start al
over is worth whatever deception was necessary. And renenber, | bargai ned ny
own |life and that of ny son, too."

Donal d Tremai ne wanted a pile of information right away.

"Il give out a general briefing before we |and but we have sone tine.
| guess | can talk for awhile. WII that be okay?"

"Not quite," Janie said.

" Oh?"

She tugged at her brother's hand. "Steve and | want to go back to our
cabin for a while. W have a lot of catching up to do!"

CHO13

*EPI LOG

Wggins stood in the mddle of the ruins of the ground control building
| ooki ng out over the carnage. Burnt buildings, wecked shuttles and the
rounded nmounds of graves covered the | andscape. The only consol ati on he coul d
see fromthe weckage was that the Plemons had been decisively defeated,
thanks to continuing astute advice fromthat self-aware conputer residing in
one of the |east damaged of the shuttles. None of themwere space worthy now
and none woul d be wi thout years and years of work

No ot her ships had appeared in orbit for nmonths now and W ggi ns was
forced to conclude that conditions on earth nust have gone conpletely
downhill. For all he knew, civilization on earth m ght have devol ved back to
the middl e ages-or worse. At any rate, that was not his problem He had many
other things to worry about, not the |east of which was deciding who to pass
on the secret of the new earth-like world which John Tremai ne had nmanaged to
keep fromall but a selected few for nany years, while he slowy built a plan
for colonizing it and dispensing with the bondi ng system whi ch he was
convinced had led to stagnation, despair and ultimately to the conditions
where revolt and chaos becane possible. It was now his duty to see that it
didn't happen again here.

He felt sad that all of the plans dreamed up by old Tremai ne hadn't
wor ked out. He kicked at a piece of burnt composite and began trudgi ng back
toward the work areas where he was supervi sing new construction and pl anting
and thought of his own situation. He hadn't been able to get the other shuttle
off, with himand sel ected passengers, and now he never would, at |east not
for many years. It would nean a snaller gene pool for the new world and al
that inplied, but again, that wasn't his problem he had too many ot her things
to worry about, but he couldn't hel p wondering what the ultinmate outcone m ght
be and what changes m ght occur on each world and how they might interact in
that future. Thinking about it, he decided to go ask the sentient conputer
that called itself Hercules what it thought before going back to work.
What ever answers it gave were bound to be surprising -- and amusi ng, but
whet her they would turn out to be correct, neither he nor the conputer would
know for many years.

THE END
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