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ESCAPE IN STYLE

Covered in steel plates and fake ironmongery, this
steamcar must be incredibly heavy. There was a
simple way to find out. I floored the accelerator,
twisted the wheel, and pomted the hulk straight
at the large door.

It was beautiful. The steam roared and spurted as
I accelerated. Hitting the door dead centre with
a crash that deafened me. But my noble steed
never slowed a fraction. Wood screeched and tore
and fell away as I ploughed through in a cloud of
flying timber. I had a quick view of fleeing
pedestrians before I had to duck down to prevent
myself from being beheaded by a board.

Now I headed for the gate, whistle screeching,
bullets beginning to spang on the steel around me.
I crouched down and kept the pedal on the

floor.

I was going to have only one chance.
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- CHAPTER ONE

As 1 approached the front door of The First Bank of Bit O’
Heaven it sensed my presence and swung open with an
automatic welcome. I stepped briskly through — and stopped.
But I was just far enough inside so that the door was unable to
close behind me. While it was sliding shut I took the arc pen
from my bag — then spun about just as it had closed completely.
~ I 'had stop-watched its mechanical reflex time on other trips to

the bank, so I knew that I had just 1.67 seconds to do the
necessary. Time enough.

The arc buzzed and flared and welded the door securely to its
frame. After this all the door could do was buzz helplessly,
immobile, until something in the mechanism shorted out and it
produced some crackling sparks, then died.

‘Destruction of bank property is a crime. You are under
arrest.’

As it was speaking the robot bank guard reached out its large
padded hand to seize and hold me until the police arrived.

‘Not this time, you jangling junkpile,’ I snarled, and pushed
it in the chest with the porcuswine prod. The two metal points
produced 300 volts and plenty of amps. Enough to draw the
attention of a one tonne porcuswine. Enough to short the robot
completely. Smoke spurted from all its joints and it hit the floor
with a very satisfactory crash.

Behind me. For I had already leapt forward shouldering
aside the old lady who stood at the teller’s window. I pulled the
large handgun from my bag and pointed it at.the teller and
growled out my command.

“Your money or your life, sister. Fill this bag with bucks.’

Very impressive, though my voice did break a bit so the last
words came out in a squeak. The teller smiled at this and tried
to brazen it out.

‘Go home, sonny. Thisisnot. ..’

I pulled the trigger and .75 recoilless boomed next to her ear;
the cloud of smoke blinded her. She wasn’t hit, but she might
just as well have been. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she
slid slowly from sight behind the till.

You don’t foil Jimmy diGriz that easily! With a single bound
I was over the counter and waving the gun at the rest of the wide-
eyed employees.



- “Step back —all of you! Quick! I want no little pinkies pressing

the silent alarm buttons. That’s it. You, butter-ball -’ I waved
over the fat teller who had always ignored me in the past.
He was all attention now. ‘Fill this bag with bucks, large
denominations, and do it now.’ _

He did it, fumbling and sweating, yet working as fast as he
could. The customers and staff all stood about in odd poses,
apparently paralysed with fear. The door to the manager’s office
stayed closed, which meant that he probably wasn’t there.
Chubby had the bag filled with bills and was holding it out to
me. The police had not appeared. There was a good chance 1
was getting away withit.

I muttered what I hoped was a foul curse under my breath and
pointed to one of the sacks that were filled with rolls of coins.

‘Dump out the change and fill that too,’ I ordered, sneerin
and growling at the same time. |

He obeyed with alacrity and soon had this bag stuffed full as
well. And still no sign of the police. Could it be that not one of
the moronic money employees nad pressed the silent alarm
button? It could be. Drastic measures would have to be taken.

I reached out and grabbed up another bag of coins. ‘Fill this
one aswell,’ I ordered, slinging it across to him.

As I did this I managed to get the alarm button with my elbow.
There are some days when you have to do everything for
yourself.

This had the desired effect. By the time the third bag was full,
and I was staggering toward the door with my loot, the police
began to appear. One groundcar managed to crash into another,
police emergencies are pretty rare around these parts, but
eventually they sorted themselves out and lined up outside, guns
ready.

‘Don’t shoot,’ I squeaked. With real fear, because most of
them didn’t look too bright. They couldn’t hear me through the
windows but they could see me. ‘It’s a dummy,’ I called out.
‘See!’

[ put the muzzle of the gun to the side of my head and pulled
the trigger. There was a satisfactory puff of smoke from the
smoke generator and the sound effect of the shot was enough
to make my ears ring. I dropped behind the counter, away from
their horrified gaze. At least there would be no shooting now.
I waited patiently while they shouted and cursed and finally
broke down the door. |

Now you might find all of this puzzling - if so I do not blame
you. It is one thing to hold up a bank, another thing again to
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do it in such a manner that you are sure to be caught. Why, you
might ask, why be so foolish?

I’ll be happy to tell you. To understand my motives you have
to understand what life is like on this planet — what my life has
been like. Let me explain.

Bit O’Heaven was founded some thousands of years ago by
some exotic religious cult, which has happily since vanished
completely. They came here from another planet; some say it
was Dirt or Earth, the rumoured home of all mankind, but I
doubt it. In any case, things didn’t work out too well. Maybe the
endless labours were too much for them, this was certainly no
picnic-world in the early days. As the teachers at school remind
us as often as they can, particularly when they tell us how spoiled
the young folk are these days. We manage not to tell them that
they must be spoiled as well because certainly nothing has
changed here in the last thousand years.

In the beginning, sure, it must have been rough. All of the
plant life was pure poison to human metabolisms and had to be
cleared away so edible crops could be grown. The native fauna
was just as poisonous, with teeth and claws to match. It was
tough. So tough that ordinary cows and sheep had a shockingly
short life expectancy. Selective gene manipulation took care of
that and the first porcuswine were sent here. Imagine if you can
- and you will need a fertile imagination indeed — a one-tonne
angry boar hog with sharp tushes and mean disposition. That’s
bad enough, but picture the creature covered with long quills
like an insane porcupine. Odd as it sounds the plan worked,;
since the farms are still breeding porcuswine in large numbers
it has worked. Bit O’Heaven Smoked Porcuswine Hams are
famed galaxy-wide.

But you won'’t find the galaxy rushing to visit this piggy planet.
I grew up here, I know. This place is so boring even the
porcuswine fall asleep.

The funny part is that I seem to be the only one who notices
it. They all look at me funny. My mom always thought that it
was just growing pains and burnt porcuswine quills in my
bedroom, a folk remedy for same. Dad was always afraid of
incipient insanity and used to haul me off to the doctor about
once a year. The doctor couldn’t find anything wrong and
theorised that I might be a throwback to the original settlers, a
loser in the Mendellian crapshoot. But that was years ago. I
haven’t been bothered with parental attention since Dad threw
me out of the house when I was fifteen. This was after he had
gone through my pockets oné night and discovered that I had
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more money than he did. Mom agreed fervently with him and
even opened the door. I think they were glad to see the last of
me. I was certainly too much of an irritation in their bovine
existence.

What do I think? I think it can be damn lonely at times, being
an outcast. But I don’t think I would have it any other way. It
can have its problems —but problems have solutions.

For example, one problem I licked was getting beat up all the
time by the bigger kids. This began happening as soon as I went
to school. I made the mistake at first of letting them know I was
brighter than they were. Bam, a black eye. The school bullies
liked it so much that they had to take turns to beat up on me.
I only broke the punishment cycle by bribing a university
physical education teacher to give me lessons in unarmed
combat. I waited until I was really proficient before fighting
back. Then I creamed my would-be creamer and went on to beat
up three more of the thugs one after another. I can tell you, all
the little kids were my friends after that and never tired of telling
me how great it looked to see me chasing six of the worst ruffians
down the block. Like I said, from problems come solutions—not
to say pleasures.

And where did I get the money to bribe the teacher? Not from
Dad, I can tell you. Three bucks a week was my allowance,
enough to buy maybe two Gaspo-Fizzes and a small sized Get-
Stuffed candy bar. Need, not greed, taught me my first
economics lesson. Buy cheap and sell dear and keep the profits
for yourself.

Of course there was nothing I could buy, having no capital,
so I resorted to not paying at all for the basic product. All kids
shoplift. They go through the phase and usually get it beaten out
of them when they are detected. I saw the unhappy and tear-
stained results of failure and decided to do a market survey, as
well as a time and motion study, before I entered on a career
of very petty crime.

Firstly - stay away from the small merchants. They know their
stock and have a strong interest in keeping it intact. So do your
shopping at the large multis. All you have to worry about then
are the store detectives and alarm systems. Then careful study
of how they operate will generate techniques to circumvent
them. -

One of my earliest and most primitive techniques — I blush at
revealing its simplicity — I called the book-trap. I constructed a
box that looked exactly like a book. Only it had a spring-loaded,
hinged bottom. All I needed to do was to push it down on an

4




unsuspecting Get-Stuffed bar to have the candy vanish from
sight. This was a crude but workable device that I used for a
good length of time. I was about to abandon it for a superior
technique when I perceived an opportunity to finish it off in a

- most positive manner. I was going to take care of Smelly.

His name was Bedford Smillingham, but Smelly was the only
name we ever called him. As some are born dancers or painters,
others are shaped for lesser tasks. Smelly was a born snitch. His
only pleasure in life was ratting on his school-mates. He peeked
and watched and snitched. No juvenile peccadillo was too minor
for him to note and report to the authorities. They loved him
for this — which will tell you a lot about the kind of teachers we
had. Nor could he be beat up with impunity. His word was
always believed and it was the beater-uppers who suffered the
punishment.

Smelly had done me some small ill, I forget exactly what, but
it was enough to stir dark and brooding thoughts, to eventually

- produce a plan of action. Bragging is a thing all boys enjoy and

I achieved great status by revealing my book-shaped candy bar
collector to my peer group. There were oohs and ahhs, made
more ooh and ahhish by portioning out some of the loot free for
the taking. Not only did this help my juvenile status — but I made
sure that it was done where Smelly could eavesdrop. It is like
yesterday, and I still glow warmly with the memory.

‘Not only does it work — but I’'ll show you just how! Come with
me to Ming’s Multistore!’

‘Can we, Jimmy-can we really?’

“You can. But not in a bunch. Drift over there a few at a time
and stand where you can watch the Get-Stuffed counter. Be
there at 1500 hours and you will really see something!’

Something far better than they could possibly have imagined.
I dismissed them and watched the Head’s office. As soon as
Smelly went through the door I nipped down and broke into his
locker.

It worked like a charm. I take some pride in this since it was
the first criminal scenario that I prepared for others to take part
in. All unsuspecting, of course. At the appointed time I drifted
up to the candy counter at Mings, working very hard to ignore
the rentaflics, who were working equally hard pretending they
weren’t watching me. With relaxed motions I placed the book
atop the candies and bent to fix my boot fastener.

‘Nicked!’ the burlier of them shouted, seizing me by the coat
collar. ‘Gotcha!’ the other crowed, grabbing up the book.

‘What are you doing?’ I croaked - I had to croak because my
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coat was now pulled tight about my throat as I hung suspended
from it. “Thief — give me back my seven buck history book that

my Mom bought with money earned from weaving mats from
porcuswine quills!’

‘Book?’ the great bully sneered. “We know all abont this
book.’ He seized the ends and pulled. It opened and the look
on his face as the pages flipped over was something sweet to
behold.

‘1 have been framed,’ I squeaked, opening my coat and
dropping free, rubbing at my sore throat. ‘Framed by the
criminal who bragged about using that same technique for his
own nefarious ends. He stands there, one Smelly by name. Grab
him guys, before he runs away!’

Smelly could only stand and gape while the ready hands of his
peers clutched tight. His school books fell to the floor and the
imitation book burst open and disgorged its contents of Get-
Stuffeds upon the floor.

It was beautiful. Tears and recriminations and shouting. A
perfect distraction as well. Because this was the day that I field-
tested my Mark II Get-Stuffed stuffer. I had worked hard on this
device, which was built around a silent vacuum pump — with a
tube down my sleeve. I brought the tube end close to the candy
bars and — zip! — the first of them vanished from sight. It ended
up in my trousers, or rather inside the hideous plus-fours we
were forced to wear as a school uniform. These bagged out and
were secured above the ankle by a sturdy elastic band. The
candy bar dropped safely into it, to be followed by another and
yet another.

Except I couldn’t turn the damn thing off. Thank goodness for
Smelly’s screaming and struggling. All eyes were on him and not
me as I struggled with the switch. Meanwhile the pump still
pumped and the Get-Stuffeds shot up my sleeve and into my
trousers. I turned it off eventually but if anyone had bothered
to look my way, why the empty counter and my bulging-legged
form would have been a mite suspicious. But thankfully no one
did. I exited with a rolling gait, as quickly as I could. As I said,
amemory I will always cherish.

Which, of course, does not explain why I have now, on my
blrthday, made the major decision to hold up a bank. And get
caught. -

The police had finally broken down the door and were
swarming in. I raised my hands over my head and prepared to
welcome them with warm smiles.

The birthday, that is the final reason. My seventeenth
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CHAPTERTWO

The judge leaned forward and looked down at me, not unkindly.

‘Now come on, Jimmy, tell me what this tomfoolery is all
about?’ 5

Judge Nixon had a summer house on the river, not too far
from our farm, and I had been there often enough with his
youngest son for the judge to get to know me.

‘My name is James diGriz, buster. Let us not get too familiar.’

This heightened his colour a good deal, as you might imagine. -
His big nose stuck out like a red ski slope and his nostrils flared.
‘You will have more respect in this courtroom! You are faced
with serious charges, my boy, and it might help your case to
keep a civil tongue in your mouth. I am appointing Arnold
Fortescue, the publicdefender, as your attorney...’

‘I don’t need an attorney — and I particularly don’t need old
Skewey who has been on the sauce so long there isn’t a man alive
who has seen him sober. ..’

There was a ripple of laughter from the public seats, which
infuriated the judge. ‘Order in the court!” he bellowed,
hammering his gavel so hard that the handle broke. He threw
the stub across the room and glared angrily at me. ‘You are
trying the patience of this court. Lawyer Fortescue has been
appointed. ..’ _

‘Not by me he hasn’t. Send him back to Mooney’s Bar. I plead
guilty to all charges and throw myself on the mercy of this
merciless court.’

He drew in his breath with a shuddering sigh and I decided
to ease off a bit before he had a stroke and collapsed, then there
would be a mistrial and more time would be wasted.

‘I’'m sorry, Judge.’ I hung my head to hide an unrepressed
smile. ‘But I done wrong and I will have to pay the penalty.”

"Well that’s more like it, Jimmy. You always were a smart lad
and I hate to see all that intelligence going to waste. You will
go to Juvenile Correction Hall for a term of notlessthan. ..’

‘Sorry, Your Honour,’ I broke in. ‘Not possible. Oh, if only
I had committed my crimes last week or last month! The law is
firm on this and I have no escape. Today is my birthday. My
seventeenth birthday.’ '

'I:hat slowed him down all right. The guards looked on
patiently while he punched for information on his computer
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terminal. The reporter for the Bit O’Heaven Bugle was working
just as hard on the keys of his own portable terminal at the same
time. He was filing quite a story. It didn’t take the judge long
to come up with the answers. He sighed.

‘That is true enough. The records reveal that you are
seventeen this day and have achieved your majority. You are no
longer a juvenile and must be treated as an adult. This would
mean a prison term for certain — if it didn’t allow for the
circumstances. A first offence, the obvious youth of the
defendant, his realisation that he has done wrong. It is within
the power of this bench to make exceptions, to suspend a
sentence and bind a prisoner over. It is my decision. ..’

The last thing I wanted to do was hear his decision now.
Things were not going as I had planned, not at all. Action was
required. I acted. My scream drowned out the judge’s words.
Still screaming, I dived headlong from the prisoner’s dock,
shoulder-rolled neatly on the floor and was across the room
before my shocked audience could even consider moving.

“You will write no more scurrilous lies about me, you
grubbing hack,’ I shouted, as I whipped the terminal from the
reporter’s hands and crashed it to the floor. Then stamped the
six-hundred buck machine into worthless junk. I dodged around
him before he could grab me and pelted towards the door. The
policeman there grabbed at me — then folded when I planted my
foot in his stomach.

I could probably have escaped then, but escape at this point
wasn’t part of my plan. I fumbled with the door handle until
someone grabbed me, then struggled on until I was
overwhelmed.

This time I was manacled as I stood in the dock and there
was no more ‘Jimmy-my-boy’ talk from the judge. Someone
had found him a new gavel and he waved it in my direction as
though wishing to brain me with it. I growled and tried to look
surly. :

‘James Bolivar diGriz,” he intoned. ‘I sentence you to the
maximum penalty for the crime that you have committed. Hard
labour in the city jail until the arrival of the next League ship,

. whereupon you will be sent to the nearest place of correction for

criminal therapy.’ The gavel banged. “Take him away.’

This was more like it. I struggled against my cuffs and spat
curses at him so he wouldn’t show any last moment weaknesses.
He didn’t. Two burly policemen grabbed me and hauled me
bodily out of the courtroom and jammed me, not too gently,

into the back of the black Maria. Only after the door had been
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slammed and sealed did I sit back and relax — and allow myself
a smile of victory.

Yes, victory, I mean that. The whole point of the operation
was to get arrested and sent to prison. I needed some on the job
training. |

There is method in my madness. Very early in life, probably
about the time of my Get-Stuffed successes, I began to consider
seriously a life of crime. For a lot of reasons — not the least of
which was that I enjoyed being a criminal. The financial awards
were great; no other job paid more for less work. And, I must
be truthful; I enjoyed the feeling of superiority when I made the
rest of the world look like chumps. Some may say that is a
juvenile emotion. Perhaps—but it sure is a pleasurable one.

About this same time I was faced with a serious problem.
How was I to prepare myself for the future? There had to be
more to crime than lifting Get-Stuffed bars. Some of the answers
I saw clearly. Money was what I wanted. Other people’s money.
Money is locked away, so the more I knew about locks the more
I would be able to get this money. For the first time in school
I buckled down to work. My grades soared so high that my
teachers began to feel there might be hope for me yet. I did so
well that when I elected to study the trade of locksmith they
were only too eager to oblige, but I learned all there was to know
in three months. I asked permission to take the final
examination. And was refused.

Things were just not done that way, they told me. I would
procede at the same stately pace as the others and in two years
and nine months I would get my diploma, leave the school —and
enter the ranks of the wage slaves.

Not very likely. I tried to change my course of study and was
informed that this was impcssible. I had locksmith stamped on
my forehead, metaphorically speaking, of course, and it would
remain there for life. They thought.

I began to cut classes and avoid the school for days at a time.
There was little they could do about this, other than administer
stern lectures, because I showed up for all the examinations and
always scored the highest grades. I ought to, since I was making
the most of my training in the field. I carefully spread my
attentions around so the complacent citizens of the city had no
idea they were being taken. A vending machine would yield a
few bucks in silver one day, a till at the parking lot the next. Not
only did this field work perfect my talents but it paid for my
education. Not my school education of course — by law I had to
remain there until the age of seventeen —but in my free time.
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X Since I could find no guidelines to prepare myself for a life of
»é crime, I studied all of the skills that might be of service. I found
- the word forgery in the dictionary which encouraged me to learn
photography and printing. Since unarmed combat had already
stood me in good stead I continued my studies until I earned a
Black Belt. Nor was I ignoring the technical side of my chosen
career. Before I was sixteen I knew just about all there was to
know about computers — while at the same time I had become
a skilled microelectronic technician.

All of these things were satisfying enough in themselves — but
where did I go from there? I really didn’t know. That was when
I decided to give myself a coming-of-age birthday present. A
termin jail.

Crazy? Like a fox! I had to find some criminals — and where
better than in jail? A keen line of reasoning, one has to admit.
Going to jail would be like coming home, meeting my chosen
peer group at last. I would listen and learn and, when I felt I had
learned enough, the lockpick in the sole of my shoe would help
me to make my exit. How I smiled and chortled with glee.

More the fool —for it was not to be this way at all.

My hair was shorn, I was bathed in an antiseptic spray, prison
clothes and boots were issued — so unprofessionally that I had
ample time to transfer the lockpick and my stock of coins — I was
thumbprinted and retinapixed, then led to my cell. To behold,
to my great joy, that I had a cell mate. My educatign would
begin at last. This was the first day of the rest of my criminal life.

‘Good afternoon, sir,’ I said. ‘My name is Jim diGriz.’

He looked at me and snarled, ‘Get knotted, kid.” He went
back to picking his toes, an operation which my entrance had
interrupted.

That was my first lesson. The polite linguistic exchanges of hife
‘outside were not honoured behind these walls. Life was tough
— and so was language. I twisted my lips into a sneer and spoke
again. In far harsher tones this time.

‘Get knotted yourself, toe-cheese. My monicker is Jim.
- What’s yours?’

I wasn’t sure about the slang, I had picked it up from old
~ideos, but I surely had the tone of voice right because I had
succeeded in capturing his attention this time. He looked up
slowly and there was the glare of cold hatred in his eyes.

‘Nobody — and I mean nobody — talks to Willy the Blade that
way. I’m going to cut you, kid, cut you bad. I’'m going to cut my
initial into your face. ‘A “V”’ for Willy.’

‘A “W”.Isaid. ‘Willyisspelled witha “W”.’
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This upset him even more. ‘I know how to spell, I ain’t no
moron!’ He was blazing with rage now, digging furiously under
the mattress on his bed. He produced a hacksaw blade that I
could see had the back edge well sharpened. A deadly little
weapon. He bounced it in his hand, sneered one last sneer—then
lunged at me.

Well, needless to say, that is not the recommended way to
approach a Black Belt. I moved aside, chopped his wrist as he
went by — then kicked the back of his ankle so that he ran head
first into the wall.

He was knocked cold. When he came to I was sitting on my
bunk and doing my nails with his knife. “The name is Jim,’ I said,
lip-curled and nasty. ‘Now you try saying it. Jim.’

He stared at me, his face twisted — then he began to cry! I was
horrified. Could this really be happening? |

‘They always pick on me. You’re no better. Make fun of me.
And you took my knife away. I worked a month making that
knife, had to pay ten bucks for the broken blade . . .’

The thought of all the troubles had started him blubbering
again. I saw then that he was only a year or so older than me
— and a lot more insecure. So my first introduction to criminal
life found me cheering him up, getting a wet towel to wipe his
face, giving him back his knife — and even giving him a five-buck
goldpiece to stop his crying. I was beginning to feel that a life
of crime was not quite what I thought it would be.

It was easy enough to get the story of his life — in fact it was
hard to shut him up once he got in full spate. He was filled with
self-pity and wallowed in the chance to reveal all to an audience.

Pretty sordid, I thought, but kept silent while his boring
reminiscences washed over me. Slow in school, laughed at by
the others, the lowest marks. Weak and put upon by the bullies,
gaining status only when he discovered - by accident, of course,
with a broken bottle — that he could be a bully too once he had
a weapon. The rise in status, if not respect, after that by using
threats of violence and more than a little bullying. All of this
reinforced by demonstrations of dissections on live birds and
other small and harmless creatures. Then his rapid fall after
cutting a boy and being caught. Sentenced to Juvenile Hall,
released, then more trouble and back to Hall yet again. Until
here he was, at the zenith of his career as a knife-carrying punk,
imprisoned for extorting money by threats of violence. From a
chilc(li, cl)f course. He was far too insecure to attempt to threaten
an aduit. -

Of course he did not say all this, not at once, but it became
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obvious after endless rambling complaints. I tuned him out and
- tuned my inner thoughts in. Bad luck, that was all it was. I had

~ probably been put in with him to keep me from the company
~ ofthe real hardened criminals who filled this prison.

- The lights went out at that moment and I lay back on the
~ bunk. Tomorrow would be my day. I would meet the other
~  inmates, size them up, find the real criminals among them.
~ Befriend them and begin my graduate course in crime. That is
~ surely what I would do.

I went happily to sleep, washed over by a wave of wimpish
whining from the adjoining bunk. Just bad luck being stuck in
with him. Willy was the exception. I had a room mate who was
a loser, that was all. It would all be different in the morning.

I hoped. There was a little nag of worry that kept me awake
for a bit, but at last I shrugged it off. Tomorrow would be fine,
yes it would be. Fine. No doubt about that, fine. . .
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CHAPTER THREE

Breakfast was no better — and no worse — than the ones I made
for myself. I ate automatically, sipping the weak cactus tea and
chewing doggedly at the gruel, while I looked around at the
other tables. There were about thirty prisoners stuffing their
faces in this room, and my gaze went from face to face with a
growing feeling of despair.

Firstly, most of them had the same vacuous look of blank
stupidity as my cellmate. All right, I could accept that, the
criminal classes would, of course, contain the maladjusted and
the mental mud walls. But there had to be more than that! I
hoped. |

Secondly, they were all guite young, none out of their
twenties. Weren’t there any old criminals? Or was criminality
a malfunction of youth that was quickly cured by the social
adjustment machines? There had to be more to it than that.
There had to be. I took some cheer from this thought. All of
these prisoners were losers, that was obvious, losers and
incompetents. It was obvious once you thought about it. If they
had been any good at their chosen profession they wouldn’t be
inside! They were of no use to the world or to themselves.

But they were to me. If they couldn’t supply the illegal facts
that I needed, they would surely be able to put me in touch with
those who did. From them I would get leads to the criminals on
the outside, the professionals still uncaught. That was what I had
to do. Befriend them and extract the information that I needed.
All was not lost yet.

It didn’t take long for me to discover the best of this
despicable lot. A little group were gathered around a hulking
young man who sported a broken nose and a scarred face. Even
the guards seemed to avoid him. He strutted a good deal and
the others made room around him when they walked in the
exercise yard after lunch.

"Who 1s that?’ I asked Willy, who huddled on the bench next
to me industriously picking his nose. He blinked rapidly until he
finally made out the subject of my attentions, then waved his
hands with despair.

"“Watch out for him, stay away, he’s bad medicine. Stinger is
a killer, that’s what I heard, and I believe it too. And he’s a
champ at mudslugging. You don’t want to know him.’

14




S L.

This was intriguing indeed. I had heard of mudslugging, but
I had always lived too close to the city to have seen it in action.
‘There was never any of it taking place near enough for me to
hear about, not with the police all around. Mudslugging was a
crude sport — and illegal — that was enjoyed by folk in the
outlying farm towns. In the winter, with the procuswine in their
sties and the crops in the barns, time would hang heavy on their
agrarian hands. That was when the mudslugging would begin.
A stranger would appear and challenge the local champion,
usually some over-muscled ploughboy. A clandestine
engagement would be arranged in some remote barn, the

women dismissed, moonshine surreptitiously brought in plastic

bottles, bets made — and the barefisted fight begun. To end when
one of the combatants could not get off the ground. Not a sport
for the squeamish, or the sober. Good, hearty, drunken
masculine fun. And Stinger was one of this stalwart band. I must
get to know Stinger better.

This was easily enough done. I suppose I could have just
walked over and spoken to him, but my thought patterns were
still warped by all of the bad videos I had watched for most of
my life. Plenty of these were about criminals getting their just
deserts in prison; which is probably where I originated the 1dea
of this present escapade. Never matter, the idea was still a sound
one. I could prove that by talking to Stinger.

To do this I walked, whistling, about the yard until I was close
to him and his followers. One of them scowled at me and I
scuttled away. Only to return as soon as his back was turned,
to sidle up beside the head villain.

‘Are you Stinger?’ I whispered out of the 31dc of my mouth,
head turned away from him. He must have seen the same videos
because he answered in the same way.

“Yeah. So who wants to know?’

‘Me. I just got into this joint. I got a message for you from
the outside.’

‘Sotell.’

‘Not where these dummies can hear. We gotta be alone.’

He gave me a most suspicious look from under his beetling
brows. But I had succeeded in capturing his curiosity. He
muttered something to his followers then strolled away. They
remained behind but flashed murderous looks at me when I
strolled in the same direction. He went across the yard towards
a bench - the two men already there fleeing as he approached.
I sat down next to him and he looked me up and down with

disdain.
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‘Say what you gotta say, kid—and itbetter be good.”

“This is for you,’ I said, sliding a twenty-buck coin along the
bench towards him. ‘The message is from me and from no one
else. I need some help and am willing to pay for it. Here is a
down payment. There is plenty more where this came from.’

He sniffed disdainfully — but his thick fingers scraped up the
coin and slipped it into his pocket. ‘I ain’t in the charity business,
kid. The only geezer I help is myself. Now shove off -’ -

‘Listen to what I have to say first. What 1 need 1s someone to
break out of prison with me. One week from today. Are you
interested?’

I had caught his attention this time. He turned and looked me
square in the eye, cold and assured. ‘I don’t like jokes,’ he said
— and his hand grabbed my wrist and twisted. It hurt. I could
have broken the grip easily, but I did not. If this little bit of
bullying was important to him, then bully away.

‘It’s no joke. Eight days from now I'll be on the outsnde You
can be there too if you want to be. It’s your decision.’

He glared at me some more — then let go of my wrist. I rubbed
at it and waited for his response. I could see him chewing over
my words, trying to make up his mind. ‘Do you know why I'm
inside?’ he finally asked.

‘I heard rumours.’

‘If the rumour was that I killed a geezer then the rumour was
right. It was an accident. He had a soft head. It broke when I
knocked him down. They was going to pass it off as a farm
accident but another geezer lost a bundle to me on the match.
He was going to pay me next day but he went to the pollce
instead because that was a lot cheaper. Now they are going to
take me to a League hospital and do my head. The shrinker here
says I won’t want to fight again after that. I won’t like that.’

The big fists opened and closed when he talked and I had the
sudden understanding that fighting was his life, the one thing
that he could do well. Something that other men admired and
praised him for. If that ability were taken away — why, they
might just as well take away his life at the same time. I felt a
sudden spurt of sympathy, but did not let the feeling show.

“You can get me out of here?’ The question was a serious one.

‘Ican.’

“Then I’m your man. You want something out of me, I know
that. No one does nothing for nothing in this world. I'll do what
you want, kid. They’ll get me in the end. There is no place to
hide anywhere when they are really looking for you. But I'm
going to get mine. I'm going to get the geezer what put me in
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here. Get him proper. One last fight. Kill him the way he killea
me.’

I could not help shivering at his words because it was obvious
that he meant them. That was painfully clear. ‘I'll get you out,’
I said. But to this I added the unspoken promise that I would
see to it that he got nowhere near the object of his revenge. I
was not going to start my new criminal career as an accomplice
to murder.

Stinger took me under his protective wing at once. He shook
my hand, crushing my fingers with that deadly grip, then led me
over to his followers.

“This is Jim,” he said. “Treat him well. Anyone causes him
trouble got trouble with me.’ They were all insincere smiles and
promises of affection — but at least they wouldn’t bother me. I
had the protection of those mighty fists. One of them rested on
my shoulder as we strolled away. ‘How you going to do it?’ he
asked.

‘T’ll tell you in the morning. I’'m making the last arrangements
now,’ I lied. ‘See you then.’ I strolled off on an inspection tour,
almost as eager to be out of this sordid place as he was. For a
different reason. His was revenge — mine was depression. They
were losers 1n here, all losers, and I like to think of myself as
a winner. I wanted to be well away from them all and back in
the fresh air.

I spent the next twenty-four hours finding the best way out of
the prison. I could open all of the mechanical locks inside the
prison easily enough; my lockpick worked fine on our cell door.
The only problem was the electronic gate that opened into the
outer courtyard. Given time —and the right equipment — I could
have opened that too. But not under the eyes of guards stationed

right around the clock in the observation booth above it. That
- was the obvious way out, so it was the route to be avoided. I

needed a better idea of the layout of the prison — so a
reconnoitre was very much in order.

It was after midnight when I eased out of my bed. No shoes,
I had to be as quiet as possible, so three pairs of socks shouid
do the job. Working silently, I stuffed extra clothing under the
blankets so the bed would look occupied if one of the guards
should look in through the barred door. Willy was snoring lustily
when I clicked the lock open and slipped out into the corridor.
He wasn’t the only one enjoying his sacktime and the walls
echoed with zzzzing and gronking. the night-lights were on and
I was alone on the landing. I looked over the edge carefully and
saw that the guard on the floor below was working on his racing
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form. Wonderful, I hoped that he had a winner. Silent as a
shadow, I went to the stairs and up them to the floor above.

Which was depressingly identical to the one below; nothing
but cells. As was the next floor and the one above that. Which
was the top floor so I could go no higher. I was about to retrace
my steps when my eye caught a glint of metal in the shadows at
the far end. Nothing ventured, as the expression goes. I scuttled
past the barred doors, and then — I hoped - sleeping inmates,
to the distant wall.

Well, well, what did we have here! Iron rungs in the wall -
vanishing up into the darkness. I grabbed onto the first one and
vanished up with them. The last rung was just below the ceiling.
It was also just under a trapdoor that was let into the ceiling
above. Metal, with a metal frame, and locked securely as |
discovered when I pushed up against it. There had to be a lock,
but it was invisible in the darkness. And I had to find it. Looping
one arm through the iron rung I began to run my fingertips over
the surface of the door in what I hoped was a regular pattern.

There was nothing there. I tried again, changing hands
because my arm felt like it was being dragged from its socket -
with the same result. But there had to be a lock. I was panicking
and not using my brain. I fought back my rising fears and stirred
up my brain cells. There must be a lock or seal of some kind.
And it was not on the trapdoor. So — it had to be on the frame.
I reached out slowly, ran my fingers along the sides of the frame.
And found it at Once.

How simple the answers are when you ask the right questions!
I eased the lockpick from my pocket and slipped it into the lock.
Within seconds it had clicked open. Seconds after that I had
pushed the trapdoor up, climbed through, closed it behind me
—and sniffed appreciatively of the cool night air.

I was out of prison! Standing on the roof, yes, of course, but
free in spirit at least. The stars were bright above and shed
enough light so I could see across the dark surface. It was flat
and broad, bordered with a knee-high parapet and studded with
vents and pipes. Something large and bulky occluded the sky,
and when I worked my way close to it I heard the dripping of
water. The water tank, fine, now what was visible below?

To the front I looked down into the well-lit courtyard,
guarded and secure. But what was the back like?

Far more interestirig, I assure you. There was a straight drop
of five storeys to-a rear yard, which was feebly illuminated by
a single bulb. There were waste bins there, and barrels, and a
heavy gate in the outer wall. Locked, undoubtedly. But what
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man had locked, man could unlock. Or rather I could. This was
the way out.

Of course, there was five-storey drop, but something could be
worked there. Or perhaps I could find another way into the back
yard. Plenty of time to run through the permutations of escape;
six days yet. My feet were getting cold and I yawned and
shivered. I had done enough for one night. My hard prison bunk
seemed very attractive at this moment.

Carefully and silently I retraced my steps. Eased the trapdoor
shut above me, checked to see that it was locked, went down
the ladder and the stairs tomy floor. . .

And heard the voices ahead. Loud and clear. The loudest of
all being my cellmate Willy. I took one horrified look at the open
door of my cell, at the heavy boots of the guards there, then
pulled myself back and ran up the stairs again. With Willy’s
words ringing like a tocsin of doom in my ears.

‘I woke and he was gone! I was alone! Monsters ate him or
something! That’s when I started shouting. Save me, please!
Whatever got him came right through the locked door. It’s
gonna get me next!’
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CHAPTER FOUR

Anger at my cretinous cellmate warmed me; the imminence of
my capture instantly chilled me again. I fled unthinkingly, away
from the voices and commotion. Back up the stairs, one flight,
another—

Then all the lights came on and the sirens began to wail. The
prisoners stirred and called out to one another. In a few
moments they would be at the cell doors, would see me, would
cry out, guards would appear. There was no escape. I knew this,
yet all I could do was run. To the top floor — then past the cells
there. All of which were now brightly lit. I would be seen by the
prisoners as I went by them, and I knew for certain that I would
be ratted on by whichever juvenile delinquent spotted me. It
was all over.

Head high, I walked past the first cell and glanced i as I
passed.

It was empty. As were all of the other cells on this floor. I still
had a chance! Like a demented ape I swarmed up the iron rungs
and fumbled my lockpick into the lock. There were voices below
me, getting louder, and footsteps as well as two of the guards
ascended the stairs which faced away from me. But all that one
of them had to do was turn his head. And when they reached
the floor I would be seen at once.

The lock clicked open and I pushed and swarmed up through
the opening. Flat on the roof I eased the door down. Seeing two
fat guards through the opening just turning my way as it shut.

Had they seen it closing? My heart thudded like an insane
drum and I gasped for air and waited for the shouts of alarm.

They did not come. I was still free.

Some freedom! Depression instantly clutched and shook me.
Free to lie on the roof, to shiver violently as the perspiration
began to dry, free to huddle up here until I was found.

So I huddled and shivered and generally felt sorry for myself
for about a minute. Then I stood and shook myself like a dog
and felt the anger begin torise.

‘Big criminal,” I whispered aloud, just to make sure that I
heard. ‘Life of crime. And on your first big job you let yourself
be trapped by a knife-wielding moron. You’ve learned a lesson,
Jim. May you some day be free to put it into practice. Always
guard your flanks and your rear. Consider all the possibilities.
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Consider the fact that the cretin might have woken up. So you
should have coshed him or something to make certain of his
sound sleep. Which is certainly water over the dam. Remember
the lesson well, but look around now and try to make the best
of this rapldly disintegrating escape.’

My options were limited. If the guards opened the trapdoor
and came up to the roof they would find me. Was there any place
to hide? The top of the water tank might offer a temporary
refuge, but if they came this far they would certainly look there
as well. But, with no way to get down the sheer walls, it offered
the only feeble hope. Get up there.

It wasn’t easy. It was made of smooth metal and the top was
just beyond my reach. But I had todo it. I stepped back and took
a run, leaped and felt my fingers just grasp the edge. I scrabbled
for a hold but they pulled loose and I dropped heavily back to
the roof. Anyone below would have certainly heard that. I
hoped I was over an empty cell and not the hall.

‘Enough hoping and not enough trying, Jim,’ I said, and
added a few curses in the hope of building my morale. I had to
getup there!

This time I retreated to the far edge, the backs of my knees
against the parapet, taking breath after deep breath. Go!

Run up, fast, the right spot — jump!

My right hand slapped against the edge. I grabbed and
heaved. Got my other hand up there and pulled mightily,
scraping and bruising myself on the rough metal, hauling myself
up onto the top of the tank.

To lie there breathing heavily, looking at a dead bird not a
foot from my face, vacant eyes staring into mine. I started to pull
away when I heard the trapdoor slam heavily back onto the roof.

‘Give me a push up, will you? I’'m stuck?!’

By the wheezing and grunting that followed, I was sure that
this had to be one of the fat guards that I had seen on the floor
below. More gasping and puffing heralded the arrival of his
adipose companion.

‘1 don’t know what we’re doing up here,’ the first arnval

 whined.

‘I do,’ his companion said quite firmly. ‘We’re obeying orders,
which never did no one no harm.’
- ‘But the hatch was locked.’

‘So was the cell door he went through. Look around.’

The heavy footsteps circled the roof, then returned.

‘Not here. No place to hide. Not even hanging over the edge,
because Ilooked.’
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“There is one place, one place we haven’t looked.

I could feel the eyes burning towards me through the solid
metal. My heart had started the drumbeat thing again. I
clutched at the rusty metal and felt only despair as the footsteps

crunched close.
‘He could never climb up there. Too high. I can’t even reach

the top.’

‘You can’t even reach your shoelaces when you bend over.
Come on, give me a lift up. If you boost my foot I can reach up
and grabon. AllI gottodois take a look.’

How right he was. Just one look. And there was nothing I
could do about it. With the lethargy of defeat possessing me, I
lay there, hearing the scratching and the curses, the overweight
puffing and scrabbling. The scratching grew closer and not a
foot before my face a large hand appeared, groping over the
edge.

My subconscious must have done it because I swear there was
no logical thought involved. My hand shot out and pushed the
dead bird forward, to the very edge, below the fingers — which
descended and closed on it.

The results were eminently satisfying. The bird vanished, as
did the hand, followed by screams and shouts, scrabblings and
two large thuds.

‘Why did you do that?’

‘I grabbed it, uggh - oww! My ankle is broke.’

‘See if you can stand on it. Here, hold my shoulder. Hop along
on the other foot, thisway. ..’

There was plenty of shouting back and forth through the
trapdoor while I hugged myself with relief and pleasure. They
might be back soon, there was that chance, but at least the first
round was mine.

As the seconds, then the minutes, moved slowly by I realised
that I had won the second round as well. The search had moved
away from the roof. For the moment. The sirens cut off and the
bustle moved down to the ground below. There were shouts and
the slamming of doors, racing of engines as cars moved out into
the night. Not soon after — wonder of wonders — the lights began
to go out. The first search was over. I started to doze — then
jerked myself awake.

‘Dummy! You are still in the soup. The search has been made,
but this joint is still sealed tight. And you can bet your last buck
that starting at first light they will go through every nook and

corner. And they’ll be up here with a ladder this time. So with
thatin mind it is time to move.’
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And I knew just where I was moving to. The last place they
would look for me this night.

_Through the trapdoor one last time, and down the darkened
corridor. Some of the inmates were still muttering about the
events of the night, but all of them appeared to be back in their
bunks. Silently, I slipped down the stairs and up to cell 567B.
Opening it in absolute silence and closing it behind me the same
way. Past my stripped bunk to the other bunk where my fink
friend Willy slept the sleep of the unjust.

My hand clamped his mouth shut, his eyes sprang open and
I exacted primal and sadistic pleasure by whispering in his ear.

“You are dead, you rat, dead. You called the guards and now
you are going to get what you deserve . ..’

His body gave one gigantic heave then went limp. The eyes
were closed. Had I killed him? At once I regretted the bad taste
of my little joke. No, not dead, passed out, his breathing light
and slow. I went to get a towel, soaked it in cold water — then
let him have it right in the mush.

His scream turned to a gurgle as I stuffed the towel into his
mouth. :

‘I'm a generous man, Willy, that’s how lucky you are. I’'m not
going to kill you.” My whispered words seemed to reassure him
because I felt the tremble in his body subside. ‘You are going
to help me. If you do that you will come to no harm. You have
my word. Now prepare to answer my question. Think carefully
about this. You are going to whisper just one thing. You are
going to tell me the number of the cell that Stinger is in. Nod
your head if you are ready. Good. I'm taking the towel away.
But if you try any tricks or say anything — anything — else, why
then you are dead. Here goes.’

PreaB. ..’

This same floor, good. The towel went right back in. Then I
pressed hard behind his right ear, applying continuous pressure
to the blood vessel that leads to the brain. Six seconds
unconsciousness, ten seconds death. He thrashed then went
limp again. I released my thumb on the count of seven. I do have
a forgiving nature.

I used the towel to clean my face and hands, then groped for
my shoes and put them on. Along with another shirt and my
jacket. After that I gurgled down at least a litre of water and was
ready to face the world again. I stripped the blankets from the
beds, bundled them under my arm — then left.

On tiptoe, as silently as I could, I slipped down to Stinger’s cell.
I felt immune, impervious. I realised that this was both foolish
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and dangerous. But after the traumatic events of the evening I
seemed to have run out of fear. The cell door opened beneath
my delicate touch and Stinger’s eyes opened as well when I
pushed his shoulder.

‘Get dressed,’ I said quietly. “We’re getting out now.’

I’ll give him this much — he didn’t bother asking questions.
Just pulled his clothes on while I took the blankets from his
bunk. ‘We need at least two more,’ [ said.

‘I'll get Eddie’s.’

‘He’ll wake up.’

‘I’ll see he goes back tosleep.’

There was a murmured question — followed by a solid thud.
Eddie went back to sleep and Stinger brought over the blankets.

‘Here’s what we do,’ I told him. ‘I found the way up to the
roof. We go there and knot these blankets together. Then we
climb down them and get away. Okay?’ |

Okay! I had never heard a more insane plan in my life. But
not Stinger.

‘Okay! Let’s go!’

Once more up the stairs — I was really getting pretty tired of
this — and tired all over as well. I climbed the rungs, opened the
trapdoor, and pushed the blankets through onto the roof when
he passed them up to me. He didn’t say a word until I had closed
and sealed the door again.

‘What happened? I heard you got away and I was going to kill
you if they ever brought you back.’

‘It’s not that simple. I’ll tell you when we get clear. Now let’s
start tying. Opposite corners lengthwise, we need all the length
we can get. Use a square knot like you learned in the Boy
Sprouts. Like this.’

We knotted and tied like crazy until they were all connected,
then took the ends and pulled and grunted and that was that.
I tied one end to a solid looking pipe and threw a bundle’ of
blankets over the side. |

"At least twenty feet short,’ Stinger said, scowling down at the
ground. ‘You go first because you’re lighter. If it breaks with me
at least you got a chance. Get moving.’

The logic of this could not be argued with. I climbed up on
the parapet and seized the top blanket. Stinger squeezed my arm
:ivith an unexpected show of emotion. Then I was climbing

own. _

It was not easy. My hands were tired and the blanket fabric
hard to grip. I went down as quickly as I could because I knew
that my strength was running out.
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Then my legs scrabbled at empty air and I had reached the
end. The hard floor of the courtyard appeared to be very far

below. It was difficult to let go — or rather, really very easy. I

could hold on no longer. My fingers opened and I fell -
— Hit and rolled and sat on the ground gasping for breath. I

had done it. High above I could see the dark figure of Stinger

swarming down the rope, hand over hand. Within seconds he
was on the ground, landing light as a cat beside me, helping me
to my feet, half supporting me as I stumbled to the gate.

My fingers were trembling and I couldn’t get the lock
open. We were painfully visible here under the light and if
any of the guards glanced out of a window above we were
trapped. .. '

I took in a long, shuddering breath — then inserted the
picklock once again. Slowly and carefully, feeling the grooves
on the interior, turning and pushing.

It clicked open and we hurled ourselves through. Stinger
pushed it silently shut, then turned and ran out into the night
with me right at his heels.

We were free!



CHAPTERFIVE

‘Wait!’ I called after Stinger as he pelted down the road. ‘Not
that way. I've got a better plan. I worked it out before I was sent
up.’ -
pHe slowed to a halt and thought about this and slowly made
up his mind. ‘You called the shots OK so far. So what we gonna
do?’

‘For openers — leave a trail that they can follow with sniffer
robots. This way.’

We left the road and cut through the grass and down to the
nearby stream. It was shallow but cold and I could not suppress
a shiver as we waded across. The main highway ran close by and
we headed that way, crouching low as a heavy transporter
thundered by. For the moment there was no other traffic in
sight.

‘Now!’ I called out. ‘Stranght up to the road - then right back
down walking in your own footprints.’

Stinger did what he was told, backtracking with me to the
stream and into the frigid water again.

‘That’s smart,’ he said. ‘The sniffers find where we went into
the water, where we came out — and follow us to the road. Then
they think that a groundcar maybe picked us up. So what comes
next?’

‘We go upstream - staying in the water — to the nearest farm.
Which happens to be a porcuswine farm. ..’

‘No way! I hate them mothers. Got bit by one when I was a
kid.’

‘We have no other choice. Anything else we do the fuzz will
pick us up at daybreak. I can’t say I love the porkers either. But
I grew up on a farm and I know how to get along with them. Now
let’s move before my legs freeze off at the ankles.’

It was a long, cold slog and I could not stop the trembling once
it began. But there was absolutely nothing else to do except push
on. My teeth were rattling in my head like castanets before we
came to the brook that bubbled down through the fields, to join
the stream that we were wading in. The stars were beginning to
fade; dawn was not too far away.

“This is it,” I said. ‘The stream that we want. That chopped
tree lS my landmark. Stay right behind me — we’re very close
now.’ I reached up and broke off a dead branch that overhung
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the stream, then led the way. We waded along until we reached
a tall, electrified fence that spanned the stream. It could be
clearly seen in the growing light. I used the branch to lift the
bottom of the fence so Stinger could crawl under; then he did
the same for me. As I stood up I heard a familiar rustle of large
quills from the oak grove nearby. A large, dark form separated
itself from the trees and moved towards us. I grabbed the branch
from Stinger and called out softly.
- ‘Sooo-ee, sooo-ee . . . here swine, swine, swine.’

There was a bubbling grunt from the boar as it approached.
Stinger was muttering under his breath, curses or prayers — or
both — as he stood behind me. I called again and the great
creature came close. A real beauty, a tonne at least, looking at
me with its small red eyes. I stepped forward and raised the
branch slowly — and heard Stinger moan behind me. The boar
never moved as I poked the stick behind its ear, parted the long
quills - and began to scratch its hide industriously.

‘What are you doing? It’ll kill us!’ Stinger wailed.

‘Of course not,’ I said, scratching harder. ‘Listen to it?’ The
porcuswine’s eyes were half-closed with pleasure and it was
burbling happily. ‘I know these big porkers well. They get
vermin under their quills and can’t get at them. They love a good
scratch. Let me do the other ear - there are nice itchy patches
behind the ears—then we can goon.’

I scratched, the boar moaned happily, and dawn crept up on
us. A light came on in the farmhouse and we knelt down behind
the porcuswine. The door opened, someone threw out a basin
of water, then it closed again. ~

‘Let’s get to the barn,’ I said. ‘This way.’

The boar grumbled when I stopped scratching, then trotted
along behind us, hoping for more, as we skulked across the
farm. Which was a good thing since there were plenty more of
the spikey porkers on all sides. But they moved aside when the
king-pig approached and we proceeded in stately parade to the
barn.

‘So long, big feller,’ I said, giving a last good scratch. ‘Been
nice knowing you.’ Stinger had the barn door open and we
slipped inside. We had just slid the bolt again when the heavy
wood trembled as our overweight companion leaned against it
and snorted.

“You saved my life,’ Stinger gasped. ‘I'll never forget that.’

‘Just skill,” I said humbly. ‘After all, you are good with
fists -’

‘And you're great with pigs!’
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‘I woudn’t have phrased it exactly that way,’ I muttered. ‘Now
let’s get up into the hayloft where it is warm — and where we
won’t be seen. There is a long day ahead of us and I want to
spend as much of it as I can sleeping.’

It had been quite a night. I burrowed into the hay, sneezed
twice as the dust got into my nose — then must have fallen
instantly asleep.

The next thing I knew, Stinger was shaking me by the
shoulder and sunlight was streaming between the boards in the
wall. ‘Copsis here,” he whispered.

I blinked the sleep from my eyes and looked through the
crack. A green and white police floater was hovering outside the
farmhouse door and two uniformed pug-uglies were showing a
sheet to the farmer. He shook his head and his voice was clear
above the farmyard sounds.

‘Nope. Never seen neither of them. Never seen a soul in a
week if you want to know. Fact is kind of nice to talk to you
fellers. These guys really look nasty, criminals yousay. ..’

‘Pops, we ain’t got all day. If you didn’t see them they could
still be hiding on your farm. Maybe in your barn?’

‘No way they could do that. Them’s porcuswine out there.
Most ornery critters in creation.’

‘We still got to look. Orders are to search every building in
the vicinity.’

The policemen started our way and there was a screech like
an insane siren and the thud of sharp hooves. Around the corner
of the barn — quills rattling with anger — came our friend of the
night before. He charged and the police dived for their floater.
The angry boar crashed into it, sending it rocking across the yard
with a great dent in its side. The farmer nodded happily.

“Told you weren’t no one in the barn. Little Larry here, he
don’t cotton onto stran gers. But drop by any time you’re in the
neighbourhood, fellers .

He had to shout the last words because the ﬂoater was
heading west with Little Larry in snorting pursuit.

‘Now that is what I call beautiful,” Stinger said, awe in his
voice. I nodded in silent agreement. Even the dullest of lives
contains moments of pure glory.

Enough fun; time to work. I chewed on a straw and stretched
out on the warm hay. ‘Porcuswine are nice when you know
them.’

“The police don’t seem to think so,’ Stinger said.

‘Guess not. That was the best thmg I ever saw. I don’t exactly
get along with the police.’
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‘Who does? What you got sent up for, Jimmy?”’
‘Bank robbery. Did you ever hold up a bank?’
He whistled appreciation and shook his head no. ‘Not my

style. I wouldn’t know what to do first. Mudslugging’s my style.

Ain’t been beat in nine years.’

‘Knocking around the way you do you must meet a lot of
people. Did you ever meet Smelly Schmuck?’ I extemporised
rapidly. ‘He and I did some banks in Graham State.’

' ‘Never met him. Never even heard of him. You’'re the first
bank robber I ever met.’

‘Really? Well, I guess there aren’t that many of us these days.
But you must know some safecrackers. Or groundcar thieves?’

All I got for my efforts was another shake of the head. ‘The
only time I ever meet guys like you is in jail. I know some
gamblers, they go around the mudslugging fights. But they’re all
two-buckers, losers. I did know one once who swore he knew
The Bishop, long time ago.’

“The Bishop?’ I said, blinking rapidly, trying to sum up what
little I knew of the ecclesiastical hierarchy. ‘I don’t go to church
much these days. ..’

‘Not that kind of bishop. I mean The Bishop, the geezer used
to clean out banks and things. Thought you would have heard
of him?’

‘Before my time, I guess.’

‘Before everyone’s time. This was years ago. Cops never got
him, I hear. This two-bucker bragged he knew The Bishop, said
that he had retired and was lying low. He must of been lying,
two-bucker like him.’

Stinger knew no more than this and I hesxtated to pump him
too hard. Our conversation died away and we both dozed on and
off until dark. We were thirsty and hungry, but knew that we
had to remain undercover during daylight. I chewed on my straw
and tried not to think of large beers and bottles of cold water,
but thought about The Bishop instead. It was a thin lead, but
it was all that I had. By the time the sun went down I was hungry
and thirsty and thoroughly depressed. My prison escapade had
turned out to be a dangerous fiasco. Jails were for losers —that’s
about all I had found out. And in order to discover this fact I
had risked life and limb. Never again. I took a silent oath to stay
away from prison and the minions of the law in the future. Good

- criminals don’t get caught. Like The Bishop, whoever he might

be.
When the last trace of light was gone from the sky, we eased
the barn door open. A bubbling grunt reached our ears and a
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great form blocked our exit. Stinger gasped and I grabbed him
before he could flee.

‘Grab a stick and make yourself useful,’ I said. ‘T’ll teach you
a new skill.’

So we scratched like crazy under the creature’s quills while it
grunted with pleasure. Trotting behind us like a pet dog when
we finally left. “‘We got a friend for life,’ I said as we slipped out
of the gate and I waved goodbye to our porcine pal. _

“Those kind of friends I can live without forever. You figure
out what we do next?’

‘Absolutely. Advance planning, that’s my middle name.
There is a siding down this way where they tranship from the
linears to trucks. We stay away from it because the police are
sure to be there. But all the trucks take the same road to the
highway where there 1s a traffic control light. They have to stop
until the highway computers see them and let them on. We go
.there-’

‘And break into the back of one of the trucks!’

“You’re learning. Only we get one in the right lane going west.
Otherwise we end up back in the fine city of Pearly Gates and
right after that in the prison we worked so hard to get out of.’

‘Lead the way, Jim. You’re the brainiest kid I ever met.
You’re going to go far.’

That was my expressed wish and I nodded quick agreement.
I was just sorry that he wasn’t going too. But I didn’t want to
live with some far-off yokel’s life on my conscience — as much
as he might deserve a little aggro. But Stinger planned far more
than that. I could not be partytoa killing.

We found the road and waited in the bushes beside it. Two
trucks rumbled up together — with the lights of another one
following. We stayed out of sight. First one, then the second
pulled out and headed east. When the third slowed down to stop
his turn, lights came on. West!

We ran. I was fumbling with the locking bar when Stinger
shouldered me aside. He hauled down and the door swung
open. The truck started forward and he pushed me up into it.
He had to run as it started its turn, but he grabbed the sill and
pulled himself up with a single heave of those mighty arms.
Between us we got the door closed but not sealed.

“We done it!’ he said triumphantly.

‘We certainly did. This truck is going in the right direction for
you — but I have to get back to Pearly Gates as soon as the heat

dies down. In about an hour we’ll be passing through Billville.
Pllleave you there.’




It was a quick trip. I swung down at the first stop for a light
and he gripped my hand. ‘Good luck, kid,” he called out as the
truck pulled away. I couldn’t wish him the same.

I dug out a buck coin as the truck rumbled away, and made
a mental note of its registration number. As soon as it was out
of sight I headed towards the lights of a phonebox. I felt like a
rat as I punched the buttons for the police

But, really, I had no choice.
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CHAPTERSIX

Unlike the hapless Stinger, I had a careful escape plan worked
out. Part of it was a literal misdirection for my late partner. He
was not really stupid so it shouldn’t take him very long to figure
out who had blown the whistle on him. If he talked and told the
police that I had returned to the fine city of Pearly Gates — why
that would be all for the better. I had no intention of leaving
Billville, not for quite a while.

The office had been rented through an agency and all
transactions had been done by computer. I had visited it before
my hopeless bank job, and at that time had left some supplies
there. They would come in very handy right now. I would enter
through the service door of the fully-automated building — after
turning off the alarms by using a concealed switch I had been
prudent enough to install there. It had a timer built into it so I
had ten lazy minutes to get to the office. I yawned as I picked
the lock, sealed the door behind me, then trudged up three
flights of stairs. Past the dull eyes of the deactivated cameras and
through the invisible — and inoperative — infra-red beams. 1
picked the lock of the office door with two minutes to spare. 1
blanked the windows, turned on the lights — then headed for the
bar.

Cold beer has never tasted better. The first one never even
touched the sides of my throat and sizzled when it hit my
stomach. I sipped the second as I tore the tab on a dinpac of
barbecued ribs of porcuswine. As soon as the steam whistled
through the venthole I ripped open the lid cof the stretched pack
and pulled out a rib the length of my arm. Yum!

Showered, depilated and wrapped around a third beer, I
began to feel much better. ‘On,’ I told the terminal, then
punched into the comnet. My instructions were simple; all
newspaper records on the planet for the last fifty years, all
references to a criminal named The Bishop, check for
redundancies around the same date and don’t give me any
duplicates. Print.

Before I had picked up my beer again the first sheets were
sliding out of the fax. The top sheet was the most recent — and
it was ten years old. A not too interesting item from a city on
the other side of the planet, Decalogg. The police had picked
up an elderly citizen in a low bar who claimed that he was The
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- Bishop. However, it had turned out to be a case of senile
- dementia and the suspect had been ushered back to the
- retirement home from which he had taken a walk. I picked up

the next item.
I tired towards morning and took a nap in the filing cabinet

~ which turned into a bed when ordered to do so. In the grey light

of dawn, helped by a large black coffee, I finished placing the
last sheet into the pattern that spread across the floor. Rosy
sunlight washed across it. I turned off the lights and tapped the

~ stylo against my teeth while I studied the pattern.

Interesting. A criminal who brags about his crimes. Who

~  leaves a little drawing of a bishop after scarpering with his loot.

A simple design — easy enough to copy. Which I did. I held it
out at arm’s length and admired it. |

The first bishop had been found in the empty till of an
automated liquor store sixty-eight years ago. If The Bishop had
started his career of crime as a teenager, as I have done, that
would put him in his eighties now. A comfortable age to be,
since life expectancy has now been pushed up to a century and
a half. But what had happened to him to explain the long
silence? Over fifteen years had passed since he had left his last
calling card. I numbered off the possibilities on my fingers.

‘Number one, and a chance always to be considered, is that
he has snuffed it. In which case I can do nothing so let us forget
about that.

- “Two, he could have gone offplanet and be pursuing his life

— of crime among the stars. If so, forget it like number one. I need

5
b
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1
“
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a lot more golden bucks, and experience, before I try my hand
on other worlds.
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~ “Three, he has gone into retirement to spend his ill-gotten
gains — in which case more power to him. Or four, he has
changed rackets and stopped leaving his spoor at every job.’

I sat back smugly and sipped the coffee. If it were three or four
I had a chance of finding him. He had certainly had a busy career
before the years of silence; I looked at the list with appreciation.
Plane theft, car theft, bank emptying. And more and more. All
of the crimes involving moving bucks from someone else’s
pockets to his pockets. Or real property that could be sold
quickly, with forged identification, for more bucks. And he had
never been caught, that was the best part of it. Here was the man
who could be my mentor, my tutor, my university of crime — who
would one day issue a diploma of devilry that would eventually
admit me to the golden acres I so coveted.

But how could I find him if the united police forces of an entire
world, over a period of decades, had never been able to lay a
finger on him? An interesting question.

So interesting that I could see no easy answer. I decided to
let my subconscious work on this problem for a bit, so I pushed
some synapses aside and let the whole thing slip down into my
cerebellum. The street outside was beginning to fill up with
shoppers and I thought that might be a good idea for me as well.
All the rations I had here were either frozen or packaged, and
after the sludgy prison food I felt that urge for things that
crackled and crunched. I opened the makeup cabinet and began
to prepare my public persona.

Adults don’t realise — or remember — how hard it is to be a
teenager. They forget that this is the halfway house of maturity.
The untroubled joys of childhood are behind one, the mature
satisfactions of adulthood are still ahead. Aside from the rush
of blocd to the head, as well as other places, when thoughts of
the opposite sex intrude, there are real difficulties. The hapless
teenager 1s expected to act like an adult - yet has none of the
privileges of that exalted state. For my part, I had escaped the
tedious tyranny of teendom by skipping over it completely.
When not lolling about in school or trading lies with my age
group, I became an adult. Since I was far more intelligent than
most of them — or at least I thought that I was — adults that is,
I had only to assume the physical role.

First an application of crowsfooter around my eyes and on my
forehead. As soon as this colourless liquid was applied wrinkles
appeared and the calendar of my age rushed forward a number
of years. A few wattles under my chin blended in well with the
wrinkles, while the final touch was a nasty little moustache.
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When I pulled on my shapeless, under-office clerk jacket, my

- own mother would not have recognised me if she had passed me

_ in the street. In fact this had happened about a year ago and |

- had asked her the time, and even then no spark of recognition

- had brought a glint to her bovine eyes. Taking an umbrella from

~ the closet, since there was absolutely no possibility of rain, I

- stepped from the office and-proceeded to the nearest shopping
~ mall.

- I must say, my subconscious was really working fast this day,
~ as I shortly found out. Even after all the beers I still had a thirst.
- That dry stay in the barn had left its mark. Therefore I turned

- smartly under the platinum arches of Macswineys and marched

~ up to the serving robot that was built into the counter. The

plastic head had a permanent grin painted on it and the voice
was syrupy and sexy.

‘How can I be of service, sir or madam?’ They could have
spent a few bucks on a sex-recognition program I thought as I
scanned the list of TUM-CHILLER YUMMY DRINKS on the
wall.

‘Letme have a double-cherry oozer with lots of ice.’

‘On the way, sir or madam. That will be three buclts if you
please.’

I dropped the coins in the hopper and the serving hatch
flipped open and my drink appeared. While I reached for it I had
to listen to a robotic sales pitch.

‘Macswineys is happy to serve you today. With the drink of
your choice I am sure you would like a barbecued
porcuswineburger with yummy top-secret sauce garnished with
sugarfried spamyams. ..

The voice faded away from my attention as my subconscious
heaved up the answer to my little problem. A really simple and
obvious answer that was transparent in its clarity, pristine pure
and simple. ..

‘Come on, buster. Order or split, you can’t stand there all
day.’

- Thevoice gravelled in my ear and I muttered some excuse and
shuffled off to the nearest booth and dropped into it. I knew now
what had to be done.

Simply stand the problem on its head. Instead of me looking
for The Bishop, I would have to make him look for me.

't drank my drink until my sinuses hurt, staring unseeingly into
space as the pieces of the plan clicked into place. There was

. absolutely no chance of my finding The Bishop on my own — it

- would be foolish to even waste my time trying. So what I had



to do was commit a crime so outrageous and munificent thatit |

would be on all the news channels right around the planet. It had
to be so exotic that not a person alive with the ability to read
— or with a single finger left to punch in a news channel - would
be unaware of it. The entire world would know what had
happened. And they would know as well that The Bishop had
done it because I would leave his calling card on the spot.

The last traces of drink slurped up my straw and my eyes
unfocused and I slowly returned to the garish reality of
Macswineys. And before my eyes was a poster. I had been
staring at it, without seeing it, for some time. Now it registered.
Laughing clowns and screaming children. All rapt with joy in
slightly faulty 3-D. While above their heads the simple message
was spelled out in glowing letters:

SAVE YOUR COUPONS!! GET THEM WITH EVERY
PURCHASE!!

FREE ADMISSION TO LOONA PARK!!

I had visited this site of plastic joys some years before — and had
disliked it even as a child. Horrifying rides that frightened only
the simple. Rotating up-and-down rides only for the strong of
stomach; round-and-round and throw up. Junk food, sweet
candy, drunk clowns, all the heady joys to please the very easily
pleasable. Thousands attended Loona Park every day and more
thousands flooded in at weekends — bringing even more
thousands of bucks with them.

Bucks galore! All I had to do was clean them out - in such
a very interesting way that it would make the top news story
right around the planet.

But how would I do it? By going there, of course, and taking
a good hard look at their security arrangements. It was about
time that I had a day off.




CHAPTER SEVEN

For this little reconnaissance trip it would be far wiser for me
to act my age — or less. With all the makeup removed I was a
fresh-faced seventeen again. I should be able to improve upon
that; after all I had taken an expensive correspondence course
in theatrical makeup. Pads in my cheeks made me look more
cherubic, particularly when touched up with a bit of rouge. I put
on a pair of sunglasses, decorated with plastic flowers that
squirted water when I pressed the bulb in my pocket. A laugh
a second! Styles in dress had changed which meant that plus-
fours for boys had gone out of fashion, thank goodness, but
shorts were back. Or rather a reprehensible style called short-
longs which had one leg cut above the knee, the other below.
I had purchased a pair of these done in repulsive purple
corduroy, tastefully decorated with shocking-pink patches. I
could scarcely dare look at myself in the mirror. What looked
back at me I hesitate to describe, except that it looked very little
like an escaped bank robber. Around my neck I slung a cheap
disposable camera that was anything but cheap, disposable — or
only a camera. _

At the station I found myself lost in a sea of look-alikes as we
boarded the Loona Special. Screaming and laughing hysterically
and spraying each other with our plastic flowers helped to while
away the time. Or stretched it to eternity in at least one case.
When the doors finally opened I let the multichrome crowd
thunder out, then strolled wearily after them. Now to work.

Go where the money was. My memories of my first visit were
most dim — thank goodness — but I did remember that one paid
for the various rides and diversions by inserting plastic tokens.
My father had furnished a limited and begrudging number of
these, which had been used up within minutes, and of course no
-more had been forthcoming. My first assignment then was to
find the font of these tokens.

'Easily enough done for this building was the target of every
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