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IF e Editorial
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Besides being the title of this
magazine, If is of course a
poem by Rudyard Kipling which
goes in part:

If you can keep your head when
all about you

Are l8sing theirs, and blaming it
on you . . ..

Kipling did well with the poem;
next to Gunga Din and The Road
to Mandalay it is about the most
successful piece of writing he ever
did. The poem If is a passionate
plea for calm. Keep your head, it
says. Don’t panic. Don’t despair.
Keep plowing right ahead . . . and
then you’ll be a man, my son.

This is no doubt good advice—
in certain circumstances. In others,
maybe not so good. It is the kind of
advice that is handed out freely by
people in high places, in all coun-
tries, who aren’t really themselves
too sure what the future is going to
produce but don’t want their elec-
torate to get upset. Does the north-
east part of the United States go
through a total power failure?
Never fear, they say, it can’t hap-
pen again. Are we clearly headed
for a population pressure that not
all our. tractors and fertilizers can
feed? Not to worry; we’ll find a
way, say they.

Of course, human history argues
powerfully on the side of the
Princes of Serendip who soothe us
with these words. The human race

has in fact muddled through a great
many challenges over the past half-
million years. World War Two pro-
vides some illuminating examples.
Be calm, said Neville Chamberlain,
we have Peace in Our Time, while
Winston Churchill flapped and
shouted in the background—but it
was Churchill, not Chamberlain,
who had to pick up the pieces when
the whole facade of calm fell apart
under Hitler’s attack.

Today the issues are not the same,
but the words are. We will find a
way; the Free World will muddle
through. (On the other side of the
fence the words go: “History is on
our side; we of the People’s Repub-
lies will outlive our enemies.”) But
is there really any firm ground for
believing that this is so?

Or have we in fact reached a
point in human history where mud-
dling through, with its penalties of
shock, disruption, cataclysm and de-
struction, is simply a luxury we can
no longer afford?

We who are turned on to science
fiction—who like to look at the fu-
ture; who try to see beyond tomor-
row’s TV programs—perhaps would
rewrite some of the sage advice
Kipling offered about keeping our
heads. Maybe calm is not the best
response to the challenges of today.
Maybe we should adopt the altered
version of Kipling’s poem that was
current in the armed forces a few
years ago, which runs like this:

If you can keep your head when
all about you

Are losing theirs . . .

Then, fella, maybe you just don’t
have a very good grasp of what the
situation is all about!

—The Editor
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THE
LONG

WAY

1O EARTH

by JOHN BRUNNER

I

There was one item on display
in the enormous window: a
zygra pelt. Kynance Foy stood and
looked at it. There were a lot of
other women doing the same thing.

But she was the only one who was
gritting her teeth.

lHustrated by ACKINS

The job called for very simple
skills. You had to be willing
to be the only human being on
the planeti—and to die therel

It wasn’t the first time in her life
she’d been the odd one out, so that
figured. For example —and the
most glaring example — she hadn’t
had to leave Earth.

That marked her off immediately
even on a comparatively highly pop-
ulated outerworld like Nefertiti. The
massive “encouraged emigration” of



the Dictatrix period had lowered
the premiums on wanderlust at home.
It was a full generation since Nefer-
titi declared itself independent and
set quotas for Earthside immigrants,
and then found them superfluous
because the demand wasn’t there.

For the umpteenth time Kynance
read the discreet hand-lettered price
tag attached to one corner of the
stand on which the zygra pelt was
draped. It read: One million credits.
No other price had ever been asked
for the pelts.

Okay, Kynance told herself sour-
ly. I was naive. . . .

She had never confessed it even
to her closest friends, but one of the
things she had planned to bring back
when she returned to astonish those
who had mocked her was—a zygra
pelt. She had pictured herself
emerging from the exit of the star-
ship wearing it: not elegantly, but
casually, tossed around her, her
body molded by it into insurpass-
able perfection, yet her pose im-
plying that she had had it so long
she was becoming faintly bored with
the attention she attracted.

At this moment she did not even
ncssess the price of a square meal.

Other plans, other ambitions, had
been shed one by one as she dog-
gedly worked her way towards Nef-
ertiti, reasoning that the closer one
came to the source the cheaper the
pelt might become. Not so. Only
the cost of interstellar freight shrank,
while the asking price remained
steady at one million.

She stood watching its shifts of
sheen and texture, wondering what
exotic perfumes it had been trained
to secrete. What, for instance,
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matched that liquid rainbow phase
when the pelt seemed to run in
endless streams of pure color? She
cursed her own stupidity.

Yet. . . .

Was I to know?

Oh, maybe. Her brash confidence,
though, hadn’t lacked evidence to
support it.

She was fresh out of college with
a brilliant record. She had deliberate-
ly changed her major to qua-space
physics and her minor to interstellar
commerce when she made her mind
up, but before that she ‘had been
well grounded in the unfeminine
combination of business law and
practical engineering — the latter by
accident, merely to get her own
back on a sneering boy friend who
once offered. to fix her skycar.

This, moreover, was not her only
equipment. She was exactly one
meter seventy tall; she was exotical-
ly gorgeous, having inherited dark
eyes and sinuous grace from a
Dutch ancestor who fell from grace
in Java in company of a temple
dancer, and hair of a curious iron-
gray shade traceable only to a colony
of Cornish tin-miners tatalling some
five hundred persons in a multi-
billion galactic population, against
which her tanned skin burned like
new copper.

There was no risk —so she had
argued — of her ever being strand-
ed. If the worst came to the worst,
and neither qua-space physics nor
her encyclopedic knowledge of in-
terstellar commerce could secure
her employment, she could al-
ways . . . .

Well, she had never phrased the
idea clearly to herself, but it in-
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volved some romantically handsome
young starship officer willing to
hazard his career for the sake of her
company on a trip to some more
promising planet, a crochety cap-
tain won over by her dazzling per-
sonality and delivery with unsoli-
cited testimonials to an entrepeneur
in need of a private secretary when
they arrived.

he had begun to suspect she had

made the wrong decision on the
first stop out from Earth, when
she still had the cash in hand tc
go home.

What she had overlooked was
that during the miserable regime of
the Dictatrix incredible numbers of
non-pioneer types had been — in the
official terminology of the day—
“encouraged” to emigrate, chief
among them intractable intellectuals
doubtful of the universal benefits
Her Magnificence was supposed to
be bestowing. Consequently the out-
worlds had been colonized, forcibly,
by a swarm of brilliant and very
angry men and women. Having noth-
ing left but the desire to get even,
they had buckled to and made the
best of what they had.

Not for this breed of colonist was
the broad axe or the draft-ox or the
logcabin. They were used to lasers,
vidding and mutable furniture. They
knew the necessary techniques; and
with the determination of fanatics
they had set out not merely to pro-
vide such luxuries for themselves
but to insure that if the same fate
overtook their children or thcir chil-
dren’s children the youngsters would
be able to repeat the process.

Which was not to imply that
there were absolutely no openings on
such old-settled words as Ge and
New Medina for moderately talent-
ed young women. Had this been the
case she would have turned around
despite the scorn she would face
from her friends on retreating to
Earth. Instead, she found tempor-
ary work; saved up; moved on, con-
vincing herself that things would be
different further out.

They were.

By her third or fourth stopover,
she was encountering sea-harvesters
supervised by ten-year-olds, each re-
sponsible for two thousand tons of
protein-rich food a week and a
mainstay of the planetary economy,
and reading bulletin boards at space-
ports bearing blanket warnings —
to save the labor of writing the
words on every single advertisement
—that no one lacking a Scholar
degree in the relevant subjects need
bother to apply.

And even her asset of last resort,
her appearance, failed her. What she
had failed to reckon with—or
omitted to find out—was that
once they were clear of Earth, and
the traditional association of ap-
pearance with regional origins, the
emigrants whether forced or vol-
untary were satisfied to be human
beings rather than Europeans or
Africans or Asians. By the time a
couple of generations had slipped
away, the mixing of the gene-pool
was already throwing up types
which made the concept “exotic”
seem irrelevant. Swedish and Que-
chua. Chukchi and Matabele, the
wildest extremes of physique met
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in a mad succession of paradoxes.
And the outcrossing, in good genetic
fashion, produced its quota of fan-
tasy. Then, released from Earthside
attachment to local types, the more
prosperous girls started to experi-
ment, drawing on some of the fin-
est talents in biology and surgery.
Within ten yards of where Kynance
was standing, there were a Negress
with silver hair and blood-red
irises, a miniaturized Celtic redhead
no higher than her elbow and
stacked and a shimmering golden
girl with slanted eyes and the quiet
hypnotic movements of a trained
geisha. Any of the three would
have monopolized a roomful of
sophisticated Earthmen.

On Druid, somebody had asked
Kynance to marry him. On Quetzal
someone else had asked her to act
as hostess for him and be his
acknowledged mistress. On Loki a
third man had suggested, rather
boredly, that she become his son’s
mistress, the son being aged sixteen
and due to submit his scholar’s thesis
in cybernetics.

And on Nefertiti she would have
been grateful for even that much
attention.

Confronted with the symbol of
her .empty ambitions, she admitted
the truth to herself at last. She
was scared.

Well, gawping at the zygra pelt
wasn’t solving the problem of hun-
ger. She made to move away.

At that moment, a soft voice em-
anated from the air. Tt came over
a biaxial interference speaker, so
for practical purposes the statement
was exact. She stopped dead.

THE LONG WAY TO EARTH

“The Zygra Company draws your
attention to a vacancy occurring
shortly on its staff. Limited service
contract, generous remuneration,
comfortable working oconditions,
previous experience not necessary,
standard repatriation clause. Apply
at this office, inquiring for Execu-
tive Shuster.” .

The message was repeated twice.
Kynance stood in a daze, waiting
for the rush to begin. There was no
rush. The only reaction was the
sound of an ooccasional sarcastic
laugh as people who had been gaz-
ing at the pelt were disturbed and
decided to wander on.

No. Ridiculous. Impossible. She
must have dreamed it. Not enough
food and too much worry had con-
spired to create an illusion.

Nonetheless she was on her way
to the entrance of the Zygra Build-
ing. She hadn’t taken a conscious
decision — she was following a tro-
pism as automatic as that of a
thirsty man spotting an oasis across
the desert.

She did wonder why one or two
people she jostled looked pityingly
at her eagerness, but that was af-
terwards.

I

Execu-tive Shuster was a vain man
of early middle age. It was
obvious he was vain. His expensive
clothes were meant to look expen-
sive. His fastidiously arranged office
was a frame for him. And his man-
ner as he looked her over implied
that he hoped she would instantly
fal on her knees.



Kynance did noihing of the sort.
Right now she had room in her
head for precisely one thought, and
she uttered it.

“You’re offering a job. What is
it?”

Shuster looked her over a second
time, shrugged and put on a prac-
ticed artificial smile. “I must say
that it’s seldom I have the pleasure
of interviewing such an attractive
candidate for one of our posts.”

“What’s the job?”

Shuster blinked. He retreated to
Position Two: superior knowledge-
ability. “I can tell by your accent
vou're not Nefertitian. Do sit down,
won't you? And would you care for
a drink?”

Kynance stayed put. Not that she
cared what the job was. She’d have
accepted the chance to be junior
washer-up on an interstellar tramp,
providing the contract carried the
standard repatriation clause.

That was the bait which had
brought her into this room — not the
propect of getting on the inside of
the Zygra Company itself. She would
have traded every pelt in the galaxy
for a berth on a ship bound for
home.

The repatriation clause was one of
the few attempts made by Earth’s
current government to impose a de-
cree on the unruly outworlds, and
the only attempt to have succeeded.
Following the Dictatrix period,
everyoné in the galaxy was shy of
absolute decrees. But there was
enough mobility among the out-
worlds themselves to generate sup-
port for the concept of compulsory
repatriation, so even the greediest
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entrepeneurs had had to succumb
and write in the clause.

It stated simply that if the place
of work was on another planet than
the world where the labor was en-
gaged, compliance with the condi-
tions of employment entitled the
employee to repatriation at the ex-
pense of the company . . . whether
or not the planet of origin was the
one where the worker had been
hired.

Prior to this, some of  the less
scrupulous companies had forcibly
colonized outworlds by methods
even less polite than the Dictatrix’s:
luring workers into their net with
temptingly high salaries, then aban-
doning them light-years from any
place where they could spend their
earnings.

To Kynance, this was salvation —
if she got the job.

“I would not care for a drink,”
she said. “All I want is a plain
answer.”

Shuster retreated to Position
Umpteen, sighed and gestured at his
desketary. “The contract is a very
long and detailed one.” he mur-
mured with a last attempt at regain-
ing lost ground. “I do think you
should sit down while we discuss
it.”

Wit‘h the mobile bulk of the desk-
etary to help him, he outnum-
bered Kynance. She was forced to
accept a seat ‘'on a two-thin-person
lounge along the window wall, where
Shuster joined her. He then man-
euvered the desketary so that she
couldn’t run away across the room.
and rubbed his shoulder against hers.

IF



When he gets to the knee-maul-
ing stage, Kynance promised herself,
ril—Uri think about it.

She was that desperate, and hadn’t
realized it before.

“The post,” Shuster was saying
urbanely, “isn’t such a demanding
one, really. It’s a shame, in fact,
that so lovely a girl —”

“Executive, unless you’re stupid
you've already caught on to what
interests me about the job,” Kynance
snapped.

“The repatriation clause? Oh, it’s
there, in full.” Shuster smiled and
moved a little closer. “Though
strictly in confidence — *

“If you don’t give girls straight
answers,” Kynance purred with
malice, “don’t you expect them to
misunderstand you?”

The trap worked fine. Shuster
diminished the pressure of his
shoulder against hers by at least
ten per cent and spoke in a voice as
mechanical as a desketary’s.

“Supervisor of Zygra for a term
of one year at a salary of a hundred
thousand credits.”

Supervisor of Zygra —?

There was a long silence. At last
Kynance said in a thin voice. “You
can’t possibly mean the planet
Zygra? You must mean a farm, or
a plantation, or — or something!”

Shuster curled his lips into a
pleased grin. “Of course, coming as
you do from Ge, you wouldn’t know
much about zygra pelt production,
would you?”

“Your announcement said no ex-
perience was necessary. And I'm
from Earth, not Ge.”

She bit her tongue, fractionally

THE LONG WAY TO EARTH

too late, seeing in imagination her
chance of the post vanishing into
vacuum. With repatriation involved,
logically the Zygra Company would
prefer to hire someone from Nefer-
titi, where it had its registered HQ,
or from some nearer world tham
Barth at least-——some world con-
venient for its own ships. For the
sake of a gibe at this horrible stran-
ger she had sacrificed . . .

But what was he saying?

Unperturbed, Shuster was con-
tinuing in the same tone. “But you
must have spent some time on Ge,
at least? I could have sworn 1 de-
tected it in your accent. Well, let’s
set the record straight, shall we?
Central Computing, please,” he
added to the desketary. “Category
application for employment, sub-
category supervisor of Zygra, candi-
date Foy, Kynance, new reference
number.”

He sat back, contriving to restore
the pressure on her. “By the way,
I did mean supervisor of the planet
Zygra,” he concluded, and enjoyed
the smashing impact of the words.

That at least, Kynance decided
bitterly, settled the matter. For the
task of supervising the unique,
jealously guarded home of the pelts,
they would never pick —

Hang on, though! Why was the
job described in these terms any-
way? The demrand for pelts implied a
massive installation at the point of
origin — a staff of hundreds, more
likely thousands — breeding, train-
ing, a million-and-one subsidiary
tasks. . . .

She frowned and rubbed her fore-
head in a frantic attempt to remem-



ber what little she had ever known
about the production of zygra pelts.
Something about the planet being
unfit for colonization . . . ?

“How are the things raised?” she
asked, surrendering.

huster leaned confidentially close.

.“The term ‘pelt’ is a misnomer.
It's no breach of company secrecy
to say so nowadays, although when
they were first being imported to
civilized worlds the admission would
have been an automatic breach of
an employee’s contract, since it was
thought advisable to mislead pur-
chasers and possible rivals by mak-
ing them think it was the skin of an
animal. In fact, the pelts are entire
lifeforms - in themselves. Insofar as
they’re related to anything we know
they’re a kind of moss. So I sup-
pose ‘plantation’ is as good a term
as any for the place where they
grow!” He laughed and jabbed her
in the ribs.

“Though i#t’s impossible to grow
anything else there, I tell you
frankly. Zygra is a sort of — now,
how shall I describe it?”

“You’ve been there yourself?”
Kynance suggested, trying to wrig-
gle away and finding her progress
firmly blocked by the end of the
narrow lounge.

“Naturally I've been there,”
Shuster said loftily. “In actual fact,
the supervisor of Zygra is responsi-
ble to me, so one of the duties which
I undertake is ensuring that the
terms of the contract are strictly
adhered to. Of course this involves
direct inspection and . . .”
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He ran on at some length, to make
sure she didn’t miss the point. In
essence, he was saying: it pays to
be nice to me.

“You were telling me about Zy-
gra,” she murmured finally.

“Oh yes! A sort of vegetable stew
is as near as one can come to
describing it, I think. Marshland, a
few patches of open water, much
smaller than oceans on planets which
have satellites, and — plants. I be-
lieve the parasitism extends to the
fourteenth degree. In other words,
there are some highly evolved forms,
including the pelts, which can’t ab-
sorb nutriment until it’s been pro-
cessed by an ecological chain four-
teen units long. They remain plants
rather than animals, you under-
stand.”

Dim facts were beginning to seep
up from Kynance’s memory — not
dim merely because she had never
studied the subject seriously, but
also because as a matter of policy
the Zygra Company shrouded its
operations in mystery. Not even the
Dictatrix had dared to monkey with
so powerful and wealthy an organi-
zation.

Come to think of it, it was a
wonder that they’d agreed to re-
patriation clauses. They, and they
alone, might have managed to stand
out against the general trend.

A little faintly, she said, “Look,
I'm sorry if I'm being silly, but the
impression I get is that this job in-
volves being the only person on Zy-
gra.”

“That is correct.” He eyed her
calculatingly. “So, if you wish to re-
oonsider the application I'll find it
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perfectly understandable. To be
alone on a strange planet is bad
enough when there are millions of
people there already, as I'm sure
you've found out. So why don’t I
take you around a bit and introduce
you to some of my friends, get you
over the worst of it? Believe me, I
know how difficult it is to —”

“Repatriation clause,” Kynance
muttered between clenched teeth,
too faintly for Shuster to hear her.
He was edging even closer now, a
feat she would have thought im-
possible.

“I'm sorry, I didn’t hear that?”

You weren’t meant to. Aloud and
with a flashing smile, Kynance said,

“Then how is the — plantation
run?”’
“Automated,” Shuster sighed.

“The most complete and elaborate
system of automation, and I may
add the most thoroughly defended
against interference, in the entire
galaxy. The supervisor’s post is a
sinecure.”

he turned it over in her mind.
A sinecure for which the all-
powerful Zygra Company pays this
vast salary? There must be a catch,
but 'm damned if I can see what —
Oh, this matter of being the only
person on the planet!

“Let me get this quite right,” she
said. “The supervisor is alone on the
planet?”

“The supervisor of Zygra,” Shus-
ter said patiently, “is the only em-
ployee of the Zygra Company whose
place of employment is on Zygra
itself.” :

“Claim-jumping,” Kynance said.

THE LONG WAY TO EARTH

“What?”

“Claim-jumping! Automated
equipment in operation doesnt con-
stitute possession of an astral body:
Government and People of the Unit-
ed States versus Government and
People of the Soviet Union, Inter-
national Court of Justice, 1971. You
have to maintain at least the fiction
of human habitation, or anybody
else could step in and occupy Zyg-
ra.”

Shuster, she was delighted to see,
blanched. He said, “You—you’ve
studied law?”

“Of course.”

“Well, then . . .” Shuster rubbed
his chin and withdrew a few milli-
meters.

You look as it you’ve forgotten
something, buster. And you have.
You should have exploited this per-
fect opportunity to find out all about
me.

Absolutely correct. Shuster’s next
step was to reach for the controls
of the desketary.

“There is the slight additional
point to consider, isn’t there?” he
muttered. “I mean, not only wheth-
er the job suits you, but whether
you suit the job. Uh — Central Com-

puting!”

“Waiting,” said the desketary
rather sullenly.

“Applicant Foy, Kynance. Per-

sonal and career details follow.”
“I am twenty-five years old,”
Kynance began clearly, and went
ahead from there, visualizing a stan-
dard application form in her mind’s
eye. Halfway through her college
courses the idea struck her that
Shuster was getting nervous; she
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went on with as much detail as she
could muster, hoping she was on the
right track, and found she was when
the desketary finally started to ring
an interruption bell.

“Further information superflu-
ous,” the mechanical voice grunted.

“Shut up!” Shuster rapped, but
the machine finished what it had to
say anyhow.

“Applicant’s qualifications greatly
in excess of stipulated minimum!”

There must be a catch in it. Must
be, must be! Maybe it’s in the con-
tract itself.

It was Shuster’s turn to detect
worry. He recovered fast from his
annoyance at what the desketary
had revealed — or rather, the com-
pany’s economically-minded comput-
ers, determined not to waste time on
questions to which the answer was
known.

“That’s fine, then, isn’t it?” he
said. “So—but I see you're not
happy.”

“Show me the contract, please,”
Kynance said, and waited for the
desketary to issue a copy of it.

Somewhat to her surprise, it was
by no means the most weasely
she had seen. It was long, but it
was explicit. All but a handful of
its clauses were patterned on a hope-
ful standard form laid down by
Earth’s government in the aftermath
of the Dictatrix period, and conse-
quently weighted heavily against ar-
bitrary conditions.

So the trap is in the non-standard
clauses. .

Her instinct in similar situations
before had been to get an independ-
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ent evaluation, preferably from a
computer programmed by a reform-
ed confidence trickster with a deep
knowledge of human deceit. Now,
lacking even the price of a meal, she
had to rely on her own judgment.

I wish my eyes wouldn’t keep
drifting back to the repatriation bit!

She said, without looking up,
“When does the contract come into
force?”

“On signature,” Shuster said. His
tone suggested he was enjoying a
private and rather cruel joke. “The
commencement of actual work is
according to the schedule you've
read, and the basic term is one Nef-
ertitian year. Option to renew must
be signified in advance but not less
than one month before due date of
repatriation.”

She pounced. “In other words, I
start work less than one month from
now?”

“Ah —not exactly.” But Shuster
didn’t seem put out. “The previous
incumbent is due to leave in two
months’ time, but you understand we
must insure ourselves against the
contingency you've already men-
tioned: the risk of leaving Zygra
without a legal occupant acting for
the company. Also there is a short
period of training, environmental
familiarization and so forth. Custo-
marily we advertise ahead of the due
date.”

“But I become an employee di-
rectly I validate the contract?”

“If I were in your place I shouldnt
jump at it,” Shuster said insinuating-
ly. “Why don’t you consider —?”

None of his alternative proposals
was apt to contain a repatriation
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cdlause. Kynance shuddered as im-
perceptibly as possible and went on
examining the form.

One wouldn’t expect the Zygra
Company to be tender-hearted, but
even so the schedule was stark. In
this sector most stars were margi-
nally hotter than Sol, so habitable
planets orbited a little farther out.
Like Nefertiti, Zygra had a year
longer than Earth’s. Once in the
course of that year the company
landed a ship, staying about a week
at the time when. the harvest was
ripe. (That was awe-inspiring, in a
way. One ship per year, and its
cargo paid for everything several
times over!) The “incumbent”, to
borrow Shuster’s term, was delivered
on one visit, fetched away the next.
If he was injured or fell sick, the
policy was straightforward and in-
deed spelt out: he or she was kept
alive by prosthetic devices so that
when the next ship landed continuity
in the legal sense was established.
After that it was presumably a mat-
ter of chance whether you died on
the way home. The company
wouldn’t be bothered.

Might sue for your injuries . . .?
No, forbidden as an ex post facto
breach of contract. Arguable, might
not stand, in a court, but a helpless
cripple up against the Zygra Com-
pany would be ill advised to find
out. Of course, some rival firm
might finance a claim, but to what
purpose? They’d settle with the of-
fer of an undernourished surplus-to-
requirement pelt, and the owner
would become instantly rich.

Stick to the point, woman! Ky-
nance adjured herself.
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There were a good many ways to
break the contract and render it
void, but try as she might she
couldn’t imagine herself throwing
away the chance of repatriation for
any of the conceivable reasons. And
as for the inconceivable ones, it must
purely be legal excess of caution that
put them in. For example, this non-
standard clause mortared into the
middle of half a dozen stock ilems:

“It shall be absolute and agreed
grounds to void this contract if the
signatory B—" the employee —
“shall at any time during his/her
term of employment herein specified
reveal, divulge, indicate or in any
fashion whatsoever communica'e to
a person not an employee of the
signatory A —” the Zygra Company
— “any information relevant to the
production, training, conditioning or
other process of manufacture of the
product known as Zygra pelis; or
shall signal or shall attempt to signal
or in any way establish communica-
tion from the place of employment
to or with any person not an em-
ployee of the signatory A on any
subject whatsoever whether or not
specified above.”

The place of employment was de-
fined as “the surface of the planet
Zygra or any place or places what-
soever in the absolute discretion of
the signatory A defined as a place
or places where the business of the
signatory A is carried on.”

Was that the hole? Did it imply
that the contract was void i,
prior to the year’s end, she told a
spacelines booking clerk she had
been working on Zygra?
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It might, but even a year’s isola-
tion wasn’t going to lower her deter-
mination to go home! She could
keep her mouth shut as long as she
had to, and not even the Zygra
Company could compel her to stay
quiet once the year was over.

A final time she leafed through
the contract; then she reached out
abruptly and moistened her thumb
on the desketary’s validation pad.
Her hand poised over the form. And
still she hesitated.

“How many other applicants have
there been for this post?” she said
abruptly.

Shuster had forgotten to cancel
his circuit to the firm’s computers;
blindly the voice rang out.

“No other candidate has —”

“Shut up!” Shuster roared, and
this time he was quick enough to
activate the cancelling mechanisms.
Kynance looked at him and said
nothing.

“Ah...” He ran his finger around
the collar of his tunic. “I could tell
something was bothering you, and
I’'m not surprised. Of course, there’s
the point that we’ve only just begun
to advertise the post—"

Kynance tapped the form stonily.

According to the schedule incorpor-
ated in it, the harvesting ship was
due to call in less than seven weeks.

“Moreover, even at the salary we
offer, there are few people who are
willing to” accept a year’s absolute
isolation.” Shuster was recovering
again—he bounced back fast and al-
ways to the same orbit. Now he was
sliding his arm behind her, fingers
groping for the bare skin under her
nape-hair.
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“But in strict and total confidence
there is something which holds
people back from applying, evem
people like yourself who are lonely
on Nefertiti and have few friends
. . ."” The fingers slithered down her
shoulder; the other hand fumbled
around her waist and upwards. Ky-
nance waited, frozen.

“If you take my advice,” Shuster
whispered, “I think youwll find it
pays in the long run, and it’s much
more fun than sitting for a year
watching machines look after a lot
of moss—beautiful moss, but just
moss in the last analysis. Look, be-
fore you validate the contract shall
we—7"

I know what the reason is why
people don’t apply in droves. The
word’s got around that they have
to get past you.

Kynance made four precisely
timed movements. The first slid out
from the grip on her shoulder; the
second detached the hand trespassing
on her bosom; the third stabbed her
thumb hard on the validation box of
the contract; and the fourth slapped
Shuster resoundingly on the cheek.

For long seconds he didn’t react.
Then, the mark burning redly on
his pale skin, he took the contract
and entered the firm’s validation
also, making the gesture a complete
vocabulary of abuse.

Finally he spoke between clenched
teeth:

“And 1 hope you rot.”

I

If, in that moment, anyone had
told Kynance only a few more
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days would pass before she found
hesself wishing for another sight of
Shuster, she would have thought the
speaker crazy. Yet that was how it
turned out.

There was something absolutely
terrifying for an Earthsider in the
impersonal, almost machine-ike way
the Zygra Company accepted its
new employee. Of course, outworld-
ers were accustomed to this method
of treatment. People whose family
tradition embraced the concept of
taming a whole planet with less than
a thousand responsible adults, or
homesteading half a continent with
servos jury-rigged out of spaceship
scrap, would probably prefer emo-
tionless mechanical supervision to
the unpredictability of human be-
ings.

Kynance’s previous jobs since
leaving Earth, though, had been with
small entrepeneurial undertakings,
or with private individuals. These
were flexible enough to put up with
the non-standard human material
she represented. Firms in the middle
brackets had their sights fixed on
expansion; they needed outworlders
who fitted their present requirements
and had no slack available to make
adjustments for strangers.

A firm as huge as the Zygra
Company, by contrast, simply took
it for granted that its employees did
fit. If they didn’t actually do so the
company ignored the fact.

Superficially she had no cause to

complain of the way she was treat-

ed. Once instructed that she was
working for the company, the com-
puters accorded her strictly what
she was entitled to. She was given
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an advance against salary, a bed-
room in a subsidiary wing of the
headquarters building and a sched-
ule for her training program; she
was medically examined and cured
of a minor sinus infection which had
been bothering her since Loki; she
was automatically interrogated un-
der flicker-stimulation to make cer-
tain she wasn’t hired by some rival
organization—but that she had an-
ticipated, and could hardly resent.

What wore her down, though, was
the way in which the Zygra Com-
pany reflected the-sparse population
of all the outworld in microcosmic
form. Days of empty corridors,
empty elevators, blankly closed doors
and offices, testified to the efficien-
cy with which human resources were
exploited. No time wasted in going
from place to place around the
building, nor in casual chatting. That
habit would come back in another
generation or two. Right now, there
was still a shortage of manpower, so
that the Zygra Company which
owned sthe whole of a planet had
fewer staff at its headquarters than
aboard one of its interstellar freight-
ers.

A slight consolation was the fact
that the training program was inten-
sive.

Shuster had said the post was a
sinecure. That might be true, but
the company’s computers were of an
economical turn, as she had already
established, and no one had told
them not to take trouble. In the ul-
timate analysis something might go
wrong with the fabulous cybernetic
devices on Zygra, and some crucial
decision might land in tl]e lap of
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the single human occupant of the
planet. In that case, the computers
apparently reasoned, said human oc-
cupant must be equipped with the
fullest possible knowledge of the
situation.

Head ringing, she struggled to ab-
sorb everything she was told or
shown. A real pelt was an essential
part of the instructional environ-
ment. After a week, she had for-
gotten its cash value and liked it
solely because it was another living
thing in this otherwise mechanical
setting.

Zygra: a vegetable stew. A planet
fractionally smaller than Earth,
with a virtually uniform warm damp
climate and no satellite large enough
to generate tides. Solar attraction
created sluggish surges in its univer-
sal marshes — swamps — everglades
whatever one cared to call them. But
any term you applied was slightly
wrong, for Zygra remained uniquely
itself.

The atmosphere was breathable.
There were no organisms capable of
infecting human tissue and equally
there were no animals—hence no
hostile species to exterminate. It
would certainly have been a prize for
colonization if it had had any dry
land at all.

As things stood, over ninety-nine
per cent of the surface a human be-
ing either swam, or sank to his waist
in mud, or required artificial life-
support systems. Kynance began to
catch on to some of the reasons why
nobody had ever seriously tried to
take possession of the planet away

THE LONG WAY TO EARTH

from the Zygra Company when she
learned that the annual cost of main-
taining the supervisor in reasonable
comfort was equivalent to two pelts
—about two million credits.

Another hundred thousand in sal-
ary atop that seemed almost neg-
ligible. .

Apart from swamp, there were
two other notable features of the
surface. First, and natural, the veg-
etation: a complex as elaborate as
any known on an Earthlike world,
extending as Shuster had said over
ecological chains fourteen units in
length, climaxing in the pelts. In
their home environment they fre-
quented certain mat-like rafts of an-
other plant, on which parasitized
the intervening members of the
chain. Their incredible changeabil-
ity, their flexibility and their scent-
secretions seemed to be a kind of
evolutionary luxury; no one had as-
signed them with any certainty to
adaptational measures. At the sea-
son of maximal solar tide, their
glory reached optimum.

Then came the harvest, when they
were shock-conditioned into a per-
manent state of excitation and coat-
ed on their underside with a solid
solution of concentrated nutriment.
Those so provisioned would last
twenty to thirty years regardless of
how they were used—tears repaired
themselves, the shimmer and odor
continued unabated umtil old age
set in.

No wonder the pelts were the most
sought-after objects in the galaxy.

The second feature of Zygra was
artificial and recent. It was the au-
tomated harvesting and breeding
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system Shuster had mentioned. As
he had said, it was defended against
interference.  Orbital  guardposts
would challenge and destroy any
ship emerging from qua-space with-
out the correct recognition signals,
even if the ship was in distress—for
there was only one place on Zygra
a ship could set down without sink-
ing instantly into the swamps, and
that was the company’s own main
station, floating around the planet
as the pelts migrated from raft to
raft of their indispensable weed with
the seasons.

From the main station, scores
upon scores of wholly automatic
substations fanned out, herding the
pelts, selecting and tagging those
which displayed the most remark-
able variations, culling drab ones,
crossfertilizing sports with known
strains to produce extra-gorgeous
lines, prodding, poking, exciting and
in every way directing their fate.

Also there were factories distilling
and concentrating the ingredients for
the solid nourishment with which
the export pelts had to be coated,
telescoping five or six years of natu-
ral processing into as many months:
extract of yardweed fed to block-
weeds, extract of blockweed fed to
dinglybells, extract of dinglybell fed
to Zygran bladderwrack, extract of
bladderwrack fed to free-floating
pseudosponge.* .

Gelatinized, fortified, sprayed on
and alldwed to dry.

“I think,” Kynance said very soft-
ly to herself, “that I shan’t go crazy,
even if I am alone on the planet. 1
think it’s going to be rather inter-
esting.”
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Horst Lampeter parted the fronds
of the bladderwrack and peered
over the ribbon-like expanse of tem-
porarily open water.

It could hardly be called a river,
because it had no banks. It was just
a channel between two patches of
mingled bladderwrack and dingly-
bells which had used up enough of
the nearer bondroots to let a former
mudbank dissolve into silt and wash
away.

Damn this mist, blurring his view!
Or was it the mist obscuring details?
Were his eyes perhaps going bad on
him? It was all too likely—a local
diet was deficient in so many nec-
essities, and the mere fact you could
choke something down without vom-
iting didn’t imply proper nutriment.

He chopped the thought off short.
Going blind on Zygra was too de-
pressing an idea to be allowed to
prey on his mind. Concentrate, he
told himself. Concentrate!

Instead of straining to see, he lis-
tened. Zygra was a quiet planet—
maddeningly quiet, lacking as it did
any form of animal life—but there
was always a surplus of back-
ground noise, the plashing of open
water, the suck and shift of subsid-
ing mudbanks, the occasional flop
of pelts returning to a floating phase
from high on the edge of a weed-
raft. What could he hear that didn’t
belong in this normal murmuring?

Nothing. Maybe Victor had cal-
culated wrong after all.

He sighed and remembered to
shift before the bladderwrack ac-
cumulated enough cell-strain to col-
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lapse the floats on which ‘he was
balancing. A man could easily get
lost among the trailing roots and
fail to find his way back to air in
the minute or so he could hold his
breath. Shadowed so that the light
bathing him had a weird greenish
quality, he looked down at himself.

He was naked except for a belt
of plaited weed on which he had
hung his crude wood:n tools. His
chest was shrunken, so he could
count his ribs by eye, and his skin
was pallid even without the green-
ish tinge of the shadows. His feet
and ankles felt puffy and water-
logged. His hair and beard, grown
long for want of any means to trim
them, were braided together to keep
them out of his way.

I must look like a bogeyman out
of a savage’s nightmare.

Listening anew, he still caught no
sound distinct from the ordinary.
How to know if Victor’s calendar
was accurate? Time in this horrible
setting was so fluid—as fluid as the
marshy ground, which changed and
drifted so that one could never be
sure where he was unless the night
sky was olear for a change and it
was possible to sight on the stars
with the notched crossed sticks he
called his “sextant”.

And even 'if by some miracle the
calendar was correct, to within a few
days at least, and the time of harvest
was really coming close, how to be
sure that some freak of circum-
stances wouldn’t take the pelts by the
northern route this time? Four years
back, they'd gone north instead of
south in response either to a fluc-
tuation of the climate or tide, or
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else because some blind machine de-
cided this was a course more profit-
able to the Zygra Company.

Horst wished for solid ground on
which to stamp his foot. Failing it,
he pounded fist ito palm in a fu-
tile gesture of hatred.

Why did people have to be this
way—so greedy to wring the. last
drop from a profitable venture, even
if the last drop was a .man’s lifc-
blood? It was as though the pattern
of suspicion and jealousy imposed
by the Dictatrix’s regime had rippled
outward from Earth, and now, long
after it had died at s point of or-
igin, it still ruled the minds of those
in power on the outworlds, fero-
ciously though they would have de-
nied the charge.

A sound? A sort of flopping
sound? He jumped, just in time to
save himself from being precipi-
tated down among the bladder-
wrack’s root system as it collapsed a
square meter of floats in response to
the strain of his weight, and peered
along the channel as he had done
earlier.

This time his heart gave a lurch.
No doubt about it: those were mi-
grating pelts!

They lay on the smooth surface
of the water with hardly a hint
of the quality which made them so
prized by humanity. Their upper
sides glistened, but only from wet-
ness. It took an eye trained by bitter
experience to inform Horst of the:
all-important truth: that smear of
red, that ripple of gold, overlying the
pelts’ basic greenish-brown, fore-
shadowed the glory of harvest.



Frantically he reached behind him
for the bundle of matweed fronds
with a piece of vine from an upper
branch of the bladderwrack. The
fronds were twisted and bruised so
that they would leak their juices in-
to the water. Without making a
splash that could be detected at a
distance, he set the bundle adrift.

Moments passed. The first taste
of juice reached the searching pelis,
and they began to wiggle in their
astonishing flexible manner tcwards
the presumed source of the lurs.

Horst let some of the tension ocoze
away and whistled over his shoulder.
The bladderwrack surged underfoot
in response to movements across its
surface, and then the other men were
alongside, keeping their distance
carefully because to have four men’s
weight in one spot would trigger the
collapse of the floats instantly. The
bladderwrack was one of many spe-
cies of plants free-floating on the
surface of Zygra, but no other
seemed to have evolved the notion of
gas-filled cysts sensitive to weight
on the upper side. The process went
like this: a seed or spore would
settle on the float, feed there until it
was heavier than a certain critical
load, at which point the collapse of
the bladder dropped it underwater
and it became food for the larger
plant, entwined among root-tendrils
and squeezed of its sap.

A man’s weight speeded the pro-
cess so that it cycled to completion
in three to eight minutes. Nothing
on Zygra was solid and stable.

“They’re pelts all right,” Victor
muttered, adding in a tone of weak
tivmph, “Didn’t I say so?”
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Scrawny, skin yellow and bagging,
his large head wobbling on his thia
neck, he chuckled his self-approba-
tion.

“Shut up,” Coberley told him.
Insofar as there could be a leader
in this situation, Coberley was
theirs. He was neither cleverer than
Victor—whose 1Q, in his normal
phase, must run close to genius level
—nor more skillful than Horst, who
was anyway fifteen years younger.
But he fed on some invisible source
of energy, probably hatred, and he
was always the one who found the
willpower to continue when the
natural impulse was to weary sur-

render. He was a former fat man.

Now he was puffy, his skin loose
without substance beneath to round
it and firm it.

“I don’t see a monitor,” Coberley
went on. “What do we do if we've
picked up a stray herd? There are
some, you know. In a good year a
few escape the monitors and wander
about on their own.”

“Kill them!” Victor shrilled. “Rip
them up and ruin them! Cost the
company a million for every one we
kill!”

“Shut up,” Coberley repeated,
this time with malice, and Victor
complied. They waited. And at last,
at last, the monitor came in sight:
awash in the water, barely protrud-
ing above the herd of pelts, but hid-
ing beneath its flush narrow deck a
store of miracles.

They sighed in unison. *“Sol-
omon!” Coberley snapped, and the
fourth member of the party ac-
knowledged with a cautious pace to-
wards the edge of the channel.
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olomon Weit was going to make
their bid simply because, having
been here a shorter time than any of
his companions, he was stronger
and quicker. Even so, he was a
shadow of what he had once been.
He was an immensely tall man,
three-quarters of African extraction.
Horst had always found something
oddly comforting in his very dark-
ness. It brought to mind solid things:
blocks of ebony, ingots of bronze.
He seemed to resist the leeching
soddenness of Zygra while all the
others grew wan and feeble.

Yet he had lately begun to cough
on cool nights, and his eyes were
rimmed with red.

“Now?” he said.

“Now,” confirmed Coberley, and
they threw themselves flat on their
bellies, distributing their weight over
a wide enough area of the bladder-
wrack to delay its collapse a few
precious extra minutes.

Plunging their hands into the
water as the pelts surged by, they
struggled to get a grip on their clam-
my edges.

If the people who pay a million
could get them in the raw state, they
weuldn’t be so eager, Horst thought
for the hundredth time, or the hun-
dred thousandth.

“Got one!” Solomon exclaimed,
and the others rolled closer, helping
him to haul it from the water. Patch-
es of white and navy-blue shimmered
over its upper end. They didn’t
stop to admire the play of color, but
laid it flat and held it down so that
Solomon could slide on to it and get
it wrapped securely around him.
In response to the contact, it sub-
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sided and began to conform to him.

“Damnation, it’s too advanced!”
Coberley muttered. “Look, it’s cling-
ing already. We needed an unripe
one which would take on a random
shape—"

“Too late to worry about that,”
Horst countered. “Just have to hope
it fools the monitor anyway. Unless
you feel it’s not safe, Solomon?”

The dark man looked at the mon-
itor from the shadow of a kind of
hood into which he had prodded and
teased the pelt. “I don’t think there’s
time to get it off and catch another,”
he grunted. “And we daren’t miss
this chance! It may take weeks to get
within reach of another monitor.
Give me the hammer, quickly!”

Horst detached the ‘“hammer”
from his belt. It was only a piece of
wood, first gnawed imto a club-
shape and then dried, over heart-
breaking weeks, in the intermittent
sunlight until it was harder than
most things on Zygra. Solomon
closed his fist around it and wriggled
to the very edge of the bladder-
wrack.

“A ripe one may not be a bad
idea,” Victor suggested. “The mon-
itor is more likely to try and retrieve
a ripe one, isn’t it?”

“Shut up,” Coberley told him
again.

Tense, they held their breath as
the monitor drew abreast of the
pelt enshrouding Solomon. It sensed
the presence of its responsibility,
slowed down and bobbed towards
the side of the channel. Victor whim-
pered faintly.

Relays evaluated, circuits closed.
The monitor decided that this pelt
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ought not to be stranded and left
behind, but returned to the herd.
Arms reached out from its nearer
handling unit, closed tenderly on the
pelt and Solomon too, lifted the load
and made to swing across the low
deck so it ceuld be replaced in mid-
channel—exactly as we hoped,
Horst reminded himself without ex-
citement. His mouth was dry and
his guts were churning.

Go to it, Solomon. Make it come
true all the way!

How many long lonely hours of
planning, how many dreams
and arguments, had led to this mo-
ment! Now, now Solomon was mak-
ing his bid for mastery of the little
vessel. In mid-air stripping off the
pelt with huge sucking noises, start-
ling the monitor and throwing it
over to the seldom-used interference
circuits. He dropped awkwardly on
the deck, almost losing his footing as
the impact drove the monitor com-
pletely below the surface. His “ham-
mes” rose and fell with a slam on
the base of the handling unit, crack-
ing the plastic across and letting
water into unproofed circuits so
that steam spurted out and some-
thing hissed as if in rage.

The arms let go the pelt and it
fell in the water. Solomon paid no
attention. With all his might he was
trying to extend that crack right
across the monitor’s hull, work
havoc that would force the machine’s
return to the main station for servic-
ing and carry him ignorantly with
it.

“Look out!”

Whe called? Horst realized with
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amazement that it had been his ows
voice, and he had spoken too late.
The handling unit on the other side
of the monitor was intact, and it
sprang into action. Two huge arms
snatched Solomon off the deck. The
power - surged and the stern-jets
screamed, driving the hull into mid-
channel again. The arms shot out
to full stretch and let Solomon go.
He plunged into the bladderwrack
beyond the channel, screaming, and
the scream ended abruptly as the
glugging noise of collapsing floats
greeted his fall.

There was a period of worse than
silence, during which the monitor
evaluated its own damage, decided
it was still servicable, and resumed
the pursuit of its pelts. When it was
out of sight, Horst stirred.

“There’s nothing else for it,” he
said. “If were going to get off
Zygra alive we’ll have to tackle the
main station.” ¥

“You’re crazy!” Victor shrilled.
“If we can’t even take a monitor,
what chance have we of—?7”

“I’'d rather be crazy than dead,”
Horst whispered. “At least . . . I
think 1 would.”
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hen the announcement reached
Kynance, it was bald and to
the point.

“The previous incumbent of the
post of supervisor of Zygra has
failed to exercise his option of a
further year’s employment. Kindly
ready yourself for departure aboard
the starship Zygra One at fourteen
hundred tomorrow.”
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She looked at it a second time and
gave a sigh. She reminded herself
about the repatriation clause and
wondered if the attraction of a
guaranteed trip home was going %o
lose its glamor in the same way as
zygra pelts already had done.

Suppose the “previous incumbent”
had exercised his option. What
would they have done with her, hav-
ing stuffed her mind full of so much
information? Washed it all out
again? Kept her on the staff in
some minor capacity for a year and
then sent her to Zygra after all?

No, more likely just turned her
loose. In the history of the company
someone at some stage must have
decided to stay on a second year at
the last moment, but the trainee re-
placement would have learned the
same crucial fact that Kynance had
grown to accept: just as the Zygra
Company had given up misleading
its rivals by making them think the
pelts were animal skins, so it had
given up worrying about how much
an outsider knew of the technical-
ities involved. There was no place in
the universe where the data were of
value except on Zygra itself. Launch-
ing an afttack on the planet with a
view to taking it over was still a
possibility—there were other oper-
ators in this sector of the galaxy
capable of mounting one or even
two assaults fierce enough to defeat
the Zygra Company’s best efforts.
But the main station and substations
were al! booby-trapped. If they
ceased to receive a signal being
broadcast by the orbital guardposts,
they released a flood of poison in-
to the water, and for at least the
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next fifty years, until the pelts re-
established themselves, there would
be no crop worth harvesting. And
without destroying all the guardposts
there was no chance of making a
landing.

Moreover there was nowhere to
land in the literal sense, so that a
ship designed to put down on the
marshes instead of aboard the deck
of the main station was bound to be
a somewhat peculiar vessel; bulging
with flotation chambers and equip-
ped with some sort of seagoing
propulsion.

As part of her training she had
been shown the record of one ill-
starred venture along these lines.
The Zygra Company's spies had dis-
covered the preparations being made
to adapt a ship belonging to a com-
pany on Loki, had waited till the
work was almost done—involving
the expenditure of half the rival
company’s capital—and then had
blandly notified the Nefertitian gov-
ernment, which had a considerable
stake itself in the Zygra operation,
through the tax bills it imposed on
the company’s headquarters.

A protest -to the Lokian author-
ities—a swoop by a team of inspec-
tors from the Bureau of Intersteller
Trade—and a swinging claim for
damages which bankrupted the
would-be pirates.

It was with something of a shock
that, towards the end of the didactic
recital, Kynance recognized a case
which she had many times had
dinned into her in college. “Manu-
facture of a device or devices un-
iquely fitted to conditions pertaining
on a world not legally accessible to
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the manufacturer is prima facie ev-
idence of piratical intent”—The Zy-
gra Company and the Government
of Nefertiti versus Wade. Wang and
Hoerbiger, 2113, otherwise irrever-
ently known as the smile on the face
of the zygra.

At first she had wondered why
the company didn’t simply assign
members of its own staff to hold
down the chair for a year at a time,
nerhaps on a rota basis. Later she
had realized this was contrary to out-
world psychology. Anyone making
a career with the company was
trained for work far more import-
ant than sitting on Zygra and watch-
ing a lot of machines tending a lot of
moss. Any casual applicant, reason-
ably greedy and moderately intelli-
gcnt, would suffice, would cost no
more than salary for a year and
ship-room to and from the Zygra
system plus a course of training
that occupied a mere fraction of the
computers’ attention, and would be
dismissable on his return without
‘he company having to worry any
ore about him.

If someone with inside informa-
tion about harvesting the pelts want-
od to sell out to another company,
he'd have to have experience at the
teadquarters end as well as on Zy-
gra, and if he worked well enough
to rise in the firm to a level where
his knowledge was likely to be use-
ful to a third party, he’d have to be
either a fool or a maniac to risk the
gamble.

Kynance was coming to admire
the Zygra Company in an upside-
down fashion. There was no deny-
ing their efficient cynicism.
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As the reluctant admiration grew,
so her original doubts subsided. This
was no chisellimg two-bit undertak-
ing, which could add to its profit
margin by a fat percentage if it
weaseled on its employment con-
tracts. ‘This was a firm big enouph
and inarguably profitable enough to
tolerate such minor budget items as
repatriation of an Eanthsider. Five
extra per cent on the freight charges
for a single consignment of Earth-
bound pelts would more-than ab-
sorb her passage home.

And she was not going to give
them the slightest hint, the slightest
suggestion of a hint, that she had
infringed the contract.

Since the interview at which she
was engaged, she hadn’t seen
Shuster again. He was the first per-
son she spotted when she presented
herself at the spaceport an hour
ahead of the scheduled time, and
she recalled with sick anticipation
that he had claimed to be directly
in charge of the Zygra supervisors,
so there was no chance of eluding
him.

She put a bold face on things
and marched smartly towards him.
The group of spacemen with whom
he was talking noticed her before
he did, and one or two of them
stared in a flattering manner. Then
the senior among them, a lean type
with second-mate braids on his
tunic, tapped Shuster’s arm and
pointed towards her.

“What’s the girl doing here, d’you
know?” The words carried distinct-
ly above the racket from the stern-
gates of the ship, where auto-hand-
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lers were packing in empty pelt-
crates that rang with hollow booms
every time they were moved.

Shuster half-turned and recog-
nized her. Was he still smarting from
the smack on the face? She couldn’t
tell by his expression, or by the tone
he used to answer the inquiry.

“Her? Oh, that’s the new super-
visor taking over from Evan.”

“What?” The second mate re-
coiled as though he’d been struck
under the chin, and two or three of
his companions exclaimed simul-
tancously. “Now look here, Exe-
cutive! You can’t do a thing like that
to—"

“Shut your mouth,” Shuster told
him coolly. “If you want to keep
your berth aboard this ship . . .?”
The last word rose to a gently ques-
tioning note, and the second mate
swallowed hard and held his tongue.

Eyes searching for some clue to
the reason for the outburst, all her
misgivings returning in full force,
Kynance stopped a pace distant
from Shuster.

“Congratulations,” he said icily.
“I’m informed you’re the best trainee
the company has ever had for the
post you're taking on.”

“Thanks,” Kynance muttered. It
seemed safest to stifle her dislike of
the man until he made some overt
reference to the reason for it.

Let him just try and talk me out
of it again!

“Executive!” the second mate
said. “Does that mean you won’t—?”

“If you poke your snout in one
more time where it doesn’t belong,”
Shuster snapped, “I’ll cut it off. Is
that clear?”
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Kynance shivered. The looks on
all these faces, except Shuster’s own,
were such as she would only have
expected to see at a funeral. There
must be a catch in the deal after all
—that was the only explanation!

But she’d assured herself there
couldn’t be, because the Zygra
Company was too prosperous to
bother with cheating its casual em-
ployees. Anyway, what sort of cheat-
ing was possible? By now she could
have recited the contract word for
word from memory. There wasn't a
loophole. The grounds for voiding
it were set forth clearly as anyone
could wish. Provided she kept her
head she’d last out the year.

“Go to your cabin,” Shuster was
saying. “It’s clearly arrowed from
this lock here: number ninety. And
remember that you are not to in-
terfere with the running of this ship
in anyway. Delaying a crewman in
the exercise of his duty constitutes
interference, and when the ship is at
space all crewmen are considered to
be on duty twenty-four hours a day.
In short, you will break your con-
tract and lose your chance of re-
patriation if you talk to anybody ex-
cept me. Is that understood?”

He could have been reading her
mind. Her plan had been formed a
moment earlier: to corner one of
these glum-looking men and pump
him for explanations. He'd sensed
it, and forestalled her with orders
given before witnesses. Pretty girl
or no pretty girl, a spaceman in the
lucrative zygra trade wasn’t going
to jeopardize his career for her sake.

Was he?

Hopefully she surveyed the men
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one last time, and recad in their
shrugs that they were resigned to
her fate, whatever it was.

Why not? It’s not going to hap-
pen to them!

Abruptly she discovered that she
hated the Zygra Company and Shus-
ter as its personification, because
contact with him had made her so
bitter that she seemed like a stranger
to herself.

With weary apathy she entered the
ship and found her cabin. Surround-
ed by the noise of preparations for
takeoff, she stowed her gear and
sat down on the bunk.

n five or ten minutes—she had

lost track of the time—Shuster
came calling.

Shifty-eyed, he slipped through
the door and pushed it closed quick-
ly. He gave her a quick false smile
and spoke in low tones.

“I'm sorry I haven’t been able to
see you since our first meeting, my
dear, but I've been tremendously
busy. Youll understand that the
company’s business follows the same
life-thythm as the pelts themselves,
ha-ha! And as the time for harvest-
ing approaches so we find ourselves
more and more frantically busy.
But I have kept a close eye on your
progress and I must say that despite
your lack of what we generally lay
down as minimum qualifications for
entering our employment, that’s to
say a scholar degree in some major
field, you've done very well. It
might easily be possible to arrange
for you to join the company’s per-
manent staff on completion of your
tour at Zygra ...”
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All this time he had been closing
the distance between them. Now he
was sitting next to her, hands re-
turning to the very same positions
from which she had pushed them on
the former occasion—same posi-
tions, and same revulsion.

She detested men who were so
egotistical their preliminaries to
love-making followed a pattern like
a computer program, fixed and un-
alterable, so that a girl could never
tell if they were thinking of her, or
the last pantner, or the next. She
gritted her teeth, forcing herself to
stay calm in the hope of picking up
some clue to the pitfall she had over-
looked.

There must be one. She was con-
vinced she had deluded herself about
something.

“I think perhaps that during the
voyage we could become quite
good friends, don’t you? And a word
from me in praise of your ability
could carry a lot of weight with the
firm, you know.”

Fumble, maul, squeeze—no, it was
more than she could stand. She didn’t
slap him this time, but made her
voice sound as though she wanted
to when she said stonily, “I'm
sorry, but I'm not interested in a
career with the company. I want to
get home, and if it takes a year on
Zygra to do it I'll spend a year on
Zygra.”

He withdrew, flushing, and stood
up. For a second she thought he was
going to hurl some taunt at her, re-
veal how he believed he had tricked
her, but he bit down hard on his
shiny-wet lower lip and went silent-
ly out.
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VI

Under the shower Dickery Evan
stretched and yawned. He
was a stocky, well-built young man
of New Zealand extraction, the
Maori side predominating.

" Dry, but not having bothered to
dress, he padded to the autochef and
dialed breakfast, then carried it to
the dome overlooking the main sta-
tion’s landing-deck.

He’d thought at first that but for
that deck, the largest solid surface on
Zygra, he’d have gone crazy. Now,
at the end of his tour, he wasn’t so
sure. He’d considered putting in for
an extension; this was the only way
be’d ever draw down so handsome
a salary, and the complete isolation
was growing easier to bear, but for
one thing—no women.

Still, it was too late for that now.
There was less than one month be-
fore his time expired. Best that way,
perhaps—he wouldn’t want to get
too used to being alone.

He thought of the girls he planned
to look up when he got home, and
the time he could give them with his
accumulated pay . . . not all of it,
of course, because he planned to
keep himself and a succession of
girls on it the rest of his life. If he
bought a share in some promising
enterprise, and started a small busi-
ness, and acquired some land and
had a house put on it . . ..

His mind ran on happily as he
watched the monitors drifting to-
wards the main station. They were
riding the samc sluggish currents
that the pelts followed to their ren-
dezvous with harvest. Since his ar-
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rival they’d been all over the planet.

The trail of the pelts was im-
mensely long; by harvest-time,
scarcely one had less than 20,000
kilometers to its ocredit.

EBarly on, he’d passed much time
in figuring how to get a pelt off
Zygra. There was one girl in par-
ticular he thought would look mar-
velous in a pelt and nothing- else.
Then he’d found out various dis-
couraging facts, such as how the
pelts felt when they hadn’t been
treated and coated with the solid
nourishment necessary to their sur-
vival, and that every ome selected
for export was watched by keen
computers, and that there was no
chance of stealing a batch of pre-
pared nutriment from the coating-
station.

That had put paid to a sub-
sidiary ambition, too. He’d consid-
ered the idea of setting up a pelt re-
furbisher. Plenty of rich folks whose
pelts were wearing out would pay
ten thousand for a fresh coating
of nutriment; someone who could
buy two in a lifetime was rarer than
pelts themselves! |,

But he wasn’t a good enough
chemist to duplicate natural nutri-
ment, and he concluded that if the
proposition was economic the Zygra
Company would have established the
service themselves.

Besides, somebody was bound to
have tried and failed already, just
as they’d tried and failed to breed
pelts elsewhere than on Zygra. Best
to be content with what he was
going to come by honestly; a hun-
dred thousand credits, free passage
home, and an undemanding existence
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for the rest of his life — natural,
or geriatrically extended.
He dozed, while the watery sun-

* light sifted over the gathering pelts,

and the monitors closing in, and
the bulk of the coating-station
looming on the horizon at its reg-
ular station among a particularly
rich patch of weed, automatically
distilling huge vats of nutriment
against the harvest.

He came awake with a jolt. Some-
where at the edge of conscious-
ness: a shrilling noise. What the—?

Oh, no! He’d heard that before, at
the beginning of his stay. The man
who’d been showing him over —
Sheister, Shuster, some such name
— had turned a switch and an alarm
had squalled for precisely thirty
seconds.

And he’d said, “That may go
off any time, day or night! It in-
dicates a -malfunction of the auto-
matics. You heard how long I let
it run for? When it sounds, you
have thirty seconds and no more to
reach this switch and cut it off,
survey the operation, and report
what you find. It may only be a test
to ensure you’re alert. But I warn
you: if you fail to reach here in
thirty seconds —”

Evan headed for the switch at
a dead run.

He missed on the first grab, got
it on the second. His skin was prick-
ly with sweat. How long had it been
sounding before he reacted? Franti-
cally he surveyed the telltale boards;
as far as he could tell, everything
was as right as it ought to be. So
this had been a test! The bastards!
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The radiated pigs! To leave him
eleven months, then catch him nap-
ping!

He made his way back to where
he had been dozing and timed him-
self on his run to the switch. The
first time it took him fifteen sec-
onds, the next, seventeen.

There was nothing for it. Unless
he was to be cheated of his pay and
passage home, he had to doctor the
record of the time the alarm had
sounded. It was a terrible decision,
because tampering with the auto-
matics constituted . sabotage and
voided his contract, but he wasn’t
going to let one lapse cancel a year
of his life.

He slid up the front panel of the
alarm unit and peered into its bow-
els. Straightforward enough — a
band of white tape, calibrated in

.one-second intervals, had reeled out

like a dry tongue from the base of
the siren. All he had to do was ease
it back so that about twenty-five of
the gradations showed instead of the
present damning total of forty-nine.

He grasped the tape.

Instantly the panel slammed
down, smashing the bones of his
forearm. He screamed and tried to
tear free, feeling the raw ends of
bone scrape agonizingly. Through a
fire of pain he heard an impersonal
voice.

“Unauthorized tampering with the
automatics is sabotage! Accordingly
you are no longer an employee of
the Zygra Company.”

“No!” he screamed, wrenching
loose his shattered arm and cradling
it in the other. Stumbling, he made
for -the medicare unit, a coffin-sized



block of automatics sited at the base
of the observation dome. He pushed
its switches awkwardly with his good
hand.

“You are no longer an employee
of the Zygra Company,” said the
unit.

“Wha-a-at?” Bvan barely knew
the voice for his own. “But you
can’t do this—it’s inhuman!”

They could.

Having set his arm in a sort
of splint, he settled to his own satis-
faction that no automatic device was
prepared to serve him now. Even
the autochef spat burned fat at him,
and the shower delivered a stream
of boiling water. In the smoke and
steam his ambitions evaporated:
good-by house, good-by girls, good-
by geriatric treatment, good-by Dick-
ery Evan. He’d been told, and had
believed, that without life-support
svstems no one could survive on
Zygra. He'd starve before the har-
vesting ship was due.

“Then TI'll make sure they don’t
enjoy what they’ve done to me,”
he promised between clenched teeth,
and went in search of a weapon.

But he had only chopped up one
pelt before the nearest monitor seiz-
ed him in its powerful arms, car-
ried him off across the swamps and
abandoned him to his fate on a mat
of drifting weed. The force with
which he was dumped blotted out
his consciousness.

VII

Arms aching, hands sore from the
crude paddle, Horst kept think-
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ing how real this work made Sol-
omon’s loss seem. Their boat was
clumsy enough anyway, consisting of
a rough frame supported on half a
hundred pieces of bladderwrack, the
cysts inflated by lungpower and seal-
ed with a gummy exudation of din-
glybells. Bvery day it was necessary
to replace the cysts which were
starting to rot.

But Solomon had driven his blade
harder than Horst and Coberley put
together. Victor could be ignored;
he often fainted after a couple of
hours in full sun. Also Solomon had
been able to crack jokes, and sing
in a resonant bass.

Now he rots among the roots.
He'd have made a joke of that, too.

“Take the right side of that weed
ahead!” Victor piped.

“Does it matter?” Coberley
snarled. “We don’t know we’re in
the same hemisphere as the damned
coating-station!”

“We are,” Victor insisted, close
to tears. Horst suspected he and
Coberley too had been affected by
the death of Solomon, though none
of them had said so. Coberley had
been more than ever irascible since,
while Victor had ‘taken to whimper-
ing aloud.

“We've seen monitors,” Victor
went on. “We've seen ripe pelts.
Haven’t I sat up all night taking
star-sightings while you two snored
your heads off?”

“And haven’t you snored your
head off while we sweat over the
paddles?” Coberley thundered back.

“Don’t argue,” Horst pleaded
wearily, not really hoping to silence
them. But for a while after that



they simply forged ahead, turning to
the right to miss the patch of weed.

Horst didn’t look at it except to
make sure they were clear of its
fringe of roots. He was more con-
cerned about the risk of it being
grounded on a mudbank, in which
case they’d have to backtrack. Vic-
tor’s shrill cry startled him.

“Look! On the edge of the mat!”

Their heads jerked around. On
the very edge of the mat, half in
the water, lay a man with one arm
crudely bandaged. There was only
one explanation of his presence,
which Coberley voiced by implica-
tion.

“Damn the Zygra Company! May
Shuster rot eternity away!”

“You think that’s the latest of
the supervisors? Then we are in
the right area of the planet!” Vic-
tor exulted.

“He may have been drifting for
weeks,” Coberley blazed. “Anyway,
they wouldn’t have trapped him tifl
the last possible moment, so we can
be sure the harvesting ship is due
now.”

_ “I wonder if he’s still alive,”
Horst whispered.

He was. The pain from his arm
while they wrestled him aboard made
him moan, and when they squeezed
the sour but nourishing juice of a
dinglybell into his mouth he cursed
loudly. The cursing ran dry. He sur-
veyed them in mingled wonder and
dismay, naked as he was himself,
sick-looking, wild-haired.

“You too?” he said.

“Us too,” Horst agreed.

And in that instant they heard
what they had hoped not to hear
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before sighting the main station:
the drumming across the sky that

‘marked the arrival of a spaceship.

“Are we far from the main sta-
tion?” Victor asked hopefully.

“How should I know?” the man
with the broken arm grunted. “I
may have been unconscious for
days!”

huster was a man capable of

) nurturing a grudge until the
time was ripe for getting his own
back. Kynance redlized the fact
with a sinking heart when she dis-
covered that even when the ship
had set down on Zygra he meant
to keep her from talking to sym-
pathetic crewmen.

“Harvesting is no concern of
yours,” he snapped. “Your responsi-
bility begins when the pelts are
aboard, and ends when we come
back next time — if you're still
contracted to us.”

He said that with peculiar re-
lish. Whether it was his private in-
tention or the policy of the com-
pany, Kynance knew some -effort
was going to be made to trick her.
Almost certainly, the trick would
come at the end of her tour, when
she had lost the chance to apply
for an extension. It would be less
trouble to injure her deliberately
and leave her in the grip of life-
sustaining prosthetics — but there
was Laban Rex Chan versus Gun-
ther Ranji to consider: “the exer-
cise of a contractual option is.im-
possible if the person allegedly exer-
cising it is not conscious”, but for
which they might have Zygra “oc-
cupied” by zombies.
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What horrible byways her mind
was being led down by this disgust-
ing man! Mustn’t. Mustn’t. That
path led to insanity. She sneaked a
look out of her cabin. If she stole
very quietly to watch the loading of
the pelts, surely even Shuster
wouldn’t invoke that petty disobedi-
ence as breach of contract!

She reached a lock unchallenged
and stood drinking in the scene.
Close at hand, men and machines
were crating treated pelts from the
coating-station; the colors fl-red
dizzily and the scents made the air
almost unbreathable. Russet and
tawny, white and scarlet and green
and black and other tints without
names but the same fantastic beau-
ty . ..

Men conducting checks of the au-
tomatics: here, re-stocking the life-
support systems with vitamins and
proteins; at the coating-station, test-
ing the concentrators; overhauling
monitors — one there with a bad
crack in the case of its handling
unit — and installing new programs
for breeding from sports. They'd
said something about evolving a
striped pelt.

“Ah, there you are.”

The voice made her skin crawl.
She turned and saw Shuster. But
he wasn’t going to complain about
her being here. He was simply say-
ing, “It’s about time I gave you your
on-the-spot briefing.” He sounded
almost affable; Kynance followed
him.

Mentaliy she ticked off all the
ways she could be caught out in
breach of her contract. She planned
to list them later. For example, this

THE LONG WAY TO EARTH

alarm siren sounding for only thirty
seconds. She’d have to rig some sort
of extension so it could be inac-
tivated from a dozen points instead
of one.

Tampering with the automatics;
hence, sabotage? No — Bellamy
versus Guy and Guy Starlines: “a
switch designed for manual opera-
tion is not an automatic device.”

The prospect of doing something
to forestall Shuster’s skullduggery
cheered her. Only one cloud still
hung over her. Where was her pre-
decessor? She ventured to ask Shus-
ter, and his only reply was to curl
his lip.

Her stomach turned over with a
lurch.

What can they have done to him?
Drowned him? If they have, who's
going to know?

Nobody ever came to Zygra ex-
cept company employees. By law
there had to be a record of the
operation of the automatics for
government inspection — Hughes
and Leblanc versus Mario della
Casa, 2092 — but the government
was that of Nefertiti, and it had a
huge stake in Zygra itself.

Panic gripped her. No one from
Earth would come hunting her if she
failed to return. Was the contract
irrelevant, a scrap of paper? The
world seemed to spin off its axis as
she learned the reason for Shuster’s
geniality.

“About your predecessor, now.
He willfully infringed his contract.
You're a great one for legalisms,
so you’re welcome to see the proof
we’ll be displaying to the govern-
ment.”
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So 1 was right; that is one of
their main traps, Kynance thought,
almost relieved.

“— and the automatics ceased to
recognize him as an employee. Oh,
and on a related point: of the last
nine supervisors, not one has com-
pleted his contract without infring-
ing one of its clauses. Didn’t I tell
you you should reconsider your ap-
plication? Well, it’s too late now, of
course. On your own pretty head be
it!”

VIII

he was not going to give Shus-
ter the privilege of seeing her
break down. Somehow she main-
tained her self control — so well,
that the last time he glanced back
before entering the starship his face
revealed gratifying uncertainty, as to
say: am I the one who's overlooked
something?

She gave a mocking wave, which
he did not return. He did not look
at her again.

The deck of the main station
thrummed to the warning of the
interstellar drive. The ship lifted. For
the first meter or so the station
rose also, floating higher for the
reduction of weight. A crack of
daylight appeared under the polish-
ed hull, and the starship was on its
way.

It was gone.

‘That was when Kynance had o
burst into tears.

She had never in her life felt so
psychologically naked. When the
sobs allowed her to draw breath,
she cursed everyone she could think
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of to blame for her plight, begin-
ning with the college tutors who had
made her believe in the actuality of
galactic law, concluding with her-
self.

The tears purged her of terror,
and when they ended she was able
to think with a clear mind. One fac-
tor dominated her thoughts: the
problem of enforcement of what
Shuster had contemptuously called
“legalisms”.

It was time to take a hard look
at the predicament she was in, and
gamble everything including her life
on the assumption that Shuster had
been telling the truth when he sour-
ly complimented her on being the
best-ever candidate to apply for this
post.

Why? Start there, and the rest
would follow.

Well . . . the same reason which
prevented the Zygra Company from
assigning the post to their own em-
ployees must operate when it came
to finding an outside candidate. Any-
one capable of making a career jn
outworld society would alréady be
grabbed by some other employer.
Bven for a year at an enormous
salary people would be reluctant to
quit their permanent employment
and sit watching moss grow.

In effect, this was an unskilled
job. But for the legal requirement
that a celestial body must be oc-
cupied by a human being to main-
tain ownership, nobody would live
here at all.

What unskilled labor was avail-
able on worlds where ten-year-old
children were already productive
members of society? Social misfits,
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and immigrants lacking qualifica-
tions with which they could com-
pete on even terms against native
outworlders.

Now what about her assumption
that the Nefertiti government had a
vested interest in the con