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CHAPTER ONE
By nine-thirty, fifty full breakfasts had been cooked and served. The pans and dishes were cleaned and back in their racks, and the staff of the house were more than ready to relax and enjoy their own meal.
They were sitting at a long wooden table on the basement level. The words that came wafting down to them through the house’s internal communications system produced a communal shudder.
“Say, didn’t you hear what I told you yesterday?” It was a young male voice, high-pitched and whining. “I like my omelette just a little bit undercooked and runny. What you sent me was firm all the way through. I’ll take another one—and you better get it right this time.”
The kitchen staff stared at each other, until at last one of them stood up.
“All right, I’ll do it.” He was a heavily built man in his late fifties with a worn, weather-beaten face. He turned to one of the women at the table. “I thought what I cooked was just the way he liked it. Didn’t he eat it?”
“Are you kidding? Young Porky?” She made a grunting noise like a pig. “He ate every scrap. It looked like he licked the plate. You don’t get that fat without working at it.”
“I thought so.” The man stared down at his own untouched food. “Keep this hot for me, would you, Mitzi? I made the first one, so I guess it’s my job to give him another. But I won’t tell you what I’d like to give him.”
“And what I’d like to give him, too,” said a thin young woman at the end of the table. “Yesterday afternoon, I was all finished cleaning upstairs. Then just when I was set to leave, he came in. You know how it had rained. He didn’t bother to wipe his boots. He trampled mud all over the rugs and up the stairs, and I had to start over. He knew it, too. He stood there and smirked at me and the mess. I felt like giving him a good one with the vacuum cleaner.”
There was a murmur of agreement from around the table. “Pity somebody didn’t do that long ago,” said another of the maids.
The others chimed in. “A smack on that fat backside would work wonders.” “If only his mother had some control.” “Or his father was around more.” “I’m not one for violence, but a whack or two would do him a power of good.”
“Don’t even think of it.” The heavily built man spoke with authority as the senior member of the household staff. He was over at the long metal-topped range pouring oil into a skillet. “His mother has no control of him, so she won’t let anybody else have any, either. If you was so much as to touch His Lordship, you’d be out of this house and off the estate by midday.”
“Sometimes I feel like it would be worth it, Branton,” said the thin young maid. “There’s a limit, you know. A person can only put up with so much.”
“You talk like that, Edna, because you’ve never worked any place but here.” Three eggs had been broken into a bowl and were now being beaten vigorously, as though the older man was taking his feelings out on them. “If you’d been in the Pool for years, like me, wondering if you’d ever get a job again, you’d feel different. Cleaning up mud’s a whole lot better than lying down and sleeping in it. You’d put up with plenty from God’s gift to Earth before you’d be willing to go back to the Pool. If I was—”
“Hey down there.” The intercom came to life again. “I said I wanted another omelette. Is anybody listening, or are you guys all asleep?”
Branton sighed and raised his eyes to heaven—or to the upper floors of the house. He went across and flipped the intercom to transmit. “It will be there in just a minute, Mr. Shelby. The eggs are right now going into the pan.”
“So get a move on. What’s keeping you?”
“I’m sorry, Mr. Shelby. It will be in your room very soon.” Branton turned off the intercom and went back to the range. He poured the beaten eggs into the pan and glared down at the sizzling omelette. “You see how it’s done,” he said. He sounded as though he were talking about the cooking until he went on, as much to himself as to the others, “You put up with any amount of crap. And you tell yourself that, much as you hate the idea, you owe your job to young Mister Shelby and all the others who have more money than you’ll ever have. And you console yourself with the thought that one day, maybe it’ll be tomorrow, you’ll put poison into the little bugger’s food. And that will be that.”
* * *
Mister Shelby—Shelby Crawford Jerome Prescott Cheever, the only child of Constance and J. P. Cheever, head of Cheever Consolidated Enterprises—had finished his second omelette and followed it with half a dozen cupcakes. It was now ten-fifteen on a fine May morning, with blue skies and light breezes. The whole day lay ahead, free to fill with anything that he chose to do.
And Shelby Cheever, fifteen-year-old heir to one of Earth’s largest fortunes, was bored. Horribly bored, incredibly bored, terminally bored. The grounds of the walled Virginia compound stretched two miles in each direction, with their sculptured gardens and woods and streams, their stables and game parks and stocked fishponds. There was nothing anywhere in the whole expanse that Shelby had the slightest desire to see or do.
It was more from desperation than the hope of finding anything interesting that he at last went ambling around the inside of the house, starting with the third-floor library and portrait galleries and winding his way down toward the lower levels. The house, as usual, seemed packed with his mother’s women friends. He knew better than to look to them for entertainment. He would rather go outside and talk to the horses. At least they wouldn’t talk back, or pretend interest they didn’t have.
The basement level where the household support staff lived was off-limits to guests, but it never occurred to Shelby that the restriction might apply to him. He wandered down to the kitchen, with its arrays of broilers, spits, blenders, churns, kettles, and ovens. The place was deserted and he passed on through it. A long corridor led to the staff living quarters. He could hear the sound of laughter from that direction.
He came to the recreation room and paused, disappointed, at the threshold. The sound he had heard along the corridor came not from live people, but from a video unit. Two people were sitting in front of it, watching a show and drinking beer straight from the bottles.
“What are you looking at?”
It seemed to Shelby that he had asked a simple enough question. The response was surprising. The woman choked on her beer, while the man jerked upright and glanced rapidly from Shelby to the screen and back.
“It’s—it’s just a show,” he said. “We weren’t really watching it.”
“I can see it’s a show, Branton. I’m not blind, you know.” Shelby squeezed uninvited into a chair between the other two. “I meant, which show.”
“Oh. Well, it’s just a comedy. Nothing to be taken seriously.” Branton made a move as though to turn it off, but Shelby put a hand on his arm.
“Not yet. What are those people doing? Everybody’s all ways up.” He studied the slapstick action and spinning bodies for a moment. “Hey, I get it! They’re supposed to be out in space—in free-fall. Isn’t that right?”
“It is.” Branton made another move as though to change channels, then decided it was too late. “It’s just a comedy,” he repeated. “Nothing to take seriously.”
“Right.” Shelby was watching closely, absorbed in the efforts of one of the characters to catch a big round globule of liquid in her mouth while she herself turned end over end.
He laughed. “You know, this is pretty good. Do you think space would really be like that?”
Branton and Mitzi exchanged relieved glances. Apparently it didn’t occur to Shelby that this show really had been made in space, and that the free-fall was real rather than simulated. More important from their point of view, Shelby didn’t know what made the show so appealing to them: the abundance of machines and labor-saving gadgets on the set that were all designed to replace the work of humans.
Branton nodded at Mitzi, reading her longing look. If only we were allowed to bring some of those down here to Earth. Think how easy they would make our jobs.
“You know, if real space is anything like this it must be fun.” Shelby was hardly aware of the other two. He was grinning so widely that his brown eyes were narrowed to slits in his pasty face. “Oh, look at that! She’s going to—”
The woman on the show was approaching another globule of liquid; but this one was so gigantic that instead of her swallowing it, it would engulf her. Unable to stop herself, arms and legs flailing, she plunged into the fluid sphere. It splashed in all directions. Everyone around her was instantly soaked.
Shelby roared with laughter. “That’s so great! I never realized that space could be so much fun. You know what? I think I ought to go and take a trip there myself. A little vacation. What do you think?”
Branton had worked for the Cheever household for six years—long enough to know how quickly Shelby’s enthusiasms faded. But there was one way to make them last.
“I think you might enjoy the trip a great deal, Mr. Shelby. But I feel sure that your mother, Miss Constance, would never permit you to go to space. Not even for a brief vacation.”
The smile was replaced instantly by a scowl. “You think so? Well, let me tell you something. Any time I ever want to do anything, I can get Mom to go along with the idea. It wouldn’t be any different with this. So that shows how much you know.” Shelby stood up. “Want to bet, Branton?”
“I don’t bet, Mr. Shelby.”
“Very wise—because you’d lose. Just wait and see. I’m going to talk to Mom this minute about a trip to space.”
He hurried out. Branton turned off the video and leaned back in his chair.
“Think he’ll be able to do it?” Mitzi asked.
“Without his father here in the house? I’m sure of it. If J. P. were around the Old Man would put his foot down and that would be that. Shelby knows it, too. He’s a spoiled brat, but he’s not a fool. He’ll talk his mother into it.”
“He’ll probably hate space—and he’ll blame you for his going.”
“I don’t think so.” Branton picked up another bottle of beer, opened it, and took a long and satisfied swig. “You don’t know our Shelby as well as I do. He may have a terrible time—I hope he does—but when he comes back he’ll boast to us about how terrific it was. Otherwise, he’d be forced to admit that he was wrong in telling us he wanted to go in the first place.”
“What’s it really like in space?” Mitzi gestured at the blank video screen. “I mean, it can’t be like that.”
“I’m sure it’s not, any more than our comedy shows are like real life. I have no idea what it’s like up there.”
“With luck it will be hell.”
“We can always hope. But you know what?” Branton closed his eyes and smiled in anticipation. “I don’t really care. Think of it this way: For a week or a month, or however long His Lordship talks Miss Constance into letting him go, we won’t have to deal with Shelby.”
Mitzi returned the smile. “You’re right. And he thinks that he’ll be the one getting a vacation.”
* * *
It took more effort than usual. Constance Cheever didn’t know much about space, except that people of her station went there seldom or never. The general NOCD rule—“Not our class, dear”—applied even more strongly to the space-dwelling lower orders than to their teeming brethren on Earth.
“But why?” Constance not only had never been away from Earth, she knew no one who had. “Everything that you can possibly find there, you can get better here. I’m told that the level of personal service is dreadful. It’s often provided by machines, rather than real servants. And you couldn’t take Branton or our other staff with you.”
She was digging in her heels. Next thing you knew she would be talking of calling J. P. Cheever to discuss it. His father would surely kill the whole idea.
Shelby played his trump card. “I thought the trip might do me good. I’ve not been feeling too well recently.”
His mother regarded him anxiously. Shelby’s delicate health was her constant and principal concern. Others might look at him and see a strong and hulking youth, fifty pounds overweight and half a head taller than Constance. They might agree on his unhealthy complexion, the result of overindulgence in everything except sleep and exercise. But they would be hard pressed to discover the signs of fatal disease that Constance saw all the time in Shelby’s disgruntled countenance.
She moved to place the palm of her hand on his forehead. “Maybe Dr. Linfoot should take another look at you.”
“He’ll only say the same thing as he did last time. That a change of environment would do me good.”
Like Branton, Dr. Linfoot knew how much Shelby’s absence could improve the quality of life in the Cheever compound.
“But Shelby, dear, where would you go?”
Shelby saw signs of weakening. “I looked it up. There are cruises that leave Earth orbit next Monday and take you on tours of the worked-out mines in the Asteroid Belt. That’s where the closest node is, too. That node connects to another one in the Kuiper Belt—a lot farther out, beyond Pluto. One of the cruises, the Aurora line, has an option to take you there. Those mines are still in use. And if you want to, you can use the same nodes to make the transfer to some place real far away—”
“Next Monday.” Constance Cheever had apparently stopped listening to Shelby after his first sentence. She pulled a little notebook from her purse. “That’s six days from now. And let’s see, the Symington big reception is in just twenty-three days. Everyone who’s anyone will be there. I just have to attend. We would have to be back in time for that.”
“We? Mother, you don’t have to go with me.”
“My dear.” Constance patted Shelby’s pudgy hand. “Surely you don’t think I would let you go so far without me? Why, if you went on that cruise and I wasn’t there to look after you, and something happened to you, I would just never be able to forgive myself.”
He took a deep breath, ready to argue the point, until his mother added, “And as to what your father would say if he knew you had gone without me—well, I daren’t even think.”
Shelby let out his breath again. The last thing he wanted was to bring his father into this. J. P. Cheever passed through the Cheever compound no more than once a month, and his overnight visits were usually brief, but Shelby admitted, if only to himself, that his father was the one person in the world who made him feel small and scared.
It was time to settle for what he had; and if he couldn’t find a way to cut loose from his mother once they were out in space, then his name wasn’t Shelby Crawford Jerome Prescott Cheever.
“Both of us, then,” Shelby conceded. “It will be great. You don’t need to worry about any of the arrangements. I’ll work with the staff to take care of those. And I’ll tell Branton we’ll need the aircar on Sunday afternoon.”
“The aircar? Will that take us to space?”
“No, Mother. An aircar can’t go to space.”
“Why not?”
“It needs air to fly, to support it. There’s no air in space. We’ll just use the car to fly us to the New Mexico launch site.”
“No air?” Constance Cheever looked puzzled. “Then how will we breathe?”
Shelby groaned to himself. And she was going to space to look after him?
 


CHAPTER TWO
The cruise tickets came with so many disclaimers that Shelby took one look and decided not to show them to his mother. The Aurora cruise line was not responsible for death or injury in the ascent to or descent from space. It was not responsible for motion sickness caused by low-gee or high-gee environments … not responsible for death or injury due to natural radiation hazards in space … not responsible for delays in schedule caused by the unpredictable occurrence of solar flares … not responsible for luggage lost or damaged in space beanstalk operations …
The list went on forever.
Actually, Shelby had found the idea of riding the beanstalk to space rather appealing, until he found out how long it would take to reach the cruise liner. The cable cars traveled at what seemed like a reasonable speed, three hundred kilometers an hour. But they had a long way to go. It was thirty-five thousand kilometers to the cruise liner’s takeoff point from geosynchronous orbit. You would have to sit in one of the unfurnished cars for nearly five days, whereas a laser-boosted rocket from the New Mexico launch site would have you up there in five hours.
No wonder that the beanstalk cars were used only for cargo and maintenance staff. The Cheever luggage had been shipped as early as possible to the foot of the beanstalk in Macapa, on the equator at the mouth of the Amazon. Shelby had watched in disbelief as twelve large trunks were loaded onto the aircar at the Cheever compound. One-half of one trunk held his stuff—the rest were all Constance Cheever’s.
For a ten-day tour? What was his mother planning to do up there?
It was three days into the cruise before Shelby realized that his mother, by accident or design, had made her travel arrangements much more wisely than he had.
The Aurora cruise line tickets had offered disclaimers against everything—except boredom. And that proved to be the biggest danger of all.
The Cheever party, naturally, had reserved the most luxurious staterooms aboard the biggest of the cruise liners. It sounded good, but in practice it translated to a set of rooms for both Shelby and his mother that was about half the size of his own bedroom back home in the compound. The food on the ship was advertised as “all you can eat.” Shelby decided, after the first couple of meals, that wasn’t very much.
As for the passengers …
He should have known. The cruises were expensive. The average member of Earth’s fourteen billion humans could no more afford the cost of a cruise liner ticket than fly up to space unassisted.
So who was Shelby supposed to consort with, on their four-day trip to the asteroid mines? The same sort of boring well-off brain-dead old fogies that his mother hung around with back on Earth. Anything less like the fun-in-space comedy show that had first drawn his interest was difficult to imagine.
His mother, on the other hand, seemed quite at home. One day was spent in playing a game of cross-connections with the other passengers—“Rawsley. Hmm. Are you by any chance related to the New Hampshire Rawsleys? Really? My godmother’s younger sister, she married the oldest son of Willoughby Rawsley. …” And then it was on to card-playing, and afternoon soirees, and little formal dinner parties with conversation so stunningly dull that Shelby couldn’t bear to be in the same room with it.
He stayed huddled in his own cabin for two days, going through all the material he could find about the ship and the cruise. The idea of an external jaunt in a spacesuit sounded as if it might be fun, until he went aft and mentioned it to a member of the crew.
“It would be more than fun.” The crewman, Garrity, was long-limbed and slow-talking, and he looked on Shelby’s plum-colored leisure outfit with a skeptical eye. “I could even find a suit big enough to squeeze you into it. But there’s a slight problem.”
“What’s that?”
“The Bellatrix is accelerating at a steady half-gee. That’s a nice comfortable value, enough so we don’t have any worries about free-fall sickness, and high enough to take us out to the Belt, allowing for midpoint turnaround, in four and a half days. But if you were to go outside the ship in a suit you wouldn’t have the ship’s acceleration anymore. We’d leave you far behind, and you’d go sailing on toward infinity.”
Garrity didn’t add “you idiot.” But Shelby certainly felt the words in his tone of voice.
“Maybe I can do it when the Bellatrix gets out to the Belt and the old mines,” he mumbled, and retreated to his cabin.
The ship’s description of the node network occupied another few hours of his time. It was a pure space development, one which could never be employed with any node that sat in a substantial gravity field. That meant there could not be any nodes on Earth, or closer to the Sun than the Asteroid Belt. The powers-that-be on Earth as a result acted as though the node network did not exist.
But it certainly did, and it offered a near-instantaneous transition between nodes—no matter how far apart they were. A human in a suit or a ship could float into a node chamber in the Asteroid Belt, enter the correct transition sequence into the computer, and pop out in the middle of the Kuiper Belt, far beyond the outermost planet and twenty billion kilometers from the Sun. You could, if the ship’s data bank was to be believed, choose a destination much farther away. There were nodes close to—but not too close to—other stars, or even in open space.
Shelby did not understand one word of how the network operated, but the idea of an out-and-back to the Kuiper Belt, while his mother sat playing bridge and drinking tea, had great appeal. A node jump was permitted with his class of ticket. He had checked it soon after they came aboard. Again, though, he could do nothing until they arrived at the Belt—and that was still a full day away.
He went aft to haunt the crew’s quarters, just forward of the main engines. After a little pestering, Chief Engineer Dollfus took him back to show him the Diabelli Omnivores.
“Now, aren’t they something?” Dollfus patted one of the six bulbous cylinders with a hairy hand. “Fusion takes place right here, inside this section. We usually burn hydrogen to helium, with an internal temperature as low as ten million degrees. If we need to we can fuse helium to carbon, but that needs at least a hundred million degrees before it’s efficient.”
Shelby backed away a step. Ten million degrees didn’t sound particularly low to him. “What would happen if you were inside that chamber when the fusion started?”
Even before it was out of his mouth he wished he hadn’t asked the question. It sounded stupid.
Dollfus regarded dryly Shelby’s swelling plum-colored suit.
“Well, let’s say that if you were in there you’d be nicely rendered down before you came out. But you’d also interfere with the fusion cycle, and the engine would turn off automatically. In practice, you’d never get in. There are a dozen monitoring machines to sound alarms and close off access.”
Machines again! Space was full of damned machines, more machines than people. There were never enough people to give a customer decent service.
Shelby returned to his cabin in a petulant rage. It was obvious that Dollfus had been deliberately rude to him—to a top-paying passenger! Rendered down, indeed.
His first thought was to go right back to the crew’s quarters and give Dollfus a tongue-lashing. Then he changed his mind. There were other and more lasting ways of getting your revenge. The Aurora cruise line owners would receive a rocket of their own on the letterhead of Cheever Consolidated Enterprises, just as soon as the sole heir to that organization could find a way to send it. He would teach nonentities like Engineer Dollfus not to mess with the real powers in the solar system.
Shelby went across to one of his lockers and pulled out official Cheever stationery. From under a pile of clothes he took a bottle that he had sneaked on board with his hand baggage. He took a swig, gasped as the liquor hit his stomach, and sat down to compose his complaint.
* * *
It was just as well that Shelby did not know what went on in the crew’s quarters while he sat writing. Four off-duty crew members were sitting around and talking, and Shelby himself was the subject of their conversation.
“Never in his life, if he’s to be believed.” Krupa was purser of the Bellatrix, and her job brought her more than the other crew members into contact with Shelby. “Never made his own bed, never washed his own clothes, never made a meal for himself. Makes you wonder just what he has done—other than stuff his face with food while he complains about how it’s inedible.”
“He’s a Cheever,” said Garrity. “He’s never had to do anything for himself, and he never will. Know what he told me? He gets a hundred million dollars.”
“You mean, he’ll get it when he’s twenty-one?”
“No. He gets a hundred million a month—that’s what his trust fund produces in interest on investments. Over a billion a year. And when his father dies he’ll be a whole lot richer. It’s criminal. There’s no way he can possibly spend a thousandth of what he makes, while there’s ten billion down on Earth going short of a meal every day.”
“That’s not his fault,” Dollfus said. “He didn’t choose to be born a Cheever. Though I must say, if it was offered to me I wouldn’t say no.”
“What he needs is discipline.” Krupa made a movement with her arm, as though she was slapping somebody with her open palm. “He won’t get it from his mother, I can tell you that. He runs her ragged. And it looks like he doesn’t see much of his father.”
“Too busy making money.” Garrity snorted. “Another few tens of billions, while his only child goes downhill. The boy has potential—he’s not at all a fool, and he can ask smart questions. But he’ll come to nothing without discipline. His father’s the one that deserves the smack on the head.”
The fourth crew member was a brooding Irishman, Malone, who seldom spoke. Now he roused himself. “I’ll agree with ninety percent of what you’re saying. But not that about Jerry Cheever.”
“Who?”
“The boy’s father—Jerome Prescott Cheever. I know him, or at least I used to.”
“You never told us that,” said Dollfus, in a tone suggesting that he didn’t quite believe it.
“There’s a lot about me you don’t know.” Malone sniffed. “I worked for him over twenty-five years ago, when I was still down on Earth and Jerry Cheever hadn’t made his first million.”
“But that can’t be,” Krupa protested. “I’ve stood by in the lounge while Constance Cheever and her friends were playing cards. She talks all the time about ‘old money.’”
“No doubt she does. And no doubt she is.” Malone shook his dark head. “But not him. Believe it or not, Jerry Cheever started out with no more than me. But he was the smartest man I ever met—and an honest one, too.”
“Then he must be double sick,” said Dollfus, “to see what a spoiled mass of blubber he’s brought into the world. The worst thing is, Shelby Cheever thinks he deserves everything he’s got. And because he has all that, with people on Earth bowing and scraping and falling over themselves to satisfy his every whim, there’s no way he’ll ever change.”
Garrity reached out a long arm to refill his mug, and regarded Dollfus with a cynical eye. “And would you be any different, Chief, if you had all that?”
“Maybe not. Probably not. Not if I’d been born to it.” Krupa repeated her gesture, swinging her arm in a slapping movement. “That’s all the boy needs. Morning and night, and repeat as necessary ’til he acts human.”
“Aye. But you can be sure he’ll never get it,” said Garrity gloomily. “Shel Cheever will always have what he wants, but never what he needs.”
* * *
For twenty-four hours Shelby had been waiting for the arrival at the Belt mines to break his boredom. It did, but not quite in the way that he had expected.
It had never occurred to him that the comfortable half-gee field inside the Bellatrix was entirely the result of the ship’s acceleration. On their arrival at the Belt mine, that acceleration had to end. One moment he was standing at a forward port, staring with a high-magnification scope at the disfigured ovoid of an asteroid identified by the ship’s computer as CM-67—Company Mine Number 67. The next second his feet were barely touching the deck, and his stomach was floating up into his throat.
It was small consolation to learn over the next few hours that he was one of the lucky ones. He couldn’t face the idea of food, but at least he wasn’t confined to his cabin like his mother. Constance Cheever was throwing up and wailing to the purser that she was dying, and would Krupa please bring “dear, dear Shelby” to see her so that she could take a last look at him.
Dear, dear Shelby made a token visit to her, but the sights and sounds were disgusting and he left as soon as he could. Since their arrival in free-fall he had been nipping liberally at the bottle in his cabin, hoping to settle his stomach. It seemed to be working, but the price was a light-headed giddiness that made him long to get outside the confining hull of the Bellatrix. When the opportunity came for a space-suited tour of CM-67, he jumped at the chance.
By this time he was not surprised to find that he was the only passenger who was interested in going outside. Anyone who was not throwing up would be playing cards, just as though they had never left Earth. Why did they come? Probably just to talk about it when they got home.
After a training session with Garrity, who showed Shelby how to perform the complete thirty-six-point suit check and then went over everything one more time to make sure it had been done right, the two of them exited through the airlock of the Bellatrix. By this time Shelby was feeling not only light-headed but distinctly superior. He alone, of all the passengers, had what it took to handle a space environment. He alone was a natural spacer, coordinated and confident.
He followed Garrity to the looming derelict mine, throwing questions along the way over his suit radio.
“Not for more than a century,” Garrity said when Shelby asked if CM-67 was still in use. “The last active mine in this part of the Belt was completely worked out nearly a hundred years ago. It’s a matter of economics. There’s still ore to be found here, but not as much as in the Kuiper Belt, and not in such high concentrations. You have to go out there to find the action today. There, or with the independents in the Messina Dust Cloud. But for that you’d have to use the node network.”
Shelby intended to, but he didn’t propose to discuss his plans with Garrity. “What’s that?” he asked. He was pointing to a great shining cylinder, a couple of hundred meters long and almost as wide, that floated beside the irregular bulk of CM-67. “Is it a node?”
“Nah.” Garrity sounded amused. “We’ll be in node territory tomorrow. That’s an ore smelter. Works by simultaneous rotation and electric heating of the ore body you put inside it, to separate out metals and slag by a centrifugal field. The technique’s less popular than it used to be, because there have been some horrendous accidents. Spin too fast, and the whole smelter can explode.”
“Wow. Has that happened near here?”
“Not for a long time. But it’s only six years since the Kuiper Belt mines had their worst accident ever with a centrifugal smelter. Two hundred and ninety-seven people died in the Trachten blow-out. And there was just one survivor.”
“Boy.” Shelby’s eyes were wide inside his suit’s visor. “It must be great to see something like that—I mean, real close up, when it’s actually happening.”
“I’m sure.” Garrity’s tone was carefully neutral. “Unless you’re a bit too close. Lucky Jack Linden was the Trachten blow-out survivor. He came through without a scratch, but he never mined again.”
“What happened to him?”
“You got me. Before the accident he also had a reputation as the Kuiper Belt’s top pilot, but he never flew a ship again. They say that the accident destroyed Lucky Jack’s mind. Maybe he got a job back on Earth.”
Shelby stared at the crewman. The comment sounded like an insult, but Garrity’s face was inscrutable behind his suit visor. Had Shelby imagined the contempt for Earth—and for Shelby himself—in the man’s voice?
Suddenly, the whole expedition away from the ship no longer seemed interesting. When Garrity suggested that unless Shelby wanted to take a trip into the mining tunnels that riddled the derelict interior of CM-67 they might as well head back to the Bellatrix, Shelby agreed at once.
Worked-out mines were dull. They had been abandoned for decades and nothing was going to happen near them. The real action was farther out, in the Kuiper Belt.
One more day. Shelby couldn’t wait for a chance to use the network and take a look.
* * *
Thirty hours later he was drinking again in his cabin. He was getting ready to write another letter of complaint to the Aurora cruise line owners.
He had asked politely enough, but Krupa had been totally unreasonable.
“I know exactly how your ticket reads,” the purser said. She hadn’t even given Shelby the courtesy of stopping what she was doing while she talked to him, but had gone on checking the schedule of stewards against cabins. “It does say you can make a trip through the node network to the Kuiper Belt. And you can. But it doesn’t say to me, ‘Drop everything else the second that a passenger tells you he wants to go.’ Of course, if you would be willing to let one of the machines take you … they’re perfectly competent.”
“I won’t go with a stupid machine. I want a human guide.”
“I was afraid you’d say that,” Krupa sighed and rubbed her eyes. It was late at night, and she was very tired. “But it gives me a problem, because we’re shorthanded at the moment. As soon as Sha-Ming is well enough to come back on duty, he will take you.”
“When?”
“Maybe the day after tomorrow.”
“That’s not good enough.” Shelby slammed his fist down on the table. “I paid top dollar. I expect service.”
“And you’ll get it. Just as soon as I’m able to give it.”
Krupa sounded polite, but she wouldn’t budge. Shelby had stormed back to his cabin, pulled out the official Cheever stationery with its golden letterhead, and prepared to deliver a blast that would make his first letter sound mild.
“Incompetent staff … totally inadequate service … disregard of passenger needs …”
Those words were all too weak. He needed something that would produce an earthquake when it hit the boardroom of the Aurora line.
He looked for inspiration in the bottle at his side, and was astonished to find only half an inch of liquor left.
Surely he hadn’t drunk that much? Someone must have been helping themselves while he was out. A cabin steward, it had to be. He went raging back to the crew quarters, ready to tell Krupa that one of her stewards had to be fired. It was the middle of the sleep period, but he was not going to let that stop him.
She was not there. Only the dark-haired, dark-faced Irish crewman, Malone, and the chief engineer, Dollfus, were sitting across from each other at the long table. They stared up when Shelby burst in.
“And now what?” asked Dollfus.
“There’s a thief aboard this ship!”
“Is there now? And what makes you think that?”
“I had a bottle in my cabin. I’m sure that last time I looked it was nearly a quarter full. Now it’s just about empty.”
“A bottle?” Dollfus caught Malone’s eye. “A bottle of what?”
“Kahlúa.”
“Ah. You drink, do you?” Dollfus spoke quietly, almost respectfully.
“Sure I do.” Shelby stuck out his chest and felt less angry. It was too late to worry about what his mother would say if she found out, and anyway he didn’t much care. “I’ve drunk for years.”
“Indeed.” Dollfus turned to the other man. “Malone?”
The Irishman shook his head. “If there’s a thief aboard the Bellatrix, that’s something more for Krupa than for me. And I can’t offer Kahlúa, for I’ve nothing like that. But if it’s just a drink that you’re wanting, as a replacement like, then I can surely oblige. Hold on, now.”
He turned and began to rummage in a footlocker at the side of the table. He came up with a bottle filled with a clear brown liquid and set it down on the table.
Shelby stared curiously. The bottle’s label was written in a language that he did not recognize. “What is that?”
Malone raised his eyebrows. “Well, that depends who you are. To some people, it’s no more than a drink
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