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Escape

Dying was the easy way to

WA,

by risking death

Y /4
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into Silence

get to Xaron—so what was Marno gamblz'n g

to arrtve alive?

By WYNNE N. WHITEFORD

HE whistle sounded for the

meal break, and the opera-
tors switched off their ma-
chines and began to stream
toward the door. Marno took
a long time cleaning his hands,
watching the figure of Bellen,
the inspector, at the far end
of the machine shop, waiting
for him to go into his office.
As soon as he saw Bellen
move, Marno picked up his
satchel and strolled out of the
door after the others.

The air outside shook with
the incessant roar of the ore-
reducing plants, a tumult of
sound that pounded on day
and night, year after year.
Marno didn’t notice it, for it
had thundered in his ears
throughout his life. In front
of him was the long bridgelike
structure that supported the
great conveyor belt, reaching
straight out across the arid
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slopes to the ragged line of red
hills that stood out sharp and
hard against the mauve sky.
At one point, their skyline
dipped in a V-shaped notch,
the cutting that the conveyor
belt passed through on its way
to the Port.

Marno’s pulse hammered in
his temples. Either he made
his escape now or he would
spend the rest of his life here
in the Valley. The idea of es-
cape had been in the back of
his mind for a long time, and
today, with Carn, the over-
seer, away at a conference,
Marno had an opportunity
that mightn’t come again.

The last of the men ahead
of him turned into the can-
teen, but Marno walked
straight on until he reached
the end of the building. There
was no one in sight. In front
of him was the squat bulk of
the powerhouse that drove the
conveyor belt, with the ore-
reducing installations tower-
ing beyond it. Away to the
right, the dry ground sloped
upward, dotted with strag-
gling clumps of purple scrub.

Sweating, he began to run,
past the open door of the
powerhouse through which
came the hum of vast nuclear
motors. Above him, the giant
conveyor belt rumbled out
across innumerable rollers,
an endless band that moved on
for miles across a countryside
unknown to him, for in the
twenty-five years of his life
Marno had never been beyond
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the fences that lined the Val-
ley’s rim. It was supposed to
be unsafe to go beyond the
wire fences. Most of the plan-
et was alive with radioactiv-
ity, or so they had been told.

MARNO crouched against
one of the metal pylons
supporting the belt, his knees
trembling. There was still nc-
body within sight. Fifty feet
above him, the belt roared
endlessly on its way, carrying
with it the whole of the indus-
trial output of the Valley,
dark bricks of a dense com-
pound that could be made
fiercely radioactive, supplying
atomic power for a thousand
and one industries in the civil-
1zations beyond. The speed of
the belt was not too great for
a man to jump aboard it.
Steadily, as he had planned,
he began to climb the girder-
work. He was unaccustomed
to heights, and he climbed
without looking down. He
climbed right to the top of the
pylon, inching his way out
over the moving belt. It moved
much faster than he had
thought, but nothing would
have made him turn back now.
His breath had a sound like
a sob in it as he let himself
drop, and then he was spin-
ning over on the hard rubber-
like surface. He lay flat on his
back, feeling every second or
so a sharp jar as the belt, pass-
ed over another set of rollers.
There was no return now.
As he was carried farther and
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farther away from the power-
house, he felt a growing ela-
tion, He was on his way to
freedom. He had only the
vaguest 1ideas of what he
would find at the far end of
the conveyor. He knew it was
a place called the Port, where
ships called to take cargoes of
the astrium compound -away
to other places where it was
used to generate power.

He had never seen one of
these ships close at hand, but
he had often watched them
take off in the night, sharp
daggers of flame stabbing into
the dark sky. He knew that
they used rockets to lift them
above the atmosphere, and he
had heard talk about some-
thing called an isolator that
enabled them to make incon-
ceivable journeys to the plan-
ets of other suns. But his
knowledge of these things was
hazy.

His own people never made
such journeys. The spaceships
were operated by men of the
alien race that had controlled
Marno’s world since before he
had” been born—men like
Carn, the overseer. Marno had
been told that they came from
a place called Xaron, some-
where in the planetary system
of the great white star Altair.
They were strange, alert men
with unbounded energy.

As the traveling belt climb-
ed toward the cutting in the
hills, he was able to look back
over the whole of the Valley—
the towering structures of the
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reducing plants, the colored
aluminum houses, the beetle-
like electric cars gleaming in
the orange sunlight. Away to
the right, the crushing bat-
teries threw long plumes of
dust into the air, and down by
the lagoon a group of girls
walked along the beach, limbs
dark, dresses bright. He could
see the yellow house where he
had lived until now with his
married brother. This valley
h?d been his world—the whole
of it.

UDDENLY he found the

walls of the cutting rising
on either side of him, shutting
the Valley from his view. He
was tempted to spring off the
moving belt while there was
yet time, but even as he
thought of it, he felt it tilt
down over the hillcrest, and
he knew it was too late.

He had expected the cross-
ing of the ridge to bring him
within sight of the Port, but
all he could see was a vast
wilderness of seamed red hills
and purple scrub, sloping
down to a flat metallic sea that
gleamed like bronze under the
deep orange disc of the sun.
A desert in which only the
conveyor belt moved, snarling
away to a horizon lost in heat
haze.

Marno was conscious of an
appalling loneliness, a feeling
that he had been a fool to
think of leaving the Valley,
where generation after gener-
ation of his ancestors had
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lived and worked and died. He
thought of the comradeship of
the machine shop, the gaiety
of parties by the lagoon, the
games he had played with his
friends. The fear of the un-
known grew in him with each
mile the moving belt carried
him onward.

The sun dropped slowly
over a sea that glared like
molten iron as he neared and
passed another ridge of wind-
scored hills., Once he saw in
the distance the corroded
wreckage of gigantic machin-
ery, but apart from that there
was only rock and sand and
scrub, and the miles after end-
less miles of the conveyor.

He was staring blankly
ahead of him at the hazy sky-
line when he became abruptly
conscious of something seen
from the corner of his eye—
a black shadow skittering over
the parched ground. It took
him a second or two to grasp
its meaning, and then his head
went back and he shaded his
eyes to look up at the gleaming
aircar sweeping down over
the belt.

He sprang to his feet. The
belt was moving almost at
ground-level here, and with-
out hesitating he jumped. As
he rolled down a slope of
loose sand, he heard a deep-
throated shout from above
him, but he scrambled up and
ran without looking back. The
car's air-stream whistled and
thrashed about him, but he
raced on with his eyes fixed on
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a sparse line of scrub ahead
of him.

He never reached it. Some-
thing like an electric shock
numbed all his muscles, and
he fell headlong. He looked up
at the man standing over him,
huge and blond, looking at
him with strange cold eyes.
He felt himself picked up as
though he were a child and
passed up into the hovering
aircar.

THEY acted with a quick
efficiency that left Marno
dazed. Almost before he had
time to wonder what was go-
ing to happen to him, he found
himself in Carn’s office, a cold
room with metallic walls bath-
ed 1in a brilliant green-white
light. Carn’s massive figure
sat facing him across a broad
emerald desk, while Bellen
stood against the wall with a
scornful smile on his thin lips.
Marno found himself hating
the inspector with an inten-
sity he wouldn’t have thought
possible, because Bellen was
one of the Valley people like
himself.

“Why did you run away?”
asked Carn.

“I wanted to see the Port,”
Marno said.

“But why, man—why?”

Marno felt confused. Every-
thing about the Xarian seem-
ed to advertise his alien origin
—his size, his vast physical
energy, the direct stare of his
strange eyes. He couldn’t
bring himself to answer.
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“You thought you might
have been able to get aboard
one of the ships. Is that it?”

Marno was conscious of
nothing but the blank, pene-
trating stare that seemed to
reach into his thoughts. Al-
though he didn’t answer, his
expression must have told the
Xarian what he wanted to
know, because for the first
time since Marno had entered
the room, Carn turned his con-
centrated gaze away from
him, looking down as he spoke
in a low voice into some small
instrument on his desk. Some
of the tension went out of
Marno’s muscles, and he was
able to glance around the
room.

The walls were lined with
what he had taken to be small
round windows, but he now
saw that they were video
screens giving views of every
part of the plant, so that Carn
could sit here in his office and
see at a glance everything
that was going on in and
about the building. There was
even a screen giving a tele-
scopic view for miles along the
conveyor belt on which Marno
had tried to escape. When he
realized that his attempt at
escape had been hopeless from
the start, a hot gust of anger
swept through him, but there
was no way he could express
it.

“You don’t give me much
choice,” said Carn, looking at
him again. “I’ll have to move
you.”
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And so it was that Marno
found himself transferred
next morning to one of the
ore-crushing batteries. Social-
ly, it was a step downward,
and he worked all the morning
in moody silence. It was easy
work, but dull, keeping him
isolated from all but two of
the others who worked in the
place. One of these was a wiry,
gray-haired man who super-
vised the unloading of the ore
trucks that tipped their con-
tents into the hopper that fed
Marno’s crushing mill. He in-
troduced himself as Greg.

“I’'ve  been around here
longer than anyone,” he told
Marno. “Why did they send
you here?”

“I tried to get to the Port—
rode out on the conveyor belt,”
sald Marno.

Greg stared at him, then
threw back his head and
laughed. “You hadn’t a
chance!” He became serious.
“I went there once. Hid in the
back of an aircar.”

“What was it like ?”

“I don’t know. They flew me
straight back. I’ve been here
ever since.” Greg looked
around and moved a little
closer to Marno as he spoke.
“Things were a bit confused
then. The Xarians had just
taken over control—but you
wouldn’t remember that, of
course.”

ARNO looked at him in

surprise. “Just taken over
control, did you say? I
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thought the Xarians had al-
ways controlled the place.”

“Rot!” Greg spat out the
word with a sudden savagery.
“I can remember when all this
place was ruled from Earth.”

Marno smiled tolerantly.
“I’ve heard there was a place
called Earth, of course. Sup-
posed to be where our first
forefathers came from, wasn'’t
1t?” He grinned a little self-
consciously.

“Supposed? Supposed? It's
the truth, man! That’s the hell
of this education through
video. They can make you
swallow anything. Anything!”
Greg walked up and down as
he shouted the words, then
spun and gripped Marno by
the arm, his face coming very
close to the younger man’s.

“Do you believe all this stuff
they give you in the philoso-
phy sessions? This rubbish
about reincarnation ?”

Marno hesitated. “Well . ..”

REG shook him. “Do you
really believe after you
die here you'll be born again
on Xaron? As a Xarian?”
“That’s what they tell us,
and we'’ve no other way of
knowing these things—have
we?” |
“Fool!” Greg threw the
younger man from him, turn-
ing his back and striding
away. A few yards off, how-
ever, he stopped, standing
with his feet apart and his
head down. Then he returned,
planting himself directly in
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front of Marno and looking
at him searchingly.

“You've got guts, though,”
he admitted abruptly, “or you
wouldn’t have tried to escape.
Listen. The things I'm telling
you are the truth. D’you un-
derstand? Not the sort of rot
the Xarians put over the video
to keep you quiet. I can re-
member when they came.” He
gave a sour smile. “You know,
we all come from the same
stock, iIf you trace it far
enough back. We're all de-
scended from people who came
from the Earth—the Xarians
as well as us.”

“But that’s impossible!
They’re so different—even a
different color!”

“It’s only environment that
does that. Different sunlight,
stronger gravity. But they’re
still men, like you and me.
They just know a bit more,
that’s all. You might say they
have hit on a more successful
technique of living.”

Marno stared broodingly at
the ore fragments cascading
into the crushing mill.

“I'll have to go,” said Greg.
“Here’s Rexon coming. I'll see
you in the canteen.”

As Greg went off, Marno
watched the Xarian overseer
approaching, moving with
long, bounding strides. He
vaulted up onto the platform
where Marno was standing
and dropped a huge hand on
his shoulder.

“How’s the explorer set-
tling down?”
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“Explorer?” Marno looked
at him blankly. “I’'m from the
machine shop.”

REXON laughed. “I heard
about your ride on the
conveyor belt. I get all the ex-
plorers up here.” He put a
long green cigarette between
his lips and lit it with an elec-
tric lighter.

Seen closely like this, the
Xarian gave an overpowering
impression of rugged strength,
aggressively and blatantly
masculine. His hair was
neither the black of a young
man’s hair nor the gray that
came with age, but a strange
bleached yellow like the color
of dry grass, and his eyes
were the color of steel that has
been heated and then chilled.
Ridiculous, thought Marno, to
maintain that these beings
were of the same race as the
Valley people. Who had ever
heard of a man with blue
eyes?

“Don’t take much notice of
what old Greg tells you,” said
the Xarian suddenly. “He’s
like this.” He tapped his finger
against his temple.

Marno grinned, but inside
he felt taut and uncertain. He
looked thoughtfully after Rex-
on, who sprang off the plat-
form and strode on his way,
speaking in a low voice into
his wrist radio as he went.

Marno was resentfully con-
scious of the shallowness of
his knowledge of things be-
yond his immediate surround-
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ings. After all, it was obvious
that human life hadn’t started
here in the Valley. The very
plants from which their food
was processed had been intro-
duced here from somewhere
else—things that grew in
tanks of water enriched by
chemicals. The local vegeta-
tion was all poisonous, life
based on a different chemical
cycle. So Greg might easily be
right in what he had said.

When Marno went along to
the canteen during the meal
break, he found Greg sitting
alone at one of the smaller
tables, and sat opposite him,
glancing around the room.
The other operators were
younger than Greg, crowding
together in three or four volu-
ble groups of half a dozen or
SO.
High In one corner of the
room, Marno found the wide-
angle video lens that watched
the whole scene like a Cyclo-
pean eye, and the sight of its
void stare sent a cold tingle
down his spine.

“Greg,” he said. “Just
where is this place they call
Earth?”

The older man looked fur-
tively about him, then leaned
forward. “You know how to
pick out the stars at night ?”

“Some of them.”

“You know the fairly bright
yellow one near Sirius—the
one called simply the Sun? It’s
called that because it was the
original one. The Earth is one
of its planets, and that’s
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where the human race start-
ed.”

Marno smiled tolerantly.
“Sounds as good a theory as
any.”

“Damn it, man, it’s true!”
Greg slammed his fist down on
the table, a lock of gray hair
falling over his eyes. “They
used to tell us more, before the
Xarians came. Listen, it was
like this. Hundreds and hun-
dreds of years ago, all the hu-
man race lived on that one
planet. They found a way to
use atomic power to drive a
ship through space—first the
space between the neighbor-
ing planets—Ilater, the space
between the stars. Got that?”

Marno nodded doubtfully.

“Well, you can see what’s
happened. Wherever they
found worlds they could live
on, they established colonies.
They were overcrowded on
Earth, and apart from that
some of the other planets they
discovered had raw materials
that were valuable to them.
Like the radioactive minerals
here.”

Marno looked into the black,
glittering eyes. “But most of
our astrium goes to Xaron,
not to Earth.”

REG nodded. “It does now,
yes. Because Xaron was a
colony that grew up. I'm
damned if I know why—some
people used to say the Xarians
had some method of selective
breeding. Others say that it’s
just because Xaron was a
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bigger and naturally richer
planet than Earth, and it at-
tracted the best brains from
everywhere else. Anyhow, the
fact is that they control all of
the inhabited systems, even
Earth.”

Marno leaned back. “Where
did you get all this?”

“From the last of the
Earthmen here. I was young
then, but I remember them.”

“Why did they leave?”

“I think the Xarians simply
bought the place outright, or
bartered some technical secret
in exchange for it. It was all
done quickly and smoothly and
quietly. The Earthmen went
and the Xarians came. Put in
better machines, gave us all
cheap electric cars, cheap
video sets, polaroid windows
——everything we wanted.”
Greg’s lips twisted in a lop-
sided smile. “Then they put
wire fences around the settle-
ments and told us the fences
were to keep us from the dan-
ger of radioactivity outside—
oh, they had the answers to
everything, those boys.” The
smile widened until he showed
his teeth with a sudden pent-
up savagery. “It’s taken me
most of my life to realize that
they’ve told us just what they
want us to believe, whether it
happens to be true or not.”

Marno frowned. “But you
have got to take some things
on trust.”

“Like the philosophy ses-
sions?” Greg’s shoulders be-
gan to shake in silent laugh-

WYNNE N. WHITEFORD



ter. “You mean you really
believe that you’re going to
have another life after this
one—a fresh new life as a
Xarian?”

“If it isn’t true—well, noth-
ing would have any meaning,
would 1t?”

Greg laughed aloud — a
laugh without any warmth in
it. “Does 1t have to have a
meaning?” He got slowly to
his feet, while Marno sat star-
ing in front of him. “I’ve lived
a lot longer than you, son,” he
said quietly. “And I haven’t
seen any meaning to 1t yet.
Think it over.”

And then he was gone.

The whistle sounded for the
return to work, and Marno
went back to his job of watch-
ing the ore thunder down into
the roaring mill. The noise and
dust and vibration seemed to
deaden the turmoil of his
thoughts, yet after a while he
found his mind running back
over the things Greg had told
him. The more he thought of
them, the more possible it
seemed that Greg’s fantastic
ideas might have had some
germ of truth behind them.

“They’ve told us just what
they want wus to believe,
whether it’s true or not.”

By God, when you thought
of it, you realized it could be
true.

ROM the platform where
he stood, Marno was able
to look out through a window
to the landing area where
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Rexon’s aircar was parked. In
the middle of the afternoon
he saw a smaller aircar land
neatly alongside it, and a few
minutes later Rexon walked
through the plant with a wom-
an visitor, showing her the
various machines.

Marno watched, fascinated,
for she was the first Xarian
woman he had seen. She had
the same strange coloring as
the men of her race, the same
look of eager zest. She was
strongly built, yet active, and
she laughed easily, a deep
laugh that shook the whole of
her body.

Rexon helped her up on to
the platform, and as Marno
listened to him explaining the
details of the crushing mill to
her, he realized that he had
stumbled on something that
supported Greg’s theory that
their ancestors had originally
come from the same place.
Even between themselves,
they spoke the same language
that the Valley people did.

“Glad to be going back?”
asked Rexon after a pause.

“Of course,” said the wom-
an. “Hard to realize 1’ll be on
the ship tomorrow. It’s good
to feel that I'll soon be under
white sunlight again, breath-
ing good fresh air. I think I’ll
spend the first day just tour-
ing the city.”

“I’ll have time to see you go,
before I come here,” said Rex-
on as they moved away.

Marno stared after them as
they went. So the woman was
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going back home to Xaron in
the morning. To the hub of all
the vast, complex civilization
that Greg had hinted at.

In a flash, a plan formed in
his mind, dazzlmgly complete
Outside was the woman's air-
car, with a large luggage com-
partment similar to the one
(ireg had hidden in when he
had been taken to the Port.
(Gireg had been brought
straight back, but Marno felt
that once he got there, he
would escape—he was fore-
warned, and on arrival he
would have only the woman to
deal with. Certainly she was
strong and quick, but with the
factor of surprise on his side,

he should easily get away.

from her. And tomorrow a
ship was leaving for Xaron.
All he had to do was get
aboard during the night. Could
he? He refused to think of
failure. He simply had to be
aboard.

As soon as Rexon and the
woman were out of sight,
Marno slipped away from his
machine and ran down the
length of the plant. Recklessly,
he dashed through the Xari-
an’s office and out on to the
cement landing stage. Rexon
would pass around the other
side of the plant, and wouldn’t
be back near Marno’s machine
until after the woman had left.

Marno tried frantically to
open the Iluggage compart-
ment, but without success. He
looked up at the windows of
the plant, but they were blank
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with reflected sky. Any min-
ute now, Rexon and the wom-
an might return.

It occurred to Marno that
the compartment might be
controlled from inside the
cabin. He opened the door,
stared at the glittering banks
of instruments. Then he found
that the rear seat could be
swung forward, giving access
to the luggage compartment
while in flight. He wormed his
way in, pulling the seat back
behind him, sealing himself
into darkness.

THE thudding of his heart
seemed to echo through the
metal compartment; then,
after what seemed an age, he
heard voices. He felt the move-
ment of springs as someone
climbed aboard. There was the
solid click of a door, the vi-
brant hum of the compact
little nuclear motors. Then the
machine was climbing, lifting
straight up from the ground
with a speed that forced him
hard against the floor. The
air began to whistle about the
smooth hull. The flight was
bumpy at first, but soon they
had climbed into smoother air.

He had a feeling of exulta-
tion, the feeling that this time
he must succeed. He would
have liked to be able to look
out at the country over which
they were flying, but it could
not be helped—the main fact
was that he was escaping.
They flew level for a long
time. Then he suddenly dou-
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bled up, gasping as a sharp
dive caught him in the pit of
the stomach.

The note of the motors
changed and he felt the ma-
chine hovering. Then it was
on the ground and the hum of
the motors ceased.

Marno suddenly began to
tremble, a chill fear gripping
him. He found himself listen-
ing, listening, wondering what
had caused this irrational ter-
ror that was rising in him.
And then he knew.

It was the silence. The
abysmal silence. Never in his
life had he heard anything
like it. Even in the arid desert
there had been mnoise—the
rumble of the conveyor belt—
and in the Valley there was
always the sound of machin-
ery, roaring endlessly on
through day and night. Yet
here there was only this deaf-
ening stillness.

As he listened, though, he
realized that there
sounds in the background. An
occasional voice. Footsteps.
The hum of some passing ve-
hicle or aircraft, fading quick-
ly away again.

Then, suddenly, light, blind-
ing him. The whole side of the
luggage compartment was
open. He blinked out into a
walled courtyard bordered
with exotic plants. A strange
house with translucent sap-
phire walls towered over one
side of it, and a hangarlike
building of yellow metal open-
ed off one end, the whole
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were

scene bright and pallid in a
harsh artificial lighting that
blazed from somewhere high
above it.

Before his eyes were used
to the glare, the woman came
briskly around the side of the
car. She stopped, rigid.

“Come out of there.” Her
voice was amused rather than
angry.

Marno slid quietly out of the
car, his eyes on the walls of
the court yard. At the end—
a metal gate, open. At once he
was running.

He heard the click of plastic
heels behind him. When he
was halfway to the gate,- he
felt the woman’s arms around
him, lifting him off the ground.

“Lars!” she called. “Lars!”

Frantic, he tried to kick
back at her legs, but his feet
thrashed the air uselessly.

A massive-shouldered giant
of a man with stiff yellow hair
appeared at the door of the
hangar. In an instant, he was
across the courtyard in a tre-
mendous, springing run, arms
held wide. The woman re-
leased Marno, and even as he
fell the man called Lars
caught him, swinging him to
his feet with an arm twisted
behind his back. There was no
question of a struggle—the
man could have snapped
Marno’s arm like a dry twig.

“Where was he?” asked the
yellow-haired giant.

“In there,” indicated the
woman. “One of Rexon's
boys.”
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MARNO felt as though all
the strength had been
drained out of him. The giant
marched him toward the
strange house, while the wom-
an walked ahead, the metallic
fabric of her dress gleaming
under the fierce white light,
with its highlights showing
the movement of her muscles
as she walked.

They went into a large
room, more beautifully fur-
nished than any place Marno
had ever imagined, with the
same dazzling light pouring
down from a luminous ceiling.
The woman closed the door,
while the man sat Marno in a
chair that seemed to have been
molded of a single block of
plastic foam.

“We can give him to Rexon
tonight,” he said.

Marno put his head in his
hands. His eyes felt hot and
moist. The man shook him by
the shoulder with a gentleness
he hadn’t expected.

“Why did you come here,
son?” he asked.

Marno looked up, and once
his eyes met the other man’s
bright, cold stare, he couldn’t
look away.

“Just relax,” he heard the
deep voice telling him. “Relax.
That’s it. Breathe deeply and
let yourself go. That’s right.
Now you know you can trust
us. All we want to do is help
you. Tell us all about it.”

Marno felt dazed and con-
fused. He wasn’t conscious of
anything but the weird, pale
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eyes, and somewhere behind
them the feeling that these
were people to whom he could
confide his most secret
thoughts.

“I want to go to Xaron,”
he said.

“But you’ve been told you’ll
go there some day, haven’t
you ?”

“Yes. But I—I wasn’t sure.
They tell us that, but I don't
think I believe it. Do you?”

The woman’s sudden ripple
of laughter brought his atten-
tion back to his immediate
surroundings. The man called
Lars glanced at her and said
something quickly that Marno
didn’t understand. Then Lars
brought his eyes back on him.

Lars was about to speak
again when the woman said,
“Lars, what about Deren? He
wanted to examine one of
them. Why couldn’t we take
this one with us?”

The man looked at her
again. “Why not? It might as
well be him.” Once more he
turned to Marno. “You really
want to go to Xaron, do you?
Without knowing what it’s
like?”

“Yes,” said Marno emphati-
cally.

The man left him and walk-
ed down the long room. He
walked straight toward the
far wall, yet just before he
reached it an arched doorway
suddenly opened in it, so that
he walked through into an-
other room beyond. After he
had passed through, Marno
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found that he was looking at
what appeared to be solid wall
again.

The woman came across the
room toward Marno with a
long glass filled with a spar-
kling violet liquid. -

“Drink this,” she said in a
quiet voice.

The stuff seemed hot and
cold in his throat at the same
time, and fumes seemed to
rise at the back of his nose,
but after he had finished the
glass he felt better. He looked
up to find Lars standing be-
side him again.

“Young fellow, you're lucky.
We'll be able to take you with
us. A friend of ours back home
wants to examine one of you
Valley people.”

Marno began to stammer
incoherent thanks, but Lars
raised his hand.

“I can’t promise to bring
you back. But they’ll find
something for you to do
there.”

Marno was afraid to show
his eagerness. “I don’t care if
I never come back.”

“All right. But remember
what I said.”

HE woman touched a con-

trol on one of the walls
and a section of it became
transparent, so that they were
able to look out over the court-
yard. Marno could see varicol-
ored metallic and crystalline
buildings beyond the wall of
the yard, and he was amazed
at the rich diversity of their
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design. The great red disc of
the sun was touching the hori-
zon now, but the scene was
still lit by the chill glare of
a regular pattern of lights sus-
pended or floating in the air
high overhead.

The woman pointed upward.

“Look,” she said. “The
ship’s coming down.”

Marno rushed across to her
side and stared up. Dropping
down out of the darkening
purple sky was the spear-
point of flame from the brak-
ing rockets of the spaceship.
The thing was colossal, bluntly
cylindrical, gleaming like sil-
ver high up in the red sun-
light. The hissing scream of
its rockets was the most stir-
ring sound he had ever heard.
He watched it until the roof
of the neighboring house cut
it from his view.

“We’ll be on it at sunrise,”
said Lars.

“You’ll like i1t on Xaron,”
the woman told Marno. “It’s
a huge garden, compared to
this place. Try to imagine a
city with fifty million people
in it, stretching for a hun-
dred miles along a coastline,
with hundreds of little islands
linked by bridges. Buildings
as high as your mountains,
aircars everywhere like a
swarm of insects. There are
so many things to do—you’ll
see for yourself.”

They gave Marno a meal of
strange varied foods that he
didn’t like, then showed him
to a room with a divan of

115



plastic foam. Lying alone in
the dark, he thought over all
the things that had happened
to him since the afternoon. He
was hardly able to believe his
good fortune. And then a
thought came to him that
swept away his dreams like an
1cy gale.

Rexon. He remembered lis-
tening to him talking to the
woman back at the ore-crush-
ing plant. “I’ll have time to
see you leave in the morning”
—that was what he had said.

When Rexon saw Marno in
the morning, he would want to
take him back. The thought of
the last-minute loss of every-
thing he had fought for kept
him awake, sweating in the
dark. Somewhere out near the
white splendor of Altair was
a world of shining cities and
luxuriant forests, of broad
turquoise oceans spangled
with islands that sparkled like
jewels. And a stone’s throw
away in the darkness was the
ship that was leaving for this
world in a few hours. The fear
of missing the journey kept
him rigid and wide-eyed.

ORNING was a bewilder-
ing nightmare. They
forced Marno to eat some-
thing, hustled him into an air-
car, and whirred over the
rooftops toward the gleaming
bulk of the spaceship that
towered in the dawn air. They
landed on the nearer side of a
great embankment marked
here and there with black and
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yellow signs that read “Dan-
ger—PBlast Zone” and waited
near the entrance to a narrow
high-walled passageway that
zigzagged through to the other
side.

Another aircar swept down
in a wide arc and landed. It
looked somehow familiar, and
Marno realized why when he
saw the man who stepped out
of it.

It was Rexon.

Marno shrank against the
side of the car, edging his way
round it to keep out of Rexon’s
line of sight. He thought of
making a dash for the pas-
sageway through the embank-
ment, but he realized that
would bring him into full
view. He could only stand
there with a tense emptiness
in him.

Rexon walked into view ; he
shook Lars by the hand, put
his arm around the woman’s
shoulder. Then he seemed to
see Marno for the first time.

“So you weren’t content to
wait for your next life to see
Xaron, were you?” he asked.

Marno forced himself to
look straight into the coldly
observant eyes, although his
knees shook with the tension.
He didn’t know what to say.
If he gave the wrong answer,
he might be taken back to the
crushing plant. He thought
suddenly of Greg, with his
untidy gray hair and his sour,
defeated smile, and the tired-
ness that showed now and
then about his eyes. He had
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tried to escape once, only
once, and they hadn’t given
him another chance.

Then he realized that Rex-
on’s eyes had a flicker of
Iaughter in them, as though
they were sharing some joke,
and with an effort he managed
to smile.

“Sometimes I think we un-
derestimate you fellows,” said
2exon thoughtfuliy. He turn-
cd to Lars. “You know, I think
the standard philosophy is due
for some revision, don’t you?”

Lars nodded. “I’ll take it up
with Deren. This alters things,
doesn’t it?”

The ringing note of an am-
plified bell sounded from the
ship. Lars and the woman
made their farewells to Rexon,
and led Marno through the
angled passageway that cut
the embankment, bringing
them out onto the scorched
cement of the blast zone. They
climbed the great escalator
that reached up a hundred feet
or more to the airlock of the
ship. Lars touched Marno’s
arm.

“Take a last look at it,” he
said, waving his hand toward
the dry red hills with their
patches of purple scrub.

Marno gave a brief glance
over his shoulder, then con-
tinued to gaze up at the flange
of the airlock. At last, they
stood on it, and Marno was
able to look into the interior
of the ship, into a room crowd-
ed with complex apparatus.
Brilliant light reflected from
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metal surfaces. He waited
alongside the woman as Lars
went quickly inside.

“It’s beautiful where we'’re
going,” the woman told him.
“Cool and fresh and peaceful.
No roar of crushing batteries,
no dust. All so qiuet.”

“Quiet?”

“I don’t suppose you’d be
able to imagine what that’s
like. You’ve never been where
it’s really quiet.”

A siren warned them of the
impending takeoff.

“Come on,” said the woman,
and stepped in through the
massive door.

Marno looked back. The es-
calator’s steps were motion-
less now, and it was automati-
cally disconnecting from the
flange, beginning to fold back.
Marno stepped to the edge of
the flange.

“Marno!” called Lars from
the doorway. “Come in.
Quick!”

Trembling, Marno poised
for a second on the edge of
the metal platform. Then he
sprang across the widening
gap to the escalator.

“Marno!” thundered the
voice behind him, but now he
was running down the steps
three or four at a time. In
seconds now, the blast would
be starting.

HE WAS panting when he
reached the ground, but
he rushed on across the flame-
blistered cement toward the
shielding embankment, his

117



ears keyed for the first sound
of the rockets. If they began
to fire before he reached shel-
ter, he was finished.

He was just at the passage-
way when the first hollow roar
broke the tight-stretched si-
lence, its shock-wave hitting
him like a fist between the
shoulder blades. With his
shadow flung ahead of him by
the flame, he lurched on, heart
pounding. Then he was around
the first of the corners.

He came out on the far side
of the embankment like a leaf
blown by the wind. Behind,
the rockets lifted in an cerie
scream.

He saw Rexon just getting
into his aircar. The Xarian
looked up at the rising bulk
of the ship, and as he did so,
he caught sight of Marno. He
waited while Marno staggered
up to the car.

“Could I—” began Marno,
and leaned against the side of
the car, gulping air. “Could I
ride back with you?”

Rexon opened the door.
“Get in!” he shouted above
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the roar of the blast, and
Marno slid in alongside him.

As the car lifted and skim-
med away over the parched
red wilderness, Marno said
nothing. He stared ahead
along the straight line of the
conveyor belt until he saw the
buildings of the Valley come
up over the horizon, the fa-
miliar lines of identical little
houses, the beetlelike electric
cars, the slender dark girls in
their bright dresses, and as
they swept down to land he
felt an odd sense of satisfac-
tion.

But only when he stepped
out of the aircar did he real-
1ze what it was that he had
really missed. It was the un-
ending roar of the machinery,
the eternal torrent of sound
that had filled the Valley be-
fore he was born, sound that
would some day thunder in the
ears of his children. As he
walked into the plant through
the vibrant air, he felt at
peace.

He was home.
END
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