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ZEXE WATCHED the red light on
the panel fade, then listened to the
. wnnerving chatter of the relays as
1M the ship searched its way back to
its course. The pip on the screen
had disappeared into a background
the of snow which the anti-noise cir-
cuits could no longer blank, even
. though the sun was a remotely blaz-
st]]_l ing disk half the diameter of his
thumb. He dropped his eyes to his
hands that Jay on the board, staring
bitterly at the knuckles that were
waters swollen with arthritis and covered
with coarse hairs that had begun to

turn gtey.

b] ... Lester del R‘] Behind him, he heard Mary sigh
softly. “Those blamed blow-
torches,” she said, but her voice
'was as tired as he felt, and the old
anger at the smaller, direct-drive
ships was almost automatic. “He

The spaceship Midas was like might have looked where he was

the famed frigate, OL Tronsides 8°78"

N hool “He did,” Zeke told her. “There
—glorious to schoolboys, but . . any danger, Mary.”

with afl of its banners furled. She smiled at him, and he knew
that shc thought him the most cap-
able of men—wise, resourceful, al-
ways in complete command of him-

Lester del Rey has scored so many science-fiction triumphs in the  past
Jew years that he deserves 1o be the recipient of tome highly individuai-
ittic award. One labeled "For General Excellence)’ perbaps—uwith a few
laurel leaves added 1inted with she glow of worlds uncharted and unknown.
For explore such worlds be will, as he has in a scnse done bere with this
brilliantly  perceptive story of a ispace weteraw's bheroic struggle 1o
regain the dignuy and 1he splendor of a carcer cut off in midsiream.
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self and his ship. Why couldn’t she
understand that there redlly had
been no danger? The blowtorch
must have spotted the huge bulk
of the Midas well in advance, for
the great, new-model ships were
equipped with radar systems which
never missed.

Hec stared at his hands again.
He'd known there was no need for
an emergency blast, and had been
reaching for the controls when the
automatics went on. But, like the
screen, age had let too much noise
creep into the messages along his
nerves. His fingers had reacted too
late, and had fumbled, precisely as
the Midas had done in over-blast-
ing needlessly.

An old man, he thought bitterly,
in an old ship. But lately it almost
seemed as if he wete growing old
faster than the ship. Once, he'd
liked it best when they were
{arthest from the planets. Now he'd
found the trip in from Tethys tor-
mentingly long and wearying. He
was actually looking forward to
berthing at Callisto where there
would be no alarms to wake him
from the ftful sleep of a man past
his prime.

He heard the control-room door
dose softly, and knew that Mary
had gone to make tea. Their habits
had became as automatic as those
of the ship, he thought with an-
other twinge of bitterness. But he
reached for his pipe and began
filling it, unconsciously muttering
the words that had become a sym-
bol of their needs: “A good smoke

and a pot of tea never hurt any-
one.”

If their boy, Allen, had lived,
things might have been different.
Zeke sighed heavily and got up.
heading back for his regular touc
of inspection before tea. As he
passed the three other empty seats
in the control room his weariness
and despair increased.

Bates had died on Venus, Levit-
choffsky had sold out to join a
blowtorch company, and Ngambu
had gasped out his life from a sud-
den stroke only three years beforc,
leaving the AMidas entitely to Zeke.

Somchow, it had been harder and
harder to get younger men to re-
place the missing ones. Now he
had become resigned to doing
everything himself. He'd had years
enough in which to learn since he'd
ficst been taken into the group as
head engineer.

He went back through the
empty crew quarters, past the
equally empty passenger rooms, and
through the holds with their small
loads of freight, until he came to
the great engine that drove Lhe
Midas. There, for the first time that
day, he relaxed. Elsewhere, the
brightwork had long since dulled,
but the huge fusion converter was
the one thing he never neglected.
It purred on smoothly, tuming a
trickle of the hydrogen in ordinary
waler into huge floods of power,
and it gleamed with weaving lights
and shadows under his approving
glance.

They weren’t building engines
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like that any more—not since the
blowtorches had taken over. A
complete blowtorch weighed far
less than the seven thousand tons
of power equipment the Midas car-
ried, for Zeke's ship had been con-
structed when space craft had cost
so much to build that their engines
had been designed to last almost
forever. The ship could fall to
pieces around its fusion converter
or he could be forgotten for count-
less generations before that nearly
cternal source of power began to
fail.

Then his brief, prideful satisfac-
tion passed. Even the engine had
one fatal weakness. Someone had
to feed it and to give it a minimum
of care. Once. he was gone, the en-
gine would die with him. With the
blowtorches controlling the space
lanes, nobody would be interested
in an old ship, no matter how well
the engine could convert hydrogen
to power for the great ion blasters
to hurl out in-magnificent driving
force.

Reluctantly, Zeke turned from
the engine room, and proceeded on
back toward the complexities of the
driving tubes. He moved slowly
now, putting the depressing task off
as long as he could. The blast that
had been wasted in trying to avoid
the blowtorch had been too strong.
Somewhere, some part of the con-
trols had misfunctioned, and

It could have becn worse. The
drivers were still functioning, at
least. But the imbalance that had

been creeping up had become more
pronounced and the strain of the
needless correction had crippled the
Midas more than a year of normal
use could have done.

Zeke moved methodically about,
avoiding enormous busbars and
giant electronic parts in the huge
but crowded section out of old
habit. He could make up for the
damage to some extent, by inhibit-
ing the less worn sections. But it
would be, at best, only a temporary
expedient. The Midas was more
than ever in need of drydocking
and repairs. It could no longer be
delayed.

Mary had the tea ready when he
wearily opened the door of their
cabin, She was bending over the
small serving table, peeling the foil
from a jar of candied fruit, but she
straightened abruptly when she saw
his face. “Is it bad?" she asked.

He nodded. He'd never been one
lo talk much, and with Mary it
hadn’t been necessary. “Shot!” he
told her. “How much have we
left?”

She found the bankbook, and
handed it to him. With grim
urgency he added the figure to the
freight fee he'd collect at Callisto,
and femembered that there was
some insurance he could borrow
against. But he knew it wouldn't
be enough.

“Maybe Mr. Williams will give
us something on account against
next year's contract,” Mary suggest-
ed. “You've never asked him for
an advance before.” She stared at
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him, the worry in her voice less for
the ship than for him. “Zcke, why
don’t you lie down for an hour?
Ir'll do you more good than the
tea.’”

He shook his head stubbornly.
*Can’t,” he answered. “I've too
much figuring to do.”

‘The Midas would need babying
for its landing, with the drivers so
badly out of condition, and the need
embraced finding exactly the right
fanding orbit. And while he need-
ed pampering just as badly because
of his own condition, that particu-
lar kind of solace would have to
wait.

There'd be time for that, maybe,
after he talked to Williams.

I

It had been five years since Zeke
had dropped into Cailisto to dis-
cuss the last contract renewal with
Williams, head of the Saturanus
Mineral Corporation. Now, after
resting from the long, cautious
landing, he found Zeus City dis-
tusbingly changed. The exact na-
tute of the change cluded him at
first, but as he walked down Main
Street it began to register.

Human coldness was the key.

The city itself was the same but
for the first time in forty years he
could walk for blocks without meet-
ing a single man who recognized
him. And there was a new look on
the faces he passed. The old, wild
expression of the spaceman had
given place to a businesslike aic he

had never seen beyond Mars be-
fore.

At Saturanus, there were more
changes. The receptionist was a
young chit of a girl who kept him
waiting for nearly half an hour be-
fore admitting him to the Presi-
dent’s office, And then it wasn't
Burt Williams who greeted him,
but an official who was a complete
stranger to him.

“Mr. Williams died three years
ago, Captain Vaughn,” the new
President said. He hesitated a
second, then stood up and held out
his hand. "I'm Julian Hathaway.
I used to be- treasurer here, as you
may remember.”

Zeke had a dim memory of a far
younger man, more relaxed and
amiable. The middle-aged Hath-
away wasn't exactly fat, but he'd
added a solidity usually called re-
spectable. Now he seemed vaguely
uncomfortable.

“I suppose you came to collect
what is still due on your contract,
Captain Vaughn?” he asked.

Zeke nodded slowly. “And to
discuss renewal,” he said.

He was still adjusting to the
change. He'd never been close
enough to Williams to be sgriously
hit by the man’s death, but all his
figuring had been done in.terms of
the former president’s friendliness
and flexibility. He had no idez of
how to broach an advance to this
frigidly formal and guardedly po-
lite stranger. Willizams had always
made it easy to talk to him, but . ..

Hathaway, fidgeted uncomfort-
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ably, dipping and lighting a cigar,
and giving samc secemingly quite
wnneressary instructions to his sec-
setary through the iotercom. Then
be reached ioto a drawes of his
desk, and drew out what was ob-
viously the former contract. He
compared it with a sheet in front
of him. Finally he shrugged, and
dleared his throat.

“According to my hgures,” he
said, “we owe you eight thousand,
four hundred dollars, and thirty-
one cents, plus a three-hundred-
dollar retainer to the end of this
month, I've already had a check
made out. And there’s a separate
check for five hundred, since Mr.
Williams had you listed on the em-
ployee roll. That means you're en-
titled to automatic termination pay
in that amount alter fifteen years.
Here.”

He passed over an envelope.
Zeke Angered it open, and stared
uneasily for a moment at the
checks. Then his eyes snapped back
to Hathaway.

“Termination? But—"

Hathaway looked more uncom-
fortable, but he nodded. "Unfor-
tunately, we can't rencw the con-
tract, Captain Vaughn.”

“But Williams told me—"

“I know. And I'm sure he meant
to keep you under contract as long
as you were in business. I don't
know whether he ever told you, but
he served for a ycar on one of the
old ion-drive passenger liners, and
he was quite sentimental about all
ion-drive ships. He had contracts

- 23
with five, in fact, at one time—
though the other four have all been
retired.

“But he had a constant fight with
the stockholders over it. As a new
president of the company, Captain
Vaughn, I don’t have the authority
that he had.”

“I don’t get it,” Zeke said. The
man was practically telling him he'd
been a charity case. And that made
no sense, "I charged less than the
blowtorches! And freight rates
went up last year, too.”

Hathaway locked like a man
caught beating a dog. His voice
was unhappy, but there was no un-
certainty in it. “That's ‘part of the
reason, When the rates went up,
Hermes Freight offered us 2 con-
tract at the old rate, in return for
exclusive rights. And since that rep-
resents an annual saving to the
company of several million dollars,
we couldn’t turn it down. I'm sorry,
Captain Vaughn, but it was out of
my hands.”

“Yeah.” Zeke stood up slowly,
putting the envelope with the checks
into his pocket. He held out his
hand, trying to smile normally.
“Thanks, Mr. Hathaway. I'll get
the Alidas off the Saturanus section
of the docks as soon as I can.”

“No nced to do that. Until the
end of the month, your ship’s tech-
nically entitled to berth there, and
I'll sce there's no trouble. Good
luck, sir.”” )

Hathaway shook Zeke's hand al-
most gratefully, and saw the older
man out through the office and to
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the entrance. He was still watching
as Zcke turned a corner two blocks
away.

At the bank Zeke deposited the
checks and inquired about his bal-
ance, hoping that Mary's records
had been wrong. But he knew bet-
ter, without the confirmation of the
young teller. Then he headed back
to the tocket field, avoiding the
hotel where he and Mary had en-
gaged rooms.

The Midas loomed up huge
among the smaller blowtorches
scattered about the field. They had
never succeeded in building a
blowtorch drive larger than the
original, for the formidable tech-
nicalities involved in phasing more
than one such drive had ruled out
all possibility of multiple drive.
Originally, the small ships had con-
tained less than half the cargo space
of the Midas, though they'd step-
ped up the efficiency uatil it was
now about the same.

When the direct conversion of a
tiny, intermittent fusion blast to
propulsive drive had been invent-
ed, the spacemen had laughed at
the ships designed for it. They had
seemed little more than toys. And
the inability to increase their
power beyond certain limits had
already been recognized. Obviously,
with a few more improvements in
the reliable, proven ion-drive and
fusion motors, the tiny blow-
torches would never have a chance.

Spacemen, Zeke now knew, had
guessed right in everything but
their knowledge of economics. The

;
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big power generating motors and
the ion-drive could have been im-
proved, and ships far better than
the maximum for the blowtorches
could have been built, But they
never were. A ship like the Midas
had cost over twenty million dol-
lars to build. The huge motor alone
had cost sixty percent of the total
cost. And for the same monetary
expenditure, forty of the direct-
drive ships could be completed.

In every way except one, the ion-
drive was more efficient. But that
one way was the determinant. It
wasn't economically efficient to tie
up twenty million dollars and its
interest when two blowtorches
would yield the same return for a
single million! The ship companies
stopped contracting for ion-blast
ships, and the progress that could
have been made still remained only
a possibility.

For a while, during the brief cur-
rency exchange Hareup between
Mars and Earth, when it had
scemed that interplanetary war
might occur, Earth had suddenly
grown interested in the big ships
again. The Government had bought
them up, planning to arm them,

Then the war scare had blown
over, and they had been dumped
onto the surplus market, since no
freight company was still equipped
to use them. Bates and Levitchoff-
sky had scraped up the price of onc,
taking Zeke in as engineer and
Npgambu as pilot with equal shares
for their skills. A lot of other space-
men had done the same.
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But that had been forty years
ago, and now apparently the Midas
was the last of the old ships. Zeke
had seen some of the others, scrap-
ped on the outer planets, or blown
up because the old engineers had
died or quit. They just weren't
training men now to service the
big motors properly.

IIt

Zeke reached the ship finally and
climbed slowly up the ramp. Forty
years! He wondered how often
he'd climbed that identical ramp,
and then tried to remember how
he'd felt ascending other ramps in
his youth when he hadn’t been com-
pelled to pause and wheeze asthmat-
ically before the last step, even on
the light planets.

Callisto had been an outpost
then, the point beyond which the
big companies and the blowtorches
dared not venture. Zeke and men
like him had built the outplanet
colonies and when the blowtorches
could go no further ships like the
Midas had been the lifeline for all
colonization projects beyond Jupi-
ter. Even now, there was an ex-
tremely realistic engraving of the
Midas on the planet seal of Nep-
tune.

And kids had wanted to grow up
to handle such ships. They hadn’t
been able to land without 2 bunch
of kids—and grown-up kids, too—
streaming out to admire them, and
to ask to go inside, to gasp in awe
at the engines,

Now there was only the estima-
tor from the repair company Zeke
had consulted oo landing. He was
standing doubtfully in the main
lock, and he swung quickly as Zeke
came in.

“Oh, hello, Captain Vaughn. I
was just coming to look you up.
How soon would you want her re-
built >

The man’s manner was brisk,

Zcke frowned. It was a foolish
question, but it apparently wasn’t
meant for a joke. “As soon as pos-
sible, naturally. But—well, how
much—"

“Impossible!” Now the estima-
tor seemed to think Zeke was be-
ing foolish. He grinned doubtfully.
“We don't keep stuff here to fab-
ricate all this. In fact, you're lucky
we've got 2 man who can handle
the job. No other company this side
of Earth would touch it. We'll have
to send to Mars for scrap parts for
some of it, and maybe get other
parts specially tooled at Detroit.
Look, you sure you want her dry-
docked ?**

“How much?” Zeke asked again.

The man shrugged. “I haven't
the foggiest idea. It will take three
months to get estimates on the
parts alone. In round numbers,
maybe a million dollars for parts,
plus shipping and labor—if you
want a complete overhaul. A quar-
ter of that just to work on what
you've got wrong with the drivers,
if we disregard minor defects. Your
engine looks sound. And you might
get by a few more years on the con-
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trols. Aren't you feeling well, Cap-
tain Vaughn?"

Zeke shook the man's hand off.
He'd been foolish to think it could
be done for what he had. With a
bitter grin at himself, he took out
his bankbook, and passed it over.

The estimator whistled.

“That's it,” Zeke told him.

“Umm.” The other stared at the
older man, and then shrugged. " All
right, I'll level with you, Captain
Vaughn, I was padding it just a
bit. I like a fat commission as well
as the next. But 1 wasn't padding
it that much. Not by a tenth!”

He pulled at one ear-lobe, star-
ing about at the ship. Then he
shrugged, “Maybe there's some-
thing we can do, though,” he sug-
gested at last. “We've got a few
old parts, and we can jury-rig a
little more. For twenty-five thou-
sand, we can retune those drivers
enough for you to pass take-off in-
spection here.

“Hell, since I'm one of the in-
spectors, I'll  guarantee that. It
should take us maybe two weeks.
Then you can take the ship across
to Venus. They're short of metal
and paying top scrap prices. You
could probably get enough for this
outfit to pick up a fairly good used
blowtorch—or to retire on. They
jury-rigged a couple of scrapped
ion-blasters on Earth and crawled
across with them recently, so they
must fetch a good price there.
How's it sound?”

Zcke brought a trembling hand
up to a big wrench on the wall,

“Get off!”” His voice was thick in
his ears. “Get off my ship, damn
"

“What the heck gives?”’ The in-
spector took a backward step, more
as if humoring Zeke than in any
fear. “Look, I'm trying to help you.
You crazy, Captain?”

The brief anger ebbed back into
the general dullness, and Zeke let
his arm drop limply. He nodded.
“I don’t know. Maybe I am. I must
be, landing on Callisto without
finding they had take-off inspection
now. All right, fix her up.”

Thete was nothing else he could
do, of course. It would leave him
enough to buy supplies, at least.
And fuel was no problem—he’d
leasned places to find frozen water
years before, and the fuel tanks
were nearly full.

But with the contract with
Saturanus ended, getting [reight
enough to keep going was certain
to be tough. If the Midas had been
in top condition, he could prob-
ably get a fat contract for the new
mines on Pluto, since it was hard
to get blowtorch pilots who would
stick to the long haul so far from
any recreation.

But the mines wouldn’t risk
their ultra-precious ores without a
full inspection of the ship. They'd
turned him down five yecars ago.
Now it was out of the question.

He headed back toward his hotel,
trying to figure out what to tell
Mary. She’d know he was lying, of
course, but she'd feel better, some-
how. Then he'd have to go looking
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for work. There had to be some-
thing.

“The Lord is my shepherd, I
shall not want,” he quoted to him-
self, trying to believe it. Thea he
stopped. His mind found it too
casy to twist what came next. Green
pastures and still waters! He might
be old, but he wasn't ready to be
turned out to pasture; nor was the
ship going to be becalmed in still
waters, out of the current, to rot
and decay uselessly!

v

The ship behaved slightly better
on the take-off from Callisto. He'd
been nervous about that, after

watching the fumbling, sloppy work -

of the men. And Mary had her
own worries, probably inspiced by
her contempt of anyone who would
foul up the passageways without
cleaning them. It had taken her
hours, while he inspected the work,
to restore the Midas to livable con-
dition, But once beyond the planet-
ary limits, they both breathed
easier.

“I'll fix the tea, Zeke,"” she said.
Then she smiled faintly. “He was
such a2 nice young man. He was
really concerned about us.”

Zeke knew she was thinking of
Hathaway, and nodded. He had to
admit she was right. Hathaway
couldn’t get the contract renewed,
but he'd done all he could, as it
tumed out. He'd come to their
hotel to tell them he'd gotten them
a small job for another minerals

company, carrying an emesgency in-
spector to Ceres.

The payment had been ridiculous-
ly low, but it was something, at
least; and Hathaway had sugpested
there might be work for them on
Ceres for a few trips. With the last
of their money gone, the offer had
saved them from utter disaster.

It had been their only chance,
for Zcke had tried every employ-
ment office in Zeus City only to be
told there was no work available
for a wornout ion-blaster.

Hathaway had been almost a
diffecent man, as if a big load had
been lifted from his conscience.
He'd been as nice as Mary thought.
Too nice, Zeke reflected bitterly.
They were carrying a passenger
now and making enough to pay for
the trip, but he knew it was only
because of Hathaway's charity. He'd
won the job because the younger
man had put on pressure to help
him, and not on his own merits.
Then he remembercd that Williams
had given him fifteen years of con-
tracts, and that act of generosity,
he now realized, had been almost
charity on Williams' part!

He picked up his pipe and be-
gan flling it as he went on his rou-
tine tour of inspection. The door
to the passenger cabin was closed,
and he felt almost grateful, uncer-
tain about how much the young
engineer knew of the situation. He
made his way back to the driver
compartment, groaning again as he
saw Lhe shoddy workmanship that
had been done,
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They hadn’t even bothered re-
moving the rust from salvaged
parts. And he remembered that
there had been no guarantee of the
work’s quality—only that the ship
would pass take-off inspection. Just
possibly the work would hold up
for another year, but beyond that,
it would probably fail with a com-
plete finality. From ten feet away,
he could detect heat still leaking
from damaged insulation.

But there was nothing he could
do. He'd been one of the best
space-ship power engineers com:
missioned in his day. He could
control the big generator to almost
perfection, and could have taught
its operation at any accredited
school, or to any younger man who
might have been willing to learn.
But drivers were far too complicat-
ed for one man lo balance, and he
had no repair parts.

He shrugged, and turned back
toward the huge engine, where the
smooth flow of unceasing power
would almest certainly soothe some
of his worries. He was surprised to
find Grundy, the engineer-passenger
there, studying the bulk of the mo-
tor. The blond young man looked
slightly embarrassed at being
caught snooping.

*'I had to take a look at her,” he
explained hastily. “I've never seen
a fusion motor before. I meant to,
while I was still on Earth. But it
was always too much trouble get-
‘ting into the sections where they
are.”’

Zeke nodded. He'd heard that

the projected fission motors for gen-
eral use hadn’t been built, since the
solar-energy converters had been
developed to near perfection. There
were plenty of the fusion genera-
tors in existence, but they were
confined to places where sunlight
was unreliable. When a layer of
solar-batteries could be sprayed on
cheap cloth like paint, capable of
extracting nearly a hundred percent
of the energy of sunlight and when
the new capacity-storage cells could
handle several days’ accumulation
of power, why should men bother
with gigantic machinery?

Of course, on the planets beyond
Mars, sunlight was too weak. But
there, the expense of freighting had
made all but the biggest installa-
tions choose the much simpler and
smaller  uranium-fission  power
units, for it was cheaper to pay for
uraniuvm than to pay interest on a
fission motor.

“Glad to show her to you,' he
told Grundy. .

The engineer shook his head.
"No, thanks. I just wanted to take
a look. I already know the general
theory. Too bad these things could-
n’t be built smaller and cheaper.
With uranium getting scarcer and
more expensive, it's making it tough
on some of the settlements.”

"You a power engineer?” Zeke
asked.

“No, mining,” the younger man
answered. He gestured up at the
Midas' creaking installations. “Was-
o't this the same ship that Levit-
choffsky was on when he foun< the
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uranium lode which gave him his
start in building up Solar Freight-
ing?"

Zeke nodded. It wasn’t exactly
the truth, but it was close enough.
Levitchoffsky had bought an aster-
oid claim from a passenger to
Saturn who'd given up trying to
live on its mineral deposits. Then
when he and the others on the
Midas had landed on the asteroid
they had accidentally taken samples
at just the right place, and discov-
ered the Solar System’s richest
source of uranium. Levitchoffsky
had promptly sold the claim to a
speculating firm, and two years later,
after he'd lost his profits in other
worthless claims had disposed of
his interest in the Midas and joined
Solar Freighting.

The engineer stood around a few
minutes longer, and then wandcred
back to his own cabin, more im-
pressed with the fact that Zeke had
known Levitchoffsky than with the
Midas itself.

Zcke started to follow him, and
then stopped. Levitchoffsky! Zeke
hadn’t been in touch with him for
years, but the other would still re-
member him. He might be presi-
dent of Solar Freighting and re-
spectable now. But he wouldn’t
have forgotten. If he knew that
Zeke was in trouble, he'd do any-
thing he could to help.

Zeke dropped onto the base of
the huge motor, carressing it softly
as he thought it over. There were
still scrapped ion-blasters on Earth,
and men trained to work with al-

most anything of a technical nature.
They could fix up the Midas—prob-
ably for a fraction of what it would
cost on Callisto.

Then, with a ship like new, there
was almost certain work at good
rates on the Pluto run. If Levit-
choffsky would lend him the
money, he could probably pay it
back in five years—even paying
some younger man a high enough
salary to entice him to help.

It wasn't an alternative he liked.
It was trading on old friendship.
But if he had to have help, he'd
rather have it from Levitchoffsky
than from anyone he knew. And it
wouldn’t really be charity. He was
good for at least ten more years,
with a repaired ship and some kind
of help.

He was still considering when
the alarm sounded harshly. One
look at the auxiliary control panel
in the engine room sent him run-
ning painfully back toward the
driver section.

But it was all over before he
reached it. The insulation on the
main steering driver section had
finally blown. It must have been
over within microscconds as the
searing ions blasted out and the
lagging cut-off had deactivated that
section. But the damage was beyond
any hope of repair!

It was the section supposedly re-
paired on Callisto. Zeke couldn't
tell whether it had blown because
of defective work or because the
greater relative strength of the
aewer parts had put too much strain
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on old sections. It didn't matter.
Now he had only the emergency
stecring power left.

That was good for perhaps a
couple of landings and take-offs, if
he nursed it. After that, the Midas
was through.

Zeke sighed in bitter despair.

Thete was no longer any doubt.
Once he reached Ceres, he’d have
to cable Levitchoffsky. And now
that it was settled beyond a doubt,
he began to wonder. Thirty years
is a long time. The young man he'd
known would have done anything
for him; but he’d scen others
change with prosperity and time.
He suddenly wondered whether
Levitchoffsky would even accept the
collect cable.

v

Zcke was lucky that the little
planctoid had so low a gravity. He
was able to conserve on his use of
the auxiliaries, without too rough
a landing. He sat recovering from
it and watching the engineer go
hastily down the ramp. The young
man must have been angty at the
jolting, from the way he walked.
But if he'd known it, he was lucky
to be in one picce.

The field looked bleak. Ceres had
been a regular stopping place for
the Midas once, but that had been
long ago. He had remembered it as
a beehive of activity, bustling with
the business of its great germanium
mines. Now the feld seemed de-
serted, and the great warchouses

were dark in the faint light of the
sun.
And it seemed even gloomier
when Zeke stepped out of the
Midas and headed toward the cable
office. As he passed nearer the line
of watehouses, he saw a few men
moving about, but it was not com-
parable to the feverish activity of
two decades before. Behind them,
the processing mills were busy, with
the little trucks hard at work. But
there was none of the gaiety he had
associated with busy miners. And
a glance at the loads they wete car-
rying explained why.

Low-grade oce! Even the fabu-
Ious mines here were wearing out.
He'd heard a rumor that they'd sud-
denly come to the end of the rich
stuff, but he had been reluctant to
believe it. Now he could see with
his own eyes that it was true.

Cetes probably had enough Jow-
grade ore to supply the colony's
needg for generations, but its com-
mercial greatness had been built on
nearly pure ore, and this seemed a
starvation diet by contrast.

The tragedy seemed even worse
than the circumstances warranted,
however. Few lights were on, and
he saw men in one of the stores
wearing heavy clothes, as if they
were conserving on heat. If there
were a smiling face among the fifty
thousand inhabitants of the plan-
etoid, Zeke had yet to find it.

Even the air in the plastic bubble
that covered the town secmed old
and weary. Zeke shivered, realizing
how cold it had become. But it was
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more than the coldness that in-
creased the ache of his joints. Age
had crept up on him and the Midas
and now seemed to be pressing
down on even the worlds he had
known, as if the whole universe
was running down, sinking by slow
degrees into the stagnation of
senility.

Age should be a period of peace
and contentment—the still waters
the Psalm mentioned, where every-
thing was calm and serene. But
here, as on board the Midas, the
stillness was stagnation and decay,
like a pool left behind the flood,
when the current has ceased.

His steps lagged as he ncared
the cable office, partly from the
general gloom surrounding him and
partly from something else. Damn
it, it wasn't really charity he was
asking of Levitchoffsky. He repeat-
ed it to himself, but he couldn't
quite believe it.

Here and there he recognized a
store, but he felt no desire to go
in, Even if the same men owned
them, they would have changed too
much since he’d known them, as
Levitchoffsky might have changed.
Grim of aspect, he continued on.

Then a sudden friendly greeting
swung him slowly around.

“"Zeke!" The man was grey and
bearded, and at first Zcke didn't
recognize him. Then his memory
turned up the face in younger form,
strong and confident, . the eyes
brimmed with a boastful arrogance.
It was Aaron Cowslick, who'd been

hellraiser. They'd been on binges
together often enough, before Zeke
had married and quietéd down.

“Well!” The man caught Zeke's
hand, and now he recognized the
scar over the left eye, won in a
tavern brawl.

“I wondered, when the Midas
dropped, whether you'd still be on
her,” Aaron exclaimed, his hand-
clasp tightening. “'I thought you'd
died long ago. We missed you
around here. How are you, Zeke?™

Zeke tried to shake off his gloom,
cursing himself for not thinking to
look Aaron up. “Well enough,” he
lied, feeling sure the companion of
his youth knew better. “How does
it happen you're not in jail.”

Aaron laughed, his dark eyes
Bashing. "I run the jail, Zeke. I'm
mayor here!” At Zeke's incredu-
lous expression, his grin widened.
“Nothing stronger than coffee now,
and the doc tells me to cut down on
that.”

He grabbed one of Zeke's arms
and began leading him toward a
little restaurant. Zeke felt almost
grateful for the stop. And when the
coffec arrived, it helped dispel some
of the cold. He sat sipping it, while
Aaron ran through all the antici-
pated questions. He tried to answer
them casually, but the truth must
have been obvious.

The mayor sighed, and pointed
outside. "It was a great time, when
the Midas was still full of fire and
fury and this town was booming."”
He stared out, his face losing all

Ceres” chief blacksheep and g 1

its exp “Don’t lie to me,
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Zcke, and 1 won't try to deceive
you. It’s bad. Unless young Grundy
sends back the right message to his
company, we're in serious trouble.”

“The mines?”’ Zeke asked.

“The mines. One of our men
thinks he’s found what may be a
formation that would lead to a rich
lode. I wish I could believe it.
We've about reached the end of the
rope. We can’t cut down on power
much more, and uranium is going
higher and higher. That last discov-
ery on Neptune iurned out to be
a bust—just.a freak pocket. Now
they've raised the ante on U-235.
We can’t afford enough to keep go-
ing. And without sufficient power
on a world like this, we can’t do
anything.

“Food, water, air—it's all U-235
to us. Besides, the processing plants
need more power for low-grade
stuff than for the high-quality ore.
Even if we could afford the wran-
ium, we'd still have to run our
power plant too hot, and it would-
n't last forever. Looks like you
might have some business if you're
cheap enough.”

“Resettlement ?”” Zeke asked.

The other nodded soberly. “Ex-
actly. Vesta Metals says we can be
split up among the Trojans—
they've got booming mines there.
If we can pay passage for ourselves
and what we have to take, they've
offered work and housing. We may
have to take it, too.”

"I can’t take you,” Zeke told
him. He sucked at the last bit of
coffee, then put the cup down heav-

ily. “Steering drivers are shot,
Aaron. Even your young Grundy
is going to have to get back to
Callisto on the first blowtorch that
comes along. Until I get repairs, 1
can’t risk carrying passengers or
freight.”

The mayor seemed almost re-
lieved, though his voice was sym-
pathetic, *'I guessed it might be like
that when 1 saw Mary,” he said.
“Well, it'l]l all work out somehow.
We'll have to get together for din-
ner at my place. My wife’s a first-
rate cook.”

“Bring her out to the Midas for
a return engagement then,” Zcke
suggested. “We've still some Mar-
tian turkey in the freezer. Bring the
whole family, if you've got kids.”
He waited, smiling, for a reply.

Aaron grinned, “One—a girl.
She teaches school here. Which re-
minds me, when she heard there
was an jon-blaster landing here, she
got all set to descend on you with
her class. She’s never had a chance
to show lhem a ship like that.
Okay?”

“Sure,” Zeke said automatically.
“What time does the cable office
close, Aaron?”

A glance at Aaron’s watch as-
sured him he had just time enough.
He shook hands with the mayor
again, almost relieved to drop back
into his own thoughts. Normally,
a chance to rclive the old days
would have been a gift from the
blue. But right now he didn't want
to be reminded of all the years that
bad passed.
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VI

Inside the cable office, a girl took
Zeke's cable slip and frowned when
she saw the check in the collect
square. She glanced over it, came
to his signature, and stopped to
look up quickly.

“Captain Vaughn?”

He nodded.

“There’s a message here for you.
It came two days ago and we've
been holding it. From Mr. Levit-
choffsky! Maybe you'd better read
it first.”

Zeke stared at the envelope in
blank amazement for a second, be-
fore the mystery resolved itself.
Mary, of course! She must have
sent a cable to Levitchoffsky during
the dark weeks of uncertainty on
Callisto, probably warning the man
not to let Zeke know she’d cabled:
She had known him, of course, and
thought of him long before Zeke
did. ’

He ripped the envelope open
with trembling fingers. It was a
long cable, obviously sent with no
regard to cost. Zeke skimmed over
the cover-up for Mary—how Lev-
itchoffsky had been trying to get in
touch with him and had finally
heard of his landing and trouble
on Callisto.

It was enough to know that the
man was obviously filled with the
same friendship he'd had so long
ago, enough Lo know that the words
carried a genuine delight at being
in touch again. Then he came to
the important part.

"I'd like nothing better,” the
message’ went on, “than to put the
old Midas back in shape. What a
ship she was! But aside from get-
ting a pig-headed man like you to
let me do it, there seems to be no
way. The only place where the nec-
essary shops and skilled work can
be found is right here on Earth.
And since one of those taped-to-
gether scrap jobs broke up on the
way to Venus, inspection here won't
let another ion-blaster land. I've

“tried getting them to wink at the

law, but it’s no dice.

“Anyhow, I'm sending my pri-
vate blowtorch to Cetes on the
double. Get back hiere where the
money grows on the trees, Zeke.
I've got a top job wide open be-
side me. I needed a good engineer
I could trust for years and couldn’t
find one. It's all yours, and I don't
have to tell you how glad I'll be to
see you and Mary again.”

Zcke dropped the cable onto the
desk and stood gazing at it without
seeing it. The girl waited inquir-
ingly.

“Will there be any answer?" she
asked, “It's to go collect, un-
limited.”

He shook his head and started
for the door. Then he changed his
mind. He had to answer, of course.

But it was hard work inventing
the words to explain about the re-
pairs being good enough for him to
get the job on Pluto. Lying wasn’t
easy for him. And nothing could
have stopped Levitchoffsky, ob-
viously, if he'd known the truth.
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Later he sat-in the conttol room
with Mary while she read and re-
_read the message and his copy of
the answer. At last, ‘she put it
down.

“It's good, Zeke,”. she assured
him. I think he’ll believe it.”

He ran his hands. over the con-
trols, cutting on the panel lights
that scemed too dim, as if the bulbs
were about to fail. Under them, the
hair on the back of his hands seem-
ed more grizzled than ever as he
flled his pipe.

“Maybe he did need an en-
gineer,” he said at last.

“Maybe,” she agreed. Then she
reachced & hand out for his. "It was
a pgood cable you sent him, Zeke.”

From below, there was the sound
of Grundy gathering his things to-
gether. The news that Zeke had no
intention of taking off again had
sent him into a rage. But when Zeke
had shown him the ruined drivers
he'd turned white and apologized.
Now his steps started for the ladder
to the control room, then hesitated.

“He's still upset,” Mary said.

Zeke went to the door. “Sorry,
Mr. Grundy,” he called down,
“Maybe you won’t have to wait
long. I hear there’s a blowtorch
coming here in a couple of days.
How were the mines?”

He'd meant to ask the question
before, but it had slipped his mind.

Grundy grunted in disgust. “Rot-

ten. The lodc’s completely shot,

and there's not a thing my com-
pany can make any advances
against. Why?"”

"I was just curious,” Zeke an-
swered. “Well, so long.”

He shut the door and watched
Grundy carrying his suitcase across
the field, noticing that the pickup
on the rear telescreen was growing
weak. But that wouldn’'t matter
now.

Forty years, he thought again.
Forty years while he and the old
Midas eamed their way and helped
to keep men moving out to new
frontiers. Now they had grown old
together, and some of those fron-
tiers were old and ready to be aban-
doned.

“There’s still Venus,” he said
slowly. "I guess we could retire on
what she’d bring for scrap. And it
wouldn’t be charity.”

Mary nodded, but said nothing.
Then she shook her head, and he
sighed in sudden relief.

“We won't retire,” he said.

Above them, the sky was the
black of space, with the hot pin-
points of stars burning through it.
Zeke had read stories in his youth
about ships that would someday
cross the immense distances that
scparated the Solar System from
the nearest of those stars. But so
far, nobady had found a drive that
would make that vision resplendent-
ly possible during the span of one
lifetime.

He'd even imagined that he
might be on such a ship, when he'd
been young and foolisb. And now,
maybe, he was old and foelish.
Maybe 2 man began to get crazy
notions when he was oid. But what
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was crazy about it? There was noth-
ing else, quite so sane.

“Mary,” he told her quietly, not
knowing how to discuss it, “you
married a fool.”

She followed his gaze upwards,
and made a funny, choking sound
in her throat. Then, surprisingly,
he saw her smile. "As long as a
couple of fools stick together, Zeke,
I guess it doesn’t much matter, does
it?”

And somehow, it was settled.
Zeke reached for the big power
switch and cut it on. From below
there was the instant soft murmur
of the great engine, eager as al-
ways to go, unmindful of the weak-
ness of the failing, aged drivers.
He stretched out his hands toward
the controls, and then stopped.

v

Below, on the ficld, the failing
screen showed a group of people
coming up under the big ship and
heading for the ramp that he had-
't yet lifted. Zeke couldn’t take
off with them in the path of the
blast.

His legs trembled slightly as he
stood up, but he reached the lock
belore they were up the ramp. In
the glow of the Midas’ morning
light he saw a young, rather pretty
woman with a group of perhaps
thicty boys and girls following her.
And behind the children came
Mayor Aaron Cowslick.

The mayor heaved his way up,
puffing a little. “"Meet my daughter

Ruth,” he said, proudly nodding
toward a shy, and rather pretty little
gitl who came forward hesitantly.
“Did you hear about the mines?”

Zcke nodded. I heard. Rotten
luck, Aaron.”

“I’s hardest on the kids. The
word leaked out, and they got wind
of it this afternoon, It's always
tough on kids when they've grown
up on one world, and suddenly
find they've got to get out. Ruth
thought they might be cheered up
a bit if you'd let them go through
a genuine ion-blaster. They've been
as excited as jumping beans all the
way here.”

“Bring them in,” Zeke said,
smiling. It had been a long time
since he’d been a kid, aching for a
chance to get into a real ship. But
he could remember some of it. In
their case, though, he supposed it
would be like going into the pages
of an historical novel to investigate
a real pirate ship.

“Mary’s up topside, if you'd like
to join us,” he said. “And don't
worry—they won’t hurt anything.”

“I'll show them around. I've read
up on these ships,” Ruth told her
father and Zcke. “Dad, you doa't
have to come.”

Aaron breathed an obvious sigh
of relief, and followed. But from
bclow, there came the sound of
yells of excitement that couldn’t be
blotted out. He had a picture of
the young woman filling the chil-
dren’s heads with nonsense and
misunderstanding. How could she
answer their questions when she



36 FANTASTIC UNIVERSE

had no first-hand knowledge of
ships and the men who piloted
them?

At last he stood up and went

down again, leaving Aaron with
Mary. Once, other kids had
swarmed around the Midas, when
everything except the children had
been younger. If this had to be the
last time, the old ship was going
to be handled proudly and justly!

And it would have to be the last
time. He'd been working it out as
the minutes slipped by. They could
risk one more landing and take-off,
out on the wastes of Pluto. There
was buried ice there that could be
used to fill the fuel tanks and the
cargo holds—enough to power the
Midas for two years of steady drive,
or a year with sufficient power lelt
to operate her equipment indefi-
nitely.

And on board was a store of
food that would last for a long
time, if they used the products of
the air-replenishing  hydroponics
tanks to supplement it. Enough,
certainly, to keep two old people
until death found them naturally.

It wouldn’t be suicide, after all.
They'd go further out than any ship
had ever gone before, and after
they died, the Midas would coast
on [forever, or until she reached
some star system that could trap
her. She'd go on and on, and there
was no known limit to the fron-
tiers she might reach. Her steering
drivers were shot, but the main
drivers were 2ll she’d need to build
up an unthinkable speed.

There would be no still waters.
Instead, there’d be what Tennyson
had called “such a tide as moving
seems asleep, too deep for sound
and foam . ..”

He had almost reached the great
engine compartment before he stop-
ped to collect himself, wondering
what nonsense Ruth would be tell-
ing the children.

Then he blinked in surprise.
Amazingly, she'd gotten her facts
correct. She was trying to answer
every sensible question they asked,
and making a2 good job of it.

He stood listening, nodding with
approval. Most of her knowledge
badn't come from books. She was
repeating his own words, quoting
him, as Aaron must have done
many times in the past.

“"As much power as a umanium
plant?” an eager twelve-year-old
asked.

“More,” she told him. "Moare
than two plants like the one we
have. And a lot bigger, as you can
sce. Why, one of the ships the
spacemen call blowtorches couldn’t
even lilt a power plant like this. It
has to be powerful, just to lift its
own weight.”

“"Boy!” It was a piping masculine
voice, filled with awe. Zeke could
see the boy, staring up at the huge
motor, touching it with an almost
reverent finger. "Boy, I wish they
still used this kind of ship. Then
I'd be an engineer. I'd sure like
that!”

Zcke watched him touch the mo-
tor again, and the great power plant
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seemed to pure under his fingers,
as Zeke had fancied it purred in
response to his own ministrations.
Zcke's eyes began to shine.

He turned softly toward the con-
trol cabin, no longer worried about
what Ruth would tell them.

Aaron and Mary were still sit-
ting in the semi-datkness, but they
turned as he came in. He walked
to the control board and cut off
the panel lamps, turning on the
main dome light. He didn't need
darkness now as he swung to face
them.

“Aaron,” he asked quietly, “if 1
landed this ship in a good, school
ground locality, do you reckon your
engineers could help me hook your
power lines to the big engine that’s
now poing to waste? And do you
think you could use a good engineer
to teach some of your youngsters
how to handle fusion engines?”

It was the oaly answer, of coutse.
He had a motor that would work
for 2 thousand gears at least, at al-

" suddenly

most no cost for fuel; and Ceres
had everything except the power
such a motor could supply. It was
economically inefficient, of course,
to consider using such motors to-
day. But sometimes, courageous age
was more important than econom-
ics, whether on worlds, or in the
minds and hearts of men.

He saw surprise give place to
slow understanding. Mary bearned
at him through the tears that were
coursing down  her
cheeks, and Aaron came to his feet
with a celerity surprising in a man
well past his first youth.

He nodded, and his hand reach-
ed for Zeke's. “"We'll always be
able to find a use for good men,
Zeke,” he said.

They would be in still waters,
after all—settling into one place on
a quiet little world old enough to
have lost its roughness. But not all
waters had to be stagnant, once the
current had passed. Some could be
serene, useful—and wanted!




