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PRIVATE ENTERPRISE

BY EDWIN JAMES

The problem of an intelligence agent among an inhuman race is tough;
he can’t pass for the aliens. But what bothered him was why the
alien should be trusted so fully by the human Intelligence Service . . .

Mustrated by Miller

The knocking began at exactly
17:53 Earth time, 27:36 Rigel V.
Bill Stewart noted it, since he was
in the act of setting his wrist watch
which compared ILarth hour, day,
month, and year with that of Rigel V.

The taps on the door began in a
commonplace way but quickly be-
came peremptory. Stewart felt a
shiver of apprehension as he walked
toward the viewer. It had come at
last.

He fipped the switch. The figures
and faces of the three Rigelians
which sprang into view were almost
human. They were not in unilorm,
and the expre’ssions were, pleasant
by ELarth standards. LEarth stand-
ards, however, did not hold true on
Rigel V.

The thought triggered a memory
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cell and a fragment of training
flooded into his mind. The expres-
sions were—official. Not police. Gov-
ernment investigators, Secret, prob-
ably.

The hammering on the door con-
tinued. Stewart clicked off the
viewer and walked quickly to the
communicator, Unhurriedly, without
wasted motions, he turned it on,
reached Dbehind the set and twisted
another switch.

The screen blurred, became shot
with crooked shapes, and cleared
into recognizable images. The im-
age of a Rigelian appeared on the
screen.

“Z,” Stewart said. “Plan H-30.”

‘The native nodded. A loud crash
came from the door as if a hody had
been hurled against it. Stewart
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switched off the -communicator,
reached Dhehind the set and pulled,
sharply.

His hand came away holding 2
small box [rom which trailed several
short wires. Stewart walked swiltly
to the kitchen. He pressed a hutton
on the hox and tossed it into the
incinerator chute.

The crashes against the door
threatened momentarily 1o break
through. Stewart went fo it quietly
and slid back the Dholt. He stepped
Dack in surprise as the door banged
open and a Rigelian blundered into
the room. The other two followed
quickly.

“Yes?” Stewart said in astonish-
ment.

The Rigelians faced him uncer-
tainly. Then one of them regained
his composure and stepped forward.

“William Stewart?” he asked.

“Yes?” Stewart said, his voice still
holding a question.

The leader flashed an identifica-
tion card. They were secret invesli-
gators, all right.

“Your passport,” the leader said
crisply.

Stewart fished it out of his wallet.
The investigator glanced at it.

“Native planet: Sol III. Purpose
on Rigel V: trade,” he read aloud.

He snapped it closed and slipped
it into a small leather case. Stewart
was about to protest and thought
better of it. The other two investi-
gators immediately began to search
the apartment.

“What is the meaning of this?”
Stewart asked.
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“We will ask the questions,” the
id. “You are in the export

s,” Stewart said.

“To what places do you export?”

“To (he Nine System Trade Alli-
ance,” Stewart said.

“Specifically ?”

“Sol IT.”

The investigalor nodded slowly
and then snapped out a question.

“How much did you export last
year?”

“The legal maximam,” Stewart
replied quickly, and added dryly,
“which wasn’t munch.” N

The Rigelian’s eyelid, a grayish
film, slid. part way over his eye.

“Do you mean to imply by that
remark a criticism of lhe govern-
ment ?”

“Of course not,” Stewart said, and
cursed himself silently.

“It will he placed in the record,
nevertheless.”

The searcher who had heen roam-
ing around the apartment tapping
the walls, the floors, looking behind
ornaments, pictures, cushions, came
back and shrugged.

“There isn’t a thing here,” he
growled.

The other was investigating the
communicator now. Stewart watched
him out of the corner of his eye. The
native looked up.

“This thing is wired for a scram-
bler. There's space for one, but
there’s none here.”

The leader turned to Stewart.
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“Ts that right ?” Stewart said with
surprise.

“Where is it?” the lcader asked
coldly.

“I don’t know what you're talk-
ing about.”

“The scrambler,” he said impa-
tently, “whal did you do with il?

“This is foolish,” Stewart said
angrily. don’t have a scrambler.
T've never had one. 1f the com-
municator is wired for one, [ never
knew it. It must he an accident.”

Ile started as a knock came at the
door. The leader opened it, and an-
other Rigelian came in, carrying 2
pail filled with water

“This drapped into the inciner-
ator,” he said.

The leader reached into the pail
and pulled out a blob of metal.

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE
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“It was molten when it got to me,”
(he newcomer sa

The leader eyed Slewart for a
moment and then dropped Lhe fea-
tureless lump of melal back into the
water.

“It might have come from any-
where,” Stewart shrugged

The leader was silent for a mo-
ment.

“What calls have you made in the
Jast hour?” he asked finally.

Stewarl thought for a moment.

“None,” he said, and a subtle
change of expression on the Ri-
gelian’s face warned him. “Excepl,”
he added quickly, “T tried to call my
office a few minutes ago but there
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was some kind of interference.”

The leader sighed.

“Very smart, Stewart.”

“I don’t know what you're talk-
ing about,” Stewart said sliffly,

The leader sighed again,

“Come along,” he said.

The four of them grouped around
Stewart,

“Where?” he asked in alarm.

“We'll tell you when we get
there,” the leader said wearily.

“INndemand that the Sol III con-
sular office be notified,” Stewart said
indignantly.

“You are not in a position to de-
mand anything,” the leader said.

They urged him toward the door.

“I object to this infringement of
my rights as defined under your
Agreement and by treaty between
Sol IIT and Rigel V,” Stewart said.

“Your objection is noted.”

Stewart’s mind raced. They
didn’t have anything against him
but suspicions, he knew. No proof
that would stand up in a court. But
he could be made to talk. There
were ways. And a few words would
be enough to ruin everything.

He was suddenly conscious of a
Jump in his throat. It was not emo-
tion. One odd word would shatter
it and an almost instantaneous poi-
son would flood his system. It might
come to that.

It was up to Calr Mtar. But why
should Calr betray his people, his
planet?

Stewart suspected, as he had sus-
pected all along, that Calr was play-
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ing along to {eather his own nest,
that when the time came he would
slyly betray the plan and retire, in-
credibly wealthy. Calr didn’t have
to worry. Ilis tracks were well
covered.

Stewart shrugged.

“This is all a big mistake,” he
said. “You can’t hold me for long.”

That was true enough, he thought
wryly.

The room was not exactly in the
classic tradition. Tt was fairly large
and softly lit, but something in the
color scheme or decorations seemed
to plead for confession and repent-
ance.

They were clever. They had
searched him, X-rayed him, and
found nothing, it is true. But they
were clever. Stewart steeled him-
self against the solt-voiced ques-
tions:

“With what company are you
connected in your export business "
asked lhe investigator who had
taken charge at his apartment.

“None,” Stewart said in a flat,
dead voice. “T am independent.”

“No agreements of any kind with
any other husinesses >’

“No,” Stewart said.

“How many persons do you em-
ploy ?”

“Twenty-eight,"”
“All Rigelians.”

“How much was your net for the
last year?”

“Fifteen thousand credits.”

The questions droned on and on,

Stewart  said.

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE-FICTION



investigating the structure of his
business, his reasons for coming Lo
Rigel V, his reasons for staying. His
living expenses, his bank account,
what were his future plans? Was he
planning on leaving soon?

Stewart sat up a little straighter,

“I object 1o the whole nature of
this inquisition and its apparent ob-
ject—to force me to leave Rigel V.
Lverything about this is contrary
te all the laws of lhe galaxy and
Rigel V. T shall make a public com-
plaint as soon as I am freed from
this illegal imprisonment.”

The investigator shrugged.

“That is your privilege. What as-
sociates do you have in your busi-
ness "

“None,” Stewart said sullenly.

“What interests do you have in
other Dusinesses ?”

“None,” Stewart said.

“None?” the investigator echoed
in astonishment.

“A Tew shares of stock,” Stewart
shrugged. He named them: they
were in minor Rigel enterprises.

“Have you cver speculated on the
stock markel ?”

“Yes,” Stewart said.

The investigator Dbecame alert.
Stewart smiled inwardly.

“When?”

Stewart gave hiw the dates,

“Stocks?” the investigator asked.

Stewart named them.

“What was the result?”

“I lost about five thousand cred-
its,” Stewart said dryly.

The investigator looked disap-
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pointed. He probed deeper into
Stewart’s stock market escapade and
looked even more disappointed. He
questioned him about his taxes, his
tariff payments, his export license,
and the filing of government in-
formation hlanks.

“What do you export?” he asked.

“Luxury items,” Stewart said.
“Unrestricted Anished machinery of
light weight and exclusive design,
gems.”

“And what do you import ?”

“A few luxury ilems on order,”
Stewart said. “Chiefly for the Sol 11T
colony.”

“Write down a list of your friends
and acquaintances on Rigel V,” the
investigator said and handed him a
pencil and a piece of paper.

Stewart hesitated [or a moment
and then Tocked up

“This is uncalled for—" he began.

“I know," the investigator said.
“You object. Go ahead.”

Stewart hegan to jot down names.

“Natives of Rigel V as well,” the
investigator said.

In a few momenis Stewart was
finished. The investigator -scanmed
the list. .

He queried him about a.Rigelian
of great wealth and power who was
not included. Truthfully, Stewart
denied knowing him. The next ques-
tion was about Calr Mtar. In the
same tone Stewart denied any ac-
quaintance. The investigator went
on down what must have been a list
of Rigel V’s richest men and ended
Daffled.
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“Who have you used as an agent
for your trickery?” he Dlurted out.
Siewart looked up in surprise,

“I don’t know what you mean,”
he said.

The investigator recovered him-
self quickly.

“You realize, of course,” he said,
in a quiet tone that did not conceal
the subtle menace of his voice, “that
we can force this information from
you.”

Stewart jumped up angrily.

“You wouldn’t dare try anything
like that. It would.be an offense
against the dignity of Snl 11T and
might well lead to war.”

“Sit down,” the investigator said
firmly. “Who would ever know?
And who, knowing, would ever dare
tell? And, if you are as innocent as
you keep protésting,” he added sly-
ly, “you would have had no idea we
would be calling on you.”

Stewart sat down. They had him
there. He couldn’t say he had left a
warning to suspect Rigel V’s secret
investigators if he were missing.

“Of course not,” Stewart said with
irritation,

“Have you ever done any of your
business through an intermediary ?
the investigator went on.

“No,” Stewart said wearily,

“Has anyone ever bought any
stocks for you under their name?”

No. No. Stewart said the word
again and again until it became
meaningless, an improbable sound
he had to force his lips to shape.

They kept pounding away at him,
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The chief investigator would retire
for a moment and another would
take his place witl the same ques-
tions, the same insinualions. Relent-
lessly they went over the same
ground again and again.

They wanted the exact delails of
his business; how many times had
he repeated the figures?

Did he have any interests in other
businesses? What about the stock
market ? Agmn and again. Denial
after denial. No. No.

Where did you get the money to
enter husincss?

“Eh?” Stewart said, half-drawing
himself out’ of his stupor.

“Where did you get the money
to enter business >’

It was something new;
got around to that.

“From my grandmother,”
art said.

“Grandmother?”

“She left me one hundred and
fifteen thousand credits when she
died.” e

They absorbed that. They would
check on it. Let thenr check. The
questions droned on and on, a spite-
ful buzzing through which
slipped farther and farther a

Poor grandmother. If she had
known what use would be made of
her treasured inheritance. A com-
fortable sum, she always said, a
comfortable sum.

they had

Stew-

“A comlortable sum indeed,” the
chief said, the day alter he was
graduated from the School—the

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE-FIGTION



school that had no name and no of-
ficial recognition.

The chief sat behind the big pol-
ished desk in the luxuriously fur-
nished room without windows, He
placed his fingertips logether in that
characteristic way of lis.

“That is one of the reasons you
have been chosen for this job,” the
chiel went on. “We could supply
you with a documented inheritance,
of course, hut we prefer it this way.
The Rigelians are a suspicious,
clever race, as you know.”

Stewart nodded. 1le had spent
eighteen exhausting months studying
Rigelian psychology, history, eco-
nomics, sociology, philosophy—the
fist was almost endless: TTe knew
Rigel V as he had never known
Earth.

“It is not enough Lo he successful
at a job in this scrvice,” the chief
said slowly. “One must he success-
ful-and unsuspected.”

Stewart cleared his throat.

“A difficult task,” he said.

The chicf eyed him keenly.

“Of course,” he said. “That's why
our requirements are so exacting.
It's more difficult than being a spy.
A spy can operate undercover, but
you must act in the open.”

“What is my business to be?”
Stewart asked.

The chicf inspected his file.

“The export business, Rigel V has
just lifted its ban on exports, al-
though they are still limited to a
small figure. Imports are restricted
to practically nothing.”

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE

“What kind of businessman am I
to be?” Stewart asked,

The chief smiled.

“That’s the kind of question I like
to hear. A smart operator could
probably make thirty thousand. You
could clear forty-five thousand or
more. But, through various small er-
rors of judgment, you will restrict
yourself to twenty thousand or
less.” .

Stewart nodded. That much was
obvious. The chief went on to discuss
the details of the business arrange-
ments, the places to which he should
export, what his exports should De.

“The crux of this business front
is that everything must be open and
aboveboard,” the chief summed up.
“There must be no connection he-
tween this and your other activi-
ties.

“Your character must be that of
an eager young businessman, slowly
building a modest fortune, not too
bright, not overly interested in any-
thing clse. Outside of business you
will be a conspicuous pleasure seek-
er, sociable, gregarious. You will
have no time, apparently, for any
extra activity.”

The character would not be too

. hard to assume, Stewart thought.

With the training he had absorhed
in the last three years it would he
simple to run an export business
with a small segment of his mind.
The problem would be to seem com-
pletely preoccupied,

“Your living expenses must come
69



out of your income,” the chief said.
“But all these things you know.
Your training for this kind of work
has been as adequate as we could
make it

I feel—qualified,” Stewart said.

The chief nodded.

“Your qualifications are good.
That is why you have heen chosen
for the most difficult job on our
agenda.””

Stewart looked up.

“That’s right,” the chief said.
“Rigel V is strategically located and
violently isolationist. Without it, the
Alliance can spread no farther, and
the Alliance is in the critical stage of
its development. It must continue
expanding or crunible”

“And without the Alliance,”
Stewart said slowly, “the Galaxy
would soon be back in the old im-
perialistic, isolationist rut, a group
of jealous blocs, easy prey to the first
wave of war hysteria.”

“The Alliance is a great ideal,”
the chief said, his eyes fixed unsee-
ingly in a corner of the room. “It
must not be allowed to die.”

“My goal then,” said Stewart, “is
to see that Rigel V joins the Alli-
ance.”

The chief’s eyes drifted back to
Stewart’s face. He relaxed.

“Exactly. You must use every
means at your disposal to effect that
end”

“How will I receive my initial re-
sources ?” Stewart asked.

“You will make a bid of one thou-
sand credits for the fuel dross of
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each ship that brings you freight.
‘Within that dross will be a substan-
tial amount of refined uranium. You-
will pass that on to your native
contact.”

“And who will that he?”

“We'll get to that in a minute,”
the chief said. ITe cleared his throat.
“If caught, you will he the innocent,
injured party as long as possible.”

“And that will be—" Stewart
-prompled softly.

“Until they hegin to use duress,
of one sort or another, And then—"

Stewart swallowed, but the lump
remained in his throat. Tt would al-
ways be there,'but now it was newly
inserted and he was achingly aware
of it. X

The chicf’s voice was distant."

“And, if you are caught, you can
expect no help from Iarth or this
organization. The government will
have to deny you. You realize that,
of course.”

Stewart nodded. When he stepped
off the spaceship onto the alien soil
of Rigel V he would he all alone.
His fate, success, or failure would
be up to him.

“I have no doubt of your ability,”
the chief said warmly. “If there had
been even a shadow, you would not
have been chosen for this joh. But,”
he added dryly, “it is well to be aware
of all eventualities.”

“I was made aware of them when
I entered the School,” Stewart said.

The chief's voice was once more
businesslike.

“When you arrive on Rigel V,

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE-FICTION



you will be followed until it is cer-
tain that you are not being shad-
owed. At that time a Rigelian will
approach you, call you by name, and
say: ‘Welcome 1o the [ertile soil of
Rigel V’—in Rigelian, of course. You
will reply : ‘Fertility must be prop-
erly cullivated.””

“And that Rigelian will he?”

“Calr Mtrar, known in our rec-
ords by the code name of ‘Carl’
You will trust him implicitly, but
yours will be the guiding hand. You
will organize a communication sys-
tem and give detailed instructions on
all important activities.”

“But a Rigelian!” Stewart pro-
tested. “Why should he—?"

“I can't tell you that. It might
influence your actions adversely.
You must act as if he were an ex-
tension of yourself.”

“But,” Stewart went on,
safe?”

“Safe?” the chief repeated, and a
smile curled his lips. “Absolutely.”

“is he

So Calr was safe, Stewart thought
dully. The chief had confidence in
him. And Stewart had never known
the chief to be wrong.

The question returned as it had
returned and returned before. Why
should Calr betray his own planet—
if betrayal it was? How safe was he?
A muscle twitched in Stewart’s jaw,
The next hour or so would tell.

“Why do you always buy the fuel
dross of the ships that bring in your
freight?”

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE

So they didw’t know everything,
Stewart thought,

“I make a few credits on the
transaction,” he said.

“There is some other reason,”
the inquisitor shouted. “What is it?
Tell me?”

Stewart looked at him, a smile in
the corners of his lips. Then a door
to thé room. opened, and the smile
faded. A gross, incredibly obese fig-
ure of a Rigelian waddled into the
room, made his way to a chair, and
eased his huge bulk into it with a
sigh.

The newcomer’s expression was
pleasant, and the tone of his voice
was gentle. But the original investi-
gator to whom he turned his face
quivered with fear,

“I should have known better than
to leave the conduct of important
business to fools,” the fat Rigelian
rumbled.

The other trembled. Stewart
watched the scene with interest. The
newcomer, despite his appearance,
would be dangerous. He was feared ;
he must be powerful.

“Leave us alone,” the fat one said.

When the door closed behind the
other investigators, he turned to
Stewart. He sighed heavily and
smiled.

“Now, Mr. Stewart,” he said
heavily, “let us talk.”

“What about?” Stewart said
warily. “If you have some influence
around here, I would like to register
a protest against this unwarranted
invasion of my rights, this perse—"
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“Please, Mr. Stewart,” the huge
Rigelian interrupted, raising a plump
palm, “Let us dispense with pre-
tenses. 1 said ‘let us talk.’ I meant
let us talk frankly. There is no one
to hear us. What is said is just be-
tween us. I shall be frank with you;
1 hope I shall convinee you that it is
worth while to be frank with me.”

“I don’t know what you're talking
about,” Stewart said stiffly. “T have
nothing to conceal.”

The fat one chuckled.

“Good,” he said. "Good. If you
will not interrupt me now with out-
raged protests, I would like to as-
sume some conditions. Everything
perfectly hypothetical, you under-
stand.”

Stewart shrugged. The Rigelian's
voice was soft and confidential.

“Let "us suppose that Earthmen
are not popular on Rigel V—at least
with a considerable, informed mi-
nority. This lack of popularity ex-
tends to all members of the Nine
System Trade Alliance.”

“An unreasonable attitude,” Stew-
art said.

“Not if you know the back:
ground,” the other said, his eyes
narrowing. “The Alliance is a tyran-
nical group, bent on subjecting the
Galaxy to its rule, only its weapons
are financial instead of physical.
Rigel V stands in the way of that
domination; it must fight back or be
crushed.”

The fat one was dangerous. That
72

soft, lulling voice could easily lure
him into a confession.

“I had understood,” Stewart said
coldly, “that the Alliance was run
democratically, ils only purpose
peaceful trade.”

“Ah, yes,” the other said. “But
what of those who do not choose to
trade. They are invaded as ruthless-
ly as if by force of arms.”

“Invaded!”

“As you should know,” the Ri-
gelian laughed jovially, his rolls of
fat houncing in the chair.

“Is this still hypothetical?” Stew=
art asked coldly.

“Of course,” the other chuckled,
“Let us assume further that on a cer-
tain member planet of the Alliance,
known hypothetically as Sol III,
there is a secret school which has
made an exact science of the hap-
hazard art of economics and is en-
gaged in teaching that science to a
select group of students.”

The fat one stopped and eyed
Stewart pleasantly, expectantly.

“I'm listening,” Stewart said.

“These students,” the inquisitor
went on, “are then sent out to re-
calcitrant planets, ostensibly as- in-
dependent businessmen, to secure
positions of great economic influ-
ence which they then use to pro-
cure political power. They bring
pressure to bear”—the fat one’s voice
became sinister—“they pave their
way with money, they corrupt, they
make trajtors of half a race.”

The Rigelian paused and then

ASTOUNDING SCIENCE-FICTION



added slowly, “It is not a pretty
thing.”

“Nor is the sight, I suppose,”
Stewart said soltly, “of a group of
men willfully or unwitlingly push-
ing the Galaxy into a dark age of
anarchy.”

The fat one eyed him keenly and
chuckled. “A state of anarchy is
when strong men and strong planets
comic to power.”

“Power for good or evil?” Stew-
arl asked.

“Lither,” said the inquisilor, “de-
pending on how one looks at it. But
the fact remains that Rigel V is de-
termined not to join the Alliance.
At the moment it stands between the
Alliance and the rest of the inhabited
Galaxy—a very profitable position,
which it would lose if it became a

PRIVATE ENTERPRISE

tenth member of the Alliance.”

Stewart noticed that the discus-
sion had drifted from the hypo-
thetical.

“But a position which would
amount to nothing if the Alliance
were to crumble.”

“That,” the fat Rigelian said
shrewdly, “is the Alliance’s prob-
lem.”

He chuckled and the chuckle grew
into a roar of laughter. When the
noise had subsided, Stewart clearcd
his throat.

“A problem which Rigel V must
soon assume. Without Rigel V' the
Alliance js stifled. Without the Alli-
ance the Galaxy degenerates to
fendal warfare.”

Like a snake the fat one struck.

“Then you admit the truth of all
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these things. You are an agent of
the: Alliance, bent on perverting
Rigel V to your ends.”

Stewart eyed him coldly.

“T admit nothing. The discussion
was, I believe, hypothetical.”

The Rigelian sighed and sat back.

“You make things very difficult,
Stewart. You force me to courses I
would not choose of my own free
will. We have, you know, a truth
serum—"

Stewart looked up. Did the Ri-
gelian read anything in his eyes?

“The serum,” the fat one said soft-
ly, “is not gentle in its action. Tt
often leaves the faculties of the user
sadly impaired, I'm afraid. But—""

He shrugged.

“You wouldn’t dare,” Stewart

whispered. “A private citizen of an-'

other planet! You have no proof. It
might mean war—"

“We are reasonably certain,” the
fat one said. “We can afford to
gamble.”

This was the end, Stewart thought.
Whatever Calr niight do would be
too late. If Calr was doing anything.
Calr ... Calr—

“How far have you got?” the Ri-
gelian’s voice came thinly, as if from
a distance. “How close—?"

Calr—

Stewart had walked a long way
through the winding streets of Prayl,
capital city of Rigel V, before Calr
approached him. Calr .had looked
like any other Rigelian—better
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dressed than most, perhaps, ITe was
already rich, hut lie carried his
wealth and position without ostenta-
tion.

He had approached straightfor-
wardly, without expression, given
the key phrase, and accepted the re-
turn. With an almost imperceplible
nod of his head he had motioned
Stewart to follow and led a tortu-
ous way through side streets and
alleys until they were alone in a
small, soundproof cellar room.

Calr turned to hin.

“T am yours to command,” he said
simply

Stewart was blunt. “Why?” he
asked.

Calr shrugged.

“That is not important. It is suffi-
cient that we are hoth working for
Sol TIT of the Alliance and the fu~
ture of the Galaxy.”

Stewart stared for a long moment
into the unrevealing eyes of the Ri-
gelian, hut he was the first to look
away.

“All right,” he said, but his mis-
givings remained.

He made arrangements. From
that moment he saw Calr no more
than twice in the flcsh. But in every-
thing he did the thourht of Calr was
in the front of his mind, a wonder,
a doubt, a fear.

When they plottec by scrambled
communicator, Stewart wondered if
he were being betrayed. When a raid

.on the market was about to go

through, the thought struck Stew-
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art that the whole organization could
be wrecked if Calr were a little too
greedy.

But months went by, and Calr was
faithful in every detail. Gradually
Stewart lost his [ears and put more
trust in his native front,

For the first year Stewart was
relatively quiet, building up his ex-
port business it a medest way, plot-
ting the course of Rigel V's eco-
nomiic patterm, testing his conclu-
sions through small amounts placed
on the stock market by Calr, estah-
lishing, memorizing, and destroying
plans, building a reputation, doing
the hundred and one things that had
to be done to set up an organization
that was almost sclf-sufficient—and
conceal all evidence of it.

The second year he began opera-
tions.

A large working capital had been
built up through black-market sales
of several shipments of refined
uranium, all handled through the
subterranean members of the or-
ganization. The economic pattern
was established. Several trial runs
had come off smoothly.

The first killing was made nor-
mally enough. Any reasonably astute
market operator could have predicted
that the market was due for a sud-
den rise. Several others did. Calr
cleared ten million credits.

A few days later, reaction set in,
as it was hound to. Calr made about
fifteen million on the drop. Again
he had company.

Before ten days had passed, Calr
bought up the entire impoverished
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stock of a large company which
manufactured power equipment. The
next day the World Assembly
banned imports of such equipment,
and Calr sold out for one hundred
million credits profit,

In four months Calr was worth
five hundred million credits, in six
months, a billion. At that point he
began to subdivide. He could get no
higger without arousing suspicion.
As it was, all Rigel V hailed him as
a new financial genius.

Gradually Calr built up the for-
tunes of a dozen easily infuenced
Rigelians. Twice he had to break
what he had created hefore the others
hecame fully impressed that it was
Dbetter not to have a mind of one’s
own, that those who played along
with Calr prospered, that those who
didn’t were crushed.

Within a vear Calr could com-
mand resources of five billion cred-
its. Then came the final step of the
first stage. When the news of the
strained relations hetween the Alli-
ance and Rigel V was made public,
the group around Calr had already

sold short. Then they bought, to

the limit of their resources. The
news of the signing of new treaties
found them in subtle control of one-
third of the planet.

It has heen said that a well-or-
ganized mrinority can control any
election. The corollary to that max-
im is that a powerful, well-organized
economic minority can control a na-
tion, a planet, or a planetary system.

Calr’s minority controlled trans-
portation, heavy industry, and, most
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jmportant, communications. A sly
campaign of re-education was begun
in the newspapers and televiewers, A
softer attitude toward the Alliance,
a longer view of the future of the
Galaxy, admiration for the manufac-
tures, scientific advances, art of the
Alliance planets.

Gradually public opinion swayed,
bent, broke. A few legislators, true
to the principles of their election,
listened to the voices of their con-
stituents and urged consideration of
the Alliance proposals. Many more
were bought and paid for out of
slush funds. The second half of the
program was approaching {ruition.

Behind everything was Bill Stew-
art. His code word was the signal
for a specific plan of action to be
initiated; he planned the coups, the
market raids, the propaganda cam-
paigns, the legislative programs to
De pushed.

Within three years of his landing
on Rigel V he could see success
within his grasp, his job almost ac-
complished. The control of the plan-
et’s economic life was his. And
through that control he held public
apinion and a near majority of legis-
lative power. Only a small core of
die-hard isolationists remained.

They could never be expected to
change. They were hard, ruthless,
power hungry—and the paths of their
ambition lay in the blocking of the
Alliance. They would be by-passed,
cast aside, forgotten.

‘The moment was almost at hand.
The Alliance would not die.

‘Then— The knocking began at ex-
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actly 17:53 Earth time, 27:36 Rigel

“One last chance, Mr. Stewart,”
the fat Rigelian said. “Conlfess every-
thing or be prepared for the conses
quences.”

One last chance, Stewart thought.
Only there was no chance. To he so
close to victory and lrave everything
collapse like a house of cards!

The fat one’s eyes bored deep into
Stewart’s half-closed lids. Stewart
became conscious of the lump in his
throat. He had been prepared (or the
consequences for a long time. Not
that his death would solve anything,
but it might hold up the exposure of
the organization for a few hours or
days. In itself it would be a final ad~
mission of guilt.

“Bring in the serum!” the fat in-
quisitor roared suddenly.

The door opened, and the har-
ried, nervous inquisitor of an hour
ago scurried in with a hypodermic
held gingerly in his fingers.

It was late then, Stewart thought.
A few moments lelt, and he would
say the word that would shatter the
Tump in his throat and release the
virulent poison. A few hreaths left
to draw, a few heartbeats, a few
frantic thoughts. And then nothing.

Oh, for a wmessenger from the
king! Let the frantic couricr ride his
foam-flecked steed through the open
door and thrust forward the mes-
sage that said: Relcase this man—he
has the king's pardon!

“We are sorry to do this, Mr.
Stewart,” the fat one said, but his
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eyes glittered as he poised the hypo-
dermic above Stewart’s arm. His
voice came hollowly, hooming as if
from far away.

Stewart closed Lis eyes and waited
for the first pin prick that would
tell him there was no more hope. He
waited, but there was nothing. He
opened his eyes.

The messenger was there in the
doorway. The fat Rigelian was star-
ing at him, his neck twisted around,
the hvpu(leﬂmc dangling forgotten
in his fingers. The messenger was
ordinary—a mere official, calm,
bored.

“Let him go,” he said.

The fat one protested. The words
buzzed around Stewarl’s head, sense-
less bee-sounds. 1le could make
nothing of them, They led him to
the door, finally, apologizing, hand-
ing him his passport. He was out
on Lhe street, dazed, uncomprehend-
in,

g

Alter a while his head cleared.
He had been walking, aimlessly,
through the streets of Prayl. Then
he stopped, stood completely still,
trying to figure it out. Only one
thing came clearly to his mind—the
one word which could solve the mys-
tery : Calr.

For an hour he doubled back and
forth, until he was cetrain he had
shaken off any possible shadows.
‘When he got to the rendezvous Calr
was already waiting.

He was sitting at the rickety
table in the small, bare, dark room.

He looked up, and his eyes were
blank and unrevealing.

“How did you do it?” Stewart.
said steadily.

Calr's voice was calm, emotion-
less.

“Plan H-30. Remember ?”

“Then—?" Stewart’s voice fal-
tered.

“The treaty has been signed.
Rigel V is 2 member of the Alliance.
After that, your release was a mat-
ter of only a few moments.”

Stewart sank down in the other
chair, suddenly, unutterably weary.
Calr’s voice continued.

“Your business is broken and has
been hought up at a fraction of its
value through a forced sale. You
have no resources and by the laws
of Rigel V cannot stay on this
planet. The Earth consul will ad-
vance you passage money home.”

Slowly Stewart got up. Home
again. Larth. His job was done.
Suddenly the thought struck him:
what of Calr? He stared down at the
Rigelian as if trying'to pierce the
veil of flesh that concealed the
mystery.

“Why did you—?" he began
hoarsely.

Calr smiled. At least it was a good
imitation of a smile.

“Tell the engineers at the Elec-
tronic Institute, Stewart, that Model
Rz 17-3 was a success.”

It was a long time before Stew-
art could tear his eyes away,

THE END



