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STRIKE,
by Richard Wilson

Herbert Gray, the president of the Interplanetary Spacemen’s Union, said, “It’s a slander on labor, and you can quote me.”

Art Roper of Galactic News Service had asked Gray to comment on the sabotage-angle, in the case of a cargo-liner which had been en route from Earth to Mars. The ship blew up as it was coming in for a landing, and all eight persons aboard had been killed. Fragments rained down on the outskirts of Iopa, killing a Martian and an Earth-child. In his question, Roper had quoted the remark of a spokesman for World Government Investigation that W.G.I. was looking into the possibility of sabotage.

The strike had been on for a month; spacemen had walked out in a demand for higher pay and better retirement benefits. The spacemen’s union included not only pilots but crewmen, mechanics, and maintenance workers at the spaceports.

“It’s a libel to suggest that any member of the I.S.U. could have been in any way connected with the unfortunate explosion aboard the cargo-rocket,” the union leader continued. “Our activates since the strike began have consisted of peaceful picketing and full cooperation with World Government mediators. The fault, if any, lies with Interstellar Carriers, and its refusal to discuss our just demands.”

A reporter for Interplanetary News asked Gray whether the explosion could have occurred if a union crew had been aboard the cargo-liner.

“As to that,” the union official said, “I can only point to the high safety-record of interplanetary travel, up to the beginning of the strike. You may recall my statement of three weeks ago—that space-travel requires the services of experienced men at every step of the journey, and that the employment of scabs—or so-called supervisory personnel—might detract not only from the quality of the service, but from its safety as well. However, to interpret that as a threat of any kind would be erroneous in the extreme.”

“Thank you, Mr. Gray,” Roper said. He and the other reporters dashed out of the news conference in the union leader’s suite at the Hotel Mars, scanning their notes as they raced to the press room to call in their stories.

* * * *

The strike had been one hundred percent effective for the first week. Many persons realized for the first time how dependent Mars was on Earth—not only for basic foods, but for little luxuries which had been taken for granted. Coffee, for instance.

Art Roper got meat with his meal at the restaurant, because he was a regular luncheon customer—others were being turned down. But there was no Earth coffee left for anyone.

“Coffee substitute?” asked the waitress. “It costs twice as much, and it’s not half as good; but at least it’s the right color.”

“I’ll try it,” Roper said, but when it came he wished he hadn’t. It was bad—just as were most of the things that came out of Mars Hydroponics, Inc.

It was at this stage of the strike that it looked as if Interstellar Carriers might have to bow to the union demands. I.C. had taken the stand that it was a public utility, and that the strike was illegal. It wasn’t, but the corporation was holding out in the hope that it would be declared so. I.C. declined to recognize the spacemen’s union as a bargaining-agent for its employees, and was working hard in the cloakrooms of the Martian Parliament to push through anti-union legislation. But Parliament moved slowly, even when its members were unanimously in favor of a bill—and they were by no means prepared to back up I.C. in the current dispute.

Then I.C. announced, with as much fanfare as it could muster, that a cargo rocket loaded with tons of supplies had landed from Earth—manned by supervisory personnel. Others followed, although passenger-service was not resumed. The supplies brought by the cargo-vessels took some of the pinch out of the situation, but not much. Prices soared, and the citizens got sore. They weren’t sure whether they were mad at the union, or at the carrier; each of the parties in the dispute did its best to shunt the blame to the other.

Then another cargo-ship had an accident. It blasted away from the spaceport outside Iopa, and seemed to hang in the air for a moment. It slipped out of the perpendicular, wavered, and fell back to crash in the desert a few miles away from the city. There was only one survivor in the crew of eight, and he died in the hospital without regaining consciousness.
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