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*CHAPTER 1*

AFTER an eternity when he could see again Varl looked at his hands and stared wonderingly at the
unmarked skin, the uncrushed bones, and the intact nails. He had known his hands as things of horror --
burned, seared, the tips bleeding stumps, the knuckles crushed, splintered, shards of bone needling the
in.

"Here." Thefigure at hissde held out acup containing apae blueliquid. "Thiswill help.”

The masked man was shapel ess beneath an enveloping robe. A creature of studied anonymity, even
his voice betrayed a caculated distortion. The cup he held in gloved hands was made of fragile plagtic
which would shatter into apowder if broken. Varl ignored it as he did the man, concentrating on his own
hands, remembering the things which had been done to them.

" Subjective punishment,” the robed figure explained. "Anillusion created by the use of ectronic
stimulus on gppropriate areas of the cortex. If thelevel had been too high your protoplasm would have
responded in psychosomatic mirroring. Asit was, you only suffered mental anguish.”

Only? The agonies of hell itsdf ddlivered by means of fire and clamps and tearing stedl. A timein
which he had known the touch and taste, the sight and sound, the stench of caculated torment. Dimly he
remembered afrenzied screaming and sensed the soreness of histhroat. Had he begged? Pleaded?
Groveled? Prayed?

"l suggest you drink this" The robed man held out the cup again. " There has been some dehydration
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and loss of essentid bodily chemicalstogether with certain physical reactions associated with your recent
experience. We do not wish for you to fal below optimum physica condition.”

"Why not?' Varl looked at the man. "Isthere to be more?’

"Punishment? The courts -- "

"You bastard! Y ou sadistic bastard! You -- "

"Steady!" The gloved hand thrust the cup forward. "Drink thig! Drink it!"

The cup shattered, ablue shower rising to fal and darken the fabric of the glove and the robe of the
man who woreit. He called out in sudden darm as Varl rose, snarling, hands reaching to kill.

"Guards!”

Varl touched the robe and the flesh benegth, fingers stiffening as they began to dig into the flaccid
throat. His grip locked as the paralysis seized him and he toppled to one side, histemple striking the edge
of the table. Blood welled from the wound to mask his cheek and jaw.

Then the guards were around him, freeing his hands and staunching the wound, adding more stingsto
the one which had fed the numbing drug into his veins. Needles brought a sudden darkness.

When he woke, he was back in hiscell. It was abox containing abunk, abowl, toilet facilities, and
nothing else. A glowing platein the ceiling provided illumination. The door was asolid pandl. The cell was
aplace buried deep, isolated from life, insulated from sound -- atomb for the living dead.

Varl sat upright on the bunk, his back against the wall. His head ached alittle and his nerves were
jumping from the aftermath of drugs and punishment. The wound on histemple, seded beneath a
trangparent dressing, itched alittle but he made no effort to scratch it. Instead he relaxed and closed his
eyes and sent his sensesto explore his environment.

Long ago, when young and eager to taste the adventure which was space, he rode the shipsto new
and exotic worlds where he had learned boredom and di sappointment and, too often, the animal which
liveswithin the skin of aman. But he learned how to kill time in space by picking up the vibrations
created by every movement, every word. In a sedled environment nothing can belogt, and in space
sound is caught and retained by the hull to be transmitted and circulated in fading murmurs which hang
likeghogisinthewhispering air.

In hiscell he heard the thin vibration of acrying voice, aplaintive wailing which keened on and on as
if awandering soul mourned for the lost innocence of childhood. He heard alaugh which held the hate of
anation and asigh which whispered like awind between the stars, a scrape of ashoe and the padding of
naked feet, asoft rill of running water, clicks more imagined than heard, and the rustle of what could have
been the passage of e ectrons through awire or the soft susurrations of a brush through amane of silken
hair.

He heard the dying shrieks of his recent ordeal.

He remembered the dow and agonizing crushing of his bones, the ripping torment as his nailswere
torn from their beds, the sizzling burn of heated iron. Things once done in the name of religion by robed
familiarsworking in dungeonsilluminated by guttering flambeaux were now donein the name of justice by
cold, detached men working with meters, dials, and minute pulses of electronic energy. A different age,
different means, but the motives were the same. And the cruelty remained.

To kill once had not been enough to satisfy theire of kings. They had demanded multiple deaths as
far asthe limitations of the human physique had dlowed: hanging, drawing, quartering, throttling to
UNCONSCIOUSNESS, reviving, dissecting, burning pieces of flesh beforetheliving eyes of ther victims, forcing
molten lead down athroat, filling arectum with acid; or dow immersion in boiling ail, or impalement. The
records werefilled with the diabolica ingenuity of torments devised by man to use on hisfellows.

Finally, the ultimate had been achieved. The torments of hell could be visited on avictim again and
again and again. Punishment could fit the crime in amanner never dreamed of by those who had
proposed the value of poetic justice.

Varl dtirred alittle, easing acramp in hisright thigh, agrowing achein hisleft buttock. Small shifts of
position were undiscernible to any who might be watching, and there would be awatcher, he knew.
Someone manned the scanner which monitored his cell, checked hisreactions, took notes, and gathered
data on which to base an opinion -- the unseen opponent in agame he could not hope to win.



Agang hisshoulders he felt anew vibration, an dteration in background level which grew stronger
asif someone traversed the passages |eading toward him. Varl tensed imperceptibly, readying himsdf for
potential action. Behind the blank mask of hisface his mind spun. The sound could mean nothing or have
another cdll asitstarget -- aroutine vist from amedic or minor officia to some unfortunate who had tried
to kill himself and who had, asmost of them did, failed.

Varl sharpened his senses as the vibrations grew stronger, hope flowering with the growing
conviction that his cell was their objective. Not one man, that was hoping for too much. Not even two; he
forced himself to relax as he counted three sets of footsteps. Onein the cell, one just outside, the third
placed some distance down the passage to act as general cover. He could kill one, perhaps even two,
but the third would bring him down before he could get within reach. Unless the man could be lured
close, tricked into dropping his guard in someway -- if the chance came he would take it!

He stretched and dipped from the bunk as the footsteps halted beyond the door. He swayed as he
hit the floor and turned toward the bowl. As the door opened he spun, one hand lifted to the dressing on
histemple, to dump and lie sorawled on the floor.

"Careful! The oldest of the two at the door snapped awarning. "He's akiller, remember. Don't take
any chances."

"Cover me." His companion stepped into the cell and stooped over the limp figure. "He's out.
Deayed shock, | guess, and that crack on the head couldn't have helped any."

"He could be bluffing." The elder guard looked up at thelight inset in the ceiling. "Check wanted on
recent actions -- report!”

"Prisoner remained quiet after regaining consciousness,” the unseen watcher said over the speaker in
the ceiling. "He seemed dazed alittle and sat asif meditating. Slept some, | guess; at least | didn't seehim
move."

"Not at al?'

"Not while | waswatching. I'vefifty others on my panel to keep an eyeon.”

"Then what?' The eldest guard frowned at the delay in the other's response. "What happened when
we arived?’

"He got down from the bunk and headed toward the bowl. | guess he wasthirsty. He stopped when
you opened up and turned toward the door. Then he went down. Hell, you saw that. Could have been
sudden nausea. He'shad it rough lately.”

"The bastard asked for it." The guard glowered at his companion busy over the dumped figure. "Any
change?'

"None. Skin flaccid and chill. Some perspiration. Breething shallow. No responseto pain stimuli.”
He displayed the pin he had used to dig beneeth anail. "Maybe if we got him on the bunk it would help.”

"It would look better.”

"Wel?1 can't manage him done.”

"And my back won't dlow meto lift aweight like that." The older guard yelled down the passage.
"Hand Giveahand here! Hurry!"

"Sick?" Thethird guard looked at the prisoner when he arrived. "Or did you deck him?"

"He hasn't been touched. Give Frank ahand to lift him on the bunk.” He stepped back. "All right,
you two, get onwithiit."

He watched as they stooped, heaving, to lift the man from the floor and rest him on the bunk. A
moment later they relaxed, easing their backs and stretching, forgetting the danger inherent in a desperate
man, redlizing it too late.

Hans dropped, retching as a stiffened hand rose to stab at histhroat, his breath a harsh and labored
rasping as he fought to draw air through a ruptured larynx. Frank joined him, unconscious, the nervesin
his neck impacted by the side of ahand like ablunted ax. The older guard backed as Varl rose and
lunged toward him; his mouth opened to yel awarning, one hand fumbling at his belt. The hand froze and
the warning remained unuttered as he felt ahand grip histhroat and the ball of athumb cometo rest just
below hisright eye.

"Makeasound and I'll blind you," Varl said. He moved the thumb alittle, lifting hisindex finger to



threaten the other eye. "On your knees. Move!"

"Crazy," the guard said. "There's no need for this. We -- "

"Shut up!" Varl dropped his hand from the other's throat and snatched the needle gun from its
holgter. "Up and out!"

"I toldyou -- "

"Out!" The dartsin the gun would not kill, but the wegpon itsalf could crush askull if swung by a
powerful arm. "Down the passage and head upward. Do it, damn you!"

It was madness, agamble he could not win. But even so the game was worth playing for the one
dim possibility that, despite dl logic, he would be able to get clear and make hisway to the open, the
sun, the freedom which was the prize. He had to take the chance no matter what the cost.

They let him climb three level s before gassing him down.

*CHAPTER 2*

SHE wastall, blonde, and blue-eyed, with agood figure and amouth twisted as if she had tasted
something bad. Her voice and eyes matched her uniform: crisp and cold.

"Kurt Varl, you disappointed me. I'd hoped to find an intelligent man."

Captain Varl."

"Y our license was rescinded when you were sentenced to corrective punishment -- for multiple
murder and wanton destruction of private property. Or are you going to protest your innocence?"

"Execution is not murder.”

"And you killed in your capacity as captain in order to prevent amutiny.” She shrugged indifferently.
"Asl sad, Varl, youareafool.”

"And you, Mgor? What are you?"

"Y ou recognize my uniform?’

"I can read your braid."

"And admit | outrank you?"'

"Not whereit counts." Abruptly, he wastired of the game. "In the Venegian Sector we had aname
for women like you. They were dl wdl built and good-looking and al had tailored uniforms and high
rank. The only field of battle they ever saw was between the sheets." He caught the hand she swung at
hisface, hisown fingers digging hard into her writ. "Whose baitleground are you, Mgor?'

For amoment their eyes met and then, with surprising strength, she jerked her wrist from his grasp.
"Ananima," shesad bitterly. "I should have expected it. A beast walking on two legs. What else could
have killed nine people and destroyed a valuable cargo? Y ou belong to the Dark Ages.”

He made no comment, looking instead at the room, and at the tall window which gave aview of
rolling hillsin thefar distance, of clouds, and of the ground along, long way below. The sunwaslow in
the sky, dying with flaring streamers of crimson and gold, scarlet and amber, pink and orange. The colors
touched hisface and highlighted the cheekbones as they accentuated the hollows, dusting the eyes and
giving the whole aresemblance to a pagan mask. Studying it, she thought of primitive idols wreethed in
the smoke of sacrificid fires, their nogtrilsflared to catch the scent of newly spilled blood.

Then he turned and the moment was gone. He was just aman again, one caught in avicioustrap, the
victim of justice formulated to embrace different circumstances on adifferent world.

Hesadflatly, "If you've cometo gloat, forget it. Men are dead and | killed them and would again if
the need arose. They were scum and you know it. The courts knew it -- but the cargo belonged to the
Pui-Chi Consortium and reparation had to be made. So | got sentenced and the government paid and
everyone's happy.”

"You infer expediency?'

"That and stupidity -- mine. | should have taken what was going and run. Instead, | acted the
captain, brought in my ship, ddivered my passengers, and faced the music.” Helooked &t his clenched
figs. "Thelast time, Mgor. | promiseyou that."

"You'll be old before they let you out," she said bluntly. "Old and broken and maybe insane. Nine
men, Varl. That's aheavy debt to pay, and you're damned lucky it isn't more. Those guards could have



died. If the monitor hadn't summoned medics without delay, they would have died and you'd be facing
fresh charges at this very moment. Think about it. Just think."

Hedrew in hisbresth and shook his head, then turned and paced the floor. The gas had left him a
little weak and foggy but not enough for him to be unaware of the guards beyond the door. The woman
had come for areason; the guards had been sent to collect him; he had acted too quickly for hisown
good.

"I'vethought,” he said. "So?"

"Just how badly do you want to get away from here?'

"So badly that if you're having agame with me I'll break your neck.”

"l bedieveyou." She met hiseyes, her own were cold, caculating. "Do you think you could do it?"

"It would befuntotry.”

"Your kind of fun." Contempt edged her voice. “To hurt. To kill. To force othersto jump when you
givetheword. A child. A vicious, unthinking child."

"Ananimd," hesaid. "That'swhat you called me. But even an anima hasfedings. What do you want
fromme?'

"You."

"Just that?"

"Can there be more?' She turned and poured wine from a decanter into aglass and lifted it to study
thetints swirling behind the crystdl. "A dedl, Varl. Y our sentence commuted in return for your full
cooperation. | warn you now -- you could be getting the worst of the dedl." She poured a second glass
of wine and extended it toward him. "Do we drink to it?"

He shook his head.

"Y ou'd rather go back to your cdll? To sit and wait for what's coming? What will it be the next time?
Flaying? Being dowly immersed in boiling oil? Choking on molten lead? Doesiit give you akick? Areyou
amasochig?'

Her voice was too high, itstone too harsh, and the set of her mouth and eyes betrayed her strain.
Shewas awoman sent to do ajob and already she had tasted the possibility of failure.

He said, "The continued application of pain can build aresistanceto its stimulus, as witnessed by
those addicted to the use of the whip. It can even cause an emotiond transference. Who knows, given
time | may run joyfully to the sessons, eager to taste the new thrill of broken bones and burned flesh.
After dl, it'sonly inthemind.”

"Y ou bastard!"

"y es"

Shelooked at her wine and said, abruptly, "We need you."

"Who?"'

"Earth Confederation. The Comptroller. The fleet. Every damned ship in space. Posterity. Y ou want
more?'

"Start with your name.”

"Mgor EricaBorken, Centra Computer Division, Probability and Anaog Section, Spatial
Department, Specid Assgnment.”

"Why me?'

"The specifications” The wine vanished as she lifted the glass and drank; asingle droplet clung likea
pear] to the full bloom of her lower lip. "We need a certain kind of man, and they aren't dl that plentiful.
A primitive -- but with abrain. A man with guts and the killer ingtinct -- but who knows how to evauate
Situations Someone who has experience in space, who can handle people, who can give orders and
make them stick. A fighter. A man who can survive. Someone who knows how to hate.”

"Ananimd?'

"That and more. Y ou fit and we need you -- need you enough to spring you out of thistrap. But I'm
not begging. There are others, maybe not as well suited, but available and adamned sight easier to find."

"Then get one," he said. "But when you hand him over, be prepared to add that nice, neat uniform,
your rank, your office, your career. The bastards who put mein here aren't gentle. Fail them and you'll



find out just how hard they can be."

"l know."

The admission gave him victory, but he did not make the mistake of pressing it too hard. She could
see him marched back to hell and think her career cheap at the price.

"Get me out of here," he said. " Get me some decent clothes and take me somewhere | can fedl
human again. And tdl mewhat dl thisisabout.”

* % % %

The first took time, the second money, the third cooperation she was reluctant to give.

"My job wasto get you," she said. "The detailswill come later.”

"But you know them?'

"Some of them. Enough to know how important thisis. Enough to be scared.”

They sat on the terrace of ahotel which emulated amountain in its soaring flight toward the Sars.
Facets of crystd caught and magnified the lights of distant beacons and the transient gleams of passing
arcraft. Ericas hair shone with burnished perfection in the brilliance; her face was angdlic.

Theillusion was created by too many londly hours, Varl knew; he bused himsdlf with themed. The
woman had ordered and the table was |oaded with aprofusion of dishes, each holding a succulent
delight. Varl probed with the pointed sticks provided, lifting, tasting, recognizing flavors and discovering
tastes he had never known existed.

"Luxury,” he sad. "Who isfooting the bill ?*

“I'm alowed expenses.”

"That isn't answering my question.”

"What does it matter? Call it reparation. A bribe. Compensation.”

"Andyou?'

"l don't comewith the medl." For amoment her face froze to match her eyes. "Don't get the wrong
idea, Varl. Y ou can push too hard.”

"I was curious as to who was backing you." He speared amorsel of meat and chewed, not speaking
again until he had swallowed. "The Pui-Chi Consortium valued that cargo at about three timesits|oaded
worth. They might have had theideathat | cached it. A medl, a pretty woman, some money spent in
bribes -- somewould think it agood investment."

"Did you? Cache the cargo, | mean?’

His shrug matched the enigmaof hisamile.

"Not that you'd tell meif you had," she said. "But it doesn't matter. I'm working for Earth
Confederation, and al expenses are taken care of . Incidentally, we leave tomorrow morning. Early, I'm
afraid, but | didn't think you'd object.”

"l don't."

"No." Shelooked at the ground lying dark below the terrace, at the strings of lights, the
condominiums, the shopping malls, theindustrial complex. "Civilization," shemused. "It looks so sife, yet
how thin isthe veneer. Sometimes, when | redlize just how thin, it scaresme.” Then, abruptly, she sad,
"Didyoufind it hard to kill?"

"l learned how in the Venegian Sector.”

"Things," shesaid. "Insects-- it isn't the same.”

He made no comment, lifting hisglassto sp a hiswine; the light from the crystds adorning the
building illuminated hisface and gave it aharsh bleskness.

"Y ou must have been young then,” she said. "During the war, | mean. Little more than aboy. And
yet you learned to kill -- or so you say. What did they look like? Wasps? Spiders? Ants?'

"Men," he said. "Y ou've been reading the propaganda. They weren't men, but they looked like
old-time knightsin armor. Their exoske etons were smooth and black and gleamed like polished metdl,
and when they bled they oozed red. Real blood just like ours. Only their shapes were different.”

"And their breeding habits."

"And the way they looked after each other," he admitted. "They put usto shame. The damned war
should never have started, and it should have ended much sooner than it did. Too many men died out



there. Men and Venegians, kids, babies, grubs, women, but people, dl of them." He emptied hisglass
and paused with hishand over the bottle. "I've had enough.”

"Go ahead if you want. I'll take care of you."

"Orders?'

"Thet, if you want."

"I'd rather talk."

"And | know what about. But leaveit. The Comptroller will tell you what dl thisis about, and he
won't thank mefor having interfered. Or for telling you about Polar North. In the meantime, | suggest you
do your best to relax. You're far too tense. Can you swim?"

They sported in water the temperature of blood, then plunged through misty curtainsinto afreezing
chill to diveinto tubes of e ectronic forces which spun them about and spat them into pools aive with
golden fish and fronds of delicate weed. And later they walked on the upper promenade to look at the
gars through panes of magnifying crystd, then went to Sit in agarden heavy with the scent of nocturna
blooms.

"The cargo was contaminated,”" he said abruptly. "Do you know what atenge is?'

"A paradite, isntit?'

"Oneyielding arare and expensive compound. Not just a perfume but ascent keyed to the natural
exudations so as to accentuate the pheromones. Wearing it, awoman -- any woman -- isirresistible to
any partner she desires. And no woman can deny aman using it anything he wants. The Pui-Chi were
smuggling aconsgnment of eggsin the cargo, but something went wrong. The things hatched ahead of
time"

"Parasites," shesaid. "l begin to understand.”

"They useliving creatures for hosts. When gravid, they vent their eggsinto the bloodstream. Once
distributed about the body, deeth isinevitable."

"But newly hatched eggs?’

"They'd used adog to harbor them. It had remained alive while being eaten away insde. | had
passengersto think about, women and children. The scum | killed had been set to guard the consignment.
Dead, they couldn't argue.” In the shadows he saw the gleam of her eyes. "What would you have done?!

"I don't know. The same, | guess-- no, | lack your courage. Does that make me a coward?”

"No. You'd have done the same if you were faced with it.”

"l wish | could be as sure of that asyou are." Her hand found his own, fingers closing, giving comfort
with their warmth. " So you destroyed the cargo -- but why not tell what happened?”

"l did, but I'd done too good ajob. No evidence," he explained. "My word againgt that of the
Pui-Chi and the lie-detector evidence was ruled inadmissible because of my space-service conditioning.
Bribery, but it worked, and I'd carried a couple of bleeding heartswho swore | was amartinet. They
didn't like the way I'd ordered them around when they broke regulations.”

"It'sover now," she said.

He was bitter. "Isit?"

"How do you mean?"

"I'm out of jail but still haveto pay the price. How long do | need to pay?'

"Maybedl your life," she said. "But there are compensations.”

Later, in the snug comfort of her bed, she reached out to touch the hard contours of his body and
found him deeping like achild. But before dawn he woke her with hisfrenzied screams.

*CHAPTER 3*

NASIR Kalif was ahundred and thirty-two years old but artifice had lifted abarrier against the
years. A mechanical heart beat within his chest, chemicals laved his blood, and fresh organs had replaced
the old. Only his brain remained untouched -- the unique organ which housed the mind and the
conceptionsit entertained, the power which had made him the Comptroller of Earth Confederation.

"Later you will be given acomplete menta and physical examination,” he said to Varl. "For now, tell
me how you fed."



"Relieved.”

"At having left Voltan? | can gppreciate your sentiments. A soft and congenial world but one cursed
with peculiar cusoms.”

"Imported from Earth.”

"True" Kalif made asmall gesture with ahand asthin and as curved asthe claw of abird. "The
Confederation embraces avariety of worlds, and on each we have stamped our imprint. Subjective
punishment holds certain desirable attributes, but, like most things, it can be abused.” He paused. "
understand you don't deep well a nights.”

"l have dreams. Nightmares."

"Of course. They will betaken care of "

"By Mgor Borken?' Varl met the dull brown eyes of the old man. "I must congratul ate you on your
choice of messenger.”

"Sheisefficient.”

"And was hand-picked for thejob." Varl made it a statement, not aquestion. Y ou knew of my
preference for blondes, for tal, shapely women, for a persondity stronger than mush but not as hard as
stedl. Why go to so much trouble?’

"Y ou don't know?"'

"Sherefused to tell me. Said that you would explainit al at theright time." Varl looked at the room,
theingtrumentsit contained, the furnishings. "Here?'

"Later, but now let me show you my garden.”

It was afantasy inice. Mutated plants clung to blue-white surfaces, spreading flame leaves over chill
hummocks, and sprouting in lacelike fountains from masses of frozen water. An eaborate maze of paths
wound through Polar North.

"A placeinwhichto think," Kdif mused. "Onein which to dream. Y ou are comfortable?'

Varl nodded; beamed and focused hesat provided |ocalized warmth.

"Problems,”" the Compitroller continued. "At one time they threatened the very basis of society.
Civilization had become too complex and skillstoo specidized. Locd difficultieswerelost in the genera
pattern, and one area could starve while another enjoyed a glut. Communication and cooperation
provided the structure of salvation, but it required more. A meansto assmilate avariety of cultures, to
absorb the impact of newly opened worlds, was needed. The discovery of the hyperdrivewas a
double-edged sword.”

Varl made no comment asthe old man fell slent. Beneath their feet tiny crystals of ice made harsh
crunching sounds, and Varl's hands flexed in automatic response. Ahead, masked by billowing curtains of
vapor, something reared at the heart of the maze.

"A mixed blessing," Kadif continued. "New worlds for the taking, but with each came fresh problems.
Thetrouble in the Venegian Sector was but one of many. Before that, we had a dozen conflicts, each of
which could have led to destruction. Luck saved us, but we needed something more. The computers
providedit."

"Records," Van said. "Completed details of everything everywhere. Each individua docketed,
assessed, filed, registered. The lawless could be isolated and weeded out, the misfits noted and action
taken, the desired pattern imposed on entire populations.”

"Communication and cooperation.”

Varl shrugged. "Thereis another word for it."

"Emasculation?' Kalif smiled. "No, | do not read minds, but I've learned to recognize the obvious.
Y et, what was the dternative? War, conflict, or the risk of exotic disease creating abiologica holocaust.
Conformity isthe pattern of every civilization. Thelesson isto be found throughout history.”

"And the danger. How many civilizations have falen to the uninhibited barbarian? How -- *

Varl broke off, hiseyes narrowing, one hand lifting to grip a down-pointing spear of ice which
snapped as he closed hisfingers. "Brittle," he murmured. " Once you establish apattern, you build in
destruction. Unless athing can bend, it must break."

"y 7!



"Ask your machines. They know everything. But if they know so much, why do we need you?"

"Because a machine can never be more than you makeit. If it ever grows beyond its predicted
design you no longer have amachine, you havelife Kadif paused. "But that is not our problem. And to
answer your question, | am needed because someone has to be able to scan the total pattern. Let me
illustrate. On Hadjao a plant mutated to produce a substance which affected the inner membrane of the
nose. It was harmless but it altered the sense of smell. Asaresult the sde of coffeein that areafell toa
minute portion of the anticipated amount. There was no correation, you understand, no hard evidence,
just financid ruin facing the growers and shippersin that region. Mechanicd investigation might have
found the association, given time. | discovered it within hours of its having been brought to my attention.
The difference between detection and intuition. Machines have one, but we have the other. And | have
more than most. Which iswhy | am the Comptroller of Earth Confederation.”

"And | am -- what?'

"For the moment apupil. Shal we presson?' The path widened, the flowers changing to a denser
profusion of exotic blooms -- stars, cones, and suspended globules touched with avariety of blazing
color. They were mutations and imports from a host of worlds. Banks of moss softened the chill of the
ice with fronds and tendrils; lichens made mosaics and geometrica shapes of staggering complexity.

Asthey approached the curtains of vapor, Varl leaned back to study the height of whatever it was
the coiling mist kept hidden. The air had grown warmer, and he guessed that permanent heat sources
monitored the area. He wondered at their purpose and wondered, too, why the Comptroller had led him
to the enigma.

Hefollowed Kdif into the mist and through it, to stand in a clear space looking up at a Satue.

"Ludwig Kreutzd," Kalif said.

"l know."

"A genius-- did you know that too?"

"He invented the hyperdrive -- the hydee aswe call it now -- three hundred years ago, give or take
adecade. I've seen his photographs in books."

"But not a satue?"!

"No."

"Can you guesswhy?' Kalif did not wait for an answer. "More hitory, I'm afraid. After the Debacle
at the turn of the century, it was thought that al persondity cults were too dangerousto be tolerated. So
no statues were permitted, no monuments, nothing which could be turned into ashrine. In asenseit was
areverson to old, long-held principles of ardigious nature. But Kreutzal wastoo greet aman to be
ignored, and, well, the Compitroller has certain privileges. Privacy, for one. What do you think of it?"

The gtatue was -- awesome. Not in size, though it wastoo largeto take in a aglance, but in stature,
expression, and assembly of its parts. But most awesome of al wasthe faceitsdlf.

Eyes open, face uptilted alittle, the statue stared into the infinite asif seeing the open doors of
paradise. The face was of aman transformed, touched with the warmth of Promethean fire, gifted,
granted afragment of the divine, of aman who had found akey for the locks which held man prisoner on
atiny world.

Varl lowered hishead and stared unseeing at the ground. He saw only the face -- the radiant visage
glowing asif illuminated from within. The cheeks were sunken, the temples pronounced, the mouth thin,
the nose beaked, the eyebrows a hard ridge above the eyes. The face wasintense, dmost ugly, yet the
sculptor had used his artistry to capture in stone the essential essence of the man, to freeze hisgenius as
long asthe materia would last.

"Who?"'

"A madman,” Kdif said. "A student tormented by visions and unable to accept the restrictions of
society. So he had to be called mad. But | think, at the end, he found happiness.”

AsLudwig Kreutza must have found happiness. Varl studied the festures again, his admiration for
the sculptor growing as he noticed delicate touches he had missed at first. Mad, the Comptroller had
said, but there had been bitternessin hisvoice. A rdative? A son? Who dse could have gained such
close cooperation?



Varl sad, "Is he dead? The sculptor, | mean.”

"y es"

"A pity." Varl touched the stone. "It's an even greater pity that hiswork must remain hidden. It isn't
fair to Kreutzal. No photograph can do him the same justice. We should respect our benefactors.”

"Youthink him that?"

"He gave us space, auniverseto play in, worlds without number to make our own. If any man wasa
hero it isKreutzal. He should be honored above all others-- and you hide him behind a curtain of mit.
Anoldman--" Varl broke off. "Never mind."

"An old man shaking in fear? |sthat what you were going to say?'

"Leaveit."

"Why? Haven't you the courage to speak your mind?* Kalif glanced up at the statue, his eyes
lingering on the face. "Three hundred years," he whispered. "A man born to stand among those precious
few who dtered the world with the sacrifice of their lives, lifting their fellows from the mud and dime of
savage ignorance. And yet, at times | wonder if we would be happier if he had never lived. Do weredly
need the stars? To travel so far and so fast? Build so high? Live so long? Change so much? And what of
those others on distant worlds? The Venegians? The Chard? The amphibians of Hermapolis? The avians
of the Munchian Cluster? Would they have been happier without the advent of man? Have they reason to
blessKreutza's name?'

"Naturd progresson,” Varl said. "The strong survive.”

"Junglelaw.”

"It works."

_"'"Those shall take who have the power," _the Comptroller quoted. "'And those shal keep who
can.'_Theharsh creed of abarbarian -- and Kreutzal was one at heart. What else isaconqueror? He
sent the sword of hisinvention in abright challenge to every sentient creature in the universe. We are
man! What we want we take! And if some race, somewhere, should pick up our gage, what then?"

"Wefight."

"And maybe perish.” Kdif shook his head. "Why should we be the exception? Before us, the great
reptiles dominated the earth, and who knows what reigned before them? How many other races have
flowered to vanish and leave nothing but unreadable smears on adamantine sone?"

Varl did not answer. Instead he said, "'l was brought here for apurpose, and | think it'stime | was
toldwhat itis"

"Impatient?’

"Curious."

"AsKreutzal was curious." Again the old man looked at the statue. "Look at him, Varl. Study that
face. Remember it. The visage of asaint, some would say, but there can be no doubt it belonged to a
genius. | want you to find him."

The air was warm despite the surrounding ice, but Varl felt the touch of a sudden chill. An old man,
lost in dreams, his abilities dulled by accumulated years, the most powerful man in Earth Confederation --
insane?

"The machines sdected you," Kdif said. "From al the millions of suitable types, you were chosen as
the one most likely to succeed. That iswhy | had you released from Voltan. Paroled, rather; thereisa
dight digtinction. Need | explanwhat it is?'

"You tricked me! You--"

"Lied?' Kdif'ssmile wasthetwitching of hismask. "No, | have not lied. And | offer you achoice:
work with me or go back to your cell.”

He could resume his subjective punishment, fed again the agony of tormented flesh, crushed bone,
fireand acid and tearing stedl, watch as his feet were pulped in cramping boots, and fed the rising flames
as he burned at the stake.

Or he could find aman dead three hundred years.

*CHAPTER 4*



POLAR North was more than a garden. Buried deep in the ice sprawled the insulated
conglomeration of the heart of Earth Confederation, atown-sized complex which swalowed Varl asan
amoebawould engulf amorsdl of food.

"Hold the stance!" Selim was amachine of bone, muscle, and iron-like snew. He was amaster of
unarmed combat with the trained ability to spatter adrop of sweat benegth hisfist while leaving the skin
untouched. "Now!"

Hisleft hand lashed out, followed by hisright, then the upward jerk of hisknee, the sudden batter of
his head -- blows Varl warded, dodged, and turned from their targets in unthinking response.

"Good," the ingtructor commented. "At least asfar asit goes. Now I'm going to hurt you.”

Hisface did not change and neither did his eyes. It was merely ajob to him, and amatter of
extending hisreach alittle, of not checking his blows so soon. He blinked as he struck nothing but air,
then blinked again as Varl camein, hitting, leaving welts on the thick-set, heavily muscled torso.

"Better. Thistimewell makeit for red."

"No."

"Scared?'

"You could cdll it that." Varl backed, handslifted. "I don't like the odds.”

Sdlim nodded, thinking he understood, not guessing that Varl wastaking about the relative reward
agang theinvited risk. To fight the ingtructor, to cripple him, even to kill him -- what would he gain?

"Youresmart,” theingructor said. "l like that. Don't fight unless you have to but, when you do, goin
for thekill. Remember the body isalot tougher than most people think, but there are vulnerable places.
Aim to hit the eyes, the throat, the groin. Get the kidneys, the ears, the temples. And use everything
you'vegot."

"Will | haveto?'

"Youmight. Those--" Sdlim broke off, shrugging. "Y ou'll be told. Now come for me again and
don't stop until | say s0."

Therefollowed aflurry of moves and countermoves, bare feet dapping the mat, bodies glistening,
musclesrippling beneath the skin, the air echoing to meaty impacts. Varl suffered theritual for the sake of
the physica exercise, but, at any time, he could have sent the ingtructor down. Selim fought by ingrained
reflex, weskened, though he did not know it, by the ingtilled disciplines of the traditiond arts. Hewasa
man grown predictable by his use of tested parries, of trusted attacks.

Showered and dressed, Varl moved on to eat in the canteen, then to take his place before aconsole
where he scanned endlessimages culled from the mass of data stored in the giant computers.

Ludwig Kreutzal. Hislife, histimes -- the frame holding the man. A hero, the Comptroller had said,
the answer to the misery plaguing histime. A genius. A man dead three hundred years.

A man he had to find.

Varl watched the shift and blur of transcribed data. Nasir Kalif was no fool -- and he had not asked
for Kreutzal to befound alive. And yet ... and yet...

Words flashed on the screen before him: LUDWIG KREUTZAL. BORN 2197. ASSUMED
DEAD 2252.

Assumed!

The computers took nothing for granted -- and no body had ever been found.

Varl leaned back and blanked the screen. The history was something every schoolboy knew, and he
would have sworn he possessed every detail. A man went missing and stayed that way for centuries, and
30, to a human mind, he had to be dead. What good was a dead genius to anyone? Did Nasir Kaif have
reason to suppose the man was il aive?

The screen flashed into life again with words, pictures, and graphs depicting the erawhich had given
birth to the man who had found the key to the stars. The Debacle, when madness had reigned and old
forms had been overthrown, was the result of stressinduced by crowding. frustration, and the blindness
of thosein power. Those they had manipulated, rose in anger, the sheep findly turning, the meek risng in
fury to inherit the earth.

The screen blurred to mask scenes of burning, hanging, dismemberment -- brutal executions and



bloody massacres that punctuated atime in which civilization itsdf hung in the balance. Stability was
regained when man again looked at the skies and the promise they held: new worlds on which old
mistakes could be avoided, new beginnings.

Kreutzal supplied the means.

Asaboy, hewas studious, with alarge head and eyes to match, aweak chin, prominent temples,
and thedight build of atraditiond aesthete; alad hopeless at games, friendless, finding comfort only in
books. A mifit asdl geniuses had to be, he was Prometheus, unrecognized, returned to give mankind
the sars.

The screen showed a blur as the machine compressed time, then steadied again to show aman with
alarge, domed, balding head, and eyeswhich looked like bruisesin the drawn palor of hisface. Hischin
was masked with aruff of beard and his body was till nothing but avehicle for hismind. Hewas till
friendless, fill amidfit, still unrecognized.

The year was 2229, the place the Scientific Ingtitute at Stuttgart. At thirty-two, Kreutzal delivered a
paper containing the basic formulization of the hyperdrive.

Three years later the hydee was afact.

Varl killed the screen, rose, and went to draw coffee from amachine. He sipped it while pacing the
open area beyond the room in which he had studied. Around him he sensed the throb and bustle of life,
the smoothly directed tide of effort which was Polar North. A snug, warm, friendly-seeming place, but he
was not deluded. He ate well, wore good clothing, wandered where he pleased, and did not have to
deep done, but the ingtdlation was as much a prison as the one he had left on Voltan.

"Kurt!" Jarl Asner smiled as he hdted, one hand lifted in greeting. Tall, big, with skin the color of
golden leaves, he had met Varl in the pool; he was an easy companion. "Hard at it?"

Van nodded.

"Y ou look drawn, man. Taketime out to relax. How about sitting in on agame tonight? Some of the
boys are getting together for poker. The stakes high enough to hurt.”

"Maybe."

"Bell me, un?'

“If I'm coming."

"Good. You do that. Well have afew bottles and make it asession. Hope you can makeit." The
amroseagain, thistimein farewell. "Well, back to thegrind.”

The man moved away, smiling, intent on hisown business. A casud friend, Varl wondered, or a
watchful guard?

The cup yielded in his hand, and he eased the pressure before coffee could spill and soil thefloor.
These were the rules of the game, and he had no right to complain. Hisrole wasto wait, to take what
was going, to gather his strength while he danced to the tune the Comptroller had chosen. Later, when
the chance came, he would dance to his own.

Back in his seat, he activated the screen and leaned back to study the face. Kreutzal, not as he
appeared gilded by the sculptor's art, but as he had looked when aive: aman bowed, old before his
time, his eyes pouched, his cheeks haggard. A man who had yet to taste the heady wine of success. A
man about to engage in the biggest gamble any man could take -- using hislifefor the stake.

Words overlaid the face:

27 SEPTEMBER 2232.

11.16 STANDARD WORLD TIME.

KREUTZAL MAKESFHRST TEST OF HYDEE.

The ship rested behind him, smal and frail -- askin holding air, instruments, and the power to feed
thedrive. Thejewd at its heart, fabricated in metal and crystal, represented the fruit of genius, a concrete
summation of amathematica concept which rested on a paradox which rested in turn on logic uniqueto
Kreutzal. He had built akey to unlock the cage Einstein had illuminated when he demongtrated the
limitation of velocity: Nothing could travel faster than light. In the orthodox universe, which said, 'So fast
and no fagter,' Kreutzal's invention was arude noise.

The man turned and entered the ship. Varl could sense his strain, though the event had happened



centuries earlier and Varl knew what the result would be. Even so, he leaned forward asthe ship roseto
hang poised, to shimmer, to vanish.

27 SEPTEMBER 2232.

13.23 STANDARD WORLD TIME.

KREUTZAL'S SUCCESSFUL RETURN

FROM FIRST TEST OF HYDEE.

One hundred and twenty-seven minutes reduced into as many seconds. Varl suckedinair ashe
dared at the figure that came stumbling from the ship. Kreutza dropped to his knees, and vomited blood
as hetoppled forward, near death. He clutched in his hand the object later to be known asthe Martian
Rose.

Varl cleared the screen and rubbed thoughtfully at histemples. Why had Kreutzal been such afool
asto try and breath atmosphere so thin it was amost avacuum? The answer he had given later was that,
quite smply, he had forgotten certain basic astronomicd datain theimpact of events. He had activated
the hydee and had seen a planet beneath him which he recognized as Mars. He had landed, seen the
object he had brought back with him, had goneto collect it, and had made it back just in time -- to return
with the incontrovertible proof that hisinvention worked.

Twenty years later he disappeared.

Varl had learned nothing new of the old story. Had Kreutza carried an unsuspected streak of idiocy
in his makeup? L ater adulation had glossed over the incident, making it the calculated act of ahero
determined to obtain proof of hissuccess. Certainly it had given him al he could ask for in the way of
equipment, supplies, and facilitiesto expand his discovery. Even as mankind gathered itsdlf for therush to
the new frontiers, Kreutzal was perfecting hisdrive.

The origina shimmer had been due to power leakage; diminated, there was again in performance.
Directiond control had been refined -- hisluck on the first test had been phenomend . Jumps had been
calibrated and vectors established. Asthe years passed. Kreutzal had occupied himsdlf with more and
more abstruse research.

Varl had reached adead end. The early days could tell him nothing he did not aready know aside
from small facets of Kreutzal's character. Kreutzal had been awarped and lonely man who had reveded
an area of blindness, a man with more guts than sense who had risked hislife on the basis of aconviction
-- ahero, amartyr. After three hundred years, how to be sure?

Varl frowned at the screen, wondering why Kdif had ingsted he do the research. Why not just give
him the data? And why put him through the physicd training?

He reached for buttons and |ooked at the face in the screen. A female operator, smooth and bland,
smiled as she waited for hisrequest.

"Give me an update on the Kreutzal data,” Varl said. "1 want the summation of al investigations
during the past five years."

"One moment.” The smile grew brittle asthe girl checked. "Thereisarestrict order on that data.”

"l see Kdif intended he should do thingsthe hard way, and Varl resisted the temptation to give
Mg or Borken as his authority to override the restrict. " Then give me acomplete rundown on al journeys
made by Kreutzal during the last ten years of hislife. | want atotal assessment including type of vessd
used, crew members, any adaptions or dterationsin structure, load-massindex, any specia equipment
carried -- suff likethat. Y ou understand?’

"Yes, but it will taketime."

"Cut corners. | aso want acompilation of destinations, times, jJump periods-- " He saw her frown.
"Something wrong?'

"It would helpif | knew what you were after."

"Honey," Varl said, "I can't tel you that -- but I'll know it when | seeit.”

*CHAPTER 5*

ASNER had an apartment on an upper level, a suite which he shared with another, now absent. The

living room was decorated with murals depicting aien worlds -- strange scenes of exotic mountains, sess,



rolling plainsilluminated by multiple suns. The carpeting was soft, the furniture luxurious; the room itself
was dominated by the round table in its center.

"Cards?' The deder was Mark Stanidac, aman with amottled face and a harassed expression -- an
environmenta engineer who had drunk too much and lost too heavily. Asner hesitated, studying his hand,
and Stanidac scowled. ™Y ou going to take dl night?’

"One." Asner threw out hisdiscard. "A big one.”

"Give metwo." Caton, from communications, sat relaxed asacat. "Both the same.”

"You?' Stanidac stared a Varl. "Youin or out?'

"Out." Varl threw in his hand and rose to pour himself adrink. The whiskey wastoo warm, and he
added ice and ashot of seltzer from abottle crusted in twinkling crystds. He felt tense; his mind was il
filled with the blur of figuresfrom the computer, a seemingly endless siream of datawhich had to hold a
pattern but one which asyet eluded him.

"Herel" Piers Machen had |eft the table and was standing beside him, proffering asmall, opened
box. "Try one of these."

"Kasence?'

"From Rigel Four." Machen selected one of the pods and held it between thumb and forefinger.
"Heres hedth!”

Following the other's example, Varl crushed apod beneath his nose and aswestly pungent yet acrid
aromafilled hisnogtrils, clearing his head like agust of freezing wind. He breathed deeply, savoring the
refreshing sting of the vapor, but shook his head as Machen offered another.

"Not for me, thanks. When you due out?'

Machen was a courier carrying taped and recorded data and messages from assembly pointsto
Earth Confederation, amember of the far-flung service which enabled aletter to reach aworld in hours
when radio would take years. Sniffing another pod, he said, "In ten hours. To the Capellan Sector. Then
back here, maybe, or to some other place just asboring. A hell of alife when you think of it. Collect the
cargo, deliver it, collect more, and do the same. And to think that when | wasakid | used to dream of
the romance of space.”

Ritter spoke from the table. " Quit complaining and get back into the game. Y ou want romance, then
switch to the passenger trade. Right, Kurt?'

"He could do worse." Varl dropped into his chair. "That or find afew partners and become afree
trader.”

"And grow acrop of ulcersworrying about expenses and maintenance and penalty clauses.”
Machen shook his head. "I've seen the poor bastards and that life's not for me."

"Coward."

"Sure." Machen smiled at Stanidac. "Now come outside and say that again.”

"Cam down!" Asner had the deck, and he riffled the cards with aharsh, crackling sound. "Were
here to have fun. Me, | sdewith Piers. A good job, regular pay, certain comfort -- and you can have
your dream of vast profits and exotic adventure. You in, Mark?"

"Am | stting here to hold down the chair? Of course I'min!”

"Then feed the kitty." Cards spun from hisfingers as Asner dedlt. "Y ou too, Piers”

"Uh?" Machen blinked. "Sorry." He tossed coinsinto the pot. "1 wasthinking of free traders and the
trouble they have a times. Like onewho landed just before | |eft Artaskese. That'sin the Sirian Region.
Well, this ship camein and the captain was curaing fit to bust. Seems he's headed for Danilovich -- that's
aworld fifteen light-years from Artaskese. A short jump and yet he finished up well away from his point
of am."

"Lousy navigation.” Ritter scowled at his cards. "No mystery. It happensal thetime.”

"Fifteen lights?'

"Fifty sometimes. | collate the reports and it'sfairly common. Navigationd error.” Hefingered his
cards. "I'll open for ten.”

"Some navigators." Machen sucked in his cheeks. "I'll see your ten and raise you the same.”

"Twenty to stay." Asner looked at Varl. "Y ou staying, Kurt? Good. Mark?'



"l fold." Stanidac threw in his hand. "What kind of captain tolerates such bad navigation?'

"Damned few of them." Ritter stared at the smal man stting next to Stanidac. "Y ou Saying, John?"

"I'mraigng.” Caton smiled as hethrew coinsinto the pot. "Thisismy day. Thirty to stay, Jarl."

Anser grunted and threw in hishand. "Discards?"

Varl watched asthe cards fell. The game wasfive-card double-draw, an innovation which yielded
strong hands and big pots and made for interesting conflicts, but he felt jaded and had little interest. Even
s0 he stayed. He drew three cards and looked at a hand which needed one card to make arunning flush
-- abasicaly weak hand. Without afive of heartsto fit between the four and six, the hand was worthless.

AsRitter studied hishand, Varl said, "Those reports you collate on the misaligned ships -- has any
conclusion been reached?’

"What?' Ritter looked up, scowling. "A hdll of athing to ask a atimelikethis. Hell, give metwo!"
Heflung down the discards. "What was that again?' He shook his head as Varl repeated the question. "l
told you -- navigationd error. What else could it be?!

"Kurt's a captain and knows something about navigation,” Asner said dryly. "How bad doesa
navigator have to beto miss histarget by fifty lights?"

"Bad!" Machen flung down his cards. "Asbad asthis lousy hand."

"What are you going to do?' Stanidac glared at Varl. "Raise, say, or fold?'

"What'sthe hurry?' Varl met the angry eyes. "If you'rein asweet, go and grab yoursdlf ashower."

"Or adrink,"” Asner said quickly. "He'stense," he explained as, scowling, Stanidac roseto follow the
suggestion. "He'swaiting for hiswife, and she'staking her time showing up. Should have arrived two
daysago, but asyet shesgill missng.”

"She's on vacation,” Stanidac snapped from where he stood by the bottles. " So she's been delayed
-- that's nothing to worry about.”

"No?Not on Apallo, where dl the men are built like Greek gods?' Ritter shook his head. "Any man
who lets hiswife take avacation there isbegging for trouble. That or he wants to change partners. Which
wasit, Mark? That little kitten in accounting putting on the pressure?’

"You -- " Red-faced, Stanidac took a step forward, turned and stalked from the room.

Asner shook his head asthe door dammed. "He'sworried. Redlly worried. Y ou shouldn't have
needled him."

"Hell get over it." Ritter's shrug expressed hisindifference. "Arewe playing cards or holding a
wake?"

"It'sup to you, Kurt." Calton stared at Varl, his eyes shrewd. "What'sit to be?'

One card aone could turn rubbish into a potentia winner, but the odds against his getting it were too
high for the possible gain. A percentage player would have quit without hesitation, but Varl ignored the
logic and threw down asingle discard.

"One."

"Aimingto fill agtraight?' Calton dropped asingle discard of hisown. "Let's see who makesit."

"I'mout.” Asner looked at Ritter. Y ou?' He grunted as the man threw in hishand. "Kurt?'

"Thelimit." Varl doubled the pot.

Cdlton blinked, looking at his hand, the money he would need to check if Varl was running a bluff.
Desperately he searched his opponent's face for asign of weakness, found none, scowled at his cards
agan.

"Werredl waiting, John,"” Asner said.

"What'sthe hurry?"

"Y ou want adrink while you're making up your mind?" Ritter was sarcastic. "Or apod of kasence?
Give him one, Piers. Better makeit two -- helooks alittle confused.”

"Cdl him," Asner said. "Let'sseeif he'sbluffing.”

For amoment longer Calton hesitated, then, scowling, threw in his cards. Varl looked at hisown
hand, at the usaless card he had drawn, then laid it face down on the pile.

"That's enough for me," he said, scooping in the pot. "1'm too bushed to see raight.”

"Metoo." Machen yawned. "Nice game, Jarl. Well do it again sometime.”



"Make adate for when | next drop in." Ritter joined the other man as he headed toward the door.
"Coming, John?"

"To where?'

"The pool. A quick swim, another few drinks, and maybe we can find some company. Y ou
interested, Jarl? Kurt?"

"Not me," Varl said. "I'm ready for bed."

Alone, he mounted to an upper level to walk along a promenade in an effort to ease his body and
dow the spinning of hismind. The accumulated toxinsin hisblood -- products of hypertension and fatigue
-- digtorted his metabolism and filled his mind with ablurring fountain of isolated facts.

Snippets whirled by the computer data, the game, the way he had tried to draw the one card which
would have dipped between the others, Stanidac's anxiety, Ritter's --

Between?

_Between?_

Varl hdted to Sare a arelay window which showed the externad world. To him biologicaly, it was
past dawn, but the arctic night <till had two monthsto run and the window was bright with the eerie
beautty of the auroraboredlis -- shimmering curtains of delicate luminescence hanging suspended against
the sars.

"Hi, there!" The girl was young, with vacuous eyes and amouth wearing smeared lipstick. She
smelled of whiskey and stale perfume. "Y ou look lonely -- wanna cometo aparty?'

"No."

"Then be palite. | just thought you looked kindaill. Strained, maybe. Thought I'd stop and be
friendly to afdlow human being.” Shegiggled. "Human," shesad. "That'sfunny.”

"Why?'

"You tdl me. No? Don't wanna play games? Then how about you going to get some shut-eye?
Want meto lead you to bed?!

"No."

"There you go again. Not even been polite. What's it cost to be polite, huh?' Her tone was maudlin.
"A girl getstime off to enjoy a party and you can't even treat her decent. Y ou know what, mister? Y ou
cangotohdl.”

He looked at the empty face, the smeared mouth, the hair which was amess. Behind her the glory of
the universe haoed her head in an aureole of beauty. Dirt againgt the stars; he tasted something bad.

"Mister?You -- "

"Shut up!" Hisvoice was aknife. "Just get on about your business”

Heleft her standing before the window as he walked on, heading for the sairs. He ran down until he
reached the lower levels and his own room. He stepped benegath the shower, and the hammering deluge
stung the fatigue from his system asiit lashed him with whips of ice and steam, of chill and burn and
blasting force.

Erica Borken watched as he stepped naked from the stall, rubbing himself with atowd.

"Did you enjoy your game?"' she said acidly.

"It made a change."

"Which meansyou're getting tired of me, isthat it?" Then, as he made no comment, she added,
"Haven't you the gutsto tell meto my face?"

"All right,” he snapped. "I'm getting tired of you. Of you and the stupid game you're playing.
Sidied?'

"You think it agame?'

"A game. A test. Cdll it what the hell you like. But I've had enough of it. Y ou can tdll your boss|
want to see him. Now!"

"Not now," shesaid. "Helll be adeep.”

*CHAPTER 6*
SLEEP came reluctantly, but once it had established its sway it was dow to relinquish its domain.



Dreamslingered and memorieswove their fabric into new fantasiesin which thoselong dead roseto live
again. Like afish swimming up through endlesslayers of lightening darkness, Nasir Kdif woke to face the
tribulations of anew day.

A day of decision, he knew, for if nothing else age brought experience, and enough age brought
maturity. Again he wondered at the cruel jest destiny had played on the human race: agenetic trait which
ensured that prolonged adol escence should accompany humanity to the grave. That trait was the root
cause of dl conflicts, of al intolerance, hatreds, and petty spites, of destructive wars, of waste,
misdirected effort, and harsh judgments, of al the ghastly terrors of the mind.

He adonewastruly mature; the rest were children playing with lethd toys, infants thinking they were
adult.

And Kreutza had given them awonderful new toy.

A toy that could kill them.

Thinking about it caused arenewd of the tensionswhich tightened invisible cords around histemples
and fed lead shot into his ssomach. He was stupid to fear; aready helived on borrowed time, and why
should he care what the future could bring? Death would enclose him and provide the eternd safety of
oblivion. Asatrue adult, he could accept his end with the calm equanimity of intelligent gppraisal. Yet he
was human and a prisoner of the driving trait of hiskind: to survive a dl costd

Washed, dressed, armored with chemical strength, the Comptroller of Earth Confederation
commenced hisday. His comsec flared to life at atouch, and the screen listed his appointments, tasks,
and duties, and the routine activities of the day. The representative from Cyginus Five could not be
ignored; the delegation from Orion must be entertained; the request from Polaris needed to be attended
to. And Mg or Borken must be given her audience.

He decided to see her at tea, aceremony he had always enjoyed, and he ordered specia cakesto
be prepared together with jams, paper-thin bread, butter, and oven-browned scones. The china, so thin
it was trand ucent, was decorated with writhing dragons touched with scarlet on their gilt; the saucers
were scalloped with subtle indentations.

When she saw it, Encasmiled. "Thisiswonderful! A fragment of the past. Did you really usethisso
long ago?'

"No." Regretfully he shook hishead. "The serviceisreatively new, fifty yearsold, | think, an import
from anearby world. The ceremony itself was a custom which died during the Debacle but which was
dying before that. When | wasachild it was reintroduced asa socia grace. | find it a pleasant ceremony.
Will you be Mother?' He smiled as she hesitated. "1 mean, will you be so kind asto pour the tea?"

"That makes me Mother?'

"The privilege belonged to the femae head of the house. Thank you, my dear." He glanced at Varl.
"Won't you St?'

"| didn't ask to seeyou in order to drink tea."

"l know that."

"Then--"

"You areimpatient. It is, | know, a condition of youth but one which you must try to master.” Kalif
gestured toward a chair. "Sit. Drink teaand eat a cake. Try somejam and bread and butter and relax.
‘Nothing is so urgent that it cannot wait."

"Do asheasks, Kurt." Ericaextended afilled cup. "Help yoursdf to milk and sugar if you want
them." She turned to the Compitroller. "Did peopleredly useto sit around drinking and eating like this?'

"Of course. Hospitdlity is one of the most important customs devised by mankind. To offer your
guest food and drink assured him or her of welcome. The custom istill prevaent on many worlds.” Kdif
ate a cake and dusted crumbs from hisfingers. Helooked at Varl. "Have you found the answer?”

"Of how to find Kreutza ? Perhaps.”

"A doubt? Then why demand to see me?”

"Y ou know most things," Varl said. "Y ou must know that."

"Impatient?"

Varl shrugged, and dowly ate acake.



"l see Kalif looked into hisempty cup, then set it carefully on its saucer. "If you were to name one
thing that created civilization aswe know it, what would it be?"

Ericasad, "The hydee."

"Trangport to other worlds. Fast, cheap, reliable -- true?’

"Maybe not so reliable,” Varl said. "What of the misaligned ships? How many don't hit their targets?"

“Too many."

"And those which smply vanish?"

“Too many."

Varl frowned at the admission. "Why the secrecy?' A stupid question, and he supplied the answer.
"Once let the cat out of the bag and you'd create a panic. Worlds depend on the cheap exchange of
products, and that means ships are needed and the men to operate them. A smdll risk is acceptable -- it's
aways someone € se who getslost or killed. But when the risk getstoo large, then who will transport the
cargoes? What will happen to the ships?' He remembered Stanidac and hiswife. "Just how bad isit?"

"How many journeys have you made?" Kalif asked. "Persondly supervised, | mean. Several dozen?
A hundred?'

"About that," Varl admitted. "Why?"'

"How often did you misstarget?"

"Not once. | double-checked each setting before -- " He broke off. "So why did | do that? Rumors,
mostly. Tak in the taverns about ships which had lost their way, otherswith stupid navigators or careless
skippers. In space adecima point can make ahell of adifference. What's the point?’

Ericaglanced a the Comptroller then, as he nodded, said, " Statistics, Kurt. How often must you
cross aroad before getting knocked down by acar? Or fal down stairs before breaking your neck?
Theres no answer to either question. All we can say isthat if enough people do athing often enough,
then a certain event will take place a certain number of times. One ship could travel space ahundred
years and be safe. A hundred ships could lose two of their number in ayear. Y ou see the difference?’

Varl nodded, looking at the cups resting on the table, the cakes, the plates with their assorted
comestibles. The strange scene, which once had been commonplace, was still within the framework of
acceptable recognition, but something aien had been added: the cold touch of the unknown.

"When did it sart?' Varl asked.

"Themisalignings? The vanishings?' Kdif shrugged. " Perhaps from the beginning. New worlds
waited on our doorstep -- ships streamed from the factories and left as fast as hydees could be ingtalled.
No one counted who came back. No one cared. A ship went out and was lucky or just vanished. If
anyone wondered about it there were a dozen explanations. The skipper was careless, the navigator
stupid; the calibration was bad and the jJump ended in a sun or too near aworld or in the path of arogue
planetoid. Two ships could even collide. Then there was the danger in landing -- sometimes wreckage
was reported spread over amountainsde or lying half buried in afield. Predators could kill the crew, or
disease -- Achenar provided a prime example. A crew could mutiny or decide to keep a strike secret.
And there were other dangers.”

Men greedy for land. Consortiums seeking to own entire systems. New empiresrising and
companiesinterested in exploitation and easy profits. A wild timeinwhich lifewas cheap. Like acloud,
mankind had exploded from the surface of hisworld to contaminate al he could reach. Who had timeto
worry about alost vessel? Who cared?

But someone, in the end, had to care, for when peoples became established and civilization became
S0 complex, to do otherwise was to invite mutua destruction. And so Earth Confederation was
established, and the power given to the Comptroller to keep things running.

And even so, Varl thought, ingtitutions like the Pui-Chi could risk bringing horror to aworld for the
sake of profit, and could condemn aman to ahell of punishment for having stopped them.

"Steady!" Ericahad guessed histhoughts. She handed him acup of tea. "Drink this."

Herefused it, wanting something stronger, suddenly impatient.

"So shipsare being lost -- so what? L et each take care of hisown."

"Meaning?'



"Good navigators. Good captains. If acompany decides to operate on the cheap, then to hell with
them.”

"And their passengers?’ Kalif did not wait for an answer. "Companies don't cut cornerson
efficiency. Not when aship issuch abig investment. They want the best crew they can get and arewilling
to pay for it. How long did it take you to get your master'sticket? Five years? Seven? How many
examinaions? Tests? Smulated emergencies?”

Too many -- they had stolen hisyouth. "So | spoke without thinking. But what you're saying is that
big ships have vanished. How big?'

"The _Ddtanian Queen__has been reported missing,” Ericasaid quietly. "Five hundred passengers
and crew together with fifteen hundred tons of cargo. That was aweek ago. Before that wasthe _Lunar
Star -- three__hundred passengers and crew -- the _Cappellan Rose_ -- three-fifty -- the _Orion
Express-- two__hundred and seventy. Want me to go on?"

"Accidents," Kdif said. "All accidents due to human error -- officidly, a any rate. But how many
accidents can you claim and get away with? And those are the vessels we couldn't cover up. God knows
how many haveredly vanished."

"So you've got aproblem,” Varl said. "But what'sit got to do with me? My jobisto find Kreutza,
or what'sleft of him. That or return to jail, right?”

Kalif nodded.

"So I've enough on my plate. What would | want with more?”

Ericasad, "Kurt, wewant -- "

"Miraclesfrom the sound of it." Anger made hisvoice brittle. "Y ou want me to find a man dead three
hundred years, onelost in hyperspace, vanished like those other ships, maybe. And what the hell for? To
give him agrade-A funerd? A meda? A solid-gold coffin? What the hell do you hope to find?!

"Notes."

"What?'

"Notes," Kalif repeated. "Data. Jottings. Anidea. A hope. Kreutzal was agenius, and he never
stopped working on the hydee. Every trip he made was for a purpose. Always he was working to
perfect hisinvention, to iron out the snags, to find out just what it was he had discovered. He didn't know
-- areyou aware of that? No one knows. We build something and we do something and something then
happens. We can guesswhy it happens but we don't know. We don't _know!"

"Doesit matter?"

"It could.”

"Why?" Varl looked from one to the other. "Did the discovery of gravity change what happensto a
man when hefalls off acliff? We use hydee and ships vanish. According to you, they've dways vanished
but we didn't know about it. Now we do -- so what?'

The question hung in the air. The Comptroller rose, and the hem of his robe struck a cup which
tapped ajug and produced athin, high, singing note that filled the chamber with asound of absolute
purity. Asthe sound died, he said, ™Y ou wanted to see me. Why?'

"I'm tired of the hoops you're putting me through.” Varl roseto face the old man. "If you want to
train an animd, pick adifferent beast.”

"| picked you."

"Y our machinesdid that." Varl glanced at Erica. "And whileyou'reat it, cal off your watchdog.
She'safringe benefit | can do without.”

"Y ou bastard! You -- "

"Close your mouth!" He did not look at her. ™Y ou talk too much and you snore at night.” To the
Comptroller he said, "Y ou gave me ajob to do, but | can't do it with restrictions on the computer data
banks. | want free accessto dl information. | want aspecia team skilled in Kreutza's subspace tensors.
| want to know where he went and why and when. Given time | could figureit out, but I'd rather not
grow old in Polar North."

"Orinjal onVoltan?'

"Thresten me with that once more and you won't have to send me back. That whip no longer



works."

"l bedieveyou." Kdif glanced at the woman. "As predicted, Mgor."

"A week earlier than anticipated.”

"True, but therewas amargin for error.” He turned back to Varl. "Congratulations. | was afraid
we'd have to use harsher measures to help you overcome the fear conditioning you received on Voltan,
but your naturd attributes have made that unnecessary. Y ou could be ready now."

"For what?"

"To see what was found three months ago drifting haf a parsec from Fomalhautt." Kaif added
bleakly, "Tolook at hell.”

*CHAPTER 7*

KALIF had not overstated -- that wasthered hell of it. Standing at the summit of the tower
overlooking the Kalahari, Varl could taste the vomit which had risen in histhroat, fed the crawl of his
skin, the hand gripping his bowels. The Comptroller had been wrong -- his recovery had not been
complete. Watching the hologramsin Polar North, he had smelled again the char of hisburning flesh,
cringed at the remembered agony of hisravaged hands, became a beast flinching at the threat of pain,
one who had died to become aman.

He straightened, checking the activity below, in aclearing rested a ship readying for space, atough
freighter, smdl but strongly built to withstand the tug of high gravities, the savage thrust of rockets. Men
crawled like ants over the hull, the flare of their torcheslike small sunsin their hands.

Around the hull lay stacked the mounds of supplies -- the machines, the snouted cannon, the lasers,
and other equipment -- yet to be installed. Even as he watched, a ship snapped from hydee high above to
drop in alanding pattern.

"Captain!" The voice spoke from the speaker behind his ear. "New arrivals on their way in. You
want to check?'

"Later."

"Coop theminahut?’

"Just keep them happy.”

Varl turned, narrowing his eyes as he studied the rolling expanse of vegetation that filled the areaas
far ashe could see. An echo rose from the past as had his memory of vomit; the things he had seen could
never be washed from hismind. The vegetation that grew in what had once been adesert drew its
sustenance from soil created by the bones and flesh and blood of twenty million dead. The Debacle had
created agarden, if nothing else.

He turned to the stairs to meet Erica as she came toward him. Shelooked crisply cool even though
dark patches of sweat marred the armpits of her blouse. She carried a clipboard in one hand; the papers
it bore were heavy with names.

"A fresh contingent,” shesaid. "Volunteers."

"l know. | saw them comein."

"And had them put onice. Harvey told me. Aren't you interested?”’

"I need workers. The hull is still incomplete and the armament has yet to beinstalled. Whereis
Brice? What the hell does hethink he'sdoing?’

"Checking supplies.”

"I don't need atrained ship engineer for that. Werne?'

"There was some trouble with agenerator.” She caught hisarm as he turned toward the ship. "There
areonly so many hoursin aday, Kurt."

"y

"Only so much can be done. Keep up the pressure and you'll have amutiny.”

She regretted the warning when she saw hisface. The workers might rebd, but if they did there
would be blood on the soil and the echo of screamsintheair. Varl would seetoit. Varl and themen he
had on watch -- armed, ruthless men handpicked from the workers sent to rush the adaptation of the
vessdl. Sometimes, when they looked at her, she saw theanimd intheir eyes.



Within the ship, where most of the aterations were complete, the confusion wasless. Ericafollowed
Varl ashe moved from point to point, checking, questioning, and findly hating to look down at aman
busy with agenerator.

"How bad?'

"This?" Werne looked up and shrugged. "It could be worse. | can fix it, given the time. Just amatter
of adjustment. Don't worry about it, Captain; leave it to me."

"Get it out of here."

"What?'

"Dismantleit. Throw it out. | don't want it -- and that goes for you too."

"Now just you wait aminute!" Werne rose to hisfull height. "I'm under contract to Earth
Confederation. Y ou can't fireme."

"Who isyour assstant? Siddharti?" Varl looked at aman with soft brown skin and luminous dark
eyes, with the hands of awoman and the body of aboy. "Take over. Dismantle and dump thisjunk and
replace it with new equipment. Have it done by dark and you take Werne's place.”

"Right away, Captain!"

"No!" Werne moved asif to stop him, but halted as Varl stepped close. "Y ou can't do thisl 'ma
trained man, an electronics engineer. That generator -- *

"Isjunk. Men are going to risk their lives on its continuing to function. Y ou won't be one of them, so
| guessyou don't care. But | do. Now, are you going to get out of here under your own power or do |
help you?' Van waited as Werne gnawed at hislip. "If | see you anywherewhen | leavethisship I'm
going to break both your arms. Isthat clear?”’

"Y ou wouldn't darel”

"No, Kurt!" Erica stepped between them asVarl drew in his breath. "Leave thisto me!" AsVarl
moved away she spoketo Werne. "Don't be afool. Hewill do exactly as he promised. Leave now.
There's ashuttle which will take you south within the hour. Here!™ She scribbled a note on ascrap of
paper. "Thisisan officid release from your duties on the grounds of sickness. Now leavel”

"My things?'

"I'll have them sent after you. Now please hurry!"

Varl wasin the hold, an casis of rdative cam in the generd bustle and noise. As he examined
gtanchionswith the aid of aflashlight Ericastepped close to him, waiting to speak until he lowered the
beam.

"There are waysto handle men, Kurt."

"l know."

"Theway you dealt with Werne was amistake. He has his pride, and -- "

"To hdl with hispride!” He turned to face her, hisface blazing with anger. "Will his pride keep men
alive because he didn't do hisjob? How many otherslike him are on the project? Well?* Her sillence
added fuel to hisrage. "I asked for men | could trust, hard workers who knew their job, al the supplies
and equipment | needed. Kalif agreed. Y ou were there and heard him. So why am | lumbered with idiots
like Werne?'

"The machines-- "

"Picked him, | know."

"Y ou makeit sound like an excuse," she accused. "How e seto find the best?’

"The best by whose definition? Damniit, girl, | want men, not ciphersl Not cunning bastards who've
learned how to pass examinations and fill out forms and answer the given questionsin theright way. This
isn't a cost-effective project but a specia assgnment. Werne should have known that. They al should
know it. Thisis onetimewhen we can't afford other than the best.”

"All right, Kurt! All right!" Shelifted her armsin abject surrender. "I believe you!"

"Then -- " He broke off as he saw her smile and the mocking lift of her eyebrows; his expression
changed to match her own. "Sorry."

"Shdl | tel Wernethat?'

"No. He asked for it. Anyway, helll serve as an example to the others. | suppose you sweetened his



departure?’

"Just anoteto save hispride.

"Doit again and you'll have ared usefor salvefor persona application.” Hewas not joking. "Let's
hope he doesn't shoot off hismouth.”

Varl moved on to the engine room. New additions dwarfed the original ingtallation and turned the
ship into avirtua power plant. Among the apparatus, aman was busy cdibrating dias, making checks,
annotations, and adjustments.

"Kurt!" Helooked up, smiling. "Good to see you, Erica. Come to check on progress?

"And to seeyou, Ben."

"You flatter me." Ben Lydon was at least twice her age. A man with athin, intent face and hollowed
temples, he had devoted hislife to the pursuit of arcane knowledge. The apparatus at which he worked
held the fruits of his discoveries. "Were ready when you are, Captain. If my theories are correct this
contraption will do thejob. If it doesn't then I've wasted my life.”

"Not wasted,” Ericasaid quickly. "Even negative findings can be of vaue."

"If everything isready," Varl said, "then thereis no need for you to be down here. I'd like you to
circulate and pick up genera impressions together with specific attitudes. Welll have to sdlect the crew
soon, and the more | know the better."

"I will be among them?'

"Can anyone el se operate your machine? No? Then why ask foolish questions?’ Varl dapped the
man on the shoulder. "Y ou'rein, but don't let anyone know. Now where's Emerson? | want to seewhat's
holding up those guns.™

At dusk Ericamade her way to her quartersin the communal hut. Other women, equaly tired,
forced her to wait for ashower, and she wasirritated. But pressure alone was not the reason she had
had to vacate her own rooms and private bath: Only by living close to the others could she evaluate their
strengths and weaknesses.

"Erical" A tdl, dark-haired girl wearing an amost transparent dress and a profusion of makeup lifted
an armin greeting as she entered the lounge. "Where have you been hiding al day? 1've been looking for
you."

"What for?'

"To seeif youreinterested in a party. Good food, plenty to drink, and some of the latest shows on
videotape, al donated by a couple of young men who just hate to spend an evening adone. They camein
with the latest contingent and seem to beloaded. Nice clothes, good manners, and intelligent enough to
guesswhat agirl needsmost in aplace likethis." She smiled as she displayed aflask of perfume. "There's
onefor you if you want it."

"If shedoesnt, | do." Magda, another brunette, stepped in. "Anyway, why can't we al go to the
party?”

"No room. Two only. I'm one and -- Erica?"

"Sorry." She shook her head asif disappointed. "I couldn't make it anyway. I'm working tonight. But
try and get me that perfume.”

"Noluck." Magdawasfirm. "l go, | get it. No argument, Erica. Y ou had your chance.”

Later, in hisoffice, Pat Harvey said thoughtfully, "Two men, uh? Both young and heavy spenders,
and on thelatest contingent.” He reached for afile. "Did you get their names?"

"Brad and Hank. | couldn't dig too deep.”

"A pair in cabin 32B. We spread them out after taking them off ice. They certainly wasted no time.
Perfume, eh? That's out of character for agtart. Do you smell what | smell?"

"Bribery," she said. "Someone's curious.”

"And we can guesswhy." Harvey reached for histranamitter. "Captain?' He paused, waiting.
"Harvey here. Just to give you warning. Better get your answersready.” He paused. "That'sright. The
cover'sblown. They'removing in."

*CHAPTER 8*



MORE came in the following afternoon, flying up from the Cape -- the noses, ears, and eyes of an
inquiditive society. An earlier age could have controlled these pests, but the Debacle had put an end to
government secrecy and the rule of bureaucrats as the hydee had liberated captive, taxpaying
populations. Like vultures, the news hounds dovein for thekill.

"What are you doing here, Captain Varl?' Jane Gosser -- aged, sharp, and acid -- fired the
question. "I mean redlly doing."

"Aninvegtigation -- "

"Spare usthe crap.” Stefan Wilson, as old as the woman but even more cynical, sgnaled to his
cameraman to get close-ups. "There are no mineral deposits here, and even if there were, you've the
wrong equipment to go after them. Give yoursdf abreak, Captain. Tdl usthetruth.”

An agent of Earth Confederation warning that the origina story no longer held water and to repest it
would be amistake.

"Therésword out that you're conducting illega experimentsin thefied of aomics™ Clair Omney,
young and eager, edged closer with aflash of white teeth in the scarlet cavern of her mouth. "What are
you hiding in the ship, Varl? Animas? | sotopes? How about |etting us have alook?!

"Yeah, why not?" A young man backed the suggestion. Sweet pearled the dusty velvet of hisskin
and clung to the crisp wool of hishair. "Let'sget in there!”

"No!"

"Why not?'

"Would you let meinto your houseto root around?’ Varl met the man'seyes. "That ship isprivate
property. Respect it -- or get the hell away from herel”

"Now, Captain, takeit easy.” An older man was quick to pour oil on the trouble waters. Another
agent? It was possible; Earth Confederation did not lack manpower. "Y ou can understand why we're
curious. A ship stuck out herein the Kaahari. Equipment. Men. Some of them are employed by Earth
Confederation, right? How come, if the project is private?

Werne -- the bastard had opened his mouth. Varl lifted both hands and smiled as he gestured
toward a hut.

"Let'sal cdm down. Theresicein there and drinks and air conditioning.” And girls carefully chosen
by Ericatolook nice, talk at length, but say nothing while they served refreshments.

Ericahanded Varl atdl glassfilled with fruit juiceand ice. "'l heard. What happensif they ingst on
looking indgde the ship?*

"Welet them."

"The armament?’

"I'll tell them." She smiled asif he weretdling her ajoke. "Relax. Lydon will take care of the ship,
and I'll manage the rest. Just keep the drinks flowing. My menin position?"

Encanodded. Varl's men were disguised as workers, clerks, or casua wanderers who would isolate
the visitors from others; people who could be chosen at apparent random and who knew just what to
sy.

As the noise subsided Jane Gosser got to the point. "There have been rumors, Captain Varl, about
you and what you're doing here. The public hasaright to know, and we have a duty to keep them
informed. I'm sure you are willing to cooperate.”

"Of course.

"Then why the mystery?"

"No mystery." Varl took asip of hisjuice, then smiled. "I'm adapting an ordinary ship for a specia
purpose.”

"Isthat al?' Shefrowned as he nodded. "But why here? Why not in ashipyard?'

"l didn't want to advertise.”

"So were back to the mystery. If -- "

"No," Varl said sharply. "Thereis no mystery. Secrecy, yes, but the need for that is surely obvious.
My backers have no desire to invite competition and -- *

The young man interrupted. "Sam Mboto, _Cape Star._ Do your backersinclude Earth



Confederation?'

"Directly, no."

"But some of your workers are under contract to them. Do you deny that?'

"Three specidists were hired viathe government agency: Rees, Fletcher, and Werne. The last
proved unable to stand the pace and is no longer with the project. Fletcher finished his contract and | eft
the day before yesterday.” The truth now followed by a semi-lie. "Reeswill cooperate with you and
answer any questions you may put to him. That can come later. For now | suggest you let the girls
recharge your glasses."

A man standing at the rear of the assembly said dryly, "Trying to get usdrunk, Varl?'

"Y our name?"

"Connors. _Tri-world News." _

"The day | could get you drunk, Connors, will be one to remember. But if you're afraid of decent gin
thegirl will get you somemilk."

The cheap joke did not merit the weak laughter it received, but Varl had shown himself amiable, and
the news hounds were willing to throw him alittle comfort.

"Why not just give usthe story in your own way, Captain?' Stefan Wilson suggested. "L et's Start
with why you want the project kept secret.”

"Sure -- you want my lifewith it?"

"The runaround,” Mboto said disgustedly. "He's giving us the treatment.”

Varl looked at him. "How long you been on the job, Mboto? Not long, | guess. Certainly not long
enough to learn basic manners. Tak to melike that again and I'll have you thrown off the site.”

"Try it! Man, I'm the press! Ruffleme and -- "

"Cork it, Sam!" Wilson shook hishead. "Y ou camefor agtory, right? So why start awar?"

"Didn't likebeing called aliar,” Wilson said. "I can't blame him. | wouldn't like it either. Nor would |
stand to be threatened by avisitor | hadn't invited. Now have adrink and calm down. Captain?”'

"There's aplace beyond the Cod Sack,” Varl said without preamble. "A cluster of worldswhich are
the kind of thing prospectors dream about. It'sared bonanza. A once-in-a-lifetime chance to make it
rich. If you want to know more, forget it. I've aready told you too much.”

"The pot of gold, uh?" Jane Gosser |ooked dubious. ™Y ou could have told usthat before.”

"Did you give me achance?'

"Maybe not, but what's so secret about that? A rich strike out among the stars -- how often I've
heard it dl beforel”

"Weal have." The older man who had interceded before smiled and shook his head. "It'san old
story, Captain, but | wish you luck. Y ou're going to need it."

"Now that's out of the way, how about explaining afew things?' Clair Omney was not satisfied. "The
guns, for example. Afraid of pirates?’

"Pirates and lifeforms which could damn near swallow the ship and otherswhich could bury it. Life
can be rough beyond the frontiers.”

"And the supplies?'

"Where I'm going there are no stores, factories, canteens.”

"And Ben Lydon?' Jane Gosser had waited for her moment. "What about him, Varl ?*

"He's an expert.”

"Of course." She pressed her attack. "But why should any prospecting vessal need an expert in
psychic phenomena? A ghost hunter? A medium? Are you intending to contact the dead?”

"Should | give them amessage from you if | do?"

"Don't dodge the question,” Mboto said. "Why the expert?’

"Because he'sjudt that -- an expert. Out there beyond the Coal Sack things aren't like they are here.
The suns are close and the worlds are wrapped in skeins of force which create odd patterns of influence.
I'm carrying gunsto take care of materia danger. Lydon may give usadifferent kind of protection. Cal it
insurance. Now, isthere anything else you'd like to know?"

The barrage continued, and he answered with honest directness. The hull was being equipped with



extra scanners -- it was dark in the Coal Sack. The added stanchions were to protect the vessel from
spatid stresseslikely to be encountered where they were going. The guns they knew about. The supplies
the same. The unusua equipment? Well, theimproved generators were a precaution, as was the hydee
unit enhancer. Y es, Lydon had ingtalled adevice of hisown, the PEAP. Psychic Emission Amplifying
Projector. To ward off ghosts, naturally -- what else would a psychic expert invent?

Thedrinks circulated as the sun lowered toward the horizon, but the news hounds seemed as
immuneto acohol asthey wereto flattery. But Clair'svoice was alittle durred as she leaned against
Val.

"The ship, Captain. What's its name?"

"The_Odile_ Anditisntan'it.' She'sa'her."

_"Odile?"_

"It means 'Wedth." Varl lifted his glass and pressed his own body againgt her curves. "Let's hope |
get enough of it to make me attractivein your eyes."

"Yourethat aready." Her stare was bold. "Do we meet again? Later? \When we can talk a one?"

“Tomorrow?'

"What's wrong with tonight?"

Everything -- but he did not say it. Hoping to repd her, he had accomplished the opposite, even
though her interest was not so much in him asin the facts she hoped to gain by the use of her body. Asa
news hound, Clair had al the right qudifications and the prioritiesto go with them.

"Captain!" Ericacameto hisrescue. "Y ou asked me to warn you about the time. It's late and you
have thefina checksto do on the life-support system in sector nine.”

"Final?" Drifting close, Jane Gosser pricked her ears at the word. " So you're dmost ready to leave?!

"In acouple of weeks."

"How about aman coming to wrap up the story?"

"Why not? Have him herein, say, twelve days.”

After they had gone, Erica, sanding in the swift-falen tropic night, said thoughtfully, "Twelve days,
Kurt. That meansthey'll have him herein eight.”

"Which meanswe must be reedy to leavein five."

"Which means you've got to make the final selection of personndl,” she said. "I've the short list with
me." She Sared at it in the Sarlight. "How about Stanidac? Y ou've met him and he likes you. Also he has
good reason to volunteer.”

"Hiswife. | know."

"Shejust vanished, Kurt. Along with the other two hundred in the _Pelican._ He's hot to go after
who or what was responsible.”

"Too hot. No."

"He has motive and -- "

"No!" Varl looked at her. "How often do | haveto tell you? He'stoo raw with regard to his
emotions. Forget him."

"And Cdton?"

Varl remembered the way the man had yielded to his bluff when they had played poker. "No."

"Machen?' She sighed when he nodded. "Ritter?!

A cog traveling a set path; courier training did little to encourageinitiative. "No."

"Asner?' Shefolded the scrap of paper. "He's good, Kurt. One of the best hydee engineersdive.”

"Hedidnt tdl methat."

"He wasn't supposed to. Well?*

Varl remembered the deft way Asner had handled the cards -- understandable now he knew Jarl's
true occupation. The engineer was a big man, calm, able to handle an argument and to keep the peace.

"I'll take him. Add Cole and Owen."

"And Stacey?'

"If he checks out."

"He does. No emotiona hang-ups, no phobias, no aberrations. With the rest, that should do it. I've



aready chosen thewomen -- I'll let you have their dossiersin the morning." She turned to stand
slhouetted againgt the night, face toward the glare and bustle around the _Odile. "Five days," she
murmured. "And then -- "

She broke off to turn and look at the sky, at the stars blazing like a scatter of diamonds against the
black velvet of space, and she shivered -- in fear.

*CHAPTER 9*

THE hull was completed on the first day. On the second, the generators were trued and their internal
adaptationsfinished. Thethird saw the armament ingtalled together with the tracking and firing controls:
gunsthat could be fired directly or by remote direction, lasers able to shear through armor plate, and
others which vented an assortment of missles. Thiswas Owen's domain, and he fussed over the
ingtruments of destruction asif they were precious gems.

Colewasin charge of communications. He arrived with Asner on the fourth day, and both men set
immediately to work. Stacey was the doctor.

"Orders from Earth Confederation,” Stacey had said. ""From the Comptroller himsdf. All officersare
to be given hypnotuition. Now that the crew hasfinally been chosen, we may aswell get onwith it."”

"Why wasn't | told?*

"Youwere." Stacey was patient. "If you check your communications, Captain, you'l find one dated
aweek ago. | guess you've been too busy to read your mail."

Thiswastrue and Varl knew it, but hearing it did not excuse hislapse.

"It won't takelong," Stacey said. "Thetapeis pretty short -- mostly the latest update on dl relevant
materia applicable to Kreutzal's equations. Therest coversthe use of the hydee modifications on the
_Odile._ Shdl we gart?'

"With that?' Varl looked at the band the doctor carried: astrap fitted with electrodes -- something
he had seen before.

"Subjective teaching,” Stacey said. "The impulseimpinges directly on the cortex and -- but | guess
you know about that."

Hewould know; Varl's dossier would have yielded the information on his past experience, essential
if the doctor wasto work at optimum efficiency. Now, as Stacey fitted the band, he said, "Nothing to
worry about. Youll just fed atingleand it'll be over. All set? Herewe go!™

Thetinglelasted too long. Van felt his nerves tense and muscles contract as, softly, awhinegrew in
his ears. The unimportant sSide effect was the result of cerebral adjustment to the new stimuli registering as
sound. To othersit could be flashes of light, a prickle in the tongue, or ajerk of the knee.

Time dowed, though he was not aware of it. His perceptions changed alittle asif he had been
thrown into alight trance, and for amoment he fet asif something were thrugting itsdf into hisbrain, a
Sensation gone as soon as registered.

"Donel" Stacey reached forward and removed the band. "Y ou'll have a headache for abouit thirty
minutes, then it will vanish and you'll begin to redlize you know alot more than you thought you did about
the subjects mentioned. Who should | take next?

"Asner." The hydee engineer would need to know before the others. "Then take them as they come.
All of them, the women too."

"] was going to ask you about that." Stacey tucked the band into its holder on the case he held. "As|
understand it, thisis a chancy operation -- need we take women at al?"

"Y ou object? Why? Do you think women are weak? Inferior?’

"Neither. Asadoctor | know that every woman sees more blood and experiences more pain than a
dozen average men. They livewithit. And they aren't inferior in any way. No. I'm thinking about the
complications. Put men and women together and you create associations. Then, if something happensto
one, the other is affected. Made |less effective.”

"You could beright,” Varl said. "But the women stay."

"Then that'sthe end of it -- you're the captain. I'll get on with it now."



"Do that. And do something else. Tell everyone you treat -- every crew member, that is-- to be at
hut 62S at dusk this evening. Everyone. No exceptions. And, Doctor, you'd better bring restoratives with
you."

Alone, Varl resumed his checking. The figures blurred, and the promised headache waslike a
hammer pounding at histemples. Either the treatment was too strong or his own subconscious resistance
was too high -- whatever the reason, the pain was enough to ruin his concentration. Outside he noted the
relative quiet; where before the area around the ship had been abedlam, now birdsong could be heard
from the surrounding vegetation. Tomorrow there would be nothing but scarred dirt where the ship now
rested. The_Odile _would have gone, leaving Earth Confederation to clean up the mess. Kdif should be
good at it -- he had had time to practice.

On awhim Varl waked due north away from the work area and into the thick mass of growth. The
ar was dry and the fronds dusty; smal blooms showed yellow among the dull brownish green. The
gridulation of insects stilled as he neared, resumed when he passed. The sun was hot on hishead and
shoulders, the heat intensified his headache. When the hammers turned into pile drivers, he turned and
retraced his steps and dmost fell over aman lying in the brush.

Sam Mboto rose, defiant, camerain hand.

"Spying?' Varl glanced a the instrument, the recorder dung around the strong neck. "What do you
hopeto find?'

"Thetruth."

"Youvehadit."

"Thered truth. That mush you gave out wasn't it and you know it. | don't know what you're hiding,
mean, but | figure on finding out."

"By gticking your noseinto priveate busness?’

"Private?' Mboto shrugged, brushing scraps of dusty leaves from his clothing, batting an insect from
his cheek. "What's an officer of Earth Confederation doing working on a private project? And why
should amgjor take orders from a captain -- The blonde, Mgor EricaBorken. | saw her ayear ago
when doing astint at Polar North. And you made amigtake in firing Werne."

"A fool."

"Maybe, but he hates your guts. | fed him booze and pumped him dry. And | did some checking.
And | decided to come out here and find out what | could.” He swatted another insect. "Y ou could make
it easy."

"If you'reright | could have you buried.”

"That too -- if you're that kind of aman. But there are those who know what 1I'm doing.”

A possiblelie, but evenif it wastrue, Mboto must know how weak such a defense would be. With
the ship gone, and the weight of Earth Confederation backing the cover-up, how long would the
disappearance of one stubborn news hound be remembered?

Y et he had guts: courage enough to return at night, to crouch in the brush, waiting, watching; the
staminato be patient.

Varl glanced at the canteen and the pack of food lying close to the spot where Mboto had lain.
"What makes you fed so deeply about this? Pride in your job?"

"That and more. | mgjored in history and specidized in the pre-D era-- the French Revolution and
onward. That'swhen therot redly set in; the manipulation of information, the cynicism of paliticians, the
corruption of governments. God, the things that happened! Wl -- never again!”

"That's what those early revolutionaries must have said. But what happened? The serfs got rid of one
tyranny and were saddled with another. France, Russia, China-- " Varl shrugged. "Y ou know the
pattern.”

"Onewhich blew up in their faces," Mboto said. "But things are different now. We have computer
voting, referenda, obligatory consultation with the public. The old days when things were arranged behind
closed doors are over. Free information and an aware public are the guarantee of liberty. That'swhy the
amd| of secrecy isagtink in the nogtrils”

"Sometimesit'sfor the best.”



"Y eah, that'swhat they said in the old days." Mboto dug his shoeinto the ground. ™Y ou know how
this came about? There's another such placein the western Sahara, and India, and the Kazakhstan Plain.
Gas. FHlame and germs and nagpam. Starvation. And why? Because they'd had a gutful of having to
kowtow to the leechesriding their backs. Those bastards!™ His shoe gouged aminiature grave. "They
sowed thewind and, by God, they regped the whirlwind and the innocent paid. But not again.
Governments exist to serve the people and not the other way around. Some politicianswould like to
forget that. Arethey arting up again?'

"No."

"Convince me."

"I'll dothat,” Varl sad. "Tonight."

The area had been cleared and hut 62S stood in an oasis of isolation. The interior had been stripped
except for the humped bulk of ahologram projector. AsVarl entered with Mboto a hissde therewasa
momentary break in the murmur of conversation.

"The entire crew of the _Odile ," Varl explained to hisguest. "If there seemsalat, it isbecause a all
times we shd| operate with afull duty crew. Six-hour watches, turn and turn about.”

"No automatics?"

"We have those, too." Varl lifted hisvoice. "Y our attention, please. Thank you. Y ou have been
assembled for indoctrination on the purpose of our operation. Some of you may guessat what it is,
others may be better informed, but to al of you | say this-- oncel start the recording there can be no
change of heart. If you want to quit, now'sthetimetodoit.”

A man said, "What about the stranger?

"Sam Mboto? | hope he will become our higtorian. If not he will keep silent.” Thiswas apromise;
oneway or another he would do that, but VVarl did not eaborate. The technician standing beside the
projector glanced at him and threw a switch.

Asthelightsdimmed, Varl began to spesk. "This recording was made of avesse found drifting half
aparsec from Fomahautt. Sheisthe _Lewanna,_ aship of the Harbor-Nezib line bound from Alshain to
Sadasuud. She carried three hundred and twenty-seven passengers and crew. The ship that discovered
her wasthe _Shiemach ." Asthelast light died Varl added, "Thisiswhat they found.”

And, again, hewasin hell. There was no other word for it. There could be no other word for the
things depicted in three dimensions and glowing color: the blood, the bone, the matted hair, the ripped
clothing, the smashed furnishings, the dented plates, dangling lights, the obscene parody of the human
shape. And there was more.

"God!" A woman cried, and Van heard the sudden retching. "Dear God!"

A man mouthed something before he too was silenced by rising bile. A girl screamed and screamed
until someone swung ahand in apistol report againgt her cheek, turning hysteriainto aragged sobbing.

The _Lewanna_had carried three hundred and twenty-seven living, human beings -- the hell lay in
the fact that not all were dead.

"No!" A woman shrieked as a hopping travesty of life came toward her. "No! No! No!"

A man -- dive despite the eyes which hung on his cheeks, the organs which dangled like ghastly fruit
on the parody of hisbody -- twitched and stumbled on feet which looked like hands and extended in
mute and helpless apped hands which looked like feet.

Another thing crawled.

Something was plastered against awall asif it had been an anatomica schematic; nerves, fat, bone,
inner organs -- smears of blue and white and ydlow and blue -- eyes which moved asthey dribbled
blood.

The great sdon of the_Lewanna_was now acharnd housein which the living envied the dead.

Varl sared at the depiction filling the interior of the hut. The assembled crew moved like ghosts
through the visualy solid images, blending with the scene, adding to its horror with shocked faces and
wild eyes, with mouths open to scream or pray, with their vomit, their sweet, their stink of fear.

Shock, he knew, had caused the reaction -- the sudden and unexpected confrontation with sickening



redlity, the sight and concept of injury and pain. The same shock had fired his own conditioned responses
when he had first seen it, to sear his hands with remembered agony and his mind with the knowledge of
the desperate hell the living had known. Mercifully, the depiction was of the past and the travestieswhich
crawled and twitched in broken posturings had long been at rest.

The tape ended, and Varl stared at his crew in the glow of blossoming lights. Threewomen and a
man had fainted. Others sat with their heads between their knees. Two werein afetal position.

"Up!" He stormed among them, gripping, raising, the sting of his hand welting their cheeks. "Up,
damn you! On your feet!" He saw the glint of Ericas hair, Asner's golden brownness. "Help me! Get
them up and aware. Move!™

Asthey worked, he snapped to the technician standing at the projector, "Again.”

"Captain?’

"Show it again!"

And again. And again. Until the screaming died and the fainting and the nausea ceased. Until
repetition had numbed them and built awal of detachment, creating the familiarity which enabled a
surgeon to cut and dash and expose pulsating organsto hisclinica eye.

Afterward, when they had left the hut, Mboto said, "Is that the story?*

"Yes" Varl looked at the man. Sweat pearled in the crisp wool of his hair and the dark skin was
tinged with agray. "Going to spill it?"

Mboto shook his head, turning to look up at the stars as Erica had done, shivering as she had
shivered.

"What's out there?' he whispered. "What in God's name could have done athing like that?"

*CHAPTER 10*

THE Comptroller had lied; Kreutzal could not still be drifting in the great unknown. The problem
would not be solved; the enemy would always be waiting, lurking out there among the stars. And even if
Kreutzd's ship could be discovered, what would they find? Jaly smeared on the hull”? Something
crawling asit whimpered with amouth shifted to its somach? Crying with eyes set inits hands?

A skeleton wearing a cheerful grin tapped abony hand on the metal of the ship. It wore Kdif'sface,
his eyes, his smile grown old with time -- acunning smile, as the man was amaster of deception. He
tapped and tapped -- and vanished as Varl sat upright on his bunk, rubbing at his eyes.

He had lain down to ease the renewed throbbing of histemples and must have drifted to deep. The
tapping persisted, and he snapped an order at the closed door. Ericaentered the cabin.

"Y ou've caught me," he said. "Seeping on thejob."

"And liable to be whipped near to death." Her smilewas agrimace. "But not thistime -- you're off
watch."

He glanced at the clock set in the bulkhead; he had dozed little more than an hour.

"That'sno excuse. All snug?”

"Set and in the groove. Y ou were rough last night.”

"They'll get over it."

"Sure -- but I'll bet no one will want to eat meat for awhile." She handed him an envelope. "This
came a couple of hours ago. Congratulations!™

The envel ope was open. It contained his master's certificate and an officid document proclaming his
promotion to the rank of commander. Kalif'swork, and, he guessed, asop to gain and maintain his
cooperation. Seeing his expression, Ericafrowned.

"Aren't you pleased?’

"I don't need a certificate to make me acaptain.”

"It'1l comein useful. Aswill the promation. Y ou'll need both if you want help from Earth Con
worlds™"

Fudl and supplies, anmunition for the guns and parts for the machines, replacementsfor the crew,
perhaps -- the old bastard had thought of everything. Varl leaned back, feeling agrowing satisfaction. He
had a ship, arms, a crew, supplies-- and auniverseto rovein. What chains had Kalif forged which as



yet remained invisble?

Varl rubbed hisface again and rose. The headache was anagging irritation, and he jerked open a
cabinet and swallowed three pillsdry. They stuck in histhroat; nodding histhanks, he took the cup of
water Ericahanded him.

"If that pain's from Stacey's treatment, you'd better get him to check you out,” she said. "Mine lasted
about fifteen minutes, and even Mboto was normal after thirty-five. Y ou wanted him treated, | assume?’

"| said dl crew. He became one of us.”

Mboto, now ingtalled in acabin with his equipment, was after the biggest story a news hound could
hope to break -- a story Varl was sure would never be published.

"He must be crazy," Ericasaid.

"Asyou are? And the rest?"

"Y ou too, Kurt."

"I had little choice," he reminded her. And now neither did therest. Locked inthe _Odile,_ they
would stay with it dl theway. How many would remain human? He said, "I's basic routine established
with your women?'

"They know thedrill." She added, "I've posted the fact of your promotion. It'll stop any arguments
about rank. Not that there would have been any.”

He did not share her confidence. "Did anything else come from Polar North?”

"Only the update on the computer data|'d asked for. I'll processit once we're on our way. When
will that be, Commander?"

"Inahurry to leave?"

"There'sno point in hanging around.” She turned to the door, pausing to take a deep bregth.

Varl looked at her silhouette as she touched the doorknob. " Stacey didn't want you with us. I'm
beginning to think he had apoint.”

"Me?'

"All of you -- the women."

"He's old-fashioned,” she said. "A thousand years out of date. Hasn't he heard of equdity?'

"It doesn't exist and never has. Having lega equdity doesn't make usthe same. If it did | could have
babies, too. Do you know what I'm getting at?"'

Ericaglanced down at her contours. "1 think so."

"All we men know you are different; you don't have to keep reminding us. | want the women
dressed in clothing which doesn't emphasize their femininity. No makeup. No perfume. What they do
off-watch in the privacy of their cabinsistheir business, but | don't want them taking the minds of the men
off their jobs. That goesfor you too."

For amoment she tensed asiif about to argue, then shrugged. "I'll seeto it. Shapeless coverdls-- |
guessyou won't object to belts?"

"Don't let them be worn too tight."

"For God's sake! Do you think I've picked aload of strumpets? We have better things to do than
seduce you men. Maybe you should warn your side not to yield to temptation -- Or can't you resist an
opportunity to rape?”’

Varl stared at her face, at the anger glistening in her eyes, then said quietly, "I've areason for
ordering this, and you should know what it is. Or have you forgotten what happened in here after we
came aboard?"

"No." Her eyes moved from hisface to glance at the bunk, and atinge of red brushed her cheeks.
"No, | haven' forgotten.”

"The other side of the coin,” he said. "Naturé's way of keeping abaance. The sight of pain and
blood and degath triggers the desire to create. Wars bring an increase in population. It's something basicin
our makeup, athing we can't redlly control. Conditionsin the _Odile_are going to be tense. Add
titillation and you beg for trouble. Not just the distraction, but the envies and jedl ousies and the primitive
need to survive. The genetic urge to breed -- need | say more?'

"No, Professor, you've said enough.”



"I'm serious, Mgor!"

"l know you are, Commander." For amoment she glared at him, then she shook her head. "Isthere
anything you haven't thought of, Kurt? Anything a al?'

"l hope not," hesaid. "Weleavein ten minutes.”

In the control room hetook his placein the pilot's chair, sweeping the controls with experienced
eyes, starting the checks with acurt nod at Cole on communications. The reports were too dow, and he
dammed hishand on the console.

"Cancd! Recommence checks, and thistime remember we aren't playing agame. Start!"

He listened to the responses, watching the telltales, then snarled his anger again, damming his hand
on the pandl.

"Cancd! | want full response. It isn't enough to press a button -- a bulb could have blown, awire
sngpped, anything. | want both voca and electronic systems check. Again!™

In the engine room, aman looked at Asner and raised his eyebrows. At the life-support monitor
board awoman pursed her lips and whispered to her duty mate.

"Now | know what I've heard istrue -- we've got ourselves area martinet.”

"A redl bastard, you mean.”

"l was being polite." Shewinced as Varl's voice snarled from the speakers, canceling the check
again. "So much for schedules! At thisrate well never leave the ground.”

When they did, the ship lifted with ajerk.

Kreutzd'sfirst ship had risen like abubble to hang poised before vanishing; it had been afrail skin
lightened by hydrogen, and the _Odile_was astructure of massive proportionsin comparison. But the
hydee was as advanced as the ship and more than equa to the strain.

"Power!" Varl snapped as he watched the meters. "Engage first level!™

He could have done it himself from the chair, but he had his own reasonsfor involving the others. As
atdltaeflared into ruby life athin, keening whine began to fill the vessdl, anote which climbed and stung
the ears before it passed above audible range. In the engine room a paradox came into being.

Kreutzd's invention was a machine with no moving parts. Instead, a complex mesh of energy fields
was created within the framework of symmetrica coilsimmersed in liquid hydrogen and framed by
massive armatures. Supercooled conductors, shaped to harmonize with others of similar nature, created a
field of mutua induction. When enough power was supplied, an irresstible force met animmovable
object.

Power, seeking to escape, created the very conditions that made it impossible for it to do so.
Plasmalike field pressures devel oped to form a complex node which could not logically exist within the
framework of the known universe. The energy could not dissipate, nor could it change. Instead it went
somewhere e se -- into hyperspace. With it went the engine that crested it, the ship in which it washeld,
and everything contained within the hull, living or dead. A section of norma space moved into aregion
whichwas dill amydery.

"Waich the sync!" Varl scowled asthe ship jerked and lightsflared on the pand. "Engineer! Check
your leveld"

"Steady now, Sr!" Asner made hisreport. "Leve evened!”

"Rate?"

"Twelve"

"Increaseto fifteen."

Kreutza had drifted high up before gambling with the direction. There was no longer any gamble
involved; adow lift was achieved with astream of millipulses on theinitid field level which gavethe crew
the opportunity for dow but close maneuvering. Even so, the _Odile _ streaked for the upper atmosphere
faster than any pre-D rocket, to soar high above the Van Allen belts and, safe from the turbulence of the
magnetic field, to swing into asynchronous orbit.

"Check all systems." Varl was taking no more chances than he had to on an untried vessdl.
"Navigator! Stand by for TD tests." Hewaited until dl reportswerein and in the green. TD testing. One
second. On five. Mark!" He counted. "...Two! One! On!"



The screens blurred, cleared after a second to show the vista of normal space. Machen checked the
apparent diameter of Earth, compared it to what it had been, and computated the distance the _Odile
had traveled in the time the hydee had been engaged. He would run another dozen on thetime and
duration tests before he would dare to plot a course, and while he did so he was in command of the ship.

Findly helooked up. "Initid calc completed. Where to, Commander?"

Varl wanted ashort flight for further testing of the ship and the navigator's skill. "The belt. Take usto
the asteroids.”

He sat patiently as Machen made his caculations. The asteroid belt was rife with dangers: masses of
rock in complex orbits and smaller scraps of planetary debris swinging liketiny moons. Too close and the
ship could drop from hydee to be smashed into ruin by the impact of jagged boulders, riddled with the
shot of gravel, or penetrated by bullet-like pebbles. Possihilities Varl did not mention; the navigator
should know hisjob.

Machen did. "How close, Commander?"

"Close."

"To the north of the dliptic then. Ceresisin close proximity to the belt just now, and I'll useit for a
marker. On five. Mark!"

The screens blurred again with the eerie grayness of hyperspace. Kreutzal had reached Marsina
meatter of minutes; the mgjor time spent on his journey had been in landing and finding hisway back to
Earth. He had been armored in ignorance, with more luck than any human had ever deserved -- luck
which need never be repeated.

Varl tensed in his chair, hands on the controls, eyes on the screens. Should the _Odile _emergetoo
closeto arock, he must fire the rockets to blast them from danger. A ship took that gamble every timeit
jumped, but so closeto aregion like the belt it could be near suicide.

The screensfilled with normal space again, the dlarms remained silent, the ship held till.

"Madeit." Machen blew out his breath. "But too high and too far. The levels must be wrong. WEell
have to recalibrate before heading out. Have we time?"

"Takeadl youwant," Varl said. "Therest of uswill be busy.”

*CHAPTER 11*

STACEY woketo the blare of the darm and rolled from his bunk, curang, hisminor irritation
deegpening to anger as he banged hiselbow. Damn Varl and hisendless drills! He had not had a clear
off-watch since they had reached the asteroids, and neither had anyone el se. Fatigue was beginning to
show in heightened tension, mounting irritation, and genera discourtesy among the crew. Maintained,
such fatigue could lead to verba abuse and physica violence; already it had led to quarrels and aloss of
comradeship. A hdll of away to maintain moralel

As he reached the passage the clangor died to be replaced by a harsh voice from the speakers.
"Lower hold penetrated. Power lossin forward section! Attack in upper right quadrant! Battle dert!
Move"

Varl playing god, he thought. It had to be another drill, of course, but how could he be sure? A stray
meteor could have penetrated the lower hold and power could be lacking from the forward section and
an attack could be lancing in from the upper right quadrant. The ship echoed to the sound of running feet
asthe crew raced to take up their stations. In the sick bay Singh Garewell, the medica orderly, looked
up as Stacey entered.

"All right, Doctor?"

He had laid out the emergency equipment: hypodermics, swabs, dressings, and instrumentswere all
negtly tucked benesth their clips. Garewell was a good man who had learned fast, but how he would
perform under actual surgica conditions was another matter. The drills provided pretended casualties but
not real blood, real pain, or real death.

"Fine." Stacey rubbed his eyes and glanced at the oxygen bottle. A few deep breaths would clear his
head but would a so set a poor example to the aide -- if the crunch came neither should haveto rely on
gimulants. "I'm busy on a patient when a casudty is brought in with a broken arm and stomach



lacerations, and coughing blood. What do you do?!

"Ignorethearm,” Garewell said without hesitation. " Check the ssomach for arterid bleeding, and if
none is obvious, concentrate on the chest.”

"And?’

"Immobilize with anesthetics and use suction to clear accumulated fluids." He added, "1'd also check
the tracheafor injury.”

"Extensive bleeding from severed arteries?'

"Pressure on relative checkpoints and apply one or more tourniquets.”

"Splinters of glassin an eye?'

"Anesthetize and bandage for your later attention.”

"Andif I'm dead?"

Garewell hesitated. "Take a chance.

"You wait for relative quiet,” Stacey corrected. ™Y ou check up on the medica books and do what
you can to the full extent of your knowledge and skill. With apatient you never take chances." He smiled
wryly. "At least you never admit it. Now, asthe medical officer of the _Odile , | prescribe two ounces of
medicina brandy to us both. Youll find -- " He broke off asthe alarm blared again. "Now what's
wrong?'

The attack had broken through the defenses and the gun turretsin the upper right quadrant and
midsection had been put out of action. Another compartment had been penetrated and sedled. All hands
were ordered to emergency stations.

Garewell ran off to man agun. Had there been patients, Stacey would have had to complete
emergency treatment before running to the lower left quadrant to man alaser. The areawas seded, and
he ran to another sector, to throw himsdlf into an empty turret, to reach for the controlsand to curse as a
red lamp flared to sgnd both his and the gun's destruction.

"Drill completed,” Varl announced. "All hands restore ship to normd running.” After apause he said
acidly: "Had the attack been genuine you would dl have been dead by now."

Back in the sick bay, Stacey sat on the operating table and waited for the usua stream of minor
casudties. Thefirgt to arrive was awoman with abadly grazed forearm. " Another souvenir of our
commander's hope of perfection,” she said as he examined her wound. "Does he expect to build anava
fighting crew in afew days?"

"It's been two weeks."

"And basic training in any military establishment iswhat? Six weeks? Eight?

"l guessVarl isinahurry." He nodded at Garewell, who had returned to resume his duties. "Singh
will take care of it. Next?'

Theman had apair of badly bruised eyes. "I dipped,” he explained. "Trod on something which was
supposed to be blood. Damn near busted my neck. And | had something specia going on my next
off-watch."

"Shewon't seeyou inthedark.” Stacey applied asalve. "Next?"

Mboto winced as Stacey examined his shoulder. 1 think it's didocated, Doc.”

"Itis. How did it happen?' Mboto, like the other man, had dipped in apool of smulated blood, tried
to save himsdlf, and had wrenched his arm from its socket as hefell. "Herel" Stacey thrust arolled-up
bundle beneath the injured arm. "I'm going to apply leverage -- thiswill act asafulcrum. Herewe go!"
Hewasfast, and before Mboto knew what was happening, his arm had been moved, the limb extended,
aigned, and released for the norma pull of ligaments and musclesto restore it to its proper seating.

"Hel!"

"Hurt alittle, uh?' Stacey nodded. "It'll be tender for awhile, so carry it inading. Useit, but don't
apply strain. These will help." He shook three tablets from a bottle. "Drink?!

"When there's something to celebrate.”

"Asmy firg didocation on thistrip, you have. Three glasses, Singh -- thistime | et's hope there are no
more phony attacks."

The brandy was good, and Stacey savored it as he did the relative calm. Mboto had goneto his



cabin to deep off the effects of the drugs and drink. Singh was busy with amedica book; hewasaman
who could be adoctor given time and opportunity, and Stacey decided he would get both.

A bell chimed. "My watch, Singh," Stacey said. "Get off now -- and get what deep you can.”

Garewd | nodded and, taking the book with him, left the sick bay. Alone, Stacey poured himsdlf
another drink and looked at the golden fluid and the face that stared back at him from its depths.

No longer young yet not old enough to be as cynicd asit was, the face was acombination of planes
and curvesthat betrayed the man -- or amask behind which helived. It was aface which held
disappointment and the touch of disiliusion which had known how to smile but was reluctant to invite hurt.
The face vanished as he lifted the glass and drank, and felt the remembered glow of liquid fires.

In the control room, Varl sudied the reports of the recent drill: The computer-smulated attack had
resulted in the total loss of the _Odile .

"Y ou can't blame the crew,” Owen said. "They were hit on al sides. Once the hold was penetrated
and power lost -- "

"Those things don't happen in combat?*

"At times, yes, but -- "

"And the enemy never take advantage of them?"

"Befar, Commander,” Cole said. "No matter how strong the ship or well trained the crew, you can
aways devise asysterm which will reduce them both to total loss. The point is-- "

"I'm not making points,” Varl snapped. "I'm trying to save lives -- yours, mine, that of every man and
woman inthe _Odile . Have you forgotten what could happen to us? If an attack comes | want to be
ready for it. | want the crew to know what they're doing and why. To be able to use their initiative and
not run around in panic. Look at the reports! Seconds lost between manning the turrets and opening fire.
Minutes between theinitid darm and full battle dert. Suggestions?”

"They know it'sadrill,” Owen said. "That tends to dow them down."

"But they've had practice on the guns. Why the delay?' Varl frowned. "Responsetime,” he decided.
"They reach for the controls and then take time to settle instead of triggering the guns. They want to know
what they'refiring at instead of just blasting at what's out there regardless of what it is. Well, that can be
cured.” He leaned back in his chair, not too displeased, knowing he had asked more from the crew than
they could give. He knew, too, that pressure constantly maintained could defest its own objective. "Well
alter the schedule. Switch to suit drill and target practice. How long before you can arrange a computer
smulation based on externa defense?”

Cole shrugged. "As soon as | get access to the machines. Erica has hogged the system ever since
Piers completed the calibration.”

"That'sright,” Machen said. "She'saglutton for work."

Varl made no comment. "Dan?"’

"No trouble with the guns." Owen looked again at the reports. "I'll pick out the dowest and give
them individua tuition. Maybe arrange a team competition -- that always brings out the best.”

Varl nodded, conscious of hisfatigue. The drills had broken every watch, and he had been on the
bridge during each drill. He knew he was trying to do too much too soon, but he also knew that at a
certain point al would fal in line and the crew and the ship would become a composite unit. Then the
confusion of the moment would belost in the smooth efficiency learned in training. But until then he could
not bring himsdf to relax.

"Thedrill'sover," he said. "Off-duty officersleave the control room. The rest get about your

Alone asde from Machen, Varl looked at the vista on the screens. A mass of pitted rock turnedin a
dow rotation, dark seams and fissures showing in the adamantine stone. Other asteroids were close,
many bearing the marks of gunfire; freshly made craters or patches fused by lasers.

Varl lifted his eyesto the distant sheen of nebulae, the cold glitter of countless stars. Jupiter was
close, amottled ball of vapor blotched with the turbulence of the Red Spot. Ganymede and 10 moved
with the other satellitesin acdestid saraband around the giant. They were smdl worlds ill guarding their
secrets as did the planets of Uranus and Neptune -- worlds too close, too cold, too hostile. The environs



of Earth were asvoid of human activity asthey had been since the pre-D probes had made their
voyages, as empty asthey had been before rockets had burst free of Earth's gravity.

The stars shone like anacreous cloud, billions of sunsand multibillions of worlds. Why wastetime
on Marsand Venus and bals of freezing gas when fertile worlds were waiting to be found for the
looking?

And it was S0 easy: Locate a G-type star and, dmost invariably, it would be attended by planets.
Pick one not too far out and not too far in, one with amoon and exposed seas, and Smply take over.
The chanceswere high that it would hold only beasts or the traces of along-vanished civilization. There
would be minerals and arable soil and fecund vegetation. Harvests would be big, and if there were any
troublesome life forms, gas and guns and flame would take care of them. If they were too tough, then
move on. If the place got too crowded, then move on.

Mankind was always on the move.

Varl blinked as the stars began to blur and closed his eyesto rest with the heels of his hands pressed
againg them. The pressure caused flares of color and bright swirlswhich persisted even when he lowered
his hands, as ghost images dancing againgt the sars.

"Kurt?Youdl right?'

"y es"

"Sure?You look -- " Machen broke off, shaking his head.

"Likewhat?' Varl pressed for an answer. "Like what, Piers?’

"Hell," Machen said. "Y oulook like hell.”

Like aman who had not dept for too long; like aman who had not eaten. Varl looked at his
reflection in the crystal cover of adia and ran hishand over his chin. Starlight shonein hiseyeswith
dulled reflection.

"Y ou need asteak, abottle, and abed,” the navigator said. "Why don't you give yoursalf atrest,
Commander?'

Instead, he went to see aman who believed in ghodts.

*CHAPTER 12*

BEN Lydon had ableeding nose. He looked at Varl from over the edge of a handkerchief, the
once-spotless fabric now dappled with crimson. " An accident, Commander. | wastrying to help when |
washit."

"What with? A fig?"

"The back of ahand. The man didn't know | was behind him."

"Where?'

"The passage |eading to the lower hold. I'm detailed to check for leaks and seal any | find. | was
carelessand didn't look where | was going.”

The smack in the nose could have been the accident Lydon claimed, but Varl sensed another
explanation: aburst of irritation from someone more efficient or a spiteful man taking a snesky revenge,
He decided to find the one responsible. A dap could turn into a punch, which could lead to something
more violent. If apotential sadist was aboard, Varl wanted to know it. "Cometo the sick bay," he said.
"Y ou're messing up the ship.”

Stacey was gpparently adeep when they entered the compartment, Sitting dumped against the
bulkhead, eyes closed, breathing ragged. Varl crossed toward him, stooped, smelled his breath. The
doctor opened his eyes as the commander lifted his hand.

"No need for that," he said. "1 was just resting my eyes."

"With the help of brandy?'

"Onedrink -- medically prescribed." Stacey looked at Lydon. "Trouble?"

"Just anosebleed. It isn't important.”

"Maybe not, but let's have alook at it just the same." The doctor pursed hislips as he kneaded the
cartilage. "It's broken. I'll set, freeze, and staunch it. Y ou won't need more than a scrap of tapeto hold it,
but don't emulate trumpets when you blow it. In fact, try not to blow it at all.” He worked with brisk



efficiency. "That should do it. Try not to runinto any more doors.”

"What?'

"A joke." Stacey shook his head at Lydon's expression. "Y ou haven't had to treat women with
heavy-handed boyfriends. Broken noses, blacked eyes -- dl the result of walking into doors." He turned
toVarl."Am| onacharge?'

"Not thistime." Varl wondered if Erica had known when she had cleared the doctor of hisweskness
for dcohal.

"And not acasudty ether." Stacey rubbed his cheek where Varl's hand would have landed.

Back in the engine room, Varl watched Lydon check out his machine. The diaswith their esoteric
markings meant nothing to him, and neither did the antenna and projections, the pinning discs, the
peculiarly shaped grids and rhomboids. Lydon claimed this machine generated psychic power, emulating
the emanations of the human psyche, amplifying and projecting them far beyond the confines of the
vess.

"Isitin operation?'

"No." Lydon's bandaged nose gave a clownish touch to the austere lineaments of hisface. "I've
bal anced the various components but have not been able to make thefinal tests as yet. The engineer
ordered me not to," he explained. "Not until he was satisfied there could be no interference with the
hydee. And not until calibration was completed.”

"And now?'

"It'sready for testing."

And, Van thought, Lydon's reputation with it. Lydon was an expert in afield in which there were no
grades, no honors, no neetly printed diplomas. How could the value of aghost hunter be assessed? By
hisbag?

Varl sudied the machine. The principle of the PEAP was Smple, its operation something else.

Lydon explained. "A person, any person, isabiologica machine. Every cdll carries an eectrical
charge and can be affected by amagnetic fidd. This has been proved again and again in the field of
radiation-ass sted thergpeutic medicine. Bones knit faster when exposed to an electrical induction field.
Tissue reacts more strongly. And there can be no doubt asto the electrical nature of the brain --
el ectroencephal ograrns proved that centuries ago. So we have aradiating mesh of energy generated by
cdlular current. One which can be measured and duplicated.”

"Copied?’

"Not exactly." Lydon sounded regretful. "If that could be done anew erawould be opento us. If we
could make an exact facamile of aperson's energy field then that person could be frozen in time and later
duplicated in an artificial body of an organic nature. No, what | have doneisto devise ameans of
radiating the aura of acrowd. Of, if you like, cresting ghosts.”

Energy fields were created, shaped, transmitted -- if such fields were released from their cdllular
prisons at death, what else were ghosts? Energy imprints on the fabric of time.

"Areyou ready to test?" Varl asked.

"Yes, but -- "

"Weare at rest relative to the asteroids. The hydeeisn't working, and if ghosts can harm the_Odile
itstime we found out. Run your test.”

Lydon hesitated, dabbing at his nose, then seemed to cometo adecision. "Turn away from me.
Close your eyes. Concentrate on your surroundings.”

"A trick?'

"No, how can there be? But you, yourself, are a detector of the energies | am about to release. |
don't want you to be affected by anything | may do or your eyes should witness. Please, Commander,
bear withme."

Varl turned and looked at the expanse of the engine room, the sheen of machines, the lights that
provided that reflected illumination. The compartment had been cleared by his order and, asde from
Lydon and himsdf, was deserted.

"Ready, Commander?'



Varl obediently closed hiseyes. "Ready."

Nothing.

Nothing but the sound of his own breathing and the soft rustle of clothing as his companion moved
toward the machine. But what had he said? To concentrate on the surroundings. To think of the
bleakness of metal and reflected light. Of the vast emptiness of space, the vacuum beyond the hull, the
infinite void. Of his own youth and early manhood. Of the bleskness of command. Thelonelinessof a
cdl.

Then, suddenly, hewasin acrowd.

"What -- " Hejerked to hisfeet, eyes opened, head moving as he stared from side to side. He saw
nothing but the empty compartment and yet he knew, he _knew,_ he was not done, that around him,
filling the engine room, was ahost of people.

Ghosts.

The emanations created by the machine aped the attributes of real people. Closing hiseyes, Varl
could imagine them laughing, smiling, moving about -- a busy, bustling throng. He knew they were there
asablind man would know of the presence of others, as aprimitive savage crouching in acave would
know of the presence of enemies.

The crowd vanished as quickly asit had come.

"Wdl, Commander?' Lydon smiled with aquiet triumph. "Isthat what you wanted?

Varl drew in his bregth. "Were you operating at maximum?"

"No. Low register only. | can increase the amplification to afar higher level and, of course, the
projection. Do you want afurther demongtration?"

"No."

"Then what about more tests? I'd liketo -- *

"Later." The crew were under enough tension without having to suffer more -- ghostly presences
were something they could do without. "Could such adevice work in reverse?' Varl asked with genuine
interest.

"Catch and amplify the fading energies of a person who has died?' Lydon glanced at hisinvention.
"That'swhat so interested the mediawhen | was foolish enough to admit the possibility to a news hound.
Hedidn't listen to anything but oneitem of speculation, and the story cost me my position with Ohio
Universty.”

"I'm not interested in headlines. Will it?"

"Resurrect the dead? No."

"That wasn't what | asked.”

"No," Lydon admitted. "It wasn't. Wéll, to answer your question, the possibility existsbut is
extremely remote. Theoreticdly it should be possible to capture the energy web, boost it, condenseit,
and achievethe original pattern. In which case we should have a scientific contradiction -- adisembodied
person.”

"A ghost?'

"Something which would be aware but unable to make contact on the physica plane. Which would
be unaffected by materid barriers. Which would beinvisbleto dl but those few with supranormal
abilities or those able, if only for abrief moment, to sense other planesand dimensions. Yes,
Commander, asyou said -- aghog.”

The dissolving fragment of alifeand al that would be lft of the struggle and achievement, the hope,
the love and tenderness, the sadistic indulgence, the blend of angel and devil which made up anorma
humean being.

And after?

"Nothing ever redly dies," Lydon said when Varl asked. "Thelaw of the conservation of energy
provesthat. Burn astick and you get ash and smoke and hest. Things change but never vanish, and the
electricd field which once congtituted the ego of aman, hisindividua awareness, that a'so must continue
toexis."

Those who feared extinction might draw comfort from such thoughts, but Varl was not one of them.



From the engine room, he made hisway through the ship, checking, lingering to examine ingalations,
moving like arestless shadow to the operations room, where Erica sat at atable littered with papers,
graphs, and printouts.

If helooked like hell shelooked like heaven.

Varl stood looking at her, at the golden hair and the contours beneath her blouse, the long curve of
her thighs and the delicate arch of her brows. A Vakyrie, awarrior-queen, or the high priestess of an
esoteric god. Then she sighed and rubbed her brows and was just an ordinary woman gifted with a
beautiful face and figure. Shelooked up as he moved closer to thetable.

"Kurt! Youlook -- "

"Awful," hesad. "l know. It'l pass." He pulled out achair and sat. "Any results?'

"Asyet dl negative." Her voice was dull, betraying her own fatigue. "Thefigures should give us some
kind of an answer, but if it'sthere | can't seeit. Neither can the computer. No pattern, damn it! There's
just no pattern!™

"Or one you can't recognize?'

"That could betrue," she admitted. "But I'm beginning to think it'sa matter of random sdection. If so
-- " She broke off and shook her head. "There has to be something.”

"You'l find it. Maybe tomorrow after you've had arest.”

"Maybe." Shetook asmall box from her pocket, opened it, selected a pod, and crushed it between
finger and thumb. Sheinhded, her chest swelling as she drew the tingling aroma of ka'senceinto her
lungs. "When are we starting out?"

"When we're ready.”

"A week? Two? A month?”'

"Aslong asit takes. Why? Areyou in ahurry?

"Kdif's getting anxious. Two more ships have been reported as missing." She rummaged among the
papers and found the message dip. "Here. I've decoded it.”

"Both shipswere big ones, right?' Van asked.

"Both had total complements of over four hundred. How did you know?"

Varl took the dip without answering and read the details. The message which followed held the usua
platitudes and exhortations, promises, and fulsome praise, and he wondered why the Comptroller thought
they would do any good. Habit, he guessed, and the detachment of age. He crumpled the dip in hishand.

"Heroes," Varl said. "Who the hdll is he talking about?*

"Us" Ericasad. "We're meeting the chalenge, facing the danger, protecting mankind. We're
crusaders venturing into the dark to face the great unknown. To fight it and begt it and return victorious.
Heroes, Kurt, you see?"

Varl had abetter word -- bait!

*CHAPTER 13*

SHIP'S council was held in the operations room, not the largest compartment but the most
convenient, and from his seat a the head of the table Varl glanced at each officer in turn. Cole had a
plaster on one temple, the result of a careless step while on suit drill -- he had been lucky the impact with
asteroidal mass had not cracked hisfaceplate. Asner had a seared hand, burned while adjusting a
machine; like Cole, he had been cardless because of fatigue. Others had suffered similar injuries.

Varl spoke. "We're about ready to start out, and this meeting isto put you al in the picture. You al
know what we're looking for. Any ideas on how to find it?"

"Trace the paths of thelost ships," Owen suggested. "Keep it up long enough and what hit them will
hit us"

"And, when it does, welll be ready for them, eh, Dan?' Stacey said.

"That'sright." Owen missed the sarcasm. "Well blast it with everything we have."

"Do we know the path the lost ships took, Commander?' Mboto asked.

"No." Varl anticipated the next question. " There is no discernible pattern to the missing vessdls, and |
don't think one can befound. Erica?’



"I've checked and rechecked, and the answer is zero. It's arandom happening. Ships have been
reported lost from al regions of the known galaxy.” She leaned back, eyes shadowed by dark circles.

"So we've nothing to go on?' Mboto wanted to make the point clear for hisrecord. "Then -- "

"No one said we have nothing to go on,” Varl snapped. "Only that we have discovered no regular
flight pattern the victimsfollowed. But we do have smilarities and points the ships had in common.” He
reached for alist and began to read details. "The _Virilian_-- atotal complement of around four hundred
andfifty. The_Entarra_-- five hundred. The _Beagle-- _threefifty. The_Mary Rose -- amost six
hundred. The_Snark_ -- five-fifty. Y ou notice anything?"

"Big," Machen said. "They weredl big."

"And carrying alot of people." Mboto frowned. "Cargo ships are big too -- have they been
vanishing?'

" Ships have aways vanished for one reason or another and we can guesswhy -- navigationa error,
natura hazards, dl the rest of it. But the reported incidence of lossis way below that of
passenger-carrying vessals." Varl glanced at Stacey. "Doctor?”

"Just athought: Has the fact the ships were carrying people anything to do with what happened to
them?" If the doctor had been drinking, it did not show.

"Yes, | think it does,” Van said. "I noticed the correlation amost from thefirgt, possibly becauseit
was the one fact most repeated to me. Big ships, large complements -- always the emphasis was on the
number of peoplelost. | began to wonder if there wasn't acritica factor at work somewhere.”

"Isthere?

"Maybe, but | don't know what it is. The reported losses range from ships carrying aslow asfifty
passengers and crew to as high as almost seven hundred.” Varl paused. "I know there are larger ships
carrying over athousand, but they are mostly used on relatively short and regular runs.”

"So we have another factor." Irene sat upright in her chair. "Large ships containing high numbers of
people together with long journeys. So?"

"Were safe.” Owen sounded regretful. "If fifty isthe lower limit, were way under that. We don't
carry morethan thirty."

"But -- " Mboto broke off ashe saw Varl looking at him and recognized that histiming was wrong.
"But what shdl we do?' heended, lamdly.

"Find alarge ship and run dong closetoit,” Cole said. "If it's attacked well be on hand.”

"Todowhat?' Stacey asked acidly. "And how the hell will we know if it's being attacked? Run a
wire from hull to hull? That won't work in hydee -- even | know that."

"1 was thinking of short hops and regular rendezvous,” Cole said tiffly. "We can keep rlatively
close. The _Lewanna_could only have recently been hit -- some were ill dive, remember? A
companion ship might have beenintimeto join the action.”

Even Cole knew such adesperate plan would not work; only stubbornness had made him improvise
on hisfirg, thoughtless suggestion.

"From thelook of it, werre on awild goose chase. Before we can even hopeto hit what it isthat is
attacking the shipswe haveto findit,” Asner said.

"Or dtract it to us," Mboto said. "What we need isto make it seem that we are carrying far more
people than we are. If alarge complement is afactor, then we haveto emulateit.”

"How?' Machen snapped impatiently. "Y ou can't turn thirty into three hundred. Not unlessyou use
magic or -- " He blinked, finally understanding. "Of course! The PEAP!"

Varl stepped in. "It will work -- tests have already been completed. Once the PEAP isin operation,
the_Odile_will havetheradiation index of aship carrying hundreds. Any questions?”

Some questions were inevitable, but he was pleased how few there were.

Mboto summed it up again -- for the sake of the record, Van suspected. " So we head out under
hydee with Lydon's machine working. And if we're attacked?"

"Well beready." Varl rose from his seet at the head of the table. "We leave in an hour. Starting then
well dter watches -- one third of personnd to be suited and armed at al times."

Varl took his placein the control room, checking the instruments, aware of but not wholly



concentrating on the blur of preflight checks. On the screens, the asteroid they had used asatraining
ground spun deceptively dowly. Thetraining findly showed in the crispness of the action taking place, in
the time lopped off the period needed to man and fire the guns, in the smooth efficiency now attending
every function of the_Odile._

A woman reported from her station before a.console. "Power at optimum level. Hydee ready to
engage.”

Her throaty contralto was echoed by Machen's deeper, precise voice. "Course fixed. Ready to
leave™

Varl was dow to give the word that would send them on their way. Thiswasthe last any of them
might see of the norma universe -- death could come at any time and smear them into extinction before
they knew it. No commander with sensefailed to make alast-minute assessment of the most ddlicate
ingrument he carried: hisown basic ingtinct for danger.

"Check course. Asner?"

"Optimum, Commander. PEAP on minima operation. No interference.”

Varl wondered how the engineer felt surrounded by an invisible crowd. Again he checked the
screensand the _Odile's _target star: Rigd, in the constdllation Orion. Burning five hundred light-years
distant, Rigel was ablazing point even among the glittering panoply of sars.

Suddenly he was impatient to be on hisway.

"Stand by," he snapped. "Leave on five. Mark!" Five secondsand ... "Go!™"

Now, more than ever since thefirst few times when he had till been awed by the wonder of it, he
was aware of trangtion. The tenson mounted to burst in apeculiar sensation of being twisted, warped,
stretched into bizarre dimensions. The fedling passed, and he stared at the screens: Devoid of stars, they
were filled with nothing but gray, a vague, amorphous, mistlike something which coiled and writhed and
seemed to be ever on the edge of forming familiar patterns but never did.

The color of nongpace, the redlm in which shipstraveled by virtue of the hydee -- Kreutza's world.

Varl stared at it. According to psychologists, the color was gray because it was anoncolor, and the
swirling was due to the mind trying to take shapelessness and turn it into arecognizable whole by
associating it with familiar forms. Such explanations answered nothing, but held a certain logic and
provided comfort for those who needed to be convinced they were sife.

Did the mist hold monsters? Slavering things ready to pounce and rip open the hull and scoop out
the tender ddlicacies within as aman would eat fresh peas from the pod or abear delvein ahive for
honey”?

Wasthe Odile heading down a gargantuan mouth into an unimaginable intestine to be dissolved by
acids, ingested by an unseen, unsuspected creature of horror? Or heading directly into the heart of asun
to be converted to atoms and spread among the stars? Or doomed to drift for eternity in the coffin of the
ship not deed, not aive, but frozen in an eternd moment?

"Commander!" Varl turned toward the navigator. "On flight," Machen reported. "All systems green.”

Varl redized that hisintrospection had lasted no longer than afew seconds. He automatically
checked his console, then leaned back and looked again at the screens. The hypnotic fascination of the
gray mist contained a subtle danger: Pilots had been found helplessin their chairs, lost in aprivate
universe, catatonic or mad.

A face appeared in the swirling grayness, one he had seen before:

"Kreutza!"

The face was gone and only the amorphous mist remained to answer his shout. Had he shouted? No
one had turned toward him, and Varl knew the shout, like the face, had been in his own mind. Had the
mist swallowed its discoverer?

Lydon had said that nothing really died -- what happened to those who vanished in hydee? Lydon!
Varl remembered the machine.

"Control to engine. Have PEAP activated at full intensity.”

"Check," Asner replied. "Machine at full.”

The ship came dive, aplace crammed with humanity, jostling, surging, crowding close. The mig,



too, seemed to live; as awoman screamed, Varl dammed his hand againgt the switch, killing the screens
and theimagesthey held. He was swesting, his skin crawling with remembered terrors, seeing again the
cdll, therobed figure, the instruments which had turned him into awhimpering besst.

He realized the images must be born of mental stimulation. Ghosts were of those who had once
lived, not the reflections of pain and fear. And ghosts were not redl.

Herelaxed and felt the_Odile_vibrant with life. A ship prepared to kill. A ship loaded with fictional
humanity as bait -- waiting for the killersto strike.

*CHAPTER 14*

AGAIN Stacey looked at the hell found inthe _Lewanna._ He was not bothered by the blood
smeared over the bulkheads and the floors -- red paint would have made asimilar pattern. But the
huddled masses were something else, and he felt the old sickness as he studied the pul ped tissue, the
bone, the ravaged organs.

He sipped, fedling the stinging warmth of the brandy running down histhroat. Man's oldest anesthetic
and ill one of the most efficient, the alcohol dulled, made tragedy seem like comedy, acrissadight and
ephemerd affair. And if it could not cure, at least it made dying essy. He sipped again and studied what
he saw.

The holograms had been taken by an expert and left nothing to theimagination. The crawling thing
was obvioudly trying to use legs that were no longer in their usua postion. The horror that swayed and
dripped like an exatic tree bathed in carmine held an unmistakabl e resembl ance to the human anatomy;
that was the heart and there were the kidneys and that -- a hand. Something that twitched and moved
and seemed to beckon...

Once again brandy won the day.

Stacey breathed again and looked at the images through the empty glass. The tape was on aloop
and repeated itself with sickening regularity; three-dimensiond imagesfilled the sick bay, ghoststo
accompany the othersriding with the _QOdile,_theinvisible presencesthat stared at him but were never
there when helooked.

He reared as something touched hisarm.

"Steady!" It was Erica, her golden hair glinting in the light. "1t's only me."

"| thought -- " Stacey gulped and reached for the bottle to refill hisglass. "God, you gave mea
scare. | thought | wasaone.”

"Lock your door the next time." Shelooked at the glass, the bottle standing on the floor by hisside.
"If Kurt catchesyou drunk hell kill you."

"Hecantry."

"Don't you think he could do it?"

"Doyouthink | care?' Stacey gestured with the glass toward the images. "Could anything he might
do be asbad asthat? Look at that thing. It's till living, you know. Still conscious and aware. How do
youthink it must fed?"

"1t

"Y ou want meto giveit the dignity of sex?' Stacey looked at her, at the glass, at the distorted thing.
"It'sawoman. Those ydlow-white patches you see are the mammary glands. That other thing, lower
down, isthe womb. | don't know how young she was, but she couldn't have been too old. That -- *

"Don't!"

"You asked."

"Not for details." Erica snatched the glass from his hand and drank and handed it back empty.
"What in God's name happened to her?"

"At aguess," Stacey said flatly, "1'd say she's been turned inside out.”

"But -- "

"It can't happen, | agree. Y ou can't treat a person as you would asurgical glove. Y ou know how we
remove soiled gloves? We take the top and pull it downward and end with anice, neat glove, but the
outsdeison theinsde and theinsdeis on the outsde -- like that girl. Like the one you wanted meto



talk about. To dignify with sex. What the hell's dignified about desth?"

He sat and reached for the bottle and poured himsalf alarge drink. She watched as he downed it,
and said nothing until she was sure she had his atention.

"I lied for you, Hans. | said you'd been cleared. No emotional hang-ups, no phobias, no aberrations.
Now | find you adrunk.”

"Because of this?' Stacey lifted the glass. "When did you inhale kalsence last?"

"That'sdifferent.”

"Naturaly; our own weaknesses dways are. But I'm not adrunk. My troubleis smply that I've too
much imagination." He set down the glass and stood and lifted ahand. "Listen, can't you hear them? The
things dl around uswhich we can't see. We know they're there but we can't see them. But if weturn
quickly enough, then, perhaps, we shdl catch aglimpse. That'swhy you startled me. | thought aghost
had touched me. One day they will."

And one day shetoo might fed their touch. The ship wasfull of them, and some were getting
stronger; ayoung man she had known when agirl who had died in acrash -- he had smiled at her the
day before. He was no more than a hint in a shadow, but she had seen him. He could appear the next
day in theflashing pages of ariffled report, the reflection on a polished surface, the combination of light
and darkness.

"1 treat people," Stacey said. "l clean their cuts and wash their scratches and prescribe pills for upset
stomachs and headaches and insomnia. Those | can handle. There are others, those with guts showing
through aripped belly, bone sticking from lacerated flesh, punctured lungs. They too can be hedled -- it
just takesawhilelonger. Thenthere arethose | can't hed at dl. | fed for them. | suffer with them, dl of
them. | know what it hasto belike. As| know what those poor damned bastards must have suffered
after they were hit. God helpme, | _know!"

Perhaps he was arudimentary telepath. After dying and suffering athousand timesin an unsuspected
rapport, how could he ever fear death? But what had been done to the people on the _Lewanna_was
worse than degth.

Ericalooked at the images thronging the sick bay. "Why?"

"The quest for knowledge never ends." Stacey did not misunderstand her meaning. Stooping, he
picked up the bottle and glass and put them away. "At least, thank God, you didn't tell meto hedl
mysdf.”

"Could you?'

"I'mworking &t it." He straightened, breathing deeply, recovering his courage, his pride. "And I'm
curious. | put on the recording to study it. Look at the hull -- unbroken, right? So how did whatever
performed that obscenity get in? And how, after they did, wasit possible for them to do what we see?
That girl -- no, take that man. Be clinica. Remember your anatomy and tell me how any human form
could be so distorted and till remain dive.”

Thething wasimpossible. Ericalooked away. "The recording was limited to the salon. The hull
could have been penetrated e sewhere.”

"They would till have had to get into the salon. It wasfitted with emergency air doors. No matter
what happened to the hull outside it would have remained intact.” Stacey killed the projection; he looked
older, more bleak in the normd lighting. "A sedled area,”" he murmured. "Things done which are
anatomicaly impossible. A puzzle. Onewe may never solve until the same thing happensto us.™

"If it happens.”

"That'swhat were herefor, isn't it? Unlessit does, thisisawasted journey.”

She could have done without that reminder; in the passage outside the sick bay she leaned againgt a
bulkhead, fighting to control arising nausea. The horror had been dulled by repetition, but the basic fear
remained: She was frightened by the possibility that she too could be converted into something like that
girl. The breasts, the womb -- why had Stacey been so explicit?

And why had he stated the obvious? What had happened to the _Lewanna_would happen to them
-- Varl would see to that. He would go on and on tempting the things to attack and relying on the
_Odile's_ weaponsto defeat whatever it was that turned people inside out. How long would the crew of



the _Odile_be prepared to act as bait?

"Mgor!" ShdiaLaudert approached, hand lifted in salute. She was just coming on duty; her face
bore the traces of cosmetics carelesdy removed. "Y ou look pale. Areyou sick?”

"No." Ericaforced asmile. "Just tired, | guess.”

"You need to relax. Take abreak. Get rid of thisthing and dress like awoman.” Sheliatouched her
coverdl. "I'll be glad when we can dl act normaly again.”

The ruleswere aready being ignored. Ericawatched the woman walk away; the traces of cosmetics
would grow, the coverdl take on a more feminine drape with tucks and plests and subtle shapings. Even
in prisonswomen ill used artifice, and the _Odile _held more temptationsthan ajall.

Kurt must have known that, and he had probably anticipated the weakening of hisdirective. Hewas
cunning -- while the women resisted their unflattering uniforms they would not have thoughtsto spare for
other worries.

Erica paused as she entered the engine room. Asner was on duty and waved to her. Lydon seemed
to be adeep, crouched against his machine, but as she approached he stirred and looked up with
reddened eyes.

"Hello, Mgor."

Ericasmiled. "How are you, Ben?"

"Fine. On atour of inspection?’

"Just stretching my legs.” Sheliked the old man with his studious expression and generd air of
detachment, aman with little time for mundane affairs. "Everything as before?"

"Asyd, yes."

She caught the inflection and frowned. "Asyet? Y ou mean theré's going to be a change?"

"The commander ordered it. A small addition." He glanced at the engineer asif appealing for help.
"A dight differencein the projection.”

"What will it do?'

Asner answered, joining them by the whirling, glinting, humming machine. "Maybe nothing, but it
makes good sense. As yet we've had no response from whatever could be out there, and we've come a
damned long way. Too far for safety -- well have to emerge soon to check position and calibration.
Pushing a hydee too hard and too far is begging for trouble.”

"You've aspare?"

"Of course, but that isn't the point. We're heading God alone knowswhere." Asner looked at
Lydon's machine. "' So we're trying something. Big ships carry large complements of mixed sexes, men,
women, children, right?*

"Gy

"We've got the crowd or the impression of one, but something could belacking. A norma pursuit.
The one thing which might attract whatever it iswe're looking for.”

"And that is?' Ericalooked at him, and at Lydon, and suddenly felt afool for having asked the
question. "You cant meanit!"

"It _fits"  Asner said. "Asyet weve worked on the assumption that numbers alone are effective, but
there could be a correlation we've overlooked. Emotion,” he explained. "Put men and women together
and you provide the e ements of intense emationd involvement.”

"Love," Ericasnapped. "Sex. Say what you mean!"

"Pegks of high intengity,” Lydon said. "The reproductive urge is the strongest emotion known to the
race. | can't understand why we didn't think of it before.”

But Varl had thought of it -- why else the mixed crew?

"And how are you going to smulate this emotion? | suppose -- " She broke off as the explanation
cameto her. "Recordings. Y ou've set up relaysin the cabins. Listened in. Watched like alot of filthy
voyeurs!"

"No," Lydon said quickly. "Not listened and not watched. All | wanted was the e ectronic pattern
accompanying the creetive act.”

Recorded, amplified, and blended with the other emissions from the machine, those patterns were



sauce to add spiceto the bait. Suddenly Erica saw the humor of it: space filled with fornicating ghodts.

"What about side effects?' she asked.

"Therewon't beany." Asner was positive. "Switch on, Ben."

There was no change in the machine, no change in the engine room, the lights, or the composition of
theair. But something had been added.

Ericaturned, feding naked, handslifting in an age-old gesture of protection againgt |ascivious eyes.
She saw nothing but felt hersalf blush and wondered at her unsuspected prudery. She wondered, too, at
the sudden look in Asner's eyes, the jerk of Lydon's head, the abrupt nausea gripping her ssomach.

"God! What wasthat?'

The_Odile_had moved.

*CHAPTER 15*

A ship did not lurch or twist or seem to skid in hyperspace. The movement should not have
happened. Locked by the hydee in acocoon of invisible forces, aship could travel only in onedirection,
likeabullet inthe barrel of agun.

Yet the Odile_had moved!

The lurch happened again while she fought her sickness; she staggered, bruising her thigh against a
stanchion. Asner crashed to the deck as he dived toward his pand.

"Turnit off!" Ericascreamed to Lydon. "The machine -- turn it off!"

In amoment the whirling glitter of oddly shaped protrusions began to dow, and, asthey lost their
power, the ghosts died with them.

"There can be no association,” Lydon said. "We tested --

"Forget it!" Ericahad no timefor patience. "Keep it off. Help Asner. Get him to his gtation.”

She ran from the engine room, wondering why there had been no darm. Time contraction; thedarm
blasted from the speakers even as she thought about it, derting the ship as she reached Varl's cabin.

"Kurt! | --"

"Later!" He had rested fully dressed; he pulled on his shoes without looking &t her. "Check your
dations”

The darm died as he burst into the control room, checking those present, taking the main chair asit
was vacated by Cole.

"Report?’

"Movement," Colesaid. "A veering from the direct line. Minor yet obvious and followed by a
second.”

"Direction?'

"Opposed, asfar as| can gather." Cole gestured at the board. " The instruments registered nothing
but odd flickers"

Varl checked the telltales and listened to the stream of reports submitted from al over the vessdl. All
appeared to be in order.

"Fresh watches," he ordered. "Double suited personnel. Emergency adert sandby.”

The ship readied for action. The tension could not be held for too long -- it was adelicate balance
for the crew, and if Varl guessed wrong their lives could pay the penalty.

He spoke to the engine room. " Asner, any indication as to cause of movement?'

"No, sr. No registered fluctuations of power. Hydee functioning as anticipated.”

More negative data -- but the fact remained that the _Odile had moved. Or had been moved.

Varl leaned back and opened the screensto stare at the gray nothingness of hyperspace, the empty
void that rested in nonspace beyond the known universe.

He remembered the thought which had struck him back in Polar North: not _beyond -- between!
A space between actua dimensionsin which vessels could travel, or belost and drift for eons as Kreutza
might now bedrifting. A region which could hold its own kind of life.

"Commander?' Encawas coldly formal, her face amask as she stared from the screen. "Permission

to speak?’



"Go ahead."

"I'veinformation which could be relevant to the present situation. Ship's council ?"

The _Odile_was on emergency alert and officers could not be spared for discussion, yet only afool
would refuse to listen to something which could affect the safety of his command.

"WEell use aredricted channd,” Varl said. "Five minutes."

The five minutes were used to check the instruments and the condition of the vessdl. Nothing was
found, not even asmall leak that would be expected from an impact with an externa object. The reason
for the sudden jerksremained a mystery.

Erica spoke from her segment of the divided screen. "I believe the new emissions of Lydon's
machine had a contributory effect to what happened. The proximity istoo closefor it to have been wholly
coincidenta.”

"Why not?" Stacey shook his head. "I was taking a blood sample at the time -- that could have had
just agresat effect.”

"No!"

"Following your line of reasoning, Erica-- yes." Varl cut short the argument. "Asner assures me
there was no effect on the hydee from the emissions.” He looked at Mboto's face on the screen, at the
hand lifted for attention. "Sam?"

"l think Mg or Borken could be right. No one has said the PEAP affects the hydee, but the main
reason for its being aboard isto lure whatever it wasthat destroyed the _Lewanna ."

"Attacked, not destroyed, but | get your point.” Varl paused. "So?!

"The new emissions could have tipped the balance." Mboto paused. "I think that whatever we came
out hereto find moved the _COdile ."

Whatever it was had moved the ship asaman would casudly swet at afly, throwing it off-flight with
the wind created by the passage of his hand.

Varl checked the instruments and the gray mist of hyperspace, and saw nothing he had not noted
before. If the enemy was out there it wasinvisble. If it decided to Strike, they would have no warning.
"Suggesions?"

"As| seeit we have achoice," Owen said. "If that thing is out there, we can go in and fight or wait to
get smeared. | vote for the first option.”

"Goin?How?' Machen pursed hislips. "Fire blind, you mean?"

"We could belucky at that,” Stacey said. "Like blasting agnat out of the air with arifle.”

Owen took him serioudy. "Not arifle. Well use the multifire cannon and flash lasersto cover the
entire areaaround the ship.”

"A shotgun then, better?' Stacey continued the irony. "One loaded with dust.”

"Knock it off, Hans." Asner had little sympathy with the doctor. "Owen'sright asfar as he goes. |
don't know about the ret, but I've had enough of acting asasitting target. Keep it up and I'll want to go
home."

"That sounds like agood ideg,” Stacey said. "If it comesto avote I'mfor it.”

"Therell beno voting." Varl looked at the faces on the screen. "And we aren't here to talk about
quitting, either. Who agrees with Ericathat the PEAP's new emissons drew thething tothe _Odile 7"

"We haven't moved since it was switched off."” Mboto lifted ahand. "1 agree.”

So did the others. Stacey, more reluctant, added the fina agreement. " So the bait works. What
now?'

"Weuseit." Varl hed ther attention. "Man al guns, Owen. Check loading and use reserve crews.
All suited. Battle order.”

"Right, Commander!”

"All crew on dert. Battle stations. Erica, you seem sengitive to the new emissions. Stand by the
PEAP and activate on order.” Varl glanced a hisinstruments, and the winking telltales. "Ten minutes
from now. Mark!"

They had ten minutesto climb into the meta and fabric of protective suits, to check air and radios,
sedls and equipment; if the hull was penetrated, they would have a second line of defense. The gunners



had ten minutes to take up their stations and check their weapons, and to dip into the routine ingtilled by
harsh training. In those ten minutes, the maintenance crews assembled, the life-support systemswere
segregated, the essentials were spread out and safeguarded.

The Odile_wasaworld, and without it her crew would die.

In the engine room, Erica stared at the PEAP.

The machine stood quiescent now, the protrusions stilled, the magic degping beneath the dust
covers. Like amodem wizard, Lydon stood at the side of his creation. "Now?"

"Not yet." Ericaglanced at her watch. "Kurt will givethesgnd.”

"And then?' He bit hislip as she shrugged. "And if nothing?*

"Wetry again. Stand by now. Ready?"

Thesigna came; he threw the switches and the PEAP hummed againinto life.

And then came the waiting.

Held fast in the confines of her turret, Lille Finch felt the touch of invisble eyes and her skin crawled
to the caress of ghodtly fingers. She felt unclean. Inthe gray mist of hyperspacefilling her sighting screen,
she could see the writhing movements of abandonment as hinted bodies performed an ancient ritual.
There were other pictures: men who leered, women who invited, postures, gestures, poses of
unmistakable meaning.

Anincident in her childhood, which even the psychiatrists had not been able to wholly eradicate, had
left her with arevulson against sex induced by pain and fear. Later she had been soothed with the
comforts of an esoteric order but their good intentions had done nothing but aggravate the initid trauma.
They had found the men and treated them but the scars remained; the victim was to be punished over and
over for having been avictim.

The old trauma sprang again to full and repulsive lifein the redlm of her innermost mind. "No!" The
pleawas sub-vocalized, unheard by ears other than her own. "No, please don't! Don't! Don't! _Mama
mia,_don't! Holy Mother, dont!”

Seated a her gun, staring into the gray mist filled with memories, shefelt her handstighten on the
controls, on the trigger which could release degth.

Joe Manfield sang as he nursed hislaser. A good weapon, sharp, accurate, devastating, it wasa
sword of firewith which to banish dl evil from the world. Retribution would cometo the dien
mongtrosities, and after, bathed in the smoking blood of hisvictim, hewould rdlish the spoilsvictory
would bring.

He thought of the blonde with thelong, lovely legs and the -- but no, she wasfor the captain. He
remembered the small brunette who had given him the eye on more than one occasion -- their watches
had clashed and they had never had the chance to be wholly aone, but that would change, he promised
himsdlf. Life was nothing without love and nothing was more pleasurable than the act of crestion.

Later. Later hewould haveit all.

Busily he checked his gimbals and sights and switches, the laser awarm and pd pitating woman
benesth his hands.

At hisgtation in apassage, Arnold VValdemar looked at awal and in it imagined cracks and ragged
fissures and sawtoothed openings. The damage could become real, and when it did he would be busy
with paste and plates and rapid-hardening foam, sedling thewall so it would hold in the air. Therewould
be blood on the edges and beyond could lie a trapped and wounded comrade, but his duty was clear --
the sacrifice would have to be made, and he would not shirk from the necessity. Blood and pain and the
fury of death, dl were part of the vibrant nature of life, and he would be onewith it in thiswork of
bringing humanity to the stars. In the wall awoman smiled at him and winked, and then vanished asdl
ghogts vanish to leave only painful memories of what might have been.

At the contrals, Varl checked hisinstruments. Waiting was always the hard part, but there was
nothing to do but wait, to St and watch and check and recheck and listen to the hum of reports. He could
fed the massand bulk of the ship asif it were an extension of his own body -- he could feel the danger,
as hewaited for the touch of hot iron, the burn, the sear, the agonizing pain.

How long must he wait?



The PEAP had been operating for dmost an hour. When the new emissions had first been
projected, the _Odile had moved dmost a once. Varl had amenta picture of ahand swatting at afly;
darting beyond easy reach, the fly again would attract with its buzz the punishing blow.

How big did that hand have to be to swat a ship the size of his command?

The ship lurched. "Commander!" Machen's voice was high with tenson. "The ship! It -- "

"l know. All stations prepare for attack!™

The enemy had arrived.

*CHAPTER 16*

THE attack came with atwigting that tore at the ssomach, a sickening vertigo, a scream drowned in
the sudden pulse of guns.

"All turrets open firel" Varl snapped the order as he checked the instruments, hands darting to the
controls. "Torps -- loose!™

Missilestipped with atomic warheads blasted from their housings to destroy -- what?

The gray of hyperspace showed nothing, yet againthe _Odile lurched, plates cregking, lights
flickering as the scream of the hydee rose even louder. The sound wasimpossible; e ectromagnetic forces
did not scream no matter how abused, yet the machine shrieked like an injured horse asthe ship
shuddered at the sudden impact of blasting radiation.

"Port foreturret out of action." Owen's voice was cam as he made the report. "Port midturret
damaged. Radiation burning of port side. Hull penetrated at lower section.”

"Air lossfrom lower port hull compartment seventeen." A new voice, equaly cam. "Power lost from
sections three and seven.”

"Life support lost in compartments twelve through nineteen.” The voice held atouch of panic.
"Casudtiesin compartment fifteen -- my God, | can hear them screaming!”

"Erical Relievethat woman! Owen, ceasefiring torps. All turrets concentrate on flash-laser fire.
Maintenance! Get those damned leaks sealed!" Varl fed more power to the hydee, overriding Asner's
control. The shriek, rising higher, turned into a cutting edge that dashed at his ears. The sound muted as
he snapped shut hishelmet. "All crew total sedl. Repest. Totd sed.”

The battle web replaced the previous communications channd. Small, ghostlike voices whispered
from theradio in hishemet, reporting.

"Firel" Owen said. "All guns keep firing. Fry the bastard before it breaksin!”

A hand swatting afly -- could it be stung?

Varl concentrated on the controls. In hyperspace a ship was hel plessto maneuver, but it seemed as
if anew set of rules had been introduced which caused the hydee to scream, the ship to lurch and vesr,
and the blast of atomic torpedoes to be reflected back to their source.

"Asner! How'sthe drive?"

"Introuble. Can't you hear it?"

"Engage the enhancer. | want to try something.” Varl bared histeeth as the engineer made no
answer. "'Can you hear me? Damn you, do as| say!"

"Enhancer engaged. Commander, if it goes then we could go with it!"

Varl was aware of the danger -- but there waslittle choice. His gloved hands tensed; hefelt the
yielding of the controls, and suddenly his mouth filled with bile. Before him the gray of hyperspace
seemed to take on adeeper hue, touched with crimson and blue. The colors took on shape and form. A
mountain with cratered volcanoes. Suckers, fringes, mouths, eyes. Beaks, feathers, dimed jdly al dotted
with points of furiousuminescence. The sky a night compressed into aclosed fist. An atom expanded
into auniverse.

Varl dosed hiseyes, feding hismind twist insde hisskull asif it were aterrified anima struggling to
escape. Sights and scenes beyond his comprehens on turned into figments of horror by mental association
-- that was the lure of hyperspace, and its danger.

Y et over hisradio he could hear the sound of delighted laughter as someone saw beauty in the mist.

"Keep firing!" Owen roared in anger. "Turret eleven! Keep firing!"



"To hurt that?' The man'svoice echoed itsdisbelief. ™Y ou must be crazy!™

Manfield? Lomas? Vorst?

Varl was angry that he had to search for the name. "Obey orders, Manfield! Maintain fire!" he
snapped.

"Goto hdl!"

Later that defiance would be punished, but for now the need to survive was paramount. Asthe
hydee screamed, the _Odile _dued, and shuddered as again Varl operated the controls.

"Asner! More power!" If only they could increase the field, twist space, tear free from whatever held
them close and forget what had happened to the_Lewanna._ "Asner!”

The speakers remained dead, and Varl jerked his chin to hit the switches set beneath the faceplate.
The new frequency produced no better result, and he guessed that either the engineer was dead or
something had blocked radio communication.

"Colel" He spunin hischair to face the officer. "Cole!™

He rose when there was no response, and amost fell whenthe _Odile _jerked. Reaching Cole, he
dropped a hand on the suited shoulder, and Cole reared, turning, arms lifting, face ghastly behind the
transparent faceplate of hishemet.

Impatiently Varl ripped open his own helmet and smelled the odors wafting about the control room;
the stench of burned insulation, seared metal, charred flesh, and the tang of blood.

"Colel" He gestured at his open helmet and waited until the other had followed hisexample. "No
radio,” Varl snapped. "No contact. What's wrong?"

"l don't know." Colelicked hislipswith thetip of histongue. "Every band is deed. Interference, |
guess. The battleweb isout.”

"Switch to emergency.” Flare lamps, flashing in turrets and on bulkheads to spell out coded signals,
were crude, but they were better than nothing. "Move!"

Cole hesitated. "Can't we duck out?'

"Move, damnyou! Move!"

Coleflinched asif he had been struck and turned to his pand. As he reached to touch it he reared,
back arched, armsllifted, head thrown back at an impossible angle. AsVarl watched, Cole'sfeet left the
deck and heroseto spin on hislong axis, hisface amask of horror in the frame of his open hdmet. He
spun like atop which grew acrimson dime, then shrank to form abeach ball, afootbal, atennisball, a
golf ball, amarble -- and suddenly, it was gone.

"Colel"

Theman had vanished. Varl smelled the acrid stench of blood before he dammed shut his helmet.
Back at the controls he fought to lift and turn the ship, feding the shrieking protest of the hydee, cutting
power as hetried adifferent tactic. They would escape, but not by running. They would escape by
leaving the universe that held the threatening monster, by running back into the quiet safety of normd
Space.

Before him instruments flared red as the accumul ated power housed in the hydee began to bresk
free.

A torrent of energy held by invisible forces, trapped by freezing chill, streamed from the coilsand
crystas of the drive. So much power should not be released so quickly, and Varl fought to check the
flow. Escape would be usdl ess without an operationa vessd.

Beneath his hands, transmitted by the fabric of the vessdl, hefelt the pulsing roar of gunsasthe
turrets maintained their fire. The roar was ragged and he sensed gapsin the pattern, but some, at least,
were il fighting back.

More red flared from the panel. And more.

"Asner!" Varl dammed his chin againgt switches. ‘Answer man! For God's sake answer!”

Theradio remained slent. But, blended with the rolling pulse of the guns, Varl fdlt other sounds;
human screams.

Heremembered the Lewanna .

He remembered the grotesque travesties of the human shape that had been left alive to crawl and



bleed and dip on the carmine of their fellows.

Glass smashed as he drove afist through the pand of an emergency fitment.

The _Odile__ at hisingstence, had been fitted with afull set of remote controls. Men could die or go
mad or beinjured, but finadly, for awhile at least, one man could run the ship.

Thelever Varl gripped would short-circuit the drain channd of the hydee and vent the accumulated
energy into the hull. That course was dangerous and destructive, but he had no choice. They had to
escape or die -- and Cole had demonstrated the manner of their passing.

With ajerk hethrew the lever.

The Odile_reared asif alive; ahorse pricked with a savage spur, aman goaded in histender parts.
Metd winked and scintillated with transgent shimmers and the gray mist of hyperspaceroiled asif stirred
with amonstrous spoon.

When the roiling cleared the screens showed -- madness!

Where there should have been the black emptiness of normal space, the cold shine of distant stars,
therewasinstead ariot of color. Varl blinked and narrowed his eyes as he stared at brilliant greensand
blues, ydlows and flaring reds, orange and puce and lavender and scarlet. The hard white of burning
magnesium mingled with the warm glow of ripe peaches, and the cool blue of summer skies mingled with
the soft browns of newly turned soil and the ddlicate tints of autumn leaves. The screenswerefilled with a
plethoraof flamboyant hues, asif amillion rainbows had joined with the spilled contents of an artist's
palette.

And among the colors objects moved: aspire formed of shining crystal, something which could have
been ahive, adowly wheding snowflake, apyramid, abal banded in slver and gold, polyhedrons of
endless variation, cones, cubes, an amorphous mass like a sponge.

Had the_Odile been thrown into another dimension?

Speculation could wait. Into hisradio Varl snapped, "Attention al personndl! Hear me! Attention all
personnel! Respond if you can!™

Theradio still was not working. He jerked open his helmet and snapped the switches on the
intercom.

"Asner? Owen? Mboto? Answer if you can. Answer!™

From her station at the life-support panel awoman said, "Why don't you let Frank do that,
Commander?'

She was pae, unkempt hair framing her face in the open helmet; Margot Noventes had been friendly
with Cole. Incredibly she had not seen him vanish.

Neither had Machen.

"Whereishe?' Machen's voice was high as he opened his hemet. "Commander?'

"He'sdead,” Varl said bluntly.

"Dead?' Margot drew in her breath, eyes wide with disbelief. "Killed? But how? He -- "

"Something hit him. He vanished. | saw him go." Varl terminated the explanation and turned to
Machen. "Take sights, make checks, find out where we are. Margot, get back to your board. Check all
life-support systems. Move!™

Varl hoped work would provide an anodyne to soften the pain of her loss. He returned to the
intercom. "Asner?'

"No." Thevoicewaswesk. "Lydon here. I'm afraid the engineer has been hurt.”

"Badly?Ishedying?'

"Bleeding and unconscious.”

"Do what you can to stanch the blood. Owen? How are the guns?’

"Some operationa, but al need checking. That was rough, Commander.”

"Do what you can. Erica?' Varl released his breath in asigh as she answered. "Get help to Asner.
Top priority. How are thingsin your section”?”’

"Weé're holding our own. You?'

"I waslucky. Give Stacey dl the help he needs. If anyone asks, tell them we're out of danger.”

"And the screens?’



"Affected by wild radiation.” Impatience sharpened histone. "L et's not complicate matters. Panicis
something we can do without. Later well have a conference to discuss the matter and clarify the Situation.
Now we have to clean up the mess.”

" Safeguard the ship, you mean?'

"y es

"And bury the dead?"

"Yes," hesad again. "But they can wait."

*CHAPTER 17*

SAM Mboto kept the record.

Lille Finch, who had been afraid of men and who had ended a broken heap of flesh and bone. A girl
who had barely tasted life and who had suffered too much, she could finally rest in peace.

Joe Manfield, who had loved women and had enjoyed life, had ended a charred ruin, his once
handsome features amask of blackened skin, his eyes pits of dark emptiness. He too could rest in peace.

Arnold Vademar, who had worked like a maniac to maintain the seal on a bulkhead, had been hurt
when aplate had torn free to dice his suit and rip his ssomach. His pleasfor help had not been answered,
for theair losswastoo great and the compartment he wasin had been sedled, leaving him to dieaone.
At least he had made his sacrifice.

Ashad Lucy Bland.

Ashad Tony Cachou and Elsa Hoetmar and Brad Quimper and Amrik Taylor.

And Frank Cole, of course -- but he had smply vanished, as had three others.

Mboto wondered if they had known what had hit them.

Lydon was chosen to speak the service, because of his affinity with the reallms beyond and because
no one else could be spared to do the job. He did it well, with due reverence, odd in aman who did not
believe that death existed. Watching him, Erica could appreciate the way he catered to others, to Shelia
Laudert, who had been close to Brad, and to Margot Noventes, who had loved Cole. She wondered if
she would have been comforted had Varl been enclosed in one of the sacs now waiting to be evicted.
She quickly dismissed the thought.

She was glad when the service ended. Kurt should have been present for the disposal -- acaptain
should pay hislast respectsto those of his crew who had died -- but he was outside checking the hull,
and Machen had taken his place. At the navigator's sgnd, the sacs were lifted, and shoved through the
lock one after the other, dumped into space like so many bags of rubbish.

Locked within the confines of his suit, Varl watched the sacs go. He was fastened by alineto the
_COdile_, dong with Owen and Carter, an engineer. Caught in the gust of evicted air, he hung at the end
of thetaut line as the sacs drifted past to vanish into the unknown.

"That'sit." Owen sounded bitter. “"Good men and women soon to be forgotten.”
"Asareweadl." Carter was aphilosopher. "Their turn today, ourstomorrow. It'sal the samein the

"Let'sget back to work," Varl said.

They communicated over direct connections that provided telephonic contact; the radios till were
not functioning and would not until the ruined transistors had been replaced. Now, pulling on hisline, Varl
drew himself closer to the hull, to the wreckage which had once been turrets, the holes which. had once
been solid plate.

"Fused,”" Carter judged. "Intense heat locally applied. And something hard and sharp smashed in the
hull over there -- the metal's spiked and indented in aring formation. It'll be easier to weld aplate over
the hole from out hererather than try internal repairs. Let's see what elsewe've got.”

They found ascored place asif agiant comb had created ridges over the smooth plating, a patch of
burn pebbled with globules of fused aloy, aturret which had been ripped and el ongated asiif the
stubborn metal had been softened wax.

"Bad," Carter announced. "It will haveto be replaced -- there's not enough there to rebuild. Even
thegunisusdess.”



"Weve logt haf our armament,” Owen said. "Almost the entire port side is stripped of wegpons, and
most of the launching tubes can't be used. What the hell wasit that hit us?"

Whatever it was had been too big and too dangerous, but it had not been responsible for al the
damage; the cascade of energy released by Varl had created the burn, the patch of roughness, and the
oddly peaked effect near the stern. The pattern had been made by vaporized metal coming into contact
with aridged surface, then cooling, to freeze in dien contours.

Y et the control room was intact. Nowhere could Varl see any signs of penetration -- so how had
Coledied?

He shelved that question in the face of greater urgency. "Thefirst priority isto sed the hull. Work
from out here. That'll alow othersto take care of what hasto be doneinside.”

"I'll need help,” Carter said.

"Pick the men you need. Owen, how do you suggest we defend the port side?"

"Without turrets?'

"We can't use what we haven't got.”

"How about shifting a couple from the starboard quarter? They could cover the blind spots.” He
added, regretfully, "1 guessit would be along job."

"Toolong." Varl lifted an arm, pointing. "We can adjust those launchersto cover this sector, but
they'refor long range only. For the rest welll have to cut away the wreckage and fit externd guns.”

"No sights," Owen said. "No protection. Just aman riding the hull. One strapped to a seat and
aming with open sghts. Right?"

"Weveno choice" Varl said. "We have to use what we've got. And at close quartersit should be
good enough.”

"Againg what hit us?' Owen paused. "It would be suicide. Normaly asuit isasecond line of
defense, but the man wouldn't have afirst. One cut, arip or tear, and held be out of action. That or
dead.”

"Do you have any better suggestion?' Varl turned to look at the blazing colors of the dien space.
The enigmatic shapes seemed to be closer now, larger. One, aspird daubed with green and pink likea
giant gtick of candy had turned to point at the _Odile . "Well fit apod in each ruined turret,” he said. "An
artight cover. A lock benesth it so a man can take up his position. If we're threatened, he can blow the
pod and cut loose. At short range he can't miss and helll have the element of surprise.”

"And after?' Owen glanced into space after the sacs. "Morefruit for the sowing?

"If necessary." Varl began to pull himsalf closer to the ship. "But they'll bein good company.”

Ericamet him as he entered the ship. She looked drawn, her tangled golden hair smeared with dirt
and dust. Her eyeswere red-rimmed, dusted with circles of fatigue.

"Asner's bad, Kurt. Stacey thinks he could die.”

The engineer lay on acot in the engine room, hisface pale, eyes closed, chest barely moving.
Garewdl|, checking the pulse, shook hishead as Varl questioned him with hiseyes.

"He'slow, Commander. Blood loss, shock, burns, neura distortion -- when the hydee cascaded he
caught ahdl of ablagt.”

"Where's Stacey?"

"There's nothing more he can do. He's-- *

"Wherethe hell ishe?'

The doctor wasin the sick bay sitting at his desk, head in hands, shirt stained with blood. More
blood lay on the operating table, touched equipment with red, lay in crusted smears on the floor --
evidence of furious activity asthe man himsdlf radiated fatigue. Helooked up as Varl cameclose.

"Commander? Something wrong?'

"Asner. | want him on hisfeet."

"Thedifficult we do at once -- theimpossible takes alittle longer," Stacey said dryly. "I can't work
miracles, and your wanting one doesn't make it so. Sorry."

"| thought you and Jarl werefriends.”

"That ill doesn't give me amagic wand.”



"Find one or you'l bein acoffin. Well dl bein coffins Varl gripped the other's shoulder and
dragged him upright. "Y ou want a better incentive? How about this?' His hand dapped againgt aflaccid
cheek. "Or this?' Again -- his pam left red weltsto mar the skin. "Wake up, damn you! Come divel™

"Y ou bastard!" Stacey wrenched himsdlf free from Varl'sgrasp. ™Y ou lousy bagtard!™

"Feding better?'

"Goto hdl!"

"And find good company? Clean company?' Varl looked at the dried blood, the mess. "This place
gtinks. Instead of sitting feding sorry for yoursdlf, why don't you clean it up? Or are you too big aman to
soil your hands?'

"Don't get sick," the doctor warned. "Don't get hurt. If you do, by God, you'll pay for this!"

"WEell al pay if Asner doesn't get to work."

"How can he? He'sasick man. He could die.”

"Then what haveweto lose?' Varl stared at the other. " Stop nursing him and stop being soft. Blood
can be replaced. Burns can be covered and pain blocked. Shock and neura distortion can be treated by
directed stimulusto the cortex. Am | wrong?"

"No, but he could lose hismind."

"Then it happens. As| said, what have weto lose?

Much later, Asner sat upright and winced, then managed to stand.

Ericaconfronted Varl. "Why, Kurt? Y ou aren't a sadist, and you know Stacey's been working so
hard he had no time to clean up. Why dap him around like that?"

"Hetold you?'

"He didn't have to; those welts on hisface tell the story. Do you want him to hate you?”'

"I want himto find hisguts." Varl turned to look at her. ™Y ou lied about him, and I'm wondering
why. He'sweak and you know it, and we've no place for weaklings aboard my ship. No placefor liars
ather.”

"Isthat what you think | am?"

"What elsewould you call someonewho can't deliver what she promised?’ Varl turned asthe
engineer gpproached. "Jarl? Y ou dl right?"

"I'mfine.” Asner managed to smile. "A new skin, a set of new nerves, ablood change or two -- how
bad isit, Commander?'

"| had to trip the emergency release and drain the hydee. Y ou got caught in the blast. Sorry about
that, but there was no way | could warn you. The point iswere stuck, aside from rocket power, until it's
repaired or replaced. And we need it fast. Can you manage?’

“If | said | couldn't?!

"Dont," Varl said. "Just do your best. And ask for anything you need.”

Hourslater, Varl went to his cabin to stand in the semi-gloom, fegling the screaming tension of his
nerves, the demands of hisbody for rest, demands he could no longer withstand. He swayed alittle,
jerking awake as he was about to fal, and throwing out ahand to support himsalf against a bulkhead.

He thought of the gray expanse now bright with pictures;, smdl sacs vanishing into rainbows;, apae
face marred with hisblows, aman near desth rising from his cot to bring them al life; dien shapes edging
close; guns set on flimsy supports; the screams he had heard and the blood he had seen.

"Kurt?' Erica had opened the door so quietly he had not heard. "Areyou adeep?| -- " She caught
her breath as he turned to face her. "Kurt! | didn't seeyou! Y ou should have warned me!”

"What do you want?'

"Totalk. To shareadrink. We both need it."

Helooked at the bottle she had brought with her, the glasses. As he watched, she poured them both
half full and handed him one.

"Takeit," sheurged. "Givethanksweredive, if nothing dse.”

"A libation to the gods?*

"Why not? Some of the old superstitions had vaue. Can we afford to ignore them?'

"Not in our present Stuation.” Helifted theglass. "To lifel™



"Tolifel"

The brandy warmed him, washing away hisfatigue so that he felt amomentary exuberance. Hefelt
himsdlf respond to the warm proximity of her body.

"Kurt!" She stepped closer, her glassfaling to hit the bunk and bounce from the covers. "Remember
what you said about the effect of danger and strain? How it stimulates desire and the need to create?”
She embraced him. "We've been through hdll, Kurt. And, darling, | need.”

*CHAPTER 18*

CARTER killed the torch. Inches from his darkened faceplate, the spot of incandescence began to
fade. He knew the weld was good, but he could not be sure how it would stand up to strain. The metal
had changed in subtle ways -- hesat retention was different than it had been, the flux was hard to
manipulate -- but the new bonds should hold the gun.

"Stan?' Max Ovidio called from where he crouched at the far sde of the turret. "Like to check this?’

He had finished the mount that would hold the thin cover. Carter doubted the covers would be used
-- the effort was not worth the reward and the guns would ride naked on their mounts. He was casud in
hisingpection.

"It'll do. How about the lock?"

"Finished. The outer pand just needed replacing, and we fixed theinner before coming out.” Ovidio
glanced at the gun, the gunner's seat, and the straps that would hold the gunner fast. "How about the
power connections?'

Carter seated himsdlf at the laser. The gimbals were imperfect but they would serve; the gun itself
wasrdatively light. A shot projector would have been too heavy for rapid digning, afactor which had
dictated the choice.

"Attack at three o'clock high!" Ovidio snapped thewarning. "Fire!"

Automaticaly Carter obeyed, swinging the gun with thrusts of hisfeet, gloved hands clamped on the
release, withholding the final pressure until he spotted the target. He saw none and cursed with belated
understanding.

"Max, you fool! Cal that ajoke?

"l just wanted to seeif you were ready.” Ovidio knew he had gonetoo far. " Sorry, Stan, | shouldn't
have doneit.”

"Damned right you shouldn't!"

"It won't happen again. But you sure moved fast. The gun's OK, uh?'

"Asgood aswe're going to get it." Carter swung the barrel, spun the weapon, lifted it, spun again to
leaveit a restinitsorigina postion. "No power asyet, but that won't take long. Just aswell you didn't
See an attack for redl.”

He had moved fast, but had he moved fast enough? Could he have aligned the gun and fired and
destroyed whatever it could have been before it reached him? And, if not, what then? The answer took
no imagination.

Carter rose from the seat, feding the chill of imagined degth, his skin crawling in the trapped hest of
his suit. Body warmth had accumulated to bead his face with swest and to soak the layer of absorbent
fabric worn next to his skin. A man exposed as the gunner would be had no chance at dl -- if hewas
dow, if he missed, he would be dead.

"Volunteers," Ovidio said. "Owen spoke of using volunteers. Think hell get any?’

"Not unlessthey're crazy."

"They'd be heroes," Ovidio mused. "The girlswould line up to please them. And they'd have a
damned fineview."

The view was uniqueto the Odile , and Carter looked out at it. The bright colors and enigmatic
shapes spread in dl directions, drifting in alambent sea of vivid hues, aseawhich, while colored, was
oddly transparent so that hisvision went on and on asif reaching into the endlessimmensity of space.

The region was dien and hefdt oddly disturbed, torn from hisfamiliar environment of empty
darkness and distant tars.



"Likeadream,” Ovidio said. "A fantasy. | had afever once and lay in delirium for three days before
they could reach me with antibiotics. | was on asurveying trip in the Atlas mountains, checking out
chopper sites. A rockfa| crushed the medica kit, and when | got afever there wasn't anything anyone
could do aside from sponging me down."

Carter grunted, not interested, but knowing the other wanted to talk, to maintain contact with
another human even if it was over the newly repaired radiosin their suits.

"gy?!

"So | was delirious and saw al manner of crazy things. Stuff like that." He gestured at the shapes
around them. "Objects that moved and grew mouths and came after me and other assorted horrors. They
told me afterward that | screamed and jerked around like amadman. Maybe | was -- mad, | mean --
what | saw was crazy enough.” His voice changed. "Stan, do you think we're going to get out of this?'

"Sure

"What makesyou so certain?"'

"Weve got agood captain,” Carter said. "Hell seetoiit.”

"Like he saw to Asner?" Ovidio sounded dubious. "Y ou hear about that? Slapped the doc around to
get him at work and said he didn't giveadamn if Asner died aslong ashedid hisjob."

"Hegot him at it, didn't he?’

"Sure, but -- "

"Y ou ever own ahorse? Sometimesyou giveit the spur and sometimes a handful of sugar. Too
much of either doneisno good." Carter looked again at the alien spacein whichthe _Odile _ drifted,
then at the gun in its naked mount. " Sometimes people need driving, and Varl's the man to do just that.
That'swhy thisgun will be manned when the time comes and he won't waste time begging for volunteers.
The one chosen will do the job or get shot.”

"The bastard"

"Maybeheis," Carter admitted. "But if any man can get us back homethenit'sVarl."

* % k% %

Machen, in the control room, did not share Carter's confidence. "I don't know wherewe are," he
sadto Varl. "This spaceis dien, there are no points of reference, no sgnpodts. If we emerged into
normal space now we could come out in the heart of a sun. We could come out between galaxies and --
" He broke off, staring a Varl's expression. " Something wrong?'

"Between,” Varl said. "Y ou said 'between.™

"gy?!

"Think of hyperspace as a skin, something like the rubber of aballoon. One side could be air, the
other water. The layer of rubber is hyperspace.”

"y 7!

"We move from air into rubber with the hydee. Now something pushed ustoo far and we came out
inwater. From one side of hyperspace to the other. All we need to do isreverse the process.”

"Easy," Machen said. "With a half-wrecked ship and a haf-dead crew. And even then we won't
know just where well emerge.”

"But well be somewhere." Varl looked at the screens, the enigmatic shapes. 'Keep checking. If any
of those things move | want to know about it. Their speed, direction, change of sizeif any. Y ou know
what needs to be done." He dapped Machen on the shoulder. "It's up to you, Piers. Y ou're the only one
who can guide us home."

"Maybe -- but | can't provide the legsto get usthere.”

Only Asner could do that. The engineer sat in achair, blood staining hislips, Garewdll hovering in
attendance. Fighting the weakness of hisbody, Asner directed thework of others. The hydeelay ina
tangle of cables, tools, discarded wrappings. The ruined coils lay to one side, and others, shiningin
pristine perfection, had aready been setin place.

"How isit going, Jarl?" Varl asked.

"Better than I'd hoped." Asner drew in hisbreath, and Garewall stepped forward, the vid in his hand
emitting an acrid odor. "No!" Asner waved asdethe aide. "No!"



"Let him help." Varl nodded to Garewell. "Giveit to him, Singh. Breath deep now, Jarl. Deep.”

Suck in the vapors and clear the head and lend strength to the heart and nerves and sinews. Rob the
body alittle more of its dwindling reserves, but remain aert and active. | need you, man! Wedl need
youl!

"Wevefixed therest of the ship asbest we can,” Varl said. "It'sdl up to you now. How much
longer will it take?!

"Not long. The hard part will bein tuning the coils. Ben will help with that." The engineer glanced to
where Lydon stood by his machine. The old man looked ghastly with his sunken cheeks and smudged
eyes, likethe rest, he was showing the effects of relentlesswork and little deep. "Once that's done and
the rest assembled well be ready to go."

"Fine"

"Of course, where will be another matter," Asner added.

"Earth. Home. Where ese?

"Yes," the engineer said, and coughed and amost choked before managing to swallow the blood
which brightened the tainson hislips. "Home," he continued, in avague tone. "Home isthe hunter avay
from ... from where, Commander? Do we know?"

"Piersisworking onit."

"He should talk to Ben. He knowswhere we are. In Limbo. Werein Limbo. Right, Ben?"'

"] think so, yes." Lydon closed his eyes and pinched the top of his nose before opening them again.
"Limbo isaregion which supposedly held the souls of the departed. A place between heaven and hell. A
region of forgotten things. Of -- "

"Ghogts," Varl snapped. "Forget it. Y ou may be in ahurry to become one, but I'm not. Y ou therel™
he shouted at the men working around the hydee. "Clear the area of that junk. Set out those cables and
lay out those tools. Soppy conditions make for doppy work. Move!l” To Garewdll he said in asofter
tone, nodding at the engineer, "Take good care of him. | want him to come out of thisaive and well.
Undergtand?'

"Of course, Commander.” The aide's voice held atouch of acid. "But thefirst priority isthe hydee.
That above dl. Am| correct?’

"Without it none of uswill be around to make judgments,” Varl said coldly. "Remember that."

Outside the engine room, heading down a passage, he paused to draw in his breath, fighting a
sudden giddiness which sent him to lean againgt a bulkhead. Accumulated fatigue wastaking itstoll, but
they werewinning -- in amatter of hours, the_Odile_would again be afighting, functiona machine.

If Asner did not die.

If nothing came from this alien space to halt the work on the outside.

Varl turned, feding the hard coolness of metal againg his cheek, maintaining the contact as he waited
for the giddinessto pass. Tiny voiceslike the distant hum of bees echoed in hisear.

"...said wed never get back home. The odds are againgt it. | must have been crazy to have
volunteered in thefirgt place.”

"Y ou wanted to be closeto Van, and | can't blame you. That isa specid kind of man.”

"That'swhat | thought. Now I'm not so sure. He wants too much and..."

The voicesdied as Varl lifted his head. Gloria Arle's arm was bandaged to her shoulder; Fleur
Brandt had three broken ribs and a burn the size of asaucer on her back. Like others, they were walking
wounded.

Varl entered anewly sealed compartment. He had thought the room was empty, but Ivan
Y egorovich lay there on hisback, hishead resting in Rachd Sheim'slap. She caressed hishair with long,
loving strokes; the torn skin of her hand glistened with transparent dressings.

"Commander?' She did not move, her hand continuing its caress.

"Nothing. Just checking. | thought this place was empty." He looked at Ivan, at the bandaged face,
the ditsgiving vison. Once that face had been handsome. "Next time use acabin.”

He moved on, pausing to check the registers set againgt the bulkheads, the lights, the emergency
sedling compounds. Something flashed in the air as he entered the passage holding Ericas cabin -- abrief



glitter gone as soon as seen.
The glitter regppeared -- asit vanished, he heard the scream.
*CHAPTER 19*

ERICA reared from her bunk as Varl burst into her cabin. She was nude; the sheet fell, exposing the
smooth expanse of shoulders and arms, the swell of breasts, the roseate circles embracing her nipples.

"Kurt!" Shock made her voice shrill. "What in hdll isthat?'

It came again, araw sound of absolute terror, harsh, grating, asound torn from a human throat. The
adarm blared. Varl swore, reached for the intercom, dammed his hand on the button.

"Cut thedarm! Cut it, damn you!"

The darm died and the screaming died with it to leave ardlative silence broken only by the sound of
gartled voices. Then, likethe grate of anail on date, came athin, keening moan.

"God!" Ericawas standing, obliviousto her nakedness. "Kurt -- "

"| thought it was you." Rdlief made him abrupt. "Listen!” He held up ahand for silence. "Down the
passage. Get Stacey!"

He turned back to the intercom as she snatched up a sheet and ran from the cabin. "Why the darm?
Report!" he snapped.

"Trouble on the outsde,"” Machen replied from the control room. "A worker called for help, then the
transmission was broken. | checked the area but couldn't find him. No visud trace.”

"Could he have drifted from the hull?"

"If he had, why no call for help? He had aradio. And | couldn't see him."

If he was gone he could be found; suited, he wasin no immediate danger. "Anything ese?' Varl
drew in abregath at the negative report. "Keep dert. Find that man if you can, but don't sound the darm
unlesswe're attacked.” As he raced down the passage the keening grew louder. The sound seemed to
come from the compartment where he had | eft the lovers. Sam Mboto turned from the door as Varl
approached. "It'sstuck,” he said. "Maybe if we hit it together?"

"Stand back." Varl lifted hisfoot and dammed his boot against the door. At the third kick the door
yielded. He stepped inside, then turned, fighting his desire to retch.

"Back!" He saw Mboto's dark face, the wide eyes of GloriaArle, others. "All of you -- back!"

The order wastoo late. Carter had joined the crowd and vomited, staining his chin and the front of
hisblouse. Glorialay in adumped hegp where she had fdlenin afaint.

"Back," Varl said again. "Disperse. Spread out, you fools! Do you al want to end like this?"

"Commander! What -- "

"I gaveyou an order!" Varl'sanger was genuine. "Thisisn't ashow. Get back to your station, you
damned ghouls. Move!™

Only when they were gone did heturn to look at what lay on the floor.

Ivan Y egorovich was dead. Nothing could live with its body ripped open, intestines exposed, the
heart, lungs, liver, spleen, dl laid out in aghastly symmetry. He had to be dead.

But why did the heart till beat? The lungs till move? And what, in God's name, whimpered from
beneath the bandage covering the face?

Varl moved without conscious thought, covering the distance between himself and the thing on the
floor, stooping to kned, his hand lifted, stiffened into ablunted ax which he dammed againgt the throat,
the nerves, the vulnerable areas beneath the ears. He gave it a dozen savage impacts, each of which
would havekilled.

As he rose, hand numb, the whimpering no longer stirred the bandage.

But the keening remained.

"Rachd! Rachd, it'sover now. It'sdl over. What happened?

She sat on her haunches apparently unharmed, but made no effort to answer. Instead she rocked
from side to sde, keening without pause asif she had been turned into amechanica doll.

"God!" Stacey had arrived, Ericaat hisside. He glanced at the mess on the floor, at the blood
dappling Varl'shand, then at the girl. "Leavethisto me."



He delved into his bag, then moved softly toward her, crooning, one hand extended, the bright metal
of ahypodermic catching and reflecting the light. As she saw it the keening faltered and she drew hersdlf
back over thefloor.

"I've got to know what happened,” Varl said.

"She'sin shock.”

"I've dtill got to know. It'simportant.”

Stacey hesitated, then changed the hypodermic for a spray. Again he advanced toward the girl,
crooning, his handsweaving, making littlecircles

"Look at me, Rachdl. Look a my hands. Aren't they pretty? Much better than that bad dream.
That'sdl it was, Rachd. Just adream. Why don't you tell me about it?"

The spray hissed a puff of vapor toward the pale face, the empty, vacuous eyes.

"Just adream, Rachel. Y ou frightened Ivan, but he's safe. He's here with me now. See?' More
vapor wreathed her lipsand nogtrils. "Tell him about the dream. Tell him. Tell him. Tell him about the
dream.”

The spray filled the air before her face with its medicina vapor. As she breathed, the keening
stopped. Abruptly she giggled.

"Bright," she said. " So bright. It came and went and came again. We watched it. It grew and
changed and -- " She broke off, quivering. "It touched Ivan. Touched him and -- oh, God! God!"

Stacey used the hypodermic to kill her screams. The girl Sumped, unconscious. "That'sall you're
going to get. | hope you think it wasworth it."

"It was."

"Yes" Stacey looked at Varl'shand. "l guessit was. And | guess you did what had to be done. Let
me take alook at that.”

"It keep."

"Maybe. Or you could have cracked a bone. Broken one, even. Let melook.” He pursed hislipsas
Varl extended hishand. "Nothing serious. I'll give you some pillsto easethe pain.”

"It doesn't hurt."

"l wasn't talking about the hand." Stacey |ooked at the shambles on the floor. "But | guessyou're
right. What the hdll happened to him?'

"I'd hoped the girl could tell us.”

"Shedid. Asmuch as she ever will. Try to force her to remember and she'll do her best to escape.
Shell go back in time to when she was a child and find more problemswaiting for her. In the end shelll
be catatonic and lie curled up like afetus.”

"But you can help her, Hans," Ericasaid. "Y ou can do that."

"I'll do my best, but I'm not God. Miracles don't come easy.” Helooked at Varl. "Anything else
before| take her to her cabin?'

"l want areport on the body."

"An autopsy? What good will that do? He'sdead and -- " Stacey broke off. "No, we don't know
how he died. | can guesswhat killed him but not how he got into the condition he'sin. I'll haveto work in
here, though. Once he's moved the evidence will belog.”

Varl |eft, going to the shower, stripping, and standing in the cubicle as hard-driven sprays droveicy
whipsagaing his skin. The water stimulated the flow of blood and, together with drugs, banished most of
his fatigue. He needed to be dert -- to be otherwise in space was tantamount to suicide.

AsMax Ovidio had found.

Ovidio had been the man outside, as Carter explained.

"I left him to clean up. Just afew minor details on the new ingtdlations. He said he could manage on
hisown, and | knew hewas agood worker so | left himtoit."

"Alonein space?'

"That's right, Commander." Carter was blunt. "It's against normal practice, but we aren't exactly
operating according to the book. My air was running low, there was work one man could finish, so | left
Max toit whilel cameinsde”



"To desuit?’

"I'd been cooped up for ten hours Sraight.” A statement, not an excuse. "I'd just finished dressing
after the shower when | heard the scream. The rest you know.”

"The scream -- was Ovidio gtill outside then?”

"l guess he must have been." Outside but missing.

"Nothing new to report,” Machen told Varl. "'I've scanned the surrounding area without success. He
must have drifted away from the ship, but if so he gained fantastic vel ocity to get out of range so fast.
Enoughtokill him, I'd say."

"Tel meabout hislagt call. Did he say what was wrong?”

"No. Not in specific terms. He just mentioned something about things not being right.” Machen fell
dlent for amoment then, "1 think | haveit. It went: 'Hey, something weird's happening out here. It'scrazy.
I'm getting out of here. Help, come and get mel™

"Isthat dl?"

"Asfar as| can remember. He arted to say something else, but then the transmission ended and |
sounded the darm. Just when Rachel screamed, | guess. A hdll of acoincidence.”

Varl turned to Carter. "I'm going outside to ook for Ovidio. Suit up and come with me. | want to
know whereyou left him."

They dressed in the vestibule; Varl taking time to check the suits, each rechecking the other. Carter
shook hishead as Varl pulled communication wirefromitsred.

"Wewon't need that, Commander. The radios are working."

"Y ou used them with Ovidio?'

"Sure, and at times | wished they were still busted. Max liked to sing, but he had alousy voice. Do
you think well find him?"

"Maybe." Varl snapped on hisline, then checked thelaser in the holster a hisside. Carried on the
other hip was the snout-barreled reaction pistol. Ovidio had carried one -- why had he not used it to
move back to the ship if hisline had broken and he had drifted?"All set?"

Carter nodded and led the way into the lock. Air dropped as the pumps evacuated the chamber; the
outer door opened as agreen light flashed. He stepped out, snapped the end of hislineto aringbolt setin
the hull, and made room for Varl to follow.

"Therel" Carter pointed to where agun rested in blesk nakedness on the hull. "I 1eft him over there.”

Varl waked to the emplacement, magnetic boots rasping over the plates.

"Reitsch waswith me at firgt," Carter explained. "He went back inside when Max came out to
relieve him. We completed the ingtal lation at the stern and moved up to thisone. | checked what had to
be done and Ieft him to it. He could have gone back inside the gunner'slock had the inner port been
operationd.”

Stooping, Varl lifted the door of the port beside the gun and saw nothing inside the vestibule
beneath. Rising, he looked around again, seeing nothing but the scarred hull painted with the reflected
hues of alien space.

On all sides, the enigmatic shapes seemed larger, closer than before.

"I'mgoing up,” Varl sad. "Check my line"

He dropped, flexing his knees, straightening them with ajerk which tore free the grip of his boots.
The ship fell away from him as he rose, the line snaking to where Carter had it running through his hands.
Inaminute Carter joined him.

"Check the bow," Varl ordered, and fired his reaction pistol to send him whedling on the end of his
line toward the stern. Below him, he could see the gaping vents of the rockets; he fired again to bring
them close. Each vent was large enough to hold the body of aman, but al were empty.

Rising again to the full extent of hisline, he heard Carter's voice.

"Commander!" Carter was shocked, incredulous. "For God's sake -- look!"

They had found Ovidio. Drifting high, Varl looked down.

The hull was marked with the grotesque parody of agiant cartoon. The suited figure of aman lay,
flattened and expanded, from bow to stern in a paper-thin layer like a coat of paint.



*CHAPTER 20*

VARL'sthoughts were like bubblesrising in asparkling wine, stresming up to burst and form small
cratersringed with tiny fountains; each burst was a question.

How had Ovidio died? What could take aman and smear him out in athin, even layer on the curved
surface of aship? What could spread aman like warm butter beneath aknife -- and dl in an instant of
time?

Varl turned, restless, in the darkened privacy of his cabin. He had finally yielded to deep too long
denied, but his dumber was broken by a stream of menta images.

What had killed Ovidio? Y egorovich? Cole and the others who had vanished? What had driven
Rachd insane?

He turned again and saw monsters sitting, watching, waiting to reach out and takethe _Odile _and
crush it and squeeze it into a battered container filled with bloody pulp.

And after the _Odile?

How many other shipswould go on asimilar crusade?

A bubble burst to show the secretive face of Nasir Kalif, probably wandering in his garden at Polar
North.

Another burst bubble framed the face of Ludwig Kreutzd.

Then the face dissolved to reved a ghastly montage of skin and bone and pul sating organs and,
above, the face of awoman crowned with agolden helmet of hair.

"No!" Varl jerked upright, feding the hammer of hisheart against hisribs. Sweat dewed hisface,
neck, and torso, and rested in clammy liquidnessin hisgroin. "No," he said more quietly asif speaking to
an dien but atentive god. "No."

Light bloomed as he rose, a soft efful gence which banished ghosts but |eft the questionsintact. There
were too many questions. He padded to the shower to stand beneath the lash of stinging spray. The
water woke him but did little el se, so he stepped out to fumble in a cabinet until he remembered and gave
up the search. He had no kalsence; that he had used before had been donated by Ericafrom her store.

Sitting, letting his body dry, he thought again of Ovidio, of Y egorovich, of the thing which had cursed
the ship he had been given to command.

Why? How? When?

Thetimes, at least, were known. Cole had vanished during the initia attack, and the others had gone
with him. Rachel's scresm had marked when Y egorovich had been opened to lie on thefloor of the
compartment, and Ovidio's death had been close. Close? How close?

Varl roseto pace the floor, conscious of something nagging at his mind, something noted and filed
but overlooked in the pressure of events. Ovidio had been outside and had been hit at about the same
time as Y egorovich. No -- at the same time, he was sure of it. Were there other associations?

He hdted, looking at the bulkhead, seeing in hismind'seye aplan of the _Odile_; thegun
emplacement on the hull where Ovidio had been working was dmost above the compartment in which
Y egorovich had died. And what wasit Rachd had said? Something bright. Flashing. Moving. Changing.

Had he seen it before it struck?

Varl closed hiseyes, forcing himself to remember the passage, Erica's cabin, and the spot of
brightness he had seen. He had dismissed the flash as avisua aberration created by the toxins of fatigue,
and he had amogt forgotten it in the erasure of the scream.

The scream, the darm, the ghastly aftermath.

Blood and bone and pulsating organs.

A man smeared like paint.

Mongters waiting, reaching, hungry for revenge.

Varl jerked ashe dmost fell, redizing that he had drifted into deep, histhoughts veering into the
realm of dreams, where speculation was easy and logic dismissed.

Filling abowl, Varl plunged hishead into the water, rose, immersed face and templesagain, to rise
gusting moisture from his nogtrils. The procedure gave him only smdll relief, and he dressed, remembering



Ericaand the kalsence she would have.

In the passage he changed his mind and went to the sick bay for oxygen. As hetook histhird deep
inhalation, the door opened and Stacey entered the room. He looked once at Van, then, without
speaking, opened a cabinet, took out a bottle, and filled aglass with brandy.

Varl watched him drink. "1 guess you needed that."

"l did."

"Mind tdling me the reason?"

"Y ou know the reason. I've just finished the autopsy you ordered.”

Varl nodded and went to the cabinet. He found another glass, poured it hdf full, and took asip.
"What took you so long?'

"Y egorovich was dead and could wait. Others couldn't.” Stacey looked a hisglass. "I could have
wished there had been more of them.”

"Bad?'

"Y ou could say that." The doctor shuddered and finished his drink, then helped himsdlf to another.
"I'veseenit,” hesaid. "A dozen timeswhen I've watched the recording from the _Lewanna . But, you
know, I'd begun to believe it wasn't real. That it was dl asick joke or something rigged for a purpose.
There were too many things| couldn't swallow -- the unbroken hull, the anatomica impossibilities. |
thought it was something designed to use as apur to drive usto action. Something was out there, yes,
but no one knew what. Ships had vanished, true, but no one knew why. So find some people and give
them areason for heading into the unknown. Bolster their pride and offer them the reward of regained
dignity. Hell, let them think they were heroes. Y ou, me, dl of us"" He drank. "Foold"

"And now?'

"I know better." Stacey drew in his breath. "He wasn't dead, you know, not when you found him.
Hewas dive and aware of what had happened and only God can know the state of hismind. His pain.
He couldn't scream,” he added, with strange detachment. "But he must have wanted to."

"He whimpered.”

"The best he could manage." The doctor looked at his glass, at the hand wrapped around it. He
watched asthe crystal shattered to lacerate his pam. ™Y ou were merciful -- | wouldn't have had the
guts™

Varl spped at his brandy as Stacey washed his hand, applied adressing, thenfilled anew glass. "So
what happened?’

"To Yegorovich? The same thing that happened to those found in the_Lewanna._. He'd been
damned near turned inside out. But the skin hadn't been broken. Y ou understand what I'm saying? He
was gl al in one piece and anatomicaly unharmed. Of course, he couldn't move or egt or drink or do
any of thethingswe think of as human, but he was dlive and would have stayed that way for longer than |
liketo think about.”

"Not broken? Then -- "

"How did we see him theway we did?" Stacey shook hishead. "I don't know. Physicdly it's
impossible, but it happened. There was no rupture. No wounding. The blood around him was due to
seepage from capillaries broken through lack of normal support. Minor damage -- you'd have worse with
anosebleed." The doctor downed hisbrandy. "Hell, | don't want to think about it. When | do, I'min his
place, scared, hurting, praying someone will do something to help me. Hewas lucky. He had you."

And now hewas dead. And Rachel, who had loved him, had joined him in amental grave.

Shelay on her bunk, knees drawn to her chin, back bowed, arms wrapped around her legs, eyes
closed, and head bowed in the classic fetdl position.

"Catatonia," GloriaArle said. She leaned back in the chair beside the bed and eased her bandaged
arm. "Hanstold medl about it." Her voice became petulant. "He shouldn't have left her. A doctor's place
iswith his patient.”

"Hewasbusy.” Varl looked at the woman and saw that her eyes were dilated asif from drugs.
Sedatives, he guessed. "When you were outside that compartments the one where we found Rachd, did

you see anything?'



"I don't think s0." She frowned, trying to remember. ‘No. | just heard the screams and came running.
Then you arrived and kicked open the door. Then -- " She broke off, swallowing. "'l just fainted, | guess.

Varl nodded, thinking of the door and the way it had stuck. Something had jammed it -- what? The
flashing thing he had seen when it passed through?

"Nothing else?"

"No." She paused. "Commander, we'rein abad way, aren't we? | mean, what with the hydee out
and therest of it. And now thisthing attacking us. | don't want to end up like Ivan. Not even like her."
Sheglanced a Rachd. "God! What away to end!"

"Shesdive" Varl said. "And can recover. And welll get out of this."

"How?'

"WEell get out. It'sonly amatter of time. Before you know it you'll be back on Earth and acting the
heroine. Now how about making some coffee and teking it around?"

"I don't know. Hans said | should just sit here and take -- "

"| givethe orders!” Varl hardened hisvoice, holding her eyes, watching for the spark of anger which
would signd her return from the happy clouds of sedation. "Y ou can't do anything for Rachel sitting here.
And therest of us can't afford to nurse you. On your feet, woman! Get that coffee made!™

The anger came and, after amoment, the obedience. Varl was not proud of the small victory, but
gentleness was something he could not afford.

In the engine room, he glanced at the dumped figure of Asner, then at Garewell.

"Any improvement?'

"He's getting worse, Commander.” The aide stepped from his charge and lowered hisvoice. "'l can't
understand how he's still managing to remain active. He should be comatose by now. Dead, even.”

"Y our diagnosis?'

"All right," Garewdll admitted. "I'm not adoctor, but I do know how many injections he's had. How
many transfusions. How many pills. He needs deep deep and life support and --

"Has hefinished the repairs?'

"Thehydee." Garewd| looked at it. "The machine or the man -- ahdll of achoice.”

"No choice," Varl said. "You know that. It'sno choice at dl. Is he awake?!

Asner dtirred asthe aide held avia benegath his nogtrils. He looked ghastly, his eyeslaced with a
mesh of red lines, dried blood edging the corners of hislips, the rim of his nostrils. Seepage, Stacey had
explained, capillaries burgting to release tiny hemorrhages. Minor damage of no real concern but
symptomatic of greater injury caused by the accident.

"Commander.” Hetried to amile. "I've done the best | can. The engine -- I've done my best. But..."
Hisvoicetralled into slence.

"Jarl?* Varl reached him, touched the flaccid skin of the throat. "Jarl, damn you! Don't let me down
now!"

"...depends on the new application of Kreutza's sub-space tensors.” The engineer continued asif
there had been no break, no silence. "One chance to makeit. If we don't, welll be either acloud of atoms
or stuck. Wrecked and drifting, you understand? Logt in this..." Again hisvoicetrailed into silence and
again, dowly returned. "...don't stop. That's of prime importance. Keep going at al costs. To break out
and through we must have ... application of Kreutza's equations and ... a cascade. Obvious when..."

Thistimewhen the voicetrailed into silenceit did not return.

Asner was dead.

*CHAPTER 21*

SOMEONE was snging something about bottles falling from awall; Mboto thought it was Stacey,
but the doctor did not sound drunk, and was singing with a bitterness which verged on pain:

_"Nine green bottles standing on thewall_

Nine green bottles standing on thewall

And if one green bottle should accidentdly fall

Therell be eight green bottles standing on the wall."



The voice died as Mboto moved from the spot on the bulkhead. Had the doctor begun his song by
numbering the full origina complement of the _Odile ? Already he had passed the number now crewing
the vessel and was going down; nine to eight to seven -- would he go the whole way? And, when there
were no bottles standing on thewall, what then?

The small pad at the end of Mboto'swire found anew site and held as the muted sounds of the ship
reached hisear. The usual susurration of noise, then two voices|oud and clear: Carter and Shelia
Laudert.

"Stan! Stan -- don't!"

"I'm soft for you, Shelia. Y ou know that."

"And| likeyou too, but -- "

"Isit Brad? Quimper was agood man and | liked him, but he's gone now. Y ou going to mourn al
your life?!

"No. That would be stupid. But, well, now isn't thetime."

"Am | asking for anything? just want to fed we belong. And, Shelia, maybe we haven't much time.
Know what | mean?1'd hate to go without having what you could give me."

Therewasarustle. "You mean it, Stan? Y ou redly like me?

"l loveyou." Carter spoke with an unusud intengty. "Shelia, | love you!™

Mboto pulled free the wire, not wanting to hear more, and moved on to another place. He did not
move away until the door of the cabin opened and Varl stood looking down a where he crouched.

"I'd wondered,” he said. "'l thought it might be you."

"Why?"

"A news hound. One too eager to get astory and too quick to drop it. It was anice act you pulled,
but it didn't quite make sense.”

"And you suspected Nasir Kdif would have planted an agent in the _Odile_." Mboto roseto his
feet, wrapped the wire into asmall loop, and tucked the eavesdropper into a pocket. "But what choice
did you give me? Had | backed out after the initial showing of the recording, what would you have
done?'

"Made sureyou didn't talk."

"And | can guess how." Mboto ran one finger across histhroat. "Not that it matters now. | was
supposed to make certain you didn't take off and run. Then, when we got hit, that didn't apply anymore.
So | just remained quiet and acted the historian and kept my eyes and ears open. Incidentadly, if you
suspected Mgjor Borken, you followed the path Kalif wanted you to take. He's a shrewd man.”

"All that'sinthe past,” Varl said. "But if you're not atrue news hound, what are you?'

"A psychologist. | find out what makes people tick. Another reason I'm aboard -- you are a
complex character, Commander, and out of Kdif's normal experience. He needed you but didn't wholly
trust you. So-- "

"We can forget that too. What about the present state of the ship?”

"Y ou mean the crew, and you mean condition, not state. People aren't metal and plastic and wire;
machinesto be kicked into action. Y ou want arundown by individud, or agenera summation?”

"Generd."

"Y ou're Stting on a powder keg. Sooner or later it's going to hit them that they are on a one-way
rideto hell. When they do, you are going to get the blame. It may not be fair and it certainly isn't logicdl,
but that's the way it's going to be. I've dready picked up hints of mutiny from a couple of sources. Just
vaguethinking, asyet, but it can giffen.” He paused. "Asner'sdying didn't help.”

"Reitschistaking hisplace.”

"Otto'sagood man, but -- "

"The hydee has been repaired. We're ready to go as soon as afew things are settled.”

"Things?'

"Have you forgotten the L ewanna_? How we were hit? Whatever attacked usis till out there. |
don't want to risk meseting it again until were ready.”

"And in the meantime we sit and wait to be killed like Y egorovich and Ovidio." Mboto shook his



head. "How long do you think the crew will risk that now the hydee has been repaired? Y ou picked a
good crew, Commander, one with guts and intelligence. They'll fight for you, what's|eft of them, but they
won't stand still to be executed.”

"They will if they haveto."

"Maybe." Mboto was dubious. "Do you know what's causing it?"

"Yes" Varl sad. "l know."

"The deaths?'

"All of it -- | think."

Varl expounded histheory in the control room, facing the screensthat showed the aien space
outside, the host of enigmatic shapes.

Stacey shook his head, frowning. "Odd," he said. "They remind me of something, but | can't
remember just what."

"A kaeidoscope?" Erica suggested. " Colored pieces which move to fashion anew pattern?”

Machen spoke. "Never mind what it looks like out there -- how the hell do we get out of it?"

"The same way we got in." Varl sat at the chart table, clean sheets of paper spread before him.
Picking up amarking crayon, he made adot in the center of one of the sheets. "A man,” he explained.
"Us. Theshipif you like." Around it he drew aspiral which reached hafway to the edge of the paper.
"Cadll that distance -- the thing we have to cover if we areto get from here, say, to here." He made two
marks on different loops of the spird. "Are you with me?”’

"Hatland," Ericasaid. "Y ou're demongtrating atwo-dimensiona world."

"No," Owen corrected. "A three-dimensiona world in two-dimensiona terms.”

"The dot -- the man -- has only one way of covering distance,” Varl said. "He hasto move aong the
spirdl." Heillugtrated the point with the crayon. "He can't go over it because heislimited to his
dimensiona redlity. Inthis case, two. In our case, three. Then dong came Kreutzal, who provided an
dternative.” The crayon rose up in astraight line, across and down again to connect the dot to the outer
loop of the spirdl. "' A shortcut through an added dimension. To the dot it would be the third. To us, the
fourth."

"And that's the hydee?' Machen frowned. "Did Kreutzal ever clam that?"

"Not in asmany words." Varl looked at hisdrawing. "But he didn't have our evidence. Maybe he
found it too late. How many ships had to vanish beforethe L ewanna_was discovered?’

"The unbroken hull," Stacey said. "And the rest. All the damned rest!"

Varl drew acircleon aclear sheet. "The hull of aship,” hesaid. "A sphere. If aflatlander wasinsde
he couldn't get out without breaking through theline. If it was a sphere neither could we. But aswe are to
the flatlander so something dseisto us. Something which can reach in and do dl the thingswe've seen
done."

"Smear usover the hull," Stacey said. "Reach in and grip our guts and pull and turn usinside out. Or
maybe they don't even have to pull. For God's sake, man! Do you know what you're saying?'

Varl watched their faces asthey reacted to the knowledge that they drifted in an aien region
inhabited by creatures -- or things -- which could, at any moment, turn them into objects of horror.

There could be no defense against such monsters. Suits, walls, the hull -- dl were usdless, aswere
the guns. How could they fire at something they could not see?

"They can be seen," Varl said when Mboto mentioned the point. "I saw one, or, rather, a part of
one. It showed as aflash, agleam. Rachel saw it too. It passed mein the corridor just before Y egorovich
was hit. Had | been dert | could have shot it."

"Maybeit'saswell you didn't." Stacey looked at the curve of metal above his head, at the screens
depicting the shapes outside. "Weird," he said. "It'sdl so damned weird."

"Itsaplace.” Varl washarshly practical. "Just aplace.”

"One we want out of." Machen was blunt. "The hydee's repaired, so let'sgo!”

"And forget what we came herefor?”

"For God's sake, Kurt!" Ericasaid. "Y ou can't till want usto go on!"

But she saw by hisface, hiseyes, that he did. She listened with the othersto his reasons. They had



crossed, they were as safe now as they could ever be, the hydee had been repaired, and whenever things
got too bad, they could run from danger. A nice, negt, reasonable summation -- why did she think he
waslying?

"No!" Machen was positive. "No, dammit! No! Weve had enough! Lost enough! We -- "

"Two men!"

"Areyou crazy?' Machen glared a Varl. "Can't you count? We had thirty when we started, and -- "

"Wevelost two men since we cameinto thisaien spacel” Varl dammed his hand onthetableina
demand for attention. The rest don't count. Not as regards the present situation. Two men -- for God's
sake, are you children? Y ou knew theréd be riskdl”

"Three." Machen was stubborn. "Y ou're forgetting Asner. That makes twenty percent casualties.”

"Asner died asaresult of an accident.”

"Rachel then."

"Shels il dlive. Thedien didn't touch her. And why talk of figures? We cameto do ajob. It
seemed a good ideato you when we left. Now you want to quit. What are they going to call you back
home? A hero?'

"Y ou bastard! I'm no coward!"

"Then proveit! And watch your mouth when you talk to me!" Varl had not moved, but Machen
stepped back asif sensing the need to defend himsdlf. *1'm not ordering you to commit suicide, and I've
no intention of committing it mysdlf,” Varl said. "Now use your brains. We were attacked in hyperspace.
Why?'

"A long journey,” Ericasaid. "And we used the PEAP to smulate a crowd. One busy making love."

"Broadcagting it,” Stacey said. "Broadcasting?’

"Radio," Varl said. "Or something so near it asto make no difference. We wanted to be noticed, so
we advertised our presence.”

"gy?!

"What makes aman swat afly? He hearsit buzz, right? So he reaches out and swatsit." Varl rapped
the table. "End of fly. Too bad. But what redly killed it?'

"The buzz," Ericasaid, understanding. "Y ou're saying we were attacked because of the noisewe
made. The broadcast. But what about Y egorovich and Ovidio? We had no radio -- the transstors were
destroyed during the attack."

"They were replaced. Carter and Ovidio were using suit radios while working outside. Carter |eft
Ovidio done, and hewasfond of snging to himsalf."

"And Y egorovich?'

"They both died as aresult of the same incident. That wasthe flash | saw. One attack, not three.
One event triggered by use of theradio. | guess our own mental emanations are too weak to be noticed
or have too short anatural range. But if we don't use radio or anything smilar we should be safe.”

"It makes sense," Owen said. "By God, it makes sense. He looked at Machen. "Still want to go
home, Fiers?'

"l don't know what hewants, but | do." Stacey looked uneasily at the alien space depicted inthe
screens. "l just want to get away from here. | don't like what's out there and | don't like what it can do.
When -- " He broke off, sartled. "What the hell isthat?"

A sudden crowd of ghosts, rushing, thrusting, busy with love. Filling every nook and cranny of the
ship and streaming from the hull to fill space with their noisy presence.

"Kurt!" Ericas voice was dmost a scream. "Kurt! Kurt, look!"

In the screens something moved.

*CHAPTER 22*

THE sponge-like, jdly-like, squamous mass was something from anightmare; it reached with fretted
tentacles ringing a puckered orifice that could have been amouth. Varl lunged for the controls, damming
his hand on the intercom, barking orders.

"Lydon! Turn off that machine! Kill the PEAP! Now!"



Heturned as Lydon made no answer to snap at the doctor. "Go and see that it's done. Find out
what thefool thinks he's doing. Owen, man the guns! Reitsch!™ he snapped into the intercom.

"Commander?'

"Stand by for use of rocket power. If therestrouble, seeto it immediately. First priority.” Varl
dammed his hand on a button. "Red dert! Battle stationd”

The blare of the alarm echoed through the ship as he checked the screen. The thing was closer, and
seemed to beincredibly vast, a creature which belonged in adiseased mind, it rested where a pyramid
had drifted in roseste hues.

"Piers?'

Machen reported with no trace of hisformer anger. "Nothing elsein close proximity. Observed drift
asbefore. The only threet isthat one thing which seemsto have appeared from nowhere.”

"There was something there. A pyramid.”

"Whichisno longer in evidence." The navigator shook hishead. "I don't understandit. If it changed
then why the sudden move, and why toward us?'

The questions could wait. Varl grunted as the ghosts vanished, the sense of their presence
disappearing as quickly asit had come.

"It heard,” Machen said. "Whatever's out there must have heard. Lydon must have gone crazy to do
athing likethat."

Lydon had not known, but that was no excuse -- he had acted on his own valition, and later, if they
lived, if the ship remained intact, Varl would know why.

"Reitsch?”

"Ready for firing, Commander.”

Varl checked the rest of the vessal and found it asready asit would ever be. Still the decision
remained: to move and risk what such amove would bring, or to remain still and hope the blast of ghost
noise had passed unnoticed.

"The hydee," Machen said. "We should be building the field."

"Attention! Hear thisl" Varl kept his eyes on the thing outside as he spoke to the ship. "All hands
secure for thrugt. Fifteen seconds. Mark!" He waited, counting. " Two! One! Go!"

At therear of the ship, asVarl operated the controls, agiant sorang to life, yawning to spit flame
from the venturis of its mouth. Fire streamed with savage brilliance into the void; tiny particles of matter
superheated by the fury of atomic energy were thrown from the _Odile _at tremendous vel ocity.

Asthe ship lunged forward, areaching tentacle touched the stern, ung the vessel to one side, then
passed on to be bathed in the flame of the exhaust and incinerated into fuming vapor.

"Frel" Varl yelled as other tentacles came close. "All guns open firel™

The target was obvious; the creature shuddered to the impact of laser fire and shells. The searing
heat sent more of the tremendous bulk into vapor, and the detonations tore holes large enough to contain
the_Odile_inthe scaled substance.

The attacks were mere pin-pricks to the monster, but they stung. The thing seemed to flinch, then,
with mindless courage, moved in again for thekill.

Varl opened therocket drivetoitsfull power. Thunder pulsed from the venturis and invisible weight
piled on his chest and pressed him hard againgt the back of his chair. Blackness edged hisvision, and he
fought to retain consciousness as the blood drained from his brain. Then he cut the drive and he could see
agan.

"Wedidit!" Machen dmost shouted inrelief. "We outran it! Left it behind!™

In the far distance the shapeless blob changed, dwindling as they watched to become just another
object amnong the rest. They saw asudden bright glitter.

"Owen! Bring in the externa gunners. All sections stand easy. I'm shutting down all dectrica
activity."

"Commander!" Owen protested. "The locks -- "

"I'll giveyou time. Move!"

Thelightsdied as Varl tripped switches, their bright glow replaced by an eerie blue luminescence



from the emergency plates. The soughing of air, noticed only when absent, fell slent asthe fans ceased to
spin. Thelife-support pand winked from green to yellowsthen red, to stand finally dark.

Asthelast external gunner passed through the airlock into the hull, the _Odile _died.

Seated at the useless controls, staring at the blank screens, Varl felt the weight of meta and
machines. Nothing was | eft to advertise their presence but the activity of their own brains; he hoped the
thickness of the hull would negate their smdl broadcasts.

There was nothing to do but wait.

In the engine room, Otto Reitsch checked the inert venturis, touching theinjectors, the feeds, the
coilsthat harnessed the streaming power. The machines had functioned perfectly, but he had sensed a
minor vibration at ajunction which could mean adight misdignment of one of the permanent magnets. He
would seeto it later; meanwhile, just to move and touch the gleaming fabrications brought a measure of
comfort.

Gloria Arle could not stop thinking of Rachel. She was back in her chair beside the bunk, watching
the curled figure, dmost envying the woman her escape from the problems that nagged at her mind. How
had lvan felt when it happened? What would it be like to be killed? She knew that the brain remained
active and awarefor at least three minutes after the heart had stopped begting -- an eternity of pain. Pain
and horror and -- dear God, what if it should happen to her?

In acabin, Carter felt the comforting warmth of the woman at his sde and tried not to think of losing
the happiness he had found. He had waited too long, hoped too desperately for awoman like Shdliato
come hisway. Theinitial attack had made her his -- would another take her away? The thought of her
spread out like Ovidio sent his hand questing to find her own, to hold it, to squeezeit.

"Shelia, darling, | loveyou.”

She returned the pressure. "And | love you, Stan. For ever and ever.”

For an hour, aday, aminute even, but till forever. For aslong asthey had -- could anyone ask for
more?

Stacey wanted to get drunk, to forget the screaming of his nervesin the warm comfort of acohol.
But the golden fluid seemed to have lost its magic, and he could do nothing but st and think of the people
who had died and how they must have felt when dying.

Lydon thought of ghosts. Owen thought of guns. Others thought of their own private hopes and
fears.

"How long?" Machen coughed to clear histhroat, conscious of the betraying timbre of hisvoice.
"How long do we act dead?'

Any answer would be aguess, but Varl considered the problem with what datahe had. Theinitia
attack had followed soon after the PEAP had been activated with the new emissions. Ovidio had died
shortly after using asuit radio. How long? Allow time for them to have worked, more for Carter to have
returned to the ship and desuited. An hour? Two?

Had the last attack been nothing but a coincidence?

"It could have been," Machen admitted when Varl mentioned the possibility. "Maybe the thing was
ready to jump us anyway. But, if your theory is correct, why?"

Varl scowled at the blank screens. To drift dead was bad enough, but to drift dead and blind was
worse. Into what might they drift?

He leaned back, forcing himself to relax as he built mental images. A river winding itsway to asea.
A flow of air carrying motes of dust to acommon point. Thefal of sand in an hourglass. Rain. Snow. The
drift of leaves. Where were they heading? What waited when they arrived?

Kreutza?

If the drift was universal to this dien space and Kreutzal had broken through asthey had, then it was
possible -- highly improbable but possible.

Varl reached for the intercom, then remembered and, rising, went to the door of the operations
room only to find it empty. But minutes after he had returned to his chair, Ericacame with atray bearing
cups of coffee. She handed one to him, gave another to Machen.

"From the emergency survival kit," she explained. They contain chemica eementsto hest food and



water. I'velaced it with brandy™

"Stacey's?

"He didn't object. Incidentaly, Lydon had an accident. A small one. He'd been working on his
machine and had it dl ready for operation when he dipped and knocked on the switch when hefell. He
banged his head and was too dazed to answer when you caled." Ericasipped at her coffee. "How long
do we run dead?’

"We'rein no hurry." The coffee was good, the brandy warming. "Are the others having this?'

"Some of the girlsaretaking care of it." Ericaset down her cup and lifted some papers she had
brought in on the tray. "I've been doing some checking. Remember | said there was no pattern to the
vanished ships? Nothing to go on? Then you found a correlation and proved it to be correct. So | turned
back to the dataon Kreutzal and hisjourneys. At first they too seemed wholly random, but that didn't
make sense. He wastoo logical aman to go shooting off in al directions without areason. Remember his
advice to those students he spoke to at Heidelberg three years before he vanished?’

"Think before you act,” Varl quoted. "'"Misdirected effort is wasted energy.”

"They'vegot it carved in stone," Machen said. "I've seeniit.”

"So what he did must have had aplan. | think I've found it." Ericashuffled her papers. "He was
looking for something. He was very secretive about it, but it'sthere.” She paused. "1 think he knew what
would happen when the big ships got into space. | think he was|ooking for an answer."

A wild guess? Kreutzal had been a genius, and such men often seemed to be touched with the gift of
clairvoyance. Had he, in some inexiplicable fashion, managed to peer into the future to recognize the
nature of the thing which now ravaged normal shipping? Had he dreamed of violated bodies? Of hulls
smeared with blood?

"You'rewrong," Machen said. "Kreutzal was working to improve the hydee. Everyone knowsthat."

"No. That work was being done by others. Kreutzal was more interested in investigating the true
nature of hyperspace.” Ericadapped ahand againgt her papers. "It'sdl in the figuresif you know how to
look. That and certain recommendations he made. They wereignored because they were considered to
be cogt-ineffective.”

"Short jJumps,” Varl said. "Small ships. But that was centuries ago. Weve improved since then.”

"And runinto trouble." Erica shrugged. "Maybe it doesn't mean anything now, but | thought you
should know. If Kreutza left anything weve got to find it:"

Kalif had thought the chance worth following, and had sent a ship and crew after the genius. For the
Comptroller, the gamble was safe -- he had not come along. Varl reached for the controls. If anything
was out there waiting for them it had waited long enough.

Ericasghed her relief asthe screens showed nothing but the colors, the drifting, enigmatic shapes.

"Nothing, Kurt. Were safe.”

"Safe?' Stacey cameinto the control room. He halted, looking at the screens. "Now | know what
that remindsme of," he said. "Blood!"

*CHAPTER 23*

FLEUR Brandt grunted as Garewell removed the dressing. Even though he had tried to be careful,
the wound had stung, and she tried to examine it, holding amirror to reflect the saucer-large burn on her
back. The movement caused pain to dart from her brokenribs.

"Careful!" The aide had heard bad language before but had never learned to likeit. " Just Stay easy
until | fix this”

"It'sturning bad on me, right?' Brandt was a big woman with a hard face and a manner to match.
Her nature did not match her name; there was nothing of the softness of flowersabout it. "I should be
treated by aproper doctor. Where's Stacey 7"

"With Rachd." Garewdl lifted aspray and covered the burned patch with an antiseptic film; a
second spray firmed into atransparent dressing. "That should do it."

"What about the ribs? They ill hurt.”

"Givethem time. The bresks are knitting and will heal as good as new. Just take things easy and if



that burn gives you trouble come back.”

"If 1 do, | want to see the doctor. How is she, anyway?"

"Rachel? No change.”

"We should be getting her to a proper hospital. Metoo, and Gloria-- that arm of hers needs more
than you can giveit. Mention it to the commander when you see him, huh?'

"Why not you?'

"I'm busy. Just tell him you think we've traveled long enough and it's time we started for home." The
woman grunted as Garewell adjusted her blouse. "Do that and I'll have aword with afriend of mine. She
runs a big hospital in Bremen. Just the place for you to graduate as adoctor. Y ou do want to become a
doctor, don't you?' She smiled asthe aide nodded. "Thenjust do as| ask and I'll arrangeit. A
scholarship -- it won't cost you athing.”

Mboto reported the bribe when he and Varl were alone in the control room.

"It's beginning again, Commander. They're getting keyed up, restless, worried as before. The attack
broke the pattern; mutual need and danger dways does, but the basic Situation hasn't dtered. And it's
aggravated by thisdrifting." He gestured toward the screens. " It's getting on their nerves. Heading through
mystery into the unknown."”

"How bad isit?' Varl asked.

"Just restlessness as yet, but another death like Ovidio's or Y egorovich's could trigger an outright
demand for you to abort the mission.”

"Mutiny?'

"They wouldn't think of it asthat, but, yes, amutiny.”

Varl reflected that desth could come from other than aien sources.

"You handled it well thelast time," Mboto said. "Edging Machen into arage and using histemper
againg him. And you had luck. Thistime? Wdll, luck can only last so long.”

As could patience and supplies and the raw courage needed to live benegath the constant fear of alien
death. Supplies could be stretched and the courage found if there was no choice; patience was another
matter. Varl's own patience was wearing thin.

Varl looked at the screens and remembered what Stacey had said -- blood. The dien space had
reminded the doctor of blood.

And Mboto?

"l don't know," he said when Varl asked. "It could just aswell be soup.”

"I'm serioud”

"Soam . Start thinking of it as blood and the next thing you'll be imagining we're stuck in the gut of
some mongter. It'sacoincidence. Blood isafluid filled with bits, the corpuscles, the platelets, antibodies,
al manner of cdlular debris. A river islike blood. Sap isaform of blood. Ichor. Some say theail inan
engine. With enough imagination you can see anything.”

Inauniverse of infinite possibilities, anything could be. VVarl pondered that thought as he sat done
and looked at the screens. The pyramid had turned into something else -- was that a defensive
mechanism to take care of invaders? Had they drifted alittle too close and triggered areaction?

How long could Kreutza have survived? If he had crossed into this alien space, he would have been
helpless; in afrall ship lacking armament he would have been easy prey. Could hisvessd have drifted for
three hundred years?

"Machen!" Varl dammed his hand on the intercom. " Get up here! Y ou too, Erical”

He was busy when they arrived, taking sights, checking position.

"Plot acourse" he said to the navigator. ""One which will take usadong theline of drift. Stay well
clear of al obstructions. | don't want to get anywhere near to those shapes.”

"A power source?'

"y es"

"Hydee?If s0-- "

"Rocket." Varl turned to the woman as the other set to work. " Check those figures of yoursfor any
clue asto what Kreutzal thought he might run into. Did he make any repest journeysto a specid point?



Did hefavor any particular length of jump? Take any unusua precautions? Any specia equipment?”

"Y ou have something in mind?’

"I'm wondering if he found this place before he vanished. If o, he might have left something to help
us"

"I'll look." Ericawas not too optimigtic. "But if he'd found anything of value, wed know it. My guess
isthat if it exigsit'll bein hisship."

Varl intended to find that ship. As Machen worked on his caculations, Varl rechecked hisplan. To
blast dong the generd direction of drift might not be the smple thing it ssemed. Would speed done cause
the drifting shapes to react? Would their speed be enough to save them? And would their increased
velocity done be enough to send them from the path Kreutza might have taken?

He was balancing probabilities, setting risk againgt potentia gain -- should they run now while they
had the chance or make onelast effort to accomplish their misson?

His hand reached for the intercom.

"Y our attention, please! Hear thisl We are going to blast down the drift. Man al stations. Externa
gunnersto stand by for action. Ten minutes. Mark!"

"No," Varl said in answer to aquery from Lydon. "Wewon't need the PEAP to be activated.”

"Maybe he hopesto call Kreutzal back from the dead.” Machen handed Varl the course he had
plotted. "I'm working in the dark as regards the effectiveness of the rockets in these conditions. But
follow these targets and we should stay constant relative to the drift. If the drift is constant. If the targets
don't move. If -- " He broke off, shrugging. "What I'm redlly saying isthat you'll have to guide the ship by
guessand by God."

"Rather | didn't?"

"Hel, no! If weregoing, let'sgoin glory!™

Such euphoria could vanish to leave a black depression, but for the moment it ruled. Varl checked
his instruments, watched the final seconds die on the chronometer, and dropped his hands to the controls.

The Odile becamefully dive.

A ship designed for space, mobile, adorned with fire, it thrummed with pulsing vibrations asit
moved. Varl watched the shapes as they spun close and passed while otherstook their places. Gradually
he increased the thrust, aming at the points Machen had designated, frowning as subtle distortions
increased.

"Theleft!" Machen warned. "Watch the lft!"

A spiral spun and turned into a frothing mass of jutting spears -- the threst fell behind as another
loomed ahead. A bizarre combination of cones and rods and rounded protrusions expanded to form a
shimmering web.

Varl hit the warning button and increased the thrust. The web grew larger, closer, to hit and amost
hold, thenthe _Odile wasthrough, leaving curling ends and shattered symmetry.

"God!" Machen gusted hisrelief. "That was close!"

Too close. Had the thing moved to intercept the ship? If so, how? There had been clear space and
then, without warning, the shape had appeared.

Varl adjusted the controls as another loomed ahead; arounded ball thick with enigmatic lumps
which had not been there amoment before. The _Odile _ shuddered to the thrust of guiding rockets and
the ball fell behind as they passed to one Sde. The mass was aslarge as aplanetoid, blotched with ariot
of color, touched with trangient glitters that were repeated from something far ahead.

"Lydon!" Varl sngpped into the intercom. " Can you change the polarity of your machine?"

"Change-- | don't understand.”

"Reverseits effect. Send out an emission which emulates degath, not life." Why couldn't the fool
understand? "' A negative effect instead of a positive one. Canyou do it?"

"l don't know."

"Try! Get at it and try!" Varl broke the connection.

"Do you think it will work?' Machen said.

"It might. It'sachance.



"Reversethe polarity,” the navigator mused. "If one attracts, the opposite should repel. Let's hope it
does. Y ourethinking of what threw usinto this space?’

Varl nodded.

"Isthat why you've drifted for so long?"

"We cameto find Kreutza ."

"Sure, but that thing could be waiting, and you want to increase the odds on our chances of survival.
So drift, find areason for doing it, but give that thing timeto forget us. Y ou're shrewd. Damned shrewd
-- | hopeyou're as lucky."

Varl shared that hope. In thisworld dimension he needed all the luck he could find.

Ahead the small glitters had grown brighter and the shapes on dl sdes seemed closer. They
thronged in dl directions, resembling oddly shaped asteroids; peanuts, doughnuts, warped crystals,
puffed grains of rice, puckered sponges, al on agigantic scae yet seeming to be smaller than before.

Had speed increased the size of the _Odile? That illusion would account for the apparent
diminution.

Varl fed power into the port jets and saw the shimmering twists of convoluted crystal which had
appeared before him swing to one side. Its movement was an illusion; the ship had moved, not the shape.
Another appeared, flowering as he watched into a spined and writhing monstrosity, avoided as again the
steering rockets cut space with streamers of flame.

"Fagt!" Machen wastensein his seet. "We're going too damned fast!”

When Varl had won the Lacerta Trophy years before, he had gone too fast. But the _Odile was
not a deek racer and the hazards were not drifting balloons. He had dashed to victory in the race with
the hydee jumping in microseconds, fantastic velocity which had carried him clear. Inthe dien space he
had only the relatively duggish rockets to set againgt the menace of the shapes.

And, as Machen had said, he was going too fast.

"Stand by for reversel” Heydled the warning. "On three! Mark!™

The _Odile _spun, the venturis spouting flamein their direction of motion, cutting down their velocity
with theimpact of pulsing hammers. There was atime of jarring punishment, then Varl cut thedriveand
spun the ship again to stare at the screens and what lay ahead.

"What the hell isthat?' Machen cried.

Before them shone acluster of brilliant particles. Shot with glimmers and restless movement, the
objects darted to hang, then to dart again, like aswarm of gnatsal blazing in brilliant colors. And among
them --

Varl blinked and saw burning afterimages on hisretinas.

"Shipg" Machen's voice rose with incredulity. "They're shipdl™

*CHAPTER 24*

THE vesselswere old, scarred, stained with time. Asthe _Odile _ approached, the ships grew
larger, jumping into clearer detail asVarl stepped up the magnification of the screens. The _Bismarck .
The Aphrodite . The_Warnemunde . He noted the names as he took in other details, the coded
markings, the designs.

"Old," Machen said. "That type of hull went out before | was born. What the hell are they doing
here?'

Paying the price of ignorance or attack, Varl thought. The ships had been thrown into thisalien
dimension to be caught in the drift, moving on to some fina resting place as shipsof old logt in avast
ocean had ended in the Sargasso Sea. If the _Odile _and her crew could forge ahead, catch up with the
first vessalsto be trapped, they might find Kreutzal's among them.

As hereached for the controls, color blazed from the screens.

The darting objects had come close, no longer gnats but swollen ovoids, aslarge asthe _Odile,_
vaned, pointed, curved with bizarre configurations.

Oneflickered and vanished to appear directly ahead. Ahead and close!

The Odile_dewed asVarl hit the controls, tongues of fire streaming from the guidance jetsto



touch the dien shape with incandescent fingers. A vane sagged, a curved protuberance turned into agust
of vapor, then the thing backed to hover wreathed in ashimmer of green.

From it abolt of lavender lanced at the _Odile._

Varl felt the impact, read the damage from his instruments. He heard, too, the scream torn from a
human throat. He dammed his hand on the darm.

"Battle sations! All gunsopenfire! Torps! Looseat -- " He broke off, staring, not daring to move.

Beside him, hovering like aglowing silver ball, something had appeared. It moved as he watched,
drifting back to eongate into acylinder, congtricting to athin disc, expanding to asphere, narrowing to a
glittering spindle. It was the thing he had caught aglimpse of in the passage; the thing Rachel had seen
before it had touched Ivan Y egorovich to leave him living but dissected on the floor; the thing that had
gpread Ovidio over the hull asif he had been made of butter.

"Don't movel" Varl rapped the order as Machen, seeing the intruder, started to rise. "Don't attract
it!"

"My, God, Commander! If -- "

"Don't move!"

Play possum, play dead, hope it goes away. Freeze and maybe it won't see you and you'l live to
laugh another day; liveto laugh and love and walk free ingtead of sitting, damp with fear, guts churning in
knowledge of what the thing could do, dying athousand deathsin the anticipation of one.

Asthe pulse of gunsshook the_Odile, Varl looked at the screens, at the glittering ovoids darting
like amass of fireflies or aswarm of wasps. Together? Were they and the shining thing a part of some
monstrous whole? Or were they aform of predator like lice feeding on the afflicted?

"No!" Machen felt swest break out on his body as the glittering spindle changed and edged toward
him. "Dear God, no!"

He rose to throw himsalf away and to one side, then screamed. Flesh fell from hisarm, hisside, the
length of histhigh, breaking open to expose the cage of hisribs, the lungs, the white sheen of bone, the
ydlow of fat. Hiswhole body followed the bregk, opening asif unfolding.

A man wasturned into ashrieking, carmine flower.

Varl snarled, one hand leaping at the controls as the other snatched at the laser clipped beneath the
widearm of hischair. Asthe venturis spouted to life he lifted the weapon, firing, sending flashes of
searing, merciful hest into the distorted flesh of the navigator.

"Lydon! The maching! Turn on your machine!"

He continued to fire as he yeled, aming at the shining spindle, seeing the hull beyond sprout
blackened patches, jamming back the trigger and venting the last of the charge in abeam of continued
energy to cut and dash and cut again at the spindle, and at the place where the spindle had been.

"Lydon!"

“I'm working on it! Reverse polarity?

"Yes. Reitsch? Start the fidd! We're going into hyperspace!™ The magic of the hydee would be used
to escape the terror of the alien death which had struck at them.

The menace of the burning ovoids massed closer, too close -- Varl fed power into the jetsashe
veered the ship, using the incandescent blast as aweapon to drive the enemy back, to clear an area. He
ignored the blood that gushed from his nose as savage acce erations dammed him hard againgt hischair.

On the instrument pand telltales flickered, then steadied as the scream of the hydee rose above the
generd din. The scream told of misdigned coils and inefficient working.

"Reitsch!”

"I'm adjusting -- doing what | can. Maybeif -- "

"Maintain the power!" Varl remembered Asner'swarning. "Keep it going! Cascade thefield -- if you
loseit were dead!™

More bodies would be added to the others, Machen and whoever it was had screamed. Erica?
Dear God, let it not be her!

"Fire! Keep firing! Loosethetorps!”

They were aiming blind, but the shooting kept them busy and held the thing at bay. The hydee



screamed and the _Odile _ shuddered and the roar of venturis became athrenody. The fight gained them
time -- timefor power to build thefidd, for energy to flow from the accumulators, the pile, concentrating
power on power to cascade, their one hope of safety. The ship jerked and the gunsfired and the air
grew thick with the stench of fire and blood.

And al at once there was calm.

Varl stared at the screens, seeing the familiar gray nothingness of hyperspace. He killed the rockets;
the gunsfell slent. He was conscious of aterrible negation asif al life had been drained from his body --
and he was convinced that he was the one man left divein the entire universe.

"Kurt!" Ericaentered the control room and ran toward him, not looking at the mess on thefloor. "I
fed --"

"Dead. | know. Dead and lost and done. It's Lydon's machine. He got it going in time. Reverse
polarity.” Hisarms closed around her as she cameto him, but, oddly, he dtill felt done. " A heterodyning
effect. He's damped out dl mental emanations.”

Lydon had turned the _Odile _into an apparent coffin, finding the answer to the terror as he had
saved them dll.

They were till in hyperspace, but the thing that had attacked them was gone. They had repelled it or
made themselves so incongpicuousthat it no longer reacted to their presence.

"It can be copied," Varl said. "Refined and fitted to dl ships. Wedidn't find Kreutza, but we did
what we set out to do. They'll be no more L ewannas _."

"Kdif will beglad,”" Ericasaid. Then shecried out in darm. "Kurt!"

The note of the hydee had fatered, becoming a grating whine which rose to fall, then suddenly
broke. In the screens the grayness vanished to be replaced with the cold glory of distant stars.

"Reitsch?”

"It'sgone, Commander. The entire unit'samass of dag.”

They had broken out into normal space, but without the hydee they could be stranded light-years
from any habitable world. With rocket power done they would starve.

A moment of fear dissolved as Varl checked the screens and the eye-searing brilliance of anearby
un.

"We can makeit." Varl felt the euphoria of release from strain. "Well use the rocketsto signal.
They'll be seen and aship will come out to rescue us. Erica, weve madeit!" He swept her upin hisarms.
"Were safe, girl! Safel”

Sheresponded to hisembrace, her lipswarm againgt his own, then he felt her stiffenin hisarms, and
saw what had quenched her joy.

In the screens something loomed huge and menacing, agreat ovoid blazing with ariot of color,
vaned, pointed, curved in bizarre configurations -- something they had seen beforein an dien dimension.
"A ship!" Varl knew it had to be that. "It must have followed ugl" The darm blared as he hit the

button. "Battle stations! Prepare for attack!"

The attack came asthe echoes died, and in histurret Stan Carter screamed as the flesh roasted on
his bonesin ablaze of lavender fire. The scream was repested by another. Then athird.

"Firel" Varl fed power to the jets, and the _Odile _shuddered, duing beneath opposed thrusts to
form scythes of incandescent fury. "All guns keep firing!"

Green iridescence flared from the vessd as beams and shells struck home, then the bright shimmer
died, leaving alambent hue. A protective screen, Varl guessed, lowered to project the lavender fire. "The
torpsl Owen -- the torps!”

A torpedo lanced from its housing to meet lavender and dissolve in brilliance. Another missed; the
_Odile_fdt theimpact of violent forces and echoed to dying screams.

"Owen?'

"Dead." The voice was unrecognizable. "He's dead.”

"Stacey! Reitsch? Mboto!" Varl did not wait for answers. "All guns ceasefire! Ceasefiring!" He
turned to Erica. "Take over control," he snapped. "Kill the ship and let it Spin under momentum. Get
ready to loose the torpedoes when | give theword.”



"Kurt! What -- "

Before she could ask her question, he was gone, racing to thelock, suiting up, triggering the cycle as
the inner door closed. A moment later he looked at naked space, the stars, the dien ship that threstened
his command.

It hung in aweb of green asif watching its helpless prey, then it fell below the curve of the hull asthe
_Odile_dowly turned onitslong axis. Asthe dien ship dropped out of sight, Varl threw himsdf from the
lock, magnetic boots scraping on the plating, one hand snapping fast the end of hisline. Straightening, he
made hisway forward to the humped bulk of a seared, blackened externa gun. The gunner was dead --
behind the facepl ate grinned a naked skull. Releasing the body, Varl took its place. The damaged
wegpon Hill functioned when he checked it.

Thedien ship again cameinto view. It had not moved, its gpparent motion dueto the_Odile's
own, and Varl watched, gauging just when the alien would be in line with the bow.

"Erica?' he said over thecom line.

"All ready, Kurt."

"Good. I'min position. Aim directly ahead and loose the torps when | give the word. Understood?”

There was no answer, as he had expected. The stars wheeled above and around him and he waited,
tension mounting, praying the dien would not move. Then, asthe aien ship passed overhead toward the
bow, he swung up the muzzle and waited.

Asthe edge of the blazing ovoid touched the curve of the bow he jammed back the release.

He held the gun steady as laser fire hit and blossomed into green sparkles. The attack was over
before the alien could move. Then the protective field died to return hisfire with lavender fury. "Now,
girl! Now!" he snapped.

Thefirst torpedo missed. The second hit to expand in agush of blue-white fire. The third completed
the destruction.

A sun blossomed where the alien vessdl had been.

Varl fdt theimpact of blasting radiation; he was torn from the gun and thrown to the full extent of his
line, body jerking with involuntary spasms. Below himthe _Odile_ crawled with green and lavender fire,
with ashimmering golden brightness which died with the rest to leave only a sere and darkened hull.

The orded was over; the threat against mankind met and asolution found. Varl began to pull himsalf
along theline, to the ship, hiswoman, and the rewards to come.

THE END
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