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I
THE STRENGTH OF SECRETS

The eternal silence of these infinite spacesterrifies me.
—Blaise PascAl

1

INDUSTRIAL PARK

Juan Obrion grasped the central guide bar and stopped his motion through the long tube leading from
deep quartersin the spinning whed to the isolated work sphere, high above the hub. Asusua, he had not
dept well inthe whed's smulated haf-g, waking up with the wordscentrifugal sleep begets coriolis
dreams playing in his head, defying him to guesstheir meaning. They gill seemed to mock him ashe
floated in place and peered out at the other components of the deteriorating industrid park orbiting a
choking, warming Earth that would soon be able to support only the most obvioudy practical projects.
Of thethirty bunched zero-g spheres, half had been empty since 2010. Four shuttles, abandoned six
years|ater for lack of maintenance, drifted against the glow of early morning in the Pacific.

Hefeared the dow dying of devotion within himsdlf, theloss of hisfedling for the work of science, which
he had once hoped would liberate him from the mill of power, greed, and surviva that sooner or later
endaved most people; even on the high road of idedls, death till waited aong the way. Liberation was
beginning to look like an open grave.

He pulled up to aviewport so badly pitted by cosmic dust that it wasimpossible to see out. Hetried to



see achaos pattern in the complex etchings, and was reminded of aletter by a Russian named Tasarov in
amath journd, linking chaos and probability theory in anove but untutored way. There's awaysachoice
to do your best, heinssted to himsdf.

He pushed over to the other side of the tube, and watched the regular shuttle dumping its
hundred-thousand-pound load of radioactive waste into the last containment sphere. When it was sent on
itsway into the Sun, they would gtart filling the zero-g work spheres, which were now too old to
renovete.

He grasped the center bar again and pulled himsdf forward toward the door to the control room. Get a
grip on yoursdlf, hetold himsaf as he reached it and pressed his pam to the key plate. Were dl good
people up here. Hard workers, all ten of us. Better times may come.

The door lurched gar, then did open. He pulled himsdlf inside, and tried to seem cheerful as he came up
behind the stocky figure of hisfriend.

Malachi M oede turned from the control panel and said, “ Just about ready to use again.”

Juan smiled. Madachi floated up, dipped a smoke from the pack in his shirt pocket, and scratched the
cigarette on thelow ceiling. Thetip glowed red againgt his black skin as he took adrag, then exhaed
toward the ventilator intake. “1I'm quite sureit will work perfectly,” he said in his subdued British accent,
which made even his most pointed remarks seem understated.

Juan recalled again how often he had been reminded that his detector was not relieving the choke below
or opening Sungpace for industria development. The complaints reminded him of his dead father, who
would have said that his son had built atoy with other peopl€'s money for his own amusement. “Maybe
well skip afew growing painsif thisrig puts usin touch with our aien brethren.” The bitter disbelief in his
own voice disturbed him.

Malachi took adeep drag and held the smoke for amoment before releasing it toward the grille.
“Possibly the tachyon beams are very tight and miss our rig. Well have to search more of the sky."

“Or nooneissending.”

“We couldn't say that even after searching the whole sky."

“Maybeit'stherig,” Juan said, suppressing his desolate mood.

“I checked it from top to bottom today. Mind if | stay for part of your shift?*

Juan nodded, dipped into the control seat and strapped in, then opened the gyro controls. The screen's
dark blue eye was blank asit came on; audio was slent. The magnetic field was a<till pond waiting for a

pebbleto drop in. He reached out with akind of lonely love and prayed for afaster-than-light particle to
be absorbed, resonate with atomic particlesin thefield, and show up as an unmistakable jiggle on the

display.

Malachi's hand touched his shoulder. “Don't takeit o hard, dear chap. Y ou Sare a that thing asif
expecting to seeinto the mind of God."

Maybe there was no one out there at dl, Juan thought, and humankind was alone in the universe. His
project had only added atachyon silence to theradio silence of the universe. He had built atachyon



detector which did not detect tachyons, and that would be enough for Titus Summet to closeit down.

He switched to aview of the shuttle pulling awvay from the dump sphere. Asthe orbiter dwindled, he
found himself dmost sympathizing with theridicule that had been hurled againgt the tachyon project.
Trying to eavesdrop on dien civilizationsin the hope of picking up tech tips was like expecting to inherit
wesdlth without knowing if one had rich relations. The basic scientific work for the detector was decades
old; it would not yield new science without tachyons. A world fighting rising oceans, deforestation, ozone
depletion, lack of clean air and water, and an increasingly better organized criminal class, could not afford
atarsto uncooperative gods. The cost of medica carefor the aging, for the treetment of immune-system
diseases, and the monitoring of the millions of drug-damaged individuaswasincreasng geometricaly, as
was the population. The only thing saving his project wasits modest cost compared to the big
ground-based projects.

“Maybel need arest,” Juan said as he stared at the south polar icecap. It was bright in the sunlight.
Clouds veiled the south Pacific. From athousand kilometers out, no scars showed. A feding of
precariousness came over him. Something had dared to distinguish itself from the darkness—avast
planetary creature wrapped in gases, living on the Sun's streaming energy. What am | doing outsideit, he
asked, suddenly incredulous, even though he knew it was only hisfather again.

The audio monitor sang out a high, varying tone.

Juan switched back to the detector's blue eye. A twitching white line marched acrossthe screen. “I'll get
afix,” he said, not daring to hope.

“Look,” Malachi said, “the ripples measure to our predictions for atachyon mass running into the
detector.”

Sweating, Juan leaned forward againgt his Straps—but his hopes died. “ The signd's coming straight up
from the Antarctic.” He took a deep breath and switched to the main view of Earth, leaving the blue eye
asabottom-right insert. “Damn Summet, he's got a project of some kind down there!” He looked up a
Malachi, who was scratching up another cigarette. “Weve goneto alot of effort to prevent anything else
from triggering our detector. It's got to be an experiment generating tachyons.”

Maachi coughed and dipped hiscigaretteinto awall dot. “If it'stachyons.

“What ese could it be?"

Malachi nodded reluctantly. “ At least well prove to Summet that our detector works, and be able to
send out more than radio messages. Well show those shining gaactic cultures that we can do more than
put up smoke signas. They might have arule about replying to radio folk, you know."

Theline continued to dance with the steady repetition of its sound anaog.

“What are they doing down there?’” Juan said.

“Maybe we're supposed to receive while they send. He planned to surprise us, and see whether we
knew what we were doing. Timeto cal him and say weve caught on."

* * * %

Thedirector of UN Earth Resources Security stared blankly from the screen. * Juan, what are you talking
about?’ He ran abony hand through his graying brown hair and scowled, bunching histhick eyebrows.



“Youtdl me, Titus"

Even though UN-ERS was respons ble for the safe devel opment of Earth's energy and resources, it too
often became aforum for political intrigues. Summet wielded greet power, especialy when he invoked
fears of new ecodisagters; but much of the time he smply caved in to nationd interests, while claming
privately that he chose the issues on which to give ground, to save hisinfluence for more important ones.

Summet shifted his stocky framein hischair, squinted, and said, “1 don't know a thing about this, much
asit would please you to think otherwise.” He shook his head and smiled. “Are you certain?'

“All the physics| know saysit's afagter-than-light sgnd.”

Summet looked worried. “We do have teams down there, but nothing with tachyons.”
“Maybe they're not telling you everything anymore.”

“Impossble” Summet sad. “Y oull haveto investigate.”

“But you have peoplethere dready."

“Thisisill your project, Juan. The exercise will do you good. Y ou don't look well to me. Three months
of low and zero-g is not good for you."

“Could it be aprivate or nationa group?'

Summet shook his head. “1'd have known by now."

“Areyou sure?'

“Gofind out."

“It could be embarrassing to you. Y ou might have to continue my project.”

“Don't hope for too much. Y ou and Malachi take the next waste shuttle down to Brazil. Y our
documentswill bewaiting. I'll get you some help.”

The screen winked off. Maachi drifted up from below the screen and scratched afresh cigarette on the
underpandl.

“What do you think?’ Juan asked.

Maachi puffed and said, “He doesn't like being puzzled.”

“When'sthe next shuttle?'

“Three hours™

Juan switched back to the detector display. “Well leave everything on feed to JPL.” Thewhitelineon

the blue screen Hill danced in step with the varying high tone. It had to be tachyons, he told himself,
whatever the source.
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AVOICE FROM THE COLD

The Antarctic valey was arocky bowl of snow and ice rimmed by mountains. Juan sensed a presence
beneath his boots as he gazed up at the darkening blue sky. It was here, at the center of the fill, about
forty meters down, according to the soundings. How long had it been here, and what had moved it to

speak?

Summet had been prompt in sending both the tons of equipment and crew needed to set up base camp
around the dite, and in recruiting two scientists to help with the investigation. The camp, asemicircle of
long huts around the site, had been ready when he and Maachi arrived two hours ago, three weeksto
the day after the discovery, impatient to start work after aweek'sdelay in Miami.

Juan retrested to the snow cab, climbing in next to Maachi, and they listened again to the radio relay of
the sgna from the detector. The audio analog of the tachyon stream was beginning to sound like an
intermittent wall.

“Somewhere just below us” Mdachi said.

Juan sat back. “Reminds me of an alarm. Nothing but a prearranged meaning. What do you think Titus
makes of this?"

The Kenyan smiled from inside his parka hood and said, “ Therés alot of guessng going on.” He
chuckled. “Makes you happy, doesn't it?"

The orange bal of the sun dipped below the peaks. The il landscape seemed ready for the
sx-month-long Antarctic winter night, now only days away.

Malachi said, “Let's set the markersfor the diggers.”

* * * %

At twilight, the frozen continent seemed to draw its cold from the icy stars whedling around the south
pole. The semicircle of huts cast purple shadows across the azure-white plain as Juan hurried over to the
snow cab. Downwind from the encampment, vapor from the smoke stacks was afog bank rolling awvay
acrossthe snow. Theindustria park was aswarm of bright starsrising in polar orbit from behind the
molarlike mountains. He opened the cab door, pulled himsalf inside, and shut the door.

He pumped the sticky radio switch three times, and findly got the rday of the tachyon wail from Polar
Sat One. The sgna was unchanged—something proud crying in an empty auditorium where the house
lightswere stars. Hefet apprehensive. After ten years of struggle to build the tachyon receiver, this
message from home might turn out to be acruel joke.

Hekilled the radio, shoved out through the door, and jogged back to quarters, trying to clear his mind of
irrational suspicions. When he entered the antechamber to the large hut, he felt better. He took off his
parka and went through the inner door.

LenaDravic, Magnus Rassmussen, and Ma achi were drinking coffee at the table in the center of the
bare room, which was divided into bunk alcoves dong thetwo walls. “ Still there?’ Lenaasked.



“No change.” He sat down and poured himsdf a steaming cup, admiring her high cheekbones and short,
sandy blond hair. She made him fed anxious. “By the way, Lena, where did Summet stedl you from?’ He
spped dowly, wondering if she was attracted to him, or if he was only flattering himsdlf; he had never
been ableto trust hisfedlings about women.

Her face flushed, and he redlized that his question might be taken as an insult. She might be touchy about
her work. He avoided her questioning blue eyes.

“Didn't hetdl you?’ she said with adight accent. Summet had mentioned that she was Norwegian.
“No,” Juan said, “and | don't go looking up someone's records without their gpproval. What were you
doing?’ Hetried to sound sympathetic, then redlized that her name was not Norwegian. Maybe she was

using a hushand's name.

“Drug biology,” shesaid, “up in the orbital isolation cluster, making immune formulas so our leaders can
stay in office longer. I'd rather be researching, but it's not possible yet.” She gave adight shrug. “I could
be spared.”

“| didn't mean to berude,” Juan said, glancing at Maachi and Rassmussen.

“I know.” She smiled, but for al he could tell she might be hiding her didike of him.

Rassmussen cleared histhroat and sat back in his chair, which wastoo smdll for hislean, wiry frame. “I
pity Summet. A failed scientist, he went into politicsjugt intime.”

“What do you do?’ Maachi asked the older man.

“I'mjust about retired, but | consult. Titusingsted | owed him thisone. | used to inspect electronics for
the UN, mostly wegpons-monitoring gear.” He scratched the white stubble on his head and smiled
gpologeticdly. “1 wanted physics, and had quite a bit of it, with the chance for more, but administration
and straightforward applications of theory paid better.”

“What do you think we're dedling with here?’ Juan asked.

Rassmussen shrugged. “Not tachyons.”

“Why not?” Juan asked.

Rassmussen smiled. “I'd check your detector for spuriousinput.”

Damn technicians, Juan thought, and aburned-out one at that. They awaysthink they know more
physicsthan anyone.

“What do you think welll dig up?’ Juan asked.
“It'll be something naturad,” Rassmussen said.
“Ah, but it will count for so muchif it'stachyons” Maachi said.

“Obvioudy,” Rassmussen replied, picking up his cup.



“Summet has been threatening to close down the tachyon listening project,” Maachi continued, “and it
hasn't been amonth since we got the equipment working properly.”

Rassmussen amiled again. “Inthat case, let'shope.” Juan felt uneasy.

“| do hope it comes out right for you, Dr. Obrion,” Lenasaid. He looked directly at her, and she met his
gaze.

“Summet can't be dl bad,” Rassmussen added, “if he supported your work at al."

Juan sighed. “It's crazy, receiving tachyons from a source on Earth. It'll be embarrassing if it's something
natural "

“But it does suggest that your detector works,” Lena said encouragingly. “A natura source of tachyons
would be quite adiscovery by itsdf."

“If were picking up tachyons."

“If your caculations say you are,” Rassmussen said, “then stick to your dataand don't listen to me.”
“Thanks,” Juan replied.

“What would you likeit to be?’ Rassmussen asked.

Juan did not reply. Lenasaid, “Well know soon enough,” still gazing at him with interest. He took along
gp of hiscoffee, feding uneasy and full of doubt.

Mdachi stood up. “We should get some deep.”

* * % %

By noon, one heavy digger had gone down thirty meters and shattered its rotary blade against something
harder than itsdlf; by midafternoon the same thing happened in a spot seventy-five meters away. Two big
scoops were brought out from the copters and set to dig between the holes. Gradudly, the Site became
one large excavation, with ramps leading down from north and south.

Hoodlights were set up asthe Antarctic night closed in. A second shift of workers replaced thefirst;
backup equipment was readied. Summet had been both efficient and generous, Juan thought as he
watched asmall scoop roll down into the pit and pick at the hard ice, looking like agiant insect in the
blue-white glare of the heavy lamps.

Mdachi came up beside him. Suddenly there was an agonized grinding sound and the scoop stopped, its
digger's claw poised over something dark. The operator looked up at them.

They went down the ramp, made their way around the scoop's giant treads, and squatted down for a
closelook. Juan felt the black surface with his gloved hand, restraining his growing excitement, then took
out hisgeologist's hammer.

“A trapped whale?” Mdachi said jokingly.

Juan gtruck lightly. “ Seems metdlic.”



Madachi knelt down next to him. “This doesn't belong to anyone we know,” he said, pulling the hood of
his parka closer around her head.

“Well widen the dig from here,” Juan said.

* * % %

“Juan, wake up!” Lenashouted, shaking him. He didn't remember coming inside to deep, only that he
had suddenly been very tired. “ There's an opening.”

She hovered over him, and seemed to float back as he sat up on one elbow. Maachi was drinking
coffee at the table. His white cup resembled a huge tooth.

“What timeisit?'
“Youvedept five hours” Mdachi said.

Juan shivered, wishing for sunny beaches and ssmple pleasures, then wondered what lay under theice,
and suddenly imagined acity locked in the cold, its cellars sunk deeply into the bedrock of the continent.

Lenawas|ooking a him with concern. “ Antarctic dryness affects some people strangely. Y ou just about
collagpsed. How do you fed now?

He sat up on the edge of the bunk and dipped on hisboots. “What did you say before?’ he asked as he
got up and staggered to the table.

“They've found an opening,” Maachi said as Juan sat down and poured himself acup of coffee.

He gulped down the coffee and stood up. “Let'sgo."

* * % %

Bluelight streamed from the excavation, asif astrange sun wererising fromtheice. A frigid breeze cut
through the starry night as Juan followed Lenaand Maachi down into the glowing pit. They found
Rassmussen gtaring into acircular opening set at ashdlow anglein arising black surface.

Juan came up at hisleft and peered into the blue glare. His pulse quickened; the curved surface
suggested agiant dome below theice.

Rassmussen said, “ The diggers say that the opening smply appeared. It was gone when | got here, then
showed itsdlf. If these five square meters of exposed curvature hold true, it's maybe two or three
kilometers across, with this entrance somewhere near the top.”

“So thisiswhere the tachyons are coming from!” Lenaexclaimed.

“It may well be,” Rassmussen said, “that they are tachyons.”

Juan threw back his hood and stepped up close. “ Theresafloor,” he said, peering into the chamber.

“Wait!” Md shouted as Juan entered an egg-shaped chamber filled with blue light. There seemed to be
no other exit. Ma camein next to him.



Juan grabbed hisfriend's arm, pulled him deeper into the chamber and shouted, “ Stand well back. |
want to try something!”

“What are you doing?’ Maachi demanded.

“I think I know!” Juan shouted, turning in time to see the opening glow red and disappear.

“We're trapped,” Maachi said.

“No, wait."

Juan moved forward. The glowing red circle gppeared again. “It'salock!” Lenashouted from outside.

“Step back again!” Juan called out, retreating. “ And stay back. | want to seeif it'striggered from both
Sdes”

Again, the opening glowed red and disappeared.

“I hopeyou'reright,” Maachi said.

They cameforward. The circle glowed open and they emerged into the cold.
“But where doesthelock lead?’ Lenaasked excitedly.

“A buried city?” Mdachi sad.

“So there was an advanced civilization in Antarctica,” Lenaadded.

Juan sad, “Let'slook around before Titus drops a security lid. Areyou al game?'
“Without adoubt,” Mdachi replied.

“Thislock,” Rassmussen said as Juan led theway back indgde, “isimpossblel”

From the middle of the small chamber, they turned and watched the exit glow red and blend seamlesdy
into the blue inner surface. “ There must be an inner door,” Juan said eagerly, moving toward the other
end.

An orange glow appeared before him. “ Y ou'vetriggered it,” Maachi said. Juan felt agentle breeze as he
went through the opening.

Overhead, ydlow-orange squares of light curved away to the right, following the bend of along
passageway. The black floor reflected the lights asa dull stresk.

“It spirds downward,” Madachi said.

Juan led the way, examining the markings on thewalls. Runs of concentric circles dternated with squares
and triangles, joined by wavelets. For amoment he heard astrange whisper in hisears, but it stopped as
he listened to it. He turned and looked back toward the lock. The others gazed back with him.

“It had better open when we leave,” Lenasaid. “Maybe we should go back now."



“Let'slook ahead aways,” Juan said, moving forward. Suddenly he was aware that al the surfaces of
the passage seemed new, with no sign of wear. Not one light was out.

“A culture so advanced,” Lenasaid, “exigting long before us. Could they till be here?"

The passage continued to the right, its black wals displaying the same endless frieze of markingsand
ova, doorlike depressions.

Rassmussen said, “It'sdemoralizing. Thelock back thereimplies afantasticdly sophisticated
power-handling capacity.”

They entered alarge ovd area, with alarge circular opening in the black floor. The spiral passage
continued to descend on the far side. Juan approached and looked down.

The shaft waslit by orange-yellow light, with no sign of bottom. Warm, oxygen-rich air pumped up from
below. He looked up and saw that the shaft did not continue through the ceiling, then took a coin from his
pocket and dropped it in. It fell dowly, asif held by aforce.

Rassmussen said, “It kegps aflat angle.”

“An elevator?’ Maachi asked, standing on the edge as he peered down.

“Heeeey!” avoice cried behind them. Juan started. The sound echoed through the passage. He turned to
look back.

“Help!” Malachi shouted suddenly.

Juan spun around as hisfriend fell into thewell. “Jesus,” Lenasaid, dropping to her knees. She reached
out with both hands, but Malachi was aready too far down.

“Bloody stupid!” Maachi shouted, waving hisarms. Hisfigure dwindled.
“Ma!” Juan cdled, kneding next to Lena

“It'sokay,” Maachi answered faintly.

“I can't seehim,” Lenasaid.

Juan glanced up at Rassmussen. The older man seemed confused. “It wasn't anormd fal,” he said,
stepping back from the opening.

“We've got to do something,” Lenasaid as she and Juan got up.
“Heeeeey!” the cry echoed again behind them.
“Over herel” Lenacalled back.

Juan heard footsteps. Two silhouettes came around the curve and stopped; athird dark shape joined
them.



“Who are you?’ Juan shouted.

The shadows came forward and became human figures. Juan recognized Florman, thetall, lanky
excavation engineer, and Summet's socky frame. The third man was a stranger.

“Obrion, what's going on here?’ the director demanded.
“Y ou know as much aswe do. Who's this?"
“Ingpector Ivan Dovzhenko, thisis Dr. Juan Obrion. Y ou've met the others, | beieve.”

Juan gave the Russian aquick nod. “Wevejust lost Md, Titus. You sartled usand hefell into this
opening.”

As Summet looked down the well, Juan glanced at Dovzhenko. Y oungish with blond hair and gray-blue
eyes, he seemed too stocky for his height. The usua second-rate Soviet scientist doubling asan ERS
national observer. The best knew enough not to waste their time.

“Y ou shouldn't have comein here,” Summet said.

Juan sad, “Ma went down dowly. HE's somewhere below.”

“Rassmussen, what do you think?” Summet demanded.

“| agree.”

“Andyou, Dr. Dravic?'

“Weadl saw the samething,” she said.

Summet looked down into the well again and said, “| should order you dl out of here right now."
Dovzhenko seemed nervous and wary. “Dr. Obrion, | must protest this—"

“Weve got to find him,” Juan said. “Down this passage.”

Summet glanced at Dovzhenko, then nodded. “Wait here. I'll send down packsfor you. Y ou can't go
bare-handed.”

“Pleasehurry,” Lenasaid.

Summet looked back up the passageway. “What in hell isthis place?’ He turned to Juan. “Isthiswhere
your tachyon beam is coming from?'

“It's<ill on?’ Juan asked.

Summet nodded, then motioned for Florman and Dovzhenko to follow him out. “ Stay put!” he shouted
back as he hurried away.



THE SEEKERS
Summet and Dovzhenko came back with six small packs, wearing their own, and carrying four others.
“WElIl leave one here,” Summet said, dropping two at Juan'sfeet.

“Y ou're both coming with us?’ Juan asked, noticing the exasperated look on Dovzhenko's face as he put
down the two he had carried in.

Summet nodded. “ There's an automatic in each pack. Keep it handy. We don't know what'sin here."

Juan didiked weapons, but he strapped it on. Lenalooked at hers asif it were ajawbone club, then
dipped it into her thigh pocket. Rassmussen took his out, checked the safety, and put it back.

Summet gestured to Juan as Florman's men left. “ Y ou lead.”

Juan went around the well and started down the next turn in the descending spiral. After afew moments
he again heard the strange whispers, and glanced back. Lena's eyes darted nervoudy. Magnus frowned.
Summet and Dovzhenko suddenly stopped.

“Do you hear that?” Summet asked.

They dl listened. A whine rose up from the sillence.

“I hear it,” Dovzhenko said.

Juan imagined a snakdike vehicle dipping up through the corkscrew passage. “ Clear theway!” he
shouted, moving to hisright. As he turned and pressed back against the wall, it yielded behind him. He
stumbled back—

—into abrightly lit room.

The harsh white light blinded him as he fell back on his pack. He rolled over and squinted as he pushed
againg thefloor with his gloved hands, then dowly got to hisknees.

Around him stood objects that |ooked like cabinets, and benchlike structures of various sizes. Suddenly
the celling glowed red. He began to swest in his parka. Then the ceiling faded back to white and cool air
rushed in around him.

He took a deep breath and stepped toward the wall, looking for the entrance. A bright red ova
appeared, and thewall seemed to loseits solidity. He held out his arms, marched into the glow—

—and stepped through into the winding passage.

“Juan!” Lenashouted with relief.

“I'm okay,” he said as they gathered around him and watched the portal fade away. He stepped toward
the ovd indentation. Faithfully, it glowed again, agraceful, fluid entranceway that engineers and architects

might dream about; but if the past had accomplished all this, he thought, then the present was atime of
decline.



“No further,” Summet announced. “WEell get specidized teamsin here. What happened in there?!
“I'm not sure, but | may have just been given abath.”

“Why do you think that?’ Summet asked.

“It got very hot,” Juan said, “then cool. Reminded me of infrared heatersin bathrooms.” Helooked at
the ova indentations on the far side of the passageway. “I think there are chambers dl up and down this
spird, and I'll bet each oneisdifferent.”

“What isthis place meant to be?” Summet asked.

Dovzhenko came up to him. “1 must remind you,” he said softly, “that thisisnow a UN-ERSfind, fully

protected by treaty. Until we can guarantee equa accessfor al signatories, it must be off limitsto all
further exploration.”

“Youreright,” Summet said after amoment, “but emergency provisons apply right now. Well leave as
soon aswe find Maachi Moede."

“Weve got to go on now,” Lenaingsted before Dovzhenko could protest. “He may need help.”
“Hésonly one man,” Dovzhenko said.

“What's wrong with you?” Juan demanded.

“Cam down,” Summet said.

“We're wadting time, and he wants to waste more with formalities.”

“Dr. Obrion,” Dovzhenko said, “1 sympathize with your concern for your colleague, but as ascientific
observer for asignatory to the UN-ERS treaty, | must enforce parity in the exploration of thisfind."

“What!” Juan asked angrily. “ Y ou're out of your mind."
Lenasface flushed with anger. “If Maachi isinjured or dies,” shesaid, “wewill hold you responsible.”
“Of course,” Dovzhenko answered. “1 understand your fedings completely.”

“Youdont,” shesad. “Well settle with you personally.”

“Ivan, comewith me,” Summet said. “Y ou three—find him fast and bring him out. If you don'tina

reasonable time, come out. For the record, you should not have comein herein the first place.
Understand?'

Juan nodded.

“Y ou're endangering yoursdlves and other scientific workers,” Dovzhenko inssted.

Summet took him by the arm and led him up the passageway. “ They'll beright out, Ivan,” he said softly,
then looked back at Juan and shouted, “Hurry!"

* * * %



“Hdp!” Mdachi cried out as hefdll.

Lenawas on her knees, reaching out to him.

“Bloody stupid!” he cdled back, then saw that he was sinking much too dowly for it to be dangerous.
“Mal!” Juan cried.

“It'sokay!” he shouted.

Hisfal quickened. The opening grew small overhead and disappeared. Air pressure popped hisears.
The bottom was rushing up to crack his head and snap his spine. He screamed and looked down. There
was no bottom.

His grandmother in Kenya had once told him astory about aboy who fdl into adeep well and found an
ocean under the earth. There he became a cabin boy on a pirate vessel and grew up to command a craft
of hisown, viditing dl the ports of the Strange, starless ocean. He grew old in thislife, until agiant
dropped abucket into thewell and fished him up, shipand all....

Hisfdl dowed again. He caught his breath and looked around at the brightly lit shaft, examining the
niches and odd markings as he drifted down.

Peering down, he saw that the shaft had narrowed, but there was still enough space for him to pass
through the center of acatwalk. He spread hislegswide and landed gently. He stood till for amoment,
glanced up into a bright haze, then looked around and noticed three ova niches spaced evenly around the
ghaft.

He stepped toward one. It glowed—

—and he dipped through into alarge drum-shaped chamber filled with soft yellow light. The amber floor
doped into aflat circle a the center.

Hewent down theincline. It dl seemed oddly familiar, asif hislife had been lived to bring him here.

* * * %

Juan picked up the extrapack and led the way around the well. Maachi could be anywhere ingdethis
structure. Now that Antarcticals Six months of night had begun, it would be harder to bring in supplies by
ar, impossibleif the weather turned bad. They might have to leave Ma behind if Summet was forced to
sedl off the find while the UN-ERS debated what to do next.

Asthey went deeper into the spird, Juan was startled by the possibility that the builders of such an
advanced structure had perished. Rassmussen was right about the lock and chamber portals; such fluid
control of matter and energy implied even greeter capabilities. Materids synthesis one would have
insured survival.

“Cdl out,” Lenasaid as she came up beside him. “He might hear us."
“Madachi!” Juan shouted, suddenly imagining hisfriend among the builders, talking with them, exchanging

idess, laughing at the smplicity of solutionsto age-old problems. Perhapsthere was only asmal
population left, living for noble purposes, free of materia wart.



“I'm here!” Mdachi's voice answered, sartling them.

They hurried forward. “ Are you hurt?” Juan caled out.

“No!” The Kenyan strolled around the bend; they rushed to him.
“What happened?’ Juan asked.

“I'll show you."

Juan stared at hisfriend, relieved.

“I'm quited| right.”

Juan grinned and gave him the spare pack. Rassmussen helped him to dip it on. “How far down did you
go?’ he asked.

“| estimate walking back two kilometers. Come, I'll show you."
“Tituswants us out of here,” Juan said. “ Thelid's about to come down."

Malachi grimaced. “ To blazeswith him. Thiswon't takelong.”

* * * %

Madachi paused at the edge of theflat circlein the center of the drum-shaped chamber. “Watch,” he said,
“when | step into the center.”

Theyelow light faded into darkness. Three-dimensiona starfields appeared around them. Juan felt
vertigo, but oriented himsalf by the silhouettes of his companions blotting out the Stars.

“They're so bright and clear,” Lenasaid.
Mdachi's arm reached out and pointed. “Notice the smal red marks by yellow-orange suns.”
“So they were fond of building planetariums,” Rassmussen replied.

“Yes,” Maachi sad, “but these shots were not taken from Earth. Y ou won't recognize any of these
gafidds. Follow me”

Juan watched his dark shape leave the circle and move up the incline. Lenaand Rassmussen followed.
As Juan caught up, the warm yellow glow again filled the chamber.

Malachi passed through the dissolving portd. Lenaand Rassmussen dipped through. Juan hurried after
them—

—and emerged in the spird passage.

Malachi was on the other side, triggering another entrance. Juan waited for Lena and Rassmussen to go
through, then followed them—



—into another white-lit room.

Ashis eyes adjusted, he saw that this chamber was bare, except for a shadowy heap in the center. They
approached, and it became apile of skeletons. “Not human,” Maachi said. “Double thumbs, large
ribcages, four toes. From the numbers here, it seems unlikely these were fresks."

Lenapicked up askull. “It'shaf again aslarge as ours, and look at the size of these eye sockets.”

“I wonder how they died. And why were they piled here?’ Rassmussen asked.

Juan felt the floor tremble.

“What wasthat?’ Lenaasked.

Maachi said, “ Theice may be pushing part of this structure around.”

Another tremor followed thefirst, then subsided.

“Maybe these were the builders of thisplace,” Lenasaid. “ Too bad. They might have taught usalot.”
Rassmussen sighed. “It'll be along time before we understand what we've seen here”

“Perhgpsnot,” Maachi said. “ If we can grasp even one small detail, then our understanding may grow
explosvely. All thismay be no more than a century or two beyond us. Remember, even smple principles

look like magic when you don't understand the gpplication.”

Rassmussen laughed. “ There's nothing smple behind these doorways!” Histal, gray-haired figure
seemed frail in the antiseptic light of the chamber.

“But who werethey?’ Lenaasked. “They seem to belong to another line of intelligent bipeds. To think
they were advanced when we were il primitives.”

“Were not al that backward,” Madachi said. “ Each of us can imagine how the lock and doors might
work."

The older man shook his head sadly. “Imagineisthe word. We couldn't build one of these doors, yet it
was probably only work for one of their tradesmen, who might have ingaled it without knowing the
theory behind it. The principle behind these doors could solve the world's materid problemsin one
stroke."

“Ligen!” Lenasaid.

Thefloor trembled, then shook, pitching Juan into the pile of bones.

4

TRAPPED

A crazed choreographer was trying to shake the skeletons on the floor into ajittery dance. Juan stood
up, but fell back into the trembling bones. A skull seemed to grimace at him asit rolled away.



“Stay down!” Malachi shouted.

The shaking stopped, asif someone had thrown a switch. Juan got to hisknees. Lena offered him her
hand. “Thanks,” he said as hetook it and pulled himsdf up. Maachi helped Magnusto hisfest.

“Let'sget out of herewhilewe can,” Lenasaid.
They lined up a the door. Juan waited as they went through the glow, then dipped after them into the

passage. They hurried up the passageway. The floor trembled, and there was a distant rumbling. Juan
reglized that they might not cover the two kilometersto thelock in timeto get out.

“Hurry!” he shouted, quickening his pace to take the lead.
“Should we drop our packs?’ Lena asked.
“Not yet,” he called back.

They force-marched in slence for the next twenty minutes. Juan glanced back at his companions and
saw that each was keeping up, despite the extraweight.

Findly, they reached the drop tube. Juan dowed down and dipped out of his pack asthey went past.
He was gasping and swesting heavily. Zero-g had taken alot of his strength. Maachi came up a hisside

and tried to help him aong.

“I candoit,” Juan sad, pulling away.

The trembling started again as they reached the lock. Juan triggered the inner door. They hurried insgde
and collgpsed on the floor.

“Everyonedl right?’ Juan asked after afew minutes.
“Yes” Lenareplied, catching her breath.

Rassmussen nodded as he lay on hisside. Malachi got to hisfeet and confronted the spot where the
outer door had appeared. It glowed red and revealed awall of ice.

“It might not be very thick,” Maachi said. He stepped forward and pushed with both hands, with no
result. “ Did we have adigging tool in our packs?’ he asked as he backed away and the door glowed

shut.

“I'll go,” Rassmussen said, moving toward the inner door. It glowed open and he hurried down the
soirdl.

“I expect,” Maachi sad, “that Tituswill assumewere il in here”

Juan sat up and looked at Lena. She seemed nervous but in control of herself as she gazed back at him.

Theinner door glowed after afew minutes and Rassmussen camein. “Werein luck. A collapsible spade

in each pack."



Malachi took one, snapped open the handle, and faced the outer lock again. It glowed open and he
struck theice. “Usdess” he said after two moretries. “Too hard for theseimplements.” The exit glowed
shut as he backed away.

“Well wait,” Juan said.

Rassmussen dropped the other spades. “It could be afew hours, or aweek."

Juan nodded. “We have suppliesfor that long. Summet's equipped to reach us.”

Malachi said, “ True, but what if this place has dipped, and thisexit can't be found?"

“What else can we do?’ Juan answered, getting up.

Rassmussen cleared histhroat and said, “1 suggest we use the time we have here to explore afew of the
chambers aong the passage.”

“Good idea,” Maachi replied.

* * * %

Juan paused before the chamber he had chosen. At hisright, near the bend of the passageway, the small
figure of Maachi dipped into thewall. Magnus and Lena had sdected chambers farther down.

Juan triggered the red glow and stepped—

—into darkness.

Ashiseyes adjusted, ascattering of blue lights appeared overhead, casting ahazy light throughout the
chamber. A dozen casketlike objects formed arectangle on the floor in front of him. He went to the | eft
corner box and touched the opaque surface. Therewas no sign of alid.

He stepped into the center of the rectangle and looked around. The gloom made him shiver, despite his
parka. A surprise party, he thought. At any moment the casket lidswould fly open and well-wishers
would riseto toast his hedlth.

As he gazed at the strange shapes, he redlized that he couldn't even begin to guess what they were. He
wondered again if the builders had perished. Surely they would have shown themselves by now if they
dtill existed. Disease was too smple an explanation for their absence; their knowledge seemed to
preclude such an end. Suicide? The skeletons might belong to individuals of another species, who had
wandered in and died. But why were their bones piled up?

The placeirritated him, because he knew that he would never be able to set it asde and go back to his
own work. What they had seen would change human life forever, if the technology were understood and
meastered. The world he had known would come to an end.

“Hello!” he shouted, and listened to his echo. “Who are you? Are you till here?!

He smiled at his own childishness. Enigmas, like deities, never responded to entresties.

* * % %

Lenatensad as she passed through the glowing door. What if it froze up around her? She hurried



through—
—into abare room filled with white light.

Thewalls curved like lenses, waiting to magnify fearful depths. The chamber's stillness seemed to hold a
distant whisper.

She sat down on the smooth, glassy floor, wondering if she wasin some asylum. The room seemed to
tease her, and she remembered a young girl's first fascination with the sciences. Exhausting wearisome
whys had driven her life. Norway's midnight sun had been one of thefirst childhood mysteriesto fal—a
sample matter of tilting theworld. That sun, hanging over snow-capped mountains, remained for her the
image of clear thought. However glacierlike its gpplication to human life, the patient accumulation of
knowledge could save aworld.

Her mother had been amore difficult mystery. A brooding woman, she had abandoned her husband and
returned to her own country with her infant daughter. All that Lenaknew of her father was that he had
remained in the Balkans and had become something of a palitica figure during the 1990s, the so-called
“eraof new understanding.” He had never been part of her life, gpparently content to forget his daughter.

As she grew up, Lena had feared that she might be to blame for her parents’ estrangement. The
suspicion tormented her, until she confronted her mother. Her father had married another woman, she
hed been told. “My leaving him had nothing to do with you,” her mother had inssted. “1t would have
happened anyway. At least | had you. I'm grateful that he gave meachild.”

So that mystery had been solved—but another had replaced it: How could love become indifference?
Few scientific answers were as various and unsatisfying as the answers to that question. A succession of
new loves gave onetheillusion of youth, for atime. Clearly, the physica limits of the body, especidly its
short lifespan, were no match for the mind, whose imagination soared, demanding what the body could
not give. She had resolved to help break the forces of decay, and calm some of the outrage a existence
that wounded the human heart. Her hopes had not been fulfilled. Humanity lived with little concern for
individuals, unconscioudy content with theillusory immortality of the species. Here and there, privileged
individuals grasped at longer life. Their power and money supported the knowledge seekers.

I'm afifth-rate magician, shetold hersdf as shelooked around the room. It was difficult to guessitssize.
She stood up and gazed into the variable curves of the lendikewalls. They seemed to grow in
complexity, suggesting biologica infrastructures. Sparks shot behind the surfaces, asif aschool of slvery
fish were navigating inner twidts.

She moved forward and the chamber seemed to expand. She stopped and listened, imagining that she
was expected to speak, and that she would be carried into the spaces between the stars.

Sheturned her head and saw agreat blue eye staring at her from inside afacet. The eye blinked. She
stepped back and it grew smaller, and she saw that the face to which it belonged was her own.

* k% k %

Malachi stood in an orange room. Hundreds of containerlike objects crowded the large floor. The far
wall was bare, but the one at his right was covered with shelves. Hundreds of small square boxes sat on
them.

Hewas annoyed; it al seemed to be just beyond his understanding. He went over to alarge rectangular
container and tried to lift what seemed to be the lid, but could not moveit.



They knew | was coming, he thought, so they seded the covers.

* * * %

Magnus stared at the wall of square cubbyholes. It seemed to defy him to guessits purpose. He dmost
laughed as he turned away.

The rest of the blue room was empty, except for six tablelike protuberancesin the center, set low
enough to sit around. He pictured a corkscrew of chambers stuck in theice, with everything in them
made to be deliberately puzzling or meaningless; accessto each chamber was through an el egant
dissolving doorway, designed to boast; or so it seemed to an envious savage.

Irritated as much by his own reaction as by the contents of the room, he turned and approached the exit.
It glowed obediently. He went forward—

—and gasped asavise closed around him.

He could seeinto the passage. His heart raced. He tried to move, but the door held him.

* * * %

“Hep!” avoice shouted as Juan dipped out into the passage. He looked to hisright, saw Magnus's hand
clawing theair, and rushed to him.

The older man's face gazed out from the substance of the doorway, hisright hand straining to push
through. “Don't touch me—it might be dangerous.” The door seemed plastic, ready to flow. The
embedded face was amask; only the quick movement of the eyes showed itsfear.

Lenaand Maachi came around the turn. “ Over here!” Juan shouted. They ran up the passage.

“Oh, no!” Lenasaid.

“Isit cutting into you?’ Malachi asked.

Magnus blinked. “No, but it'stight.”

Juan imagined food and water being brought to him as the world's finest minds studied the jammed
porta. He would discuss his plight with them as nurses bathed his face and brushed histeeth after medls.
Endless rescuers would aspire to pull the new Merlin from the stone.

“Juan,” Lenasaid softly, “he can't last long with so much of his body enclosed.”

Magnustried to smile. “ So the technology isn't as perfect asit looks ... old, mafunctioning.” He formed
hiswordswith difficulty.

“Areyouinpan?’ Lenaasked.
He moved hishand. “Can't fed it."
Juan tried to think.

“Y ou may not be ableto freeme,” Magnus said.



“WEell get you out,” Lenasad.

The floor trembled, asif offering a comment. Juan took a deep breath. He stepped forward and began

to touch the portd.

“No!” Magnus shouted.

The surface was strange, hard and dightly warm. It glowed suddenly, and Magnus sumbled into his

ams.

“| suspected it would trigger,” Juan said, holding him up. Magnus was swesting heavily in his parka, but

smiled.

“Can you stand?’ Juan asked as Lenamassaged hislimp right hand.
He nodded, breathing more evenly. “Unfortunately, we're cut off from that room.”
“So thedoor gticksabit,” Juan said, letting him go. “What'sin there?'

“I'm not sure.”

“We had no trouble with the oneswetried,” Maachi said.

“Look!” Lenashouted. The portal was glowing.

“Maybe weretriggering it,” Juan said.

They stepped back. 1t darkened, reddened again, then faded to normal.

Magnus smiled and rubbed the back of hisneck. “It'sasif it were resetting itsdlf.”
Juan stepped forward. The opening glowed, then died as he moved back.

“It may never happen again,” Magnus said.

“Why did it happen?’ Lenaasked.

“A quantum accident of some kind, perhaps,” Magnus said.

The floor trembled, then shook. They threw out their arms for balance. It stopped suddenly.

“Wemust get back,” Lenasaid. “They may have dug through by now."

Thefloor trembled again as they went up the passage.

5

ICELOCK



Theice pitched and the floodlights flickered. Summet lay flat at the rim of the pit as the dome pushed up.
Men were strewn below, crying out and rolling to avoid the cracks. One power digger was on itsSide,
pinning two figures.

“Get somelines down herel” he shouted as he got up.

“Get back!” Florman shouted at hisright. A crack ran between them and toppled one of the huts. The
dry, frigid air crackled with static eectricity. Summet saw that the dome was large enough to send dl the
huts, copters, and machinery rolling away asit rose through the ice. He turned and followed Forman.
The blue-white glare cast astrange daylight over theice. Men moved like penguins toward the distant
copters.

Black cracksradiated from the pit. Summet resisted the urge to drop flat and wait for the trembling to
stop. He covered the last hundred meters and Florman pulled him up into the open bay. Asthe copter
lifted, Summet looked back and was appdled at the size of the dome breaking through theice. The
floodlights died as cables snapped.

“From the curvature,” Dovzhenko said in his dlipped English, “it might be more than two kilometers
acrossfully exposed.”

The blue glow of the dome suggested the play of vast energies. Dovzhenko leaned over and did the

door shut. Summet peered through the small window. All the copterswerein the air, beams sweeping the
icefor survivors.

Summet opened the door a crack. The glowing dome had stopped rising. “Obrion's team may ill be
ableto get out,” he said. “The entrance areais exposed now, and the curve's shdlow enough for them to
reach theice"

“They may bedead,” Dovzhenko said, sounding asif it might be an appropriate punishment.

“Don't underestimate them, lvan,” Summet said. The Russan's relentless arrogance had grated on him
ever ancether first meeting more than ayear ago. “Well land and wait."

“What pushed it up?’ Florman asked.
“It seemsto be doing that by itsdlf,” Dovzhenko replied.

Summet saw two copters touch down on the far side of the dome. They were at least two kilometers
away, yet dearly visblein the srange light. Dovzhenko handed him a pair of binoculars.

The dome's blue glow was bright in the glasses as Summet scanned the surface. There was no sign of the
entrance.

Sowly, the copter descended and touched down. Summet felt alow rumblein hisguts. “ Forman, tell
the pilot to leave for base if the quake Startsagain.” Asthe engineer stood up and made hisway forward,
Summet peered through his glasses again, hoping to see Obrion's team.

“Arethey coming out?’ Dovzhenko asked.

The copter shook violently, and the pilot took it up. Summet saw the black cracks stabbing acrossthe
bright zone of ice. He shifted his glasses back to the dome.



“Fud islimited,” Dovzhenko said. “We mugt start back to Base Onein fifteen minutes.

“It'scoming up again!” Summet pulled the door open hafway.

The domeraised theice around it into aragged wall. Sections began to collapse.

“It'sat least three kilometers across,” Summet said, still peering through the glasses. The dome was
rotating. 1ce thundered asit fell, echoing through the dark valley. Theair wasfal of gatic. The dome's
blue glow brightened into slver. A shimmering field enclosed its skin asthe massive globe lifted itself free,

Tonsof icefel from the sphere asit hovered, then jerked upward, pulling atrain of ice and snow after
itsdlf.

Hefollowed the sphere asit climbed the night, blotting out the starswith its glow. The roar continued
from below, where the ice was collgpsing into the hole. The sphere shrank to asilver point and
disappeared. Summet scanned the sky until his eyes adjusted and stars regppeared in their stately march
around the pole.

“Back to base,” he said to Dovzhenko, looking back at the hole in the ice, where aluminous cloud of
steam was belching up into the darkness. “Will anyone bdieve this?!

“The question,” Dovzhenko replied, “is whether we could have prevented it.”
“What do you mean?’ Summet demanded, handing him his binoculars.
“Wemay ask if Obrion's team was responsible for this happening.”

“I very much doubt that."

“We may never know,” Dovzhenko said, “since most of the evidenceislost. But they should not have
been permitted to remain in the vessdl. Y ou areresponsible.”

Summet sighed. “Okay, Ivan. Work your tricks. Y ou can have my job—if they'll giveit to you."

* k *x %

The shaking stopped. They weredl till onthelr feet.
Juan looked at Lena. “Hear that?” she asked nervoudly, eyeswide.
“No."
“High frequency. | canjust pick it up.” She darted acrossthe passage. “It's coming from this portd."
“Wait,” Maachi said.
“Magnus, what do you think?" Juan asked. *“ Should we avoid these doors?"
“I don't know."

“How do you fed?’ Lenaasked.



“I don't fed any ill effects™

Lena stepped forward. The ova indentation glowed red and she went through. Juan followed her—
—into darkness.

They stood at what seemed to be the edge of acliff. The Earth appeared at their feet. Antarcticawasa
darkening mass surrounded by water. Mount Erebus, the lights of Base Onein Taylor Valley, and the
Transantarctic Range were all clearly visble. Thetips of Africaand South Americawere juttings of green
and brown, dtill catching the sunlight.

The Earth grew smdler.

“Wereinaship!” Lenaexclamed.

Malachi said, “There's no sense of inertia or acceleration, so we must beinside avery advanced
drivefidd."

Driveandfield, Juan thought excitedly as he watched the Earth recede. To seeit diminish so quickly was
ashock.

“I dtill hear that sound,” Lenasaid.

Juan became aware of it—adistant, amost musical call. The Earth shrank by half.

“We're accderating at afantadtic rate,” Magnus said with dismay.

“What sort of vessdl needsthiskind of speed?’ Juan asked, resentful that it should exist at all.

“The sound,” Malachi said. “Perhgpsit'sasummonsfor the crew. | fed like acanoe builder insde an
ocean liner."

“Are wethat backward?’ Lenaasked.
“We have someideaof our position,” Maachi replied.

Lenasad, “Thisvessd wasintheicealong time. The crew might be adeep. If their physicsisany clue
to their biologica science, suspended animation wouldn't be too difficult.”

“But what wasit doing on Earth?” Magnus asked.

“We can't rule out that it belongsto one of our past civilizations” Juan sad, feding some comfort in the
thought, because it would mean that humanity would not have to measure itself by the accomplishments
of others. How many civilizations might have lived and died in Earth's geologic past? How many varieties
of intelligence might have existed? As helooked across the widening gulf, Earth became agreen star with
aspeck of quickslver for amoon. Hefdlt los.

“If thisisan dlien ship,” Lenasad, “then we're not donein the galaxy.”

The Sun flooded the chamber with light. They looked away, but the intensity dropped to abearable
brightness.



“1 wonder whereit'staking us,” Lenasaid.

The dectric glare of the growing Sun was hypnoatic. “ At thispace,” Maachi sad, “well passitina
matter of hours. This seemsto be aviewing areafor the crew. Let's go below. The chamber | showed
you before may be akind of chart room. We might learn where were going.”

Juan waited as the others went through the glow, then followed them—
—out into the passage.
They dl looked at him, and a each other, suddenly fearful.

Asthey retrieved their packs at the drop tube and continued down the spira passage, Juan knew that
they wereal thinking the same thing. These supplieswould not last long, and there was no telling how
long the voyage would last.

* * % %

One by one, they went through the dissolving door into the drum-shaped chamber, and settled
themselvesin the circle a the center of the amber floor. The grade around the flat area reminded Juan of
an amphitheater without seets.

Magnus stepped into the center, triggering the starfields. He stepped back and the warm, indirect yellow
glow came on again. He paced back and forth in front of his pack.

“1 wonder how far we've come,” Lenasaid as she unrolled her deeping bag.
Juan sat down on his pack. “WEell haveto explore the ship.”
Malachi sat up on hisbedding and looked at him. “Y ou believe we can get back, old man?

Juan looked at Lena. Magnus stopped pacing. “It's best we face up to it right away,” Juan said. “We
may never seehomeagain.”

“Well get back,” Lenasaid softly, unable to disguise the doubt in her voice. 1t might take awhile, but
well just haveto learn how to run this ship.”

“It seemsto be automatic,” Maachi replied. “No evidence of controls anywhere.”

“We haven't really looked,” she said, checking the suppliesin her pack. “Wewon't starve for awhile,
ayway."

“Well, what do we know?’ Magnus asked. “Were on aship. We know how to activate this map
chamber, if that'swhat it is. We think we saw our departure from Earth. And we've had some strange
experiencesin afew chambers. | got stuck inadoor. I've aso observed, judging by the lock and doors,
that it doesn't take much knowledge to use thingsin thisship. A littletrial and error goesalong way. |
don't think well find equipment we can tinker with."

“There's another thing to consder,” Juan said, “and that's whether thisisardativistic sublight ship or a
more advanced type. If it'sardativigtic ship, then our biologica clockswill run dow, and even if wedo
get back, it'll beto afuture Earth.”



“We may lose everything we know,” Lenaadded softly.

Except one another, Juan thought. Maachi had been his closest friend in recent years. They had lost
track of their earlier acquaintances from school and early work years. They had both dways been
exiles—Ma from his childhood homeland, Juan from the community and family that had found hiswork
puzzling or pointless. He wondered what Lena and Magnus stood to lose.

Lenahad spread dl the items from her pack on the floor. “Perhaps we won't return too far in the future,”
she sad, sitting back on her hedls. “ Even a century might make for a better Earth.” Her gaze seemed
contemplative rather than lost, and Juan realized that she might be as much aloner ashewas.

“Digplacement intime will beaproblem,” Magnus said, “only if the vessel stays at some significant
fraction of light speed for awhile. But it's possible that acceleration may be only preliminary to the ship
switching over to some more efficient mode of interstellar passage. Just athought.”

“Hereswhat we havein each pack,” Lenasaid.

Juan saw that there were two quarts of water, candy bars, coffee, packets of fish, rice, and vegetables,
oatmesl, dried milk, and apricot bars, aswell as matches, chewing gum, soap, vitamins, antitooth-decay
powder, asmal mirror, knife and fork, comb, flares, flashlight, a collgpsible spade, smal notebook and
pen, an automatic, and afirst-aid kit. They were wearing thermal underwesr, shirts, swesaters, pants,
boots, and fur-lined parkas with face masks.

A sad look cameinto Lenas face as shelooked at the supplies. “The edibles” she said, “might last us
for two, maybe three weeks if were careful, but the water won't. Well haveto drink aslittle as possible.
Thirst will get us before starvation.” Her mouth tightened allittle. 1t doesn't appear likely that theré's food
and water in this ship, but we should look around while we have our strength.”

Maachi laughed.

“What's so funny?’ she asked.

“Theideaof starving inthe midst of dl thishigh tech.” He reached into his pocket and took out a
crumpled pack of cigarettes. “Five left. Wish I'd brought more.”

Lenawrinkled her nosein disgpproval. “They'll make you morethirsty.”

“ After we get somedeep,” Juan sad, “well explore the ship thoroughly. Maybe well arrive at some
place where theré's food and water.”

Magnus scratched the stubble on his head. “A very brave man once said that you're not dead til you're
dead.”

Ashelay down to rest, Juan thought of the bonesin the white chamber.

6

STARCROSSERS



The child of the starcrossers awoke. It surged into the ship's subsystems—adjusted power inputs and
outputs, traced information links and sensors back to its core—and waited for adirective. Starcrossers
had not joined with it for over 500,000 orbits of this planet's primary. Sustaining energy continued to flow
from the web, but no directives.

The starcrossers now present would give it anew task to perform.
But they did not join withit.
Reaching out, it searched for adirective in them, and found only what seemed to be questions.

It reached deeply into the resources of its core to decode these impulses, and failed. Something was
wrong with the starcrossers. They could not join withit.

Only routines were | €ft to be obeyed.

::Break icdlock. Proceed to nearest suncore station::

* k *x %

Juan dreamed of an ancient Earth, where his boyhood cagtle till stood on the rocky, oceanless California
shore. A feeble sun smouldered over the dry Pacific bed. Hot winds stirred the red dust as great
crab-things crawled between the black cracks.

The stone shelves of his castle till held his childhood books on astronomy and biology. A box cradled
the bones of Phaeton, his cat, whom he had dug up to seeif living creatures decomposed after they
stopped breathing. There was apicture of hisfather, who had died mocking his son's profession asa
peculiar hobby. “A grown man has better thingsto do!” his voice echoed through the castle. His mother
would have accepted anything her son chose to do, but she had never really understood hiswork. She
il lived, but was aging even more quickly asthe ship's velocity increased. A century might pass on Earth
before he awoke....

Wind blew the stones of his castle avay, exposing him to the red glare. He broke out of the dream,
opening his eyesto the yellow-amber glow of the alien chamber. Anxious, helay till, unableto see
beyond himsdlf, searching for the strength to accept that he was imprisoned within an dien artifact that
was carrying him across vast distances, away from home. Terrible beauties played in hischild'sbrain as
he mourned the loss of amniatic intimacies. Hisfatalism was adark usdless thing that he kept on aleash.
It would serve him best at his death, when it would make it easy for himto let go.

* * % %

Magnus stepped into the center of the circle and the chamber darkened. The three-dimensiond field
again showed gars.

“They're red-shifted,” Maachi said, “ so that's the region were leaving.”
Magnus pointed. “ That star ftill showsadisk. It'sgot to be our sun.”
“How far away arewe?’ Lenaasked.

Juan said, “We're at some sgnificant fraction of light speed, and probably still acceerating. If the stars
redden and drop from sight into the infrared, wéell know that were really moving.”



“That will happen at about one-third light speed,” Maachi said.

“Doesthat mean thisisardativigtic ship?’ Lena asked.

“Itissofar,” Maachi replied. “Only great speed can do what were seeing. In ardativistic ship the
universe will blacken fore and aft asthe light's stretched and compressed beyond the capacity of our eyes

to register the wavelengths. In the view we're seeing, the light is chasing us and the waves are getting
longer aswe accelerate.”

Juan's somach tightened. “If thisisonly ardativigtic ship,” hesaid to Lena, “then it will reach somelarge
fraction of light speed and arrive at its destination, covering avast distance in ashorter ship-time, whilea
longer time passes on Earth. At over ninety percent of light speed, it might cover vast distancesin what
will be very short ship-time, whilelife back home hurtlesinto futurity.”

“So we may be on aone-way trip,” she said.

He nodded. “ Unless we learn to operate the ship, and turn it around. If it does attain near-light speed
and staysthere for awhile, well be thrown centuries beyond our time."

Lenatook a deep breath and sat down on her deeping bag. “ That'salot to face.”
“But better than not coming back a dl,” Mdachi said softly. “1t might be very interesting.”

“Right now,” Magnus said, “we have no reason to think the ship isanything but relativigtic.” He sat down
cross-legged in the center circle.

Juan glanced up at the fading stars and sat down. “Were on amad ride into darkness with thirst and
garvation at the end. Well be dying in amonth'stime.”

“That'sdl right, dear fellow,” Maachi said. “WEell carve you up. I'd say you were good for amonth's
feed."

“Very funny."

Magnus said, “1 think there's hope.”

“There must be something we can do,” Lena added.

Juan said, “ Go on, Magnus."

“I'm wondering what powers this ship—if it's carrying the enormous amount of fud it would taketo
move it up to even this velocity, or getting power in some other way. What we've observed doesn't fitin

with apurdly sublight propulsion technology. For one thing, we don't fed acceleration, yet it must be
consderable, which indicates control of inertiaand gravitation.”

“Y ou mean antigravity?’ Lenaasked.
“Yes, or someway by which the ship's apparent mass and inertia are reduced, maybe even to zero, in

relaion to the rest of the universe. Such a ship might achieve unlimited speeds. | credit the builderswith
knowing why materia bodies, aswe know them, can't be boosted faster than light."



Juan lay down and put his hands behind his head. “It may gtill be only ardativigtic ship, but with some
kind of field-effect propulsion system.”

“You may beright,” Magnus continued, “but | suspect theres more.”
Malachi said, “We're provincids, trying to understand what is before us according to what may be
inapplicable congraints. A greet civilization stands behind this ship. Reldividic sar travel might be

expected at the beginnings of a starcrossing culture, but the tempora didocations, even for adventurous
types, would be very inconvenient.”

“Not if they're very patient and long-lived,” Juan said. “Maybe they use suspended animation to passthe
time. Reldivigtic gar travel may be the only kind that's possible, shortsghted asthat may seem.”

“Let'shope yourewrong,” Magnus replied, “because afast system may be our only way of returning to
our owntime, if we get back at al."

“Hésright,” Maachi cut in. “A fird-classinterstellar empire hasto get around.”
“Look!” Lenashouted.

Stars were blue-shifting, their center darkening toward ultraviolet.

“That hasto be the forward view,” Maachi said.

Therewas aflash of bluelight and the configuration of stars changed. These were a so blue-shifted, but
without a blackening center.

“What's happening?’ Lena asked.

Asthey watched, the centra area of stars began to fade again. The view switched with another burst of
bluelight. Yelow stars appeared.

“I think we've made two jumps,” Magnus said, “and we're decelerating.”

* k *x %

The child of the starcrossersrolled away from the planet, following the curve of loca space asit set
coordinates for the next suncore, in atriple star system only two jumps away.

But the third sun was missing when it regained three-gpace curvature. There would be no renewd here.
With only two jumps left in drive potentid, it reached out to link with the nearest power core.

* * % %

Theyellow stars brightened as the ship dowed.

“Soit'snot ardativigic ship,” Lenasaid. “That gives us achance of getting home, doesn't it?'
“If we can magter its controls,” Magnus replied.

“Juan, what do you think?’ she asked.

“Magnus seemsto have been right so far,” he said, admitting to himself that he had underestimated the



man.

A double star lay directly ahead. The perception of depth was overpowering as Juan's eyes caught the
difference between the farther stars and this nearby binary. Both sunswere yelow-white, dightly
flattened disks, orbiting close enough to each other to be exchanging plasmaaong gravitomagnetic lines.

“Werethe first human beingsto reach another solar system,” Lena said with awe.

“Thisshipisjust too automatic,” Juan said, “which doesn't bode well for our taking control. It may not
have any controls."

“Let'sseewhat we can learn,” Magnus said calmly.

The ydlow-white sunsfilled the chamber with light. Asthe ship's position changed, the nearer sun began
to eclipse the other.

Lenapointed. “Look, there!” A black spot crept across the face of the eclipsing sun.

“Maybe aplanet,” Juan said, “or ablack hole, showing up in one of the few waysit can bevisble.
Weére at the wrong angle to seeif it's swallowing materid from its companions.”

What would he have fdlt, he asked himsdlf, if someone had offered him thisjourney? He would have
accepted with joy. Of course, he would have assumed that he would return. Now he found himself
observing purdly for what might be learned, with little thought of going home. He smiled to himsdlf. Much
of hisadult life had been spent clearing away obstaclesto hiswork. Findly, there was nothing to impede
him. Three colleagues accompanied him on ajourney that could only be described asa
thought-experiment cometo life. It might only last afew weeks a mogt, or for the rest of hislife, but he
would take advantage of every minute.

“Lena, isthere anotebook in our packs?” he asked.

He saw her clearly in the bright light. She seemed heartened by hisresolve.

“Therésonein each pack."

“We must keep notes,” he said. “They'll be vauableif we get back. Or someone may find them.” An
image of four skeletons flashed through hismind, lying here as the ship fled across the universe, hisown
clutching a notebook.

Magnus stood up, pulled aring from hisright hand and dropped it a hisfeet. “Let'sseeif thiswill keep
the view on, or if my whole body isrequired inthe circle”” He stepped out of the center. The view
remained.

Lenarose suddenly. “Were heading directly into those suns.”

Juan looked up at the eclipsing stars. They did seem larger, with the angle of view unchanged. The black
spot was at the center of the visible disk, which now showed severa dark umbral regions surrounded by

gray penumbrals.

“Either it'samagnified view,” he said, “ or we're close enough to see sunspots, and getting closer.” His
somach tightened. “If afancy doorway could mafunction, then adeteriorating navigationa program



could runthisship into agtar. We may have only afew minutes|eft.”
Lenasank down next to him, and gently took his hand.
7
THE MISSNG SUN
The child of the Starcrossers noted that the third star of this system had collapsed into ablack hole, which
would in time swallow the other two suns.

But the web ill sang, feeding the ship from distant suncores. The child of the starcrossers bypassed and
pushed the ship toward the next jump.

* * % %

Asthe ship accelerated, it passed under the two suns, revealing them to be at the center of acomplex
swirl of shared materia. Curving spokes of plasma sagged for millions of kilometers around the pair and
drained into the black hole.

Lenasad, “1 fet that we were about to make astop.”

Magnus sat down on his deeping bag. “ Therewas athird sun here, and it may have had planets. The
ship might have been coming in to one of them, which iswhy it seemed headed into the suns, but decided
to go on when it couldn't find its destination.”

Juan looked up. The ship was again moving sarward, headlong into the light of stranger suns,
compressing their waves toward the ultraviolet. In three weeks, well be out of food and water, he
reminded himself, and the fact was avague sicknessin his ssomach. Even after two ship days, hewas
wondering if it was better to take small, infrequent sips or to save the water up so he could indulge
himsdf inthe luxury of afull cup.

He stood up and stretched. “One of us should aways be here while the others explore.”

“You and Lenago,” Magnus said. “Y ou're the youngest and strongest.”

“Speak for yoursdlf, Rassmussen,” Malachi answered. “ Good rule, though. Never go very far done.”

* * k* %

Out in the passage, Juan stopped and looked at Lena. “Y ou redlize that we're trapped, that our lives may
be over?’ Beforelong they would be lying motionless, gazing up at the view with empty eyes asthe ship
went on itsway.

Shetouched his hand. “We might surviveto live somewhere e se, Juan. Isn't that possible?!

“No way to tell. The choice might be agonizing if the ship arrives at alivable planet. If we don't stay
aboard, well lose al chance of returning—but if we stay, welll lose achanceto survive.”

She gazed into his eyes and asked, “ Did you leave anyone specia behind?’

Helooked away. “No. There hasn't been anyone lately.”



“Somehow | imagined you with awife and maybe even achild or two, someone you wouldn't be quite
so grimwith. Y ou never mentioned anyone, but | thought you might be one of those people who keeps
his persond lifewdled off from his professond one.”

Hesaid, “I do, so you're not entirely wrong.”
“I thought your moodiness might mean that you missed someone.”
“No, my moods are entirdly my own."

She amiled. “And | imagined you as this brooding man with passions you only shared with someone
closetoyou."

As she spoke, the phantom of the wife he had never had became oddly real for amoment. He looked
directly at her. The color rosein her cheeks, and she lowered her eyes. “I wassure,” she said, “that
some woman had caught a good-looking Latin type like yoursdlf. Y ou probably think I'm acold, dour
Scandinavian. Wel, I'm only haf Norwegian, but | grew up there"

“Maybe I'm more like your stereotypical Scandinavian,” he said, and was sllent for amoment. “Did you
leave someone behind?’

She shook her head. “I dmost married a couple of years ago. It ended rather well—we decided at the
sametime to part, so there was no bitterness, only a shared regret that it couldn't work. Too used to our
solitary habits. Weve been digtant friends.”

“You did better than | did,” he said, recalling the accusations thrown at himin his younger days—that he
held too much of himsdf back, that there was no room in hislifefor anyone dse. Hisfew relationships
had ended badly, leaving him resentful of the disorderly emotionsthat got in the way of work—which
only served to confirm the complaints made againgt him. It was easier to settle for the occasiona
encounter with women who made no demands.

“Juan—" she darted to say, and hefelt her fear.

“Wewon't give up easly,” hesaid, turning away. “ L et's make our way up toward the outer lock.”

* k% k %

March 28, 2022. It's nearly a week since we |eft Earth,Juan wrote in his notebook. The pageswere
few and small, forcing him to scrawl in acompact, artificia hand. Ship's oxygen seems higher than
normal; we've felt light-headed once in a while. It's warm enough, so we packed away our
heaviest outer clothing. We've been saving our liquid waste in bags, against the day when we
might have to try the water purification tablets on it. Solid wastes go down the drop tube, and
seem to disappear well enough. The ship has made one jump per day, accelerating each time in
preparation. Magnus thinks it's searching for something. | wonder if he's as astute as he seems, or
just a good guesser. His scientific knowledge is certainly larger than he's admitted to. Food is
lasting as long as expected. He paused, then added,Mal smoked his last cigarette today, |ooking
like a condemned man about to be shot.

Overhead, the stars were again fading toward ultraviolet. Juan closed the notebook and dipped it into
his shirt pocket. He scratched his beard and looked around at the deeping figures. Thirst, he redlized,
would soon replace hunger and anxiety. Sleep would cease to be an escape, and become death's ally.



Helay back and closed his eyes, thinking that he had written about the food asiif to praiseit for proper
behavior; perhapsit would be flattered and not dwindle away.

* k% k %

The universe was afacade of white sky and black stars. “| felt stupid,” Magnus was saying from
somewhere behind it, “— asif | weretaking an intelligencetest.”

Juan opened hiseyes. Lenaand Mdachi were up, stting with Magnus. The blue-shifted central starsin
the forward view were about to disappear.

Magnusturned to him as he sat up. “I went into that room with the cubbyholes.”

Juan felt annoyed. “ Y ou shouldn't have risked that door again,” he said, “and you shouldn't have gone
done"

“It works now."

Juan stood up. “ So what did you learn?

“I'll show you,” Magnus said excitedly.

“That'sagood wak,” Juan replied. “We have to save our strength.”

“Y ou won't haveto. | found another chamber exactly like it nearby, thinking there might be one. Y oulll
seewhy."

Singlefile, they followed him through the door. Out in the passageway, Magnus counted off the
chambers. “Thisone.” He stepped forward and went through the glow. Maachi followed.

“Goon,” Juan said as Lenaglanced back at him. She amiled, then turned and dipped through.
He stepped forward—
—into the blue-lighted chamber.

Magnus and the others stood before the wall of square cubbyholes, staring in slence. “ This one here,”
he said.

Juan peered in. A bloody hand lay inside.

“Asif freshly cut frommy arm,” Magnussaid. “1 put my hand in. The chamber glowed like the portas
and thereit was, down to the dirt under my fingernails. The principle seems an extension of thefluid
doorways—direct manipulation of matter at the most basic level.”

“Yummy,” Lenasaid. “Well bring dl the food and water we haveleft, and al the scraps.”

Magnus chuckled and pulled the hand from the chamber. * See, there'sthe mark where | wore my ring.”
He put the hand back. “If | take it out now, gill another will appear.”

“Did you have to use your hand?” Juan asked, fegling both relieved and repelled by the sight. “ Y ou



might havelogt it, for al you knew."

Lenanudged him. “Think whet it meand™

“Y ou have to take chances sometimes,” Magnus sad, “if you want to learn anything.”
“If it works on our provisions,” Juan answered.

“Let'stry it,” Lenasad. “I'm hungry.”

Malachi gave them asad look. “I should have saved one cigarette.”

“Be happy you've quit,” Lenasaid.

* * % %

When they had piled dl their remaining provisions on the tablelike protuberances, Juan picked up abar
of sogp and stepped up to thewall. “If it doesn't work,” he said, “we won't have lost much, since we
can't wash anyway."

“Put itin, Obrion,” Lenasaid.

Juan dipped the bar insgde and waited. “Nothing. Maybe the hand was afluke.” He glanced back and
saw Lenapale.

Magnus came up and removed the bar. The chamber glowed. A second bar appeared. Magnus
removed the sogp and handed it to him. Juan looked at it with relief and let out asigh, redizing that he
had been holding his breath.

“I wonder what those larger chambers near the floor arefor,” Malachi said.

Magnus took the new sogp from Juan's hand. “We can risk this."

He stooped and placed the bar insde. The chamber glowed as he withdrew his hand. “Gone,” he said,
sraightening up. “ That clearly suggests agarbage toss. I'll bet thisthing recycles mass. If there's not
enough garbage going in down there, these upper chambers may not work."

“Let'sdo thefood and water,” Lenasaid nervoudly.

Juan helped her feed provisionsinto the chambers. His hand shook alittle as he put his nearly empty
canteen ingde. The chambers glowed as Magnus and Maachi removed the originals and piled them back
on the table. Juan grabbed his canteen and took a swig.

“Wait!” Lenashouted. “Maybe we should test it."

“I'mthetest,” he said, gulping more. “ Tastesjust fine.” He handed her the canteen. “Go ahead. The
worgt thing it could beis left-handed. Magnus's hand wasn't turned around, so | think it copies
accurady."

Lenatook along sip and smiled. “Make some more, quick.” She passed the canteen to Magnus, who
took one swalow. Mdachi emptied it.



They drank duplicated water asthey filled a second table with provisons.
“If I had even one cigarette butt,” Maachi said, “my supply would be unlimited.”

Lenasaid, “Y ou smoked them down to nearly nothing. Y ou'd have to go down the drop to find the
butts.”

It was atedious procedure to top off the four canteens and copy them. “Well be able to shave,” Juan
said as he started the process again.

Magnus bit into abar of chocolate. “I'm glad | saved thisone.”

“Let'smake aproper dinner of it,” Lenasaid, Stting down cross-legged at one of the tables. Juan sat
down next to her asthe otherstook their places. She passed around vitamins and packets of rice, fish,
and vegetables. They took out their messkits and cutlery.

Magnus belched. “ Excuse me. Too much water.”

“Waell, we won't have to shoot ourselves after dl,” Juan said, “but we're fill on awild ride to nowhere.

Lenalooked at him sternly. “Well worry after we've eaten and rested. Don't spoil your digestion.”

“Hésright,” Maachi said. “Y ou've probably never seen starvation. A bullet for each of uswould have
been essentia.” He grinned. “But now we could arm a good-sized militiain about an hour!"

“We should copy the ammunition,” Lenasaid, “and maybe aweapon or two."

“It wouldn't hurt,” Juan said as he mixed rice, fish, and vegetablesin his bowl.

8

SUNCORE

The ship moved through an endlessfog, asif feding itsway to a hidden port through treacherous waters.
A dead gray light streamed into the center pit of the drum-shaped chamber.

Juan sensed amassive presence ahead. “Where are we?’ Lena asked asthey stood in acircle, looking
upward.

The ship's acceleration had again blacked out the forward stars; aburst of blue light had marked another
jump, and the ship had been approaching ayelow sun; then, in theinterval of adow shutter click, the sun
had disgppeared and the ship had dipped into thisgray oblivion, drifting forward toward a pulsing thing
that would not show itsdlf.

As he peered upward, it seemed to Juan that the object drawing the ship to itself was passing in and out
of redity with adowing, heartlike pulse, and that his own heart was beginning to match that ponderous
best.

* * * %

The star disappeared asthe child of the starcrossers dropped the ship into otherspace and et the suncore



dation pull itin.

Stations had once circled the suns of the web, sweeping outward when astar bloated into ared giant,
pulling into close orbit when it contracted into a hot dwarf, drawing energy without pause and feeding it
through the subcontinuum.

Stations embedded in suncores were more efficient; from their congruent loci in otherspace,
accumulators tapped a star's energy up to the moment of ultimate gravitic collapse. Each flickering core
fed the arteries of power that pulsed energy into the ships of the starcrossers.

Station minds monitored the life of asun, and gave warning when the core-flux reached danger levels, in
time for the base complex to abandon its congruent otherspace core position and rel ocate to another
dar.

::Suncore attainable::

* * * %

A black globe appeared in the glowing fog. Cables snaked out into the mists, each length endingina
gnarly device.

“It'smassve,” Magnus said. “Maybe a hundred times larger than thisship.”

The ball filled the entire view. An opening appeared at the equator, and abeam of white light stabbed
into the gloom. The ship turned into the beam, washing out the viewspace.

“Weregoingin,” Magnussaid in atrembling voice.

* * * %

Asthe docking cradle held the child of the starcrossers, station minds reached into it and began scanning
and repair sequences. Power surged in and reshaped weakened structures which had too long resisted
fatigue and random noise. The ship's systemns becamefluid, then whole again. As new information
flooded the core memory, one missing item of data became a question:

::Where are the starcrossers?.:

The biped life-forms on board resembled the starcrossers, but gave no commands, made no plans, and
did not respond to queries.

The gtation minds withdrew, leaving no answer. Alone, the child of the starcrossers waited.

* * * %

The outer lock was open when they came to it. Juan gpproached warily and gazed out into avast lighted
redm.

Magnus grunted. “L ook at this place!”
“Canwego out?’ Lenaasked.
“It might not bewise,” Juan said.

Malachi took a deep bregth. “Good air."



Magnus said, “ So we share with the builders something of the natural world from which we both
sprang.”

Malachi smiled a him. “They still might have been big dimy thingsthat dithered up and down the spird
passage.”

The strange light felt pleasant on Juan'sface, inviting him to step outside. “It seems safe enough,” Lena
sad. “Doesn't this open lock suggest that the ship won't leave without us?!

“We can't be sure,” he answered. “1f we lose the ship, we break our link to Earth, not to mention our
supplies”

“It'slike an afternoon,” Lenasaid, taking a step outside.

Juan looked up. The yelow-white light came from everywhere. There was no visible ceiling. A smooth
amber floor surrounded the ship.

“Maybeit won't leave unlesswe'reingde,” Lenasaid. “It only left Earth when we came aboard.”
“A regular ferry,” Maachi quipped.

“Lena, come back,” Juan said. “1 don't think we should leave the ship.”

Magnus clapped him on the shoulder. “ My feding isthat we should al go out together, or dl stay.”
“I'mascuriousasyou are. Let'swait awhile.”

Lena came back insde. They sat down in the open lock and gazed out into the station.

Magnus turned to Maachi. “Big dimy things, you said. Cometo think of it, this ship doesremind me of a
nautilus shell. The builders may have been intdligent mollusks.”

“Spirdsareeverywhere,” Lenasad. “Youll find them astail-like flagellain bacteria, in spider'swebs,
DNA drands, the horns of rams, and in the structure of galaxies.”

“Fguratively spesking,” Maachi said, *“human progress has been described as an ever-widening upward
spird.”
“Sage snail, within thine own sdif curled,” Magnus recited.

Juan listened to their conversation, wondering why the mollusks had abandoned their ship. “ Stay here,”
he said as he stood up and went out onto the amber surface, gazing down at his reflection as he walked.

After ahundred meters he turned and |ooked back at the ship. Most of the sphere was below the
polished floor. The uppermost section dwarfed the three human figuresin the lock, but seemed smdl in

the surrounding space.

He motioned for them to come out; they hurried toward him. “Maybe well learn something to get us
home,” Lenasad. “| wonder wherethis placeis.”



Juan looked at Magnus, then a Maachi. Both men nodded at him. “We're thinking the same thing,”
Magnussaid.

Juan turned to Lena. “Wereinsde agar.”
9

OTHERSPACE STATION

The amber glow warmed them. The floor seemed to soften under their feet, asif trying to please. An
ocean flowed benegth the polished surface. Juan noticed yellow flashesin its depths. The floor seemed
endless, without visible structures. It reminded Juan of abare stage s&t, waiting to become atime and
place.

“| don't fed any ventilation,” he said.

A gentle breeze touched his cheek, asif in answer to hiscomment. Malachi started at the coincidence,
gave Juan apuzzled look, and said, “Ingde asun. That answers Blake's question: ‘ In what furnace was
thy brain?”

“What are you talking about?’ Lenaasked.

A great roar sounded overheed. “ That,” Maachi replied, grinning as agiant tiger rushed toward them
across thefloor. “Stand your ground!™

Juan grabbed Lena's hand and pulled her aside. Magnus dodged |eft and dipped, landing on his back.
As Juan and Lena backed away, Mdachi faced the animal.

“Mal!” Juan shouted.

Hisfriend waved at him, asif in farewell, and the tiger dipped through him. Magnus scrambled to his
feet. They hurried over to Maachi asthe big cat faded into the distance.

Lena pointed. “Look there."

A shape drifted toward them. Juan made out a head and two arms on amassive torso. I|n amoment they
saw aface—human flesh tones, large aqua globes for eyes, athin dit for lips, and aflattened nose.
Grotesque asit was, the face seemed expressionless. The arms hung motionless as the huge body did
forward.

“Two thumbs on each hand,” Mdachi said. “A rather anthropomorphic mollusk, I'd say. Which of usis
respongblefor this?'

Magnus said, “It could be an unconscious composite, based on recent conversations we've had.”

They stood till as the figure passed through them. Juan glanced at Lena. Her face was pale, but she
gmiled.

A saw-toothed skyline appeared. “ That's mine,” Maachi said, “but not quite.”



“Maybe the programs can't tell us apart very well,” Lenasaid, “ so we're getting unintended mixes.” She
knit her brow as she spoke, Juan noticed, and avoided his eyes. Her hair, dthough combed, was now a
darker blond from lack of washing, but her blue eyes and strong-boned face more than made up for it.
Hewasn't looking his best, either. “What isit, Juan?’ she asked, confronting his gaze.

“Heé'sjust dismayed,” Maachi answered for him, “by our lack of imagination. Give human beingsa
wish-machine and they'll conjure up bandities.”

“This place could be dangerous,” Juan said. “ Even though the gpparitions lack substance, we might be
affected.”

“How?’ Lenaasked.
“Wemight cal up very persond, unpleasant things."

Asthey went back toward the ship, Juan noticed that the backache held had from deeping on the floor
was gone. Strength crept through his muscles, asif held just awakened from agood night's rest.

He stopped and looked at hisfriends. “1'm suddenly feding very fit. Isit the samefor any of you?"
Magnus nodded. “It'svery clear. The arthritisin my left shoulder isgone.™

Maachi examined hisleft wrigt. “The scar | had here from when | cut mysdlf with an ax asaboy is
gone.”

“That means my gppendectomy scar may be gone,” Lenasaid.

Juan checked his thumbs and right forefinger, each of which had been cut open serioudy over theyears,
and couldn't find these scars. “ So this place is more than just arecrestional area,” he said.

“It'san dl-around make-you-hedthy place,” Maachi said.

“Which we don't know how to use,” Lenaadded. She turned away and started to search for her
appendectomy scar. “ That surgeon did such abad job—Ves, it's disappeared!” She smiled as she turned
around; the color was coming back into her face.

Malachi lifted hisarms over hishead. “1I'm going to try something.”

“Mal, don't,” Juan said, too late, as acrowd of adien figures appeared around them. Strange, mel odious
soundsfilled the air. The sky turned dark blue. Two large moons rose through snowy white cumulus
clouds. Towering, vaguely familiar buildings appeared, creating awide plaza. Odors of chocolate and
baking bread wafted in on a cool breeze.

Juan looked down and saw a short humanoid pass through his chest and back into Lena. For an ingtant
itsaien eyes gazed at him from her face. Magnus and Malachi bumped into each other asthe biped
retreated through them. Lenawhirled around asif adeep. Dancers formed amael strom of bodies around
them as a distorted |ove song began to wail over plucked string sounds. Juan heard a distant breathing,
which seemed to be trying to catch up with the music. As he was drawn into the rhythms, he wondered if
these might in fact be genuine dliens. Evolving under strange suns, they aso celebrated life. Did they love
and hate beyond the needs of surviva?



The maelstrom quickened. Lena, Maachi, and Magnus seemed to be struggling to learn the dance steps
asthefiguresflowed through them. Juan focused more closaly on the dlien faces. They seemed to be
hairless children, amost cherubic. Then, dowly, asif shy of his scrutiny, the whirling forms began to fade,
like astorm moving out to sea. Suddenly he feared that hisfriends would fade with it, but in amoment he
was again alone with them in the quiet, amber afternoon.

Malachi wandered up to him. 1t wasn't dl my doing, even though | started it. There's something else
here"

“It wasexhilarating,” Lenacried, radiant.

“WEell never know,” Magnus said, “what each of us contributed.”

Juan said, “We can't control it."

Lenapointed and he turned around. A huge dug was crawling after them, red eyesfull of hatred.
“Not another mallusk,” Mdachi said. “Giveit arest, my friend."

“Why do you think it'smine?’ Juan asked.

“Go ahead, wish it away."

Juan waved his hand and the dug faded.

“It must be adeep fear of somekind,” Lenasaid.

“Would you prefer giant bunnies or geese?” Juan asked. “How about adragon?’

Malachi shook hishead. “1 don't think arbitrary demands go deep enough to trigger the system.”
“Dragons!” Juan shouted.

Nothing happened.

“Youreright,” Juan said. “Only old nightmares or things we take serioudy, which suggests a therapeutic
function. | wonder if we can influence the ship in thisway, but more conscioudy?'

“That might require specific commands,” Magnus said, “which we don't know how to give. Closing our
eyes and wishing the ship home would be too vague.”

“But we can't besure,” Lenasaid.

Magnus shook his head. “If thereis such a system, it would be too much to hope that we could hack our
way intoit."

“We should try it anyway,” Lenasaid, “insdethe ship.”

* * * %

The viewspace in the drum-shaped chamber was off when they came back from dinner in the chamber of
cubbyholes. Magnus stood up straight, closed his eyes, and concentrated. The viewspace remained off.



“We're just not matched to thissystem,” he said, opening hiseyes. “If thereis such asystem.”
“But we can't bethat far off,” Lenasaid, “Since we've done things outside.”

Magnus smiled. “ That doesn't demand specific navigationa commands.”

“I'll go out to the lock,” Malachi said, “and see what's doing out in the Sation.”

Lenaglanced a Juan as she sat down.

“I'll go with you,” Magnus added.

“Don't wander outside!” Juan called after them. He watched them pass through the glow, then lay down
on hisdeeping bag.

Lenasmiled a him.

He looked away. “Thisis no place for matchmaking.”

“And you don't like me much, do you?’ she asked.

Helooked at her. “I do enjoy your company.”

“And | was sure there was something wrong with the way | chewed my food.”

He grimaced and turned on his back. “No, there's nothing wrong with the way you eat. Tell me one
thing, though, what do you think of Ma and Magnus?*

“Isnt it obvious?1 like them both alot. Md isclearly your best friend, and | think you'll cometo
gppreciate Magnus much more than you do.”

“You'reright about Magnus.” He closed his eyes, redizing that he was pushing her away with
conversation. Ther Stuation was complicated enough, he told himsdf, knowing that he was following his
usud pattern, backing away from people because they were too hard to understand. Besides, she was
only being friendly. He looked over at her and saw that she had closed her eyes and seemed to be
adeep.

* * % %

When they came up to the open lock the next day, agiant figure was knedling in front of the ship and
peering in a them with asingle eye.

Lenagrimaced. “I don't liketo be startled in the morning.”

Juan snapped hisfingers and Polyphemus dissolved. Lenaglared a him, then laughed.
“Initsownway,” Magnus said, “something knows were here and is responding to us."
They sat down inthelock. “Watch this” Maachi said.

A lightning storm flashed in the distance. Blue-black clouds rolled toward the ship.



“It'sstrange,” Mdachi said, “to hold that in my head and see that my will movesit.”

“Perhapsthisplaceisonly atoy,” Lenasaid. A hand appeared over the storm and crushed it against the
amber floor.

“Juan?’ Mdachi asked.
He nodded, then looked up and saw his face hanging over the horizon, eyes closed asif in worry.

The eyes opened and the face smiled. “I couldn't helpit,” Lenasaid, laughing. Ashe stared into hisown
face, the eyes opened wider and stared back at him with reproach.

Malachi laughed. “This could become embarrassing. But not to worry, wereal youths at heart. No
middle-aged angst for ud Just sensible adults facing the unknown.”

“Quiet,” Juan said asthe head faded away. A wall drifted up from ingde the ship, reminding him of the
tachyon signal. Hisfacetingled. “Move back,” They got up and retreated. The circle glowed, closing the
lock. They fell back through the inner lock and watched the glow sedl the chamber.

* k% k %

The black sphere was growing smaller when they entered the drum-shaped chamber and hurried down
into the pit.

“Now well see,” Magnus said as the station receded into the grayness. The host star appeared in a
ydlow flash, dready showing adiminishing disk. “Weve just come out of that sun, and out of another
kind of space. The ship's jumps suggested that. Isthat afair guess, Juan?"

“It ssemsthat the station gets power from the sun, and the ship getsit from the station. What do you
think, Md?'

“Either the ship stores power after charging up,” Malachi said, “or the station transmits energy to the ship
insomeway."

“There may be other stations,” Lena added. “Why did we leave? Did we make it happen, Magnus?'

“Morelikely the station has serviced the ship,” Magnus said, “and sent it onitsway. Or it'san
emergency departure. Something may be wrong with the station, or with the way it's drawing power from
the gar."

The beating heart, Juan thought, the pulsing he had sensed during the ship's approach to the otherspace
dation—that had been the sublimina rhythm of the sation's mighty core engine draining the star. Ashe
looked up at the bright photosphere, he redlized that the star might go nova, or distend into amonstrous
red giant, or even collapseinto ablack hole.

“I wonder how many other core Sationsthere are,” he said asthey sat down on their rolls.

“A web of suns,” Magnusreplied, “would free the ships of astarcrossing culture of &l need for fud. It's
possible that power istransmitted to ships through the same kind of short-space the vessel useswhen it

jumps”



Malachi cleared histhroat. “A bit hard on suns, don't you think?!

Magnus sghed. “As oneis exhausted, another cutsinto the system. It would take some time to exhaust a
dar."

“Weredill only guessing,” Juan said.

Magnus pointed at the receding sun. “This ship isnot carrying the fud it needs to do what we've seen.
It's magnificent and wonderfully obvious. That star, and al the others that have been tapped, gavethe
culture that built this ship dl the energy it could ever need, for whatever purposesit choseto pursue.”

“So what happened to them?’ Juan asked as the ship's acceleration began to redden the star's bright
disk.

They were sllent for afew moments.

Lenasad, “If we stimulated the ship's departure, however unconscioudy, then maybe in time we could
coax the ship to teach us some of what it knows."

Malachi said, “Maybe the starcrossers learned everything there is to know about our universe,
completing dl their sciences, and decided there was no point in going on. I'd like to know everything, if
only for afew moments, merely to satisfy my curiogity. | rather think | would give anything for that. But,
of course, | would wish to forget, since nothing would be interesting in an existence where discovery was

impossble”
Lenasad, “A date like that might have satisfactions we cannot imagine.”

“Perhapsthat iswhat happened to the builders,” Magnus's dark shape said. “ The explosion of their
knowledge catapulted them into anearly divine, immaterial state. They may now exist asaform of
sentient, patterned energy—and al this, their ships, their web of suns, isashell they no longer need.”

Hand-me-downs, Juan thought. Discards that we can only inherit, never equdl.

“Ghogts” Lenasad. “They may bedl around us, watching."

10

THE AWAKENING

Magnus lay awake. Sleep was adistant shore. Overhead, the universe was darkening. Heimagined the
smooth mesh of the ship's systlems, maintaining the vessd'sinner states while pushing it toward
jumpspeed. He saw afleet of ships drawing nourishment from the web. He dived into galactic cores,
flashed to the quasars, outpaced the expansion of space-time. These ships could go anywherein the
cosmos, and perhaps beyond.

He sympathized with Juan. Physicists might work for acentury and fail to understand, much less
duplicate, the technology that grew out of the dien science. Juan had searched for dien civilizations, and
was now trapped by the one he had found. Perhapsliving in the ship for awhile might purge them al of
old habits, enabling them to see beyond the pride of species. The ship was a puzzle box of knowledge,
waliting for aready mind....



He had nothing to go back to; his son was an industrid spy somewhere, unable or unwilling to keepin
touch. Hismore ambitious professona friends had avoided him in recent years, pitying hislack of
success, skeptical of hisrenunciation of the big prizes. They didn't fed his disgppointment in people, and
with the ways of civilization. Like Juan, Magnus weighed human potentia against accomplishment and
found it inadequate, or much too dow. He saw the same old darknessin the younger man's eyes.
Pascd'sinfinite spaces did not terrify him, but the inner abyss had frozen his heart. Perhaps Lenawould
give Juan the warm idand he needed.

Trying to understand the ship had irritated old wounds and disturbed old ambitions. Magnus suspected
that if he could only look at the ship in specific, new ways, its mysterieswould bare themsalves. Deep
within him, hisyounger self was laughing at hisvain hope of seducing the data.

Where was Eliane? Did she ever think of him or their son? He pushed her memory away, hoping to
drown it in the bog of desires, fears, and prgudices at the back of hismind. The loves and ambitions of a
lifetime had been dissolved by the acids that <till bubbled up from that cesspool.

The way ahead was black now. The view flashed blue as the ship jumped; but no nearby star appeared;
only distant sunswaited as the ship accelerated again.

* k% k %

“How old can the web be?’ Lenaasked, sipping her copied coffee asthey sat in the dien cafeteria

Juan shifted hisweight on the hard floor and put hiselbows on thetable. “If the universeistwenty billion
yearsold, then it might have been built aslong ago asfive.”

“That'senough time,” Magnus said, “for starsin the system to be exhausted.”

“Or for ahundred civilizationsto perish,” Maachi added.

“I wonder wherewere going,” Lenasaid.

“The shipisclearly making aseries of jumps,” Magnus answered. Juan noticed agrowing tenson in the
engineer, asif hewere making some greet interna effort to keep himsdf together and dert. | likehim
better than | did at first, he thought. “No way to even guess direction,” Magnus said, scratching his head.
“The web may belimited to our galaxy, or it may reach acrossawhole clugter.”

“Could they have unified the universe?” Madachi asked.

Lena's eyeswidened. “ Can the web be that large?!

Magnus frowned. “ They obvioudy unified some mgor portion of it."

Malachi asked, “Why abandon such a system? Maybe they developed an even better one. The builders
may gtill be around somewhere.”

Juan shook his head. “We talk, we specul ate, we make assumptions—soon well believe anything!™
Magnus gave him an irritated look. “ Juan, we are being shown clues, however vague they may seem.”

“It doesn't help ustake control of the ship.”



“That's because we're thinking in ahands-on way, but there are no buttons to push or leversto pull.”
Lenaasked, “ Do you think the ship isa conscious thing?'

They looked at her in silence.

“What did | say?’ she demanded.

“She'sright,” Mdachi said. “We haveto say hdlo to the ship. British folk say hello to anything—chairs,
tables, vases, whatever."

Magnus sighed. “However general and empty of content such a prescription seems, that's what we will
have to do—communicate what we want to whatever system runsthis ship, in away it will understand.”

Hopeless, Juan thought, surprised at how the censorship of common sense and ordinary experience lived
onin hismind. Hislife had been devoted to counterintuitive theorizing, to abstract mathematica reasoning
about mattersfar removed from everyday life, and il the voice of the smple beast whispered inthe
back of hismind, denying everything that could not be seen or touched. To an Amazonian aborigine Juan
Obrion would seem asilly figure—aman without wife and family, who had gone to an icebound land for
reasons having nothing to do with food, shelter, or raw materiads, and for his faults had been snatched up
by adeeping god and carried into the heavens.

“Evenif we could learn the ship'slanguage,” Juan said, “it might be the syntax of a purdly automatic
design, or onethat hasfdlen back into pure routine.”

“We haveto adapt,” Magnus said.

“How?" Juan demanded. “ By wishing?"

“Everything I've seen,” Lenasaid, “seemsto imitate abiologicd fluidity."
“Were grasping at straws,” Juan replied.

Maachi sghed. “ Come on, Juan, what if skimpy dataisal we can get?'

“Behonest,” Lenasad. “How many of us have had the feding that this ship is sentient, that maybeit's
watching us and waiting for usto do something?*

“I have,” Magnus admitted.
Malachi nodded. “It'sthere, but don't ask me to say what."
“Soweadl havefedingsand suspicions,” Juan said.

“Most animas know when they're being watched,” Lenaanswered. “ Subtle information dips between
subject and observer—"

“You'rejust spooking yourself,” Juan said.

“Y ou may beright,” she shot back, “but we must consder even the smallest possibilities, with our lives



a sake"

Juan was silent. “Okay,” hesaid at last, “were not in our |abs, but that's no reason to abandon al that
we've learned and trained for."

Lenatouched his hand, “ Juan—"

He drew back, asif she had reached inside him. He saw her try to hide her surprise a hisrejection, then
looked away. A two-bit biologist and one crank engineer, he thought. Titus had sent them along because
they were nobodies and could be spared. No, Lenadidn't deserve that—how could he think it? He felt
asif hewere being assaulted, forcing him to raise the mental wallsthat had dways kept him gpart from
others.

“What isit, Juan?’ Mdachi asked with concern. “Y ou don't look wdll."

“It'snothing.” Heforced himsdlf to smile, then touched Lenas hand lightly. “Nerves, | guess—don't mind
me.” I'm losing my mind, he thought. Hefelt arushing in hisears, asif voiceswere Struggling to gain his
attention. “Sorry,” he managed to say.

“You need rest,” Lenasaid. Her voice seemed distant. His greatest fear had always been that he might
one day lose hisreason. Fatigue, hetold himsdlf, clinging to the word, forcing himsdf to believeit.

* * % %

The child of the starcrossers sought to enter the colloidal mindswithin itsfield. Chaotic imagesthrew it
back.

It scanned, seeking a common biogrammer, but found only divergent developments, nearly opaque and
eadly damaged.

* * k* %

The ship tunndled through an infinity of cod, and finaly burst into ahuge vault, where the sarswere
black cinders suspended from wires....

Juan opened his eyes and saw blue-shifted stars. Stupid, he thought, how the deeping mind rearranges
thingsasif they werefurniture, to please or terrify....

Hiseyesteared, and he fdt suddenly that something was interfering with histhoughts, triggering

involuntary emotiona responses. I've cracked up, he thought, and sat up shouting as pain stabbed
through his head.

11

THE BECKONING BEYOND

Lenaknet at hisside. “ Juan—what'swrong?'

The pain hunted through his brain, rifling hidden places. Magnus and Maachi stood at hisfeet, looking
down a him asif from agreat height.

“1 don't know!” he shouted. “ Ther€'s.... too much of me!” Lena grabbed his shoulders as he sat up. He



shook hishead. “I'm becoming ... someone elsel” Her head seemed to float near him. “1've got to get
up!” He pushed her away, and it seemed that her head would roll awvay from him acrossthe floor. He
staggered to hisfeet and scrambled up the incline as Magnus and Maachi reached for him.

“Juan!” Lenacdled to astranger.

The ova glowed. He went through and ran up the winding passage, struggling with hislimbs, terrified by
their movement.

The memory of warm water calmed him. His mother smiled a him, and he felt the mystery of thelr
separation, the growing londiness of becoming himsdlf. Hislegs dowed their furious pace. He stopped
and faced a portal. It glowed and he went through—

—into adark chamber.

Below him, starfields were a sprinkle of snow on black ground. He reached out with hisright hand; its
slhouette seemed diento him.

The space around him went black. Longing and loss seized him, but he was suddenly surrounded by the
fiery moths of fleeing, red-shifted gdaxies.

The view flashed blue six times. The reddening edge of space pulled closer. One galaxy becamea
massive hot coa as he rushed toward it. Expectation filled him, asif he were coming home,

* * * %

Lena stood in the passage, aware that she had forgotten to do something. Juan came around the turn and
they dipped back through the glow. Shefdt asif she were degpwalking as they went down theincline
and joined the two others at the center of the pit.

The sky began to flash blue. A reddened galaxy grew to cover half the viewspace. Its center was
blackened, like aburnt pot. Lenafelt urgency, asif at any moment the stars would fade away, leaving the
ship far beyond the bright spaces of the cosmic ballroom.

Theintervas between jumps quickened, asif the ship were anxious to reach the crimson whed. The
red-shifted idand universe brightened, flashing into more vivid colors as the ship overtook it. Shefelt
relieved.

* * k* %

Magnus stood smultaneoudy on Earth and on the crystaline edge of the universe, trying to read thetime
on hiswatch by bursts of blue light. Dark shapes hurried across his brain; athrong of questions cried for
the justice of answers. Hislost ambitions grieved as he wondered at the precise symmetry of ignorance
and knowledge; his son's face reproached him.

Suddenly he was free of himsalf, washed clean by the dien light that flowed through him. Old mental
graves were emptied. He sensed unvisited interiors within himsalf, waiting to be inhabited. The space of
each ignorance would befilled exactly by the same amount of knowledge.

* k k %

Malachi was a peace as the ship glided above the disk of the galaxy. Ancient halo stars hung below,
dying cinders scattered on aplain where stars were still being born. Swirls of black dust laced the spird
of suns, draining into the hub. Globular clusters were bright buoys riding above the magl strom, marking



thetitanic black hole that crouched insgde the velled center.

He had never been sure of who hewas, so it would be easy to discard everything he had adopted.
Except for the friends he had made among scientists, engineers, and UN workers, histrue identity
seemed to bethat of a professional stranger. Shapes danced under an African sky, but they did not know

him ether. A giant had placed him inside a soccer ball and kicked it across the cosmos. Soon he would
become someone else.

* * * %

The ship dipped into the galaxy and the flashing stopped. A white dwarf gppeared in the viewspace. Juan
tensed, expecting the shift into otherspace.

The dwarf winked out with ablue flash, and the ship drifted toward the pulse of a suncore station.

“| was expecting to be told something,” Magnus said, rubbing hisforehead.

Lenadrew adeep breath. “ Something was very interested in us. Maybe we didn't measure up.”

Juan sad, “I fdt asif | was coming home."

“Sodidl,” Malachi added.

“Old systems...” Magnus said, “trying to deal with us."

“We can't reach out to them,” Lenasaid. “We're locked too tightly in our skulls.”

It surprised Juan that he was not more upset. Something had probed at things he had hidden even from
himsdlf. He wondered if they were now recorded somewhere, waiting to be deciphered. Aliens might one
day know more about him than hedid. “If they come from starslike our own,” he said, “well eventually
communicate with them, or with their systems.”

Lenasad, “A trueother would be beyond us."

“Yes, yes,” Mdachi sad impatiently, “yellow suns are the grass of the universe. Our builders seem to be
oxygen breathers, and humanoid species might be able to break through to each other. But who or what

were wein contact with, besides oursdves?"

“A first step,” Juan heard himself say asthe black globe of a station appeared in the gray space. The
entrance opened like the door to afurnace, and the ship dipped insde.

Asthe amber glow returned to the drum-shaped chamber, Juan felt anervous prompting in hislimbs.
“Take two packs and our gloves,” he said as he stood up.

“Where are we going?’ Lenaasked.

Shewas astranger as helooked at her. “I don't know.” He hoisted his pack and dipped it on. Maachi
put on the other one.

“Areweadl going?’ Magnus asked.

“Follow me” Juan sad.



* * % %

When they cameto the well in the passage, Juan stepped in and floated downward. He glanced up and
saw the others descending after him. He was calm and uncaring as heféll faster. After afew moments he
dowed, positioned hislegs, and aighted on acatwak. An exit ova glowed as he stepped toward it. He

passed through—

—into adark passage. Amber light glowed ahead. He went through into alarge chamber. A globe sat in
itsdocking cradle. “In here!” he caled to the others. They came out beside him and gazed at the
hemisphere that towered some twenty-five metersinto the vaullt.

“A smdl verson of thisship,” Mdachi said.

Juan led the way through the open airlock. The passage curved right, leading them into asmall
drum-shaped, amber-lit chamber.

“Samekind of pit,” Magnus said asthey stepped into the center circle. The viewspace glowed as he and
Lenasat down on thefloor.

“Weremoving,” she said as Juan and Madachi dropped their packs next to her.

Juan looked up and saw the Station disappear into the gray. A distant salf tensed within him as he sat
down on his pack. The view switched to normal space, revealing anearby globular cluster asthe ship
oriented itself toward awhite dwarf.

“It'svery closein,” Juan said asthe red-brown disk of a planet becamevisble.

Lenaclutched at her hair. “My head..."

Juan felt arushing in hisears. Magnus was rubbing histemples. Maachi dumped forward.

“It'sworse,” Lenasaid, leaning back against one of the packs.

The brown planet grew until it filled the viewspace. Flashes of light shot acrossits dark surface. Pain
ripped through Juan's forehead.

“Werefdling,” Lenamurmured, raising her hand to push back the descending weight of the dien world.

* * % %

Juan rushed upward through cold water and surfaced, gasping, then opened his eyes and saw Lena
holding the canteen for him. He took a swallow and pushed it away.

“Pain gone?’ she asked.

He nodded and looked past her to where Magnus and Mdachi stood with drooping shoulders.
He sat up. “Have we landed?'

“Apparently,” Magnus said tiredly.

Juan stood up, massaging histemples. Lenatouched his shoulder. “Areyou dl right?’ she asked. He



graightened up, il feding dizzy.
“Let'sgo,” hesaid, reaching for his pack, but Magnus picked it up.
“Mal and | will manage,” the older man said.

Juan looked at his companions anxioudy, then searched for signs of compulsion within himself. The urge
to leave the shuttle was growing stronger. He hurried out into the passage and led the way to the lock.

“| fed abreeze,” Lenasaid as she caught up with him.
Juan stopped. “The lock may be open.” He took a cautious breath and went on.

The open lock reveded arusty brown desert. The large, pae disk of the white dwarf hung low over the
horizon, unable to wash out the stars with itsfeeble daylight.

“It's haf the apparent size of our sun,” Maachi said, “so we must be very closein.”

A warm wind gusted into the lock. Juan took a step outside and felt the gritty soil under hisboots. “ That
way.” He pointed straight ahead. “Do you fed it?’ he asked, facing his companions. They al nodded. He
led them away from the shuttle, stopped, and looked back.

The small globe sat on aplain. Overhead, the globular cluster was afragmented sun, adding little to the
dwarf'slight.

“Why arewe here?’ Lenademanded. “Who are they? What are they doing to us?"

A dust storm crept across the horizon like some black beast.

“They're not persons,” Magnus said, “but artificid intelligencestrying to reach out to us."

“Maybe thiswas aspecial placeto them once,” Lenasaid, looking around. “Let's go that way.” She
pointed away from the storm. Juan noticed that she seemed stockier in her pants and shirt. He brushed a
few grainsof sand from hisface and followed her.

The odors of the desert were musky. Smadll plantswith large red leaves and afaint glow around their
roots dotted the ground; mushroomlike knobs clustered around the plants. He looked up as Lena neared

ashdlow rise. Maachi and Magnus came up to him.

“She seemsto know where she's going,” Magnus said, catching his breath. He gazed after her
speculatively. “ Shelikesyou, Juan,” he said asthey continued after her.

Juan felt embarrassed. Magnus walked on as Juan and Maachi dropped back. “ She'sagood biologist,”
the Kenyan said.

Juan glanced at hisfriend.

Malachi said, “1'd heard about her before, and from what Magnus told me. She very much wanted to do
immunology and genome detailing before Titus turned her into a brewer of dixirsfor our leaders.”

Juan nodded. “1 wonder how many politicians Titus keeps on aleash with medical favors.™



“1 wouldn't offend her by asking. | don't expect your reserve with women to disappear overnight, but |
think she's affected you.”

“I hardly know her.” In place of love he/d demanded both physical beauty and accomplishment, but he
hed yet to think of Lenain thoseterms.

They dowed their pace and Maachi said, “Magnustells me she reminds him of someone he once
knew."

Juan watched as she went over the top of the rise. Magnus reached it and motioned for them to hurry.
They quickened their pace and came up beside him.

Below, adozen or more domes stood on the sandy ground, in what seemed arandom arrangement. The
ones at the center were the largest. Lena dipped into the shadows between thefirst two structures.

“A treel” she shouted, echoing.

They scrambled down and hurried after her. Juan saw a short, heavy trunk covered by a smooth white
bark, standing alone in the open. Lena stooped under it, and was partly hidden by the large, low-hanging
branches. Patches of white light wandered across her face as a breeze turned the large red leaves. She
seemed a stranger, examining him from cover.

Her eyeswatched him warily as he stepped under the branches, asif he might be athreat. He noticed
the green glow at the base of the trunk as he breathed in the sharp, acidic scent of the leaves.

“Red chlorophyll in the vegetation,” she said, examining one of the round, irregularly bordered leaves. “I
don't know,” she whispered strangely, “but | can amost remember.”

“What?" he asked, taking her by the shoulders.
“Dont you fed it?'
He dmost knew, but the thought fled like ashy child.

“Juan!” shesaid in surprise. “ They knew the universe when it was young, and they tried to uniteit with
their web. They couldn't have perished through disease or war, being able to do what they did.”

Home now lay in the padt, heredized. Light from Earth's galaxy would be millions of yearsold here. The
ship's jumps had taken them into the future; they would return to the past—to thisworld's future—by
again outrunning the light. For an indtant he was gppalled by the futility of common sense struggling
doggedly within him to imagine, in defiance of rdativigtic reasoning, asmultaneous moment hereand on
Earth.

Lenatook hishand and they came out from under the tree as Maachi and Magnus caught up with them.
“Doyou ill fed compelled?” Magnus asked her.

“Nothing now,” she replied, looking around at the domes. “We're probably thefirst in along timeto
come by and wonder what happened here.”



Juan looked down at the grainy sand, then up a the stars, and imagined what might be entombed within
the domes. Perhaps the builders had smply died, fulfilling adeath wish common to adl species. Clearly,
there waslittle they could not have done. They might have changed themsalvesinto beings who no longer
needed the ships and the web, and that might have precipitated afatal identity crisis. The fear of sucha
break existed on Earth, among those who saw the end of the human form through the wedding of

bioengineering and nanotech.

“What now?" Malachi asked.

Juan walked toward the nearest dome. “ Theresa portd.”

“Do you fed we haveto enter?” Magnus asked.

“No, not particularly.”

Heturned to Lena “How about you?'

“No, it'sgonenow,” shesad.

“Perhapsthey no longer haveto push us,” Maachi said. “Our own curiosity can betrusted.”
Juan came up to the porta in the dome. It glowed and he passed—
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—into ayellow-lit space.

The others came in behind him. His eyes adjusted, and he went forward across the smooth ebony
aurface, feding asif he werelate for something.

“Why are we here?’ Lenaasked.
Maachi laughed. “Maybe the program’s becoming incoherent.”

Juan felt atwinge of painin hishead, but it faded. They stopped as the dome darkened. The black
mirror of the floor became transparent, reveding the swirl of agadaxy. The view pulledinto adense
region near the center. A bright sun grew larger. Suddenly they were rushing past a pearl-string of
worlds. Onering of habitats after another appeared, enclosing the star in ashell of life. Time was passing,
Juan redlized, as other stars appeared, each surrounded by countless habitats shaped from the raw
materias of natural worlds. Double and triple sunswere enclosed. The view pulled back to show aspird

arm crisscrossed by red lines.
“There'syour power web,” Magnus said.

Red beams reached from the spira arm, striking deep into other quadrants, penetrating the galactic
center, thrusting out to the globular clusters. The view pulled back to reved acluster of gaaxies, red lines

lanced out and joined them.



The view pulled back again, encompassing adozen clusters of galaxies. Red lineswinked into place,
reminding Juan of astained glass window in black and red.

“How proud they must have been,” Lenasaid, “to have linked so many worlds.”

“And where arethey?’ Juan asked, suddenly fearful of what his own kind might do with such avast
atifact.

“Might be they grew old,” Magnus said as the domefilled with light again, “longer-lived, but with fewer

individuas. Timewinnowed out those who could sustain an interest in living, leaving the rest to pass
away. The web became a usel ess possession before greater things.”

“What grester things?’ Lenaasked.

Magnus shrugged, looking very tired. “ They might have gone forward in time, the few of them who were
left, circling black holesto dow their bioclocks. They might have left our universe entirely. Or they might
dill be here, living smal lives on backward-seeming planets, perhaps finding satisfaction in guiding young
civilizations. It's possible that our Earth is descended from their vast culture.”

“Y ou've been thinking about this,” Lenasaid.

“The web suggests so much,” Magnus continued, sounding awed. “1 have the constant fedling that I'm
failing to make obvious deductions from what weve seen.”

“Areany of usupto it?’ Juan asked. Here was the older man's chance, he thought, to make up for the
work he'd never done.

“Something wantsusto learn,” Lenasaid. “Maybe were being shown this so we can choose a
dedtination.”

“Weve got to keep trying,” Magnus said, “at least until we know enough to get home."

Juan looked into his eyes and felt the stir of new courage. Then he heard a soft whisper a the limit of his
hearing.

“What'swrong?’ Lenaasked.
“I hear something ... listen!”

They dl stared a him asastorm of voices broke within him, babbling from some distant place. He felt
panic.

Lenatouched hisarm. “Areyou in pain?'

“No,” he answered, steadied by the sudden hope that at any moment he would be able to understand
what the voices were saying.

* k k %

The dwarf was nearer the horizon when they came outside. Sand blew in from the desert, rustling the
tree. A swarm of insects rose from the branches and became motes of dust againgt the white sun. The
whispersin Juan's head were muted by therising wind.



“Insects are probably the oldest surviving life here)” Lenasaid. “ They adapt to anything—even radiaion
and lack of free oxygen. No need to beintdligent, only prolific."”

Magnus said, “I've aways thought of instinct as akind of automatic reason, with surviva itsonly object.”
The sun touched the brown horizon, reddening the land. The star seemed to hesitate, aball on adusty
table, threatening to roll toward them, but the serrated horizon stopped it. The sky darkened, brightening
the globular cluster. The wind quickened, growing colder.

“Lena” Juan said loudly. “1 il heer it ... something gathering in the air around us.”

Shelooked at him suddenly, eyeswide. “I hear it now!” Maachi and Magnus were listening.

Time's flow seemed to quicken with the wind.

“Look!” Maachi shouted, pointing toward a growing darkness between the domes. Static flashed in the
black dust cloud. Wind whipped Juan's face. Shadows raced. Roachlike insects fled around hisfeet.

Hewas donein the storm as the whispers became louder, demanding, indsting, rushing through him asif
he were aghogt, ripping out persona memories a random and holding them up to bleed.

“...your mother works hard, you could at least do something practical...”

“...what makes you think you'l be any good?’

“..it'sbeen awage..."

“...you think you're any better than the rest of us?'

...| don't care what happensto them, I've got my own problems...”

“..what isthisme I'm stuck with?'

“..I'dcut histhroat if | could get away withit..."

“..fedings... the universe wound me up to have them, so | would fit into an evolutionary niche..."
“...I haehim, hessofull of himsdf, thejerk..."

“...you, agenius? Yourejus liketherest of us..."

“...dl these yearsyou've told me how stupid you are, | believeit now..."

“...afriend?You're stupid and blind, and your mi nd isamill of free associations and self-serving
impulses. Friendship has got to end somewhere...

“...you're never there for me—I'm just someone to push aside when it's convenient..."

“... doloveyou, but | can't live hoping you might return the favor..."



“...redity isatyranny to be defeated...”
“...we no longer tell each other the truth...”
“...I'mtired of thisdance..."

Sand struck hisface. He turned away from the wind. Pain compressed his eyes; his neck becamerigid.
Hefél to the ground. The wind howled as the whispers shot through him.

“...poor deluded foal..."

“..thediens, what secrets! Death will not be thereif | can open awindow into their minds!”

The ground tilted under him. He dug hisringersinto the sandy red clay as his spine became amolten rod
digtributing pain into his chest, shoulders and arms. Insects crawled around him; for amoment he
imagined them spreading to al the worlds of the web, while his skeleton remained here. A smudge of red
shift on an astronomica plate would mark hisgrave.

A tinkling sounded in his ears. Somewhere, amad harpsichordist was playing adance tune. He
remembered the alien shuttle's open lock, and feared that the insects would infest the craft. Hetried to
see through the dust, enough to crawl back to the dome, but he couldn't even see the ground. He hid his
facein hisarmsand waited.

The whispers grew fainter asthe pain retreated from his body. Resolve flooded into him, and he knew
that he had not crossed the universe to die here. The whispers huddled at the edges of his avareness.

“Juan,” Lenasaid, grasping hisarm.
He pulled her close againgt him. “Where are the others?”
“I don't know."

The how! dropped to awhistle as the storm passed. He rolled on his back and saw icy stars. Lena sat
up next to him. “Wereyou in pain?’ she asked.

“My thoughts were being looted.”

“Minedso.”

Helay there, gazing up at her, trying to recover from the emotiona assault, wondering if the dien
presence had understood what it had stolen from him. Lenawas struggling to regain her composure. “Are
you dl right?’ he asked.

She nodded and looked around. “1 don't see the others.” The storm was past the domes, rushing out
into the desert. She shivered. “It's getting colder."

He got to hisfeet and helped her up. The white dwarf had s, leaving only the palelight of cluster and
gars. “Maachi!” Lenashouted, pointing at afigure moving toward them.

“Areyou okay?’ Juan caled out.



Malachi nodded and tapped histemple with aforefinger. “ Except up here. Made me wander away in the
gorm.”

“Samewith us,” Juan said.

“WheresMagnus?’ Lenaasked. They al looked around. “Magnus!” she shouted.

Cold wind gusted toward them as Juan turned toward the tree and saw something under it. They rushed
over and scrambled under the low branches. Lenaknelt down by the older man and felt for his pulse.
Juan sguatted next to her as Maachi crawled around to the other side.

“Nothing,” her shadowed face whispered.

“No,” Juan said.

“Work on him!” Maachi shouted.

She bent over, positioning his mouth, then pulled back. “It'stoo late,” she said, clenching her handsinto
figs

“Try!” Juan shouted.

She bent down and breathed into Magnus. Hope raced through Juan as she worked. He seized the
man'swrist and sought a pulse.

Findly, she sat up and took a deep breath. “Heart, probably. No equipment to save him. | think he went
quickly."

Juan fdt tearsin hiseyes, and shivered. “The stress of their probing killed him!"

Lenashuddered from the cold and said, “It might have happened anyway.” Juan noticed their billowing
bresth.

“It may get very cold,” Malachi said. “We must get back."
Juan felt dismay as he redlized that there was no way to preserve the body.
“WEell haveto bury him here)” Lenasaid.

Juan swallowed hard and said, “He was just beginning to live again, to beinterested...” His voice broke.
“Hewasthinking dl thetime.”

Malachi dropped his pack and took out a spade.
“Where's his pack?’ Lenaasked, looking around.
“Behind me,” Maachi said, “where hedropped it.” He started to dig.

The cold wind soughed through the branches. Lenabent down to seeif Magnus's eyes were closed,
covered hisface with acloth, and set hisarmstogether.



“Was hereligious?’ Juan asked.

“I don't think s0,” she said. “I don't redlly know.” She emptied his pockets. “WEeIl need the pen. | think
he was writing in the notebook.”

Juan worked hisway around to Maachi and took over the digging.

“I'll get the other spade,” the Kenyan said.

As he dug by the body, Juan was sartled by his own existence in away he had not known since

boyhood—by the sudden sense of being apart from the landscape, by the redlization that he might just as
eadly not have existed, and that one day he would again be nothing, and that his future nothingnesswould

last forever....

The red sandy clay was soft, making digging easy. Juan took turnswith Maachi asLenahdd the
flashlight. When the grave was deegp enough, they lowered the body in, their hands trembling from the

cold.

Juan looked at Lena, then at Madachi asthey knelt under the low branches, wishing that Magnus might
have perished through some mistake of hisown, not by chance. “Magnus,” he said, “well doiit for
you—everything you might have wanted to learn. Well try to understand as you would have."

They took turnsfilling the grave.
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Bright auroras played on the horizon as they marched back to the shuttle. Juan shifted Magnus's pack to
amore comfortable position and followed Lenaand Maachi up therise. The loss of Magnus seemed
impossible. He wanted to retreat to the big ship, rest, and read Magnus's notebook.

“| don't seethe shuttle,” Lenacalled back from the top of therise.

“We should seeit clearly,” Maachi answered, “even though it's darker.”

Juan reached the top and peered across the empty desert. “It probably returned to the suncore.”

“Did they mean to strand us here?’” Maachi asked.

“Temperaures dill dropping,” Lenasaid, pointing to her billowing breeth.

“We're back where we started,” Juan said, “cut off from food and water."

Malachi moved hisarmsto keep warm. “We're not dressed for this."

Juan sad, “Well rest fird, then start exploring.” He glanced at where the shuttle should have been.
“Maybeitll return. Well check back.”

* * % %



It was warm insde the dome. They sat on the black floor, basking in the golden light asthey ate.
“Lena,” Juan said, “do you think the mental intrusions could have brought on astroke or heart attack?"
“We can't know,” she answered.

“She'sright, old friend,” Maachi said. “We can't guesstheir intentions toward us, and we don't know
what Magnuss hedth waslike."

Juan sipped a cup of water. “But Tituswouldn't have sent him if his hedlth was bad.”

Malachi shook his head. “It was a quick assignment. And there are ways of hiding things.” Helay down
and put his head on the pack. Lena curled up on one of the two rolls and closed her eyes. Juan sat back
againg the other pack, took out Magnus's notebook, and turned to the entries.

March 29, 2022. The ship reminds me of an empty rail car. All this space seems to have been for
carrying large numbers of passengers, or cargo. What were they doing? And where are they?
What's left of them seems no stronger than the voice of conscience, or even a good migraine. If
they're trying to communicate, we don't seem to be good subjects for their method.

March 30, 2022. Some basic change in their outlook might account for their abandonment of the
web. Maybe there was some physical problem with its use?

The entries ended. Magnus had not had time. Juan fdlt his |oss even more keenly as he turned the blank
pages.

* k *x %

Lenashook him awake gently, but deep seemed worth any price, even if the very atmosphere were
freezing solid outside; the dome would stand, the warm light would glow.

“Juan, welve got to go,” she said softly.

He opened hiseyes and sat up.

“All ready?’ Maachi asked,

Juan nodded, then rolled up his pack, Lenahelped him dip it on. “Ready,” he said.

They approached the exit portal. Maachi went through, then Lena. It was ill cold and dark when he
emerged. His eyes watered from the wind.

“Where can we go?’ Lenaasked. “What can we hope to find?"

“Maybe one of these domes has aduplicator,” Maachi said.

“Let's seeif the shuttle has come back,” Lena added.

“Well split up,” Mdachi said. “Timeiseverything now. Y ou two start with the domes. I'll check the

shuttle. WeEIl meet back here in thirty minutes, or sooner, no matter what. Cheers.” He walked away
toward therise.



The wind swayed the alien tree as Juan and Lena crossed to the other domes. “I'll take the oneto the
left,” hesad. “You taketheright.”

She nodded and hurried away. He waited amoment, trying to think as smply as he could about the dien
technology, concentrating on its style—which was that of asalf-servicing biologica organism, with never
aknob, lever, or button to push.

Across the way, Lena confronted the entrance to adome. He hurried over. “It won't work,” she said,
stepping aside.

He presented himself. Again, the entrance failed to glow. “Let'stry mine,” he said.

They went back and he approached the oval indentation. “ Some of these may beinactive,” he said when
there was no glow.

“I'll try the next one,” Lenasaid, hurrying away. He watched as she approached the dome. The glow
failed to appear. She came back, beating her armsto keep warm.

“HerésMa,” Juan said.

“No shuttle, I'm afraid,” the Kenyan said. “What have you two found?"

“We can't enter these three,” Lenaanswered.

“Back to thefirst one,” Juan said. “Might as well be warm while we decide what to do next.”

“My noseisfreezing,” Mdachi said.

They hurried back. Maachi stepped toward the ovd. “Bloody strange,” he said when it failed. Juan
went up to it and felt the indentation with his gloved hands, hoping to trigger it as he had done with the
oneintheship.

Lenasaid, “Well freeze out here. No telling how long the night will last.”

Malachi came up to him. “No luck? Take out my binoculars, will you?” He turned around. Juan turned
from the entrance, unzipped alower pocket and handed them to him. “I glimpsed something from therise

when | was coming back. Let's take a better |ook."

They followed him to the top of the rise. Maachi put the glasses up to his eyes and scanned the horizon
beyond the domes.

“What isit?’ Juan asked.

“Can't see much. Oh, hdlo—thereitis.”
“What?'

“Look for yoursdlf."

Juan took the glasses. A dark shape appeared in the digital view.



“I dont think it'sanaturd part of the landscape,” Maachi said. “Push theinfrared.”

Juan touched the mode control and the desert glowed, wrapped in awhite haze of radiating hest. The
huge mound glowed even more brightly, like something trapped in the sand.

“Therésalot of heat there,” Juan said, passing the glassesto Lena.
“Exactly,” Mdachi replied. “ These domes are not the whole show."

L ena peered through the binoculars. “What do you think it could be?!
“ Another ingtalation of somekind."

“WEell go see” Juan said.

Maachi nodded. “What have weto lose?'

* * % %

They tried adozen domes on their way to the far side of the grouping, without success. Wind lashed
them when they came out into the open, throwing sand and clay into their faces. Uprooted plantsflew
past them. A black tumbleweedlike ball ten meters high rolled toward them across the green glowing
desert. Juan stepped out of the way, but it grazed hisarm with adry crackle.

He marched dowly, his gaze fixed on Lenaand Maachi ahead. “Don't sop!” Malachi shouted to him
when he paused to look back at the domes.

Juan shifted his pack and marched. The gusting wind was aboxer, ddivering avariety of blowsto his
face. His eyes watered from the cold, dusty air, and his nose stung from the pungent odors; but he was
getting used to the ache in hismuscles.

Sowly, the black mound grew larger, camouflaging the figures of Lenaand Mdachi. Juan quickened his
pace and caught up with Lena.

“It doesn't seem much farther,” she said, taking hisarm. They moved againgt the wind together.
“Were herel” Mdachi shouted suddenly.
Juan peered ahead at his motionless figure, but the mound seemed no closer.

“It sartshere,” Malachi said asthey came up to him. He set his boot on the surface. The dark structure
rose gently away from them toward adistant height.

“What isit?’ Lenaasked.

“Underground ingdlation of somekind."

“Not another ship?'

Maachi shook hishead. “1t would have to be huge, judging by this gentle curvature.”

“Y ou want to crossit,” Juan said.



“Either that or go back and try more domes.”

Juan nodded. “We havelittle choice” Sorrowfully, he tried to imagine what Magnus would have
thought. Wasit linked to the domes as part of some project? He started up the dope, boots catching on
the ribbed surface. Lenacame up on hisright, Ma on hisleft, and linked armswith him. The cluster stars
merged as he looked up through teary eyes.

“It'scolder,” Lenasaid asthey made their way upward in the risng wind. The doping surface began to
seem like atreadmill after awhile. The green glowing desert was sullen with shadows as aurorae danced
on the horizon.

Thewind died away.

“That'sarelief,” Lenasaid. “Let'srest.”

They sat down and braced their feet on the ridges. Juan breathed deeply and leaned back against his

pack. After amoment, he reached down and rapped his knuckles on the dien surface. “ Seemslike the
same stuff the ship ismade of "

“There's something here, but | don't think it'saship,” Maachi said.

They wereslent for afew moments. “Y ou were beginning to fed closer to Magnus, weren't you?’ Lena
asked.

Juan nodded. “ Sticking his hand in that cubbyhole saved our lives. He had away of looking at things.
The ship, of course, but | felt that he was dso looking into me.”

“Hetold me” Lenasad, “that he consgdered himsaf afalure”
“I guess| thought that &t first."

“Hewasafather-figureto me,” Lenamurmured, leaning forward and hugging her knees, “even though |
only saw him once or twiceayear."

Juan glanced at her. “My father died of astroke, just before | graduated from high schoal. I'd just found
out aday earlier that the universty was giving meafull scholarship.”

“Magnus did hisbest,” Madachi said, “right up to the end. He would have been a specia friend to us."

“We haveto get back,” Juan said, trying to sound decisive, “to make something of dl this.” Thewords
seemed hopeless, but he felt that he had to say them. He closed his eyes and imagined the roots of the
dientree piercing Magnuss heart and brain, dowly reviving the body, and shuddered from unexpressed
orief.

* * k* %

A moment passed and Juan awoke. Lena gtirred againgt him. The dwarf sat on the horizon, lighting up the
desert likeadim bulb in adusty closet. Juan fdt tiff but refreshed.

Lenasat up and checked her watch. “Eleven hours."



“We were exhausted,” Maachi said, standing up. “Fortunately, the wind died away and the temperature
went up. It may get hot."

Lenadrank some water, then handed the canteen to Juan. He gulped some down and gaveiit to
Madachi.

“Anyone hungry?’ she asked as Juan got to hisfedt.
“I'mnot,” he said, helping her up.
“No—Iet's be off,” Madachi added.

They went forward three abreast. “It seemsto be leveling off,” Malachi said. “I think we're near the
center."

They cameto the edge of alarge bowl in the surface. “Must be fifty meters across,” Juan said.
“Theré's an opening below!” Malachi shouted, pointing. “And ribs by which we can descend.”
“What isit?’ Lenaasked.

“Perhapsit'savent,” Maachi said, “ or an entrance of somekind. I'll go first."

He started down dowly. Juan waited afew moments, then started after him. He looked up when hewas
afew meters down, and watched Lena start her descent.

Malachi reached the bottom of the bowl! and approached the opening at the center. He knelt and was
peering down when Juan reached him.

“Theridgesrun down thesde,” he said as Lenajoined them. “We have to keep going while our water
lagts”

“Hésright,” shesad.

Malachi climbed down into darkness. Juan glanced at Lena. She gave him asad look and followed. He
waited, then sat down and found the ridges with hisfeet. He turned around and stood up on the first rung
asthe white dwarf crept up over the edge of the bowl. The sky had taken on a greenish-blue hue,
reminding him of construction paper he had played with asaboy.

“Everyone okay?’ Maachi shouted from below.

“Yes” Lenacdled out.

“Onmy way,” Juan answered, probing for the next step.

“I'll shinealight as soon as| reach bottom!” Malachi added.

Juan descended a dozen rungs and stopped.

“Bottom!” Mdachi cried. “Hold still."



A beam of light stabbed up through the shaft. Juan glimpsed Lena making her way down. He looked up,
and for an ingtant thought he might see Magnus above him.

“I'm down!” Lenacried.

He hurried after her and jumped the last rung. Maachi was examining the chamber with historch. The
beam found an exit. “Follow me,” he said.

Lenawent after him. Juan brought up the rear. They came out into alarge white glowing dome. Malachi
turned off hislight.

“There seemsto be no way out,” Maachi said.
“Circlethe edge,” Juan replied.

They made their way around. Maachi stopped. “Here'san oval.” He stepped forward and the portal
glowed. He stepped back and turned to Juan. “ Shdl werisk it?

Juan looked at Lena. She nodded. “We've comethisfar.”

Maachi took adeep breath. “ So beit.” Hetriggered the glow and disappeared.
“Comeon,” Juan said to Lena, taking her hand.

They stepped through—

—into adark space.

His eyes adjusted, and he saw Maachi on the other sde of the dimly lit oval chamber, standing before a
large square frame of some kind.

“Looks like awindow into nowhere,” he said asthey came up beside him. He stepped closer and
peered in. “What do you think, Juan?’ He flashed hislight into the blackness. The beam disappeared.

Lenasaid, “Toss something through.”

Juan took out a pack of chewing gum, removed one stick, and threw it in. Thefail glittered in Maachi's
beam and disappeared in midparabola

“It'saway into someplace,” Maachi said. “Where else can we go?’ He stepped into the frame and
vanished before Juan or Lenacould reply.

Lenatook Juan's hand again asthey stared into the frame. “He'sgonetoo long,” she said after awhile.
A light appeared and Maachi stepped out.

“What's there?’ Juan asked.

“You'll see. Follow me.” He turned and stepped through again.

Juan and Lenawa ked through—



—into alighted space. Juan saw the shuttle Sitting in its dock.
“We're back in the suncore,” Maachi said, grinning, “in our ship's shuttle bay."
“The bowl inthe desert!” Lenaexclaimed. “It'sadock for the shuttle.”

“Morethan that,” Maachi said. “ Our ship's shuttle connects with atransmat installation on the planet
below.”

“But why have both?” she asked.

Juan understood. “ The transmat frame was alater devel opment, but even such an advanced system
needs shipsto set up terminas.”

Lenalooked puzzled. “ But why didn't the shuttle leave us off at the bowl instead of the desert?!
“Good question,” Mdachi answered.

“ Something may have wanted usto get lost and find our way back,” he said bitterly, thinking of Magnus.
He turned around and looked into the black frame. “We didn't notice thiswhen wewere in here before.™

Malachi said, “Thismay not be the only such frame."

“Do you think it'samatter transmitter?’ Juan asked, staring into the blackness.

“It could be adirect bridge,” Maachi replied, “or atransmission of our patterns across some form of
short-space, in which case we're destroyed and recreated every time we pass through. No way to tell,

sncewerethe only ones remembering.”

“But if there are other transmeat frames,” Lenasaid, “then there may be away home.” Shelooked fearful
for amoment. “Can we be surethisis our ship?'

“WEell know,” Juan said, “if wefind our other packs where we | eft them."
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Juan said, “1 don't think we can go back up the drop tube.”

“Theresgot to be another exit,” Lenasaid, looking around the bay. “ Thereit is” She pointed to an exit
indentation to the right of the shuittle.

Juan approached. It glowed and he—
—went through into the ship's winding passage. Lenaand Mdachi came out behind him.

“We're somewhere below the drop tube,” he said, “and probably below our drum-shaped chamber.” At
hisright, the passage seemed to descend even farther. He started upward, with Lenaand Maachi at his



left. “We're lucky the big ship didn't leave the station.”

Lenasad, “I have afeding that thisisthe end of thelinefor it."

* k% k %

After eating, they retreated from the cafeteriato the pit, and found the other two packs where they had
left them. Juan settled down to deep, feding safe in the amber glow.

“Theweb isavast maze,” Maachi was saying as Juan awoke, feding that he had dept only afew
minutes. “ The short-space arteries through which power courses to the ships can channd travelers
directly. It's more elegant. Shipswere used to set up the bridges, if that's what they are, and to reach
loca points. Of course, shipswould continue to draw power from web stars and would be used to
service transmat frames at distant points. We've seen two kinds of interstellar transport systems. The ship
system was replaced, which was inevitable once hyperspace was entered to place core accumulators
insde suns. Thefinal step was implicit—send passengers directly through short-space, as with power
trangmisson.”

“Good morning,” Lenasaid as Juan raised his head. She was Sitting cross-legged on her deeping bag.
Maachi lay on hisside, propping himsaf up on one ebow.

Juan asked, “How far do you think they got?'
Malachi gestured with hisfree hand. “ It seemsthey would have ingtdled bridge frames at dl terminas.”

Lenasaid, “If astarship carried a bridge frame, then it would be linked to core gtations, and through
them to countlessworlds."

Malachi sat up. “ Exactly—which means al the worlds of the starcrossers are opento us.”

“We know only one st of linked frames,” Juan said, “but there may be aframe on Earth, or at least in
our solar system. Somewherein this core station or on that planet there may be abridge frame leading to
another station or stations that connect with Earth. We found this ship there, so perhapsit cameto Earth
for that purpose.”

Lenastood up suddenly. “ There may be aframe for Earth somewherein the ship!”

Mdachi said, “And very possibly theres a core station in our sun.”

“If they finished the job,” Juan answered, Sitting up.

“Congder this, old fellow,” Maachi continued. “ The shipswent in pairsto do thejob, like chaps who
string wire, or some such thing. One vessdl would have atransmat bridge on board, just to check out the
new connecting frame after it's been installed. Construction crews could then pass quickly between ships
when they were out on the job, even if the shipswere at different points on the same planet or at the
other end of asolar system. Each ship would dso have an interstellar bridge frame linked to core
dtations, aswe've seen, and the core stations themselves would be joined.”

“Then there may very well be a second ship on Earth,” Juan said, “ connected to thisone.”

“WEell find theframe,” Lenasaid excitedly.



“It could be anywhere,” Maachi said, “in the chambers aong the passage above us, or below us.”

“Justimagine,” Lenacontinued. “1 might leave Earth by one frame, emerge on one of the web worlds,
and find alink with this station by looking it up in some sort of directory.”

Juan stood up and stretched. “1 wonder if the frames are prest, or if they can be adjusted.”
“We never see any controls,” Maachi answered.

“It'spossble” Juan said, “that the frames open into core ations only, or into inconveniently placed
ships. Maybe they never finished the system.”

“WEell worry about that later,” Lenareplied. “Where do we start our search? From the outer lock, or
from here on down to the end of the passage? Shall we stick together or split up?”

“Areweinarush?’ Maachi asked.

“I haveanidea,” Juan said. “Let'sfollow the passage to its end, which should be somewhere below the
exit to the shuttle bay."

“What do you expect to find there?” Maachi asked.

“Maybe nothing, but that's where the shuttle bay is. A bridge frame counts as amgjor transport facility,
and we found aframein the bay, so maybe there are others nearby."

Mdachi amiled. “It'sworth atry, despite the bad reasoning.”

“If wefind nothing,” Juan said, “then well have no choice but to start on the chambers at the bottom and
work up to thelock."

* * % %

Beyond the exit to the shuttle bay, the passage suddenly ran straight. They hurried forward. It turned left
and ended with an oval at least ten times larger than any they had yet seenin the ship.

“Shdl wegoin?’ Mdachi asked.

“We have no choice,” Juan answered, glancing & Lena

They stepped forward together—

—and passed into darkness.

Juan turned on hislight and cast the beam from I eft to right. Six black frames gaped at them from the
perimeter of the chamber, mirrorlike but reflecting nothing. Each frame in the round chamber waslarge

enough to admit atruck.

“WEell try them al,” Lenasaid, “each of us separately. If one of us doesn't come back, the other two will
be warned."

“Either we hang separatdly or together,” Mdachi said.



“There'sno way to judge danger,” Lenaadded, “but we shouldn't risk three livesto reconnoiter. | don't
expect anything will happen, based on what we've seen, but we should be cautious.”

“I'll gofirgt,” Maachi said, turning on historch. He went to thefirgt frame from the lft.

As he stepped through, hisfigure seemed to flatten, and he dipped into the blackness like a sheet of
paper. Lenatook a deep breath; Juan tensed as they waited.

Malachi emerged from the frame. “It'sadark passage,” he said, “and branches about a hundred meters
in. | felt my weight drop significantly. No point in exploring now, until we know something about the
others"

“I'll try the next one,” Juan said.

Lenabrushed hisarm as he moved away. “Be careful.”

He faced the blackness and stepped through. Warm, stde air entered hislungs, but hewas ableto
breatheit. He cast hisbeam in acircle and saw that the chamber was identica to the one he had just | ft.

He turned and went back through the second frame. Lena and Maachi grabbed his shoulders as he
staggered out.

“I'mdl right. Just alittledizzy. Thear'swarmin there.”
They rdeased him. “What wasit?’ Lena asked.
“Sameasthis, including Sx frames.™

“It could be another ship,” Mdachi said. “And it might be somewhere on Earth. Y ou might have gone
home and not known it."

We deserve some mercy, Juan thought. One life was payment enough. He hated the snake of
superdtition dipping through him. It was not amatter of payments. Earth might be there, like waking from
one room to another, and it would be a matter of chance that they had found it, nothing more. He felt
guilty and said, “It doesn't seem right to abolish distance so easily.”

“Eadly?’ Maachi asked. “ Countless suns provide the energy to pry open space-timein thisway. Dearly
bought, I'd say, with amillion years of bloody evolution behind the speciesthat did it, not to mention
centuries of scientific and engineering work."

“I don't know,” Juan said. “ Something happened, we know that...” Hefdt dizzy again, and Maachi
caught him. “1 can stand,” he said after amoment.

“You were saying?’ Maachi asked.
“Forgetit.”
“We should get our gear,” Lenasaid, “ before exploring further.”

“She'sright,” Maachi added. “Better to have our packs handy now."



“We can get them,” Juan said, fedling asif he were about to lose everything. “ Therés no rush.”

* k *x %

He put on his pack and looked around in the amber glow of the pit, fegling that chance was poised to rob
them of their new hope.

“WEell leave Magnusskit,” Mdachi said. “We may need it if we have to come back.”

“Ready?’ Lenaasked.

Juan felt apang of sorrow as he looked at the pack on thefloor. “Let'sgo,” he said hitterly, then hurried
up theincline and dipped through the glow. Lenaand Madachi came out behind him. We may be going

home, he told himself as he led the way down the passage—to a choking, barking, hate-filled world that
didn't deserve to have new doors opened for it.
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They stood before the frames. Juan imagined amaze of black snakesweaving in and out of amillion
suns. Ghostly materia flowed through, reassembling into solidity at portsof call, draining sunsto bresk
the tyranny of space-time.
“Perhaps we should try the other four,” Lenasaid.

“Later, if thisone doesn't work out,” Juan replied. “ This one may connect with a ship somewhere near
home."

“But you didn't leave the chamber,” Maachi objected, “so it may be anywhere.”
“It wasidentical to thisone. That can't be a coincidence. Well find out quickly enough.”

He cast his beam into the second frame. They went through together. Juan bresthed in dowly asthey
emerged. Turning around, he swept the frameswith historch. “ Six frames.™

Malachi turned toward the exit. “ Thiswill tell the story."

The oval glowed and they passed through—

—into adark passage. Juan took a deep breath of cooler air.

“It'stheidentical straight section,” Mdachi said. “We'rein another ship, but where?!
“My weight fedsunchanged,” Lenasaid.

“That may not mean anything. There hasn't been much of agravitationd variation sncewe left Earth. The
only timeit dropped noticeably waswhen | went through frame one back there."

“How much of adrop wasit?’ Juan asked.



“It reminded me of my Lunar visit years ago."

Juan looked at hisfriend. “It's not much to go on.”

“Quiteright, but consider. It appearsthat the ships were used asframe terminals, initialy at least. They
could be left anywhere they went. Perhapsthat's why they're so roomy. They were intended to be moved
into place, to hold supplies and equipment, aswell as provide living quarters. More than one might have
been left in our solar system.”

Juan nodded. “ So we may be home, or at least somewherein our solar system, and thefirst frame may
open on the Moon.”

“And one of the others may open insde the Sun, or in various places within our sunspace, or in nearby
solar systems. We know that at least two ships are linked—the one we left and this one. That's the most
important clue. Shaky conjecture, but it makes some sense.”

“WEell soon know,” Lenasaid as they started up the straight passage.

“Exactly the same,” Mdachi said asthey turned right.

They went up the winding passage, following their torch beams. “1 wonder why the overheads are off,”
Lenasad.

“If were not on Earth, or aworld with a bresthable atmosphere,” Malachi said, “then the outer lock
won't open.”

“Unless something's gone wrong,” Juan replied.

“It might not open at dl,” Lenasaid, “wherever we are.”

“The ship could be buried very deeply,” Maachi added, “if past experienceisany indication.”
They cameto the drop tube. “ It doesn't seem operationd,” Juan said, shining hislight down into it.
Malachi said, “If were not home, we may have to go back through the frame just to eat.”
Lenaturned her head suddenly. “Listen.”

Juan strained to hear, then looked back and saw brightness near the curve of the passage behind them.
A luminousthing seemed to be following them.

It made the turn, and they saw the overhead lights coming on, square by square, racing their reflections
in the shining black floor.

Malachi took a deep breath as the overheads rushed past them and around the next turn. “And
ventilation, too!”

Juan sad, “The ship might be getting ready to leave."

“Just our luck!” Lena shouted asthey hurried up the passage.



“It'spossble” Maachi added. “Even likely."

Juan glanced at Lenaasthey jogged ahead. She returned a strained smile, and he wondered what
ordinary dayswith her would belike.

Theinner lock glowed as they gpproached. They went through and it closed behind them. Juan stepped
forward. Thecircle dissolved to reved awal of dirt.

“We're buried,” Lenasaid as he stepped back and the lock closed.

They dropped their packs. Maachi snapped open his spade and stepped toward the lock. It dissolved
and he stabbed at the dirt. “It's soft!” he cried with relief. Juan got his own spade, came up beside him,
and they beganto dig.

“I'll take over when one of you getstired,” Lenasaid, sitting down on her pack.

They were digging their way out of a starship somewhere, Juan thought as he looked at the growing pile
of dirt on the floor. Magnus would have been vastly amused.

Lenagot up and bent over the pile of dirt. “Look at this,” she said.
Juan glanced at her hand and continued digging. “What isit?"
“Reminds me of aVeado bonefrom asmdl Brazilian deer.”

Juan stopped digging. “Are you sure?"

She examined the bone more carefully, then knelt by the pile and sifted through the dirt. “ Here are afew
more. It's an extinct species, but I'm not enough of a paleobiologist to be sure.”

Juan resumed digging. “We may be home!"

“Morelikdy it'sjust something that only looksfamiliar.” She got up. “Give methat spatula.”
He put it in her hands and retreated to his pack. “We may be down very deep.”

“How deep can we be?’ Lena asked.

“Hundreds of meters,” Juan replied, “up or straight ahead. No way to tell.”

“Wonderful,” she said with agrunt, attacking thewall of dirt.

“It may take days,” Mdachi added.

Juan paused, breathing heavily. “No choice. We must find out where we are. Sant upward at forty-five
degrees. Digging straight up is harder. We can crawl up more easily at an angle.”

“It may bealonger dig,” shereplied, pausing to catch her bregth.

Juan got up and reclaimed his spade. They dug in slence for awhile. Two metersin, he began to angle
upward.



“Ah, despair!” Maachi exclamed. “1t makes one so hungry.”

* * * %

They sat on their packs around one of the tabldike structuresin the dien cafeteria, egting duplicated fish
and vegetables with rice. Juan was quiet, content to listen.

“I suspect,” Maachi said, “that these doorways are a safety feature. Each chamber along the ship's
passageis seded until the protean moment when it isentered.”

“But onefailed,” Lenareplied.

Madachi shrugged. “ Time and chance were generous, providing dl that was necessary for afreak
quantum event to occur.” He paused to swallow. “The process,” he continued, “that runs the duplicator,
recyclesthe air, wastes, and water, governs the fluid process of the doorways, perhaps even the frames,
might have needed adjusting.”

“I wonder,” Lenasaid, “if the mazdlike structure of the ship and the web is a clue to the minds of the
builders?'

“Maybethey got logtinit,” Juan replied.

Maachi looked at him gpprovingly. “Could be, granting complexities we haven't considered.”
Lenastood up. “Seep or back to digging?”

“| fed refreshed,” Maachi said, looking at Juan. “I'm game.”

“I won't degp soundly,” Lenasaid, “until we know wherewe are.”

* * % %

Juan crouched in the tunndl and continued to dig. Loose stones and dirt cascaded past him. Six metersin,
it was no longer possible to just shovel the dirt out behind them. Each digger filled adeeping bag cover
with dirt, and the others pulled it back on aline.

“Anything?’ Lenacdledto him.

Juan stabbed with his shovel and turned hisface away. “Nothing!” He dropped his spade, turned off his
torch, and crawled backward. Lena gave him a cup of water as he emerged by the pile of dirt. “It could
continue for thousands of meters, for all we know,” he said, “but it smells damp, which might indicate that
we're near the surface.” He sat down on the pile.

She emptied the bag and crawled up into the tunnel . Juan watched her feet disappear as hefinished his
water.

“Damn,” Lends muffled voice said.
“Areyou okay?" Juan shouted.

“Just twisted my ankle,” she called back, “but not badly."



“Come down. Ma will take over for you."

“I'll manage!™

* k% k %

“Wejust haveto keep digging,” Maachi said at the Start of his shift. Juan and Lenasat on the pile of dirt,
exhausted.

“It seems so hopeless,” she said, rubbing her ankle.

“How isit?" Juan asked.

“Better."

The damp sméll filled the lock chamber. “Wereten metersin,” he said, trying to sound hopeful.
Malachi smiled. “Well, back toit."

“I'll take this shift,” Juan said. “1 won't be able to deep anyway."

He got to hisfeet and crawled up the dark tunnel. At the end, he turned on the torch and picked up the
gpade. The damp smell was pungent in his nostrils as he began to dig. He was sweating and breathing
heavily after only aminute. He stopped, struck the spade into the dirt, and rested. The universe had
closed in around him, forcing him to rebreathe his own air. Blood rushed to hishead. After afew minutes,
he wanted to deep, but hislegs ached in their rigid position.

“Juan!” Madachi shouted.
He opened his eyes. “ Okay!"

He struck the stony earth, loosening large clumps. Might just aswell be trying to dig through the sky, he
thought, jabbing with the spade.

Hetried to work camly. Therewas no rush. They could eat and rest aslong asthey wanted. The ship
would not take off with the lock open. It might if the opening were cleared. He wanted the ship to stay,
but feared what that might do to the world. Good might come from the dien technology, if it could be
studied. It seemed more likely that it would be used rather than studied, because itsinner workings were
too well concealed. The promise of away to anywhere, of numberless worlds to be explored and
plundered, would be too much for a problem-ridden humankind. Power would accrue to those who
would control access to the web. Tituswould not turn away from such power. Knowledge,
understanding, humane gpplications—these were thingsfor true believers, not for those who fancied
themsalves people of the world, who told themselves that they lived and exercised power according to
harsh facts.

It seemed that the only way to remain thoughtful and free of illuson wasto live outsde the cadres of
influence and authority. He had aways balanced his doubts about power with the need to get ahead
professionally; now his convictions might be tested. The Earth he knew lived on the edge of disaster.
Perhapsit just wasn't possible to mold human beings through socid systems and laws. The example of
extraordinary individuals was not enough to push back the dark. Something better was needed—amore
cooperative and intelligent species, one that would create for itself a condition nearer the angels, on some
reasonable shore....



But humanity still huddled at the bottom of itstime, where the greet theol ogies selected individuasfor
paradise on the basis of mora attainments while the godless ruled niches of power and wealth.

Juan struck more deeply as he thought. What are we taking home with us? What will a practica
knowledge of the alien web do to us? Suddenly his spade shot through into an open space. He breathed
incool, damp air.

“Mal!” He struggled to widen the opening. Chunks of dirt fell past him. He put down his spade, grabbed
the torch, and scrambled upward on his knees, rising up into a black space.

“Coming up!” Mdachi shouted.
Juan cast hisbeam into asmall chamber, maybe ten meterswide, with alow dirt cailing.
“What'sthere?” Maachi called as he crawled up.

“Lookslike acovered sink hole. | think | can touch theroof if | stand up. Grab my spade as you come
up.”

Malachi appeared, spadesin one hand, torch in the other. “ Doesn't look promising,” he said, looking
around. “Thiskind of water-shaped chamber can be deep below the surface.”

“We're breathing good air,” Juan said, taking his spade and standing up. The ceiling was only afew
inches above his head. He tapped it gently.

“Careful,” Maachi said, “you don't want to bring it down on us.”

“Where'sLena?’ Juan asked.

“Regting, but pretty upset about injuring hersdf.”

“I'm going to push through dowly,” Juan said, handing him hislight and positioning his spade.
“Hello!” Lenacalled from below.

“Bloody hell,” Maachi said asasmdl stone hit him in the heed.

Juan pushed up. The spade went in easily.

“Can | comeup?’ Lenashouted.

“No!” Juan caled back asalarge chunk of dirt fell at hisfeet.

“It'san opening,” Maachi said, pointing hisbeam up into it. “ Sight draft. Were into somewhere.”
Juan widened the hole and dropped his spade. “Boost me up.”

Malachi put his hands together. Juan stepped up and grabbed at the rim of the opening. “Got it.” He

lifted himsdlf up. “Seemslike outdoors.” He climbed out on both knees and stood up, peering around in
the gloom as hiseyes adjusted. Migtsrolled in around him. The air was hot and humid.



“Where arewe?’ Mdachi shouted.

“Seemstropical. Overcast.” Juan felt more than saw the forest around him. Black branches moved in the
hot breeze. The air was heavy in hislungs. Warm rain fel suddenly, tasting acrid. The sky flashed. He
dropped to his knees and reached down into the hole to help Mdachi.
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“Halfway acrossthe universe” Juan said, looking up at the sickly white overcagt, “to connect with the
ass-end of nowhere.” Chills crept up his back as he labored to breathe the hot, damp air.

Malachi coughed. “At least it's stopped raining.”

“Wecant moveinthesemigts.”

Malachi said, “I fed acooler breeze.”

Juan looked up again. The clouds were thinning overhead. A bright patch appeared, and the Moon rode
out, full and familiar, peeked and stained, shield for lovers, puller of tides, the unfinished port from which
humankind had eyed the solar system and longed for the stars. It seemed pitiable now, to dream of taking
avessd to Alpha Centauri in amere twenty years, round trip.

“Werehome,” Mdachi said. “1 didn't quite bdieveit."

Juan turned and knelt by the opening. “Lenal A full moon, andit'sourd” A snake did past himinthe
growth, glistening in the moonlight, obliviousto his presence. He sat back and laughed; but in amoment
he was silent and shaking, thinking of what he wanted for himself and Lena, from hiswork, fearful of
what was to come, wishing that Magnus were here.

“Coming!” Lenashouted.

The breaking cloudsfled past Lunalike hurrying souls.

* k% k %

At dawn, they came out and saw that the ship was entombed in a hill surrounded by jungle. The sun was
aball of white-hot iron risng over the thicket of trees, vines, and brush, warming wetness back into the

sky.

“Smashing heet,” Maachi sad.

“Glad we dressed light,” Lenareplied.

They dropped their packs and climbed to the top of the hill. Juan took out his binoculars and scanned in
acircle. “There seem to be patches of red desert to the east.” Lenaand Mdachi took out their glasses

and scanned.

“Onething'ssure” Lenasaid. “No one knows we're here. Without radio or map, we could die trekking



through dl that."

“It'sthe only way,” Juan said. “We can't just Sit in the ship and hope to be found. Besides, I'm not sure |
want anyoneto find thisship just yet. I'm for covering thisexit. It'll grow over quickly. Do you two fedl
the sameway?'

They nodded. Lenasaid, “Magnus would have wanted it."

“| don't think the ship will take off,” Juan continued, “with two spades lying across the lock, but we can't
be sure”

“Were somewhere in the Amazon,” Maachi said. “1've seen red patches like that from orbit, where the
forest won't ever come back. That means we may be near a highway, either north or south of us. It
would be reasonable to make a search, with the ship asa base.

“Can we stop anyone from finding this place?” Juan asked.

Malachi smiled. “Youd liketo hideit for awiser time."

“When does either of you think that will be?’ Lenaasked.

Malachi shrugged. “Maybe the jolt will do our kind good.”

Juan nodded. “Well have alot of explaining to do if we march out of here. They'll seerch the areaand
find the ship. It might even be tranamitting tachyons right now.”

Lenasaid, “Titusisn't stupid. He knows how we | &ft, and helll assume a ship brought us back, even if
they didn't detect its presence.”

“We haven't much choice,” Juan answered as he took out his spade and started to cover the hole. “We
can a least delay them."

“Maybe it won't be so bad,” Maachi said. “Everyone will know about it. They can't hide what
happened in Antarctica

“It'l beupto us,” Lenaadded, “to make sure everyone knows. Keeping secrets is dangerous.”

“WEell haveto blab,” Mdachi said, “evenif it does get the big-shot brigade stirred up. | must say that |
rather liked the idea of being the proud custodian of abig secret, at least for ashort time."

Lenaturned her heed. “Listen!” She pointed away from the sun. “ A whooshing sound. Don't you hear?
It'slouder.”

Juan heard afaint rushing sound. “Just barely.” He continued covering the hole.
“Let me,” Maachi said, taking the spade from him.
Juan sat down, feeling winded. “ God, the air is bad out here. We've been spoiled by the ship.”

Madachi finished with the hole and put the spade away. They shouldered their packs and went down the
hillsde



“Godow,” Mdachi said. “WEell be bathing in sweat soon enough.”
Thejungle confronted them at the bottom of the hill—awall of greenery risng twenty metersinto theair.

“WEell cut through,” Juan said, taking out his spade. Lenaand Mdachi did the same. He led the way
forward.

The sun rose higher, playing hide-and-seek with them through the trees. Juan hacked forward, grateful
for his boots and coarse clothing. Maachi moved up and worked next to him relentlessly.

“Y ou've donethis before,” Juan said between bregaths.

“Yes, magter, I'm very vauable on safari.”

“Wewon't make ahundred yardsin an hour,” Lena said behind them. “I'm soaked through to the skin."
“These packs aren't much help,” Juan added, “ but we can't get rid of them."

“Thesoundislouder,” Lenasaid asthey paused.

Juan listened. 1t was ahum, almost arumble, behind the forest sounds.

“I know what that is” Maachi said. “Heard it before."

“If we don't get somewhere by noon,” Juan said, “well have to go back to the ship."

“Sooner than that,” Lenareplied. “ Tropic sun is dangerous.”

Juan swung a thefoliage, willing himsalf forward. Damp odors of decay filled hislungs, mingling with the
andl of flowersand animds.

“Takeit easy,” Lenagasped, “you'll have aheat sroke.”

Juan stopped again and looked around. The shadows of the rain forest were deep, glowing with agreen
palor. Juan felt dert, attuned to adozen different sounds and smells without conscious effort; hiseyes
tracked insects againgt the shifting hues of vegetation. A zebra-striped butterfly glided through ashaft of
sunlight; apiece of tree bark moved and became asnake.

“I don't want to meet anything poisonous,” Lenasaid.

A long howl cut through the humid air, died, and seemed to return as a series of hoots. Moist pellets
rained down. “Bird droppings,” Mdachi said. “They've zeroed in on us."

“| seeapair of brown eyes,” Lenasaid, pointing to her left. “There behind those leaves!” The vegetation
stirred and the eyes disappeared.

“Probably a spider monkey,” Mdachi said.

Juan turned his head suddenly and saw some orchids move. The forest seemed to whisper to him.



“Could bejaguars,” Mdachi added, “if there are any left."
“Beready with your handguns,” Juan said.

Malachi laughed. “We'd never know what hit us, if they were hungry enough to attack. It'sthe small
thingsthat are morelikely to kill us—snakes or insects.” He peered ahead. “| see atrail.”

He swung his spade. Juan and Lena pushed through after him, and they came out on aworn footpath. It
cut in from their left and continued forward. Maachi led theway. Juan and Lena hurried after him.

Thetrall twisted, but kept westward. Juan looked around at the vast superorganism of the jungle,
composed of creaturesthat ranged in size from microbes to large animal's, working together under the hot
sky, drawing energy from sun and soil, losing it as motion, death, and decay. Theforest'simmortdity was
awillful thrust into time, squandering beauty aong the way, caring little for theindividud.

Thetrail cameto an overgrown incline and ran pardld. “ So it isahighway,” Mdachi said with relief.
They gazed down at the sprawling automated road. Two large trucks rushed by, doing at least a
hundred kilometers per hour along their guide path. Two hundred meters across the gray pavement, the
jungleresumed itslife.

“That's the sound we heard,” Lenasaid.

Maachi nodded. “But we can't stop anything that's running on program.”

Three trucks went by and the road was quiet again.

Lenaturned her head and said, “Voices."

Juan peered up the road and saw six human figures. Three of them were spraying vegetation, while the
others examined a control box by the roadside. “ L ooks like maintenance to me."

“Movedowly,” Mdachi sad. “They'rearmed.”
They went down the incline and came out on the shoulder of the road without being noticed.
“Spread out,” Mdachi said. “We're an easy target together.”

“Hédlo!” Juan shouted asthey walked toward the crew. A truck whisked by in the far lane, drowning
him out.

“They're wearing fibrous armor and face masks,” Mdachi said. “ Those are military hemets.
“What arethey afraid of 7’ Lenaasked.

“Raise your hands and keep them up,” Juan whispered. “Hello!"

The figures stopped and stood like statues.

“We'refriends!” Juan shouted.



Onetook a machine gun from his shoulder, pointed it at Juan, and shouted a string of words.
“Itisn't Spanish,” Juan said.

“Portuguese,” Mdachi whispered. He shouted back in the language and got a vehement reply. “He says
to come forward—dowly."

The men came to meet them. The one who seemed in charge stepped up to Juan and seemed to glare at
him through hissilvered face plate.

“Do you spesk English?’ Juan asked.

“I do,” the big man said. * Stand ill and say who you are.”
“Were aUN-ERS scientific team,” Juan replied.
“Areyou armed?’ Hedid not lift his mask.

“Automaticsin our packs,” Juan said.

“Surrender your wegpons. Are there more of you?'

“No,” Juan said as three other men surrounded them and began to search their packs. “Y ou have
nothing to fear from us,” Juan ingsted. “We did not approach you with weapons drawn.”

The man shrugged. “Y ou won't need them. What isyour business here?’

“Where are we, by the way?” Malachi asked, removing the gun casualy from Lenas pack and handing
it to one of the armed figures.

“Areyou joking? Brazil. Where did you think?"

“Of course, old chap, of course.” Madachi said, taking out Juan's gun and handing it over. “But you
know how easy it isto stray over borders out here. My gun'sin the lower zipper."

“The nearest border is hundreds of kilometerswest of here,” the man said with derison.

These were mercenaries, Juan redized. The government provided roads into the dwindling jungle, but
private companies kept them open. The swindling and murder of natives, airdrops of contaminated food
and clothing, illegal lumbering and strip mining, had been away of life for most of the last century. UN
Earth Resources Security had reversed the Amazon's decline by the turn of the century, but the sheer size
of the land mass still made some covert exploitation possble.

“Werelogt,” Juan said, convinced that the big man was considering whether he should kill them. “Our
plane went down east of here. We were making a connection in Limafor aflight to the Antarctic. Can
you cdl for hep?'

The big man did back his mask, revedling a dark, unshaven face. “ Of course. Thereisagovernment
field nearby. Well take you there. A plane goesto Limatwice aweek—or you can wait for the oneto
Brasliain fivedays.” Hetook his hand away from the machine gun and held up five gloved fingers.
“Terrorigt indios try to damage the road, but it's hard to do now.” He held up hiswesgpon and smiled.



“No bullets, just tranks. Better thisway than theirs, en?” He gestured with hisleft arm. “Our truck, just
up theroad.”

“Thank you,” Juan said, trying to hide hisfear.

* * * %

The vehicle was a massive air-conditioned trailer truck. They were shown to alounge areaiin the rear and
left done.

Madachi tried the door and found it locked. “I'm afraid we can't be sure they'll be helpful .”
Lenadropped her pack and sat down in an upholstered chair, looking more angry than afraid. “1 can't
believe we gave our wegpons away. Thislong run of bad luck will kill us.” Shelooked up and Juan saw

that she was struggling to stay calm. “What are we going to do?'
Hetook off his pack and said, “\We might have been killed on the spot if we hadn't surrendered our
weapons. We couldn't have prevented a search. Our only chanceisto intimidate them with who we are,

so they won't risk violence."

Malachi let his pack dip to the carpeted floor and said, “ Possibly. We haven't actualy seen them doing
anything. In fact, we may be wrong about who they are.”

“Tranquilizer bullets, my ass,” Juan said. “ These are hired thugs.”

Lenatook adeep breath and said in atrembling voice, “Who we areis exactly what they're afraid of .
They know well report their presence.”

Malachi said, “Y es, but that may not be enough for them to kill us. They're probably checking on our
plane story right now. They'll find out there's been no plane reported lost, but that won't prove were
lying. How else did we get here? They'll have to consider that we may betelling the truth and let us go.”
“Let'shope” Lenasaid, Stting back in the chair.

Juan ft agentle pull ashe sat down in the chair next to her. “Weremoving.” Maachi fell back onto a
small sofaand stretched. “Look at this place,” Juan said as glassesrattled in the bar.

“Nowindows,” Mdachi said. “1 saw heavy armor on the outside.”

They wereslent for awhile. Juan listened to the distant whine of the engines. There was nothing to be
done until the vehicle reached its destination.

“I wonder,” Lenasaid nervoudy, “if humankind may be dl that'sleft of the web's builders,” and Juan
knew that she wastrying to distract hersdlf.

“1 don't want that to betrue,” hereplied. “I'd like to think that our history showswere origina to our
planet, that we got thisfar, for what it'sworth, on our own, whatever we are. Clearly, we were visited,
but that'safar cry from tracing lineage."

Maachi grimaced. “Were dtill our jolly old salves, even the cheerless chaps running this bus.”

“But what happened,” Lena asked, “ after the two ships came to earth?”



“I think | gavethe likely explanation for that,” Maachi said camly. “The ships were meant to be
terminals, to beleft in place. The builders|eft through the frames™

Lenashifted in the chair. Juan noticed her growing unease as shetried to carry on the discussion. “Then
whose skeletons did we find?*

“Intruders,” Maachi said, “the same as us. Maybe they just starved to degth in that chamber after they
got in. The door might havefailed.”

Lenashook her head. *'Y ou mean they just went in and never came out?"

Malachi waved his hand as he reclined. “ One or two went in and didn't come out. Two more followed
and didn't come out. Findly they were dl in and the door failed when they tried to exit.”

“Sad,” Lenasaid.

Juan sat back. “1 keep worrying if were the same people who stepped into the frames, or exact
duplicates. If not, then our originals died out there.” It was the wrong thing to say, heredlized asLena
glanced a him.

“Weretheoriginds,” Maachi explained, “if our actua atoms were transmitted through the short-space
links, and copiesif only our patterns went through—that is, if we were scanned and rebuilt according to
the same scan from energy available within the system, which would make us exact twins of our originds,
who no longer exist. Astwinswell never fed any different. Of course, well have to know more about
the system to be sure whether thisisthe case or not, but my feding isthat the frames are direct
bridges—whatever stepsin, steps out. Wormholes being opened routingy.”

Lenabit her lower lip and looked at Juan. “But we are, well, we are oursalves ill, and they're gone,
whoever they were."

“We are exactly what wewere,” Juan answered. “ Same memories and fedings, if what Mal saysisthe
ca="

“Then what's the point of the distinction?” Lena asked.

“We're another set of the same, if the same atoms were not sent and reassembled,” Malachi answvered.
“Of course, socidly, it won't make any difference, and subjectively theré'sno way for ustotell, snce
we're the only ones|eft to remember. Even if we determine the nature of the technology, we won't fed
any different.”

“But well know,” Lenasaid, “that we died out there, as surely as Magnus did—and we may not have
much longer to live here”

“Yes” Maachi replied, scowling.

Juan imagined humanity swarming through the web, and wondered what other ingdlationsthe
gtarcrossers had placed in the solar system. There was something inside the Moon; there was probably a
gation in the Sun. “If we have our own suncore ation,” he said, “that might explain some of the
anomal ous measurements we've had over the last century. The Sun may be draining and won't last as
long aswe thought. A web of this kind could make a dent in the energy output of whole galaxies.”



“Maybe that's why they stopped,” Lenasaid.

Malachi sat up. “Weve done the same on Earth, with various nations hogging the world's resources at
onetime or another.”

“But where did the builders go?’ Juan asked. “Where are they now?"

Maachi shrugged. “We saw no evidence that they gill exist. They went e sewhere, became immaterid,
or merely perished in some way too subtle for them to have understood or prevented.”

“Since wewon't be able to hide what weve learned,” Lenasaid, “well haveto try to influence how it
will be used, how it will bereveded.” She amiled and added hitterly, “If welive

“How?’ Juan asked.
“Maybe by not teling everything a once.”
“Whatever wedo,” Juan said, “nothing will ever be the same again.”

Malachi took a deep breath and smiled. “Perhaps no one will find the ship, or us, if these chapskill us.
No onewill know we ever came home.”

Juan was slent; Lenaglanced a him. After afew moments Maachi motioned to them. They al moved
toward the center of theroom. “It'slikely we're being listened to,” Maachi whispered.

“It can't make any senseto them,” Juan replied. “It'sal out of context."

“Werredowing,” Lenasaid asthe glasses and bottlesrattled again in the bar. Juan looked at her and
Mal, and redlized that these might be their find moments.

17

DISCRETE ORBITS

Five shabby brick blockhouses made up the airport complex. The big man showed them into aroom and
smiled ashetook off hishemet. “Y ou will wait here—please.” He sat down in achair by the door and
closed hiseyes.

Juan went over to the lone, barred window and looked out at the sun-blasted runway; it seemed long
enough to land ajet. He thought of the ship in the hill, and itstwin in the distant suncore. Weve come
back across time again, he thought. It was dl a dream, the ships and web. How much was true and how
much had he and his companionsinvented in their clumsy efforts to understand the unknown? Wasthere
something in the ship with which they had communicated? It was al fragile guesswvork.

He turned from the window as L ena gpproached the guard. “What are we waiting for?” she demanded.

The man opened hiseyesand smiled. “1t will be afew minutes only. Today's planefor Limawas
cancelled.”



“May we make aphone cal?’ Maachi asked politely. “ There will be concern if we don't arrive on time.”
This seemed to upset the big man. He got up, opened the door, and | eft, locking it behind him.
“What was that about?’ Lena asked.

“Magic words,” Mdachi said. “A test, actudly. They may now let us use a phone, to find out whom we
ghdl call. That will suggest to them how they should behave toward us."

Juan took a deep breath and said to him, *'Y ou may have just saved our lives” Lenalooked dightly
relieved.

Madachi said, “If they're going to kill us, it will have to be before any phone cdls. That way we stay
missing.” Hetried the heavy door, without success.

They waited in slence. Juan tried to control his anxiety by staring out the window. He tensed as he heard
the door open behind him.

“Comewith me,” the big man'svoice said.

Juan turned around and saw the machine pistol in the man's right hand. Maachi went outside. Lena
followed. Juan hurried after her. The big man smiled a him as he went out.

The Brazilian herded them toward the next blockhouse, opened the door and motioned for them to go
ingde. “What'sthis?” Juan demanded.

“Phone,” the big man replied, gesturing with hiswespon.

Juan followed Lenaand Malachi inside. The door closed behind him; the lock clicked.

On the desk in the center of the room stood a phone. “They'll be listening on aspare,” Malachi said.
Juan sat down at the desk, started to punch in the coded number, then stopped.

“What'swrong?’ Lena asked.

“What'sthe rest?"

Malachi reached over and entered the final digits. They waited asthe call went through.

Titus Summet gaped at Juan from the screen, then blinked. “What? Where are you?"

“Somewherein the Amazonian jungle. Before you do anything ese, Titus, note our exact location and
identify yoursdf."

Summet glared at him for amoment, then nodded and said, “ Titus Summet here. Director, UN Earth
Resources Security. What do you need, Dr. Obrion?’ His upper lip twitched dightly.

“Werein Brazil,” Juan said, trying to smile. “We missed our connection in Limawhen our plane went
down."



Summet stepped out of view. Lenaand Malachi glanced at Juan apprehensively before the Director's
image regppeared. “ Have you identified yourselvesto the local authorities?” he asked.

“Not yet,” Juan replied. “They haven't asked for formal introductions.”

“Who'swith you?’ He peered out from the screen. “Dravic and Moede. Good. I'll send aplaneto take
you to Miami. Check into the Singapore, and stay put until | get there. Areyou in any difficulty right
now?'

“Uncertain,” Juan said.

“I'll dowhat | can. Just get on that plane when it arrives. It's out of Lima, so it should be quick.”

The screen faded before Juan could tell him about Magnus. Juan looked at Maachi. “Well, what do you
think?"

“Well see”
Lenasad, “I think he understood.”

“Thisishischance,” Juan sad, “to turn things around. It couldn't have been good for him paliticaly to
lose us and the dien ship. He wants us safe, under his direct control, so he can decide how to let dl this

play out."

Malachi nodded. “H€ll meet us aone, or with someone he trusts, to keep this from Dovzhenko while he
secures the ship. He has no reason to think we came back in any other way."

“Inaway,” Lenasaid, “wedid come back inaship.”

Malachi asked, “Do we just disappear when we get to Miami?*

“He might meet us a the plane, if | know Titus."

Lenasad, “We must be clear on what we want. Titus needs us. But we need him if we want to continue
towork and have any say inthis.” Shewaved her hand. “I know—my first impulseisto go and hide
somewhere—but | think we should at least tart with Titus and see where he stands. Secrecy isjust not
productive in the end, and they'll find out anyway. Well have to tell someone sooner or later.”

“| agree,” Mdachi said.

Juan nodded. “If they let us out of here.”

* k *x %

Juan watched the smdl hydrojet with UN-ERS markings land and taxi. The door to the blockhouse
opened; the big man looked disappointed as he motioned for them to come out, and led them to the
arcraft.

“Thanks apacket,” Maachi said to him asthey reached the plane. The Brazilian gave awolfish grin as
they climbed insde.

The jet took them up into a blue sky, reducing the jungle to a carpet of broccoli with burnt-out patches.



The weather turned cloudy. The craft climbed above the overcast and whispered north.
“I wonder what Titus said when he sent the word down,” Lenasaid in the window seat next to Juan.

Malachi grimaced. “What worries me is how the message got down to these thugs after it reached the
officid recipients”
“If it got down,” Lenareplied. “They might have smply let usgo, fearing trouble.”

* * % %

Juan spped his drink and gazed out at the calm ocean off Miami Beach, feding asif he had returned from
the dead, It was quiet here on the twentieth floor of the hotel. Theimmediate past seemed unred, the
present suspended. He tried not to think about Titus and what the web's discovery would do to the
world. The director had not met them at the airport, which indicated ameasure of trust.

Closing hiseyes, he breathed in the salty air and took along pull of the bourbon and water. The wet
glass reminded him of chilled strawberries. He heard afootfall and opened his eyes. Lena sat down in the
chair next to him and smiled as she adjusted her white robe.

“WhereésMa?’ he asked.

“Showering.” Shelooked out to sea. “Do you fed strange? Asif we're not redly back. Timeisdow,
memory fase"

She gazed at him and he wondered if now there would be time to say things, to explore each other, to
have fedings without the threat of danger.

“Juan,” she started to say, looking worried. Her eyes opened wide, and he saw that she wanted to tell
him something, but held back.

Hedrained hisglass and put it down by his chair, wondering how he felt about her.

She smiled when helooked at her again. “Too many drinks,” he said, feding suddenly that he could not
doubt her, that being without her friendship, at the very least, was unimaginable.

“What isit?’ she asked.

“I never had timeto alow my fedlingsto grow. Physicsrequires such ahugeinitid investment of time,
smply to reach competence, much less shine."

They were slent. “What will they let usdo?’ she asked.

“They'll haveto keep the three of ustogether,” he said, looking at hiswatch. “ Tituswill be here any

“What do you think will happen?’

He picked up his glass and looked at the melting ice, then drank some of the water. “A green comet will
sweep by.” Herattled the cubes. “Its verdant gaswill cover our planet, making us al good and full of
foresght. We might even grow an extraeyein our heads.” Helaughed and put down the glass. “Were
capable of everything and we accomplish nothing—nothing that goes very deep at any rate. Y ou grow a



human being until he'sfull of knowledge and insght, until he fedls degply and knows what's right, and then
hedies..."

“It'slike bresking fine musical instruments as soon asthey're seasoned,” she said. “But you can't blame
humanity for being subject to death, Juan. We haven't had timeto beet it yet."

Heturned his head suddenly. “ That's the doorbell. Hell have akey. Comein, Titus, were on the
bl cony!"

The door opened and closed. Juan stared at a ship on the horizon. “We're out herel” he repeated.

“Dr. Obrion?’ avoice asked. “Weve never met. Titus Summet sent me here to debrief your team. My
nameis Magnus Rassmussen.”

The glass dipped from Juan's hand and shattered on the hard floor. “What the hell?*

“Summet will definitely be heretomorrow.” There was no mistaking the voice. Juan looked at Lena, got
up, and staggered into the suite.

The tal man confronted him with Magnus's contempl ative gaze. His gray hair was more closely cropped.
Hewore akhaki suit with an open white shirt, and held abriefcasein hisright hand.

“How did you get here?” Juan asked, shaken.

Lenacamein. Maachi burst out of the bathroom in histowel. The man stared at them, puzzled. “1 flew
infrom New Y ork. What'swrong?"'

Magnus lived—but the relief and joy welling up inside Juan was out of place; how could the man be
dive?

Lenahurried up to thetal man. “Itisyou!"

“You haveatwin,” Maachi sad.

“What do you mean?’ the man asked.

Lenaregained her composure and stepped back. “Y ou have no ideawhat ashock thisisto us."

The vigtor sat down in achair with the briefcasein hislap, and looked up at each of theminturn. “I was
to have gone with you to the Antarctic, but | know the three of you only by reputation.”

“What have you been told?’ Juan asked.

“Why, everything that happened in the Antarctic. Y ou'reto tell me what happened after the dien ship
carried you away."

Juan glanced a Mdachi, then a Lena. “Magnus, we can't account for your presence here.”

The man winced at the sound of hisfirst name. “What do you mean? Weve never met, and | don't have
atwin brother."



Juan said, “Who are you? Thethree of us saw you die.”

The man's grimace shook Juan's confidence. A bit thinner, less hair and afew more wrinkles, but this
was Magnus Rassmussen.

“It'strug” Lenasaid. “You went with us."

Rassmussen frowned &t her.

“We buried you,” Mdachi said, “insane asit sounds.”

Juan gazed intently a the man he had come to admire. Rassmussen looked puzzled and said, “1 cannot

imagine why you would say these thingsto me.” He fumbled nervoudy with his briefcase, and took out a
small recorder. “ But start from the beginning, and tell adead man everything you can recall.”

* k k %

It was evening when Juan finished. With the recorder ill on, Magnus said, “ So the frames not only
bridge space, but alow passage across probability. The three of you have returned to aworld where |
didn't go with you. And if symmetry is conserved, your twinsfrom here arejust as puzzled somewhere
de"

“Schrédinger's Door,” Maachi said from the sofa.
“Exactly,” Magnus answered, Stting back in hischair.

Juan got up and paced the room again. “It dso worriesus,” he said, “that if we've been duplicated—that
is, if the frames are not direct bridges—then we've not only crossed lines of probability, but we're not our
origind selves."

Lenabit her lower lip and reached down to pour herself another cup of coffee from the tray on the floor.
“We may have died in one of these universes,” she said shakily as she sat back in her chair.

Magnus nodded. “ And there's one in which only two of you survived, or one—an infinite series of
branchings, congtantly splitting, diverging at every point throughout the cosmos.™

“Can this explain what happened to the builders?’ she asked.

“Wemust assume,” Magnus said, “that they knew enough physics to understand what their frames could
do. They might have planned to use the web in thisway, accepting asocia system based on variant
individuals. But we can only speculate.”

“What about asymmetricd effects?’ Juan asked.

Magnus raised his eyebrows. “Y ou think the builders might have disappeared from our universe—I
mean your universe. They may be present in thisone, for al we know."

“Could they have dl disappeared in such away?’ Lenaasked.
“With endless dternates available, even asymmetry may occur.”

“We didn't see enough of theweb,” Malachi said, “to know if it's deserted, or, for that matter, if thereis



aweb beyond the maps we saw.”

Magnus nodded. “The builders may not be here either—if probable worlds run in a spectrum of fine
shadings, with minor differences packed closdly together. Y ou'd haveto travel far off your reference axis
to runinto amgor difference. It would be interesting to do s0."

Juan stopped pacing and said, “ The buildersran into the splitter effect, athough we can't be certain of
that. But they decided to use the web anyway. Still, | don't see how aprobability might be drained of
their presence. Maybe they decided to abandon the web, which they at first built to connect suns, ships,
and planets, but asthey devel oped they decided to leave naturd worldsfor new life, redizing that taking
al that power might prevent fresh intelligences from arisng. Maybe they redlized that new minds are the
most precious thing in nature—so they moved beyond the use of natural worlds and now livein mobile
habitats, obtaining their needed resources from sun syslems not likely to produce new life."

“All thismay betrue,” Magnus replied. “ Some starcrossers may il exist in our spaces, in distant

sectors of their web, and in mobile worlds. Others may have | eft our space-time. But I'm not sure we can
credit them with compassion for other life on the basis of what you've seen.” He paused for amoment, as
if listening to an inner voice. “ Curious. Asyou spoke, Juan, | fdt asif | were remembering being out there
withyou."

“Perhaps there's some leakage between variants,” Lenasaid. “What if al probabilities are one and the
same at abasic level, except when separated by technica means?’

“Digturbing,” Magnus replied.

Lenagot up, went over to the door, and turned on the overhead light, dimming it to acomfortable glow.
Juan sat downin achair. “Magnus, may | ask you a personal question?”’

The older man looked at him asif he knew what it would be. “Go ahead.”

“Areyou under Summet'sthumb?

“What do you mean?’ Magnus asked softly.

“We have to know what kind of man Summet ishere,” Juan said.

Magnus nodded. “ Y es, | suppose | am. He sent me because he could trust me, and because | would
have gone with you. Look, he'sgiven meall the chances| deserve a my age, so you might say I'm his
man. He's never asked meto be dishonest. Is that what you wanted to know?"

“What's happening at the Directorate?’ Juan asked.

Magnus took a deep breath. “ Titus may be replaced if he's seen to be making too many mistakes, even
if they aren't mistakes. In your world he may have aready been replaced. Y our return may help him stay
inoffice.” Magnus smiled wanly. “Y ou must admit, it's afirst-rate secret you've brought back, and the
fact of your return will confirm hisjudgment in sending you.”

“Who knows we're back?” Juan asked.

“I'm the only one he called, but he'sworried about the mercenaries. I'm sure you didn't intentiondly tell
them anything, but did you discuss things among yoursel ves when you were done? Y our conversations



might have been overheard or recorded. Granted, little of what you said will be understood, but it might
make sense to others|ater.”

“Wereworried,” Juan said, “about how Tituswill usedl this. Will he enhance UN-ERS power or aly
himsalf with nationa groups, if they don't dready control him?”

“He needs everyone,” Magnus answered. “ Remember, the UN-ERS bureaucracy is one thing, but the
nationa bureaucracies of the United States, Russia, China, Japan, South America, and the European
States st withinit, and Titus hasto play them off against each other for some kind of balance.
Environmental problemstend to moderate these rivalries, but the totditarians are il with us, dedicated
to the control of wedlth through rapid, shortsighted means. Y oulll have to work with Titusto have any
leverage. He knows only about a ship, and nothing about the web or this probability effect. Lack of
knowledge could makethisall very dangerous. Even vague suspicions about hidden facts could turn

thingsnegty."

“Hésright,” Mdachi said. “If we disgppeared, they'd till discover everything for themsdlves, soit'sup
to usto help determine how the world will use dl this, as much aswe can.”

“And save Tituss assin the bargain,” Juan added.
“Dont let it become amatter of persondities,” Magnus said. “ Someone worse may replace Titus."
“Juan, he'sright,” Lenasaid.

“It'sonly just,” Magnus continued, “that you al benefit from and help guide what happensto this
discovery. The paliticswill be bad enough without your stepping aside.”

“You'reright,” Juan said. He relaxed allittle, then wondered if hisfather was divein thisworld. It would
be that way, he redlized, discovering differences of detail.

Magnus stood up and walked over to the bar cart. Slowly, he dropped a cube of icein aglassand
poured some bourbon. He sipped and turned around, “1 know you fedl that you've lost your world.
Worse, you doubt your identities. But, if you will forgive amore impersond attitude, therés ill alot
|eft—everything essentid, infact.”

Rdativity and quantum mechanics, Juan redized, might have profound psychologicd implications. Was
there some observer effect that had drawn them into thisworld, where Magnus lived, and not another?
Juan felt the darkness within himsdf. How many of him had stepped across the night sky? Perhgpsthe
infinity of variants merged together to produce peak moments, arichness of redity, atexture of
psychologica contingency which could never be exhausted. Were dreams and mulltiple personditiesthe
overlap between variants? Was the mystery he sometimes saw in the eyes of another asign of possibility
splitting at each firing of asynapsein the brain? Life seemed thin at times, with people moving in discrete
orhits, circling some vast emptiness, yearning to touch, to quantum legp into amore intense state, thereto
combineinto greater wholes. The fearful masters of humankind's world—this variant included—had set
themselves to choke possihility, chain cregtivity to politics and economic interests, hold back the waves
that yearned to break on kinder shores. New doors were opening, but others were closing behind him.
Could he believe that the four peoplein thisroom could dispense the blessings of the web to humankind?
They at least understood and cared, he told himself; but to succeed demanded more than moral
ideals—it demanded their violation in the name of greater idedls. Perhaps Titus was necessary after dl.

“What now?’ Lenaasked Magnus, and Juan felt that amillion years had passed. He hungered for the



smple absence of disappointment, for naive hope; perhaps the cauldron of probability might giveit to
him.

Magnus looked down into hisdrink and said, “1 won't keep you here, and | won't indgst on what you
should tell Titus. Y ou can do what you wish with the disk in that recorder.”

Lenawent up to him and said, “ Y ou are till one of us."

He smiled. “How could | be otherwise, now that you've told me about mysalf? By theway, | would be
very interested in reading my namesake's notebook.”

“What prevented you from going with us?’ Juan asked, suddenly fearing for him again.

“Oh, ahit of illness.” He wandered onto the open balcony. “So I'm buried out there, under an dien
tree.” He gazed digpassionately up at the bright, starry sky, then took along sip from hisdrink and said,
“How poetic away to end."

[
WORLDSFOR THE WIND

And | say to any man or woman, Let your soul stand cool
and composed before a million universes
—Wat Whitman
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ACROSS AN AUTUMN

Juan took his time walking across town from the train station. He had checked his bag there because he
was uncertain about staying, even though his parents had wel comed him on the phone. Suddenly it
seemed that he was walking home across the same autumn he had known on hisfirst day of high schoal.
The oak, maple, and walnut trees that had been planted in this mountain valey by the town's builders
were anidand of yellows and redsin aseaof pines, firs, and giant redwoods. Hope and caring surged
through him as he bresthed in the unseasonable warmth. There was till time to defest the old darkness
within the human heart, and the future might yet belong to learning and loving....

A knot tightened in his stomach as he turned the corner and stopped a block away from his boyhood
home, redlizing abruptly that everyday redity was akind of congeded chaos. Human perceivers drifted
on quicksands, extracting only astatistical order from cosmic extremes. He stared at the two-story
wooden structure with suspicion, asif it might suddenly dissolve back into the quantum sea of mysteries
that washed around the human shore.

But as he gazed at the Street, the small town took on an awesome permanence. Thiswas the only world
that could be, holding its shape stubbornly, asif al the diverging waves of probability had collgpsed into
one. The bright yellow-red leavesfalling from the trees were a changel ess change. The sireet had been
repaved, but that made no difference. The single-family houses were in good repair. The wood and brick
structures seemed to belong with the more modern ones of flexible ceramic and glass. Everywhere,
human will restrained change with continuity.



Hereminded himsdf that the father he would meet here had known his son's college years and early
adulthood asascientist, al the years Juan had lived without afather. The other man had died mocking his
son'sfuture profession. Would this stranger a'so mock? His mother had looked and sounded pretty much
the same over the phone. These people were expecting avist from their son, nothing more; it would be
impossblefor him to explain.

Angelas house was till there across the street. Painfully, he remembered their senior year breakup.
Bert's house stood next to it, somewhat changed by additions. Juan had not seen hisfriend since
graduation. What were friends supposed to be? He sometimes imagined friendships as unique, cosmic
events, never to be taken lightly; but they too often becamertrivia, repetitive betrayals of everything that
was great-souled in human beings.

Hefdt confused as he went down the block. What right did he have to thisworld? It was not the place
from which he had sarted; and yet it was his, overlaid with an infinity of autumns, inwhich hewasa
stranger come home. What mattered a misplaced knothole in the redwoods surrounding the town? The
roots and the mountains were the same, despite the flow of probabilitiesin the minds of observers. This
was il his Earth because it embodied the choices of hisworld; oneway or another, the footprints of the
human higtory he knew were dl over it.

He came to the open gate and stopped, remembering how often he had been blamed for leaving it open.
He closed it behind him, feeling virtuous, and walked up to the old screen door. Hereit is, he cried out
inwardly as he rang the bell. In the next few impossible moments he would confront avariant of his
mother and aliving father. Listening to the old man on the phone and staring into his squinting eyes had
been unnerving—asiif he were reproaching his son for disturbing the dead. Juan was suddenly unableto
believe that they would meet. The door would open and he would be in hisown world again. I'm
dreaming, hetold himsdlf. He was only a quantum echo of himsdlf here. The redl Juan Obrion had
returned to the primary world, the variant where hisfather was dead. At any moment the echo wave
would collgpse and he would rgjoin himsdlf.

Herang the bell again. Worlds split within him. In one his mother had died; in another hisfather lay dying
while his son waited at the door; in athird the Obrions had remained childless; in afourth he had brothers
and ssters and there was no electric bell on the door, forcing visitors to rap on the wooden frame; and in
an infinity of othersthe differences were so trivid that it might take weeksto ferret them out. What was
the range of humankind's possible worlds? He saw them stacked against each other like photo negatives,
with ghostly images overlaying each other.

Theinner door opened. His mother's gray eyes examined him through the screen. She seemed thinner,
younger.

“Joe, he'shere!” she called into the house, then struggled with the latch.

Juan heard hisfather'sfamiliar cough. “Well, get himingde,” he answered in atrembling voice.

The old lock clicked at last, and the door opened. He stepped inside.

“Where'syour bag?’ Adela Obrion asked, leading him into the living room. He didn't answer. “Dinner's
just about ready,” she said as he kissed her on the cheek. “Do you need to use the bathroom or
anything?’ Shelooked at him asif something about him puzzled her.

Hisfather raised himsdf from his chair, came forward and grasped him by the ebows asif about to hug



him, then stepped back. José Obrion was heavier, but hisblack hair showed only a sprinkle of gray.

“You look well,” he said, motioning for Juan to St down. Adela hurried from the room as hisfather
poured him aglass of red wine. Juan sat down on the sofaacross from his chair.

The room seemed unchanged, with its blue walls and the red, blue, and black carpet his parents had
brought back from avacation in Cozume. Hisfather sat down in the straight-backed chair from which he
had always presided and said, “Y our old friend Bert's doing well with his construction business.”

“Oh?1 didn't know he was back here."

José Obrion raised hisbrows. “ Three years now. I'm sure | told you. He'd be glad to see you.”

Juan sipped hiswine, trying to ignore his father's accusatory tone. Bert's back and doing well at
something practicd, like you might have done, his father had meant to say; he had not changed.

Juan glanced around the room. Family pictures still ssood among the few books on the shelf near the
video screen. A younger Juan, wearing a cap and gown, stood next to hisfather, who in hisworld had
never seen him graduate from high school. Another photo, of Juan and his mother, had obvioudy been
taken at his college graduation.

“Hesmarried,” hisfather said, still about Bert. “ Got together with the Snyder girl. They'll haveakidina
few months.” The Bert Juan knew had decided to join the Navy and see the world, and had dways
feared that thissmall town would trap him.

“Dinner'sready!” hismother called. The familiar odors of Smmering beans and onions reached Juan. He
got up and went into the dining room.

His mother looked a him strangely as he sat down next to her. “What isit?’ he asked, tensng.
Hisfather camein and sat down at the head of thetable, at Juan'sright.

“Joe, don't you notice?’ she asked him.

“I seehim gtting there.”

“Hiseyesdon't seem gray. They look as brown asyours."

“Mugt bethelight,” hisfather said, squinting.

“Areyou wearing contacts?’ his mother asked, gazing at him with suspicion.

“Yes, | haveto wear lenses now,” Juan lied.

Hisfather grimaced. “His own color wasn't good enough for him, | suppose.” He Sarted to serve
himsdf.

“Joe, don't,” hismother said softly.

Suddenly Juan wanted to explain, to blurt out that he was il their son, to tell them that in the world
from which he had come and in countless others his father was dead. He wanted to shout to them that



this was amiracul ous meeting, even though they would be unable to understand. A chill went through him
as heredlized that perhaps no Juan Obrion had returned to his Earth. He and his companions had died
far from home asthey struggled through the aien maze. He wondered if there was some sensein which
he was one with theinfinity of his other selves, the dreams of one would be the redity of another asthe
moments of decison split off from him. He imagined an absolute salf standing apart from theif-worlds,
gathering theinfinity of perspectivesthat swam in the ocean of physical truth.

“What isit, dear?’ hismother asked. All suspicion was gone from her eyes. Her face seemed unlined,
amaog youthful.

“Just abit tired, Mom, that'sal.”

“So how'swork?’ hisfather asked. “Earning more?’

“I've been inthe orbital park alot, and in some ... remote places.”

Hisfather grimaced. “What kind of lifeisthat? | guess|'ll never understand what it isyou do."

“I go where conditions are right to study certain kinds of things,” Juan said defensively. “It'sthe only way
for the work to get done.”

“Y eah, but what do the rest of us get out of it? We pay taxes and theworld is till falling apart.”

“That's not the point,” Juan started to say and stopped himsealf, determined not to be drawn in. Hisfather
was right about human folly, but he had ahabit of linking things together unfairly. Here, Juan redized, was
asmdl juncture. A wholeworld had just split off, one in which he was arguing vehemently with hisfather.
He could dmost hear the sounds of that world fading away. Every choice was being made both ways,
with infinite variations. There was even one world in which he had won the argument, in which hisfather
had understood and agreed with him.

“Who do you think you're fooling?” hisfather demanded. “Y ou dreamers and tinkerers are out for
yourselves, not to help therest of us. Y ou build your toysfor yourself. Sure, therest of us aren't better,
but you put matches in the hands of children. It'sabad world, but don't tell me you're making it any
better."

“Joe—please!” hismother cut in, suddenly looking old and tired.

Her husband pushed hisfood away and stared at her with outrage. “1t's down on us every day! Who do
you think pays him? He should be raising decent people to come after him, assuming therell be aworld
for them. When the environment collapsesthey'll draw their weaponsto fight over what'sleft.” He looked
at Juan. “Y ou haven't been hereto see dl the dead trees. There's no fish in the streams, and our drinking
water stinksworse every year. Who do you think you are to stand apart from the rest of us?I'll tell you
who you are—when theré'sno more air to breathe, you'll be one of the few who livesin the sealed
air-conditioned cities while the rest of the world chokes, because you'll be needed to make them work.”
He shut up suddenly.

“Go ahead,” Juan said, “finish what you haveto say."

José Obrion took a deep breath. “'Y ou bow before a thing called knowledge, which doesn't help most
people but keeps you amused. Ordinary peoples’ lives are nothing to you."



“It'snot likethat at al."
“Then how isit?'
Juan shrugged. “We work, we do some good, we pass on what we know, much like everyone else.”

“The'we sounds grand in your mouth. We work, we do some good. Listen to yourself lie!” Helooked
away and seemed to struggle with himself. “ According to you, the rest of usdon't livein therea world."

“1 know how you fed,” Juan said as he stood up, “but we need more expertise and better technologies,
not less. Our kind's just come out of a disastrous century—we had problems never faced by any past
civilization. Y ou can't set the clock back and start again. We have to tame what we've created.”

Hisfather grimaced at him. “But we can't tame ourselves! It's like trying to organize pigsto become
horses.” He stared at him intently when Juan failed to answer. “ Ahah—you don't really believe what

you're saying."
“lan't either of you going to eat?” his mother asked.
Juan shook hishead. “I'm not hungry. | think I'll go for awalk.”

José Obrion stared at hisfood, looking defeated. “1 guess you'll just go on doing what you want. It'stoo
late for the rest of us."

His mother followed him to the door. “He hasn't been himsdlf,” she explained. “Don't be too hard on
him. He's getting old, and thisis hisway of letting go, of giving up so he doesn't haveto fed theloss.
Maybe you could spend some time aone with him tomorrow, before you leave.”

Juan kissed her on the cheek. *Y ou understand him. He's disappointed by life, but so areweall.
Whatever hewantsfromme, | can't givehim.”

“Don't be angry, dear. It will only hurt you theway it did him."

“I'm not angry,” Juan said, opening the door. She reached out to touch him as he hurried out. The door
clicked shut. He knew that she was looking after him through the smal window as he went through the

gate.

The street wasfull of people, faces set in expressons as uncomfortable asill-fitting shoes. An old man
hobbled past him, looking vagudly like his high school history teacher. Two women glanced at him from
across the street, unsure whether they knew him or not. One of them resembled Angela, but he didn't
look back to make sure.

Wind swirled leaves around him as he turned the corner and decided to get his bag from the station. He
fdt theinfinity of his selves stepping acrossthe fracture lines of probability, making al choices at once.
Helooked up at the overcast sky. The dien maze waited beyond the daylight of worlds. What will we do
withit, he asked himsdlf as his father's fears blossomed within him.
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REUNION



At hisleft and right, as he entered the dien frame, Juan saw himself replicated to infinity, crossing the
universein perfect step. Lena confronted the line, searching for him among his endless doubles. She
doubled by the power of two, determined to provide one of hersdf for each of hisinfinity, but it would
dtill be forever before she found hisorigind, and he would never know her....

He awoke. The clock next to his bed glowed brightly. He focused and saw that it was aminute past nine

in the morning. He sat up and brushed the touchpl ate below the clock face. The window of the hotel

room lit up into a scene of ocean and palm trees. He pressed again, clearing the window to reveal the
hazy New Y ork skyline.

The phone buzzed.

“Yes? hesad.

“Areyou up?’ Lenaasked. “I've beenin the hotd since last night, but | didn't want to disturb you.”

He leaned over and turned on the small screen. Her smiling face appeared. He smiled back, surprised at
how glad he wasto see her.

“How wasyour trip?’ she asked.

He raised the bed to a sitting position and swiveled the screen up in front of himsdlf. “My father wasn't
much different from the man | remembered. How about you?"

“My parentsare dive,” shereplied, “but my father isjust as absent here, except that he sometimes sends
aletter. | was aso divorced ayear ago—from the man | dmost married before. It seems we're on good
terms, judging from anote he sent.” Her face became solemn. “What if weld had achild? | can't imagine
how | would have dedlt with coming back to achild | didn't know, who would have been mine eveniif |
hadn't carried it.” She paused. “My mother's hair is blond here, but maybe shetintsit. | think afew of my
acquaintances have different eye colors. One oddity—afew street numbers are off by one or two."

Juan said, “My mother noticed my eye color, so | told her | was wearing contacts.”

“And she bdieved you?'

“I didn't stay long enough to be found ouit. It's still our world, | suppose.”

“Juan, may | come up?!

“Jugt give me afew minutesto shower."

He pushed the screen away as it faded. The phone buzzed again as he sat up on the edge of the bed.
“Yes?' he asked, afraid that Lena had found some reason not to see him.

The picture did not come on. “Obrion, thisis Summet. This message will remind you that I'll be there
some time before noon. Have your group ready. We haveto be at the UN by haf past noon."

There seemed to be no change in the ERS chief. Mdachi ill claimed to understand him, but he was the
same old failed scientist playing a UN politics and supervising taent. He did hisjob, but an unfedling



bastard was an unfedling bastard in al possible worlds, Juan told himself as he went into the bathroom to
shower.

* * * %

Maachi smiled and sat back on the hotel's Sitting room sofa. “| went back to my family'svillage, just out
of curiogity, please understand. And my grandmother was aive—the one who told me fanciful stories
when | wasachild."

“How did she greet you?’ Lenaasked, Sitting cross-legged on the rug. Juan shifted from his dumped
position in the heavy chair.

“Shewas convinced,” Maachi said, “that | wasfilled with spirits. Came from traveling through their
worlds™"

“And therest of your family?’ Lenaasked.

Malachi took out a cigarette, struck it on the pack, and took adeep drag. “ Still in the ground, I'm
afraid.” He exhded toward the ventilator.

The doorbell chimed. Juan looked toward it nervoudy. “Comein,” he shouted.
It did open and Magnus entered.

“Hello!” Maachi sang out. Lenastood up, smiling. Juan felt amoment of agony for the other Magnus as
he roseto greet him.

“Summet won't be here until later this afternoon,” Magnus said as he sat down in the straight-backed
chair by thewriting teble.

There was along, uncomfortable silence. Maachi crushed out his cigarette. Lena sat down uneasily on
the edge of the sofa. “What isit?’ Juan asked softly.

“What you would expect. Summet isunder great pressure from the Russians, and just about everyone
ese, to shareinformation. HeEs told them what he knows, namely that you left Earth in the dien starship
and came back by amore advanced system to a second starship somewherein Brazil. But of course
Ivan Dovzhenko isn't satisfied with a secondhand report, and he wants the ship'slocation.”

“We don't know exactly whereitis” Maachi said.

“But you canfindit?"

{3 YS.II
Magnus scratched the white stubble on his balding head. “ Tituswill brief you for the UN-ERS hearing.”

Lenasaid, “Y ou mean hesgoing to tell uswhat not to say.”

Magnus took a deep breath. “Most everyone aready expectsto hear an edited version, so they'll be
suspicious no matter how much you reveal. The mgor UN-ERS members are examining the satellite
scans of the Amazon, and may want to send observersinto thejungle. They havearighttodoit, and a
right todl ERSinformation.”



“Sowhat is Summet up to?’ Lenaasked.

“Hewantsto know everything first,” Magnusreplied. “ Only afew peopleredizethat the dien
technology may affect us profoundly, so they're preparing to control how that will happen, or evenif it
will be permitted to happen. Titusistrying to keep the lid on, so the network of power cliques doesn't
become paranoid. And he sees a chance to enhance ERS power, I'll admit. He sees no reason why it
shouldn't benefit ERS. Given past ERSfailuresin world affairs, he fedsthat ERS both needs and
deservesto have more authority.”

“What do you think we should do?” Juan asked.

“Hold nothing back. The only safety liesin everyone knowing everything, whatever adjustments occur
among the power groups.”

“I agree,” Lenaadded. “It'stoo late for secrecy. We must try to influence what happens.”
Madachi sad, “But will old Tituslet ustdl al?*
“What can hedo?’ Lenaasked. “Can helock us up, Magnus?'

“Well know,” Mdachi said, “if he shows up with security types.”

* k k %

Asthey waited, Magnus said, “1 wonder what determined that the three of you would return to this
particular variant?'

“Are you suggesting that we had a choice?’ Juan replied.

“Perhaps you al wished that | had not gone out therewith you.” He glanced at Juan asif about to add
something.

“Pure speculation,” Maachi said.

“Of course,” Magnus answered. “But if it'strue that the field of human experience branches aswaves
break into amind, then afluid redlity isat every ingant affected by avariety of factors, anong them,
perhaps, the will of the perceiver—which isjust another determinism, but from theinsde. Apply any
force to the plenum of ghostly possibilities and a specific world presentsitsdlf.”

“Areyou suggesting,” Juan said, “that there are no paralld variants, but one world which twitches
through aninfinity of Sates?"

Magnus smiled. “I'm not very clear. Perhapsthat'sal that branching should mean, with variants confined
to our imaginations."

Malachi said, “But your ghosties would have to be actua in order to be able to come forward.”

Magnus nodded. “Y es, but imagine aprime-world line, with an infinity of variant offshoots existing at
lower energy dates.”

“It'schilling,” Lenasaid, “to think there might be feebler versons of our lives, trailing off into nothingness.



Some daysit fedsthat way."

Magnus smiled. “ Given the coarseness of our perceptual gear, such ashadowy world of low probability
would till appear continuousto peopleliving init. Wejust can't see fine enough to see through it.”

“They'red| our world,” Juan said, “except that we've moved from one to another and remember the
previous one. The builders of the web broke more than the tyranny of space-time.”

“Still,” Magnus continued, “redlity dways seemsto be stubbornly one, with possibility only asweet
mirage"

Juan stood up and paced. “ The question iswhat will the ships and the web do to our kind?"

“Some good, | hope,” Maachi said, “by taking away the problems of scarcity.”

Juan stopped pacing and sat down. “I just don't believe that aworld of plenty will change human insdes.
Motives of power will affect how we change over to an energy-rich culture, and be with uslong
afterward.”

Malachi said, “I don't see anything happening very quickly in the applications of the alien technology.
Limited exploration of the web will be all we can manage. Perhaps even that will be forbidden when we
tell Summet about the variant effect.”

Juan took adeep breath. “Maybe delaying thingsis the best we can do.”

The door chimed.

“Comein,” Juan said.

It did open, revealing Titus Summet and three men. They stayed outside as he came in and the door
closed. He paused and looked at each person in turn. Juan gave him anod. Lena stood up and sat down
at one end of the sofa. Malachi leaned back at the other end and hooked aleg over the armrest. Magnus
went to the window, glanced outside, then turned to face the gathering.

“Sorry I'mlate,” Summet said, grunting as he sat down in the empty chair. His graying brown hair and
bushy eyebrows were unchanged, as was the scowl that twisted his eyebrows and deformed hisnose. “I
didn't want a hearing, but we're stuck with it.” He shifted his stocky frame.

“Who'll bethere?’ Juan demanded.

Summet crossed hislegs. “ Security heads. ERS nationa chiefs. A few regular UN people. Asfew
people as possible.”

Juan leaned forward in hischair. “And you're hereto tell uswhat to say."

Summet gave him alook of exasperation. “Now you know that we only have two choices—reved
everything or be selective. And it's pretty much up to the three of you, isn't it?"

“What do you mean?’ Juan asked.

Summet looked around the room. “1 want al of you to be satisfied. What would you have happen from



al of this?"

“Are you so concerned?’ Juan said.

Summet smiled at him. “Okay, Juan, | won't pretend to understand your motives. Maybe your didike of
meis understandable. I'll try to explain myself to you. The three of you are closest to what's been
discovered, so | give you credit for having the best view of it as of now. It's bad science to keep secrets,
and they can't be kept without eventua harm and embarrassment to al concerned. So tell me—what do
you dl know that will help us? Juan, | know I've been unfair to you in the past. All | can say isthat my
actions were necessary, and I'm sorry if you were offended. It wasn't persond, | assure you."

Thiswas not quite the man Juan had known, even though the other might have said the same thingsin
thisgtuation.

“The ship took you on aride,” Summet continued, “but it didn't bring you back. According to
Rassmussen's report, you concluded that the ship you left in and the ship through which you returned
were being used to set up an intergtellar transport system, and that the builders left through the frames
oncethe shipswerein place."

Juan nodded.

“And the ship in the Amazon is il linked to the ship that carried you away?"

“That's correct,” Juan said.

“And you believe thisdien sysem is quite extensve?"

13 Yall

“Now, what aren't you telling me?’ Summet demanded.

Juan glanced at Lenaand Maachi. Their expressions seemed to be saying that it was up to him. He
looked toward Magnus, but the older man was gazing out at the New Y ork skyline.

Summet said, “Juan, | know how you worry about things. Well and good. Sodo |, in my own way. But
you can't live and not get your hands dirty, not if you want a chanceto act and get afew thingsright.
That'sdl the chance you may ever get, imperfect asit may be, to make things come out better than they
would otherwise. Y ou can't expect more from people, or from yoursdlf.”

A villain dwaysimagines he'sa hero, Juan thought. “ Y ou settlefor too little,” he said softly, noticing a
roach making itsway acrossthe vast plain of the green rug.

Summet glanced at it when it came by him. *Y ou're politicaly naive, and very lucky. Without this
discovery you'd have priced yoursdlf out of al human give-and-take.” He paused, asif struggling with
himsdlf. “Why don't you tell me how we should handle this hearing?’

“Y ou sound fearful of it,” Lenasaid.

Summet shrugged. “Y ou can be forced to appear and give testimony.”

Juan stood up. “ Are you threstening us with your goons?



“Sit down, Juan. Do you want to destroy your career? | won't be able to help you past apoint. Let me
turn the question around. What's got the three of you so on edge? Tell meand I'll help. Thereé's no other

way."

Juan looked a Malachi, then at Lena as he sat down. Summet stared at him for afew moments. “ Okay,
well let it go. Maybe your judgment is better than mine and | shouldn't know more right now. But tell
everything at the hearing that | know up to now—no more, no less. Or are you planning to surprise me

there?’ He leaned forward. “I'll be as naive asyou are and ask you—isthat what you're planning? | warn
you, security is Sfting through everything it can get its hands on. Care to speak up now?"

“Just what is security doing?’ Lenaasked.

Summet waved his hand. “ Just arun-through of your movements since you left Florida. Routine checks.
Maybe they won't find anything, but if they do, it's out of my hands."

“Just what isin your hands?’ Juan asked, looking over at Magnus, who was sill staring out the window.

Summet sghed. “Not as much asyou'd think."
20

THE HEARING

“Dr. Obrion,” Chairman Y amamurasaid, “weve read Dr. Rassmussen's debriefing report. | think |
gpeak for al of us here when | say that what we want from you now is not more details, but your

assessment of the discovery'simportance.”

They sat around a doughnut-shaped table, under acelling of white light that seemed uncomfortably
close. Six nationa ERS chiefswere present. Magnus and Summet were seeted at the chairman'sright.

“What did you learn of the ship'sfunctioning?’ Y amamura continued. “And why did it leave suddenly?*

Juan glanced a Lenaand Mdachi, who sat at hisright. “We learned enough to survive, when one of
us—quite by accident—discocvered the ship's replicators, which enabled us to duplicate our food and
gear. In time we came to suspect that the ship draws power directly from anet of sars, thus avoiding the
need to carry the vast amounts of fuel necessary for interstellar voyages.”

The big Hawaiian shifted in his chair and smiled. “Be more specific. Dr. Obrion, so that my colleagues
can appreciate what this technology might mean for our food and energy economies.” Y amamura

motioned for Juan to continue.
“Sun stations Sit at the cores of net stars,” Juan said, “but in hyperspace, congruent with the star's
position in our space. Unlimited power, practicaly speaking, flows through the foreshortened channels of

this otherspace, feeding, | suspect, awholefleet of starships. The cores of the power unitswithin stars
wink in and out of norma space to draw energy from each star in the web.”

“If I may ask, Dr. Obrion, and please don't take offense, but how did you find al this out?"

Skeptica looks appeared on the faces of the other chiefs. The Russian scowled; the Chinese shifted



nervoudy in his chair. The European seemed bewildered, while the South American amiled. Thetall
African was doodling on his notepad.

“Waél, no one came and told us,” Juan said softly.
The South American laughed. The Russian chuckled.

“What led usto our conclusion,” Juan continued, “was a series of events. The ship attained a significant
fraction of light speed. We concluded that from the color shiftswe saw in the sarsfore and aft. Then, as
we gpproached a gtar, the ship winked in and out of normal space, asif taking anavigationa sighting, and
jumped into otherspace for the approach to the suncore station. We can't be sure why it made this stop,
but it might have been for maintenance. Asthe ship left the Sation, we saw the same sun againin

jumpspace and in normal space.”

“Remarkable” Y amamura said after amoment of silence. “Do continue, Doctor."

“The ship took usagreat distance, possibly even to the red limit of the universe as measured from Earth.
Asyou know, we were separated from the ship, but the way we returned to it reveaded to usthe more
advanced trangport system that brought us home. That system itself, given ships powered through aweb
of shortspace connections, isalogica development from aship system, implicit in the way the ships
function and are powered. We're not certain if the patterns of frame travelers are destroyed and
recreated, or if any two frames smply collapse distance between entrance and exit, but we can see how
such asystem grew."

“Please be more detailed,” Igor Altov said.

“The ships camefirg,” Juan continued, “ but when the power web was formed, making interstellar jJumps
possible, it o laid the basis of the frame system. The ships were then used to set up the frames, and
remained useful for locdl travel, but it was no longer necessary to send elaborate vessdl s through either
normal or jJumpspace, except to extend the web. These ships were probably developed from primitive
formsof interstellar craft—costly generation arks and relativigtic ships, demanding huge sacrifices of time
and energy to move from star to star. Thefirst jump ships needed even more energy, but they gave the
alien engineers the capacity to enter otherspace, and hence to invade the cores of suns and harness their
power, transmitting along foreshortened lines to ships which could now go anywhere and never lack for
fud. With the contral of increasingly larger amounts of energy, culminating in the suncore taps, they were
able to send shipsto any distance, expending as much energy as was needed to do so. Whatever it took,
they had it. And then they smplified passage by adding frames at the terminas of the web's power flow.
Thisfind step established frame links between ships, using the lines of power transmisson through
jumpspace, and joined dl suncore sations, dl ships, and al visited worlds, aswell as providing the
means to expand the web. The shipsremained useful for local journeys and for setting up new termindls,
but became unnecessary for most interstellar passages. Many were abandoned, or left asterminas as
variousworlds"

“And you've seen thisfor yoursalves?’ Y amamura asked.
“What we have seen,” Juan said, “suggeststhislogica line of development.”
Therewasalong silence. The chairman said, “Y ou're telling us that the solutions to the major problems

of human surviva aready exig, that aiens have accomplished more than we can hope for in centuries of
technicd progress.”



Juan nodded. “I'm sorry our kind seems a piker in the larger scheme of things, but you wanted an

“So where are these starcrossers?’” Altov demanded.

Juan leaned forward and folded his hands together on the table. “ Our encounters, if we can even cal
them that, were ambiguous. We felt that our minds were—well, visited on severa occasions, by what
might have been some kind of teaching program originating in the ship's systems. We never met with any
living beings. Therewas apile of skeletonsin one of the ship's chambers, and we saw images of
humanoid types, but we didn't meet any living entities”

The Russian cleared histhroat. “ So thisvast system is deserted?”

“Asfar aswe explored, therewasno life.”

“So where are they, Doctor?” Altov asked. “ So advanced, so mighty. Do you think they al perished?'

Juan looked directly at him. “Wejust don't know."

“Doctor, we have something of a problem with your presence here,” Y amamura said suddenly. Altov
swallowed hard, then took out a cigarette and lit it. Juan sat back and waited.

Y amamurafrowned. “We have reason to doubt your identities.”

“What?" Juan asked.

Summet stood up. “Mr. Chairman, I'm afraid you are the victim of erroneous security reports.”

“With al due respect to the ERS chief,” Y amamura continued, “ Juan Obrion, Lena Dravic, and Malachi
Moede do not seem to be the same people who disappeared when the alien spacecraft left Antarctica.
Their eye color and fingerprintsfail to match our records. Granted, eye color may be amatter of shade
and lighting, but the fingerprints are off just enough to make it impossible for these people to be who they
clam. We have this from routine security procedures.”

Summet said, “Mr. Chairman, eye color can be changed. Fingerprints can be matched perfectly ina
aurgica double. So why would anyone bungle it so obvioudy?Y ou've merely turned up technica
mistakes in the records. | have mascon satellite readings for the location of the ship from which these
three scientists emerged. Who isit you suspect, and what motive would they have?'

Y amamura shrugged; hisface sagged. “I don't wish to accuse anyone.”

A young man with blond hair walked into the room and sat down next to Altov. lvan Dovzhenko, Juan
noticed, till looked too stocky for hisheight.

“Please 9t down, Dr. Summet,” Yamamurasaid. “1 want to question these people further, if you please.”
Summet sat down; his eyes narrowed as he glanced at Juan.
“Dr. Obrion,” Y amamura continued, “if that iswho you are—can you enlighten us about any of this?"

“Thethree of usare not responsible for the mistakes of others,” Juan replied.



Y amamurawas slent for afew moments, then said, “ The three of you will be detained until thismatter is
resolved. Security officerswill meet you as you leave the chamber.”

Summet stood up. “No, Mr. Chairman, they'll remain freein my custody, according to the written
authority | have herein my pocket, acopy of which has been transmitted to your office. Dr. Obrion and
his colleagues will Say at their hotel. My own security team will be responsible for them. | suggest that
you stop wasting ERStime.”

Y amamura sat back and wiped sweat from hisface. Then he picked up hiswater glass and took along
gp. “Meeting adjourned,” he said, glaring at Summet.

* k% k %

“Yamamurasan ass,” Summet said back in the hotel suite. “ Sooner or later helll hang himsdlf."
“Careful,” Maachi quipped, leaning against the door. “We may be bugged.”

Summet sat down in the straight-backed chair. “ Thisis one of my safe places. That'swhy you're dl
here

“You knew, didn't you,” Lenasaid, Stting forward on the couch.

Summet nodded. “1 knew about the eyes and prints afew hours ago. Y amamuratried hard to delay my
getting the information.” He smiled. “Obvioudy the three of you haven't been redoing yourselves—so
what's the explanation? My security people are very puzzled.”

Juan was slent as he sat down in the heavy chair. Lenaand Maachi looked apprehensive.

“Weve got to get dong better,” Summet said, sounding worried. “L ook, if you three can explain what's
happened to you, | can get the UN Sec General to demand Y amamura’s resignation. The man has no
judgment about complex issues, especidly when it comesto Russians and Chinese. It'sal heroesand
villainsto him, and I'll be damned if I'll have him around any longer. He's dso dow—he doesn't know yet
that the Russansfound athird ship in the steppes of central Asa.”

“We suspected there might be athird ship,” Juan said.

The door buzzed. Mdachi stood aside. It did open and Magnus cameinsde. “1 have news,” he said,
sghing as he sat down next to Lenaon the sofa.

“Well, out withit,” Summet said.

“The ship found by the Soviets has taken off with three of their people on board.”
“They waked right into it,” Juan said, “just aswe did."

“Dovzhenko's very upset.”

“How did you find out?’ Lenaasked.

“They told us, but we aso had routine satdllite pickups and eyebal Sghtings from one of the Low Orbit
labs. The sphere came up fast and was gone in an instant. Shook our people up.”



Maachi chuckled to himsdif.

The door buzzed. “Comein!” Summet shouted.

The door did open and Ivan Dovzhenko entered, looking dour. Summet got up and gave him hischair.
The Russian amiled uneasily as he sat down; he was no longer the self-assured man Juan had met in the
Antarctic. “Do you think | could have adrink?'

“Vodka? Summet asked as he went over to the phone.

“No, Scotch, please.”

“Add abottle of bourbon,” Juan said.

Summet punched in the order.

“You'velived in the West for sometime, haven't you?’ Lena asked.

Dovzhenko nodded, asif confessingasin.

“Now, lvan, what isit?” Summet asked. “Isyour job in danger?’

Dovzhenko smiled unessily and asked. “They dl know?"

“Of course”

The red light went on over the bar. Malachi went over asthe panel opened, took out the tray, and
carried it to the coffee table. Dovzhenko pulled his chair over, leaned forward, and poured himself a shot.
“Excuse my manners.” Hetook it fast and let out a deep breath. “ That's better. Miserable stuff.” He
looked up a Summet. “Y ou're going to have to send your people after our ship, since they've had the
experience. Dr. Obrion, can our group get into fatal difficulties?"

“We might easily have not returned,” Juan said, pouring himself adrink over ice. “Why did they enter the
ship? Y ou knew the danger.” He gave his drink to Lenaand made himsdlf another.

“I would have prevented it, if I had known in time. The ERS report should have been warning enough, |
suppose, but the curiosity of our people wastoo grest. | think my superiors wanted ateam in the ship
whether it took off or not, even if it endangered lives."

Summet sat down on the arm of the sofa. “But the report clearly suggested that the first ship took of f
because it was entered.”

“| told them that,” Dovzhenko said. “ The question now is can we catch up with this ship? Isit linked with
the ship in the Amazon?’ He poured himsalf another shot and gulped it down. “WEell al be exploring the
alien system sooner or later, so why not start right now?”"

“Yourethinking of thisasarescue misson,” Lenasaid, Spping her drink. “Aren't you underestimating
your team?"

A gtern look came into Dovzhenko's face. “ Shouldn't we do what we can, rather than hope for the



best?"
“Titus, may | have aword with you in private?’ Juan asked.
Dovzhenko poured himsdlf another shot, downed it, and got up. “I'll be out in the hall.”

“You didn't haveto insult him,” Summet said asthe door did shut. “My job isto involve everyonein
ERS matters. It keepsthe peace.”

“Civilizesthe brutes” Mdachi quipped, lighting acigarette.

“There'stoo much suspicion and secrecy in thisaready,” Summet said.

Juan glanced at Magnus, Lena, and Malachi. “Titus, we may not be able to go after the Russans.”

Summet focused on him. “So now you'll tel mewhat you've held back.”

“Yes” Juan said. “Theframes are ungtable.”

“Y ou mean they can't be used?"

“They can, but they're akind of Schrédinger's Door, leading into variants of our world line.”

Summet stood up. “What?"

“The security chapswere quite correct,” Malachi said. “We're not quite the group that |eft here. Our
Magnus Rassmussen died out there, for one thing. Juan'sfather isdive here, and there are the differences
of eye color and fingerprints.”

Magnus said, “1 gave them ashock when | turned up in Miami.”

Summet sat down and was Silent.

“So you see why we have to think twice about going after the Russians,” Juan said, watching Summet
closdly. The ERS chief nodded grimly. “ Should we tell Dovzhenko?!

Summet looked up a him. “Weéll tel him, but will he or anyone else believeit?I'm not sure | bdieveit. |
have only your word."

“It'strue, Titus,” Juan said.

Summet looked reproachfully at Rassmussen. “What do you think?"

“The variant effect may limit the web's usefulnessto us,” Magnus said. “If these people go out again,
they'll move even further into probability. They're aready a one remove from the world they remember
astheir starting point. They would return here, and be in most respects the people we knew, but they will
not be the three people who | eft, let's say, World Prime. These three people will move on, even though a
group will return hereto fulfill the symmetry.”

“Will the variant effect dwaysoccur?” Summet asked.



“We can't know,” Magnus replied. “ All we have isthe experience of the group fromwhat | call World
Prime. | would like to believe that the effect works along naturd lines of probability, by which | mean
along breaksthat are plausible, not gratuitous.”

The door buzzed. “Yes?” Summet said.
It did open, reveding Dovzhenko.
“Comein,” Summet said, pointing to hischair.

The Russian came forward unsteadily and sat down. “ Thank you,” he said, asif al heaven had just given
him hisdue.

Summet looked at Juan. “Bring him up to date.”

* k k %

“What do you think, Magnus?’ Summet asked when Juan was finished.

Rassmussen began to pace. “ There may be a profound psychologica component which we don't
understand. Variant worlds may in fact be one world presenting itself to an observer in a skewed
fashion."

“| don't understand,” Lenasaid. “Areyou telling meyoureanilluson?’

“Not at al,” Magnusreplied. “It'sal real enough. Passage through the frames has made anorma
process of choice more visible, by moving observers through more than one set of outcomes. The
psychological component may be the possibility of observers being drawn to one set of outcomes rather
than another.” Juan felt uneasy as Magnus looked at him.

“Sodl thevariantsarereal,” Summet said.

Rassmussen shrugged. “In apractical senseit may be useful to regard the variants as having a separate
exigence, but there may be timeswhen it might help usto think it'sal oneworld. We may never be able
to prove anything. I'll put my money on oneworld that is branching infinitely—but the psychologica
component may be beyond us."

“What do you mean?’ Dovzhenko asked.

“Despite the variant persondlities, they arein asense dl the same person.”

Dovzhenko shook his head in disagreement. “ Separate,” he announced. “ They must be separate. We
know these people differ from the oneswe havein our records.”

“True” Lenasaid, “but | dsofed that thisistill our world. | think that'swhat Magnusis getting .
The same unfortunate world, Juan thought bitterly, nothing better.
Summet said, “Asl seeit, travelersthrough the frames will return to variants of their world, but those

who greet them in each variant will see only minor differences, if they seeany at dl. Outwardly, Juan
Obrion will remain continuous—except for hismemories.”



Juan smiled. “Y ou're such abehaviorig, Titus"

“Wadll, from the viewpoint of nontravelersthe changes arelikely to be minor.”

“Sofar,” Juan said, wondering if there were radically advanced forms of humanity tucked away
somewherein the probabilities. A happier Earth might exist, ruled by an improved human nature. He
imagined an infinity of hisdoubles, dl seeking abetter world across the endless variations. It seemed
unlikely thet hiskind'sfallings could hold al chancein chains.

Summet asked, “Isit possible to return to the same variant? Or to aworld where the differences are so
minor you'd never notice them?”

“We could only find out by trying,” Juan answered, “but | wouldn't ruleit out. | suspect travelerswould
aways return to probabilitiesthat are clustered around the one from which they started, which suggests
they might even return to their original one.” Helooked at Lena. She bit her lower lip and Juan knew
what Summet was about to propose.

“What's one more shift?” Summet asked, looking directly at him. “Y ou should have no objection to
taking another assignment, since you've dready lost your primeworld. Y ou might evenregainit.”

“Y ou have the sengitivity of atoilet seet,” Lenasaid.
Summet nodded. “Well, | do assume you would al go together. What do you expect? | have problems
to solve, so | reach for the means at hand. Y ou can understand that, can't you? After al, you thought it

best to keep thisfrom me, even though you claim to be against secrecy.”

“Wedon't haveto go,” Juan said. “The Russian team will learn the same thingswe did and get back on
their own."

“If they survive,” Dovzhenko said. “Y ou might find them before they encounter complications. They are
your colleagues, after dl.”

“Juan,” Summet said, “do you think there isaframe connection into the Russian ship?"

Juan nodded. “Very likely, since the other two ships are linked. They might have come asatrio to set up
frame dationsin thissolar system.”

“What about you, Mal?"

“It'sagood bet Juan isright. There may even be agtation in our sun.”

“Y ou mean their web istagpping our sun?’ Dovzhenko asked.

“Very possibly,” Mdachi replied.

Juan heard the chirp of the phone from his bedroom. “Excuse me,” he said, getting up.

The sound became ing stent as the door did aside. He went in and hurried to the desk. His mother'sface
appeared as he opened theline.

“Juan,” she said, her face drawn and tearful, lips trembling.



| know, he thought, | know.

* * * %

He sat on the bed asif it were the edge of the world, with hisfeet dangling into infinity. A wind stirred in
the far dark, whirling the gal axies away like milkweeds.

“Juan?’ Lenasad as she cameinto theroom. “What isit?’ She sat down next to him.

“My father's dead. Massive cerebra hemorrhage while he was driving. He managed to pull off the road.
No chance of doing anything by thetime they found him."

She touched his hand. “Juan, I'm so sorry."

“Hewas mine only by courtesy. | guess I'm upset because we embraced when | eft, and he looked as if
he was a bit sorry to seeme go."

She put her arm around him. Fathers, he thought. We have them because deep structures make usyearn
for inherited identity. Another adaptive evolution might have given different social meaningsto genetic
origins.

Heturned to Lenaand said in atrembling voice, “We're adone, the three of us. Y ou and Md arethe only
ones| haveleft from our world."

“Weveanew friend in Magnus,” shereplied.

“Ivanisright,” hesad. “The variants are separate places, no matter how familiar they might seem.”

“But they aredl variants of our world,” Lenainsisted, moving closer to him.

Helooked at her. “WEeIl go and find the Russians. It's the only thing that makes sense to me now. We
can't count on them having dl the luck we did. Think of what we might learn. Y ou want that, don't you?"

She nodded and was sllent for afew moments. “Titusisright,” shesad finaly. “Weve dready cut loose
from our world. There's not much more we can lose."

“Except each other,” hesaid. “Areyou sure?"
“Well al betogether."

A chill went through him as he recalled how the expansion of humanity into space had once beckoned to
him like aliberation. The new redlity that science and technology, together with agreat new age of
exploration, might one day deposit in the human heart, now seemed even more remote. The opening of
the alien web might let loose the inner beasts of human nature onto an unprecendented scale of action.
Explorerswould go out for reasons of humanity, or from apassionate love of knowledge, but the power
brokers, operating from the degpest mazes of human moativation, would pursue their own satisfactions.

“I know what you'rethinking,” Lenasaid. “Wevedl thought about it, even Titus. He's got to make
certain things happen, even if they don't come out asthey should. But we have to do what wethink is
right without expecting a guarantee of success.”



She wasright; he had dways wanted the world to reform itself by next Tuesday. In redity, human
development lurched dong atortured path toward holocaust or heaven, without ever reaching ether.
Few revolutionary acts had succeeded, yet there seemed to be net progressin the flow of history. Hope
shaped development, despite the demoraization of individuas. Perhaps there were variant histories
where most aspirations were not crushed, and he was being given the chance to go find them.

Lenagot up and went to the door. “Dovzhenko's being very demanding,” she whispered.

Juan stood up. “Don't say anything about my father.”

“Areyoudl right?'

“I will be."

* * % %

Dovzhenko was sitting on one of the bar stools drinking coffee when Juan and Lena came out of the
bedroom. “Dr. Obrion,” he asked, “can there be some mistake about al this?’

“I don't think so,” Juan replied, Stting down in the straight chair.

“We must consider,” Summet said, “who should know about the probability effect.”
The Russan smiled. “I takeit your inclination isto tell asfew people as possible?’
Summet glanced at Juan. “1'm not sure.”

Rassmussen sat back on the sofa and asked, “Isit going to be a secret or not?”

Lenawent over and sat down next to him. “The three of uswho came back,” she said, “have deep
misgivings. Perhapsthe variant effect will make the web unusable.”

“I doubt that,” Dovzhenko answered. 1t will be used, if only by acorps of professondslike
yoursgves”

Summet grimaced at Juan. “Life was much smpler only afew hoursago.”

“Not smpler,” Dovzhenko said, pouring himself more coffee. “Different. Believe me, | know al about
variant higtories. Our Russian archives are full of the oneswe've repudiated.”

“So what do we do?’ Summet asked.

Dovzhenko downed his coffee. “My answer isto Smply let the circle of those who know grow
according to necessity."

“Juan, what do you think?” Summet asked.
Juan shrugged. “ Sounds reasonable.”
“And you, Magnus?'

“Leavewd| enough donefor now."



1] Le,ml

“Aslong asthere's no absolute policy of secrecy. But we should tell afew people right away. What if
something happensto Tituswhile were gone?”

Summet nodded. “ Juan, make afull report. I'll Sgnit and put it in asafe place. Maachi?!

The Kenyan smiled, sat back on the sofa, and clasped his hands behind his head. “We see oursalves as
asmdl dite, making decisons on behaf of humanity's better impulses. Inthiscase, | think were justified
in being cautious—but we should be cautious of our caution dso.”

Summet nodded. “ Juan, I'll want your report as soon as possible. Ivan, you'll get the help you wanted.”

Juan said, “Titus, I'd like you to find aman—Y evgeny Petrovich Tasarov—amathematician whose
work may help us understand variants. | want to talk with him before we go after Ivan's people.”

Summet nodded. “Ivan, do you know of him?"
The Russan shook his head. “Never heard of him."
Summet looked at Juan. “I'll find him. What do you think he knows?"

“1 won't know until | talk to him."

* * % %

The phone buzzed in the darkness. Juan felt Lenas comforting shape stir next to him. “1t might be
important,” she said.

He reached over to the glowing pand, resentful of being pulled back into hiswaking identity; for an
ingtant it seemed incredible that he was himsdif.

“Yes?’" he said as he opened the audio.

“Juan? Summet. Dovzhenko will be going with you. Any objections? | have to know right now."
“Does he want to?"

“Hewas promoted and ordered to go. | think you'll be able to handle him."

“Remember, he's not quite the person we knew, and we didn't know him very well."

“Wdll, they do have aright,” Summet said. “ Sorry to disturb you, but | tried to find Tasarov, and no one
knows how to contact him, anywhere. It's the damnedest thing. Do you want meto keep trying?”"

“Yes” Juan said.

The phone's glow died. Helay back. Lenanestled againgt him, then kissed his shoulder. “Get some
deep,” shewhispered.

He closed his eyes and waited for oblivion. “ Are you sorry we did this?’ he asked, completely awake.



“No,” she murmured.

21
DEEP XY

The Amazonian sky blazed blue and gold above the green canopy. Juan peered around at the jungle
through protective lenses. It crowded in around the hill, asif reluctant to give up the dien it had buried so

long ago.

Titus had alowed him a couple of daysto attend the funerd. He had sat through another requiem mass,
sad for hisfather by adifferent priest, and had comforted his sobbing mother just as he had her younger
variant years ago. Once again, the door to the mausoleum dot had squesked as hisfather'sremains were
locked away.

“ Astounding growth,” Malachi said as he adjusted his sun helmet and started to dig. “ And scarcely a
month since we were here."

Juan snapped open his spade and began to dig with him, then glanced up at the ocean of sky and
wondered if the alien web penetrated dl of space-time. Sometimes he till felt that he dready knew
enough to solve the mystery of the builders, but nothing came; the suspicion wasanillusion.

“Hello,” Mdachi said suddenly, “herewe go.” Dirt was running down into the sinkhole.

Juan undipped the handset from hisbelt and said, “Ivan, Lena, we've dug through.”

“I'll call inthe supply drop,” she replied from the highway cruiser.

“Lock up,” he added.

“Leaving infiveminutes."

“Takeyour time and follow thetrall,” he said, watching Maachi peer into the opening.

* * * %

Asthey sat onthe hillsde, Lenaasked, “lvan, are you leaving anyone behind?'

He shook hishead in denid and leaned forward to hug his knees.

“Thereitis” Maachi said, lowering hisbinoculars.

Juan stood up and saw the copter coming in from the east, low over the jungle. Give nature abillion
years, hethought, and it evolves anew kind of insect to skim over the forest. “Y ou should seeus,” he
sad into the handset.

“Got you,” avoice crackled.

The copter beet its way toward them and landed on the hilltop, throwing dirt and greenery in dl
directions. As Juan led theway up, atall figure climbed out under the dowing blades and staggered down



toward them.
“Magnus!” Juan shouted, rushing up to him.

“I'm coming with you,” he said asthey shook hands. “Direct order from Titus—but | do want to go.
Medics gave me aclean bill of health, so don't look so worried.”

Juan smiled at him. Lenagave him ahug. “ Glad you're here,” Maachi said. Ivan shook the older man's
hand.

“Where do you want this stuff?” aman shouted from the copter's cargo bay.
“Right herel” Juan answered.

Pastic containers were handed out to them.

“Y ou found the opening?’ Magnus asked asthey stacked the supplies.

“It'sright there,” Juan said, pointing to the narrow opening. “ Thereé's asinkhole just below, then our
tunne goes down at forty-five degrees, right into the lock."

* * k* %

Under asky aglow with ars, the jungle cradled the hill, filling the night with insect sounds and animal
cries. Juan shivered in the penetrating humidity as he sipped his hot tea. They had pulleyed their supplies
down into the open lock, but none of them had wanted to stay overnight in the ship.

Ivan said, “The forest is mother and father, dreaming up crestures and gobbling them up.”
Malachi smiled and poured himsalf another cup of teafrom the pot on the warmer.

“Theforest isdegant,” Ivan continued, “clean and free of sentiment or regrets.” He smiled at Mdachi.
“Y ou find that blesk, don't you?'

Mdachi spped. “I wouldn't want to offend you or the forest."

“Tell me, lvan,” Lenasaid, Sitting up on her pack, “did you know any of the people who went into the
other ship?'

“Never met them. They dl have good reputations, according to their files."

Juan recalled what he had read in the ERS profiles Titus had provided. DitaKirilovna Kareninawas a
Czech-born biologigt, the daughter of a Russian diplomat. Isak Alexandrovich Bilenkinwasan
adirophysicis—Juan had read afew of his papersin scientific journals—and Y erik Mahmoudovich

K hasan was an dectronics expert from the Centra Asian city of Chimkent. There was no mention of
marriages or children. Another bunch of loners, he had thought; few would worry about them if
something went wrong. They would adjust more easly to the variant effect.

“Names are ahobby of mine,” Lenasaid. “ Ditameansrich gift. Isak meansan identica point—it'sa
name used to invoke the powers of God. And Y erik isthe appointed of God."

Ivan scowled and said, “A rich gift and the gppointed of God might be ableto call on Hishelpin their



Stuation. But given the variant effect, theidentical point might have some trouble remaining one.” He
laughed.

“Very clever,” Maachi said.
The Russan grimaced, then looked toward the dark opening in the hillside.

“Get somerest,” Juan said, and climbed into his deeping bag. Lenatouched his hand as she settled into
hersnext to him.

“Good night, chaps,” Mdachi said.

Juan gazed up at the bright stars and wondered about the aien giants who had stepped through the
congtellations, then closed his eyes and drifted into the deep sky.

* k k %

“Well haveto clear thelock,” Juan said as the three of them waited for Ivan to crawl down.

The Russian's head emerged from the tunnel. Juan and Malachi pulled him through into the blue-lit
chamber. “But will not that risk the ship taking off?” Ivan asked asthey helped him to hisfeet.

“Yes,” Juan said, “but the outer lock must close before the inner onewill let usin. We have no choice.”
“It'snot certain it will take off,” Maachi added. “ This ship seemed less active. | don't believe that smply
letting the lock close will make the ship tir. If it wanted to take off, that lock would get acommand to
become a solid barrier whatever the obstruction.”

Juan picked up the two spades lying across the opening. “ Step back.”

They retreated. The lock glowed and became solid.

“Now watch this,” Juan said as he turned and stepped forward. The inner lock glowed, reveding the
black floor of the winding corridor, reflecting the receding squares of yellow-orange celling lights.

“Still works,” Mdachi said.

Ivan and Magnus stepped through and peered into the winding passage.
“Ligen,” Magnus said.

Juan heard the familiar distant whisper.

“Ventilation?” Magnus asked.

Juan nodded, imagining adraft pulling between the worlds, rushing through frames as they opened and
closed deep within the ship.

“Or someone forgot to close adoor,” lIvan said.

Magnustook adeep breath. “ Tastes richer in oxygen.”



They listened to the soft Sighing of the ship. “It'sasif something knowswere here,” Ivan said.
Juan turned away. “We'd better get into our oversuits and decide what well take with usfrom these

supplies”

* * * %

Juan counted the doorlike indentations as he led the way down the winding passage.

“What are dl these chambersfor?’ lvan asked.

Juan stopped and faced an oval on hisright. “Watch this.” He stepped forward. The oval glowed and he
stepped through—

—into the white room with cubbyholes. He turned a once, triggered the glow and dipped out—

—into the passage. “Thisisit,” he said, noticing the look of wonder on Ivan'sface. “ Didn't you seethis
in Antarctica?'

“No—I only arrived in time to see the ship bresk from theice.”
“Follow methrough,” Juan said as he turned, triggered the glow again, and passed—
—into the brightness of the chamber.

The others came through as he took off his pack and laid it down on one of thetables. “What isthis
place?’ lvan asked.

“Give me achocolate bar, old chap,” Mdachi said.

Lenagot one out first and handed it to him. He went up to thewall of square cubbyholes and placed the
bar inside one of the openings, waited amoment, then removed the bar. The small chamber glowed and
aduplicate bar appeared. Maachi took it out and tossed it to Ivan.

Ivan tore off the wrapper, took a cautious bite, and said, “Very fine fruit and nut. My favorite.”

Juan said, “Well leave an assortment of provisions here, in case we have to make more. Thisbit of
magic saved our lives when we were running out of water in the other ship.”

Magnus was staring a the wall. “ Of course—this replicator, the lock, the doorways—all basic
manipulations of matter at the smallest scdle. It'sddightful.”

Juan smiled. “Y ou said something like that here before.”

Lenasad, “ Theres another chamber like this deeper in the ship.”

“Those larger cubbyholes,” Juan said, pointing to the base of thewall, * are waste recyclers.”
“We could feed the world from these automats!” 1van exclaimed.

“It would mean the end of business and currency,” Juan said, “for starters.”



Ivan shrugged. “What does that matter? Another kind of economy would form, of course, based on the
control of these replicators, but at least no one would ever sarve again.”

Juan said, “Let's decide what we're going to leave here.”
They marked the door with ared sticker and resumed their downward march.

“Herésthe graviticwell,” Maachi said asthey came to the drop tube and |ooked down. “I fell in.
Wasn't very dangerous, I'm afraid. That'swhat it'sfor.”

“Summet came after usinto the ship,” Lenaexplained, “and startled us. Y ou were with him, Ivan.”

The Russian looked startled. “1'm very sorry.” He shook hishead. “But of course that was another
Ivan."

“Clumsy of me,” Maachi said.
Juan sad, “Come on—we may be needed.”
22
CROSSMORLDS
Juan halted in the passageway and pointed |eft. “ That's the entrance to the drum-shaped chamber we
camped in after our ship took off."
Ivan asked, “ Arethe shipstruly identical ?"

“I've seen no differences yet,” Juan said. Magnus approached the entrance at an angle and marked it
with ared sticker.

“What'sin there?’ |van asked.

“I think it'sakind of command areaand stellar chart room—even though the ship seemsto run itself.”
“Isthere no way to set its course?’ |van asked.

“If thereis,” Juan sad, “we haven't the dightest idea of how to go about it."

“How bigisthe ship?’ Ivan asked.

“| estimateit'sabal sometwo kilometersin diameter. Thiswide corkscrew passage is much longer, of

course, | suspect it runs down to the center of the ship, maybe al the way down to its south pole. My
pedometer saysweve come over three kilometers now. There may be nearly ten kilometers of winding

passage in this sphere.”

Ivan laughed. “| fed likeawormin an apple.”

The Russan's cheerful outburstsirritated Juan, but he preferred this Ivan to the previous close-lipped
officid. That humorless man had been more dedicated to hisjob; this one gppeared anxiousto distance



himself from hissuperiors.

Ivan gestured as they moved deeper into the ship. “Look how clean. No dust anywhere. It looks asif it
were built yesterday."

Juan said, “We're dmogt at the entrance to the shuttle bay.” He led them around the wide bend, where
the passage suddenly ran straight, and stopped at the left turn. “It seemsto end there,” he said, pointing
to the large entrance.

Mdachi sad, “It's about ten times larger than any ova weve seen.”

“Turn onyour helmet lights,” Juan said, moving forward.

The other followed him up to the entrance; he looked around at his companions.
“Ready,” lvan said.

Juan stepped forward. The porta glowed and he passed—

—into the dark chamber. He went forward and faced the six frames as his companions came through
behind him.

“They'relarge,” Ivan said. “Which one did you come back through?

“Second from theleft,” Maachi said, “ connects with Ship One, which asfar aswe know isdill dttingin
asuncore millions of parsecsaway. | tried thefirst frame from the left. It leadsinto a branching corridor
somewhere.”

Ivan asked, “But the second frame leadsinto an identical chamber in Ship One?”’

“Yes,” Juan said.

“Thenit's possible that the third frame from the left may lead into Ship Three?!

“It'spossible,” Maachi replied. “WEell try it next, to be systematic.”

“Ma,” Magnus said, “did you say you went through the first frame done?

“Yes. | know what you're thinking, but | came back immediately, and have seen no shift in details.”
“Cometo think of it, I dso went through alone,” Juan said, “into adouble of this chamber, and came
back immediately. Thear waswarm.” Hefelt uneasy as he stepped up to the third frame. “Link hands,”
he said, “so welll pass through as one body. For what it's worth, we'll know that we're exactly the same
people when we come out.” Even though he might no longer be the same person this Lena had known,

he told himsdlf. Ma and he probably had that much in common with Magnus now.

They linked hands. He pulled through into an identical chamber of frames, then glanced back and saw
the others emerging like achain of cutouts.

“Air'sgood,” hesad.



Helet go of Lenas hand and faced the exit. It glowed coal red and he stepped—

—out into an identical winding passage.

He moved aside and watched his companions dip out through the glow, then motioned for them to be
dlent. “I hear voices,” he whispered.

“Yes” Ivan sad excitedly. “ Russan.”
Helistened, and also heard adistant crying, like that of children.
“They're coming toward us,” Ivan said asthe footfals grew louder. “Hallo!” he shouted.

Two dark figures made the turn and came forward rapidly. Juan saw two Soviet soldiers. Ilvanraised a
hand, called out in Russian, and went forward to meet them.

“Stop!” one of the soldiers cried as they both pointed their automatic riflesat him.
Ivan hated and raised hisarms. The soldiers gpproached him warily. He spoke to them in Russian. They
stopped in front of him and lowered their weapons. He conversed with them quietly for afew moments,

then raised hisvoice, asif Sartled by something. One of the men turned and marched away. Ivan turned
and came back. The remaining soldier kept his eyes on them.

“What'sup?’ Malachi asked.
Ivan looked pde. “Werein the Soviet Union, and there's been anuclear war. Apparently we've entered
avariant inwhich Ship Three did not take off.” He drew adeep breath. “The ship has become arefuge

for survivors of the nuclear exchange, which seemsto have ended afew daysago.” He dropped his pack
behind him and sat down onit.

Stunned, they all looked a one another. Juan wanted to take Lena by the hand and hurry back through
the frame, to consign thisvariant to the unredity from which it had sprung. Ivan looked up a him with
tear-filled eyes. The soldier watching them seemed puzzled and sad.

Shouts echoed in the passageway; heavy footfals grew louder. Two soldiers and acivilian came around
the turn and stopped. The remaining soldier went to them.

Ivan got to hisfeet. “Who are they?” Juan asked him.

“Thecivilian isthe senior divison scientist of our propulsion section. He died two years ago.”
“Doyou know him?"

“Not very well, but hell know me."

Thecivilian left the three soldiers and approached. “My nameis Anatoli Kdigpin,” he said. “I've been
expecting you, Dr. Obrion. And these must be Drs. Dravic and Rassmussen, and engineer Moede. |

aready know Mr. Dovzhenko."

“How bad isit outsde?’ Lenaasked.



Kaligpin swalowed. “ Asbad asit can be. Did our team come through safely in Brazil ?*

“What do you mean?’ Juan asked.

“They did not arrive?'
Juan hesitated, then said, “ By the time we lft, no one had arrived.”

Kaigpin took adeep breath. “If they went through the wrong frame, they will come back, if they're not
in Brazil by now."

Lenaasked, “Wasit an dl-out nuclear exchange?'

Kaligpin nodded. “ The readings we took outside yesterday are high, and we haven't been able to reach
anyone by radio.”

“Who dseis here with you?’ Juan asked.
“A few military units. We'retaking in anyone who finds hisway to thelock.”
Juan fdt adight vibration in hisboots, but it died away. “ Did you fed that?"

Kaligpin nodded. “ Severd timesin the last few hours.” He scratched histhinning brown hair. “Y ou had
no news before you left the ship in Brazil 7"

“Nothing,” Ivan answered. “What happened?”

“The Chinese crisisworsened. They would not accept restrictions on their oil and cod-burning plants,

claiming that the Soviet Union, Europe, and the United States were determined to crush their
modernization. But surdly you—"

Juan decided not to try to explain. “Have you explored any of the chambers aong this passage?'
“A few, briefly. Weve had our handsfull."

“There are afew things you should know,” Juan said.

Kaligpin asked, “Would you come with me? Y ou can leave your packs herefor now."

They left their gear and followed him and the soldiers up the passage. Juan saw the dismay in Lendsface

asthey walked. In their world, nuclear war had become unlikely; at least that was how it had seemed for
mogt of hislife.

He began to hear the sounds of human pain, and redized that he was not ready for what he was about to

see. Lenadowed her pace and took his hand. Behind him, Malachi's step sounded hesitant. Ivan and
Magnus stopped for amoment, then went on.

“Prepare yourselves,” Kadiapin said in abreaking voice.

They followed him around the wide turn and saw the bandaged bodies of mothers and children, young
men and women and old people, lying on stretchers and makeshift cots al the way to the next turn. Two



medics were working their way down one row.

Kaligpin sad, “ Therée'slittle we can do for those we took in after the blasts except administer
painkillers.

Juan heard Ivan cursein Russian. “ Arewe near atown?’ Lenaasked.

Kaligpin nodded. “ There was amilitary base nearby. The ship was found during the building of missile
emplacements.”

“Do you have enough medica supplies?’ Lenaasked.
“No—but what we have is usdess, except for the painkillers."

Something laughed monstroudy in Juan's mind, and for amoment he believed that he would hate his own
kind irrevocably. Helooked at his companions. Maachi's jaw tightened as he clenched histeeth. Magnus
was very pale. lvan dropped to his knees and listened to avictim's whispers, asif he were a priest
receiving alast confession. Juan fet himsalf begin to shake; Lenatook hishand and held it firmly. No
Utopias, he thought, unable to laugh or cry. Passage through the frames would only reved hiskind'strue
face, with infinite variations.

“Come up toward thelock,” Kdiapin said.

Ivan rose up and said something to him in Russian. His voice was soft, then demanding, then soft again,

and it seemed to Juan that dl the repetitious extremes of human history were contained in that sound.
* * % %

Three soldiers and two civilians sat near the outer lock; they stood up as the group approached. Juan
noticed that one of the young soldiers, alieutenant, was staring at him with suspicion.

Kaigpin spoke to them in Russian, then presented the two civilians. “ These men are the mayor and
police chief of theloca community. I've told them that you were part of the ERS team exploring the
lower hemisphere of the ship and were due out today.”

Juan imagined with horror what it was like outside, as the debrisraised by the bombs darkened the
planet into nuclear winter. A woman's voice cried out as Kaligpin spoke the names of the mayor and
police chief. A child screamed. An old man's moans echoed up the passage.

“Weve had no radio contact for three days now,” Kaliapin was saying.

“Y ou opened thelock?’ Lena asked.

“Briefly, tousetheradio.”

Juan pulled himsdlf together. “We have protective suits and radiation counters. But before we do
anything, there are things you should know about thisship.”

* k k %

After they demondtrated the replicator, and explained the variant effect of the frames, Kaligpin sat down
on one of the tablesin the forward cafeteria and seemed about to burst into tears. “It'slike afairy tae,”
he said, shaking hishead. “ All this, and we had to destroy ourselves!” He stared past them for afew



moments, then said, “L et me understand correctly. In the variant from which you have come, our Soviet
team was in the ship that took off—the dternate of thisvery ship.”

“That'sright,” Juan replied, “while here they smply left through one of the framesin the degp chamber.”
“So they must bein the vessd that is presumably ill in the Amazon?!
Juan nodded. “If they went through the third frame from the I eft. Were you there?"

“No,” Kdiapin sad. “ Titus Summet had sent word that the third frame might join with the Brazilian ship,
but we weren't certain. Our team might have decided to test one frame after another, from Ieft or right.”

Juan sad, “ Then they might bein Ship One, or elsawherein the web. What may happen now isthat a
variant of your teeam will arrive hereif your origina team manages a successful returnto avariant of this
world."

Kdigpin stared at the replicator wall.

“Do you understand, Doctor?” Juan asked.

Kdiapin looked back to him and said, “1'm grateful for the knowledge you have brought us."

“Y ou would have discovered this chamber intime."

“Perhaps. It means we shall be able to increase our medica supplies and food stores, and form a
surviva community. | admire your decision to pass through the frames, knowing that it would take you

one more remove from your beginnings. Y ou must be very dismayed to have chanced on aworld that is
now aso log."

Not chance at dl, Juan thought. This outcome, and an infinity of other terrors, had been waiting to uncoil
from the human heart in dl possble worlds.

“I regret,” Kaliapin continued, “that only fifty people were in the ship when the bombs struck. | fear that
these fifty may be the only oneswho will survive out of the sx hundred who camein after the attack.”

Juan thought of those who were still dying throughout the world. The planet's greenery might al be dead
by thetime the dust settled and let in the sun again. Only sdlf-contained systems like this ship would be
ableto preserve human life. The Swiss had underground cities. There were various military ingtallations
deep ingde mountains. He wondered if Titus had made arun for the ship in the Amazon, or been given
refuge by one of hisimportant friends.

“Thisisdtill our world,” Lenasaid. “ The five of us have moved across only anarrow range of possibility.
Elsawhere, our dternates are searching for your team, and thisworld isonly afear in their minds.”

“Yes” Kdiagpin sad hitterly, staring at the floor unconsoled. He stood up. “Y ou will excuse me. | need
torest.” He went to the exit. It glowed and he dipped ouit.

Juan felt helpless as helooked around at his companions. “Unfedling asit may sound, there'slittle we can
do here

“Weve dready doneit,” Magnus said as he approached the wall and put his hand into one of the



cubbyholes. The small chamber glowed and he pulled his hand back. When the bloody copy appeared,
he took it out, removed the wedding band from the ring finger, then leaned down and pushed the hand
into the disposa chamber. “Damn thing would copy me completdly if it were big enough. Everything is
everything ese at bottom. A smple enough notion, but the engineering isnot.” He turned and looked a
Juan. “It's not as demordizing asit seems. Our beginnings in nanotechnology certainly point to dl this,
and we do appreciate the significance of what we're seeing.”

Malachi said, “I would put the difference between us and the builders of this ship asabit less than that
between aman and an ape.”

“Maybe lessthan that,” Magnus said.

Silently, they sat down around one of the tables and picked through the duplicated items for something
to eat. Juan shifted uncomfortably on the hard floor and tore the wrapper from a chocolate bar. Magnus
opened a package of dried fruit, took out one piece, and offered the rest to Maachi. Ivan took nothing.

“So do we stay or go?’ Lenaasked.

“Thiswas quite unexpected,” Maachi said.

Juan looked at Lena, and felt that he needed her approval for what he was about to say. “We know
what'sin the back of al our minds. These people can survivein this ship indefinitely, and they can do
without us™

Ivan said, “ Y oure assuming Kadiapin will let usgo. I'm sure that he's aready guessed that we might want
to leave. He knows we have some experience with the ship. Trained, hedthy people will be scarce.”

“WEell do what we can to help,” Juan said, looking a Lena, “before deciding. Kadiapin strikesme asan
honorable sort."

“Heis” Ivan answered, “but it'sthe army officers| fear. The time may come, and soon, when power
will begin to rearrange itsdlf within thisgroup.”

“Areyou serious?’ Lenaasked.

Ivan said, “1 hope I'm exaggerating, but | won't be a prisoner.”

“We can at least take the atmospheric readings for them,” Juan said.
Magnus sighed. “The feding persstsin methat dl this hasn't happened.”
“Youll fed differently,” Lenasaid, “when you see the readings.”

“We should duplicate al our equipment for them,” Juan said.

Ivan asked, “Where are we going to deep?”

“Below, in the drum-shaped chamber,” Juan said, “ near where we left our packs. We might aswell

movein."
* % % %



“It'slike coming home,” Lenasaid asthey unrolled their deeping packs under the viewspace in the
drum-shaped chamber. The amber glow was soothing as Juan lay down, aware that the ship seemed
cozy only because theworld outside was aruin.

He recdled the seesaw of nuclear war debates. It could still happen, he had been told even during his
boyhood. It was unlikdly; it was inevitable. Humanity was too frightened to try it; it might happen by
accident, and stop at an early stage. Conventional and biologica warfare would be the prelude. Nuclear
war was impossi ble because the technology was unreliable; the nation that struck first would win,
because the dectromagnetic pulse of the blasts would knock out the enemy’'s eectrical systems, making it
impossible to respond; but the victory would not be worth having. Finally the great powers had prepared
to ingtall space-based antimissile systems, both the kinetic and particle beam types, in the hope that the
old missileswould be permitted to smply rot avay— and the words themsealves had precipitated peace,
because the world had grown too poor to keep up with the cost of weapons. Mutual assurances and
treaties were cheaper—the very threat of building new deterrence systems had finally deterred all sides.
The peace had not been broken in his variant, except for police actions by the large powers against
nuclear hopefuls, but esawhere, heredized, al possible outcomes were playing themsalves out. All
variant worlds were real, he thought as he hovered near deep. The fears of one were the redlities of
another, and each one suffered....

* * * %

Kaligpin met them at the outer lock the next morning. Juan checked his radiation counter, then looked at
his companions. Kaiapin's sad, sober look was mirrored in dl their faces.

“Just stick thething outside,” Malachi said, “and comeright back in. Well let it record for afew minutes,
then grab it back.”

Juan turned away and confronted the lock.
Theinner door failed to glow. He stepped back and tried again, with the same result.
Lenasaid, “Maybe the lock won't open if the environment outside istoo dangerous.”

Juan felt adeep vibration in hisboots. “Follow me,” he said, turning away from the lock and heading
down the passage.

“What isit?" lvan asked asthey dl obeyed.
Juan hurried past the entrance to the forward cafeteriaand stopped. “ Thisisit, | think."

Malachi put ared sticker to the right of the indentation. Juan faced the entrance. “ Follow mein,” hesaid
asthe ova glowed and he stepped—

—into the darkness he knew from Ship One.

Hewent forward asif toward a cliff's edge, and came upon the reddish-brown globe of Earth swvimming
inaseaof stars. He waited for the othersto come up beside him.

“The lock wouldn't open,” he said, “ because we've | eft the planet.”

Countless fires burned on the nightside. A red-brown stain was spreading acrossthe dayside, asif
flowing from an open wound.



“Wherearewe going?’ Kaligpin asked; hisvoice broke.

“Wefdt nothing of the takeoff,” Magnus said.

“The ship was uncovered,” Kadiapin explained, “which aso madeit an easy refuge.”
“Why did it leave?’ Lenaasked.

“No way to know,” Juan replied.

“Wherewill it take us?’ Kaliapin asked.

The sun swam into view, flooding the chamber with light. Earth disappeared into the abyss at their feet.
Thesun grew larger.

“We seem to be heading sunward,” Ivan said.

So there was a station here aso, Juan thought as the el ectric glare of the great fusion furnace washed out
the stars. Suddenly the sun was gone, and the ship was feding itsway toward the hidden harbor. A dead
gray light filled the chamber.

“Where arewe?’ Kadiapin asked.

“Were coming into the suncore gation,” Juan said.

Diffuse white beams cut through the grayness. “ Theré's something ahead,” Ivan said, “but | senseit more
than seeit.”

Juan felt it as before, something passing in and out of normal space-time with adow, ponderous rhythm,
asif trying to match hisheartbeat. Again, in adistant part of himself, or in something other that had made
itself part of him, hefelt that he was coming home. Lenatook hishand and held it tightly.

“l seeit!” lvan shouted as the black globe appeared directly ahead.

“The suncore station?” Kdiagpin asked.

“Ingde our sun,” Maachi replied.

The globe grew larger. Cables drifted out, massvelines ending in gnarly devices. Sowly, the ball filled
the entire view.

“It's maybe athousand times the size of thisship,” Magnus said.

The opening appeared on the equator. A beam of white light shot out to meet the ship. They turned
away from the glare asthe ship rodeit into the great lock.

“There's not much more to see here,” Juan said. He let go of Lenas hand and moved toward the exit.

* * % %

Kaligpin confronted him out in the passageway. “ Will the vessdl remain here?”’



“Noway totell,” Juan replied. “1t may go somewhere after this stop, according to its program, and
there's nothing we can do to stop it. We can use the frames to return to the Amazon, or try the other
three frames. But we won't return to the Earth we left.”

Kdiapin sared at the floor. “ That won't be much loss. What do you suggest, Dr. Obrion?”

“Not much. We can go out and have alook at the station.”

A moan echoed down the passageway. “The dying are waking up,” Kdigpin said. “ All we can givethem
ispainkillers” He covered his eyeswith his hand and rubbed hisforehead, holding back tears.

“Haveyou dept?’ Lenaasked.

“Very little. | fear deep.” Helowered his hand and looked at them.

“You can't blameyoursdf,” she said.

“Of course | can,” Kdiapin answered coldly. “I must. The world we knew destroyed itself because of

what we are.” He paused and glared a them, asif for an ingtant he had shed his humanity and could see
clearly. “No good,” he muttered, “wereno good at al,” then turned and wandered away down the

passageway .

Lenalooked at Juan with tearsin her eyes, then cameinto hisarms. He held her, feding lost.

* * % %

The outer lock was completely open when they rounded the curve of the passage. Juan led the way into
the chamber, and they crowded around the circular opening to peer out into the lighted realm of the
dation.

“The same afternoon light,” Lenasaid.

“Pretty standard, these gations,” Maachi added.

“Isit safeto go out?’ lvan asked.

Juan nodded. “Probably. The other ship made a sound before closing up to leave.”

“Look, therel” lvan shouted, pointing. The amber floor flashed beneath its surface.

Malachi said, “Wethink the ship is serviced and repaired in these stations, while passengersrelax. The
place may dso serve arecregtiond function.”

“Why do you say that?” Kaligpin's voice asked from behind them. Juan and his companions turned
around. “I'm quite recovered. Please go on.” He came up and peered out with them.

“The station responds to thoughts,” Maachi continued. “Harmless, but disconcerting if you're not
prepared.” He gazed into the distance and seemed to concentrate, but nothing happened. “Curious,” he
said after amoment. “ Doesn't seem to work here.”

“I wonder,” Lenasaid, sticking her hand out into the warm light. She turned suddenly; her eyeswidened.



“Juan, do you think it's possible?"

“You'reright,” he said, remembering how their various scars and complaints had disappeared during
ther firg vist to agtation.

“What are you talking about?” Magnus asked.

Juan tried to smile. “Maybe well cure your arthritic shoulder again.”

Lenasad, “ Anatoli, go and have your men bring out two radiation victims as soon as possible.”
Kaligpin frowned and looked at her questioningly.

“We remember a sense of well-being,” she said, “ after we spent sometimein the other station. Repairs
were made on us. Thefluid control of matter we've seen in the ships seemsto extend to biological
sysems.”

“But how can it know what to do?’ Kdiapin asked.

Maachi said, “ From the examples of life presented to it.”

23
DILEMMAS
Four soldiers carried two stretchers out onto the station floor. Juan noticed adight variaion in thelight as
they set theinjured down.

“Step away and wait,” Kdiapin called out. The soldiers gave him apuzzled ook as they took up their
pasitions. The man and woman on the stretchers moved their heads and moaned faintly.

“They'll be unconscious again in afew moments,” Kaigpin said, “as soon as the sedative takes effect.”
Lenasaid, “I think the starcrossers had medicd facilities on their shipsand Sations, and | have anidea
which chamber it might be on the ship—the one with the lendike surfaces.” Sheturned to Kdiagpin. “I'll
show you whereitis. You cantry it on the other injured.” Sheled him quickly into the ship.

“If thisworks,” lvan said, “we can leave with aclear conscience. They will have al they need, andin
time they can dso try the frames, with the hope of finding avariant that has not destroyed itsdlf. Or they
cansgmply liveintheship.”

The woman on the stretcher moaned loudly. One of the soldiers knelt down and spoke softly to her.
Juan ft aguilty comfort thinking that he and his companions did not have to settle for thisvariant.

Ivan said, “We can't affect the outcome here further, so we must continue with our origind purpose—to
find our team.”

“Y ou've made your point, so drop it for now,” Juan replied. “Well tak to Kaigpin later.”

“Juan,” lvan murmured, “you're not hearing me. Everything we wereloyd to on thisEarth isgone. The



aternates of the people who sent us out are probably dead. The only way out is through the frames. We
should leave a once, and we don't need anyone's permission.”

Juan looked at Magnus and Maachi. “What do you two think?"

Magnus said, “Ivan putsit harshly, but he'sright. | do think we should discussit with Kdiapin, and part
amicably. Our futureis not here. We should do al we can before we go, but since we've dready lost our
worlds, we might aswell continue with our purpose and see what our kind has done el sewhere. Intime,
Kaligpin's people will dso haveto try the frames.”

The soldiers outside lit up cigarettes and gazed around nervoudly.

“We're ghogts,” Mdachi muttered.

“No,” Juan replied. “All thisisrea enough, because it can't be reversed. Earth is dead, and these people
may have to spend therest of their lives here. Evenif they try the frameinto the Amazon, they might only
find aclose variant that'sjust as bad.”

Malachi touched his shoulder. “Take it easy. Thereé's no single right decision to be made.”

“What worriesme,” Ivan sad, “isthat the military officers here may try to keep us by force. | don't trust
them.”

“I've seen no evidencefor that,” Magnus said.
Ivan 9ghed. “If people begin to recover, other interestswill comeinto play.”
“Mal, what do you think?” Juan asked.

Hisfriend shrugged. “He may beright.”

* k k %

Ashelay in hisdegping bag in the drum-shaped chamber, Juan struggled with his sense of unredity. The
builders had abandoned the web because the variant effect deformed the redlity of the users, making it
over for them endlesdy as they passed through the frames. It was enough that any single variant grew
from aninfinite series of prior choices, without confronting the observer with endlessworldsresting on a
foundation of chaos, like bad revisions of a story without shape or end.

“Areyou awake?’ Lenawhispered next to him.

Heturned his head and saw her gazing at him uncertainly. “1 think the two people outside are recovering
just as quickly asthose inside the medical chamber,” shesaid.

“Areyou sure?'
“I'm not certain, but today will tell.”
“What's worrying you, then?’ he asked.

“How isit being done? | keep thinking these systems will miss some subtlety in human physiology.”



Juan sad, “Hedthy and sick specimens are here for comparison. The medica mode of the ship's
systems must also operate at basic levels, so | would expect it to be thorough. How many people can
you get into the ship's chamber?”’

“Maybefifty a atime. Some may die before their turn, unless Kaligpin's searchersfind duplicate
chambers aong the passage.” She was sllent for amoment, then touched hisface gently. “Areyou dl
right?'

Hetried to smile, but the tenson of the last two days had frozen hisface into a mask.

* k *x %

Juan had dept badly; hisfour companionslooked astired and troubled as he felt. Asthey neared the
outer lock, Kdiapin hurried toward them.

“What isit?" Juan asked.

“The medica chamber haslocked usout,” he said. “ The entrance just won't work. And outside—you
must seefor yourselves.”

They went through the open lock and stepped out onto the amber floor. The stretchers had disappeared.
The soldierswere on their knees, peering through the trand ucent surface.

“Look,” Kaligpin said asthey reached the spot.

They dl squatted down. The man and woman lay just below the surface, their eyes wide open, saring
upward; waves of yellow light washed through their bodies.

“They seem unhurt,” Kaligpin said, “but they may be dead, for dl we know."

Lenalooked up a him. “It must be part of the treatment. Maybe the severity of their bodily damage
prompted it."

“What about the chamber?” Kdiapin demanded.

“Something smilar must be going onthereaso,” Lenareplied. 1t will open when the processis
complete”

“What do you think, Dr. Obrion?” Kaligpin asked.

“Thisisdl of apiecewith what we've seen of the alien syslems—fluid, basic control of maiter and
energy, beyond our wildest hopes for nanotech.”

“How long have they been like this?” Lenaasked.

“Several hours. Dr. Dravic, perhapsthere is some other explanation for this, not the medica oneyou've
suggested.”

“No,” Lenareplied. “ Aswe've told you, something like this happened to us. Scars disappeared.”

“But no one ever recoversfrom these kinds of radiation injuries!”



Thewaves of light flowing through the floor stopped suddenly. “ Stand back,” Lenasaid.

Asthey watched, the figures came up through the surface; it closed benesth them.

“It consumed their Stretchers,” Kdiapin said.

Lenaknelt down and fdlt the pulses of the man and woman. “Normal,” she said after afew moments,
then examined the figures more carefully, feding their throats and checking their torsos. “ All externa Sgns
of radiation burns are gone. They're adeep.”

“What should we do?’ Kaiapin asked.

“I suggest you leave them here until they wake up,” Lenasaid, “then start bringing the others out. Don't
wait for the chamber door to open. Otherwise, many of your cases may not live long enough to be

treated. I'm going to check on as many of them as| can right now."

“Ma and I'll giveyou ahand,” Magnus said. Kaiapin motioned to the four soldiersto remain on guard
asthey dl hurried back toward the lock.

“Anaoli,” Ivan said, “Dr. Obrion and | would like aword with you.” Juan tensed. lvan wasn't wasting
anytime

Kaligpin looked a them warily. “ Of course."

They passed inside behind Lena, Magnus, and Malachi, then turned to look out at the couple on the
floor. “Well beright here,” Juan caled out to Lena as she and the others continued down the passage.

Ivan said, “If thingsimprove for your people, then we will leave to carry out our origind mission. Do you
object?’

Kdiapin looked surprised for amoment, then said, “Y ou've been essentid to our Situation here, and |
would not wish to seem ungrateful. We haven't lost our origina world in quite the way you have, but if
thisship failsto return to Earth, as seemslikely, we will haveto try the frames—either to go home or to
explore.”

“That will giveyou achance,” Juan answered, “to find avariant that hasn't destroyed itsdlf, to explore, or
to cdl thisship home."

“Isn't there some way we might dl stay together?” Kdiapin asked. “| redize that you might view thisas
merdly another variant.”

Ivan said, “Y ou will have the same chance aswe do of regaining an intact world."

Kaligpin smiled. “What if we arrive just before it happens again?'

“Then you must try again,” Ivan said. “But it might just aseasily be avariant that will not destroy itsdlf.”
Juan looked carefully at Kaligpin, who was at aloss for words. “ Do you object to our leaving?'

Kdigpin hestated, then said, “ A recovering community needsdl theindividuasit can get, especidly
skilled people and teachers.”



Moved by the man's plea, and the pride in hisvoice, Juan said, “Wewon't go until we know your group
issettled. And there's agood chance that well be back. Our dternateswill serveyou just aswell.”

Kdiapin shrugged. “I understand your curiosty, and you do have amission to carry out. | will become
the mayor of asmal town, aRussan village that has no need for agricultureto live” He smiled. “My
grandfather was the mayor of asmal town. | became a propulsion engineer, but this shipismorethan |
could ever accomplish.”

“Wewish youwdl,” Juan said.

Kaligpin sghed. “1'd rather you stayed, but | have no authority to keep you, and will fed noill will.” He
looked at Ivan. “Don't worry, none of the officerswill try to stop your going. Y ou do want to go, Ivan?”'

“I'm part of the UN team.”
“I understand.”

As Juan shook handswith him, one of the soldiers guarding the couple cried out. The man and woman
were getting to their feet, hands trembling as they reached out for each other, dive and whole,

* * k* %

After they had made their preparations for departure, Juan went to the lock and gazed out over the
getion floor. A river of yelow light flowed through the hundreds of human figureslocked inthedien
amber, probing and repairing, restoring the delicate cellular machineries born of evolution's bloody
building program, bestowing mercies on blind nature's soft creatures.

Did the ship or station know what it was doing? Again he wondered why the starcrossers had needed
such largefacilities. Had they shifted large populations throughout the galaxy? What part had Earth
played? Only further exploration might offer clues.
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EXILES

Once again they stood in the deep chamber. The beams from their helmets bridged the cavernous
chamber and disappeared into the black frames. Juan asked, “Which one will it be? Second from the left
will put usinto Ship One, inside a suncore station somewhere, and since it seemsthat we've been moving
only between ships based in Earth's sunspace, three will take us back into the Amazon. One leadsinto a
branching corridor somewhere, according to Mal."

“1 votefor Ship One,” Lenasaid. “We know what to expect, and so did the Soviet team.”

“I agree” Juan said. “WEell try the unknowns after weve diminated the likeliest.” He grasped Lends
hand. She reached over to Magnus, who linked with Maachi, who reached out to Ivan.

“Ready,” the Russian said from the end of the chain.

Lenatightened her grip. Juan entered the frame. His helmet light flickered for amoment as he went
through the blackness.



“Follow me,” he said when they weredl out.

The exit glowed and he dipped—

—into the familiar passage.

The others came out behind him, squinting in the bright light.
“How distant isthis suncore?’ |van asked.

“No way to measure,” Juan said, “but far beyond our galaxy.”

They turned off their helmet lights, went up and made the right turn, and started up the straight section of
passage. “ Perhaps we should shout,” Ivan said. “ They might hear us.”

“Hello!” Maachi bellowed. “Hello! Hello!” His voice echoed and died away.
Lenasad, “They won't hear if they'rein one of the chambers, or outside.”
“Perhapsthey'redining,” Ivan said, “or adeep.”

“Let'sseeif theshuttleishere,” Juan said asthey cameto the turn at the end of the section. He
presented himself to the entrance. It glowed and he passed—

—into the shuttle bay.

The craft sat inits cradle. He turned and stepped—
—out into the passage. “It'sthere,” he said.
“Hello!” Maachi called out again.

Lenasaid, “Maybe it stranded them on the planet and returned. They may be trying to find their way
back."

“Or they're still here somewhere,” Juan said. “WEell check the second cafeteria” Heled the way past the
entrance to the drum-shaped chamber, counting off the ovals.

“Don't gartlethem,” Ivan said as Juan stopped before the entrance.
“Werethey aamed?’ Madachi asked.

“Possibly.”

They dropped their packs.

“I can't believe they'd shoot,” Lenasaid.

“I'll go inwith hands up,” Juan said.



He stepped toward the portal. It reddened and he passed—
—into thefamiliar bluelight of the chamber.
Two men and awoman stood up a one of the dien tables.

“Becdm,” Juan said, pointing to the UN-ERS inggniaon his oversuit. They regarded himin silence. “I'm
Juan Obrion, with the other team. We've been searching for you.”

DitaKareninagtared at him with large, brown, dightly Asian eyes. Her long brown hair was disheveled.
Issk Bilenkin, aplump, dightly balding man, squinted at him with fierce blue eyes. Thetal red-haired
young man had to be Y erik Khasan.

“| seeyou've learned what this chamber isfor,” Juan said, gesturing at the provisions on the two tables.
Y erik Khasan nodded.
“And you obvioudy understand the doorways, aswell asthe frames?"

“Yes, yes” thetal man said impatiently, “but why have you come after us?’ His English was nearly
without accent.

“What do you mean?’ Juan asked, wondering what changes this variant would reved.

“We've met before, Dr. Obrion,” Yerik Khasan said. “Weve been back to the ship in the Soviet Union
severd times, where we met you and your colleagues.”

Juan sad, “ Then you know about the war and the variant effect?"
“Yes” heanswered sadly.

“I'll get the others,” Juan said.

* * % %

“How isit that you're here?’ Lenaasked asthey dl knelt around the table.

“Wetried other frames,” Ditasaid. “Thisisour third passage. On our first return, the ship was deserted
and we couldn't go outside because of the radiation. Second time back we met you, when you came
through from Brazil. Then the ship left Earth and entered the sun, where we discovered that both ship and
station had medical facilities. Then the eight of us pooled what we had learned and decided to explore the
web. The ship's shuttle could only take us back to the ruined variant of Earth. Y our group took one
frame, we took another. Y ou still seem to be the people we met.” She gave aweak smile.

“Were meeting you for thefirst time,” Lenasaid.
“I thought as much. Are the survivorswell where you came from?”
Lenanodded. “ They're recovering.”

Isak Bilenkin said, “The variants seem to cluster around familiar possibilities, war among them, but the
other changes seem to be small, persond details, some of them trivid. Tell me, Dr. Obrion, do you



believe that we can transfer only to variants where we can't meet ourselves—that is, to worlds where our
doubles are absent either because they have left or died? And doesn't that perhaps suggest that we can
return to aworld where we are dead?”

“It'spossible,” Juan replied, “but we can only find out by trying. The exchanges have seemed
symmetricd sofar.”

“Do you know where you are?’ Magnus asked.
“Ship One” sk said, “insde awhite dwarf. We read your report.”
Juan asked, “ Has anything disturbing happened to you here?"

“Yes” Ditasaid dowly. “Weve suffered from terrible nightmares and headaches, asif something were
probing us."

“It'sthe ship,” Juan said. “It doesn't know quite how to deal with us. We had similar experiences, but
there didn't seem to be any damage done.”

Ditalooked relieved. “We thought we were going mad.”

“Asfor the Sation outsde,” Juan continued, “it will display your imaginings.”

“We stayed indde after that experience,” Yerik sad.

Ditalooked at Juan with concern. “ The variant effect was not mentioned in your ERS report, or that
passng through the frames may destroy persond identity if only patterns are transmitted and then
recongtructed from fresh materials, which would make ustwins of our origind selves. Unless our actud

particles are transmitted and rejoined, then we die and are replaced by our twinswith every passage.”

“We're not certain that's what happens,” Juan replied. “It's possible that the frames are direct bridges,
with no transmission of particles”

Isak shook hishead and smiled. “A consoling possihility, but if were ghostsweéll never know it, Since
the originds arelong gone, asisour origind world."

“Do you have coffee?’ Ivan asked.
Y erik pushed athermostoward him.

“Weve been thinking,” Ditasaid, “that we should try to find an undestroyed variant and help it survive
by tdling what we've learned.”

Malachi brightened alittle as he sat down next to Dita. They were slent as |van poured coffee into cups.
Yerik said, “I doubt that a humankind which failed to control nuclear weapons would take anything
we've learned to heart. Environmental problems were terrifying enough, yet little was done. The world's

leaders would not be frightened by our story of pardld worlds."

“Wemust try,” Ditasaid. “Perhapsin further explorationswe may find help for our kind."



Juan cringed inwardly. “1 fear what our kind will do with the web."

Ditafrowned. “If we make known our experiences, and if othersjoin usin exploring the web, then we
might be able to create amoral pressure for a better world.”

We're all the enemy, Juan wanted to say as helooked into her eyes. She made him fedl ashamed as she
looked back.

“Thereis so much weve found,” she continued, “that could help humankind.”

“Y ou mean the replicator,” Juan answered. “ Sure, we can use it, put power in the hands of politicians, if
we ever find awhole Earth.”

Magnus said, “ Juan, 1'd rather do something easier, for now, like visit the nearby planet.”
“Theshuttleishere,” Juan said.

“Why not use aframe?’ Dita asked.

“It's an unpleasant hike from where it connects to the dome complex.”

Y erik asked, “Will the ship wait for us here?’

“Yes,” Mdachi said, “because the shuttle will be absent. Although we don't know how the ship makes
decisions, | suspect it triesto be useful to its passengers.”

Isak said, “ Thethree of us haven't been to this planet.”
“Ivanand | haven't seenit either,” Magnus said.

Ditalooked puzzled. As Magnus explained why he was not quite himsdlf, Juan redlized why the older
man wanted to vigt the place where his variant had died.
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VASTNESS

Thethin, bare branches of the alien tree sprouted like a shock of gray hair from the trunk. Overheed, the
globular cluster suggested a shattered sun. The disk of the red-white dwarf rolled on the horizon of the
rusty brown desert. Musky odors rose from the land of scattered red-leafed plants clinging to the rocky
soil with green-glowing roots. Juan shivered in the gritty breeze and squinted at the domes. Nothing
seemed to have changed.

He turned back toward the tree, where Magnus was searching the ground on al fours with his helmet
light turned up high, working hisway toward the trunk.

Juan said, “Weve never returned to the same variant. There can't be agravethere.”

“It'sasimple enough experiment to do,” Magnus answered. He pulled open his collapsible spade and
beganto dig.



“Takeit easy,” Juan said; histhroat congtricted. It would be abruta irony if Magnus died here again. He
looked down at the growing hole, wondering if somehow the body could be here, and for an instant saw
the shape of its head under the dirt. Cold swesat broke out on hisface.

“You'reright,” Magnus said after amoment, “theré's no grave here.” He sat down against the trunk and
caught his breath. “I'm sorry. This must not be pleasant for you."

“I knew you wanted to come here.”

“I'd imagined examining my own body, maybe meeting my own living salf. What do you think this place
was?'

“Lenathought the domesakind of town,” Juan said. “ There's an underground installation nearby, with
frames. | think it may be what's | eft of a staging areathat was used to establish the suncore station.”

A dust ssorm on the horizon was beginning to obscure the sinking white dwarf. Strangeness rushed
through him as he breathed the musky odors of the dien desert. Magnus got up and came out from under
thetree. “Herethey come,” he said, pointing.

Four dark shapes marched down the sandy rise, single eyes blazing with light. Juan watched for two
othersto come over the top. When they failed to appear, he hurried over to the group and saw only the
four Russians. “Wherés Ma and Lena?’ he shouted over therisng wind.

“Keeping the shuttle here,” Ditaanswered. “ They don't want to risk it leaving. Which way?"

Juan led the way between thefirst two domes. Magnus joined them as they neared the dome Juan's

group had entered on their previous visit. “Follow mein!” he shouted over the mournful wind, then turned
and faced the entrance.

It glowed and he passed—

—into the dome's golden space.

The others came in beside him. His eyes adjusted and he went forward across the black floor.
“What isthis place?’ Ditaasked.

“Watch,” he said asthelight faded into total darkness.

A gdaxy swirled below them asthe floor became transparent. The view pulled into a dense region of
one of the spird arms, to aydlow sar, then closer to show aring of worlds around the sun.

“So many!” Ditaexclamed. “They mugt be artificid.”

More habitat-worlds appeared, gradually enclosing the sunin ashdll of life.

“Timeispassing,” Juan said as red beams stabbed out from the worlds, penetrating the galaxy's
quadrants, then branched out into the globular clusters over the hub. The view pulled back, reducing the

gdaxy to onein acluster. Red beams|linked these gdaxies. The view pulled back even further, reveding
dozens of clusters being joined by the web's red beams.



“Sowhere arethey?’ 1sak asked. “What happened?’

“One possibility weve discussed,” Juan replied, “isthat they grew very long-lived. There were fewer
individuas as time passed, with longevity replacing reproduction. A winnowing took place, which left
only those who could sugtain an interest inlife. They may il be out there somewhere.”

Isak said, “ That suggests the web couldn't give them what they wanted. It provided accessto the
cosmos, but not to the mystery behind its existence, and became a useless possesson.”

Y erik laughed in the darkness. “| can't believe that with al thisthey couldn't get to the bottom of things
and just died away."

Juan looked at him asthe golden glow lit up the dome. “Imagine the frustration of accumulating endless
details about the universe without learning the basic why of it."

“Areyou suggesting,” Ditasaid, “that they became despondent over the failure of their science and
committed suicide?’

Juan turned toward the brown-eyed woman. “Magnus had ideas that might be more plausible,” he said,
redlizing too late that he was thinking of discussonswith the other Magnus, and glanced a him
goologetically.

“Dogoon,” Magnussaid. “What did | say?"

“Y ou specul ated that they might have gone forward in time by circling black holes and dowing their
bioclocks, hoping to find the truth of the universe in those extreme conditions at the end of time. Or they
might have escaped our universe through black holes.”

“We haveto seealot more,” Isak said, “ before we can even begin to guess.”

“So much may be oursto learn,” Dita added.

“It may be beyond us,” Juan said. “1 sometimes fed that something better than ahuman being is needed
to bendfit from thisdien technology.”

“If wedon't try to understand it,” Ditasad, “then well certainly fall.”
“I agree,” Isak added. “We must take an enterprising attitude.”

Yerik sad, “Firgt they built their costly relaivistic ships, and reached nearby stars by dowing time. Then
they developed jump ships, and powered them with the energy of their sun, transmitted through the same
jumpspace.” The red-haired man rubbed his chin. “ And then they sent themsalves through directly,
leaving the ships for maintenance and establishment of new frame bridges. The energy for their web
would last for aslong asthe universe existed, dthough a sun would be exhausted here and there. They
certainly knew what to do with the energy of agtar.”

“And they solved their material and medica needs,” Dita added. “What was |eft except to answer the
ultimate questions? But if they failed at that, what would be |eft for them?'Y ou may be right, Juan.”

“UnlessI'm only projecting human tendencies,” he said.



“They may dill exigt,” Magnussad, “living in web-linked habitats throughout the gdaxies, carrying on
their quests. We may never find them. They might have no use for natura worlds, or for travel. Theweb
might smply be an earlier stage of their civilization, now abandoned.”

Juan nodded. “It's till probably their source of energy, but one which they don't have to tend, since the
suncore stations seem to run themselves."

“Perhaps they now use energy differently, without the suncore technology,” Ditaadded. “ Perhaps, as
suggested, their whole culture is now made up of ahandful of individuds, carrying dl their past within
them.”

Isak said, “We have to see more of the web's connecting worlds. Something will reved itsdlf.” The
plump man looked at Juan. “What about this menta contact that we've dl experienced?’

“I don't know,” Juan replied. “It seemed that bits and pieces of persondlities were crowding into our
minds. At other momentsit sounded asif people were talking about us behind our backs. Wasit that
way for you?'

“No,” Ditasaid. “We had headaches and felt uncomfortable. Did it happen again?'

“No,” Juan replied, “not even ahint, in any of us."

“What do you think this place wasfor?’ she asked.

“A staging area, maybe for the transfer of populations. The domes seem usable asliving quarters, with
built-in display and communications devices"

“Were they preparing populations for new worlds?’ she asked. “Why would they want to move large
groups?'

“Werregroping inthedark,” Isak said.
“1 wonder what they werelike,” Ditasaid.

“Oxygen breathers, humanoid, from the images weve seen, but we can't be sure we weren't making up
theimages oursalves. It's possible that were dl that'sleft of them.”

Ditalooked surprised. “ Are you serious?"

“Earth might have been colonized as part of these population transfers.”
“I'm not sure | would like that to betrue,” Magnus said.

“Why dse have agtation in our sun, and three ships on Earth?’ Juan asked.
Ditalooked puzzled. “ It would seem they abandoned us.”

Juan said, “Maybe the population transfers were part of an early project.”

“I haveanides,” Isak sad, “that they left the ships and Sationsfor usto learn fromintime.”



They were slent for afew moments, gazing around the dome.

“Therésnothing here,” Y erik said, “except for afloor, light, and ventilation, and old maps.”

* * * %

The dwarf had set by the time they came out. Sand blew across the complex of domes, shaking the tree.
Theglobular cluster burned overhead. A black dust storm was moving toward them from where the sun
had <.

“Hurry!” Juan shouted over the wind, lowering the faceplate on his helmet. Roachlike insects scurried
around hisfeet as he led the way toward the rise. Static flashes discharged in the approaching dust cloud.
Fear dipped through him as he remembered how the dien presence had begun to pull memories at
random from hismind.

Magnus steadied him as they scrambled up the rise and went over the top. The shuttle lay ahead, agiant
beachball 1eft behind on the shore of an dien sea, yellow-orange light streaming from the open lock.

They moved toward it against the rising wind. Lenaand Maachi met them at the lock. Juan picked up
the pack he had |eft to keep the lock open and followed his companions up the curving passage. The
lock doors glowed shut, sllencing the wind's howl.

Everyone was seated when he entered the small drum-shaped chamber. He stepped into the center
circle, dropped his pack, and sat down onit.

“Find anything new?’ Lenaasked as the amber glow faded and the viewspace lit up overhead.

“Same asbefore,” he said asthe planet fell away. In amoment it was abrown shrinking globe. The
white dwarf appeared as the ship oriented itsalf and rushed at the sar.

They watched asthe burst of blue light marked the craft's shift into otherspace.

Gray light streamed into the small pit as the shuttle crept toward the suncore station. The black globe
appeared, filling the viewspace. Once again Juan was struck by the magnitude of the power core's
function: It drank the star's strength, shared it with far-flung ships, and kept the frames open. He watched
asthe equatoria lock opened and the guide beam reached out. The shuttle passed inside, seeking the
mother ship.

* * % %

The suncore missed a begt, alerting the child of the starcrossers that the star might become unstable. A
quick search locked in the next attainable sunport.

Asit prepared to depart, the child of the starcrossers received no directives from the colloidal minds
withinitsfied. Y et there wasin them a persistent questioning impulse that demanded to be satisfied.
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Juan finished his second cup of coffee and looked around at his companions asthey st a thetablesin



the cafeteria near the drum-shaped chamber. Lenawas withdrawn and nervous. Maachi looked dour as
he played cards with Ivan, who seemed absorbed in the game; Dita stared absently at the two men.

Y erik had complained of headaches, and had stayed behind when Isak and Magnus went out to explore
chambersin the passage.

“Now | have aheadache,” Lenasaid, rubbing her forehead. Juan felt a sudden pain behind his eyes, and
wondered if something wastrying to listen to histhoughts. “ Dita, do you fed it, too?"

The brown-haired woman nodded. “Maybe it's the blue light in here. Makes the food |ook unappetizing,
too."

The entrance glowed. 1sak and Magnus came through, panting alittle. “The outside lock is closed,”
Magnus said. “Wefailed to trigger it. Then we heard the departure sound.”

“I guesswe're going for another ride,” Lenasaid.

Ditaleaned forward at the table. “ Strange,” she said, “no matter how far we go, well be only astep
away from ... Earth."

Ivan looked a her uneasily, and Juan redlized that she had avoided saying home.

* * k* %

Down in the drum-shaped chamber, they stepped into the circle and the amber glow faded. The massive
black globe of the station was dready far behind. There was aflash of blue and the dwarf star appeared
innorma space.

“What happens now?’ Dita asked.

Juan sad, “ The ship accelerates to a noticeable fraction of light speed within afew hours, then jumpsto
its destination, wherever that might be. We suspect that were far from our own galaxy. The dwarf were
leaving isone of the old hdo gtarsin this gdaxy, which may be at thered limit of the universein relation to
Eath."

“But the frameswill bridge any distance,” Ditasaid.

“Presumably,” Juan answered. “Weve seen nothing to the contrary.”

“I wonder,” Isak said, “how the web actudly exists. While we experience displacementsin probability,
lapses of time between variants have been nil. Perhaps the web exists S multaneoud y—a permanent

bridgespace—peace be to Eingtein!”

“I wonder if it can be shut off?’ Ditaasked.
Isak chuckled. “1 don't expect to find such a switch. Why would there be one?’

Juan gazed at the dwindling dwarf, which was dready starting to red-shift. “Well get somerest,” Lena
sad.

Asthey went to their packs, Juan noticed that Ivan was trembling.

* k kx %



Blue-white flashes woke Juan.
“We'rejumping,” Magnus said softly.

“How many?'

“Two, sofar."

The silhouettes of his companions sat up around him and gazed upward. A yellow sun blazed suddenly in
the view-gpace. It grew larger, filling the chamber with light. A black line crossed the star, then dowly

broke up into disks. The star, Juan redlized, was ringed by habitats.

“Somany!” Ditaexclamed.
“Thiscould beit,” Mdachi said. “Well meet the buildersat last."

The view flashed blue and became gray. Once again the destination star became a diffuse patch asthe
ship penetrated toward the core station.

* * * %

The lock was open when they came up the passage. They emerged into avast blue space. Juan gazed up
through the el ectric brightness and imagined the seething star enveloping the ghost of the otherspace

dation.
Ditalooked around. “ Deserted, like the others."

“We must explore,” 1sak said. His blue eyes widened as he gazed at the expanse.

Asthey started across the seemingly endless amber floor, Juan realized that his own love for discovery

had diminished. He stopped and looked back at the ship. Mot of it lay below the floor, but the visble
portion of the dome il rose at least a hundred metersinto the station, turned on its axis to keep the lock

level with thefloor.

“Look!” Isak shouted.

Juan turned and caught up with his companions. They gpproached ahdf circle of framesfacing the ship.

Malachi said, “ These may be entranceways into the worlds we saw on theway in."

“Of course!” Isak said. “But there can't be as many frames as worlds, which meansthat other
connections probably exist in the worldsthat can be entered. At least amillion habitatsfill the orbit we

saw.
“Will the ship leave without usif we go exploring?’ Dita asked.

“It might,” Juan said, “and wed lose our source of provisions and our only known link with home.”

“What home?’ Ivan muttered suddenly. “I'll stay with the ship and catch up on my deep.”

Juan said, “We should stay together."



Ivan laughed. “Don't worry about me. I'mtired, and | don't care at thispoint if you al come back dightly
different.”

“Juan'sright,” Ditasaid.

Malachi asked, “Why introduce even more complications, Ivan? If the ship decidesto leave, you might
not be ableto stop it anyway, even if you sit in thelock. Leaving a pack there may do just aswell. Weve
never been certain.”

Isak asked, “ Do we want to explore or hide out in the ship?’ He pointed to one of the frames. “Think of
what may be through there—aien humanities inhabiting these million worlds. What knowledge we might
gain—alien logics and mathematics, systems of physics based on the perceptions of dien physiologies,
chemidries of theimpossblel™

Juan stepped closeto Ivan and said, “I know how you fed, but if you stay here you'll risk being left
alone. Assoon aswe step through one of those frames, the variant effect may put you in a probability in
which we don't come back. We may return to avariant where you never camewith usat al.”

“Or you'll come back with small changes,” Ivan said. “1 don't much care. Wevelost our world. There's
no going back, ever, and maybe dl the variants have destroyed themsdlves."

“That'sunlikely,” Juan said. “ Areyou coming?'
Ivan gave him ahopeless ook, then nodded.

Juan sad, “Well takedl our gear.”

* * * %

They joined hands and approached the center frame. Juan tightened his hold on Lena's hand and stepped
through into adark tunndl.

His eyes adjusted, and he went forward toward what seemed acircle of white light. He cameto the
opening and stepped out onto a harshly lit surface, then let go of Lenas hand and moved asde asthe
others came out. Looking up, he saw that they were standing at the base of atall white column. The
surface curved away from it and shot upward in the distance.

“We'reingdeahollow bal!” 1sak exclaimed.

A dark blue globe hung in the center. It seemed very near. For amoment it seemed that it could crush
them againgt the inner shell. Lines of light flickered acrossits cracked, dry surface.

“It ssemstrapped in thisspace,” Lenasaid nervoudly.

“It doesn't seem redl,” Dita added.

Magnus asked, “Why isit here?’

“My guess,” Isak said, “isthat this body was brought here to be taken apart, to be used asraw
materias. Y ou can see where large pieces have been cut away. Notice aso that this surface we're on

may be within Roche's limit, yet it's not breaking up from the gravitationd stresses of that body. And we
fed gravity, a least three quartersnormal, | would say. I'll wager it'snot centrifuga spin elther, because if



they can overcome Roche stress, they don't need smulated gravity. They generate ag-force directly, just
asinthegarship.”

“A very thin shell would not break up inside Roche'slimit,” Juan replied, “ so we might be feding
centrifugd accdleration.”

Isak took off hishelmet and let go. It dropped straight down and hit the surface at hisfeet. “No obvious
coriolisforce, unlessthisplaceisvery large. I'd say we're not spinning.”

“Who cares,” lvan said.

They dl stared a him, Sartled by the derison in hisvoice. Earth's destruction, Juan redlized, had
affected them dl, in different ways, but Ivan could only seeit in himsdf. His mouth trembled as Juan
looked a him.

“We understand,” Lenasaid softly.

“Doyou?’ lvan asked.

“Weadl fed,” Ditasaid, “but what can we do?'

“WEell try to go back,” Juan added, “but not yet."

Ivan seemed to pull himsdlf together “I'm sorry,” he managed to say.

Isak picked up hishelmet and looked up at him. “Do you think | don't know thisexplorationisat least in
part adistraction?

“I'msorry,” lvan repeated. “Wevedl logt friendsand relations. | will not givein to my fedings again.
Juan turned back toward the tunndl. “Let's try another frame entrance.”

Isak chose the frame to the right of center and led the way through. Here the planet at the center of the
shdll wasdivided into four large pieces. A faint cloud of dust envel oped the shattered globe.

Isak said, “ They must have stripped thiswhole solar system for this congtruction project. But why did
they stop and leaveit dl likethis?'

“Something came up,” Yerik said.

Isak stared into the brightly lit space. “What pride! What skill! How they must have raged againgt the
tyranny of space-time, and set themsavesto bend it to their will."

“l would liketo ask,” Ivan sad, “what we can learn here?"

As Juan gazed up at the four fragments at the center of the shell, he imagined that they might have been
intended as the materiadsfor aseries of diminishing shellswithin thelarge one, until al the spaceto the
center was used up; and outside, just next door, was another in the long string of worldsfilling the orbit
around the star. He took a deep breath. Ivan was right. Awesome asit was, it al seemed for nothing.
Theair was breathable, if abit thin, the surface had been prepared for devel opment, but there was no
one here.



Magnus shook his head. “ It appears that one day they dl just disgppeared.”

“Let'stry another,” Ditasaid.

* * * %

The next space held a dozen asteroidlike bodies, dl linked by what seemed to be green-glowing cables.
“Look there,” 1sak said to Juan, pointing. “ Structures, where the lines connect.”

Juan saw green nodes on the gray-brown bodies. “ Over there!” Isak shouted, pointing into the
brightness. Juan sguinted and noticed a dark line reaching from the curving surface of the shell to one of
the asteroids overhead.

“l seeit,” Lenasad.

Isak started toward theline. Ivan frowned, then followed him; Y erik, Magnus, and Maachi fell in behind
him. Juan shifted his pack and started after with Lena.

He counted five white columns as he walked. Each seemed to have an opening like the one from which
they had emerged. “I wonder wherethey dl lead,” Lenasaid.

She il seemed distant, her mood mirroring Ivan's uncertainty about what they were doing here, the
same uneasiness and lack of conviction he fet himsalf. Helooked into her eyes, thirsting for those
moments when he was not wary of hisown kind. His disgppointment with humanity had degpened, but
he had to include himsdlf in hisfears, because there was no innocent ground on which he could stand. He
felt again the rush of growing up, the loss of imagined independence as the floods of sexudity and the
sruggle for postion killed lucidity and the smple love of being. Lost were those moments when sunlight
had quieted hiswill and made him believe in angelic ways outs de the deeply cut canyons of biological
time, before adulthood came like ablack river to carry him into the deep beyond the world....

Lenaglanced at him, then grimaced. “Y ou know. Dr. Obrion, | thought | was aloner, but you've got me
beat. | guessthat's what attracts meto you. Y our citadd is stronger than mine.” She smiled at him, and
his bitterness drained away.

Helooked ahead. Thethin, cablelike connection with the asteroid cluster thickened asthey neared the
place whereit was anchored to the inner surface. Juan heard a distant rushing sound.

“Airflow,” 1sak said. “It must be aconduit of somekind."

Juan saw the structure clearly as Lenaand he caught up with the others. It rose like aflying buttress
toward the asteroid center. Malachi leaned into an oval opening at the base.

“It seemsto be a drop tube arrangement,” he said, peering upward.
“But will it carry us both ways?” 1sak asked.
Malachi took out a chocolate wrapper, tossed it into the tube, and watched it whisk upward. *“ That

doesn't prove anything,” he said, turning around. “The only way well find out if we can returnis by
sepping in at the other end.”



Ivan looked at Juan. “What's the point of going through that thing?”
“We cameto explore,” Isak answered. “We do so or go back."
Malachi shifted hisbroad shouldersto adjust his pack. “Who's firs?!
“I'll go,” Juan said, “and send something back as soon as I'm through.”

No one objected. Ivan seemed a bit relieved suddenly, Juan noticed, and knew why because hefelt the
same. They would put off trying to regain their world for awhile longer, postponing the possibility thet
they might never findit.

He adjusted his pack, stepped into the opening, and was drawn upward, accel erating dowly. He looked
down and saw Lena peering after him, her upturned face tense with concern. He waved and looked
away, lowering hisfaceplate. In amoment helogt al sense of up or down. Ahead, the tube seemed
endless, glowing bright blue. He lifted hisfaceplate and felt only adight motion of air againg hisface,
evidence of agravitationd control that could hurl him through ahundred kilometers of tubeway ina
meatter of minutes.

Y et the motion was gentle, and lulled him. For amoment he imagined that he was rushing downward,
but the perception quickly reversed itself, and it seemed he was rushing upward; findly, hismind decided
that he wastraveling horizontally.

The blue glow around him brightened. Helooked at hiswatch and saw that fifteen minutes had elapsed.
He seemed to be dowing, but couldn't be sure. An ova opening came up in front of his eyes as he drifted
to astop. He grasped the rim, turned himsalf around, and came down on hisfeet in light gravity.

He stepped out cautiously and looked up. The tube thrust up from the asteroid, spanned the blue space,
and narrowed to afaint black line before it touched the far surface. He took afew steps, surprised that
such asmall body would have even this much gravity. Looking around, he noticed skeletdl structures
clinging to the rocky surface afew hundred meters away. Squares, pyramids, and variousirregular
shapes were strewn about the asteroid.

He turned back to the oval opening, picked up arock, and tossed it in. It went up, and he breathed a
Sghof reief.

* k% k %

Isak came through firgt, looking like agiant beetle with his pack as he turned himself around. Lenalanded
gracefully behind him. Madachi twisted his body through the opening and drifted down. A strand of Ditas
hair flew up from under her helmet as she emerged, followed by Y erik. Magnus and Ivan came through
lest.

“What do you think?” Juan asked Isak, pointing to the spidery structures.

The astrophysicist wrinkled his brow and rubbed his chin. “1 would say some kind of propulsion device,
or what's | eft of one, used to bring the asteriod into this congtruction shell, as part of an unfinished
macroengineering project. But what stopped it?”

“Perhaps there was a strike,” Ivan said. 1sak approached one of the alien structures and rapped it with
hisknuckles, producing adull, nonmetallic sound.



“Ah,” Maachi sad, “an dien goeaks.”

Lenareached down and pulled something from the rocky ground. “ Juan, ook at this,” she said. “Grass,
and weeds."

“Ascommon asydlow sars,” hereplied.

They dl gathered around her as she examined her find, and Juan redlized that it had reminded them of
Earth. He looked up at the nearby asteroid fragments. Two hung in the sky just above the skeletal
sructures. A third was off to the right, Sitting on the close horizon. Across the blue space, the smooth
inner surface of the sphere seemed to be an unfinished stage for adramathat would never be played out.
He closed hiseyesfor amoment, fedling tired; but the inevitability of deep seemed suddenly intolerable.
The hours of human deep had always been arisky voyage, apassage through the implicit and fearful, to
be ressted by the engine of awareness. Only those who were deeply resolved within themselveswould
receive saferest.

The need to attempt areturn to Earth, he knew, could not be ignored for long. He hoped that every
passage through the frames would carry them farther from the variant in which Earth had died.

Lenatouched hishand. “ Juan, areyou dl right?'

“Yes” hesad, looking into her eyes and fedling deeply grateful for her existence.

* k k %

The ship was dtill there when they stepped out from the haf circle of framesin the suncore.

“Shal wetry afourth?” 1sak asked.

No one objected. Juan led the chain through into an identical tunndl.

“So methodical apeople!” Ivan cdled out. “1 don't think they had much of a sense of humor.”

They came out into another shell and looked up. Starships hung like bunched grapesin the open space.

“They look like our ship,” Juan said, intrigued by the possbility that the vesselswere not yet operationd.
“Wemight learn something.”

“So they built them in placeslikethis” Magnus said, “then sent them out to string their web.”
Ivan laughed. “Little redizing that ignoramuses like us would wander through and gape!”

“Ignoranceisamap.” Isak answered firmly. “ Obvioudy incomplete, but the only one possibleif oneisto
learn. Werefinite creatures, for whom each ignoranceis an infinite series of uniquely shaped holesthat
will accept only one piece of knowledge of the same shape—the positive to the negative space, to use a
geometrical analogy. What we have seen shows us how much can be done, and that it has been done.
The ship, the web, the replicator, the medical facilities—all flow from the same principles that make
possible an elegant control of energies a the quantum leve. That tells usthat the builders had a profound
grasp of the universe—a unified field theory accounting for al the forces asthey are now, after they
separated. The practica technology we see here must flow from such knowledge.”

“That'sfine,” Ivan replied, “but what can we do with it ourselves besides appreciate it?"



“Befair, old chap,” Maachi said. “We can't expect to find technical manuaslying about. All the tech
we've seen appears to have been designed so it wouldn't have to be serviced or tampered with by users.”

“There must be manuals of some sort somewhere” lvan ingsted. “Not that we could read them."

Y erik said, “The ship iswhat we should start with. On Earth we can bring al our resourcesto bear in
studying it, and leave the web for later.”

Juan turned away. “Wed better get back."

* * * %

They emerged into the brightness of the suncore station and started toward the ship.

“It'snot there,” Lenasaid with dismay, letting go of Juan's hand. They hurried forward and cameto the
edge of the empty cradle. Juan'sthroat tightened; his companions were silent, their eyes wide from
shock.

They dropped their packs. “Maybeit'll return,” Ditasaid asthey sat down on their gear.

“1 knew | should have stayed,” Ivan said.

“It'snot your fault,” Magnus answered. “Weve entered a variant where it was never here.”

Ivan asked, “ Does the station have replicators?”

“Probably,” Mdachi said, “but we might starve before we found one."

Juan felt exhausted as he looked around at his companions, and felt lost. A lifetime of fears and doubts
were egting their way out of the restraints he had built within himself.

Y erik grimaced. “We should never haveleft it.” The red-haired man sat limply on his pack.

“WEell find other replicators,” Isak said, “and another way home.” He looked at Juan. “It'salarge
connected system, isn't it?"

Juan nodded. “Weéll pass back and forth through aframe, which might put usinto avariant where the
shipisdill here”

“Of course!” Isak exclamed.

“If werelucky,” Juan added. “A million tries might not be enough.”
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ACROSS THE PROBABILITIES

They put on their packs and returned to the half circle of frames. Silently, they linked hands. Juan led the
way into the fourth entrance. They passed through the tunndl into an empty, blue-lit sphere.



Isak said, “It seemsthe work was completed in this one, or never started.”

They gazed into the vast space, then went back through the tunnel, with Juan bringing up the rear.
“It'snot here,” Magnus said as Juan emerged.

“Well goagain,” hesad.

They joined hands, and he went ahead, straining to see the exit. Findly, he sumbled through it—into
darkness.

“Back!” he shouted. A children's game, he thought, asthey reversed direction and led him back.
“It'sherel” Isak shouted as Juan came out.

The ship loomed out of the brightness asthey rushed to it. Juan felt relief, and the urgency toregain a
living Earth before chance exiled them forever. The emotiond ties with home, whatever therewas of it,
knotted up insde him, and he knew that every other aim had to arrange itself around that god, for better
or worse. Hiscritical mind did not love humanity, even though he hoped for useful work that would
survive him, and needed to belong. The war within him would haveto play itsdf out, evenif he suffered a
loss of vaue and identity from which hewould not recover. He fdt unfinished asthey approached the
ship.

* k k %

Malachi and Dita sat in the back of the drum-shaped chamber, near the exit, smoking cigarettes. The
othersrested on their degping bags. The warm amber glow was soothing; Juan felt suspended in afdse

peace.

Maachi murmured afew wordsto Dita; she laughed softly. The sound made Juan imagine smdll
victories, and he wondered about the character of physical laws which made possible the rise of
intelligence and crushed it a the sametime. Inevitably, intelligence warred with such auniverse, and
struggled to work miracles. The early onestook the form of awkward technologies; later ones were more
elegant, modifying the gross biologica inheritance. But what had the web donefor its builders? They had
either destroyed themsalves, or abandoned their works for something else.

Lends hand touched his. “What isit?’ she asked.
“Evenwith dl thisthe buildersfailed, so what hopeistherefor us, or for what's left of us?"
She sad, “ Somewhere, humanity isalive. Weve got to believe that, Juan.”

Helooked around the chamber. The resting shapes of his companions suggested dark creatureson a
drange shore. “I suspect,” he continued, “that even if wefind aliving variant, it won't last. Nothing human
can last. Our only hope isto stop being human. Training, tradition, and ideals aren't enough to free us of
what we are. The shining examples we've had have been freaks, wonderful only because they stood
gpart from the wretched norm. Scientific and cultural renai ssance was declared whenever things were not
obvioudy going backwards. A near standstill was progress. We're afailed species, unable to transcend
itsreptilian brain core, with every good motive tainted by hidden impulses.”

“But we don't know how to stop being human,” Lena said softly.



“Maybeit'stimeto start over, somewhere ese. | fear finding our world again, afraid of what it'll do, or is
aready doing with the web."

“Think amoment, Juan.” Her mouth twisted. “ Firgt you claim that nothing human lagts, then you suggest
sarting over somewhere else. Well, if what you say istrue, then we wouldn't do any better.” Her eyes
seemed to stare past him. “ Anyway, we can't start over. Too small agene pool, for onething, and neither
Ditanor | would care to be brood maresin a hopeless effort.”

Helooked into her eyes. “I'm not being very clear,” he said, taking her hand.

“I know how you fedl,” she answered. “Maybe wewon't find our world again, but if we do its problems
will still bethere. | think you're feding guilty that you're still dive.” Her fingers gripped his hand tightly.
“Misanthropy iseasy. Making solutionswork ishard, and never perfect.”

“Yes” hesad, “but there are degrees of imperfection and failure. Our kind wasn't content with killing
itsdlf off. Evenif the destroyed variant had survived, the planet was dying.”

“Y ou're wrong about humanity,” shesaid.

“I hope so—but what if I'm right?*

* * k* %

“What else can wecdl it,” Magnus was saying as Juan awakened. “ They were building an empire.”
“Why did they bother,” Ivan said, “if they were going to abandon it?"
Juan lay dill and listened.

“Empires start out for many reasons,” Magnus continued, “ among them economics and exploration. But
unexpected devel opments modify origina goas. Their technology progressed rapidly to materids
synthesis, which obviated the need for agriculture and basic resources.” 1t seemed to Juan that Magnus
was struggling with himsdlf as he spoke, to keep himsdlf going.

Ivan said, “Except they still needed the power of stars.”

“But they were | eft free to explore,” Magnus continued, “and to give free reign to religious and aesthetic
impulses. They could go anywhere and create any kind of environment they wanted, for whatever
reason.”

“How about power and pride?’ lvan asked.

“If they achieved practicd life-extenson,” Magnus went on, ignoring the question, “then that might have
reduced their numbers. Why reproduce when you can become your own posterity? Long life would aso
select out those who logt interest.”

“So they're somewhere,” Ivan said, *but why did they abandon the things we've seen?” He sounded
affronted.

Magnus sighed. “ Socid systems lag behind the growth of knowledge and vision. For example, under the
pressure of advancesin biology and artificid intelligence, a species may become physicdly fluid, while ill
engaged in projectslike thisempire. Suddenly, intdligenceis ableto bresk the biological limitsinwhichit



developed, to cease being the organism that it was and quantum-jump into anew state. Socia visonsfall
because a speciesis hobbled by inward structures, which evolved to meet the needs of survivd in earlier
environments. The old biology brakes aspiration. On Earth, utopian communities failed because ahuman
being could not stop behaving according to what evol ution and human history had made of him."

Juan turned his head and saw Magnus's silhouette standing in the amber glow. “Weve dways glimpsed
better things,” the older man said, “but lacked the inner means to achieve them. The organism, measuring
itself by itsdlf, cannot equal its dreams. The conduct of sciencewith the help of artificid intelligence and
mathemati cs—a cognitive activity that stands outside the older human nature—is atranscendent activity,
acheck on opinion, custom, and self-interest. A species makesthistrangtion to relative objectivity or
destroysitsdf.”

“But the process you're describing,” Lenasaid suddenly, “may lead to profound stresses, as an dlite part
of the species develops contempt for its own kind.”

Magnus scratched his head. “Y es, that may be afatal conflict. But my point isthat each rapid

devel opment outstrips the needs it was meant to remedy, by opening up new paths. That's what we may
be seeing in thisvast system of ships and frames. The builders may have achieved another kind of
exisence. Earth may have been one of their last outpogts, just before agreat change of some kind
occurred.”

Y erik sat up. “ Perhaps the continued use of the web smply emptied out the variants we've visited.
Elsawhere the empire continues. If we pass through the frames often enough, we might chance on it.”

Juan turned on hisside and said, “| don't understand how that could happen. It suggests broken
symmetries and skipped variants."

“Wel, why not?” Y erik objected. “ Perhaps errors occur, and emptying can happen.”
“| don't understand it either,” Magnus said.

“What I'd liketo know,” Isak said, “ishow they built things. We've seen only finished things, machines
without moving parts. What weve seen suggeststhat they built thingsfrom theinsde.”

“Maybe they built with menta tools,” Magnus replied, “and that put them on the road to another kind of
existence, as ethered beings, patterned energies, moving like ghosts through our universe.”

Isak's stocky shape rose and |eaned toward the wiry one of Magnus. “ Do you redlize what that
implies?’ he demanded, asif Magnus had just made some childish error. “ Such close contact with the
basic structure of redity might diminate quantum-observer interferencein physical observetion. The
dtatus of observerswould change fundamentally.”

Magnus said softly, “ The truth might be even more disturbing, perhapsincomprehensible.”

“They might have sculpted new forms of life with such menta tools” Lenasaid, “and seeded worldswith
such life. Perhapsthat was al that waseft for them, to watch new intelligences climb up through the
mysteries, in the hope of learning something new.”

“And we might be what came of such aseeding,” Mdachi cutin. “1 would il prefer to think we came
up the hard way, out of an unconscious process.”



“It might have been quite routine,” Lena continued, “their setting up of initid conditions, knowing that
intelligence would develop sooner or later. Perhgps dl life developed as the guided panspermiaof the
first intelligence to spring up in the cosmos. And only that first appearance came about by chance,
cregting abiological chain reaction. It may bethat each intelligent pecies, asit discoversthisvast lineage,
acquires aneed to do the same wherever it sees achance for sentience, if its civilization surviveslong

enough.”

Malachi waved ahand as he lay on his back. “But perhaps we're the only other species that came up out
of the unconscious process, without parenting.”

The builderswould have nothing to learn from us, Juan thought. Human inroadsinto the enigmas were
few—rdativity, quantum theory, Godd's proof, the scattered insghts of novels and works of art. Still, he
told himsdlf, if any of these origins were possible, then there might be a chance for human progress.
Traditions, training, education, even a cregtive bioengineering of the organism, might become morethan a
totaitarian imposition on the animd; it might be a common sequence of devel opments, following acourse
that had already succeeded € sewhere countlesstimes. The star web might be only atoy Ieft for offspring
to play with and puzzle over. Suddenly Juan longed, and hisfedings threatened to hurl him into blind faith.
Humanity would only have to be patient with itsdlf, ignore the flicker of short-lived generations—and
soar!

Nice, hetold himsdlf, bitterly. Y ou'll grasp at anything. The variants they had seen were scattered around
one &t of historical outcomes, in anarrow range. Even if the builders of the web could be found, the
encounter might be disastrous. The notion of hoisting humankind into a better state was perilous, linked to
sdf-loathing and megalomania

Isak turned and waved his hands. “| dream of arepository of knowledge, inwhich isrecorded how dl
thiswas accomplished, and why!"

Magnus shrugged. “I1n alanguage we may never comprehend.”

“Perhapsnot,” Ditasaid, gesturing with her cigarette. “ If we are related to the builders, then the
underlying symbolic forms of their minds may not be unlike ours.”

Juan felt sorrow for humankind's glimpsed infinities. Grow wings, make yoursdaf worthy of dreams! But
how? The stick always comes out with the same answer when it measuresitseif.

“I'mtired of dl this” Ivan shouted suddenly. “Y ou talk asif humanity still Sood behind us. Werre alone,
andwill diedone”

Eathisthere, dive and whole, Juan thought in the sllence.

Somewhere.
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GRIEVED GHOSTS

“Juan, wake up,” Lenasaid softly.

He struggled to open his eyes, held back by avison of the starcrossersin joyous congregation, climbing



through ever-increasing states of knowledge and blissto acritical mass of culture rich with laughter and
incongruity, auniverse opening inward, mocking the silence of infinite gpaces....

He sat up suddenly, confronted by a puzzle from hisyouth that seemed new again. Why should there be
anything at al, rather than nothing? Did the starcrossers know the answer on their inward shore?

As he prepared his pack for departure, he redlized that deep had given him only aphysical renewdl;
curiosity was stronger in him than hope.

“All set?” Malachi asked, looking around the chamber.

The amber light seemed to promise asunrise. Juan felt reluctant to leave the ship, which offered the
security of clean air, food and shelter, and hedlth care. What else could grieved ghostsfrom afailed

species ask for?

Heturned and led the way up to the exit.

* * % %

“Weredl agreed?’ Juan asked astheir helmet lights wandered across the framesin the degp chamber.

“No moreddays,” Ivan sad. “It'sthe only one we know leads directly home."

Juan took Lenas hand and faced the third frame from the | eft. Asthe otherslinked hands, he again

imagined passages snaking in and out of amillion suns, bypassing the interstellar quarantine of worlds.
Ghostly materia shot through the snakes and reassembled into solidity at ports of call.

“Ready?" he asked, suddenly afraid that his mind would not bridge the worlds he had lost.

“Pushon,” Mdachi said.

He hurried through the darkness into the identical chamber, feding that he was awhisper in some vast
inner ear.

“All through,” Lenasad, letting go of hishand.
Hewent to the large exit. It glowed and he stepped through—

—into the familiar passage.

The ydlow-orange overheads were steady, their reflections clear in the black floor. He stood aside as
his companions came through the glow, then turned off his helmet light and faced them, overcome by the
fact that they were the last ties to the humanity he knew. Sowly, with agrowing sense of gpprehension,

he turned and led the way up toward the distant lock.

Their boots echoed on the hard floor as he quickened the pace.
He stopped suddenly. “What wasthat?"
“I didn't hear anything,” Lenareplied.

“A degp rumble”



“If the ship hastaken off,” 1sak said, “then were trapped.”

* * * %

Juan confronted the inner lock. It glowed open, reveding the blue-lit chamber. Their supply caseswere
dill there.

“Mal and | will go up and check,” Juan said asthey entered and the door glowed shut behind them.
They dropped their packs. He turned on his helmet light, lowered the faceplate, and stepped toward the
outer door. It glowed open. He crawled up the earthen tunnd.

“I'm amost at the snkhole,” he shouted.
“Right behind you,” Maachi answered.

He got to hisfeet in the small space. Mal crawled up and stood beside him, peering at the glowing
display of hisradiation counter. “Well over norma,” he said, “evenin here.”

Juan took his own out and checked it. “ Same here,” he said, then dipped it back in his pocket and
looked up at the black opening. “Boost me up.”

He stepped into Mal'sjoined hands and went up through the hole. The stars were bright over the
deegping jungle as he climbed out on the hillside and stood up in amoonless night. He took out his
counter, and felt shame; it waswell into the red.

He reached down and hoisted Ma up, then looked up at the stars as his friend checked his counter.
“High,” Maachi sad, “ gpproaching lethd..”

“So's mine. Temperature seems lower. The wind hasn't had a chance to bring the dust yet.” He
unclipped hishandset. “If the cruiser's still on the highway, maybe | can patch into UN-ERS channdls”
He swept the channels, hoping to lock on, but there was only white noise.

Malachi said, “ Seems no one madeit to the ship.”

“Obvioudy there wasn't time.” Juan imagined going down to the cruiser, driving up into North America,
up the west coast to his home town, then walking down the street to his house to find his parents dead in
their beds.

“Wed better get back,” Maachi said. “ These suits offer limited protection.”

Where shall we seek our better selves, Juan thought, if we can't escape what's within us? No new start
could avoid afresh flowering of the same human nature given us by the evolving daughterhouse. His
throat tightened. He wanted to cry out the truth, asif that would be enough to unshackle him from the
beast, then looked up at the stars he had loved since boyhood. How could hiskind fail in the midst of so
much bright beauty? The universe sngswith light, but we choose darkness.

Maachi climbed down into the hole. Juan clipped the handset to his belt and followed him.

* * * %

“WEll try again,” Juan said as they went back down the passage.



“Do you think it can make a difference in how we go through?’ Isak asked. “I mean from whereto
where. Perhagps we should vary our passages. It might affect the probabilities.”

“Worth trying,” Juan replied. “We may have to go through quite afew timesto get past along run of
termina variants. We may never leave them behind.”

“What are you saying?’ lvan demanded.

“There may be thousands, or millions. If it'san infinity, thenit meansour kind isjust no damn good.” He
laughed. “Of course, well never know if it'san infinity."

“Y oure exaggerating,” Ditasaid.
“I hope s0."
“Let'snot prgjudge,” Magnus said. “Well try, no matter how many it takes."

“It may bethevery next one,” Yerik said anxioudy. Juan glanced a Lena. She avoided his gaze.

* * * %

Their helmet lights played over the framesin the deep chamber.
“Which one?’ Isak asked.

“WEell go back and forth the way we came,” Juan said. “No point in exploring yet. Plenty of timefor
risksif wefail.” Hetook Lenas hand. “Ready?'

He led them through into the identical chamber in Ship One. They turned around and came back, then
one by one dipped out through the glow into the passage.

Asthey returned to the drum-shaped chamber, Juan said, “Mal and I'll go take thefirst readings.”

Dawn wasfiltering through the overcast sky when they crawled out onto the hillside. Juan stood up and
took out his counter as Maachi rose next to him.

“What'syours?’ Mdachi asked, peering at his own instrument.

“Same as before, and climbing.” He looked out over the jungle. 1ts sounds seemed peaceful, obliviousto
the death of humankind. In abillion yearsit might dream up another intelligent cresture, who would flee
when itsmind lit up with the shame of salf-awareness, and return to wreck vengeance on the forest. Was
any mind born of nature protean enough to transcend its prison? All human societies had fallen.
Totditarian systems, both secular and rdligious, had failed a control; more representative systems had
sought agtability that could assmilate change, and had still shackled the mind. Jehovah had warred with
human nature and nearly wiped it out—but to no avail. The true myth of humanity was not the story of
Sisyphus embracing the burden of hisrock, but the tale of Jacob's night struggle with the angdl.

“Try your handset,” Mdachi said. “I'm not getting anything.”

Juan took his out and listened as it swept through the hissing of snakes.

* k kx %



Again they faced the black frames. Juan led the chain through and followed it back.

“If you don't mind,” he said back in the drum-shaped chamber, “I'll take an extraturn.”

“Same here,” Maachi added.

The sun was near noon when they came out on the hillside. Juan checked his meter. Once again the
Earth registered death. He stared at the digital readout, thinking of how many people might still beliving if
it had been only afew points lower. Opening hisradio, he listened to the dead planet and thought of how
he had lived hislife, burying his chaotic fedings and impulses, dong with hisdismay a human falure, in
the cdllar of hismind as he struggled to keep his gaze fixed on hiskind's finest examples. But now, in this
series of falled worlds, humanity had lost control of itself.

Helooked toward the horizon, trying to glimpse some sign of the coming nuclear winter. 1t would come
late to these latitudes, darkening the sky long enough to prevent the forest from drinking the sunlight.
What was |eft of the great oxygen factory would live near desth for years, and even if the vegetation
came back, it might betoo late for most animd life.

Helooked down, saw Maachi disappearing into the hillside, and followed him back into the hole.

* k% k %

“So, wedo it again?’ Ivan asked.

“Scarcely achoice,” Mdachi said asthey sat in the pit. Ditawas at hissSide, looking at him with her
mournful brown eyes.

Isak sat cross-legged on the floor. “Maybe we should wait before repegting our passage, or vary what
wedo."

“Y ou may beright,” Juan said, shifting on his pack. “Weéll try thefirst frame, then the fourth, fifth and
gxth."

Ivan smiled. “It'salottery.”

“Just about,” Juan said.

“Andif they dl fail?’ Ditaasked sadly, leaning against Mdachi.

“Well keep at it. The ship will support usfor therest of our lives."

“Aswe seek the haly grail of an unsullied Earth,” Ivan said bitterly.

Y erik asked, “ Are we doing something wrong? | mean some physical action.”

“What isaright action!” 1sak shouted. “We go through and come back. What kind of mistake can there
beinthat?’ Hisround face flushed with anger.

“These variants flow from what we are,” Juan said, looking at Lena. She sat on her pack, leaning
forward with her handstogether. “ The run of termina worlds may be alocked infinity."

“But better outcomes are not impossible,” Dita protested. “ They must exist somewhere!™



“But not for usto find,” 1van said with repressed anger. “ Perhaps our unconsciousis steering usinto
dead worlds."

“Let'sfaceit,” Lenasaid. “We don't know what we're doing, and thereé's no way to find out."”

“We mugt understand,” Magnus cut in, “that the universe branches continuoudy. Each variant tunndls off
on itsown and continuesto split. We're part of the process. Ordinarily, junctures occur as normal
developmentsin our experience, where one thing happens and not another, or when we make a choice.
But the frames enable us to move across variantsin away that revealswhat is normadly hidden from us.
We've learned that we can't have what we want, and that what islikely isaso very limited.”

“Sowhat dseisnew?’ Ivan asked. “Maybe we're not wishing hard enough.”

* * % %

Lenaand Dita came through the glow and walked dowly down into the pit. Juan sat up and saw from
their faces that there was no change outside.

“Thereadingsareevenworse,” Lenasaid, Stting down next to him.
Ditakndt down next to Maachi. “The sky isdarker,” she added, “and the temperatureisfdling.”
Lenatook adeep breath. “It's the same world over and over again.”

They had dl taken turns making the observations, but after a dozen passes through the framesit seemed
that athousand tries would not be enough.

“Maybe were reentering the same world,” Ivan said.
“Possibly,” Juan replied, “but the readings change too quickly and the contours of the hill vary.”
“It would be adiscovery,” Magnus said, “to learn that we could enter the same variant repesatedly.”

“Itisthe sameworld!” Ivan shouted bitterly. “Our world—because it ways destroysitself.”
29
BROKEN SYMMETRY

Juan grasped Lends hand and led the chain through the first frame. Warm, stale air pushed into hislungs
as he stepped out into low gravity. While the others came through, he noticed three ova exits ahead, then
cast hisbeam around the chamber. There were no additional frames.

He faced the three exits. “Do we go back, or see where these lead?”

“I'mwilling,” Yerik sad.

“I don't care to be disappointed again right away,” Ivan added.

“Middle exit, then,” Juan said. He stepped forward. It glowed—



—and he emerged into adark tunnel ramp. The others came out and stood on either side of him.
“Something very hot cut these smooth walls,” Maachi said.
“Thisar isnot being renewed,” Ditasaid.

Juan went dowly up the ramp, and came out into alarge chamber. He looked upward, and glimpsed a
distant celling in his beam. Sowly, they moved ahead, stirring up dust on the polished surface.

“There, to theright!” Maachi shouted, fixing an exit with hisbeam. They hurried toward it. Juan went
through the glow—

—into another dark tunnel, and waited for his companions.

“What now?" Y erik asked. Juan went forward and around a turn, which led them into another large
chamber. Their beams caught three vehicleswith UN-ERSinsgnia.

“Moonbuses!” Maachi exclamed. “Wereon Luna”
sk sad, “ So theré's avariant in which an adlien station was found on the Moon."

Juan cagt hislight beyond the three vehicles, reveding alarge exit. “ Can we drive one of these out of
here?’ Ivan asked.

“Let'ssee” Yerik replied as hewent up to avehicle and touched the entry plate. The buslit upinsdeas
the door did open. “Wdll, what do we do?’ he asked, looking at Juan.

“Maybe we can learn something,” Juan said.
Hewaited until the others were ingde, then followed, closing the door behind him.

The brightly lit cab held seats for a dozen people. Maachi went forward and checked the drive controls.
Juan followed and sat down at hisright, checking the pressurization display, which was counting up to
normd. The vehiclés cozy interior was ardief after the dien designs.

“I candoit,” hisfriend said. The engine came dive with alow whine, and the vehicle moved toward the
exit. It glowed and Maachi gunned the bus through—

—into astarry Lunar landscape. Juan peered up through the canopy and saw afull Earth hanging low in
the sky to hisright, looking like bruised flesh. Red-browns streaked the | atitudes between icecaps, where
oxygen-producing greenery was dying for lack of sunlight under the shroud of windborne debris. Farm
animals were being daughtered astheir feed ran out. Wild animals were devouring each other and the
cold human dead in the gathering gloom. New variants of his parents had died. He wondered what it was
likein the underground Swiss city, in the officid bunkers and caves.

Malachi stopped the vehicle. They al came forward and looked out at the planet that was dying in the
black desert of space. To smply drive out and see the suicide of humankind among bright sars, at a
glance, was numbing.

“Canweraseone of the Lunar bases?’ Ivan asked.



“Weéreinacrater,” Mdachi sad, “and | don't see aline-of-sight antennarelay. There may be asatellite
overhead."

“Look there,” Lenasaid, pointing. “ Tread marks."

Juan said, “They found this entrance, but there wasn't time to explore below. Weve got to contact the
bases and tell them what we know. Supplies may be short with nothing coming up from Earth.”

Mdachi worked the communications gear on the pandl. “If therésarelay overhead, welll get abase on
the UN-ERS channels."

“If anyoneshere” Yerik sad. “They might have left before the war started.”
“I'm getting the synchronous satdllite, but nothing else. Well follow the tracks."
Dust floated around the vehicle as it sped across the crater floor.

“I'm surprised,” lvan said, “that the com-satdlliteis till there™

Lena pointed suddenly. “A deep crater ahead.”

Malachi hated the bus. “No—I think that'swhat's |eft of UN Lunar Base Two.” He took a deep breath
and sat back.

Juan's voice broke as he said, “ There's nothing we can do here. Better get back.”

* * * %

Increased gravity tugged at Juan as he came out into the starship. He waited for the othersto emerge,
then let go of Lenas hand.

Ditagasped, looking startled. “Where's lvan?’ Maachi asked suddenly, casting his beam around the
chamber.

“Wemust haveleft him behind,” Yerik said.

“No,” Mdachi inasted. “1 waslast out and he wasin front of me."

“Y ou were holding hishand?’ Juan asked with dismay.

“Yes, but | came out holding Ditas. I'm certain.”

The Russian woman nodded. “He wasjust behind me—I know it."

Juan cast his beam across the six frames, hoping that at any moment Ivan would appear.
“What happened to him?’ Dita asked.

Maachi said, “ Something subtracted him.”

“Broken symmetries,” Juan said softly. “Errorsin the frame transfer.”



“What can we do?’ Dita asked.

“Nothing, I'm afraid,” Magnus answered. “ This may explain the variant effect. Leave a system unused
for alongtimeand it will function regularly for awhile. A faucet may drip uniformly—but as smal bits of
damage accumulate the dropswill become more frequent, and finally, with the onset of chaos, the water
will flow through fredly. It took along time for the systems weve seen to deteriorate. Therewasa
problem with one of the doorsin the ship's passage. Eventually the web may become subject to al kinds
of unpredictable effects, and might not work at al.”

“Isit possible” Isak asked, “that the variant effect was intended?'
“Seemsit wasn't,” Magnus replied.

“How disgppointing, to think that with al their ingenuity they could not have built in safeguards against
such deterioration. But it's good evidence that the builders have not been around for quite sometime.”

“It'spossible,” Magnus continued, “that in coming back from the Moon we entered a variant which
dready had Ivaninit, so two of him could not be permitted to exist.”

Juan sad, “ Our dternates have aways left by the time we returned. Hisway might have been blocked
by aliving lvan somewherein thisvariant.”

“I hopethelvan weknew,” Ditasad, “went hometo theliving."

Isak Sghed. “Then we must conclude that if 1van was subtracted, then people are dlivein thisvariant,
himinduded?'

“It might be only small groups,” Juan said, not daring to hope for more.

* * % %

Juan watched grimly aslsak and Y erik dipped through the glow and came silently down into the pit. He
leaned back againgt his pack.

“Quitetiresome,” Madachi mumbled.

Ditawas weeping softly. Magnus cleared histhroat; his face sagged with despair.

Y erik gave his pack akick and sat down onit. “It can't require an infinite number of tries.”

Malachi helped Ditato her feet. The samelost look wasin hisdark eyesand in her tilted ones. She
dipped her arm through his as they went up to the exit. Juan gazed after them asthey passed through the
glow, then turned to Lena, suddenly wanting to embrace her.

“We should dl get somedeep,” she murmured, giving him an gpologetic glance.

He closed his eyes, camed by the decisive tone of her voice, and fell into adream of Ivan on the ruined
Earth. Had he been dispersed, or smply diverted to balance an aternate's passage? His dreams worried
the mysterieslike prayer beads, running through endless combinations of images. Bitsand pieces of his

companions came through the frames at random. His own head went into alonely darkness, whilea
universe away hisarms and legsflailed helplesdy, still somehow connected to his awareness. He woke



up in aswest, wondering who kept track of the symmetries and made sure they were obeyed.

* k *x %

After eating, they shouldered their packs and went down to the degp chamber to face the frames again.

“Ready?” Juan asked. He glanced behind him &t the shorter chain, then took Lenas hand and went
through to the Lunar complex, hoping that somehow Ivan would be there to greet them. Lenas hand
tightened in his, then dipped away. He ssumbled forward, turned, and saw that he was alone.

He waited amoment, rushed back through the frame, and cast hislight around the chamber.

“Hello!” he shouted in the empty chamber. He went through the frame again. The Lunar chamber was
empty.

This had happened to Ivan, he redlized, fighting panic, and there was no way to undo it. Going back and
forth through the frame might only send him further away in probability from Lenaand the others.

He dropped his pack, sat down onit and tried to think. The Lena he knew was now lost with dl his
companions and thefirgt Earth, in the quantum whirl of worlds|ocked around an axis of destruction.
What else could he do except continue to use the frames? He should go out and check thisvariant. Ashe
got up and put on his pack, he redlized that he was thinking like a gambler who can't pass up one more
try, convinced that the next one would win.

* k k %

As hewent up the winding passage, he saw himsalf drifting across the probabilitiesfor the rest of hislife,
vigting aninfinity of termind Earths, wandering through the alien maze like arat, living on the echoes of
hisprovisons

He came to within afew meters of the outer lock and stopped, afraid to face aruined Earth done. He
stood there, astranger to himsdlf.

Suddenly the lock glowed, reveding two dark figuresin the inner chamber, standing against the circle of
daylight that showed through the open outer lock. They camein and pointed wegpons at him.

“Who are you?’ amale voice demanded.

He stepped forward and saw the UN-ERS markings on their military uniforms. “I'm Dr. Juan Obrion,”
he said, suddenly too exhausted to fed relieved.

Thetwo soldiers glanced at each other. “ Come with us,” the woman said, sounding doubtful.

He stepped between them and they marched him out through the lock. He squinted as he came out into
the bright sunlight, then saw that he was at the top of along dirt ramp that wound down to the bottom of
the hill. A large area of jungle had been burned away to make room for acluster of white domes. The
forest seemed poised around the wound, ready to return.

Asthey went down the right-handed incline, Juan bresthed in the moist, dusty air. Take away the
greenery and the Amazon's soil was adesert, in which only the forest knew how to thrive.

They reached bottom and started toward the domes. “Were you expecting me?’ Juan asked as they
cameto the largest dome.



“Youretogoin,” themae soldier said, pressing hispamto the 1D lock.

The outer door did open. Juan entered the small chamber and took off his helmet. The outer door did
shut behind him and the inner door opened. He came out into alarge circular room with adesk, two
chairs, communications equipment, and asmal bed. Titus Summet got up from the sofato the right of the
desk.

“Juan—finaly! You'relucky | was heretoday. Strip off that stuff. Y ou must be baking.”

Juan dropped his helmet, then his pack. “How long has dl this been here?” He asked as he began
removing hisoverauit.

“Nearly ayear. Let me give you ahand with that."
Juan stepped out of his oversuit and staggered to the sofa. “ A year?’ he asked as he sat down.

Tituswent over to acooler and poured a cold drink. “We'd only begun to think about your group again
about amonth ago, after the war ended.”

Juan took thetal glass of iced teafrom Tituss hand and Sipped nervoudly.

“Itwasclose,” the older man continued. “ Only a dozen warheads. UN police beams stopped al but
two. Thenit wasover."

Juan took along pull on hisdrink. “Where did they hit?"

“Only slosgot it, but one of them was near Moscow. Very few dead, but it scared thelife out of
everyonein theworld."

“Wasit an accident?'

Titusturned one of the chairs around and sat down. “Who knows—the Chinese say it was amistake
and so do we, officidly. It wasthe last chance for anyoneto try afirst strike before the police beams
came on line. From now onit'll take more missiles than anyone hasto get through, which will discourage
nuclear arsenas among the smaler nations. The rest of uswon't want to replace the missilesthat come up
for maintenance. That'll taketime, but | believeit'll ank in. With so many other problemsto throw money
at, politicianswill berelieved not to haveto increase their military spending.”

Juan took adeep breath. Somehow, he had escaped the dead zone. The next variant might even be an
improvement on this one, with no nuclear exchange of any kind.

Titus said, “Thismay be the best vaccine we've ever had. Heads of state arein New Y ork right now.
Something new isin the works. Now tell me what happened to you."

Juan told him of their encounter with the Soviet survivors, the ship'sjourney into the Sun, and the
treatment of the injured. After describing his group's further exploration of the seemingly deserted web,
he told Titus about the run of destroyed Earths.

Strain showed in Summet'sface. “Who'swith you in the ship?!



Juan clenched histeeth. “I was separated from the others as we came through aframe. Welost Ivan
earlierinthe sameway.” A wild hope stabbed through him. * Are they here?’

“No,” Titussaid. “Y ou're the only one who's come back.” He rubbed histemples. “It'san unnerving
story, Juan. | don't fed as hopeful or relieved as| havein thelast few days."

“But this variant isthefirgt break I've seen in the run of doomed histories,” Juan replied.

Titus smiled and shook his head. * For now, perhaps. The causes of war live deeply. Whose progeny will
inherit the future? Aslong aswe're limited crestures who can't live forever and don't have much whilewe

live, welll use power asaconsolation, if only to clinch our children'shold on futurity. It could be
otherwise, | suppose, if we didn't fear death, if the afterlife were a certainty, or if we could live aslong as

wewished in fulfilling ways"

“What do you think happened?’ Juan asked.

“Morethan well ever dig out. A few military minds realized the truth—that energy wegponswould
create a Salemate, especidly if the UN aso had them. No more dreams of seizing the future from your
enemy. This strike was the last chance to knock out the First World before the bolts of Zeus came on
line. It could have been worse. It didn't escalate because cooler heads broke the orders at key points.

Well have peace while nuclear bombs become obsolete, but heaven help usif we develop new, precise
wegponsthat can strike a vitd areas without threatening the environment.”

“Why are you here now?"

“Asyou saw, weve excavated the ship. | want to put physicd restraints onit, although keeping the lock
open will probably be enough to prevent it from leaving. Then well study it as best we can. The Soviets
are sending people here, sncetheir ship isgone.”

“It may beinthe Sun,” Juan said.

“How areyou feding?"

“I guess|I'm okay."

“Well have you checked."

Juan sat back, closed his eyes, and breathed deeply. “1 never expected to see awhole Earth again. It
was stultifying to see human history so narrowed. The war seemed to hang on across an infinity of

variants. Thetime| lost suggests that somehow | moved off that axis.” He opened hiseyes and stared at
Summet. “ There was never ahint of better variants.”

Titus rubbed his chin and leaned forward. “Maybe Utopias bel ong to the future, not to contemporary
vaiants."

“I'vetold mysdlf that,” Juan said, “ but what's the future to be made from, if not from these presents,
these pasts, this human nature?’ He laughed suddenly. “It'sjust not possible, isit?!

“You need rest.”

“Why do people bdlieve that rest will soften harsh judgments?’ He shouted, “Rest can't change facts”



“But you need it, nonetheess.”

The intercom buzzed. Summet got up, went around behind his desk, sat down and stared into a small
screen. Juan could barely hear the other voice. “Y es, well pavetheramp,” Titussaid. “Call the head
engineer, not me. No, | don't know where heis. Y ou can find his damn number yourself.” He hung up.

Juan closed his eyes again and feared that he had arrived just in time to see this variant destroy itsdlf. He
had to get back to the ship right away. He thought of hislost companions, then opened his eyes suddenly
to see Titusleaning over him. “Don't you see?’ Juan asked, Sitting up. “I'velost my first world and
countless others. Don't you redlize what's happened to me?’ He fell back.

Summet stood over him. “1 understand and sympathi ze, Juan. But what can we do? All our pastsfade
away aswe grow and change. Our choices cut away one thing after another from our minds. Old joys
can't be had again. We never fed asfreeaswe did in childhood. Am | so different here?’

“You'rethe same,” Juan said sadly, redizing that Titus wastrying to be decent to him.

“Y ou seem pretty much the man | knew,” Titus continued with what seemed to be genuine concern. “I
came hereregularly and waited, because | believed you would return.”

“I'mthelast oneleft,” Juan said, standing up, “who's seen variants. Titus, weve got to tell everyone

about the ruined Earthd 1t may be the only thing that will do any good.” Aninfinity of variants spoke

through his sorrow. He was at the crossroads of every decent impulse that hiskind had ever had.

“I know, | know,” Titus muttered, helping him down to the sofa. “Lie down and deep. Please, Juan.”
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A STRANGE ATTRACTOR

“Juan—wake up!” Titus shouted. Stony fingers pushed againgt his chest. “Get up!” Juan opened hiseyes
and sat up on the sofa.

Titussad, “Come outsde.”

“What isit?’ Histemplesthrobbed, his eyes wouldn't focus, and histhroat was dry, but he struggled into
his boots and staggered into the lock.

Stifling hot ar hit him in the face as the outer door did open and they stepped into the bright sunlight.
Juan squinted toward the hill, where aline of people was descending the spird dirt ramp from the ship.
Ashiseyes adjusted, he recognized Kaligpin; Ivan waswith him.

He stumbled forward and tried to shout a greeting, but hisdry throat et out only afeeble croak. He kept
going. “lvan!” herasped as he reached the bottom of the ramp. “Anatoli!” he added in ashrill voice.

He grasped their hands as the two men reached him. “My dear Dr. Obrion,” Kaligpin said. “How good
itisto seeyou.” lvan stood back from him, looking puzzled.

“Thereare quartersfor al!” Titus shouted as people came down past them.



Ivan asked, “What's happened here?’

“Nowar,” Juan replied hoarsaly, redizing that thiswasn't quite the man he had known.

* * * %

Kdiapin sipped cold teaas he relaxed on Summet's sofa. “We left the Sun because it seemed that the
ship would never stir again. Now we can at least go home, whatever the differences.” ThisKaligpin had
a so been exploring the dien ship when the war broke out. His group had gone through what seemed to
be the same sequence of events, which meant that their doublesin this variant, who had also been
exploring the ship, were no longer here.

“And you will go home,” Summet said, “as soon aspossble.”

Juan was gill astonished that the Russians had hit upon awhole Earth in one try. There was an inner
dynamic involved in passing through the frames, heredlized. A system of space-liketravel was
deteriorating, making variants ble asit drifted toward chaos. Hisloss of ayear in thisvariant
suggested that timelike drifts were dso cregping into the system. This might even be the Kaigpin he had
known, swept here by some similar current of probability, or so close to the same person that it would
take extendve questioning to prove otherwise. Increasingly, he was beginning to think that the infinity of
variants coexisted in one vast superposition, stacked like aseries of clear overlays, varying very little
from one to the next, but gradually shading into mgor differences.

Heturned to Ivan. “What happened to you?"'

The Russan shifted in hischair. “I stayed behind when you and the others | eft. What do you remember?’

Juan told him what had happened.
“And the othersare sill lo?’ Ivan asked.

“YS,"

Thelr tea glasses were empty. Summet made the rounds, filling them up again. Juan tried to think what
kind of growing chaos turbulence might be affecting the frame links, and redlized that both variant effect
and time displacement reflected patterns governed by laws that he could only guess at. What strange
atractors permitted passage between variants? Wasthis one arelatively stable region in the flux of
histories, the variant that would survive and progresswhile an infinity of failures spirded around it? He
was reaching for a guarantee of hope, even though he suspected that the dynamic of each variant could
offer only opportunities.

* * % %

At week's end the Russians who had come out of the Sun began to leavein smal groups of twenty. Ivan
left with the last group, without saying good-bye. Soon the camp was empty again, except for
construction and maintenance crews. Juan wandered around the partialy exposed ship in the evenings,
examining it with new eyesasit sat inthe net of utility lights.

Tituswas not pressing him to do anything, and Juan felt him to be amore humane verson of the man he
had known. Crews entered the ship from time to time to duplicate provisionsfor the base, and sometimes
he went in with them. Guards changed regularly at the lock. Occasiondly, after astarlight walk around
the perimeter, he listened to radio broadcasts. The world was till in a state of shock, but he found that



comforting. He missed Lena, Maachi, and Magnus, aswell asthe three Soviets, whom he had begun to
count as new friends. Lenaand Md had been hislast link with the primary Earth, which was now
probably dead, lost in an infinite regress of variants.

Construction went on around the ship. A ceramic dike and supports were put in place to prevent the
ship from shifting during the rainy season. Therewastak of putting aweatherproof dome over the entire
ingdlation.

One evening he heard voices coming from the ship and went over to the bottom of the ramp to listen.
The guards seemed to be arguing in the lock. He started up, hoping for some conversation; there was
aways achance of picking up adetail about thisvariant. The differences he had found so far were minor,
but their reality awed him. Sports records were changed; half again as many people had survived the
gnking of theTitanic ; Reagan had recovered from his assassin's bullet in the 1980s.

He heard awoman's voice as he neared the lock, and sprinted up the rest of the way.

“Lenal” he shouted, pushing past the guards. She rushed into hisarms. Ma and Magnus grabbed his
shoulders and laughed with relief asIsak, Dita, and Y erik looked on. Lenakissed him for along time.

“What do you remember?’ Juan demanded suddenly, staring into her eyes. They were till asblue, her
hair the same shade of blond.

“Y our hand left mine,” she said nervoudy. “Wetried again and arrived here."
“Yed” Isak shouted. “It may be that we've come the same way.”

He wanted to believe it was true as he looked at her. She shook him roughly. “ Juan, it's me. No matter
what, it'sme."

“Wewereright behind you in therun,” Magnus said.

“How can we ever be sure?’ he asked.

“Ask athousand questions!” Isak cried. “1I'll wager you'll find no differences.”

Lenakissed him again. “ Take me somewhere private,” she whispered as heled her out to the ramp.
“Welcome home,” one of the guards said, standing aside.

“Lena” Juan said suddenly, “did President Reagan die when he was shot?!

“Of coursehedid,” shereplied.
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ANOTHER AUTUMN

A stranger's voice answered when he called his parents' house from his New Y ork City hotel. He looked
into the living room.



“Hdlo, I'm the county's agent for this property.” A short red-haired woman dressed in agray business
suit stepped into view. “May | show you around?’ she continued. “If you have athree-dee display, press
one now. If you wish to speak to me directly, presstwo.”

Juan pressed 2 and said, “1'd like to speak to Adela Obrion.” The red-haired woman's face replaced the
recording. “Where can | reach her?’

“Oh, I'm sorry, but Mrs. Obrion died afew months ago.”
Juan took adeep breath. “And Mr. Obrion?'

“Oh, sheld been awidow for three years. Y ou might be able to reach her son. One of the neighborstold
me he was working on some government thing and couldn't come to the funerd. Y ou'd think they would
have let him, even if he was on the Moon or something. Her two sisters were quite upset—"

“Her 9gters?” Juancutin.

“Oh, yes. They get the money from the house and furnishings, after the county takes its taxes, of course,
but if you're shopping you won't have to worry about the Federa taxes. 1t will al be cleaned and
persona things removed into storage for her son. The ssters are quite upset. | think his name was Jan or
John. | can't be sure. Say, who are you anyway? Are you interested in buying? My nameis—"

He hung up.

* * * %

The autumn was unchanged as he walked down the |eaf-strewn street toward the house, and it seemed
impossible that he would not find everyone at home, even the two aunts he had acquired. Somewhere,
they weredl here, with the same sunset, waiting.

He looked up. Vastness waited to swallow the Earth as stars pierced the clouding sky. The strength of a
million suns sang through the aien web, challenging his hopes. What can we learn from it? What can we
do with it? What will it do to us? Hisfather'sfearful echo asked the questions.

The Earth lived, but his own connectionsto its history had been weakened further; yet it remained his
world. The pulse of possibility beat within him, ingsting that joy could be won. Human intellect might till
prevail, enabling humankind to escape its torments and reach for what it longed to be, not what it had
been given to be. Utopia could not be found in mere probabilities. It would be found within, through
basi ¢ changesin humanity, in agesto come, where the frames could not take him.

A gust of wind whirled the leaves on the sdewalk in front of him. He walked through them, and for a
moment was free of despair. It had degpened his understanding, but he could not follow it into its bitter
trap. The exploration of the web would continue; the price of discovery would be paid. “We need timeto
learn,” Isak had indgsted. “ The starcrossers | eft us a piece of their history, and continued on their journey
to something very different. One day we may follow, but we must havetime.”

“You'reright, Isak,” he whispered as he neared the house. Clouds sailed in from the north, threatening
rain, and he reminded himsdlf that this variant had not destroyed itself, that it had pulled back from the
edge—from beyond the edge. Surely that meant something; even if thisworld failed in the end, others
would succeed. For al thingsto be possible, everything had to happen.

Meanwhile, hewould learn to live in the probakilities, certain of uncertainty as he dipped through the



mystery of the variants. Enigmas and ambiguitieswould blind him; answers might present themsdves even
when he asked the wrong questions.

He came at last to the house, passed through the open gate, and lacked over the redltor's sign on his
way to the door. He was the sole owner now, after paying the taxes, but he was ill not sure why he
wanted it.

* k k %

He wandered the empty rooms on thefirst floor asif exploring them for the first time, wondering if the
house was hisin al possible worlds. Theliving room walls seemed apaer blue, but perhaps the paint had
faded. Hisfather's chair still stood in the corner, but there were now two photos of himin his college cap
and gown, one taken with his father and another with his mother. The rug wasaplain dark blue rather
than the patterned one he remembered. He left the room and went to the back, wondering if hewas
entering the kitchen in al variants.

At last he went upstairsto his old room on the second floor. The rug was gone from the polished wood
floor, he noticed as he entered the square, low-ceilinged space. On one shelf, the photo of a solemn,
dark-haired boy in hisfirst communion suit was surrounded by certificates won at grade school science
fars. Theframeswere jumbled, asif someone had begun to put them away.

He sat down in the gable and gazed out through the window. Raindrops began to strike the roof, filling
the silence with awhisper. He turned away and noticed the open closet.

A large box held the door open. He got up, went over, and saw that the label was addressed to him,
care of alocd storage house. He opened the unsealed top and rummaged around in the contents. There
werefamiliar books, lovingly seded in plastic; one large brown envel ope contained academic prizes,
certificates of participation, diplomas from grade schoal, junior high, high schoal, college, and graduate
school, old report cards, and his parents' degth certificates. Another overstuffed manila envel ope was
filled with correspondence. He tried to take one out, but the envel ope dipped from his hands and hit the
floor. Letters and postcards did out and opened like afan.

He noticed one envel ope with arecent postmark, addressed in his own handwriting to hisfather. He
picked it up and took out the letter. It was not dated and seemed hastily written on both sides of one
page

Dear Dad,

Sorry | didn't seem mysdlf last visit, but | did appreciate your long letter, which was waiting for me when
| got back. | can't tell you how happy your interest in my work has made me. Yes, | do think I've helped
in what may be an important discovery. I'm looking forward to when | cantell you al about it!

He stopped reading the words he had never written, wondering if his mother had put hisfather up to
writing to him. The old man had always valued her advice, and they had been very close, so it seemed
unlikely that she could have forced him.

He continued reading:
| cantdll you, however, that what I'm doing has nothing to do with weapons. It's communications, but in
anew way.

Inthisvariant hisfather had written to him just before Summet had sent him to the Antarctic. Hefinished
reading:

| hope that your hospital stay won't bore you too much. No, | haven't had time for a steady woman
friend, but maybe someday it will happen. Y ou and Mom will bethefirst to know. | promise. And I'll



help you with fixing up the house on my next visit.
Again, your letter made my day, my week, my year!
Love, Juan

He dipped the strange, happy note back into its envel ope. How young he had sounded! A parent's
gpprova, o long withheld, had turned him into aboy. Carefully, he put the envelope into the inner breast
pocket of hisjacket, wondering if he would find hisfather's|etter somewherein New Y ork.

Therain was now coming down hard outside. Lightning flashed; thunder rattled the gable window and
the overhead light winked out. Perhaps the walls between variants should never be breached, he thought
as he went back to the window, if choice was to mean anything. The letter in his pocket was arare prize,
telling him that hisfather had reached out to embrace him, and he had done the same. But it was not part
of this son's experience, and never would be. Wasiit enough, knowing that father and son dternates had
succeeded? It was better than nothing, but he was again cheating and being cheated. There were variants
where hisfather remained contemptuous,; another where he was actively harmful. All faillures and triumphs
were both real and illusory.

He sat down in front of the window and stared out at the street lamps in the rainy night, thinking again
about utopias. A human mind passing through the dien frames could only dip dong the lines of human
bias—the strange atractor that limited human history in al possible worlds; but what if ahuman mind left
that axisthrough some recdibration of the frames? Radically reshaped humanities might exist not only in
futurity, but aong different axes striking out through infinite superspace....

Aslightning lit up the street below, he glimpsed afigure hurrying toward the house. Wind stripped leaves
from the branches of swaying trees. A leaf plastered itsdlf againgt the glass as he peered out, startling him.
He moved back and stood up, filled with the pleasant dismay that sometimes comes with the sense of
overwheming mysery.

The overhead light went on, and he knew that he was not finished with the dien web, nor with hisfellow
man.

“Juan?’ Lenacalled from below. “ Areyou here?'

Thunder drowned out his answer as he hurried downstairs, suddenly afraid of some obscure detail that
would reved she was not the woman he had known.

[l
INFINITE SPACES
The universe ... isa machine for making deities.
—Henri Bergson
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THE TREMBLING WAY

Ten square kilometers of jungle had been cleared and flattened for accessto the dien starship. Juan
noticed that vehicles even passed under the giant bal. The dirt ramp that had been used during



excavation in thefirst year had been gradualy replaced by one of ridged sted. Two yearslater, it snaked
around the ship and twisted down to level ground.

A growing city of white domes clustered around the ship, housing the researchers who worked within
the alien vessdl, and providing holding areas for the convicts who were being brought in for their one-way
trip away from Earth. A hundred at atime were instructed and equipped, then taken down the corkscrew
passage of the starship to the frame chamber and herded through to a distant world, where other rgjects
were dready attempting to make alifefor themselves.

The attraction of the scheme was that criminads could be removed from highly visible pend indtitutions
which did not rehabilitate and were acostly problem to their communities; even better, no criminals need
ever be executed. Smply remove them forever from their past and future victims. Make your lives
elsawhere, the judges were saying, and you'll fed the need for law.

The North Atlantic Nations and the Soviet Confederation had begun this new form of exile about two
years ago. It had been one of thefirst usesto which Soviets and Americans had put the dien ships, but
the convenience had been too tempting for other governments to ignore. Working through the UN, every
nation had obtained some access to the ships herein Brazil and in the Sun, and to the one recently found
on the Moon. All the shipswere linked with each other through their identical frame chamber. The pace
of expangion into the dien web was quickening despite the problems it posed for human understanding of
redlity. Practical gains outweighed al other considerations.

“WEell belate, gr,” thetal sergeant said.

Juan nodded and followed him down the dirt path that led from the heliblock to the large central dome.
Thefeding that he had logt parts of himself weighed more heavily on him with each passing year. He
might have felt the same even if he had never passed across the probahilities; but the trembling way
offered by the dien technology had given him aview of human history that only confirmed his doubts.
Bresakouts from the evolutionary maze, made possible by science and technology, only magnified
humanity'sinner limits. Spinozawasright. A man wasfree only in hismind, in his sense of possihility; but
in action, deeper programs played.

Asthey approached the main dome, Juan felt dismay and shame as he looked at the domes clustered
around the dien colossus. It goes wrong again, he thought.

The sergeant cycled the climate control lock, and the outer door opened. Juan followed him into the
white outer chamber.

“Sergeant, what do you think of al this?” he asked asthe door did shut.
“I domy job, sr."

“And you're happy with that?"

“| get what | want, sir."

“Juan!” Titus Summet cried as the inner door opened. He stood at the end of ahallway. Juan stepped
out of the lock. The door closed behind him.

“Good to seeyou,” Summet said as he rushed forward and shook his hand. The stocky man seemed as
vital asever, and asvain. Hisgraying hair and bushy eyebrows were again brown.



Juan nodded politely and withdrew hishand. “| see you've visited the ship's medical chambers. How
many important people have made the pilgrimage by now? How many favors do you owefor?'

Summet scowled, deforming his brow. “ Still not very glad to see me, areyou?” Juan was silent as
Summet led himinto hisnew office. Thelarge circular room had adaylight celling. An ova desk stood in
the middle of agreen wall-to-wall rug. Summet hurried around behind the desk and sat down. Juan sat
down in one of the three high-backed chairsfacingit.

“Youlook wdl,” Titussad, shifting in hischair. “Ready to come back from your leave?"

“Get to the point.”

Titus nodded, and Juan caught an uncharacteristic sadnessin his deeply lined face. “Weve got a
problem, Juan, and you're the only one who has any chance of solving it for us.”

“Judt tell mewhat you want.”
“What isit, Juan? Haven't we treated you well’? How's Lena?"
“Don't tell meyou don't know."

“I knew she went back to Norway to visit her mother and old friends, out of curiosity about thisvariant,
if nothing else.” He paused. “Isit over between you two?"

“For thetimebeing,” Juan lied.

“But that's not why you're so disagreeable, isit?’

“How involved are you with these pend arrangements?’ Juan asked.

“The decisions were made without me. Y ou sound very concerned. What about your work, and Lena?"

“Let'ssay I'm now moreinterested in what makes my felow mantick. Maybe I'll learn why werein
such amesson thisworld. Thereésalot of fear circulating, even among the small professona crooks.
The lawyers are spooked. Now tell me how you'retied into it."

Titusleaned forward. “ Y ou're nothing new, Juan. Scienceis littered with the careers of men and women
who cared only for their work, then developed asocia conscience when they discovered human
imperfection. They become even more outraged when they have to face up to being human themsalves.
But I'll skip trading insultswith you and get to the point, because | need you. Thiskind of exilefor
criminals has been legdly arrived at. Most people will accept it becauseit will mean seeing the last of tens
of thousands of hardened offenders who have to be supported with public money. Ordinary people want
what works, eveniif it ssemsalittle unjust.”

“A littleunjugt?'

Titusraised hisright eyebrow. “Maybe not unjust at al, but bear with me."

“I'm flattered that you fed the need to explain.”



“Y ou're agood man, Juan, but you often want theimpossible. I'll bet that's been your problem with me
inevery variant. Condder the advantages of getting rid of crimindsin thisway. We ship them through the
web, to aworld from which they can never return. End of prison problem, however often wefill them
again. We're saying to these people, start over somewhere else, and we can keep saying it for aslong as
we produce new criminas. People can't bemade good or law-abiding. They have to want it. We're
giving these people astake in anew life, where they'll have to control themselves. It won't be perfect, but
it makes sense. Were aso shipping our nuclear and chemica wagtes through the web. Astime goeson
well understand the frames better and find even more uses for them.”

“Y ou seem to think that governments have to hold people by the throat, however gently, and tighten
when they get out of hand.”

Titussmiled. “It'smore humane to exile people than to kill or imprison them. It so gets them away from
their victims. One problem is solved, even though another is created—for the criminas. They can make
their lives somewhere dse, where I'm sure they'll soon have to ded with their own criminas.”

“Doesdl thisinclude palitica criminas?’ Juan asked.

Titussighed. “Yes, unfortunately. So-called politica prisonersareincluded. It's up to judgesto classify
people.”

“Come off it, Titus. All prison populationsinclude some politica prisoners. A good case can be made
that al criminds are unconscioudy revolutionary, because they know the hypocrisy of the society that put
theminsde, even if they don't know what can be done about it. Violence and illegd actsfor profit seem
to them an gppropriate response. Enough succeed well enough to serve as role models. Society to them
isjust another gang trying to imposeitswill."

“I won't argue with you. Sure, most crooks aren't basicaly different from us, but with our laws, however
misused, were reatively better. But dl thisisbeside the point of why | brought you here. | admit that I'm
involved in dl this, but | don't seeit as outside my job as ERS security chief. It's just another way to
develop the resources of the alien transport web for human use, asfar as1'm concerned. We have a
chance to put humankind onto a dozen or more worlds, even if some of the exileswon't deserveit. If
they succeed, well hear from them someday, and the reasons for the original exile won't count for much,
whether they're murderers, thieves, terrorigts, or distinguished minority leaders who would throw whole
nationsinto civil war to get what'stheirs. I'm saying al thisto you because | know you need explanations
in order to work well."

“Get to therest of it, Titus."

“I've found out what happened to Y evgeny Petrovich Tasarov, the man you asked meto find, and more
about the kind of work he was doing. The Russians exiled him recently. Y ou were right about his
possible importance. Hiswork could lead to some control over which variants might be entered through
the frames. We may learn why a system designed for crossing interstellar distances sendstravelersinto
variant worlds. We might even be able to build our own frames. For starters we could make every key
point on Earth and throughout the solar system accessible, even if we couldn't diminate the variant effect.
| want you to go and bring him back—or at least find out what he knows."

“But why did they doit? Didn't they know hisimportance?’

“He's sdf-taught, no academic credentials, an amateur by their lights. He made enemies, engaged in
some shady enterprises, and was sentenced quite legally. No one had any reason until the discovery of



the web to think that hiswork had anything but theoretical value, but sooner or later it will be noticed,
and | want that to be UN-ERS rather than anationa power. I'm sure you agree.”

“I guess| do,” Juan said, “unlesswe view the UN asjust another multinationd, hungry to consolidateits
power through ERS."

Titussmiled. “Y oure more cynical than you accuse me of being."

“Under the UN every nation has a say, but ERS isin a perfect position to abuse the UN.” Juan paused.
“Remember, you won't be sure who'll come back.”

“| don't care,” Titusreplied, “which variant of you returns, aslong as you bring back ether the
knowledge or Tasarov himsdf."

“Whereishe?'

“Y ou've been there—the desert world where your Rassmussen died.”

“Ship Oneisthere?’ Juan asked.

“Yes” Summet said. “Weve been going back and forth for some time. Why?'

“| guessthe variant hasn't carried over. The last time we were there, the ship took usto another
suncore.”

Summet looked at him severdly, asif about to demand why this had not been reported. “ The connection
seems stable enough for you to get in and back without mgor confusion.”

Back to what? Juan asked himsdlf. A variant of him would return here, while he went on acrossthe
probabilities. He would never again speak tothis Titus Summet, yet they would continue to know each
other when they met.

“Y ou seem to regard all probabilities as somehow being one,” Juan said, “and you may beright.”

Titus shrugged. “Whatever we do is carried through in al variant worlds, in some fashion or other. They
aredl ours”

“Monotonoudy so,” Juan added.

“Aslong as Juan Obrion comes back to me with what we need,” Titus continued, “I won't look too
closdy a the small details. | didn't see any grest differencesin you or the others. Y ou've seen differences
because you're comparing to the world from which you started, yet you still sesem to be at home, judging
by your caring contentiousness.”

“When do you want usto start?’ Juan asked.

“Right away, if possible. Couldn't you go done?"

“We may want to keep our origina group together.”

Titusgrimaced. “Moedeis dill with the Russan woman.”



“Hell come.” Lenahad visted them in London after leaving him. She and Dita had kept in touch as
much as possible, and her last cdl to him had suggested that the couple were having troubles. I1sak and
Y erik had gone home. Lenahad hinted that Ditamight follow her two colleagues.

“Perhaps you and Lenawould prefer variants of each other at thispoint.” Titusleaned forward. “What's
wrong between you two?"

“l won't discussit."”
“Will she go with you?'
“Probably."

“Then | can count on you?"

Juan nodded, knowing that in theinfinity of his deciding doubles, half would go and haf would stay, to
preserve the aesthetic of symmetry. Another Juan Obrion would return to this office, while he reported to
avariant Summet. The dien labyrinth drew him, promising knowledge and strangeness. He felt addicted.
The mystery of the missing builderswas gtill to be solved, but there was much more. The web, with its
physica and biological technologies, offered escape for hiskind. The promise of agenuine progress
waited for human history, athough he had only vague ideas of how it might happen. Half-articulate inner
needs had met externd challenges when he had first explored the web. Since hislast return, the pressure
had been building within him anew. It had to be the same with Lena, Maachi, and Magnus. How could

any of them settle down to their lives while the star-spanning dien artifact beckoned?
“I'll contact the others,” Titussaid. “My aide will show you to your quarters.”

Juan nodded, feeling defeated and apprehensive, but grateful for the new chance.
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ACROSSIMMENSTIES
The misson would give him access to the web again, aswell astime with Lena, Maachi, and Magnus, to

plan how they might influence the web's use. If Lenawent, he hoped that it might show that she wasn't
ready to let him go over their differences, that she feared to lose this variant of him.

“I'mtired of your rantings againgt humanity,” she had said to him three months ago. “It's self-hatred,
Juan. Don't you seethat?'

“Of coursel do,” he had replied, “but there are meritsto my arguments.”
“That we're no good as a species? Isthat what you want to live by?!

“I want to do something about what we are.”

“So does every thoughtful person, but you never let up.”

“Thenyoudo understand what | mean.”



“What of it?’ she had said. “It meansyou and | can't accept each other aswe are. Or will you make
exceptionsfor us?'

“1 didn't say there aren't any good people, Lena."

She had walked out finally, taking nothing. He had been ahermit since then, hiding out in the old house,
having food sent in while he made afresh traversd of the sciences, of history, searching again through the
great philosophies, the literatures and poetries of hiskind, hoping to be convinced once more that the
record of human failure was not evidence of total damnation. But in the end it seemed to him that the
great human exceptions of caring intellect only demonstrated how deep was the pit out of which they had
climbed. The human spirit could soar for limited stretches; but its greet achievement, civilization, had to
be put like chains onto each generation. The progress of one age—even of one decade—was often
undone in the next. Hope lived in the changes; but how to make of progress more than astruggling
increment? How to make anorm out of the exceptiona ?

The summonsto Brazil had come asardief from staring into the mirrors of human truth. In the quarters
assigned to him by Summet, as he looked around from his bed at the antiseptic perfection of the circular
room's design, Juan imagined a madhouse Earth where the frames were used for merely global
trangportation, with routine travel across variants, ignoring subtle differencesin hair color, daily news, or
even the numbers of relatives that would come and go. History and current events would change like
westher for such a humanity—but it would make no difference, because there would be no inner changes
in the species.

He closed his eyes and saw the aien port, where starships hung in the great space of the hollow sphere,
|eft over from the great age of construction, when ships had gone out to distant starsto establish the
suncore stations. Thelogica, awesome beauty of the web was an unceasing amazement to him, equaled
only by the mystery of what had happened to the builders and why the frames also functioned as gates
between variants.

He opened his eyes. Titus stood over him. “Y ou've dept ten hours.™

He had been happy in his deep, he redlized, because the web waited for him again.

“I contacted Moede and Rassmussen,” Titus said as Juan sat up on the edge of hisbed. “They won't
come. Seemsthey don't fed asyou do about staying together."”

“And Lena?'

“Couldn't reach her. Sheisn't a her gpartment in Odo. | left messagesfor her to cal you here today."
Juan looked up at Titus. “I'll go done.” Even though he had never found anything to prove that she
wasn't the Lena he had started with, they had grown apart, so it wouldn't matter to which Lena he might
return.

The director nodded. “It might be easier for one person to get in and out. Can you be ready tomorrow?"

Juan looked up a him. “That soon?"

“If possble”



Juan nodded. “All right.”

“I'll send in your clothes and gear. Here's a briefing report. Read it carefully.”

* k% k %

The phone buzzed. Juan jumped up from his supper and bolted across the room. Lena, he thought. She
was coming, or a least she would tell him she could not.

Malachi's dark face appeared on the screen, forcing asmile. “1 say,” he murmured. “ Thought you
deserved acdll.”

“Md."
Hissmilefaded. “Havetotdl you that | can't comewith you."
“Dita?’ Juan asked.

“Sheflew out of Heathrow thismorning.” The Kenyan lifted hishead. “Went home. Titus couldn't
conced hisrelief when | told him. | had to point out to him that if | went with you, that would cut me of f
from Ditafor good. It would makeit fina between us."

“Then she's coming back,” Juan said.

Malachi looked away from the screen for amoment. “I really can't say. Mother Russais quite ariva for
one's affections, you know, but | have hope. Even Titus has no idea of what her superiors want from her.
She was quite homesick.” Helaughed. “Maybeif | go with you, I'll come back and find aDitawho
wants me after all. A cosmic casino for lovers.” He leaned back from the screen, looking tired. 1 have to
play out the chance that shell come back. If I go with you, ther€ll be none. I've been thinking thet if she
comes back well both dip our leashes and make aquiet lifefor ourselvesin the English countryside.” He
wasslent for along time. “Would like to come dong with you—would be interesting, but—"

Juan sad, “1 understand.”

“Jugt think—when your variant returns here, Ditaand | may entertain you in our country cottage, even if
you won't be yoursdlf. Is Lenagoing with you?'

Juan shook his head.

“ Sorry—thought she would. She does care about you. When she was here, | could see that her heart
wasn't in her complaints about you."

“Y ou two must have gotten an earful .

“Nothing | didn't know."

“Maybe,” Juan said hoarsdly, “ shélll do better with my variant.”

“I guessthisis good-bye, even though well meet again.” Juan tried to smile. “ Maybe we won't even

notice adifference.” He stared at hisfriend as the screen winked out, and suddenly it seemed impossible
that he had agreed to Tituss mission without Ma and Lena; yet he knew that he would go.

* * * %



A breskfast cart, clothing, and backpack were waiting for him when he came out of the shower. He ate
first, surprised by his sudden appetite; then he dressed in two layers of clothing—an insulated
under-coveral with various supports and protective layers, and an outer coveral, with seal pocketsfor
various items. The backpack was stocked with food and suppliesfor aweek.

He looked up asthe door did open and Tituswalked in. “ Y ou'll need thisalso.” Juan stood up and took
the hand weapon from him.

“It shoots smdl needles silently,” the director said, “and is compact enough to tuck insde one of your
pockets."

“And you want meto kill Tasarov if | can't bring him out.”
“Don't be gupid. It'sfor your protection. We want him dive."
Juan dipped the gun into hisright thigh pocket.

“I'll come with you asfar asthelock,” Titus said, grabbing the pack and dinging it over his shoulder.
“Save your energy. Youll needit.”

The door did open as heled the way out. Juan followed him down the corridor, wondering if hewould
actudly go through when hefaced the frame.

“No word from Lena?’ Titus asked.
“Y ou know therewasn't,” Juan said as he came up next to him.

“Canyou dothisalone” Titusasked, “evenif it meanslosing the last two people you know from Earth
Prime? How do you fed about Magnus?'

“I don't know how | fed about anyone.”

Titus nodded. “Before you get wound up, let me say afew thingsto you, even if you don't want to hear
them. | do the best | can. That means keeping up UN Authority's power base to the point where | can be
effective. Weve got atough century ahead, even without the immunity diseases. The greenhouse effect
will bereversed, but well ill have flooded coastlines, decreased oxygen levels, droughts, and countless
other ecoeffects. We have peace, at least in this probability—just barely. | want the alien tech to work
for usin the decades ahead. Y ou've told us to expect mgor advances in engineering and biotechnologies.
We've seen them, even though we don't understand how they work. | want you to start working with me
again, from theinsde, rather than acting asif you were a condescending gift-giver. Getting to Tasarov is
only abeginning.”

Juan restrained a bitter smile. “Y ou're convincing when you want to be. I'll try, but don't ask meto
bdlieve"

“Mest me hdfway."
“Wewon't makeit, Titus. Humanity will screw up al these giftsjust asit has everything ese.”

“Giveit aredt, Juan."



“It'sdready happening! Y ou're using the web to get rid of people, and lieto yoursaf about the good that
will come of it. You bring in privileged charactersto use the ship'smedical chambers, and you want
Tasarov to enhance ERS power."

“All of which can make better things possible.”
“I do hope you know what you're doing, Titus,” Juan said, startled by the conviction in Summet's voice.

They went down the corridor to thelock. Theinner door did open. They stepped inside; it whispered
shut behind them. The outer door opened, and they walked out into bright morning sunlight toward a
waiting jeep. The humid air was hot and dusty herein the cleared area. They got into the back of the
jeep. The sergeant who had brought Juan from the heliblock was at the whesd!.

“Totheentrance,” Titus said, tapping the man on the shoulder.

Asthey drove off down the road, Juan looked around at the white domes. Each structure could house
hundreds of human beings, but the dien ship, risng nearly two kilometersinto the sky, dwarfed the
domes. It blotted out the sky as the jeep climbed the long curving ramp, went around once, and finally
jolted to astop before the open lock.

Juan felt gpprehensive, remembering when he, Lena, Malachi, and Magnus had explored the winding
corridor asthe ship fled acrossthe universe.

“Ready?’ Titus asked.

Juan felt amoment of sympathy for him. The man could not give up the power he wielded for fear of
undoing his meager accomplishments. “Well see,” Juan said as Titus offered him hishand. “I'll do my

“Y ou dways have. That's what pisses me off about you."

A hot wind blew acloud of dust acrossthe lock entrance asthey got out of the jeep. Titus helped him
on with his pack and handed him his helmet. Juan tested the light on the helmet as he put it on, gazed out
over the city of domes, then turned and went into the dien ship.

Theinner lock was closed, as usua, because the intruding ramp held the outer one open. Juan went
insde the blue chamber asthe ramp did back and the outer lock glowed shut. He confronted the inner
door. It glowed open and he stepped into the winding corridor, feding asif he were coming home.
Overhead, the familiar yellow-orange squares of light curved away to theright, leaving astreak in the
hard black floor. He looked back and saw the lock glow shut.

He went dowly down the spird, reacquainting himsalf with the oval entranceways on each side of the
passage. As his eyes wandered over the geometric markings, raised figures, and depressionsin the black
surface, he was again struck by how new everything seemed, asif it had been built yesterday.

He cameto thelarge ova bulge in the passage, and approached the round opening in the floor. As
aways, the shaft was aglow with orange-yellow light. Oxygen-rich air came up from below. The quick
drop would get him to the frame chamber quickly, but he decided to walk the rest of the way, wondering
if hewould step through the frame. Wasit only an odd metaphysica technicdity that worried him? Was
theinfinity of branching variants al somehow one? Scientific reglism ingsted that an identica twin was



amplyanother of the same person. Duplication violated one feature of aunique identity—its sngular
location in space—and gave the double a chance to diverge from the origina over time. The principle of
theidentity of indiscernibles stated that if two objects were exactly the same, including their location, then
there wasin redity only one object.

Therewas very little reason for him to stay. Ma and Magnus had good reasonsto pick up their lives
here. It came down to Lena, and she didn't want him. Her variant might understand him better when he
came back. He was aso curious about Tasarov. What did the mathematician know, and why hadn't he
bargained to avoid exile? Mathematicians were often blind to the engineering consequences of the
formaismswith which they played. He would have had to be told about the variant effect to seethe
importance of hiswork.

Juan stopped suddenly and listened. Footsteps echoed in the passage behind him, asif someone were
hurrying after him. Titus had forgotten something, or had decided to go with him asfar astheframe
chamber.

Heturned around and saw adark figure. “What isit?’ he shouted, dropping his pack.

“Juan,” Lenaanswered as she came forward. Her blond hair was longer, faling to her shoulders. She
was thinner, making her high cheekbones even sharper; she seemed more fragile, and smaller than the
stocky woman he had known. Her blue eyes searched hisface. “When it cameright down to it, | couldn't
let you go.” Her Norwegian accent was more pronounced. “Y ou knew I'd come—you had to know.”
She dropped her pack and dipped into hisarms.

He kissed her, and the release of tension made him dizzy. Her eyesfluttered and her breath warmed his
face. “I've missed you,” he whispered.
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THROUGH THE BLACK MIRROR

Shetook his hand and led him toward the ova entrance. It glowed red and they dipped through—
—into awhite-lit room.

Asthey undressed, the ceiling began to radiate adull red. He removed the last of his clothes and faced
her, his skin tingling from the overhead glow as he dipped hisarms around her waist. Her palms pressed
againg hisback. The celling warmed them into a swest, then faded back to white. Oxygen-rich air
flowed in and cooled them.

She pulled him down beside her on the floor. He lay on his back and marveled at her smooth skin as she
rose above him. She amiled, sat on hisbdly, and guided him into her. He matched her rhythm. She
breathed deeply and leaned over to kiss him. He ran hisfingers through her hair. She pulled back and
tightened as he thrust upward. Her hips did adow, searching dance. His own pleasure threatened, but
her pace held him back. She cried out, fell forward, and kissed him. He grasped her hips and finished,
then held her gently asthe cool air washed them.

Sherolled asde and lay on her back. “ Happy?'

Heturned on hissde. “Yes” hesaid.



“Y ou knew | would come."

“I wasn't sure.

Sheturned on her sde and held up her head. “Would you have gone without telling me?”
“Y ou might have preferred my variant.”

“What if you didn't come back at dl? Thisis adangerous place you're going to."

“It could be."

“I just can't let you go aone, Juan. Once you're through the frame, you'll be dead to me, and I'm sure
that my variantswill fed the sasmeway."

“Titustold youwhy I'm going?"
“Yes” shesad. “But you aso have your own reasons.”
He ran hishand aong the curve of her hip, then gently touched her belly.

“Y ou want to see more of the alien tech,” she said. “ Titus knows that, but he'swilling to gamble on you.
He'snot dl bad, Juan. Do you think this Tasarov knows anything?"

“Well find out."
They got up and dressed in silence. Lenalooked at him with suspicion. “What are you hoping for, Juan?"
“I'm not sure. It depends on what I'll find out on thistrip. What about the way you felt when you left?!

She zipped up her coverdl. “When it came down to losing you, | decided your opinions were not
enough to keep us gpart. Y ou want me, don't you?"

“Yes” hesaid. “But you made mefed that | had some deep-seated disease.”

“Yes,” shesad, looking away. “ Y ou're o disgppointed and hurt from being a human being that you
might just do something constructive about it, and that gppealsto me. I'm not unlike you."

“Titus made no effort to dissuade you?'

“The cynicd bastard wants to keep you happy, and you might need a medic wherewere going.” She
was slent for amoment. “I know I'm glossing things over, but | can't help it. Faced with this choice, it's
al | cando. You were counting oniit.”

“Yes” hesad softly.

“Make the best of it, then.” She approached the door. It glowed and she went through. He confronted
theovd. It glowed and he—

—stepped out into the winding passage.



Lena stood by their packs. “What isit?’ he asked.

“Ligen!”

Machine-gun fire echoed through the passage—short bursts, long ones, then silence.
“I hear footsteps,” she said.

They peered back aong the passage. Two dark shapes came around the turn.
“Raise your handdl” one of them shouted.

Juan and Lena obeyed. The shapes came closer.

“Oh, it'syou, Dr. Obrion,” afamiliar voice said. “Why are you till here?!

“What's going on, Sergeant?’ Juan asked. “We heard automatic fire."

The sergeant glanced at the corporal with him. They lowered their weapons. “ Just an escapee, Sir, trying
to get back. They don't have a chance, coming through this passage, but they try."

“Y ou mean it's happened before?’ Lena asked.

“Threetimes. There are afew guards at the planet's sun-core station, trusties, working in the hope of
being let back one day. We think they're sending people back to get rid of them."

“Just aswedo,” Juan said.

“Why areyou il here, Dr. Obrion?’ the sergeant demanded again.

“We're on our way, soldier,” Lenareplied, putting on her pack.

Juan did the same and followed her. He glanced back. The two soldiers stared after them.

“Charming couple,” Lenasaid asthey made the turn. She was silent as they marched deeper into the
ship. “What are you after?’ she asked without looking at him. “1 mean besides finding out what Tasarov
knows."

“I don't want to talk about it now,” he replied.

She dowed her pace and took hishand. He looked at her. She smiled, and it seemed to him just then
that Maachi had the right idea—find your placein asmal community and live within narrow, human
limits; don't expect more from the mill of history and you won't be disappointed. He had aways wanted
more than life could give, seeing it as an elaborate facade, a stage set designed to concedl itstruth,
tormenting those who yearned to know what was backstage. When he tried to explain, hiswords
became confused and strange, even to hisown ears.

* * * %

They passed the entrance to the drum-shaped chamber, went down the straight section, and turned left to
face the largest entrancein the ship.



“Ready?’ he asked as he turned on his helmet light. Lenanodded and switched on hers. They stepped
forward together. The giant entrance glowed and they passed—

—into adark, cavernous chamber. He cast his beam from |eft to right, reveding the six black frames
ganding at the perimeter, their mirrorlike blackness swallowing the light.

“Which one?’ Lenaasked.

“Second from the left will put usinto Ship One, insde the white dwarf's suncore station, if this variant
holds. The pend colony is on the planet where we buried our Magnus.”

“They might have found a better place,” Lenasaid.

“Only by sending people out to explore the web. Few wanted to try it once they learned it meant
entering variants. And they knew we'd refuse to go searching for asuitable pend planet. Besides, | don't
think they wanted a better place.”

Shetook hishand. “I'm ready."

They stepped into the frame. Juan searched within himself for changes, but felt the same. The surviving
sef would not fed different if his exact pattern were destroyed and recreated, even in along series of
deaths and resurrections. There was something basically odd about persona identity. Onée'sinterior
location seemed both clear and mysterious. There seemed to be no reason why persondity should not be
everywhere. Perhgps dl selves were one large unconscious self, and only imagined themsalves separate.
He hoped that the frames smply brought distant points up against each other, making breakdown and
reassembly of objects unnecessary.

Lenas hand tightened in his as they stepped out into the identical cavernous chamber in Ship One. “If the
ship isin the other suncore, wherewelleft it,” he said, “then we won't be able to carry out Summet's
mission. Our aternateswill do that in another variant.”

They moved toward the exit. It glowed, and they stepped—

—out into an identica spiral passage.

“Stop!” avoice shouted.

Two men came toward them. Each was dressed in gray coverals and carried a heavy truncheon. Juan
reached into his pocket and grasped the small automatic.

“Who areyou?’ thetdler of the two demanded.
“I'm Dr. Juan Obrion, and thisis Dr. Lena Dravic. We'refrom UN-ERS."

The men looked at each other. “No one like you has come here before,” thetall one said. “What's your

“Wewant to talk to one of the inmates—Y evgeny Tasarov."

“Thebig Russky?"



HYS.II
“What for?’ the shorter man asked.
“Wherecanwefind him?'

Therewasalong silence. “ Sure, well take you to Evi,” thetall man said. Juan took his hand out of his
pocket. The two men went ahead.

“They're trying to figure what good we might be to them,” Juan whispered as he and Lenafollowed.
“They know well be going back, and that'safirst for this place. These must be the trusties guarding the
access route to the pend colony.”

Thetal man glanced back at them with suspicion.

“Sothey live off the ship,” Lenasaid softly. “ Do any of them here or down on the planet know about the
variant effect?'

“| don't see how even Tasarov could have found out. It might be present asan implication in his
mathematics, but as far aswe know he hasn't had a chance to experience anything to make him think
about it."

Lenaasked, “How do they get the new prisonersto obey after they come through the frame?”

“They come shackled,” Juan replied. “ Trusties march them to the shuttle and throw them akey asit
gartsits automatic run to the planet. I'd guessthat if the sphere brings anyone back, they send him down
again, or give him aclear run through the frame. We saw what happens after that. There may have been
successful escapes dready, into variants where the Brazilian ship hasn't been discovered.”

The two men reached the entrance to the shuttle bay and waited. “1 don't trust them,” Lenawhispered.

“Don't worry—they suspect I'm armed, but | don't want to confirm it for them.”

“Soam . Isanyone on the planet armed?’

“Not with anything advanced. Unless someone brought in firearms somehow and duplicated them. If that
werethe case, | think the trusties would be armed with more than clubs.”

“Goon,” thetdl mansad. “Thisisasfar aswego."
Juan nodded to Lena. Shetook his hand and they stepped through the glow—

—into the bay. Asusud, the sphere sat iniits cradle, cut in haf by the floor, towering some twenty-five
metersinto the vault. Juan found himself impressed again by thissmdler version of the starship.

“How do they live down on the planet?’ Lenaasked.
“They may be dependent on the ship to duplicate their food and supplies.”

“Unlessthey found areplicating facility on the planet itsdlf."



“Y es—which means power belongs to those who control access to the suncore or to whatever facilities
exis down there"

Lenasad, “That would give them power of life and death over ther fellows.”
Juan was silent, then said, “Maybe they're more cooperative than that.”
“Thanks, but | know you don't believeit."

“Doyou?'

“WEell see. Prison lifeisn't the best test of human nature.”

They approached the open lock. Juan hesitated.

“What'swrong?’ she asked.

“If they get the wegpons away from us, they could duplicate them endlesdy, enough to equip an army.”
“But we can't go unarmed,” she said.

Helooked at her. “With any luck, well be gonein afew hours."

“How bad can it be down there?'

“We're going to what's called an open prison. The only guards or police are what they themselves have
st up, serving the most powerful faction, | expect. We have no choice but to go armed and bluff it out.”

“How?'

“With the suggestion, or even promises, that we might be able to do something for them when we get
back. They'll know we can go back, and won't have much to lose by taking a chance on us. Do you
want to go back right now?"

“|sTasarov worth it?"
“Probably."

Shewent in and led the way through the right-handed turn to the smal drum-shaped chamber. They
dropped their packs. Juan stepped into the control circle and the amber light faded as the overhead
viewspace lit up. They sat down on their packs and lifted their heads.

The station gppeared, shrinking in the gray otherspace. Asthey watched the exit close in the massive
black globe, Juan thought again of the vast web that was fed by this and countless other suncore units.

He tensed as otherspace winked out and reved ed the white dwarf in norma space. The view changed as
the ship oriented itself toward the rusty disk that was the dwarf'sfirst planet, and gave chase dong its
orhit.

Lenatouched hisarm. “Hear that?’ she whispered.



They both stood up. The steps were soft, shuffling. A face peered in from theright side of the exit.
“| seeyou're comfortable,” the unshaven face said, smiling.

“Who areyou?’ Lenademanded.

The man who camein was of medium height, dressed in coverdls. His black hair was stregked with
gray. “I go back and forth. Got on late today.” He came insde and sat down against thewall. “We've
never had visitors.” He looked at Juan intently, then glanced a Lena. “A pretty woman, too.” He smiled
to himsdf. “Why are you here?"

“We'relooking for someone,” Juan replied and sat down. Lena hesitated, then did the same.
“Areyou going to take him back?"

“Wewant to talk to Y evgeny Tasarov. Do you know him?"

“I' know everybody."

“What's your name?’ Lena asked.

“What'syours?’ The man smiled. “1 had one along time ago. Doesn't mean much here.”

“Y ou do use names, don't you?’ Lenasaid.

“Sometimes. Modtly not.”

Juan asked, “Y ou just go back and forth on this ship?"

The man nodded. “1 don't mind. | get to stay on the ship alot.”

Juan said, “Y ou run the shuttle in the hope of going home one day, don't you?”

“It'sascloseas| can get, isn't it?” Helooked away. “Better than living down there."

“My namess Juan Obrion. ThisisLenaDravic."

“Pleasad to meet you."

“How isit herewith you?’ Lenaasked.

The man stretched his shoulders and seemed to relax. “ Anyone can try to go back—no guards. They
never come back, the oneswho try it. They're killed when they go through, aren't they?'

Juan glanced up at the viewspace. The planet took up haf the field now.
“Can you take usto Tasarov?"
“Will it get me out of here?If not, find him yoursdf.”

“Isit very bad here?’ Lenaasked.



The man shook his head. “ They have everything they want in the way of food and supplies, but—well,
youll see”

“Y ou say they—don't you include yourself?’ Juan asked.

“Just away of peaking.” The man licked hislips, asif he were ashamed. Then he looked directly a
Juan. “Look, mister, imagine a place where you don't want for anything but you have nothing. Nothing at
al. Can you understand that?"

“| seewhat you're getting at,” Juan replied.

“Wall, that's this place—that planet down there, the ship, the damned station around it. Nothing isours,
or human. Y ou never find out anything, no matter how much you think and look.” He seemed on the
verge of tears suddenly.

“Why are you here?’ Lenaasked.

“Robbery—aman died. Heran ajewery store—alittle place where he fixed watches and things.
Knifed him more than twenty years ago, in New Y ork City."

“Didyouintend to kill him?*

“Didn't caremuchif | did or didn't. Only found out later that he was dead.”
“Did you regret it?’ Lenaasked.

“Not then."

“Do you now?"

“Don't know. What are you looking at melikethat for? 1 don't know, and | never will. Y ou can't make
me fed what | can't.” He got to hisfeet. “Were coming in. Want meto hold the ship until you get back?"

“Doyouthink itll take uslong to find Tasarov?’ Juan asked.

“Can't say. | don't like to come out of the ship. I'll hold the lock open aslong as| can. It goes back by
itsdf after awhile unlessyou stand somethingin it.”

“We know,” Juan said. “We were here before the prison was set up.”
“Do you have any ideawhere we could find Tasarov?’ Lenaasked.
“Ask around. By the way, would you do it with me on the way back?"

Juan repressed his sudden rage; his hand sought his weapon and closed around it in his pocket. Lena
regarded the man coldly.

“Doesn't hurt to ask in my position,” the man said. “1 wouldn't mind either of you."

Lends eyes narrowed. Juan was repdled by the convict, wishing that she had not followed him and



wondering if Titus had warned her about the dangers.

“Sure, | understand,” the man added, studying Juan. Y ou've got something with her yoursdlf. There's
some women down there, but they're al taken.” He laughed. “ So's everyone else! It's one thing we can't
duplicate in the smal chambers. Only the big man can loan you someone, or let you use aduper.”

“So there's agroup that controls the replicators?” Juan asked.

The man nodded, still staring at Lena. “Down there, but not on the big ship.”

Lena stared back, poised to strike, and Juan knew that she would. He gripped his gun and waited.

The convict said, “I wouldn't live down there, even for awoman.” His shoulders sagged. He swallowed
hard and finally looked away. The viewspace overhead went dark as the vessel landed.
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A SEA OF STONE
Juan and Lena paused in the open lock and gazed out at the rusty brown desert. The red-white dwarf
hung just above the horizon of the plain. Overhead, the globular cluster added its pale light to the sunset.

The wind gusted asthey stepped outside.

Lenaadjusted her backpack and glanced behind her. The convict had not come to see them off. “Are
you sorry | came?’ she asked.

“No,” helied asthey stepped out of the lock.

Even with nosefilters, the odors of the land were still musky, but the discomfort of trace eementswas
gone. They lowered the visors on their helmets and started for the rise, moving carefully between the
plants.

They cameto the top of the gentle rise and looked out over the domes. The complex seemed deserted.
They made their way down to level ground and came to the tree where Magnus had been buried. Juan
paused under the heavy branches, remembering. A dight breeze turned the red leaves, casting white
ghosts onto the trunk. Lenawas adark shape waiting for him outside the cover of the tree, and hefelt
again that he had lost pieces of himsdif.

She cametoward him. “What isit, Juan?'

“Nothing. Let'sgo.” They left the tree and approached the nearest dome.,

“They mug dl beinsde,” Lenasaid.

“Theair isbetter there."

“I'm curious how they live. How many are here?'

“Nearly three thousand.”



They cameto the entrance. It glowed, and they passed—into adimly lit yellow space. He took off his
hdmet.

As his eyes adjusted, he saw dark shapes adeep on the black floor. There was a clear path to the
center, where six bodies huddled apart from the rest.

“That'sfar enough,” aman'svoice said behind him.

Hands seized him, pulled off his pack, and began to search him. He glanced a Lena. She was getting the
same rough trestment.

“Werefrom UN-ERS,” he said, turning around.

A bludgeon struck him on the side of his head. He heard Lena gasp as he dropped his helmet, staggered
back, and fell onto deepers. They cursed and shoved him away. Hetried to steady himself, but his head
was pinning. He struggled to hisknees.

“Youremaking amistake,” he mumbled.

“Wedon't care,” the voice replied.

Arms hoisted him to hisfeet, and the body search continued. Juan glimpsed people sitting up on the
floor.

“What'sthis racket!” abooming voice shouted behind him. Someone caled out aquestion in aforeign
langueage.

“Vigtorsfrom home!” the man who had struck him answered. “ Say they're UN!"
“What?'
“Okay, you—move!"

Juan staggered forward dizzily, but managed to stay up. “Areyou dl right?” Lenawhispered. He
nodded as his eyes cleared.

“Wadll, bring them herel” the voice from the center shouted in accented English.

Juan sguinted. The man who sat among his deegping companions was heavy-boned and muscular, with
long black hair; hislight-brown face had sharp, high cheekbones, and his dark, a mond-shaped eyes
seemed as hard as black stones. Slowly, he got to his feet, and Juan noticed that the prison markings had

been removed from his coverdls. The three women and two young men around him sat clutching their
blankets.

The man waswell over six feet tall, Juan saw asthey came before him. The convict gazed down a him
intently, then pointed to Lena. “Issheyours?’ he demanded.

“SheisDr. LenaDravic. I'm Dr. Juan Obrion."

“Doctors?’ the big man asked.



“I'mabiologist,” Lenasaid, removing her helmet. “Dr. Obrionisaphyscig.”

The big convict shrugged, then glared at them. “What were you two sentenced for?'
“Werrenot criminds,” Juan replied.

“| don't like the high-horse sound of you,” the big man said.

“UN-ERS sent us,” Juan said quickly, “to find Y evgeny Tasarov. Ishe here?!

“Y ou can go back?’ thetall man asked.

Juan nodded. “Do you know him?” The big man clenched histeeth.

“May we seehim?’ Lenaasked.

“| don't suppose you're lying—it wouldn't get you much.” Hewas slent for afew moments. “What will
you givein return?'

“What do you want?’ Juan asked.

“A way out of here

“That may not bein our power,” Juan said cautioudly.

“You'd better strip, then. Well dupe everything you have."

“Isthat necessary?’ Juan asked.

The man smiled. “Areyou shy? Well give you back enough to be warm and modest.”

Juan thought of the pistol in his pocket as he glanced a Lena. Her expression wasimpassive.

“We must spesk with Tasarov,” he said.

“I wont bargain,” the big man said impatiently. “Y ou can only give uswhat'son you."

“Areyou sure?’ Juan said.

“Yourebluffing."

“Weve arrived openly, hiding nothing,” Lenasaid.

The convict leader smiled sourly. “ That is the safest way to come here. Chegper to come with thingswe
can sted than to bring an armed force. Be glad | don't much care what happensto you.” He shook back
hisblack hair. “ Theré's not much more anyone can do to us. Why Tasarov?"'

“That would take awhile to explain,” Juan answvered.

The big man took a deep bregth. “I'm tired of thig"



“I'll be honest with you,” Juan said quickly. “We may not be able to do much for you, but we can report
that you recelved uswaell. That's better than saying that you were hostile.

“Not by much. Y ou're suggesting we stay on good termswith al the nice folks back home. Don't be
sureyou'll get back.”

“What will you gain by harming us?"

Laughter followed his question. A few convicts jeered. “ Revenge!” someone shouted. “WEell tear you to
piecesfor thefun of it!"

“Quiet!” the dark-haired man cried, raising his hands. He stepped closer to Juan. “ Strip back there,” he
sad, motioning to a partitioned area behind him. “ Stay put until we copy your gear.”

“What about Tasarov?’ Juan demanded. He looked around the dome, at the reclining and squatting
mass of humanity that was staring at him and Lena. These were human beings, hetold himsdlf, if only in
some small part of themsalves, hidden behind hard inner walls.

“Y our naive honesty ischarming,” the big man continued. He stepped close to Juan, asif to say
something in confidence. A sudden weakness showed in hisface. “Follow meright now,” he said softly,
looking around. “ Go back to deep!” he shouted, then led the way across the black floor to the partitions
onthefar sde of the dome. “ Speak softly,” he whispered as Juan and Lenafollowed him behind the
makeshift barriers, where he sat down in acrude chair and pointed at two others.

Juan and Lenasat down. “I hold this place together,” he said suddenly. “ They look to me to decide
things between them. We have everything we need to live, but in truth we have nothing. | tell you this
becauseit's plain what you are, and maybe you can help us.”

“What arewe?’ Lenaasked, putting her helmet down on the floor.

The convict dmost laughed. “ Forgive me, but you walked in herelike children.”

“Why do they look up to you?’ Lenaasked.

“Isn't it obvious? I'm both attractive and intelligent. That's hard currency here.”

“Why were you sent here?’” Juan asked.

“I'm Tasarov,” the big man said, apparently taking great pleasure in startling him. “I was exiled because |
wouldn't submit to my betters. A few of them even stole my work and put it out astheir own.” He smiled.
“I'm aprideful, boasting man, and | make good on my boasts. Men and women both find me
insufferable, but they can't keep their hands off me. Now, what isit you two want with me?’ He smiled at
Juan and leered & Lena. “| redlly should have had you stripped in full view. Y ou're both very beautiful!”

“Thank you for the compliments,” Lenasaid. Juan tensed.

Tasarov's expression changed. “ Dr. Obrion, you can't imagine what an absol ute dead end existence has
become here. We have everything we need or can duplicate, but it reduces usto our physical appetites,
to the games we can play with each other in place of life. It'slike trying to swim in astone sea. We exist

and struggle againgt boredom, inventing ever moretrivid mattersto quarrel over. | hope very much that
you have come to ask me something very important, or a least anusng.”



“Has anyone e se comelooking for you?’ Juan asked.

“Soviet? Yes, but hedied. | killed him."

“Killed him? But why?’ Lenaasked.

“He mocked us. We disgusted him."

“Andyou killed him for that?’ Juan said.

“Wefulfilled hisopinion of us. It cost us nothing to destroy him. What do you want from me?

“Areyou ill amathematician?’ Juan asked.

Tasarov nodded. “ Of course. It'sthesingleddight | have. | liveonit. Thismay betheidea placefor it. |
wander through ideal space within mysdlf, even when | dream. The others sensemy joy. They seethat |
am untouched by our physicd plight. It helpsthem. They don't grasp very much, but | tell them what |
can when they ask. They escape with mealittle. Do you understand?!

“Yes, | do,” Juan said. “How much have you thought about the alien web?!

“I'm surethat it doesn't just connect to this place.”

“You'reright. It's spread across the known universe. Theré's no sign of the builders.” Juan summarized
his experiences, ending with a description of the variant effect.

Tasarov was ddighted. He leaned forward in his chair. “ And you have observed this effect?

“Yes. Four of us have drifted away from our prime world. Were here because it was reported you had
done some theoretica work that might help us understand movement through both the web and
probability."

Tasarov shook hishead in denid. “Y ou intrigue me. | want to begin thinking about the problem right
away. But | fear that in coming to find me, you have perhapslost the Y evgeny Petrovich Tasarov who
did thework you're after. In this probability, | have not done such work.” He amiled. “I seemto
remember some thoughts about possible worlds—perhaps | am remembering what one of my other
selves knows? | wonder, from your description, if only consciousnessis displaced through probability, as
inmusica chairs—you know the game—or if bodies move?’ He shrugged. “What doesit matter? Space,
time, and matter may beillusory. Only thoughts exi<t, in amatrix of relationships, in akind of stage
setting, | mean. It'sred, asfar asit goes, but falls apart if you move between stage sets. Y ou two have
seen through the painted setsl” He grinned at them.

“| suppose we have,” Juan said, wondering if the man was mad.

36

THE TONGUES OF MEN AND ANGELS

Tasarov turned on asmadll portable lamp, gestured at asamovar, and offered to make tea. “It's good



Russian tea. Weve duplicated it athousand times.” He sat back in his chair and said softly, “I would
condder it akindnessif you would let us duplicate what you have on you. Do you have wegpons? If you
do, | would prefer that you keep them hidden. We have not had occasion to duplicate weapons, aside
from cutlery. Lifeis strange enough asit is. | wouldn't want what authority | have here to start depending
on wegpons. It would destroy the stability we have. Arms might tempt usto try to go back and storm the
Amazon terminus.”

“Our wegpons are too smdll for that kind of action,” Juan said.

“Good—don't even show them to me."

“This Soviet you killed,” Lenasaid, “what was his name?

“Ivan Dovzhenko. Did you know him?*

“Yes” Juan sad, wincing.

“Ah, but he wouldn't have been the one you knew."

“How was hekilled?'

“I snapped hisneck. | felt ashamed for him."

“That was your only reason?’ Juan asked.

“It gave usamoment of relief to see one of our captorsdie. There was greet bitterness herein thefirst

months after our arrival, as we began to see what our existence would be—avery dow dying.” He
shook hishead and said, “We will never see the world we knew again. Can you imagine that? No more

sun, green fields, or blue sky. Only thisrusty landscape.”

“We might be able to take you out of here,” Juan said.

Tasarov stared a him in disbelief, then took a deep breath. “I don't think | could go done. There are
people herel love. | could not live while they suffered here. Y ou do mean that | donewould be
permitted to leave?"

“Yes” Juan said.

“But what would justify such privilege? | have done no work on possible worlds. They would know |
have nothing to give."

“Perhaps you could start somework,” Lena suggested.

“Yes, but it would come to nothing. They would want away to control, or predict, movement in
probability, and that is not probable. I'm not being facetious. It would be a compounding of the infinity of
probabilitiesfor usto be ableto target the world into which we would pass, since probability also guides
that outcome. Thereisno ground on which to stand that would be immune to the workings of
probability.”

“But | think that human probability islimited,” Juan said.



“I would like to hear your reasons, but how might that give us prediction or control ?"

“One can find the limited human history that one wants by passing through the frames until that world is
found. Our group did so to escape arun of worlds destroyed by nuclear war."

“Ah, yes, of course, but you won't ever be able to do much more than that,” Tasarov replied, “or find
worldsthat are not in the cards for human nature—utopias, for example, which might be found only in
futurity. Y ou can't enter the future or the past, can you?"

“No,” Juan sad, “but we've lost time between variants.”

“Good. Timetravel into the past or future along one line of probability would shake my understanding of
physica theory, though mathematica descriptions of timelike journeys are possible.”

“Will you consder coming back with us?’ Juan asked.

Tasarov shook his head. “Not alone. | would not be able to return to this same place and the people |
care about."

“What if we could take them with us?’ Lena asked.

Tasarov smiled. “What would | go back to? Society is made up of interlocking gangs, asystem that is
more violent, more lethal and abusive of land and people than any crimind acts. And it brandsthe
outsiders, the oneswho opposeit for gain or palitics, asthe criminals. Nothing could be more reversed,
more fase than that. Criminals know what they are and accept it. The socia gangs wage war and commit
economic violence while pretending to be something better. Their crimes are not as unsightly asrape or
murder, but strike deeper, because they are systematic and protected from justice.”

“But you're neglecting an important fact,” Lenasaid, “decent people who can only livether livesina
socid framework.”

“Y es, and they never wake up to the violence that is done against them, in the exploitation of their work.
They're prisoners and never know it. All revolutions are merely prison mutinies at bottom. But it's useless.
Even though the crimind, like the artist, sees through the playacting of the straights—through their fear of
the unconventiond, their ingstence on courtesy and manners—heisaso one of them, in that he strivesto
shut out histrue nature. | have no illusions that the underdog in power would be any better. For methere
isonly persona honor, persona accountability. All so-called progressisindividua.”

Juan sad, “A socid systemisonly aharness on ahorse. It enablesthat animal to do what it couldn't
before, but it's still ahorse.”

“That iswhy | will not go back,” Tasarov said. “ Our human world isfierce and terrible, and tragic. We
loveit for its poetry, for the clean lines of its suffering findlity asit warswith itsdf. But | have dl that here,
where | can probe and experiment in my thoughts.”

“And do nothing,” Lenasaid.

“What isto be done, dear lady?’ Tasarov replied. “ The endless reform and adjustment of socia systems
will never be enough, because they al must rest on power and authority that is externa to most of the
individuaswho must live in them. No man is an idand—but sometimes I'm convinced that it would be
better if we were each absolutely autonomous. Perhaps people would treat each other better if they



could only visit each other oncein awhile.”

“Y ou protest againgt your humanity too much,” Lenasaid.

“Why shouldn't 17" Tasarov replied with awave of hishand. “I can be free within mysdlf, see clearly the
gulf between what | am and what | should be. Not to confront this gulf, a least in one's thoughts, isto
wear blinders”

“I know how you fed,” Juan said, thinking of hisown whims, impulses, and stray fedings. They made
him fed mean-spirited and tawdry, hidden from himsalf. Humanity pretended to change the world, but
could not changeitsdif.

“Life should be about much morethanitis,” Tasarov added. “We dl once expected more.” He looked
away. “| shal maketeanow.” He rummaged around for the burner, samovar, and cups.

“Therésadome here,” Juan sad, “akind of dien planetarium.”

“Yes,” Tasarov replied as helit the burner with amatch. “We avoid the place. It affects uswhen werein
there”

“How?'

“Things get into our minds. It's obvioudy an informationd storage and retrieval area, but we don't have
the mindsto match it."

“Have you learned anything e se about this place?’ Juan asked.

“Nothing. All thisdien technology resists basic anadlysis. It can't be taken apart and Sudied. Believe me,
we have clever people who havetried.”

“Y ou can seethefuture of scienceinitsworkings,” Juan said. “A profound understanding of the fluidity
of nature exhibitsitself. Thetechnology gives freedom from materid rigidity by usng themore basic
fluidity of nature. To do thisrequiresthe energy of whole suns.”

Tasarov laughed as the water began to boil. He put the teain to steep and sat back.

“So will you go back with us?’ Juan asked.

Tasarov Sared a the samovar. “ An agonizing choice” He smiled. “My mind is convinced, but the rest of
meiswesk."

Juan said, “Isthere anything | can say to help you decide?’

Tasarov sighed. “ Say it, then. | don't know what it is.” Ashe gazed at the seated mathematician, Juan
redized that here was a potentia dly, someone with whom he might pool his discontents and discover a
plan of action.

“Shut up!” adeepy voice shouted from the floor.

Juan peered between the partitions and saw agroup of convicts sitting just beyond. They had apparently
been listening to the conversation.



“They're curious about what's going on back home,” Tasarov said. “I'm afraid they've found our talk
disappointing.” He leaned over, poured the tea, and handed Juan and Lenatheir cups. Then he stood up.
“Excuseme,” he said as he kicked down one section of the partition. “Now you can al hear better!”

The half dozen seated convicts gazed at Juan with narrowed eyes. Tasarov said, “ Perhaps you can tell
them something."

Juan nodded to the shadowed faces. What could he say to them?“It's the same world back there,” he
darted hdtingly, “the same humankind—"

“Humankind!” avoice shouted. “A fancy word for something that's neither human nor kind."

“—choking cities,” Juan continued, “ruined countrysides, growing deserts. The coastd cities are working
hard to hold off flooding as the temperature rises—"

“Weknow al that!” another voice shouted. “When are they going to send us more women?"

“And younger boys!"

Lights began to go on in the dark dome. People were sitting up to listen. Juan gulped some teaand put
the cup down on the floor, then stood up and looked around at the faces that were watching him. “We
will tell what welve seen here”

“Leave usyour woman!” adistant voice cried. “ Y ou can have her back next time."

Juan raised hisvoice againg thelaughter. “WEéll let you duplicate dl we havel”

“Let us?’ avoice asked. “We can take what we want!"

Juan felt amoment of dizziness. His head was once again throbbing from the blow he had received.

“Quiet!” Tasarov ordered as he got to hisfeet. “ These people are not our enemies. They cameto ask
me about some work they thought I'd done, nothing more. They'll do what they can for uswhen they go
back. Now get somerest!” He started to raise his partition. Juan helped him set it up again. “ Thereis so
much pride here,” Tasarov said softly. “WEeIl never run out of it. Y ou two deep here.”

“Thank you,” Lenasaid astwo convicts brought their packs and Juan's helmet.

“Well dupe your belongingswhileyou deep,” Tasarov said.

L ena began to open their backpacks. Aslights began to wink out, Tasarov made hisway back between
the shapes on the dark floor to his deeping place.
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“Juan,” Lenawhispered.



His aching head told him to keep his eyes closed. Lenatouched his shoulder. He opened his eyes. Her
head seemed to float in the yellow glow of the dome.

“What'swrong?’ she asked softly.
“Head hurts more now."

“We must get you checked,” she said. “ There's nothing more we can do here. Well leave everything.
Leave your hemet. The shuttle might be there again.”

He sat up. “Where's Tasarov?'
“Hesdill with hisfivesome.”

Juan struggled to hisfeet. Lenasteadied him. They came out from behind the partition and quietly made
their way around the mass of deepersto the exit. Together, they stepped toward the door. It glowed,

and they passed—

—through into the bright dien night.

The sllence of the desert landscape sang in his ears. “ Can you stand by yoursdf?’ Lena asked.

He nodded. “Let'sgo.” They waked between the domes. He kept his eyes on the ground in front of

him, trying to keep hisbalance. “I need to rest,” he said asthey cameto thetree. A shadow dipped out
from beneath the branches, asif detaching itself from the trunk, and came toward him. Juan was about to
gpeak asthe man's arm went up, holding something. Lenacried out as the bludgeon struck him acrossthe
head; hefell and lay on hisback, unable to open hiseyes, listening to Lena struggling with the man. He
felt bodies strike the ground, and tried to get up. He raised his head, but hisarms refused to move. The

garry sky wasinsde his head. Lena caled his name. Heforced his eyes open. Red flooded hisvison
and drowned him.

* k k %

Hewoke up in his deeping bag. Tasarov was knedling over him, hisface amask in the dim yelow light.
“Better?’ the face asked.
“Yes” Juan said.

Tasarov leaned back and turned on astanding lamp. “ Y ou cried out at any light during the last two
days"

“Two days?'

“Don't you remember?’

Juan tried to think. Lenaand he had been adeep. They had |eft for the shuttle. A fist closed in his chest.
“Whereisshe?’ he demanded.

“Becdm, my friend. Y ou've aconcusson, and must stay quiet.”



Juan lay back and closed his eyes. He heard whimpersin the back of his head, then silence. Hetried to
move hisarms, but they weretied to hissides. Helay till and fell adeep.

* * * %

Tasarov was Stting in achair, watching him, when he awoke. *Y ou seem better,” the Russan said. “I
hope you agree.” Hiswords seemed dreamlike. Juan felt asif he could float into a standing position with
no effort. “I've freed your ams."

Juan raised himsdf to asitting position againgt his pack. “1 do fed better.”

“Do you recall what happened?’

Juan's chest tightened. He drew a deep breath. “Maybeif you tdl me."

Tasarov stood up. Juan looked around. The dome was silent. Everyone was ad eep.

Juansad, “Tel me”

“The shuttle keeper. He attacked you and the woman by the tree. She's dead. He broke her neck during
therape. | heard you both going out, and followed as soon as| was fully awake, but it wastoo late by
thetime | dragged him from her. Wetied him to the tree.”

“He's il there?” Juan asked, taking short breaths. He closed his eyes and saw the void closing in
around him.

“He'sthere” Tasarov said in the darkness, “for when you are ready.”
“And Lena?’ Juan asked through clenched teeth.
“We buried her under the tree. Do you object?’

Juan shook his head, unable to weep.

* * % %

For three days he drifted in ahaf-waking state, unableto fed or think. Once he dreamed of carrying
Lenas body with him through the variants, to keep from encountering her dternates. When he could
stand, they took him out to the tree. The shuttle keeper was on along chain, squatting on the mound of
Lendsgrave.

“You can kill him now,” Tasarov said, offering aknife.

The man under the branches did not react.

“Kill him!” the smdl gathering shouted.

The shuitle keeper was oblivious, resting his chin on his knees.

Tasarov sad, “It'syour right hereto kill him."

Juan stepped closer and tried to see the man's face in the patches of white sunlight. The man was
bresthing dowly.



“He cares nothing for your scruples,” Tasarov said.
Juan turned away and pushed through the crowd.
“Kill him!” avoice hissed.

“Cut him s0 he bleeds dowly!” another added.
“Rip hisguts so hetakesaweek to die.”

Juan broke out into the open and wandered between the domes. At hisright he saw aline dowly passing
into the dome which housed the replicator. The men did not look at him as he passed.

He heard along shriek and looked back. Tasarov's large shape was under the tree, working on the
shuttle keeper with the knife. The big man thrust hard into the torso, and the chained figure went limp.

“I killed him for you, my friend!” he shouted as he came out from under the tree. Something in Juan was
satisfied, but he also felt shame.

Heturned away. Tasarov caught up with him. Juan reached into his pocket. “Here. Y ou might aswell
have my wegpon. | don't think you can do much worsewith it.”

“My friend,” Tasarov said, pushing it away, “you take thistoo serioudy. He wanted to die. | made him
wanttoliveashedied.”

Juan stopped and saw blood on the other man's shirt.
“What do you want to say to me?’ Tasarov demanded. “1 will understand.”
“Therésnothing | can say."

“But down deep you're glad.” Tasarov touched his shoulder. “1 am sorry about your Lena. The shuttle
keeper was never one of us. We knew whenever he came here that he was outside our code."

Juan nodded and turned away. Tasarov did not follow him.

“But, of course!” the Russian shouted after him. “Y ou will see her again!™

Juan quickened his pace. A breeze blew dust into hisface, but he marched on, hoping that the shuttle
would be waiting. He came over the rise and ran when he saw the sphere, afraid that it would leave
before he reached it.

He staggered through the open lock, feding weak as he went up the winding passage to the
drum-shaped chamber. He sat down and waited for the viewspace to come on. It seemed to take along
time, but it findly lit up. The planet fell away as he watched. He felt empty.

Tasarov waswrong. He might not find Lenaagain. She might not be divein the next variant, or inthe
next dozen. In any case, she would never again be the Lena he had known.

The sun grew larger in the viewspace. For amoment he imagined that the vessdl would not switch into



otherspace, but would run at the star and be consumed. Finaly, tearswelled up, and he wept.

The shuttlewas in fina gpproach to the suncore station when he looked up again. He gazed at it and
tried to think. What could anyone have done? He and Lena had taken arisk; she had chosen to come.
They might have come back safely.

The great globe of the core Sation filled the viewspace as the shuttle was pulled into the glowing

entrance. Suddenly, hefdt araging hatred of hisown kind. Itsfirst use of the dien web wasto find a
dumping ground for criminas; and Lena, who had not doubted humanity as he did, had paid with her life.
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He stepped into the frame, emerged into darkness, and moved dowly toward the exit. It glowed and he
dipped out—

—into thewinding passage.

Hands seized him from both sides and pushed him forward. He staggered and turned to face two
soldiers pointing autométic riflesat him.

“Take meto Titus Summet,” hesaid. “1'm Juan Obrion."

The soldiers motioned with their weapons; he started dowly up the passage. “ Y ou'll be met at the drop
well!” avoice barked after him.

* * * %

“Sit,” Summet said in hisoffice. “Y ou look awful. What happened?'
“How long have | been gone?'

“Four days. Doesthat agree with your time?"

Juan nodded. “I went one?’

“Lenashowed up with Moede and Rassmussen. They went after you immediately.” Juan gripped his
armredts. “You didn't run into them?” Summet asked.

“No."
“They thought you might need help. Y ou wanted them dong, didn't you?"
Juan asked, “Areyou aware of the variant effect here?’

“Weare” Titusanswered, drumming on hisdesk with hisfingers. “We sent you out to find Y evgeny
Tasarov, who might help uslearn something about the nature of the effect. What did you learn?”

“Nothing. Tasarov clams he did no work in possible worlds."



“Washelying?'

“I doubt it. It would have been to his advantage to lie about having done the work."
“Areyou up to going again? Y our friends might need you."

Juan garted to tell him about Lena, but his head throbbed as grief and anger rushed into him.
“What isit?’ Titus asked.

“I'm very tired."

“So tell me about the prison.”

Juan'sthroat tightened. “It's a reasonable facamile of hell. They can get everything they have over and
over. Desthisamercy.”

Titus put his hands together on hisdesk. “Describeit.”

“The economy of your pena colony,” Juan said, “ depends on the replicator. Available goods are
copied. Sooner or later there will be a struggle over who controls the copy dome."

“Why hasntt it happened?’

“It'sorderly there now, as| saw it, because they al look up to Tasarov. But it'sa corrupt life—no godls,
no meaning. Tasarov hasan inner life, which is probably part of the reason for hisinfluence. They sensea
kind of sdlvationin him, but they envy as much asadmirehim.”

Titus rubbed his chin and leaned forward. * Extraordinary, Economists warned us about the
consequences of using the replicator. If we make the ship amass production factory, it will unbalance our
scarcity-based economies. Were copying essentid and costly things—mostly drugs and rare metds.” He
sat back. “Well, they're welcome to what they can make of their existence out there, and we don't have
to feed them.”

“It doesn't disturb you, to let it happen?’ Juan asked.
“Let what happen?'

“To permit people who have aready been stripped of their human connections through prison and exile
be further deprived of al human purpose? Do you have any idea of the crudtiesthat may become

possble?"

Titussmiled. “It'sall too metaphysical and removed from us now. No oneis starving. It'sup to them to
make the best of it."

Juan took a deep breath and sat back. “Don't you have any personal fedings?'

“They don't count. | do what's poss ble—second and third best, according to you—to make something
from human nature asit is. | choose between immediate disasters and what you find repugnant.” He
shrugged. “Good will continue to be achieved with the bad. Maybe that crimind society will learnto do
something crestive with their circumstances.”



“Tasarov wasright,” Juan said, “when he told me that paliticians are the best-organized crimind class”
Titus stood up. “But what else can exist! What isto be done? Shall we beget angels?!

Juan closed his eyes as his head throbbed.

“What isit?’ Titus asked softly.

“I was struck on the head."

“Why didn't you say so?I'll get adoctor. Can you walk to your quarters?’

Juan stood up and leaned on Summet's desk. The director stared at him asif from a poster. Juan fell
forward and tore him down the middle.

* * * %

Hewoke up feding that he was aboy again, when days ddighted him by smply following one another,
before the foolswho named things made everything familiar.

The moment fled as he remembered that Lenawas dead. He sat up, redlizing that her variant might
return with Maachi and Magnus, then lay back again, afraid that he was trapped in arun of probabilities
where shewould alwaysdie.

The door did open and Titus came in. “Good, you're awake. The doctors say your concussion has
heded nicely. Do you sill want to try again?”

Juan got up and started to dress. “ So you think there's a Tasarov who can give you some basic
knowledge?"

Titussat downinachair. “1 cant afford to ignore the possibility. Don't you want to go after your
friends?’

“I guess| haveto. They came after me here.”

“Did they inyour lagt variant?'

Juan sad, “Lenacaught up with me just before | reached the frame chamber.”

“What—then whereis she?'

Juan told him, then finished dressing.

“I'm sorry, Juan,” Summet said.

“Youforced her."

Titus gave anervous laugh. “ Sure. Here | let you go aone, then sent the others as soon asthey got here.

| wonder if I'm smarter here.” He stood up and said, “Y ou'll need anew pack and headgear. I'll go with
you asfar asthe deep chamber."



“Don't bother."

* k *x %

Juan approached the shuttle bay with caution; the variant shuttle keeper was aso likely to be adangerous
man. Juan reminded himsdlf that this was not the man who had killed Lena, even though the crimina
personality would be the same. The two men up in the winding passage had been the same. They had
confirmed that Lena, Maachi, and Magnus had come through aweek earlier.

He came out of the passage into the bay. The cradle was empty. As he waited for the craft to return, he
peered into the exit and entry tube behind the large bowl of the cradle. A soft whine came from the
tunnd. The shuttlerolled in. He watched closely and saw that it did not touch the passage. It drifted into
the cradle, and rotated a hdf turn. He tensed as the lock opened and the keeper came out.

“Youreaone? the unshaven man asked; hishair was grayer thistime.

“I'm Dr. Obrion. Y ou took three of my colleagues down."

“A pretty woman likethat,” the man said, “coming here with anigger and agrandfather. What'sit dl
about? Y ou're not her type either.”

Juan went past him into the lock, and hurried around the passage into the drum-shaped chamber. He
was Swegting as he dropped his pack and sat down on it. The keeper came in behind him and squatted
down near the exit. Juan tried to ignore him.

“So you haveit for her, en? We don't see many lookers here.”

Juan asked, “Where's the overhead view?”

“It'sdow sometimes.”

Suddenly the chamber filled with amber light. The view-space blinked on. The station wasreceding in
the gray otherness. Juan watched the bright exit close in the black globe.

“Isshegood?’ the keeper asked. “1 would have asked her if she'd been done.”

Juan grasped the gun in his pocket as the shuttle switched into normal space and sunlight flooded the
chamber. The man was avariant of the same rotten character, he told himsdlf, trembling with indecison,
but il likely to commit the same crimes; by killing him now, he might save another victim, even avariant
of Lena. The man'sinnocence of her murder was only afeeble technicality.

“Why are you here?’ the keeper asked.

“To meet my friends.” He didn't need to reason about this, hadn't he dways claimed that rationaity was
powerless againgt human nature? The woman he had loved was dead. Shooting this man might ease his
pain, and no one would hold him responsible. He saw himsdlf returning endlesdy to kill the shuttle
keeper's variants, and held back.

“But they went back yesterday,” the man said.

“What?'



The keeper nodded. “ Guess the guards didn't bother to tell you."
“I'll check anyway,” Juan said, even though he knew the man had no reason to lie. The previous variant
had not carried over when he had stepped through the frame. The convict shifted hisweight and looked

away. Juan clutched hisweapon and waited for the man to say or do something that would make it easy
tokill him.
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As he neared Tasarov's dome, Juan told himself that the variants of his parents had been al too familiar,
and oddly bearable. Finding another Magnus had been something of ardief; but how would he fed
toward another Lena? The woman he had known was dead, but she would still be herself, because she
would know everything they had shared, except those find moments before the keeper had broken her
neck. That Lenawasirrevocably lost, but the difference amounted to only afew memories. He and she
would mest for the first time, even though they had known each other for years. The gulf between them
would be both trivid and significant, but what could it ever mean if heloved her?

He cameto the tree where she and Magnus were buried, in different variants. Hisfedingstwisted ashe
turned away, and he knew that the crudl knot within him could not be untied.

He went dowly to Tasarov's dome. There was no one outside when he came to the entrance. It
olowed—

—and he stepped into ayellow space filled with the stench of human beings.
“Another one!” avoice shouted asfigures gathered around him.
“I'm Juan Obrion,” he said.

“If you'relooking for the other three, they've gone,” aman answered. Juan recognized him asthe one
who had clubbed him.

“How long ago?'

“Yegterday."

“Takemeto Tasarov."

Juan followed him through the sprawling throng to Tasarov's partitioned area. The big Russian got up
from achair and said, “ They told me you might come. | can only repeat what | told them—I did no such
work, and | won't go back with you.” He held out his hand.

Juan shook it. “ Y our variant said as much to me."

Tasarov nodded. “ Dr. Rassmussen explained. It will give me something new to think about.” He smiled.
“How did you and | get on during our first meeting?'

“One of your men clubbed me. The shuttle keeper killed Lena Dravic."



Tasarov took a deep breath. “1'm sorry to hear it. We must watch him. He's not one of us.”
“Youkilled him for me,” Juan said.

Tasarov grimaced. “What will you do now?'

“Go back. Isthere anything e se you wish to copy?'

“No. Your friends had everything. Y ou don't have anything specia in your pack, do you?"'

“I don't think so. Do you dtill refuse my wegpon?*

Tasarov nodded. “One of our more lawful impulses.” He shrugged. “I'm sure one of my variants will
take it fromyou, if you keep coming back.” He motioned to achair. “Do sit down. Doctor Obrion, and

keep me company for afew minutes. Delaying you may spin the probabilities more profoundly.”

Juan took off his pack and sat down in the chair facing Tasarov. The din from the floor was louder, but
the Russian spoke over it. “'Y ou seem about to ask me something.”

Juan nodded. “Why are you confined here? I'm curious about what it may bein thisvariant.”

Tasarov amiled and leaned back in hischair until it creaked. “ Simple vindictiveness. My enemieswere
jealous. My name was changed on certain records, and | was shipped out. My enemy wanted to deny
me achanceto work, to fulfill mysdlf, at least in theworld | knew. The fact that | would suffer, unable to
contribute, warmed his heart.” He smiled. “The news you have brought meis very consoling. There must
be variantsin which I'm gtill there, irritating my enemy! Do you know anything interesting about me?
Juan stood up. “Y ou're certain that you won't come back with me?”

The big Russian nodded. “How would | be ableto live with mysdf, knowing that my friends are ill
here?'

Juan said, “1 don't know what to say to convince you. Y our reasons are the best wrong ones| can
imegine”

Tasarov stood up as Juan put on his pack. “1 fed you are dready afriend.” He laughed. “1 hope my
variantsremember!”

* k k %

“| told you s0,” the shuttle keeper said.
Juan dropped his pack and sat on it. “Get away from me."
“So polite”

The viewspace came on as the shuttle took off. He tried to ignore the keeper, but the man kept staring at
him.

“Doyou seethis?’ Juan said, taking out his automatic and pointing it at him.



The keeper smiled. “I don't think you'll useit. Can't figure you out.”

Juan tightened his grip and took careful aim at the man's chest. “What good would it do you to figure me
out?'

The keeper's smile faded as he retreated out into the passage. Juan grimaced at the weapon and put it
avay.

* * * %

Somewhere, theweb builders civilization wasin full flower, fulfilling the dreams of dienimaginations; but
its existence required the presence of desolate, ghost-filled continua. Juan tried to imagine why existing
objects carried nonexistent twins. Every stone might not have existed, yet each nonexistent made sense
asthe subject of a sentence....

The nightmare of seemingly reasonable links between ideas was absurd. He knew that he was adeep,
but he was not yet ready to break out of the dream. A deeper self would carry him through the chain of
reasoning to asubtle conclusion, and he would awaken....

He saw the shuttle keeper hiding in acanyon of nonexistent objects. The man spotted him and leered.
“Y ou want to see human destiny?’ he shouted from behind massed geometrica shapes. “Watch two
people fuck! Nothing's more obvioudy set up to happen except birth, esting and shitting, and dying! In
between, you fuck!™

I'm logt, Juan thought, struggling to open his eyes.

“Not yet!” the keeper cried.

Indl the variants open to him, Juan knew there had to be away to deal with his despair.

“No utopias!” the keeper shrieked. “Y ou can see them, know what they are, but you can't have even
one!” His hand reached out from the deep gorge and grabbed Juan's throat.

He opened his eyes and sat up. Titus stood at the foot of his bed.
Thedirector said, “Y ou seemed to be wrestling with yoursef.”

“Arethey back yet?’ Juan asked, remembering that he had missed Lena, Maachi, and Magnus again.
They werewith Tasarov in thisvariant, still looking for him.

“No,” Titussad. “Better just wait it out. If you go now, you'l only shift thingsfor yoursdf again.”
“But you gill want Tasarov?'

-

“Evenif he doesn't have anything for you?'

“I'll put him to work. He's wasted out there.”

Juan said, “Hell refuse”



“Then well bring him back by force."

“Thet might cost lives™”

“Not if were careful.”

“I won't go, Titus, Send your armed goons and see what it'll get you. The man doesn't know anything,

and | haven't heard anything from him to make me think that helll ever do useful work in variant theory.
It'sunlikely that anyone can. Do you understand? No one knows a damned thing about how and why all

this happend™

“Cdmyoursdf, Juan.” There was something of the keeper's leer in Summet's expression. “Y ou've been
under alot of stress. Y our judgment's shot.”

“Because | disagree with you?'

“Of course not. Look, you may be right about Tasarov being useless. Maybe he should be where heiis,
but you could try to be more convincing.”

It was unlike Summet to show this much doubt, Juan thought.

“I'm on your side, Juan. | let you go out there because from day one | was convinced that good would
comeof it."

“And | haven't ddivered, have?'
“Don't be stupid. Y ou helped open the web."

“And it'sbeing used as just another way to avoid problems and help the powerful.” He closed his eyes,
reglizing how much he missed Lena, and how little he had given her.

Titussghed. “Theweb isnot atunne out of life. Forgive us, and yoursdlf, if only alittle. It's not over
yet."
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“Who areyou?’ the keeper shouted from the shuttle, hisvoice echoing insandly in the bay.
“Three people came through here,” Juan said as he approached.

“They went back,” the man answered dourly, then sat down in the lock.

“When?'

“Hours ago, with agroup of armed Russkies."

“Woas Tasarov with them?"



The keeper nodded. “Why'd they want him back?"
Juan retreated toward the exit.
“Not very sociable, are you!” the convict cried after him. Juan dipped through the glow—

—and hurried down the passage to the frame chamber.

* * * %

Again, the soldiers sent him out through their checkpointsin the winding passage. He went up dowly
toward the outer lock, wondering what he would find in this variant. Every pass through aframe twisted
the crud knot within him tighter. The only solution, if he could cdl it that, would be to never again venture
across the probabilities. Could he put down new roots?

He heard voices. Threefigures came around the turn. Each wasin full gear.

“Juan!” Lenacried.

Hisface stiffened as she came toward him, innocent of what he knew. For amoment he imagined himsalf
standing behind her with Magnus and Mdachi, straining to becomeredl.

She stopped before him. “ Juan, are you al right? Why are you coming back?’ Her eyes seemed alittle
grayer, but then shelifted her head and he saw they were the blue he remembered.

Histwo friends came up and stood beside her. Maachi's broad, dark face was unchanged, and Magnus
was the same lean, older man. “We decided to come,” Malachi said.

“If you'll have us,” Magnus added.

Too late, Juan thought, overcome with regret.

“Wadll, shall we do as Summet wants?’ Malachi asked, smiling.

Magnus dropped his pack. Juan felt arush of panic.

“What isit?” Mdachi sad.

“You must know,” Juan managed to say, “that | can't be the one you knew."
“Weknow,” Magnus said.

“Lena, you werekilled out there,” he said, trembling. Her thinning face drew itsdlf into amask as she
gazed at him, and she was astranger.

* k% k %

“We'refooling oursalves,” Juan said in his quarters. He turned on his back.

Lenasat up and hugged the pillow to her breast. “But are we? We're the same people. Am | so different
from her, Juan?'

“No—except for afew memories.”



Shesad, “I had anightmare aweek ago about dying on that far world.” Helifted his head, startled.
“Juan, why did you go off without me?"

“I waited. Titustold me neither Magnus nor Maachi would come. Then Mal cdlled meand said he
couldn't go—Dita had just left for Russia, but he was hoping she'd come back, so he was staying on the
chance she might. Titus couldn't reach you."

“| came as soon as| got the message,” she said.

“So did your variant.”

“Md told me when he arrived that he knew Ditawouldn't come back. | think their farewells were pretty
find before she left. She redlly wanted to go back, and he knew he couldn't follow her.”

“I figured as much when | saw hewas here"

She put the pillow aside and lay back next to him. “We're lucky to have each other at dl. We're not any
more confused than most people.”

Hewas silent, unable to answer.
“Juan?'
He reached over and caressed her belly.

“Youmusin't giveup,” she said. “We can't give up. | may seem asubstitute for the Lenayou knew, but
we can gart again. It'sthe samefor me. We have that in common.”

Hesad, “You probably till think my misanthropy a defect of somekind.”
Shelooked at him with tenderness. “I couldn't bear to see you hating yoursdlf.”
The door buzzed.

“Comein!” she shouted, pulling up the covers over them.

It did open. Summet camein and stopped asit closed. “ There's been an armed breakout, but it was
stopped in the winding passage.”

Juan sat up. “Was Tasarov among them?"

“No."

“Any dead?’ Lenaasked.

“Ten. More than a hundred wounded."

“So they copied my gun,” Juan said, fedling responsible.

“I couldn't have let you go unarmed,” Summet inssted.



“And we don't have Tasarov. Wasiit necessary to shoot back?!

Summet nodded. “ They came through in a suicide wave and overwhelmed the first guards. Then they
went up the passage with hostages.”

“Which you let themkill,” Juan said.
“Standing orders. | had no say init."

“A suicidewave,” Juan said. “Doesnt that tell you anything, Titus? Have you come for our gpprova?
What do you want from us now?"

“I want you to go back to Tasarov. Maybe helll come out now. | know the variant may not carry over,
but | want to try. Tell him he can bring three people out with him."

“Generous of you."

Summet said, “1 sympathize with how you fed, but | must think of the larger good, according to what is
possible. Y ou want lifeto befair, brave, and honest, people to be decent, and for things to aways come
out rightintheend.”

“Too much to ask of mere human beings,” Juan answered.

“Will you go?'

“You know | haveto,” Juan said.

* k% k %

Therewas blood in the winding passage. The dead and wounded had been removed, but Juan felt their
presence. Was there avariant in which the break had succeeded? It had to be there, however smal the
chance. He stopped before the large porta to the deep chamber and faced Lena, Maachi, and Magnus.
“I cando thismysdf,” hesad.

Magnus smiled. “What's one more variant?"

“Well stay together,” Mdachi added, “from now on."

“It may get even more dangerous,” Juan said.

Lenasad, “Juan, weve dl had timeto think and discussit, and we've concluded that we can't ever go
back to our private lives. The web istoo important, too filled with danger and possibility for our kind.
We must devote al our effortsto understanding and using it, and we know you fed the same. Summet is

right about getting Tasarov on our Sde.”

“Our side,” Magnus said, “is either UN-ERS, in the person of Titus, or the four of us. Arrogant asit may
sound, it'sup to usto do what Titus can't do, and to take things out of his handsif we can.”

“Doyou bdieve hell st till for it?” Juan asked, glancing back at the turn, where afew soldierswere
lighting up cigarettes.



Malachi said, “In hisheart heé's one of us."
“But hell oppose us,” Juan replied, “if it threatens his authority.”

“Wll, that isreasonable, old man,” Maachi said. “He can't be purein his position. Neither are we. He
needsusto cut hishair."

“And who will cut ours?’ Juan asked.
“Noone,” Madachi replied. “ The cut stops here."

“Wed better go,” Lenawhispered, “ before something stops us.”

* * % %

Tasarov's dome wasfilled with wounded and dying, but al the copied resources from the replicator
could not make up for the lack of medical skills. Juan, Maachi, and Magnus administered emergency aid
under Lenasdirection. Juan put on antiseptics and bandages, injected painkillers and infection fighters.
Sixteen men died and were buried near the dien tree. He dimly remembered Tasarov leading him to the
bedding behind the partitions.

He sat up after what seemed endless deep. The dome was quiet. Tasarov douched in achair, watching
him. Lena and the others were adeep nearby.

“Thank you for helping,” Tasarov said softly. “ The dying has stopped.”

“Why did you let them even try?’ Juan asked.

“I couldn't prevent it. No one could. They were completely broken and crazed, my friend. The
redlization that they would spend the rest of their lives here wasfinaly too much. Even visble guards
might have helped, by providing some link with the outside. Guards can be mocked, even provoked. But
this desert, these domes, and dl the endlessy copied artifacts and foodstuffs from alost home drove
these people over the edge. Even more women would not have relieved the futility. They would bea
congtant reminder of afuture that could not be, snce no one would condemn children to this place.”

“Did you lose anyone?'

He nodded. “ One of my loversis dead, the other blinded.”

“I'm sorry,” Juan said.

“Could you have prevented it?"

“No."

“Then don't be sorry. Why did you comethistime?’

Gunfire sounded from the other side of the dome. “ Stay asyou are!” avoice shouted.

Juan struggled to hisfeet. Lena, Maachi, and Magnus stirred and sat up as Juan and Tasarov peered
between the partitions.



“ERStroops,” the Russian whispered.
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Armed figures rushed in through the glowing portal . Two dozen soldiersformed aline and picked their
way through the prostrate and wounded.

“Wewant the UN team!” the lieutenant shouted.

“A variant Titus sent them,” Juan whispered, “ one who doesn't trust us.” They had entered aworld, he
redlized, in which Summet was capable of actions his previous saf would have regjected. He glanced at
Tasarov. The Russian seemed resigned.

“Lay dl your wegpons on the floor!” the lieutenant cried.

Juan stood up. “We're over here. Leave the wounded alone.” Helooked at Lenaand the others and
whispered, “ Don't leave your packs.” She gave him aquestioning look as he rolled up hisown.

“Dr. Obrion?’ the lieutenant called out.

“Yes” Juan said, putting on his pack.

“Y evgeny Petrovich Tasarov?'

The Russian nodded as the officer motioned for him to come aong.
“We'reready,” Juan said, and led the way toward the exit.

Thelieutenant hurried to keep up. “Move out!” he shouted to his unit. The soldiers hurried through the
exit, and were al gone as Juan reached it. He went through the glow—

—and faced aline of soldiers. Lena, Tasarov, and the others came out and stood next to him. The
lieutenant emerged and went ahead. “Quick march!” he shouted, then fell back to escort his prisoners.

“What do you know about this?’ Juan asked him as they followed the squad.
“Your group isunder arrest, Dr. Obrion."

“What's your name, Lieutenant?'

The soldier ignored his question.

“Has something happened back home?’ Juan demanded apprehensively.

The lieutenant was sllent asthey passed the alien tree.

* * % %



They were made to wait at the entrance to the degp chamber while the squad went through. Findly, only
the lieutenant and his sergeant were | eft.

“Watch where you point those wegpons,” Lenasaid.
The two men pulled back their automatic rifles, and let them hang in their harnesses. “I'll gofirdt,” the
lieutenant said. “ Sergeant, bring up the rear. Everyone, turn on your hemet lights.” He waited until al

lights were on, then stepped forward and disappeared into the portal's glow. Juan followed him
through—

—into the dark chamber.

The others camein behind him. Asthey faced the frames, Juan reached into histhigh pocket, grasped
the automatic, and brought it up near the lieutenant's face,

“Sorry to hurt your professiond pride, but your body armor won't stop this from going right up your
nose with no trouble at al.” Out of the corner of his eye he saw Maachi quickly put hiswegpon to the
sergeant's forehead. Lena and Magnus stepped back.

“What will thisget you?’ the lieutenant said.

“A good question,” Tasarov added.

“Maybe we have to burn our bridges behind us,” Juan answered.

Madachi helped him disarm the two officers. Lenaand Magnustook out utility cord from their packs.
Tasarov collected the automatic rifles and dung them over his shoulder.

“When they find you,” Juan sad, “the two of you won't know athing."

“Very neat,” the lieutenant said as Lenatightened hiswrist cord. Magnus tied the sergeant, who cursed
oftly.

“Sit,” Juan said when their hands were bound. The two soldiers obeyed. “ Tietheir feet, and tiethem to
each other, so they can't turn their heads to see which frame we take.”

“Areyou sureyou havetime?’ the sergeant asked.
“Certainly,” Mdachi said, squatting down.
Juan took off the sergeant's helmet and put it on Tasarov's head. “Y ou may need thelight.”

“Thanks"

“Ready?’ Juan asked. He pointed to the last frame on the right. Four, Five and Six were the unknowns.
“Keep right behind me. Maachi, bring up the rear.”

He entered the black field. Lenawas next to him asthey hurried through. A red glow appeared ahead.

“Isthat an exit?’ she asked.



He stepped out into the red glow and looked around. The vast floor was the same as in other suncore
gations. He turned and faced the exit. Frames curved off to hisleft and right. There might be aship at the
center of the circle, he thought, remembering the blue station where the frames connected with the string
of sun shells.

Lenaand Magnus emerged, followed by Malachi and Tasarov. “Thisis extraordinary!” the Russian said,
gartled by the openness of the gtation.

“Well go through another frame immediately,” Juan said. “They might send asgquad into al six frames.”
“Wondrous!” Tasarov exclamed. “A variant we can never regain islooking for us."

“They comein runs,” Juan answered, “ S0 our escape may carry over. |f we wereto go back right now,
only smal detailswould differ. Therefore, we must expect to be followed, at least to this point.”

“What will thisaccomplish?’ Tasarov asked.
“Firg let'slose our pursuers,” Maachi said. “Which frame? There must be hundreds here.”
“Where do they lead?’ Tasarov asked.

“From asuncore station,” Juan said, “the frames probably lead out to various points throughout this solar
system, if past experienceisany guide.”

“You'reunsure,” Tasarov said. “What if they lead out into a vacuum, or a poisonous atmosphere?”
“It's never happened,” Mdachi replied.

Juan looked back anxioudy at their exit frame.

“Markit,” Lenasaid. “We may haveto go back."

Malachi took out asmall medica sticker and dapped it down on the floor. Juan moved off to hisleft and
stopped at thefifth frame. “ This should be far enough. Ready?"

Lenacameto hissde, looking skeptical.
“Step in together,” Juan said.
“Shal we hold hands?’ Tasarov asked.

“Wouldn't hurt,” Juan replied, “but | think stepping in asaclose group should be enough to insure that
weéll be the same people when we come out.”

“Leadin,” Tasarov said.
“I hear shouting,” Lenasaid suddenly.

Commands echoed from inside the frame Malachi had marked. Juan took Lena's hand and went
through, then hurried forward. In amoment he saw a green glow ahead.



They cameout into avast hollow ball. “ Another starship dock,” Lenasaid, looking up at the smdll fleet
of vesselshanging in the shell's great centrd space.

“Thisonesdifferent,” Juan said as the others emerged and stood at hisside. “The shipsin thefirst such
congtruction dock we visited were dl globes, differing only in Sze. Here we have various shapes.” He
gazed a the linked globes, long duglike hulls, and egg shapes. One ship was acylinder with globes at
each end.

Tasarov looked back at the lone exit frame. “ Can they find us here?'

“Evenif they're at the suncore station now,” Madachi said, “they'll pick this connection only by chance.”

Tasarov laughed. “They'll get log."

“Look over there!” Lenashouted, pointing at asmall globe that was sitting on the green incurving
surface.

“Lookslike our ship'sshuttle,” Malachi said.

Juan started toward it. “I'll bet it's set to dock with one of those ships up there! If our pursuers get lucky,
they'll find no one here, and with no shuttle they'll haveto go back.”

They jogged acrosstheinward curve of the shell, but the globe was more distant than it seemed. Juan
felt atightening in his chest ashetried to keep up. There would be no placeto hideif the craft wouldn't
let themin.

They reached the bal at last. Juan triggered the lock. 1t opened. They rushed inside and up through the
winding passage to a small drum-shaped chamber. The overhead view-space came on asthey dropped
their packsinto the control circle and sat down; it showed the docked shipsin the center space.

“It might not moveat dl,” Juan said, fearful that troops were aready rushing from the frame.

The starships pulled close suddenly. Tasarov cried out as the viewspace went dark.

“We've docked with one of the ships,” Juan said, getting up. “It wasn't agreat distance.”

“But which ship?’ Tasarov asked.

“We're out of Summet's reach.”

“Unlessthere's another shuttle on theinner surface” Mdaachi said.

“Evenif thereis, it might not dock with our ship. They'll have aslittle control over where these shuttles
goaswedo."
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The shuttle lock was open when they cameto it. Juan led the way out into along, straight passageway.



The black floor and overhead lights were the same asin the big ships, with ova portals spaced less
frequently on each sde. Thiswas probably the cylindrica ship with globes at each end.

They cameto the end of the passageway and peered through an open lock into awinding passage. Juan

led the way up through two turnsinto a drum-shaped chamber, and stepped into the control circle asthe
others camein behind him. A forward viewspace it up, reveding the inner surface of the shell through a

meagnified hemispheric display.
“Therésthe exit frame,” Maachi said.

“Look, there!” Tasarov shouted. Two dozen figures spilled out from the frame, looking like black ants
on the green surface.

Juan turned around. “ Quick—weve got to put something in the shuttl€'s lock. It might return!”
“I'll get it,” Mdachi said, and sprinted away.

“WEll betrapped if they get up here,” Juan said.

“We're trapped anyway,” Tasarov answered. “Where can we go?"

Juan watched as the soldiers spread out on the inner surface, expecting at any moment to see the ball of
the shuttle whisk toward them.

He heard footfalsin the passageway. Maachi came into the chamber and dropped his pack. “1 put a
spade across the lock."”

“But the shuttle might overrideit,” Tasarov objected.
“Look!” Lenashouted. The squad divided into groups of six and went off in four opposite directions.

“They'rethorough,” Maachi said, stepping closer to the display, “but it won't help them. | don't see
another shuttle”

Magnus sad, “If there are others, they're probably set for the other ships.”

“I think we're beyond their reach,” Malachi replied. Juan took off his pack and sat down onit. Lenaand
Magnus did the same.

“So what now?’ Tasarov asked, carefully laying down the autométic rifles.

Lenastood up and said, “WEell explore this ship until our friends below tire and go away. I'm curious if
there are duplicatorsin any of the chambers aong the passage.”

Magnus got up. “I'll go with you."
“Becareful,” Juan said.
Malachi sat down and looked at Juan. “ Are you thinking the samething | am?

Juan nodded. “ This group of ships may be linked through frames. M ore than one shuttle isn't needed.



But our friends down there aren't likely to find those connections anytime soon, if they exist. We're safe
aslong as we see them moving around down there."

AsLenaand Magnus | eft the chamber, Tasarov sat down cross-legged on the floor. “My friends,” he
said, “doesthis escape of ours have some purpose?”

“It does,” Juan replied.

“What do you want, my friend? What are we to do?"

“Exploretheweb,” Juan said, “learn enough to open away for our kind into a better life."
Tasarov took a deep breath and smiled. “Are you serious?'

Juan said, “If we grasped even athread of what the builders knew to make all this, we'd be able to
remake human life"

“Weve cometo suspect,” Mdachi said, “that the builders climbed to some great height and pulled the
ladder after them. The old Indian ropetrick, you know."

“Intriguing,” Tasarov said, glancing at the viewspace, where the sprinkling of soldierswas now at the
limits of thefield. “I object to my own kind, and so do you, Juan, | think. So why do you want to put
even greater power in their hands?”

The Russian's question was demoralizing, but Juan was determined to attempt an answer. “Y ou'reright,
we're imprisoned by our humanity, despite the fact that we're freer than any creature on Earth. When |
saw your prison, al my doubts were confirmed. | had never seen aprison before—"

“There never was aprison likethat!” Tasarov cutin.
“—hut what moved me wasthat even in this prison of fundamentaly atered circumstances, in which the
same old hunter-gatherer was given nothing to do, | saw reason striving to reform its human burden, with

little more than custom and force. Y oull forgive me, Y evgeny, but you were their holy man, the one who
stood agpart.”

Tasarov grunted. “Go on."
“I sympathize with the impulse to set any plausible law above human failure.”

Maachi said, “’And in their minds | will write my commandments —expresses the need to interndize
law."

“Exactly. Our reason has dways known what is to be done, but not how."

Tasarov recited, “'l know what | want, but | can't want what | want. The flesh decidesthat.’” T.E.
Lawrence's favorite conundrum, if memory serves. ‘Man can do nothing unaided, but God can do asHe
will.””

“TheBible, old chap?’ Maachi asked.

“Why not? Wered| pilgrimshere”



“Theworldisaswemadeit,” Mdachi said. “How'sthat for guilt?'

“No,” Juan answered, “ as we were made. All human efforts have dedlt with the outwardness of things,
with socid structures. Education was the closest we ever came to changing our ingdes, which can't be
altered because they're locked up in the body's codes.”

Malachi said, “'If the leopard were offered wings, he would be foolish to refuse them.””
“Whose words?’ Tasarov asked.
“Shaka Zulu, the African leader and warrior."

“I'vedwaysadmired him,” Tasarov said. “When hiswill found the wals or hisworld, hisvison kept
going. He uttered prophecies even as he succumbed to his basest impulses.”

“Revolution hasto be more than revolt,” Juan continued. “1t must transform asit sweeps away, sarting
with our bodies. When we've removed the crippling legacy of evolution's survivaist strategy, then hatred
and rage will storm more softly within us, perhaps even become avital song, as we compose ourselves
for thought, and shed the mystery of our waking and deeping selves. Environments shaped our bodies,
but we began to shape environments. Finally we must shape ourselves.” He paused and saw Lena
ganding in the entrance. Their eyesmet and hefet asif he had been caught saying childish things.

“There arereplicatorsin the first chamber on theleft,” she said and cameinside.

Magnus camein after her. “I counted fourteen chambers dong the passage,” he said. “ Thefirst oneon
theright hasthreeframesinit.”

Juan looked at the viewspace. The soldierswere milling around at the edge of thefield.
“We should eat and get somerest,” Lenasaid as she sat down againgt her pack.

Tasarov sad, “My friend, I'll grant you that al efforts at change have been from outside, which iswhy
utopiasfail. Count the fal se seps—Chrigtianity's attempts to train the human will by exhortation while
inggting that thereis aunimpeachable pedigree for mord law; military and political power asthe basisfor
law; eugenic and racid theories. Presumably, you would want to change my humanity moreradically.
How will you go about doing that? Clearly, the human world as we know it will never agreetoit. Do you
know away that will not be subverted by our objectionable humanity?

Juan sad, “Before alarger group can seethe virtue of an idea, asmaler group must first understand it.”

“Dangerouswords, my friend. But where shal we begin? How will we reach into the core of ourselves,
elevate our best impulses, and saize the organism?”

Juan looked at the big Russian and saw that he understood, and was not mocking. “We must begin,” he
said, “however badly, no matter how hopelessit seems. Perhapsright herein thisvessdl, away from the
treadmill of human history. In the web thereisal the knowledge we might ever need to remake
oursalves”

“Into what?’ Lenademanded.



Juan sat up nervoudy. “Into abeing that will continue to change. Not instant homo superior, but with
smal steps over along period of time. But we can only begin if we recognize how pitiableisthe progress
we can expect from purely politicd, rdigious, or educationa regimes. Civilization has dwaysreached a
certain degree of civil order, but crimes and violence remain irreducible. We settle for a power pyramid
inwhich everyoneisdisposable”

“Civil order isan achievement,” Mdachi said.

“It holdsthefort, but the fort dwaysfdls, the culture dies and limps on to something el se that dways
forgetsits gains. Have you looked at the Earth lately? It's dying. And the dlien web waitsto be invaded,
to become the next terrible arena of death. No amount of law or inner regimen will eiminate homicide,
rape, or crimina economics, not to mention the endlesdy growing network of persond cruelties,
ego-power struggles, and vainglory that we cdl socid life.”

“But expansion into the web may aso save humankind, such asitis” Tasarov objected.

“Would your decisive changes take away choice, and our capacity to beviolent?’ Lenaasked. “| ask as
abiologist, snce you're saying there's no progressin being ahuman being.”

“We could be amore humane creature, in whom reason wouldn't teeter on the edge, but would tip the
balance. Not perfection, but an organism that would bein control of itself, that would be replanning itself
from one generation to the next, aided by mirrors of salf-knowledge. The body's history, aswe have
been givenit, isan event horizon holding usin. Knowledge of what we are isfragmentary. We don't
possess ourselves. We prize self-possession and knowledge, cregtivity and growth, but only taste these
things. Human higtory isashameful gloss on the evolutionary daughterhouse. Genuine gainsbelong to an
indggnificant few who aredwaysin danger of losng them.”

“But whereto start?’ Tasarov asked eagerly.

“Right in thisship. Sowly, we might begin to operate it.”

“Familiarity breedsknowledge, en?” Madachi said.

“Moreliketrid and error,” Juan replied. “A lifetime of it."

“Lifeinddeapuzzle!” Tasarov shouted.

Lenawasdlent.

Tasarov struck the floor with hisfigt. “I will stay with you,” he said, “because | have ataste for ided
forms”

Juan looked at the viewspace. The soldierswere returning to the frame.

“They'vegiven up,” Tasarov said.

Ashewatched the smal black figures form a column and pass through the frame, heimagined that he
was seeing avirus under amicroscope. Superman isagood cry, asuperior man had once written, and a

good cry is half the battle, but it aso breeds contempt for the human.

He glanced a Lena. She seemed lost as she gazed past him. 1 don't love humanity in asdf-serving



way,” hesad to her, “whichistheway it lovesitsdf.”

Sheglared at him. “Y ou want to cut yourself off completely, but you want company! It's been tried.”
“Yes, by religious and political groups who wanted to escape human failure by laying down new
traditions, new ideals. We can't do worse, and we may do much better. 1t'll be along time before small
changes produce a new human type. Severd hundred years may pass...."

“I see. You will need abiologist, and some more population.”

“Y es, when the time comes. And supplies, equipment.”

“Whowill help you?'

“Titus might, or some variant of him. Well sart by trying to understand this ship.”

Magnus said, “ Juan, the fact isthat were incredibly stupid when it comesto this aien technology—and
we have no way to measure just how stupid. I'vetried to envision what you've been talking about, but |

just can't see any hopefor it. Weve never been able to influence these ships one whit. Y ou're off the
deegpend.”

“So what do you suggest?'

“I'll explore with you aslong asit seemsto make sense, evenif | don't accept much of what you've
sd.”

“Will you keep an open mind?'

“I'll do so without much hope.”

Juan looked at Malachi. “ And what do you think, old friend? Am | around the bend?*
The African smiled. * Y ou've taken abold legp insde yourself."

Tasarov shrugged. “What can | say, my friend? Lifeis short, nature very hogtile, and man sublimely
ridiculous. What have we to lose? When you part the Red Sea, there will be few doubters.”

The green inner surface below was now free of creeping black ants. “I wonder,” Juan said, “if Summet
told them about variants. The poor foolsare in for ashock."

Lenalooked at Juan anxioudy. “ Do you think they can reach usthrough one of the framesin this ship?’

“I doubt it,” he said. “ Any frame entrance to this ship would probably lead in from another ship. The
shuttle may be the only way into this ship. It might not have even occurred to them that we could be out

here"
“But there may be frames elsawhere,” she objected.
Magnus said, “ They don't know what they'relooking for, and are unlikely to find it even if they did.”

“Just asswdll,” Tasarov said. “What would we do if they somehow found their way in here? Kill them as



they came through? And then what would we do? | will serve our dinner,” he said as he got to his feet.
“Thenwe must deep.”

43
THE WALL

He was poised to regain hislost youth, to confront degth, and to find anew life for hiskind. Rooms
floated in gray nothingness, each areceptacle of yellow sunlight. What was it about a bright room?
Light—matter's fugitive song—trapped in afinite interior. “Where are you?’ he whispered acrossthe
inner light years. “Why did you build your web and abandon it? Don't you need it any more?’ Secrets
stood like fortresses around him. Many were small redoubts, hoarding their knowledge, but knowing that
losswasinevitable. Larger fortresses held their secrets with pride if not certainty, knowing that losswas
possible but not likely. The greatest fortresses were vaults of arrogance, defying al assaults of
understanding. No probe would ever reach their infinitely desirable treasures....

Lenanudged him awake. He sat up and saw that the ship was moving directly toward the green surface.
“It may be some kind of spurious movement,” Magnus said. “ There's no sign of an exit.”

“We mugt use the shuttle,” Tasarov said, “or flee through one of theframes!” They al got to their feet.
“Wait,” Magnus said. “Look!"

A portion of the shell'sinner surface reddened and grew large, reveding the ship'sincreasing speed. The
vess shot through—

—into the glare of ayelow sun, and seemed to dow suddenly as comparisons were lost in open space.
The view shifted to agreen planet with two bone white moons. The three bodies grew larger.

“Isthat where were going?’ Tasarov asked. “What prompted the ship to leave?"
Lenasad, “Thelarge ships dso left without warning.”
“But why?’ Tasarov asked.

Juan said, “Welve always sugpected that artificia intelligences ran these ships, and that they sometimes
picked up thingsfrom us.”

Tasarov looked puzzled. “Y ou mean thoughts?"

Juan nodded. “At onetime it seemed that we were being probed, but it stopped, as if something had
seen the error of trying to work with us”

Tasarov said, “Perhaps we're enough like the buildersto elicit only a confused response.”

The green planet grew larger in the viewspace. A flat sde on the larger moon suggested that a piece had
been sheared off by amgjor collison.

“It does seem,” Juan said, “that these craft are controlled through menta links that select automatic



programs, but our minds don't match the systems, so it'sunlikely well be able to navigate.”
“We cantry!” Tasarov exclamed. “What isthereto lose?’

“Thiscraft,” Lenasad, “may not haveinterstellar capacity.”

“We don't know that,” Juan replied.

Tasarov said, “Maybe we should leave by one of the frames.”

“We can do that any time,” Lena answered.

Magnus pointed to the viewspace. “We're entering a high orbit above the green planet.”

Wispy clouds covered the planet. Green and brown land masses wore lakes and riverslike jewels. The
oceans varied from dark blue to magenta.

“It'sbeautiful,” Lenasaid aslight glinted off the northernicecap. “1 find it hard to believe that in the end
al this became nothing to them. They made their manufacturing, medical, and transport systems, and
controlled the power of agaaxy's suns. Why wasn't it enough? What happened to them? It must have
been aterrible accident of somekind."

Juan looked to the stars beyond the planet. All their discoveries had occurred through blind luck, but he

could not accept that thiswould remain so indefinitely. Sooner or later they would learn more, and have
that knowledge confirmed. He wondered if the ship's sudden departure had been an answer to hissilent

pleading,

Lenagazed a him camly and said, “ Do you think the builders became what they wanted, what you
want, powerful and knowing, and it wasn't enough?”

Hewas silent, feding inadequate.

She gazed longingly at the planet. “Let's see what's down there.”

“If the shuttle will take us,” Juan said.

“Should we?” Maachi asked.

“Why not,” Tasarov said. “We don't know what were doing. Let impulseslead us."
“Well go,” Juan sad.

“Toolate,” Magnus said. “We're moving again.”

The planet fell away to their right as the ship accelerated, and Juan felt that a clearer purpose had taken
hold of the ship.

“What now?" Tasarov asked, gesturing at the stars that now filled the forward view.

Juan sad, “It's accelerating toward ajump.”

* * * %



Juan sat on his pack and watched the stars blue-shift in the forward view. “Maybe one of the frames
connects with one of the other ships back at the dock.”

Magnus sad, “It's likely the ships were linked together from the outset. In any case, the dock holdsthe
only way we know that leads home."

“We might not be able to get back down to the inner surface of the shell,” Tasarov added. “Asfar aswe
know, the shuttle attached to this ship isthe only way. We'd be trapped aboard one of the other ships.”

“But we havethree frames here,” Lenasaid. “They may lead to a station from which we could go
home"

“That might take alot of trid and error,” Magnus replied.

Juan felt uneasy as he gazed at the blue-shifted stars. The center of the field was fading into black only
three hours after they had |eft the dock.

“There's something different about thisvoyage,” Lenasaid. “ Do you senseit, Juan?'

“Yes” heanswered without looking at her, afraid that she would see his crowded, confused thoughts. “I
fed the ship's attempting to take us where it thinks we want to go.”

“And where might that be?’ she asked.

The viewspace flashed.

“Weve jumped,” Magnus said to Tasarov.

Theflash came again. A thin scattering of stars appeared in the viewspace.
“No target star,” Maachi said.

Juan tensed asthe view flashed athird time. Nothing showed ahead.

“A mafunction? Tasarov asked.

“Weve never seenthis” Lenareplied.

“Arewe gtill moving?’ Tasarov asked.

Magnus sad, “Weve entered adifferent kind of space.”

Lenastood up and peered into the blackness. “ There's something ahead. | fed it,” Her voice trembled.

They watched the viewspace, asif awaiting arevelation. Juan felt detached. Are you somewhere here?
he asked the darkness.

“Therel” Lenacried.

He saw afaint red sphere. It grew large suddenly and filled the viewspace, masking dl evidence of



forward motion.

“Arewelanding?’ Tasarov asked.

“It seems solid,” Lenasaid.

The surface flashed, asif reacting to the ship'sarrival.

“It'snot astar,” Magnus said, “either in normal or other space—but we're in some kind of other space.”
“I don't think weremoving at al,” Lenasaid.

“Isit natural, or acongtruction?’ Tasarov asked.

“Maybe the ship can't enter,” Lenasaid, “and we're expected to use the shuttle.”
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THE EXALTED PLACE
They went up through the shuttle's winding passage and entered the drum-shaped chamber. Juan stepped
into the center. The viewspace came on, showing the red enigma before the ship.

“We're not moving,” Magnus said after amoment. They waited. He shook hishead. “And it violates
everything we know if were not orbiting. It'sasif we've cometo awall of somekind that appearsto us
asasphere”

“Why won't the shuttle take usin?’ Lena asked.

“Maybe we're not welcome,” Tasarov said.

“What do you think thisplaceis?” Juan asked him.

“My friend, | would guessthat thisis where they are, the oneswho built the web."

“But whereisit?’ Lenaasked.

“Not in any space we know,” Magnus said.

“Why did the ship bring us hereif the shuttle won't take usin?’ she asked.

“Another accident,” Magnus answered.

* * * %

They went back into the ship, dropped their packsin the control chamber, and sat down. Juan looked up
at thered glow that filled the viewspace, fedling that something was holding them at arm'slength.

Tasarov looked over at him and grimaced. “ Suppose, my friend, that thisis the place where the builders
now live. Perhapsthey didn't all come here at once. Some came first and othersfollowed. This ship
brought us here, asit might have countless others over time, until none wereleft, their empire



abandoned.”
“But what's here?’ Lena asked.
“A placetolive,” Magnus said.

“Yedl” Tasarov exclaimed. “ But what isit, hidden behind awall? 1 don't think that's asolid surface. It's
only what we can see.

“l seewhat you're getting at,” Magnus said. “Isthis a sealed-up area, a pocket, insde our universe?"

“Perhaps,” Tasarov said, “but | think they were more ambitious than that. Once they learned how to
escape into superspace, which iswhere | think we are now, they realized what could be done. They
could free themselves of the universe from which they had sporung, fromits physical laws. Theweb isthe
engineering infragtructure of an abandoned universe.”

“Why abandoned?’ Lena asked.

“It may be,” Magnus said, “that they grew tired of working within the nature we know. Everything we've
seenisaheroic atempt to overcome distance, biologica limits, material scarcities. All are prosthetic
solutionsto the problem of entropy, ways of cheating the universe, by stedling energy from one place and
using it in another, to make it do what you want, to help you survive, learn, shape. However successful
such acivilization would be, it would gill have to face the singularities between the cycles of expansion
and collapse. Why not escape the pattern of birth and deeth completely, and build auniverse that is not
s0 hodtileto the survivd of intelligence? Once the starcrossers entered superspace, in which al universes
exist, they redlized that they could start from scratch, free of the relm that had bubbled up from some
insane unconscious.”

“How did they do this?’ Tasarov asked.

“They brought abal of false vacuum—aregion of densely packed materiad—out here into superspace,
where they worked on itsinternal specifications, then let it inflate into anew universe. There may be
countless such offshoots of our universe out here. All universes, oursincluded, materidize as quantum
fluctuationsin empty superspace, whenever that space contortsitself into an isolated space. There may
be two kinds—those that occur naturaly, and those that are engineered by highly advanced intelligences.”

Asheligtened, Juan redized that hiswar with himsdlf, with hiskind's history, with natureitsaf, might end.
A credtive divorce was possible.

“We have come out from an evil land,” Tasarov sad, “ingde the gates of hell.”
Lenaasked, “Do you truly think that?"

“Of course! Consider our universe, itslimits, its heartbregks. It'sagainst so much. | find it rationa that
the starcrossers went and built their heaven rather than continue to renovate the mortal treadmill of our

gace-time.”

“Yes” Magnussaid, “but they were good at it. Just imagine what it took to build the web. To start, they
probably removed awormhole from the quantum foam and enlarged it to classical size, using the energy
of asun. Then they lengthened it, learned to tranamit energy and later themselvesthrough thelines. The
jump ships operate on an intermittent use of wormholes, which don't last, but get a ship from point to



point. They redlized that wormholesimplied timetravel, which led to an understanding of how natura
laws might be suspended. That enabled them to exit into superspace, where they designed their new
universe”

“But we never encountered any timetrave effects,” Lenaobjected.

“They had no need of it,” Magnusreplied. “It was the violation of the average weak energy condition
that was sgnificant, because it meant that physical law could be remade, dbeit in asuitable context. Time
travel within our universe would have given them dominance over their own history, but to what end? The
remaking of themselves and the creation of their own sedled-off universe in superspace was amuch
nobler task."

“And that'swhere they are now,” shesad, “in there.”

“Inthereisalitera way of putting it,” Magnusreplied.

“I'm abiologist, Magnus. Say what you mean."

“The universe beyond that horizon may beinfinite,” he continued. “If they created it, they might dso be
madters of scae. Their universe might have been no larger than awanut and till beinfinite.”

“They must have known,” Lena continued, “that otherswould find what they eft behind. Not just us.
How many other races might our universe contain?"

“That might explain,” Juan said, “why weve run into o many visua operating manuas. Perhapsthey
wanted us to have what they outgrew.”

“Butif dl thisistrue,” Lenacontinued, “then they'retelling usthat it's no good trying to adapt to agiven
nature. | wonder if they had to abandon our universe because they damaged it in someway. By opening
up pathways between variants, they might have created an intolerable condition.”

“Variants are probably afeature of al universesin super-space,” Magnus said. “ Interesting to think it
might have been some land of accident.”

“How can we confirm any of this?” Maachi asked. “It isn't exactly obvious."
“Maybe we've had help and don't know it,” Juan replied.

The red field disappeared from the viewspace, and was replaced by what seemed to be agrouping of
flickering sars.

“Those may not be stars, or distant galaxies,” Juan said. “If werein superspace, they may be entire
universes.”

Theview pulledin closer, revealing acircular areafilled with agossamer patchwork. “ Our universe,
perhaps,” Magnus said, “as seen from outside.”

It flickered as they watched, and seemed to Juan that it might disappear. He felt amoment of agony, as
if a any moment something would come from the darkness and devour this delicacy. “ They know were
here,” he said camly, “and we're being instructed. Oncein awhile, there had to have been other
escapees from the natura creations. They must expect it if they left usthe means.™



“| wonder if weinterest them at dl?’ Lenasad.

“Why not?’ Tasarov replied. “Were probably their children, one way or another. Perhaps were an
offshoot of life they might have seeded, some colony which went off on its own and never developed
aufficiently. We may bedl that's left of those who have not goneinto their exated place.”

“Their technology cared for them,” Magnus replied. “Weve seen it do the same for us, asmuch asit
was possible, given that we're probably very different from them. This ship responded asif it was
bringing out more immigrants, from those who stayed behind, but now wanted to join the others.”

“But they won't let usin,” Lenasaid.
“Perhaps we don't know how to knock."

Tasarov, Juan noticed, was entranced by the flickering universein the viewspace. “ The mathematics of
it,” hewhispered, “the divine mathematics..."

“How do they liveinthere?’ Lenaasked. “What could it be like?"

Malachi said, “ Onething worries me. Superspace, if it'sapermanent, infinite plenum, must be the one
thing that's beyond them. It can't be remade, and its laws may take precedence over what happens within
theisolates. | wonder how they fed about that? It would worry meif there was even the possibility of a
realm around my own that might intrude, however insulated my universe might be from itslaws. Perhaps
superspace isnt infinite, and comesto some kind of end, following avast cycle of itsown.”

“I'll bet,” Juan said, “that the universe of the starcrossers can survive, if it comesto that.” Helooked at
the other patches of light around the flickering universe, and wondered how long they had existed.

“Do any of you truly believe any of thisistrue?’ Lenademanded.

“We have the evidence of their abandoned works of cosmic engineering,” Tasarov replied, “and the fact
that nowhere, not even in variants, have you found the starcrossers. Only their echoesremain in their
empty works. | reason thus. After working to reshape the universe we know, after trying to bend it to
their will, they gave up. We don't find them in our nature; therefore we must look outsideit. And herewe
have an event horizon, in a place outside. Wefind oursaves in a preponderance of suspicioudy
Systematic circumstances.”

“So you admit,” Lenacountered, “that thismay ill al bewrong?!

Tasarov stood up and stretched. “That would be a gresat pity! Our universeisonly afew steps beyond
birth. 1t can't make up its mind, but splits endlesdy, suggesting that it isanaturd growth. It definesthe
very nature of choice, for us, its creatures. Every time we choose, we enter anew world. Y ou have seen
the naked stage works of its flow and branching. Do you think, Juan, that the builders have abolished
variantsingde their new cosmos? Have they escaped the sum over histories and now live in only one?!

“We can't know,” Juan replied.
“Economica chaps,” Maachi said, pointing to the viewspace, “in what little they choose to present us

with. We spin aweb of reasoning and remain uncertain. Lenaisright. Thiscould dl have other
explandions”



“Let'sassumeit'sdl true,” Lenasaid. “What can it mean? What'sin it for us unless we can go back and
be of some help to our own kind, most of whom can't start over somewhere else?"

“We may not be ableto return,” Juan said.

“Y ou may not mind for yoursdf,” she said gently. “But whatever happensto us, our kind will spread
through the web, for better or worse. If we go back, we can influence how that happens. Maybe we
need to run through our own mistakes. Well change, socidly and biologicaly, but | hopeit won't happen
out of self-hatred. | don't want to see humanity further divided againgt itsdlf, into supposedly lesser and
more advanced types. I'd rather we dl went ahead together, to keep faith with al the billionswho lived
and died so that better times might come. Perhaps one day well come out here and make anew place
for ourselves, but not yet. For now, it's people like Titus who are coming to grips with things, who are
trying to work through the failure around them. Werre out here because Titus gave us the chance.
Bergson may have been right about universes being machines for making deities, but we're not those
deitiesyet.” She paused. “ So what do we do?"

“It may not be up to us,” Magnus said softly. “We may be asample, lured hereto seeif therewas
anything origind in the seedlings. They may not et usgo home.™

45

NEVER COME HOME

What was there to go back to? Juan asked himself as he lay awake. They'd wander again through the
runsof human variants, seeking ahaven, and find only the usud inner congtraints producing unwanted
outcomes. Future ages might bring Utopias, in which humankind would remakeitsdf, but an infinite
universe would aways escape control. Itslawswould dwaysrule, ineradicable, hiding in the conscious
craft of remade bodies and singing psyches. For hiskind to soar, to escgpe itsinner torments, anew
nature was needed, not merely a new rapprochement with the old. To battle the weary variantswould
only yield the same comedy.

So why did Lenawant to go back? Out of pity? To reproduce and die? Heimagined his colony of
ever-changing trans-humanity, each generation reaching deeper into the beast to clear away evolution's
stubborn residues, and himsalf wandering across the colony's variants, an estranged Moses crossing and
recrossing the river Jordan, aways hearing something different on achanging Sinai.

Helooked at the universesin the viewspace, and wondered if they were merely some odd optical effect.
If thiswas superspace, then its different laws might even expressthe old Aristotelian notion of regions at
absolute ret, with each fixed universe adynamic crestion within therigid frame.

He thought of what lay beyond the red wall, then imagined himsdf back home, in his boyhood bed,
dreaming of thered limit, where the light of fleeing galaxies winked out as they approached light speed.
He had wondered about the space into which they sped, still too unsophisticated to accept that space
itself was expanding. The question of what lay beyond an expanding space had tantdized him, inthe
same way that superspace did now. Superspace made no sense unless one accepted it as eterna and
infinite; it wasincapable of not exigting, unlike the things within the quantum fluctuations that wereits
universes, which existed contingently. Therewas no logica problem inimagining their nonexistence, but
superspacehad to beinfinite, or it could not serve as aproper basisfor the existence of contingent
universes. It existed necessarily, because genuine nothingness was impossible; amere absence, a



vacuum, could aways befilled, and made sense only if surrounded by substance. Theinfinite universe of
superspace, therefore, existed as God might have, not needing a beginning. Therewasno logical
difference between an eternd universe and an omnipotent deity; they both served the samerolein
explaining existence. Religious mythologies smply rode piggyback on thistruth. There was no way to
avoid aninfinite exigence, but a the sametime it wasinfuriating, and unimaginable. Or wasit possble
that another superspace enclosed this one, and another beyond it? Wasiit superspaces al the way up and

down, with no fina up or down, and fixed dynamic space-timesin each? Was one kind of infinity
preferable to another?

He sat up suddenly, and wondered if the frames on this ship were dtill linked with the home universe.
They would have to stretch across superspace to remain functiona. He imagined atorn-away wormhole,
trailing after the ship, leading nowhere, but he knew it could not happen. Passages were anchored at each
frame, if thiswasin fact the modd for how the frames worked.

Heturned his head and saw a dark shape rise up againgt the universesin the viewspace.

“Magnus,” he whispered to the figure, “where are you going?'

The dark shape beckoned for him to follow. He got up and followed it into the straight passage.

“Totry theseframes,” the older man said. “I may not return.”

“Why do you think that?’ Juan asked.

“I may not want to, more likely, than not be ableto.”

“Wha isit, Magnus?'

“I think one of these frames now leadsinto the red sphere, It would explain why the shuttle didn't work."

“Youthink it'sanew link, set up for usto use. Could it have existed before, when the ship was till inits
dock?'

“No, not if weveleft our universe, but who knows what's true any more? I'll know, at any rate. Do you
want to come?"

“We should dl go. I'll wakethe others."
“| don't think we should dl go,” Magnus said.

“What more canwerisk?"

Magnus smiled and leaned closer. “I'm an old man, Juan, with nothing to lose. | look forward to being
surprised by what | find—something more than the life that's given to us by an unfriendly universe. You
should appreciate that. Take Lenaback and be human, however smal that may seem to you now.
Promise methat'swhat you'll do that if | don't return.”

“What about Y evgeny?'

“Take him back with you. He's suffered more than he shows, and deserves a place where he can relax
and do hismathematica dances.”



He turned away and approached the ova entrance. It glowed and he dipped through. Juan hurried after
him—

—into the harshly lit chamber. The gray-haired man stood poised before the three frames.

“Magnus—" Juan murmured as his friend hurried into the blackness, then took a deep breath and
stepped back, fedling that he had just witnessed asuicide,

Magnus suddenly stepped out of the frame, looking surprised. “What isit?’ Juan asked, tensing.
“It doesn't go through to anywhere, just turns back on itsdlf.” He faced the next one.
“Magnus, wat!"

“Maybe it goes back to the dock.” He stepped through, and in afew moments emerged again. “ Another
circle” Hesghed. “At least it suggeststhat were outside norma space-time.” He confronted the last
frame.

Juan grabbed hiswrist. Magnus pulled free and said, “One of us hasto play things out to the end. Weve
drained dl the old limits of human life, Juan. Y ou're salling avision that would abandon most of our
bodily history. | fed theweight of possbility, and at the same time it seemstheré's nothing lft.
Good-bye."

Juan grabbed a him, but Magnus pushed him aside with surprising strength and fled into the frame. Juan
stood back and waited, hoping that there was no place for hisfriend to go.
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DANCING MINDS

Blackness pressed in around Juan as he stepped into the frame, squeezing him forward through dippery
textures. Deaf and blind, he was drawn forward.

Gradudly he saw that he was dipping through ared plenum of shgpes—round, ova, long, and thin—all
soft and transparent with other formsinside them. He dipped between them asif he knew whereto go.
Joy stirred within him, but it was not his own. He looked around in panic, saw a bright open area of
yelow, around which the shapes circled, and svam intoit.

As helooked out from this storm's eye, he noticed that the organisms not only circled, but also danced in
short, jagged fits—up, down, and sideways—and shook oncein awhile. Hefdt this motion within
himsdf.

The swirling mass around him parted, and he saw distant spaces, around which galaxies of orange,
yellow, and green shapes dso did their kaleidoscopic dance. Suddenly they entered each other, radiating
agreat sense of pleasure and satisfaction. Alien joy burgeoned within him.

Magnus appeared next to him, looking gaunt and pale. Juan's anxiety banked theinvading joy. Hetried
to speak, and failed; but Magnus seemed to understand.



“They congtantly reshape themselves,” he said, “to please each other, and find this satisfying. All that we
surmised must betrue.

Juan gazed at the dlien creation around him, trying to grasp how it could be fulfilling.

“Entropy is congtant here,” Magnus said. “The gamelike, goa-oriented aspects of life are nonexistent.
Only play exids, if wecan cdl it that."

“Arethey aware of us?’ Juan asked.
“They percaive our longings, | think, our unfilled Sates.”
“And you want to say?"

“I will losedl that | am, al caring for what we have been. I'm not sureif it'sright or desirable, if that
means anything here."

“It'saheavenly host!” Juan cried out with sudden fear.

Magnus turned in the bright space, smiled, and said, “We can't judge. We were made to be empty, then
to befilled, emptied and filled. We don't know, then we do. We forget, and remember. We learn, and
need more knowledge. Were atwo-position switch, or asieve which longsto befull. Satisfied, it would
missthelonging.” Hetwisted and looked directly at Juan, hisface contorted by pain. “Were not made
for dl this. If weresst, well suffer in thetrangtion....”

“Magnus!” Juan cried. “Don't let go!"
The gaunt face seemed unafraid asit gave him a questioning look.

“Magnus! If superspace contains both natural and deliberate universes, then you don't have to settle for
thisone. We can find others, see what they offer!”

Magnus nodded as he turned end over end. “Y ou want to go and find them?”
“Yes” Juan sad, feding anew passon kindling within himsdif.
“You will dwaysbegoing.”

“Comewith mel” he shouted, looking around at the vast merry-go-round. Their free space shrank asthe
shapes closed in. Were these what was | eft of the web builders? Wasthis their reward—nothing more
than adeep pleasure? It had to be more than that.

A black frame appeared in the distance behind Magnus. Lena, Maachi, and Tasarov shot out. Asthey
drifted nearer, he redized that they might al be trapped here forever. The creative effort of the
sarcrossers was afailure. Even though they had escaped their origins, they had made what seemed a
mindless heaven.

“Go back!” Juan shouted, trying to swim toward the frame, willing himself to move, but it felt asif an
invisible gdatinous mass were impeding him. The shapes seemed to be sSinging asilent song, amix of
ragged cdliope and blissful Mozart. “Let usgo!” he shouted, clawing hisway past Magnus, who now
seemed beyond reason as he closed his eyes and tumbled. Juan heard him say, “Hold up the shell / And



hear the secret sound of childhood / The seawithin! / Blood pouring through /'Y our heart and mind / As
you contain/ The sdty mother / From whom you swam.”

Juan turned and gazed back at him. Magnus's eyes opened wide and he said, “ Our soulsare small / But
we know infinity / With every longing.” He smiled and added, “We must st from timeto time/ And think
about being / How lifeislived / What might be/ If we shaped it.” He nodded and closed his eyes,
gpparently satisfied.

Juan turned away and motioned again for the othersto go back. “Leave Tasarov!” Magnus whispered
after him. “Hewill know what to do with this place.”

Juan was moving faster now, even though he had no idea of how hewas doing it.

“What shall we do?’ Maachi demanded as he reached him.

“Go back!” Juan shouted, looking at Lenas deepy expression. She seemed to be dipping away.
“What about Magnus?’ Tasarov demanded.

They looked at the older man. He beckoned to them. “Tasarov!” he cdled out. “ Come!™
“Wait!” Juan shouted as the Russian moved off, laughing.

“What can we do?’ Mdachi asked as Lenatumbled end over end next to him. He reached out and
seadied her.

“Leave,” Juan said, looking toward Magnus and Tasarov.

“What about them?” Lenaasked lazily.

Juan replied, “Werelosing them."”

“Do we go get them or not?” Maachi asked.

“I'll go,” Juan said. “Get Lenaout.”

“Right."

Juan swam toward the two men. It was dow going as he flailed hisarms and kicked with hislegs. After
amoment, he was moving with no help from hislimbs. He glanced over his shoulder. Lenaand Madachi

were nearing the frame.

Magnus and Tasarov embraced and tumbled together as he reached them. He came up between their
heads and grabbed their shoulders.

“Wemust go back!” he shouted, turning with them.

They looked at him deepily. “Y ou go back, my friend,” Tasarov said. “I'm beginning to see what they do
here”

“What?’ Juan asked.



“Pure mathematica ecstasy. | have dready solved dl theinsolubles| have knownin my life” He smiled.
“But Magnusisfar ahead of me."

Juan asked, “Are you serious?’
“Of course heis,” Magnus answered. “ Go spy on God in your own way."

Juan glanced back and saw Lenaand Maachi dip through the frame. “Y ou'd better let go,” Magnus
sad.

The shapesturned adark green asthey closed in. Tasarov pushed him away. “ They will only hurt you,
my friend,” hesaid.

As Juan kicked away, one of the egg shapes drew near and absorbed the two men. They became
motionlessinside the trangparent mass, till holding each other. The shape rgoined itsschool, and ina
moment Juan could not tell it gpart from the countless others who seemed to be circling a hidden center,
acentra mind. For amoment he was trandfixed, redlizing that thiswas as close ashe was ever likdly to
get to aGodlike being. Then he felt revulsion; even here, he thought, minds were drawn to power.
Idolatry was as attractive a state for theidolator asit was for the object of idolatry. All that was needed
was for theidolator to be convinced that the object was worthy of worship; but even if such worthiness
were possible, the genuinely worthy being would not degrade lesser beings by requiring adoration. Only
powerful, unworthy entities demanded worship.

Sadly, he turned away and willed himsdf toward the frame. He shot in horizontally and crawled through
on his hands and knees, emerging into the harshly lit chamber.

Lenaand Maachi sat on the floor. They got up and helped him to hisfeet. “ Are they coming?’ Maachi
asked.

“No."

“I knew they would stay,” Lenasaid. She seemed awake and hersdlf again. Juan felt empty.

* k *x %

In the drum-shaped chamber, they sat down and tried to picture the dock from which they had started,
hoping to trigger the ship'sreturn.

Juan looked up after afew moments, but the viewspace gtill showed the red wall. Ashe watched, it
changed to show the universes of superspace, then switched back to the red wall.

“We're confusing it,” Lenasaid. Shelooked a him accusingly. “It's probably you. Some part of you
doesn't want to go back."

“I do,” Juan replied.
“Andyou?’ sheasked Mal.
“Bver o much."”

They waited. Findly, the viewspace went blank.



“I think welve jJumped,” Juan said.

47

THERE ISA DOOR...

They waited like despwalkers as the ship returned to its dock. When findly it dipped through the glowing
lock and resumed its position among the other vessdls, Juan felt like argjected toy being put back inits
box. He walked toward the shuttle asif alone. Lenaand Maachi avoided his eyes as the sphere whisked
them down to the inner surface. Silently, they made their way back to the big ship in the suncore station
and passed through the frame back to the ship in the Amazon. The way was clear of troops when they

came up the winding passage.
“I hopeit's not another ruined variant,” Lenasaid at thefind turn.

The open lock was guarded. They identified themselves, were shown to ajeep, and driven down to
Summet'sdome. A corpora ushered them into the office.

Juan glanced at his companions asthey al sat down before the large desk. “What should we keep to
oursalvesthistime?’ he asked.

“Nothing,” Lenaanswered. “What's there to hide? What have we learned?’

The door did open and Titus camein.

“Welcome home,” he said as he hurried behind hisdesk. “1 seeyou'redl here,” he added as he sat
down.

Juan sad, “ So Magnus didn't go with usin thisvariant.”
“Hegot herejust after you three left.”

“And Tasarov?'

“We brought himin just after theriot. He helped us close down the prison. We let them use the frames
to settle an Earthlike world. Their colony is accepting regular immigrants. Y ou'd gpprove, Juan.”

“How long have we been gone?’ Maachi asked.

“Thirteen months. What happened?’

* k *x %

“Wdl?" Juan asked when he was finished.

Titusamiled. “It'sdl very interesting, but you haven't given me any assessments. What'sit al mean, and
what'sinit for us, if | may be crass?'

“Asfar astheweb isconcerned,” Lenasaid, “weve dedt with avast, impersona system of transport,
manufacture, and medica care, abandoned by its builders. It responded to our presence, to our needs,



aswdl asit could, according to how well it could match uswith its programs.”

“We had some success,” Juan said, “in operating one of the smaller starships. We think we were able to
makeit bring us back."

“The abandoned web,” Lena continued, “was an attempt, we believe, to lay the foundations of a second
nature, to be superimposed on our universe, using the energy of countless sars."”

Summet said, “ But they went elsewhere.”

“Wethink s0,” Madachi replied, “but | fear that we may never fully understand what we saw. Either the
builders made a botch of their final development, or they succeeded. Or weve got everything wrong.”

“Maybewell go back to their realm one day,” Juan continued, “and be able to learn something from
them. Our Magnus and Tasarov stayed behind."

“What?'

“They were taken by the place,” Maachi said. “Nothing we could do but get ourselves out.”
Summet sat back. “You've cdled it auniverse. Do you mean literdly?”

“Possibly,” Mdachi replied. “No way to measure, actualy.”

“I bedieve,” Juan sad, “that they designed the laws of their new universe.”

Summet shook his head. “ From what you've told me, ours may be a ddliberate cregtion, perhaps
bungled by somefledgding god!"

“Why think that?’ Lenaasked.

“Because the builders abandoned it."

Mdachi said, “They probably left anatural cosmos, rather than awrong job."
“What isthis... superspace?’ Summet asked.

“Jugt aword,” Juan said. “Think of it asthered universe, inwhich al others are merely loca regions,
with varied dimensiond structures.”

“Andit'sinfinitein extent, not just lacking an edge or boundary as ours does?"

“We can't be sure,” Juan said, * unless we could measure its curvature, if it hasany. It does provide a
background from which to derive our universe. An infinite universe avoids the need for an omnipotent
and omniscient daity, if you will."

“Y ou sound unhappy about it."

“I don't likeinfinities, ether in adety or in nature.”

Maachi sad, “ Therés dways that nagging thought of something lurking outside.”



“But not outsde an infinite superspace,” Summet said.

“Yes,” Juan answered, “but you could never get to the end of an infinite superspace to know if it was
infinite or not. If curvature is unmeasurable for superspace, you'd haveto be convinced of itsinfinite
expanse on purely rationa grounds.”

“Which are?"'

Juan shrugged. “ A secular ontological proof. Informaly spesking, it assertsthat azero-field, or nothing,
islogically contradictory, aswell as being physically and psychologicaly impossble. We can't think it and
we can hever offer up an example. What we cal spaceisafull plenum. On that basis, something must
exist necessarily, meaning it doesn't depend on anything, never cameto be, and will never disappesar. It
exigseterndly and infinitely. God, never having comeinto being, is nothing more than a psychologicaly
primitive metaphor for thisfact, known intuitively long before we were able to defend it rationdly. The
old rdigious ontologica proof put forward by Anselm isexactly this, except that he conveniently identifies
that which exists necessarily as the Christian God. There's no need to, because everything needed to
have auniverseisaready present in an infinite necessary existence. By Occam's Razor, God is one entity
too many, atechnica extreme of language which we've mistakenly personified.”

“Ah, yed” Titusexclaimed. “But can you have avery large necessary existent, your superspace, and
have genuine nothingness outside, an infinite nothingness?*

“The word has no meaning. It would involve usin alot of contradictory talk. Nothingness outside

superspace would end up being something, which would reduce our superspace to afunction of that
something, and weld be off into an infinite regress of renormaizations. Y ou can define nothingnessal you

want, but you can never find any.”
Titussmiled. “And you can't ever put your hands on infinity, either.”

“Thisisdl well and good,” Lenacut in, “but we can only be sure of our space-time and what we've seen
nearby."

“She'sright,” Juan said. “Whatever our universeis, well have to keep developing in our own way,

through dl our variants, using whatever comesto hand, following whatever interests us. Maybe
somewhere among the other universes of superspace well find a culture that might have an idea of what's

going on.”
“Why s0 sad about it?” Titus asked.

“I don't think I am,” Juan answered, feeling tired and knowing that his thinking was scattered and
inadequate. He needed time to organi ze his thoughts and impressions.

Lenasad, “Titus, well help you do as much as possible with what we're learning, but we must widen
our group. We may be able to run these starships.”

“Yes” Maachi added, “we must make sure our kind survives."
Juan sad, “1n our own way, not that of the builders.”

“So you'l throw usabone oncein awhile, en?” Summet said.



“| deservethat,” Juan replied. “I've looked so hard for the better that | forgot the ordinary, which ill
needs to be tended.”

Titussad, “We haven't done very well with what knowledge has come our way, not in my time or
before.” He stood up. “Look, Juan, | don't want to see you down like this. Y ou go for thelong shots,
and just promise.... to help alittle with the nearer targets. | can see you've stared dl thisin the face
without flinching, reasoning your way through conclusons without fudging. Don't Sop. Take sometimeto
record your thoughtswhile they're il fresh.”

Juan felt hissincerity. “Thanks,” he said, sure now that he had never given himsdlf a chance to know the
man.

“Oh, well disagree. Count oniit.”

48

...TO WHICH WE HAVE NO KEY

There are gods out there, Juan thought as he showered. Large aggregate beings moved through
superspace and occasiondlly tried to create somethingother. They might have been madein someinfinite
past, or had grown to awareness from natural space-times; during their endless existence they had
learned everything except the answers to one or two possibly unanswerable questions, and had become
confused, perhaps even startled anew by their own being, and tried todo something....

He watched the water running out at hisfeet. They were leviathans, these swvimmersin the vastness,
minds as large as universes, left with nothing to do, because doing flowed from desire, and desirewas a
function of lacking; it kindled in them only when they remembered the few mysteries till beyond them....

He had once hoped that humankind was done in the universe, with no competition, not just an isolated
child. Now distant others waited, and there were no clear common parents from whom to win favors.
Countless universes swam in superspace, some of them the creations of large minds; but even though the
relationship might resemble that of God and Creation, these stand-ins were not omniscient or
omnipotent....

For months he had worked in his house, struggling to assemble his notesforAnother Region of an
Infinite Universe, but had found no easy way to organize the mass of hisideas, arguments, impressions,
and suppositions; yet he continued to set them down.

Either the universe wasinfinite and contained regions at differing levels of development, or endlessfinite
universes grew in an infinite superspace. The first mode had no need of asurrounding superspace; al
regions were open to each other, even though logic required regions that would be a an infinite distance
from each other, governed by the same laws. Such a universe required no crestion in some distant past....

There would dways betimein an infinite universe to escape adying or collgpsing region, and go where
the starswere young. It wasasimpler infinity than one requiring local spaces setin superspace. The
Space-superspace modd was only the single-infinity universe expressed with more terms.

If thiswastrue, then the alien ship had only jumped across avast space to reach the red sphere, and the
web builders had not escaped entirdly; they had only walled themsaves off from infinity. Their universe



might last forever, but no intelligence would ever be able to remake an infinite existence. Itsredlity was
transcendent, an arrogant citade of secrets which could never be stormed. Supercivilizations might
transform whole galaxies, populate the silence of spacefor abillion years, and till not touch itsinfinite
otherness....

Therewas no secret behind thisinfinity; it sSmply existed, had dways existed, and would dways exis.
Nonexistence was an impossibility....

It maddened him. Finite universes were tidy, but they required an outside space to contain them. Infinite
space, like the notion of nothingness, was incomprehensible to common reason, which claimed that it
couldn't be imagined, only defined and insisted upon. For Arigtotle it had been an absurdity, aword that
stood for nothing, sinceinfinity could not be had. On the face of it, both finite and infinite universeswere
an affront to rationdity ...

To provethat the universewasinfinitein al directions required difficult measurements. The attempt itself
exposed thefinite bias of the human mind—to measureinfinity and make it averifigblefact, evenif it
could not be encompassed. Reason depended on limits, which meant that infinities were not rationd, or
that afinite creature took its own limits asthe modd for rationdity....

The varieties of infinity escaped the intuitive grasp of hiskind, yet they insisted on talking about a God in
those terms. So why not smply accept an infinite, uncreated universe asthe centrd fact of existence?

Aninfinite, uncreated universe was unimaginable and terrifying; but an al-powerful Deity was even more
terrifying—especidly if 1t might reach into finite beings and spesk. Perhaps that was why God preferred
to whisper inadtill, smdl voice that human beings could easily mistake for their own conscience....

Deity would be an insoluble mystery to Itsdlf, never having comeinto being; in Its presence, finite
creatureswould be nothing....

Hopesfor afterlife clung like barnacles to archaic human notions of Omnipotent Deity; but these
afterlives were banal systems. If true, they would be atyranny imposed on finite beings, who had been
crested to be tested for mora worthiness, in which the exercise of free will decided the game—except
that everyone had to play.

Without afterlife, it was argued, life would be degrading; but an additiond life could not makelifefair,
sinceit would also beimpaosed, not chosen. So why did human beings cling to Deity and afterlife?
Tasarov had been right—to preserve the gppearance of an unquestionable pedigree for ethica norms.

It seemed more reasonabl e to accept the growing evidence for an eternal existence in which the growing
freedom of intelligent beings was a centra feature. Humanity was on its own, responsible for the
discovery of itsown humane norms asit Strove to transcend itself. There might be fellowship with
powerful others, dso struggling, by degrees, to comprehend a transcendent universe, but no prior,
omniscient God. It had been a case of mistaken identity to attribute the features of an infinite, fecund
nature to an omnipotent being....

Ethical ruleshad grown out of rdligiousjudtifications, but could now stand on their own. Deity's

ing sted-upon enforcement of ethical normswas only psychologically necessary—hut this made them no
lessredl, snce ethica norms could not help but grow out of historica needs; they could never be
arbitrary, even in a Godless universe. The price of transgression had never been God'swrath, but socia
damage....



Juan imagined an eterna Delty lying down in the void to create afinite universe of passing things, then
watching Its creatures test themsdaves againgt Its mord laws and physica mysteries, and findly plucking
the worthy for what—an unequd, enforced fellowship?

Only an uncreated life offered true freedom, he redlized, because it steered done through an open,
infinite universe that offered atrue test of freedom, because it did not conscioudly impose purpose.
Humankind was free to work againg natura limits and find its own way. Persond deeth, with nothing
after, was aterror for only the vain and egocentric. A godiessuniverse, infinitein al directions, including
time, was the best state of affairsimaginable. Religiousimagery presented hoped-for states that would
one day be attained....

At the edge of life's shore, the arrogant fortress of infinities rose before him, but he knew now that it was
uninhabited, and there was no key to its gates. Order arose from chaotic process, which could not help
but produce order, given endlesstime. The unpredictability of process did not makeit acausd, only
opague before the fact. Thiswas the secret of al creativity. Too much order was uncrestive and
totaitarian. Biosystems, with their plagticity, seized the regions between order and chaos....

Job's answer to God's cruelties was that he would obey and be faithful. But God's test of Job made
sense even in a Godless universe—humanity still had the chanceto shine or fail before temptation and
adversity, to choose ahuman morality over lawlessness....

Juan could not imagine anobler freedom as he stepped out of the shower and remembered the boy who
had loved attic spaces—the moreirregular the better—and had crawled into them in search of
strangeness. Werre drawn to smal, narrow spaces, he thought, to placesfilled with odd individua things
that revealed how far the universe had come from its hot, early uniformity. Humankind was one such
oddity, organizing to be an enemy of entropy....

Heturned off the water and stood at the center of silence, redizing the fragility of indghtsthat lived in
isolated moments. He and Lena needed atime of private spaces—kitchens, bedrooms, sitting rooms and
backyards—a collgpse into the human scale of things. Was he so tired, to think such docile thoughts?

She had goneto pick up Magnus at the airport. Juan was looking forward to telling him the story. One
day they would dl visit Tasarov on hisdigtant green world, even if it meant braving another variant. The
Russian had remained loyd to his community, and had secured a better lifefor it, even ashisvariant
swvam in mathematical ecstasies.

Hedried himsdf in arush of hot air, put on hisfather'slong red robe of Spanish silk, and went up to the
attic. The steeply set oak planks did not cresk. He reached the top and saw faint daylight filtering in
through the drawn shades on the three small windows. He pulled the chain on the old Edison industria
bulb. Theirregular filament glowed in the clear glass, cagting aharsh light into the gables and distant
corners, summoning into being auniverse of brittle cardboard boxes, old night tables, footstools, broken
chairs, rolled-up rugs, and two old closets, on which sat an assortment of empty cake and cookie
tins—all travelersfrom the padt, trapped herein the stillness of dry wood.

He imagined protons decaying in the house beams, forcing the structure back into chaos, and wondered
about this attic's variants.

Fedling warm, he took off hisrobe, hung it on an old brass hook set in a beam, and began to move
boxes. Sweat ran down his back, and he coughed from the dancing dust. He smiled as he imagined Lena
and Magnus coming up and finding him herelike this, obvioudy out of hismind.



What contingencies, he wondered, had arranged the objectsin this attic? He saw endless pages scrolling
up on ascreen, liging in minute, economicaly phrased steps the actions of countless people, dl leading to
the deposit of one article after another under these beams, throughout the infinity of variants....

He caught sight of himsdlf in apartialy covered mirror. An olive-skinned biped with alarge head peered
back at him, asif it had just pulled back the old sheet from the other side and been surprised to find him
here. He stepped closer and covered up the old mirror. This place, he redlized, made him happy, and
wondered if Tasarov wasfulfilled in the distant red universe.

Voices echoed downgtairs. Lenaand Magnus had arrived. He marveled suddenly at theintimacy of the
socid world, at the way it blacked out the universe around it, arranging itsalf for the exchange of smple
needs, making strangers of those outside the circle.

Disoriented, he put on hisrobe; in another moment he might have dipped through an event horizon and
scrambled up on anew shore of understanding. It always seemed that way, when the world dragged him
back into commonplaces. Kafkawas right, he thought; at every turn we need an ax to break the frozen
seawithin us. The scheme as given, to live, reproduce, and die, was asorry thing for an intelligent being
to bear. Mind should live aslong asit pleased, pursue knowledge, and love profoundly.

“Wereherel” Lenashouted from below. His heart skipped a best as he recalled her other sdlf calling to
him, and remembered how they had dowly drifted gpart. Her death was till within him, forcing him to
admit that he had failed to achieve fellowship with hiskind. He was closest to Lena, who had turned him
away from sdf-hatred.

Thediensin their entropy-free zone attained fellowship by dancing and swallowing each other. Did they
aso mix and remix their thoughts? Was the vast swirl of their red heaven asystem for processing a
finished body of knowledge—in the hope of extracting something new from it?

“Juan, are you here?’ she called as he started down the attic stairs, thinking that probability wasaform
of divine hesitation. God was reluctant to lose anything, so Helet it al happen. No joy or sorrow could
ever be avoided; the best and worst embraced in the infinite sum of histories.

“Beright there!” he answered, but stopped on the landing, fearing that he would not live to see what
would become of hiskind, even though the alien technology might offer life-extenson dong with its other
secrets. Titus had put Lenain charge of ateam of biologiststo work in Earth's suncore station, where the
medica mode of the alien technology had reveded itsdf most obvioudy; Mal's British facade had dipped
when Lenatold him that Ditawould join the group. Together with Maachi and himself, Magnuswould
lead agroup of physicists and systems andystsin attemptsto gain control of the starships. A map of the
web would be made.

Heturned left, hurried into his bedroom, and dressed quickly, overwhelmed by the thoughts of how
many working lifetimes would be swallowed by the web; but its treasures would be earned, after dl, and
that was better than wallowing in an dien inheritance. In time, humanity might transform itself, and passon
to arealm of its own making. The nature of that existence was unforeseegble, but it might free hiskind
from itsinner torments and fulfill its degpest longings. Then humanity would be reedy to sart its dialogue
with the leviathans of superspace.

Hefinished dressing and sat down in the gable. Early spring sunlight warmed hisface, reminding him that
the web had already bettered the chances for human survival, through Tasarov's colony, for onething.
Summet had found the right way in thisvariant.



He heard footsteps and turned to see Lena, Magnus, and Maachi in the open doorway. The sight of
them flooded him with recognition, and he swam through their most private regions, liberated beyond
himself with anew gift of childhood.

Hisfriendswere hereand it wastimeto play.
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