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FOREWORD

Thisisa comparatively old work of mine, and | would have done it rather differently nowadays.
Nevertheless, with due allowance for the advantages of experience and hindsight, it still seemsto
me to be among my better stories. | hope you will enjoy it.

The opportunity to make a few emendations was irresistible. First, technical detailswhich are
now obsol ete have been corrected as much as possible. Thisis doubtless of concern only to those
who have a special interest in physics; till, one likesto get things right. (Of course, what is
“right” in science has a way of transforming itself totally every decade or two.) Second, I’ vetried
to smooth out awkward phrasings here and there. Both these sets of changes are minor and do
not affect the narrative in any way.

It was tempting to rewrite from end to end. However, time didn’t permit. Nor would I likely
have done so if given the chance. Better to devote that energy to something new.

Yet—well, if nothing else, contemporary feminists are not going to feel happy about the role of
women in my imaginary future, and especially not about everybody’ s assumption that that roleis
natural and inevitable. | can merely reply that it doesn’t seem good to me either, but the society
depicted is not a very pleasant one in most respects, and people usually take for granted that the
way things are is the way things must be. You will note a measure of hope for improvement
toward the end of the book.

On the positive side, | think the basic theme is, today, more timely and important than ever.
From a sheerly practical point of view, it isvital for humankind to become permanently
established in space. The survival of machine civilization depends on that. This makes the
practical consideration a moral one, too, for the alternative is the death, in horrible ways, of most
of us here upon Earth, followed by the survivors returning, probably forever, to what has hitherto
been the norm of history—described by Alfred Duggan as“ peasants ruled by brigands.” The
Protectorate of my story is not that bad! And in reality, the chances are excellent that a new
frontier out yonder will bring forth new civilizations better than any that ever existed before.

Support an ongoing space effort. The life you save and enhance may not only be your own, but
your children’s and their children’s, worlds without end.

—Poul Anderson



They named her Southern Cross and launched her on the road whose end they would never see.
Months afterward she was moving at haf the speed of light; if enough reaction masswasto remain for
deceleration and maneuver, the blast must be terminated. And so the long silence came. For four and a
half centuries, the ship wastofal.

They manned her by turns, and dreamed other ships, and launched them, and saw how afew of the
shortest journeys ended. Then they died.

And other men came after them. Wars flamed up and burned out; the howling peoples dwelt in
smashed cities and kindled their fireswith books. Conquerors followed, and conquerors of those, an
empirekilled its mother aborning, areligion called men to strange hilltops, anew race and anew dtate
bestrode the Earth. But il the shipsfell upward through night, and always there were men to stand
watch upon them. Sometimes the men wore peaked caps and comets, sometimes steel helmets,
sometimes decorous gray cowls, eventualy blue berets with winged stars; but aways they watched the
ships, and more and more often as the decades passed they brought their craft to new harbors.

After ten generations, the Southern Cross was not quite hafway to her own god, though she wasthe
farthest from Earth of any human work. She was showing alittle wear, here a scratch, there a patch, and
not al the graffiti of bored and lonely men rubbed out by their successors. But thosefields and particles
which served her for eye, brain, nerve still swept heaven; each man at the end of hiswatch took abox of
microplates with him as he made the hundred-light-year stride to Earth’s Moon. Much of thiswaslog, or
gathered dugt, in the century when Earthmen were busy surviving. But atime arrived when a patient
electricaly seeing machine ran through many such plates from many ships. And so it condemned certain
people to degth.

1

Sundown burned across great waters. Far to the west, the clouds banked tall above New Zeadland
threw hot gold into the sky. In that direction, the seawas too bright to ook upon. Eastward it faded
through green and roya blue to night, where thefirst starstrod forth and trembled. There was barely
enough wind to ruffle the surface, send wave ets lapping against the hull of the ketch, flow down theidle
mainsail, and tir the girl’ sloosened pale hair.

Terangi Maclaren pointed north. “The kelp beds are that way,” he drawled. “Main source of the family
income, y’ know. They mutate, crossbreed, and get seaweed which furnishes al kinds of useful products.
It's beyond me, thank the honorable ancestors. Biochemistry isan organized mess. I'll stick to something
ample, like the degenerate nucleus.”

Thegirl giggled. “Andif it isn’'t degenerate, will you makeit s0?" she asked.

Shewas atechnic like himsdlf, of course; he would never have let acommon on his boat, snce afew
machineswere, in effect, asizable crew. Her rank was higher than his, so high that no onein her family
worked productively—whereas M aclaren was one of the few in hiswho did not. She was of a carefully
selected mutant Burmese strain, with amber skin, exquisite smal features, and greenish-blond hair.
Maclaren had been angling for weeksto get her alone like this. Not that General Feng, her drug-torpid
null of aguardian, cared what scanda she made, flying about the planet without so much as an amazon
for chaperone. But she was more a cresture of the Citadd and its hectic lights than of the sunset ocean.

Maclaren chuckled. “I wasn't swearing at the nucleus,” he said. “ Degeneracy is astate of matter under
certain extreme conditions. Not too well understood, even after three hundred years of quantum theory.
But | wander, and | would rather wonder. At you, naturaly.”

He padded barefoot across the deck and sat down by her. He was atall man in hisearly thirties,



dender, with wide shoulders and big hands, dark-haired and brown-skinned like all Oceanians, but he
bore an aquiline beak on the broad high-cheeked face, and some forgotten English ancestor looked out
of hazel eyes. Like her, he wore merely an informa sarong and afew jewels.

“You'retaking like ascholar, Terangi,” she said. It was not acompliment. A growing element in the
richest families found Confucius, Plato, Eingtein, and the other classics athundering bore.

“Oh, but | am one,” said Maclaren. “Y ou’ d be amazed how parched and stuffy | can get. Why, asa
sudent—"

“No, walit, you were the amateur svimwrestling champion!” she protested.

“True. | could also drink any two men under the table and knew every dive on Earth and the Moon.
However, d' you imagine my father—bless his dreary collection of old-fashioned virtues—would have
subsidized me these many yearsif | didn’t bring some credit to the family? It' s kudos, having an
astrophysicigt for ason. Evenif | am arather expensve astrophysicist.” He grinned through the gathering
dusk. “Every so often, when I’ d been on a particularly outrageous binge, he would threaten to cut my
alowance off. Then I d have no choice but to come up with anew observation or a brilliant new theory,
or at least abook.”

She snuggled alittle closer. “Isthat why you are going out to space now?’ she asked.

“Wadl, no,” said Maclaren. “ That’ s purely my own idea. My notion of fun. | told you | was getting
suffy inmy dotage.”

“We haven't seen you very often in the Citadd, thelast few years,” she agreed. “ And you were so
busy when you did show.”

“Poalitics, of asort. The ship’s course couldn’t be changed without an order from areluctant
Exploration Authority, which meant bribing the right people, heading off the opposition, wheedling the
Protector himsalf— d' you know, | discovered it was fun. | might actualy take up politics as a hobby,
when | get back.”

“How long will you be gone?’ she asked.

“Can't say for certain, but probably about amonth. That ought to furnish me with materid for severa
years of sudy. Might dash back to the ship at odd momentsfor the rest of my life, of course. It'll take up
permanent residence around that star.”

“Couldn’t you come home. . . every night?’ she murmured.

“Don’t tempt me,” he groaned. “I can’t. One month isthe standard minimum watch on an interstellar
vessd, barring emergencies. Y ou see, every transmission uses up a Frank tube, which costs money.”

“Well,” she pouted, “if you think so much of an old dead star—"

“Y ou don’'t understand, your gorgeousness. Thisisthefirst chance anyone has ever had, in more than
two centuries of spacetravel, to get aclose look at atruly burned-out star. There was even some
argument whether the class existed. Isthe universe old enough for any sun to have used up its nuclear
and gravitationa energy? By the ancestors, it's concelvable this oneisleft over from some previouscycle
of cregtion!”

Hefdt astiffening in her body, asif she resented histalk of what she neither understood nor cared
about. And for amoment he resented her. She didn’t redlly care about this boat either, or him, or
anything except her own lovely shdl. . . . Why was he wasting time in the old worn routines, when he
should be studying and preparing— oh, hell, he knew precisely why.

And then her rigidity melted in alittle shudder. He glanced at her. She was a shadow with apaely
glowing mane, in the deep blue twilight. The last embers of sun were dmost gone, and one star after
another woke overhead; soon the sky would be crowded with their keenness.

Almogt, she whispered: “Where isthis spaceship, now?’

A bit gartled, he pointed at the first tracings of the Southern Cross. “ That way,” he said. “ She was
originaly bound for Alpha Crucis, and hasn't been diverted very much off that course. Sinceshe'sa



good thirty parsecs out, we wouldn’t notice the difference if we could see that far.”

“But we can’t. Not ever. The light would take a hundred years, and | . . . wewould al be dead—
No!”

He soothed her, amost pleasant proceeding which became still more pleasant as the night went on.
And they were on hisyacht, which had borne hislove from the first day hetook thetiller, in acalm seg,
with wine and smdl sandwiches, and presently she asked him to play hisguitar and sing. But somehow it
was not the episode he had awaited. He kept thinking of this or that preparation: what had he
overlooked, what could he expect to find at the black sun? Perhaps he was indeed under the subtle tooth
of age, or of maturity if you wanted a euphemism, or perhaps the Southern Cross burned disturbingly
bright overhead.

2

Winter lay among the Outer Hebrides. Day was a sullen glimmer between two darknesses, often
smothered in snow. When it did not fling itself upon the rocks and burgt in freezing spume, the North
Atlantic rolled in heavy and gnawing. Therewas no real horizon; leaden waves met leaden sky and misty
leaden light hid the seam. “Hereis neither land nor water nor air, but akind of mixture of them,” wrote
Pythess.

Theidand was smdl. Onceit had held afew fishermen, whose wives kept a sheep or two, but that
was long ago. Now only one house remained, a stone cottage built centuries back and little changed.
Down at the landing was amodern shelter for a sailboat, afamily submarine, and a battered aircar; but it
was of gray plastic and fitted into the landscape like another boulder.

David Ryerson put down his own hired vehicle there, signaled the door to open, and rolled through.
He had not been on Skulafor haf adecade: it touched him, in away, how his hands remembered the
motions of steering into this place and how the dank interior was undtered. Asfor hisfather— He bit
back an inward fluttering, helped his bride from the car, and spread his cloak around them both asthey
stepped into the wind.

It howled in from the Pole, striking them so they reeled and Tamara s black locks broke freelike torn
banners. Ryerson thought he could almost hear the wind toning in the rock underfoot. Surely the blows of
the seadid, crash after crash, through abitter drift of flung scud. For amoment’ s primitive terror, he
thought he heard hisfather’ s God, whom he had denied, roar in the deep. He fought hisway to the
cottage and laid numbed fingers on the anachronism of a corroded bronze knocker.

Magnus Ryerson opened the door and waved themin. “1’d not expected you yet,” he said, which was
as close as he would ever come to an apology. When he shut out the wind, quietness gaped.

This main room, brick-floored, whitewashed, irregular and solid, centered about afireplace where
peat burned low and blue. The chief concessions to the century were aradiglobe and a stunning close-up
photograph of the Sirian binary. One did not count the pilot’ s manuals or the stones and skins and gods
brought from beyond the sky; after dl, any old sea captain would have kept his Bowditch and his
souvenirs. Thewallswere lined with books aswell as microspools. Mot of the full-size volumes were
antique, for little was printed in English these days.

Magnus Ryerson stood leaning on acane of no Terrestria wood. He was a huge man, two meterstall
in hisyouth and not greatly stooped now, with breadth and thickness to match. His nose jutted craggily
from aleather skin, shoulder-length white hair, breast-length white beard. Under tangled brows, the eyes
were small and frost-blue. He wore the archaic local dress, aknitted swesater and canvas trousers. It
came asashock to redlize after severd minutesthat hisright hand was artificid.

“Wdl,” herumbled at lagt, in fluent Interhuman, “ so thisisthe bride. Tamara Suwito Ryerson, eh?
Welcome, girl.” Therewas no grest warmth in histone.

She bent her face to folded hands. “1 greet you most humbly, honorable father.” Shewas Audrdian, a



typica high-class common of that province, fine-boned, bronze-hued, with blue-black hair and oblique
brown eyes; but her beauty wastypical nowhere. She had dressed with becoming modesty in along
white gown and a hooded cloak, no ornaments save awedding band which bore the Ryerson
monogram.

Magnus looked away from her, to his son. “Professor’ s daughter, did you say?’ he murmured in
English.

“Professor of symboalics” said David. He made his answer adefiance by casting it in the Interhuman
which hiswife understood. “We—Tamaraand [—met a hishome. | needed abackground in symbolics
to understand my own specidty and—"

“Y ou explain too much,” said Magnus dryly. Sit.

Helowered himsdf into achair. After amoment, David followed. The son wasjust turned twenty
years old, adender boy of average height with light complexion, thin sharp features, yelow hair, and his
father’ sblue eyes. He wore the tunic of a science graduate, with insignia of tachyonics, self-conscioudy,
not so used to it that he would change for an ordinary civilian blouse.

Tamaramade her way into the kitchen and began preparing tea. Magnus looked after her.
“Weéll-trained, anyhow,” he grunted in English. “So | suppose her family isat least heathen, and not any
of these latter-day atheists. That's somewhat.”

David felt theidand years, aone with hiswidower father, return to roost heavy upon him. He stifled an
anger and said, also in English: “I couldn’t have made a better match. Even from some swinish practica
standpoint. Not without marrying into atechnic family, and— Would you want meto do that?1I'll gain
technic rank on my own meritd”

“If you stay on Earth,” said Magnus. “Who notices acolonid ?’

“Who notices an Earthling, among ten billion others?” snagpped David. “ On anew planet—on
Rama—aman can be himsdf. These stupid hereditary distinctionswon't matter.”

“WEe ve room enough right here,” said Magnus. “As aboy you never used to complain Skulawas
crowded. On the contrary.”

“And | would settle down with someilliterate beefy-faced good Christian fishwife you picked for me
and breed more servantsfor the Protectorate dl my lifel”

The words had come out before David thought. Now, in akind of dismay, he waited for hisfather’s
reaction. This man had ordered him out into awinter gale, or supperlessto bed, for fifteen years out of
twenty. In theory the grown son was free of him, free of everyone save contractual overlords and
whatever general had most recently seized thetitle of Protector. In practice it was not so easy. David
knew with a chill that he would never have decided to emigrate without Tamara s unarrogant and
unbendable will to stiffen his. Hewould probably never even have married her, without more than her
father’ s consent, againgt the wish of his own— David gripped the worn arms of hischair.

Magnus sighed. He felt about after a pipe and tobacco pouch. “I would have preferred you to maintain
resdence on Earth,” he said with a somehow shocking gentleness. “By the time the quarantine on
Washington 5584 has been lifted, I'll be dead.”

David locked hismouth. You hoary old fraud, he thought, if you expect to hook me that way—

“It'snot asif you would be penned on oneidand for the rest of your days,” said Magnus. “Why did |
spend al | had saved to put my sons through the Academy? So they could be spacemen, as| was and
my father and grandfather before me. Earth is't a prison. The Earthman can go asfar asthe farthest
ships have reached. It’ sthe colonies are the hole. Once you go yonder to live, you never come back
here”

“Isthere so much to come back to?” said David. Then, after aminute, trying clumsily for reconciliation:
“And Father, I'm the last. Space ate them. Radiation killed Tom, ameteor got Ned, Eric made afalling
gar al by himsdlf, 1an just never returned from wherever it was. Don't you want to preserve our blood in



me, a least?’
“ S0 you mean to save your own life?’

“Now wait! Y ou know how dangerous anew planet can be. That’ sthe reason for putting theinitia
settlers under thirty years of absolute quarantine. If you think I—”

“No,” said Magnus. “No, you' re no coward, Davy, when it comesto physical things. When you dedl
with people, though . . . | don’t know what you're like. Y ou don't yourself. Are you running away from
man, as you' ve been trying to run from the Lord God Jehovah? Not as many folk on Ramaas on Earth;
no need to work both with and against them, as on aship— Well.” He leaned forward, the pipe
smoldering in hisplastic hand. 1 want you to be a spaceman, aye, of course. | cannot dictate your
choice. But if youwould at least try it, once only, so you could honestly come back and tell me you're
not born for stars and, and openness and a sky everywhere around you— Do you understand? | could
let you go to your damned planet then. Not before. | would never know, otherwise, how much | had let
you cheat yoursdlf.”

Silencefd| between them. They heard the wind as it mourned under the eaves, and the remote snarling
of thesea

David sad at last, dowly: “ So that’swhy you . . . yes. Did you give my nameto Technic Maclaren for
that dark star expedition?’

Magnus nodded. “I heard from my friendsin the Authority that Maclaren had gotten the Cross
diverted from orbit. Some of them were mickle put out about it, too. After al, she wasthefirst one sent
directly toward aredly remote god, sheisfarther from Earth than any other ship has yet gotten, it was
like breaking atradition.” He shrugged. “ God knows when anyone will reach Alpha Crucis now. Buit |
say Maclarenisright. Alphamay be an interesting triple star, but atruly cold sun means adea moreto
science. At any rate, | did pull afew wires. Maclaren needs a tachyonics man to help him take his data
The postisyoursif youwishit.”

“I don't,” said David. “How long would we be gone? A month, two months? A month from now |
planned to be selecting my own estate on Rama.”

“Also, you've only been wed afew weeks. Oh, yes. | understand. But you can be sent to Rama as
soon asyou get back; there' Il be severd waves of migration. Y ou will have space pay plus exploratory
bonus, some valuable experience, and,” finished Magnus sardonicaly, “my blessng. Otherwise you can
get out of my housethisminute.”

David hunched into hischair, asif facing an enemy. He heard Tamaramove about, dow in the
unfamiliar kitchen, surely more than alittle frightened of this old barbarian. If he went to space, shewould
have to stay here, bound by a propriety which was one of the chains they had hoped to shed on Rama. It
was a cheerless prospect for her, too.

And yet, thought David, the grim face before him had once turned skyward, on aspring night, telling
him the names of the sars.

3

The other man, Ohara, was good, third-degree black. But finally his dertnesswavered. He moved in
unwarily, and Selichi Nakamurathrew him with afoot sweep that drew approving hisses from the
audience. Seeing his chance, Nakamura pounced, got control of Oharafrom the waist down by sitting on
him, and applied astrangle. Oharatried to break it, but starving lungs betrayed him. He dapped the mat
when hewas just short of unconsciousness. Nakamura released him and squatted waiting. Presently
Ohararose. So did thewinner. They retied their belts and bowed to each other. The abbot, who was
refereaing, murmured a few words which ended the match. The contestants sat down, closed their eyes,
and for awhile the room held nothing but meditation.

Nakamura had progressed beyond enjoying victory for its own sake. He could still exult inthe



esthetics of aperfect maneuver; what addightful toy the human body is, when you know how to throw
eighty struggling kilos artistically through the air! But even that, he knew, was a spiritud weakness. Judo
ismore than asport, it should be ameansto an end: idedlly, aphysical form of meditation upon the
principlesof Zen.

Hewondered if hewould ever atain that height. Rebdlioudy, he wondered if anyone ever had, in
actua practice, for more than afew moments anyhow. . . . It was an unworthy thought. A wesarer of the
black bdlt in the fifth degree should at least have ceased inwardly barking at his betters. And now enough
of the persond. It was only his mind reflecting the tension of the contest, and tenson was dwaysthe
enemy. Hismathematica training led him to visudize fieds of force, and the human soul asadifferentia
quantity dX (where X was afunction of no one knew how many variables) which applied barely enough,
vanishingly small increments of action so that the greet fields did over each other and— Wasthisa
desirable analog? He must discuss it with the abbot sometime; it seemed too preciseto reflect redlity.
For now he had better meditate upon one of the traditional paradoxes. consider the noise made by two
hands clapping, and then the noise made by one hand clapping.

The abbot spoke another word. The severa contestants on the mat bowed to him, rose, and went to
the showers. The audience, yellow-robed monks and amotley group of townspeople, left their cushions
and mingled cheerfully.

When Nakamura came out, hisgi rolled under one arm, his short thickset body clad in plain gray
coverals, he saw the abbot talking to Diomed Umfando, chief of thelocal Protectorate garrison. He
waited until they noticed him. Then he bowed and sucked in his breath respectfully.

“Ah,” said the abbot. “ A most admirable performance tonight.”

“It was nothing, honorable sir,” said Nakamura.

“What didyou. . . yes. Indeed. Y ou are leaving tomorrow, are you not?’

“Y es, magter. On the Southern Cross, the expedition to the dark gtar. It isuncertain how long | shal
be away.” He laughed self-deprecatingly, as politeness required. “It is aways possible that one does not
return. May | humbly ask the honorable abbot that—"

“Of course,” said the old man. *Y our wife and children will ways be under our protection, and your
sonswill be educated hereif no better place can be found for them.” He smiled. “But who can doubt that
the best pilot on Saral will return as a conqueror?’

They exchanged ritua compliments. Nakamurawent about saying goodbye to various other friends.
As he cameto the door, he saw the tall blue-clad form of Captain Umfando. He bowed.

“I am walking back into town now,” said the officer, dmost gpologeticdly. “May | request the
pleasure of your company?’

“If thisunworthy person can offer amoment’ s distraction to the noble captain.”

They |€eft together. The dojo was part of the Buddhist monastery, which stood two or three kilometers
out of the town called Susa. A road went through grainfields, an empty road now, for the spectators
were gill drinking tea under the abbot’ s red roof. Nakamura and Umfando walked in silence for awhile;
the captain’ s bodyguard shouldered their rifles and followed unobtrusively.

Forty Eridani had long ago set. Itsthird planet, 11-Khan the giant, was near full phase, avast golden
shield blazoned with ahundred hues. Two other satellites, not much smaler than this Earth-sized Sarai on
which humans dwet, werevisble. Only afew stars could shinethrough dl that light, low in the purple
sky; thefieldslay drowned in amber radiance, Susa’ slanternslooked feeble in the distance. Meteor trails
crisscrossed heaven, as if someone wrote swift ideographs up there. On the left horizon, asudden
mountain range climbed until its pesks burned with snow. A moonbird wastrilling, the fiddler insects
answered, asmal wind rustled in the grain. Otherwise only the scrunch of feet on gravel had voice.

“Thisisalovely world,” murmured Nakamura.
Captain Umfando shrugged. Wryness touched his ebony features. “I could wish it were more



sociable”

“Beieveme, gr, despite political differences, thereisnoill-will toward you or your men personaly—

“Oh, come now,” said the officer. “1 am not that naive. Saral may begin by didiking us purely as
soldiers and tax collectors for an Earth which will not |et the ordinary colonist even vidt it. But such
fedlings soon envelop the soldier himself. I ve been jeered at, and mudballed by children, even out of
uniform.”

“Itismogt deplorable” said Nakamurain distress. “May | offer my apologies on behaf of my town?’

Umfando shrugged. “I’m not certain that an apology isin order. | didn’'t have to make a career of the
Protector’ sarmy. And Earth does exploit the colonies. Y ou hear euphemisms and excuses, but
exploitation iswhat it amountsto.”

He thought for amoment, and asked with a near despair: “But what else can Earth do?’

Nakamurasaid nothing. They waked onin slencefor awhile.

Umfando said at last, “1 wish to put arude question.” When the flat face beside him showed no
reluctance, he plowed ahead. “L et us not waste time on modesty. Y ou know you' re one of the finest
pilotsin the Guild; any Eridanian System pilot is—he has to bel—but you are the one they ask for when
things get difficult. Y ou’ ve been on adozen exploratory missonsin new systems. It's not made you rich,
but it has made you one of the most influential men on Sarai. Why do you treat melike ahuman being?

Nakamuraconsidered it gravely. “Well,” he decided, “1 cannot consider politicsimportant enough to
quarrel about.”

“I see” A little embarrassed, Umfando changed the subject: “1 can get you on amilitary transport to
Batu tomorrow, if you wish. Drop you off at the’ caster station.”

“Thank you, but | have dready engaged passage on the regular intersatdllite ferry.”

“Uh...did you ask for the Cross berth?’

“No. | had served afew watches on her, of course, like everyone else. A good ship. A little outmoded
now, perhaps, but well and honestly made. The Guild offered me the position, and since | had no other
commitments, | accepted.”

Guild offerswere actudly assgnmentsfor the lower ranks of spacemen, Umfando knew. A man of
Nakamura' s stlanding could have refused. But maybe the way you attained such prestige was by seldom
refusing.

“Do you expect any trouble?’ he asked.

“Oneisnever certain. The great human mistake isto anticipate. The totaly relaxed and unexpectant
man is the one prepared for whatever may happen: he does not have to get out of an ingppropriate
posture before he can react.”

“Hal Maybe judo ought to be required for dl pilots.”

“No. | do not think the coerced mind ever redlly learnsan art.”

Nakamura saw his house ahead. It stood on the edge of town, half screened by Terrestria bamboo.
He had spent much time on the garden which surrounded it; many visitors were kind enough to call his
garden beautiful. He sghed. A gracious house, agood and faithful wife, four promising children, hedlth,
and achievement . . . What more could aman reasonably ask? He told himsdlf that his remembrances of
Kyoto were hazed; he had |eft Earth as avery young boy. Surdly this serene and uncrowded Saral
offered more than poor tortured ant-heap Earth gave even to her overlords. And yet some mornings he
woke up with thetemple bells of Kyoto till chimingin hisears.

He stopped at the gate. “Will you honor my home for a cup of tea?’ he asked.

“No, thanks,” said Umfando, amost roughly. “You’'veafamily to. . . to say goodbyeto. | will seeyou
when—"

Fire streaked across the sky. For an ingtant |1-Khan himself was |ost in blue flame. The bolide struck



somewhere among the mountains. A sheet of outraged energy flared above ragged peaks. Then smoke
and dust swirled up like adevil, and moments afterward thunder came banging down through the valley.

Umfando whistled. “ That was amongter!”

“A...yes...mostunusud . .. yes yes.” Nakamura ssammered something, somehow he bowed
goodnight and somehow he kept from running along the path to hisroof. But as he walked, he began to
shake.

It was only ameteorite, hetold himself frantically. Only ameteorite. The space around atriple system
like 40 Eridani, and especidly around its biggest planet, was certain to be full of cosmic junk. Billions of
stones hit Saral every day. Hundreds of them got through to the surface. But Saral was asbig as Earth,
he told himself. Sarai had oceans, deserts, uninhabited plainsand forests. . . why, you were more likely
to bekilled by lightning than by a meteorite and—and—

Oh, the jewel in thelotus! hecried out. | am afraid. | am afraid of the black sun.

4

It wasraining again, but no one on Krasna pays attention to that. They wear afew light nonabsorbent
garments and welcome the wetness on their bodies, amoment’ srelief from saturated hot air. The clouds
thin overhead, so that the land glimmers with watery brightness, sometimes the uppermost veils break
gpart and Tau Ceti spears a blinding reddish shaft through smoke-blue masses and silvery rain.

Chang Sverdlov rode into Dynamogorsk with ahornbeast 1ashed behind his saddle. It had been a
dangerous chase, through the tidal marshes and up over the bleak heights of Czar Nicholas 1V Range,
but he needed evidence to back his story, that he had only been going out to hunt. Mukerji, the chief
intelligence officer of the Protectorate garrison, was getting suspicious, God rot hisbrain.

Two soldiers came dong the devated sidewak. Rain drummed on their helmets and duiced off the
dung rifles. Earth soldierswent in armed pairs on a street like Trumpet Road: for aKrasnan
swamp-rancher, fisher, miner, logger, trapper, brawling away his accumulated londliness, with askinful of
vodkaor rice wine, afluff-headed fille-de-joie to impress, and asullen suspicion that the dice had been
|oaded, was gpt to unlimber his wegpons when he saw a blueback.

Sverdlov contented himsdlf with spitting at their boots, which were about level with hishead. It went
unnoticed in the downpour. And in the noise, and crowding, and blinking lights, with thunder above the
city’ sgables. He clucked to his saurian and guided her toward the middle of the dough called Trumpet
Road. Its excitement lifted hisanger abit. I'll report in, hetold himsdf, and go wheedle an advance
from the Guild bank, and then make up six weeks of bushranging in a way the joyhouses will
remember!

Heturned off on the Avenue of Tigers and stopped before acertain inn. Tethering hislizard and
throwing the guard a coin, he entered the taproom. It was as full of men and racket asusua. He
shouldered up to the bar. The landlord recognized him; Sverdlov was a big and solid young man,
bullet-headed, crop-haired, with athick nose and small brown eyesin a pockmarked face. The landlord
drew amug of kvass, spiked it with vodka, and set it out. He nodded toward the ceiling. “1 will tell her
you are here,” he said, and | eft.

Sverdlov leaned on the bar, one hand resting on apistol buitt, the other holding up hisdrink. | could
wish it really were one of the upstairs girls expecting me, he thought. Do we need all this
melodrama of codes, countersigns, and cell organization? He considered the seething of near-naked
men intheroom. A chess game, acard game, adirty joke, an Indian wrestling match, abrag, awheedle,
anincipient fight: hisown Krasnand It hardly seemed possible that any of those ears could have been
hired by the Protector, and yet . . .

The landlord came back. “ She' s here and ready for you,” he grinned. A couple of nearby men
guffawed coarsaly. Sverdlov tossed off hisdrink, lit one of the cheap cigars he favored, and pushed



through to the gairs.

At the end of athird-floor corridor he rapped on adoor. A voiceinvited him in. The room beyond
was smdl and drably furnished, but its window looked down a straight street to thetown’send and a
sudden feathery splendor of rainbow trees. Lightning flimmered through the bright rain of Krasna
Sverdlov wondered scornfully if Earth had jungle and infinite promise on any doorstep.

He closed the door and nodded at the two men who sat waiting. He knew fat Li-Tsung; the gaunt
Arabic-looking fellow was strange to him, and neither asked for an introduction.

Li-Tsung raised an eyebrow. Sverdiov said, “It isgoing well. They were having some new
troubles—the aerospores were playing merry hell with the dectrical insulation—but | think | worked out
asolution. The Wetlanders are keeping our boys amply fed, and see no indication anyone has betrayed
them. Yet.”

The thin man asked, “ Thisisthe clandestine bomb factory?’

“No,” said Li-Tsung. “It istime you learned of these matters, especialy when you are leaving the
system today. This man has been helping direct something more important than smal-arms manufacture.
They aretooling up out there to make interplanetary missiles.”

“What for?” answered the stranger. “ Once the Fellowship has sei zed the mattercaster, it will be years
before reinforcements can arrive from any other system. You'll have plenty of timeto build heavy
armament then.” He glanced inquiringly a Sverdlov. Li-Tsung nodded. “In fact,” said the thin man, “my
divisonistrying to so organize things that there will be no closer Protectorate forces than Earth itsdlf.
Simultaneous revol ution on adozen planets. Then it would be at least two decades before spaceships
could reach Tau Ceti.”

“Ah,” grunted Sverdiov. He lowered his hairy body into achair. His cigar jabbed at the thin man.
“Have you ever thought, the Earthlings are no fools? The mattercaster for the Tau Ceti Systemisup on
Moon Two. Sure. We seizeit, or destroy it. But isit the only transcelver around?’

The thin man choked. Li-Tsung murmured, “ Thisisnot for the rank and file. There is enough awe of
Earth dready, to hold the people back. But in point of fact, the Protector isanidiot if he has not picked
at least one asteroid in some unlikely orbit, with a heavy-duty ’ caster mounted on it. We can expect the
Navy in our skieswithin hours of the independence proclamation. We must be prepared to fight!”

“But—" said the thin man, “but this meansit will take years more to make ready than | thought. | had
hoped—"

“The Centaurians rebelled prematurdly, forty yearsago,” said Li-Tsung. “Let us never forget the
lesson. Do you want to be |obotomized?’

Silencereigned for awhile. Rain hammered on the roof. Down in the Street, acouple of rangersjust in
from the Uplands were organizing an impromptu saurian fight.

“Well,” said Sverdiov at last. “ 1’ d better not stay here.”

“Oh, but you should,” said Li-Tsung. “Y ou are supposedly visiting awoman, do you remember?’

Sverdlov snorted impatience, but reached for thelittle chess set in his pouch. “Who'll play meaquick
game, then?’

“Arethe bright lightsthat attractive?’ asked Li-Tsung.

Sverdlov spoke an obscenity. “I’ ve spent nearly my whole leave chasing through the bush and up into

the Czar,” he said. “I'll be off to Thovo—or worse yet, to Krimchak or Cupra or the Belt; Thovo hasa
Settlement at least—for weeks. Months perhaps! Let meredlax alittlefirst.”

“Asamatter of fact,” said Li-Tsung, “your next berth has dready been assgned, and it isnot to any of
those places. It isoutsystem.” In his public persona, hewasaminor officid inthelocal branch of the
Adronauticd Guild.

“What?" Sverdlov cursed for a steady minute. “Y ou mean I’m to be locked up for amonth on some
dinking ship inthe middle of interstellar space, and—"



“Cdmly, please, camly. Y ou won't be standing a routine single-handed just-in-case watch. Thiswill
be rather more interesting. Y ou will be on the XA463, the Southern Cross.”

Sverdlov consdered. He had taken histurn on the stellar vessals, but had no interest in them: they
were a chore, one of the less desirable aspects of a spaceman’ slife. He had even been on duty when a
new system was entered, but it had thrilled him not. Its planets turned out to be poisonous hdls; he had
finished his hitch and gone home before they completed the transcaiver station. The devil could drink his
share of the dedication party.

“| don’t know which of them that would be,” he said.

“Itisbound for Alpha Crucis. Or was. Severd years ago, the photographs taken by itsinstruments
were routinely robo-anadyzed on Earth. There were discrepancies. Chiefly, some of the background stars
were displaced, the Einstein effect of masson light rays. A more careful study reveded afeeble source of
long radio wavesin that direction. They appear to be the dying gasp of astar.”

Since Sverdlov’ swork involved him with the atomic nucleus, he could not help arguing: “I don't think
s0. The dying gasp, asyou put it, would be gravitational potential energy, released asradiation when a
gar’sown fires are exhausted. But athing so cold it only emitsin the far radio frequencies. .. I'd say
that was merdly some kind of turbulence in what passes for an aimosphere. That the star isn't just dying,
it'sdead.”

“I don’t know,” shrugged Li-Tsung. “Perhaps no one does. This expedition will be to answer such
questions. They gave up on Alpha Crucisfor the time being and dece erated the ship toward this black
dar. It isarriving there now. The next personne will take up an orbit and maketheinitial studies. You are
the engineer.”

Sverdlov drew heavily on hiscigar. “Why me?’ he protested. “1’m an interplanetary man. Except for
those damned interstellar tours, I’ ve never been out of the Tau Ceti System.”

“That may be one reason you were picked,” said Li-Tsung. “The Guild does not like its men too
provincid in outlook.”

“Surely,” sneered Sverdlov. “We colonids can travel anywhere we please, except to Earth. Only our
goods go to Earth without specia permission.”

“Y ou need not recruit usinto the Fellowship of Independence,” said the thin man in aparched voice.

Sverdlov clamped teeth together and got out through tiff lips: “ There will be Earthlings aboard, won't
there? It’ sasking for trouble, to put me on the same ship as an Earthling.”

“You will bevery polite and cooperative,” said Li-Tsung sharply. “We have other reasonsfor your
assgnment. | cannot say much, but you can guessthat we have sympathizers, even members, in the Guild
...onahigher level than spacehand! It is possible that something of potentid military vaue will be
learned from the dark star. Who knows? Something about force fields or— Use your own imagination. It
can do no harm to have a Fellowship man on the Cross. It may do some good. Y ou will report to me
when you return.”

“Very well, very well,” grumbled Sverdlov. “1 can stand amonth or two of Earthlings, | suppose.”

“You will get your officia orders soon,” Li-Tsung told him. He glanced at hiswatch. 1 think you can
run aong now; you have areputation as a, hm-m, fast worker. Enjoy yourself.”

“And don’'t get talking drunk,” said the thin man.
Sverdlov paused in the doorway. “I don't,” hesaid. “1 wouldn’t be il diveif | did.”

5

The Authority booked firg-class passages for expeditionary personnel, which in the case of ahop up
to the Moon meant adirect ferry traveling at one gee al the way. Standing by the observation window,
an untasted drink in hishand, David Ryerson remarked: “Y ou know, thisisonly thethird time |’ ve ever



been off Earth. And the other two, we transshipped at Satellite and went free-fall most of thetrip.”
“Soundslikefun,” said Maclaren. “1 mugt try it sometime.”
“You...inyour lineof work . . . you must go to the Moon quite often,” said Ryerson shyly.

Maclaren nodded. “Mount Ambartsumian Observatory, on Farside, Still alittle dust and gasto bother
us, of course, but I'll let the purists go out to Pluto Satellite and bring me back their plates.”

“And. .. No. Forgiveme.” Ryerson shook his blond head.

“Go on.” Maclaren, seated in avoluptuous form-fit lounger, offered abox of cigarets. He thought he
knew Ryerson’ stype, serious, gifted, ambitious, but awe-smitten at the gimcrack feet of someone's
hereditary technic rank. “Go ahead,” heinvited. “| don't embarrass essy.”

“I was only wondering . . . who paid for your trips. . . the observatory or—"

“Great ancestors! The observatory!” Maclaren threw back his head and laughed with the heartiness of
aman who had never had to be cautious. It rang above the low music and cultivated chatter; the
ecdysiast paused an ingtant on her stage.

“My dear old colleague,” said Maclaren, “I not only pay my own freight, | am expected to contribute
generoudy toward the expenses of the ingtitution. At least,” he added, “my father is. But whereelse
would money for pure research come from? Y ou can't tax it out of the lower commons, y’ know. They
haven't got it. The upper commons are aready taxed to the limit, short of pushing them back down into
the hand-to-mouth masses. And the Protectorate rests on atechnic class serving but not paying. That's
the theory, anyhow: in practice, of course, alot of 'em do neither. But how e€lse would you support
abstract science, except by patronage? Thank the Powers for the human snob ingtinct. It keeps both
research and art dive.”

Ryerson looked alarmed, glanced about asif expecting momentary arrest, findly lowered himsdlf to
the edge of achair and almost whispered: “Yes, gr, yes, | know, naturaly. | wasjust not so. .. s0
familiar withthe detailsof . . . financing.”

“Eh? But how could you have missed learning? Y ou trained to be a scienti<t, didn’'t you?’

Ryerson stared out at Earth, sprawling splendor across the constellations. “1 set out to be a
spaceman,” he sad, blushing. “But in thelast couple of years| got more interested in tachyonics, had to
concentrate too much on catching up inthat fieldto . . . well . . . dso, | was planning to emigrate, 0|
wasn't interested in— The colonies need trained men. The opportunities—”

Pioneering is an unlimited chance to become the biggest frog, provided the puddie is small
enough, thought Maclaren. But he asked aoud, politely, “Where to?’

“Rama. Thethird planet of Washington 5584.”
“Hm? Oh, yes. The new one, the GO Dwarf. Uh, how far from here?’

“Ninety-seven light years. Rama has just passed the five-year survey test.” Ryerson leaned forward,
losing shynessin hisenthusaam. “Actudly, sr, Ramaisthe most nearly terrestroid planet they have yet
found. The biochemigtry isso smilar to Earth’ sthat one can even eat many of the native plants. Oh, and
there are climatic zones, oceans, forests, mountains, asingle big moon—"

“And thirty years of isolation,” said Maclaren. “Nothing connecting you to the universe but avoice.”

Ryerson reddened again. “ Does that matter so much?’ he asked aggressively. “ Arewe losing agrest
ded by that?”’

“| suppose not,” said Maclaren. Your lives, perhaps, he thought. Remember the Shadow Plague on
New Kashmir? Or your children—the mutation virus on Gondwana. Five yearsis not long
enough to learn a planet; the thirty-year quarantine is an arbitrary minimum. And, of course, one
finds the more obvious and spectacular things, which merely kill colonists without threatening the
human race. Storms, quakes, morasses, vol canoes, meteorites. Cumulative poisoning. Wild
animals. Unsuspected half-intelligent aborigines. Strangeness, loneliness, madness. It's no wonder
the colonies which survive develop their own cultures. It's no wonder they come to think of Earth



as a parasite on their own tedious heroisms. Of course, with ten billion people, and a great deal of
once arable country sterilized by radiation, Earth has little choice.

What | would like to know is, why does anyone emigrate in the first place? The lessons are
ghastly enough; why do otherwise sensible people, like this boy, refuse to learn them?

“Oh, well,” hesaid doud. He sgnaed the waiter. “Refue us, chop-chop.”

Ryerson looked in some awe at the chit which the other man thumbprinted. He could not suppressit:
“Do you dwaystrave first classto the Moon?’

Maclaren put afresh cigaret between hislips and touched hislighter-ring to the end. His smile cocked
itat awry angle. “1 suppose,” he answered, “| have dwaystraveled first classthrough life.”

The ferry made turnover without spilling adrink or a passenger and backed down onto Tycho Port.
Maclaren adjusted without athought to Lunar gravity, Ryerson turned allittle green and swallowed apill.
But even in hismomentary disiress, the younger man was bewildered at merely walking through atubeto
amonorail gation. Third-class passengers must submit to interminable officia bullying: safety regulations,
gueues, assgnment to hostel. Now, within minutes, he was again on soft cushions, staring through
crystdline panes at the subtle magnificence of mountains.

When the train got under way, he gripped his hands together, irrationaly afraid. It took him awhileto
hunt down the reason: the ghost of hisfather’s God, ranting &t pride and doth from the tomb which the
son had erected.

“Let’'seat,” said Maclaren. | chose thistrain with maice aforethought. It's dow; we can enjoy our
mesdl en route, and the chef puts his heart into the oysters won-ton.”

“I'mnot. . . not hungry,” sammered Ryerson.

Maclaren’ s dark, hooked face flashed agrin. “ That’ swhat cocktails and hors d’ oeuvres arefor, lad.
Stuff yoursdlf. If it strue what I’ ve heard of deegp-spacerations, we' rein for adreary month or two.

“Y ou mean you' ve never been on an interstellar ship?’
“Of course not. Never beyond the Moon in my life. Why should | do any such ridiculousthing?’

Maclaren’s cloak swirled like fire as he led the way toward the diner. Beneath an iridescent white
tunic, hislegs showed muscular and hairless, down to the tooled-leather buskins, the dant of the beret on
his head was pure insolence. Ryerson, trailing drably behind in a spaceman’ sgray coverdl, fet
bitterness. What the hell have | been dragged away from Tamara for? Does this peacock know a
mass from a scroll in the ground? He' s hired himself a toy, is all, because for a while he' s bored
with wine and women . . . and Tamara is locked away on a rock with a self-righteous old beast
who hates the sound of her name!

Asthey sat down at their table, Maclaren went on: “But thisistoo good a chance to pass up. | found
me atame mathematician last year and sicced him onto the Schrédinger equation—Sugimoto’ srelativigtic
verson, | mean: Y uen postulates too bloody much for my taste—anyhow, he worked it out for the
quantitiesinvolved in adark star too smdll to form ablack hole, mass and gravitationd intensities and
cetera, abody so old that it' sused up itslast potentia energies. His results make us both wonder if it
doesn’'t go past the neutron star stage of degeneracy, to something entirely new to us, at least at the core.
One gigantic quark? Well, maybe that’ s excessively fantastic. But consider—”

And while the monorail ran on toward Farside, Maclaren | eft the Interhuman language quite behind
him. Ryerson could follow tensors, even when scribbled on a menu, but Maclaren had some new
function, symbolized by apneumétic female outline, that reduced to ageneralized tensor under certain
conditions. Ryerson stepped out on Farside, two hours later, with his brain rotating.

He had heard of the cyclopean ingtalations that fill the whole of Y ukawa Crater and spread out onto
the plains beyond. Who has not? But dl he saw on thisfirst visit was a gigantic concourse, along
dideway tunnel, and agood many uniformed technicians. He made some timid mention of his
disappointment to Maclaren. The New Zealander nodded: “ Exactly. There’ s more romance, more sense



of distance covered, and adevil of alot better scenery, in an afternoon on the bay, thanin a
fifty-light-year leap. | say spacetravel isoverrated. And it'safact, I’ ve heard, that pacemen themsalves
prefer the interplanetary runs. They take the dull interstellar watches as a matter of duty, by turns.”

Here and there the tunnel branched off, sgnsindicating the way to Alpha Centauri Jump, Tau Ceti
Jump, 40 Eridani Jump, al the long-colonized systems. Those were for passengers, freight went by other
beams. No great bustlefilled any of the tubes. Comparatively few Earthlings had occasion to visit
outsystem on business, still fewer could afford it for pleasure, and of course no colonia came here
without a grudging okay. The Protector had trouble enough; he was not going to expose the mother
planet and its restless billions to new ideas born under new skies, nor let any more colonias than he could
help seefirg-hand what an inferior position they held. That wasthe red reason for the ban; every
educated Terrestriad knew as much. The masses, being illiterate, svalowed a vague officia excuse about
trade policy.

The branchesleading to Sirius Jump, Procyon Jump, and the other attained but uncolonizable systems,
were amost deserted. Little came from such places—perhaps an occasiona gem or exotic chemical. But
relay stations had been established there, for ’ casting to more useful planets.

Ryerson’ s heart legped when he passed anewly activated sign: an arrow and WASHINGTON 5584
JUMP burning above. That tunne would befilled, come next week!

He should have been in theline. And Tamara. Wéll, there would be later waves. His passage aready
paid for, he had had no difficulty about transferring to another section.

To make conversation, he said through atightness: “Where are the bulkheads?’
“Which ones?” asked Maclaren absently.

“ Safety bulkheads. A receiver doesfail oncein agreat while, you know. That’ swhy the ingtallations
here are spread out so much, why every star has a separate’ caster. Y ou get avast amount of energy
involved in each transmission—one reason why a’ casting is more expensve than transportation by
gpaceship. Even asmadl increment, undissi pated, can melt awhole chamber.”

“Oh, yes. That.” Maclaren had let Ryerson wax pompous about the obvious because it was plain he
needed something to bolster himself. What itched the kid, anyhow? One should think that when the
Authority offered afledgling apost on an expedition as fundamenta as this— Of course, it had upset
Ryerson’s plans of emigration. But not importantly. There was no danger he would find dl the choice
stes on Rama occupied if he came severd weekslate: too few people had the fare asit was.

Maclaren said, “| see what you mean. Y es, the bulkheads are there, but recessed into the walls and
camouflaged. Y ou don’t want to emphas ze possible danger to the cash customers, eh? Some technic
might get annoyed and make trouble.”

“Someday,” said Ryerson, “they’ll reduce the energy margin needed; and they’ll figure how to
reproduce a Frank tube, rather than manufacture it. Record the pattern and recreate from a matter bank.
Then anyone can afford to ride the beams. Interplanetary ships, yes, air and surface craft, will become
obsolete.”

Maclaren made no answer. He had sometimes thought, more or lessidly, about the unredlized
potentiaities of mattercasting. Hard to say whether personal immortality would be agood thing or not.
Not for the masses, surely! Too many of them asit was. But a sdect few, like Terangi Maclaren—or
wasit worth the trouble? Even given boats, chess, music, the N6 Drama, beautiful women, and beautiful
spectroscopes, life could get heavy.

Asfor matter transmisson, the difficulty and hence the expense lay in the complexity of thesignd.
Congder an adult human. He has some 10.. cellsin him, each an daborate structure involving many
proteinswith molecular weightsin the millions. Y ou had to scan every one of those molecules—identify it
sructuraly, ticket its momentary energy levels, and placeit in proper patiotempora relationship to every
other molecule—as nearly smultaneoudy asthe laws of physics permitted. Y ou couldn’'t take aman
gpart, or reessemble him, in more than afew microseconds; he wouldn’t surviveit. Y ou couldn’t transmit



arecognizable beefsteak in much less of ahurry.

So the scanning beam went through and through, like ablade of energy. It touched every aominits
path, was modified thereby, and flashed that modification onto the transmitter matrix. But such fury
destroyed. The scanned object was reduced to gas, so quickly that only an oscilloscope could watch the
process. The gas was sucked into the destructor chamber and atomically condensed in the matter bank;
in time it would become an incoming passenger, or incoming freight. In asense, the man had died.

If you could record the signal which entered the transmitter matrix, you could keep such arecord
indefinitely, recreste the man and his instantaneous memories, thoughts, habits, prejudices, hopesand
loves and hates and horrors, athousand years afterward. Y ou could create abillion identical men. Or,
more practicaly, asingle handmade prototype could become abillion indistinguishable copies, nothing
would be worth more than any load of dirt. Or . . . superimpose the neurone trace-patterns, memories, of
alifetime, onto arecorded twenty-year-old body, be born again and live forever!

The signd wastoo complex, though. An unpromising research program went on. Perhapsin afew
centuries they would find some trick which would enable them to record aman, or just aFrank tube.
Meanwhile, transmission had to be smultaneous with scanning. The signa went out. Probably it would be
relayed afew times. Eventually the desired receiving chamber got it. The recelver matrix, powered by
dying atomic nuclei, flung gases together, formed higher e ements, formed molecules and cdlls and dreams
according to the signal, in microseconds. It was designed as an energy-consuming process, for obvious
reasons. packing fraction energy was dissipated in nuclear and magnetic fields, to help shape the man (or
the beefsteak, or the spaceship, or the colonia planet’ s produce). He |l ft the receiving chamber and went
about hisbusiness.

A mono-isotopic element is a simple enough signal to record, Maclaren reminded himself, though
even that requires a houseful of transistor elements. So this civilization can afford to be
extravagant with metals—can use pure mercury as the raw material of a spaceship’s blast, for
instance. But we still eat our bread in the sweat of some commoners brow.

Not for thefirst time, but with no great indignation—life was too short for anything but amusement at
the human race—Maclaren wondered if the recording problem redlly was as difficult asthe physicists
clamed. No government likes revolutions, and molecular duplication would revolutionize society beyond
imagining. Just think how they had to guard the Sations as it was, and stick them out here onthe Moon . .
. otherwise some fanatic might steal atube of radium from a hospital and duplicate enough to sterilizea
planet!

“Oh, well,” he said, hdf doud.

They reached the specia exploratory section and entered an office where they found red tape to
unsnarl. Ryerson let Maclaren handleit, and spent the time trying to understand that soon the pattern
which was himsdf would be embodied in newly shaped atoms, a hundred light-yearsfrom Tamara. The
ideawouldn’t penetrate. It was only words.

Finally the papers were slamped. The transceivers to/from an interstellar paceship could handle
severd hundred kilos at atime; Maclaren and Ryerson went together. They had amoment’ swait
because of locked safety switches on the Southern Cross. someone else was arriving or departing ahead
of them.

“Watch that first step,” said Maclaren. “It' sahoney.”

“What?" Ryerson blinked at him, uncomprehending.

Thecircuit closed. The pair felt no sensation, the process went too fast.

The scanner put itssignd into the matrix. Inconceivable energies surged within athermonuclear fire
chamber; nothing controlled them, nothing could control them, but the force fids they themselves
generated. Matter pulsed in and out of existence qua matter, from particle to gammaray quantum and
back. Since quanta have no rest mass, the pul sations disturbed the geometry of space according to the
laws of Eingteinian mechanics. Gravitationd waveslaid hold of the tachyons which sprang into being,



paired with tardyons, and formed them into a beam, and modulated it.

At hundreds of times the speed of light, the beam departed L una, bearing the unimaginably complex
signd which corresponded to two human beings. Distance attenuated it, but smadll, automated stations
planted aong the way relayed, and eventuadly refined itsaim. After minutes, the tachyon pattern found
and activated amatrix aboard the Cross.

Despite the pill insde him, Ryerson felt asif the bottom had dropped out of the world. He grabbed for
ahandhold. The after-image of the transmitter chamber yielded to the coils and banks of the recelver
room on a spaceship. He hung weightless, athousand billion billion kilometers from Earth.

6

Forward of the’ cagting chambers, “above’ them during acceleration, were fuel deck, gyros, and
ar-renewal plant. Then you passed through the observation deck, where instruments and laboratory
equipment crowded together. A flimsy wall around the shaftway marked off theliving quarters: folding
bunks, gdley, bath, table, benches, shelves, lockers, al crammed into a six-meter circle.

Saiichi Nakamurawrapped one leg casudly around a stanchion, to keep himsdf from driftingin air
currents, and made a ceremony out of leafing through the log book in his hands. It gave the othersa
chance to calm down, and the yellow-haired boy, David Ryerson, seemed to need it. The astrophysici<t,
Maclaren, achieved the unusud feat of lounging in freefal; he puffed an expensve Earthside cigaret and
wrinkled his patrician nose at the prevading smell of an old ship, two hundred years of cooking and sweet
and machineoil. The big, ugly young engineer, Sverdiov, merdly looked sullen. Nakamura had never met
any of them before.

“Wél, gentlemen,” he said at last. “Pardon me, | had to check the data recorded by the last pilot.
Now | know agpproximately wherewe are at.” He laughed with polite self-deprecation. * Of course you
arefamiliar with the articles. The pilot is captain. His duty isto guide the ship wherethe chief
scientis—Dr. Maclaren-san in this case—wishes, within the limits of safety as determined by hisown
judgment. In case of my degth or disability, command devolves upon the engineer, ah, Sverdlov-san, and
you are to return home as soon as practicable. Yes-s-s. But | am sure we will have amost pleasant and
instructive expedition together.”

Hefdt the bandlity of hiswords. It wasthe law, and awise one, that authority be defined at once if
non-Guild personne were aboard. Some pilots contented themsel ves with reading the regulations aoud,
but it had always seemed an unnecessarily cold procedure to Nakamura. Only . . . he saw asick
bewilderment in Ryerson’ s eyes, supercilious humor in Maclaren’s, angry impatiencein Sverdlov’s. . .
his attempt &t friendliness had goneflat.

“We do not operate so formaly,” he went on in alame fashion. “We shdl post a schedule of
housekeeping duties and help each other, yes? Well. That isfor later. Now asto the star, we have
approximate date and estimates taken by previous watches. It appears to have about twice the mass of
Sol. That must have been one fantastic supernova explosion, blowing away nearly the whole of agiant
gar, no? Perhaps the origina composition was unusua—but thisis not my field of knowledge. Theradius
ishardly morethan Earth’s, quite possibly less. It emits detectably only in the lower radio frequencies,
and that isfeeble. | have here aquick reading of the spectrum which may interest you, Dr. Maclaren.”

The big dark man reached for it. His browswent up. “Now this” he said, “is the weirdest collection of
wavelengths| ever saw.” Heflickered experienced eyes along the column of numbers. “Seemsto be alot
of triplets, but the lines are so broad, judging from the probable errors given, that | can’t be sure without
more careful—hm-m.” Glancing back at Nakamura: “Whereabouts are we with relation to the star?”

“Approximately two million kilometersfrom its center of mass. We are being drawn toward it, of
course, since an orbit has not yet been established, but have ampleradia velocity of our own to—"

“Never mind.” The sophistication dropped from Maclaren like atunic. He said with aboy’ s eagerness,



“I want to get as near the star as possible. How close do you think you can put us?’

Nakamura smiled. He had afeding Maclaren could prove likeable. “ Too closeisn’t prudent. We
could encounter meteoroids.”

“Not around thisone!” exclamed Maclaren. “Y ou yoursdlf sad it. If physicd theory isanything but
mescaline dreams, thiskind of dead star isthe clinker of a supernova. Any matter orbiting inits
neighborhood became incandescent gaslong ago.”

“ Atmosphere?’ asked Nakamura dubioudy. “ Since we have nothing to see by, except Sarlight, we
could hititsair.”

“Hm. Yes. | suppose it would have some. But not very deep: too compressed to be deep. In fact, the
radio photosphere, from which the previous watches estimated the star’ s diameter, must be nearly
identica with the fringes of aamaosphere.”

“It would aso take agreat dedl of reaction massto pull usback out of its attraction, if we got too
close” said Nakamura. He unclipped the calculator at hisbelt and made afew quick computations. “In
fact, thisvessal cannot escape from a distance much less than three-quarters million kilometers, if we are
to have areasonable amount of massleft for maneuvering around afterward. And | am sure you wish to
explore regions farther from the star, yes-s-s? However, | am willing to go that close.”

Maclaren smiled. “ Good enough. How long to arrive?’

“| estimate three hours, including time to establish the orbit.” Nakamuralooked around at their faces.
“If everyoneis prepared to go on duty, it is best we get into the desired path at once.”

“Not even acup of teafirt?’ grumbled Sverdlov.

Nakamuranodded at Maclaren and Ryerson. “Y ou gentlemen will please prepare teaand
sandwiches, and take them to the engineer and mysdf in about ninety minutes.”

“Now, wait!” protested Maclaren. “We ve hardly arrived. | haven’t so much aslooked at my
insruments. | haveto set up—"

“In ninety minutes, if you will beso kind. Very well, let us assume our posts.”

Nakamuraturned from Maclaren’s suddenly mutinous look and Sverdlov’ s broad grin. He entered the
shaftway and pulled himsdf dong it by the rungs. Through the transparent plastic he saw the observation
deck fal behind. The boat deck was next, heavy storage levels followed, and then he was forward, into
themain turret.

It was aclear plastic bubble, unshuttered now when the sole outside illumination was awintry blaze of
gtars. Floating toward the controls, Nakamura grew aware of the silence. So quiet. So uncountably many
gars. The congtellations were noticeably distorted, some atogether foreign, in acrystal darkness. No use
looking for Sol without atelescope, here on the lonely edge of the known.

Fear of raw emptiness|lay tightly coiled within him. He smothered it by routine: strapped himsdlf before
the console, checked the instruments one by one, spoke with Sverdlov down the length of the ship. His
fingers chattered out acomputation on a set of keys, he fed the tape to the robot, he felt afaint tug asthe
gyroswoke up, swiveling the vessdl into position for blast. Even now, &t the end of acceleration to half
light-speed and deceleration to afew hundred kilometers per second, the Cross bore severa tons of
reaction-mass mercury. Thetotal mass, including hull, equipment, and pay-load, was abit over one
kiloton. Accordingly, her gyroscopes needed half an hour to turn her completely around.

Waiting, he studied the viewscreens. Since he must back down on hisgoal, what they showed him was
more important than what his eyes saw through histurret in the nose. He could not make out the black
sun. Well, what do you expect? he asked himsdlf angrily. It must be occulting a few stars, but there
are too many. “Dr. Maclaren,” he said into the intercom, “can you give me aradio directiond on the
target, as a check?’

“Aye, aye” A surly answer. Maclaren resented having to put histoysto work. He would rather have
been taking spectra, reading ionoscopes, gulping gas and dust samples from outsde into his anayzers,



every centimeter of the way. Wel, hewould just have to get those data when they receded from the star
agan.

Nakamura s eyes strayed down the ship herself, as shown in the viewscreens. Old, he thought. The
very nation which built her has ceased to exist. But good work. A man’s work outlives his hands.
Though what remains of the little ivory figures my father carved to ornament our house? What
chance did my brother have to create, before he shriveled in my arms? No! He shut off the thought,
like asurgeon clamping avein, and refreshed his memory of the Cygnus class.

This hull was a sphere of reinforced saf-seding plagtic, fifty meters across, its outside smoothness
broken by hatches, ports, airlocks, and the like. Most prominent were theionizing lasers and the
generators of magnetohydrodynamic fields, which warded off the interstellar gas that would otherwise, at
high speeds, havefilled the ship with lethd radiation. Various decks diced the hull in pardld planes. Aft,
diametricdly opposite thisturret, it opened on the fire chamber. And thence ran two thin metal skeletons,
thirty meters apart, ahundred meterslong, like radio masts or ancient oil derricks. They comprised two
series of rings, acouple of centimetersin diameter, with auxiliary wiring and a spidery framework holding
it al together—theion acceerators, built into and supported by the tachyonic transceiver web.

“A ten-second blagt, if you please, Engineer Sverdiov,” said Nakamura.

Theingruments showed him acertain unbaance in the distribution of masswithin the hull. Y ussuf bin
Suleiman, who had lately finished watch aboard the ship and gone back to Earth, was doppy about . . .
no, it was unjust to think so.. . . say that he had his own style of piloting. Nakamura set the pumpsto
work. Mercury ran from the fuel decksto the trim tanks,

By then the vessel was pointed correctly and it wastime to Start decelerating again. “ Stand by for
blast. . . . Report. . . . | shal want one-point-five-seven standard gees for—" Nakamurareded it off
amog automaticaly.

It rumbled in the ship. Weight came, like asudden fist in the belly. Nakamuraheld hisbody relaxed in
harness, only his eyes moved, now and then afinger touched a control. The main computer did nearly
everything, through its sensor-effector systems and flexibly programmed light-speed caculations. His part
was, basically, to makeitsdecisonsfor it. For this, he must well-nigh merge his being with readouts,
meters, switches, verniers, make himsalf one with hisvessd. That was the core of judo, of life, to losethe
part within the whole and thereby become the whole—on apractica level, to keep every part of the
organism at ease except those preci se tissues needed for the moment’ stask. Why was it so damnably
difficult to put into practice?

Mercury fed through pipes and pumps, past Sverdiov’ s control board, past the radiation wall, into the
expanson chamber and through theionizer and so asa pray past the sunlike heart of athermonuclear
plasma. Briefly, each atom endured arage of energies. It broke down, underwent a cascade of nucleon
transformations, became proton-antiproton pairs. Magnetic fields separated them as they were born:
positive and negative particles fled down the linear acceerators. The plasma, converting the death of
matter directly to dectricity, charged the rings at successively higher potentials. When the particles
emerged from the last, they were traveling at three-fourths the speed of light.

At such an exhaust velocity, no great mass need be discharged. Nor wasthe twin stream visible; it was
too efficient. Sengtive instruments might have detected a pale gamma-col ored splotch, very far behind
the ship, as afew oppositesfindly converged on one another, but that effect was of no importance.

The process was energy-eating. It had to be. Else surplus heat would have vaporized the ship. The
plasmafurnished energy and to spare. The process was agood deal more complex than afew words can
describe, and yet less so than an engineer accustomed to more primitive branches of hisart might
imagine

Nakamuragave himsdf up to the instruments. Their readings checked out with hisrunning
computation. The Cross was gpproaching the black star in acomplex spird curve, the resultant of
severd velocities and two accel erating vectors, which would become anearly circular orbit 750,000



kilometers oui.

He started to awareness of time when young Ryerson came up the shaftway rungs. “Oh,” he
exclamed.

“Tea, dr,” sad the boy shyly.
“Thank you. Ah. . . set it down there, please. . . the regulaions forbid entering thisturret during blast

without inquiring of the— No, no. Pleasel” Nakamurawaved a hand, laughing. “Y ou did not know.
Thereisno harm done.”

He saw Ryerson, stooped under one and a half gravities, lift aheavy head to theforeign sars. The
Milky Way formed acold hao about histangled hair. Nekamura asked gently, “Thisisyour first timein
extrasolar space, yes?’

“Y-yes, 9r.” Ryerson licked hislips. The blue eyes were somehow hazy, unable to focus closer than
the nebulae.

“Do not—" Nakamura paused. He had been about to say, “Do not be afraid,” but it might hurt. He
felt after words. “ Space is agood place to meditate,” he said. “I use the wrong word, of course.
Meditation, in Zen, congsts more of an attempt at identification with the universe than verbdized thinking.
What | meanto say,” hefloundered, “isthis. Some peoplefed themsalves so helplessy smal out here
that they become frightened. Others, remembering that homeis no more than a step away through the
transmitter, become careless and arrogant, the cosmos merely a set of meaningless numbersto them.
Both attitudes are wrong, and have killed men. But if you think of yoursdf asbeing a part of everything
else—integral—the same forcesin you which shaped the suns—do you see?’

“ ‘The heavens declare the glory of God,” ” whispered Ryerson, “ ‘ and the firmament showeth His
handiwork.” . . . Itisaterriblething to fal into the hands of theliving God.”

He had not been listening, and Nakamura did not understand English. The pilot sghed. “1 think you
had best return to the observation deck,” he said. “Dr. Maclaren may have need of you.”

Ryerson nodded mutely and went back down the shaft.

| preach a good theory, Nakamuratold himsalf. Why can | not practice it? Because a stone fell
from heaven onto Sarai, and suddenly father and mother and sister and house were not. Because
Hideki died in my arms, after the universe had casually tortured him. Because | shall never see
Kyoto again, where every morning was full of cool bells. Because | am a slave of myself.

And yet, he thought, sometimes | have achieved peace. And only in space.

Now he saw the dead sun through a viewscreen, when his ship swung so that it trangitted the Milky
Way. It was atiny blackness. The next time around, it had grown. He wondered if it was indeed blacker
than the sky. Nonsense. It should reflect starlight, should it not? But what color was metalic hydrogen?
What gases overlay the metal ? Space, especidly here, was not absolutely black: athin but messurable
nebular cloud lay around the star. So conceivably the star might be blacker than the sky.

“I must ask Maclaren,” he murmured to himself. “He can measureit, very smply, and tel me.
Meditation upon the concept of blacker than total blacknessisnot helpful, it seems.” That brought him a
wry humor, which untensed his muscles. He grew aware of wesariness. It should not have been; he had
only been stting here and pressing controls. He poured a cup of scalding teaand drank noisily and
gratefully.

Down and down. Nakamurafél into an amost detached state. Now the star was close, not much
smaller than the Moon seen from Earth. 1t grew rapidly, and crawled still more rapidly around the circle
of the viewscreens. Now it was as big as Batu, at closest approach to Sarai. Now it was bigger. The
rhythms entered Nakamura sblood. Dimly, hefdt himself join with the ship, thefields, theimmense
interplay of forces. And thiswaswhy he went again and yet again into space. He touched the manual
controls, assgting the robots, correcting, revising, in apattern of unformulated but bodily known
harmonies, adance, adream, yidding, controlling, unsafness, Nirvana, peace, and wholeness. . . .



Firel
The shock rammed Nakamura s spine againgt his skull. Hefdt histeeth clashed together. Blood from
abitten tongue wdled in his mouth. Thunder roared between the walls.

He stared into the screens, clawing for comprehension. The ship wasamillion or so kilometers out.
The black star was half a degree wide, snipped out of an unnamed aien congtdlation. Thefar end of the
ion accelerator system was white hot. Even as Nakamurawatched, the framework curled up, writhed
like fingersin agony, and vaporized.

“What’ s going on?” Horror bawled from the engine room.

Thethrust fdll off and weight dropped sickeningly. Nakamurasaw hell eat dong the accelerators. He
jerked his eyes around to the primary megammeter. Its needle sank down atae of numbers. The four
outermogt rings were already destroyed. He saw the next one shrivel.

It could not befdt, but he knew how the star’ s vast hand clamped on the ship and redled her inward.

Metd whiffed into space. Underloaded, the nuclear system howled its anger. Echoes banged between
shivering decks.

“Cut!” cried Nakamura. His hand dapped the pilot’'s master switch.

The sllencethat fell, and the no-weight, were like degth.

Someone' s voice gabbled from the observation deck. Automatically, Nakamura chopped that
interference out of the intercom circuit.

“Engineer Sverdlov,” he caled. “What happened? Do you know what iswrong?’

“No. No.” A groan. But at least the man lived. “ Somehow the—theion streams. . . seemto have. ..
gotten diverted. Thefocusing fields went awry. The blast struck the rings—but it couldn’t happen!”

Nakamurahung on to hisharnesswith al ten fingers. | will not scream, he shouted. | will not scream

“The’ caster web seemsto be gonetoo,” said amachine using histhroat. His brother’ s dead face
swam among the stars, outside the turret, and mouthed at him.

“Aye.” Sverdlov must be hunched over hisown viewscreens. After awnhilethat tingled, he said harshly:
“Not yet beyond repair. All ships carry afew replacement parts, in case of meteoroids or— We can
repair the web and transmit ourselves out of here.”

“How long to do that job? Quickly!”
“How should | know?” A dragon snarl. Then: “I’ d have to go out and take acloser look. The

damaged sectionswill have to be cut away. It' [l probably be necessary to machine somefittings. With
luck, we can do it in severa hours.”

Nakamura paused. He worked his hands together, strength opposing strength; he drew dow bregths,
rolled his head to |oosen the neck muscles, finaly closed his eyes and contemplated peace for aslong as
needful. And ameasure of peace came. The death of thislittle ego was not o terrible after dl, provided
sad ego refrained from wishing to hold Baby-san initsarms one more time,

Almost absently, he punched the keys of the general compuiter. It was no surprise to see his guess
verified.
“Areyou there?’ caled Sverdlov, asif across centuries.

“Yes. | beg your pardon. Severd hoursto repair the web, did you say? By that time, drifting free, we
will have crashed onthe star.”

“What? But were in orbit! Eccentric, maybe, but—"
“It istoo narrow. We gill have too much inward radia velocity. If the star were asingle point, we
would bein no danger; but it has volume. As nearly as| can determine—though there are so many

uncertainties—our present orbit intersectsthe star. | think | can put usinto a safe path before the
whatever-it-isforce has quite destroyed the accelerators. Yes.”



“But you'll burn them up! And the web! Well damage the web beyond repair!”

“Perhgps something can be improvised, once we arein orbit. But if we continue smply faling, we are
dead men.”

“No!” Almost, Sverdiov shrieked. “Listen, maybe we can repair the web intime. Maybe we' |l only
need a couple of hoursfor thejob. There'sachance. But caught in an orbit, with the web melted or
vaporized . . . do you know how to build one from raw metal? 1 don’t!”

“We have atachyonics specidist aboard. If anyone can fashion usanew transmitter, he can.”
“And if he can’'t, we' re trapped out here! To starve! Better to crash and be done!”

Nakamura s hands began to dance over the keyboard. He demanded data of the instruments,
caculations of the computers, and nothing of the autopilot. For no machine could help steer avesse
whose thrust-engine was being unpredictably devoured. Thiswould be amanua task.

“l anthecaptain,” hesaid, as mildly aspossble.
“Not any more!”

Nakamura dapped his master switch. “Y ou have now been cut out of the control circuits,” he said.
“Pleaseremain at your post.” He opened the intercom to the observation deck. “Will the two honorable
scientists be so kind asto stop the engineer from interfering with the pilot?’
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For amoment, therage in Chang Sverdlov was such that blackness flapped before his eyes.

When heregained himself, he found the view-screens il painted with ruin. Starlight lay wan adong the
frail network of the transceiver web and the two sets of ringswhich it held together. At the far end the
metal glowed red. A few globs of spattered stuff orbited like lunatic fireflies. Beyond the twisted
burned-off end of the system, light-years dropped away to the cold blue glitter of athousand crowding
gars. The dead sun wasjust discernible, aflattened darkness. It seemed to be swelling visbly. Whether
that was ared effect or not, Sverdiov felt the dread of faling, the no-weight horrors, likealumpin his
bdly.

He hadn’t been afraid of null-gee since hewas achild. In his cadet days, he had invented more pranks
involving freefall than any two other boys. But he had never been cut off from homein thisfashion.
Krasna had never been more than an interplanetary flight or an interstellar Jump away.

And that cookbook pilot would starve out here to save his worthless ship?

Sverdlov unbuckled his harness. He kicked himsdlf acrossthe little control room, twisted among the
pipes and wheels and dials of the fuel-feed section like a svimming fish, and came to the tool rack. He
chose along wrench and arrowed for the shaftway. His fury had chilled into resolution: | don’t want to
kill him, but he’ll have to be made to see reason. And quickly, or we really will crash!

He was rounding the transmitter chamber when deceleration resumed. He had been going up by the
usual process, grab arung ahead of you and whip your weightless body beyond. Suddenly two
Terredtrid gravities snatched him.

He closed hisfingers about one of the bars. Hisleft arm straightened, with ahundred and ninety kilos
behind. The hand tore loose. He let go the wrench and caught with hisright arm, jamming it between a
rung and the shaft wall. The impact smashed across his biceps. Then hisleft hand clawed fast and he
hung. He heard the wrench skid past the gyro housing, hit astraight drop-off, and clang on the after
radiation shield.

Gasping, hefound alower rung with hisfeet and sagged for aminute. The right arm was numb, until
the pain woke in it. He flexed the fingers. Nothing broken.

But he was supposed to be in harness. Nakamura s maneuvers might demand spurts of ten or fifteen
gravities, if the acceerators could till put out that much. The fear of being smeared across a bulkhead



jolted into Sverdiov. He scrambled over the rungs. It was nightmarishly like climbing through glue. After a
thousand years he burst into the living quarters.

Maclaren sat up in one of the bunks. “No farther, please,” he said.

The decdl eration climbed a notch. Hisweight wasiron on Sverdiov’ s shoulders. He started back into
the shaft. “No!” cried Ryerson. But it was Maclaren who flung off bunk harness and climbed to the deck.
The brown face gleamed wet, but Maclaren smiled and said: “Didn’t you hear me?’

Sverdlov grunted and re-entered the shaft, both feet on arung. | can make it up to the bubble and
get my hands on Nakamura’ s throat. Maclaren stood for agauging instant, as Sverdlov’ sfoot crept
toward the next rung. Finally the physicist added with asneer in the tone: “When atechnic says Sit, you
squét . . . colonid.”

Sverdlov hdted. “What wasthat?’ he asked dowly.

“I can haul you out of thereif | must, you backwoods pig,” said Maclaren, “but I’ d rather you cameto
rTe”

Sverdlov wondered, with an odd quick sadness, why he responded. Did an Earthling’ s yap make so
much difference? He decided that M aclaren would probably make good on that promise to follow him
up the shaft, and under thisweight a fight on the rungs could kill them both. Therefore— Sverdlov’sbrain

seemed as heavy as his bones. He climbed back and stood dumping on the observation deck. “Well?’
hesad.

Maclaren folded hisarms. “Better get into abunk,” he advised.

Sverdiov lumbered toward him. In ashimmery wisp of tunic, the Earthling looked muscular enough,
but he probably massed ten kilosless, and lacked severa centimeters of the Krasnan's height and reach.
A few swift blowswould disable him, and it might till not be too late to stop Nakamura.

“Put up your fists,” said Sverdlov hoarsdly.

Maclaren unfolded hisarms. A deepy smile crossed hisface. Sverdiov camein, swinging &t the eagle
beak. Maclaren’ s head moved aside. His hands came up, took Sverdiov’s arm, and applied a cruel
leverage. Sverdlov gasped, broke free by sheer strength, and threw ablow to the ribs. Maclaren stopped
that fist with an edge-on chop at the wrist behind it; aimost, Sverdiov thought he felt the bones crack.
They stood toeto toe. Sverdlov drew back the other fist. Maclaren punched himin the groin. The
Krasnan doubled over in ajag of anguish. Maclaren rabbit-punched him. Sverdiov went to one knee.
Maclaren kicked himin the solar plexus. Sverdlov fdll over and struck the floor with three gravitiesto
hep.

Through awobbling, ringing darkness, he heard the Earthling: “Help me with this beef, Dave.” And he
felt himsalf dragged across the floor, somehow manhandled into abunk and harnessed.

His mind returned. Pain stabbed and flickered through him. He struggled to sit up. “That wasan
Earthman way to fight,” he pushed out through a swelling mouith.

“I don't enjoy fighting,” said Maclaren from hisown bunk, “so | got it over with as soon aspossible.”

“You—" The Krasnan lifted grotesquely heavy hands and fumbled with hisharness. “I’'m going to the
control turret. If you try to sop methistime—"

“You're dready too late, brother Sverdiov,” said Maclaren coolly. “Whatever you were setting out to
forestdl has goneirrevocably far toward happening.”

The wordswere aphysical blow.

“It's...yes” sadtheengineer. “I’'mtoo late.” The shout burst from him: “We're dl too late, now!”

“Ease back,” said Maclaren. “Frankly, your behavior doesn't give much confidence in your judgment
about anything.”

It rumbled through the ship. That shouldn’t be, thought Sverdlov’ straining; even full blast ought to be
nearly noisaless, and thiswas only fractiond. Sweet prickled hisskin. For thefirst timein aviolent life, he



totaly redlized that he could die.
“I’'m sorry for what | called you,” said Maclaren. “| had to stop you, but now | apologize.”

Sverdiov made no answer. He stared up a ablank ceiling. Oddly, hisfirst emotion, as rage ebbed,
was an overwhelming sorrow. He would never see Krasna made free.
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Silence and no-weight were dreamlike. For areason obscure to himsalf, Maclaren had dimmed the
fluoros around the observation deck, so that twilight filled it and the scientific apparatus crouched in racks
and on benches seemed to be aherd of long-necked monsters. Thus there was nothing to drown the
stedly brilliance of the stars, when you looked out an unshuttered port.

The gtar hurtled across hisfield of view. Her eccentric orbit took the Cross around it in 52 minutes.
Here, a closest approach, they were only haf amillion kilometers away. The thing had the visua
diameter of one and ahdf full Moons. It was curioudy vague of outline: acentral absolute blackness,
fading toward deep gray near the edges where starlight caught an atmosphere more savagely compressed
than Earth’ s ocean abyss. Through the telescope appeared changeabl e streaks and mottlings, bands,
spots, ahint of color too faint for theeyetotel . . . asif the ghosts of burned-out fires still walked.

Quite oblate, Maclaren reminded himsdf. That would have given us a hint, if we’'d known. Or the
radio spectrum; now | realize, when it’stoo late, that the linesreally are triplets, and their
broadening is Doppler shift.

The slence was smothering.

Nakamuradrifted in. He poised himsdlf in the air and waited quietly.

“Wdl?7" said Maclaren.

“Sverdiov remains outside, looking at the accelerators and web,” said Nakamura. “He will not admit
we have no hope.”

“Neither will 1,” said Maclaren.

“Virtudly thewhole system isdestroyed. Fifty metersof it have vanished. Therest isfused, twisted,
short-circuited . . . amiracleit continued to give somefeeble kind of blast, so | could at least find an
orbit.” Nakamuralaughed. Maclaren thought that that high-pitched, gpol ogetic giggle was going to be
hard to live with, if one hadn’t been raised among such symbols. “We carry afew spare parts, but not
that many.”

“Perhaps we can make some,” said Maclaren.

“Perhaps,” said Nakamura. “But of course the accelerators are of no importance in themselves. The
recongtruction of the web isthe only way to get home. . . . What has the young man Ryerson to say
about that?’

“Don’'t know. | sent him off to check the manifest and then ook over the stuff the ship actualy carries.
He sbeen gone along time, but—"

“I understand,” said Nakamura. “It is not easy to face a desth sentence when oneisyoung.”
Maclaren nodded absently and returned his gaze to the scribbled data sheets he held. After amoment,

Nakamura cleared histhroat and said awkwardly: “Ah . . . | beg your pardon . . . about the affair of
Engineer Sverdlov—"

“Wedl?" Maclaren didn’t glance up from the figures. He had alot of composure of hisown towin
back. The fact is, he thought through ahammer-best in histemples, | am the man afraid. Now that
there is nothing | can do, simply a cold waiting until word is given me whether | can live or must
die. .. I find that Terangi Maclarenisa coward.

Sicknesswas adoubled fist ingde hisgullet.



“| am not certain what, er, happened,” stumbled Nakamura, “and | do not wish to know. If you will be
sokind. . . | hope you were not unduly inconvenienced—"

“No. It'sdl right.”
“If we could tacitly ignoreit. As| think he hastried to do. The best men have their breaking point.”

| always knew that one day would see an end to white sails above green water, and to wine,
and N© masks, and a woman’'s laughter. | had not expected it yet.

“After al,” said Nakamura, “we must work together now.”

“Yes” | had not expected it a light-century from the home of my fathers. My life was spent in
having fun, and now | find that the black star has no interest in amusing me.

“Do you know yet what went wrong?’ asked Nakamura. “1 would not press you for an answer,
m_”
“Oh, yes,” said Maclaren. “1 know.”

Benesth a scraphesp of songs and kedls, loves and jokes and victories, which mattered no longer but
would not leave him, Maclaren found his brain working with a startling dry clarity. “I’m not sure how
much we can admit to the others,” he said. “ Because this could have been averted, if we' d proceeded
with more caution.”

“I wondered alittle at thetime.” Nakamuralaughed again. “But who would look for danger around
a—acorpse?’

“Broadened spectrum lines mean aquickly rotating star,” said Maclaren. “ Since the ship was not
gpproaching in the equatoriad plane, we missed the full Doppler effect, but we might have stopped to
think. And tripled lines mean aZeeman splitting.”

“Ah.” Nakamurasucked in ahissof air. “Magnetism?’

“The most powerful bloody magnetic field ever noticed around any heavenly body,” said Maclaren.
“Judging from the readings | get here, the polar fieldis. . . oh, | can’t say yet. Five, six, seven thousand
gauss—somewhere on that order of magnitude. Fantagtic! Sol’sfield is 53 gauss. They don’t ever go
much above 2,000. Except here.”

He rubbed his chin. “Dynamo effect, at that level below the surface where degenerate matter is under
such conditionsthat it’s superconductive.” The steadiness of hiswords was afaintly pleasing surprise to
him. “Magnetic field becomes directly related to angular velocity. The reason no sun we ve known before
has afidd likethisthing hereisthat it would have to rotate too fast. Couldn't take the train; it would go
whoomp and scatter pieces of star from hell to tiffin.” An odd, perverse comfort in speaking lightly: alie
to onesalf, persuading the subconscious mind that its companions were not doomed men and ablack sun,
but an amorous girl waiting for the next jest in aCitadd tavern. “ Asthis star collapsed on itsdlf, after
burning out, it had to spin faster, d’ you see? Conservation of angular momentum. It seemsto have had
an unusua amount to start with, of course, but the rotational speed is chiefly aresult of its degenerate
date. And that same super-dengity alowsit to twirl with such indecent haste. Y ou might say the bursting
grength isimmensdly gresater.”

“Yes” said Nakamura. “l see”

“I’ve been making some estimates,” said Maclaren. “1t didn’t actualy take avery strong field to wreck
us. We could easily have been protected againgt it. Any ion-drive craft going closeto aplanetis—a
counter-magnetic circuit with afeedback |oop-elementary. But naturally, these big ships were not meant
to land anywhere. They would certainly never gpproach alive sun this close, and the possibility of this
black dwarf having such avicious magnetism—uwell, no one ever thought of it.”

He shrugged. “Figureit out yoursdlf, Captain Nakamura Theold H, e, v formula. A proton traveling
at three-fourths ¢ down ahundred-meter tube is deflected one centimeter by afield of seven
one-hundredths gauss. We entered such afield at amillion kilometers out, more or less. A tenuous but
extremely energetic stream of ionized gas hit the outermost accelerator ring. | make the temperature



equivaent of that velocity to be something like three million million degreesKelvin, if | remember the
value of the gas constant correctly. The closer to the star we got, the stronger field we werein, so the
farther up theions struck.

“Of course” finished Maclaren in atired voice, “these quantities are just estimates, usng Smple
algebra. Since we danted across the magnetic field, you’ d need avectorid differential equation to
describe exactly what happened. Y ou might find occasion to change my figures by afactor of five or Six.
But | think | havethe generd idea.”

“Yesss” said Nakamura, 1 think you do.”
They hung side by sdein dimness and looked ouit at the eye-hurting bright stars.

“Doyou know,” said Maclaren, “thereis one sin which is punished with unfailing certainty, and must
therefore bethe deadliest anindl time. Stupidity.”

“I am not so sure.” Nakamura sreply jarred him alittle, by its sober literal-mindedness. “I have
known many—waell, shal | call them unintellectua ? —people who lived happy and useful lives”

“| wasn't referring to that kind of stupidity.” Maclaren went through the motions of achuckle. “I meant
our own kind. Y ours and mine. We bear the guilt, you know. We should have stopped and thought the
Stuation over before rushing in. | did want to approach more dowly, measuring as we went, and you
overruled me.”

“| am ashamed,” said Nakamura. He bent his face toward his hands.

“No, let mefinish. I should have come here with awell-thought-out program in mind. | gave you no
vaid reasons not to establish aclose-in orbit a once. My sole grumble was that you wouldn't allow me
time to take observations as we went toward the star. Y ou were perfectly justified, on the basis of the
information available to you— Oh, the devilstakeit! | bring this up only so you'll know what topicsto
avoid with our shipmates—who must aso bear some of the blame for not thinking—because we can’t
afford quarrdls” Maclaren fdlt his cheeks creasein asort of grin. “I have no interest in the guilt question
anyway. My problem is gtrictly pragmatic: | want out of herel”

Ryerson emerged from the living-quarter screen. Maclaren saw him first as a shadow. Then the young
face came s0 near that he could see the eyes unnaturaly bright and the lips shaking.

“What have you found, Dave?’ The question ripped from him before he thought.

Ryerson looked away from them both. Thickly: “We can’t do it. We don't carry enough replacement
partsto make af-f-functioning . . . aweb—we can't.

“1 knew that,” said Nakamura. “ Of course. But we have instruments and machinetools. Thereisbar
metd in the hold, which we can shape to our needs. The main problem is—"

“Iswhereto get four kilos of pure germanium!” Ryerson screamed it. The walls sneered a him with
echoes. “Down on that star, maybe?’
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Square and inhuman in a spacesuit, Sverdlov led the way through the engine-room airlock. When
Ryerson, following, stepped forth onto the ship’ s hull, he entered amoment outside existence.

He snatched for his breath. Alien sunswent streaming past his head. Otherwise he knew blackness,
touched by meaningless dull splashes. He clawed after anything redl. The motion tore him loose and he
went spinning outward toward the dead star. But hefelt it just asatide of nausea; hisearsroared at him,
the scrambled darks and gleams made awhed with himsdf crucified at the hub. He was never sureif he
screamed.

Thelifeline jerked him to ahalt. He rebounded, more dowly. Sverdlov’ s sardonic voice struck his

earphones. “Don’'t be so jumpy next time, Earthling,” and he gained a sense of direction as the Krasnan
begantored himin.



Suddenly Ryerson made out a pattern. The circle of shadow before him wasthe hull. The metdlic
shimmers projecting fromiit . . . oh, yes, one of the auixiliary tank attachments. The mass-ratio needed to
reach one-haf ¢ with an exhaust velocity of three-fourths ¢ is 4¢35—rddivigtic formulas apply rather
than the smple Newtonian exponentiad—and this must be squared for deceleration. The Cross had | eft
Sol with atank of mercury on either side, feeding into the fuel deck. Much later, the empty containers
had been knocked down into parts of the aircraft now stowed inboard.

Ryerson pulled his mind back from the smugness of engineering data. Beyond the hull, and around i,
behind him, for x billion light-years on every sde, lay the stars. The nearer ones flashed and glittered and
stabbed his eyes, uncountably many; he could not have picked out asingle congtellation if histraining had
not included study of smulacra. The outlinesthey scrawled were unlike those Ryerson remembered from
Earth: even the recognizable ones, such as Sagittarius, were distorted, and he felt that a somehow ghastly
thing, asif it were hiswife' sface which had melted and run. The farther stars blended into the Milky
Way, asingle clotted swoop around the sky, the coldest color in al redlity. And yet farther away, beyond
ahundred thousand or amillion light-years, he could see more stars—hillions at atime, formed into the
tiny blue-white blurs of other galaxies.

Impact jarred Ryerson’ sfeet. He stood erect, his bootsoles holding him by aweak stickinessto the
plastic hull. Rotation made the sky move dowly past his gaze. It created adim sense of hanging head
down; he thought of ghosts come back to the world like squeaking bats. His eyes sought Sverdlov’s
vague, armored shape. It was so solid and ugly aform that he could have wept his gratitude.

“All right,” grunted the Krasnan. “Let’ sgo.”

They moved precarioudly around the curve of the ship. Thelong thin frame-sections lashed acrosstheir
backs vibrated to their cautious footfals. When they reached the lattice jutting from the stern, Sverdlov
hated. “ Show you atrick,” he said. “Light does't diffusein vacuum, makesit hard to seean object in
the round, so—" He squeezed asmadll plastic bag with one gauntleted hand. His flashbeam snapped on,
to glow through afine mist in front of him. “I1t’ saheavy organic liquid. Forms droplets which hang around
for hours before dissipating. Now, what d' you think of the transceiver web?’

Ryerson stooped awkwardly, scrambled about peering for several minutes, and finadly answered: “It
bears out what you reported. | think this can be repaired. But we' |l have to take most of the parts
inboard, perhaps medt them down—re-machine them, at least. And we' Il need wholly new sectionsto
replace what boiled away. Have we adequate bar metal for that?’

“Guess 0. Thenwhat?’

“Then—" Ryerson fet swesat form beneath hisarmpits and break off in little globs. “Y ou understand |
am atachyonicigt, not amattercasting engineer. A physicist would not be the best possible man to design
abridge; likewise, there smuch I'll have to teach mysdlf, to carry thisout. But | can use the operating
manual, and calculate alot of quantitiesafresh, and . . . well . . . | think | could recreate afunctioning
web. Thetuning will be gtrictly cut-and-try: you have to have exact resonance to get any effect at al, and
the handbook assumes that such components as the distortion oscillator will have precise, standardized
dimensonsand crystd structure. Since they won't—we haven't thefacilitiesto control it, evenif | could
remember what the quantities are— Well, once we' ve rebuilt what looks like aworkable web, Il have
to try out different combinations of settings, perhaps for weeks, until . . . well, Sol or Centauri or . . . or
any of the stations, even another spaceship . . . resonates—"

“Areyou related to a Professor Broussard of Lomonosov Academy?” interrupted the other man.
“Why, no. What—"

“You lecturejust like he used to. | am not interested in the theory and practice of mattercasting. | want
to know, can we get home?’

Ryerson clenched afist. Hewas glad that helmets and darkness hid their two faces. “Yes” hesad. “If
al goeswdl. And if we can find four kilos of germanium.”

“What do you want that for?’



“Do you see those thick junction pointsin the web? They are, uh, you might cal them giant transstors.
Half thelattice is gone: there, the germanium was smply whiffed away. | do know the crystallo-chemica
sructureinvolved. And we can get the other elements needed by cannibaizing, and an dloying unit
aboard could be adapted to manufacture the trang stors themsalves. But we don’t have four spare kilos
of germanium.”

Sverdlov’ stone grew heavy with skepticism: “And that balloonhead Maclaren meansto find a planet?
And minethe Suff?’

“I don’'t know—" Ryerson wet hislips. “I don’t know what €lse we can do.”
“But this star went supernoval”

“It wasabig star. It would have had many planets. Some of the outermost ones—if they werelargeto
dart with—may have survived.”

“Hal And you’ d hunt around on alump of fused nickel-iron, without even asun in the sky, for
germanium ore?’

“We have an isotope separator. It could be adapted to— | haven't figured it out yet, but— For God's
sake!” Ryerson found himself screaming. “What else can we do?’

“Shut up!” rasped Sverdlov. “When | want my earphones broken I'll use ahammer.”

He stood in aswirl of golden fog, and the gray-rimmed black eye of the dead star marched behind
him. Ryerson crouched back, hooked into the framework and waiting. At last Sverdlov said: “It'sone
long dtring of ifs. But atrangstor doesn’t do anything avacuum tube can't.” He barked alaugh. “And
we' vegot al the vacuum we |l ever want. Why not design and make the equivaent € ectronic e ements?
Ought to be alot easer than—repairing the accelerators, and scouring space for aplanet.”

“Design them?’ cried Ryerson. “And test them, and redesign them, and— Do you redlize that on half
rations we have not quite sx months' food supply?’

“I do,” said Sverdlov. “1 fed itinmy belly right now.” He muttered afew obscenities. “ All right, then.
I’ll go dong with the plan. Though if that clot-brain of aNakamura hadn’t—"

“Hedid the only thing possible! Did you want to crash us?’

“There are worse chancesto take,” said Sverdlov. “Now what have we got, but six months of beating
our hearts out and then another month or two to die?” He made aharsh noise in the radiophone, asif
wanting to spit. “I’ve met Sarai settlers before. They’ re worse than Earthlings for cowardice, and nearly
assupid.”

“Now, wait—" began Ryerson. “Wait, |et’s not quarre—"

“Afraid of what might happen?” jeered Sverdiov. “Y ou don't know your friend Maclaren’s
dirty-fighting tricks, do you?’

The ship whirled through a darkness that grew noisy with Ryerson’s uneven breathing. Heraised his
hands againgt the bulky robot shape confronting him. “Please,” he sammered. “Now wait, wait, Engineer
Sverdiov.” Tearsstung hiseyes. “We real in thistogether, you know.”

“I wondered when you' d be coming up with that cliché,” snorted the Krasnan. “Having decided it
would be oh, so amusing to tell your society friends, how you spent maybe awhole month in deep space,
got me yanked off the job | really want to do, and tossed me into a Situation you' d never once stopped
to think about, and wrecked us—and now you tell me, "We' re dl in thistogether!” Suddenly he roared
hiswords: “Y ou mangy son of amuck-eating cockroach, I’ [l get you back—not for your sake, nor for
your wife's, becauseif she'san Earthling | know how she' |l be spending the time you' re gone—but for
my own planet, d’ you hear? They need metherel”

It grew very dill. Ryerson felt how his heartbeat dropped down to norma, and then further, until he
could no longer hear his own pulse. His handsfdt chilly and hisface numb. A far and terrified part of him
thought, So thisis how it feels, when the God of Hosts lays His hand upon a man, but he stared past
Sverdlov, into the relentless white blaze of the stars, and said in aflat voice:



“That will do. I’ve heard the story of the poor oppressed colonies before now. | think you yoursef are
proof that the Protectorate is better than you deserve. Asfor me, | never saw amilli of this supposed
extortion from other planets: my father worked hisway up from midshipman to captain, my brothers and
| went through the Academy on merit, as citizens of the poorest and most overcrowded world in the
universe. Do you imagine you know what competition is? Why, you blow-hard clodhopper, you
wouldn’t last aweek on Earth. Asamaitter of fact, | myself had grown tired of the struggle. If it weren't
for thiswretched expedition, my wife and | would have started for anew colony next week. Now you
make me wonder if it swise. Aredl colonidslike you—bardly brave enough to dander an old man and
awoman when they’ re a safe hundred light-years away?’

Sverdlov did not move. The dow spin of the Cross brought the black star into Ryerson’sview again.
It seemed bigger, asthe ship swooped toward periastron. He had ahorrible sense of faling into it. Thou,
God, watchest me, with the ashen eye of wrath. The silence waslike amembrane stretched closeto
ripping.

Findly the bass voice came. “ Are you prepared to back up those words, Earthling?’

“Right after wefinish here!” shouted Ryerson.

“Oh.” A moment longer. Then: “Forget it. Maybe | did spesk out of turn. I’ ve never known an
Earthman who wasn't . . . an enemy of somekind.”

“Did you ever try to know them?’

“Forgetit, | said. I'll get you home. | might even come around one day and say hello, on your new
planet. But let’ s get busy here. Our firgt job isto start the accelerators operating again.”

The weakness which poured through David Ryerson was such that he wondered if he would have
fdlen under gravity. Oh, Tamara, he thought, be with me now. He remembered how they had camped
onaCdiforniabeach . . . had it quite to themsalves, no onelived in the deserts eastward . . . and the
gulls had siwvarmed around begging bread until both of them were helplesswith laughter. Now why should
he suddenly remember that, out of dl the timesthey had had?
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When the mind gave up and the mathematics became a blur, work awaited Maclaren’s hands.
Sverdlov, and Ryerson under him, did the machine-tool jobs, Nakamura' s smdl fingers showed such
delicacy that he was st to drawing wire and polishing control-ring surfaces. Maclaren was | eft with the
least skilled assgnment, least urgent because he was dways far ahead of the consumption of his product:
melting, separating, and re-aloying the fused salvage from ion accel erators and transceiver web.

But it wastricky in null-gee. They could not have any significant spin on the ship or assembly, out on
the lattice, would have become too complicated for so smal agang of workers. Coriolisforce would
have created serious problemsfor the inboard jobs too. On the other hand, weightless melt had foul
habits. Maclaren’ sleft arm was still bandaged, the burn on hisforehead till a crimson gouge.

It didn’t seem to matter. When helooked in amirror, he hardly recognized his face. There hadn’t been
much physical change yet, but the expression was astranger’s. And hislife had narrowed to these past
weeks; behind them lay only adream. In moments when he had nothing else to do he might play aquick
chess game with Sverdlov, argue the merits of NG versus Kabuki with Nakamura, or shock young
Ryerson with awell-chosen dirty limerick. But thinking back, he saw how such times had become more
and more sparse. He had quit trying to make iron rations paatable, when histurn in the galley came up;
he had not sung aballad for hundreds of the Cross' black-sun years. He shaved by the clock and hung
on to fastidiousness of dress as pure ritua, the way Nakamura contemplated his paradoxes or Ryerson
quoted his Bible or Sverdlov thumbed through his nude photographs of past mistresses. It was away of
teling yoursdf, | remain alive.

A moment came when Maclaren asked himsdlf what he was doing other than going through the



motions of survivad. That was a bad question.

“Yousee” hetold hismirror twin, “it suggests afurther inquiry: Why? And that’ s the problem we ve
been dodging dl our mutud days.”

He stowed his éectric razor, adjusted histunic, and pushed out of the tiny bathroom. The living section
was deserted, asit had been most of the time. Not only was everyone too busy to sit around, but it was
too narrow.

Outsdeitswall, he moved through the comfort of hisinstruments. He admitted frankly that his project
of learning as much as possible of the star was three-quarters safish. It was not really very probable that
exact knowledge of its atmospheric composition would be of any useto their escape. But it offered him a
chance, for minutes at atime, to forget where he was. Of course, he did not admit the fact to anyone but
himself. And he wondered alittle what reticences his shipmates had.

Thistime he was not done. Nakamura hovered at an observation port. The pilot’s body was outlined
with unwavering diamond stars. But as the dead sun siwvung by, Maclaren saw him grow tense and bring a
hand toward his eyes, asif to cover them.

He drifted soundlessy behind Nakamura. “Boo,” he said.

The other whirled around in air, gasping. Asthe thresh of arms and legs died away, Maclaren looked
upon terror.

“I'msorry!” heexclaimed. “I didn’t think I’ d startle you.”

“I...itisnothing.” Nakamura s brown gaze held some obscure beggary. “I should not have— It is
nothing.”

“Did you want anything of me?’ Maclaren offered one of hislast cigarets. Nakamura accepted it
blindly, without saying thanks. Something is terribly wrong with this lad, thought Maclaren. Fear
drained in through the glittering viewport. And he' s the only pilot we' ve got.

“No. | had—I was resting afew moments. One cannot do precisonwork when .. . . tired . ..
yes-s-s.” Nakamura s hunger-gaunted cheeks caved in with the violence of his sucking on the tobacco.
A little crown of sweat-beads danced around his head.

“Oh, you're not bothering me.” Maclaren crossed hislegs and leaned back on the air. “ As a matter of
fact, I'm glad of your company. | need someoneto talk with. ”

Nakamuralaughed his meaningless laugh. “We should look to you for help, rather than you to us” he
sad. “You arethe least changed of usal.”

“Oh?1 thought | wasthe most affected. Sverdlov hankersfor hiswomen and hisacohol and his
politics. Ryerson wants back to his shiny new wife and his shiny new planet. Y ou' retheloca rock of
ages. But me—" Maclaren shrugged. “I’ ve nothing to anchor me.”

“Y ou have grown quieter, yes.” The cigaret in Nakamura s hand quivered atrifle, but hiswords came
Steadily now.

“I have begun to wonder about things.” Maclaren scowled at the black sun. By treating it asascientific
problem, he had held at arm’ slength the obsession he had seen eating at Ryerson—who grew silent and
large-eyed and reverted to the iron religion he had once been shaking off—and at Sverdlov, who waxed
bitterly profane. So far, Maclaren had not begun thinking of the star as ahdf-dive maignancy. But it
would befar too easy to start.

“One does, sooner or later.” Nakamura stone held no great interest. He was still wrapped up in his
private horror, and that was what Maclaren wanted to get him out of.

“But | don't wonder efficiently. | find mysalf going blank, when dl I'm really doing isroutine stuff and |
could just aswell bethinking a my problems.”

“Thought isatechnique, to be learned,” said Nakamura, “just as the uses of the body—" He broke
off. “1 have no right to teach. | have failed my own masters.”



“I'd say you were doing very well. I’ ve envied you your faith. Y ou have an answer.”

“Zen does not offer any cut-and-dried answersto problems. In fact, it triesto avoid theory. No human
system can comprehend the infinite red universe.”

“l know.”

“And that ismy failure, whispered Nakamura. “1 ook for an explanation. | do not want merely to be.
No, that isnot enough . . . out here, | find that | want to be justified.”

Maclaren gtared into the cruelty of heaven. “I’ll tell you something,” he said. “I’'m scared spitless.”
“What?But | thought—"

“Oh, | have plenty of flip retortsto camouflageit. But I'm asmuch afraid to die, I'm struggling as
frantically and with aslittle dignity, asany trapped rat. And I’m dowly coming to seewhy, too. It's
because | haven't got anything but my own life—my own minute meaningless life of much learning and no
understanding, much doing and no accomplishing, many acquai ntances and no friends—it shouldn't be
worth the trouble of salvaging, should it? And yet I'm unable to see any more in the entire universe than
that: alot of scurrying smal accidents of organic chemistry, on alot of flyspeck planets. If things made
even alittle sensg, if | could see anything more important than this bunch of mucous membraneslabeled
Terangi Maclaren . . . why, then there’ d be no reason to fear my own termination. The things that
mattered would go on.”

Nakamurasmoked in slence for awhile. Maclaren finished hisown cigaret in quick nervous puffs,
fought temptation, swore to himself, and lit another.

“I didn’t mean to turn you into aweeping post,” he said. And hethought: The hell | didn’t. | fed you
your psychological medicine right on schedule. Though perhaps | did make the dose larger than
planned.

“I am unworthy,” said Nakamura. “But it isan honor.” He stared outward, side by side with the other
man. “| try to reassure myself with the thought that there must be beings more highly developed than we,”
hesad.

“Areyou sure?’ answered Maclaren, welcoming the chance to be impersond. “We ve never found
any that were even comparableto us. In the brains department, at least. I'll admit the Van Maanen's
abos are more beautiful, and the Old Thothians more reliable and sweet-tempered.”

“How much do we know of the gdaxy?’

“‘Um-m-m...yes”

“I havelived in the hope of encountering atruly greet race. If they are not like gods—they will at least
have their own wise men. They will not look at the world as we do. From each other, two such peoples
could learn the unimaginable, just as the high epochs of Earth’ s history came when different peoples
interflowed. Y es-s-s. But this would be so much more, because the difference is greater. Less conflict.
What reason for it? Moreto offer, abillion years of separate experience aslife-forms.”

“I cantell you thismuch,” said Maclaren, “the Protectorate would not likeit. Our present civilization
couldn’t survive such atransfuson of idess”

“Isour civilization anything o great?” asked Nakamurawith an unwonted scornfulness.
“No. | suppose not.”

“We have anumber of technicd tricks. Doubtless we could learn more from such diensas| am
thinking of. But what we would redlly learn that mattered—for this eraof human history lacks one—
would be a philosophy.”

“I thought you didn’t believe in philosophies.”

“I used awrong word. | mean a do—away. A way of . . . an attitude? That iswhat lifeisfor, that is
your ‘Why'—it isnot amechanical cause-and-effect thing, it isthe spirit in whichwelive.”

Nakamuralaughed again. “ But hear the child correcting the master! 1, who cannot follow the known



precepts of Zen, ask for help from the unknown! Were it offered me, | would doubtless crawl into the
nearest worm-hole.”

And suddenly the horror flared up again. He grabbed Maclaren’ sarm. It sent them both twisting
around, so that their outraged senses of balance made the starswhirl in their skulls. Maclaren felt
Nakamura sgrip like ice on hisbare skin.

“l amafrad” choked the pilot. “Help me! | am afraid!”

They regained their floating positions. Nakamuralet go and took afresh cigaret with shaking fingers.
The sllence grew thick.

Maclaren said at last, not looking toward the Saraian: “Why not tell me the reason? It might relieve
you abit.”

Nakamura drew abregath. “| have dways been afraid of space,” hesaid. “And yet cdled to it aso.
Can you understand?’

“Yes. | think | know.”

“It has—" Nakamuragiggled—"unsettled me. All my life. First, asachild | wastaken from my home
on Earth, across space. And now, of course, | can never come back.”

“I have some pull in the Citadd. A visacould be arranged.”

“You aretoo kind. | am not sure whether it would help. Kyoto cannot be as| remember it. If it has
not changed, surely | have, yes-s-s? But please let me continue. After afew years on Sarai, my whole
family, except my brother and me, were killed by ameteor fall that struck our home. Stones from space,
do you see? We did not think of it that way, then. The monastery raised us. We made a voyage together
as cadets. Have you heard of the Firdaus disaster?’

“No, I’'m afraid not.” Maclaren poured smoke from his mouth, asavell againgt the cosmos.

“Forty Eridani isactudly atriple star. The Firdaus had been long at the airlessinnermost planet of
one of the red dwarfs, aremote-controlled survey trip. It shinesfeebly, that sun.. . . but it flared, asits
kind of star is gpt to do, agiant flare. Those radiations caused a metal fatigue. No one suspected. On our
cruise, later, with men aboard, the ship suddenly failed. The pilot barely got usinto an orhbit, after we had
falen along way toward our own sun. There we had to wait until rescue came. Many died from the hedt.
My brother was one of them.”

Stillness hummed.
“| see” said Maclaren at last.

“Sincethen | have been afraid of pace. It risesinto my consciousness from timeto time.” Maclaren
gole aglance a Nakamura The little man waslotus-postured in midair, save that he stared &t his hands
and they twisted together. Wretchedness overrode hisvoice. “And yet | could not stop my work either.
Because out in gpace | often seem to comecloser to . . . oneness. . . that which we all seek, what you
have called understanding. But here, caught in this orbit about this star, the onenessis gone and the fear
has grown and grown until | am afraid | will haveto scream.”

“It might help,” said Maclaren.
Nakamuralooked up. Hetried to smile. “What do you think?’ he asked.

Maclaren blew ameditative cloud of smoke. Now he would have to pick hiswordswith care— and
no background or training in the giving of succor—or |ose the sole man who could pull thisship free. Or
lose Nakamura: that aspect of it seemed, dl a once, more important.

“I wonder,” he murmured, “even in an absolutely free society, if any such thing could exist— |
wonder if every manisn't afraid of hishbride.”

“What?" Nakamura s lids snapped apart in startlement.

“And needs her a the sametime,” said Maclaren. “1 might extend it beyond sex. Perhapsfear isa
necessary part of anything that matters. Could Bach have loved his God so magnificently without being



inwardly afraid of Him?1 don’t know.”

He stubbed out his cigaret. “| suggest you meditate upon this” he said lightly. “ And on the further fact,
which may bealittle too obvious for you to have seen, that thisis not Forty Eridani.”

Then he waited.

Nakamura made a gesture with hisbody. Only afterward, thinking about it, did Maclaren redize it was
afreefdl progration. “Thank you,” he said.

“I should thank you,” said Maclaren, quite honestly. “Y ou gave mealeg up too, y’ know.”

Nakamura departed for the machine shop.

Maclaren hung at the viewport awhile longer. The rasp of a pocket lighter brought his head around.

Chang Sverdlov entered from the living section. The cigar in his mouth was held at a somehow
resentful angle.

“Wédl,” sad Maclaren, “how long were you listening?’

“Long enough,” grunted the engineer.

He blew cheap, atrocious smoke until his pocked facewaslost init. “So,” he asked, “aren’t you going
to get mad at me?’

“If it servesapurpose,” said Maclaren.

“Uh!” Sverdiov fumed away for aminute longer. “Maybe | had that coming,” he said.

“Quite probably. But how are the repairs progressing outside?’

“All right. Look here,” Sverdlov blurted, “do meafavor, will you? If you can. Don’t admit to Ryerson,
or me, that you' re human—that you're just as scared and confused astherest of us. Don't admit it to

Nakamura, even. Y ou didn’t, you know, so far—not really. We need a—a—a damned cocky dude of a
born-and-bred technic—to get usthrough!”

Hewhirled back into the quarters. Maclaren heard him dive, amost fleeing, aft dong the shaftway.

11

Nakamuranoted in thelog, which he had rdigioudy maintained, the precise moment when the Cross
blasted from the dead star. The others had not tried to keep track of days. There were none out here.
Therewas not even time, in any meaningful sense of the word—only existence, with an unreal impresson
of sunlight and leaves and women before existence began, like an inverted prenata memory.

Theinitia minutes of blast were no more veritable. They took their posts and stared without any sense
of victory at their instruments. Nakamurain the control turret, Maclaren on the observation deck feeding
him data, Sverdiov and Ryerson watchful in the engine room, felt themselves merely doing another task in
aninfinite successon.

Sverdlov wasthefirg who broke from his cold womb and knew himself dive. After an hour of poring
over hisdidsand viewscreens, through eyes bulged by two gravities, he ran ahand across the bristles of
hisjaw. “Holy fecad matter,” he whispered. “ The canine-descended thing is hanging together.”

And perhaps none but Ryerson, who had worked outside with him for weeks of hours, could
understand.

The lattice jutting from the sphere had acrude, unfinished look. And indeed little had been done
toward restoring the transceiver web; time enough for that while they hunted a planet. Sverdiov had
amply ingtalled aframework to support his refashioned acce erator rings, antimagnetic shielding circuits,
and incidenta wires, tubes, grids, capacitors, transformers. . . . He had tested with amilliampere of ion
current, cursed, readjusted, tested again, nodded, asked for afull amp, made obscene comments,
readjusted, retested, and wondered if he could have done it without Ryerson. It was not so much that he
needed the extra hands, but the boy had been impossibly patient. When Sverdlov could take no more



€lectronic misbehavior, and went back into the ship and got a dedge and pounded at an iron bar for lack
of human skullsto bresk, Ryerson had stayed outside trying afresh hookup.

Once, when they were done among gaaxies, Sverdlov asked him about it. “ Aren’t you human, kid?
Don't you ever want to throw arheostat across the room?”

Ryerson’ stone came gnat-like in his earphones, dmost lost in endless crackling of cosmic noise. “It
doesn’'t do any good. My father taught me that much. We sailed alot at home.”

13 &?l
“The seanever forgivesyou.”

Sverdlov glanced at the other, couldn’t find him in the tricky patching of highlight and blackness, and
suddenly confronted Polaris. It waslike being stabbed. How many men, he thought with a gasp, had
followed theicy North Star to their weird?

“Of course” Ryerson admitted humbly, “it’ s not so easy to get dong with people.”
And thelattice grew. And findly it tested sound, and Sverdlov told Nakamurathey could depart.

The engine which had accelerated the Cross to haf light speed could not lift her Sraight away from this
sun. Nor could her men have endured a couple of hundred gravities for however short atime. She moved
out at two gees, her gyros holding the blast toward the mass she was escaping, so that her dliptical orbit
became a spird. It would take hoursto reach a point where the gravitationa field had dropped so far that
ahyperbolic path would be practicable.

Sverdlov crouched in his harness, glaring at screens and indicators. The bloody damned dead cinder
wasn't going to let them escape thiseasily! He had stared too long at its ashen face to imagine that. It
would play some new trick, and he would have to be ready. God, he wasthirsty! The ship did havea
water-regenerating unit, merely because astronautical regulations at the time shewas built inssted on it.
Odd, owing your life to some bureaucrat two hundred years dust on his own filing cabinets. But the
regenerator wasinadequate and hadn’t been used in dl that time. No need for it: waste materid went into
the matter bank, and was reborn as water or food or anything else, according to asignal sent from the
Lunar station with every change of watch.

But no more signaswere coming to the Cross. Food, once eaten, was gone for good. Recycled water
was little more than sufficient to maintain life. Fire and thunder! thought Sverdiov. | can smell myself
two kilometers away. | might not sell out the Fellowship for a bottle of beer, but the Protector
had better not offer me a case.

A soft brroom-brroom-brroom pervaded his awareness; the engine talked to itself. Too loud,
somehow. Theinstruments read okay, but Sverdlov did not think an engine with agood destiny would
make so much noise. He glanced back at the viewscreens. The black sun was scarcely visible. It couldn’t
be seen at dl unlessyou knew just where to look. The haywired ugliness of the ion drive made a cage for
gars. Thefaintest blue glow wavered down therings. Shouldn’t, of course. Inefficiency. St. EImo’sfire
danced near the after end of the assembly. “ Engine room to pilot. How are we making out?’

“Satisfactory.” Nakamura s voice sounded thin. It must be astrain, yes, he was doing a hundred things
manualy for which the ship lacked robots. But who could have anticipated—?

Sverdlov narrowed hiseyes. “Take alook at thetail of thisrig, Dave,” he said. “ The rear negatron
ring. See anything?’

“Wdl ...” Theboy'seyes, dark-rimmed and bloodshot, went heavily after Sverdiov’ s pointing finger.
“Electrogatic discharge, that blue light—"

“See anything e s2?’ Sverdlov glanced uneasily a the megammeters. He did not have a steedy current
going down the accelerators, it fluctuated continualy by severd percent. But wasthe needlefor the
negatron side creeping ever so dowly downward?

“No. No, | can’t.”
“Should’ a put athermocouplein every ring. Might be avery weak deflection of ions, chewing at the



end mogt till al at onceitsfocusing goes blooey and we' rein trouble.”

“But we tested every single— And the gar’ smagnetic field is attenuating with every centimeter we
advance.”

“Vibration, my cub-shaped friend. It' d be easy to shake one of these jury-rigged magnetic coils
enough out of dignment to— Hold it!”

Thetermind starboard coil glowed red. Blue éectric fire squirted forth and ran up the l&ttice. The
negative megammeter dropped ten points and Sverdlov felt alittle surge asthe ship walowed to one side
from an unbaanced thrust.

“Engine room stopping blast!” he roared. His hand had aready gone crashing onto the main lever.
The noisewhined away to amumble. He felt himsdf pitched off adliff ashigh aseternity.
“What' sthe trouble?” barked Maclaren’svoice.

Sverdiov rdieved himsdlf of afew unrepestable remarks. * Something’ s gone sour out there. The last
negatron accel erator began to heat and the current to drop. Didn't you fed usyaw?’

“Oh, Lord, have mercy,” groaned Ryerson. He looked physicaly sick. “Not again.”

“Ah, it needn’t be so bad,” said Sverdlov. “Me, I’ m surprised the mucking thing held together this
long. Y ou can't do much with baling wire and spit, you know.” Inwardly, he struggled with awish to beat
somebody’ sface.

“I presumewe arein astable orbit,” said Nakamura. “But | would fed agood deal easer if therepair
can be made soon. Do you want any help?’

“No. Daveand | can handleit. Stand by to give usatest blast.”

Sverdlov and Ryerson got into their spacesuits. “1 swear this smellsfouler every day,” said the
Krasnan. “| didn’t believe | could be such afilth generator.” He dapped down his helmet and added into
theradio: “ So much for man the glorious star-conqueror.”

“No,” said Ryerson.

“What?’

“The gtinks are only the body. That isn't important. What countsisthe soul insde.”

Sverdlov cocked his bullet head and stared at the other armored shape. Do you actudly believe that
Quif?

“I’'m sorry, | didn’t mean to preach or—"

“Never mind. | don't fed like arguing either.” Sverdiov laughed roughly. “I’ll give you one thing to mull
over, though. If the body’ s such avauedess piece of pork, and we'll al meet each other in the sweset bye
and bye, and so on, why’ re you busting every gut you own to get back to your wife?’

He heard an outraged breath in his earphones. For amoment he felt he had failed somehow. There
was no room here for quarrels. Ah, shaft it, hetold himsdlf. If an Earthling don’t like to listen to a
colonial, he can jingle-bang well stay out of space.

They gathered tools and insrumentsin asilence that smoldered. When they |eft the airlock, they had
the usua trouble in seeing. Then their pupils expanded and their minds switched over to the dien gedtalt.
A raw blaze leaped forth and struck them.

Fedling hisway aft dong the lattice, Sverdlov sensed hisanger bleed away. The boy wasright—it did
no good to curse dead matter. Save your rage for those who needed it, tyrants and knaves and their
sycophants. And you might even wonder (it was horrible to think) if they wereworth it either. He stood
with ten thousand bitter suns around him; but none were Sol or Tau Ceti. O Polaris, desth’ slodedtar, are
weaslittleasdl that?

He reached the end of the framework, clipped hislifeline on, and squirted alight-diffusing fog at the
ring. Not too close, hedidn’t want it to interfere with hision siream, but it gave him three-dimensiona
illumination. He let his body float out behind while he pulled himsdf squinting-closeto the accelerator.



“Hm, yes, it' s been pitted,” he said. “Naturally it would be the negatron side which went wrong.
Protons do alot less harm, striking normal matter. Hand me that counter, will you?’

Ryerson, wordless and faceless, gave him the instrument. Sverdlov checked for radioactivity. “Not
enough to hurt,” he decided. “We won't have to replace this ring, we stopped the processin time. By
readjusting the magnetic coils we can compensate for the change in the dectric focusing field caused by
its gnawed-up shape. | hope.”

Ryerson said nothing. Good grief, thought Sverdlov, did | offend him that much? Hitherto they had
talked a bit when working outside, not real conversation but atrivia remark now and then, agrunt for
response. . . just sufficient to drown out the hissing of the gars.

“Héllo, pilot. Give me amicroamp. One-second duration.”

Sverdlov moved out of the way. Even amillionth of an ampere blast should be avoided, if it wasan
antiproton current.

Electric sparks crawled likeivy over the bones of the accelerator. Sverdlov, studying the instruments
he had planted along theion path, nodded. “What’ s the potentiometer say, Dave?’ he asked. “If it's
saying anything fit to print, | mean.”

“Standard,” snapped Ryerson.

Maybe | should apologize, though Sverdiov. And then, in ageyser: Judas, no! If he’ s that
thin-skinned, he can rot before | do.

The stars swarmed barely out of reach. Sometimes changes in the eyeball made them seem to move.
Likeflies. A million burning flies. Sverdiov swatted, unthinkingly, and snarled to himsdlf.

After awhileit occurred to him that Ryerson’s nerves must aso be rubbed pretty thin. Y ou shouldn’t
expect the kid to act absolutely sensibly. | lost my own head at the very start of this affair, thought
Sverdlov. The memory thickened histemples with blood. He began unbolting the Number One magnetic
coil asif it were an enemy to emasculate.

“Okay, gimme another microamp one-second test.”

“Try shifting Number Two afew centimetersforward,” said Ryerson.

“You crazy?’ snorted Sverdiov. Yes, | suppose we' re all a bit crazy by now. “Look, if the deflected
steamn strikes here, you' | want to bend it down like so and—"

“Never mind.” Ryerson could not be seen to move, in the bulk of hisarmor, but Sverdlov imagined
him turning away with a contemptuous shrug. It took several minutes of tinkering for the Krasnan to
redlize that the Earthling had visualized the interplay of forces correctly.

Heswdlowed. “ Y ou wereright,” he emitted.

“Wadll, let' sget it reassembled,” said Ryerson coldly.

Very good, Earth snob, sir. Sverdlov attacked the coilsfor severa more minutes. “Test blast.” Not
quite. Try another setting. “ Test blast. Repeet.” That seemed to beit. “Give meamilliamp thistime. . ..
A full amp. .. hm-m.” The current had flowed too short atime to heet the ring, but needleswavered
wildly.

“We' redill getting some deflection,” said Sverdlov. “Méatter of velocity distribution. A certain small
percentage of the particles have abnorma velocities and—" He redlized he was crouched under
Ryerson’ s hidden eyes babbling the obvious. “I’ll try diding this one awee bit more asde. Gimme that
vernier wrench. . . . So. One amp test blast, please.”

There was no further response from the instruments. Ryerson let out awhistling Sigh. “We seemto
have doneit,” he said.

We? thought Sverdiov. Well, you handed me a few tools!
Aloud: “Wewon't know for suretill full thrustisapplied.”
“Of course.” Ryerson spoke hesitantly. Sverdlov recognized the tone; it was trying to be warm.



Ryerson was over hisfit of temper.
Well, I’'m not!
“Nothing to be done about that except to try it and see, isthere?” went on the Earthling.

“And if we dtill get sgnificant deflection, drag on our suits and crawl back here—maybe adozen
times?No!”

“Why, that was how we did it before.”

“I"m getting awfully hungry,” said Sverdiov. Suddenly it flared out of him. “I’'msick of it! I'm sick of
being cooped up in my own stink, and yours, I’'m sick of the same stupid faces and the same stupid
remarks, yes, the same stars! I've had my fill! Get on back inside. I'll stay here and watch under
accderation. If anything goeswrong, Il be right on the spot to fix it.”

13 Bljt—”

Nakamuras voice crackled above the mutter of the galaxy. “What are you thinking of, Engineer
Sverdlov? Two gravitieswould pull you off the ship! And we re not maneuverable enough to rescue
you.”

“Thislifelineistested for two thousand kilos,” said the Krasnan. “It’ s tandard procedure to make
direct high-acceleration checks on the blast.”

“By automatic instruments.”

“Which we haven't got. Do you know the system isfully adjusted? Are you so surethereisn't some
smal cumulative effect, so the thing will quit on you one day when you need it the most?’

Maclaren’ stone joined in, dry and somehow remote: “Thisisa curioustime to think about that.”
“I antheengineer,” said Sverdlov iffly. “ Read the ship’sarticlesagain.”
“Well,” said Nekamura. “Well, but—"

“It would savetime,” said Ryerson. “Maybe severd days worth of time, if the coilsredly are badly
maadjusted.”

“Thanks, Dave,” sad Sverdlov clumdly.

“Waell,” said Nakamura, “you have the authority, of course. But | ask you again—"

“All | ask of you istwo gravities worth of oof for afew seconds,” interrupted Sverdlov. “When I’'m
satisfied thisring will function properly, so wewon't have to be forever making stopslikethis, I'll come
ingde”

He hooked hislegs about the framework and began resetting the instruments clamped onto it. “ Get on
back, Dave,” he said.

“Why ... I thought | would—"

“No need to.”

“But thereis! You can’t read every dia smultaneoudy, and if there’ swork to be doneyou' Il need
hdp.”

“I'll call you if | want you. Give meyour tool bet.” Sverdiov took it from reluctant hands and buckled
it around himself. “We have got a certain amount of hazard involved, Dave. If | should be unlucky, you're
the closest gpproximation to an engineer the ship will have. She can't spare both of us.”

“But why tekeany risk at dl?’

“Because I’m sick of being here! Because I’ ve got to fight back at that damned black coa or start
howling! Now get indde!”

As he watched the other blocky shape depart him, Sverdlov thought: | am actually not being too
rational, am | now? But who could expect it, a hundred light-years from the sun?

As he made ready, he puzzled over what had driven him. He felt aneed to wrestle something tangible;
and surely to balance on this skeleton of metal, under twice his normal weight, was achallenge. Beyond



that, lessimportant redly, wasthelogic of it: the reasons he had given were sound asfar asthey went,
and you could starve to death while proceeding at the pace of caution.

And below everything, he thought, was adark wish he did not understand. Li-Tsung of Krasnawould
havetold himtoliveat al cogts, sacrifice dl the others, to save himsdlf for his planet and the Fellowship.
But therewerelimits. Y ou didn’'t have to accept Dave s Cavinism—though its unmerciful God seemed
very near this dead slar—to swallow the truth that some things were more important than survival. Than
even the surviva of acause.

Maybe I’ mtrying to find out what those things are, he thought confusedly.

He crawled “up” till hisfeet were braced on a cross-member, with the terminal accelerator ring by his
right ankle but the eectroprober dia conveniently near hisfaceplate. Hisright hand gripped avernier
wrench, hisleft drew taut thelifdine. “ Stand by for blast,” he said into hisradio. “Build up to two gees
over aone-minute period, then hold it till | say cut.”

Nothing happened for awhile except the crawling of the congtellations as gyros brought the ship
around. Good boy, Seiichi! He d get some escape distance out of atest blagt, too. “ Stand by,” it said in
Sverdiov’ searphones. And hisweight came back to him, until hefelt an exultant Straining in the muscles
of shoulder and arm and leg and belly; until his heart thudded loud enough to drown out the thin crackling
talk of the stars.

The hull was above him now, agiant sphere upheld on twin derricks. Down the middle of each derrick
guttered aghostly blue light, and sparks writhed and fountained at junction points. The congtellations
shone chill through the dectric discharge.

I nefficient, thought Sverdlov. The result of reconstruction without adequate instruments. But it's
pretty. Like festival fireworks. He remembered a pyrotechnic display once, when he was smdl. His
mother had taken him. They sat on a hired catamaran and watched wonder explode softly above the
lake.

“Uh,” grunted Sverdiov. He narrowed his eyesto peer at the detector dia. There certainly wasa
sgnificant deflection yet, when whole grams of matter were being thrown out every second. It didn’t heat
up the ring much, perhapstoo little to notice; but negatrons plowed through e ectron shells, into positive
nuclei, and atoms were destroyed. Presently would come crystal deformation, fatigue, ultimate failure. He
reported his findings and added with a sense of earned boasting: “I was right. This had to be done.”

“I shall hat blast, then. Stand by.”

Weightlessness came back. Sverdlov reached out ddlicately with hiswrench, nipped acoil nut, and
loosened the bolt. He shifted the coil itsdlf backward. “I’ll have thisfixed inaminute. There! Now give
me three gees for thirty seconds, to make sure.”

“Three? Areyou certain you—"

“l am. Fire”

It cameto Sverdlov that thiswas another way a man might serve his planet: Smply by being the right
kind of man. Maybe a better way than planning the extinction of people who happened to live
somewhere dse. Oh, come off it, hetold himsdlf. Next thing you' Il be teaching a Humane League
kindergarten.

Theforce on him climbed, and hismusclesrgoicediniit.

At three gees, hefound no deflection against thering . . . or did he? He peered closer. Hisright hand,
weighted by thetool it till bore, dipped from the member on which it had been leaning. Sverdiov was
thrown off balance. He flung both armswide, ingtinctively trying not to fal. His right went between the
field coilsand into the negatron stream.

Fire spouted.

Nakamura cut the drive. Sverdiov hung free, staring by starlight at hisarm. The blast had diced it
across as cleanly asan indugtrid torch. Blood and water vapor rushed out and frozein alittle cloud, pae



among the nebulae.

There was no pain. Not yet. But his eardrums popped as pressurefell. “ Engine room!” he snapped. A
part of him stood aside and marveled at his own mind. What asurviva machine, when the need came!
“Emergency! Drop total accelerator voltage to one thousand. Give me about ten amps down the tube.
Quick!”

Hefdt no weight; such ablast didn’t exert enough push on the hull to move it gppreciably. He thrust
his arm back into theion stream. Pain did come now, but in his head, as the eardrums ruptured. One
minute more and he would have the bends. The gas of antiprotons roared without noise around the stump
of hiswrigt. Sted melted. Sverdlov prodded with a hacksaw gripped in hisleft hand, trying to seal the

Spacesuit arm shut.
He seemed far away from everything. Night ate at his brain. He asked himsalf once in wonderment:
“Was| planning to do thisto other men?’

When he thought the deeve was sedled, he withdrew it. “ Cut blast,” he whispered. “ Come and get
me.” Hisairtanks fed him oxygen, pressure climbed again insde the suit. It was good to float at the end
of alifdine, breathing. Until he began to strangle on his own blood. Then he gave up and accepted the gift
of darkness.

12

Now, about winter solstice, day was a pale glimmer, low in the south among steel-colored clouds.
Tamara had been walking since thefirst light sneaked across the ocean, and dready the sun was closeto
setting. Shewondered if spaceitsalf could be blacker than thisland. At least you saw the starsin space.
On Skulayou huddled indoors against the wind, and the sky was a blind whirl of snow.

A few dry flakes gusted as she came down off the moor to the beach. But they carried no warmth with
them, there was not going to be asnowfal tonight. The wind streaked in from a thousand kilometers of
Atlantic and icebergs. She fdlt the cold snap its teeth together around her; ahooded cloak was scant
protection. But she would not go back to the house. Not till day had drained from the world and it would
be unsafe to remain outdoors.

Shesad to hersdf, drearily: | would stay here even then, except it might harm the child, and the
old man would come looking for me. David, help me, | don’t know which would be wor se!

She knew atwisted pleasure in being so honest with hersdlf. By al the conventions, she should be
thinking only of David's unborn baby, herself no morethan itsvessel. But it wasnot redl to her . . . not
yet ... sofar it was Scknessin the mornings and bad dreams at night. The redity was Magnus Ryerson,
anima-like hairiness and ahoarse grumble at her for not doing the housework hisway and
incomprehens ble readings a oud—hisidand and his sea and his bloody damned language lessong!

Tamarafound hersdf voicing the curses. “Bloody damned English! Bloody damned English! Y ou can
take your language and you know what you can do with it!” She had heard the expression now and
then—overheard it, rather, asasmall girl peeping through doors while men talked—some of the coarser
sort used such phrases, fish ranchers or coral miners or cattle guards. She was not sure what it was
everybody knew could be done with it. Tear it into bits, probably, and fling it on the wind, into the ugly
Northern ocean.

For amoment her hands clawed together. If she could so destroy Magnus Ryerson!

Shefought for decorum. She was alady. Not atechnic, but still a professor’ s daughter; she could read
and write, she had learned to dance and play the flute, pour tea and embroider adress and converse with
learned men so they were not too bored while waiting for her father . . . the arts of graciousness. Her
father would cdl it contrasocid, to hate her husband' sfather. Thiswas her family now.

But.

Her boots picked away down the hillside, through snow and heather bushes, until she emerged on a



beach of stones. The seacame directly in here, smashing at hegped boulders with a violence that shivered
through the ground. She saw how the combers exploded where they struck. Spindrift stung her skin.
Beyond the rocks reached agray waste of galloping white-bearded waves, and the wind keening down
from the Pole. It rolled and boomed and whistled out there.

She remembered aliving greenish blue of southern waters, how they murmured up to the foot of palm
treesunder infinitdly tall skies.

She remembered David saying wryly: “My people were Northerners as far back aswe can trace
it—Picts, Norse, Scots, sailors and crofters on the Atlantic edge—that must be why so many of them
have become spacemen in the last severd generations. To get away!”

And then, touching her hair with hislips: “But I’ ve found what they were redly looking for.”

It was hard to imagine that David' s warmth and tenderness and laughter had arisen in thistomb of a
country. She had dways thought of the religion which troubled him (hefirst came to know her through
her father, professor and student had sat up many nights under Australian starswhile David groped for a
God not dl iron and hdlfire) as an dien samp, asif the legendary Other Race Out There had once
branded him. The obscurity of the sect had aided her: Christians were not uncommon, but she had
vaguely imagined a Protestant was some kind of Modem.

Now she saw that Skula s dwellers and Skula s God had come from Skulaitself, with winter seasin
their veins. David had not been struggling toward normality; he had been reshgping himself into something
which—down undernesth—Magnus Ryerson thought was not human. Suddenly, amost blindingly,
Tamararemembered afew weeks ago, one night when the old man had set her abdlad to trandate.
“Our folks have sung it for many hundreds of years,” he said—and how he had looked at her under his
heavy brows.

“ He hath taken off cross and iron helm,

He hath bound his good horseto a limb,
He hath not spoken Jesu name

Snce the Faerie Queen did first kisshim.”

Tamarastruck afist into one palm. Thewind caught her cloak and pedled it from her, so that it flapped
at her shoulderslike black wings. She pulled it back around her, shuddering.

The sunwasared diver on theworld' s rim. Darkness would come in minutes, thick enough for you to
freeze to death fumbling your way home. Tamarabegan to walk, quickly, hoping to find adecison. She
had not come out today just because the house was unendurable. But her mind had been iff, asif
rusted. She gtill didn’t know what to do.

Or rather, shethought, I do know, but haven’t saved up the courage.

When she reached the house, the air was dready so murky she could amost not make out
whitewashed walls and steep snow-streaked roof.

A few ydlow gleams of light came through cracks in the shutters. She paused at the door. To go in—!
But there was no choice. She twisted the knob and stepped through. The wind and the sea-growl came
with her.

“Closethedoor,” said Magnus, “you littlefool.”

She shut out al but a mumble and whine under the eaves, hung her cloak on apeg and faced around.
Magnus Ryerson sat in hisworn leather chair with aworn leather-bound book in hishands. Asaways,
asaways How could you tdll one day from the next in this den? The radiglobe was turned low, making
him mostly shadow, anicicle gleam of eyes and a dirty-white cataract of beard. A pest fire sputtered
forlornly, trying to warm ateakettle on the hob.



Ryerson put the book down on hislap, knocked out hisarchaic pipe (it had turned the air foul in here)
and asked roughly: “Where have you been dl day, girl?1 was about to go look for you. Y ou could turn
an ankle and die of exposure, one ontheling.”

“I didn't,” said Tamara. She exchanged her boots for zori and moved toward the kitchen.

“Wait!” said Magnus. “Will you never learn? | want my high teaat just 1630 hours. . . . Now. You
must be more careful, lass. Y ou're carrying the last of the Ryersons.”

Tamara stopped. On the downward dant of the ancient brick floor, she felt vaguely how her body
braced itsdf. More nearly she felt how her chilled skin, which had begun to tingle asit warmed, grew
numb again.

“BesdesDavid,” shesad.

“If heisdive. Do you sill believeit, after these weeks?” Magnus began scraping out his pipe. He did
not look at her.

“| don't bdieve heisdead,” she answered.

“The Lunar crew couldn’t establish tach-beam contact. Supposing heis il dive, he'll die of old age
before that ship reaches any star where men have an outpost. No, say rather he'll starve!”

“If he could repair whatever went wrong—"

The muffled surf-drums outside rolled up to a crescendo. Magnus tightened his mouth. “ That isone
way to destroy yoursdlf . . . hoping,” he said. *'Y ou must accept the worst, because there is dways more
of theworg than the best in thisuniverse.”

She glanced at the black book he called a Bible, heavy on one of the crowded shelves. “Do your holy
writingsclaim that?’ she asked. Her voice came out as a stranger’ s croak.

“Aye. Likewise the second law of thermodynamics.” Magnus knocked his pipe againgt the ashtray. It
was an unexpectedly loud noise above the wind.

“Andyou...andyou...won't even let me put up hispicture,” shewhispered.

“It'sin the dbum, with my other dead sons. I [l not have it on thewall for you to blubber at. Our part
isto take what God sends us and still hold ourselves up on both feet.”

“Do you know—" Tamara stared at him with adowly rising sense of horror. “Do you know, | cannot
remember exactly what he looked like?’

She had some obscure hope of provoking hisrage. But the shaggy-sweatered broad shoulders merely
lifted, ashrug. “ Aye, that’s common enough. Y ou’ ve the words, blond hair and blue eyes and so on, but
they make not any rea image. Well, you didn’t know him so very long, after dl.”

You aretelling me | ama foreigner, shethought. An interloper who stole what didn’t belong to
me.

“We vetimeto review alittle English grammar beforetea,” said the old man. “Y ou’ ve been terrible
with theirregular verbs.”

He put hisbook on the table—she recognized thetitle, Kipling' s poems, whoever Kipling had
been—and pointed at ashelf. “ Fetch the text and Sit down.”

Something flared in the girl. She doubled her fists. “No.”

“What? The leather face turned in search of her.

“I am not going to study any more English.”

“No—" Magnus peered asif she were a specimen from another planet. “Don’'t you fed well?’

She bit off the words, one after another. “| have better ways to spend my time than learning a dead
languege”

“Dead?’ cried the man. Shefdt hisragelift in the air between them. “The language of fifty million—"

“Fifty million ignorant provincids, on exhausted lands between bombed-out cities,” she said. “You



can't step outside the British Ides or afew pockets on the North American coast and have it understood.
Y ou can't read asingle modern author or scientist or . . . or anybodly . . . in English. | say it'sdead! A
walking corpse!”

“Y our own hushand' slanguage!” he bawled at her, hdf rising.

“Do you think he ever spoke it to anyone but you, oncehe'd . . . he'd escaped?’ she flung back. “Did
you blieve. . . if David ever returns from that ship you madehimgoon. . . and we go to Rama—did
you imagine we d spesk the language of adying race? On anew world?’

Shefdt the tears as they whipped down her face, she gulped after breath amidst terror. The old man
wastoo hairy, too huge. When he stood up, the single radiglobe and the wan firelight threw his shadow
across her and choked awhole corner of the room with it. His head bristled against the celling.

“So now your hushand' sraceisdying,” he said like agun. “Why did you marry him, if he wasthat
effete?

“Heign't!” shecdled out. The walls wobbled around her. “ Y ou are! Sitting herein your dreams of the
past, when your people ruled Earth—a past we' re well out of! David was going where. . . wherethe
futureid”

“I see” Magnus Ryerson turned half away from her. Hejammed both fistsinto his pockets, |ooked
down at the floor and rumbled his words to someone € se—not her.

“I' know. Y ou're like the others, brought up to hate the West because it was once your master. Y our
teacher. The white man owned this planet afew centuries ago. Our sinsthen will follow usfor the next
thousand years. . . till your peoplefail in their turn, and the ones you raised up take revenge for the help
they got. Wdll, I’m not going to gpologize for my ancestors. I'm proud of them. We were no more
vicious than the rest of man-kind, and we gave . . . even on the deathbed of our civilization, we gave you
thestars.”

Hisvoice rose until it roared. “ And were not dead yet! Do you think this miserable Protectorateisa
society? Itisn't! It snot even adecent barbarism. It saglorified garrison. I’ swhat’ sworshiping the
status quo and afraid to look futureward. | went to space because my people once went to sea. | gave
my sonsto space, and you' |l give yoursto space, because that’ s where the next civilization will be! And
you'll learn the history and the language of our people—your people—by God, you'll learn what it
means to be one of us!”

Hiswords rang away into emptiness. For awhile only thewind and afew tiny flames had voice. Down
on the strand, the seaworried theidand like aterrier with arat.

Tamarasad findly: “I dready know what it means. It cost me David, but | know.”
Hefaced her again, lowered his head and stared asif at an enemy.
“Y ou murdered him,” she said, not loudly. “Y ou sent him to a dead sun to die. Because you—"

“Y ou're overwrought,” he brokein with tight-held anger. “1 urged him to try just one space expedition.
And this one wasimportant. It could have meant adedl to science. He would have been proud
afterward, whatever he did for acareer, to say, ‘| wason the Cross.” ”

“And he should diefor hispride?’ shesaid. “It' sas sensdess areason asthered one. But I'll tell you
why you madehimgo.. . . and if you deny you forced him, I'll say you lie! Y ou couldn’'t stand the idea
that achild of yours had broken awvay—uwas not going to be wrenched into your image—had penetrated
this obscene farce of space exploration, covering distance for its own sake, asif there were some virtue
inalarge number of kilometers. David was going to live as nature meant himto live, on aliving soil, with
untanked air to breathe and with mountainsto walk on instead of aspinning coffin . . . and his children
would too . . . wewould have been happy! And that was what you couldn’t stand to have happen!”

Magnus grinned without humor. “Y on’salot of meaningless noise for asymbolics professor's
daughter to make,” he said. “To begin at the end, what proof have you we were meant to be happy?’

“What proof have you we were meant to jump across light-years?’ she cried. “It’ s another way of



running from yourself— no more. It' s not even apracticd thing. If the shipsjust looked for planetsto
colonize, | could understand. Bt . . . the Cross herself was aimed for three giants! Shewasdiverted to a
black clinker! And now Davidisdead . . . for what? Scientific curiosity? Y ou' re not aresearch scientit,
neither was he, and you know it. Wedth? He was't being paid more than he could earn on Earth.
Glory? Few enough people on Earth care about exploration; not many more on Rama; he, not at all.
Adventure? Y ou can have more adventure in an hour’ swalk through aforest thanin ayear ona
spaceship. | say you murdered your son because you saw him becoming sane!”

“Now that will do,” growled Magnus. He took astep toward her. “1’ ve heard enough out of you. In
my own house. And | never did hold with this new-fangled notion of |etting awoman ygp—"

“Stand back!” sheydled. “I’m not your wifel”
Hehated. Thelinesin hisface grew suddenly blurred. Heraised hisartifica hand asif against ablow.
“You'remy son’swife,” hesaid, quite gently. “You'reaRyersontoo. . . now.”

“Not if thisiswhat it means.” She had found the resolution she sought. She went to the wall and took
her cloak off itspeg. “You'll lend me your aircar for ahop to Stornoway, | trust. | will send it back on
autopilot and get transport for mysdf from there.”

“But where areyou going?’ Hisvoicewaslikeahurt child's,

“I don’'t know,” she snapped. “To some place with abearable climate. David' ssdary is payableto me
till he’ s declared dead, and then there will be apension. When I’ ve waited long enough to be sure he
won't come back, I’'m going to Rama.”

“But, lass—propriety—"
“Propriety be damned. I’ d rather have David' s child, dive.”

She dipped her boots back on, took aflashlight from the cupboard, and went out the door. As she
opened it, thewind came straight in and hit Magnus acrossthe face.
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“In the land of Chinchanchou,
Where the winds blow tender
From a sea like purple wine
Foaming to defend her,
Lives a princess beautiful
(May the gods amend her!)
Little known for virtue, but
Of most female gender.”

As he came around the gyro housing and pulled himself forward to the observation deck, David Ryerson
heard the guitar skitter through half adozen chords and Maclaren’ s voice come bouncing in itswake. He
sighed, pushed the lank yellow hair back out of his eyes, and braced himsdif.

Maclaren floated in the living section. It was amost an insult to see him somehow clean, in awhite
tunic, when each man was alowed adaily spongeful of water for such purposes. And haf rations had
only leaned the New Zedlander down, put anglesin his smooth brown countenance; he didn’t have bones
jutting up under astretched skin like Ryerson, or aflushed complexion and recurring toothache like
Nakamura. It wasn't fair!

“Oh, hullo, Dave.” Maclaren continued tickling his strings, but quietly. “How does the web progress?’

“I"'m done.”



“Hm?’

“I just clinched the last bolt and spotwel ded the last connection. There' s not athing left except to find
that germanium, make the tranastors, and adjust the units.” Ryerson hooked an arm around a stanchion
and drifted free, staring out of sunken eyestoward emptiness. “God help me,” he murmured, “what am |
going to do now?’

“Wait,” said Maclaren. “We can't do much else.” He regarded the younger man for awhile. “Frankly,
both Saiichi and | found excuses not to help you, did less out there than we might have, for precisdy that
reason. |"ve been afraid you would finish the job before we found our planet.”

Ryerson started. Redness crept into his chalky face. “Why, of all the—" Hisanger collapsed. “1 see.
All right.”

“These weeks since we escaped have been an unparaleed chance to practice my music,” remarked
Maclaren. “I’ ve even been composing. Listen.

“Intheir golden-masted ships
Princes come a-wooing

Over darkling spindrift roads
Wherethe gales are brewing.

Lusty tales have drawn them thence,
Much to their undoing.
When they seek the lady’ s hand
She gives them the—"’

“Will you stop that?” screamed Ryerson.

“Asyou like” said Maclaren mildly. He put the guitar back into its case. “I’ d be glad to teach you,” he
offered.

“No.”
“Carefor agame of chess?’
“No.”

“I wishto dl the hells1”d been more of anintellectud,” said Maclaren. “1 never was, you know. | was
aplayboy, dsoinscience. Now . . . | wish I’d brought afew hundred books with me. When | get back,
I’m going to read them.” Hissmilefaded. “I think | might begin to understand them.”

“When we get back?’ Ryerson’ sthin frame doubled in mid-air asif for alegp. “ If we get back, you
mean!”

Nakamuraentered. He had asheaf of scribbled papersin one hand. His face was carefully blank. “I
have completed the caculations on our latest data,” he said.

Ryerson shuddered. “What have you found?’ he cried. “For God' s sake, what have you found?’

“Negative”

“Lord God of Isradl,” groaned Ryerson. “Negative again.”

“That pretty well coversthisorbit, then,” said Maclaren camly. “I’ ve got the e ements of the next one
computed—somewhere.” He went out among the instruments.

A musclein Ryerson’s cheek began to jump of itself. Helooked a Nakamurafor along time. “1sn't
there anything else we can do?’ he asked. “ The telescopes, the— Do we just haveto sit?”

“Wearecircling adead sun,” the pilot reminded him. “We only have arlight to see by. A very
powerful instrument might photograph a planet, but not our telescopes. Not at any distance greater than
we could find them gravitationdly. S-ss0.”



“We could make abig telescopel” exclaimed Ryerson. “We have glass, and . . . and silver and—"

“I’vethought of that.” Maclaren’ s tones drifted back from the observation section. “Y ou’re welcome
to amuse yoursdlf with it, but we' d starve long before asuitable mirror could be ground with the
equipment here”

“But—Maclaren, spaceis o big! We could hunt for amillion years and never find a planet if we can't
... can't seethem!”

“WEe re not working quite at random.” Maclaren regppeared with amagnetic tape. “ Perhgps you' ve
forgotten the principle on which we are searching. We establish ourselvesin an orbit about the star,
follow it for awhile, check our position repeatedly, and compute whether the path has been significantly
perturbed. If it has been, that’s due to a planet somewhere, and we can do a Leverrier to find that planet.
If not—if we're too far away—we quarter to another arc of the same path and try again. Having
exhausted awhole circumference thus, we move outward and try abigger circle”

“Shut up!” rasped Ryerson. “I know it! I’'m not a schoolboy, damn you! But we' re guessing!”

“Not quite,” said Maclaren. “Y ou were occupied with the web when | worked out the secondary
principle. . . yes, cometo think of it, you never did ask me before. Let me explain. Y ou see, by
extrgpolating from data on known stellar types, | know gpproximately whet this star waslikeinits pamy
days. From that, planetary-formation theory gives me the scae of its one-time system. For instance, its
planets must have been more or lessin the equatoria plane; such quantities as mass, angular momentum,
and magnetic fidd determine the Bool€e' s Law congtants; to the extent that al thisisknown, | can draw
an orbital map.

“Wall, then the star went supernova. Its closer planets were whiffed into gas. The outermost giants
would have survived, though badly damaged. But the semimgjor axes of their orbits were so
tremendous—theoreticaly, planets could have formed as much as alight-year from this star—that any
small percentage of error in the data makes my result uncertain by Astronomical Units. Another factor:
the explosion filled this space with gas. WE re actudly ingde a nonluminous nebula. That would shorten
the orbits of the remaining planets; in the course of millions of yearsthey’ ve spiraled far inward. In one
way that hel ps us: we' ve an areato search which is not hopelessy huge. But on the other hand, just how
long hasit been since the accident? What' sthe density distribution of the nebula now, and what wasit
back then? I’ ve taken some readings and made some estimates. All very crude, but—" Maclaren
shrugged— “what else can we do? The successive orbits we have been trying are, more or less, those |
have caculated for the surviving planets as of today. And, of course, intermediate radii to make sure that
we will be measurably perturbed no matter where those planets actudly are. It'samatter of getting close
enough to one of them.”

“If our food lagts,” groaned Ryerson. “ And we have to eat while we finish the web, too. Don't forget
thet.”

“WE re going to have to reorganize our schedules,” said Maclaren thoughtfully. *Hitherto we ve found
things to keep us occupied. Now we must wait, and not go crazy waiting.” He grinned. “1 hereby declare
the Southern Cross dirty-limerick contest open and offer aprize of—"

“Yes” sad Ryerson. “Great sport. Fun and games, with Chang Sverdlov’ sfrozen corpse listening
in! m

Silence clapped down. They heard the air mumblein the ventilators.

“What else can we do with our poor friend?’ asked Nakamura softly. “ Send him on atest rocket into
the black sun? He deserved better of us. Yes-s-s? Let his own people bury him.”

“Bury acopy of him!” shrieked Ryerson. “Of dl the sensdess—’

“Please,” said Nakamura. Hetried to smile. “After dl . . . itisno troubleto us, and it will comfort his
friends & home, maybe yes? After dl, speaking in terms of atoms, we do not wish to send ourselves
back either. Only copies.” Helaughed.



“Will you stop that giggling!”
“Please.” Nakamura pushed himsdlf away, lifting astonished hands. “Please, if | have offended you, |
am so sorry.”

“So sorry! So sorry! Get out of here! Get out, both of you! I’ ve seen more of you than | can stand!”

Nakamura started to leave, till bobbing his head, smiling and hissing in the shaftway. Maclaren
launched himsdlf between the other two. He snapped ahand onto either wrist.

“That will do!” They grew suddenly aware, it was shocking, how the eyesturned green in hisdark
hooked face. Hiswordsfdl like axes. “ Dave, you' re ababy, screaming for mother to come change you.
Sdiichi, you think it's enough to make polite noises at the rest of the world. If you ever want to see
sunlight again, you'll both have to mend your ideas.” He shook them alittle. “ Dave, you'll keep yourself
clean. Saiichi, you'll dressfor dinner and talk with us. Both of you will stop feding sorry for yoursalves
and start working to survive. And the next step isto become civilized again. We haven't got the size or
the time or the force to beat that star: nothing but manhood. Now go off and start practicing how to be
men!”

They said nothing, merely stared at him for afew moments and then departed in opposite directions.
Maclaren found himsdlf gazing Supidly at hisguitar case. I’ d better put that away till it’s requested, he
thought. If ever. | didn’t stop to think, my own habits might possibly be hard to live with.

After along time: Seems I’ m the new captain, in fact if not in name. But how did it happen?
What have | done, what have | got? Presently, with aninward twidting: It must be I’ ve lessto lose. |
can be more objective because I’ ve no wife, no children, no cause, no God. It’s easy for a hollow
man to remain calm.

He covered hiseyes, asif to deny he floated among amillion unpitying stars. But he couldn’t hunch up
that way for long. Someone might come back, and the captain mustn’t be seen afraid.

Not afraid of death. Of life.
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From aview turret on the observation deck, the planet |ooked eexily likeits parent star which had
murdered it. Ryerson crouched in darkness, staring out to darkness. Againgt strewn constellationslay a
gigantic black outline with wan stresks and edgings of gray. As he watched, Ryerson saw it march across
the Milky Way and out of sight. But it was the Cross which moved, he thought, circling her hopein fear.

| stand on Mount Nebo, he thought, and down there is my Promised Land.

I rrationa ly—but the months had made the crew odd, silent introverts, Trappists because meaningful
conversation was too rare and precious to spill without due heed—he reached into his breast pocket. He
took forth Tamard s picture and held it close to him. Sometimes he woke up breathing the fragrance of
her hair. Have a look, hetold her. We found it. In a heathen adoration: You are my luck, Tamara. You
found it.

Asthe black planet came back into sight, monstroudy swallowing suns (it was a bare thousand
kilometers away), Ryerson turned hiswife' simage outward so she could see what they had gained.

“Areyou there, Dave?’

Maclaren’ svoice came from around the cylinder of the living section. It had grown much lower inthis
time of search. Often you could scarcely hear Maclaren when he spoke. And the New Zea ander, once
in the best condition of them dl, had lately gotten thinner than the other two, until his eyes stared from
caves. But then, thought Ryerson, each man aboard had had to come to terms with himself, one way or
another, and there had been aprice. In hisown case, he had paid with youth.

“Coming.” Ryerson pulled himsalf around the deck, between the instruments. Maclaren was at hislittle
desk, with aclipboard full of scrawled paper in one hand. Nakamurahad just joined him. The Saraian



had gone wholly behind a mask, more and more a polite unobtrusive robot. Ryerson wondered whether
serenity now lay within the man, or the londiest circle of hell, or both.

“I’ve got the data pretty well processed,” said Maclaren.

Ryerson and Nakamurawaited. The ship had seen curioudly little exultation when the planet findly
reveded itsdlf. |1, thought Ryerson, have become a plodder. Nothing is quite real out here—thereis
only a succession of motions, in my body and my brain—but | can celebrate no victory, because
there is none, until the final and sole victory: Tamara.

But | wonder why Terangi and Seiichi didn’t cheer?

Maclaren ruffled through his papers. “It has asmaller mass and radius than Earth,” he said, “but a
consderably higher dengity suggesting it’s mostly nicke-iron. No satellite, of course. And, though the
surface gravity isabit more than Earth’s, no atmosphere. Seemsto be barerock . . . or meta, | imagine.
Solid, anyhow.”

“How large wasit once?’ murmured Nakamura.

Maclaren shrugged. “ That would be pure guesswork,” he said. “1 don’t know which planet of the
origind system thisis. One or two of the survivors may have crashed on the sun by now, you see. My
personal guess, though, isthat it wasthe 61 Cygni C type—more massive than Jupiter, though of less
bulk because of core degeneracy. It had an extremely big orbit. Even o, the supernovaboiled away its
hydrogen and probably some of the heavier eementstoo. But that took time, and the planet till had this
much mass left when the star decayed into awhite dwarf. Of course, with the pressure of the outer layers
removed, the core reverted to norma density, which must have been a pretty spectacular catastrophein
itself. Since then, the resdua stellar gases have been making the planet spird dowly inward, for hundreds
of megayears. And now—"

“Now wefound it,” said Ryerson. “With three weeks food supply to spare.”
“And the germanium il to get,” said Maclaren.

Nakamuradrew a bregth. His eyes went to the deck “beneath” hisfeet. Far aft was astorage
compartment which had been |eft open to the bitterness of space; and a dead man, lashed to a stanchion.

“Had there been four of us,” he said, “we would have consumed our supplies aready and be starving.
| am most humbly grateful to Engineer Sverdiov.”

Maclaren’ stonewas dry. “Hedidn’t diefor that reason.”
“No. But has he given usless, merely because it was an accident?”’

They floated awhilein stillness. Then Maclaren shook himself and said: “We rewadting time. Thisship
was never intended to land on aplanet. Since |’ ve dready informed you any world we found might very
likely use vacuum for sky, and you didn’t object, | assume the aircraft can make alanding.”

Nakamura crossed hislegs and rested impassively, hands folded on hislap. “How familiar are you
with the standard exploratory technique? heinquired.

“Not very,” confessed Maclaren. “| gather that aircraft are preferred for reasons of mass economy.”

“And 4till more for maneuverability. A nuclear-powered vessdl, using wings and turbojets, can rise high
into an atmaosphere, above the worst air resistance, without having to expend the reaction mass of a
rocket. Likewiseit can land more easily and safely in thefirst place. The arcraft which we carry,
dismantled, areintended to leave their orbiting mother ship with ashort jet burst, dip into the atmosphere
of anew planet, and descend. The returnis more difficult, of course, but they get into the stratosphere
before applying the non-ionic rocket drive. Thisin turn takes them into space proper, wheretheir ion
acclerators will work. Naturdly, the cabins being sealed, any kind of atmosphere will serve them.

“Now, thisisfor exploration purposes. But these auxiliary craft are aso cagpable of landing on rockets
aone. When the time has come to establish abeam-relay station, some airless, lifeless satdllite is chosen,
to avoid the necessity of quarantine. The craft shuttle back and forth, carrying the ship’s dismantled
transceiver. Thisisreassembled on the surface. Thereby the satdllite’' s own mass becomes availableto



the matter bank, and any amount of materia can be reconstructed according to the signas from the home
gation. Thefirst things sent through are usudly the parts for amuch larger transceiver station, which can
handle many tons of massat atime.”

“Wdll, good,” said Maclaren. “That was more or lesswhat | thought. Let’ sland and—oh, oh.”
Ryerson felt asmile tugging hislips, though it was not ahappy one. “Y ou see?’ he murmured.

Maclaren regarded him closdly. *Y ou don’t seem too discouraged,” he said. Y ou must know an
answer.”

Ryerson nodded. “I’ ve dready spoken with Salichi about it, while you were busy determining the
exact characterigtics of the planet. It' s not going to be fun, but— Wdll, let him tell you.”

Maclaren said dowly: “1 had hoped, it was at least possible, that any planet we found would have a
surviving satdlite, smal enough to land the whole ship on, or lay dongside if you want to consider it that
way. It would have been the best thing for us. But I’ m sure now that this lump has no companion of any
kind. Sowe Il haveto get our germanium down there.”

“Which we could also have done, had we had the good luck to locate the planet sooner,” Nakamura
told him. “We can take the aircraft down to the surface, yes. But we would have to transship dl the
mining and separating equi pment, establish aworking space and an airdome— It istoo much work for
three men to do before our three weeks of supplies are eaten up; and then the actua mining would
reman.”

Maclaren nodded. “I should have thought of thismysdlf,” he said. “1 wonder how sane and sensible
we are—how can we measure rationdity, when we are al the human race we know for tens of
light-years?—Well. | didn’t think and you didn’t talk. Nevertheless, | gather there' saway out of our
dilemma”

“Yes” replied the pilot. “ A riskful way, but any other isacertain death. We can take the ship down,
and use her for our ready-made workshop and airdome.”

“The Cross? But—well, of course the gravitation hereisno problem to her, nor the magnetism now
that the driveis shidlded . . . but we can’'t make atail landing, we d crumple the web, and— hell’s
clanging bells, she can't land! She' snot designed for it! Not maneuverable enough, why, it takes haf an
hour just to swing her clear around on gyros.”

Nakamurasaid camly, “I have made ca culations for some time now, preparing for this eventudity.
There was nothing we could do before knowing what we would actually find, but | do have some plans
drawn up. We have six knocked-down auxiliary craft. Y es? It will not take long to assemble their
non-ionic rocket drives, which are very smple devices, clamp these to the outside hull, and run their
control systems through the ship’s console. | think if we work hard we can have it assembled, tested, and
functioning in two or three days. Each pair of rockets should be so mounted as to form a couple which
will rotate the ship around one of the three orthogona space axes. No? Thus the spaceship will become
most highly responsiveto piloting. Furthermore, we shdl cut up the aircraft hulls, aswell aswhatever dse
we may need and can sparefor this purpose, such asinterior fittings. From this, we shdl construct a
tripod enclosing and protecting the stern assembly. 1t will be clumsy and unbaanced, of course—but |
trust my poor maneuverings can compensate for that—and it will be comparatively weak—but with the
help of radar and our powerful ion-blast, the ship can be landed quite gently.”

“Hm-m.” Maclaren rubbed his chin. His eyesflickered between the other two faces. “It shouldn’t be
hard to fix those rocket motorsin place, asyou say. But atripod more than a hundred meterslong, for a
thing as massve asthis ship—I don't know. If nothing else, how about the servosfor it?’

“Please.” Nakamurawaved hiswords asde. “| redlize we have not time to do this properly. My plan
does not envison anything with sdf-adjusting legs. A smple, rigid structure must suffice. We can usethe
radar to select anearly level landing place.”

“All places are, down there,” said Maclaren. “ That iron was boiling once, and nothing has weathered it
since. Of course, there are doubtless minor irregularities, which would topple us on our tripod—with a



thousand tons of massto hit the ground!”

Nakamuras eyes drooped. “It will be necessary for meto react quickly,” he said. “ That isthe risk we
take.”

When the ship was prepared, they met once on the observation deck, to put on their spacesuits. The
hull might be cracked in landing. Maclaren and Ryerson would be down at the engine controls,
Nakamurain the pilot’ sturret, strgpped into accel eration harnesses with only their hands I eft free.

Nakamuras gaze sought Maclaren’s. “We may not meet again,” he said.

“Possble” said Maclaren.

The small, compact body held steady, but Nakamura s face thawed. He had suddenly, after thelong
time which was gone, taken on an expression; and it was gentle.

“Sincethismay be my last chance,” he said, “1 would like to thank you.”

“Whatever for?’

“I am not afraid any more.”

“Don't thank me,” said Maclaren, embarrassed. “ Something like that, achap does for himself, y’
know.”

“Y ou earned methetimefor it, at least.” Nakamura made aweightless bow. “ Sensai, give meyour
blessing.”

Maclaren said, with adegree of bewilderment: “Look here, everybody e se has had more sKill,
contributed more, than I. I’ ve told you a few things about the star and the planet, but you—Dave, at
least—could have figured it out with dightly more difficulty. I’ d never have known how to reconstruct a
drive or aweb, though; and I’ d never be able to land this ship.”

“| was not spesking of materia surviva,” said Nakamura. A smile played over hismouth. “ Stll, do
you remember how disorganized and noisy we were a first, and how we have grown so quiet snce and
work together so wdl? 1t isyour doing. The highest interhuman art isto makeit possible for othersto
use their arts” Then, serioudy: “The next stage of achievement, though, lieswithin aman. Y ou have
taught me. Knowingly or not, Terangi-san, you have taught me. | would give much to be sureyou will. . .
have the chance. . . to teach yourself.’

Ryerson appeared from the lockers. “Herethey are,” he said. “ Tin suitsfor everybody.”

Maclaren donned his armor and went aft. | wonder how much Seiichi knows. Does he know that
I’ ve stopped making a fuss about things, that | didn’t exult when we found this planet, not from
stoicism but merely because | have been afraid to hope?

| wouldn’t even know what to hope for. All this struggle, just to get back to Earth and resume
having fun? No, that’ s too grotesque.

“We should have issued the day’ s chow before going down,” said Ryerson. “Might not be in any
shapeto et it at the other end.”

“Who' s got an appetite under present circumstances?” said Maclaren. * So postponing dinner isone
way of stretching out the rations afew more hours.”

“Seventeen days worth, now.”
“We can keep going, foodless, for awhile longer.”

“WEel haveto,” said Ryerson. He wet hislips. “Wewon't mine our metal, and gasify it, and separate
out thefractiona percent of germanium, and make those trans stors, and tune the circuits, in any
Seventeen days.”

Maclaren grimaced. “ Starvation, or the canned willy we' ve been afflicted with. Frankly, | don’t expect
much difference”

Hadtily, he grinned at Ryerson, so the boy would know it for ajest. Grumbling was not alowed any



more; they didn’t dare. And the positive Side of conversation, the dreaming aoud of “when we get
home,” had long since worn thin. Dinner-table conversation had been aritua they needed for awhile, but
in asense they had outgrown it. Now aman was driven into his own soul. And that’s what Seiichi
meant, thought Maclaren. Only, | haven’t found anything in myself. Or, no. | have. But | don’t
know what. It stoo dark to see.

He strgpped himself in and began checking instruments.

“Rilot to engine room. Read off!”

“Engine room to pilot. Plus voltage clear. Minus voltage clear. Mercury flow standard . . .”
The ship cametollife.

And she moved down. Her blast dowed her in orbit, she spirded, afeatureess planet of black steel
caled her to itsdlf. The path was cautious.

There must be dlowance for rotation; there must not be too quick a change of velocity, lest the
ponderous sphere go wobbling out of control. Again and again the auxiliary motors blasted, spinning her,
guiding her. Theion-drive was not loud, but the rockets roared on the hull like hammers.

And down. And down.

Only afterward, reconstructing confused memories, did Maclaren know what had happened; and he
was never dtogether sure. The Cross backed onto an iron plain. Her tripod touched, on one foot, on
two. The surface was not level. She began to topple. Nakamurallifted her with a skill that blended main
drive and auxiliariesinto asingle smooth surge—such skill asan utterly relaxed man could achieve,
responding to the immense shifting forces as a part thereof. He rose afew hundred meters, changed
position relative to the ground, and tried anew. The tripod struck on two points once more. The ship
toppled again. Thethird leg went off asmall bluff, no more than acongeded ripplein theiron. It hit
ground hard enough to buckle.

Nakamuraraised ship bardly intime. For an instant he poised in the Sky on asingleleg of flame,
keeping his balance with snorts of rocket thrust. The bottom of the Cross stern assembly was not many
meters above ground.

Suddenly hekilled theion drive. Even asthe ship fell, he spun her clear around on the rotator jets.
The Cross struck nosefirst. The pilot’ sturret smashed, the bow caved in, automatic bulkheads dammed
shut to save the air that whistled out. That was agreat mass, and it struck hard. The sphere was crushed
flat for meters aft of the bow. With her drive and her unharmed transceiver web aimed at the sky, the
ship rested like Columbus' egg.

And the gars glittered down upon her.

Later Maclaren wondered: Nakamuramight well have decided days beforehand that he would
probably never be ableto land any other way. Or he might have considered that hisrationswould last
two men an extraweek. Or perhaps, smply, he found his dark bride.

15

The planet spun quickly about its axis, in less than ten hours. There went never aday acrossitsiron
plains, but hunger and the stars counted time. There was no wind, no rain, no sea, but aman’sradio
hissed with the thin dry talk of the Sars.

When he stood at the pit’ s edge and looked upward, Maclaren saw the sky sharp and black and of an
absolute cold. It had a somehow three-dimensiona effect; theory said those crowding suns, blue-white or
frosty gold or pale heatlessred, were dike a opticd infinity, but the mind sensed remoteness beyond
remoteness, and whimpered. Nor was the ground underfoot a comfort, for it was almost as dark, Starlit
vision reached afew meters and was gulped down. A chopped-off Milky Way and arising congtellation
(the one Maclaren had privately named Risus, the Sneer) told him that a horizon existed, but hisanimal



inginctsdid not bdieveit.

He sighed, dapped aglarefilter across hisface-plate, and began cutting. The atomic hydrogen torch
was lurid to look upon, but it jostled the stars out of his eyes. He cut rapidly, ten-kilo dabswhich he
kicked down into the pit so they wouldn't fuse tight again. The holeitsaf had originaly been blasted, but
the Cross didn’t carry enough explosive for him to mine dl hisore that way.

Ore, hereflected, was ajoke. How would two men on foot prospect a sterilized world sealed into
vacuum a hundred billion years ago? And there would have been little point in it. This planet had boiled
once, at least on the surface; the metadlic core itself had been heated and churned, quite probably to
melting, when crushed atoms expanded to norma dimensions. The entire globe must be nearly uniform,
oneadloy lump. You took any piece, crushed it, gasfied it, ionized it, put it through the e ectromagnetic
isotope separator, and drew forth as much (or, rather, as minutely little) germanium as any other piece
would have given you. From the known rate of extraction by such methods you could calculate when you
would have four kilograms. The date lay weeks away.

Maclaren finished cutting, shut off historch and hung it on its generator, and climbed into the bucket of
the crane at the pit’ s edge. His flashbeam threw puddles of light on itswalls as he was lowered. At the
bottom he moved painfully about, loaded the bucket, and rode back to the surface. A small dectric truck
waited. He spilled the bucket into its box. And then it wasto do again, and still again, until he had afull
load.

Thank God and her dead designers, the Cross waswell equipped for work on airless surfaces, she
carried machinesto dig and build and transport. But, of course, she had to. It was her main purpose, to
establish anew transceiver station on anew moon; everything el se could then come straight from the
Solar System.

It had been her purpose.
Before heaven, it wasyet.

Maclaren climbed wesarily onto the truck seet. He and his spacesuit had afourth again their
Earth-weight here. His headlights picked out aline of paint leading toward the ship. It had been
necessary to blast the pit some distance away, for fear of what ground vibrations might do to the web or
the isotope separator. But then atrail had to be blazed, for nature had given no landmarksfor guide; this
ground was as bare as a skulll.

Exigencewaslike lead in Maclaren’ s bones.

After awhile he made out the Craoss, aflattened sphere crowned with a skeleton and the Orion
nebula. It was no fun having everything upside down within her; awhole day had gone merely to reingal
the essentiad items. Well, Saiichi, you did what seemed best, and your broken body lies honored with
Chang Sverdlov’s, on thewide plains of iron.

Floodlights glared under the ship. Ryerson was finishing the previous load, reducing stone to pebbles
and thence to dust. Good timing. Maclaren hated histruck and climbed down. Ryerson turned toward
him. The undiffused glow reached through hisfaceplate and picked a sunken, bearded face out of night,
little more than nose and cheekbone and bristling jaw. In his unhuman armor, beneath that cavernous sky,
he might have been atroll. Or | might, thought Maclaren. Humanity is far from us. We have stopped
bathing, shaving, dressing, cooking . . . pretending; we work till our brains go blank, and then
work some more, and crawl up the ladder into the ship for a few hours uneasy sleep, and are
awakened by the clock, and fool our shriveled bellies with a liter of tea, and put a lump of food in
our mouths and go out. For our time has grown thin.

“Hello, Nibelung,” said Ryerson.
Maclaren started. “ Are you getting to be atel epath?’

“It' spossible,” said Ryerson. His voice had become a harsh whisper. His glance searched darkness.
“Anything ispossible here”



“ After we put thisload through,” said Maclaren, evading the other thought, “we d better move the dag
out of the ship. That ninety-nine-plus percent of material we don't use pilesup fast.”

“M-hm.” Ryerson clumped heavily to the truck and began unloading. “ And then out once more, cutting
and loading and grinding and—merciful God, but I'm tired! Do you redlly imagine we can kegp on doing
heavy manua work likethis, after the last food has been eaten?’

“WEll haveto,” said Maclaren. “ And of course, thereisaways—" He picked up arock. Dizziness
whirled through him. He dropped the stone and sank to his knees on the ground.

“Terangi!” Ryerson’ s voice seemed to come from some Delphic deep, through midts. “Terangi, what's
wrong?’

“Nothing,” mumbled Maclaren. He pushed at his companion’sgroping arms. “Leal mebe. . . dl right
inaminute. . . .” Herelaxed againg the stiflhess of armor and let hisweakness go through him in tides.

After awhile some strength returned. He looked up. Ryerson was feeding the last rocksinto the
crusher. The machine ate them with agrowl that Maclaren felt through the planet and his body. It
vibrated his teeth together.

“I'msorry, Dave,” hesad.

“No harm. Y ou should go up and bunk for awhile.”

“Just aspell. Maybe we shouldn’t have cut our rations as short as we have.”

“Y ou do seem to’' ve been losing weight even faster than me,” said Ryerson. “Maybe you ought to have
an extraration.”

“Nah. It's metabolic inefficiency, brought on by well-spent years of wine, women, and off-key song.”

Ryerson sat down beside him. “I’'m abit short of breath mysdlf. Let’ s both take a break while the stuff
goesthrough the crusher.”

“Wel,” said Maclaren, “if your tailbone insulators can stand it, | suppose mine can.”

They remained in dlence for awhile. The machine rumbled in their flesh and the stars muttered in their
heads.

“How long do you think it will take to prepare the web?’ asked Maclaren. “1 mean, what' syour latest
esimate?’

“Hitherto I’ ve underestimated the time for everything,” said Ryerson. “Now, | smply don’t know.
Firgt we' Il haveto get our germanium. Then, to makethe units. . . | don't know. Two weeks, threg?
And then, once the circuits are functioning, they’ Il have to be tuned. Mostly by guesswork, sincel don't
redlly know the critical constants. That will take x time, depending on how lucky we are.”

“WEe'll open the last packet of food soon,” said Maclaren. Initsef it was atotally ussless reminder, but
it was leading up to something they had both avoided.
Ryerson continued to squirm: “They say tobacco hepskill appetite.”

“It does,” said Maclaren, “but | smoked the last butts amonth ago. I’ ve actualy lost the addiction.
Though of course I'll happily rebuild same the moment we strike Earth.’

“When we comehome. ..” Ryerson’svoice drifted off likeamurmur in deep. “We haven't talked
about our plansfor along time.”

“It got to be too predictable, what every man would say.”

“Yes. Butisit now? | mean, do you still want to take that sailboat cruise around Earth, with . . . er . ..
afemae crew and acargo of champagne?’

“I don't know,” said Maclaren, faintly surprised to redizeit. “1 hadn’t thought. . . . Do you remember
once in space, we talked about our respective sailing experiences, and you told me the seais the most
inhuman thing on our planet?’

“Mm-m-m—yes. Of course, my seawas the North Atlantic. Y ou might have had different
impressons.”



“I did. Still, Dave, it has stuck in my mind, and | see now you areright. Any oceanis, istoo—big, old,
blind for us—too beautiful.” He sought the billion suns of the Milky Way. “ Even thisblack ocean we're
wrecked in.”

“That'sodd,” said Ryerson. | thought it was your influence making me think more and more of the
seaasa—not afriend, | suppose. But hope and life and, oh, I don’t know. | only know I'd like to take
that cruisewith you.”

“By dl means,” said Maclaren. “I didn’'t mean I’ d become afraid of the water, merely that I’ ve looked
alittle deeper into it. Maybe into everything. Hard to tell, but I’ ve had afegling now and then, out here,
of what Sdiichi usedto call insight.”

“One does |earn something in space,” agreed Ryerson. “| began to, myself, once I’ d decided that God

hadn’t cast me out here and God was't going to bring me back; it wasn't His part— Oh, about that
cruise. I'd want to take my wife, but she’ d understand about your, uh, companions.”

“Surely,” said Maclaren. “I" d expect that. Y ou’ ve told me so much about her, | fed like afamily
friend.” | fedl asif | loved her.

“Come around and be avuncular when we' ve settled—Damn, | forgot the quarantine. Well, come see
our home on Ramain thirty yeard”

Maclaren: No, no, | am being foolish. The sky has crushed me back toward child. Because she
has gallant eyes and hair like a dark flower, it does not mean she is the one possible woman to
fulfill that need | have tried for most of my life to drown out. It is only that she is the first woman
since my mother’ s death whom | realize is a human being.

And for that, Tamara, | have been dlipping three-fourths of my ration back into the common
share, so your man may innocently take half of that for his. It islittle enough I can do, to repay
what you who | never saw gave to me.

“Terangi! You'redl right, aren’t you?’
“Oh. Oh, yes, of course.” Maclaren blinked at the other armored shape, shadowy beside him. “Sorry,
old chap. My mind wandered off on some or other daisy-plucking expedition.”

“It' san odd thing,” said Ryerson. “I find mysdf thinking more and more frivoloudy. Likethis cruise of
yours, for ingance. | redly meanto join you, if you stay willing, and we' Il take that champagne dong and
stop at every sunny idand and loaf about and have ahell of agood time. | wouldn't have expected this. .
. what has happened . . . to change mein that direction. Would you?’

“Why, no,” said Maclaren. “Uh, | thought in fact you—"

“I know. Because God seemed to be scourging me, | believed the whole creation must lie under His
wrath. And yet, well, | have been on the other side of Doomsday. Here, in nightmare land. And
somehow, oh, | don’t know, but the same God who kindled that nova saw equally fitto . . . to make
wine for the wedding at Cana. ”

Maclaren wondered if the boy would regret so much self-revelaion later. Perhaps not if it had been
mutua. Hence he answered with care, “Oddly enough, or maybe not so oddly, my thinking has drifted in
the opposite direction. | could never see any real reason to stay dive, except that it was more fun than
being dead. Now | couldn’t begin to list dl the reasons. To raise kidsinto the world, and learn something
about the universe, and not compromise with some crowned bastard’ sversion of justice, and ... I'm
afraid I'm not aconvert or anything. | till see the same blind cosmaos governed by the same blind laws.
But suddenly it matters. It mattersterribly, and means something. What, | haven't figured out yet. |
probably never will. But | have areason for living, or for dying if need be. Maybe that’ sthe whole
purpose of life: purposeitsalf. | can’'t say. But | expect to enjoy theworld alot more.”

Ryerson said in athoughtful tone: “1 believe we' ve learned to takelife serioudy. Both of us”

The grinder chuted itslast dust into the receptacle. The gasifier was inboard; and the cold, not far from
absolute zero, was penetrating the suit insulators. Ryerson got up. Shadows lapped his feet. “Of course,”



he said, his voice suddenly cracked, “that doesn’'t help usagreat ded if we starve to death out here.”

Maclaren rose with him. The floodlamps ridged both their faces againgt the huge hollow dark.
Maclaren caught Ryerson’ s eyes with his own. For amoment they struggled, not moving under the
congtellations, and sweat sprang out upon Ryerson’ s forehead.

“Youredize” said Maclaren, “that we actualy can eat for quiteawhilelonger. I'd say, at aguess,
two more months.”

“No,” whispered Ryerson. “No, | won't.”
“Youwill,” Madarentold him.

He stood there another minute, to make certain of hisvictory, which he meant asagift to Tamara
Then heturned on his hed and walked over to the machine. “Comeon,” he said, “let’ s get to work.”
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Maclaren woke up of himsdlf. At first he did not remember where he was. He had been in some place of
trees, where water flashed bright beneath a hill. Someone had been with him, but her name and face
would not come back. A warmth lingered on hislips.

He blinked &t the table fastened to the celling. He was lying on a mattress—

Y es. The Southern Cross, achilly knowledge. But why had he wakened early? Sleep wasthe last
hiding place left to him and Dave. They stood watch and watch at the web controls, and came back to
their upside-down bunkroom and ate deep. Life had shrunken to that.

Maclaren yawned and rolled over. The dlarm clock caught his eye. Had the stupid thing stopped? He
looked at the second hand for awhile, decided that it wasindeed moving. But then he had dept
for—holy shark-toothed sea gods—for thirteen hours!

He sat up with agasp. Bloodlessness went through his head. He clung to his blankets and waited for
strength to come back. How long atime had it been, while his tissues consumed themselvesfor lack of al
other nourishment? He had stopped counting hours. But the ribs and joints stuck out on him so he had
sometimes listened for arattle when he walked. Had it been amonth? At least it was atime spent
inboard, with little physical exertion; that fact done had kept him dive.

Sowly, likeasdck creature, he climbed to hisfeet. If Dave hadn’t called him, Dave might have passed
out, or died, or proven to have been only a starving man’swhim. With a host of furious fancies
—Meaclaren shambled acrossto the shaftway. The transceiver rooms were &ft of the gyros; they had
been meant to be “down” with respect to the observation deck during acceleration and now they were
above him. Fortunately, the ship had been designed in the knowledge she would be in free fal most of
her life. Maclaren gripped arung with both hands. | could use a little free fall, he reflected through the
dizziness. He put one foot on the next rung, used that leg and both handsto pull the next foot up besideit;
now, repeat; once more; one for Father and one for Mother and one for Nurse and one for the cat and
S0 it goes until herewe are, shaking with exhaustion.

Ryerson szt at the control pandl outside the receiving and transmitting chambers. It had been necessary
to spotweld achair, with attached |adder, to the wall and, of course, learn how to operate an
upside-down control pandl. The face that turned toward Maclaren was bleached and hairy and caved-in;
but the voice seemed dmost cheerful: “So you' re awake.”

“Thedarmdidn’'t cal me,” said Maclaren. He panted for air. “Why didn’t you come rouse me?’
“Because | turned off thedarm in thefirst place.”
“Huh?’ Maclaren sat down on what had been the celling and stared upward.

“You'll fall gpart if you don’'t get morerest,” said Ryerson. “Y ou’ ve been in worse shape than mefor
weeks, even before. . . thefood gave out. | can Sit here and twiddle knobs without having to break off
every eight hours”



“Wel, maybe.” Maclaren felt too tired to argue.

“Any luck?" he asked after awhile.

“Not yet. I'm trying anew sequence. Don’t worry, we' re bound to hit resonance soon.”

Maclaren consdered the problem for awhile. Lately his mind seemed to have lost as much ability to
hold things as hisfingers. Painfully, he reconstructed the theory and practice of mattercasting. Everything
followed with smplelogic from the fact that it was possbleat all.

Each tachyonic transceiver identified itsdf by a“carrier” pattern, of which the mattercasting sgnal was
aset of modulations. The process only took placeif contact had been established, that is, if the
transmitter was emitting the carrier pattern of afunctioning recelver. The’ cagter itsef, by the very act of
scanning, generated the code which governed recreation of the object transmitted. But first the’ caster
must be tuned in on the desired receiving station.

The manud aboard ship gave the identifying pattern of every established transceiver: but, naturaly,
gaveit interms of the standardized and tested web origindly built into the vessdl. Thus, to reach Sal, the
book said, blend your code with that for Rashid's Star, the nearest relay station in this particular case.

Y our sgnd will be automatically bucked on, through several worlds, till it reaches Earth’'s Moon. Here
are the respective voltages, oscillator frequencies, etc., involved; have your computer totd the resultant.

Ryerson’ s handmade web was not standardized. He could put aknown pattern into it, electronicdly,
but the tachyonics would then emit an unknown one, the call sgna of some station not to be built for the
next thousand years. He lacked instruments to measure the relationship, so he could not recal culate the
appropriate settings. It was cut and try, with alitera infinity of choices and just afew jackleg estimatesto
rule out some of the possibilities.

Maclaren sghed. A long time had passed while he sat thinking. Or so hiswatch claimed. He hadn't
noticed it go by, himsdlf.

“Y ou know something, Dave?’ he said.

“Hm?" Ryerson turned aknaob, did avernier one notch, and punched along arow of buttons.

“We are out on the far edge of no place. | forget how far to the nearest sation, but adevil of along
ways. Thishaywirerig of ours may not have the power to reachit.”

“I knew thet al thetime,” said Ryerson. He dapped the main switch. Needleswavered on didls,
oscilloscope tracings glowed dfhill green, it whined inthe air. “I think our apparatusis husky enough,
though. Remember, this ship hasleft Sol farther behind than any other ever did. They knew she
would—adtraight-line course would naturaly outrun the three-dimensiona expansion of our
territory—so they built the transceiver with capacity to spare. Even inits present battered state, it might
reach Sol directly, if conditionswere exactly right.”

“Think wewill? That would be fun.”

Ryerson shrugged. “1 doubt it, frankly. On adtatistical basis. There are too many other Sations by
now— Hey!”

Maclaren found himself on hisfeet, shaking. “What isit?’ he got out. “What isit? For the love of
heaven, Dave, what isit?’

Ryerson’s mouth opened and closed, but no sounds emerged. He pointed with abony arm. 1t shook.

Below him (it was meant to be above, like astar) alight glowed red.

“Contact,” said Maclaren.

The word echoed through his skull asif spoken by acreator, across auniverse still black and empty.

Ryerson began to weep, slently, hislipsworking. “ Tamara,” he sad. “1I’m coming home.”

Maclaren thought: If Chang and Seiichi had been by me now, what a high and proud moment.

“Goon, Terangi,” chattered Ryerson. His hands shook so he could not touch the controls. “Go on
through.”



Maclaren did not really understand it. Not yet. It was too swift a breaking. But the wariness of arace
which had evolved among snakes and war spoke for him:

“Wait, Dave. Wait aminute. Let’ s be certain. Put asignal through. A teletype, | mean: we ve no voice
microphone, have we? Y ou can do it right at the keyboard.”

“What for?" screamed Ryerson. “’What for? If you won't go through, | will!”

“Only wait.” Suddenly Maclaren was begging. All the craziness of months between stars that burned
his eyeswoke up; hefdt in adim way that man must live under conditions and walk in awe, but thisis
one of the pridesin being aman. He raised powerless hands and cried—it was not much above a
whisper— “There could be distortion, you know. Accidents do happen, oncein agreat while, and this
web was made by hand, haf of it from memory. . . . Send amessage. Ask for atest transmission back to
us. Itwon't takelong and . . . My God, Dave, what kind of thing could you send home to Tamaraif the
sgna waswrong?’

Ryerson’ s chin quivered inits beard, but he punched the typer keyswith hard angry strokes. Maclaren
sat back down, breathing quickly and shalowly. So it was to becomereal. So he would again walk
benegth the tall summer clouds of Earth.

No, hethought. | never will. Terangi Maclaren died in an orbit around the black sun, and on the
steel planet whereit is always winter. The | that am may go home, but never the | that was.

Ryerson bent over to ook into the screen which gave him an image of the receiving chamber.
Maclaren waited. A long while passed.

“Nothing,” said Ryerson. “They haven't sent athing.”

Maclaren could il not talk.

“A colonid dation, of course,” said Ryerson.

“Probably one of the outpost jobs with two men for astaff . . . or, Lord, another spaceship. Yes,
that’ slikeliest, we rein touch with an interstellar. A single man on watch and—"

“And abel ought to cal him, shouldn’t it?" asked Maclaren, very dowly.

“Y ou know how they get on thelong haul,” said Ryerson. He smote his chair arm with afist that was
al knobs. “The man is deeping too hard to hear athing. Or—"

“Wait,” sad Maclaren. “We ve waited plenty long dready. We can afford afew more minutes, to
make certain.”

Ryerson blazed at him, asif hewere an enemy. “Wait, by jumping hell! No!”

He st the control timer for transmisson in five minutes and crept from his seat and down the ladder.
Under the soiled tunic, he seemed all spidery arms and legs, and one yellow shock of hair.

Maclaren rose again and stumbled toward him. “No,” he croaked. “Listen, | realize how you fed, but
| redlizeit’ s space lunacy too, and | forbid you, | forbid—"

Ryerson smiled. “How do you propose to stop me?’ he asked.

“|—but can’t you wait, wait and see and—"

“Look here” said Ryerson, “let’sassumethereisafresk inthesgnd. A test transmission comes
through. At best, the standard object isdistorted . . . a worgt, it won't be recreated at al, and we' |l get
an explosion. The second case will destroy us. In thefirst case, we haven't time to do much more work.

| doubt if | could climb around on the web outside any more. | know damn well you couldn’t, my friend!
WEe ve no choice but to go through. Now!”

“If it saship at thefar end, and you cause an explosion,” whispered Maclaren, “you’ ve murdered one
more man.”

Drearily, and asif from far away, he recognized the hardness which congeded the other face. Hope
had made David Ryerson young again. “It won't blow up,” said the boy, and was wholly unable to image

such a happening.



“Wadll . .. probably not . . . but you till have the chance of molecular distortion or—" Maclaren
sghed. Almost experimentaly, he pushed at Ryerson’s chest. Nothing happened; he was so much more
starved that he could not move the lank body before him.

“Very well,” said Maclaren. “Youwin. I'll go through.”

Ryerson shook his head. “No, you don't,” he answered. “I changed my mind.” With alilt of laughter:
“| stand behind my own work, Terangi!”

“No, wait! Let me—I mean—think of your wife, a |east—please—"

“I'll seeyou there,” cried Ryerson. The blue glance which he threw over his shoulder waswarm. He
opened the transmitter room door, went through, it clashed shut upon him. Maclaren wrestled weakly
with the knob. No use, it had an automatic lock.

Which of usisthe fool? | will never be certain, whatever may come of this. The odds favor him,
of course.. . . in human terms, reckoned from what we know . . . but could he not learn with me
how big this universeis, and how full of darkness?

Maclaren stumbled back toward the ladder to the chair. He would gain wrath, but afew more
minutes, by climbing up and turning off the controls. And in those minutes, the strangely, terrifyingly
negligent operator a the other end might read the tel etype message and send atest object. And then
Ryerson would know. Both of them would know. Maclaren put hisfeet on the rungs. He had only two
metersto climb. But his hands would not lift him. His legs began to shake. He was hafway to the pand
when its main switch clicked down and the transmitting engine skirled.

He crept on up. Now | know what it means to be old, he thought.

His heart fluttered feebly and wildly as he got into the chair. For awhile he could not seethevison
screens, through the night that soumed in his head. Then his universe steedied alittle. The transmitter
room was quite empty. Thered light still showed contact. So at least no destruction had been wrought in
the receiving place. Except maybe on Dave; it didn’t take much molecular warping to kill aman. But |
am being timid in my weakness. | should not be afraid to die. Least of all to die. Let me also go on
through and be done.

He reached for the timer. Hiswatch caught hiseye. Half an hour since Dave left? Already? Had it
taken half an hour for him to creep thisfar and think afew sentences? But surely Dave would have
roused even the deepiest operator. They should have sent atel etype to the Cross: “Comeon, Terangi.
Come homewith me.” What waswrong?

Maclaren stared at the blank walls enclosing him. Here he could not see the stars, but he knew how
they crowded the outside sky, and he had begun to understand, redlly understand what an illusion that
was and how hideoudy londly each of those suns dwelt.

Onething more | have learned, in this last moment, hethought. | know what it is to need mercy.

Decison came. He set the timer for ten minutes—his progress to the transmitter room would be very
dow—and started down the ladder.

A bell buzzed.

His heart sprang. He crawled back, dimly fedling tears on his own face now, and stared into the
screen.

A being stood in the receiving chamber. It wore some kind of armor, so he could not make out the
shape very wdll, but though it stood on two legs the shape was not aman’s. Through atransparent
bubble of ahelmet, where the air within bore a yellowish tinge, Maclaren saw itsface. Not fish or frog or
mamma, it was S0 other aface that hismind would not whally register it. Afterward herecaled only
blurred features, tendrils and greet red eyes.

Strangely, beyond reason, in that first look he read compassion on the face.

The creature bore David Ryerson’sbody initsarms.
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Where Sunda Straits lay benesth rain (but sunlight came through to walk upon the water) the land fell
steep. It was dtogether green; in amillion subtle hues, jungle and plantation and rice paddy, it burned
with leaves. White mists wreathed the peak of avolcano, and wasit thunder acrosswind or did the
mountain talk in deep?

Terangi Maclaren set hisaircar down on brown-and-silver water and taxied toward the Sumatra
shore. Each day he regained flesh and strength, but the effort of dodging praus and pontoon houses and
submarines dill tired him. When his guide pointed: “ There, tuan,” he cut the enginesand glided in with a
sgh.

“Areyou certan?’ he asked, for there were many such huts of thatch and salvaged plagtic dong this
coadt. It was awet world here, crowding brown folk who spent half their cheerful existencesin the
water, divers, deckhands, contracting their labor to the searanches but always returning home, poverty,
illiteracy, and somehow more life and hope than the Citaddl bore.

“Y es, tuan. Everyone knows of her. Sheisnot like the rest, and she holds hersdlf apart. It marks her

Maclaren decided the Maay was probably right. Tamara Suwito Ryerson could not have vanished
completely into the anonymous proletariat of Earth. If she planned to emigrate, she must &t least leave a
mailing address with the Authority. Maclaren had come to Indonesia quickly enough, but there his search
widened, for ahundred people used the same P.O. in New Djakarta and their homes|lay outside the
cosmos of house numbers and phone directories. He had heeded time and money to find this dwelling.

He drove up onto the shore. “ Stay here,” he ordered his guide, and stepped out. The quick tropic rain
poured over histunic and hisskin. It wasthefirst rain he had felt since. . . how long? It tasted of
mormning.

She cameto the door and waited for him. He would have known her from her pictures, but not the
grace with which she carried hersdlf. Shewore aplain sarong and blouse. Therain filled her crow’ swing
hair with smal drops and the light struck them and shattered.

“You are Technic Maclaren,” she said. He could scarcely hear her voice, so low did it fal, but her
eyeswere steedy on his. “Welcome.”

“Y ou have seen me on anewscast?’ heinquired, bandly, for lack of anything else.

“No. | have only heard. Old Prabang down in the village hasanonvisua set. But who else could you
be? Please comein, Sir.”

Later heredlized how she broke propriety. But then, she had declared hersdlf free of Protectorate
ways months ago. He found that out when hefirgt tried to contact her at her father-in-law’s. The hut,
within, was clean, austerdly furnished, but avase of early mutation-roses stood by David' s picture.

Maclaren went over to the cradle and looked down at the deeping infant. “ A son, isn't it?’ he asked.

“Yes. He has hisfather’ sname.”

Maclaren brushed the baby’ s cheek. He had never felt anything more soft. “Hello, Dave,” he said.

Tamara squatted at atiny brazier and blew up its glow. Maclaren sat down on the floor.

“I would have come sooner,” he said, “but there was too much el se, and they kept mein the
hospitd—"

“I understand. Y ou are very kind.”

“I... havehiseffects. . . just afew things. And | will arrange the funera in any way you desire
and—" Hisvoicetraled off. Therain laughed on the thatch.

She dipped water from ajar into ateskettle. “1 gather, then,” she said, “you bring no letter that he
wrote?’



“No. Somehow . . . | don’'t know. For some reason none of uswrote any such thing. Either we would
al perish out there, and no one ese would comefor fifty or ahundred years, or we would get back. We
never thought it might be likethis, asingle man.” Maclaren sighed. “1t' sno usetrying to foresee the
future. It' stoo big.”

Shedidn’t answer him with her voice.

“But dmost the last thing Dave said,” he finished awkwardly, “was your name. He went in there
thinking he would soon be home with you.” Maclaren stared down at hisknees. “He must have—have
died quickly. Very quickly.”

“I have not really understood what happened,” she said, knedling in the graceful Audtrdian styleto set
out cups. Her tone was flattened by the effort of self-control. “1 mean, the’ cast reports are always
superficid and confused, and the printed journalstoo technica. Thereisn't any middie ground any more.
That was one reason we were going to leave Earth, you know. Why | still am going to, when our baby
has grown alittle bit.”

“I know how you fed,” said Maclaren. “| fed that way mysdlf.”

She glanced up with astartled flirt of her head that was beautiful to see. “But you are atechnic!” she
exclamed.

“I’'m ahuman being too, my lady. But go on, ask me your question, whatever you were leading
toward. I’ ve afavor of my own to ask, but you first.”

“No, what do you want? Please.”

“Nothing important. I’ ve no claim on you, except the fact that your husband was my friend. I'm
thinking of what you might do for hissake. But it will wait. What did you wonder about?’

“Oh. Yes. | know you tuned inthe aliens transceiver and didn't redizeit. But—" Her fists clenched
together. She gtared through the open door, into the rain and the light, and cried forth: “ It was such atiny
chance! Such ameaningless accident that killed him!”

Maclaren paused until he had hiswords chosen. Then he said, as gently as might be:

“It wasn't so wildly improbable. All thistime we ve known that we couldn’t be the only race reaching
for the stars. It was absurd to think so; that would have been the senseless unlikelihood. Well, the Cross
was farther out than men had ever gone before, and the dien spaceship was near the aliens' own limit of
expansion. It was also bound for Alpha Crucis. Odd what a sense of kinship that gives me, my brother
mariner, with chlorinein hislungs and silicon in hisbones, steering by the same lodestar. Contact was
certain eventudly, asthey and we cameinto range of each other’ssignas. Y our David was the man who
first dlosed thering. We weretrying cdl patterns we could not measure, running through combinations of
variables. Satigticaly, we were aslikely to strike one of their patterns as one of ours.”

Thewater began to boil. She busied hersdlf with the kettle. The long tressesfalling past her face hid
whether she was crying or not. Maclaren added for her, “Do you know, my lady, | think we must have
called hundreds of different space-traveling races. We were out of their range, of course, but I’'m surewe
cdled them.”

Her voice was muffled. “What did the diensthink of it?’

“I don’t know. In ten years we may begin to talk to them. In ahundred years, perhaps we will
understand them. And they us, | hope. Of course, the moment David . . . appeared . . . they redlized
what had happened. One of them came through to me. Can you imagine what courage that must have
taken? How fine a people your man has given usto know? There wasllittle they could do for me, except
test the Cross' web and rule out the call patternswhich they use. | kept on trying, after that. In aweek |
findly raised ahuman. | went through to hisreceiver and that’ sal. Our techniciansare now building a
new relay station on the black star planet. But they’ |l leave the Cross as sheis, and David Ryerson's
namewill be on her.”

“I thought,” she whispered, dtill hiding her face, “that you.. . . | mean, the quarantine rules—"



“Oh, yes, the Protectorate tried to invoke them. Anything to delay what is going to happen. But it was
usaless. Nothing from the diens planet could possibly feed on Terrestrid life. That' s been established
aready, by thejoint scientific commission; we may not be able to get the idea behind each other’s
languages yet, but we can measure the sameredities! And of course, the diensknow about us. Man just
can't hidefrom the universe. So | wasreleased.” Maclaren accepted the cup she offered him and added
wryly: “To besure, I’'m not exactly welcome at the Citadel any more.”

Sheraised large eyesto him. He saw how they glimmered. “Why not?’ she asked. “ Y ou must bea
hero to—"

“To spacemen, scientists, some colonials, and afew Earthmen glad of an end to stagnation. Not that |
deservether gratitude. Three dead men redlly did this. But at any rate, my lady, you can foresee what an
upheava is coming. We are suddenly confronted with— Well, see here, the aliens must be spread
through at least aslarge avolume of space as man. And the two races don’t use the same kind of
planets. By pooling transceiver networks, we' ve doubled both our territories! No government can
imposeitswill on as many worlds asthat.

“But more. They have sciences, technologies, philosophies, rdigions, arts, insghts which we never
imagined. It cannot be otherwise. And we can offer them ours. How long do you think this narrow little
Protectorate and its narrow little minds can survive such an explosion of new thought?” Maclaren leaned
forward. Hefdt it asan upsurgein himsdlf. “My lady, if you want to live on afrontier world, and give
your child aplace whereit's hard and dangerous and challenging—and everything will be possible for
him, if he’ sbig enough—stay on Earth. The next civilization will begin here on Earth hersdlf.”

Tamara set down her cup. She bent her face into her hands and he saw, helpless, how she wept. “It
may be,” shesaidto him, “it may be, | don’'t know. But why did it have to be David who bought us free?
Why did it have to be him?He didn’t mean to. Hewouldn't have, if he’d known. I’'m not a sentimental
fool, Maclaren-san, | know he only wanted to come back here. And he died! Thereé sno meaning iniit!”
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The North Atlantic rolled in from the west, gray and green and full of thunder. A wind blew white manes
up on the waves. Low to the south gleamed the last autumna daylight, and clouds massed iron-colored in
the north, brewing deet.

“There,” pointed Tamara. “ That isthe place.”

Maclaren danted hisaircar earthward. The sky whistled around him. So Dave had come from here.
Theidand was agrim enough rock, harshly ridged. But Dave had spoken of gorsein summer and
heather infdl and lichen of many hues.

The girl caught Maclaren’sarm. “I’'m afraid, Terangi,” she whispered. “1 wish you hadn’'t made me
come.”

“It'sdl wecandofor David,” hetold her. “Thelast thing we' |l ever be ableto do for him.”

“No.” Inthetwilight, he saw how her head lifted. “ Things never end. Not really. His child and mine,
waiting, and— At least we can put alittle senseinto life”

“I don't know whether we do or whether we find what was alwaysthere,” hereplied. “Nor do | care
greatly. To me, theimportant thing isthat the purpose—order, beauty, spirit, whatever you want to call
it—doesexig.”

“Here on Earth, yes,” shesighed. “A flower or ababy. But then three men die beyond the sun, and it
30 happenstherace benefits alittle from it, but | keep thinking about al those people who smply die out
there. Or come back blind, crippled, broken like dry sticks, with no living soul the better for it. Why?
I’ve asked it and asked it, and there isn’t ever an answer, and findly | think that’s because thereisn’t any
why toitinthefirst place”

Maclaren set the car down on the beach. He was still on the same search, along adifferent road. He



had not come here smply to offer David' sfather whatever he could: reconciliation, &t least, and achance
to see David' s child now and then in the years left him. Maclaren had some obscure fedling that an
enlightenment might be found on Skula

Truly enough, he thought, men went to space, asthey had gone to sea, and space destroyed them, and
gtill their sons came back. Thelure of gain was merely apartial answer; spacemen didn’t get any richer
than sailorshad. Love of adventure. . . well, in part, in some men, and yet by and large the conquerors
of distance had never been romantics, they were workaday folk who lived and died among sober
redlities. When you asked a man what took him out to the black star, he would say he had gone under
orders, or that he was getting paid, or that he was curious about it, or any of ahundred reasons. Which
might al betrue. And yet was any of them the truth?

And why, Maclaren wondered, did man, the race, spend youth and blood and treasure and every high
hope upon the sea and the stars? Wasit only the outcome of meaningless forces—economics, socid
pressure, maladjustment, myth, whatever you labeled it—a set of chance-cregted vectorswith the
sardonic resultant that man broke himsdlf trying to satisfy needs which could have been more easily and
sandy filled a& home?

If | could get a better answer than that, thought Maclaren, | could give it to Tamara. And to
myself. And then we could bury our dead.

He helped her out of the car and they walked up a path toward the ancient-looking cottage. Light
spilled from itswindows into a dusk heavy with surf. But they had not quite reached it when the door
opened and aman’ sbig form was outlined.

“Isthat you, Technic Maclaren?’ he called.

“Y es. Captain Magnus Ryerson?’ Maclaren stepped ahead of Tamara and bowed. “| took the liberty,
gar, of bringing aguest with mewhom | did not mentionwhen | cdled.”

“I canguess,” said thetdl man. “It'sdl right, lass. Comein and welcome.”

As she passed over the uneven floor to a chair, Tamara brushed Maclaren and took the opportunity to
whisper: “How old he sgrown!”

Magnus Ryerson shut the door again. His hands, ropy with veins, shook alittle. He leaned heavily ona
cane as he crossed the room and poked up thefire. “Be seated,” he said to Maclaren. “When | knew
you were coming, | ordered some whisky from the mainland. | hopeit’sagood make. | drink not, you
see, but be free to do so yourself.”

Maclaren looked at the bottle. He didn’t recognize the brand. “ Thank you,” he said, “that’s a specia
favoriteof mine”

“You ve eaten?’ asked the old man anxioudy.

“Yes, thank you, Sr.” Maclaren accepted aglass. Ryerson limped over the floor to give Tamaraone.

“Can you stay the night? I’ ve extra bedsin the garret, from when the fisher lads would come by. They
come no more, no reason for it now, but I’ ve kept the beds.”

Maclaren traded alook with Tamara. “We would be honored,” he said.

Magnus Ryerson shuffled to the hob, took the teskettle, poured himself acup and raised it. “Y our
hedth.” He sat down in aworn chair by thefire. His hands touched aleather-bound book lying on its
am,

There was sillence for awhile, except that they could hear the waves boom down on the strand.

Maclaren said findly: “1 ... we, | mean . . . we cameto—to offer our sympathy. And if | could tell
you anything . . . | wasthere, you know.”

“Aye. You'rekind.” Ryerson groped after apipe. “It is my understanding he conducted himsdf well.”
“Yes. Of course hedid.”
“Then that’ swhat matters. I'll think of afew questions|ater, if you give metime. But that wasthe only



important one.”

Maclaren looked around the room. Through its shadows he saw pilot’ s manuals on the shelves, sones
and skins and gods brought from beyond the sky; he saw the Sirian binary like twin hells upon darkness,
but they were very beautiful. He offered: Y our son wasin your own tradition.’

“Better, | hope,” said the old man. “ Therewould be little sense to existence, did boys have no chance
to be more than their fathers”

Tamarastood up. “But that’ swhat thereisn’t!” shecried. “ There sno sense! There' sjust dying and
dying and dying—what for?—so we can walk on still another planet, learn gtill another fact—what have
we gained? What have we really done? And why? In your own God' s name, what did we do once that
He sends our men out there now?’

She clamped her hands together. They heard how the breath rasped in her. Shesaid at last, “I'm
sorry,” and sat back down. Her fingerstwisted blind until Maclaren took them.

Magnus Ryerson looked up. And his eyes were not old. He let the surf snarl on the rocks of hishome
for awhile. And then he answered her: “ ‘For that is our doom and our pride.” ”

“What?’ She gtarted. “ Oh. In English. Terangi, hemeans—" She said it in Interhuman.
Meaclaren sat quite dill.

Ryerson opened hisbook. “ They have forgotten Kipling now,” he said. “One day they will remember.
For no people livelong, who offer their young men naught but fatness and security. Tamara, lass, let your
son hear thisone day. It is his song too, heis human.”

The words were unknown to Maclaren, but he listened and thought that in some dark way he
understood.

“ “We have fed our sea for a thousand years
And she calls us, still unfed,

Though there’ s never a wave of all her waves
But marks our English dead:

We have strawed our best to the weed’s unrest,
To the shark and the sheering gull.

If blood be the price of admiralty,
Lord God, we ha’ paidinfull!” ”

When Ryerson had finished, Maclaren stood up, folded his hands and bowed. “ Sensel,” hesad, “give
meyour blessng.”

“What?" The other man leaned back into shadows, and now he was again entirely old. Y ou could
scarcely hear him under the waves outside. “Y ou' ve naught to thank mefor, lad.”

“No, you gave memuch,” said Maclaren. “Y ou have told me why men go, and it isn’'t for nothing. Itis
because they are men.”

THE WAYSOF
LOVE



| could not lovethee
haf somuch. ..

Ten of their years before, we had seen that being come through the transporter into our ship and die.
This day we stood waiting upon hisworld, and as we waited, we remembered.

The Fleetwing was bound for Prime of that congtellation for which she was named. She would
not—will not—arrive there for many lifetimes, though aready she had fared, at more than half the speed
of light, while Arvel swung six hundred and twelve orbits around Sarnir. So deep isthe universe. She
was, indeed, the farthest out of all our ships, and Rero-and-1 reckoned it an honor when we were
assgned aterm of servicewithin her.

Not that we expected anything spectacular. Rather, it should be the opposite. Until the starcraft reach
their godls, they are doing little but patiently traveling. A change of crewsisamost like acasud rite. You
and your mate go to the mattercasting station on Irjelan. The pair whom you are to relieve come back
and inform you of conditions aboard. That seldom takeslong and, asarule, isdone & ease, above a
brazier of smokeeaf inthedders lounge. (Y et you see Arvel shining green among the stars, over this
scarred face of her outer moon, and fed what your duty will mean.) Soon you two give the othersa
farewd | twining of tendrils and make your way to the appropriate sender unit. The flash of energy which
scans and disintegrates your bodies, atom by atom, you do not fedl; it goestoo swiftly, asfast asthe
modul ated tachyonic beam which then leaps across the light-years. At the end, the patternswhich are
you are rebuilt in new atoms, and there you are for the next ninety-six days.

Y ou do maintenance, perhaps minor repair; you record scientific observations and perhaps program
new ones; you might start the engine for a course correction, though rardly when the target sunis il
remote; none of it takes much effort. Y our true job isto stand by against improbable emergencies.
Sometimes avessd in trandt gets used as arelay station by acouple or aparty bound for too distant a
world to makeit inasingle jump. Then they stop for ashort vigt. Thiswould not happen in Fleetwing,
she being on our uttermost frontier and bound onward into strangeness.

Rero-and-1 welcomed the isolation. Our usua work was challenging. We had been pilot and chief
engineer on aseries of exploratory boatsin severd different planetary systems, which meant asssting the
teams after landing them. Perforce, we became apair of jackleg xenologists. Thisin turninvolved usin
the proceedings of the Stellar Institute back on Arvel, itsrather hectic socia rounds aswell asits data
evauations. We couldn’t plead family needs when we would have preferred to stay home, since both our
children were young adults. Nor did we want more; an infant would ground us. We enjoyed too much
what we did in space. Its price was that we had too littlelife for ourselves.

Thuswe were glad of doneness wherein to meditate, read, watch classic choreodramas on tape, redly
get to know certain music and fragrances, be atogether at leisurein our lovemaking. And so it went for
seven and thirty days.

Then the darm whistled, the warning pand s flashed, we hastened to the receiving chamber. Aswe
floated waiting in freefal, | sensed how both my hearts knocked. Rero’ s body and mine worked to cool
us down from the heat of our excitement; we hung in amist and our odors were heady, we gripped hands
and wished we could join flesh. What cause had anyone to seek us out? A messenger, telling of
catastrophe?

He materidized, and we knew the disaster was not ours but his.

Our first shock at his appearance blent with the pain that sent us hurtling back, a-gasp. A puff of the
atmospherein his ship had come through with him. | recognized the letha acridity of oxygen. Fortunately,



there was not more than our air renewers could clean out in ahurry. Meanwhile he died, in agony, trying
to bresthe chlorine.

We returned to attend his drifting corpse. Silence poured in from the unseen dark, through the barren
metd around us, asif to drown our spirits. We looked long upon him—not then aware that he was male,
for the human genitas are as peculiar as the human psyche. His odors were salt and sour, few and
smple. We wondered if that was because he was dead. (It wasn't, of course.) After we had carefully,
reverently opened his soiled coverdl and inner garments, we spent awhile trying to see what kind of
beauty might be his. He looked grotesquely like us and unlike us: dso abiped, larger than Rero, smaller
than me, with five digitsto ahand, no part truly resembling anything of ours. Mogt striking, perhaps, was
the skin. Save for patches of hair and a scattering of it everywhere else, that skin was smooth,
yelowish-white, devoid of color-change cells and vapor vents. | wondered how such afolk expressed
themselves, their deepest fedlings, to each other. (1 till do.) Eeriest to me, somehow, were the eyes. He
had two, the same as us, but in that tendrilless, weirdly convoluted visage their blindness glimmered white
around blue. . . blue.

Rero whispered at last: “ Another intelligent race. The first we' ve met that explorestoo. The very first.
And this one of them had to come through to our ship unprotected, and die. How could it happen?’

| sent look and fingers aong the body, as gently as might be. His aurawas fading away fast. Oh, yes, |
know it’sonly infrared radiaion; | am not an Incarnationist. Nevertheess, that dimming after deathislike
aggn of thefina wayfaring. “ Emaciation may be norma to the species, and the society may be careless
about cleanliness,” | said in my driest tone. “1 doubt both, though, and suspect that here hasbeen a
terrible accident consequent upon an earlier misfortune.” Meanwhile | thought the old goodbye: God
take home your soul, God shelter it in the warmth of His pouch and nourish it with the milk of Her
udder, until that which was you has grown and may go free.

Rero joined me in speculations which proved to be essentidly correct. Since the truth has never
become aswiddy known on Arve asit should be, et me st it briefly forth.

The Southern Cross was likewise among the oldest and farthest-out vessdals from her world. She
likewise was bound for the brightest star in the constellation for which she was named, the same aswe
desired; humans call that sun Alpha Crucis. Like us, they use mattercastersto dternate the watchesin
gpace. This craft had chanced to pass near enough a burnt-out black dwarf that they changed her
program and put her in orbit around it for scientific study. Four males went to initiate this. Unforeseen
factors, chiefly the enormous magnetic field of the object, wrecked both their ion drive and their
tranamitter. Two of them died in the effort to make repairs. The two survivors were starving when at last
they had put together aprimitive’ caster. Not knowing its constants with exactness, they must vary the
tuning until they got the Sgna of areceiving station. When they did, David Ryerson rushed impulsively
through. It chanced that he had not tuned to a human-built circuit, but to ours aboard Fleetwing.

Soon | warned Rero: “We must respond, and fast, before whoever is at the other end switchesto a
different code and we lose contact.”

“Yes,” sheagreed. Her auraflamed with eagerness, though at the same time her touch honored the
dead. “By the dawn, what amiracle! A whole race as advanced as us, but surely knowing things we
don’t—awhol e transporter network linked to ours—O unknown friend, rgjoice in your fate!”

“I'll armor myself and take theremainsdong,” | said. “ That ought to demonstrate good will.”

“What?" Her smells, vapor cloud, color-change cells gone black, showed horror. She clutched my
amtill dawsdugin. “Alone?Voah, no!”

| drew her tome. “It will be agray fireto depart from you, Rero, my life, not knowingif . . . if |
condemn you to widowhood thereby. Y et one of us must, and one must stay behind, to tend the ship and
bear the news homeif the other cannot. | think female agility won't count for much, when yonder hull
isn't likely to be bigger than this, and mae strength may count for alittle”

Shedid not resst long, for in fact her common sense exceeds mine. It was only that | had to say the



word first. We did not even stop to make love. But never have | seen ared more pure than wasin her
glance upon me when we embraced.

And 0|, protected against poison, entered the transmitter and emerged on the Southern Cross with
David Ryerson’sbody in my arms. His shipmate, Terangi Maclaren, received it in awe. Afterward,
Rero-and-1 helped him find the tuning for a station maintained by hisrace, and he trod across the gulf
between, bearing desth and glory.

—Therefollowed the dozen years—ten of Earth’ s—that everyone knows about, when commissions
from the two species met in neutra spots; when afew representatives sent to either planet brought home
bewilderment; when meanwhile the scientistsjointly hammered out sufficient knowledge that they could
guess how vast wasther ignorance. My wife and | were concerned in this effort, not merely because first
contact had chanced to be ours, but because our prior experience with sophonts had given us aleap
ahead. To be sure, those were dl primitives, whereas now Arvel was deding with acivilization that
sundered the atom, rebuilt the gene, and colonized acrossinterstellar distances. Here, too, however, we
were wd | equipped, sheto seek converse with fellow pilots, | with fellow engineers.

Accordingly, when the Earthfolk, to whom ten isaspecia number, decided to celebrate the decade
with ceremonies, and invited Arvelan participation, it was natura that Rero-and-1 go. Apart from
symbolism, we might be of practical use. Thusfar the two breeds had shared hardly anything except
those technical endeavors. Thetime was overpast for agreements. Most obvioudy, though not
exclusively: If we could combine our mattercaster webs, then we would each have access to about twice
as much space as before, twice the wealth, twice as many homesites—

No, not redly. Inthat respect, Arvel would gain less, inasmuch asthe Sarnirian System hasa
cosmicaly unusud digtribution of eements. Planets where photosynthesis liberates chlorine are more rare
than those where it liberates oxygen, not to mention additional requirements. (My brother mariner, David
Ryerson, with calcium instead of sliconin hisbones. . . .) Many peoplein our families and tribes felt
ungenerous about this, wanted compensation for the difference. Meanwhile on Earth—well, that iswhat |
wishtorelate, if | am ale. Certainly both sdes were haunted: How far can we trust them? They
command energies which can break a world apart.

Ogensibly present for harmlessrituals, Rero-and-1 meant to talk privatdy, informally with powerful
humans, helping lay the groundwork for a conference that could arrive at atreaty. That was our plan,
when eagerly we agreed to go.

It made our disappointment the fierier, after we had been on Earth for atime. Andin thiswise
happened that we stood on aterrace waiting to be borne to a secret rendezvous.

Onceafortressin afrightful age, later remodeled and enlarged to hold the masters of the globe, that
complex called the Citadd dwells magnificently among those mountains caled Alps. From the parapet
we looked down stegps and cliffswhich tumbled into avalley. Beyond it the heightslifted anew, a
waterfal ashine like adrawn blade, a blue-shadowed whiteness blanketing peaks, the greenish gleam of a
solid mass. Thisisachill planet where water often freezes, asight which can belovely. The sun stood
closeto midday in awan heaven, its disc seeming dightly larger than that of Sarnir above Arvel but its
light muted. Not only doesit give off less ultraviolet, the air absorbs most of what thereis. Y et
Rero-and-1 had learned to see beauty in soft golden-hued luminance, in athousand shy tints across

eldritch landscapes.

“I wish—" Wind boomed hollowly around Rero’ s voice. She broke off, for she had no real need to
speak her thought. Through the transparent sealsuit, face-tendrils and skin-language said for her how she
would joy to inhde, smell, drink, taste, fed, take the wholeness of this place unto hersdlf. Impossible, of
course, unless shefirst hooked into a pain inhibitor; and then she would have a bare moment for the
orgasm of body comprehension, before the oxygen killed her. Poor David Ryerson, had he known what
awaited him he might at least have died observing, not bewildered.

| took her by the hand, glove in glove. My own desire was as strong as hers, but directed toward her.
She saw that, and saucily flexed her sex organ at me. . . but therest of her declared longing rather than



humor. Imagine for yoursdf and your mate: the entire time you spend outside an Arvel-conditioned suite,
whichismogt of thetime, you are enveloped gpart from each other!

“Do you think Tamara Ryerson will be present?’ | asked, more for the talk than out of curiosity.

“Who?—A\, yes, David Ryerson’swidow,” Rero said. We had met her just once, at awelcoming
ceremony which included Terangi Maclaren. Thiswas at the beginning of our visit, and no opportunity
cameto converse with either of them. An omen—for when had we since gotten to link mindsin fullness
and candor with anybody?*“1’d hardly expect that.” My wife paused. “ Although, now you mention it, we
might well try to seek her out later. What does widowhood mean to her? That could give usaclueto the
whole psychology of these beings.”

“| doubt that, from asingle sample,” | answered. “However . .. n-n-n-n. . . one sampleis better than
none. Maybe Vincent Indigo can arrangeit.” A short, brightly-clad human came out of adoorway.
“Namethelllwisher and you'll sense hisheat.”

My use of the proverb wasfigurative. Our Citade-gppointed guide, liaison, arranger, and genera
factotum had been tirdlesdy helpful. True, we soon got afedling of being rushed from spot to spot,
person to person, event to event, with never an instant free for getting acquainted. But when we
complained of thisto him—

“Good day, Sir Voah, Lady Rero,” he said with asdute. “I'm sorry I'm late. If we' reto get you away
from here unbeknownst, you can't be seen leaving. A Guards officer was inspecting the areaand | had to
wait till hefinished.”

Our throatstrings could not form hiskind of sounds very clearly, but a minicomputer passed our words
through a transponder which corrected that. | admired the device. In spite of more experience with
diens, we Arvelans had never developed anything as good for this purpose. On their sde, human
members of the study group had expressed immense interest in some of our construction technology.
What might our peoples not accomplish together, if they would dlow themselves?“Itisin order, then, on
theidand of Tailwan?’ | asked.

Vincent Indigo nodded. Y es, the Maclarens are ready for you. It'll be dark there and the house has
big, well-shaded grounds. We can set you down and take off again afterward without being noticed.
Come on, we' d better not dawdle here.”

Aswe sirode over the flagstones, | could not help fretting. Thisworld was so full of mysteries, riddles
less of nature than of the soul. “How long can we stay? Y ou weren't certain about that.”

“No, because it depended on what arrangements | could make. The ideaiisto get you together with
him for completely free conversation—no officials around, no busybodies, no journdists. And it hasto
stay secret that you did, or the whole project is spoiled from the start, right? Knowing you' d be
questioned about it afterward would inhibit things, no matter how well-meant the questions. VVoah, my
friend, you can't escape being afirst-magnitude celebrity.”

If you want to fedl our problem, consider those few sentences. | can hardly trand ate the key words;
you notice what archaic and foreign terms| am borrowing, in search of rough equivaents.

Officials: Not parents, not tribal elders, not Speakersfor an Alliance or their executive servants—no,
agents of that huge bloodless organization caled a“ government,” which clamsthe right to day whomever
resssthewill of itsdominators. Busybodies: Without sanction of kinship, custom, or dire need, certain
humanswill gill thrust themsalvesinto affairs. Journalists: Professond collectors and disseminators of
news recognize no bounds upon their activities except for what isimposed by the government; and isthat
limitation not odd in itself? Celebrity: Lest the foregoing make Earthfolk seem repulsive, let me say that
they have awonderful capacity for giving admiration, respect, yes, akind of love to personsthey have
never met individualy and to whom they have no kinship whatsoever.

| pass over thefact that Indigo addressed me done, ignoring Rero. That might be asimple peculiarity
of language, when it was | who had spoken to him.

“Twenty-four hourslooks reasonable,” he told me—arotation period of the planet, dightly longer than



Arvd'’s. “The Protector is making an important speech tomorrow, you see, which’ll draw everybody’s
attention away fromyou.”

“Indeed?’ said Rero. “ Should we not join in heeding your . . . your head of state?’

“If youwant.” Indigo gave avery Arvean-like shrug. “However, I'mtoldit’ll be oninternd
matters—currency stabilization, ethnic discontents, revol utionary sentiment on certain colonia worlds and
how we should qudll it—nothing which makes any differenceto you, | should think.”

“I don’'t know what | should think,” she blurted, and gave up. What we had heard hovered on the
edge of making sense but was never quite seizable, like achant in adream. Could we ever win enough
understanding of these creatures that we would dare trust them?

Indigo led us down a staircase hewn from the rock, to alower level where a hangar stood open.
Despite lessened weight here, | was glad to see that end of our walk. The water-circulation unit felt heavy
on my back. Humanswho cometo Arvel have an advantage over usin that regard, needing lesslife
support gpparatus. Their surviva depends more on maintaining a particular range of temperaturesthan it
does on maintaining atemperature differentia.

We climbed into the spearhead craft which waited for us and reclined into specialy modified seats. An
attendant connected our suitsto apair of full-cycle biostatic unitsin the rear of the cabin, greetly
increasing our comfort. “Relax, friends” Indigo urged. “ Thisisasuborbitd jet, you remember. WEll
resch Taiwan in an hour.”

“You arekindto us,” Rero said. Cam and cool, her gratitude laved me aswell.

The human’ s beaky countenance crinkled in what he could have caled asmile. Itisalarge part of their
meager body language. “No, no, milady,” hereplied. “| get paid for assigting you.”

“Butisthisnot . . . unauthorized, isthat the word? Don't you risk trouble for yourself, if your elders
accuse you afterward of having acted unwisdy?’

The bars of hair aove his eyes drew together. “Only if something goeswrong and they find out. |
admit it could happen, though it svery unlikely. As|’vetried to explain to you, we have antisocia
elements on Earth, criminals, politica or religious fanatics, lunatics. They could make you atarget. That's
why the Citaddl’ shad you closdly guarded and kept you to agtrict itinerary. But Sincethisisa secret trip,
we ought to be safe, and | do want to oblige you whenever possible.”

Theaircraft rolled forth and lifted easily, asif on aquite ordinary flight. Not until wewereinthe
stratosphere did she unleash her entire strength.

Then gtars blinked into view, the planet became a many-marbled immensty, we soared above a
continent which dwarfed any upon Arve until we began danting down again toward the ocean east of it.
Silence prevailed among the passengers. Indigo puffed nervoudly on a series of smokesticks, the cabin
attendants watched a television show, the crew were elsewhere. | knew no reason to be taut, but my
hearts thudded ever more loud and | saw that Rero felt the same. To the minute degree that sght and
touch, nothing more, permitted, we spent most of the journey making love,

Night was young over theidand, Earth’ s sngle moon rising full. The Maclaren home stood by itself,
likewise on a mountain though one that held trees and gardens to the top. Our craft descended silently, as
aglider, probably unnoticed save by atraffic control computer or two. For lack of a proper landing strip
such asitssizerequired, it employed a straight stretch of road which bore no traffic at this hour. |
admired the pilot’ sskill. Moredid | admire Indigo’s, in gathering information and making arrangements.
To do that when the Protector’ s spies seemed to be everywhere struck me as remarkable.

The flyer halted by an upward-bending side road. Our man peered through awindow. “He s here,
waiting,” he said. “Go on out. Fast, before somebody el se happens by. We ve got to scramble. I'll be
back for you at thistime tomorrow evening.”

We had aready been unplugged from the biostats and had restarted our portable units. They could
maintain us that long, though not much more. Food would be dried rations shoved through ahelmet lock,



drink would be water sucked from atube, waste release would be into an aspirator, rest would be
uneasy and sexud intercourse nil. However, if we could achieverea converse, it would be worth
everything. We scrambled forth with eagerness making our auras dance. The flyer taxied off at once,
rounded a curve, and vanished. After amoment we heard arumble and saw it take off above the
shoulder of the mountain, an upward meteor.

Terangi Maclaren stood shadowlike in the dim light, save for his own deep-colored radiation.
“Welcome,” he said, and briefly clasped our gloves. “We |l have to walk; those rigs of yourswouldn’t fit
inmy car. Follow me, please.” | decided he wasthis curt because he likewise was anxious to get us
hidden.

Treesturned the drive into agut of darkness. We switched on our flashlights. “ Can you do without
those?” Maclaren asked. “That blue-whiteisn't like anything alocal person would use.”

Rero-and-1 doused them. “ Suppose we link hands and you lead us,” she suggested. When we had
donethis, shewondered, “Are you indeed worried about the possibility of our being observed? Can you
not deny curiosity seekers accessto your—" She groped for aword. They do not seem to have kin-right
on Earth. “ Y our property?’

“Y es, but gossp might reach thewrong ears,” he explained. “ That could bring on trouble.”
“Of what kind? Surdly you do nothing . . . unlawful?. . . inreceiving us”

“Technically no.” By now | believed | had |learned the nuances of the human voice sufficiently well to
hear bitternessin his. “But the Citade has ways to make things unpleasant. For instance, you may recall
I’'m an astrophysicist. These days |’ m directing asurvey in detall of the stars we have access
to—expengve. By hinting that funds might otherwise be cut off, a bureaucrat could get me dismissed.
And | do have independent means, but I’ m alittle old to go back to playboying.”

Footfalls resounded loud on the pavement, through arustle of leavesin aseabreeze. | toiled up the
mountainsde under aburden of gear, in acramped loneliness of my own scents and no other. The night
of Earth pressed inward.

“Of course,” Maclaren went on after awhile, “I may be borrowing grief. It'sno secret that I'm
strongly infavor of close reationshipswith Arvel. To date, that hasn't caused many obstaclesto get
thrown in my way—though it has't been exactly smoothed for me ether. My talking to you in private
needn’t necessarily alarm the Protector and hisloyaigts. It might even encourage peoplein the
government who agree with me. | just can't tell. Therefore, let’ s be as cautious as practical.

“Beddes,” he added, “there areindividuds, yes, organizationsthat hate the idea of making dliance
with you. They could do something rash, if they knew you were here unguarded.”

Indigo had intimated the same. Rero-and-I had failed to understand. “ Why?” | asked into the
darkness. “Yes, | redlize many will be wary of us because we are an unknown quantity. We have their
kind on Arvel. Infact, frankly, sir, the pair of us camelargely in hopes of learning more about your kind.”

“A hope that has been frustrated,” Rero put in. “We have become convinced we are ddliberately being
hurried dong and kept busy, in order that we will return home still ignorant . . . or downright suspicious.”

“Terangi Maclaren,” | said, “you speak asif moreisinvolved than exaggerated prudence. Y ou give the
impression that certain humans want to isolate humanity from uson principle.”

“That istheimpression | meant to give,” hereplied.

Through my glove | fet how his clasp tightened. | returned the tenson to him, and Rero shared it with
me

“I'm not sure how clear | can make the situation,” Maclaren said with care. “Y our ingtitutions are S0
utterly unlike ours—your beliefs, your ways of looking & the universe and living init, everything— Wll,
that’ s part of the problem. For instance, the Hiroyama Report. Do you know about that? Hiroyamatried
to find out what your mgjor religions are. Her book created a sensation. If apowerful, scientificaly
oriented culture can hold that God islove. . . with sex apparently the mgjor part of love—well, that



defiesalot of old-established Terrestria orthodoxies. Heresies spring up, which provokes reaction. Oh,
yes, Hiroyamadid mention that Arvelans practice monogamy and fidelity, or so she thought. She couldn'’t
be sure, because their spokesmen never described this asamora requirement. Therefore the new human
cults, most of them, go in for orgies and promiscuity.”

Though we had encountered curious sexua patterns €l sewhere, Rero il faltered in surprise: “Mating
for life—what else can we do?”’

“Never mind now,” Maclaren said blegkly. “1t' sa single example of why some groups on Earth would
like to bring down the curtain forever on contact with Arvel. And by extension, with any other high-level
civilization we may come upon. For practica purposes, what mattersiswhy the Protector fears dliance,
and hisfollowers do.

“Y ou see, the Citadd dready has anearly impossible job, trying to keep control over the human race,
including settlers on the colonid planets and the societies they’ re devel oping. Disaffection, subversion,
repeeted attempts at rebellion—Y ou mean you Arvelans have never had similar woes?’

“Why should we?’ | asked in my bemusement.

Did the vague ruddiness of hisaura show him nodding?“I’ m not too surprised, Voah-and-Rero.” (He
was familiar with our mores. Hope blossomed smdl within me.) “ Since you don't have anything we could
cal aproper government, you avoid itstroubles and costs. To be sure, we' re adifferent breed; what
worksfor you probably wouldn’t for us. Just the same, dready quite afew thinkers are wondering aloud
and in print if we redlly need astate Sitting on us as heavily asthe Citadel does. Given close, ongoing
relaionships with you, the next generation may well decide we don’t need the Citadd at al.

“Begdesthat, well, smply doubling the space available to us, the number of planets we can occupy,
that aone will soon make us ungovernable asawhole. We |l explode in amillion different directions, and
God Himsdlf can only guess a the ultimate consequences. But asingle thing iscertain. It will bring down
the Protectorate.

“Oh, our present lord can doubtlesslive out hisreign. His son after him . . . maybe, maybe not. His
grandson: impossible. And heisn’t stupid. He knowsit.

“At the same time, the Dynasty does till command powerful loyalties. A lot of peoplefear changefor
its own sake—not atogether unreasonably. They have abig stakein the existing order of things, and
would liketo passit onto their children.

“Others—well, for them it' s more emotiona, down in the marrow, therefore more strong and
dangerous. | don’t know if you can imagine, Rero-and-V oah, what grip the Dynasty has on aman whose
fathers served it these past three hundred years. What are your mystiques?’

Wedidn't try to answer that. The thought gave me afaint shock: that | too probably lived by
commitments so deep-seated that | didn’t know they could override my reason. | heard Rero say, “You
yoursdlf would open the porta wide between our races, would you not, Terangi Maclaren? And surely
many arewith you.”

“Right,” hetold us. “In and out of the government, there’ samighty sentiment in favor of going ahead.
Wefed stifled, and we want to let in aclean wind we can hear blowing. . . . Yes, it'saddicate balance
of forces, or amulti-sded politica struggle, or whatever metaphor you prefer. | do believe Arvelansand
Earthlings are overdue for getting some rea depth-psychologica empathy with each other. That ought to
clear away suspicion, ought to give the movement for freedom overwheming strength.” Histones,
hitherto low, lifted. “How glad | am you came here.”

The drive debouched on aleve stretch of ground, the woods yielded to openness, and we were again
out in light. To Maclaren, with his superior night vison, the view must have been magnificent, for even|
found it beautiful. On our right the mountain rose further, on our left it plunged downward, in frosted
shadowiness where here and there gleamed yellow the windows of ahome. Far off on the seashore, a
village twinkled in countless colors. Beyond reached the ocean, like living obsidian bridged by
moonglade. Acrossthe sky glimmered the gdaxy. Everywhere esewereindividud stars, each of them a



Un.

Maclaren led us among flowerbeds and across awide stretch of lawn, to his house. It waslow and
rambling, the roof curved high; it had been built largely of timber, according to a pattern that | felt must be
ancient in these parts; | wished very much that | could savor it with unmuffled senses. A lantern lighted a
verandah. Aswe mounted this, the main door opened. A femae human stood in the glow that poured out
from behind her.

Weknew her a once. Not being sure we would, Maclaren said, “Do you remember my wife, from
the program we were on together when you arrived? Tamara.” In theflicker of bright and black across
Rero’sskin, | saw my own shock mirrored. New as we then were to Earth, we had not caught any
mention of Tamara s closenessto Maclaren. Hiswife? But she was David Ryerson’s widow!

* * *

We wereinsde the house before | was enough past my agitation to see that Maclaren had noticed it.
Perhaps Tamara had too. Her manner was most gentle as she bowed her head above her handslaid
together and murmured, “Be welcome, honored guests. It grieves usthat we cannot offer refreshment. Is
there any way we can minister to your needs or comfort?’

| saw that seats were provided to fit usin our sealsuits. Otherwise the room was long and lovely.
Strange environment does not change the laws of harmonious proportion; swirlsof wood grainin the
floor, hues and textures of vegetable mats, were foreign but serene; acrystal bowl on atable held astone
and aflower, beneath ascroll of calligraphy that we did not have to read in order to admire; bookshelves
breathed forth a promise; windows gave outlook on the night land, the sea, and the cosmos. A music
player lilted notes of apiece that Rero-and-I had long ago told human members of the commission we
enjoyed; theformiscaled raga. Anincense stick burned, but of course| could only smell the manifold
acridities of my own confined flesh.

“You arekind,” Rero said. “ Still, are you not being overly forma?Voah-and-1 camein hopesof . . .
of close understanding.”

“Thenwhy don’'t you st?” Maclaren invited. He and Tamarawaited till we had. She perched forward
in her chair, fingerstwined on her lap. In along skirt and brief blouse, her skin was golden-brown, her
form abstractly pleasing to us. Framed by flowing blue-black hair, her eyeswere like the bright darkness
outsde. Maclaren wastal for an Earthling, he stood with haf historso raised above Rero while hishead
reached well up on my chest. Seated, he assumed an attitude as casua as his tubular garments, lounged
back with ankle over knee—but his gaze never left usand | recognized gravity on hisface.

“What had you in mind, Rero-and-Voah?" he began.

Wewere silent awhile, until | trilled alaugh of sorts and admitted, “We are seeking what questionsto
ask, and how.”

Tamara confirmed my guess about her perception when sheinquired, “What surprised you on the
verandah?’

Again we must hesitate. Findly Rero said, “We do not wish to give offense.”

Maclaren waved ahand. “ L et that be taken for granted on both sides, hm?’ he suggested. “We might
well drop something ourselvesthat you don't like. In that case, tell us, and we'll dl try to find out why,
and maybe we can get alittle enlightenment fromit.”

“Wall, then—" Regardless, Rero must summon her courage. “ Tamara Ryerson, isthat your proper
name now? Y ou are wedded to Terangi Maclaren?’

“Why, yes, for the past eight years,” the human femae replied. “ Didn’t you know?’

| tried to explain that the information had gone by us because of its alienness. Astonished in her turn,
sheexclamed, “Doesn't it seem naturd to you? Terangi and David were friends, shipmates. When
Terangi came back, he found me alone with my baby, and helped me—at first for David' s sake, but
soon— Would you consider it wrong?’



“No,” | said hadtily. “We Arvelans dso differ in our customs and beliefs, from culture to culture.”

“Although,” Rero added, “none of our kind would remarry . . . that quickly, | think. A young person
who was widowed might remarry, but after severd years”

“Anolder one?’ Tamaraasked softly.

“Asarule, they go asexuad—cedlibate, if | remember your word aright,” | told her. Fearing she might
regard that as crud: “This has been an honorable estate in every country and era. In civilized milieus,
indtitutions have existed, such as. . . lodges, would you cal them?. . . to give the widowed a solid place,
anew belongingness”

“Why can't they remarry, though?’

“Few societies have actudly forbidden remarriage at any age. It’sjust that few personswant to,
who've had amate for along while”

Maclaren made a chuckling noise. “And yet, asfar as| cantell,” heremarked, “you Arvelansare
hornier than us humans, whichissaying alot.”

| exchanged alook, a handclasp, and a sexua signa with Rero.
“What makesthe difference?” Tamarawondered. “ Sorrow?’

“No, sorrow wears away, if | use that word correctly,” | answered, doubtful whether | did.
(Afterward that doubt was to grow. Do they indeed mourn aswe do?) “But think, please. Precisely
because of the close reationship, persondities have blended. Remarriage involves changing one' s entire
Spirit, that originally developed in young adulthood after the first wedding. Not many individuas want to
become somebody quite different. Of those who might wish to, not many dare attempt it.”

Sengng Tamard s puzzlement, Rero said in her most scientific manner:

“It haslong been obviousthat sexud dimorphism is grester among Arvelans than among Earthlings. In
your species, the female both carries the child to term and nurses it afterward. Among us, she carriesthe
fetusamuch shorter time, then deliversit and givesit to the male, who putsit in his pouch. Thereit has
shelter and temperature differentidstill it has matured enough to venture forth. However, the mother does
provide nourishment for the infant from specia glands—milk, isthat your word? Thismeansthe mae
must dways be closeto her, to hand the infant over for feeding. It means, too, that he must be large and
strong. That leaves her free, in an evolutionary sense, to become small but agile. Our presapient
ancestors hunted in male-femae teams, as savages did within historica times. Civilizations have not
changed that basic partnership; most work has always been organized so as to be done by mated
couples. The interdependence goes beyond the physicd, into the psyche. Among the primitive peoples,
the widowed have generaly pined away. A large part of our history and sociology has turned on the
provision of various meansto give the asexud asurvivor'srole”

“Oh, yes, Tamaraknowsthat.” Did Maclaren sound annoyed, asif hiswife had been insulted?
“WEe ve both followed the reports of the study teams.”

“No, wait, dear.” Her fingers brushed acrosshis. “1 think Rero—Rero-and-V oah aretrying to tell us
how it feels.” Her vison met ours. “Maybe we can tell you how it fedsin us,” shesaid. “Maybethat’s
part of the knowledge you' re searching for.”

Sherose, crossed to where Rero sat, and squeezed the armored shoulder. Immediately redizing, she
gave me the same gesture. “Would you like to see our children?’ she asked. “ Ther€ sthe oldest, David's
and mine. There aretwo more, Terangi’ sand mine. Will you bdieve that he lovesthem equaly?

Memory rushed over me of The Adopted Son. | have merely read it in trand ation. Somehow, though,
across oceans and centuries, Hoiakim-and-Ranu’ s genius has come through to me. | think that from their
poetry | know what it meant to live in aland where the nursing or pouching of an infant not one’ sown
was not the highest form of devotion and sacrifice, but was actualy taboo. It may be that from this| have
aninkling of how deep goesthe caring for our young.

Except . . . isthiswhat she intends to say? | wondered.



“| wish you could cuddlethem,” Tamarasaid. “Well, they’ re adeep anyhow. Y ou’ || meet them
properly tomorrow. What a gorgeous surprise for them!”

She activated a scanner to show ustheir rooms. | was touched and fascinated: the chubbiness of the
small, the lengthening limbs of the oldest. Rero paid more heed to the adults. In our language she asked
me, “Ismy impression right, that in hismind they are secondary to her?’

“I havenoidea,” | confessed. “1’m wondering how they will fed about each other—the five of
them—after the children are grown.”

“Andwhat isintringc, what culturd?’

“Impossibleto say, darling. It could be that in them, parental emotions are potentiated by close
association with the offspring, and in most human societies the mother enjoys more of this than the father
does....

The bit of intimacy went surprisingly far to ease things between usfour. If we could not share
smokeleaf, food, drink, odors, prayers, we could share parenthood. For awhile Tamara was quite
eagerly gossiping with Rero-and-me about our respective households. At last Maclaren said:

“Do you know, | suspect we may dready be verging on an ingght that’ s never been reached before.”
He paused; | saw him quiver where he sat. “ Sure, sure, naturaly we' ve gotten endless speculation on
Earth, and doubtless on Arvel. How basic isthe psychosexua dement to any intelligent race? But it's
been pretty dry and abstract. Here, tonight—well, we won't solve that problem, but might we not make
adatonit?l’veawild guessasto how al your inditutions, in al your cultures, may spring from your
reproductive pattern. Might you be able to make aguesslike that about us? It could tell usthings about
oursalvesthat’ ve been mysterious through the whole of our history.”

| thought for agpan before | replied, “1f nothing else, Terangi Maclaren, your guesses about us ought
to reved something about you.”

He leaned forward. His hands made gestures. Histone held eagerness:.

“With you people, the nuclear family—really nuclear—has got to be the basis of everything,
everywhere, and everywhen. It'stheindissoluble unit . . . and | wish you could give me an idea of what
the indissoluble unit isamong humans.

“Your history, what little of it we know here on Earth— Never anation-gate. Usually clans, that might
keep their identities for many centuries. . . forming tribes, that might keep their identitiesfor afew
centuries. . . but the families endure. They trace themsalves back to mythic ages.

“More parochialism than on Earth, progress aloca affair, few changes ever happening at once over
your entire planet, obsolete and evil matters persisting till late datesin corners of the world. However, no
nationalism; variety not getting ground down into uniformity; if nothing like democracy, then dso nothing
like absolutism; eventually, gradudly, aunion of the whole species on aloose and pragmatic foundation;
no public passions, even for good causes, but no public lunacies ether—

“Inrdigion. .. when monotheism came aong, God was bisexuad—no, | suppose’ supersexud’ would
be a better word, but sexual for certain. At the sametime, in everyday life, orderly sex rdationships are
the norm, taken for granted—therefore you don’t have to worry about regulating that, you can make
mord investments different from ours—"

The door flew open. A weapon came through.

Three men, likewise armed, crowded behind the automatic pistol of their leader. The whole group
wore nondescript coverals and hoods to mask their faces. Behind them | made out the raindrop shape of
alittlearcraft parked on the lawn. Engrossed in talk, we had none of us heard its whispering as anything
but anight wind.

We sprang to our feet. “What the hell?” ripped from Maclaren.
“Vincent Indigo!” Rero-and-I cried together.



He was taken aback at our recognition of him. Unequipped for much conscious use of body language,
humans are blind to countless details. Herallied at once, chopped air with hisfirearm, and snapped:
“Silence. Not a peep out of you. Thefirgt that startstrouble, we'll shoot.” A pause. “If you cooperéte,
nobody need get hurt. If you don't, the kids might suffer too.”

Tamaragasped and clutched at her husband. He laid an arm around her waist. Rero-and-1 joined ina
look of longing. We couldn’t touch.

“We retaking the Arvelansaway,” Indigo said. “A kidnapping. The government ought to pay afancy
sum for their release. I'm telling you this so you' Il see we don’t mean worse and it’ sto your advantage to
be good. Sir and Lady Maclaren, we' re going to disable your phone and your car, to keep you from
giving the darm before we' re a safe distance off. We don’t want to do you more harm than that, and
won't if you stand quietly where you are. Asfor you two . . . creatures, we don’t want to harm you
either. No ransom for acorpse, eh? We'll take care of you if you behave yoursaves. If you don’t—well,
abullet doesn't need to kill you by itsdlf. It only needsto make aholein your sedsuit.

“Quiet, | said!” he ordered as Maclaren’smouth stirred. To hisfollowers: “ Get busy.”

They grunted assent. One attacked the telephone. Not content to bresk its connection, he put a shot
through the screen. The hiss of the pistal, the crack of splintered glass sounded louder than they were. He
used the scanner to make sure the children had not roused, then rejoined Indigo in keeping watch on us.
Meanwhile his companions had gone back inside, evidently to the garage for their own task of
demoalition. | had noticed tools hung at their waists. Thiswas a carefully planned operation.

Stupefaction left me; anger seethed up. Vincent Indigo! The rest are unknowns—he must have | eft
the official craft when it landed at a nearby airport to wait for tomorrow, and met them— Was he
always a criminal, who sithered hisway into public service, or was it the chance he saw which
corrupted him?

No matter. He dares endanger Rero!

Benesth thefury, alogica part of mewas baffled. His actions don’t make sense. Probably he
supposes, probably rightly, that his name didn’t register on the Maclarens when we uttered it.
Voice transponders or no, we do have a thick accent. Nevertheless, can he really hope that his
part in this business will remain hidden? He has to return us if he wants to collect his price, and
we' |l denounce him—

Is he insane, to overlook that? Are his accomplices, too? He never struck me asirrational. But
what is sanity . . . in a human?

My glance went to Maclaren and hiswife. Over theyears| have learned in dight measure to read
expression, stance, aurain that race. Fear had largely departed from them, now that it appeared there
was no direct physicd threat. He stood a-scowl with thought, and a cold wrath was coming over him.
Shewasregarding us, her guests, with ahorrified pity. Though they remained in bodily contact, thet was
not where their attention lay.

It would have been for Rero-and-me, of course, if we could have touched. But we could smply hold
gloves and make forlorn skin-signs.

The two men re-entered and reported their task done. “Fine,” Indigo said. “Let’ sget going. You'—
he pointed at the human prisoners—* stay indoors. Y ou” —that was us—"go on out.”

The four kidnappers moved cautioudy, two ahead of us, two behind, while we shuffled forth.
Moonlight glimmered on early dew. The starslooked infinitely far. Thelight of the village and of
neighboring houses looked farther still. Most distant was the yellow glow from the home we had | ft.

Rero attempted speech in our language. Since our hosts could no longer heer it, Indigo did not forbid.
Her words hurried: “Beloved, what do you suppose we should do? How can we trust them? They must
be crazy to believe they can carry this off and go unpunished.”

S0 her thought had paralleled mine to that extent: hardly a surprise. Mine legped onward. “No, they



can reason, in atwisted fashion,” | said. “Else they wouldn’t have the kind of preparation and discipline
they do. Perhapsthey have a secure hiding place ready, or achange of identities, or whatever. Therisk
would still gppear enormous to me—considering that we represent awhole planet, won't the Citadel
bend every effort to hunting them down?—but what do we know of theins and outs of Earth?’ |
clamped her fingersin mine, hard. “Best we stay calm, dert, bide our time. The ransom will surely be
paid. If the Protector won't, then | expect those people who want aliance with our kind will subscribeto
the sum demanded.”

We reached the aircraft. Its door stood gar above us. “Go onin,” directed Indigo. His men drew
closer.

We could not enter side by sidein our bulky equipment. Asit happened, | went first, climbing up a
short extruded ladder. Cabin lighting was weak but sufficient. My gaze traveled aft, and | stopped short
in the entrance.

“Y ou have only one biogtatic unit!” | protested. My hearts began to gallop. A roaring rosein my head.

“Yes, yes, we ve no room for two,” Indigo said impetiently. “Either of you can plug intoiit if you like.
The other can lagt in hissuit, or hers, till we get where we' re bound. There we have an Arvel-conditioned

My look sought Rero’s. Though her countenance was a blur in the moonlight, her aura throbbed red.
Mine did too. She spokein our language: “If that istrue, why need they bother with aunit a al? They
only mean to keep one of usaive. Not both.”

“Alive asahogtage.” My words sounded remote, astranger’s. “ Thisis not a capture for money.”

And ragetook usinto itself.

She at the thought that | might haveto die, | at the thought that she might have to die, went aflame.
Y ou can imagine; but in these peaceful years of ours, you cannot know.

We were no longer persons, we were killing machines. Y et never had our awarenesses been more
efficient. | believe | saw each dewdrop upon each blade of turf around the feet of those who would let
Rero perish. | knew that my suit and its gear made me awkward, but | knew aso that they were heavy. |
gauged and sprang.

A man stood beside the ladder. My boots crashed on his skull. He went down beneath my mass, we
rolled over, he lay broken. | lumbered up and charged at the next nearest. Rero was entangled with a
third man. Indigo danced about. He hadn’t fired immediately for fear of hitting acomrade. Hewouldina
moment, | knew, and Rero-and-1 would be dead.

Dead together.

A form hurtled from the verandah, across the lawn, toward us. Utterly astounded, | did not day him
with whom | grappled. | only throttled him dack while | stared.

Maclaren. Maclaren had abandoned his wife to come help us.

He caught Indigo by surprise, from behind—grabbed the pistol wrigt, threw hisleft arm around the
man’ s neck, put akneein the back.

| mastered myself and went to aid Rero. Despite her weight of apparatus, her small form was
bounding back and forth, in and out, fast enough for her enemy to misswhen he shot. Him | did pluck
apart.

* * *

The moon stood higher when calm had returned to us. It had to the Maclarens earlier. In him it took
theform of sternness, in her of apuzzled haf-compassion, aswe loomed above Vincent Indigo. He
huddled in achair, ablot upon that beautiful room, and pleaded with us.

“Certainly I’'m going to take your flyer and fetch the police,” Maclaren said. “But before then, in case
the Citadd triesto cover for you, | want the facts mysdlf.” He redligned his audiovisua recorder.
“Several copies of thistape distributed in the right places—Y ou were acting for the Protector, weren't



you?’

Wretchedness stared back. “Please,” Indigo whispered.

“Shall | break afew bones?’ | asked.

“No!” Tamaraexclamed. “Voah, you can't tak that way. You're civilized!”

“Hewould have let Rero die, wouldn’t he?’ | retorted.

My wife' sarm went around me. Through my sedlsuit, | imagined the pressure, and the same desire
kindled in us both. How long till we could appeaseit? | heard the force she must use to stay reasonable
as she counsdlled in our language: “ Better we be discreet. Two men killed in afight, that’ s condonable.
But it wouldn't spesk well for us, in human ears, if weinjured helpless prisoners.”

| subsided. “Correct,” | said, “though does he need to know this?’

The spirit had gone out of Indigo anyhow. Hisauraflickered bluish-dim. He dropped his glanceto the
floor and mumbled, * Y es, that was the idea. Trying to make the Arvelans break off negotiations because
they’ d decided our race istoo—oh, too unstable to be safe around. It couldn’t be done officialy, when
S0 many dupes are putting on pressure for atreaty conference.”

Maclaren nodded. “We were supposed to think it was the work of acrimina gang,” he said. “Which it
wasindeed. A crimina gang in the Citadd, running the government. When that news bresks, | hopeto
see them not just out of office, but ontrid.”

“No!” Anguish whipped through Indigo. He raised eyes and hands, he shuddered. “Y ou can’t! Not
the Protector—the Dynasty—God dive, Maclaren, can’t you understand? That’ s what we' ve been
trying to save. Would you let it crumble? Would you |leave us defensel ess before apack of monsters?’

Silence grew until at last Maclaren said, from the bottom of histhroat, “Y ou actudly believethat, don't
you?’

“He does, he does,” Tamaracried through tears. “Oh, the poor fool! Don't be too hard on him,
Terangi. Hewasactingout of . . . out of love. .. wasn't he?’

Love, for such an object? Rero-and-1 shared horror.

“I don't know as how that excuses him,” Maclaren said grimly. “Well, we have hisadmission. L et the
courts decide what to do with him and therest. It won’t matter.”

He gtraightened, | saw him easing muscle by muscle, and he said to us. “What does matter isthat the
plot failed. | supposethere |l haveto bealot of behind-the-scenes bargaining, compromises, pretenses
that certain individuals never were involved—ypolitica expediency. Not too important. What isimportant
isthat we can use the scandd to bring down the whole clique that’ s wanted to lock us up in ahermit
kingdom. Wewill beleaguing with Arvel.” Wonder trembled in hisvoice. “Wetruly will.”

Truly? passed through Rero-and-me.

“Your doing!” Tamara hugged us both where we stood. “If it hadn’t been for your courage—"

“Why, therewas no courage,” Rero told her. “If we had gone meekly along, one of uswould have
died. What had weto lose?’

Theknifethat had formed within my soul flashed out of its shesth. “We would have been
killed—which ought to have served the purpose reasonably well—if you had not intervened, Terangi
Maclaren,” | said, asif each word were being cut out of me.

Hedidn’t notice my mood, in his pleasure, ashereplied, “What else could | do, after the fighting
began?’ He hesitated. “It wasn’'t just your lives, V oah-and-Rero, though of course they meant a grest
ded. It wasredizing that your race might well be provoked into withdrawing from ours. And that would
have been about the most terrible loss humanity has ever had. Wouldn't it?’

“Y our wife was endangered,” | declared.

“I knew that,” he said. They gripped hands, those two. Nevertheless he could tell me while she
listened and nodded: “We both did. But we had the whole world to think about.”



* * *

Rero-and-1 do recommend making a pact, sharing transporter networks, conducting what trade and
cultural exchange are possible. In our opinion, thiswill bring benefits outwel ghing any psychic harm of the
kind that some fear. We can even suggest precautions to take against troublous influences.

Aboveadl, O people of Arve, never pity the beings on Earth. If you do, then sorrow will drown you.
They know so little of love. They cannot ever know more.
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