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Perhaps the deadest of all things possible in this Universe isthe dead cold core of a
burned-out supernova. But Death is, of course, the ulti-mate trap of all living things!

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 there was to be enough reaction massfor
decedleration and maneuver, the blast must be terminated. And so the long silence came. For four and a
haf centuries, the ship would fall.

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
empire killed 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 hel-mets,
sometimes decorous gray cowls, eventualy blue berets with awinged star; but always 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 hdfway to her own god, though shewas
the farthest from Earth of any human work. She was showing alittle wear, here ascratch, there a patch,
and not al the graffiti of bored and lonely men rubbed out by their successors. But thosefiddsand
particles which served her for eye, brain, nerve till swept heaven; each man at the end of his watch took
abox of microplates with him as he made the hundred light-year stride to Earth's Moon. Much of this
was logt, or gathered dugt, in the century when Earthmen were busy surviving. But there came atime
when a patient dectricaly seeing machine ran through many such plates from many ships. And so it
con-demned certain people to death.

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 look upon. Eastward it
faded through green and roya blueto night, where the first starstrod forth and trembled. There was just
enough wind to ruffle the surface, send wave ets lapping againgt the hull of the ketch, flow down theidle
mainsal and gir the girl'sloosened pae 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 dl kind of useful
products. It's beyond me, thank the honorable ancestors. Biochemistry is an organized mess. I'll stick to
something smple, like the degenerate nucleus.”

Thegirl giggled. "And if it isn't degenerate, will you makeit 07" she asked.

Shewas atechnic like himsdlf, of course: he would never have let acommon on hisboat, Sncea
few machineswere, in effect, aszable crew. Her rank was higher than his, so high that no onein her
family worked productively—whereas Mac-laren was one of the few in hiswho did not. She was of
care-fully sdected mutant Burmese strain, with amber skin, exqui-site small feetures, and greenish-blond
hair. Maclaren had been angling for weeksto get her donelikethis. Not that Genera Feng, her
drug-torpid null of aguardian, cared how much scanda she made, flying about the planet without so
much as an amazon for chaperone. But she was more a crea-ture of the Citadel and its hectic lightsthan



of the sunset ocean.

Maclaren chuckled. "1 wasn't swearing at the nucleus,” he said. "Degeneracy is a state 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. Hewas atall man in hisearly thirties,
dender, with wide shoul-ders and big hands, dark-haired and brown-skinned like al Oceanians; but
there was an aquiline beak on the broad high-cheeked face, and some forgotten English ancestor looked
out of hazdl eyes. Like her, hewore merdly an informal sarong and afew jewes.

"You'retaking likeascholar, Terangi," she said. It was not acompliment. There wasagrowing
element in therichest fami-lieswho found Confucius, Plato, Eingtein, and the other clas-sics athundering
bore.

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

"But you were the amateur swim-wrestling champion!” she protested.

"True. | could dso drink any two men under the table and knew every dive on Earth and the Moon.
However, d' you imagine my father, bless hisdreary collection of old-fashioned virtues, would have
subsidized medl theseyearsif | didn't bring some credit to the family? It'skudos, having an
astro-physicist for ason. Evenif | am arather expensve astrophysi-cist.” He grinned through the
gathering dusk. "Every so often, when I'd been on aparticularly 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.

"Well, no," said Maclaren. "That's purely my own idea. My notion of fun. | told you | was getting
suffy inmy dotege.”

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

"Politics, 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 opposi-tion, wheedling the
Protector himsdlf . . . d' you know, | dis-covered it was fun. | might even take up politics as a hobby,
when | get back.”

"How long will you be gone?' she asked.

"Can't say for certain, but probably just amonth. That ought to furnish me with enough materia for
severd years of study. Might dash back to the ship a 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 mur-mured.

"Don't tempt me," he groaned. "I can't. One month is the standard minimum watch on an interstel lar
vessd, barring emergencies. Y ou see, every transmission uses up a Frank tube, which costs money."

"Wdl," she pouted, "if you think so much of an old dead Sar—"

"Y ou don't understand, your gorgeousness. Thisisthefirst chance anyone has ever had, in more
than two centuries of space travel, 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 nu-clear
and gravitational energy? By the ancestors, it's concelv-able this oneis|eft over from some previous
cycleof credtion!”

Hefdt adtiffening in her body, asif she resented histalk of what she neither understood nor cared
about. And for amo-ment he resented her. She didn't really care about this boat either, or him, or
anything except her own lovely shell. Why was he wasting timein the old worn routines, when he should
be studying and preparing? He knew precisely why.



And then her rigidity melted in alittle shudder. He glanced at her, she was ashadow with apaldy
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: "Whereisthis spaceship, now?'

A bit artled, he pointed at the first tracing of the Southern Cross. "That way," he sad. "Shewas
originaly bound for Al-pha Crucis, and hasn't been diverted very far off that course. Since she'sagood
thirty parsecs out, we wouldn't notice the difference if we could seethet far.”

"But we can't. Not ever. The light would take ahundred 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, inacam seg,
with wine and smdl sandwiches, and she even asked him to play his guitar 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 euphe-mism, or perhaps the Southern Cross burned disturbingly bright
overhead.

WINTER lay among the Outer Hebrides. Day was a sullen glimmer between two darknesses, often
smothered in snow. When it did not fling itsalf upon the rocks and burst in freezing spume, the North
Atlantic rolled in heavy and gnaw-ing. There was no redl horizon, leaden waves met leaden sky and misty
leaden light hid the seam. "Here thereis neither land nor water nor air, but akind of mixture of them,”
wrote Pytheas.

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, sg-naed the door to open, and rolled through.
He had not been on Skulafor half adecade: it touched him, in away, how his hands remembered dl the
motions of steering into this place and how the dank interior was unaltered. Asfor hisfather—He bit
back an inward fluttering, helped his bride from the car, and spread his cloak around them both as they
stepped into the wind.

It howled in from the Pole, striking them so they reeled and Tamara's black locks broke free like
torn banners. Ryerson thought he could amost hear the wind toning in the rock underfoot. Surely the
blows of the seadid, crash after crash through a bitter 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 them in. "I'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, there was a quietness
which gaped.

This main room, brick-floored, whitewashed, irregular and solid, centered about afireplace where
peet burned low and blue. The chief concessions to the century were aradi-globe 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 al, any old sea cap-tain would have kept his Bowditch and
his souvenirs. The wallswere lined with books aswell as microspools. Most of the full-size volumeswere
antique, for little was printed in En-glish these days.

Magnus Ryerson stood |eaning on acane of no Terrestrial wood. He was a huge man, two meters

tall 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 locd dress, aknitted sweater and canvas
trousers. It came as a shock to redlize after severd minutesthat his right hand was artificid.

"Well," herumbled at lagt, in fluent Interhuman, "so thisisthe bride. Tamara Sumito Ryerson, eh?
Welcome, girl." There was no great warmth in histone.

She bent her face to folded hands. "I greet you most humbly, honorable father." She was Austrdian,
atypicd 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 ahooded cloak, no ornaments save awedding band with the Ryerson monogram onit.

Magnus |ooked away from her, to his son. "Professor's daughter, did you say?' he murmured in
English.

"Professor of symbolics,” said David. He made his answer adefiance by casting it in the Interhuman
which hiswife under-stood. "We. .. Tamaraand | . . . met at hishome. | needed abackground in
symboalicsto understiand my own specidty and—"

"Y ou explain too much,” sad Magnusdryly. "Sit."

Helowered himsdlf into achair. After amoment, David followed. The son wasjust turned twenty
yearsold, adender boy of average height with light complexion, thin sharp fea-tures, yellow hair, and his

father's blue eyes. He wore the tunic of a science graduate, with insggniaof gravitics, self-conscioudy, but
not so used to it that he would change for an ordinary civilian blouse.

TAMARA made her way into the kitchen and began pre-paring tea. Magnus |ooked after her.



"Well-trained, any-how," he grunted in English. "So | suppose her family isa



least heathen, and not any of these latter-day atheists. That's somewhat.”

David fdt theidand years, aone with hiswidower father, return to roost heavy upon him. He tifled
an anger and said, asoin English: "I couldn't have made any better match. Even from some swinish
practica standpoint. Not without mar-rying into atechnic family, and—Would you want meto do that?
I'll gain technic rank on my own meritgl”

"If you stay on Earth,” said Magnus. "Who noticesacolo-nid?"

"Who notices an Earthling, among ten billion others?' sngpped David. "Onanew planet .. . . on
Rama. . . aman can be himsdf. These stupid hereditary distinctions won't even matter.”

"Thereisroom enough right here,” said Magnus. "As aboy you never used to complain Skulawas
crowded. On the con-trary!"

"And | would settle down with someilliterate beefy-faced good Chrigtian fishwife you picked for me
and breed more servantsfor the Protectorate, al 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 genera had most recently seized thetitle of Protec-tor. In practiceit was not so easy. David
knew with a chill that he would never have decided to emigrate without Tamaras unarrogant and
unbendable will to stiffen his. He would prob-ably never even have married her, without more than her
father's consent, againgt the wish of hisown—David gripped the worn arms of his chair.

Magnus sighed. He felt about after a pipe and tobacco pouch. "I would have preferred you to
maintain residence 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, hethought, if you expect to hook me that way—
"It'snot asif you would be penned on oneidand al your days," said Magnus. "Why did | spend dl | had
saved, to put my sons through the Academy? So they could be spacemen, as| was and my father and
grandfather before me. Earth isn't a prison. The Earthman can go asfar asthe farthest ships have
reached. It's the colonies are the hole. Once you go thereto live, you never come back here.”

"|sthere so much to come back t0?' said David. Then, after aminute, trying clumsly for
reconciliation: "And father, I'm the last. Space ate them al. Radiation killed Tom, ameteor got Ned, Eric
made afdling star dl by himsdlf, lan 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 a new planet can be. That's the reason for putting the initial
Settlers under thirty years of absolute quarantine. If you think |—"

"No," sad Magnus. "No, you're no coward, Davy, whereit comesto physica 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 so many folk on Rama as on Earth,
no need to work both with and against them, as on aship—Well." He leaned forward, the pipe
smoldering in hisplastic hand. "I 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 openness and a sky al around you—Do you understand? | could let you go to your
planet then. Not before. | would never know, otherwise, how much | had let you chesat yoursdlf.”

Silencefdl between them. They heard the wind asit mourned under their eaves, and the remote
snarling of the sea.

David said at last, dowly: "So that'swhy you. . . . yes. Did you give my nameto Technic Maclaren
for that dark star expedition?”

Magnus nodded. "1 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, sheisfar-ther 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. But |
say Maclarenisright. Alphamay be an interesting triple star, but atruly cold sun means adeal moreto
science. At any rate, | did pull afew wires. Maclaren needs a gravitics man to help him take hisdata. The
post isyoursif youwishit."

"l 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. | under-stand. But you can be sent to Ramaas
soon asyou get back; ther€lll be several waves of migration. Y ou will have space pay plus exploratory
bonus, some valuable experience, and,” fin-ished Magnus sardonicaly, "my blessing. Otherwise you can
get out of my house thisminute.”

David hunched into hischair, asif facing an enemy.

He heard Tamaramove about, dow in the unfamiliar kitchen, surely more than alittle frightened of

thisold barbar-ian. If he went to space, she would have to stay here, bound by a propriety which was
one of the chainsthey 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 stars.

THE other man, Ohara, was good, third-degree black. But finally his aertnesswavered. He moved
inunwarily, and Saiichi 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 dtting 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 the win-ner. They retied their belts and bowed to each other. The abbot, who was
refereeing, murmured afew 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 till exult inthe
aesthetics 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 aport, it should be ameansto an end: idedlly, aphysical form of meditation upon the
principlesof Zen.

Hewondered if he would ever attain that height. Rebd-lioudy, he wondered if anyone ever had, in
actua practice, for more than afew momentsanyhow . . . It was an unworthy thought. A wearer of the
black bdlt in the fifth degree should at least have ceased inwardly barking at his betters. And now enough
of al the personal. It was only hismind reflecting the tenson of the contest, and tension was dwaysthe
enemy. Hismathematica training led him to visudize fie ds of force, and the human soul asadifferentia
quantity dX—where X was afunction of no one knew how many variables—which applied just enough,
vanishingly smal increments of action so that the greet filds did over each other and—Wasthisa
desirable analogue? He must discuss it with the abbot sometime; it seemed too preciseto reflect redity.
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 clgpping.

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 towns-people, |eft their
cushionsand mingled cheerfully.

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



"Ah," said the abbot. "A most admirable performance to-night.”
"It was nothing, honorable gir,” said Nakamura
"What didyou . . . yes. Indeed. Y ou are leaving tomorrow, are you not?"

"Y es, master. On the Southern Cross, the expedition to the dark star. It is uncertain how long |
shall be away." Helaughed self-deprecatingly, as politeness required. "It is a-ways possble that one
does not return. May | humbly ask the honorable abbot that—"

"Of course,”" said the old man. ™Y our wife and children shall dways 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 aconqueror?”’

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

"l am walking back into town now," said the officer, dmost gpologeticdly: "May | request the
pleasure of your company?"

"If this unworthy person can offer even amoment's distrac-tion to the noble captain?’

THEY left 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 still 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.

Capdlahad long ago st. Its sixth planet, 11-Khan the giant, was near full phase, avast golden
shield blazoned with ahundred hues. Two other satdllites, not much smaller than this Earth-sized Sarai on
which humans dwet, were visble. Only afew stars could shinethrough dl that light, low in the purple
sky; thefieldslay drowned in amber radiance, Susa's lanterns |ooked feeble in the distance. Meteor trails
criss-crossed heaven, asif someone wrote swift ideographs up there. On the left horizon, a sudden
mountain range climbed until its peaks 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.

"Thisisalovey world," murmured Nakamura.

Captain Umfando shrugged. Wryness touched his ebony fea-tures. "I could wish it were more
socigble”

"Believeme, ir, despite paliticd differences, thereisnoill will toward you or your men
persondly—"

"Oh, come now," said the officer. "I 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 evenvisitit. But such
fedings soon envelop the soldier himself. I've been jeered at, and mudballed by children, even out of
uniform.”

"Itismost deplorable,” said Nakamurain distress. "May | offer my apologies on behdf of my
town?'

Umfando shrugged. "I'm not certain that an apology isin order. | didn't have to make a career of the
Protector's army. And Earth does exploit the colonies. There are euphemisms and excuses, but
exploitation iswhat it amountsto.”

He thought for amoment, and asked with anear despair: "But what €lse can Earth do?'

Nakamurasad nothing. They waked onin slencefor awnhile.

Umfando said a lagt, "'l 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 Capellan System pilot is—he hasto 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 mogt influential men on Saral.
"Why do you treat melike ahuman being?’

Nakamuraconsidered it gravely. "Well," he decided, "I can-not consider politics important enough
to quarrel about.”

"l see” A little embarrassed, Umfando changed the subject:

"| can get you on amilitary trangport to Batu tomorrow, if you wish. Drop you off at the * caster
dation."

"Thank you, but | have aready engaged passage on the regular interstelar ferry.”
"Uh. .. did you ask for the Cross berth?'

"No. | had served afew watches on her, of course, like every-one 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
Nakamuras standing could have refused. But maybe the way you attained such prestige was by never
refusing.

"Do you expect any trouble?' he asked.

"Oneisnever certain. The great human mistake isto antici-pate. Thetotally relaxed and unexpectant
man is the one pre-pared 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 redly 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 sighed. A gracious house, agood and faithful wife, four promising chil-dren, health
and achievement, what more could aman reason-ably ask? He told himself that his remembrances of
Kyoto were hazed, he had left Earth as avery young boy. Surdly this serene and uncrowded Saral
offered more than poor tortured antheap Earth gave even to her overlords. And yet some morn-ings 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'veafam-ily to. . . to say good-by to. | will see
you when—"

Fire stresked across the sky. For an ingtant |1-Khan himsalf was lost in blue flame. The bolide struck
somewhere among the mountains. A sheet of pure outraged energy flared above ragged peaks. Then
smoke and dust swirled up like adevil, and moments afterward thunder came banging down through the
valey.

Umfando whistled. "That was amongter!”

"A...yes...mostunusud ... yes, yes."" Nakamura stammered something, somehow he bowed
good night and somehow he kept from running aong the path to hisroof. But as he walked, he began to
shake.

It was only ameteorite, hetold himsdlf franticaly. Only a meteorite. The space around agiant star
like Capella, and especidly around its biggest planet, was certain to be full of cosmic junk. Billions of
meteors hit Sarai every day. Hundreds of them got through to the surface. But Sarai was asbig as Earth,
hetold himsdlf. Sarai had oceans, deserts, uninhabited plainsand forests. . . why, even on Sarai you
weremore likely to be killed by lightning than by ameteorite and—and—ONh, the jewel in the [otus! he
cried out. | am afraid. | am afraid of the black sun.



IT wasraining again, but no one on Krasna pays atention to that. They wear afew light
non-absorbent garments and welcome the rain on their bodies, amoment'srelief from saturated hot air.
The clouds thin overhead, so that the land glimmers with watery brightness, sometimes even the
upper-most clouds break apart and Tau Ceti spears a blinding red-dish shaft through smoke-blue masses
andslvery ran.

Chang Sverdlov rode into Dynamogorsk with a hornbeast lashed behind his saddle. It had been a
dangerous chase, through the tidal marshes and up over the bleak heights of Czar Nicholas1V 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 get-ting suspicious, God rot his brain.

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

Sverdlov contented himself with spitting at their boots, which were about leve with his head. It went
unnoticed in the downpour. And in the noise, and crowding, and blinking lights, with thunder above the
city's gables. 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 himsdlf, 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 Tigersand stopped before acertain inn. Tethering hislizard and
throwing the guard a coin, he entered the taproom. It was as full of men and racket asusud. He
shouldered up to the bar. The landlord recognized him; Sverdiov was a very 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. "I will tell her
you are here" he said, and | eft.

Sverdlov leaned on the bar, one hand resting on apistol butt, the other holding up hisdrink. | could
wish it really were one of the upstairs girls expecting me, hethought. Do we need all this
melodrama of codes, countersigns, and cell organiza-tion? 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 chegp cigars he favored, and pushed
through to the gtairs.

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 the town'send and a
sudden feathery splendor of rainbow trees. Lightning flimmered through the bright rain of Krasna.
Sver-dlov 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 fel-low was strange to him, and neither asked for an introduction.

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

Thethin man asked, "Thisisthe clandestine bomb factory?*

"No," sad 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 small arms manufacture.



They aretooling up out there to make interplanetary missiles.”

"What for?' answered the stranger. "Once the Fellowship has seized the mattercaster, it will be
years before reinforce-ments can arrive from any other system. Y ou'll have time enough to build heavy
armament then." He glanced inquir-ingly at Sverdlov. Li-Tsung nodded. "Infact," said the thin man, "my
divisonistrying to so organize things that there will be no closer Protectorate forces than Earth itsdlf.
Simulta-neous revolution 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 System isup there
on Moon Two. Sure. We seizeit, or destroy it. But isit the only transceiver around?”

The thin man choked. Li-Tsung murmured, "Thisis not for the rank and file. There is enough awe of
Earth aready to hold the people back. But in point of fact, the Protector isanidiot if thereisnot 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 meansiit will take years more to make ready than | thought. |
had hoped—"

"The Centaurians rebelled prematurely, forty yearsago,” said Li-Tsung. "L et us never forget the
lesson. Do you want to be lobotomized?'

There was slence for awhile. Rain hammered on the roof. Down in the street, a couple of rangers
just in from the Up-lands were organizing an impromptu saurian fight.

"Well," said Sverdlov at last. "I'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 the little chess set in his pouch. "Who'll play mea
quick 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 has
asettlement at least—for weeks. Months, perhaps! Let merdax alittlefirst.”

"Asamatter of fact,” said Li-Tsung, "your next berth has already been assigned, and it isnot to any
of those places. It isoutsystem.” In his public persona, hewasaminor officid in theloca branch of the
Adronauticd Guild.

"What?' Sverdlov cursed for asteady minute. ™Y ou mean I'm to be locked up for amonth on some
ginking ship in the middle of interstellar space, and—"

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

SVERDLOV considered. He had taken histurn on the stel-lar vessels, but had no interest in them:
they were a chore, one of the less desirable aspects of the spaceman's life. He had even been on duty
when anew system was entered, but it had thrilled him not. Its planets turned out to be poison-ous hdls,
he had finished his hitch and gone home before they even completed the transceiver station, the devil
could drink his share of the celebration party.

"l don't know which of them that would be," he said.
"It isbound for Alpha Crucis. Or was. Several 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 Eingtein effect of masson light rays. A more careful study reveded therewasa
feeble source of long radio wavesin that direction. They ap-pear to be the dying gasp of astar.”



Since Sverdlov's work 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 potentia energy, released asradiation when a
dar'sown firesare dl exhausted. But athing so cold it only emitsin thefar radio frequencies. . . I'd say
that was merely some kind of turbulence in what passes for an aimosphere. That the Star isn't just dying,
it's dead."

"I don't know," shrugged Li-Tsung. "Perhaps no one does. This expedition will beto answer such
questions. They gave up on Alpha Crucisfor the time being and decel erated the ship toward this black
dar. It isarriving there now. The next per-sonne will take up an orbit and make theinitia studies. Y ou
aretheengineer.”

Sverdiov drew heavily on hiscigar. "Why me?' he protested. "I'm an interplanetary man. Except for
those interstdllar tours, I've never even 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 any-where we please, except to Earth. Only
our goods go to Earth without specid permission.”

"Y ou need not recruit usinto the Fellowship of Indepen-dence,” said the thin man in a parched
voice.

Sverdiov clamped teeth together and got out through stiff lips: " There will be Earthlings aboard,
won't there? It's asking for trouble, to put me on the same ship as an Earthling.”

"You will be very polite and co-operative,” said Li-Tsung sharply. "There are other reasons for your
assgnment. | can-not say much, but you can guess that we have sympathizers, even members, inthe
Guild. .. onahigher levd than space-hand! It is possible that something of potentid military vaue will be
learned from the dark star. Who knows? Something abouit 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. "I can stland amonth or two of Earthlings, | suppose.”

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

"And don't get talking drunk," said the thin man.

Sverdlov paused in the doorway. "I don't," he said. "I wouldn't be dive now if | did."

THE Authority booked firg-class passages for al expedi-tionary personne, which in the case of a
hop up to the Moon meant adirect ferry traveling a one gee dl the way. Standing by the observation
window, an untasted drink in his hand, David Ryerson remarked: "Y ou know, thisis only the third time
I've been off Earth. And the other two, we trans-shipped at Satellite and went free-fall most of the way."

"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 Ambarzumian Observatory, on Farside. Still alittle dust and gasto
bother us, of course, but I'll et the purists go out to Plato Satellite and bring me back their plates.”

"And—No. Forgive me." Ryerson shook his blond head.

"Go on." Maclaren, seated in avoluptuous formfit lounger, offered abox of cigarettes. He thought
he knew Ryerson'stype, serious, gifted, ambitious, but awe-smitten at the gimcrack fact of someone's
hereditary technic rank. "Go ahead,” hein-vited. "I don't embarrass easy."

"l was only wondering . . . who paid for al 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 very cautious. It rang above the low music and cultivated chatter; even



the ecdysiast paused an instant on her stage.

"My dear old colleague,” said Maclaren, "1 not only pay my own freight, | am expected to contribute
generoudy toward the expenses of the indtitution. At least,” he added, "my father is. But wheredlse
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 dready 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 else 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 darmed; glanced about asif expecting mo-mentary arrest, findly lowered himsdf to
the edge of achair and almost whispered: "Yes, gr, yes, | know, naturdly. | wasjustnot so. . . 0
familiar with the detailsof . . . financ-ing."

"Eh? But how could you have missed learning? Y ou trained to be ascientist, didn't you?"

Ryerson stared out at Earth, sprawling splendor across the constellations. "I set out to be a
gpaceman,” he said, blushing. "But in the last couple of years| got moreinterested in gravit-ics, had to
concentrate too much on catching up inthat field towell . . . aso, | was planning to emigrate, so | wasn't
interested in—T he colonies need trained men. The opportuni-ties—"

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

"Rama. Thethird planet of Washington 5584."
"Hm-m-m? 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 hisenthusiasm. "Actudly, sr, Ramaisthe most nearly ter-restroid planet they have yet
found. The biochemistry isso smilar to Earth's that one can even eat some of the native plants and— Oh,
and there are climatic zones, oceans, forests, mountains, asingle big moon—"

"And thirty years of isolation,” said Maclaren. "Nothing con-necting you to the universe but avoice.

Ryerson reddened again. "Does that matter so much?' he asked aggressively. "Arewelosing agreat
ded by that?'

"l suppose not,” said Maclaren.

Your lives, perhaps, hethought. Remember the Shadow Plague on New Kashmir? Or your
children—there was the mu-tation virus on Gondwana. Five yearsis not long enough to learn a
planet; the thirty-year quarantine is an arbitrary mini-mum. And, of course, there are the more
obvious and spectacu-lar things, which merely kill colonists without threatening the human race.
Sorms, quakes, morasses, volcanoes, meteorites. Cumulative poisoning. Wild animals.
Unsuspected half-intelli-gent aborigines. Strangeness, loneliness, madness. It's no won-der the
colonies which survive develop their own cultures. 1t's no wonder they come to think of Earth asa
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 other-wise sensible people, like this boy, refuse to learn them?

"Oh, well," he said doud. He signded the waiter. "Refuel us, chop-chop.”

Ryerson |ooked in some awe at the chit which the other man thumbprinted. He could not suppressit:
"Do you awaystrave firg-classto the Moon?"

Maclaren put afresh cigarette between hislips and touched hislighter-ring to the end. Hissmile
cocked it at awry angle.

"l suppose,” he answered, "I have dwaystraveed firg-class through 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 alittle green and swallowed apill.
But even in hismomentary distress, Ryerson was bewildered at merely walking through atubeto a
monorall station. Third-class passengers must sub-mit to interminable officia bullying: safety regulations,
queues, assgnment to hostel. Now, within minutes, he was again on soft cushions, staring through
crystaline panes at the saw-toothed magnificence of mountains.

When thetrain got under way, he gripped his hands to-gether, irrationaly afraid. It took him awhile
to hunt down the reason: the ghost of hisfather's God, ranting at pride and doth from the tomb which the
son had erected.

"Let'sedt," said Maclaren. "l chose thistrain with malice aforethought. It's dow enough so we can
enjoy our meal en route, and the chef puts his heart into the oysterswon-ton."”

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

Meaclaren's dark, hooked face flashed agrin. "That's what cocktails and hors d'oeuvres arefor, lad.
Stuff yoursdlf. If it'strue what I've heard of deep-space rations, we'rein for adreary month or two."

"Y ou mean you've never been on aninterstellar ship?”

"Of course not. Never been beyond the Moon in my life. Why should | do any such ridiculous

Maclaren's cloak swirled likefire 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 spaceman's gray coverdls, felt
bitter-ness. What have | been dragged away from Tamara for? Does this peacock know a mass
froma holein 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 thisis too good a chance to pass up. |
found me atame mathemati-cian last year and sicced him onto the Schrodinger equation—Sugimoto's
relaivistic verson, | mean; Y uen postulates too bloody much for my taste—anyhow, he worked it out for
the quantitiesinvolved in adark star, mass and gravitationd intensities and cetera. His results make us
both wonder if such abody doesn't go over to an entirely new stage of degen-eracy at the core. One
gigantic neutron? Well, maybe that's too fantastic. But consider—"

And while the monorail ran on toward Farsde, 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 a pneumatic 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 ingtallations which fill the whole of Y ukawa Crater and spread out
onto the plains be-yond. Who has not? But dl he saw on hisfirst visit was a gigantic concourse, along
dideway tunnel, and agood many uniformed technicians. He made sometimid mention of his
disappointment to Maclaren. The New Zealander nodded: "Ex-actly. There's more romance, more sense
of distance covered, and adevil of alot better scenery, in an afternoon on the bay, than in afifty
light-year leap. | say spacetravel isoverrated. And it'safact, I've heard, that spacemen themselves
prefer the interplanetary runs. They take the dull interstellar watches as amatter of duty, by turns.”

Here and there the tunnel branched off, sgnsindicating the way to Alpha Centauri Jump, Tau Ceti
Jump, Epsilon Eridani Jump, dl the long-colonized systems. Those were for passen-gers, freight went by
other beams. There was no great bustle dong any of the tubes. Comparatively few Earthlings had
occasion to visit outsystern on business, gtill fewer could afford it for pleasure, and of course no colonia
came here without a grudging O.K. The Protector had trouble enough; he was not going to expose the
mother planet and itsrestless billions to new ideas born under new skies, nor let any more colonialsthan
he could help seefirst-hand what an inferior position they held. That wasthe real reason for the ban,



every edu-cated Terrestria knew as much. The masses, being illiterate, swallowed avague officia excuse
about trade policy.

The branchesleading to Sirius Jump, Procyon Jump, and the other attained but uncolonizable
systems, were almost deserted. Little came from such places—perhaps an occasiona gem or exotic
chemical. But relay stations had been estab-lished 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 tunnel would befilled, come next week!

He should have been in theline. And Tamara. Well, there would be later waves. His passage was
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 doesfall oncein agreat while, you know. That'swhy the ingtalations
here are spread out so much, why every star has a separate ‘ caster. There'savast amount of energy
involved in each transmission—one reason why a‘ casting is more expengve than transportation by
gpace-ship. Even asmdll increment, undissipated, can melt awhole chamber.”

"Oh, yes. That." Maclaren had let Ryerson get 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 asthis—Of course, it had upset
Ryerson's plans of emigration. Rut not importantly. There was no danger he would find dl the choice Sites
on Ramaoccupied if he came severa weeks|ate: too few people had thefare asit was.

Maclaren said, "l seewhat you mean. Y es, the bulkheads are there, but recessed into the walls and
camouflaged. Y ou don't want to emphasi ze possible danger to the cash customers, eh? Some technic
might get annoyed and maketrouble.”

"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, even air and surface craft, will become
obsolete.”

Maclaren made no answer. He had sometimes thought, more or lessidly, about the unredlized
potentidities of matter-casting. Hard to say whether persona immortality would be agood thing or not.
Not for the masses, surely! Too many of them asit was. But asdlect few, like Terangi Maclaren—or
was it worth the trouble? Even given boats, chess, music, the--No Drama, beautiful women and beautiful
Spectroscopes, life could get heavy.

Asfor matter transmission, the difficulty and hence the expense lay in the complexity of thesignd.
Congder an adult human. There are some 1014 cellsin him, each an eaborate sructure involving many
proteins with 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 spatio-tempord relationship to
every other molecule—as nearly smultaneoudy asthe laws of phys-ics permitted. Y ou couldn't take a
man apart, or reassemble him, in more than afew microseconds; he wouldn't surviveit. Y ou couldn't
even transmit arecognizable beefsteak in much less of ahurry.

So the scanning beam went through and through, like ablade of energy. It touched every atomin its
path, was modi-fied thereby, and flashed that modification onto the transmit-ter matrix. But such fury
destroyed. The scanned object was reduced to gas so quickly that only an oscilloscope could watch the
process. The gaswas sucked into the destructor chamber and atomically condensed in the matter bank;
intimeit would become an incoming passenger, or incoming freight. In a sense, the man had died.

If you could record the signal which entered the transmitter matrix—you could keep such arecord
indefinitely, recreate the man and hisinstantaneous memories, thoughts, habits, prejudices, hopes and
loves and hates and horrors, athousand years afterward. Y ou could create abillion identical men. Or,
more practically, asngle handmade prototype could become abillion indistinguishable copies; nothing



would be worth more than any handful 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 re-search program went on. Perhapsin afew
centuries they would find some trick which would enable them to record aman, or even a Frank 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 signd, in microseconds. It was designed as an energy-consuming pro-cess, for obvious
reasons. packing fraction energy was diss-pated in gravitic and magnetic fields, to help shape the man.
(Or the beefsteak, or the spaceship, or the colonia planet's produce.) He left the receiving chamber and
went about his business.

A mono-isotopic element is a simple enough signal to record, Maclaren reminded himsdlf,
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 commoner's brow.

Not for the first time, but with no great indignation—Iife wastoo short for anything but amusement at
the human race—Maclaren wondered if the recording problem redlly was as difficult asthe physicists
claimed. No government likes revo-lutions, and molecular duplication would revol utionize society beyond
imagining. Just think how they had to guard the sta-tions as it was, and stick them out here on the Moon
...otherwise, even today, some fanatic could stel atube of ra-dium from ahospital and duplicate enough
to derilize aplanet!

"Oh, well," hesaid, haf aoud.

THEY reached the specia exploration section and entered an office. There was red tape to unsnarl.
Ryerson let Maclaren handleit, and spent the time trying to understand that soon the pattern which was
himself would be embodied in newly-shaped atoms, a hundred light-yearsfrom Tamara. It wouldn't
penetrate. It was only words.

Finally the papers were slamped. The transceivers to/from an interstellar spaceship could handle
severa hundred kilos a atime; Maclaren and Ryerson went together. They had amoment's wait because
of locked safety switches on the South-ern Cross: someone else was arriving or departing ahead of
them.

"Watch that first step,” said Maclaren. "It'sahoney.”
"What?' Ryerson blinked a him, uncomprehending.
The circuit closed. There was no sensation, the process went too fast.

The scanner put its signa into the matrix. The matrix mod-ulated the carrier wave. But such
terminology is mere dang, borrowed from eectronics. Y ou cannot have a"wave' when you have no
velocity, and gravitational forces do not. (Thisisamore accurate rendition of the common statement that
"gravi-tation propagates at an infinite gpeed.") Inconceivable ener-gies surged within a thermonucl ear fire
chamber; nothing con-trolled them, nothing could control them, but the force fieldsthey themselves
generated. Matter pulsed in and out of exis-tence qua matter, from particle to gammaray quantum and
back. Since quanta have no rest mass, the pul sations dis-turbed the geometry of space according to the
laws of Ein-steinian mechanics. Not much: gravitation isfeebler than magnetism or eectricity. Wereit not
for the resonance effect, the signal would have been smothered in "noise" afew kilome-ters awvay. Even
asit was, there were many relayings across the parsecs until the matrix on the Cross reacted. And yet in
one sense no time at al had passed; and no sdlf-respecting mathematician would have cdled the "beam™
by such aname. It was, however, asignd, the only sgnad which reativity physicsalowed to go faster
than light—and, after dl, it did not redly go, it Smply was.

Despite the pill inside 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 receiver
room on a spaceship. He hung weight-less, athousand billion billion kilometers from Earth.

FORWARD of the*casting chambers, "above' them during acceleration, were fuel deck, gyros, and
air renewd plant. Then you passed through the observation deck, where instruments and |aboratory
equipment crowded together. A flimsy wall around the shaftway marked off the living quar-ters: folding
bunks, gdley, bath, table, benches, shelves, and lockers, dl crammed into asix-meter circle.

Sdiichi Nakamurawrapped one leg casudly around a stan-chion, to keep himsdf from driftingin air
currents, and made a ceremony out of leafing through the log-book in his hands. It gavethe othersa
chance to calm down, and the yellow-haired boy, David Ryerson, seemed to need it. The astrophysicit,
Maclaren, achieved the unusual feat of lounging in freefal; he puffed an expensive Earth-sde cigarette
and wrinkled his pa-trician nose at the pervading smell of an old ship, two hundred years of cooking and
sweat and machine oil. The big, ugly young engineer, Sverdlov, merely looked sullen. Nakamura had
never met any of them before.

"Wdll, gentlemen,” he said at last. "Pardon me, | had to check the data recorded by thelast pilot.
Now | know approxi-mately wherewe are a." He laughed with polite salf-depreca-tion. "Of course you
aredl familiar with the articles. The pilot is captain. His duty isto guide the ship where the chief
scien-tis—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 practica-ble. Yes-s-s. But | am surewewill al have amost pleasant
and ingtructive expedition together.”

Hefet the bandlity of hiswords. It wasthe law, and awise one, that authority be defined at once if
there were non-Guild personnd aboard. Some pilots contented themsel ves with reading the regulations
aloud, but it had aways 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 at friendliness had goneflat.

"We do not operate so formally,” he went on in alame fash-ion. "We shdl post a schedule of
housekeeping duties and hel p each other, yes? Well. That isfor later. Now asto the star, we have some
approximate data and estimates taken by previous watches. It gppears to have about four times the mass
of Sol; itsradiusis hardly more than twice Earth's, possibly less; it emits detectably only in the lower
radio frequencies, and even that isfeeble. | have here aquick reading of the spectrum which may interest
you, Dr. Maclaren."

THE big dark man reached out for it. His browswent up. "Now this," he said, "isthe weirdest
collection of wave lengths | ever saw." He flickered experienced eyes along the column of numbers.
"Seemsto bealot of triplets, but the lines appear so broad, judging from the probable errors given, that |
can't be sure without more careful . . . hm-m-m." Glancing back at Nakamura: "Just where are we with
relation to the star?"

"Approximatdy two million kilometers from the center of its mass. We are being drawn toward it, of
course, since an orhit has not yet been established, but have enough radia velocity of our own to—"

"Never mind." The sophidtication dropped from Maclaren like atunic. He said with aboy's
eagerness, "l would like to get as near the star as possible. How close do you think you can put us?”

Nakamura smiled. He had afedling Maclaren could prove likable. "Too closeisn't prudent. There
would be meteors.”

"Not around thisonel" exclamed Maclaren. "'If physica the-ory isanything but mescdine dreams, a
dead star isthe clinker of asupernova. Any matter orbiting in its neighbor-hood became incandescent
geslong ago.”

"Atmosphere?’ asked Nakamura dubioudy. " Since we have nothing to see by, except Sarlight, we



could hititsair."

"Hm-m-m. Yes. | suppose it would have some. But not very deep: too compressed to be deep. In
fact, the radio photo-sphere, from which the previous watches estimated the star's diameter, must be
nearly identical with the fringes of atmo-sphere.”

"It would also take a great dedl of reaction massto pull us back out of its attraction, if we got too
close," said Nakamura. He unclipped the speciadized dide rule at hisbelt and made afew quick
computations. "In fact, thisvessel cannot escape from a distance much less than three-quarters million
kilome-ters, if thereisto be reasonable amount of mass|eft for ma-neuvering around afterward. And |
am sure you wish to ex-plore regions farther from the star, yes-s-s? However, | am willing to go that
closee"

Maclaren amiled. "Good enough. How long to arrive?!

"| estimate three hours, including time to establish an or-bit." Nakamuralooked around their faces.
"If everyoneis pre-pared to go on duty, it is best we get into the desired path at once.”

"Not even acup of teafirs?' grumbled Sverdiov.

Nakamuranodded at Maclaren and Ryerson. ™Y ou gentle-men will please prepare teaand
sandwiches, and take them to the engineer and mysdlf in about ninety minutes.”

"Now, wait!" protested Maclaren. "We've hardly arrived. | haven't even looked at my instruments. |
haveto set up—"

"In ninety minutes, if you will be sokind. Very well, let usassume our posts.”

Nakamura turned from Maclaren's suddenly mutinous look and Sverdlov's broad grin. He entered
the shaftway and pulled himsdf aong it by the rungs. Through the trangparent plastic he saw the
observation deck fall behind. The boat deck was next, heavy storage levelsfollowed, and then hewas
forward, into the main turret.

IT wasaclear plastic bubble, unshuttered now when the sole outsde illumination was awintry blaze



of gars.



Floating toward the controls, Nakamura grew aware of the silence. So quiet. So uncountably many
gars. The congtella-tions were noticeably distorted, some atogether foreign. He searched acrysta
darknessfor Capella, but the bulge of the ship hid it from him. No use looking for Sol without a
tele-scope, here on the lonely edge of the known.

Fear of raw emptiness|ay tightly coiled within him. He smothered it by routine: strapped himself
before the console, checked the instruments one by one, spoke with Sverdlov down the length of the
ship. Hisfingers chattered out acompu-tation on a set of keys, he fed the tape to the robot, he felt afaint
tug asthe gyros woke up, swiveling the vessdl into posi-tion for blast. Even now, a the end of
acceleration to half light-speed and decel eration to afew hundred kilometers per sec-ond, the Cross
bore several tons of reaction-mass mercury. The total mass, including hull, equipment, and payload, was
abit over onekiloton. Accordingly, her massive gyroscopes needed half an hour to turn her completely
around.

Waiting, he studied the viewscreens. Since he must back down on hisgod, what they showed him
was more important than what his eyes saw through the turret in the nose. He could not make out the
black sun. Well, what do you expect? heasked himsdf angrily. It must be occulating a few stars, but
there aretoo many. "Dr. Maclaren," he said into the intercom, "can you give me aradio directiona 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 samplesfrom out-side into hisanayzers,
every centimeter of the way. Well, hewould just have to get those data when they receded from the star
agan.

Nakamura's eyes strayed down the ship hersdlf, 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 re-freshed his memory of the Cygnus class.

This hull was a sphere of reinforced sdf-seding pladtic, fifty meters across, its outside smoothness
broken by hatches, ports, air locks, and the like. The various decks diced it in parallel planes. Aft,
diametricaly opposite thisturret, the hull opened on the fire chamber. And thence ran two thin metal
skeletons, thirty meters gpart, ahundred meterslong, like radio masts or ancient il derricks. They
comprised two series of rings, acouple of centimetersin diameter, with auxiliary wiring and a spidery
framework holding it al together—the ion accderators, built into and supported by the gravitic
trans-ceiver web.

"A ten-second test blagt, if you please, Engineer Sverdlov," said Nakamura.

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

By then the ship was pointed correctly and it wastime to Sart decelerating again. "Stand by for blast
... Report ... 1 shal want one-point-five-seven standard gees for—" Nakamuraredled it off amost
automaticaly.

It rumbled in the ship. Weight came, like asudden fist in the belly. Nakamura held his body relaxed
in harness, only his eyes moved, now and then afinger touched acontrol. The secret of judo, of life, was
to hold every part of the organism at ease except those preci se tissues needed for the moment's task—
Why wasit so damnably difficult to put into practice?

MERCURY fed through pipes and pumps, past Sverdiov's control board, past the radiation wall,
into the expan-sion chamber and through the ionizer and so as a spray past the sunlike heart of a



thermonuclear plasma. Briefly, each atom endured arage of mesons. It broke down, gave up its mass as
pure energy, which at once became proton-antiproton pairs. Magnetic fields separated them asthey
were born: pos-tive and negative particles fled down the linear accelerators. The plasma, converting the



death of matter directly to dectric-ity, charged each ring at a successively higher potentia. When



the particles emerged from the last ring, they were traveling at three-fourths the speed of light.

At such an exhaust velocity, no great mass had to be dis-charged. Nor wasthe twin stream visible; it
wastoo efficient. Sengtive instruments might have detected a pale gamma-colored splotch, very far
behind the ship, as afew opposite charges finaly converged on each other, but that effect was of no
importance.

The process was energy-esting. It had to be. Otherwise sur-plus heat would have vaporized the
ship. The plasma fur-nished energy 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
mightimagine.

Nakamuragave himsdlf up to theinstruments. Their read-ings checked out with hisrunning
computation. The Cross was approaching the black star in acomplex spird curve, the re-sultant of
severd velocities and two accel erating vectors, which would become anearly circular orbit seven
hundred fifty thousand kilometers out.

He started to awareness of time when Ryerson came up the shaftway rungs. "Oh," he exclaimed.
"Teq, dr," sad the boy shyly.
"Thank you. Ah.. . . set it down there, please. . . thereg-ulations forbid entering this turret during

blast without in-quiring of the—No, no. Please!" 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 stars. The
Milky Way formed acold halo about histangled hair. Nakamura asked gently, "Thisisyour first timein
extrasolar space, yes?'

"Y-yes, gr." Ryerson licked hislips. The blue eyeswere 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. " Spaceisagood place to meditate,” he said. "1 use the wrong word, of course.
‘Meditation, in Zen, consists more of an at-tempt at identification with the universe than verbaized
thinking. What | mean to say," he floundered, "isthis. Some people fed themsalves so helplesdy small out
here that they become frightened. Others, remembering that home is no more than a step away through
the transmitter, become care-less and arrogant, the cosmos merely aset of meaningless numbersto them.
Both attitudes are wrong, and have killed men. But if you think of yoursalf asbeing a part of everything
el se—integra—the sameforcesin you which shaped the suns do you see?’

"The heavens declare the glory of God," whispered Ryerson, "and the firmament showeth His
handiwork . . . Itisaterri-blething to fal into the hands of theliving God."

He had not been listening, and Nakamura did not under-stand English. The pilot sighed. "I 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 agood 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 casu-ally tortured him. Because | shall never see
Kyoto again, where every morning was full of cool bells. Because | am a slave of myself

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

Now he saw the dead sun through a viewscreen, when his ship swung so thet 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 metallic hydrogen?
What gases overlay the metal? Space, especially here, was not absolutely black: therewas acertain thin
but measurable neb-ular cloud around the star. So conceivably the star might be blacker than the sky.



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

Down and down. Nakamurafell into an amost detached state. Now the star was close, not much
smaller than the Moon seen from Earth. It grew rapidly, and crawled still morerap-idly 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's blood. Dimly, he felt himself become one with the ship, thefields, the
immenseinterplay of forces. And thiswas why he went again and yet again into space. He touched the
manua controls, assgting the robots, correcting, revising, in a pattern of unformulated but bodily known
harmonies, adance, adream, yieding, controlling, un-salfness, Nirvana, peace and wholeness.

Firel

The shock rammed Nakamura's spine againgt his skull. He felt his teeth clashed together. Blood
from a bitten tongue welled in hismouth. Thunder roared between the walls,

He stared into the screens, clawing for comprehension. The ship wasamillion or so kilometers out.
The black star was not quite one degree wide, snipped out of an unnamed aien con-gtdlation. Thefar
end of theion accelerator system was white hot. Even as Nakamura watched, 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. Nakamura saw hell eat dong the accelerators. He
jerked his eyes around to the primary megameter. Its needle sank down atale of numbers. The four
outermost rings were dready de-stroyed. Even as he watched, the next one shriveled.

It could not be felt, but he knew how the star's vast hand clamped on the ship and regled 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 dlencethat fdl, and the no-weight, were like degth.
Someonée's voi ce gabbled from the observation deck.

Automaticaly, Nakamura chopped that interference out of the intercom circuit. "Engineer Sverdiov,”
he cdled. "What hap-pened? Do you know what iswrong?"

"No. No." A groan. But at least the man lived. "Somehow thetheion streams. . . seemto have. . .
gotten diverted.

Thefocusing fieldswent awry. The blast struck the rings—»buit it couldn't happen!”

Nakamurahung onto hisharnesswith dl ten fingers. | will not scream, he shouted. | will not
scream.

"The ‘ caster web seems to be gone, t00," said arusty machine using histhroat. His brother's dead
face swam among the stars, just outside the turret, and mouthed at him.

"Aye." Sverdlov must be hunched over hisown viewscreens. After awhilethat tingled, he said
harshly: "Not yet beyond repair. All ships carry afew replacement parts, in case of meteors 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 teke a closer look. The
damaged sectionswill haveto be cut away. It'll probably be necessary to machine somefit-tings. With



luck, wecan doit in saverd hours."

Nakamura paused. He worked his hands together, strength opposing strength; he drew dow
breaths, rolled his head to loosen the neck muscles, finally closed his eyes and contem-plated peace for
aslong as needful. And amessure of peace came. The death of thislittle ego was not so terrible after dl,
provided said ego refrained from wishing to hold Baby-san in itsarmsjust one moretime.

Almost absently, he punched the keys of the genera com-puter. It was no surprise to see his guess
verified.

"Areyou there?' called Sverdlov, asif across centuries. "Areyou there, pilot?"

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

"Wha? But—"

"Condder its acceeration of us. And we gtill have inward radid velocity of our own. | think | can put
usinto an orbit before the whatever-it-is force has quite destroyed the acceler-ators. Yes."



"But you'l burn them up! And the web! Well damage the web beyond repair!”

"Perhgps something can beimprovised, oncewe arein orbit. But if we continue smply faling, we
are dead men."

"No!" Almogt, Sverdlov shrieked. "Listen, maybe we can re-pair the web intime. Maybe well only
need a couple of hoursfor the job. There's a chance. But caught in an orbit, with the web melted or
vaporized . . . do you know how to build one from raw meta? | don't!"

"We have agravitics speciadist aboard. If anyone can fashion usanew transmitter, he can.”
"And if he can't, were 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 com-puters, and nothing of the autopilot. For no machine could help steer avessdl
whose thrust-engine was being unpredict-ably devoured. Thiswould be a manud task.

"l amthe captain,” he said, asmildly as possible.
"Not any more!"

Nakamura dapped his master switch. "Y ou have just been cut out of the control circuits,” he said.
"Please remain 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?”

FOR amoment, the ragein Chang Sverdlov was such that blackness flapped before his eyes.

When he regained himsdf, he found the viewscreens gill painted with ruin. Starlight lay wan dong
thefrail network of the transceiver web and the two sets of ringswhich it held together. At thefar end the
metal glowed red. A few globs of spattered stuff orbited like lunatic fireflies. Beyond the twisted burnt-off
end of the system, light-years dropped away to the cold blue glitter of athousand crowding stars. The
dead sun was just discernible, aflattened darkness. It seemed to be swelling visbly. Whether that was a
redl effect or not, Sver-diov felt the dread of faling, the no-weight horrors, likealump in hisbelly.

He hadn't been afraid of null-gee since hewas a child. In his cadet days, he had invented more
pranksinvolving freefdl than any two other boys. But he had never been cut off from homein this
fashion. 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 himself across the little control room, twisted among the
pipes and wheels and dials of the fuel-feed section like a swvimming fish, and came to the tool rack. He
chose along wrench and arrowed for the shaftway. Hisfury 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 decelera-tion 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 fingers 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 im-pact smashed across his biceps. Then hisleft hand clawed fast and he
hung. He heard the wrench skid past the gyro housing, hit astraight dropoff, and clang on the after
radiation shield.

Gasping, he found 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 bein harness. Nakamura's cal cula-tions might demand spurts of ten or
fifteen gravities, if the accelerators could till put out that much. The fear of being smeared acrossa
bulkheed jolted into Sverdlov. He scrambled over the rungs. It was nightmarishly like climbing through
glue. After athousand years he burst into the living quarters.



MACLAREN sat up in one of the bunks. "No further, please," he said.

The deceleration climbed anotch. Hisweight wasiron on Sverdlov'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 Sverdiov'sfoot crept
toward the next rung. Finally the physi-cist added with a sneer in the tone: "When atechnic says sit, you
squat . . . colonid.”

Sverdliov hdted. "What wasthat?' he asked dowly.

"l can haul you out of thereif | must, you backwoods pig,” said Maclaren, "but I'd rather you came
tome.

Sverdlov wondered, with an odd quick sadness, why he re-sponded. Did an Earthling's yap make
50 much difference? He decided that Maclaren 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—Sverdiov'sbrain
seemed as heavy as his bones. He climbed back and stood dumping on the observation deck. "Well?' he
sad.

Maclaren folded hisarms. "Better get into abunk,” he ad-vised.

Sverdiov lumbered toward him. In ashimmery wisp of tu-nic, the Earthling looked muscular enough,
but he probably massed ten kilos less, and lacked severa centimeters of the Krasnan's height and reach.
A few swift blowswould disable him, and it might still 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 at 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 a blow to the ribs. Maclaren stopped
that fist with an edge-on chop at the wrist behind it; dmost, Sver-diov thought he felt the bones crack.
They stood toe to toe. Sverdlov drew back the other fist. Maclaren punched himin the groin. The
Krasnan doubled over in ajag of anguish. Mac-laren rabbit-punched him. Sverdiov went to one knee.
Mac-laren kicked him in the solar plexus. Sverdlov fell over and struck the floor with three gravitiesto
help.

Through awobbling, ringing darkness, he heard the Earth-ling: "Help me with this beef, Dave." And
he felt himsdlf dragged across the floor, somehow manhandled into a bunk and harnessed.

His mind returned. Pain stabbed and flickered through him. He struggled to sit up. "That was an
Earthman way to fight," he pushed out through a swelling mouth.

"l don't enjoy fighting," said Maclaren from hisown bunk, "so | got it over with as soon as possible.”

"You—" the Krasnan lifted grotesquely heavy hands and fumbled with his harness. "I'm going to the
control turret. If you try to stop methistime—"

"You're dready too late, brother Sverdlov,” said Maclaren coally. "Whatever you were setting out
to forestal has goneirrevocably far toward happening.”

The wordswere aphysical blow.

"It's...yes" sadtheengineer. "I'mtoo late." The shout burst from him: "Were dl too late, now!"

"Ease back," said Maclaren. "Frankly, your behavior doesn't give me 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 noise-less, and thiswas only fractiona. Swest prickled his skin. For thefirgt timein aviolent life,
hetotdly redized that he could die.



"I'm sorry for what | called you,” said Maclaren. "1 had to stop you, but now | gpologize.”

Sverdiov made no answer. He stared up at ablank ceiling. Oddly, hisfirst emotion, asrage ebbed,
was an overwhelming sorrow. Now he would never see Krasnamade free.

SILENCE and no-weight were dreamlike. For areason ob-scure to himself, Maclaren had dimmed
the fluoros around the observation deck, so that twilight filled it and the scientific gpparatus 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 star hurtled across hisfield of view. Her eccentric orbit took the Cross around it in thirty-seven
minutes. Here, at closest gpproach, they were only haf amillion kilometers away. The thing had the
visua diameter of three full Moons. It was curiously vague of outline: a central 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, there seemed to be changeable streaks and mottlings,
bands, spots, ahint of color too faint for theeyetotdl . . . asif the ghosts of burned-out fires ill
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's too late, that the linesreally are triplets, and their
broadening is Doppler shift.

The slence was smothering.

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

"WdI?' said Maclaren.

"Sverdlov is gl outside, looking at the acceerators and web," said Nakamura. "He will not admit
thereisno hope."

"Neither will |," said Maclaren.

"Virtudly the whole system is destroyed. Fifty meters of it have vanished. Therest isfused, twisted,
short-circuited; amiracleit continued to give somefeeble kind of blast, so | could at least find an orbit.”
Nakamura laughed. Maclaren thought that that high-pitched, gpologetic giggle was going to be hard to
livewith, 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," saild Nakamura. "But of course the accel erators are of no importance in themselves, the
reconstruction of the web isthe only way to get home. . . What has the young man Ryerson to say about
thet?'

"Don't know. | sent him off to check the manifest and then look over the stuff the ship actually
carries. He's been gone along time, but—"

"l understand,” said Nakamura. "It is not easy to face a death sentence when oneisyoung."

Maclaren nodded absently and returned his gaze to the scribbled data sheetsin one hand. After a
moment, Nakamura cleared histhroat and said awkwardly: "Ah.. . . | beg your pardon . . . about the
affair of Engineer Sverdlov—"

"Well?' Maclaren didn't glance up from the figures. He had alot of composure of hisowntowin
back.

Thefact is, hethought through ahammer-best in histem-ples, | am the man afraid. Now that
thereisnothing | can do, only a cold waiting until word is given me whether | can live or must die
... I find that Terangi Maclaren isa coward.

Sicknesswas adoubled fist insde hisgullet.

" am not certain what, er, happened,” stcumbled Nakamura, "and | do not wish to know. If you will
besokind. . . | hopeyou were not unduly inconvenienced—"



"No. It'sdl right."
"If we could tecitly ignoreit. As| think he hastried to do. Even the best men have a breaking point.”

| always knew that there must one day be an end to white sails above green water, and to
wine, and to masks, and a woman's laughter. | had not expected it yet.

"After dl," said Nakamura, "we must work together now."
IIYS.II

| 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 at all in amusing me.

"Do you know yet what happened?’ asked Nakamura. | would not pressyou for an answer,
m_ll
"Oh, yes," said Maclaren. "'l know."

BENEATH a scrapheap of songs and kedls, loves and jokes and victories, which mattered no
longer but would not leave him, Maclaren found his brain working with agtartling dry darity. "I'm not
sure how much we can admit to the oth-ers" he said. "Because this could have been averted, if we'd
proceeded with more caution.”

"l wondered alittle a thetime." Nakamuralaughed again. "But who would look for danger around a
... acorpse?!

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

"Ah." Nekamurasucked inahissof ar. "Magnetism?"

"Themost powerful bloody magnetic field ever noticed around any heavenly body," said Maclaren.
"Judging from thereadings | get here, the polar fidldis. . . ph, | can't say yet. Five, six, seven thousand
gauss—somewhere on that order of magnitude. Fantastic! Sol'sfield is only fifty-three gauss. They don't
ever go much above two thousand. Except here.”

He rubbed his chin. "Blackett effect,” he went on. The stead-iness of hiswordswas afaintly pleasing
aurpriseto him. "Magnetic field is directly related to angular velocity. The rea-son no live sun hasafield
likethis dead thing hereisthat it would have to rotate too fast. Couldn't take the strain; it would go
whoomp and scatter pieces of star from hell to tiffin." An odd, perverse comfort in speaking lightly: alie
to onesdlf, per-suading the subconscious mind that its companions were not doomed men and ablack
sun, but an amorous girl waiting for the next jest in a Citadd tavern. "Asthis star collapsed on itsdlf, after
burning out, it had to spin faster, d' you see? Con-servation of angular momentum. It seemsto have had
an un-usua 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
grengthisimmensdy greeter.”

"Yes," said Nekamura. "'l see”

"I've been making some estimates,” said Maclaren. "It didn't actualy take avery strong field to
wreck us. We could easily have been protected againgt it. Any ion-drive craft going closeto a planet
is—a counter-magnetic circuit with afeedback |oop—eementary. But naturdly, these big shipswere not
meant to land anywhere. They would certainly never approach alive sun this close, and the possibility of
thisblack dwarf having such avicious magnetism . . . well, no one ever thought of it."

He shrugged. "Figureit out yoursdlf, Captain Nekamura. Theold H, r, v formula. A proton traveling
at three-fourths ¢ down a hundred-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
ex-tremely energetic stream of ionized gas hit the outermost ac-celerator ring. | make the temperature
equivaent of that ve-locity to be something like three million million degrees Absolute, if | remember the



vaue of the gas congtant correctly.

The closer to the star we got, the stronger field we were in, so the farther up the ions struck.

"Of course," finished Maclaren in atired voice, "dl these quantities are just estimates, usng smple
algebra. Since we danted across the magnetic field, you'd need a vectord differ-entia equation to

describe exactly what happened. Y ou might find occasion to change my figures by afactor of five or Six.
But | think | have the generd idea.”

"Yes-ss'" sad Nakamura, "1 think you do."
They hung Sde by sdein dimness and looked out at the eye-hurting bright stars.

"Do you know," said Maclaren, "thereis one sn which is punished with unfailing certainty, and must
therefore bethe deadliest Snin al time. Stupidity.”

"l am not o sure." Nakamurasreply jarred him alittle, by its sober litera-mindedness. "I have
knownmany ... well, shdl | cal them unintellectua people. . . who lived happy and useful lives."

"l wasnt referring to that kind of stupidity.” Maclaren went through the motions of achuckle. "'l
meant our own kind. Y ours and mine. We bear the guilt, you know. We should have stopped and
thought the Situation over before rushing in. | did want to gpproach more dowly, measuring as we went,
and you overruled me."

"] am ashamed," said Nakamura. He bent his face toward his hands.

"No, let mefinish. | should have come here with awel-thought-out program in mind. | gave you no
vaid reasons not to establish aclose-in orbit a once. My only grumble was that you wouldn't dlow me
time to take observations as we went toward the star. Y ou were perfectly justified, on the basis of the
information availableto you—Oh, the devilstakeit! | bring thisup 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 felt 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 asashadow. Thenthe
young face came so near that he could see the eyes unnaturally 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. There aren't enough replacement
parts to make af-f-func-tioning . . . aweb—we can't.”

"I 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 only problem is—"

"Iswhereto get four kilos of pure germanium!™ Ryerson screamed it. Thewalls sneered a him with
echoes. "Down on that star, maybe?"

SQUARE and inhuman in aspacesuit, Sverdiov led the way through the engineroom air lock. When
Ryerson, following, stepped forth onto the ship's hull, there was a mo-ment outside existence.

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

Thelifelinejerked him to ahdt. He rebounded, more dowly. Sverdlov's sardonic voice struck his
earphones; "Don't be so jJumpy next time, Earthling,”" and there was a sense of direc-tion as the Krasnan
begantored himin.

Suddenly Ryerson made out a pattern. The circle of shadow before him wasthe hull. The metalic
shimmers projecting fromiit . . . oh, yes, one of the auxiliary tank attachments. The mass-ratio needed to



reach one-haf ¢ with an exhaust velocity of three-fourths ¢ is4.35—rdativistic formulas apply rather than
the smple Newtonian exponential—and this must be squared for deceleration. The Cross had left 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 engi-neering data. Beyond the hull, and around
it, behind him, for X billion light-yearson al sdes, lay the stars. The nearer onesflashed and glittered and
stabbed his eyes, uncountably many. The outlinesthey scrawled were not those Ryerson remem-bered
from Earth: even the recognizable congtdlations, like Sagittarius, were distorted, and he felt that asa
somehow ghastly thing, asif it were hiswife's face which had melted and run. The farther starsblent into
the Milky Way, a single clotted swoop around the sky, the coldest color in dl redlity. And yet farther
away, beyond amillion light-years, you could see more suns—afew billion at atime, formed into thetiny
blue-white coils of other galaxies.

Impact jarred Ryerson's feet. He stood erect, his bootsoles holding him by aweak stickinessto the
plastic hull. There was just enough rotation to make the sky move dowly past hisgaze. It crested 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
graitude.

"All right," grunted the Krasnan. "Let'sgo.”

THEY moved precarioudly around the curve of the ship. The long thin frame-sections lashed across
their backs vibrated to their cautious footfals. When they reached the lattice jutting from the stern,
Sverdiov halted. "Show you atrick," he said. "Light doesn't diffuse in vacuum, makesit hard to seean
object in theround, so-" He squeezed asmall plastic bag with one gauntleted hand. His flashbeam
snapped on, to glow through afine mit in front of him. "It'saheavy organic liquid. Forms dropletswhich
hang around for hours before dissipating. Now, what d' you think of the transceiver web?"

Ryerson stooped avkwardly, scrambled about peering for severa minutes, and findly answered: "It
bears out what you reported. | think al this can be repaired. But well have to take most of the parts
inboard, perhaps medt them down—re-ma-chine them, at least. And well need wholly new sectionsto
replace what boiled awvay. Have we enough bar metd for that?"

"Guess 0. Thenwhat?'

"Then—" Ryerson felt sweat form beneath his armpits and bresk off inlittle globs. ™Y ou understand
| am agraviticist, not amattercasting engineer. A physicist would not be the best possible man to design
abridge; likewise, thereés much I'll have to teach mysdlf, to carry thisout. But | can use the operating
manud, and caculate alot of quantitiesafresh, and well . . . | think | could recreate a functioning web.
The tuning will be drictly 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, sandardized
dimensionsand crystd structure. Since they won't—we have not the facilities to contral it, evenif | could
remember what the quantities are—well, once we've rebuilt what looks like aworkable web, I'll haveto
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. He was glad that helmets and dark-ness hid their two faces. "Yes" he sad.
"If dl goeswell. And if we can find four kilos of germanium.”

"What do you want that for?' Sverdlov asked.



"Do you see those thick junction pointsin the web? They are, uh, you might call them giant
transstors. Half the lattice is gone: there, the germanium was smply whiffed away. | do know the
crystalo-chemicd structure involved. And we can get the other eements needed by cannibdizing, and
thereis an aloying unit aboard which could be adapted to manufac-ture the transistors themsalves. But
we don't have four spare kilos of germanium aboard.”

Sverdlov'stone grew heavy with skepticism: "And that ba-loon head Maclaren meansto find a
planet? And mine the Stuff?'

"l don't know—" Ryerson wet hislips. "l don't know what else we can do."
"But this star went supernoval”

"It wasabig star. It would have had many planets. Some of the outermost ones. . . if they were
largeto start with may have survived.”

"Ha And you'd hunt around on alump of fused nicke-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 sakel" Ryerson found himsdlf screaming. "What €l se can we do?

"Shut up!" rapped 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 Sverdiov said: "It'sone
long string of ifs. But atransistor doesn't do anything avacuum tube can't.” He barked alaugh. "And
weve got adl the vacuum well ever want. Why not design and make the equiva ent e ectronic € ements?
Ought to be alot easier than—repairing the accelerators, and scouring space for a planet.”

"Design them?' cried Ryerson "And test them, and rede-sign them, and—Do you redize that on half
rations we have not quite sx months food supply?*

"l do," sad Sverdlov. "l fed itin my belly right now." He muttered afew obscenities. "All right, then.
I'll go dong with the plan. Though if that clotbrain of a Nakamura hadn't—"

"Hedid the only thing possible! Did you want to crash us?'

"There are worse chances to 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 a harsh noise in the radiophone,
asif wanting to spit. "I've met Saral settlers before. They're worse than Earthlings for cowardice, and
nearly assupid.”

"Now, wait—" began Ryerson. "Wait, |et's not quarrel—"

"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 bregthing. Heraised his
hands againgt the bulky robot shape confronting him. "Please," he sammered. "Now wait, wait, Engineer
Sverdiov." Tears stung hiseyes. "We'redl in thistogether, you know."

"l wondered just when you'd be coming up with that cliché" snorted the Krasnan. "Having decided
it would be oh, so amus-ing to tell your society friends, how you spent maybe awhole month in deep
space, you got me yanked off the job | redlly want to do, and tossed meinto a Situation you'd never once
stopped to think about, and wrecked us all—and now you tell me, Were al in thistogether!" " Suddenly
he roared hiswords:

"Y ou mangy son of amuckeating cockroach, I'll get you back— not for your sake, nor for your
wifes—for my own planet, d'you hear? They need me therel™

It grew very ill. Ryerson felt how his heartbeat dropped down to normal, and then gtill further, until
he could no longer hear his own pulse. Hishandsfelt 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 sars, and said in aflat voice:



"That will do. I've heard the story of the poor oppressed colonies before now. | think you yourself
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 cagptain, 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 blowhard clodhopper, you wouldn't
last aweek on Earth. Asamatter of fact, | mysalf had grown tired of the struggle. If it weren't for this
wretched expedition, my wife and | would have started for anew colony next week. Now you make me
wonder if it'swise. Aredl colonidslike you—just barely brave enough to dander an old man when
they're asafe hundred light-years awvay?"

Sverdlov did not move. The dow spin of the Cross brought the black star into Ryerson's view again.
It seemed bigger, as the ship swooped toward periastron. He had a horrible sense of fdling into it. Thou,
God, watchest me, with the cold ashen eye of wrath. The slence was like amembrane stretched close
to ripping.

Findly, very dow, the bass voice came. "Are you prepared to back up those words, Earthling?”

"Right after wefinish herel" 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?”'

"Forget it, | said. I'll get you home. | might even come around one day and say hello, on your new
planet. Now let's get busy here. Our first job isto start the accel erators operat-ing again.”

The weakness which poured through David Ryerson was such that he wondered if he would have
fdlen under gravity. Oh, Tamara, hethought, be with me now. He remembered how they had camped
onaCdiforniabeach. . . hadit dl to themselves, no onelived in the desertseastward . . . and the gulls
had swarmed around begging bread until both of them were hel pless with laughter. Now why should he
suddenly remember that, out of al the timesthey had had?

WHEN the mind gave up and the mathematics became ablur, there was work for Maclaren's
hands. Sverdlov, and Ryerson under him, did the machine-tool jobs;, Naka-mura's smal fingers showed
such ddlicacy that he was set to drawing wire and polishing control-ring surfaces. Maclaren was | eft with
the least skilled assignment, least urgent be-cause he was dways far ahead of the consumption of his
prod-uct: meting, separating, and re-alloying the fused salvage from ion accelerators and transceiver
web.

But it wastricky in null-gee. There could not be any signifi-cant spin on the ship or assembly, out on
thelattice, it would have become too complicated for so small agang of workers. Coriolisforce would
have created serious problems even for the inboard jobs. On the other hand, weightless melt had foul
habits. Maclaren'sleft arm was still bandaged, the burn on his forehead till a crimson gouge.

It didn't seem to matter. When he looked in amirror, he hardly recognized hisface. There hadn't
been much physical change yet, but the expresson was astranger's. And hislife had narrowed to these
past weeks, behind them lay only adream. In moments when there was nothing e se to do he might il
play aquick chess game with Sverdlov, argue the merits of No versus Kabuki with Nakamura, or shock
young Ryerson by 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 pa atable, when histurn in the galley came
up; he had not sung abdlad for hundreds of the Cross' black-sun years. He shaved by the clock and
hung onto fastidiousness of dress as pureritud, the way Nakamura contemplated his paradoxes or
Ryerson quoted his Bible or Sverdlov thumbed through his nude photographs of past mis-tresses. It was
away of teling yoursdf, | am still alive.

There came amoment when Maclaren asked what he was doing other than going through the
motions of survival. That was abad question.



"You see," hetold hismirror twin, "it suggests afurther inquiry: Why? And that's the problem weve
been dodging dl our mutud days."

He stowed his dectric razor, adjusted histunic, and pushed out of the tiny bathroom. Theliving
section was deserted, asit had been most of the time. Not only were they al too busy to sit around, but it
was too narrow.

Outsdeitswall, he moved through the comfort of hisinstru-ments. He admitted frankly that his
project of learning as much as possible of the star was three-quarters sdfish. It was not redly very
probable that exact knowledge of its atmo-spheric composition would be of any use to 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 himsdlf. And he wondered allittle what reticences the other men had.

THIS time he was not done. Nakamura hovered at an observation port. The pilot's body was
outlined with un-wavering diamond stars. But as the dead sun siwung by, Maclaren saw him grow tense
and bring ahand toward hiseyes, asif to cover them.

He drifted soundlesdy 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'm sorry!" heexclaimed. "I didn't think I'd sartle you.”

"l ...itisnothing." Nakamuras brown gaze held some obscure beggary. "1 should not have—Itis
nothing."

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

"No. | had . . . | wasresting afew moments. One cannot do precisonwork when . . . tired . . .
yes-s-s." Nakamuras hunger-gaunted cheeks caved in with the violence of his suck-ing on the tobacco.
A little crown of swest-beads danced around his head.

"Oh, you're not bothering me." Maclaren crossed hislegs and leaned back on the air. "As amatter
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,"
hesaid. "Y ou arethe least changed of usdl."

"Oh?1 thought | was the mogt affected. Sverdiov hankersfor hiswomen and hisacohol and his
politics. Ryerson wants back to his shiny new wife and his shiny new planet. Y oure the local rock of
ages. But me—" Maclaren shrugged. "I've nothing to anchor me."

"Y ou have grown quieter, yes." The cigarettein Nakamura's hand quivered alittle, but hiswords
came steadily now.

"1 have begun to wonder about things." Maclaren scowled at the black sun. By tregting it asa
scientific problem, he had held at arm's length the obsession he had seen eating at Ryer-son—who grew
dlent and large-eyed and reverted to the iron religion he had once been shaking off—and at Sverdlov,
who waxed hitterly profane. So far, Maclaren had not begun think-ing of the star asa half-aive
malignancy. But it would be al too easy to Sart.

"One does, sooner or later.” Nakamura's tone held no gresat interest. He was sill wrapped up in his
private horror, and that was what Maclaren wanted to get him out of .

"But | don't wonder efficiently. | find myself going blank, when al I'm redly doing is routine stuff and
| could just aswell be thinking at my problems.”

"Thought isatechnique, to be learned,” said Nakamura, "just as the uses of the body—" He broke
off. "l have noright 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 al theory. No
human system can comprehend theinfinitered universe.”

"I 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 bejustified.”

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

"Oh, I have enough 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 meaninglesslife of much learning and no
understanding, much doing and no accomplishing, many ac-quaintances 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
just that: alot of scurrying small accidents of organic chemisiry, on alot of flyspeck planets. If things
made even alittle sense, if | could see there was any-thing at al more important than this bunch of
mucous mem-branes [abeled Terangi Maclaren . . . why, then thereld be no reason to fear my own
termination. The things that mattered would go on.”

NAKAMURA smoked in silence for awhile. Maclaren fin-ished his own cigarette in quick nervous
puffs, fought temptation, swore to himsalf and lit another.

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

"l am unworthy," said Nekamura. "But it isan honor."

He stared outward, side by side with the other man. "I try to reassure mysalf with the thought that
there must be beings more highly developed than we," he said.

"Areyou sure?' answered Maclaren, welcoming the chance to be impersond. "Weve never found
any that were even com-parable to us. In the brains department, at least. I'll admit the Van Mannen's
abos are more beautiful, and the Old Thothians more reliable and sweet tempered.”

"How much do we know of the galaxy?"

"Um-m-m...yes"

"l have lived in the hope of encountering atruly greeat race. Even if they are not like gods—they will
have their own wise men. They will not ook at the world just as we do. From each other, two such
peoples could learn the unimaginable, just asthe high epochs of Earth's history came when different
peoplesinterflowed. Y es-s-s. But thiswould be so much more, because the differenceis greater. Less
conflict. What reason would there be for it? And more to offer, abillion years of separate experience as
lifeforms”

"l cantdl you thismuch,” said Maclaren, "the Protectorate would not likeit. Our present civilization
couldn't survive such atransfusion of idess."

"Isour civilization anything so great?' asked Nakamurawith an unwonted scornful ness.
"No. | suppose not."

"We have anumber of technical tricks. Doubtless we could learn more from such diensas| am
thinking of. But what we would redly learn that mattered—for this eraof human his-tory lacks
one—would be a philosophy."

"l thought you didn't believe in philosophies.”
"I used awrong word. | meant a do—away. A way of. . an attitude? That iswhat lifeisfor, that is



your ‘Why'—it isnot amechanica cause-and-effect thing, it isthe spirit inwhich welive.”

Nakamuralaughed again. "But hear the child correcting the master! 1, who cannot even 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 Mac-laren's arm. It sent them both twisting
around, o that their outraged senses of balance made the starswhirl in their skulls. Maclaren felt
Nakamurasgrip likeice on hisbare skin.

"l am afraid!" choked the pilot. "Helpme! | am afraid!”

They regained their floating positions. Nakamuralet go and took afresh cigarette 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 abhit."

Nakamuradrew abregth. "I have always been afraid of space,” hesaid. "And yet caled to it also.
Can you under-stand?'

"Yes. | think | know."

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

"l have some pull in the Citadd. A visacould be arranged.”

"You arevery 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 yearson Saral, therewasa
meteor fall which killed al my family except my brother. A stone from space, do you see? We did not
think of it that way, then. The monastery raised us. We got scholarshipsto an astronautical academy. We
made avoyage together as cadets. Have you heard of the Firdawz disaster?”

"No, I'm afraid not." Maclaren poured smoke from his mouth, as a vell againgt the cosmos.

"CapellaisaGO dar like Sal, but agiant. The Firdawz had been long at theinnermost planet of
the system, aremote-controlled survey trip. The radiations caused ametad fatigue. No one suspected. On
our cruise, the ship suddenly failed. The pilot barely got usinto an orbit, after we had falen along way
toward Capella. There we must wait until rescue came. Many died from the heat. My brother was one of
them.”

Stillness hummed.

"l see" said Maclaren at last.

"Sincethen | have been afraid of space. It risesinto my consciousness from timeto time.” Maclaren
sole aglance a Nakamura. The little man was lotus-postured in midair, save that he stared at his hands
and they twisted together. Wretch-edness overrode hisvoice. "And yet | could not stop my work either.
Because out in space | often seem to come closer to oneness. . . that which we all seek, what you have
cdled 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 hiswords with care—and
no background or train-ing in the giving of succor-or lose the only man who could pull this ship free. Or
lose Nakamura: that aspect of it seemed, dl a once, moreimportant.

"1 wonder," Maclaren murmured, "even in an absolutely free society, if any such thing could exisg—I
wonder if every manisn't afraid of hisbride.”

"What?' Nakamuras lids snapped apart in Sartlement.
"And needs her at the sametime," sald Maclaren. "'l might even extend it beyond sex. Perhaps fear



isanecessary part of anything that matters. Could Bach have loved his God so mag-nificently without
beinginwardly afraid of Him? 1| don't know."

He stubbed out his cigarette. "I suggest you meditate upon this" he said lightly. "And on the further
fact, which may be alittle too obvious for you to have seen, that thisis not Capella”

Then hewaited.

Nakamuramade a gesture with his body. Only afterward, thinking about it, did Maclaren redize it
was afreefdl prostration. "Thank you," he said.

"l should thank you," said Maclaren, quite honestly. "Y ou gave me aleg up too, y' know."

Nakamura departed for the machine shop.

Maclaren hung at the viewport awhilelonger. The rasp of apocket lighter brought his head around.

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

"Well," sad Maclaren. "How long were you ligtening?"

"Long enough,” grunted the enginesr.

He blew cheap, atrocious smoke until his pocked face waslogt init. "So," he asked, "aren't you
going to get mad & me?'

"If it serves apurpose,” said Maclaren.

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

"Quite probably. But how are the repairs progressing out-sde?"

"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 asthe rest of us. Don't
admit it to Nakamura, even. You didn't, you know sofar . . . not redlly. We need g, a, acocky dude of a
born-and-bred technic—to get us through!™

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

NAKAMURA noted in thelog, which he had religioudy maintained, the precise moment when the
Cross blasted from the dead star. The others had not even tried to keep track of days. There was none
out here. There was not even time, in any meaningful sense of the word—only existence, with an unredl
impression of sunlight and leaves and women before existence began, like an inverted prenatal memory.

Theinitid 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 Ryer-son watchful in the engine room, felt themsalves merely doing
another task in an infinite successon.

Sverdlov wasthefirst who broke from his cold womb and knew himsdlf aive. After an hour of
poring over hisdias and viewscreens, through eyes bulged by two gravities, he ran ahand acrossthe
bristleson hisjaw. "Holy fecal matter," he whispered, "the canine-descended thing is hanging together.”

And perhaps only Ryerson, who had worked outside with him for weeks of hours, could
understand.

Thelatticejutting from the sphere had a crude, 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 ingtdled aframework to support hisre-fashioned acce erator rings, antimagnetic shielding,
cir-cuits, and incidental wires, tubes, grids, capacitors, transform-ers. . . He had tested with a
milliampere 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 impossi-bly patient. When Sverdiov could
take no more e ectronic mis-behavior, and went back into the ship and got adedge and pounded at an



iron bar for lack of human skullsto break, Ryerson had stayed outside trying afresh hookup.

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

Ryerson'stone came gnatlike in his earphones, dmost lost in an endless crackling of cosmic noise.
"It doesn't do any good. My father taught me that much. We sailed alot a home.”

II&?I
"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 agasp, 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 finally it tested sound, and Sver-dlov told Nakamurathey could depart.

The engine which had accelerated the Cross to hdf light speed could not lift her straight away from
this sun. Nor could her men have endured a couple of hundred gravities, even for ashort time. She
moved out at two gees, her gyros holding the blast toward the mass she was escaping, so that her
eliptica orbit became aspiral. It would take hoursto reach a point where the gravitationd field had
dropped so far that a hyper-bolic path would be practicable.

Sverdlov crouched in his harness, glaring at screens and indicators. That cinder wasn't going to let
them escape this easily! He had stared too long at its ashen face to imagine that. There would be some
new trick, and he would have to be ready. God, he wasthirsty! The ship did have awater-regenerating
unit, merely because astronautica regulations at the time she was built ingsted on it. Odd, owing your life
to some bureau-crat with two hundred years of dust on his own filing cabinets. But the regenerator was
inadequate and hadn't been used in dl that time. No need for it: waste materia went into the matterbank,
and was reborn as water or food or anything else, according to asignal sent from the Lunar station with
every change of watch.

But there were no more signa's coming to the Cross. Food, once eaten, was gone for good.
Recycled water was little more than enough to maintain life. Fire and thunder! thought Sver-dlov, | 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 awvareness, the engine talked to itself. Too loud
somehow. Theinstru-mentsread O.K., but Sverdiov 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 a dl unlessyou knew just where to look. The haywired ugliness of the ion drive made a cage for
gars. The faintest blue glow wavered down therings. Shouldn't be, of course. Inefficiency. St. EImo'sfire
danced near the after end of the assembly. "Engine room to pilot. How are we making out?"

"Satisfactory.” Nakamuras voice sounded thin. It must be astrain, yes, he was doing a hundred
things manudly 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?'

"Wedl—" The boy's eyes, dark-rimmed and bloodshot, went heavily after Sverdlov's pointing finger.
"Electrodtatic dis-charge, that blue light—"

"See anything dse?' Sverdiov glanced uneasily at the megameters. He did not have a steady current
going down the accderators, it fluctuated continually by severa per cent. But was the 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 &t the



end-mogt till al at onceitsfocusing goes blooey and werein trouble.”
"But we tested every sngle—And the dar's magnetic field is attenuating with every centimeter we
advance."

"Vibration, my cub-shaped friend. It'd be easy to shake one of those jury-rigged magnetic coilsjust
enough out of dign-ment to—Hold it!"

The terminal starboard coil glowed red Blue e ectric fire squirted forth and ran up the lattice. The
negative megameter dropped ten points and Sverdlov fdt alittle surge as the ship wallowed to one side
from an unbalanced thrust.

"Engine room stopping blagt!" he roared. His hand had a-ready gone crashing onto the main lever.

Thenoisewhined away to amumble. Hefdt himsef pitched off acliff ashigh aseternity.

"What's the trouble?" barked Maclaren's voice.

Sverdlov relieved himsdlf of afew unrepestable remarks. " Something's gone sour out there. Thelast
negatron accel era-tor began to glow and the current to drop. Didn't you fed usyaw?'

"Oh, Lord, have mercy," groaned Ryerson. He looked physi-cally 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 baing wire and spit, you know." Inwardly, he struggled with awish to best
somebody's face.

"l presumewe arein astable orbit," said Nakamura. "But | would fed agood dedl easier if the
repair 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 thissmellsfouler every day," said the
Krasnan. "1 didn't believe | could be such afilth generator.” He dapped down his helmet and added into
the radio: " So much for man the glorious star-conqueror.”

"No," said Ryerson.

"What?'

"Thegtinks are only the body. That isn't important. What countsisthe soul inside.”

Sverdiov cocked his bullet head and stared at the other armored shape. "Do you actudly believe
thet guff?"

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

"Never mind. | don't fed like arguing either.” Sverdlov laughed roughly. "I'll give you just onething to
mull over, though. If the body's such avaueess piece of pork, and well al meet each other in the sweet
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 amo-ment he felt he had failed somehow. There
was no room herefor quarrels. Ah, shaft it, hetold himsdlf. If an Earthling don't liketo listen to a
colonial, he can jing-bangle well stay out of space.

They gathered tools and instrumentsin a silence that smoldered. When they |eft the air lock, they
had the usud troublein seeing. Then their pupils expanded and their minds switched over to the dien
gedtdt. A raw blaze legped forth and struck them.

Feding hisway aft long thelattice, Sverdiov sensed hisanger bleed away. The boy was right—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 were worth it either. He
stood with ten thousand bitter suns around him; but none was Sol or Tau Ceti. O Polaris, death's|lodestar,
areweaslittleasdl that?

He reached the end of the framework, clipped hislifeline on, and squirted alight-diffusing fog at the
ring. Not too close, he didn't want it to interfere with hision stream, but it gave him three-dimensiona
illumination. Helet hisbody float out be-hind while he pulled himself squinting-close to the accdera-tor.



"Hm-m-m, yes, it's been pitted,” he said. "Naturaly it would be the negatron side which went wrong.
Protonsdo alot less harm, striking terrene matter. Hand me that counter, will you?”

Ryerson, wordless and facel ess, gave him the instrument. Sverdiov checked for radioactivity. "Not
enough to matter," he decided. *We won't have to replace this ring, we stopped the processin time. By
readjusting the magnetic coils we can com-pensate for the change in the dectric focusing field caused by
its gnawed-up shape. | hope."

Ryerson said nothing. Good grief, thought Sverdiov, did | offend him that much? Hitherto they
hed talked alittle when working outside, not real conversation but atrivial remark now and then, agrunt
for response. . . just enough to drown out the hissing of the sars.

"Hédlo, pilot. Give me amicroamp. One second duration.”

Sverdlov moved out of the way. Even amillionth of an am-pere blast should be avoided, if it was an
anti-proton current.

Electric sparks crawled like ivy over the bones of the accdl-erator. Sverdiov, studying the
instruments he had planted aong 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, thought Sverdlov. And then, in ageyser: Judas, no! If he'sso
thin-skinned as all that, he can rot before | do.

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

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
Sverdiov. The memory thickened histempleswith blood. He began unbolting the Number One magnetic
coil asif it were an enemy he must destroy as savagely aspossible.

"0.K., gimme another microamp one-second tet.”
"Try shifting Number Two afew centimetersforward,” said Ryerson.

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

"Never mind." Ryerson could not be seen to move, in the bulk of hisarmor, but Sverdiov imagined
him turning away with a contemptuous shrug. It took severa minutes of tinker-ing for the Krasnan to
redlize that the Earthling had visua-ized the interplay of forces correctly.

He swallowed. "Y ou wereright," he emitted.

"Wdll, let'sget it reassembled,” said Ryerson coldly.

Very good, Earth snob, sir. Sverdlov attacked the coilsfor severd more minutes. "Test blast.” Not
quite. Try another setting. "Test blast. Repesat.” That seemed to beit. "Give meamilliampthistime. .. A
full amp . . . hm-m-m." The cur-rent had flowed too short atime to heat the ring, but needles wavered
wildly.

"We're till getting some deflection,” said Sverdlov. "Matter of velocity distribution. A certain smal
percentage of the par-ticles have abnormd velocities and—" He realized 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 blagt, please.”

There was no further response from the instruments. Ryer-son let out awhistling sigh. "We seem to
have doneit," he said.

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



Ryerson was over hisfit of temper.
WA, I'm not!
"Thereisn't anything to be done about that except to try it and see, isthere?' went on the Earthling.

"And if we still get sgnificant deflection, drag on our suitsand crawl back here—maybe adozen
times?No!"

"Why, that was how we did it before.”

"I'm getting awfully hungry," said Sverdlov. Suddenly it flared out of him. "I'm sick of it! I'm sick of
being cooped up in my own gtink, and yours, I'm sick of the same stupid faces and the same stupid
remarks, yes, the same stars even! I've had enough! Get on back insgde. I'll stay here and watch under
acceleration. If anything goeswrong, I'll be right on the spot to fix it."

IIBL[t_H

Nakamura's voice crackled above the mutter of stars. "What are you thinking of, Engineer
Sverdlov? Two gravities would pull you off the ship! And we're not maneuverable enough to rescue you.

"Thislifelineistested for two thousand kilos,” said the Krasnan. "It's andard procedure to make
direct high-accel er-ation checks on the blast.”

"By automatic ingruments.”

"Which we haven't got. Do you know the system isfully adjusted? Are you so sure there isn't some
smdl 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: "Thisisacurioustimeto think about that.”

"l amtheengineer,” said Sverdlov giffly. "Read the ship'sarticles again.”

"Well," said Nakamura. "Well, but—"

"It would savetime,” said Ryerson. "Maybe even afew days worth of time, if the coilsredly are
badly maladjusted.”

"Thanks, Dave," said Sverdlov clumsly.

"Well," 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 Sverdiov. "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 reset-ting the instruments clamped onto it. " Get
on back, Dave," he said.

"Why . .. | thought | would—"

"No need to."

"But thereid! Y ou can't read every dia smultaneoudy, and if thereéswork to be done you'll need
hdp."

"I'll cal you if I want you. Give me your tool belt." Sverdlov took it from reluctant hands and
buckled it around himsdf. "Thereisacertain amount of hazard involved, Dave. If | should be unlucky,
you're the closest gpproximation to an en-gineer the ship will have. She can't spare both of us.”

"But why tekeany risk at dl?"

"Because I'm sick of being herel Because I've got to fight back at that black coal or start howling!
Now get ingdel"

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

Ashe made ready, he puzzled over what had driven him. There was the need to wrestle something
tangible; and surdly to balance on this skeleton of meta, under twice his norma weight, was achallenge.



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

And below it dl, he thought, was a dark 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 star—to swallow the truth that some things were more important than surviva. Than
even the surviva of acause.

Maybe I'mtrying to find out what those things are, hethought confusedly.

He crawled "up" till hisfeet were braced on a cross-member, with the terminal accelerator ring by
hisright ankle but the e ectroprober dia conveniently near hisfaceplate. Hisright hand gripped avernier
wrench, hisleft drew taut thelifeline. "Stand by for blagt,” 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 even atest blast. "Stand by," it said in
Sverdlov's earphones. And hisweight came back to him, until he felt 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 bluelight, and sparks writhed and fountained at junction points. The
congtellations shone chill through the eectric dis-charge.

Inefficient, thought Sverdiov. The result of reconstruction without adequate instruments. But
it's pretty. Like festival fire-works. He remembered a pyrotechnic display once, when he was small.
His mother had taken him. They sat on ahired catamaran and watched wonder explode softly abovethe
lake.

"Uh," grunted Sverdlov. 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 thering very much, maybe not enough to notice; but negatrons plowed through terrene e ec-tron
shdlls, into terrene nucle, and atoms were destroyed. Presently there would be crystal deformation,
fatigue, ulti-mate failure. He reported his findings and added with asense of earned boasting: "1 wasright.
This had to be done."

"l shdl hdt blagt, then. Stand by."

Weightlessness came back. Sverdiov reached out delicately with hiswrench, nipped a coil nut, and
loosened the bolt. He shifted the coil itsaf backward. "I'll have thisfixed in amin-ute. There! Now give
me three gees for about thirty seconds, just to make sure.”

"Three? Areyou certain you—"

"l am. Firel"

It cameto Sverdlov that thiswas another way aman might serve his planet: just by being the right
kind of man. Maybe a better way than planning the extinction of people who hap-pened to live
somewhere se. Oh, come off it, hetold himsdf, next thing you'll be teaching a Humane League
kindergarten.

The force on him climbed, and hismusclesrgoiced init. At three gees there was no deflection
againg thering or was there? He peered closer. Hisright hand, weighted by the toal it still bore, dipped
from the member on which it had been leaning. Sverdiov wasthrown off baance. He flung both arms
wide, indinctively trying not to fall. His right went be-tween the field coils and into the negatron stream.

Fire sprouted.

Nakamuracut the drive. Sverdiov hung free, staring by starlight at hisarm. The blast had diced it
across as cleanly asan industria torch. Blood and water vapor rushed out and frozein asmall cloud,



pale among the nebulae.

Therewas no pain. Not yet. But his eardrums popped as pressure fell. "Engine room!™ he snapped.
A part of him stood aside and marveled a his own mind. What a surviva ma-chine, when the need
came! "Emergency! Drop tota accelera-tor voltage to one thousand. Give me about ten amps down the
tube. Quick!™

Hefelt no weight, such ablast didn't exert enough push on the hull to move it appreciably. He thrust
his arm back into the ion 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 himsdlf 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." Hisairtanksfed him oxygen, pressure climbed again inside the suit. It was good to float &t the end of
alifeline, breathing. Until he began to strangle on his own blood. Then he gave up and accepted the gift
of darkness.

NOW, about winter solstice, day was a pde glimmer, low in the south among stedl-colored clouds.
Tamarahad been walking since the first light sneaked across the ocean, and dready the sun was closeto
setting. She wondered if spaceitself could be blacker than thisland. At least you saw the starsin space.
On Skulayou huddled indoors against the wind, and the sky was ablind 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 asnowfall tonight. The wind stresked in from athousand kilometers
of Atlantic and icebergs. She fdt the cold snap its teeth together around her; a hooded cloak was small
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.

She said to hersdlf, drearily: "I 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 worse!™

Therewas atwisted pleasure in being so honest with her-sdlf. By al the conventions, she should be
thinking only of David's unborn baby, herself no morethanitsvessd. But it wasnot real to her . . . not
yet . .. sofar it wasonly sick-nessin the mornings and bad dreams at night. The redlity was Magnus
Ryerson, animallike hairiness and a hoarse grumble at her for not doing the housework hisway and
incomprehen-sible readings aloud—hisidand and his sea and hislanguage lessond!

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

She fought for decorum. She was alady. Not atechnic, but till a professor's daughter; she could
read and write, she had learned to dance and play the flute, pour teaand embroider adress and
converse with learned men so they were not too bored while waiting for her father . . . the arts of
gracious-ness. Her father would cal it contrasocid, to hate her hus-band's father. Thiswas her family
now.

But.

Her boots picked away down the hillsde, through snow and heather bushes, until she came out on
abeach of stones. The seacame directly in here, smashing at heaped 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 was only a gray waste of galloping white-bearded waves, and the wind keening
down from the Pole. It rolled and boomed and whistled out there.

Sheremembered aliving greenish blue of southern waters, how they murmured up to the foot of
pam trees under infi-nitely tall skies.



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

And then, touching her hair with hislips: "But I've found whet dl of them wereredlly looking for."

It was hard to imagine that David's warmth and tenderness and laughter had arisen in thistomb of a
country. She had always thought of the religion which so troubled him—hefirst came to know her
through her father, professor and student had sat up many nights under Australian stars while David
groped for aGod not al iron and hellfire—as an dien stamp, asif the legendary Other Race Out There
had once branded him. The obscurity of the sect had aided her: Christians were not uncommon even
today, but she had vaguely imagined a Protestant was some kind of Modem.

Now she saw that Skulas dwellers and Skula's God had come from Skulaitself, with winter seasin
their veins. David had not been struggling toward normality; he had been re-shgping himsdlf into
something which—down underneath— Magnus Ryerson thought was not human. Suddenly, dmost
blindingly, Tamararemembered afew weeks ago, one night when the old man had set her abalad to
trandate. "Our folk 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 kiss him.,

Tamarastruck afigt into one pam. Thewind caught her cloak and peeled it from her, so that it
flapped a her shoulders like black wings. She pulled it back around her, shuddering.

The sun was ared diver on the world's rim. Darkness would come in minutes, so thick you could
freeze to desth 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 still didn't know what to do.

Or rather, shethought, I do know, but haven't saved up enough courage.

WHEN she reached the house, the air was dready so murky she could almost not make out
whitewashed walls and steep snowstresked roof. A few ydlow gleams of light came through cracksin
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 camein with her.

"Closethe door," said Magnus. "' Close the door, you little fool "

She shut out al but amumble 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 his hands. As
aways, asaways How could you tell one day from the next in this den? The radiglobe was turned low,
s0 that he was mostly shadow, with anicicle gleam of eyes and a dirty-white cataract of beard. A peat
fire sputtered forlornly, trying to warm atea kettle on the hob.

Ryerson put the book down on hislap, knocked out his archaic pipe—it had madetheair foul in
here—and asked roughly: "Where have you been dl day, girl? | was about to go look for you. Y ou could
turn an ankle and die of exposure, doneontheling.”

"l 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 teajust at 1630 hours—Now. Y ou
must be more careful, lass. Y ou're carrying the last of the Ryersons.”



Tamara stopped. There was adownward dant to the ancient brick floor, she felt vaguely how her
body braced itself. More nearly shefelt how her chilled skin, which had begun to tingle asit warmed,
grew numb again.

"Besdes David," shesad.

"If heisdive. Do you gill believeit, after all these weeks?' Magnus began scraping out hispipe. He
did not look at her.

"] don't believe heisdead,” she answered.

"The Lunar crew couldn't establish gray-beam contact. Even if heisdill dive, hell dieof old age
before that ship reaches any star where men have an outpost. No, say rather hell starvel™

"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 always more
of thewordt 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 writings claim that?' she asked. Her voice came out as a stranger's croak.

"Aye. So does the second law of thermodynamics.” Magnus knocked his pipe against the ashtray. It
was an unexpectedly loud noise above the wind.

"Andyou...andyou...won't evenlet meput up hispicture,” she whispered.

"It'sin the abum, with my other dead sons. I'll not have it on the wall for you to blubber at. Our part
isto take what God sends us and till hold ourselves up on both feet.”

"Do you know—" Tamarastared at him with adowly risng sense of horror. "Do you know, |
cannot remember just what he looked like?"

She had had some obscure hope of provoking hisrage. But the shaggy-swesatered broad shoulders
merdy lifted, alittle shrug. "Aye, that's common enough. Y ou've the words, blond hair and blue eyesand
S0 on, but they make not any rea image. Wedll, you didn't know him so very long, after al.”

You aretelling me | ama foreigner, shethought. An inter-loper who stole what didn't belong
to me.

"Theréstimeto review alittle English grammar beforetea," said the old man. "Y ou've been terrible
with theirregular verbs.”

He put his book on the table—she recognized thetitle, Kipling's Poems, whoever Kipling had
been—and pointed at a shelf. "Fetch the text and sit down.”

Something flared in the girl. She doubled her figs. "No."

"What?' Theleather face turned in search of her.

"l am not going to study any more English.”

"Not—" Magnus peered asif she were a specimen from an-other planet. "Don't you fed well?'

She bit off the words, one after another: "I have better waysto spend my time than learning a dead
language:”

"Dead?’ cried the man. Shefdt hisragelift in the air be-tween them. "The language of fifty million—"

"Fifty million ignorant provincias, on exhausted lands be-tween bombed-out cities,” she said. Y ou
can't step outside the British Ides or afew pockets on the North American coast and have it understood.
Y ou can't read a single modern author or scientist or . .. or anybody . . . in English—I say it'sdead! A
walking corpse!"

"Y our own husband's language!" he bawled at her, hdf ris-ing.

"Do you think he ever spoke it to anyone but you, once held held escaped?’ she flung back. "Did
you believe. . . if David ever returns from that ship you made him go on and we go to Rama—did you



imagine we'd speak the language of adying race? On anew world?!

SHE felt the tears as they whipped down her face, she gulped after breath amidst terror. The old
man was 0 hairy, so huge. When he stood up, the single radiglobe and the wan firdlight threw his
shadow across her and choked awhole corner of the room with it. His head bristled against the cell-ing.

"So now your husband'sraceisdying,” he sad likeagun. "Why did you marry him, if he wasthat
effete?’

"He isnt!" she called out. Thewallswobbled around her. Y ou are! Sitting herein your dreams of
the past, when your people ruled Earth—a past were well out of! David was going where. . . wherethe
futureid"

"l seg," Magnus Ryerson turned half away from her. He jammed both fistsinto his pockets, looked
down at the floor and rumbled hiswords to someone el se—not her.

"l 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 snsthen 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 apologize for my ancestors. I'm proud of them. We were no more vicious
than any other men, and we gave . . . even on the deathbed of our civiliza-tion, we gave you the sars.”

Hisvoice rose until it roared. "And we're not dead yet! Do you think this miserable Protectorateisa
society? It isn't! It's not even adecent barbarism. It'saglorified garrison. It's one worshipping the status
quo and afraid to look futureward. | went to space because my people once went to sea. | gave my sons
to space, and you'll give yoursto space, because that's where the next civilization will bel And you'l learn
the history and the language of our people—your people—you'll learn what it means to be one of ug!"

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

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

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

"So he should diefor hispride?' shesaid. "It's as senseless areason asthered one. But I'll tell you
why you redly madehim go.. . . and if you deny you forced him, I'll say you lie! Y ou couldn't stand the
ideathat one child of yours had broken avay—was 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
somevirtuein alarge number of kilometers. David was going to live as nature meant himto live, ona
living soil, with untanked air to breethe and with mountainsto walk on instead of aspinning coffin.. . . and
his children would too . . . we would have been happy! And that was what you couldn't stand to have
happen!”

Magnus grinned without humor. "There€s alot of meaning-less 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 spat. "It's another way of
running from yourself— no more. It's not even apracticd thing. If the ships only looked for planetsto
colonize, | could understand. Bt . . . the Cross hersf was aimed for three giants! Shewas diverted to a
black clinker! And now Davidisdead . . . for what? Scientific curi-osity? Y ou're not aresearch scientist,
neither was he, and you know it. Wedlth? He wasn'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 al.
Adven-ture? Y ou can have more adventure in an hour'swalk through aforest thanin ayear on a



spaceship. | say you murdered your son because you saw him becoming sane!™

"Now that's enough,” growled Magnus. He took a step to-ward her. "I've heard enough out of you.
In my own house. And | never did hold with this new-fangled notion of |etting awoman yap—"

"Stand back!" sheydled. "I'm not your wifd"

He hated. Thelinesin hisface grew suddenly blurred. Heraised hisartificia hand asif againgt a
blow.

"You'remy son'swife," he said, quite gently. "You'reaRyer-sontoo.. . . now."

"Not if thisiswhat it means." She had found the resol ution she sought. She went to thewall and took
her cloak off itspeg. "Y ou'll lend me your aircar for ahop to Stornoway, | trust. | will send it back on
auto-pilot and get transport for myself from there.”

"But where areyou going?' Hisvoice waslike ahurt child's.

"l don't know," she snapped. "To some place with abearable climate. David's sdary ispayableto
metill 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."

"B, lass. . . propriety—"

"Propriety be damned. I'd rather have David's child, dive." She dipped her boots back on, took a

flashlight from the cupboard, and went out the door. As she opened it, the wind came straight in and hit
Magnus across the face.

"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 himsdlf forward to the observation deck, David
Ryerson heard the guitar skitter through half adozen chords and Maclaren's voice come bouncing inits
wake. He sighed, pushed the lank yellow hair back out of his eyes, and braced himself.

Maclaren floated in the living section. It was amogt an in-sult to see him somehow clean dl over, in
awhite tunic, when each man was dlowed adaily spongeful of water for such purposes. And hdf rations
had only leaned the New Zedlander down, put anglesin his smooth brown countenance; he didn't have
bones jutting up under a stretched 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.”

"l just clinched the last bolt and spotwelded the last connec-tion. There's not athing left except to
find that germanium, make the transstors, 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," sad Maclaren. "We can't do much except wait." 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 just
that reason. I've been afraid you would finish the job before we found our planet.”

Ryerson started. Redness crept into his chaky face. "Why, of dl the—" Hisanger collapsed. "l 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.

"In their golden-masted ships
Princes come a-wooing

Over darkling spindrift roads
Where the 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."

"l wish to dl the hellsI'd been more of an intellectud,” said Maclaren. "I never was, you know. |
was aplayboy, evenin science. 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 midair asif for aleap. "If we get back, you
meen!"

NAKAMURA entered. He had asheaf of scribbled papersin one hand. Hisface was carefully
blank. "I have com-pleted the calculations on our latest data," he said.

Ryerson shuddered. "What have you found?' he cried. "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 itsdf. He looked at Nakamurafor along time. "lsn't
there anything else we can do?" he asked. "The tel escopes, the—Do we just haveto sit?"

"Wearecircling adead sun,” the pilot reminded him. "Thereis only feeble sarlight to seeby. A very
powerful instrument might photograph a planet, but not the telescopes we have. Not at any distance
greater than we could find them gravitartiondly. S-ss0."

"We could make abig telescope!l” exclamed Ryerson. "We have glass, and . . . and silver and—"

"I've thought 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 a suitable mirror could be ground with the
equipment here”

"But—Maclaren, spaceis o big! We could hunt for amillion years and never find aplanet if we



can't. .. can't seethem!"

"We're not working quite at random." Maclaren regppeared with a punched tape. " Perhaps you've
forgotten the principle on which we are searching. We position ourselvesin an orbit about the star, follow
it for awhile, check our postion repegt-edly, 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 weretoo 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. "'l know it! I'm not aschoolboy. But were 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. You see, by
extrapolating from data on known stellar types, | know approximately what this star waslikein its pamy
days. From this, 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 field determine the Bode's Law con-stants; to the extent that al thisisknown, | can draw
an orbital map.

"Well, 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 ther orbits were so
tremendous—theoreticaly, planets could have formed as much as alight-year from this sa—that even a
small percentage of error in the data makes my result uncertain by Astronomical Units. Another factor:
the explosion filled this space with gas. Were actualy inside anonluminous nebula. That would shorten
the orbits of the remaining planets; in the course of millions of yearsthey've spirded far inward. In one
way that helps us: we've an areato search which is not hope-lesdy huge. But on the other hand, just how
long hasit been since the accident? What's the density distribution of the neb-ulanow, and what wasiit
back then? |'ve taken some readings and made some estimates. All very crude, but—" Maclaren
shrugged—"what €lse can we do? The successive orbits we have been trying are, more or less, those|
have cdculated 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'sjust amatter of getting
close enough to one of them.”

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

"WEe're going to have to reorganize our schedules,”" declared Maclaren thoughtfully. "Hitherto weve
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," said Ryerson. "Great sport. Fun and games, with Chang Sverdlov's frozen corpse listening
int"

SILENCE clapped down. They heard the air mumble in 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. Y es-s-s? Let his own people bury him."

"Bury acopy of him!" shrieked Ryerson. "Of dl the sense-less—"

"Please," said Nakamura. Hetried to amile. "After al it isno troubleto us, and it will comfort his
friends at home; maybe yes? After dl, speaking in terms of atoms, we do not even wish to send oursalves
back. Only copies." Helaughed.

"Will you stop that giggling!"
"Please." Nakamura pushed himsdf away, lifting aston-ished hands. "Pleasg, 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!”



Nakamurastarted to leave, till bobbing his head, smiling and hissing in the shaftway. Maclaren
launched himsdlf be-tween the other two. He snapped a hand onto either wrist.

"That will do!" They grew suddenly aware, it was shocking, how the eyes burned greenin his dark
face. Hiswordsfel like axes. "Dave, you're ababy, screaming for mother to come change you. Saiichi,
you think it's enough to make polite noises at the rest of theworld. 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. Sdlichi,
you'l dressfor dinner and talk with us. Both of you will stop fedling sorry for yoursalves and start
working to survive. And the next step isto become civilized again. We haven't got the size, or thetime,
or the force to beat that star: nothing but manhood. Now go off and start practicing how to be men!™

They said nothing, only stared at him for afew moments and then departed in opposite directions.
Maclaren found him-self gazing stupidly at hisguitar case. 1'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 captain now, 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 mor e objective because I've no wife, no chil-dren, 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 degth. Of life.

SEEN from aview turret on the observation deck, the planet |ooked eerily like its parent star which
had mur-dered it. Ryerson crouched in darkness, staring out to dark-ness. Againgt strewn constellations
there lay agigantic out-line with wan streaks and edgings of gray. As he watched, Ryerson saw it march
acrossthe Milky Way and out of hissight. But it was the Cross which moved, hethought, circling her
hopein fear.

| stand on Mount Nebo, hethought, and down thereis my Promised Land.

I rrationaly—but the months had made them al 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 Tamara'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 aheathen adoration: You are my luck, Tamara. You
found it.

Asthe black planet came back into sight, monstroudy swal-lowing suns—it was only athousand or
50 kilometers away— Ryerson turned his wife'simage outward so she could see what they had gained.

"Areyou there, Dave?'

Maclaren's voice came from around the cylinder of the living section. It had grown much lower in
thistime of search. Often you could scarcely hear Maclaren when he spoke. And the New Zed ander,
oncein the best condition of them al, 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 termswith himself, one
way or another, and there had been aprice. In hisown case, he had paid with youth.

"Coming." Ryerson pulled himself around the deck, between the indruments. Maclaren was at his
little desk, with aclip-board full of scrawled paper in one hand. Nakamura had just joined him. The
Saraian had gone wholly behind amask, more and more a polite unobtrusive robot. Ryerson wondered
whether serenity now lay within the man, or the londliest circle of hell, or both.

"I've got the data pretty well computed,” said Maclaren.

Ryerson and Nakamurawaited. There had been curioudly little exultation when the planet finaly
reveded itsdf. |, 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
considerably higher dengity suggesting it's mostly nicke-iron. No satellite, of course. And, even though
the surface gravity isabit more than Earth's, no atmosphere. Seems to be bare rock down there or
metd, | imagine. Solid, anyhow."

"How largewasit once?' murmured Nakamura

Maclaren shrugged. "That would be pure guesswork," he said. "'l don't know which planet of the
origind system thisis. One or two of the survivors may have crashed on the primary by now, you see.
My persond 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 so, the supernovaboiled away al
its hydrogen and prob-ably some of the heavier eements, too. But that took time, and the planet still had
this much mass | eft 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 itsdlf. Since then, theresidua stdllar 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 breath. His eyes went to the deck "be-neath” hisfeet. Far aft was a storage
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 con-sumed our supplies dready and be
garving. | am most hum-bly grateful to Engineer Sverdlov.”

Maclaren'stone was dry. "He didn't die for that reason.”
"No. But has he given us less merdly because it was an accident?'

THEY floated awhilein stillness. Then Maclaren shook himsdf and said: "Werewadting time. This
ship was never intended to land on a planet. Since I'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 aland-ing.”

Nakamura crossed hislegs and rested impassively, hands



folded on hislap. "How familiar are you with the standard exploratory technique?' heinquired.
"Not very," confessed Maclaren. "'l gather that aircraft are preferred for reasons of mass economy.”

"And even more for maneuverability. A nuclear-powered vessdl, using wings and turbojets, canrise
high into an atmo-sphere, above theworst air resistance, without having to ex-pend the reaction mass of
arocket. Likewiseit can land more eadly and safely in thefirst place. The aircraft which we carry,
dismantled, areintended to leave their orbiting mother ship with ashort rocket burst, dip into the
atmosphere of anew planet, and descend. The return is more difficult, of course, but they get into the
stratosphere before applying the non-ionic rocket drive. Thisin turn takes them into space proper, where
their ion accelerators will work. Naturaly, the cabins being sealed, any kind of atmosphere will serve
them.

"Now, thisisfor exploration purposes. But these auxiliary craft are aso cgpable of landing on
rockets done. When the time has come to establish abeam-relay sation, some airlesslifdess satelliteis
chosen, to avoid the necessity of quarantine. The craft shuttle back and forth, carrying the ship's
disman-tled transceiver. Thisisreassembled on the surface. Thereby the satellite's own mass becomes
available to the matterbank, and any amount of material can be reconstructed according to the signals
from the home gtation. Thefirg things sent through are usudly the parts for amuch larger transceiver
gtation, which can handle many tonsof massat atime.”

"Wadll, good," said Maclaren. "That was more or lesswhat | thought. Let's land and—oh, oh."
Ryerson felt asmile tugging hislips, though it was not ahgppy one. ™Y ou see?' he murmured.

Maclaren regarded him closdly. ™Y ou don't seem too discour-aged,” he said. "There must be 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—Well, let him tell you."

Maclaren said dowly: "I had hoped, it was at least possible, that any planet we found would have a
aurviving satdlite, small 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. So well haveto get our germanium down there.”

"Which we could also have done, had we been fortunate enough to locate the planet sooner,”
Nakamuratold him. "We can take aircraft down to the surface even now. But we would have to
transship al the mining and separating equipment, 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 till remain.”

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

"Yes" said thepilot. "A riskful way, but any other is certain 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 here is no problem to her, nor the magnetism
now that the drive is shielded—but we can't make atail landing. We'd crumple theweb, and . . . hell's
clanging bells, she can't land at al! She's not designed for it! Not maneuverable enough, why, it takes half
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 systemsthrough the ship's console. | think if we al 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 orthogonal space axes. No? Thus the spaceship will
become most highly respon-sveto piloting. Furthermore, we shall cut up the aircraft hulls, aswell as
whatever else we may need and can sparefor this purpose, such asinterior fittings. From this, we shal
congtruct atripod enclosing and protecting the stern assem-bly. 1t will be clumsy and unbaanced, of
course—hut | trust my poor maneuverings can compensate for that—and it will be comparatively
wesk—but with the help of radar and our pow-erful ion-blast, the ship can be landed very gently.”

"Hm-m-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 athing as massive as this ship—I don't know. If nothing else, how about the servosfor it?!

"Please." Nakamurawaved hiswords aside. | realize 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 leve landing place.”

"All places are, down there," said Maclaren. "That iron was boiling once, and nothing has westhered
it snce. Of course, there are doubtless minor irregularities, which would topple us on our tripod—with a
thousand tons of massto hit the ground!”

Nakamura's eyes drooped. "It will be necessary for meto react quickly," hesaid. "That isthe risk
wetake."

WHEN the ship was prepared, they met once on the obser-vation 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's turret, strapped into accel eration harness with only their hands left free.

Nakamura's gaze sought Maclaren's. "We may not meet again," he said.

"Possble” said Maclaren.

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

"Sincethismay be my last chance" hesaid, "I would like to thank you."
"Whatever for?"
"l am not afraid any more.”

"Don't thank me," said Maclaren, embarrassed. " Something like that, a chap does for himslf, y'
know."

"Y ou earned methetimefor it, at least." Nakamuramade aweightless bow. " Sensel, givemeyour
blessng.”

Maclaren said, with adegree of bewilderment: "L ook here, everybody el se has had more skill,
contributed more, than I. I've told you afew things about the star and the planet, but you—Dave, at
least—ocould have figured it out with dightly more difficulty. I'd never have known how to recongtruct a
drive or aweb, though; and I'd never be able to land this ship.”

"l was not speaking of materid survival," said Nakamura. A smile played over hismouth. "Still, do
you remember how disorganized and noisy we were at first, and how we have grown so quiet snceand
work together so well? It isyour doing. The highest interhuman art isto make it possible for othersto
usetheir 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. I would give much to be sureyou will . . .
have the chance. . . to teach yoursdf."

Ryerson gppeared from the lockers. "Here they are," he said. "Tin suitsdl around.”

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?



I 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 bein any
shapeto edt it at the other end.”

"Who's got an gppetite under present circumstances?’ said Maclaren. "' So postponing dinner isone
way of siretching out the rations afew more hours.™

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

"WElIl haveto," said Ryerson. Hewet hislips. "Wewon't mine our metd, and gasify it, and separate
out thefractiona per cent of germanium, and make those transistors, and tune the circuits, in any
seventeen days.”

Maclaren grimaced. " Starvation, or the canned willy we've been afflicted with. Frankly, | don't think
there's much differ-ence.”

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 Sde 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, butina
sense they had outgrown it. Now aman was driven into hisown 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 strapped himsdlf in and began checking instruments.

"Pilot to engine room. Read off!"

"Engine room to pilot. Plusvoltage clear. Minus voltage clear. Mercury flow standard—"
Theship cametolife.

And she moved down. Her blast dowed her in orbit, she spiraed, afeatureless planet of black steel
caled her to itsdlf. The path was cautious. There must be allowance for rotation; there must not be too
quick achange of velocity, lest the pon-derous 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 dto-gether sure. The Cross backed onto an iron plain. Her tripod touched, on onefoot, on
two. The surface was not quite level. She began to topple. Nakamuralifted her with askill that blended
main drive and auxiliariesinto one smooth surge— such skill asonly an utterly relaxed man could
achieve, re-sponding to the immense shifting forces as a part thereof. He rose afew hundred meters,
changed position relative to the ground, and tried again. 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 in time. For an ingtant 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 nosefirgt. The pilot's turret smashed, the bow caved in, auto-matic 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 gtars glittered down upon her.

Afterward Maclaren wondered: Nakamura might well have decided days beforehand that he would



probably never be ableto land any other way. Or he might have considered that his rationswould last
two men an extraweek. Or perhaps, smply, he found his dark bride.

THE planet spun quickly about its axis, once in less than ten hours. There went never aday across
itsiron plains, but hunger and the stars counted time. There was no wind, no rain, no sea, but aman's
radio hissed with the thin dry talk of the Sars.

When he stood at the pit's edge and looked upward, Mac-laren saw the sky sharp and black and of
an absolute cold. It had a somehow three-dimensiond effect; theory said al those crowding suns,
blue-white or frosty gold or pale heartlessred, were dike at optica infinity, but the mind sensed
remoteness beyond remoteness, and whimpered. Nor was the ground un-derfoot a comfort, for it was
amogt as dark, starlit vision reached afew meters and was gulped down. A chopped-off Milky Way and
arisng congtdlation—the one Maclaren had privatdly named Risus, the Sneer—told him that ahorizon
exiged, but hisanimal inginctsdid not believeit.

He sighed, dapped aglarefilter across hisfaceplate, and began cutting. The atomic hydrogen torch
was lurid enough to look upon, but it jostled the stars out of his eyes. He cut rap-idly, ten-kilo dabs
which he kicked down into the pit so they wouldn't fuse tight again. The holeitsdf had origindly been



blasted, but the Cross didn't carry enough explosivefor him to mine dl his orethat way.

Ore, hereflected, was ajoke. How would two men on foot prospect a sterilized world sealed into
vacuum a hundred mil-lion years ago? And there would have been little point in it. This planet had boiled
once, at least on the surface; and even the metallic core had been heated and churned, quite probably to
melting, when crushed atoms expanded to norma dimen-sons. The entire globe must be nearly uniform,
aonedloy lump. Y ou took any piece, crushed it, gasified it, ionized it, put it through the electromagnetic
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 ca culate 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 flash-beam threw puddies of light onitswalls as he was lowered. At the
bottom he moved painfully about, loaded the bucket, and rode back to the surface. A smadll elec-tric
truck waited, he spilled the bucket into its box. And then it wasto do again, and till again, until hehad a
full 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.
It ill was.

Maclaren climbed wearily onto the truck seat. 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 landmarks for guide, this
ground was as bare as a skulll.

Exigence waslikelead in Maclaren's bones.

After awhile he made out the Cross, aflattened sphere crowned with a skeleton and the Orion
nebula. It was no fun having everything upside down within her; awhole day had gone merdly to reingtal
the essentia items. Well, Salichi, you did what seemed best, and your broken body lies honored with
Chang Sverdiov's, on the wide plains of iron.

Floodlights glared under the ship. Ryerson wasjugt finish-ing the previous load, reducing stoneto
pebbles and thence to dust. Good timing. Maclaren hated his truck and climbed down. Ryerson turned
toward him. The undiffused glow reached through his faceplate and picked a sunken, bearded face out of
night, little more than nose and cheekbone and bristling jaw. In his unhuman armor, beneeth 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
dleep, 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.

"Hdlo, Nibelung," said Ryerson.

Maclaren sarted. "Are you getting to be ateepath?’

"It'spossible," said Ryerson. His voice had become a harsh whisper. His glance searched darkness.
"Anything ispossble 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 per cent of material we don't use pilesup fagt.”

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 really imagine we can kegp on doing



heavy manua work likethis, after the last food has been eaten?’

"WEell haveto,” said Maclaren. "And, of course, thereis d-ways—" 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 Del-phic deep, through migts. "Terangi,
what'swrong?"

"Nothing," mumbled Maclaren. He pushed at the other man'sgroping arms. "Leda mebe. . . dl right
inamin-ute. . ." Herelaxed againg the stiffness of armor and let his weakness go through himin tides.

After awhile, some strength returned. He looked up. Ryer-son wasjust feeding the last rocksinto
the crusher. The ma-chine ate them with agrowl that Maclaren felt through the planet and his bodly. It
vibrated histeeth together.

"I'm sorry, Dave," hesaid.
" Sdl right. Y ou should go up and bunk for awhile."
"Just aspell. Maybe we shouldn't have cut our rations as short aswe 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 myself. Let's both take abreak while the
stuff goesthrough the crusher.”

"Well," said Maclaren, "if your tailbone insulators can stand it, | suppose mine can.”

THEY remained in sllence for awhile. The machine rum-bled in their flesh and the stars muittered in
their heads.

"How long do you think it will take to prepare the web?' asked Maclaren. "I mean, what's your
latest estimate?”

"Hitherto I've underestimated the time for everything,” said Ryerson. "Now, | just don't know. First
welll have to get our germanium. Then, to makethe units. . . | don't know. Two weeks, three? And then,
once dl the circuits are functioning, they'll have to be tuned. Mostly by guesswork, since | don't redly
know the critical constants. That will take x time, de-pending on how lucky we are.”

"Well open thelast can of food soon,” said Maclaren. Initself it was atotally useless reminder, but it
was |leading up to something they had both avoided.

Ryerson continued to squirm: "They say tobacco helpskill appetite.”

"It does," said Maclaren, "but | smoked the last butts months ago. Now I've even lost the addiction.
Though of course I'll happily rebuild same the moment we Strike Earth.”

"When we come home—" Ryerson's voice drifted off like amurmur 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 ..
. afemale crew and a cargo of champagne?'

"l don't know," said Maclaren, faintly surprised to redizeit. "I 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?’

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

"l did. Still, Dave, it has stuck in my mind, and | see now you areright. Any ocean is, istoo—big,
old, blind for us—too beau-tiful." He sought the million suns of the Milky Way. "Even thisblack ocean



werewrecked in."

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

"By dl means" said Maclaren. "'l didn't mean I'd become afraid of the water, just that 1've looked a
little deeper into it. Maybe into everything. Hard to tell, but I've had afeding now and then, out here, of
what Sdlichi usedto cdl insght.”

"One does learn something in space,” agreed Ryerson. "I began to, mysdlf, once I'd decided that
God hadn't cast me out here and God wasn'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.”

"Surdly,” said Maclaren. "I'd expect that. Y ou've told me so much about her, | fed like afamily
friend."

| fed asif | loved her.

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

No, no, I 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 fulfil
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 inno-cently take half of that for his. It islittle enough | can do, to repay
what you who | never saw gave to me.

"Terangi! You aredl right, aren't you?"'

"Oh. Oh, yes, of course." Maclaren blinked at the other ar-mored shape, shadowy beside him.
"Sorry, old chap. My mind wandered off on some or other dai sy-plucking expedition.”

"IT'San odd thing," said Ryerson. "I find mysdf thinking more and more frivoloudy. Asthis cruise of
yours, for ingtance. | redly mean to join you, if you're still willing, and well take that champagne dong
and stop at every sunny is-land 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 actualy you—"

"l 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 equaly fitto. . . to make
wine for the wedding at Cana."

Maclaren wondered if the boy would regret so much self-revelation later. Perhaps not if it had been
mutua. So he answered with care, "Oddly enough, or maybe not so oddly, my thinking has drifted in the
other direction. | could never see any red reason to stay dive, except that it was more fun than being
dead. Now | couldn't beginto list al the reasons. To raise kidsinto the world, and learn something about
the universe, and not compromise with someone's version of justice, and— I'm afraid I'm not a convert
or anything. | till see the same blind cosmos governed by the same blind laws. But suddenly it matters. It
matters terribly, and means something. What, | haven't figured out yet. | probably never will. But | havea
reason for living, or for dying if need be. Maybe that's the whole purpose of life: purposeitsdf. | can't
say. But | expect to enjoy the world alot more.”

Ryerson said in athoughtful tone: "I believe weve learned to take life serioudy. Both of us.”

The grinder chuted itslast dust into the receptacle. The gasifier wasinboard; and the cold, not far
from absol ute zero, was penetrating the suit insulators. Ryerson got up. Shadows lapped hisfeet. " Of



course," he said, hisvoice suddenly cracked, "that doesn't help usagresat 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 Ryer-son's eyes with his own. For amoment they struggled, not moving under
theconstdllations, but sweat sprang out upon Ryerson's forehead.

"Youredize" said Maclaren, "that we actually can eat for quite awhilelonger. I'd say, at aguess,
two more months.”

"No," whispered Ryerson. "No, | won't."
"Youwill,” Maclarentold him.

He stood there another minute, to make certain of hisvic-tory, which he meant asa gift to Tamara.
Then heturned on his hed and walked over to the machine. "Comeon,” he said, "let's get to work."

MACLAREN woke up of himsdlf. For amoment 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. There was alingering warmth on hislips.

He blinked &t the table fastened to the ceiling. He waslying on amattress— Y es. The Southern
Cross, achilly knowledge. But why had he wakened early? Slegp 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 alarm clock caught his eye. Had the stupid thing stopped?
Helooked at the second hand for awhile, decided that it was indeed 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 histissues consumed them-selvesfor lack of
all other nourishment? He had stopped count-ing hours. But the ribs and joints stuck out on him so he
sometimes listened for arattle when he walked. Had it been amonth? At least it was atime spent
inboard, with little physi-ca exertion; that fact done kept him dive,

Sowly, likeasck cresture, 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—Maclaren shambled across to the shaftway. The transceiver rooms were aft of the gyros, they
had been meant to be "down" with respect to the observation deck when-ever there was acceleration
and now they were up above. For-tunately, the ship had been designed in the knowledge she would bein
freefal most of her life. Maclaren gripped arung with both hands. | could use a little free fall right
now, 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 onefor the cat and so it goes until here we are, shaking with exhaustion.

Ryerson sat at the control pand outside the recelving and transmitting chambers. It had been
necessary to spotweld a chair, with attached ladder, to the wall and, of course, learn how to operate an
upside-down control panel. The face that turned toward Maclaren was bleached and hairy and caved-in;
but the voi ce seemed amost cheerful. "So you're awake."

"Thedarmdidn't cal me," sad Maclaren. He panted for air. "Why didn't you come rouse me?"
"Because | turned off thedarm in thefirgt place.
"What?' Maclaren sat down on what had been the celling and stared upward.

"Youll fal gpart if you don't get morerest,” said Ryerson. "Y ou've been in worse shape than me for
weeks, even beforethe. . . thefood gave out. | can sit here and twiddle knobs without having to break
off every eight hours.”

"Well, maybe." Maclaren fdt too tired to argue.



"Any luck?' he asked after awhile.
"Not yet. I'm trying a new sequence now. 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 gravitic
meattercasting. Everything followed with smple logic from the fact that it was possibleat dll.

The signa's necessarily used a pulse code, with amplitude and duration as the variables; there were
tricky waysto in-clude alittle more information through the number of pulses per millisecond, if you set
an upper limit to the duration of each. It dl took place so rapidly that engineers could speak in wave
terms without too gross an gpproximation. Each trans-caeiver identified itsdf by a"carrier” pattern, of
which the ac-tual mattercasting signd was amodulation. The process only took place if contact had been
edtablished, that is, if the trans-mitter was emitting the carrier pattern of afunctioning re-ceiver: the
"resonance’ or "awareness' effect which beeat theinverse-square law, adevelopment of Einstein's grest
truth that the entire cosmosis shaped by what momentarily hap-pensto each of its materia parts.

The " cagter itsdlf, by the very act of scanning, generated the signas which recreated the object
transmitted. But first the * caster must be tuned in on the desired receiving station. The manual aboard ship
gavethe call pattern of every established transceiver: but, naturdly, gaveit in terms of the standard-ized
and tested web origindly built into the ship. Thus, to reach Sol, the book said, blend its pattern with that
of Rashid's Star, theinitid relay Sation in this particular case. Y our sig-na will be autometicaly bucked
on, through several worlds, till it reaches Earth's Moon. Here are the respective voltages, oscillator
frequencies, et cetera, involved; add them up and use the resultant.

Ryerson's handmade web was not standardized. He could put aknown pattern into it, eectronicaly,
but the gravitics would emit an unknown one, the call signal of a station not to be built for the next
thousand years. He lacked instruments to measure the relationship, so he could not reca culate the
gp-propriate settings. It was cut and try, with alitera infinity of choicesand only afew jackleg estimates
to rule out some of the possihilities.

Maclaren sighed. A long time had passed while he sat think-ing. Or so hiswatch claimed. He hadn't
noticed it go by, him-sdlf.

"Y ou know something, Dave?' he said.

"Hm-m-m?' Ryerson turned aknob, did avernier one notch, and punched along arow of buttons.

"We are out on the far edge of no place. | forgot how far to the nearest Sation, but adevil of along
ways. Thishaywirerig of ours may not have the power to reach it.”

"l knew that dl thetime," said Ryerson. He dapped the main switch. Needleswavered on dids,
oscilloscope tracings glowed dthill green, it whined inthe air. "I think our gppara-tus is husky enough,
though. Remember, this ship has|eft Sol farther behind than any other ever did. They knew she
would—adtraight-line course would just naturally outrun the three-dimensiond expansion of our
territory—so they built the transceiver with capacity to spare. Even inits present bat-tered state, it might
reach Sol directly, if conditionswere just right.”

"Think wewill? That would be fun."

Ryerson shrugged. "1 doubt it, frankly. Just on adtatistical basis. There are So many other stations 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 one bony arm. It
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, acrossauniverse still black and empty.
Ryerson began to weep, slently, hislipsworking. "Tamara," he said. "Tamara, I'm coming home.”
Maclaren thought: I1f Chang and Salichi had been by me now, what a high and proud moment.
"Go on, 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 wastoo swift abreaking. But the wariness of a
race which had evolved among snakes and war spoke for him:

"Wait, Dave. Wait aminute. Just to be certain. Put asignal through. A teletype, | mean; weve no
voice microphone, have we? Y ou can do it right at that keyboard."

"What for?' screamed Ryerson. "What for? If you won't go through, 1 will!"

"Just wait, isdl." Suddenly Maclaren was begging. All the craziness of months between stars that
burned his eyeswoke up; hefet 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 some distortion, you know. Acci-dents do happen, once in agreat while, and
thisweb was made by hand, haf of it from memory—Send amessage. Ask for atest transmission back
to us. It won't take long and—My God, Dave, what kind of thing could you send hometo Tamaraif the
sgnd waswrong?'

RY ERSON'S chin quivered in its beard, but he punched the typer keys with hard angry strokes.
Maclaren sat back down, breathing quickly and shalowly. So it wasto be-comered after dl. So he
would again walk beneath 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 isalwayswinter. The | that am may go home, but never the | that was.

Ryerson bent over so he could look 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 gtation, of course," said Ryerson. "Probably one of the outpost jobs with two men for a
gaff . . . or, another spaceship. Yes, that'slikeliest, werein touch with an inter-stellar. Only one man on
watch and—"

"And there should be abell to call him, shouldn't there?' 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 isdeegping too hard to hear athing. Or—"

"Wait," said Maclaren. "Weve waited long enough. We can afford afew more minutes, to make
certan.”

Ryerson blazed at him, asif he were an enemy. "Wait? Wait, by jumping hell! No!™

He st the control timer for transmission in five minutes and crept from his seet and down the ladder.
Under the soiled tunic, he seemed all spidery arms and legs, and one yellow shock of hair.

Maclaren stood up again and stumbled toward him. "No," he croaked. "Listen, | realize how you
fed, but | redizeit's space lunacy too, and | forbid you, | forbid—"

Ryerson smiled. "How do you propose to stop me?* he asked.
"l ... 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 ismerely distorted . . . at worse, it won't be recreated at al, and



weéll get an explosion. The second case will destroy us. In thefirst case, we haven't time to do much
more work. | doubt if I could climb around on the web outside any more. | know you could not, my
friend! Weve no choice but to go through. Now!"

"If it'saship a the other end, and you cause an explosion,” whispered Maclaren, "you've murdered
one more man.”

Drearily, and asif from far away, he recognized the hard-ness which congesaled the other face. Hope
had made David Ryerson young again. "1t won't blow up," said the boy, and was wholly unable to
imagine such a happening.

"Wl . .. probably not . . . but there's till the chance of molecular distortion or—" Maclaren sighed.
Almost experi-mentally, he pushed at Ryerson's chest. Nothing happened; he was so much more starved
that he could not move the lank body before him.

"All right," sad Maclaren. "Y ouwin. I'll go through.”

Ryerson shook his head. "No, you don't,” he answered. "I changed my mind.” With alilt of laughter:
"I stand behind my own work, Terangi!"

"No, wait! Let me... | mean ... think of your wife, at least ... 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 weekly
with the knob. No use, it had an automatic lock.

Which of usisthefool? | will never be certain, whatever may come of this. The chances are
all for 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 min-utes, the strangdly terrifying
negligent operator at 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, hethought.

His heart fluttered feebly and wildly as he got into the chair. For awhile he could not seethevision
screens, through the night that spumed in his head. Then his universe steedied alittle. The transmitter
room was quite empty. Thered light still showed contact. So at |east there had been no destruction
wrought in the receiving place. Except maybe on Dave; it didn't take much molecular warping to kill a
man. But | am being timid in my weakness. | should not be afraid to die. Least of all to die. So 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 ateletype to the Cross: "Comeon, Terangi.
Come on home with 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, really under-stand 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 st the timer for ten minutes—his prog-ressto the transmitter room would be
very dow—and started down the ladder.

A bdl buzzed.



His heart sprang. He crawled back, feding dimly that there were tears on his own face now, and
stared into the screen.

A being stood in the receiving chamber. 1t wore some kind of armor, so he could not make out the
shape very well, but though it stood on two legs the shape was not aman's. Through a transparent
bubble of ahelmet, where the air within bore ayellowish tinge, Maclaren saw itsface. Not fish, nor frog,
nor mammad, it was S0 other aface that his mind would not wholly register it. Afterward herecalled only
blurred features, there were tendrils and great red eyes.

Strangely, beyond reason, even in that first look he read compassion on the face.
The creature bore David Ryerson'sbody initsarms.

WHERE Sundra Straitslay beneath rain—but sunlight came through to walk upon the water—the
land fell steep. It was atogether green, in amillion subtle hues, jungle and plantation and rice paddy, it
burned with green leaves. White mists wreathed the peak of avolcano, and wasit thun-der across wind
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 dtill tired him. When his guide pointed: "There, tuan,” he cut the enginesand glided inwith a
sgh.

"Areyou certain?' he asked, for there were many such huts of thatch and salvaged plagtic along 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 Citadel bore.

"Y es, tuan. Everyone knows of her. Sheisnot like the rest, and she holds hersdlf apart. It marks her

Maclaren decided the Mday was probably right. Tamara Suwito Ryerson could not have vanished
completely into the anonymous proletariat of Earth. If she dtill planned to emi-grate, she must at lesst
have a mailing address with the Au-thority. Maclaren had come to Indonesia quickly enough, but there
his search widened, for a hundred people used the same P.O. in New Djakarta and their homeslay
outside the cosmos of house numbers and phone directories. He had needed time and money to find this
dweling.

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 hehad fdt since ... how long? ... it tasted of
morning.

She came to the door and waited for him. He would have known her from the pictures, but not the
grace with which she carried hersdlf. She wore aplain sarong and blouse. Therain filled her crow's-wing
hair with small drops and the light struck them and shattered.

"Y ou are Technic Maclaren,” she said. He could scarcely hear her voice, so low did it fal, but her
eyeswere steady on his. "Welcome."

"Y ou have seen me on some newscast?' heinquired, banally, for lack of anything else.

"No. | have only heard. Old Prabang down in the village has anonvisual set. But who €' se could you
be? Please comein, gr.”

Only later did he redize how she broke propriety. But then, she had declared hersdf free of
Protectorate ways months ago. He found that out when hefirst tried to contact her at her father-in-law's.
The hut, within, was clean, austerely fur-nished, but a vase of early mutation-roses siood 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 any-thing so soft. "Hello, Dave," he said.

Tamara squatted at atiny brazier and blew up its glow. Maclaren sat down on the floor.

"1 would have come sooner," he said, "but there was so much else, and they kept mein the
hospital—"

"l understand. Y ou are very kind."

"l ... havehiseffects. . . just afew things. And | will arrange the funera in any way you desire
and—" Hisvoicetrailed off. The rain laughed on the thatch.

She dipped water from ajar into ateakettle. "I gather, then," she said, "there was no |etter 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 else would comefor fifty or ahundred years, or we would get
back. We never thought it might be likethis, asingle man." Maclaren Sighed. "It's no use trying to foresee
thefu-ture. It'stoo big."

Shedidn't answer him with her voice.

"But dmogt thelast thing Dave said," he finished awk-wardly, "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."

"l have not redlly understood what happened,” she said, knedling in the graceful Australian styleto
set out cups. Her tone was flattened by the effort of self-control. "1 mean, the ‘ cast reports are dways so
superficid and confused, and the printed journals so technical. Thereisn't any middle ground any more.
That was one reason we were going to leave Earth, you know. Why | till am going to, when our baby
has grown just alittle bit."

"I know how you fed," said Maclaren. "l fed that way my-saf.”

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 up
to. I'veafavor of my own to ask, but you first."

"No, what do you want? Please.”

"Nothing very 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 his sake. But it will wait. What did you wonder about?*

"Oh. Yes. | know you tuned inthe diens 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 al hiswords chosen. Then he said, as gently as might be:

"IT wasn't sowildly improbable. All thistime weve known that we couldn't be the only race
reaching for the stars. It was absurd to think so; that would have been the sensaless unlikelihood. Well,
the Cross was farther out than men had ever gone before, and the alien spaceship was near the diens
own limit of expangion. It was aso bound for Alpha Crucis. Odd what a sense of kinship that gives me,
my brother mari-ner, with chlorinein hislungs and silicon in his bones, steer-ing by the same lodestar.
Contact was certain eventudly, asthey and we came into range of each other'ssignas. Y our David was
the man who first closed the ring. We weretrying cal patterns we could not measure, running through
combinations of variables. Statistically, 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 other 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?"

"l 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 was little they could do for me, except
test the Cross web and rule out al the call patterns which they use. | kept on trying, after that. In aweek
| findly raised ahuman. | went through to hisreceiver and that'sal. Our technicians are now building a
new relay station on the black star planet. But they'll leave the Cross as sheis, and David Ryerson's
namewill be on her."

"| thought," shewhispered, il hiding her face, "that you | mean, that quarantine rules—"

"Oh, yes, the Protectorate tried to invoke them. Anything to delay what is going to happen. Buit it
was useless. Nothing from the diens planet could possibly feed on Terredtrid life. That's been
established dready, by the joint scientific commis-sion; we may not be able to get the idea behind each
other's languages yet, but we can measure the same redlities! And of course, the dliens know about us.
Man just can't hide from the universe. So | was released.” Maclaren accepted the cup she offered him
and added wryly: "To be sure, I'm not exactly welcome at the Citadd any more.”

Sheraised large eyesto him. He saw how they glimmered. "Why not?" she asked. "Y ou must bea
hero to—"

"To gpacemen, scientists, some colonids, and afew Earthmen glad of an end to stagnation. Not that
| deservether gratitude. There are three dead men who redlly did dl this. But at any rate, my lady, you
can foresee what an up-heavd is coming. We are suddenly confronted with—Well, see here, the diens
must be spread through at least as large avolume of space as man. And the two races don't use the same
kind of planets. By pooling transceiver networks, we've dou-bled both our territories! No government
canimposeitswill on asmany worlds asthat.”

"But more. There are sciences, technologies, philosophies, religions, arts, ingghtsthey have which
we never imagined. It cannot be otherwise. And we can offer them ours, of course. 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 upsurge in himsdlf. "My lady, if youwant toliveona
frontier world, and give your child a place whereit's hard and dangerous and challenging—and
everything will be possblefor him, if he'sbig enough—stay on Earth. The next civilization will begin here
on Earth hersdf.”

Tamara set down her cup. She bent her face into her hands and he saw, helpless, how she wegpt. "It
may be," shesaid to 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. He wouldn't have, if held known. I'm not a sentimental
fool, Maclaren-san, | know he only wanted to come back here. And he died! Therésno meaning iniit!"

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 dest.

"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 gorse in summer and
heather infal and lichen of many hues.

Thegirl caught Maclaren'sarm. "I'm afraid, Terangi," she whispered. "I wish you hadn't made me
come.”

"It'sal we can do for David," hetold her: "Thelast thing well ever be ableto do for him."



"No." In the twilight, he saw how her head lifted. "Theré's never an 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," she sighed. "A flower or ababy. But then three men die beyond the sun, and it
s0 happensthe race 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?1've
asked it and asked it, and thereisn't ever an an-swer, and findly | think that's because there isn't any why
toitinthefirg place”

Maclaren set the car down on the beach. He was till on the same search, along adifferent road. He
had not come here smply to offer David's father whatever he could: reconcilia-tion, &t least, and a
chanceto see David's child now and then in the years | eft 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 only apartial answer; spacemen didn't get any richer
than sailorshad. Love of ad-venture. . . 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
realities. 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 a hundred 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 dl high
hopes upon the seaand the stars? Wasit only the outcome of meaningless forces—economics, socia
pressure, maladjustment, myth, whatever you labeled it—a set of chance-created vectors with the
sar-donic resultant that man broke himsdlf trying to satisfy needs which could have been more easly and
sandly filled & home?

If I 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 an ancient-looking cottage. Light
spilled from itswin-dowsinto adusk heavy with surf. But they had not quite reached it when the door
opened and aman's big form was outlined.

"Isthat you, Technic Maclaren?' he cdled.

"Y es. Captain Magnus Ryerson?' Maclaren stepped ahead of Tamaraand bowed. "I took the
liberty, S, of bringing aguest with mewhom | did not mention when | called.”

"l can guess,” sad 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, al a once!™

Magnus Ryerson shut the door again. His hands, ropy with veins, shook alittle. He leaned heavily
on a cane as he crossed the room and poked up the fire. "Be seated,” he said to Mac-laren. "When |
knew you were coming, | ordered some whiskey 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 special
favorite of mine”

"Y ou've eaten?’ asked the old man anxioudy.

"Y es, thank you, Sir." Maclaren accepted aglass. Ryerson limped over the floor to give Tamara one.

"Can you stay the night? I've some extra beds in the garret, from when the fisher ladswould come
by. They come no more, there's no reason for it now, but I've kept the beds.”



Maclaren traded alook with Tamara. "We would be hon-ored," he said.

Magnus Ryerson shuffled to the bob, took the teakettle, poured himsalf acup and raised it. "Y our
hedth." He sat down in aworn chair by the fire. His hands touched aleather-bound book lying on its
am.

THERE was slencefor awhile, except that they could al hear the waves boom down on the strand.

Maclaren said finaly: "I . .. we, | mean . . . we came to—offer our sympathy. And if there was
anything | could tell you'. . . | wasthere, you know."

"Aye. Yourekind." Ryerson groped after apipe. "It ismy understanding he conducted himself well."
"Yes. Of course hedid.”

"Then that'swhat matters. I'll think of afew questionslater, 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,
stones 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. "There would be little sense to existence, did boys have no
chance to be more than their fathers."

Tamarastood up. "But that'swhat thereisn't!" shecried dl a once. "There'sno sense! There'sjust
dying and dying and dying. What for? So that we can walk on another planet, learn another fact? What
have we gained? What have we redly done? And why? What did we do that your god sends our men
out there now?"

She clamped her hands together. They heard how the breath rasped in her. Shesad at last, "I'm
sorry," and sat back down.

Magnus Ryerson looked up. And his eyes were not old. He let the surf snarl on therocks of his
home for awhile. And then he answered her: "For that is our doom and our pride.”

"What?' She garted. "Oh. In English. Terangi, he means—" She said it in Interhuman.

Maclaren sat quite till.

Ryerson opened his book. "They have forgotten Kipling now," he said. "One day they will
remember. For no people live long, who offer their young men naught but fatness and secu-rity. Tamara,
lass, let your son hear thisone day. It ishis song too, heis human.”

The words were unknown to Maclaren, but he listened and thought 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' paid it in full!—"

When Ryerson had finished, Maclaren stood up, folded his hands and bowed. " Sensel," hesaid,
"givemeyour 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 me much," sadd Maclaren. "Y ou have told me why men go, and it isn't for nothing. It



is because they are men.”



