Kaspar's Box

The Secret of the Three Kings
Is Revealed at Last

For centuries, interstellar prospectors had searched for the fabled Worlds of the
Three Kings, the lost ElI Dorado of the galaxy. But if any found it, they were never
heard from again. The mad cyborg Prophet, Ishmael Hand, discovered the
mysterious system, with artifacts indicating a superhuman technology, and he
had refused to reveal its location before vanishing forever into history.

Two more recent expeditions have found the Three Kings. A starfaring
evangelist—Doctor Karl Woodward, preacher and leader of the starship The
Mountain—followed a clue and found it, but never returned. Then a spacegoing
salvage team followed Woodward's trail, and also vanished.

Now a chance encounter between what's left of the once-mighty human military
with an inexplicable alien force has brought an armed expedition to the third
planet of the Three Kings, Kaspar. They will join forces with the survivors of the
first two expeditions, who have been marooned both by alien powers and by
human treachery, as they at last encounter the alien minds behind the
mysterious triple planetary system—and they will face a decision that may
determine the fate of the entire human race!
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XIl: KASPAR'S BOX

I: MELCHIOR: SURVIVING THE FIRE
"If the Universe is full of advanced civilizations, where are they?"

"The trouble is," Gail "Lucky" Cross griped, "even after all this time marooned on this pest hole, I still
haven't lost any weight!"

Jerry Nagel looked up at the sky. "I think you're gonna get the chance real soon. Loo

partly from the proximity of the great gas giant that was a barely failed proto-sun, was further warmed by
convection from the large number of hot spots. Since the environmental suits had been put away in case of
severe emergency, there was no air conditioning or other comforts, either. The thermometer built into Jerry
Nagel's watch said it was a comfy thirty-two degrees Celsius, and the perceived heat was much greater
thanks to the tremendous and constant humidity that varied between ninety and a hundred percent. That it
rained-a lot-was the only positive about the place. It cooled them off and drained some of the humidity
from the air, at least for a short period.

There was also a constant haze: dust particles from the countless eruptions that went on around the planet
in a near continuous cycle. They had small nasal dust filters in the survival kit, but it seemed like they were
always getting clogged. Three, four hours and you had to wash them out and clean them. They at least
allowed breathing, but they were all covered most of the time by fine chalky dust or, when it was wet, a
light gray mud.

And yet they were surviving. The rainfall was easily captured and provided a steady supply of drinking and
cooking water, and the lush vegetation on the oldest, thickest plains contained plants that proved to be
almost made for them. The fruit, while not anything to write home about, was nourishing and had vitamins
as well as sugars, starches, and fibers. Their kit told them they could live on it, and they'd been doing so.
There were creatures, both the flying and crawling kind, that served the purpose of insects to the plants, but
they didn't seem to be in unmanageable numbers, nor did they seem to be on the prowl for some fresh
human. In fact, the things tended to avoid them;

either they lacked what the creatures needed or maybe they just smelled wrong.

Jerry Nagel was an engineer by trade. The red and purplish fronds provided huge surfaces for cover and
seemed quite tough; other plants resembled bamboo and similar plants that could be depended upon for
some structure. With help, he'd managed to fashion a couple of shelters, which allowed them to store the
salvaged equipment and some spare materials, and which also provided shelter from the elements to an
extent. After the shelters were up, they were able to keep some harvested wood dry, and Lucky Cross had
fashioned a crude kiln from lava rock and the nearby fires. She'd already made some large amphora-like
jars as well as small cups and trays. Water could be stored before it got fouled by the dust, and they could
eat and drink off something other than lava rock.

They had made no attempt to contact or in any way even alert the neighbors that they were around. The
nearest creature colony, stranded aliens like them-or the descendants of stranded aliens-was about fifteen
kilometers away and they wanted to keep it that way. The things might well be smart, but something that
had a giant sucker for a face and clawed appendages clearly designed for ripping and tearing by some
violent evolution were not likely to be easy to talk to, and they did not want to become a new taste treat.
The alien colony was oriented towards the ocean shore, not inland. For now that was all right with them.
Nagel saw Randi Queson sitting on a rock under a giant fern and thought she looked like a gnome or some
other fairy creature from the old children's books. She had average looks and figure, and was putting on a
little weight, as they all were with this heavy sugar

and starch diet, but she could afford it.

Spacer crews generally took what the doctors called "lust abater" drugs subcutaneously to keep things from
getting out of hand in the close quarters of interstellar space, but because people didn't want them to last
forever, they tended to wear off after a set period of time, at which point they could be renewed if need be
or let go. It was long past the six-month period since those last implants and, as the only man left alive out
of the crew, marooned on a planet with three women, he could hardly hide that fact sometimes, but he tried.
It wasn't like any of them could have kids; that was abated as a matter of course until undone by a medical
science long out of reach somewhere in those vast starfields beyond. Not that any of them wanted Kids,
particularly on this hellhole, but it was certain that they weren't going to be like the holy commune over on
Balshazzar. There would be no human colony on Melchior.



In a way, that made it a lot easier here. They were responsible only for themselves and each other, not
anybody else, and the future was pretty much now.

He went over to Queson and sat beside her. "You've been thinking again,” he kidded her in a mock scolding
tone.

She smiled. "It's an occupational hazard."

"We don't have occupations anymore. We're castaways on a desert island with no hope of rescue. Food,
shelter, little more, and always afraid the sucker-faced pirates will find us."”

"You had a broader education than most engineers," she noted.

He shrugged. "Broader interests, maybe, or maybe just broad-minded parents. My mother was a literary
historian who made hand-colored pottery in her spare time. Dad was a mathematician with a passion for
playing the piano in an age when few even

knew the term except as a digital sound. Both throwbacks. I think they met somewhere in the old Combine,
maybe even on or near Old Earth, when he was trying to find a robotic program that could tune a piano and
she was working in the library that day on the restoration of ancient live performances. She was actually an
expert on children's literature in an age when nobody had to be literate any more and few were or are, |
guess, so she got drafted for all sorts of shit like that.”

She looked over at him. "That's interesting. | never knew that. Maybe we haven't all talked ourselves out
yet. At least we haven't started killing each other. Truth is, | never paid much attention to that sort of thing
before, but what I'd give for books and recordings and complinks now. My god I'm bored!"

He sighed. "Yeah, well, there isn't much to do here, that's for sure. I've been thinking, though, that it might
be time to see if there was anything at all that we could do." He looked up at the always bright sky, now
dominated by the gas giant. In a few hours, rotation would bring them back into the light of the great sun
beyond and the temperature would rise to unbearable levels and they would have to seek shelter, shade, and
whatever protection they could. He had worked out a system where they collected rainwater from the
frequent, violent thunderstorms in rock basins, over which they'd built a thatch and leaf roof. In the worst of
the heat they got into the pools and just stayed there until it was over. It wasn't great-often the water
temperature was almost too hot to bear on its own-but, usually, it helped. The fact that there was always a
breeze from either the inland or ocean sides helped, too. But you didn't live through midday on Melchior,
you just survived it.

"Six more days and we'll be out of the sun," she noted. "At least it'll make things bearable."”

"Uh-huh. For fifteen days. But it's still fifteen days of nothing much, just improving our area so we can
survive the next fifteen days' exposure to the sun. | don't know about you, but I'm just not the type to live
like this."

She looked up at the great gas giant that lit the huge moon even when it was away from the sun and shook
her head. "At least the Reverend or whatever he is up there has something. Friendly aliens to learn from
and about, a large mixed population, probably the books and entertainment we miss in his wrecked ship.
Hell, we don't even have that. Just what we salvaged."

He paused a moment. "Well, I've been thinking about them. Particularly on the night side, when you can
see them, almost think you can reach out to them, high in the night sky when Balshazzar approaches.
They're farther out-it's hot as hell there, too, at midday, but I bet they have a better or more comfortable
time. Maybe caves that aren't lava tubes that may or may not open up again at any moment."

"I've been thinking about those. They are cooler, and there are some that collect a fair amount of rainwater.
We've seen two or three whoosh out, but most of them are long dead and plugged. Temperature's gotta be,
what? Ten, fifteen degrees cooler in there at mid-sun? I'm willing to take the chance on that just to not have
to turn into a boiled dinner for hours every day."

"We can move. | can't see any reason not to. Not now, anyway. If one of them did give way it would be a
quick death, not a slow one like this. The Rev might not be trapped in heaven like it looked, but we're sure
stuck in Hell."

"Li's claustrophobic,” she reminded him. "That's the only problem."

Nagel shrugged. "I'm not sure we can do any good by making ourselves martyrs to our problem child. |
keep thinking that, if the situation was reversed, the old An Li wouldn't have hesitated a minute if it was her
comfort against somebody else's misfortune. She doesn't have to come if she can't hack it. We'll be back
over here when it's a little cooler-like now."

"Yeah, can't be more than thirty-five Celsius," she commented. "Not like midday."

She was being facetious, but it wasn't far off the mark. They had some instruments salvaged from the
shuttle before it went down in the lava and the midday sun at this latitude had reached as high as fifty



degrees, enough to kill any of them if they were exposed for any length of time. Only the countless storms
saved them at all.

"You're not just thinking of the lava tubes, are you?"

She shook her head slowly. "No, not really. Just a first step to doing something."

"You're thinking of Magi stones again, aren't you?"

She nodded. "I know, they're probably just a natural phenomenon, an emitter of some kind of radiation that
causes hallucinations, but we've compared notes. Even in that horrible overdose, you, me, Lucky-we all had
the same hallucinations. And even with the ones and twos, that sense of observing and being observed, of
an intelligence out there, looking back at us, aware of us, but in a way that is alien, possible malevolent,
possibly just indifferent or removed, like some Greek god looking down on a peasant village. | can't shake
the idea that there's something more to them."

"They're definitely natural. We saw where they were formed."

"Yes, there were several such, but all localized, all seeming to extrude from the hard volcanic basalt. It was
almost like . . . like they were being somehow manufactured in those spots. | know it's crazy, but | can't
kick it. It's probably the heat and the hopelessness, but what the hell can | do?"

The sameness of the hallucinations had gotten to him as well, almost as if they either were one collective
mind at that point or were all receiving the same very strong signal, a signal directly to the brain.

"But it destroyed Li's mind," he reminded her. "She's like a little child. Trusting, not thinking very much,
just sort of existing. Almost like a lobotomy. Almost like everything that was there came out in that
hallucinatory session and in that butchery of Sark. Little An Li, maybe forty, forty-five kilos, beating up
and taking apart a man half again her height and more than twice her bulk."

"And she might do it again, if she got close to the stones."

He nodded. "I've always been afraid of that. I could take the old An Li coming back, but I'm scared of that
monster that came out of her. | want to know it left her rather than went back into hiding."

"I think that monster's in all of us,” Randi told him. "Except maybe no more in her. In all this time here I've
seen no sign of any change. Have you?"

He shook his head. "No, none. Maybe that frenzy killed it, but it makes the point even more. If it's also
inside you and me, what's to keep us from winding up letting it out, or letting it run away?"

She shrugged. "After a lot of thought, I've decided that it doesn't matter. If we can learn something by
studying the stones,

maybe use them, then great. If what was buried deeper in us than in her gets out and one of us dies, so
what? Beats living endless years like this, at least to me."

"And if it escapes and runs away?"

"Then we'll be like poor An Li. We'll happily sing little songs and pick flowers and not even care if we crap
as we walk and we'll die sooner, but we won't feel a thing."

He looked over at the shelter. "You talk to Lucky about this idea?"

She sighed. "No, but | think we should. Either way, I'm going to try it. You feel like going cave shopping
with me?"

He chuckled. "I thought you'd never ask. Our first date. And if we happen to have to go far afield and find
an extrusion of Magi stones . . ."

"Then," she said, "we'll see what develops."

Lucky was divided on the idea, but decided to come along anyway. It was better than being stuck back here
as nursemaid to An Li. As for Li, she either came with them or she stayed. She didn't seem capable of too
many decisions, and that was one she might hate but was capable of making.

They decided that it was best to simply lay it on her as they were going to leave. There was no use in
bringing up anything in the future, even a few days in the future, with her, nor giving her any time to go
into hysterics or childish rants. They would simply go. She would come, or not, and that would be that.

* * %

The scout who had first discovered and named the Three Kings system had never mentioned that the
planet-sized worlds he named after the Magi were moons, so there was no name for the huge

planet that loomed over them half of each day. Queson thought of naming it Jerusalem, since Bethlehem
seemed too modest for such a monster of a failed star, but Jerry Nagel had nixed that idea. "Next year in
Jerusalem," he said. "Jerusalem is hope, the destination we hope to reach. I'm more inclined towards
Pharaoh, since it holds us unwilling captives."

"l was thinking more of Babylon," she commented. "Or maybe Egypt?"

"No, not Egypt, nor Babylon, either. There's a will here someplace. The Holy Joes on Balshazzar felt it,



sensed it, and warned us of it. The will that traps them there. Pharaoh was the stubborn captor; Egypt was
just the place. And not Babylon, surely, and not just for the same reason. Nebuchadnezzar would be a
fitting name it's true, but Babylon, and Assyria, and Persia are where the Three Kings came from, right?
And we don't know which conqueror is lurking here someplace, making the rules. No, we've got Alexander
or Cyrus somewhere in the shadows playing games with us, but not up there. Pharaoh, I think, will do.”
"What're you guys talkin' about?" Lucky asked, already breathing hard from the long walk, carrying, as
they all were except An Li, supplies for several days on their otherwise bare backs. "All them names
nobody can pronounce. They sound like those names a Hindu guy once spouted trying to explain his
charms to me when we was offloading freighters back in the old days. Never got that right, either."

"Well, they're from a religion,” Randi Queson responded. "Judaism and Christianity, mostly. But the places
were real, and historical.”

"You study all that shit?"

"Some of it," she replied. "A lot more I picked up, and some was from my own family. Mostly, I think |
just looked into things because | found them interesting and | got curious."

"And I'm pretty much the same,” Nagel told her. "Not much on the family side-they were about as religious
as you are-but from other people | worked with or got to know. You weren't curious about the Hindu
fellow's beliefs?"

"Not really. Sounded pretty silly to me. So does all this shit. Fancy names from folks too long dead talkin'
about places that probably don't exist no more if they ever did and old fairy stories. What good does it do to
know any of that? Does it fill your belly or get you a job or make you well when you're sick? Just stories,
that's all. We're all the way out here in the middle of who knows where, a zillion light-years from anything
or anybody 'cept the others stuck here, too, and we ain't bumped into no gods yet."

"l wonder," Randi muttered.

"Huh?"

"Somebody once said that if we ever ran into a race so advanced that they were as far ahead of us as we
were of bugs and germs they'd be supernatural to us. Maybe that's what God and the angels really are.” She
paused a moment, liking the idea. "And maybe Satan and his demons, too. A lot of our myths and legends
and core beliefs came from real events and real people at some point, even if they got twisted or
misinterpreted. Certainly those monks who scouted the known and unknown universe were devoted to
looking for God. That's how we got these names for these moons."

Lucky Cross looked over the blasted volcanic landscape and coughed some dust and sulphur from her
lungs. "And you think God's hiding around here playing with us now or something?"

Randi Queson looked around at the same landscape and shook her head. "No, not God. Definitely not God.

There was a darkening above and the sounds of rumblings in the distance.

"Going to rain soon," Jerry Nagel noted. "We ought to find some shelter while we have time."

"Great!" grumped Cross, in a singularly bad mood this day. "So we'll be stuck in mud and wrapped in mud
and slip-sliding the rest of the day."”

"It'll cool things off for a bit," Queson noted hopefully.

"Make us human mud-pies, that's all," Cross responded.

"Where's An Li?" Jerry asked them, looking around. "Li! An Li!" he shouted.

"You two go find us a shelter," Randi told them. "I'll find An Li."

The former leader of the salvage team that employed them all wasn't far away; she'd simply gotten
distracted by something and that became the only thought in her mind. She was sitting there, dusty and
stark naked, staring at something she'd found in the volcanic ash and humming a little tune from some
distant point in her childhood.

"Li, honey, you can't go off by yourself like this," Randi scolded. "You have to stay with us."

An Li didn't seem to hear, but she was certainly aware that the older woman was there. She turned, looked
up at Randi Queson, and smiled a vacant, little child's smile, and held out whatever she had to show the
team geologist what she'd found. "Pretty," she said.

Randi squatted down and took an object from An Li's hand and looked at it. It wasn't very large, but it was
definitely no vol

canic oddity. It was a bright, shiny, golden color, so polished that it reflected a distorted vision of whatever
image it captured. It was certainly not heavy enough to be pure gold-a hundred and fifty grams, no more. It
had a pentagonal base no more than fifty or sixty millimeters long with a series of pentagonal brackets, a
half dozen or so, running down its length. Why it wasn't sandblasted or bent and twisted was as much a



mystery as what it was or whose it might be. The only thing she was sure of was that it couldn't have been
dropped very long ago from the looks of it, and whoever lost it just might come back looking for it.

They were in strange territory now, and needed to tread softly and carefully. She wasn't sure whether to
take it or leave it, but An Li made up her mind for her by grabbing it out of her hands and clutching it to
her. "Mine!" she said. "Pretty!"

Randi sighed. "All right, you can keep it, but we have to go and find the others. It's going to rain. Get very
wet. Can you hear it?"

As if on cue, loud rumblings of thunder sounded far too close to ignore.

An Li got up and took Randi's hand, clutching the strange artifact in the other, and kept pace as much as she
could with the larger woman striding off towards where the other two had vanished.

The golden artifact wasn't the first such strange, small, manufactured alien object they'd come across on
Melchior, and such things had been reported even in the original scouting reports. It seemed at times as if
some alien machine was shedding parts, but it was more likely some minor tool of one of the stranded alien
creatures they'd spent time avoiding. No two that they'd found had ever been alike, almost as if each were
from a different creature or

civilization, but that meant little. It was why the term alien had been invented.

They often had wondered if Doc Woodward up on the paradise-seeming moon of Balshazzar stumbled over
these things. Maybe he even found out from his alien friends what they were and why they were scattered
all over the place. Still, it would make more sense if he found them on the relatively static garden moon
than them finding such things here, on volcanic Melchior, where everything was constantly in motion from
dust, quakes, volcanism just under the surface and sometimes on top of it, and violent rainstorms. Things
like these should be mostly melted or worn away by now. Most instead looked almost new, like this thing.
Even the aliens shipwrecked along the coast had been here long enough to have pretty much exhausted
what they'd salvaged and they surely didn't have the kind of technology to make whatever this stuff was. It
made no sense at all.

Rocks that stimulated your emotional centers and maybe spied on you and exquisitely manufactured pieces
of junk that did nothing. Parts of the puzzle that they'd all love to solve, but which they had about as much
chance of solving as they had of flying off this hellish world. Still, they occupied the mind, even Li's.

They came up over a rise and looked for Jerry and Lucky. A fumarole nearby spouted loud white noise and
steam from venting the result of rainwater hitting something far too hot and not very far below. All of them
had learned not to go too near those roaring holes in the rock.

The storm was really coming towards them now; you could see its darkness creeping towards their position,
blotting out the sky and landscape. If they didn't spot the others quickly, it would be

necessary to find someplace else to ride out the fury that was clearly unavoidable.

Randi spotted an oval opening about a meter high and perhaps two wide that looked promising. Hoping that
it opened out a bit, she headed for it, letting Li get down and back in, then doing the same, but the childlike
woman got to the edge of it and suddenly shouted "No!" over the noise of the storm.

"Come on! You've got to! Otherwise you'll be out in the open!" Randi yelled back, but Li shook her head,
twisted, broke away and began running off in the direction they'd been heading. Realizing that the only
choices were between getting caught outside and staying put, the older woman decided not to chase the
other. The gods had a strange protection for the mad.

She backed further in as the storm hit with all its fury and, feeling a bit more room, she managed to get
back so that she never lost sight of the opening but could roll over if necessary or crawl on her elbows and
knees. She didn't want to get too far in; there would be nothing but absolute darkness not far from where
she was now.

Lying there, though, she first appreciated the cooler feel of the cave rock against her bare skin. A little bit
of rain made it in, and there was a tiny rivulet now coming in and going around her which also felt quite
nice. It wasn't enough to fear flooding the cave, but she kind of rolled in it, wetting herself down some
more and thus cooling off all the better, and she used a little of it to wet her lips. After that, she just lay
there, waiting for the fierce storm to abate.

For a while there was nothing but the roar outside, the slight wetness of the pencil-thin leakage, and the
smell of damp rock but, as she lay there, she suddenly began to get the impression that she wasn't alone.
There wasn't much in the way of wildlife on Melchior to fear; everything dangerous seemed to come from
worlds even more distant than her own. Still, might not one of those have taken shelter from the storm just
as she was doing now?

The thought unnerved her, particularly when coupled with Li's adamant refusal to take shelter there.



She reflected that, since they'd been marooned here, she'd never really been alone nor, for the most part,
had she wanted to be. Not even the kind of privacy that you got from going to your cabin on board ship, or
doing the most private of things. They'd all stuck very close together, at least in pairs, even when there was
nothing to do but lie around and brood. Now she was feeling that sense of being alone, of being apart from
other human company, and her mind was playing the usual games with her. She knew that, but she also
couldn't shake it. She didn't want to be alone, and the idea that she might well be, and that she might well
not be but with something she didn't want to meet, started to eat at her.

The fear was becoming overwhelming; a sense not so much of claustrophobia as of being cut off, utterly,
completely defenseless and alone, and she felt panic rising in her. The storm was still going, and it was still
a very dangerous storm, but she fought a building compulsion to wriggle forward, to run out, to get away. .

There was something there! She couldn't hear it nor did she have any physical evidence of it, but she could
sense it, just back there, looking at her, studying her. . . .

She managed to turn slightly, to look back into the darkness, to make one last stab at conquering her
insanity and, after a moment, she began to see what was back there, what was causing all the fear and
distress.

The Magi stones were there, embedded in the cave wall, and they were softly glowing. . . .

Radiation! she told herself. It's just some form of radiation! They're nothing but a geophysical
phenomenon!

But the operative word was "physical." It was a real effect, and knowing that it was an effect of the stones
did her no more good than realizing that a knife was a knife when the important thing was that the knife
was stabbing you.

She could feel it going right through her, right down to her soul, the feelings of fear and danger and
menace.

"It takes practice," said a man's voice, and she almost jumped out of her skin.

"Who's there?" she shouted, backing towards the cave opening.

"It's kind of like piloting. You can crash. It can even kill you. But if you can get the hang of it, it will
change you in amazing ways."

The Magi stones seemed to pulse at the man's words, keeping a throbbing action in between that beat at the
inner corners of her mind. She wasn't sure even now if she was hearing anything at all or if she was simply
overwhelmed by the radiation of the stones and on her way to Li's land of insanity or worse.

"Calmly. If you know any meditation it helps," the voice said. Now she was certain it wasn't a physical
voice, but speaking directly to her mind. "The stones were not designed for minds like ours. They grow
them for themselves, we think."

" "'We'? Who's 'we'?" She was trying to focus just on the voice, breathing in a steady manner, and trying to
put out of her mind the emotional pulses that rushed to the core of her being every time the other spoke.
"My name is Robey. John Robey. I'm on station today and | was attempting to see what came in when |
sensed you. We should not talk more now. Can you leave? Get away from the stones?"

"I-I'm not sure,” she responded. "There's a storm. . . ."

"Go if you can. It takes a lot of practice. | am holding off the effects as much as possible, but I'm not the
most gifted at this. You are now tuned to this batch. Were | to lift my mental shield it might well steal your
mind or your very soul. Come back. Any outcrop will do. Return for a few minutes each day. Alone.
Slowly we will teach you."

"Who is 'we'?" she asked again. "And why should | believe I'm not already having a conversation with
myself?"

"We are the Arm of Gideon. On Balshazzar. Make sure that Balshazzar is in your sky before you try again.
The kind of power required to go through the big planet would fry your mind. Someone, often many, are
always on duty. We will be watching for you. We've been wondering how long it would take before this
happened. Now go if you can. If the storm will not kill you, you must go into it. Even with help, I'm losing
it. Go!"

She backed out of the cave even as she felt first a sudden release in her mind, then almost immediately a
return to a building attack on her last emotional defenses.

The rain was still falling but the worst of it was past, and the electrical activity was now intermittent even
though occasional claps of thunder, echoing against the barren landscape, could still deafen her.

She started to run. Not in any particular direction, just away, away from the cave. She didn't think, she
couldn't think. It was as if her mind was totally blank leaving only emotion, a desire to fleg, to



just go anywhere but there. She ran through the rain, wild-eyed, more animal than human, until finally
slipping, falling, she lost consciousness altogether in the remnants of the storm.

* % %

She came to, rather than awoke, trembling, and she looked up into the concerned face of Jerry Nagel.
"Randi! Come on! Snap out of it! Are you all right?"

Slowly her senses flowed back into her mind, but they didn't make things any easier. She trembled as if she
had contracted a serious palsy for several minutes, then choked on something, began having a coughing fit,
and eventually she threw up over and over until there was nothing left for her stomach to give.

She felt-weird. That was the word that came to mind, and it fit, even though she was having trouble
defining it further. She felt detached, as if her mind, the thinking part, the personality, was somehow
disconnected from her body but floating just beyond it. She could barely feel the body, nor did it fully
respond to her commands. Still, when she could, she gasped, "Jerry!" And then for some reason she just
began to break into uncontrollable sobs, grabbing and holding on to him with a viselike grip.

He let her go for a little bit, but when he finally tried to break free and get her some water she couldn't
release him.

"Please! Please!" she managed, breathless. "Just-humor me for a little bit. Just hold me. I need-1 need to
bring myself back."”

So, for as long as he could, he just held her there and let her calm herself and gather her wits.

Lucky Cross came up with a boot in her hand. It was one of Randi's, and it was last seen on the woman's
foot. Now it was not only not being worn, it seemed to have been yanked, pulled apart,

ripped half to shreds. "Pack’s back there as well," the pilot commented. "Straps are broke but it's still okay.
We can probably mend it. She's barefoot from now on, though. Musta been real wild to have had the
strength to rip them things like that. Them boots are rated for industrial units!"

Nagel looked down at Randi, who seemed half lost in some other mental place, but she was still awake, still
staring at him.

"You want to tell us what happened?" he prodded gently.

"I-1 needed to get out of the storm. The cave I picked had the rocks."

He gave a low whistle. "You're lucky you didn't go Li's route," he noted. "All comes clear now. | wonder
just how common those damned things are?"

"Very, | think. And there's more, but even I can't tell you if it was real or not." Slowly, between gasps and
occasional reflexive gags, she managed to tell the other two about her ethereal conversation with John
Robey up on Balshazzar.

Lucky cross-checked the sky, which was already clear after the storm. "Yep, it's up there, all right. See it?
'‘Bout two hands up from the horizon to the west and maybe, oh, five o'clock."

They had discovered almost from the start that the other moons were readily visible when all were in the
same part of the sky, and that Balshazzar, being so relatively close, was quite prominent. A blue-white
world about the size of a gaming token in one of the bars back on Marchellus, it would have dominated any
sky it was in save for the even larger gas giant that loomed over them and trapped them both.

Kaspar, much farther out and smaller than either of the other two, was harder to spot, but hardly invisible in
the night sky. There

was just too much of a light source for reflection for anything of any size to remain hidden out there.

"You think it was real?" he asked Randi.

"I-1 think it might have been. I think you and | both had an idea it was more than just a mineral. | wonder,
though. Do they also have outcrops of them on the other two moons?"

He smiled. This was the old Randi coming back, slowly but surely. "I think they might. At least on
Balshazzar. Who knows about Kaspar?"

She sighed, but made no move to get up or break physical contact from him. "He said it took practice. Like
learning to fly. And that it was just as dangerous. Do you think maybe he really was real?"

"Well, it ain't like we got a computer with a roster handy,” Cross noted. "Still and all, mind-rotting rocks |
can see, but mind-reading radio rocks, well, I got to say you'd hav'ta show me."

"Well," Nagel said, "remember that horrible night when those rocks took us over? | can't help remembering
that when those of us who survived, one way or the other, compared notes we found we all had the same
nightmares. Pretty strange alien nightmares, too. Ones I never got out of my head, and | don't think you two
ever got out of yours. Suppose we were actually seeing something real? Some real places, real events?
Something so horrible, so traumatic, it stuck in the minds of the entire alien race that created these things,
assuming that they are artifacts, not natural. Maybe, just maybe, our minds don't work like theirs so we



don't process the information right, but it's nonetheless real. If these things could in fact be controlled . . .
Think of it! Two-way telepathic broadcasting! And they-the Holy Joes up on Balshazzar-they've been stuck
there a

lot longer than we've been stuck here, and with more contact with other alien species who might have been
there longer. It's possible. It just could be . . ."

"Then you think-maybe . . . | wasn't losing my mind?"

He gave a wan smile and shrugged. "You might well have been at the brink of insanity and still heard just
what you heard. Who says they're mutually exclusive? One thing's sure, though. All of us-one at a time,
anyway, with the others ready to pull them out-have got to experience this, maybe, if it's learned, all get
taught how to master the damned things. It may be the only chance we got of ever getting off this hole."
"Or it may just drive us all nuts like Li," Cross noted.

"If itisn't real, what's the difference?" Randi asked her. "And if it is, and even one of us manages it even if
the price might be madness for others, then to me it's more than worthwhile. I'm scared to death, and all |
want to do is run and hide and sleep for a year," she added. "And yet, tomorrow, I'm going to try it again.”

I: TASK FORCE ELEVEN

"l see him, Leader. He's lying back behind the asteroid, six o'clock."

"Very well. | see him. Going to instrumentation mode. Balance of flight, on me."

The fugitive ship had been hovering just inside a deep rift valley on the dark side of the barren planet with
all systems powered down to minimum.

"Agrippa to leader first squadron. Shall we come in and take her with a nullifier?" came a query from their
parent destroyer lying well away from these close quarters and asteroid-filled neighborhoods for now as the
smaller one-person craft ferreted out the quarry.

"Uh, negative, Agrippa. We'll flush him out and send him to you if that's your desire."”

There was a sigh from the larger vessel's operations commander. "Well, we're made, so he's not gonna run
for home until and unless he's positive we missed him, so we might as well take him and get the
information the hard way. Go for flush."”

The leader nodded reflexively. "Flight, spread out, and be careful. You remember the last one. We don't
want this thing flipping out and gunning itself full throttle into the star. First squadron, pull around and put
yourselves between quarry and inbound. Keep position and do not vary unless quarry moves clearly away.
At all times keep between quarry and star. Got that, Alpha leader?"

"Got it. You'll never let me live that one down, will you? He comes my way, he gets concentrated full
forward fire. His shields can't be that great after this. You flush him, we'll roadblock and you climb up his
ass."

"Don't be vulgar, Alpha. Beta, on me. Let's flush the bastard."

The squadron's ships peeled off in precise order and dived on the hapless ship below as if they were
somehow connected together or at least piloted by master machines with split-second timing.

The old tramp didn't wait for them to bracket him with strafing fire; he powered up and gunned it, barely
missing tearing his bottom out on the tops of the mountains.

For an old commercial vessel he was surprisingly fast and agile,

but no match for the military fighters. They caught up with the fleeing tramp ship before it could even fully
clear the planetary gravity well and took up a formation at speeds matching their quarry so that they
essentially surrounded it.

"All right, up to you," the squadron leader called on a wide frequency spread. "Either you cut your engines
and follow us or we'll shoot some holes in you. We'll try not to kill you but in space you never really know,
do you? Your choice."

"I'm thinking it over," responded a man's sour voice on one of the standard emergency frequencies. The
voice was raw and raspy, an old man's voice with a lot of experience in its tone.

The squadron leader shifted to the same frequency and the tactical sounds faded into a more standard open
radio back and forth. It was more like they were next to each other and speaking normally. "What's to
decide? Is refusing to pay your just taxes worth dying for?"

"Taxes be damned! You're blackmailers and extortionists. I'd pay to be protected from the likes of you! Ah,
you're just a bunch of brainwashed drones. Why the hell am | explaining it? Bottom line is | got nothin'
here worth stealin' ‘cept my ship, and that ain't worth all that much, even in spare parts and fuel rods.
Cargo's empty. | was on my way out, not in. You take my ship I'm no better off than if | was dead, and you
don't get much by takin' it. So just who or what are you protectin' me from ‘cept maybe starvation?"



"We've heard all this before," the leader told him. "Just cut power and our mother ship will take you
aboard. You can make your arguments there. | have nothing to do with the case, | just bring in who I'm told
to bring in. Now, we know that there's more

than just you aboard. Even if you wanted to commit suicide, is it fair to take others with you?"

The old man thought for a moment. "Maybe. If their choice is dyin’ or joinin' the likes of you."

"We don't conscript. Don't need to."

"Then you don't know much about your own operations," the old captain responded, sounding weary and
resigned. "You live in a hive like some ancient insects, but you got to renew the gene pool now and then."
He paused a moment, then sighed. "Okay, pull me in. | don't like doin' it to the others, but at least I'll have
the satisfaction of knowin' that at least I'm gonna be your problem for a while."

The destroyer monitoring the engagement now moved in as the old tramp ship cut power and just drifted,
defenseless against all the naval might arrayed against it. Tractor beams fixed on the old ship like a spider
spinning a web to ensure that the fly did not escape, and, when secure, the prey was reeled in by the tractor
lines until it could be mechanically grappled by arms extending beneath the destroyer.

The old freighter held together well; whoever had fixed it up had known what they were doing, and it had
clearly been expertly maintained as well. The fleet, of course, had its entire maintenance and dry-dock
sections fully automated, but these people out here in the old colonies were lucky to keep anything running
at all, let alone maintaining equipment to service the fruits of their scavenging.

The fighters waited until the target was safely secured and then went in for their own predetermined berths,
landing automatically. The pilots sat and waited for pressurization, then their canopies slid

back and they got out and jumped down to the deck below. The artificial gravity in the berths was kept low
to facilitate their ingress and egress, as their trainers called it.

Each of the military figures wore what appeared to be a skintight blue-black body suit that showed them to
be generally squat and muscular people, their muscles bulging as if they were about to burst through the
suits. They kept the suits on, and would so long as they were officially on duty; the egg-shaped gold and
black helmets were removed and placed on special holders near each fighter. On their mounts they would
be recharged, benchmarked, tested and, if necessary, repaired, without ever leaving their perches. They
could also be programmed with the specifics of any task the fighters might be asked to do, so that the
information would be there right in front of each of them as needed. In an emergency, the crews could be at
their fighters in less than a minute from anywhere they were likely to be, and in their ships and ready for
takeoff with all that they required in no more than three minutes. They drilled on that constantly.

Only some of the pilots, however, were in that position or needed to drill. More than half the squadron
never removed their helmets or suits at all, ever. They were machines.

A mixture of humans and machines had been found to be ideal from the earliest deep-space naval combat
vessels. Nobody trusted machines alone to do the job; they could outwit and outfight everybody except a
totally illogical human being who might do things they would never expect. The pilots were, however, both
genetically and cybernetically enhanced. All were female, though that term had little real meaning for them
except that they averaged perhaps twenty percent less mass than the men and had voices that were, on
average, quite low but still a half octave removed from the men. Hairless, their breasts rock hard and their
sexual organs removed and replaced with semiorganic hormonal regulators, they had no sense of sexuality
at all, either to themselves or as regarded anyone else.

It was not any of the pilots who would approach and enter the captured vessel, though. That was a job for a
marine squad, mostly huge muscle-bound males, also hairless, and with nothing evident in the groin to
suggest sexuality, either. The naval nurseries harvested the eggs and all the sperm it needed, processed
them, altered their DNA and designed what was required, far away from those who had been the donors.
Like the pilots, adult marines and the other crewmen were basically asexual, and neither knew nor
wondered what they were missing.

Not that they were without emotion; that was a requirement of being human. But it was the emotion of
camaraderie, of friends and brothers and sisters, nothing beyond. Not that they were ignorant of sex; they
simply could not imagine why it was so important or why others did such disgusting things. The marines
and the pilots saw themselves not as men and women, but as specialists designed to best do their jobs. And
none of them wanted to be or do anything more than what they were; only to advance in rank, authority,
power, and respect.

The old captain had called them "drones," and in effect that was just what they were.

Now the marine squad went down the umbilical cylinder to the entry hatch on the old freighter.

"This is Sergeant Maslovic," their leader said using a transceiver essentially built into his thick rocklike



jaw, although it was invisible

to the naked eye and controlled by his own thoughts. "Open your hatch and prepare to be boarded."

There was a loud hiss and the hatch turned and then opened like the iris of a camera, allowing entry.
Although the marines were armed, they were not expecting a fight. What, after all, could these people do?
The worst they could try was to blow up their ship in order to take the larger one with it, and there were
energy shields all around to insure that that was not somthing that would be very profitable to do. It would
kill the marines, certainly, as well as those aboard the captured vessel, but little else. The marines did worry
about this, but their officers above had plenty more marines if they lost these.

The two lead men in the squad entered on either side, stun-type sidearms drawn, and flanked the sergeant
as he walked confidently in, his own weapon holstered and not even unstrapped.

The marines wore suits quite like those of the fighters, but the color of dark mud, and while the squad had
on light protective helmets the sergeant hadn't even bothered to put his on. Since he couldn't stop anyone
from killing him nor would that thing protect him from a shot, he saw no purpose to it here, and once they'd
secured the ship and prisoners and were marching their captives to Legal, the proper uniform would be no
helmet anyway.

The captain of the tramp met him just inside the entranceway. He was not only old, he was perhaps the
oldest man Maslovic had ever seen. Gray-haired, with a stringy, dirty gray beard, his skin had the look of
ancient parchment and he stood slightly stooped in spite of a clear effort to look military himself. He wore
a simple black flight jump suit that looked older and more wrinkled than he was, and some boots that had
last been shined before the Great Silence.

"I'm Captain Murphy," the old man introduced himself.

"Sergeant Maslovic," the marine responded, looking around. "Sir, by authority of Combine Naval Code
seventy-seven stroke six two | take command of your vessel. Where are your crew?"

The old man chuckled. "Crew? No crew. Don't need much of a crew for this scow, Sergeant. | have some
passengers, though."

"We monitored three. Please have them come forward and then we can all go up to the Legal Officer.”
"Well, now, we might need some help in transporting two of them, I think, although I'm not at all sure
you'll understand why without diagrams.”

"Sir?"

"This way, Sergeant."

Maslovic gestured for the guard to be posted at the airlock and the rest of the squad to fan out through the
captive ship and begin to search and inventory it, then followed the old captain.

The ship stank. Body odor, oils and lubricants-it was hard to isolate the sources of the stenches, but it was
not exactly a ship that would pass inspection in naval life.

The captain punched a panel and an interior hatch slid back, and Murphy gestured for the sergeant to enter.
"Sergeant, meet my passengers," the old man said with a trace of amusement in his tone.

Maslovic entered what was clearly ordinarily the captain's cabin and stopped. For a moment, he really did
feel confused. Three women were inside, one in a reclining chair, one in the bed, and a third in a straight-
backed utility chair bolted to the floor.

Maslovic had seen many colonial women before, but there was

something odd about these. They were disproportionately fat, but not all over. Just in the . . .

He suddenly realized their condition and why Captain Murphy had been so apprehensive about them and
yet amused to introduce them to him.

All three were hugely pregnant.

He suspected that these people would be going up to the cruiser. There was nobody here who could deal
with them like this.

* * %

It was two kilometers long and looked like it had been assembled by a horde of drunken babies.
Nonetheless, the Thermopylae was actually as functional as a socket wrench; in its time, its design fought
wars, conquered rebellions, ran down smugglers and brought would-be dictators to heel. Its birth name was
the CNC Thermopylae, the initials standing for "Combine Naval Cruiser.” Its armament was and continued
to be more than formidable; it could incinerate the average solid rock planet, vaporize a path ahead of it
through the densest of asteroid belts, and its defensive shields could withstand blasts from a ship of equal or
lesser capabilities.

It did not, however, have many light armaments; instead, it carried a series of externally docked fighter
squadrons in what were known as "pods" and, in four equally spaced "hangars" around its midsection, it



carried and could quickly launch a like number of destroyers, each with formidable weapons of their own,
each with their own single abbreviated pod of defensive fighters. The destroyers could use a wormgate on
their own, as could the cruiser; the fighters had no such equipment aboard and were dependent for
interstellar travel on the bigger ships even as they were dependent on the smallest for the first line of
defense.

For all that, they'd had relatively small human crews when the Great Silence came down and all the
wormgates leading to the old Combine and Mother Earth suddenly became inactive. Most of the systems
were fully automated; the only ones aboard the large vessels were those who had to make the command
decisions that it was felt no machine should be permitted to make and those who represented the human
race in its projection wherever that force was required. Ultimately, it was the lowest and least of them that
proved essential to remain essentially human. It was discovered, by long and rueful experience, that you
could make the perfect soldiers out of robotic arts but so could the other guys. Stalemate was not the
objective of a military projection; so long as machines of equal capabilities faced off, though, that's what
happened most of the time.

And that was why the pilots and the grunts, supported, of course, by the best in robotics, but not governed
by them, remained.

The Thermopylae had exactly one hundred and sixty pilots in four squadrons with three hundred base
personnel supporting them when she found herself orphaned from higher command; beyond those few was
one division of marines divided into four regiments of eight forty-person companies each. Six hundred and
forty men and women, with twice that in support, all of whom were also rated to replace anyone in the
combat division if needed. The command staff included the small complements on each destroyer, the
naval commanding officer, the cruiser's captain and small support staff, and a fleet admiral. In all, far fewer
than two thousand souls.

That had changed, but not as much as might be expected. More were needed in a fairly steady stream
because of the time it took to evaluate and train competent personnel to replace what might be lost or what
might be needed as a reserve, but wholesale expansion

would have meant the end of the division as it drowned in a sea of consumers of limited resources.

Cut off from home, adrift in a sea of stars with no way home and no longer a clear mission nor view of its
place in the universe, such ships as this either disintegrated or found a new purpose, new mission, and new
identity. Military always had their own separate culture, their own feeling of "us" and "them" even in the
best of times, and that had been reinforced after the Silence.

The Thermopylae, part deliberately, part without even realizing it as events and culture swept it along,
became its own small world, its own society, its own unique nation and culture. Its power and isolation
from higher command assured that it would be able to do so and make it stick; the rest came from the
ancient human ability to justify to itself almost anything it wanted to do.

It saw itself as the law, the only law left in its more limited cosmos. It continued to safeguard what
commerce was left, and to enforce order on the forces of chaos, anarchy and greed that always rode in to
capitalize on any misfortune. Most of the other ships did the same, almost as a sense of duty, a matter of
honor.

There were, of course, a few that went over to the other side and became the enemy, and those, too, ships
like the Thermopylae sought out to battle and possibly destroy.

Nothing, particularly such a valuable commaodity as security, was ever free, though, and with no taxing
authority to finance it and no controlling government to set its worth and limit its reach, the ship quite
naturally took a percentage of whatever was produced by those whom it protected. This was its just share
for keeping the defenseless in business, and it was necessary for all the luxuries, necessities, repairs and
consumables that such a military unit

required. It did not make them universally loved in most places when they priced their own value and
service at a rate much higher than their "clients" considered reasonable, proper, or possible, but the ships
projected power that no one else could equal. There were no debates; the ships either were paid what they
wanted or they took it.

To many if not most of the people on the planets throughout the old colonial sector, and the struggling
commercial vessels that tried to keep them supplied and viable as working societies, it was increasingly
difficult to tell the protector from the folks they were being protected from.

And now they had collected a bit more than they bargained for.

* * %

Captain Kim had always been a hardware man. He'd begun as an ensign overseeing robotic systems and



repairs, gone up through the ranks, eventually commanding a destroyer and finally being selected by the
destroyer captains to take over full command of the cruiser Thermopylae after its previous captain had
reached the final stage of promotion, one of the three rotating Fleet Admirals, who were no longer bound to
their bodies but were integrated with the great ship. Command at that level was always split, since the
power any of them wielded was close to absolute, but the price was more than just becoming cybernetically
wedded to the cruiser; demands on the human brain in that configuration were hard, particularly at the ages
when they were integrated, and so Fleet Admirals, even rotating as they did, tended to wear out after only
twenty or thirty years.

Captain Kim loved being the captain. He'd been the captain now for over twenty years and it was in every
way the ideal job, the

position to which he'd been born and bred. A man totally without personal fear, or so it seemed; the only
nightmare he had other than running into something that would cost him his ship was being promoted to
Fleet Admiral.

He was not, however, quite prepared for the likes of Captain Patrick Murphy.

They could not have seemed more opposite had they planned their meeting. There was Kim, a tall,
muscular man with shiny pale skin and a uniform that somehow was so clean and perfectly tailored that,
even on the captain, it looked as if it had never been worn; and Murphy, hairy, with cracked and burnt
complexion, a uniform that looked far too worn almost to being worn out, and a kind of aura that suggested
that flies should have been buzzing around the old man's head.

Kim looked at the old freebooter with some disgust, but finished reading the console in front of him before
formally acknowledging the other's existence. Finally, he looked up, leaned back, and asked, "You were
once a priest?"

Murphy laughed. "I hadn't expected that one to be first out of your mouth, Captain. Let's just say the
Vatican in any incarnation and | haven't been on speakin' terms in a long, long time, and | ain't heard much
from God lately. No matter what they say on Vaticanus, | am convinced that the Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost are somewhere on the other side of the Great Silence. Still, it's a useful identity at times, I admit.
People tend to trust a priest, dumb as they are."

"Such as handing over their daughters to your care?"

Murphy found that even more amusing. "Ah, yes. Irish and Mary Margaret and Brigit, | suppose you're
talkin' about. No, they

aren't with me because their families trusted me with 'em. They're with me ‘cause they all paid me good to
get 'em as far away from their families as fast as possible, all of 'em havin' got themselves knocked up, as it
were, and unfit on pleasant little Tara Hibernius for regular lives after that. Or, that's their story, anyways.
Me, | got to wonder why anybody, particularly folks what can afford even the likes of me, would get
themselves accidentally knocked up when it's a simple monthly pill or potion and you don't have to worry
about that unless you want to. Me, | think they got themselves knocked up so's their parents would have to
pay their way someplace else. To avoid the disgrace, y'see."

Kim shook his head. "No, I don't see.”

"Ah, you navy types,” Murphy sighed. "You make yours in bottles after the computer mucks with ‘em and
you then throw away the equipment like it's an appendix or tonsils or something else disposable. Meanin'
no offense, but you folks are raised almost like machines in a nice, sterile, controlled environment where
there's no real questions 'cept maybe how far in rank you'll get. That's the trouble with you military types.
You just got to follow orders."

"That is a problem in your eyes?"

"Sure. No lying, cheating, stealing, no con men, no deception or sin to speak of. Kind of permanent
adolescents who think being bad is sneakin' off and havin' a forbidden beer or a funny joke not to let the
toilet flush. The culture these girls come from is different. It was founded by folks who wanted a simpler,
more primitive life, one devoted to the soil and the soul and to their misbegotten nostalgia for traditions and
culture that not only are long gone, they probably never were. Lots of colonies like that out here once upon
a time. That's why so many of 'em are in trouble. So they work the

land in the ways their hardscrabble ancestors did back on the Aud Sod, or at least a kind of traditional
working excusin' the robotics and chemistry and all, and the fact that they eat like pigs with what they grow
rather than starve and never once knew the meanin' of the word ‘famine.' But, never mind. It's a whole
world of fifth-generation play actors who really think they're livin' the simple life and that makes 'em clean
of spirit and closer to God or somethin' like that. A land where all the boys and girls are conscious virgins
and all the marriages are perfect and there's no unhappiness. And they gather at the pub and they drink pints



of perfect dark stout and they sing authentic fake Irish folk tunes and they play the pipes at weddings and
funerals and everybody's the perfect Catholic saint." He stopped for a moment and saw Kim's blank stare.
"And you don't have a bloody clue what I'm talkin' about, just like them legal and psychologist folks, do
you?"

"Not exactly. I believe in plain speaking and being straightforward."

"Indeed? Well, it's hypocrisy, Captain. You know the word? One of dozens, maybe hundreds of worlds
where everybody pretends to be what everybody else thinks they should be but nobody really is. And these
girls' parents, they got fed up with it but they got noplace else to go. So they create a situation where the
girls can't remain hypocrites and they ship 'em out to someplace where maybe they got a chance at a life."
"And you accused us of being thieves, | believe? What you are saying sounds both insane and quite sad.
What are these young women to become with no family or friends and new young mothers without
resources? It won't do, Murphy. A good story, but it just won't do. We may not burden ourselves with the
old ways of

reproduction, but I know enough to know that at the first evidence of pregnancy any of them could have
taken a simple pill and had done with it."

Murphy sighed. "I was afraid | couldn't make you get it," he said, trying to find an alternate way in. "There
are no such pills in God's country. It's a monstrous crime to even possess them. Oh, sure, it's done, but in
their own way, their culture and their parents' culture is as rigid to them as your military culture is to your
people. These girls got pregnant in that culture, they were dead. The only way out for them was to give
themselves and their children to the church and become nuns. 'Missionary work' is the euphemism that's
used to explain where a young woman went. Oh, they have birth control, although it's illegal, but something
went wrong. They shouldn't all have gotten preggers from a roll or two in the hay. So, either the families
wanted them out or the church was short on nuns. Maybe both. But, given the choice of the nunnery or me,
they took me. And | was takin' them to one or another place where they could have some kind of support
and future. A place or places where it simply wouldn't matter. And that's when you stepped in."

Captain Kim shook his head in disbelief. "I still believe you are not telling me the truth, or at least not most
of it, but I'm not here to judge you nor to save the souls of young women. But | do know that you've been
running all sorts of elaborate contraband back and forth between these benighted worlds in this sector since
I was a lieutenant, and you knew that there was a fee to be paid, and you have a very long history of not
paying that fee, Captain Murphy. In fact, you've run from and successfully evaded Navy collectors for the
past several years now. | don't care what you do or what you run to these poor people down there, but | do
care that you have

decided to work outside our system. We can't have that, Murphy. This fleet depends to a large degree on
our fees and levies. There's no more spare parts for critical systems, and nothing to make them. Keeping
things maintained and running costs an increasing amount of money. If everyone doesn't pay their share,
then this fleet will simply grind to a halt, impotent, unable to do its mission."

"And what mission is that, sir, if | might be so bold as to ask?"

"Protection! Pirates raid and steal from traders both honest and dishonest like yourself all the time, and they
don't care if they kill. Legitimate trade alone keeps those colonial planets running, even at more basic
levels, since they have the same problems with parts, supplies, and repairs that we do. Billions of people
depend on things they can't grow or make, or whatever getting to where they're needed. We're the only ones
keeping it working. The only ones who could keep it working. You know that, Captain."”

"l know you say that, probably even believe it," Murply responded. "But it's a losing battle even if you do it
honestly. Piracy and political and religious fanaticism are rampant and getting worse as things grow harder
for people here and supplies run down. You not only can't stop it with this little independent navy of yours,
you hardly even try. You spend all your time collecting your fees even while those characters invade whole
colonies, raping and looting. Since | think you have a strong code of honor, | don't think you even see it,
but I don't know anybody who doesn't hate you and fear you. They can't tell the difference between you and
the bad guys, Captain. That's what | mean about being machines. You have a system that's blind to reality
and you still go through the motions and justify your actions even though they're entirely motivated by self-
preservation urges having nothing to do with your so-called

'mission." You just keep doing it because that's what you're programmed to do."

"l don't think we're quite as soulless as you make us out to be. | admit we can do less and less and things
are going down and that we're like a small child holding up the collapsing wall and getting more and more
tired as we do so and the weight of the wall comes down on us, but what is your alternative? Lose all sense
of duty and honor, quit, watch it fall from a drunken amoral haze or some drugged stupor and say the hell



with everybody? That's your problem, Murphy. You're so busy looking at us as machines that your total
loss of faith prevents you from looking in the mirror and seeing what | see here before me now."

"Indeed? And what is that?"

"An empty suit. A dead man who doesn't have the sense to know he's already in Hell. So what am | to do
with you, Murphy? You and your . . . cargo?"

The words had little effect on the old man, but he felt he had to defend his pride against this martinet.
"That's Captain Murphy, sir!"

"Captains have ships,” Kim replied. "And you don't, Citizen Murphy. Not any more. We will fumigate that
scow and then take it to the nearest salvage yard and trade it for something we can use, even though its
trade value isn't all that much. We can't do much to or with you, though. You're too old and too much the
physical and mental corpse to have any value, and you are a deficit if we keep you around as a consumer of
our resources. But since you haven't done anything to us that would warrant execution, we'll probably
simply drop you penniless and stark naked on the first planet we come across and see if you can start from
scratch.”

"Wouldn't be the first time," Murphy responded, although inside he was seething. "And the girls?"

"We haven't decided on that yet. | have all my staff recommendations here, but I'm not about to make any
decisions until I've personally interviewed each of them and made up my own mind. Why do you ask? Do
you really care what happens to them? Or is it that you didn't get full payment until you delivered them?"
"l ain't no buyer and seller of human flesh! Them girls paid for their passages and I'm responsible for ‘em
until they get where they were goin'. What are you gonna do, you starched bald bloodsucker? Take their
babies as your taxes?"

"I hardly think their babies would be of much use to us. It is far too late to genetically enhance them, and
we begin with raw sperm and raw egg. No, Mister Murphy, | rather think I'll speak with them and then
decide. They are not on our account books, but are, shall we say, left in the lurch by your actions. So unless
you want to give me an account somewhere that will cover your back and present taxes and levies, | think
you are out of the loop. You are dismissed and confined to quarters for now. Avail yourself of the facilities
there. For God's sake, at least take a shower."

Murphy gave him a sour grin. "I don't think | can afford your water bill," he responded, turned, and started
to walk out. Just before he reached the door, though, he stopped and turned back towards the captain. "Only
one thing will I give you, sir. Don't put 'em together. Mix 'em up. Keep 'em separate. Otherwise you'll
mightily regret it."

"What? What are you talking about, man?"

"The girls. Keep 'em apart. I'm pretty sure they're only danger

ous when they're together, and | guarantee you they'll be bored to death on this antiseptic platform."

"Why in the name of heaven should we worry about those . . . ladies?"

Murphy grinned. "Well, you've been warned." He gave the captain a smirk and a half-hearted salute and
turned and exited.

The captain shook his head in wonder. This was a ship that could destroy a planet. There was simply no
more secure place in the known universe. He didn't appreciate the old boy trying to play mind games with
him.

Another officer emerged from behind a panel near the captain's seat. Commander Sittithong looked close to
the captain's age but she had aged less well than he.

Kim turned and looked over at her. "That man is hiding something."

Sittithong nodded. "Probably a lot, sir. But | doubt if we could tell truth from lie even with our best
interrogation systems. I've seen his like before. Pathological. Whatever he's spinning, he believes-at least
when he's spinning it. To get down to the core and learn the truth would probably destroy his mind. His sort
made great spies in the old days."

"Indeed. I'd like to crack that nut, but for something like back taxes it's not something I could justify to the
Admiralty and would certainly be beyond regulations. Perhaps we'll learn more from the young ladies.
Perhaps you should question them, or at least the first one, while I duck out of sight. They might feel more
comfortable.”

"l doubt that, sir. Still, if you want to try, | can take the first, then if I have no luck you can take the second,
and perhaps both of us will take the third if that doesn't work."

He nodded and got up. "Good idea. | confess that | am going to find dealing with them to be most
uncomfortable. Compared to our ways, it is almost as if dealing with an alien species."

Sittithong shrugged. "I am not much closer to them than you in that, but let's see." The thought of actually



having a man put his thing inside her and squirt fluids up into her insides, and maybe for the result to be a
baby actually growing in there was enough to make her shudder, she who would have thought nothing of
charging into a nest full of pirates with only a sidearm. It was all so . . . ugly. And messy. And to be
controlled by hormones that overrode rationality was almost unthinkable to her, as it was to the other naval
personnel. Like most, she thought of "ordinary"” humans as closer to the animals than to the purity of mind
and body the military way represented.

Still, she'd dealt with a lot of them, both men and women, in her time, and even though she couldn't
remember dealing with pregnant young women, she was certainly ready to give it a try.

As the captain settled in on the chair behind the partition, Commander Sittithong took the command chair
and pressed a small disk on the thin, crescent-shaped desk in front of her. "Send in the first woman. No
preference. Any one of them will do."

The door across from the exec slid back and a young woman entered, looking not just hesitant but
downright scared.

Murphy had stood, but there was a thin, rigid but functional chair facing the command chair. "Please have a
seat if you like," the commander said as softly and as friendly sounding as she could manage.

"Uh, yeah. Thank you, Mum," the woman muttered, and sat.

She looked no more comfortable sitting than standing, but apparently it was better than nothing.

The screen area of the desk lit up with the complete files and digest of the initial interview with this young
woman. "You are Irish O'Brian? Your true name?"

"Yes, Mum. Me folks thought it sounded good, and I'm certainly Irish."

Sittithong realized that the young woman wasn't making a play on words; she meant it.

"You are . .." Good lord! " . . . seventeen standard years?"

"Yes, Mum. But I'll be eighteen next March."

The commander quickly adjusted to the stock military calendar. "Then you were only sixteen when you . . .
became pregnant?"

"Aye, Mum. Old enough, it seems, though the old superstitions said it was too young and couldn't be done
on the first time. Guess they were wrong 'bout that."”

O'Brian had a thick accent that was related to Murphy's but was much, much more pronounced. Sittithong
guessed that it was the Irish dialect, whatever that meant.

The infobase picked up her mental query and gave her the details on a thin frame to the right of the
personnel record. Some small island on Old Earth. A nationality, as it were. The planet the girl was from,
though, was Tara Hibernius, a midway colony near the border beyond which they could no longer go. The
colony had been established by a group of wealthy conservatives who wanted to found an agricultural
society based on an idealized vision of an ancient state of their native land that probably never existed in
the first place.

The pattern wasn't uncommon, particularly in the early days of

colonization. In fact, such things had been encouraged. The irrational revolutionary nut cases with money
and influence and possibly fanaticism as well could be bled off by giving them a chance to prove their
ideas, and if you had a wealthy enough benefactor or group, then the Confederation hadn't even had to shell
out much to set the places up. When the dissident and the dangerous actually paid to take themselves out of
your society, how could you not help but ease the way?

Tara Hibernius was only two wormgate jumps from Vaticanus, too. Strict and very conservative Catholic
society. So Murphy might not have been stretching the truth about the place. They might well have
imposed technological limitations on the average citizens there just to keep them isolated and their lifestyle
mandated just so; this allowed for a cultlike society where people lived in ignorance of what else there was
in the universe, the founders' ideal. Back to the land, back to the simple life-it was consistent.

But paying an old reprobate like Murphy to get your pregnant daughter off to some distant planet where
she'd be totally unprepared to live wasn't consistent. Some of these cults killed their sinners, but this
seemed neither an act of excommunication nor of loving desperation. It made no sense at all.

The computer-aided psychology report on any of the three was no more help. Except for a strong sense of
deception, the physiological results were totally contradictory and so were the stories.

"Why were you on Captain Murphy's ship instead of staying back on your native planet?" the exec asked
her.

Irish O'Brian shrugged. "It beat the alternative, Mum."

"Indeed? And what was that?"

"Bein' burnt up with the baby and all, Mum."



"The people of your world would have burned you alive?" The exec would have sounded more shocked if
she actually believed that it would happen.

"Oh, yes, Mum. Me and me sisters."

"Sisters? | don't see any relationship here."”

"Oh, it's a different kind of relation, that,” O'Brian replied, sounding casual and innocent. "Sort of sisters in
the soul more than in the blood. They'd already got the other ten of us, y'see, so there wasn't no doubt but
what they'd do to us."

"They burned ten other young women? You saw this?"

"Yes, Mum. Didn't hav'ta, though. When any one of us goes, well, the others just sort of know, y'see."

"No, | don't see, I'm afraid. | have no idea what you're talking about."

"Well, Mum, it's like this. The Old Country, it was united by a prophet who married off a daughter of the
line of Judah to King Brian. That was at the old Tara, which is why that's a part of the New Country name,
y'see. They think they have the direct authority of God, and the Church is their instrument."

Were all these people totally insane? "What does all that have to do with anything, my dear?"

"Well, y'know, we don't exactly get along with God, y'know. We ain't been all that impressed with his side,
y'see."

This was going nowhere. The exec did, however, notice one thing that she hadn't before. "Um, that
necklace you're wearing. Is it some family thing, or a gift, or some sort of religious medal?"

The girl ran a long finger down the slender golden chain around her neck which ended in a large stone of
some sort, emerald in color but looking somehow different, and certainly rough.

"Well, 'tis of our beliefs, Mum."

"May I look at it?"

The idea seemed to frighten the girl, the first real rise the exec had gotten from her. "Please, Mum. It's not
good for you to touch it. It's just a stone, but it's very important to me. Please don't make me give it to you!"
Sittithong thought for a moment. What the hell, they weren't getting anywhere. "Very well, calm down."
She sighed and considered where to go from here and didn't get very far. Finally she said, "That will be all
for now, citizen. Please exit and wait until we've spoken to your companions. We might well want to talk to
you all again after this. Unlike Captain Murphy, you haven't committed any criminal acts as far as we're
concerned."

"So long as you don't send us back to our deaths, anyplace is fine, Mum. We'll get by."

Yeah, sure. Seventeen, pregnant or with an infant, little possessions, no money or credit, no education, no
skills. Oh, you'll cope fine.

When O'Brian was gone, the commander called, "What do you think, Captain? You want to take the next
one, or me?"

"I think these people are all lunatics,” Captain Kim replied. "I've been looking over the initial examinations
and interrogations of all three and that's about what we can expect from the other two, it appears. I'm not
sure whether it's worth losing any more time or sleep over this.” He got up and came around to the exec,
who rose and yielded the chair to the captain. "Still, let's see what comes of this, if anything. | don't want to
be hasty here, and we've got procedural problems."

"Indeed. Most people in their circumstance will tell us where to drop them off."

"Let's take the other two together and see if we can make any sense of this." He pressed a point on the desk
signalling the marine outside. "Send in the other two together now."

"Aye, sir," was the response, and the door opened and the other two girls entered. Like O'Brian, neither
seemed particularly awed by the room nor the presences within it, nor noticably concerned about their
situation, either. If anything, the best either officer could sense was mild indifference to their situation.
The captain and exec looked them both over. They looked around in a bored sort of way but did not return
the stares.

To the right of the captain was a short and somewhat chubby young woman with light brown hair and
bright, almost impossibly blue eyes. To her right, his left, stood a taller, more striking figure with long
blonde hair that was unnaturally pure and golden yellow, a sexy stance and baby face with lips that seemed
to form an impertinent but sexy pout even when at rest, and strangely unnerving hazel eyes. The fact that
this one was as pregnant as the others did not in the least diminish her radiant sexuality; even the neutered
officers knew what she radiated and could sense it.

The exec went over and whispered to the captain, "Sir, doesn't it strike you that these girls, all three, seem
unnatural somehow? The colorations are natural according to the medical exam, yet have you ever seen
eyes or hair of those colors in nature on any planetfall?"



She had a point, the captain reflected. Still, the fact that these girls were the product of some sort of genetic
manipulation wasn't extraordinary, only the superficiality of the tinkering. No humans had truly natural
genetic lines any more, hadn't for a couple of centuries at least.

"Ain't you cold without no hair?" the brown-haired girl asked, looking at the exec.

"Isn't it a bother to have to maintain all that hair?" the exec responded, used to the way dirtballers thought
of service people.

"All you folks look kinda creepy to us," the girl came back. This would be Mary Margaret McBride. The
other, the blonde and sexy Brigit Moran, said nothing.

"People and lifestyles are different all over," the captain told the girl. "You haven't been off your world
before, it's clear, or you'd know that."

"You mean folks elsewhere all look like you?"

"No, just military people. But there are other differences, quite a lot of them. None of us have much choice
about that part."

"Why not?" McBride asked, apparently quite sincere in the question.

The exec tried to rescue the captain. "Look, all that's beside the point. The only thing we are trying to
decide here is what to do with you. You wouldn't like it here, I don't think, and you would just be in the
way of what we do."

"That's easy," McBride said. "Just put us off on any world with folks who look and act more like us. We'll
get by."

"You might at that," the exec admitted. "The trouble is, you are very young, you have no experience
outside a very primitive culture, and your-condition, let us say, makes it hard for us to just do that. We must
make sure that you will not suffer or die because of what we do."

"Why?"

It was such a strange question in that context that it threw the exec for a moment. Finally it was the captain
who answered,

"Because our ways include a code of what's right and wrong and that would be wrong. Still, if you had
friends or relatives on another world we might be able to arrange for you to be with them. Do you have any
family like that?"

"We got some family of sorts most everywhere," McBride assured him. "But not like you mean, | don't
think. Honest. We'll be okay anyplace you drop us so long as the folks there ain't like, well, you, for
example.”

"Sounds like we should just arrange to get you back home to Tara Hibernius," Commander Sittithong said
flatly. "That might solve all our problems."

Both girls seemed suddenly quite agitated. It wasn't fear in their eyes, not exactly, but it was clear that this
was the one thing that bothered them. "No, you can't make us go back!"

"Never!" repeated the heretofore silent blonde in a high breathy voice.

"Perhaps a convent, then, on one of the developed colonies,"” the captain suggested thoughtfully. *We could
live with putting you in the custody of your church.”

"Convent? Our church?" McBride seemed to be suppressing a laugh. "No, sir. Not them folks. We don't fit
in with them a'tall.”

The captain noticed the necklaces the two girls wore around their necks, quite similar to the one worn by
the first girl. He was going to ask about it, but then decided not to, at least for now.

"Well, those are the only two choices we've come up with. If you won't tell us your stories of why you were
on Murphy's ship and why you are fleeing your native world, then we can hardly make any third decision."
McBride was having none of it. "You're just like them!" she

responded angrily. "No, you put us back on our ship and let us go on, or you put us off on a big world with
lots of folks. You better!"

The captain found this almost amusing. "We'd better? That's usually followed by some sort of threat. We'd
better or what?"

"You just better, that's all! Can we go now?"

The captain looked over at the exec who gave a slight shrug.

"Why not?" he replied. "There's little to be gained from this. You and your companions will have adjoining
cabins and you must stay in them, together if you want, or not if you like, or in the lounge that will be
nearby. Marines will be posted to make sure you don't go start exploring and get into trouble. I'm going to
have to take a look and see how long it'll be before we're within range of Tara Hibernius, and that's that."
"You won't send us back!" McBride said flatly. "You won't!"



"l will do what's in the best interest of all of us, and you'll have to accept it. Now, go. The sergeant outside
will show you all to your quarters."

Mary Margaret McBride looked at Brigit Moran and the two locked eyes and resolute expressions for a
moment. It looked quite childlike. Still, they both turned in almost military fashion and stomped out of the
room.

The captain sighed. "In the old days, | was a guest for a time at a private resort where military and trade
representatives gathered to discuss policy. Many brought along their families in the old style because it was
such a nice holiday spot. Many of their young children would act like that on occasion. | recall one small
boy who did not want to stop swimming and go inside with his mother. He threw a loud screaming fit, one
so awful I thought they would have to call the medical personnel, and it was only after a while that |
realized | was watching unbridled and unchecked emotion. Finally, he threatened to hold his breath until he
turned blue. He tried to do so, too."

"Sir?"

"I half expected at least the talkative one to threaten the same thing just now. I hope our medical computers
have full data on pregnancies. It may be necessary at some point to sedate them, and | should not like to be
responsible for harming the child within."”

The exec had less experience with the masses of humanity in their standard forms and found the whole
thing more unnerving.

"l don't know, sir. Sedation might be quite advisable. In their mental state they are as much a threat to
themselves as to anyone. | shall be happy to see them leave."

"l agree. Have them continuously monitored. Put an experienced security person on them, too. | don't want
a computer deciding what is and isn't aberrant behavior."

"Aye, sir."

The captain looked down at his desktop screen. "It says here we'll be close enough to shuttle them back
home in sixteen days. Let us pray that we can hold out that long!"

I1l: THE WITCHES OF ERIN

The exec was decidedly not amused.

"All right, Murphy. Straight answers now. Are you all lunatics or failed experiments or just what the
fucking hell are they doing in there?"

Murphy had been given a full bath, shave, and clean generic clothing and looked just as much an unmade
bed as he had befo

The three Tara Hibernius girls were sitting on the deck in the middle of one of the two cabins assigned to
them, stark naked except for the necklaces each of them wore around their necks, designs stained onto their
bodies. They were holding hands and chanting, eyes shut, faces partially raised up as if in some kind of
trance. Around them they'd drawn a design using chalk or something which they'd completed after sitting in
the middle so that the drawing extended all around them.

"Kinda gettin' more'n your money's worth of what normal wimminfolks look like, ain't you?" he
commented dryly.

Commander Sittithong was not amused. "If there is one single thing about those three that can be defined as
'normal’ by anyone, on any world, anywhere, | have never heard of it," she responded. "Just what in
heaven's name are they doing?"

Murphy shrugged. "Chanting, seems like," he responded.

The exec reached out and forcefully pulled the old captain around. "I've about had it with you, Captain
Murphy! And you can stow that old folksy ethnic act, too. That may get you a few more drinks in spaceport
dives, but it means nothing here! Now, just what is this all about?"

Murphy squinted at the screen. "Be damned," he muttered, more to himself than to the naval officer. "First
time | ever seen 'em painted up like that. They all got hold of them damned necklaces, though. First time |
seen 'em clear. Emerald, ruby, and turquoise. Strange lookin' things. | don't like this. Can you turn up the
volume a bit and isolate the chant? What're they sayin'?"

The exec turned and gave a nod to one of the technicians, who pressed a few controls. The chanting grew
much clearer, if no more explicable.

"Power of the universe, come to us!
Father of darkness, heed our prayers.
Send your messengers to heed the call of your brides!



"Gather, darkness! Come from where nothing escapes,
Hear our prayers and extend to us your power!

"Give power from the darkness where no light springs!"

It went on like that, some of it in some sort of tongue-twisting language that was unfamiliar to any of them
but which fit the chanting, mostly the same words clearly said over and over again, with occasional added
lines of supplication to bizarre names or creatures.

"Come send the goat that eats its young.
"Come from the power where no light springs. . . ."

"Those are prayers, Commander,” Murphy said at last, indicating with a gesture that he didn't have to hear
more. "I'm not really well schooled on it, but apparently they're praying to their lord and master and his
minions to spring from the black holes of the universe and give them the ultimate power. To do what, |
don't even want to think, but I kind of hope that it won't get beyond that silliness."

"Prayers! To what deity? Nothing of the faiths of ancient Earth nor the cults that sprang from the colonies,
surely."

"Oh, yes. Old as any of 'em. Maybe older than all but one. That

design's a kind of protection, since their deities can't even be trusted to not kill their own followers-that
stuff about the goat eating her young. Some ancient symbol, and more on their bodies. But it was known on
Old Earth, for sure. It's devil worship, Commander! They're summoning demons."

The exec stared at him. "You can't be serious!"

"Oh, but I am. More importantly, they're serious. They're witches, Commander. That's why they was bein’
burned back on Tara Hibernus. Don't look so shocked. It's not that odd. The damned society there is so
strict, so fundamentalist if you please, that if you don't blindly accept it, you're corrupted. It's the ultimate
rebellion for the young in such a place. They only had three alternatives, you see. Blindly follow the
incredibly strict and boring theocracy there or be the opposition, as it were. Mostly it does little harm and
lets 'em blow off steam, since the third way is to kill yourself, which many do I'm told. I'd sure do it if | was
stuck there, I'll tell you. I'm from the same ancestral stock and traditions as them people, but they're way
beyond what my folks lived. Sooner or later, of course, most of the young ones pair off and wind up bein’
reabsorbed into that society and that's the end of that. But these girls, their group or coven or whatever,
went a bit far in the pleasures of the dark side and they got knocked up on a world where the powers that be
think it's damned near impossible, almost unthinkable. Musta been a hell of an orgy, huh?"

The exec looked over at the chief tech, who was ahead of her. "Orgy, Commander. A frequent rite of
ancient cults going back to the early civilizations of Old Earth involving frenzied singing, dancing, drink
and drugs, and wanton and uninhibited sexual activity."

"l always wanted to attend somebody's orgy but I never could find one,” Murphy sighed.

"l do not understand all that, but I do understand that it is a demonstration of disobedience and rebellion,”
Sittithong commented.

"Of course y'don't, you manufactured martinet! They engineered the sex right out of your society. Probably
the drinking, drugs, and all the rest that make life fun now and then, too."

"We have songs," the commander responded, almost defensively. "But, never mind. So they truly were
under a death sentence? And you rescued them?"

"Only in a manner of speakin’," Murphy replied. "You're dismissin' what they're doin' as just some kid's act,
like throwin' a tantrum or holding their breath until they get their way. It's not like that. That's how it starts,
but they're already well along. There's always somethin' to them things, | found in me long life. Maybe not
what you expect, or even what they think is right, but usually there's reasons why things keep goin’, and
wherever there's a belief in somethin’ supernatural, there's always the two sides. The yin and the yang. God
and the devil. Angels and demons. Somehow those little darlin's sprung themselves from what must have
been pretty good security. And, in that condition, they somehow made their way over forty kilometers on a
world with no paved roads or mechanized vehicles to the one point of outside contact, the tiny spaceport
and freight center. Security's even better there. Really good. They hire some real experts to make sure of
that, since they don't want nobody on their little world to get the idea you can just pick up and leave and all.
Folks like me don't even have a point of contact with the common folk there. Just a few officials, priests
mostly,



who do the intermediary work. Yet they got in there, easy as you please, and it was just my bad fortune to
be the one in port at the time. They only can handle one ship at a time, y'see."

"But given that, tugs are generally automated or have at best one pilot. There wouldn't even be room for
them, and they'd be detected by machines or pilots. How did they get aboard your ship?"

"They just-did, that's all. I delivered some pure breeding stock, mostly cows. I figure they used the
pressurized and insulated containers to get up. But how they got in, how they kept from triggerin' all the
alarms or bein' seen on the monitors, and how for that matter they got through a coded double airlock into
the ship itself is beyond me. You see what | mean?"

"You asked them, I assume?"

"Oh, yes, | asked 'em. Never got an answer, though. Fact is, once they was in there, it never once entered
my head to report 'em, throw 'em off, or whatever. It was like they was payin' passengers and was expected.
I can't explain it, but it's kinda spooky. On the one hand, | knew somethin’ was real wrong, but on the other,
I just went along like all was normal.”

The commander stared at the chanting women and considered the new information. ""So these three are not
the ignorant little things they'd like us to believe?"

"That's just the point! I think they are pretty much what you see. They're sure enough illiterate; they think
the law of gravity is somethin' passed by the government, they was absolutely shocked when they
discovered that their home world wasn't flat, and they didn't have the slightest idea how to turn the lights on
and off in the cabin, let alone figure out how to boil water for tea. No, they

think it's all bein' done by invisible demons from the depths of Hell or somethin'. But they got power that's
scary as all hell. That's what | meant by you bein' sorry you ever picked us up. Looks to me like they're
gettin' ready to use that power, and with all that and not a brain in their cute little heads, they're about as
dangerous as a nuclear reaction."

"Why didn't you tell us this at the start?"

The old captain shrugged. "What? That them girls is three witches with supernatural powers who can do all
sorts of mysterious stuff? You don't even believe my story now, Commander. But looks like you will soon.
When they start them chants and trance stuff, they're up to somethin'. Just what I can't say, but you're gonna
have a hard time figurin' it out or dealin’ with it. Then you'll see."

Commander Sittithong sighed. "I sincerely doubt this, Captain. You might be so suggestible or gullible, but
this is a star cruiser capable of eliminating whole planets if such a drastic action were ever needed. There's
more military might, and military safeguards, on this vessel than in any of past history's entire navies, all
under the ultimate command and control of cybernetic minds who themselves share power and must agree
on an action. No, Captain, they're just going to sit there and chant themselves all the way home."

Murphy's head shot up, suddenly wide awake. "Home? You're takin' 'em home?"

"There is no other legal, moral, or ethical choice," the exec told him. "It has been approved all the way to
the Admiralty. We'll be within their home sector in just a few weeks, and then we'll shuttle them back in.
You, too, unless we find somewhere before that you can be put off at. Then none of you are our problem
any longer."

"You're takin' 'em home?" Murphy repeated, barely hearing the

rest. "My God, Commander! And you told them this?"

"We had to. Regulations require-"

"Damn your regulations! Any way | can be moved off to one of your destroyers? Or at least close to a
disaster escape pod?"

"You're being overly dramatic, aren't you?"

"Just you wait," Murphy responded, wagging a finger at the officer. "Just you wait and see. At least you
oughta break that up. Break all three up and put 'em in different areas of the ship so far apart they can't even
find each other. I think they need to be together to exercise this power."

"I've indulged you this far, Murphy, but no farther. There is no reason to split them up. The very thought
that such as they could be any danger to this ship or anyone on it is ludicrous! Now, go back to your
quarters and pray to your primitive god if that makes you feel any better, but let's have no more of this
nonsense!"

"You wouldn't happen to have some whiskey on this tub, would you?" Murphy asked her.

"Of course not!"

"Well, could you send one of them big marines in to my old ship and have him fetch a bottle from me
secret compartment in the galley? Surely you can't deny an old man that."

"We found that stash of cleaning fluid you call whiskey earlier today," the exec told him. "It is marked for



disposal, but I don't see why, if you want to kill yourself slowly, you shouldn't have at least one bottle of it
if it keeps you calm."

"Oh, | don't want it to keep me calm,” the old captain replied. "l want it to keep me nicely blotto for a
while. .. ."

* * %

Lieutenant Commander Mobhr, the head of ship security, was an

even meaner and bigger figure of a man than most of the marines on board, yet right now he looked like a
small child caught with his hand in the candy jar.

"What do you mean, 'They're missing'?" Commander Sittithong thundered. "How in hell could anyone be
missing on this ship?"

Behind them on the viewing screen was a full view of the "guest" cabin where the young women or
whatever they were had been sitting and chanting for hours. Now it still showed the strange pentagram in
which they'd been sitting, but there was no sign of them or of any life whatsoever in the place.

"I-1 have no explanation, Commander. None. One moment they were there, the next they weren't. You can
play back the recording yourself. The alarm went off as soon as the subjects vanished from the surveillance.
We immediately did a visual of the entire cabin area and found no signs of life, and the guards were still in
place outside the door. We immediately ordered the lead guard in with the other blocking the door with
weapon drawn. The marine went through every centimeter of the cabin. They weren't there. We
immediately initiated a shipwide comparator search. No unknowns or unauthorized persons came back.
None of the three showed up in a general search, either. It's as if they vanished into some other dimension
or something."

"Bullshit! Those girls couldn't spell 'dimension," let alone find a new one. Has the captain been notified?"
"Not yet. We were waiting for you."

The exec nodded. "Yes, well, I'll notify him in a bit. He's sleeping at the moment and it won't do any good
to wake him until we have something to tell him beyond the fact that these girls pulled a

magic trick on the most secure location in what's left of the known galaxy. What about Murphy?"
"Murphy, sir?" Because the sexes were so irrelevant to this crew, all officers were "sir."

"The old freighter captain."

"Oh, him. He's still in his cabin, sleeping off the effects of whatever that horrible crap he swallowed so
eagerly was."

"Hmmm . . . We may have underestimated his story, or at least his fears. What about the freighter? We
don't have sensors everywhere on it."

"We thought of that, sir, but we do have visuals on every pressurized area on it as well as constantly
monitored seals on the entrance. All show no activity."

The exec thought frantically for a minute. Finally, she asked, "Who is your best security analyst aboard?
Someone who can figure these kinds of problems out if need be?"

"I'm not sure anyone has ever had any experience with this sort of thing, but Sergeant Maslovic has been
excellent at solving the most subtle security breaches. He's the one who found the missing neutronium, or at
least accounted for it."

"An enlisted man? And a marine at that? Very well, I'll go along with you on this, but he better be good.
Get him up here now, with every bit of data and clearances he requires to start on this right away. And
bring Captain Murphy up here as well. Sober him up as best you can-check with Medical, they should have
something. On the double!"

Both Captain Murphy and Sergeant Maslovic had at least one thing in common. Neither of them wanted to
be there and stuck with this knotty problem, and neither of them had the slightest

idea where to start. Still, Murphy, who was the most sour not only from the news that his "witches" had
flown the coop, as he called it, but also that he was suddenly as sober as he'd ever felt in his adult life, was
probably in the worse frame of mind.

Still, he had that deep-down sense of "told you so™ satisfaction that he was more than willing to shove up
these robotic martinets' noses. He looked at Maslovic with a familiar nod, recognizing him from the
squadron that boarded the freighter. Clearly the man was more than just a mere guard if he was here.

"So the little girls took a powder and now the whole navy's in a panic,” he said with a wry smile. "And old
Murphy's been called up to help pull you out of the mess you made when you didn't listen to him in the first
place!"

"And you did so much better with them, by your own account,” Sittithong shot back.

"Well, you got a point there," the old man admitted. "But if it wasn't for you buttin' in like you did, they'd



be where they wanted to be and I'd be rid of them by now. Even | had no idea that they could do this!"
Maslovic was less inclined to trust the old captain. "This is quite a level of sophistication for three
airheaded young things who can hardly walk, isn't it?"

" 'Sophistication’ he says! 'Tis the black arts, m'boy! Nobody can teleport themselves off a ship by chantin’
usin' some kind of gizmo!"

Maslovic nodded. "And there | agree with you. Not in the black magic, but in the fact that nobody can will
themselves elsewhere. If these girls really could do that, why did they need you?"

"Invisible, then! Maybe they made themselves invisible!"

"Not likely. We don't just track by vision. Every living thing aboard gives off heat and makes noise and has
all sorts of nonvisual emanations that we can use for detection. They show up on none of them, even
though small pests in the deepest holds do. No, they didn't teleport anyplace and they didn't become
invisible or any such thing. There's only one explanation that makes any sense here, and it's highly
sophisticated. Let me see the replay again, if you please, Commander."

All eyes went to the screen, which blacked out for just a moment and then came back up with a recording
of the trio sitting there inside the pentagram chanting.

"If that's not an act, then those faces show a near trancelike state,” Maslovic pointed out. "But they're doing
something, and more and more they're doing it in perfect synch. Look at the slight twitching in the feet, the
little muscular movements in the mouths, and you'll see they get to where the slightest little thing, even
breathing and heart rates, are absolutely identical, like they're one organism. It's the closest to telepathy I've
ever seen. The chanting helps them in some way, combines them in some kind of shared consciousness. It's
a discipline, but it's clearly deliberate."

"So they merge," Sittithong commented. "That would give them a combined 1Q of our dumbest sailor."
Maslovic kept staring at the three. "No, sir. It's not intellect at work here. It's feelings, emotions, | can't tell
what else.”" He looked at the small timer clicking off the hundredths of seconds in the lower left hand
corner. "Now, finally, they've got to where they wanted to be. How they learned this | have no idea, but it
will be essential that we find out. Imagine what would happen if these girls fell into the hands of someone
who could direct them for the wrong

ends, or if they could teach more capable people to do this. Nothing would be safe. On the other hand, if we
can learn how it's done, nothing would be closed to us."”

Even Murphy was getting interested. "What are you talkin' about, man?"

"Watch. There!"

One moment the trio is still sitting there, chanting, and the next moment they simply are not there. There
was no transition, no fading out, nothing. They were there, and then they weren't, just like that.

"What do you see, Sergeant?" the exec prompted. "What do you see that we can't?"

"Well, sir, for one thing | can see that we need a faster clock. Still, if you go back to the precise instant that
they 'vanish,' you may be able to see it. At the moment they vanish, freeze it. | mean truly at that moment,
at the precise frame number."

It was done, but they could still see nothing. The girls sat, frozen, in that eerie unison that the sergeant had
noticed. "Now advance one frame at a time."

Each frame was a hundredth of a second, so it was going to take a while to go through the next few
moments, but there they vanished, and nothing was clearly different.

"Right there, the first very few frames, perhaps five one hundredths of a second in all. Can't you see it?"
Both Murphy and Sittithong stared as the same frames went by slowly again and again, but it wasn't clear.
Finally, Maslovic said, "Don't pay any attention to the girls vanishing. Look at the background, and in
particular that crude design drawn around them. If we had thousandths of a second frames |

think it would be obvious, but this isn't much. Just look at the design behind where the women were sitting
from the point of view of the camera.”

"l believe | see it. A slight distortion, a sort of blurring," the exec commented. "Is that what you mean?"
Maslovic nodded. "The information had to be interpolated for that very short period. After that, the full
information could be compiled from earlier storage. You see, we don't keep every frame of every
surveillance video we have. On a ship of this size the storage alone would be enormous. They'd been
chanting for several hours, so the view of that part of the design was no longer in the security computer's
memory. It had to interpolate. As soon as it got the full view, it back-filled the design, redrew it digitally,
but for those brief first few fractions of a second it had to hold the design while reprocessing the rest of the
image. Because of that, we get that distortion. It's so minor you'd only see it if you expected to see it, and
then only in this frame-by-frame analysis."



Both Murphy and the exec turned and stared at the marine. "And, Sergeant, how in hell did you know to
expect to see it?"

"It had to be there. And because the alarms triggered at five one hundredths of a second, it was the one
small section that could not be digitally redrawn before a secure offline copy was made. The two computers
are substantially the same speed, but the general security and surveillance computer had a lot to do. It still
almost managed."

"And all this nonsense means what?" Murphy asked, genuinely confused.

"It means that your girls didn't disappear anywhere. After they did what they needed to do, they simply
stopped, got up, and walked out the door."

"Impossible!" Lieutenant Commander Mohr asserted. "They'd be all over our sensors!"

"Not, sir, if the surveillance computer was told to remove them from any and all monitoring."

"What?"

"They are here, somewhere. They are simply being completely ignored, both by the monitoring computers
and any crewmembers they might come into contact with. The background for every single security point
on the ship is in memory, so only the parts that move or change need to be dealt with. Wherever they are,
the computer is simply not showing or reporting them, but painting each frame and adjusting all records
using prior data to have them not show up. As | say, | don't know how they do it, but the computers are
self-aware and in many ways would be recognized as just other life-forms, so whatever they're doing to
make them not noticed by our people is the same thing they did with the computer. | don't think they know
how they do it. In fact, I'd rather doubt it. But they're here, as you saw them, most likely walking around the
ship, and absolutely no person or computer is taking any notice of them. Is, in fact, blotting out their very
existence. That's why | mentioned telepathy, although I don't think they read minds, | just do not have
another term for this. They could be right here, right now, and neither we nor our highly sophisticated
surveillance equipment would show it. Our brains would simply paint them out, just like the computers are
doing. Since they don't seem very bright, sir, | think we're in very big trouble if they stop sightseeing and
begin pushing buttons and interfering with other processes. This ship's run by computers that are of the
same relative design as the one they've compromised.”

The chief of security and the executive officer were appalled. Murphy, a queer half-lunatic look in his eyes,
stroked his chin and muttered to himself, "What an idiot I've been! And me with the three most perfect
burglars in the universe!"

Sittithong, however, was not convinced. "This is all well and good, Maslovic, but it's a fantasy. Never once
have we ever observed such powers. We've had people working on such things for decades, probably much
longer, but even if there is some sort of psychic power in some people, it's very minor and very limited and
not subject to control. I'll need more than a few fuzzy frames of video to believe any of what you say."
"The Holmes Conundrum," Maslovic sighed.

"Eh? What's that, Sergeant?"

"The Holmes Conundrum, sir,” Mohr jumped in. "If you eliminate all the other explanations, then what is
left, no matter how unbelievable, must be the truth. And we've had more of these kinds of powers in our
histories than you suspect. It's mostly suppressed, since the results were much less than threatening to
security. Still, within decades of us establishing colonies and going through wormholes, we have been
getting mutations. Most are minor, of no consequence, or they simply can not be handled. Telepaths either
grow up as idiots or they go rather messily insane. There's no control. Contrary to their being in our minds,
everyone and everything around them, from the start, is in their heads. We simply aren't designed to cope
with that. Until the Great Silence, there were squads of experts whose job it was to track down anyone with
even mild paranormal talents and either recruit them into studies of our own or simply erase them if we
could not. Now there are no secret laboratories and no central authority to do that. Sooner or later this

sort of thing was bound to come up. It is possible that we have such a case here."

"I wonder if it's not more than possible, sir," Mohr responded. "Take Tara Hibernius. Isolated, out of the
way, totally controlled by its governing councils. Who's to say someone there isn't trying to develop these
sorts of people? And if any are discovered, well, then, there's this witchcraft thing. The planet's normal but
ignorant population acts as their guardians and security force without even knowing it. Surely not all of
those scientific groups and psych squads were on the other side of the Silence. . . ."

The exec was growing whiter with every sentence. Finally she asked, "Why have I never heard of these
people and this operation? Why don't even our databases on a ship like this contain anything?"

Mohr looked slightly uncomfortable. "Yours don't. Ours do. You see, Commander, until now, you didn't
really have a need to know."



Sittithong started to say something, but the words wouldn't come. Finally she asked, "Does the captain
know?"

"Um, probably not."

"The Admiralty?"

"Um, unknown, sir. It depends on whether or not they've needed the information."

"And who decides who needs this information?"

Mohr was now more than uncomfortable, he had the look of a man with a noose around his neck. "Well,
the Security Directorate, sir."

"Listen, Mohr . .. This is a small but compact independent task force. We no longer have a civil authority
to answer to. You know that."

"Yes, sir?"

"And you're telling me that those who command this task force, those who make the life or death decisions
on it, are having information withheld from them by junior officers and even"-she looked over at Maslovic-
"enlisted personnel?"

"It is all available to them if they require it."

"l see. And you, and your comrades, you alone decide if they require it?"

"Not exactly, but in a practical sense, yes. It has to be that way, Commander. It is a part of our job, our
oaths. The information we have is far more secure than anything else on this ship. If the sergeant's right,
and I believe he may be, then your entire computer system, command and control and all support and
subsystems, have already been compromised. Ours isn't because they don't know it isn't. Now they can't
learn of it and compromise it because it remains in the Directorate and in this room."

"And if they're already here? Assuming | buy this nonsense?"

"We've taken some precautions, sir, in this area. But, they could still be here. We do not believe it would
mean anything to them if they were, though. These aren't highly intelligent secret agents. They are three
units of someone's breeding stock who think they are getting their powers from demons inside black holes."
"They'da been bored to death by this point if they was here," Murphy commented dryly.

"And what about him?" Sittithong asked, gesturing towards Murphy. "He certainly knows now."

Maslovic went over to the old captain. "What about you, Murphy? Is this really a surprise or were you
delivering these girls to somebody before their babies were born?"

"Eh? I don't know what yer talkin' about, sonny boy."

"You're not the science type, but you're not dumb, either. Sure, I believe these girls could make you take
them along after they came aboard without you ever noticing. But if we're right, and Tara Hibernius is more
than a primitive backwater, then they'd need somebody to get subjects in and out without attracting any
undue attention. You and your scow are just about ideal for that, Captain Murphy, and while you might
have been under their spell, I don't think they could have gotten into that small but extremely tightly
guarded spaceport on their own, particularly in their condition. Don't play the fool any more, Murphy. Who
was paying you to pick up ones like these girls now and then and where were they to be taken? Might as
well tell us. You should know more than anybody that, in the hands of people like us, there's nobody who
can't be broken."

Murphy's grizzled features broke into a slight smile, and there was still something of a twinkle in his eyes.
"You're a smart laddie, aren't you? 'Course, I'm no genius meself. | had no idea what them girls was capable
of and that's the Lord's truth. | mostly never know, and that suits me fine. | have-had-a regular route. The
extra couple of folks now and then they put on at Tara Hibernius was always young, usually young girls in
a family way, you might say. The pay was good, and instead of deadheading out of that hole | made a
handsome profit, all below the table, as it were. | never asked no questions. That woulda been bad fer
business, y'see. There was always somebody at the other end worried about gettin' 'em through the port,
usually without the port knowin', if you know what | mean. And me account in the Trade Bank of
Marchellus would get fatter. Hell, I never even knew if | had a pickup 'til | got ‘em. Sometimes yes, but
only maybe a third of the time if that. |

can say that most of them what came aboard was out-and-out devil worshippers or somethin' of the sort,
though. Just like them. All sorts of secret stuff and signs and blasphemous shit."

"Did they all seem to believe that stuff, like these girls seem to?" Maslovic asked him.

"Some did. Some didn't. You could kinda tell. But the ones that didn't seem to be into it was often the
scariest of the bunch."

"In what way?"

"I can't explain it to you. Not really. But you could feel it, deep inside. But if any of that sort had been



aboard this time, we wouldn't be standin' here now talkin' about it, 'cause they'd be runnin' this whole
damned tin soldier factory. This lot, they're probably gettin' their jollies playin' Peepin' Tom and explorin’
the place. They ain't actin', Sarge. They're really that dumb. Like little kids. I got to tell you, if | knew about
what these girls could do, I'da been makin' plans to divert maybe to some worlds that got things worth
stealin' before | dropped 'em off."

"And where were you to drop them off, Captain?" Mohr asked him, thinking.

"Same place as always. Didn't make sense to keep 'em around any longer than we had to, so it was my next
stop. Queer little place called simply Barnum's World. You know it?"

Sittithong went over to the main console and ran a check. "Yes, here it is. Not much of a place. Apparently
an old service world that bred and supplied plants and animals to newly terraformed colonies. They
maintain themselves with some major grants and by replacing flora and fauna that needs it on worlds that
have had problems keeping up their ecosystems. You're right, Captain. Odd place. Everything from dogs to
elephants to a number of things found in

exploration without Old Earth origins, as well as purebred strains of grains, grasses, trees from high altitude
evergreens to jungle vines. They always pay us our fees, so | don't believe we've had cause to send anyone
there in, well, at least as long as | can remember. Not much of a shore leave area. . . . Huh. Says here it's
maintained by a Catholic monastic order, and its population is recruited from various colonies and isn't
native."

"That's the place," Murphy agreed. "Run by an offshoot of the original Jesuits, they are. Smart lads.
Zoologists, agronomists . . ."

"Geneticists?" Maslovic asked.

Murphy looked genuinely surprised as he caught the train of thought. "Be damned! Never would have
thought of that. But these are real Holy Joes. Even as a blind they'd never go for Satanism. These are more
like the ones who'd still burn witches at the stake."

"Well, it would be a logical cover. And wasn't that what you said these girls faced back home? No, I'm
beginning to see a very disturbing pattern here,” Mohr commented. "I think maybe we've put off visiting
this Barnum a bit too long. Don't you agree, Commander?"

"I believe we should notify the captain of this before going any further,” Sittithong replied. "This is
suddenly turning very, very dark."

Mohr nodded. "I agree. And we've got something of a cover here with Murphy and his ship. We can simply
explain our visit as taking our people where they were heading in the first place."

They all seemed to like the idea-all, that is, except Murphy. "Uh, pardon me, folks, but ain't you forgettin'
somethin' here?"

"Yes?"

"I wasn't kiddin' about them girls bein' scared out of their wits

at the idea of goin' back to their home world. They was all told that they would burn if they ever tried a
comeback. And that's where they think we're takin' 'em now. That's why they did what they did."”

"Yes, but we're not going to do that now. They're going where they want to go," Sittithong pointed out.
"Uh, yeah, well and good if you can get the word to 'em. But might I remind all of you that we ain't got
'em? And we got no idea where they are around here or how the hell to find 'em?"

IV: A SUMMONS FROM THE DARK

"Okay, girls, where are you at?" Murphy's voice came, friendly and fatherly sounding with a medium
brogue through the ship's general public address system. "This is yer old friend Captain Murphy here, and
after ye pulled that neat disappearin' trick the folks here they decided to make a deal.

synthetic dark ale in one hand. He took a swig, and the foam seemed to crust on his upper lip.

"You think they'll buy it? That they'll trust you?" Lieutenant Commander Mohr asked him, more than a
little worried. Murphy had the feeling that the security officer wasn't nearly as confident of the inviolability
of his secret computers and files as he made out he was.

"Well, they'll probably think about it for a bit,” Murphy replied, "but, then, one of them baby contractions
will nip 'em in the tummy and they'll get real tired out real fast and start thinkin' it over. | expect they'll
eventually come here just to check it out before they show themselves, but, yes, if we're straight with them,
then they'll be straight with us. I'm pretty sure of that."

Mohr nodded. "I hope you're right. And I really do want them off this ship, all three and you, as fast as is
practical. In fact, the Admiralty itself pretty well ordered it. As soon as we insure that they're in good shape,
I'm packing you all off with one of my best pilots and Sergeant Maslovic as company. They'll get you down



to Barnum's World all right. After that, it's up to you."

"I have a feelin' you may have some problems once they're down there, at least in keepin' 'em in view, but
we'll see,” Murphy told him. "I'm well out of this, | think. At least their delivery will net me enough to get
me to a junkyard planet like Sepuchus where | can put together another ship. Maybe a wee bit faster one."
"No wonder your ship's so banged up! You bought it at salvage?"

"Well, I bought the hulk at salvage, and the rest of the parts bit by bit. It's actually quite practical, you see.
Cheap but serviceable, I can repair it with standardized parts most anywhere if need be, and

nobody pays much attention to rustbuckets like that. Beats me why you even bothered to haul me in this
time. Pickin's must be slim."

Mohr shrugged. "It's less that than the principle of the thing. We let you get away with it, suddenly
everybody tries and we wind up in a series of mini wars just to keep operating. And | have to tell you,
Murphy, that pirates and privateers are multiplying like cockroaches. Things are getting worse and worse.
It's all breaking down, and one day it's going to be victims and prey and then nothing much at all. You can
see it coming."”

"Perhaps. I think we're better'n that,” the old captain told him. "Me, I think it's about time this nasty little
system fell apart so it could be replaced with something better, something that works. We got thirty, forty
colonies that could be self-sufficient in food and a lot of supplies if they could kick the habit of dependin'
on other worlds for things and start doin' more of it themselves. So long as they think of themselves as
colonies, though, they're gonna be stuck, and eventually every pig will sink into the mud and drown. No,
Commander, we got to stop this whole colonial stuff. It's time for the kids to realize they grew up."
"You're talking about anarchy."

"I'm talkin' about independence! We change or we die. That's the way it's always been."

"Then who protects these new independent worlds from the ruthless killers who'll sweep in the moment
there's no navy to at least threaten them?"

"They protect themselves! They do it or they die! Faced with that, they'll protect themselves, believe you
me. And it may cost a world or two. They have to see that they got no choice but to fight for their own. It's
tough, but that's the way of it."

"Pretty ruthless, Murphy. You're talking about possibly millions of innocent lives."”

"That may be true, but you just said it yourself. It's breakin' down, it is. It can't be held and your big ships
can't defend the whole of it. They learn to do it, or they die fast and messy or slow and messier. They'll
learn.” He looked at the clock and changed his tone.

"I think it's time | whisper more sweet nothin's to me darlin's," he sighed, and turned towards the intercom.
"C'mon, me sweet darlin's. Can't keep the nice folk here waitin'. Besides, | don't know about you, but I'm
more'n ready to blow this joint and get back to some free land. I'm gettin' kinda bored just sittin' here and
waitin', and if we miss our stop, well, then, we might be stuck on this tub for a long, long time."

He paused for a moment. "Anything?"

"No," Mohr sighed. "I think-what the hell?"

He was looking over Murphy's shoulder at a data screen, and suddenly the screen had gone black. Now, in
it, appeared shimmering almost cartoon-like outlines of the three missing girls. With just the outlines and
an otherwise blank background, it was impossible to figure out where they were.

"Well, well! How are you, darlin's?" Murphy beamed.

"How do we know this ain't no trick?" came an eerie set of voices, all three speaking in perfect unison.
"Oh, ¢'mon. | know it's not, but think about it. You got them over a barrel, darlin's. They want you off, and
me with you. What's the choice? | mean, you can stay like ye are, whatever that is, and then what? The wee
ones are born and there's either messy problems or ye ain't gonna be thinkin' 'bout hidin' out nohow. They
ain't gonna kill you, neither. They don't know what'd happen to their pretty ship if they tried. So come on
up, get somethin' here to eat and drink, take a rest and get a shower and some clean clothes, and then we'll
be off."

"In your ship?"

"Well, no, but don't let that worry you none. | ain't gonna lose as much as it seems. They'll take us on one
of their small ships, nice and comfy and much faster than I could do it. And once down, do you really care
about them?"

The girls seemed to be thinking it over, or, more correctly, the collective mind seemed to mull over the
choices. The trouble was, Murphy reflected, even all three of them together couldn't get a deep thought and
haul it out if it took three days. The problem was, were he in their position, he doubted if he would trust any
of them, least of all him, to do more than dissect them to see how they did their little trick.



Finally, they seemed to come up with some sort of risky compromise, which was, after all, the best they
could do in any event.

"Cap'n Murphy?"

"I'm here, darlin's.”

"You tell 'em to get that little ship ready now. You tell 'em we leave now. You and us."”

"Well, darlin's, we're more than a wee bit out of the neighborhood yet. It'd still be a long flight, and they're
gonna hav'ta drive 'cause | couldn't handle a jobbie like that. Too fancy for an old trader like me. And they
ain't gonna let it go unless they got some folks aboard to make sure it stays in their hands and comes back.
Now, that's only reasonable."

"No! Just you and us!"

"l told you. The ship won't even listen to me, and, besides, the laws, even on Barnum's World, require
somebody real to be in charge when it docks. There'll be four of us and two of them. That's not
unreasonable. And I'll be makin' sure they don't do no double-crossin'."

They were silent again for a moment, but he felt better now. They weren't thinking about not going
anymore, only making the safest deal. Finally they answered, "All right, but just one of them."

"They say two. That's not very many considerin" how many they got on this big bugger. They need one to
pilot, one to deal with the folks on Barnum's World to make sure they allow us to come down. | been there
many a time, girls. Just me, or just us, we might talk 'em into it, but with a navy shuttle we'll need
somebody with permissions and such. They ain't that trustin' of the navy, you see."

He realized that this made very little sense, but if it sounded reasonable and within their control, they might
go for it.

"But we go now." It wasn't a question.

"If we must, yes. It'll take longer and be less comfy, but we can go now. Let me ask the folks here." He
turned and looked at Mohr, who nodded. "Twenty minutes. We'll use number twenty-four. It's got its own
gate drive but is also fitted out as a lifeboat, so it has basic supplies and such. It should do. Shall I alert the
crew?"

"By all means.” Murphy turned back to the intercom. "Okay, darlin's, ye drive a hard bargain but they're
buyin' it. The man here's callin' his folks now. The problem is, | don't know where you are so | don't know
how to tell you to get down there."”

"We can get there," the girls replied. "The spirit of the ship will guide us."

The spirit of