TheWinds of | f
By A.BERTRAM CHANDLER

Things are bleak enough at the Edge of Darkness without |ooking for trouble. But this ship
found trouble time and time again. And not the least of the problems was: which Timewasit in?
Another provocative saga of the men and women of The Rim Worlds.

CHAPTER 1

SHE was old and tired, was Rim Dragon—and after this, her final voyage, we were feding just that
way ourselves. It was as though she had known, somehow, that a drab and miserable end awaited her in
the ungentle hands of the breakers, asthough she had been determined to forestal theinevitable, to go
out in ablaze of glory—or as much glory aswould have been possible for adecrepit Epsilon Class
tramp finishing her career, after many changes of ownership, at the very rim of the Galaxy, the edge of
night.

Fortunately for us, she had overdone things.

Off Graller, for example, amafunctioning of the control room computer had coincided with a
breakdown of the main propdlant pump. If the Second Mate hadn't got his sumswrong we should have
been trapped in aseries of grazing elipses, with no aternative but to take to the boatsin ahurry before
too deep a descent into the atmosphere rendered thisimpossible. Asthingsworked out, however, the
mistakes made by our navigator (and his pet computer) resulted in our falling into anice, sable orbit, with
ampletime at our disposa in which to make repairs.

Then there had been File trouble, and Mannschenn Drive trouble—and for the benefit of those of you
who have never experienced thislatter, al | can say isthat it is somewhat hard to carry out normal
shipboard duties when you're not certain if it's High Noon or last Thursday. It was during the
Mannschenn Drive trouble that Cassidy, our Reaction Drive Chief Engineer, briefly lost control of his
temperamentd fissoning furnace. By some miracle the resultant flood of radiation seemed to missal
human personnel. It was the a gae tanks that caught it—and thiswas dl to the good, as a mutated virus
had been running riot among the agae, throwing our air conditioning and sewage disposa entirely out of
kilter. Thevirusdied, and most of the agae died—but enough of the organisms survived to bethe
parents of anew and flourishing popul ation.

There had been the occas ons when she had not overdone things, but when her timing had been just a
little out. There had been, for example, the tube lining that had cracked just a second or so too late
(fortunately, from our viewpoint) but, nonethel ess, had resulted in our sitting down on the concrete apron
of Port Grimes, on Tharn, hard enough to buckle avane.

There had been another prope lant pump failure—thistime on Méellise—that caused usto be grounded
on that world for repairs at just the right time to be subjected to the full fury of atropica hurricane.
Luckily, the procedure for riding out such atmospheric disturbancesislaid down in Rim Runners
Standing Orders and Regulations.

Anyhow, the voyage was now over—amost over, that is.



We were dropping down to Port Forlorn, on Lorn, faling dowly down the column of incandescence
that was our Reaction Drive, drifting cautioudy down to the circle of drab grey concrete that wasthe
spaceport apron, to the grey concrete that was hardly distinguishable from the grey landscape, from the
dreary flatlands over which drifted the thin rain and the grey smoke and the dirty fumes streaming from
the stacks of the refineries.

We were glad to be back—but, even s0 ...

Raph Listowd, the Mate, put into words the fedling that was, | think, in the minds of al but one of us.
He quoted sardonicdly,

"Lives there a man with soul so dead
Who never to himself hath said

When returning from some foreign strand
Thisismy own, my native land ?"...

The only genuine, native-born Rim Worlder among us was the Old Man. He looked up from his
consoleto scowl at his Chief Officer. And then I, of course, had to make matters worse by throwing in
my own two bits worth of archaic verse. | remarked, "The trouble with you, Ralph, isthat you aren't
romantic. Try to seethingsthisway ...

" Saw the heavens fill with commerce, argosies with magic sails,
Pilots of the purple twilight dropping down with costly bales ..."

"Wheat the hell's the bloody Purser doing in here?" roared the Captain, turning his glare on me. "Mr.
Macolm, will you please get the hell out of my control room? And you, Mr. Listowd, please attend to
your duties”

| unstrapped mysdlf from my chair and left, hastily. We carried no Third Mate, and | had been helping
out at landings and blast-offs by looking after the R/T. Besides, | liked to be on top to see everything that
was happening. Sulkily, | made my way down to the officers flat, saggering alittle as the ship lurched, let
mysdlf into the wardroom.

The other two "idlers' were there—Sandra and Doc Jenkins. They were sprawled at easein their
acceleration chairs, each of them spping adrink from atall glass, dewy with condensation.

"So thisishow the poor live" | remarked sourly.

"Theway that the old bitch has been carrying on," said the Doc affably, "we have to assume that any
given drink may be our last. But how come you're not in the greenhouse?"

"They gave methe bum'srush,” | admitted, dropping into the nearest chair, Strapping mysdf in. | was
feding extremely disgruntled. In well manned, well found ships Pursers are brought up to regard the
control room as forbidden ground but, over the past few months, | had become used to playing my part
in blastings-off and landings, had come to appreciate the risks that we were running al thetime. If
anything catastrophic happened 1'd be dead, no matter where | was. But when | diel'd like to know the
reason.

"So they gave you the bum'srush,” said Sandra, not at all sympathetically. (She had been heard to
complainthat if the Purser was privileged to see dl that was going on, alike privilege should be extended
to the Catering Officer.) "Might | inquirewhy 7'



"You might," | told her absently, listening to the thunder of the rocket drive, muffled by theinsulation
but till loud in the confined space. It sounded hedthy enough. They seemed to be getting along without
me up there. But we weren't down yet.

"Why ?" she asked bluntly.
"Givemeadrink, and I'll tell you."

She did not unstrap hersalf but extended along, shapely arm, managed to shove the heavy decanter
and aglass across the table so that they were within my reach.

"All right. If you must know, | was quoting poetry. Raph started it. The Master did not, repest not,
approve..."

"Poetry,” said Sandraflatly, "and ship handling just don't mix. Especidly a atimelikethis."
"Shewasriding down," | said, "sweetly and gently, on full automatic.”

"And dl of us" she pointed out, "at the mercy of asinglefuse. | may be only the cook and bottle
washer aboard thiswagon, but even | know that it isessentia for the officersin Control to befully dert at
al times™

“All right," | said. "All right.”

| glared at her, and she glared at me. She was always handsome —but she was amost beautiful when
shewasin abad temper. | wondered (as| had often wondered) what she would be like when the rather
harsh planes and angles of her face were softened by some gentler passion. But she did her job well, and
kept hersdlf to herself—as | had learned, the hard way.

MEANWHILE, we were gill faling, till dropping, the muffled thunder of our reaction drive steady and
unfatering. In view of the past events and near disasters of the voyage it was dmost too good to be true.
It was, | decided, too good to be true—and then, as though in support of my pessimism, the sudden
slence gripped the hearts of dl of us. Sandra's face was white under her coppery hair and Jenkins
normally ruddy complexion was asickly green. We waited speechlessfor the lagt, thefind crash.

The ship tilted gently, ever so gently, tilted and righted hersdf, and the Suffy ar insde the wardroom
was dive with the whispered complaints of the springs and cylinders of her landing gear. The bulkhead
speaker crackled and we heard the Old Man's voice: " The set-down has been accomplished. All
personnel may proceed on their arrival duties.”

CHAPTER 2

WE dl had work to do—but none of uswas particularly keen on getting started on it. We were down,
and still in one piece, and we were fedling that sense of utter relaxation that comes at the end of avoyage.

Breething a hearty sigh of unashamed relief, Doc Jenkins unstrapped himsdlf and poured agenerous
drink from the decanter into each of our glasses. "Journey'send,” said Doc, making atoast of it.

"Inlovers meetings,” | added, finishing the quotation.



"|sthere anything left in the bottle?" demanded Ralph Listowd.

We hadn't seen or heard him come into the wardroom. We looked up a him in mild amazement as he
stood there, awkward, gangling, his congderable height diminished (but ever so dightly) by his habitua
douch. Therewas aworried expression on hislined face. | wondered just what was wrong now.

"Here, Raph," said Sandra, passing him adrink.

"Thanks." The Mate gulped. "H'm. Not bad." He gulped again. "Any more?"

"Building up your strength, Ralph 7' asked Sandra swestly.

"Could be," he admitted. "Or, perhaps, thisis an infusion of Dutch courage.”

"What do you want it for ?' | asked. " The hazards of the voyage are over and done with."

"Those hazards," he said gloomily. "But there are worse hazards than those in Space. When mere
Chief Officers are bidden to report to the Super's office, a once, there's something cooking—and, |
shouldn't mind betting you amonth's pay, something that stinks."

"Just aroutine bawling out,” | comforted him. "After al, you can't expect to get away with everything
all thetime”

A wintry grin did nothing to soften his harsh features. "But it's not only me he wants. He wants you,
Sandra, and you, Doc, and you, Peter. And our commissioned clairvoyant. One of you had better go to
shake him out of his habitud stupor.”

"But what have we done?' asked Doc in aworried voice.

"My conscienceisclear,” | said. "Atleadt, | thinkitis..."

"My conscience is clear,” stated Sandrafirmly.

"Minenever is," admitted Doc Jenkins gloomily.

The Mate put his glass down on thetable. "All right," hetold us brusquely. "Go and get washed behind
the ears and brush your hair. One of you drag the crysta gazer away from hisdog's brain in aspic and try
to get him looking something like an officer and a gentleman.”

"Relax, Raph," said Jenkins, pouring what was | &ft in the decanter into his own glass.

"l wish | could. But it's damned odd the way the Commodoreisyedling for dl of us. | may not bea
psionic radio officer, but | have my hunches."

Jenkins laughed. "Onething is certain, Raph, he's not sending for usto fire us. Rim Runners are never
that well off for officers. And once we've come out to the Rim, we've hit rock bottom.” He began to
warm up. "Weve run away from oursalves as far as we can, to the very edge of night, and we can't run
any further .."

"BEven 0 ..." said the Mate.



"Doc'sright,” said Sandra. "Hell just be handing out new appointmentsto al of us. With abit of
luck—or bad luck?—we might be shipping out together again.”

"What about the Old Man?" | asked. "And the engineers? Are they bidden to the Presence?’

"No," said Raph. "Asfar as| know, they'll just be going on leave." He added gloomily, "Ther€'s
something in the wind as far aswe're concerned. | wish | knew what it was ..."

"Theresonly oneway to find out," said Sandra briskly, getting to her fedt.

WE |é&ft the ship together—Ral ph, Doc Jenkins, Sandra, Smethwick and myself. Ralph, who was
inclined to take his Naval Reserve commission serioudy, tried to make it amarch across the dusty,
scarred concrete to the low huddle of administration buildings. Both Sandraand | tried to play along with
him—abut Doc Jenkins and our tame telepath could turn any march into astraggle without even trying.

For Smethwick there was, perhaps, some excuse; released from the discipline of watchkeeping he was
renewing contact with histelepathic friends al over the planet. He wandered dong like aman in adream,
aways on the point of faling over his own feet. And Jenkins rolled happily beside him, a somewhét inane
grinon hisruddy face. | guessed that in the privacy of his cabin he had depleted his stocks of Jungle Juice
dill further.

It was arelief to get into the office building, out of the ingstent, nagging wind. The air was pleasantly
warm, but my eyeswere dill stinging. I used my handkerchief to try to clear the gritty particlesfrom them,
saw, through tears, that the others were doing the same—all save Smethwick who, lost in some private
world of hisown, was obliviousto discomfort. Raph in the lead, we started to ascend the stairs, paused
to throw a beckoning nod at us. Not without rel uctance we followed.

THERE wasthe familiar door at the end of the passageway, with Astronautical Superintendent
inscribed on the trand ucent plastic. The door opened of itsalf aswe approached. Through the doorway
we could see the big, cluttered desk and, behind it, the dight, wiry figure of Commodore Grimes. He had
risento hisfeet, but he still looked smdl, dwarfed by the furnishings that must have been designed for a
much larger man. | was relieved to seethat his creased and pitted face wasillumined by a genuinely
friendly smile, histeeth sartlingly white againgt the dark skin.

"Comein," he boomed. "Comein, dl of you." He waved ahand to the chairsthat had been setina
rough semi-circle before his desk. "Be seated.”

When the handshaking and the exchange of courtesies were over we sat down. There was a period of
slence while Miss Hallows busied herself with the percolator and the cups. My attention was drawn by
an odd looking model on the Commodore's desk, and | saw that the others, too, were looking at it
curioudly and that old Grimes was watching us with a certain degree of amusement. It was aship, that
was obvious, but it could not possibly be a spaceship. It was, | guessed, some sort of aircraft; there was
acigar-shaped hull and, protruding from it, afantastically complicated array of spars and vanes. | know
even |ess about aeronautics than | do about astronautics—after al, I'm just the spacefaring office
boy—~but even | doubted if such a contraption could ever fly. | turned my head to look at Raph; he was
garing at the thing with a sort of amused and amazed contempt.

"Admiring my new toy ?" asked the Commodore with aknowing amile.
"It'srather ... It'srather odd, Sr," said Ralph.

"Goon," chuckled Grimes. "Why don't you ask?"



There was an embarrassed silence, broken by Sandra. "All right, Commodore. What isit?"
"That, my dear," hetold her, "isyour new ship."
CHAPTER 3

WE looked at the Commodore, and he looked back at us. | tried to read his expression, cameto the
reluctant conclusion that he wasn't joking. We looked at the weird contraption on his desk. Speaking for
mysdf—the more | sared at it, thelesslike aship it ssemed. Have you ever seen those fantastic
ornamental carp that are bred on Earth, their bodies surrounded by an ornate tracery of filmy fins, utility
sacrificed to gppearance? That's what the thing reminded me of . It was pretty, beautiful, even, ina
baroque kind of way, but quite usdess. And Grimes had told us, quite serioudly, that it wasamodd of
our new ship.

Ralph cleared histhroat. He said, "Excuse me, sir, but | don't quite understand. That ... that model
doesn't seem to represent a conventional vessdl. | can't see any signs of aventuri ..." Hewas on hisfeet
now, bending over the desk. "And are those propellers? Or should | say airscrews?' He straightened up.
"And she's not agausgammer, one of the old Ehrenhaft Drive jobs. That's certain.”

Old Grimeswas smiling again. "Sit down, Captain Listowd . There's no need to get excited.”
"Captain Listowd?' asked Ralph.

"Yes" The smile vanished asthough switched off. "But only if you agreeto sail in command of ..." he
gestured towardsthe modd ... "Flying Cloud."

"Flying Cloud? But that's a Trans-Galactic Clipper name..."

Grimesamiled again. "Thefirg Flying Cloud was aclipper on Earth's sess, in the days of wooden
shipsand iron men. This Flying Cloud isaclipper, too—but not a Trans-Galactic Clipper. Sheisthe
latest addition to Rim Runners flegt, thefirst of her kind."

"But ..." Raph waslooking redly worried now. "But, Sr, there are many senior Mastersin thisemploy.
Cometo that, there are quite afew Chief Officers senior tome..."

"And dl of them," said Grimes, "old and st in their ways, knowing only oneway of getting from Point
A to Point B, and not wanting to know any other. Lift on Reaction Drive. Aimfor the target Sar.
Accderate. Cut Reaction Drive. Switch on Mannschenn Drive. A child could doit. And whiledl thisis
going on you have the ship overmanned with apack of engineers, eating their heads off and pulling down
high salaries, and getting to the stage where they regard the ship merely as a platform upon which to
mount thelr precious machinery ..."

| couldn't help grinning. It was common knowledge that Grimes didn't like engineers and was hardly on
gpesking terms with the Engineer Superintendents.

But Ralph, once he had smelled arat, was stubborn. And he was frank. He said, | appreciate the
promotion, sir. But there must beacatchinit.”

"Of coursethereis. Lifeisjust onelong series of catches.



Raph was persstent. This..." he nodded towards the modd ... "is obvioudy something new, something
highly experimental. Asyou know, | hold my Master's Certificate—but it's valid in respect of
conventiond drivesonly ..."

"But you, Captain Listowd, are the only officer we have with any qudificationsat al in respect of the
Erikson Drive." He pulled afolder out of the top drawer of his desk, opened it. "Like most of our
personnel, you made your way out to the Rim by easy stages. Y ou were four years on Atlantia. You
shipped in tops| schooners as navigator—it seemsthat the Atlantian Ministry of Transport recognizes
adgtronautical certificates of competency insofar as navigation is concerned. Y ou thought of settling
permanently on the planet and becoming a professona seaman. Y ou sat for, and obtained, your Second
Mate's Certificatein Sal .."

"But what connection ... ?"

"Let mefinish. You werein Rim Leopard when she had that long spell for repairson Tharn. You
elected to take part of your leave on that world—and you shipped out as a supernumerary officer in one
of their trading schooners..."

"Evens0..."

"Takeit from me, Captain Listowd, that your fore-and-aft rig Second Mate's ticket, together with your
experience, means more than your Master Astronaut's Certificate. Too, you are quaified in one other,
very important way." He looked at each of usinturn. "You'redl qualified."

"1 know nothing about wooden ships, Commodore," said Jenkins, "and I'm not an iron man.”

"Too right, Doctor,” agreed the Commodore cheerfully. "But you have no closeties on any of the Rim
Worlds—neither chick nor child, asthe saying goes. And that gppliesto dl of you."

"Thisnew ship isdangerous?"' asked Raph quietly.
"No, Captain Listowel. She's safer than the average spaceship—far safer than Rim Dragon. Shell be

aseasy asan old shoe. And economical to run. Sheis," he went on, "a prototype. It is our intention,
insofar as some trades are concerned, to make her the standard carrier.”

"And the catch?'

ALL right. You're entitled to know." Heleaned back in his chair, gazed at the ceiling asthough in
search of inspiration. "You are dl of you, | takeit, familiar with the principle of the conveyor belt?"

"Of course” Raphtold him.
"Good. You know, then, that aslong as the belt is kept loaded, the speed a which it isrunis of
relaively minor importance. So it iswith shipping. Express services are desirable for mailsand

passengers and perishables—but what does it matter if adab of zinc isten years on the way instead of
ten weeks?'

"It will matter alot to the crew of the ship," grumbled Doc.

"| agree. But when the ship istravelling dmost at the speed of light, there will not be alapse of ten
years subjective time. To the crew it will bejust anormal interstellar voyage.”



"But," objected Raph. "Ten years. Where does the economy comein?'

"In manning, for astart. | have aready discussed the matter with the Astronauts Guild, and they agree
that personndl should be paid on the basis of subjective elgpsed time...."

"What!" exploded Raph.

"Plusabonus," added Grimes hagtily. "Then therésfuel consumption. Therell be aPile, of course, but
it will beasmdl one. It will be required only to supply power for essentid servicesand auxiliary
machinery. Asyou dl know, fissionable dements arein short supply and very expensve onthe Rim
Worlds, so that'sabig saving. Then, therell be no Reaction Drive and Interstellar Drive Engineersto wax
fat on their princely sdlaries. One Donkeyman, on junior officer's pay, will be able to handlethejob ..."

"A Donkeyman?' asked Sandra, her voice puzzled.

"Yes, my dear. Inthelast days of sail, on Earth, the windjammers used some auxiliary machinery,
steamn driven. The mechanic who looked after and ran this was rated as Donkeyman.”

Then Raph voiced the thoughts, the objections of al of us. He complained, "Y ou've told us nothing,
Commodore. Y ou want usto buy apig in apoke. Y ou've mentioned something called the Erikson Drive,
and you've given us a short lecture on the economics of ship management, but we're spacemen, not
accountants. Oh, | know that we're supposed to get our star wagons from Point A to Point B as
economically as possble—but getting them thereisthe prime consideration. And, frankly, | don't see
how that contraption could get from one side of the spaceport to the other ..."

Grimes|looked down &t the cold coffeein his cup with distaste. He got up, went to hisfiling cabinet and
pulled out the"W" drawer, taking from it abottle of whisky and glasses. He said, "It'srather along story,
but you're entitled to hear it. | suggest that we al make oursalves comfortable.”

We settled down with our drinksto listen.
CHAPTER 4

Y OU will recal (he said) that, some few years ago, | commissioned Faraway Quest to carry out a
survey of this sector of the Galaxy. To the Galactic East | made contact with Tharn and Grolier, Mdllise
and Stree, but you are dl familiar with the planets of the Eastern Circuit. My first sweep, however, wasto
the West ... Yes, there are worlds to the West, popul ous planets whose peoples have followed a course
of evolution parald to our own. They're more than merely humanoid, some of these people. They're
human. But—and it's one helluva big "but"—their worlds are antimatter worlds. We didn't redize this until
an attempt was made to establish contact with an aien ship. Luckily only two people were directly
involved—our own Psionic Radio Officer and awoman, who seemed to hold the same rank, from the
other vessdl. The ideawasthat they should meet and rub noses and so on in one of Faraway Quest's
boats, mid way between the two ships; both | and the other Captain were worried about the possibility
of the exchange of viruses, bacteriaand whatever, and this boat of mine was supposed to be a sort of
quarantine station. But we need not have worried. Our two pet guinea pigs went up and out in aflare of
energy that would have made afusion bomb look silly.

So that wasit, | thought at the time. The Psionic Radio Officers had had it, in abig way, so
communications had broken down. And it was quite obvious that any contact between ourselves and the
people of the antimatter worlds was definitely impossible. | got the hell out and ran to the Galactic Eadt. |



made landings on Tharn and Grollor and Mdllise and Stree and dickered with the aborigines and laid the
foundations of our Eastern Circuit trade. But there was that nagging doubt at the back of my mind; there
wasthat unfinished businessto the West. Cutting along story short, after thingswere nicely sewn up on
the Eastern Circuit worlds | went back. | managed to establish contact—but not physical contact!—with
the dominant race. I'd replaced my Psionic Radio Officer, of course, but it was still along job. I'm sure
that Mr. Smethwick won't mind if | say that the average professiond telepath just hasn't got theright kind
of mind to cope with technicdlities. But we worked out a code to use with buzzer and flashing lamp and,
eventudly, wewere even ableto talk directly on the RT without too many misunderstandings.

We traded ideas. Oddly enough—or not so oddly—there wasn't much to trade. Their technology was
about on the same leve as our own. They had atomic power (but who hasn't?) and interstellar travel, and
their ships used aversion of the Mannschenn Drive, precessing gyroscopesand dl. It wasdl very
interesting, academically speaking, but it got neither party anywhere. Anything we knew and used, they
knew and used. Anything they knew and used, we knew and used. It was like having a heart to heart talk
with one'sreflection inamirror.

Oh, therewere afew minor differences. That new system of governor controlsfor the Mannschenn
Drive, for example—we got that from the anti-meatter people. And they'd never dreamed of keeping fish
intheir hydroponicstanks, but they're doing it now. But there was nothing really important.

But | had to bring something back. And | did. No doubt you've often wondered just what is going on
insde Satellite X1V. It's been there for years, hanging in Its equatorid orbit, plastered with KEEP OFF
notices. It's still there—but the reason for its construction has been removed.

| BROUGHT something back. | brought back alarge hunk of anti-matter. It'siron—or should | say
"anti-iron"? But, iron or anti-iron, it ill behaves asiron in amagnetic fidd. I1t'shanging inits casing,
making no contact with the walls—and it had better not!—held in place by the powerful magnets. I1t'd be
safein ahard vacuum, but it's safer ill suspended in the neutronium that the University boyswere ableto
cook up for me.

Wi, | had thishunk of antimatter. | still have. The problem was—what was it good for? Power?
Y es—but how could it be used? No doubt some genius will come up with the answer eventudly, but, so
far, nobody has. In the laboratory built around it—Sate lite X I1V—techniques were developed for carving
off small pieces of it, using laser, and these tiny portions were subjected to experiment. One of the
experiments—bombardment with neutrinos—yielded useful results. After such abombardment
anti-matter acquiresthe property of anti-gravity. It's analogous to permanent magnetism in many
ways—but, asfar as the scientists have been able to determine really permanent.

But how to useit? The answer isobvious, you'll say. Useit in spaceships. That'swhat | came up with
myself. | passed the problem on to Dr. Kramer at the University. | don't profess to be able to make head
or tail of hismath—but it boils down to this: Antimatter and the tempora precession field of the
Mannschenn Drive just don't mix. Or they do mix—too well. Thisistheway that | understand it. Y ou use
antimatter, and anti-gravity, to get upstairs. Well and good. Y ou use your gyroscopes to get lined up on
the target ar, then you accelerate. Y ou build up velocity, and then you cut the Reaction Drive. Well and
good. Then you switch on the Mannschenn Drive ...

Y ou switch on the Mannschenn Drive—and as your ship conssts of both norma matter and
anti-matter shelll behave—abnormally. Oh, therell be tempora precesson dl right. But ... Theship,
hersdf, will go astern in Time, as she should—and that hunk of anti-matter will precessin the opposite
temporal direction. Theresult, of course, will be catastrophic.



Even so—if | may borrow one of your pet expressions, Captain Listowel—even o, | was sure that
anti-matter, with its property of induced anti-gravity, would be of great vauein spacetravel. There was
thislump of iron that | had dragged al the way back from the Galactic West, encased in duminum and
neutronium and anico magnets, hanging therein its orbit, quite usaless, so far, but potentialy extremely
useful. There must beaway to useit.

But what was the way?

(He looked at us, as though waiting for intelligent suggestions. None wer e forthcoming. He
drained his glass. Herefilled it. He waited until we had refilled ours.)

| kept thinking of what Julius Caesar said when he landed in England, Veni, vedi, vici. | came, | saw, |
conquered.

Wéll, insofar as the anti-matter worlds were concerned, | came, | saswv—and | didn't conquer. All | had
to show for my trouble was this damned great hunk of anti-iron, and | just couldn't figure out ausefor it.
It irked me more than somewhat. So, after worrying about it al rather too much, | retired from thefield
and left it all to my Subconscious.

| had afairly large library a homeincluding many books on the history of trangport. Inmy leisure |
found them fascinating reading. Galeys, with swegting daves manning the sweeps. Galleons—with wind
power replacing muscle power. The clipper ships—acres of canvas spread to the gales of the Roaring
Forties.

Thefirst steamships. The motor ships. The nuclear powered ships. And, intheair, the
airships—dirigible balloons. The aeroplanes. The jets. The rockets—and the first spaceships.

And with the spaceships sail came back, but briefly. There was the Erikson Drive. There were the
shipsthat spread their greet plastic sails and drifted out from the orbit of Earth to that of Mars, but
dowly, dowly. It was agood idea—»but aslong as those ships had mass it was impracticable. Even o,
had there then been any means of nullifying gravity they would have superseded the rockets.

Then the penny dropped. The oldtimers didn't have anti-gravity. | do have anti-gravity. | can build a
red sailing ship—avessd to run before the photon gae, a ship that can be handled just asthe old
windjammers on Earth's seas were handled. A ship, cometo that, Captain Listowd, that can be handled
just asthe tops| schooners on Atlantia's seas are handled ...

(He waved ahand towards the model on his desk.)
There sheis. Theré's Flying Cloud. Thefirst of thered light-jammers. And she'syours.
CHAPTERS

EVEN s0..." murmured Ralph, bresking the silence, "I don't think that I'm quadified. | doubt if any of us
arequdified.”

"You are quaified," stated Grimesflatly. "Y ou've experiencein sal, which ismore than any other
Master or officer in thisemploy can boast. Oh, therewas Calver. Hewasin sail, too, before he joined
us, but he's no longer with us. So you're the only possible choice.”

"But ... I'venored qudifications.”



Grimeslaughed. "Who has? There was a Certificate of Competency, Erikson Drive, issued on Earth a
few centuries ago. But don't let that bother you. The Rim Confederacy will issue Certificates of
Competency for the Improved Erikson Drive."

"And the examiner?' asked Ralph.

"For agtart, you," stated Grimes.

"But, damnit dl, dr, there aren't any text books, manuas..."
"Y ou will write them when you get around to it.”

"Even 5o, Sr," protested Ralph, "thisis rather much. Don't think that I'm not gppreciative of the
promotion, but ..."

Grimes grinned happily. He said, "'In my own bumbling way, after dl, I'm a spaceman, neither a seaman
nor an airman, |'ve worked out some rough and ready methods for handling this brute." His hand went
out to the beauttiful model on his desk with a possessive, caressing gesture. "If it were not for the fact that
| have awife and family I'd be sailing as her first Master. Asthings are, though not without reluctance,
I've had to waive that privilege. But | can give you arough idea of what'srequired ..."

Hetook from the top drawer of hisdesk alittle control panel, set it down before himself. He pressed a
stud and we watched, fascinated, as the spars rotated on their long axes and then, when the sails were
furled, folded back into dotsin the shell plating.

"Asyou see," hetold us, "there are now only the atmospheric control surfaces|eft exposed—including,
of course, the airscrews. In appearance the ship is not unlike one of the dirigible airships of the early days
of aviaion. A lighter-than-air ship, in fact. But she'snot lighter than air. Not yet.

"Thismodd, asyou'vedl probably guessed by thistime, isaworking modd—insofar as her handling
indde atmospheric limitsis concerned. She haswithin her atiny fragment of the anti-iron, aminiscule
sphere of anti-matter complete with induced anti-gravity ..." He looked a Ralph. "Now, I'd like you to
get thefed of her, Captain Listowd. Go on, she won't bite you. Take hold of her. Lift her off the desk.”

Raph got dowly to hisfeet, extended two cautious hands, got hisfingersaround the cylindrica hull. He
sad, accuangly, "But shesheavy ..."

"Of course she's heavy. When the real ship is berthed on a planetary surface to discharge and load
cargo we don't want her at the mercy of every puff of wind. All right, put her down again. And now stand
back."

RALPH stood back, without reluctance. Grimes pressed another stud on his control panel. None of us
was expecting what happened next—the stream of water that poured from vents on the underside of the
modd, flooding the desk top, dripping onto the carpet. Miss Hallows clucked annoyance, we just
watched, fascinated. The Commodore smiled happily, his hands busy at the miniature controls. There
was the whine of amotor inside the mode ship and the two airscrews at the after end started to turn.
Before they had picked up speed, while the separate blades were till clearly visible, Flying Cloud
began to move, diding dowly over the smooth surface of the desk. (I noticed that she bardly disturbed
thefilm of moisture.) She reached the edge and she dropped—but dowly, dowly, and then the control
surfaces, eevators and rudder, twitched nervoudy, and her screws were atranducent blur, and her fall



was checked and she was rising, obedient to her helm, making acircuit of the desk and gaining dtitude
with every lap. There was till adribble of water from her outletsthat fell, shockingly cold, on our
upturned faces.

"You see" said Grimes. "In an amosphere you have no worries at al. Drive her down on negative
dynamic lift, start the compressorsif you haveto to give her alittle extramass with compressed air.” (A
faint throb was audible above the whine of the motors.) "Open your vavesif you think that she's getting
too heavy." (We heard the thin, high whistle)) "I'm sorry that | can't give aredl demongtration of how
shelll handlein Deep Space, but | can give you some sort of anidea.” (He jockeyed the model almost to
caling level, manipulated the controls so that she was hanging stern on to the big overhead light globe.)
"Theresthe Sun," he said. "The Sun, or any other source of photons. Y ou spread your sails..." (The
gpars extended from the hull, the complexity of plastic vanes unfurled.) "And off you go. Mind you, I'm
cheating. I'm using the air screws. And now, watch carefully. One surface of each sail isslvered, the
other surfaceis black. By use of the reflecting and absorbing surfaces | can steer the ship, | can even
exercise control over her speed ... Any questions, Captain Listowel ?*

"Not yet," said Ralph cautioudy.

"I'vetold you dl | know," Grimestold him cheerfully. "I admit that this handling of her in Deegp Space,
under sail, isdl theory and guesswork. Y ou'll have to make up the rule as you go adong. But the
amaospheric handling is pretty well worked out. Landing, for example." Helooked at his secretary.
"Miss. Halows, is the spaceport open for traffic?”

She sighed, then said, "Y es, Commodore.”
"Butit'snot,” hesad.

She sighed again, got to het feet and went to adoor, her manner displaying a certain embarrassment.
Behind the door was Commodore Grimes private lavatory.

"And that," said Grimes, "isaworking model of the spaceport of the near future. A lake, natural or
artificiad. Or awideriver. Or ashdtered bay. Maintenance costs cut to abare minimum ..."

| got to my feet, saw that the tub wasfull.

Themodd Flying Cloud droned dowly over our heads, her suit of sails once again withdrawn, steered
through the open door of the bathroom, her air-screws and eevators driving her down in along dant
towards the surface of the water in the tub. While she was till al of three feet aboveit atendril snaked
from her underbelly, along tube that extended itself until its end was submerged. Once again there was
the throbbing of atiny pump and the mode settled, gradualy at firs, then faster, then dropping with a
gartlingly loud splash.

"A clumsy landing,” admitted Grimes, "but I'm sure that you'll do better, Captain.”
"l hope s0," said Raph gloomily.
CHAPTER 6
EVEN so, Raph, | think, thoroughly enjoyed himsdlf in the few weeks that followed. | doubt if any of

therest of usdid. | know that | didn't. Sailing asasport isdl very well on aplanet like Caribbega, but it
has little to recommend it on ableak dag heap such as Lorn. Oh, theré's dways awind—abut that wind is



always bitter and, as often as not, opague with gritty dust.

| don't think that anybody had ever sailed on Lorn until we, the future personnd of Flying Cloud cast
off our deek, smart catamaran from the rickety jetty on the shore of Lake Misere, under the derisive
sares of thelocal fishermen in their shabby, power-driven craft, to put in hour after hour, day after day of
tacking and wearing, running free, sailing close hauled and dl the rest of it.

But Ralph was good. | have to admit that. | was amazed to learn that so much control of the flimsy,
complicated, wind-driven contraption was possible. In my innocence | had dways assumed that asailing
vessdl could proceed only in adirection exactly opposite to that from which the wind was blowing. |
learned better. We all learned better. But | il think that there are easier ways of under sall.

Yes, wedl of ushad to get agrounding in sail seamanship—Sandra, Doc Jenkins and Smethwick as
well as mysdlf. We gathered that Commodore Grimes wasn't finding it easy to find officersfor his new,
new ship.

When we had al become more or less competent sailormen, Ralph caled it Part A of our
certificates—we thought that the worst was over. How wrong we were! The next stage of our training
was to bumble around in yet another archaic contraption, aclumsy, lighter-than-air monstrosity called a
blimp. (Like the catamaran, it had been built merdly for ingtructional purposes.) | don't professto know
the origin of the name, but it looked like ablimp. One just couldn't imagineit's being called anything else.
Therewas aflaccid bag of gas—helium—shaped like afat cigar, and from this depended astreamlined
cabin that was control room, living quarters and engine room. There was apropdler driven by asmall
diesdl motor, that drove us through the air at amaximum speed of 50 knots. (Our speed over the ground
was, of course, governed by wind direction and velocity.) Therewas alot of complicated juggling with
gas and bdlast. There was the occasion when we were blown off course, drifting helplesdy over Port
Forlorn just as Rim Hound was coming in. Ralph told us afterwards that had the blimp been hydrogen
filled it would have been our finish—as it was, with our gasbag al but burst by the searing heet of Rim
Hound's exhaudt, leaking from every seam, we made an ignonomious crash landing in Lake Misere, from
which dismal puddle we were rescued by the fishermen—who were, of course, highly amused to see us
again, and in even more ludicrous circumstances than before.

But the blimp was patched up and made airworthy—as airworthy as she ever would be—and we
carried on with our training. And we got the fed of the brute. We neither respected nor loved her, but we
came to under stand what she could and could not do and, when Ralph had decided that we dl (including
himself) had passed for Part B of our certificates we proceeded, in thelittle airship, to Port Erikson on
the southern shore of Cold-harbor Bay.

THERE'S one thing you can say in favor of the Survey Service boyswho first made landings on the
Rim Worlds, and can say the samething in favor of thefirst colonists. When it came to dishing out names
they wereredigtic. Lorn ... Forlorn ... Lake Misere ... The Great Barrens ... Mount Desolation ...
Coldharbor Bay ...

The trip was not a happy one. In spite of the heat from the single diesel the cabin was bitterly cold as
we threaded our way over and through the Great Barrens, skirting the jagged, snow-covered peaks,
fighting for dtitude in the higher passes, jettisoning ballast when dynamic lift proved insufficient and then,
perforce, being obliged to vave gasfor the long dant down over the dreary tundrathat somebody in the
First Expedition had named the Nullarbor Plain.

And there was Coldharbor Bay ahead, adiver of dull lead inset in the dun rim of the horizon. There
was Coldharbor Bay, leaden water under aleaden sky, and ahuddle of rawly new buildingsaong its



southern shore, and something el se, something big and silvery, somehow graceful, that looked out of
placein these drab surroundings.

"Theship," | said unnecessaily. "Flying Cloud.”

"Flying Crud!" sneered Doc Jenkins. He was not in agood mood. His normally ruddy face was blue
with cold, and aviolent pitch and yaw of the ship, afew minutes since, had upset a cup of scading coffee
inhislap. "And what ruddy geniuswasit," he demanded, "who decided to establish a spaceport in these
godforsaken latitudes? Damn it dl, it isn't asthough we had the Ehrenhaft Drive to contend with and lines
of magnetic force to worry about. And both old Grimes and you, Ra ph, have been harping on the
fact—or isit only atheory?—that these fancy lightjammerswill befar easier to handlein an aimosphere
than a conventiona spaceship.”

"True," admitted Ralph. "True. But, even s0 ... Just remember that on Lorn every mgor center of
population ison or near the equator. And there's a certain amount of risk in having conventiona
spaceports near cities—and the conventiona spaceship isn't one per cent as potentialy dangerousasa
lightiammer."

"l don't seeit," ingsted Doc. "To begin with, therdsamuch smdler File. A lightjammer isfar less
dangerous.”

"Dont forget what'sin the heart of her," said Ralph quietly. "That core of anti-iron. Should the casing
be breached, should the anti-matter come into contact with normal matter ..."

Helifted his gloved hands from the whed in an expressve, explosve gesture. The ship swung off
course, dipped and rolled. It was my turn to get alapful of hot coffee. | decided that there wasalot to be
said in favor of the despised drinking bulbs used in Deep Space.

"Any more questions,” asked Raph, "before we make it landing stations?’

"If you ingst on answering with your hands" | said, "no."

He grinned ever so dightly. "All right, then. Now remember, adl of you, that thiswon't be the real
thing—but it'll be as near to red aswe can makeit. To begin with—an upwind approach ..."

"] can see the windsock," said Sandra, who was using the binoculars.

"Where avay?'

"A degree or s0 to starboard of the stern of the ship. On that tower."

"Andwind direction?'

"As near south as dammit. A following wind.”

"Good. Now, Peter, you'rein charge of the gas valves, and you, Doc, can handlethe balast ..."
"Thetank'sdry," grumbled Jenkins.

"Anything with massisbdlagt. Anything. Open a port and have a pile of odds and endsready to
dump. And you, Mr. Smethwick, stand by the hose and pump ..."



We were over the spaceport now. We could see the administration buildings and the warehouses, the
long wharf dongsdewhich lay Flying Cloud. We could seethelittle, waving figures of people. And we
could hear, from our telephone, the voice of Commodre Grimes speaking from Spaceport Control:
"What are your intentions, Captain Listowd ? The ground crew is standing by for your lines.”

"l intend to land on the Bay, gr, to make thisarehearsa of landing the big ship.”
"A good idea, Captain. Berth ahead of Flying Cloud.”

Ralph brought the blimp round in along curve, lined her up for the beacon at the end of the wharf. He
sad sharply, "Don't vave any gasunless| tell you, Peter. That's one thing we shan't be ableto doin the
red ship." | saw that he was using the control surfacesto drive us down, heard the complaining of
structurad members. But the surface of the water was close now, closer with every second.

"Mr. Smethwick, the hose!"

| couldn't see what was happening, but | could visudize that long tube of plagtic snaking down towards
the sea. | felt the blimp jump and lift as contact was made and, at Ralph's barked order, valved a cubic
centimetre or so of helium. | heard the throbbing whine as the balast pump started.

We were down then, the boat bottom of the cabin dapping (or being dapped by) the crests of thelittle
waves, and then, alittle heavier, we were properly water-bone and taxi-ing in towards the raw concrete
of the new wharf.

It was agood landing—and if good landings could be made in amisshapen little brute like the blimp,
then equally good ones should be made in the proud, shining ship that we were approaching.

| thought, with astrong fedling of relief, There's nothing to worry about after all.

| don't know if that sentenceisincluded in any collection of Famous Last Words. If it'snat, it should
be.

CHAPTER 7

WE madefast to acouple of bollards at the foot of the steps at the end of the wharf. The blimp lay
there quietly enough, her wrinkled hide twitching in the light, eddying breeze; the high warehouse inshore
from the quay gave usagood lee. The linesmen ran out alight gangway and we maneuvered the end of it
through the cabin door. Smethwick, who had suffered from airsickness during our northward flight,
gtarted to hurry ashore. Ra ph halted him with a sharp order. Then he said, in agentler voice, "Weadl of
usdtill havealot to learn about the handling of lighter-than-air ships. One thing awaysto bear inmind is
that any weight discharged hasto be compensated for." He turned to me, saying, "Peter, stland by the
ballast valve. We shouldn't require the pump ."

| opened the valve, allowing the water to run into the tank below the cabin deck. | shut it When the
water outsde was lapping the sill of the open door. Smethwick scrambled out and the ship lurched and
lifted. | opened the valve again, then it was Sandras turn to disembark. Doc Jenkins followed her. Ralph
took my place at the vave and | followed the Doctor. Findly Raph, having satisfied himsdlf that the
blimp wasn' ligble to take off unmanned, joined us on the wharf.

Commodore Grimes was there, muffled in aheavy synthefur coat. With him were two women, smilarly



clad. The Super greeted us, then said to Ralph, "A nicelanding, Captain Listowel. | hope you do aswell
with Flying Cloud."

"Sodol, gr."

Grimeslaughed. "Y ou'd better." He gestured towards the dender, gleaming length of the big ship. "She
cogt alittle more than your little gasbag.”

Weadl gtared at her. Yes, shedid look expensive. | suppose that it was because she was new. The
ships to which we had become used out on the Rim were al second- and even third-hand tonnage,
obsolescent Epsilon Classtramps auctioned off by the Interstellar Transport Commission.

Y es, she looked expensive, and she looked new, and she looked odd. Shedidn't ook likea
gpaceship—or, if she did look like aspaceship she looked like one that, toppling on its vaned landing
gear, had crashed on to its side. And yet we fdlt that this was the way that she should be lying. She
reminded me, | decided, of the big commercia submarines used by the Llarsi on their sormy, watery
world.

Grimeswas il talking. "Captain, 1'd like you to meet your new shipmates for the maiden voyage. This
isMissWayne, of the Port Forlorn Chronicle. And, over here, Miss Smmons, your Donkeyman ..."

| looked at the girls curioudly and, | must confess, hopefully. Perhaps the voyage would be even more
interesting than anticipated.

MarthaWaynewas atall, dim, deek brunette—and how she managed to look deek and dimin her
shaggy and bulky furswas something of amystery. | had read some of her articlesin the Chronicle—
usually towards the end of avoyage, during that period when any and every scrap of hitherto unread
printed matter is seized upon avidly. They'd been just the Woman's Page dush. Anyhow, she extended
her hand to Ralph as though she expected him to make alow bow and kissit. He shook it, however,
athough without much warmth.

Then therewas Miss Smmons. ("Call me Peggy,” she said a once.) She was short, dumpy in her cold
weather clothing. She had thrown back the hood of her parka, revealing ahead of touded sandy hair.
Her face was pretty enough, in an obvious sort of way, and the smudge of dark grease on her right cheek
somehow enhanced the prettiness.

"Commodore," said Raph dowly, "did | understand you to say that Miss Smmonsisto be our
Donkeymen?'

"Yes, Captain." Grimes|looked dightly embarrassed. "A little trouble with the Indtitute ..."

| could guesswhat the trouble was. (1 found later that my guesswasright.) The Ingtitute of Spatia
Engineerswould betaking adim view of the Improved Erikson Drive, the system of propulsion that
would rob its members of their hard-won status. They would refuse to alow even ajunior member to
sgn as Donkeyman—and, no doubt they had been able to bring pressure to bear on other engineering
guildsand unions, making sure that no qualified engineer would be available.

But awoman ...

"It'squitedl right, Captain,” the girl assured him brightly. "I had an oil can for afeeding bottle, and
when other kids were playing with dolls | was amusing mysdlf with nuts and bolts and spanners.”



"Miss Smmons," explained Grimes, "isthe daughter of an old friend of mine. Smmons, of Smmons
Air Car Repair Shop in Port Forlorn. Her father assures me that Peggy is the best mechanic he has
working for him."

"Evens0..." sad Ralph.

"Therell be no more discussions,” said the Super briskly. "That'sthat. Now, if you fed upto it after
your flight in that makeshift contraption, | suggest that we make an ingpection of the ship.”

"Even s0..." began Ralph.

"Even s0," flared Grimes, "I've got you a Donkeyman, and adamned good one. And Miss Wayne has
been commissioned to write the journal—a human journa—of the maiden voyage, but sheswilling to
make hersdlf useful. Shelll be sgning as Assstant Purser.”

"All right, Commodore," said Raph coldly. "Y ou can hand over the ship.”
CHAPTER 8
NORMALLY, handing over aspaceship isalengthy business.

But these, we learned, were not normal circumstances. LIoyd's of London had issued a Provisiond
Certificate of Spaceworthiness—but this, Grimestold us, was liable to be cancelled at the drop of a hat.
The big mgjority of Lloyd's Surveyors are engineers, and Flying Cloud was an affront to those arrogant
mechanics. She, asfar asthey were concerned, was an impudent putting back of the clock, an insolent
attempt to return to those good old days when the Master, in LIoyd's own words, was "Master under
God" and, in effect, did as he damn' well pleased. The speed of awindjammer wasin direct ratio to the
skill of her Master. The speed of alightjammer would bein direct ratio to the skill of her Master. The
Donkeyman of awindjammer held Petty Officer's rank only, messing with the Bo'sn, Carpenter and
Sailmaker. The Donkeyman of alightjammer would be a Junior Officer only because the Merchant Navy
doesn't run to Petty Officers. So the Indtitute of Spatial Engineersdidn't like lightjammers. So they had
run, squedling piteoudy, to Lloyd's. So the heirs and successors to that Pommy coffee house proprietor,
acting on the advice of their prejudiced Surveyors, would, sooner or later—and, quite probably,
sooner—get around to revoking that Provisional Spaceworthiness Certificate.

Flying Cloud was Grimes baby. He had brought back the anti-matter from the anti-matter systems.
He had worked out away in which it might be used. He had succeded in convincing hisemployersthat a
lightjammer would be the most economical form of interstellar transport. Now it was up to usto prove
him right. Once the maiden voyage was completed successfully, Lloyd's would have no excuse for not
granting a Certificate.

So we joined aship dready spaceworthy in al respects. While we had been playing around in the
catamaran and the blimp Grimes had achieved wonders. Flying Cloud wasfully stored and provisioned.
Algee, yeast and tissue cultures were flourishing. The hydroponic tanks would have been a credit to an
Empress Classliner. Thelast of the cargo—an unromantic consgnment of zinc ingots for Grollor—was
streaming into the ship by way of the main conveyor belt.

We had to take Grimes word for it that everything was working asit should. Grimes word, and the
word of the Smmons girl, who assured us that she, persondly, had checked every piece of machinery.
We hoped that they wereright, especialy since there was some equipment, notably the sparsand salls,



that could not be actualy tested inside an atmosphere, in aheavy gravitationa field.

Anyhow, that wasthe way of it. Ralph affixed his autograph to the Handing Over Formand |, asMate
(Acting, probably Temporary, but not Unpaid) witnessed it. And Martha Wayne, as representative of
the Port Forlorn Chronicle, made asound and vision recording of the historic moment. And Doc
Jenkins suggested that the occasion caled for adrink. Sandra brought out two bottles of champagne.
Grimes opened them himsdlf, laughing wrily asthe violently expanding carbon dioxide shot the corks up
to the deckhead. "And this," he chuckled, "will be the only Reection Drive asfar asthisship's
concerned!" And then, when the glasses werefilled, heraised hisin atoast. "To Flying Cloud,” hesaid
solemnly, "and to dl who sail in her." He repeated this, emphasizing the word sall.

"To Flying Cloud," we repeated.

The Commodore drained his glass, set it down on the table. There was asudden sadnessin his
manner. He said quietly, "Captain Listowe, I'm an outsider here. Thisis your ship. I'll leave you with
your officersto get the hang of her. If you want to know anything, | shall bein my office ashore...."

Hegot dowly to hisfeet.

"Even S0, St ..." began Raph.

"Thisisyour ship, Listowd. Y our Donkeyman knows as much about the auixiliary machinery as| do;
probably more. And asfar asthe handling of the sailsis concerned, you'll have to make up therules as
you go aong." He paused, then said, "But | shal be aboard in the morning to see you off."

Heleft usthen.

"He should have sailed as her first Magter,” said Ralph.

"Returning, till ardatively young man, to find hiswife an old woman and his son his senior,” said
Jenkins. "1 can see why we were the mugs. We have no ties."

"Even 90..." said Raph doubtfully.

"Come off it, Skipper. Theré's nobody to missusif this scow comes agutser. We're expendable, even
more so than the average Rim Runner officer. And that's saying plenty.”

Ralph grinned reluctantly, and gestured to Sandrarto refill the glasses. He admitted, "I do believeyou're
right, Doc. | redly do ..." But the moment of relaxation didn't last long. His manner stiffened again. "All
right. Finish your drinks, and then welll get busy. I'd like you and the Doc, Sandra, to make surethat al's
well asfar asthe farm's concerned. | could be wrong, but | didn't think that the yeasts |ooked too
hedlthy. And you'rethe Mate, Peter; balast and cargo are your worry. Just make sure that everything's
going asit should.”

"Ay, ay, dr," | replied in what | hoped was a seamanlike manner.

He scowled at me, then turned to the Donkeyman. " And you, Miss Simmons, can give me another run
through on the various auxiliaries.

"And what can | do, Captain 7' asked the journali<.



"Just keep out of theway, Miss Wayne," hetold her, but not unkindly.

SHE attached herself to me and followed as | made my way to the Supercargo's Office. It was aready
occupied; Trantor, one of the Company's Wharf Superintendents, was there, sitting well back in the
swivel chair, hisfeet on the desk, watching a blonde disrobing on the tiny screen of the portable TV set
that he had hung on the bulkhead.

He started to take hisfeet off the desk dowly when he saw me—and with more haste when he saw
Martha Wayne. He reached out to switch off hisTV.

"Don't bother,” said MarthaWayne. "I've often wondered just who does watch that program. Nobody
will admitit."

Nevertheless, he switched off. He saved face by sneering at the new braid on my epaulettes. "Ah," he
said, "the Chief Officer. In person. From office boy to bucko mate in one easy lesson."

"There was more than one lesson, Trantor,” | told him. "And they weren't al that easy.”

Ignoring Trantor, | inspected the gauges. Numbers 1 and 7 ballast tanks were out; 2, 3, 4, 5and 6
were gill in. There was no way of ascertaining the deadweight tonnage of cargo loaded save by taly and
draught—and the columns of mercury in the Draught Indicator told methat if stepswere not taken, and
soon, Flying Cloud would shortly look even more like a submarine than she dready did.

| went to the control panel, opened the exhaust valves to Numbers 2 and 6 tanks, pressed the button
that started the pump. | heard the throbbing whine of it asit went into action, saw the mercury columns
begintofdl inther graduated tubes.

"What the hell do you think you're doing?' demanded Trantor.

"I'mtheMate," | told him. "Y ou said so. Remember?’

"If you'retaking over," he said huffily, "I might aswell get ashore.”

"You might aswdl," | agreed. "But, first of al, | want you to come with me to make sure that the cargo
is properly stowed and secured.”

"Fussy, aren't you?' he growled.

"That'swhat I'm paid for," | said.

"But what isal this about sowage?' asked Martha Wayne.

"We havetowatch it here," | told her. "Even more so than in aconventiona ship. In the normal
gpaceship, down is dways towards the stern, always—no matter if you're sitting on your backsdeon a
planetary surface or accelerating in Degp Space. But here, when you're on the surface or navigatingin a
planetary atmosphere, down is at right anglesto the long axis. Once we're up and out, however,
accderating, down will be towards the stern.”

"l seg," shesaid, in that tone of voice that conveysthe impression that its user doesn'.

"| suppose you know that your pumpisstill running,” said Trantor.



"Yes. | know. It should be. Il run till the tanks are out. and then it'll shut itsdlf off."
"All right. It'syour worry," he said.
"It'smy worry," | agreed. "And now well ook at the ssowage."

With Trantor in the lead, we made our way aong the aleyway to the hold and then, when we were
through the airtight door, aong the tunnel through the cargo bins. There was nothing to worry about—but
that was due more to Grimes foresight than to Trantor's efficiency. As each bin had been filled the
locking bars—stout metal rods padded with resilient plastic—had did into place.

Aswe waked between the bins, the words of that ancient poem chased through my mind. Argosies
with magic sails, pilots of the purple twilight dropping down with costly bales ... But there werent
any costly baes here. There were drab, prosaic ingots of lead and zinc and cadmium, cargo for which
there was a steady demand but no mad rush. Oh, well, we gtill had the magic salls.

The stevedore foreman, who had been juggling another set of locking barsinto position, looked up
from hiswork. He said chearfully, "Shell beright, Migter.”

"l hopeso,” | sad.

"Just another twenty tons of zinc," he said, "an' that'sit. Y ou can have her then. An' welcometo her.
I've loaded some rum shipsin my time, but thisn's the rummest ..."

"Shell beright,” | told him.

"That's your worry, Migter," he said. "Can't say that I'd like to be away on avoyagefor al of twenty
years." He gave Martha Wayne an appraising stare. "Although | dlow that it might haveits

compensations.”
"Or complications,”" | said.
CHAPTER 9

WE findly got to our bunksthat night, staggering to our cabins after a scratch mea of coffee and
sandwichesin the wardroom. Ra ph had driven us hard, and he had driven himsalf hard. He had inssted
on testing everything that could be tested, had made his persond ingpection of everything capable of
being inspected. Ballast tanks had been flooded and then pumped out. The ingenious machinery that
swivelled furniture and fittings through an arc of 90° when trangition was made from atmospheric to
spatid flight was operated. The motors driving the airscrews were tested.

At thefinish of it dl, Doc and Smethwick were on the verge of mutiny, Sandrawasfinding it imperative
to do thingsin her gdley by hersdlf, and Martha Wayne was |ooking as though she were aready
regretting having accepted this assignment. Only Peggy Smmons seemed to be enjoying herself. Aswell
as being obvioudy in love with her machinery, she gppeared to have gotten a crush on Ralph.

| wasjust about to switch off the light at the head of my bunk when there was a gentle tapping a my
door. My firgt thought was that it was Raph, that the Master had thought of something else that might go
wrong and had come to worry his Mate about it. Then, hopefully | thought it might be Sandra.



"Comein," | caled softly.

It was Peggy Simmons, dressed in abulky, unglamorous robe. She looked like alittle girl—and not
one of the nymphette variety either.

She said, "I hope you weren't adeep, Peter.”
"Not quite.”

Shesad, "I just had to talk to somebody. Thisisdl so strange. And tomorrow, after we get away, it
will be even sranger.”

"What isn't strange?" | countered. "Cometo think of it, it'sthe normal that's redly strange.”
"Y ou'retoo deep for me," shelaughed ruefully. "But | cameto talk to you because you're not clever ..."
"Thank you," | said coldly.
"No. That wasn't quite what | meant, Peter. Y ou are clever—you must be, to be Chief Officer of a
ship likethis. And I'm clever too—but with machinery. But the others—Sandra and Martha Wayne and
Doc—ares0..."

"Sophidticated," | supplied.

"Yes. That's the word. Sophigticated. And poor Claude isthe reverse. So unworldly. So weird, even

"And Raph?' | prodded.

Her face seemed to light up and to cloud smultaneoudy. "Oh, he's ... exceptiona ? Y es. Exceptional.
But | could hardly expect aman like him to want to talk to agirl likeme. Could I?"

And why the hell not? | thought. Put on some make-up, and throw something seductively
translucent over the body beautiful instead of that padded tent, and you might get somewhere.
But not with me, and not tonight.

"l haven't known many spacemen,” she went on. "Only the Commodore, redly, and he's so much one
of thefamily that he hardly counts. But there's dways been something about you al, those few of you
whom | have met. | think | know what itis. You dl have pasts...."

And how! | thought at once.

"Like Ralph. Likethe Captain, | mean. Y ou and he have been shipmates for along time, Peter, haven't
you? | can't help wondering why such a capable man should come out to the Rim."

"Women," | said.
"Women?'

"Y eah. That'sthe usua reason why we dl come out to the Rim."



"Men," she said, "even the mogt brilliant men, are such fools where women are concerned. | wish ..."
"Y ou wish what, Peggy 7'

"Oh, 1 ... | don't know, Peter it's..."

| wish that you'd get the hell out of here, | thought. | wish that | could get some sleep.
"Haveyou adrink ?' she asked. "A nightcap.”

"Inthat locker," | told her, "thereés abottle of brandy. Medicinal. Get out two glassesand I'll have a
drink with you. | could, use some deep mysdf."

She splashed brandy generoudy into the glasses, handed oneto me.
"Down the hatch," | said.

"Down the hatch,”" she repeated. Then, the alcohol having destroyed her inhibitions, she demanded,
"What haven't | got, Peter 7"

| knew what she meant. "Asfar as| can seg,” | told her, "you have dl the standard equipment. Asfar
asl cansee”

She said abruptly, " She's with him. In hiscabin.”

| felt astab of jeadlousy. "Who?' | asked.

"Sandra.”

So they managed to keep it a secret in Rim Dragon, | thought.

| said, "But they've known each other for years.”

"And I'mjust the smdl girl around the ship. The newcomer. The outsider.”

"Miss Smmons,” | said severdly, "people who affix their autographsto the Articles of Agreement are
engaged for one reason only—to take the ship from Point A to Point B asrequired by the lawful
commands of the Master. Who falsfor whom is entirely outside the scope of the Merchant Shipping Act

"Theres no need to get angry. | didn't mean ..."

"Forget it. | guessI'mjust tired.”

"Of course, I'd better get some deep mysdlf." She set her empty glass down gently on the table. Her
facewaspde.

Shesad, "I'm sorry to have troubled you. Goodnight.”

"Goodnight,” | replied.



She left then, closing the door quietly behind her.
CHAPTER 10

THE next morning Sandrawasin one of her housewifely moods; they had been the occasion for
jocular comment, now and again, in Rim Dragon. She cdled each of usindividudly, with teaand toast.
Now that | knew the reasons for these spasms of domesticity | wasn't any happier.

By the time that the breakfast gong sounded, | was showered and shaved and dressed in therig of the
day and feding alittle better. Thiswas our first redl mea aboard the ship and something of a ceremonious
occasion. Ralph was at the head of the table and rather conscious, | could see, of the gleaming new braid
on his epaulettes. | sat down at hisright, with Sandra, when she wasn't bustling to and from the pantry,
opposite me. The otherstook their places, Peggy Simmons, asthe most junior member of the ship's
company, sitting at the foot of the table. She blushed when | said Good Morning to her. | hoped that
none of the others noticed, athough Doc Jenkins, who never missed much of what was going on, leered
inmy direction.

"This" said Raph rather stuffily before we could make a start on the eggs and bacon, "is amomentous
occason.”

"Wedlill haveto get off the ground,” Jenkinstold him.
"Off the water, you mean,” | amended.
"Even 90...." began Raph severdly.

"Good morning to you al," said afamiliar voice. We turned to see that Grimes had just entered the
wardroom.

We got to our fest.

"Carry on," hesaid. "Don't mind me."

"Some breskfast, 9r?' asked Ralph.

"No thank you. But some coffeg, if | may, Captain.”

He pulled up a chair and Sandra attended to his needs.

Hesaid, "Youll forgive mefor talking shop, but | take it that you're secured for Space?!
"Weare, r," Raph told him.

"Good. Well, | have no wish to interfere with your arrangements, but there must be no delay. While
you're eating, I'll bring you up to date." He patted his lips with the ngpkin Sandra had given him.
"Throughout my career I've never been overly fussy about treading on toes, but | seem to have been
trampling on some very tender ones of late. Thisisthe way of it. My spiesinform methat thisvery
morning, Metropolitan Standard Time, the Flying Cloud issueisgoing to beraised in the Senate. The
Honorable Member for Spelterville will demand an inquiry into the squandering of public money on the
congtruction of an utterly impracticable spaceship. And his cobber, the Honorable Member for Ironhill
East, will back him up and demand that the ship be held pending theinquiry ..."



"Amagamated Rockets," said MarthaWayne. "And Interstellar Drives, Incorporated.”

"Precisdy,” agreed Grimes. "Well, | don't think that they'll be able to get things moving prior to your
take-off, Captain—but if you should have to return to surface for any reason, or even if you hang in orbit,
theré'sagraverisk that you'l be held. | want there to be no hitches.”

"Therewill benone" said Ralph iffly.

"Good. And when do you intend getting upstairs?’

"At the advertized time, Sir. 0900 hrs."

"And you're quite happy about everything?'

"Yes gr. Evenso ..."

"Every spaceman aways fed sthat ‘even so—aotherwise he wouldn't be worth adamn as a spaceman.
| supposethat I'll fill be around when you return. | hope so. But | shall be getting your voyage reports by
way of the psionic radio ..."

"I'm surprised, Commodore," said Martha Wayne, "that the ship hasn't been fitted with the Carlotti
equipment.”

"It wouldn't work," Grimestold her. "It will run only in conjunction with the Mannschenn Drive." He
turned to the telepath. "' So you're the key man, Mr. Smethwick."

Claude grinned feebly and said, "Aslong as you don't expect meto bash akey, sr.”
Weadl laughed. Hisineptitude with anything mechanica was notorious.

Grimes got to hisfeet reluctantly. "I'll not get in your hair any longer. You al havejobsto do." He said,
as he shook hands with Ralph, ™Y ou've agood ship, Listowel. And agood crew. Look after them both.”

"Il do my best," promised Ralph.

He swung away abruptly, walked quickly out of the wardroom. | hurried after him to escort him to the
gangway .

At theairlock he shook handswith me again. He said quietly, "1 envy you, Mr. Macolm. | envy you. If
things had been different I'd have been sailing in her. But under the circumstances..."

"Therearetimes™ | sad, "when | envy those who have family ties"

Hedlowed himsdlf to grin. Y ou have something there, young man. After dl, one can't have everything.
I've awife and ason, and you have thefirgt of theinterstelar lightjammers. | guessthat we shall each of
us have to make the best of what we have got. Anyhow, look after yoursdlf.”

| assured him that | would and, as soon as he was ashore, went back inside the ship.

THE take-off was aremarkably painless procedure.



When the ship was buttoned up and we were at our stations, the linesmen let go our moorings fore and
aft. Thelittle winches, obedient to the pressing of buttonsin the control room, functioned perfectly. On
the screen of the closed circuit TV | watched the lines making in through the fairleads, saw the cover
plates dide into place as the eyes vanished inside our hull. There was no need for any fancy maneuvers,
the wind pushed us gently away from the wharf.

"Ballagt," ordered Raph. "Pump 3and 5."
"Pump 3 and 5," | repeated, opening vaves and pressing the starter buttons.

| heard the throbbing of the pumps, watched the mercury fall in the graduated columns of the draught
indicator, atwin to the one in the Super-cargo's office. But we gtill had negetive lift, though we were
now floating on the surface like a huge bubble. There was anew fed to the ship, an uneasiness, an
expectancy as she gtirred and rolled to the low swell. And till the mercury dropped in the transparent
tubes until, abruptly, the pulsation of the pumps cut out.

"Number 4, Sr 7' | asked. "No, Peter. Not yet. Extrude
atmospheric control surfaces.” "Yes, gr."
On the screen | saw the stubby wings extend telescopicaly from the shining hull.

"| thought that you just pumped al balast and went straight up,” said Martha Wayne, who was seated
at the radio telephone.

"We could,” said Ralph. "We could; but, as| seeit, the secret of handling these shipsis awaysto keep
someweight up your deeve. (After dl, we shal haveto make alanding on Grollor.) | intend to seeif |
can get her upstairs on aerodynamic lift." Heturned to me. "I don't think that it's really necessary to keep
Sandraand Doc on gtationsin the storeroom and the farm. After all, thisisn't arocket blastoff, and
they're supposed to be learning how to handle this scow. Get them up here, will you?”'

"And Claude and Peggy?" | asked.

"No. Claudeis hopdess at anything but his job, and Miss Simmons had better keep her eye on her
mechanica toys."

| gave the necessary orders on the intercom, and while | was doing so the speaker of the RT crackled
into life. " Spaceport Control to Flying Cloud," we heard. " Spaceport Control to Flying Cloud. What is
theddlay? | repeat—what isthe delay?’

The voice wasfamiliar; it belonged to Commodore Grimes. And it was anxious.

"Pass methe mike," said Ralph. He reported quietly, "Flying Cloud to Spaceport Control. Thereisno
dedlay. Request permission to take off."

"Take off then, before the barnacles start growing on your bottom!™ blustered Grimes.
Ralph grinned, handed the microphone back to Martha. He waited until Sandraand Doc, who had just

comeinto Control, had belted themsdvesinto their chairs, then put both hands on the large whed. "Full
ahead port," he ordered. | pressed the starting button, moved the handle hard over, and Ralph turned his



whed to starboard. "Full ahead starboard," he ordered.

The ship came round easily, heading out for the open sea. From the transparent bubble that wasthe
control room we could now see nothing but grey water and grey sky, and the dark line of the horizon
towards which we were steering, but on the screen of closed circuit TV we could watch the huddle of
spaceport buildings and the wharf, to which the little blimp was still moored, receding.

With hisleft hand Ralph held Flying Cloud steady on course; hisright moved over the controls on the
steering column. And the motion was different now. The ship was no longer rolling or pitching, but, from
under us, cametherhythmic slap, dap of the small waves striking our bottom as we lifted clear of the
surface. And then that was gone and there was only the clicking of our compass and the muffled, most
inaudible throbbing of our screws.

From the RT came Grimes voice, "Good sailing, Flying Cloud. Good salling!”

"Tdl him 'thank you'," said Ralph to Martha. Then, characteristically, "Even so, we haven't sarted to
sail yet."

CHAPTER 11

WE should have spent more timein the atmosphere than we did, getting the fed of the ship. But there
was the broadcast that Martha picked up on the RT, the daily transmission of proceedingsin the Senate.
The Honorable Member for Speltervile wasin good form. We heard Flying Cloud described in one
sentence as afuturistic fictioneer's nightmare, and in the next as an anachronistic reversion to the dark
ages of ocean transport. And then, just to make hislisteners blood run cold, he described In great detail
what would happen should she chance to crash in adensely populated area. The casing around the
gphere of anti-iron would be ruptured and, the anti-matter coming into contact with normal matter, there
would be one hell of aBig Bang. Furthermore, he went on, there was the strong possibility of achain
reaction that would destroy the entire planet.

It would al have been very amusing—but there were far too many cries of gpprova and support from
both Government and Opposition benches—especidly when the Honorable Member, after having
divulged the information that Flying Cloud was dready airborne, demanded that the Government act
NowW.

Ralph, as he listened, looked worried. He said, "Miss Wayne, | think that our receiver has broken
down, hasn'tit 7'

She grinned back at him. "It has. Shdl | pull afuse?’

"Don't bother. If we get adirect order from the Commaodore to return to port we shall do o, |
suppose. Otherwise ..."

He had handed over the controlsto Doc Jenkins and myself; | was steering and Doc was functioning,
not too inefficiently, as Altitude Coxswan. Wewererising in atight spird, and below uswas a snowy,
amost featurdessfield of ato-cumulus. Above uswasthe sky, clear and dark, with the greet lens of the
Gdaxy dready vishle dthough the sun had yet to set. So far dl had gone wdl and smoothly, dthough it
was obvious that in order to bresak free of the atmosphere we should have to valve more ballast.

Suddenly Sandracried out, pointing downwards.



Wedl looked through the transparent deck of the Control Room, saw that something small and black
had broken through the overcast. A tiny triangle it was, adart, rather, and at its base was a streak of blue
fire bright even againgt the gleaming whiteness of the cloud. Ralph managed to bring the big, mounted
binocularsto bear.

"Air Forcemarkings,” he muttered. "One of the rocket fighters.”

Somebody muttered something about "bloody fly-boys'.

"Better have the transcelver working,” ordered Ralph.

Hard on hiswords came avoice from RT. "Officer Commanding Defense Wing Seven to Master of
Flying Cloud. Return a onceto your berth. Return at once to your berth.”

"Magter of Flying Cloud to unidentified aircraft,” replied Ralph coldly. ™Y our message received.”

The plane was closer now, gaining on usrapidly. | watched it until a sharp reprimand from Ralph
caused meto return my attention to the steering. But | could il listen, and | heard the airman say,
"Return at once to your berth. That isan order.”

"Andif | refuse?'

"Then | shdl be obliged to shoot you down." Thiswasfollowed by arather unpleasant chuckle. "After
all, Captain, you're abig target and adow one."

"And if you do shoot us down," said Ra ph reasonably, "what then? We areliable to fal anywhere.
And you know that the anti-iron that we carry makes us an atomic bomb far more powerful than any
fisson or fusion device ever exploded by Man to date.” He covered the microphone with his hand,
remarking, "That's given him something to think about. But he can't shoot us down, anyhow. If he
punctures the ballast tanks or knocks afew pieces off the hull welose our negativelift ... Andif he should
rupture the casing around the anti-iron ..."

"What then?' asked Martha Wayne.

"Itll bethelast thing helll ever do—and the last thing that we shall ever experience.”

"He's getting bloody close," grumbled Doc. "I can see the rockets mounted on hiswings, and what
look like a couple of cannon ..."

"Comply with my orders!" barked the voice from the RT.

"Sandra," said Raph quietly, "stand by the ballast controls.”

"| give you ten seconds,” we heard. "'l have dl the latest Met. reports and forecasts. If | shoot you
down here you will fal somewhereinsde theice cap. There's no risk of your dropping where you'll do
any damage. Ten ... nine.... eight ..."

"Jettison," ordered Ralph quietly.

"Valves open,” reported Sandra.



Looking down, | could see the water gushing from our exhausts—a steady stream that thinned to afine
spray asit fell. | could see, too, the deadly black shape, the spearhead on its shaft of fire that was driving
graight for our belly. And | saw the twinkle of flame at the gun muzzles as the automeatic cannon opened
up, the tracer that arched towards us with deceptive laziness. So hewasn't using hisair to air
missles—yet. That was something to be thankful for.

The ship shuddered—and | redlized, dimly, that we had been hit. Therewas an darm bdll shrilling
somewhere, there was the thin, high scream of escaping atmosphere. There was the thudding of airtight
doors damming shut and, before the fans stopped, there was the acrid reek of high explosive drifting
through the ducts. Then, with incredible swiftness, the aircraft wasfaling away from us, diminishing to the
merest speck against the gleaming expanse of cloud. She belatedly fired her rockets, but they couldn't
reach us now. We were up and clear, hurled into the interstellar emptiness by our antigravity. We were
up and clear, and dready Lorn was no more than agreeat ball benegth us, a pearly sphere glowing against
the blackness of Space. We were up and clear and outward bound—ybut until we could do something
about getting the ship under control we were no more than aderdict.

THINGS could have been worse.

Nobody was injured, although Peggy had been obliged to scramble, but fast, into a spacesuit. There
were severa bad puncturesin the pressure hull, but these could be patched. (There was a consgnment of
sted platesin our cargo, our use of them in this emergency would be covered by Generd Average)) The
loss of amaosphere could be made good from our reserve bottles. It was unfortunate that we were now in
acondition of positive buoyancy rather than the neutral buoyancy that Ra ph had planned for the
voyage—but, he assured us, he had dready worked out alanding technique for usein such
circumstances. (Whether or not it would prove practicable we still had to find out.)

S0, clad in space armor and armed with welding torches, Peggy and | turned to render the ship airtight
oncemore. As Mate | wasin officia charge of repairs, but | soon redlized that my actua status was that
of awelder's helper. It was Peggy Simmonswho did most of thework. A tool in her handswas an
extension of her body—or, even, an extension of her persondity. She stitched meta to metal with
delicate precison.

| watched her with something akin to envy—and it was more than her manual dexterity that | envied.
She had something that occupied al her atention. | had not. Although it wasfoolish, every now and then
| had to throw back the welder's mask and look about me. | was far from happy. Thiswas not the first
timethat | had been Outside in Degp Space—buit it was thefirst timethat | had been Outside on the
Rim. It was the emptiness that was so frightening. There was our sun, and therewas Lorn (and it seemed
to methat they were diminishing visibly as| watched) and there wasthe distant, dim-glowing Galactic
lens—and there was nothing. We were drifting towards the Edge of Night in a crippled ship, and we
should never (I thought) return to comfort and security.

| heard Peggy's satisfied grunt in my helmet phones, wrenched my regard from the horrid fascination of
the Ultimate Emptiness. She had finished the last piece of welding, | saw. She straightened up with aloud
sgh. She stood there, anchored by the magnetic soles of her boots to the hull, amost unfemininefigurein
her bulky suit. She reached out to me, and the metdlic fingers of her glove grated on my shoulder plate.
She pulled meto her, touched her helmet to mine. | heard her whisper, " Switch off."

| didn't understand what she wanted at firs—and then, after the third repetition, nudged the switch of
my suit radio with my chin. She said, her voice faint and barely audible, "Do you think that thiswill make
any difference?’



"Of course," | assured her. "We can bring pressure up to normal throughout the ship now ..."
"l didn't mean that!" she exdamed indignantly.
"Then what the hdll did you mean?' | demanded.

"Do you think that thiswill make any difference to Ra ph's—the Captain's—attitude towards me? After
al, the other two women weren't much use, were they?"

"Nether wasl," | admitted sourly.

"But youreaman." She paused. "Serioudy, Peter, do you think thet this repair job will help? With
Rdph, | mean."

"Serioudy, Peggy,” | told her, "it'stime that we were getting back insgde. The others are probably
watching us and wondering what the hell were playing at." | added, "There's never been a case of
seduction in hard vacuum yet —but there's dways afirdg time for everything.”

"Don't be funny!" sheflared. Then, her voice softening, "Thereés an old saying: Theway to aman's
heart isthrough his somach. It follows that the way to aspace captain's heart isthrough his ship.”

"Could be," | admitted. "Could be. But Ralph won't love either of usfor dawdling out here when he's
itching to clap on sail. Come on, let's report that the job's finished and get back in." | switched on my suit
radio again.

Before| could speak | heard Raph's voice. Even thetinny quality of the helmet phones couldn't
disguise hisbad temper. "What the hell is keeping you? Mr. Macolm, are the repairsfinished ? If so,
report at once and then return inboard.”

"Repairs completed, ar,” | said.
"Then let's not waste any moretime," suggested Raph coldly.

We didn't waste any moretime. Carefully, diding our feet over the meta skin, we inched towardsthe
open airlock vave. Peggy went in first and | handed the tools and the unused materidsto her. | followed
her into the little compartment, and | was pleased when the door did shut, cutting out the sight of the
black emptiness.

The needle on theilluminated did quivered, then jerked abruptly to the ship's working pressure.

WE were dl of usin the Control Room—all save Peggy, who had been ordered, somewhat brusquely,
to look after her motors. From our sharp prow the long, telescopic mast had aready been protruded, the
metal spar on the end of which was mounted the TV camera. On the big screen we could seetheimage
of Flying Cloud as she appeared from ahead. | thought that it was a pity that we did not have other
camerasthat would alow usto see her in profile, to appreciate the gleaming denderness of her.

"Thefirg problem,” said Ralph, in his best lecture room manner, "isto swing the ship. Asyou aredl, no
doubt, aware, we possess no gyroscopes. Even so, such devices are not essential. The Master of a
windjammer never had gyroscopesto aid him in setting and steering acourse ...."

"He had arudder,” | said, "acting upon and acted upon by the fluid medium through which hishull



progressed.”

Ralph glared at me. "A resourceful windjammer Master,”" he stated flatly, "was not utterly dependent
upon hisrudder. Bear in mind the fact that his ship was not, repeat not, a submarine and, therefore,
moved through no less than two fluid mediums, air and water. His rudder, as you have been so good to
tell us, acted upon and was acted upon by the water in which it wasimmersed. But his sails acted upon
and were acted upon by the air." He paused for breath. "We, in thisvessd, may consider light afluid
medium. Now, if you will observe carefully ..."

We observed. We watched Ral ph's capable hands playing over the control panel. We watched the TV
screen. We saw the spars extend from the hull so that the ship, briefly, had the appearance of some
sphericd, spiny mongter. And then the roller reefing gear came into play and the sails were unfurled—on
one sde adazzling white, on the other jet black. We could fed the gentle centrifugd force asthe ship
turned about her short axis, bringing the Lorn sun dead astern.

Then sparsrotated and, asfar asthat cameramounted at the end of its telescopic mast was concerned,
the sallswereinvisble. Their white surfaceswere al presented to the Lorn sun, to the steady photon
gde Wewere running free, racing before the interstellar wind.

| redlized that Ralph was Snging softly.

"Way, hey, and up sherises,
Way, hey, and up she rises,
Way, hey, and up sherises...
Early in the morning!"

CHAPTER 12

SO there we were, bowling along under full sail, running the easting down. In some ways the Erikson
Drivewas avast improvement over the Mannschenn Drive. There was not that continuous high whine of
the ever-precessing gyroscopes, there was not that uneasy fedling of deja vu that isaside effect of the
Mannschenn Drive'stempora precession field. Too, we could look out of the Control Room and seea
reasonable picture of the Universe asit isand not, in the case of the Galactic Lens, something likeaKlein
Hask fabricated by adrunken glass blower.

She was an easy ship, once the course had been set, once she was running free before the photon gale.
She was an easy ship—as aship, as an assemblage of stedl and plastic and fissoning uranium. But aship
ismore than the metals and chemicasthat have goneinto her congtruction. In thefind andysisitisthe
crew that make the ship—and Flying Cloud was not happy.

It was the strong element of sexua jealousy that was the trouble. | did my best to keep my own
yardarm clear, but | could observe—and fed jealous mysdlf. It was obvious that Sandrawas Captain's
lady. It was obvious, too, that both Martha Wayne and Peggy Simmons had aspired to that position and
that both were jealous. And Doc Jenkins couldn't hide the fact, for al his cynicism, that he would have
welcomed Marthas attentions. The only one who wasreally amused by it &l was Smethwick. He drifted
into the Control Room during my watch and said, "Oursisan ‘appy ship.”

"Areyou snooping?' | demanded sharply. "If you are, Claude, I'll seetoit, persondly, that you're
booted out of the service.”

Helooked hurt. "No, I'm not snooping. Apart from the Regulations, it'sathing | wouldn't dream of



doing. But even you must be sensitive to the atmosphere, and you're not atelepath.”

"Yes" | agreed. "l am sengtive.” | offered him acigarette, took and struck one mysdlf. "But what's
fresh? Anything?'

"The flap seemsto have died down on Lorn,” hetold me. "We're a fait accompli. Old Grimes got
Livitski—he's the new Port Forlorn Psionic Radio Officer—to push a message through to wish us well
and to tell usthat he has everything under control at hisend.”

"Have you informed the Master 7' | asked.

"He'sin hisquarters," hesaid. "I don't think that he wantsto be disturbed.”

"Oh," | sad.

We st in slence—there was still enough accel eration to enable us to do so without using seat
belts—smoking. | looked out of the transparency at the blackness, towardsthe faint, far spark that was
the Grollor sun. Claude looked at nothing. | heard the sound of feet on the Control Room deck, turned
and saw that the faint noise had been made by Peggy Simmons. She said, "I'm sorry. | ... | thought that

you were alone, Peter ..."

"Don't let meinterfere with love's young dream,” grinned Smethwick, getting to hisfeet. "1 wasjust
leaving.”

PEGGY dropped into the chair just vacated by the tel epath and accepted a cigarette from my pack. |
waited until Claude was gone, then asked, "What's the trouble, Peggy 7'

"Nothing," she said. "Nothing mechanicd, that is. Although | should check some of the wiring wherethe
shell solinters pierced the inner shegthing.”

"Then why don't you ?' | asked.

"Because," shetold me, "for thefirst few daysin Space one has more important things to worry aboui.
Therésthe Rile, and the auxiliary machinery, and ..."

"Surely thewiring is part of the auxiliary machinery,” | pointed ouit.

"Not thiswiring. It's the power supply to the trimming and reefing geer—and we shdl not be using that
for awhile, not until we make landfal."

"Planetfdl,” | corrected.
"Raph sayslandfdl,” shetold me.

"Hewould," | said. "He must have brought at least a couple of trunksfull of books about
windjammers—fact, fiction and poetry—away with him. Mind you, some of it is good.” | quoted,

"I must go down to the sea again,
To the lonely sea and the sky,
And all | askis atall ship

And a star to steer her by ..."



| gestured widely towards the Grollor sun, the distant spark that, thanks to Doppler Effect, was shining
with astedly glitter instead of its norma ruddiness. | said, "There's his star to steer by." | thumped the arm
of my chair. "And hereshistdl ship."

"And s0 he has everything he wants,” she said.

"Everything." | decided to be blunt. "He's got histall ship, and he'sgot his star to steer by, and he's got
hiswoman."

"But,” shesaid, "l could give him so much more.”

"Peggy,” | admonished, "don't kid yourself. Y ou're attractive, and you're capable—but Sandrais more
than attractive. And she'sagood cook. Take my advice, forget Ralph. We're probably in enough trouble
aready without having triangles added to our worries."

Shetook acigarette from my pack, struck it and put it to her mouth. She stared at the eddying wisps of
smoke. She said, "That poetry you quoted. Tal shipsand stars. That'swhat Ralph redly wants, isn't it?"

"Tdl shipsand garsand the trimmings,” | said. Her facelit up. "I can give him real trimmings I'mthe
woman who can make Raph, and his ship, go down in history."

"Judging by the flap when we shoved off," | said, "they dready have."

She said, "Correct meif I'm wrong—nbut the Erikson Drive, asit stands, will never be acommercia
success. It takesfar too long for acargo, even anonperishable cargo for which there's no mad rush—to
be carted from Point A to Point B. And there's the problem of manning, too. Asfar asthis ship was
concerned, Uncle Andy was able to assemble abunch of misfitswith no closeties for the job, people
who wouldn't give adamn if the round voyage lasted a couple of objective centuries. But it mightn't be so
easy to find another crew for another light-jammer. Agreed?’

"Agreed,” | said, after apause.

Shewent on, "I'm new to Space, but I've read plenty. I'm no physicist, but | have arough idea of the
modus operandi of the variousinterstellar drives. And, so far, there's been no Faster Than Light Drive.”

"What!" | exclaimed.

"No, there hasn't. I'm right, Peter. The basic idea of the Ehrenhaft Drive was that of a magnetic particle
trying to bein two places a the sametimein amagnetic field or current, the ship being the particle. But,
asfar as| can gather, Space was warped so that she could do just that. | couldn't follow the math, but |
got the generd drift of it. And then, of course, there's the Mannschenn Drive—but, there, the apparent
FTL speedsare achieved by tinkering with Time."

"H'm," | grunted. "H'm."

"Getting away from machinery,” she said. "and back to persondities, Ralph loves his ship. I'm sure that
if he had to make a choice between Sandraand Flying Cloud it wouldn't be Flying Cloud leftinthe
lurch. But ... But what do you think held fed about awoman who made him the Captain of thefirst real
FTL starwagon 7'



| said, "Y ou'd better see Doc on your way aft. He stocks quite agood line in sedative mixtures.”
Shesad, "You'relaughing at me.”

"I'mnot," | assured her. "But, Peggy, even |, and I'm no physicigt, can tdl you that it's quiteimpossible
to exceed the speed of light. Asyou have dready pointed out, we can cheat, but that'sall. And in this
ship we can't cheat, even. We can no more outrun light than awindjammer could outrun the wind that
was her motive power.” | pointed to adia on the panel before me. "That's our Log. It works by Doppler
Effect. At the moment our speed isLume 0.345 and afew odd decimals. It's building up dl the time, and
fast. By the end of the watch it should be about Lume0.6. . ."

Shesad, "A fantastic accdleration.”

"lan't it? By rights we should be spread over the deck plates like strawberry jam. But, thanksto the
anti-gravity, thisis amogt an inertidess drive. Anyhow, thanksto our utterly welightless condition, we
may achieve Lume 0.9 recurring. But that's as high as we can possibly get.”

"l see" shesaidin atone of voice that conveyed the impression that (a) she didn't and (b) didn't want
to. She added, "But ..." She shrugged and said, "Oh, never mind."

Shegot up toleave.

"Thanksfor dropping in,” | said.

"And thanksfor the fatherly advice," she said.

"Think nothing of it," | told her generoudly.

"l shan't," shesaid, withwhat | belatedly redized was ddliberate ambiguity.

And then she was gone.

CHAPTER 13

IT was a couple of mornings later—as measured by our chronometer—and, after anot very good
breakfagt, | was making rounds. It's odd how that unappetizing mea sticksin my memory. Sandrawas
Acting Third Mate now, and Ralph had decreed that Martha Wayne take over as Catering Officer. And
Martha, asthe old saying goes, couldn't boil water without burning it.

Anyhow, | was not in agood mood as | made my way aft from the wardroom. Flying Cloud wasill
accderating dightly, so aft was"down". Rather to my disappointment | discovered nothing with which to
find fault in the "farm"—the compartment housing the hydroponic tanks and the yeast and tissue culture
vas. | hurried through the Anti-Matter Room—frankly, that huge, spherica casing surrounded by greeat
horseshoe magnets dways gave me the shivers. | knew what wasinsde it, and knew that should it ever
make contact with normal matter we should dl go up in aflare of uncontrolled and uncontrollable energy.
In the auxiliary machinery space | did start finding fault. It was obvious that Peggy, asyet, had done
nothing about removing the splinter-pierced pand s of the interna sheathing to ingpect the wiring.

But there was no sign of Peggy.

| continued aft, through the Reactor Room and then into the tunnel that led to the extreme stern. Asl



clambered down the ladder | heard the clinking of tools and the sound of avoice upraised in song. It was
Doc Jenkins not unpleasant tenor.

| dropped the last few feet into the transom space, landing with afaint thud. Doc Jenkins and Peggy
looked up from what they were doing. Doc was wearing only apair of shorts and his podgy torso was

streaked with grime and perspiration. Peggy was clad in disreputable overdls. She was holding awelding
torch.

She sad, rather guiltily, "Good morning, Peter.”

"Good morning,” | replied autometicaly. Then, "1 know that I'm only the Mate, but might | inquire what
you two are up to?"

"We're going to make thiswagon roll and go,” replied Jenkins happily.

"What do you mean?' | asked coldly.

| looked around the cramped compartment, saw two discarded spacesuits that had been flung
carelessy on to the deck. And | saw what looked like the breech of agun protruding from the plating.
Around its circumference the welding was till bright. | looked from it to, once again, the spacesuits.

"Have you been Outside?" | demanded.

"No," said Peggy.

"Don't worry, Peter," said Jenkins. "We didn't lose any atmosphere. We sedled the transom space off
before we went to work, and put the pump oniit . . ."

"Remote control," said Peggy, "frominsde.”

"And you pierced the hull?" | asked with mounting anger.

"Only asmdl hole," admitted the Doctor.

"Damnit!" | flared. "Thisistoo much. Only four days out and you're aready space happy. Burning
Eg::iin"the shell plating and risking dl our lives. And | till don't know what it'sal about. When Ralph

"Hell be pleased," said Peggy smply.

"Hell be pleased, dl right. Hell roll on the deck in uncontrollable ecstasy. Hell have your gutsfor a
necktie, both of you, and then boot you out of the airlock without a spacesuit.”

"Bereasonable, Peter," admonished Jenkins.

"Be reasonable? | am being reasonable. Peggy here has work that she should be doing, instead of
which | find her engaged in some fantastic act of sabotage aided and abetted by you, one of the ship's
executive officers”

"Come off it, Peter," said the Doc. "I'm Second Mate of thiswagon, and | sgned the Articles as such,
and one of the clauses says that Deck and Engine Room Departments should cooperate.”



"Never mind this Second Mate business,” | told him. "As Ship's Surgeon, you're ftill amember of the
Deck Department, ranking with, but below, the Mate. And asfar as I'm concerned, the prime function of
the Engine Room Department isto do asit'stold.”

"Then why don't you tell me something?" asked Peggy, sweetly reasonable,

"I will," I promised. "l will. But, to begin with, you will tell me something. Y ou will tell mejust what the
hell you two are up to down here.”

"Isthat alawful command?' asked Peggy.
"l suppose s0," admitted Jenkins grudgingly.

"All right," shesaid dowly. "I'll tdl you. What you see ..." she kicked the breech of the cannon with a
heavy shoe ... "isthe means whereby we shall exceed the speed of light.”

"Butit'simpossble” | sad.

"How do you know?" she countered.

"It'scommon knowledge,” | sneered.

"Once," she said, "it was common knowledge that the Sun went round the Earth ..."

But | was giving her only haf my attention. Out of the corner of my eyes| waswatching Doc Jenkins.
He was edging gradually towards the switch of the power point into which the welding tool was plugged.
| shrugged. | didn't see why he had to be so surrepititous about it. If Peggy wanted to finish whatever
welding she had been doing when | had disturbed them, what did it matter ?

Or perhapsit did matter.

| said, "l supposethiswelded seamistight?”

"Of course" shesaid.

"Then well get back amidships. Y ou've plenty of work to do in the auxiliary motor room."

"l have," she admitted.

Then my curiogity got the better of me. "But just how," | demanded, "did you ever hopeto attain FTL?"

"This" she said, gesturing with the torch towards the breech of the gun, "isan auxiliary rocket. Thereis
dready acharge of solid propelant—Doc mixed it for me—in the firing chamber. We were going to
connect up the wiring to the detonator at thetime you interrupted us..."

"It'sjust aswell that | did interrupt you," | said. "But how was it supposed to work?"

"| thought that it would be obvious. The ship isaready proceeding at dmost the speed of light. The
rocket isjust to give her the extranudge ..."



| couldn't help laughing. "Peggy, Peggy, how naive can you be? And with homemade solid propellant
yet.."

"Solid propellants have their advantages,” she said.
"Such as?' | asked scornfully. "Thigl" she snapped.

Theweding torch flared blindingly. | realized her intention, but too late. As| tried to wrest the tool
from her hands the metal casing of the firing chamber was dready cherry red.

| felt rather than heard the whoomph of the exploding powder ...

And...

CHAPTER 14

"EVEN s0," Ralph was saying, the tucker in this wagon leaves much to be desired.”

I looked up irritably from the smmering pot of lamb curry on the stove top—and then, obeying an odd
impulse, looked down again, stared at the savory stew of meat and vegetables and hot spices, a my
hand, gtill going through the stirring motions with the spoon.

| asked mysdlf, What am | doing here?

"Y ou have about three pet dishes,” went on Ralph. "I admit that you do them well. But they'redl that
you do dowel ..."

Thistimel did look up a him. What was he doing in civilian shirt and shorts? Then, chasingthe
thought, But why should the Federation Government's observer, even though heis afull
Commander in the Survey Service, be wearing a uniform?

"Sandrals getting browned off with the lack of variety," said Ralph.

"Mrs. Macolm, you mean,”" | corrected him coldly.

"Captain Mdcolm, if youindgst," he corrected me, grinning.

| shrugged. "All right. I'm only the Catering Officer, and she'sthe Captain. At the sametime—I am the
Catering Officer, and shesmy wife."

"Such aset-up,” said Ralph, "would never be tolerated in a Federation ship. To be frank, | came out to
the Rim as much to see how the Feminists managed asto investigate the potentidities of thisfancy new
Drive of yours. And this ship, cut off from the Universe for objective years, istheidea microcosm.”

"We get by, out hereonthe Rim," | said shortly.

"Even s0," he said, "you're not aRim Worlder yourself. Y ou're none of you Rim Worlders, born and
bred, except the Engineer and that tame telepath of yours. | can understand the women coming out here,
but not the men. It must rankle when you're alowed to come into Space only in amenia capacity.”

"Our boss cockie, Commodore Grimes, isaman,” | said. "And most of the Rim Runnersflestis



manned by the mae sex. Anyhow, there's nothing menia in being a cook. I'm far happier than | was as
Purser in the Waverley Royd Mail. Furthermore,” | said, warming up to the subject, "dl the best chefs
aemen.”

Ra ph wiped a splatter of curry from his shirt. (I had gestured with my spoon.) "But it doesn't follow,"
he said, "that dl men arethe best chefs.”

"Everybody likesmy curry,” | told him.

"But not dl thetime. Not for every med," hesad. "Wdl, Madcalm, I'll leaveyoutoit. And Sncewe
haveto eat your curry, you might seethat the riceisn't so soggy thistime.”

Ignoring him, | brought the spoon to my lips, tasted. It was not abad curry, | decided. It wasn't abad
curry a all. Served with the diced cucumber and the shredded coconut and the chopped banana,
together with the imported mango chutney from Caribbea, it would be edible. Of course, there should be
Bombay Duck. | wondered, as | had often wondered before, if it would be possible to convert the fish
that flourished in our agae vatsinto that somewhat odorous delicacy.

Again | wasinterrupted. "More curry?' complained Claude Smethwick.

"It'sgood,” | told him. | scooped up a spoonful. "Taste.”

"Not bad," he admitted. "If you like curry, that is. But I'm concerned about more important things.
Peter, there's something wrong about this ship. Y ou're the only onethat | can talk to about it.
Commander Listowe's an outsider, and Doc has gone on one of his verse and vodkajags, and the
othersare... women."

"They can't hdpit,” | said.

"1 know they can't—but they look at things differently from the way that we do. Apart from anything
else, every one of them is chasing after that Survey Service Commander ..."

"Every one?"' | asked coldly.

"Not Sandra, of course," he assured me hagtily. (Too hastily?) "But Sandra's got dl the worries of the
ship—after dl, sheis Captain of thefirg interstellar lightjammer—on her shoulders, and Marthaand
Peggy aretrying hard to get into Listowd's good graces—and so theres only you."

"I'm flattered,” | said, tirring the curry. "Carry on, anyway."

"Y ou know the deja vu fedling that you get when the Mannschen Drive starts up? Well, it's something
likethat. But it'snot thet ..."

"] think | know what you mean ..." | said dowly.

HE went on, "Y ou'll think that I'm crazy, | know. But that doesn't matter—all you so-called normals
think that ps people are at least half way round the bend. But I've atheory ... Couldn't it be that out
here, on the Rim, on the very edge of this expanding Galaxy, there's atendency for dternative Time
Tracksto merge? For example, just suppose that the Feminist ships had never got out here ..."

“But they did," | sad.



"But they could very easly not have. After dl, it was back in the days of the Ehrenhaft Drive, the
gaussammers. And you've read your history, and you know how many of those cranky brutes got dung
away to hdll and gone off course by magnetic gorms.”

"Soin this Alternative Universe of yours" | said tolerantly, "the Rim Worlds never got colonized.”

"l didn't say that. Y ou've only to look at the personnd of this ship—all outsiders but Peggy and mysdlf,
and neither Peggy nor | can claim descent from the First Families. My ancestors came out long after the
Feminist Movement had fizzled on Earth, and so did Peggy's...."

| stirred the curry thoughtfully. *So on another Time Track theré's another Aerid, thefirst of her kindin
Space, and another Peter Ma colm in the throes of cooking up aredly first class curry for his
unappreciative shipmates...."

"Could be," hesaid. "Or the ship could have adifferent name, or we could be serving in her in different
capacities—all but mysdf, of course.”

| burst into song,

"Oh, I am the Cook, and the Captain bold,

And the Mate of the Nancy brig,

And the Bo's'n tight, and the Midshipmite,

And the crew of the Captain's gig!"

"But not," | wasinterrupted, "the Engineer.”

| turned away from the stove. "Oh, it'syou, Peggy.”

"Who else?" She took the spoon from my hand, raised it to her lips, blew on it. She sipped
appreciatively. "Not bad, not bad ..." She absentmindedly put the spoon into aside pocket that aready
held awrench and ahammer. | snatched it back, carefully wiped it and returned it to the pot.

She asked, her voice deliberately casud, "Have you seen Raph?”

"| think he's gone up to Control," | told her.

She said sulkily, "He's been promising to let me show him the auxiliary motor room for the last three

days"

"After dl," | consoled her, "he's not an Engineer Commander.”

"But..."

"Curry again?" complained afreshvoice.

| resumed my tirring with an unnecessary clatter. | muttered mutinoudy, "If my gdley isgoing to be
turned into the ship's Socia Club there won't be anything. But aren't you supposed to be on watch,
Miss Wayne?'

"The Old Woman rdieved me," she said. " She's showing Ra ph just how alightjammer should be



handled." She leaned back against abench, dimly eegant in her tailored shirt and shorts, nibbling apiece
of celery that she had picked up from the chopping board. "If the Federation Survey Service doesn't
build afleet of Improved Erikson Drive wagonsit won't be Sandra's fault.”

"Loveme, love my ship," muttered Peggy.

"What wasthat?' | asked sharply.

"Nothing,” she said.

Both women looked at mein silence, and | was suddenly afraid that what | could read in their eyeswas

pity.
CHAPTER 15

I WAS relaxing in the easy chair in the Captain's day room, smoking acigarette and lisening to a
recording of the old-time sea chanties of distant Earth. | wondered what those ancient sailormen would
have made of thisfabrication of metd and plastic, with acomic firein her bely, soreading her wingsin the
empty gulf between the stars, running free before the photon gale. Then | heard the door between
bathroom and bedroom open, turned my head. Sandra, fresh from her shower, walked dowly to the
chair a her dressing table, sat down before the mirror. | had seen her thisway many times before. (But
hed I?) But thiswasthefirst time. (But how could it be?) | flt the stirrings of desire.

I got up, walked through to the bedroom. | put my hands gently on her smooth shoulders, kissed her
gently behind the ear.

"No," shesaid. "No, don't."

"But..."

"I'vedone my hair," shesaid, "and | don't want it messed up.”

"Damnitdl,” | told her, "we are married."

But are we? | asked mysdif.

"Take your hands off me," she ordered coldly.

| did s0, and looked at her and at her reflection in the mirror. She was beautiful.
"Don't maul me" shesaid.

"Sorry," | muttered.

| went to St on the bed. "Haven't you anything better to do?" she asked.

"No," | sad.

She made a sound that can only be described as asnarl and then, ignoring me, went on with her toilet.

There was asesson with thewhirring hair dryer, after which she affixed glittering clipsto the lobes of her
ears. She got up then and walked to the wardrobe, ignoring me. She took out a uniform shirt of thin



black silk, apair of black shortsand a pair of stiletto heeled black sandals. Her back to me, she
shrugged into the shirt and then pulled the shorts up over her long, dim legs. She sat onthe bed (and |
might aswell not have been there) and buckled the sandals over her dender feet. She returned to the
mirror and gpplied lip rouge.

"Going ashore?’ | asked sarcadticdly.

"If you must know," shetold me, "Commander Listowd has afine collection of films made by the
Survey Service on worlds with non-human cultures.”

"Good," I sad. "I'll brush my hair and wash behind the ears.”
"You," shesad, "werenot invited."
"But.."

Her manner softened—but briefly, very briefly. "I'm sorry, Peter, but when senior officers of different
space services want to talk shop they don't want juniorsin their hair.”

"l e | said.

She got up from the chair. In the form-moulding shirt, the abbreviated shorts, shelooked more
desirable than when she had come from the shower. | was acutely conscious that under the skimpy
garments there was awoman. My woman. (Or was she? Had she ever been?)

"Thank you," | said.

"Y ou needn't wait up for me," she said.

"You'rerather sweet," shesad, "in your own way."

| WATCHED her go, then struck another cigarette and stuck it in my mouth. I knew now what was
happening. 1'd seen it happen before, to other people, but that didn't make it any the better. Ashoreit
would have been bad enough—but here, in Degp Space, with Sandra the absolute monarch of thislittle,
artificia world, therewas nothing at al that | could do. Ashore, evenin aFeminist culture, aman can
take strong action againgt an erring wife and her paramour. But if | took action here | should be classed
asamutineer. But there must be something that | could do about it.

There must be something. How much did Martha know? How much did Peggy know? Women know
women as no man can ever know them. Thereisthat freemasonry, the Lodge into which no male may
ever intrude.

Peggy, | thought, would be the best bet. Asawoman Marthamight hate Sandra's guts, but as Mate
shewould be loya to the Captain. Peggy, brought up in the workshop rather than the wardroom, would
be less overawed by gold braid and Queen Mother's Regulations.

| ill didn't likeit, but | was feding desperate. | put out my cigarette and headed for Peggy's room.

| tapped at the door. She called out, "Comein."

| stepped into the cabin—then started to back out. She was prone on her bunk, absorbing the radiation



of asunlamp.
| sammered, "I can come back another time."
"Theré's no need. Comein. Shut the door.”
| shut the door, then sat down heavily in the chair.
"Doyou mindif | smoke?"
Shesad, "l don't careif you burst into flame.”

"Not very orgind," | told her. "And not very funny." | struck a cigarette. She stretched a shapely am
and took it from me. | struck another cigarette, took adeep puff.

For awhile we smoked in slence. Finaly, | asked, "Aren't you done on that Sde?"

Shesad, "No."

More silence. Thistime, shebrokeit.

"Why did you cometo see me, Peter?'

| sad, "l thought you might be ableto help.”

"And why should | want to help you?"

"Just enlightened sdlf-interest,” | said. ™Y ou want Listowd . (God knowswhy.) | want Sandra back. If
you get that stuffed shirt Commander itll leave my everloving wife a aloose end—and | don't think,

somehow, that shelll make apass at either Doc Jenkins or poor old Claude ..."

"All right," shesaid. "You help me, and | help you. If the Old Woman returnsto her husband that
leaves Rdph dl on hisownsome. Then Marthaand | can fight it out between us."

"Thismutud ad..." | sad.

"It'sall rather complicated,” Peggy told me. She threw the end of her cigarette into the disposer. "It al
hinges on the fact that Sandra puts the ship first. And | think—mind you, it's not a certainty—that you can
get yourself well into her good books. How would it beif you could say, ‘Look, darling, I've made you
the Captain of thefirst FTL shipin history,'?"

"Thisshipisnot faster than light," | said. "But the Mannschenn Drive ships are, and the Ehrenhaft Drive
wagons, what few there areleft of them.”

"Isthat 07" she countered.
"Of course” | said.
"Oh." She paused for asecond or s0, then said dowly, "Correct meif I'm wrong, but the Erikson

Drive, asit stands, will never be acommercia success. It takesfar too long for acargo, even a
non-perishable cargo for which there's no mad rush, to be carted from Point A to Point B. And there's



the problem of manning, too. Asfar asthis ship was concerned, Auntie Susan was ableto assemble a
bunch of misfitswith no closetiesfor thejob, people who wouldn't give adamn if the round voyage
lasted a couple or three centuries—objective centuries, that is. Or even subjective. But it mightn't be so
easy to find another crew for another lightjammer. Agreed 7"

| said, "Y ou drifted away from the script.”
"What do you mean?' she asked. Her face |ooked frightened.
"Nothing," | said. "Nothing. It'sjust that | seem to have heard you say dmost the same words before.”

SHE said but doubtfully, ™Y ou're Space-happy, Peter.” Then she went on, "I'm new in Space, relatively
new, compared to the rest of you, but I've read plenty. I'm no physicigt, but | have arough idea of the
modus operandi of the variousinterstellar drives. And, so far, there's been no Faster Than Light Drive.”

"What!" | exclaimed.

"No, there hasn't. I'm right, Peter. The basic idea of the Ehrenhaft Drive wasthat of amagnetic particle
trying to bein two places a the sametimein amagnetic field or current, the ship being the particle. But,
asfar as| can gather, Space was warped so that she could do just that. | couldn't follow the math, but |
got the generd drift of it. And then, of course, there's the Mannschenn Drive—Dbuit, there, the apparent
FTL speeds are achieved by tinkering with Time...."

"H'm," | grunted. "H'm."

"Getting away from machinery," she said, "and back to persondities, Sandraloves her ship. I'm sure
that if she had to make a choice between Ralph and Aeridl it wouldn't be Aeriel left inthelurch. Or if she
had to make a choice between you and Aerid ... But ... But what do you think she'd fed about the man
who made her Captain of thefirst real FTL starwagon?'

| said, "Y ou'd better see Doc when he comes off watch. He stocks quite agood line in sedative
mixtures”

Shesad, "Y ou're turning down a good chance, perhaps your only chance, Peter."

"Damnitadl,” | sad, "evenl, and I'm no physicigt, can tell you that it's quite impossible to exceed the
Speed of light. Asyou have dready pointed out, we can cheat, but that'sall. And in this ship we can't
chest, even. We can no more outrun light than awindjammer could outrun the wind that was her motive
power." | started to point towards something that wasn't there. "That's our Log. It works by Doppler
Effect. At the moment our speedis..."

Shelooked a me hard, a puzzled expression on her face. "A log? Here? What the hdll's wrong with
you, Peter 7'

| said, "l don't know."

She sad, "There's something screwy about this ship. But definitely. Anyhow, let me finish what | was
going to say. | maintain that we can give it ago—exceeding the speed of light, I mean.”

"Butit'simpossble” | sad.



"How do you know?" she countered.

"It'scommon knowledge,” | sneered.

"Once it was common knowledge that the Sun went round the Earth.”

"Oh, dl right," | grunted. "But tell me, please, just how do you expect to attain FTL speeds?”

"With an auxiliary rocket,” she said. "Just astovepipe, sticking out from the back end of the ship. | can
make it—and you, with your access to the chemicals for the hydroponics tanks, can make the solid
propellant, the black powder ... We're doing about Lume 0.9 recurring at the moment, all weneedisa
nudge..."

| couldn't help laughing. "Peggy, Peggy, how naive can you be? And with homemade solid propellant
yet.."

"You can makeit," shesaid. "And it'sto your advantage.”

| looked at her. During our discussion she had turned over. | said, "I'm not sure that I'm really
interested in getting Sandraback ..."

She flopped back again on her belly inaflurry of limbs.

Shesaid coldly, "Let's not forget the purpose of thisdiscussion. Frankly, it was my intention to bribe
you with the body beautiful to play aong with me onthisFTL project, but it wouldn't beright. Y ou want
Sandraback, and | want Ralph. Let's keep it that way, shall, we?"

"But..."

"On your bicycle, spaceman. Come and see me again when you've a couple or three pounds of black
powder made up. And if you can't make it, then Marthaand | will figure out some other way."

| asked, "She'sin on this?!

"Of course," said Peggy scornfully. "We have our differences, but she'sagood Mate. I'd never be able
to cut ahole in the stern for my auxiliary rocket unless she approved. Now on your, way. And don't
come back until you have that powder."

CHAPTER 16

| DON'T know whether or not you have ever tried to make black powder, but | can tell you this, it's
eader taking about it than doing it. Y ou want flowers of sulphur, and you want charcod (or carbon) and
you want sdtpeter. At first | made the mistake of trying to mix theingredientsdry, and dl | got wasa
greyish dust that burned with a half-hearted fizzle. Then | substituted potassium chlorate for the sodium
nitrate, and my sample went off prematurely and took my eyebrowswith it. | came to the conclusion
then, that the powder would have to be properly mixed, with water, and then dried out—using, of
course, the recommended ingredients. And it worked out, even though | dried the dudge by exposure to
vacuum instead of in the sun, aswas done (I suppose) by thefirst cannoneers.

Anyhow, it was aswdll that | had something to occupy my mind. It was obvious, far too obvious, what
was going on between Listowe and Sandra. Peggy's scheme was a hare-brained one, but it might just



get results. | had little doubt that it would get results—but what those resultswould be | could not
imagine. Meanwhile, everybody in Aeridl continued to do hisor her appointed duty, even though the ship
was fast becoming a seething cauldron of sexud jedlousies.

And then, one night (as reckoned by our chronometer) | had the last batch of gunpowder mixed and
dried. Therewas afive galon can full of the stuff. | picked it up, let mysdlf out of the galley and made my
way to the officers flat. As| entered the aleyway | saw Doc Jenkins knocking on the door of Martha
Wayne's cabin. | wondered who wasin Control, then wished that | hadn't wondered. The Control Room
would be well manned, of course. There would be the Captain, and there would be that blasted Survey
Service Commander, the pair of them looking at the stars and fedling romantic.

"Ah," said Jenkins, noticing me, "the Commissioned Cook. In person. Singing and dancing.”

"Nether Snging nor dancing,” | said grimly.

"And what have you got in the can, Petey boy? Y ou know that | have the monopoly on junglejuice.

"Nothing to drink," | said.

"Thenwhat isit?"

"Something for Peggy.”

"Something for Peggy,” he mimicked. "Something for Peggy ..." He quoted:

"When in danger or in fear,
Always blame the engineer."

| tried to edge past him, but he put out his hand and grabbed my arm. In spite of hisflabby appearance
he was strong. And | was afraid to struggle; there was the possibility that the can of black powder might
get ahard knock if | did so. (I knew that in theory it was quite safe, but | il didn't trust the stuff.)

"Not so fast," he said. "Not so fast. There's something going on aboard this ship, and as one of the
executive officers, aswell as being the Surgeon, it'smy duty to find out what it is"

The door of the Chief Officer's cabin did open. Marthastood there looking at us. "Comein,” she
ordered sharply. "Both of you."

We obeyed. Martha shut the door behind us, motioned usto chairs. We sat down. With a certain relief
| put the can of powder gently on the carpeted deck—and then, before | could stop him, Doc snatched it
up. He shook it.

He demanded, "What'sin this?'

"Some powder," | said lamely.

"Powder 7' Heworried the lid off the container. " Powder? What sort of powder?"

"Abrasive powder," | lied. "Peggy gave me the formula and asked me to cook some up for her.”

"Oh." He put the can, lid till off, down beside his chair, away from me. He took a cigarette from the



box on Marthas desk, struck it, put it to hislips. He inhaled deeply, inhaled again. The burning end
glowed brightly, the ash lengthened as we watched. He made as though to use the open can as an ash

tray.

MARTHA'S hand flashed out, smacked the cigarette from hisfingers and sent it flying acrossthe cabin
inaflurry of sparks.

Jenkinslooked hurt. "What wasthat in aid of 7"

Shesad, "Y ou were going to spoil the ... mixture.”
"How?If it's dborasive powder, alittle ash might improveit.”
"Not thismixture,” she said.

"No," | supported her. "No, It wouldn't."

"I'm not dtogether afool," grumbled Jenkins.

"No?' asked Martha sweetly. "No?' She extended adender leg, and with her dim foot gently shoved
the can out of harm'sway. "No?'

"No!" hedmost shouted. "I've lived on primitive worlds, Martha, planets where military science has
beeninitsinfancy. And here's Peter, lugging around adirty great cannister of villainous satpeter, and
there's Peggy, swesting and daving over something that looks like a breech-loading cannon.” He snorted.
"If it were acouple of dwelling piecesit would make sense. Pistols for two and coffee for one. And then
after the Commissioned Cook and the bold Commander had settled their differences, you and Peggy
could do battle, at twenty paces, for the favors of the survivor.

"But acannon ... It doesn't make sense.”

"No, it doesn't," agreed Martha. She got up, went to alocker. | thought that she was going to offer us
drinks. There were racked bottles there, and glasses. And there was adrawer under the liquor
compartment, which she pulled open. She took from it a nasty looking automatic.

She said, "I'm sorry, Doc, but you know too much. We have to keep you quiet for the next few hours.
And you, Peter, see about tying him up and gagging him, will you?" She motioned with the pistol. "Down,
boy, down. | won't shoot to kill—but you wouldn't like your kneecaps shattered, would you 7"

Jenkins subsided. He looked scared—and, at the same time, oddly amused. "But | don't know too
much," he expostulated. "I don't know enough.”

Marthaalowed abrief smileto flicker over her full mouth. She glanced at meflestingly. "Shdl wetdll
him, Peter?*

| said, "It wouldn't do any harm. Now."

Marthasat down again, the hand with the pistol resting on one dender thigh. It remained pointing
directly at Jenkins. Her finger never strayed from the trigger.

"All right," shesaid. "I'll put you in the picture. Asyou are aware, there's a consderable amount of



ill-feding aboard thisvessd."
"How right you are!" exclaimed Jenkins.
"Wethink that the Captain is behaving in amanner prejudicia to good order and discipline.”

He chuckled softly. "Mutiny, isit? Inal my yearsin SOT I've never seen one ... But why that absurd,
archaic cannon? After dl, you've accessto the ship'sfirearms.” He added, "Asyou've just proved,
Martha"

"ltsnot mutiny," she snapped.
"Have | another guess?'
Shetold him, "Y ou can guess al the way from here to Grallor, but you'll never guessright.”

"No?' He made as though to rise from his chair, but her gun hand twitched suggestively. "No? Then
why not tell me and get it over with."

"If you must know," she said tiredly, "it'saway—it might work and it might not—to distract Sandra's
attention from Ralph. She's more in love with her ship than with anybody in the ship, but if Peter wereto
be able to say, 'Look, darling, thanks to me you are now the Captain of thefirst real FTL starwagon,’
sheld be esting out of hishand.”

He stared at me in mock admiration. "1 didn't know you had it in you, Peter.”

"He hasn't,” said Martha. "It was Peggy and | who cooked up the scheme. We don't know if it will
succeed or not—but something is bound to happen when Peggy's solid rocket gives the ship just that
extranudge.

"And dl these years," whispered Jenkins, "I've regarded you as just a stuffed shirt—mind you, awell
stuffed shirt and Peggy as abarely literate mechanic. But there's astreak of wild poetry in you, in both of
you. Mark you, | dont think that Listowe! isworth the trouble—but throwing your bonnet over the
windmill isawaysworthwhile. This crazy scheme gppedsto me... I'mwith it, Martha, and I'm with you.
I've been dreaming about something on those lines myself, but not so practically asyou have done...."

His hand went to the Sde pocket of his shorts—and Martha's hand, holding the pistal, lifted to cover
him. But it was afolded sheet of paper that he pulled out.

"Martha," he pleaded, "put the Outer Reaches Suite on your playmaster, will you? Or get Peter to put
it on, if you don't trust me. And, if you would be so good, something to wet my whidtle ..."

"Fix it, Peter," she ordered.

| fixed it, first of dl pouring a<tiff whisky on therocks for each of us, then adjusting the controls of the
gleaming instrument. Thefirst notes of the Suite drifted into the cabin. It wasn't music that | have ever
cared for. There was too much of londinessin it, too much of the blackness and the emptiness—the
emptiness that, somehow, was not empty, that was peopled with the dim, flimsy ghosts of the
might-have-been.

Jenkins drained his glass, then unfolded the piece of paper, blinked &t it.



"Down the year

And the light years,

Wings wide spread
Totheslent gale...

Wide wings beating

The wall between

Our reality and our reality
And realities undreamed ...
Or dreamed?

Down the years

And the darkness ..."

He broke off abruptly, and Martha stiffened, her Minetti swinging to cover the open door. Peggy was
there, demanding irritably, "Aren't you people going to lend ahand? Do | do al the work in this bloody
ship?' She saw Doc, muttered, " Sorry. Did not know you had company.”

"We have company, Peggy," corrected Martha.
"Youmeanhe..."
"Yes. Heknows."
"Yes, indeed," agree Doc happily. "And I'll help you to best your wings againgt thewall."
"What wal?' demanded Peggy disgustedly.
CHAPTER 18

IT was odd that we now trusted Doc without any question. Or was it so odd? There were those half
memories, there was the haunting fegling that we had done dl this before. Anyhow, we poured Peggy a
drink, had another one oursalves, and then made our way aft. In the workshop we picked up the thing
that Peggy had been making. It did look like a cannon, and not asmall one, either. It was fortunate that
our acceleration was now extremely gentle, otherwise it would have been impossible for usto handle that
heavy sted tube without rigging tackles.

Wegot it down, at last, to the transom space and dropped it on the after bulkhead. Martha climbed
back, with Peggy and mysdlf, into the air screw motor room; Doc stayed below. While Peggy and |
climbed into spacesuits Martha passed the other equipment down to Jenkins—the welding and cutting
toals, the can of powder. And then Doc came up and Peggy and |, armored against cold and vacuum,
took hisplace.

Over our headsthe airtight door did shut. | heard the faint whirr of the pump that Peggy had ingtalled in
the motor room, realized that the atmosphere was being evacuated from our compartment. | saw the
needle of the gauige on the wrigt of my suit faling, watched it continue to drop even when | could no

longer hear anything.
Peggy's voicein my helmet phoneswas surprisngly loud.

Shesad, "Let'sget cracking.”



It was Peggy who did most of the work. A tool in her hands was an extension of her body—or, even,
an extension of her persondity. The blue-flaring torch cut aneat round hole in the bulkhead and then,
after | had lifted the circle of still glowing sted away and clear, in the shell plating beyond. Thissection |
kicked out, watched fascinated as it diminished dowly, atiny, twinkling star againgt the utter blackness.
Pegay, irritably, pulled me back to the work in hand. Together we maneuvered the rocket tube into
place. It was atight fit, but not too tight. And then Peggy stitched metd to meta with the delicate
precision that an ancestress might have displayed with needle, thread and fine fabric.

| watched her with something akin to envy—and it was more than her manual dexterity that | envied.
She had something that occupied all her attention, | had not. | had time to doubt, and to wonder. At the
back of my mind anagging, indgstent voice was saying, No good will come of this.

| heard Peggy's satisfied grunt in my helmet phones, saw that the job was finished. Sh unscrewed the
breech of atube, flipped it back onits hingt She picked up awad of rag, shoved it down the barrel, but
not too far down. | managed to get the lid off the powder cannister, handed it to her. She poured the
black grains on to the wad. Her guess asto the positioning of it had been agood one; only a spoonful of
gunpowder remained in the can. This she trandferred to atubular recessin the middle of the breech

block, stoppering it with another scrap of rag. She replaced the block then, gasping dightly as she gaveit
that extrahaf turn to insure that it waswell and tightly home.

"OK., Marthg" shesaid. "You can let theair back in."

"Vave open," Marthas voice said tinnily from the phones.

| watched the needle of my wrist gauge tart to rise, heard, after awhile, the thin, high screaming of the
inrushing atmosphere. And then the airtight door over our heads opened and | saw Marthaand Doc
framed in the opening, looking not at us but at what we had done. After a second's hesitation they joined
usin the transom space. Martha helped Peggy off with her helmet; Doc removed minefor me.

"A negt job," said Martha

"It will do," said Peggy.

"l hope," added Doc, but he did not seem unduly worried.

"You wire her up,” said Peggy to Martha. "I can't do it in these damn' gloves.”

"Anything to oblige,” murmured Martha. She handed the double cable that she had brought down with
her to Jenkins, started to |oosen the thumbscrews on the breech block.

I KNOW that I'm only the Captain,” said acold, avery cold voice, "but might | inquire what the hell
you're up to?'

"We're going to make thiswagon roll and go," replied Jenkins happily.

| looked up from the makeshift rocket, saw that Sandra and Listowel were standing in the motor room,
looking down at us through the doorway. Sandrawasicily furious. Listowe |ooked mildly interested.

Sandrasfinger pointed first at Peggy, then a mysdlf. " Spacesuits ... Have you been Outside?"' she
demanded.



“No," said Peggy.

"Don't worry, Skipper," said Jenkins. "We didn't lose any atmosphere. We sealed the transom space
off before Peggy and Peter went to work, and put the pump oniit ..."

"But you pierced the hull,” she said with mounting anger.
"Only asmall hole" admitted Jenkins.

"This" she grated, "istoo much. Only acouple of weeks out and you're already space happy. Burning
holesin the pressure plating and risking al our lives. Areyou mad?

"No," gtated Doc. "And when you find out what it's about you'll be pleased ..."

"Pleased? | shall be pleased dl right. | shdl roll on the deck in uncontrollable ecstasy. And I'll have
your gutsfor anecktie, and then I'll boot you out of the airlock without spacesuits. I'll ..."

"Bereasonable, Sandra," admonished Listowd rashly.

"Reasonable? | am being reasonable. All these officers have work that they should be doing, instead of
which | find them engaged in some fantastic act of sabotage ..."

"Sandra" | putin, "l canexplain..."
"You? Y ou ineffectua puppy!" | saw with shock that there was a pistol in her hand. "Come up out of

there, al of you. That isan order.” Sheturned to her companion. "Commander Listowel, as Captain of
thisvessd | request your aid in dedling with these mutineers.”

"But," | began.
"Drop whatever you're doing,”" she snapped, "and come up."
"Better do as she says,” grumbled Peggy. She picked up her welding torch.

"Just let ustell you what it'sal about, Skipper,” pleaded Jenkins, edging towards the power point into
which the torch was plugged.

"No," said Sandraflatly.

"But ..." murmured Peggy, her voicetrailing off.

There wasthe sharp click of aswitch and the torch flared blindingly. | realized Peggy's intention, but
too late. As| tried to wrest the tool from her hands (but why? but why?) themeta casing of thefiring
chamber was already cherry red.

| felt rather than heard the whoomph of the exploding powder ...

And...

CHAPTER 19



HER body against mine waswarm and resilient, yielding—and then, a thefinish, dmost violently
possessive. There wasthe flaring intendity of sensation, prolonged to the limits of endurance, and the
long, long fal down into the soft darkness of the sweetest deep of all.

Andyet ...

"Sandra..." | Sarted to say, before my eyeswere properly focussed on the face beside mine on the
pillow.

She snapped back into full consciousness, sared a me coldly.
"What was that, Peter? |'ve suspected that ..."
"l don't know, Peggy,” | muttered. "1 don't know ..."

| don't know, | thought. | don't know. But | remember ... What do | remember? Some crazy dream
about another ship, another lightjammer, with Sandra as the Captain and myself as Catering
Officer and Ralph as some sort of outsider ... And | was married to Sandra, in thisdream, and I'd
lost her, and | was trying to win her back with Peggy's help ... There was something about a solid
fuel rocket ...

"What isit, Peter?' she asked sharply.

"A dream,” | told her. "It must have been adream ..."

I unsnapped the e astic webbing that held usto the bunk, floated away from it and from Peggy to the
center of the cabin. | looked around me, noting detailsin the dim light, trying to reassure mysdf of its
redlity, of our redlity. It was al so familiar, and dl so old. The ghosts of those who had lived here, who
had loved here and hated here, generation after generation, seemed to whisper to me, Thisis
Thermopylae. Thisisall the world you have ever known, ever will know ...

It wasdl so unfamiliar.

And Peggy ...

| turned to look at her as shelay on the bed, still held there by the webbing, the bands artlingly white
againg her golden skin. Shewasrea enough. Her naked beauty was part of my memories—all my
memories.

"Peter," she said. "Peter, come back."

From nowhere atag of poetry drifted into my mind.

". .. and home there's no returning.
The Spartans on the sea-wet rock sat down and, combed their hair."

It made an odd sort of sense.
Thermopylae—the last stand of the Spartans, back in the early dawn of Terran history ...

Thermopylae—one of the great windjammersthat sailed Earth's seas ... Thermopylae—the last stand of
the Spartacists ...



"Come back," she cdled pleadingly.
“I'm here,” | told her. "I'm here. It wasjust that | had alittle trouble getting mysdlf oriented ..."

Stretching my right leg | was just able to touch the bulkhead with the tip of my big toe, shoved gently. |
drifted back in the genera direction of the bed. Peggy extended her arm and caught me, pulled meto her.

"Borninthe ship," she scolded, "raised in the ship, and you still haven't the sense to put your sandalson

"Therewasthat ... srangeness...." | fatered.

"If that'swhat | do to you, my boy, I'd better see about getting a divorce. There's nothing strange about
us. I'm aperfectly prosaic Plumber, and you're a prurient Purser, and our names start with aP aswell as
our ratings, So were obvioudy made for each other. At least, | thought so until just now ... But when the
bridegroom, on hiswedding night, starts calling his blushing bride by another woman's name it's rather
much ..." She smiled tantdizingly. "Of course, | had quite a crush on Raph once—not that held ever
notice me. Plumbers are rather beneath the Captain's notice. He reminds me so much of my father ..."
Her face sobered. "I wonder what it would beliketo live on ared world, aplanet, with ample living
room and with no necessity to stash parents away in the Deep Freeze when they've lived their aloted
gpan? | wonder if our fathers and mothers, and their fathers and mothers, will ever be revived to walk on
grassand breathefresh air . . . | wonder if we shall ever be revived after were put away to make room
for our children..." She reached out for something from the bedside locker—and suddenly her
expression was one of puzzlement and disappointment. She whispered, "I wanted acigarette ... | wanted
acigarette to smoke and towaveintheair as| taked ..."

| asked, "What isacigarette 7'

"l ... 1 don't know ... I think it would be one of those tiny, white smouldering tubes that charactersare
adways playing with in the old films.... Those men and women who played out their dramas on worldslike
Earth and Austra and Caribbea, or aboard shipsthat could cross the Galaxy in amatter of months.” She
sadintensdy, "At times| hate the Spartacigs. It was dl very well for them, the disgruntled technicians
and scientists who thought that they had become the daves of capitd and organized |abor—whatever
they were and who staged their futile dave revolt, and built this crazy ship because they hadn't the money
or materialsto congtruct a Mannschenn Drive job—whatever that was. It wasdl very well for them, the
romantic Burnhamites, pushing out under full sail for the Rim Stars—but what about us? Borninthistin
coffin, living in thistin coffin and, at the end, put to deep in thistin coffin—unlesswe diefirs—inthe
hope of aglorious resurrection on somefair planet circling adim, distant sun. And weve never known
the fed of grass under our bare feet, never known the kiss of the sun and the breeze on our skins, making
dowithfansand UV lamps, taking our exercisein the centrifuge instead of on the playing field or in the
swimming pool, subsisting on dgae and on tissue cultures that have long since lost any flavor they once
hed.

"Why, evenonLorn..."
"Evenon Lorn?' | echoed.
"What am | saying?' shewhispered. "What am | saying? WhereisLorn?'

LORN, Faraway, Ultimo and Thule...." | murmured. "And the worlds of the Eastern Circuit—Tharn



and Grollor, Mélise and Stree . Tharn, with the dirt Sreetsin the towns, and the traders stalls under the
flaring gasjets as the evening falls, and the taverns with good liquor and good company ... Mdlise, and
the long swell ralling in from half way across the world, breaking on the white beaches of the archipelago

"What's happened to us?' she cried. Then, "What have we lost?'
"How can we havelog," | asked, "what we have never known?"

"Dreams," shewhispered. "Dreams ... Or the dternative time tracks that Claudeis dways talking about
... Somewhere, or somewhen, another Peter and Peggy have walked the white beaches of Mdllise, have
swum together in the warm sea.... Somewhen we have strolled together long astreet on Tharn, and you
have bought for me abracelet of beaten silver ..."

"Dreams,” | said. "But you are theredlity, and you are beautiful ..."

Asl| kissed her my desire mounted. But there was a part of myself holding back, there was a cold
voice a the back of my mind that said, Y ou are doing this to forget. You are doing this to forget the
worlds and the ships and the women that you have known ... And, coldly, | answered mysdlf with the
question, Is there a better way of forgetting? And why should one not forget a foolish dream?

Her urgent mouth was on mine and her arms were about me, and forgetfulness was sweet and redlity
was al we need ever ask, and ...

A giant hand dammed us from the bunk, sngpping the webbing, hurling us againgt the bulkhead. The
singledim light went out. We sprawled againg the cold, metal surface, held there by some
pseudo-gravity, desperately to each other. Dimly | heard the incessant shrilling of darm bellsand,
somewhere, somebody screaming. Felt rather than heard was the thudding shut of airtight doors.

The pressure againgt us relaxed and, dowly, we drifted into the center of the cabin. | held Peggy to me
tightly. | could hear her bresthing, could fed her chest rising and faling against my own. She tirred
fechly.

"Peggy, aeyoudl right 7' | cried. "Darling, areyou dl right?'

"l ... 1 think s0...." shereplied faintly. Then, with aflash of the old humor, "Do you haveto be so
rough?'

There was a crackling sound and then, from the bulkhead Ralph, cam as dways, authoritetive.

"Thisisthe Captain. We have been in collison with ameteor swvarm. Will al surviving personne report
to the Control Room, please? All surviving personnd report to the Control Room."

"Wed better do asthe man says," said Peggy shakily, "even though it means dressing in the dark ..."
CHAPTER 20
WE were in the Control Room—those of uswho had survived.

We had made our rounds, armored against cold and vacuum. We had seen the results of our collision
with the meteor swarm, the rending and melting of tough meta and plastic, the effects of sudden



decompression on human flesh. We had seen too much. Speaking for mysdlf, it was only the uncanny haf
knowledge that was only an evil dream that enabled me to keep ahold on my sanity.

We werein the Control Room—the seven of us.

Therewas Ralph Listowel, Acting Captain, strapped in his seet before the usdess controls. Beside him,
anchored to the deck by the magnetic soles of her sandals, sood Sandra, Acting Mate. And there was
Jenkins, Ship's Surgeon, and very close to him stood Martha Wayne, Ship's Chronicler. There was
Peggy, Ship's Plumber. There was Claude Smethwick, aways the odd man out. There was mysdlf. We
had survived.

We had made our rounds of the stricken Thermopylae and had found no other survivors. All the
accommodation abaft officers country had been holed, as had been the Dormitory, the "Deep Freeze", in
which our parents—and their parents, and their parents—had been laid away, in Sasis, to await
planet-fall. But they had never known what had hit them. They were luckier than our generation, for
whom there must have been along second or so of agonized redlization, the horror of bursting lungs and
viscera, before the end.

"Report,” ordered Raph tiredly.

Therewas along slence, which Jenkinswasthe first to break. He said, "We suited up, and went
through the ship. She'slike a colander. There are no other survivors."

"None?' asked Ralph.

"No, Skipper. Do you wish details?'

"No," said Raph, heavily.

"1 made rounds with David," said Sandra. "The Deep Freeze has had it. So has al the accommodation
abaft officers country. So has most of the accommodation forward of the bulkhead. Second Mate, Third
Mate, Engineers, Catering Officer—all dead. Very dead ..."

"And Outsde?"' asked Raph.

"l saw what | could from the blisters. It'samess. Spars buckled. Twenty odd square miles of sail in
ribbons..."

"Report,” said Ralph, looking at me.

| told him, "'I've been through the Farm. We haven't got a Farm any more. The Tank Room and the
Tissue Culture Room were both holed. Of course, the deep frozen, dehydrated tissue cultures will keep
usgoing for sometime..."

"If we had air and water they would," said Jenkins glumly. "But we havent.”

"There are the cylinders of reserve oxygen,” | pointed out.

"And how do we get rid of the carbon dioxide?' asked the Doctor.

"Chemicals..." suggested Peggy veguely.



"What chemicals?' he demanded. He went on, "Oh, we can keep divefor afew days, or afew
weeks—hbut we shal merely be postponing the inevitable. Better to end it now, Skipper. I've the drugs
for thejob. It will be quite painless. It could even be pleasant ..."

Ra ph turned to Peggy. "Report.”

She said, "The Generator Room's wrecked. The only power we have at our disposal isfrom the
batteries.”

"And thar life?"

"If we practice the utmaost economy, perhaps two hundred hours. But | may be ableto get ajenny
repared ..."

"And burn up our oxygen reserve running it," said Ralph. Then, to Smethwick, "Report.”

"I'vetried,” the telepath whispered. "I've tried. But there's no contact anywhere. We are alone, lost and
done But ..."

"But?" echoed Relph.

"l ...I'mnot sure..." Then, suddenly, Smethwick seemed to gain Sature, to change his personality
amog. Always, until now, the shyest and most retiring of men, he dominated us by his vehemence.
"Don't you have the memories—the memories of thelives you've lived e sawhere, e sewhen? Haven't you
any recollection of yoursdf as Captain Listowd, of the Rim Runners fleet, as Commander Listowe, of
the Federation Survey Service? And therest of you," he went on, "don't you remember? Thisisn't the
only life—nor isit the only deeth ..."

"Lornand Faraway ..." | said softly.
"Ultimo and Thule...." whispered Martha.
"And the planets of the Eastern Circuit,” said Sandraflatly.

"Y ou remember,” cried Smethwick. "Of course you remember. I'm snooping now. | admit it. Y ou can
do what you like to me, but I'm snooping. I'm peeping into your minds. And it al adds up, what | can
read of your memories, your haf memories. Theré's the pattern, the unbreskable pattern. All thetime,
every time, it'sbeen just the seven of us—aboard Flying Cloud, aboard Aeridl, and now aboard
Thermopylae ...

"There'sthe pattern ... Weve tried to break free fromit, but we have never succeeded. But we have
changed it—every time we have changed it—and we can change it again. Whether for better or for
worse | cannot say—buit it can hardly be for worse now.”

RALPH was|ooking a Sandra—and once, | knew, the way that she was|ooking back at him would
have aroused my intensejedlousy. "Yes," he said dowly. "l remember ... Hazily ... Even so, wasn't there
some trouble with Peter?”

| was holding Peggy closeto me. "Therewas," | said. "But not any more.”



"And what about you, Martha?' asked Sandra. "Do you remember?"

"l do," shesad, "but I'm perfectly happy the way that things are now. Both David and | are happy—so
happy, infact, that | don't welcome the idea of euthanasia...”

"Goon," urged Smethwick. "Go on. Remember!”

"l made arocket,” muttered Peggy hesitantly. "Didn't 17"

"And | mixed abatch of solid fue," | supported her.

"No," contradicted Doc. "I did."

"Someonedid,” stated Ralph, looking rather hostile.

"Tooright," said Sandra. "And whoever it was put usin the jam that we're in now. | was quite happy as
Catering-Officercum-Third-Mate of Flying Cloud, and quite happy as Captain of Aeriel, and | rather
resent finding myself Chief Officer of adismasted derdict, with only afew daystolive.

"Y ou might have been happy,” | told her, "but you must admit that the way things were aboard Aeriel
did not, repesat not, contribute to my happiness.”

"My marriage to you was abig mistake," she said.

"Wasn'titjust!" | agreed. "On my part. | should have known better. Give awoman a position of
authority and she at once abusesit.”

"| resent that," said Sandra.
"Resent away," | told her, "If it makes you any happier. Resenting seemsto be your specidty, darling.”
"But you were such alousy cook," she said.

"Likehdl I was" | flared. "I'm agood cook, and you know it. Aeriel fed adamn' sight better than
Flying Cloud ever did."

"l suppose,” she sad, "that you mixed gunpowder in with your curry.”

"Y ou wouldn't know the difference,” | sneered.

"Who would ?' she sneered back.

" think hiscurry isgood,” said Peggy loyally.

"Y ou would," snapped Sandra. "The rocket!" Claude was screaming. " The rocket!"

| told him what to do with the rocket, tail finsand dl. | said to Sandra, "It's high time that we got things
sorted out. Y ou behaved very shabbily. Even you must admit that. I've nothing against Ralph—infact |
think that he's more to be pitied than blamed. Buit if it hadn't been for the way that you carried on aboard

both Flying Cloud and Aeriel there wouldn't have been any rockets. There wouldn't have been any
misguided attemptsto breek the Light Barrier.”



"Soit'sdl my fault," shesad sarcadtically.
"Of course,” | told her.

"And that refugee from a bicycle shop, to whom you happen to be married a the moment, has nothing
at dl to do withit. Oh, no. And neither has the incompetent pill peddliar who mixed the first batch of
powder. And neither have you, who mixed the second. But, asfar as1'm concerned, what redlly rankles
isthis. I don't mind al this switching from one Time Track to another—after dl, variety isthe spice of life.
What | do object to isbeing the victim of the blundering machinations of the same bunch of dimwits every
time. It'stoo much. Redly, it'stoo much.”

"My heart fair bleedsfor you," | said. "But let me suggest that on the next Time Track you get you to a
nunnery. Preferably a Trappist one. If there are such ingtitutions.”

Her face was white with passion. Her hand flashed out, caught me astinging blow across the mouth.
My feet lost their magnetic contact with the deck and | floated backwards, fetching up hard againgt the
bulkheed.

Pegay, her voice bitter, said, Y ou deserved that."
"No," said Martha. "No. Everything has been Sandras fault.”

"Pipe down," ordered Ralph. "And you, Macolm, please refrain from making any more danderous
attackson my wife."

"My wife," | corrected him.

"Not in this continuum,”" he pointed out. "But what happened in the dternative universeshasa certain
bearing upon our present predicament. Thanks to your otherwise unpardonable outburst, we can
remember now ..."

"And about time you did," said Claude.

"We can't dl be perfect,” stated Ralph, with mild sarcasm. "Even so, we can try. We know the way out
now—and, thistime, werreal of usinvolved. All of us. We must bregk the Light Barrier once more, and
the only way that we can do it isby giving thiswagon that extra push. Has anybody any suggestions ?'

Marthasaid dowly, "We must have been close to Lume One when the meteors hit us. But the impact
was at right anglesto our trgectory ..."

"Work it out by the pardleogram of forces," Raphtold her. "If you redly want to, thet is. But we have
the Doppler Log—it's still working—and that gives us the answer without any mucking about with
dipgticks. Even though we are adismasted derelict we're till bowling dong at agood rate of knots. But
it'll take more than a powder-fuelled rocket to give us the boost.”

"There'sthe reserve oxygen,” | said.

"And there's plenty of alcohol,” added Jenkins, hel pfully. " And Peggy's a plumber in thisincarnation,”
said Sandra



"So..." siid Ralph.
CHAPTER 21

IT was dark outside and, in spite of the heating units and insulation of our suits, bitterly cold. Astern of
uswas the dull-glowing Galactic Lens, amonstrous ember in the black ash of the Ultimate Night. Ahead
of us, flaring with an unnatura stedly brilliance, was one of the distant idand nebulae. But wewerein no
mood for astronomical sight-seeing. Almost a once our attention was caught and held by the horrible
tangle of twisted wreckage that extended al the way from the stern, where we were standing, to the stem
of the huge ship, that sood out sharply and shockingly in the harsh glare of our working lights—the
buckled spars, the vast, disorderly expanse of tattered sail and snapped cordage, the rent and battered
shell plating. But we did not ook long—nor did we want to. There was work to do—burning and
welding, manhandling the massive pipe sectionsinto place, heating and besting the twisted plating of the
stern so that it conformed, more or less, to our plans.

Peggy took charge—and it was Peggy, too, who did most of thework. A tool in her handswas an
extension of her body—or, even, an extension of her persondity. She stitched meta to metal with the
ddicate precison that an ancestress might have displayed with needle, thread and fine fabric. | watched
her with envy, and it was not only her manual dexterity that | envied. She was o sure of hersdlf, so
certain. And | was not certain. Oh, | had no doubts that this was the only way out of our
predicament—but once we had won through to an aternative time track should we be any better off?In
Thermopylae we had achieved what seemed to be astable grouping, like paired with like, but would it,
could it last?

| looked at Peggy, and | hoped with al my heart that it would.

| heard her satisfied, peculiarly feminine grunt in my helmet phones. She said flatly, "That's that.”
"Even s0," murmured Ral ph doubtfully, "Will it hold?"

"Long enough,” shetold him cheerfully. "Long enough. After al, Raph, thisisnt thefirg time..."
"No," said Sandra, anasty edgeto her voice, "itisn't.”

"That will do," ordered her husband coldly.

"And now well connect up the tanks and bottles," said Peggy. We clambered back insde through the
rentsin the shell plating, back into the wrecked |azarette. Intended for use asasick bay by the ship's
buildersit had become, over the generations, a storeroom, arepository for things that never had been
used, that never would be used, that had been stashed away in the belief that somebody, sooner or later,
would find ause for them. We had found the piping there, afine assortment, large and smal bore. Some
had been damaged by the meteor swarm, most of it had not. Its being there had saved ustime and labor.

THE oxygen cylinders and the tanks of acohol we had to lug through the ship, however, from the
centraly stuated storage compartments. The work was heavy and awkward, but that wasn't the worst
part of it. The trouble was that we were obliged to see again the torn, frozen bodies of our late
shipmates. And there was that sense of responsibility that was so hard to shake off. If it hadn't been for
the pattern, aswe were thinking of it, if it hadn't been for the odd design which made it, somehow,
imperative that the seven of us, and only the saven of us, should be attempting to break the Light Barrier
by means of rocket power, would Thermopylae have cometo grief? And had we, of our own valition,
established the pattern? Or were we no more than puppets?



But we worked on. We were dtill aive, and we had every inducement to stay that way. We convinced
ourselvesthat we werein, but not of Thermopylae. We felt that we were innocent bystandersinvolved,
by blind chance, in a catastrophe not of our making, not of our concern. All that concerned us was
getting the hell out, and that as soon as possible. My parents, | knew, were among those who had
perished when the cosmic debris destroyed the Deep Freeze. But my parents, | knew with even greater
certainty, were solid citizens of Dunedin, capitd of the Empire of Waverley, who, without fail, sent mea
canned haggis every year in the pious hope that it would arrive at or before Hog-many. Then therewas
the carroty cat Susan. | had known her before | met Peggy. | had known her very well indeed. | had
seen her—what was left of her—as | hel ped lug the oxygen cylinders back aft from the stores. And | told
mysdf, That pitiful, broken body means nothing to me. When | was in Hying Cloud, when | wasin
Adid, | never knew anybody called Susan ...

| told mysdlf that ...

But weworked, dl of us, fetching and carrying a Peggy's command, swesating in our suits, gasping in
the stale air. We watched the makeshift contraption growing as we worked—the acohol tanks with the
oxygen bottles attached to them to drive the fluid into the firing chamber, the other oxygen bottles that
would feed directly into the rocket motor. It was adreadfully inefficient set-up, but it didn't matter. Mass
Ratio didn't worry us. We weren't concerned with Escape Ve ocity; al that we wanted wasthat extra
nudge, the push that would drive usfaster than light, that would expel usfrom this continuum in which we
didn't belong.

We worked—stumbling, fumbling automatons, breathing our own stinks, our skin chafed and sore
inside our suits. We worked, tired and hungry and thirsty as we were. There was the urgency, there was
thefeding that if we failed to meet the deadline we should be marooned here, doomed to diein alittle,
ruined world not of our making. Weworked, half blinded by the actinic flaring of Peggy'storch, cursing
the toolsthat dipped from our clumsy, gloved hands, cursing each other for clumsiness and failureto
cooperate.

But we worked.

And, astern of us, the target a which the cannon of our jury rocket was aimed, we could seethe
dull-glowing Galactic Lens, the smear of smoky crimson againgt the darkness. Whatever happened, we
al knew, there was no return, ever, to the warmth and light of the Center. We belonged on the Rim.
Aboard Flying Cloud, aboard Aeriel, aboard Thermopylae—we belonged onthe Rim ...

"Now," Peggy was saying. "Now. Stand by, dl of you ..."

"Wait!" Ralph'svoicewas sharp. "Therell be acceeration. Unless we've secured oursalveswe shdl fall
through the holesin the plating—and that will be the end.”

"Then secure yourselves," said Peggy.

| shuffled to where she was standing, got one arm around a stanchion, the other around her waist. |
saw that the others were smilarly disposing themselves. Peggy, with both hands free, opened two valves.
From the venturi of the rocket jetted awhite vapor. Then her right hand went out to a crude
switch—and, abruptly, the white vapor became atorrent of fire.

It won't work, | thought. It won't work. Not thistime ...



Desperately | clung to the stlanchion, fighting the pseudo gravity of our acceleration. | tried not to look
down through the rentsin the shell plating, tried to ignore the light-years-deep chasm benegath us. | clung
with desperation to the stanchion and, even more desperately to Peggy, who needed both handsto
adjust thevalves.

Theweight on my arms, as accel eration mounted, became intolerable, but | knew that | must not, could
not, would not let go.

Then | fet the ominous vibration as the stanchion started to give.
CHAPTER 22

AHEAD of us had been the spark of luminescence that was a planet, astern of usthe disc of fire that
was asun. We had done the things that had to be done—mechanically, not too inefficiently. But | was
gill seeing, in my mind's eye, the dull-glowing lens of the Galaxy, smoky crimson againgt the sooty depths
of the Ultimate Night, tiff feding, in my left hand and arm, the strain—the strain, and the crepitation of
the weakening, snapping stanchion. What was real and what was unrea ? Was this world towards which
we were headed some sort of |atter day Fiddlers Green, aheaven (or hell?) for the souls of departed

spacemen?

But we had done the right things, shortening sail, trimming sail, rotating the spars so that the black
surfaces of some of the vanes were presented to the mgjor luminary, so that their reflecting surfaceswere
catching the reflected light from the planet. We had dowed down sufficiently for the making of asafe
approach.

| reached out for the big binoculars on their universdly jointed mount. | thought, I'll play thisfor real.
But it must be real. Or must it? Slowly, carefully, | adjusted the focus. What had been, only short
hours ago, little more than apoint of light was now agreat, shining sphere. | stared at it Supidly. About a
third of the planetary surface was cloud covered, mainly in the polar regions. | could observe clearly the
seas and the continents—blue and brown and green, the snowclad peaks of the mountain rangesa
gparkling white—the seas and the continents, the utterly unfamiliar configurations of land and water.
"What world isit?" asked Raph again, addressng me directly thistime.

"l don't know," | admitted, adding wrily, "But navigation in this ship—or these ships?—has been rather
alogtart of late..."

"But not, unfortunately, rocketry,” observed Sandra cattily.

"Pipe down,” growled Raph. "Pipe down. We've dl of us come through, somehow, and we're back
wherewe belong, in Flying Cloud. All we haveto do now isto makealanding."

"But where, lord and master?' asked Sandra, too sweetly. "But where?”

"Doesit matter?' he growled. "That looks to be avery pleasant world. Frankly, | shal be happy to set
this scow down on any convenient stretch of calm water. After we're rested we'll see about getting our
bearings..."

"In Space?’ she asked. "Or in Time? Or both?!

"Doesit matter?' he dmost shouted. Then—"It'stime we heard something from our tame telepath.”



| sad, "Hisamplifier up and died on him."

"l hope he hasn't dumped it," said Sandra, "dthough | never did fancy dog'sbrain in aspic. But Peter
could make acurry of it."

“I'm not the Cook," | told her coldly. "Not on this Time Track. And neither, my dear, are you the
Captain.”

Raph glared a us, then turned to the journdist. "Any luck, Martha?'

"Yes," shesad, fiddling with the controls of her transceiver. "There are people there, and they're
advanced enough to run to radio. Their language is strange—to me, a any rate—but their music is human
enough, even though it istoo corny for my taste ..." She switched over from headphone to speaker.
Therewas aman singing, in apleasant baritone, accompanied by some stringed instrument. The melody
was hauntingly familiar, athough the words were in that unknown tongue. Then, in spite of the shiftsin
key and distortions of rhythm, | had it.

Goodbye, I'll run

To seek another sun
Wherel

May find

There are worlds more kind
Than the ones left behind ...

| sad, "The Rim Runners March ..."

"Y ou could beright," said Ra ph doubtfully. Then, with growing assurance, "Y ou could beright. Even
S0, that piece of musicis not the exclusive property of Rim Runners. It's old, old—and nobody knows
how many timesit's had fresh lyricstacked on toit. But hearing it, on their radio, isevidencethat Terran
ships have been in contact with thisworld. The Survey Service, perhaps, or some off-course star tramp
... But | think that we can expect afriendly reception, assistance, even ..." Hewas beginning to look
more cheerful. "All right. WEll get the rest of the way off thiswagon now. Thisisthe ided approach,
towards the sunlit hemisphere of the planet. Y ou know the drill, all of you. Trim sails—black surfaces
towards the sun, reflecting surfaces towards the source of reflected light. Start the pumps as soon asthey
have some atmosphereto work on ..."

HIS strong, capable hands played over the control pandl. | watched the tell-tale screen. Therewasthe
ship as seen from directly ahead, as scanned by the cameraat the end of itslong bowsprit, eclipsing the
sun and, surrounding her, the geometric array of vanes and spars, some blindingly white, some sooty
black. | watched—but there was no change in the design. | heard Ralph curse softly, looked back to
him. The control panel wasdivewith red lights.

The intercom speaker crackled and from it issued Peggy's voice. "The wiring's gone. The power supply
to the trimming motors. Burned out.”

"Manud trimming,” ordered Raph sharply. "Get dong to the Trimming Motor Room, dl of you. And
fedt."

| wasfirst out of the Control Room, with Sandra, Doc Jenkins and Marthahard on my heds. We
shuffled through the leyways a speed, keeping the magnetized soles of our sandasin contact with the



deck, knowing that to fal free would be to waste time rather than to gain it. But it was anightmarish
means of progression. Aswe passed the Psionic Radio Room we ran into Claude Smethwick, who had
just come out into the dleyway. | grabbed hisarm, hustled him along with us, refused to listen to what he
wastryingtotdl me.

The Trimming Motor Room stank of burned insulation, of overheated and melted metdl and plastic, of
ozone. Peggy wasthere, franticaly stripping panels from the bulkhead sheething, laying bare the damaged
wiring. | heard Sandra say, "'If you'd done this before, Miss Cummings, instead of playing around with
homemade fireworks..."

"Shut up!™ | shouted. Then, "Peggy, put the manud controlsin gear!”

"Peter," Claude Smethwick was babbling. "Peter, I've made contact. Thisworld ..."

"Later," | snapped. "Tdl melater. We have to get the way off the ship.”

"But.."

"Get your paws on to that whedl, al of you! Now ... Now ... Together!" The hand gear was stubborn
and our actions, at first, clumsy and uncoordinated. " Together!" | shouted again.

Theworst of it dl wasthat we were having to work in Free Fall conditions. All that held usto the deck
was the magnetism of the soles of our sandals. We had no purchase. Y et, at last, the big whed started to
turn—dowly, dowly. | wondered how much, time remained to us before we should plunge, ablazing
meteorite, down through the planet's atmosphere.

| snatched aglance at the indicator, gasped, "Belay, there. Belay." So far, so good. The main drivers
were trimmed. The auxiliary vanes il presented agreater reflecting surface to the sun than did the
mainslsto thereflected light of the planet, but things were coming under control, the feding of nightmarish
urgency was abating.

Ralph's voice came through the intercom. "Trim 1 and 2 spinnakers. Then stand by."

"“Turn back!" bawled Claude Smethwick. "We must turn back!"

"Why, Mr. Smethwick?" asked Ra ph's disembodied voice coldly.

"I've been trying to tell you, but nobody will listen. I've been in touch with the telepaths on that planet.
It's Llanith, one of the anti-matter worlds. And they say, Turn back! Turn back!" "

"Mr. Mdcolm," sngpped Raph. "Trim dl salld"

Againwe grained and sweated, again we were driven by the nightmarish sense of urgency. Thefirst
pair of spinnakerswas trimmed—and then, with the second pair of auxiliary vanesrotated barely a
degree on their spars, the hand gear seized up. Peggy said nothing, just relinquished her hold on the
whedl and walked rapidly to the spacesuit locker.

| demanded, "Where are you off t0?"

Shesad, "l haveto go Outside.”



"If theréstime,” muttered Sandra. "'If there'stime. Why don't you make another rocket, dearie?"

"What'sthe delay?' Ra ph was demanding. "What'sthe delay?" Then, hisvoice suddenly soft,
"Goodbye, dl of you. It's been good knowing you. Goodbye, Sandra...."

She sadfiercdy, "1 might be able to makeit to Control intime...."

Dropping our hands from the useless wheel we watched her go. "V ery touching,” whispered Jenkins.
"Very touching ..." But, in spite of the dight edge of sarcasm to hisvoice, he was holding Martha Wayne
very closy.

| said to Peggy, "Thisseemsto beit. A pity, Since everything's been tidied up so nicely.”

She pushed the spacesuit back into itslocker, came to stand beside me. She said, putting her hand in
mine, "But thismightn't be the end, my dear. Even if there's no after life, we know that were il livingin
the dternative universes..."

"Or dying ..." sad Jenkins glumly.

And then—it's odd the way that the human brain worksin a crisis—a snatch of archaic versethat |
must have learned as a child rose from the depths of my memory, flashed across my mind.

And fast through the midnight dark and drear,
Through the whistling sleet and snow,

Like a sheeted ghost the vessel swept

On the reef of Norman's woe ...

But the crew of the schooner Hesperus had died a cold death—ours would be afiery one. | hoped
that it would be sudden.

The ship lurched and shuddered, as though she had, in actud fact, driven onto areef. Therewasa
rending, tearing noise, felt aswell as heard—the spars and sails, | redlized, bearing the brunt of our
impact with planet's atmosphere, braking us, dowing us down. There wasthe thin, high scream of air
rushing over and through projections on our hull, gapsin our shell plating. The temperature rose sharply. |
held Peggy to metightly, thinking, Thisisit.

The screaming died to afaint whistle, was drowned by a new sound, the throbbing of the air
COMPressors.

Ra ph's voice from the bulkhead speaker was faint and shaky, yet reassuring. He said, "All hands
report to the Control Room. All hands report to Control—to splice the main brace. And then welll make
it Landing Stations."

CHAPTER 23

IT'Snot at dl abad sort of world, thisLlanith, and | rather think that Peggy and | shall be staying here,
even though Ralph and the local scientists are sure that they'll be able to work out just what did happen,
just how Flying Cloud made the transition from normal matter to anti-meatter, or vice versa. The
Commodore will not have achieved the economica means of interstdllar travel of his dreams, but we shdll
have presented him with something better, much better. Thereslittle doubt that commerce and culturd
exchange between the LIanithi Consortium and the Rim Worlds Federation will soon be practicable. And



Peggy and | will have an edge on those who, in the not too distant future, will cometo learn and to teach
and to trade.

Meanwhile, Ralph has suggested that each of ustell the story, in his own words, of what happened.
The stories, he says, will be of great value to the scientists, both on Llanith and back home on Lorn. It
seemsthat there may have been other forces besides physical onesat play, that psychology may have
comeinto it, and psionics. Bethat asit may, it seems obvious—to Peggy and |, at any rate—that the
attempt to exceed the speed of light was the governing factor.

Not that we worry much about it.

We're doing nicdly, very nicdly, the pair of us. My restaurant is better than paying itsway; even though
the LIanithi had never dreamed of such highly spiced dishes as curry they're fast acquiring the taste for
them. And the bicycles—another novelty—that Peggy makesin her little factory are sdling like hot
cakes.

Doc and Martha are settling down, too. There's quite ademand for the sort of verse and music that
they can turn out without redly trying. And when they get tired of compaosing they pick up their brushes
and dazzle the natives with Neo-Abstractionism. And Claude? He gets by. A telepath can find himsalf at
home anywhere where there are others of hiskind. If the Llanithi were purple octopi—which they aren't,
of course—he'd be equally happy.

It'sonly Ralph and Sandrawho aren't fitting in. Each of them possesses arather overdevel oped sense
of duty—although | am inclined to wonder if Sandra, in her case, isn't redlly hoping to find her way back
to that Time Track on which the Matriarchate ruled the Rim Worlds and on which she was Captain of
her own ship.

If she ever does, | shall be neither her husband nor her Cook.

ThisUniverse suitsme.

The End—So Far as ThisContinuum |Is Concerned.



